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Introduction 

 

One of the most famous and most enduring legends in all of Jewish history is the legend of the 

golem. If you’ve ever been to Prague, the golem is in every souvenir shop. It’s been the topic of 

books and movies.  

 

Psychologists identified something they call the golem effect. 

 

In 1969, Isaac Bashevis Singer while he was living down the street in the Belnord, wrote a novel 

called The Golem. 

 

Today, there’s a cryptocurrency called Golem.  

 

Some even claim it was the golem that inspired the creation of Captain America.  

 

It seems that with the passage of time, the legend hasn’t receded; if anything, it’s only become 

more deeply embedded in the popular imagination.  

 

So with an attempt to maintain both a healthy dose of skepticism and a little open-mindedness, 

I’d like to embark with you on a journey to explore a number of questions: 

 

1. Where did this whole thing come from? 

2. What are we supposed to make of it? 

3. And what might the golem tell us about how to conceive of artificial life forms here in 

the twenty first century? 

 

By way of introduction, let me say that the first part of this talk is based on the work of my 

teacher Prof. Shnayer Leiman. It’s the kind of research that only he could do.  

 

And I want to begin with one of the most important characters in the story, even though his 

names is not well known.  

 

Yudl Rosenberg was born in 1860 in Gębarzów, Poland to a family with Chassidish leanings. He 

trained as a rabbi and went on to serve communities in Tarlow, Lublin, Warsaw, and Lodz. He 

was a prolific author. And separate and apart from anything we talk about this morning, he made 

an enormous contribution to Jewish life by translating the entirety of the Zohar into Hebrew, 

which had never been done before. The Zohar is written in Palestinian Aramaic. And even 

without regard to the content, just the language is so difficult to the uninitiated. R. Rosenberg’s 

translation made it newly accessible.  

 

He had a large family. He struggled to make ends meet. In 1913, he emigrated from Europe to 

Toronto; he became rabbi of Congregation Beth Jacob. And in 1919, moved to Montreal where 

he would serve as a rabbi until his death in 1935 

 

http://www.artandpopularculture.com/Isaac_Bashevis_Singer
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As it turns out, a man called Ira Robinson published a biography of R. Rosenberg just a few 

months ago with Touro University Press. It’s called A Kabbalist in Montreal. It costs a small 

fortune, but if anyone’s interested, it’s available on Amazon or abebooks.  

 

In 1909, Rosenberg published a book called Niflaot Maharal. It was published in a number of 

locations, including Warsaw and Piotrokow.  

 

We were learning about the Rogatchover Gaon recently who lived in Dvinsk. A junior rabbi once 

came to him to solicit a haskama – a rabbinic approbation for his book. And the Rogatchover 

started going through the book and he kept murmuring to himself, “Wonderful, Amazing. 

Wonderful, Amazing.” 

The Rogatchover wasn’t known for lavishing praise on his contemporaries. So the junior rabbi 

asked, “Rebbe: Could you tell me – what’s so amazing?” 

“Amazing, Wonderful,” the Rogatchover said. “I didn’t know there was a printing press in 

Piotrokow. Now I know!” 

 

Niflaot Maharal is one of the most – if not the most – important sources for information on the 

golem.  

 

1 Niflaot Maharal, Title Page 

 

This book was written by 

the Gaon, R. Isaac Katz, 

son-in-law of the 

Maharal. It was hidden in 

the Imperial Library of 

Metz. After the city was 

destroyed by war some 100 years ago, many rare books and manuscripts fell into the hands of the 

city’s affluent residents. I wearied and toiled until I was able to obtain this manuscript as you 

will see from reading the introduction. 

