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Thesis Summary
The Theology of Suffering in the Taimud

The purpose of this thesis is to gain a greater understanding of the theological
underpinnings behind the classical Rabbinic response to suffering as illustrated in
Talmudic literature. This thesis works synchronically and only in relation to the classic
documents of Rabbinic Judaism, the Bavli and the Yerushalmi. In addition, this thesis
uses many secondary texts discussing Rabbinic theology. The thesis focuses on Rabbinic
responses to vissurin and other instances of suffering as part of a complex of theological
views, and takes a first step in understanding how the responses to suffering function as
an integral part of the Rabbinic worldview. This thesis makes the contribution of
examining Rabbinic responses to suffering by looking at the issue from a more
theological perspective.

In examining suffering in the Talmud, this thesis is structured according to the
major themes of God’s justice system. This thesis has three chapters. The first chapter
examines how suffering fits within God’s system of punishment. Suffering is a means to
punish people who commiit sins. In the second chapter, suffering is discussed in terms of
God’s system of reward. Suffering can serve as a means to bring reward upon the
righteous. The third chapter describes how there are texts that question the working of
God’s justice system. These texts explain that reality does not always correspond with

the theological ideals of God’s justice system.
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Introduction

The evidence from studying the statements and stories within the Talmudic
literature regarding suffering indicates that there is no singular Rabbinic theology about
suffering. Rather, based upon the evidence, the Rabbis appear to be presenting a range of
different theological ideas and beliefs. Whenever the Rabbis produce stories and
statements containing examples and references to suffering, they refer to suffering as a
sub-category of the theological theme of God’s justice. While much of the discussions
and stories containing references to suffering can be characterized as examples of the
divine system of justice, there is a wide range of variety within these theological ideas
concerning justice.

In addition, dueto the problem of theodicy, questions are raised as to whether
suffering even fits within the divine system of justice. There are many examples of the
Rabbis proclaiming that people can suffer unjustly. Even though these statements are
questioning God’s role in suffering, they are in direct conversation with the traditional
concept of God’s justice as explicated within the Bible. The examples of people
suffering unjustly, considered along with the variety in texts portraying a strong belief in
the concept of God’s justice, presents the nuance and depth of Rabbinic beliefs. The
Talmudic literature is comfortable with a variety of theological beliefs existing on a
single theological topic.

The purpose of the thesis is to gain a greater understanding of the theological
underpinnings behind the classical Rabbinic response to suffering as illustrated in
Talmudic literature. David Kraemer’s Responses to Suffering in Classical Rabbinic

Literature attempts to explicate the history of the development of Rabbinic ideas about




suffering. This thesis, however, will work synchronically and only in relation to the
classic documents of Rabbinic Judaism, the Bavli and the Yerushalmi. It will focus on
Rabbinic responses to yissurin and other instances of suffering. As opposed to Kraemer’s
approach, this thesis will strive to re-examine Rabbinic responses to suffering by looking
at the issue from a more theological perspective.

The Rabbis considered themselves the inheritors of the traditions of the Bible. As
a result, a large part of the substance of their beliefs can be traced back to elements within
the Bible. The Bible itself contains a wide range of beliefs about suffering and responses
to the problem of theodicy.

The most dominant theological position for suffering posits that suffering is the

result of God’s punishment. From the beginning of the Bible, this message is made clear.
In Genesis 1, God repeatedly cails creation “good”. However, in chapter three, with the
exile from Eden, the basic etiology for the presence of suffering in the world is provided.
It provides an explanation for the incongruity between the intentions of God to create a
world filled with goodness and the reality of a suffering world.! The woman and the man
transgressed the one command God gave them and the exile and curse upon humanity
that people shall toil for their sustenance is the punishment for this sin.

The concept that God punishes the Jewish people for their sins is the essential
message of the pre-exilic prophets and the Deuteronomistic history. The pre-exilic
prophets made a connection between the sins of the people, especially of the political,
religious, and business leaders, and the national disaster which was coming. The people
deserved what would happen to them, though there were righteous people who would

bear the suffering along with those more deserving of it. In a time of national disaster,




there is no safe haven for even the most righteous.” The pre-exilic prophets were deeply
concerned with moving the people to change their sinful behavior through threats of

retribution. They promised that if the nation sinned, God would send horrific suffering

because God would be compelled to act according to the dictates of justice.

The series of blessings and curses in Deuteronomy 27 and 28 make clear the
connection between following God’s commandments and punishment and reward. Times
of prosperity were the reward for faithfulness to God. Disaster and chaos were the result
of sins committed by the people.® As a result, in the historical texts of the Bible, the
story of Israel makes sense. God is at work to see that justice is done. People’s decisions
can determine what fate awaits them. In this view, sufferig is an indication that wrong
choices have been made.

In addition, to the concept that God brings suffering upon the people because of
their sin, several texts describe how long this punishment will last. In Exodus 34:7, with
parallels in Exodus 20:5, Deuteronomy 9, and Numbers 14:18, the idea is presented that
the punishment for the sins of previous generations will be visited upon the generations
that follow. Righteous people as a result of the guilt of their ancestors can experience
suffering. There is a cause and effect where God brings punishment long after the sin
was committed.

As a result of the suffering of the Israelite people in exile in Babylon, new
theological explanations for suffering arose. The concept of punishment occurring upon
children because of the sins of the parents is refuted by la‘er texts, in particular, Ezekiel

18. Ezekiel confronts those who claim that their suffering is not because of their sins.

! The Anchor Bible Dictionary, vol. 6, p. 220
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There is some tension between this movement by Ezekiel and the earlier understanding
that one can expect to bear the sins of ancestors to the third and fourth generation. This
statement is an attempt to fix the problems with the original doctrine of justice. Ezekiel’s
point is to say that the present situation should not be excused by claiming that it was
hopelessly predetermined in the past.* This is a significant change from the previous
theological position derived from the Torah.

In Second Isaiah, a different theological explanation for suffering is provided.
Instead of suffering only being defined in negative terms as punishment, suffering can
also have positive meanings. If the people have the faith to see it, they may discover that
their suffering is part of God’s work in the world. The discussion of the suffering servant
and the suffering of the Israelite people for their sins provide an example of suffering
providing a positive example. The Isracelite people have received punishment, but this
punishment will cleanse them of their sin and lead to their ultimate reward in the future
when God will redeem them and protect them. Second Isaiah turns away from defining
suffering only as punishment to a more hopeful, future-oriented understanding, God will
work some greater good for others out of the suffering of the faithful.’ This provides a
justification for the problem of the suffering of the people of Israel who are God’s chosen
people and should be the people receiving earthly reward.

