
Where is God in the Midst of 
Suffering?



Baruch atah, Adonai Eloheinu, Melech haolam, asher kid’shanu b’mitzvotav 
v’tzivanu laasok b’divrei Torah

Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of all, who hallows us with 
mitzvot, commanding us to engage with words of Torah.



Theodicy 

Theo = Divine 

Dicy = Justice 

Defense of God’s goodness and 
omnipotence in view of the existence of 

evil. 



How do we understand God, God’s power, 
and God’s goodness in the face of evil?  

How do we understand why God would 
allow the innocent to suffer? 



Jewish Tradition has always allowed for multiple 
understandings and multiple responses to the largest 
dilemma of faith. 


There is not a single answer to the question of theodicy. 




(1) God cannot prevent evil 

(2) God can prevent evil but chooses 
 not too.  

If God CANNOT prevent evil then God is not 
omnipotent.  

 If God CAN prevent evil, but chooses not too, 
then God is not omnibenevvolent (all good). 



Text 1. Deuteronomy 11:13-17 
13 If, then, you obey the commandments that I enjoin upon you this 
day, loving the Lord your God and serving Him with all your heart and 
soul, 14I will grant the rain for your land in season, the early rain and 
the late. You shall gather in your new grain and wine and oil—15I will 
also provide grass in the fields for your cattle—and thus you shall eat 
your fill. 16Take care not to be lured away to serve other gods and 
bow to them. 17For the Lord‘s anger will flare up against you, and He 
will shut up the skies so that there will be no rain and the ground will 
not yield its produce; and you will soon perish from the good land that 
the Lord is assigning to you. 



Theology:  
Reward and Punishment 

How does this resonate with you?  
What bothers you? 



Isaiah 45:5-7& 9  
5 I am the Lord and there is none else; 
Beside Me, there is no god. 
I engird you, though you have not known Me, 

6 So that they may know, from east to west, That there is none but Me. 
I am the Lord and there is none else,
 
7 I form light and create darkness, 
I make peace and create evil— 
I the Lord do all these things... 

9 Shame on him who argues with his Maker, 
Though naught but a potsherd of earth! 
Shall the clay say to the potter, “What are you doing? 



All Theology is Biography 

Theology is a response to lived experiences.



The Theology of Isaiah: 
• Writing after the destruction of the first Temple 

and exile to Babylnia.  
•God’s oneness and God’s control over everything 

in the world - both light and dark, good and bad. 
• Babylonian’s religion was Zorastrianism - a belief 

in two gods, a force of good and a force of 
darkness. 

• Isaiah is arguing for a single God, of light and 
darkness.



Isaiah: God is in control. 



Job 38:4
(4) Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundations? Speak if you 
have understanding.

Job 38:16-17
(16) Have you penetrated to the sources of the sea, Or walked in the 
recesses of the deep?  (17) Have the gates of death been disclosed to 
you? Have you seen the gates of deep darkness?



Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Avodah Zara 54b 
Our Rabbis taught: Philosophers asked the elders in Rome, “If your God has no 
desire for idolatry, why does He not abolish it?” They replied, “If it was something 
of which the world has no need that was worshipped, He would abolish it; but 
people worship the sun, moon, stars and planets; should He destroy the Universe 
on account of fools? Rather, the world pursues its natural course, and as for the 
fools who act wrongly, they will have to render an account. 

Another illustration: Suppose a man stole a measure of wheat and went and sowed 
it in the ground; it is right that it should not grow, but the world pursues its 
natural course and as for the fools who act wrongly, they will have to render an 
account. 



Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Avodah Zara 54b continued.

Another illustration: Suppose a man has intercourse with his neighbor’s 
wife; it is right that she should not conceive, but the world pursues its 
natural course and as for the fools who act wrongly, they will have to 
render an account. 

This is similar to what R. Shimon b. Lakish said: The Holy One, blessed 
be He, declared, “it is not enough that the wicked put My coinage to 
vulgar use, but they trouble Me and force Me, against my will, to set My 
seal thereon!” 



Talmud


(1)God does not intervene. The world pursues it’s 
natural course. 


(2)God’s power is limited. Or God chooses to limit 
God’s power.  God allows evil to occur. 


(3)There is not a direct correlation between what 
happens to you in this world and what you merit 
based on your actions. There is, however, a 
world to come…..


(4)God’s power and justice will ultimately reign.



Genesis Rabbah 19:7 

The Shekhinah was essentially below on earth. Since Adam sinned, the 
Shekhinah removed itself to the first firmament. Cain sinned—it removed itself 
to the second firmament. The generation of Enosh—to the third. The 
generation of the flood—to the fourth. The generation of the Tower—to the 
fifth. The people of Sodom—to the sixth. Egypt in Abraham’s time—to the 
seventh. But to compensate for each of these, there was a tzadik, and they 
were: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Levi, Kahat, Amram and Moses. Abraham 
arose and brought it down to the sixth. Isaac arose and brought it down to the 
fifth... Moses arose and brought it down from above to below... Tzadikim 
cause the Shekhinah to dwell on earth. 



Midrash

(1)God presence departs the world as a response to 

human evil. 

(2)God becomes more and more removed. 

(3)Human response to God’s hiddenness is 

responsibility and action. 



Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Megillah 29a 
R. Simon b. Yohai said: Come and see how beloved are Israel in the sight of God, 
in that to every place to which they were exiled the Shekhinah went with them. 

They were exiled to Egypt and the Shekhinah was with them, as it says, “Did I not 
reveal Myself unto the house of your father when they were in Egypt” (I Samuel 
2:27) 

They were exiled to Babylon, and the Shekhinah was with them, as it says, “For 
your sake, I was sent to Babylon” (Isaiah 43:14). 

And when they will be redeemed in the future, the Shekhinah will be with them, as 
it says, “Then the Lord your God will return your captivity” (Deuteronomy 30:3). It 
does not say here “and he will bring back,” but rather “he will return.” This teaches 
that the Holy One, blessed be He, will return with them from their places of exile. 



Talmud


(1) God is by our side, no matter what.



Midrash Rabbah - Genesis 39:1

The Lord said to Abram, “Go forth…” Rabbi Isaac taught: The story of 
Abraham can be compared to a man who was travelling from place to 
place when he saw a building going up in flames.  The traveler screamed 
out “where is the owner of the building? [Who is going to put the flames 
out]? Just then, the owner of the building looked out and said, “I am the 
owner of the building.” Similarly, Abraham our father wondered, “Is it 
conceivable that the world is without an owner?” 



1. There is no God. There are only flames. If evil exists, God does not exist. God 
cannot be in a word that is filled with suffering. 

2. All that transpires is because God willed it. There is a palace owner but no flames. 
If God exists, evil does not exist. Our suffering may serve a Divine purpose that we 
don’t understand. 

3. Rejecting both. A partnership of responsibility. 

Common Answers to the Questions of Theodicy



The Great Partnership, Lord Jonathan Sacks
Abrahamic monotheism is not a religion of acceptance. It is a religion of 
protest...God exists and evil exists. The more powerfully I feel the existence of 
God, the more strongly I protest the existence of evil. That is why in the 
Abrahamic faith, it is the giants of faith...who cry aloud, as Moses and Jeremiah 
and Habakkuk...That is why Job refuses to be comforted and why he would not 
let go of God. (Pages 240-241)

The Great Partnership, Lord Jonathan Sacks
The religious mind starts with the world that is, not the world that might have 
been. Within this world it seeks meaning. It does not seek explanation...The 
religious question is about meaning. (Page 237)


