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Sifrei Devarim 311:1

(1) (Devarim 32:8) :When the Most High caused nations to inherit": Before the advent of
our father Abraham, the L-rd judged the world with severity: The men of the flood sinned
— He flooded them like sparks on the face of the waters. The men of the tower of Bavel
sinned — He scattered them from one end of the world to the other. The men of Sodom
sinned — He swept them away with fire and brimstone. But when our father Abraham
came to the world, afflictions materialized (in place of destruction), viz. (Bereshith 12:9)
"And there was a famine in the land, and Avram went down to Egypt." And if you would
ask "Why are there afflictions?" (the answer is) Because of His love for Israel (i.e., to avoid

destroying them!)
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Berakhot 5b:10-16

The Gemara continues to address the issue of suffering and affliction: Rabbi Yohanan’s
student, Rabbi Hiyya bar Abba, fell ill. Rabbi Yohanan entered to visit him, and said to
him: Is your suffering dear to you? Do you desire to be ill and afflicted? Rabbi Hiyya said
to him: [ welcome neither this suffering nor its reward, as one who welcomes this
suffering with love is rewarded. Rabbi Yohanan said to him: Give me your hand. Rabbi
Hiyya bar Abba gave him his hand, and Rabbi Yohanan stood him up and restored him
to health. Similarly, Rabbi Yohanan fell ill. Rabbi Hanina entered to visit him, and said
to him: Is your suffering dear to you? Rabbi Yohanan said to him: I welcome neither
this suffering nor its reward. Rabbi Hanina said to him: Give me your hand. He gave
him his hand, and Rabbi Hanina stood him up and restored him to health. The Gemara
asks: Why did Rabbi Yohanan wait for Rabbi Hanina to restore him to health? If he was
able to heal his student, let Rabbi Yohanan stand himself up. The Gemara answers, they
say: A prisoner cannot generally free himself from prison, but depends on others to
release him from his shackles. The Gemara relates that Rabbi Elazar, another of Rabbi
Yohanan’s students, fell ill. Rabbi Yohanan entered to visit him, and saw that he was
lying in a dark room. Rabbi Yohanan exposed his arm, and light radiated from his flesh,
filling the house. He saw that Rabbi Elazar was crying, and said to him: Why are you
crying? Thinking that his crying was over the suffering that he endured throughout his
life, Rabbi Yohanan attempted to comfort him: If you are weeping because you did not
study as much Torah as you would have liked, we learned: One who brings a
substantial sacrifice and one who brings a meager sacrifice have equal merit, as long as
he directs his heart toward Heaven. If you are weeping because you lack sustenance and
are unable to earn a livelihood, as Rabbi Elazar was, indeed, quite poor, not every person
merits to eat off of two tables, one of wealth and one of Torah, so you need not bemoan

the fact that you are not wealthy. If you are crying over children who have died, this is
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the bone of my tenth son, and suffering of that kind afflicts great people, and they are
afflictions of love. Rabbi Elazar said to Rabbi Yohanan: I am not crying over my
misfortune, but rather, over this beauty of yours that will decompose in the earth, as
Rabbi Yohanan’s beauty caused him to consider human mortality. Rabbi Yohanan said to
him: Over this, it is certainly appropriate to weep. Both cried over the fleeting nature of
beauty in the world and death that eventually overcomes all. Meanwhile, Rabbi Yohanan
said to him: Is your suffering dear to you? Rabbi Elazar said to him: I welcome neither
this suffering nor its reward. Upon hearing this, Rabbi Yohanan said to him: Give me
your hand. Rabbi Elazar gave him his hand, and Rabbi Yohanan stood him up and

restored him to health.
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Sanhedrin 101a-101b

Rabba bar bar Hana says: When Rabbi Eliezer fell ill, his students entered to visit
him. Rabbi Eliezer said to them: There is intense wrath in the world, and it is due to
that wrath of the Holy One, Blessed be He, Who is angry at His world, that I am suffering
from these afflictions. His students began to cry due to their teacher’s suffering, and
Rabbi Akiva was laughing. They said to him: Why are you laughing? Rabbi Akiva said
to them: And for what reason are you crying? They said to him: Is it possible that Rabbi
Eliezer, who is as much an exemplar of Torah as a Torah scroll, is afflicted with pain and
we will not cry? Rabbi Akiva said to them: It is for that reason that I am laughing. As
long as I would see for my teacher that neither does his wine ferment and spoil, nor is
his flax stricken, nor does his oil spoil, nor does his honey turn rancid, I would say to
myself: Perhaps, Heaven forfend, my teacher has already received his world in reward
for the mitzvot that he fulfilled, and will not receive a reward in the World-to-Come. But
now that I see my teacher overcome with suffering, I am happy. He is receiving
punishment in this world for the few transgressions that he might have committed,
ensuring that he will receive a complete reward in the World-to-Come. Rabbi Eliezer said
to him: Akiva, have I failed to fulfill any portion of the entire Torah? Rabbi Akiva said
to him, you taught us, our teacher: “For there is not a righteous man upon earth who
does good and sins not” (Ecclesiastes 7:20). The Sages taught in a baraita: When Rabbi
Eliezer fell ill, four Sages entered to visit him: Rabbi Tarfon, and Rabbi Yehoshua, and
Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya, and Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi Tarfon responded to the situation

