
	

	

 
LESSON 5: IS ‘ALL FOR THE GOOD’ OR ‘ALL IS GOOD’? 

Rabbi Eliezer Wolf 

 
! 1. Talmud Taanit 21a 

They said about Nachum of Gam Zu that he was blind in both eyes, both his arms were amputated, both his 
legs were amputated, and his entire body was covered in boils. And he was lying in a dilapidated house, and 
legs of his bed were placed in buckets of water so that ants should not climb onto him, as he was unable to 
keep them off in any other manner. Once his students sought to remove his bed from the house and afterward 
remove his other vessels. He said to them: My sons, remove the vessels first, and afterward remove my bed, as 
I can guarantee you that as long as I am in the house, the house will not fall. Indeed they removed the vessels 
and afterward they removed his bed, and immediately the house collapsed.  

His students said to him: Rabbi, since you are evidently a wholly righteous man, as we have just seen that as 
long as you were in your house it did not fall, why has this suffering befallen you? He said to them: My sons, I 
brought it upon myself. Naḥum of Gam Zu related to them the following: As once I was traveling along the 
road to my father-in-law’s house, and I had with me a load distributed among three donkeys, one of food, one 
of drink, and one of delicacies. A poor person came and stood before me in the road, saying: My rabbi, sustain 
me. I said to him: Wait until I unload the donkey, after which I will give you something to eat. However, I had 
not managed to unload the donkey before his soul left his body.  

I went and fell upon his face and said: May my eyes, which had no compassion on your eyes, be blinded; may 
my hands, which had no compassion on your hands, be amputated; may my legs, which had no compassion on 
your legs, be amputated. And my mind did not rest until I said: May my whole body be covered in boils. 
Naḥum of Gam Zu prayed that his suffering might atone for his failure. His students said to him: Even so, woe 
to us that we have seen you in this state. He said to them: Woe is me if you had not seen me in this state, as 
this suffering atones for me.  

The Gemara inquires: And why did they call him Naḥum of Gam Zu? The reason is that with regard to any 
matter that occurred to him, he would say: This too is for the good [gam zu letova]. Once, the Jews wished to 
send a gift [doron] to the house of the emperor. They said: Who should go and present this gift? Let Naḥum of 
Gam Zu go, as he is accustomed to miracles. They sent with him a chest [sifta] full of jewels and pearls, and he 
went and spent the night in a certain inn. During the night, these residents of the inn arose and took all of the 
precious jewels and pearls from the chest, and filled it with earth. The next day, when he saw what had 
happened, Naḥum of Gam Zu said: This too is for the good.  

When he arrived there, at the ruler’s palace, they opened the chest and saw that it was filled with earth. The 
king wished to put all the Jewish emissaries to death. He said: The Jews are mocking me. Naḥum of Gam Zu 
said: This too is for the good. Elijah the Prophet came and appeared before the ruler as one of his ministers. He 
said to the ruler: Perhaps this earth is from the earth of their father Abraham. As when he threw earth, it 
turned into swords, and when he threw stubble, it turned into arrows, as it is written in a prophecy that the 
Sages interpreted this verse as a reference to Abraham: “His sword makes them as the dust, his bow as the 



	

driven stubble” (Isaiah 41:2).  

There was one province that the Romans were unable to conquer. They took some of this earth, tested it by 
throwing it at their enemies, and conquered that province. When the ruler saw that this earth indeed had 
miraculous powers, his servants entered his treasury and filled Naḥum of Gam Zu’s chest with precious jewels 
and pearls and sent him off with great honor.  

When Naḥum of Gam Zu came to spend the night at that same inn, the residents said to him: What did you 
bring with you to the emperor that he bestowed upon you such great honor? He said to them: That which I 
took from here, I brought there. When they heard this, the residents of the inn thought that the soil upon 
which their house stood had miraculous powers. They tore down their inn and brought the soil underneath to 
the king’s palace. They said to him: That earth that was brought here was from our property. The miracle had 
been performed only in the merit of Naḥum of Gam Zu. The emperor tested the inn’s soil in battle, and it was 
not found to have miraculous powers, and he had these residents of the inn put to death.  
 

 

! 2. Talmud Berachot 60b-61a 

Rabbi Akiva: One must always accustom oneself to say: Everything that God does, He does for the best.  

The Gemara relates: Like this incident, when Rabbi Akiva was walking along the road and came to a certain 
city, he inquired about lodging and they did not give him any. He said: Everything that God does, He does for 
the best. He went and slept in a field, and he had with him a rooster, a donkey and a candle. A gust of wind 
came and extinguished the candle; a cat came and ate the rooster; and a lion came and ate the donkey. He 
said: Everything that God does, He does for the best. That night, an army came and took the city into 
captivity. It turned out that Rabbi Akiva alone, who was not in the city and had no lit candle, noisy rooster or 
donkey to give away his location, was saved. He said to them: Didn’t I tell you? Everything that God does, He 
does for the best. 
 


