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MOSES MAIMONIDES’ DOCTRINE OF GOD

M. Maimonides achieved distinction and fame during the Middle Ages.
Known also as Rambam, representing his full name and title, Rabbi Moses
ben Maimon, he was born in Cordoba, Spain on March 30, 1135, during the
Hebrew feast of Pesach. His father, a Talmudist and member of the rabbini-
cal court, saw to it that the young Moses was trained in Hebrew and Arabic
literature. Around 1148, when Moses was about 14, the Almohades invaded
Cordoba and, in their fanaticism, gave the Jews the choice of conversion or
exile. Maimonides accepted exile and, perhaps also, cryptoconversion. By
age 13, he had studied Arabic philosophy, astronomy, mathematics, physics,
and medicine, and had learned Aristotelian philosophy from Arabic sources.

About 1160, after several years of wandering in Europe, he settled in
Fez, North Africa. Here, many Jews posed as Muslims!. When a fanatic Jew
circulated a text charging such persons with apostasy, Maimonides wrote an
Epistle on Apostasy in order to avert their actual conversion. He claimed
that an oral confession of Muslim faith and participation in Islamic worship
constituted only nominal homage to the Prophet, and not a denial of one’s
Judaic convictions.

The family of Maimonides moved to Palestine about 1165, living first in
Jerusalem and then in Hebron. Moving later to Egypt, they lived first in
Alexandria and then in al-Foustat, the old Cairo. Maimonides began to practice
medicine after the death of his brother David, and assumed leadership in the
Jewish community?® As he grew in fame and stature, many sought his coun-
sel; from 1170 to 1180 he was physician to the Sultan and his vizier, In 1168
he finished his long Commentary on the Mishnah, a work he wrote in Arabic
but which was later translated into Hebrew. The last chapter, «Sanhedrin»,

1. See Julius Guttmann, Philosophies of Judaism, transl. David W. Silverman, Garden
City, N.Y. 1964, p. 173. Guttmann states: «What determined this choice of domicile is un-
known; Fez was also under Almohad dominion».

2. He became a renowned scholar in medicine. Guttmann, Philosophies of Judaism,
p. 174.
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expounds his views on the immortality of the soul and the thirteen principles
of faith.

In 1180, Maimonides collected and codified, in fourteen volumes, the
laws, doctrines and liturgical practices in the Mishnah Torah (Second Law).
Maimonides wrote this work in Hebrew to enable his coreligionists to under-
stand the oral teachings that were scattered through the vast talmudic
literature. The first book, the «Book of Knowledge», was a philosophical
clarification of Hebrew doctrines. Rational in character, the exposition sug-
gested a messianic hope for the brotherhood of man. In Arabic, Maimonides
also wrote a treatise on the 613 rabbinical precepts, distinguishing between
talmudic and biblical teachings. His code was severely criticized by many
colleagues.

His principal contribution was the More Nebukim or «Guide for the
Perplexed», written in Arabic. A summa of Jewish theology and philosophy,
this work explains Maimonides’ convictions. The great impact of this work
upon the medieval schoolmen was evidenced in their writings®. Maimonides
also wrote several important works on medicine. His death, in 1204, was
mourned by Jews, Muslims, and Christians alike because of his great con-
tributions to philosophy and for his humanitarian activities as a medical
doctor.

1. Sources.

The two sources that influenced the development of Maimonides’ view
of God were Greek philosophy and the Bible. Consequently, Maimonides’
task was to come to terms with the philosophy of Aristotle as Philo had ear-
lier come to terms with the philosophy of Plato. Fundamentally, he endorsed
the biblical idea of God as Creator and absolute One. This was evidenced in
his writing in his defense of God as Creator of all things ex nihilo.

The biblical concept of God is monotheistic : God alone is One, and is
independent of anything that is created or of any creature’s experience®.
This God is not an abstract force in nature, but the personal Creator of all

3. Ibid., p. 173. Among those influenced by Maimonides were Albertus Magnus and
Thomas Aquinas.

4. See Solomon Zeitlin, Judaism : A Biography, New York 1935, The whole book is de-
voted to the life and works of Maimonides. See also A.Cohen, The Teachings of Maimo-
nides, New York 1968, pp. 7-18.

