
Orthodxy.
As with all books of this sort, there are

some omissions. I would have been
interested in learning more about Dr.
Belkin’s halachic outlook and about his
relationship with the European roshei
yeshivah at the other American yeshivot.
His roles as rosh yeshivah and lamdan
(Talmudic scholar) need explication too.

Contrary to the doomsayers, Modern
Orthodoxy is growing; it is proud of
its past and confident of its future.
Hopefully, this fine volume will bring
Dr. Belkin’s work to the attention of
the wider American Jewish communi-
ty, and his personality and record will
be recognized by a wider range of peo-
ple. It is my wish that Geller’s work
will inspire others to record and docu-
ment their experiences in creating a
vibrant and dedicated Orthodox
Jewish life in America.
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Few topics are as fascinating,
intriguing and theologically challeng-
ing as the interface between Torah and
science throughout the ages. As science
evolves, scientific beliefs are dispelled,
theories are discarded, and paradigm
shifts occur. Some of these discarded
theories or beliefs can be found in rab-
binic literature throughout the cen-

turies. How do we address the fact
that rabbis have incorporated into
their discussions notions that we now
believe are obsolete? If these beliefs are
mentioned in the context of homiletic
or aggadic statements, then few theo-
logical problems arise, as many of
these passages are metaphorical and
have no practical ramifications for reli-
gious observance. However, if they
appear to serve as the foundation of a
halachic decision, how are we to view
this decision today? Does our obser-
vance of the law change?

The larger issue is the place of scien-
tific knowledge in rabbinic literature.
Is the scientific information discussed
by Chazal considered an integral part
of the halachic corpus? Is it infused
with the same theological import, and
given the same weight and credence as,
for example, halachah leMoshe
miSinai? Or is the body of scientific
information found in Chazal merely a
supplement to the halachic discus-
sions, having no independent theologi-
cal status?

The answer to this question may
depend on a number of different fac-
tors: 1. The author and date of the
original rabbinic statement, 2. The
particular area of science under discus-
sion (astronomy, anatomy, physics, et
cetera), 3. Whether the rabbinic state-
ment is halachic or aggadic in nature,
4. The philosophical approach of the
authority addressing the conflict.

In a number of areas of conflict, the
phrase nishtaneh hateva, nature has
changed, has been invoked. The exact
definition or interpretation of this
phrase is unclear, but it alludes to a
different reality between the past and

present.
Much of the study of the conflict

between Torah and science has been
subsumed under the heading of nish-
taneh hateva. Research in this field has
included many scientific disciplines,
including cosmology, evolution,1

astronomy2 and medicine.3

Zoology has also received some dis-
parate treatment, and it is in this area
that Rabbi Nosson Slifkin brings his
considerable zoological knowledge to
bear in his work Mysterious Creatures.
This welcome addition to the nish-
tane hateva literature deals with such
fantastic creatures as the unicorn,
mermaid, phoenix, dragon and tree
goose. 

Rabbi Slifkin is cognizant of, and
sensitive to, the theological complexity
of this topic and begins his work with
an overview of the basic approaches to
resolving areas of seeming conflict
between Torah and science. The
author enumerates five basic approach-
es, which I excerpt from the book: 4

1. Divine Knowledge Approach—The
Sages possessed superior (or perfect)
knowledge of the natural world, which
they derived from the Torah or from
Divine inspiration; scientists, on the
other hand, are fallible.

2. Changes of Nature Approach—
Both the Sages and the scientists are cor-
rect; the physical nature of the world has
changed since the time of the Sages.

3. Different Meaning Approach—
Both the Sages and the scientists are cor-
rect; we have simply misunderstood [the
Sages’] intent.

4. Metaphor Approach—The Sages
used metaphors when speaking; we have
simply misunderstood their intent.

5. Empirical Knowledge Approach—
Although great in Torah knowledge, the
Sages did not possess better knowledge of
the natural world than did other people
of their era. [Scientific knowledge in
those times was limited.]

For the specific advocates and
sources for these approaches, the read-
er will be well served by consulting
Rabbi Slifkin’s book. I would, howev-
er, like to suggest some additional
sources for the various approaches.

which appears below, does seem to
resemble geese “growing from timber.”

The rabbinic literature of the barna-
cle goose could be supplemented with
the work of Rabbi Tzvi Yaakov
Zimmels, who collected all the rab-
binic sources discussing this creature.7

Rabbi Slifkin, in his discussion of
the “wild men” (adnei hasadeh), dis-
cusses the tradition, based on the
Yerushalmi,8 that this species was a
form of a human being tethered to the
ground by a cord from which it
received nourishment. Upon severance
of the cord, the creature was believed to
die instantly. Daniel Sperber, professor
of Talmud at Bar-Ilan University, pro-
vides another theory as to how this
notion of the tethered humanoid
evolved.9

Rabbi Slifkin identifies the Biblical
tachash as the giraffe and briefly men-
tions the theory that the giraffe may
have been the zemer mentioned in the
Biblical list of kosher animals. In
January 2002, a group of scientists,
rabbis, veterinarians and shochetim (rit-
ual slaughterers) performed a halachi-
cally oriented dissection of a giraffe. In
a recently published account of this
unique event, the authors provide
additional evidence to support the
identification of the giraffe as the
zemer.10

The text of the book is followed by
a brief bibliography. Given the serious-
ness of this topic, I would suggest
expanding the bibliography to include
articles as well as books, especially
since the list of books is so limited.11

(See sidebar for additional relevant
works.)

