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Abraham Joshua Heschel on the Bible:

God in Search of Man

One of the most important Jewish thinkers of this century was Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel.  Rabbi Heschel, a philosopher and theologian, taught for many years at the Jewish Theological Seminary.  As a natural extension of his teachings, he was active in the civil rights movement.  His dialogue with Catholic leaders was a first step toward a change in the 1960s in the official Catholic view of Judaism.

Rabbi Heschel wrote many books about Jewish theology and prayer.  His major work on faith and the Bible is God in Search of Man.  As the title suggests, Rabbi Heschel viewed Judaism as a spiritual search in two directions; one of his other books is called Man's Quest for God.
In God in Search of Man, Rabbi Heschel brings together the evidence of a human element in the composition of the Bible and the religious significance of the Bible.  To Rabbi Heschel, the Bible is the outstanding example of what all religious life is about:  an attempt to find the divine in the world.  To Heschel, it isn't enough to say that the world was created by God.  That is of no significance if people do not learn how to take notice of God's presence and act in response to it.

How does Heschel deal with the idea that the Bible was written down by human beings?  One of his goals is to respond to the objection that if the Bible was not written by God, then it is nothing more than a story written by people with no particular significance.

1.  The notion of "prophets"

To Heschel, the Bible was written down by "prophets."  For Heschel, a prophet is someone who experiences revelation and then tries to communicate what he has experienced.  The prophets include those whose names we know, such as Moses and Isaiah, and also others who we cannot identify but who are sources of the words in the Torah.

"As a report about revelation, the Bible itself is a midrash."  By this, Heschel means that there is no way to capture in words all of what happens when someone encounters God or God's presence.  The only thing he (or she) can do is try to suggest or paint a picture.  To say that God's revelation is equal only to the words written in the Bible would be to reduce God's revelation to what can be held in human words.  The Bible itself is an interpretation of revelation.

Because the prophets whose words are written down as the Bible lived in particular time periods, the Bible itself is expressed in the language of that time.  The meaning of revelation is timeless, though the words came from a particular time.  Since revelation is communicated through human beings, other imperfections are part of the written record of it as well.

Heschel says that "the text of Scripture as handed down to us consists of gems of God and diamonds quarried out of prophetic souls, all set in a human frame."  Our task in studying Torah is to probe the gems and diamonds, and try to distinguish between the precious stones and the frame they are in.

There is at least one obvious objection to Heschel's view.  If the only evidence for God's revelation to people is the Bible, and the Bible is "only" a midrash, written by people, how can we really say that revelation ever occurs?  Here is Heschel's response:


It may seem easy to play with the idea that the Bible is a book like many other books, or that the story of Sinai is a fairy tale.  Yet it is in such playing that we may gamble away our commitment, our tie to God.


Consider what such denial implies.  If Moses and Isaiah have failed to find out what the will of God is, who will?  If God is not found in the Bible, where should we seek Him?


The question about the Bible is the question about the world.  It is an ultimate question.  If God had nothing to do with the prophets, then He has nothing to do with mankind.  And if God had anything to do with the prophets, then the prophets were neither liars not impostors.

2.  The relationship between God's intent and the words of the Bible


Some people may wonder:  why was the light of God given in the form of language?  How is it conceivable that the divine should be contained in such brittle vessels as consonants and vowels? . . .  What else in the world is as capable of bringing man and man together over distances in space and time?  Of all things on earth, words alone never die.  They have so little matter and so much meaning.


The Bible does not deal with divinity but with humanity.  Addressing human beings about human affairs, whose language should be employed if not man’s?  And yet, it is as if God took these Hebrew words and breathed into them of His power, and the words became a live wire charged with His spirit.  To this very day they are the hyphens between heaven and earth.


. . .  What is wrong with the human ancestry of scriptural vocabulary?


. . .  If God is alive, then the Bible is His voice.  No other work is as worthy of being considered a manifestation of His will.  There is no other mirror in the world where His will and spiritual guidance is as unmistakably reflected.

Heschel draws on an old Jewish tradition that there is more than one "Torah."  One Torah is the true Torah of God, the Torah that God understands.  Had God given us that Torah, the tradition states, we could not have understood it.  Alternatively, its light would have burned so brightly that human beings would have been destroyed.  So God "clothed" the Torah in the "garments" of human words.  Our task is to make ourselves capable of approaching that more perfect Torah, or to make the world capable of receiving it.

In Heschel's interpretation of that tradition, the Bible is a collaboration between prophets and God:


In a sense, prophecy consists of a revelation of God and a co-revelation of man.  The share of the prophet manifested itself not only in what he was able to give but also in what he was unable to receive.


Revelation does not happen when God is alone.  The two classical terms for the moment at Sinai are mattan torah and kabbalat torah, “the giving of the Torah” and “the acceptance of the Torah.”  It was both an event in the life of God and an event in the life of man. . . .  At Sinai God revealed His word, and Israel revealed the power to respond.  Without that power to respond, without the fact that there was a people willing to accept, to hear, the divine command, Sinai would have been impossible.  For Sinai consisted of both a divine proclamation and a human perception.  It was a moment in which God was not alone.

The Bible contains not only records of what transpired in moments of prophetic inspiration; it also records acts and words of man.  It is incorrect to maintain that all words in the Bible originated in the spirit of God.  The blasphemous tirades of Pharoah, the rebellious utterances of Korah. . . emanated from the spirit of man.  What the prophet says to God when addressed by Him is not considered less holy than what God says to the prophet in addressing him.


Thus the Bible is more than the word of God:  it is the word of God and man; a record of both revelation and response; the drama of convenant between God and man.  The canonization and preservation of the Bible are the work of Israel.

The words of Scripture are the only lasting record of what was conveyed to the prophets.  At the same time they are neither identical with, nor the eternally adequate rendering of, the divine wisdom.


. . .  Out of the experience of the prophets came the words, words that try to interpret what they perceived.  To this very day, these words make present what happened in the past.  As the meaning and wonder of the event inspired the spiritual comprehension of the prophet, the meaning and wonder of the Biblical words continue to inspire the understanding of man.


The Bible reflects its divine as well as its human authorship.  Expressed in the language of a particular age, it addresses itself to all ages; disclosed in particular acts, its spirit is everlasting.  The will of God is in time and in eternity.  God borrowed the language of man and created a work such as no men had ever made.  

3.  Studying Torah

Heschel writes, "We do not have to believe Moses and the prophets on their word alone.  More decisive than the origin of the Bible in God is the presence of God in the Bible.  It is the sense for the presence that leads us to a belief in its origin."  There is no proof from history that the Bible comes from God.  Rather, the Bible itself is the proof.  God can be found in it.

But not everyone finds God there, and it is not easy to find God there.  Just as God is not everywhere visible in the world, so too God is not "on the surface" of the Bible.  How, then, can we find the divine element in the Torah?  Heschel writes, "One must be involved in the prophets to understand the prophets. . . .unless we continue our dialogue with the prophets, unless we respond, the Bible ceases to be Scripture."  We must use the Bible to recreate for ourselves the reality of the prophets who encountered God.

It is important that the Torah is a human composition in response to God, because otherwise it could not be a model for us.  By studying it, we study the world's only record of God's communication with people.  By understanding the words of the people who responded to that communication, we have a chance of knowing what it was like to be them -- to be prophets who were alive to revelation from God, to be the people who stood at Mt. Sinai and heard words from God, and who changed the world as a result.