In addition to these changes in the theology of suffering due to the problem of the
exile, the tradition of the lament became more prevalent during the exile. The tradition of
the lament existed before exilic times, but in the time of exile, the lament was widespread

as a response to catastrophe, meaninglessness, and delay in the redemption of the faithful
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and judgment on the wicked. The lament complains about God’s treatment of the people.
God should act fairly and quickly by ending the suffering of the righteous and bringing
punishment upon their captors, but this is not happening. The lament gives people the
freedom to admit hostile thoughts and hurt feelings over a perception of undeserved
suffering. The typical lament ends with assurances that God has heard and will save the
people. The lament does not solve all of the sufferer’s intellectual questions about the
origin and meaning of suffering, but it does provide a structured way for the faithful to
bring their suffering to God’s attention and to cope with it.° The lament provides another
theological response to suffering. It provides the possibility that suffering can be
meaningless. Within the lament, people are unable to find the justification for why God
brings suffering upon them, but they maintain faith that God will act to rectify this
situation.

In a different manner than the lament, the book of Ecclesiates presents the
possibility that one can find any meaning behind suffering. As Kohelet proclaims in the
beginning (1:1), “all is futile” because everything ends in death. For Kohelet, there can
be no meaning found ir life not just for suffering.

Another response to suffering in the Bible is eschatological and apocalyptic. To
the apocalyptic mind, evil has the upper hand and God will have to intervene to bring the
present world order to a close before justice can be done and suffering removed. While
in current times, the righteous may suffer and the wicked may prosper, in future times,
God will rectify this and the true judgment will be made. Even those who died will be

redeemed because God will bring them back from the dead in order to execute the justice
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that was not granted them during life.” This apocalyptic vision posits a different response

to suffering. God does not judge in this world, but in a future world. This resolves the
problem of theodicy by projecting a hope for the future for those who suffer in the
presence.

The largest discussion of the problem of suffering exists within the book of Job.
The central issue of this book is the problem of theodicy. According to the system of
justice as described in the Torah, the Deuteronomistic history, and the prophets, Job
should not experience suffering. Instead, God and the Adversary have a discussion and
decide to challenge whether Job will reject God upon his suffering.

In the second chapter of the book, Job’s three friends come to comfort and
console him. These three friends serve as vehicles for the exposition of theological
doctrine. They seek to comfort by justifying the ways of God.® For example, Eliphaz
asks Job to accept his suffering as a form of discipline to learn from his ginﬁﬂ actions.
Job is prepared to accept that he may have inadvertently sinned, but not enough to receive
such heavy suffering.

Later on in the book, Job pleads his innocence, calls God to justice and thereby
provides a framework for questioning all of the theological assumptions about reward and

punishment.” Job wants some explanation from God for his suffering and through his

receiving this, he will understand the reasoning for the problem of theodicy in general.'
Further on in the book, God appears to speak to Job. God offers no explanation

why Job has suffered. All of Job’s questions, framed in juridical terms of guilt and

7 Ibid, p. 223
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innocence and court trials, were simply ignored. Rather, God proclaimed the wonders of
creation, human inability to understand the complexities of the universe, and the
assurance that God will take care of those matters which humans can neither comprehend
nor control.!" The book of Job presents the idea that, in terms of the reasoning behind
suffering, God is inscrutable. Job seems to accept throughout that innocent suffering
exists, and does not use it as an argument against adherence to belief in God. The book
of Job seems to be an extended treatment of the idea that there is innocent suffering and
no justification for it can be found.'?

The Bible presents a variety of possible explanations for suffering. One author
lists eight means that the Bible uses to reconcile undeserved suffering with belief in order
and purpose. The Bible understands suffering as retributive, disciplinary, revelational,
probative, illusory, transitory, mysterious, or ultimately meemingless.13 All of these
means to understanding the purpose behind suffering are in conversation with the
overarching theme of God’s justice. Each of these explanations within the Bible attempt
to explain why suffering exists in a world where one omnipotent, omniscient, and
omnipresent God created and controls everything. Furthermore, the text of the Bible
presents God as creating a universe that is ultimately good and that God acts in the world
to ensure that justice exists.

However, the reality of human life illustrates that sometimes people suffer and
there is no apparent reason why. The Biblical writers fashioned their answers to
suffering as an attempt to create meaning in the face of something that threatens their

sense of order and justice in the world. The most dominant explanation that people suffer

"' The Anchor Bible Dictionary, vol. 6, p. 223
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because they are being punished for sins provides a sense that God is participating in the

universe to ensure that goodness ultimately is victorious. Other answers arise to augment
or provide alternatives to this dominant theological concept when it proves
psychologically untenable as with the suffering experienced in the exile.

Since the Rabbis view the Bible as the basis of their belief system, much of their
theological concepts are similar to the Biblical text. Like in the Bible, the Rabbis believe
that God created a universe that is good and God acts in the universe with perfect justice.
As in the Bible, the Rabbinic response to suffering is the struggle to find justification and
meaning in suffering in light of the belief in a perfectly just God. The Rabbis further
develop the theological concepts that exist within the Bible to fit their own experiences
and ideas about suffering.

As a result of following the model of Biblical theology, the Rabbis explanations
for suffering aiso have variety and nuance. By examining this range of ideas, this thesis
will clarify the depth of the development of Rabbinic thought in terms of explaining
suffering. This thesis will examine three major aspects of God’s justice and discuss how

the sub-category of suffering relates to each within Rabbinic thought.
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Chapter 1: Suffering and Divine Punishment

In many aggadot within Talmudic literature, the Rabbis rationalize suffering as a
means for God to effect punishment. The Rabbis have taken from the Bible the concept
that suffering arises from the punishment for sin. They are trying to justify the traditional
system in favor of the high religious ideal of God’s justice. According to this theological
explanation, there is no undeserved suffering. In different aggadot, the concept of God’s
punishment through the agency of suffering provides meaning to suffering. There are
several different Rabbinic concepts that form the basis of the belief in suffering as a form
of punishment. Suffering serves as straightforward punishment of individuals for their
own sins. Suffering can also operate as a means for expiation of sin. In order to be a
successful punishment, suffering must be accepted willingly. Suffering can be inflicted
collectively in response to a community’s shared sins. The punishment of suffering can
come upon the righteous because of the sins of the wicked.

As a concept received from the Bible, the overarching classical Jewish theology
of God’s judgment posits that God judges perfectly in the world. According to Rabbinic
theology, there are three levels of justice. Firstly, there is piecemeal justice that punishes
individuals for specific sins. Secondly, there is the form of justice where a person’s
whole life is added up and judgment is rendered based upon the individual’s behavior.
Finally, there is collective justice upon the whole community of Israel.

