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When Science touches Torah 
Using scientific ideas that resonate with Jewish thought to help build emunah 

 

Rational faith: Information Theory and the Transmission of Torah 
 
Professor Richard Dawkins, ‘Inheriting Religion’, The Nullifidian, November 1994 
Faith is the great cop-out, the great excuse to evade the need to think and evaluate evidence. Faith is 
belief in spite of, even perhaps because of, the lack of evidence. 
 
Bertrand Russell, ‘Is There a God?’, Illustrated magazine 1952 (never published) 
Many orthodox people speak as though it were the business of sceptics to disprove received dogmas 
rather than of dogmatists to prove them. This is, of course, a mistake. If I were to suggest that between the 
Earth and Mars there is a china teapot revolving about the sun in an elliptical orbit, nobody would be able 
to disprove my assertion provided I were careful to add that the teapot is too small to be revealed even by 
our most powerful telescopes. But if I were to go on to say that, since my assertion cannot be disproved, it 
is intolerable presumption on the part of human reason to doubt it, I should rightly be thought to be 
talking nonsense. If, however, the existence of such a teapot were affirmed in ancient books, taught as the 
sacred truth every Sunday, and instilled into the minds of children at school, hesitation to believe in its 
existence would become a mark of eccentricity and entitle the doubter to the attentions of the psychiatrist 
in an enlightened age or of the Inquisitor in an earlier time. 

 

 כד-כ ה דברים על משה תורה ספר - ל״ז האלשיך רושפי
 תלויים כולם הדת עיקרי להניח ככה' ה עשה מה על, היא הלא, קדמונו אשר ראשונים בה נתעצמו אשר השאלות מן אחד הנה, אמנם

 גם ומה. וחכמה דעת קצר אשה ילוד אדם הוא באשר, למצא יוכל לא אמיתתן על לעמוד בחכמה ולתור לדרוש איש יבא ואם, באמונה

 עין אשר, עליונים דברים להם מודיע היה אם כי ... :שאחר ממה, הטבע שקודם ומה. היה מאשר, היה לא עדן אשר את לשפוט יבא כי

 לא מנגלה נעלם יתן מי, העליונים דברים מתוכה להוציא מהוה חכמה דרך ואם. ההכחשה תכפל, אבותיהם שערום ולא ראתה לא

 וראיות הוכחות סוגי כל על אלי היא וגדולה, אחרת דרך יה לו בחר כן על כי, למשפט חשבתי כן ועל. מזה זה להשיג דרך ואין. אחד

 לתת בחר אשר הדור את כי, הוא הלא. משיבין ואין ולמדין תשובה אין עליה כי, החוש מן הראיה היא הלא: בעולם להיות האפשריות

 בידיהם וכממשמשים בעיניהם רואים, סוף ועד מראש הדת עיקרי כל יראו בעין שעין מה לפניהם לעשות הגדיל, תורתו את להם

 כמלא הדת עיקרי מדרך לנטות ודרך פקפוק להם נשאר שלא באופן, ארץ עלי אדם שים מני ולשון אומה כל שערום לא אשר דברים

 .נימא
Rabbi Moshe Alshich (1508 - 1593), Commentary on Deuteronomy Chapter 5 Verses 20 - 25 
One of the major questions that concerned previous generations is why G-d left the validity of the 
fundamentals of religion to faith. If a person comes to investigate these matters entirely with the use of his 
intellect, he will not succeed because of the limits of his intellect. This is similar to the limitation of trying to 
understand what was before creation and what will be afterwards, that which is beyond the world - all of 
these things are beyond man’s comprehension. ... If G-d had informed man in detail of the nature of these 
higher matters which is beyond human experience and which no man could comprehend - this would lead 
to even greater disbelief. On the other hand if man had the intellectual abilities to comprehend these 
matters, then it would eliminate the esoteric because everything would be knowable.  
 
To avoid these twin dangers of rejection of religion because (i) it is beyond our experience [or] (ii) 
trivializing the spiritual by making it common knowledge, G-d chose a different way that is superior to the 
others. It provides a more convincing basis for religion than all the possible intellectual proofs and 
evidence that can possibly be found. That basis is the direct perception of the senses which cannot be 
refuted by intellectual proofs or other types of evidence. Therefore, G-d chose to provide the generation 
that received the Torah at Sinai experiences that were totally unique in the history of mankind that 
demonstrated all the principles of faith. This was done so that not the slightest doubt remained so that 
they had no reason to deviate by the slightest amount from the principles of faith. 
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  יז פרק ראשון מאמר העיקרים ספר
, האופיון וקרור הפלפל כחמום עת בכל מוחשות ואינן, הראשונות המושכלות מצד מושגות כלם אין והתחלותיה התורה עקרי ולהיות

