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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN

CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY
SERIES 3: 4 - TZADIK v’RA LO

THEODICY AND THE PROBLEM OF EVIL - PART 3
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 version of Punishment Theodicies which justified 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 this shiur we will look in depth at Free Will Theodicy and whether suffering at the hands of evildoers is also attributable to God.

A] FREE WILL THEODICIES

• We saw in previous shiurim that human free will is a central platform of Jewish thought.

1.t v�g �r Q �r �s	k «un 	m �g ,«uY �v	k v�m �r o �t 	u /«us�h 	C ,UJ 	r �v eh �S �m ,«uh 	v�k 	u v�c«uy Q �r �s	k «un 	m �g ,«uY �v	k v�m �r o �t /v�bU,	b o �s �t k�f	k ,UJ 	r
////  /«us�h 	C ,UJ 	r �v g �J �r ,«uh 	v�k 	u

 d v�z r�c �s 	utUv k«us�D r �E �g r �n#t�B �J v�u 	m �N �v 	u v �r«uT �v sUN �g tUv 	u (uy:k ohrcs) oh �H �j �v , �t o«uH �v Wh�b �p	k h �T �,�b v .t 	r//// /
v erp vcua, ,ufkv o"cnr

• If people make bad choices, is the outcome God’s will?  If A murders B do we say:-

(a) God wanted B to die but  A chose to be the agent to perform this and is therefore guilty; or

(b) God did NOT want B to die but wanted there to be total freedom - THAT is the ratzon Hashem.  Now that A has chosen badly there

will need to be a realignment of all worlds to take account of that and produce a just outcome.

A1] MAJORITY POSITION: HUMAN CHOICES NEVERTHELESS REFLECT GOD’S WILL

• According to this position, there is no Free Will Theodicy.  Even where people commit willful acts of wickedness, although they are

liable for those acts, the suffering caused is ultimately an expression of Divine Providence.

2. gr sg cuyn uvreh rat kf hf uck kt i,hu ostv gsha - vumnv harantuv lurc oav ,tn uhkg tuc,a vchx tuv'
hf uapbc gsh ost uvchtfh ut uvrgmhaf if kg /tuv lurc oav iumr h,kc rcs vhvh tk uhjt aht shn ostv shnu
/ccxnv tuv iuugv hf 'u,gr ,chx ubht tuv hf ubnn ouebk uh,ucajn ,hah tku /lfc uhkg rzd lrc,h oavu unrd uh,ubuug

 oukav uhkg sus rnta unfu(th:zy wc ktuna)  w 7v «u­k9r �n7�t h¬�F k º.K �eh7�u Æ«uk Uj³�B �v /trd ic hgnac tku utyjc ihbgv vk, - lrc,h
tnr vumn lubhjv rpx

The Sefer HaChinuch, explaining the prohibition of taking revenge against those who have wronged us, stresses that the

REAL source of the suffering is God and its cause is our own misdeeds.  The person who wronged us was indeed acting
incorrectly, but they were simply the messenger.

• The Chinuch’s example here is from the account of Shimi ben Geira who cursed David as he fled from Avshalom.  When Avishei ben

Tzeruya offered to kill him as a rebel, David allowed him to curse and saw this as God’s direct rebuke towards him.  Yet Shimi was

certainly liable for this offence and David later instructed Shlomo to exact appropriate punishment from him1.

3.o³�T 	j�k 	J o º�T �t9t7«k v À�T �g 	u (j)//// :o7�fh.b 	p�k oh­�v«k#t h�b¬�j�k 	J vº�h 	j 7�n	k h́ �F v�B·.v h­�,«t o¬�T 	r �f 	n9h7�F o º�fh.bh´.g 	C Ær �jÆ�h9k �t 	u U Àc 	m´�g .T9k �t v´�T �g 	u (v)
o�h 7�r 	m �n . �r¬�t9k�f 	C k­.J«nU «u º,h .C9k�f	k Æi«us �t	kU v À«g 	r �p	k c ¹�t	k h7�b .̧nh �G	h �u oh·�v«k#t �v h­�F v�B º.v Æh �,«t 

j'v:vn ,hatrc

 Yosef tells the brothers that, even though they sold him, it was actually God that sent him down to Egypt! 

1. See Melachim 1:2:8-9.
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4.gr ut cuy ovk vreh rat kfu ovhagn kf gsuhu ost hbc hyrpc jhdan tuv lurc oav ,uhv oga hpk - vumnv haran
 vfrck oburfz urnta ihbgfu /icuhj ut i,ufz hpk u,umncu u,rzdc(:z ihkuj)if ot tkt vynkn ugcmt ;eub ost ihtw 

kg utbcu unkug trc ktv hf /okugc ohduvbv ohrenv in unmg runak ostv lhrm if hp kg ;t /wvkgnkn uhkg ihzhrfn
atr kg vkusd ict kup, ota gcyv chhjh if unfu /vcvkv ihcfn ohnvu ,prua atv vhvha rzdu gcyv hsung ,usuxh
uhptc jphu ost hbc ,upud ibj tuv lurc tuvu /,unha .rtk vucdv ddv atrn ostv kuph ot ut ujun ,t .mr,a aht
oc ukgphu oudvbh vnvu ',usuxhv kdkd lu,c - vpudu apbv - ovhba i,bu gdp kfn ;udv runak ,gs ,kgc ohhj ,nab
gcyv hf 'vrenv in runak uvuhm 'rnuj kgc tuva smn u,nfj vchhj if hf 'gcyk ostv ;ud scga ktva rjtu /,ukugp

 /ubnn rnah tk ot uhkg u,kugp vagh ushc ruxn tuva
une, vumn lubhjv rpx

Similarly, on the mitzva to place a fence around a roof to prevent people from falling, the Chinuch explains that,
ultimately, what happens to all of us is a result of God’s Providence.  Yet since God set up the world using rules of

nature, this Providence is expressed through nature.  So if a homeowner is negligent and fails to make his property safe,

he will be responsible for injuries caused, even though the person who suffered them was destined to experience that by
Divine decree. 

