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GOD IS DISTANT, INCOMPREHENSIBLE:
A LITERARY-THEOLOGICAL APPROACH
TO ZOPHAR’S FIRST SPEECH
From afar God appeared to me:
“And from eternity I loved you.”
— Jeremiah 31:2
Show me Your Glory:
how the existence of every being
derives from Yours
despite the distance between them.
— Seforno, Exodus 33:18
I. HOW TO INTERPRET JOB—PHILOSOPHERS ARE
HUMAN BEINGS

O

n the first Yom Kippur morning, Moses, who for forty days had
been taught the Torah on Sinai, who had then undertaken
another forty-day period of supplication and self-sacrifice on
behalf of his sinning people, and lastly devoted a third forty-day period
during which the Torah was restored, requested of God that he be permitted to apprehend the manifestation of His glory. The Talmud
(Berakhot 7a) says that he wished to understand why righteous people
often suffer and wicked ones prosper. His desire was not granted, at
least not with the transparency to which he aspired.
This rabbinic dictum confirms the judgment of many religious people, who are convinced that the ultimate philosophical question is about
Over his long career as a spiritual leader, writer and editor, Rabbi Menachem
Feldman has been a perpetual witness to the intersection of eternal verities and
human nature, and the fruitful interpenetration of committed thinking, literary
elegance and the life-giving leaven of humor. Our community continues to be very
much in need of what he has to offer.
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human suffering: Why is there a lack of correspondence between what
people deserve and happiness? Modern people, for reasons that will not
occupy us here, tend to be more troubled by the suffering of the righteous, while traditional Jewish sources (Bible, Hazal and the classical
Jewish philosophers) are equally shaken by the prosperity of the wicked.1
Thus traditional literature and the modern temperament agree in recognizing the primacy of the question of suffering. In this light, the
Talmudic view (Bava Batra 14b) assigning the authorship of the book of
Job to Moses sounds inevitably apt. Hence the pious reader is inclined to
approach Job not for solace (or not only for solace) but for definitive
enlightenment. He or she hopes to discover, beneath the elusive poetry,
the maddeningly obscure language and the recondite syntax, things hidden from the beginning of time. For readers of conventional philosophical bent, this expectation engenders certain presuppositions about the
contents of the book and the kind of key that would unlock its mysteries.
This essay is concerned with chapter 11, Zophar’s first appearance
in the discussion. For reasons that will soon become evident, I do not
adopt the conventional philosophical approach, as propounded by
thinkers like Maimonides, Gersonides and Malbim. Our analysis will
not be based on the legacy of medieval philosophy, but on literary and
theological considerations arising from the text. We will emphasize
themes in Zophar’s thinking that do not play a role in previous interpretations. Despite this, I believe that the powerful strain of Jewish exegesis represented by such medieval and post-medieval thinkers, committed to locating a philosophical outcome in the book, has something to
contribute to our thinking. The interaction of philosophical doctrine
and literary analysis can enrich both dimensions of interpretation.
Therefore we must preface our remarks on Zophar with an assessment
of the strengths and drawbacks of this approach.
The common expectation, that the book will turn out to contain a
linear solution to the problem of suffering, is one of the reasons one
would want the philosophical style of solution to work out. This is shattered by several salient features of the text. Neither God’s speeches from
the whirlwind (chapters 38-41) nor Job’s responses provide an explanation of the principles of reward and punishment. The resolution in God’s
address, and in the happy narrative that serves as its aftermath, ignores
completely the narrative prologue, in which Job’s suffering comes about
subsequent to two peculiar encounters between God and the Satan. If
such major obstacles defy interpretive perspicuity, a careful study of the
book’s unfolding suggests a deliberate dead end. Different elements in
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the text lead us on, inviting us to anticipate obvious solutions. It is as if
the parts of the book comprised an impossibly detailed, masterfully contrived jigsaw puzzle, inviting enormous effort, which turns out not to fit
together. Sooner or later, the dedicated reader begins to suspect that the
book simply does not provide a conventional solution.
