Weekly Jewish Wisdom:
Amphibious Beings

By Dr. Erica Brown

“We human beings are amphibians…We live in two worlds: the material and the spiritual, and sometimes on the borderline between them.”

Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz


There’s a tension inherent in each human being that plays itself out from the beginning of Genesis. Adam is created with two “ingredients:” the breath of God and the earth of the ground. This hybrid being is, on the one hand, a direct recipient of the divine spirit and, on the other hand, attached materially to the lowest element in the universe. Theses spiritual and material pulls will not live easily beside each other. In some religions, the spiritual is seen as trapped by the material world of the body. To give the spiritual side of living prominence, many religions diminish or even abnegate the role of physical needs. Judaism does not. It asks us to embrace the tension and grow from it.


Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz is one of the world’s great Talmudists and mystics and this year, on November 7th, our community – as well as Jewish communities around the globe – will celebrate his crowning achievement. After 45 years, he will have translated and commented on the entire Talmud from Aramaic to Hebrew. We have the privilege of having Rabbi Steinsaltz speak in our area this January 18th for “Dreams of Freedom: An Evening with Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz Honoring the Legacy of Martin Luther King Jr.” For more information, click on www.pjll.org.

Our quote is from his book Simple Words where he acknowledges that although we live in both the material and the spiritual world, only one of those worlds is generally real to us, so real that sometimes we fail to recognize and nurture the other. He questions this assumption and says that the spiritual world should not be regarded as “a realm of ghosts and disembodied beings” but to all things we relate to with our minds: “thoughts, emotions, love, hate, envy, the ability to read, to enjoy music, to solve equations, to know that we exist, to relate to others.” All of these activities and states are not tangible but are very real to us, just as real as that which we can touch and feel. In that sense we are all, in his words, dual citizens of these two worlds.

The problem of dual citizenship, however, is that it provokes the question of where we feel our greatest responsibility. Where do we pay taxes and what army do we serve in? Where is our allegiance ultimately to if the two countries are at war? If we are amphibious beings, where do we spend more time, on land or in the water? Life is never a 50/50 equation, a perfectly neat split.

Rabbi Steinsaltz puts it more elegantly:”…we can ask whether we are primarily material beings with a part immersed in a spiritual existence, or spiritual beings with a part rooted in the four-dimensional physical world?” Where do we really live?

We will always live in two worlds in this lifetime. Some of us will be more confused about how these worlds interact, and we will always search for ways to calibrate the relationship between them. When we are children, we are conscious of the world of matter. As our capacity for abstraction grows, we shed layers off and grow spiritually. But confusion remains, and we don’t always take advantage of ways to nurture our non-material side.

Judaism has always acknowledged the duality within each person and offers opportunities to make the physical sacred and make the sacred more visible. As amphibious beings, we make choices about land and water all of the time. How should we live in the balance?

Shabbat Shalom

