
W H O I S A B E L I E V E R
–1  –

Hurricane Sandy: Rescuing Those Who Put Themselves in Danger ◆ Stand Your Ground vs. Duty to Retreat: Would a Beis Din Have Convicted George Zimmerman? 
◆ Reporting Child Molesters: מסירה or Obligation? ◆ Shooting Down a Hijacked Plane: Killing a Few to Save the Lives of Many ◆ Leiby Kletzky’s Killer: The Insanity 
Defense in Halachah ◆ Accepting Charity from Non-Jews ◆ Alternatives to Cattle Prods: In Search of a Solution to the Aguna Problem ◆ Therapy and Impropriety: 
Yichud with a Therapist ◆ Drafting Yeshiva Students: A Halachic Debate ◆ Many Terrorists for One Israeli? The Gilad Shalit Deal Through the Prism of Halachah ◆ A 
Kosher Cheeseburger? The Halachic Status of Synthetic Beef ◆ Webcams in Halachah ◆ Bernie Madoff: Must a Charity Return Funds Donated by a Ponzi Scheme to 
Investors? ◆ Hurricane Sandy: Rescuing Those Who Put Themselves in Danger ◆ Stand Your Ground vs. Duty to Retreat: Would a Beis Din Have Convicted George 
Zimmerman? ◆ Reporting Child Molesters: מסירה or Obligation? ◆ Shooting Down a Hijacked Plane: Killing a Few to Save the Lives of Many ◆ Leiby Kletzky’s Killer: 
The Insanity Defense in Halachah ◆ Accepting Charity from Non-Jews ◆ Alternatives to Cattle Prods: In Search of a Solution to the Aguna Problem ◆ Therapy and 
Impropriety: Yichud with a Therapist ◆ Drafting Yeshiva Students: A Halachic Debate ◆ Many Terrorists for One Israeli? The Gilad Shalit Deal Through the Prism of 
Halachah ◆ A Kosher Cheeseburger? The Halachic Status of Synthetic Beef ◆ Webcams in Halachah ◆ Bernie Madoff: Must a Charity Return Funds Donated by a 
Ponzi Scheme to Investors? ◆ Hurricane Sandy: Rescuing Those Who Put Themselves in Danger ◆ Stand Your Ground vs. Duty to Retreat: Would a Beis Din Have 
Convicted George Zimmerman? ◆ Reporting Child Molesters: מסירה or Obligation? ◆ Shooting Down a Hijacked Plane: Killing a Few to Save the Lives of Many ◆ Leiby 
Kletzky’s Killer: The Insanity Defense in Halachah ◆ Accepting Charity from Non-Jews ◆ Alternatives to Cattle Prods: In Search of a Solution to the Aguna Problem ◆ 
Therapy and Impropriety: Yichud with a Therapist ◆ Drafting Yeshiva Students: A Halachic Debate ◆ Many Terrorists for One Israeli? The Gilad Shalit Deal Through 
the Prism of Halachah ◆ A Kosher Cheeseburger? The Halachic Status of Synthetic Beef ◆ Webcams in Halachah ◆ Bernie Madoff: Must a Charity Return Funds 
Donated by a Ponzi Scheme to Investors? ◆ Hurricane Sandy: Rescuing Those Who Put Themselves in Danger ◆ Stand Your Ground vs. Duty to Retreat: Would 

Who is a Believer?
Faith, 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 foundations 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 which 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, from several 
different places. The barbarism of radical Islam and the threat it poses to the Western world has bred an 
attitude of cynicism towards religion, feelings that have been exacerbated by the revelation of scandals 
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 insecurities. 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 less attention, however, has been paid to another result of this exposure: many sincerely devoted 
Orthodox Jews who struggle and grapple with questions surrounding the tenets of our belief. These are 
Jews who want to 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, 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.

In Judaism being considered a kofer (heretic) is not merely a label. There are certain halachic ramifications 
that kick in if a person, chas veshalom, begins believing in the wrong set of beliefs. A person defined by 
halacha as a kofer is disqualified from basic synagogue functions such as leading the services in synagogue, 
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 in front of a Beis Din. Therefore, a precise definition of what constitutes a kofer 
is needed. 
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QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ What is the status of these doubters?

 ■ Are there certain beliefs in Judaism that every Jew needs to be sure about?
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5 types of people are considered “sectarians” (kofrim): (1) One 
who says, “There is no God, and the world has no controller”; 
(2) One who says, “There is a Controller, but there are 2 or 
more”; (3) One who says, “There is one Master [of the world] 
but He has a body and image”; (4) One who says, “He is not 
the original [in presence] and Creator of all”; (5) One who 
worships any other god as an intermediary between him and 
Hashem.

 חמישה הן הנקראין מינים: האומר שאין שם אלוה, 
ואין לעולם מנהיג; והאומר שיש שם מנהיג, אבל הם 

שניים או יתר; והאומר שיש שם ריבון אחד, אלא 
שהוא גוף ובעל תמונה; וכן האומר שאינו לבדו ראשון 

וצור לכול; וכן העובד אלוה זולתו, כדי להיות מליץ 
בינו ובין ריבון העולמים.

