Rabbinic Thought and Theology
Theodicy and the Problem of Evil

I. Introduction

1. Psalms 92:7-8

The senseless man does not know, fools do not understand, that
though the wicked spring up like grass and all evildoers flourish,
they will be forever destroyed.
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2. M. Avot 4:15
Rabbi Yannai used to say: It is not in our power to explain the
well-being of the wicked or the sorrows of the righteous.
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I1. The Justice of Evil

A. Measure for Measure — Middah K'Negged Middah

3. M. Sotah 1:7-9

A person is treated according to his own behavior. She [the Sota
woman]| dressed for sin, and she became uncovered. She revealed
herself for sin, so God revealed her sin. She sinned with her
thigh, and then her belly, therefore her thigh is hit first, and then
her belly...

Samson followed his eyes [by taking the Philistine woman]|, and
so the Philistines put out his eyes ...Absalom took pride in his
hair, and so he was hung by his hair...Since he came to his
father's 10 concubines, 10 spears were thrust into him ...Since he
stole three hearts — the heart of his father, the heart of the court,
and the heart of the Israel ...so he was in his heart with three
sticks.

This rule applies for good [rewards] as well. Miriam waited for
Moses for one hout, and so Israel waited for her for 7 days.
Joseph, the greatest of the brothers buried his father, and so
Moses, the greatest of Israel, took it upon himself to bring up
Joseph's bones...
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4. M. Avot 2:6

He [ Rabban Gamliel] one saw a skull floating on the water. He
said to it, because you drowned another, so too you were
drowned, and ultimately those who drowned you will themselves
be drowned.

) MIVUN A MAN Mvn 4

9 DY NOSY NNN NYIDI NN NN N
IO TIOVN NALNT DY ND N DN
(NN TIOOVN

Rabbinic Thought and Theology: Theodicy and the Problem of Evil
www.JoshYuter.com




5. M. Avot 5:8-9

There are seven types of punishments for seven types of sins: 1.
If some tithe and some do not, a famine of drought comes such
that some will be hungry, and others will not. 2. If everyone does
not tithe, then a famine of both armed robbers and drought will
come.3. If they also did not take balla, then a destructive drought
will come. 4. Pestilence comes to the world for people who
deserve the death penalty, but were not given over to the coutt,
and for misuse of sabbatical produce. 5. The sword comes to the
world for the delay of justice, the perversion of justice, and for
teaching Torah in opposition to Jewish law. 6. Wild beasts come
to the world for meaningless oaths and for the desecration of
God's name. 7. Exile comes to the wotld for idolatry,
licentiousness, murder, and for not observing the sabbatical years.

At four periods pestilence increases: In the fourth year and the
seventh year and in the year after the seventh year, and at the end
of the Feast of Tabernacles every year. "In the fourth year"--
because of neglect of the Poorman's Tithe in the third year
(Deuteronomy 14:28-30). "In the seventh year"--because of
neglect of the Poorman's Tithe in the sixth year. "In the year after
the seventh year"--because of transgressing the Torahs of the
seventh yeat produce. "At the end of the Feast of Tabernacles
every yeat"--because of robbing the poor of the harvest gifts that
are their due.
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B. General Atonement / Punishment

6. B. Sanhedrin 37b

But the law of the four modes of execution was not abolished: He
who is worthy of stoning either falls from the roof, or is trampled
to death by a wild beast; he who merits burning either falls into
the fire or is bitten by a serpent; he who is worthy of decapitation
is cither delivered to the [gentile] Government or brigands attack
him; he who is worthy of strangulation is either drowned in a
river or dies of suffocation...
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7. B. Hullin 7b

R. Hanina said, "No man bruises his finger on earth unless it was
decreed against him by heaven. For it is written ' The salvation of
the righteous comes from the LORD; he is their stronghold in
time of trouble.' (Tehillim 37:39) and ' A man's steps ate directed
by the LORD. How then can anyone understand his own way?'
(Mishlei 20:14)"

R. Elazar said, "The blood of a bruise atones like a burnt
offering."

Rava said, "it is only the blood of a second bruising of the thumb
atones, and only if he was about to perform a commandment.”
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8. B. Ketuvot 30a-b

