Challenging God: A Long Standing Jewish Argument

Selected Sources

Rabbi Nathaniel Helfgot

e Challenging God in the Bible

Pro:

. Abraham

Genesis 18

Then the LORD said, “The outrage of Sodom ;787 7722 °2 DARYA 72772 770Y) 079 NRYT 77 MR

T AT

land Gomorrah is so great, and their sin so grave

I will go down to see whether they have :yT8 K708 722 1 0y *98 AR27 ANRYEIT RN K37

ATT TIT -

”.acted altogether according to the outcry that has reached Me; if not, I will take note

The men went on from there to Sodom, while : *19% Tp¥ 273V 07728 7279 12771 WING Dwn 3ON
.Abraham remained standing before the LORD

Abraham came forward and said, “Will You sweep away Y770y >T% 7990 X7 1281 D712K Wan
?the innocent along with the guilty

What if there ;7272 W D787 D°Wn1 1WR? 0iPn2 XYN™X7) 1900 ART 1YI 702 DT DOWRG R
should be fifty innocent within the city; will You then wipe out the place and not forgive it for
?the sake of the innocent fifty who are in it
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Far be it from You to do such a thing, to bring death upon the innocent as well as the guilty, so
that innocent and guilty fare alike. Far be it from You! Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal
”ustly

And the LORD answered, :0772y32 0ipna=227 DRI 1°¥7 7902 0278 07900 D702 RYHRDR 77 NN
“If I find within the city of Sodom fifty innocent ones, I will forgive the whole place for their
”.sake

Abraham spoke up, saying, “Here I :19X) 79¥ *338) *JT8-7% 1377 *R7R17 XI737 728" 07728 9
:venture to speak to my Lord, I who am but dust and ashes
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What if the fifty innocent should lack five? Will You destroy the whole city for want of the



. five?” And He answered, “I will not destroy if I find forty-five there

But he spoke to Him :2°y3787 3y2 Ay X7 WaNM 0p278 0F g T8 18 o8 2317 115 ngh
again, and said, “What if forty should be found there?”” And He answered, “I will not do it, for
”.the sake of the forty

And he said, 2wy oy Xg8-ax 7PN K7 RN 20T oW IR 2R 772781 73R I ’IFOR R
“Let not my Lord be angry if I go on: What if thirty should be found there?”” And He answered,
”.“I will not do it if I find thirty there

And he said, “T :07pyi7 MW2 DAYR X7 X 07 OY PR TR FIXTIN 217 "R7RIT RITT HKT
venture again to speak to my Lord: What if twenty should be found there?” And He answered, “1
”.will not destroy, for the sake of the twenty

And he said, :17y7 V2 RYS XD HNN TP OY PIRE? TR DYETTIR TITRYFING M REIX R
“Let not my Lord be angry if I speak but this last time: What if ten should be found there?”” And
” He answered, “I will not destroy, for the sake of the ten

When the LORD had finished speaking to :inpn? 2y 07728 0712828 1277 772 WR2 70 790
.Abraham, He departed; and Abraham returned to his place

. Moses
Exodus 32

The LORD spoke to Moses, “Hurry :078% 78 D°287 WX 12Y DY 2 79777 AW 71 03211
.down, for your people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt, have acted basely
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They have been quick to turn aside from the way that I enjoined upon them. They :0%7% 787
have made themselves a molten calf and bowed low to it and sacrificed to it, saying: ‘This is
”?lyour god, O Israel, who brought you out of the land of Egypt

The LORD further said to Moses, “I see X371 WW=1¢R™0¥ m3m 77 DYI~NR "R 798 770 s
.that this is a stiffnecked people

Now, let Me be, that My anger may blaze :973 *137 T0IR AigyR1 09281 072 *28~0) *% Am°37 7

