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Parashat Shoftim —
Temimut: Magic, Science and
Religion

Rav Hanan Schlesinger

About us
The Community Kollel of Dallas seeks to strengthen our
Jewish community through the shared experience of Torah study
in a non-judgmental environment. A unique combination of
worldliness and Judaic scholarship makes the men & women of

the Kollel wonderful ambassadors of Jewish living and learning in
our modern society.
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Devarim chapter 18
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9 When you come into the land which the LORD thy God gyees
you shall not learn to do after the abominations of¢éhnations.

10 There shall not be found among you any one that passsmhis
his daughter through the fire, an augur, a diviner, or arerteller,

or a sorcerer,

11 or a charmer, or one that consults a ghost or éidaspirit, or a

necromancer.

12 For all that do these things is an abomination ut@.@RD; and
because of these abominations the LORD your God is drikemm t

out from before you.

13 You shall be whole-hearted with the LORD your God.

14 For these nations, that you are to dispossess, haarésmers
and augers; but as for you, the LORD your God has natedlo/ou
to do so.

15 A prophet will the LORD your God raise up unto you, fromaryo
midst, of your brethren, like unto me; unto him you sha#irken;

16 Just as you requested of the LORD thy God in Hore\eialdly of
the assembly, saying: 'Let me not hear again the wittee LORD

my God, neither let me see this great fire any more | ttha not.’

17 And the LORD said unto me: 'They have well said thathvttiey

have spoken.
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127) ,»9a 2T Py ;702 thee; and | will put My words in his mouth, and he shalbkpento

- MEN IWUN-D2 NN L0 them all that | shall command him.
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Commentary of the Ramban (Nachmanides) to Sefer Devarim, chagt 18, verse 9

It mentions the sorcerer, which is a generic term liodiierent types of sorcery, and a
charmer, and one who consults a ghost or a famibiait,sand these are all types of
sorcery. They are forbidden as well to one who inquifédeem. The necromancer is just
like one who consults a ghost ...

And it mentions the auger, which is a generic termrfquiry into the future ..A diviner
tells the future by means of the formations of the clpadd the fortune-telling observes
the wings or the chirping of the birds ... any method of pingiknowledge of the
future before it happens is called fortune-telling ...

The verse (verse 12) says that “for all that do theswgs are an abomination unto the
Lord”, but it does not say ‘for those that do #@dese things ...” because the verse is
referring to most of them but not to all of them, fbe diviner and the fortune-teller are
not abominations, and God did not dispossess the Carmanitéheir account, for all
human beings desire to know things that are to come upomiththe future, and engage
in many of these types of wisdom of theirs.

Now know and understand the matter of sorcery, for Gayg He be blessed, when he
created everything from nothing, he made the upper worldsresign over the lower
worlds which are beneath them, and he gave power oveattieand all that is upon it to
the heavenly bodies and constellations according tortile and their spell on the lower
world, as is shown in the science of astronomy/asgsol... however, in God’'s great
wondrousness, he created ways for the forces to benode...

However, the normal course of nature is the will @fdGaccording to how he arranged
the heavenly bodies from the very beginning. This istdezet of the workings of sorcery
which opposes God’s will. It is as our rabbis said aboutsthreerers (Babylonian
Talmud, Tractate Hullin 7a) that “they are in oppositioth heavenly retinue”. In other
words, they contradict the normal forces and in aagersense oppose the retinue.
Therefore it is fitting that the Torah forbade thesactices so that the world will be left

to its natural course which is the will of the Creator.
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Many make light of the fortune-tellers claiming thatréhes no truth in them at all ... but
we cannot deny the truth of things that have been veiteby many, and our rabbis also
have acknowledged their truth ... Through these methogscte know the future — not
for very long and not the distant future; rather onlyrtear future do they predict ...
These things are not abominations for the nationserdtiey are their wisdom ... And
therefore although the passage [at first] included thirfertellers and the augers with
the sorcerers, it later explained (versel4) that “times¢®ns, that you are to dispossess,
hearken to diviners and augers”, whose wisdom is in predithe future, “but as for
you, the LORD your God has not allowed you to do so”.

