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I NTRODUCTION 

The topi c of this study i s he.man and divine anger as 

understood by the rabbis . The r·abbis are observers of human 

behavior . In their world , as in our own , people become angry , 

Their di scussions are almost exclusively f ound in Talmudic 

aggadah and in midrash . Ther e is no mention of anger i n 

halacha , 1 since anger is not the sort of bP.havior which can 

be legislated. By its very nature it is uncontrolled and 

impulsive . 1.•/ith the rarest exceptions , anger is seen a s a 

negative character t rait , which people should avoid. Anger ' s 

results are always negative . 2 

According to the rabbis , God too becomes angry . The 

rabbis inherited this traditi on from the Bible , and i"t fit s 

in wi"th their own theological view. In the Bible , there are 

many instances of God becoming angry . Theol ogically, the 

rabbis understand r eality as being governed by a God who 

usually acts mercifully and kindly, but can s ometimes explode 

i nto anger . So contained within this thesis is much more 

than a s i mple study of anger . Within the context of h'.lman 

anger , the r abbis discuss human nature , human inter action, and 

Jewish religious duty. Withi~ the context of divine anger , the 

r abbis diec~ss the nature of God , reality and divine 

justice . 

This study turned out to be mor e than I had expected . 

I had not originally chosen to do a study on anger per se . I had 
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i ntended to study the character of Moses , a~ portrayed in the 

aggadah. I was interested in the times when J\losPs seemed to 

l ose his self control . I n the Torah , ~oses i s human with 

the full array of emot ions . Yet Moses tended to be idealized 

in the rabbinic literature . I was interested to see how 

the r abbis explained Moses ' behavior when he seemingly 

lost his self control . Three instances immediately ca.me to 

mind • when Moses beat the taskmasters to deathr when he 

shattered the Tabl ets of the Lawr and when he struck the rock 

at the wat ers of Meribah . I had originally intended to track 

Moses through t he chapt er- verse indices to the aggadic 

liter a ture with the hope that I would arrive at a beT. t er under­

s tanding of Moses • violent and impulsive nature . I hoped to 

s ee the way in which the rabbi s reconciled their idealization 

of Moses with his human character . 

I chosP to first study the beating of t he taskmaster. 

Eut my eagerness quickly turned to panic . I was not f inding 

anything . In the many days I spent in the library, I had 

found perhaps one aggadic tradition which I could use . I 

turned to the str iking of the rock , and nothing of any 

s i gnificance was forthcoming . I nstead , I f ound references to 

Moses ' anger with regard to the t:>ikudei chaYyil (Ni.ambers 

)1114) and to Aaron not performing the sin offering 

(Leviticus 10 11 6) --issues that I had thought were rather 

i nsignificant , especially since Moses di d not do anything 

out of anger . 

Upon consulting with my advisor , I soon realized that 

the rabbis are quited literal when it comes to expounding the 
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Hebrew t ext , With the pikudei chayyil and t he s in offering , 

the biblical t exts mention the fac t t hat l•JOses became angry , 

even though he did not do anythin~ to express hi s feel ing s . 

But with t he beating of t he tas~master and t he str i king of 

t he r ock there was no mention of anger in connection with 

l0.os es ' seemingly vi olent behavior in t he Torah text . I had 

i mputed anger t o Moses because cf his behavior , which seemed 

ane r y to ~t . The rabbis , on the other ha.r.d , did not see an~er 

i n ros es ' vi olent behavior , I now assume that t hey assumed 

t hat if God wanted us to t hink t hat fl.o ses was angr y , He wo uld 

have i ns er t ed a term fo r anger i nto the Torah t ext itself , J 

Since ther e i s no mention of £0.oses ' anger , the rabbis did 

no t read anger back into thei r t ext . They had i nherited holy 

scripture whi ch t hey ass umed was t he word of God, and they 

were lit eral i n t heir i nt erpret ation , iy origi nal goal , to 

stu<Jy t he r abbinic percepti ons of l•ioses ' angry behavior was 

my o~~ agenda . But appar ently it was not the pr iority of t~e 

rabbi ~ . I real ~zed that i f I desired to study ane er , I would 

r.ave to s tudy it i n i t s total ity , and not in connec t ion with 

a Ei blical character . It has proved t o be an immensely 

i nterest i ng and s atis f ying t opic for me , 

I have approached my topic wi t h a clear synchr onic bi as , 

i wa s morP inter est ed in achieving an unders tanding of the 

r abbinic perceptions of anger t~an tracing t he historical 

development of major t hemes . Not that a di achronic approach 

is wit hout value , but I fel t it more benefi c i al for ree t o g et 

an over all view of anger in its nany f orms . The synchronic 

appr oach does imply some working assumptions which are probatly 
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r.ot true . I have lum1)ed together approximat ely one thousana 

years of material as seen through t h'? eyes of ~Tews primarily 

in Israel and : abylonia--but also influenced by Roman r ule 

and :tell enisrn , Gnosticism, Christianity and IsJl am . There 

must of course be a chronological developrne11t within rabbinic 

tneolo.::;y , bm: that can be the concern of a different paper . 

The emphasis of this thesis is to gain an overall understanding 

o~ an:;er . 

I used the citations found in Gross ' s Otsar HaAggadah 

to :'ind the 1l'laterial for my study . I r ealize that this is 

not i n and of itself an exhaustive index of the aggadic 

rr.a t erial on anger . out I did find that in Gross ' s four pages 

of c ~tations on ka ' as , t here was quite enough to keep me 

occupieo and to gi ve me a full and reostly complete picture 

o: thr rabbis ' thinking . \/ere I to expand thi.s study , I would 

C"'eck cross- referer.ces and chapter- verse indic:es more completely , 

ircludinc; refer i:!nces to anger in the mystical compilations , 

which are not included in this work . 

As was mentioned above , the rabbis inherited a Biblical 

tradition of people and God becomi ng angry . 1~he rabbis often 

used prooftexts from thP Torah , the Latter Prophets , and Psalms . 

To a l essor extent they drew from the Former Prophets , the 

Five f.~egilJot , and Proverl'-s. In the Bible , tlne ma jor terms 

are af , charon af , ketsef, and cheima. Ka ' as , za ' af , 2a ' arn and 

·~ are used less frequently . Biblically, a f is the major 

term , and often appears in conjunction with the root ,"') l n , 
~ ,I 

having something to do with burning . Perhaps it ~eans one ' s 
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nose flaring up , which is a physiological indication of anger. 

Charon af refers cnly to God ' s anger , and never t o human anger . 

Cheima is al. SO a heat related term. In English , we also refer 

to anger as flaring or bur ning within . 

Za ' af and za ' am are s tor m related t erms . In English we 

also refer to r age or fury to descri be our stormy weathe~. 

Ketsef probably means to s nap . One might snap a stick , and 

that same phenomenon happens when a person losts his self-con~rol 

a~d becomes angry . ' Evra means to spill over or pour over , 

l i ke "overflowing wrath" . Ka ' as means to vex or to annoy 

s everly , and is most often found i n the hif ' il , t he 

causative verbal const ruct . In the Bible , the nuances in these 

different t erms for anger are sometimes present , and sometimes 

they are not . Sometimes t he preference f or one Biblical term 

i s apparent , but other times there seems to be no reason why 

one term appears i nstead of another . 4 

In the rabbinic literature , th e nuances found in the 

Bi blical t ext are almost entirely lost. In my research , I 

have f ound 18 terms i>r ane:er a /1c .) >I); /t' /l) r>, /.Jt•,/1 l c 

) CJ /' ,CJ,) ,, ") ')'J ~ ,))rJ ¥ 1 ,)() 1.S..J~ O~..) .1 .)Flf/r>, /"¥5 , .oY-1 

I . /') ...J' 1 > j C' I J J .J, ") I NJ, ..... 

Six of the te!"ms ( fV') >? ~,"' ~ 1 CJ/' 1 C ...J /'', )Yf > ,).)'.Sj ) do not 

appea~ a t all : n the 5ibl ~ . 5ut most sivnifi cant is the 

rabbinic use of ka ' as , which had become the major ter m for 

ant er . I n the bible , ka ' as appeared only 12% of t he times when 

anger was used . But it i s used overwhelmin~ly i n the rabbinic 

l iterature . The other t erms which appear in the Bible are 

used pr imarily in prooftexts . Sometimes the t erm in the 

prooftext is retained throughout the aggadah , and some~imcs 

it appears only in the prooftext , and not in t he aggada!'. i t self o 
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A word should be said about the use of Eiblical characters 

in the aggadah . For the rabbis , the Biblical characters are 

humrua beings . They are not godsor heroes in the Greek 

tradition . Sometimes they are presented as legendary in stature , 

but they are still human . The rabbis use oiblicaJ character s 

to i llustrate human strene ths and weaknesses , to teach proper 

behavior through positive and negative example . W~th some of 

the major characters , particularly Moses , there is an 

arnbi valence .;.n the rabbis ' presentation . f1:ost of the time they 

are presented in a positive l i eht , but sometimes they are 

shown to be weak and undes erving . Essentially , the rabbi~ 

treat the Biblical characters in much the sru e way that the y 

treat other leeendary characters from the rabbinic tradition , 

(i . e . Pillel , Rabbi Yochanan , Honi Haflla ' agel , etc) . They are 

neant to serve as hi.Jman examples f or human beings to teach 

oroper human behavior . 

Throughout the thesis , I have referred to God in 

masculine t erms . I n this introduction , I want to note that 

in no way do I consider God solely to be masculine i n 

nature . I see God as t ranscending g ender , but I felt that 

for two r easons I could not avoid addressing God in masculine 

terms . Firs t , our Engli .. h language is l imited because it 

doeo not have a personal neutor . I feel uncomfortabl e 

thinking of a personal God in '' it " ter ms. Second , the rabbis 

use masculine languae e to address God . In s tudying their 

literature , I could no t avoid masculine terms and accurately 

convey their thought . 
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This thesis is di vided into two main divisions , dealing 

separately with human and divine anger . I have attempted to 

maintain a symmetrical structure throughout the thesis . The 

reader may find the notes for each chapter at the end of the 

chapter . 

NOTES 

1. The one possible exception which comes to mind is 
T .E. Shabbat 105a , about one who has rent his 
clothes in anger while in mourning . There is a 
lengthy discussion about whether or not that 
rending fulfills the halacha . nut it s hould be 
noted that the discussion qui ckly turns to aegadah . 

2 . The only exception to t his is when a term for anger is 
used , but anger is not meant . Sometimes anger is 
used as a synonym for discipline . And for God , 
aneer is sometimes a $yn0nym for ju~t pun ishmen~ . 
These are exceptions though , and will be discussed 
in detai l in the body of the paper . 

) • . Throughout the rabbi nic literature , the rabbis ver y rarely 
impute anger to a Si blical character or to God when a 
term for anger does not appear in a prooftext . One 
exampl e of this rare usage i s in T . : . Ber achot 54b , 
witere Rabbi Yochanan calls God an5rY when He destroys 
~odom and Gemor r ah , but no t erm appears i n th e 
;enesi s text . 

4 . Th·~ ;-arne i s true in English . -.·1e also have many terms f or 
ant;er . A person can be enraged , in a fury, "teed off" , 
or annoyed . :.e can sna~ , eo off the deep end , blow 
up , or burn ...,ithin . His anger can pour out , explode , 
thunder , or flare , etc . So~eti~es ~e nick our terms 
judiciously , and sornet im~s one term is-used instead 
of another for no apparPr.t r easo!"" . See the Appendix. 



':'i-!E r abbir; understood that w"'ien huinan beir.gs becom~ 

~-r3 , they unaergo ph •siolo&ical chan~es . 7here is a caus0 

;.nd ef f~ct relationship between the physical body and the 

·r::o tions . The rabbi s bel ieved that t he liver was the bo<d i l .:,• 

) ~an that contr olled an~er , ~nd to allay anger , i t would 

. .?:oduce a drop of gall . Anger was also thoueht to ~ave t he 

i 1: s iologi cal r>ffect of sr.r :.nk~ng. "t:1e storr.aci1 y as rruc!: as .::.. 

•'.ird . " Eli ~ a.~ said to R. i:~tar. , ' E.ci t a t hird , dr:.nk e: 

third , a."'ld l eave a third s o t hat when you become an~ry , you 

-:.11 wi i..Lstand your i. ein.: f ull . "2 

An_ r W? S t~ou~~t to :8 tot h a cause ~d a resul t of 

~~cr~Rr ~d hurr.an stre~~t~ . An angry Ferson coul d perform acts 

of strength t tat he could not otherwi se do were ~e to remai n 

- ... ri . ._T 1.2 aa1l is a : i bl ical cha"acter e.ssocia ted with physical 

. rcwf'!,.;:: , ar:d t!:e rarti s attri oute an ant.,.r y di:--posi t i on to his 

character . 'il'hen "'•;uah became a.·\: r:>- wi tt. Joseph in Fharoah ' s 

dl ace , th ~ hair on ~is che£t pierced t hr0ugh his garments , 4 
. 5 

.. nd ol ooQ ""lowed from his eyes . .Judah r oared so l oud t hat 

his voice was heard !.:.QO parsal-t away (about 1600 ~il es) . 6 .:ht;n 

Coseph was confront ed with t his awesome isplay of Judah ' s 

s trength , he i n turn kicked down a s t one pillar and cr11shed 

it wi th his fe et . 7 .\nger also gav,., Judah the ability to 

chew metal and gr i nd it with his teeth i nto a fine powder . 

In one ver sion of the story , Judah chewed on iron bars , 8 whi le 

in another ver sion he would carr y around a purse of copper 

beans , whi ch h e would chew in order to increase hi s anger 



c.: 

arid sub~eq' . .tently his streneth , 9 It must be no t ed 'that 

t.h'?se stories told by the rabbi s ar~ hype:-bolic , but they 

do reflect the rabbinic perception of anger a that it causes 

an increase in human strength and destructive power . 

~rnotionally , hu~an anger i s associated with passion ar.a 

an intensity of feeling . It is therefore an unpredic table and 

an uncontrollabl e aspect of the hum;ui personality . The "Sebre\', 

word kin ' ah ( . 1 /c- J , ..... ) iG often associated with anger . In a 

discussion about one who commits adultery with tr.e wife of a 

c'r\aver , it is written that he "sends discord among brothers . " 

(?roverbs 6 116) 
lfl 'r'/ '' )('Ille /c;/,) /I"- _) ?1c / J'n /c / '~ fi)'J?N /'dt/YI" '/,.) 

. /J'e/c fy1 jJcfJ,) [ y 0'11.:> /&/,)e f_Alw. r .- 1,.) : 1/<.Jj' 1>1J1l1 

ff,.) 'Jlfc...J/) .)),) ; "l(Y//c ,)j',tQ. //'/..:> ) 0°)'....) j1'\ f fie. ,)/c-.J/) j'tc/ 

...J'N ri :')ft;..J j" '.J ' 1 
) /?'le I (_1}1-. l). / )J) '..'..()}) '£.J, ),>) '..110 "()...) j [ic 

'
0 

ft .J1/, G-:Jt) '»1?JJJ/',J [rJn· le ft 1 ),.-:>t 

~o linguistically , jealousy and impassioned feeling {both of 

which are expres3ed in t he wo1:d ki n ' a h) are i mportant aspect s 

of the emotional s ide of anger . They are not distinct from 

anger , but integral parts of the same sense of h~ehtened 

~motion and unpredictability . This is al&o made evident in 

the following statement , which shows a parPlleli sm between 

cheima ana. kin • ah . ,) ~ 1'1 1) JrJ/c J l,j'I.(! N/.J ,)!'If) .))'?/ 1Q ~ 
:;) ~I) ;) ~/c JJ' ~ r:i/ ..:> /}/cJ j' .fl? J ) Q...J it" , )N 1'· ) ~ t ~I:) 

12 . /;J 1\11 .J'/G t ~I J 
The ter m mitkan ' in b ' af also appears , and is a fusion of the 

two terms kin ' ah and af . This seems to mean hightened emotion 

and animosity, but there is not enough information to determine 
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precisely if mitkaneh b ' af has any subtle nuance in meaning , 

or whether it is simply another way t o express anger . 

The rabbis underst ood that f ear was another side of 

anger . When confronted with an angry person , one tends to be 

afraid . And when one i s afraid , one might in turn exhibit 

that f ear in 311gry behavior . Ref erring to th e J udah and 

Joseph story mentioned above , both Judah and Joseph were f ill ed 

with evrah when they encount er ed each other . They were each 

as toni shed{vayit rnahu) , fri ght ened (nivhalu) and excited 

(nechpazu) . The br others were unable to answer Joseph , because 

tr.ey were fri ghtened (nivhalu) of hi m, and t remblirg(ra ' adah) 

seized them. 13 It is clear in this passage that ' evrah , a 

term for anger , also connetes fear and excitement . These too 

seP.rn t o be aspects of human ane er . He i ghtened ernotion--pas sion , 

j ealousy and fear , are all considered by the rabbis to be 

components of human anger . 

The rabbi s cons~der t he issue of who generally feels the 

brunt of anger . They arrive at no consensus . One aggada about 

1 •• oses ' being angry at the pikudei chail (!;u . J 1t 14) t eaches that 

"the offense r ests only upon the important people . 11 14 This 

would s eem t o indicate that it is c;enerally not worth one ' s 

while to expend anger on an unimportant pe!.~son , s ince they 

cannot do anythiPg of any e~eat sienif i cance which should 

warrant somebody to be angry wi t h them . But in the Yalkut Shimani , 

the opposite viewpoint is expr essed . • 1 And t he people quarre~ed 

with Moses .• They transgr essed t he normal rules of derech 

er etz . A person who is angry within hi s ho use only directs his 
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anger (noten einav) at the unimportant ones , but these peopl e 

(Israel) directed their anger at the i mportant one (Moses) . 111 5 

So according t o this aggadah , the normal rule of behavior is 

to be angry at the insignificant people, and not at the 

important people . As it appears , there i s no clear consensus 

whether anger should be vented on the important or the 

unimportant people . 
16 ln nearly all cases the rabbis view anger as a 

negative force and an undesirable character trait . The rabbis 

s tres s the importance of s elf- control , balance and maintainin€ 

an even temper . They believe that anger leads to excess and 

sin , and if it cannot be controlled , it can be dangerous . 

Tl ere are four formulaic aphorisms preserved in the oabylonian 

Talmud which str~ss the importance of emo~ional moderation and 

an even temper : 
')IV(c/ 10~~1/0'.J~ /01.:)~ ; }.,:) 1_) /)'?}:. ..)>1Jrl? ,) <;/rkr\, '/."(JJ./1. >'ic.(/ 

I , , /1 · ' 
. 1

1
1ne,v /1G .) 1 0 

"l,·t1'frl u·tc~ ·rt >").) .• ]'(!N/J 11r Q 1
//) 0"11....:>1-1'fe(' 'If ~/ 'N,)lk :1~/l,) ,)rJe 6 

Jt _ / '.J') f>d [-t 
t'l·_j'Yf '.J'Jf-I .,,o'J/1.)t) .), JJ'Jtlf\'I,) :.O"fl,D,J'lc j:>' 'I) ;-,~Jr (J 

le ~r j' )01/ j'/r _J'l '.f\l/c fl'.J'~ I _A ' /,..J) Ir /~)J t : ~") Yi/. ,)';>/,)' ~P/Yk {~ 

J=i" ?'lf1/f JJ'/cl )...)J\C/f /..J'k/ / 'rY ' '_?./)r:::J rff!T/ J'..J~I "6/J?Q •rfJ 
~.{ :.pli'fV 

In analy~ing these formulae , one cc.r. s ee that the rabbinic 

view of the ideal personality type i s one who can control his 

own life . The ideal person is not controlled by other peorle 

(harachmanim)or by outside influences s uch as alcohol or 

money . The ideal person is in charge of his own behavior and 

does not let the negative factors within his personality 
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(aninei hada ' at , sachako) overcome him . ~e is flexible and 

does not demana everyt hing to which he might be entitled 

(lo ma ' amid al middotav ) , and he remains modest and humble 

(tsanu ' a va ' anav) . Anger too is a part of all these catagori es . 

The ideal person should be able to control hi s anger a~d not 

let it overcome him . 

I n Chapter 5 of Pirkei Avot , the rabbis discuss their ideal 

personality type . Utilizing the same formula throuehout the 

chapter , they discuss anger . 

There are fo ur types of temperme.nts 1 

1 . 

2 . 

. .;.:ain , 

t rai t . 

Easy to anger and easy to pacir'y--his reward is 
made nul l by his loss . 
Difficult to anger and difficult to pacify--his 
loss is made null by his reward . 
Difficult to anger and easy to pacify--he is chasict . 21 Easy t o an~er and difficult t o :>acify--he is wicked . 

a.'1.:er is seen by the rabbi!:> as an undesireable character 

Laudatory behavior means not becoming an~ry , which the 

rabbis underst a.id as being diff i cul t . 

It i s i nterest ing to note however , that in t he above 

ae:aoa, ther e is no mention of the possibility of removing 

ancer f rom one ' s personality . It is part of humru; nature , which 

can erupt at any time . I n an idPali zcd personality an~er remains 

suppressed . Eut contrary to this apparent acceptance of the 

presence of t he possibility of aneer in il people , Rabir.a 

discusses how a talrnid chacham must train his soul to be gentle , 

as it says , "Remove ancer from your heart " (3cc 11 110) . 21. 