” forth against them and that [ may destroy them, and make of you a great nation
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Moses implored the LORD his God, saying, “Let not Your anger, O Lord, blaze forth against
Your people, whom You delivered from the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty
.hand
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Let not the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent that He delivered them, only to kill them :37y%
off in the mountains and annihilate them from the face of the earth.” Turn from Your blazing
.anger, and renounce the plan to punish Your people
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Remember Your servants, Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, how :09¥% 19131 D2y717 1A% "RIAKR WK NNTI
You swore to them by Your Self and said to them: I will make your offspring as numerous as the
stars of heaven, and I will give to your offspring this whole land of which I spoke, to possess

” forever
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.And the LORD renounced the punishment He had planned to bring upon His people

U Jeremiah

Ch. 12

You will win, O 1733 °733772 2% 7778 DYY 777 77 78X 278 DU0YD X X 29X 2 A N o7
LORD, if I make claim against You, Yet I shall present charges against You: Why does the way
?of the wicked prosper? Why are the workers of treachery at ease

You have planted them, and they :0°ni*an pin7) 23792 7R 2177 *19 Wwy03 1372 W03 DAYL]
have taken root, They spread, they even bear fruit. You are present in their mouths, But far from
.their thoughts

Yet You, LORD, have noted and observed me; You have tested my heart, and found it with You.
'Drive them out like sheep to the slaughter, Prepare them for the day of slaying

How :uamny a8 X7 198 °2 9191 1ana Ange A7, Ny U Aiwa=2 2 IR 2280 "0nTy
long must the land languish, And the grass of all the countryside dry up? Must beasts and birds
?’perish, Because of the evil of its inhabitants, Who say, “He will not look upon our future

J Habakuk

Ch.1

.The pronouncement made by the prophet Habakkuk :X*237 pip27 7in qW/R Xwna

O

ot listen, Shall I shout to You, “Violence!” And You not save

How long, O LORD, shall I cry out And You :3°Win X1 0n7 128 PYIN YRwn K91 Ay m/m mx=1y

Why do You make me see iniquity [Why] :X@? 1172 207 01 *7317 021 T2 2220 209 TR 1% 72
do You look upon wrong?— Raiding and violence are before me, Strife continues and contention
.goes on

That is why decision 2Ry L3P g2 12777 PPIRINR TR VY °2 VAW N¥IY REX7) TR 390 1270y
fails And justice never emerges; For the villain hedges in the just man— Therefore judgment
.emerges deformed




. Psalms

44,74, 80

44

Yet You have rejected and disgraced us; You do not go with our :1°niR2¥3 XIN~X?) 12°7201 AMII-AN
.armies

You make us retreat before our foe; our enemies plunder us at ;117 10 11R3IwnT 11 9N NPV
will

You let them devour us like sheep; You disperse us among the 301 239227 9287 183 1307
.nations

You sell Your people for no fortune, You set no high price on :0°mn2 02a7-891 1377822 3031900
.them

You make us the butt of our neighbors, the scorn and 3012229 097 3v7 11°12W7 1977 M°wn

-,

.derision of those around us

You make us a byword among the nations, a laughingstock :2°px72 URS-7im 02432 Swn wpvn
.among the peoples

I am always aware of my disgrace; I am wholly covered with :°1n@3 °38 n%/21 >733 *Nw?3 0722
shame

at the sound of taunting revilers, in the presence of the vengeful :0panm1 235X *19m 7731 7700 2ipn
foe

All this has come upon us, yet we have not forgotten :77°722 37RW"X9) T102Y K7) 1NRY NRT™732
.You, or been false to Your covenant

Our hearts have not gone astray, nor have our feet swerved ;778 *3% W M 227 70X 2i0I°KX?
,from Your path

though You cast us, crushed, to where the sea monster is, :N)27%2 3°2¥ 0311 0230 DIPHI 1N37.°3
.and covered us over with deepest darkness

If we forgot the name of our God and spread forth our hands :77 X% 1°83 w1931 7% oW 17Y-0K
,to a foreign god

