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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 3: 5 - TZADIKV'RA LO

THEODICY AND THE PROBLEM OF EVIL - PART 4
OU ISRAEL/BEIT KENESSET HANASI - FALL 2024

* We saw in Part 1 that there is more than one legitimate Jewish response to the Problem of Evil/Suffering and we examined the
approach of Skeptical Theism - that it is simply impossible to understand God'’s thoughts or plan for the world.

* In Part 2 we looked at different versions of Punishment Theodicies which ‘explain’ or even ‘justify’ the suffering, especially in light of
the reward due in the World To Come. We also began to explore the difficult concept of Yissurin Shel Ahava - Afflictions of Love.

* In Part 3 we examined Free Will Theodicy and whether suffering at the hands of evildoers is also attributable to God. We also looked
briefly at ‘Soul-Making’ Theodicies - the concept that struggle and sometimes suffering is necessary to actualize people’s potential and
build them (or others who know them) spiritually, psychologically and personally.

* In this final shiur we will look briefly! at the question of Hashgacha Pratit and whether what happens to us should really be
interpreted as some kind of direct message or intervention from God. We will then end the series by looking at ‘Anti-theodicies’ - a
position that any justification of or attempt to explain God’s role in causing suffering is in fact an inappropriate stance. Rather, the
only relevant question is how to react to the suffering - forward-focused rather than backward.

A] HASHGACHA PRATIT

* Many people understand that their suffering or struggle is in some way a direct communication from God, assuming that every event
in this world, down to the most minor and apparently inconsequential, is the object of God’s direct Providence - Hashgacha Pratit.

* Indeed, this is the the position of many of the commentators over the last 300 years, especially in Chassidic thought. However, we
will see that this approach was opposed by many of the Rishonim and, even among contemporary thinkers, turns out to be far more
complex than many people imagine.?

1. How God rules the universe and provides for it is a complete mystery: man is unable to solve it. For, on the one hand, it can be
proved that God is separate from the universe, and in no contact whatever with it; but, on the other hand, His rule and
providence can be proved to exist in all parts of the universe, even in the smallest. Praised be He whose perfection is above
our comprehension.

Moreh Nevuchim 1:72
The starting point in this conversation is that NOBODY has direct and specific understanding of how God runs the
universe. We can learn general concepts and principles from Torah and revelation - through the prophecy of Tanach
and the ruach hakodesh of Chazal, and we may be able to deduce other ideas of Providence from our own reason and
understanding. But we will never be able to attribute any specific event to a specific Divine intention.

PPN IPIIT AP s non) IINIY PYYNT YA - POY PRI PNDOVW DTN NN DN XTON 17 NN NI DN 2.
TTY AN

k) =ak}
Nevertheless, when suffering and challenge come to us, Chazal inform us that our response must be to introspect,
examine our lives, and seek out opportunities for improvement.

1. This shiur will not attempt a comprehensive analysis of Divine Providence - that requires an entire series, which we will be’H get to. For the present purposes, the focus will be on
issues that impact on our discussion of Tzadik V'Ra Lo.
2. By farthe best book in English on this topic is 7he Paths of Providence by Chaim Gross. Unfortunately, this is now out of print and difficult to obtain.
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Chazal also conclude that it may indeed have been easier (not necessarily ‘better) not to have been born at all. But now
that we are here, our focus should be on self-improvement.

A1] HASHGACHA PRATIT - A VIEW FROM TEHILLIM
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Tehillim emphasizes that God’s Providence extends over all people of the world but not in equal measure. Those who
are ‘close to God’ - described here as those ‘tzadikim’ who seek Him, fear Him, serve Him - receive more protection.

A2] HASHGACHA PRATIT - PERSPECTIVES IN CHAZAL

* There are MANY sources in Chazal which appear to indicate that our lives are micromanaged by Hashgacha Pratit.
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Every time a person stubs their toe this was ‘decreed from above’.
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Chazal instruct us to view even the most trivial annoyances as ‘yesurin’ - rebuke from above.’

% PV SNV TSN T 70 SN2 TIAY) (0 oaa) IDNIY DNV DIRDND N - DNV 3P DN RPN 2T NN 7.
JINDI DN

29 M2
Famously, R. Chanina states that EVERYTHING is in the hands of Heaven other than our firee choices.”
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This Midrash could indicate that even inanimate objects - every blade of grass - has a direct counterpart in the spiritual
world which determines its growth.”

