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CHAPTER 16

Saadia on “what is in the hearts of people 
when they reach the limits of endurance 

in a trial”

Josef Stern

Saadia ben Joseph Al-Fayyumi Gaon (b. Egypt 882, d. Iraq 942) is one of 
the best examples of the impact of Islamic civilization (which absorbed 
Late Ancient culture and thought) on medieval Judaism in the East. The 
most distinguished rabbinic scholar of his generation, he was “Gaon” 
(“His Excellency”), or Head, of the famous Talmudic academy in Sura 
and later in Baghdad (under the Abbasids), the author of important legal 
responsa and treatises, especially on procedural law and on the calendar, 
and a powerful opponent of the sectarian Karaites. He also wrote pioneer-
ing work on Hebrew linguistics and grammar, poetry, and liturgy; trans-
lated the Hebrew Bible into Arabic; and composed commentaries on 
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selected books, including the Book of Job. However, he is probably best 
known for his Book of Doctrines and Beliefs, a book of Jewish kalam, so- 
called dialectical theology, an attempt to systematize the beliefs of Judaism 
and, arguably, the first book of Jewish philosophy (in a broad sense of the 
term “philosophy,” although it is not Aristotelian falsafa).1 It was the first 
such text to initiate a tradition of Jewish thought.2

In the fourth and fifth treatises of Doctrines and Beliefs and, as we shall 
see, in the Introduction to his commentary on the Book of Job, The Book of 
Theodicy, Saadia discusses the constellation of metaphysical issues that 
revolve around providence, the problem of evil, free will and human 
responsibility, reward and punishment, suffering, and, in particular, unjust 
or undeserved suffering, which is known in rabbinic Judaism as the prob-
lem of zaddiq ve-ra‘ lo’ (the suffering of the righteous) and rasha‘ ve-tov lo’ 
(the prospering of the wicked). First, Saadia defends a libertarian concep-
tion of human freedom against strong Ash‘arite arguments that deny it in 
order to secure divine omnipotence manifest in occasionalism, the doc-
trine that there are no intermediate natural causes and that all natural 
phenomena, including human action, are directly causally dependent on 
the will of God. On Saadia’s view, God gave humans the freedom to act 
including the ability to commit moral wrongs. However, while He allows 
such evils—after all, the harm their free actions cause is not to Him but to 
themselves—at the same time He warns humans not to commit them out 
of His mercy for humanity. The fact that humans commit those evils is, in 
any case, neither incompatible with His power (to do only the good) nor 
does it show that He lacks power (over humanity). Second, in order to 
demonstrate the compatibility of natural evil, or suffering, with the 

1 Doctrines and Beliefs was not, however, the first book of Jewish kalam. That distinction 
goes to al-Muqammas 2016 (9th c.) which is also the first Arabic theological treatise we 
possess.

2 For the major works of Saadia, see Saadiah 1946/2002; 1948; 1972; 1973; 1988. All 
citations in the text to Doctrines and Beliefs are to Saadiah 1946/2002 (Altmann translation) 
and all citations in the text to the Commentary on Job are to Saadiah 1988 (Goodman trans-
lation). For Saadiah’s intellectual biography and especially the Islamic background to his life 
and thought, see Malter 1921; Brody 2016; and Stroumsa 2003. On the Commentary on 
Job, and its Islamic background, both in the Qur’an and tafsir literature, see Goodman’s 
introductory essay to Saadiah 1988, 4–109; Goodman 1990; Stump 1997; 2000; Rosenthal 
2001, 97–125; Eisen 2004, 17–41; and Cohen 2005, 243–253. On Saadiah’s general theory 
of providence, see Stump 1997 and Nadler 2009, 624–628. On Saadiah’s epistemology, see 
Heschel 1942–3 and 1944–5. On the significance of traditions in the characterization of 
Jewish philosophy and Saadiah’s place in a tradition, see Josef Stern 2017. 
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existence of God and, more important for Saadia, with divine justice, he 
offers a number of traditional theodicies: that natural evil is an illusion if 
one were only to know the “big picture,” that there are no goods without 
evils, and that evils are often corrective devices. However, the problem of 
evil that most concerns Saadia is that of the suffering of the righteous and 
the prosperity of the wicked. Not only is this unjust. According to Saadiah, 
it challenges the very idea of reward and punishment. His general reply is 
that while there is reward and punishment, we can never know who is 
truly deserving of either. Thus he attempts to disabuse us of one problem 
with evil—Why are we suffering and what did we do wrong?—by con-
structing an account that both affirms that there is a theodicy, or justifica-
tion for all evil, and delimits human understanding of how to apply such a 
theodicy to actual cases.

