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The Story of the Four Sages in Jonathan Rosen’s Joy Comes in the Morning 
Jeremy D. Sher — October 16, 2012 

 Jonathan Rosen’s novel Joy Comes in the Morning can be read as a meditation on a 

much-studied story from the Talmud, that of the four sages entering Pardes (BT Hagigah 14b), 

which forms a motif in the novel.  Rosen imagines contemporary characters in place of the 

ancient rabbis, featuring young Reform rabbi Deborah Green and her journey to greater spiritual 

self-awareness.  While the Talmudic story is something of a cliffhanger and lacks a happy 

ending, Rosen resolves it, I think, with a further meditation on Psalm 30:6b: Weeping may tarry 

for the night, but joy comes in the morning.  Rosen presents the negative outcomes in Hagigah 

not as permanent tragic endings, but as challenges that present themselves in life, which we 

might overcome through our efforts. 

 Rosen tells the Talmudic story three times: when Lev and Deborah visit Neal (228), when 

Deborah recounts it to Dawn (268), and when Deborah studies it with Neal in her apartment 

(350).  Here is Rosen’s second telling, in Deborah’s voice: “Four men enter what’s called 

Pardes—it might be Paradise, or heaven, or God’s presence, or the Garden of Eden. It’s murky. 

Anyway, all famous rabbis. It’s a kind of spiritual test for them. One of them goes mad. One of 

them dies. One of them loses his faith and becomes a convert. Only Rabbi Akiva enters in peace 

and leaves in peace.” 

 The parallels between some of Rosen’s characters and the rabbis in the Talmud story are 

too clear to ignore.  Neal went insane, and Rabbi ben-Zoma went insane; Rosen points out this 

parallel himself in the awkwardness Deborah very reasonably feels in telling that part of the 

story to Neal (Rosen 350).  While Neal meets a tragic ending in the story, along with his poor 

mother, Rosen’s other characters manage with varying degrees of success to work through their 

challenges. 
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Henry attempts suicide at the outset of the novel, and was also touched by death in his 

guilt over his Holocaust survivorship.  His life seems defined by his brushes with death; this 

suggests a parallel with Rabbi ben-Azai, who died upon entering Pardes (Rosen 350, Hagigah 

14b).  Although Henry manages to survive the consequences of his brushes with death, unlike 

ben-Azai, he seems rather the worse for wear with each of his challenges.  He continues to suffer 

from them. 

Henry’s unfinished memoir Joy Comes in the Morning is a metaphor for Henry’s 

unfinished life.  It suggests to me—in its title, and in the continuing life of its dreamer, Henry—

that Rosen is making an original gloss on the Talmudic legend: these “spiritual tests” to which 

Deborah refers may, but need not, be tragic.  It is possible for us to overcome them.  Henry’s 

injured survivorship exemplifies this in a partial, qualified way.  He lives, but does not seem to 

sublimate his challenging experiences into springboards for greater personal spiritual 

development. 

Our main discussion will focus on Deborah, and on her crisis of faith.  I see Deborah as 

parallel to Acher, formerly known as Rabbi Elisha ben-Abuyah, who lost his faith and became an 

apostate (Rosen 351, BT Hagigah 14b).  Unlike Henry, Deborah deals with her challenges 

successfully, which is to say she seems stronger rather than weaker for those experiences. 

The Talmud gives two different stories explaining how Acher became an apostate, aside 

from the Pardes story.  One of them follows right behind the Pardes story, and explains through 

dense theological and angelic symbolism that Acher concludes there may be two powers in 

Heaven (BT Hagigah 15a).  Acher’s heresy in this account is to embrace dualism, the idea that 

God is not fully in control of events but is instead in competition with another power; this is a 

serious heresy in rabbinic Judaism.  The other story, appearing elsewhere in the Talmud, is much 
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more dramatic and offers a striking similarity to Deborah’s struggle with her faith after her 

difficult hospital visits. 

