Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

The Joy of Travel
By Dr. Erica Brown

“Nothing is better than to search for the true God,

even if the discovery of Him eludes human capacity, since the very wish to learn, 

if honestly entertained, produces untold joys and pleasures.”

Philo, Special Laws
            Philo Judaeus of Alexandria [20 BCE-50CE] was an ancient philosopher, Bible scholar and writer, from whom we have learned a great deal about ancient Jewish communities and their values. He belonged to a well-known and noble Alexandrian family and headed a Jewish delegation to the Roman emperor of the time.  Philo had a classical education and was well-versed in Greek philosophy and rhetoric, and, at the same time, his writing reflects a deep connection to Jewish life and texts. This may explain his famous saying: “Greece is my fatherland, and Palestine is my motherland.” Both places had a mythic quality since Philo lived in neither. He did, however, probably visit Jerusalem in his lifetime.

            Philo’s wonderful observation above emphasizes the beauty of spiritual journeys - the trips we make inside the soul to find ourselves and to find God. These journeys, according to Philo, will never reach a destination since a true understanding of God is beyond human comprehension. But there is joy is in the traveling. Like a physical rather than metaphysical trip, when we travel to a new location we are aware that we are only experiencing a new location superficially. We may not know the language or the topography. We may know little of the culture, and a brief excursion can only teach us so much. And yet, we still learn a great deal about a new place and take in its sites and smells as “untold joys and pleasures.”

            No different is a spiritual journey where we may feel ourselves in foreign territory, confronting concepts and emotions that are unfamiliar. We will never master the journey or know the landscape intimately, but we can still be entranced by what we encounter along the way. We learn more about ourselves and others. We find moments of transcendence.

            There are many people who don’t like to travel precisely because it puts them in unknown places. They experience a loss of control and mastery. The unfamiliar shakes their sense of self and their rootedness. They lose an anchor in the known world. Traveling does involve suspension of the familiar that prompts us to question that which we know. We need not fear losing control. The space in between the familiar and the unfamiliar ultimately becomes a source of growth. 

In Philo’s commentary on Genesis 12, he observed that Abraham undertook a spiritual journey when he left his native land, his community and his father’s home. Philo took these physical locations and gave them spiritual designations. In other words, Abraham “left his body, his senses and his faculty of speech” as much as possible to find God. Abraham minimized the most human qualities that we all possess in order to challenge himself to achieve new heights and depths. 

We tend to think of spirituality in terms of addition – layers of new ways to feel connected to something larger than ourselves. We might achieve this through meditation, prayer, yoga, walking or a visit to a house of worship. For some people, the list of methods is extensive. According to Philo, the spiritual journey for Abraham, however, involved subtraction not addition. He let go of aspects of the self in order to experience the Other. He stripped himself bare of physical needs and even human language to create a new life. His spiritual journey set a benchmark for all Jews living after him; to grow as a Jew involves the suspension of the world we know – and we will experience discomfort along the way – so that we can experience “untold joys and pleasures.”

Shabbat Shalom

