Aaron Segal

Suffering & Prosperity: A Jewish Philosophical Exploration

Lecture 2: Theodicies of Katnut Ha’adam
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1 Then the LORD answered Job out of the whirlwind,
and said:

2 Who is this that darkeneth counsel by words
without knowledge?

3 Gird up now thy loins like a man; for I will demand
of thee, and declare thou unto Me.

16 Hast thou entered into the springs of the sea?
Or hast thou walked in the recesses of the deep?

17 Have the gates of death been revealed unto
thee? Or hast thou seen the gates of the shadow of
death?

18 Hast thou surveyed unto the breadths of the
earth? Declare, if thou knowest it all.

19 Where is the way to the dwelling of light, and as
for darkness, where is the place thereof;

20 That thou shouldest take it to the bound
thereof, and that thou shouldest know the paths to
the house thereof?

21 Thou knowest it, for thou wast then born, and
the number of thy days is great!

22 Hast thou entered the treasuries of the snow, or
hast thou seen the treasuries of the hail,

23 Which I have reserved against the time of trouble,
against the day of battle and war?

24 By what way is the light parted, or the east wind
scattered upon the earth?

25 Who hath cleft a channel for the waterflood, or a
way for the lightning of the thunder;

26 To cause it to rain on a land where no man is, on
the wilderness, wherein there is no man;

37 Who can number the clouds by wisdom? Or
who can pour out the bottles of heaven,
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N 1 {S} Then Job answered the LORD, and said:

3 2 [ know that Thou canst do every thing, and that no
purpose can be withholden from Thee.
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Therefore have I uttered that which I understood
not, things too wonderful for me, which [ knew not.
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demand of Thee, and declare Thou unto me.
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now mine eye seeth Thee;

AN 99Y-DY  --onnnd) ONNN 19-9Y ) 6 Wherefore I abhor my words, and repent,
seeing I am dust and ashes.
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Axiological Smallness
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MEN frequently think that the evils in the world are more numerous than the good things; many sayings
and songs of the nations dwell on this idea. They say that a good thing is found only exceptionally, whilst
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evil things are numerous and lasting. Not only common people make this mistake, but even many who
believe that they are wise. Al-Razi wrote a well-known book On Metaphysics [or Theology]. Among
other mad and foolish things, it contains also the idea, discovered by him, that there exists more evil
than good. For if the happiness of man and his pleasure in the times of prosperity be compared with the
mishaps that befall him,--such as grief, acute pain, defects, paralysis of the limbs, fears, anxieties, and
troubles,--it would seem as if the existence of man is a punishment and a great evil for him. This author
commenced to verify his opinion by counting all the evils one by one; by this means he opposed those
who hold the correct view of the benefits bestowed by God and His evident kindness, viz., that God is
perfect goodness, and that all that comes from Him is absolutely good. The origin of the error is to be
found in the circumstance that this ignorant man, and his party among the common people, judge the
whole universe by examining one single person. 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.
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But he is represented to hold this view only so long as he was without wisdom, and knew God only by
tradition, in the same manner as religious people generally know Him. As soon as he had acquired a
true knowledge of God, he confessed that there is undoubtedly true felicity in the knowledge of God,;
it is attained by all who acquire that knowledge, and no earthly trouble can disturb it. So long as Job's
knowledge of God was based on tradition and communication, and not on research, he believed that
such imaginary good as is possessed in health, riches, and children, was the utmost that men can
attain: this was the reason why he was in perplexity, and why he uttered the above-mentioned
opinions, and this is also the meaning of his words: "l have heard of thee by the hearing of the ear; but
now mine eye seeth thee. Wherefore | abhor myself, and repent because of dust and ashes" (xlii. 5, 6);
that is to say he abhorred all that he had desired before, and that he was sorry that he had been in dust
and ashes; comp. "and he sat down among the ashes" (ii. 8). On account of this last utterance, which
implies true perception, it is said afterwards in reference to him, "for you have not spoken of me the
thing that is right, as my servant Job hath."
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But of those who accept our theory that the whole Universe has been created from nothing, some
hold that the inquiry after the purpose of the Creation is necessary, and assume that the Universe was
only created for the sake of man's existence, that he might serve God. Everything that is done they
believe is done for man's sake; even the spheres move only for his benefit, in order that his wants
might be supplied. The literal meaning of some passages in the books of the prophets greatly support
this idea. Comp. "He formed it (viz., the earth) to be inhabited" (Isa. 45:18); "If my covenant of day and
night were not," etc. (Jer. 33:25); "And spreadeth them out as a tent to dwell in" (Isa. 40:22). If the
sphere existed for the sake of man, how much more must this be the case with all other living beings
and the plants. On examining this opinion as intelligent persons ought to examine all different
opinions, we shall discover the errors it includes. Those who hold this view, namely, that the existence
of man is the object of the whole creation, may be asked whether God could have created man without
those previous creations, or whether man could only have come into existence after the creation of all
other things. If they answer in the affirmative, that man could have been created even if, e.g., the
heavens did not exist, they will be asked what is the object of all these things, since they do not exist for
their own sake but for the sake of something that could exist without them?
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| consider therefore the following opinion as most correct according to the teaching of the Bible, and
best in accordance with the results of philosophy; namely, that the Universe does not exist for man's
sake, but that each being exists for its own sake, and not because of some other thing.
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You must not be mistaken and think that the spheres and the angels were created for our sake. Our
position has already been pointed out to us, "Behold, the nations are as a drop of a bucket" (Isa. 40:15).
Now compare your own essence with that of the spheres, the stars, and the Intelligences, and you will
comprehend the truth, and understand that man is superior to everything formed of earthly matter, but
not to other beings; he is found exceedingly inferior when his existence is compared with that of the
spheres, and a fortiori when compared with that of the Intelligences.

