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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 2: 51 - JUDAISM AND THE OCCULT

PART 1 - ASTROLOGY
OU ISRAEL CENTER - WINTER 2022/23

A] ASTRONOMY AND THE COSMOS - TORAH PERSPECTIVES
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The account of creation of the stars and planets specifies that they are intended have ‘memshala’ - rulership over what is
below them.
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Every star has its own ‘name’ and ‘number’.
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The Redak explains that the naming and numbering of the stars relates to their individual role as influencing the world
below them. He connects this with the concept of mazal which rules over the each species’ and enables it to function.
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The Redak lived in Provence in the 12/13th centuries - 400 years before the invention of the telescope. He suggest that
around 1000 stars are visible with the human eye,” but that many of these individual stars are actual clusters of multiple
stars such that the actual number of stars is immense and unknowable to the human mind.®
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The book of lyov references a number of constellations - the Bear, Orion, the Pleiades and those of the southern skies.

1. Itis unclear if this midrash is indicating that every individual blade of grass has its own mazal - ie hashgacha pratit, or each species has a more general mazal - ie hashgacha klalit.
We will address this issue be’H in future shiurim.
2. Current estimates place this at between 2600 and 4500, depending on location and local conditions.
3. Scientists estimate that there are at least 100,000,000,000 stars in our galaxy - the Milky Way - alone. The estimate of stars in the entire universe is
200,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 - a number equivalent to about 10 times the number of cups of water in all the oceans of Earth!
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Ibn Ezra, who was an accomplished astronomer gives very specific
descriptions of these star formations.

Lunar Orbiter 4 image of the Moon craters Abenezra (upper left) and Azophi (lower right)
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Here the passuk is asking we can bind together the Pleiades or untie Orion’s belt.
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Rashi understands that the Pleiades projects cold* into the world and Orion projects heat!

A1] THE COSMOS ACCORDING TO THE RAMBAM

9.

You should know, however, my masters that there is an authentic wisdom concerning the celestial bodies which consists in
knowing the form of the spheres, their number, measurement, the course of their movement, the different velocities of their
motions, their deflection toward north or south; their revolution eastward and another sphere westward, the orbit of every star
and the courses they traverse. These notions and others are contained in large volumes composed by Greek, Persian and
Indian scholars and constitute a praiseworthy discipline. By virtue of knowledge derived from this study we can determine the
eclipse of the planets, the time of its occurrence in different places, the reason why the moon appears first as a bow gradually
increasing until it reaches its full size and then reverts to its original size, as well as the time of its appearance and
disappearance. This science further explains to us why one day is longer than another; why two stars appear to rise together
but set separately; the reason why the duration of the day time in one place lasts thirteen hours and in another fifteen, sixteen
or twenty; or why both day and night are forever equal in one place while in another the day lasts a month, two, three or six
months so that the year is equally divided between six daylight months or six sunless months. There are many other related
matters we can learn from this wisdom which is without any doubt authentic. This is the science of mathematical astronomy,
which our sages confirmed to be the true wisdom in the sight of the people. But the theories of the astrologists are devoid of
any value.

Rambam’s Letter to the Chachamim of Marseilles 5
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The Rambam follows the Aristotelian model of the cosmos, whereby the created universe comprises three different types
of form/matter - (i) earthly matter from which all physical existence on the planet is made (which divides into four -
earth, water, fire and air); (ii) ethereal matter (the fifth essence or quintessence) from which the heavenly crystalline
spheres are made. This is fundamentally different to the earthly matter; (iii) the spiritual form of the melachim (which
have form, but no matter at all).

4.

Pleiades rises with the sun in the winter months and was traditionally seen as a harbinger of cold weather.

5. Translation from Leon D. Stitskin, Tradition,13.1 - Summer 1972
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The moon is the first of these heavenly spheres and, for the Rambam, is clearly categorized as part of ‘shamayim’.
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Perhaps surprisingly, the Rambam understands that the heavenly bodies, including the moon, are spiritual entities too,
with mental understanding. They are self-aware and are also aware of, and connected with, God and the angelic beings.
Their knowledge is however lesser than that of the melachim.

A2] THE COSMOS ACCORDING TO THE RAMBAN
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The position of the Ramban (brought here by R. Ya’akov Kamenetsky in the Emet Ya’akov) is quite different. For him,
the concept of ‘Shamayim’ relates ONLY to the purely spiritual realm. The planets, star and outer space are part of the
physical universe, which are included in “aretz’.
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R. Ya’akov Kamenetsky experienced mixed feelings® at the moon-landing” in 1969. Not only did it seemed to vindicate
the position of the Ramban - clearly the moon is a physical body - but it also seemed to undermine the credibility of the
Rambam generally®. How could we have been so wrong about this®?

