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The period following the close of the Talmud until the middle of the

eleventh century-known as the Geonic period, since the leaders of the
Jewish community bore the title of Gaon-is one that even relatively

educated Jews know little about. To some extent, this is because of a
paucity of original sources. The main literary endeavor of the Geonim
was responsa, and it was only with the discoveries of the Geniza that
meaningful numbers of Geonic responsa have been available for study.
For the last century, however, scholars have been steadily pushing

back the veil of ignorance that covered this important, formative period
in Jewish history, particularly in Jewish intellectual history. Most importantly, it was in this period that the Babylonian Talmud was established
as the central source for Jewish law, custom and thought, a dominance

supported and promoted by the Geonim, who served as the heads of
the academies that continued the Babylonian Talmud's tradition.
Scholars of the Geonic period have laboriously uncovered significant information about the social, administrative, political, and intellec-

tual history of the Geonim and their times. However, these scholars
have generally written monographs and articles on their particular topics of interest, not the kind of general survey that would open the period up to the casually interested nonexpert. Robert Brody's The Geonim

of Bablyonia and the Shaping of Medieval Jewish Culture is the first gen-

eral survey of the Geonim in at least fift years; the previous one was a
collection oflecture notes, hardly a well-conceived book.
The same cannot be said about Brody's work. An established scholar in the field, Brody has clearly mastered both the primary and secondary literature of the Geonic period and has presented that material in a
thoughtful, accessible and engaging manner. What follows is an attempt
to further whet the interest of potential readers of Brody's book.

Organizing the material was a challenge for Brody, as he openly
admits. He chose to divide the work into three parts, "The Historical
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Setting", "The Classical Geonic Period" and "Se'adyah Gaon and
Afer". This division suggests that Brody's primary interest is intellectual history, as he lumps together in the first section many essential histor-

ical questions-how to delineate the period, the available source materiaI, the institutional makeup of the academies, the Exilarchate, heresies,
occasional renegade Geonim, the competing Palestinian center and the
ties with the Diaspora. Each of these questions, arguably much more
than simply the historical setting to the work of the Geonim, is dealt
with extremely clearly, synthesizing the current research in a way that
brings the period alive.
Brody's central contention in ths part of the book is that the hege-

mony of the Geonim in the world of Torah-a myt the Geonim themselves worked to propagate-only became real towards the end of the
period, after numerous struggles with competing authorities and philoso-

phies of Judaism. Over the course of the four hundred years the Gaonate
flourished, there were several rivals to their rule and to their view of

Judaism. The issues dealt with here are those least likely to be known by
the general public, and here the book scores its greatest points.

The second part of the book, The Classical Geonic Period, deals
solely with the intellectual and literary endeavors of the Geonim. For
background, Brody discusses their education, ranging from their knowl-

edge of languages and areas of interest to the sources they relied on,
Talmudic and extra-Talmudic, oral and written. Their literary output
took three main forms: responsa, She)iltot, and legal codes. Responsa

either answered queries on topics of law and Jewish thought, or
explained classical texts. She)iltot were a form of weekly public lecture,

usually a halakic discourse related in some way to that week's Torah
reading. Legal codes, of course, were the first attempts to record Jewish
law systematically in a less digressive style than in the Talmud. Here,
too, the discussion gathers the relevant secondary literature while
demonstrating Brody's ease with the primary literature, delineating the
first thee centuries of the Geonic period in a lucid and stimulating fashion.
The titles of the second and third parts, "The Classical GeonIc

Period" and "Se'adyah Gaon and After", reveal a central thesis of
Brody's, that R. Se'adyah Gaon's years leading the academy at Sura revolutionized the office of Gaon, politically and intellectually. Discussion
of halakhic monographs, talmudic exegesis and methodology, theology,
Biblical exegesis, and linguistics and poetry are all reserved for this third
section. To some extent, this division simply reflects the existing sources,

sources that become relatively abundant from the tenth century on. In
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addition, R. Se'adyah's contrbutions to each of these fields was undeniably influential, so that he certainly deserves the attention Brody showers
upon him.

Here, though, Brody's choice of presentation can be questioned.
Recognizing R. Se'adyah's essential contribution to Jewish intellectual
history does not necessarily mean that he had a similarly important
that R. Se'adyah revolution-

impact on the Geonic period. Brody's belief

ized the Gaonate, for example, seems overstated when we realize that-

as far as Brody is concerned-the institution of Gaon ended within a
hundred years of R. Se'adyah's death. As Brody documents, the institution of Gaon, and the Babylonian academies as a whole, were already in

decline when R. Se'adyah became the head of the academy at Sura;
indeed, that academy closed (at least temporarily) withn a few years of
his death. Institutionally, then, R. Se'adyah's term as Gaon should not
necessarily be seen as reflecting important changes for the Gaonate.