In BT Hullin 142a, the Talmud discusses two laws for which an earthly reward seems to 

be promised, “that your days may be prolonged and that it may go well with you.”  These are the 

laws of honoring one’s parents, and of driving away a mother bird from a nest before collecting 

eggs.  The gemara continues, “Now, in the case where a man’s father said to him, ‘Go up to the 

top of the building and bring me down some young birds,’ and he went up to the top of the 

building, let the dam go and took the young ones, and on his return he fell and was killed—

where is this man’s length of days, and where is this man’s happiness?”  On the same page the 

gemara suggests that Acher may have “witnessed such an occurrence” and rejected his faith 

because of it. 

This story has become familiar in Jewish text-study culture, and is a prime example of the 

Talmud’s approach to theodicy.  Its similarity to Deborah’s experience seeing the dead boy in the 

novel (Rosen 241-2) is so compelling that I believe Rosen meant to comment on it.  In both 

stories, a blameless young person loses his life; in both, a rabbi loses faith.  In both, these tragic 

events compel us to ask how an omnipotent, omniscient, omnibenevolent God could let them 

happen.  Moreover, Deborah’s difficult encounter with Mrs. Fink after her near-death experience 

(Rosen 206-8) was more central to the book’s plot than the incident with the dead boy, which 

was brief and involved no named characters.  The lack of a clear plot reason to include the dead-

boy scene combined with its similarity to the story from BT Hullin 142a suggests to me that 

Deborah’s experience with the dead boy may represent Rosen’s deliberate commentary on this 

Talmudic story. 
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The Talmud resolves the theodicy question straightforwardly by referring to justice in the 

afterlife (BT Hullin 142a), but Rosen gives no such simple solution for Deborah.  Deborah’s 

prior visit with Mrs. Fink precludes the possibility of her belief in the afterlife, at least for the 

moment.  Closed off, then, from the Talmud’s own resolution to theodicy, Deborah is left to 

wrestle with her personal faith crisis.  Although she doesn’t recognize it at the time, I think she 

finds her eventual solution in Psalm 30, which she reads to Mrs. Fink at the time (Rosen 208). 

 The suffering is real but temporary.  If we can put one foot in front of the other and carry on 

about our work, joy comes in the morning.  I read this as Rosen’s answer to theodicy. 

This answer is similar to process theology inasmuch as it emphasizes patience in a 

context of positive, present-tense, first-person action to make sense of our challenges and 

overcome them.   Resolution is not guaranteed at all, but Rosen seems to be suggesting in his 

positive ending that resolution is earned through personal perseverance and resilience.  In other 

words, the crises that we face are very much “spiritual tests,” as Deborah puts it.  They challenge 

us, but with patience, faith, self-work and self-care, it is possible for us to transcend them and 

emerge stronger and wiser. 

Deborah loses her faith when her distraught wonder that a good God should allow an 

innocent child to die proves too much to bear.  Her spiritual crisis harms her, temporarily but 

indisputably: she finds herself unable to pray (Rosen 245), after a period of heightening spiritual 

distress she feels the need to leave suddenly (Rosen 254), which leads to her being absent from 

her congregant’s funeral service and to Lev’s conducting the service (Rosen 291-304).  As a 

direct result of that, Deborah loses her job at Temple Emunah (which ironically means “Faith”) 

(Rosen 361-5). 
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But while Acher becomes a heretic, Deborah is able to emerge from her crisis.  The 

events are permanent—Deborah does not get her job back—but the suffering is temporary.  Her 

successful navigation of her challenges, especially the loss of her job, position her for a better 

future; for example, the loss of her job makes possible her future with Lev in Israel.  Just as we 

build muscle in our bodies by tearing what is already there, growing back stronger than we were 

originally as long as the injury isn’t too deep, Deborah finds herself more experienced and better 

able to face the inevitable further challenges of her young career for having persevered through 

those of the novel.  Indeed, joy comes in the morning. 

