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"MAN IS NOT AIDNE" 

April 15, 1941 

You may recall the name of Dr. Abraham Joshua Heschel as the author of tmt very 

lovely book, "The Earth is the Lord's", a sort of loving and nostalgic study of our 

people in Eastern Europe and of their civilization and culture and their communal life 

which now unfortunately is almost entirely destroyed. Well, Dr. Heschel has now writ

ten another book called "Man Ia Not Alone•, a philosophy of religion. In reviewing 

this book in the New York ~rald Tribune last Sunday, Prcfessor Reinhold Niebuhur calla 

it a masterly analysia of faith, a profound and creative study." And he aaya, among 

other th inge, 

Dr. Heschel, a professor of Jewish musticism and ethica at the Jew
ish Theological Seminary, is a newcomer to America. He represents 
one of the treasurea of mind and spirit by which the persecutions, 
unloosed in Eur.,~e, in ~vertently enriched our American culture. 
But he will not long remain unknown after the publication of this 
volume. It is a safe guess that he will become a commanding and 
authoritative voice not only in the Jewish community but in the re
ligious life of America. 

This book, "Man Is Not Alone", is a mystical approach to religion. And by m,-sti

cal I mean not so~thing that is anti-raticnal or anti-mf:Jtaphysical, but as something 

which, embre.c:ing them, transcends them. We of this age, especially we of the liberal 

Reform Jewish wing, have been inclined to disparage the mystical in religion. We 

somehow confound mysticism with superstition or intellectual backwardness. We extol -

we are fond of extolling - the reasonablenes• of our faith, and we have sought, and do 

eeek support for it in science and in history-, as if science and history were the 

final l!SOurces of sanction and authority in the life of man. Nineteenth-century ra

tionalism and intellectualism, which a ttalded the birth of our 2eform movement, has 

remained our guiding star in all of our thinking. In fact, we have pretty well avoided 

theology generally, and we have contributed very little to the philosophy of religion 

as such. We have contented ourselvea with the exposition of the social and the ethi

cal message of Judaism. 
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But Judaism, my friends, is far more than law and prophesy. Judaism has and has 

always had throughout its history an important mystic strain. We find it imbedded al.

ready in the Bible, in the early apocalyptic literature of our people, in the lore of 

the Talmud and the Midrash, in the Hellenistic Jewish literature, typified by the Jew

ish philosopher, Philo, in the very extensive Cabbalistic literature and movements in 

the Middle Ages, and more reoently, in Chassidism. And eTen Hebrew prophe5y whose con

cern is so predominantly social idealism, the building of the good society - ethics, 

in other words - even Hebrew prophesy is grounded in the mystical experience of God. 

Dr. Maxwell Silver, in hi s fine book, "The Way to God11 , demonstrates this thought of 

the mystical foundations of prc phetic Judaism. 

Now, there isn't much difference really between the prophet and the mystic. Both 

experienced what they believed to be an immediate, direct reTelation from God. Both 

experienced a direct, divtne awarenes:s, you might call it, but the mystic was content 

to keep his revelation to himself. It was his priTate, his privileges, his esoteric 

posaession. He was conten t to live by it. The prophet was driven by his reTelation, 

by his new insight, to go out into the world and preach the new truth which had come 

to him, to go out into the world and try to re-mould and reconstruct society after the 

pattern of the Tisi on which had 'been vouchsafed to him. In other words, the prophet 

was a champion and a spokesman and a fighter for the reTelation which was his. The 

mystic was the man of contemplation, of meditation, a pietist. And the world has need 

of both - both of the prophet and of the mystic. 

NOYr, it is very difficult to put into words exactly what we mean by mysticism. 

Exactly what ts this experience of the mystic? What leads the mystic to God? What 

doP,s he find when he finds God? Words are inadequate to express it, just as words are 

inadequate to express the mystery of music or of any gr9at art. Our experience of music, 

our reaction to great art is something which is beyond words, beyond logic, beyond the 

;ntellect. It is a very viTid experience, but it is inexpressible. And that is true 
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also of mysticism, of mystic experience with God. We can approximate it in word, in

timate it, but really cannot fully express it, Let me put it this way. 