More specifically, Saadia’s theodicy to account for the suffering of the 
righteous distinguishes two kinds of suffering or evil: (i) punishment and 
(ii) trial or testing.

I find that suffering befalls the pious in this world in one of two ways: either 
as punishment for the relatively small number of their transgressions … or, 
alternatively, as a visitation from God in order to test them, provided He 
knows that they will be able to endure it. Later he compensates them for 
their suffering. (Saadiah 1946/2002, 137–8)

When sufferings and calamities befall us, they must be of one of two classes: 
either they occur on account of prior sins of ours, in which case they are to 
be called punishments, and we must search out the relevant shortcomings 
and remove them and improve our actions. … Or they are a trial from the 
Allwise, which we must bear steadfastly, after which He will reward us. 
(Saadiah 1988, 130)

The first justification for suffering is that it is punishment for past sins 
and wrongs. However, the function of the suffering is not only retribution 
but also purification of the sinner’s soul of lasting bad effects on his dispo-
sitions and character as a result of his individual sinful actions. People’s 
actions, good and bad, leave their traces on their souls, rendering them 
either pure or sullied. One function of suffering is to correct, purify, or 
cleanse the soul of any defect or unclean stain on the sinner’s character or 
personality, and to restore it to its pristine condition. But only God can 
discern the flaws in the soul and recognize whether there are long-term 
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effects on our dispositions and characters. Hence, humans can never 
know—especially about others—why in particular they suffer, although 
the fact that they suffer should be attributed to just desert.

Understanding suffering as punishment is complicated by the fact, 
Saadia argues, that no one is either purely righteous or purely wicked. If 
someone fell in a single category, the purely righteous or the purely 
wicked, there would be no difficulty in explaining why he prospers or suf-
fers, respectively. But generally humans are a mix of the righteous and the 
wicked. Thus divine justice demands that even the very wicked receive 
their due for good actions or virtues, and analogously for the very righ-
teous, for their sins. Therefore, reward and punishment cannot be mea-
sured as simple one-to-one effects of or reactions to individual actions; 
they require calculation and computation, balancing good with evil and 
the evaluation of punishment and reward in a more holistic fashion, look-
ing at the whole person, not just his isolated acts, one by one. Only God 
can know how to do this.

Saadia distinguishes two worlds: a “world of action,” this world in 
which we humans live and act, and a “world of reward,” a world in which 
human actions receive their compensation, reward or punishment. This 
second world according to Saadia is not necessarily “the world to come” 
in rabbinic terminology, the afterlife, paradise or hell. It is closer to a post- 
historical age like the messianic era in which it is humans (perhaps resur-
rected), not disembodied souls, who are compensated. However, the fact 
that there exists a dedicated world for compensation does not mean that 
there is no evidence of reward or compensation in this world, the world of 
action. The true rewards may all come in the world of compensation but 
there is also some reward or compensation in the world of action, both to 
signal to humans that there exists a future world of compensation and, 
more important, because individuals are typically a mix of righteousness 
and wickedness and therefore demand both reward and punishment. In 
other words, the innocent are never totally innocent, nor are the wicked 
totally wicked. If “entrance” to the (sub-?) world (only) of reward is only 
for those who are due reward exclusively (and analogously for the (sub-?) 
world of punishment), what of the mixed cases? They cannot enter either 
world. Therefore, the Divine Bookkeeper calculates each individual’s good 
and bad deeds and then rewards/punishes that class of deeds that are in 
the minority in this world of action in order to enable her soul to enter the 
(sub-)world of reward (or punishment, as the case may be) in a “pure” 
position. Because even the righteous have slight failings, given divine 
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bookkeeping, they are punished in this world and likewise for the wicked 
who are rewarded in this world. However, this explanation solves the 
problem only insofar as the punishments (and rewards) in this world of 
action are commensurate to the supposed minor acts of wickedness for the 
righteous (and minor acts of righteousness for the wicked). But most cases 
of the suffering of the righteous appear to be exactly the opposite: the 
more righteous the sufferer, the more incommensurate seem to be the evil 
acts that are called upon to justify her suffering. Thus, the overall moral of 
this quantified, economic model of suffering serves to underscore our 
human ignorance of how to calculate virtues and vices to determine reward 
and punishment. One should never draw inferences about desert and jus-
tice for any particular individual from either her prosperity or her suffering.

