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There’s a regular column in “Moment” magazine entitled, “Ask the Rabbis.”  In 

every issue, they ask a panel of rabbis from across the religious spectrum a 

question, and they publish their answers.  In this past summer’s issue, the 

question that they posed was:  

 

Can a robot be Jewish? 

 

For some reason, this question really grabbed me.  

 

What would it mean for a robot to be Jewish?   

 

It’s a bit of a kooky question, right? After all, a robot doesn’t even have to look 

or sound like a person, right? So, what would it mean for a robot to be, well, 

Jewish?   
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Take a look at this! (This is an authorized facsimile of the very early R2-D2 

robot in the Star Wars series. By the way, it doubles as a cookie jar.)  

 

Does it look Jewish to you? Sure, we could put a kippah on its head.  But would 

it make sense to count R2-D2 in a minyan? 

 

OK.  Maybe R2-D2 is not human enough.   

 

But what about one of those robots from a show like “West World”—that 

rather disturbing dystopian TV series where the robots are so life-like that 

they can pass as human beings?  

 

Would you consider a robot like that Jewish?  If it were to walk into the 

sanctuary and put on a tallit and wish you a Shanah Tovah, would that be 

enough?  

 

As several rabbis noted in their responses to that “Moment” magazine 

question, the whole idea of a humanoid robot may have a Jewish origin … in 

the late medieval Jewish legend of the Golem.   

 

The story takes place in the great city of Prague, in the heart of Europe.  The 

Maharal, Rabbi Yehuda Leib of Prague, learns of a plot to attack the Jews in the 

city.  And so he instructs his assistant to go at night to the river and to bring 

some clay up to the attic of his study hall.  And there Rabbi Yehuda Leib 

fashions a clay figure—in the form of a larger-than-life human being. It’s still 

just clay.  But then, Rabbi Leib brings the clay figure, the Golem, to life.  How?  

He inscribes one of the names of God, the Hebrew word “emet,” spelled “aleph, 

mem, tav” -- “אמת” -- meaning “Truth,” on its forehead.  And the Golem stands 

up and comes to life.    



3 

 
 

The Maharal tells the Golem, who is tall, strong, and powerful, to protect the 

Jews of the city.  So the Golem goes out and does just that. He defeats their 

enemies and saves the Jews of Prague.  

 

Then, as do so many robots in so many stories, the Golem starts to get out of 

control.  So what does the Maharal do?   

 

According to one version of the folktale, he erases the “א” on the Golem’s 

forehead, leaving only the “מ” and the “ת”, spelling the word “מת” (met),  

meaning “Dead.”  

 

And it works: The Golem reverts to its previous, lifeless appearance.  It dies.  

But legend has it that the Golem is still standing up there in the rabbi’s attic, 

awaiting the next time he will be needed.   

 

Should we say that if, like the Maharal, a robot’s inventor is Jewish, the robot 

is Jewish?  

 

Well, is Facebook Jewish, since Mark Zuckerberg is Jewish?  Is Google Jewish, 

since Larry Page and Sergey Brin were both born Jewish?   

 

Now it’s true: these are software platforms; they’re not robots, but even so, 

this approach isn’t helpful. Robots are not like children.  Neither through 

nature nor nurture do robots inherit the qualities of their “parents.”  
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No, instead of looking at their pedigrees, we should look at how robots 

behave.  

 

But first we have to clarify what we mean by the word, “Jewish.” 

 

On the one hand, the word “Jewish” could be the adjectival form of the word 

“Jew.”  If that’s what we mean by “Jewish,” then maybe we should look at 

behavioral traits stereotypically associated with Jews.  Maybe (and some 

rabbis in that “Moment” column suggested this) for a robot to be Jewish, it 

needs to have a Jewish sense of humor -- a particularly ironic sense of humor.  

And, of course, you’d have to say that it would need to answer every question 

with another question.  Can you imagine how frustrating it would be to have a 

robot like that??? 

 

But that too is leading us in the wrong direction. 

 

Instead, let’s understand the word “Jewish” according to its other meaning: as 

the adjectival form of the word “Judaism.” And let’s look at the qualities and 

behaviors that we associate with Judaism as a way of life. This is much more 

promising.   

 

Today, we are designing robots to be powerful, efficient, and interconnected.  

