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happy holiday because the suffering which comes upon our people is instructive.
If we learn well the lessons of Tisha B'Av, we will recover as a people, and we
will be worthy of being brought to the land of Israel and never again be exiled.
We all hope and pray that we have learned the lessons of Tisha B'av: that in
modern day Israel the terrible dissension that wrecked the Second Temple time
will no longer appear among our people so that the third commonwealth will

last forever.

In the Torah portion Devorim, which we always read before Tisha B'Av, we
learn again how Moshe upbraids the people because they failed to enter the land
of Israel and heeded the words of the evil spies. They were forced to wander
in the desert for 40 years. Their suffering in the desert for these 40 years was
instructive. It was meant to teach them and future generations never again to
give up hope, never again to doubt whether they had the spiritual stamina to
enter into the real world. A small sect of Jews called the Naturei Carta, basing
their philosophy on the 53rd chapter of Isaiah and other texts, believe that we
Jews must be the suffering servants of G-d. It is true that we have been the

past 2000 years the suffering servants of G-d. The Holocaust proves it.
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However, they say that it is sinful for Jews to ever assume power and to have
their own state because we are meant to suffer. That is our role in the world.
Normative Judaism rejects this view. We are to alleviate all suffering, our
suffering as individuakor as a nation or a people. We do not know why we
suffer. That only G-d knows, but we do know that it is not through suffering
that we get the closest to G-d. Suffering is not redemptive. Much suffering is
instructive, and by learning the lessons of why we suffer, we can alleviate it. It
is a great mitzvah to alleviate all suffering. One of our purposes on earth is to

end as much suffering as we can.

Let us all hope and pray that in the physical, spiritual, emotional, and mental
realms, we Jews will continue to be in the forefront of removing all pain and
suffering from humanity. Let us also hope and pray that our people will finally
in this generation have founded a state which will allow us as the Jewish people
to escape most national and peoplehood suffering, and let us hope that by all our
continuing effort, G-d will send the Messiah Who will announce that G-d from

now on has ended all suffering. Amen.




image1.png
5.;“@,\5 AT (Yist (nsTeucrve Nt WerVﬂTuL

JULY 1999
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Suffering is a problem that all religions must face - why does Man suffer? Why
is there so much suffering in the world? Why did G-d have to create a world of

pain, death, and suffering?

We really do not know the answer to these questions. We do have faith,
however, that at the end of days. we will. Some religions say that suffering is
redemptive; that only through suffering can people get close to G-d, a closeness
we all crave. People who do not suffer, they contend, will forever have a
barrier between them and G-d. Judaism, of course, does not believe this. We
do not believe that suffering is redemptive. At the most, we believe that
suffering is instructive. We do not want to suffer. We do not think that
suffering is necessary to get close to G-d. We are told that if we suffer we
should examine our deeds. Perhaps we are doing something causing us to
suffer. We all know that the different pains we suffer are warning us that
something is wrong in our body ;’f in our behavior; that we should check them
out. In fact, a Jewish law states we are not allowed to live in a city which does
not have a doctor. We have always believed that one of our main goals in life
is to relieve pain, especially the pain of others. Suffering instructs us that

things are wrong and some things have to be corrected.
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The Gemorah in Brochas goes through a whole list of things we should look at
to determine why we suffer. The list ends by saying Mdﬁﬁms. we can
n&g determine the cause of our suffering, and we must just accept our
suffering, as in the case of Job. Nevertheless, that does not mean that these
pangs of suffering should be welcomed or sought after. We are not an ascetic
religion. We do not look to flagellate ourselves and to hit ourselves until blood
flows, as other religions do. We do not believe that we need to suffer to get

close to G-d.

In fact, Judaism teaches that many times suffering distances us from G-d. The
Book of Proverbs says there are two tests: the test of poverty and the test of
riches. Poverty grinds a person down until he has no strength to worry about
being moral or reaching up to G-d. Riches, on the other handmgause a person
to become arrogant and think that he did it all on his own, and that he does not
need G-d or morality. As the rabbis say, if you burn ore and there is no gold
in it, everything will burn up; if there are some pieces of gold in it, the fire will
bring it out. Unfortunately, not everyone is pure gold, innately a tzadek.

