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Most recently, Gallup found 81% of Americans expressing belief when asked the simple 

question, "Do you believe in God?" This was down from 87% in 2017 and a record low for this 

question first asked in 1944, when 96% believed. It reached a high of 98% in the 1950s and 

1960s.

https://news.gallup.com/poll/268205/americans-believe-god.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/393737/belief-god-dips-new-low.aspx
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Pew Research Center, April 23, 2018

When Americans Say They Believe In God, What Do They Mean?

https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2018/04/25/when-americans-say-they-believe-in-god-what-do-they-mean/


God looks like us (or vice versa)

ֹּ֣ מ  ֹּ֣ב ֹּ֣ םאָדָ ֹּ֣ העֲשֶ ֹּ֣נַ ֹּ֣ יםאֱלֹה  ֹּ֣ אמֶרוַי     נוּצַל 
מוּת  ֹּ֣כ ֹּ֣ רָ ֹּ֣וַי ֹּ֣ ....נוּד    אָדָם ֹּ֣אֶת־הָ ֹּ֣׀יםאֱלֹה  ֹּ֣ אב 
וֹב ֹּ֣ מ  צֶ ֹּ֣ צַל  א יםאֱלֹה  ֹּ֣ לֶםב  וֹ בָרָ  ת  א 

God said, let us make a 
human in our image, 
according to our likeness….  
Then god created the human 
in his image; created it in the 
divine image. (Gen 1:26-27)

[9th-century BCE 

Akkadian/Aramaic bilingual from 

North Syria]

The statue (צלם) of Hadad-yis'i, 

king of Guzan, Sikan, and 

Azran, for exalting and 

continuing his throne and for the 

length of his life, and so that his 

word might be pleasing to gods 

and to people, this image 

 he made better than (דמותא)

before.
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The Biblical God (1)

“The Old Testament...believed in a God who was utterly other but who despite this 

status listened, talked, wept, walked, judged and loved.”  Santiago Sia, in New 

Blackfriars, May 1987 (Special Issue: God and Change), p. 220.

וֹשׁ ֹּ֣קָד  ך  ב  ר  ק  ישֹּׁ֣ב  ל א־א   ֹּ֣ו  י  כ  לֹּ֣אָנ  א  

I am divine, not human; the Holy amidst you (Hosea 11:9).

Yet—

God moves about in a garden:

וֹלֹּ֣ה ע֞וֹּּ֣אֶת־ק  מ  שׁ  ַֽי  ֹּ֣ה' וַ  י  נ  פ  וֹֹּ֣מ  תּ֗ שׁ  א  םֹּ֣ו  אָדָָ֜ אֹּ֣הָ  חַב   ת  וֹםֹּ֣וַי  וּחַֹּ֣הַי  ר  ַֽןֹּ֣ל  ךְֹּ֣בַגָ  הַל   ת  יםֹּ֣מ  ץֹּ֣' אֱלֹה   וֹךְֹּ֣ע   ת  יםֹּ֣ב  אֱלֹה  

ַֽן׃ הַגָ 

[The human couple] heard the sound of YHWH moving about in the garden and the 

adam and his woman hid from the face of YHWH amid the trees of the garden 

(Genesis 3:8). 

God visits Abraham, who is recovering from his circumcision:

ֹּ֣ה לָיו  אֹּ֣א  רָ  וֹם׃ֹּ֣' וַי  םֹּ֣הַי  ח   הֶלֹּ֣כ  תַח־הָא   בֹּ֣פֶ  שׁ   וּאֹּ֣י  ה  אֹּ֣ו  ר   לֹנ  יֹּ֣מַמ  א  ב 

YHWH appeared to [Abraham] while he was sitting at the entrance of his tent by the 

terebinths of Mamre (Genesis 18:1—YHWH being one of the “men” mentioned in 

v.2?)



6

The Biblical God (2)

God wrestles with Jacob:

חַר׃ וֹתֹּ֣הַשָ  דֹּ֣עֲל  וֹֹּ֣עַ  מ  ֹּ֣ע  ישׁ  קֹּ֣א  אָב   וֹֹּ֣וַי  בַד  בֹּ֣ל  רֹּ֣יַעֲק   וָּת   וַי 

Jacob remained alone, and a “man” wrestled with him until dawn (Genesis 32:25).

