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God Is Within
Elliot Cosgrove 

It is, without a doubt, an enigmatic  
exchange. Moses at the burning 
bush. God has heard the cry of the 
Israelites and calls on Moses to go 
before Pharaoh to demand their free-
dom. Moses inquires of God: “When 
I come before the Israelites, who 
shall I tell them sent me?” Moses is 
desperate for God’s name, a concrete 
title by which God may be known. 
Famously, God responds, “‘Ehyeh 
asher ehyeh,’ ‘I will be what I will be.’ 
Thus shall you say to the Israelites: 
‘Ehyeh, I will be, sent me to you.’” 

The scene serves as both a window  
into the nature of God and a charge 
to all future humanity. Moses  
understandably wanted a name, a 
noun, a label by which God’s nature 
could be concretized. God’s decision 
to self-identify as a dynamic verb or 
process provides insight into the na-
ture of God and a humanity created 
in the divine image. Unlike Pharaoh, 
whose hardened heart and static  
disposition proved to be his undoing, 
the liberation of the Israelites will  
depend on their ability to see beyond 
the horizon — beyond their present 
station — and transcend the physi-
cal and spiritual limitations of their 
enslavement. “Ehyeh asher ehyeh.” 
This is a tale of becoming: the God-
like capability of continued personal 
transformation and the recognition 
that one’s today need not be one’s 
tomorrow. 

More often than not, the revelation 
of God’s will, be it at the burning 
bush or Mount Sinai, is understood 
in static or transactional terms: An 

object (the Torah) passed from one 
entity (God) to another (Israel). 
What if, I wonder, we imagined the 
revelation of Torah as the dynamic,  
ongoing, and covenantal process of 
realizing a divine truth embedded 
within? Is it not this image, a Torah 
“nata betocheinu” (“planted within 
us”), for which we thank God at the 
conclusion of every Torah reading? 
By this telling, the power of Torah  
is not so much in its reception but 
in its actualization. In feeding the 
hungry, clothing the naked, healing  
the sick, and  performing other  
worthy deeds, we are, in the words  
of Rabbi Harold Schulweis, z’l, able 
to shift the focus of God “from 
noun to verb, from subject to 
predicate, from God as person to 
Godliness….” By making God’s 
presence manifest in our own ac-
tions we are, at one and the same 
time, fulfilling God’s will, and we 
are realizing the world of possibility 
embedded in our own humanity. 

The story is told of the angels who, 
upon hearing of God’s intent to  
create man, became jealous and 
plotted to hide the divine image. 
One angel suggested hiding the  
image in the deepest ocean, another 
suggested hiding the image on top 
of the highest mountain. But the 
other angels objected; they noted 
that humanity would find it none-
theless. Finally, the wisest angel 
suggested: “Plant the divine image 
within humanity, for that is the one 
place where they will never look.” 

Planted deep within our souls sits the 
potential to bring God’s dynamic 
presence into this world. Created in 
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Shavuot and the Sacred  
Process of Becoming 
Adina Allen 

In our sacred texts, God is called by 
many names: Tzur (Rock), Shomer 
(Guardian), Rechem (Womb), Melech 
(King), Adonai (Lord), Magen (Shield) — 
all our limited approximations of God’s 
infinite being. In the Torah, we find a 
moment of intimate exchange between 
God and Moses in which Moses asks 
God how he should identify God to the 
people. In this one-on-one conversation 
next to the burning bush, God tells Mo-
ses that he (Moses) will be the leader to 
take the Israelites out of Egypt. Moses 
first asks: Who am I that I should go to 
Pharaoh? God promises Moses that God 
will be with him in this process of re-
demption. Moses then asks God: When 
I come to the Israelites and say that You 
sent me, what should I tell them Your 
name is? God answers: “Tell them ‘Ehyeh 
asher ehyeh’ sent you.” “Tell them ‘I shall 
be that which I shall be’ sent you.” 

This name is how God self-identifies: not 
as person, not as place, but as process. 
God is not something static that can be 
encountered once and thereby under-
stood forever. Rather, God is dynamic, 
growing and evolving alongside us. And 
we, human beings made b’tzelem Elohim, 
in the divine image, are, likewise, not 
created static and sure, but rather are  
in our own process of becoming.  

God is process, God is in process, and we 
and God are in process together, birthing 
the reality in which we live. 

The upcoming holiday of Shavuot is the 
time in which the Divine gives — and 
we receive — Torah anew each year. In 
doing so, we recommit to and renew  
our relationship with the Divine. As we 
prepare for this holiday of revelation, we 
might ask: What does it mean to be to 
be in covenantal relationship with this 
God? Inherently, our covenant must be 
dynamic. If God is that which God shall 
be, to whom or to what are we commit-
ting ourselves? Are we committing to  
being in ongoing process? To not pinning  
down God — or ourselves — to one thing?

