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On Yom Kippur at Kol Nidre, | spoke about "Tzurres and
Naches" and how the rabbis teach us that one should bless
the bad (tzurres) as well as the good (naches):

So why are the rabbis making this blanket statement, if we
already know what we are supposed to say when bad things
happen? What's the point that they are trying to make?

a7R 2% | A person is obligated
7yn7 Yy 7129|to recite a blessing on bad things
T2y aws|just as a person is obligated
721w by|to recite a blessing on good things.
7w moaa mwn|Mishnah Berakhot 9:5
In the sermon, | only quoted that line. But the talmudic
discussion based on it (Berakhot 60b), offers tremendous
additional insights. The Talmud quotes that line and then
asks this very straightforward, but audacious question:
ssn»|What does it mean:
7y B 7129 29907 |"One is obligated to recite a
by T2»w aws|blessing for the bad
?raaiwaljust as for the good™?
We so appreciate the urgency of this question. This is our
guestion too. After all, if anyone were to tell you that you
have to make a blessing for bad things just as you make a
blessing for good things, it would not seem to make sense.
It is counterintuitive because we tend to associate blessings
with good things. ss»-What does it mean? is a question of
content - explain this to me - and a question of emotion -
What are you talking about? Are you kidding me? And,
exactly what blessing are you supposed to
say for that matter? We learn elsewhere in
the mishna, that the blessing for good
things is 2swm»m 2iwar- Blessed are You
God... Who is good and does good. So,
when the rabbis tell us to bless for tzurres
as well as naches, do they mean that we
have to recite the same blessing for bad
things as we do for good things?
Xy | If we say that you have to recite a blessing
Taene aws|for bad things, does it mean that
72wz Yw|just as one recites a blessing for a good
2jwar |thing with the blessing formula:
,avwnm|Who is good and does good,
by 772% 79|S0 too, one should recite a blessing
myr|for a bad thing
2iwar |with the same blessing formula:
2?27 Who is good and does good?
That makes no sense! How can we say the blessing, "God
is good" when life is bad? It feels cruel. And on top of that
objection, we have another objection: the rabbis have told
us elsewhere what we should say for bad things.
ninis by janm|After all, we learned in a different

238 niaiwv|place in our mishna that over good
,"avnm 2iwar |tidings one recites: ""Who is good
niy1 ninikrs dy|and does good™’, while over bad

an»ix|tidings one recites:
... T™m37|""Blessed (are you God, King...)

I"nana 127]the true Judge'?

:837 w8 |Rava said:
,797331 X?| The mishna’s statement was only necessary
Ryx|to instruct us

1mviapy |to accept bad things

iz |with the same joy with which we accept good
things, and not about which blessing to recite.
Thus, when the mishnabh tells us to bless the bad as we bless
the good, it is not saying to us to use the same blessing
formulation, but to have the same disposition: joy. That
seems to be a tall order for most people. Most people would
have a hard time facing their misery in a spirit of joy. Rashi
is helpful on this point. He explains that the term:

1mviap® | To accept bad tidings with the same joy

— mniwa]- means

n7» By T73v|to bless on the occasion of
napap|this misfortune

:2%w 2a93|with a whole heart.
Joy may be too much to ask a person. But
wholeheartedness is not. Wholehearted-
ness is a spirit of acceptance. Equanimity.
Accepting misery with joy sounds maso-
chistic. But accepting it with equanimity
sounds quite wise. Now the talmud asks a key question:

RIR 21 »R|Rav Aha said in the name of Rabbi
99 937 avnn| Levi:

?87p *8»|What is the verse that alludes to this?
When it comes to wisdom, you can't just pull things out of
the air. Wisdom, especially wisdom that structures one's
behavior in the form of what to do when you have tzurres,
has to be based on a biblical text. What is the biblical basis
for saying that you need to make a blessing for bad
things? Or what is the allusion for this wisdom in the Bible?
X °8»? The talmud is going to present us with three
different verses from three different rabbis.

1. Rav Aha: Blessing God is the Ethical Response
v 7on| “Of loving-kindness and justice
mwin] 1 will sing;
iR 7 v |unto You, O Lord, will | sing praises”
— 7on ax|(Psalms 101:1). Rav Aha explains: If it
S1RiR|is loving-kindness - 1 will sing,
— wpwin axy|and if it is justice -
S1wR| 1 will sing.
Ton-loving-kindness is a good thing. wpwn-justice, can go
either way. If you win your lawsuit, it's a good thing. If you
lose, it's a bad thing. And that's
the point. Either way, I will sing W ETHICS
unto You, O Lord. When life is CLOUNTRRIL 'S " a
good, | will sing, and when life is PRINE.E"-,LE %
tough, I will also sing. But that's N\ INTEGRITY™ :
not the only point. We have to L iames 2 W




look deeper into the context of Psalm 101. For the sake of
brevity, Rav Aha only quotes one verse from this psalm.
But he is relying on us to recall the rest of it, in which we
find this: I will study the way of the blameless; when shall
I attain it? I will live without blame within my house...
Psalm 101 is a psalm about the ethical life. By using a verse
from this psalm about ethics, Rav Aha is saying: The most
important thing in life is to live ethically. Blessing God
when bad things happen is an ethical response. It is what
a blameless, ethical person does.
2. R. Shmuel bar Nahmani: Blessing God out of Trust
232 YR 93| Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahmani said.:
:R27% 8 s The proof is from here, as it is stated:
237 YaR 2| “In YHW-, | will praise His word;
1137 Yhan zomrz|in Elohim, 1 will praise His word”

— 127 Y9ax 3| (Psalms 56:11).