These difficulties might be enough to dissuade all but the most
determinedly philosophical readers from investing themselves in this
approach, were it not for another feature of the text, equally challenging to comprehensive and comprehensible attempts at interpretation,
namely the dialogical structure of chapters 3-27. From Job’s initial
cursing of the day he was born, until Job’s friends fall silent, we must
endure seventeen agonized, angry exchanges. How do these speeches
add to our enlightenment? Whether one continues to hope for a conventional denouement, one that triumphantly arrives at a logical, philosophical answer, or searches for an alternative approach, one must grapple with the conflicting voices of Job and his three friends and their
prominent place in the book. Failure to do so reduces the message of
Job to that of God’s speeches, flanked by the narrative prologues and
epilogues, passing over the central part of the book as if it were no
more than a series of wearisome complaints, empty consolations and
acrid recriminations,
The “philosophical” school is willing to address this problem, in its
own manner. As Rambam, Ralbag and Malbim see it, philosophical
argument about the question of suffering proceeds by examining alternative approaches. They thus account for the problem of dialogical
form by assigning to Job and to his friends specific philosophical views
on the extent and nature of divine providence. In order to arrive at
truth, particularly in areas where absolute proof is impossible, it is necessary to survey the range of opinions and arguments available.2 Only
then can the correct opinion emerge. Rambam attributes to Job and his
three friends four opinions common among medieval philosophers;
Ralbag, followed by Malbim, derive the four options from logical analysis of the problem. Job, Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar, on this approach,
each represent an incorrect philosophical position. In the course of the
poetic speeches they present their arguments and counter-arguments,
which are excavated in greater or lesser detail by the exegetes. At last
they argue to a standstill, and we arrive at the truth spoken by Elihu
and, of course, by God Himself.
Despite the attractive features of the philosophers’ project, their
enterprise is beset by several difficulties. One problem is that the philo-
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sophical doctrines of Job and his friends, as defined by the philosophical
exegetes, must be extracted from a mass of argumentative poetry. The
commentator must decide which passages communicate the essential
idea, and treat other utterances as peripheral. Since the views of the participants are derived from the philosophical grid supplied by the commentators, rather than emerging through literary examination of the
text, their reading isolates these verses from the rest of the speeches and
therefore often seems forced. Maimonides, in fact, attempts to counter
this difficulty by hinting that the book of Job, like other esoteric
Biblical texts (and like the Guide itself) conceals the true positions of
the disputants within a thicket of inessential verbiage.3 A reading that
declines to marginalize the passages that don’t fit is liable to uncover a
more complex, less neat pattern of thought. Such a reading will reveal
shifts and uncertainties in the argument, perhaps even sharp alterations
of position from one speech to the next, or within the same speech.
The speeches in the book of Job, moreover, are replete with surplus
material that does not lend itself to the kind of philosophical presentation favored by the thinkers under consideration. When Job, for example, speaks repeatedly of his desire for death,4 we hear not only an intellectual position respecting the sufferer’s lot, but the personal expression
of an attitude toward his existence that transcends the purely philosophical value of the assertion. The passages in which he accuses his friends
of betrayal5 do not advance a philosophical view regarding providence
or suffering. The passages of encouragement and the promises of
restoration that appear regularly in the speeches of Job’s friends are
likewise fairly devoid of argument. Yet these themes take up a great deal
of space and can hardly be dismissed as mere ballast or poetic adornment to the text.
It is not only that the philosophical school denies the phenomenon
of change and inner development in the speeches, and downplays the
importance of psychology and mood in understanding Job and the
friends. To impose fixed views on the characters is to underestimate the
ground shared by the friends. Whatever their philosophical and temperamental differences, they stand on one side; Job is on the other.