with words of encouragement and said: You are better for the Jewish people than a drop
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of rain, as a drop of rain provides benefit in this world, and my teacher provides them
benefit in this world and in the World-to-Come. Rabbi Yehoshua responded and said:
You are better for the Jewish people than the sphere of the sun, as the sphere of the
sun provides benefit in this world, and my teacher provides benefit in this world and in
the World-to-Come. Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya responded and said: You are better for
the Jewish people than a father and mother, as a father and mother provide benefit in
this world, and my teacher provides benefit in this world and in the World-to-Come.
Rabbi Akiva responded and said: Afflictions are cherished. When Rabbi Eliezer heard
this he said to his attendants: Support me so I can sit and hear the statement of Akiva
my student, who said: Afflictions are cherished. Rabbi Eliezer said to him: Akiva, from
where do you derive this? Rabbi Akiva said: I interpret a verse in order to derive it. It is
written: “Manasseh was twelve years old when he began to reign and he reigned fifty-
five years in Jerusalem...And he performed that which was evil in the eyes of the
Lord” (II Kings 21:1-2). And it is written: “These too are the proverbs of Solomon,
which the men of Hezekiah, king of Judea, copied” (Proverbs 25:1), indicating that
Hezekiah taught Torah and disseminated it to the multitudes. And is it conceivable that
Hezekiah, king of Judea, taught Torah to the entire world and to Manasseh his son he
did not teach Torah? Rather, Hezekiah certainly taught Manasseh much Torah;
nevertheless, from all his exertion to teach him and from all his toil to teach him, it was
only afflictions that elevated him to the path of good, as it is stated: “And the Lord
spoke to Manasseh and to his people but they would not heed. And the Lord brought
upon them the captains of the army of the king of Assyria, who took Manasseh with
hooks, and bound him with chains, and carried him to Babylonia” (II Chronicles
33:10-11). And it is written thereafter: “And when he was in distress, he sought the
Lord his God, and humbled himself greatly before the God of his fathers, and he
prayed to Him and He was entreated of him, and He heard his supplication, and
brought him back to Jerusalem into his kingdom; then Manasseh knew that the Lord
He was God” (II Chronicles 33:12—13). You learned from this that afflictions are
cherished.
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Ketubot 66b:11-13

Apropos the daughter of Nakdimon ben Guryon, the Gemara relates what later became of
her: The Sages taught: There was an incident involving Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai.
When he was riding on a donkey and leaving Jerusalem, and his students were
walking after him to learn from him, he saw a certain young woman who was
gathering barley from among the dung of the animals of Arabs. She was so poor that
she subsisted on the undigested barley within the dung. When she saw him, she wrapped
herself in her hair, as she had nothing else with which to cover herself, and stood before
him. She said to him: My teacher, sustain me. He did not recognize her, so he said to
her: My daughter, who are you? She said to him: I am the daughter of Nakdimon ben
Guryon. He said to her: My daughter, the money of your father’s household, where
did it go? How did you become so poor? She said to him: My teacher, is it not that they
say such a proverb in Jerusalem: Salt for money is lacking [haser]? There is nothing
with which to preserve it and prevent it from being lost. And some say the proverb asserts
that kindness [hesed] is salt for money, i.e., using money for acts of kindness preserves it.
He continued to ask her: And the money of your father-in-law’s house, which was used
properly, for benevolent acts, where is it? She said to him: This one came and destroyed

that one; all the money was combined, and it was all lost together. She said to him: My
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teacher, do you remember when you signed on my marriage contract? He said to his
students: I remember that when I signed on the marriage contract of this woman, and
I read in it, it listed a thousand thousands, i.c., one million gold dinars as a dowry from
her father’s house, aside from that which was promised her from her father-in-law.
Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai cried and said: How fortunate are you, Israel, for when
Israel performs the will of the Omnipresent, no nation or tongue can rule over them;
and when Isracl does not perform the will of the Omnipresent, He delivers them into
the hand of a lowly nation. Not only are they delivered into the hand of a lowly nation,
but even into the hand of the animals of a lowly nation, as in the pitiful instance of

Nakdimon’s daughter.
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Avot D'Rabbi Natan 4:5
On acts of kindness. How so? It says (Hosea 6:6), “For I desire kindness, not a well-being

offering.” The world was created from the very beginning with kindness, as it says (Psalms

89:3), “For I have said that the world will be built on kindness, and the heavens will be
established on Your faith.” Once, Rabban [our rabbi] Yohanan ben Zakkai, left Jerusalem,
and Rabbi Yehoshua followed after him. And he saw the Holy Temple destroyed. [Rabbi

Yehoshua said: Woe to us, for this is destroyed —] the place where all of Israel’s sins are

forgiven! 2 [ e., via the bringing of sacrifices. [Rabbi Yohanan] said to him: My son, do not
be distressed, for we have a form of atonement just like it. And what is it? Acts of kindness,

as it says (Psalms 89:3), “For I desire kindness, not a well-being offering.”
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