 שנתאמת מה כי, בהם הספק יפול שלא כדי, בנסיון התורה התחלות לאמת יתברך השם התחכם זה בעבור, ידועה בלתי סבתם אבל

 הטבעיים בדברים הספק יפול שלא כמו, נעלמת שסבתו פי על אף בו הספק שיפול אפשר אי הברזל א"הקלאמיט כמשוך בנסיון

 .ידועה שסבתם בחוש המושגים
 
Rabbi Yosef Albo (c. 1380–1444), Book of foundations: First Discorse, Chapter 17 
Since the foundation axioms of Judaism are not all based upon the deductive reasoning of the mind, nor 
are they based on the physical reality such as the burning sensation of peppers or the cooling sensation of 
opium.1 Rather, their causes are unknown. Therefore, G-d in His wisdom decided to validate the 
foundation of Judaism by means of direct experience in order to remove all doubt. Because that which is 
validated through direct experience, such as the attraction of a iron to a magnet, is impossible to doubt, 
even though the reason for the phenomenon is unknown, as is obviously true concerning that for which 
the underlying natural reasons are known. 
 
The first source explains why God could not reveal all of the secrets of the universe to mankind, leaving the 
veracity of the Torah and God’s existence over to the Sinai experience. Every other ‘proof’ of God’s 
existence lacks direct perception and could be open to doubt, however compelling it is. 
 
Rabbi Yosef Albo explains that the foundations of Judaism must be validated through experience, not blind 
faith. Our concept of אמונה which means faithfulness or loyalty is more about being faithful to the מסורה. 
How can we explain the veracity of the מסורה to those who may be sceptical? 
 
Mesorah is about the transfer of information and experience from one generation to the next. Information 
theory describes the science and engineering behind all communication systems. It was particularly useful 
as we demanded faster and more efficient communication over longer and longer distances. The father of 
information was Claude Elwood Shannon who was an American mathematician, electronic engineer, and 
cryptographer. He was a friend of Alan Turing who famously broke the Nazi Enigma code during WWII.  
 
He broke down the problem of information transfer into the following steps: 
 

 
 
The heart of information theory can be broken down to two basic questions: (i) what is the most efficient 
way to transfer information and (ii) how can the signal be maintained or separated from the noise and 
interference which could corrupt the message? 
 

                                                      
1
 Galen, the 3

rd
 century Greek physician and philosopher described opium as having a cooling effect. He referred to toxicity from 

the opium poppy, hemlock and other toxins as cooling because of the potentially fatal loss of innate heat and sensitivity. He 
wrote that opium was the strongest of medicaments, which dulled the senses and induced sleep. It was suitable for painful 
inflammations of the eye and as an application in pleurisy. 



 בס״ד

3 
 

The answers are (i) data compression and (ii) error correction. In order to transfer your message over a 
particular medium, compressing it to take up less space will make the transfer more efficient. The example 
below is one way of compressing data. 
 
If u cn rd ths thn yu hv pbbly undrstd th cncpt of dta cmpressn. 
= 48 letters 
 
If you can read this then you have probably understood the concept of data compression. 
= 72 letters 
 
Error correction has two basic forms: Automatic Repeat Request and Forward Error Correction. 
 
For the Automatic Repeat Request system to work, it requires some form of error correction to know when 
to repeat a request for the data to be sent. 
 

 
 
In order for a Forward error correction to work, additional code is added to test the data and check for 
noise. 
 

 
 
The Shannon–Hartley theorem essentially tells us the amount of information (signal) that can be reliably 
transmitted over a communications channel of a specified bandwidth in the presence of noise. This is 
known as the channel capacity. 
 
Bandwidth This is the rate at which information can be transmitted. It is measured in bits per 

second. 
Signal   The uncorrupted information you wish to transmit. 
Noise   Interference which corrupts the signal and  distorts the information transmitted. 
Channel capacity The amount of information that can be reliably transmitted over a communications 
   channel of a specified bandwidth in the presence of noise. 
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Why is this important? Torah and Jewish experience is information. Mesorah is the transfer of Torah and 
Jewish experience through the generations and it is a belief in Mesorah that links us back to Sinai and is 
therefore the source of אמונה according to Rabbi Moshe Alshich and Rabbi Yosef Albo. 
 