Mysticism is the outreaching, the aspiration of the soul of man towards the one 

• 
real, living reality, which is God, The mustic is conscious of only two thingss God, 

who is the All-Soul, the over-all soul, the all-embrscing soul of the universe - of 

that the mystic is conscious, and he is conscious of his own individual soul. The 

mystic is oonscious of only one indispensable human need in life, and that i.s to merge 

his soul wi.th the All-Soul and to lose himself, as it were, in the universal soul, arrl 

in so doing, to find ultimate rest and perfect peace. 

The mystic knows, as many people who a re not mystic· also lmow, that his conscious 

life is hemmed in, that his world is one of appearances, and many of these appearances 

are deceptive; he knows that his sneses, his five senses, do not bring him essential 

truth because these senses themselves· are d e.ficientlj paltry, inadequate. They bri."'lg 

him at best a distorted realty. The m,:stic know• that even his mind has to stop at 

definite unpassable borders, at definite unbridgeable gulfs beyond which it cannot go. 

He knows that this world whlch he sees about him and the many things whichare in it 

are frequently in conflict one with another. There is confnsior; in it; there is dis

harmony, but he senses that behind this world of appearance, of confusion, of dishar

mny, there is some essent:ia 1 unity. There is a oneness which holds all things to

gether, which explains all thtngs, and ·which is the harmony of the world. 

Now, if his soil could only penetrate through these walls of ap?earances, through 
. 

the surface of things, and reach out to the oneness of life, to the one spirit of tt.3 

universe, why, then the confusion and the sorrow and the unhappiness would disappear 

from his life and he wo 1ld be completely at rest in God. That is the dream of the mys

tic. And there :ts a way of achieving that end, believes the mystic, and that way is 

the way of self-disclpline and of self-purgation. 11.an must first of all try to curb 

his appetites - these appetites which make his thoughts center upon himself, upon his 

Oll'U personality - center upon transient things instead of upon the one true reality, 

which is God. Man must try to destroy within himself all love of possessions, all love 
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of power, all love of material things, the things which are responsible for the con

fusion and the dissymmetry and the disharmony in the world; he must try to rise to a 

plateau of selflessness, and that is the first stage in the initiation of the mystic 

into the supreme secret of life. The mystic must practice humility and submission to 

misfortune and aoquieseance to life's vicissitudes, and the acceptance of all of lifets 

ordeals and of all of life's anguish; self-negation, so as to be purged of these evil 

passions and desires and cravings which keep us chained to the now and the here and tie 

transitory and the temporal, and when one practices this rigorous self-discipline, 

then the pilgrilll - then the mystic pilgrim - who is traveling this hard road to the 

dwellin place of God may some day be fal'.ored with a flash of illumination, with a 

flash of insight, an immediate, vivid, overwhelming reveleation of the reality of God 

which will compensate him for all the austerities which he practiced, for all the 

trilla and tribulations of his life. He will have found the one thing worth having 

in life, a s•staining and never-failing influence for the rest of his mortal days. 

He will have found God. He will no longer require a book to instruct him, a tradi-

tion to guide him, or a law to admonish him. He will have God to guide him. 1 n im

media tc knowledge, a vivid experience will be his, not knowledge which comes through 

the mind, but an experience coming through awareness, through ecstasy - if you will -

i.mmedia te and direct. 

Now, Professor Heschel weaves these ideas which are colllillon to mysticism of all 

religions and of all ages, tnto his philosophy of religion in a very original and a 

very moving and impressive manner, and he expresses his conclusions in that phrase 

which is the theme R.nd the name of his book, "Man Is Not Alohe •11 The book is full 

of nuggets of gold - many, many jewels which cannot be encased in the setting of one 

brief address. It is well-rewarded reading, careful reading. It's not ea y reading. 

There is too much of easy reading going onin the world today. Things you r~ad today 

and forget tomorrow; an hour's entertainment instead of a lifetimet • nourisl'lnent • 
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The book, "Ma.n Is Not Alone", is divided into two parts. One is called "The 

Problem of God", and the other is called 11The Problem of Living". I can only dwell 

on one or two ideas of the book ad recommend it to you for further perusal. 

Bow does man come to God? Man comes to God, according to Dr. Heschel, not through 

mind or reason, but through what he calls the capacity for wonder, through a sense of 

t!'le ineffable. I reRd you Psalm 139 this morning, perhaps the greatest of R 11 the 

Psalms, the most philosophic, at least, a! all the Psalms, and in that Psalm is a 
as 

phrase 1'hich might wells erve/the text for this book of Professor Heschel. 

