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Last April, I traveled with ICE, the Institute for Clergy Excellence, my clergy study group, to Boston.  We are studying the human experience of God, and we are interfacing with many different religions and religious leaders.  I have spoken about our Boston trip at great length this past June from the pulpit, but I had yet to report about one of our visits, which was actually the most delightful and gracious.  The nine of us; three Baptists, two Presbyterians, one Roman Catholic Priest, one United Church of Christ pastor, one Episcopalian priest, and I as the only rabbi spent a week meeting with religious leaders last April.  We were graciously received at the Holy Cross Hellenistic College in Brookline by Rev. Nicholas Triantafilou and Dr. Bruce Beck.  I had grown up in Boston and thought I knew the city inside out.  But I had never been to this beautiful seminary off of Jamaica Plain and was even unaware of its existence.
I was excited to visit the Seminary.  It was clearly the most exotic experience for me of our trip.  We were lavished with attention by men in cassocks and long beards.  The church smelled of incense and flowers.  The Orthodox Easter had just concluded (yom tov was late that year!).  Seminarians joined us as we sat through their worship service.  The chanting was done primarily in Greek.  I couldn’t really follow the service without help, but I enjoyed it a lot, perhaps more than my Christian counterparts because I am used to worshipping in a foreign language.  (Parenthetically, it is not so bad to not understand every word.  Worshipping is more about doing and being than it is about speaking and thinking—but more on that another time.)  The most strange part of the service for me was when the priest brought out an Icon of the Virgin Mary with Child and paraded it through the congregation.  People stopped and kissed the icon, in much the same way that people extend their affection and respect to the Torah scroll as it passes through the congregation.

Much is made of these icons in the Christian Orthodox tradition. They are highly stylized, with a lot of halos and gold leaf and two dimensional faces of Jesus, Mary, the apostles, angels and saints.  But throughout my 55 years of life, and all of my travels and study and dialogue, as a Jewish boy, I just didn’t get the icons.  What’s the big deal?  They all look pretty much the same to me.  Why venerate these pictures created by human beings?
Dr. Bruce Beck shared with us his experience.  He was not born an Orthodox Christian.  He studied theology at Harvard Divinity School, an anything goes kind of place, and married a Greek woman he met at Harvard.  He was then, and still is today a teacher at the seminary.  One day, he was standing with his own infant child in the vestibule of the church and gazed at one of the icons, and tears began to flow down his cheeks.  He was touched by the spirit of something within that icon, and later Dr. Beck converted to Orthodox Christianity.
Dr. Beck shared with us the Orthodox concept of “material spirituality”, a term which opened up my mind and heart.  He shared that the artists who draw the icons do not see themselves as artists, but instead as scribes.  One refers to writing an icon, instead of drawing or creating an icon.  Furthermore, before an icon is executed, the scribe fasts and prays—centering himself for this spiritual exercise; much the same way Torah Scribes do when they begin to engage in writing by hand the holy parchments contained in a Torah or mezuzah or t’fillin.  And the icons are not simply works of art, but contain the Holy Spirit. They are meant to evoke a spiritual experience with the Divine.
Material spirituality—how do you link those two terms together, especially in Judaism?  We are so un-material when it comes to our spirituality.  We talk to God with our mouths, and hear our liturgy and our Torah with our ears.  But the visual arts, per se, are not connected to Judaism as a spiritual experience.  A side note:  we Jews believe in hiddur hamitzvah, making beautiful the practice of the commandments associated with our tradition.  We commission beautiful ketubot, have ornate sukkot, hanukiyot, seder plates and mezuzot.  We associate physical beauty with the performance of many of the commandments, particularly connected to the holy day rituals and observances.  We do not demand simplicity in our practice.  But still, the visual arts are not high on the list of the spiritual experiences of Judaism.  If anything, we claim with great pride a non-material, incorporeal spirituality.  We Jews don’t trust so much the spiritual things that we can see or touch.  To be a spiritual Jew, we need, instead to focus on the language of the heart or the mind.
And there is ample precedent within Judaism for the eschewing of visual images within our tradition.  When Moses received Torah at Sinai, God declared “You shall not make for yourself a sculptured image, or any likeness of what is in the heavens above, or on the earth below, or in the waters under the earth (Ex. 20:4).”  God was concerned that Jews would worship these images, and that the veneration of things appearing in the physical world might soon deteriorate into idolatry.  These would become the gods of Israel, and the one God of Israel, the true and eternal living God of the spirit might become found in the body of something created.  This, in Judaism, was then, and is now , a big no no.  

