Engaging God

A brief discussion of religion using the I-It / I-Thou Paradigm

Over the lagt few hundred years we have managed to move our society further and further away
from God.! In Fact, just using the unified title of God and capitdizing it we then turn around and point out
how superior we are to those Pagan cultures that went before us. Deus, JeozGott and God? are dl now
sngular terms by which we atempt to define the Almighty and separate it from those who have gone
before us. Then we get redlly philosophical and say that this God is dead and free ourselves from any
form of Divine Tyranny we might perceive as exigting in the universe. Praising ourselves for being so smart
that we don't even need this unified concept of Deity hanging over our heads we wonder why we il fedl
unfulfilled in our day to day lives Using Buber’s|-It / I-Y ou paradigm let us examine how this has
happened and see if we can come to any conclusions as to how it might be overcome.

We should begin by an examination of Martain (Mordechai) Buber’s paradigm® as outlined in the
book 7 and Thou. Although difficult to explain (he had initidly intended it to be 5 volumes according to
the forward by Walter Kaufmann (“The Plan Buber Abandoned”, pg 49)) this concept defines two
different ways by which we interact with the universe. Thefirg, the I-It rdlationship, is the most common
whereby we experience objects. Everything that we examine, act upon, etc... is an I-It relationship.
Anything we actudly engage in such away asto create areciprocd raionship withitisan I-You
relationship.

An excdlent exampleisthe reading of anovel. While one is aware of reading words printed on a
page, you are engaged in an |-1t relationship with the story. When al of the words and pages fade away
and dl that exigts are the images that the author has created and the action taking place in your mind then
you have broken through to an 1-Y ou relaionship with the story. All externa time ceasesto exist and only
the gtory playing out in your mind exigs. It is even possible to, in this Sate, be unaware of anything going
on around you, even someone trying to get your attention. The second state cannot be forced, and once it
is conscioudy noticed it islost. But during that time you have entered the 1-Y ou space.

This I-Y ou engagement is most common with other people where areciprocd rdationship is st
up, like two people in a degp conversation where al time and space disappears, or the hypnotic staring
into the eyes of two people who don’t even need to talk and yet are communicating, engaging each other,
on some leve.“ 1t can be done with people, animals, plants, ideas, books, art, dmost anything that can
give something back, even if the reciprocity from the other sdeis only ingpiration.

Outsde of the intense I-Y ou relationship, the world is made of things. Even other people are
amply objects with which one has an I-It relationship. Y ou can interact with objects, you can
communicate with them in various ways, act upon them, avoid them, etc... Only occasiondly can one
enter into the I-Y ou relationship and see the Person or the Genius behind the Object, to actudly
encounter and engage the Other. Y ou can have an experience of things, weight, colour, texture, taste,

1 NOTE: Throughout the paper God is atitle or areference to anindividual deity whereas G-d refersto the ultimate
divinity, the Limitless Light, the One.

2 Latin, Greek, German and English respectively.

3 Or at least how thiswriter understands the paradigm at thistime.

4 Buber describes the latter example as having occurred with an average house-cat (pg. 145-146).



colours, etc... but these are all 1-1t based, object based, experiences. Even the I-Y ou relationship cannot
carry well in memory because we tend to remember the face, the clothes, the shapes, colours, smells,
etc... dl objects. It isamost as though, aslong as we are aware of Time we are not aware of the Soul or
Spirit of the Other.

This becomes a serious issue when one wishes to engage the Divine. Modern society has
managed to lock away their God in houses of stone and place acomplex hierarchy of religious men
between the people and their object of worship. In fact the very title “God” tends to objectify the Divine.
But why should the title diminish the holder of the title?

Let ustake, for example, agreat King. If everyone around him treats him as a great King, from
his counsdllorsto his gaff to his playmates, how long can he remain human. For everyone around him he
is TheKing, heis never Henry or Louis or Jm. Such a person would certainly begin to withdraw from the
world, untouched on a psychic / persona level. For those around him the Symbol of the King is more
powerful in their minds than the Spirit of aMan. When one replaces the Divine with the title of God it
becomes impossible to see beyond the title, beyond the definitions we have placed upon Him. One sees
the Crown, not the Person that it rests upon.®

If God isdways an It and never a'Y ou, aways an object and never a subject, how can we find
sdvation within or without? We define God, we write (and read) paper upon paper trying to reduce God
to the nature of an insect. We stedl the wonder from the world and gpply scientific objectivity to
everything, and yet it is, in part, that wonder which opens us up to the possibility of an I-Y ou rdationship
with nature. If we St in the forest and count the trees and fill our minds with ecology and photosynthes's,
we will never engage the forest, we will never encounter it, only experience it and remember the IT.

The ancient Pagan lived their lives amongdt their Gods. A severe storm wasn't just meteorology
but Thor, God of Thunder out on abender or Zeus trying to punish someone for some dight red or
imagined. Vahdlaand Asgard were just the other Side of the rainbow and Odin walked the earth testing
his children’s hospitdity. The openness of wonder, of belief that the Gods could be engaged made the
individua OPEN to the possibility of encountering God. After al, if God truly is omniscient, omnipresent
and omnipotent than how can insects like oursaves dictate how He will appear to us or in what way we
will experience, encounter and engage the divine™

The Orthodox and Hadidic Jews both consider God a person more than athing. In fact, they

even change the title writing it as G-d to ditinguish between the title and the persondity. They usethe
many names and titles including the persond name T which is often referred to as HaShem or “The

Name’. HaShem is used as a proper name in conversation though since they believe that spesking the
name aloud would release too much power (of course nobody remembers the true pronunciation of the
name any longer since the Torah was written long before Hebrew adopted written vowels). The
Synagogue for them is the modern manifestation of the Tent of Meeting mentioned in Exodus 29. People

5 Crownisanintentional symbol asthe highest Sephiroth on the Qabalistic Tree of Lifeis Kether, the Crown. God, at
thispoint, is still but an avatar, we have to look beyond the veil to know Histrue nature.

