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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 3: 3 - TZADIKV'RALO

THEODICY AND THE PROBLEM OF EVIL - PART 2
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.

* We began with an analysis of Skeptical Theism which maintains the firm belief in an Omniscient, Omnipotent and Omnibenevolent
God even though innocent people suffer terribly in life. Skeptical Theism responds that it is simply impossible to understand the
thinking of God. As such, our lack of understanding is not a challenge to the existence or actions of God. Instead we must adopt a
different response and we will see in the following shiur that Skeptical Theism is often accompanied by Antitheodicies - responses to
suffering which reject as inappropriate or immoral any justification or explanation of God but demand an entirely different approach.

* In this shiur we will look at Punishment Theodicies which seek to explain the suffering on the grounds that it is justified due to sin,
although not necessarily the sin of the sufferer. We will also look briefly at the concept of Yissurin Shel Ahava.

A] PUNISHMENT THEODICIES
* 3 important preambles to any discussion about Punishment Theodicies are:

(1) These theodicies need not EXPLAIN the suffering. They only give possible reasons for the suffering to defend God’s existence in the
face of the suffering.

(2) They do not necessarily address THIS suffering affecting this individual, but speak more generally about why ostensibly good people
suffer.

(3) They never explain AWAY the person’s suffering. Even if a theodicy is proposed which could defend or even justify God’s actions,
the responsibility of the onlooker is always to try and ease or alleviate the suffering and never to fail to act since this is ‘God’s Will'.

A1] SUFFERING IS OFTEN (ALWAYS?) A RESULT OF PUNISHMENT DUE TO SIN

* The nexus between misdeed and suffering seems to be presented very clearly in the Chumash and Tanach.
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The Torah states that if we observe mitzvot we will have peace and plenty but if we break them we will endure suffering.
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The Mishna seems to present a clear connection between sin and death.
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R. Meir teaches in the Mishna that success and failure in business is clearly linked to one’s merits. R. Shimon ben Elazar
blames his own business failures on his sins.
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The Mishna teaches (in the context of the death of the Sota) that we are paid back in life according to how we act.
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Rav Ami teaches - there is no death or without sin and there is no suffering without iniquity (but see below).
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Every human being sins.
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Rashi understands this verse to be warning us to check our own actions since we will certainly have sinned.
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If we experience suffering c.v., Chazal instruct us to look to our actions since it was almost certainly caused by sin. If we
cannot find a sin then it was surely due to bitul Torah - not learning Torah with sufficient focus. If we can find no hint of
a sin then it could be Yissurin Shel Ahava - afflictions of love. Or could it? We will look at this potential answer below.
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Even tzadikim sin and require atonement.
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Chazal state that God never withholds the appropriate reward (or presumably punishment) from any creature.
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The First Temple and exile were caused by specific sins - idolatry, murder and immorality. The Gemara seeks to
challenge this connection between sin and punishment by the example of the Second Temple during which the Jewish
people were ostensibly righteous. In fact they committed an even worse sin - Sinat Chinam! Again, sin let to suffering.
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Reward and punishment is assured, but may be delayed. Sometimes the reward for a tzadik and the punishment for a
rasha is so disconnected in time from their original actions that it appears that the tzadik is suffering and the rasha is
. 2
prospering.

1. R.Yitzchak Reggio (YaShaR) (1784-1855), Austro-Italian scholar and rabbi. This quote is from his contribution to the journal Bikurei Ittim ha-Chadashim, the Hebrew section of of
Busch's Jahrbiicher (Vienna, 1845).

2. Astohow long is ‘long’, see below. Can this mean the World to Come? Future generations?
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13.  The Holocaust as a phenomenon raises many intractable questions. . . . But the question which concerns us principally is the

prophetic question which echoes throughout the generations: why do the righteous suffer - the question of theodicy. A number
of possible approaches exist in tackling this problem.
a. Not only is it not true that God ignored what was going on, but - on the contrary - the Holocaust represented the fulfillment
of His will. We need to recognize this and to confess that it was “because of our sins...,” to see the Holocaust as a punishment,
and to answer the question of the suffering of the righteous with another question: why do we ignore our own behavior which
preceded the Holocaust? If we are so concerned with the fulfillment of the prophecy of “women consuming their own
offspring,” why do we not conduct an equal level of soul-searching when faced with the image of “priest and prophet have
been slain in God's sanctuary”?

