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Undercover Atheists

February 11, 2015
by Batya Ungar-Sargon

The moment Solomon lost his faith, he was standing on the D train, swaying back and
forth with its movement as if in prayer. But it wasn’t a prayer book that the young law
student was reading — he had already been to synagogue, where he had wrapped
himself in the leather thongs that bound him to Orthodox Judaism, laying phylacteries
and reciting the prayers three times daily.

The tome in his hands now was Alan Dershowitz’s The Genesis of Justice (2000),
which used Talmudic and Hasidic interpretations of the Bible to argue that stories
in the book of Genesis, from Adam and Eve eating the apple to Noah and his ark,
constituted God'’s learning curve — a means of establishing a moral code and the
rules of justice that prevail today.

What struck him about the book was its depth, and a complexity of thought
that he had been raised to believe was the exclusive domain of the rabbis whose
authority commanded his community of ultra-Orthodox Jews. The book’s brilliance,
coupled with its unabashed heresy, created the first of many cracks in Solomon’s
faith. Seeing the scriptures interpreted in methods so compelling and yet entirely
inconsistent with the dogmas of his youth caused Solomon to question everything
he believed to be true.

From Dershowitz, Solomon moved on to evolutionary biology, and then to Stephen
Hawking and cosmology, and then biblical criticism, until finally, he was unable to
deny the conclusion his newly developed capacity for critical thinking had led him to:
he no longer believed in the existence of God.

‘It was the most devastating moment of my life,” he told me. ‘I wish to this day
that | could find the holy grail that proves that I'm wrong, that it’s all true.’

And yet 15 years later, Solomon'’s life looks exactly the way it did the day of that
fateful train ride, give or take a few infractions. Solomon is still leading the life of an
Orthodox Jew. He is married to an Orthodox Jew. His children are Orthodox Jews who
go to study the Torah at yeshiva. His parents are ultra-Orthodox Jews. And so, with
his new-found atheism, Solomon did nothing.

Solomon is one of hundreds, perhaps thousands, of men and women whose
encounters with evolution, science, new atheism and biblical criticism have led them
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to the conclusion that there is no God, and yet whose social, economic and familial
connections to the ultra-Orthodox and Hasidic communities prevent them from giving
up the rituals of faith. Those | spoke to could not bring themselves to upend their
families and their children’s lives. With too much integrity to believe, they also have
too much to leave behind, and so they remain closeted atheists within ultra-Orthodox
communities. Names and some places have been changed — every person spoke to
me for this story on condition of anonymity. Part of a secret, underground intellectual
elite, these people live in fear of being discovered and penalised by an increasingly
insular society...

But they are also proof of the increasing challenges fundamentalist religious
groups face in the age of the internet and a globalised world. With so much informa-
tion so readily available, such groups can no longer rely on physical and intellectual
isolation to maintain their boundaries. In addition to exposing religious adherents to
information that challenges the hegemony of their belief systems, the internet gives
individuals living in restrictive environments an alternative community...

They call themselves ‘Orthoprax’ — those of correct practice — to distinguish
themselves from the Orthodox — those of correct belief. Every time | met one, they
would introduce me to a few of their friends, though many refused to speak for fear
of being discovered. There are far fewer women in this situation than men, and the
women were even harder to draw out. They risk losing their children, especially in
New York State, where custody is often given to the more religious parent.

Yet things have changed: once so isolated in their atheism, double-lifers pass-
ing for Orthodox, ultra-Orthodox and Yeshivish (known for devouring the Talmud) all
gather online in chat rooms. | met undercover atheists from many different Hasidic
sects — Satmar, Skver, Bobov — where the focus is mystical. They live in Williamsburg,
Long Island, New Skver, Jerusalem. Wherever there is an insular Jewish enclave,
there are individuals who have come to the conclusion that God does not exist, and
yet they maintain their religious cover for social, familial and economic reasons.
Many are well-established in their communities, even leaders. Many are financially
successful, family men and women, moral people. ‘l am your neighbour with kids in
your children’s class,” wrote one undercover atheist anonymously on a blog. ‘Il am
one of the weekly sponsors of the Kiddush club... | was your counselor in camp... |
do not believe in God."...