5. G. Quell, Ocos in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kit-
tel, transl, Geoffrey W. Bromiley, Grand Rapids, Michigan 1965, p. 87.
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beings; not merely a disembodied Mind, according to Agus, but an infinite
Personality :

He was the living God, who looks «to the poor and lowly in spirit». He faces man not
merely as infinite force...; He also confronts him on the human plane with infinite compas-
sion®.

The names of God in the Bible do not express his essence, but describe
his reality and activity. YHWH is the absolute God, the fulness of divine es-
sence, the One and All, the one true God—an interpretation attributed to God
Himself in Exod. 3 :14, where it was told that God appeared to Moses in the
burning bush and ordered him to become the leader of his people. Moses
asked the voice coming out of the bush, «What is the name of the God that
sends you, that I shall tell the people? The answer came, «I am who I amy.
In the Septuagint version the same sentence is translated as, «I am the Being»
(or «I am He Who Is»: ’Eyad eipi 6 "Qv)’. The meaning of this expression
exists on several levels: (1) that God exists and is living, the meaning of the
Platonic §vtag v, or the real existence of all being and existence ®; (2) that
God exists eternally, without beginning or end ®; (3) that God is unchangea-
ble forever; and (4) that, very importantly, God remains hidden in his es-
sence, making only his existence known to man.

Thus biblical religion taught that God is absolutely simple : that is, God’s
infinite perfection is expressed in anthropomorphic terms that depict the re-
lationship of God to the world, and especially to man. These terms are not
abstractions of God, but are derived from the divine reality and God’s activ-
ity in the world. While the divine activity is God’s presence in the world and
in history, God’s essence remains ineffable and mysterious. Man’s inability
to know God’s essence does not mean remoteness or lack of concern on God’s
part for his creation. On the contrary, God’s relationship to the world is
evident in his participation in history —directing his people as recorded in
the Scriptures. While man, in order to understand God, attributes to him
qualities manifested in various ways, God’s essence remains totally trans-
cendent 19,

6. Jacob Bernard Agus, The Meaning of Jewish History, Vol. I, New York 1963, p. 63.

7. Exodus 2: 22-3:22.

8. This is also discussed by Plato in Philebus 59 d where he speaks of «Really Real»,
10 Ov Ovrog.

9. In Plato’s Symposium 211a éei 6v: «always is», and Timaeos 38 ¢ mavta aldva
oty : «eternally is»,

10. Yehezkel Kaufmann, The Religion of Israel, Chicago 1960, p. 229, He claims that
before Moses God was not known as the transcendent, who is Lord over the whole universe,
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Maimonides sought to purify Judaism of anthropomorphism, anticipa-
ting that such a turn of mind could lead to polytheism or idolatry!t, With
his keen intellect, he also culled material from the philosophers to interpret
and present in a rational way the biblical doctrines of God. Like the Arab
philosophers of his time, Maimonides studied the ancient Greeks, utilizing
their philosophy to develop his theological doctrines.

Maimonides was critical of Plato, viewing the Greek philosopher’s works
as full of parables that the serious reader should ignore'®, Maimonides ad-
dressed himself primarily to Plato’s doctrine of creation in time from pre-
existent matter. Since Maimonides was faithful to the biblical doctrine of crea-
tio ex nihilo, he denied that the Platonic doctrine could be literal truth?s,
While Maimonides also criticized Plato’s use of mythical and veiled language,
the Guide itself is replete with such language4.

Aristotle made greater impact upon Maimonides through the Arabian
philosophers, who read Aristotle in translation. The first of such transla-
tions, made in A.D. 450, were in Syrian, not Arabic; the advent of Islam
brought a gradual transition into Arabicl%, Maimonides considered Aristot-
le the «chief of the philosophers»?®, and adopted his philosophical method
of reasoning without following it totally. Liberal use of the ideas and methods
of Aristotle indicates that Maimonides, like his contemporaries, used Greek
philosophy to articulate his own views?".

Maimonides’ predecessor by a millenium, Philo, the great Alexandrian
Jewish philosopher, also strove to harmonize philosophy and the Bible. Con-
trary to Plato and Aristotle, for whom man could know God’s essence, Phi-
lo followed Scripture in declaring God’s essence unknowable : he used terms
like «ineffable» (&ppnrtoc), «unnamable» (Gxatavopactog), and «incompre-
hensible» (axatdinntoc). Philo was responsible for introducing the notion
of the incomprehensibility of God’s essence into Western philosophical

11. Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, transl. Salomo Pines, Chicago 1969,
I 1-7, pp. 21-175. Maimonides analyzes every Hebrew term in reference to God and inter-
prets it either as homonym, allegory, or symbolism (Hereinafter referred to as Guide).