The second kind of justification for suffering and evil is what Saadia 
calls “trials and testing.” These are not correctives for prior sins, but show- 
trials enacted by God to reveal to the world at large the piety of those 
tested. Enduring such show-trials demonstrates the piety of the sufferer to 
the whole world. However, if that is the purpose of the trial, one might 
nonetheless object that the suffering is not deserved. No past wrongs that 
the sufferer committed justify why he should be subject to evil. In order 
to address this objection and thereby render the suffering just, or at least 
seem fair, Saadiah argues that the trial leads to compensation or a greater 
reward (gemul) in the future for the sufferer, either in the temporal future 
or in the afterlife. In return for suffering now, the victim, or sufferer, is 
compensated in the future.

This second justification, the so-called doctrine of compensation, which 
is also identified with the rabbinic notion of “sufferings of love,” is severely 
criticized by Maimonides in the Guide of the Perplexed, and Saadia is clearly 
his target although he is not mentioned by name (1965, 498, 471). “God 
sends down calamities upon an individual, without their having been pre-
ceded by a sin, in order that his reward be increased” (Maimonides 1965, 
497). But even if the victim is ultimately “paid back” for his losses and 
suffering with a greater reward at some time in the future, Maimonides 
objects that the suffering was undeserved at the time of the suffering and 
therefore it was unjust then. Nor is it obvious that any individual would 
willingly undergo suffering only for the promise of future compensation. 
So insofar as the suffering is not what the individual wants, even if the 
compensation is fair, it is not something the individual desires, hence, not 
good for him. In sum, although this explanation is, Maimonides grants, 
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“generally accepted among people” (498), no one “endowed with intel-
lect” (497) would believe such an impious opinion about God.

To recap, Saadiah offers two solutions, or theodicies, for the metaphysi-
cal problem of the suffering of the righteous human: punishment and trial. 
In addition, he gives a third account in the Commentary that suffering is 
simply part of, or constitutive of, being a created substance.

God created human beings in the first place to test them. (Saadiah 1988, 129)

The very reason for creating finite humans was to enable them to mani-
fest their ability to survive or endure suffering—and to endure it autono-
mously, that is, through their reason. To be sure, they will be compensated, 
but on this explanation suffering is the rule, not the exception, for cre-
ated life.

Saadia’s clearest example of such suffering built into createdness is what 
I will call epistemic evil: doubt and uncertainty. Saadiah tells us that he 
wrote Doctrines and Beliefs because of the pervasive doubt among his co- 
religionists at his time, his contemporaries’ lack of certainty and security in 
their beliefs, their many false or at least unjustified beliefs, and a kind of 
pervasive relativism due to their cosmopolitan culture.

When I considered these evils …, my heart grieved for my race, the race of 
mankind … as I saw in my time many of the believers clinging to unsound 
doctrines and mistaken beliefs. … I saw men sunk, as it were, in a sea of 
doubt covered by the waters of confusion. (Saadiah 1946/2002, 28–29, 
my emphasis)

This leads him to ask:

How can it be reconciled with the wisdom of the Creator … that he allowed 
errors and doubts to arise in the minds of His creatures? We may answer this 
question at once by saying that the very fact that they are created beings 
causes them to be subject to error and delusion. (Saadiah 1946/2002, 31)

That is, error and doubt are a natural evil that comes with being a 
human and one must learn to live with it. Indeed

To wish to have “knowledge that is free from doubt” is “to ask to be noth-
ing less than like God.” (Saadiah 1946/2002, 33)
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Being human is being subject to doubt and uncertainty. But doubt and 
uncertainty are themselves evils and forms of suffering, both epistemic and 
psychological.

With this background, I now want to turn to Saadia’s Commentary on 
the Book of Job, his Book of Theodicy. As I have already indicated, Saadia 
discusses the metaphysical problem of evil in his Introduction to his Arabic 
translation and commentary, more or less repeating the justifications he 
presents at greater length in Doctrines and Beliefs.3 However, I will argue 
that the main issue with which he is concerned in the commentary itself is 
not the metaphysical problem and its solutions, or theodicies. Rather the 
issue is what I shall call the existential problem of evil:

