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There is one question that I face as a rabbi that is more heart wrenching than any other. When 

someone turns to me in the midst of a personal crisis and asks: why has God abandoned me? 

*sigh* This question is not merely a theological one; no, it is a plea for strength and salvation as 

one fights to endure and overcome challenges that seem insurmountable. It is a challenge to 

strengthen one’s faith when they are most vulnerable, but it must be done—and done with care 

and compassion in the process. This is echoed in Joseph’s words to his brother in Genesis 45 

when he said to them, “God has sent me ahead of you to ensure your survival on earth, and to 

save your lives in an extraordinary deliverance. So, it was not you who sent me here, but God; 

and God has made me a father to Pharaoh, lord of all his household, and ruler over the whole 

land of Egypt.” 

Having the foundations of faith before one endures a trauma or crisis is essential. Thus when the 

need arises, faith is already present. There is Hasidic teaching that states that words of the 

V’ahavta prayer state that God’s words should be “on” one’s heart [al l’vavecha], so that when 

the heart breaks, God’s words can fill the void. In our tradition’s way of looking at it—God 

never “abandons” us; God is always with us—even in times of crisis. In moments of joy, God is 

there. In moments of crisis, God is there. In ordinary moments, God is there. The omnipresent 

nature of Jewish belief reassures us that we are never alone, just as the Psalmist reminds us in 

Psalm 23: “Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall not fear; God is with 

me…” Please note that Christian theology which permeates our society views things 

differently—the image of suffering leads to salvation; even Jesus is believed to have felt 

abandoned. Just look at that Gospel tradition as they attribute Jesus’ last words: “O Lord, why 

have you forsaken me?” 

Remember—suffering and feeling of abandonment are very much part of our emotional makeup. 

But to compensate for these emotions, there is a Jewish belief that there is no reality without the 

presence of God. The late 19
th

-century sage, known as the Sefat Emet, wrote, “There is no reality 

except for the reality of God. Everything is in God’s glory.” But we are far more analytical and 

rational in our thinking. We operate under a Cartesian way of thinking where the self can 



transcend the body and the mind can think of the outside world, the self, and its existence.  We 

struggle to bring ourselves into the realm of God where everything is a part of that realm. The 

Kabbalistic master, the ARI, addressed this when he added a line into his Sabbath liturgy. He 

spoke of finding the courage to “stand at the entrance of the apple field”, which is a metaphor for 

finding the ability to bring ourselves with spiritual consciousness to God. Through prayer and 

study, the ARI believed that one can get closer to God and find the strength one needs in 

moments of crisis. 

How do we do that? Let’s look at the Torah portion. First of all, it is one long narrative—there 

are no paragraph breaks or physical spaces in the text. It is a portion stumah, a complete 

unbroken narrative. When Joseph reveals himself to his brothers, it is as if he is interrupting 

Judah’s plea. But what he is doing is demonstrating a faith that builds on itself from experience, 

rather than just through thought. Joseph is where he is because of a chain of events; it is almost 

like a dialectic approach to his existence [remember Hegel’s dialectic? Every thesis has an 

antithesis that through a new hypothesis leads to synthesis and then a new thesis.] Joseph grows 

spiritually from his experiences and applies them to recharge his sense of self. He is still the 

same Joseph within; just more cognitively aware of himself and more mature. It is as Zionist 

leader Ahad HaAm said a century ago, “Learning! Learning! Learning! That is the key to Jewish 

survival.” 

“Why has God abandoned me?” one can ask. The answer cannot come from the Rabbi to whom 

the question is directed. But the Rabbi can direct the conversation to within one’s sense of self. 

Exploring what one believes and reminding of core teachings of one’s faith, God is always near 

to us and never has left us. It is our struggle to find the courage to come to the “apple field” so to 

speak, where we can feel God’s presence and accept the reality of living. We do this through our 

experience and constant probing of our beliefs. We do so by the reassurances of loved ones and 

friends whose support has always sustained us. We do so with a sense of hope and optimism that 

has been modeled by Joseph with clarity and precision. 

 

 


