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D. Witztum, E. Rips and Y. 
Rosenberg, Equidistant Letter 
Sequences in the Book of Genesis,
Stat. Science 9, (1994) 429-438

“Our referees were baffled: their prior 
beliefs made them think the Book of 
Genesis could not possibly contain 
meaningful references to modern-day 
individuals, yet when the authors carried 
out additional analyses and checks, the 
effect persisted. The paper is thus offered to 
Statistical Science readers as a challenging 
puzzle.”

Editorial by Robert Kass



Tell ‘em what you’re gonna tell ‘em

• Dramatis personae
• Myths and Myth-understandings
• The Three Main Problems
• Wiggle Room & Similar Clusters Anywhere
• The Rabbis Experiment
• The View of the Scientific World
• Some final remarks on accuracy and truth



Dramatis personae

• Codes Seekers:
Witztum, Rips, (Rosenberg) = WRR, Michelson, Drosnin

• Codes Breakers:
McKay, Bar-Natan

• Others:
Diaconis, Kass









Religious Myth 1:
To deny the Torah codes is to deny the Torah.

The Facts:
There are many frum scientists and outreach professionals that 
believe all the claims about Torah codes are seriously flawed.





Religious Myth 2:
The codes have religious significance.

The Facts:
The codes tell us nothing about HaShem nor about how to live. 
I know some who quote traditions against the belief in magic 
in connection with the codes.



Religious Myth 3:
There is an extensive mesora for the method of 
minimal ELSs

The Facts:
There is a single instance in the vast Rabbinic literature prior to 
1900 of an ELS (Rabbenu Bachaya) in the Torah and it 
is not minimal. The Ramak mentions dilugim as one of several 
methods of deducing hidden information from the Torah but in 
the next sentence, he says we no longer understand how to use 
these methods. These are the only references that the 
proponents normally give.



Religious Myth 4:
The Vilna Gaon and Ramban worked on ELSs

The Facts:
The stories are apocryphal and moreover, they involve 
sequences that are NOT equally spaced (first and third letters 
in words respectively).



Religious Myth 5:
We have the same text of the Torah, letter for 
letter, as given on Mt. Sinai
The Facts:
1. Kiddushin 30A says that we no longer know whether various optional 

letters like vav and yud should be in the text or not.
2. here is a tradition that in the time of one of the kings that worshipped 

Baal that the Torah was so suppressed that afterwards the Sages had to 
reconstruct the text from the three copies they could find using majority 
rule.

3. There are over 100 differences between the currently used text and some 
of the known medieval manuscripts. The Leningrad codex is 48 letters 
longer than the Koren edition. If the Leningrad codex is used the WRR 
result becomes a 1000 times less significant.



NOTE:
In the press of the talk, Professor Simon 
pronounced the word as "ga-shon“
The correct pronounciation is "ga-chon" 
with a hard "ch" as in "Chanukah".



Religious Myth 6:
All 32 Rabbis names appear near their dates of 
birth and death
The Facts:
The result is only statistical. For example, 
there are 930 date forms (of the kind 
considered by WRR) encoded as minimal 
ELSs in Bereshit. When their distances 
using the WRR method to HaRambam are 
tested, his actual dates rank 332, 686, 696, 
890. That is over a third of all date forms 
are closer to his name than the any of the 
correct ones!!

Indeed, dropping just four of the 32 Rabbi’s 
reduces the probability to 1 in 30.
The method of distances is also very 
complex.
Why is this listed as a religious myth? 
Because the answer has theological import. 
One has to ask if HaShem placed codes in 
the Torah would he do it such an imperfect 
and complex way? Does the Torah represent 
Truth or is it only true in some average 
statistical sense?



Scientific Myth 1:
Acceptance in a scientific journal is a guarantee of 
correctness

The Facts:
This view represents some kind of romantic view of the 
scientific process that is not true.