God would surely search it out, for He knows the secrets :2% nin2yn ¥1¥ X373 DXIRD 0708 X7
.of the heart

It is for Your sake that we are slain all day long, that we are ;720 W% 12E7] 017772 1370 TV
.regarded as sheep to be slaughtered



Rouse Yourself; why do You sleep, O Lord? Awaken, do 37 myn=ox a%%p 178 |1 100 mnh 1 77w
Inot reject us forever

?Why do You hide Your face, ignoring our affliction and distress 31372 33Y 12w RPN T°10-m1Y
.We lie prostrate in the dust; our body clings to the ground :13v2 YIR? 7R27 1Y03 19¥7 0¥ °2
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.Arise and help us, redeem us, as befits Your faithfulness

74

A maskil of Asaph. Why, O God, do You :30°y7% 182 99K 1Y) 1337 AT 0728 07 987 2°5n

?Horever reject us, do You fume in anger at the flock that You tend

Remember the community You made Yours :32 330 | 77 19%%™77 70703 02W 2983 2T D23 1 3079 91

A

long ago, Your very own tribe that You redeemed, Mount Zion, where You dwell

Bestir Yourself because of the perpetual tumult, all the :@pa 228 ¥7722 ¥ NIRGR? 0y 79737
.outrages of the enemy in the sanctuary

Your foes roar inside Your meeting-place; they take their :ninX annix My J79i1 27P2 77X 12RY
.signs for true signs

;It is like men wielding axes against a gnarled tree :ninT1R v§-7202 77927 X203 Y7,

with hatchet and pike they hacked away at its carved 77232 ni92°21 w22 712 mne [7a] ()
.work

They made Your sanctuary go up in flames; they brought :7aw=12wn %90 vIRY 7w TR WRI N7
Jow in dishonor the dwelling-place of Your presence

They resolved, “Let us destroy them altogether!” They ;782 PX™717722 107 77 01°1 02732 1HK
.burned all God’s tabernacles in the land

No signs appear for us; there is no longer any 7277y ¥7° MAX™R? X*23 TIW-PR 1K) XY 10°0NiK
.prophet; no one among us knows for how long

Till when, O God, will the foe blaspheme, will the enemy :7%17 7% 22X YRI I8 777 228 N0~y
?forever revile Your name

Why do You hold back Your hand, Your right hand? :13%2 [712°7] (7P7) 2727 720 372.2°00 712
'Draw it out of Your bosom

O God, my King from of old, who brings deliverance :yR7 27722 NIDWY 2yd 07pn *37m 07N,
;throughout the land

it was You who drove back the sea with Your might, :077-%y 2°3°30 "R 272 22 7792 27739 7AR
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;who smashed the heads of the monsters in the waters

it was You who crushed the heads of Leviathan, who left :0°%% o¥? 9387 32300 1027 "WYX DY AN
;him as food for the denizens of the desert

it was You who released springs and torrents, who made :J°X ni931 pw33 nRR 2031 yn DYRI TR
;mighty rivers run dry

the day is Yours, the night also; it was You who set in :wnw 29 DiPag anR 7732 77778 oi° 77
;place the orb of the sun

You fixed all the boundaries of the earth; summer and :2R7% 7% 9777 7R 7R Ni9123792 D287 AR
.winter—You made them

Be mindful of how the enemy blasphemes the LORD, how 7w 1383 223 03 771 1 7707 22IR DX
.base people revile Your name

Do not deliver Your dove to the wild beast; do not :m¥3? maWA=7% T3y N0 73R W3 N207 1AR~7K
.gnore forever the band of Your lowly ones

Look to the covenant! For the dark places of the land are :07 NiX3 yIX=2Wnn YR °2 122 vag
.full of the haunts of lawlessness

Let not the downtrodden turn away disappointed; let the poor 7w 17737 19281 v 0221 77 Jw»~H%
.and needy praise Your name

