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The Torah prohibits (i) ‘nichush’ - superstition; and (ii) ‘me’onen’ - involvement in astrology - literally ‘auspicious
times’
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There is a separate positive mitzvah to be ‘tamim’ - straightforwards and simple - with God. Rashi defines this mitzvah as
relying on God to bring whatever He thinks fit and not to try and second-guess the future
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The prophet Isaiah criticizes the Jewish people for relying on astrology, rather than God, to save them
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Elsewhere the Gemara includes a specific prohibition on consulting astrologers

B] MAZAL
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Many of the things that happen to a person are due to ‘mazal’, which appears to be unrelated to their actions and merits
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Tosafot explain that even when Chazal say that everything depends on a person’s merit, they really mean his mazal!
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It was recorded in R. Joshua b. Levi's notebook: He who [is born] on the first day of the week [Sunday] shall be a man without one [thing] in
him. What does without one [thing] in him mean? Shall we say, without one virtue? Surely R. Ashi said: | was born on the first day of the week!
Hence it must surely mean, one vice. But surely R. Ashi said: | and Dimi b. Kakuzta were born on the first day of the week: | am a king and he is
the captain of thieves! Rather it means either completely virtuous or completely wicked. [What is the reason? Because light and darkness
were created on that day.] He who is born on the second day of the week will be bad-tempered. What is the reason? Because the waters
were divided thereon. He who is born on the third day of the week will be wealthy and unchaste. What is the reason? Because herbs were
created thereon. He who is born on the fourth day of the week will be wise and of a retentive memory. What is the reason? Because the
luminaries were suspended [thereon]. He who is born on the fifth day of the week will practise benevolence. What is the reason? Because the
fishes and birds were created thereon. He who is born on the eve of the Sabbath will be a seeker. R. Nahman b. Isaac commented: A seeker
after good deeds. He who is born on the Sabbath will die on the Sabbath, because the great day of the Sabbath was desecrated on his
account. Raba son of R. Shila observed: And he shall be called a great and holy man.

R. Hanina said to them, [his disciples]: Go out and tell the son of Levi, Not the constellation of the day but that of the hour is the determining
influence. He who is born under the constellation of the Sun will be a distinguished man: he will eat and drink of his own and his secrets will
lie uncovered; if a thief, he will have no success. He who is born under Venus will be wealthy and unchaste [immoral]. What is the reason?
Because fire was created therein. He who is born under Mercury will be of a retentive memory and wise. What is the reason? Because it
[Mercury] is the Sun's scribe. He who is born under the Moon will be a man to suffer evil, building and demolishing, demolishing and
building, eating and drinking that which is not his, and his secrets will remain hidden: if a thief, he will be successful. He who is born under
Saturn will be a man whose plans will be frustrated. Others say: All [nefarious] designs against him will be frustrated. He who is born under
Zedek [Jupiter] will be a right-doing man [zadkan]. R. Nahman b. Isaac observed: Right-doing in good deeds. He who is born under Mars will
be a shedder of blood. R. Ashi observed: Either a surgeon, a thief, a slaughterer, or a circumciser. Rabbah said: | was born under Mars. Abaye
retorted: You too inflict punishment and kill.

This Gemara clearly shows that Chazal understood that the time of birth - either week or hour - exerts a real influence
over the character of the individual. Similarly, there are references in Chazal to the power of the Zodiac.
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The Amoraim debate whether the Jewish people is subject to Mazal or not. R. Yochanan’s view (which is normative)
maintains that there is no Mazal over the Jews. But does that mean that our lives are entirely free of influence from the
Mazal or just that we can break out of it if we have the zchut?
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From Samuel too [we learn that] Israel is immune from planetary influence. For Samuel and Ablat were sitting, while certain people were
going to a lake. Said Ablat to Samuel: That man is going but will not retumn, [for] a snake will bite him and he will die. If he is an Israelite,
replied Samuel. he will go and return. While they were sitting he went and returned. [Thereupon] Ablat arose and threw off his [the man's]
knapsack, [and] found a snake therein cut up and lying in two pieces. Said Samuel to him, What did you do? Every day we pooled our bread
and ate it; but to-day one of us had no bread, and he was ashamed. Said | to them, "I will go and collect [the bread]". When | came to him, |
pretended to take [bread] from him, so that he should not be ashamed. You have done a good deed, said he to him. Then Samuel went out
and lectured: But charity delivers from death; and [this does not mean] from an unnatural death, but from death itself.