[“Man”=God, cf. v.29; or an angel, cf. Hosea 12:5]

[On Genesis 18 and 32, see Esther J. Hamori, “When Gods Were Men”: The 

Embodied God in Biblical and Near Eastern Literature (2008)] 

God appears as fire:

וֹדֹּ֣ה ב  ֹּ֣כ  ה  א  ל׃' וּמַר  רָא   ש  נ  יֹּ֣י  ינ  יֹּ֣ב  ע  רֹּ֣ל  אשֹּׁ֣הָהָ  ר   כֶ לֶתֹּ֣ב  שֹּׁ֣א  א   כ 

The sight of the Glory of YHWH was like a consuming fire on the mountaintop in the 

sight of the Israelites (Exodus 24:17).

God refuses to show his face: 

י׃ םֹּ֣וָחָ  יֹּ֣הָאָדָ  נ  אַ  ר  א־י  יֹּ֣ל   תֹּ֣אֶת־פָנָ יֹּ֣כ   א   ר  אֹּ֣תוּכַ לֹּ֣ל  אמֶרֹּ֣ל   וַי ֹּ֕

[God] said [to Moses], you cannot see my face because no human sees my face 

and lives (Exodus 33:20).

https://archive.org/details/WhenGodsWereMen
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The Biblical God (3)

God reveals his face: 

וֹֹּ֣ה דָע  ֹּ֣י  הֹּ֣אֲשֶׁר  שֶׁ  מ  לֹּ֣כ  רָא   ש  י  וֹדֹּ֣ב  יאֹּ֣ע  םֹּ֣נָב   ל א־קָ  ים׃' ו  יםֹּ֣אֶל־פָנ   פָנ  

Another prophet did not arise in Israel like Moses who knew YHWH face to face 

(Deuteronomy 34:10).

God settles his gigantic body on a throne:

יםֹּ֣אֶֹּ֣ א   ל  יוֹּ֣מ  שׁוּלָ  אֹּ֣ו  שָ  נ  םֹּ֣ו  אֹּ֣רָ  ס   בֹּ֣עַל־כ  שׁ   נָ יֹּ֣י  הֹּ֣אֶת־אֲד  אֶֶ֧ הוֹּּ֣וָאֶר  יָ  לֶךְֹּ֣עֻז  ֹּ֣הַמֶ  נַת־מוֹת  שׁ  ל׃ת־הַֹּ֣ב  יכָ  ה 

In the year of King Uzziah’s death I saw YHWH sitting on a high and lofty throne, his 

skirts filling the temple (Isaiah 6:1).

[On the embodied god in general, see Francesca Stavrakopoulou, God: An 

Anatomy (2022)]

God enthroned over the cherubim:

רֶץ׃' ה וּטֹּ֣הָאָ  יםֹּ֣תָנ  רוּב ּ֗ בֹּ֣כ ְּ֝ שׁ   יםֹּ֣י  וֹּּ֣עַמ   ז  ג  ר  לָךְֹּ֣י  מָָ֭

YHWH reigns; the nations tremble.  

Enthroned on the cherubs; the earth quakes (Psalm 99:1).

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/563773/god-an-anatomy-by-francesca-stavrakopoulou/


Malbim (1809-1879) on Psalm 99:1   וּטֹּ֣הָאָ ֹּ֣' ה יםֹּ֣תָנ  רוּב ּ֗ בֹּ֣כ ְּ֝ שׁ   יםֹּ֣י  וֹּּ֣עַמ   ז  ג  ר  לָךְֹּ֣י  רֶץ׃מָָ֭

In the first instance, God is 

represented as a king enthroned in 

heaven, ruling providentially by 

means of the configuration of the 

planets that comprise his throne, 

governing the heavens as appropriate 

for the exercise of righteousness and 

justice.  Now God is depicted as 

enthroned on earth abiding over the 

cherubs, denoting miraculous 

rulership by means of the angels, his 

servants who do his will.  They are 

winged like the cherubs.  On account 

of this the earth quakes in terror of 

the great king abiding in it.

Ahirom sarcophagus (Phoenician, c. 1000)