There will perhaps be readers for
whom Rabbi Slifkin’s book may pre-
sent difficulty. Indeed, many great rab-
binic scholars would simply never
entertain the idea that Chazal could
ever have erred in their statements
about scientific matters, regardless of
the halachic or historical context. They
maintain that all the statements of
Chazal are products of ruach hakodesh
(Divine spirit). While the book was
dedicated to an inquisitive Bar
Mitzvah boy, I do not believe the aver-

“mysterious” creatures, and does so
successfully, there are places where he
states unequivocally that the state-
ments of Chazal are based on erro-
neous, contemporaneous knowledge,
and that these creatures may never
have existed. (See, for example, the
chapter on sweat lice and spontaneous
generation.) He acknowledges that
“such a solution may not be ideal, but,
in many cases, it may be the only valid
one.”

The chapters are highly informative,
with wonderful pictures and illustra-
tions. One such chapter deals with a
creature in rabbinical literature called
the tree goose. The author alludes to
two traditions explaining the origins of
the spontaneously generated goose—
one was that the birds emerged from
trees at the water’s edge, while the
other was that they arose from floating
timber. Rabbi Slifkin mentions the
existence of the gooseneck barnacle,
which was thought to be partially
responsible for the latter legend. While
the picture of the barnacle in Rabbi
Slifkin’s book does not give the
impression of a tree goose, the picture
of one type of gooseneck barnacle,

Following the “Divine knowledge”
approach, Dr. Chaim Zimmerman
maintains that the words of Chazal are
ultimately proven correct by science:

For the Torah man, the seeming con-
tradictions remained a temporary dilem-
ma until a new scientific truth was dis-
covered and the truth of the halakha was
clarified by scientific predictions empiri-
cally demonstrated. Every time that a
new scientific proof is established, Torah
assertions are verified, and questions of
discrepancy that perplex generations are
cleared up.5

To the list of advocates of the
“metaphor” approach, I would add a
prominent place for the Maharal. One
of the major themes running through
the Maharal’s work is that the natural
and spiritual worlds represent two
completely distinct, though coexistent,
spheres of reality. Many of the passages
in Chazal that appear to conflict with
science would be interpreted by the
Maharal as being part of the spiritual
dimension, and possibly as metaphors.
As these passages address a different
sphere of understanding, it is simply
impossible for them to conflict with
scientific beliefs.6

The remainder of the book addresses
the specific histories of a variety of
“mysterious” creatures. With each
chapter Rabbi Slifkin attempts, with
varying degrees, to return to these
aforementioned approaches and inte-
grate them into his research. For some
creatures he posits a tentative identifi-
cation, while for others he explains the
rabbinic passages as metaphors. The
author, by his own admission, clearly
aligns himself with the “empirical
knowledge” approach. This is evident
throughout the book, which marshals
a wealth of evidence that many of the
mythical creatures found in rabbinic
sources were based on beliefs that were
commonly held at the time of the
writing. In describing this approach,
Rabbi Slifkin states that “Chazal did
not possess superior knowledge of the
natural world over anyone else in their
era. They were experts in Torah, not in
the natural sciences.” While the author
works hard to identify many of the

Dr. Reichman is an assistant professor of
emergency medicine at Montefiore
Medical Center and assistant professor of
philosophy and history of medicine at the
Albert Einstein College of Medicine of
Yeshiva University in New York. He
received his rabbinic ordination from the
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological
Seminary of Yeshiva University, and writes
and lectures about Jewish medical ethics.

“ Chazal did not 
possess superior
knowledge of the 
natural world.… 

They were experts in
Torah, not in the 
natural sciences.”
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age thirteen-year-old boy is capable of
dealing with such a complex topic
without rabbinic or parental guidance.
However, this book is an excellent
addition to the library of the informed
reader.

Professor Sperber’s comments
regarding Talmudic study could be
equally applied to Rabbi Slifkin’s
work:

A fuller understanding of all aspects of
the text is not only legitimate, but essen-
tial. Hence, we should approach any
given Talmudic passage with all new-
found disciplines available to us. At the
same time, we must be humble enough to
realize that ultimately our conclusions
will never move out of the realm of con-
jecture. Nonetheless, we may have under-
stood the sugya a little more, a little
deeper, and a little better. We may have
solved some additional problems that
irked the earlier authorities. And we will
have advanced in our limud Torah.12

Rabbi Slifkin’s Mysterious Creatures
demystifies many rabbinic passages
dealing with zoology and helps us
understand rabbinic literature a little
more, a little deeper and a little better.
It will generate further discussion and
debate about the identity of many ani-
mals, but, after reading this book, you
will surely have advanced in your
limud Torah.

For updates and corrections on Rabbi’s
Slifkin’s book, please see
http://zootorah.com/books/creatures
frame.htm.
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