 

 

So here we have what amounts to a first-hand account of the golem. Nothing like this had ever 

come to light before.  
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2 Niflaot Maharal, Introduction 

 

Dear readers, I hereby present before you 

a fabulous and precious treasure. For 

almost 300 years it’s been buried in the 

Imperial Library of Metz. Everyone 

knows and retells the tradition of how 

the Maharal magically created a living 

golem out straw and clay. But with the 

passage of time, the story has eroded to 

such an extent that members of the 

intelligentsia seek to deny and 

undermine it. They say it’s merely a 

parable…. All of this is because it was 

never committed to a book…. Now the 

entire Jewish world will know that 

everything was recorded in writing by 

the son-in-law of the Maharal, R. Isaac 

Katz… Everything was hidden in the 

Imperial Library of Metz along with 

other manuscripts in the hand of the 

Maharal. I wish to thank Hashem for 

helping me obtain this copy from R. 

Haim Sharfstein in the city of Metz, for 

which I spent a great deal of money….  

 

 
 

 

The Maharal died in 1609. Until Niflaot Maharal, the earliest reports of the Maharal’s golem 

were from the 1830s. So this manuscript by the Maharal’s son-in-law from the lifetime of the 

principal – published for the first time by Yudl Rosenberg in 1909 – is totally transformative.  

 

We’ll return to this book in a moment.  

But first I want to turn first to another book R. Rosenberg left us.  
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A new biography of R. Yudl Rosenberg 

 
 

 

 

 

Here again, R. Rosenberg tells us that the book is based on a manuscript found in the Imperial 

Library of Metz authored by a man called R. Manoah Hendel (d. 1612). He wrote a book that 

was never published called Klei Hamikdash devoted to the kelim of the temple. So lest anyone 

accuse me of not talking about the parsha this Shabbat, here’s the direct connection to the Kohen 

Gadol’s vestments.  

 

The book is a story that the author reportedly heard directly from Maharal. And in a nutshell, the 

story goes something like this:  

In 1590, the Maharal learned that the stones of the Choshen Mishpat had been located in London 

and were being housed in the Belmore St. Museum, the curator of which was a certain Mr. 

Mortimer. The Maharal traveled from Prague to London posing as an antiquities dealer. There he 

made contact with a certain Captain Wilson who managed to swindle the stones from the 

museum. When he demanded an exorbitant price from Maharal, the Maharal used magic to 

wreak havoc on Wilson’s life. And ultimately Wilson returned the stones to the museum. 

 

It's a fascinating story, but as it turns out, none of it was true. 

There was never a work called Klei Hamikdash 

There was no Belmore St. museum. 

There was no Captain Wilson. 

And the Maharal never traveled to London in search of the stones from the Choshen Mishpat.  

 

In fact, the whole thing was lifted directly from a short story by none other than Arthur Conan 

Doyle….  
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A collection of stories by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 

 

 

Rosenberg didn’t even remove the anachronisms! 

ספר חושן המשפט 3  

 

 

Choshen Ha-Misphat, p. 11 

 

This was the basis of my 

great wisdom, through which 

I was able to pull off the 

heist. I brought with me [into 

the museum] a small camera. 

And I took a photo of the 

shape and size of the 12 

stones of the breastplate…  

 

 

 

 

 

In the Conan Doyle story at the turn of the 20
th

 century, it was a novelty that that the thief had a 

portable camera. Three hundred years earlier, the idea of photography would have been entirely 

unthinkable.  

 

R. Yudl couldn’t have read the book in English, but it had already been translated into Russian – 

which he did read. Using his prodigious skills as a translator, he appropriated the material into a 

book about the exploits of the Maharal.  
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None of this bodes particularly well for the credibility of the book we’ll turn to now called 

Niflaot Maharal.  

 

According to the book, in 1572 the Maharal, Rabbi Jacob Loew, was appointed chief rabbi of 

Prague. He soon learned that blood libels against the Jewish community were rampant. So he 

arranged to debate a certain Cardinal Johan Sylvester. 

 

After a 30-day debate, the Maharal emerged victorious. A transcript of debate was sent to the 

Holy Roman Emperor, Rudolph II (d. 1612) who was so impressed by the rabbi that he granted a 

private audience to the Maharal. 