"I will thank you, O Lord, for I am fearfully- and wonder-

fully made." ''Wonderful are Thy works, and that 

my soul lmoweth right well." 

The religio1_1.s man begins with a sense of wonderment and amazement. "I am fear

fully and wonderfully made. I carmot understand myself. I cannot understand my pre

sence in this universe any more than I can understand the universe and my relationship 

o it. I see the uorks of God. Wonderful are Thy works. My mind cannot grasp them, 

but that my soul knoweth right well." That, I think, is really the theme of the whole 

book, "Man Is Not Alone." 

"Analyze," aays the author, "weigh and measure a tree, for example, as yo please. 

Observe the truee and describ~ its form and functi~ns, its genesis and its laws to 

which it is subject; still an acquaintance with its assence never comes about." The 

meaning of the tree comes to you not through analysis, but somahow through a direct 

and immediate impact which establishea a relationship at once between you and that 

tree - the total tree and your total life - unified in cne. 

"We are able to look at the world,"' says the author,"with two faculties; with 

reason and with wonder. Through the first we try to adapt the world to our concepts.• 

That's what reason does• It tries to adapt the world to our concepts. Through the 

second, through wonder, we seek to adapt our minds to the world, 
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Wonder, radical amazement, has a wider scope than any other act of man. Intellec

tual perceptions, cognition has as its object only a s~lected aegment, a part, a broken 

fragment of realit;yJ but radical amazement refers to all of reality, not only to what 

we see, but also to the very a ct of seeing as well as to our own selves, to the selvea 

that see and are amazed at their ability to see. 

Now, all menare endowed with this sense of the ineffable - that's not a sense 

that is given to a few aristocrats of the spirit, to a few selected beings. Every 

human being has it, this sense of wondennent, this sense of the ineffable. But just 

as man is endowed with the ability to know certain aspects of reality, he is endowed 

also with the ability to know that there is more than what he knows. One of tl1 e sur

est things we know is that there is so much more in tho world than we know. There is 

so much more beyond, baffling, escaping our grasp, and yet there. 

Now you and I have not inYented, for example, the grandeur of the sky nor endowed 

man with the mystery of birth and death. We do not create the mystery; we do not 

create the ineffable. The sense of mystery is not a product of the will or of human 

need; it is a fact; it is trere like the aie we breathe. And ,mat we encounter, there

fore, accroding to the author, when ,,e see the "WOrld around us or when we see the world 

inside of us, when we observe or when we contemplate - what we encounter is what he 

calls the spiritual suggestiveness of reality; that is to say, every bit of reality 

suggests something spiritual; every bit of reality is allusive - it alludes to some

thing., to some meaning beyond it. Everylbing in the world has meaning, in other words, 

and this realization leads to reverence, which is the beginning of religion. 

Reverence is one of man's answers to the presence of mystery., to something pre

cious, something valuable, something superior in the world. Reverence is appreciation. 

Reverence is the salu•e of the soul to the universe. And t.'-le beginning of wisdom, 

according to our author., is reverence of God - reverence. 

Now, science cannot fathan this mystery which leads to reverence. llwc■Jx Science, 

says the author, merely des crib es and explains the way in which things behave in terms 

of causal necessity. It does not try to give us an explanation in terms of logical 
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necessity, why things must be at a.11, and why the laws of nat~e must be the way th~ 

are. SUenoe can't tell us anything about that. We do not know, for example, why 

certain combinationsof a definite form, certain constellations of a definite kind, form 

a constellation which goes with the phenomena of electricity and all others with the 

phenomina of magnetism. The knowledge of how the world functio s gives us heither an 

acquaintance with its essence nor an insight into its meaning. Trying to pierce the 

mystery with our scientific knowledge, with our categorias, is like trying to bite a 

wall. Science extends rather than limits the scope of the myoterious, and our radical 

amazement is enhanced rather than being reduced by the advancement of knowledge. The 

theory of evolution and the adaptation of the species does not disenchant the organism 

of its wonder. Scientific research is an entry into the endless; solving one problem, 

a gr~ater one enters our sight; one answer breeds a multitude of new questions; ex

planations are merely indications of greater puzzles. Everything hints at something 

that transcends it. The detail indicates the wholeJ the whole, the ideaJ the idea, 

its mysterious roots. 

