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. 
For a millenium following the destruction of the First 

• • , 
• 

Temple, a plethora of suffering visited the Jewish people. 
• • • . , 

• 

These sufferings were a source of despondency and demoraliza-
•1,f, , .... I . .• 

. . . : ' 
• 

tion for the Jew, and a confirmation for the nascent Chris-
- . • • • • ' • 

tian Church and for the numerous gnostic circles of their own 
• . ( . 

' 
authenticity • For the Christian, the sufferings of the Jews 

• 
• 

• • • 
. - . . . . ., . . . ' 

bore final witness to the rupture of the God-Israel relation-
• 

' .. 

ship; for the gnostic, duality or vulnerability of the Divine 
• 

were implied. 
• 

' . • t • .. . ... ' I • • 

Against such a background, this thesis considers the 
. . . - , 

• • 

endeavors of the rabbis to rehabilitate, by numerous devices, 
• • . ' • • • •' . • 

the people of Israel. Expostulations such as those collected 
• - . 

• . . • • 
• 

in Lamentations Rabba reflect such efforts at rehabilitation. 
• • 

• • • . ... 

Thus, an analysis of the midrashim contained therein engaged 
• ' 

• t I "' 

us in this thesis. • 

• • •. • ._ .. . 

• I • 
• • 

• ... . ' . 
• 

Our study revealed that the rabbis expounded, in detail, 

upon the nature of the sufferings, as well as their object 

and their author. The explanation of past sins as the cause 

of calamity was found wanting. Other attempts at resolution, 

such as the theory of nchastisement of love" or "suffe~ing 
. 

importunes hope'', were submitted. These efforts notwithstand-

ing> a number of midrashim frankly admit that a measure of the 

sufferings is undeserved. 

The seeming lack of justification for the sufferings, 

coupled with nascent Christian and gnostic polemics, undermined 

• • 
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the traditional view of the Covenant between God and Israel. 

The rabbis consequently directed their attention to a con

sideration of God's role in the obloquy. We find that God 

is imputed to have limited Himself in order to circumvent 

total involvement in the sufferings, to have empathized with 

His people and to have become dependent upon them for His own 

salvation. Israel, on the other hand, is portrayed in the 

midrashim as contesting with God, demanding just treatment in 
. . . . 

accord with His own Torah. They implore· Him to act according 

to His own nature. • 

• • • . i ~ -. 

' ' 

In the course of our study, we learned that the rabbis 
• 

qualified God and pictured Him confuted in t:lis , .... altercations 

with Israel. Yet the devices served their pu_rpose. The ex

ternal anti-Jewish forces notwithstanding, the rabbis, through 

Lamentations Rabba and similar midrashim, reaffirmed the 

eternality of the God-Israel relationship. Only then could 

Israel withstand the attacks from without and the depression 

from within. 
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INTtR:0DUCTION • 

The destruction of the First and Second Temples, the 
• 

Babylonian exile and the consequent loss of national indepen-

dence constituted traumatic upheavals in the hearts:_; of those 
• -

~ .o ill-fated as to live in those eras • . These disgsters ba.t'! 
• 

• • ' · .... • 

comparable effects on the philosophy and practice of Judaism 

oftimes necessitating a wholesale reorganization of Jewish 
• 

philosophy and practice. The implicatio~~ of these calamities 
• • 

were not quickly to pass away. 
• . , 

• , 

To the heathen, .these mis~ortunes served to prove the 
• • .. 

weakness of God and the sinfuln.Ess of Israel. As we shall 
• • • 

see, they leveled attacks upon such a Power help~ess to pre-
r ' . . . r . . 

vent the razing of His own Sanctuary and the enslavement of 
. 
' • • 

His own people. 
• • • • 

• 

For the emerging Christian Church, Israel's plight 
• 

constituted ad~quate witness of God's rejection of the Jews 

and His subsequent attachment to those who embraced the "New 
• • ,, . . ' 

Covenant." 
• • • . .. • 

•• 

Tn a word, the suffering of the Jew profoundly influ-
• • 

enced his religious faith (his v1ew of reward and punishment 
• 

and the role of Israel in history, his concept of Go~, etc.) 
• ., . . 

and it contributed towards molding the attitude of the non-
• • 

• • 

Jew toward the people of. Israel. • 

• 

Reflections on the sufferings of the Jew are present 

in almost any compilation of Jewish .1 a~d.~-~, but the Midrasb 

Rabb~ on Lamentations is unique in that it is almost wholly 
• 

• 

I 
• . 
• 
• 
I . 
• 
• . 
I 

I 
! 

• 

t 
• 
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devoted to an expostulation and homiletical interpretation of 
. 

tbe mis fortunes of the Jew over a period extending ·rrom. the 

experience at Sinai to the revolt of Bar-kochba in the se~ond 

century of the Common Era.· 
• 

Lame~t.~~ions R~E.~.a consists primarily of sermons de

livered by teachers before their people on the ninth day of 

Av, when the Jewish people mourned · c·olJ.ectively the destruc• 

tion of the First and Second Temples, as well as other mis-
. 

fortunes that had befallen the nation. Leopold Zwiz has dis-
. 

cussed in detail the extent to ·which ·the sermon, addressing 

itself to contemporary problems, reflected 

Jewish people during a particula·r period. l 

the thought of the 
' 

Our Midrash in-

eludes those themes which the rabbis deemed important for the 

masses to understand. Statements on ethics, .morality and the 

like occur less. frequently in ou:r Midrasb than in many of tbe 

... 

other wel.1-known co1·1ections ·such as Midrash Rabba to Genesis, 
r:-. • c m~ 

P' -~~· 1e,, ,1i tl. 
Exodus, and Leviticus or ~. d 1Rav ~~.~Pm~.· • 

.. 

. ~ r 

our text devotes itself more to descriptions, historical 

and theological, of the relationship be·tween God and Israel, 

between God and the nations and between Israel and the nations. 

one may, with considerable justification, presume that the · 

people were being challenged, o.r were themselves challenging 

the rabbis, in these areas. That the topics arose not out 

of a vacuum is clear; moreover, the historical background of 

the period in which the Midrash was co~piled and the bulk of 

its homilies preached supports· this conclusion. In addition, 

even a cursory persual of the ·themes of Christian writings 

, . 
• • • • 

• 

• 
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during the ·r1rst centuries or the Common Era oftimes reveals 
• . . 

a striking similarity betwe·en· t .hem and the early midrashim • 
• 

. It is our intention to study the effect of suffering 

on the God-concept o·f the Jews as reflected in Lamentations 
' 

Rabba. Following a brief' consideration· of the ·historical 
• 

background of our Midrash, we shall 'Confront .the. matter itself • 

When Job suffered, his advisers inquired directly ·or his sin; 

thus did the rabbis. : Hence, we shall· consider the nature of 

the sins attributed to Israel -in Lamentations Rabba and ·the · -------- ----
resultant (or sometimes not so· resul·tant) 4SUffe.rings which ....... 

Israel incurs. A number of the homilies will ·attempt to ex-

plain the sufferings without ·recourse to .. a philosophy· of · 

Reward and Punishment •. ·. S.ome .. will outrightly question the 

justice of the sufferings, ·placing in question the traditional 

concept of a just, omnipotent, and long-su·f.fering · God. This 

suggestion is particularly interesting tn view ·of· .A •• Marmor~ · 

·second, . and .third centuries the stein's proposal that in the 

Jews vindicated their God •.. 2- .:: • • ~ . . . 
' . - . . 

The two. theses. are by .no means mutually exclusive • .. 

Marmofi'stein traced, in broad strokes, the outline of Rabbinic 

thought during that period~ . The scope of this. paper is· exceed

inly more limitea~· ... · we ha~e n.o ·intention -.o.f identifying our,, 
. • 

descriptions of .a "movement·" or ''trend" with the mainstree~,--
• 

if there be one, of Rabbinic· Judaism in the early centuries 

of the .common Era.: ~ We are.· ·exal]lining ·.Jone .important group of 

midrashim .in detail. ·· We are ·drawing ·conclusions on the basis 

of both the internal evidence found in tbe Midrash and the 

external evidence such as literary and historical documents 

I 
l 
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• 
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contemporary with it. The extent to which these ''trends'' 
• . 

permeated the whole of Rabbinic thinkfung is beyond the ken 

of this work • 

Zunz theorjwzed that Lamentations Rabba was not compiled 

earlier than the second half of the seventh century.3 He 

founded his conclusion) in large measure, upon the reference 

to Arab rule which was included in the Midrash. Salomon Buber 

offers cogent arguments for an earlier dating, maintaining 
• I 

that the Midrash appears to draw heavily upon the Jerusalem 

Talmud, whi~e the Babylonian was unknown.4 Therefore, Buber 

places the compilation of the Midrash somewhere between the 
. 

completion of the two Talmuds. His proposal of a fourth cen-

tury date hes become generally accepted. 

Scholars mostly agree that the Midrash is Palestinian 

in origin.5 Buber draws this conclusion on the basis of the 

language and style of the Midrash, the presence of Palestinian 

names for all the -Amoraim included therein and the abundance ·· 

of tales concerning the .men of' Jerusalem. , ' "" . ... 
' • 

We need not dwell at leng~h on the background of the 

period during which the homilies were framed and compiled. 

Nonetheless, some general comments regarding the pressures 

exerted upon tbe Jewish community in Palestine are tn order. 

The Church was expanding and she found the bases for her ·pre

tentions in the . Old Testament.6 More significant fo~ ot1r 

study was her claim to succession. She mid not look upon 

herself as simply a new religion, nor did s.he come to compete 

directly with the Jews simpJwy because her origins were in 

• 
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Palestine. Rather, as Marcel Simon so succinctly writes, 

there was no room for two societies, . both VJ°l which presumed ·· 

to be God's Israel, the favored-ones of God.7 ' • 

Writing in the se·cond ·centt1ry and · missionizing for the .; · 

most part in Jewish Palestine, Justin Martyr~' ·. in ·his tiDialogue 

with Trypho", . enunciated the Church's slaim. ' . .. ' • • .. . • 

• 

• 
t ' f . •' ·.,, .. f ' •, I~~ . . • ~ . " ·. ..t: • • •. j . 

''Trypho'', I began, ''there never will be, nor bas 
there ever been from eternity, ·any other God except 
Him who created and formed this universe. Further
more, we do not claim that our God is different 
from yours... Nor have we placed our trust in any 
other (for, indeed, there is no other),. but only 
in Hi.m whom you also have trusted ••• men have turned 
to God, leaving behind ·them idol.a:bry and oth·er sin- · 
ful practices ••• we are the true spiritual Israel, 
and the gescendants of Juda·, Jacob, Isaac, and Abra-· 
ham ••• n 

.. ,• . . .. r . ."'"\ T • ~ ~t _I ~ ~ .,. ~ .. t N .... ~ ~ · - . • • t to: ..... • •'i ,. ;~ ~ ....... '1Jo: • 
~\ • -., . ' . . "· • ' ,. l 

. 

• 

I> (Justin Martyr's statement no· doubt ·served also as a 

retort to the gnostics ·who claimed "that the God of the Old · 

Testament, who is the creator of the world, is not the same 

as the God of the New Testament, who is the father of Jesus. 11 9) 

on the other hand, one must be cautious in dealing with 

polemics. To ascribe to all Rabbinic writings of this period 

an apologetic intention is to deny to the rabbis any faith in 

the validity of their tradition for its own sake. On the basis 

of the evidence at hand, one would not be guiltiy of undue 

sympathy for the rabbis if one attributed to them the further 

aim of maintaining among their people a reverence for the 
. 

rituals, ethics and morals of the tradition. 

, 
But it is never a simple matter to determine when the 

rabbis are apologizing and when they are teaching. We shall 
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have to feel our way in this mattero · 

The biblical book of Lamentations bemoaned the suffer

ings of the people. Tisha li'Av was the day upon which· the 

individual experienced\within his very being, those very abuses. 

The Jew, for the most part, subscribed to some sort of a sys-
. 

tern of reward and punishment. The Christian did also.. ·Per-

b.~.p,S; coincidentally, perhaps from des.ign, ~uch a doctrine J • ·r 

served for the Christian to substantiate that the Jews were 

suffering for past transgressions. In earlier periods, ·when 

the Jew did not con.front such fierce polemical attacks, he 
• 

stj~ll did not fail to equate agricult\1ral t'ailtire with failure 

to do_:: God's bidding.10 It is not unlikely that he · ·would •·· 
. 

have attributed some of his sufferings to earlier sins even· 

had the Christian not been proximate and antagonistic. The 

presence of the Christian does, however, influence the .nature 
. 

of the sins which our Midrasb records, as well ::i as :l.1ts ~1 attempted 
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ISRAEI .• • S SINS 
- • t • ' J .• ' • ~ ' • - " . 'f' . • • •• ' . • • 't" .. ~, .. • • • • 

'What were the characteristics , of the sins .of wbicb the 

rabbis in the early oentu.ries found their people guilty? A ,,. 

rect1rrent theme is the ''smugness'' or self-assurance of Israel. 

The fourth century Amora, R. J :oshua b. Nachman, said that the 

"beauty of Israel'' has been cast down ·rrom .heaven· to . earth 

because Israel .· provoked God b:r ·taking advantage of·. the like-

ness of Jacob which was on h~s throne .• 11 
. 

Israel · had grown ~ 

proud over her heritage. . ~ . 
• ~

.. • • I f.~ 
·· · ~t \' ':f • · 

• J , \ • I ,, :"; . .. \ ~ . ~it. 
t l<'i 1 . . , 

. 

In the same veih; we read . that Israel refused _to re- ,- · 

pent, smugly assuring herself that in the event _ of an atta.ck 

upon her city, the celestial princes : will protect her.12 In 

so relying upon her ability·· to manipulate the angelic hosts, 

Israel denied her present resp·onsibility. . ,:> ' ., • • . , ' r. " . \ v. ' • f< 
• 

(Such a reliance up6n angelic .hosts may have been, in -

part, a result of syncretism witb · gnost·ic pbi.losophy. · Wolf

son postulates the existence or ''some form of· Judaized pagan 
• 

syncretism, · in which the . original . lower pagan deities were · 

reduced to the status of Jewish angels. ••13 ···Such· systems por

tra:v the God of' tbe Old Testament as an ''inferior . po·wer. ·11 l-4 
CJ 

• 

rt was perhaps in opposition to ·such syncretism that the 

rabbis com.posed thes·e midrashim. ) ... ~ ' ~ •J . ·. . 

· . Israel was also ·r ndiculed 

h ~r d to God. 15 fices which s e o~ ere 

for trusting in tbe .sacri-

She presum.ed that she might 
• 
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provoke God again and ·again so long as ''the tables were set'' 

before God and so long as .the sacrifices were offered. One 

of the proemsl6 to our Midrash attributes ·the -calamity to 

Israel's self-assured declaration~ ''the- vision that he 'sees 1 
• 

is for many 

far off~ 111 7 

days to come, ··and he prophesies of times that are 

• 
• f. • 

• f • 
• ,, # "'1 

t \ • .. t ~ • 
• • 

Placing great store in . her ancestry and her ritual, .'.. 

Israel is reproved by our Midrash for her disregard of the 
( 

moral law. The Midrash relates in the name of R. Ukba that 

not only did she transgress the condition of b•rit milah im-

posed upon her at Sinai, but she committed the moral trans- .- · 

gression of rejoicing in one another's downfall.18 The trans

gression is related more specifically in ·.discussion of the :· 

fate of Betar. The question is asked, if Betar continued to 
• 

exist 52 years after the destruction ·of the Temple, why was 

it finally destroyed? · It was . because the .. men of Betar expressed 

joy over the destruction ·- or the Sanctuary.19 This · midrasb re

lates a fraud committed by the Jerusalemites against the men 

of Betar who would· come up ·to -the Holy City .to pray. The ·t7 

rabbis suggest that despite the illegal behavior of the Jeru

salemites, the men of Betar should never have exclaimed, · ~ 

"would that my leg bad been broken so that I should not have 

gone up to that co.rner (Jerusalem)." ~.. ·: . · ' . 'P . ~ 
• • 

Another midrash recounts that the great men of Israel 

behaved as harts wbo, in time of heat, turn their faces one 

under the other.20 So the great · men of Israel, . upon seeing a 

• f p • 
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• 

transgression, turn their faces ·from it. In the same midrash, 

a man requests or his friend that he teach him a page of Bible 

or Mishnah. He responds, (''I have ho • •• 

strength.") This is a play on t .he verse in Lam. 1:6 • . _.... ___ ..._ .... 
) J ~ (''And they are gone without 

strength before the pu~suer.?) ·The pursuer, according to 

midrashic interpretation., is the moral obligation from which 

Israel was forbidden to turn away. ..,. .. 