 

Rudolph II agreed to draft legislation to protect the Jews. But despite all of this, in 1580, Maharal 

decided the emperor’s promise of protection was insufficient. So using kabbalistic sources, he 

went ahead and created a golem whose job it would be to defend Prague’s Jewish community 

against potential attack. The golem was around for 10 years until it was finally destroyed.  

The bulk of the book is taken up with the exploits of the golem during the years 1580-1590. 

 

As it turns out, we do have a record of a meeting with the Maharal and Rudolph II. But that 

wasn’t until 1592. Virtually everything else in the book is false! 

 

The whole thing is made out of whole cloth! 

Based on other legends of the golem that had been in print since the 19
th

 century, R. Yudl 

concocted the entire story. 

 

There was never an Imperial Library of Metz. 

There was never a manuscript written by the Maharal’s son in law. 

It was all the product of R. Yudl’s fertile imagination. 

 

The question is: What happened here? 

 

By all accounts, R. Yudl was an ehrlich guy. 

He was never embroiled in a scandal. 

 

It’s true: This was an age of forgery. A man named Yehuda Friedlander went around Europe in 

1907 claiming that he had found a lost tractate of the Talmud Yerushalmi. Many of Europe’s 

greatest rabbis were totally fooled before it was discovered that Friedlander had written the thing 

himself.  

 

But no one ever accused R. Yudl of being a forger. He was an upstanding citizen. His books 

were in wide circulation. He was respected by his peers. He wrote the authoritative translation of 

the Zohar and many other learned sefarim. He served in mainstream communities. He 

corresponded with the prominent rabbanim of his generation.  

 

Was he leading a double life? 

Was he off his rocker?! 

What’s going on? 
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To get to the bottom of the mystery, Prof. Leiman starting digging. He actually traveled to 

Montreal in the 1980s and tried to track down people who may have remembered R. Yudl. But it 

was a dead end.  

 

There was a Jewish library in Montreal. He searched high and low for clues, but to no avail. 

When he was about ready to leave, he noticed there was a basement in the library where they 

kept discarded material. 

 

Lo and behold Prof. Leiman stumbled upon a dinner journal from 1931! 

 

4 Shnayer Z. Leiman, “The Adventure of the Maharal of Prague in London: R. Yudl 

Rosenberg and the Golem of Prague,” Tradition 36:1 (Spring, 2002), 34. 

 

 
 

 ספר הזכרון לחג יובל השבעים של הרב הגאון ר' יהודא ראזענברג 5

 
 

 

If the Maharal of Prague had created a golem, someone prior to the 19
th

 century would have 

written about it. He had many students who became prominent rabbinic leaders. He was a public 

figure. It’s quite impossible to believe that he could have produced a golem without leaving 

behind any trace in anything he wrote or that was written in his lifetime. 
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But this is hardly the end of the story. Because not all golems are created equal.  

 

There’s actually a better, albeit lesser well-known, story about a golem from the 16
th

 century that 

was created in the town of Chelm – long before Chelm ever came to be associated with not very 

wise men.  

 

Hakham Zevi was a rabbi in Hamburg and Amsterdam in the 17
th

 century. I can assure you that 

he authored no works of fiction. And no one ever accused him of forging anything. And in a 

book he published in 1712 – which we’ll come to in a moment – he reported that his ancestor – a 

man galled R. Eliahu, the Baal Shem of Chelm – created a golem.  

 

As it turns out, the story of the golem of Chelm would be almost exactly contemporaneous with 

the story attributed to the Maharal in Prague. 

 

R. Eliahu of Chelm died in 1583; Hakham Zevi wasn’t born until 1658. But the story wouldn’t 

have been ancient history. His grandfather might have heard it from his grandfather.  

 

And R. Yaakov Emden, the eldest son of Hakham Zevi spelled it out in one of his responsa. This 

is the story. 