Source: God 

Message: His Divine will 

Transmitter: Moses 

Signal: Torah 

Noise: Forgetting, scribal errors, deliberate corruption or fabrication 

Channel: Time and geographical divides 

Medium: Everyone 

Bandwidth: Number of people experiencing or learning Torah 

Receiver: Jewish people engaged in learning and teaching 

Destination: More Jewish people who want to learn 

 
God as the מקור 
 

  כו פרק ויקרא
ים ֵאלֶּה (מו) ים ַהֻחקִּ טִּ ְשפָּ ר ְוַהּתֹורֹת ְוַהמִּ ֵאל ְבנֵי ּוֵבין ֵבינֹו יְקֹוָּק נַָּתן ֲאשֶּ ינַי ְבַהר יְִּשרָּ ה ְביַד סִּ  :מֹשֶּ

Leviticus 26:46 
These are the statutes, the ordinances, and the laws that the Lord gave between Himself and the children 
of Israel on Mount Sinai, by the hand of Moses. 

  מו פסוק כו פרק ויקרא י"רש
 :בסיני למשה נתנו שכולם מגיד, פה בעל ואחת בכתב אחת - והתורת (מו)

Rashi on Leviticus 26:46 
the laws[ְוַהּתֹורֹות] : [Why the plural form, ְוַהּתֹורֹות. This denotes two Torahs]? One Written Torah and one 
Oral Torah. It teaches us that all were given to Moses on [Mount] Sinai. 
 

  ב פרשה בחוקותי ספרא
 להם ניתנו תורות ששתי מלמד והתורות, הדינים אילו והמשפטים, המדרשות אילו החוקים, והתורות והמשפטים החוקים אלה( יב)

 מלמד, משה ביד סיני בהר, שבשמים לאביהם ישראל בין שליח ליעשות משה זכה...  ע"ר אמר  .הפ בעל ואחד בכתב אחד לישראל

 .מסיני משה י"ע ופירושיה ודקדוקיה הלכותיה התורה שניתנה

Sifra on Parshat Bechukotai (2:12) 
‘These are the statutes, the ordinances, and the laws ...’ (Leviticus 26:46) The statutes are the Midrashim, 
the ordinances are the laws and the word torot teaches that two Torahs were given to Israel, one written 
and one oral. Rebbi Akiva said: ... Moses merited to be a messenger between Israel and their father in 
Heaven, on Mount Sinai, through the hand of Moses. From this we learn that the Torah, the laws and their 
details and explanations were given through Moses on Mount Sinai. 
 
The significance of the Sinai experience 
 

  לב פסוק ד פרק דברים
י ים נָּא ְשַאל כִּ אשֹנִּים ְליָּמִּ ר רִּ יּו ֲאשֶּ נֶּיָך הָּ ן ְלפָּ ר ַהּיֹום ְלמִּ א ֲאשֶּ ים בָּרָּ ם ֱאֹלהִּ ץ ַעל ָאדָּ ְקֵצה הָָּארֶּ ַמיִּם ּוְלמִּ יִּם ְקֵצה ְוַעד ַהשָּ מָּ בָּר ֲהנְִּהיָּה ַהשָּ  ַכדָּ

 :כָּמֹהּו ֲהנְִּשַמע אֹו ַהזֶּה ַהגָּדֹול
Deuteronomy 4:32 
For ask now regarding the early days that were before you, since the day that God created man upon the 
earth, and from one end of the heavens to the other end of the heavens, whether there was anything like 
this great thing, or was the likes of it heard? 
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 יא:ד הכוזרי עיקרי
 וראוהו, זקנים לשבעים קרא כך ואחר. יכלתם כפי ראוהו אשר, האור את לראות סיני הר אצל ההמון העמיד השלום עליו רבינו משה

 .)י:כד שמות" )ישראל אלהי את ויראו: "שאמר כמו, (מדרגתם לפי)
Fundamentals of the Kuzari (Metsudah) 
Our Master, Moshe, arranged the people at Mount Sinai so that they too might see the Divine light, which 
they did, each according to their own ability. He then called forth the seventy elders to see it, as is written, 
“They saw the God of Israel” (Shemot 24:10). 
 

Individual revelation versus national revelation 

          
 

Accuracy of the Written Torah 
 

  ט פסוק לא פרק דברים
ה ַוּיְִּכּתֹב ת מֹשֶּ ה אֶּ ל ַוּיְִּּתנָּּה ַהזֹאת ַהּתֹורָּ ים ֵלוִּי ְבנֵי ַהכֲֹהנִּים אֶּ ת ַהנְֹשאִּ ית ֲארֹון אֶּ ל יְקֹוָּק ְברִּ ֵאל זְִּקנֵי כָּל ְואֶּ  :יְִּשרָּ

Deuteronomy 31:9 
Then Moses wrote this Torah, and gave it to the priests, the descendants of Levi, who carried the ark of the 
covenant of the Lord, and to all the elders of Israel.  
 