R. Aharon Lichtenstein, The Challenges of the Holocaust, summary of his sicha on the Tenth of Tevet 5746 (1986)’

14.  AlJew must believe and perceive that everything happens at the nod of God, and that the Holy Blessed One does not execute
judgment without justice, God forbid. This is fundamental. It is one of the Thirteen Principles of the Jewish Faith, enumerated
by Maimonides in his commentary on the mishna (Sanhedrin 10:1): "I believe without a doubt that the Creator, blessed be His
name, rewards those who observe His commandments and punishes those who violate them." Besides this, it is also a source
of strength and joy in times of suffering, as is written in the 7anya "If a person, while in pain, acknowledges his sins (because
everyone knows the blemishes of his own heart) and sees why this particular punishment was justly dealt him, he will not
complain, God forbid. On the contrary, he will assume that just as God has punished him, so will He nurture him when he
repents of his sins, and like a father reconciling with his son, God will comfort him. In these reflections, a person may take
courage and joy."

R. Kalonymous Kalman Shapira, Esh Kodesh (Sacred Fire: Torah from the Years of Fury 1939-1942) pp. 210-211

14A. Not for a single moment shall we entertain the idea that what happened to European Jewry was divine punishment for any sins
committed by them. It was injustice absolute. It was injustice countenanced by God. But if we hold onto our faith in a
personal God, such absolute injustice cannot be a mere mishap in the divine scheme of things. Somehow there must be room
for it in the scheme, in which case the ultimate responsibility for this ultimate evil must be God’s ... the idea that all this has
befallen us because of our sins is an utterly unwarranted exaggeration.

R. Eliezer Berkovitz, Faith After the Holocaust

A2] YET CHAZAL APPEAR TO REJECT THE VIEW THAT SUFFERING IS DUE TO SIN!
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The Gemara analyses Rav Ami’s position that there is no death or suffering without sin and explicitly REJECTS it!
There is indeed death and suffering in our world with no sin that can justify it.

* |s this not also the conclusion of the book of lyov? God criticizes the 3 comforters for the way they speak to lyov and their
assumption that he must have had sinned. Yet we know from the story that he did not sin.

16. Eliphaz the Temanite said in reply...... Your sinfulness dictates your speech, So you choose crafty language. Your own mouth
condemns you—not I; Your lips testify against you...... How your heart has carried you away, How your eyes have failed you, That
you could vent your anger on God, And let such words out of your mouth!

3. https://etzion.org.il/en/challenges-holocaust
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What is man that he can be cleared of guilt, One born of woman, that he be in the right? He puts no trust in His holy ones; The
heavens are not guiltless in His sight; What then of one loathsome and foul, Man, who drinks wrongdoing like water! .... The
wicked man writhes in torment all his days; Few years are reserved for the ruthless. Frightening sounds fill his ears; When he is
at ease a robber falls upon him. He is never sure he will come back from the dark; A sword stares him in the face. He wanders
about for bread—where is it? He knows that the day of darkness has been readied for him. Troubles terrify him, anxiety
overpowers him, ....

He dwells in cities doomed to ruin, In houses that shall not be lived in, That are destined to become heaps of rubble. He will
not be rich; His wealth will not endure; His produce shall not bend to the earth. He will never get away from the darkness;
Flames will sear his shoots; He will pass away by the breath of His mouth.

He will not be trusted; He will be misled by falsehood, And falsehood will be his recompense. He will wither before his time, His
boughs never having flourished. He will drop his unripe grapes like a vine; He will shed his blossoms like an olive tree. For the
company of the impious is desolate; Fire consumes the tents of the briber; For they have conceived mischief, given birth to
evil, And their womb has produced deceit.

Iyov Chapter 16
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The approach of Iyov’s comforters is singled out as the very epitome of verbal abuse! We may never tell another person
that suffering came to them due to their sins’.

A3] YET SINS CAN BE MORE SUBTLE THAN WE THINK
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Chazal point out that even if Iyov did not sin openly, there was nevertheless an element of sin in his intention.
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Chazal saw that, even though Iyov claimed to be a great ba’al chesed, something was fundamentally missing from his
mitzvot compared to Avraham.
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The Malbim stresses that we judge who is a tzadik and who is rasha based on our superficial assessment of their actions,
but this is not what defines us spiritually. In fact, the deeper reality of our souls are impossible for others to see. An
action may appear good or bad, but this can only be truly assessed in the full context of the person’s soul.”

4. Association of suffering with sin is strongly supported in early Christianity, as in Augustine’s statement: “Everything that is said to be evil is either sin or punishment for sin” (The
Literal Interpretation of Genesis: Unfinished Book, i.3).

