
GOD IN MODERN JEWISH THOUGHT
RABBI ELLIOT DORFF, PH.D.

OUR CONCEPTIONS OF REALITY

This essay will describe a number of modern Jewish conceptions of God.  Most of us, even those of us who assert a be-
lief in God, are not used to thinking about God very much.  

Moreover, people who believe in God mean many different things by the word “God,” and they differ even more widely
in the role that that belief plays in their lives and what it means in terms of their actions.  Conversely, people who deny
belief in God mean to state many different things in describing themselves that way, and their denial may be a perva-
sive part of their lives - they fight belief in God as often as they can and with as many people as they can - or it may be
just a minor aspect of their lives.  

This is all very confusing.  After all, if people mean very different things by the word “God,” they presumably mean very
different things by asserting or denying belief in God.  Furthermore, the kind of evidence we would look for to convince
us of their belief or denial depends crucially on what they mean to assert or deny in the first place.  One can legitimately
wonder whether people actually share anything when they speak about God or whether God-talk is a series of people
using their own private languages, languages that can only be understood and assessed by others if they have the pa-
tience to ask each person many questions about what they mean by “God” and why they believe whatever they assert
about God.

Actually, though, the situation, while complex and maybe even confusing, is not as hopeless as these musings may
make it seem.  That becomes evident when we think first not about God, but rather about human beings, a much more
familiar subject.  We do not need to delve into the many complicated issues about how we know ourselves and others
– questions addressed by philosophers and psychologists – but a few easily understood aspects of our knowledge of
other human beings will help us understand various thinkers’ conceptions of God and how they try to justify them.  

For ease of reference, I will use myself as one example of a human being.  Here is a list of just some of the ways peo-
ple think of me:

1. To my parents, I am their son.
2.  To my wife, I am her husband.
3.  To my children, I am their father.
4.  To my grandchildren, I am their grandfather.
5.  To my friends, I am their friend. 
6.  To my students, I am their teacher.
7.  To the other members of the American Jewish University faculty, I am a colleague.
8.  To the members of the Board of Directors of Jewish Family Service of Los Angeles, I am a Past President 

and current fellow Board member.
9.  To the organizers of this project, I am a participant.
10.  To the readers of this essay, I am an author.

And so on, and so on.  

My point is simply that although I am just one person, people have very different conceptions of me based on their vary-
ing interactions with me.  Some may know about a few aspects of me that are not obvious from their own experience
with me.  My students, for example, may know that I have a wife, children, and grandchildren because I sometimes talk
about them in class or because they see photographs of them on my desk when they come into my office.  They may
even have been curious enough to check the university’s website to find out more about me than is evident in class.
Major aspects of my life, though, are just not part of their picture of me.  (I remember being absolutely shocked when
I saw my ninth-grade science teacher outside the classroom in a shopping mall.  Without thinking about it, I just pre-
sumed that he lived all his life at school!)
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Moreover, nobody’s conception of me is complete.  The people closest to me – my wife and children – have, to be sure,
a fuller and richer (philosophers call that a “more adequate”)  conception of me than my students do, for my wife and
children have interacted with me far more than my students have, and they have done so in many different settings.
Even so, my wife and children do not know most of my colleagues at work or in the volunteer activities that I do, and
I happen to know that they have read precious little of what I have written.  That is not a fault of theirs; they are just
interested in different things than the ones I have chosen to write about.  For that matter, as experts in psychology will
tell you, I do not have a full conception of myself either.  Therapy would expand my self-knowledge, but even then it
would be partial, for I can never fully know what is in my subconscious.  Furthermore, I can never fully know what pos-
itive or negative impact I have had on others.    

