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A few nights ago, I saw the Coen brothers’ latest film, “A Serious Man.” 

Now, for those of you who haven’t yet seen it: Don’t worry. I’m not going to spoil 

it for you. And for those of you who have, I apologize if you disagree with me, but 

I found the film terrifically entertaining. 

It’s hard to get that film out of my mind. This film is a “comedy,” or so it’s been 

labeled. But it deals with a very serious issue: Why bad things happen to good 

people. 

The protagonist seems to be a decent and remarkably patient guy, and yet things 

don’t seem to work out for him. His situation at work starts to unravel. His 

marriage is on the rocks; his kids—well, let’s just say that they’re not naches 

machines; his neighbors—well, they’re the neighbors from hell—on both sides. 

Of course, the Coen brothers tell their story in a way that is exaggerated, or, as 

some would call it, “over the top.” It’s therefore easy to dislike this film, easy to 

dismiss it. But the film makes a very important point very effectively: We live in a 
world of confusion. 

People are, by our nature, “meaning makers.” We’re always trying to figure things 

out. And when we can’t figure things out, we feel frustrated. 

Aristotle speaks of four causes for a phenomenon. There is the material cause, the 

formal cause, the efficient cause, and the final or ultimate cause. Aaron earlier 

talked about understanding the medical reason for his father, Larry’s, demise, but 

not understanding the ultimate reason for his father’s death. That is frustrating, and 

not just for him. Why is that? Because we humans have brains. Brains that see—

that want to see—patterns. We want to connect the dots. 

A good example is in “A Serious Man.” The film begins with a short introductory 

scene set in tsarist Russia—in which only Yiddish is spoken! The presumed 
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ancestors of the characters in the story are living in a hovel, getting through life. 

And then something odd happens, something not easy for the viewer to understand. 

As if that weren’t enough, as the film continues, many viewers are left wondering: 

Is this connected to what happened at the beginning of the film? Is this new 

character I see in this scene a reincarnation of the person we saw in that other 

episode? How does this connect? It must connect! After all, the filmmakers put 

that scene first, and then this one. What’s the connection? 

It’s our ability to make those connections that allows us to learn. When we see that 

B follows A, we can say to ourselves: if I want B to occur in the future, I should 

pursue A. 

But when we try to connect the values that we try to live by, the moral rules that 

guide our decisions, the way we live our lives, with the way our lives turn out; 

when we try to connect our moral qualities with what happens to us in life—how 

our marriages work out, how our professional aspirations work out, what neighbors 

we manage to acquire, how our children turn out—when we try to connect those 

two, that is when we can get very frustrated. For as we know, there are some pretty 

unprincipled people who manage to do very well in life, and then there are some 

rather good people to whom some pretty nasty things happen. 

Why do some people get sick, and others stay healthy? Does it really have to do 

with how well we live, how many good deeds we do, or sins we refrain from 

doing? And if it doesn’t, what is God’s role in our lives? 

Religious teaching—or so it seems to many—seems to reinforce that connection 

between good deeds and good results. I got a letter from someone the other day. 

His life, he suggested, had fallen apart. His job was gone. He was barely making 

ends meet. His reputation was gone. He felt he’d been treated unfairly. “It’s not 

fair,” he wrote. “Religion has failed me. I’m giving up on it. There’s no more 

reason for me to come to shul,” he said. 

Religion, in a situation like this, is a fall guy. It didn’t do its job, so it can be 

discarded. 

But to be fair, religion sets itself up for that. How many times do we read—in the 

Bible, in our own liturgy—that if you behave properly, good things will happen, 

and if you don’t, pretty lousy things will happen? And a lot of religious people 

reinforce that message. To many, faith in God seems inextricably connected to a 

belief in some kind of causal relationship between good deeds and good outcomes. 

No matter that our eyes see other things, when and if we open them up. The 
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religious way of life, it seems, demands a belief in hashgachah pratit—personal 

providence, manifested materially in this world. 