There se~l~ t o bP no statemPnt as to whetter or not a per~on 

is 1:1·u1 e t o totally rerr.ov~· an[!;ar f rom his rer::or.:D i ty, or 

w11.::thcr t herP are alway::; v•?t:t · .::es of '?..!._:e!' ir: •:? V'T.: !:1..11.an bein.:; . 
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'Out T'IOst of' a 1 , t 'l-\e rabbi nic li tcrattire tnac c>P that 

pco='l "' shou d he tau·~ht t o repr~ss t h@ir anr·:ry instinct s to 

\-.:Pep them fro~ har r1i n.:: otters . "f.'.osPt \tould ~uard hi:":sel:r"' 

t'1rouc"1o ut t '1e for t y years not to becoMe an,:;ry ( l o j_ ' hak"Oi d) 

at them ( I s r aPl ) , b ecau!>e hP f earee thP oaths t hat t he nol y- C!'"!P.-

·1 essed-~e:-·.:c S\ 1ore 1 ' Sur ely there shall not ":>c one per son 
23 

ri:·.on,: this evil r;en"ratior. whi ch will see the l a!'c! ' " ( Dt . l : J~) . 

llv..>n r-omeone b<>cor.ie::: anr;:t:y , t heir anc;er car have ter r i t:le 

'!' 1'~re 'lr"' two ::i._sc;adot whict: il l ustrat e i n:::tanc es of 

"'·-~!""'S::ed li·u~an a1'1""~r . I n bo t h s t ories , tre r Ppr ession o f 

· r : 0 r i ... consi dP.r ed l audi tory . One of the a,g0adot i s the 

!)O!'ular !"tory al out Eil l e l , a l'out who~ i t i s written : 

J.'I 'lc/Y~ .:J /'tr) "("' /c,)' J-f; JI."">...:> µ-11 .J 4'" _J)y/c /, ,)' ..AJJi¥f ) 'Jl 

:\10 me11 h~vc bet 400 zuz . One said that :·i1_el could not te 

•tal;c 'lr.,sr J , \'thile th~ other bet t h::>..t hP. could cause ::illeJ ~c 

l r co• e enra~"'d . Cn Erev 2~a1:..bat , :-:ill el waz prPrarinz hir self 

\•/hE-"1 t~e man w"io bet that he could l.!a use ~illel to be anery 

wal. r) up and do wn tr.e drect ~houtinc out l oud , " r/here is 

Ei llel ? " 1-1i ll r>l c ame oitt side . The fellow asked hirr. if i.e 

could a sk a question . ~ill~l told }~i 11 to asl\ . ':he man asked 

why ?abylonians have r ound heads . ':ill el , who w•s a 3abyl onian , 

answered him patiently , and t~en went insi de . Th~ l"!ar. r epeated 

the same procedure t wice , aski ng ,.illnl a'1noyi ne; quest ions . 

out ea ch time Hill e l ans wer ed patiently . Final l y t hP man 

eave up . The s tory ends with t he followin,: 1 

f[v 5l.5 Jlbtv 
1

?/ S·J..5 J''~r1 '-, / ?' d!' r~lc...1'0 f{,> /c//) '>.::> 
;)~ 1' ~ , "I,., /,,_ f 
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A."1otner , lessor known ag:~adah is acout i\in_ iJavid , who 

wantc1 to build t'1o ?er.ir e , bu t \'•as de11i ed permission oy God . 

.. Pr<? too i s an i llustrative oxa.rrple of repr.:'s!';ed aneer . 

T"'PrP is no ~<?ner3.tion without its s-:o ffers ( lei tsani111) • 
. 1· <":<t "a~ i:hP licentiousness o:!" t1'at ~ »1c rc. '...i0:-:? ~r.~y wo :!_j 

c;o by o~vid ' s windows md s ay "Vo him 1 "fn~vid , when will 
~ 11e - e.:. t •. ii{dash LC; :milt . ./he'1 "' 1~all we ~o to the ::ous"' 
of t11e Lo!'d?" ?ut he would say , "'Sven t!'lough they intenc 
:o make r,p angry , may it be so ti.at I re~oice in my heart ! 
I wa~ 5l ad when they said tc me , ' Let us eo t o the hou~P 
of -': he :.ord . ' " ( Ps . 120) . So ~ t wil::. 'l:1e w"rlen you have 
com~l eted your d~ys (2 Sam . 7) . 6 

I o se~ , ~illel md D~vid were pra i sed when they wer e able to 

r0pr~ss the aneer they mieht have f elt . They are bein~ used 

1~ t hP aggadot as models of righteous and praiseworthy b9havior . 

For the rabbi~ , it is important t hat human beines not becorr.e 

ar.~ry , that t rey stay on an e ven keel and maintai~ a caln 

disposition. 
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NOTES 

T . 5 . '9er ac'10t 61b--It is inter esting t o note that in 
Zngl ish ~all is associated with bitterness ~id rancor . 

r .=. f}ittin ?Oa 
~enesis Rabbah 9J : E, 9J i7 , Ta~chuman Vayig~sh ) 
Genesis Pabbah 93•7 
I bid . 
I bid . 
I bi d ., 9) : 6 
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r:umber c Rabbah 9: 1:. 
Geresis Rabbah 49 : 8 
1' . 3 . Ta ' ani t ea 
Genesis Rabbah 9) 12 
Sifrei !..atot 147 
Yalkut Shirnoni = · ~nelach 2E2 
The few ins tan~es of anger as a positive force will 

be discussed later . 
T. 3 . Eruvj_n 65b 
T .3 . Pesachim 11)b 
I bio . 
T .3 . Kiddushin 71a 
Pirkei Avot 5 111 
T . :9 . Ta ' anit 
Numbers Rab bah 19 : 9 
T . P . Shabbat )Ob 
Ibid . , )la 
T .J . -:eract10t 2 : 1 



CJ.I APrER II--CA 'SES O? i":u1.1~: "Gl:.R 

!'here are many factors in t he cour se o~ life which tend 

t o precipitate human aneer . As the rabbi s s ee anger as an 

undesirabl e character trai t , s o i,oo do t hey warn ae;ainst t hose 

things which cause people to become angry . I n analysing 

their statements , the s tudent of rabbini c literature must 

be careful t o distinguis h between an accurate statement of 

"the rabbi nic world view, and those statements which could 

be considred piet i s t i c warnines of attempt s to sermoni ze 

R~ainst anger . The r aobis feel free to use hyperbole in 

their sermons to further emphasize the evils of anger . .,.. 9 

rni~ht well be expected , the rabbis see a close connection 

h~tween anger ana the yetser hara, t he evil inclinat ion . 

The Ye"tser hara can be the topic of a serious study i n and 

of itsel f . In part it i s the inclination inherent in all 

human beings for worldly desir e . It prods the human being 

to produce , to acqu~re , and to striv·e fo r personal gain and 

· enefit . Eut precisely becausP the yetser hara is so powerful , 

the r abbis warn aeainst it . The yetser hara is one forc e 

which leads people to sin and to rebellious acts against 

God and Hi s Torah . It is therefore , a predominantly negative 

f orce i n human lif e , and i s even associated with Satan and 
1 

the Angel of Death . 

Anger is aligned with the evil i nclination , since both 

anger 3.nd the yetser hara can lead one to sin and rebel lious 

acts . Apparently , ane er can be indistineui s hable at t imes 

from the yetser hara . In a discussi on about God ' s Ereatness , 

the Talmud quotes 1 "This is the greatness of Hi s gr eatness , 



that He conquers His (evil) i nclination , and gives erech apaim 

to the wicked." But in the Talmudic text , a note appears 

next to "yitsro" saying , "That is to say ka ' aso , which appears 

in an alternate version. "
2 

Although bot h yitsro and ka ' aso 

make sense in this passage, ka ' aso seems to be the logical 

prefer ence, since it is in direct opposition to erech apaim . 

But what is significant for this study is t he close thematic 

link in the rabbinic literature between t he evil inclination 

and anger . 

Anger is seen as the handiwork of t he yetser hara. Anger 

and the yetser hara together might lead someone to commit acts 

of idolatry, a most serious offense . 
1 1 Ji>fer/ -,('l/cQ lc)~lc )~ /cJf fl .JJltrl ) J"lrf!c /rJ C '·') k'..Jj'.) / 

)5Jr/,)/ /.J'fl/I>~ I'd.:) )N~(V',)I /..f.tVf)iJ !'?c~ o),."l/¥1) 'J/..J /~ jJfJ/ 1 

ft_ J...f'..JrtJle rut.,)).$ ,)~J~Y °?rlJ°'6'~ F''J'~ J;.,l' /J'VV/V~ /!.Jll)'rl 

?'If ?.;) ,)Q. y I [ )/V tic )f)N f; f::> ,)13 )' Ir Jr/ l/o .,,,() / 1,) • ") ",,]I 

,.ltc),I /cd /~14 ")'i.e. , 'rrJrr1 ?{;,11 ,, j')- ?~!'Y 1f 1 /Vli..f 

ltc / /')j 'le: • )..)_j Ji( r .J ),'/~ v1 µ [1 ).5 f/e r~ .')'_,)I t:.f I• 
~ n ,1 ')J' ,)3 )tv/1=. '1-:-i .~Y?fe. JP ;~,t.~ ~ ,~ )5 

Like anger , the yetser hara is a force within which must be 

repressed . Anger in human beine;s can be the sign of an active 

yetser hara • 

When discussing how t o handle the yetser hara, the rabbis 
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Th ~ use of yargiz and machis are significant here , because 

these passages seem to view the human being as a divided self . 

The way to spiritual wel l being is not to integrate the self , 

a tenet of modern psychology , but rather to subdue and 

repress t he evil urges within . The use of terms for anger 

in the battle to subdue the yetser hara might indicate that 

anger can be seen as an active process , and not simply an 

emotional state of being . This is one of the few places 

where the process of human anger i s seen as productive and 

beneficial to an individual ' s well being . 

As was shown earlier , drunkeness was a pher.omenon 
. . 6 . . 

closely associated with anger . When a person is either drunk 

or ane ry , or both , he might do things that he would later 

regre t when he became sober or even- tempered. But the 

rabbis also realize that alcohol can exacerbate anger , or 

even be the cause of it . In a playful aggadah about King 

Ahashuerus and Queen Vabhti , the Queen taunted the King saying s 

" •You are my father •s steward ! For my father could drink a 

tho11sand chamra of wine and not get dr1.mk, and this man 

(the King) becomes insane with wine immediately I' Immediately 

his anger burned within him. " The King then wanted to put 

Vashti to death , but his ad visors convinced him to wait 

until the following day . 7 This way the King wo..t i..d have time 

to sober up and calm down. The rabbis are clearly warning 

people against acting impulsively when they are drunk or 

angr y , since in both instances one might wel l do something 

that he woul d later regret. 



Idolatry i s a cause of human al"'ger , When a righteous 

~erson sees idolatrou~ acts . he becomes angry. Referring to 

th e Gol den Calf i ncident, t hP rabbis teach us about Moces , 

"\Ylien Moses saw the good gift that they ( I srael) posl:>essed. 

and how they lost it , he too became angry with them. i/hy 

did he become angry ? R, Yochanan said: One excommunicated 
8 

t:y a ~ is excommunicated by his student . " This aggadah 

can be understood as a mashal . God is t he rav, and the 

1·ighteous are His students , So when they see idolatry , 

th e God- fearing become angry , juat as God , their teacher , has 

"'ecome angry , 

The s tudy of Torah and Jewish scholarship can also cause 

one to oecome excited , I n one ae;eadah , a student of Torah 

/)I " "" • t d. 9 I . t ecomes ~ · , over hiss u ies . n this case , ratach 

::-•robaoly does not mean anr..er in the same way that it usually 

c!oes . It would s eem fron the conteyt that ratach here would 

11lean agitated or excited, a"ld not anger per se , since there 

is no mention of acting angrily or any interpersonal inter-

acti~- at all. But as we saw with kinah there is a cl ose 

connection between anger and emotional arousal . In another 

aggadah , two scholars in the same city who do not get along 

do bring anger into the world . Her e scholarship ~ '111 lead t o 

personal emnity , which has nee~tive r esults . 10 

Surprisingly , wis dom ( ,)N.:>/) ) is considered a source of 

anger. The impetus for this idea is found i n Ecclesiastes 
11 1 s18--Ki b ' rov hochma, rov ka ' as , v •yosif da ' at , yosif machov . 

The f irst part of the aggadah is an elabor a t i on of t he prooftext . 
,) .~ )/>' f /.)e /ft-1 IJJ o~.) ,),_) )/V ,)('I _)/)N i\~)A/ P'i>~ ~ /1'11.5 !...) . 071~ r l ) .)/V ~/) r~ )~ • .) 

'J>'~J,\(> •"YI .on:J J'~).) ,v1.JhJ :.ti•,,n,)Q •"r ., .w{( ')f'/k ·f'l10·~ ,lJ)1"1J'.fl~ 
. ,)Jt:>J'.1 ; ·-J ;1. ~·r1fp Jft'i. ,n ·/' )10',J ·J'·.:n.)..J'~?~ 
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It is di f ficul t t o det ermine from t his t ext whet her one with 

chochma r eceives anger f r om either God or other l:uman b~ingE 

tecaus e of hi s wisdom; or whether chochma by i tself accompani es 

anger , so t hat t he wi s e pers on i s by def inition e~ther an 

angry person , or more pron e to anger. 

The text th en continues with t hree alleeorical examples 

which allude to t he openi~g of the midrash . 
?Ne /f'f) U)'J p ie. JjkP ._/' 'r~N ./J 'fr,>. .) / ? ?,! ff'f!.i?J '~ -"j/ff\J 1 .4 ft..1/f<! ) ./ t' 

?Tll.:- ////);)pc- ~)tc/V j'lc~1) /Oc.) fl'. ~ a 1I.> . 'IC Y lc//J j '/J? )/Y.)~ I .v i' 
)-::l' j) ._)' () I.)tc ?Pt. .f'/ ..J/)i i Q.JJJ~ J:> '.J eJ ? ('',) tf > .?; ,) ' ,N? ,yr, /,) ,) /Y j :'J ry 

/r f 11 J'C)8c- 'JWI JC!'/1 .)J'CI ;rte. )Qrl/ ,)'/)J J1o bk ?fJk/,....f''.J(/ 11 

_;''le ) ?,:, . 1'5-!J'1l~cJ j')l,J ; 'J'// /Sle- (?J, ?5 J_t 1J:/ rfl? L1c /~ ' .,) fir> 
.< / " 1.ln /' 110") ;:;, '1c 1:.tk ? r [T J'ff [,,re) l 'd7 J 'J r )//Y/J ;1'1'11 

. .A ? k '.J ,J,.J 

.kJ f) '(/, kd!Vc _l)JDJ :ftr /'rt P' ., '.JP 

,)p ' ,) ?...) ) )J\ I I '?/) .J le /..J'l' '.Jf) ,l.J• ',) e 'c)f ; J 'kif ') _,,-0 CrJ '_/_f) 

.
1
)?£'i' )' '!) r~)lf j:) l ) Y' ,Jp',) Cf\J , ) { " 1 )/'lirJe ;LJ'fV..J f) 'JJ jJ\.J /I 

. 1") ? ~ 1 )_ /\'f) J...Jr/I -;)..J,')~1) f_)ff ') ·/7'/c Jc/,) (W 'J J 

?roti. tt.ese illustrative examples , trie cid.rash Eeems tc be 

sayint; t hat the more precious , more delicate and valuable 

sorretr i nf; might be , the i:iore it is prone to darr.age , and th e 

rr.ore its loss will be felt . Sc it is w:.tL the. wise person 

who must Sl.Affer a world o : ter. over run with stupidi t 

mit:fl~ also tie a s rmon whi cJ-. the rabbis arE'. preacriine: 

co!'!cern:.nc.; suff~ring : tr.e s1..ffering o~ t~e ri.:hteouE in c. wickFd 

world , or per haps ~~e suffer:.n~ cf ~ews i:". ; ~Q~til c world . 



As the Jews or t he righteous are most precious , so too i s th~ir 

$Uffering the most painf ul • 

The rabbis see boastful ness as a cause of anger . The 

hauehty person can bring anger into the world as R. Eliezer 

said , "Kol adam sheyesh bo chanufah me vi a.f 1 ' olam . "12 

I nsubordination can also cause anger . I n a continuation of 

the commentary on the barai ta in Shabbat 105b ( see raee 1' ) , 

~he Talmud cites four examples of Rabbis who expressed their 

anger at their servants , " d 'ka aved l ' mirma emta a ' inshei 

t eteh" Rabbi Yehudah snapped the thrums of his e arments . 

R. Aha b . Ya ' akov broke vessels which wer e already broken . 

? . Sheshet t hrew brine on his maidservants head . ~ . ~ha 

hroke a lid to a pot . 1) 

In Rabbinic times , a s well as our own day, fami l y member s 

could be a cause .for anger . The rabbi s recognized this too . 
14 For parents , children can be a s ource of anger . Ka ' as banim 

i s a di s t inct variety o~ anger which will be discussed in a 

l ater chapter. It i s significant tha t there is no mention of 

k[ ' as horim, anger that ~hildren might have towards their 

parents . A wife can also cause anger to be pr esent in her 

house . A woman who causes her husband to be so angry that he 

will consequently divorce her must wait a minimum of three 

months to remarry . 15 Again, it should be noted t hat there i s 

only one instance i n the rabbinic liter ature of a wife 

exhibiting anger at her husband . The thrus t of the tradition 

i s that men become angry at women . 16 Also siblings can be 

angry at each other . The rabbis use Jacob and Esau as an 

exampl e of bitterness between brothers . 17 
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A chaver , probably meanine a fel low citizen and not a 

friend in this context , can cause anot her chaver to be 
18 angry . Rabbis can often ge t angry at t heir students , which 

is their perogative . This , of course , would caus e s tudents 

t o exert care in the presence of their teachers . 19 Anger 

might even be a pedagogical met hod . Bar Kappa.rah was teaching 

two students , He had with him a cabbage , plums and chicken . 

The first studen-t was asked to make a blessing , which he did 

over t he chicken . The second s tudent laughed at this obvious 

mistake . 3ar Kapparah first became angry with the second 

student for l&ughing , and then he became angry wi th the first 

s tudent for making the mistake . 20 

The rabbis became angr y with each other in t heir academic 

s ettings . Some accounts of rabbinic ire have been preserved 

i~ the Talmud . A story is told about Rabbi Yochanan and 

hi s student Rabbi Eliezer , who had come from Babylonia. 

Rabbi Yochanan was angry with Ra bbi Eliezer because Eliezer 

had not gr eeted him , and because he had quoted Yochanan 

· ithout attributing his name to the shama' ta . It was 

e xplained t o Yochanan t hat i t was not the Babylonian custom 

for a studen t to hail his teacher . out Yochanan remained 

angry about Eliezer ' s second offense . Rabbi Ami and 

Rabbi Asi came in and told t hem about a s tory of two rabbis 

who fought so that they ripped a Torah scroll in their 

an~er . The synagogue where the Torah was ripped was called 

a "synagogue of idolatry" (note t he connection between 

idolatry and cheima) . But Yochanan was not appeased by this . 
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Lat er, Rabbi Ya ' akov b . I di came by and told Yochanan that 

in the same way that .Joshua would sit and expound the Torah , 

and everyone knew that Joshua ' s torah was in reality l11oses ' 

torah , so it is with Eliezer . Everyone knows that Eliezer ' s 

terah has originated with Yochanan . Then Yochanan said to 

all who were there , "Why is it that none of you know how to 

appease like bar !di?" So not quoting one's teacher or 

ma.~ing the proper attribution to an halachic tradition can oe 

a serious cause for anger . 21 

Hillel and Shamrnai were arguing the Halachic issue of 

w11ether grapes or olives processed in a tamei vat are kosher . 

3hammai claimed that the vat is kosher for grapes but not for 

olives . "Hillel said to Shammai a Why is it kosher for olives , 

and not for grapes? Shamrnai replied , "If you get me angry 

(taknitani) I will decr ee t hat t he olives also are not kosher l 

The Rabbi (Hillel) was detained in the bei t midrash , and they 

s ai d 1 "Those who will enter , l~t them come in . Those who 

want to leave shall not leave.• On that day, Hillel was 

humbled and sat before Shamrnai as one of the students-- and 

i t was as dif~icult a day for Israel as the day they erected 

the Golden Calf . 022 

Another similar type of incident is told about R. Yehudah 

after R. l•ieir ' s death . R. Yehudah told his s tudents r.ot to 

permit R. Meir ' s students to enter into the beit midrash , 

"mipnei shekanternin v ' lo lilmod hen ba' in ela l ' kapchani 

b•hal.aoh6t hen ba•in." Symmachus pus hed his way in and 

argued with R. Yehudah. 
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·~} '? 'NG , O.J.) I lk faJJ .:,J')('l/r (D lo~:;-)f }fr/cl ~~//)' '') 06.) 

J;D~ 1 '/e-rl n rtt'' '', ·011 ~rlK. /,)f'J)J'Jjl~ ' . .JC>r11 jJ_)J )k/V 

JS '? ,) '~Y;ci)Jl ,)r./ j )}/y /fl.J'P '01', oY..) ,)? /i'I, 

The stories above illustrate outbur sts of genuine anger 

that rabbis might had f or their colleagues at certain times . 

The r abbis are depicted as human beings , and were not above 

t he pettines~ that all people occasionally feel . But when 

t he rabbi s become angry at each other , the consequences are 

more serious than when ordinary people become angry . The 

a.nger described in al l three instances had conse4uences that 

extended beyo~d the interpersonal relationships . In the 

first story , a sefer torah was ripped in t wo . This could 

well be an allegorical description of what might really have 

happened , that the community ani its scholars were divi ded 

so that they could no longer live or study together . The 

episode when Hillel was ~umiliated ends with the words 

"V ' hayah kasheh l ' yisrael k ' yom shene ' asah bo ha ' egel . " And 

when ther e was discord between Rabbi Ye~uda and Rabbi ~.eir ' s 

di s cipJ.es , the aggadah ended with , "Torah , mah t ehe ale ' ha? " 

./hen t he rabbis become angry with each other, the consequences 

are seen as serious f or th e en t ire Jewish people and its way 

of life . 
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NOTES 

1 . s . Schecter , Aspects of Rabbinic Theology , Schocken 
Books , NY , 1972 , pn. 242- 26J--The discussioD above is 
not intended to do anything except i ntroduce the concept 
of the yetser hara h to the reader . For a more 
complete understanding of the topic , one must r ead and 
study the yetsarot more fully . See also G.F . hoore , 
Judaism ,Harvard University Press Cambridge , 1958 , 
Vol . I , pp 474- 496 ; and E . Ur bach , The Sages , The 
il~agnes Press , The Hebr ew University , Jerusalem , 1975 , 
pp 471 - 482 . 

2 . T . B. Yoma 69b 
J , T. B. Shabbat 105b 
4 . T . B. Berachot 5a 
5 . Ruth Rabbah J : l 
6 . T. B. Eruvin 65b, Pes achim 11Jb, Kiddushin 71a--see also 

chapter I , p . above . 
7. T . B. Megillah 12b 
6 . Exodus Rabbah 45 13 
9 . T .B. Ta ' anit 4a 
10 . T . B. Ta ' anit Ba 
11 . Genesis Rabbah 1911 , Ecclesiastes Rabba l 11e (1 ) . These 

two references refer to t he same basic aggadah . 
There are slight differences between the two renditions , 
but they are insignificant to the meaning of the aggadah . 
For our purposes , we will concentrate on Eccl . Rabba, 
which was put i nto writing some 500 years later than 
Genesis Rabba. The Eccl . Rabba version i s a bit 
fuller and more elaborat e . 

