Book Review

Between God and Man: an interpretation of Judaism by Abraham Joshua Heschel (1959). New York. Free Press Paperbacks (edition 1997). pp vi +289. $20-95. ISBN 0-684-83331-X
In the contemporary world where over one quarter of Americans self-define as ‘Spiritual-But-Not-Religious’[footnoteRef:1] eschewing traditional religions and practices, how do such individuals find faith in the Judeo-Christian God? Abraham Joshua Heschel provides a scholarly approach to an answer in the Hasidic Jewish tradition. [1:  In the USA national population census of 2017, 29% of women and 26% of men self-identified as SBNR. https://www.pewresearch.org] 

Rabbi Heschel was professor of Jewish Ethics and Mysticism in New York from 1946 to his death in 1972. This book is a selection of his most significant work. Part One is a sustained theological argument, meticulously building a case for the progression to Faith in God through Wonder, Mystery, Awe and Worship, as he defines those terms. For him, this progression is entirely consistent with the revelations recorded in the Tanakh. The remainder of the book is a series of loosely-linked essays on particular topics, each with a depth of scholarship and wisdom. The book is an enlightened, taut and thought-provoking theological foundation and guide to faith in God and to praxis for contemporary readers.
“The grand premise of religion is that man is able to surpass himself”[footnoteRef:2]. With this contention, Heschel begins his consideration of the pathway to faith. He argues that modern man[footnoteRef:3] lives in a small world and rarely considers grandeur and the sublime. When these do impinge on modern thinking, man’s response is one of Wonder or “radical amazement”[footnoteRef:4], not simply in the objects in and of themselves but in the fact of our ability to perceive them and our endeavour to comprehend them.  [2:  Heschel AJ (1959) p 36]  [3:  I continue to use ‘man’ in Heschel’s sense of humankind, recognising its unintended and potentially polarising contemporary connotations.]  [4:  Ibid. p 41] 

Here, he may be drawing on the ‘Rising Sun’ contemplative practices of the Jewish Essene spiritual tradition during the intertestamental period [footnoteRef:5]. Celtic Christian spirituality has a similar conception of ‘Thin Places’ where the bondary between the material world and the sacred is ‘paper-thin’ and is easily transcended [footnoteRef:6]. The highly popular, contemporary cosmic installations[footnoteRef:7] and light shows[footnoteRef:8] in some cathedrals evoke this desired response of Wonder.  [5:  Rohr R (1997) The Good News According to Luke. [Crossroad Publishing Co. NY.]  pp 79-83 ISBN 0-8245-1490-4]  [6:  O’Loughlan T (2000) Journeys on the Edges: The Celtic Tradition. [Darton Longman & Todd Ltd. London.] pp 35-48 ISBN 0-232-52314-2.]  [7:  Jerram L.  Art, Science and Play (2019).  [Sansom & Co. UK.] ISBN 1911408488]  [8:  Luxmuralis https://projectionartgallery.com/index.php/about/] 

For Heschel, internal wonderment may then lead to contemplating the mystery of what it is to be human, what it is to exist and to perceive the Universe as is.  He describes Mystery is an ontological category, “the essential mystery of being as being”[footnoteRef:9], which may be “apprehended but not comprehended… For it is the inescapable situation of all being to be involved in the infinite mystery”[footnoteRef:10]. Pondering such considerations leads to Awe, which he defines as “being in rapport with the mystery of all reality”[footnoteRef:11]. Awe leads variously to both wisdom and insight. But for Heschel, Awe brings with it an intuition that something glorious is beyond, and worth more than, man’s own self; be it the splendour of the Universe as is, or an intimation of the Divine.  [9:  Heschel AJ (1959) p 45]  [10:  Ibid. p45]  [11:  Ibid. p 52] 

It is at this stage that “the question about God becomes an inescapable concern… Such ultimate concern is an act of Worship, an act of acknowledging in the most intense manner, the supremacy of the issue… It is a manifestation of a fundamental fact of human existence, the fact of worship”[footnoteRef:12]. That assignment of superior worth, that worth-ship, has no necessary connection with religious praxis. [12:  Ibid. p 66] 

