Why do bad things happen to good people?  This question is asked by many of the Biblical prophets, and is the apparent central theme of the Book of Job.  But Rabbinic tradition describes Moses as particularly focused on it, with some rabbis even claiming that Moses was the author of Job. I’d therefore like to begin my discussion of Job by analyzing a Talmudic sugya that allows us to eavesdrop as Moses discusses this issue with Gd.

ברכות ז. 
ואמר רבי יוחנן משום רבי יוסי: שלשה דברים בקש משה מלפני הקדוש ברוך הוא ונתן לו. 

בקש שתשרה שכינה על ישראל, ונתן לו שנאמר {שמות  ל"ג} "הלא בלכתך עמנו"; 

בקש שלא תשרה שכינה על [אומות העולם] (עובדי כוכבים) ונתן לו, שנאמר {שמות  ל"ג} "ונפלינו אני ועמך"; 

בקש להודיעו דרכיו של הקדוש ברוך הוא ונתן לו, שנאמר {שמות  ל"ג} "הודיעני נא את דרכיך". 

אמר לפניו: "רבונו של עולם, מפני מה יש צדיק וטוב לו ויש  צדיק ורע לו, יש רשע וטוב

לו ויש רשע ורע לו?" 

אמר לו: "משה, צדיק וטוב לו - צדיק בן  צדיק; צדיק ורע לו - צדיק בן רשע; רשע וטוב לו - רשע בן צדיק; רשע ורע לו - רשע בן רשע.  

אמר מר: צדיק וטוב לו - צדיק בן צדיק; צדיק ורע לו - צדיק בן רשע. 

איני!? והא כתיב {שמות  ל"ד} "פקד עון אבות על בנים", וכתיב {דברים כ"ד} "ובנים לא יומתו על אבות", ורמינן קראי אהדדי, ומשנינן "לא קשיא - הא כשאוחזין מעשה אבותיהם בידיהם, הא כשאין אוחזין  מעשה אבותיהם בידיהם"!? 

אלא הכי קאמר ליה: צדיק וטוב לו - צדיק גמור; צדיק ורע לו - צדיק שאינו גמור; רשע וטוב לו - רשע שאינו גמור; רשע ורע לו - רשע גמור. 

ופליגא דרבי מאיר, דאמר רבי מאיר: שתים נתנו לו, ואחת לא נתנו לו, שנאמר {שמות ל"ג} "וחנתי את אשר  אחון" - אף על פי שאינו הגון; "ורחמתי את אשר ארחם" - אף על פי שאינו הגון; "ויאמר לא תוכל לראות את פני". 

תנא משמיה דרבי יהושע בן קרחה: כך אמר לו הקדוש ברוך הוא למשה: "כשרציתי, לא רצית; עכשיו שאתה רוצה, איני רוצה." 

ופליגא דרבי שמואל בר נחמני אמר רבי יונתן, דאמר רבי שמואל בר נחמני אמר רבי יונתן: בשכר שלש זכה  לשלש: 

בשכר {שמות ל"ד} ”ויסתר משה פניו" - זכה לקלסתר פנים; 

בשכר "כי ירא" -  זכה {שמות  ג'} ל"וייראו מגשת אליו"; 

בשכר "מהביט" - זכה {במדבר י"ב} ל"ותמונת ה' יביט". {שמות ל"ג}  

Moses’ first asks Gd for the Divine presence to rest on Israel, and his request is granted without cavil.  His second, more troubling, request is for the Divine Presence not to rest on other nations, and that too is granted immediately.  His third request – how it relates to the first to is not clear - is for Gd to inform him of His ways.  The Talmud informs us that this meant that he wished to know why good things happen to bad people, and why bad things happen to good people.  This request too was granted. 

But Rabbi Yochanan does not simply tell us that Gd answered Moses; he tells us what Gd’s answer was, namely that bad things happen to good people who have bad parents, and good things happen to bad people who have good parents. Not perhaps material for a bestseller, but if that’s what Gd said, we presumably should accept it.   


But the Talmud does not accept it.  In a different context, we are informed, the Talmudic sages discussed a contradiction between biblical verses on the question of whether children suffer for their parents’ sins.   They concluded that Gd does not punish people for the sins of their parents unless they continue in the ways of their parents.  In other words, good people who have bad parents do not have bad things happen to them.  So Rabbi Yochanan’s report of Gd’s explanation must be incorrect.