Knowing that throughout the ages the thoughts which pass before men’s 
minds when sufferings befall them are of four sorts, corresponding to those 
which arose in Job’s day, God required all this to be set forth for us. … Thus 
God caused the record of Job’s trials and afflictions to be set forth—his 
words, the words of his companions, the arguments of each, as well as 
Elihu’s rebuttal—with the purpose of revealing by this means what is in the 
hearts of people when they reach the limits of endurance in a trial. (Saadiah 
1988, 127)

What we learn from the Book of Job is not metaphysics—the compatibil-
ity of evil and suffering with the existence of God or with divine justice—
but what people enduring and witnessing suffering are thinking when they 
suffer, their experience of suffering, how they react to suffering—and, per-
haps, in turn, how we ought to react to our own suffering. Thus Saadiah 
wants to give us primarily a phenomenology of suffering although some-
times he seems to slip from the descriptive to the normative, from what 
people are thinking to what they ought to be thinking.

Saadia’s pursuit of this problem is itself highly original. I know of no 
other medieval Jewish thinker who poses such a question. As important, it 
is a problem that can be explored best, perhaps only, through a commen-
tary on a narrative like Job, not through discursive philosophical analysis 
and traditional forms of argument or proof. Saadia was not, of course, the 
only medieval Jewish, Muslim, or Christian philosopher to write both phil-
osophical treatises (or commentaries on earlier philosophical works) and 
philosophical commentaries on Scripture. However, when an author 

3 Weiss 2000 and Eisen take the Commentary primarily to recapitulate Doctrines and 
Opinions.
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engages in different genres of philosophical writing (like these), one natu-
rally wonders whether the one form enables her to address and explore 
issues that the other does not, or not as well or in different way. And how 
does the genre of writing affect how the author deals with the same prob-
lem in the different works? In particular, does a narrative or dialogue allow 
the author to address subtle questions from more perspectives than philo-
sophical exposition?4 For example, in the passage just quoted, Saadia 
writes that it is from the words of all the figures in the book, not from any 
one speaker, that we learn “the thoughts which pass before men’s minds 
when sufferings befall them.” The “record” of Job consists not only in 
Job’s words but equally in “the words of his companions, the arguments 
of each, as well as Elihu’s rebuttal.” No single character expresses what is 
revealed about “what is in the hearts of people,” only the totality of differ-
ent perspectives, each partial and even potentially in conflict with one 
another. The opportunities made possible by the dialogue form in Job are 
reminiscent of Hume’s explanation in the opening to his Dialogues 
Concerning Natural Religion in Hume 1779 (1993) of why he employs 
the genre of the dialogue: to explore a topic “where human reason can 
reach no fixed determination,” where “reasonable men may be allowed to 
differ,” and “where the variety of lights, presented by various personages 
and characters, may appear neither tedious nor redundant” (29–30). Is 
there something about the problem of evil, or God’s relation to the world, 
that makes it especially appropriate for treatment in the dialogue form?

The task Saadia sets for himself in the Commentary on Job is not only 
novel and original. The commentary is a seminal work of scriptural exege-
sis and interpretation for at least two additional reasons. First, Saadiah 
gives radically naturalistic interpretations, downplaying, if not eliminating, 
the fantastic, mythical, supernatural elements in the biblical text, features 
that were emphasized and expanded upon in earlier rabbinic midrashic 
exegesis. For example, the Leviathan becomes a crocodile in Saadia’s 
hands, and Behemoth, a hippopotamus or cattle. These are exotic animals 
but not mythical or fantastic creatures. And we will turn next to Saadiah’s 
most naturalistic de-mythicizing interpretation of the narrative frame of 
the book.

Second, Saadia was the first, to my knowledge, to reconstruct the ram-
bling, repetitious speeches of the three friends and of Elihu, Job, and God 
as philosophical arguments, identifying theses for which they argue that 

4 For an intensive exploration of this question, see Stump 2010, ch. 9.
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serve as objections and responses to each other, thereby shaping each fig-
ure’s speech into a “coherent” philosophical position, turning the book 
into a philosophical dialogue between different philosophical schools. 
Each character represents a different school—an idea that, in turn, will be 
borrowed by Maimonides in his interpretation of Job in the Guide, 
although the schools Saadia and Maimonides find in the book are not the 
same. So, for Saadia, Job is initially an Ash’arite: his God does whatever 
He wants without constraint, and justice is whatever God so decides. The 
three friends are all Mut‘azalites: they insist that everything God does is 
just (in our sense of the term); hence, Job must have sinned for which he 
suffers as punishment. Elihu is a revised Mut‘azalite (probably speaking 
for Saadiah himself) who introduces the doctrine of compensation and 
trials in addition to suffering and punishment. However, as Saadia empha-
sizes a number of times, none of the figures in the Book of Job, or their 
respective schools, claim that God acted unjustly, none deny divine justice. 
It is because they all assume divine justice that the characters disagree 
among themselves as to how to resolve that with Job’s suffering and evil.

