Suffering & Prosperity: A Jewish Philosophical Exploration

Lecture 4: Skeptical Theism and Anti-Theodicy
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1 Then the LORD answered Job out of the
whirlwind, and said:

2 Who is this that darkeneth counsel by words
without knowledge?

3 Gird up now thy loins like a man; for I will
demand of thee, and declare thou unto Me.

4 Where wast thou when I laid the
foundations of the earth? Declare, if thou hast
the understanding.

5 Who determined the measures thereof, if
thou knowest? Or who stretched the line upon
it?

16 Hast thou entered into the springs of the sea?
Or hast thou walked in the recesses of the deep?

17 Have the gates of death been revealed unto
thee? Or hast thou seen the gates of the shadow
of death?

18 Hast thou surveyed unto the breadths of
the earth? Declare, if thou knowest it all.

19 Where is the way to the dwelling of light,
and as for darkness, where is the place
thereof;

20 That thou shouldest take it to the bound
thereof, and that thou shouldest know the
paths to the house thereof?

21 Thou knowest it, for thou wast then born,
and the number of thy days is great!

36 Who hath put wisdom in the inward parts? Or
who hath given understanding to the mind?

37 Who can number the clouds by wisdom? Or
who can pour out the bottles of heaven

May 3, 2021



)’9:) ©I9N2N NN .2

R ARA 0127 Y3 N Lobym omn ,o0%nn ornasbyaa manonn
DUR¥MIT NPR 07YAL 0137 YW onnana 19IR DR Pn% oo orx whovw
,¥0i13 711 293w MO YW IMREN 32000 7800 2%1onh X9 ,1Pom nnnnn obva
DMIR 79907 ININAY Wp2) RIDX TX°D DWW NRW 79D 1T 2T R PR W
MR an HY NNMwAN 0mm NRY An DR NN mT orhy nmwm
IO NDI RY 270 PRI 7T MW YRR EMNEYY 02 XOR 21Yy omawn
PRI TWH PR.AIRT 1Y $51,WOR 9077 HY 1w 95 1RO RITOR mRW W3 79N
nMYHWH AR MM Mynwn Yax .(22-21,17% ,00) PR *vb aw nenh nnbs
,D22TI0 RY 71 DR VNI MYHWN PR PRI DR NN MYHYD NN
QWA RYR MW oA PR .72 P2 2wInw 5D ,0a% noMW» NNR TR PRI
,072 NDMWR NAR 77737 PRY 19w Apynh mT WR MY npynaw s .2*1a%
JLUMDRIT T P2 27200 19 07narben oynY oryavn owynt pa 1ann
nnNmawn namn A% nbR 0»Yav 0MaTv MR amom mbrn amwnn
A% D2MONM PHY DPAWN ,DORTIN NRY 719? NPWNRT NN

NR 2077 717 ANBKRT PPV DR DNY MY 1710 2PR 95D Mvn AN DR
TPHT Wpan1 ayvn XYW 10 ,0™YA0n 0M2T7 B DRI TR YR AYa-nmin
JINATIM WAMWT ,NNNIDD NN MW ,INMD IR DNV TN YT
,MPRY WRA MPDD 1Y 10°0Y XY YA 0w Y5 1YY Hpr NRT YT DINRD WRD
JTINR 12 19707 (D°V3D7) 19 YV N AN IR MAWH LY IR IR YT XIT ORM
21(6 ,271 ,0W) DRI 1BY YV , NNt ORMK 15 YV :NRTT MYINAT D102 MKW 1D
A2p0ma 2T manRn 2y 57T A1non) 1KY 10

The description of all these things serves to impress on our minds that we are unable to
comprehend how these transient creatures come into existence, or to imagine how their natural
properties commenced to exist, and that these are not like the things which we are able to produce.
Much less can we compare the manner in which God rules and manages His creatures with the
manner in which we rule and manage certain beings. We must content ourselves with this, and
believe that nothing is hidden from God, as Elihu says: "For his eyes are upon the ways of man, and
he seeth all his goings. There is no darkness nor shadow of death, where the workers of iniquity may
hide themselves" (xxxiv. 21, 22). But the term management, when applied to God, has not the same
meaning which it has when applied to us; and when we say that He rules His creatures we do not
mean that He does the same as we do when we rule over other beings. The term "rule" has not the
same definition in both cases: it signifies two different notions, which have nothing in common but
the name. In the same manner, as there is a difference between works of nature and productions of
human handicraft, so there is a difference between God's rule, providence, and intention in
reference to all natural forces, and our rule, providence, and intention in reference to things which
are the objects of our rule, providence, and intention. This lesson is the principal object of the whole
Book of Job; it lays down this principle of faith, and recommends us to derive a proof from nature,
that we should not fall into the error of imagining His knowledge to be similar to ours, or His
intention, providence, and rule similar to ours. When we know this we shall find everything that may
befall us easy to bear; mishap will create no doubts in our hearts concerning God, whether He
knows our affairs or not, whether He provides for us or abandons us. On the contrary, our fate will
increase our love of God; as is said in the end of this prophecy: "Therefore | abhor myself and repent
concerning the dust and ashes" (xlii. 6); and as our Sages say: "The pious do everything out of love,
and rejoice in their own afflictions." (B. T. Shabb. 88b.)
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4. “Skeptical Theism,” Philosophy Compass (Justin McBrayer)