,  בצדֹּ֣הראשוןֹּ֣באֹּ֣ציורֹּ֣ה׳ֹּ֣כמלךֹּ֣יושבֹּ֣בשמים

,  כיֹּ֣מנהיגֹּ֣ע״יֹּ֣המערכתֹּ֣שבזהֹּ֣כסאוֹּ֣בשמים

ומסדרֹּ֣הנהגתֹּ֣השמיםֹּ֣כפיֹּ֣הראויֹּ֣להנהגהֹֹּּ֣֣

אבלֹּ֣עתהֹּ֣יציירֹֹּּ֣֣, השגחייתֹּ֣בצדֹּ֣ובמשפט

שהואֹּ֣ציורֹּ֣, כיושבֹּ֣בארץֹּ֣ושוכןֹּ֣עלֹּ֣הכרובים

אלֹּ֣ההנהגהֹּ֣הנסייתֹּ֣שבאֹּ֣ע״יֹּ֣המלאכיםֹֹּּ֣֣

שהםֹּ֣בעליֹּ֣כנפיםֹּ֣שזהֹֹּּ֣֣, משרתיוֹּ֣עושיֹּ֣רצונו

ומצדֹּ֣זהֹּ֣תנוטֹּ֣הארץֹּ֣מחרדתֹּ֣, ציורֹּ֣הכרובים

.המלךֹּ֣הגדולֹּ֣השוכןֹּ֣בה
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The Biblical God (4)

God is perceived as the merest whisper:

[God passes by the prophet Elijah. There are great wind and a shattering 

earthquake, but God is in neither of those.]

שֹּׁ֣ה אֹּ֣בָא   שֹּׁ֣ל   ֹּ֣א   עַשׁ  רֹּ֣הָרַ  אַחַ  ה׃' ו  הֹּ֣דַקָ  מָמָ  וֹלֹּ֣ד  שֹּׁ֣ק  רֹּ֣הָא   אַחַ  ו 

And after the earthquake, fire, but YHWH was not in the fire; and after the fire the 

merest whisper (1 Kings 19:11-12).

God is perceived in the racket of a thunderstorm:

וֹלֹּ֣ה יםֹּ֣ה' ק  ע   ר  וֹדֹּ֣ה  ל־הַכָב  םֹּ֣א   י  מָ  ים׃' עַל־הַַ֫ םֹּ֣רַב   י  עַל־מַ 

The voice of YHWH is over the waters.  The Divine Glory thunders; YHWH over the 

mighty waters (Psalm 29:3).

God is with me:

י מָד   הֹּ֣ע  י־אַתָ  עֹּ֣כ  אֹּ֣רָּ֗ ירָ  וֶתֹּ֣ל א־א ִ֘ מָָ֡ יאֹּ֣צַל  ֵ֪ ג  ךְֹּ֣ב  ל   י־א  םֹּ֣כ   גַ 

Even when I walk through deepest darkness, I do not fear evil for you are with me.

[See Tanya Luhrmann, How God Becomes Real: Kindling the Presence of 

Invisible Others (2020)]

https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691164465/how-god-becomes-real
https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691164465/how-god-becomes-real
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Maimonides and the Via Negativa (adapted from Kenneth Seeskin, 

“Maimonides”)

Maimonides offers several proofs for the existence of God, all of which are versions 

of the cosmological argument (Guide 2.1). Rather than begin with a definition of 

God and try to show that God’s essence implies existence, he begins with a 

description of the world as we know it and tries to show that it implies the existence 

of God. 

Because the heavenly bodies are always moving, the only thing that can explain 

that motion is an infinite power. It cannot be corporeal, because then it would be 

subject to division or change. Seeing that its power is infinite, it cannot derive that 

power from something else. Thus, the only way to explain the motion of the 

heavenly bodies is to posit the existence of a being that is neither a body nor a force 

in a body. Although Maimonides thinks this argument gives us 

sufficient grounds for saying that God is, he does not think it provides 

any grounds for saying what God is.

If Maimonides is right, there can be no plurality of faculties, moral dispositions, or 

essential attributes in God. Even to say that God is all-knowing, all-powerful, and all-

good is to introduce plurality, if one means thereby that these qualities are separate 

attributes. 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/maimonides/#GodViaNeg


So How Can We “Know” God? (Bahya b. Asher [c. 1300])

God’s rulership is conveyed to us by 

spreading word of God’s activities, 

specifically the act of creation ex 

nihilo. God wanted the written 

Torah—not just the oral tradition—to 

attest to this great matter, because 

belief in creation ex nihilo is the 

grounding for the attainment of 

knowledge of God on the basis on 

God’s actions, and that is the greatest 

possible personal attainment. 

Attainment of knowledge of God on 

the basis of God’s essence and being 

is impossible, hidden and concealed 

even from the angels.

