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It seems natural to talk about god at this time of year, as we celebrate the story of our redemption.  It was our god who took us out of bondage with an outstretched arm and mighty hand.  As we read the Passover Haggadah, in a way I feel that it must have been a lot easier to believe in god because god was so much more present.  We needed miracles and we got them.  Imagine seeing some of the plagues, the water turning to blood, day after day of darkness, first born sons dying before your eyes.  And of course the miracle to end all miracles, the sea splitting and walking through on dry ground.  No one needed to debate if God existed, if God was present in our lives, if god rewards good and punishes evil.  God did all that, and in the most impressive fashion.  How could you not believe?  In fact God says that these miracles and marvels were done in part to display the might of god to all the other nations of the earth.  In this way they would fear and respect god and the Israelite nation as a force to be reckoned with.  And the people Israel would similarly trust and follow Gods rules and laws because of what they had seen God do for them.  

While the issue of God and god's role in our world and our lives is always a topic of conversation and thought, it is particularly relevant at times in our lives when we feel especially vulnerable or distressed. This morning as we pray yizkor and remember our loved ones it is only natural to think more deeply about our relationship with God.  In my daily rabbinic listserv my colleagues shared some insights about the divine, especially in response to some recent god talk in major papers including the NY Times and the Washington Post , as Judaism and Christianity share a holy week.

David Brooks writes in the NY times about god within a review of the current smash Broadway musical, the Book of Mormon, surprisingly written by two Jews, Trey Parker and Matt Stone, who also write, voice and direct the raunchy inappropriate south park sitcom.  The script of “the book of Mormon”; while poking fun at Mormonism, it does not deride religion. Through pointing out some of the silly founding myths, it actually teaches us that religion can do enormous good as long as people take the teachings as metaphorical not literal, realize that religions ultimately preach love and service, and that those who practices their faiths must remain open minded and tolerant of others.  These are big “ifs” but plays well to the New York well education American audience that admire religious belief that is spiritual but not doctrinal, pluralistic but not exclusive, serves the greater good but isn’t marred by theological judgments.
However this is easy religion and not necessarily a long lasting or meaningful religion.  As David Brooks writes, 


“the only problem is that it’s not true.  Vague, uplifting, non-doctrinal religiosity doesn't actually last.  The religions that grow and motive people to perform heroic acts of services are usually theologically rigorous, arduous in practice and definitive in their convictions about what is true and false.  Religions that thrive have communal theologies, doctrines and codes of conduct rooted in claims of absolute truth.  Rigorous theology provides believers with the accumulated wisdom of thousands of co-believers who through the centuries have faced similar journeys and trials.”  This coming from a layperson is quite nuanced and thoughtful as a discourse on the purpose of religion and belief in God.  

This contrasts diametrically to the musings of Rabbi Jamie Korngold, the self-named “adventure Rabbi” who has a pulpit in the mountains of Colorado and leads wilderness expeditions to experience the divine.  She leads Passover Seders and B'nai Mitzvoth and weddings out in nature where it often seems easier to feel God's presence.  In her article in the Washington Post she writes; “Do we really think that God watches over us and rewards the good and punishes the bad?”.  I like that people struggle with the role of God but I'm not always thrilled when Rabbi's pose these rhetorical queries.  Nevertheless it begs an answer, and I do think God watches over us, rewards us for goodness and denies those who stray from the right path.  I am a Rabbi.  And I think many Jews would answer it the same way, that is what makes us Jewish.  We look to our text and see god as creator, in this Passover season we know God as savior and redeemer.  In a few weeks we will celebrate Shavuot, and remember God as the giver of torah.  What might be a better question is not “if” god watches over us, not just then but not, but “how” does god watch over us.  Are we protected by some kind of force regardless of where we are, standing in front of the Kotel in Jerusalem or squished at a Seder table in Oakville.  Perhaps I am not to know the “hows” of God, but just trust that God knows, God watches and God sees.  That is what our story is all about and not only have Jews been sure of that for a long time, but it gives me a great sense of comfort.
As to the question of reward and punishment, yes I do good things because it’s right. But I also hope and pray and believe that it will lead to goodness both in this life and give me a fulfilling afterlife.  How to explain why bad things happen to good people and good things happen to bad people?  I cannot know how God works.  I know of too many wonderful human beings whose lives ended way too soon.  Does that mean they were punished, I don't believe that.  Perhaps we can look at their lives and all the good that they did, how they loved, how they taught, how they affected the people around them.  Whether it’s a short time or a long time, each life is a blessing.  That is the reward in and of itself.  The reward and punishment is part of that unknowable “emet v'emunah” - truth and belief go hand in hand.  If God is not active in reward and punishment then what is god and why pray and believe and follow the rituals and commandments.  Did god only play a role at Passover then just stop and watch the world turn?   God cares about us, but that is too easy.  I believe in a god that not only cares but can actually be a part of us.  In our thoughts and in our deeds.  In nature, in what we see and hear and smell and feel all around us.  In the daily acts, in how we wake up, and interact with people and do our jobs and love our families.  As Rabbi Alvin Reines, an HUC rabbinical seminary professor said, “God is the enduing possibility of being”.  Every time we experience being, living, we experience god.  In every moment of consciousness, we can experience the eternal one.  I think that feeling can provide a great deal of comfort and awareness of God in our lives, as watcher, rewarder and protector. If god could take us out of Egypt through the sea, can't god be by our side right now.  

Chag sameach
