
 



Text: 

 
 

Consider: 
 

1. According to the Bible, the principal religious virtue is yirah.  … the word 
has two meanings: fear and awe. … Awe precedes faith; it is the root of 
faith. We must grow in awe in order to reach faith. We must be guided by 
awe to be worthy of faith. Awe, rather than faith, is the cardinal attitude of 
the religious Jew. It is “the beginning and gateway of faith, the first precept 
of all, and upon it the whole world is established” (Zohar). In Judaism, Yirat 
hashem, the awe of God, or yirat shamayim, “the awe of heaven,” is almost 
equivalent to the word “religion.” In Biblical language, the religious man is 
not called “believer,” as he is for example in Islam, but yare hashem.   

 

   Thus there is only one way to wisdom: awe. Forfeit your sense of awe, let 
your conceit diminish your ability to revere, and the universe becomes a 
marketplace for you. The loss of awe is the great block to insight. A return 
to reverence is the first prerequisite for a revival of wisdom, for the 
discovery of the world as an allusion to God. Wisdom comes from awe 
rather than from shrewdness. It is evoked not in moments of calculation, 
but in moments of being in rapport with the mystery of reality. The greatest 
insights happen to us in moments of awe.  

 

A moment of awe is a moment of self-consecration. They who sense the   
wonder share in the wonder. They who keep holy the things that are holy 
shall themselves become holy. [A.J. Heschel, God in Search of Man; Farrar, 
Straus & Cudahy, 1955, pp.76-78] 
 

2. The course in which human life moves is, like the orbit of heavenly bodies, 
an ellipse not a circle. We are attracted to two centers: to the focus on our 
self and to the focus on God. Driven by two forces, we have both the 
impulse to acquire, to enjoy, to possess, and the urge to respond, to yield, 

-ִיְשָרֵאל ִמַּיד ִמְצָרִים ַוַּיְרא ִיְשָרֵאל ֶאת-ַוּיֹוַשע ְיהָוה ַבּיֹום ַההּוא ֶאת ל
ַהָּיד ַהְגֹדָלה ֲאֶשר ָעָשה -ַוַּיְרא ִיְשָרֵאל ֶאת לא  .ְשַפת ַהָּים-ִמְצַרִים ֵמת ַעל

 .ְיהָוה ַוַּיֲאִמינּו ַביהָוה ּוְבֹמֶשה ַעְבּדוֹ -ְיהָוה ְבִמְצַרִים ַוִּייְראּו ָהָעם ֶאת
 

Thus the Lord delivered Israel that day from the Egyptians. Israel saw 
the Egyptians dead on the shore of the sea. And when Israel saw the 
wondrous power which the Lord had wielded against the Egyptians, 
the people feared (yirah) the Lord; they had faith in the Lord and His 
servant Moses. [Exodus 14:30-31] 



to give. It seems as though we have arrived at a period of a divine eclipse in 
human history. We sail the seas, we count the stars, we split the atom, but 
we never ask: Is there nothing but a dead universe and our reckless 
curiosity? 

 

 Horrified by the discovery of man’s power to bring about the annihilation 
of organic life on this planet, we are today beginning to comprehend that 
the sense of the sacred is as vital to us as the light of the sun; that the 
enjoyment of beauty, possessions and safety in civilized society depends 
upon man’s sense for the sacredness of life, upon his reverence for this 
spark of light in the darkness of selfishness; that once we permit this spark 
to be quenched, the darkness falls upon us like thunder. We are impressed 
by the towering buildings of New York City. Yet not the rock of Manhattan 
nor the steel of Pittsburgh, but the law that came from Sinai is their 
ultimate foundation. The true foundation upon which our cities stand is a 
handful of spiritual ideas. All of our life hangs by a thread – the faithfulness 
of man to the concern of God.  
 

What is the hope of man with his faithfulness being so feeble, vague, 
unstable and confused? The world that we have long held in trust has 
exploded in our hands, and a stem of guilt and misery has been unloosed 
which leave no man’s integrity unmaimed. But man has become callous to 
catastrophes. What is our hope with our callousness standing like a wall 
between our conscience and God? [A.J. Heschel, Man is Not Alone; JPS 
1951, pp. 146-147] 

Think About It: 
 

 A sign in my study says, “Thankfulness becomes awe when it stops being 

about me.” How do you define “awe?” Are we so jaded by life that we 

don’t feel awe anymore or do we just not talk about the feeling in polite 

company? 
 

 What is faith? How does awe lead to faith? Can you say that you have 

faith? How does having faith change anything in your life?  
 

 How can we lose faith? Is it possible to regain faith once it is lost? Why do 

spiritual ideas depend on faith? Albert Einstein said, “Science without 

religion is lame, religion without science is blind.” Does he agree with 

Heschel? 