Copyright © aeon.co
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Who is a Believer?

aith, like many things in our rapidly-changing world, is a far more complex

matter than it was in the past.

Several factors have combined to rattle the intellectual and emotional foun-
dations of faith among Orthodox Jews. For one thing, the internet connects
people from vastly different backgrounds, allowing them to share their ideas
and their worlds, and exposing people to the full range of opinions, beliefs, and
arguments on any subject — including those that go against everything they are
taught in home or school. Whereas in the past parents could generally control
their children’s range of exposure, today, children go “out into the world” at a
much younger age via the internet and social media.

Moreover, the last two decades or so have seen a growing trend of passionate
atheism, emerging from several different sources. The barbarism of radical Islam
and the threat it poses to the Western world has bred an attitude of cynicism
towards religion, a feeling that has been exacerbated by the revelation of scan-
dals in the Roman Catholic Church and other religious bodies. Closer to home,
Orthodox Jewry has been mercilessly rocked by scores of scandals involving
rabbis found to have engaged in inappropriate behavior, leading to widespread
disillusionment and cynicism. People today are perhaps more suspicious of
religion than ever before, and prone to easily dismissing faith and practice as a
fabrication or a cruel way to manipulate and prey on people’s fears and insecu-
rities. This suspicion is abetted by the ongoing intellectual assault on religion,
led by acclaimed writers such as physicist Stephen Hawking, who has declared,
“No one created the universe and no one directs our fate,” and has dismissed
the belief in God and the afterlife as “a fairy tale for people afraid of the dark”

Much has been written and spoken about two disturbing effects of the strong
secular influences that surround the modern Jew: the phenomenon of young-
sters leaving the fold of Orthodox Jewish practice (“off the derech”), and the
phenomenon of so-called “Orthoprax” Jews — those who follow the Orthodox
Jewish lifestyle but do not truly believe in God’s existence, the authority of
Torah, or the authority of rabbinic tradition.

Much less attention, however, has been paid to a third result of this expo-
sure: many sincerely devoted Orthodox Jews who struggle and grapple with
questions surrounding the tenets of our belief.! These are the Jews who want to

1. By “tenets” we refer to the thirteen principles set forth by the Rambam, which have been
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82 HEADLINES 2: HALACHIC DEBATES OF CURRENT EVENTS

believe, and for the most part do believe, but who find it difficult to silence the
nagging voice within them that poses questions regarding the existence of God,
the Divine authorship of the Torah, the truth of the Biblical narrative, and the
authority of the Talmud and halachic codes. Many Jews who proudly consider
themselves “believers” nevertheless entertain serious doubts about some or all
of the basic tenets of faith. They pray with emotion and sincerity, and they seek
to observe Halacha to the best of their ability, but they remain uncertain about
the fundamental axioms upon which the Jewish religion stands.

The potential halachic implications of this phenomenon are immense. A
person defined by halacha as a heretic is disqualified from basic synagogue
functions such as leading the services, reading the Torah, and receiving an aliya,
and cannot even be counted for a minyan. He also may not serve as a witness at
weddings or before a beis din. These restrictions call upon us to carefully define
the term “heretic.” The Rambam in Hilchos Teshuva (3:6-8), and in greater detail
in his commentary to the Mishna (Sanhedrin, introduction to Chelek), lists the
core tenets that a Jew must accept to be considered a believing Jew. But the
ambiguity lies in the question of what degree of “acceptance” is required. If a
person avows belief but is plagued by gnawing doubts, must he be treated as a
halachic heretic? Does “belief” require firm, absolute conviction, and leave no
room for struggle and doubt?

In truth, this question can be asked even about self-described atheists and
“Orthoprax” Jews. Many of them do not outright reject core beliefs such as the
belief in a Creator, or even the belief in the Revelation at Sinai. Their attitude is
one of skepticism, not firm refutation. How does halacha regard these “atheists”?
Are they considered “believers” as long as they stop short of definitive rejection,
or are they branded heretics as long as they stop short of definitive acceptance
of Jewish faith?