5. This may be connected to R. Dessler's famous analysis of the ‘nekudat habechira’ - the specific point of free will which differs in each person. For a highly developed spiritually
attuned person a very slight infraction could be very serious. But for someone raised in a spiritual, moral and ethical vacuum, a very difficult choice to act in a manner which is bad
but less abusive may, in fact, be a very great mitzva!
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This section of the Gemara alone (ie aside from other Midrashim) brings 12 opinions as to when Iyov lived!

22.

However, in two respects you were lacking in that great attribute of fesed, of lovingkindness: (1) You never assumed your
proper share of the burdens of communal responsibility and never joined in the community’s pain and anguish; (2) nor did you
ever properly empathize with the agonies of the individual sufferer. As a kind, good-hearted person, you took momentary pity
on the orphan, you were very wealthy and could afford to give substantial charitable contributions without straining your
financial resources.

However, hesedmeans more than a passing sentiment, a superficial feeling; feseddemands more than a momentary tear or a
cold coin. Hesed means to merge with the other person, to identify with his pain, to feel responsible for his fate. And this
attribute of #esedyou lacked in your relationships with the community and with the individual.

You were a contemporary of Jacob, who struggled with Laban, with Esau, and with the man at the ford of the Jabbok. Did you
seek to help him and offer him of your counsel and wisdom? Who was Jacob? A poor shepherd. And you? A wealthy and
influential man. Had you accorded Jacob a proper measure of sympathy, of caring, had you treated him with the attribute of
steadfast lovingkindness, then he would not have had to endure so much suffering.

You lived during the time of Moses and were numbered among Pharaoh’s advisers. Did you lift a finger when Pharaoh decreed,
“Every son that is born shall ye cast into the river” (Exodus 1:22), when the taskmasters worked your brethren with rigor? You
were silent and did not protest, for you were afraid to be identified with the wretched slaves. To slip them a coin - fine, but to
intervene publicly on their behalf - out of the question. You were fearful lest you be accused of dual loyalty.

You were active during the generation of Ezra and Nehemiah and those who went up with them from Babylon. You, Job, with
your wealth and influence, could have significantly accelerated the process of yishuv ha-aretz, of settling the land of Israel and
building the Temple. However, you were deaf to the historical cry of the people; You did not storm and protest against the
Sanballats, the Samaritans, and the other Jew-haters who sought to destroy the small Jewish community in Judea and thereby
extinguish the last glimmer of hope of God’s people. What did you do when those who went up from Babylon cried out, from
the depths of pain and despair, “The strength of the bearers of burdens is decayed, there is much rubbish; so that we are not
able to build the wall” (Mehemiah 4:4)? You stood by idly! You did not participate in the struggle and suffering of those who
fought for Judaism, for the land of Israel, and for the redemption; you never offered a single sacrifice on their behalf.

You were concerned only about your own welfare, you would pray and offer a burnt-offering only on your own behalf .... Did you
ever once offer a prayer on behalf of a stranger in a spirit of sharing in his grief? No! Don’t you know, Job, that prayer is the
possession of the community as a whole, and that an individual cannot approach the King and appeal to Him and present his
requests before Him unless he redeems himself from his isolation and seclusion and attaches himself to the community? ...

God addressed the friends of Job: “Now therefore, take unto you seven bullocks and seven rams, and go unto My servant Job,
and offer up for yourselves a burnt-offering; and My servant Job shall pray for You” (Job 42:8). Behold, I will test Job yet again.
Let him be scrutinized publicly; will he now know how to pray for his fellowman, how to share in his suffering? Has he learned
anything in this hour of calamity and wrath? Has he properly appropriated a new formulation of prayer which includes and
encompasses the community? If he pleads on your behalf, then both he and you will be redeemed, “for him | will accept”
(Ibid.). Then you will know that Job has been delivered from the straits of egoism and has entered into the wide expanses of
sympathy with the community and solidarity with one’s fellowman, that his sense of detachment has disappeared and in its
place a true spirit of communion has emerged.

The great miracle occurred. Job suddenly grasped the true nature of Jewish prayer. In a moment he discovered its plural form,
he described the attribute of sesedwhich sweeps the individual from the private to the public domain. He began to live the life
of the community, to feel its griefs, to mourn over its calamities, and to rejoice in its happiness.