12 . T . E. Sotah 41b 
1) . T . B. Shabbat 105b 
14 . T . B. Ketubot Bb , Tanhuma Chaye Sarah 2 , Yalkut Sh.imoni 

na ' azinu 945 
15 . T . B. Ketubot 60b 
1G T . B. " egillah 126 and Ketabot 60b, Genes is Rabba 7 1• 7 , 

Numbers Ra bba 10 12 
17 . Genesis Rabba 78 : 7--It is not readily clear from this 

midrash that th~ rabbis are trying to illustrate 
anger oe t ween :;i V L • .;s . ::owever , it i s s i gnificant 
that t he Biblical ref P.rence o f the aggadah is to 
Jacob and Esau , so it is safe to assume that t he 
r abbis understood this r elationship t0 be full of 
anger . 

18 . Nu..mbers Rabba 9 111 
19 . T. B. Kiddushin J1b 
20 . T . B. Berachot J9a 
21 . T.J . Shekalim 2 15 
22 . T. B. Shabbat 21a 
2J . T. B. ~azir 49a 



CHAPTER Ill a T!iE EXPRESSIOJ\ OF HUl:lAN ANGER 

As was mentioned above , the rabbini c literature warns 

people against acting out of anger . Anger is dangerous because 

it easily gets out of control . It seems to envelop a person 

and cause him to behave in ways that he woul d otherwise not 

behave were he to remain calm . And the results of anger are bound 

to be regret and remorse , since it causes people to act against 

their bet t er judgment. But the rabbis speak very little 

about how anger is expr essed. This might be because the rabbis 

felt no need to discuss how anger is acted out . All human 

beings know what it is to be enraged and to act out of anger . 

It i s a universal , age--old phenomenon . In part , being human 

means having strong primordial emotions , one of which is anger . 

So the rabbi s felt it to be less important to discuss how anger 

is expressed . There was not much that they could teach that 

people did not know already. And the implications of anger are 

nearly always negative . There is simply very little of a 

redeeming quality in anger . Instead , as we have seen , the 

rabbis concentrate much more on defining the nature of human 

anger , its causes , its results , and how people should react 

in the face of anger . 

Someti~cs people can become angry without expressing the~r 

feel ings at all . In the previous chapter we saw stories 

related about rabbis becoming angry at their students , but 

they did nothing physical or verbal which would reflect their 

anger . 1 Anger can be felt , but one need not express that 

anger . So at certain times , anger can be almost benign , 
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havi ng no apparent effect on the individuals involved or their 

behavior. I f one controls himself , his anger will 9~s . 

At other times , people will express their anger through 

speech . Words can have an emotional cutting edge which will 

cause pain when one snaps out of anger. I n Genesis JO• 1- J , 

Rachel is embittered by the fact that she could not have 

children . In the previous chapter, she witnessed her sister 

Leah having children repeatedly , while she remained barren . 

She became jealous and demanded that Jacob give her children 

too, or el se she will die . Jacob became angry at Rachel and 

exclaimed, "Am I God who has prevented you conception?" Jacob 

is compared to Abraham, who had instead listened to Sarah , his 

wife, when she remained barren . When Jacob becomes angry and 

snaps at Rachel instead of listening to her , God asks Jacob 

rhetorically, "Is this the way to answer one who i s distress ed 

(~ _J'I j'' -rr1,, J'lc .»'Jltr [>>)I?" God then comfort s 

Rachel by promising her that her children will one day stand 

. dr 2 over Leah ' s ch1l en. 

Words said in anger have the potential to be more than 

emotionally hurtful . The Talmud relates a story about 

R. Yehoshua b . Levi who was constantly annoyed by a Saducee 

/c~lc ,"')Ir 1 ?rf (II ) • who was his nei ghbor. Yehoshua 

decided to curse him , but God int er vened and prevented him 

from cursing the Saducee . J A curse is seen as a powerful , 

destructive force . So verbal responses said in anger can be 

emotionally harmful, or if they are said as a curse , they can 

be physically harmful as well . 
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Anger can of course be e xpressed through physical 

actjon , which is destructive . It was shown in the previous 

chapter how four of the rabbis expressed their anger when 

faced with insubordinate servants . The action that each took 

was impulsive and spontaineous . One rabbi snapped the fringes 

of his garment . Two rabbis broke ceramic pieces , and one 

rabbi threw brine at his maid- servant . All of thes e actions 

seem to indicate uncontrolled, impulsive behavior . One might 

assume that were these rabbis not controlled by their anger , 

they would not have exhibited this type of violent behavior .
4 

The exaggerated , destructive physical power associated with 

ar.ger is colorfull y portrayed in Genesis Rabba . 5 When 

9enjamin was seized by Joseph . Judah roared at such a high 

decibel level that ever yone ' s teeth fell out . When the 

brothers heard Judat., they began to stamp their feet with 

such strengt h t hat their pounding caused furrows in the earth. 

So Joseph bin.self responded by kicking down a stone pillar and 

smashing it into small pieces. The rabbis are using hyperbole 

to illustrate that anger is often expressed physically , and 

that its r esults are overwhelmingly destructive . 6 One must 

remain or. gua rd not to act out of anger , because anger ' s power 

is great , and once unleashed it might not be controlled . 

Anger is also expressed by flee·i:.:.ng from reality and 

attempting to es cape one ' s respons ibilities . Exodus )J • 7- 11 

tells how the Tent of f•ieeting where God would communicate with 

Moses , was pitched outside the camp ' s boundries. The r .• idrash 

plays with this concept. An aggadic tradition tells how 
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h1oses , when he became angry at the children of Israel , would 

take the Tent and flee . God instructs h'oses to come back to 

t he camp . If not , Joshua will assume r esponsibility. "This 

is analagous to a hieh- class woman (matronah) who became angry 

with her husband and left the palace. There was a young 

orphan growing up in t he King ' s palace . The Kings sent out 

for her (the Matronah) and said , ' Return to your place ! ' But she 

did not want to return . He sa id to her that if she would no~ 

come back , there is an orphan in the palace to t ake her place . 

So too it was with ?i:oses • • • "7 Withdrawal and fle e i ng from 

one~ obligations can be a product of anger and an indication of 

hostile feel ings . 

Angry feelinBS can be expressed in many different ways . 

AngPr can be either spoken , or express ed through physical 

action . It can be shown as a destructive wish to harm other 

peopl e or the environm1~nt . Or conversely , anger can be 

indicated through a wi thjrawal from one ' s environment . Actions 

resulting from anger are usually iT.1pulsi ve , but t hey can also 

be nl anned . And i n nearly al l cases , however anger might be 

expressed , i t is meant to harm. 

~~OTES 

T . S . Eer acho J9a , T . B. ~a ' a.:. i t ua 
2 . Genes i s Ratba 71 17 
J . !.B. Berachot 7a 
4 . T . Be Shabbat 10 ) b 
5. See Chapter I 
{ . Genesi~ Rabha 93 : 7 
7 , Exodus Rabba 45 :4 
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CH.APl'ER IV- -THE RESULTS OF HUMAN ANGER 

Once anger has been expressed, the angry person has nothing 

to show for his anger . All of the heightened emotion and 

passion lead only to a high level of futility . The anger one 

has will not yield anything productive , as Bar Kapparah warns• 

' fcJ'l_J.5c) 1~k 1 t 'rJ .;p~ 1c,r /5 <:1 

Furthermore , actions taken while angry or words expressed in 

anger will bring feelings of regret . When discussing the bill 

of divorce , the Talmud informs us why one makes a fold in the 

document . "And what is the reason that our ra·obis instituted 

the fold? They were in a place with many Priests (kohanei ) , 

and they would easily become angry (kapdai ) and divorce their 

wives . So the rabbis established the i nstitution (oi the fold) 
2 

so that in the meantime , they might calm down . " The example 

of a priest in this passage is instructive. Once divorced , 

other men were allowed to remarry their wives, providing that 

their former wif e had not remarried someone else in the interim. 

But priests were unable to marry divorcees . Their hasty actions 

wer e irrevocable . So fo r an ent ire lifetime, one might well 

regret what has been done in a moment of anger. 

The results of anger are unpredictabl e and negative for 

all concerned . Leviticus 19• 17 mentions the responsibility of 

each Jew to reprove his neighbor if he sees him sinning 

(hocheach tochiach et amitecha). The rabbis discuss to what 

degree each Jew i s obligated to reprove his fellow. 3 Rav 

saida Until striking. Shmuel said1 Until cursing4 • Rabbi 

Yochanan saida Until anger . I t is difficult to determine 
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whether there is any type of logical progression from striking 

to cursing to anger . It is possible that these are simply three 

separate traditions tied together by a later redactor . But 

there does seem to be some type of common thread uniting 

striking , cursing and anger. Striking and cursing can both be 

expressions of anger.5 The passage may mean that one is 

obligated to reprove until (a} the person being reproved tecomes 

so angry that he strikes the one scolding him: (b} the person 

being reproved becomes so angry that he c urses the one whc is 

s colding himr or (c) the person simply becomes angry- -and when 

he does the one who has scolded has fulfilled his obligation. 

But mos t signif icant in this passage is the possible conne~tion 

between anger and cursing and striking . All three are destructive , 

while cursing and striking stem from anger. 

In one of the few aggadot which portray anger in a positive 

light , a father would do well to utilize his anger to discipline 

his child . If a child matures without any parental. anger or 

discipline, the results can be d.isasterous. 
~IC /r ffi;' "':\'Jlf/c J~ tc~ oT.l 1f1e ,v1[~ )fife; (~'- 1u) .. ?J/)~ /V or~ ~ ' C" 
01,, 1Y1c .~I ,".lG 1• fa'.Jc) -r1) ,.\ 1

.) ,)tv~ '/' r .) fi"' !'fr ·Y'~ t ,v"*IY ti .v~ 
,)',1 ,.JJC Jljrffc. j)I 1 ·r1·,r1 ! ',Jk J,Jf'T /c.f k flc ·AC11rf l.6~J JJ'JC> 1J 
. f''t,) _/'1/1 /'{Y ii 1'~e /"f)Cff' .J 1r~) JU!llo f--y 71? OYJ pJ= /d 

' :...fN J?riJ /LJrflc ·~ kite ~J )C" JJ '-1 ;;> )';)~ ·~ MVfi 

As was seen in Chapter I , anger is associated with discipline . 

A little bit of anger at the proper time can save a person 

much anguish later on in life. Caution , discipline and fear of 

sin will prevent the divine Attribute of J ustice from 

inflicting its punishment on human beings . 
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The rabbis discuss ka'as banim as a special type of 

anger whi ch children cause t heir parents, by not paying heed 

to them as commanded in the Torah . Ka ' as banim i s set apart 

because of its unique cons equences . R. Yohoshua b. Nachmani 

t aught • "On account of four things does old age come quickly 

(kofetset el adarn)s from fear 1 from ka ' as banim , from an evi l 

woman, and f'rom war ••• From ka ' as banim-- (we l earn this ) 

from Ely, as it i s written , ' And Ely was very old when he 

heard everythi ng that his sons were doing to all of I srael' 

(I Sam. 2a 22) .. ... ? Not only will ka 'as banim cause old age , 

but it will also cause the premature death of f uture generations 

..-01.J/c..Jtl .Jl~lo,~ )It C&-. 3J. :19)/ Y.,J...J,.JJ I '_J~ OUrl J lcJ '/ ',1 le) ' I 

¥ • .JJ '.JC(' J)J)Q.:> _JJ'J/I/ Jl.J '..i'J.J,J fr;~,) '_J,:J fy O)/..;J .J';J /' .) /~ 

It i s i mpossible to determine whether t his aggadah i n fact 

reflec ts the rabbinic world view, or whet her t his is some 

type of moralis t ic admonition to people to respect their elders . 9 

But r egardless , ka ' as banirn is somehow set apart from other 

t ypes of anger because of i ·;;s unique results . 

In the world of halacha , error can be equivalent to sin. 

All Jews are supposed to know t he Law and what is required for 

them to do . When one has made a mistake i n halacha, he has 

not acted correctly. Even though the err?r was inadvertant , 

i t can be counted against him as a s in . Reish La.kish said , 

"If someone becomes angry, if he is a sage , his wisdom departs 

from him . .... to Wisdom is seen as antithetical to Anger . 

Wisdom is controlled, while anger is impulsive . Wisdom leads 

one t o freely perform the wil l of God, while anger turns one 

away from Goa . 11 
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f·ioses ' anger is seen as a cause for some of his errors 

as the Israelite leader . It was shown above that Moses was 

rather quick to anger when he was challenged by Datan a~d 

Aviram. The rabbis attribute errors to Moses ' halachci.h when 

he becomes angry. Below are two accounts of Moses' anger and 

his subsequent error s a 

SIFRE! Iii.A.TOT 147 

l?ob6t" El,~,;:-er b, A2.t>l"lt:I, : 

k,'1 O't...> JO..>f ,)()('I /c,J -..1'-l/'//
1
)(Y ,)(>~,..l 

:.PlrC [LI 
'J~ )r/P'fe d"'11 )J"1'dki ~ :J:f-;·1 (1 

{~~ ... r[): " #") .I. }l('{/c j ......() I )JI_},) /),)le 

/ff;) Pllf',} /c..J 17/-I? JT,)d )(I k.,1
/ (l 

)/111~ J,)f'I ):)/'I /l.:JF 1c'.l1J ;v;) 'oh:> 
j,)G/1~ 7fdo;t Jk ?'I /71 ..]'le- fi)'/ 

(Alumher.s ~ : 11) 
_;)'J~.) ·1e fn.) 1 ?~'~ ~ ,)Qd f~''I 6 
\)~) Sf_:)! le~<?. '()b , , , fP:,,,. ]I .' I ~) 

·Jvt!C f h; fc~ 

LEVITICUS RABBA 13a1 

R "" It'""': r 
,,)tvfi.J'J/ ,.IQ/Ii' O~~ _flltlt1>rll' ,)0b~r] 

./_J /WY ,, 1..:> / . .... 

. •. ) ? ~ ? 'TI J /V{'I ;O ' '< J le I )_/\I' I (_I 
(E ~I //,:~ ,)('r.I p,)'[1 pi/''/ 

[
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, n} , r I ,..~ r~ -;')'?// J' }; 'I l:( 
(..Uc1r11be1311 :14) 

J ~ )f'/J' 'le J11 » 4 fc [y ;~·) {3 
, , I ) ltltf ~' lf'/J ,/ I ),VG 

(L evi t• 'lu~ / 0; / b {-{) . 

There seems to be 2 well establ idhed tradition that 

liloses ~ommitted errors when he became angry . This tradition 

is certainly in accord with the complex character of Moses 

as portrayed in the Pentateuchal narrative itself •12 It also 

reflects the rabbinic view of anger and sin in an ralachic 

system . 13 This tradition of Mos~s · anger causing him to 

commit halachic errors appears to be independent of the examples 

cited in the aggadah . As was shown in Sifrei Matot and 

Leviticus Rabba, both aggadot have two examples in common 

(Lev , 10 116 and Num. Jl a14) , but each has a different third 

example (Sifrei Matot uses Num . 20 111 and Leviticus Rabba uses 
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Exodus 16a20). The incident with Elazar and Itamar also 

appears in Avot d ' Rabbi Natan J? . The incident with pikudei 

hachayil appears in the Babylonian Talmud, Pesachim 66b and 

in Pir kei d ' Rabbi Eliezer 4?s which ends "Ub ' ka ' aso nistalka 

ruach hakodesh mimenu . ~ikan atah lomed shehakapdan me ' abed 

chochmato . " So any angry person--Moses , a rabbi , or an 

ordinary Jew, suffers from a loss of wisdom when they become 

angry, and they make halachic errors . 

When one becomes angry , he will commit errors in hql 4 cha 

whi ch will cause him to sin . As one must studiously avoid sin , 

so he must be on his guard not to become angry. "Elijah said 

to Rab Yehuda, brother of R. Sala Hasida ' Do not become 

agitiated (/l/'7J') and you will not sin . Do not drink to 

excess and you will not sin . "14 Human anger can also cause one 

to be idolatrous , a most terrible sin . Avot d ' Rabbi Natan 

begins Chapter J , 15 Kit is said, ' One who beats bis bread 

into the ground and wh~ scatters his money in anger is not 

released from this world until • • • he has become dependent 

(» C] 't r 'If ) on human beings. It is said that one who rends 

his cl othes in anger and who breaks vessels in his anger, it 

• • • shall come to pass that he wil l become an idol worshipper 

And one who become an idol worshipper will undoubtedly be 

inflicted with God's own anger , since "Avodah zara meviah a£ 

al ha ' adam." 16 

Anger can cause a person to lose sight of what is 

important . It can result in the loss of divine gifts. When 

a per son becomes angry , his wisdom flees . This is what 

" 



34 

happened to r.·.oses i n Egypt •1 7 r,... . ) I"J/. 1 -:\Ur,) • .:> 
,If:: ('{[ ..t:r) '~/c/ j.J'l li' C'! C! \CtY . ~cc, 7. 7 fa.;)f'I ,) I ) 

I (r6 . (:)~ ,).J ·/....f'!"I , ,l.J../'r/ ~{pie rN!c '/ ./.J tfl'I l..f'/l.Jf) O~Jc /~ 
lb /)/lie-I !f'/le /7'3j'·V l,f'//o 1G'J ;>.W .cJ1r, dt]'..J ,)',) /lfiJ/ ,,)el>' i) ~) 

1 1cJ j';> /c/IJ Jrtc. k~o {;:o le, fl iz (ex, 5 1.JJ) .• . ..AJ ·J~ ',) fc )' '' 

''(Ey. . ~':J.f)., .• J'l<rJ Jlcdl 
11 

: -:WW IOlf..:J/ 

So when Moses becarnA enraged , he l ost his patience and his 

wisdom, and he spoke against God. . 
) r/Jk/ t '<);"tV..f'/c/ ,/~J/J.J'(c ~ 2 1Jl 'J)rV'U 'J/C ,),)j",) /J ) r//c 

'J).JIJ ~ ..f''Cc);/ 'J,J I~ jJ)' )/Y~ ~c 'i{''M 'l?'d i'J p• r"n . '~ ;u if ' 
;\Y~ ,)JV~ ,,;io(~ . i:J),, , il/c-)J' ,))''I .. J ~ :J).J? 1 .AJ' )}!'1,'J .,.D ,)J 

r"~pr·1 f'M' ~ i)~k: fl !ft~/c j'f'..V-Vf 1c/! J''i'~IN? ·11 ,--;~ j' 1'i )rlf: 

... • / ~ IJJ'::J ..)Wrt le fl ' )f)/c 1 ) ~ ) ,."'\ le R 

In the continuation of the mid.rash , the divine Attribute of 

Justice i s summoned t o punish Moses for his angry remarks 

against God. But God evokes His divine Attribute of Mercy, 

which saves Moses . (This will be discussed in greater detail 

in Chapter VI . ) 

An angry person places himself in danger of not only 

losing his wisdom, but expelling from his midst the Divine 

Presence its elf . Raba bar Rav Huna saida 

~' ·. /die .. )~le~ ~ cf) ·· Jl?c,1.J .. )~1(n .).J~ A .. J"~e. 1f (}1, ~~,1 [J 
~) : :J'J ' ?ti ~ '/v )I ' ) . (UJ5,KJ: t/) I J'I/• :l/V G JJ',)'~ / '/e <!./)ii 

nl.J' p ·f.o..) r '~ ob ~ ,,>JYedC f ·o111; 1;1..v[p/)..J{l/f (oa7....> ,) 

; ~N' )~ /Nf)..J ') . ~- 31 :1tJ -" ftk Cl-:>cY fo...) 1 •· ,'fc.c .. 7 ; 9) 

·· ie cJ ~ ) "l>r/'f) {r~t "
1 

/!J1 1·.:u;1 j ',J/JIV ;:.Jv.J1rte '11? '..J 

JJ... { l'/"o~.;) t ~~) 



'}5 

And in Yalkut Shilnoni , in an aggada focused in Deuteronomy 

J2 a19- 20 {"The LORD saw and spurned, from ka ' as banav uvnotav, 

and He said, 'I will hide my face from them. ' "), reference is 

made to the Shechina. God says , "nareini m' s alek schechinati 

mebeineichem. "23 One who becomes angry not only loses t he 

Divine Presence , but he suffer s the punishments of Gehenom. 

Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahrnani quoted Rabbi Yonatan a "Kol hako ' es 

kol minei gehenom sholtin bo . •24 

It is possible that the above aggadot are not meant to 

be understood literally. They might be sermonic devices used 

by the rabbis to warn their listeners against anger, but more 

likely they do refl ect the rabbinic world view. Gehenom and 

the Shechina were entities in and of themselves . For the rabbis , 

they were more concrete and less symbolic then they are for most 

Jews todays And the aggadot above correspond to reality as the 

rabbis observed it . The results of human anger are often a 

momentary loss of wis dom and discretion . If one is ever imbued 

with the Divine Pr~sence , it certainly vanishes when he is over­

come with angry emotion. And it is also common in wes t ern 

culture to speak of an angry person as "possessed" by his 

wrath. 

When a person is inflicted with suffering by God he must 

be sure not to become angry . He must irstead remain silent . 

In the rabbinic world, the suffering of the righteous is seen 

as a t est which will cause them to merit a great reward in the 

world to come . Suffering was Job ' s test , and since he could 

not conquer his anger , he did not merit as great a reward 

as he could have merited. 
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Furthermore, if Job would have been able lichbosh ka 'aso, he 

would have been seen as a person of such stature that he would 

have been included in the Tefillah together with the Patriarchs. 

When one has acted out of anger , its negative results 

will ultimately harm the angered person himself . To the extent 

that one has been angry, so will he have to bear its negative 

results . In an admonition about the consequences of anger, 

R. Yudin warns, "'Al t 'vahel b'ruchecha lichos ' (Eccl. 7•9) • 

As (tight) as the spinner has wound his wool on his distaff , 

so he will have to remove it f'rom his distaff. When the kettle 

boils over (the boiling water) pour s over onto its own side . 