12. Ibid., p. 1xxv.

13, Ibid., I 13, pp. 283-84; 1I 25, p. 328.

14. Ibid., 1xxv-1xxvi. Leo Strauss claims that in this method Plato was the principal
source by way of al-Farabi and the other Arab philosophers. See his Philosophie und Ge-
setz, Berlin 1935, pp. 87-122.

15. F. E. Peters, Aristotle and the Arabs, New York 1968, pp. 58-67.

16. Pines, Guide, I 15, p. 29.

17. Ibid., pp. 1xi-1xiii.
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thought!8, Philo’s influence on Maimonides, through this doctrine, is pat-
ent, though unacknowledged by Maimonides'. Similarly, Maimonides was
indirectly influenced by Plotinus, since Arabic translations of Greek philos-
ophy included fragments of the Enneads gathered under the title Theology
of Aristotle®.

Arabic philosophy, per se, appears to have been equally important in
the development of the Maimonidean system. Maimonides accepted and util-
ized those doctrines that were compatible with his own, at the same time re-
jecting whatever he thought to be misinterpretations. He quoted the Arab
al-Farabi extensively, for example, apparently esteeming him second only
to Aristotle2l, While Maimonides expressed some reservations concerning
the Arab Avicenna, he embraced much of his negative theology. The nega-
tive way appears as the central theme in Maimonides’ Guide®®.

2. Method.

By method is meant the use of the tools of scholarship to attain a specif-
ic goal. Maimonides’ methods of understanding God were reason, histori-
cal research, and biblical hermeneutics. While Maimonides used the philo-
sophic method of demonstration — that is, the Aristotelian syllogism — he
did not accept that method fully; he transformed it and blended it with bibli-
cal presuppositions®,

Maimonides was faced with a basic conflict between Jewish and Greek
methodologies, a conflict lying in the location : the Bible placed the soul in the
heart, the Greeks located it in the brain. Aristotle’s syllogism required the
mind to operate abstractly, without feeling or emotion. For the Jews, fol-
lowing the Bible, thinking was through the heart, devoid of abstractions?*,

18. Harry Austryn Wolfson, Religious Philosophy: A Group of Essays, Cambridge,
Massachusetts 1961, p. 6. See also his The Knowability and Describability of God in Plato
and Aristotle, «Harvard Studies in Classical Philology» 56 /57 (1947), 233-49.

19. Pines, Guide, I 54, p. 123

20. A. Altmann and S. M. Stern, Isaac Isaeli: A Neoplatonic Philosopher of the Tenth
Century, Scripta Judaica I, Oxford 1958, pp. 95 fT.

21. Pines, Guide, pp. 1xxviii-xcii.

22, Ibid., p. xcv.

23. A. Cohen, The Teachings of Maimonides, Prolegomena by Marvin Fox, New
York 1968, p. xxii. Fox in the «Prolegomena» points out that some modern Jewish scholars
claim that Maimonides transformed all those doctrines and methods of Aristotle before he
made use of them. Pp. xxii-xxiii.

24, Tbid., p. 3.
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Maimonides’ main purpose, however, was to reconcile philosophy and
religion. He sought to reconcile the results of divergent methods more than
the methods per se: thus, he believed that religion was true revelation from
God while philosophy led to truth through reason. Maimonides ultimately
concluded that truth does not contradict truth, and that disagreements are
due to misinterpretation?3.

Essentially, Maimonides employed the Aristotelian apodeictic
method, or demonstration, as a principal philosophic method 2. He rejected the
Platonic method of dialectics in the name of Kalam — or dialectics. He be-
lieved that dialectics would lead to the division of the reality of God. Rejec-
ting the method of «analogy» in demonstrating the existence of God, Mai-
monides at the same time wrote of the absolute perfection of God, claiming
that there could be «no likeness whatsoever between Him and any other be-
ing»*. Instead, Maimonides preferred the via negativa, precisely because of
the absolute dissimilarity between God and all other beings®, Analogy (Gva-
AOyouc) originally referred to mathematical proportions; but in theology it
implied that two terms are similar. The claim made for this method is that
the similarity between two qualities does not violate God’s otherness : thus,
«goodness» is in God in an infinite way, but in man in a finite way?®, How-
ever, the absolute incorporeality of God, and Maimonides’ negative attri-

25, Ibid., p. 16.

