Suffering & Prosperity: A Jewish Philosophical Exploration

Lecture 2: Theodicies of Gadlut Ha’adam

1. Preliminiaries
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THAT which is impossible has a permanent and constant property, which is not the result of some agent,
and cannot in any way change, and consequently we do not ascribe to God the power of doing what is
impossible. No thinking man denies the truth of this maxim; none ignore it, but such as have no idea of
Logic. There is, however, a difference of opinion among philosophers with reference to the existence of
any particular thing. Some of them consider its existence to be impossible, and hold that God cannot
produce the thing in question, whilst others think that it is possible, and that God can create it if He pleases
to do so. E.g., all philosophers consider that it is impossible for one substratum to have at the same moment
two opposite properties, or for the elementary components of a thing, substance and accident, to
interchange, so that the substance becomes accident, and the accident becomes substance, or for a material
substance to be without accident. Likewise it is impossible that God should produce a being like Himself,
or annihilate, corporify, or change Himself. The power of God is not assumed to extend to any of these
impossibilities.
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And he said, what is written there in the Guide of the Perplexed ‘And is it possible that the triangle could
be made a square?’ — our master of blessed memory said ‘I believe that the Holy One Blessed Be He could
make the triangle a square! For the ways of Hashem are hidden from us and he is Almighty and nothing is
beyond Him

Aaron Segal Drisha Institute for Jewish Education April 19, 2021



2. Soul Making Theodicy
John Hick, Evil and the God of Love
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Be as heedful of a light commandment as of a weighty one,” for they are all exceedingly precious and
beloved, for through them a person always expresses thankfulness to his G-d.

And the purpose of all the commandments is that we believe in our G-d and be thankful to Him for
having created us, for we know of no other reason for the first creation, and G-d the Most High has no
demand on the lower creatures, excepting that man should know and be thankful to G-d for having

created him.
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It happened that Tyrannus Rufus the wicked asked R. Agiva, “Which works are the more beautiful?
Those of the Holy One, blessed be He, or those of flesh and blood?” He said to him, “Those of flesh and
blood are the more beautiful.” ...He said to him, “Why do you circumcise?” He said to him, “l also knew
that you were going to say this to me. | therefore anticipated [your question] when | said to you, ‘A work
of flesh and blood is more beautiful than one of the Holy One, blessed be He.’ Bring me wheat spikes
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and white bread.” He said to him, “The former is the work of the Holy One, blessed be He, and the latter
is the work of flesh and blood. Is not the latter more beautiful?” Tyrannus Rufus said to him, “Inasmuch
as He finds pleasure in circumcision, why does no one emerge from his mother's belly circumcised?” R.
Agiva said to him, “And why does his umbilical cord come out on him? Does not his mother cut his
umbilical cord? So why does he not come out circumcised? Because the Holy One, blessed be He, only
gave Israel the commandments in order to purify them. Therefore, David said (in || Sam. 22:31 = Ps.
18:31), ‘the word of the Lord is pure.”
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It is taught in a baraita: Rabbi Meir would say: An opponent may bring an argument against you and
say to you: If your God loves the poor, for what reason does He not support them Himself? In such a
case, say to him: He commands us to act as His agents in sustaining the poor, so that through them we
will be credited with the performance of mitzvot and therefore be saved from the judgment of
Gehenna. And this is the question that Turnus Rufus the wicked asked Rabbi Akiva: If your God loves
the poor, for what reason does He not support them Himself? Rabbi Akiva said to him: He commands
us to sustain the poor, so that through them and the charity we give them we will be saved from the
judgment of Gehenna.

Turnus Rufus said to Rabbi Akiva: On the contrary, it is this charity which condemns you, the Jewish
people, to Gehenna because you give it. | will illustrate this to you with a parable. To what is this
matter comparable? It is comparable to a king of flesh and blood who was angry with his slave and put
him in prison and ordered that he should not be fed or given to drink. And one person went ahead
and fed him and gave him to drink. If the king heard about this, would he not be angry with that
person? And you, after all, are called slaves, as it is stated: “For the children of Israel are slaves to Me”
(Leviticus 25:55). If God decreed that a certain person should be impoverished, one who gives him
charity defies the will of God.