  ט סימן ט פרשה( וילנא) רבה דברים
 בארון הניח ואחת שבטים ב"לי ב"י תורות ג"י כתב ינאי ר"א, עשה מה היום באותו למות לו שהיה משה שידע כיון אמרי רבנן...  ט

 ... .שבארון אותה מוצאים שיהיו דבר לזייף יבקש שאם
Devarim Rabbah 9:9 
The Rabbis say: When Moses learnt that he was to die on that day, what did he do? Rebbi Yannai said: He 
wrote thirteen scrolls of the law, twelve for the twelve tribes, and one which he placed in the ark, so that if 
a man should seek to forge anything therein, they would refer to the scroll in the ark.  
 
The עשרת הדברות 

 
  יב פסוק כד פרק שמות
ר ל יְקֹוָּק ַוּיֹאמֶּ ה אֶּ ה ֵאַלי ֲעֵלה מֹשֶּ רָּ הָּ ם וְֶּהיֵה הָּ ְּתנָּה שָּ ת ְלָך ְואֶּ ן ֻלחֹת אֶּ בֶּ אֶּ ה הָּ ְצוָּה ְוַהּתֹורָּ ר ְוַהמִּ י ֲאשֶּ ַתְבּתִּ ם כָּ  :ְלהֹורֹתָּ

Exodus 24:12 
12. And the Lord said to Moses, "Come up to Me to the mountain and remain there, and I will give you the 
stone tablets, the Law and the commandments, which I have written to instruct them." 
 

  יב פסוק כד פרק שמות י"רש
 סעדיה ורבינו, הן הדברות עשרת בכלל מצות עשרה ושלש מאות שש כל - להורתם כתבתי אשר והמצוה והתורה האבן לחת את

 :בו התלויות מצות ודבור דבור לכל שיסד באזהרות פירש
Rashi on Exodus 24:12 
The stone tablets, the law and the commandments, which I have written to instruct them: All 613 mitzvot 
are included in the Ten Commandments. Rabbenu Saadiah Gaon specified in the poems he composed 
listing the 613 commandments, to which of the Ten Commandments each one of the 613 are connected. 
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Process of Torah Dissemination 
 

  יח פרק בראשית
י( יט) יו כִּ ר ְלַמַען יְַדְעּתִּ ת יְַצּוֶּה ֲאשֶּ נָּיו אֶּ ת בָּ יו ֵביתֹו ְואֶּ ְמרּו ַאֲחרָּ ְך ְושָּ רֶּ ה ַלֲעשֹות יְקֹוָּק דֶּ קָּ ט ְצדָּ ְשפָּ יא ְלַמַען ּומִּ בִּ ם ַעל יְקֹוָּק הָּ הָּ  ֵאת ַאְברָּ

ר בֶּר ֲאשֶּ יו דִּ לָּ  :עָּ
Genesis 18:19 
For I have known him because he commands his sons and his household after him, that they should keep 
the way of the Lord to perform righteousness and justice, in order that the Lord bring upon Abraham that 
which He spoke concerning him." 
 

  ו פרק דברים
ם( ז) נַנְּתָּ נֶּיָך ְושִּ ַבְרּתָּ  ְלבָּ ְבְּתָך בָּם ְודִּ ָך ְבשִּ ְכְּתָך ְבֵביתֶּ ְך ּוְבלֶּ רֶּ ְכְבָך ַבדֶּ ָךּו ּוְבשָּ  :ְבקּומֶּ

Deuteronomy 6:7 
And you shall teach them to your children and speak of them when you sit in your house, and when you 
walk on the way, and when you lie down and when you rise up. 
 
There are two words for “tradition” in Hebrew:  קבלה and לקבל .מסורה means to receive and למסור means to 
pass on. 
 

The problem of Evil: Chaos Theory and Divine Providence 
 
Determinism is the philosophical belief that every event or action is the inevitable result of preceding 
events and actions. Thus, in principle at least, every event or action can be completely predicted in 
advance, or in retrospect. Chaos refers to the issue of whether or not it is possible to make accurate long-
term predictions about the behaviour of a system. 
 
One of the fundamental principles of experimental science is that no real measurement is infinitely precise, 
but instead must necessarily include a degree of uncertainty in the value. 
 
This uncertainty which is present in any real measurement arises from the fact that any imaginable 
measuring device, even if designed and used perfectly, can record its measurement only with a finite 
precision. 
 
By using more accurate measuring devices, uncertainty in measurements can often be made as small as 
needed for a particular purpose, but it can never be eliminated completely, even as a theoretical idea. 
 
When measuring dynamic systems, the presence of uncertainty in any real measurement means that in 
studying any system, the initial conditions cannot be specified to infinite accuracy. In the study of motion 
using Newton's laws, the uncertainty present in the initial conditions of a system yields a corresponding 
uncertainty, however small, in the range of the prediction for any later or earlier time. 
 