 

As an aside, I’ll mention here what I heard from my 

father’s holy mouth regarding the [golem] created by his 

ancestor, the Gaon R. Elijah Ba‛al Shem of blessed 

memory. When [R. Elijah] saw that the golem was 

growing larger and larger, he feared that he would 

destroy the universe. He therefore removed the holy 

name [of God] that was still embedded in his forehead, 

thus causing him to disintegrate and return to dust. 

Nonetheless, while in the process of forcibly extracting 

the holy name from him, the golem injured him, 

scarring his face. 

 שו"ת שאילת יעבץ חלק ב סימן פב 6

אגב אזכיר כאן מה ששמעתי מפה קדוש 

אמ"ה ז"ל מה שקרה באותו שנוצר ע"י זקנו 

הגראב"ש ז"ל כי אחר שראהו הולך וגדל 

על כן לקח  מאד נתיירא שלא יחריב העולם

ונתק ממנו השם שהי' דבוק עדיין במצחו 

וע"י זה נתבטל ושב לעפרו. אבל הזיקו 

ועשה בו שריט' בפניו בעוד שנתעסק 

   בנתיקת השם ממנו בחזק'.

 

And what makes things even more interesting is that we have non-Jewish sources that attest to 

the same legend, with a few minor variations…. 

 

Johann Christoph Wagenseil was a 17
th

 century Christian Hebraist who was not a friend of the 

Jews. He devoted the lion’s share of his energies to publishing anti-Christian works of Jewish 

authors whom he considered non-believers.  

 

And in one of his books, he published a letter that he received from one of his students. As you 

can see, the original was written in Latin with some Hebrew insertions. My Latin is very weak. 

But Gershom Scholem’s Latin was quite strong – so I share with you his translation.  

 

 

 

7 Letter from Christoph Arnold to his Translation by Gershom Scholem, On the 
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teacher, the Christian Hebraist Johann 

Christoph Wagenseil (1633-1705) which 

appeared in Wagenseil’s Sota hoc est Liber 

Mishnicus de uxore adulerii suspecta 

(Altdorf, 1674), p. 1198 

 

 
 

Kabbalah, 200-201 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By the way – this could be very important information to know if you’re ever face to face with a 

dangerous golem. All you have to do to deactivate it, is remove the א from its forehead and 

you’re good to go.  

 

So now we have two very old – and totally independent – versions of a story about a golem in 

Chelm. 

 

So let’s pick up with the story in 1712. That’s the year Hakham Zevi published his book of 

responsa.  
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 שו"ת חכם צבי סימן צג 8

נסתפקתי אדם הנוצר ע"י ספר יצירה כאותה שאמרו בסנהדרין רבא ברא גברא 

וכן העידו על זקני הגאון מוהר"ר אליהו אבדק"ק חעלם מי מצטרף לעשרה 

לדברים הצריכין עשרה כגון קדיש וקדושה מי אמרינן כיון דכתיב ונתקדשתי 

ל יתום בתוך בתוך בני ישראל לא מיצטרף או דילמא כיון דקיי"ל בסנהדרין המגד

ביתו מעה"כ כאילו ילדו מדכתיב חמשת בני מיכל כו' וכי מיכל ילדה והלא מירב 

ילדה אלא מירב ילדה ומיכל גדלה כו' ה"נ כיון שמעשה ידיהם של צדיקי' הוא 

הו"ל בכלל בנ"י שמע"י של צדיקי' הן הן תולדותם ונ"ל דכיון דאשכחן לר' זירא 

שהרגו ואי ס"ד שיש בו תועלת לצרפו דאמר מן חבריי' את תוב לעפרך הרי 

לעשרה לכל דבר שבקדושה לא היה ר' זירא מעבירו מן העולם דאף שאין בו 

שופך דם איסור שפיכת דמים דהכי דייק קרא )אף שיש בו דרשות אחרות( 

האדם באדם דמו ישפך דוקא אדם הנוצר תוך אדם דהיינו עובר הנוצר במעי 

יצא ההוא גברא דברא רבא שלא נעשה אמו הוא דחייב עליה משום שפכ"ד 

מ"מ כיון שיש בו תועלת לא היה לו להעבירו מן העולם א"ו שאינו במעי אשה 

 מצטרף לעשרה לכל דבר שבקדושה כך נ"ל 

 

 

 

 סנהדרין סה: 9

 דר' זיראברא גברא שדריה לקמיה  רבא

משתעי בהדיה ולא הוה קא מהדר  הוה קא

 ליה אמר ליה מן חבריא את הדר לעפריך

Rava created a man, a golem, using forces of sanctity. 

