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ED I T O R’S NO T E

COPS AND ROBBERS

ATV actress, portraying a blind teenaged girl who is the victim of
violent crime, is asked who might harbor a grudge against her.
She recalls a boy her age, a waiter at one of her favorite restau-

rants. Before the accident that cost her sight, she and her friends had
enjoyed humiliating him by sopping his tip money in the grease of their
plates. Reflecting on her behavior, she admits thinking that her afflic-
tion was God’s punishment. The actress playing the FBI agent responds
immediately and authoritatively: “God is not punishing you.” The little
skeptic inside me wonders: how does she know? Perhaps, on a station
inaccessible to us, there is a drama called “FBI Philosopher,” where the
reasons and arguments for her position are exhibited and evaluated.

FBI personnel have no monopoly on detailed knowledge of God’s
ways with man. Many rabbis, some learned in conventional realms of
Torah study, others whose expertise is confined to divine psychology, dis-
play similar confidence. Contrary to the FBI agent, they ply their trade,
not by denying the operations of divine providence, but rather through a
facility for tying specific disasters, forcefully and often colorf u l l y, to the
t r a n s g ressions responsible for them. For those who seek them out these
deliverances are re g a rded as spiritual treats and savored with relish. Those
who don’t care for them consider these displays the height of theological
bad taste and insouciance, an embarrassment to believers and, we fear, an
occasion of unholy delight to the impious. Rabbi Emanuel Feldman, our
f o rmer Editor, recently articulated the widespread discomfort with this
element in of popular religion (“Plunging Into Mighty Waters and
E m e rging with a Broken Shard: New Orleans and the Mind of God,”
Tr a d i t i o n, Spring 2007).

As with the FBI agent, so too with the divine providence expert—
the dread epistemological dragon rears its head: How do these spiritual
guides manage to know so much? How can they justify their extrava-
gant assertions? There are defenses I hear not only from advocates of
this approach but often from individuals who share Rabbi Feldman’s
and my intellectual and spiritual distaste for it, and who nevert h e l e s s
want to do justice to the other side. One argument is that pointing to
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specific sins is not a novelty of late 20th century pop theology. It does
seem to have roots in Biblical prophecy, in various Talmudic statements
and so forth. To be sure, it is not clear that the classical sources are
engaged in exactly the same activity that we encounter today. Further-
more, it is a commonplace that when it comes to spiritual integrity we
fall short of the ancients. All the same, if we wish to align ourselves with
classical traditional Judaism, people who think like us cannot be oblivi-
ous to these sources.

Sometimes, however, the questioner concedes that it is disingenuous,
it is presumptuous, and perhaps it is even blasphemous, for us to insist
upon the ability to read God’s mind, so that we can put a finger on a par-
ticular offense and ascribe to it our chastisement. And it is conceded that
the critics of the divine providence experts have their own legitimate
a p p roach to the classical sources. Indeed one recognizes that most of the
v e ry greatest rabbinical authorities, men like R. Moshe Feinstein and R.
Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, do not express their prowess in the arena of
divine psychology. Yet because at least some practitioners of this fine art
a re substantial talmidei hakhamim, individuals of rabbinic stature, whose
views we might take seriously in other areas of Torah, the questioner is
w a ry of dismissing their claim to distinctive supernatural authority. Is it not
possible that the psychologists of God conduct intercourse with mysteri-
ous and occult dimensions of the universe hidden from mere mort a l s ?

One is then tempted to say that there is no wrong or right in this
m a t t e r. There are only diff e rent “styles” of talking about divine justice,
characteristic of diff e rent social groups within Ort h o d o x y. We cannot
justify our adherence to one model rather than the other. Is our re l u c-
tance to embrace juicy hypotheses about sin and punishment due to a
commendable modesty in walking with God? Does it reflect gre a t e r
intellectual sophistication? Or is it merely a fastidious evasion of mes-
sages we refuse to hear because they are unpleasant and, more ominous-
l y, because they are unacceptable to the secular society we identify with?
A re those religious teachers whose views we disdain in touch with
i m p o rtant truths we have lost contact with? Are they more authentically
Jewish and more genuinely pious, even though the modernists consider
themselves more “enlightened’? And if so, how can one disre g a rd them?