Dynamical Instability and The Butterfly Effect 
 
In 1961, Lorenz was using a numerical computer model to rerun a weather prediction, when, as a shortcut 
on a number in the sequence, he entered the decimal 0.506 instead of entering the full 0.506127. The 
result was a completely different weather scenario. In 1963 Lorenz published a theoretical study of this 
effect in a well-known paper called Deterministic Nonperiodic Flow.  
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A complex system like the weather, a football match or a roulette wheel can be simulated by interpolating the equation y=2x2 – 1 starting firstly with a 
value of 0.7499 and then a value of 0.75. 
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According to Lorenz, when he failed to provide a title for a talk he was to present at the 139th meeting of 
the American Association for the Advancement of Science in 1972, his colleague Philip Merilees 
concocted ’Does the flap of a butterfly’s wings in Brazil set off a tornado in Texas?’ as a title. 
 
The butterfly’s wings flapping in Brazil does not immediately cause a tornado in Texas. The point is that in a 
complex system such as the weather, the effects of small imperceptible changes in the initial conditions 
will eventually build and manifest as large changes over time. 
 
The difference between the butterfly flapping its wings or not is a tiny change in climate which could have 
large consequences later. 
 
This is why it is impossible to accurately predict the weather beyond a certain time. The longer into the 
future we look, the less accurate our predictions will be due to the myriad of factors which will ultimately 
affect our results. 
 
The Butterfly effect has become a popular concept for a variety of films and books. One of the best 
examples is the 1998 film Sliding Doors. 
 
The film runs two parallel stories of the same woman, Helen (played by Gwyneth Paltrow). In one universe, 
Helen manages to catch a London Underground train home on time, and in the other she misses it. This 
small event influenced her life dramatically. 
 
This reflects an approach to השגחה פרטית espoused by the Baal Shem Tov. It is not the only approach 
however. 
 

 (פרטית השגחה) קפ סימן ט"הבש אליעזר ר בן ישראל ר, טוב שם כתר ספר
 לפי אחד כל עניניהם' פרטי פרטי בכל' ית מאתר מושגחים כולם ם"הדצח ברואי דכל ע"נ ט"הבעש מורנו של בתורתו לומדים אנו כך

 במוחש הנראה' פרטי פרטי בהשגחה הוא והכל .להנברא הנוגע פעולה איזה לפעול בכדי ועילות סבות כמה מסבב ה''והקב. מעלתו

 עלין כמה ונחלשים האילן עלי המנענע חזק רוח מתעורר פתאום לפתע תקפו בכל זורח השמש אשר בהיר ביום הקיץ דבאמצע, ממש

 כלא' והי הרוח נשקט רגעים איזה ובעבור .למקום ממקום ומטלטלם מגביהם הארץ פ"ע המתגוללים התבן וקשי הגגות קש ומפרק

 והקש הנתלשים העלים ולטלטל מהגג תבן קשי איזה ופריקה האילן עלי תלישת לפעול' ית מאתו וסבה עילה' הי חזק הרוח דכונת. 'הי

 המתגוללים התבן קשי או העלים טלטול שגם והיינו. אלקית כונה בשביל' ית העליונה ההשגחה גזרת כפי המקום לאותו המתגלגל

 .פרטית בהשגחה הוא בשדה או ברחוב

Keter Shem Tov 180 on Divine Providence 
So we have learned in the lessons of our teacher the Baal Shem Tov that all creations are overseen by God 
in every small detailed matter each one according to its merit. God directs many causes and pretexts in 
order to carry out a particular action relevant for that creation. All of it is through Divine providence that 
can, in actuality be sensed. For in the middle of a bright summer’s day on which the sun is shining with all 
its might, suddenly a strong wind is awoken which moves the leaves on a tree, breaking some off and then  
separates some straw from a thatched roof which rolls to the ground moving from place to place. For a few 
moments the wind quietens and it is as if it had never been. For the purpose of that strong wind had a 
pretext and purpose [directed] from God to detach the leaves of the tree and remove the straw from that 
roof and to move the leaves and the straw from one place to another in order to carry out a decree of 
Providence from on high for the sake of God’s objective. The movement of these leaves or this straw which 
blows in the street or the field is caused by Divine Providence. 
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Sensing the Hand of God 
 

  כג פסוק ב פרק אסתר
ר ַויְֻבַקש בָּ ֵצא ַהדָּ לּו ַוּיִּמָּ ם ַוּיִּּתָּ ֵתב ֵעץ ַעל ְשנֵיהֶּ ר ַוּיִּכָּ ְבֵרי ְבֵספֶּ ים דִּ ְפנֵי ַהּיָּמִּ לְֶּך לִּ    :ַהמֶּ

Esther 2:23 
And the matter was investigated and found [to be so], and they were both hanged on a gallows, and it was 
written in the diary [that was read] before the king. 
 