The implications of this not only include the choice of our object of worship, be it the Divine, the purely human or mythological projections of the human psyche; but they also prioritize as secondary the intellectual approach to God: “Worship of God precedes affirmation of his realness. We praise before we prove”[footnoteRef:13]. [13:  Ibid. p 67] 

All of this leads ultimately to Faith; not to belief, note. Heschel provides a universal definition of faith which surpasses mere belief in an object, no matter how suffused with the divine: “Faith is the act of a man, who transcending himself responds to him who transcends the world”[footnoteRef:14]. Faith is always transcendent in his writings, not a descriptor of or framework for intellectualised belief. [14:  Ibid. p 65] 

However, such faith may simply be deist or may be allied to a religious tradition. Heschel asserts that this choice relies on revelation from a God who communicates the Godself and thereby gives meaning to human life. Man transcending himself might be considered a mystic or spiritual experience but Heschel insists that, within this openness, it is God’s revelation to man which consummates meaning in a man’s existence. God is “In Search of Man” [footnoteRef:15].  While this may be seen as a fortunate external Deus ex Machina resolving what has been his internal philosophical and psychological argument so far, it is firmly consistent with the Judeo-Christian revelatory view of God. What began as a process of natural revelation has become one of special revelation, bringing with it a step-change in knowledge of the Godself. [15:  Heschel A. J. (1955, 1983) God in Search of Man: A Philosophy of Judaism. [Farrar, Strauss & Giroux. NY.] ISBN 978-0-374=51331-3] 

It is this Divine revelation and the wider history of such revelations which shape the faithful man’s transition into a faith and belief in the Judeo-Christian One God. For man “it is not a question that he comprehends but the fact of his being exposed to a knowledge that comprehends him”[footnoteRef:16]. [16:  Heschel AJ (1959) p 100] 

This analysis seems to me to be uniquely valuable to the contemporary mind, where religion is synonymous with ecclesiastical formalism, self-delusion or hypocrisy. Among such people I have spent my scientific working life. In my view, Heschel’s analysis also resonates with environmental wonderment, commitment and exploration. It offers structure and direction to the existential angst which many experience but rarely admit. It affirms what is truly awesome and challenges the scale of worth of individuals. It invites transcendence rather than insists on belief; it values experience above analysis. It affirms that “God cannot be sensed as a second thought, as an explanation of the origin of the Universe. He is either the first and the last, or just another concept”[footnoteRef:17]. [17:  Ibid. p 67] 

Heschel’s discourse is closely argued in at times lyrical prose. It is grounded in and quotes profusely from the Tanakh and Mishnah. This gives wider meaning, historical authenticity and general applicability to his text. It also provides a corrective to some Christian misunderstanding of certain Jewish concepts and thus makes available a deeper contemporary understanding of the ‘Old Testament’.
The remainder of this theological anthology addresses individual themes of Judaism, many of which concepts are fundamental to Christian faith and beliefs.
The section on Religious Observance is particularly lucid and revealing. Heschel makes it clear that Jewish observance is at two levels, acts of the body and acts of the soul. Both must unite in performing a Mitzvah. God’s ways, Mitzvot, commandments, are to be exercised with Kavannah, an intentionality combined with “the sense of the ineffable, that which lies beyond”[footnoteRef:18]. This is nothing short of a joining in performing God’s actions in the world; “our task is to set forth the divine in acts, to express the spirit in tangible forms” [footnoteRef:19]. Such acts clarify spiritual perception. Kavannah “directs the heart to the Father in heaven”[footnoteRef:20]. [18:  ibid. p 162]  [19:  Ibid. p 165]  [20:  Ibid. p 165] 