התפרסםֹּ֣מלכותוֹּ֣מצדֹּ֣דרכיוֹּ֣ופעולותיוֹּ֣ממשֹֹּּ֣֣

לאֹּ֣רצהֹּ֣, שחדשֹּ֣והמציאֹּ֣מאיןֹּ֣הנמצאיםֹּ֣כלם

הֹּ֣שיהיהֹּ֣העניןֹּ֣הגדולֹּ֣הזהֹּ֣מסורֹּ֣בידֹּ֣"הקב

כיֹּ֣מתוךֹֹּּ֣֣, הקבלהֹּ֣רקֹּ֣שתעידֹּ֣עליוֹּ֣התורה

יֹֹּּ֣֣"אמונתֹּ֣חדושֹּ֣העולםֹּ֣ישיגֹּ֣האדםֹּ֣ידיעתֹּ֣הש

וזאתֹּ֣היאֹּ֣השגהֹּ֣, מצדֹּ֣דרכיוֹּ֣ופעולותיו

הפרטיתֹּ֣האפשריתֹּ֣כיֹּ֣ההשגהֹּ֣מצדֹּ֣עצמוֹֹּּ֣֣

ומהותוֹּ֣נמנעתֹּ֣היאֹּ֣לפיֹּ֣שענינוֹּ֣נסתרֹּ֣ונעלםֹֹּּ֣֣

.אףֹּ֣מןֹּ֣המלאכים
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Bahya (Cont.)

The two kinds of knowledge are 

exemplified by the dialogue between God 

and Moses in Exodus 33: “Pray let me 

know Your ways” in v. 13 refers to the 

knowable, to which God responds, “I will 

make all My goodness pass before you” 

(v. 19). “Oh, let me behold Your 

Presence!” (v. 18) refers to the 

unknowable, to which God responds, 

“you cannot see My face” (v. 20). Just as 

a person is obliged and commanded to 

refrain from delving into the unattainable 

[that is, God's essence], so is it a 

commandment and an obligation to seek 

out and delve into that which is 

knowable, for by this does a servant find 

favor with the master [cf. 1 Samuel 20:4]. 

We know God on the basis of God’s 

actions.

הֹּ֣שאלֹּ֣שתיםֹּ֣אלהֹֹּּ֣֣"והנהֹּ֣משהֹּ֣רבינוֹּ֣ע... 

,  הודיעניֹּ֣נאֹּ֣אתֹּ֣דרכךֹּ֣הואֹּ֣החלקֹּ֣האפשר

, והושבֹּ֣בזהֹּ֣אניֹּ֣אעבירֹּ֣כלֹּ֣טוביֹּ֣עלֹּ֣פניך

,  הראניֹּ֣נאֹּ֣אתֹּ֣כבודךֹּ֣הואֹּ֣החלקֹּ֣הנמנע

.והושבֹּ֣בזהֹּ֣לאֹּ֣תוכלֹּ֣לראותֹּ֣אתֹּ֣פני

כשםֹּ֣שחייבֹּ֣אדםֹּ֣ומצוהֹּ֣עליוֹּ֣להמנעֹּ֣מחקורֹֹּּ֣֣

כןֹּ֣מצוהֹּ֣וחובהֹּ֣עליוֹּ֣לדרושֹֹּּ֣֣, החלקֹּ֣הנמנע

כיֹּ֣בזהֹּ֣יתרצהֹֹּּ֣֣, ולחקורֹּ֣עלֹּ֣החלקֹּ֣האפשר

.עבדֹּ֣אלֹּ֣אדוניוֹּ֣ונדענוֹּ֣מתוךֹּ֣פעולותיו

[Prime example is Psalm 19:2:

ידֹֹּּ֣֣ יוֹּ֣מַג   דָּ֗ הֹּ֣יְָּ֝ מַעֲש   לֹּ֣וּ  וֹד־א   ב  יםֹּ֣כ  ר   סַפ  םֹּ֣מ   י  הַשָמַּ֗

יעַ׃ הָרָק  

The heavens declare God’s glory; the sky 

proclaims his handiwork.]
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Where Do We Find God Now?

Berakhot 8a (with Steinsaltz, apud 

Sefaria): Rabbi Ḥiyya bar Ami said 

in the name of Ulla: Since the day 

the Temple, where the Divine 

Presence rested in this world, was 

destroyed, the Holy One, Blessed 

be He, has only one place in His 

world where he reveals His presence 

exclusively; only the four cubits 

where the study of halakha is 

undertaken.

Numbers 24:5: How fair are your 

tents, O Jacob, Your dwellings, O 

Israel!