In order to work out Saadia’s phenomenology of what is in the hearts 
of people when they suffer, let’s begin with his interpretation of the narra-
tive frame of the book, chs. 1–2.

According to its traditional literal meaning, Satan is God’s quasi-divine 
mythical adversary, and the description “bnei ha-elohim” (1, 6), which is 
usually translated as “children/sons of God,” traditionally refers to angel- 
like, supernatural, quasi-divine figures, demi-gods, or other fabular beings 
in the divine court. After arguing against these supernatural interpreta-
tions, Saadiah instead offers his own naturalistic reading:

I rendered “bnei ha-elohim” as “God’s beloved” (awliya’ Allah; Kafih: nikh-
badey hashem) in accordance with the widespread usage of the nation, as in 
Children are ye to the Lord your God (Deut. 14:1), My first-born child Israel 
(Exod 4: 22), Is corruption His? No, His children’s is the fault (Deut. 32: 5), 
and the like. These beloved would gather in a special place on appointed 
days to worship God and do His bidding. … The gathering was for worship 
of Him. … As for the adversary (satan), he was in fact an ordinary human 
being, like the one mentioned when Scripture says, The Lord raised an 
adversary (satan) to Solomon, Hadad the Edomite (1 Kings 11:14) It also 
says, And God raised up against him an adversary (satan), Rezon, son of 
Eliada (I Kings 11:23). Both of these were mortal men. … So commonly is 
this word (satan) applied to people who oppose one another that it occurs 
in many passages of Scripture which I shall not enumerate. … On the basis 
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of this and other parallels, the adversary here would be a human being. It is 
farfetched in the extreme to infer that he should be an angel. (Saadiah 
1988, 153–4)

In other words, the bnei ha-elohim are humans who assemble to wor-
ship God and obey His laws; hence, they are intimates of and beloved by 
God. Likewise, Satan is Job’s (not God’s) adversary (Saadiah 1988, 154), 
and (based on v 6) also one of God’s Beloved or nobles, hence, also a 
God-fearing and God-worshiping human but a special rival of Job, the 
leader of the Job-opposition party.

But Saadiah’s naturalism does not stop here. His full explanation of 
Job’s suffering is also naturalistic: in terms of human psychology and atti-
tudes. As we said, the human bnei ha-elohim are sincere servants of God 
who shun sin and pursue virtue and, if they are not quite as virtuous as 
Job, nonetheless they are worthy to be loved by God, good people deserv-
ing happiness and a good life. But

with all Job’s probity and plenty, there were folk in that land who envied 
him on both accounts, who said of him that he served God only out of 
solicitude for His blessings, and that if some disaster befell him or if he were 
deprived of some of those blessings, he would falter in his faithfulness and 
turn apostate. (Saadiah 1988, 159)

Notwithstanding the fact that they were also beloved by God, these 
same folks envied Job for his piety and prosperity. They charged that, as 
blameless as he was, he was pious, if not in order to receive the plenty, then 
only so long as he was blessed with plenty. That is, they raise the suspicion: 
does Job prosper because he is pious or is he pious only because he is 
prosperous?

According to Saadiah, it is “envy” that gives rise to this suspicion about 
Job. Who or what creates the envy? According to the literal meaning of v. 
8, the source is God Himself who singles out Job’s exceptional blameless-
ness and God-fearingness—“for there is none like him in the land.” In 
other words, among God’s Beloved, all of whom worship God, all of 
whom are good people, God plays favorites—and rewards Job more than 
the others. What Saadiah is getting at, in more contemporary terms, is the 
basic inequity of distribution of goods in social life. Not everyone, even 
when they are all good and deserving, is treated or rewarded equally. Or 
at the very least not everyone perceives him/herself to be equally well 
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treated as everyone else is. Someone will always take someone else to be 
better treated, more beloved, than she is. We cannot help but compare 
ourselves to others and ask the following: What did I do not to deserve the 
same great fortune he is receiving? If I am as good as that other person, 
why is she better off than me? This sort of envy is a source of suffering, 
hence, an evil.

