Weekly Jewish Wisdom: A Year of Wonder
By Dr. Erica Brown
“There is no answer in the world to man’s radical amazement.” 

A.J. Heschel
In the Rosh Hashanah prayer book, the mahzor, we call God by many different names: the King of Kings, the ultimate Judge, our Shepherd, the Cause of our deliverance, Lord of hosts and the list goes on. Some of these images are easier to relate to than others. There are two images, however, that communicate the same sense of newness that we feel with the approach of a new year. In the liturgy, God is referred to as the “Maker of new things” and the “Master of wonders.” We move away from conventional, traditional religious assumptions and embrace in these descriptions a sense of innovation and curiosity. What could be new to the One who knows all? What is not a wonder in the divine universe?
Rabbi A.J. Heschel’s term for spiritual wonder is “radical amazement.” He uses this term because he feels that wonder is simply not enough to communicate the power of this religious feeling. He does this to delineate between wonder as a precursor to knowledge and wonder as an approach to living. In science, wonder has the capacity for inventiveness or discovery. But once a matter is explored and analyzed, the wonder dissipates with the new layer of knowledge. Spiritual wonder never diminishes, not with knowledge and not over the passage of time. In Heschel’s words:

But does the worth of wonder merely consist in its being a stimulant to the acquisition of knowledge? Is wonder the same as curiosity? To the prophets, wonder is a form of thinking. It is not the beginning of knowledge but an act that goes beyond knowledge; it does not come to an end when knowledge is acquired; it is an attitude that never ceases. Wonder or radical amazement is the chief characteristic of the religious man’s attitude toward history and nature…

Wonder is more than simple curiosity which generates amazement but dims over time, lacking an enduring spirit of innovation. Radical amazement is an on-going accrual of positive energy, a certain breathlessness in the face of something that goes beyond all expectation. For some individuals this feeling can only be found in front of an expansive natural vista. For others - Van Gogh for one - it can be generated by meditating on the beauty of a simple potato. With certain receptors, even something acutely familiar can become distant and wondrous to us.
For religion, tradition can be a blessing and a curse. It is a blessing when it grounds and anchors us. It is a curse when it keeps us in place and becomes hackneyed and stale. This Rosh Hashanah, we will revisit wonderful traditions at our table, with our families and in sanctuaries all over the world. But if we describe God as the Maker of new things and the Master of wonders, we must see this familiar holiday in a new light. In imitation of God, as we are mandated to behave, we too must become makers of new things and masters of the wonders that we alone are empowered to create. There is an abundance of blessing all around us as long as we are receptive to experiencing it. If wonder is not merely a response to something, but an attitude that shapes and forms our spiritual existence, then let this year be the one to celebrate amazement. 
Have a wonder-full Rosh Hashanah.