6. Foranalysis of the reactions of R. Soloveitchik, Rav Kamenetsky and others to the moon-landings, see https://www.torahmusings.com/2004/12/rabbis-and-traveling-to-moon/

7. See https://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/710353/Rabbi_Nathan_Kamenetsky/Of_Bans,_Earthquakes_and_Tsunamis at minute 15:08 where R’ Ya'akov's son, R.
Natan Kamenetsky gives an account of how his father watched the moon-landings on a neighbor’s TV. References to the TV are not found in the current edition of Emet Ya’akov! R.
Natan Kamenetsky is dealing with the reaction in 2005 to R. Natan Slifkin’s sefarim.

8. Some people also raised concerns as to how we can still say the line in kiddush levana that we cannot touch the moon, although, for almost all human beings, this will remain the
case for the foreseeable future. R. Shiomo Goren, then IDF Chief Chaplain, issued instructions immediately after the Moon landing that the wording of kiddush levana should be
changed. The old blessing was worded: As / dance before you and cannot touch you, so my enemies will not be able to touch me. The changed wording reads: As / dance against you
and do not touch you, so others, if they dance against me to harm me, they will not touch me. R. Goren’s version is actually found in Masechet Soffrim chapter 20 section 2.

9. For a very interesting exchange on this see https://www.torahmusings.com/2010/09/rabbis-and-the-moon/, including the comments posted below the article. See also
http://kabbalahmadda.blogspot.com/2009/02/did-rambam-fake-moon-landing.htm|?m=1
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Rav Kamenetsky concludes that the first 4 chapters of Mishne Torah are not really halacha', but philosophy and natural
philosophy, which the Rambam did not take from Chazal. If the Rambam was mistaken in these areas, this has no
bearing on his status as a posek in ‘real’ areas of halacha.

B] ASTROLOGY & MAZAL

B1] ASTROLOGY & THE OCCULT IN TANACH

* Astrology was central to the worldview of much of the ancient world!! and there are a number of references in Tanach to astrological
practices.
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The Torah includes a 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 Torah in Vayikra prohibits (i) ‘nichush’ - superstition; and (ii) ‘me’onen’ - perhaps involvement in astrology? -
literally *auspicious times’.
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In Devarim, the Torah expands this prohibition in a number of ways. First it adds the prohibitions of Molech (passing
children through fire), Kosem (magic of various types), Chover Chever (incantations using collections of snakes and
scorpions), Ov (witchcraft involving bringing up voices from the dead), Yidoni (bringing out occult voices from animal
bones in one’s mouth) and Doresh EI HaMetim (communicating with the dead). Crucially, this passage also sets out the
legitimate way of connecting with information from the supernatural world - through prophecy. The Torah prohibits
ignoring a true prophet or listening to a false one and gives guidelines as to how to tell the difference! The Torah also
prohibits a prophet from giving over false information in the name of the prophecy.

10. This would also impact on the way we would look at the philosophical proofs of God’s existence, as set out in those first 4 chapters of the Mishne Torah.

11. According to Wikipedia (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_astrology): Babylonian astrology is the earliest recorded organized system of astrology, arising in the 2nd
millennium BCE. There is speculation that astrology of some form appeared in the Sumerian period in the 3rd millennium BCE, but the isolated references to ancient celestial
omens dated to this period are not considered sufficient evidence to demonstrate an integrated theory of astrology. The history of scholarly celestial divination is therefore generally
reported to begin with late Old Babylonian texts (c. 1800 BC), continuing through the Middle Babylonian and Middle Assyrian periods (c. 1200 BCE). By the 16th century BCE the
extensive employment of omen-based astrology can be evidenced in the compilation of a comprehensive reference work known as Enuma Anu Enlil. Its contents consisted of 70
cuneiform tablets comprising 7,000 celestial omens. .... Astrological symbols likely represented seasonal tasks, and were used as a yearly almanac of listed activities to remind a
community to do things appropriate to the season or weather (such as symbols representing times for harvesting, gathering shell-fish, fishing by net or line, sowing crops, collecting
or managing water reserves, hunting, and seasonal tasks critical in ensuring the survival of children and young animals for the larger group). By the 4th century, their mathematical
methods had progressed enough to calculate future planetary positions with reasonable accuracy, at which point extensive ephemerides began to appear.
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The prophets Yeshayahu and Yirmiyahu criticized the Jewish people for relying on astrology rather than God to save
them. Their superstitions are described as nonsense feared by the non-Jews of the time.
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The mazalot are referred to in the praise of King Yoshiyahu, who removed idolatry from the Land. In this context, the
constellations seem to be connected to avoda zara.
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By the time of Daniel, the Babylonian astrologers are described as the ‘Kasdim’, often translated as Chaldeans.™

23. .. there is a race
Of men most righteous, to whom both good will 270 And noble deeds have ever been a care.
For they have no concern about the course Of the sun's revolution, nor the moon's ....
275 Nor signs of sneezing, nor the wings of birds, Nor soothsayers, nor wizards, nor enchanters,
Nor tricks of dull words of ventriloquists, Neither do they astrologize with skill
280 Of the Chaldeans, nor astronomize; 0 For these are all deceptive, in so far
As foolish men go seeking day by day Training their souls unto no useful work;
And then did they teach miserable men Deceptions......