But even worse than this suffering is the suspicion of others that envy 
breeds. In these circumstances, it is all too easy to suspect the credentials 
of others whom we perceive to be doing better than us, to accuse others 
of being good only because they receive goods, that they would not act as 
well if they were subject to more difficult circumstances—if they were 
subject to the difficult circumstances that each person believes is his lot in 
life despite his good behavior. Hence, others are always less, or at least no 
more, deserving than us. This delegitimation of others Saadiah calls “slan-
der” or “defamation” (Saadiah 1988, 159), a kind of humanly inflicted 
violence, again, an evil.

This, I propose, is how Saadiah interprets the opening frame of the 
Book of Job. Job’s world, for all of its pious obedience and worship, was a 
very unhappy place in which good people were nonetheless so jealous and 
envious of Job’s pious success that they could not but suspect his motives 
and sincerity. The challenge the author of the Book of Job presents to us—
or that God faces—is: How, in such a world, can one prove the righteous 
person’s, Job’s, true and genuine piety and love and fear of God? The 
scenario Saadiah proposes is to make Job suffer. In Satan’s words, he will 
then “falter in his faithfulness and turn apostate.” Therefore, God inflicts 
Job to vindicate him of this charge. In more naturalistic terms, the Book of 
Job adopts what I call the “Thucydidean test.”

In the various cities these revolutions were the cause of many calamities—as 
happens and always will happen while human nature is what it is, though 
there may be different degrees of savagery, and, as different circumstances 
arise, the general rules will admit of some variety. In times of peace and 
prosperity cities and individuals alike follow higher standards, because they 
are not forced into a situation where they have to do what they do not want 
to do. But war is a stern teacher; in depriving them of the power of easily 
satisfying their daily wants, it brings most people’s minds down to the level 
of their actual circumstances. (Thucydides 1972, 242)5

5 See also Reeve 1999.

16 SAADIA ON “WHAT IS IN THE HEARTS OF PEOPLE WHEN THEY REACH… 



350

If we follow Thucydides’ wisdom, in order to discover who humans 
really are, to expose true human nature and the authentic characters of 
humans, we should pinch them, put them under pressure: subject them to 
a plague, civil war, disease, loss of children, illness—in a word, suffering. 
Prosperity deceives or at least fails to expose the true self. Only when 
someone is desperate and suffering does she manifest who she really is. 
Only then, depending on how she endures or expresses herself in her suf-
fering, can we tell whether she is as pious and deserving as she should be to 
receive goods and rewards. Happy circumstances leave open the question 
whether one is pious because she is prosperous or prosperous because she 
is pious. The function of suffering is to disambiguate or resolve this doubt.

However, as Saadiah goes on to interpret the story of Job, suffering 
alone does not disambiguate his situation. Thus I take part of the point of 
the Book of Job according to Saadiah to be a critique of the Thucydidean 
idea that suffering will unambiguously reveal the true self. Instead, suffer-
ing itself admits multiple interpretations and breeds its own ambiguities. 
Let me give you just one of a number of examples.

One would prima facie think that Elihu’s theodicy of future compensa-
tion or reward is a good alternative to either incriminating Job (thereby 
making his suffering, punishment) or (allowing Job to be innocent) to 
rendering God arbitrary at best and unjust at worst. But in fact Elihu’s 
theodicy creates a further ambiguity in suffering. On the table now are 
three disjuncts. Suffering can either be unjust persecution of Job despite his 
absolute innocence or punishment for prior sins or a trial to be compen-
sated in the future. According to Saadia, no character or school in the Book 
of Job entertains the first disjunct: that God is unjust. With Elihu’s inter-
vention, however, that leaves two other disjuncts. Ambiguity persists. 
Whenever one suffers, one knows that it is either for one or for the other, 
but not which one. Hence, the Thucydidean test, suffering, fails to disam-
biguate Job’s true piety. Beginning with ch. 37, Saadiah again and again 
emphasizes the ambiguity that accompanies Job’s suffering, the fact that 
the victim must continually ask himself and ask God: Why am I suffering? 
The impossibility of clarification or disambiguation leads to isolation and 
alienation. Following Elihu’s speech,

Job heard this discourse but held his peace, offering no rebuttal to Elihu. 
His silence at this point might indicate one of two things: either acquies-
cence or reservations. And it was for this reason that God addressed Him, to 
exhort to acknowledge Elihu’s arguments and leave behind his fancies and 
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suppositions, which in effect constitute his failing—although He does not 
say so directly, lest the people think little of Job’s forbearance. (Saadiah 
1988, 379)