The same is true regarding 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 only against the more famous 
sins which everyone avoids…

כן מדת האמונה – יש בה מדרגות זה למעלה מזה, 
וקטני אמנה ג״כ בכלל מאמינים, כיון שאינם בכלל 

הכופרים והמינים, אבל אמונתם חלושה, ואין פעולת 
אמונה שולטת עליהם, רק נגד עבירות היותר מפורסמות 

ואשר כל הצבור נזהרים בהן...

This assertion is backed up by a comment by the Chazon Ish in his Sefer Emuna U’Bitachon:

Chazon Ish: Emunah U’Bitachon: Chapter 2

The Chazon Ish implies that any amount of faith disqualifies one from being a kofer, regardless of how shaky 
said faith is.

THE CASE FOR 
THE DOUBTERS

ALL OR NOTHING

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ What is notable about the Rambam’s words is that he formulates the kofer’s words into definitive 
statements. If we take the Rambam at face value, seemingly one would have to say definitively that there 
is no God or that He has a body. One who is merely doubtful in these matters would not be considered a 
kofer.

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ Why doesn’t Hashem demand perfect faith from us?

The Rambam spells out a list of who is considered a kofer:

Rambam Hilchos Teshuva 3:7

The situation gets murkier once other comments of the Rambam come to light. In his commentary on the 
Mishna, before Perek Cheilek in Sanhedrin, the Rambam lists off 13 principles of faith. They are (paraphrased 
briefly):

1. Hashem exists.

2. Hashem is one.

3. Hashem has no body.

4. Hashem has existed, and will exist forever.

5. There are no gods besides Hashem.

6. Hashem speaks to us through prophecy.

7. Moshe was the greatest prophet.

8. The Torah that we have today is the one taught to Moshe by God.

9. The Torah given by Moshe will not be replaced and nothing may be added or removed from it.

10. Hashem is aware of everything we do and think.

11. Hashem rewards good and punishes evil.

12. Moshiach will eventually come.

13. After that, Hashem will revive the dead.
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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…

כאשר יהיו קיימים לאדם כל היסודות הללו ואמונתו בהם 
אמיתית, הרי הוא נכנס בכלל ישראל... וכאשר יפקפק אדם 

ביסוד מאלו היסודות, הרי זה יצא מן הכלל וכפר בעיקר...

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 pesukim and, additionally, what they saw 
in the aggados which confuse minds.

ולמה קרא לזה מין? וכמה גדולים וטובים ממנו הלכו בזו 
המחשבה לפי מה שראו במקראות ויותר ממה שראו 

דברי האגדות המשבשות את הדעות.

We can shed some light on the issue through a comment made by the Rayvid on that Rambam in Hilchs 
Teshuva. The Rambam had asserted that anyone who states that Hashem has a body is a kofer. This 
perplexes the Rayvid who asks:

The Rayvid seems to be suggesting that it seems unlikely that one could be called a kofer for something 
which he could have thought, innocently by mistake. The Rayvid seems to assume that some form of oness 
(accident) is applicable to the laws of kefira (heresy). If a person does not have malicious intent, it would 
seem one would not be held accountable for whatever he or she thinks. 

The Rambam here seems to label one who merely questions any of these principles as a kofer. It would 
seem that the only way to avoid the label is to have 100% commitment to all of these ideas without a shadow 
of a doubt.

But this is a very hard-line approach and seems to be not consistent with the Rambam’s own view 
elsewhere, in Hilchos Teshuva (see previous source). The Rambam there implied that doubtful thoughts 
alone were not enough to render one a heretic. So, which position of the Rambam should we entertain?

In conjunction with these principles, the Rambam writes the following: 

Rambam: Peirush HaMishnayos: End of Sanhedrin
(Note: the Rambam originally wrote his commentary in Arabic. The following is excerpted from the Hebrew 
translation of Rav Yosef Kapach:)

JUST A SMALL 
MISTAKE…

 ■ The Rambam in Hilchos Teshuva implies that those who doubt are not kofrim.

 ■ The Chazon Ish agrees.

 ■ In his Peirush HaMishnayos the Rambam says the opposite – that people who have doubts in certain 
areas are considered kofim.

INTERIM SUMMARY

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ Is the Rambam contradicting himself?

 ■ How might this inconsistency be resolved?

 ■ What about these 13 ideas make them so fundamental to Judaism?

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ Why would kefira be excused if it was accidental?

OXYGEN AND 
POISON

There are two differing approaches to explain why the Rambam disagrees with the Rayvid and does not 
forgive someone who became a kofer accidentally. Each takes a different approach to the fundamental 
nature of the principles of faith.

The first approach is offered by Rav Chayim of Brisk. Rav Chayim says that regardless of the accidental 
nature of the kefira, these principles are so fundamental and axiomatic to the religious faith that one simply 
cannot be considered a Jew if these ideas are not present within him. Rav Chayim drew proof to this 
theory from the Rambam’s comment in his commentary to the Mishna, which we referred to earlier: V’chol 
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The Abarbanel, like Rav Chayim defines kefira as an iron-clad rule, namely we don’t make exceptions, even 
for accidents. However, while Rav Chayim expressed this in terms of the impossibility of a Jew without the 
proper thoughts, the Abarbanel says the opposite: that one cannot be a Jew if the improper thoughts are 
there.