5. :UB7�N �n k­.p«B �v k¬«P�h9h 7�F W º�,h .c 	C Æoh �n �S oh³�G �,9t7«k 	u W·�D�d	k v ­�eJg �n �,h¬�G�g 	u J º�s �j ,�h́ �C Æv�b 	c �, h³�F
j:cf ohrcs

The wording of the verse refers to ‘the faller’ falling off a roof, implying that he was fated to fall.

6. - kpubv kuph hfchhj khsh kg vcuju htfz hsh kg ,ufz ihkdkdna 'lsh kg u,,hn kdkd,, tk if hp kg ;tu /kuphk vz hutr /
oa h"ar

Rashi explains that, even though the person was destined to fall from the roof, the homeowner should have ensured that it

was not his home that brought about this (inevitable) tragedy.

7. :v �N7�J xU­b�h r¬�JJt o«u ºe �n ÆW	k h³�T 	n �G 	u «u ·s�h	k v́�B �t oh­�v«k#t �v 	u v º�s�m t́«k Ær �JJt�u :,7�nUh ,«u ¬n ,­.n�u Jh²�t v¬.F �n
dh-ch:tf ,una

The Torah deals here with the case of unintentional manslaughter caused by human negligence for which the perpetrator

must flee to a City of Refuge.  Again, the verse indicates that God delivered up the victim to die. 

8. - ushk vbtvhv ohna hshc v,hn chhj hf :
oa o"car

The ultimate reason for the death was decreed in heaven, but the immediate cause was human negligence.

9. :,t«Z �v J �n �M �v h.bh .g	k Wh �J�b o �g c �f �J 	u Wh �g .r	k h �T �,�b 	u Wh�bh .g	k Wh �J�b , �t h �T 	j �e�k 	u W �,h .C �n v�g �r Wh�k�g oh �e .n h�b	b �v wv r �n �t v«F
th:ch wc ktuna

God’s decree of heavenly punishment on David was destined to come though the evil choices of his sons.

10.h �n 	g�z o �s�h 	c tUv v �Y �nU h �P �t y�c .J rUM �t h«uv :- hwar)(:hng ,t uc ,usrk hpt yca ruat ,t h,hag hf  

v:h uvhgah

Assyria is the rod of God inflicting divine punishment on Israel, even though the Assyrians chose to act wickedly.

11. :uh�b �p	k k�k �j ,«ueJt�b e �t�b 	u v«g 	r �P ,«ug«r 	z , �t h �T 	r �c �J 	u «us�h 	C h �C 	r �j , �t h �T �,�b 	u k �c�C Q�k �n ,«ug«r 	z , �t h �T 	e �Z �j 	u
sf:k ktezjh

 Similarly Babylon was used as the sword of God to smite Egypt.
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12.tch - o,t vhrzgu ktahn vhbbj ka ungn ot :ovk rnt 'thesukc uhjt xuppu xubhkuk ,t durvk xubhhruy aecaf
ohehsm vhrzgu ktahn vhbbj :uk urnt /rmbsfucb shn vhrzgu ktahn vhbbj ,t khmva lrsf hshn of,t khmhu ofhvkt
hutr ubhtu 'tuv yuhsv gar u,utu /ush kg xb ,uagk hutru 'vhv iudv lkn rmbsfucbu 'xb ovk ,uaghk uhv ihhutru 'uhv ihrund

 'ouenk vhkf ubchhj,b ubtu /ush kg xb ,uagkah ,uhrtu ihcus vcrvu 'ouenk uk ah ohdruv vcrv - ubdruv v,t iht otu
lshn ubhns grphk sh,ga tkt lshc tuv lurc ausev ubrxn tk tkt /ub,ut ihdruvu ubc ihgdupa unkugc ouenk uk;t /

 /ihrzhdc ujun ,t ugmpu hnurn hkpuhs utca sg oan uzz tk :urnt /shn idrv if hp kg
:jh ,hbg,

In the martyrdom of Papus and Lulinus, even though the immediate cause of their murder was the Roman Trajan, they

regarded their deaths as decreed by God.  If the Romans had not killed them God had many other messengers available.

13. Men also ask: If it were to happen that God delivers up one of His servants to be killed, whether in punishment for sin or as a

trial, what shall we think of that act?  To whom shall we attribute it if the murder is carried out by a tyrant like Jezebel, who

killed some of the prophets?  Our reply is that the cutting down decreed for the victim is an act of God, but the manner of

killing is and act of the tyrant.  For as long as Divine Wisdom demands the extermination of the individual in question, even if

the actual killer might not in his malice kill him, the victim might die by some other means.  