Syballine Oracles 3:268-286
The Greek Syballine Oracles, Book 3 of which is thought to have been written by the Hellenized Jews of Egypt in the late
2nd Temple/post Churban era, also criticizes astrological and occult practices and praises Jewish ancestors who avoided
these practices

B2] ASTROLOGY IN CHAZAL
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The Gemara includes a specific prohibition on consulting astrologers.
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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.

12. See also Daniel 2:2, 4, 5, 10; 4:14; 5:7, 11.
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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 an 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 hormative)
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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Rashi understands that, according to the view ‘yesh mazal leYisrael’, prayer and tzedaka cannot change the mazal.
However, according to the view ‘ein mazal leYisrael’ prayer and tzedaka can change the mazal.
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Rabbi Yochanan and Rav rule the principle of ‘ein mazal leYisrael’. Famously, Rav derives it from the example of
Avraham who is enabled to have children through a change in his mazal.
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Chazal discuss the ‘siman ra’ - bad omen - of eclipses of the sun and moon and explain how they could affect the Jewish
and non-Jewish nations. Nevertheless, when the Jewish people are connected to God through Torah and mitzvot, they
need not fear these omens. Presumably they will then have a special hashgacha which protects them.
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Chazal state that our lives can be extended or not as a result of our merits.

* Tosafot comment on all of these Gemarot and seek to harmonize the sugyot:
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Tosafot in Kiddushin explain that even when Chazal say that everything depends on a person’s merit, they really mean
his mazal!
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Tosafot in Shabbat explain that, even according to the view ‘ein mazal beYisrael’, mazal is still a very significant factor®.
Through a large merit the mazal might be changed, but that is not guaranteed and the mazal may NOT change.
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Similarly, Tosafot in Moed Katan explain that, even if we say ‘ein mazal beYisrael’, this is not a guarantee. Sometimes
the mazal can still have an impact on the situation.
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Again, Tosafot in Yevamot explain that, even according to the position ‘ein mazal leYisrael’, it takes a large merit to
override mazal and, even then, it may not work, as with the poverty of R. Elazar ben Pedat.

13. Interestingly, Tosafot do not simply attribute the statement NN2>2 NYON D2 NON XN NOYN MDA IND MW »N )2 to the position of R. Chanina - ‘yesh mazal
leYisrael’, but seek to harmonize it with the dominant position of R. Yochanan (and Rav and Shmuel) that ‘ein mazal leYisrael'.
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Rabbi Elazar ben Pedat was hard-pressed for money. Once an act of bloodletting was performed on him, but he did not have anything to taste
afterward. He took a clove of garlic and put it in his mouth. His heart became weak and he fell asleep. The Sages came to inquire about his
welfare. They saw him weeping and laughing, and a ray of light was shining from his forehead. When he awoke they said to him: What is the
reason that you were laughing and crying? He said to them: The reason is that in my dream the Holy One, Blessed be He, was sitting with me,
and | said to Him: Until when will | suffer such poverty in this world? And He said to me: Elazar, My son, is it more convenient for you that |
return the world to its very beginning? Perhaps you will be born in an hour of sustenance and not be poor. | said before Him: You suggest
doing all this, to return the world to its beginning, and even then is it only a possibility that things will be different, not a certainty? | said to
Him: Are the years that | have already lived more numerous, or are that I will live more numerous? He said to me: Those years that you have
lived are greater. | said before Him: If so, | do not want You to recreate the world for the sake of a brief few years.
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Even if the Jewish people can rise above mazal, in the case of Adar and Av, mazal appears to have a stronger influence.
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Shmuel was known to be an expert in astronomy and astrology. Yet he warns that the study of astrology does not always
fit well with study of Torah!
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Shmuel said of himself that he recognized the movements of the stars as well as the streets of Nehardah.**
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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 return, [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 I to them, "1 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.

14. Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach commented that this apparently superfluous detail actually teaches an important halacha. Shmuel was also a doctor on call to emergencies and, as
the local ‘hatzalah’, he needed to know the local streets very well!
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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, freedom of choice to be righteous or wicked is not subject to mazal. However,
this statement on predetermination is R. Chanina (see above), whose view is rejected in favour of R. Yochanan’s!

No. Latin Name Hebrew Name English translation Jewish Month
1 Aries Taleh The Ram Nisan

2 Taurus Shor The Bull lyar

3 Gemini Teomim The Twins Sivan

4 Cancer Sartan The Crab Tammuz
5 Leo Aryeh The Lion Av

6 Virgo Betulah The Virgin Elul

7 Libra Moznayim The Scales Tishrei

8 Scomio '"Akrav The Scorpion Cheshvan
9 Sagittarius Kashat The Archer/Bow Kislev

10 Capricorn G'di The Goat/Kid Tevet

11 Aquarius D'li The Water-Bearer Shevat
12 Pisces Dagim The Fish Adar
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Zodiac in a 6th-century synagogue at Beth Alpha, Israel
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