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SUFFERING - AND ITS HARSH INISTRY 
"Wherefore is life given unto the bitter in Soul?" 

By 
Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning, February 28, 1937 

1st in series on PROBLEMS OF IDTh N LIFE REFLECTED IN THE BIBLE 



The Bible, my friends, is a true mirror of life. All of 

the hwnan experiences, problems, moods, are reflected in it - not only 

reflected
1
..wl distilled

1 
ila analyzed, evaluated. "All the rivers 

run into the sea but the sea is never full" - that is t he Bible. 

en t hr oughout the ages have turned to this book for 

enlightenment, comfort,,._. inspiration. They are doing it,~~ 

t his very day . The Bible is sti 1 the beet sel ler n t he world's 

literature. It is not t he book of t he day or the book of the 
"Ct 

month but the book of ages. The f act that in modern times this 

book has been found to be · supremely human document, the creation 

C of man inspired by God, the work~ not one man, one age, the 

product of one place - does not dimini sh the import ance of the 

book or books but rather enhances it. 

Man has recorded in this testament t he story of his suffering, 
~ 

struggling, aspiring life, all tbscn sorrows, all 1ii1!e burdens, all 

e f ailures, all I • e triumphs. Truly the book is the s iritual 

~yssey of the human race. 

Men have quarrelled about this book and from time to time 

have attacked it. Sometimes the attackers were f riends of mankind 

and lovers of freedom who, impatient with the oppression, the 

exploitation of a church which monopolized the Bible and quoted it 

as authority for its acts of ex loitation and enslavement -IP' 

1-lieaa ih&ee fpionde et merkiwi endeavored to attack these organized 

religious bodies b attacking the Bible on which their authority 

seemed to be based. At other times it was the reacf,onaries and 

enemies who attac~ed the Bible
1
like the Nazis today

1
who are opposed 

to the ideals contained therein - the ideals of freedom, social justice, 
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economic equality '-lso because it is the oroduct of the genius of 

the Jews. But the Bible, like an impregnable fortress, like the 

Rock of Gibralter, has withstood all the attacks of men, the tests 
,, "f;o~ 

of time, t he changing cycles of civilization, the i___._ and razure 
n 

of oblivion. It is still the most vital, illuminating and challenging 

book of the human race. 

Whatever a man has thought or felt about things basic, 

elemental, is recorded in this ever-fresh, human document and the 
in 

form/which these ideas are expressed, the very literary style 

is unexcelled and matchless in the whole literature of mankind. 

For many of the writers of the Bible ere not only thinkers but 
.... 

great artists. They possessed the gift of combining three words 
,, 

to get not a fourth, but a star, so th" t as you read the Bible, 

you find pages of such matchless beauty, ex.- uisite beauty as to 

move you to tears. 

One of the universal data of h an experience is suffering. 

"There is no man ,ithout suffering." that human heart is there that 

has not known its grief, its wrongs, its ~ains, its sorrow ~nd its 

despair. From birth till death, from the cradle to the grave, man 

is never immune from the onslaught of physical, mental and spiritual 

suffering, so much so that many people in all ages have come to believe 

that the evils of life are far in excess of the good things of life 

and that, therefore, life itself, is evil and human existence is 
' 

inherently bad and that man should strive to master i:r himself 

the desire for existence. Human suffering is the basis of the 

attitude of mind hich we call pe ei~ism which, by the way forms 
) 

one of the cardinal thoughts of a great religion, the religion 

of Budhism. 
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How is suffering envisaged i n this book? What has t he Bible 

to say about it? hat word of comfort has the Bible to offer to 

the suffering. What light does it bring t o those who walk in darkness? 

As you may well surmize, there is hardly a book of the Bible which 

does not in some form or another, whether in the form of a story 

or narrative, or condensed )roverb, or forthright philosophic 

discussion - there is hardly a book in the t wenty-four books of 
~~s 

the Bible, which does not treat abundantly ~/great inescapable 

fact of human existence - suffering. 

Of course, not all evils of life are grouped under one 

heading because not all evils present the same problems and lend 

themselves to the same solution. The ·e are all kinds of evil. 