From R. Akiva too [we learn that] Israel is free from planetary influence. For R. Akiva had a daughter. Now, astrologers told him, On the day
she enters the bridal chamber a snake will bite her and she will die. He was very worried about this. On that day [of her marriage] she took a
brooch [and] stuck it into the wall and by chance it penetrated [sank] into the eye of a serpent. The following morning, when she took it out,
the snake came trailing after it. What did you do? her father asked her. A poor man came to our door in the evening. she replied, and
everybody was busy at the banquet, and there was none to attend to him. So I took the portion which was given to me and gave it to him. You
have done a good deed, said he to her. Thereupon R. Akiva went out and lectured: But charity delivers from death: and not [merely] from an
unnatural death, but from death itself.

The continuation of that Gemara clearly understands that Jews too are subject to Mazal, but have a way to break out of
the predetermined path by the performance of mitzvot
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Even if other things are predetermined, one’s freedom of choice to be righteous or wicked is not subject to Mazal. Note
however that this statement on predetermination is R. Chanina (see above), whose view is rejected in favour of R.
Yochanan’s!

C] THE RAMBAM'S POSITION
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The Rambam rules in the Mishne Torah that astrology and magic are utter nonsense and the prohibition in the Torah is
essentially to stop Jews from involvement in such foolishness
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..... | perceive in this inquiry that although its boughs are many, they are all branches of a single tree, which is their common
root: namely, all the statements of "the astrologers, the stargazers" (Is. 47:13). It is evident that the compilation we have
made of the statutes of the Torah, which we entitled Mishneh Torah, has not reached you. If it had, you would have known
directly my opinion regarding all those things of which you have inquired; for we have made this entire matter clear ..... It
seems to me that it will come to you before this reply, since it is already widespread on the island of Sicily, as well as in the
West and in the East and in the South. In any case, | myself need to make this clear to you.

Know, my masters, that it is not proper for a man to accept as trustworthy anything other than one of these three things. The
first is a thing for which there is a clear proof deriving from man's reasoning—such as arithmetic' geometry, and astronomy.
The second is a thing that a man perceives through one of the five senses—such as when he knows with certainty that this is
red and this is black and the like through the sight of his eye; or as when he tastes that this is bitter and this is sweet; or as
when he feels that this is hot and this is cold; or as when he hears that this sound is clear and this sound is indistinct; or as
when he smells that this is a pleasing smell and this is a displeasing smell and the like. The third is a thing that a man receives
from the prophets or from the righteous. Every reasonable man ought to distinguish in his mind and thought all the things that
he accepts as trustworthy, and say: "This | accept as trustworthy because of tradition, and this because of sense-perception,
and this on grounds of reason." Anyone who accepts as trustworthy anything that is not of these three species, of him it is
said: "The simple believes everything" (Prov. 14:15). Thus you ought to know that fools have composed thousands of books
of nothingness and emptiness. Any number of men, great in years but not in wisdom, wasted all their days in studying these
books and imagined that these follies are science. They came to think of themselves as wise men because they knew that
science.

The thing about which most of the world errs, or all of it - save for a few individuals, "the remnant of whom the Lord shall call"
(Joel 3:5) - is that thing of which | am apprising you. The great sickness and the "grievous evil" (Eccles. 5:12, 15) consist in
this: that all the things that man finds written in books, he presumes to think of as true - and all the more so if the books are
old. And since many individuals have busied themselves with those books and have engaged in discussions concerning them,
the rash fellow's mind at once leaps to the conclusion that these are words of wisdom ...