The rabbis were of ten hardpressed to find . sins which 

justified such severe punish~ent as was inflicted upon them 

in all ages. They distinguished· the guilt of Israel from that 

of the other nations, declaring that despite the fact that the 

other nations sin, it is accounted as nothing. But Israel's 

obligation is great for, as the commentaries add, sbe accepted 

the Torah. 21. The implication of this midrasb is that i.f 

equivalent standards were applied to Israel and the .nations, 

the latter would have experienced sufferings not unlike those 

of Israel. However, it is emphasized, Israel's obligation 
. -

·was far greater; hence, her consequent sufferings loom more 

severe. 
• 

In each of the foregoing instances, Israel's sin con-

sisted of her unwilJ.ingness to acknowl.edge her own responsi-
. 

bility during the moment at hand. She viewed herself as part 

of an ongoing process of relationship between God and Israel 

which, if not rene·wed by each generation, would nonetheless 

·maintain itself. She conjecture·d that sacrifices, angelic 
• 

hosts, the heritage of the patriarchs or the remoteness of 
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retribution enabled her to ' di~regard her moral obligations.; 
c . 

· We have considered at some length the nsmugness'' of · 
• 

Israel. -Two other sins, more specific in nature, are frequently 

discussed in Lamentations ·Rabba 'and · deserve closer attention. . -I;~ 

One i~ tbe sin of ·the Go~den · C·alf; the other, the death . of 

Zechariah. . ' • • . .. - . • 
.. r~ . , i. • • . .. • 

• • • -
• 

. . 
One of the earliest Christian works of apology is the 

Epistle of Barnabas. 22 · Th~ author corttends that the Covenant ' 
' 

no longer belongs to the Jews; it was annulled ·as long ago as ' 
. 

. 

Sinai, when the Israeli·tes constructed the· Golden Calf and . 
. . . . . 

turned to idolatry and Moses broke the Tablets of ' the Cove-

nant.23 Marmorstein has discussed the intense interest or· 
the Amoraim in vindicating ·: Israel of the' responsibility for 

this deea.24 He acknowl~dges ·that Christiari polemics gave -~~ 
. , 

rise to the construction of fanciful legends proving the par-
. . 

don granted by God to Israel for · the sin. He further notes 
I . .. . ., 

that the defense was · 
. ~ . ; 

< • 
• ' . ~ . a . 

-

• • 
\ • . . . .. , . 

• • . .. 
-· I ~~ . I >-. • , .. • • 

of particular importance for the Galilean Jews of 
the third century, since it was chiefly there that, · 
with the acceptance of the theory that Israel was :f 
forsaken as a consequence of the Golden Calf, the ·- : 
doctrine of the abrogation of the Law penetrated 
into the hearts of Jewish-Christians and Jews. ' 

. ,. ". 
• 

• •• ' . • -
• 

...,.,. "' J • • .. • " ' ,.,.. • •• • • 

. 
"j • 

• 

• • 

That God was angered with the . idolatry at Sinai could . . . 

• 

.. . 

not be contr~verted by the period of th~ Amoraim. 
. ... . .. 

But a new 
' ' - . ... 

• 

question may have arisen. I were the . ~~~sequences ~~- the Golden 
. . .. . ' -

• . 

Calf incident to last for an eternity? Wa~ the c.ovenant of .1 
• • • .. . . . . - ' .. . .. 
God with the Jews permanently dissolved at Sinai? R. Berekhiab 
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proposed that ·the sin had effective consequences only up to 
• 

the time that the . calves of Jeroboam were made. 25 R. Yish-

mael b. Nacbmani extended the limit to ·the destruction of .. 

the Temple. Whichever version one · accepts, it is clear that 

the rabbis were insisting that in their time ancestral sin 

did not severe them from God. To be sure, the biblical impu-
• 

• 

tation asserting that the iniquity of. the fathers shall be 

yisited upon the bhildren unto the third and fourth generation 

of them that hate God26 was in nowise absent from the thoughts 

of the rabbis. · But Schechter27 rightly notes that it had been 
• 

offset by the Deuterono·mic v~rse28 releasing the children 

from the responsibility of the deeds of the fathers and the 

obverse as well., The other reference t ·o· the Golden Calf in · 

our Midrash occurs in 1:29 where every generation is believed 

to receive some punishment for the sin of the Golden Calf • . 

It has been suggested that we interpret this in the light of 

Sanhedrin 102a where a qualification is inserted, namely, 

that only when a generation is also punished for its own sins, 

does it bear some of the consequences of the ancestral sin . .. ' 
. 

Whether this interpretation be accepted or not, the 

attitude~ of the ·rabbis towards ancestral sin becomes abun-
• 

dantly cl·ear at the .close· of ·our Midrasb.29 · .The text in Lam-
. 

entations reads, ''our ·rathers have sinned and are not <It-.JJ"Xl) 
it . '' We have borne their iniqu ies • . 

eb·e t.1 second ( l'lali,ff1; of !. ·the verse, the· ra.bbis . ·would translate; ''our 

fathers have sinned • .And we .have not borne their iniquities.'' 
• • 
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• 

Hence' the midrash comments, ''your own { j_niqui ties) you are · 

enduring.'' The passage provides. us with an outright denial 

of ancestral sin, particularly noteworthy in tha.t -it is dia

metrical~y opposed to the scriptural verse upon which it is 

based. • - , • • 
r ' 

Beyond the above-cited instances, .discussion of the· 

Golden Calf episode does not appear in Lamentations Rabba • . 

• 

The emphasis on other sins, the relative silence · on the sin 

of the Golden Calf, the tendency towards · denying ·tbat present 

generations still suffer the consequences of that idolatrous 

ac~ and the Christian polemical acc·usations that the Calf . 

permanen.tly"' annulled the Covenant would imply, but certainly 

not prove, that the writers of our Midrasb, tQ an extent a polo-

getically, laid importance on the behavior of the present 

generation as the determinant of Israel's relationship with 

. . God. • 
I . ,. • 

We turn now to a treatment of another specific sin 

which was given considerable attention in our Midrasb, the 

death of Zecbariah.30 That he was the object of considerable 

interest to the rabbis was shown by Sheldon Blank in his 

article, ''The Death of Zechariah ·in ~abbinic Literaturen.31 

Blank traces the confusion which developed between tb~ wit

ness Zechariah of Isaiah 8:2, Zechariah the prophet after · 
. . 

·whom the prophetic book is named and who is three-times N3- · 

ferred to in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah,32 and Zechariah 

the son of Yehoiada ''who, according to II Chron. 24:17-22, 
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was stoned in the Temple at the command. of the fling Yoae.h. ,,33 
' . 

' Our interest is in -the last-mentioned. . . ~· .. ' 
-

' ' 
We learn in Chronicles tha .t after the death of Yehoiada, 

' ' . • 

the king forsook the Lord and served idols. · · Zechariah, the 
• . 

son of Yehoiada the priest, stbod above the people and, in 

God's name, asked why the people transgressed. the commandments 

of God. He declared that because they conspired against the 

Lord, he2shall forsake them. But the people turned against 
• 

him and stoned him. When he was dying, Zechariah said, ''may 

the I,ord see and avenge.'' · • 

• 1 : • ' • 

A number of elements in this legend appealed to early 
' 

. 

Christian writers, among them the accusation that Israel has 
-

transgressed, that the Lord will · forsake them, that the Is

_raeli tes spilt innocent blood and that the dying prophet 1· 

anticipates vengeance. • • 7 -. 
• • • ' I • 

' . 

adds, 

• 

The Targum to Lam. 2:20, after repeating the text, 

• 

shall the priest 
Sanctuary of the 

.. 
. 

• 
" . 

and the 
Lord? 

. ' 

I 
• 

• • . :.. . . . 
• • 

prophet be killed in the 

' • .J.> ' . ... . ' 
• 

• .. i:: • 
. . • • • 

, 

As you killed Zechariah the son of Ido, the High 
Priest and faithful prophet in the Sanctuary of 
the Lord on Yom Kippur, because he warned them ~~ 1

' ... 

not to do what was evil before the Lord. 
J • • 

' 
.. 

• 

• 

Early Christian ~riters were also interested in Zecha-

Matthew 23:34f represents Jesus as saying: riah. · 
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• 

• 

Therefore I send you prophets and wise men and 
scribes, some of ~hom you will kill and crucify, 

• 
• 

and some of whom you will scourge in your syna- · 
gogues :~: and persecute from town to town, that upon 
you may come all the righteous blood shed on earth, , 
from the blood of innocent Abel to the blood of 

between ~he sanctuary and the altar.3 . 
• - • r • • • • 

• 

14 

Josephus relates ·the incident,. imputing to the Idumeans 
• 

and ''the zealots'' the guilt and omitting any re.ference to 

future vengeance.35 The Zechariah · tradition was not unlike 
• 

the episode of the Golden Calf. Christian bomilists would 
. 

make of it, too, .an eternal sin for which Jews of all gen-

erations were destined to suffer so long as they remained a 

"stiff-necked people.'' • ' • 
• 

• ,. 

The Midrash to Lamentations relates the Zechariah tra-
. 

• 

•• . ... 

dj_tion, in one form or another, seven times. In three instances 

the incident is brought in the . name of the fourth century 

Amoraim, R • . Ac·ha and R. Yudan. The general outline of tP.e 

midrashic expansion of the story is thus: the question is 

asked, where did th~ Israelites· slay Zechariah? _Note is made 
• 

that they did npt treat his blood as ·was to be done even for 

an animal. Further, seven transgressions were committed on 

that day: a priest was killed, also a prophet .and a judge; 

innocent blood was shed, the Divine Name profaned, the Temple 

Court defiled and it occurred on the Sabbath which was also 

Yom Kippur. Nebuzaradan, on attacking Jerusalem, saw Zecha

riah's blood seething, inquired of its origin, and after de

ceptive responses, the people admit that it is the blood of .. 
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Zechariah which has risen up and reproved them. Nebuzaradan 

then declares that he shall ''appease'' the sin by slaying the 

men of the Great Sanhedrin, the Minor Sanhedrin, priestly 

novitiates, schoolchildren and others, depending upon the 
. 

version~ He hesitates to annihilate all the people, whereupon 

God, filled with mercy, has the blood ''swallowed up ( l.J..)'' .36 

~nother version relates that the blood· "stopped < .. n J } 11 .37 

In both instances, a cessation of tbe ''seething'' of Zecbariah•s 

blood occurred; through the ''appeasement'' of Nebuzaradan and 

the "mercy'' of the Holy r- One, the sin has been compensated for; 

it bas been avenged. There is no indication that it shall im

pose itself for e.n eternity upon the cnildren of Israel. 

13.I"'1~ two other instances, the Midrash relates tbat Doeg 

b. Yosef dies,la.a.v.11n~ a son .who; during tbe seige of Jerusalem, 

is eaten by his mother.38 Lamenting before the Omnipresent, . 

Jeremiah asked how ?He allows the women to eat their fruit, . 
> 

their own children. The Holy One responded, in the words of ·· 

Lam. 2:20, asking, "shall the priest and tbe prophet be slain 

in the sanctuary of the Lord?'' The Midrash ·adds that this 

refers to Zechariah the son of Yehoiada. One has the impres

sion that the sin against Zechariah is repaid measure .. '.rio·r 

measure by the crimes of the nations against Jerusalem • 

commentator suggests that ''we have here cause and effect, the 

sin and its punishment. ,,39 
• 

Blank has theorized that "many were the scenes which 

might have furnished details for the legend and many the deaths 
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for which an explanation had ~o be sougbt."40 Nonetheless, 

one feels that once the sin is atoned for, it shall not be 
• 

• . ,, .. . 

visited upon the children forever and ever. The force of the 

Hebrew words _y 7..J.J. and _ n J. :t>einforces .this impression. · 
• . The other· two references to ·Zecbariah41 in our Midrasb 

do not bear on the · question at ·band. - ; ·. ~ · . j .~ .: -~ • • • • • • • 

• The implication ·or these references to ·Zechariah is 

that the sin which the Christian homilists ·would utilize to 

., 

prove that Israel was forsaken · is shown by the rabbis int.the 

Midrasb to ·tamentatiomto have been atoned for, measure for 
• 

• 

measure, and the last reminder or the ·" transgression, the 

seething blood, swallowed up into the earth. · ·~·;· -· -· ~ ii • ... '} ... 
' 

• 

Enumeration of .. the nation• s sins was designed .to ex

plain the undue ·sufferings to which Israel had be~n subject 

ana to thereby provide her with ·some hope that righteous liv

in the future would avert a recrudesence,)of: such catastrophes. 

But the natlire···o:f the punishment was so severe and the explana

tions oftimes so transparent that new questions arose on the 

part of the peoplej doubts as .. to the :·justice ··· or· it all were 

always present; · pebple inquired whether· it could be the work 
. . ;\ 

of a just and omnipotent God. " ..... · · ·· i ''·~ ·• • .. -. • · ~ •• ..... , ... 

• • • ... • :-4\: 
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CHAPTER II . ~ 

THE SUFFERINGS 
. ~ 

" . . 

., 

.. 

• • • 
•• 

. ' ~ . . . ·-- . . ... ., 
• 

' . , 
• 

• • 

• 

l • • ~ ~ , 

• • • 

. ...,; . I 

It is conceivable that such questioning could arise 

from t~e sufferings themselves • . But it received an added 

impetus from the gentile environment, particularly during the 

second, third·, ·and ~ourtb ·centuries when the bulk of Lament&-
... u& I r __ _.., 

tions ~~~~~ was composed and the nascent Christian Church was 

evolving a philosophy and program whereby it might gain · ad-

berents for the "New Israel''· • 

. . . ... . . . .. ~ .. •' • ., ! 
• • • 

Tn the Clementine Homilies ·, the · Jews are accused . of 

having assumed that God was merely good and not also neees-" 
. 

sarily just.42 The Jews are imputed to have presumed that , ~ 

God would not punish them for their sins. Further on, · we , ~ 

encounter the suggestion that men ·s ·in. because they are ignor~·, 

ant that they will, without doubt, be punished . for their evil 
' 

deeds.43 The Epistle of Barnabas had already stated the axiom 

more generally: ''the Lord will. judge the· world impartially; 

each one will receive according to what he has -done ••• 1144 

· rt was no·t too large a ·ste·p· for the early Christian 
. 

propagandist to move from his contention that the Jews suf-

• • ' 

fered for their sfuns and for their non-recognition of the 

scheme of reward and punishment to the elaim that exhausted ; " 

is the possibility that the Jews will return to their ancient 

status. Simon suggests that, to the Christian mind, the de

~truction of Jerusalem just 42 years after the ·crucifixion· _ 
• • 
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was proof that the Jews will not be reinstated to their tra-
ditional station.45 The time factor alone -- the proximity • 

of ''cause'' and 11effect 11 -- served to i r re n orce the conclusion.· 

Marmorstein writes that national misfortune was, "to the 

Christian, a weapon in their propaganda that Israel is rejected 

by God (and His love and grace transfered to the New People. ) 11 46 

The Jews of the early centuries of the Common Era na-
• 

turally reacted to these contentions. It is our hypothesis 

that they reacted in two ways: l) they generally affirmed 

the ~.!.9;9-~~ k'P~B.~d middah principle, for not to do so would , 

have been tantamoWlt to heresy. They affirmed it in the tra

ditional ways, such as their ·treatment of the sin ·or Zechariah 

which we studied in the preceding chapter. But in the rabbis' 

analysis of their sufferings, which we now consider, one de-· 

tects a tendency, albeit not a mainstream, to dwelili r-:lbn matters 

other than the tragic destruction of the Temple, ·Which, ·tor 
' the Christian, was proof positive of loss · of God's affection • 

In their consideration of the nature of the sufferings· and 

their source, the rabbis registered certain ''minority reports'' 
• 

which suggested that God dffid not act with a full heart inflict-
• 

ing suffering upon Israel and tha~. _punishment measure-for- · 

meast1re does by no means imply total rejection. 2) Whil~ 

Israel affirmed the concept of meas.ure-for-measure, she simul

taneously questio~ed it. It is not surprising that she did ~ 

so, for her sufferings appeared to be totally out of proper- · 
• 

tion to her sins, . no matter bow self-defacing an attitude sbe 

adopted. Israel begins by questioning, albeiD in' moderation, 
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the justj.ce of the suffering. ·we shall see later in our dis-

cuss ion that she dares to question· and even d. f th t d mo 1 y e accep e 
• 

nature of God Himself Who al.lops such i 1 
w seem ng y disproportion-

ate distress. 
• 

• 

• 

. .. .. 
• . . ~ 

I . ' 

- What was the nature of the punishments which Israel 

lamented? The pollution and destruction of the First and 

Second Tern.pl.es and their priesthood and the resultant exile 

are, of course, recu.rrent motifs in the Mid.rash to Lamenta-

tions. This was the taunt of the Christians and gnostics; 

this was the preoccupation of the Jew in the early centuries 

of the Christian Era. But certain less familiar by-products 

of the catastrophe are preserved for us in our Midrash and to 
• 

these we now turn • ... 

~ot only was the place of sacrifices polluted .and the 
' 

ritual sys tern of Israel ruptured, but the source of hochmah 

was cut orr.47 '''When Israel was exiled among the nations, 

not one of them was able to bring fort~ a word of Torah from 

his mouth." A few lines further in the Midrash, we learn 

that when Israel was exiled among the nations, no- one was. 

• 
• 

able to remember bis studies .48 .A· commentary to the .first- " . 

i 49 remarks that the Temple Mount was the source c ted reference 

and that it was in Jerusalem that doubts were · or all wisdom 
• • 

• ~ ' ' . . . 
made- clear. 