The afflictions of Job found their true rectification when he extricated himself from his fenced-in confines, and the divine wrath
abated. “And the Lord turned the captivity of Job, when he prayed for his friends” (Job 42:10).
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R. Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, Kol Dodi Dofek, pp. 58-62 reprinted as Fate and Destiny pp. 11-17.
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A4] REWARD AND PUNISHMENT IS IN THE NEXT WORLD
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The Gemara compares a tzadik to a tree rooted in a pure place but with some branches that overhang an impure place.
Once these branches are removed the tree is fully located in purity. So too, God punishes the righteous in this world for
their few misdeeds so that their share of the Next World remains pure’.
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Rabbi Ya’akov states in the Gemara that the rewards (and punishments?) promised in the Torah which result from our
actions are all in the Next World. There is no reward in this World.
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R. Saadia Gaon teaches that the reward for mitzvot is in the World to Come.
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The ultimate reward and punishment is, according to the Rambam, only in the Next World. If so, what does the Rambam
do with the explicit reference in the Torah to reward and punishment in THIS world.
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The Rambam seems to understand that some sins are punished in this world, some in the next and some in both.
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6. The Ramban presented this argument in his disputations with Christians. They argued that the suffering of the Jews and success of the Christians proves that God has chosen them
and rejected the Jews. The Ramban responded that, on the contrary, it shows that the Christians are receiving what reward they have in this world so as to be consigned to hell in the
next, whereas the Jews are receiving their punishment in this world so as to receive eternal reward in the next!
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With regards to this world, the Rambam explains that the reward/punishment promised in the Shema is NOT the
reward/punishment for our mitzvot but the OPPORTUNITY to be able to use this world appropriately to gain more true
reward in the Next World.
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This is also Rashi’s position on Chumash. God is faithful - to pay the tzadikim their maximal reward in the Next World
and to pay the resha’im their minimal reward in THIS world.
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This is also how the Ramban understands the concept of Yissurin Shel Ahava - suffering of love. In his view, this is the
punishment for minor sins that the tzadik receives in this world so that their reward can be complete in the NEXT world .

31. I believe that this is a very clear-cut, unequivocal example of how the thematic Halakhah has handled evil. It is a radical
approach, of course, simply disposing of it. Sometimes, if a problem is too embarrassing and too tormenting, one simply puts
it in the waste basket and ignores it. .... On the one hand, we know that this metaphysic has worked miracles with our people,
whose history is a continuous tale of martyrdom and suffering. The Jewish community found in this metaphysic of evil relief,
hope and courage. Yet what seemed apodictic and simple to our ancestors, inspired by indomitable faith and a passionate
transcendental experience, might prove to be an extremely complicated matter for contemporary egotistic man, who is
spiritually uprooted, homeless, and perplexed. | can state with all candor that | personally have not been too successful in my
attempts to spell out this metaphysic in terms meaningful to the distraught individual who floats aimlessly in
all-encompassing blackness, like a withered leaf on a dark autumnal night tossed by wind and rain. | tried but failed, | think,
miserably, like the friends of Job.

R. Yosef Dov Soloveitchik A Halakhic Approach to Suffering, 1961 lecture in Out of the Whirlwind, p. 97*
Rav Soloveitchik is concerned that this type of theodicy does not comfort modern man in the way that it did previously’.

7. The Ramban also hints strongly in Torat Ha-Adam that, according to Kabbala, a righteous person may suffer because of sins that he committed in a previous life, based on the
doctrine of gilgul neshamot, transmigration of souls. According to this notion, the wicked prosper because of good deeds performed in a previous life.

8. http://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/729756

9. In fact, this ‘Next World’ theodicy is more popular with Christian thinkers who see Life After Death as a beatific union with God. See for instance Marilyn Adams, Horrendous Evils
and the Goodness of God (Cornell University Press, 1999) who argues that God would not make a person’s overall existence other than what is good for that person. Since so many
people suffer so much in this life, one must see this life in connection to next life, which will in some way redeem the suffering in this world. See also Eleonore Stump, Wandering in
Darkness (OUP 2010). Stump strongly defends this ‘Next World’ theodicy.
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A5] SUFFERING CAN BE AN ATONEMENT FOR THE SINS OF THE GENERATION
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Chazal state that where there are tzadikim in a generation they made be subject to punishment due to the sins of the
generation.
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Derech Hashem explains that a tzadik can suffer as a result of the sins of the generation and not their own. This
suffering brings atonement to the generation and the tzadik must accept it with love.