Rava sent his creation before Rabbi Zeira. Rabbi Zeira 

would speak to him but he would not reply. Rabbi 

Zeira said to him: You were created by one of the 

members of the group, one of the Sages. Return to 

your dust. 

 

This was a time in which mechanization had become a source of fascination and lines separating 

science and superstition were blurry, if at all discernable. Isaac Newton and Robert Boyle 

tician and student of 1655), a mathema-Joseph Solomon Delmedigo (1591dabbled in alchemy. If 

Galileo, could casually mention a creature created by Ibn Ezra, Hakham Zevi could entertain the 

The idea that an expert in practical Kabbalah might use his knowhow to status of a golem. 

produce a golem would hardly have strained credulity. 

 

By the way: Thinking about the empty pews when shul first reopened at the start of the 

pandemic, I can surely empathize with a rabbi who entertained the notion of supplementing the 

minyan with a golem or two…. And the golem in the gemara didn’t even talk… So he might 

even be the ideal shul member…  

 

It's all very interesting. And now we know that a golem can’t be counted in a minyan.  

 

But the question is: What inspired Hakham Zevi to include a discussion of the golem among his 

responsa? 

 

Remember: No one asked this question. This wasn’t a record of a correspondence. It was an 

exposition that Hakham Zevi included in his book of his own accord. 

Why did he do it?  

10 Moshe Idel, Golem, 218 
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“By their attempt to decree the Halakhic status of the Golem as ritualistically irrelevant, Zevi and 

his son endeavored to retroactively absolve their ancestor from a dubious act.” 

 

So according to Idel, Hakham Zevi was trying to justify the actions of his forebear, R. Eliyahu of 

Chelm.   

 

Perhaps. Whether or not Hakham Zevi had a desire to clear the name of an ancestor he never 

mentioned in any other context cannot be definitively known.  

 

I want to propose an alternate theory. And it comes from something Hakham Zevi wrote in 

another context.  

 

In the early part of 1706 in Amsterdam, a certain Nathan Curiel (1666-1737) was davening 

together in synagogue with a local scholar named David Mendes da Silva. The latter arrived late. 

Rather than making short work of פסוקי דזימרא so as to recite the amidah together with the 

congregation, da Silva proceeded instead to just start from the beginning of davening. When 

Curiel asked da Silva why he had abandoned the normally accepted practice, da Silva insisted 

that he was following the practice of the Zohar. The two debated the matter for some time and 

their disagreement became public. 

 

In an effort to bring peace to the feuding parties, the local parnasim wrote to Hakham Zevi and 

asked him to adjudicate the matter. They posed their query this way: Two people enter the 

synagogue late. One person skips the introductory Psalms in order to join the congregation for 

the silent devotion as suggested by the classic halakhic authorities. The other recites the prayers 

from the beginning as if he had arrived on time. The second claims his approach was endorsed 

by R. Simeon bar Yoḥai in the Zohar. Which is preferred? 

 

Hakham Zevi argued that R. Simeon bar Yohai’s preference for starting from the beginning 

pertains only to the normative circumstance. His position has no bearing on the question of how 

to act in the case of late arrival. Faced with a zero-sum decision, everyone would agree that the 

halakhah privileges praying together with the congregation over the recitation of pesukei 

d’zimra. 

 

There’s an important distinction governed by a general rule. If there’s an unresolved debate in 

the Talmud or among the poskim, the Kabbalah can help decide the issue. But Kabbalah on its 

own can never overrule a normative halakha.  

