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5e: A Jewish Perspective


Student Resource Sheet 2

Reflections of Jewish Thinkers

There is a huge variety of interpretation in this area and many scholars would take the “compatibilist” view.

The major Jewish scholar of the medieval period was Moses Maimonides.  He was a doctor and scientist as well as a Rabbi and his influence on Jewish thinking ever since has been unparalleled.  He uses Aristotle’s principle division of the basic elements, wind and fire and water when describing Creation and refers to Aristotelian principles when discussing how miracles might have happened, in his most famous work “The Guide For the Perplexed.”

Rabbi Abraham Kook, the first Chief Rabbi of Israel when the State was created in 1948 embraced evolutionary theory.  He related physical evolution to spiritual evolution and encouraged study of scientific theory in the hope of gaining a deeper understanding of history.

In the USA in the 1950s, a group called the Association of Orthodox Jewish Scientists formed from academics from all scientific disciplines.  Their aim was to publish articles of a scientific nature while demonstrating their commitment to Jewish belief.  A book inspired by this called “Challenge: Torah views on science and its problems” edited by Carmell and Domb was published in the 1970s.
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In the 1990s two influential books appeared “harmonising” Science and Torah.  One was by Nathan Aviezer “In The Beginning:  Biblical Creation and Science” which aims to seek counterparts for facts in the Torah with scientific theory of the development of the Universe.  The other is “Genesis and The Big Bang: the discovery of harmony between modern science and the Bible” by Gerald Schroeder.  

The twentieth century produced many famous Jewish scientists, including several Nobel prize winners.   Several escaped to America or England from Nazi Germany in the 1930s.  Two of the most famous and influential names were Sigmund Freud and Albert Einstein.  Although neither were religious Jews, they were both enormously influenced by their Jewish background and culture. 

Freud’s view was that being Jewish was an advantage in his work in that it gave him intellectual freedom and an outsider’s perspective.  He wrote:

“Because I was born a Jew, I found myself free from any prejudice that limited others in the use of their intellect, and being a Jew, I was prepared to enter opposition and to renounce agreement with the “compact majority.”

Einstein once said, when asked if he believed in God: “I believe in Spinoza’s* God who reveals himself in the orderly harmony of what exists, but not in a God who concerns himself with the fates and actions of human beings.” He also said:

“The pursuit of knowledge for its own sake, an almost fanatical love of justice, and the desire for personal independence – these are the features of the Jewish tradition which make me thank my stars I belong to it.”

“Religion without science is lame, while science without religion is blind.”
 * Spinoza, seventeenth-century radical Jewish philosopher  

Questions relating to these sources.
Students could research any one of these Jewish views and compare their views with scientists from other faiths.

These scientists (with the exception of Einstein and Freud) are all grappling with scientific questions but still trying to integrate this with deep faith and commitment to a Jewish way of life. Why do you think they are driven to try to “prove” themselves in this way?  Does it work – do they reconcile both scientific and religious integrity as they aim to do?

Another interesting perspective is to compare their views to Soloveitchik’s. Soloveitchik seems to differ from them all but their understanding of God and man is still compatible.

Although Freud and Einstein are not traditional Jews and reject both Jewish core beliefs and practice they are regarded as “Jewish” scientists by the world.  (They also describe themselves as such in their writings.)  They would describe themselves as “secular” Jews.  “Secular” means non-religious. 

In what way do you think their life and work can still be labelled “Jewish?”  
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