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Year of Wrestling Together ~ Community Conversation #8 

April 19, 2016 

 
GOD, SPIRITUALITY & ATHEISM 

 
written up by Rabbi Miriam 

 
The most recent Wrestling Together Community Conversation addressed the topic God, 
Spirituality & Atheism.  We opened by asking what are people's associations with the 
words “God” and “Spirituality.”  Here are their responses: 
 
When you say “God', what comes to mind? 

Universal Energy Goddess Shul Love 

My mother. Edward G Robinson Strength OMG 

Burden Stigma Omnipotent Life Energy 

Strife Unknowable Ineffable Who knows? 

Concept you turn to 
when you recognize 
you are in the centre 
of the universe. 

Shekhinah – that 
which dwells within. 

Politics  

 
When you say “spirituality”, what comes to mind? 

Connection to 
universal energy. 

Inclusiveness of 
everybody. 

Personal (versus God 
as public). 

Looking for a path of 
meaning, process.  

God is an “old style” 
word; Spirituality is a 
modern word.  

“Not religious”, 
eclectic, not 
beholden, without 
restrictions of dogma. 

Gratitude, humility, 
unity. 

Not political.  

 

It was revealing to notice that there was a mixture of reactions against certain traditional 
images of God (as male, judging and punishing, and old man in the sky) as well as 
affirmations of other images, relationships, and experiences with that which is 
transcendent, mysterious, humbling, unifying, a source of gratitude and joy, community 
and all Life.  A couple people in the group described themselves as not spiritually 
oriented or as rationalists. 
 
I framed the conversation with several points:  

1. Judaism is a religion that emphasizes action, “doing Jewish”.  Judaism is not 
driven by belief or credo.  One can “do Jewish”, engaging in Jewish 
practices/mitzvot, Jewish culture, Jewish community, Jewish philosophy, Jewish 
life relating to any of these elements through a wide range of lenses and beliefs – 
religious, spiritual, secular, moral, psychological, communal, socio-historical, etc.  
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2. Judaism is not only a religion.  Because it is a people, an ethnicity, a nation, as 
well as a religion, one can also relate to Jewishness as an identity or ethnicity, 
growing out of the religious practices of the Jewish people, but not limited to the 
beliefs that may have animated its early orientation.  

 

3. When we talk about God in Judaism, it is essential to recognize that we are 
never talking about one idea or image.  So when we talk about what any of us do 
or don't believe, what we are in relationship with or not, there isn't a singular 
image of God we are agreeing with or rejecting.  Throughout the evolving 
religious civilization of the Jewish people, the ideas, beliefs, metaphors, and 
images of God have radically changed.  The God of the Torah is a mythic, 
anthropomorphic, feeling Being, seeking relationship with individuals and with the 
Israelite people – a Creator, Redeemer, and Revealer of the path of justice, 
compassion, and love.  The God of Maimonides, the medieval philosopher 
influenced by neo-Platonic thought, applies philosophical principles to the idea of 
God, also developing Negative Theology – saying that all we can assert about 
God is what God is not.  The God of the medieval mystics is the ineffable Ein Sof, 
The Endless, and the Ayin, Nothing, which refracted itself into the interacting 
Sefirot, cosmic qualities and energies we experience and can influence.  For the 
Hasidim of the 18th and 19th centuries, God is accessible through the heart-
centred inner life, devotion, and ecstasy.  And for the early Reform Jews, belief in 
God is framed by rationalist ethical monotheism.  Contemporary Jewish 
theologies give us Process Theology, Feminist Theology, Queer Theology, 
Liberation Theology, and more. 

 

When any generation reads Torah or prayers or other Jewish sources in which God 
appears, God can be related to through the lens of any of these theologies.  
 
Josh Greenhut, our skilled co-facilitator, noted that while the DJC is a Jewish home for 
people with a wide diversity of beliefs and backgrounds, the most attended events in the 
DJC year – High Holy Days and the Bnai Mitzvah celebration – are experiences in 
which God-language has always been present throughout our machzor and rituals.  
From its early incarnations, the DJC has not been a secular humanist community.  
Unlike the humanist community Oreynu Congregation or the Winchevsky Centre where 
any mention of God is removed in Hebrew and English and there are no traditional 
blessings, the DJC has held a connection to the language of blessings, prayers, and 
Torah reading.  In all of these, the name and presence of Adonai are found.  Since this 
is a choice the community made since its beginnings, the resonant questions that we 
explored were:  
 

1. When we are all together for an occasion, what creates ample room and helpful 
tools/guidance to enable members of all stripes to translate and interpret the 
blessings, prayers, and God-language, uncovering meaning in them and in the 
experiences we are sharing? 

 

2. What programs and gatherings are people interested in so that the “doorways” 
the DJC offers gives members with different beliefs and interests varying ways of 
engaging in Jewish life? 
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Growing out of previous conversations and initiatives from various members, this past 
year we created the Shabbat UnService, a Friday night Shabbat gathering of blessings, 
discussion, and enjoying being together but without a Shabbat prayer service.  We 
created a Neilah service for Yom Kippur last year that wove together elements of 
traditional prayer, poetry, a movement meditation and forgiveness dance, and the 
creative chanting of our personal wrongs and regrets.  We have also held meditation 
circles, deepened our singing and chanting at Shabbat services, and have added more 
opportunities for music with Shabbat Shira and the Earth Hour Havdalah and Coffee 
House.  
 
We asked:  What are your questions, concerns, and interests related to this 
topic? 

• Am I Jewish enough?  Can I be both a Jew and an atheist? 

• What will this mean for the next generation – connection to deity and to Jewish 
identity? 

• Am I Jewish enough to be here?  Am I acceptable as part of an interfaith couple? 

• Frequency of mentions of God in a service. 

• Tradition vs. innovation in prayer – what's the right balance? 

• In not resonating with spiritual experiences, am I missing something? 

• Is there a difference between praying and meditating? 

• Appreciate how Rabbi Miriam frames prayers so that I am not stuck with the word 
'God' but can relate the prayer to my experience, to what moves me. 

 
Some ideas moving forward: 

• Reclaiming traditional language – revitalized meaning.  

• Desire to experience joy – chanting as one avenue for that.  

• Interest in learning about the history of Jewish movements, especially secular, 
cultural ones. 

• I'm curious to learn about prayer. 

• Desire for an interfaith group – discussion, support.  

• Interest in cooking together, possibly to share a Shabbat meal together.  

• Desire to learn different ways Jewish sources think about/talk about God.   
 