B] YISSURIN SHEL AHAVA - DIVINE INTIMACY THEODICIES

* We saw above that Rava gave a list of possible reasons for suffering. First was general sin which affects almost everyone. If one
cannot identify a specific area in which to improve the reason for the suffering is likely bitul Torah. But if there is really no bitul Torah
then the suffering must be Yissurin Shel Ahava - Afflictions of Love.
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Rava understands that God crushes with suffering those whom He loves.
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Rashi’s understanding of Yissurin Shel Ahava is that they are not in any sense a result of sin or misdeeds but simply to
increase the person’s reward in the World to Come.
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At the end of his suffering, Iyov feels that his connection with God has deepened. Before he had merely heard about God
but now he has seen Him.

35. Some suffering can constitute a religious experience and a path to knowledge of God, to intimacy with the divine. According to
this ‘divine intimacy theodicy’, God sometimes permits personal suffering “in order to provide occasions in which we can
perceive God, understand him to some degree, know him, even meet him directly.

Laura Waddell Ekstrom, “A Christian Theodicy” in The Blackwell Companion to the Problem of Evil, 266-80:

36. Some religious people report that suffering, instead of being contrary to the love of God, is actually a medium in and through
which his love can be experienced.

Diogenes Allen, “Natural Evil and the Love of God” in The Problem of Evil (OUP, 1990), 189
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The Maharal understands that the mechanisim of Yissurin Shel Ahava is for the sufferer to accept the affliction with love,
thereby reaching a level of Ahavat Hashem that was impossible beforehand.

B1] THE INTIMACY OF ‘DIVINE SUFFERING’

« There are also Midrashic sources which seem to indicate that, as part of the intimacy with the Divine, God ‘suffers’ with us?e.
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When God appears to Moshe from inside a thorn bush the Midrash portrays God as suffering together with Klal Yisrael.
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God is portrayed as suffering together with the community and with the individual.
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R. Meir teaches that even when the wicked are punished, their distress causes a parallel ‘distress’ for God, all the more
so for the righteous.

38B. There are some sufferings which we suffer on our own account - whether for our sins, or as sufferings of love in order to purge
and purify us - in which case He, blessed be He, just suffers along with us.

Rabbi Kalonymus Shapira (1889-1943), Eish Kodesh (Jerusalem, 1960), 191-192

B2] DO CHAZAL ULTIMATELY SUPPORT THE CONCEPT OF YISSURIN SHEL AHAVA?
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R. Yochanan also supports the concept of Yissurin Shel Ahava, even where these prevent a person from tefilla or learning
Torah. R. Yochanan himself had experienced terrible suffering, burying many of his children.
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Rashi explains that a man as great as R. Yochanan only suffered due to Yissurin Shel Ahava.
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Tosafot agrees and understands that he shared his tragedy with others who were suffering in order to console them that
their suffering too could be Yissurin Shel Ahava.

10. For a deeper analysis of this see R. Todd Berman’s article in Tradition - Berkovits, Heschel and the Heresy of Divine Pathos, Tradition 54:4 (2022) pp 50-90. R. Berman analyses a
controversy on the pages of Tradition in 1964 when R. Heschel developed the theology of God’s suffering and R. Berkovits responded that this is a heresy reflecting Christian
interpretations of the Bible.
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Yet the Gemara continues to relate the sickness of the same two rabbis - R. Chiya bar Abba and R. Yochanan - who had
supported the concept of Yissurin Shel Ahava. Their own suffering became so great that they declared they would forgo
the reward if the suffering could just stop. In the end what comforted them was a helping hand from a good friend.

43, ... they contain an additional doctrine which is not found in the Law - the doctrine of ‘Afflictions of Love’ as taught by some of
our Sages. According to this doctrine it is possible that a person be afflicted without having previously committed any sin, in
order that his future reward may be increased; a view which is held by the Mu’tazilites, but is not supported by any Scriptural
text. Be not misled by the accounts of trials, such as ‘God tried Abraham’ ....

Guide to the Perplexes 3:17
The Rambam rejected entirely the concept of Yissurin Shel Ahava'.

* In Part 3 we will examine two more approaches to the Problem of Suffering - Free-Will Theodicies and Soul-Making Theodicies.
* In the final shiur we will be’H examine the approach of and Anti-theodicies and the issue of Hashgacha Klalit and Pratit in so far as it
relates to the Problem of Suffering.

11. For a thorough analysis of the conceptual nature of Yissurin Shel Ahava see R. Michael Harris, “But Now My Eye Has Seen You”: Yissurin Shel Ahavah as Divine Intimacy Theodicy,
The Torah u-Madda Journal (17/2016-17) pp. 64-92.
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