According to skeptical theism, if there were a God, it is likely that he would have reasons for
acting that are beyond our ken, and thus we are not justified in making all-things-considered
judgments about what the world would be like if there were a God. In particular, the fact that
we don’t see a good reason for X does not justify the conclusion that there is no good
reason for X
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The Gemara asks: And according to the opinion of the latter Rabbis in the baraita, who say:
Anyone who is liable to pay compensation for loss of livelihood is liable to pay compensation for
medical costs, and anyone who is not liable to pay compensation for loss of livelihood is not liable
to pay compensation for medical costs, why do | need, i.e., how do | account for, the fact that the
verse repeated the obligation to pay medical costs? The Gemara answers: It is necessary for that
which the school of Rabbi Yishmael taught. As it is taught in a baraita that the school of Rabbi
Yishmael says: When the verse states: “And shall cause him to be thoroughly healed [verappo
yerappe]” (Exodus 21:19), it is derived from here that permission is granted to a doctor to heal,
and it is not considered to be an intervention counter to the will of God.
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This is also the intent of the Rabbis’ interpretation:. “And he shall cause him to be thoroughly
healed.®*Exodus 21:19. From here [you deduce the principle] that permission has been given to the
physician to heal.” They did not say that “permission was given to the sick to be healed” [by the
physician], but instead they stated [by implication] that since the person who became sick comes [to the
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physician] to be healed, because he has accustomed himself to seeking medical help and he was not of
the congregation of the Eternal whose portion is in this life. the physician should not refrain from healing
him; whether because of fear that he might die under his hand, since he is qualified in this profession, or
because he says that it is G-d alone Who is the Healer of all flesh, since [after all] people have already

accustomed themselves [to seeking such help]
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Permission is granted to physicians to heal —and we don’t say, “God made him sick and they

will heal?”

8. Grotesque in the Garden, Hud Hudson

Here is a final way of seeing the difficulty—in a single thought:
If there really is a morally obligating reason for God to deceive me,
then I am deceived, for He always does what He ought. If there is
no moraﬂyjustify{ng reason for God to deceive me, then I am not
deceived, for He never does what He ought not. If there is a morally
justifying reason for God to deceive me, then ¢ither I am or am not
deceived depending on His other purposes. Pitifully, [ am utterly in

the dark about which of those three antecedent conditions is satisfie:
And thus the darkness expands so that 1 am also utterly in the dar
about whether I am deccived in the most comprehensive, irresistibl
and undetectable fashion. ,

I'begin to fear that this way lies madness for anyone who accept
that there is a being possessed of nearly unlimited power to deceiv
fmd who will use that power when morality demands or when Hj
inscrutable purposes served by doing so do not conflict with wha
morality demands, What began as a sensible, modest, and well-
contained strategy for opposing presumptuous atheistic reasoning
from episodes of evil has transformed into a near global catastrophe
threatening to undermine the reasonableness of our views in nearl
all matters, great and small. ’

And I am left with the question of what to do, Whar is my proper
tole? Which way do I turn? I cannot doubt His exis tence, His goc]:d—
ness, His knowledge, or His power—my nature doesn't permit it,
I cannot conceive myself His equal even in the absurdly restricted
task of understanding the morally justifying reasons for a cyclone
or for His hiddenness. I am in the dark about whether my or your
massive deception might likewise be an evil which is well compen-
sated for by a good which I can neither recognize as a good nor
even have the capacity to entertain should jts complexity outrun my

representational powers.
Thosa e L . 1. . -

Aaron Segal Drisha Institute for Jewish Education May 3, 2021



972 N .9

N2V P PIMY 17 KR MY DN N ANKRENT DTR )7 W07 7w 20 1197 X n"pn 197 Xatn
ININX7 TN [INKY] TN 17 X NDYW IXRIN MM IN'RIN 071V 79 D0 1197 X 197 nawnna
197 NAYNNI N7V 2 PIMY 7"R NDW ITENNIN 1T Y"'WA 1797 X 71702 N1 '7R71IY AR