The theological concept of piecemeal justice is clearly enumerated in Sotah 8b.
The Mishnah begins by stating that “in the measure that a man is measured, so will the

measure be meted to him.” The concept of “measure for measure” justice is a sub-




'*" This Mishnaic formulation posits that for each transgression

concept of God’s justice.
that a person commits, God sends an equal amount of punishment. This Mishnaic
statement is an exaggeration intended to prove the perfect nature of God’s justice. As
illustrated by this text, the Rabbis are deeply concerned with propagating the belief that
God’s justice is perfect.

The editor of the gemara to this Mishnah immediately starts with a difficulty to
the conception of this system. R. Joseph states that “although the measure has ceased, the
principle of ‘measure for measure’ has not ceased.” What R. Joseph means is that the
obvious means of enforcing the justice system by Jewish authorities as in the case of
sotah has ceased. Similarly, R. Hiyya states that “from the day the Temple was
destroyed, although the Sanhedrin was canceled, the four modes of execution (that the
Sanhedrin could punish a person with) were not canceled.” The editor has a problem
with R. Hiyya’s statement. The modes of execution that the Sanhedrin utilized have
actually ceased. The editor then clarifies the two amoraic statements by saying that the
judgment of the four modes of execution did not cease. Examples are provided of how
divine intervention ensures that the principle of “measure for measure” still exists in the
world. For example, the text states, “He who would have been condemnned to stoning
falls from a roof or a wild beast tramples him.” Even though Jewish authorities no longer
perform punishment, the perfect punishment of sin still exists through God’s intervention
in the world. This gemara was designed by the editor to provide a rationalization that
even though the Sanhedrin no longer exists, justice still exists. Furthermore, the concept
of “measure for measure” is promoted here to show that God’s justice is perfect. This is

an exaggeration of how justice works, but the essence of this ideal illustrates the Rabbinic

'* Kadushin, The Rabbinic Mind, p. 140
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faith in God’s justice. The Rabbis were not concerned with the extent to which human

actions and God’s punishment truly correspond, but with the actual presence of reward
and punishment in God’s rule over the world.'* According to this text, there can be no
undeserved suffering. When a person dies prematurely, this is a sign of sin and this
explanation provides a rationalization for the experience of suffering in the world.

The existence of piecemeal justice is echoed in Shabbat 31b-32a. Here the
Mishnah starts by saying, “for three sins women die in childbirth: because they are not
observant of niddah, challah, and kindling Shabbat lights. The editor immediately asks
why a woman is punished in childbirth for these particular commandments. For example,
R. Isaac connects niddah with death in childbirth by stating that “she transgressed
through her womb and she is punished through her womb.” As for why a woman is
punished during childbirth, the editor quotes Raba who says, when the ox has fallen,
sharpen knife. This and several other sayings following it are arguing that when danger
is near, one’s faults are remembered and punished. The Rabbis appears to have some
difficulty with accepting this extreme punishment. They need to find some connection
between the sin and the punishment as a form of justification of the suffering. In this
situation, the text utilizes a strict interpretation of God’s piecemeal justice system in order
to provide a rationalization for the severe suffering of death in childbirth.

L Suffering as a means of punishment

The concept of God’s perfect justice acting in the world extends to suffering. The
punishment of individuals with suffering provides a validation for the existence of
suffering. In Sanhedrin 45a, there is a discussion about exposing a woman’s body prior

to undergoing the sotah ritual. R. Yehudah explains that there is a problem with this
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action because of concerns over lewdness. Rabbabh states that on these grounds the sotah

should be exposed in order to deter other women from her behavior. Rava then explains
that the real reason the woman should not be exposed in the sotah ritual is because “there
is no greater suffering than death.” R. Nachman explains that bringing disgrace upon a
woman in this situation is not proper because she is already going to die and this is the
worst possible form of suffering. Thus, death is the highest level of suffering and serves
as punishment for the most severe transgressions.

The correlation between death and suffering is also expressed in a series of
sayings about the consequences of mocking people. In Avodah Zarah 18b, R. Shimon
explains that “if one walks a sinful path, then one will end up standing and lingering in
the sinful life and will eventually mock others.” R. Elazar then states that “whoever
mocks others, suffering comes upon him. Mockery is harsh because in the beginning, it
leads to suffering, but in the end it leads to destruction.” Thus, there is a gradation of
suffering as a result of sin. The punishment begins with suffering, but if the person does
not stop mocking and sinning, then the punishment will increase to the point that it leads
to death.

In one instance, an aggadah illustrates that death can be the punishment for even a
relatively minor transgression. In Shabbat 13a, there exists an aggadah about a student
*who was learned in Mishnah, Tanach and spent time serving Torah scholars.” This
student appears to be righteous in every way, but he dies young. His wife, not accepting
the fairness of his death, would take his tefillin, which is a commandment connected to
the lengthening of days, and she would go to the house of prayer and question sages why

he died so young. No sage would answer her for a long time until one sage asks her what
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he did with her during her time of niddah. She replies that during the actual week of

niddah, he did not touch her, but during the week after, which is rabbinically ordained
that a man should not touch a woman, he would touch her. He died not because he
transgressed an actual decree in the Torah, but because of a rabbinic decree designed to
protect the Torah. The text seems to be struggling with how such a righteous man could
die so young. The story admits the apparent injustices that punctuate everyday
experience. The relatively righteous do seem to suffer and die before their time without
receiving the reward that they should be due, but the admission is expressed only to be
rebutted. As expressed in another aggadah, the Rabbis believe that dying at a young age
is a death of punishment (Moed Katan 28a). The story concludes by declaring that the
injustice is only apparent. The sage needs to find some transgression however small.
They need to find justification for the reality that this righteous man suffered death at a
very young age. One merely needs to look deep enough to discover that there is a sin
behind every punishment.'® If death at a young age is punishment, then the text does not
want to remain silent as to why this person died so young. In this instance, the Rabbis

cannot allow this man’s death to have no meaning so they explain that God’s justice is

working in a piecemeal fashion.