Similarly valuable is the section on the interplay between Halakhah and Agadah, fixed pattern and driving force, law and spirit. The two form a dialectic in Jewish thought; they are inseparable to achieving understanding. Parts of the Tanakh are written as dialogue between them (notably the creation stories forming the first two chapters of Genesis). “To reduce Judaism to law, to Halakhah is… to kill its spirit… Halakhah is ultimately dependent on Agadah”[footnoteRef:21]. Similarly, to reduce Judaism to inwardness, to Agadah is “to destroy its reality… By inwardness alone we do not come close to God”[footnoteRef:22]. St Paul takes up this theme in his discussion of Law and Grace.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Ibid. p 176]  [22:  Ibid. p 177]  [23:  q.v. Romans 6 v14-15] 

Heschel’s views on freedom are also noteworthy. Freedom is fundamentally linked to his ‘grand premise of religion’. Freedom is a transcendent quality arising when man ‘surpasses himself’: “such ability is the essence of freedom… Freedom is the state of going out of the self, an act of spiritual ecstasy” [footnoteRef:24].  [24:  Ibid. p 148 - 149] 

Freedom lies beyond any system of laws and necessity. It is not a matter of selections made within such boundaries. Freedom is a creative step into “the possibility to live spiritually, to rise to a higher level of existence” [footnoteRef:25]. That step is under man’s control; he may choose to follow his Ego or to rise above it to transcendent freedom. In doing so, he aligns himself with the purposes of creation: “The essential meaning of creation is, as Maimonides explained, the idea that the universe did not come about by necessity but as a result of freedom” [footnoteRef:26]. [25:  Ibid. p149]  [26:  Ibid. p 150] 

Inherent, then, in Heschel’s concept of freedom is a human selflessness which allows man to transcend his contingent being. In doing so, man aligns with God’s purposes in creation and attains his authentic Self, for “Integrity is the fruit of freedom” [footnoteRef:27]. It is tempting to believe that such considerations led Heschel to march with Dr. Martin Luther-King Jnr. and leaders of the Civil Rights Movement across the bridge at Selma, Alabama on ‘Bloody Sunday’ in 1965 [footnoteRef:28]. [27:  Ibid. p 150]  [28:  https://www.britannica.com/topic/Edmund-Pettus-Bridge] 

Heschel’s spirituality is activist: “We have few words, but we know how to live in deeds that express God… for a mitzvah is where God and man meet” [footnoteRef:29]. He interprets Jewish tradition from a Hasidic viewpoint, with perhaps a greater emphasis on the Kabbalah element of God depending on man to implement God’s plan for the world. This is combined with a deep psychological understanding of man’s fundamental search for God, and God’s seeking-out of man to reveal something of the Godself. His epistemology is externalist, therefore, in that not all aspects of human belief are internal to a believer’s cognition [footnoteRef:30]. [29:  Heschel AJ (1959) p 80]  [30:  See Bonjour L (2009) in Oxford Handbook of Epistemology (Moser PK Ed.) [OUP. UK] pp234-263 ISBN 13: 9780195301700] 

Heschel’s theological insight avers that man may transcend his human limitations in seeking after the God who seeks relationship with man. Man has freedom of choice, but that freedom only reaches maturity when a man transcends his own human limitations to recognise and encounter God. God and man meet when a man performs Mitzvot and joins God in the actions of God in the world. This is the closest a man gets to a hypostatic union with the Divine; a union, a theosis, made possible through the incarnation of Christ[footnoteRef:31] and referred to in Early Christian writings as being “in Christ” [footnoteRef:32]. For Heschel, man must live a life balancing God’s revelations through both Law and Spirit, Halakah and Agadah. [31:  Reviewed in Meyendorff J (1979) Byzantine Theology.  [Fordham Press NY] p159-160 ISBN 0-8232-0967-9.]  [32:  John 6v56, 14 v20, 15 v6-7, 16 v33, 17 v23 & 2 Corinthians 5 v17] 

For a book so deeply imbued with wisdom and taut theological argument, it is remarkably congenial to read. As insight into the theological basis from which faith may develop and be exercised, and as insight into Jewish spirituality from which Christianity developed, this book forms an unparalleled and valuable contribution to contemporary understanding. It is a highly rewarding read.
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