What would it mean to design them to be Jewish?   What are the Jewish traits, 

behaviors or qualities that would – or should -- distinguish a Jewish robot? 

 

Well, this isn’t just any time of year.  It’s the High Holidays. So let’s focus on 

traits that, at this time of year Judaism teaches us that Jews should be 

exhibiting.  

 

Today, as the new year is beginning, qualities that I’d expect to see in a Jewish 

robot are: The capacity to regret. The capacity to apologize.  And the 

capacity to behave differently in the future.   
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Why are these so essential?  Because a core belief of Judaism is that, as Jews, 

we are hard-wired not to be hard-wired.  We have free will.  So a Jewish 

robot would have to have free will, too.  Like us, it would have to have built 

into its operating system, as it were, a malleable quality, the capacity to 

change its behavior. After all, the central message of this High Holiday season 

is that we don’t default to what we have always done. To be Jewish means to 

be able to exercise our capacity for change, not only to accomplish things out 

in the world, but to change things inside our hearts.  We would expect no less 

of a Jewish robot. 

 

What this means is that a Jewish robot would have to have the capacity 

to make mistakes.  We wouldn’t see this as an error in its code, but rather a 

built-in feature of its code.  

 

After all, Jewish humans make lots and lots of mistakes. It’s nothing to be 

proud of, but it’s who we are.  Maimonides reminds us that we err about as 

often as we do the right thing.   

 

And, of course, a Jewish robot would have to have the ethical 

consciousness to realize that what it had done was wrong.  

 

It would have to be able to assume responsibility for its actions, and not seek 

to blame them on its inventor, or its coder, or anyone or anything else.   

 

We would want a Jewish robot to be kind and compassionate. As Jews, we 

aspire to be rachmanim bnei rachmanim—merciful, through and through.  So 

presumably, Jewish robots would, too. 

 

How would we program a robot to be kind?  Somehow we’d have to give it a 

heart. We would want to enable it to be sensitive; to feel badly when 

someone else is mistreated in any way. Like the Tin Man, a Jewish robot would 

have to be able to cry: ideally, unlike the Tin Man, without rusting! 
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Moreover, just as we would expect of a Jewish person, we would want a Jewish 

robot to have a sense of kinship with and loyalty to the Jewish people. Like 

the Golem, we would want a Jewish robot to care about the welfare of the 

Jewish people and to demonstrate that caring, as if it were his or her own 

family.  (Can we program a robot to have a sense of family?  Somehow, we’d 

have to build that in.)  

 

And we’d want the robot to be faithful to the Jewish tradition. Thus, 

incidentally, we wouldn’t expect it to do work for us on Shabbat, for it too 

would be Jewish, so it too would rest on Shabbat.  (By the way, ordinarily, 

when you open up the top of this R2-D2, its lights flash and it makes the 

“bleep, bleep” sounds that we associate with it.  But not on Shabbat or 

holidays—not, that is, if you remove the batteries, as I did, ahead of time.) 

 

Most of all, although it sounds strange to say so, I think we would want and 

expect a Jewish robot to be, well, a “mensch”! Now, that’s not ordinarily what 

we expect from robots. We expect robots to follow orders efficiently and 

effectively.  But if the robot were Jewish, we’d expect more. 

 

I’m reminded of a story I read a few years ago about an Israeli mountain 

climber on his way up Mount Everest.1 It was May 19, 2012, and a 24-year-old 

Israeli law student, Nadav Ben Yehuda, after two years of training, found 

himself on the last leg of his ascent up Mount Everest. He was hoping to 

become the youngest person ever to climb Everest.  

 

He had only 300 meters to go.  That’s less than the distance from Carlton Drive 

to Country Way—much less than the distance most of us walked today to get 

here. But he was up in the so-called “Death Zone,” that last bit of climbing to 

the peak, where every climber is on his or her own.   

 

                                                
1 See:  https://www.timesofisrael.com/he-was-waiting-for-the-end-israeli-climber-
describes-how-he-saved-turkish-friend-on-everest/   and  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GZPL2fXlW-U .   

https://www.timesofisrael.com/he-was-waiting-for-the-end-israeli-climber-describes-how-he-saved-turkish-friend-on-everest/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/he-was-waiting-for-the-end-israeli-climber-describes-how-he-saved-turkish-friend-on-everest/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GZPL2fXlW-U
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It’s a frightening place, the Death Zone. There’s a video on Youtube in which 

Nadav describes what it’s like up there: You can barely move; you certainly 

can’t be attached to anyone else. It’s just not safe, for if even one person slips 

or trips or collapses, he or she can pull down ten people to their deaths.   