Other aggadot illustrate that a lesser level of transgression can lead to a smaller
amount of suffering. In addition, if the person learns from the punishment and changes
his behavior, then the suffering will cease. In Brachot 5b, four hundred jars of wine
belonging to R. Huna turn sour and he experiences the suffering of economic loss. R.
Judah and several other scholars came to visit him and say to him, “You need to examine

your actions.” R. Huna asks “Am I suspect in your eyes?” They respond, “Is God

¢ Kraemer, Responses to Suffering in Classical Rabbinic Literature, p. 157
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suspect of punishing without justice?”’ This question implies that there could be no

suffering without sin. This provides a justification for suffering. Any suffering that
occurs in a person’s life must be as a result of sin because God’s justice is perfect and
God acts in this world according to the dictates of justice. R. Huna then accepts the
possibility that he transgressed and he seeks to find out what he did wrong. R. Huna
must recognize that a sin was committed, accept the punishment, and repair the effect
from the transgression. In the end, R. Huna finds out that he was not giving his tenant the
right amount of leftover vines. R. Huna committed an economic transgression and he is
punished through suffering in his economic world. R. Huna pledges to rectify the
situation and “some report that his wine returned to its proper quality.” Thus, by
accepting the righteousness of God’s judgment through his economic suffering and
performing restitution for his actions, R. Huna’s suffering ceases to exist. This story
supports a strict interpretation of God’s justice system. This story also has a peculiar
place within the text. It appears as the end of a series of gathered sayings about suffering.
This particular passage follows the story of the three sick rabbis being visited by three
other rabbis. The story of the three sick rabbis provides an example of a real life
experience of suffering that calls into question the ideology of God’s justice. Juxtaposed
with this passage, the story of R. Huna may indicate some discomfort with the previous
story and allows the reader to recover more conventional views. Whatever the intent, this
story serves as a very traditional aspect of a deep and complex struggle with the meaning
and purpose of suffering.!’

Similarly, in Brachot 5a, Rava states that “if a man sees that painful sufferings

visit him, let him examine his conduct.” This expresses a clear sense of the concept

1" Kraemer, Responses to Suffering in Classical Rabbinic Literature, p. 200
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within God’s justice that suffering is the direct result of a person’s sin. Rava continues to

state that “if the person examines his actions and finds that he did nothing wrong, then he
should attribute it to the neglect of study of Torah.” This illustrates the importance that
the Rabbis place upon Torah study. A person could be righteous in every way, but the
study of Torah is so essential that if the person does not spend significant time in Torah
study, suffering will come upon him. The Rabbis are searching for rationalizations in
order to provide reason to maintain faith in God’s justice system. Even if a person is
righteous in every action, they can be punished for neglect of Torah study.

Likewise, R. Shimon b. Lakish states, “If one studies Torah, painful sufferings are
kept away from him.” The study of Torah is such an exalted commandment that it has
the power to keep away suffering. R. Yochanan responds to this assertion by saying,
“even school children know this.” For R. Yochanan, the role of study of Torah within the
justice system is obvious. By studying Torah, a person will know how the justice system
works and will be certain to follow God’s commandments. R. Yochanan continues by
saying what is not obvious is that “if one has the opportunity to study the Torah and does
not, God brings upon him repulsive sufferings to disturb him.” A person cannot say that
they should not be punished because they did not know what the rules are. A person has
every opportunity to study Torah and is required to do so. Even the situation of not
knowing the rules is enough for punishment. This provides the rationalization that a
person cannot get away from justice by saying they did not know the rule. Studying and
knowing the rules is incumbent upon every individual.

The issue of punishing someone with suffering is even relevant to one who

provides support to someone who lacks knowledge. In Sanhedrin 92a, R. Eliezer states,
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“Whoever gives his bread to one who lacks knowledge will be given suffering.” This
statement seems to be stretching the idea of transgression. What is the transgression in
this situation? In fact, if a person is sharing bread with another, it seems that the person
is actually performing the positive commandment of tzedakah. However, this aggadah
seems to be saying that a person can be punished for something as minor as giving
support to someone who presumably does not know the commandments and will
probably transgress commandments. It seems that the punishment is because the
transgression is transmitted to the person giving the bread. The person donating bread is
responsible for the actions of the person receiving the bread.

The connection of transgressing God’s commandments and receiving punishment
also applies to converts before they were Jews. Non-Jews are subject only to the seven
Noahide commandments and not to all of the laws of the Torah. In Yevamot 48b, R.
Hanania b. R. Gamiliel states, “Converts are oppressed and suffering because they did not
follow the seven Noahide commandments.” This provides a justification for why
converts who are righteous receive suffering.

In interpreting the Exodus story, the Rabbis deals with specific examples of non-

Jews being a part of God’s justice system. In Sotah 11a, Pharoah is seeking advice on

how to deal with the growing Israelite nation. R. Hiyya b. Abba said in the name of R.

Simai, “there were three involved in the planning, Balaam, Job, and Jethro. Balaam
advocated slaying the male babies and was punished with death. Job was silent and he
received the punishment of suffering. Jethro fled and merited having his descendants
become a part of the Sanhedrin.” The concept of different levels of piecemeal

punishment for different levels of sin recurs. Balaam is the one who advocates killing
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male Israelite babies and he receives the highest punishment. Job does not advocate this

action, but he also does not say anything against it and therefore, he receives the lesser
punishment of suffering. Jethro speaks out against this course of action and he is
rewarded. This midrash serves as a way to explain the fate of each of these Biblical
personages through the means of a God’s justice system.

Elsewhere in the Talmudic literature, there is similar concern with Job’s suffering.
If the perfect justice system of God exists as described above, the Rabbis need to find
some reasoning underlying Job’s suffering. If Job suffers only because God wants to
prove something to the adversary angel, then it presents a problem to the idea of the
perfection of God’s justice in the world. In addition, Job’s complaints about his
treatment by God preserit a serious questioning of God’s justice system. As a result, the
Rabbis are generally condemnatory of Job. Job is condemned for his hubris, for thinking
to highly of himself, and he is called a blasphemer. As one midrash states, “Job was a
pious non-Jew who thought that he had come into this world only to receive his reward
and when God brought suffering upon him, he began to curse and blaspheme.” As a
result, to explain the end of the book of Job, “God doubled Job’s reward in this world in
order to expel him from the world to come” (Baba Batra 15b). For questioning God’s
justice system, Job is punished. However, this is not the whole picture. Even within this
discussion, there are texts trying to protect Job from condemnation. Job’s statements of
protest are suggested to be a response to Satan and not an accusation of God. Job is said
to lack understanding, which implies that he cannot be held responsible for his acts.'® As
this discussion illustrates, there is a great deal of variety in Rabbinic belief, even within a

text that tries to prove that Job sinned by protesting God’s justice system.
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In another midrash, R. Shimon b. Lakish says that Job never existed at all. The
editor clarifies this statement by explaining that it means that Job really did exist, but that
the sufferings ascribed to him never really took place. The sufferings were ascribed to
him to indicate that if such sufferings had come to him, he would have been able to
endure them (YSotah 5:6). This text demonstrates that a righteous individual could
withstand suffering without protest or complaint.'” This illustrates an instance in the
Yerushalmi that seeks to present Job in a positive light. This midrash also deals with the
problem of God’s justice and the seemingly unfair suffering Job endures by explaining
that the sufferings never actually took place. God would never breach the perfect justice
system. If Job suffered for no reason, then this would be a direct contradiction to God’s
justice system.