Another point to note is that the grounds for believing a particular conception of me depend crucially on what the 
conception is.  So, for example, if someone who does not know my family wants to discover whether I was actively 
involved in my children’s upbringing as a father, interviewing my adult children would be an obviously relevant source
of information, while talking to one of my college students now, who was not even born at the time my wife and I
were raising our children, is not.  Even the testimony of my children has to be evaluated for its probity, for they may
be more generous or more critical in what they say than what an objective observer at the time – if there were one –
would say is warranted.  Furthermore, as any family therapist will tell you, the four of them may well remember events
differently and/or may feel very differently about how I fared as a father.  So all the usual rules of evidence, including
identifying relevant and trustworthy information and evaluating whatever one learns for its biases, apply to any 
conception of a person.     

One last point will be helpful for our discussion of modern Jewish conceptions of God.  Because we have the faculty of
memory, our pictures of other human beings can often remain the same long after we lose track of them.  That is clearly
true for my memory of many of my friends and students in years past and, I presume, it is equally true of their memo-
ries of me, unless we happen to see each other years later.  If, however, we are still interacting with each other, it is 
probably important to adjust our images of each other so that our current interactions reflect the new realities.  That
is clearly the case with parents and children: as children mature, parents need to change their image of them and their
expectations of them, or there will be trouble!  My point here, then, is that sometimes it is very important to update
one’s former image of a person in order to reflect the changed circumstances of our relationship.
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The implications of this human analogy are hopefully clear.  If we have multiple conceptions of human beings, where,
after all, one can point to one physical body as the person in question, how much the more will that be true of God,
where no such physical body exists.  Furthermore, if various people can and do have multiple and widely varying 
conceptions of a person, all the more should that be true of God, who presumably is open to interaction with everyone.
In fact, in light of the number of people who profess a belief in God, it is amazing that there are not vastly more 
conceptions of God than there are.  

The relevant and trustworthy sources of evidence for any one of those conceptions will depend on the particular 
description of God, just as it does with human beings.  If God is defined as “the Creator of the universe,” for example,
the evidence depends on theories of astrophysics.  Questions like these are then relevant: Did the world come into
being at a given moment, or has it existed eternally?  What evidence is relevant to deciding that question – or is the an-
swer to that question completely beyond human capability to know?  If, for the sake of argument, physicists find grounds
to believe in the Big Bang, is that equivalent to a belief in God as the Creator?  On the other hand, if God is portrayed
as a powerful and loving, covenantal partner with the People Israel, as most Jewish sources do, what kinds of evidence
can and should we look for to make belief in such a divine Partner reasonable?  However we answer that question, the
nature of the evidence will clearly be different from what we need to demonstrate a divine creative force.  

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, we need to be willing to reconsider our images of God in the past - and 
especially those of our childhood - in light of our more mature thinking and our added experiences as adults.  God may
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have been “the Man on the Mountain with the flowing white beard” when we were seven or eight, but that will not do
for seriously religious and intellectually alive adults – any more than second- or- third-grade mathematics or English
skills will suffice for an adult. 

Because by most definitions God is not limited or physical, and because many conceptions of God assert that God is
infinite and inherently mysterious, it will be no surprise that no conception of God will be totally adequate to our 
experience.  In fact, we would expect conceptions of God to be less adequate than any of our conceptions of a human
being.  That is certainly true for the varying modern Jewish conceptions of God that we are about to consider.  Never-
theless, they are proposed by people who are uniformly intelligent, spiritually aware, and religiously and intellectually
serious.  So even if every one of these depictions of God leaves some questions unanswered and some things to be 
desired, they will hopefully stimulate readers to reconsider and reevaluate their own understandings of God and 
perhaps even to alter them for the time being – until yet further considerations and experiences motivate readers to
change them yet again in the ongoing wrestling with God that is serious religious faith.

Because this essay is intended to be an overview of modern Jewish conceptions of God, in what follows I will briefly
describe the basic approach of a number of modern Jewish thinkers; I make no pretensions to covering all modern
Jewish conceptions of God nor to describing the ones I do discuss in full.  I am also not evaluating the strengths and
weaknesses of each theory.  Readers interested in following up on any or all of these thinkers can read more in the books
I list in the bibliography at the end of this book.  This overview, though, will hopefully give readers a taste of at least
some of the major modern Jewish approaches to God so that readers can decide how they want to carry their own 
exploration of this topic further. 

