Judaism and Extra Terrestrial
Life
Based upon the article by Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm
The Religious Implications of Extra Terrestrial Life
1965

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

Norman Lamm (December 19, 1927 – May
31, 2020) was an American Modern
Orthodox rabbi, scholar, academic
administrator, author, and Jewish
community leader. He was the Chancellor of
Yeshiva University until he announced his
retirement on July 1, 2013.
Lamm served as the third President of
Yeshiva University, the first to be born in the
United States. He was a disciple of Rabbi
Joseph B. Soloveitchik (one of Orthodoxy's
most influential modern scholars), who
ordained him at the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
Theological Seminary, Yeshiva University's
rabbinical school in 1951.
For a fuller understanding of Rabbi Lamm’s
position, Jerusalem Science Contest
participants are encouraged to read 34
pages of his article from page 21-54.
However, contest responsibility only
extends to the material found in this pdf
format of the accompanying video.

A summary of the issues explored by Rabbi Lamm regarding the Judaic view of extraterrestrial life.
1. Nothing in the Torah discounts the possibility that another world may exist with intelligent creatures.
2. There are even sources in the rabbinic writings (Talmud and Midrash) that demonstrate that our Sages considered it a
real possibility that intelligent life exists on other worlds.
3. What is the meaning of Tzelem Elokim (להים-? )צלם א
4. Tzelem Elokim may define humankind as significant in God’s eyes; but does it mean that we are a superior race of God’s
creatures?
5. Does Judaism fear new data that may require it to redefine previously held Judaic thought or does it embrace new data
and celebrate it as newfound wisdom of God?
6. We know that God can be concerned about one world with 7.8 billion people. Can God be concerned about our world
together with many more worlds containing many more billions of intelligent creatures?
7. Before Judaism ponders its relationship with people of another world, how does Judaism direct its adherents regarding
its relationship with people of this world?
8. Would one expect that the relationship Judaism has with people of this world would be different than the relationship
Judaism conceives for people of another world?

This busy image is a treasure trove of wonders. Bright
stars from the Milky Way sparkle in the foreground, the
magnificent swirls of several spiral galaxies are visible
across the frame, and a glowing assortment of objects
at the center makes up a massive galaxy cluster. Such
clusters are the biggest objects in the universe that are
held together by gravity and can contain thousands of
galaxies of all shapes and sizes. Typically, they have a
mass of about one million billion times the mass of the
Sun — unimaginably huge!

This image was taken by Hubble’s Advanced Camera for
Surveys and Wide Field Camera 3 as part of an
observing program called RELICS (Reionization Lensing
Cluster Survey). RELICS imaged 41 massive galaxy
clusters with the aim of finding the brightest distant
galaxies for the forthcoming James Webb Space
Telescope to study.
Image Credit: ESA (European Space Agency)/Hubble &
NASA, RELICS
Text Credit: ESA

I.
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Torah, as “a Torah of Truth” requires us to never hide from the
facts.
1.

If the facts are not adequately evidenced, there is no
need to re-interpret the Torah

2.

However, when there is ample data evidencing a truth
that challenges a section of the Torah, the Torah must be
re-interpreted to accommodate the facts. (Rambam,
Guide to Perplexed)

3.

Discovered truths help us better understand the Torah.

4.

At the same time, care must be taken to not frivolously
re-interpret the Torah
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II.

Anthropocentrism – the supremacy of Mankind in the world.
1.

Verse 5 implies mankind’s insignificance; yet verse 6 declares his supremacy.

2.

So what is it?
a.
Is the mankind the center and goal of creation?
b. Or is mankind no more but one of God’s many creations; no more or less important than
any one other?
Contradicting Midrash
a.
One Midrash has God telling Man not to destroy a world that was created for him.
b. Another piece of Talmudic literature has God roaming through his 18,000 worlds

3.
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III.

Anthropocentrism – Saadia Gaon versus Maimonides (Rambam
1.

Saadia Gaon, the anthropocentric, described mankind as
a.
“the axle of the world”
b. the center of creation
c.
God’s ultimate design
d. the crown of creation
e.
The superior creation
f.
Mankind has dominion over all nature and angels.
g.
The center has the greatest worth and mankind is in the center.

2.

One can say that Saadia Gaon has a Centripetal value structure of
advancing spiritual worth – pointing towards the center.

3.

Maimonides, the anti-anthropocentric, states
1. God has purpose for every creature and mankind is not necessarily
the beneficiary of that purpose.
2. Center is the lowest point and man is in the center.
3. The celestial bodies and angels have greater spiritual worth than
mankind.

4.

One can say that Maimonides has a Centrifugal value structure of
advancing spiritual worth – pointing away from the center.

IV.

Rambam’s Philosophy best equips us in approaching the ET issue
1.
God made mankind responsible to protect the world in which it lives and
gave mankind the necessary intelligence to be God’s trusted agent in the
world
2.
Mankind is still a God-like creature worthy of Divine concern
3.
Mankind’s non-singularity does not imply insignificance.
4.
Judaism accepts a scientific finding of intelligent extra terrestrial beings.
5.
Significance does not imply superiority.
6.
No need to exercise a kind of racial or global arrogance in order to discover
the sources of mankind’s significance and uniqueness.
7.
If we should discover other free and rational species we should of course
include them in the community of the uniquely bio-spiritual creatures.
Invite them to kiddush and include them on our ZOOM email lists.

V. What does mean to be created in “the Image
of God”
1.

“Man’s search for meaning is a primary force in his
life, and not a ‘secondary rationalization’ of
instinctual drives”

- Viktor E. Frankl. Man's Search tor Meaning: An Introduction
to Logotherapy (New York: Washington Square PreS, 1964), p. 154.

2.

Humility under God.
a.
Being an Image of God should lead us to curb
our self importance.
b. A healthy corrective to the inclination of
reading one’s own interests into Nature and
presume himself to be the purpose of all the
cosmos.

VI. Creativity is also an expression of “Image of God”
1. Divinely ordained vocation of creativity to enhance
the material world by use of his talents and thereby
imitating God.
a. Scissors is a creative extension of the hand.
b. The car is an extension of his foot.
c. Computer is an extension of his brain.
d. Medicine imitates God as the healer of sick.
2. If mankind learns how to produce life, he fulfills his
function of “Image of God”

VII. God is neither ‘far out’ nor ‘out there’
1. God is not involved only with us. God is
involved with the multitude of his
creations. He’s not only ‘out there’ for us.
2. God is also not ‘far out’ only. God is also
involved with our one world.
3. God is involved with any and all of his
creations that choose to be involved with
him.

VIII. Rambam was almost alone in his
thinking…
1. Most thinkers followed Saadia Gaon.
2. Maybe our attitudes must change if
we are to be accepting of ET
civilizations?
IX. How can we know when God is close or
far? All depends on our relationship
towards God.
1. When mankind seeks out God – God
is involved with mankind.
2. When mankind ignores or avoids
God – God is distanced and far.

X. God is not bewildered by numbers.
a. Our discovery of ET civilizations will
broaden our appreciation of the
Creator’s mysteries.
b. Discovering ET civilizations will
renew our faith in God’s
providence over our small planet.
c. Mankind will still be significant
even if other ET civilizations also
earn God’s close relationship.