Anyone who spits into the air, it will fall on his fac e . ,.26 

A person ' s anger can have serious consequences. It can 

harm relationships among frie~ds and family. Anger can cause 

Jews to sin, to commit errors i n halacha, and to worship idols-­

all of which are offenses punishable by God . But anger can, in 

and of itself , also be s inful, and the angry person is subject 

to divine punishment on account of his anger alone. In the 

religious sphere of l ife . anger will result in a less of divine 

gifts . Wisdom and prophecy will vanish, and Jews will make 

mistakes in fulfilling their religious duty. The Shechina will 

flee , and the angry per son will suffer the punishments of 

Gehenom. Anger ' s most serious consequence is divine punishment, 

either indirectly or directly 
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In almos t every instance , angr y b ehavior will cause one t o 

reg r e t wha t he has done . It woul d appear t hat t he f undamental 

argument opposing human anger i s not tha t i t har ms inter- personal 

relationships , as we tend to believe today. gut r a ther accc r ding 

to the rabbis , human ang er will almos t invariabl y have some 

nee ative consequence for the individual Jew with God . 

' .. 
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I . ~ . ~idous~in 41& 
.Jahn :=atra 1601 

'I . :; . ~achin 16u--'?11e passage also includes a 1.1idrsr r. 
on I SAmuel 20 1JOff . ThE; roidrash i~ simpl ' a ~e- iP~ 
of pr ooftexts whicr. do not add anyt hin_· new t.o tt>e 
dL;cuss.:..on of anger . Also , ti .P :::t tetP ..... , ... trL: e:d 
t o Rav . Sl,rnuel ar.d Rabbi Yoe} -.:.n:oin arc al:::o httr.:.. ... ,.n.i::l.;. 
to th~ following Tannai~ 1 ~~tti ~~ie:zer , Ra~: 
Ye!1oshua ar ci ben "'zzai . 

:o~:cc t r•; : E!' !!-e : ·:-.... to c rsir~ · ?or a ::!O ... ~ 
1-> laborate di~cussion of t hr power of cursL 1 ~ , 
. v Cr.; "+c:?i· III . 

~ ~ h ' . t "" h ' 1~ I'\ --""r ;::,r E: na~ .l o . · - . Arac irr. ~c: n!'JL..t v .• af""; •r -1.:. ... 
:.:cc::...,c· ~r,-e~ p-q:,a 7 1:;(1) --':'r."' ~_s.._c;d 1 cont inue.., v.it' 

the $8ITe fvrumla ( b ett er a l i~tle Civir.e an£er fron 
trl::! ,..t tri '" .t.=. of :u..,tice) ·bout ti·w "ent.rat ior of 
t h., flood ai d tr,r Sodo1 ... i tes . -

.~,.,, ctv:':'lc. , Cr~;y(· Sa1 "':i.1 2 
Yal;.ut 3hi ·r.o:"i ~a I aziru 945 , T . - . t(etubo t et: 
!'1 • ... f'ec · t ~ r cho ~ J: ~ t"lere ~~ "': ~F- c~a ""6: .er.t , 

" \! a.met l ' yon. alef mi tar. ~r.el 7t.. ' af" , so t hi s 
~? . ir rqc~ ~ccur~tel ) ~ortr~j tte r~tbinic 

world v · ~ N , s -~ =~ rter VI . 
:; :s \\Ii~, •. e :ii. c·Jr::~f! ::r .r.,.• .. r di;":.J.il ir. Chc:.r-·t_r VI. 
T . - • Fe~- c".i . ~'"b 
:r t should 'be r.oted · n ; •'"•t : .oso~! · eir"';r:- val i r: t t, i: 

"'orah A.no :ater ir "';":~ a hdnr i s rot .... i::.m1· o~e- sic.ted . 
. d . t::.. •JS i1e i!" denj ct'-'d. ~!s :=- " '•ot. - _;-,d , " Wia •t ot' <::r 
ti~eF ~d iF s~own"to bP the act ive intercessor for 
r-..-rael . I u~C.!=' l.F r Jt Ol. ~-:: i d1..J , :..ut a co 'lDl e x 
character , as a re human :::.ei11t s . · 

It c aT'l b r: :..ss,.ir'li=-J tl->;.t if t'1e Py.'t"' w~:re not halactic , 
tut r ather ~thical for exam~le , t~ . t the result of 
an ~er JJou:. a not te an t.alachic. er'or , ·out rather an 
e'thical v i olBtion , Indeed , th1:::re are sorne diffic ulties 
in discussin..., the ~t'1ic~ of dT' :er ~ n t '- • rabbinic 
world vi13\\ , wi-1-an their worla vi~., is _prin.ariJ., i':alaci-.ic , 
and only sr>cordari ly •:thic%l . 
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T. E. Ber~chot 20b 
Thi~ cl'\apter resen-:s paral:el rr.e terial found in 

Shabbat 105a . See Chapt er II • 
'"uribers Rabba 0 12 
Ecclesiast es Rabba 7 •7( 2) --The followini is a dis­

c ussion of ~xodus 5 119- f 12 . 
"May the LORD look upon you and pur.ish you for makine 

us lo~thsome to Pharoah ar.d hi~ cour tiers--putting a 
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CHAPTER V 1 HUl.U\N ATTE!liPSTS TO APPEASE ANGER 

The final chapter discussing human anger will focus on 

how one is supposed to react when confronted with an angry 

person . To t he rabbis , anger is an abnormal emotional state . 

Normally , people should be calm and even- tempered . But when 

someone becomes angry , he is no loneer himself . Whether ane~r 

comes from within or is an external force , it seems to possess 

the indi victual . Once he flares up , it is i mportant for an 

angry person to have his anger dissapate so that htl can ·oecome 

himself again . And since anger is usually expressed throu~h 

human interaction , someone confronted with an angry person 

will have to deal with emotions that are not his own . The 

rabbis , therefore , discuss how one should go about appeasing 

his fellow when he becomes angry . They see anger and appeasemen't 

as two facets of the same process . 

The way that o~e becomes appeased reveals as much about 

an individual as the way he becomes angry . "Difficult to anger 

and easy to aopease- - he is a chasid . Easy to anger and 

2:fficult to appease , he is wicked . "1 Furthermore , wr.ile 

one is a t the height of his aneer , it is itnpossiole for him to 

be appeased. The anger n1ust run its own course . It is a 

natural emotional state which is temporary. ':'hus it will , 

in time , correct itself . rt . Shimon b . Elazar said1 "Do not 

appease your friend while he is angry (b ' sha ' at ka ' aso) ; do 

not comfort him while his dead lay before him ; do not ask him 

(why) while he makes a vow ; and do not attempt to see him 
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w i e .e is isgraced . " There are appropriate times to 

l e ave someone alone , when one ' s attempts to help mieht only 

excacerbate an alreaay unfor tunate sit uation . 

But when one is confronted by an angry person , he cannot 

avoid dealing with that person ' s aneer . At that time , it is 

i mpossible to s tep aside and let the anger dissipate of its 

own accord . The rabbis t each that it is unwi se to bat tle an 

anery person directly . Rath er , one would fare better by s etting 

him off guard . The Tanchuma version of the confrontation between 

J udah and Joseph provides a colorful illus tration of how one 

should r eact to an angry person . "WhPn .:osepr. saw that .Judah • s 

c!"eiua was increasing he said , ' I\ow all of Ee;ypt will b,., lost .' 

?a~bi Shimon ben Lakish saida This is analasous to two prize 

fishter s who were v.rrestl ine with each other . './hen one of their. 

felt th~t his opponent was about t o win , he said , ' Now he is 

-oine: to bPat me -:md I will be err.barr assed in front of everyone . • 

./hat did he do '? lie ki ssed his oppor.ent s hand , and t he cheir:la 

o:!' t:ie lar~er pd zefi1;;hter abatPd . So it was with ~To seph . When 

he felt .Judah ' s anger was i ncreasine; , he f eared that he would 

be embarrased in t he presence of the Egyptians . Immediately 

h~ said to hi!=: brotlwrs , ' I run Joseph your brother ', and the:,· 

were unable to answer him. " ) 

A .. '1otl:cr effecti v .... way to appea~e ar. a11.:;ry per~on is to 

appeal to that 1J"r son ' s self- ina,::P. . ?his was bar Idi ' s t actic , 

which \'ras :.>ucccssf ul in molifyin~ Rahbi ochanan when Rabbi 

Eliezer had made him anery . (S P:c Chapt er II, pag~ ~I ) . And 

whPn Aaron was faced with ;.:oscs ' ?.r.c<>r for not ! •. akin.:; thr:> sin 



':>'i"1erlr..,: , (:(viticus 10 : 16!''!' ) he dealt 1·1~tr. .osc:s b~ ic~tir.e 

~is an~Pr run i ts course . ":;e remained quiet until ; .. oses 

fin :..shed speaki ng , and he didn ' t ir.tcrrupt hi1!l . ./\.fterward~ 

1:"! said to f.ioaes , ' Today , should we sacrifice , for w-; are 

or.ar.::..1 ?" I n another tradition , Aaron tak es .. oses out Gide 

j...11/a f 1/ 0 (.: J> ,\ )~1/V ,)r/I,, 'h/r .) f/;1 

?fit!f fc) /Ok /c ,).}'Q. /_:) <!. f~ 1c [ )JflfL.J'1cCn urtl'I 

th~ camp and says , 

1' If 
tt ·~ J'J''ff~ ~c"1 ;i e !Y /';V~· /')>rJfc. Jc 1! ,)((/1 

....;0 .=.aror. was ~ble to appease 1 •• oses most eff ectively by letting 

i:i1r ex..-res~ his a"l.._.er , and then talk in,::: to hirr r easonably . 

!"i:--1.cad of er.!:asint:; an ancry person in an arg ument , appealing 

'to hi., rational side may have a ~ore positive effect . 

:'h·:? :!'.'abbis discuss who is responsible for appeasing aneer . 

!:1 "'vhe •.?XaJ!'lple above , oar Idi was able to appease Yochanan 

.,.,en thougr. Eliezer had nade him angry . cut Aaron himself ap-

pr.?ased j .• oses wh1=m he had L ecome anery . In a separate aeeadah I 

the r arbis teach that each person lt'Uc;t pacify "th-? angered one 

r. i m~ lf . I\o one can do it for him . :/hen Jacob was about to 

"te :reconciled with Esau his brothe r , he separated hi s family 

~o that each could pacify Esau himsPlf . Genesis Rabba 

illustrates their situation . A lion was angry at all the 

animals . The animals looked aro·,md for someone to eo to the 

1ion to pacify him . A fox volunteered , since he knew JOO 

fables by which t o appease the lion . On the way there he first 

forgot 100 fabl e s , and tn en another 100 , but each time the 

animals contin~ed to ur ge him on , since he r emembered a t l east 



one hundred . out when the fox finally arrived, he had forgotten 

all the fables . For that reason Jacob split up his family . 5 

In the case of Rabbi Yochanan , it would seem that everybody has 

the responsibility to try to appease one who is angry . In 

the aggadot about Aaron and the lion and the fox , only the 

person who has instigated the anger can appease the one who 

has become angry. But as will be shown below, the overwhelming 

thrust of the tradition is that any and all anger has nes ative 

cons equences , so anyone who can appease anger has the obligation 

to do so , whether or not he himself has been the apparent cause 

of t he anger . 

f.'.o scs intercedes on Aaron ' s behalf against God ' s anger . 

In Numbers 20 , both Moses and Aaron were held responsible for 

not affirming God ' s sanctity at the Waters of ~eribah , even 

though it was only r.Toses who actually struck the rock. "This 

is anala~ous to one who was owed a debt . He came to take the 

borrower ' s granery and took both it and his neighbor ' s . The 

debtor said, ' If I am indebted , what has my neighbor done wrong?' 

So 11",oses said, ' Master I became angry--Aaron what was his sin? • 

Therefore scripture praises him (Aaron) • ,. 6 
• • Honi the 

ci r cle- maker also interceded on behalf of I s rael when t hey were 

suffering from a severe drought , which was j een as a manifestation 

of divine anger . His s tudents came to him and asked him to 

pray for rain , wliich he reluctantly did . God listened to his 

prayers , and caused it to r ain so heavily that it began to f lood . 

Again his students asked Honi to intercede . Hon i spoke t o God. 
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"I did not ask for this . Rather , I asked for gishmei ratson , 

bracha , v ' nidavah ••• 1.1aster of the universe , Yo ur people 

Israel whom You brought out of Egypt cannot bear too much good 

or t oo much calamit y . lf You are angry at them , they cannot 

withstand it . If you shower upon them (too much) good , they 

are unable to withstand it . " 7 

The prophet Isaiah also interceded on Israel ' s behalf , bu t 

indirectly . In discussing why the Book of Isaiah begins first 

w.ith the scolding of Israel and later with words of cornfoct , 

the rabbi s make the following mashal a A kine; was angry at his 

~on , so he went to the s cribe (I saiah) to ask him to write u~ a 

jocument severing their relationship . The scri be did so , but 

he did not have it witnessed or signed . Later , t he King and 

his son were r econciled. The king returned to the 

s cribe , who asked him if he had brought witnesses to sign the 

document . The king said , "Perhaps I said in my ane;er that I 

will deny (him). b1J.t chas li l For do I have anyone else in this 

world except him? I will not deny my son . Perhaps the person 

who came to you was someone who looked like me? l "8 So .it was 

with God and Israel. '{hen God was an~ry , he denied Israel . 

3ut later they were able to reconcil e , since the prophet 

neglected to have the document witnessed and signed properly . 

Therefore it could be r egarded as invalid. 

1.:oses is portrayed as an active intercessor for Israel 

when God becomes an~ry with them , particularly at the time of 

the Golden Calf . There is a string of midrashim on Exodus J2 17- 10 , 

where God threatens to destroy Israel because th ey worshipped 

the Golden Calf . 



Ra~i ~liezur sai~ 1 " ~h~-~ol v-Cne--lesEe j -Be-~e 
said to J •• oses 1 •t •. oses , i:et do~r. !'rom your ereat ness . I 
have only made you g r eat for the sake of Israel . ;.ow 
tr.at I c::-rael has ::inne d , what are you to t..e ? ' i..oses i m­
rr.ediately bec ame weak and did not have the s trength t o 
speak . 9ut when He sa id a ' Leave me oe so that I ca~ 
destroy t hem I• 1.1oses saj d , "This matter depends on me .' 
I mmediatel y he stood ~p and pr ayed vigorously for mercy . 
This is analaeous ~o a king who was angry at his son and 
struck him severely . out he (the king) had a fri end 
sitting next to him, who was too scared to say anything . 
The king sai d , ' Were it not for my fr iend tha t is sittin! 
before me I would kill you I" !:e (the f riend ) said , "This 
matter tlep ~ncts on me !" And he stood up to resc us him. "'i 

1•.os 0s was will i n:; to r5.sk God ' s wrath t o protect and defend l srael. 

i .. oses ca j ol ed God in an at t empt to appease 11is anger . 
: ,,P (Y ti >l"tl: ' '. (Ilk ..Pf)e.e · " f :.;v[", 1J v1<.. · ~ ?!." ,.r~1,l 1«· )t¥/,. 

/"J0 /c !"'" fV ~/Q '( ~/V)' le Ii~ j..J / &/ , ' /(($ j'-f'l k Jd'J, ;}_/Ve / 'C :Jr. 

,)P/1_55 1.S .'J&()I ' ~/'>'/I~ ~;)) 1tv1c i)'r~·S,)0),1 ~JJfl..J ,) / 
.)';f1J fr ,) j )/Ll ' / : vt/c-1~ ) / //"rS ),\'"'l / /<..)1\() ??J ."\ r)..)' ,, 

I~ /fo/Of ..J' I ~l f ), . ) 1 (I /c. 

:"n only did koses pray f or mercy , but he physicall y i nte:rceded 

for I srael as wPll . In a r emarkabl e midrash commenting; on 

:::xoduf' J 2 110 . l ~'flc W)'/;:/ ./J[ilcl ,111'.;J 'cllc / / )'/ , ; \I)_,' U' "tl) 

( r 'fc ,e,[ Rab'j i i'.ba~·hu sai d I " •/er e it not written in t he 

3cripture , it would be impo sc i bl e t o say s uch a thine . This 

i;eaches that f.:oses took hol d of' God a,. hP would t ake hold of 

a ~·erson by h i £ clothes and he sa.i.d to hi1:i 1 1 .. aster of th ~ 

~ni verse , I will not let you ~o until you forz i ve and pardon 

th ., 11 .em . 

~o~es also is willinc to live up God ' s ~romi se t hat he 

alone will becoin~ a e:reat nation , whil e Israel is de ..,t royed . 

Rabbi Elazar saids ! .. oses s?..id to th i: :toly- ne- olessed­
Be- :-:e that is a stool of three l egs (the Patriarchs )cannot 
withstand Your ka ' as . how much the n.ore so for one l eg 
(l .. oses) . I am embarrassed that my ancestors 
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s hould not say 1 Look at t h i s l eader t~at ha~ been set ove:· 
the1.: . ;{e asks for greatn ess for hir1seli' , ~ut he does not 
ac': for r.lercy f or t hPt'l . 12 

I t i s c ear that ~ .oses • role as an interc e~sor with 3od is cast 

!.Y: .,_ \·cry pc, ..: itive li~ht . :te i s shown to oe selfles~ and 

~·illing to risk h i s ovm future for tne s Me of his people • 

.. os t certa.i nl y , th 0 rabbi.: C": re usin: i 0 .oses ~s an exrur.ple of 

H.oarallelr~d dedica tion t o the Jewi sh peopl ~ , and. his 

l~udatory behavio r in the midras h s e rves a s a rriodel for hew 

'111 human beine;s are supposed to act . 

:he r e i s a tradition t hat a~?ears q uite ofte n in t~e 

?.'a'::'lli nic liter a ture of a band of ane els who come to harm ar.d 

dn:-- t r oy . t.,ost often in these aggadot , i·1oses is tte one who 

t.il t ir.iately defeats them . In the six midrashim whicl. will be 

d i s cussed , the angel s o f destr uction appear fi ve times (on1..t. os 

:'U:- ishment for r.:oscs ' failure t o circu1:icize his s on ( T . : . 

;· <?darim 32 a) . Below is a list of the destroying angel ' s 

na~es a~ they appear in the literature ; 

': . !:. . Shabbat 55a ( 6 an!:el~) )J;d~ )r~e 111,J)'t' f.lftl, ,1r1n1. f~, / : ,) 

i':edari"'l J2a ( 2 ane els) ,YI/) / /1 ... 
Exodus P.abbah 41 17 (5 angels) _}\/\ (' ,). ],HQ.) ,1 J_)> , ,)/Y 'l'I , J1r:-

l.l1'uteroriorny Rabbah J 111 ( 5 ane;els) . )£/// _fl'/)~/t 13~1 Yf/) /tc 
:a~chu.~a Tissa JO (5 an~els are ment i oned, but they eo unnamed . ) 

rirke i d ' Rebbi Elie zer 45 (5 ar1 els) 

Af and Cheima appear in all of the above mi drashim. Ketsef and 

;.,ashchi t appear in all the midrashim which ment i ons mo r e t han 

two angels . f •• ' chaleh appears twice . Charon , Hashmed , and 

f.. ' nhabber appear only once . The evidence above ag ain shows 

the close connection between ang er and destruction . In f ac -t-, 

in thes~ midrashim , an-e:er is destruction . 
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'i'he midrashic tradition is at i ts f ul lest and most 

~laborat~ at the end of Pirkei d' Rebbi Eliezer , Chapt er 45 . 13 

i..oses rouses the three Patriarch to support I srael a 

-~' ,..,~fY ,YJ' ·n pre. y ?1 .-1.) 1cfld Jlc1 c• .'.JrJ J '}c .J' 'N )d -'·' '.) 1,:f,y ·' ..,r-J?,1 "fe 
/,,'\.) µ fff,) ~~IV .J.UVc JJk; '){'/k/ •'i' "'{/ y.j• J J,\ xYCJ'fcyd k.J:,'/ .)~fl Jl"/t /'...,/' 

I - <Jf /)P I ?flYI . j)f)~ c i / lc-S::;, /_}~ ,l.U :.J-l ') w J_J"\k;j,) 1).'2>'1'~ 1.JJJ I ? ff'6 

1i.c~ __, (~Q .J f:J tcJ, .C'H~6'",1 [:;> ;1 .. n'' , I 'J c)d 1Q;v Yllc . ../V,lL\ 'c 

7'n5'~ ,JJ i"l)rlJc .f )/:>J ' : 1r1k_1~ ,..JJ'l'.;R.,) '?J l ::>:J JJ";f ) 5 _J'll:. JVrJ ).)~ 
B? 1- £)~ '/V' -D .J lcd!Y 2- ; -... ])-_• _ v,¥- .\ ~ _;.1.:;/,J/ ". /<::"! fr)C{I v , 

. ~ ) ' ~1'v -1 I ) Vi •,-i1 ,fie 

ThPn T11oses convinces God to rescin d His punishment and forg ive 

Is!'ael . 