Scientific Myth 2:
The referees of the Statistical Science paper 
carefully reviewed all aspects of the experiment
The Facts:
You told me that you had spoken to the editor of 
Statistical Science and had recommended to him 
that the paper submitted by Rips et al to that 
journal be published, with the proviso that a 
discussion by an independent discussant also 
be included.
letter from Prof. Aumann to Prof. Diaconis dated 
August 28, 1992

Although the referees thought carefully about 
possible sources of error in the work, no one 
tried to reanalyze the data carefully and 
independently to try to uncover the presumed 
flaw in the logic
the authors’ work did not go far enough to make 
me seriously think, even for a moment, that their 
results were anything other than coincidental, 
and likely due to a subtle flaw in their 
methodology.
Robert Kass on his web site
http://lib.stat.cmu.edu/~kass/biblecodes/

http://lib.stat.cmu.edu/%7Ekass/biblecodes/


Scientific Myth 3:
There is general acceptance of the famous Rabbis 
experiment in the scientific community
The Facts:
As I’ll discuss later, the opinion of the scientific community is 
almost universally negative including many frum scientists and 
many that have looked carefully at the data.



The Big Three Problems

There are many problems with the theory of the codes when viewed from a 
scientific point of view but three stand out
• Any text of similar size will have similar clusters of words to those found in 

the Torah.
• The probabilities quoted for the word clusters are computed by methods 

contrary to the accepted laws of probability and used in situations where it 
is essentially impossible to assign meaningful probabilities. (Will not 
discuss further here)

• The famous Rabbis experiment has many flaws in both its data and in its 
method. The largest flaw, one that, by itself, already entirely explains what 
was found, is the subjective nature of the list of appellations used for the 
Rabbis.



Wiggle Room and Similar, Not Same
[Part 1]
Invariably, clusters have degrees of freedom which I’ll call wiggle room. 
For a holiday cluster, which holiday do you look for and once you pick 
the holiday, say Chanukah, which words do you look for? In a 
Chanukah cluster, you could look for names of the Maccabees and other 
historic figures, words connected with the temple, words connected with 
miracles in general, words connected with candles or even words like 
latke, dreidl and sufganyiot. Moreover, the Hebrew language multiplies 
each possibility into many. Do I place a hey (for the definite article) in 
front? Do I include the extra yuds and vavs that can occur in variants of 
some words.



Wiggle Room and Similar, Not Same
[Part 2]
It is the wiggle room that allows an ELS cluster to be found in the Torah 
and it’s the same wiggle room that allows an ELS cluster to be found in 
other texts. But the very nature of wiggle room is that you have freedom 
in choices so the precise alternatives necessary to get the cluster in one 
text will be different from the alternatives needed to find something in 
another text. The clusters in the two texts will be similar but not 
the same. The quality of the clusters will be largely determined by the 
creativity of the searcher rather than by anything intrinsic to the 
underlying text.



Example 1:
Chanukah
Cluster



Example 2:
Assassins in Moby Dick

When my critics find a message about the assassination of a prime minister encrypted 
in Moby Dick, I'll believe them.

Michael Drosnin, Newsweek June 9, 1997







Example 3:
Unabomber Manifesto



McKay's Email

It is very easy for me to understand why people who spend time searching for 
codes really believe in them. One sees things all the time that are striking. As 
an example, a friend of mine asked for a personal picture from Moby Dick, 
using words like "great body", "best lover" etc in conjunction with his name. 
So I put in a dozen or so such expressions and the computer found a good 
match of his name "Martin" and the phrase "too sexy". I drew the picture to 
show to him, and only then noticed right across the middle of it in the plain 
text "the most exalted potency". The illusion that something incredibly 
unlikely had happened was very strong. If I had a priori belief in Moby Dick 
as a unique and sacred text, and the subject was a more serious one, I might 
be hard to convince otherwise.

Brendan McKay



The Famous Rabbis Experiment

• Its central role
• More details of the experiment
• The complexity of the method
• Date issues
• The worst flaw: subjective nature of the appellations



The Rabbis Experiment:
Prelude
"The only statistically significant ELSs (i.e., Codes) that have been 
discovered so far are the statistically verified Rabbis example"

"Only one or two of Rabbi Weissmandl's word patterns are presented at 
Discovery, for the pedagogical purpose and process of showing that they 
are NOT Codes (i.e., word patterns that were deliberately placed in the 
Torah by G-d) and how one can be easily fooled into thinking that they 
are, and how referring to these accidental 'patterns' as Codes is sheer 
nonsense"



