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The fact that we have names for G-d is phenomenal.  Let us remind ourselves for a moment of the ultimate unknowability of G-d.  This unknowability has been lost to a large extent in Jewish understanding and practice.  One might find (or have) an almost pompous attitude – a sense that, since we get to learn Torah once in a while, since we pray or meditate or the like, that we then know G-d.  Let us remember, though, the story of R’ Zusia of Anipoli who used to sit in the class of the Maggid, R’ Dov Baer of Mezrich.  He was eventually asked to leave the close, as he was disruptive.  How?  Whenever someone would read the line, “And G-d spoke to Moses,” R’ Zusia would shout, “What? G-d spoke to Moses?’ And he would pass out.  R’ Zusia was deeply connected to the unknowability of G-d.  

R’ Nachman taught that knowing more is knowing less. The more we know about G-d, the less we know about G-d.  The more information we gather about G-d’s acts and power, the more awe we should feel.

To stand in prayer before G-d is unbelievable.  It doesn’t even make sense.  Many highly evolved and intelligent pathways to spiritual knowledge do not even have a sense of talking to G-d.  It’s chutzpah to think we can talk to G-d, let alone that G-d ‘listens’, let alone that we can ‘convince’ G-d of certain things, as Rebbe Nachman discusses.  

Once we have accepted deeply just how far out this whole thing is, talking to G-d and reading the Word of G-d and all, then we can realize that G-d gave us some of G-d’s names.  Each name of G-d that we know is one way to understand how we don’t understand G-d.  Because understanding how you don’t understand is much deeper than not understanding and not understanding why you don’t understand.

Each of the aspects of G-d is rooted in the infinite.  When someone who is deeply in touch with the infinite performs a finite act, like eating or walking, you can be sure that that finite act is rooted in the infinite.  So too with G-d.  Let us take, for example, G-d’s name E-l Sha-dai – which is usually interpreted as “G-d who said to G-d’s world ‘dai’ – enough!  This is usually understood as G-d’s power/willingness to impose limitation.  The physical world is finite.  The forest stops here – the road starts there.  The parallel in the human realm is seen as the capacity to limit one’s self – specifically in terms of over-expression in relationship.  Though we may be able to identify the qualities of E-l Sha-dai, we must still understand that they are rooted in the infinite, and express themselves in infinite ways.  

Still, we are given a specific strand of G-d’s influence to look for that runs through all of life.  We can, if we are astute, identify the E-l Sha-dai ingredient within the world.  We can see an amazing example when winter ends and spring arrives, or when we reach the top of a mountain, or when G-d allows nature to take its course.  Having identified these moments, and perhaps even strung them together to see a pattern, we still know nothing of G-d.  But we know a bit more about what we don’t know.  And this is valuable.  

This is the dance we must be in when dealing with the Infinite.  Learning to dance with someone is not knowing them – it is learning how to co-exist with their freedom to move.  The best dance partners are not those that know each other’s every move.  It is those who can easily adapt to each other’s impulses.  So, too, we are encouraged to ‘know G-d’.  But knowing G-d requires of us a humble awareness that we know absolutely nothing.  