By examining the significance of suffering as punishment with God’s justice
system, it becomes apparent that the Rabbinical attitude towards God’s justice is highly
idealistic. Underlying each of these examples and discussions of suffering and
punishment is a serious attempt to try and present reasoning for why people suffer that
advocates for God working justly in the world. In these aggadot, there can be no
possibility that premature death and suffering exist without sin. The Rabbis use the
theological concept of God’s perfect justice to explain why suffering occurs in the world.

II. Suffering and Atonement

In addition to being straightforward punishment, suffering can also serve as a

form of punishment that expiates sin. A person is not only punished, but the suffering

wipes away the sin so that the person is returned to a state of moral purity. This softens

'8 Kraemer, Responses to Suffering in Classical Rabbinic Literature, p. 168
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the concept of God’s justice presented above. If suffering only serves punitive purposes,

then this would present a harsh vision of God. This rationalization of suffering states that
God’s justice is perfect, but God is also merciful and desires to help rehabilitate people in
their punishment. Except for the irreclaimably bad, God’s end in punishment was not to
make the sinner suffer what he deserved, but through suffering to bring him to penitence
and improvement.”’ Thus, the Rabbis give meaning to suffering by making it expiatory
as well as punitive.

In connection with Yom Kippur, a baraita discusses whether a person can be
absolved from transgressing a negative commandment (Yoma 86a). R. Yishmael details
four divisions of atonement. The first level explains, “If one transgresses a positive
commandment and repents, he is forgiven immediately.” The second level is if one
transgresses a negative commandment. In this situation, “repentance and Yom Kippur
atone for the person’s sins.” The third level occurs when someone commits a sin that is
punishable by kareit or judicial execution. For these sins, “repentance and Yom Kippur
suspend the individual from punishment, but suffering purges the individual from the
sin.” The final level is when someone desecrates the name of God. When someone
commits this level of sin, “repentance cannot suspend punishment, nor Yom Kippur
atone, nor can suffering purge, but all of them together suspend and death purges the sin.”
Within this baraita, the principle of the piecemeal form of God’s justice is adhered to;
there are different levels of punishment and therefore, different levels of atonement for
the different forms of sin a person can commit. God’s justice system works according to

a reasonable structure.
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The means to atonement follows a particular order. Within this order, suffering is
not only a way to punish a person, it also serves to wipe away the person’s sins.
Suffering can purge for the sins of kareit and judicial execution, but this does not mean
that suffering cannot occur for lesser sins. Presumably, if one does not make repentance
for transgressing a positive commandment or does not repent and perform the Yom
Kippur rituals for transgressing a negative commandment, then suffering would occur for
these sins. Rather, this baraita signifies that for sins as severe as these, repentance and
Yom Kippur suspend punishment, probably of premature death, but the experience of
suffering is the means that purifies the person of sin. In the case of desecration of God’s
name, even suffering cannot purge the sin, but death can actually lead to this severe sin
being purged. The person who has rebelled against God can actually expiate their sin by
seeking repentance, Yom Kippur, experiencing suffering, and then experiencing
premature death. This is a subtle difference from straightforward punishment. This
rationalization of suffering presents a more merciful vision of God’s justice. God does
not solely act to punish people, but also out of mercy, to rehabilitate people as well.

There is a halachic discussion about the efficacy of the goat sacrifice that occurs
inside the Temple on Yom Kippur (Shevuot 8b). The discussion centers on a baraita that
states that the sacrifice of the goat suspends punishment for a sinner who has received
impurity through an inadvertent sin. The editor explains that the inner goat sacrifice is
for inadvertent sins for which the sinner could eventually offer a personal sin offering.
The problem that the editor has with this statement is why the goat sacrifice does not

achieve complete atonement for the sin since Leviticus 16:16 states that the sacrifice

effects atonement for all their transgressions. R. Zeira explains that the sacrifice on Yom




Kippur only suspends punishment until the person can bring a personal sin offering. If

this is so, the editor proceeds to ask what the punishment is that the offering suspends.
Rava states that death purges a person of all inadvertent sins and therefore, the purpose of
suspension of punishment is to shield him from the suffering that he deserves on account
of his sin. Once this person becomes aware of his sin, he would gain complete atonement
by sacrificing a personal sin offering. This discussion adds in a subtle manner to the
information described in Yoma 86a. The rituals of Yom Kippur can suspend punishment
for certain forms of sin and since death expiates all of a person’s inadvertent sins, then
the Yom Kippur sacrifice must suspend suffering for such sins. The sacrifices on Yom
Kippur only suspend this punishment. The person must also seek personal repentance by
performing a sin offering when he recognizes that he is impure from an inadvertent sin.
In this instance, the ideology of God’s justice system and repentance are highly
developed abstract concepts.

Representing a similar concept to Yoma 86a, on Yom Kippur for R. Hamnuna
Zuti and everyday for Rava, the conclusion to their Tefillah was to say, “may it be your
will, God, that I sin no more, and wipe out the sins I have committed through your great
mercy, but not through evil sufferings and disease.” (Brachot 17a) These two sages are
praying that God will be merciful enough that there will be no need for a punishment to
serve as the expiation from sin. This signifies that they accept the idea that suffering as a
punishment can purge sin. In addition to this ideology of suffering, this text explains that
in reality, suffering is not desired, even if it can expiate sin. Suffering is unpleasant and

these Rabbis are focusing on avoiding it.
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In Sanhedrin 101a-b, R. Akiva performs a midrash to prove that suffering is
precious because it is instructive. When R. Eliezer was sick, his four disciples came to
visit him. Three of them praised R. Eliezer for his value to the people of Israel. When it
was R. Akiva’s turn to speak, he stated that “suffering is precious.” R. Eliezer was
interested to hear what R. Akiva meant so he asked to be propped up. R. Akiva gave a
midrash on the story of King Menasseh. In the Bible, it is written that King Menasseh
did wicked deeds and R. Akiva interprets that this happened even though his father, King
Hezekiah taught him the Torah. In the Bible, Menasseh is caused to suffer by being
carried off to Babylon. While in Babylon, Menasseh, “sought the Eternal, his God, and
humbled himself greatly before the God of his fathers... and God heard his supplication
and brought him back to Jerusalem, his kingdom, and Menasseh knew that the Eternal
was God” (Il Chronicles 33:10). R. Akiva interprets that Menasseh only learned to have
faith in God through the suffering of exile in Babylon. R. Akiva is telling R. Eliezer that
suffering is precious because, through punishment, it instructs the individual to seek
atonement for sin. In this manner, suffering exists in order to instruct the individual on
the proper behavior.