Rise, O God, champion Your cause; be mindful :097-93 223™3n 30977 91 72°7 727 2198 70
.that You are blasphemed by base men all day long
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.Do not ignore the shouts of Your foes, the din of Your adversaries that ascends all the time

Job

Ch. 23

:Job said in reply ;1281 2% 137

Today again my complaint is bitter; My strength is spent on :>npIN=2y 1722 >3 0 *» 07703
.account of my groaning

Would that I knew how to reach Him, How to get to His :in319077y XI2X RN AV 1070
.dwelling-place



I would set out my case before Him And fill my mouth with :ninain X728 57 vawn 1197 137w
.arguments

I would learn what answers He had for me And know how He :*% “ax>=mma m0axy 132 0°9n nvIR
.would reply to me

Would He contend with me overbearingly? Surely He would :°2 otp> R35-9% X7 >0y 2 0372727
not accuse me

There the upright would be cleared by Him, And I would :»wown ngi7 mu?ox1 iny nai ¢ o@

T T

.escape forever from my judge

But if T go East—He is not there; West—1I still do not perceive :17 18~X2) I9IRT 321X 77098 272,17
;Him

North—since He is concealed, I do not behold Him; South 8% 891 1727 qby mR-X?) invya 2wnty
.—He is hidden, and I cannot see Him

But He knows the way I take; Would He assay me, I should emerge XX 27372 303 >0y 07 V173
.pure as gold
,I have followed in His tracks, Kept His way without swerving :0x"X?1 >Rav 1277 *237 7108 1 wxa

I have not deviated from what His lips commanded; I ;79X *RIDY *prn WopN X7) PDoly mxn
.have treasured His words more than my daily bread

He is one; who can dissuade Him? Whatever He desires, He :y” 7nIR w17 12270 *»3 7083 XM
.does

For He will bring my term to an end, But He has many more such at :¥y nian n3g21 >pn 27w °2
.His disposal

Therefore I am terrified at His presence; When I consider, T 33 7798 1H20x 2728 »ion 1375y
.dread Him

.God has made me fainthearted; Shaddai has terrified me :*12°727 1wy °27 777 %),

Yet I am not cut off by the darkness; He has concealed the :29%-7193 iani =197 *AnYl 893
.thick gloom from me

Con:
Job 38

Then the LORD replied to Job out of the tempest ;8™ [7v97 1 12] (77v0a32) 2PR™NR 77197
:and said

?Who is this who darkens counsel, Speaking without knowledge :ny7->%3 1912 73y 7w 1 71 0



.....

Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundations? Speak :7°2 Ay -0X 737 PIR™79:2 0™ DX
.if you have understanding

Do you know who fixed its dimensions Or who measured it :p 3°2¥ Q3™ & Y70 °2 700 D=7
?with a line

Onto what were its bases sunk? Who set its cornerstone :An3 128 7977 ¥ W2LT 7178 777V

When the morning stars sang together And all the divine :2°77 *12773 w91 122 *2293 7727112
?beings shouted for joy

Who closed the sea behind doors When it gushed forth out of the :X¥> am7p 33 2 220772 797
,womb

,When I clothed it in clouds, Swaddled it in dense clouds :in%n7 29791 W2 1w piva

When I made breakers My limit for it, And set up its bar and :2°n771 172 2°HR] 0 172y T2wN)
doors
b

And said, “You may come so far and no farther; Here :7°%3 73X32 n*¥¥~Xb1 7pgn 89 Xian 75-7y 4K
?”’your surging waves will stop

Have you ever commanded the day to break, :ipn [M0@7 py7] (MW ANYTY) T2 07X T2
,Assigned the dawn its place

So that it seizes the corners of the earth And shakes the :731n a’y-rm MY PIRD NIDIDD TN

% 40

?wicked out of it

It changes like clay under the seal Till [its hues] are fixed like :¢12% ¥3 13%°n°] opin N3 79700
.those of a garment

