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Faith is a Quest

True confession: I’ve always wanted to be a Baptist preacher.

I came close, once: in 1990, I spoke at Mississippi Blvd. Baptist Church in Memphis to an

interracial, interreligious gathering of 1,200 people.  The place was rocking.  It’s a long story that,

unfortunately, I cannot make short.   

Suffice it to say that I was expected to speak as a rabbi.  No great “Hallelujahs”, no “Get down on

your knees and pray”, no “Amen, praise the Lord”.  I did begin with the words “Tonight, I have had

the fear of God put into me . . .  by an egg timer” that had the place roaring, but that’s the long

version of the story.

Why a preacher?  Me, the Skokie-raised son of middle-class Jewish parents, my father a car

salesman, my mother a retired dancer?

Because of the drama. The power.  Because of the faith and certainty they inspire.

Who wouldn’t trade the anxiety of doubt to stand on the rock for just one moment?

But there exist other kinds of faith.  Quiet kinds.  Private kinds.  A modest faith that doesn’t

imagine itself to be in possession of “the truth,” one that sees many paths.  The faith, perhaps, of

Mother Theresa, a faith filled with doubt that led to selfless acts of loving kindness, despite the

torment of the estrangement from God she suffered.

There is the faith that sees itself not as having arrived but as always being on the way.  Not as

being certain but as seeking.  Not as a definitive stance but as a journey of discovery.

It is that kind of faith I would like to describe this morning.  This is my thesis:

Faith is a quest.  It is not a static point.  It is something we pursue as much as possess. 

Rabbi Elliot Cosgrove describes it: “An aspirational vocation, faith can best be described as an

ongoing quest to know an ever-elusive God . . . Such a faith does not seek to define God, but rather

encompasses a lifetime of approximations and affirmations, collectively reflecting a desire to draw

close to my creator.” 1

Faith is a choice.  An orientation towards life.  It acknowledges that beyond the everyday things

that we see and touch and feel, there is the meaning of a purposeful life and the mystery of a

Transcendent Reality.  Faith chooses not to ignore that mystery but to be conscious of it, aware
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that it calls for our response.  It is from that response that we create meaning.

The journey of faith knows as much doubt as certainty, as much alienation as communion. 

And on that quest, our tradition provides tools with which to encounter the mystery, engage with

the mystery and, ultimately, to live life meaningfully in the presence of mystery.

Living in the Time of Kafka

Our times are Kafkaesque.  

And I’m not referring to the race for the presidency.

We have lost the Garden of Eden.  Our ancestors knew: God exists.  God loves the Jewish people. 

Those who follow God’s commands go to heaven; those who don’t go to hell.  Life might not be easy,

but it is understood within beliefs that fill it with meaning and purpose.  

But that no longer is our world.

My favorite parable is Kafka’s “Before the Law”.

A man comes to a gate, seeking entry to “The Law”.  The Law is neither defined nor depicted.  It

lies beyond many gates.  It is the object of the man’s quest: perhaps it’s God, perhaps it’s holiness.

Before the first gate stands the gatekeeper.  The man asks if he can enter. The gatekeeper says

“not now, perhaps later”.  He threatens the man should he try to enter.  

The man waits his whole life.  Why should it be so difficult to approach The Law?  The man tries to

persuade the gatekeeper, but to no avail.  He takes every action save actually walking past the

gatekeeper and through the gate.

The man grows old, his eyesight dims, he is enfeebled. Yet an “illumination . . . breaks

inextinguishably out of the gateway to the Law.”  As he is dying, he asks the gatekeeper why, when

everyone strives after The Law, he is the only one ever to approach this gate.  The gatekeeper

responds that this particular gate was meant only for this particular man and that he now is going

to close it.  And with that, the story ends. 

That man is us when we yearn to connect with something more than ourselves.  All he achieves,

though, is frustration and alienation.  He knows that there is something “out there” but he cannot

reach it and he doesn’t know how to.  He doesn’t know even how to begin.  His quest is universally

human, but these gates are made for him alone.  
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The Biblical Model of Journey and Struggle

Let’s travel back in time to the days of the Torah.  

Abraham, Isaac, Jacob.  Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah.