3. Butan important question on this and other similar sources will be whether Chazal are indeed saying that these things are controlled directly by God, or simply that we should see
them as a constructive message and not simply become irritated by them.

4. But, again, is this a unanimous position or only that of R. Chanina? And what is the ambit of ‘Yirat Shamayim’? We saw in the previous shiur that the Rambam’s position on this is
that any consequence of human choice is NOT in the direct hands of God and the expression ‘everything’ at the beginning of this statement refers only to entirely natural events.
Also, a parallel source in Ketubot 30a - Do D80 YN DY Y122 5N - states that the consequences of ours own negligent actions are also not in the hands of Heaven.

5. Butis this what the source actually says? First, it invokes the concept of mazal, which may not be the same as Hashgacha Pratit but could be part of a much more general system.
Also, ‘kol esev ve'eser’could mean each species of grass, indicating not Hashgacha Pratit on every atom, but a general Hashgacha Klalit expressed through the rules of nature.
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R. Akiva taught that a person should always see everything that happens to them as coming from God and for the good.’
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On the other hand, Chazal emphasize that many of the things that happen to a person are due to ‘mazal’, which appears
to be unrelated to their actions and merits’.
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Tosafot explain that when Chazal say that some things depend upon merit (such as parnassa), they really mean mazal!

A3] HASHGACHA PRATIT - THE RAMBAM

12. THERE are five different theories concerning Divine Providence .........

FirstTheory- thatthere is NO Divine Providence

There is no Providence at all for anything in the Universe. All parts of the Universe, the heavens and what they contain, owe
their origin to accident and chance. There exists no being that rules and governs them or provides for them. This is the theory
of Epicurus who assumes also that the Universe consists of atoms, that these have combined by chance, and have received
their various forms by mere accident. There have been atheists among the Israelites who have expressed the same view; it is
reported of them: ‘They have denied the Lord, and said He is not' (Jer 5:12). Aristotle has proved the absurdity of the theory -
that the whole Universe could have originated by chance. He has shown that, on the contrary, there is a being that rules and
governs the Universe. ........

SecondTheoryofDivine Providence

Whilst one part of the Universe owes its existence to Providence, and is under the control of a ruler and governor, another part
is abandoned and left to chance. This is the view of Aristotle about Providence, and I will now explain to you his theory. He
holds that God controls the spheres and what they contain. .........

From the existence of the spheres other beings derive existence, which are constant in their species but not in their
individuals: in the same manner it is said that Providence sends forth [from the spheres to the earth] sufficient influence to
secure the immortality and constancy of the species, without securing at the same time permanence for the individual beings
of the species. ..............

All other movements, however, which are made by the individual members of each species are due to accident; they are not,
according to Aristotle, the result of rule and management; e.g., when a storm or gale blows, it causes undoubtedly some
leaves of a tree to drop, breaks off some branches of another tree, tears away a stone from a heap of stones, raises dust over
herbs and spoils them, and stirs up the sea so that a ship goes down with the whole or part of her contents. Aristotle sees no
difference between the falling of a leaf or a stone and the death of the good and noble people in the ship; nor does he
distinguish between the destruction of a multitude of ants caused by an ox depositing on them his excrement and the death of
worshippers killed by the fall of the house when its foundations give way; nor does he discriminate between the case of a cat
killing a mouse that happens to come in her way, or that of a spider catching a fly, and that of a hungry lion meeting a prophet
and tearing him.

6. Again, this source could easily be read as refering to our attitude to the vicissitudes of life, and not as a direct statement concerning Hashgacha Pratit.