MORDECAI KAPLAN (1881-1983): GOD AS THE POWER THAT MAKES FOR SALVATION

Mordecai Kaplan is arguably the twentieth-century Jewish thinker that set the agenda for all others engaged in 
modern Jewish thought, for he took modernity seriously and thus challenged all who would disagree with him to show
how their competing views could be reasonably held in the modern world of scientific advances and religious freedom.
He maintains that traditional views of God as a Person who chooses and commands the People Israel are simply the
product of the ancients’ anthropomorphisms.  Moderns need to get beyond these human depictions of God to the
demonstrable experiences that motivated them, for it is only those experiences that a modern, scientific person can
ground in empirical data.  

Using our everyday experiences, he defines God as “the power that makes for salvation,” that is, the forces within 
nature and our own human experiences that actualize potential in both nature and people.  “Salvation” here does not
mean saving from sin, as Christians think that Jesus does; it rather means saving from the limitations and frustrations
of life – from illness, poverty, ignorance, immorality, prejudice, etc.  So God is the force that transforms the acorn into
the oak tree, a bad baseball player into a good one, and an immoral person into a moral one.  God is also the natural
force that created the universe in the first place and enables it to continue functioning.  

Because God is a force of nature and not a person, God cannot command anything.  Kaplan therefore understands 
Judaism’s moral laws as norms built into nature and thus presumably incumbent on all human beings.  Judaism’s ritual
commandments he interprets as “folkways” that are critically important for a people’s sense of self-identity and there-
fore should be taught, practiced, and creatively enhanced.  They should not, however, be seen as laws to be enforced,
for modern societies do not legally require people to identify with any religion, much less to practice a given religion
in a particular way.  Moreover, because the whole point of folkways is to give people a positive sense of their identity,
enforcement would be counterproductive. 
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RICHARD RUBENSTEIN (1924-      ): GOD AFTER THE HOLOCAUST

Another thinker who depicts God as the forces of nature is Richard Rubenstein.  Kaplan, though, depicts God in very
positive terms: God is identified with those forces in nature that enable us to actualize potential for good.  He almost
totally ignores the existence of evil in our lives, except as a factor to be overcome.  Rubenstein, in sharp contrast, roots
his view of God in the Holocaust, a manifestation of evil if there ever was one.  He maintains that the fact that God did
not intervene to prevent the slaughter of millions of innocents finally and indubitably proves that the traditional Jew-
ish notion of a God who intervenes in history is false.  The only part of the traditional God we can still legitimately be-
lieve in is the God of nature, but that God is not necessarily benevolent.  On the contrary, the communities and rites of
Judaism are important not so much to celebrate happy events, but to enable us to cower together and gain strength
from one another as we cope with the tragedies in life, tragedies like illness, earthquakes, hurricanes, etc.    

Although I will not be describing other “post-Holocaust theologies”, there are many theological responses to the Holo-
caust, including some that reaffirm a very traditional depiction of God.  Rubenstein, however, was the first and ar-
guably the most radical Jewish theologian to grapple with the Holocaust as part of his understanding of God.  Readers
interested in other approaches to God after the Holocaust should consult the Dorff and Newman anthology listed in the
bibliography.  
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HAROLD KUSHNER (1935-    ) AND HAROLD SCHULWEIS (1925-    ): GOD AS THE GOOD

Kushner and Schulweis, like Rubenstein and unlike Kaplan, are keenly aware of the problem of evil.  Schulweis is par-
ticularly focused on the Holocaust, as is Rubenstein, while Kushner is motivated by personal tragedies, like the prema-
ture death of his son.  Unlike Rubenstein, however, and very much in tune with Kaplan’s spirit, both Kushner and
Schulweis locate God in the efforts to overcome evil and to create good.  Schulweis takes this furthest by asserting that
God should no longer be thought of as a noun, but rather a predicate: acts are godly, and we should speak of godliness
rather than a being called God.  Even Schulweis, however, uses the term “God” in his later writings, differentiating Elo-
him, the God of nature, from Adonai, the personal God of care and goodness.    

