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This book represents the closing of a circle. Many years ago, in 1964, I was a young assistant rabbi at a suburban Long Island synagogue and the father of a one-year-old son. I was also pursuing an advanced degree at the Jewish Theological Seminary. I had just passed my oral exams for a doctorate in Bible and met with my adviser, Professor H. L. Ginsberg, chairman of the Bible department, to choose a dissertation topic. He asked me if I had a topic in mind. I told him that I would like to write about the role of God in human tragedy as portrayed in the Bible. As a teenager, I had been shaken when the facts of the Holocaust came to light. Already in my brief career as a rabbi, I had officiated at the funeral of a seventeen-year-old boy who died in a freak accident, I had visited seriously ill congregants in the hospital, I had paid condolence calls on husbands and wives grieving for a life partner taken from them all too soon, and I had felt inadequate when I tried to explain to families why such things happened in God’s world. Professor Ginsberg smiled and said, “You’re not ready to write that.” I ended up writing on the chronology of the biblical psalms.

Over the course of the next dozen or so years, events brought me closer to the issue of life’s unfairness and God’s role in dealing with it. My wife and I learned that our young son suffered from one of the world’s rarest diseases, progeria, the “rapid aging syndrome.” He stopped growing and started growing old at age three, and died the day after his fourteenth birthday.

When Aaron was diagnosed with progeria, I read everything I could find about his condition (there was very little available at the time) and everything I could find about God’s role in the suffering of innocent children. It was from Dimensions of Job, a book edited by Nahum Glatzer and published by Schocken Books, that I drew the ideas that would become the core of my belief system.

After Aaron died, it took two years for me to gain the perspective needed to think about his death in terms of what it meant rather than how much it hurt. I then sat down to write a book about the kind of God I could have faith in and to whom I could turn in a world where good people suffer and die. I called it When Bad Things Happen to Good People. It was turned down by two publishers, at which point I took it to Schocken. They liked it, published it, and promoted it. It went on to become a major best seller and a source of comfort to millions.

I would write nine more books to share with my readers the ways in which religion could help them in difficult times. Then two years ago, I was approached by Nextbook, which has been putting out an impressive series of biographies and other books for their Jewish Encounters series in collaboration with Schocken. They asked me to write a book about the biblical book of Job and the question of why good people suffer, a book in which to share the wisdom of the book of Job and its enigmatic answer. This book, then, represents my return to that years-ago conversation with Professor Ginsberg and my return to my first publisher, Schocken Books. It represents my adding my name to the distinguished list of Nextbook authors in their Jewish Encounters series. And it returns me to the issue that I believe I was put on earth to deal with, the question of what kind of world we live in. Is it a world designed to sustain and reward goodness, a world in which God is clearly on the side of the virtuous? Or is it a morally blind world, a morally neutral world in which events happen because they happen, with no deeper meaning? The rain falls equally on the fields of honest and dishonest farmers; malignant tumors afflict charitable and selfish people without distinction. Or is there perhaps a third dimension to our search for meaning, beyond the question of “Why did this happen to me?”

Somewhere, I would like to think, Professor Ginsberg is smiling.
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 Does Everything Happen for a Reason?

Like many suburban homeowners, my wife and I maintain a bird feeder in our backyard, visible from our kitchen window. We enjoy the songs and the liveliness of the birds, and we feel good about feeding them. But from time to time, for one reason or another—vacations, illness, four inches of snow on the ground—we neglect to refill the feeder. At times like that, I will notice a bird or two come to the feeder looking for food, find none, and fly away. And at times like that, because I am a theologian, I find myself wondering, Do birds wonder why sometimes there is food in the feeder and sometimes the feeder is empty? Do they look for patterns, perhaps making a connection between snow on the ground and an empty feeder? Given that we often make a point of refilling the bird feeder for the Sabbath when we will be at home to enjoy it, do they develop an awareness that every seventh day there will be food for them? Do they ever wonder if something they did was responsible for food being withheld from them?

I can’t know for sure, but I suspect that none of the above is true. I suspect that birds come to our backyard, where they have found food before, and if they don’t find it, they fly off to look elsewhere. That is one of the differences between human beings and other living creatures. Human beings are meaning-makers, constantly trying to understand our world in terms of cause and effect. We desperately want to believe that the world makes sense, that it is a place where things don’t just happen, they happen for a reason. Painful as it may be to conjure with, we want to be told that it was not by accident that a family member got cancer or an earthquake struck a given city, that there was a purpose to it. An unpredictable world, a world of randomness unregulated by cause and effect, would leave us uncomfortable.