Let’s set aside the sociology for the moment and get back to funda-
mentals. How are we to speak of the infinite God’s intentions for us?
How can we do so truthfully and in conformity with His will for us? 
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II

In the beginning is the mitsva. As the Rambam formulated it in the first
halakha of Taanit, suffering entails the obligation to repent, that is, to
engage in self-examination and turn to God. As R. Soloveitchik
explained, this does not imply anything about the why of suffering; we
are not called upon to read God’s mind. Instead we are commanded to
consider our response to suffering; we must change our lives. Belief in
providential suffering is rooted radically in the idea that God is speaking
to us through suffering. And when God speaks, for halakhic Judaism,
He is bidding us to do something, not dropping hints about His “psy-
chological makeup,” as it were. 

Halakhically, then, there is one criterion by which talk about God’s
purposes in visiting afflictions upon human beings must be measured: is
it conducive to t e s h u v a ( repentance)? Additional virtues may be nur-
tured through such reflection too. For example, a person whose afflic-
tion leads him, or her, to repent, may be grateful to God for the suffer-
ing, recognizing in it a great and unforgettable benefit. One may
rejoice in the fruits of repentance, the meritorious actions, the renewal
of life and so forth. In general, repentance is the seed of much spiritual
and moral growth. But speculations detached from repentance miss the
point and have no religious value.

This halakhic doctrine appears against the background of Jewish
existence and philosophical insight. To begin with, it entails a relation-
ship with a personal deity. The classical sources, even when they suggest
correlations between human acts and divinely ordained consequences,
do not present God’s justice and His mercy as if they were no more
than the inevitable products of some exceedingly complicated imper-
sonal formula that only He is intelligent enough to apply. God cares for
us, is vexed by our sins, and sorrows with us in our troubles. Returning
to Him is restoring a personal relationship, not just correcting an error. 

Divine wrath can no more be reduced to a mechanical formula than
divine love, because wrath and love, justice and mercy, are part of the
same enigmatic relationship. Although, or precisely because, we experi-
ence God as a Person, with all the mysteriousness and freedom that
implies, it is unthinkable to identify a network of intentions and purpos-
es in God as one could at least try to do for a human being, or to dis-
cover a set of algorithms that “explain” Him as one could explain the
operations of a computer.
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God’s purposes are not simply elusive or hidden from our inspec-
tion, requiring extraord i n a ry re s e a rch methodologies and re c o n d i t e
tools. The entire idea of inspecting or inferring His “thoughts,” attribut-
ing to Him a kind of “psychological space” in which complex psycholog-
ical events occur and can be analyzed, takes us further from Him rather
than bringing us closer: “My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor your
ways mine” (Isaiah 55). At the most fundamental level (sidestepping cer-
tain complications), God’s thoughts are indistinguishable from His acts.
At the most fundamental level, acts call for response, not primarily for
explanation; our verbal rationalizations are valid only as they provide the
framework for response. When we ensnare ourselves in abstruse re a s o n-
ing about divine intentions, thus giving priority to explanation and inter-
p retation over response, we do not fortify but attenuate the personal
connection with God.

III

My remarks so far have echoed Rabbi Feldman’s conviction that in the
illusion of simplistic explanations of God’s intentions there survives a
perennial discomfort with belief in “a concealed and invisible God.” It
is one thing to recognize in suffering a demand to examine our lives; it
is another to devise rationalizations of God’s purposes. The form e r
leads directly to repentance; the latter often engenders more and more
complicated eff o rts to salvage the hypothesis. As the expert in God’s
ways flounders about, the results are as absurd as Rabbi Feldman makes
them out to be, both in logical form and in intellectual content.

This analysis, however, leaves out an important aspect of the come-
dy. Often the moral and religious conclusions to which the God-experts
a rgue are unexceptionable on their moral and religious premises. If
adultery or homosexual behavior or neglect of Torah study, or holding
incorrect views on Israeli or American policy in the Middle East is an
offense against God, and are therefore deserving of divine displeasure,
then the epidemic of sexually transmitted diseases or earthquakes or
political reverses are appropriate occasions to repent those transgre s-
sions (even when, viewed purely as punishment, the penalty seems dis-
proportionate to the crime). In this regard there ought to be no dispute
between people who consider these actions wrong and repent because
they believe adversity prompts them to self-examination and people
who believe that God purposefully afflicts them as punishment for these
actions. What do the God-experts profit by formulating their preaching
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in the language of divine intention as opposed to the language of
halakha and obligation?

