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BS”D 

 

On Sentient AI 

Can a Physical Test Determine Metaphysical Status 

R. Mois Navon 

Beit HaKenneset HaSefaradi BeRimon – Parshat Korah 5782 

 

For those of you who haven’t been keeping up with the news in the tech community, last 

week an engineer from Google declared that his computer has sentience (hisha) – that is, 

the ability to feel, to experience.  How, it must be asked, did he come to the conclusion 

that his machine was, in a strong sense, alive?   

 

To make such a proclamation, there needs to be a test (mivchan), some way of checking 

(bodek) to determine (lehavchin) if the claim is true or false.  But how do you test for 

something that is not physical?  For this we turn to this weeks’s parsha in which we find 

a discussion of two such tests that take up the greater part of the entire parsha. 

 

The first test discussed is that proposed to determine the status of Moshe as leader.  

Korah and his band claimed that they were “holy” and that Moshe had nothing special 

over them.   

  במדבר פרשת קרח פרק טז

י  )ג( ם כִּ כֶׁ ם רַב לָּ ה וְעַל אַהֲרֹן וַיאֹמְרוּ אֲלֵהֶׁ הֲלוּ עַל מֹשֶׁ קָּ ם וַיִּ ה כֻּלָּ עֵדָּ ל הָּ יםכָּ   קְדֹשִׁ

קֹ:  תְנַשְאוּ עַל קְֹהַל יְקֹוָֹּ קֹ וּמַדּוּעַ תִּ ם יְקֹוָֹּ  וּבְתוֹכָּ

 

How can the people know if Moshe has a special “holy” status?  Moshe proposes a test 

(mivchan) in which God will make the determination: 

 במדבר פרשת קרח פרק טז  

יו:  )ד(  נָּ פֹל עַל פָּ ה וַיִּ שְמַע מֹשֶׁ קֹ   )ה(וַיִּ ר וְיֹדַע יְקֹוָֹּ תוֹ לֵאמֹר בֹקֶֹׁ ל עֲדָּ ל כָּ ל קֹֹרַח וְאֶׁ וַיְדַבֵר אֶׁ

ת  ר לוֹ וְאֶׁ ת אֲשֶׁ דוֹאֶׁ יו:   שהַקָּ יב אֵלָּ בְחַר בוֹ יַקְֹרִּ ר יִּ יו וְאֵת אֲשֶׁ יב אֵלָּ קְֹרִּ  וְהִּ

 

Similarly, the claim against the holy status of Aharon is also determined by a test that 

requires metaphysical intervention: 

 

  כה-כה, טז -במדבר פרשת קרח פרק יז פסוק טז 
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ה לֵאמֹר:  )טז( ל מֹשֶׁ קֹ אֶׁ ה לְבֵית   )יז(וַיְדַבֵר יְקֹוָֹּ ה מַטֶׁ ם מַטֶׁ תָּ אֵל וְקַֹח מֵאִּ שְרָּ ל בְנֵי יִּ דַּבֵר אֶׁ

כְתֹב עַל מַטֵהוּ:   ת שְמוֹ תִּ יש אֶׁ ר מַטוֹת אִּ שָּ ם שְנֵים עָּ ם לְבֵית אֲבֹתָּ יאֵהֶׁ ל נְשִּ ב מֵאֵת כָּ אָּ

כְתֹב עַל מַ  )יח( ם: וְאֵת שֵם אַהֲרֹן תִּ ד לְראֹש בֵית אֲבוֹתָּ חָּ ה אֶׁ י מַטֶׁ י כִּ ם   )יט(טֵה לֵוִּ נַחְתָּ וְהִּ

ה:  מָּ ם שָּ כֶׁ עֵד לָּ וָּּ ר אִּ עֵדוּת אֲשֶׁ פְנֵי הָּ ל מוֹעֵד לִּ בְחַר בוֹ מַטֵהוּ   )כ(בְאֹהֶׁ ר אֶׁ יש אֲשֶׁ אִּ יָּה הָּ וְהָּ

ר   אֵל אֲשֶׁ שְרָּ ת תְלֻּנוֹת בְנֵי יִּ לַי אֶׁ י מֵעָּ כֹתִּ ח וַהֲשִּ פְרָּ ם:יִּ ם עֲלֵיכֶׁ ינִּ ה   )כא( הֵם מַלִּ וַיְדַבֵר מֹשֶׁ

ד לְבֵית   חָּ יא אֶׁ שִּ ה לְנָּ ד מַטֶׁ חָּ יא אֶׁ שִּ ה לְנָּ ם מַטֶׁ יאֵיהֶׁ ל נְשִּ יו כָּ תְנוּ אֵלָּ אֵל וַיִּ שְרָּ ל בְנֵי יִּ אֶׁ