Sometimes our insistence on finding patterns of causality in what look like random events can be spectacularly successful. Edward Jenner noticed that milkmaids seemed less vulnerable to smallpox than other people, and fashioned a vaccine that virtually eliminated smallpox. Alexander Fleming noticed that mold in bread kept bacteria in one of his experiments from reproducing, an observation that led to the emergence of penicillin and an array of antibiotics.

Sometimes the impulse to identify cause and effect leads to less desirable results. A farmer’s cow gets sick and dies the day after the farmer has had an argument with a neighbor woman. He jumps to the conclusion that the neighbor is a witch who has put a hex on his farm, testifies against her, and would have her hung for witchcraft.

Sometimes the efforts to identify the cause of what has happened can be just plain silly. It has been said that superstitions arise at the intersection of maximum concern and minimum control. We care very much about something—money, love, pregnancy—and if we can’t get the result we want by ordinary means, we will resort to all sorts of irrational measures. We see this in matters both vital (serious illness) and trivial (the outcome of a sporting event).

A congregant once told me that when his daughter gave birth to a premature baby, his son-in-law’s mother insisted that they hang an amulet on the crib to keep away the evil eye. I asked him if he did it in order to placate her, and he answered indignantly, “Of course not. We’re not superstitious people. We didn’t hang an amulet; we placed a Bible in the baby’s crib instead.”

We see this cause-and-effect mentality (the formal name for it in logic classes is post hoc, ergo propter hoc, which means “after something, therefore because of that something”) in matters large and small. A woman wears her “lucky sweater” to bring her good luck when she plays the slot machines in Las Vegas, because she was wearing it once when she won a significant sum. As the jackpot continues to elude her, she doesn’t think, Slot machines have random payouts and are not affected by what I’m wearing. She thinks, I guess I used up the luck in this sweater; I’ll have to look for another lucky one. She is prepared to believe anything to sustain the notion that she has some power over the machine, rather than feel at its mercy.

I know intelligent people, physicians and college professors, who are ardent fans of the Boston Red Sox and believe that things they do or don’t do can affect the outcome of a game. One of them continues to blame himself for the Red Sox losing the World Series in 1986. The team was one pitch away from the championship when he left the television set to call his brother to celebrate the win. At that point, everything unraveled and the Sox lost. He insists that as long as he occupied the “power seat” in his den, the Sox prevailed. As soon as he left it, they lost. Clearly, it was his fault.

I’m sure that if I were to say to him, “You’re a rational person. You teach philosophy. Do you really believe that where you sit or what you think affects what happens on a baseball field in a different city?” he would answer, “In my rational mind, of course not, but you never know, and when you really care about something, you want to leave no stone unturned. After all, isn’t that why seriously ill people, no matter how ruthlessly rational they may be at other times of their lives, go to Lourdes?”

The story is told about the eminent nuclear physicist Niels Bohr that a friend went to visit him in his laboratory and was surprised to see a horseshoe nailed over the entrance. He asked about it and was told that someone had given it to Bohr to bring him luck in his research. The visitor said, “But, Dr. Bohr, you’re a scientist. Surely you don’t believe in lucky horseshoes!” Bohr answered, “No, of course not. But my friend told me that the wonderful thing about good-luck charms is that they work whether you believe in them or not.”

As I said, human beings are meaning-makers. We want to be reassured that we live in a stable, orderly world—that the items we put on our night table when we go to bed will be there in the morning; that they did not fly away or mysteriously disappear. We need to be able to rely on the sun rising in the east every morning and summers being warmer than winters. We search for patterns, and if we search long and hard enough, we find them whether they are really there (texting while driving leads to accidents) or not (lucky sweaters in Las Vegas).

But more than wanting to be reassured that our world is orderly and predictable, we very much want to believe that it is fair, that people get what they deserve. Job’s visitors, in the biblical book to which we will shortly turn, struggle mightily not only to find cause for their friend’s suffering but to assure themselves that his suffering is morally justified. They would not be comforted if they were told that an all-powerful God inflicted it because He does not care about the moral worth of His victims. And again, the concept of fairness is uniquely human. The Bible describes God, in the opening chapter of Genesis, creating an orderly world, a world in which everything has its place, sky separated from land, land from sea, a world in which every species of plant and animal reproduces after its own kind. Dogs give birth to puppies and no other species, apple trees bear apples and no other fruit. Only with the creation of the first human beings does the orderliness of the world give way to the possibility of unpredictability. Only then can we speak of good and bad rather than convenient and inconvenient. And only then does the question of the world’s fairness, its moral as well as its physical reliability, emerge. Will the world reward good people with good outcomes? When a lion kills a zebra, that is not murder, that is dinner, and we never pause to ask ourselves whether the fact that one zebra ran more slowly than the others justified its being killed. But when one human kills another, that is a serious violation of the moral order.