H e re it is worth noting that the discourse of the God-experts is dis-
tinctive not only in its conclusions but also in the kind of evidence
advanced in favor of those conclusions. Typically their arg u m e n t a t i o n
leans heavily on the drama of breathtaking coincidences, on inventive cor-
relations between God’s purposes and the calendar or the sequence of
p a r a s h i y o t, and marvelous g i m a t r i y o t and other numerical calculations.
Rabbi Feldman wonders how contemporary spiritual guides can claim
c e rtitude not vouchsafed to the prophets. Not surprising: Jeremiah and
Habakkuk lacked the computer programs to generate fresh gimatriyot. I f
the goal is merely repentance, this kind of activity is superfluous: re c o g n i-
tion of sin, re g ret and resolve suffice. One undeniable advantage of
“ e x p e rt” discourse, which the philosophically or halakhically minded are
liable to ignore, is the sheer entertainment value of these exerc i s e s .

What happens when our communal or personal calamities, regarded
as divinely ordained afflictions, become the subject of clever pshetlakh?
One possibility is that the aesthetic inventiveness displayed by the spiri-
tual guide will help concentrate the mind of the afflicted on his, or her,
relationship to God. An alternative is that the ingenious perf o rm a n c e
will have the contrary effect: the more exorbitant the rhetoric, the more
easily the audience will be distracted from the work of repentance by
the theater of reproof. Which impulse is more powerful, in any individ-
ual case, which nurtures a more authentic relationship between the God
who judges and the individual or community that is judged, is an
empirical question. Every reader can give his own answer.

In my own judgment, perhaps limited by my experience, the peril
outweighs the benefit. If a physician, consulted in a seemingly grave sit-
uation, off e red a diagnosis wrapped in witticisms, garnished with far-
fetched plays and puns on Torah passages not directly germane to the
subject, whose cleverness overshadows prognosis and prescription, it
would be difficult to take his verdict seriously. What are we then to
make of a preacher who treats in this way the horror of sinners in the
hand of an angry God? 

Yet it is not impossible that, under certain circumstances, these ver-
bal pyrotechnics are preferable to the more modest gaze focused on
repentance. Some religious leaders may regard these tactics as a neces-
sary means to command the attention of their audience. Some may fear
that the halakhic doctrine of suffering and repentance presents a less
vivid, less palpable image of divine involvement in human affairs, with
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the concomitant danger that rationalistic believers will achieve, not a
relationship with the living God, but the FBI agent’s comfortable assur-
ance that God does not punish.

To aestheticize divine governance runs another risk. Often the exhi-
bitions of pastoral brilliance are not dedicated to the chastisement of
humble and appreciative audiences, but to settling accounts with those
outside the circle of the preacher’s admirers. We do not confess our
sins, but profess the sins of individuals or groups we wish to inveigh
against. What happens when the communal or personal calamities of
other people, from whom we feel alienated, and with whom we acrimo-
niously disagree, become the subject of clever pshetlakh? If the doctor
who turns his patients’ illnesses into the stuff of public perf o rm a n c e
lacks seriousness, the would-be healer who does the same with the terri-
ble misfortunes of his adversaries is not lacking in callousness. Perhaps
he is justified: intensifying our disapproval of the wicked is more impor-
tant than resolving to improve oneself. Perhaps such rigorous disap-
proval is the best way to turn to God. Nonetheless the question cannot
be evaded: Does the inflammatory language of clever condemnation
p romote self-examination and repentance, or does it merely pro d u c e
self-satisfaction and hardness of heart? In distancing ourselves from the
situation of the sinner do we inadvertently distance ourselves fro m
God? Again each one of you can look into your own heart and provide
your own answer.

Auden wrote that there is a children’s game called Cops and
Robbers but no children’s game called Saints and Sinners. In part that
is because the individual or community that stands before God cannot
glibly regard itself as totally innocent. We are all in distress and we must
all turn to God in repentance. To deny this is to harden oneself against
repentance. In part it is because treating the awfulness of sin and the
awesomeness of sanctity as if they were elements in a cro w d - p l e a s i n g
rhetorical exercise threatens to make repentance impossible. In the end
it is only repentance that can clarify for us the mystery of human suffer-
ing and the governance of God.
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