A statement by R. Shimon b. Lakish presents the possibility that sufferings can
wash away all the sins of man (Brachot 5a). He states that “the covenant is mentioned in
connection with salt and with sufferings.” The proof-text for salt is from Leviticus 2:13
and makes a connection between the salt in the sacrificial system and the covenant. The
proof-text for suffering states, “These are the terms of the covenant” (Deuteronomy
28:69), which is at the end of the series of curses promised to Israel if they do not follow

God’s commandments. R. Shimon b. Lakish then states that “just as the salt mentioned

22




in connection with the covenant lends a sweet taste to the meat, so also the covenant

i
mentioned in connection with sufferings, the sufferings purge all the sins of man.” The i
relationship between the covenant of salt and the covenant of suffering is essential
because Shimon b. Lakish is attempting to state that like the use of salt in the sacrificial
system, sufferings can serve as a form of sacrifice that wipes away sin. In punishing l
people to cause atonement for their sins, God is acting with mercy while enacting the !
justice system as enumerated in the Torah. By giving suffering this sense of atonement, !
the Rabbis provide a more positive justification for suffering. God is acting out of the
need to ensure justice exists and punishing individuals in order to purify them.
In certain situations, God’s punishment is so severe, the suffering serves as
atonement by itself. In an aggadah, R. Yochanan states that leprosy and the lack of
children are not “sufferings of love” (Brachot 5b). Rather, these sufferings are an “altar
of atonement.” The editor has a difficulty with this and questions why lack of children is
not “sufferings of love”. The editor wants to know what R. Yochanan’s statement means.
The editor then points out that R. Yochanan would carry around the tooth of his tenth
son. All ten of R. Yochanan’s sons died and the editor says that he considers this
“sufferings of love™, which is an overabundance of suffering that God sends upon people
who are righteous (see chapter two). Thus, never having children and leprosy are
sufferings that effect atonement. These two forms of suffering appear to fit together
because they are especially painful in their effect and treatment. Leprosy visibly decays a
person’s body and in the case of such skin diseases, the Torah commands that the person

is required to reside outside of the settlement. In the case of someone who never had

children, this is a punishment of suffering that is also visible and painful to experience.
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R. Yochanan makes it clear that these are not sufferings that bring reward as with
“sufferings of love”, but they are also not straightforward punishment. Rather, because
they are so severe, they are sufferings that effect atonement.

In the Yerushalmi, the Rabbis present leprosy as such a severe form of

punishment as suffering that the experience of leprosy atones for the person’s sin

(YSotah 2:1). The discussion starts with R. Shimon b. Yochai asking “why the sin
offering and guilt offering does not require a drink offering.” The editor explains that
“the offering of a sinner should not be adorned in such a lovely way.” The objection is
raised by the editor that “the offering of the metzora does require a drink offering and a
person is punished for metzora for the sin of gossiping.” R. Isaac then explains that since
the metzora has been afflicted with this terrible skin disease, “he has atoned for the sin of
gossiping and is like one who is not a sinner any longer.” This illustrates that the
punishment of leprosy is such severe suffering, it atones for the sin by itself. There is no

need for repentance or a sacrifice to cleanse the leper, but the experience of leprosy itself

is enough to purify the leper of sin.

Leprosy as a suffering of punishment that atones for sin is also discussed with
regards to David’s punishment for the sin of adultery with Bathsheba (Sanhedrin 107a).
God tells David that he is going to be punished for this great sin, but David pleads to God
to pardon his sin completely. God quotes from Proverbs 6:27, telling David that a man
that goes into his neighbor’s wife will not be innocent. God is informing David that even

someone as great as he cannot escape God’s justice system. If a person commits a

transgression, he must receive punishment. David complains, “Must I be so troubled?”

God tells him, “Accept your suffering” and David accepts it. As aresult, R. Judah
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interprets a discrepancy in the calculations of David’s reign to mean that David had
leprosy. According to this midrash, David also offered up prayer asking for forgiveness.
In this situation, it was not enough for David to only experience the suffering of leprosy.
His sin is so severe he must also pray for repentance. The Rabbis clearly have a problem
with David’s sin. According to the dictates of God’s justice, it is not enough for David’s
son to be put to death, but David himself must be punished. The Rabbis provide a
justification for God’s justice system by adding suffering to David’s story.

There is clearly a subtle difference between suffering as simple punishment and
suffering serving to atone for sin. In this case, suffering is still a punishment according to
God’s justice system, but there is an aspect of mercy contained within this concept. God
will wipe away the person’s sin if they will experience the suffering in addition to
recognizing the sin they committed and repenting. In fact, there are some punishments
that are so severe, they atone for sins without any need for repentance or special
atonement sacrifices. These texts present a more positive justification for suffering. This
concept of suffering as punishment does not present a theology of God as a cold and
calculating judge without compassion. In these aggadot, God is certainly judging very
strictly, but God makes the suffering not just a punishment, but rehabilitation as well.
Thus, suffering exists in order to expiate sin.

1II.  Acceptance of God’s Punishment

Several aggadot point out that it is essential that a person accepts the punishment
of suffering. As the example of the midrash about David’s punishment illustrates, in
order for David to have his suffering serve as atonement, he must accept these sufferings

(Sanhedrin 107a). The concept of acceptance of suffering posits that God is the source of
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everything in our world. If good or bad comes to a person, it is not for the person to
question why, but to accept that God is a righteous judge. As a result, a person should
accept the punishment of their suffering. This presents the concept of faith in God’s
justice system. The Rabbis believed in one omnipotent God. Both reward and
punishment happen because of God’s justice system. Acceptance is a central aspect of
suffering because it provides the rationale that God is behind everything, even suffering.
This belief in acceptance is clearly stated in Brachot 54a where the Mishnah
states, “it is required for a man to bless over the bad as well as over the good.” The
proof-text for this is from the first paragraph of the Shema, Deuteronomy 6:5, that states,
“You shall love the Eternal your God with all your heart.” In interpreting this verse, the
Mishnah explains that “with all your soul” means even though God takes your soul and
“with all your might” means in whatever measure God metes out to you. There is a clear
connection between the concept of “measure for measure” piecemeal justice and
acceptance of this justice. The same language is used in this instance to illustrate that
loving God requires this faith regardless of an individual’s fate. God judges perfectly and
one must accept it because if suffering occurs, then God must be punishing some form of
transgression. For this reason, the blessing that one is to recite upon receiving evil
tidings is “Blessed be the true judge.” Thus, people must bless over good as well as evil
as acceptance of God’s power over the universe because God always acts justly in the
world. This provides the justification for suffering that uitimately the individual is
responsible for his own suffering. The suffering should be accepted because God is
simply acting out of a need for justice in the world. The person’s suffering is not because