7. For more on mazal see https://rabbimanning.com/superstition/. This Gemara proved to be controversial for some Rishonim who either choose to ignore it entirely, or, like the
Meiri (Moed Katan 28a, s.v. le-olam), reject Rava’s statement. The Meiri asserts that such a position is religiously untenable and must be a minority opinion that is rejected by
mainstream Judaism. The Ran (Chiddushei Ha-Ran, Moed Katan 28a, s.v. amar Rava) also concludes by rejecting this gemara. Although he give some credence to Rava’s statement,
the Ran claims that the conclusion of the Gemara in Shabbat 156 - that astrological fate does not control the destiny of a Jew - overrules Rava’s conclusion. For more on this see
R. Asaf Bednarsh at https://etzion.org.il/en/philosophy/issues-jewish-thought/issues-mussar-and-faith/theodicy-2
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In short, the opinion of Aristotle is this: Everything is the result of management which is constant, which does not come to an
end and does not change any of its properties, as e.g., the heavenly beings, and everything which continues according to a
certain rule, and deviates from it only rarely and exceptionally, as is the case in objects of Nature. All these are the result of
management, i.e., in a close relation to Divine Providence. But that which is not constant, and does not follow a certain rule,
as e.g., incidents in the existence of the individual beings in each species of plants or animals, whether rational or irrational,
is due to chance and not to management; it is in no relation to Divine Providence. Aristotle holds that it is even impossible to
ascribe to Providence the management of these things.

This view is closely connected with his theory of the Eternity, of the Universe, and with his opinion that everything different
from the existing order of things in Nature is impossible. It is the belief of those who turned away from our Law, and said: "God
has forsaken the earth " (Ezek. 9:9)

ThirdTheoryof Divine Providence

This theory is the reverse of the second. According to this theory, there is nothing in the whole Universe, neither a class nor an
individual being, that is due to chance; everything is the result of will, intention, and rule. It is a matter of course that he who
rules must know [that which is under his control].

The Islamic Ashariyah8 adhere to this theory, notwithstanding evident absurdities implied in it ... they hold at the same time
that the wind did not blow by chance; it is God that caused it to move; it is not therefore the wind that caused the leaves to fall;
each leaf falls according to the Divine decree; it is God who caused it to fall at a certain time and in a certain place; it could
not have fallen before or after that time or in another place, as this has previously been decreed. .....

FifthTheoryofDivine Providence

This is our theory, or that of our Law. I will show you [first] the view expressed on this subject in our prophetical books, and
generally accepted by our Sages. | will then give the opinion of some later authors among us, and lastly, | will explain my own
belief.> The theory of man's perfectly free will is one of the fundamental principles of the Law of our Teacher Moses, and of
those who follow the Law. According to this principle man does what is in his power to do, by his nature, his choice, and his
will; and his action is not due to any faculty created for the purpose. ....

Another fundamental principle taught by the Law of Moses is this: Wrong cannot be ascribed to God in any way whatever; all
evils and afflictions as well as all kinds of happiness of man, whether they concern one individual person or a community, are
distributed according to justice; they are the result of strict judgment that admits no wrong whatever. Even when a person
suffers pain in consequence of a thorn having entered into his hand, although it is at once drawn out, it is a punishment that
has been inflicted on him [for sin], and the least pleasure he enjoys is a reward [for some good action]; all this is meted out by
strict justice; as is said in Scripture, "all his ways are judgment” (Deut. 32:4); we are only ignorant of the working of that
judgment. .... We, however, believe that all these human affairs are managed with justice; far be it from God to do wrong, to
punish any one unless the punishment is necessary and merited.

My opinion on this principle of Divine Providence | will now explain to you. .......... The principle which | accept is far less open
to objections, and is more reasonable than the opinions mentioned before. It is this: In the lower or sublunary portion of the
Universe Divine Providence does not extend to the individual members of species except in the case of mankind. It is only in
this species that the incidents in the existence of the individual beings, their good and evil fortunes, are the result of justice, in
accordance with the words, "For all His ways are judgment. "

But | agree with Aristotle as regards all other living beings, and a fortiori as regards plants and all the rest of earthly creatures.
For I do_not believe that it is through the interference of Divine Providence that a certain leaf drops [from a tree], nor do | hold
that when a certain spider catches a certain fly, that this is the direct result of a special decree and will of God in that moment;

8. The Islamic Asharites maintain that the divine will rules everything - this is equivalent to individual providence extended to include all beings, animate and inanimate. The Ash'ariya
were a Islamic philosophical sect who argued that there is no such thing as natural law; every movement in the world occurs through the direct will of God. "Natural laws" reflect the
way that God generally runs the world. This position may have parallels in Jewish philosophy; compare, for instance, the position of the Rav Dessler that nature is a mirage. See also
the Chazon Ish (Igrot 1:35): 7921 HMMN 5Y MNNN DY PHRNN INPH YT MR MDONN ,"¥a0" PP NNV N . However, Asharites went further in claiming that God has
absolute control over the world, negating free will. This leads to yet another problem - if there is no free will, why do people suffer (and they could not answer ‘by chance’)? They were
forced to maintain that God is not subject to the laws of morality and can do good or evil as He pleases. This is against the Torah’s position (see Devarim 32:4).