יהֹֹּּּ֣֣ מ  ש  יֹּ֣מ  יָיאֹּ֣בַרֹּ֣אַמ  יֹּ֣ח  אָמַרֹּ֣רַב  ינוֹּּ֣ד  הַי  ו 

עוּלָא יןֹּ֣לוֹֹּ֣: ד  דָשֹּׁ֣א  ק  יתֹּ֣הַמ  יוֹםֹּ֣שֶׁחָרַבֹּ֣ב  מ 

בַעֹֹּּ֣֣ עוֹלָמוֹֹּ֣אֶלָאֹּ֣אַר  הַקָדוֹשֹּׁ֣בָרוּךְֹּ֣הוּאֹּ֣ב  ל 

בַד ל  .אַמוֹתֹּ֣שֶׁלֹּ֣הֲלָכָהֹּ֣ב 

[N.B. halakhah might mean “walking” in its 

plain sense.]

ל רָא  ש  תֶיךֹּ֣י  נ  כ  שׁ  בֹּ֣מ  הָלֶיךֹּ֣יַעֲק  בוֹּּ֣א  :מַהֹּ֣ט 

14



Rashi and Maharal (Judah Loew, d. 1609) on Numbers 24:6

Rashi: Our sages said, from the 

blessings of the wicked [Balaam] we 

learn how he had thought to curse 

[Israel] … When God reversed his 

mouth, he blessed them in 

accordance with the curses he sought 

to say, as it says in Sanhedrin 105b. 

Maharal (beg.): This means that he 

sought to say that there should be no 

synagogues (“your tents”). And that 

the shekhina should not abide over 

them (“your dwellings”).  He sought to 

curse them such that there would be 

no synagogues or study houses in 

order to separate the shekhinah from 

Israel, God forbid.

כוֹתָיוֹּ֣שֶׁלֹּ֣אוֹתוֹֹּ֣רָשָׁעֹּ֣ ר  ב  ינוֹּּ֣מ  רוֹּּ֣רַבוֹת  אָמ 

לָםֹּ֣ קַל  בוֹֹּ֣ל  ל  יםֹּ֣מֶהֹּ֣הָיָהֹּ֣ב  ד  מ  ...  אָנוֹּּ֣ל 

יו שֶׁהָפַךְֹּ֣הַמָקוֹםֹּ֣אֶתֹּ֣פ  יןֹֹּּ֣֣, וּכ  ע  כָםֹּ֣מ  ר  ב 

שֹּׁ֣לוֹמַרֹּ֣כו ק  לָלוֹתֹּ֣שֶׁב  יתָאֹּ֣', אוֹתָםֹּ֣ק  א  ד  כ 

לֶק ח  .ב 

[On Sanhedrin 105b, see Rabbi Vered L. 

Harris, “Distracted by Blessing.”]

בקשֹּ֣לומרֹּ֣לאֹּ֣יהיהֹּ֣להםֹּ֣בתיֹּ֣, פירוש

לאֹֹּּ֣֣. אמרֹּ֣מהֹּ֣טובוֹּ֣אהליךֹּ֣יעקב, כנסיות

אמרֹּ֣משכנותיךֹּ֣-תשרהֹּ֣שכינתךֹּ֣עליהםֹּ֣

ומהֹּ֣שרצהֹּ֣לקללֹּ֣אותםֹּ֣בקללותֹּ֣. ישראל

שלאֹּ֣יהיהֹּ֣להםֹּ֣בתיֹּ֣כנסיותֹּ֣ובתיֹֹּּ֣֣, אלו

כדיֹּ֣להפרידֹּ֣חסֹּ֣ושלוםֹֹּּ֣֣, מדרשות

.השכינהֹּ֣מישראל

15

https://reformjudaism.org/learning/torah-study/torah-commentary/distracted-blessing


Maharal on Numbers 24:6 (Cont.)

As long as there are synagogues and houses of 

study, the shekhinah is in Israel, as it is said, as 

long as Israel prays, the shekhinah is among 

them.  So also houses of study: Since the day 

the Temple, was destroyed, the Holy One, 

Blessed be He, has only four cubits of 

halakhah.  And it says (Avot 3:2), two who sit 

and exchange words of Torah, the Divine 

Presence rests amongst them, [as is said, 

“Then the God-fearing conversed with one 

another, and God listened and heard…” 

(Malachi 3:16)…. How do I know that God 

rewards even an individual who sits and is 

occupied with the Torah? As it says, "He sits 

alone in meditative stillness; indeed, he 

receives [reward] for it" (Lam 3:28).]  Balaam’s 

entire intention, God forbid, was to separate the 

shekhinah from Israel, but God reversed him so 

that he blessed them: “How fair are your 

tents, O Jacob, Your dwellings, O Israel!”