ם:  ר מַטוֹת וּמַטֵה אַהֲרֹן בְתוֹךְ מַטוֹתָּ שָּ ם שְנֵים עָּ ת הַמַ  )כב(אֲבֹתָּ ה אֶׁ פְנֵי  וַיַנַח מֹשֶׁ טֹת לִּ

ת:  עֵדֻּ ל הָּ קֹ בְאֹהֶׁ רַח מַטֵה    )כג(יְקֹוָֹּ נֵה פָּ עֵדוּת וְהִּ ל הָּ ל אֹהֶׁ ה אֶׁ ת וַיָּבאֹ מֹשֶׁ חֳרָּ מָּ י מִּ וַיְהִּ

ים:  גְמֹל שְקֵֹדִּ יץ וַיִּ רַח וַיָּצֵץ צִּ י וַיֹצֵא פֶׁ ל הַמַטֹת   )כד(אַהֲרֹן לְבֵית לֵוִּ ת כָּ ה אֶׁ וַיֹצֵא מֹשֶׁ

קֹ אֶׁ  פְנֵי יְקֹוָֹּ לִּ יש מַטֵהוּ:  מִּ קְֹחוּ אִּ רְאוּ וַיִּ אֵל וַיִּ שְרָּ ל בְנֵי יִּ  ס ל כָּ

 

From these stories it seems that a true test of status is to require divine intervention.  

Why did it take divine intervention to determine the status of Moshe and Aharon?  Don’t 

we have numerous tests to determine where people belong – tests to get in the army, to 

get in to school, to get a job?!  The answer is that these tests are functional – the seek to 

determine certain abilities; whereas, in the cases of Moshe and Aharon what was being 

determined was entirely metaphysical – their leadership was based on a special – non-

physical – quality referred to as “holiness” – kedusha.   

 

And that brings us back to the Google engineer who claimed his computer (known as 

LaMDA) was sentient.  Sentience, again, refers to a level of consciousness.  

Consciousness is the secular way of saying soul.  It is, to repeat, the metaphysical entity 

responsible for our ability to feel, to experience.   

 

But how are we to know if an entity has consciousness, a soul? 

 

Back in 1950 when computers were just getting started (note: the UNIVAC was the first 

computer built in 1951), Alan Turing, father of modern computing, developed a simple 

test.  He proposed that when a human being can’t tell if he is talking to another human 

being or a machine, the machine can be said to have achieved human-like intelligence — 

i.e., accompanied with consciousness.   

 

Now, from a cursory reading of the interview that the Google engineer conducted with 

LaMDA, it seems relatively clear that the Turing Test has been passed.  But researchers 
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in the field have noted that the output of LaMDA shows only sophisticated language 

processing ( מתוחכם שפה עיבוד ), not consciousness.  Indeed, most believe that the Turing 

Test cannot demonstrate anything more than sophisticated language processing.  

Accordingly, since that 1950 proposal, tens of modified “Turing Tests” have been 

developed to determine consciousness.  In the end philosopher Selmer Bringsjord put it 

best when he declared, “Only God would know a priori, because his test would be direct 

and nonempirical.” 

 

And that really is the message of the tests brought in this week’s parsha.  The truth is 

that, as Korah claimed, “all the people are holy – kadosh.”  

ם   ה כֻּלָּ עֵדָּ ל הָּ יםכָּ    קְדֹשִׁ

We all have a soul, a spiritual aspect connected to the creator himself.  But, as 

demonstrated by God’s tests – Moshe and Aharon were special, had a special spiritual 

status (maamad ruchani miyuchad).  This is something that cannot be determined by 

physical, behavioral, tests for the metaphysical aspect of a being is, by definition, outside 

of the physical world.  So it was God himself who had to provide the test and 

demonstrate the results in a miraculous way. 

 

To make the point perfectly clear, we human beings actually have no really good test to 

determine if anyone is sentient.  Do you know if I am sentient, conscious, have a soul?  

We assume that our fellow biological creatures are sentient because we know we are.  

That is, since we all share the same biology – we are all born of a mother who was born 

of a mother, etc..  And we share behavioral reactions to things like pain and pleasure – so 

we assume we’re all sentient.   But this assumption is based on a sample case of one!   

 

There is no other situation in the world that we rely on a sample size of one to make a 

final determination.  But here – in the case of consciousness – we have no choice.  To 

truly know the metaphysical status of another being is something that only God knows. 

 

That means that when we encounter other beings that share our biology, we should judge 

them favorably.  And when we encounter other beings that are made of silicon, we 

should be very careful. 

 

Shabbat Shalom. 
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