Revelation itself is a process in which all 
that we thought we knew is challenged. 
In this synesthesia moment, our sens-
es are reversed. We see thunder and hear 
images, the mountain smokes — the 
world speaks to us in new, surprising, 
and previously unimaginable ways. In 
this moment of covenant, what exactly 
is revealed? 

It is taught in the Talmud that at the  
moment of revelation we received all the 
teachings that will ever be (Megillah  
19b). According to the Mishnah, we  
received the entirety of the Torah, but 
nothing more (Pirkei Avot 1:1). Others 
postulate that we heard even less. Accord-
ing to R. Yehoshua ben Levi, we were 
able to hear only the first two of the  
Ten Commandments (Shir HaShirim 
Rabbah [Vilna] 1:2). And according to 
the 19th-century commentator Rabbi  
Naftali Tzvi Horowitz of Ropshicz, in 
fact all we heard in the moment of  
revelation was a single letter. 

In his work Zera Kodesh, Horowitz 
writes: “It is possible that at Sinai we 
heard nothing from the mouth of God 
other than the letter aleph of the first  
utterance Anochi Adonai Eloheikhem, 

I am YHWH your God.” In this view, 
what we heard was just the aleph —  
itself a silent letter until a vowel of  
articulation is placed beneath it. As  
Daniel Matt writes in God & the Big Bang,  
“The Aleph of revelation finds expression  
moment by moment.” The aleph is given.  
What it becomes is up to us. In this 
understanding, then, Shavuot becomes 
a holiday in which we celebrate the 
possibility inherent in revelation and 
commit ourselves to be in an ongoing 
process to bring forth those articulations 
most needed in our world today. When 
we approach texts with our intellect, 
imagination, and intuition, we activate 
the creativity residing within each one 
of us and open up new realms of inter-
pretation. In doing so, we step into our 
role as the commentators of today. 

Shavuot not only commemorates the  
experience of our ancestors receiving  
Torah at Mount Sinai, it invites us to  
inhabit this sacred process of reception 
ourselves. In Judaism, revelation is an 
ongoing process in which our learning, 
commentary, and insights are essential. 
When we come up to read from the  
Torah, we bless, “…asher natan lanu  
Torat emet, v’chayei olam nata b’tocheinu, 
baruch atah HaShem, noten ha Torah.” 
Rabbi Yehudah Aryeh Leib Alter, known 
by the name of his greatest work, Sefat  
Emet, gives a beautiful teaching on this 
verse by drawing meaning from the spec-
ificities of the grammar in this blessing: 

continued from cover

the image of God, each of us holds the 
possibilities of Torah within us — ready 
to be brought into full relief if we choose 
to do so. And, like the Israelites who pro-
claimed “Na’aseh v’nishma,” “We will do 
and we will listen,” each one of us has 
the opportunity to respond to the inner 
call of Sinai and in so doing partner with 
God to make God’s will recognizable and 
known on earth.

Rabbi Elliot J. Cosgrove, senior rabbi of Park 
Avenue Synagogue in New York City, earned 
a PhD at the University of Chicago Divinity 
School. An officer of the New York Board 
of Rabbis, he is a member of the Council 
on Foreign Relations and a board member 
of the American Jewish Joint Distribution 
Committee. 

When we approach texts with our 
intellect, imagination, and intuition, 
we activate the creativity residing 
within each one of us and open up 
new realms of interpretation. In 
doing so, we step into our role as the 
commentators of today.

Art by Michel 
D’Anastasio
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“…who gave (natan – in the past tense) 
the Torah of truth and implanted within 
us eternal life, blessed are You who gives 
(noten – in the present tense) the Torah” 
(Kedoshim 1871, s.v. ba-Midrash). In the 
words of Rabbi Arthur Green, “Torah 
given to the ancients can only become 
the Torah of truth when each reader 
takes that eternal life implanted with-
in us and uses it to reread Torah in a way 
that speaks to our own lives. God not 
only resides behind the text as guarantor  
of its infinite elasticity but also dwells 
within us, in the innermost chambers of 
our endless creativity.” When we activate 
our creativity, we tap into the vast possi-
bilities of what we, Torah, and God can 
become. 

Rabbi Adina Allen is a spiritual leader, writer, 
and educator who believes in the power of 
creativity to revitalize our lives and transform 
Jewish tradition. As co-founder & creative 
director of Jewish Studio Project (JSP), she 
has pioneered a methodology for integrating 
Jewish learning, spiritual reflection, and 
creative expression that she has brought to 
thousands of Jewish educators, professionals, 
and lay leaders across the country. Adina is a 
recipient of the Covenant Foundation’s 2018 
Pomegranate Prize for rising educators. She 
was ordained at the pluralistic Rabbinical 
School of Hebrew College in 2014, where she 
was a Wexner Graduate Fellow. 