Further suggesting that R. Se'adyah should not be seen as the
linchpin of the changes around this time is the sharp increase in surviving sources-which at least suggests a general surge in literary activityand the expansion of areas of interest. Though many of these areas were
indeed first studied by R. Se'adyah himself, surely the institutional
changes, heightened literary activity and expansion of fields of study
cannot all be credited solely to R. Se'adyah.

Parenthetically, R. Se'adyah's work is much too rich to be dealt
with in a survey work. Despite all the attention Brody accords him, his
presentation of R. Se'adyah is less satisfYing than the earlier parts of the

work. Not coincidentally, perhaps, Brody is in the process of publishing
two books on R. Se'adyah; perhaps the constraints of even a hundred
pages were too tight for a productive summary. We can hope that those
works do R. Se'adyah the justice he deserves.

Other personalities of the time also raise questions about R.
Se'adyah's centrality. R. Sherira and R. Hai (or Hayya, as Brody spells
it), heads of the rival academy who were not meaningfully influenced by

R. Se'adyah, also project a different image than earlier Geonim. Several

forces, in other words, seem to have been shaping the changes that
characterized the last century of the Gaonate. Rather than "R. Se'adyah
and Afer", this section might equally well have been called "Creativity

in Decline", or something similar.

The difference in title would have reflected a difference of perspective. Brody's presentation, though recognizing the decline beginning in
the tenth century, views the Gaonate as having two distinct periods,
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each with its own character and strengths. In fact, though, the period
from the tenth century onward might represent the last gasps of a dying
institution, with several remarkable figures helping it survive beyond
lifespan.
Recognizing that the later Geonim were serving a dying institution
suggests that they perhaps would be more profitably viewed as medieval
what would otherwise have been its natural

rather than Geonic. Although this seems counterintuitive, since they
followed hundreds of years of productive intellectual activity without a

clear demarcation, the evidence Brody provides supports it. Certainly R.
Se'adyah's broad range reflects the interests of a later rather than an earlier time. R. Sherira's epistle and R. Hai's various responsa on central
issues of Jewish thought also fit poorly with the Geonic period. While
Brody notes these changes, he simply incorporates them into the third
the work, credited to the impact ofR. Se'adyah.

part of

Let us also remember that, by the end of the tenth century, Jewish

scholars in Spain and Germany were already makng meaningful contrbutions to Jewish intellectual life. And these tenth century contributions are labeled medieval, perhaps because they were the first substantial signs of intellectual life in those countries.
Given the clear changes from what came before and somewhat parallel developments elsewhere in the world, Brody might have more convincingly labeled these later Geonim as medieval (or at least protomedieval). Had he done so, he could have portrayed them as a bridge
between the Geonic and medieval periods. Brody could have then com-

pared R. Se'adyah's contributions, not only to events within the Geonic
era but to medieval contributions as well, making the section much
stronger than it is now.

The title of the book would have been more accurate as well. As it
now stands, Brody's book legitimately describes The Geonim of Babylonia)
but only implicitly explains The Shaping of Medieval Jewish Culture. That

is, since medieval Jewish culture built on the Geonim, once we know
about them, we also know about medieval culture. Had he reshaped the
thrd part of the book, however, Brody could have indeed shown how the
end of the Geonic period-the creativity it spawned in its death thoeslaid the groundwork for the medieval period as a whole.

Criticizing the last section of the book is perhaps unfair because
analyzing R. Se'adyah's legacy alone could reasonably fill volumes (and
hopefully will). However, the disparity between this last section and the
first two-which digested and presented a wealth of information on the
large majority of the Geonic period-was too great to ignore.
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As a graduate student, I had to study the Geonic period for the
purpose of a general examination in Jewish history. As I read Brody's

work, I wished it had been around when I was preparing for those
examinations. For anyone else who feels uneasy about a blank four-hundred year period in their knowledge of Jewish history, Robert Brody's
book fills in the blanks with style and substance. This is the essence; for
the rest of the experience, go and read.
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Reviewed by

Levi Meier

Life is a divine gift with many challenges. One of the greatest of these is
to develop relationships with God, people and oneself. As we set about
ths awesome task, we become increasingly aware of the human condition, recognizing that "to be" includes the experience of pain and suf-

fering. These are difficult words to understand. Sometimes they are
used interchangeably, and sometimes authors use both words, though
not in reference to the same things.

