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Part One

Abraham Joshua Heschel, God in Search of Man: A Philosophy of Judaism

Lift up your eyes and see. How does a man lift up his eyes to see a little higher than
himself? The grand premise of religion is that man is able to surpass himself, that man
who is part of this world may enter into a relationship with Him who is greater than the
world; that man may lift up his mind and be attached to the absolute; that man who is
conditioned by a multiplicity of factors is capable of living with demands that are
unconditioned. How does one rise above the horizon of the mind? How does one free
oneself from the perspectives of ego, group, earth, and age? How does one find a way
in this world that would lead to an awareness of Him who is beyond this world?
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(18) So the people remained at a distance,
while Moses approached the thick cloud
where God was.

Shabbat 88a

The Torah says, “And Moses brought forth
the people out of the camp to meet God; and
they stood at the lowermost part of the
mount” (Exodus 19:17). Rabbi Avdimi bar
Hama bar Hasa said: the Jewish people
actually stood beneath the mountain, and the
verse teaches that the Holy One, Blessed
be He, overturned the mountain above the
Jews like a tub, and said to them: If you
accept the Torah, excellent, and if not,
there will be your burial. Rav Aha bar
Ya’akov said: From here there is a
substantial caveat to the obligation to
fulfill the Torah. The Jewish people can
claim that they were coerced into accepting
the Torah, and it is therefore not binding.
Rava said: Even so, they again accepted it
in the time of Ahasuerus, as it is written:
“The Jews ordained, and took upon them,
and upon their seed, and upon all such as
joined themselves unto them” (Esther 9:27),
and he taught: The Jews ordained what
they had already taken upon themselves
through coercion at Sinai.

Shabbat 88a

Hizkiya said: What is the meaning of that
which is written: “You caused sentence to
be heard from heaven; the earth feared,
and was silent” (Psalms 76:9)? If it was
afraid, why was it silent; and if it was
silent, why was it afraid? Rather, the
meaning is: At first, it was afraid, and in
the end, it was silent. ““You caused sentence
to be heard from heaven” refers to the
revelation at Sinai. And why was the earth
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afraid? It is in accordance with the
statement of Reish Lakish, as Reish Lakish
said: What is the meaning of that which is
written: “And there was evening and
there was morning, the sixth day”
(Genesis 1:31)? Why do I require the
superfluous heh, the definite article, which
does not appear on any of the other days? It
teaches that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
established a condition with the act of
Creation, and said to them: If Israel
accepts the Torah on the sixth day of Sivan,
you will exist; and if not, I will return you
to chaos and disorder.
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Part Two

Exodus 32:1-6

(1) When the people saw that Moses was so
long in coming down from the mountain, the
people gathered against Aaron and said to
him, “Come, make us a god who shall go
before us, for that man Moses, who brought
us from the land of Egypt—we do not know
what has happened to him.”

(2) Aaron said to them, “Take off the gold
rings that are on the ears of your wives, your
sons, and your daughters, and bring them to
me.”

(3) And all the people took off the gold rings
that were in their ears and brought them to
Aaron.

(4) This he took from them and cast in a
mold, and made it into a molten calf. And
they exclaimed, “This is your god, O Israel,
who brought you out of the land of Egypt!”

(5) When Aaron saw this, he built an altar
before it; and Aaron announced: “Tomorrow
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shall be a festival of the LORD!”

(6) Early next day, the people offered up
burnt offerings and brought sacrifices of
well-being; they sat down to eat and drink,
and then rose to dance.

Avodah Zarah 5a

§ The Gemara discusses the sin of the
Golden Calf. Reish Lakish says: Come and
let us be grateful to our ancestors who
sinned with the Golden Calf, as had they
not sinned we would not have come into
the world. Reish Lakish explains: As it is
stated: “I said: You are godlike beings,
and all of you sons of the Most High”
(Psalms 82:6), which indicates that they had
become like angels and would not have
propagated offspring. Then, God states:
After you ruined your deeds: “Yet you
shall die like a man, and fall like one of the
princes” (Psalms 82:7).