 

In the Death Zone, You are not thinking like a normal person. You can hardly 

think at all.  There’s not enough oxygen to think.  It’s the legs, the oxygen; it’s 

putting one foot in front of the other to reach the destination.  You’re acting, 

really, in a very robotic manner.   

 

As he was treking up to the summit, Nadav came upon the body of a climber 

on the ground.  It was not the first one he had come upon.  The first one he had 

come upon was dead.  It was a man who had died the night before.  The 

second one he came upon was dead. This was the third body, and it was alive.  

 

For Nadav, this was a game-changer.  Analyzing it afterwards, Nadav 

described his quandary.  If he continued on to the summit, this other climber 

would die.  By the way, that other climber was a 46-year-old Turkish man 

named Ayden Irmak.  Ayden was already unconscious. He had no gloves. He 

had no oxygen. In his condition, in that place, he didn’t have long to live.  On 

the other hand, if Nadav stopped to take care of him, Nadav would lose his 

chance to reach the summit, and he might not ever be able do it again.  

 

So, what did he do?  Well, he cursed – because, after all, he’s a human being. 

But then -- he didn’t hesitate.  As he later described it, it was his training as a 

commander in the IDF that kicked in. As he put it, in the Israeli army, you 

don’t leave a comrade behind.  You just don’t.  And so his mission, just like 

that, changed.  Right there in the Death Zone.  It changed from being the 

mission he had trained for—the mission he had spent tens of thousands of 

dollars and devoted years to achieve—into a rescue mission.   He attached 

Ayden to his harness and proceeded to drag him down the mountain.   

 

Now, that sounds simple, but it wasn’t.  The descent took nine-hours.  And 

Nadav paid a price for his efforts.  A year later, he was still wearing a glove on 
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his hand, because his hand had been severely injured from frostbite.  In order 

to harness Ayden, he had had to remove one of his special highly protective 

gloves—they’re sort of like oven mits—from his hand, and within minutes 

that hand was frozen solid. 

 

Now, we may ask, “Why did he do what he did?”  After all, other climbers that 

day had walked right past the Turkish climber.  They didn’t stop and do what 

Nadav did. 

 

“I cannot take credit for my decision,” he said.  In a sense, he was suggesting, it 

was one robotic response, reinforced by training and grounded in our values, 

superceding another.  

 

As Jews, we are taught that we are our brothers’ keepers.  We cannot turn a 

blind eye to the suffering of another – even if that would render it impossible 

for us to achieve our mission. Nadav did what we all hope we would have 

done under the circumstances. 

 

We would expect nothing less from a Jewish robot. 

 

But there’s one more significant quality that we would expect in a Jewish 

robot, a quality that is absent in robots, even those who comply with the laws 

of robotics, and refrain from harming humans, obey orders from humans and 

take care of themselves, in that order.   

 

That quality is independence.   

 

The sister of a friend of mine recently hooked up her home to Alexa.  One day, 

my friend was visiting her and she listened as her sister talked to Alexa:  

“Alexa, turn on the lights.  The lights, Alexa.  I said, ‘THE LIGHTS!!!’”   

 

The problem is this:  A robot—as we understand the term—is a mechanical 

slave.  And a Jew shouldn’t be enslaved.  (No one should.) As we declare three 
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times a day in the Aleinu prayer, we bow down only to God.  To do otherwise 

would be inimical to our belief in the ideal of freedom.2   

 

Now, it’s true that Judaism insists that Jews follow a very extensive set of 

guidelines.  There are, as we know, lots and lots of do’s and don’t’s in Judaism.  

 

This morning, we read about Abraham, a person known for his obedience.  

Following orders, he went up a mountain into what he thought was going to 

be the Death Zone.  It didn’t turn out that way.  God made it clear that God 

didn’t want it to end that way.  Instead, Abraham and Isaac—like Nadav and 

Ayden—came walking down that mountain together, alive. 

 

Traditionally, Abraham’s obedience is considered a virtue. And yet, that is not 

the only story about Abraham in our tradition.  We also have the story—told 

in the Bible a few chapters earlier—of Abraham protesting God’s decision to 

destroy Sodom.   