The Talmud suggests instead that Gd actually told Moses that bad things happen to good people who are imperfectly good and good things happen to bad people who are imperfectly wicked.  Probably the most traditional way of understanding this suggestion is that Gd rewards the wicked in this world so they can be completely punished in the next, and that He punishes the righteous in this world so they can be perfectly rewarded in the next.  I should admit that while it is unfalsifiable – how does one prove complete righteousness or wickedness? - I have never found this explanation plausible.  Either it evens out or it doesn't!  Why does it matter when Gd rewards them and when He doesn’t?  If  the next world is infinitely greater than the one we inhabit, all the punishments and rewards Gd metes out in this world should have a trivial impact if any on the ultimate accounting.

But there is a deeper problem that goes to the heart of the Talmudic dicussion’s project.  The Talmud tells us that Moses, at the apex of his prophetic career, asks “Why do bad things happen to good people, and why do good things happen to bad people?”, and receives a Divine reply.  The Torah does not tell us the substance of  Gd’s answer, only that He answered.  That the Talmud provides Gd’s answer might have been ascribed to oral tradition.  But once the Talmud rejects its initial formulation on the basis of reason, it is clear that tradition is no longer controlling.  How can the Talmud offer a clearly human answer to the question Moses asked Gd at his moment of ultimate religious revelation, and go so far as to place it in the mouth of G-d?

I have always been particularly fond of the next line of the Talmud.  It tells us that the entire previous discussion is in disagreement with R. Meir, for R Meir said that Gd did not answer Moses!  Perhaps R. Meir believed that while Gd didn't tell Moses, we can figure it out on our own.  Perhaps he believed that reason could be as reliable and more comprehensive than revelation.  But this seems to me unlikely.

How can the Talmud offer solutions to a problem it concedes troubled Moses up to and maybe even past the ultimate moment of revelation?   I’d like to suggest an answer based on analogy to a classic problem in Maimonidean studies.  In section 3 chapter 20 of The Guide to the Perplexed, Maimonides contends that there is no comparison whatsoever between Divine knowledge and human knowledge.  There is no analogy between humanity and Divinity generally, and especially regarding knowledge, which is Gd's  essence. 

But in the very next chapter Maimonides offers an analogy to explain the difference between Gd's knowledge and human knowledge.  He explains that Gd knows things “from the inside”, the way an artisan knows the things he makes, while human beings know them “from the outside”, like end users.  On the basis of this analogy Maimonides resolves five or so of the eight paradoxes that he claimed in the previous chapter were insoluble.  How do we explain these manifest contradictions?

My suggestion is the following.  One straightforward upshot of Maimonides’ theological writing in general is that Gd is completely beyond human thought, human comprehension, and human language, and therefore that human beings cannot express any thoughts about Gd.  But Maimonides also believes that the ultimate goal of human existence is to say things about Gd, and indeed he spent his whole life as a theologian, saying things about Gd.  What do you do if you conclude both that talking about Gd is impossible and that talking about Gd is the most important thing you can do in life?  The answer is that you talk about Gd while being constantly aware that much of what you say may be nonsense. 

Some intellectual conclusions simply aren't psychologically bearable.  Once you decide that something is the most important thing in life, it’s psychologically impossible to not discuss it.   The seemingly paradoxical structure of the Talmudic discussion is thus a metaphor for how we deal with issues like this.  The Talmud wants you to understand that this is an impossible question, that there is no way to talk plausibly about why bad things happen to good people.  In order to understand Gd you have to be Gd, Ibn Ezra says, and you aren't going to be Gd.  At the same time, the Talmud doesn't want to discourage you from thinking about the nature of Divine justice.  You need to understand that your speculations are almost laughable because at best you are speaking about something that Moses understood only at the height of revelation, but you still have to try. 

The Talmud then goes on to say that, at least in one rabbinic opinion, Moses did not always want to know the answer. Gd tried to explain it to him at the burning bush, but Moses looked away when the angel of Gd called to him “because he was afraid to gaze toward Gd”.  He changes his mind years later when pleading for the Jews after the Golden Calf, but Gd is no longer willing.  Why would he not have wanted to know originally, and why is Gd not willing later? 

Let me offer one suggestion.  If you understand Gd's plan completely, then you cannot be in doubt as to what your responsibilities are.  You no longer have the freedom to say that your choices are insignificant.  The whole episode at the bush is Gd’s attempt to impose on Moses the responsibility of taking the Jews out of Egypt.  In explaining why bad things happen to good people, He is explaining why the Jews have been in Egypt for several hundred years and why it is now time to take them out.  Moses is trying very hard to avoid that responsibility, and therefore cannot afford that knowledge.  If Moses understood that the time of redemption had come, his duty would be absolutely clear.  After he accepts the responsibility anyway, and is serving as pleader for the Jews, Gd has no motive for explaining all mysteries to him. 