 כג:ב אסתר על ם"מלב
 .פקודה ליום לישועה למרדכי זאת שיעמוד כדי לזכרון בספר כתבו רק תיכף שכרו המלך לו שלם שלא' ה השגחת היה: ויכתב( כג)

 נכתב רק, משם מוחקו המן היה ודאי שאז, המשנה ביד תמיד נמצא שהוא,הכולל ה"ד בספר נכתב שלא פרטית השגחה בזה והיה

 בו ויגרע יזייף שהסופר נקל היה כ"שאל בפניו היינו המלך לפני שנכתב וגם, המן אותו השיג שלא, למלך המיוחד הימים דברי בספר

   :דבר
Malbim (Rabbi Meïr Leibush ben Yehiel Michel (d. 1879) on Esther 2:23 
And it was written: It was Divine Providence that king Ahashverosh had not given Mordechai his reward for 
saving him immediately, but only written it in his book of remembrances. It was so this would be 
established for Mordechai for the sake of the deliverance on the day of reckoning. It was this Divine 
Providence that ensured it was not written in a general book of chronicles that was kept by the second in 
command (Haman), for he would have certainly erased Mordechai from it. It was only written in the king’s 
special book of chronicles which Haman would not have had access to. In addition, it was written in front 
of the king, meaning before him. If it hadn’t it would have been easy for the scribe to falsify the event 
making less of Mordechai’s contribution. 
 

  עשרה שמונה
ים ה. לְָּך ֲאנְַחנּו מֹודִּ ַאּתָּ ד ְלעֹולָּם ֲאבֹוֵתינּו ֵואלֵ۬הי ֱאלֵ۬הינּו יְד۬וָּד הּוא שָּ גֵן. ַחּיֵינּו צּור. וָּעֶּ ה יְִּשֵענּו מָּ ה: וָּדֹור ְלדֹור הּוא ַאּתָּ  ּונְַסֵפר ְלָך נֹודֶּ

ָך לָּתֶּ ים ַחּיֵינּו ַעל ְּתהִּ ָך ַהְמסּורִּ יָך ְוַעל. לְָּך ַהְפקּודֹות נְִּשמֹוֵתינּו ְוַעל. ְביָּדֶּ ְבָכל נִסֶּ יָך ְוַעל .ִעָמנּו יֹום שֶּ יָך  נְִּפְלאֹותֶּ ְבכָּל ְוטֹובֹותֶּ ב. ֵעת שֶּ רֶּ  עֶּ

ר יִּם וָּב۬ה۬קֶּ ֳהרָּ י ַהּטֹוב: ְוצָּ יָך כָּלּו ל۬א כִּ י ְוַהְמַרֵחם. ַרֲחמֶּ יָך ַתמּו לא כִּ דֶּ ּוִּינּו ֵמעֹולָּם. ֲחסָּ  :לְָּך קִּ
 
Amidah prayer 
We gratefully thank You, for it is You Who are Hashem, our God and God of our forefathers for all eternity; 
Rock of our lives, You are Shield of our salvation from generation to generation. We shall thank You and 
relate Your praise – for our lives, which are committed to Your power and for our souls that are entrusted 
to You; for Your miracles that are with us every day; and for Your wonders and favours in every season – 
evening, morning and afternoon. The Beneficent One, for Your compassions were never exhausted, and 
the Compassionate One, for Your kindness never ended – we have always put our hope in You. 
 
Divine Providence and the Problem of Evil 
 
Lord Sacks, The Great Partnership Chapter 12 – The Problem of Evil (extract pp. 233 – 238) 
 

How can God allow unjust suffering in the world? How can he allow his creatures to use, 
abuse, manipulate, dominate, injure and kill one another? How can he allow an earthquake, a 
flood, a drought, a famine to cause thousands, even millions, of deaths? How can he allow 
one innocent child to die? No question so lacerates the heart of faith as does this. How, if God 
is good, is there so much evil in the world? 
 
After the tsunami in the Indian Ocean in 2004 that killed 230,000 people and left more than a 
million homeless, I went to visit one young woman who had been in Thailand at the time and 
only narrowly escaped. She was in a state of extreme anguish. This was her story. She was in 
her hotel room when the wave struck. She was able to swim through the window, but then 
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she found the surface of the water blocked with debris. She could only raise an arm above the 
surface and wave for help. A local Thai man saw her waving, swam over to her and brought 
her to safety. Without this she would have died. Hours later, when the water had receded, she 
saw among the wreckage the dead body of the man who had rescued her. ‘How’, she asked 
me, ‘could God have allowed him to die? He saved my life. Of all people, he should have 
earned the right to live.’ 
 
