
 1 

“But I Don’t Believe in God . . .” 

Faith, Uncertainty and Believing in the 

Question 

Kol Nidrei 5776/2015 

Rabbi Caryn Broitman 

 

I have had the privilege for many years now to be 

involved in interfaith dialogue and learning, and I have often 

noticed an interesting religious difference when I am in a 

group of liberal Christians and liberal Jews--and it’s not the 

obvious one.  It’s not about the messiah or the lack of one.  

Rather, and quite simply put, more liberal Christians feel 

comfortable talking about God, and more liberal Jews don’t.  

When members of our synagogue, for example, meet with a 

Church group, and we go around the circle introducing 

ourselves to each other, most Christians talk about their 

faith, and most Jews talk about their ethnicity and identity.  
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Why is that?  Why do we liberal Jews, (and I say 

“liberal” because this is less true for Orthodox Jews), who 

take credit for belonging to a people who were the first to 

express or even discover monotheism, feel such difficulty 

and ambivalence when it comes to God. National polls 

support this anecdotal experience.  A Pew Research Study 

asked Americans of different faiths and religions about their 

beliefs in God, and Jews ranked among the lowest groups 

when it comes to 1) a belief in God with certainty and 2) a 

belief in a personal God.  In fact, Jews are very similar to 

Buddhists in the study, and Buddhism is a religion that does 

not even have a belief in God!1 

Those ambivalences about belief in God have 

significance not just for the individual but also for the 

synagogue community.  There are many Jews both in the 

community and out who have come to me and expressed the 

dilemma that they just cannot come to prayer services 

because they either do not believe in or are even offended by 
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the God of the prayer book.  The prayer book becomes a 

block not an opening to prayer for them, and they either stay 

away, or come and try not to think too hard, for if they did 

they would feel inauthentic while they are saying the prayers.  

We lose the full presence of too many Jews, with their unique 

voices, experiences and wisdom, when we avoid honestly 

addressing such a large issue. And while everyone here 

thankfully, has come to take his or her place among the 

community, I’m sure that the ambivalence I just described is 

true for many here right now. I hope this evening to speak to 

that ambivalence in a way that opens a conversation and 

deepens an exploration for all, regardless of the beliefs we 

brought with us.  

Take a moment, and try to imagine for yourself the God 

you believe in or, as the case may be, the God you don’t.  

Whether we feel we believe or not, we all have an image or 

images of what we do or don’t believe in.  For some of us the 

images are an opening to more exploration, and for others 
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they are a “stop, do not pass go” sign. Roger Kamenetz, in his 

book The Jew and the Lotus, talked about the images of God 

that he brought with him as part of a Jewish delegation to 

the Dalai Llama. ״Long white beard, old Daddy in the sky? 

Autocrat, general, father, king? Master of the Universe, 

doyen of regulations and punishments? These were the 

images that made me reject the very idea of God. 2״ 

The images we have of God are important to notice.  In 

the Pew survey, for example, when Jews were asked if they 

believed in a personal God, only 25% said that they did.  

When they were asked whether they believed in an 

impersonal force or a universal spirit, another 50% said yes, 

and another 8% said they just didn’t know—meaning they 

were open but weren’t sure.  So that 25% went up to 83% 

depending on the metaphor and image used.  Similarly, 

Jewish answers depended on how much certainty or 

uncertainty, ignorance or doubt they could express.  When 

Jews were asked whether they believed in God with absolute 
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certainty, 41% said yes.  But when they were asked if they 

believed with less certainty, another 42% said yes, increasing 

that percentage to 83%.3  Tonight I want to focus on these 

issues: uncertainty about God, and metaphors, images and 

names for God.  I want to ask how both our uncertainties and 

our images can open up rather than block the possibility of a 

spirituality we can honestly embrace.  

Judaism at its most profound offers a radical 

spirituality of unknowability.  The opposite of faith in 

Judaism is not doubt but idolatry.  Idolatry is the certain 

belief in what is not deeply true and ultimate.  It is the 

attempt to make what is ultimate and unknowable into 

something frozen, fixed, and within our knowledge and 

control. A belief in God itself can be idolatrous if it is belief in 

a fixed image (old man in the sky with gray beard, for 

example) that is frozen or absolutely certain.  One can be an 

idolater in any sphere of life—whether it is in the certainty of 

religious belief, atheism, political ideology or even scientific 
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knowledge.  If we think we know it all, we are in danger of 

practicing idolatry. 