-.J l ' M r! )1)-tf JJixf ..J\~Q-1'<. °4t,,.JC',) j)/'ld,JJ!);~ [ P /JI~ I ' 

: :(Y/,-J~ , J '/)P/f ):>~_JI • r~ JJ,)J_J \)°,J0J )C.t. : 

J '..JcJd 'tf'/ /c 
) 

Vl/e-JC J y:. )(> '/I/ 

. J''r> f? 1 le.ft /fl /J.Y ji) f!) I Id ·' ' 

But the re was one more angel of destruction l eft , and h1oses 

. I l 14 himself def eated ·;h e last anc;el , thus saving srae • ... 
,r.-,r•4 /' )fl 1 15'6 J J'"Y,lU~ "'i JJN~ ). ;»f , /'..JrJd i) ~/J ){'(/c ?!YI 

(;I r~ I))' 1 j' rb i )/1 ,J ) ,) ,) ; ., .) r- ff , )(') , ) rl ·. 1~1c /I )j)(V 1JI~ : )/V /c..J~ 

10/c,,) _/' ~ ..... ) . e 1;~;..., Jc l1)? J)?lo::i i ) t i\) .f 10 ;n11 re' le .J,J .J'df)J~ 
I/)/ )~ ?'C _J J I '.-.1 .11~ ) '4J JI .11f ~ JcJ1 1 I 1cC1n dtc)r · I , I(? ;11.5 £,JI 
l'd 'I " ' ..JJ/V , JQ;Y ,) ',) / ) 'f/ J 1/VP lc 1JLI 1~.J •v f . Jtc)Q 1 .f')c ..J''n~ ,)JJ 

~ ) r ~ ;°"' 0 I K ) I )('/ )'~fl/ _J'l'I~ ..J; • ! )kJ .)C?' r I ')' )//I/ .• oe,) _pie 

1',1 _J 1k i i)/J 1:1,j/ /!cCtf) .()t·e jfl.5 J) l"?~.J::> / ),.J 'l _/' /c 1 ; \ J 
( ~ I r 

. 17·7-1 .> .1e!V O( I 1,. '/-., ,',/r1 ) # ) J d1, )(' • _;\1~- ?W~ ,) J 1 IV 1,.:i (11 ~ ~ } 

~ f;Nlc'c,..J 'J'I):. VrJ;'' I ~ -if/1c.JC 
1

111/lk[1..JI/) / ?nJJ/I 1c1."'> 

• )1 6';) 



This fascinating midrast: shows the Patriarchs, koses and 

even God Hi mself to intercede against divine anger and extreme 

punishment . Israel is expected to sin occasionally , and so 

punishment i s also expected . The fact that Israel was not 

utterly destroyed time and time a.gain shows proof of active 

intercession in the heavenly realm . Again the model holds 

true . Human beings are to intercede ; on Israel ' s behalf when 

God becomes angry at them , and when people become angry at each 

other . Everyone ought to be concerned about anger . Anger is 

portrayed in the last aggatlah as angels--as independent forces 

from without which tend to invade the world wreaking destruction 

:.n their wake . It can also be assumed that the same outside 

~orces can invade the human self and cause one to become angry 

::ind destructive . r .. oses knew best how to deal with these 

~alevolent forces . He dug a hole in the ground and buried 

Charon within . When Charon would li f t up its head, J.joses 

was ever- vigilant to push it back , deep into the earth . Thi s 

is a clear picture oi how the rabbis instruct their list eners 

~o cope with their anger of which they can never rid themselves 

0 ntirely--which is to push it in , keep it covered , and do not 

let it show , In modern terms we should repress it . 
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NOTES 

T . B. Avot 5•11--See also Chapter I 
T . B. Avot 4 118 
Tanchuma Vayigash J--! t should be not ed that here i s 

another example of the direct association in the 
Rabbinic world view between cheima, physical st rength , 
and destruc t i ve power . 

Avot de Rabbi Natan J? 
Genesis Rab1ah 78, 7 
Numbers Rabbah 19 •9 
T . E. •ra ' anit 2Ja 
Yalkut Shimoni Isai ah J85 
T. c . 3erachot J2a 
Exodus Rabbah 4117 
T .F . ~erachot J2a 
I bi d . 
Pir kei d ' Rebbi El iezer is the lates t of th e midr ashim 

mentioned i n connection with t he angels of dest ruc t ion . 
I t is a narrative midrash and t he most embell i shed 
account of t he Golden Calf . An i nteresting s t udy 
would be a comparison of t:tese vari0us midr ashic 
t r aditions , but that is not within t he purview of 
thi s paper . 

Thf' f ollowing tradition of r .. oses turning back Charon 
from his grave is unique t o Pirkei d ' Rebbi Eliezer . 



Studying divine anger has its particular proclerrs , sir.ce 

~~ Pr i s primarily a human emotion . The rabbis pr oject ed this 

Pnotional facet of human existence on Goj . For ~he r~bbis , Son 

is of cour se an entity in and of Himself , cut is understood in 

~ur an erms . I n the rabbinic and t hP EiclicaJ liter a t ur e , Go~ 

is anthropomorphized . God is e iven a gender , even thouch it i$ 

· ~der~tood by thP rabbi~ that God :s beyond sexual ider.tificatior . 

;., ~ody is attributed to Cod ever thoueh it is understood that 

;o~ is incorpor Pal . God is described as acti~: i~ ouc~ t~e 

•· •1·e w-:.y th?.+ peopJ P do . ~ut al though t hese conci:?rr.s rothPr 

-~~ ~~ilo~opte~~ . they are of almost no inter~st to th~ rabLis . 

"" ... th"' 'llO~t pa~t , the rab'b i s '""imply push these anthropomorphisr-.~ 

· ~:r- tte t:.c1r.c-rourd . '!'hr-~r ... re not of ten bothered by whet her or 

• ~o ct actually ~peaks liY.e a ~uma~ beine or whether ~is nostriJs 

~ ,,~11 y flarP up ".'J!H?"'l 1-!P becomes ane;r y . TheoloP-ically , the 

~ ... ' i!"' , b~r al'ld large , are lingl.istic ut ilitarians . They have 

;~~~Pd t~~mselves under littl e constrai nt in dcscribinE God in 

hur" n ter Ms so that human beinc~ can be~t pictur € thPir messa;::2 . 

For t~e racbis , God does havP emotions . This i s an 

~Yt~nsion of Biblical theoloeY • God commands and is desirou~ 

of correct behavior . God is happy wh er ueopl~ have behaved 

rro:--erly, and !-fe rewards t hem justly. od i s di sple~sed when 

peo~lc have behav~d impropPrly , and they are punished 

accordine-l y . So God do~R have an en.ot:.ora.1 aspect to ~is bc;inG• 

~ut it is difficult to dPtermin~ what i~ intrin~ic to God 

~im~~l f , and what is not . The q_uest:. or :rri ~Ps--t'J what extent 

is t e emotional nid 0 j f God ' s be in~ inl1erP.nt i:i God ' s own 

nature t and to what ext ent are the emotior.s attribut~d to ~od 

---
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only pr ojections of human emotions? Thi s fundamental question 

is really unanswerable, but it will underly any discussion of 

d~vine emotions. God is a real being , but He is conceptualized 

by human beings . God does have emotions , but it is i mpossible 

to determine where in fact the reality of God ends and where 

the projection of human models begins . 

God i s both different from human beings , and s i milar to 

human be~ngs . The rabbis certainly believe that God is capable 

of anger . They had inherited the Bible and Bi blical notivns of 

divine wrath. But God's anger is always directly observable i n 

the s ame way that human anger is observable. As the rabbi s were 

di s cussing human anger, they were dis cussing universal behavior 

that they could observe and identify, since they too wer e human 

beings who lived among human beings . But God ' s anger is a 

combi nation of both divine reality and human theory . God cannot 

oe observed directly . For the s tudent of rabbinic literature, 

every aspect of God ' s emotional being reflect s the reality of 

the divine emotion as colored by each rabbi' s understanding of 

the divine at that moment . In addition , some of the aggadot 

relect the rabbis ' understanding of God's anger , and s ome are 

sermor.ic , as was seen with human anger . But in discussing God , 

the distinction between the sermon and reality is much mor e bl urred . 

That is why there will be a much wider var~.f' ty of views when 

discussing d i vine anger . rr.oreover , there is a dialectical 

tension present throughout the discussion of God ' s anger. 

Divine anger is both terrible and not so terrible. God is quick 

t o anger , but God is also patient. God rules the world with 

bot h middat hadin and middat harachamim . When angr y, God can 
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~e both cruel and capricious , yet God i s j ust . 

God ' s anger clearly frightened t he r abbis . They observed 

that when human beings become angry , they would lose their 

self- contro l and do things that they would later come to regret . 

If the same emotional process holds true for God , it can be 

horrible , since God ' s power is limitless . The rabbis do not 

mind just suffering for sins that have been committed . Justice 

is predictable and has its limits . But anger has no l imits , as 

i~ seen in the following midrashim . 
'Jl:!' 11 
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"Do not rebuke me in Your anger , and do no t chast ize me 
with Your wrat h . (Ps . 6a2) " This is what is meant 
by scripture a Do not withhold correction from a l ad . 
For when you strike him with a rod he shall not die . 
(Prov . 2J a1J) Therefore scripture says1 You shall 
strike hi m with a rod and save his soul from Sheol . 
(Prov . 2) 114) 

The punishment that is not in anger is 
'beneficial , as Jer~miah says a Make me suffer LORD, 
but in justice , not in anger . (Jer . 10 a24) •• • !f 
and Cheima are t wo executior.ers , therefore scripture 
says , "The wrath of a king are the angels of death 
(Prov . 16114-) " • • • And so Moses saids I was 
frightened of Af and Cheima (Deut . 9, 19) ••• Good 
are the yisurim , f9r I do not posses::> the strength 
for Af or Cheima . " 

Divine anger is like two torturers , or the angel of death . 

It comes quickly , without warning, and one is powerless to 

stop it . 

Nothing can be worse than divine ang er , which can lead 

to death . 



•• • the weaver , when he weaves he knows that 
his loom can withstand it and he makes it 
tighter . And when he knows that it cannot 
withstand it , he do es not tighten it . We are 
the warp, and you are the weaver . We do not 
have the strength for Your ketsef or Your cheima, 
therefore it says , " Be gracious to me , for I am 
wretched (Ps. 61J)" , and when You are with tie 
in cheima and in ketsef , immediately I die .J 
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Furthermore , God ' s anger can be eternal , whil e a human 

being might only be angry for a few moments . God is the King 

of Kings , and there is nothing that a puny person can do when 

confronted with this awesome might . Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai 

wept on his deathbed fearfully explaining to his students • 

If I were being brought before a human king, 
who is here today and tomorrow is in the grave--
if he is angry at me , his ka ' as is not eternal 
anger . If he imprisons me, his imprisonment is not 
eternal, and if he put s me to death , my death is 
not eternal . And I am able to placate him with 
words and bribe him with money--even in s uch a 
case I would weep. And now they are bringing me 
before the King of Kings , the Holy- One- Blessed-
Be- He who lives forever and ever. If He is angry 
with me , His an~er is eternal s and if He imprisons 
me , Hi s imprisonment is eternal1 and if He puts me 
to death , it is eternal death . And I am unable to 
placate Him with w~rds , nor bribe Him with money •• • 
Should I not weep? 

Since the rabbis also see anger as overwhelmingly negative 

for both human beings and God , they ther efore try to mitigate 

t he effect s of God ' s anger . In the above aggadah, God ' o anger 

is eternal . But God's anger is also described as lasting for 

only the briefest of moments--a reg•a,or l/5~ , 888 of an hour . 

Also , people can withs tand a moment of divine anger , and enjoy 

i ts benefits , "ki reg ' a appo chaim birtsono".5 And God's wrath 

can even be a preeurser of redemption , as Ezekiel prophesied , 

•• for with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm , and wi th 

an outpouring of cheima I shall rule over you. (Ez . 20 1JJ).K 

Rav. Nahman s aid 1 "Let God be angr y (/>J'1'l t~Af' ") )with us, but 
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he wil l then r edeem us . "6 

The rabbis go further to assure their fellow Jews that 

God ' s wrath , while not pleasant by any means can even be a 

sign of His favor. In an ingenious midrash , the meaning of 

ka ' as banim is shown to be a sign of God ' s care and special 

relationship with the Jewish people . R. Yehudah said, 

'' t /c .J '/ ',) /c)'/ " ( Deut 32 119) . That which pleases Him 

causes Him t o be vexed. " R. Meir said, "From ka ' as banav 

uv ' notav-- and behold , thes e things are kal v ' chomer 1 That 

when they make Him angry (mach ' isin) they are called banim, 

were they not to make him angry, how much the more so?"? 

God i s por t rayed as being supremely patient when faced 

with all of the provacation He receives moment by moment . God 

usually can control Himself and His anger, but can only do so 

for so long . God 's anger becomes all the more terri ble when 

He finally loses patience and expresses it. "There are ten 

generations from Adam to ~oah , to shew how great i s God ' s 

patience ( -O'Jf<. f) lc ) • For all of t he generations would 

incr easingly provoke God, until he brought upon them the flood 

waters . "8 But God is almost always in control of His temper . 

When 1.:oses , i.n his fury , shatter ed the t ablets , God told hi m to 

carve himself a new pair . God asked hi m rhetorically, "Moses , 

you vented your anger on t he tabl et s of the covenart? Do you 

want me to expend My anger , so you shall see that the world wi l l 

not endure for a momentr"9 

God r ules the world by t wo standards , t he Attribute of 

Justice (middat hadin) and the Attribute of i..ercy (middat 

harachamin) . Both middot are connected t o divine anger . 
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Justice in and of itself is not anger . out when justice is 

delayed , God mi ght well become angry , and the ensuing punishmer.ts 

can lead to anger and excess . There seems t o be a c i rcular 

pattern involving middat hadin , human s uffering (yisur in) , 

and human anger. The attr ibute of Justice inflicts suffering on 

human beings , always as a punishment for their sins . The suffering 

can well cause human beings t o become angr y , and t hen sin again . 

This new sin will cause t he middat hadin to again inflic t 

punishment , and the cycle escalates . It i s then necessary f or 

a person to break the cycle ( 10~ U~.:;,J ) to end his sinning 

and his suffer ing. 10 This i s what is meant by tov ka ' as mischok . 

~ l i t tle bit of human anger at the proper time will pr event middat 

!-.adin from inflicting its severe punishment and initiating 

the cycle of punishment , suffering and anger . 11 

God too can br eak the cycle by turning nis Attribute of 

Jus t ice into the Attrit-ute of Mercy (middat harachamim) . This 

was how Moses was spared when he spoke out against God .
12 

(~-J. /., ) ,;J ' ,) ·J;c 11 fl 'I ~ , ~ '.J'> ..> t , /~ )'1c0J /' ~ ~) .Pi>d Y0.1"W ;)4 \ )J' le ;:J 

_)'h ' J ,) 'd )r/lr. • 1) 'J/r. / ' f;c. VV/c / ; )f//U/ -j ~ ,) J ·'IV' ~ ~c jJ ) {fa/ ~;/ 
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Anger i s juxtaposed to mercy . The prayer of the r ighteous 

is like a pitchfork whic h overturns the produce . The prayer of 

the righteous overturns Goo ' s attributes f rom middat rachamim . 13 

And mercy will usually fol l ow di vine anger, God i s seen as 

taking out His anger from .His store- house t o inflict Israel 

unt i l He is moved to mercy . 14 
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God Hims elf prefers His mercy to His anger . In a 

:'aJ mudic disc ussion it was decided t hat God too prays . When 

discussing what God says , "R. Zutra b. Tobi said i n the name of 

Rav a •1.:ay it by lily will that l'ilY mercy should conquer fliy A.nger 

and f·iY i..ercy will pr evail over L.y other attributes , and I will 

deal with f1~y children according to the attribute of 11.ercy , and 

on the.ir behalf stop short of the limit of justice .• .. 15 Rabbi 

Ishma el b . El i sha relat ed a visionary experience he had while 

l i ghting incense in the i nner sanct uary of t he Temple . R. Ishmael 

saw the Crown of God seated on a throne , God asked Ishmael for 

a bles sing . Ishmael r euli ed , " 
rs- () NI' ) I Mc I (0 ;..) _JV r ? rl /'l } I e ,J.) C' ? 'J J fr !'_] ) I I ) I 

.f],I f QJ::>J'/ _]> '!/ /))) _/)l'/J,..) f '_)rl cf'o ( 1 )-1_J)_)~ I ()J' ' .'IY 

16 And God nodded His head in agreement • 
' , /' 1,) p JJ P IV ,,o :..; cJ f 

.:'"ustice and Mercy are t wo faces of the one God . But anger 

fits in someplace within God ' s nature . Anger may be another 

term of Justice , or a separate entity in and of itself , yet 

akin to Justice . But both middat hadin and anger serve the 

srune functions--to punish those who have sinned and t o open 

the gates of mer cy . Rabbi Eliezer saida ;'I '.-.l /'') J(> /~ .J'loQ,4 

t~. J:t, ) Jir )t 1 
_J' ~ JJJ.: ))n)f. ~fl J-01 1> 1c-J '.> .- )rlkJ e , JJ '/Jf> 1 'l_/'P )~IJ 

Rabbi Yosi b . Hanina added the end of the verse , JJ·>f tc 'ile 1ce~ 'J 

--For what they have borne , I shall bear for them. 17 

The dichotomy in the rabbinic view of anger comes into 

clearest f ocus when the rabbis discuss whether God can be 

capricious , or whether He is always just . Often, the rabbis 

view God ' s anger as t hey do human anger . It is impulsive and 

uncontrol l abl e. Yet God is different from human bei ngs because 

His ways are just . In the overall picture , one must balance 

these two divergent views--divi ne anger as cruel and 
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capricious , and a s always j ust . "Hamet i • yom alef mi tah shel 

za ' af11
,
18 is a powerful s tatement . Here God ' s anger is cruel 

and unjust. I t s trike$ newborn infants who have committed no 

s in . Like human anger , God's wrath is undiscrening . Also , God 

has diff iculty modulating His anger . As Honi the circle- maker 

said , "Your people Israel • • • are unable t o bear too much good 

or too much calamity . .. l9 God ' s anger wreaks destruction on the 

righteous as well as the wicked . 

Rabbi Yehoshua bar Nachmayah saida The anger that 
You bring to Your world , You consume therein the 
r ighteous with the wicked . And it is not enough for 
You that You hang the wicked for the righteous , but 
rather you consume the righteou~ with the wicked • 
• • • Rabbi LtWi said , "This i s like a she- bear that 
destroys ( -AO.:> f .+') the animal!=> , and if she does 
not find an animal t o destroy , she destroys her 
young . " Rabbi Si mon said, "This is l ike a scythe 
which cut the thorns . And if

2
bt is uncompleted, 

(it cuts down) the rose •• • 

There is also a capric ious, uncontrollable aspect of 

divine anger . Like human beings , sometimes God will seem t o be 

angry at the slight est provocation, and sometimes He will seem 

to refuse to be angry at all. And there is nothing that 

anyone can do about that anger. God Himself is not in control 

of His anger . "In a Mishna it i s taught {about Satan) 1 

J.I ,)f'/t.J )G/..Jt .f'IC) [C1...1 sc)n1 ;)ftr1 ,); C111 ?) 1 

God can indeed be two- faced--kind and gracious one minute and 

enraged the next. _.o '..JJ~ ,~ (•,.> 1
: 'r.J /fl'' ('ft'" l'..J;, :l 11:..'"' 

.u. .. y r'. 
·_j'I /(I o5 .).) 'j ()A ,k fl J>t) '.k tY 

But this view of God as cruel , caprici ous and uncontrolled 

when angry is balanced by a viP,w of God as always just . The 

r ighteous get their j ust reward, and the wicked are inflicted 

with the punishment they deserve . According to this view, 
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God , unlike human beings , does not lose control . Of course 

God becomes angry, but He is always correct in doing so. God 

destroyed the Generation of the Flood and the cities of Sodom 

and Gemorrah , but "hayu machisim l ' hakadoshbaruch hu b 'ma' 

asayhern hara ' im gam balilah lishkav libo ."23 Also , God wil l 

only become angry when He knows the offense to be true ." ' God 

became angry at them (Aaron and Miriam when t?ley spoke a.gai:'lst 

Koses- - Nurnbers 12) and departed (from them) ' only after their 

offense was made known t o him. After that he d~creed that they 

should be banjshed."24 

Death is consider ed a j ust pimishment ae-ainst the wicked , 

for as long as the wicked die, they cease to anger God , and 

hence they are no longer wicked. 25 Simply put , divine anger 

is determined by human behavior , for "as long a s the wicked are 

in the world , divine wrath is i n the world . If the wicked would 

perish from this world , divine wrath would depart from thi s world . .. 26 

This view of divine anger is not the same type of anger 

that human beings have. It is synonymous for just punishment. 

Only those who deserve to be punished actually are punished . 

3ut as has been shown above , the expression of anger almost 

invariably leads to feelings of reeret and r emorse . This is 

true of a rabbi who throws brine at his maidservant , or of 

Jacob who snapped at Rachel. Th:. r, is also true of God who 

sends forth His angel of destruction; who permits Satan to 

seduce human beings and then punishes them for their sins ; and 

who like a she- bear has the potential to maul her own young . 

But thej..tst infliction of punishment i s qual i tatively in a 

different realm . There , the wicked r eceive what they in 
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fact deserve . So when applied to God, the terms for anger 

can descr ibe two different , albeit closely related, phenomena . 

Sometimes anger, in reference to God , can mean true anger , 

loss of control , and reg r et . And sometimes it can mean the 

just infliction of severe punishment upon those who do , in 

fact , deserve it . 
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CHAPTER VII--CAUSE.S OF DIVIl\E ANGER 

In the rabbinic literature , only people cause God to 

oecome angry . God is never described as becoming angry at 

nature or at animals. Although he was punished , even the 

serpent in the Garden of hden did not suffer God ' s anger . 

Only human beings can cause God to become angry, because 

irnrnan beings alone are commanded by God , and t hey alone have 

the power to r efuse God ' s commands . Essentially, God becomes 

angry at people for only one reason--they in some way deny 

~is sovreignty . People can deny God ' s sovreignty in three 

oasic way s a (a) by denying God ' s very existence ; (b) by 

denyine God ' s ability to punish ; or (c) by violating God ' s 

~or.unandments , inadvertantly or by design , 

Out of i gnorance , one might deny God . This is the main 

"eason why gent iles are punished . The gentiles are unabl e to 

r ecognize God ' s presenc e in the world and Hi s sovr e i gnty . 

1 t was taucht in the r.ame of Rabbi i.:eir a 11 1/hen the sun rises , 

~11 of the kings of t he east and the west put their crown on 

and bow down to the sun . The Hol y- One- Blessed- Be- He i s 

i mmediately angry . "1 Also , t he genera'tions of Enosh and the 

Flood , the cities of Sodom and Gemorrah , aHd the Egyptians 

who had enslavea I srael also suffe1·ed God ' s anger , since 

t hey cont inued with "their evil deedc seemi ngl y oblivious to 

their impending uoom. 