Emunot Vedeot 4:5

14. vhv,a vchx uzhtc ,unha hn kfvkg,h u,rhzdc vz hrv/vdhrvc ,unha uhkg rzd vkg,h k-tv 'shznc druv hsh kg drvbvu /
/abugc chhj tuv vz hbpnu 'u,ut durvha druvv ,t jhrfv tku

dh:tf ,una owcnrv ic ovrct wr

This position is spelled out explicitly by Rav Saadia Gaon, R. Avraham ben HaRambam and others
2
.  Suffering at the

hands of the wicked is ultimately from God, even though the perpetrator is liable for the act.

15.hbc uvukcj whptu /,tz kf kgp wv tku 'uhkj tc vean oua ut kftn oua ,njna uz hkuj vk,h kt ost oua vkj ot
 ch,f hrva uk unrd uh,ubug rnth tkt /ohgr ost(h:j vhrfz) /Uv 7.g .r 	C Jh¬�t o­�s �t �v9k�F9, �t j¬�K �JJt �u ch,fu (u:d xung) Æv �g �r v³�h 	v �T9o �t

?v 7�G �g t¬«k w ­v �u rh º�g 	C rnutu !vag htsu tkt (jf:cn ,hatrc)  /Ub7�k oh­�v«k#t v¬�G �g ,t ²«Z9v �nhgdbn ohgdp hbhn kg ost kkp,h ifk
 /ohna hgdbu ost

tba, inhx (,uhkdrn) ohshxj rpx

Sefer Chasidim is explicit that man-made suffering that affects us is decreed by God.

• But if the message is ultimately from God, why is the perpetrator culpable?  They are simply performing the will of God! The

commentators answer this in a number of ways, usually concluding that there was an element of free choice that went above and

beyond God’s decree. 

• This is discussed at length regarding the punishment of the Egyptians for enslaving the Israelites, when God had decreed that

slavery.  Answers include:

- The suffering had to take place but this particular person chose to be the vehicle through which it happened3. 

- The slavery had been decreed but the Egyptians took it far further than needed by drowning the babies etc.4

- The Egyptians had no idea they were fulfilling God’s plan. Their intention was simply evil.5

- The punishment of the Egyptians was only for failing to release them when God announced an end to the slavery.6

2. This is also the position of Rabbeinu Bachya Ibn Pekuda (Sha’ar ha-Bitachon, Ch. 3), the Ramban, Sefer Hachinuch - see above, the Ba’al HaTanya (Igeres HaKodesh), the Vilna

Gaon and the Chafetz Chaim (Shem Olam Ch. 3 fn).

3. Rambam Hilchot Teshuva 6:5.  The slavery had to take place but there was no mention in the prophecy of the Egyptians imposing it.  They chose that role and, within Egyptian

society, each Egyptian made a choice to be part of the oppression.  See also Emunot VeDeot 4:5.

4. Ravad Hilchot Teshuva ibid and Ramban Bereishit 15:14.

5. Ramban ibid.

6. Abarbanel Bereishit 15:12.
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A2] THE RAMBAM’S POSITION: HUMAN CHOICES ARE THE DIVINE WILL

16.o�h �N �v 	u v�k 	g �n	k oh�k«ug �jUr �v 	u J .t �v ,«uh 	v�k . .p �j r.m«uH �v �J o .J 	F ?s �mh.F /Ub�k ih �rUx 	n Ubh .GJg �N �J h �P k �g ; �t 	u v �G�g.h «um 	p �j 	F kF �v �J g �S
«u,UJ 	r o �s �t �v ,«uh 	v�k . .p �j v�f�F /«uC . .p �j �J i�d �v	b �n 	F ,«uh 	v�k o�k«ug �v ,«uH �r 	C r �t 	J i.f 	u kUD �g 	C c.c«ux k�D	k�D �v 	u v �Y �n	k oh �s 	r«uh . �r �t �v 	u
k«uf�h o �s �t �v �J k�F v �G«ug k .t �v «uk i �,�B �J «uT 	g �s 	cU «un 	m �g .n tUv t�K �t 'Q .J«un t«k 	u v �p«uF t«k «uk v�h 	v�h t«k 	u «uk ih �rUx 	n uh �GJg �n k�f 	u «us�h 	C

 r .n«ut th �c�B �v �J tUv /«uk ih �g .r 	n v�g �r v �G�g o �t 	u «uk ih �ch �yh .n v�c«uy v �G�g o �t /uh �GJg �n h �p	k «u,«ut ih �b �S Q�fh �p	k /,«uGJg�k(y:t hftkn)

o �f�k ,t«Z v �, 	h �v o �f 	s �H �n /(d:ux uvhgah) o �vh .f 	r �s 	C UrJj �C v �N .v o �D/
s vfkv v erp vcua, ,ufkv o"cnr

The Rambam takes a remarkable position - that God’s will is essential that we exercise our own human free will. In this

sense, everything that a person chooses to do is the will of God and the Rambam fits within the majority position, albeit
in a somewhat different manner. 

• However, some commentators see the Rambam’s position as the ‘Minority’ response discussed below. 

17. The brilliant rabbi, teacher of the entire exile, our master, Rabbi Chayim of Volozhin, said: ‘I heard from the pious one [the Vilna

Gaon], may his memory be blessed, and I as well have maintained since my youth, that there is an error that the masses

believe - and even the Rambam concurs with this [erroneous] view - that a free-willed creature is able to affect an individual

without a divine decree.  Rather, [the truth is] that all things that occur to an individual are decreed, [even] which rock will

strike him.  However, when it comes to a free-willed creature it is not decreed which [specific] free-willed creature will do him

good or bad [or that which will transpire is decreed].