We must also consider the possibility of distinguishing between different
articles of faith. Does halacha equate a person who questions God’s existence
with one who, for example, questions the Divine authorship of the Torah? Both
tenets are included in the Rambam’s thirteen principles, but does this necessarily
mean that they are on equal halachic footing?

PINR VP

As an introduction to this topic, it is important to establish that faith is not an
“all or nothing” enterprise. Our tradition recognizes that people have different
levels of belief. Rashi, in his Torah commentary (Bereishis 6:7), describes Noach

generally accepted throughout the ages as the defining parameters of Jewish belief.
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as nr nvpn — “among those with little faith” — and writes that Noach “believed
but did not believe” (ynxn 1)1 pnrn) that the flood would occur. He therefore
did not enter the ark until he was forced to escape from the rising floodwaters.
Although the Torah glowingly describes Noach as an p1x wx (“righteous man”),
his faith was nevertheless imperfect. This clearly demonstrates that as with all
areas of religion, there exist different levels, and even those who have yet to
achieve perfection can be called “righteous.”

This point is made explicitly by the Chazon Ish in his Sefer Emuna U-Bitachon
(chapter 2). He writes:

1979 ,D01ARN Y953 573 MINR VP AT NYYNY DT NNITH N2 W — DNNRD DTN 1D
079 NVYY NINR NYIVS PRY,AVIYN DNINR YR ,001M 019150 HH51 DIRY
.12 001 NAXRND DI VR MNDNAN NP MY TH P

The same is true regarding the attribute of faith — there are different
levels, one higher than the next. Those of little faith are also considered
believers, because they are not among the heretics and apostates. Rather,
their faith is weak, and the effects of faith exert control upon them only
against the more famous sins which everyone avoids...

Clearly, then, imperfect faith does not render a person a halachic “heretic” The
question then becomes whether this can be said also of an agnostic, who is
undecided about the basic tenets of Jewish faith.

DN NN NA Y9N

As mentioned above, the Rambam lists the various forms of heresy in Hilchos
Teshuva, where he speaks of those who reject certain beliefs. We present here
several examples:

YN oYY PRI NTYR DY PRY IMRN — One who says there is no God and
the world has no ruler;

INY IR DIV RIN HIR PRI DY WY IMRD — One who says there is a Ruler,
but there are two or more;

NN Y i xinw..amrn — One who says that He...is a body and has
an image;

ORIN 1722 1RY IMRD — One who says that He is not the only first
[cause];

593 MR OV PRY IR — One who says there is no prophecy whatsoever;

‘n oyn NN PrY Imrn — One who says the Torah does not come from
God.
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In all these examples, the Rambam speaks of 1mxn — “one who says” that a
tenet of Jewish faith is incorrect. This terminology is borrowed from the Mishna
in Maseches Sanhedrin (9oa), which lists among those who have no share in
the afterlife, o»nwn y nmin PRI NN 1M N NN Pr R — “One who says
there is no Torah source for resurrection, and the Torah does not come from
the heavens.” The simple reading of this phrase is that it refers to someone who
definitively rejects the given tenet of faith, and not someone who entertains
doubts.

The precise opposite conclusion, however, appears to emerge from the
Rambam’s comments in his commentary to the Mishna. After enumerating the
famous thirteen namx »mp>y (“principles of faith”), the Rambam writes:

HRIWY Y952 DI RIN,ON2 INNNR N2 772N TYID MTION NHR DTRA PHARY TURN
LAY 9991 Y9N 0 KRR M0 MM 1YRN TID DTRY HPHpniway ..aanrY mxm
LARNDVWY DN

If a person believes all these principles, and his faith in them is affirmed,
he is included among Israel and it is a mitzva to love him... But if any
one of these principles is shaken within a person, then he has left the
fold and become a heretic...and it is a mitzva to despise him...

