
Chasidei Umos Haolom 

Introduction 

What is the Torah’s vision for humanity and its redemption? Does Judaism conform to the narrow 

parochial views of other world religions that reserve eternal reward to their faithful alone? 

At first glance we can answer these fundamental questions with total confidence. Maimonides 

declares: חסידי אומות העולם יש להם חלק לעולם הבא The righteous of the nations of the world 

have a portion in the world to come
1
.  And yet, this famous dictum, with all its nobility, triggers 

several glaring questions.  

Who qualifies as ‘The righteous of the nations’? Specifically, who is included in the category of 

‘Chasidim’, a term generally reserved for the extremely devout?  Is this portion granted to all 

righteous gentiles  or only to ‘Gairai Toshav
2
 who have accepted formally the 7 Noahide laws before 

a properly constituted bais Din? Can the good work performed in devotion to the Creator by 

someone who has never heard of the Torah be judged worthy of eternal reward? Can Holocaust 

rescuers who otherwise were not particularly righteous gain their portion in the world to come? 

The answers to these and other corollary questions are not readily accessible to even the serious 

Torah scholar, as they are scattered among the writings of our great authorities. It is not the 

intention of this investigation to offer facile conclusions regarding these fundamental issues. Rather 

its purpose is to gather these sources and analyse them to the best of the author’s ability, to 

facilitate future study and clarification.  

Who merits a Portion in the World to Come? 

Our enquiry must begin from a parallel statement from the Mishna about the World to come for 

Jews: ‘All Israel have a portion in the World to come’
3
.  The implications of this teaching need 

clarification in two points. Firstly, how is this exclusive promise to Israel different from the similar 

promise to the nations? Moreover, how could the Sages so confidently assure every Jew a portion in 

the World to come seemingly regardless of his righteousness or lack thereof? 

The answer to these questions can be found in the Rambam’s elucidation of these principles in 

Mishneh Torah: 

And so all of the evil whose sins are more numerous [than their merits] are 

punished according to their sins and [then] have a portion in the World to 

come. For all of Israel have a portion in the world to come even though they 

have sinned...and also the righteous of the nations have a portion in the world 

to come
4
. 
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The Rambam is clearly explaining that the assurance of a portion in the world to come to “All” Israel, 

including the evildoers, is only granted after judgement and purging of sin. He then contrasts the 

eternal reward of the gentiles, which is only granted to their righteous. This would mean that 

according to the Rambam, a gentile without sufficient merits will not gain a portion in the World to 

come even after undergoing a purgatory experience
5
. 

The Rambam drew his ruling from the Talmud’s extended treatment of the subject of Divine 

judgement in tractate Rosh Hashana: 

The sinners of Israel... descend to Gehenom and are judged there for 12 

months. After 12 months their bodies are destroyed, their souls are burned, 

and a wind scatters them under the feet of the righteous
6
. 

From the Rambam’s formulation of this source, we see that even the status of becoming ashes 

under the feet of the righteous in the world to come is also a portion and is preferable to the void of 

not meriting a place at all.  In the continuation of that passage, the Talmud states that there are 

indeed also groups of Jewish apostates and wanton sinners that do not merit the world to come.  

This would seem to contradict the unqualified statement of the Mishna that all of Israel have a 

portion in the World to come. The Ritva (1250-1330 CE), in his commentary
7
 explains that these 

groups of people, by their behaviour, have forfeited their halachic status of being part of the body of 

Israel
8
.  

How Righteous is Righteous? 

But, the question  still remains: who qualifies as ‘the righteous of the nations’? Here again the 

Rambam is our guide: 

Every human being has merits and sins. He whose merits are greater than his 

sins is called ‘righteous’ and he whose sins are greater than his merits is called 

‘evil’
9
. 

The Rambam distinctly writes that this formula applies to every human being and not just to the 

Jewish people. The Rambam, indeed, derives this principle from the punishment of the non-Jewish 

city of Sodom. Accordingly, it emerges that gentile and Jew alike are judged as righteous if their 

merits exceed their sins even slightly.  (It is important for our further discussions to take note that in 

the continuation of these halachos, The Rambam points out that this calculation is not a simple one. 

Often one great merit may outweigh a multitude of small sins and conversely one heinous sin may 

outweigh many small merits. Truly, only the mind of Hashem can evaluate the deeds of Man).  

And yet, as mentioned above, the Hebrew term used in this context for the ‘righteous’ of the nations 

is ‘Chasidim’.  It is well known that this term refers classically to those who serve Hashem beyond 
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the letter of the law
10

. This would imply that only the exceedingly devout of the nations would merit 

to a portion in the world to come.  However, this implication is not supported by the primary 

sources. 