MARTIN BUBER (1878-1965): GOD AS MY PARTNER IN DIALOGUE

Buber’s view of God is virtually the polar opposite of Kaplan’s and Rubenstein’s.  God, for Buber, is highly personal.  He
famously distinguishes between two kinds of relationships that we have with other human beings, with animals, and
even with trees.  In “I-It” relationships, the I uses the It.  For example, if I hire someone to paint my house, I use him
to get my house painted, and he uses me to earn a living.  There is nothing wrong with such relationships; in fact, life
would be impossible without them.  However, if that is the only kind of relationship that we have with other human be-
ings, we have lost what is distinctly human in us – namely, the ability to relate to others for the sake of the relationship
itself.  He calls this “I-Thou” relationships.  All human “I-Thou” relationships (e.g., parents-children, spouses, friends)
inevitably include some I-It elements in them.  The only absolutely pure I-Thou relationship that humans can have,
Buber maintains, is with God.  People might try to use God to obtain some goal of theirs, but they will never succeed,
for God cannot be used.  The only authentic relationships we can have with God is of the I-Thou sort.  We learn to have
such relationships through the I-Thou encounters we have with other human beings (“Every particular Thou is a glimpse
through to the eternal Thou”) and through reading the ways in which other people had true encounters with God, 
especially the accounts of the biblical Prophets and the Hassidim, and Buber therefore writes extensively on both of
those Jewish groups.
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ABRAHAM JOSHUA HESCHEL (1907-1972): GOD AS WHOLLY OTHER

God, according to Heschel, can be encountered in three ways: through nature, through God’s word in the Bible, and,
most importantly, through sacred deeds.  While Kaplan concentrated on the creative forces of nature to find and iden-
tify God, Heschel instead focuses on the sublime, the mystery and the glory of nature and the reactions that those as-
pects of nature engender in us – namely, wonder, awe, and faith.  The sublime is “that which we see and are unable to
convey” (God in Search of Man, p. 39); it produces in us a response of wonder – “Wow!”  The mystery to which Hes-
chel refers is not what we do not yet know, which would lead to inquiry; it rather is the surprise that anything exists at
all, which engenders in us a sense of awe or radical amazement – “Oh!”  The glory is “the presence, not the essence, of
God; an act rather than a quality; a process, not a substance.”  It is the experience of God’s abundance of goodness and
truth, which produce in us a response of faith – “Yes!”

“God is more immediately found in the Bible as well as in acts of kindness and worship than in the mountains 
and forests” (ibid., pp. 311-312).  But Heschel is anything but a fundamentalist: “The surest way of misunderstanding
revelation is to take it literally” (ibid., pp. 178-179).  Instead, one must one must see the Bible as the record of human
beings being overwhelmed by God and trying to describe their admittedly inadequate understanding of such experi-
ences in their own words: “As a report about revelation, the Bible itself is a midrash [interpretation]” (ibid., p. 185).
Revelation is therefore an ongoing process, in which the Bible gives each of us a clue of God’s meaning for our lives each
time we study it.

Finally, the most effective way to find God, according to Heschel, is through obeying the commandments and through
worship.  Piety is a primary way to attain faith: “A Jew is asked to take a leap of action rather than a leap of thought”
(ibid., p. 283).  Simply obeying the commandments, though, can lead to “religious behaviorism”; to avoid that, one 
must fulfill the commandments with focused attention (kavvanah), and one must root one’s observance in theological
awareness, one’s halakhah in aggadah.        