Kitvei R. Yosef Zundel Mi-Salant, “Questions, Stories and Practices of R. Eliyahu of Vilna and R. Chayim of Volozhin”
7

18. ornut tuvu ohnfjk tmnbv iuakv kct(/vf vkhdn)hbc uc ugyh vcrva tkt //// ,nt tuv hrv - wohna ,trhn .uj ohna hshc kfvw 
hf !,nt ubht vzu /ushc iunnv vz ,uhv ut ,hbukpk duuhzv iudf 'ovhkg jrfun tuva - ohhrhjcv ostv hagn ,mec ucajhu 'ost
/vumn ,hhagc ruzdh tk wvu 'vumn uz hrv - vhcru vhrpk vtabu ,r,un thvu ihausheu vcu,fc v,jhek v,hv ot 'vatv ,tz
utmnhh epx tkc ovc ohhrhjcv ostv hagn kf tkt //// /vrhcgc ruzdh tk wvu 'vrhcg thv hrv - odp vhtuabc vhv otu
ut oagh ot ovc vrhjc ostk rat ohagnc ov obnt ohhru,v vrvztvu huuhmva hbav erpc ubrtc rcf hf /hrnvu ,gnanv
'if otu /ubrtca unf ostv ,rhjck vruxn thv tkt 'ohna hshc vbhtu wohna ,trhw vhv, apbv in ekjv vzcu /oagh tk
ut ,rumc ut ryn ,sr ut rme ut lurt u,uhv iudf 'ovc vrhjc ostk iht rat ohhgcyv ohrcsv uc umrh obnt - wkfvw ornut

/uh,ujubnu ostv ,ugub,n .uj 'okugca vn kfn vzc tmuhfu u,uthrc ut rhut sxpv
j erp oherp vbuna - ,uct ,fxn o"cnrk vbanv aurhp

In this source the Rambam limits God’s Providence to purely natural matters over which a person has no control.
However, any activity which fall under the ambit of human choice could ultimately lead to a mitzva or an aveira and is

included in the category of ‘Yirat Shamayim’, thus falling outside God’s independent decree
8
. 

19. For an ignorant man believes that the whole universe only exists for him, as if nothing else required any consideration. If,

therefore, anything happens to him contrary to his expectation, he at once concludes that the whole universe is evil. If,

however, he would take into consideration the whole universe, form an idea of it, and comprehend what a small portion he is of

the Universe, he will find the truth.  .....  The numerous evils to which individual persons are exposed are due to the defects

existing in the persons themselves. We complain and seek relief from our own faults: we suffer from the evils which we, by our

own free will, inflict on ourselves and ascribe them to God, who is far from being connected with them! .....  I explain this theory

in the following manner. The evils that befall an are of three kinds:--

(1) The first kind of evil is that which is caused to man by the circumstance that he is subject to genesis and destruction, or that

he possesses a body. ..... 

(2) The second class of evils comprises such evils as people cause to each other when, e.g., some of them use their strength

against others. These evils are more numerous than those of the first kind: their causes are numerous and known; they likewise

originate in ourselves, though the sufferer himself cannot avert them. ....

(3) The third class of evils comprises those which every one causes to himself by his own action. This is the largest class, and is

far more numerous than the second class. It is especially of these evils that all men complain, only few men are found that do

not sin against themselves by this kind of evil. .... This class of evils originates in man's vices, such as excessive desire for

eating, drinking, and love, indulgence in these things in undue measure, or in improper manner, or partaking of bad food. This

course brings diseases and afflictions upon body and soul alike ....

Maimonides, Guide to the Perplexed 3:12

7. trans. R. Aryeh Leibowitz, Hashgacha Pratis p. 116.

8. As we saw above, the Rambam would explain that God’s will is in fact that the people in question exercise their own free will.  
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A3] THE MINORITY RESPONSE - HUMANS HAVE FREE WILL AND GOD DOES NOT DESIRE THE SUFFERING

20. :J �p�b UB �F�b t«k r �nt«H �u o �s�H �n Uv.k �M�H�u i .cUt 	r g �n 	J�H �u
tf:zk ,hatrc

 Reuven argued with the brothers NOT to kill Yosef but to throw him in a pit to see what would happen.
 

21.- oshn u,ut khmv ignk oshn rnukf vrhjc hkgc ovaohhj hkgc ,uhvc if ihta vn /,uagk unzh rat kf ovn rmch tku 
 /u,ut u,hjah tku ugrh tku uhbpc oka ohvkt okmu 'tuv rahu ehsm hf ovhkg kup, u,h,ju utrun hf

(cahu ,arp) tf euxp zk erp ,hatrc kg lhakt

The Alshich understands that Reuven intended to save Yosef from the FREE CHOICE of the brothers who could do

whatever they wished.  However, the snakes and scorpions of the pit may be held back by Yosef’s righteousness.