Nahmanides, who utilizes Maimonides’ insights up to a point, is not as
zealous in safeguarding the distinctiveness of the friends’ speeches
because he is aware of the general outlook they share.6 Job, the narrator, Elihu, and finally God also group the three friends together because
of their cooperative project of justifying God against Job.7
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Our analysis of Zophar provides a window to the method I would
employ in reading other portions of Job. The literary-theological
approach that I advocate, and that we will apply to Zophar’s speech,
interprets the book as a discussion of the experience of suffering. The
dialogue is first and foremost a confrontation between human beings,
not a debate among philosophical theses. Far be it from me to disregard
the philosophical theses proposed by Maimonides, Gersonides and
Malbim. Human beings, especially articulate human beings, are not
innocent of ideas, and there is no reason to exclude their attempts to
formulate the intellectual positions of the characters as having less validity than the attempts of Rashi and Ibn Ezra, who do not subscribe to
the philosophical grid, or of Nahmanides, who does so on a limited
basis. Yet ideas, in the real world and in the book of Job, are attached to
flesh and blood people. The book of Job is concerned with the experience of real human beings, who display both fallibility and spiritual
strength in their suffering and in confronting the suffering of others.
II. ZOPHAR AND THE PHILOSOPHERS
Maimonides states that Zophar’s view is identical to that of the Asharite
school of Islamic theology.8 This view is committed to absolute divine
sovereignty. According to Zophar: “Everything proceeds from will
alone, and one cannot seek a reason for His actions. But our intellect
fails to grasp His wisdom, whose law is that He does as he wishes, not
for any other reason.” The essence of Zophar is in 11:6-7, where he
stresses the hidden nature of divine wisdom and the futility of attempting to investigate it. It may not be accidental that Maimonides’ citation
of these two verses omits the second half of 6: “God overlooks part of
your guilt.” From a human point of view it is significant that Zophar is
the first of Job’s friends to refer explicitly to his presumed sins. The thesis that God could have been even stricter with Job, if conceded, would
certainly deter his grumbling. Yet this specific claim is not entailed by
the general position ascribed to Zophar in the Guide. For that reason
Maimonides does not need to quote it.
Gersonides likewise considers human ignorance of God’s ways to be
the primary message of Zophar’s first speech. Based on our knowledge
of the world, we believe that righteous people sometimes suffer undeservedly, but all three of Job’s interlocutors hold that we are mistaken.
They differ as to why. Gersonides offers a logical division of the possible
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positions: Eliphaz maintains that the suffering is not undeserved; Bildad,
that the suffering is compensated by the final outcome. Zophar maintains that we err, not because we fail to observe and evaluate human
behavior and experience accurately, but because we are unable to judge
who is righteous and who is not. The seemingly righteous person may,
in truth, be failing to fulfill his potential, and thus deserves condemnation. Only God is capable of making this judgment. This interpretation
of Zophar, unlike Maimonides’, is not predicated on the notion of an
arbitrary divine will. God’s governance would answer to our sense of justice if we possessed His metaphysical insight into human potential.
Gersonides can appeal to the same verses highlighted by his predecessor.
Writing four centuries later, Malbim’s outline of the positions
remains fairly close to Gersonides’. One important advance is that
Malbim recognizes that thinking individuals are distinctive not only in
their opinions, but also (perhaps even more so) in their fundamental
intellectual temperament. Therefore he is not content to identify a
philosophical opinion belonging to each of the participants. Eliphaz,
according to Malbim, relies on prophecy; Bildad appeals to tradition;
Zophar to “philosophy.” Philosophy, in the latter half of the 19th century, means Kant, as his ideas have infiltrated Malbim’s milieu. This version of Kant stresses his skepticism about human knowledge of the
“noumenal” world (as opposed to the phenomena, the way in which
the world appears to our senses). Like Maimonides and Gersonides,
Malbim sees Zophar’s primary message in the verses as an elaboration
on the unknowability of God’s ways.9
The shared element in these interpretations is undeniable. The radical finitude of human insight is clearly important for Zophar. The precise connection between human ignorance, human sinfulness and divine
justice is less obvious. For Maimonides it does not figure in the philosophical theory at all: God is sovereign and therefore there is no room
to question. Gersonides and Malbim link human ignorance about the
divine to ignorance regarding human character, making it impossible
for us to identify cases of injustice. The reference to God “overlooking”
Job’s sin can also be interpreted in personal ethical terms detached from
the metaphysical concepts noted above. Zophar may be urging Job to
consider the possibility that, in his ignorance, he is underestimating
God’s leniency toward him, or he may allude to God’s clemency in
order to motivate Job to repent, as Nahmanides interprets.10
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III. ZOPHAR’S SUMMONS TO PRAYER
AND ITS CONSEQUENCES
The last part of Zophar’s speech calls upon Job to stretch out his hand
to Him, that is, to pray to God, and to cleanse himself of his iniquity. If
he does so, Zophar assures him that he will lift up his face unblemished
(ki az tissa panekha mi-mum; v. 15). He would then forget his troubles,
as life would become bright again. Confident and secure, the favor of
the repentant Job will be courted by many (v. 19). At first blush, all this
sounds like routine exhortation. The reader looking for nothing but
theodicy may not pay careful attention to the details. I submit that a
close examination of this section reveals a great deal about Zophar’s
mentality, and furthermore sheds light on the implications of the philosophy presented earlier in the chapter.
