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i i the
and its suggestions leading toward a new type of liberation that
Bible itself does not fully present.
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Chapter 16

Living Torah:
A Response to William Beardslee

Nahum Ward

For most of my adult life I have wrestled with Torah. On the one
hand, I recognize in the Torah a sacred Source that has had great power
in the life of my people. On the other hand, I wrestle to find Toral's
power within my own life.

- T have often experienced this ambivalent relationship with Torah
within the congregation during the Sabbath service. At the height of
the service, as the congregation sings, “From out of Zion goes forth
Torah, the word of God from Jerusalem,” I remove the Torah from the
ark and face the congregation. I feel the excitement in the sanctuary
as we sing, “Praised be the One Who in holiness has given the Torah
to His people, Israel” And then I walk through the sanctuary with
the Torah. People move toward the aisles. They extend their hands
to kiss the Torah, to connect to the Source, As I witness the people
reaching to touch Torah, I am moved by the power of the moment.

L Desire for Connection to the Sacred

When I reflect on the emotional response that the Torah evokes,
I find myself asking why people who reach to touch Torah so rarely
read Torah. Why do people who are moved by Toralt's presence so rarely
inquire into its teachings?

The answer is not hard to find. Many of us reach to touch Torah
because we want a sense of connection to the sacred, to the Source.
In the midst of the service, the power of the communal ritual can
move us beyond the limitations of our rational thinking. For the
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moment we encounter a truly sacred object. Unfortunately, as soon
as we step away from the power of this moment, the limitations of
our worldview take hold. We realize, once again, that the Torah is not
God’s word. The Torah may be wise, as much literature is wise, but
it is not divine.

This ambivalent relationship with Torah is a phenomenon of the
last two centuries. Until modern times, the predominant Jewish
worldview held that Torah was devar Adonai, the word of God.
Approximately two hundred years ago, liberal thinkers introduced
historical consciousness to biblical interpretation. This historical
consciousness inevitably called into question the divine authority of
the Torah.

In the modern world, accordingly, we seem to be left with two
choices. We either read the Torah with mental blinders and assert that
the words of Torah are literally the words of God, or we learn from
the critical insights of our day and give up the sense of an Ineffable
Presence behind the text.

Fundamentalist readers of Scripture have chosen the former and
have paid for that choice in the narrowness and rigidity of their world-
view. Liberals, like myself, have chosen the latter approach. We have
reaped the reward of open and inquiring minds, but we have also paid
a price. The Torah no longer carries the power of the word of God

coming alive in our lives. The traditional Jewish passion for Torah is .

lost for most liberal Jews. _
Can Torah once again be for us a place where we come into

intimate contact with the divine? Can we bring our modern historical

consciousness to Torah without squeezing the sense of divine revela-

tion from the text? Those are crucial questions for contemporary Jews.
Professor Beardslee asserts that process thought provides an
understanding of the nature of sacred texts that allows us both our
modern consciousness and our traditional reverence. The key to his
argument is his understanding of the nature of an event and of the
“happenedness of the events narrated in a tradition”

We can best understand Beardslee’s approach by examining a
specific biblical event. For this purpose, I've chosen the giving of the
Ten Commandments at Mt. Sinai. The Torah tells us that God gave -
Moses two tablets of stone containing the Ten Commandments. Did -

a literal revelation of God’s word happen or not? If we think the event

happened, then we had better make camp with the fundamentalists -
and affirm the words of Torah as literally the word of God. If a literal

revelation did not occur, we are free to understand Torah and its
teachings in a manner that conforms to our current worldview.
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- Beardslee, however, presents a third alternative. He suggests th,
a process understanding of the nature of an event allows Ewﬁoﬁo&wﬁ
conscious people to affirm the happenedness of a biblical event HM
our case, one could affirm that Moses met God on the Eo:bnmwsﬂ.o
mo%\méﬁ in process thought, the reader is not limited to a mﬂoum
understanding of the text. From a process perspective, the biblical
account of the event is only one possible interpretation of what
actually .rmwwowom. Because the nature of the event at Sinai, as re-
counted in &.ﬁ. Torah, is defined both by the divine presence wbm b
Zomﬁm.\ the divine revelation at Sinai itself is still open to our int W
pretation. m a modern person could be transported to Mt. Sinai duri Mm
m”_m revelation, that person's experience and Moses’ experience would
.&.mon. from one another. Given the enormity of the event, we could
imagine that Moses could have heard God talking. All of Z\Ommm\ rior
experience @wo@m.am@ him for an encounter of this kind. The BOMQB
person EOE@ bring a radically different life-experience and thereb
would experience a very different event: most probably no <omn<
maybe H.EH& if even this, the terror of the divine Presence 7
. find m.womammomw approach helpful. We moderns are .mo often
ﬂﬁﬁuﬁrmuﬁ In our perception of reality that we discount any experi-
ence E&owﬂ% different from our own. Following a process mﬁuHMWom
Mzo can &ﬂﬂb that Moses could have experienced the revelation mm
amoﬁwm@ in the Torah. However, the biblical account is only one
b%mﬂzm Enmﬁcwmﬁmmwu. We are not limited to the literal Emmﬁwwnm of
_nu Mmmn. We can continue our inquiry into the nature of God’s presence
e zwm text and in our lives. Once liberal Jews can affirm the realit
of Moses’ encounter with God, the Torah regains its power as a me.ow
Source. When one approaches the stories as accounts of actual en-
counters, w._o€m<ou embellished in the retelling, then God’s Presence
stands behind the account. The event moves beyond story and become:
mystery. How are we to understand, in our own terms, the myste .
of Moses' meeting with God? In the case of Eﬁﬂﬁm our lack Mm
understanding ceases to be an impediment and vmooﬁﬁm an incentive
to delve deeper. That is the shift we want to make, from Torah as sto
to Torah as mystery, continually revealing Qﬁm. i

