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EDITOR’S NOTE

WHY HATS ARE WASTED ON 
THE YOUNG: AN ESSAY IN 

PRACTICAL THEODICY

And when people say it is humiliating, they mean that it is comic.
  (G. K. Chesterton)

A s a small child in the late 1950’s, like everyone else, from the 
bald-headed president who beamed at the American people like a 
happy fetus, to my classmates, short and stocky, prancing in the 

vestibules and aisles of the shuls like little leprechauns, I wore a hat 
on suitable occasions. When I went to Israel the hat was discarded, an 
unmourned relic of formal pre-Zionist stiffness, from which we were now 
redeemed. By the time I returned to New York for college the ‘60s had 
struck. John Kennedy’s hatless inauguration, we heard, had killed the hat 
business.

For cultural conservatives, the hat’s rejection on that frigid, windy 
January morning in 1961 marked the beginning of the end of decency as 
we knew it. The drug culture and the sexual revolution, the disappear-
ance of reserve and respect in social relations, the loss of inhibition in the 
hot pursuit of money and status, the reign of insolence and the shameless 
exhibition of shallow sentiment and carnal affairs, all seemed to happen 
along with, because of, the eclipse of the solemn, honorable headgear 
that topped and propped the old order.

To me at the time, the demise of the hat was not experienced as the 
dawn of self-indulgence. Quite the contrary: it marked progress from 
unheroic, stagnant pomposity to a new, strenuous, vigorous life impatient 
for achievement. Whether it was the young American “can do” president 
I read about in Newsweek, leading the best and the brightest, ready to 
bear any burden, or the young open-shirted Israeli society I encountered 
that had already accomplished so much, it was the hatless who brimmed 
with resolution and earnestness, it was they who occupied the high moral 
ground.
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Fifty winters pass and I fi nd myself, hatless and tieless on a sparkling 
January morning, among the schoolchildren, high school honors stu-
dents, an affable public intellectual whose writing they have been as-
signed, summoned by their teacher for Show and Tell. They are 
questioning me about the doctrine of divine providence. I am trying to 
explain why personal providence has little to do with miracles or astonish-
ing coincidences and everything to do with the constant awareness of 
living in God’s presence.

Midway through my response it occurs to me, as it sometimes occurs 
to philosophers, that my adolescent interlocutors are making a dubious as-
sumption. Because Judaism teaches that whatever happens to us is part of 
our relationship with God, they have inferred that whatever happens to us 
is either reward or punishment, and that experiencing divine providence is 
therefore inexorably linked to keeping score of where we stand with God.

We are taught to beware a life totally devoid of suffering. The school 
of R. Ishmael taught that if forty days pass without suffering, one has 
received his reward in this world and has thus forfeited the prospect of 
future reward. What qualifi es as suffering? Even if he expected a hot drink 
and received a cold drink, or vice versa; even if his shirt was inside out and 
required adjustment, even if he reached into his pocket for three coins 
and grasped only two (Arakhin 16b).

Measured by the displays of irritation they evoke, and sometimes, 
where there is someone to blame, even outbursts of anger, such frustra-
tions should indeed count as bona fi de suffering. What, however, if such 
trivial events do not cause us vexation and pain, but instead change some 
humdrum day to comedy? G. K. Chesterton maintained that it was amus-
ing to run after one’s hat, or to watch someone else running after their 
hat. Over a century ago, he longed for the day when fox-hunting, the 
barbaric pastime of the English upper classes, would give way to the 
 humanitarian sport of hat-hunting:

There will be a meet of ladies and gentlemen on some high ground on a 
gusty morning. They will be told that the professional attendants have 
started a hat in such-and-such a thicket, or whatever be the technical 
term… The hunters would feel that they were not infl icting pain. Nay, 
they would feel that they were infl icting pleasure, rich, almost riotous 
pleasure, upon the people who were looking on.

When we stopped wearing hats we indeed lost a great opportunity for 
innocent merriment. Stalking the wild yarmulka on one’s way to Yeshiva 
University’s Belfer Hall of a blustery March morning does not quite 
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compare, even when clutching a sheaf of loose papers in one hand and a 
briefcase in the other, running late to an appointment. Alas, especially on 
rainy days when unpredictable anarchy of wind is tempered by sogginess 
of water, the yarmulke comes up short in the sheer aerodynamic buoy-
ancy, the spirited resourcefulness, the indomitable feral instinct for free-
dom characteristic of the thoroughbred hat at bay. What fool would 
prefer the fi lth on the Internet, or even the heady invective attacking the 
fi lth on the Internet, when beckons the irresistible spectacle of respect-
able pillars of society, chasing rabbinical headgear in the outfi eld of a 
major league baseball stadium?