• 

; 
' . The same thread is woven in another Proem, the eighth, 

• 

where the exile is viewed as lamentable, not because nwe have 

abandoned the land, but because we have abandoned the Torah." 

• 
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This latter interpre.tatio~ is founded on. . . ;i 

an ingenious 
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20 

. ~ha_ya_~ bas~d on Job 11 :6-9 and Jer. 9·.18. ~ In the former, the . . 

occurs together with IJ '1.w? Q_. (Since 
~ . . . . 

word 
occurs 

' . 

in the latter passage as we] 1 th d 1J''']"' .. · , e wor . ~,-' of that phrase 

is taken to mean _1~(41~. over the loss of words of Torah. 
• . ;; 

• 

But this is not t ·o imply that .Israel was abandoned • 
. . i . . . 

. 
Indeed, the very opposi.te is ·explictly stated in our Midrash.50 

• • 
• I . . . ~ 

Ba sed on a pass;i.ve readj.ng or the verb. ~.n.OJYJ_in Isa. 43:14, . 
• . . . ' . .. - - ' 

the rabbis proved that the Shechinah accompanied Israel when 
' ' . 

she was exiled :to Babylonia. Moreover, Jer. 49:38 and Zec.h. 
• • 

' 

9:13f serve as bases for the contention that when Israel was 
' 

' 
' 

. " . 
' • • 

exiled to Greece and to Elam, the Divine Presence similarly 
, .. . 

. ' . "" .; 

went with her. 

point.51 

At least one other midrasb makes the same 
. ' ' 

• I , 

. • 
• J 

~ .. -

' 

. :r 
~ . • • 

• • 
• • 

't. • • .. 

• 

These individual citations in nowise suggest a main-
• • 

stream. Surely the more representative description of the 
• J 

• • 
• . 

types of punishment inflicted upon Israel are seen in· the 
• . . 

• JI • 1 
• • • 

• 

exaggerated description of Hadrian's slaying of eight hundred 
~ . . - ' . ... .. . 

'.,'"' ~· I _,. ~. • 6 

million men at ·Betar152 But even here the slaughter is quali-
• . . . 

. . . . , . . • 

fied by the transformation of a rhetorical future i~ Ps. 60:12, 
• • 

• ' . . ... . .. 

putting into the mo~ths of the Jewish warriors at Betar the ~ 
I -· • • . 

~ 

declaration to God, ''do not support us and do not cause (our) 
• • 

~ 
.• . . . 

Psalm: have you not, 0 God, 
• · - .. ' , ., 

• f ' - ..... 

For it is written in the defeat. 
• 

God, with our hosts • 11 53 . f .orsaken us;· and do not go forth, O 
.. 

• r ' 
• ' - • 'll ' 

Th~ last two-cited midrashi~. appear at fir~t glance 
. . ' . . 

• .. . 

b d Israel boasts that the Shecbinab paradoxical.. On the one · an ' . 
• .. • • 
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accompanies her in her exile,· on the other hand, Israel · be-
seeches God not to intervene· in the struggle at Betar. Does 

Israel want God's participation or does she not? • • 

.. 
Viewed in terms of Chri· s ti· an· f.lnd .. . . . .. 

~ gnostic polemical 

attacks, the divergent attitudes are part'or a ~ingl: whole. 
' • • 

Israel was no do.ubt hard-pressed bv t• t 
J gnos ics o explain how 

• 

a ~ust and merciful God could allow such a brut~l ~ttack. It 
' . 

could be explained by God's non-intervention such as provided 
.... 

• • 
• 

in the Betar example. 
' 

But with respect to her exile, Israel 
' • 

stood accused by the Church Of having been · forsaken. God's 
' . . . . 

accompanying her into exile partially countered this attack. 
• • • . 

In the same light do we view the above-cited midrash 

wherein Israel lamented over her abandonment not of the land, 
. .· .. , 

. 

but of the Torah. The land had con~tituted God's promise to 

Abraham • .54 Underlying the midrash is Israel 1 s e.xpecta.tion 
• .. - ·. • • , 

• 

of a rettJrn to the land. With Israel's exit from Jerusalem, 
- f • • 

the very source of wisdom has been closed up. 
• • . . 

In addition to the evidence presented in the midrash . .. . . •• 

under discussion and its commentaries, the same motif occurs 
• 

in ·Lamentations Rabba 5:2 in the exegesis ·or the verse in 
. . 

Lamentations, "our inheritance is turned ( il::J9i1J ) unto 

The rabbis contrast the verse with Ps. 79:1, strangers • '' • <' 

• 

" ••• the strangers bave come anto your inheritance, they have 

'' The rabbis and their c ommende filed your Holy Sanctuary ••• 
• - an illusion to 

tators saw in the strong word -------- , 

to the extent that it did not imply 
the overthrow of Sodom, 

that the t o take possession of either the 
strangers VJere . . . 
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Temple nor the Land r I 5·5 
· 0 srael, as they did not in the case 

of Sodom. The rabbis and the t t comrnen a ors: were bothered by 

the possible implication that the ·strangers were to teke · 

possession· of the Sanctuary and the 'Land. · During the early 
. 

centurj.es, they may have had the Romans in mind; later the 

reference may have been primarily a respon_se to the nascent 

Church claims that the ''spiritual Temple" of Christianity was 

the legitimate successor or the Holy Sanctuary of old. · What

ever the reference may have bee·n, the use of the Psalm verse 

suggests that the ve~z holi~ss _or the ~~n?~~~rl went £Ut ~r 

.!.~. when the strangers ~ntered. This is not unlike the ''clos-

ing ·up'' of the source of wisdom. · • • 
' 

But . obviously the world could not p·ermanently endun~e 

the ''c 1 os ing up'' of the source .. of wisdom . ... Israel· would be 

reinstated in Jerusalem. Israel therefore did not lament her 

assumedly temporary exile so much as she did her· .severance 
• 

from the source or: ·~.knowledge. This midrash, c·ombined with the 
' . 

'bj)her:-s t1 wb1.clll t'thalver1b&lenbrought in this ·section, serves to ans-
• • 

wer the polemicists who insisted that the recent events were 
' 

adequate proof of a permanent rupture. between Go.d and Israel. 

InQ0ed, the interpretation of "our inheritance is turned unto 
• 

strangers" explicitly denies that any other group has filled 
1 • 

the vacuum wbicb .Israel ts exile created·. · r. ,\ .• 

One 
detects that God is ·somewhat manipulated in these 

passages for the sake of Israel. 
This tendency shall be our 

• MSJOr 

; 

concern in Chapter Three• · 

Continuing ~ith our discussion 

• • 

of the nature of the 
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sufferings of Isra~l, w~ turn to 
8 consideration of the ob-

ject of _the. sufferings. Upon whom were they inflicted? That 

Israel · ~ herself suffered t canno be denied. The.afflictions 

and slaughters related in our Midrash testify to this. The 

Christian polemicists emphasized this • . 
• - i: 

- - . 
• 

. 

But in at least one instance, our Midrash suggests " 

that the Sanctuary was the object of God•s wrath, but not the 

people Israel.5~ Ps. 39:1 reads: "a song (mizmor) of Asaph. 

0 God, strangers have come into your inheritance.•• The ob

server is confounded ·tha~ over so lamentable an episode, • 

Asapb recited a ''song''· In response, the situation· is J. likened 

to the story of the king who built a bridal-chamber for his 

son and then overthrew it on account of the ladts ·evil ways. 

Yet the son's tutor played on a flute. When asked how he 

could be so me~ry at such a time, the instructor replied that 

he rejoiced that the king's anger was directed at the chamber 

and not at the son. For a similar reason, argues Asaph, do 

I sing out, for God has ~!.poured out. ·His wrath upon wood and 
• 

upon stones and 1.Iie has not poured ltis wrath upon Israel.'' 
• 

The Midrash . concludes with Lam. 4:11, "and (the Lord) bas 

kindled ~ fire in Zion and bas devoured her· fowidations (i.e., 

the foundations of the Sanctuary, but not Israe~ herself).'' 

These midrashim serve as ''face-savers'' for Israel whose 

·. 

chosenness extends beyond the physical boundaries of the Temple 

itself. 

• 

•• \ . 
I 

• 

.. 
. .• ~11e acknowledging that the people 

Another midrash, wW 

· tbe object of the suffering, declares 
themselves constituted 
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that it was not th 1 k 
e w c ed alone who suf're·red.57 ... R. Yehudah 

. !.. . • 

and R. Yishmael b o R. Yosi were studying the Book or Lamenta-
• 

tions on erev tishta b'Av whi·ch occurred on the Sabbath. · They 
... 

left one chapter undone and, upon returning home, R. Yehudah . 

injured his finger. He applied to himself the verse, ''many 

are the sorrows of the wicked.''58 . 

But his colleague · answered,: 
. 

''even had we not been engaged in this .matter and sueh a tbing 

occurred, I would have said this; now ~11 the ·more, •the breath 
.. 

of our nostrils, the anointed of the Lord, was. taken into . ·. ~· 

their pits. 111 59 The commentary,60 reading with the Jerusalem 
. . 

Talmud, explains that the ''breath or our nostrils'' refers to 

the righteous who are ''taken into their pits". or punished on 
.. 

account of the transgression of the :masses of their genera-

tions. 

well. 

• • I • < • • 
• 

• .. • I"'# , " 

• \:' I\ ... 

a, 
The punishment, as we see1 Jffects the good people as .. :'· .. 

h . i d explicitlv ·clear in another midrash on t·· ·· .. T is s ma e ., 

the verse: · · , 
The word .n 'l." lJ referred to the false prophets. ·. It was natural. 

tba t they ·should find no ''vision from the Lord. 11
: But . the presence 

.. .. 

of the word . tJ l gave the rabbis additional leeway. As ·Heine-

mann ·notes in bis penetrating discussion of the rabbis 1 e.xe-
, 

gesis or seemingly superfluous words, 62 no clear-thinking per-

tha t the author of Lamentat,ions or any 
sons would presume 

. 

;.. .. .. . ' 

other work Same interpretation of the text as . 
intended the 

ns tructed homilies · upon ·them. .In 
that of the rabbis who co 

truth, 

ta ti on 

the more illogical the exegesis, the mo~ the interpre

and thought of the times in which 
reveals the temper 
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• 

the· instance at hand, _ n 'A is taken 
a 

it was concocted • . ·· In 

by the rabbis to mean the true prophets as well; that is, both 

false and true prophets had no vision from the Lord. ' This is 

not dissimilar to an earlier l examp e where the very source of 

"' . • wisdom was closed up.63 ... • • 
• • • • 

• 

The net result of these examples is to suggest that the 

object of the sufferings was not always as traditionally 

thought to be. Early Christian writers desc~ibed the suffer-
• 

ings as visited upon the ''wicked ·rsrael". · Our first two mid

rashi~uggest that Israel herself escap·ed the · plight · of the 

destroyed ''material''; the latter two proposed that not the • 

• 

wicked alone, but also the righteous of the generation were 

afflicted. It is a mistake to pursue consistency in these 

accounts. The contradictions are obvious to the superficial 

observer; one midrash claims that the E~.<?Pl,e themselves escaped 

unscathed while the other attributes suffering not only to the 
' . • • 

wicked peo:ele but also to the righteous• · Yet, if both are· 

viewed as dissents from the stereotyped analysis of the na-
• 

thev have a single meaning for us: · on tional catastroph~s, J 

the one hand, Israel suffered not; on the other, · some suffered 
• 

unjustly. In either case, some vindication of Israel is 

• 

·suggested. • 

•• • 

• 

" . . 
~ 

• • 

. Whether these midrashim would have been written in the 

absence of Christian ·and gnostic challenges is difficult to 

P
eople themselves may have, for a 

say. Conceivably; the 
·th matters. · A suffering people, 

number of reasons, raised ese 
• ... . • • • • 
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even when not chall enged by so. aggressive b d a o y as the early 
Christian missionaries, spawns· doubters and seekers of explan-

ation end consolation. o th n is · subject we shall have more to 

say after a .full.er examination of the material • . : . . " . 

Having considered aspects of the nature of the suffer~ 
• 

ing and its recipient, we turn now to .a discussion of tbe i 

inflicter himself. We have already seen the extent to which 

the rabbis strove to· counter. Christian arguments that a total 

breach had occurred between Israel and -God. on the other •• . -
hand, present also were the Marcionite heresies which contended 

that God was not a perfect · Creator but was · ''envious of the 

world, inspired by evil desires .to make man wicked, and is · 

treating him badly. '164 !f' misfortune eame upon the . righteous 

as well, these contentions would appear verified. · · To dispute 

such an ·attribution of evil designs to· God was · surely . one of , 

the factors which gave rise .to a be·lief on the· part of some · 

that God was somehow less than tota·11y· involved in the mass 

slaughters which the people had experienced. Even without 

the Marcionite cbal.lenge, ·a pious ... Jew, · nursed on a .belief in 

a God, long-suffering and abundant in mercy, must have inwardly 

prayed that ·it was not God Himself that was wreaking this · 
• 

misery~ If it were God, he must have pondered, then all hope 
• • • , • . . 

• t. A 
.... .,. • I f' 

is 
• • ... • . .. 

lost. 
· 1 . • J. • J • 

• • 

• 

from • to its ulti-prevented carrying 
But the Jew was 

evi.1. Had 
doctrine of God's· separation from 

mate limits the 

h 
ing non-involveme·nt ·on God's part, he 

he affirmed a thoroug go 

Omnipotence a.nd made himself vulnerable 
would have denied God's 
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• • 
• • 

The rabbis• approach to this matter Will become clearer 

as we conaider specific examples whi·ch place the responsibility 

for the suffering in significantly varying degrees upon God 
• 

and others. The surf · b er1ngs rought upon the Jews were, to be 

sure, never considered as the ''whim'' of God. Lam. 2:8 re·lates 

that the Lord has purposed ( 4 .. rtJ .D ) to destroy the wall o'f . 

the daughter of Zion. ·R. Yocbanan interprets the verse as 

signifying that not from the time of the announcement did the 

Lord purpose to destroy Jerusalem,- but, as indicated ·in Jer. 

32:31, from the time it was built, it so irritated Him that ~ 

He intended to remove it from before Himselr.65 Such a mid-

rash refutes a dualism, but it leaves us with a concept of 

God that is not altogether acceptable to the sufferer. • 

• 

Another midrash affirms, as did the preceding one, that 
• 

God gave careful consideration {He was ~11p~)· to the calami-

ties which He inaugurated, but it was a consideration with 

the best interests of Israel in mind. 66 He pondered exiling 

them in the month of Tevet, the wintertime, concluding that 

they would t f th Cold He found Tamuz perish by. vir ue o e •· 

preferable for the heat of the summer would perini t them to 

sleep on the road and, acco.rding to another interpretation, 
• 

to sustain themselves with the summer fruit of the trees. 

the rabbis for placing the responsi
The concern of 

Of destruction upon God is expressed in 
bi.lity for the act 

• 

• 

t . attorney who asks God whether ne 
the words of the prosecu ing 

to grow proud and claim, "I have 
shall allow the wicked person 
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• 

destroyed the house of God and I have burnt His Sanctuary.n67 
After the accuser requests that God cause fire to descend 

from a~ove, the words of Lamentations are recalled: ''from 
' • 

Oil high ]fie has sent fJ.•re l.h· to b n6D my on.es. v The question pre-

sented to God might well have been placed before individual 
• 

I 

Jews by their gnostic interlocutors. The answer that God · 

destroys is accompanied .by the assertion, in the same ·midrash, 

that Babylonia was capable of slaying a lion or grinding meal, 
• 

but surely not the b·urning of God's Sanctuary. · · · · . -. . 

Just as the responsibility for . so great a calamity ~ 
' 

must rest with the Omnipotent, so Nebuchadne.zzar did not gather 

to himself the ''weal th'' of Israel by virtue of his own desi·re 
• 

or whim. This would be insulting to the Holy One i .f His • • 

people were so mistreated. The fourth cent1.1ry Palestinian · .. 
. 

Amore, R. Acha is recorded as having s~id that Israel contin-

ually asked,, ''since Nebuchadnezzar gathered all the wealth of 

h d f Our Weal th?.'' the world, why has e nee or The Holy One re-
. 

you live, I make your wealth desireable to • 

sponded, 11 as 

h . 116'9 im ••• 
. . • ... - • 

' . • , . . ( • 

In the same vein, II Chron. ·14:1-lf is utilized in one 

of the Proerns to verify 'that King Asa only ''pursued" the Cush-

ti~~ trength to actually smite 
i tes but found himself wan ~ s · 

them. ·76 For that deci~ive 
act, he called upon the Holy One. 

the pursuing as well as the slay
Yehoshafat begged off from 

ing, content to direct · a song 

slept through it all, for God 

to . the L0rd. Hezekiah merely · 

was to accomplish everything. 
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• 

• 
But the question f 

o who inflicts suffering was not so 

clarified for the rabbis 
• • 

quickly 
There were times when it 

was not to their benefit or even conducive to their peace of 

mind that God should direct it all. Perhaps as a basis for 

their claims that man makes himself and as a means whereby 

they might evade attacks directed against their God for His 

seeming mercilessness, the rabbis composed a number of mid

rashim that are relevant to this matter. one is based on the 

Lamentations verse: 

tlJ.r_.7 .... '7~::t1.'b.· 7l The sense of the midrash72 and the commen

tary of Wolf Einhorn indicate that the rabbis, for purposes 

of exegesis, read .. ~.,.) instead of ~,-,~ ''the Lord has given 
-ta •J 

me into ~ hands" instead of ''into their hands''· The rabbis 

comment that man becomes like a slave, indentured to himself. 
. . 

