Weekly Jewish Wisdom:
Quiet Adoration

By Dr. Erica Brown

“No one is without a sense of awe, a need to adore, an urge to worship.

The question only is what to adore…”
A.J. Heschel, God in Search of Man

We all need something to love, something that feels larger than ourselves. We have a need to look up to something, to feel inspired by the world so that we can transcend the ordinary routine of everyday living. We all have days when our work and our regular habits make us question: “Is this all that there is?” Is there nothing beyond this plodding repetition? Before the word “treadmill” was associated with the discipline of exercise and good health, it had a pejorative connotation as an object that, for all of our exertion, kept us in one confined place. Perhaps the desire to break out of this confinement gave rise to Herschel’s observation.

Abraham Joshua Heschel grew up in a Hasidic family in Warsaw, Poland. His father had been a rebbe, a special Hasidic authority. As a young man, Heschel broke with his past; he went to Berlin to study philosophy, and in the mid-1930’s he was ordained as a liberal rabbi and completed his doctoral studies. Heschel was caught in Europe when the Nazis came to power, but the president of Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati secured a visa for him. He came to the United States and, after years at HUJ, began teaching at Jewish Theological Seminary in New York. He has been called one to the greatest Jewish theologians of the past century and articulated a spirituality that has compelled thousands of readers to rethink their Judaism.


Heschel wrote about “the need to adore” in one of his most famous works, God in Search of Man. He addressed the need to worship nature as the object of adoration. In its extreme, the need to worship nature led to idol worship itself. Deuteronomy 4:19 warns us of the enticement, “Beware lest you lift up your eyes to heaven, and when you see the sun and the moon and the stars, all the hosts of heaven, you be drawn away and worship them.”

Any lover of nature understands the biblical admonition. What lies above us is so majestic that it is not hard to understand how nature can draw us away from God. As Maimonides adjured in his Laws of Idol Worship, the ancients used to worship the sun, moon and stars as God’s creations and then just forgot about God altogether. Nature stood as an independent object of adoration. In Heschel’s words, though: “To Judaism, the adoration of nature is as absurd as the alienation from nature is unnecessary.” We don’t have to worship nature, nor should we ignore it. Rather, biblical verses advise us to regard the beauty of nature as a testament to its Maker. 

From here, Heschel makes a less obvious point. In many religions, the earth or nature is regarded as a parent. We even have the household expression “Mother Nature” as a way of showing respect for the earth and its resources. Heschel says that in Jewish tradition, there is only one parent: God. If anything, the earth is regarded as a sibling, not a parent. “Man and earth are equally creations of God

If we are equally as fascinating as nature, we cannot adore nature, in the sense of worship. We worship that which is greater than ourselves. Nature is our partner. We care for it and tend it, but we are not subordinate to it. If nature is not our object of worship, what is? Heschel leaves this as an open question. We each have a need to feel awed by something. “The question only is what to adore…”

Shabbat Shalom