Perhaps no area of life raises more questions about the strength of the moral order of our world than the misfortunes that befall so many of us. A few years ago, a Christian theologian wrote a book-length study of what makes humans unique among all living creatures. He found the crucial difference not in larger brain size, upright posture, opposable thumbs, or the use of language. What makes people unique, he suggested, is our ability to find meaning in suffering. Unlike the birds in our backyard who, when they find the feeding tray empty, fly off to look for food elsewhere, the man or woman who loses a job, is injured in a car crash, or is diagnosed with a malignant tumor feels compelled to ask, “Why? Why did this happen to me and why now?” And if no answer is readily available, he or she will keep searching. Misfortune becomes less painful and more bearable if we can either discern a meaning (“So that is why it happened”) or impose a meaning (“What can I do to make something good come out of this?”). Anything is better than the disturbing conclusion that we live in an unfair world, one in which things happen at random.

(A reviewer took issue with the theologian’s conclusion. For her, the key to our human uniqueness is our ability not so much to explain suffering as to relieve it. I think she is on to something.)

For many of us, it is not enough that the world around us be predictable and reliable in natural/geological ways. We want it to be fair, to be as concerned with issues of good and evil as we are. When natural disasters strike, when a hurricane nearly washes away the city of New Orleans, when an earthquake devastates Japan or Haiti, being told that the disaster was caused by warming ocean currents or shifting tectonic plates is not enough of an explanation. We want to know why these people were victims and not some other people, and why at this time and not some other time. We crave reasons, and reasons are never that hard to find if one looks hard enough, especially if the quest involves people we don’t know and have never met. So we are told that New Orleans was notorious for corrupt politics and a self-indulgent lifestyle. God sent the hurricane even as He sent a flood to wipe away Sodom and Gomorrah in biblical times. One prominent clergyman sought to explain the earthquake in Haiti by claiming that two hundred years ago, Haitians made a pact with the devil to gain their independence, and this was God’s punishment. I would hope that you share my feeling that such “explanations” are not only factually inaccurate but mean-spirited as well, and if they are intended to defend God, they don’t work. They leave us with an image of a mean, vindictive deity who may command our fear but does not deserve our worship.

The same desperate quest for reasons comes into play when bad things happen to us and not to someone else, whether a friend or a stranger, and we are tempted to blame ourselves. We tell ourselves, “I must have done something to deserve this,” with the second half of the sentence—“because if not, then there is no moral order in the world and I would rather blame myself than believe that”—left unspoken. And typically, few of us have to look very far to find something we did that we could be held accountable for, even if it seems too trivial to justify what happened to us. We are so eager to protect the world’s reputation at the cost of our own. I have read of children beaten and abused by alcoholic fathers or mentally ill mothers, who convince themselves that they deserved it and go through life thinking of themselves as having no right to be treated decently because that is preferable to believing that the world is unfair. Such a belief would render our efforts to live righteously pointless. As we will see, Job’s response to his suffering will oscillate between insisting that he does not deserve it and pleading, “I can accept this as punishment for something I did if only someone would tell me what it was that I did.” At times, it almost seems he would prefer the latter answer. That at least would preserve his sense of the moral order of the universe.

Moreover, accepting blame for the bad things that happen to us offers another advantage. It makes us feel powerful and dangerous. “My angry thoughts caused my mother’s sickness; I am awesomely powerful.” “I didn’t really want to go on that vacation trip; that’s why the accident happened.” In 1988, Professor Elaine Pagels wrote Adam, Eve, and the Serpent to try to make sense of this tendency of people to blame themselves for things that are clearly not their fault. Why do we do it? Her answer: Many people would rather feel guilty than feel powerless. In a perverse way, it is more comforting to believe “it happened because of me” than to say “I had no impact on what happened.”

We want so much to believe that we live in a world that makes sense, a world in which everything happens for a reason, not just natural reasons (it rained because a low pressure area passed over us; my stock portfolio increased in value because of a rise in consumer confidence) but moral reasons (it rained because we are honest, hardworking farmers who prayed for rain; my stocks went up because I turned to God to help me put my child through college and God heard my prayer). And to speak of moral causes for the things that happen is inevitably to invoke God, not just a Creator God who made the world millions of years ago in such a way that rain would fall and crops would grow, but a moral God who rewards goodness and punishes wrongdoing, a God who is a constant, active presence in our world and in our lives.