22.(tf)oshn uvkhmhu iumru vrhjc kgc ostva hpk whp /v,hn chhj,b tka hn durvk kufhu ugdph tk ,ugr ,uhj f"tan /
uh,unukj uhvh vn vtrbu urnut r,x vzcu hrhjcv shn whp - woshn uvkhmhuw urnut tuvu /ohnak v,hn chhj,h tk ot ostc

 rcs rea hf uvudrvh ot vhtr ihtu rcsv kyc, vrhjcv hf wudu
oa ohhjv rut

The Or HaChaim understands that Reuven was concerned that their free will decision to kill Yosef may in fact go

AGAINST God’s will, yet God would not intervene to save him since they had full free will.   But if they left Yosef to
potential death by natural causes

9
, that would be decided by God.

 

• Important questions arising from this position include:

- Is there ever a question of ‘where was God when people caused suffering to others’?

- Why should human free choice, even to kill and harm, override the ‘just’ deserts of others?

- Is this world ‘fair’? To whom? Over what scale - in human numbers and over time?

- How could someone be ‘compensated’ for being the victim of human choice to harm?

23. tv ohsevk ah r,uh rhcxvku (c)uz wpc wev rvuzc t,htstrh tku ohcregu ohajb tkn rucc ;xuh ,t lhkavk rnt icutrs /

u,ufz kg juyc vhva uvudrvha / ouan ubhhv ohjtv in trh vhva tvusvbuhkgv vjdavn vkgnk tuv ostca vrhjcobntu //// 
cuy tvha ubhhvu 'r,uh ,ufz ibhgc vzks - rnuk ubk ah lf tkt !ostv ,rhjcn od runak vbuhkgv vjdavv shc ihta rnuk vkhkj

 khcac uk cuyu ehsm vhvhu 'urhcjk ost ihc odrund ehsm tuva/

dh:zk ,hatrc rcs cjrv - cwhmb

The Netziv, quoting the Zohar on the sale of Yosef, refines this idea. God’s Providence does NOT prevent humans
harming others against the Divine plan, but some individuals may have the private merit to deserve Divine intervention.

Most, however, will not and therefore will be subject to the wicked choices and actions of other people.

24.

       

Zohar Bereishit 185a-185b
10

9. As such, throwing Yosef in a pit of water would be killing him directly.  Throwing him into a pit of snakes was highly dangerous but not a choice to kill him.

10. Trans. R. Aryeh Leibowitz, Hashgacha Pratis p.137.
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25.a - okugv ,rhmhc u,ajnc vkg lf //// vka ,t vaug cuyvu 'vka ,t vaug unmgk vaga vgrvg¬�r	k o­�s �t 	C o²�s �t �v ȳ�k �J
«u 7k /(y:j ,kve)

cwn tab 'hrpx kg chmbv eng

The Netziv quotes Kohelet to underline that God’s plan for creation was that people should have power over each other

even to inflict harm and suffering.  

26. uh �nJj �r oh �C �r h �F wv s�h 	c t�B v�k 	P�b s«t 	n h�k r �m s�D k �t s �u �S r �nt«H �uv#k«P &t k 't o #s #t s'h (cU :'hgcy abug tuv cgrv abug hf vtr - o"hckn)
(wv hnjr ucru 'hhjdav tuva rjt rcsc rjc ifku 'hhrhjc crjv abugu

sh:sf wc ktuna

David asks for a punishment from God and NOT through man.  The Malbim explains that man can inflict suffering

through wicked choices which may NOT reflect the intended Providence of God.

27.tuv scgan kufhcf vbv /uvagnf ahtk okak kundv uypan rauhfu 'uhagnc ostv ,rhjcc v"cev vmra ,uhvc vbvu
/uhagn hpf tkt uk grh tku uk chyhh tka ostv vagnk u,dvbv ,t

t:j:c oav lrs 'kwjnr

The Ramchal also teaches that God, as it were, suppresses his Providence in the face of human free choice so that those
choices will override God’s ‘higher’ will.

28./ubnkmc ost vagbubc ,kufhc iht hf ot vbvu //// /hapj kfau iumrn er 'jhrfn gcy hkc ,hapujv vrhjcv tuv hektv okmv 
jhbn lrc,h oava ',uektv oumnmn tuv ,hapjv vrhjcvka /ohgsuh ubt ,tz er - "uh,hhv uh,gsh ukht" hf - thv lht ihcvk

 /,uhyrpc vykjvvu vrhzdv ovhkgpnn kkau 'urjcha vn hpf ,uagk uhturck ouen
(,hatrc ,arp) uf euxp t erp ,hatrc vnfj lan

The Meshech Chochma explains that we do not fully understand the workings of Divine Providence and human free will -

since 'If I knew Him, I would be Him
11

’,  But we do know that God ‘contracts’ his Providence to allow human free will.
 

• According to this approach12, suffering inflicted by people is a far greater theological question than natural disasters.

29. /// the awarding of freedom to man comes at a heavy price, and we pay it - along with God.

R. Eliezer Berkovits, Faith After the Holocaust, p. 101

30. But if man alone is the creator of values, one who strives for the realization of ideals, then he must have freedom of choice and

freedom of decision.  And his freedom must be respected by God himself.  God cannot, as a rule, intervene whenever man's

use of freedom displeases him... If he did so the possibility for good would also disappear.  Man can be frightened; but he

cannot be bludgeoned into goodness.  If God did not respect man's freedom to choose his course in personal responsibility,

not only would the moral good and evil be abolished from the earth, but man himself would go with them.  For freedom and

responsibility are of the very essence of man.  Without them, man is not human.  If there is to be man, he must be allowed to

make his choices in freedom.  If he has such freedom, he will use it.  Using it, he will often use it wrongly; he will decide for the

wrong alternative.  As he does so, there will be suffering for the innocent. 