The authors ofthe Bible take pains to poi nt out the di stincti on 

in the evils which afflict humanity. There are evils productive 

of suffering whi ch are of man's own maki ng - suffering whi ch man brings 

on himself, not at all inevitable, not at all inescapable. Man hasn't 

the right to absolve himself of the responsibility for them or shift 

the blame upon God. an invites these evils by his own volition. Man 

can escape these evils by his own preference. 

One of t he marvelou~ t hings about the Bible is that it does 

not coddle man. It treats him as a man. It recognizes the limitations -under which man lives, restrictions which1in a sense 1constrict man's 

independence and therefore man's responsibility. It is also aware, ~ , 

and is insi . tent upon th t large measure of freedom, independence 

and moral choice •••-AX which a wise pro~ence allowed the individual. 



-4-

If, for example, a man through jealousy, through envy, 

through lust for power, money, influence, through an insatia le ambition, 

through greed, through excesses of all kinds, through gluttonness and 

drunkenness, h te, envy, through intemperance, intemperate spirit, 

creates for himself bitterness, enemies, suffering, disease, poverty -

these are man's own doings. And the cure for these things is man's own. 

!!._e must repent. He must reform. He must take hold of h·mself and set 
'-

for himself higher and nobler interests. 

In story after story, the Bible points out the tragic 

suffering which human beings bring upon themselves by the hardness and 

stubbornness of their own hearts. Thus, for exampl e, over and over 

again, the lesson is brought home b the teachers of the Bible - how 

much of Ruffering and jealousy come into the habitG...tione of men, how men 

are turned into beasts, how men are yielded up to infamy, lying and 

deception - even to murder - when driven b the passions of envy and 

jealousy. 

David, 1/QU: = +,t,am written into the 'acred trit for the purpose 

o driving home the moral lesson of how the demon of jealousy, 

envy caused Cain to murder Abel; caused Joseph to be sold as a 
to 

slave inEgypt; and caused King Saul/become a morose and melancholy 

plotter bent upon the destruction of another man. "Je lou y is a 

rottenness of the bone of man." 

Thus, for example, 0.1 ho.ve that tender and p~~thetic story 

of Absalom and his father King David in which the lesson is brought 

home of how much suffering is produced by a man's unquenchable 

ambition. The beautiful and beloved Absalom rebels against -tlD 

~sati•e~e atnei•iem ef his father hich leads to his own death and 
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to the old King David\beo.ten and broken, going through the rest 

of his decl ining y ars of life crying 11 Absalom, m son, m· ')n Abs lorn, 

ould I had died for thee, 0 Absalom, my son, mJ s on.•~, t 

And so throughout the books of the Bible one is taught how 

luxury undermines and destroys, ho lust corrupts, how hatred Ju,..J,.~rN.AA

eir.s2;;r.bc1s strife, hov; the pursui t of vanity leads t o disilluaionment. 