And, says, the author, the delline of this sense of wonder in our age is a sign 

of decadence, of delllne of our civilization. As civilization advances, he says, the 

sense of wonder almost necessarily declines and such decline is an alarming 9'Jnptom of 

ours tate of mind. Mankind will not perish for want of information, but only for want 

of appreciation. Tha tr s a profound observation. 'llle beginning of our happiness lies 

in the 1mderstanding that life without wonder is not worth living. What we lack is 

not a will to believe, but a will to wonder. 

Now it is through this sense of ultimate wonder, to this sense of the ineffable 

that man comes to God. It is that which necessitates religion in my life and yours. 

Religior begins with the awareness of a reality which discredits our wisdom, which 

shatters our concepts. I 1 d like to read the author's own words. It is very penetrat

ing, speculative proof, the kind we get through reason, through knowledge. "Specula

tive proof is no prelude to faith. The anteceda'lts of faith are the primise of the 
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~onder and the premise of praise. We praise before we prove. While in rAgrad to other 

issues we doubt before we decide, in regard to God we sing before we say. Unless we 

know how to praise Him, we cannot learn learn how to know Him. Praise is our first 

answer to the wonder. Indeed, in the fact of the sublime what is left for us to do 

except to praise, t~ be aflame with the inability to say what we see and to feel 

ashamed of not knowing how to thank for the ability to see. 

"The great insight is not attained 1'hen we ponder or infer the byond from the 

her3. In the realm of the ineffable, God is not a hypothesis derived from logical 

assymptions, but an immediate insight, self-evident as light. He is not something to 

be sought in the darkness with the light of reason. In the face of the ineffable He 

is the light. When the ultimate alfareness comes, it is like a flash, arriving all at -
once. 

-
"Thus, awareness of God does not cane by degrees, from timidity to intellectual 

temerity; from guesswork, reluctance, to certainty; it is not a decision reached at 

the crossroads of doubt. It comes when, drifting in th.e wilderness, having gone astray, 

we suddenly behold the immutable polar star. Out of endless anxiety, out of denial 

and despair, the soul bursts out in speechless crying." 

Now once this aware~ess comes to man of God, induced by his exercised sense of 

wonder and amazement, then he comes to understar..d what the religious man has always 

understood and is embodied int.ha classic slogan of our faith, the one-ness, not merely 

the Oneness of God, but the Oneness of God and his universe, the total unity of all 

existing things. Then man is no linger alone; then man dwells in God's universeJ in 

God; then man becomes dependent on God in the same way as God is dependent on man to 

carry out the purposes for which God created the universe. Then there is the closest 

kind of inter-action between what seemed to be a finite, mortal life of an insignifi

cant individual and the infinite immortal life of God. They are one. That's what the 

Psalmist said. "God, Thou hast been our dwelling place" 

from the beginning. 
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It is no longer a questicn of subject and object. Subject and object are one in 

the totality of living, reality. 

Well, there is so much more tnat canl::e sad on the subject, so much more is said 

in the hook, but we must move on. '!he author develops his ideas in terms of their 

ethical implications. That 1 s the second part of the book, "The Problems of Living,"' 

And here the author works out a p~oblem of living based upon this faith of the mystic 

and it's very much like the pattern of living which we find elaborated in all the 

great ethical, mystical teachings of our religion. You find it in "The Duties of the 

Heartn of Bachya ibn Pachuda; you find it in that magnificent book of Moses Chaim 

Luzata called ttTha Path of the Righteous," These books, by the way, are available 

in English translation ~nd would well reward your reading. It's the regimen of life 

whi~h the Cha.ssidim practiced; it's a life exalted by this mystic faith of the total 

submergence, and therefore, the total discovery of th-✓ human soul in the oneness of 

God. His ideal, the ethical ideal cf man, according to this author, is the pious man, 

the pious man - not the scholar and not merely the man who does good, who lives an 

ethical life, but piety is more than that and the author defines in the second part 

of his book what he regards as the pious man. I just want to read a paragraph or 

two, and then I am through, for why should I do the labor of reading this book for 

you, when my sole purpose is to make ycu read it yourselvos. 

