Rabbi Arthur Waskow, Director of The Shalom Center, 
Wrote This about Seeing God in Every Person
God, of course, is invisible. Or maybe not? 

The Torah teaches us that God, the Breath of Life Whose YHWH-name can only be pronounced by simply breathing,  is not only audible in the rustle of the leaves in every wind amongst the forests, but also visib1e IN the trees themse1ves and then -- of course -- in human beings. 

"YHWH” made-himself-SEEN ["Vayera" ] to him [Abraham]  in [b'] the oaks of Mamre," . . . and he lifted up his eyes and SAW [va'yar] and here! -- three men were standing upon him, and he SAW [va'yar] and ran . . .[to bring-them-near and then to feed them]." (Gen. 18: 1-2) 

Over the centuries, there has been a lot of debate about what it meant for Abraham to have God appear to him and then turn aside to feed these visitors. God is staring you in the face and you are going to run off and feed some strangers?!   

Did Abraham indeed turn aside from God's presence to greet the guests? Do we learn from this that he was being "unspiritual," or that it is even more important to feed guests than to greet God?  

I read this that the three men WERE the visible, see-able presence of God; that usually we refuse to see this in each other; and that the Breath of Life on this occasion made the Divine Presence IN THESE PEOPLE totally visible, see-able, to Abraham.

Seeing God in hungry human beings -- all right. But in the oaks of Mamre? -- Perhaps these trees were also hungry. Perhaps they had been poisoned by acid rain and too much gasoline. 

Perhaps precisely because Abraham first had the insight to see God in the trees themselves, he was then able to see God in hungry strangers. 

Then Abraham acted to affirm the holiness of what he now saw was utterly holy, by feeding God who of course is never visible except in all that is around us -- that is, is ALWAYS visible if we open our eyes.

How did Abraham affirm their holiness? By burning incense, lighting candles, ringing bells?

No. By cooking the hungry travelers a meal. 

This way-of-seeing would change both how we act in the world and how we pray. Even now, many of us feel that in order to pray, to stand in God's presence, to see God, we have to turn away from each other. 

Or -- some of us may lift our eyes to the treetops, the hilltops, the mountains -- and stop there. 

But if we SAW as Abraham saw, if we saw so deep into the God of forest that we could see deep into God of suffering Human, if we never thought we were taking our eyes AWAY from God when we looked with care at human beings or at a forest or the rest of God's creation, if we looked at the face of each hungry stranger and said "O my GOD!" we would be living in the "radical amazement" that Abraham Joshua Heschel said God calls us toward, and we would stop separating the mundane from the holy. 

And conversely, if we thought that indeed the ONLY way to see God is to see fully the faces of each other, then prayer itself would be different. 

This is a way-of-seeing that can be learned. For example, in some of our communities, we pause at the Bar'chu -- the Call to communal prayer -- and look into each other's faces, one by one (whch we can do because we deliberately choose to stand and pray in circles rather than in rows), and the prayer leader reminds us,

"Look from face to face around the circle; pause at each face and say within yourself, "This is the FACE OF GOD. And THIS is the face of God. And this. And this. And this...  

"And now, open your eyes beyond this room. To the hungry who are yearning, needing, to become our guests. Who need us to feed them.  See their faces -- in Bombay, Accra, Baghdad, Ramallah, Beersheva, Caracas, Philadelphia.

"And open your eyes still wider.  See the trees, the leaves of grass. The green faces of God." 

When you have done this enough times, you begin to believe it. It then becomes harder -- not impossible, but harder -- to forget that the faces we encounter every moment ARE GOD'S FACES. And to act accordingly. 

BOTH prayer and action are transformed if we open our eyes in this way.

If we do see God in every tree and every guest, we are far more likely to shape the YHWH-wind into a nurturing breeze, and to sustain our balance in a hurricane of change. 

Shalom,

Rabbi Arthur Waskow

Director, The Shalom Center