The Rambam here requires that 1n1nx..172m — a person’s faith must be strongly
affirmed — and he considers someone heretic when mmo»n noyrn o2 0TRY HYpYpm
— the foundations of his belief is shaken. This point becomes clearer in light of
Rav Yosef Kapach’s translation of this passage:?

9952 VI3 RIN N L,TPIPNRR DN INNNRI 1YY MTION YD DIRY DNYH P TVURD
LR 9921 9990 10 RYY 190, MTIDN VRN TID'A DTR PP TR L..ORIW)

If all these principles are established for a person, and his belief in them
is genuine, then he is included among Israel... But if a person questions
any of these principles, he has left the fold and is a heretic...

The clear implication of this passage is that even questioning or entertain-
ing doubts about any of the articles of faith renders one a 1pya 1915 (heretic).
Seemingly, then, we must explain that when the Rambam speaks in Hilchos
Teshuva of ”Mmrn — one who holds heretical beliefs — he refers not only to the

2. The Rambam wrote his commentary to the Mishna in Arabic. The standard Hebrew
translation of the introduction to Chelek, which appears in the Vilna edition of the
Talmud, dates back to medieval Spain. Rav Kapach’s translation of the Rambam’s com-
mentary to the Mishna, which was published during the 1960s, is regarded by many as
more accurate.
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definitive rejection of the tenets of faith, but also to doubting or questioning
these tenets, as even entertaining doubts falls under the category of heresy.

This also appears to be the position of the Ramban, who, in his critique of
the Rambam’s Sefer Ha-Mitzvos (omitted lavin, 1), writes that it is forbidden to
question or deny the belief in God:

LLJINTR DWAWY NTIOR PRY MY 12 PONDI IR NN MPIRD IP7Y NIWI RYHV...

[We are commanded] not to forget the principle of divinity, or deny or
entertain doubts about it, thinking that there is no God and the world
always existed...

The Ramban explicitly includes 11 panoy — entertaining doubts about God’s
existence — under the Torah prohibition against heresy.

Da% MAYNN INKR D*INN

In contradistinction to the Rambam’s remarks in his commentary to the Mishna,
a different passage in his writings strongly suggests that he did not equate agnos-
ticism with outright heresy. In Hilchos Avoda Zara (2:3), the Rambam discusses
the prohibition of §312% »INR YN &9 (Bamidbar 15:39), which he understands
as forbidding engaging in thoughts that can lead to heresy. He writes:
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Any thought which causes a person to uproot one of the principles of
Torah — it is forbidden for us to bring it to mind, or to turn our minds
to it, contemplate [it] and be drawn after such thoughts of the heart...
How? Sometimes one inquires about idolatry, and sometimes one thinks
about the Oneness of the Creator, perhaps it is so, and perhaps it isn’t;
sometimes about prophecy — perhaps it is true, and perhaps it isn’'t; and
sometimes about Torah — perhaps it is from the heavens, and perhaps
it isn’t...and he will then end up becoming a heretic.

According to the Rambam, it appears, inquiring about the basic tenets of Jewish
belief is forbidden because it can lead to heresy, not because it constitutes
heresy. Contemplating and questioning basic tenets such as the existence of
a single Creator, the truth of prophecy, and the Divine origin of the Torah is
forbidden by force of the Biblical command of ymnn &%, but does not result in a
person’s classification as a heretic. This implication stands in direct contrast to
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the Rambam’s aforementioned remarks in his commentary to the Mishna, where
he seems to require definitive affirmation of the tenets of faith, and considers it
heretical to even question or entertain doubts about them.

The confusion surrounding the Rambam’s view is compounded by his com-
ments later in this same chapter in Hilchos Avodas Kochavim (2:5), where he
defines the term mompax:
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Heretics are those who stray after the thoughts of their heart with the
foolishness of the aforementioned matters, until they violate the funda-
mentals of Torah to anger [God]...and say this entails no sin.

Here, the Rambam classifies ninn — those who “search” and questioningly
explore the principles of faith — as actual heretics, not as people who are on the
road that will lead to heresy.