Rabbi Akiva said to Turnus Rufus: | will illustrate the opposite to you with a different parable. To what
is this matter comparable? It is comparable to a king of flesh and blood who was angry with his son
and put him in prison and ordered that he should not be fed or given to drink. And one person went
ahead and fed him and gave him to drink. If the king heard about this once his anger abated, would he
not react by sending that person a gift? And we are called sons, as it is written: “You are sons of the
Lord your God” (Deuteronomy 14:1).
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Previously, the Gemara discussed suffering that results from one’s transgressions. The Gemara
shifts the focus and discusses suffering that does not result from one’s transgressions and the
suffering of the righteous. Rava, and some say Rav Hisda, said: If a person sees that
suffering has befallen him, he should examine his actions. Generally, suffering comes about
as punishment for one’s transgressions, as it is stated: “We will search and examine our ways,
and return to God” (Lamentations 3:40). If he examined his ways and found no transgression
for which that suffering is appropriate, he may attribute his suffering to dereliction in the study
of Torah. God punishes an individual for dereliction in the study of Torah in order to emphasize
the gravity of the issue, as it is stated: “Happy is the man whom You punish, Lord, and
teach out of Your law” (Psalms 94:12). This verse teaches us that his suffering will cause him
to return to Your law.
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And if he did attribute his suffering to dereliction in the study of Torah, and did not find this
to be so, he may be confident that these are afflictions of love, as it is stated: “For whom the
Lord loves, He rebukes, as does a father the son in whom he delights” (Proverbs 3:12).
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‘Afflictions of love’ — The Holy One Blessed Be He afflicts him in this world, without (his having
committed] any sin, in order to increase his reward in the world to come beyond his merits
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THE doctrine of trials is open to great objections: it is in fact more exposed to objections than any other
thing taught in Scripture. It is mentioned in Scripture six times, as | will show in this chapter. People have
generally the notion that trials consist in afflictions and mishaps sent by God to man, not as
punishments for past sins, but as giving opportunity for great reward. This principle is not mentioned in
Scripture in plain language, and it is only in one of the six places referred to that the literal meaning
conveys this notion. | will explain the meaning of that passage later on. The principle taught in Scripture
is exactly the reverse; for it is said: "He is a God of faithfulness, and there is no iniquity in him" (Deut.
32:4). The teaching of our Sages, although some of them approve this general belief (concerning trials],
is on the whole against it. For they say, "There is no death without sin, and no affliction without
transgression." (See p. 285.) Every intelligent religious person should have this faith, and should not
ascribe any wrong to God, who is far from it; he must not assume that a person is innocent and perfect
and does not deserve what has befallen him.
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And sometimes the Holy One Blessed Be He brings afflictions upon the righteous in order to test him, to
see if he is serving Hashem from true love, as it says “for the LORD your God putteth you to proof, to
know whether etc.”, or if he is serving from the love of reward and fear of punishment... And so when the
Holy One Blessed Be He brings afflictions of this sort on the righteous, they are called ‘afflictions of love’,
since through them it becomes manifest to the people who say of the righteous who prosper that they are
not serving from love, since through them everyone will come to recognize and know that those righteous
people serve Hashem in suffering just as in tranquility.
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Still, what is to be gained by the Holy One Blessed Be He by afflicting the righteous without sin in order to
increase his reward in the world to come, this isn’t even the way of mortals, to afflict their beloved in order
to bestow many gifts, a fortiori the King of Kings, the Holy One Blessed Be He, to whom belongs all the
worlds, and in his will can bestow them upon whom He wishes, without limit
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And the third type of affliction is truly called ‘afflictions of love’, and they are the afflictions that come
upon a person...in order to increase his reward, so that he gets the reward of the good deed, and not just the
reward of a good intention
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R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Out of the Whirlwind

self because he was singled out. E
abandoned his father and mother.
from his closest friends and belovec
and children.