of God, but because of the individual’s own transgression.
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There is an aggadah in the gemara pertaining to the meaning of this Mishnah, In
Brachot 60a, a certain disciple was following R. Ishmael b. R. Yose in the market place
of Zion. R. Ishmael noticed that the disciple was afraid and he said to him, “You are a
sinner because it is written, ‘The sinners in Zion are afraid (Proverbs 28:14).”” Having
fear illustrates a lack of faith in the justice of God’s system. Continuing this aggadah,
“R. Judah b. Nathan would follow R. Hamnuna. Once he sighed and the other said to
him, ‘This man wants to bring suffering on himself.’” Because he exhibited a sense of
fear, he does not trust God’s justness and this transgression wiil lead to the punishment of
suffering. God will act according to the dictates of justice and fear is rebellion against
this rule. There is nothing a person can do to stop what God wants to happen except to
act righteously and have faith.

In the Yerushalmi, Nahum ish Gamzu commits a transgression with regards to
giving tzedakah (YShkalim 5:4). Nahum is on the way to his father-in-law’s with a gift
when a person with boils said, “acquire merit by giving me part of what is in your hand.”
Nahum told the man to wait until he came back, but when Nahum returned, the man was
dead. The rejection of a man in need of tzedakah while Nahum is in a rush to give the
gift to his father-in-law appears as a minor transgression. However, Nahum is guilt
stricken by his actions and asks to receive suffering and he is afflicted with the sufferings
he requests. When R. Akiva comes to him and says, “Woe is me that I see you in such a
condition,” Nahum replies by saying, “Woe is me that I do not see you in such a
condition.” Akiva exclaims, “Why do you curse me?” Nahum responds, “Why do you
rebel against suffering?” Nahum is offended that Akiva feels pity for him because

Nahum is experiencing the suffering that he feels he deserves. Since God judges
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perfectly, God is bringing suffering on Nahum for his transgression. By lamenting his
condition, Nahum thinks that Akiva does not accept God’s judgment. For Nahum, pity is
irrelevant because God is punishing him exactly as he deserves. The punishment of his
suffering must be accepted.

In addition to these explicit statements expressing the need to accept the
punishment of God’s suffering, many aggadot implicitly support the need for acceptance
of suffering. In the aggadah about R. Huna’s wine becoming sour, he must accept that
God punishes with justice and when he realizes this, he acknowledges that the way to
solve his suffering is by changing his behavior. In the baraita about different levels of
atonement in Yoma 86a, the concept of repentance and performing the Yom Kippur
rituals assumes an acceptance of sinfulness. In order to have suffering purge sin,
repentance and Yom Kippur must be completed. It would seem that if one is accepting
that he has performed a sin, he would also need to accept the suffering that is punishment
for the sin. Thus, acceptance of suffering is an integral aspect to many of the statements
about God’s justice. In order for the punishment to be efficacious, the individual must
accept the suffering. In this manner, the person illustrates faith in God as the power over
all creation and as the true judge.

This aspect of suffering also differs in a subtle way from other accounts of
suffering as punishment. In other instances, suffering does not need to be accepted for it
to serve as a proper punishment. For example, in Sanhedrin 45a, there is no need for the
sotah to accept the suffering of death. Regardless of her attitude, she will be served the

punishment of execution. Thus, in certain aggadot, a punishment can serve its purpose

without the person experiencing the suffering accepting it. Since punishment serves as a
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justification for suffering, one must accept suffering because one needs to have faith in
the concept of God’s justice.
IV.  Suffering and Punishment of the Nation of Israel

The punishment of suffering does not only come upon individuals. Suffering can
also serve as a punishment for the collective sins of an entire community. This is the
dominant theology of suffering as found within the Bible. Following the theology of the
Bible, the Talmudic literature is deeply concerned with understanding the reasoning
underlying the suffering of the nation of Israel. The Rabbis need to find a theological
explanation for the destruction of the Temple and the loss of power and exile of the
Jewish people. There exist several aggadot that posit that Israel is being punished for its
collective sins. One aggadah lists a series of transgressions that the nation of Israel
committed that led to the destruction of Jerusalem (Shabbat 119b). The editor cites
several sages as saying the Israelites desecrated Shabbat, neglected to recite the Shema in
the mornings and evenings, the people diverted schoolchildren from studying Torah, and
because they insulted Torah scholars. Kraemer points out that these are not trivial
offenses, but they are tantamount, in rabbinic terms, to repudiation of the covenant.!
Israel has been punished with the suffering of the destruction of Jerusalem because of the
righteousness of God’s judgment. The Israelites transgressed God’s commandments and
Israel is punished.

In another aggadah, the Rabbis search for a reason for why the Temple was
destroyed (Yoma 9b). The editor asks, “Why was the first Temple destroyed?” and

quotes R. Yochanan b. Torsa as stating that “three sinful things existed among the

Israelites during that time: idolatry, immorality, and bloodshed.” The editor then turns to
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explain why the Second Temple was destroyed. The Rabbis have trouble with this
because according to R. Yochanan b. Torsa, the people followed the Torah, mitzvot, and
performed acts of kindness. He explains that baseless hatred led to the destruction of the
Temple. The Rabbis state that “the transgression of baseless hatred was greater than the
sins that caused the destruction of the first Temple.” The baseless hatred caused God to
punish Israel with the suffering related to the destruction of the second Temple and the
continued reality that the Temple was not rebuilt.

In Gittin 55b-56a, there is an aggadah explaining the destruction of the Temple as
the result of baseless hatred in the case of a man named Bar Kamza. This Bar Kamza
was inadvertently invited to the party of an enemy. When the man told Bar Kamza to
leave, he offered to pay for the whole party in order to not experience the shame of being
told to leave. He was still expelled from the party and it says that since none of the
Rabbis at the party spoke up about this incident, Bar Kamza went to inform the Romans
that the Israelites were rebelling. As the text explains, “R. Eleazar said, ‘Come and see
how great is the power of shame, for God supported bar Kamza and destroyed the
Temple.”” This story of Bar Kamza serves to illustrate that the Israelites were caused to
suffer because of their mistreatment of this man. Bar Kamza and the Romans simply
serve as agents of judgment to bring God’s punishment of suffering to the Jewish people.