Doubting God’s Existence

The question surrounding the Rambam’s position is addressed at length by Rav
Yechezkel Sarna in his Daliyos Yechezkel (vol. 5, p. 169). He answers by distin-
guishing between God’s existence and the other principles of faith. In describing
the prohibition of y1inn &%, the Rambam gives three examples — questioning the
belief in God’s unity, the belief in prophecy, and the belief in the Divine origin of
the Torah. Significantly, the Rambam does not discuss in this context the belief
in God’s existence. When it comes to this tenet of faith, questioning constitutes
outright heresy, not merely a violation of ynnn &. Rav Sarna writes:

DMK D727 AN .DIMPXAR RIPN 19190 RIN PANDAMN INNNR DHWN RIN PARNN
DINRAR RIPN TPRTI 793 X112 RAW Y21 ,RNWY DIpN 12 PRY ‘N MRXND Ippa
IRDN IR AT HYI, DN PONDAYY NPNY DTR H2Y MWI PR 73 R ,DMPY0 IRV AR

..7292 IMPPN HY DINPAR NP PR WP HIN..AINN RY YV

A believer is one who is firm in his faith, and one who entertains doubt
is a heretic and is called an vypax. But this applies only with regard
to the tenet of God’s existence, which does not allow room for doubt,
and any doubt constitutes definitive heresy, and he is called an oynpoax.
But when it comes to the other tenets, even though not every person?
is allowed to inquire about them and question them, and regarding this

3. AsRav Sarna later discusses, the Rambam applies this prohibition to ordinary laymen,
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the prohibition of 7inn 9 was said...nevertheless, one is not considered
an ;mMpar solely because of his inquiry...

We may apply this distinction also to the aforementioned comments of the
Ramban, who wrote that it is forbidden to entertain doubts about God’s exis-
tence. This position does not necessarily extend to the other tenets of Jewish
faith, and very likely was said only in reference to the belief in the existence of
a Supreme Being.*

We should note, however, that Rav Sarna’s distinction does not resolve the
Rambam’s remarks in his commentary to the Mishna, where he considers it
heresy mmo>n 1980 o2 0TR Pape’ IWRI — to question any of the articles of
faith, without distinguishing between the belief in God’s existence and the other
tenets.

Faith and onn

This question concerning the status of agnosticism might hinge on the precise
reason why rejection of the articles of faith renders one a heretic.

This issue arises amid the discussion surrounding the Raavad’s controversial
stance concerning the tenet of Divine incorporeality. In Hilchos Teshuva (3:7),
the Rambam rules unequivocally that one who believes that God has a physical
body or image is considered a heretic. The Raavad comments:
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Why did he call such a person a heretic? Several people greater and
better than him® followed this view based on what they saw in the
Scriptures and — more so — what they saw in the words of the aggados,
which confuse the minds.®

whereas nbmo »Pn> — uniquely gifted individuals — are allowed to inquire about the
articles of faith.

4. At first glance, we might also explain on this basis the term mxn used by the Mishna
in reference to those who deny resurrection and the Divine origin of the Torah. As we
noted, this term appears to describe definitive rejection, not skepticism. It is perhaps
significant that the Mishna speaks of belief in resurrection and the Divine origin of the
Torah, and not of the belief in God’s existence, perhaps because even questioning this
belief constitutes heresy. However, the Rambam in Hilchos Teshuva, as cited earlier,
speaks also of n19% nw PrY IMRN — “one who says there is no God”

5. The Or Sameiuch claims that the word 1mn (“than him”) is a mistake, and the word
should be ynyn (“from among us”).

6. The Kesef Mishneh cites from the Sefer Ha-Ikarim (1:2) a different version of the Raavad’s
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The Ra’avad observes that many people were misled by the numerous anthro-
pomorphic references to God that appear both in Tanach and in the writings of
Chazal. Many verses and Midrashic sources seem to ascribe physical properties
to God, leading some people to believe that God has a body. Such people, the
Ra’avad writes, should not be regarded as heretics, despite their following incor-
rect views about God.