We have left open the question of who represents Rabbi Akiva in the novel.  Akiva is the 

only one of the four rabbis who is able to “come in peace and leave in peace.”  Lev is the only 

major character not yet mentioned, but I do not think he represents Akiva; he faced his own 

disastrous personal failure leaving his fiancée at the altar (Rosen 30-1).  Rather, I believe Rosen 

intends Akiva as a metaphor for all who are able to surmount their challenges, rise to the 

occasions to which they are called, and emerge better people.  Both Deborah and Lev fit this 

description in the novel.  For Rosen, Rabbi Akiva represents not a particular individual, but a 

possibility open to all of us. 

Rosen has simultaneously posed an answer to the problem of theodicy that drove both 

Acher and Deborah to lose their faith, and suggested a path of personal spiritual development 

which all of us might try.  “Weeping may tarry for the night, but joy comes in the morning”—

suffering is temporary, but spiritual growth is permanent.  As Reuben said to Deborah, “In 

Judaism, you don’t feel to pray, you pray to feel.  Or not to feel.  You pray to pray.” (Rosen 245) 

 We get through our crises by rising to the call of our daily responsibilities, and by “praying to 

feel” at those inevitable times when we don’t feel.  This is not a trite, one-size-fits-all platitude; it 
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is a key to spiritual development for all of us in our individual challenges.  We may apply it 

differently, each to our individual life, but the basic prescription is the same: we pray to feel. 

As Deborah’s experience illustrates, we also get through our crises with self-care. 

 Deborah’s self- care was rather inartful, leaving without warning, but by talking with her sister-

in-law Dawn she was able to get her problems off her chest, enabling her to return to the tasks of 

her life.  Dawn’s name, I think, alludes to the verse joy comes in the morning; by allowing 

herself to be the subject of Dawn’s counseling, Deborah is able to master her doubts.  This does 

not mean she ceases to doubt; it does mean she learns greater self-control in the face of her 

feelings, and greater confidence in her ministerial role as an imperfect human being. 

Deborah admits to Dawn that she thought she had to be Rabbi Akiva—chosen by God for 

ministry because of her specialness, her lack of the human frailties displayed by the other 

characters in the Pardes story (Rosen 268).  But in giving up the false notion that a minister must 

have Rabbi Akiva’s qualities innately, Deborah is able to give herself space to be at times 

imperfect and frail.  In the beautiful irony that I think Rosen intended, Deborah is thereby able to 

attain Rabbi Akiva’s skills, to come in peace and to go in peace, secure in the knowledge that she 

is as good as she needs to be, and that she has experience overcoming the challenges that are 

inevitable in her work. 

 Not all of Rosen’s characters achieve this higher level of self-awareness.  Lev does; his 

salvation from the despair of his earlier wedding disaster to his marriage to Deborah shows how 

far he has come.  Henry’s case is marginal; he continues living, but in a seriously injured way 

from which one does not imagine he will recover.  Neal does not.  Henry’s and Neal’s stories are 

cautionary counterpoints to the happy ending of Deborah and Lev.  We are still not sure what 

Pardes is, but we know it is dangerous.  Some will not be successful with its challenges, and 

Comment [BB20]: As	before	

Comment [BB21]: Ah…	good	catch.	And	
significant,	too,	that	Dawn	is	pregnant,	no?	

Comment [BB22]: good	

Comment [BB23]: Good	–	note	that	Dawn’s	
response	is	insightful	here,	too	–	the	story	from	
Jung	and	Deborah’s	interpretation	of	it	(269‐270)	
is	clearly	pertinent	–	“…the	roof	falling	in	is	a	
liberation.	The	possibility	that	defilement	can	
make	you	holy…”	

Comment [BB24]: Very	good	–	and	the	Jung	
story	supports	this,	too	



	 7

others face disabilities that put success out of their reach.  Nevertheless, Rosen has presented a 

beautiful and convincing argument that spiritual resilience is a skill that we can learn, and as we 

learn it, we improve our ability to elicit the joy that comes in the morning. 
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