Know, my masters, that every one of those things concerning judicial astrology that (its adherents) maintain - namely, that
something will happen one way and not another, and that the constellation under which one is born will draw him on so that
he will be of such and such a kind and so that something will happen to him one way and not another - all those assertions are
far from being scientific; they are stupidity. There are lucid, faultless proofs refuting all the roots of those assertions. Never did
one of those genuinely wise men of the nations busy himself with this matter or write on it, no (nation) wrote such
compositions or committed the error of calling it a science, other than the Chasdeans, Chaldeans, Canaanites, and Egyptians,
for that was their religion in those days. But the wise men of Greece—and they are the philosophers who wrote on science and
busied themselves with all the species of science—mock and scorn and ridicule these four nations that | have mentioned to
you, and they rally proofs to refute their entire position .....

And know, my masters, that the science of the stars that is genuine science is knowledge of the form of the spheres, their
number, their measure, the course they follow, each one's period of revolution, their declination to the north or to the south,
their revolving to the east or to the west, and the orbit of every star and what its course is. On all this and the like, the wise men
of Greece, Persia, and India wrote compositions. This is an exceedingly glorious science. ....

..... And not only this, but what is more | have understood from the sayings of the sages in all of the Midrashim that they
maintain as the philosophers maintained. There is no controversy whatever between the sages of Israel and the philosophers
on these matters, as | have made clear in those chapters [in the Guide of the Perplexed, a philosophical treatise]. ....

The summary of the matter is that our mind cannot grasp how the decrees of the Holy One, blessed be He, work upon human
beings in this world and in the world to come. What we have said about this from the beginning is that the entire position of
the star gazers is regarded as a falsehood by all men of science. | know that you may search and find sayings of some
individual Sages in the Talmud and Midrashim whose words appear to maintain that at the moment of a man's birth, the stars
will cause such and such to happen to him. Do not regard this as a difficulty, for it is not fitting for a man to abandon the
prevailing law and raise once again the counterarguments and replies (that preceded its enactment).
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Similarly it is not proper to abandon matters of reason that have already been verified by proofs, shake loose of them, and
depend on the words of a single one of the Sages from whom possibly the matter was hidden. Or there may be an allusion in
those words; or they may have been said with a view to the times and the business before him. You surely know how many of
the verses of the holy Law are not to be taken literally. Since it is known through proofs of reason that it is impossible for the
thing to be literally so, the translator [of the Aramaic Targum] rendered it in a form that reason will abide. A man should never

cast his reason behind him, for the eyes are set in front, notin back ....

! Rambam’s Letter to the Chachamim of Marseilles
In his letter on astrology, the Rambam reiterates that the whole system of astrology is nonsense. He also rejects any
proof from Chazal who appear to take astrology seriously as follows: either (i) these opinions are minority and are
rejected by halacha; or (ii) those individual sages did not appreciate a crucial point; or (iii) what they said is not to be
taken literally, or (iv) the statement was made in a certain context or for a certain purpose which is irrelevant to us now
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However, the Rambam himself in other places accepts that astrologers get it right some of the time!! How does that fit
with his total rejection of astrology? Some suggest that the Rambam accepts that some individuals have supernatural
talents and has no issue with the existence of the paranormal. He simply wishes to debunk the science of astrology as

nonsense.

D] THE RAMBAN'S POSITION
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The Ramban totally rejects the view of the Rambam. He not only takes astrology and its powers seriously, but he also
rules in practice that whilst a person should not consult with astrologers but rather have confidence in God, if one does

see something negative in an astrological prediction, one may not ignore it and rely on miracles.
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The Ran claims that the Rambam was influenced by natural sciences to reject astrology in_favour of astronomy. Like the

Ramban however, he feels that Chazal did indeed give credence to astrology

1. translation from R’ Isadore Twersky, A Maimonides Reader (New York: Behrman House, Inc., 1972) pp. 463-473
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E] SHULCHAN ARUCH AND PSAK
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The Shulchan Aruch rules a straight prohibition on seeking astrological advice. The Rema however rules in accordance
with he Ramban that a negative astrological prediction must be taken seriously. What happened to the views of the
Rambam?
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The Vilna Gaon totally rejects the Rambam’s view as having been misled by Greek philosophy and accepts a normative
position based on kabbalistic understandings
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