Suffering does not always bring out the best in people; sometimes it brings out
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the worst.

Judaism says we do not want to suffer. We want a life which will be good,
filled with simchas, as we say, filled with joy and naches and happiness.
Inevitably, though, we will all suffer. We will all get sick and wg‘(will die. We
all will have pain, some worse than others. Many times we can correct the pain
that besets us, because this pain indicates something is wrong, and we should
correct what is wrong. We must probe very deeply within our spiritual makeup
as well as our physical makeup to see what is giving us our spiritual and
psychic pain. Many times we can find the source of this pain, alleviate it, and

even eliminate it.

That is actually the purpose of Jewish fast days. Their purpose is not to give us
suffering. We do not believe that G-d is a cruel G-d Who delights in our
suffering. Although He is ultimately the author of all our suffering, He does
not delight in it. We believe that our suffering must serve some greater
purpose, but we are not to afflict suffering g ourselves for no reason. In fact,

it is a sin to do so. The Nazerite, because he agreed not to cut his hair and not
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to drink wine, had to bring a sin offering at the end of his Nazeriteship because

he had, fax , limited his enjoyment of the world.

This we should not do unless G-d has told us to do so.

On the fast days, we say V'Eeneesim Es Nafshosaychim - and you shall afflict
our souls - which means that the purpose of our fasting is not to afflict our
bodies. It is to make us neglect everything else so we just concentrate on the
defects of our spiritual life, on the defects of our moral character. As the
rabbis comment on that portion in the Book of Jonah, which we actually read on
Yom Kippur and which speaks about the people of Ninevah, who repented. G-d
did not look at their fasts or their sackclothes, but at their deeds. Our fasting is
meant for us to look at our deeds so we can change them and become better
people. If we just fast, no matter how much the fast makes us suffer, G-d will
give no heed to that suffering. G-d will only give heed to our deeds, to the fact
that by our neglecting our physical side and concentrating only on our spiritual
side, we have been able to improve our deeds, and have determined to continue
to improve our deeds. Just as we are not partners with G-d in death, we are

not partners with G-d in suffering. We are not to cause other people suffering
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and cause ourselves to suffer. We are only partners with G-d in life and in
enhancing life. Our job is to help G-d perfect this world, to help Him make
this a better place. This we can only do if we are whole in body and whole in

spirit.

That's why Judaism decries slavery and persecution and discrimination because
they diminish our ability to act as G-d's partner in creating a better world. This
also explains why we Jews protested so vocally against the Soviet Union's
persecution of our people; why we demonstrated and tried everything to free
our refuseniks from the gulags. On the other hand, Billy Graham, when he
went to the Soviet Union, did nothing to relieve the suffering of his fellow
Baptists who were in the gulags of the Soviet Union. There were more Baptists
in the gulags than Jews, but when Billy Graham preached his sermons in Soviet
Russia, he said nothing about this suffering. In fact, he did not protest against
this suffering. Instead, he told his fellow Baptists to submit to it, and quqted a
text which said, "Resist not evil," etc. To him, the Baptists of the Soviet Union
were being given a greater opportunity to be closeLto G-d than were the Baptists

in the United States. Their suffering was bringing them closer to G-d. He, in
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effect, told them, "Endure, this suffering will pass, and you will spiritually be
the better for it." He was right. The suffering did pass. The Soviet Union is

no more. I do not know if these Baptists are the better for it, though.

We Jews also cannot understand why the Pope has not spoken out more forcibly
against the persecution of the Christian Maronites, who are Catholics, in
Lebanon. But, again, to many Christians suffering is a blessing. To Jews, it is
almost always a curse. It is only at best instructive, but it is not redemptive.
We know that if suffering comes upon our people, we are told that we must
investigate our ways so that we can improve, that G-d sends suffering to the
Jewish people so that we will not repeat the mistakes of the past but learn from

them.

This is the reason Tisha B'Av is considered a Moed, which means a semi-happy
time. How could Tisha B'Av be considered a semi-happy time so that we do
not say Tachnun and other sad prayers? After all, we sit on the floor on Tisha
B'Av. We fast for 25 hours. We sit in semi-dark synagogues. We chant

dirges. We read the Book of Lamentations. It, though, is considered a semi-