For purposes of this discussion, I understand the concept of suffer-

ing and pain in the following way, recognizing two principal categories.

First, there is generalized, existential suffering, which is part of the
human condition. By this I mean that throughout our lives, we are
pulled in different directions by two underlying, diametrically opposed
forces. These intrapsychic elements are the Jacob and Esau archetypes,

or to use psychotherapeutic terms, Eros and Thanatos, the life and
death instinctual drives. How can we make sense of our existence when

we are pulled simultaneously toward life-affirming behavior and
towards self-annihilation? This fact of human existence often leads to
existential struggles that we all experience to varying degrees, as we try
to find meaning on our journey through life.
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In addition to this type of suffering that is an intrinsic part of our
human nature, there are other types of pain that are imposed upon us,
over which we may feel

little or no control-mental ilness, physical il-

ness and natural disasters. We are also subject to the pain inflicted, consciously or unconsciously, by our fellow humans. And those who cause
us to suffer are often those who are part of the intimate, inner circles of
our lives.

The two books under review attempt to respond to these complex
existential issues and to present Jewish perspectives on the experience of
suffering. I welcome these works, which address this most significant
subject with seriousness of purpose and integrity. They reflect the vast
knowledge and erudition of their respective authors.
The volume edited by Rabbi Carmy is truly an impressive undertaking. Its nine chapters cover a wide range of pertinent topics. The essays

demonstrate their contributors' extensive knowledge of rabbinic thought,

practical Halakha, and Western philosophy and literature. Several of the
essays also include personal vignettes, which make the theoretical discussion more immediate, meaningful and memorable.
My own perspective on these complex issues has developed over the
past several decades, primarily as a result of my daily work as chaplain at
a large medical center and as a practicing clinical psychologist. The
greatest lesson that I have learned is that what differs most from case to
case, from person to person, is not the nature of the suffering, but the
individual's way of processing the event and responding to it. And that,
in turn, is linked to many factors, including the patient or client's affect,
cognition, environment and spiritual development.
Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein is very careful to make this point in his

essay, "The Duties of the Heart and Responses to Suffering", in the
volume edited by Rabbi Carmy. He writes that inner religious sensibilty

"might condition not only how the sufferer feels but what he feels",
and that our relation to suffering "includes more comprehensive ele-

ments that are critical to the total development of a spiritual personality

and its relation to'its Creator" (pp. 26-27).
Rabbi Lichtenstein's analysis is briliant and comprehensive. Since
the emphasis of the entire volume is on the experience of suffering, I

would only suggest the inclusion of a discussion of compassion as an
aspect of how to relate to suffering and pain. Compassion literally
means "to suffer together wi th". Compassion reminds us to develop
our sensitivities and sensibilities in order to identifY more closely with
what another human is experiencing. Compassion is a two-way street.

95

TRAITION
Ideally, when others feel compassion for the sufferer, there is increased
compassion from the sufferer to others who are in pain.
Rabbi Carmy's book continues with Rabbi Moshe Tendler's comprehensive and important discussion of the nature of pain, including the
pain of dying. He wisely reminds us that "pain is not a purely physical
phenomenon, divorced from the individual's mental, psychological
state" (p. 64), and that "intractable pain is an unacceptable quality of

life for a terminal patient" (p. 71). He is also careful to point out, from
the example of Roni the Circle Drawer, that "in Halakhah, psychological trauma is fully equated with physiological pain" (p. 74).
As we consider the practical ramifications of these truths, let me
suggest one way in particular to partially alleviate the suffering of the

dying patient, particularly the pain of loneliness. My suggestion is that
we each learn how to serve as a "midwife" for the person who is dying.
During the birth process, a midwife is always present for the woman in

travail, staying with her through every contraction, fear and moan.
Similarly, a "midwife" can function in that same role during the process
of dying, helping the person enter a new phase of existence.
Certainly, suffering is not confined to the end of life. Dr. Moshe
Halevi Spero provides an eruightening discussion on the "Dimensions of
Religious Suffering", in which he includes four clinical vignettes, ilustrating the impact of suffering on religious belief. He provides an excellent
analysis of many of the psychological processes involved in pain and in
healng. He rightly states: "For suffering to be comprehended even as a
'subjective experience' requires in the cases of many individuals an entire
their basic, internal, representational makeup" (p. 269).
To elaborate: one has to examine very carefully some additional
aspects of the varying ways in which we perceive and react to experireworking of