Whatever the pious man does is linked to the divine. • • • In 
breathing he uses God's forceJ in thinking he wields Hie power. 
The word of God is as vital to him as air or food. He is never 
alo~e, never companionless, for God is wi thw reach of his !1eart. 
Under affliction or some sudden shock, he may feel temporarily 
as though he were on a desolate path, but a slight turn of his 
eyes is sufficient for him to discover that his grlef is out
weighed by the compassion of God. The pious man needs no miraculous 
communication to make him arare of God's presence; nor is a crisis 
necessaryto awaken him to the meaning and appeal of that presence. 
His awareness may be overlaid momentarily or concealed by some vi
olent bhift in consciousness, but it never fades away. It is this 
awareness of ever living under the watchful eyes of God that leads 
the pious man to see hints of God in the vari.ed things he encoun
ters in his daily walk; so that n:any a simole event can be ac
cepted by him both for 1ma t it is and also as a gentle hint or 
kindly rememder of things diwine. In this mindfulness he eats 
and drinks, works and plays, talks and thinksJ for piety is a life 
compatible with God's presence. 
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And he concludes his work on the following note: 

What is human destiny? What are we here for? The greatest prob-
lem is not how to continue but how to exalt our existence. The 
cry for a life beyo'3cl the grave is presumptuous, if there is no 
cry for etemal life prior to our descending to the grave. ~ter
nity is not perpetual future but perpetual p~esence. He has planted 
in us the seed of eternal life. The world to oome is not only a 
hereafter but also a heronow. 

Our greatest problem is not how to continue but how to return. 
"How oan I repay unto the Lord all his bountiful dealings with me?" 
(That's the concern of the pious man. How can I repay the Lord 
all his bountiful dealings with me? For all this glory, beauty, 
the deep satisfactions of life which I am privileged to enjoy -
how can I repay the Iord? Most religious people ask themaelvew, 
what can I get from the Lord?) When life is an answer, death is 
a home-coming. "Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death 
of the saints.ff For our greatest problem is but a resonance of 
God's concerns How can I repay unto man all his bountiful deal
jngs with me? uFor the mercy of God endureth foraver." 

This is the meaning of extstence, To reconcile liberty with ser
vice, the passing with the lasting, to weave the threatds of tem
porality into the fabric of eternity. 

The deepest wisdom man can attain i s to knoll" t hat his destiny is 
to aid, to serve. We have to conquer in order to succumb; we 
have to acquire in order to give away; we have to triumph in order 
to be overwhelmed. The aspiration is to obtain; the perfection is 
to dispense. This is the meaning of deathr the ultimate self
dedication to the divine. Death so un~erstood will not be dis
torted by the craving for immortality, for this act of giving away 
is reciprocity on man's part for God's gift of life. For the pious 
man it is a privilege to die. 

Well, there are challenging thoughts there, stimulating thoughts, different kind 

of emphases, different kind of emphases. But it's good to immerse one's eelf in this 

total religious mysticism for a time at least, to know what religion can really mean 

to people when they take it very, very seriously - not merely formal religion, not 

ioorely the religion of formal observances, but the religion of deep piety, the link

ing up of one's life with the soul of the universe. 'llle reward - man is not alone; 

man walks through life singingly, confidently, gratefully, appreciatively, wcndering 

in rapt amazement and in total peace. 
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■ought to make of Judaism a system of 1niellectual ideaa. 

God was supreme intellect and the prophet was the supreme 

intellectual man, and all life was a striTing after pure 

rationaliatio/ interpretation of reason. low such a cold 

Judaism starved the soul and imprisoned the emotions and the 
' 

feelin~e of man, and the Cabala, which arose soon after the 

tie o~ aimonidea, was the rebellion of the soul nd the 

emotions of man to their claim to autnority and priority 

in tr: re lm of religion. 
I 

And just as Christian mysticism 
! 

of he f ourteen ,h nd :fif teenth centu ies was a direct 

reaction atninat the dried scholastic ism of medieval ~urope. 