If he does not work, he does not eat. We saw in Chapter One 
• • 
• 

that one of Israel's more prominent sins consisted of her re-
\ 

,. 

fusal to acknowledge her present in~ividual responsiblities. 

Thi.s is but one instance where the rabbis p:taced the 

responsibility for their actions -- and their consequent re-
. 

wards or sufferings -- squarely upon the individua; . Another 

t ·k· ccurs in a midrasb based on example, even more s r1 ing, o , 

Lam. 3:38, "out of the mo~h of the Most High, do not good 
. 

and evil proceed?"73 !~-the context of the Book of Lamenta

tions itself, v. 38 is clearly rhetorical; this is indicated 

the well-lmown question, ''who is he that. 
by v. 37 which asks 

d the Lord has not spoken?'' 
speaks and it comes to pass, an · 

• 
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But R. Eleazar, commenting 
' . . ... . on v~ 38, answers the question in • 

• 

the affirmative. · Good· d 
~ . an evil proceed from man. He recalls • 

• 
• that God has given mari a choice. 

''From the hour that the Holy 
One said, 'See, I have s t b f · · · ~ · ·· ~. · -

. e e ore you this day life and. good 

and death and ev~l ••• the~efore . cbo~se . lif~ that y~u may li~~,174 
good has not gone forth to the · a·0···er of evi. 1 ··· ·· ·. ' nor evil to the 

• -• • • t - • # 

doer of good, but good to the doer . of good and ~vil to th~ 
' . •• 

doer of evil, as it is written~ •and the Lord ~ill repay the 
!\ "' • • • 

doer of evil according to his wickedness.•75'' 
. . ~ 

The implication of the midrash is that from the moment 
' • j ... ·~ <' .. . . . . . .. 

that God_ gave man a choice between good end evil, it was no 
• • 

" t .. • .. _ • • 
• • • 

longer from the mouth of the Most High that good and evil · 
• 

• • • .. 
• 

proceeded but from man himself. As interpreted, this is a 
• • • . ' . • 

direct reversal of the intention of Lam. 3:38 in its context. 
• • - - , . • • ' . , 

The idea is more clearly expressed in another version of the 
• • l ' -

same midrash, also attributed to R. Eleazar, in D~~~.er.~no.~y 
: ·.: ~ . 

Rabba.76 There the comment is on Deut. 30:19 itself. R. 

Eleazar states .that ''when the Holy One sa·id this. (Deut. 30:19) 
• • • • • • • • • • 

at Sinai, at that same hour (it was determined that). out of 
1 • ...~.. t .... If • ' ,. • • 

• • • 
•• • 

the mouth of the Most High good and evil do not proceed, (Lam. 
• . . • • 

• 

3:38) but ·of itself evil comes to the doers f · 1 '' 0 eVJ. • o • 

- ··--
The tendency which we have been tracing, the partial 

, .· ~, 

• 

. . . . ..,"' . ; . . . . ' .. . ' . , .. . . ~ 

responsible for deeds perpetrated agains~ 
. ~ . 

• 

. . 

acquital of God as 
f~ll biossom in a midra~h ·to the obviously 

·~ 

" . 

Israel, appears in 
• • we have already regarded,77 

rhetorical qu~stion of Lam. 3:37 ~hich . . 
• 

'~who is he that speaks and it come,s to 
' . 

not spoken?'' 
• 

• • 
• 

• • 

• • , 

The , midrash retorts . that 
• • 

pass, and the Lord has 

there ezists such a 
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• 

person: Haman commanded and the Holy One did not command. 

Haman ordered ''to ~estroy· . t 
, o slay and to annihilate all the 

Jews ••• n78 while th e Holy One only decreed ''that his evil 

design which he purposed for the Jews shall come up:in his own 

head. 1179 Th e proponents of a dualism might . find such a mid-

rash fuel for their fires, but it surely provided the rabbis 

with an aid in maintaini_ng their view that, despite suffer- · 

ings, God is merciful. 
' ; . 

If the rabbis entertained any single purpose in their 
• 

frequently witholding God from an active role in the evil of 
• . ~ 

the world and, more· specifically, the sufferings inflicted 
• 

upon the Jew, it was because th~y, as religionists in all ages, 

were perplexed by the problem of suffering. There appeared 

throughout the ages a number of explanations to this problem. 

In bis incisive analysis of suffering as a divine discipline, 

Jim Alvin Sanders .writes: 
• • • • 

Just as the prophets proclaimed the necessity ahd 
certainty of punishment for sins, orthodoxy asser
ted that sins preceded suffering. It was a matter 
of basic conviction both in Palestinian and Hellen
i~tic Judaism of the post-Biblical peri~d that 
divine iscipline was provoked by the sins of the 
peopre e. O 

•• 
• 

• • 
• • 

• ,. , . . , 
• 

• • . 

·· of sin, we observed the rabbis 1 attempt, In our discussion 
'1 

• 

albeit sometimes abortive, to establish the principle of' 

middah ctne ed middah which corresponds 
" 7 s. ·- . 

the basic -orthodox convictio~. that sins 

to what Sanders terms 

preceded punishment. 

But 
. of suffering in post-exilic Judaism, 

in his discussion 

Sanders contends that 
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there was little or no quelation th rr l~ . at the reason a 
person su . ered and experienced God's chastening 
was that he had been party to some evil, that in 
g;~.Sife there had been something distasteful to 
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However, Sanders• generalization runs contrary to a number or 
mi.drashim in ~.~m~~~-~~i.C:>E.~ R~~l?..~ which, we must emphasize, are 

not isolated examples.82 Surely the attempts of fourth century 

Amoraim to remove God altogether from a causal involvement ,. 

in certain sufferings is indicative of their questioning of 
. 

the reward and punishment scbeme ·which, while .admittedly con-
, 

stituting the orthodox conviction, is not the unanimous con-
. 

viction of Rabbinic Judaism insofar as Lamentations Rabba is 

part of that body of literature • . • • 

.... ..._ --
• • I • 

• • 

" • • 

The rabbis endeavored to balance an individual •.s suf

fering with his presumed sin, but the1often were unable to 

achieve their aim • . Nob infrequently the underlying question 

of significant midrashim is: why the suffering? · . ' . 
~ ~ .. 

The rabbis ma-de a considerable attempt ~o prove that 

flow from. specific sins in, an unswerving _pattern sufferings 

of middah c 'negeq IE~ <!~~12 · · · • . ' 
·' 

• • 
. ~ . ' .... 

-· 
7 • - - - •• - - -••_;is 0 = -=•= ........ a a 

Implicit in most of the Midrasb to Lamentations is . . 

it '' w~ich Solomon Schechter. the notion of the ''scale of mer u 

• 

defines in these terms: 

• 

' , . 
• 

• • 

. · · . · · nei tber particularly righteous 
Assuming a man to b:ked and the world in general to 
nor particularly wi ber of righteous and wicked 
consist of an equal n~~rld may be determined by a · 
men, tbe fate of that the scale which outbalances 
single action added 0th~ fate of the whole world ~ 
the other, and so may 
depend on it.83 
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33 
We observed in Chapter O th t 

ne a Israel's sin consisted 
of her non-recognition of the nervasivenes.s 

~ of the individual 
• 

responsibility which Schechter elucidates.· Scbecbter•s state-

ment is not to be taken completely literaly. Defining the 

role of such "seeming exaggerations" in his Darcbe ~a•a~~~-~,84 

Yitzchak Heinemann suggests that man•s responsibility . was 

emphasized by such bomiletical techniques whereby decisive 

metaphysical reality was attributed to human acts. That tbe 

' 

cosmic scales actually tipped this way and that with each 

human action is absurd if taken literally. However, the mean-
_, 

ing behind the figure is that the fate of the world is deter

mined by the sum produc·t of human behaviour and that that 

product consists of its parts, namely, each individual. • 

Israel's refusal to acknowledge this truth constituted one 

of her sins. 

Louis Ginzberg discusses the principle a.s applied ••to 
' 

explain the punishments of the Egyptians as •measure for 

crime committed by the Egyptians 

plague cor~esponds to a 

against the Hebrews."85 One 

of the classic instances of the principle OCCU~BS in Avot 2:6, 
• 

''because you drowned (others)' they shall drown you and the 

fate of those who drowned you is that they shall themselves 

drown.'' 

While 
h · s the doctrine of the foregoing mishna carrie 

measure for measure to 
its ultimate, many of the midrashim 

Foot Moore discusses 
are truly ingenious. George 

artfully matched with 
these in which diseases are 

• 

one of 

sins. 86 By 

• 
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a dread disease 

neglect of the ·~ 
<>- • '/' • 

study of the ·Law. -. Lamentations Rabba .contains a number of 

examples, lacking sometimes· i~ ingenuity, but n~t in clarity 

• 

of intent • . Israel requests of God that her wrongdoings .and ~; 
. 

her rebelliousness be offset by the . "wormwood and gall ,,87 with 

which God bas caused ber to sufr~er.88 The implication is that 

in the divine balance of things the one may be equated with 

the other. • • ' . .. , . 
< "' 

• . " .,-
• ' I t 

• •. . 
• • • • ... ~ •;w.. 

\. . ~ . . .. • • 

Far mor~ . ingenious is the midrash which . relates that -
witb the very object by whicb Israel sinn~d, so was she pun

ished and so was she com.farted. 89 . Nu. 14 :4 relates that , .- /'. .,. . . " ~ 

Israel declared, ''let us make a head and return to Egypt." 

Correspondingly, Isa. 1:5 states, "all the head is sick.~ ... ' • • • 

• 

But Micah 2:13 comforts them, ''and their king has passed on .. 

before them and the Lord is at their head. 1~ . Just as ''head11 

appears in passages of transgression, .punishment and comfort, ·"· 
. 

so do the ear, eye, nose, m.outb, tongue, · heart,. hand, foot ~ r 

and other descriptive words• .. 
.. 

I 
~ .. 
·' 

.. .. , , t • 

• f,... ~ • 
• 

. 1't r ., 

. . 

is the 

Israel 

Among the vaguer ·attempts to equate suffering with sin 

mid.rash in which the rabbis note that God, in causing 
. 90 

to suffer, is .described as 1 "]~ :,_, like an enemy. 
• • 

He was onl:y similar to . an enemy, hence be did not inflict . 

ld a true enemy Indeed, state 
punishment absolutely, as wou -- · • 

the rabbis' the punishment fi ttS the ·. crime, for Israel did not . 

b llion• the people . were . . ~ ., 
go to the extreme · in her· re e ' --------- · · 

as murmurers• 
• 

. . ,.,., 
',; 

• 

• 

l ~ . ~ : ' 11• . ( 
I I I • 

I • ' -~ ~ 
I , 1 

..; l 
L· ' '. I • • • 

I ; 

: . 1 . . 
• • • • • • • • 

' . I 

• • 
• ; J l 
i . ' I ' 
• • 1 ! ! 
! • I • 
I • • I \ 
• ' 1 

r I 
~ ~ : ; 
• • • 
f ~ l ' ; .} 

I • f 
I ' l 

r t , t 
~ • • I 

. ' J ' • : 
' ' t • I 

. l 
j , I < 
1-,.: 1: 
l:: .l' ' 

·1 I J 

. . . : .l 
I . j 
~ . . I , . . 
(\ • . . d 
~ ' • . I 

~ ·.i . l 
f .( " : : i 
' . l 

. \ . . . ; 
~ , ; I 
I ' ' t ' I ' J 

f ! . . 
' 
• 
• 

' 

• 

• 1 

' 
• 

• 
• • I 

~ 

i 
• 
• . , 
t 

• • 
1 

' . . 



' 

• 
• 

I 
' 
I 

, 

• 

·' . 

.. 

• 

35 

• The rabbis t ex ended · the principle by applying it to 
• 

the other nations as well. The sins .of the Ammoni tea and the 
Moabites were, according to ·one midrash, recorded· in four· 

Correspondingly, four prophets' . Isaiah, Jeremiah, . 

and Zephaniah sealed the doom of those four peoples.91 

The .theme of ''reward and. punishment•• recurred again and 

places. 

Ezekiel 

again. Often, however, the relationship between sin and suf

fering was not as perspicuous as the rabbis desired and they 

frequently resorted to· more vague equations. A midrash brought 

in the name of "the rabbis'' dedlares that the Book of Lamen

t .ations was more beneficial for Israel than the forty years 

during which Jeremiah prophesied against them.92 The listener 
. 

inquires, nhow is this · (that a description of intense national 

and personal suffering is more to be desired than admonitions 

founded on moral truths, etc.) ? 11 The response is revealing: 
• 

for on the day that God destroyed the Sanctuary, Israel re

ceived ,, jl.~ ")\J./ ~:i~~· full settlement, for her transgres-
w SS 

sions. In the same midrash, redemption is said to have occur
<:. 

red not through Moses t 40 years of inveighing against Israel, 

but by means of Pharaoh's authorization of persecutions against 
-

Israel, for through tbe latter did Israel obtai~ redemption. 
c,J 

• • 

The form of tbe above cited statements arc the same; 

of inveighing· against Israel 
in both instances, . forty years 

f her than persecutions imposed 
a?'e deemed less beneficial or 

1 S 
a significant distinction exists. 

from without. Nonethe es ' 
. · · volving the Book of Lamentations and 

r·n the former instance' in 
as they did in our earlier 

J t Surfer1·.ngs serve, · 
e:remiah, be 
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examples, to offset the trans~ressions r I -~--~-- ·•• 0 srael, measure for 
meas tire. In the latter portion concerning Pharaoh and Moses, 
the sufferings are media to th d e re emption of Israel. ·The 

traditional explanation of suff · · erings undergoes modifications. 

Faced with defections from their ranks, attractions of 

secular philosophy and polemical attacks of the nascent 
• 

Christian groups, the rabbis found the doctrine of retribu- . 

tion inadequate to explain all of Israel's sufferings which, 

by the third . and fourth centuries of the Common Era, had be-
•• 

come truly multitudinous. . . 

S anders prefaces his study with eight Old Testament · 

solutions to the problem of suffering: they are retributive, 
• 

disciplinary, revelational, probational, illusory (or transi

tory), mysterious (only God has Wisdom), eschatological, or 

meaningless.93 He suggests that "the eschatological solution 
. 

is found often in post-exilic thinking, while the heretical 
' assertions that sufferings are meaningless are discernible 

in the books of Ecclesiastes and Job.
1
' 

.. 
' ' 

·· · · · A study of La!,lle~"!'._~ti o:r;is_ Rabba reveals that while the 

eschatological motif is present, as seen in the foregoing 

midrash contrasting Pharaoh and Moses, it is sometimes quali

fied and frequently overshadowed not only by the retributive 

Of Which we have already viewed, but by 
explanation, aspects 

ti ns which we now proceed to con
a series of other explana 0 

· 

sider • . -- . 
• 

• 

Pa
les.tinian Amora, R~· ~~ Josbua· b. Levi, 

The third century 

t
o assa.il the rising Christian sects;94 

failure was known for bis 
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nonetheless, his statement in Lamentations Rabba concerning 

the function of suffering ld h wou ave well served the cause of 
Jewish apologetics.95 H e comments on the verse, 11you have 

surely not rejected us; you have been exceedingly angry with 

us.n9b He states that if there is rejection, then there is ' 

no hope. But if there is anger, then hope is real; for who

soever is angry, is destined to· be reconciled. Such a comment 

not only rebuked those who called God's anger to witness as 

evidence of His rejection of Israel, but it softened the blow 

of the sufferings for the Jews themselves who, by experience, 

knew that no one remains angry indefinitely. Suffering im-
1J 7 

portuned hope._J ' . . . 
. . . "· .. ~ . . . ' .. .. . . . .. ' 

. 
' . , 

' 

' 

· Among other examples of the same idea in Lamentations · 

Rabba is R. Acba•s comparison of Lam. l:q and Isa. 59:20. In 
as - •-• %14.S 

. 

th ~ Israel's pursuer is written fully in Hebrew, : · .. e J.·ormer, 

in the latter, Israel's ~edeemer is likewise writ-

ten fully, with the letter waw included, • R. Acba 

that ·rsrael•s exile foreshadows her redempdeduces therefore 
. ., 

' . . 
• • • • • : . • • • . ) • • • • • ti on. I • • • • • • • • • • 

of the same century as R. Joshua b. 
R· • r.evi, an Amora • 

Levi and perhaps · .st1bject 
to similar pressures, draws a com

the · verse !',_l1.) YJ i1 parable lesson from ...... 
97 • Every time 

. 

that the word ---+-~ 
he observes, the future is desoccurs, 

tined to bring 
denied. '. So Israel is certain to . 

that which is 

. i the future• have a comforter n .. 
This exegesis partakes of ..{ 

Rabbinic literature which 
the .common theme ·in 

Holy one gave to Israel 
1'three good gifts the 

maintains tbat 

and all of them 
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came through trials.••98 

But at leas t one · 
voice in ~~~en~ations Rabba asserted .,. -

that the promise is too amorphous. R. Yudan prefaced his re~ 

marks by assuring the Holy One that he knows . that eventually 

God wi.11 remember the evil deeds of the nations of the world.99 

Yet in the meanwhile, he emphasizes, what shall 
• 

I do, as ''m.y 
• 

sou ]_ i s bowed dotvn within me.••·100 Then R. Yudan recalls the 
• 

proverb, ''while the fat one grows lean, the lean one e.xpi~es. '' 

In effect, R. Yudan contends that the anticipation of redemp-
. 

ti on f a r off is no sufficient ·explanation of sufferings. The 
. 

peopl.e have suffered much and the promises ·or a rebuilt Sanc-

tuary or national independence ar~ now several centuries ola. 101 

A measure of despondency has set in and it is likely reflected 

in this passage. 
. .. - . 