In the first round of dialogue, all three of Job’s friends offer him
encouragement, and all three recommend a change in Job’s religious
stance. But the regimen prescribed by each of them differs subtly from
the others, and their visions of Job’s restoration also vary significantly.
What do Job’s friends say about prayer? Eliphaz does not instruct
Job to pray. At one point he proclaims: “As for me, I seek out God
(edrosh el El)” (5:8). Rashi takes this as a recommendation of prayer;
other commentators do not. Even if we follow Rashi, it is perhaps noteworthy that Eliphaz does not use a less ambiguous synonym for prayer
(hitpallel, hithannen, or “stretching one’s hand”). More important,
Eliphaz does not tell Job to pray, but merely indicates what he, Eliphaz,
would do, with the implication that Job would do well to emulate him.
This cultivation of the first person is characteristic of Eliphaz’s opening
speech: one might revise Malbim’s image of Eliphaz by observing that
he focuses less upon divine revelation as a source of knowledge than on
his own overall experience. In any event, the subsequent verses, describing God’s governance of the universe, suggest that darash means investigation, or at most doxology, rather than petitionary prayer.11 Eliphaz
probably does not mention prayer because, at this stage, he regards Job
as a righteous person demoralized by transient adversity (4:1ff) who is
bound to flourish again (5:23ff)
Toward the beginning of his speech Bildad tells Job that if he turns
to God and implores Him (tithannan; 8:5), and if Job is indeed pure
and righteous, then God will surely respond to him by increasing his
good fortune. Prayer is thus a means of regaining God’s favor.
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As we have seen, Zophar too wants Job to pray. While Bildad’s
prayer is an act of pleading with God, Zophar does not pick out the
petitionary aspect of prayer. One might easily understand him to recommend stretching out one’s hands as an ingredient in the process of
repentance (“If there is guilt in your hand, remove it;” v. 14), a point
already noted by R. Eisemann.12
On closer inspection, however, there is a more shocking contrast
between Zophar’s words about prayer and Bildad’s. Prayer is addressed
to God. Zophar’s invocation of prayer does not refer to God by name,
though, of course, the reader naturally infers that God is intended by
the pronoun “to Him” (elav). Moreover, Zophar does not state explicitly that God will respond to Job’s prayer. Eliphaz, who did not refer to
petitionary prayer, clearly makes God the agent of Job’s restoration:
“Fortunate is the man reproved by God. For He bruises and binds it
up” (5:17-18). Bildad’s God will be roused on behalf of the prayerful
Job (8:6). Zophar does not bring himself to use such robust but conventional language.13
Now let us investigate the blessings that each friend associates with
Job’s restoration. Eliphaz (5:23ff) glories in Job’s ability to survive
many tribulations unscathed. At the end of the day, Job is assured, his
family will be intact, and he will die happy, in ripe old age. Bildad predicts that Job, though presently diminished, will greatly increase, his
disappointed enemies cloaked in shame. All this makes sense, given that
Job has lost his possessions and his children. Zophar, for his part, refers
neither to Job’s household nor to his general increase. After stating that
Job will lift up his face unblemished, he stresses his security and the
prospect of others seeking his favor. Later in the book (chapters 19 and
30) Job complains at great length about his loss of social standing. So
far, however, this theme has yet to make an appearance: it is Zophar
who introduces it.