The Rabbis Experiment:
The complexity of the method
Their method of measuring "distances" is very complex.
• Two five letter words typically require the measurement of over 6 

million distances
• The results are very sensitive to small changes in the method.
• If one uses the mathematically natural square root in a distance, their 

results would be worse by a factor of 92
• Dropping obsolete forms of 15 and 16 decrease probability by a factor 

of 5
• When Haralick redid the method (but used what I believe is flawed 

data), the probability dropped from 1 in 62,500 to 1 in 400



The Rabbis Experiment:
Date Forms
Do you say "the fourth of July" or "July the fourth"? 
Similarly in Hebrew there are multiple date forms 
even once one decided to ignore years (and variant 
spellings for the months). WRR use three forms:
aleph Tishrei, aleph b’Tishrei, and b’aleph Tishrei.
The last form is unusual, akin to saying "on the fourth 
of July". And, once we allow that, what 
about b’aleph b’Tishrei? There are 
also aleph l’Tishrei and aleph shel Tishri with a 
possible leading b’.
Experiment of Bar-Hillel, Bar-Natan and Mackay

Date form Used by WRR List 1 Rank List 2 Rank

D M Yes 165,751 17

bD M Yes 8 8,844

D bM Yes 8,488 8,804

bD bM No 68,478 429,256

D lM No 581,777 274,167

bD lM No 281,509 618,128

D shel M No 711,538 46,468

bD shel M No 467,761 135,884

Margoliot Some 70,780 189,631



The Rabbis Experiment:
The List of Appellations
"The words to be searched for must be derivable by a priori specified and 
repeatable methods"

Aish website
"The list of appellations for each personality was provided by Professor S. Z. 
Havlin, of the Department of Bibliography and Librarianship at Bar Ilan 
University, on the basis of a computer search of the Responsa database at that 
university"

WRR in Statistical Science
"Because English is not our native language, this version of the paper was 
rewritten by an English-speaking scientist. When we reviewed the 
manuscript, we overlooked the fact that the description of Professor Havlin’s
method of compiling the list may be misinterpreted."

Witztum and Rips on Witztum’s website



Mathematicians’ Statement
on the Bible Codes
We are making this statement concerning what have been called "Bible 
codes" or "Torah codes". We recognize that many sincere people take 
this phenomenon seriously, which compels us to speak out on the basis 
of what our mathematical training tells us about the evidence claimed 
for this alleged phenomenon.
There is a common belief in the general community to the effect that 
many mathematicians, statisticians, and other scientists consider the 
claims to be credible. This belief is incorrect. On the contrary, the 
almost unanimous opinion of those in the scientific world who have 
studied the question is that the theory is without foundation. The 
signatories to this letter have themselves examined the evidence and 
found it entirely unconvincing.



An example concerning Megillas Esther
Perhaps even more amazingly, given that 
Rabbi Weissmandl was operating without 
benefit of a computer, it is known that he 
made a number of findings concerning 
Megillas Esther using skip distances of 
12,111 letters, the exact number of letters in 
Megillas Esther. I was able to reconstruct 
one of these using a computer. If one starts 
with the first regular mem (as opposed to 
"final mem" ) in Bereishis 4:14, where the 
name Esther (vocalized differently) appears 
for the only time in the Torah, and counts at 
intervals of 12,111 letters, one finds spelled 
out the phrase "Megillas Esther."

Doron Witztum, Jewish Action,
March, 1998

NOTE:
While the article may give the impression there is a 
single 8 letter ELS with skip 12,111, there is only a 
four letter ELS with that skip (and a plain text 
occurrence of the name Esther).

http://www.aish.edu/issues/biblecodes/s-witztum.htm


A Remark on the Nations Paper

Jewish tradition further tells us 
(Hagra, 1905), that a nation has 
the following four characteristics:
1.its name,
2.its country,
3.its language,
4.its script.
from the WRR Nations paper

For the Language of Canaan
there is the Biblical expression:

from the WRR Nations paper
Rank out of 1,000,000



Tell ‘em what ya told ‘em

• Clusters will occur in any text of similar length – the quality of the 
clusters is a function of the cleverness of the searchers, not of anything 
in the underlying test

• The famous Rabbi’s experiment has many problems of which the most 
serious is the subjective nature of the appellations

• In summary, there is no credible evidence that there is any statistically 
significant ELS encoding in the Torah



Teshuvos Harashba, Section 1, 548.

Yisrael the inheritors of truth, descendants of Ya'akov the Man of Truth, 
zera emes, would prefer to suffer continued exile and its horrors rather 
than accept something without critically and thoroughly analyzing it, 
step after step, to separate out anything of doubtful validity...even when 
it appears to be miraculous and absolute!

(I am grateful to Rabbis Dovid Gottlieb and Matis Weinberg for 
bringing this to my attention).
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