I 
so the Cabala of tho t elfth and thirteenth centuries in 

I 

I Israel wes a direct reaction against the rationalistic school 

of thought hich sought to impri on Jn.daiam within the con-

fines of intellect, and as such 

Judaism. 

a distinct service to 

.But what 1a this real spiritual mysticism 

hich I said is as true today as it was in the days of the 

early prophets? What is it? Wl1Y• it is the aspiration of 

the soul of man towards the real. living realit7, which 1■ 

God. The true mystic le conscious of only two tbinga: God. 

the 11-Soul. and hie own soul; and he ia conacioue of onl7 

one indispensable need in human life, and that le to merge 

his ~oul 1th the 11 - - ul and to lose hi 1eelf in the 
~ 

univeraul soul~ tbs• tt· will find ultimate rest and peace. 

The mystic knows that his conscious life la 

he ,ed in. that hie world la one of appearances, many of them 

-a-
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deceptive; he knows that his senses do not bring him ess ntial 
rL/J, 

truth but oftentimes bee use they themaelv s e fiultp. the~ µ. , ✓., t.M.AlAt I /,.l u....v. IAA.M I - l.; ~ev.eJ 
br ing him distorted unr~al ty. He mo'ws. too, that in thie 

world he sees ma?l1' things and these things are frequently in 

confiict one with another; in this world there la confusion 

and disharmerq. but behind this world, behind these appear

ances, behind the surface confusion of things there is~ 

n:wet1a &ate end essential unity and oneness which holds all 

things topether, hich explains all things and which is tho 

harmony of the world. 

Bow if his soul could penetrate through these 

walls of anne ranees and reach out to the oneness of life, 

to the one spirit of the universe. why. the confusion and 

sorrow and unhappiness • ould disa ear from hie life•• 

he ~-,ould be completely a t rest in God. That ie the 

drev.m of the mystic• aaa fhore ia a way of achieving that 

and ond that la J•b• ro:.o1i1 o WBiJ, aPd liM -JV•tt,r wa:, 1~•,._, of 
\AA_,~ 

self-disci.pline, of self-purgation. Tfte- ·,. stic must first of 

all try to curb his sppetites--theee appetites which make 

his thoughts c~nter upon himself, upon his personality 
rt ~ instead of centering them upon
1
onefrealit7, which la God. 

~-~ 
~,tte DJJe~ic muat try ta ••~w••me al•. to destroy within himeelft 

all love of posseeslon. all love of power. all love of things-

the things which are responsible for all~onfusion ••I all the 

diesymmetry and'tlFl the diaharmony in the worl4; he must t17 

tc~ioaHW- to $:,ij.il[OU: of selflessnees, hich is the 

first stage in the initiation of the mystic into the supreme 

-9-
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of life; be mus p 
~c:IPlll'.l~~ / 
~mtw••• aelY- egation, so as to 

/'-
passions and desires and craving& which keep us chained to 

the now, the here, to the tranaitor7, ~ the temporal~ te 

discipline &bell e8•e paeead, then the ptlgrim who ie traTel

ing this hard road to the dwellin lace of God mey some day 

be favored vith a flash of illumination, an immediate, viTid. 

overwhelming revelation o tho reality of God,cef Jee ales 
Q>l,.I)~ 

.aelft which will com ensate him for all the ct,,rt atta:m 

which he nractiaed, which will compensate him for ell he 

trials and the tribulations .,/~~e. ..-Bil Hhen tl.et §dcdlH 

m ment of 

will h ve found the one t ing wor h lliliille having in lif•J *lt::,: fi._ 

sn;.v:etio will beue tew.ai .... ~ sust inin ere $] rriinspiriting MA 

influence :for the rest of his mortal ~; 1-;e 42!.bxr will 
~~ 

no longer requ~ok to h1;.- a tradition to 

guide him or a law to @)■,,, him..,~t Jile will have 1..TOd to 

guide him; n immediate knowl~dge. a vivic experience will 

be hia--not knowledge coming throu§h the mind. but an 
~ 

experience coming through cstaey--1:nmediat,. direct. 

" -w-,f\.(. ~e ta.a ire- of ••e a:;uUcr Iii@ n .. 

of' en speaks of 4(1--)•Pl oment ae 1■ 1 of consummation. aa of -tl 
marriage of a bride ••~ bridegroom. • a ef a l!l}'lr1tueJ 

~ 
oelllllliution. t Vt moment the mystic discovers divine love 

than which there is nothing greater. Jae i. 
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