R. Eliezer Berkovits, Faith After the Holocaust, p. 105

31. If we were able to see how evil today leads to good tomorrow – if we were able to see from the point of view of God, creator of

all – we would understand justice but at the cost of ceasing to be human. … There is divine justice, and sometimes, looking

back at the past from a distance in time, we can see it. But we do not live by looking back at the past. … God creates divine

justice, but only we can create human justice. … God did not create humankind to demand of it absolute submission to His

all-powerful will. In revelation, creation speaks. What it says is a call to responsibility.

R. Jonathan Sacks, To Heal a Fractured World, pp. 22–23

11. This phrase is often quoted in the words of ‘the chacham’, the earliest being the Drashot HaRan (Drush 4):  uh,hhv uh,gsh ukt 'chavu 'trucv uvn ohnfjv in sjt ktab rcfu
It is not clear who the ‘chacham’ is although there does seem to be strikingly similar to Augustine’s statement “If you understood Him, it would not be God” (Sermon 52, 6, 16: PL

38, 360 and Sermon 117, 3, 5: PL 38, 663) 

12. As noted above, some commentators understand the Rambam to take this approach, although the sources are not explicit on this.  R. Aryeh Leibowitz also notes and discusses

(Hashgacha Pratis pp. 140-142) other suggestions that the Ramban may also have taken this approach.
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32. A number of possible approaches exist in tackling this problem [of the the Holocaust] ....

(b) God has given man free choice and He now is, as it were, unable to interfere: “When the powers of destruction are allowed

to act, they do not distinguish between the righteous and the wicked” (Bava Kama 60a).

R. Aharon Lichtenstein, The Challenges of the Holocaust
13

33. To the question, “Where was God at Auschwitz?  The answer is ... God was saying to humans: “You stop the Holocaust.”  True,

the world did not respond adequately; even the Jews of the world failed to meet their responsibility.  But, finally, the Jewish

people heard the call and responded by taking responsibility and creating the State of Israel.  

R. Irving (Yitz) Greenberg, The Jewish Way p.320

B] SOUL-MAKING THEODICIES

• Another approach to theodicy argues that the moral character of human beings can often only be truly built through struggle and

suffering.  This produces resilience and an ethical compass which enables the world to progress in a morally meaningful way.

• This could comprise the growth of the person suffering or, sometimes the impact that their suffering has on those around them who

love and care for them. 

34. Call the world if you Please “The vale of Soul-making”... Do you not see how necessary a World of Pains and troubles is to

school an Intelligence and make it a Soul?” • Another approach to theodicy argues that the moral character of human beings

can often only be truly built through struggle and suffering.  This produces resilience and an ethical compass which enables the

world to progress in a morally meaningful way.

John Keats, Letter of April 1819, The Letters of John Keats, pp. 334-5:

35. Antitheistic writers... assume that the purpose of a loving God must be to create a hedonistic paradise; and therefore to the

extent that the world is other than this, it proves to them that God is either not loving enough or not powerful enough to create

such a world. They think of God’s relation to the earth on the model of a human being building a cage for a pet animal to dwell

in. If he is humane he will naturally make his pet’s quarters as pleasant and healthful as he can... Such critics... are confusing

what heaven ought to be, as an environment for perfected finite beings, with what this world ought to be, as an environment for

beings who are in the process of becoming perfected... an environment whose primary and overriding purpose is... the realizing

of the most valuable potentialities of human personality... we have to recognize that the presence of pleasure and the absence

of pain cannot be the supreme and overriding end for which the world exists. Rather, this world must be a place of

soul-making14.

John Hick, Evil and the God of Love, p 256

36. ... it is hard to see how such love [of e.g. a husband and wife] could ever be developed in human life, in this deepest and most

valuable form of mutual caring and sharing, except in an environment that has much in common with our own world... such

love presupposes a ‘real life’ in which there are obstacles to be overcome, tasks to be performed, goals to be achieved,

setbacks to be endured, problems to be solved, dangers to be met... The same is true in relation to the virtues of compassion,

unselfishness, courage, and determination – these all presuppose for their emergence and for their development something

like the world in which we live.

ibid. p.326

37. Faith is a passional experience, an experience of suffering. From the very dawn of our history, with the emergence of Abraham,

suffering was considered both the main challenge which the covenantal community was expected to meet heroically and the

great means of realizing the metahistorical destiny of this community. Abraham, as the incarnation of the knighthood of faith,

was a great sufferer, a martyr. His greatness is manifested through his superhuman capacity for endurance and acceptance of

sorrow. As a matter of fact, the election of his seed as a covenantal community was to be realized through suffering. The birth

of the charismatic community was accompanied by affliction and pain... The realization of the covenant is possible only if the

people is tested in the crucible of affliction.

R. Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, Out of the Whirlwind, 118-19

13. https://etzion.org.il/en/challenges-holocaust

14. Hick also addresses suffering which is so severe that it simply overwhelms those involved, which he calls ‘disteleological suffering’.  This does not fit a ‘soul-making’ model and he

appeals to theodicies focused on the Next World.  It is not usual for philosophers to propose a combination of different theodicies to make their case for God.
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38. [L]ike any creative gesture, the self-forming and self-fashioning of man is a passional experience.

R. Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, Family Redeemed, p. 76

39. ... all becoming and growth, everything that guarantees the future involves pain...There has to be an eternal ‘agony of the

woman in labour’ so that there can be an eternal joy of creation, so that the will to life can eternally affirm itself.

Nietzsche
15

, Twilight of the Idols X:4:

40. [A]t precisely the right moment, that bad inheritance from my father came to my aid, and in a manner I cannot admire enough,

- basically, a predetermination of an early death... the illness gave me the right to change all my habits completely; it

permitted, it required me to forget; it gave me the need to lie still, to be idle, to wait and be patient... But that would certainly

mean thinking! 

Nietzsche, Ecce Homo III, “Human, All Too Human”, 4

41. From life’s school of war - “What doesn’t kill me makes me stronger.” 

Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols I:8

42. Religion is not, at the outset, a refuge of grace and mercy for the despondent and desperate, an enchanted stream for crushed

spirits, but a raging, clamorous torrent of man’s consciousness with all its crises, pangs, and torments. Yes, it is true that

during the third Sabbath meal… we sing the psalm “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in

green pastures; He leadeth me beside the still waters…”.  However, this psalm only describes the ultimate destination of homo

religiosus, not the path leading to that destination... Out of the straits of inner oppositions and incongruities, spiritual doubts

and uncertainties, out of the depths of a psyche rent with antinomies and contradictions, out of the bottomless pit of a soul

that struggles with its own torments I have called, I have called unto Thee, O Lord.

R. Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, Halakhic Man, n. 4

43. Man’s task in the world, according to Judaism, is to transform fate into destiny; a passive existence into an active existence; an

existence of compulsion, perplexity, and muteness into an existence replete with a powerful will, with resourcefulness, daring,

and imagination.

R. Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, Kol Dodi Dofek, 6

44. :S 7�r 	X�h 	n Wh­�v«k#t w ¬v «u ºb 	C9, �t ÆJh �t r¬.X�h	h r �̧JJt �F h À�F W·�c�c	k9o �g ­�T 	g �s�h 	u
v:j ohrcs

Moshe presents this theodicy explicitly in Devarim.  God causes struggle for the Jewish people in the same way that a

loving father chastises their child - for their own future growth and benefit. 

45. :v7�m 	r�h i¬.C9, �t c À�t 	f ŒU �jh·�f«uh wv́ c´�v#t�h r´�JJt ,¬�t h³�F :«u 7T 	j �f«u, 	C . À«e Œ�T9k �t 	u x·�t 	n �T9k �t h́ �b 	C w †v r´�xUn
ch-th:d hkan

Mishlei also presents this theodicy.  A person should accept God’s  rebuke since it comes from love as that of a parent -

for the long term good of the child.

• Everyone understands that children who never have to struggle often lack the resilience to succeed in life.

• A comparison is often made with the moth that must squeeze through a very small opening of the cocoon.  It’s intense struggle forces

fluid from its body into its wings, allowing the wings to develop into large, functional adult moth wings. If an observer were to ‘help’ by

cutting open the cocoon to enable the moth to leave more easily, it would kill the moth since it had been denied its chance to develop

properly.

15. For a comparison of the approaches of Nietzsche and Rav Soloveitchik see Daniel Rynhold and Michael J. Harris, Nietzsche, Soloveitchik and Contemporary Jewish Philosophy

(Cambridge University Press, 2018).



s�xc9  rabbi@rabbimanning.com                                    dbhbn ovrct - 5784

46.:h �b7.B �v r �nt¬«H �u o­�v �r 	c �t uh º�k .t r �nt«́H �u o·�v �r 	c �t9, �t v­�X�b oh º�v«k#t´�v 	u v�K º.t �v oh �́r�c 	S �v Ær �j �t h À�v	h �u
t:cf ,hatrc

The Akeida is presented as God’s ‘test’ of Avraham.

47./vxubnv smn "iuhxb" treh 'vagh tk vmrh tk otu vagh vmrh ot 'ushc ,ykjun ,uar ostv vagn ,uhv rucgc 'h,gsk tuv iuhxbv ihbg
 uc vumh lrc,h vxbnv kctkgupv kt jfv in rcsv thmuvkohkv,) ijch ehsm oav hf gsu /sckc cuy ck rfa tk cuy vagn rfa uk ,uhvk '

vru,ca ,ubuhxbv kf vbvu /ugnah tk rat ohgarv ,t ijch tku 'iuhxbc u,ut vumh uehsmvk .pju ubumr vagha ehsmc gsuh tuvaf '(v th
/vxubnv ,cuyk

oa i"cnr

The Ramban
16

 explains that God only tests those who are strong in order to bring out their potential.

• Maimonides17 presents a complementary perspective in the Guide (3:24) where he explains that the test of Avraham serves as an

inspiration to others18.   

48.uk cuyk ,ugr ehsmv kt ughdh ohngpka /// ,vcvt ka ihruxh ohtrebv ivurfa vhvha hutr ihta///  ///iuhxb if od ihtrebu '
lurc ausev thcn vcrv ohngp if kgu ///kgpc u,ut kcux ubhta hnk vua ouen ka u,cvtk kgpc kngvu jruyv kcuxv

 'kusd r,uh rfak hutr vhvhu vcuyv vcajnv og cuyv vagnv ohfxha ukhdrvk ehsmv kg ihruxh tuvvagnv lu,na
vagn ,kuzc ,hbeb thvan r,uh vezj vbuf, apbc vbeh kgp kfa hpk 'oav ,cvtc uck ezj,hvagn rfak vzc vfuzu /

/sckc vcuy vbuf rfak tk vcuyv vbufv og cuyv
dh:s ohrehgv rpx

Sefer HaIkarim sees Yissurin Shel Ahava as a Soul Making Theodicy which builds resilience and spiritual strength in the

sufferer
19

.