 

And then Hakham Zevi went on to rail against those who misuse kabbalistic texts to serve their 

own purposes. 

 

 

 

 

 שו"ת חכם צבי סימן לו 11 
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This is foundational to our holy 

Torah. For if not, the Torah would 

be entrusted to every individual to 

make his own decisions based on 

the Zohar for better or worse. 

Because of our many sins, this is 

the cause of many [halakhic] 

breaches that I’ve seen. It’s not 

uncommon to see many people 

transgressing the Torah and 

violating its laws with the 

[purported] approbation of the 

Zohar or Ra'aya Hamayah… And I 

would not have needed to commit 

this matter to writing except for 

the purpose of banishing from the 

hearts of those who think 

themselves clever the idea of 

rendering halakhic rulings against 

the sages based on the reed-thin 

words of the Zohar.  

  להלאנדייא אייר התס"ו ליצירה

וצריך אני להודיע לשואל שאפי' אם היו דברי הזוהר היפך מהפוסקים 

ל"ה לנו להניח דברי הפוסקים בשביל דברים האמורים בסתרי תורה 

כי אין לנו בדינים והוראות עסק בנסתרות זולתי במקום שיש מחלוקת 

בין הפוסקים אז נכון לסמוך על הכרעת הזוהר וכן כתב הרב הגדול 

א בתשו' ל"ו וז"ל ובכל מקום שנמצא דברי הקבלה מוהר"ר דוד בן זמר

חולקי' על הגמ' הלך אחר הגמ' והפוסקים ובכל מקום שאינו חולק כגון 

בכה"ג שלא נזכר בגמ' וגם בפוסקים אני ראיתי לסמוך על דברי 

הקבלה עכ"ל ובתשובה א' כתב וכיון שהיא פלוגתא )רצה לומר בין 

שאם לא היתה פלוגתא בין  הפוסקים( דברי הקבלה יכריעו עכ"ל הרי

וזה יסוד תורתינו הקדושה הפוסקים דברי הקבלה לא יכריעו ההיפך 

שאם לא כן נתת תורת כל או"א בידו לילך אחר הבנתו בספר 

הזוהר הטובה היא אם רעה ובעונותינו שרבו זה סיבה לפרצות 

גדולות אשר עיני ראו ולא זר כמה אנשים עברו תורות חלפו חק 

ברי הזוהר או ברעיא מהימנא לפי דעתם המזוהמת בהסמכם על ד

בפירוש דברי הזוהר או ברעיא מהימנא וחס להו לבעלי הזוהר 

והרעיא מהימנא מעלות על דעתם הדברים ההמה ול"ה מן הצורך 

להעלות דבר זה על ספר אלא להוציא מלבן של המתחכמים 

להורות היפך דעת רבותינו הפוסקים ז"ל על משענת קנה חכמת 

כל קביל די  וה"ק אשר דבריו סתומים וחתומים באלף עיזקאיןהז

רוח יתירא בהו לומר כי הם ירדו לסוף דעתו וכל רז לא אניס להו וה' 

הטוב יכפר בעד הנראה לעניות דעתי כו"ח פה אלטונא יע"א יום ג' 

   :ל"ה למספר בנ"י צבי בכמוה"ר יעקב זלה"ה אשכנזי ס"ט

 

This was a time when anti-traditionalists were rampant. There were Sabbateans, Kabbalists, 

Karaites, antinomians, nihilists… The authority of the traditional halakhic system was under 

assault from a whole host of assailants.  

 

In defense of traditionalists and normative halakha, Hakham Zevi was quietly waging a 

campaign against Kabbalah. His mission was to minimize the degree to which mysticism would 

dictate halakhic norms. So he used his responsum to the community of Amsterdam as a soapbox 

to castigate anyone who deigned to use Kabbalah to arrive at halakhic conclusions.  

 

So why did Hakham Zevi write a teshuvah about a golem?  