ences, including pain. Our perceptions are linked very closely to our
individual thought processes, feelings, personalities and environments.
By thought processes, I mean all the different ways in which we inter-

pret "objective reality". These reflect, among other things, our level of
intellectual functioning, insight, judgment and memory. Certainly, our
feelings-including those such as depression and anxiety-influence

the way in which we experience the world. Furthermore, each one of
us has a unique personality which affects our perceptions. A histrionic

or borderline personality wil obviously experience pain and other sensations differently from a "normal" personality. Our environment and
parental influence also play an important role in the way we experience
the world.
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Our desire and ability to go forth independently into the world and
to relate to family and friends, like so many of our other capacities, are
certainly the product of our environment and upbringing, as well as of
our genetic inheritance. In both of the essays dealing with the Holo-

caust, it is abundantly clear that responses to that most horrible experience differed greatly, based on the individual's ability to cope and find
meaning and spirituality in the midst of unimaginable suffering. Dr.
Nehemia Polen compares and contrasts three documents of Orthodox
Jewish theological reflection on the Holocaust. He demonstrates that,
while each of these displays a different mode of response to suffering,

each describes a deep, abiding faith that endures. Dr. Polen observes, for
example, that "there are faith-filled responses that seek not to justifY
God, but to surrender the self as a sacred offering, to protest, to rouse
the divine realm to responsive action, to commune in weeping"(p. 294).
Similarly, Dr. Y affa Eliach provides numerous examples of people sus-

tained through their darkest moments by their inner spiritual strength.
No matter what the nature or context of suffering, it requires treatment and intervention. If we do not reach out for help, the suffering

will unfortunately be transmitted to our children and continue for generations to come.
Dr. Yaakov Elman, in his analytic essay, lays the foundation for a
modern theology of misfortune. His contribution includes a comprehensive discussion of rabbinic thought as it reflects the human condition.
Rabbi Shalom Carmy also contributed two scholarly chapters to the
book he edited. I particularly liked his discussion of divine providence,
in which he comments that:
each of us must view himself as a member of the human race and other
collective identities as one whom God judges not as a distinct, unique

individual, but as an instance of the general categories to which he
belongs. At the same time, each person is capable of realizing a singular, creative, authentic destiny, which makes him, or her, a species of
one. (p. 126)

I am pleased that Rabbi Carmy also included a comprehensive annotated bibliography, compiled by Rabbi Yitzchak Blau, to aid us in our
readings. This chapter provides numerous Judaic and secular sources to
help direct us in our readings.

Among the elements that I found most moving in Rabbi Reuven
Bulka's comprehensive, well-written study were his descriptions of people possessing great inner spiritual resources, as well as courage. Rabbi
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Bulka's book contains 35 self-contained chapters, each written in clear
and flowing language. These chapters are divided into ten sections, cov-

ering such themes as "Difficult Questions", "Ultimate Hope" and
"Authentic Caring". This book is intended for those livig with iless and

those who love them, and it wi undoubtedly be read and reread by many
people who are confronting physical, spiritual and emotional chalenges.

One of Rabbi Bulka's most memorable real-life examples is the
story of Sam Filer, a Canadian judge whose abilty to cope with the ravages of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (AL) is truly heroic. Filer is quoted as saying: "Above all, love, friendship, faith in God, and a feeling of
self-worth, no matter how it's derived, are powerful elixirs, particularly

when there is no medical treatment available" (p. 117). One comes
away from Rabbi Bulka's book with a renewed appreciation for the
resilency of the human spirit.
While reviewing these excellent additions to the literature on the

subject, I had one recurring impression. There is a great gulf between
abstract psychological and philosophical discussions of suffering and the
day-to-day situations that I confront at the hospitaL. One reality that I
encounter almost every day is the presence of tears, those of others as
well as my own. For me, no discussion of suffering is complete without
the heart-wrenching prayer in Ne)ila, shortly before the close of Yom
Kippur: Yèhi ratson lefanekha shome)a qot bekhiyot, she-tasim dimotenu
be-nodkha, "May it be Thy wil, Thou who hears the voice of weeping,
to preserve our tears in Your flask".

These two works have achieved much in presenting a comprehensive view of Jewish perspectives on the challenging experience of ilness

and suffering.
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