Radically Free/ 
Radically Claimed 
Rachel Sabath Beit-Halachmi 

Eugene B. Borowitz, who died in 2016 
at nearly 92, was a theologian and  
Jewish thinker who had enormous  
influence on liberal ideas about God, 
authority, and autonomy. He taught at 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute 
of Religion for over half a century — 
and founded the journal Sh’ma. I was 
blessed to be his student, his disciple, 
and his intellectual biographer.

Unlike previous liberal Jewish theolo-
gians, Borowitz, argued extensively that 
our relationship with God is not one of 
ongoing process. In the 1960s, Borowitz  
explicitly rejects the idea of God as a 
verb/process, in his article, “The Idea of 
God.” Instead, Borowitz’s theology offers 
a non-Orthodox sense of God as the  
absolute commanding source of our  
ethics and values. It is that powerful 

God with whom we are in relationship 
and who makes unconditional demands 
that we fulfill out of a sense of duty. In 
his teaching and writing, Borowitz  
reoriented liberal Jewish theology from 
relying on human sources for ethics. 
He moved the theological conversation 
from “ethical monotheism” — based  
in part on the work of philosopher  
Hermann Cohen, that there is one God 
whose standards for morality apply  
universally to all peoples — toward an 
existential and transcendent relation-
ship with a commanding God. Borowitz 
not only reframed the central questions  
of modern Jewish philosophy, but he 
created a new field of Jewish theology 
— the idea of “covenant theology” as 
explained in his article in Commentary 
magazine in 1961. 

Borowitz understood the necessity of  
a new kind of thinking that could  
build on the work of the early modern  
German-Jewish thinkers and yet take 
the contemporary American-Jewish  
reality seriously. Frustration with  
liberal humanism led many Jews  
toward a postmodern spiritual search  
for a source of human meaning beyond 
the self. Borowitz sensed this search 
when he wrote, “We know we are  
commanded but...we have no widespread 
understanding of Who or What author-
itatively commands us and how such a 
thing is possible….” 

When Borowitz was in his 20s and 
studying the religious thought of Mar-
tin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig, he 
rejected their existentialist philosophies. 
Borowitz was deeply troubled by Buber’s 
rejection of the possibility of absolute 
knowledge. For Borowitz, Buber also 
overemphasized the autonomy of the 
individual independent of any uniquely 
Jewish commanding covenantal rela-
tionship with God. 

Borowitz did, though, embrace Buber’s 
understanding of the relationship  
between the self and God. Ultimately 
for Borowitz, while postmodern liberal 
Jews see themselves as decidedly autono-
mous, at the same time they do not and 
cannot exist only as individuals. Rather, 
they are Jewish autonomous selves. We 
are not simply singular selves interested  
only in ourselves; one’s autonomy is 
vaguely but decisively limited by being  

in relationship with God and with the 
entire Jewish people — past, present, 
and future. In other words, being a Jew 
in covenant with God is to recognize 
that the covenantal relationship itself 
limits one’s autonomy in a way that is 
the source of the compelling nature of 
this postmodern Jewish spirituality. This 
shift in focus is not because events have 
changed God, or that God has necessar-
ily evolved, but rather that we — in our 
new understanding and as a result of 
our experiences — can better engage in 
a committed, non-halakhic but dutiful 
and covenantal relationship with God.

Borowitz focused on the questions of how 
the relationship between God, the Jewish 
people, and an emerging and increasingly 
powerful sense of “sovereign self” or “au-
tonomous self” could be construed in a 
relevant and compelling theological sys-
tem. This becomes an increasingly urgent 
Jewish question today — as what we have 
traditionally understood as “authority” 
appears to be losing ground. 

In the years following World War II, 
Borowitz and his colleagues struggled 
with a search for a ground for our values 
that would be more ethical and powerful 
than the realization of the human capac-
ity for evil that led modern enlightened 
societies to allow for and enact the Ho-
locaust, murdering six million Jews and 
millions of other human beings, and 
drop nuclear bombs leading to the suffer-
ing of countless innocents. In study and 
fellowship with many thinkers, including 
Rabbis David Hartman and Yitz Green-
berg, Borowitz clarified that “we come to 
God these days primarily as the ground 
of our values and, in a non-Orthodox but 
nonetheless compelling fashion, as the 
‘commander’ of our way of life.” He ar-
gued for the renewing of the covenant 
based on an age-old Jewish view of our 
relationship with God and the clear sense 
that that relationship cannot be based on 
law/halakhah or on ethics alone. He felt 
that we must be able to correct the law 
when it could lead to unethical results. 