II. Sacred Texts and Creative Tension

. This mmwﬂomor to sacred texts allows us to affirm that events that
are inconceivable within our own experience could indeed have
happened. But the question remains: Did these events happen? It is
not enough to suggest that an event could have happened. <¢m are
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seeking God’s presence behind the events recounted in the Torah. We
want to know if the text offers us accounts of actual revelatory ex-
periences, actual encounters with the holy. What can we find in the
text that suggests that an event not only could have happened but
did happen?

Beardslee offers an answer to this question. He suggests that we
“test the nature of the transformation that the text elicits in us: is
it the creative transformation that God is continually working, or is
it to be reconsidered because it is not in harmony with this criterion?”
I understand this to mean: Does this text move within our experience
as we know the Divine Presence to move in our life?

This criterion is certainly not an objective standard for deter-
mining the historicity of a biblical event. And I agree that we should
not be looking for an objective standard. When we read Torah, our
ultimate goal is not objective proof that an event actually happened.
Rather, we seek to experience God’s presence in the encounter de-
scribed in the text. Hence, we seek not an external, objective knowing,
but rather an internal, subjective sensing. And Beardslee offers us a
viable subjective standard: Does our meeting with this text have
transformative power in the way that we know God to be transforma-
tive within our lives?

Assessing the transformative power of a text offers a powerful
criterion. After all, the Torah is about transformation. In the Torah
we read about encounters in which the Divine challenges humans
to transform their lives. The God of the Torah is forever breaking into
the human scene to shatter old forms and to offer a new form, a higher
covenant. This God opens avenues of liberation, which move people
past prior limitations and enable them to make a new covenant on
a more expanded ground. This is the God whom the patriarchs and
matriarchs knew, the God of Exodus, the God of the Wilderness and -
the Promised Land, the God of the prophets and psalmists. This trans--
formative power is the God many people seek in coming to the sacred
text. v v

We come to Torah asking that the Divine help us to break -
through those forms that bind us and to embrace a larger mode of -
living. The Torah serves as a transforming power in our lives by con-..
fronting us with a reality that breaks into and challenges our own:
Like our ancestor Jacob who awoke from a dream with his eyes open
to a larger reality, one can emerge from an encounter with the text -
affirming, “God is in this place and I did not know it” i

In modemn times we have diminished the transforming power
of Torah by dismissing elements in the Torah that do not conform
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m% MM« contemporary worldview. In so doing, we have eviscerated the
.Houmrm power to disrupt ﬂ.rm.omnm_ummw@m patterns of our lives. If the
orah must make sense within our current worldview, how can Torah
function to challenge the limitation and narrow Emowm of this view?
. The process approach to Torah allows us to preserve the Qnmmsw
tension _uo?wmoob the biblical vision and our own worldview. As
mMmmmmHmm writes, “We do not assume that our contemporary &.mu.ou
m._ t vm. MM.QM& isa fixed and mEumrn.m entity. We hold together in contrast
€ biblical vision and our own, in the conviction that our vision
be creatively transformed” oo
. This approach, which embraces conflict and tension is not
.moHQmw to Rabbinic hermeneutics. One classic Rabbinic Eo\mam f
Interpretation was to affirm both the happenedness of an event mboa
some problem .E the text when viewed from a contemporary muﬁ%mo-

mwﬂummr most literal level of the text, which they called pshat. But
ﬂm ey Mmo understood that the literal account only touched the mcmmoa
of what vmwbm.u&. The @m&ﬁ of any text contained countless remezim

a gateway to the profound mystery at the center of life.

e Of course, m&m Rabbis did not use process thought to arrive at
M eir understanding of a text. Their worldview more easily accommo-

ated apparent contradictions in the understanding of a text. For
contemporary people, who approach a text with a2 modern mmu,.mm of
history mba. of “objective reality) process thought can be useful in
understanding that the “events” recounted in the Torah both couid
have happened and are stil] open to our interpretation.