II

Let not these imaginings tempt us from our solemn theological medi-
tation. Do I diminish my share in the world to come because, contrary to 
earnest reason, instead of suffering I fi nd it an interesting change of pace to 
get a cold drink instead of the hot one I ordered, or when the demure 
green pepper in the soup turns out to be a jalapeno? Is it shortsighted to 
fritter away in laughter this divinely provided, much needed chance to 
enhance my spiritual portfolio through a modicum of suffering?

According to the Malbim, something like this dilemma came up in 
the debate between Bildad the Shuhite and Job. Following in the foot-
steps of Maimonides and Gersonides, Malbim held that Bildad’s fi rst 
speech (chapter 8) was intended to console him with the theory that the 
sufferings of the righteous are a kind of spiritual investment leading to 
greater corresponding reward later on. Malbim reads Job’s response 
in chapter 9 as a series of arguments against Bildad’s philosophy. Job’s 
 lament (9:27-28) can be roughly translated: “If I say, let me forget my 
complaint, abandon my angry countenance and take comfort, I am afraid 
of all my sorrows, knowing that You will not fi nd me clean.” Malbim 
interprets his words as follows:

If [Bildad] says… that God will compensate him well according to the de-
gree of his pain in proper measure… Job responds that Bildad is contradict-
ing himself in advising him to forget his pain and fortify himself against the 
affl iction and not to despair because they are for the best, because the ben-
efi t he will get is proportionate to the pain and aggravation that he suffers, 
and the degree of pain is set by God without surplus or defi ciency, then if 
he overcomes his affl ictions and does not feel the pain, his time of affl iction 
will necessarily increase until it reaches the right measure.
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Neither Job nor his friends have a sense of humor. Given the extrem-
ity of his plight and their distinctive brand of earnestness, it is inconceiv-
able to think of them adopting Chesterton’s philosophy of hat-hunting. 
Any pretense to such an attitude would be an exercise in phony piety or 
(almost as bad) a show of forced cheerfulness. It might well breed or 
 refl ect an indifference to evil, an insouciance about suffering, and an unwill-
ingness to confront reality, which Chesterton hated yet sometimes 
succumbed to. Surely it would be diffi cult for Job to set aside his pain and 
sense of grievance. His affl ictions go far beyond the annoyance of scram-
bling after his hat or fumbling for change or eating a dish not seasoned to 
his taste. He has lost his possessions, his children, his health. To expect 
Job to make light of his pain, as his friends occasionally call upon him to 
do, is a form of verbal oppression (ona’at devarim).

Logically, however, the argument Malbim gives Job against Bildad 
does not depend on the triviality or intensity of the affl ictions, or on the 
psychological outlook of the debaters. The argument confronts all of us. If 
feeling pain in the here and now yields dividends when it counts, then the 
more we can suffer the better. To take comfort, through philosophical rea-
soning, theological doctrine, or in any other way, is thus counter-productive. 
It is a sorry waste to treat affl iction, even our own, as humorous.

What, then, can the affl icted person, or the put upon person, who per-
sists in seeing the comical dimension of his or her predicament, say in justifi -
cation? One response is that such an approach has one great religious-ethical 
virtue: it defl ates one’s self-importance. Frustration, even adversity, need not 
always be humiliating; yet it is always potentially humbling.

In the chapters on evil and Providence in the Guide to the Perplexed, 
Maimonides argued vigorously that the human species is not the purpose of 
the universe, let alone the individual man or woman. Nothing better trans-
lates this doctrine into a vibrant, living experience, and in a manner that en-
hances human existence and sustains human dignity rather than demeaning 
us, than the ability to laugh heartily at our fi nitude and ridiculousness.

God testifi ed that Job was a righteous man, fearing God and turning 
from sin. Maimonides noted that Job is not called a wise man. He might 
have added that Job was not a humble man. However severe his tribula-
tions, by his own testimony in the long speeches of self-justifi cation, one 
of his greatest tribulations was the contrast between his self-conscious 
eminence before catastrophe struck, when his “feet were washed in but-
ter” (29:6), when the young hid at his approach and the venerable stood 
up (29:8), and his reduced social standing afterwards, when, he imagines, 
his inferiors look down on him. Without in any way impugning Job’s 
righteousness, it might have been better for him if, in times of prosperity, 
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he had forgotten his eminence when his authoritative discourse was inter-
rupted by the need to reclaim a fugitive fedora, with the melted butter a 
bit slippery beneath his feet, or if one of those cowering youngsters had 
become a security guard at the bank and stopped him for ID, or if, just 
once, a snootful of snuff or a pinch of pollen had infi ltrated his silver spice 
box at a public havdala ceremony. The gain, perhaps, would be worth 
giving up a few merit-points of suffering.