The night before my operation,
bye to me, I understood the words
immi azavuni, va-Hashem
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3. Free Will Theodicy
R. Eliezer Berkovitz, Faith after the Holocaust (p. 105)

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. Ifthere is to be man, he must be allowed to make his choices in
freedom. Ifhe 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.
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The Gemara relates: 4her asked Rabbi Meir a question, after he had gone astray. He said to
him: What is the meaning of that which is written: “God has made even the one as well as
the other” (Ecclesiastes 7:14)? Rabbi Meir said to him: Everything that the Holy One,
Blessed be He, created, He created a similar creation corresponding to it. He created
mountains, He created hills; He created seas, He created rivers.
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Aher said to him: Rabbi Akiva, your teacher, did not say so, but explained the verse as
follows: Everything has its opposite: He created the righteous, He created the wicked; He
created the Garden of Eden, He created Gehenna. Each and every person has two portions,
one in the Garden of Eden and one in Gehenna. If he merits it, by becoming righteous, he
takes his portion and the portion of his wicked colleague in the Garden of Eden; if he is
found culpable by becoming wicked, he takes his portion and the portion of his colleague in
Gehenna.
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But after he ate of the fruit of the tree of knowledge, he possessed the power of choice; he could now
willingly do evil or good to himself or to others. This, on the one hand, is a godlike attribute; but as far as
man is concerned, it is bad because through it, he has a will and desire.
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Let us make man in our image: The image of G-d is free will, without any natural external
inclination, only from free will and intellect.
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4. Plus Natural Laws...
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Rava said: Length of life, children, and sustenance do not depend on one’s merit, but
rather they depend upon fate. As, Rabba and Rav Hisda were both pious Sages; one Sage
would pray during a drought and rain would fall, and the other Sage would pray and rain
would fall.
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GEMARA: The Sages taught: Certain philosophers [filosofin] asked the Jewish Sages who
were in Rome: If it is not your God’s will that people should engage in idol worship, for what
reason does He not eliminate it? The Sages said to them: Were people worshipping only
objects for which the world has no need, He would eliminate it. But they worship the sun
and the moon and the stars and the constellations. Should He destroy the world because of
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the fools? Rather, the world follows its course, and the fools who sinned will be held to

judgment in the future for their transgressions.

5. The Inherent Tension in Theodicies of Greatness
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What is the meaning of NEITHER HAST THOU DELIVERED
THY PEOPLE AT ALL? (ib.). R. Ishmael said: It is evident
that Thou has not so far saved them; R. Akiba said that
Moses argued thus: ' | know that Thou wilt one day deliver
them, but what about those who have been immured in
the buildings? ' Then did the Attribute of justice seek to
strike Moses, but after God saw that Moses argued thus
only because of Israel, He did not allow the Attribute of
Justice to strike him.

Marilyn McCord Adams, Horrendous Evils and the Goodness of God

ﬁcu&mic creator and/or governor who operated with such reasons alone

wotld not thereby be one who placed a high value on human personhood

244 general or individual human persons m particular. U the contrary, sucn
_government would thereby show itself to be at best indifferent, at worst
suel. Rather, I contend that God could be said to value human person-
hood in general, and to love individual human persons in particular, only if
“ Cird were good to each and every human person God created. And Divine
 goodness to created persong involves the distribution o :
not merely globally, but within the context of the individual person’s
i e, At a mimmum, God's goodness to human individuals would require that
 God puarantee each a life that was a great good to him/her on the whole
' by balancing off serious evils. To value the individual qua person, God

:::"": would have to go further to defeat any horrendous evil in which s/he par-
_ fcipated by giving it posiive meaning through organic unity with a great
 enough good within the context of his/her life, By skirting the special prob-

- fems horrendous evils pose for Divine goodness to individual created pet-
sons, global and generic_approaches win no ingenious strategic victory.

They simply fail to solve tbemg
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