6 If one understands the nature of the Avatar this becomes a much easier concept to work with. After all, it ispossible
that all of these myriad Gods and Goddesses are just avatars through which the Ultimate Divinity has manifested in
order to engage His children and to live amongst them. In our modern scientific world, would we even notice afully
manifest, physical Avatar? Most likely if it exhibited any powerswe'd dissect it like anew bug.




come together, some talk to each other, some pray, some discuss the weekly Parshot (Torah Portion)
and some follow the Rabbi’ sritualized series of prayers and there are people waking in and out dl of the
time’ It isaplacein their lives for community and a place where there is room for G-d, and some come
just to talk to Him.

Both are so foreign to the Christian society and their methods of dedling with their God. They
place him in a Church and cdl this the ‘House of God', asif that’ s the only place he can be found. They
then separate God from the congregation and require the mediation of a Priest in order to spesk with
God, how unlike the Jewish Rabbi, who is ateacher and an expert on G-d, dwayswilling to help the
individua find ther OWN way. The Jews continue to argue and examine dl agpects of their faith. They
engage thar fath. Chrigians, like Karl Barth, point out that everything has been said, everything that's
important is done dready. One cannot engage something of that nature because there is nothing new,
nothing to add to the existent body of knowledge. God is omniscient, omnipresent and omnipotent, we
cannot reach Him, we cannot touch Him, we cannot engage Him, only hope that our feeble prayers reach
Him in some way. Thetitle has replaced the individud.

The both the Kabbaist and the Qabalist® take a more complex gpproach to the nature of Deity.
All of the various names of G-d exigt within the created universe. It is through these, and the Archangdls,
that one can encounter G-d in one of His many forms/persondities. And yet it is clearly understood that
thetrue ‘mind’ or ‘spirit’ of God exists behind the “Veils of Negative Existence’ the firgt, and closest, vell
being cdled 778 (AIN)® or No-Thing. Since we cannot reduce the true nature of G-d to mere

‘thinghood’, we draw a line beyond which, we acknowledge, that we can never understand or
comprehend while still human. By creating this line of demarcation we accept that G-d is both
unreachable and unattainable but aso that we can engage Him directly through the use of the persondities
and names which have been created within our realm of existence. Both accessible and inaccessible, both
here amongst us and beyond our very understanding the ultimate Divine Consciousness of the Universe
exigtsin near paradox.

Although our dominant society in the West has turned their God into an object, an It wrapped in
definitions and attributes, they cannot stop the true seeker from finding the paths. Although Barthtdlsus
that there is no way humanity can make their way to God and that only God can make a path to
Humanity he failsto recognize that G-d has, in fact, forged severd roads by which we may travel. We did
not create these roads, Barthis correct in that part of his theology, but one does not need to know
anything about road building to walk upon them. We need to stop thinking of God and start focusing on
G-d.

Our Chrigtocentric society is not entirely doomed though, for there are places within the Chrigtian
lexicon that could lead the seeker to building this type of persond relationship with G-d and not the
fearful, groveling relationship to God dictated by Holy Mother Church. | am, of course, spesking of the

7 Author’ s note: Coming from a Roman Catholic and High Anglican background with their highly ritualized formsthe
seeming chaos of the Synagogue was quite a surprise and took some getting used to when | studied with them. A

great example of the personal nature of G-dintheir cultureiswhat | wastold by one friend in the congregation: “1 come
to talk to Morty, Morty comesto talk to God”

8 The Hasidic will tend to spell H‘D:P as Kabbal ah and the Hermeticist will spell it as Qabalah.

9 Pron. Eye-In



mystica sde of Chrigtianity which has been purposefully suppressed by said organization. In Gnostic
terms, one must tear down the Demi-urge, the false God, and rediscover the true G-d that dtill exists
behind him. Remove theidol and see the spirit, nay, engage the spirit. Find Him in dl things, not just in
buildings of stone.

“l amn dl: from me dl cameforth, and to me dl attained. Split a piece of wood; | am there. Lift up
the sone, and you will find methere" (Gospel of St. Thomas, 1:77) Here we are certainly discussing a
Y ou, a person that can be found, that can be engaged. In fact, if we alow ourselves to accept this
teaching then we redise that every I-Y ou encounter iswith G-d. If He is within everything, surrounding
everything, like The Forcein Star Wars than we can engage Him dl of the time. If we acknowledge this
engagement, this contact, whenever we encounter anything, and recognize it as an encounter with G-d we
shdl rapidly find that space within usfilled. No longer are we looking at the trees, but experiencing the
Forest — no longer are we looking a the Sgns and symboals (they are but tools) but encountering the
Divine

No maiter what tradition we come from, we dl need the Divine in our lives. The artificid forms
we have inherited from the past are not sufficient to give us fulfillment, not enough to give us the wonder
and joy in existence that is our right as children of G-d. Society will not changein ayear, or adecade, but
over time only as individuas find the old paths and set their feet upon them. Perhaps Neitzsche only hed it
haf right in his famous declaration on the death of God — we must kill God to discover G-d, tear down
the artifice, split the wood and lift the stone and encounter G-d each aone.
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