Our parashah contributes to that belief. In our parashah, Eliezer goes looking for a 

bride for Isaac. He has explicit instructions from Abraham to find a suitable 

maiden in the Old Country and to bring her back. But how’s he going to find the 

right one? When he goes to the well—the place where women gather—he prays for 

a sign to know that the right maiden has come along. He prays that one of them 

will offer to water his camels as well as provide him with water, and that this will 

be a sign that she’s the right woman. Lo and behold, his wish is fulfilled! A 

beautiful, virtuous woman from among Abraham’s kin comes along and fulfills the 

sign. She gives water to those camels, every single one of them. What better proof, 

or so it seems, that Eliezer’s master Abraham is a virtuous person, and that 

Eliezer’s prayer is being answered. 

But not all stories in the Bible provide the same message. Unfortunately, virtually 

no one reads the Book of Job, the biblical story that serves as the backdrop for the 

Coen brothers’ film. If they do, it must be that they push it out of their minds when 

they confront issues of ultimate concern, when they look upon, say, the suffering 

of the innocent. 

At the beginning of the Book of Job, we’re told that Job is an upright and 

blameless person. (In Hebrew, he is referred to as tam v’yashar.) Then, God and 

one of his angels named Satan, or “the Adversary,” have an argument: “Would Job 

continue to do the right thing if bad things were to happen to him?” “Sure,” says 

God. “So then, let’s test that hypothesis,” says Satan. “Fine,” says God. Within a 

few verses, Job’s prosperity disappears. His children vanish. He is left miserable. 

Despondent. 

“Curse God,” his wife says. But Job refuses. He’s not happy about what’s 

happening to him, but he refuses to lose his faith in living the good life. “Shall we 

accept only good from God and not evil?” he asks. One after another, three friends 

of his come to console him. Each is less sensible, less empathic, less effective than 

the next. Each is less of a friend. 

One [Eliphaz the Temanite] says, “What did you do wrong, Job? Surely you must 

have done something wrong?!! Such a fate would never have happened to you if 

you hadn’t!!” “Think now,” he says, “What innocent man ever perished? Where 

have the upright been destroyed?” (4:7) Some friend he is. 
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The second friend [Bildad the Shuhite] says, “Is God unjust?” If you pray to God, 

if you are blameless and upright, God will protect you and grant well-being to your 

home.” (8:6) 

The third [Zophar the Naamathite] says, “God is punishing you less than you 

deserve.” (11:8) 

None of these interventions, of course, satisfy Job; none of them help him. As he 

puts it, “How, then, can you comfort me with nonsense? Your answers are simply 

betrayal.” (end of ch. 21; Scheindlin translation) He can’t make sense of things, 

and he has no way of accessing God. “If I go East—He is not there; West—I still 

do not perceive Him; North—since He is concealed, I do not behold Him; South—

He is hidden and I cannot see Him.” (23:8ff). It’s almost as if Job cannot tune into 

the divine frequency. No matter which way Job points his spiritual antenna, all he 

gets is static. Job remains confused and terrified. He cannot sleep peacefully; bad 

dreams awaken him constantly. 

At the end of the story, he regains his lost fortune, and then some. He acquires 

more children, beautiful children. There is, you might say, a “Happy Ending” to 

the book of Job. But Job never comes to understand the whys and the wherefores 

of human existence, of human suffering; he never comes to understand God’s 

designs for human life. 

The Coen brothers are faithful to the story. They, too, provide Job with three 

friends who are hardly enlightened, much less empathic, even though they are 

ordained rabbis. (Their Job is also desperately trying to get a clear signal from 

God, and yet failing to tune into the divine frequency. No matter which way he 

points his antenna, all he gets is static.) The Coen brothers’ Job also is tempted to 

abandon the proper course: he is tempted to abandon his family and his integrity. 

He is sorely tempted, and we’re with him as he makes his fateful choices, the 

filmmakers skillfully drawing us near to him. 