Our ancestors experienced God’s presence.  God spoke to them.  They devoted their lives to God in

return.

But that’s not the full story.

The Bible illustrates faith as a quest filled with doubt, uncertainty and fear.  Kafka’s man is not

the first one to seek connection and meaning.  As modern as he is, he is a biblical figure as well.

Abraham is called by God: “Lech l’cha”.  “Get out of here. Forget everything you know: family,

culture, religion.  Start fresh.  I’m not going to tell you where yet. I’ll let you know when you get

there.  No spiritual GPS for you, Abie-baby.  Just trust Me.”

So Abraham goes. And becomes the father of the Jewish people.

Abraham bequeathed us that journey, with a destination unknown but one wherein the journey

itself will transform us.

Jacob bequeathed us something as well.

Jacob returns home after two decades.  When he had fled, his brother had wanted to kill him for

the wrongs Jacob had done him.

Middle of the night. A stranger wrestles with him to a standstill.  Morning breaks; the stranger

must go.  Jacob demands a blessing in return.  The stranger names him Israel: the God-wrestler, as

Art Waskow puts it.  Israel.  But Jacob does not leave whole.  The stranger had wrenched his hip

and on it he limped for the rest of his life.

To be Israel, a Jew, is to be heir to that struggle.  To wrestle with God.  Not: to believe.  Not: to

be certain.  But rather: to struggle.

We know journeys.  The journey of adulthood, of building a career, creating a home, raising a

family.  We know struggles.  The byways of hospitals and therapists and cancer clinics.  Of

watching our parents age, suffer and die, or our children grow up and struggle and make their

mistakes - and have their successes, too.

To be Israel is to be emerging, not static; to be evolving, not sure; to be on a journey, not at home.

And sometimes the struggle leaves us limping.
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Seven Theses of Spirituality

Seven theses.

1. There is Something Real that transcends our existence.

2. This Something Real calls to us and asks our attention and response.  Abraham Joshua

Heschel taught us this when he described the Bible not as man in search of God but as God

In Search of Man.

3. We are aware of it from time to time.  Sometimes it creeps up on us.  Sometimes it whups

us upside the head.

4. Why am I here?  What is the meaning of my life?  When we ask the big questions we

acknowledge the call of that Something Real. 

5. Heschel described that Something Real as “ineffable”.  It is a mystery never to be solved. 

Science stands mute before it. 

6. Since we cannot fully know that “Something Real” our knowledge remains imperfect.  Our

faith is partial, tentative, modest.  Doubt becomes essential. 

7. Though we cannot apprehend it we can grow in knowledge of it.  We can live meaningfully in

its orbit. 

This is faith understood as quest: that a transcendent reality calls us to a life of meaning.  We can

ignore it or we can choose to contemplate it and respond to it.  The Something Real is always

beyond our grasp but we can grow in knowledge of it.  Doubt is not an enemy but an ally. 

Acknowledging it, confronting it, learning it - the quest itself bestows meaning on our lives.

Digression: Educational Theory

I want to digress briefly.

I teach at Rochelle Zell Jewish High School.  Fabulous community.  Dr. Roger Stein is the dean of

our faculty and he has shared with us two concepts: Fixed Mindset, and Differentiated

Instruction.  Fixed Mindset. Differentiated Instruction. 

A math teacher shares a story: So-and-so came into my class and right away he said: “I can’t do

math.  I’ve never been able to.  My sister, she’s good at math.  But not me.”  Sound familiar?

That’s a Fixed Mindset.  The opposite is a Growth Mindset.  
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It’s not usually articulated in words, but a student is eager to learn; uses the teacher’s comments

to improve her work.  These students don’t think in terms of “I’m dumb” . . . or even “I’m smart.” 

They are just - and always - on a path to growth.

So: Apply this to faith.  

“I’m not religious.”  “I don’t connect to God.”  “I hated Hebrew school.”

These are signs of a fixed mindset. By contrast, there are those who continue to learn, who choose

books and communities and situations in which they will continue to grow.  Because if you don’t

continue to grow you are dead, if not in body then in spirit. 

To be on the quest is to be a learner.  A learner of life.