Their light is withheld from the wicked, And the upraised arm :72¥n 737 ¥ip o7iR D’yz}'j@ N

s broken

Have you penetrated to the sources of the sea, Or walked in :p3%3n7 0¥R TpM2) 227°22177Y DRI
?the recesses of the deep

Have the gates of death been disclosed to you? Have you seen ;80 NR9% 9w MR~ 772 17337
?the gates of deep darkness
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. Rabbinic Literature
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Levi decreed a fast but rain did not come. He said before God: Master of the Universe, You .
have ascended and sat up high, and You do not have mercy upon Your children. Rain came,
but as a punishment for his harsh statement toward God, Levi became lame. Consequently, Rav
Elazar said: A person should never cast harsh statements toward God on High, as a great
person cast statements toward God on High, and he became lame. And who was this
.individual? Levi

X RXANY R0

Moses returned unto the Lord and said: “Lord, wherefore hast thou dealt ill with this
people?” (Exod. 5:22)
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If a man should dare say to a person more important than himself, .>ni7» 08 1777 X2 ,70°Wp
“Why did you treat me so badly?”” he would be held guilty of a serious offense, yet Moses said:
For since I came to Pharaoh to speak in Thy name, he hath dealt ill with this people (ibid., v.

23).1Moses expresses doubt as to God's ability to save the people from further anguish and is
rebuked. The Holy One, blessed be He, said to Moses: Alas for those who have perished but are
not to be found! I revealed myself to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as the Lord Almighty, but I

never disclosed to them that My name is YHWH,2T he name employed when speaking of God's
merciful aspect. as 1 did to you, yet they never criticized My ways. To Abraham [ said: Arise,
walk through the land in the length thereof (Gen. 13:17), yet though he searched for a burial
place for Sarah, and was unable to obtain one until he paid four hundred shekels of silver for it,
he did not disparage My ways. I told Isaac: Sojourn in this land ...for unto thee, and unto thy
seed, I will give all these lands (ibid. 26:3), but even when he sought water to drink and was
unable to find any, And the herdsman of Gerar strove with Isaac’s herdsmen, saying: “The water
is ours” (ibid., v. 20), he did not criticize My ways. I told Jacob: The land whereon thou liest, to
thee will I give it, and to thy seed (ibid. 28:13), yet when he sought a place to pitch his tent, and
could not obtain any land until he purchased it with a hundred lambs, he found no fault with My
.words
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However, on the very first mission I assigned to you, you asked Me, “What > 9X32 2p3° 28] Py
is your name?” and now you say: For since I came to Pharaoh to speak in Thy name, He hath
dealt ill, etc. Therefore, Now shalt thou see what I will do to Pharaoh (Exod. 6:1). That is, you
will participate in the struggle with Pharaoh, but you will not witness the war against the thirty-

one kings, that Joshua, your disciple, will wage in vengeance against thern.3Since the wars
would be fought in the land of Israel, Moses would not participate in them. From this verse you
may learn that Moses was punished by being forbidden to enter the land. Hence it is written: And
God said unto Moses that He would requite him with Divine Justice. But He said unto him: “I
am the Lord” (ibid., v. 2), thereby indicating that Divine Mercy demands that I redeem the
Israelites and bring them into the land. Hence it is written: And I appeared unto Abraham, unto
dsaac, and unto Jacob as God Almighty (ibid., v. 3)
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came before the Holy One, Blessed be He, and said before Him: Master of the Universe, You

have a man as great as this and yet You still choose to give the Torah through me. Why? God
said to him: Be silent; this intention arose before Me. Moses said before God: Master of the