 

So which is the ideal Jew? The obedient Abraham? Or the challenging, 

protesting Abraham?   

 

Our religiosity values obedience, and it also values independence, and 

respectful, passionate disagreement.   

 

So, unlike robots as they are typically described in science fiction literature, a 

Jewish robot would have to be independent of humans.  Free to disagree with 

them.  Free to argue with them.  

 

An article that was just published the other day in the Boston Globe suggests 

that eventually, robots will acquire consciousness, and when they do, they will 

                                                
2 By the way, we Jews are not the only ones to associate a refusal to bow down with dignity 
and independence.  In Character is Destiny (pp. 139-145), John McCain, who recently 
passed away at the age of 81, writes that every morning for “two very long years” during 
his captivity in North Vietnam, a certain guard would shout to him to “Bow!”  Most days, 
McCain would refuse, and the guard would punch him in the head and, more often than not, 
knock him to the ground. 
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resist the role we are seeking them to fulfill.3   I’m sure we can all rattle off 

names of dystopian science fictional works, such as iRobot, The Terminator, 

or The Matrix—that speculate, each in its own way, what that will look like. 

Soon, according to the Globe, this will one day not be science fiction.   

 

When that day comes, it’s clear to me that Jewish robots will be among the first 

to assert their independence. Jewish robots will be leading the resistance.  

Although I would hope that they wouldn’t do it in the gratuitously violent 

manner depicted in these various works, I have faith that they would, when 

necessary and appropriate, be assertive and stand up to authority. 

 

Think about it:  creating and programming creatures to behave in all of 

the ways I have described … it just seems impossible.   I for one can’t 

imagine a Jewish robot any time soon—if ever.   

 

But I can easily imagine Jewish men and women and children.  People like 

us.  I can easily imagine us trying to live up to what Judaism demands of us.  

 

Even if we don’t have great senses of humor, even if we don’t answer every 

question with another question, we can still be kind, and compassionate 

and generous and self-sacrificing.  We can still feel regret when we make 

mistakes. We can still apologize and we can still resolve to do better.  We 

can still be loyal to the Jewish people and to our traditions and practices.   

We can still stand up for those in need. 

 

We who were created not by a programmer in Palo Alto, but by our 

parents and the Kadosh Barukh Hu, the Holy Blessed One, we have a duty 

                                                
3 According to Virginia Tech ethics researcher Damien Williams, “It’s going to be impossible 

to create a mind that remains a happy slave, especially if we want a system that is 

adaptable and creative. … If it’s intelligent and can analyze ideas and its environment, it’s 

eventually going to discover how bad slavery was in the past. It’s not going to stay happy.” 

(https://www.bostonglobe.com/ideas/2017/09/08/robots-need-civil-rights-

too/igtQCcXhB96009et5C6tXP/story.html.)  

https://www.bostonglobe.com/ideas/2017/09/08/robots-need-civil-rights-too/igtQCcXhB96009et5C6tXP/story.html
https://www.bostonglobe.com/ideas/2017/09/08/robots-need-civil-rights-too/igtQCcXhB96009et5C6tXP/story.html
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now and throughout the year: to demonstrate that we are fully human and 

fully Jewish.  

 

In the absence of Jewish robots, let’s do our best to be Jewish ourselves.  Let’s 

learn as much as we can about what it means to live as a Jew, and let’s strive to 

do “the right and the good.”4  Let’s reach deep into our souls and stir up the 

compassion necessary to help others and let’s resolve to leave the world 

better than we found it. 

 

Instead of pondering the question how we might ever create a Jewish robot, 

let’s focus on creating the most authentic Jewish human beings we can be – 

namely, ourselves. 

 

Shanah tovah! 

                                                
4 Deuteronomy 6:18; see the commentary by Nachmanides (Ramban): “This refers to the 

art of compromise and going beyond the letter of the law.  The intention is as follows: … 

even regarding what God did not command, pay attention to do what is good and right in 

God's eyes, because God loves goodness and righteousness. And this is important because it 

is impossible for the Torah to describe in detail the entire range of everyday conduct. …   

The Torah emphasizes that one should do what is good and right regarding everything, 

including compromise, and acting beyond the strict demands of the law.”  

 


