
Chapter #73- Maury Rosenfeld

Faced	 with	 the	 destruc.on	 of	 Jewry	 as	 he	 knew	 it,	 Jeremiah	 turns,	

exasperated,	 to	 God:	 “Why	 do	 the	 wicked	 succeed?”	 (Jeremiah,	 12:1)	 -	 in	

other	words,	he	looks	up	at	the	Creator	of	the	universe,	perplexed,	exhausted,	

discouraged;	 it’s	easy	to	 imagine	the	prophet,	mo.oning	towards	smoldering	

Jerusalem,	 gesturing	 at	 the	 chained	women	 and	 children	 being	 led	 away	 to	

Babylon,	and	asking,	“Why	do	You	make	it	this	way?”	

	 It’s	a	.meless	ques.on,	troubling	Jewish	thought	and	thinkers	from	Job	

to	the	Tanya,	King	Solomon	to	R.	Bahya	ibn	Paquda’s	Chovot	HaLevavot	-	and,	

in	 the	 commentaries	 of	 Rashi	 and	 Radak,	 it’s	 the	 underlying	 theme	 of	 our	

psalm.	 Asaf,	 a	 co-author	 of	 Tehillim	 with	 King	 David	 (TB	 Bava	 Batra,	 14b),	

acknowledges	 the	 ask-no-ques.ons	 mentality	 needed	 to	 appreciate	 what	

Graham	Greene	 called	 “the	 appalling	 strangeness	 of	 the	mercy	 of	 God”.	 He	

begins	 by	 calling	 God	 “Truly	 good	 to	 Israel;	 Elokim	 is	 [good]	 to	 the	 kind	 of	

heart”.	The	Medrash	(Sochar	Tov)	notes	that	when	trying	to	comprehend	what	

we	might	refer	to	as	God’s	“jus.ce”,	there	is	no	other	way	to	begin;	o^en,	to	

feel	 God’s	 kindness,	we	 need	 to	 surrender	 the	 desire	 to	 understand	 on	 our	

terms	-	“God	is	truly	good,”	even	when	it	may	seem	otherwise.	

	 The	first	bulk	of	the	psalm	laments	the	fu.lity	of	searching	for	our	kind	

of	 fairness	 in	 God’s	 ways,	 though	 the	 tone	 picks	 up:	 “Like	 when	 awakening	

from	a	dream,	so	too	will	God	render	their	[i.e.,	the	wicked]	appearance	in	the	

city”	 (20).	 Radak	 explains	 this	 cryp.c	 imagery	 to	mean	 that	 all	 the	 bliss	we	

may	have	felt	the	wicked	were	enjoying	was	imaginary,	like	a	dream.	The	thing	

about	dreaming	is	that	it	really	only	seems	to	make	sense	as	it’s	happening;	a	

dream,	a^er	waking	up,	is	difficult	to	remember,	much	less	describe	-	the	first	

feeling	 a^er	 waking	 from	 a	 vivid	 dream	 is	 o^en	 being	 struck	 with	 the	

realiza.on	that	it	was	never	real.	So	too,	Asaf	tells	us,	is	the	apparent	blessed	

life	the	wicked	enjoy.	

	 Incredibly,	 Asaf’s	 own	 children	 ended	 up	 experiencing	 an	 all-too-

different	 kind	of	dream,	 the	 kind	 that	doesn’t	wisp	away	a^er	 a	while:	 they	



were	among	those	who	returned	to	Israel	seventy	years	a^er	the	destruc.on	

of	the	first	Beit	HaMikdash	(Ezra,	2:41).	“When	God	will	return	those	cap.ves	

of	Zion,	we	will	be	like	dreamers”	(Psalms,	126:1).		