And later, Judaism, together with Islam, differentiated itself from Christianity by its distance from iconography, statuary, and other forms in the physical world which would adorn Christian worship and holy places.  To some degree, we are Jewish precisely because we don’t have pictures of people or saints or God in flesh.  This belongs to them.  We are different.  We do not worship what is seen or made or created by human beings.  As Jews, it is truth to us that God cannot be depicted, or described in physical terms, and those metaphors found in the Bible—like “the hand of God”, “God’s face”, or “God’s back” are just that, metaphors of describing the ever present omnipresent God in human terms.  They are, if you will, poetry, and not biology or physical form.
But I would hope that we might reconsider, some, about our prohibition concerning physical images within our tradition.  The Torah portion today, Va’eira opens today with an enigmatic verse:

God speaks to Moses and says, “Va’eira el Avraahm, el Yitzhak, v’el Ya’akov b’El Shaddi, ush’mi Adonai lo nodati lahem, I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac and to Jacob as El Shaddai, but my name, YHVH, (the unspeakable, the mystery), I did not make myself known to them. “  Here is my question:  How did God appear to Abraham and to Isaac and to Jacob, particularly when God has no form?    What exactly did God look like to Abraham and to Isaac and to Jacob, and why was this important for Moses to know?  I, of course cannot answer that.  The Torah provides us with no answer.  But I do know as a human being that the infinite, spiritual, body-less and eternal God of the universe must be a God without substance and form, and too that this infinite, spiritual, body-less and eternal God of the universe is perceived and drawn close to human beings through the perceptions of the senses; the physical senses, the emotional senses, and the spiritual senses.  We have a sense of God.  Perhaps we hear the echo of God and see the shadow of God and feel the presence of God and smell the fragrance of God and taste the sweetness of God even as our minds know that the sounds and sights and touch and smell and taste are but human conventions for the reality of a God that cannot be perceived or experienced by us in God’s terms, but instead by human beings in human terms.  Perhaps we can reclaim some kind of material spirituality, some kind of experiencing the divine as did Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, knowing full well that this experience is not real, even as it moves us on our spiritual journeys.  
And now I want to conclude by sharing with you some greater appreciation for our new siddur, T’rumot HaLev, Offerings of the Heart.  This was a mammoth undertaking that we did not realize when we first began.  We knew that it would be a lot of work.  We did not realize how much work it would be.  We also knew that it would be a labor of love.  We did not realize how much love would be poured into these pages.  We commissioned our Temple member, Amy Saab to produce thirty water colors based upon Temple Emanu-El’s architecture and design elements to adorn and beautify our liturgy.  And her mother, Maggie Begun, was unstoppable in fashioning the layout of this book.  The two, Amy and Maggie, were consumed by this project.
We have been using this siddur for two months now, and I want to speak to you about the art work contained in these pages.  They may have started out as simple pictures or adornments to our prayer.  To my knowledge, this is one of the only Jewish prayer books to contain pictures within its pages.  But over the months, I have come to see these pictures as portals for my spiritual soul.  The artwork is a full complement to the beauty of the poetry and the splendor of the music.  It too has become liturgy.  We Jews can focus our eyes on the texture and tone and shape and light within these pages, and feel God’s presence more keenly and more deeply.  It is the material within the spirituality that can open up our souls to the beauty of the page, the skill of its creator, and the presence of God manifested in physical ways to touch our spirits and hearts.
Let me conclude tonight with these words from the Book of Proverbs (8:17):  “Ani ohave’ha ei’hov, um’shacharai yim’tsa’un’ni—I love those who love Me, and those who seek Me shall surely find Me.”  Let us become seekers of the one true eternal spiritual God, and use all the tools in our command, all the gifts of body and soul to be God seekers, to love and be loved, to search and to find the material beauty within the spirit of our souls
Shabbat Shalom