Rav Chayim of Brisk” explained that the Rambam did not agree with the
Ra’avad because the familiar rule of vnx, which absolves a sinner of culpability
if he transgresses due to circumstances entirely beyond his control, does not
apply to belief in the thirteen articles of faith. A person who does not accept
the basic tenets of Jewish belief cannot be part of Klal Yisrael, and it does not
matter whether or not he is to be blamed for his failure to accept these beliefs.
Rav Chayim drew proof to this theory from the Rambam’s comment in his
commentary to the Mishna, which we noted earlier: %550 0 &y »n...5pYpnavwo.
This implies that once a person’s belief is corrupted, regardless of how or why
this occurred, the person is no longer regarded as a believer.®

comment: ,JOYAI MYITAM DPIDAN MNVY IND?AN TN Y3 INVA PARND RN 12 INRD PPV 9"PR
PR IMIPY R pr — “Although this is, indeed, the correct belief, one who believes He is
a body because of his understanding the text of the verses and midrashim according to
their plain meaning, should not be called a heretic”

7. Cited by his disciple, Rav Elchanan Wasserman, in Kovetz Maamarim (nyTn vi2w nxn),
and at the end of Kovetz Hearos (12:8 ,mTar mx02Y mrnnT). In Kovetz Maamarim, Rav
Elchanan comments that Rav Chayim would say, 7 R ,01mparR Payy PR o W7
o1 ark — “One who is nebach an apikorus is still an apikorus?

8. See Haggadas Mi-Beis Levi, p. 190. Rav Elchanan Wasserman, in Kovetz Maamarim,
asserts that the Raavad, who disputes the Rambam’s position, accepts this premise, but
makes an exception for those who accept incorrect beliefs thinking they are espoused
by the Torah. The Ra’avad speaks here specifically of those who reach the wrong con-
clusions about God based on the Torah and rabbinic literature. Such people cannot be
considered heretics because they are misled by the Torah itself. But in general, those who
deny articles of faith due to some mistake are regarded as heretics, even according to the
Raavad. Rav Elchanan draws proof to the Ra'avad’s position from the Gemara’s comment
in Maseches Sanhedrin (98b) that Rabbi Hillel did not believe Mashiach would come,
as he felt that the opportunity for the Messianic Era was forfeited during the time of
King Chizkiyahu. It is hardly conceivable that one of the Talmudic Sages had the status
of heretic (and, indeed, the Sefer Ha-Ikarim drew proof from the Gemara’s comment
that belief in Mashiach’s arrival does not constitute an article of faith). Presumably,
Rabbi Hillel was not a heretic, because he reached this conclusion based on an incorrect
interpretation of Torah texts. This point was made much earlier, by the Radbaz (4:187):
NPV NI DTR 770 Y9N [27] MM 1919 AT 92w RIPI RYY TOAIN NPY NANN DTN 7IPIPN TR IYIOY NN
7912 3M2VN XY MYVA AT 229101 IPPIN 21222 IMYIR T20VW HRIVY NPWN OND PR IMRY NTN PPN TR
VPP NPV MDY 20NV 22910 RIR NI PRY 113 IRIIN DYVM JNVN IPINY DIMR PR PR 19 RS ORTI'N

MV RIN DNX 12 ORI ,NNR
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Oxygen and Poison

Abarbanel, in his Rosh Amana (12), formulates this concept somewhat differ-
ently. In rejecting the Raavad’s argument that those who mistakenly believe in
a corporeal God are not heretics, Abarbanel likens incorrect beliefs to poison,
as they have a corrosive effect upon a person’s soul:
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A false idea relevant to any of the principles of faith will already deny the
soul its true success, and will cause it not to reach life in the next world,
even if this was not done with the intention of rebelling. For just as
when a person eats poison his spirit will perish and his soul will depart
even though we know that he ate it thinking it was healthy, proper food,
similarly, heresy and false beliefs relevant to the principles of religion
banish the person’s soul and undoubtedly prevent him from inheriting
the next world.