This question, or something like it, causes more people to lose faith than any other. There is 
none deeper. To fail to take it seriously is to fail to be serious at all. It is the question of 
questions, and it calls for nothing less than total honesty. 
 
To give it its most famous philosophical expression: either God cannot prevent evil, or he can 
but chooses not to. If he cannot, then he is not all-powerful. If he can but chooses not to, then 
he is not all-good. How does a good God permit evil to deface and defile his creation? 
 
No sooner have we asked the question than we realise something strange about the Bible. 
The later response of theologians, long after the biblical canon was closed, is familiar to us. 
We cannot fathom the workings of providence. If we could understand God, we would be 
God. Who are we to know what is for the best sub specie aeternitatis, from the perspective of 
eternity? What we cannot understand we must accept. 
 
It is this view that we do not find in the Bible. Instead we find Moses saying to God, ‘Why have 
you done evil to this people? Why did you send me?’ (Exodus 5:22). 
Here is Jeremiah, challenging God: 
 
You are always righteous, O Lord, when I bring a case before you. Yet I would speak with you 
about your justice: Why does the way of the wicked prosper? Why do all the faithless live at 
case? (Jeremiah 12:1) 
 
And here is Habakkuk: 
How long, O Lord, must I call for help, but you do not listen? Or ciy out to you, ‘Violence!’ but 
you do not save? Why do you make me look at injustice? Why do you tolerate wrong? 
Destruction and violence are before me: there is strife, and conflict abounds. Therefore the law 
is paralysed, and justice never prevails. The wicked hem in the righteous, so that justice is 
perverted. (Habakkuk 1:2-4) 
 
Far from attempting to minimise the problem, the Bible maximises it, seemingly at every 
opportunity. The people who challenge divine justice are not heretics, sceptics, deniers of the 
faith. They are the supreme heroes of the faith: Moses and the prophets, the people who 
carry God’s word to the world. This cries out for explanation. 
 
So does the book of Job. The book sets up the following scenario. Satan -not in Judaism an evil 
force, simply the prosecuting attorney - challenges God on the faith he had in creating 
humanity. Show me one person who is truly righteous, he says. Job, God answers. Job is 
righteous, Satan replies, because you never tested him. He has all he wants: a happy marriage, 
children, wealth. It is easy for him to believe. He has no reason not to believe. But take away 
his good fortune and you will see that he no longer believes. 
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In swift, successive blows, Job loses everything. His wealth. His children. His wife loses faith. 
‘Curse God and die,’ she says. Job replies, in words Jews have used ever since, ‘God has given. 
God has taken away. May the name of God be blessed.’ There is a momentous acceptance in 
those words, and logically the book should have ended there. 
 
But it does not. Satan challenges God again and persuades him to send Job one more 
affliction. It is a relatively minor one, but this time Job breaks and curses the day he was born. 
From then to almost the end of the book, for more than thirty chapters, Job challenges God to 
show him how and why he deserves his fate. 
 
His three companions - later they are joined by a fourth, younger and surer of himself - give 
Job the conventional answers. God is just. Therefore if Job has suffered, he must have sinned. 
He is being punished for some wrong he did. 
 
Yet we the readers know something Job’s comforters do not. Job has not sinned. That was 
how the story was introduced in the first place. Job is the only person in the entire Hebrew 
Bible to be called sinless. There is therefore a massive irony throughout. Job’s comforters, 
who defend God’s justice, are in fact slandering Job, accusing him of a wrong he did not 
commit. 
 
As the book rises to a crescendo, God, who has been absent throughout, finally reveals 
himself to Job. Now, we expect, we will hear the answer to the question of questions. Instead, 
for a full four chapters, God simply asks questions of his own - unanswerable questions. 
‘Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation? Have you journeyed to the springs of the 
sea or walked in the recesses of the deep? Have the gates of death been shown to you?’ And 
so on. 
 
Job is silenced. Then, in an astonishing reversal, God tells Job that he, who challenged God’s 
justice, is right and his comforters, who defended God, are wrong. Job is then blessed with a 
restoration of his wealth and with more children. 