כיֹּ֣כלֹּ֣זמןֹּ֣שישֹּ֣להםֹּ֣בתיֹּ֣כנסיותֹּ֣ובתיֹֹּּ֣֣

כדאמרינןֹּ֣כלֹּ֣, השכינהֹּ֣בישראל-מדרשותֹּ֣

וכןֹֹּּ֣֣. זמןֹּ֣שישראלֹּ֣מתפלליןֹּ֣השכינהֹּ֣ביניהם

מיוםֹּ֣שחרבֹּ֣ביתֹֹּּ֣֣, בתיֹּ֣מדרשותֹּ֣גםֹּ֣כן

המקדשֹּ֣איןֹּ֣להקדושֹּ֣ברוךֹּ֣הואֹּ֣אלאֹּ֣ארבעֹֹּּ֣֣

י שֹּׁ֣, אמותֹּ֣שלֹּ֣הלכה יןֹּ֣ו  ב  םֹּ֣שֶׁיוֹשׁ  נַי  ואמרינןֹּ֣שׁ 

יֹּ֣תוֹרָה ר  ב  ינ יהֶםֹּ֣ד  ינ יהֶם, ב  רוּיָהֹּ֣ב  ינָהֹּ֣שׁ  כ  ,  שׁ 

הוֹּּ֣, שֶׁנֶאֱמַר[ ע  ישֹּׁ֣אֶלֹּ֣ר  יָֹּ֣א  יֹּ֣י  א  ר  רוֹּּ֣י  ב  ד  אָזֹּ֣נ 

יֹֹּּ֣֣ א  ר  י  פָנָיוֹּ֣ל  כָרוֹןֹּ֣ל  פֶרֹּ֣ז  בֹּ֣ס  כָת  מָעֹּ֣וַי  שׁ  יָֹּ֣וַי  בֹּ֣י  שׁ  וַיַק 

מוֹ יֹּ֣שׁ  ב  חשׁ  יָֹּ֣וּל  נָי ם. י  יֹּ֣אֶלָאֹּ֣שׁ  יןֹּ֣ל  ןֹֹּּ֣֣. א  נַי  מ 

קֹּ֣בַתוֹרָה עוֹס  בֹּ֣ו  לוֹּּ֣אֶחָדֹּ֣שֶׁיוֹשׁ  שֶׁהַקָדוֹשׁ, שֶׁאֲפ 

עַֹּ֣לוֹֹּ֣שָכָר בֹּ֣בָדָדֹּ֣, שֶׁנֶאֱמַר, בָרוּךְֹּ֣הוּאֹּ֣קוֹב  י שׁ 

יֹּ֣נָטַלֹּ֣עָלָיו ד םֹּ֣כ  י  וכלֹּ֣כוונתֹּ֣בלעםֹּ֣חסֹּ֣ושלוםֹֹּּ֣֣:[ ו 

והפךֹּ֣הקדושֹּ֣ברוךֹֹּּ֣֣, להפרידֹּ֣שכינהֹּ֣מישראל

הואֹּ֣וברכםֹּ֣מהֹּ֣טובוֹּ֣אוהליךֹּ֣יעקבֹּ֣ומשכנותיךֹֹּּ֣֣

:ישראל
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4 Cubits Of Halakhah (1): Solomon Ben Simon Duran (Algiers, c. 1400 – 1467), Sefer 

Milhemet Mitzvah (Leipzig, 1856, p. 23; Piotrków, 1910, p. 28) [beg.]

When they said in Berakhot 8a, "Since 

the Temple was destroyed, the Holy 

One has only four cubits of halakhah," 

the meaning was not that God could be 

confined within a space of four 

cubits.  Even in the Temple, if God were 

restricted to entering within four cubits, 

it would have been impossible to enter 

the Temple!  We reject the erring 

Christians who say that God entered a 

woman’s belly, which is much narrower 

than four cubits, and filthy.  And also in 

their opinion, every day God descends 

on the altar and enters a cup of wine 

and a cracker.  The Most High is far 

above their notion.