I will not give away the ending, but I will suggest that the way they structure the 

film, it is clear that the Coen brothers have read Job, and believe that there are 

great truths revealed within it. And I for one am grateful that they made this film. 

Anyone who is tempted to give pat answers to difficult questions should see this 

film. 

Aaron, to walk away from your question—your “ultimate” question—would be 

very easy. It is tempting to talk about other things right now, to “make nice.” But I 

don’t think that would be giving quite enough respect to your love for your father 
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and your boldness in speaking about him today. It would be easy simply to say, 

“You’ll understand one day,” or to utter some other cliché that ultimately doesn’t 

help very much. I’m trying hard to avoid that. 

You know, I really got to know your father when his own father, your grandfather, 

Arthur, was dying. I was at a rabbinical seminar in New York, and I seem to recall 

that my cell phone didn’t work there, or maybe I didn’t even have one yet. In any 

event, I found myself talking to your Dad from a pay phone. I remember that 

before I’d left, I’d arranged for him to have a copy of the book our Men’s Club 

distributes to those suffering a loss. I remember him telling me that he had stayed 

up all night and read that book from cover to cover. That was the kind of person 

your father was. 

I remember your father wondering, early on in his illness, “How could this be?” He 

felt fine; how could it be that he had cancer? And yet, I never heard him question 

whether he’d led his life the wrong way; whether, if he had it to do all over again, 

he would have been less responsible, less loving, less committed, less honest, less 

dependable. I never heard him question what made your father who he was, or, as 

many of us would put it, “what made Larry Cohen, Larry Cohen.” He continued to 

live his life with intention, with purpose, and consistent with his principles—no 

matter what. 

That doesn’t quite happen in the Coen brothers’ film. The main character reaches a 

point where temptation gets the better of him. Perhaps we can understand it. 

Perhaps we can excuse it. But no one would ever imagine that your father would 

have put his integrity on the line, as the lead character in the film appears to do. 

This film is a vivid, beautifully effective, depiction of a nightmare. “Job’s 

nightmare,” we might call it. Reality, in comparison, is much more hopeful, much 

more cheerful. Why? Because although we may not be able, successfully, to 

connect our virtues with our destinies, there’s a lot of other connecting we can do. 

If there’s one thing your Dad stood for in our community, it was connecting people 

with one another, and offering them the opportunity to connect with our tradition. 

And in a loving way, not a coercive way. It was your Dad who would show up at a 

shiva house, siddurim in hand, prepared to lead the minyan. Never sanctimonious, 

never taking himself too seriously, he was there to serve God, there to serve the 

community. And that is what he did, faithfully and well. Not looking for thanks. 

Not looking for recognition. He did what he did because he thought it was the right 

thing to do. 
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So what is God’s role in our lives? Is God some sort of spiritual anesthetic, 

shielding us from all physical and emotional pain? Is that why we come to shul? Or 

is it to provide us with the framework to live our lives with discipline and meaning 

and purpose—come what may? Is it to provide easy answers, or is it to help us 

raise and confront tough questions? Judaism is appealing because it provides us 

with an uplifting, meaningful way of life—without ever asking us to close our eyes 

to reality, without ever giving us false hopes. 

I hope that our way of life will continue to be compelling to you, Aaron, even 

though you’ve been exposed, in a sad and painful way, to a certain truth, namely, 

that no matter how we live, no matter what we do, we cannot defeat Nature. We 

cannot defeat death. It is inevitable, and when it comes, it comes. But we can—and 

your Dad did—live each day that we are given with purpose, with proper intention, 

and with caring. 

We can live each day as if it were our last. We can live lives of integrity. We can 

be kind and gentle and generous—even if it may not contribute to our material 

success or well-being. Come what may, we can seek to appreciate and enjoy life’s 

blessings and be a source of inspiration, joy, hope and comfort to those around us. 

Shabbat Shalom. 

 