I believe that these two features of Zophar’s exhortation are best
understood in connection to the statements earlier in the speech that
drew the attention of the philosophical school. Zophar, on this set of
interpretations, is committed to a conviction of overwhelming divine
transcendence. What matters most to human beings in their relationship
with God is utterly hidden and incomprehensible. This notion comes
through whether one perceives a Maimonidean Zophar’s God, inaccessible in His sovereignty and omnipotence, or the mysterious God of
Gersonides’ and Malbim’s Zophar, whose judgment is inscrutable. A
theology that embraces the transcendence, power and unknowability of
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God as its governing image usually claims to be more devout than a theology for which divine morality and responsiveness to the human quest
play a central role. The paradox is that such a one-sided conception renders impossible the personal relationship between God and man that lies
at the heart of traditional religion. The human being who has no expectation of knowing God or relating to Him may still desire to ingratiate
himself with the deity, just as a desperate employee may throw himself
into strenuous efforts to placate an irrational, unpredictable boss. But
this does not leave room for a personal relationship. One may pray to
God, distant and incomprehensible, but one does not call Him God, or
El, or Shad-dai: such a divinity, nameless and inaccessible, is most naturally and impersonally referred to as “Him.”14
To this point, Job has not yet begun to complain about his debased
position in society. He has, however, said bitter things about his relationship with God, and about the way his friends have treated him. In his
response to Eliphaz (chapters 6-7) he speaks of God as the Author of his
unbearable afflictions, castigates his friends for abandoning him, and
later assails God as his Persecutor. In his response to Bildad (chapters 910), he ignores his friends completely. Throughout this speech he insists
vociferously that it is impossible for human beings to contend with God.
In view of this, it is not surprising that in that speech he addresses God
in the second person only once (9:28); the long complaint in chapter 10
is presented in the second person hypothetically; it is what Job would say
to God if he could in fact speak to Him, which he can’t.
An essay confined to Zophar’s speech cannot undertake to trace the
many oscillations of Job’s positions and moods throughout the book
and the way his development constitutes a series of reactions to his
interlocutors, as well as an immanent unfolding of his spiritual struggle.
It is evident that Job’s first outburst at God (ch. 7) comes after he is
disappointed in his dialogue with his friends (ch. 6). Though the content of Job’s remarks is pungently objectionable—we do not encourage
ourselves to make God the hero of our persecution complex—the fact
that he is speaking to God, and recognizing God’s agency in his life,
can be regarded as a spiritual breakthrough. By his next speech, with
Bildad’s speech intervening, Job’s mood has altered, for reasons beyond
the scope of our discussion. In his new position, Job gives up on speaking to God.
This is the background to Zophar’s entry into the debate. Was
Zophar’s philosophy formulated before hand? Was he a card-carrying
Asharite, so to speak, waiting for the chance to produce his philosophi-
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cal wares? Or was his thinking, like that of most people confronting the
deepest existential crises, an amalgam of deep-seated instinct and
inchoate argument? Was the realization of his thinking in words the
confluence of logic, experience, and the exigencies and opportunities of
the dialogical situation? At this stage of the discussion, therefore, when
the disconsolate Job demands face-to-face arbitration with his Creator,
even while conceding that dialogue with Him is out of the question,
Zophar’s philosophy of transcendence may seem, at least to him, a perfect solution. Job is right when he regards God as unavailable, and
that’s the way it should be.
Consciously or unconsciously, Zophar may also have noticed the
correlation between Job’s distancing himself from his friends and his
aggressiveness toward God. If Job has turned against God because he is
frustrated in his attempts to communicate with his confreres, then the
recovery of his position as a much-honored personage would relieve
much of his bitterness. Zophar ascribes to Job distress over “loss of
face” (“lift up your face unblemished”) and promises him “many will
seek the favor of your face.” In effect, Zophar is subtly implying that
mending his fences with the distant, incomprehensible God will enable
Job to substitute for the hopeless confrontation with God the tangible
satisfactions of communal prestige. Some would consider this a sensible
piece of advice. Others, of a more intense religious temper, would be
outraged by a pretty piece of hypocrisy. Job’s accusations in his next
speech (chapter 13) leave no doubt that he belongs to the latter group.
Here, too, Zophar’s putative piety risks annulling the personal relationship with God.