A nu.mber of alternative explanations are offered in 

Lamentations Rabba • . One of them is R. Nathan's exposition of 

the Haman story.102 ''Haman did not come except as a reminder 

.{ ... :J .JJ= ) for Israel, for it is ~ri tten: •and these days of 

from the midit of th~ Jews nor shall the Purim shall not pass 

rememberance ( _ . -

Earlier in the same midrash the words of Moses are recalled, 

blot Out the . rememberance of Amalek from under 
''I will utterly 

the heaven.'' R. Nathan's 
exegesis is expiained by Etz Yosef. 

of 
t wo verses are related by the use 

It is understood that the 
is 

''remembrance'' 
! • 

1 k as Etz Yose_f summarizes, 
to serve as a remembrance of Arna .e , -· ·- - - - ··-
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The Lord did not brin th· 
means of the miracle ~h is matter except that by 
rem~mbered for generati~n:atter of Amalek will be 
Purim shall pass th . ' for before the days of 
subject of) the blo~~~ is read in the scroll (the 
that generation Andi~g out of Amalek which is in 
remembrance of that wh·h~re shall be established a 
in the exile where we ~~llAmalek did to you even 
out • • • ., . 1 ~ n ° t be ab 1 e t o bl o t ( it ) 

, 
• 
' • 

• 

• 

Haman ~omes not as retribution for .the previo~s • sins 

of Israel nor as the foresbadower : . : of redemption, but as an 

ins true tor, a ''reminder.'' 
• • • 

• 
• 
• 

• 

Another attempt to explain the sufferings of Israel 
• 

is manifest in the comment on the verse, ''therefore . is she 

• 

• 

. ' , 

come down wonderfully. 11 The rabbis proposed that she has 

.. 

• 

• . 

come down to trials ( --f...-l 
~~ ).104 The full ;ignificance 

• • • 

of the word ).,OJ is revealed in another midrash, 1:50. 
• 

. Miriam the daughter of Tancbum, lost seven sons to martyrdom 
• 

• in defiance of the idolatry which the emperor implored them 
. . ' 

, .. 
• • 

to practice. At the end of the mid.rash, Miriam addresses 
. . 

.. • • 

• • 

herself to Abraham through her son, "do not become overbearing 
• • • 1 -. . 

saying, •r built an altar and offered up Isaac my son.
1 

Be-

hold, our mother {Miriam) has built seven altars and offered 
. ' . • • I l 

~ . 
and mine J 

Yours was a test ( • 

• seven sons on one day. 
• 

• • 

was an actual thing C __ 'jl~..!l..'Q,_)." . .. 
• mind of the rabbis, a trial was not the real 

' . 

. 
partook of actuality, the 

To the 
• 

While Miriam's misfortunes thing. 

rabbis 

• - . 
·' 

• • • the first-mentioned mid-
explained the sufferings in 

: ' ' 
. · . t - t . neither retributive nor escbatological. 

rash, 1:36, as a es , _ 

they env1
·sioned some manner of contest between 

Conceivably, . . 
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Israel and God. That such 
may have been the case is suggested 

by another midrash.10~ 
Jeremiah had beseeched Israel to re-

pent before the advent of .their enemies~ In response they 

boasted, "if the enemies come upon us, what are they able to 

do?" {They spoke· as those Who say,) as it is written, "let 

Him (the I,ord) hurry, let Him hasten His wor·k, that we may 

... ' .. . 
- r' • • see it; and let the counsel of the Holy One of Israel 

• 

drew near and come that we maw, know it.••106 Then Israel assur

ed hers.elf that if a general comes, he will seat her besid.e 

himself. Israel then said to Jeremiah,· ''then we shall know 

whose word shall be fulfilled, ours or His.'' · When their sins 

caused the corn.ing of their enemies, they disguised themselves 

as harlots and the invading officers did, indeed, place them 

at their sides. The Holy One, by now quite disquieted, asked 

rhetorically, ''shall My word not be fulfilled and theirs 

shall?'' He proceeded to smite the ''harlots'' with a number of 
• 

• 

diseases making them repugnant to the invaders. As a result, 

they became slavegirls or, in at least one instance, dismem-
• 

bered. 
• • • , 

'O I .. • 4 . . ' • • 

· end minor motif exist in this midrash. The A maJor 

I 
• 

enemies was a consequence of ber transgres
coming of Israel's 

sions, as it is stated, v•khevan shegl!rr;n~ tavonot uvatu . 

that ·the . f 1 
might be termed a ''minor motif in 

son' ehen. · · Tllis 

contested nor reiterated; indeed, it is rele-
point is neither 

gated to a subordinate 

the seeming contest in 

clause. · More dominant, however, is 

~hich Israel and God are engaged. The 

P
ersua4ed that God's word 

people ere not at all 
is destined 
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41 
·to be f~J. filJ.ed. They entertain the possiblity that their 
word may emerge supreme. Disguise is reg.arded as legitimate 
equipment for the contest. One is . impressed that· it is no 

longer because of the past sins of Israel that God inflicts 
suffering through the · enemy, but rather because of the peo-

ple's present attitude of sm · ugness which disputes God's 

omnipotence. ' c • • • • • • 

FinalJ.y, e number of midrashim in Lamentations Rabba • . 

either intimate or explicitly challenge the j?st~c~ of the 

sufferings• Comment~ng on the· verse, ''the Lord has afflicted 
• 

• 

her on account of the multitude of her transgressions·, 11107 .. 

the r~bbis asked why the expl .. anation (on account of, .etc.) 

was necessary.ioB 
• 

They respond that one might possibly have 
• 

theorized that he punished her t•1 a1;1. !!!a_ae~1~ wi thout~:~!reas dn~·e j_ t 

TheFefoi?e!~.it is written, ''on account of the multitude of her 
• 

transgressions.'' · The · answer is totally orthodo.x, but the .. 

• 

• 

question includes a possible response that borders on the 

heretical. Frequently, a question reveals more than the ans

wer. rt specifies r1hat· troubles the questioner. Had the text 
• 

not included the theoretical answer, ,;rakhol. 1 al !11-ag~n, we 

might have deduced it from the question. : With the admission . 

of this phrase, ·how much ·the_ 

that a number of responsible 

no reason for the s ufferirigS 0 

Even more so, contend 

rashim, Israel ~es~rve! much 

• ' 
• .. . 

more does this midrash suggest 

Jews of the period could find 

the rabbis in a number ·of mid-

better treatment• In one instance, 

• .. . 
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42 
commenting on the verse in 

Lam. 3 : l , '' I am the man who has 
seen affliction," the Yalkutl09 

version places in the mouth 
of Israel the sarcastic e 1 · .xc. amation, ''I am experienced in 
sufferings • . All which . you 

request (of me) comes upon. me.'' .. 
. ('The Vilna edition version, if read wi· th 

Etz Yosef, also 

yields the sarcastic statement, ··· ''what is pleasing to me is 

also pleasing to youl'' • . This is to say, I ~ccepted your . 

Torah, I did what was 1 i t P eas ng o you, and l:l:n <tb.'e~ c:·pns:equences 

pleasing to me?)llo· • • • 
• 

A dialogue between God and Israel follows in which the 

former maintains that He was· the ''doer of tavors''for He dis-

• • 

. ' 
• 

qualified all other nations in order that Israel might -be 

privileged to receive the Torah. ·: Israel contends, on the · 

other hand, that the other nations rejected ··the Torah and that 

she, the last possible recipient, favored God by accepting 

the Law. Israel brings Scriptural references in support or 
her position and, ·in the Yalkut,. enumerates additional · favors 

rendered God by her, e~g., ~be sanctified God's name upon • 

• 

the sea and sang to Him a song • .. Signifi·cantly, Israel ·emerges 

with the final word in this mi drasho She not only dis.regards 
. 

the doctrine of reward and punishment, implicitly denying that 

her sufferings were due, but preswnes herself deserving of far 

Torah 
b Vl

·rtue of her acceptance of God's 
etter treatment by .. 

• 

when no other nation was willing. 

This rebellious theme is not 
limited .to the above -cited 

lllidrash. In Proem 24 to La.!?en~ations 
t . n with God 

in a revealing interlocu. 10 

Rabba, Abraham engages 

over the justification 
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of the exile of Israel and •t 
l s ace ompariying sufferings • God 

retorts that His childr h · en ave transgressed all of .the Torah 
and, in order to prove His point, beckons t he Torah to testify 
against Israel. But when reminded of the honor accorded her 

by Israel, the Torah refrains from bearing witness• . The same 
• scene is reenacted in connection with the twenty-two 

of the alphabet ~hich had 

Speaking through Abraham, the rabbis of the early centur~es 

of this era were apparently not content ~ith any of the explan-
, 

ations of suffering which had theretofore been put forth. 

The same theme is expressed even more strikingly in 

the midrash to Lam. 1:21, ''they have heard that I sigh ••• 

for l~ have done it. 
11111 • 

Israel is likened to a lady, mar- · 

ried to a king who bid her to have no relations.hips with her 

companions. Do not borrow from them nor lend to them, he 

instructed. The lady's obedience notwithstanding, the king 

became angry and expelled her from the royal house. She re-
• 

turned to her neighbors, but was not received. Upon her re

turn to the palace, the king accused her of acting impudently, 

at which she responded, "bad you allowed me relationships 

with them, would they not have received me?" Similarly, when 

rebuked Israel, the latter maintained: "O 

the world, did You not write in Your Torah, 
the Holy One 

Sovereign of 
·th them your daughter you shall 

'and you shall11.not marry 141 
· ' · 

1
112 If we had had relations with 

not give to his son ••• 

them and· intermarried ~itb 

they not have received us? 

them," Israel concluded, "would 

•You have done it' . '' Therefore, 
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Obedience to God's command yielded a large measure of 
• 

the suffering which Israel underwent. The net result of the 

fore going midrashim, questioning the rationality and justifi

cation of Israel 1 s sufferings, 1s ·to place God Himself on 

the defensive. Can such variations from the doctrines of 

retribu.tive, escbatological or instructional sufferings be 

reconciled with the traditional concept of God? To a consid

erat1.on of this matter we now turn • . 

• 

• 
' 

' 

• 
• 

• • 

• 

• 

. 
• • 

• 

• 

·. . . . 
.. ' I t . ~ 

• • • 

• • 
• 

• 

• • 

. .. 
.~ 

• 

• 

• • • 
• 

' ... 

• 

• 

• 

• 

. . . 

. ' \ . . 
• 

• • •• 
• 

• 

• 

• • • • 

• 

- ... , ;.. 

• 

• • 

• 

• 

• .. 
• 

• 
• I 

• 

, 
• 

' 

• 

' . ;. 
• • • 

• 

-- ~ .. 

• ' 

. • • 

• 

• 

I l • 
I 
I 

j 

1 
i • 

l 
• ~ 
' • • 
i . " . 1 

l 

I 
. I 

J . 
.; I 

' 
l 

• 
I ' ' 1 . 

l ' ' • 
" : i 
r 

' • 

• 
I 
• 

• l • 

• • 
j 

I 

I 

I 
1 

\ • 
I 
• 

' , I 
• I • . ' 

. l 
I 
I 

• j 

• ; f 
I . ' . ' 

: l f 

I ' I 
1 4 
I f 
I I 

I i ' l 
. l 

l I ' 

".. ; I . . 

• • • • • 
. : i 

. ! i 
I . . . l 

• • 
I j 

• 

I • • : j 

• 

• I 
. I 

~ . ' • 
I 

~ l 

• • 
• 
' . ' I • • . : 

• .. . . 

. . . 
• 

I I 

• • • 
I I 

I ! { 
l • 

. l 
. l 

I 
> 7 I I f 
j l , I 
i I • ! ' . • 
' ; l 

' • j 

f ' I ' I 
. I I • ' j ,.. t I a 

. . . ! ' 
• I • 

I 
• 
T 

' ~ : t 
. l ~ 

" . . i 
' • • . \ 

. . ' • . 
• ' . . 

I . • • 

+ t 
• • 

I 

I • 

• 

• 

' t : ; i • • • • 
. . ! 

' . 
• 

• 

I• ' ) . 
• 

i 
\ 
• 
' • 
• 

\ 



• 

CHAPTER III 

• 

GOD 

A. 
• 

• 

• 

• • • 

• • I 

:.-Je observed j .. n Chapter One that the rabbis accepted 

divine retribution insofar as it made man feel responsible 
• 

for his own actions, at the ~ame time denying the eternality 

• 

of sin. Sons did not experience suffering as a result of the 

• sins of their fath ers. 
. 

sibility was affirmed. 

A ~: _ large measure of individt1al respon

We detected hardly a hint of .rebellion 

as the rabbis struggled piously to link specific suffering 

with sin pursuing a perfect equation on the cosmic balance 

sheet. 

This effort notwithstanding, an intimate view of the 

sufferings themselves cast new light on the problem. Divine 

retribution seemed no longer an adequate explanation, the 

sufferings being so great that, by the retributive principle 

alone, they implied that Israel had perpetrated inconceivably 

great misdeeds. This simply did not accord with what seemed • 

to be the facts nor the response of common sen.se; neither 

• • . . 

• 
• 

could such a conclusion be admitted in a time when nascent 

Christianity -was utilizing just such arguments to prove that 
-

Israel's utter corruption had moved God to chastise, yeat to 

Ne\o/, ·;sometimes inadequate, explaonS;t.iioins 
reject his children. 
ap d we have considered a number of them, including 

peare •. . 4 

. as a foreshadotoJing of redem\i»lition, s1Ers 
suffering those viewing 
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an instrument of instructi 
. on, and as a test. A signifficant 

group of midrashim in La t 
. 1!1_en .... a.t.i o_ns_ Rab ba s ugges te d that the re 

was no explanation· r ' s~ael•s sufferings were downright unde-
• • served! • • ,. • 

The rabbis tb~n f d ace several .alternatives. They could 

have contended th t th a e sufferings were not products of God's 

will and hence did not i~ply His rejection of Israel. But . · 

such an explanation created havoc among the traditional Jewish 

.concepts of an omnipotent God and. more i ~ mportant, it played 

directly into the hands of the gnostic dualists who would 

utilize just such evidence to prove the weakness of Israel's 

' 
• God. •• 

• • 

The other alternative, · which Israel did choose, began 

with an acknowledgement that God's rule extended over:0all. 

But she could not stop there, for this implieq that God, per

h8ps willingly, perhaps capricously, inflicted sufferings 

upon Israel. This suggested that any meaningful covenant 

whibh had existed between the two was now broken. It also 
• 

demonstrated that God was neither perfectly just nor perfectly 
• • • 

• 

merciful. 
(Israel herself would not bave been so stringent upon 

her own interpretations, but the Christian polemieists were 

k d awing every possible pejorative 
her logicians, so to spea , r 

implication from her attitudes.) 

Cer
tain qualifications were introduced. 

Consequently, 

i in ramentations R2bba sug~g. est that 
number of the midrash m ~.'=~.~-.. ~. ------- J 
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God 1.imited Himself . D . • ominant al · so is the theme that through-

the 
God empathized with Israel and 

that He ''needed'' I srae 1 for the. ful·fi 1 . . lment of His purpose. 

periods of sufferings out 

Israel and God are ofte n engaged in " t t . con es s·' and fi 11 

d 
~ . . , na y 1 

Go g oes a ~ainst His own nat · t ure o spur Israel's re.pentance. 

~Je shal 1 now consider these 11 qua fi.cations individually and 

in detail. They reveal the t ex ent to .which Israel manipulated 

her concept of God in · order t o: answer the polemicists, to 

mainta in her own integrity in the face of unexplainable · suf-

ferings, and to hol.d out the hope ·of redemption. 