Moses returned and came before the Holy One, Blessed be He, and said before Him: Master of
the Universe, You have a man as great as this and yet You still choose to give the Torah through
me. Why? God said to him: Be silent; this intention arose before Me. Moses said before God:
Master of the Universe, You have shown me Rabbi Akiva’s Torah, now show me his reward. God
said to him: Return to where you were. Moses went back and saw that they were weighing Rabbi
Akiva’s flesh in a butcher shop [bemakkulin], as Rabbi Akiva was tortured to death by the Romans.
Moses said before Him: Master of the Universe, this is Torah and this is its reward? God said to
him: Be silent; this intention arose before Me.

10. Out of the Whirlwind, p. 102

. Yes, the topical Halakhah has evolved an ethic of suffering
instead of a metaphysic of suffering. While the metaphysic is out
to discover the ontological objective reason of suffering from
within, the ethic posits meanings from within and without. It is
concerned not so much with pathos as such but with the pathet-
ic mood of the person in distress, with the assimilation of pain
into the total I-awareness, with man’s response to adversity and
disaster. This is the difference between a metaphysic and an
ethic of evil. The metaphysic seeks to justify evil or deny its
reality. The ethic of suffering seeks the transformation of an
alien factum which one encounters into an actus in which one
w, the succumbing to an overwhelming force into an expe-
rience impregnated with directedness and sense.

11. Halakhic Man, p. 41

Halakhic man...fights against life’s evil and struggles relentlessly with the wicked kingdom...See
what many religions have done to this world on account of their yearning to break through the
bounds of concrete reality and escape to the sphere of eternity...Had they not desired to unite
with infinity and to merge with transcendence, then they might have been able to do something
to aid the widow and orphan...

12.To Heal A Fractured World, R. Jonathan Sacks, pp. 22-3
“Moses hid his face because he was afraid to look at God” (Exodus 3:6). Why was he afraid?
Because if he were fully to understand God he would have no choice but to be reconciled to the
slavery and oppression of the world. From the vantage point of eternity, he would see that the
bad is a necessary stage on the journey to the good. He would understand God but he would
cease to be Moses, the fighter against injustice who intervened whenever he saw wrong being
done. “He was afraid” that seeing heaven would desensitize him to earth, that coming close to
infinity would mean losing his humanity.
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13. “Rosh Hashana: A Breath of Life,” R. Jonathan Sacks

Why, if we believe the soul is immortal, that there is life after death and that this world is not all
there is, do we not say so more often and more loudly? Because since civilization began, heaven
has too often been used as an excuse for injustice and violence down here on earth. What evil
can you not commit if you believe you will be rewarded for it in the world to come? That is the
logic of the terrorist and the suicide bomber. It is the logic of those who burned “heretics” at the
stake in order, so they said, to save their immortal souls. Against this horrific mindset the whole
of Judaism is a protest.
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Since there is a hidden matter in His judgment and we must believe in His righteousness insofar as He is
the true judge, why do you trouble us and command or instruct us to learn the claims that we have
explained and the secrets to which we have alluded? Why do we not hinge everything on the support
we will arrive at eventually, that there is no iniquity or forgetfulness before Him, but rather all His ways
are just?

This is the claim of fools, despisers of wisdom. For through the above-mentioned study, we will benefit
ourselves by becoming wise people and knowers of God, may He be Blessed, from His ways and deeds...
Likewise, it is the obligation of every creature who serves out of love and fear to investigate in order to
make [His] justice right and to show the judgment true, according to his ability. . . in order that his mind
become composed in this matter, and the verdict of his creator will appear true to him in what he is able
to understand, and he will acknowledge the judgment and the righteousness in what is hidden from
him...

And regarding this that we have mentioned Elihu said “I will fetch my knowledge from afar, and will
ascribe righteousness to my Maker,” i.e. he will fetch his knowledge as far as the intellect could go, to
give a rationale and explanation regarding God’s judgment, and after all that he justifies His maker, since
from the rationale he can comprehend he will prove regarding that which is far and hidden, that justice
is with Him and righteousness is in His ways
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