II. Torah Study as Transformative

Beardslee’s approach opens the eve
. . : nts of the Torah to mod
Interpretation. But I believe that we must go much further. émwbmww
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study Torah, we are not after interpretation, we are after revelation.
By this I mean that we want Torah to reveal to us that which is
normally hidden, the sacred presence manifesting within our life
experience. So we must ask, how can Torah speak at this deep level
of life experience?

I have found that revelation is possible to the extent that students
bring their full selves to the encounter with the text. If Torah study
is only a mental exercise, then the student may receive new insights,
but not revelation. Revelation requires that the student come fully
present in heart, mind, body, and soul. In this sacred study, a conver-
sation opens between the text and the entire life experience, and
especially the deepest concerns of the reader. As we saw in the Rab-
binic method, the student engages the text around some point of
conflict, tension, or heightened interest. A dynamic dialogue ensues.
Something fresh and new emerges—a new revelation. :

This kind of dialogue requires significant openness, vulnerability,
and trust on the part of the reader. The reader is being asked to permit
a real meeting between the most profound depths of the self and an
ancient text. As modern people, we are not naturally inclined to such
an encounter. We cherish our freedom and are understandably wary
of opening ourselves to a text that purports to be God’s word. How
do we support people in opening their lives to a meaningful encounter
with the text? This is a crucial question for serious students of Torah.

I have discovered two keys to creating an atmosphere of openness.
The first is to support students of Torah in validating the authority
of their own life experience. Each student comes to the text with a
wealth of personal “lived-in” knowledge about life. In the study, the
authority of one’s life experience must be held in balance with the
authority of the text. All too often, we either give up our authority
too easily or fail to open ourselves to the transforming authority of
true teaching. The value in this process comes from holding the
authority of oné’s life experience and the authority of the sacred text

in creative tension.
The second key is community. I have found that a safe, suppor-

tive, non-judgmental community of fellow students helps to create

an atmosphere that fosters openness and risk-taking.

The meeting with Torah takes place most effectively in the
context of community for an additional reason as well. Torah addresses’

the community. The dialogue between the reader and the text is

unbalanced if the reader stands alone. The dialogue takes place be-~
tween communities—the ongoing community that received and:
recorded the revelation, and the community that encounters the
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revelation as handed down b iti indi
: . y tradition. Each individual withi
Mwﬂgﬁumﬂ.% .SE E.aoamg@ Torah from within the Ed@ﬁobmmmpww MMM
: maH in ﬁ.a&z& life experience. But each individual comes to this
un QMSME&HHW mnn..B within the context of the study community.
von third requirement for a deep encounter with Torah is Epmmu.mw-
mmom.H om MMMMH%@MWW@ mMm.ﬁwB&_vmob taught to devalue our imagination
: Ltasy. 1118 arbitrary limitation on our tools of comprehensi
Ww M wwocm.ﬁma_% Eom@Mb W_MowoBoboﬂ. The Rabbis _Emmumaowa ﬁ%mmwm MMM
gination 1s a tool ot deep knowing. They used their imaginati
im . . . eir imaginati
H Mﬁmﬂwﬂﬁm atext and confidently held that these new SW%EMM
oﬁmm midrashim, were also given to Moses by God at Mt. Sinai Hm
our ENbMo HWMMM% HMMHMSMF M m%\m%mma that each student in mmmwom of
t iving eds to do Midrash. We need to bring o
MWMMHWNQ% and creativity to the text. We need to gmﬁm%ﬁw%
ves the stories, images, songs, and dances th
: : 3 at the sacred t
MMMWM@ We mﬂmubﬂ mmo«& to leave the arts solely to the trained EWMM
amon Mr zwb ¢ Mﬁﬂ”ﬁbﬁggﬁbm wuowmm the depths of awareness
. The creative arts have always b
the sacred. We need to use th et
d. ese sacred vessels, the imaginati
the n“mﬂdm arts, to bring forth the truths of Torah sgination and
my experience, Torah does not seem to ¢ : i
ce, arry transformat
Wﬁmmowww wwov_m %gwqmwoma Torah. Torah truly speaks deeply mM\M
Ively when students are invited into a deep di i
the text. This deep dialo i S o Dl e with
. gue with the text seems to follow a i
Eoomwmm. First, people open their lives to a dialogue with Torah. momﬂuwﬂm%
wmoﬂo Mﬂuw HwHo.zww mno. tension that rises out of this dialogue. dﬁ.&\
WMM%& e mw% Mwﬂ.wm Msﬁ gwmwwﬂﬁﬁ muummas.n% to the wrestling aﬁﬁm
- Fourth, process takes place in the context of a stud
community that embraces these values. When these four &oB@EM
are present, I H.Eo been repeatedly amazed by the power and the
vitality of the dialogue between life and text.
W W.H.on often our study of Torah falls flat because it is too safe
: &N king qu.,bw conflict, é_bmwm_um#& imagination, and communal nwwm
tal ing. %Hmw who <Emr. to transmit living Torah are challenged to
Ting together communities of students that can support this kind
of living, creative process. o