ומהֹּ֣שאמרוֹּ֣גםֹּ֣כןֹּ֣בפרקֹּ֣ראשוןֹּ֣שלֹֹּּ֣֣

מיוםֹּ֣שחרבֹּ֣ביתֹּ֣המקדשֹּ֣איןֹּ֣לוֹּ֣, ברכות

הֹּ֣בעולמוֹּ֣אלאֹּ֣ארבעֹּ֣אמותֹּ֣שלֹּ֣"להקב

הֹּ֣יגדרנוֹּ֣מקוםֹּ֣"איןֹּ֣הכונהֹּ֣שהקב. הלכה

ואפילוֹּ֣בביתֹּ֣, ושיכנסֹּ֣בתוךֹּ֣ארבעֹּ֣אמות

המקדשֹּ֣שכמוֹּ֣שהואֹּ֣נמנעֹּ֣שיכנסֹֹּּ֣֣

כךֹּ֣הואֹּ֣נמנעֹּ֣שיכנסֹֹּּ֣֣, בארבעֹּ֣אמות

ולאֹּ֣נקבלֹּ֣הנוצריםֹּ֣בטעותםֹּ֣. במקדש

,  שאומריםֹּ֣שהאלֹּ֣נכנסֹּ֣בבטןֹּ֣האשה

שהואֹּ֣צרֹּ֣יותרֹּ֣מארבעֹּ֣אמותֹּ֣ובמקוםֹּ֣

בכלֹּ֣יוםֹּ֣הואֹּ֣יורדֹּ֣, וגםֹּ֣כפיֹּ֣דעתם. מטונף

,  בבמהֹּ֣ונכנסֹּ֣בגביעֹּ֣הייןֹּ֣ורקיקֹּ֣לחם

. יתעלהֹּ֣עלויֹּ֣רבֹּ֣ממאמרםֹּ֣זה
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4 Cubits Of Halakhah (1a): Solomon Ben Simon Duran (Algiers, c. 1400 – 1467), 

Sefer Milhemet Mitzvah (Leipzig, 1856, p. 23; Piotrków, 1910, p. 28) [cont.]

Many will not believe that God is confined in

place, God forbid, for as Solomon said, “But

will God really dwell on earth? Even the

heavens to their uttermost reaches cannot

contain You, how much less this House that

have built!” (1 Kings 8:27).

Their meaning in this midrash was that God’s 

providence cleaves to those who serve him 

and call his name in truth and integrity, as it 

says, “YHWH is near to all who call him; to all 

who call him faithfully” (Psalm 145:18).  And it 

says, “Wherever I cause mention of my name I 

shall come to you and bless you” (Exodus 

20:21).  The place established for this was the 

Temple.  When it was destroyed, there was no 

remaining [Temple] service and no means of 

serving God other than Torah study.  The 

shekhinah, viz., individual providence, cleaves 

to anyone occupied with her.

חלילה, במקוםנגדרה"שהבורבים לא יאמינו 

י, שהרי שלמה אמר, וחס ב כ ִּ֚ ם יֵשֵֵׁ֥ אֻמְנ ָ֔ ַֽ יםה  ִ֖ אֱלֹה 

רֶץ ָ֑ א  ל־ה  םע  י  מ ַ֜ ש  ה ה  נִֵ֠ אה ִ֠ םַ֙ ל ֹ֣ י  מ ַ֙ ש  י ה  וּשְמֵֵ֤

ף  וּךָ א ַ֕ לְכְלָ֔ תיְכ  י  ֵׁ֥ ב  י־ה  ַֽ זִֶ֖הכ  י׃ה  ית  ַֽ נ  ר ב  אֲשֵֶׁ֥
כיֹּ֣, לֹּ֣בזהֹּ֣המדרשֹּ֣הוא"אבלֹּ֣הכונהֹּ֣להםֹּ֣ז

השגחתוֹּ֣יתברךֹּ֣דבקהֹּ֣בעובדיוֹּ֣ובקוראיםֹֹּּ֣֣

וֹבֹּ֣ה, בשמוֹּ֣באמתֹּ֣ובתמים '  כאומרוֹּ֣קָר 

ת אֱמֶ  הוֹּּ֣בֶ  רָאֻ  ק  רֹּ֣י  לֹּ֣אֲשֶׁ  כ   יוֹּ֣ל  אָ  ר  כׇל־ק  ואומרֹֹּּ֣֣. ל 

יךֹֹּּ֣֣ לֶ  וֹאֹּ֣א  יֹּ֣אָב  מ   ירֹּ֣אֶת־שׁ  כ   רֹּ֣אַז  ֹּ֣אֲשֶׁ  כׇל־הַמָקוֹם  ב 

יך ת   רַכ  והמקוםֹּ֣המוכןֹּ֣לזהֹּ֣הואֹּ֣ביתֹֹּּ֣֣. וּב 

ומיוםֹּ֣שחרבֹּ֣ולאֹּ֣נשארהֹּ֣עבודהֹֹּּ֣֣, המקדש

אלאֹֹּּ֣֣' ולאֹּ֣נשארֹּ֣לנוֹּ֣במהֹּ֣לעבודֹּ֣אתֹּ֣ה

וכלֹּ֣העוסקֹּ֣בהֹּ֣שכינהֹּ֣דבקהֹֹּּ֣֣, בתלמודֹּ֣תורה

.כלומרֹּ֣ההשגחהֹּ֣הפרטית, בו
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4 CUBITS OF HALAKHAH (1B): SOLOMON BEN SIMON DURAN (ALGIERS, C. 1400 – 

1467), SEFERMILHEMETMITZVAH (LEIPZIG, 1856, P. 23; PIOTRKÓW, 1910, P. 28) [CONT.]