 

What I want to argue is this: By penning a legal responsum about a being created by mystical 

means, he not only subjected the mystical endeavor to halakhic scrutiny, he relegated the product 

of that endeavor to a status in which it was quite literally subservient to halakhah. 

 

It was all of a piece: The golem – the most extraordinary creations of Kabbalah – Hakham Zevi 

argued, would still be subject to halakha.  

 

But in the very same stroke that Hakham Zevi closed the door on the possibility that a golem 

could be counted in a minyan, he opened a Pandora’s box.  
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No one had ever before considered the golem from a halakhic perspective. Once Hakham Zevi 

introduced the golem into the halakhic discourse, the floodgates opened. His responsum 

precipitated a whole series of discussions and debates among the poskim in succeeding 

generations. 

 Can a golem, supervised by a Jew, perform sheḥitah? 

 Is a golem obligated in the performance of mitzvot? And if so, are we saying that 

he really was born yesterday? Would he have to wait until he turns 13??  

 Would the golem’s corpse generate tumah just like a human corpse? 

 Would the halachot of yichud apply to a golem?  

 Should a golem find a lost article, would it belong to him or his creator?  

 And would that creator be financially responsible for damages caused by a 

golem? 

 

And then in the 20
th

 century, it became a template for questions about robots, reproductive 

biotechnology, cloning and now AI….  

 

12 A partial list of publications that use the golem to consider halakhic questions in light of 

technological advances. 

 

 Azriel Rosenfeld, “Religion and the Robot,” Tradition 7:1 (Winter, 1964) 15-26;  

 Judah Gershuni, “The First ‘Test-Tube Baby’ in the World in the Light of Jewish Law,” 

(Hebrew) Or ha-Mizrah 27:1 (October, 1978), 21; 

 Ezra Bick, “Ovum Donations: A Rabbinic Conceptual Model of Maternity,” Tradition, 

28:1 (1993), 28-45;  

 Byron L. Sherwin, “The Golem, Zevi Ashkenazi, and Reproductive 

Biotechnology,” Judaism, 44:3 (Summer 1995), 314-321;  

 Michael J. Broyde “Cloning People and Jewish Law: A Preliminary Analysis,” Journal of 

Halacha and Contemporary Society 34 (1997), 23-65 and “Cloning People: A Jewish Law 

Analysis of the Issues,” Connecticut Law Review 30 (1997), 503-535;  

 John D. Loike and Abraham Steinberg, “Human Cloning and Halachic Perspectives,” 

Tradition 36 (1998), 31-46;  

 J. David Bleich, “Cloning: Homologous Reproduction and Jewish Law,” Tradition 32:3 

(Spring 1998), 47-86;  

 Yigal Betzael Shafran, “Genetic Cloning in Light of Halakhah,” Teḥumin 18 (1998), 150-

160 (Hebrew);  

 John D. Loike, “Is a Human Clone a Golem?” The Torah u-Madda Journal 9 (2000), 

236-244;  

 Avraham Steinberg, Encyclopedia of Jewish Medical Ethics: A Compilation of Jewish 

Medical Law on All Topics of Medical Interest, Fred Rosner trans. (Jerusalem, 2003), 2:513-520 

 Byron L. Sherwin, Golems Among Us: How a Jewish Legend Can Help Us Navigate the 

Biotech Century (London, 2004). 

 Zvi Hary Rappaport, “Robotics and Artificial Intelligence: Jewish Ethical Perspectives,” 

Acta Neurochirurgica, Supplement 98 (2006), 9-12. 
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Artificial Intelligence  

 

Do you remember the 1983 movie, War Games? 

Matthew Broderick was a teenager who hacks into the US government’s missile systems and 

decides to play a game of Global Thermonuclear War against the Soviet Union. 

 

Turns out it’s the real thing. No one can figure out how to override the computer. It’s ready to 

start World War III. 

