
Abraham Joshua Heschel And The Sources Of
Wonder by Kenneth Michael Tanenbaum:
Exploring the Profound Connection Between
Spirituality and Awe
Abraham Joshua Heschel, a renowned Jewish theologian, philosopher, and civil
rights activist, once said, "Our goal should be to live life in radical amazement."
These words encapsulate Heschel's lifelong exploration of the profound
connection between spirituality and wonder. In his seminal work, "The Sources of
Wonder," Kenneth Michael Tanenbaum delves into Heschel's philosophy,
revealing the transformative power of awe and its role in shaping our spiritual
consciousness.

The Life and Philosophy of Abraham Joshua Heschel

Born in Warsaw, Poland, in 1907, Abraham Joshua Heschel grew up in a devout
Jewish family enriched with the traditions and teachings of their faith.
Encountering the wonders of religious rituals and texts from a young age,
Heschel developed an unwavering belief in the infinite potential for spiritual
transcendence.

As a young man, Heschel studied philosophy and theology at the University of
Berlin, where he delved deep into the works of influential thinkers such as Martin
Heidegger and Friedrich Schleiermacher. However, it was Heschel's exposure to
Rabbi Hillel Zeitlin's mystical teachings that truly shaped his own philosophical
framework.
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After completing his studies, Heschel returned to Warsaw and assumed a
teaching position at the Institute of Jewish Studies. Witnessing the rise of fascism
and anti-Semitism in Europe, Heschel recognized the critical need for social
activism and used his position to support oppressed Jewish communities.

In 1940, as the horrors of World War II escalated, Heschel secured an escape to
the United States, where he continued teaching and contributing significantly to
American Jewish theology. Heschel's works, which brilliantly intertwined
philosophy, ethics, and spirituality, earned him international recognition and
established him as a leading authority on Jewish philosophy.

The Sources of Wonder: A Profound Exploration

Published in 2008, "The Sources of Wonder" by Kenneth Michael Tanenbaum
provides readers with an in-depth analysis of Heschel's philosophy of wonder.
Tanenbaum, a respected scholar of religious studies, uncovers the central role of
wonder and awe in Heschel's theological framework, shedding light on the
transformative potential of these profound experiences.
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The book delves into the various sources of wonder according to Heschel,
emphasizing that wonder is not limited to religious or mystical encounters alone.
Instead, Heschel believed that wonder could be found in the everyday moments
of life, embracing the beauty of nature, art, music, and the miracles that surround
us.

Tanenbaum meticulously explores Heschel's understanding of wonder as an
emotional and intellectual response, highlighting its significance in stimulating
personal growth and connection to something greater than ourselves. Through
wonder, Heschel argued, we can cultivate a deep sense of appreciation,
empathy, and humility, fostering a spiritual consciousness that transcends
religious boundaries.

The Transformative Power of Wonder

Heschel firmly believed that the modern world suffered from a lack of wonder, as
its rapid pace and materialistic focus left little room for contemplation and awe. In
a world dominated by instant gratification and superficial experiences, Heschel's
philosophy reminds us of the transformative power of slowing down and
embracing the wonders that surround us.

Through wonder, we can reconnect with our spirituality and experience a
profound sense of joy and fulfillment. It encourages us to examine our existence
and reflect on the mysteries of life, inspiring a deep appreciation for the
interconnectedness of all beings.

Heschel's teachings also emphasize the importance of wonder in fostering
empathy and compassion towards others. In marveling at the wonders of the
world, we develop a sense of collective responsibility, recognizing the need to
protect and preserve our planet and care for one another.



Applying Heschel's Philosophy in Everyday Life

While Heschel's philosophy may seem lofty and ethereal, it is essential to apply
his teachings in our daily lives. Embracing wonder does not require grand
gestures or extravagant experiences. Instead, it starts with cultivating a mindful
attitude and opening ourselves up to the marvels that exist within our immediate
surroundings.

Spend time in nature, allowing yourself to be captivated by the beauty of the
natural world. Listen intently to music, appreciating the emotions it stirs within
you. Engage in meaningful conversations, seeking new perspectives and ideas
that challenge your beliefs. Engaging in acts of kindness and compassion can
also help cultivate a sense of wonder, as we witness the profound impact our
actions can have on others.

By integrating wonder into our lives, we can foster a more vibrant spiritual
existence, one that extends beyond religious affiliations and connects us to the
shared human experience.

Abraham Joshua Heschel's philosophy of wonder and awe encourages us to
embrace life with radical amazement. Through wonder, we can reignite our
spiritual consciousness and tap into the transformative power of awe to shape our
understanding of the world.

Kenneth Michael Tanenbaum's book, "The Sources of Wonder," provides a
comprehensive exploration of Heschel's profound teachings. By studying
Tanenbaum's analysis, we gain valuable insights into the importance of wonder
as a vehicle for personal growth, empathy, and spiritual connection.

Let us celebrate the wonders that surround us and embark on a journey of radical
amazement, for it is through wonder that we find the deepest meaning in our



lives.
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Abraham Joshua Heschel (1907–1972) was one of the twentieth century’s most
influential Jewish thinkers, a respected theologian and enthusiastic civil rights
activist who marched to Selma with Martin Luther King, Jr. His theology
emphasized the immediacy of wonder and awe, yet his writing was studded with
signs of his vast knowledge of traditional scholarship. No other Jewish thinker of
note in the twentieth century used such a wide range of texts so extensively. 

Abraham Joshua Heschel and the Sources of Wonder is the first book to
demonstrate how Heschel’s political, intellectual, and spiritual commitments were
embedded in his reading of Jewish tradition. By shedding new light on how
Heschel’s theological project reconciled the demands of tradition and the modern
world, Michael Marmur offers an inspirational lesson in how contemporary Jewish
thought can embrace both the texts of the past and the challenges of the present.
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