 We have made two major points thus far.  The first is that the question of why human beings do not consistently meet with their just desserts in this world is unanswerable, but must nonetheless be asked.  The second is that any understanding we gain on this issue changes our relationship to Gd’s plan.  When we approach the book of Job, then, which at least superficially - and we will have to see whether we find this convincing - is a book about why bad things happen to good people, we need to decide how much credence we are prepared to give its answers, and how we would be changed by our acceptance of such answers.

At the very beginning, chapter one verse one of Job, we are informed that there was a man in the land of Uz named Job who was “tam”, a word very difficult to translate.  Jacob is described as “tam” in Genesis, for example, which at the least complicates such immediately plausible translations as “simple” and “straightforward”.  Job is also Gd-awed, as I translate y’rei elokim; y’rei is a difficult Hebrew word which means something between fear and awe.  He also avoids ra, which probably means evil deeds but can mean bad happenings.  

How should we evaluate someone described as ‘straightforward, Gd-awed and avoiding evil'?  Is he perfectly righteous, or is there room for improvement?  Let us focus first on the last phrase.  A person who avoids evil does not necessarily do good.  This point is picked up in a midrash which provides a preamble to the book.  In the midrash, Job serves as an advisors to the Pharaoh of the Exodus.  When Moses arrives, some advisors urge letting the Jews go, some advise the opposite, and Job just stays silent. He does neither evil nor good.  We will have to see whether he has changed by the book’s end.

A second point of possible improvement is “Gd-awed”.  Perhaps Job is motivated exclusively by awe or fear rather than by love.  Finally, no mention is made of Job being intelligent, which is a moral category for Maimonides. 

Is Gd seeking to change Job along any of these axes?  Does the book show him moving from not doing evil to doing good, or from awe to love, or becoming a deeper intellectual?

In verses 2-5 we are informed that Job is very wealthy, that he has children, and that his children live the ultimate party life. There are seven sons, and each day of the week one son makes a party and invites all the rest.  The daughters apparently go to their brothers’ parties rather than making their own, although at the end of the book they inherit equally with their brothers.  As this is perhaps the clearest change from beginning to end of book, we might argue that the point of the story is to teach Job feminism. Perhaps bad things happen to good people who aren't sufficiently feminist. And who among us is sufficiently feminist?

At the end of a week’s round of parties, Job would call for his children and sanctify them, then wake up early in the morning and offer sacrifices on their behalf, saying  “Maybe they cursed Gd in their hearts”.  This seems a very strange concern.  Why should sons living it up on inherited wealth curse Gd? 

One can curse Gd out of suffering or rebellion, but also out of blase cynicism.  Perhaps Job was concerned that that they had become jaded, that they could not find meaning in the universe.  But I suggest that this worry must be at least partially the result of projection, that Job must himself be subject to this temptation.  Possibly then, we should look for the meaning of the story in how Job develops with regard to this issue. 

Gd then tests Job by removing first his wealth and children, then his health.  In the narrative, Gd accuses Satan of seducing him into testing Job, but from a halakhic perspective the provocation is at least equally in the opposite direction.  The prohibition against lashon ha'rah applies not only to saying evil about people, but also to saying good about people suggestively.  This is described in the Talmud as “Do not give Satan an opening”, and I believe is based directly on our narrative.  What does Gd do? He asks Satan: “Have you seen my servant Job who is perfect etc. etc.?”  Satan is then compelled by his nature to respond “Yes, but . . . “, and the tests unfold inexorably from there.

Job responds to the loss of his children and possesions by declaring “look, I left the woman naked, I returned to the woman naked. Gd gave and Gd took, blessed be the name of Gd.”  After Gd afflicts him with boils, his wife challenges him to “curse Gd and die”, echoing his fear about his children.  He replies (2:10) that “if we accept the good from Gd, should we not also accept the bad?”  The text clearly implies, though, that his heart and mouth are no longer together: “In all this, Job did not sin with his lips” .  I want to go further and say that even his mouth is no longer where it was religiously, that there is a substantive difference between what he says the first time and what he says the second time.