Even if only a single person occupies four 

cubits alone, providence cleaves to that 

person. That is the ultimate purpose of 

humanity, according to “the righteous one 

is the foundation of the world” (Proverbs 

10:25).  Also, according to what they 

said, “How do I know that God rewards 

even an individual who sits and is 

occupied with the Torah? As it says, ‘He 

sits alone in meditative stillness; indeed, 

he receives [reward] for it’” (Avot 3:2 

quoting Lamentations 3:28). All 

the aggadot are to be interpreted in this 

manner.  How can they believe in 

Incarnations when they have 

been admonished against them? God 

forbid that they should fall into what they 

have been admonished against.

לבדוֹּ֣שתופסֹֹּּ֣֣ואפילוֹּ֣לאֹּ֣יהיהֹּ֣אלאֹּ֣אדםֹּ֣אחד

והואֹֹּּ֣֣.ההשגחהֹּ֣דבקהֹּ֣בו, ארבעֹּ֣אמות

יקֹּ֣, תכליתֹּ֣הבריאהֹּ֣באדם ּ֗ צַד  עלֹּ֣דרךֹּ֣ו ְּ֝

וֹד ס  םי  ןֹּ֣, עוֹלָ  נַי  לוּועלֹּ֣דרכםֹּ֣שאמרוֹּ֣מ  שֶׁאֲפ 

ב קֹּ֣בַתוֹרָהאֶחָדֹּ֣שֶׁיוֹשׁ  עוֹס  שֶׁהַקָדוֹשֹּׁ֣בָרוּךְֹּ֣, ו 

עַֹּ֣לוֹֹּ֣שָכָר יֹּ֣, שֶׁנֶאֱמַר,הוּאֹּ֣קוֹב  ד םֹּ֣כ  י  בֹּ֣בָדָדֹּ֣ו  י שׁ 

יתפרשוֹּ֣כלֹּ֣ועלֹּ֣זהֹּ֣הדרך. נָטַלֹּ֣עָלָיו

ואיךֹּ֣יאמינוֹּ֣הגשמותֹֹּּ֣֣. אגדותיהם

חלילהֹּ֣שיפלוֹּ֣במהֹֹּּ֣֣, מוזהריםֹּ֣בהםוהם

:שהזהירוֹּ֣ממנו
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More on 4 cubits of halakhah (2)

Shulhan arukh OH 396:1 (on 
Sabbath boundaries)

תָיוֹּ֣ ישֹּׁ֣תַח  בוֹּּ֣א  תָיו–שׁ  עוּרֹּ֣תַח  שׁ  כַאןֹּ֣. כ  מ 
יםֹּ֣שֶׁכָלֹּ֣אָדָםֹּ֣י שֹּׁ֣לוֹֹּ֣ד כוֹּ֣חֲכָמ  אַמוֹת' סָמ 

כָלֹּ֣מָקוֹםֹּ֣שֶׁהוּא .ב 

“Let each one stay in place” (Exod 
16:29) is taken (Eruvin 48a) to 
refer to the measure of the space 
a person occupies. Hence, the 
Sages used it to support the idea 
that every person occupies four 
cubits anywhere. 
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More on 4 cubits of halakhah (3): Vitruvian Man

Vitruvius, the architect, says in his 
architectural work that the 
measurements of man are in nature 
distributed in this manner, that is 4 
fingers make a palm, 4 palms make a 
foot, 6 palms make a cubit, 4 cubits 
make a man, 4 cubits make a 
footstep, 24 palms make a man and 
these measures are in his 
buildings. (Leonardo’s inscription 
above the image)

Vitruvius was a 1st-century BCE 
Roman architect and engineer, known 
for his multi-volume work titled De 
architectura. His discussion of perfect 
proportion in the human body (De 
arch. III.1) inspired Leonardo da 
Vinci’s “Vitruvian Man” (c.1485).
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