 

Finally, the good guys hit on the idea that the computer can teach itself that there’s no good 

outcome. They have it start playing tic-tac-toe against itself. Every game is a draw. So the 

computer starts learning. As it’s about to launch its nuclear arsenal, it cycles through all the 

possible scenarios and concludes that every one of them ends with human annihilation. It aborts 

the launch sequence and then declares: "A strange game. The only winning move is not to play." 

It relinquishes control of the missiles and asks, "How about a nice game of chess?" 

 

In recent years, there have been developments in this area that are nothing short of spectacular. 

Using tools like extrapolation and deduction, computers can now teach themselves. 

 

 In 1997, Deep Blue beat Gary Kasparov in chess. 

 In 2011, Watson beat Ken Jennings on Jeopardy. 

 In 2014, Eugene Goostman, a chatbot developed by a small group of 

programmers, competing in a Turing Test, convinced 33% of the event’s judges that he 

was human. 

 And in 2017, Sophia – a humanoid robot – became an international sensation. She 

was granted citizenship by Saudi Arabia and the UN gave her an honorary award.  

 

Advances in artificial intelligence will continue to generate all kinds of ethical and philosophical 

questions.  

 

There’s already quite a wide berth for artificial intelligence to contribute within the bounds of 

halacha. 

 A computer could check a garment for shatnez. 

 A machine could be programmed to examine the sharpness of a shechita knife and alert a 

shochet if it had become too dull.  

 Smart cameras can help a mashgiach maintain kashrut standards in a remote facility. 

 A sensor might be able to identify when an eruv line is sagging or detached.  

 

It’s a long list of applications with enormous potential to grow.  

 

A lot of mitzvot require human intent or human action and those elements are irreplaceable.  

And we’re not going do an end-around such that Shabbat becomes indistinguishable from the 

weekday by relying on AI. 
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But as long as we act in good faith and prioritize the preservation of both the letter and spirit of 

the Torah’s laws, when it comes to artificial intelligence, the sky’s the limit. Or we really should 

say: Humanity is the limit.  

 

As Hakham Zevi reminded us, personhood is a function of being born to people: האדם באדם. 

Making a person out of adama – or animating a machine using AI – will never do the trick.  

 

I’m quite sure there was never a golem of Prague. I can't say with as much certainty that there 

was never a golem in Chelm. But there was certainly a responsum about the golem of Chelm.  

 

And even if there was never a golem in history, there’s nothing to say that there couldn’t be 

something very much like a golem in the future.  

 

Conclusions 

 

In the end, the search for artificial life is the story of creative energy. 

R. Yudl created an enduring work of fiction. 

As the legend had it, the Maharal created a golem. 

Hakham Zevi created a halakhic framework to beat back the Kabbalists. 

And the wonderful people involved in developing artificial intelligence are creating new 

technologies every day. 

 

And what’s stunning to notice is that every creative act generated a chain of even more 

creativity. 

 The golem spawned all kinds of art and literature. 

 Hakham Zevi’s responsum precipitated a whole series of halakhic conversations. 

 And the very idea of AI is that it will be self-perpetuating. Part of what makes these 

beings “intelligent” is their capacity to develop further.  

 

As Rav Soloveitchik put it in his description of בראשית, 

 

 

If God is the Creator and והלכת בדרכיו tells us that we’re meant to be like God, then creativity is 

the highest form of imitatio dei.  

Looking back on these past two years, it might be worth conceiving of them not in terms of 

hunkering down or biding time, but rather in terms of gestating or incubating. Nothing in our 

story today was created ex nihilo. Creativity is always a process and usually a long one.  
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Consciously or otherwise our minds and souls have been very busy since this pandemic began. 

They’re full of thoughts and ideas, feelings and sentiments.  

Now is our opportunity to harness our creative energies and contribute them in ways that will 

inspire others to do the same. 

Shuls, schools, communal institutions... They all need us. This is our moment to contribute.  

With a little willingness to think anew and act anew, who knows what legends we might yet 

create.  

 

 

 

 