In Job’s first response, Gd doesn't owe human beings anything.  Whatever we have, He gave us; whatever He gave us is a bonus; and if He then takes it away, even if He takes all of it away, we’re just back to even..  In Job’s second response, though, he does not give Gd such carte blanche.  Gd can do wrong in this version, although overall His good points outweigh His bad points.  “If we receive the good from Gd, shall we not accept the evil?”  This argument works so long as the good outweighs the evil, but it follows that we have the right, if circumstances warrant, to refuse both the evil and the good.

The first response contends that there is no standard to which we can hold Gd.  Since Gd gave us everything, He cannot act unjustly; at worst He can undo his charity.  The second response contends that Gd can give an individual more evil than good, and by implication establishes a standard for evaluating Gd’s behavior.

At this point, enlightened by the experience of suffering, Job no longer believes that anything Gd does is by definition right.  He argues only that on balance Gd has treated him well; the longer the boils continue, the less compelling that argument will become.  This is a key transition, for it opens up the possibility for Job to legitimately require Gd to justify his suffering.  The initial gift of life is no longer enough to forestall all complaints; perhaps life with boils is worse than no life at all. 

Is Job correct?  Is his suffering justified and justifiable?  We mentioned a number of areas of potential character improvement, and perhaps pedagogy is a legitimate rationale for inflicting suffering..  But before we address those questions, I want to call your attention to a peculiarity in the structure of the book.  There is a framing story in prose, enclosing 39 chapters of poetry; the poetry discusses why what happens happens, but the prose tells you why it actually happens.  Why does it happen in the prose story? It is a test. And after we find out that it is a test, we have 39 chapters in which Job and his friends mention every possible explanation except that it is a test. 

At first glance, it seems that the poetry and prose don't know anything about one another.  The academic community is perhaps to be forgiven, then, for its grave discussions of whether the prose is early and the poetry late, or vice versa, although one wonders why it is inconceivable to them that men in the same era could write both poetry and prose. 

The real answer to the structural conundrum, however, is found in a poem by Robert Frost (who, parenthetically, occasionally committed prose himself). At the end of his Collected Poetry, there is a long poem called the 'Masque of Reason' which is a dialogue between Job, Job’s wife, and Gd.  The relevant passage is Gd’s response to a series of questions from Job.


Too long I have owed you an apology


For the apparently unmeaning sorrow


You were afflicted with in those old days.


But it was the essence of the trial, 

You shouldn't understand it at the time. 

It had to seem unmeaning to have meaning. 

In other words, the test only works so long as no one considers the possibility that it is a test! 
What was the test about?  When arguing for the test, Satan asks Gd: “Does Job fear Gd for nothing?”  In other words, would Job still serve Gd if doing so were no longer in his self-interest?  

But I want to ask a different question: Ought Job, or for that matter any human being, fear Gd for nothing?  Those who believe that Gd can and must be held to a standard of justice cannot fear Gd for nothing, because they understand that Gd is obligated to compensate them for any suffering.  On this reading, if Job were ultimately to accept Gd’s right to afflict him causelessly, he would be denying Gd’s morality.  
 I want to move now to a problem with the end of the book.  We noted that the beginning establishes the entire narrative as a test, and yet the dialogue never refers to that possibility. At the end we have the reverse problem.  Various friends throughout the dialogue suggest approaches that are the moral equivalent of the Talmudic suggestions; no one blames Job’s suffering on his parents, but they do suggest that Job really has sinned, or that he would sin, or that Gd would eventually compensate him for his suffering.  Following all that, Gd appears to Job and essentially intimidates him.  Gd tells Job that the created have no right to evaluate their Creator, and Job falls on his knees and concedes.  If Gd is supposed to have the last word, then the conclusion of the book is that Gd cannot bound by any standards of justice at all,and human beings should fear Gd for nothing.  And the book should end with the Divine revelation.  
But it doesn't.  Instead, the narrative tells us that Job’s possessions are restored.  And while in real life new children do not compensate for the loss of previous children, we can follow the Talmudic position, endorsed by Rambam, that this is a fiction, and that symbolically they do.  Alternatively, we can note that the text never asserts that the children actually died, only that Job was informed they had.  Perhaps the information was incorrect.  The key point is that in the story Gd justifies himself both to Job and to the reader by making everything even out. 

Why does a book which seems to build toward saying 'there is no answer' provide an anticlimactic answer?  I suggested one model at the beginning  - sometimes we provide answers even while admitting there cannot be an answer, as the Talmud did in Berakhot.  But from here to the end of this lecture I want to outline a number of more radical solutions that we can attribute to, respectively, Elie Wiesel and William Safire, provide one philosophic solution, make one point of my own and then, read a poem. 

