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THE NEED TO BELIEVE

INTRODUCTION


What brought you to shul tonight?

Perhaps you came to experience a sense of community or a desire for change, or a feeling of guilt.   And some of you might still be wondering what you are doing here.


There is an old story about two men who used to go to synagogue every Shabbat.  Moshe and Avram had been friends since their youth.  People in the shul marveled how they would arrive separately each week, some weeks Moshe getting there first and some weeks Avram.  Nothing seemed to stop them even illness.  Sure they would get sick or have some other ailment, but each Shabbat whether fully healthy or not they made their way to shul.  Now in their eighties, they were seen as the religious models of their shul.  Finally, at a Kiddush luncheon one Shabbat, one of the congregants asked them, “so brings you two to shul, what motivated you all these years.”  Moshe answered first, “I come because of my deep faith in God.  I know that if I come here to ask God for something he will always help me find the answer.  He has been my guiding light all these many years.”  “And you Avram” inquires the congregants “what type of faith brings you?”  “Me” answers Avram, “me… I come because Moshe comes.”  


Today is Rosh HaShanah and we celebrate the birthday of the world.  According to rabbinic tradition, this is the sixth day of creation and just as Adam and Eve were created, we are created anew.  Each year a rebirth; ten days to review our lives and seek forgiveness from others for our sins so that we can be truly born again.  Following those ten days, we will gather again on Yom Kippur, seeking forgiveness from God.  But does this experience really speak to your theology?

Taken seriously, the High Holy Days are the most theologically challenging of all the Jewish holidays because they challenge us to consider what we believe.  Does God sit in judgment of you?  Do you require atonement from God?  Is it possible to disappoint God?  Are you here because you believe, or because of the “just in case” scenario.  Namely, “God I’m not sure I believe, but just in case you are really there, I want you to know I’m here.”  Just in case God is taking attendance we can answer, “present.”  

NEW ATHEISM


In the last several years there has been a new push against the belief in God.  With three principal advocates, Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris and Christopher Hutchins, responding largely to the social and political dangers of God, it has been dubbed New Atheism.  Richard Dawkins writes, “We cannot, of course, disprove God, just as we can't disprove Thor, fairies, leprechauns and the Flying Spaghetti Monster.  But, like those other fantasies that we can't disprove, we can say that God is very, very improbable.”  

Dawkins wrote the best selling book The God Delusion.  And listen to these other titles that made it to the best sellers list: God is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything by Christopher Hutchins and The Failed Hypothesis. How Science Shows That God Does Not Exist by Victor Stenger. 


Dawkins, an Oxford professor, also understands that atheism is a political issue as well as a theological question. "The number of nonreligious people in the US is something nearer to 30 million than 20 million. That's more than all the Jews in the world put together. I think we're in the same position the gay movement was in a few decades ago. There was a need for people to come out. The more people who came out, the more people who had the courage to come out. I think that's the case with atheists. They're more numerous than anybody realizes."  

NEW FAITH 


Responding to New Atheists, there is an attempt by some to understand faith in a new context.  For those who are tired of religious fanatics who are blowing themselves and others up in the name of God and tired of those who believe that religious beliefs must be reflected in politics and legislation, there is a new attempt to convey a compassionate, less fanatic faith.  


 In a new book entitled Why Faith Matters which I recommend to everybody, my friend Rabbi David Wolpe lays out a well articulated argument for why faith is important.  While this book is addressed to the larger American audience, providing them with an intellectual and spiritual response to the New Atheism, this book is particularly important for Jews who tend to lack the same kind of faith in God that other religious denominations embody.
JEWISH BELIEFS 


So what do Jews believe about God?


In a recent national Pew Report survey of Americans, when asked whether their belief in God or a universal spirit was certain, only 31% of Jews responded yes.  This compares to the 72% national average of people who were certain about their belief in God or a universal spirit.  Does that seem about right?  On the other end of the spectrum, 11% of Jews responded that they were uncertain about God, 10% said that they don’t believe in God and 7% said they don’t know or refused to answer.  Leave it to the Jews, no other religious group refused to answer the question on God with such conviction.


These figures don’t surprise you do they?  Partially, it is because Jews straddle that ethnic-religious identification.  As a religious, ethnic or cultural identity, Jews have many different beliefs.  But when it comes to faith, should there be such a difference between us and other religions?  We are not talking about frequency of attending services on a regular basis… where Jews trail far behind the other religious denominations.  We are not talking about people who believe that religion is very important in their lives, where the national average was 56%... and for Jews only 31%.  We are talking about faith,  a basic premise of something greater than us that should guide us through life.   