These evils of mankind constitute moet of the sufferings 

of mankind and are man-made. The ri se man °ho suffers as result 

of these vices will learn how t reform himself t hrough his many 

sufferings, jut as Jacob after man' ears of exile nd priv~tion 

returned a sadder and ,,. iser man - =Ui88 a new man, with a new 

conception of life; just· Joseph as a result of years of suffering 

~~~l::i. an underst andin;;iorgiving benefactor of mankind. 

This is the first category of the sufferings of man which 

are man-made and cur ble by man. 

Secondly, th•re are the evils ~hich we do to one another, 
( , 

the evils which come to us because o wickedness, through cruelt 
t 

and dishonesty, the evils which befall us because ve are members 

of society,-faaiewisg invasion, exploitation, enforced poverty, 

perversion of justice and tyranny. These manifold evils also bring 

terror into the lives of men. The, t oo, are ampl r illustrated in 

the Bible. They, too, re looked upon as avoidable because they, too, 

a~e man-made. Therefore the Bible, over and over again, challenges 

man not to yield himself up to social evils, not to accept them 

as inevitable in the scheme of things, to fight them, to ende vor to 

destroy them. Therefore, you have these endless appeals in the 

Bible to 117 ,at M man's sense of social justice1in place of 
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primitive instinct. The .re is the doctrine "I am my brother's keeper", 

"Thou shalt not hate thy brother", and "Ju tice, justice, shalt thou 

pursue." 

These evils hich afflict mankind - let loose in our own day 

~ 

~-ftl~~A·1 · orld ~r - these evils are man-m de and can be unmade . 

°" Our bible points out that it is in~ po er to build ~social order 

which can be free of all that m r$ life today, th~t man has in his 

power, if so he wills , if so he strives , to build for himself 
perfect 

a/kingdom on earth wherein "every man shall live under his vine and \/'.N' 

fig tree and none to make him afraid ." 

And finally there is ~ third category of evil which in 

a sense, is inescapable, inherent in the ver nature of human 

existence, beyond the control of man - t o a 1 rge degree - sickness, 

aRf1 physical handicaps and tragic accidents and the loss of dear ones 

and death. These are largely and some of them are altogether beyond 

our control and these sufferings seem to have no moral warrant 

and no justific· tion or purpose . They befall the good nd the icked 

alike. The saint and sinner eee11 rtm share alike. They ma e no 

distinction. Sometimes the righteou seem t o suffer more than 

the unrighteous. This has led men toque tion the ju~tice of 

God. That, you will recall, was the theme of the book hich 

Maimonides called "The strange and wonderful boo~ of Job." 

This is the subject of the marvellous Psalm 75 hich I read this 

morning. This was also the motif of the stor of the Ser ent 

and the Tree of nowledge which is in the Book of Genesis. 

Some have so ht t o resolve this difficulty by saying 

that God is not Omnipotent, that there is a principle of evil and 
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a principle of.9,~ and that the principle of evil resists and thwarts the 

principle of • 
t ' 

Others have sought t > resolve the difficulty by saying 

that evil is onlJ an illusion of mortal life, or that it is a delusion of the 

mortal mind. This latter does not make sufferinr any less painful or real and 

death is still death. The former, of course, is not acceptable to a faith 

that proclaimed the tmity of God and whose central tenet was "one GoH", who 

created good and also evil. 

After all is said and done the~e is r eally no ans er t o the problem 

other than that which was made to Job, namely, that ~Jt.e is a profound 

and insoluble mystery, quite as mysterious as nature itself,. bhc sts1wl!e 

"Where wast thou when I laid the foun at.ions of the earth?" 

One must believe that evi l is part of this unf thomable design of the ise 

and the powerful creator and he who believes f trusts this {reator, trusts is 

plan and trusts ~is management of the world will and can endure ~hatever life 

brings to him with fortitude and valiant spirit. The man who believes, my 

friends, who surrenders completely to the sovereignty of this God, in so 
L4... s 

doing, set fiaaaae that ther e is a God in the world and that things 

cannot be utterly, irrevocably, oermanently evil. He believes that God has 
