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Living with Contradiction
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I. The Rabbis Discuss Kohelet (Ecclesiastes)
1. Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 30b

Il. The Rabbis Discuss Mishlei (Proverbs)
2. Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 30b (cont.)

lll.Kohelet (Ecclesiastes) Rabbah
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3. Kohelet (Ecclesiastes) Rabbah 7:3
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. The Rabbis Discuss Kohelet (Ecclesiastes)
1. Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 30b
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Rav Yehuda, son of Rav Shmuel bar Sheilat, said in the name of Rav: The Sages sought to suppress
the book of Ecclesiastes and declare it apocryphal because its statements contradict each other-.
And why did they not suppress it? Because its beginning consists of matters of Torah and its end
consists of matters of Torah.
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Its beginning consists of matters of Torah, as it is written: “What profit has a person of all their
labor which they labor under the sun?” (Ecclesiastes 1:3), and the Sages of the school of Rabbi
Yannai said: By inference: Under the sun is where a person has no profit from their labor; however,
before the sun, a person does have profit.

Its ending consists of matters of Torah, as it is written: “The end of the matter, all having been
heard: Fear God, and keep God’s mitzvot; for this is the sum of a human being.” (Ecclesiastes
12:13)...
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-How do verses within Kohelet contradict each other? It is written: “Vexation is better than
laughter” (Ecclesiastes 7:3), and it is written: “I said of laughter: It is praiseworthy” (Ecclesiastes
2:2).

Likewise in one verse it is written: “So | commended mirth.” (Ecclesiastes 8:15), and in another
verse it is written: “And of mirth: What does it accomplish?” (Ecclesiastes 2:2).

This is not difficult, as the contradiction can be resolved. “Vexation is better than laughter” means:
The vexation of God toward the righteous in this world is preferable to the laughter which God
laughs with the wicked in this world by showering them with goodness.



“l said of laughter: It is praiseworthy,” means that is the laughter which God laughs with the
righteous in the World-to-Come.
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Similarly, “So | commended mirth,” that is the joy of a mitzva. “And of mirth: What does it
accomplish?” that is joy that is not the joy of a mitzva. This teaches that the Divine Presence rests
upon an individual not from an atmosphere of sadness, laziness, laughter, frivolity, idle
conversation, idle chatter, but rather from an atmosphere imbued with the joy of a mitzva...

1. The Rabbis Discuss Mishlei (Proverbs)
2. Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 30b (cont.)
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And the Sages sought to suppress the book of Proverbs as well because its statements contradict
each other. And why did they not suppress it? They said: In the case of the book of Ecclesiastes,
didn’t we analyze it and find an explanation that its statements were not contradictory? Here too,
let us analyze it. In what way do its statements contradict each other? On the one hand, it is
written: “Answer not a fool according to his folly, lest you also be like him” (Proverbs 26:4), and
on the other hand, it is written: “Answer a fool according to his folly, lest he be wise in his own
eyes” (Proverbs 26:5).

This is not difficult, as this, where one should answer a fool, is referring to a case where the fool
is making claims about Torah matters; whereas that, where one should not answer him, is
referring to a case where the fool is making claims about mundane matters.

M. Kohelet (Ecclesiastes) Rabbah
3. Kohelet (Ecclesiastes) Rabbah 7:3
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“Anger is better than laughter, as with a cross countenance the heart will be bettered”
(Ecclesiastes 7:3).

“Anger is better than laughter.” Solomon said: Had [my] father been a little angry at Adoniya, it
would have been better for him than the laughter with which the attribute of justice mocked him.
Why? It is because “with a cross countenance the heart will be bettered.” Had he shown him a
cross countenance, he would have caused him to better his ways. Instead, “his father had never
aggrieved him” (I Kings 1:6). Likewise regarding Amnon, had David his father been a little angry
with him, it would have been better for him than the laughter with which the attribute of justice
mocked him. Why? It is because “with a cross countenance the heart will be bettered.” Instead,
“Amnon alone is dead” (Il Samuel 13:32).

Another matter, “anger is better than laughter” — had the Holy One blessed be He been angry at
the generation of the flood, it would have been better than the laughter with which the attribute
of justice mocked them, as it is stated: “Their offspring are established before them” (Job 21:8).
Another matter, “anger is better than laughter” — had the Holy One blessed be He been angry at
the Sodomites, it would have been better than the laughter with which the attribute of justice
mocked them, as it is stated: “Their houses are safe, without fear” (Job 21:9).