"And. the Lord saw that man ' s evil had multiplied 
throughout t he Land- (~en . 6 15) ," "For all day lone: 
they would cause him pain , and anger was hi s concern . 
Even at nie ht his ~eart di d no t rest . Thi s too ic 
futile (Sec . 2 12J) . " For all day lone. they would 
c ause l.fim pai r. - This i s t he gener nt i on of c.nosh 
and the Flood, who would pain the Holji - One- Dles sed-
-:t.:? - He with t h e ir evil d er d s . An · ar .... er was his 
concern--that t!:ey '"ould rr.ai': ... r ii. anyy wi "th t.hei r 



evil dePdc , so that even at ~i~ht he could rP.st 
from thr• i!' sinE . ( T~P sarni;: fo r 1nu} t:. re neats \' i tr 
t he Sodorei t es and wit~ the Eeypti ans) , 2 
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And of course , thOSP who know that God exist s , yet <ieny 

~ i s power to puni~~ . will certainly cause ~irr t o become 

ane;ry . r.od shows His di s pleasure when ';{i ~ creat ures treat 

:.:i s power w"thout r espect . A philosopher questioned Rabban 

Gamliel about the verse (Deut , 4 a24) . "For the LORD your God 

i:: a consumine fire , an impassi oned God . " Gamliel told a 

:-ia~arle about a kine; Nho had g iven his s on a dog , The son 

d<J liberatPly insulted him by nami ng the dog after his fath ·J ~ , 

t~P kine . And whP.n the son would swear an oath , he would swear 

i t on the name of his father , t he doe . J This is what happen~ 

whPn l Rrael , who has known t he ~rPat power of God , fooli s hly 

~Pnies ~im and worships idols . God will become impassioned 

anrl a "cons uming fire " , Del iberately denying :;od is one 

feature which distinguishes t he wicked f rom the r i ghteous . 

What is the difference between the riehteous and the 
wicked? .,., he wick ed know who they are makin::; angry 
(l ifnei mi hen macheesin) 1 and the righteous know 
for whom they are to1l1ne ••• , The wicken sit in 
this world at ease , and they deny God and make Him 
an~ry . And the riehteous suffer in this wor1g , 
and die for t~e sake of their creator ' s Name . 

The Kings of I srael deliberately provoked God, t hus bringing 

upon t hemselves their own demis e . Ahab was singled out as 

being particularly aggravating to God. based on the verse , 

''And Ahab made the Asherah (an i dol of the fertility goddess) , 

and Ahab co~tinued to anger the LORD, t he God of Israel , more 

than any of the Kings of Israel who had preceded him. ( 1 Kings 

161J J) " Rabbi Yochanan said that Ahab ' s offense was that , "he 

wrote on the doors of Samaria , 'Ahab denies t he God of Israel . 1 11 5 



61 

Denyi ng God means not only denying His existence or His 

power , but it also means denying the goodness of God •s gifts . 

"The generation of the flood became haughty only because of 

the abundance that God bestowed upon them •• • • (They said) 

' Do we need Him onl y f or a dr op of rain? We have r i vers and 

spri ngs that suppl y us with our needs .• God s aid , ' With the 

good that I h~ve bestowed upon t hem t hey anger rue , and wi th it 

I shall punish6 t hem.• 11 7 I srael t oo suffered a similar t ype 

of puni shment because they had wo r shipped the Gol den Calf , 

Fr eviously , they were elevated by God to t he s t atus of the 

ati;endine angels . They had no need to per form the nor rnal humar. 

bodily functior.s , and they were not subject t o the Angel of 

Ueath . The cycle of sin , anger , and punishment i s again 

operative in the a~ove midrashim . O TJ ,)(>~.) /Jlf/r 1cn /l '.J 

: -)(1K.J'< _J"f:>i> ·::,1cfr1:> :J ~d r,lf>e :.t '',) ...,,~o: p ,-j )/tic! 1c1;-, fl-µ r1?J',") JJ';).['1 

.1S~k.J (J~JC°'tl tfs-r;/U ) ~ ;1rf1 .'J ~I .IJJ'I: ;y;,r,fl:_ .]')flk '.JI<' 

~ (P~. 8i·7) J'..1'11JJ'l 
Jews need to l e more watchful than the gent iles not to 

cause ~od ~o be angr y . 3ecause Jews have so many more 

commandments than gentiles , so too do they have a greater 

<.. pportunity t o v iolat e those commandments and bring upon them-

selves di vine wrath. When Jews inadvertan~~y neglect their 

ritual commandments , they provoke divine anger . "Rabbi Yochanan 

saids •When the Holy- One- Blessed- Be- He come~ to the synagogue 

and does not find ten ~~n'(for a minyan) , He immediately 

ko ' es • ... 9 And when Moses was lax in ci rcumcizing his . . 
son , a s was commanded . Af and Cheima came upon him (See Chapter 

V) . They swallowed him up so that only his legs were lert. 

>'lt>en Tsipyorah took the f lint and cut off her son ' s foreskin , 
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they then left Mo~es alone . 10 

But sometimes Jews in their folly willfully violate t he 

divine commandments , thus insulting the Master of the Universe . 

The rabbis see this as the ultimate s tupidity . When a 

generation of fathers spurn or blaspheme (m ' na ' atsim) agains t 

God , God will become angry and their sons and daughters wil l 
11 

di e when they are young. The wi l lful transgression of God ' ~ 

commandments will bring anger and hars h punishment . Kine Amon , 

r .. anesseh ' s son was accused on purposefully angering God , based 

on the verse ( II Chronicles JJ12J) , "And he di d not s ubmit t o 

t h,, LORD as did his father i.~enassah. And this sarne Amon 

. d12 · 1t h. lf .. increase e ui upon imse • R. Yochanan s a id t hat Amon 

Lur nt the Torah . R. El iezer s aid t hat Anion slept with his 

mo ther . "She s aid to him s Can you have any pl easure in the 

pl ace f rom whP.nce you have come? He replied1 Chlum an i oseh 

ela l ' hachees et bor ' ee ... lJ 

Adul t ery will also cause divine anger . A woman who is 

edulterous , m' kan 1 ah 14 l ' hakadosh baruch hu u ' l ' ba ' alah . 15 

God lies in wai t ( k ' chotef ta ' arov) rrady to harm the adul terers 

as quickly as P.e can . ....ovlY "3"')i) ;S . ,,o•aJrJhJ f')Jc~ :)~, ·' /'kl 

''{tfot.3;5) .JY()t.J/ilril ~'J(>.) /t'~ )il/t'// ~(J :/''',)( ': )f"l/c ,id,) /:JI 

The rabbi s do not have any exampl es of God becoming 

anFry at people because t hey have trea ted their fellow human 

beings in a shabby , abusive , or dis r espectful way . Althou$h 

it was no~ considered at all to be laudator y when the four 

ra·oois acted out their anger at ;;heir servants ( ? . :. . Shaobat 

105b) , :;od Himself die! not become: a."l· r·.; at them . .'{hen Jacob 
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snapped at Rac hel (Gen esis Rabba 71•7) , ~od interv~ned oy 

scolding h i m. But God did not become ant;rY at him . ./hen 

Ratbi Yochanan became a."'lc ry at Rabbi El iezer ( T . J . Shelrn.lim 

2 15) or when Sharnmai beca .. 1e angry at 1-;illel ( T . =. . Shabbat 21a) , 

t here is no mention of any anger on ~od ' s part . ,,.nd when 

;.;o!:es bec ame angry at Datan and Avir arn (Ecclesiastes Pab"a 

7 1 7 ( 2)) , God became angry at h1oses only after he s t arted to 

blaspheme . Eu.rnan anger can causP the 3hechina to flee , 0r it 

car. c ause one to lose one ' s wisdom or prophetic ability , bu t 

it will not cause Go d to become angry . 

Go d becomes angry only for reas ons pertai ning directl~' to 

::ir:- s ovreignty . He becomes ancry wr.en •..:is cxister.c c is der.ie.: , 

·v : ·, t hough this might have nothine; to do with iritt"rpersor.a_ 

· e!:· vior , :iod beco1 .. es an.:;ry when people dismiss ::is aweso'.:.f:' 

!;o• .. e1· , anj when they del ibera tely offend ·-:i:n by worsh1pping 

i .:icls . Goel oeco1'les cri.gry when people violate :-!i~ c om1r.andmer,t~ , 

· .. :iowinclY or not . ':~e reason ti1at Sod bccarr. i:: an..:r Y at i-..in .... A1:ior. 

~r- 11ot i--P.callse "c had violated tis mo t h er , but 'because he hac 

v "0lat fl.) :;o..::l ' s Law . ?he reason that Goel. becomes an,sry at 

F.Jilterer~ i s not because they have violated social nor~s or 

t• ·~n dPCt:;i tful to t!v?i r r ."sp0 cti vc; spounes , tJUt because they 

:;ave violated '.:od ' s comrr.1.11idJ·-.i.:!"'lt . '.Jod is not rleased when 

p·~ople mistreat others , and P.~ netc-s out ;{j r punishnent according 

to ·:is justice . E.ut cli ·ine an~er is r csPrved for those who 

!".ave trans~ressed di vine commandments . 
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The word in the ~ebrew is /~ , which here has ~he force 
of punishment , as opposed to "j udge". 

T. E. Sanhedrin 108a 
Pirkei d ' Rebbi Eliezer 47 
T.B. Berachot 6b 
T . 3 . '.~edarim J2a 
'I . B. 1~ etubot Sb 
There may be a word play here. The word us ed is ,)~) ,) 

and so R. El iezer might have used this to mean 
procreation . 

T . 2 . Sanhedrin 10Jo 
For the linguistic and thematic connecti 0n between 

anger and kinnah see Chapter I . 
Kumbers Rabbah 9 : 12 
Ibid ., 10 : 2 
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The rabbis expend little enere y discussing how divine 

ancer expresses itself . They are quite concerned with t he 

nature of divine anger , its causes and its results . But the 

way that God expresses His anger is only a secondary concern . 

This may be because there is little that human be ings can do 

onc e God has become angry . h!1d as was seen with human ane er , 

thP. r abbi s are primarily observers o f divine anger . They 

otserve what they believe to be manife s tations of God ' s anger . 

?ut there is little that one can do to alter anger , divine 

or human , once it has been expressed . 

~ven though God becomes angry , He need not always express 

.:is emotional feelings . When God comes to a synagogue and 

sees less than a minyan , 1 He becomes angry . But His anger is 

unex9ressed . And when the kings of the east and the west 

worship the sun , He again becomes angry , but does not do 

h
. 2 

anyt 1ne . There might well be an implied ultimate punishment 

in s tore for tht>se foolish kine;s or these errant Jews , but 

ttis punishment i s not expliLit . Ther e is nothing in the 

discussion itself which would cause one to imply the punishment 

is f orthcoming . 

God has the entire universe available to Hi m as a 

vehicl e to express His anger . God can use human beings to 

punish other s when He is angry . When God was angry at King 

Ahaz because he had worshipped idols , He delivered him into 

the hands of the kings of Damascus . 3 And in the same way 

the God delivered Ahaz , so too does He subjugate t he wicked . 
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Also as master of l i f e and deat h , r,od uses illness and 

death liS His instrument to express His anger . \'lhen 

Rabbi Eliezer took ill , his students came to visit him. 

Eliezer believed his illness to be a r esult of divine wrath , 

as he told t hem , "cheima ' a zah yesh ba ' olam . "5 Inf an~ 
6 

~ortality is another s i gn of divine anger . And children 

mi ght di e at an early age becaus e God was angry at their 

parents . 7 Divine anger is identified as the Angel of Death 

(cheimat melech mal ' achei mavet--Prov . 16114) , and as 

torturers , who brine a slow and painful death (shnai 
8 

~ustarnin shel mavet) . 

As creator of the universe , God is a~le to us e natural 

p'!'\enomena t o express His anger . God could , if he were to 
9 unl eash His anger , destroy the entire world in a brief moment . 

hut God ' s anger when expressed in nature is often expressed 

.in water- r el ated punishment s , either a drought or a flood . 

This motif stems back i nto ~he Torah itself . The f irst 

destruct i on was of course the flood in Noah ' s gener ation . And 

the flood i s an expr ession of aivine wrath at the sins of 

that generation. 10 In Deuteronomy 11117 , God promises t o 

become angry at Israel if t hey worship other gods . He wil l 

"close up the heaveni:- , and t here shall be no dew, and the 

Parth will not give forth its yield , and (you) will quickly 

perish from t he good land which the Lord gives you . " In 

Ketubot 106a , le/\_}">) is itself uti lized as a euphami sm for 

f 
. 11 

amine . And when Honi Hama ' agel prayed for rain , he pray~d 



:t 

):)• 

67 

f i rst for mer cy becaus e of th e drought , 12 and t hen for an 
1J end to the overabundant r a in , which yardu b ' ~a ' af . 

God does not always e xpr ess His anger immedi ately . 

Of t en , God stores up His anger waiting f~r i ndividual 

judgment in the world to come , and universal j udgment in 

t he end of days . Then God can let t he individuals and the 

entire world f eel the ful l brunt of Hi s wrat h . Thi s was 

what what Rabbi Yochanan feared on this deathbed . He di d 

not know whether he would be a bl e to withstand God ' s 

. d t . . . t 1 14 
JU emen , since it is e erna • Furthermore , God can 

~ummon anyone t o judgment whenever He s o desires . Yochanan 

oen Zakkai compared God t o a king , who had i nvited hi s servants 

to a banquet . But t he kirli:} did not specify a t i me when t he 

La~quet wo ul d be held . The s mart s ervant s adorned t hemselves 

for the fea~ t sayine; , "nothing can be lacking i n t he king ' s 

'louse . " 3ut t he s tupi d ones did not bot her to pr epare them­

Relves . They said , "Can ther e be a banquet without pr eparat ion? " 

.3udtlen] y , all wer e s u1n1.1oned . The smart servants were dressed 

!\icely and the i:ine; was happy to 2reet t hem . They sat and 

f~asted . The st upid servants entered dish~viled , and the 

ki:l;: 1,vas anery with t!"".em . ~:e did not permit theJTI t o f east . 

I:lstead they stood and were friehtened . 15 God i s the ki ne; , 

anc human being~ :lre ::is St!rvants . 3y perfc-rmine; commandments , 

or.e pr epares in this life for the banquet in the world to corr.e . 

If the kin5 is happy with the preparation , the servant is 

invited in . But i f th~ kine i s an~ry , thP s ervant wi ll not 

~e let in to the world to com= . 
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':'t .:>rr will also bP. a fin?l jud 7-·r·r.t i n the P.r.d of 

when :Tod will vent His accumulatea anger once ar.d for all on 

the entire world . I t will be greater than any previous 

expression of divine aneer . God judged the c eneration of the 

flood while sitting , and the Egyptians while pa3sin~ throue h . 

-.. ut in the f uture , God will .i udge the world while standinc: 

1.ip , as it says s flurr~ ... ~yf 'tllj) / Jl·f ';) .Plk../ /d / .. Yf) /...) ~ 
,, (.'!e,d1.3t 'i) 'C)/c /l)i) [:, 'ffrj ./).) cf-.r 

./hen God becomes angr y , He often s wears oo.ths prornisin.'.: 

to JestroJ the objects of Hi s anger . But just as human 

•ein~s often ree;ret their actions wher. ant:;ry , so too does 

.od ret;;ret Hi s vows to destr oy . The rabbis discuss whethPr or 

· ot Goo is bound by P.is word "to }~ee:p the vow He made wher. 

~n:ry . Sorr e say that the oaths God made when an,:.ry are 

rei: :~actabl e since he was angry at that time . Aneer causeg 

'ne to do rash things , and t he same is true for God . 

:: o.1.::... i Yehosrua ci tPd the verse , " ' .11.sher nishba ' i;i t. • ani 

(r s . 95 :1 1) . ' . ' api nishba ' ti v ' c'hazarti bi." 17 And when 

~o(J ":as ar ry at Israel , he had th~ Frorh".:t Isaiah denounce 

T ~ r"'~l on "'is t ehalf . but when they l a ter reconciled , God 
18 

r~nounced his threat~ to punish I s rael . 

L:ke human bein.:,s , God dol3s re~ret the vow~ Ke made 

.:. n ane;Pr . Chan.Lr.a bar Papa disc ur sec th~ two verse s •f /'t: 11rr•n 

{Is . 27 s4) and ,)ro/.I) d'6r\I ·)..0/\IJ ~ .ahum 1 12) . God :=:ays , I 

.. a ve no ane;e r , "Ior I have al ready s worn . •iould that I had 

ot sworn (mi yitnenu sh elo nisht ati) • ., l9 R. 1iema quoted 

is fa t her- in- law R. TachrilifA- 1 ''God said , ' To then; it 

!OO{f' liko an:.:;e r , but to me it is not ".:l.n~cr . r..S I h~vu 



~·) I retract (fTly stater:'llm"'.) . • .. 2c 

·m ~eep~3 his 02th , r:e can f ulfill it ir. st..ict: a w·:~ "-S 'to 

Raobi Elazar t ell s a story about a Ki n.:_ who wa~ ani:;r J 

a .. , is :3on and swore t hat he No uld strit:e hiL lr tr.,., iwad 

w:_"i-1 an Indian sword . Lat"'r v.h··"' 'h~ ~alr..ed ro~.r. 1 hr> ::a ' d 1 

J stri.<e him he will die and no one will i.1>-,cr.i-c ... ., 

~it ,-a.mr. . ~ui; J c anr.o t ann ul ny a~cre•.! . " So :-::e !JUt c:. s11ea.~r. 

)V•n· th1~ sword and struck hi s son . :?he son "1a.s sc=.veci a: d 

t 11: oecrce was fulfill en . R. :1anir10. to2.a t·1~ Si:i.JllP. stor,) • tcti"'.. 

: Li~g wlo swore t hat he woula throw a big :i;one &'this ~o· . 

:....·i."..-r , h~ brol{e t he rocJ{ up .:.nto little bi ts and t!'lrev • .:. t at 

1i .• t hus saving his s on and f\..lfill i ::..:: 1.is d-.cr ~ . P . S l'".imor 

J..akish tel ls the s .... ory ?..uout a bii:: ro:Je . :'h~ lt i n_ S'l:ore 

-cha ... hi: v•ovlu lash h i s son or•· hur dred +ir.:e.. . Ir.sti.:.ad 1 he 

•• • i_ i; t·1,,, ro~P. ini;o : oc r arts ard 1 as: Pd hi~. one.::. . 

:..1.u .... 1~ c_J,kP',1 Ll~.J"' ff;) ;i1r/1 ,1 

rn n :Zoci becn:nr•F p_-.. ' 
y ' 

a.""~t fr.g CaJ h-p!'en . At tirres 1 

.iop..- :-iot 1:;Yprnc:s ~if' a.r. r-r - at all . .:-l:t o-;;rpr tilT',..S , i r 

n -r> r 'JO"' Ca'1 rin.::. sickrn~·::: , cn:t r . ~lOOC and f I in ~ 1 and 

'i~~r is . -:·,.,el"e ii:: tr.•· Lopro that ~v~n '\1t n :m._,r · • ~od will 
22 

r : e!tl· .. er ... '1l.. ri.._' t~ovc- ; PV"P in p.r, er God will reme·11be!' 
21 

_; ' "Cy' • • P v 1 · :-. · o::i "'>Ot"d L;1· ·~'r. ba ' ::- r<i.y"!r 1 

/J,V.;}1.? ~ /',/' _/\-W/ 7':,~;...) S\~LY .PJi'!r 1c .O/'l.J'/1/ J}hQ ,Y2r'\'~ 
b 1 ~'>' ,-nu' )/~? Jc ..1) 1.,u-0 p ,..., i? :Yd'r~ , fJk. ?J()F 

.l9 ?'.Jd[ ..A1°l'J ' ...)).J 
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CHAPI'ER IX- - RESULTS OF DIVI l\E AI~GER 

The rabbis are divided over how to evaluate Cod ' s 

an7er . SomP.tirr.es they present it as t he most terrible of 

divine qualities , and at other t]me<3 they tend to downplay 

its conscqu~nces . The r abbis ' portrayal of divine anger shoul d 

le Wlderstood in terms of how it w.as meant to f unction among 

..:-ews . Thf> threat of an unpredictable , uncontrollable , over ­

whelmingly limitless destructive power in the world served to 

helJJ keep Jews in line with halacha . The threat of punish-

111ent was certainly a powerful force which helped to keep 

..iews loyal in their adherence to rabbini c Judaism . .Cut divine 

an~er itself could be so terrible and frightenine to Jews thct 

the rabbi s also had to mitigate its awful effects . I t i s 

difficult to function with the threat of divine wrath at every 

$in or err or , major or minor . Also the reality of the world 

is such that it is not always seen as fair or just . Jliost of 

the time , reality is seen as good , and the rabbis understand 

God to be essentially beneficent . But sometimes our world does 

not appear to be fai r . The righteous and the innocent appear 

t o suffer unjustly , while the wicked are permi tted t o ·prosper 

without apparent punishment . These are the underlying reasons 

for the dialect ical tens ion . God ' s anger is terrible , so 

terr~ble that anything can happen to somP.one who makes Him 

angry . Yet God is a caring and loving Being who will not 

utter ly destroy--who will make His punishment bearable . 

The results of God ' s anger were discussed in part in 
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the previous chapter , since it is nearly i mposs i ble to 

separate ang er ' s res ults from its expression . God ' s anger 

results in human suffering , namely: slavery , flood , famine , 

illness and death . The rabbis t end to leave much of the 

expression of divine anger to the hum.:m imagination . They 

do not spell out in e graphic way what happens when God does 

become angry . This might be because the rabbis have never 

observed God becoming angry directly , as they have human 

b~ings . Rather they have only seen results . This chapter 

will di scuss the results of divine anger, but by and large 

its emphasis will be upon whom divine anger is expressed , 

and what type of results are in store for each different 

:roup. 

The results of divine anger are always permanent , 

i~aving some lasting effect on the world (ne ' emar bo roshem) . 1 

..tnd Rabbar. Yochanan b . Zakkai acknowledged that t he punishment 

wh i ch i s a r esult of divine anger is eternal , as opposed t o 

the puni shment which r esults from human anger . 2 God ' s anger 

is also undiscrimina'l.ing , leaving in i ts wake a wide path 

of des truct i on--destroying both the good and the bad , the 

righteous and the wicked . J But counter balancing this view 

of a rampaging God is the view of a merciful God, who will make 

His anger and punishment bearabl e for the righteous and for 

the Jewish peo ple . 4 The r esult of God ' s ?ng;er will ultimately 

be mercv , since anger activates God ' s middat harachamim . 5 

The wicked, of cour se , cause their ovm anger and their 

own punishment . As long as they are wicked , God will be angry 

' 6 a~ them . God is pictured as taking pleasure in the wicked ' s 
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downfall . Rabbi I shmael said , "Yesh s imcha lifnei hakadosh 

baruch hu k ' she'yay ' abdu macheesin min ha ' olam . "7 Knowing 

t heir impending doom , God laughs at the wicked . •• ' Tov ka •as 

mi s chok '--better is di vine anger i n this worl d t han the laughter 

which God laughs with the wicked in this world . ' Lischok amarti 

m' holal ' --God laughs with the righteous in t he world to come . 