IV. JOB SUMMONED TO PRAYER
Job’s friends, condemned by God in the epilogue, are often treated as
the villains of the book. Their imputations of impiety are false, their
philosophy is inadequate; they can do nothing right. This approach
makes for a simpler book. It ignores the simple fact that even flawed
people with flawed ideas can touch on sensitive truths. Much of what
the friends assert is true, and they often foreshadow themes confirmed
in God’s speech. To take a close at hand example: Zophar’s sayings
about the incomprehensibility of God’s ways have something in common with God’s words from the whirlwind. If the question of divine
transcendence and accessibility constitutes a major theme throughout
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the book, and this is evident, of course, in Job’s persistent demands for
a personal encounter, then Zophar’s words foreshadow God’s appearance. God is indeed “wholly other” (in Rudolf Otto’s famous term);
nevertheless, He reveals Himself to those who call out to Him in truth.
Only because Zophar’s mode of thinking about divine transcendence
and inscrutability approaches truth does it represent a temptation to
deviate from truth.
Defective insight points to truth in strange ways, not only in theology, but in personal encounters as well. When we ponder Bildad and
Zophar’s counsel about prayer, we realize, not without astonishment,
that prayer is not one of Job’s varied responses to his afflictions, at least
not in the first round of speeches. By prayer I do not mean complaint,
lament or argument. These are plentiful, and, as noted, sometimes they
are directed to God. But prayer in the standard sense of the word, the
individual asking God for a benefit, or pleading with Him to grant
surcease to his pain: these are absent from Job’s spiritual repertoire.
Gersonides holds that Eliphaz, in the second round (“you reduce discourse before God”; 15:4) chastises Job for his lack of prayer.15 The
failure to resort to prayer, despite his friends’ repeated urgings, is significant, whether one views it as testimony to his stubborn honesty or as a
symptom of his spiritual limitations.
Job finally does refer to his prayer life. In the second round of
speeches, Job complains that God allows him to be persecuted by evildoers. And then he adds, “though there was no oppression in my hands,
and my prayer being pure” (16:17). He does not pray at this juncture,
and it is unclear whether he is recalling his past practice, in better times,
or his present conduct.16 Interestingly, Rashi detaches this reference from
its presumed “between man and God” nexus. According to Rashi’s commentary, Job is not here taking credit for the piety of his prayer, in its
relation to God. Instead, he laments that his enemies harm him gratuitously, insofar as he had never prayed for their destruction. It is possible
that Rashi interprets thus because of the immediate context. Alternatively, Rashi may be impressed by the absence of prayer in Job’s religious practice to this point, and he therefore concluded that Job speaks
about his prayer only because it is pertinent to his social situation.
The promptings of his friends thus call attention to the fact that
prayer does not loom large on Job’s spiritual horizon. This point may
shed light on the narrative framework to the book as well. Many contemporary people are certain that because God explicitly describes Job as
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a righteous person, who does not deserve his afflictions, he is therefore
beyond critical evaluation. Traditional Jewish thinkers, from the Talmud
through Maimonides and Seforno, down to the present day, did not
subscribe to this one-sided black and white portrait.17 Many of us are
familiar with R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik’s comment at the beginning of
Kol Dodi Dofek about Job’s personal development. R. Soloveitchik
observed that before he suffered, Job offered individual sacrifices on
behalf of his children. At the end of the book, when God chastised the
friends for their treatment of Job, they are commanded to offer joint sacrifices. And when Job prays for them, he is restored: “And God restored
Job when he prayed for his fellow man” (42:10). The lesson Job
learned, according to R. Soloveitchik, is that of human solidarity.18
Let me extend R. Soloveitchik’s approach with two observations. In
addition to his advance toward solidarity with his fellow man, confronted Job differs from the earlier contented Job in his resort to prayer. The
Job of chapter 1, whose service of God by providing individualized
burnt offerings for his partying offspring bears some resemblance to a
religious insurance policy, did not pray. The persistence with which
prayer, or the absence of prayer, surfaces in the dialogue may hint to the
importance of this evolution.