But there may be a more radical response, and this brings me back to 
my teenage honors students waiting for my words to drizzle like rain into 
their open mouths, as Job would phrase it (29:22-23). How am I to know 
whether battling to retrieve an escaped hat is a punishment or a good joke? 
There are events, like drought, that Halakha defi nes as disasters, for which 
fasting and similar behavior is enjoined; there are events, like the end of a 
drought, that engender an obligation of thanksgiving. Most events are nei-
ther, yet these are no less signifi cant episodes in our life with God than the 
ones that are labeled good or bad. Their religious signifi cance is deter-
mined by what we make of them. It is possible that when the enjoyment of 
running after one’s hat presents itself, or when one notices bemusedly that 
the coins he has produced from his pocket are not the ones he intended, 
the religious individual doesn’t care whether he is being punished or 
rewarded. Is it possible he or she simply isn’t keeping score?

III

The days when I was still a good boy who wore a hat on suitable occa-
sions coincided with the heyday of “The Honeymooners” on Saturday eve-
nings. I recall the time that Alice shamed Ralph into taking her ice skating, 
against his better judgment, because she wanted them to do together the 
things they had enjoyed together in their youth. Predictably enough, while 
fetching a tray of hot chocolate, Ralph slips on the ice, and his companions 
fail miserably in their efforts to raise him. By the next scene they have 
 returned to the apartment. Ralph is steamed; he paces angrily, reliving the 
shame of a middle-aged fat guy who has fallen down, and after falling down 
is unable to get up, all because he has foolishly engaged in a young man’s 
recreation. “What are you laughing at?” he snarls incredulously at the 
chuckling Norton, and then, as it dawns upon him that there is much to 
laugh about, he roars in recollection of the escapade.

Then Ralph waxes philosophical: getting old doesn’t matter, he claims 
he has learned tonight, if you can recall the good times you had when 
you were young. Recalling an apocryphal adage attributed to Chesterton’s 
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secularist adversary and friend George Bernard Shaw, Ralph opines, the 
sad thing about youth is that it is wasted on the young. Now it is Alice’s 
turn. She too has learned something tonight. She has learned that she 
doesn’t mind getting old if she and Ralph get old together. The comedy 
having reached its terminus, no more jokes need to be made...

The prophets cried out to God in distress at the prosperity of the 
wicked and the desolation of their betters. Hazal come back again and 
again to the mystery of suffering that cannot be explained. The problem 
of evil, in its various philosophical formulations and guises, visited the 
greatest Jewish philosophers from the middle ages until this very day. The 
magnifi cent book of Job is entirely devoted to the pain, the confusion, 
the protest, of the righteous man who suffers incomprehensibly.

Back when I observed the social conventions and donned the hat, and 
for years after my emancipation, I thought that if only I mastered every 
twist and turn of the argument in Job, the heavens would be parted and I 
would be vouchsafed the true answer to the question about which Moses, 
in a unique moment of grace, asked for illumination and was refused. Since 
then I have taught the book of Job approximately thirty times, and many 
fi ne lines of human reality and philosophical drama of Job and his friends 
have yielded to my attentions and to those of my students. And yet there is 
more that is not contained in Job’s pages of argument and complaint.

Ramban and other authorities did not regard Job as the Bible’s ulti-
mate word on the subject. Instead, they pointed to the culmination of 
Psalm 73: “I am always with You; You held my right hand… Even as my 
fl esh and heart are consumed, the rock of my heart and my portion is 
God forever… As for me closeness of God is good.” Perhaps getting old, 
with all its attendant troubles, will not be as terrifying or as terrible as one 
fears so long as one grows old in His presence.

There is no argument here, and no demonstration. There is only an 
experience and the confession that closeness of God is good. Would I 
have understood this as a child? I doubt it. Would I have accepted it as a 
solution to the problem of evil? Almost certainly not. If I see things dif-
ferently today, it may be due to the Torah that I have learned, or the ex-
ample of teachers and other admirable persons I have experienced, 
without any corresponding intellectual growth. I am inclined to think 
there has been a philosophical change as well, inasmuch as I have discov-
ered that it is neither necessary nor desirable to keep score and to mark 
every event as either demerit or gold star. Perhaps I should have discov-
ered this earlier, but the sad thing about humor is that it is often wasted 
on the young.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings true
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (Color Management Off)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1000
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (DJS standard print-production joboptions; for use with Adobe Distiller v7.x; djs rev. 1.0)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [792.000 1224.000]
>> setpagedevice