[But] are cold and heat by the hand of heaven? Is it not taught:
Everything is 'by the hand of heaven' except cold and heat, for it
is said: 'Cold and heat are in the way of the froward; he that
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keepeth his soul holdeth himself far from them'? Further, are
lions and thieves 'by the hand of man'? Did not R. Joseph say.
and R. Hiyya teach: Since the day of the destruction of the
Temple, although the Sanhedrin ceased, the four forms of capital
punishment have not ceased? "They have not ceased,' [you say]?
Surely they have ceased! But [say] the judgment of the four forms
of capital punishment has not ceased. He who would have been
sentenced to stoning, either falls down from the roof or a wild
beast treads him down. He who would have been sentenced to
burning, either falls into a fire or a serpent bites him. He who
would have been sentenced to decapitation. is either delivered to
the government or robbers come upon him. He who would have
been sentenced to strangulation, is either drowned in the river or
dies from suffocation. But reverse it: Lions and thieves are 'by the
hand of heaven', and cold and heat are 'by the hand of man'.

DN : NN Y2971 191,901 27 INIRM
YOIV O DY R ,WTPNN M ANY

ND ;1902 XD MMM YIIN,PITMO
YAIN PT,NIN HINY 1DV RN 119V

- NYYP0 NNV HON IV RO MNN
MY, IN0INT PN IN NN D D9 N

IN NPT DM IN - NIV 2PNV

IN - I ANV O IWON YN
91,10y PR DOVD IN MOONY 10N
D IN 932 Y2V IN - PIN PNV
Y192 9290 NOIN : TION NON 1991702
DTN YT DN DIPY, DNV

9. B. Shabbat 55a

R. Ammi said: There is no death without sin and there is no
suffering without iniquity. There is no death without sin, for it is
written, ""The soul that sinneth, it shall die; the son shall not bear
the iniquity of the father with him, neither shall the father bear
the iniquity of the son with him; the righteousness of the
righteous shall be upon him, and the wickedness of the wicked
shall be upon him."(Ez 18:20) Thete is no suffering without
iniquity for it is written, "Then will I visit their transgression with
the rod, and their iniquity with strokes."(Ps. 89:33)
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10. B. Horayot 10b

R. Nahman b. Hisda made the following exposition: What is
meant by the Scriptural text: There is a vanity which is done upon
the earth: [That there are righteous men, unto whom it happeneth
according to the work of the wicked; again there are wicked men
to whom it hanppeneth]| etc? Happy are the righteous men unto
whom it happeneth in this world according to the work of the
wicked in the world to come; woe to the wicked men to whom it
happeneth in this world according to the work of the righteous in
the world to come. Said Rava: Would the righteous, then, if they
enjoyed both worlds find it so distasteful? — But, said Rava,
happy are the righteous men unto whom it happeneth in this
world according to the work of the wicked in this world; woe to
the wicked men unto whom it happeneth in this world according
to the work of the righteous in this world
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C. Vicarious Atonement / Punishment for Someone Else's Sin

11. B. Yevamot 105a

There was a family in Jerusalem whose members died at eighteen.
They came and told to R. Yohanan B. Zakkai. He said, maybe
you ate of the family of Eli to whom it was said, "and the increase
of your family will does as young men." Go and study Torah and
you may live. They went and studied torah, and they lived.
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12. B. Berachot 7a

The Master said above: "The righteous man who prospets is a
righteous man son of a righteous man; the righteous man who is
in adversity is a righteous man son of a wicked man'. But this is
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not so! For, lo, one verse says: Visiting the iniquity of the fathers
upon the children, and another verse says: Neither shall the
children be put to death for the fathers. And a contradiction was
pointed out between these two verses, and the answer was given
that there is no contradiction. The one verse deals with children
who continue in the same course as their fathers, and the other
verse with children who do not continue in the course of their
fathers! — [You must| therefore [say that] the Lord said thus to
Moses: A righteous man who prospers is a perfectly righteous
man; the righteous man who is in adversity is not a perfectly
righteous man. The wicked man who prospers is not a petfectly
wicked man; the wicked man who is in adversity is a perfectly
wicked man. Now this [saying of R. Johanan] is in opposition to
the saying of R. Meir. For R. Meir said: only two [requests] were
granted to him, and one was not granted to him. For it is said:
And I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, although he
may not deserve it, And I will show mercy on whom I will show
mercy, although he may not deserve it.
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13. B. Moed Katan 28a