He saw a deep theological need emerg-
ing from the dramatic loss of faith in 

For Borowitz, God remains the “senior 
partner” with a commanding voice.
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human rationalism as a source of ethics.  
In 1991, he published Renewing the 
Covenant, in which he explored “a 
more-worthy faith.” He also embraced 
postmodern thought as a framework 
for covenant theology because of post-
modernism’s appreciation that the truth 
of personal experience still holds that 
God remains the “senior partner” with a 
commanding voice. That discourse gave 
him the language to “assert my Jewish 
conviction that...we can have unmediated, 
compelling, quality-laden religious  
experience” that could occur in prayer, 
in song, in nature, in a synagogue, in 
giving birth, in being with someone 
who is dying.

Borowitz articulated a new understanding 
of the self not just structured by pure 
autonomy but “grounded in a relation-
ship with God, with community, and as 
part of the Jewish people’s historic cove-
nant with God. The result of all this is a 
new theory of non-Orthodox Jewish  
duty, the acts of which constitute the 
primary expression and medium of 
Jewish holiness.” 

While those who understand themselves 
to be ”radically claimed” by the Ortho-
dox Jewish halakhic tradition may seek 
to find more room for the individual, 
those of us who are committed to lib-
eral Judaism often perceive ourselves to 
be ”radically free,” and I, like many oth-
ers, seek more room for the claim of 
Jewish law in our lives.1 In my own re-
ligious life, I have sought out a balance 
of being both radically free and radically 
claimed. It was Borowitz’s notion of the 
“autonomous Jewish self”2 that gave  
me the language to say that while we  

celebrate our autonomy as liberal Jews, 
if we are truly part of a covenant, that  
autonomy is limited by the demands of 
a commanding God as well as by our 
commitment to the wisdom and lived 
experiences of the Jewish people of the 
past, present, and future. 

God is therefore a constant command-
ing voice in the life of the Jewish 
people both as individuals and as a 
community. The autonomous Jewish 
self stands before God, not as an in-
dividual, but as part of a covenanted 
people. This demands a pluralistic view 
of the Jewish past as well as a desire to 

maintain a collective commitment to 
it in the future. His sense of duty to 
the whole of the Jewish people and to 
an experience of God is not a process 
but a relationship with a Commanding 
Presence of a real God in my life. 

Rabbi Rachel Sabath Beit-Halachmi, PhD, is 
a scholar, Jewish institutional leader, author, 
strategic innovator, and public speaker. For 
the past five years, she served as the national 
director of recruitment and admissions at 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of 
Religion (HUC), where she was appointed, in 
2013, President’s Scholar and most recently 
assistant professor of Jewish thought and 
ethics. Prior to her role at HUC, Sabath 
Beit-Halachmi served as vice president of 
the Shalom Hartman Institute in Jerusalem 
and for over a decade as a member of 
the institute’s faculty.  She also directed 
Hartman’s lay and rabbinic leadership 
programs for North American leaders as well 
as programs in pluralism and Jewish identity 
for officers of the Israel Defense Forces. She 
currently lives in Cincinnati with her husband, 
Rabbi Ofer Sabath Beit-Halachmi, and their 
three children. 
1 See my essay “Radically Claimed and Radically  
Free” in Jewish Theology Today, edited by Elliot 
Cosgrove. 

2 Borowitz, “The Autonomous Jewish Self,” 1984. 
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Jewish sensibilities are approaches to 
living and learning that permeate Jewish 
culture. The ideas, values, emotions, and 
behaviors they express — emanating from 
Jewish history, stories, and sources — 
provide inspiration and guidance that help 
us to respond creatively and thoughtfully 
to life’s challenges and opportunities. 
Sensibilities are culturally informed senses 
or memes. This month, Sh’ma Now explores 
the Jewish sensibility of Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh/
God Is Process. We examine the impact 
of how we understand God — whatever 
forms that takes — as an ever-changing, 
possibility-of-becoming, transformative God.

Consider & Converse: “Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh” 
walks you through this issue, inspires 
reflections, prompts questions, and 
provides ways to connect this reading with 
other meaningful experiences. It is found 
online at forward.com/shma-now.
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Finding God in Time  
and Silence
Norman Fischer 

The story of Exodus begins with God’s 
noticing the suffering of the Children  
of Israel. God takes the suffering to heart 
and is moved to relieve it. God calls  
Moses — a fugitive hiding out in the 
desert — but Moses resists the impossi-
ble task. He says to God, “Who am I to 
undertake such a thing? Who would I 
say sent me? And who are you, asking 
such a thing of me?”

And God answers, in what is perhaps 
the most famous phrase in all of Torah, 
Ehyeh asher ehyeh. 