For in all three instances that the term appears in the Mishneh Torah, The Kesef Mishneh
11

 cites the 

opinion of R’ Yehoshua  12
 as the source for Rambam’s assertion that the righteous of the nations 

have a portion in the world to come. Yet R’ Yehoshua merely derives from a verse that gentiles merit 

the world to come if they are not wicked.  Nowhere in his statement does he say that only Chasidim, 

on the other extreme of the spectrum of morality, will merit their eternal reward. More explicitly, 

the Yad Rama
13

 states that from the Mishna’s sole exclusion of Balaam from a portion in the world to 

come, it can be inferred that all other gentiles will merit if they are simply not evil, even if they are 

not overly devout. 

The opinion of R’ Yehoshua is found, with slight variation, in the Tosefta
14

 as well. But even in that 

formulation the text reads: ‘R’ Yehoshua said: There are Tzaddikim among the nations who have a 

portion in the world to come’.  As noted, the term tzaddik refers to someone who behaves according 

to the law, and not necessarily beyond it.   

Only with the publication of the Rambam’s responsa
15

 has the sole explicit midrash which served as 

the Rambam’s source for the term Chasidei Umos Haolom been identified.  

There is a distinction between Chasidim of Yisrael and Chasidim of the 

Nations. Chasidei Yisrael are only called thus if they perform the whole Torah. 

The Chasidim of the nations once they perform the 7 Mitzvos that the Bnai 

Noach received upon themselves with all of their details are called Chasidim
16

 

Yet, these definitions are themselves ambiguous. Seemingly, a Jew would not need to perform 

flawlessly all of the mitzvos of the Torah to be called a Chasid.  Similarly, it would be difficult to 

accept that the intention of the Midrash is that a gentile would be expected to perform flawlessly to 

gain his title.  From a logical perspective as well, this criterion of extraordinary devotion does not 

seem to be correct.  If a majority of merits is insufficient to gain eternal reward, does Hashem expect 

100% perfection? 99%? How righteous is righteous for the gentile and why would he alone be held 

accountable to an almost unattainable standard?  

Rather, it appears that the Rambam had a different intention in referring to the righteous of the 

nations as Chasidim.  Perhaps one can suggest an alternative interpretation. The Talmud
17

 informs us 

that as G-d gave the Torah at Mt. Sinai, He saw that the nations had abandoned the 7 Mitzvos and 

were no longer worthy of proper divine reward even for their meritorious deeds.  Thus, the rare 
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individuals who strive against the overwhelming immoral influences of their society in order to fulfil 

the divine command would deserve the name Chasidim because they go beyond the norm. 

The Ger Toshav 

It would seem then from all the primary sources explored above that gentile and Jew alike are 

judged worthy of a portion in the world to come if their merits exceed their sins according to the 

assessment of Hashem.  No other criteria are mentioned.   

Yet, there is another  parallel halachic category:  ‘Ger Toshav’,  which describes the status of a non-

Jew who has accepted the Noahide code and thus  is allowed to dwell in the land of Israel.  This 

category cannot be conflated with the broader category of Chasidei Umos Haolam for many reasons.  

Firstly, the Ger Toshav status is only conferred upon an applicant after a formal acceptance process 

in front of a Bais Din
18

.  Additionally, the Ger Toshav is only accepted by a bais din during an era that 

the Yovel  Laws are practiced in the land of Israel – which has not been the case for millennia
19

. 

Moreover, the Torah ordains that the Jewish community support the Ger Toshav
20

.  None of these 

requirements are mentioned concerning the Chasid Umos Haolam, who does not need any formal 

acceptance, may live in any land and in any time and has no unique claim to Jewish humanitarian 

support.  

The distinction between the two groups is explicit in the Talmudic novellae of the Ritva and 

Ramban
21

 and implicit in the writing of other Rishonim. As an example, the Bais Yosef
22

 opines that 

the Kol Bo
23

, writing in mediaeval Europe, requires  Jews to accompany the funeral procession of a 

Chasid Umos Haolam.  This ruling can only be understood if  the Kol Bo held that this category is 

operative in post-exilic times and outside of the land of Israel. A similar deduction can be made from 

the ruling of the Tosafist, R. Eliezer of Metz
24

, that one is obligated, in our time, to stand in honour 

before an elderly Chasid Umos Haolam. The Kaftor Va’ferach
25

 opines that the non-acceptance of 

the Ger Toshav in our days does not affect their spiritual status, but rather obviates an especial duty 

to support them with our charity. 