9. Rambam does not simply present the Torah’s view in a straight forward manner — rather, he presents different positions to explain the Torah, culminating with his own. He rejects
certain aspects, like yisurin shel ahava, although these were accepted by some opinions in the Talmud and Geonim.
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Understand thoroughly my theory, that | do not ascribe to God ignorance of anything or any kind of weakness; | hold that
Divine Providence is related and closely connected with the intellect, because Providence can only proceed from an intelligent
being, from a being that is itself the most perfect Intellect. Those creatures, therefore, which receive part of that intellectual
influence will become subject to the action of Providence in the same proportion as they are acted upon by the Intellect.

This theory is in accordance with reason and with the teaching of Scripture, whilst the other theories previously mentioned
either exaggerate Divine Providence or detract from it. In the former case they lead to confusion and entire nonsense, and
cause us to deny reason and to contradict that which is perceived with the senses. The latter case, viz., the theory that Divine
Providence does not extend to man, and that there is no difference between man and other animals, implies very bad notions
about God; it disturbs all social order, removes and destroys all the moral and intellectual virtues of man.

Maimonides Moreh Nevuchim 3:17

13. HAVING shown in the preceding chapter that of all living beings mankind alone is directly under the control of Divine
Providence, | will now add the following remarks. .... Hence it follows, in accordance with what | have mentioned in the
preceding chapter, that the greater the share is which a person has obtained of this Divine influence, on account of both his
physical predisposition and his training, the greater must also be the effect of Divine Providence upon him, for the action of
Divine Providence is proportional to the endowment of intellect, as has been mentioned above. The relation of Divine
Providence is therefore not the same to all men; the greater the human perfection a person has attained, the greater the
benefit he derives from Divine Providence. This benefit is very great in the case of prophets, and varies according to the degree
of their prophetic faculty: as it varies in the case of pious and good men according to their piety and uprightness. For it is the
intensity of the Divine intellectual influence that has inspired the prophets, guided the good in their actions, and perfected the
wisdom of the pious.10

In the same proportion as ignorant and disobedient persons are deficient in that Divine influence, their condition is inferior,
and their rank equal to that of irrational beings: and they are "like the beasts" (ps.xiix. 21). .... This belief that God provides for
every individual human being in accordance with his merits is one of the fundamental principles on which the Law is founded.

.... Now consider how by this method of reasoning we have arrived at the truth taught by the Prophets, that every person has
his individual share of Divine Providence in proportion to his perfection. For philosophical research leads to this conclusion, if
we assume, as has been mentioned above, that Divine Providence is in each case proportional to the person's intellectual
development. It is wrong to say that Divine Providence extends only to the species, and not to individual beings, as some of
the philosophers teach. For only individual beings have real existence, and individual beings are endowed with Divine
Intellect; Divine Providence acts, therefore, upon these individual beings.

Study this chapter as it ought to be studied; you will find in it all the fundamental principles of the Law; you will see that these
are in conformity with philosophical speculation, and all difficulties will be removed; you will have a clear idea of Divine
Providence. ....

Maimonides Moreh Nevuchim 3:18

14. For it is known from statements made in Scripture that these four i.e. the Patriarchs and Moses, had their minds exclusively
filled with the name of God - that is, with His knowledge and love, and that in the same measure Divine Providence was
attached to them and their descendants. .......

....... We have already stated in the chapters which deal with Divine Providence that Providence watches over every rational
being according to the amount of intellect which that being possesses. Those who are perfect in their perception of God,
whose mind is never separated from Him, always enjoy the influence of Providence. But those who, perfect in their knowledge
of God, sometimes turn their mind away from God, enjoy the presence of Divine Providence only when they meditate on God.
When their thoughts are engaged in other matters, divine Providence departs from them. .........