All of these paths to God, however, are only clues to something beyond experience.  Ultimately, God is “an ontological
presupposition” – that is, a fact about being that we must presuppose before we ever experience anything, let alone
think about it.  In that way, God is like “thing” or “movement,” both of which we must presuppose before we can expe-
rience anything, let along think or talk about it.  “The meaning and verification of the ontological presupposition are
attained in rare moments of insight” (ibid., p. 114), and the God we encounter through such clues and in such 
moments is ultimately unknowable: “Our starting point is not the known, the finite, the order, but the unknown within

the known, the infinite within the finite, the mystery within the order” (ibid.).  God is, then, wholly other from what
we know in human experience, but God can be discovered if we are sensitive enough to the clues in nature, the Bible,
and in sacred deeds and worship and if those lead us to the insight of the reality of God behind all those phenomena
and His importance for our lives. 

EMANUEL LEVINAS (1906-1995): GOD AS THE SOURCE OF MORAL DUTY

A view of God very close to Buber’s is that of Emanuel Levinas, a French Jewish post-modern Jewish philosopher.  Like
Buber, Levinas sees God as a Person whom we encounter.  Unlike Buber, however, Levinas maintains that every time
we encounter any other human person or God, the very presence of the other imposes on us infinite responsibility for
the other.  Thus the I-Thou relationship, which for Buber is always in flux and therefore can never be shaped by fixed
legal requirements, is for Levinas the very source of duties – indeed, infinite duties – to both other humans and to God.  
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ELLIOT DORFF (1943-     ): GOD AS THE COVENANTED PARTNER OF THE PEOPLE ISRAEL

While Elliot Dorff asserts a belief in a personal, transcendent God, as Heschel does, Dorff maintains that we can know
this God in many of the same ways we use to gain knowledge in other aspects of our lives.  We can use reason to know
God, not through the hypothetical reasoning typically used in scientific experimentation, but rather through the non-
hypothetical reasoning a jury uses, for example, in seeing that the evidence fits one pattern rather than another and
thus decides for one party or the other.  Because God is understood as a person, however, the Jewish tradition wisely
depends more on the methods we use to come to know persons – namely, by speaking with them and by doing things
with them.  In Knowing God: Jewish Journeys to the Unknowable, he therefore includes chapters about how to un-
derstand God speaking to us (revelation);  our speaking to God (prayer); God doing things with us (God acting in his-
tory); and our doing things with and for God (the life of fulfilling the commandments).  He then discusses how we can
and should image God based on those sources of knowledge.  As he stresses in his theory of law, however, 
our experience of God as Jews is not only personal, but is rather communal, for God is our covenanted partner in 
a marriage-like covenant with the full duties of both parties that such a covenant implies.  Law properly understood
provides the ongoing structures for the relationship between God and the People Israel while yet being flexible enough
to change as the relationship between the parties changes. 

MARCIA FALK AND ELLEN UMANSKY: GOD AS FEMININE

Feminism has affected not only Jewish law and Jewish educational and institutional structures, but also Jewish theology.
Roots of the feminine aspects of God embedded in the Presence of God (Shekhinah, a feminine noun), articulated in
Rabbinic and Kabbalistic texts, ground modern explorations of what it means to take seriously that God is infinite and
therefore neither is nor has a body.  If one is going to depict God at all in human terms, then, one must do so in both
male and female images, recognizing all the while that neither is adequate to the reality of God.  That has led people
like Marcia Falk to suggest non-human images for God altogether (a spring of water, for example), and it has led other
feminist theologians like Ellen Umansky to explore what it would mean to assert both masculine and feminine images
of God in both our thought and our prayers.   

CONCLUSION: LOOKING BACK, LOOKING FORWARD

If history is any guide, the theologies of the future will respond to the new realities of life in general and of Jewish life
in particular.  If the Holocaust, the establishment of the State of Israel, and the ongoing challenges of how to live as Jew
in the modern (and, some would say, post-modern) world were the factors that shaped Jewish theologies of the twen-
tieth century, the new visions of God in the twenty-first century will inevitably reflect the lives of the people thinking
about God and interacting with God now.  As we do so, the theologies of the past – including not just those of the twen-
tieth century but also those of the Bible, Rabbinic Literature, the Middle Ages, and the early modern period should serve
as a resource for us to become sensitive to the aspects of life and of the transcendent element in our experience that
motivate speaking of God in the first place.
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