These three Hebrew words are translated  
variously into English, “I am that I am” 
or “I will be what I will be.” Martin 
Buber translates the phrase as “I-will-be-
there.” Some insist on leaving the words 
untranslated, acknowledging that they 
are mysterious in the original, not  
subject to understanding. 

And yet these strange words activate what 
we call Judaism — the involvement of 
God with the Jewish people in the world. 

So, what can we make of Ehyeh asher ehyeh? 

First, God isn’t anything. God resists 
meaning and knowledge. Idolatry —  
believing one can somehow pin God 
down — is the Torah’s biggest sin. 

The word “ehyeh” is a form of the  
Hebrew verb “to be.” It is in the first 
person and its tense is indeterminate (“I 
am or I will be”). In the next sentence of 
the text, God transposes the verb to the 
third person, producing the designation 
for God we are most familiar with: the 
four-letter word “Yud Heh Vav Heh”: “He 
is or will be.” (Yes, the Hebrew word is 
in the masculine.) 

So, God has to do with being. But not 
being as in a state or an object — rather,  
being as an ungraspable dynamic, as a 
spilling over of a present into a future. 
Being as becoming. 

Ehyeh asher ehyeh: I am/will be as I am/
will be. What is is, what will be will be. 
Nothing to grab onto in this tautology. 
Yet it indicates something profound and 
unnoticed in our living. 

As a person who has practiced Zen  
Buddhism for decades (and is an  

ordained Zen Buddhist priest), I have 
noticed this about being alive: In the 
deep silence at the bottom of the noise 
of our living there is something going 
on. It is hard to define or grasp, but the 
sense that it is there is palpable. Life is 
not ours; it is an ineffable process,  
indefinable and never static. Knowing 
this has helped me to be patient with 
my life as it shifts and changes. 

As I have contemplated the Buddhist 
teachings on impermanence, I have 
come to understand their profound im-
plications. If you are alive in a present 
moment you will be alive in a future 
moment. In other words, if you are, you 
will become. As soon as you are alive in 
a present moment without a future mo-
ment embedded in that present moment 
— as soon as there is being without  
becoming — you are dead. In other 
words, any present moment of ongoing  
living presses forward into a future. Life 
can’t stay still. Life can’t be pinned down. 

This also means that our lives are lived in 
history and that God is necessary to that 
history. Being alive means going forward 
into the next moment together with all 
that is, and Torah understands that going 
forward as God. I believe that this is what 
Ehyeh asher ehyeh points to: that God is 
profoundly present within the process of 
time itself, as time rolls on. This is Rabbi  
Abraham Joshua Heschel’s deepest and 
most characteristic teaching, outlined in 
his book The Sabbath.

The context of these three words is  
important. God is saying them to  
Moses at a moment when the people are 
enslaved, suffering in a kind of emotional 
twilight. God is awakened by compassion 
for the Children of Israel. Compassion 
awakens us to time and life. 

For me this basic Jewish teaching speaks 
to our present moment of political,  
social, and ecological crisis. It seems  
sensible to imagine that we can predict 
the future, and that the future is dark. 
But Ehyeh asher ehyeh tells us that time is 
inherently sacred, so hope is always pos-
sible. This teaching has sustained the 
Jewish people for a long time. For me 
Ehyeh asher ehyeh implies that God isn’t a 
Supreme Being, somehow above it all. 

God is within the being-aliveness we 
share. And yet God is more than our ordi-
nary sense of aliveness. God is an aspect 
of aliveness that is unknown and inacces-
sible to us. And yet we sense it and yearn 
for it. I’ve felt this yearning all my life, 
which is probably why I have devoted 
myself full-time not only to spiritual prac-
tice but also to poetry. Somehow, through 
these activities my yearning can be met 
and expressed, however imperfectly. But I 
do not think I am so unusual. This yearn-
ing is human. We all feel it, however 
much we may deny or not notice. 

Over the years, my Zen meditation prac-
tice has plunged my heart into a depth 
of silence in which I have had the sense 
that Ehyeh asher ehyeh speaks to me, not 
as a weird voice, but through my own 
thought, feeling, and sense of things — 
and through my encounters with others. 
When I come into contact with my  
inmost longings, fears, and sorrows, I 
come into sympathy with others whose 
human hearts are like mine. And when 
I feel that sympathy, I have a sense of 
what these strange Hebrew words are 
pointing to: a way of feeling my living, 
of going forward into life with confi-
dence and with love, even though I don’t 
know what will happen. 

Norman Fischer is a poet, essayist, author, 
and senior American Zen Buddhist priest and 
teacher. He is the founder and teacher of the 
Everyday Zen Foundation and, with the late 
Rabbi Alan Lew, founded Makor Or: A Center for 
Jewish Meditation in San Francisco. His latest 
publication is The World Could Be Otherwise: 
Imagination and the Bodhisattva Path. 