~ 

ordained His world as He willed and tha t man as created exactly as He wished 

him to be ere ted - finite and not infinite, full of imperfect i ons, surrounded 

with a multitude of evils and afflictions but capable of mastering most of 

t hem. That is how God wanted man to be. By and t hrough his vecy handicaps 

and disabiliti s man serves God's purpose and fulfills God's pro ram and 

at the same time lives his own life. 

The man who believes doe not look upon s~ring
1
when it comes to him/ 

as punishment. Suffering is not always prQQ! of evil action on the part of man • 

. hen a man suffers it is no proof that he is being punished• SufI'ering is as 
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much a fact as joy, as the f ood we eat, as the air we breathe. It is one of 

the data of human existence. And the believer, and the wise man o f aith1en

deavors to use his triumphs and tribulations so as to bring him nearer to God. 

Every sorrow then becomes a deeper drilling into the spiritual layers of 

••cay personality. From his o\m broken hear t man learns t o understand the 

sufferings and afflictions of other men. His own tears make him v.rish to spare 

the tears of other men. That is how the wi se man faces the mystery of 

suffering in the world. He believes that God intended that man should be 

disciplined by the rigors of adversity. Trials and suffering, if not too 

overwhelming, strengthent, ennobleaf the human being. He who believes in 

God will come to understand what the Rabbis me~nt when they spoke of the 
what 

"chastisement of love". He will come to understa rl?the Bible meant when 

it says "Him whom the Lord loveth, he chastiseth just as a f ather,h a 

child in whom he delights." Blessed is the man whom the Lord chastiseth." 

'lha t is an amazing philosophy, my friends .•• 

One who has known God by groping for him, one who has reached out for Him 

with all the fibers of his soul will under~tand the relationship between 

the creator and the cr eated - of the father and the son. 

Such a man will therefore become reconciled t o that inescapable me sure 

of suffering which is the lot of everyone, and having found refuge in God, will 

find everything that befalls him easier to bear, and the prosperity of the 

wicked will not bother him any more. And th~t is the ler sing of the 

marvelous Psalm 75. At the first the Psalmist was conscious and troubled. 

Hes the righteous suffering. 'What God is there? Look at the sinners, 
I 

the exploiters of the world. Tht t he said was only when.,_ was blind. But 
I 

as soon as/ia entered the sanctuary, the Holy of Holies, as soon as I 

understood the mysteries of the relationship which exists bet een man and 
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God, I r ealized how foolish I had been .... 

' I have nothing in t he world, but I have ever j thing . I seek t he nearness 

nd ' God is near to all who call upon 
. ,, 
i m. WhethRr t he road is 

hard or smooth, I have God and God i s near to all who call upon h ·m. 

Whether the road is hard of smooth, I have God, and the consciousness 

of God's presence around me is like a sun i n my soul. 

"Whom have I in heaven but Thee 
And beside Thee I desire none upon earth 
My flesh and my heart faileth; 
But God is t he rock of my heart and my oorti on forever. 

Do you understand this, friends. If you do, you can share with this 
~ 

anon, mous pilgrim of life,._ .. reality and dmne blessedness. Then 

you are a blessed man, a blessed woman. In seeking God, in tr ing to 

worship him and to serve his people~ trying to be a radiant center of blessed 
I 

I 

~ 

influence round ou, 1 br nging comfort to others -

suffering le~s keen, lea;sharp. 

11 ~ the rock of my heart and my portion f orever." 
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'-I/.) 
Dear Friend: 

It has been my custom for many years to deliver one serie 

of related lectures each year on some broad human theme

religious ethical, or hi tori cal. I am plea ed to announce for 

thi year a new erie of even Sunday morning lecture , be

ginning on February 28th, on the general theme: 

"PROBLEMS OF RmtAN LIFE REFLECTED 

IN THE BIBLE" 

I SUFFERI G-A D ITS HARSH MINISTRY 

"afJrrdott ii lift gibtn unto tfJt bittrr in 6oul?" 

II DEATH-AND ITS SHADOWI TG GRACE 

"J,ot tbt 1att1 of btatfJ bttn oprntb unto 11,tt?" 

III LOVE-AND ITS STRANGE FERMENT 

"l.obe i1 •tron1 at btatb.'' 