...... If man frees his thoughts from worldly matters, obtains knowledge of God in the right way, and rejoices in that knowledge,
it is impossible that any kind of evil should befall him while he is with God and God with him. When he does not meditate on
God, when he is separated from God, then God is also separated from him. Then he is exposed to any evil that might befall
him. For it is only that intellectual link with God that secures the presence of Providence and protection from evil accidents.

10. We see here that greater people experience more hashgacha not simply as a supernatural reward for their piety, but that God's Providence and protection is a natural outgrowth of
their perfection. God will protect the tzadik by helping her make good decisions. See also Mishne Torah Hilchot Deot 5:11 which implies that suffering is (at least in part) a
consequence of people making bad decisions and not a Divine punishment for those errors.
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...... It is now clearly established that the cause of our being exposed to chance, and abandoned to destruction like cattle, is
to be found in our separation from God ..... For if we prepare ourselves, and attain the influence of the Divine Intellect,
Providence is joined to us, and we are guarded against all evils.

Moreh Nevuchim 3:51
For the Rambam, the world is run according to hashgacha klalit, which governs the fate of each species. Humans are
governed by BOTH Hashgacha Klalit and Hashgacha Pratit but the latter depends, for each person, on the extent of their
intellectual connection to God.

A4] HASHGACHA PRATIT - OTHER RISHONIM
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The Ramban and Rabbeinu Bachya agree here'' that Hashgacha Pratit is applied in different ways to different people.
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The Seforno takes the same approach as the Rambam. Most people in the world, including most Jewish people, enjoy
Hashgacha Klalit like animals, but not all enjoy significant Hashgacha Pratit.

A5] HASHGACHA PRATIT - LATER ACHARONIM

* From the 18th century'2 many Acharonim departed strongly from this earlier mainstream position in the Rishonim and asserted that
there is absolute Hashgacha Pratit on every atom of creation which is constantly willed into existence by God.

* This became the strongly held position of Chassidut, particularly the Alter Rebbe of Chabad, and also of the Vilna Gaon.
Consequently it has strongly influenced the teaching of this topic in almost all Charedi circles, whether Chassidish or Litvish.13

* According to this much more expansive approach to Hashgacha Pratit, every minute detail in the life of every person (and also in the
animal and natural world) is, IN PRINCIPLE , a result of Divine Providence.

* However, IN PRACTICE, even this expansive approach recognizes that, for most people, the world in which they live is one of Hester
Panim, where God’s involvement is deeply hidden. As such, events appear to be less specifically attuned to those individuals and
seem to be product of chance, or at least a much broader Hashgacha Klalit. For those with significant merit - be it Torah learning,
Bitachon or other closer connection to God, God’s Hashgacha Pratit is more evident.

11. Note that both of these commentators have other positions on Hashgacha which differ significantly from the Rambam’s.

12. See Paths of Providence chap 6 for suggestions as to which historical and religious factors served as catalysts for this change of position. These may include the kabbala of the
Arizal, the Tach veTat massacres, the false messianism of Shabbtai Tzvi, other Jewish reactions to modernity such as Spinoza, the Jewish Enlightenment and the emergence of
Chassidut.

13. See for instance the 2019 book £in Od Milvado - Divine Providence/Hashgacha Pratis by Ephraim Pinczower, who brings hundreds of sources on the topic, all of which either
promote this position or are interpreted to fit within in. See also R. Aryeh Leibowitz's 2009 book - Hasfigacha Pratis - which bring both approaches and attempts to bridge between
them.
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Rav Dessler explains that those who are close to God experience more direct Hashgacha Pratit. Those who are more
distant are impacted by Hashgacha Klalit and, crucially, by the Hashgacha Pratit of other people who are more
connected to God. As such, things may happen to a person through Hashgacha Pratit, not in their own right but insofar
as their lives are instrumental to the needs of greater tzadikim around them

A (crude) representation of how we might be caught up in the ‘hashgacha vortex’ of those greater than us

B] ANTI-THEODICY

* In recent generations, especially after the Holocaust, some thinkers have stress a position of Anti-theodicy - that it is not only
impossible, but also inappropriate to try to understand, let alone explain or justify, the involvement of God in the context of human
suffering.

* Rather, the only morally and theologically responsible reaction to suffering is to seek to bring relief to those in pain and to act to try
to prevent such suffering in the future.