' V' shibachti ani et has i mcha '--this is t he joy of fulfilling 

one ' s commandments . ' Ul ' simcha mah zeh oseh '-- this is the 

joy that is not connected to the commandments." 8 So God en joys 

the ang er He has toward the wicked . He t hrows their wickedness 

oack at them and laughs while they su~fer . They have spent their 

l ives provoking Him and He justly anticipates their time of 

~ udgment . The rabbis warna .AdFtf 1J'../V1 /.J 'k t .-0•~-,[ •J/c 

9 ·~oY~,) /ftl /in / ;'tC! ,)k..Jj'·) /IY ~h, ,f...l~ 

It is impor~ant to note here that the wicked are seen 

as t hose who violate God ' s commandments . The righteous , on 

~he other han~ . serve God with joy . The halachic system 

is all- pervasive for the rabbis , subsuming any ethical system 

under it . Under this halachic system , even normally righteous 

people can suffer if they inadvertantly transgress a divine 

commandment . This was shown to be true with Lioses when he 

neglected to circumcise his son, and also with the children 

of Israel when they i n a lapse of fa~~h worshipped the 

Golden Calf that they made . So normally righteous people do 

commit sins , and they can become momentarily wicked . Therefore , 

God is erech a paim, patient and long- suffering towards t he 
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wicketl , with the hope that they wil l become righteous . The 

rabbi s discuss this aspect of God a 

( ){c j.J'l .Jf /0 '6 .:> _f'fc <?..,r::J/.:> ~ 

God is described as both desirous that th~ wicked fail and 

are doomed , yet He can be compassionate and patient , waiting 

fo r them to cast aside their wicked ways and observe ni s 

commandments . 

The righteous , on the other hand , who labor on God ' s 

behalf , often suffer in this world . But in the halachic sysi;em , 

they earn a reward in the world to come • 11 But even while 

~od is angry , Re will remember the righteous and not let them 

suffer un justly. Proof of that is when God saved Lot and 

ADraharn from t he destruction of Sodom and Gemorrah . 12 

Ult imately i~ the rabbinic world view, t hose who remain wicked 

will s uffer, even thoue h God is patient with them , giving 

them many cha1ces "to become righteous . And if the righteous 

happen to suffer in thi-; world , they do so on God ' s behalf , 

earning an eternal reward in the world to come . 

Livine anger is considered appr opriate for the gentile 

nations , There seems to be two ideoloe ical f a ctor s , human 

and theological , which influence the raobi s ' thinkin:; . On t he 

J;ur.:ar: level , Jews r.ad been subjected f or many centuries to 

the r ul e of mi ghtier nations . Because these nations had the 

po\.,rer to oppr ess Jews , which they often did , they were seen 

as wicked . The Jews had been downtroddt?n and powerJ ess . So 

thPir wi sh to see their o!'rressors overthrown was powerf ul 
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and appealine . And l f i t could n0t be express ed politicall y 

or militarily, it could more safely be expressed in aggadah . 

Theologically, the Jews believed thems elves to be chos en by 

:od . They alone worshipped God , observed commandments , and 

owed Him their loyalty . But they were subjugated to the 

earthly rule of idol worshippers and people who did not 

r ecognize God ' s sovreignty , Ther efore , there was the promise 

of a great punishment in store for the gentil e nations--God ' s 

e xpr ession of all the centuries of accumulated anger . This 

fus i on of the theological and the huma~ desire t o see di vi ne 

anf er expressed at t he gent i les is capt ur ed in these two 

s inole ag~adot 1 .. /..,. [ •· 
1-rr, n r) 5~1 ' :> A?l -' .. 1 ::J!JU 1 l,J..~ • • n ! 4') • 1 ·1c ;,tt· n ~ ~ ~ w) 
' '3df ~) yl!YI~ /J.:Jt JiJ~ ~ /J:.J J;'rj ~[''(j/cthi:.m / 1)) 

''JrOVJ'f (C>fc. ~·e' , '~-l'J.J /c '.::J ~) (?t/o' ': # /) ,,) JJJ ~ Jl ")f>'J:-I 

' '1. JJ i)N '-1/Vf)JJ1/ ...oJ}),1 _y1/11M (ale ~1<!.. ' (rs. l1. :i) 

3ecause t he gentile nations have themselves inflicted 

Israel with a f and cheima, they will have to suffer the full 

fore e of God • s wrath . " ' Then He shall speak to them in ¥.is 

wrath (Ps . 215) '. Ilut it is written , ' LORD , LORD , merciful 

and gracio11s God (Ex . J416) •- - Ee is only {:racious to Israel. 

n.nd to the gentile nations who have terrifi ed Israel with 

af and cheima, as it says ''Hinei YO"t Adonai ba achzari ba • evra 

v ' charon af (Is, 1) 119 ) . , , .. l5 I srael wil,_ receive grace 

from God , but the gentile nations will suffer God ' s wrath . 

i/hen the Day of Judgment does come to th e world , Israel will 

not be t otally spared . But the brunt of the anger will fall 
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on t~e gentiles . 1 srael wi.Ll also l;e brcu~h"t to judgmer.t . 

~ut Isrsel will be j udged first before the divine wrath 

r eall y becomes fierce . 16 

If anger i s intrinsic to God ' s nature , t han the gentil e 

nations s erve a s useful objects for ~is wrath . Although 

Israel might be suff ering for the noment , its s1lfferi ng is 

d11imal compared to what the gentiles will suffer over th~ 

lonF; run. 

Rabbi Yochanan sai1 1 " • •• a king ••• had two 
terricle t ortures . And every nation that he would be 
angry at , he would subjugate that nation to them . 
Once , his own nation rebelled ~ainst him, and he 
would call his torturer s to castigate them . They 
began to s cream out to the king 1 Our Lord the 
King , we entreat you , everything that you want 
to do to castigate us , do it , except for these." 
So Israel said before the Holy- One- Blessed- Be- He • 
i .. aster of the universe , do not rebuke me with Your 
Ane er and do not inflict me with Your Wrath . " The 
Holy- One- Blessed- Be- He said to them , "If so , for 
what purpose is Anger and Wrath? " They said to 
Hirn , "You have othe"'.'s to inflict • • • " . And so 
the Hol~-One-3ler7ed-Be-~e consented to their 
suggestion • • • 

3ecause Israel has a closer r ela"tionship to ~od , Israel 

is ~een as different from the gentile nations . For the 

-~~tiles , divine anger is a sign of rejection . But for Jews , 

divine aneer can be seen in a sort of positive light . For 

Israel , anger is a s i gn of the covenant . Since Israel alone 

received the Torah , Israel alone suffers for its violation of 

:·orah • s commandments , Israel was given t; 1 ~ Torah and the 

~rophets because of God ' s anger and Israel ' s sjn .
13 

Further­

more , divine anger is a sign for Jews that God cares about 

thel.l it1 a special way . It would be worse if God were to 

re,i1;?ct them al together . Rabbi Shimon b . Lakish commented on 
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the last ver se ( 5 r 22) of Lainentations ("For you cannot have 

totally rejected us , and sti ll be angry at us") • "If it i s 

rejection ther e is no hope . But if it is anger there is 

hope--for everyone who becomes angry wi ll ultimately be 

appeased."19 

The special relationship between God and Israel is 

mPtaphorically described i n two images r as a kine and his 

nation , and as a father and his son. I n both i mages , God 

as king or as father has absolute power. But God is i n a 

very real way dependent upon the J ewish people to mai!s His 

-reatness known . Therefore, God might ultimately destroy 

the gentile nations , but He will never destr oy the Jewish 

;eople . If a king were to destroy h i s nation , he would no 

longer have subjects to r ule . And i f a father wer e to destroy 

his son , there would bP. no one to carry on after him. God 

as king or as fa~her mi ght r.hastise , but He will never 

dest roy the Jewish people . 

God is pictured as mini ini zine His punishment against 

thP J e\'ls . This is analagous to a king whose nat ion has sinned 

agains t him . If he makes little of their off ense , his 

ki~gly retinue will r emain . If he makes much of their 

offense , it wil l no longer remain. 20 Jew~ g et s pecial 

treatment under this ~ype of relationship . Rabbi Levi defined 

erech apairn as rachik ragiz , giving Jews the opportunity to 

perfor m t eshuvah before they would be punished . He made 

thP. following analogya 

(A king ) had two harsh legions who live wi t h me 
in the land . Now the inhabi tal"lts are making 
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me angry and they (the legions) are s~anoing over 
them . So let me send them out on the long way. 
Por if they (the inhabitants) ane er me , oy the 
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time I send out after them , the inhabitants would 
pacify me . And I would accept their making peace . 
So it was with the tioly- One- Blessed-He . Af and 
Cheima are the angels of destruction . I send them out 
the long way--when Israel angers me . ~ut before 
they get there , Israel

2
brings me teshuvah and I 

accept their teshuvah . 1 

The father- son relationshi p is different from the 

relationship of a master and a slave. Akiba was asked about 

the poor . ne eave the mashal of a king who was angry.at his 

servant and threw him in jail and commanded t hat no one 

f d h . . h. d • k 22 ee im or give im rin • If someone co~es along and 

f eeds him and gives him drink, the king will be angry. out 

if instead the king becomes angry with hi s son and decrees the 

same punishment upon him , if someone were to save the son , 

the king would send him a g jft . 23 The midrash about a king 

who decrees the death of his son , yet mitigates the punishment 

to save him , preaches the same message--the relationship 

betwen God and Israel is different from the relationship between 

Sod and the gentiles . 24 

God is described as rewarding Israel when they are good 

and punishing them when they are bad , as a father would r eward 

or punish his own son . The mashal was made 1 

A king had a son whom he l oved too much . so he 
planted an orchard f o r oim. When the son was 
obediant , the kind would search throughout the 
world for a beautiful sapling and plant it 
within his orchard . But when he (the son) would 
get him ane:ry , the king would cut dovm hi s plant s . 
~o it is when Israel is obedient to God . God 
searches throughout the.world for th~ right~ous 
~entiles and puts them in I srae1 •s m1dst- -like 
J ethro and Rahab . And when Israel ~~ers God , 
he ~emoves t he rie hteous among them . ~ 
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Because of the unique relationship between God and 

Israel , God sometimes refrains from punishing Israel , even 

though it remains His pr erogative . God refuses to become 

ar.r;ry at Israel while they are at war s ince t hey would then 
26 Le ut terly destroyed . But the best exampl e of God refus ing 

to destroy Israel is the Golden Calf incident . Israel sinned 

and ~od threatened to destroy them . Eut ul timately He di d not . 

:'his is a sic n of God ' s gr eatness . "An earthly kin~ bestows 

·~ifts on his s ubjects when they are loyal to hi m. but when 

they are no longer loyal , when they reb~l , he cuts them 

off . Rot so with God . Rather they (Israel) were busy 

oi?low making Him angry , and He was busy above givine; them 

• • · m ah ,.27 .1s .. or • '' ' To You, Adonai , is righteousness (Daniel 9 , 7) . ' 

Pab'bi Levi said : 
r;R 1· -;,·~J> .11 .,, ._.;0)f11S01?.J;J,)1..J -:>?'~(f /??'f)' ,1C11a 1~e" Jk)e' 

,),)7f:> '..J ~ rJ' : '/";) ... . .JJ''f) ..JJ~J JJ'd ..)l}/)/[ p~f j>j"Yfll /fdn! 
~~ JJ 'JJ _J\Q ~ LJ [, 

God ' s anger i s borne by all . It is borne by the wicked 

ar.d by the ric;hteous , by the e;entiles and by Israel . But the 

r es ults are different for each group , depending upon the 

relationshi p they have wi t h God . God en j oys punishine t he 

wicked , who are the cause of His an0 cr . He laughs with them 

now so that they will be punished l ater . The righteous are 

remembered by God , even when He i s angry . They are promis~d 

a rP.ward in the world to come . Th~ gentiles e xist to be the 

brunt of divine anger , to suffer gr eatly at the final judgment . 



.ut Israel r eceives a different t )pe of anger altogether 

from God . God ' s anger towards Israel is one which evolves 

out of the speci al relationshi p between t hem. God wi ll 

oPcome angry at I s r ael , and God wi l l chastize Isr ael . But 

God will never destroy I srael . 
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NOTES 

T . 3 . Zevachim 102a--This statement is attributed to 
Rabbi Yehoshua ben Kor cha . It i s not stat ed as 
such that whenever divine aneer is expressed it 
lea ves a lasting i mpr ession . Rather it s ays that 
every time there is mention of divine aneer ir. the 
Torah , there i s a permanent consequence . I believe 
that this princi ple can , as a general r ule , be 
extended to apply t o all instances of divine anger 
in the rabbinic theology . 

T.v. Berachot 28b 
j enesis Rabbah 49 18--See Chapter VI 
i·1idrash Tehillb1 6 1 J--See Chapt er VI I I 
T . J . Ta ' ani t 2: 1 
T .5 . Sanhedrin 111b , Gene~is Raoba 9 15 , 2712--See 

Chapter VI 
Yalkut Shimoni Psalms 627 
T . B. Shabbat JOb--The las t section ( Ul ' simcha mah zeh 

oseh) means that any joy is not connected t o 
fulfilline; di vi:rn commandmerits i s really of no 
value . The verses quoted are f rom Eeclesi astes 
7 1) , 212 , 8 115. 

I..idrash Tehillim 7012. 
T . ? • Yoma 69b 
I•itdrash Tehillim 117 114--This is the tradi tional 

an~wer to the protlr-rr: of theodi cy . 
T. E. Berachot 54b 
T.E. hVOdah Zarah 4a--See Chapter VIII , Note 19 
Leviticus Rabbah J ? 1l--The end of that aggadah , 

v ' tenachmeini mei hem rr.eans , " And You "till comfort 
me thr ough thei r sufferine; . " 

kidr ash Tehillim 217 
T . b . Ro~h Hashannah Bo 
J..idrash Tehillim 61 J -The p:i;_ooftext: l1er e are colorful 1 

f k:J ..Jl' t Y I (f}_tf1') (lll?· 1f,~ 'r )e~o -0'1~:1 [Y (JJ-t.t/) ?'ot> -' ~/J\-:>::> 
le'•"l-i s .1() . JJ '/c / ' JVc >J t; ,,J NY>:u 

And about Israel it is written 1 / 

cz:~ .l) : ~) '0 /'it ,)N'fl .(lloS.11 · f) JJ' Jul~ ...JlJl '?. f ~If! t ;,{ / ~ /I">{) ,)l' 1'.A: k.) 
T . i: . ;·edari m 22!: 
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: amentations Rabbah 5 122 
: . ~ . Zevachim 41b 
. . ... . Ta ' anit 2 : 
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uere poverty is portraye d as a rPs1Jl t of di vine anger , 
T . Z. : aba ?atra 10a--Here God too is pictured as 

re~rettine what He does in aneer . 
!.idrash Tehillirr. 6: J --See Chapter nII 
T. J . ~erachot 2 : 8 
~ . - . 3erachot 7a--The incident discussed here is 

with :; ila ' am ~ Numbers 2 J s8 
~xodus R bah ~1 1 4 
Pid . , 41 : 1 



CHAPI'ER X- - GOD ' S ATTEMPTS TO APPEASE ANGER 

The way i n whi ch human beings are t o appease human and 

divine anger was a mRjor topi c of disc ussion f ur t he rabbi s 

(see Chapter V). The way that God appeases human anger and 

~is own wrath is not as central a theme i n the rabbi nic 

discuss ion of God' s anger . God is , after all, the master of 

the un i verse . Unlike human bei ngs , God has the ul timate 

power t o become angry, t o inflict punishment , and to be 

merciful. Wher e human beings would f ear the des tructive 

express ion of anger , human or divine , God cert ainly does not. 

But God does take a role in interceding against human anger and 

agains t His own anger . God does s o because He chooses to do 

so , as opposed t o human beings, who i ntercede against anger 

becaus e they must do so . God is s een by the r a bbis as inter­

ceding on behalf of human beings and on behalf of Israel . 

Therefore , becaus e ultimate!~ like human beings , God dislikes 

His anger, God is essentially loving and just. · Th!.s is lost 

when ~e becomes angr y. God t akes an active rol e against human 

anger , and also against the expression of His own divine anger . 

God can t hwCiI't t he human expression of anger. In the story 

about Rabbi Yehoshua b . Levi,
1 

God prevented Yehoshua from 

cur sing his Saducean nei ghbor who was ma.lf! ng him angry over 

scriptural interpret ation . Yehoshua had s et up a rooster, so 

t hat he would awake him at dawn . Then Yehoshua would curse him. 

But both the rooster and Yehoshua remained a sleep through t he 

dawn. Thi s was seen as God's doing , as the two prooftexts 

s hows "v'rachamav al kol ma •as av" and "gam ' enosh 1 ' t s adik2 l o tov . " 
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~oa can also use human anger as a t ool t o achi eve His own ends , 

as He did in Esther 2121 1 "In those days , as f11ordecai sat in 

the King ' s gate , Bi gthan and Teresh became angry ( • • • a~d 

t hey wanted to lay their hands on King Ahasuerus)" . Rav Chiyya 

bar Aba quoted Rabbi Yochanan , "God , Master over all Hi s servants , 

caused ang er in order to perform a miracle for the righteous , 

i n this case Mordecai . " ) 

In Chapter V, Moses was aescribed as interceding on 

Isr ael ' s behalf against di vine wrath . Moses saved Israel from 

divine destruction . But the rabbis feel free to reverse the 

roles . When Moses is portrayed as an angry leader, wishing 

the destruction of Israel , God intercedes on Israel ' s behalf 

to threaten , cajole , or appease Moses . 

It was Moses ' custom to pitch the Tent of Meeting outside 

t he Israelite camp, and those who would request somet hing of God 

would leave the camp and appr oach the Tent of Meeting (Exodue 

J J a7). The aggadah changes the story and describes Moses , in 

hi s anger at Israel because of the Golden Calf, as taking the 

ten1.. of meeting outside the camp . "When Moses saw the good 

gift that they had in their hands and how they lost it , he too 

became angry at them • • • Shimon b . Lakish made the following 

analogy1 A king had a leg ion who rebelled. SG the commander 

of the legion took the ensign and fled . "4 God intercedes on 

Israel • s 'behalf and threatens to depose ~loses. "The Holy- One­

Blessed-Be- He said to Moses a ' Now they will say, The I1 aster 

i s angry , the student is angry--Israel , what shall become of 

them . If you return the tent to its place , well and good . 
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An.ti if not Yehoshua ben Nun your s tudent wil l serve i n your 

s t ead ."5 

The rabbis depict God and J1,cses in a mutual pact . If one 

becomes angry, the ot her shuuld pacify him, and vice versa. 

They base their aggadah on the verse , .. And God spoke to r.ioses 

face to face (Exodus JJ a11) . " 
fl '.JJ _fife _f't .. h f( '.Jd / ',)' ...NO('f:::, ('-IC> I ':\'D ) r / '1'1 :j"l'J.J>I> p le~ 

. ,).Jn/i/f o.J.:>;JI ~ )j/) · 'JCJ_Jlk_J\J]}/I 2'.Ja /',) 1
1 
..JVOJ~ :J() /'";)'~.JI 

k/'~I" O~ 1) ',)lce:> !.f\)tfJ; r~ ~ ?.'»'TV") .JVt.6/11 JJ !JJ;) pe • • • 
6 . ~J,/Y '..J/c ~~ ;,';2J'e_:) 'JV/c' 1)f1 ft' i)f'/c 

I J J 

God is also s een as interceding against Hi s own anger . 

God Himself becomes angry, and God appeases Himself. This 

i s what happened in t he midrash on Isaiah . 7 '.Jlc );)/~ ;.. r>'t 

.,r~,., ;)'~,",) p dkJ~· 19..f"~ /rt:> )Ne . .. 'J'JJc 1c· ~:J-;o, ,,,q ~ J,~ 
And in t he aggadot on the angels of destruction (See Chapter V) , 

God is portrayed as inter ceding against His own anger . Moses 

seeks God •s intercession • "Amod atah b • echad v•ani b ' echad . 

t1!i nayin? Shene •emar1 'Kumah Adonai b ' apecha ' (Ps . 717) Harei 

she ' amad Hakadosh Baruch Hu b ' af . "8 

~od ' s anger will not last forever . Ultimately, it will 

subside . But like human beings , God must express His anger 

before He can be appeased . ''R . Yochanan said in the name of 

R. Yo sis •How i s it known t hat one does not plat:r.te someone 

while he is angry? As it i s writtena ' My countenance will go 

wi th you , and I will give you rest (Exodus 3J a14). • God said 

to Moses 1 wait until My countenance of wrath s h2.l.l pass over 

and I will give you r est . And i s anger an attribute of the 

Holy- One- Blessed- Be- He? Yes , as i t i s taught • V' eil zo ' em b ' chol 

yom (Ps . 7112) . "9 And Shimon ben Laki s h s aid about anger , 

"d'chol m•an d ' cha ' ees sofei li"!j ' ratsay"10 • Al l anger 
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tJ'•<>ntually will le appeas~o . 

?ut God is also described as di fferen"t fron: hur<ian beings 

oecause ue can appease Ei~self . Human anger ~ust first sub-

si~~ before there can be appeasement . ~ut God can appease 

ri i mself even while r..e i s a.ne;ry . "It is an attri bute of a 

hurr.an beinc:; that wher. one is anc..ry , he is not concilliatory ; 

and when one is concilliatory , he is not angry . 3ut when the 

·!oly-Cne-Elessed-~e-!:e is angry, from wi thi'1 his anePr !.,e 

vecomes concilliatory . ,.1l cecause this i s so , the world can 

endure God ' s anger . 