Living with uncertainty is for me the starting point of 

Jewish faith. In the book of Exodus, Moshe asks God to see 

His face.  In other words, Moshe asks for certainty.  Even to 

Moshe, the answer was “no.” “Ki lo yirani ha’adam vahai” --

A person cannot see Me and live,” (Exod. 33:20).  Faith 

begins and deepens with uncertainty. William James calls it 

“living with the ‘if’.” “[A]s the essence of courage,” he writes, 

“is to stake one’s life on a possibility, so the essence of faith is 

to believe that the possibility exists.’”4  

We humans have always craved knowledge and 

certainty.  But faith turns not on knowledge but on wonder 

and awe.  Francis Bacon denigrated wonder as “broken 

knowledge.”5  But I actually see the turn “broken knowledge” 

positively.  The awareness of our “broken knowledge” opens 

a door to faith and spirituality. Henry David Thoreau had a 

similar distrust of a certain idolatry of knowledge.  “’We have 
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heard of a Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge,” he 

wrote.  “It is said that knowledge is power, and the like.  

Methinks there is equal need of a Society for the Diffusion of 

Useful Ignorance, what we will call Beautiful Knowledge . . . 

What we call knowledge is often our positive ignorance; 

ignorance our negative knowledge.’”6 

  There is a natural human resistance to this point of 

view.  A recent New York Times article described a situation 

in the mid-1980’s at the University of Arizona where a 

professor wanted to teach a class called “Introduction to 

Medical and Other Ignorance.”  “She wanted her students to 

recognize the limits of knowledge and to appreciate that 

questions often deserve as much attention as answers.”  One 

foundation would not fund the class unless she changed the 

title, which she would not do.  “Eventually, the American 

Medical Association funded the class, which students would 

fondly remember as ‘Ignorance 101.’”7 
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The article explained that since then, scholars have 

argued that “focusing on uncertainty can foster latent 

curiosity, while emphasizing clarity can convey a warped 

understanding of knowledge.”  That has led to a new field 

called “agnotology,” the study of ignorance.  This is 

unfortunate because now, it seems, we will have “experts” 

who will claim to know all about ignorance! 

So if you come here with uncertainty in faith or belief in 

God. . . . thank God!  That is the Jewish way.  The next 

fundamental issue I want to address is the very word “God” 

itself.  We may talk about the belief or disbelief in “God.”  

But “God” is not a Jewish word, which may be one reason 

why so many Jews have trouble with it.  The first problem 

with the word “God” is that it is a noun—while the Torah’s 

word for God is a verbal phrase or even a breath.  At the 

incident of the burning bush in the book of Exodus (3:13-15), 

Moses said to God, “When I come to the Israelites and say to 

them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they 
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ask me, ‘What is His name?’ what shall I say to them?”  And 

God said to Moses, “Ehyeh-Asher-Ehyeh. Thus shall you say 

to the Israelites, ‘Ehyeh sent me to you.’”  And God said 

further to Moses, “Thus shall you speak to the Israelites: 

YHVH, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the 

God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you.” 

 Two names for God are revealed here.  One is Ehyeh 

Asher Ehyeh, which Rabbi Arthur Green translates as 

“Is-Was-Will Be.”  The second name is YHVH.  That name is 

really unpronounceable.  It has no vowels and no hard 

consonants.  It is more like a breath, as Rabbi Arthur 

Waskow teaches, and its linguistic root means “being” or 

“existence.”  As Rabbi Green teaches, it is “a verb caught in 

motion, artificially frozen by our simple minds into noun 

form, a movement conceived as though it were a ‘thing.’  This 

occurs in the same way a still camera might frame an action 

shot, giving you the impression of having ‘captured’ 

something motionless.”8 
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So when many Jews say they reject “God,” it may be a 

rejection of that word and the frozen images that may go 

with it.  The problem with the word “God” is that it is a noun.  

What’s wrong with nouns?  William James talked about the 

difficulty of using nouns for human experiences.  As James 

scholar Linda Simon wrote of his thought, the problem with 

nouns is, “nouns slammed experiences against a wall, so to 

speak, and forced them to become stilled objects.  Once 

experiences were expressed as nouns, James perceived them 

as dead, unchanging.”9 If that is true for naming human 

experiences, it is all the more true in naming the One beyond 

human experiences, Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh. 

Using the word “Lord” or “God” as much of our prayer 

book or discourse does as a convenience, is really contrary to 

what the best of our tradition teaches.  As it says at the end of 

the Unetaneh Tokef, “v’ain perush l’eilom shemecha-- your 

name is beyond all translation.” Judaism uses dozens of 

different names for “God,” in the effort to communicate the 
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idea that we should not attribute “thingness” or a fixed image 

to this hidden Source of all Life.  My favorite name is that 

used by the Kabbalists, the Jewish mystics who play with the 

verse from Proverbs (30:4) that asks Mah Shmo (what is His 

name?).  The Kabbalists take this question as a statement.  