Except for a handful of scattered passages, the pre

vailing biblical attitude is that the world is wholly in God's 

hand, that He controls good and evil. · : • • 

This orthodox attitude is expressed 'in a number of . .... 

places in I,amentations Rabba. · Striking is the passage in 1:50 
*'-* as ~ a ccu • = e O' • l e 

relating the discourse between a Roman official and the young 

est son of Miriam, the daughter of Tanchum. The king asked 

the lad why the Lord has not delivered him as He had done 

with Hananiah, MiShael and Azariah, who were miraculously . 

saved from the evil designs of Nebuchadnezzar. He respohds 

that Nebuchadnezzar \'JBS deserving that a miracle be performed 

· not. · Furthermore, if you do 
_through him, but the Roman is 

not kill us, he declared, the omnipresent has executioners. 
~ .. 

are many bears, wolves, lions, etc. 

·-•as attributed to ·Hadrian 
The same view w 

There himself in 

The emperor \'JBS ·shown the corpses of 

A warrior boasted that he bad killed 

• 

another .midrash.113 

Jews slain in battle. 
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48 
them, whereupon Hadrian th eorized, if their God bad not slain 
·them, who was able · to slay them? 

' .. 

Such a statement as th at ascribed 

as the response of Miriam• s youngest son, serve at one and 
• 

the same time to reinforce and und · t ermine he Jewish position. 

On the one ·,hand, it refut th · es e proponents of dualism and 

emphasizes, for example, that it was God's decision that a 

mirac].e be performed through Nebuchadnezzar. In b·oth the 

above cited midrashim, God remains the central agent. On tbe 

other hand, God's ''involvementtt Eer se was not sufficient 
• 

evidence for the Jewish position. If the sufferings were 

truly unjustified, that involvement ·might be termed capnic ious. 

If the sufferings were justified, it seemed to imply God's 

rejection of Israel. · ·Neither alternative bed:ng wboll.y accept

able, the rabbis chose a third path; it consisted of an attempt 

at qualifying God's involvement without denying Kis omnipo-
• • 

They were not always successful • . 
• 

tence. • 

This approach, which we proceed now to elucidate, was 

i t t Pattern More likely, it 
not preconceived ·1n ·a cons s en · • 

At . 
was 

to challenges of the moment. 
a pragmatic response 

as an.effective argument against omni
a ppear times, it will 

potence. This aspect 
we shall consider later. For the time 

only to .note that if the -rabbis tended, 
being, it is important 

themselves vulnerable to the 
in their explanations, to leave 

th same time, they fortified 
attacks of the dualists' at e 

earlY Christian missionizing. Conse
thems elves against the 

de a point on the 
quently, the rabbis P

referred to conce 
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auestion 
-'· of omnipotence i n orde?' to ·rur.ther their central ~ ... 
purpose, the affirmation f 0 God•s :continued relationship with 
Israel. .>. 

• 
• 'I , · l . 

' . . . • 

,;1, B. ~-o~ Q~a].i fied Through Limi~ation ' .. ,., . ··- " . ,---

......... 1 

• ,. 

That this relation was in 

&J • -· ·~.._ 

• ' . • • 
~ .: . , 
. ~ 

question is d~scernible not 

s olel.y from sources ·.e.xtennal to our-Midrash. The ambiguity 

of IsraeJ.•s relationship with God was lucidly expressed in 

• 

the midrash to Lam . .. L·:l, ''(Israel _has become) as a widow •. '' ·· 

Utilizing a number of analogies, the . rabbis endeavored to- ~ _ 

e.xpJ_aj_n wh.a t it means to become as a widow.114 They compared 

the situation to a king who was angry with hi.s .wife and wrote . 

for her a s.e~. But he took it from ber and whenever she · de--
. 

sired to marry another, ~e would· ask, where is your _ g~~? • 

• 

lNh.en she sought her provisions, he re~orted, ·''have ~ not ·al-

ready divorced you?'' · So with Is.rael, every time that she· 
. . 

desired to worship idols, the· Holy One would ask, ·''where is 

your bill of divorcement?"ll.5 . Conversely, whenever Israel 
. 

requested that God perform· .. for b.er miracles as it had been 

d d nr have already divorced 
in the beginning, God respons ·e' 

6 •th to abandon her distinct 
you.nll Israel was free nei ~er 

God .for protection. : ·. ~ 
way of life nor to call upon 

t hat the father-child relation, or, 
Schechter writes ~ 

i ti Sucb as Israel en-if' assoc a on, 
we may add, the husband-W e 

· d does n.ot end 
when the children sin.117 - Thi~, 

Joyed with ·Go , 

attitude. when· vie~ed 
may be the Rabbinic 

over a number of •• • • . 
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50 
centuries; but periods of 

gave rise to feelings of 

foregoing midrasb~ 

crisis and external p~essure .... surely 

ambi~uity such as expressed in the 

• 

. .. ": .. , 
• • l ' . "' ~ . ... . . .. 

' . J • 

We encoun.ter in Isaiah one of th ' e early attempts to · 

analyze and eventually resolve the ambiguity. 

Israel assails God, demanding to know why Ke 
In Isa. 63:17, 

ncauses us to 
• 

go as tray ( _ !lil)_t,1 _)" from liis paths, · In the succeeding 

hbapter, 6~. :4, the accusation is ~ore closely analyzed. If 

we make several plausible emend~tions~ as proposed by Blank,118 

the verse reads, "behold, because .you were angry, we are· pPe

sumed guilty; you hide yourself and we stand convicted.'' 

S uch precisely was the situation in which the ·rabbis 

found themselves. That ·God was ·angry ;seemed olear through ·the 

sufferings. Israel was surely presumed guilty by her neigh

bors. The first half of the verse p'iotured Israel 1 s plight. · 

The second half provided an answer similar to that which the 

rabbis evolved. ·, It might be said tha·t 'it was bee a use God 

hides Himself tba t we ·stand convicted and not on ac·count of 
• 

. - . 
• • 

the force of' our transgressions~ ~ .. ', , . 
.. 'I • • . . " 

• . 

' 
. We consider now the various ways· in which God "hides 

Hi g. ene·rally, limits Himself. . ms elf'' or, more 

t 

. 

Of anthropopathetic devices, God does not 
· · By a number 

Which visits Israel. In Proem 24 of 
see the destruction 

at
. the time when God sought to destroy 

Lamentations Rabba, 
.... ~ ·---'" · .-.. .... ... - -- •.' , w.... . a 

0
t 1 on by re a f r ·1 rrrii ng that .. 

. -• 

• 

the Sarictuary, He prefaced His 
t the nations of the worl.d 

'' t I m in its mids , 
all the time· tha - a · 
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• 

w i 11 not t o tic h it • '' G 0 d 1 s .. 
· omnip~tence having been affirmed., 

(seeing) it and I 
He announces: ''I will 1 . c ose My eyes from 

shall swear that r shall h -
. ave no need for it until th~ time 

of the end. 
11 

God -~~~Eo.:r::al'.'.~.ly 
• • 

with IsraeJ. , but it is of His 

relinquishes .His rel~tionship 

own free will and accomplished 

\ ... • 

... • o,J 

by self-J_imitation,, by cl.osing His eyes• 
. . 

The them~ is not a new _one in Jewish tradition • . ;od 
• • 

threatens in Deut. 31 ··17ff to hide Hi r d • •· s ace an abandon 

Israel for following after other Gods and breaking her . cove-

nant with God. The tenor of the threat in Deutero.nomy is 

one that implies finality. \. 
' 

... 
r 

. . . ~ 

' 
• . ' 

I ~ 

The theme appears several times in Deutero- and Trito

Isaiah. ll.9 In both instances, ~t _ is acc_ompanied by .opportun-
. . ' .. 

ities for redemption; it is not fina~ • . Indeed, the temporality 

of God's hiding is explicitiy expressed in one of the verses, 
. 

"'in a littl.e -wrath I .hid My f.ace from thee for a moment; but 

with everlasting kindness will I have . compassion on the~,• 
120 J 8 

saj-s the Lord your .Redeemer." Similarly, Ps. 69:1 be-

seeches of God, "and hide not .· Your face from 
dil trl21 

for I am in distress; answer me ~pee Y• . 

Your serv~nt; 

•• - • 

' 

Deuteronomic .passage, God's hiding His face im-
. 

I 

In the 

plied that He 
bad fo~aken Israel • .. Perhaps partly in rebuttal 

. t writers such as Trito--Isa~ah,. tend-
of this suggestion, ~a er ' .. . · 

i 
al view the phenom.enon as portend~ng 

ing toward the escbatolog c ' 
. f Rabbinic writers to carry it one 

rede~'[bt.i>on; it rema1nded or 

step furth~r, utilizing 
n as a means by which 

the phenomeno . 
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God brings sufferings r: on a 
. · people with out r orsakd.ng them, 

"Without doing it with -a full h . ea rt. 

Marmorstein has discu d 
~ sse similar anthropopathetic 

phenomena, in particular, the tendency t o ascribe to God 
s leeo . J.22 

~ 

. . • • 

In the 88me connection, our midrash relates that God 

withheld His ''right ~and'', placed it behind Him, and allowed 

the ~nvaders . to raze the Sanctuary.123 Schechter writes that 

the "'right hand' represents the attribute of mercy, which is 
. 

a].so called 'the strong hand', inasmuch as it has •to repress 

the attribute of justice.'''124 
• • 

He IDurther observes that it 

• . ~ 

is the right hand which, when stretched out, offers repentance 

to the penitent. This midrash serves to qualify God's involve-
' 

ment in the catastrophe without impinging upon ttis omnipotence 

nor upon the ultimate possibility of Israel's redemption, 

which shall come in ''the end". 

t f G d's right hand is carried even 
The imprisonmen _o o · 

.. 

f 
. h t 1 m 2•3 ''He has drawn back His 

urther in the midras o a • · ' 
tt 

right hand from before the enemy. 
God acknowledges in the 

5 d i the Law that "I will be 
midrashl2 that He pas promise n 

• ul26 In view of His children's present 
with him in trouble. 

tribulations, He 

behind His back, 

H
e is with them by drallling His hand 

says, 
. tator Etz y 0sef interprets 

wbich the commen 

tions end not taking vengeance 
the na 

able as bearing the insults of 
bands are bound and is not 

a ~arrior ~hose r ''as Upon them, ,, 
to effect his vengeance. 
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The same midrash 

continues~ in a dialogue between 
Daniel and God, . to once again ass,,~e 

....,.. the . temporality of the 
situation by noting that God has set a limit for His right 

\ . 
hand. wfuen His people are redeemed, so will be His right hand. 

The rabbis pi~tured God as preferring to be with His · 

children in time of distress, in fulfillment of His promise, 

than to reveal to the world His power to avenge. God's rela-
. 

tionship with Israel is, so to 

than His worldwide reputation. 

speak, more important to Him 

Or, .as we shall observe, 127 

that reputation may be more dependent upon the relationship 

with. Israel than upon the maintainance of a behaviour consis- , 
' 

tent with that of an omnipotent-power. • 
. r • • • 

~ ' . • • • 

. 

Lamentations Rabba itself contains at least two pass-

t Power Or authority of God is in , . ages in which the presen 

question. They are, to be ·sure, but a reflection of the .po-

lemics of their gentile neighbors • . ' ~ .. 
' 

.. . , .. 
, . I " 

• 

• -
• 

d . t d observing the patriarchs ~ In one case, God is epic e 

who, with garments rent~ 

the Temple.128 At such a 

had .. arrived weeping at th·e gates .of 
• 

. ht God laments' .saying about si.g ., 

Himself, i'woe to the King who 
th Succeeded and in in His you 

1t . . 
His old age did not suc.ceed. · . , ' 

· th t He wo~ld have had . _ mid.rash God notes. · -~ 
In another He overhears 

h d Himself to Is .. rael. 
honor bad He: not attac e · 

· nt on His past ven- · -.< 

Wo
rld as they c.omme . 

the nations of the h th H 
. s 129 They inquire· w e e·P e 

1 1 s oppress or .,. 
geance upon rsrae · · · · · · . in the negative, 

The answer being 

" . . . 
• • • • 

can remain young forever. 
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the midrash remarks th at the . y made God old 
is Ezek. 36:20 which th . • The proof text 

e m1drash reads ·in th f 
ner , "end when He (G.bd) came e . ollowing men- . 

unto the nations whither 
had come, they profaned they 

. My holy name saving if th 

1 r th 
. " ' ese are the 

peop .e o e I.1ord then wh h y ave.- they gone out from 

''the people 
~ 

The context reinforced this . 
• 

rea.ding . Tn. order to make its point, the mj.drash under ·dis-

more erally, considertn~ ·tit~~ as a cussion takes the singu~~ ar lit 

mse goes o and fro among the nations refere.nce to God, wbo Hi lf t 
• 

g ivi_ng e a r to their observations. 

The tratlitional interpretation of the text, while also 

linking God's reputation with the exile of Israel and the re-

sulting observations of the nations, nonetheless maintains an 

image of God who is less intimately involved in the plight of 

His people. He does not go about listening to the comments 

of the natl ons. The e!ijltinuation of the' Ezekiel passagel30 

clearly states that the redemption of Israel shall occur not 

for the sake of Israel, but for the name of God. The midrash, 

on the other hand, emphasizes God's regret over His attac~ent 
. 

to r des 
1
· re to annul the· covenant, but ex-

sra el, implying a at first glan6e, such a feeiing . ~ .. 

part would seem to suggest a deteriore-

In truth, it serves to reaffirm that 

. 

pressing an inability to do so. 
. 

of displeasu~e ori God 1
S 

tion in relationships. 
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55 
no matter what the exi . gency, the relationship· may· not be dis-
solved. Co-upled with God' ·~ 

s eavesdropping, the midrash serves 
to place God in a rath d . 

er . egrading posit.ion, dependent not . 

·only upon Israel, 'Qut llpon the comments of the nat·ions. 

The difference between the biblical text and the mid-

ras hj.c interpretation is one f h o emp asis. God's reputation 

as dependent upon· Israel is an element of both. Yet from 

Ezekiel God emerges supreme, using Israel ts redem.ption as a 

means by which His name· shall be reinstated: "but I had pity 

for My hoJ.y name ••• I do this not for· your sake, o house of 

Israel, but for My holy name ••• for I will take you from among 

the natl ons, and gather you ••• •1131 However, in the · midrasb, 

God is indeed subordinate; His mastery of the situation is in 

question. One matter, however, . is · abundantly clear. Israel 

is not forsaken by God. On the contrary, by· virtue· of God's 

joining Israel in her suffering, His own regret over the 

covenant, and the nations• comments, the relationship is greatly 
• 

.._ • - I 

reinforced. • 

• 

-' 

. .. . ; 
- < 

.v -*" . . ,. 
• 

. 
• • • 

.In th; movement from Ezekiel to Lamentations Rabba, 
' ' 

God has suffered • . Indeed, Israel herself can no longer ascribe 

t• hich had been formerly 
to her God m.any of the qua li ies .. w. . , . . ~ ' 

.· 
But . these were not the ~urning questions • • 

attributed to Him. • • . . 
stood accused of . 

• 

.. l·re haV~ dd:scerned tha_ t_ Israel 
of the day. ""' . 

our midrash refutes such a contention. 
having been forsaken. . · 

. . · in the foregoing section served to 
Midrashim discussed . . . 

. , ·· power, r_ endering him quasi-passive, 
temporarily qualify God•s . 

~ . . th~t Is;aei•s sufferings neither come 
in order to reaffirm 
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l-Vholly from God no .. r suggest a cleava b ge etween God and Israel. 
We turn now to a · d . om1nant 

portrays God as not only 

theme in 1 amentations 

passive with respect 
sufferings but . 

Rabba which 

to the inflict-

ing of the 

ception of 

frequently 

, as active with regard- to th 
them• , God J. oins e re-

w·i th Israel in her suffering, 

to the point of empath . 

c. 
• 

y. 

I ' • 

• 
• 

• 

Robert L. Katz has . discussed at"· ~ 1 . . ::· . ~.ngth the phenomenon 
• 

o f God' s empath i zing with .. : .. Israel in the :%g~ada.132 

intent upon an i · - - ;i. .·: • 

·Primarily 

exam nation :of empathy in li~ht .of modern 

brought togethe-~ a host· of Rabbinic . psychotherapy, Katz has 
I . 

• 

• 

references which reveal God's active role in the rece.ption of 

In a few isolated instances'· he indicates his ~ s ufferin<1' ,_, . • 
... _ 

understanding of the "need" of the peopie for this relation-

ship. 

• • 

• 

... ' • • 

• 

' 
• . 

• • 
• t 

. . ... ! " ..: • • 

t • 

• 
' • 

• 
The Rabbis reflected the aspirations of their con
temporaries for a feeling of intimacy and security 
in their relationship to God and in His immanent 
presence • . The people sought consolation in the n r, 1~ u:·"i · .. 
assurance that their fate was keenly appreciated 
by the Divine Spirit.133. . ' 

• . . 

• 

. .. . ' 
. • . l . 

