What God Means to Me

Whenever I visit my parents’ house, I always find a few minutes to sneak off and rummage
through my childhood bedroom. Childhood bedrooms are filled with all sorts of
treasures—old photos, comic books I thought would be more valuable, books I didn’t have
room to bring to my current home, basketball cards I also thought would be more valuable
... But whenever I'm in my childhood bedroom, I gravitate toward old notebooks. I was and
remain a prolific scribbler of ideas. My bedroom has all sorts of notebooks—some that date
to elementary school filled with short stories that for some reason switch tenses (first
person to third person, past tense to present tense), which serve as a testament to a young
child enamored with language who didn’t yet quite know how to write. So why am I sharing
all this? During my most recent visit to my parents’ home, I found a notebook—probably
from 1999, when I was just beginning ninth grade—grappling with God and Judaism. It’s
eerie and sometimes cringe-worthy reading your own teen ruminations about God. I didn’t
find anything particularly noteworthy, but I was mostly fascinated that this as a topic has
both been an enduring interest as well as a subject I find particularly difficult to discuss.
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I have always been captivated by the topic of God, but very likely for a different reason than
most. It’s almost hard to explain, but ever since I was a child I always felt hyper-aware of
the experience of my own consciousness. Like the very sensation of thinking and being alive
was something that I found somewhat strange, like an itchy sweater that you remain aware
of as long as you are wearing it. My experiential vantage point always seemed to point to
the existence of a higher power. How else, I reasoned, would the sensation of consciousness
ever arise? I began reading books about consciousness—starting with Hofstadter’s classic
Godel, Escher Bach: An Eternal Golden Braid about recursive thinking, and then moved on
to the works of his student David Chalmers, one of the most pre-eminent scholars of
consciousness. I learned that I, of course, was not the first to peer through the sensation of
consciousness and consider the reality of a divine power and I also learned that many were
fairly dismissive of my approach altogether. But the hard thing about an approach to God
grounded in my personal sensation of consciousness is that it becomes quite difficult to
explain and quite uncomfortable to discuss. God, for me at least, is so deeply personal that
any attempts to share, discuss, or describe are as vexing as it is to transmit my own very
personal sensation of being alive.

But I was not alone in grounding so much of my own conception of God—however flawed
and difficult to transmit—in my own experiential reality. The philosopher, Professor Alvin
Plantinga, proposed something similar—or perhaps adjacent is the better word—with his
approach to God known as reformed epistemology. Plantinga is no philosophical slouch: he
taught at Notre Dame and Calvin University and is recognized as a major figure in analytic
philosophy by both atheists and religious people alike. He’s a name worth becoming familiar
with. His basic approach sidesteps the need for classical proofs for God—popular for most of
religious history—and instead posits that belief in God can be rational as a proper and basic
belief the same way we believe in the existence of other people or the integrity of the reality
outside our window (like we're not in some simulation like The Matrix). This resonated most
with me because firstly, it was how I personally cultivated my own understanding of God
and, secondly, I have found most “proofs” for God to be somewhat grating, flawed, and very
often irritating. That likely says more about the kind of person who offers proofs for God, or
anything else for that matter, than the actual substance of the proofs themselves. Still, his
approach remains compelling and reflective of my own experiences.
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But if God emerges from our self-conception, it’s reasonable to think that just as
we mature as individuals, so too our conception of God evolves.

It also in many ways parallels an idea I found in the writings of Rav Tzadok of Lublin
(1823-1900) that I am almost hesitant to share. Essentially, Rav Tzadok writes that people
need to create God for themselves. I know I am going to misrepresent the idea, so I will
tread lightly, but Rav Tzadok integrates one’s personal sense of self with the very existence
of God. The passage most are familiar with—if you are familiar with anything he has
written—is his statement that just as someone must believe in God, so too they must believe
in themselves. Here’s the passage in Hebrew in full:
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I've written about that before, but that is not the passage I am referring to. Earlier, in the
same work he writes as follows (I'm going to bold the Hebrew parts I find most relevant):
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You'll pardon my hesitation in translating. It’s not because it’s, God forbid, heretical in any
way. I just think I'm a poor translator. But Rav Tzadok is essentially saying that individuals
have the capacity to create God for themselves. His presence in our life ultimately emerges
from our own personal commitment and experiences. And that both resonates with me and
makes discussing God all the more difficult.

But if God emerges from our self-conception, it’s reasonable to think that just as we mature
as individuals, so too our conception of God evolves. Too often we get stuck in our childhood
conceptions of religiosity. If you ever ask a child about love, they will likely answer
something to do with getting presents or cookies. I know that’s how my children answer.
But as we grow up, our notions of love, commitment, relationships, and dare I say God
evolve as well. That doesn’t undermine our youthful conceptions—quite the opposite it
situates them as the foundation upon which we build. A child scarred by the trauma of an
abusive parent first needs to address the underlying trauma before developing forward. The
same is true with our conceptions of God. In order to evolve, delve into, and refine our
conception of God, it’s important to open up those childhood notebooks and gaze into our
individual pasts and examine the ground on which our current conceptions stand. If we have
the courage and capacity to peer into our proverbial childhood notebooks, we too can make
edits and, hopefully, on the course of our life journey, add many more pages.
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