In one aggadah, the suffering of Israel also relates to the concept of punishment as
a means for atonement (Menahot 53b). During a discussion about the destruction of the
Temple, R. Yochanan asks “Why can Israel be compared to an olive tree? Because, just

as an olive tree produces oil only after pounding, so Israel returns to the right way after

3 Kraemer, Responses to Suffering in Classical Rabbinic Literature, p. 243
2 Kraemer, Responses to Suffering in Classical Rabbinic Literature, p. 178
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suffering. Thus, suffering serves as a means to purify the Israelites. By punishing the
transgressions of the nation, it causes the people to seek atonement and follow the proper
commandments.

In many of the aggadot discussing the punishment of suffering, the focus is upon
the behavior of the individual. With regards to the suffering of the entire nation of Israel,
the punishment is explained by way of collective sin. According to the concept of the
punishment of individuals, each person’s transgressions are weighed against their
positive deeds. In the case of the entire nation of Israel, how is it possible to judge the

sins and good deeds for each individual? Could everyone have been equally guilty of

et et

baseless hatred? Rather, this concept of punishment seems to measure the collective sins
of an entire nation and even if a person is not guilty of the particular sin, this person is

punished with the rest of the nation. Thus, suffering can occur not just to an individual,

but to an entire nation.
This sense of collective guilt and collective punishment exists throughout the
Bible. In both the Bible and the Talmud, the suffering of the nation of Israel at the hands

of other nations poses a serious problem. Israel is God’s chosen people, but they are

suffering. Instead of aliowing the suffering of Israel to threaten faith in God, the Rabbis

provide a justification for the suffering of Israel. The nation is not being oppressed by
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more powerful nations, but rather, God is using these nations as a tool to punish Israel.
The suffering of Israel is not the result of injustice in the world, but it is the example of

God’s justice because Israel sinned and brought the punishment upon themselves.

V. Righteous People and the Punishment of Suffering




The suffering of the righteous presents a serious problem to the concept of God’s
justice. If the ideology of God’s justice system is applied to the suffering of the
righteous, then how can the suffering of the righteous be explained when there is no
reason to punish them. Some significant answers to this question to be explored in the
following chapters is the concept that the righteous receive some form of reward for their
punishment or that it is impossible to explain suffering at all. However, when the Rabbis
apply the concept of punishment to the suffering of the righteous, they need a means to
make sense of this problem for God’s justice.

As has already been seen, one method of dealing with this problem is to search
and ultimately find some transgression, however small it may be. In some sitvations, the
Rabbis will not allow the justice system to be threatened and they will find some sins.
This is the case for the Torah scholar who died prematurely in Shabbat 13a. His wife
went searching for an answer why until someone found a small sin to explain the
suffering of such a righteous man. Even though the major balance of deeds that this man
performed are good, the aggadah must find at least one transgression that cancels out his
righteousness and leads to the punishment of his premature death. This is a clear instance
of using piecemeal justice to explain suffering when measuring a person’s entire life
would exempt them from punishment. The Rabbis need a justification for suffering so
they use the concept of piecemeal justice.

However, what if a person is wholly good or what if the vast amount of a
righteous person’s acts far outweigh their sins and they are not judged to need the
punishment of suffering? In these situations, the righteous are caused to suffer as

punishment because of the sins of the wicked people of the generation. In Shabbat 33b,
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an aggadah states, “when there are righteous men, they are seized for the sins of the
generation; when there are no righteous in a generation, school children are seized by the
generation.” Thus, although the righteous would not be deemed worthy of punishment
on an individual basis, they are punished because of the accumulated sins of the
generation. Even school-children, who are presented here as the most innocent possible,
are taken for punishment due to the sins of the entire generation. They are punished
based upon the doctrine of collective retribution as traditionally enumerated in the
Bible.”

In an aggadah in the Yerushalmi, Yehudah Ha-Nasi is sitting studying
Lamentations before Tisha B’Av (YShabbat 16:1). As he leaves for home, he injures his
finger and suggests that this was punishment for his own sins. R. Hiyya refuses to accept
that such a righteous man could be punished for his own sins. The balance of his good
deeds should outweigh the measure of his sins. Thus, R. Hiyya states that he is suffering
because of the accrued sins of the generation. Yehudah Ha-Nasi is not personally
responsible for his sins, but he is liable for punishment because of the sins of the people.
In this situation, as with the punishment of the entire nation of Israel, judgment can be
brought upon people who might be undeserving of punishment because of the coliective

judgment of the entire people.

In Baba Kamma 60a, an aggadah states, “suffering is in the world only when the
wicked are in the world, but it initiates upon the righteous first.” If the concept of God’s
justice were viewed strictly, as some of the aggadot presented previously present, then
suffering would only come upon the wicked. However, the righteous do suffer and their

suffering needs to be accounted for within the justice system. Thus, this aggadah points

% Elman, “When Permission is Given: Aspects of Divine Providence”, p. 29
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out that the righteous are punished first for the sins of the wicked. This response to the
suffering of the righteous posits that the people can be punished as part of a collective
even though some sin more than others, but for some unclear reason, the righteous are
punished first. This view, assuming collective punishment, echoes the corporate
consciousness that characterizes most of the Bible. However, the problem that this text
raises as compared to the Biblical text, which mainly views punishment in a collective
manner, is that the righteous individual is being punished.?* This text argues that the
justice system successfully works in a collective manner, but the statement that it initiates
upon the righteous first provides a serious question for the justice system.

In one aggadah, the punishment of suffering inflicted upon the righteous is
because God knows that the righteous can handle the suffering and their suffering
cleanses the sins of Israel (Sanhedrin 39a). In this aggadah, a heretic challenges R.
Abbahu by saying, “God is a jester for making the prophet Ezekiel suffer.” R. Abbahu
responds by making a parable. He states, “If a king is cruel, he slays all of his subjects
when they rebel. If a king is merciful, he slays half of his subjects if they rebel, but if the
king is exceptionally merciful, he only causes suffering upon the righteous.” God
afflicted Ezekiel in order to cleanse Israel of its sins. According to a strict interpretation
of God’s system of justice, Ezekiel should not suffer, but the rest of the people should be
destroyed for their sins. As the Bible explains, the people were punished with exile, but
this aggadah implies that they should have been destroyed. Instead, Ezekiel is punished
with suffering to vicariously cleanse the people. This aggadah utilizes the concept of
suffering as punishment that atones, but applies it to the suffering of one individual who

can wipe away the sin of the rest when the people should deserve to be destroyed. Thus,

# Kraemer, Responses to Suffering in Classical Rabbinic Literature, p. 160
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the punishment of the righteous can be explained as atonement for the people because
God knows that the great people of each generation can accept the suffering.

In Bava Metziah 85a, R. Yehudah Ha-Nasi experiences suffering of punishment
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