,7aiw 778 1 The Gemara explains that YHW-, |
will praise His word; that is for
God’s measure of goodness,

237 Yonn aviexa|while: In Elohim,
— |1 will praise His word;

.np7I8 n7» ir|that stands for God's measure of
justice demonstrated by punishment.
God goes by many names. Each name reflects a different
attribute. The name YHW-, represents the attribute of
goodness (compassion); the name Elohim, represents the
attribute of justice. When we perceive God's goodness,
(when we have naches), we praise God. And when we
perceive God's justice, (when we have tzurres), we should
praise God as well. But a close examination of Psalm 56
yields an additional layer of meaning. It is a psalm about
trust in God. When I am afraid, I trust in You, in God,
whose word I praise, in God I trust; I am not afraid; what
can mortals do to me? By using a verse from this psalm
about trust, Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahmani is saying: Blessing
God for the good and the bad is what a trusting person
does. This is a response that emerges from the trusting
soul. I trust God when | am afraid. And when | experience
suffering | trust God just as when | experience joy. My
blessing comes out of trust.

3. Rabbi Tanhum: Blessing God out of Gratitude
R 2ymn 92| Rabbi Tanhum said.
:Xom| The proof is from here,

R@R nivw oior|as it is stated: “I will lift up the cup of
salvation

1 awav|and | shall call upon

,"RIPR|the name of the Lord” (Psalm 116:13),
R3»R Y1z |and: “I found trouble and sorrow,

m awiaa|but I called upon

'RIPR|the name of the Lord” (Psalm 116:3-4).
We lift up the cup of salvation in good times; we find
trouble and sorrow in bad times. In both the good times
and bad times, we call out to God. But let's examine Psalm
116. Of the three psalms that these prooftexts come from,
we are most familiar with Psalm 116 because we recite it as
part of the Hallel service. We usually sing verse niy ois

Ry following: 9y smi»man B2 A 2wy m»-How can |
repay the Lord for all his goodness to me? The psalm is
about gratitude to God. By using a verse from a psalm about
gratitude, Rabbi Tanhum is saying: I am grateful for
everything in my life. 1 feel overwhelmed by God's
blessings to me. For the goodness in my life, | am grateful.
And | accept the bad things that happen. Though | would
prefer not to have them, I am thankful nevertheless - for
the kindness of others, for wisdom, for the ability to be a
deeper human being to others who experience suffering.
What we have here with these three rabbis and their
respective prooftexts, is not simply a rattling off of verses
just to show erudition or ingenuity in interpretation. Rather,
we have a profound debate about what ideas and emotions
motivate our response to God in good times and in bad
times. 1. For Rabbi Aha it's Ethics. 2. For Rabbi Shmuel bar
Nahmani, it's Trust in God. 3. For Rabbi Tanhum it's
Gratitude. But the talmud provides another source.
4. Job: the Ultimate Model of the Acceptance of the Good and
the Bad
,mR 31327 And the Rabbis (ie. the rest of them) said:
:Xpm| The proof is from here, as it is stated:
101 1| “The Lord has given
mp 'm|and the Lord has taken away;
Jman 7 aw vy may the name of the Lord be blessed.”
(Job 1:21).
Job says this line upon learning of that all his children were
killed. While he doesn't bless God in the formulaic way that
we recognize, by saying may the name of the Lord be
blessed, he is still blessing God. For the talmud, this is the
best prooftext because there is no need to explain it. It
means what it says. If we are familiar with the basic outline
of the book of Job, we know exactly what is happening
here: Job lost everything, and he still blesses God. We know
from the beginning of the book that Job is an ethical,
trusting, and grateful man. He is a man who encapsulates
the three themes - Ethics, Trust, Gratitude - stated by the
previous rabbis by the use of their prooftexts. Moreover, if
we know the scene that follows Job's initial reaction, we
will recall that his wife says to him, ""Curse God and die,""
to which he responds, Should we accept only good from
God and not [V ST RV e
accept evil? R | L
Equal acceptance
of the good and
the bad is the
main theme here L
and Job is the |
personification of
acceptance. =

l; -

We all have our own experiences of tzurres and naches.
This rabbinic teaching my17 ¥ 772 278 227 undoubtedly
prompted endless conversations throughout the generations
as it does now. Like all great Torah wisdom, we are meant
to live in that conversation, and it, is meant to live in us.