' . 
•• 

• 
A student of human relations and not of theology, Katz 

.. 
brushes aside the problem of anthropomorphism which such . ~ -• 

Schechter, on the other hand, maintains . 
• . . ·' 

raise.13li • 
• • 

po-rtrayals 
. 

that he is 
not "certain as to the wisdom of _the allegorical 

• • 
• 

• • 

method ••• n but he is "con~inced that the Rabbis hardly under-• • 

stood the 
1 

i ifi ance· and the inevitable consequences 
rea s gn . c 
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of the i r us e ·• 11 13 .5 . 
• 

C oncei vabJ_y·,, 

as Schechter 

the rabbis were aware of the 
dangers involved, 

himself nntes 1·n the accom-
panying marked tendency in 

pretatj_on of Scripture.136 
the direction of a literal inter-

It is plausible that allegoriz·ing 

served as the best medium whereby. the r~bbis might express, 

forcefully and simpl~, what th.ey c·onsidered to .be an intimate 

re1.ation between Israe.l and b - er God. · · . · • • • . , 
. 

One of the most characteristic ·activities of God as ,, 

pictured in ~amentations Rabba .. is that of weeping • . Comment.ing 

on Je r • 9: ]_8, ''for a voice of·. wailing i ·s heard out of .Zion ••• 

for we have left the land, 11 the ·~idrash inquires as to who is 

l.eft to weep. 137 Can ·it be the trees and stone? 

respond that the weeping comes ·from ·God Himself. · 

The rabbis 

. ,. 
• • I r 

• Another midrash relates that a number of disasters were 

visited upon the Jews.138 Three ships full of Jewish men · ' 
. 

throw themselves into the sea in order to -~vert the pedera·sty 
• 

which awaited them in Rome; the legions of Hadrian and Traj·an 

slew such a multitude that the trail of their blood extended 

as far as Cyprus. over each of these misfortunes, our midrasb 

• • 
( 

, . . 
' 

.. 

asserts, God wept. 
In Proem 24, to which we have alreatdy referred a num-

ts and weeps when He realizes that ~is 
ber of times, God lamen · · 

dwelt ~n earth only for the sake of IsraeJ , and, . 

Shechinah had 
. -

d 
God removed ttis Presence to the . 

tbe latter having sinne , · 
. ntreated God to allow him to ~ 

heavens • . The angel Metatron e 
b · ti ons ·God insisted ... 

0ver these 0 J0C , 
weep in God's place. 
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• upon weeping, threatening 

to remove Himself to a secret 
placel~9 if riot perm~tted to weep. Metatron has been iden-

• 

tified ·in tra di ti on as the ,, . · prince of the world" and ''the . . . 

the · ministering angels."140 prince of . . . 

He has been freouentlv 
... v 

viewed as an intercessor with God on behalf of Israel. 

whj_ ch 

found 

. 

A fragment of a controversy between a 
• 

casts further light on .the function of 

' I .. . . 

Jew and heretic 
. 
• • 

Metatron is · 

in Sanhedrin 38b. A min reminded R. Idit of Exod. 24:1, 

''and unto Moses he said, •come up to the Lord','' But if it 
, 

was God who cal.led Moses, should it not have been, ttcome up 
. 

to Me"? The rabbi res·ponded that the word he referred to the --
. . 

God. The .rabbi . 

angel Metatron who ordered Moses to go· up to 
• • • 

' 1 • 

noted that bis name was similar to God's.141 
• 

The min con-

tended that such being the case, Metatron should be worshiped. 
• 

• 

• • 

The rabbi retorts, ''we would not even accept ·him as a messen-

ger." Although God's name is contained in Metatron,142 the 

J 
"ex~hange Me· n. ot for him''. · · Returni-ng to 

ews are implored, v • 
. 

·a h 2L• •. Metatron -mav have.- been rejected as a 
our mi ras , Proem ~, J 

f ·d lization of him. · ·But it 
"weeper" because of the danger o 1 0 

· 

· t barred because the 
is at &east as likely that Meta ron was · 

of the period were challenged as to their relationship .. ' 

1
_43 God' 

8 
weeping was cogent evidence for • ,. 

God Himself. -
an ~ngel' s weeping was not• . ,· . . ., 

1:27,144 Buber , refers 

Jews 

with 

the rabbis' argument; 
• Commenting on ~all!~.n.~a ti_ on~ Ra bba 

the reader to the fuller ~rsion of the 
14~ Th~re the rabbis 

in Yalkut Shim~ni. 7 

midrash, as . it. appears 

interpret .Jeri 9:16-17, 
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which reads, 

Thus said the 1 · 
· Consider ye andord of hosts: . . 

· · , call 

y rnay run down with t p a wailing for ears ..• 

• I 

us' 

• • • 

The use of the first . . . person plural (''for us, that 

Serves 

our eyes'') 

. as proof for the ~ . rabbis of God's i · ntimate participa-

tion in the sufferings. 

• It comes to say 
in dist:ress, so 
them.14o 

that all the 
the Holy One 

• 

• 

• 

tim~ th~t · rsrael ·dwells 
is in distress with 

• 

To further emphasize God's . ···· empathy, the rabbis represent the 
~ 

of God:s creation as similarly immersed in mourning: very works . ' . 
• 

At that same hour, He (God) called for mourning by · · . .. 
all the works of creation, as it is written, I 
<:lothe the heavens w;tth blackness, and I make sack- · : . 
c.loth her covering.147 • .. 

• • I . ~ • 

The humanizing of God and a number of the heavenly bod!l:Els is · 

carried to its fullest in the opening midrash of the body of 

Lamentations Rabba.148 The Holy one inquires of His angels 

as to the mourning procedure of a human king when a close 

relative dies. As the angels relate the customs, God responds 

- with an activity which corresponds to that of the human mourner. 

As a man suspends sackcloth over his entranceway, God declares, 

"I will clothe the heavens with blackness, and make sackcloth 

their 
0

overing.11 As a human king extinguishes his lamps; God 
·· t b come black and the stars no 

causes the sun and the moon ° e 
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longer to shine. 

thrones. 

A man overturns his 

Similarly ·scri t 
couch; so God overturns 

verses are brought to . 
Gnd too walks b indi- '· 

' P ural 

arefoot d u ' ren s nis clothing, 
silence and sits in weeping. , .. . , " sits in 

cate that 

~ t i . 4 

• • • 

. Not only Israel ts sufferina b t 
b' u her exile as well 

elicits considerable empathy from God. ''When Israel was not . 

in the land, He (G a·) . o said, t Oh, would tbat I l . · srae were with 

serve as proq-texts for the statement). ••149 The foregoing •• 

constitutes a ''yearning 11 on the part · of ·God; • . • • .. . 
. 

· A number of midrashim in Lame~tations Rabba depict ~ 
-- --·· _.,.._ ~ 

the ~!J...~?h.:!:.~5!~ going into exile together with Israei.150 . In 

one instance, God, together with Jeremiah, is bound in chains .151 

Marmorstein has pointed out that the theme of God•s 
~ - . • . . 

exile and servitude accompanying that of Israel is wide-spread 
' ' I ' 

• • in Rabbinic literature with "R. Akiba being. credited with the 
. 

teaching that the Exodus of the Hebrew slaves from Egypt meant 

than the freeing of the serfs from bondage. · It 

f 
nl52 . 

much more 
' 

signified the release of God Hims el . • • · · · i . 

surely, the sufferers were comforted, · SS Marmorstein -
• 

b 1
. f "in the immutab(l!e presence of their 

suggests, by· the e . 1e · 

God.
'' · . dds .. appropriately, that R. Joshua b. 

But Marmors te1n a , . ·· 

A
kiba's statement -was made, "fre-• 

Chananyah, in ·whose name · 

a
nd the · Torah against the calwnnies ··.' 

quently defends Israel 
ft 

and misrepresentations 

Jewish campaigns.l53.' 

of the Christians engaged in snti-
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· we have traveled from a n concept f 
less-than-total] 

1 
° a ''limited'' -or 

.y- nvolved'' ·G d o to on·e wh·o 
wi. th Israel · A n b active·ly em th· • um er of t . pa i zes 

he midrashim th 
have included ~u us far discussed 

~ gg·estions that God•s 
was bound t1p wi tb I reputation in the world 

. . srael•s ·fete. We dwelt at length u 
verse in FZekiel us d pon a , e as a proof text iri L . . 
from wl1ich God emer{l d .. th ·· af!!e_n~_ati ons RabbE!_, 

oe . oroughly tr r ans ormed into a tool ·by . 

which the God-Israel rel ti . .a ons hio was i 154 i: re nforced. . .· . 

• However, God can conceiv bl a y refrain from ·self-limita-

tion or th empa y at any tim·e .. H. • is empathy appears voluntary. 

or particular interest ' therefore, ·are a group of midrashim 

• in Lamentations Rabba i h. h n w ic God appears dependent upon . 

Israe)_ . · 

• 

D. 
• • . 

' ' . ' 
• 

;. ' • ... ,,, . 
• • • 

-
. I • • 

• 
• • • 

' . . • • • . 

God Qualif~ed Th~~~~h Dependency upr ... . • - r ~ a aft r 

. . .. . ,. 

J •• 

' 
• 

• 
• 

The rabbis comment on· Lam. 5:19, "You, O Lord, are en

throned forever; Your throne is from gene~tion to generation."155 

They question what the second half of the verse, regarding the 

throne, adds to the meaning of the statement. ' The reply, as 

presented in the midr8Bh, is couched in a rhetorical question, 
. 

"is there enthronement 'l<lithout a throne· and is there a king 

without a lady?u The midrash was likely intended to imply 

that Whereas God reigned forever, so His throne (Jerusalem 

or His Temple) and His ~ife {Israel) are desti~d for eternal 

li 
th t th

e King of the Universe is 

fe. · · The rnidrash suggests a 

un

. t · people, for His kingship is dependent 

· hinkable without His 
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62 
• 

• I " • J • • upon them. ..___- . 

. A wides pre ad a ' · . ssurnption · existed that ·t 

• 

hea:then it 
well. In one of . ' was Israel's as 

our m1drashim, 

was God.•a. 

Israel notes that God has 

\.Jri tten in the Tora·h ,, . , remember that which Amalek did to you.n156 

ThA tt tt 
J y ou ref~rs to Israel. But Israel .is threatened, refus-

l a 1 one''. cch ing to admit that she ''goes •t . .(> e is sues a re .i oinder 

to God, as kinll "did h · ( • <_) , • e the en~my) tl o it t o me and not t o 

? . aggres-
. . 

sively ch 9llenges God to ac\rn; wledge , . , . . . that an a t tack up on 

is equivalent to ~n att~ck ~po·~ God Hi.mself. 

God does acknowledge this relationship when He rea-

lizes tha t the removal of His 
presence results in His becoming 

• 

an object of laughter (s'h-~~} to the nations and a mockery 

(!.~-~~) to mankind. · This picture is clear. - We have almost 

run the full gamut. Whereas the first midrashim which we 

considered in this paper consisted of attempts to understand 

Israel• s sufferings in terms ,of the principle of "reward and 

punishment", we here encounter parts of midrashim relatively 

unconcerned with the question of justice; they are, rather, 

feverishly engaged in substantiating the ete~ality of the 
• • 

relationship between God and rsrael. · · · 

. Not onlY God's reputa~ion, but His 
power . (B.!_~r~.~) .·· 

· d dent upon the deeds of Israel. · 

is also, to an extent, .epen · 
f 

R Yehudah b Simon, asserts 

A midrash, · brought in the name 
0 

· • • 

does the 
will of God, she adds strength to 

that ''when Israel • 
• 
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the · H~avenly Power.nl58 C·onverse]_y, the midrash continues, 

when Israel fails to do the will of God, she weakens, if it 

is possibJ.e to say (ki 1c:9 . . v_y~~hol), / the strength of the One 

·above. 

Both Schechterl60 and Moorel61 take note or the above-

ci ted midrash in connection with a passage from the Sifre.162 
- -·-

, 

• 

n A~s often,'' says God ''I des i· red t d ' " · o o good unto 
you, you weaken the power from above by your 8 · 
Yot1 stood at Mount Sinai and said, "all that t~:s·' • 
Lo~d hath said we will do and be obedient." (Ex ·;- :· 
2)~ • 7)' and I desired to do you goo·d but you a1 tered 
yotlr conduct and saj d to the golden calf, "Th~se 
be thy gods, 0 Israel, which .have brought thee out 
~hfethe J.and of Egypt'' (Ex. 32:8), and. thus weakened · 

Power • 

We considered in Chapter II the effect which the rabbis attri

buted to an individual sin of man. The6retically; it con

tained the potential to tip the cosmic sca~: es of good and 

evil. · The sins ~ere not, however, directly related to the 
• • 

power of God. · In the midrashim discussed in Chapter III, we 

encountered the very thwarting of God's purposes by Israel. 

She appears to play a major role in the cosmic drama which 

God, in some manner, directs, produces or perhaps simply 

ere ates. · • 

~ :, . " · . . Marmors tein informs us of a sermon preached by R. 

Abbahu, · a native of Caesaria, which was '. 1one of the centers 

6ut of which came violent anti-Jewish campaigns on betialf of 

the Greco-Roman civilization and the new Christian comrnunities.163 
. 

Basing his remarks on ps. 91:15-16, Abbahu, a celebrated Amora • 

of the fourth century, said, "whenever salvation is granted 
. . ~ 
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to the Jews, this means . 1 ~ . simu taneou§ly the s l ti a. va on of the 

Holy One, blessed be· He.,, Marmorstein includes in his dis-

cussion another sermon f · o. R. Abbahu wherein ''he (Abbahu) pro-

claimed that this idea of r·s l' rae. s salvation being simulta-

neously the salvation r G d . · o o , is taught in many passages of 

the Scriptures. 11164 

Katz has re.marked on this phenomenon as well. ''The 

very sources wbich support the conception of an identity of 
• 

feeling between God and Israel also suggest that God's own . 

salvation is contingent upon the salvation of Israel~nl65 
. 

. 

• 1r:Je have observed a n.um.ber of midrashim wherein God 

is reminded that attacks upon Israel are tantamount to on-

slaughts against the Holy One Himself and that His might, yea, 

His very salvation, is in part a function of Israel's actions 

and deeds. In at least one of the midrashim, God Himself ack-
• • 

nowledges the intimacy of the relationship. 
' 

R. Yannai, a third century Palestinian .Amore, expressed 

the relationship in commenting in Exodus Rabbe 2:5 on a verse 

from Song of Songs 5: 2. The Hebrew for "my pure one" (_" ,DY.)31) 

is read by Yannai as "my twin sister" (_ .. __ li;;...;-.--Y.l_) X .h ) comment-

ing, -· 11 (the relationship .between Israel and God is) just as 

those twins; if one suffers affliction in his bead, the other 

So it is with God, if it is possible to say, . . . 
feels likewise. 
•I .will be with him in trouble.'" The imagery of "t\'lins" is 

an interesting one. Its origin is found not in any precon

ceived philosophical concept which was herein anthropomorphized • 

• 
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Admittedly,· the text lent itself t th it . . - · o e n. erpretation and it 

would not have been formulated 1·n · precisely this manner had 
• 

the text not been so constructed. But if Yannai's w~rds are 

viewed in context, sandwiched as they are between two other 

s ta tement~ likewise intended to express the God-Israel rela

tionship, they assume more significance. Preceding Yannai•s 

wards·, Israel )_s described as having attached th ems elves 

• 

( 
• • ... . _J.9._Qw!J J _) to God at Sinai when they affirmed that ''all 

tha t the I.ord. has spoken wi 11 i-!e do... '' lb6 This portion of 

the midrash recalls the establishment of the covenant and 

casts light, in particular, upon Israel's obligation. • 

The pass age following Yannai discusses the Psalm verse, 

"I will be with him in trouble,'' which Yannai brotlght as evi-

dence for his comments. The midrash which succeeded him, how-

ever, derived from it the meaning that when in trouble, Isr~el 

. 

calls· only 11p on God. This is a totally diffent emphasis. 

• . In light of the forgoing comparisonsr ~Yannai 1 s comments 

se~ve to denote that God and Israel are bound together not 

onJ.y beca11se Israel has obligated herself or that Israel calls 

_ only u.pon God ,b.iti.l:Ec0u§:e ,~~·:o·d feels everything which Israel feels • 

The midrash concludes with God's affirming to Moses that He 

is ''a partner" (shutof) with Israel in her troubles. 

Yannai's exegesis, as contrasted with those preceding 
• • 

• 
• 

. 

and following him, graphically illustrates the distan~e we · · 

have traveled. Israel attempted an explanation of her suf~ 

ferings, b11t fo tmd it, to an extent, wanting. Her covenant 

• 

----·· -

• 

• 

r •I • 
H 

• 
• • • • 
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• 
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-·.. . 

relat.ionshj_p wj.th God threatened from. withj_n and \aiithout, 

fotmd it frequentJ.y necessary to reaffirm that God limits 

HimseJ_f so as not to be involved in affJ.ic.tions of r 1 . srae _ .. 
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she 

He empathizes with ~is people, yea, He is even dependent upon 

them as a t ·win or a partner is dependent upon his counterpart. 

. In ot1r discussion of the varied explanations for the 

suffer5.ngs of Israel., we observed that .a number of midrashim 

denied an.y j us ti fie a ti on for the mis fortunes. Ot1r examina-

tion of the concept of God has, thus far, dealt with a n11mber 

of qualifications attributed to God in order to maintain the 

substantialj_tv of the. God-Israel re].ation. God's omniootence ,,, ~ 

has suffered in the process, while He has become increasinBlY 

endowed wj_th h11man emotions. To this point, the ''rightness" 
. 

of God's activities has not been _questioned. Empathv, sel.f-• v 

li.mitation and dependence may have ~een diffi.cult to e~plein 

to the gnostic, but the rabbis found them ''jtist.'' However, 

the rabbj_s did, in. a rn.easure, q_uestion the justification of 

• 

the sufferings, .. so God Himsel.f did not evade this attack. 