The second is Differentiated Instruction.

In any given class, I have students each with unique abilities and limitations. My job is to recognize

that and plan accordingly.

The learning targets are always the same.  Everyone is expected to master the same material and

understand the same ideas.  But each student’s path might be different.

This one does a research project.  This one creates a film.  This one writes a traditional essay. 

Now: apply that to faith.  We’re each of us unique.  The way we experience that Something Real

and the path that each of us takes in response to it will reflect our experiences and inclinations.  

Head, heart, hands.  One encounters the Divine through learning.  Another through music or

nature.  A third through acts of loving kindness.

This approach is in the DNA of our community.  We offer varied opportunities to grow.  We

respect people’s individual journeys and the multiple ways in which we encounter the Divine.

B’Chavana respects diversity while we journey together.

Be a student.  Be a student of life.  It’s never too late to learn.  Learning keeps the mind sharp and

the soul alive.

The Value of Doubt in the Quest for God 

I want to leave you with two last thoughts.  The first is the value of doubt.  The second is the

value of tradition.   First, doubt. 

With faith understood as a quest, doubt is no longer an enemy.  Rather, it’s a valued companion.  If

Page 5 of  7



we cannot know an elusive God with any certainty, questioning is essential to faith.  As the author

Ann Lamott puts it, “The opposite of faith isn’t doubt; it’s certainty.”  

The Unitarian minister Robert Weston augments that: “... cherish your doubts,” he wrote, “for

doubt is the handmaiden of truth . . . the servant of discovery . . . the key unto the door of

knowledge.”

Doubt can be an ally.  It provides questions that refine our faith.  It leads to spiritual modesty as

we realize that we don’t possess the truth.

The Value of Tradition in the Quest for God

Second: our tradition provides tools in our quest for God.

Imagine a physics class without a textbook.  The teacher has no lecture notes and no knowledge of

her own.  The way that you will begin is by observing the world and posing questions.  In other

words, you will start from scratch . . . without the benefit of the discoveries of the past three

hundred years.

You won’t get very far very fast.

We are the beneficiaries of three thousand years of reflection.  Rabbis, philosophers, poets,

mystics discussed and debated and wrote the Bible; Talmud; Midrash; the prayer book; great

works of philosophy.  

We are the beneficiaries of three thousand years of ritual.  Rabbis, cantors, regular folk:

celebrated Shabbat, prayed, showed hospitality, healed the sick, fed the poor.

Their insights do not always stand.  Their rituals are not all eternal.  There are some that are best

left behind.

But beyond that exists wisdom and entry points.  As much as our modern world is new, human

nature is not.  As much power as technology gives us, it will not make life meaningful.  The texts

and rituals of our people give us powerful tools by which to live meaningful lives.

Conclusion: Faith in a Quest-Based Model

Let me conclude with this.

When we think of spirituality as a journey, what does it mean to be faithful? 

It doesn’t mean to be certain.  It doesn’t mean to know without doubt.  It doesn’t bring with it
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1.   See Elliot J. Cosgrove, “A Quest-Driven Faith,” in Jewish Theology in Our Time, Jewish Lights

Publishing.  Rabbi Cosgrove’s article echoes many of my ideas in a beautifully conceived and written 

formulation.

2.   Ibid., 128.

assurances that we are in possession of the one sole truth.

Instead, it means this.  

Faith is a quest, not a conquest.  It knows that its destination is forever beyond our grasp.  It is a

journey best guided by modesty not chauvinism, by hunger not haughtiness. 

It is chosen freely, intentionally, wholeheartedly.  It proceeds step by step.  A quest is about

growth and change.  One cannot travel and stand still at the same time.  

A quest begins with open mind, open heart. 

A quest knows questions better than answers.  It provides a path for living meaningfully with both.

It is a journey undertaken alone . . . in the company of fellow seekers.  

It is a journey in which doubt is an ally, not an enemy.  It finds fertile ground in the wisdom and

rituals of tradition.

And if faith is a journey, you have a choice: you can stand before the gate for all of your life or

you can take that first step forward.  The choice, as they say, is yours.

Shana tova.

ENDNOTES
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