Like Rav Chayim, Abarbanel asserts that intent is not a factor when it comes
to the principles of Jewish faith. However, there is a subtle but crucial differ-
ence between their approaches. Rav Chayim claimed that correct beliefs are
necessary for one to earn inclusion in the faith community of Klal Yisrael,
whereas Abarbanel wrote that false beliefs corrupt the soul. The difference
between these two formulations is whether we need to embrace the correct
beliefs (Rav Chayim), or whether we must avoid incorrect beliefs (Abarbanel).
In Rav Chayim’s view, accepting the articles of faith is a necessity for the Jewish
soul like oxygen is a necessity for the body, whereas according to Abarbanel,
accepting beliefs that run counter the articles of faith destroys the Jewish soul
like poison destroys the body.®

Seemingly, the status of agnostics, who neither definitively accept nor defini-
tively reject the tenets of Jewish faith, hinges on this very question. If we must
actively embrace the articles of faith, as Rav Chayim maintained, then agnostics

9. An interesting expression of this difference is the question posed by Rav Elchanan
Wasserman in Kovetz Maamarim as to why, according to Rav Chayim, a young child
is considered part of the faith community. If these beliefs are requisites for inclusion,
then even those who are intellectually incapable of embracing them should be excluded.
Clearly, this question does not arise according to Abarbanel.
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are no different from heretics, as both groups fail to affirm the required beliefs.
If, however, we need only not to embrace opposing beliefs, than an agnostic,
who has not fully embraced any belief, would not be considered a heretic.

We might, at first glance, consider distinguishing in this regard between the
different articles of faith, along the lines of Rav Yechezkel Sarna’s aforementioned
discussion. Perhaps, belief in God’s existence is the “oxygen” for the soul, and
thus even innocently denying this belief as a result of mistaken information
or logic constitutes heresy. By contrast, when it comes to the other articles of
faith, the requirement is that we do not embrace false beliefs, and thus innocent
intellectual errors and skepticism would not be regarded as heresy. According
to this distinction, the Raavad might agree with the Rambam that those who
do not accept God’s existence due to an innocent mistake would be considered
heretics, as innocence is a factor only with respect to the other twelve principles
of faith, such as Divine incorporeality, the context of the Raavad’s remark.!®

In truth, however, neither Abarbanel nor the Rambam draw any distinction
in this regard between the different articles of faith. And, as cited above, the
Rambam in his commentary to the Mishna clearly indicates that uncertainty
surrounding any of the thirteen articles of faith amounts to heresy: YpYpnivn
..9990 10 R M0 MTIDN NYRN TID? DIRD.
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An entirely different approach is taken by Rav Shlomo Ashkenazi Rappaport
of Chelm, in his Mirkeves Ha-Mishneh (Hilchos Teshuva 3:7). In responding to
the Raavad’s objection to the Rambam’s ruling, Rav Rappaport writes, naw nn
PNy Y mnT N Nk — “A mistake regarding a foreign belief is more stringent
[than mistakes involving other violations], because he should have studied more
carefully”

In his view, there is no such thing as “innocent mistakes” when it comes
to the thirteen articles of faith, because one is required to arrive at the correct
beliefs. According to this view, agnostics, too, would be classified as heretics, for
the same reason of pnY MY mn — they are expected to overcome their doubts
and reach the correct conclusions. This comment was made with regard to the
belief in Divine incorporeality, and it would therefore certainly apply to the
belief in God’s existence.

10. According to Rav Elchanan Wasserman’s analysis of the Raavad’s position discussed
in n.8 above, the Raavad in any event would consider such a person a heretic, as one
cannot possibly reject God’s existence based on a faulty reading of the Torah or rabbinic
writings.
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Summary

The simple reading of the Rambam suggests that one must definitively accept all
thirteen articles of faith, and entertaining doubts qualifies as heresy. However,
it is possible that this applies only to the belief in God’s existence, but not to the
other tenets of faith, regarding which uncertainty would not be akin to heresy.
The Raavad maintains that innocently failing to accept a tenet of Jewish faith as
a result of a mistake does not qualify as heresy. It is possible, however, that even
in his view, when it comes to the belief in God’s existence, there is no difference
between intentional rejection and an innocent intellectual mistake.