In sum, God forbade these earlier mentioned mattecaulse they are abominations
before him, and because of them he dispossess thesasrnagiore you. And he forbade
the diviners and the fortune-tellers to you because Me gau great eminence in setting
you “on high above all the nations of the earth” (&&w 28:1) meaning that he will raise
up a prophet in your midst and will put His words in his moatid you will learn from
him what God will do. For knowledge of the future you wilveano need for diviners
and fortune-tellersvho ... whose words are not fully correct and who do not pgeowil
necessary information. Prophecy on the other handmsfars of God’s desire and not
one of its words will fall to the earth ... You ares piortion and His treasure, hearing His
counsel from His mouth ...

Indeed there is an element of truth in fortune-telling.
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Commentary of the Ramban (Nachmanides) on Devarim, chapter 18, \s& 13

The meaning of whole-hearted is that we are to direchearts to Him only, and believe
that He alone does everything. It is He who knows tii tabout all future events and
from Him alone, from His prophets .are we to inquire of future events... If we hear any
predictions of the diviners, we are to say “Everythino ihe hands of heaverfTalmud
Bavli, Tractate Brachot 33b), for “He is the God of gogBevarim 10:17), who is
supreme above all, the Lord over all, who changes lathei course of the stars and the
constellations, who frustrates the omens of preterat@isnakes the augers go mad. And
we must believe that all that occurs is a functiothefdegree to which one comes close
to God’s service. Therefore, after the warning about mgiiabout future events from
the diviners ... it states that you are to be whole-heavidgd God in all these matters,
and not be overawed by those who tell of things to cdtagher you should inquire of
His prophet and to him shall you hearken.
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Sefer haKuzari, part four, sections 16, 17

The King: Now | understand the difference between Elokim and Ada@mal | see the
great difference between the God of Avraham and the Gddisiotle. One yearns for
Adonai after having experienced His presence and havingsgia Him with one's own
eyes. Elokim, on the other hand, one acknowledges ehdhis of logical speculation.
One who has experienced His presence is filled with &@f God, and is totally dedicated
to him, even to the point of willingness to sacriffae life for Him. Logic, on the other
hand, shows only that one is obligated to exalt God agdsrihere is no trouble in doing
so and it entails no harm...

The Rabbi: Avraham however, suffered many trials; first what dr@erwent in Ur
Kasdim, later during the days of his wandering as a stramglee land of Israel, and then
his circumcision, followed by the removal of Ishm&®m his house, and finally
Akidat Yitzhak. He stood strong in all of them, and tlsabécause he had experienced
God's presence and did not know of Him only through logipatulation. He saw clearly
that none of the details of his life are hidden from Gadj he saw as well that God
rewards him immediately for all of his righteous deedg] leads him in an upright path.
—he never took a step forward or backward except with God'siggon. How could
Avraham now not scorn his earlier logical speculatoRshold, this what our sages said
(Tractate Shabat p. 156a) on the verse "And He took hisideu(Breishit 15:5)": "He
said to him — Abandon your stargazing and speculation”. mbkans that He commanded
him to abandon his logical rational speculation - whiotiuded astrology/astronomy -
and to found his relationship to God on his sensual emq=s. And this is what the verse
says "(Thilim 34:9) Experience and see that God is good".
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Rebbi Yehudah halevi, Sefer haKuzari, part 4, section 27

The Rabbi: This speculation that is found in Sefer haYetzera isgpsrhat of Avraham
Avinu after he had discovered the unity and the sovereighGod, but still before he
had merited revelation. However, after he meritedlatios he abandoned all his rational
speculation and engaged in nothing but endeavoring to devtiich is pleasing to God,
after God had informed him what this entails, and how aherevthis was to be
accomplished. And our sages (Tractate Shabat p. 156a)akgplicated the words of
the verse "And He took him outside (Breishit 15:5)" as meaniAdpgandon your
stargazing and speculation”, that is to say, forsakeolagtfastronomy and all

speculative natural science.
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Rebbi Yehudah halevi, Sefer haKuzari, part 2, section 2@end)