The Rambam’s Definition 

The opinion of the Rambam in this matter requires clarification.  In his commentary to the Mishna 

Sanhedrin 10:2, the Rambam states that Balaam lost his portion in the World to come because only 

the righteous of the nations deserve eternal reward and he was wicked. No mention is made of the 

fact that Balaam was not a Ger Toshav. As cited above, the Rambam introduces us to the principle of 

the eternal reward of Chasidei Umos Haolam in Hilchos Tshuva and again in Hilchos Eidus
26

. In 

neither of these sources does he mention a requirement of becoming a Ger Toshav. 
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But in Hilchos Melachim the Rambam seems to link the two definitions, and also refers to two 

further conditions: 

10. ...He who accepts them is called a Ger Toshav in all aspects. He must 

accept them in front of 3 Torah Scholars... 

11. Anyone who accepts the 7 Mitzvos and is careful to perform them is of the 

Righteous of the Nations and has a portion in the world to come. But that is if 

he accepts them and performs them because Hashem commanded concerning 

them in the Torah and informed us through Moshe our Teacher that the sons 

of Noach were commanded in them before. However, if he does them because 

of the inclination of his mind, he is not of the Righteous of the Nations, but 

from their wise men
27

. 

An in-depth explanation of the Rambam’s opinion is clearly beyond the scope of this essay.  Yet, if 

we are to take his words at face value, the only way to be counted as one of the Righteous of the 

Nations is to undergo the quasi-conversion process of the Ger Toshav and be accepted by a Jewish 

Bais Din. He must also accept the authority of these laws as emanating from the Sinai Revelation; it 

is not enough for him to perform them as merely the will of G-d.  

While the Rambam never mentions these conditions in any of the other sources mentioned, it can 

be argued that he saved the particulars of the laws until these chapters, which explore the status of 

the Noahide laws in depth.  This approach, of course, would slam shut the gates of Heaven from the 

time that Batei Din ceased accepting Geirei Toshav some 2,000 years ago
28

. As noted, this alleged 

conflation of the Ger Toshav and the Chasid Umos Haolam runs contrary to the implication of the 

primary sources and to the views of other rishonim. 

An alternative approach begins by looking at the context of the Rambam’s statement in Hilchos 

Melachim.  These halachos are preceded by the Rambam’s assertion, itself controversial
29

, that there 

is a duty to influence all of humanity to become Geirei Toshav.  In that context, the Rambam 

continues, in our citation, to state that these Ger Toshav proselytes would be among the righteous 

of the Nations.  His intention then was not to limit the category of the Righteous Gentile, but rather 

to grant the Ger Toshav a special status within the general category
30

.  Perhaps this can be traced in 

Rambam’s precise wording: ‘מחסידי אומות העולם' – ‘of the righteous of the nations’. 

This special status can best be understood using the Ramban and Ritva’s definition of the categories 

of Ger Toshav and Ben Noach
31

.  They cite the Sages teaching that at the time of the giving of the 

Torah, Hashem saw that the nations were not observing properly the Noahide code. In response, he 

downgraded the eternal reward granted for the good deeds of a Ben Noach to that of good deeds 

done voluntarily.  After the Sinai revelation, the Ben Noach now needs to accept upon himself 
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formally the 7 mitzvos anew and become a Ger Toshav In order to be restored to full divine favour 

and reward.  

It is this new acceptance that the Rambam refers to and points out that if he adheres to these now 

richly rewarded mitzvos, he will be of the Righteous of the Nations.  However, even according to this 

interpretation the Non-Ger Toshav whose good deeds, though lacking in Divine favour, outweigh his 

sins will still merit his portion in the world to come.  It remains the role of the mind of Hashem to 

make this account and determine the worth of all deeds as the Rambam himself states in Hilchos 

Tshuva. 

 

Noahides and the Sinai Revelation 

In this vein, the Rambam’s assertion that mitzvah acceptance must be predicated on the Ger 

Toshav’s  belief that these mitzvos stem from Sinai is also best understood as a requirement for a 

Ger Toshav and not necessarily for the Chasid Umos Haolam.  R. Meir Simcha Hacohen
32

 in fact 

interprets this requirement as also stemming from the Gemara in Bava Kama, quoted above. He 

explains that after Matan Torah the Ger Toshav must accept anew the Mitzvos specifically in their 

Sinai formulation in order to restore his status and receive full divine reward for his commandments.  

Nevertheless, the Non-Ger Toshav, though deservant of lesser reward, certainly remains obligated in 

his Noahide commandments, even without accepting them anew.   

But whatever the Rambam’s opinion may be, other rishonim, including Rashi and Tosafos,  write 

openly that the obligation of the Noahide to observe his commandments derives from the 

prophecies of Adam and Noah which were never abrogated or supplanted by the Sinai Revelation.  

Writing in reference to the effects of the Sinai revelation on prior prophesies
33

, Rashi comments “we 

hear from this that when Hashem gave Torah to Yisrael, he did not take these from the Noahides, 

and as they stand, they stand”
34

. This is also echoed in the commentary of the Yad Ramah on the 

same passage. 