R. Ammi said: Why is the account of the death of Miriam placed
next to the laws of the red heifer? To inform you that even as the
red heifer afforded atonement, so does the death of the righteous
afford atonement. R. Elazar said: Why is the account of Aaron's
death closely followed by the laws of the disposal of the priestly
garments? To inform you that just as the priest's garments wete
means to effect atonement, so is the death of the righteous afford
atonement.
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14. B. Sanhedrin 39a

A certain Min said to R. Abbahu: 'Your God is a jester, for He
said to Ezekiel. Lie down on thy left side, and it is also written,
Lie on thy right side.' [Just then] a disciple came and asked him:
"What is the reason for the Sabbatical year?' 'Now,' said R.
Abbahu, 'T shall give you an answer which will suit you both
equally. The Holy One, blessed be He, said to Israel, Sow your
seed six years but omit the seventh, that ye may know that the
earth is mine They, however, did not do so, but sinned and were
exiled. Now, it is the universal practice that a king of flesh and
blood against whom his subjects have rebelled, if he be cruel, kills
them all; if merciful, he slays half of them; but if he is
exceptionally merciful, he only chastises the great ones. So also,
the Holy One, blessed be He, afflicted Ezekiel in order to cleanse
Israel from their iniquities.'
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15. B. Shabbat 33b

R. Gurion, or some say R. Joseph son of R. Shemaiah said: When
there are righteous men in a generation, they are taken for the sins
of the generation. Then there are no righteous in a generation,
school children are taken for the generation.
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III. Randomness of Evil

16. B. Bava Kamma 60a

R. Joseph learnt: What is the meaning of the verse, And none of
you shall go out at the door of his house until the morning? Once
permission has been granted to the Destroyer, he does not
distinguish between righteous and wicked. Moreover, he even
begins with the righteous at the very outset, as it says: And I will
cut off from thee the righteous and the wicked. R. Joseph wept at
this, saying: So much are they compared to nothing! But Abaye
[consoling him,] said: This is for their advantage, as it is written,
That the righteous is taken away from the evil to come.
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17. B. Haggiga 4b-5a

Is there anyone who passes away before his time? Yes — as in the
story by R. Bibi Bar Abaye who would visit the angel of death.
Once, the angel of death said to his messenger, "Go bring me
Miriam the hairdresser." The messenger went and returned with
Miriam the children's nurse. The angel of death said to his
messenget, "I told you Miriam the hairdresser!" The messenger
replied, "If so, I will take her back." "Since you brought her, let
her be added."

[The angel asked his messenger], "But how were you able to get
her?" [He answered], "She was holding a shovel in her hand, and
was heating and raking the oven. She put it on her foot and burnt
herself. Since her luck was impaired, I brought her."
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18. B. Moed Katan 28a

Rava said: [Length of] life, children and sustenance depend not on
merit but [rather on] mazzal. For [take] Rabbah and R. Hisda.
Both were saintly Rabbis; one master prayed for rain and it came,
the other master prayed for rain and it came. R. Hisda lived to the
age of ninety-two, Rabbah [only] lived to the age of forty. In R.
Hisda's house there were held sixty martiage feasts, at Rabbah's
house there were sixty bereavements. At R. Hisda's house there
was the purest wheaten bread for dogs, and it went to waste; at
Rabbah's house there was barley bread for human beings and that
not to be had.
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IV. Suggested Responses