Is Job silent because he accepts Elihu’s explanation for his suffering—
silence is assent—or is he silent because he is silenced by Elihu—that is, 
overpowered by his rhetoric and too exhausted to fight it, though he 
resents and rejects it in his heart—or perhaps he is simply unsure? 
According to Saadiah, the question before God, as it were, is as follows: 
How will Job be perceived and judged by his fellow humans? God knows 
what Job feels, but it is necessary that Job publically articulate his reasoned 
acceptance of suffering for and to other humans if he is to disambiguate 
and thereby vindicate his piety. This in turn forces God to address Job in 
order to make him publically acknowledge Elihu’s theodicy. And we would 
prima facie think that God’s own speech to Job is unambiguous. But it 
isn’t. Recall that Job has repeatedly pleaded with God to respond to his 
suffering by either killing him or by revealing his sin to him. God’s lack of 
response, His silence, has only increased Job’s lonely suffering. And when 
God finally speaks to Job from the whirlwind, Saadiah argues that what 
literally appears to be God extolling His all-powerfulness and control of 
Creation, is in fact, a new kind of silence.

Job had tried to understand why God tormented him and had entreated 
God to make the reason known to him [See 23: 3–5]. … But God did not 
make this known to him. Sifting through many of the accounts of the 
ancients, we find that whenever one of them was afflicted by God in some 
way, and then asked his Lord to make known to him why that misfortune 
had been loosed upon him, we find a division: if the victim had suffered 
deservedly, God made it clear to him and told him, “This is for your wrong 
doing.” … But if the sufferer was being tested and had committed no 
offense to begin with, God did not explain his sufferings, so as not to 
undermine his forbearance in people’s eyes. … This is the pattern with those 
who are undergoing a trial. God does not directly inform them that they will 
be recompensed. Rather they must persevere on the basis of their reason 
alone. … So when Job asked his Lord to make known to him why He tor-
mented him, God did not answer him about that but spoke to him instead 
about something else, describing Himself to him in terms of His power and 
greatness, and His choosing what is best for all creation. And this answer on 
God’s part was one mark of His wisdom. (Saadiah 1988, 383–384)
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God’s “silence”—his blank refusal to answer Job’s question: Why am I 
suffering?—is His four-chapter-long and very loud speech extolling His 
power and beneficence. In reality, Saadia writes, this very speech is a dem-
onstration of God’s powerlessness. God cannot tell Job why he is suffer-
ing—as a trial to prove his piety that in turn will be compensated in the 
future—because were He to reveal that reason, people would say that Job 
accepts his suffering only to receive that reward—thereby undermining 
the test and injuring Job yet again. Thus God is constrained to be silent 
about the one thing Job wants to know—constrained by His own cre-
ation, other humans’ perceptions, and the implications of His own speech. 
All of God’s talk about His all-powerfulness is a mask to conceal His pow-
erlessness. To be sure, this also makes Job suffer, but perhaps it is the lesser 
of the evils God would have committed had He explicitly answered him.

What exactly is it for Saadiah for humans “to persevere on the basis of 
their reason alone”? I don’t have a full answer to this question but one 
thing emerges in God’s speech. According to Saadia,

When God says, I shall ask thee (38, 30), it does not mean that God is giving 
him the power to answer as he pleases. Rather He is requiring Job to answer 
truthfully, that is, to submit (altaslim) to Him. (Saadiah 1988, 396)

First, when challenged, as in a debate—and Saadiah uses here terminol-
ogy like altaslim and mas’ala drawn from the logical language of dialec-
tic—one perseveres by reason by committing or submitting oneself to the 
challenger’s question, responding explicitly and openly according to the 
demands and standards of truth as revealed by reason and science. One 
does not evade or ignore the challenge. One takes it up and responds.