Isaac Brynjegard-Bialik, “Mishnah Festival”
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verse in its (His/Her) unfolding. Given 
this theology, I just love God’s response 
to Moses’ question about God’s precise 
name: “Ehyeh asher ehyeh.” It is not “I 
am that I am,” but “I become what I 
become.” (Exodus 3:14) Moses wants 
a god with a fixed name and identity, 
but in a most idol-shattering epiphany, 
God won’t be pinned down. 

The “name,” YHWH, emerges in that 
moment. Like a cubist painting, this 
portrait in a word shows the God- 
process from many angles — YHWH is the verb “to be” conjugated in several tenses simul-
taneously, past, present, future, and still unfinished. As Rabbi Arthur Green suggests, God 
is in-process; God is not a noun. 

If I am to live with this God, I have to take my own unfolding seriously. I must ask: “If I 
am not fixed, what am I becoming? How shall I better align myself now with the evolving 
divine process?” 

And our Judaism too may not be fixed. We are all agents of its unfolding. And as human 
“beings,” perhaps we too are more verb than noun. 

Ann Toback:  For me, being Jewish is about the values, activist traditions, 
and culture that have been proudly passed forward, handed over as my most 
cherished yerushah (bequest). Rabbi David Cooper asks, “If I am not fixed, 
what am I becoming?” My Jewish identity is always in process, “becoming.” 
Becoming rooted in Yiddishkeit, becoming connected to my immigrant grand-

parents, becoming the vehicle for personal and societal change. It is the legacy of standing 
up for those most vulnerable, speaking out for those who have been denied a voice, and 
carrying forward traditions of fairness to others: to workers, immigrants, Dreamers, and more. 

As a child I accepted the existence of an all-knowing God. I had no doubts. Sometimes, 
as an adult, I find myself hoping, wishing for an all-knowing presence with the power to 
heal, to magnanimously fix so much of what is broken in the world. I feel the void of that 
all-knowing deity, and then I remind myself that in its place is the power of the collective. 
My strength is the might of thousands, millions, standing together on the shoulders of 
those who came before us. It is the voices of Clara Lemlich, who at 23 led the “Uprising of 20,000” women shirtwaist workers in 
1909; of Sidney Hillman, the founder and president of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America; of Marek Edelman, the 
last surviving commander of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising, who in the face of terrible odds had the courage to act for good. It’s the 
words of community organizer Saul Alinsky and playwright Tony Kushner. The humor of Carl Reiner. The songs of Bob Dylan, 
Woody Guthrie, and Phil Ochs. These are all activists who do not and did not sit idly by, but actively fought, created, worked for 
a better world for all. For them, Jewish values themselves were and are a verb. 

God becomes a verb, a symbol for living a just, proactive Jewish life. And I am inspired each day to carry forward the proud, fierce, 
and compassionate activism of my Jewish identity into the future. 

NiSh’ma On this page, our three commentators examine a line from the writing of Rabbi Arthur Green about how we might 
understand God — not as a static One but rather as a dynamic force in our lives. Our online version is interactive, 
and we welcome your comments. —S.B.

David Jonathan Cooper: Grandpa would prob-
ably call me an atheist or a Spinozist because, like 
Spinoza, God to me is not an entity with conscious 
oversight, but rather the entire process of the uni-

Angela Himsel:  Verbs need nouns and nouns 
need verbs. I’m old-fashioned that way. Some-
body or something committed the action. Swim-
ming is meaningless without a swimmer. And, 

Angela Himsel is the author of the  
memoir A River Could Be a Tree. Her 
writing has been published in such 
places as The New York Times, The  
New York Jewish Week, the Forward,  
and Partisan Review. She earned her 
bachelor’s degree in religious studies 
from Indiana University and holds a 
master’s of fine arts in creative writing 
from The City College of New York.

David Jonathan Cooper, a cofounder and rabbi emeritus of Kehilla Community Synagogue in Oakland/
Piedmont, Calif., is a liturgist and social activist. 

Ann Toback, executive director of the Workmen’s Circle, a Jewish social justice organization, is a lifelong progressive activist. 

“Y-H-W-H is a verb that has 
been artificially arrested  

in motion and made to 
function as a noun.”     

– Arthur Green,  
Seek My Face, Speak My Name, p. 18 

likewise, was, is, will be, and is becom-
ing are incomprehensible without 
attaching a being. In that sense, I 
would argue that Y-H-W-H, God’s 
personal name, is a noun that has 
been verbed — rather than a verb 
that has been arrested as a noun, as 
Rabbi Arthur Green writes. 