In the narrative section that concludes the book God twice speaks
of the dependence of the humbled friends on Job’s prayer for them
(42:8-9). God’s showing favor to Job is called “lifting his face” (panav
essa). This is the same term that Zophar used in promising Job recovery
of his exalted social standing. There is an irony here. First, when
Zophar predicted Job’s recovered prestige, he presumably did not
anticipate that his own acceptability to God would require Job’s intervention. God vindicates Job with Zophar’s own words. At another
level, we recognize at the end of the book that Zophar was right in
extolling prayer. Job ought to have listened to him. If he did not, it is
because the Zophar of chapter 11 did not fully understand, or communicate, the meaning of prayer: his conceptions were flawed by the onesidedness of his theology and perhaps by the temptation to think too
much about the attainment of social status as an end in itself rather than
as a fortunate byproduct of the quest for religious integrity. And Job
was unready to listen back then: the message, to be sure, was garbled,
and his own spiritual journey had not yet progressed to the stage at
which he could decipher and appropriate it.
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V.
“The owl of Minerva spreads her wings at dusk,” writes Hegel in the
introduction to his Philosophy of Right, meaning that we achieve wisdom
only with hindsight. R. Soloveitchik had a Jewish version of this adage:
God said to Moses, on that first Yom Kippur, “You can see My back,
My face cannot be seen.” The salient difference between the Hegelian
formula and R. Soloveitchik’s: For Hegel, understanding takes place in
time, but once we conquer the meaning of history, our dominion is
absolute. For Judaism, understanding is not provided by philosophical
reason, but by personal encounter. Hence insight is not only belated; it
is also incomplete, in the way that our knowledge of others is always
superficial and unconsummated.
The mystery of suffering and divine providence, which Moses
wished to comprehend, cannot be grasped through hindsight, because
so long as we live and confront the reality of suffering, we have not
attained the final, eternal perspective that renders everything transparent. Seeking solace in the enigmatic resolution of Job, in the words spoken by God and in the narrative denouement, yet perpetually in a dark
wood, midway in our mortal lives, we are not allowed to skip over the
messy middle chapters of the book. The stumbling and the insight, the
painful insensitivity and fundamental good will, the searing poetic
power and the final intellectual impotence—all that makes the experience of Job so terrifying and so unforgettable, are signposts of our lives
as well. For God there are no questions, and therefore no answers. For
human beings there are no answers that preclude further struggle. It is
for human beings that the book of Job was written.

NOTES
I am grateful to the many students who have accompanied my journeys
through the book of Job over the years, of which the present essay is a
sample. Rabbi Yitzchak Blau, Rabbi Aaron Liebman and Avi Shmidman
commented on an early draft.
1. On this question, see my remarks in Shalom Carmy, ed., Jewish Perspectives
on the Experience of Suffering (Hoboken, 1999), pp. 12-16.
2. Rambam himself often takes this path in addressing major theological
problems. See, for example, the three opinions regarding creation (Guide
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II,13), prophecy (II, 32) and providence (III, 17).
See Guide III, 23.
E.g. chapters 3, 6-7, 10, 14 in the first round.
6:14-30; 12-13.
See Ramban to Job 8:1 and 11:2, inter alia.
See Job 32:1-3; 42:7ff.
Guide III, 17 for the various schools and chapter 23 for application to Job.
See Malbim’s general introduction to Job. For his use of Kant see Noah
Rosenbloom, Ha-Malbim (Jerusalem, 1988) pp. 175-197.
10. Ramban’s commentary to Job 11 and, with slight differences, his Sha’ar haGemul (Kitvei Ramban, ed Chavel, Jerusalem 1964) p. 278. For a careful
attempt to distinguish Ramban’s two formulations, see Moshe Eisemann,
Iyov (Mesorah: Brooklyn, 1994) p. 116 n.1.
11. See Malbim 5:8. Commenting on Rebecca’s “seeking God,” Ramban
(Gen. 25:22) states that the root darash, when the grammatical object is
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is only describing the meaning of darash in relation to God when this term
is used in narration. He would agree that the term has additional meanings
when it is used in direct quotation. A simpler response is based on
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belief in the vitality of positive revelation is vigorous, the alienating effects
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