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  INTRODUCTION


  Twentieth Anniversary Edition


  



  Twenty years ago, I wrote a book to keep a promise to my son. Toward the end of his life, Aaron at age fourteen realized that he did not have long
  to live, and like so many dying children, was afraid that he would be forgotten because his life was so short and devoid of achievement. He participated eagerly in a television program about the
  aging process, in part, as a way of leaving something of himself behind. I promised him that I would try to tell his story.


  In addition, during the years that we lived with the knowledge that Aarons condition was incurable, I came to an understanding of Gods role in an unfair and pain-filled world, an
  understanding that helped me to maintain my faith and, when I articulated it in sermons and at funerals, it helped others as well. I thought that if I could put it in writing, it might have a
  beneficial impact on a wider audience.


  The book was first published in the fall of 1981 with little fanfare, 150 pages of theology by a rabbi no one had ever heard of, produced by a small publishing house. To everyones
  surprise, it went on to be an international bestseller and its title has entered the language as the way to refer to the worlds unfairness. Twenty years later, I still have trouble believing
  all this has happened. I would take this opportunity, as I often do when I speak, to express my gratitude to the Christian clergy who made it a best-seller. Priests and ministers gave sermons about
  it, handed it out in hospitals and at funerals, and created the word of mouth that forced diffident bookstores to make room for it on their shelves.


  I remember being on a Houston radio station shortly after the book appeared, and wondering to myself why they had invited me when what I believed was at odds with what I assumed their listeners
  believed. But then the calls started to come in: Rabbi, thank you for reminding us that God loves us and is not looking to punish us. Rabbi, Im a Baptist preacher and I
  just wanted to thank you for writing this book. Instead of spending an hour talking to a congregant who is too upset to hear me, I can give her your book and shell read it when shes
  ready for it.


  One of my favorite letters of the thousands I have received is from a convent of Roman Catholic nuns in Massachusetts who wrote to tell me that they are not sure they agree with my theology, but
  they give out an average of five copies of my book a week to help afflicted people feel better. They concluded the letter, once they feel better, we can straighten out their
  theology.


  Two lines from my book are quoted back to me more than any others. One is my own favorite line, a line I did not write but quoted from a nineteenth-century rabbi, Menachem Mendel of Rymanov, who
  once said, Human beings are Gods language. That is, when we cry out to God in our anguish, God responds by sending us people. Doctors and nurses work tirelessly to make us
  whole. Friends come and sit with us, hold our hands without speaking, without trying to explain away our suffering or diminish it by telling us of other people who have it worse. And though we did
  not know it, that is exactly what we need, the reassurance that we are not alone and that we are people worth caring about.


  In June 1995, six weeks after the bombing of the Federal Building in Oklahoma City, I was invited to go to Oklahoma to conduct a workshop for the clergy, psychologists and social workers who
  were counseling the bereaved families and to attend a gathering of those families at the governors mansion. As you may remember, the victims of the terrorist blast were a mixed lot, young
  and old, rich and poor, African-American, Latino and white, Harvard Law School graduates and families on welfare. As I met each of them, I asked, How have you managed to get through these
  past six weeks? What was the single most important thing in helping you to cope? Astonishingly, they all gave me the same answer, the same one word: community; People suddenly emerging,
  neighbors, members of their church, total strangers, coming up to them to hug them and offer them a word of consolation. I was reminded that people going through a hard time need consolation more
  than they need explanation. Feeling so singled out by fate, they need the reassurance that they are in fact good people and do not deserve what has happened to them.


  Several years ago, I read of an experiment conducted by the University of Wisconsins Center for the Study of Pain. A number of volunteers were tested to see how long they could keep a
  bare foot in a bucket of ice water. One of the things they learned was that, if there was someone else in the room, they could keep their foot in the bucket twice as long. The presence of another
  caring person doubles the amount of pain a person can endure. That is what God does when God sends us people to be with us in our grief.


  The second passage people quote to me with appreciation appears early in the last chapter of the book, when I write that, I am a more sensitive person, a more effective pastor, a more
  sympathetic counselor because of Aarons life and death . . . and I would give it up in a second if I could have my son back. Other bereaved parents, other men and women who have
  gained strength, insight, compassion from their trials have told me that they shared those sentiments. But of course, we cannot choose. We can only try to cope. That is what one does with sorrow,
  with tragedy, with any misfortune. We do not try to explain it. We do not justify it by telling ourselves that we somehow deserve it. We do not even accept it. We survive it. We recognize its
  unfairness and defiantly choose to go on living. I now tell bereaved parents: you have inherited from your child all the years he or she never got to live. Just as you inherited their books and
  toys and stereo, you inherited their unlived years. They are a precious legacy from them to you; use them well. Dont be afraid to enjoy life just because your loved one isnt there to
  enjoy it with you. Live their years along with your own, and feel their presence as you do so.


  Twenty years ago, I wrote a little book that changed my life and, more importantly, changed the lives of millions of other people. It may even have changed the way religious people respond to
  misfortune, their own and that of others. If I were writing it today, would I write the same book? Basically I would, adding only some of the stories readers have shared with me over the years. The
  lessons of the past twenty years have convinced me that my answers bind wounds and heal shattered hearts. I dont know if my answers are philosophically or theologically valid, though I
  believe they are. But I know that they bring people comfort and solace and lead them back to God, and that is truth enough for me.


  I meet a lot of people who tell me that they have read my book Why Do Bad Things Happen to Good People? I politely point out to them that the book is not titled Why . . . but
  When . . . The really important question is not why bad things happen, but where we will find the resources to cope when they do happen. The author of the 121st Psalm writes, I
  lift my eyes to the hills; from where does my help come? He does not ask, From where does my malignant tumor come? From where did the terrible accident come? He seeks not to
  explain or understand his tragedy but to find a way to be helped. And his answer, it seems to me, must be our answer as well: My help comes from the Lord, Maker of heaven and
  earth.


   HAROLD S. KUSHNER


  Natick, Mass. October 2001
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