Rav Chayim views the principles of faith as a sort of religious oxygen: If they are gone, for whatever reason, 
the person is religiously dead. The Abarbanel views their opposites to be like a poison (as he says so 
himself): if the opposite ideas are there, for whatever reason, the person is likewise religiously dead. The 
difference comes down to Rav Chayim focusing on the fundamentals being there and the Abarbanel 
focusing on keeping the kefira out.

So, in our 2 positions of the Rambam, Rav Chayim would more likely hold like the opinion laid out in the 
Peirush HaMishnayos, that any doubt makes a person into a kofer. Since Rav Chayim holds that one needs 
these beliefs in order to be considered not a kofer, any disturbance could be considered enough to ensure 
that.

The Abarbanel would be closer to Rambam’s opinion in Hilchos Teshuva which mandated full-blown heresy 
to be labeled as kefirah. The Abarbanel viewed the only danger being the “poison” of kefira would not be 
concerned unless the doubts turned to such venomous places.

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, kefira and false beliefs relevant to the 
principles of religion remove the person’s soul and 
prevent him from inheriting the next world.

הדעת הכוזב, כשיהיה בעיקר מעיקרי האמונה, כבר יסיר הנפש 
מהצלחתו האמיתית ולא יביאהו לחיי העולם הבא, אע״פ שלא 

יעשה אותה בכוונה למרוד, כי כמו שהסם המות כשיאכל 
האדם אותו יכלה רוחו, ונשמתו אליו יאסוף, אף על פי שנאמר 

שאכל אותו בחשבו שהיה מאכל בריא ונאות, כן הכפירה 
והאמונה הכוזבת בענין עיקרי הדת יגרשו נפש האדם וימנעהו 

מירושת העולם הבא בלא ספק.

she’nitkalkeil, harei yatza min haklal. This implies that once a person’s beliefs have become corrupted, 
regardless of how or why this occurred, the person is no longer regarded as a believer.

There are two differing approaches to explain why the Rambam disagrees with the Rayvid and does not 
forgive someone who became a kofer accidentally. Each takes a different approach to the fundamental 
nature of the principles of faith.

The first approach is offered by Rav Chayim of Brisk. Rav Chayim says that regardless of the accidental 
nature of the kefira, these principles are so fundamental and axiomatic to the religious faith that one simply 
cannot be considered a Jew if these ideas are not present within him. Rav Chayim drew proof to this 
theory from the Rambam’s comment in his commentary to the Mishna, which we referred to earlier: V’chol 
she’nitkalkeil, harei yatza min haklal. This implies that once a person’s beliefs have become corrupted, 
regardless of how or why this occurred, the person is no longer regarded as a believer. 

Abarbanel formulates this concept somewhat differently. He says that the Rambam disagrees with the 
Rayvid regarding an accidental kofer for a different reason:

Abarbanel: Derech Amana 12

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ Why does the Abarbanel compare dangerous ideas to poison?

 ■ The Rayvid wonders why someone would be considered a kofer if he accidentally is led astray.

 ■ Rav Chayim explains because these fundamental beliefs are essential to being a Jew.

 ■ The Abarbanel says because the kefira is antithetical to being a Jew (like a poison).

INTERIM SUMMARY
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D ISC L A I M ER:
The views and opinions presented in this sourcesheet should not be taken as halachah l’maaseh.  

Before applying these halachos to real-life situations, one must consult with a competent halachic authority.

The simple reading of the Rambam suggests that one must definitively accept all 13 Principles of Faith, 
and entertaining any doubts about these matters qualifies as heresy. The Rambam elsewhere implies 
that a questionable faith may suffice.

The Ra’avad maintained that innocently failing to accept a tenet of Jewish faith as a result of a mistake 
does not qualify as heresy.

There are multiple ways of understanding the Rambam for both the benefit and detriment of those who 
doubt. Rav Chayim and Rav Rappaport would maintain that the Rambam holds that doubters are kofrim, 
while the Abarbanel might understand the Rambam in a more lenient light.

CONCLUSION

Rav Shlomo Ashkenazi Rappaport offers a different defense of the Rambam which also would help answer 
our question. Rav Rapaport says that there is no such thing as “accidental heresy” because we apply 
the principle of הוי ליה למידק (they should have studied). This means that in an area as important as the 
fundamental nature of Hashem, we don’t accept mistakes. Carelessness is regarded as intentional violation 
because how could on treat such matters so lightly? Why wouldn’t one study and learn as much as possible 
about the various options and become an informed individual?

Rav Rappaport would regard agnosticism with similar eyes. In such important matters, we cannot be lenient. 
If a person has doubts, they should not be content with this. Rather, they are obligated to work and study 
as hard as they can and not settle for anything less than perfect faith. Anything less than perfect faith is 
unacceptable.

IT PAYS TO 
STUDY