Seeking to understand who God is, 
as Moses did, is at the heart of any 
religious quest. Are You an angry 
God, a capricious God, a loving God? 
Are You distant or are You present in 
human activity? And God’s cryptic 
answer, conventionally translated as, 
“I am that I am,” strikes me almost 
as playful: “I am Whoever I wanna 
be, and you can’t put me into a box.” 

It’s tempting to try to pin God down, 
to define and re-define: God as noun, 
verb, a bit of both? My inner Moses 
still stubbornly believes that when 
I pray, I am talking to Y-H-W-H, the 
noun, a Being. I love the notion that 
God entails the entire process and, 
to paraphrase Rabbi David Cooper, 
just as the divine process is not fixed, 
so we, too, are becoming, evolving. 

http://forward.com/shma-now
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Introduction
Sh’ma Now curates conversations on a single theme rooted in Jewish tradition 
and the contemporary moment. At the core of this issue of Sh’ma Now is the 
Jewish sensibility of “Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh/God-Is-Process.” Whenever 
possible, I attend “Creative Commentary,” a text-study/creative writing 
program at the Jewish Studio Project. The studio, which hosts an array of 
engaging programs, is awash in color; it has the messiness of an art studio, 
a library of sifrei kodesh — holy books — with volumes on Jewish feminism, 
art, justice, and philosophy, large tables for partnered study, and a cozy 
couch area for conversation and singing. A number of decorated signs adorn 
the walls. One says, “Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh/God-Is-Process.” Each time 
I enter the studio, I’m drawn to that bold decorative, hand-painted sign: 
What does it mean that one of God’s many names, the name God tells Moses 
to use when speaking to the Israelites, is “Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh/God-Is-
Process.” “I Will Be What I will Be”? Rabbi Adina Allen, the co-founder 
and creative director of Jewish Studio Project and talent behind the studio 
signage, translated the name as “God Is Process.” Intrigued time and again, 
I decided to examine what this particular translation might mean. I started 
my search with Adina, and asked her to write about how she understands an 
ever-dynamic God. And then my curiosity led me to another couple of rabbis 
and a Buddhist teacher. As we approach Shavuot, the holiday that signals our 
covenant with God, I hope you’ll find this issue of Sh’ma Now expands your 
notion of covenantal responsibility and the dynamic power of understanding 
God as ever-becoming. 

Sh’ma Now has never viewed learning or “meaning-making” as solely an indi-
vidual activity. That’s why we have included this guide, which is specifically 
designed to help you to consider the idea of going forth in your discovery of 
ideas and questions independently or with others, formally and informally.

How to Begin
This guide offers a variety of suggestions, including activities and prompts for 
individual contemplation and informal or structured conversations. We suggest 
that you use this guide to share reflections and thoughts over a Shabbat 
meal, or, for those who are more adventurous, to lead a planned, structured 
conversation, inviting a small group of friends and family to your home or to 
a coffee shop. If you would like more information about ways in which this 
journal can be used, please contact Susan Berrin, Sh’ma Now editor-in-chief, 
at SBerrin@shma.com. You can also print out a PDF file of the entire issue at 
http://forward.com/shma-now/.

A Guide to Understanding 
God’s name, “Ehyeh Asher 
Ehyeh/God-Is-Process”

http://forward.com/shma-now
mailto:SBerrin%40shma.com?subject=
http://forward.com/shma-now/
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Interpretive Questions  
can focus the reader on the ideas in the articles.

•  Rabbi Rachel Sabath Beit-Halachmi, [page 2] who wrote her dissertation 
on the work of Dr. Eugene Borowitz, the founding editor of Sh’ma, 
writes about Borowitz’s covenantal theology and sense of non-Orthodox 
“commandedness.” Borowitz offered “a new theory of non-Orthodox 
Jewish duty, the acts which constitute the primary expression and medium 
of Jewish holiness.”  She goes on to write that while liberal Jews often feel 
‘radically free’ from halakhah, she, like others, seeks “more room for the 
claim of Jewish... In my own religious life, I have sought out a balance of 
being both radically free and radically claimed. It was Borowitz’s notion 
of the ‘autonomous Jewish self’ that gave me the language to say that 
while we celebrate our autonomy as liberal Jews, if we are truly part of a 
covenant, that autonomy is limited by the demands of a commanding God 
as well as by our commitment to the wisdom and lived experiences of the 
Jewish people of the past, present, and future.  God is therefore a constant 
commanding voice in the life of the Jewish people both as individuals and 
as a community.” For all of the talk about a dynamic and changing God, 
Rachel channels Borowitz’s voice that we know just what a commanding 
God expects of us. How do you reconcile a commanding God with notions 
of personal autonomy? How have societal approaches toward authority 
changed over the past decade or so, and how do those changes manifest in 
religious terms?  What is the relationship between a “commanding God” 
— one that is the “senior partner” — and the notion of covenant, that we 
partner with God in our religious and secular experiences? 