49.…,ubupmv ohbuhkgv ,unkugvu ,urutv kf kceku dhavk ;udv in vsrpv rjtk ;t vnabvk ,kufh h,kc ihruxhv ,kuzs
,unkgbvukfc odp v,aga ajb ka uhygn ,me ivc ah ohrund ohesmv ukhpta r"vst tyja rjtk thgcn tk/// 

 ch,f okug ,thrc ,khj,c ukhpt r"vst tyja osue ;t tkt /tuck ,ush,gv ,unabvcuy hf rutv ,t ohekt trhu/// 
og ,crugn v,uhv ,njn rut u,ut kcek rapt hta /// rutv u,utc an,avk htsf okugv ihta tuv lurc ausev vtra

 /// ,uhnadvu ,uhbpudv ,ut,v hbhhbgn ova lajvlf lu,na 'ihruxh h"g tkt kusdv rutv kcek kfu, tk okugk ifku
;udv in ,srpb thv ukhtf vnabv lfsz,.

/v ,ufrc gauvh hbp

The Pnei Yehoshua understands that suffering is sometimes needed to purge and purify the body in order to enable it to

achieve a higher level of spirituality.  The suffering removes the person from this world somewhat (albeit not to the same

degree as death) and enables it to perceive a purer spiritual light.  This is partly needed due to the sin of Adam and
Chava but also independent of that.    

50. ch,fs htn(h:jn uvhgah)h �b 7« g rU¬f 	C Wh­�T 	r �j 	C ; �x·�f 	c t́«k 	u Wh­�T 	p �r 	m v¬.B �v i,hk ,ucuy ,usn kf kg tuv lurc ausev rzja snkn ?
 /,uhbg tkt tmn tku 'ktrahk(/uhsxju uhnjrk ,uhuk, ovhbhgu ohnak o,buufu ruca ock tvha hsf -  ktbbj ubhcr)

:y vdhdj

Chazal understood that God chose poverty for the Jewish people since this is the best state to bring them close to Him.

51. /ohehsm ka i,kp,k vut,n v"ceva hbpn ?ohrueg ubh,uct uhv vn hbpn :ejmh r"t
/sx ,unch

Chazal ask why the Avot had to endure the pain and suffering of childlessness and understand that this enabled them to

grow in tefilla and closeness to God. 

16. This approach is based on Midrash Rabba 32:3.

17. See https://www.mhcny.org/parasha/1105.pdf for a broader analysis and comparison of these approaches.

18. In the words of R. Yitzchak Arama in his commentary Akeidat Yitzchak: "Since this trial was narrated in the Torah as testimony of the living God, it is as if the trial took place in the

presence of every Jew, past, present and future."

19. In the previous shiur we saw Yissurin Shel Ahava as presented as a Divine Intimacy Theodicy, or even a mild Punishment Theodicy.  There is a significant overlap between

Soul-Making Theodicies and Divine Intimacy Theodicies.  Ultimately, both bring the sufferer closer to God.
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52./ukht cre,vk ub,ut vwcev ghxh ovc rat thnas t,ghx ov ihruxhv hf ,gsk lhrm obnt
21 wng wt uvhktn c,fn 'rkxs cr

Rav Dessler understands that the function of suffering in life is to bring us closer to God.

53. When I finally did arrive in Israel, I met a former friend who had been with me during those times.  He had already become a

member of Kibbutz Kfar Etzion.  When he saw me, with the hoe in his hands, he yelled in anger, “You! Yehudah! You were

saved?!  You, the one who told us to be ready to die in sanctification of God’s name?”  He could not forget me, nor my former

words.  He was a hot-tempered man, and this was his first reaction to seeing me alive in Israel.  When he calmed down, he

finally asked me, “Yehudah, have you remained true to your beliefs?  Are you still religious?”

I immediately answered him.  “And if I did not remain religious?  Then what?  Would it then be easier to understand all that has

taken place?  Do things become simpler for one who has lost his faith?” 

I clearly experienced the hand of God during the Holocaust - only I did not understand its meaning.  It was so clear - so

abnormal; so unnatural; so illogical.  I was not in Auschwitz, but I saw the Jews who were being taken there.  I saw regiments of

Germans who were not going to the Russian front, but rather guarding the trainloads of Jews that were headed to the death

camps.  It was against all military logic and interests.  Can one possibly begin to understand such madness?  I saw the hand of

God in everything.  It was not natural, it was not human.  I saw the hand of God, but I did not understand its significance.  The

establishment of the State of Israel does not explain why millions of Jews were led to their deaths.  I do not accept the theory

that has since been espoused by many, that the State of Israel gives reason and answer to the Holocaust. 

There is one thing that I must emphasize.  I never said the blessing, “Blessed art Thou, Lord our God, King of the universe, Who

did not make me a gentile” with such fervor as I used to recite it during those dark days.  Specifically during those days,

especially during those days - despite everything, I was proud to be counted among the murdered and not the murderers.

R. Yehudah Amital, Forty Years Later: A Personal Recollection