Avodah Zarah 5a

Is this to say that if they had not sinned
with the Golden Calf they would not have
sired children? But isn’t it written that
Noah and his children were instructed:
“And you, be fruitful, and multiply”
(Genesis 9:7)? This instruction was until
Sinai. Isn’t it also written about at Sinai:
“Go say to them: Return to your tents”
(Deuteronomy 5:27), which means that they
were instructed to resume marital relations?
That verse is referring to the enjoyment of
conjugal rights.

Avodah Zarah 5a

But isn’t it written: “That it might be
good for them, and with their children
forever” (Deuteronomy 5:26). This verse is
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referring to those who stood at Mount
Sinai.

Avodah Zarah Sa

But doesn’t Reish Lakish say: What is the
meaning of that which is written: “This is
the book of the generations of Adam, in
the day that God created man” (Genesis
5:1)? Did Adam the first have a book? It
teaches that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
showed Adam the first every generation
and its expositors, every generation and
its Sages, every generation and its leaders.
When Adam arrived at the generation of
Rabbi Akiva, he rejoiced in his Torah and
was saddened by his death. Adam said:
“How weighty also are Your thoughts to
me, O God! How great is the sum of them”
(Psalms 139:17).

Avodah Zarah S5a

And Rabbi Yosei says: Son of David will
not come until all the souls of the body
have been finished, as it is stated: “For I
will not contend for ever, neither will I be
always wroth; for the spirit that enwraps
itself is from Me, and the souls that I have
made” (Isaiah 57:16).

Avodah Zarah 5a

Do not say we would not have come into
the world, rather, as though we had not
come into the world. Is this to say that if
the Jewish people had not sinned they
would not have died? But isn’t the
chapter on widows whose husbands die
childless (Deuteronomy 25:5-10) written in
the Torah, and the chapter that addresses
the inheritance a deceased father bequeaths
to his sons (Numbers 27:8—11) is also
written?
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Avodah Zarah Sa

These passages were written conditionally.
And are verses written conditionally? Yes,
as this is what Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish
says: What is that which is written: “And
there was evening and there was morning,
the sixth day” (Genesis 1:31)? This teaches
that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
established a condition with the acts of
Creation, and He said: If the Jewish
people accept the Torah at the revelation at
Sinai, all is well. But if they do not accept
it, I will return you to chaos and disorder.

Avodah Zarah Sa

The Gemara raises an objection from a
baraita: “Who would give that they had
such a heart as this always, to fear Me, and
keep all My commandments, that it might be
good for them, and with their children
forever” (Deuteronomy 5:26). The baraita
states that it was not possible to nullify the
Angel of Death over them, as the decree
was already issued from the time of
creation.

Avodah Zarah Sa

Rather, the baraita explains that the Jewish
people accepted the Torah only in order
that no nation or tongue would rule over
them, as it is stated: “That it might be
good for them, and with their children
forever.” This indicates that had the Jewish
people not sinned they would not have
achieved immortality, which contradicts
Reish Lakish’s statement.

Avodah Zarah 5a
The Gemara answers: Reish Lakish said his
statement in accordance with the opinion of
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that fanna. As it is taught in a baraita that
Rabbi Yosei says: The Jewish people
accepted the Torah only in order that the
Angel of Death would not rule over them,
as it is stated: “I said: You are godlike
beings, and all of you sons of the Most
High” (Psalms 82:6). Then, God states:
After you ruined your deeds, “yet you
shall die like a man, and fall like one of the
princes” (Psalms 82:7).

Avodah Zarah Sa

The Gemara asks: And also, according to
Rabbi Yosei, isn’t it written: “That it
might be good for them, and with their
children forever,” from which it may be
inferred that although it will be good for
them if they remain in this elevated state,
there will still be death? The Gemara
answers: Rabbi Yosei could have said to
you: Since there is no death, there is no
greater good than this, i.c., the promise of
the verse is immortality.

Avodah Zarah Sa

The Gemara inquires: And according to the
first tanna as well, isn’t it written: “Yet
you shall die like a man,” which indicates
that their mortality was decreed only due to
the sin of the Golden Calf? The Gemara
answers: What is meant by death? It means
poverty. As the Master said: Four are
considered as though they were dead:
These are a pauper, a blind person, a
leper, and one who has no children.
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