• 
• ~ 

I • . , 

E. 
"' • 

" • 

' A number ' • 
• • • 

of midrashim s\1ggest that God must be reminded 

d I d d He must be told, in no uncertain and challenge • n ee , _ 

terms, that He hail acted contrary to His very nature • 

. .. '· IA not uncommon tradition in rabbinic literature is the 

institution of "those who remind" (_ll.:_'1~:J]:\? ). In the 

tractate sotah,167 the rabbis commented on the passage, 
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Arouse Yourself, ,) .. 
"awake (' urah), why do You sleep, O Lord? 

do .not .cast us o.f .f forever."168 · 
The Talmud ask~ . ·who were . f; 

the arousers (m'or'rim). 
. 

We ~earn that during the time of 

Hyrcanus there existed an institution of awakeners 
ot God • 

.~: In .Trite-Isaiah we encounter a bl t• compara e ac ivity. 

The demanding prophet establishes watchmen upon the walls of 

Jerusalem. ~6 9 .. Their. function is to remi!:id the Lord. , Blank 

terms Ch. 62-63 the Promethean element in Isaiah, for "hope 

has bee ome a contest.'' · . 
. ' .. . ! , 

• 
• • 

. 

• • . ..,. . . • • !• .. 
• . · That God. must be accu.sed and reminded ·is a common ,. 6 . 

. 

theme in Lamentations Rab.ha. When the Temple was destroyed, 

the prosecutor or accuser leaped before God to remind Him 
. , 

that the enemy w11i boast of having destroyed God's house.170 
' ' The. bul·k of the lengthy twenty-fourth Proem .to Lamen-

• • 

tations Rabba consists of a dramatic contention between God 
• • . . . 

and Israel's .defenders, the Ministering Angels, Abraham, Jacob, 

Moses and Rachel. ·The Angels ask God how He has allowed the -~ 
,J i 

highways to 
.. 

' \ 

lie-waste, the cities despised, yea, the covenant 
oi .. .. • • 

• • • • 

broken1171 
• 

The rupture of the covenant is all the more am~~ 
' . . 

• • I ' . . . . • • 

ing, insist the angels, in light of ~he fact that it was · tb 
.. '-'· ~.. " . 
through . th~ covenant with .Abraham that the world was settled 

• • • 
• . . 

and God's greatness acknowledged in .heaven and earth! Abra-
. . . 

ham's ·binding of Isaac is offered as further evidence of Is-
• • 

rael's· right to mercy. God relents only after Rachel reveals 
' - ' . .. - ; ,. • .. . 1 - • 

the ·extent to which she protected her sister from shame and 
• . . • 

refused to be consumed by jealousy on the night that Jacob 
• • ~f ..... . • . . ' 
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was deceived into marrying Leah. 
If I, a frail human, can so 

behave, 

causing 

argues Rachel, why must God be 

His children to suffer exile? 
jealous of idol~try, 

• • I • • 

· .. ·; · If Ch. 62-63, be termed the Proniethean element in , 

Isaiah, then Proern 24 is its counterpart in Lamentations Rabba. 

The rabbis, speaking through their ancestors, strive not to 

justify the sufferi_ngs, but to conterrlg with God, offering 
. 

reasons for Israel's salvation. • • • • . . . .. 
• 

• 
; . • 

Returning to Isaiah, the laudation of God in 63:7-14 

is not solely innocent praise. · Rather, God bas given us rea

• I 

son to put our faith in Him; He must not be fickle • . 
• • 

t • • 

. 
••• God Himself has, so to speak, restricted His 

• own freedom. Once in the past, when He chose 
Abraham and the seed of Abraham forever, God exer- • • • 

• . cised His freedom -- and. in doing so limited that 
same freedom henceforth. 

,.. ... . . , 

••• they could have 
~ word was sure.172 

1 • I t 
• 

• 
• 

respect only for a God whose 

• 
• 

• 

• 

Blank notes that by the time of the Trito-Isaiah, "the doc-
• - . 

trine of the covenant has wholly recovered from the challenge 
• 

of the first Isaiah, and Amos, and Micah ••• That 'God is with .. 
• • • 

• • 

us' is beyond all question ••• '' 
.... . . , .... , .. 

• But as Israel engages in a ''contest" with God, a new 
• . 

argument emerges. It is one which ''Abraham pI'oposes, which 
' . . • 

G.od - ~~cepts as valid, and which all . but saves Sodom. •rl 73 

"Shall the judge of all the earth not do justice." 1~ God 
. 

• I , • • • 

must not go against His nature. 
. 

• 
~ . 

This He did in permitting 
• • 

. certain of the suf£erings inflicted upon Israel • To this 
. . 

• 
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extent, -states the midrash ~xplic1·t1y. 
, He was wrong. . 

• . . i R. Isaac reminded God that while Israel is subject to 

forgetfulness, God is s~pposedly not.175 Therefore; he con-

tends, the · Psalm verse. ''rememb o L d , er, or , against ·the chil-

dren of Edom the day of Jerusalem, 11176 must be invoked. 

{Fickleness is unbecoming to God. 

to His nature to be forgetful. 

Moreover, it is contrary 

R. Berekhiah notes that the· Egyptians, who had been 

termed asses, were accorded a burial.177 But to His own • 

children, Israel, He granted no burial. It is · for this rea• ~ 
/ 

I 
son, states the rabbi, 

law• ,,178 

that they cried: ''which is not accord-

ing to your . . 
• .L 

• • At least one other midrash in Lamentations Rabba ·accuses 
' 

God of allowing misfortwies which not only inflict grave 

suffering, but are directly contrary to the law of the Torah.179 

Lev. 22:28 reads, nWhether it be a cow or ewe, you shall ·not 

kill it and its young both in one day.'' Moses describes the 

scene when the wicked Chaldeans slaughtered a son in the pre

sence of his mother. He mai·ntains that God ·stands· accused, ·. 

fo~ ·while many 

silent.180 
• 

mothers and sons were slain, God remained . 
• • • • • 

\ 1 • • : Another midrash181 accuses God of promising to spare 

the righteous in the destruction of Jerusalem, as it is written: 
, 

~!go through the city after him arid smite; ••• but do not 
• 

approach any man who has the tav upon him; and begin at My 

sanctuary. •r182 The rabbis and their commentators read this 
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verse as protecting the righteous ones. How is it possible, 

tbey ask, that the enemies ''begin at the elders that were 

before the house''? The prophets cried out., ''will you destroy 
. 

all the remnant of Israel. ?'1183 The remnant is none other 
. 

than the righteous, state the rabbis. God has gone against 

His . word. ''The· ·Lord has swallowed up without mercy all the 

habitations of Jacob."184 

. . . 
• 

In Buber's edition,185 as in the Vilna version, a 
, 

"prosecutor" argues with God that Israel has given over none 
" 

of her men for the sanctification of His name; hence, he con-
. 

eludes, she has none deserving of protection. In Buber's 
. 

edition alone, God states that the prosecutor bas taught ~ell 

and God Himself concludes that the elders shall perish first. 

In the Vilna edition, R • . Abba reads not ''and begin at My 

Sanctuary ( .,'JI '"j·p. OX,:) ) ) ,''but rather, ''and begin with 

My sanctified ones ( -.:tf'll(''On J ) • '' While they are 

not termed ''sanctified ones'' in'." the Buber edition and the 

rabbinic ~~emendation'' is missing therein, the conclusion may 
. 

still be drawn -- God has promised well and gone against .His 

word! · • 

•• ·-r • 

I 

Blank has of this theme in 

''.the thinking of 

pointed to the presence 

the bibiical man."186 

'I . .. . 

I 
>. , 

• • 

A promise is a promise, t ·hey [IJre-exilic propheti! 
insisted; a commitment is a commitment. God c~n 
no more 1·~e~udiate a pr~mise than He can be unJust • 
He cannot be capriciou~ Constancy is the very es-
sence of God. 
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Blank further suggests th 
at the pre-exilic prophets 

imposed another limitation on God, His justice, "which is so 

• 

much a part of His nature that it .limits His freedom.nl87 

Our · consideration of Rabbinic thought has increasingly reveal

ed that such restrictions are placed upon God in later times 

only When they served to meet the exigencies of the hour. 

The demand for consistency on God's part was merely a "device", 

as becomes abundantly clear in the following observati~n. 

The expectation that God should act according to His 

nature serves to support the argument that God must pardon 

rsrael. It is argued in the name of R. Yosef that Israel's 

having 0 transgressed and rebelled11188 is not surprising, for 
- ·-

s u c b is her nature! But God "has not pardoned'' and this is 

contrary to His nature.189 ~ 
• The above example notwithstanding, at least one midrash 

in ·Lamentations Rabba proposes precisely the opposite. It 

suggests that in order to extend mercy, . God compromises with 

. Himselr.190 · commenting on Lam. 2:17, ''the Lord has done what 

He has t devised' ( ~ ~ J. ) , '' the midrash reads another mean

ing for, y~~-' ''compromised.,. It suggests that while Lev. 
0 

. 

26:18 states, ''and if you will not yet hearken unto Me for 

these things, . then I will chastise you seven times more for 

your sins," . YOU should not think that God acts in such a 
. 

manner. He compromises! 
• 

' Schechter has observed that '' ••• repentance is so be-

loved by the Holy One, blessed be He, that He is ready to 

overrule His own Law for its sake. 111 91 - . . . 
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The ace us a ti on that God· has ''gone i aga ns t His na tt1re •• 
. 

was, as we have just seen, useful to the rabbis in arguing 

that the sufferings experie~ced were unjustif'.ied. They seemed 
' . • 

to say that there is no conceivable guilt that ~ould re~ult 

in mothers and their sons dying together. Such is no·t retri-
. 
I 

• • . , • 

bution; retribution partakes of laws; what we have experienced 
' • • • •• • 

is illegal; how could God have allowed it? 
• 

• . . 

When the rabbis arrived at the subject of pardoning, 
. 

whatever consistency had been previously exhibited no longer 

prevailed. The central concern of the rabbis was the recon-
• 

ciliation of Israel and her God. For this purpose, God may 
. 

exhibit whatever characteristics He desired -- accordance with 
• 

• . 

His nature or opposition to His Torah • Both phenomena were 
. , 

~ . 
• 

utilized to convey the belief that God forgives. We observed 
.. 

in Lamentations Rabba 3: J 
• 

that pardoning was part of His 
• • 

t 
' I 2 21 it was ·contrary to His Law and required na ure. n : , • 

''compromise''. 
so long as the end product was reconciliation, 

• 

• • 

the rabbis achieved their objective. 
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• • SUMMARY 
• 

• r . .. . . . ' .. 
. • • • • 

I . 

Henry Slonimsky 
' • has dealt with a number of the themes 

of this thes~s.192 
He does, for example, understand that 

' . ~ 
• • • • 

• 

' I • • ' 

wher~ the suffering is out of all proportion to the 
spir1 tual :esults which ensue; and above all where 
the suffering falls to the lot of those who do not 
deserve to suffer ••• that becomes the most stunning 
and paralyzing experience of the human sou1.193 . 

. This has been the problem which we have traced. 
•• 
' But for , 

Slonimsky, the progressive limitation of God, such as we 

• observed, demonstrates that God is not yet actualized. All 

of Israel's problems are God's problems. According to Sloni-
' 

. 

msky, man must yet finish the work of creation. · God is po-
• • 

tentiality in this world;_ man•s function is to actualize Him. 
' • -

• 
It was Israel's failure to recognize her ong.oing re-

. 
• • 

sponsibility that constituted part of her sin. This we ob-
• 

served in C.hapter One. She failed to understand what Slonimsky 
• 
~ . 

might term her "obligation to actualize the Almighty'1 • To 
• ., - .. 

this extent, the first chapter of this thesis accords with 

Slonimsky who writes, 

But in a very real sense the fate of God and of the 
~: -· future res~~ on the heroism of man, on what he elects 

to do. • • 1 
.. ! - • 

I 

However, our study in nowise suggests the latter half 
. 

of the statement, ''for he (man) is the manifesting God.~• '~ 
• • 

Nor have our investigations indicated that the rabbis believed 
. . 

God onto.logically __ to have depended upon ''man for His strength 
. ' ' 

and .· for His failure... 11195 · ' 

.. : .. 

• 

• • • 

-~ ... , .., 
· ' · r t 

• • • 

Slonimsky, on th~ other band, has erected a metaphysic 
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God are mutually related; a ·polarity .of "give and take or · 

• • reciprocal enri.chment•• exists• . It results "·in the ·slow change 

and growth not merely of man but. of God. 11 . . ~. .· , • 
• 

~ ~ Slonimsky maintains that nthere c~n be no question of . 

our reading a .modern thought into an anciei:lt te.xt.11197 . our 

i .nvestigations, .however, have indicated that no such meta

physic existed. Indeed, .it .was Israel who reqdired that her 

relationship ·with God be buttressed. God was her device. ~ 

• 

The foregoing notwithstanding, Slonimsky's structure 

• . 

is not incompatible with the midrashim per se. Although they 

likely did not contain his metaphysic as part of their original 

meaning, a close examination of them may "lead
11 

us to an Ei.x-

planation not unlike Slonimsky's. " 

• 

· · The key issue is that Slonimsky, like the rabbis, brings 

a predisposition to his study: confronted·with a problem 

similar to that of the rabbis, Slonimsky, too, seeks "justi

fication" or '!explanation" for sufferings. That the mid.rash 

"lends" itself to such a modern metaphysical exposition is, 

to an extent, demonstrated by Slonimsky. However, that .this .. 

was a. dominant theme, yea even an "implicit philosophy" of 
.. • • 

• • 

tba rabbis, is not manifestly evident. 

-~·,:Ry': The Midrash may "lead" to an idea or "lend itself" to 
. 

an exposition. For Slonimsky, it has done precisely that. · · 
-· .. . 

This :.is not to maintain, however, that such concepts were 

ever contained in the original intention, as Slonimsky fur• 

ther maintains. 
• 
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we have seen that God's weeping, going 

indications Of His nless-than-omnipo-

• 

tence" were devices by which the rabbis retorted to the po-
• 

lemics of the early Christian era which maintained that God 

had forsaken the Jews. To be sure, the midrashim also served 

to bolster a discouraged people, long crilshed under the weight 

of foreign oppression • 

So when six million Jews are slaughtered, one cannot 

explain the misfortune by axioms of reward and punishment. 

Slonimsky found such an approach grossly wanting in modern 

times as did the rabbis in their age. His ·explanation still 

finds us inquiring as he did at the outset of his article: 

what can we say when "the suffering is out of all proportion 

to .. the spiritual resuits which ensue"?l9B One wonders whether 

the Hitler era permits itself to be understood in such a man

ner. Are the spiritual results in any way compensatory for 

t~e sufferings? Can we say, with Lamentations Rabba, that 
' 

God _ empathized with the six million, that He was with them 

in their distress? The rabbis depicted God thusly in order 
• 

to. deny the breach. in the Covenant. Slominsky would under

stand that God weeps, for His glory in the world is dissipated. 

God mourns, for His actualization in this world is further 

delayed. 

The six million died because they symbolized, if they 

did not acknowledge, allegiance to powers more exalted than 

local loyalties. The Jews• ultimate fidelity bas been with 
• 
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God, a · relationship disturbing to a totalitarian. Indeed, 

times often bore witness the Jews' very martyrdom in modern 
-. 

to· their relationship with God, as it di d in the eyes of the 

rabbis 1600 years ago. There is no ''justifying" the exter-

minati on. Indeed, Job never secured ''justification'' and the 

rabbis never fully resolved the enigma raised by their suf

ferings. ·s1onimsky 1 s explanation by means of ''the tragic-
. 

heroic sense of destiny.'' may be _consoling, but it is less 
• 

than satisfying. While its psychological value may be plausi

ble, its ontological basis is highly questionable. 

A Job, yea, a people, contests with God, ac~nowledges 

the incomprehensibility of suffering, and then returns to 

living as best it can. From these experiences there often 

emerges a new understanding, such as Job secured, of the re-

lationship between God and man. That the rabbis struggled 

with their concepts of God is clear from our study. Suffer

ings propelled them into such grapplings and the "New Israel" 

gave them no rest. The interplay between the Jews and their 
• 

n~ighbors and the m~ings of their own minds yielded new 
; conceptions of the God-Israel relationship that could accomo-

date the demands of the times. Occasionally, it produced a 

real contest in which Israel faced the Lord more boldly and, 

we might, theorize, confronted her enemies more confidently • 
. 

Perhaps the sigpal accomplishment for Israel was her 

ability to brave God as she did, demanding of Him justice. 

Only a strong and intimate relationship could bear such 

• 

• 
• 
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exactions. Israel's questioning may have been proof positive 

that the Covenant was not so easily dissolved, for it was 

sufficiently broad 

altercation • . !. t 
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