There is a Jewish legend that describes how Abraham came to believe in God. Unfortunately, the key phrase in the story is just ambiguous enough that it can be interpreted in either of two contradictory ways. The story describes Abraham walking through the desert when he comes upon a palace “lit up by fire.” He muses to himself, Is it possible that no one is in charge of that palace? At that point, God appears and says to him, I am the master of this palace.

The key phrase is “lit up by fire.” What does it mean? Some scholars take those words to mean that there was light throughout the castle, indicating that someone was living there. In an age without electricity, people used fire—candles and torches—to provide light after sunset. The Jewish custom of lighting candles on Friday afternoon to welcome the Sabbath, which we take today as a symbol of peace and serenity, was originally a practical measure to keep people from tripping over the furniture on Friday nights when fires could not be kindled. In this interpretation, the well-lit castle represents a world animated by God’s presence. Our world is so well designed that it seems to point to an intelligence behind it. It can’t just have happened, any more than a palace could sprout of its own volition in a desert. Someone must have planned it this way. If there was light, someone must live there.

Other scholars interpret the phrase “lit up by fire” to mean that the building was on fire and burning to the ground. Abraham sees it and thinks, Such a beautiful building. Doesn’t anybody live there to take care of it? At that point, God appears and says to him, Don’t be afraid, I am the master of this palace. Bad things may happen in My world. Good things, good people don’t last forever. But never suppose that the world has been abandoned and given over to chaos.

One story, two radically different interpretations, two different ways of understanding where to find God’s presence.

Interestingly, the Bible, which is the foundation of religious faith in the Western world, does not tell us a great deal about God. There is not a lot of theology in the Hebrew Bible. My teacher Abraham Joshua Heschel used to say that the Bible is not Man’s theology but God’s anthropology, less about who God is and more about who human beings ought to be. There is a lot about the will of God, what God wants of us, but very little about the nature of God, what we can expect of God, how the mind of God works. What there is can be contradictory. When enemies do harm to Israel, they are sometimes seen as being God’s enemies as well, but they are often seen as God’s instrument sent to chastise a disobedient people. Sometimes prayer cures illness, and sometimes illness has to run its course despite prayers. How then are we to know whether misfortune is God’s doing or an affront to God’s will? In the time of Noah, God wipes out virtually the entire population of the earth to punish them for their wickedness. But in the time of Jonah, under very similar circumstances (there are intriguing parallels of language between the two stories), God pardons the wicked inhabitants of the world’s largest and most corrupt city when they heed His warning and change their ways.

When we read Homer’s Iliad, we learn a lot about the Greek gods, their moods, their quarrels, their playing favorites among mortals. We are given reasons why they do the things they do. But reading the Bible, we learn little if anything about God’s private life or God’s thought processes. Later in their history, Jews would fashion systematic theologies when they lived as a minority among Christians and Muslims and had to explain themselves and their beliefs to their neighbors. But in the Bible itself, theological discourse is rare.

There is one place in the Bible where serious theological conversation about the nature and thought process of God does take place, prompted by the conflict between the human wish to see the world as a moral sphere where people get what they deserve, where everything happens for a reason, and the inescapable reality that ours is a world where good people suffer for no apparent reason. The book of Job is a full-length argument about whether the misfortunes that befall ostensibly good people come to them from the hand of God. If we want to believe that ours is a moral world, the scene of justice and fairness, we need to confront the arguments presented in what is probably the most challenging book in the entire Bible: the book of Job.
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 The Fable of Job

In the Hebrew Bible, the book of Job is found in the third section, known as Ketuvim, (Miscellaneous) Writings, which follows the Torah and the books of the prophets. Ketuvim contains the major books of Psalms, Proverbs, and Job, five smaller “scrolls” (megillot) that find their way into the synagogue calendar on various holidays, and several historical books. The three major presences in Ketuvim are sometimes referred to, in an acronym based on their initial letters in Hebrew, as sifrei emet, “books of truth,” referring to the spiritual truths of the Psalms, the practical truths of Proverbs, and the philosophical-theological insights of Job.

The first thing you need to know about the biblical book of Job is that there are two of them. There is the Fable of Job, a very old, simple folktale of faith maintained and rewarded, found in chapters 1, 2, and 42 of the biblical book. And then there is the Poem of Job, a much later, more complicated work comprising the large middle section of the book. A lot of people reading the Bible don’t realize that. They assume it is a single work, a theological sandwich composed of two slices of pious theology wrapped around a dense filling of hard-to-follow religious poetry. The author of the epistle of James in the New Testament didn’t know there were two parts to the Job story. He writes, “You have heard of the steadfastness of Job and you have seen the purpose of the Lord, how the Lord
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