
A
re we alone?” This seemingly innocuous question has trou-

bled and concerned great minds throughout history. Some

dismiss the possibility of extraterrestrial life as utterly pre-

posterous. Others spend astronomical amounts of time and

resources to put the issue to rest, whether the findings prove affir-

mative or otherwise. Surprisingly, scientists alone do not have a mo-

nopoly on the investigation of the matter. Our sages and Rabbis have

grappled with the prospect of the creation of exo-planetary inhabi-

tants for many a century, if not millennia. Sources as early as the Tal-

mud hint to the existence of extraterrestrial life and a myriad of

Gaonim, Rishonim and Acharonim discuss its implications on Jewish

philosophy and law and further debate the basic possibility of its ex-

istence. 

The issue of extraterrestrial life has recently been pulled from

obscurity due to encouraging discoveries on our planet Earth. Certain

microorganisms have been found to thrive in extreme environments,

such as temperatures as high as 80°C (176°F) and pH’s as low as 3.

The presence of these extremophiles on Earth has renewed scientific

hope that organisms could inhabit the severe environments of other

celestial bodies [1].

To date, the bodies in our solar system that peek the most inter-

est for their potential to support life are Mars and Titan, Saturn’s

largest moon. They share the common attribute of containing the

necessary precursors for life, such as water, carbon, and hydrogen.

Moreover, nitrogen has been found to saturate Titan’s atmosphere.

Not only do these heavenly bodies contain the precursors for life,

they also posses the byproduct of earthly life: methane gas (CH4).

The intestinal bacteria of cows and other livestock contribute a vast

amount (1,750 parts per billion by volume (ppb)) of methane to

earth’s environment. The Institute of Physics and Interplanetary Sci-

ence in Rome found, via the 2003-2004 Mars Express orbiter, that

the methane concentration on Mars is a mere 0 to 35 ppb. Methane

on Titan, however, is so abundant that it goes beyond the ppb meas-

urement, and is found to occupy 5% by volume. Definite conclusions

cannot yet be made as to the source of the methane on Mars and

Titan, as the gas may be generated by comet strikes, volcanoes, or

other geologic phenomena. The nitrogen, discovered in 1980, that

engulfs Titan is a fundamental component of biological molecules,

such as nucleotides and amino acids. This represents further evi-

dence for the existence of current life or the possibility for future life

to form [2]. Furthermore, the presence of water, in all its various

forms, is not unique to Mars and Titan. Gliese 581 C, a newly dis-

covered Earth-like planet that lies outside our solar system, has been

found to harbor liquid water, which raises eyebrows for the existence

of life there, as well. Due to its close proximity to Earth and its hab-

itable zone, Gliese 581 C will be the object of upcoming searches for

extraterrestrial life [3].

More important than scientific evidence, however, are Divine

hints at the existence of life on worlds beyond our own. “Your king-

dom is kingdom of all worlds (olamim) and your rule [spans] every

generation” (Tehillim 145:13). The traditional translation of olamim

by Radak and Ibn Ezra is “all times.” Perhaps the plural “olamim”

also implies a multiplicity of worlds, as suggested in the interpreta-

tion by Metzudath David. If such is the case, the Divine kingdom

may include subjects in locales beyond our Earth. Rabbi Aryeh Ka-

plan expounds upon this topic and delineates all arguments, citing

Rabbi Chasdai Crescas, a Spanish halachist and Jewish philosopher,

who is among the first to address the possibility of exobiological life.

Rabbi Crescas writes that the Torah, both oral and written, gives no

indication that life on Earth remained the extent of Creation, and

that such a possibility is in no way heretical to Jewish theology. The

Talmud (Avodah Zarah 3b) writes that Hashem flies over 18,000

worlds. Rabbi Crescas learns from this that inhabitants must exist

because there could be no other purpose warranting Hashem’s guard

[4]. 

In the Sefer HaBrith, Rabbi Pinchas Horowitz, similarly, main-

tains that extraterrestrial life, indeed, does exist; they live on planets

much like our own, with the “four elements,” earth, air, fire and water.

The thought of life elsewhere in the
cosmos is a humbling feeling for
humanity; yet it reinforces just how
loved and significant we are 
in the Eyes of our Creator
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He proves this thesis from Shirath Devorah, “Cursed is Meroz.

Cursed are its inhabitants….” (Shoftim 5:23) The Talmud (Moed

Katan 16a) derives that Meroz is the name of a star due to its juxta-

position to verse 20, “From heaven they fought. The stars from their

orbits did battle with Sisera.” He maintains that though they exist,

extraterrestrial beings bear no physical or spiritual resemblance to

humans; they do not have free will, bechira chofshith, or the Torah,

which are gifts given exclusively to man. The Tikunei Zohar states

that every righteous man will be given a star with its own population

over which he will rule in order to enhance his spiritual growth. The

verse is cited, “Around Him are eighteen thousand” (Yechezkel 48:35)

to prove that there will be 18,000 of these tzaddikim, corroborating

the number of worlds mentioned above [4].

In his essay, “The Religious Implications of Extraterrestrial Life,”

Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm presents the diverging philosophies of

Rambam, who purports that man is the most inferior center of a world

that expands in import as well as circumference, and Rabbi Saadia

Gaon who maintains man’s primacy as center of an expanding uni-

verse whose importance decreases as its circumference increases.

Rabbi Dr. Lamm is not troubled by the implications of the signifi-

cance of man vis a vis other life forms and writes “Man’s non-singu-

larity does not imply his insignificance….Judaism, therefore, can very

well accept a scientific finding that man is not the only intelligent

and bio-spiritual resident in G-d’s world” [6].

For all of the above support, come dissenting opinions that op-

pose the idea of the existence of extraterrestrial life. One such figure

is Rabbi Yosef Albo, the Spanish, fifteenth century student of Rabbi

Crescas and author of Sefer HaIkkarim, a work on the Jewish princi-

ples of faith. He staunchly disagrees with the proposal of exobiolog-

ical existence, as the purpose for the creation was for the sake of the

sole possessor of free will: man. All beings without freedom of choice

were placed on the world for the express objective of serving man.

Ergo, any life beyond the reaches of such intent would be futile.

Moreover, he states that the word olamim, worlds, from the afore-

mentioned verse in Tehillim, refers to both the physical and meta-

physical, namely, our universe as we know it and its spiritual

counterpart [4].

The date on which NASA projects reveal conclusions about the

existence of extraterrestrial life will, no doubt, be as extraordinary as

the moment the world watched Neil Armstrong set foot on the moon.

Until such time, speculation will have to suffice. The Jew’s response

of, “How great are your wonders, Hashem; with wisdom You created

them all,” is his insignia (Tehillim 104:24). The thought of life else-

where in the cosmos is a humbling feeling for humanity; yet it rein-

forces just how loved and significant we are in the Eyes of our

Creator. He gave us His mitzvoth, and our sages underscore that our

observance of the Torah does nothing short of sustain the colossal

universe in which we live (Pirkei Avoth 1:2). ■
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