 
  נה פרק ישעיהו

י( ח) י ַדְרֵכיכֶּם ְוֹלא ַמְחְשבֹוֵתיכֶּם ַמְחְשבֹוַתי ֹלא כִּ כָּ  :יְקֹוָּק נְֻאם ְדרָּ
Isaiah 55:8 
"For My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways My ways," says the Lord. 
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Determinism and the problem of a First Cause 
 

Since the dawn of humanity mankind has gazed at the stars in wonder, contemplating our 
place in the cosmos. As the holiday season draws to a close and the dancing and celebration 
of Simchat Torah comes to an end, we recommence our routine Shabbat Torah reading with 
the story of Genesis. These verses raise the most fundamental questions about the nature of 
our Universe, both physical and metaphysical. 
 
One of the most influential minds that ever graced the ancient world is that of the Greek 
thinker Aristotle, whose ideas continue to play an important role in modern philosophy. Yet 
Aristotle is also credited with the epithet of being the first empirical scientist whose 
assertions caused great consternation to Jewish thinkers. 
 
In particular, Aristotle believed that the Universe was eternal, contradicting the explicit 
statement relating God’s creation of the Universe at the beginning of Genesis. Dismayed that 
simple Jews could be seduced by Aristotle’s provocatively secular ideas, the Medieval Jewish 
philosopher Maimonides railed against them in his Guide for the Perplexed. 
 
By the mid-20th Century, astronomers such as Edwin Hubble had noticed that galaxies and 
stars were moving away from Earth at a velocity proportional to their distance. This was the 
first indication that the Universe was expanding and by logical extension, had had a 
beginning. In contradiction to the Aristotelian view, everything: space, matter and time, 
came into being at the same moment and that before that moment there was literally 
nothing. 
 
In 1964 two scientists, Arno Penzias and Robert Wilson working at the Bell Laboratories in 
New Jersey, recorded a consistent level of background microwave radiation across all 
sections of the sky. This turned out to be the ancient echo of the Big Bang, yielding the hard 
evidence that the Universe had a beginning. While this appeared to vindicate a theological 
explanation for a created Universe, it simultaneously spawned a cosmological conundrum of 
galactic proportions. 
 
The physical world appears to be deterministic; every event from the atomic to the cosmic 
has a prior cause or set of causes. The inevitable question is: if the Universe had a beginning 
(the Big Bang), what caused the Big Bang in the first place? What changed nothing – no 
space, no matter and no time – into something? Could there be a scientific explanation as to 
why there is something rather than nothing? 
 
Quantum mechanics, the branch of physics which deals with physical phenomena at the sub-
atomic level is the one area of science that appears to be non-deterministic. 
 
Just as magnets are governed by the strengths of magnetic fields, quantum particles are 
governed by quantum fields which permeate the Universe. One prediction of quantum field 
theory is that in a perfect vacuum, where nothing exists, quantum particles will inevitably 
pop in and out of existence due to the rearrangement of these quantum fields. 
 
Based on this observation the American physicist Laurence M. Krauss published a book 
called ‘A Universe form Nothing’ with a promise to be an ‘antidote to outmoded 
philosophical and religious thinking’ by explaining the beginning of the Universe ex nihilo 
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from a purely scientific basis by analysing quantum effects in a perfect vacuum, our 
equivalent of nothing. 
 
Yet Krauss assumes that the concept of ‘nothing’ in our post-Big Bang Universe is the same 
as the ‘nothing’ prior to the Big Bang. Professor of philosophy at Columbia University, David 
Albert succinctly points out that Krauss rather undermines his argument by redefining the 
word ‘nothing’ to mean almost nothing. 
 
For quantum particles to come in and out of existence, one requires relativistic quantum 
fields. Where did they come from? Indeed, where did the laws that govern relativistic 
quantum fields come from? He also fails to explain how any sort of fluctuation (something 
changing over time) could occur in the absence of time. 
 
Krauss has many followers, usually of the atheist persuasion. Most notably Professor Richard 
Dawkins writes in his approbation that “even the last remaining trump card of the 
theologian, ‘Why is there something rather than nothing?’ shrivels up before your eyes.” 
 
I humbly beg to differ. Faith is not, as Dawkins would have us believe, predicated on being 
unable to answer such mysterious and apparently unfathomable questions. Faith is much 
deeper. 
 
Maimonides implies that even if Aristotle could be proven correct, faith in God and His Torah 
would continue unaffected even though hard scientific evidence might persuade us to 
modify our understanding of those seminal verses. 
 
For the time being though, science cannot answer the question of a First Cause. 
Nevertheless, Krauss and Dawkins have convinced me of one thing: scientists should stick to 
science and not colour their conclusions with personal ideologies, whether atheistic or 
religious. Questions of theology and philosophy are probably best left to theologians and 
philosophers. 
 

A version of this article appeared in the Jewish Chronicle on 15th October 2014 under the title ‘Simchat 
Torah and the limits of Science’ 
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