19. It is impossible to overcome the hideousness of evil through philosophico-speculative thought. Therefore, Judaism
determined that man... will seek in vain for the solution to the problem of evil within the framework of speculative thought, for
he will never find it.14

Rabbi Yosef D. Soloveitchik, Kol Dodi Dofek, trans. Lawrence Kaplan as Fate and Destiny: From the Holocaust to the State of
Israel (Hoboken, N.J.: Ktav, 2000), 4

20. The well-known metaphysical problem arises yet again and the sufferer asks: “Why dost Thou show me iniquity and beholdest
mischief?... For the wicked doth best the righteous; therefore, right goes forth perverted” (Habakkuk 1:3-4). However... God
does not address Himself to this question, and man receives no reply concerning it. The question remains obscure and
sealed, outside the domain of logical thought... When the impulse of intellectual curiosity seizes hold of a person, he ought to
do naught but find strength and encouragement in his faith in the Creator, vindicate God’s judgment...

14. Anti-theodicy approaches are often presented together with Skeptical Theisim which asserts that we cannot logically know the mind of God. We examined this in more detail in Part
2.
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If we wish to probe deeply, to question profoundly during a period of nightmarish terrors, then we have to pose the question in
a halakhic form and ask: What is the obligation incumbent upon the sufferer deriving from the suffering itself? What
commanding voice, what normative principle arises out of the afflictions themselves?... Then, and only then, will we rise from
the depths of the Holocaust, possessed of a heightened spiritual stature.

Kol Dodi Dofek, 18-19

21.

Judaism did not approach the problem of evil under the speculative-metaphysical aspect. For such an inquiry would be a
futile undertaking. As long as the human mind is unable to embrace creation in its entirety and to gain an insight into the very
essence and purposiveness of being as such, it would not succeed in its attempt to resolve the dilemma of evil. The latter is
interwoven into the very fabric of reality and cannot be understood outside its total ontological configuration. Job was in error
because he tried to grasp the nature of evil. Therefore, Judaism has recommended that the metaphysical inquiry be replaced
by the halakhic ethical gesture. Man should not ask: Why evil? He should rather raise the question: What am | supposed to do
if confronted with evil; how should | behave vis-a-vis evil?... instead of philosophizing about the nature of evil within the
framework of a theodicy, Judaism wants man to fight it relentlessly and to convert it into a constructive force.

Rabbi Yosef D. Soloveitchik, Community, Covenant and Commitment: Selected Letters and Communications, ed. Nathaniel
Helfgot, 331-332

22.

We have never answered the question of why evil exists. There is no answer. Every philosopher who has tried to write a
theodicy has failed, including Maimonides in his Guide of the Perplexed. But the Jew always asks: How am | supposed to act
in the face of evil, when confronted by evil?

Rabbi Yosef D. Soloveitchik, Abraham’s Journey, 150

23.

The message that arises in the wake of the events of the twentieth century is that we have no business poking our noses into
the "why;" in the context of such questions, what is required of us is absolute humility. We have no business explaining, or
pretending to explain, things that cannot be explained. We must remember Chazal's teaching concerning Bilam, who thought
that he understood God's supreme wisdom. The Gemara derides him: "This person, who claimed to know God's mind - could
he not understand his donkey's mind?" This pretentiousness - moral, philosophical and religious pretentiousness - we
totally reject.

Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein, “After the Tsunami” VBM - https://www.etzion.org.il/en

24.

The religious question is, therefore, not: “Why did this happen?” But “What then shall we do?” .... The religious response is
not to seek to understand, thereby to accept. We are not God. Instead we are the people He has called on us to be His
“partners in the work of creation”. The only adequate religious response is to say: “God, | do not know why this terrifying
disaster has happened, but | do know what You want of us: to help the afflicted, comfort the bereaved, send healing to the
injured, and aid those who have lost their livelihoods and homes.” We cannot understand God, but we can strive to imitate
His love and care.

R. Jonathan Sacks - Why does God allow terrible things to happen to His people?"

15. https://rabbisacks.org/archive/why-does-god-allow-terrible-things-to-happen-to-his-people/. Also, for a very moving video clip on this topic by Rabbi Sacks recorded shortly

before the end of his life see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0rW1znjmPFE&ab_channel=collivedotcom
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