The Mishneh Lamelech
35

  and Turei Even
36

 also seem to adhere to Rashi’s approach and even trace it 

in a novel opinion of Tosafos
37

 regarding the obligation of the Canaanite slave in the mitzvah of 

procreation.  The Minchas Chinuch
38

, in an equally novel interpretation asserts that even according 

to the opinion that Rabi Yehuda holds that blind Jews are exempted from negative commandments 

as well as positive ones
39

, those negative commandments which were commanded to Bnai Noach 

will still be applicable to him.  He bases this on the principle that the Sinai commandments did not 

supplant the Noahide ones.  Though R. Asher Weiss א"שליט  has questioned this principle from the 
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words of the Rambam
40

, it would seem that these achronim base themselves on the explicit opinion 

of Rashi quoted above. 

Ethical Behavior  Based on Reason 

In contrast, The Rambam’s dismissal of the spiritual worth of ethical behaviour based merely on 

reason would apply to Noahide and Ger Toshav alike. Indeed, if the assessment of behaviour flows 

from reason alone, it is the human mind, which is being acknowledged as the ultimate arbiter of ‘the 

good’.  Surely, the 7 Noahide commandments, like the 613, can only be meaningful if they are 

perceived as commandments: acts of obedience to the Divine Will.  Accordingly, the Non-Ger Toshav 

Noahide who observes his commandments in service to G-d, albeit in ignorance of the Sinai 

revelation, could still qualify as a righteous gentile even according to the Rambam. 

Holocaust Rescuers 

In post-holocaust times, it has been customary to apply the term Chasidei Umos Haolam to those 

courageous individuals who risked their lives to save endangered Jews.  While these heroes are 

undoubtedly deserving of the greatest praise and gratitude, it must be understood how these 

isolated acts of bravery and compassion would earn them a portion in the world to come unless they 

accepted and observed the Noahide code in all its aspects.  Are we to understand that they deserve 

this appellation even though they may have been idolaters, adulterers and thieves?  Indeed, because 

of this question R. Moshe Shternbach א"שליט  stipulates that a gentile who deals favourably with the 

Jewish people can only be considered a Chasid Umos Haolam if he also observes the Noahide code
41

. 

Yet the Talmud itself provides us with several fascinating sources in regard to this issue which do not 

specify this condition. The executioner of Rabi Chananya ben Tradion was granted a portion of the 

world to come simply by easing the excruciating suffering of the tzaddik’s fiery martyrdom
42

.  

Similarly, the Talmud relates that the Roman minister Kitiya Bar Shalom merited a portion in the 

world to come because of his clever defence of the Jewish people from the decrees of an anti-

semitic Caesar
43

. In both of these cases, no prior righteousness is cited as a precondition to their 

reward. 

I would like to suggest that the phenomenon of these individuals who are said to ‘gain their olam 

haba in one instant’ is congruent with the Rambam’s caveat in Hilchos Teshuva which we have seen.  

We do not know how Hashem evaluates the merits and sins of Man.  In the case of the executioner, 

it would seem that easing of the great Rabi Chananya Ben Tradion’s suffering  during his noble 

martyrdom outweighed the sins of the executioner.  So too Kitiya bar Shalom’s courageous and 

efficacious defence of  the Jewish people rendered insignificant his prior behavior.  Perhaps this 

interpretation can serve as a model for determining the status of the holocaust rescuer
44
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Conclusion 

As stated in the introduction, the objective of this essay is to familiarize the reader with the basic 

sources for further exploration of the Torah’s vision for humanity and its path to eternal reward.  

The reader may find helpful the additional sources and corollary subjects which I have incorporated 

in my Hebrew kuntres חסידי אומות העולם, which I will gladly email to those who contact me at 

kraines@telkomsa.net .  

Summary 

� Judaism teaches that the righteous of every nation will merit a portion in the world to come 

� These righteous need not be faultless and exceptionally devout. Rather, their good deeds 

must outweigh their sins according to the evaluation of the mind of Hashem. 

� According to many rishonim, achievement of the  status of Chasidei Umos Haolam is not 

limited to Geirei Toshav and is in fact attainable in our time. This may also be the opinion of 

the Rambam. 

� The Rambam’s  condition that the righteous gentile must accept his commandments as part 

of the revelation of Sinai and not merely as acts of devotion to G-d, may only be applicable 

to the Ger Toshav 

� Deeds of great value may overweigh the sins of the non-observant gentile and grant him a 

portion in the world to come. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

because ‘a child brings merit to a father’ (Sanhedrin 104a). Similarly the rescuer has “given birth” to the 

rescued. 