Second, by “perseverance on the basis of reason alone” Saadiah also 
seems to mean that one should follow her reason even when it leads to 
uncertainty, doubt, and more suffering. When God has completed His 
speech, describing His wisdom manifest in nature, Saadiah tells us

Since the word had descended upon Job from God, it seemed best to him 
to hold his peace and say nothing. He supposed that such would be the 
proper behavior for one who submitted to Him. This called for a second 
address by God, making known to Job that discourse (al-kalam) was prefer-
able. (Saadiah 1988, 396–7)
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I take Saadiah to mean that Job’s silence after God’s speech, like his silence 
after Elihu’s speech, is still ambiguous, so, God forces Job in ch. 40 to 
speak to disambiguate “the thoughts in his heart.” But even so, Job does 
not speak unambiguously:

What he says can bear two different senses. This statement of Job’s was 
ambiguous. It does not convey to the hearer a clear idea of his meaning. 
One who says to someone who confronts him, “Truly, I cannot answer 
you,” could be understood in two ways: either he is admitting the justice of 
the other’s position and saying that he is not prepared to refute the truth, or 
he could be implying that the other is in the wrong, and saying, “How can 
I refute you when you have the upper hand?” (Saadiah 1988, 402)

Now, Job’s speech, rather than his silence, is ambiguous. And “by sugges-
tion he is impugning divine justice.” And for yet a third time, this ambigu-
ity repeats itself in ch. 41 when Job again does not speak. According to 
Saadiah,

[God says to Job:] ‘As long as you leave your answer in suspense, you are in 
fact impugning My justice while holding yourself blameless.’ The fruit of 
this utterance should be for Job to make a clear statement before his Lord, 
explaining to all who hear him that he acknowledges that God is the Alljust, 
who does no injustice, and that it is imperative to admit that He treats His 
servants only as is best. And that is what Job does. (Saadiah 1988, 408–9)

Ambiguity persists in both silence and speech. True submission (taslim) 
requires explicit acknowledgment through a confession of impotence, 
ignorance, or limitations on one’s knowledge, and regret—all aspects of 
repentance. This is what Job finally delivers in ch. 42.

In this passage Job combines all that was required of him: he confesses his 
impotence and his paltry ability to comprehend the grace in the governance 
and decree of the Allwise; he repents of what has passed … and he resigns 
himself submissively (yaslam) to God, taking solace for himself. (Saadiah 
1988, 410)

The ending of the book is reconciliation of Job with God—reconciliation 
depicted as a complex act of repentance. But this is not repentance for a 
sin he committed but a confession of his finite condition, his being a crea-
ture of creation, and his inability to comprehend the benevolence in the 
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governance of God, which is accompanied by regret (haratah) and reject-
ing, or spurning, of his previous state, and submission, yielding solace.

However, Job’s repeated ambiguous remarks underscore the prob-
lematics of ambiguity as an expression of his own mental suffering and of 
the evil he experiences. As long as he is not explicit, whether in speech or 
in silence, he is perceived as “controverting” God’s justice. Although Job 
is innocent, he cannot state “I am innocent” because that would implicate 
that God is guilty, hence, unjust. So, to avoid that implicature, Job must 
do one of two things, neither of which is true to himself. Either he can say 
that he is guilty—but that would violate his own integrity. Or he must 
explicitly acknowledge that God is just and only acts for his creatures’ 
good (408), which effectively belies his own suffering, re-describing the 
evil he experiences as a divine good.

What, then, “is in the hearts of people when they reach the limits of endur-
ance in a trial”? First and foremost: repeated instances of ambiguity, both 
of silence and of speech, both about why one is suffering and about how 
to react. As we said, ambiguity is a species of doubt, and doubt is an epis-
temic evil. I am tempted to say that for Saadiah, Job’s suffering state of 
mind and doubt replaces the earlier bodily, material, familial, and physical 
evils he suffered. The inner state of epistemic evil—how Job thinks about 
his external suffering—replaces the external evil of physical and material 
suffering. But the evil is twofold. First, the ambiguity allows others to 
continue to impugn Job’s piety, which is yet another moral evil inflicted 
on Job. Second, the ambiguity reflects Job’s own state of mind, his uncer-
tainty, anxiety, isolation, and powerlessness due to his ignorance of why he 
is suffering and how he should react. But this kind of inability to under-
stand God’s justice and governance is not because God’s will is incompre-
hensible, as it is for the Ash‘arite. Job’s lack of understanding is an 
achievement of his own reason, not a surrender. Job’s reason leads him to 
its limits, but at the same time he is empowered by it to fulfill the obliga-
tion of submission or commitment to God—to explicitly, propositionally, 
discursively articulate in the third person what he is thinking. This kind of 
submission, and consequent reconciliation, not a theodicy, is what the 
Book of Job teaches us and that is the reason why it was written:

[God] caused their [Job’s and the other friends’] history to be written as a 
lesson to all creation, so that we may bear sufferings with fortitude when 
they befall us and not hasten to impugn God’s judgment but submit to God 
and accept His wisdom and direction. (Saadiah 1988, 410)
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