•  In NiSh’ma, [page 6] our simulated Talmud page, three commentators 
examine a line from the writings of Rabbi Arthur Green:“Y-H-W-H is a verb 
that has been artificially arrested in motion and made to function as a 
noun.” (Arthur Green, Seek My Face, Speak My Name p. 18) We begin with 
Rabbi David Jonathan Cooper, who writes that while Moses wants God to 
have a fixed name and identity, God “in a most idol-shattering epiphany… 
won’t be pinned down.” And then David goes on to challenge his own 
assumptions about himself: “If I am to live with this God, I have to take my 
own unfolding seriously…What am I becoming?” Ann Toback, the executive 
director of the Workmen’s Circle, and author Angela Himsel respond. Angela 
acknowledges that when she prays, her prayer is directed to God as noun. 
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A Guide to Understanding 
God’s name, “Ehyeh Asher 
Ehyeh/God-Is-Process”

Guidelines for Discussion
If you wish to hold a structured conversation, the following guidelines 
may help you to create a space that allows for honest personal exploration 
through sharing:
•  Create a sense of shared purpose that can foster the kind of internal 

reflection that happens through group conversation. 
•  Remind participants of simple ground rules for conversations. For example: 

Avoid commenting on and critiquing each other’s comments. Make 
room for everyone to speak. Step into or away from the conversation 
appropriately. No one participant should dominate the conversation. Let 
silence sit, allowing participants to gather their thoughts.

•  For each of the questions below, we recommend that you print out the 
article in question, or provide the link to it, and we ask that you take a 
moment to read it in print or on screen, before the conversation begins.

•  Allow people a few minutes to absorb the article, perhaps even to read it a 
second time, before moving into the discussion.

http://forward.com/shma-now


Consider  
& Converse

9

SH’MA NOW | forward.com/shma-now
JUNE 2019 | SIVAN 5779

And Ann writes that she “feels the void of that all-knowing deity…in its 
place, is the power of the collective.” How has your understanding of God 
emerged and changed over time? What would bring you to understand God 
as a “verb” or a “noun”? What stifles your search for God? And how is that 
search for God related, or not, to your search for meaning? 

•  Rabbi Adina Allen [page 2], co-founder and creative director of the Jewish 
Studio Project, writes “God is…evolving alongside us. And we, human 
beings made b’tzelem Elohim, in the Divine image, are, likewise, not created 
static and sure, but rather are in our own process of becoming.” What 
impact does an evolving God have on your worship? How do understand 
the evolving nature of humanity? Are we, as individuals, co-creators with 
God? What do we learn about our own capacity for creativity through our 
search for meaning?

Reflective Questions  
can help one to integrate the ideas in these articles with one’s own 
sense of self. 

•  Rabbi Elliot J. Cosgrove [page 1], senior rabbi of Park Avenue Synagogue in 
New York City, opens the issue with an exploration of textual sources and 
stories about this particular way of understanding God. He writes about 
making “the revelation of Torah as the dynamic, ongoing, and covenantal 
process of realizing a divine truth embedded within,” thus understanding 
our relationship to God as manifest in our daily actions: feeding the hungry, 
clothing the naked, helping the destitute. He goes on to write that with 
“God’s presence manifest in our own actions, we are, at one and the same 
time, fulfilling God’s Will and we are realizing the world of possibility 
embedded in our own humanity. What power do we hold to bring more 
holiness into the world? Where does that power reside and how do we 
access it? How is the idea of being God’s partner in repairing the world 
connected to the idea of “na-aseh v’nish’ma,” “we will do and we will hear”? 

•  Norman Fisher [page 4], founder and spiritual director of the Everyday 
Zen Foundation, writes personally about his own yearning. He writes, 
“Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh implies that God isn’t a Supreme Being, somehow 
above it all. God is within the being-aliveness we share. And yet God is 
more than our ordinary sense of aliveness. God is an aspect of aliveness 
that is unknown and inaccessible to us. And yet we sense it and yearn for 
it. I’ve felt this yearning all my life, which is probably why I have devoted 
myself full time not only to spiritual practice but also to poetry. Somehow, 
through these activities my yearning can be met and expressed, however 
imperfectly.” Norman’s striving to know Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh has led him 
to an acknowledgement that we cannot know the Divine. What are the 
implications of not knowing God? If God were to be known, how would 
our relationship be the Divine be different? How does the mystery of the 
Unknowable influence your spiritual home?

A Guide to Understanding 
God’s name, “Ehyeh Asher 
Ehyeh/God-Is-Process”
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