“What” is in fact, His name.  His name is “What.”  Or, What?  

God’s name is a question.  If you don’t feel comfortable 

believing in a thing called “God,” what about believing in the 

question?  

Having talked about uncertainty and names, I want to 

end with the subject of language and metaphor.  While we 

have no fixed name that can do justice to what is called God, 

and no certain knowledge, humans nevertheless have a 

yearning in the soul for some unity that is larger and other 

than ourselves.  To describe that greater unity, all we have is 

language—that is, metaphors and imagination.  We should 

not underestimate the importance of imagination in 

spirituality.  New York State’s Poet Laureate, Marie Howe, 
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said that she learned growing up that “spirituality could be 

rigorous, it could be imaginative, and it was an essential part 

of living in the physical world.”10  Since we live in the 

physical world, with our human and uniquely individual 

sense perceptions and experiences, we look to our 

imaginative language of metaphor, paradox and 

anthropomorphism to describe a possibility that both 

connects and transcends us.  We should not hesitate to 

discard overused or inapt metaphors for God that do not 

open our hearts.  Throw them out!  But neither should we 

discard something because it is a metaphor.  In other words, 

imagination is not the same thing as make believe.  Poetry, 

music and other art have been intimately connected to the 

human yearning for transcendence, opening doors that 

otherwise would be closed. As the liturgical poem Anim 

Zemirot, says, “And so I . . . imagine you, find names for you, 

yet never have known you.”  Poetic images and metaphors 

should not be confused with the transcendent reality they 
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hope to point to. The liturgical poem continues: “Here’s 

parable and proverb and endless visions sung, and yet, 

beyond all imagery, behold you are one-- Hincha echad 

b’chol dimyonot.”11  Imagination is our spiritual friend. 

When we are overly literal, we block those openings. 

Let me give an example.  I mentioned earlier the 

passage from Exodus where Moses asks God to see his face 

and God says, “you cannot see my face.”  Rather, He tells 

Moses, “I will remove My hand, and you will see My back, 

but My face you will not see.”   

This description is highly anthropomorphic.  Does God 

have a face and a back like a human being?  And yet, how 

much is communicated through this anthropomorphic 

language.  We cannot see God’s face, and we cannot really 

know God.  We can, however, see God indirectly.  We can see 

God’s back so to speak; see God through other people’s faces 

or acts of love and justice.  Or see the world through God’s 

eyes, as my colleague Rabbi Jeff Roth teaches.  If we are 
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facing God’s back we can see the God’s eye view, the view 

from the point of love rather not ego and self-interest.   

The Talmud takes this biblical anthropomorphism of 

God’s back and adds a further one.  What did Moses see 

when he saw “God’s back” so to speak?  Moses saw the knot 

of his Tefilin.  (Tefilin is wrapped around one’s arm and 

placed as a strap around one’s head where there is a knot on 

the back and a box with Torah verses on the front.) 

This anthropomorphism may seem either scandalous or 

ridiculous.  Does God wear tefilin?!  And yet, the poetry of a 

simple knot standing for all we can see of God seems to me 

sublime. As that liturgical poem, Anim Zemorot, says, 

“Straps of Your own tefillin you showed the humble seer.”  

Direct visions of God are beyond us.  But maybe each of us, 

through the truth of experiences, can merit seeing a small 

knot of the divine, in the course of our lives. 

The Shema is one of the texts from the Torah that is 

inscribed and placed in the boxes of tefillin.  In our prayer 
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books, the third paragraph of the Shema, ends with the 

words “Hashem eloheichem emet, YHVH your God is true.”  

On the visit of the Jewish delegation to the Dalai Lama I 

described earlier, it was these words with which Rabbi 

Zalman Schachter surprised author and participant Roger 

Kamenetz. Rabbi Schachter knew Kamenetz was struggling 

with prayer and the idea of God. During the prayer service he 

was leading, Rabbi Schachter came up to Kamenetz, touched 

him on the shoulder, looked straight into his eyes and said, 

“Your God is a true God.” 

“I found that a powerful challenge,” Kamenetz wrote.  “I 

usually felt as I prayed in a group that I was assenting to 

ideas and images that were very foreign to me . . . . My God is 

a true God?  Which God was he talking about? Long white 

beard, old Daddy in the sky?. . . But in a funny mental jujitsu, 

the more I struggled with these images, the more what 

Zalman said came through.  ‘Your God is a true God’ meant 

to me that the images and the language weren’t going to be 
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supplied in advance.  I would have to find them for myself 

out of my own experience . . . .”12 

Everyone’s experience here in this room is unique and 

valued without measure.  “Your God is a true God.”  Let us 

accept the invitation to live with the “if”.  Let us start the 

conversation. 
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