Wiesel suggests that Job never really gives in to Gd. When someone confronts you with overwhelming power and says 'I have a argument that you can't answer, and furthermore I have the power to hurt you more and do even worse things to you if you try to answer it', it is best not to say anything, not to legitimate intimidation as a mode of discourse.  The submission of Job to Gd is a sham; Job never gives up his demand for an answer.  Gd tries to engage him in a discussion, but Job refuses on the ground that the inequality of power makes the discussion unfair.  Wiesel points out that Job makes this point explicitly earlier in the book.  When he first makes his complaint to Gd, he says, 'I would bring you to trial, but how would we get an impartial jury? Whom would you not be able to intimidate?'   When Gd actually behaves exactly as Job predicted, and tries to intimidate, Job refuses to continue the discussion, and Gd implicitly acknowledges his point by restoring his fortune and family.
 Safire’s reading is less plausible but more fun.  He suggests that the true ending of the story is in fact the Divine revelation, but that the editor said, 'Look, you can't end a story that way, no one will buy it. People want to know why bad things happen to good people. And people don't like books without happy endings.'  So the author added an ending, knowing that all serious readers would know that it was intended satirically.  Do new children compensate for the deaths of their siblings?  Ridiculous!  No moral calculus allows one person to injure another because he can make it up to them after. Why then, should we think that Gd can legitimately do so?   The ending is just a parody of what shallow people would accept as an answer.  

A third suggestion, which I think I disagree with very strongly but nonetheless find stimulating, is offered by the contemporary Sephardic thinker Jose Faur.  Faur says that the book is not about why bad things happen to good people, but rather about whether one should fear Gd for nothing. The answer, he says, is that we can't.  The category of fear/awe is based explicitly on a concept of justice.  Fear is always based on some kind of rational calculation. The only thing you can do for nothing is to love Gd.  Job starts off fearing Gd, meaning that he thinks that Gd is just and avoids evil prudentially.  The final chapter tells us that Gd is truly just, but that should not be our motive for serving Him. Our motive for serving Gd should be love, and we should maintain our service even if we endure suffering that is beyond possible compensation.  But Gd restores Job’s fortune because someone deeply grounded in a fear/awe vision of religion can never really get to the next step. The test is valuable because Job gets the idea of love for a moment.  But at the end of the book he is still only Gd-awed and not Gd-loving. 

At the end of the book, Gd turns to the friends who attempted to explain things to Job and says: 'you haven't spoken properly about me the way Job has. I will punish you unless you get Job to pray for you.'  Gd gives Job everything back only after he prays for his friends, a point the Rav makes very powerfully in Fate and Destiny.  I want to suggest that the structure of the book builds to a moment in which Job has to do something for someone else which they don't deserve. 
Let’s plug that idea back into our relationship with Gd.  If one’s relationship with Gd is built on the notion that everything has to be reciprocal, everything has to work out evenly, it is likely that one’s human relationships will be based on a similar assumption. Certainly one’s relationships with humans will not be predicated on one’s love of human beings as such. Perhaps this returns to the point we made at the very beginning, that Job was described as an avoider of evil rather than as a doer of good.  To avoid evil may mean to make sure that we never behave unjustly to people, never cause them suffering that they don't deserve, which is very different than going out and doing good things for people simply out of appreciation for the tzelem elokim (Divine form) in them.  So perhaps the point of the story is to bring Job to the realization that just as his relationship with Gd must be based on what Gd is rather than what Gd did for him, so too his relationship with people, and Gd does not end the test until Job expresses that idea in action. 

In conclusion, I’d like to read a poem.  Let me first concede that this is a poem of little poetic merit, but I think it may concretize some of the ideas we have discussed and perhaps stimulate further thought. 

Can Man be More Righteous than Gd? – Eliphaz (Job 4:17)
Lament of a Mourning Angel

Job, we did not wish this upon you.  

For the days of your life 
we apologize

For the lives of your children 

we weep

And we, too, wish for understanding.

Prayer of the Healed Job
Gd, I did not bring this upon myself 

The days of my life 
were filled with righteousness

 The lives of my children were 
dedicated to You 

 But for Your revelation I am grateful.

Psalm of the Healing Gd

Job, I brought this upon you.

For the days of your life

I will not apologize 

for the lives of your children

are Mine 

Yet I am grateful for your understanding. 