Universe, You have shown me Rabbi Akiva’s Torah, now show me his reward. God said to
him: Return to where you were. Moses went back and saw that they were weighing Rabbi
Akiva’s flesh in a butcher shop [bemakkulin], as Rabbi Akiva was tortured to death by the
Romans. Moses said before Him: Master of the Universe, this is Torah and this is its
.Jreward? God said to him: Be silent; this intention arose before Me
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When they took Rabbi Akiva out to be executed, it was time for the recitation of Shema.
And they were raking his flesh with iron combs, and he was reciting Shema, thereby
accepting upon himself the yoke of Heaven. His students said to him: Our teacher, even
now, as you suffer, you recite Shema? He said to them: All my days I have been troubled by
the verse: With all your soul, meaning: Even if God takes your soul. I said to myself: When
will the opportunity be afforded me to fulfill this verse? Now that it has been afforded me,
shall I not fulfill it? He prolonged his uttering of the word: One, until his soul left his body as
he uttered his final word: One. A voice descended from heaven and said: Happy are you,
.Rabbi AKkiva, that your soul left your body as you uttered: One
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The ministering angels .”X27 075957 07 12117 7ARY R2°PY 227 PIWR” (77798 2iP N2 1y /0”03
said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: This is Torah and this its reward? As it is stated:
“From death, by Your hand, O Lord, from death of the world” (Psalms 17:14); Your hand,
God, kills and does not save. God said the end of the verse to the ministering angels: “Whose
portion is in this life.” And then a Divine Voice emerged and said: Happy are you, Rabbi
Akiva, as you are destined for life in the World-to-Come, as your portion is already in eternal
life
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the ground before the Omnipresent and said before Him: Master of the Universe, will
twenty-four thousand of the children of Israel fall due to these sinners? As it is stated: “And
those that died in the plague were twenty-four thousand” (Numbers 25:9). And that is the
meaning of that which is written: “And Pinehas stood and wrought judgment and the plague
.was stayed” (Psalms 106:30)
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Rabbi Elazar says: It is not stated in the X7 772°7 2°Wn 12 72°0 22W» K17 ORIP 12 °RIP 12 7030 177
verse: And prayed [vayitpallel]; rather, it is stated vayefalel. This teaches that Pinchas, as it
were, wrought judgment [pelilut] with his Creator. The ministering angels sought to push
him away because he spoke harshly to God. The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to them: Leave
him be; he is a zealot, son of a zealot, from the tribe of Levi, who was zealous in avenging the
violation of his sister Dinah; he is an alleviator of wrath, son of an alleviator of wrath, a
descendant of Aaron, who alleviated the wrath of God during the plague that followed the
.assembly of Korah
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Stories of R. Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev

Rabbi Levi Yitzchak once summoned a tailor and asked him about an argument he had with
God. The tailor said: “I declared to God, ‘You wish me to repent my sins, but I have committed
only minor offenses.” I may have kept leftover cloth, or I may have eaten non-kosher food, or
not blessed my meal. But You, O God, have committed great sins: You have taken babies from
their mothers and mothers from their babies. Let’s call it even; may You forgive me, and I will
forgive You.””

After listening intently, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak rose in anger and said, “Why did you let God off so
easily? You might have forced God to redeem the whole world!”

Perhaps more well known in is the kaddish of Rabbi Levi Yitzchak:

Good morning to You, Lord of the world.

I, Levi Yitzchak, son of Sarah of Berditchev, am coming to You in a legal manner concerning
Your people of Israel.

What do you want of Israel?

It is always, “Command the children of Israel.”

It is always, “Speak to the children of Israel.”

Merciful Father! How many people are there in the world?

Persians, Babylonians, Edomites!

The Russians, what do they say?

Our emperor is the emperor.

The Germans, what do they say?



Our kingdom is the kingdom.
But I, Levi Yitzchak son of Sarah of Berditchev say:
Glorified and sanctified be God’s great name.

And I, Levi Yitzchak son of Sarah of Berditchev say: I shall not go hence, nor budge from my
place until there be a finish

until there be an end of exile—

Glorified and sanctified be God’s great name.



