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Chapter XVI: Beshalach (Ex. 13:17-17:16)

Essay 16. Accepting suffering with love
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Also there, in Berachot 5a, “Rava said that Rav Sechora said that Rav Huna said: Anyone
in whom the Holy One, Blessed be He, delights, He oppresses him with suffering.” A difficulty
is why does He oppress him with suffering?

Berachot 5a also relates two incidents:

Rabbi Chiyya bar Abba, fell ill. [Rabbi Yochanan] entered to [visit] him,

and said to him: Is your suffering dear to you? [Rabbi Chiyya] said to him: [I

welcome] neither [this suffering] nor its reward [as one who welcomes this

suffering with love is rewarded. Rabbi Yochanan] said to him: Give me your hand.

[Rabbi Chiyya bar Abba] gave him his hand, and [Rabbi Yochanan] stood him up

[and restored him to health].

Rabbi Yochanan fell ill. Rabbi Chanina entered to [visit] him, [and] said to

him: Is your suffering dear to you? [Rabbi Yochanan] said to him: [I welcome]

neither [this suffering] nor its reward. [Rabbi Chanina] said to him: Give me your

hand. He gave him his hand, and [Rabbi Chanina] stood him up [and restored him

to health].

[The Gemara asks]: Why [did Rabbi Yochanan wait for Rabbi Chanina to

restore him to health? If he was able to heal his student], let Rabbi Yochanan stand

himself up.

- Berachot 5a

If [a man] has the great merit to experience the suffering, why does Rabbi Yochanan
say in the first chapter of Berachot (5b), “[I welcome] neither this [suffering] nor its reward.”

’ English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
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This is the difficulty of the commentators.! One shouldn’t say according to their
solution that perhaps there was because of [these sufferings] a diminishment of his Torah
study and prayer, and because of this, Rabbi Yochanan said “neither this nor its reward.”>
For if so, it would be even more difficult to understand why He sent suffering like this, which
are not [sufferings]| of love, to a completely righteous man such as Rabbi Yochanan.

If it is said that he had some minor sin, why does the matter depend on his will, “is
your suffering dear to you,” and also why was it that he stood him up and healed him, for
wasn’t he obligated in [the sufferings]?

If he had no sin, but it is said that there was some diminishment of Torah because of
[the sufferings], and even so, they are called sufferings of love, per [the minority opinion of
one rabbi who holds that in] the first chapter of Berachot [5a], then the question of the
commentators returns to its place: Why does it say “neither this [suffering] nor its reward.”
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It can be said that when the Holy One, Blessed be He, sends sufferings to a person, He
sends them on condition that the person will want to receive them, for thus it is said in the
first chapter of tractate Berachot:

Is it possible [that G-d delights in him even] if he does not accept [his
suffering] with love? Therefore, the verse teaches: “If his soul would offer itself
in guilt.”® Just as a guilt-offering is brought knowingly [as it is one of the
sacrifices offered willingly, without coercion], so too [his] suffering [must be
accepted] knowingly.

- Berachot 5a
The sufferings of the righteous are in order to add to their goodness and satisfaction,
as is brought in the Midrash Gen. Rabbah 55a on the verse, “G-d put Abraham to the test.”*
It is fitting that there should be power and authority for the righteous to say, “[I welcome]
neither this [suffering] nor its reward,” like the woman who says to her husband, “I will not
be sustained [by you and, in turn], I will not work,” since the decree was established for her
benefit.

! For example, Rabbi Shmuel Eliezer Eidels (1555-1631), Chiddushei Agadot on Berachot 5b.

2 One can imagine that a chronic headache would be an example of suffering that would negatively affect Torah
learning and prayer. On the other hand, a problem with an ankle could be an example of suffering that might only
cause pain while walking, without affecting one’s Torah learning and prayer.

3 Isaiah 53:10.

4 Gen. 22:1.

5> Ketubot 58b.
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The reason why they were specifically likened to a guilt offering, is because it is said
in the 6 chapter of tractate Keritut, “Rabbi Eliezer says: A person may volunteer [to bring]
a provisional guilt offering every day and at any time that he chooses,”® because he is of the
opinion that “any offering can come in fulfillment of a vow or as a gift offering.”” Even though
the rabbis disagreed with him, even so we already know that in the Heavenly yeshiva, they
may rule according to the words of an individual. Also, these are the words of Rabbi Eliezer,
for whom a Divine Voice went out and said, “Why are you differing with Rabbi Eliezer, as
the halacha is in accordance with [his opinion] in every place,”® for in Heaven the rule like
him?

Therefore, [the Heavenly court] sent [sufferings] upon a man to see if he would
volunteer to accept them out of love. For thus in the verse it is written, “If your offering is a
burnt offering from the herd, you shall make your offering a male without blemish; you shall bring
it to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, voluntarily in your behalf before the L-rd.”® It is also
like the incident of Bava ben Buti, who offered a conditional guilt offering every day. '’

Even if this man wouldn’t want to receive [the sufferings] out of love, as he follows
the rabbis who were of the opinion that a provisional guilt offering cannot be brought every
day, he is nonetheless permitted to refuse the sufferings.
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You might say: Why was it necessary to say, “Give me your hand” and “He stood him
up,” i.e. healed him, and “Let him heal himself,” as is argued there in the Gemara, as when he
revealed his opinion that he did not desire them, it should have been enough to avoid the
suffering.

It can be said that would appear as if, G-d forbid, he despised the sufferings, and it is
written, “Do not reject the discipline of the L-rd, my son.”!! Therefore, he did not ask G-d to

6 Mishnah Keritut 6:3; Keritut 25a.
7 Bechorot 56a; Menachot 90b, 91b.
8 Bava Metziah 59b.

°Lev. 1:3.

19 Mishnah Keritut 6:3; Keritut 25a.
T Prov. 3:11.



remove the sufferings when they first appeared. However, this concern of appearing to despite the
sufferings does not apply in the case when his friend was praying for him and protecting him.
In such a case, he is allowed to accept a friend’s offer of help. This is an example of the saying,
“A prisoner cannot free himself,”'? which means even if he was imprisoned by error.
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As far as what was said, “[I welcome] neither this [suffering] nor its reward,” it was
because it is said there in Berachot 5a: “And if one accepts [that suffering with love], what is his
reward? ‘That he might see his children, lengthen his days.’!*> Moreover, His [Torah] study will
endure, as it is stated: ‘And that through him the L-rd’s purpose might prosper.’ ”'* That is,
one who receives [sufferings] upon himself with love won’t forget his [Torah] study, but one
who does not receive them with love, or if [the sufferings] come upon him because of some
sin or iniquity, they will forget their learning. This is as it is said in the 4" chapter of tractate
Nedarim (41a), “ “You shall overturn his bed of suffering.”!> Rav Yosef said: [That is] to say
that [the sick person] forgets his studies [as everything that is organized is overturned].”

Therefore, [Rabbi Yochanan] said that he didn’t want the sufferings to be brought
upon him, and he wouldn’t need their reward of not forgetting his Torah learning. For because
of his brilliant mind and memory, he knew that his learning wouldn’t be forgotten. If anything,
the suffering might cause him to forget some Torah. This might be different for a different person
who was more prone to forgetting some Torah. For such a person, the reward of suffering, not
forgetting his Torah study, would be beneficial.
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12 Berachot 5b.
13 Isaiah 53:10.
14 Tbid.

15Ps. 41:4.



