Suffering & Prosperity: A Jewish Philosophical Exploration

Lecture 1: The Problems of Evil

David Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Part 10

Epicurus’ old questions are unanswered. Is he willing to prevent evil, but not able? Then he is impotent.
Is he able, but not willing? Then he is malevolent. Is he both able and willing? Whence then is evil?

C.S Lewis, The Problem of Pain, ch. 2

‘If God were good, He would wish to make His creatures perfectly happy, and if God were almighty He
would be able to do what He wished. But the creatures are not happy. Therefore, God lacks either
goodness, or power, or both.” This is the problem of pain, in its simplest form.

G.W. Leibniz, Essays of Theodicy on the Goodness of God, the Freedom of Man, and the Origin of Evil

The difficulties are distinguishable into two classes...The other kind concerns the conduct of God, and
seems to make him participate too much in the existence of evil, even though man be free and
participate also therein. And this conduct appears contrary to the goodness, the holiness and the justice
of God, since God co-operates in evil as well physical as moral, and co-operates in each of them both
morally and physically...all the reality and what is termed the substance of the actin sin itself is a
production of God, since all creatures and all their actions derive from him that reality they have.
Whence one could infer not only that he is the physical cause of sin, but also that he is its moral
cause...For an action is not, for being evil, the less dependent on God. Whence one will come at last to
the conclusion that God does all, the good and the evil, indifferently; unless one pretend with the
Manichaeans that there are two principles, the one good and the other evil.
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And Rabbi Yohanan said in the name of Rabbi Yosei regarding Moses’ request that the Divine
Presence rest upon Israel as it once had: Moses requested three things from the Holy One, Blessed be
He, at that time, all of which were granted him....Lastly, Moses requested that the ways in which God
conducts the world be revealed to him, and He granted it to him, as it is stated: “Show me Your
ways and I will know You” (Exodus 33:13). Moses said before God: Master of the Universe. Why is it
that the righteous prosper, the righteous suffer, the wicked prosper, the wicked suffer?
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Mark Johnston, Surviving Death

Let us try another way to make the threat come alive. Consider Qo-
heleth’s remark, “The battle does not always go to the strong, nor the race
to the swift, nor wealth to men of understanding.” Compare Ogden Nash’s
ditty, which indicates something of the actual character of human life:

The rain it raineth every day

On the just and the unjust fellas,

But mainly on the just because,

The unjust have stolen their umbrellas.

We can go further than Qoheleth and the ditty, and imagine a quasi-
demonic scenario in which the signs are unequivocally reversed; where
goodness is systematically punished, and wickedness systematically re-
warded: Rwanda, Kosovo, Moscow after the collapse of the Soviet Union,
parts of Iraq under Saddam, and, sadly, parts of Iraq to this very day. Now
we understand perfectly well what morality requires of us in such a sce-
nario; it requires that we soldier on in the name of the good, whatever
punishments the demons deliver. This is moral heroism, and deeply ad-
mirable as such. But it is also clear that the quasi-demonic scenario is
morally repellent: It is one that a moral being, just because of what mo-
rality is, should hope never to inhabit.
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Abraham Joshua Heschel, God in Search of Man

The dreadful confusion, the fact that there is nothing in thm
world that is not a mixture of good and evil, of holy and u
of silver and dross, is, according to Jewish mysticism, the
problem of history and the ultimate issue of redemption.
fusion goes back to the very process of creation.
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Eliezer Berkovitz, Faith after the Holocaust

It is needless to say that certainly after the holocaust such naive and well-meaning ideas have become
more untenable than ever. The evil that created the ghettos and the death camps and ruled them with
an iron fist was no mere absence of the good. It was real, potent, absolute.

Bertrand Russell, The Elements of Ethics

And the belief that, as a matter of fact, nothing that exists is evil, is one which no one would advocate
except a metaphysician defending a theory. Pain and hatred and envy and cruelty are surely things
that exist, and are not merely the absence of their opposites; but the theory should hold that they are
indistinguishable from the blank unconsciousness of an oyster. Indeed, it would seem that this whole
theory has been advanced solely because of the unconscious bias in favour of optimism, and that its
opposite is logically just as tenable. We might urge that evil consists in existence, and good in non-
existence; that therefore the sum-total of existence is the worst thing there is, and that only non-
existence is good. Indeed, Buddhism does seem to maintain some such view. It is plain that this view is
false; but logically it is no more absurd than its opposite
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13 Thou didst break the sea in pieces by Thy strength; Thou didst shatter
the heads of the sea-monsters in the waters.

14 Thou didst crush the heads of leviathan, Thou gavest him to be food to
the folk inhabiting the wilderness.

15 Thou didst cleave fountain and brook; Thou driedst up ever-flowing
rivers.

16 Thine is the day, Thine also the night; Thou hast established luminary
and sun.

17 Thou hast set all the borders of the earth; Thou hast made summer and
winter.

Jon Levenson, Creation and the Persistence of Evil: The Jewish Drama of Divine Omnipotence

Psalm 74:12-17 attests eloquently to an Israelite myth of combat between God and aquatic beasts,
followed by his triumphant act of world ordering. This is a myth that speaks of God’s total mastery not
as something self-evident, unthreatened, and extant from all eternity, but as something won, as
something dramatic and exciting. (p. 9)
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