Anger is an attr i but e of God . A!:- it i s with human 

~eines , God ' s anger must also express i t self. The rabbis disc~ss 

\· ..... _~-: divin<> ang er is , its causes , its expression , and its 

r-:.rnlts . ~uman beings ca..'1 in t ercede at:ains~ '}od ' . anc..er , and 

'.;on "-:imself can intercede against His own a.'l'le:er . Eut f undamental 

to the entire discussion of God ' s ancer is the rabbis ' belief 

in a ~od who desires proper behavior and might become angry 

w!.en tr.at "uehavior is not realizP.d . An,:;er is intrinsic to 

'}ad ' s very nature . ~ut it ultimately depends upon human short-

co~.r.:in:s . ~imply put , God will become nr.gry only when human 

i:::.:.ne;s sin . If h• .. unan beings were to stop sirnin0 • God would 

not becomP. an"'ry . The hu!'lan cycl<' of sin . punishment and 

su:fP.rint; , and human anc;~r has its counternart in the divine 

i.~eaJ.r' . Thai. same c ·cJ" , viP,..,~d frorr }od ' s perspec~ive , can 

e s eer. as di v i ne po.tienc'? , divint:: an ... er and punishrner.t , and 

a.;.:peasernen~ . ·1.'hile hutne.r: bein.,:s sin , ::;od i,.. patient . '.?her. 

s~ddenly 'od can lose ~~s ~atiencu . beco~es er~ry and inflict 

Hi:o puni::-hment upon the sinniJr~· . The t. tlman bein .. s who are 

p'W'liShed :::;uff Pr their visurin • io'or r.ur.ian ·oeln._.s , the 
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aft ermat h of this s uffering can be renewed human anger . Thi s 

anger must be repressed because human anger can lead to sin , and 

s in might bring on more punishment . For God, the aftermath of 

divine anger is appeasement and r enewed patience . God too, 

hopes that t he time wil l come when there will be more sin and 

no more anger. 
JJ. .. i)':Jj',)d da>;)!r11d?n .JJ~, /JotJ.J :17)Jc ."J 1f?nJYot)~ '' 
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NOTES 

T . :O . Berachot 7a--See Chapter III . 
The use of the secor.d proof t ext may hinee on the 

word t sadi k , refer r i ng to t saduki m, Saducees . 
T . 3 . 1 .. eeillah 1Jb 
Exodus Rabbah 45s J 
T.: . 3erachot 6J b- -This aggadaY is also told with 

a differ ent mas hal about a ma tronah who left 
r.er palace , and the Ki ne threat ened t o r eplace 
her with an orphan (Exodus Rabbah 4514 ) . See 
Chapt er III . 

Exodus Rabba 4512 
Yalkut Shimoni Isaiah J95--See Chapters V and VIII 
Deuteronomy Rabbah ) 111 
T. 3 . Eerachot 7a 
Lamentati ons Rabbah 5s22 
l· i d.rash Tehillim 2 ' 17 
Genesis Rabbah 9•5 
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COl\CLUSI O!\ 

Overwhelmingly, t he rabbi s see anger as a negative force 

in both human beings and in God . When people become angry, 

they become destructive . Th eir physical strengt h increases 

commensur at e with their anger . Anger brings not only he i ghtened 

s trength , but heightened emotion as well . Thematically and 

lineui stically , anger ls closely connected to passion . The 

r~bbis unaerstand that when one is angry , his true character 

i$ reveal ed. In modern terms , anger removes one ' s ego def enses , 

and the true sel f emerges for all to see . In the rabbinic world 

as in our own , patience is a virtue . Like Hillel , we ar e told 

~o be on our euc.rd agai nst anger and not lose control . 

For the rabbis , anger is associated with the yetser hara 

and drunkeness , external things which also cause human beings 

to lose t heir self control . The yetser hara and drunkeness 

can exac erbate a"l already angr y disposition . ldolatry too can 

t ring anger into t he world . The idol worshipper will incur 

God ' s wrath , and he will also cause indignation among the 

righteous and God- fearing . On the other hand , things that are 

hi ghly esteemedp that are held dear , can also cause aneer . 

Lecause t hey ar e so close , one ' s family members , a spouse , a 

s i bling or a child can make someone very angry , since each 

has a stake in t he welfare of the other . Scholarship and 

wisdom are also held in high esteem , and they t oo can cause 

anger . The Talmud pr eserves a number of passages r elating 

to internicine bitterness and a~ger among rabbinic colleagues , 

often over what seems ~o be trivial i n retrospect . 
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~uman anger need not always be expressed . One migh-i; 

harbor f~elings of a~ger inside . The virtuous person ic able 

to suppress his angry feeline;s ai1d not let them get t he bes t 

of tim . But sometimes anger is e xpressed through words and 

t!"irougr. ::ic tion , ',/hen anger does escape , it car be uncontrollable . 

'./hen a~.::;er is expressed , it can bring more harrr: to both tr.e 

!HH ~>on w~o i s ane;ry and to the one who bears the brunt of that 

"'..r-::::er , thar the situation its elf would actually warrant . 

For t:-ie rabbis , the results of an;::;ry a ctior:s and words are 

• .oF't often re&retted. Anger can lead to error . It c an cause 

·01 '"1.>nF to violate the halacha, even inadvertantly . ".'/hen 

so: eone becomes a"'lgry , he loses his reason, his wisdorr: and 

t1- D~vinP Fr .sence . ~ithout these divine ~ifts , a Jew mi:ht 

r:o. ~.it sins that he v.ould later ree.;ret . The rabbis understar. l 

't'.:"' world to be ruled by an active God who has given cor.mand.me:;ts • 

. ,f.,...:-. som1::one has violated a di vine com.11larid.ment , when he has 

:·.:!.r.Ped , he is liable to be punished by Go d . UnliKe our moderr: 

;0 . . cerr. with ar.g~r in interpersonal r elations , the rabbis seem 

to ve pri.11arily concerned with th · relisious consequences of 

"'!" .~<>~ for th1:: individual and the Jewish people . 

Th~ rabbis v i ew human ar.d divine anccr as a universal 

concern . All people should try to appease anger whenever they 

can . .~ut this cannot always be done. ·:ihen a person is angry , 

it is i mposs i ble for him to be appeased . ~11s anger must e xpend 

i t self . Only t hen can he , of his ovm accord , be ready to 

ue app~ased . out this is different with Go d . The consequences 

of divine anger can be so terrible that each person is 

obligated to intercede and allay God ' s wrat h , even at his own 

personal peril . Behind God ' s anger is unlimited pow~r , which 



1 ~ 

,., 

89 

if it were to become des tructive , could destroy t he entire 

mi ver s e . 

The r abbi s are not psychol ogists , and ne ither should that 

hp expected of them. Today , psychol oe y i s t aken very seriously . 

As twentieth c entury Jews , we tend to read back into our 

Jewi sh tradition our own concerns f or psychological well - being . 

A eood exa~pl e of t his e isogesis i s our a t titude toward t he 

J Pwi sh mourning rituals . As modern Jews , we see in these 

tradi tions a concern for psychology , since t hey do g ive 

psychological comfort to the bereaved . But psycholo~y as a 

disci pline is not ye t a century old . Throughout the centuries , 

Jews Kept the mourni ne rituals because they were t he community 

~t~~dards believed to be commanded by God . This was the law 

by which Jewi s h people lived and guided their lives . The fact 

that in our own day these rituals appear psycholog ically 

helpf ul is only incidental . f\lany other examples of halacha 

(i . e ., the laws of family purity, shatnez, and the prohibition 

aeainst ! evening on Passover etc . ) , have nothing to do with 

psycholoe ical well being , as traditional Judaism saw them. 

The rabbis ' view of human anger tends to run counter to 

modern psychological notions . For them , there is no such 

t hing as healthy anger or a healthy venting of pent up feelings . 

Instead, a~ger is bad , since it leads to sin and punishment . 

There also seems to be an unspoken rule throughout the rabbinic 

literature that people in a higher status do have the right 

to become an~ry at someone in a lower status . People in a 
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hi gher status should not lose their self control . out when 

they do t~ey are partially justified since they were provoked 

b~r underlings , Eut in the aggadah , people in a lowel'.' status 

n0ver become angry at people in a hi gher status . For example , 

parents become angry at children . Children never becomes anery 

at parents . Teachers become angr y at students . Students never 

oecome angry at teachers. Kings become ane ry at their subjects . 

Subjects never become angry at their kings . God becomes angry 

at the Jewish people . But the Jews never become angry at God . 

The rabbis instruct the Jews of their day to repress their 

anger , to bury it within . The i mportance of self control is 

~o perform commandments properly and not sin . The rabbis do 

~ot teach us psychology . Instead they teach religion . For 

t h err. reli5ion was much wider than it is for us today . !\early 

~very facet of life was contained within the r ebric of r eligion . 

Unoerlying the r~bbi ' s religious teaching is their idea that 

~od car e s about hvman behavior , and that all Jews should fulfi ll 

their r eligious dut i es and 15ve accordine to their religious 

obligations . 

The rabbis underst ;:md God to oe patient and kind most 

of ·~he time . God has to endure the wicked , genti les , and erra11t 

Jew!' who provolrn Him each moment . Sometimes this provocation 

can actual l y €et the bes~., of God , and He loses nis control • 

.;od then becomes angry . This is t he basis for the dialectical 

tens ion in the rabbinic discussions of God ' s anger . Preoipi'tating 

JOd ' s a~~er is the roost t erribl e of all possible situations . 

-1 i s punisnment mie;ht then oe infinitely severe , since !:is power 

is li.mltl8ss . ·:et '.;od iP carin.: an.d vi '1ri al.mos~ all of th~ time . 
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·::ieJ ieve that :-'.P wil l revert back to :=i s patient self . 
::od only t·ec1:i-1'.'s a'ic,ry at ru:nan bei.P.:_s l" ince only hur.an 

~e in~s are e lven t~e r~ee will t o c~ocs~ to obey ~od or to 

i ~..,o re .. i :. . For th~ rarbis , !:fr is a willful or in?.dvert ent 

viol at io ... of God ' s commandments , ci.n d it will lead to punishment . 

0 ·;t the wicked are those w1·,o willfully violate ':;od ' s 

co i::s!':dtrents , who mock God , and who deny God • s exi s t ence and 

"'Ower . :'hey are ... ure to ~uffer worse tha'1 t he J P.w who by 

::i -take: v · elated c comr·andrnent . '!'he rabbis s ee justir.e n.eted 

J 1..1 t in thic: world , or in t"'e world to come accord in~ to a pers:>r: ' ~ 

cts . -ut divine aneer €Oes beyond divine justice . ./hen God 

•comes ancry , !-ie inflicts the objects of t:is an.;er wit~ rrore 

Divine an~er i s expressed in many different ways . For 

t~~ ra tbis , God ' s power as master of the universe is limitless . 

~od can tring de~th , illness , and subjugat ion upon individuals 

:.r e!"ltire n~-:io is . God ca11 ri:obilize the power of nature to 

irflict flood or famine upon the world as punishment when ne 

i s :3.!l~Y · The result s of divine an~er are t errible . Those 

who have been provokine God all along are pr omi sed a terrible 

wr ath if they h?ve not yet rec P. i ved it . The e;entiles and the 

··1ic){ed who deny God l1a.ve a great fury i n store for t hem . But 

for the Jews , even God ' s present an~er c ~n be a s i gn of God ' s 

concern for P.is chos<=>~ . It means that later they will be 

s~::ired a harsher judgment , which will be meted out upon 

tl':e nations • 

The rabbis portray God as one who appeases anger . God 

disl ikes anger in human beines because it leads t~em to sin . 
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God also dislikes anger within P.im~elf . He prays that He 

wi l l not oecome angry. God intercedee agains t l-.uman a11ger 

and Hi s own wrath . But God ' s natural state is not aneer . . 
Rather the world endures only because God is essentially just , 

~atient and forgi ving . I t is when human beines pr ovoke God 

overly much t hat He car. no longer restrain P.i s anger . Ane;e1· 

i s then unleashed upon the world , destroyine anything in its 

wake . But God ' s anger is not ete:-nal . He eventually is 

appeased , and returns to Hi s patient and f or givine self . 

The r abois maintain two basic assumptions which enable 

tr.P~ to expound t hei r views on divine ane er. God has a will , 

::md JOd acts in our wor ld . These two t heoloeical tenets have 

beP.n seriously downplayed by most peoole in the modern age . 

?or the r a bbi s , God can bring illness and healing , famine and 

;>rosoerity . ';od i s the ultimate ruler of the universe , 

controlling individual for tune and nations ' destinies . 

And God desires proper behav\or . He has a will to which 

~uman beings are duty bound t o conform The r abbis were warnin~ 

tn~ir reopl e to be caref ul no~ to provoke God ' s anger . They 

should fai thful l y keep God ' s cormnandments , because if God 1oes 

OAcorne angry , the consequences are terriblP . 

ThP. r nbbis did not operate in a. vacum11 . They s:i:tw t hemselves 

a.~ lir1'<s in a chain of tradition ,._, ine; back t o Loses . They had 

inhJrited a r ich Eiblical theology . I t is not ~urprising ther 

that the theoloe;y of the 3ible is l"'Ot very d:..ffer 0 nt from 

"dobinic "' .. heoloe;y . I n both , God ~i ves commandments and becomes 

-uiery ov~r people ' s sins . God haF ~ wi~ l and God act~ . 3ut 
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t he God of the oi ble is mo:-e removed from human beings . He 

is not a s eas i ly affect ed by human pleas for mer cy . There i s 

the sense i n t he Bi ble that God ' s justice is mo r e automatic in 

its di spensation , and hence God ' s anger is less of a force . 

1/hen God destroys the c ities of Sodom and Gemorrah , or the 

~ eneration of t he flood , no terms for anger appear . In the 

~i blical view , this destruction i s just i ce and not anger . God 

maintains His s elf control and i~ er ech apa i m, s low t o anger . 

lr. t he bible , there is a greater distance between God and 

human beings . 

The Jews who took aggadah seriously could almost picture 

God as a per son . God was not an abs t raction . I~ many of t he 

same ways that people became angry , God was pi ctured as 

becoir.ing angry . Like people , God has f eelings and emotions . 

hn d though it would be better for both God and t he world if 

He would not become angry , divine anger is alwa ys a r es ult 

of huma., provoca~ion . People sin and people provoke God , and 

so peopl e share the r e sponsj bility f or God ' s anger. Like 

hu~an anger , God ' s an~er is by its very nature excessive . It 

is not j ust or a fai r punishment . out God has feelings , and 

if He over - r eacts , it is because peopl e have provoked Hi m. 

The r abbis beli eve that human beings s hare the blame for God ' s 

anger . 

The ultimate issue behind the rabbinic discussion of God' s 

angPr i s theodi cy . In the r abbi s • world , as in our own , the 

r i ghteou s often s uffered while the wicked woul d go unpunished , 

The sa.~e dilemma was perceived in terms of th e Jewish people . 
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.'.'he; .;e\',s were subjugat ed to the gent.il e nations , who had shown 

no loyalty or obedience to the universal God of Israel . And 

in the year 70 Ch , the Temple itself was razed . This was an 

~vent has reverberated throughout Jewish history, but was most 

painfully felt by Jews in the years following th e destruction , 

Indirectly , t he rabbi s addressed the question t hat all J ews have 

asn.ed 1 if God is all- powerful and good, how could this have 

~:.ippened to us? 

Their messai:;e unfolds in the aggadah . God is indeed al l ­

:iowerful and good , But like human beings , God has conflicts 

withi!1 Himself , God is provoked constantly , but ~e i s usually 

ai.l·~ to constrain His fe elings . cut. this i s not always the 

cas~ . Sometimes , l i ke people , God loses His sel f - control . 

'"'l11:n the good suffer , israel i s brought low , and the Temple 

: ..> nestroyeo . Eut God is still essentially good and all­

powerful . The only t hing that God cannot do is control 

-! imself all the time . Unlike human beings , God can do anything 

and Jews should stand in awe of His power . The Eible warns 

pPople not to violate God ' s command~ents . In so doing , they 

wi'l bring P.is wrath upon themselves . But t he rabbis temper 

this Bi blical view of aneer . Fear of punishment is still 

operative . But God is more human . A person can appeal to 

::im. Throush t he aggadah , i t is possible for Jews to feel 

thP very emotions t hat God Himself feels . They can understand 

the dynamics of divine anger , since they are s i milar to the 

dynamics of human anger . This is comforting . The Jews who 

read and heard aggadah could understand God ' s anger . They 
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could be comforted by their knowledge that when~ver people 

become angry , they are ultimately appeased . So even when 

~od becomes angry , He will ultimately be appeased . The 

disfavor and the suffering they mig~t now experience will 

11ot be eternal . 

As can be expected , I fo und that my studying anger in 

the r abbir.ic literature caused me to reflect much more on the 

nature of anger . Per sonally, I have tried to blend my twentiet!: 

century concerns for ethics and psycholo~ical well being with 

some of the rabbi nic views of anger discussed in this thes is . 

l.ni versal to human nature in both the twentieth ce11tury and 

i. raobinic t imes is the idea t hat human anger car1 be uncontt·ol ­

lo.t..le when unl eashed . Words unspoken or actions taken in anger 

wi 11 i nvariably lead to regret . As the rabbis ~Jarr: , one n.ust 

hlw~ys (e on guard against acting out of anger . ra~ie~ce is 

i~ueea a virt ue . One does be~t psycholoJically, ethically ~1d 

r ligiou~ly when he wai ts 1 ,"lr his anger t o subside before 

i:artint ac t i on . ThP. ra"ibi s i nstruct the -.,ws of t:1eir day "to 

~eprc~i their anver . 

:r·or "t:-ie rr.ost part , their id.;>as hold true today . Cne s hould 

1:~ vigilant not to act out of an€,er , because it can be uncontrol­

lc;llle . .cecause of ot..r mou1 rn psyci.ologi cc...l concerr.s , peopl"' 

today have been sensi t.:.v.ed to thei :: emotions and f eeli n5s . 

7hc whole- scal e repression of anger advocated l>y the r abci s 

i ~ not consid ered emo~io~all~ healthy today . I el .:. ~ve that 

peo~ le should acknowledge their ane;er GO that t hey can under­

:;tand their feel 1 n!_'..s . 'C.ut people :·houlcl re9ress trYir ir stinct 
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""rtr. that t hey wil 1 do to tr em~· pl ves 01· to othr?::'."f: wf\ 13r. a"l~ry . 

I l ,,"4rned most fro!"' t he rat-binic discu~sior of divir.e 

11 •pr . In a ver~ rea.J way , I fout1ii th• ~cadah t o be comfo r t: 1. .... . 

In the a~gadah , God c a.res a bout pnopl~ in much the same way 

t 1~at people care 2bout each o thnr . God is affect e d b y what 

p0 ople do , and ,.,, i ~ not removPd from !:uma.vii ty . r;od can then 

e0 under s t ood mor e dir 0 ctl:, , '}() d i c; not .. imply an i:'ltcllectua l 

..,·,~t r;:ic ... ion , out e bf> i n~ With Some f'.Ul!Rn- like dirne'1SiOnS - a 

~Pin: t~Pt c an co~<> close to oth<>rs . God i s not remo ved fro~ 

h irr-1.n life , but i c:; an integral partniar in t rP h .m1an e xperience . 

Tl"' r~bb' s are fai r ly sure about what is r c,>quir••d of JPWf: . 

,...,., individual ,TP w should try to structure his 1 i fP accordj ng 

to the divin~ commandments which the rabbis understand to be 

h~l~cha . Viol~tions of the haJacha mi~ht ~rovoke God ~ . an~er . 

I arr, not an halachic Jew, and I rlo not ~4ee the halacha as 

i.. 'inc; . The probl em for me and for the vast rrajority of 

t 1·1 .... nt i e t h century J ews i ~ that we> arP not sure what provokes 

~od ' an~Pr . We h~ve substituted for halacha a vogue mix o f 

in ivPrsalized et~ical concerns and individually defined Jewish 

Ot>l "i e at ion . Wi t hovt hali:ici·La , ~heri:. i s no o ne standard by which 

Rl.1 people can bP. measured . Personally , I feel a general 

s 0 nne of command i n rn~' 1 i f e , but t he specj f i e di vine c ommand­

mPnt s elude me . The y a.re changing . As a non- halachic Jew, 

1 am not sur e exactly wha t I should be do i ng each day as my 

oblieat lons t o God and my rel ieion are in con~tant f lux . 
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~~erPfore , the idea that God can become angry is different for 

rre than it was for the rabbi s . ':.'h~ rabbis felt that they 

kn~w what makes God a"lgry . I am not sure . 

The .idea of a God who becomes angry is botr. fr ightening 

and comforting f or me , as I believe it also was for t he rabbi s . 

I., hoth modern and rabbinic t imes , t hP. perception of hurnan life 

ha~ not changed considerabl y . As long as life proceeds as 

!'lq"ln~d , we have a e;eneral sense of order and loe;ic in our 

i:ves . But somet i mes things happen for no apparent reason . 

A.ccidents r.:ay occur . People suddenly become i ll . :aturc does 

.ot behave as we would expect . Suddenly we can feel that there 

i~ '10 control in our lives . The rabbis believe that God act~ 

in our world . So when people suffer unduly , the rabbis oft en 

• xplain human suff erincs in terms of God ' s aneer . God is 

usually in control of 1 ife . But sometimes in an~er God loses 

Eis own self- contr ol . 

?or me, this theodicy does not work quite so well. I 

10 noT think of God as directly involving Himself i~ human 

~i f0 in the same active constant way that the r abbis do . But 

1 do beli 0vP that God cares , and that t:e does someti mes involve 

H ii11self in human affairs . But for me , God ' s hand in hi s tory 

i~ not as miehty as it was for t he rabbis. I believe that 

God can do anythine.; , but He surely does not do everythine; . 

ihcrefore , I cannot explain my probl em of unjust sufferine as 

completely as t he rabbis do • . For them God becomes angry . 

For me , God can become angry , or people can make mist akes , or 

things mi ght simply happen without rhyme or r eason . I simply 

do not know . 
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This rabbinic theodicy is not without its problems 

~owever , A God wt.o can lose P.is sel f - control and run rampant 

ir an~er i s indeed f rightenine . But I share wi t h the rabbis 

t~Pir hope tha t no matter how un just life may seem , and no 

matter how angry God can become , the end proc ess will be 

renewed pati ence , mercy and justice . Our world no rr.atter 

how unfair and c ruel it car. at times appear to be , is ult i mately 

a fai r , j ust and merciful pl ace . As hi story unfolds itself , 

I ~elieve as the rabbi s do , that ther e will be no more anger 

Md no reor e sin - that ever yt hing will become alright . 
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