The Rabbi: In truth the matter is hidden and much more exalted thes [explanation
that | was able to offer]. | say that the Torah igZzibe, and one who accepts it
wholeheartedly, without investigation and rationalizatisnon a much higher level than
the rationalist and the one who investigates. Howews,who has already lost that high
level and has become immersed in investigation, wouldedierbto search for deeper
meaning in these things which are founded in Divine wisdom, tinabandon himself to
fleeting musings and doubts. These latter bring one tgond.
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Commentary of the Seforno to the Book of Breishit, chapter 17

(1) “And be perfect”. Acquire for yourself the highest degogd human actualization.
“Investigate and obtain knowledge of Me” through the statiiy ways, and through

imitating Me, as much as it possible for you. For indénedactions of any existent thing
are indicative of its essence, as it says: “Letkmew your ways and | will know you”.

This is the highest human actualization, and it is wbatl was referring to when He

said: “Let us make man in Our image and in Our likeness”.
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Maimonides (Rambam), Mishne Torah, Laws of Idolatry, chapter 11

13) How is necromancy practiced? ...

14) It is forbidden to consult a ghost or a familiar spirit

15) One who performs sorcery ...

16) All these matters are all matters of falsehooddmueit, and it was with these that the
early idolaters made the other [non-idolatrous] gentilegate and follow them. It is not
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fitting for Jews, who are intelligent and wise, t@ @sich nonsense, or even to think that
they are of any use, for it is written, "Surely theseno enchantment in Jacob, or
divination in Israel", and it is also written, " Foe#e nations, that you are to dispossess,
hearken to diviners and augers; but as for you, the LORD @od has not allowed you
to do so". Anyone who believes in these or similarghiand imagines in his heart that
they are true and a branch of wisdom, but that [we goadtice them because] the Torah
forbade them, is nothing but a fool who is lacking krexgle, and is in the category of
women and children, who are of undeveloped intelligence.edery those people who
are wise and of a perfected intelligence know on #mshof clear proofs that all these
things that the Torah forbade are not a branch of wisdmtare merely nonsense and
vanity which those lacking in knowledge follow and becausehich abandon the ways
of truth. Because of this, when warning us against thasgies, the Torah says, "You
shall be perfect with the Lord your God".
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Duties of the Heart by Rabanu Bahya ibn Pekuda, introduction

But if you are a man of intellect and understanding, apléheir aid to obtain certainty
on what you have received from the sages in the names d&rtbphets in regard to the
root principles of religion and the pivots of practicahduct, you are under an obligation
to use your faculties until you gain clear and definitekedge so that your faith and
conduct shall rest on the foundations both of traditiah r@ason. If however, you ignore
this duty and willfully violate it, you fall short in whgou owe to your Creator.
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Duties of the Heart by Rabanu Bachya ibn Pekuda, Gate of Utyi, chapter Il

... The profession of the unity of God with the mind aslwslin speech, but attained
through tradition only, the believer having faith in tholseugh which he has received
the tradition not however knowing the truth throughekercise of his own intellect and
understanding: Such a person is like a blind man led by atectin see. It is also
possible that he is receiving the tradition by one whosbifmhas only learned it
traditionally. This suggests comparison with a company afibinen, each of whom has
his hand on the shoulder of the one in front of him, andrs until the file reaches a
person endowed with sight who is at the head and adtsea guide. Should this seeing
person fail in his duty and neglect to watch over hisgamg, or should any of them
stumble or meet with any other mishap, the misfortune dvafiéct them all. They would
all lose their way, fall into a pit or a ditch, ona®unter an obstacle that would prevent
their further progress. So too, if a man accepts theideavf the Unity on the basis of
tradition only, he can never be sure that he will note to the error of shituf (a

misunderstanding of the nature of God’s absolute unity)
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Duties of the Heart by Rabanu Bahya ibn Pekuda, introduction

You should realize that the aim and value of the dutiethefheart consist in their
securing the equal cooperation of body and soul in tineécseof God, so that the
testimony of heart, and that of the tongue and the dkheity organs shall be alike, and
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12
that they shall support and confirm, not contradict dfedifrom each other. This

harmony is that which is called in Scripture ‘perfection’such texts as: “You shall be
perfect with the Lord your God”: (Devarim 18:14)

Additional Sources:
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