IV WEALTH-AND ITS TROUBLED STEWARDSHIP 
0 Bitbt1 profit not in tbt bap of toratb." 

V WAR-AND ITS ANCIENT MAD ESS 

"Rlisbom i• bttttt ti.Jan tutapon• of mar." 

VI HAPPI ESS-AND ITS DIFFICULT CO QUEST 

"8rtat ptatt f,abt t{Jrp tbat lobt ~bp lalD." 

VII GOD-AND HIS ENDLESS REVELATION 

"tlo tubom batb tbe arm of tlJt 'I.orb brtn rtbraltb?" 

I trust that you and JOUr family '\\ill attend these service 

regularly and hope that you will derive piritual and intel

lectual satisfaction from them. 

::\lo t cordially 
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SUFJ'ERI?TO - J.ND ITS HARSH J. INISTRY 
by 

Dr. Abba Hillel Silver 
The !emple - Cleveland, Ohio 

!here are evil which are of our own mn..d.ng, suffering which e brin& 

on ourselves. !an has not the ri ht to absolve himself of res on ibil1t for t em 

or ahift the blame to nature. Ood or destiny. '?he !ible does not coddle r.ian. It 

treP.ta him al YS s an adult. It is aware of t e limit t1on or heredi t and 

envlronr., nt which con tr1ct hi freedom. But it 1 a.lo aware and inr:-1 tent upon 

the large asure ot mral choice and independence which a wise rovidence 

unto him. 

ted 

Ir through envy, jealousy or in tiable ambition, through cruelty 

or self'-pai peri , through 11a tetulneee and shiftle sneea, throu.e)l hatred and ill-temper 

fill• i life th bitterness, di apJ,ointmente, disease, povert or confiict - with 

suffering - the blame 1 s largely hi a and the cure a well. He mu. t .- alee the 

effort to hol ot hi elf, and to redirect hi life to other and nobler interests 

and attitudes. 

ere are the evil which we do to one anotherand those which e rru.ffer 

because e belon to soci ty, the sorrows ich come u · on us thrO'U€h the cruelty 

or dishone ty of other men or through social acts of war, exploitation, enforced 

povert , er-.fersion of ju tic and tyranny. !he lUble re~ds these also a.a 

avoidable bee :uc:e they are man-made and it challenges man not to re"ign hi elf to 

them nor to acce t them as part of his de~tiny but to tight the to the utmo t. 

Hence the_ pa. 1onate advocacy thl"01J&hout the :Bible of social juntice, rc71 

charity, broth rlinesa, love and peace. Mankind hna it within itself to build a 

social order ot ju~tice and peace wherein ••v r17 man shal l live under hie Tine 

and f'ig tree with non to alte him afraid.• 

ftnall there aro the mla which are inherent in the order of life 

1 t elf', the ine1capable eT1la - 1ckne•• and bod11 pain, llh7sical handicap I tr gic 
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accident, the lo sot dear onea and death. Theyar lar elv, if not entirely, 

beyond the control of men, and these lJU.fterin .:. seem to h :ve no moral ju tific tion 

or purpo e. The befall the eood and the wicked alike. This has led men throueh 

the age t que t1on the ornl order ot the univ re or the ju tice of God. So 

have s t to resolve this by ayinr.; th t God is n t Omnipotent or by docln.ring 

th t evil ie o 1 a delu ion. !o this question ther0 1 re.ru.ly no an r ot er 

than the one given to Job. It is a tery no creater than the yster of na ture 

itself. Strucgle, ~ain, life and eath, belon to a l l l1v1 thine, not merel 

to man. It i the 1 w of nature. .~ sim 1 d es not lmow why. He did not it 

in when Go planned and created His universe. • re wast thou when I laid the 

foundPtion~ of t e earth?" 

Rea on can help us v y 11 ttle here. Fa.1th in God lead u t o the 

that evil 1 n essential art of God's design which 1 unf~thomable to u. 

lief 

God 

has ordained th..~t man shall be born IDAn d no t God, t1n1 te and not 1 finite, 

imperfect bu.t perfectible, surrounded b evil but c pable of n t rin~ mot of 

these. 1'y his v ,ry fin1 tude and through his very handicaps man hlfil e Go 'a 

purpose and r izes his wn de _ tiny. Suffering i thu not a.lwa:rs punishm nt. It 

it a !at!t in human exi tenc8 like joy, like the air we bre 0 the and the food 

eat. '!'he w1 se an and the an of faith accordingly u es this f-,_ct of human 

experience for elf-improvement. Trials an tribul tions a.re eo used .q, to 

draw the?;1 nearer to the heart of r all t:r. he sorrow 1 detp er dr1111n •, into 

the spiritual layers of per on 1 ty. 

!bro our own brokon hearts, we 1 am to un erstand the tr gedie of 

other he ts rind our own hot, scalding tenra e us w1 ah to spare tb.e to • of 

other en. !he wi e men an the , n of 'faith use the r1eors or dverrit for 

epiritual, conditioning. 