2/:) NN NN .8

WH W PI1 L,DORINIT WURT PHT VIO 22W R NIRRT NNNANAT

, 19910 nownnnn MIRENY oA Y9 T 0w 1% PRY 937 0R ,07INRT 0rnnshya
N WAR (4 ,770p ©°20N) (M2 H35 1] et Yank 2N R 20aw 1D
BINDT ,BTIOY DY WK] MWATN WYY R (6 ,717D IPX) YA IR
J(15 /0 YD?) [13WNI DIIRD pRWSY] YT Md BN 111 ,(19 7 ,0W) [wy-ipY
DR DIRA N2 NYYINGTATM 72037, RPN 22X D0 NINwHa wumn Yo
LR NIRRT ROR .71a%a MRy Yawa R0 MIREHNY 2w avw? xHwY 10
7AW MNPA WAV 12T R DIRA PR 2w L 'ZARma Mpen Pawa unyb

o PR PoraRnb arnwna .0v01% ohavb ambs ,mrbya nivesnk axnwna
;25 55w 19YIYA NRN N1 T2 IANHA P RIT DIRD DI W72 NN
9173 20 B2 RO INIRPND DR DY 4N 9 250w AR PR 0T T30 X

What we have, in truth, to consider is this:--The whole mankind at present in existence, and a fortiori,
every other species of animals, form an infinitesimal portion of the permanent universe. Comp. "Man
is like to vanity" (Ps. 144:4); "How much less man, that is a worm; and the son of man, which is a worm"
(Job 25:6); "How much less in them who dwell in houses of clay" (ibid. 4:19); "Behold, the nations are as
a drop of the bucket" (Isa. 40:15). There are many other passages in the books of the prophets
expressing the same idea. It is of great advantage that man should know his station, and not
erroneously imagine that the whole universe exists only for him. We hold that the universe exists
because the Creator wills it so; that mankind is low in rank as compared with the uppermost portion
of the universe, viz., with the spheres and the stars: but, as regards the angels, there cannot be any
real comparison between man and angels, although man is the highest of all beings on earth; i.e., of
all beings formed of the four elements.