The problem, I believe, is that Jews are so accepting of all different ideas about God and life.  As long as what they believe doesn’t hurt any one else or infringe on the rights of anyone, then anything is acceptable.  Jews stand up for the right to believe in anything.  Herein lies the problem.  There are too many of us whose belief is, “that it is OK to believe in anything.”  These people advocate “anything” and in the end they believe in “nothing.”
SPIRITUALITY 

During the last thirty years the term spirituality has increased in popularity.  According to one definition: “Those who speak of spirituality as opposed to religion generally meta-religiously believe in the existence of many  ‘spiritual paths’ and deny any objective truth about the best path to follow. Rather, adherents of this definition of the term emphasize the importance of finding one's own path to whatever-god-there-is, rather than following what others say works. In summary: the path which makes the most coherent sense becomes the correct one for oneself (Wikpedia).”  But this concept is not new, already in the late 19th and early 20th Centuries, the term New Age was being used and referred to “a spiritual nature movement that seeks Universal Truth through the Oneness of Humanity. It combines aspects of spirituality, cosmology, esotericism, complementary and alternative medicine, various religious practices, and environmentalism. It is characterized by an eclectic and individual approach to spirituality with a general rejection of mainstream dogma and religion (Wikpedia).”

What about the search for spirituality today?

With great frequency I hear people say, “I’m spiritual, I’m not religious.”  But what does this really mean?  For the many who call themselves spiritual, is the self-designation a religious cop-out?  Does it mean that they have rejected all traditional understandings of God and have come up with their own?  Or does it mean that the universe has its own purpose and we are part of the purpose?  Or does it simply mean that we have a soul, whether immortal or a neuro-biological entity that helps us find meaning?  

Let me say right now that being spiritual can be good if it is an awareness and self-awareness that allows people to see the beauty of the world and feel connected to that beauty.  But here is my question: does spirituality make any demands on you?  Does it require you to do the right thing when it is not so easy to do so?  Or does it just make you feel good about who you are and what you have done.

When responding to the phrase “I’m spiritual, but I’m not religious,” Rabbi David Wolpe writes, “How many times have we heard that phrase? Let’s try to understand it.  Spiritual is what one feels. Religious is what one does. So you can announce yourself as spiritual and never join a community, never visit a home for shiva, never contribute money to a synagogue, school, Jewish center or soup kitchen. In other words, all too often ‘spiritual’ asks nothing of us — it is the narcissism of non-involvement.”

Wow! Strong words for spirituality.  Don’t get me wrong, I believe that spirituality can be a good thing… when it is a starting point for faith.  Martin Buber, the twentieth century theologian said that it is not fear or goodness that motivates religion, but a desire to feel God’s presence.  If spirituality allows an individual to feel something at work in the universe, whether it is God or something else, and that relationship allows the individual to be at peace with himself and the world, how wonderful.  Neither fear nor goodness should motivate a desire to feel God’s presence, but rather once perceived, God’s presence should motivate us to do good and make a difference in the world.

I BELIEVE 


The terms faith and belief are usually used interchangeably.  We say either “I believe in God” or “I have faith in God.” But let me create my own distinction between these terms.  For me faith is that feeling that there is a God in the universe who cares about us and in return we care about Him.   That faith is not based on reason.  It is either an intuition provided by our divinely endowed soul that God does exist or a leap of faith.  Once accepted, faith is a spiritual compass that points us toward God.  Beliefs, on the other hand, are the system of values and actions that help support faith and make it relevant.

What are important beliefs?


The belief that we are made in the image of God and can therefore live sacred lives.


The belief that since we are all made in the image of God, how we treat each other makes a difference.

The belief that we are stewards of the earth.


The belief that we can engage in tikkun olam, the repair of the world through our actions.


These are just some of the beliefs that come out of a faith in God, no matter what your image of God or a universal force is.
FALSE BELIEF 


For many Jews the lack of faith comes from lack of knowledge.  They mistakenly equate the image of God in the Bible with Jewish theology.  They mistake the Biblical institutions of slavery, animal sacrifices and stoning for Jewish values.  It is the misimpression that Judaism has not changed in three thousand years.  Aside from major changes like the transition from animal sacrifices to prayer, long ago the rabbis decided that offenses against God would no longer be punishable by a human court and women should be protected in marriage and more recently the changes in the role of women in Jewish life are all reflections of how Jewish laws evolve and are connected to our understanding of God.  But most egregious, is the misperception that faith and enlightened knowledge are mutually exclusive. 