19. B. Berachot 60b

And so it was taught in the name of R. Akiva: A person should
always accustom himself to say, "whatever the merciful one does,
it is for good." Once R. Akiva was walking on a road. He came
to a certain place and requested a room in an inn, but no one
would give him lodging. He said, "whatever the merciful one
does, is for good." He went and stayed in an open field. He had
with him a rooster, a donkey, and a lamp. The wind extinguished
the lamp, a cat ate the rooster, and a lion ate the donkey. He said,
"whatever the merciful one does, is for good." That night, a band
of robbers came to the town and took the inhabitants as captives.
He said to them, "Did I not tell you 'whatever the Holy One
blessed be He does is for good?"
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20. B. Berachot 5a

Raba (some say, R. Hisda) says: If a man sees that painful
sufferings visit him, let him examine his conduct. For it is said:
Let us search and try our ways, and return unto the Lord. If he
examines and finds nothing [objectionable], let him attribute it to
the neglect of the study of the Torah. For it is said: Happy is the
man whom Thou chastenest, O Lord, and teachest out of Thy
law. If he did attribute it [thus], and still did not find [this to be
the cause], let him be sure that these are chastenings of love. For
it is said: For whom the Lord loveth He correcteth.
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V. Limits of Orthodox Theology — Dogmatic Imposition

A. Imposing on the Divine

21. B. Kiddushin 39b

For it was taught: R. Jacob said: There is not a single precept in
the Torah whose reward is [stated] at its side which is not
dependent on the resurrection of the dead. [Thus:] in connection
with honoring parents it is written, that thy days may be
prolonged, and that it may go well with thee. In reference to the
dismissal of the nest it is written, that it may be well with thee,
and that thou mayest prolong thy days. Now, if one's father said
to him, 'Ascend to the loft and bring me young birds,' and he
ascends to the loft, dismisses the dam and takes the young, and
on his return falls and is killed — where is this man's happiness
and where is this man's prolonging of days? But 'in order that it
may be well with thee', means on the day that is wholly good; and
in order that thy days may be long', on the day that is wholly
long. ..

R. Joseph said: Had Aher interpreted this verse as R. Jacob, his
daughtet's son, he would not have sinned. Now, what happened
with Aher? Some say, he saw something of this nature. Others
say, he saw the tongue of Huzpith the Interpreter dragged along
by a swine. "The mouth that uttered peatls licks the dust!' he
exclaimed. [Thereupon| he went forth and sinned.
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22a. Shemot 20:11
Honor your father and mother so that your days will be
lengthened on the land which the LORD your GOD has given to

yOou.

22b. Devarim 5:15

Honor your father and mother as the LORD your GOD has
commanded you, so that you will lengthen your days and so that
it will be good for you on the land which the LORD your GOD

has given to vou.
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B. Imposing Theology on Others

23. B. Shabbat 55b

An objection is raised: The ministering angels asked the Holy One
blessed be He, "Master of the Universe! Why did you impose the
penalty of death on man?" He said to them, "I gave him an easy
command, and he violated it." The angels replied, "But Moses
and Aaron fulfilled the whole Torah [and yet they died]!" The
Lotd responded, "There is one event to the righteous and to the
wicked."(Eccl. 9:2) This follows in accordance with a patticular
Tanna. For it was also taught: R. Shimon B. Elazar said: Even
Moses and Aaron died for their sins, for it is said ""Because ye
believed not in Me"(Num. 20:12) — had you believed in me, yout
time to depart from the world would not have come.

Another objection is raised: Four died through the serpent's
machinations: Benjamin the son of Jacob, Amram the father of
Moses, Jesse the father of David, and Kilav the son of David
...Who is the teacher of this passage? Shall we say that the Tanna
who taught about the ministering angels? If so, then Moses and
Aaron should also be included! Therefore it must be R. Shimon
Ben Elazar which proves that there is death without sin and there
is suffering without iniquity. The refutation of R. Ammi is indeed
a refutation.
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24. Iyov 42:7

After the LORD had said these things to Job, he said to Eliphaz
the Temanite, "I am angry with you and your two friends, because
vou have not spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has.
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25. M. Avot 4:18

Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar used to say: Do not appease your
fellow in the time of his anger, nor comfort him while his dead
lies before him. Do not question him in the time of his vow. Do
not try to see him in the time of his disgrace
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