Aaron Segal Drisha Institute for Jewish Education April 26, 2021


/Isaiah.40.15
/Psalms.144.4
/Job.25.6
/Isaiah.40.15

NTRN MYTN MNNNND 990 .9

D25 ,YNNINI WRD PONY N3 DY DIPXI,NINT DO NINK NIN YWY AVNY 39D N
NID IUN NIND 191V DTRD N3 DIWNMY ND IWOINN 929 .Y¥INA NNDY WD HaT

12 DNNY IMAPNY NN DV 00N YSNNI

7 9INRND MYTN MINNINN 999.10

29 DY GRY INIRY NNTPN TN VINNDD NM NN : 1ANND ININ ,DIRY 12 DTN DN
¥ NI MY MINT ; DNN DN DN MMV NN PN L0279 OINIIAN ORI
NINN WY NPNI TWNRI) .DMNININ D2 DN XN 312 NY INAN YAV WYY 7N

YNNN ,T2D) 92T DD DU ,1)AN) 3NN 2D ,NIM .DTRN NI PNIINN KNN)

AMND DXT23) BN YN OXIITN

11. R. Norman Lamm, “Man’s Position in the Universe”

There seem to be, then, two casts of mind, two a priori orienta-
tions, diametrically opposed to each other: the older one, with its
Pythagorean roots in Greek philosophy, accepted by Plato, and
tacitly accepted in Jewish literature,*® what we might call the cen-
tripetal value-structure, one which Saadiah accepted and attempted
to “prove” empirically in order to validate his anthropocentric no-
tions; the other, what we may call the centrifugal value-structure,
propounded by Aristotle, and which held sway over most of the
medieval thinkers.*

Not the least of those in the latter group, those who accepted
the centrifugal bias of Aristotle, is Maimonides. Just as Saadiah
was led by his centripetalism to anthropocentrism, so Maimonides
was led by his centrifugalism to reject completely the Saadianic
view of man as the mekhuvan ha-beri’ah.

Metaphysical Smallness

12. Harry Austryn Wolfson, Philo
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His insistence upon the unity of the world reflects his ad-
herence to Plato ¢ and Aristotle s and the Stoics **¢ and his
opposition to many of the pre-Socratic philosophers *7 and
the Epicureans.”® Though he states that this doctrine was
taught by Moses in his account of the creation of the world,
he quotes no scriptural verse in support of this view. In
native Jewish tradition, on the contrary, the view is ex-
pressed that simultaneously with the creation of our present
heavens and our present earth God created one hundred and
ninety-six thousand other worlds *** or that Eden, which is
beyond Paradise, contains three hundred and ten worlds.'®
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When God made our present heavens and
our present earth, “the new heavens and the ney
earth”® were also brought forth, yea, and the
hundred and ninety-six thousand worlds which
God created unto His own glory.*
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16. Hud Hudson, “Best Possible World Theodicy”

Let us return, however, to the question that opened this section — How does the hypothesis
of a multiverse help to provide a satisfactory resolution to our Second Inconsistent Triad?
Well, it makes a defensive contribution by finding a way to acknowledge and respect the
popular judgment that things could have been better than this, while reducing the force of
that observation to local rather than global commentary. The blunting of that judgment
together with the baskets-of-apples story (designed to prevent promotion of any known
local horror to the status of a disqualifying horror) aims at undermining our claim to know
that our world is not best. Moreover, it makes an offensive contribution by furnishing
positive reasons to think that the multiverse provides a stage on which God can create
everything worth having simply by partitioning goods, rather than being forced to sacrifice
one good to obtain another. These defensive and offensive contributions together generate
a case for rejecting proposition (5) and thus for resolving the inconsistent triad.
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