In the famous words of Albert Einstein “Science without religion is lame; religion without science is blind.”

There is a story that tells about a thousand years from now when scientists have solved all the questions that plague humanity, they are finally ready for the ultimate challenge.  They elect a representative to address God.


“God, says the scientist in charge, “You are no longer needed.  You served a function in your day, but that day is gone.  We can do everything You can do, so say goodbye.”


There is a moment of silence.  Then a voice booms out of the sky: “Everything?”


“Yes,” answers the scientist, “everything.”


“Can you make a human being from dust?”


“Absolutely.”


“Ok,” says God, “let me see you make a human being.”


The scientist reaches down and digs his hands into the earth.


“Oh, no,” says God.  “Get your own dust.”


I am here to tell you that there is no conflict between faith and science.  It has been said that science is the how of creation and God is the why.  But when confronted with questions and doubt most people give up on God and religion quickly.

DOUBT 


What most people don’t understand is that faith begins with doubt.  It begins with questions about ourselves and our place in the world.  It challenges the realities of life and it concerns itself with difficulties of an unfair world.  Faith does not mean ignoring the issues, but rather helps us to make sense of them.  Judaism has never seen questions as obstacles to faith, but rather it is in response to questions that faith is built.  

After all, in the very beginning there were questions.  The Book of Genesis describes Adam and Eve living in the Garden of Eden, when the very first question is asked by God; “Ayecha- Where are you?”  Adam and Eve have eaten of the Tree of Knowledge and the knowledge they have been imparted leads them to feel different about their nakedness.  So they take some fig leaves and fashion loincloths to cover their nakedness.  As they hear God approaching they hide.  This description begs two questions, “How could they hear God coming?” and “Did they really think they could hide from God?” I’m not going to give the answers, because right now it is all about questions.  God then comes to them and says, “Ayecha- Where are you?”  Did God really not know where they were hiding?  Many theologians see this as the most existential question, “Where am I?”  God is asking them where their faith has led them.  I imagine God continuing, “if your faith has led you to hide from me then something is wrong.”


There are many people, who, like Adam and Eve, hide from God.  They feel shame.  Not from having done something wrong, but rather because they don’t know who is talking to them.  On the High Holy Days we stand before God.  We acknowledge the fact that we can’t hide.  We read prayers and confront theology that forces us to respond to the question, “Where are you?”  


The Biblical response to the call of God is Hineni, here I am.  From Abraham to Jacob and later to our prophets, when you perceive the call of God you answer hineni.  But to answer hineni you have to know whose calling.
SECOND QUESTION

The second question in the Torah is addressed to Cain, “Where is your brother?”  God knows that Cain killed his brother Abel.  So why ask the question?  I believe it is an attempt to get Cain to reflect on how his faith has been translated into action.  After all, what did they fight over?  Whose sacrifices to God were better?  We are not really sure, but Cain and Abel are a reminder that we should not wage war in the name of God.  Aside from the original conquest of Canaan when the Israelites abolished dangerous influences of paganism, never again did they wage a war because they disagreed with another nation’s theology.   Religious crusades, like those of the Middle Ages, cannot be part of our beliefs because it is the wrong response to faith.  It is our beliefs that ensure that our faith does not lead us to this desecration of God’s name.  It is our beliefs that ground our faith and help us to ensure that God’s presence will result in goodness.
CONCLUSION 


Why have the Jewish people survived four thousand years while the other nations of history have risen and fallen?  How is it that Judaism has inspired and given birth to the two other Western religions?  How is it that fifteen million Jews around the world can play such a significant role in the world?  It is because of our faith and our beliefs.


On the High Holy Days I attempt to give sermons that include a call to action,  whether it is taking measures to make a difference on our environment by driving fuel efficient cars that don’t pollute our planet; or cutting down on gossip because you understand the degree to which it pollutes our lives; or not living as an entitlist (a term I coined to represent those who believe they are entitled) because it pollutes the soul.  So what is my call to action?  It is to struggle with your faith.  To find a connection to God, or the force of the universe or whatever you call it, to ask what it demands of you.  To know that faith can inspire and comfort.  To know that faith can simultaneously exalt and humble the human.  And most of all to know that faith matters.


There is a story of a man who stood before God, filled with anger, rage, disappointment and pain as he looked at a world that was broken and troubled.  He called out “God look at the world with all is pain and suffering, why don’t you send help.”  God answered, “I did send help, I sent you.”
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