26. Plato, Sophist 224 e-226 a; Republic 499 a; Phaedrus 261 ¢ as a technique in defi-
nitions. This method is synagoge (collection) and diairesis (division). Aristotle rejected dia-
lectics as not being strict demonstration (Analytics 1, 24 a-b; Topics 1, 100 a-b). Plato used
this method to show the division between «sensible things» and the «Ideas», Meraphysics
987 b. The apodeixis (demonstration, proof) is the logic of syllogistic demonstration that
leads to episteme — true knowledge. Posterior Analytics I, 71 b-72 b. Only the universals
are definable. The individuals are undemonstrable. Metaphysics 1039 b. Maimonides re-
jected dialectics as a method for the proofs of the existence of God. Salo Wittmayer Baron,
A Social and Religious History of the Jews, New York 1965, p. 89.

27. Leo Strauss, «How to begin to study the Guide for the Perplexed», in Pines, Guide,
p. x1viii.

28. Ibid. See also Ben Zion Bokser, The Legacy of Maimonides, New York 1962 p, 33:
«God and man are totally dissimilar and we cannot draw analogies between them».

29. Frederick Ferre, Analogy in Theology, The Encyclopedia of Philosophy 1 (1967) :
94. Modern interpreters in philosophy of religion choose to discuss «analogy» widely and
ignore negative theology. See F. Ferre, Language, Logic, and God, New York, 1961, pp,
67-78, W. T. Blackstone, The Problem of Religious Knowledge Englewood Cliffs, N.J.,

1963, pp. 62-70; Shubert Spero, Is rhe God of Maimonides truly unknowable?, «Judaism»
22 (Winter 1973): 72, n. 21.
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butes, irrevocably rule out the use of the method of analogy in the theology
of Maimonides : God is absolutely One in every respect®.

The Greek method of allegory, on the other hand, was used liberally by
Maimonides in the Guide to interpret revelation. The Church Fathers had
employed it to interpret biblical truth in their times. The allegorical method
«more probably grew up gradually with the growth of the more conscious,
more scientific use of mythical language to express rzligious and philosophic
speculations»®?,

The Jewish use of allegory was expressed in two ways : in Palestinian Ju-
daism as symbolic or typological, and in Alexandrian circles for philosoph-
ical or mystical modes of thought®2, Philo synthesized the two into a method
that later became the «foundation-stone to Christianity» in the interpreta-
tion of the Hebrew Bible : he interpreted allegorically numbers, animals, ob-
jects, plants, haevenly bodies, and words found in the Bible in order to prove
rationally some truth or doctrine®. Use of allegory in Judaism was extensive
through the Middle Ages; at that time, it was used to dispel anthropomor-
phism. Until the time of Maimonides, five rules for allegorical interpreta-
tion of the Bible were used when a text contradicted reality, reason, another
text, or rabbinical tradition®,

Using allegory, Maimonides compared the inner meanings of words to
gold and the external or literal meaning to silver®, Claiming that the lan-
guage of Genesis was allegorical, with many homonyms, Maimonides pre-
ferred the allegorical method : he had in mind original sin, by which he meant
Adam’s sin and punishment®, Unexpectedly, however, Maimonides inter-
preted the miracles and many prophecies in a literal fashion. Not so surpris-
ing was his literal acceptance of legal enactments and the law. His method
was thus confined «between the barriers of his rationalism on the one hand

30. Strauss, in Pines, Guide, pp. x1vii-xlix.

31. J. Tate, The Beginnings of Greek Allegory, «Classical Review» 41 (1928) 215.

32. Louis Ginzberg, Allegory The Jewish Encyclopedia, Vol. 1 (New York 1901), p. 403.
The evolution of the allegorical method in Judaism is discussed in this article, pp. 403-411.

33. Ibid., pp. 404-05. The use of the allegorical method by the Church Fathers, as in-
fluenced by Philo, is well documented in H. A. Wolfson’s The Philosophy of the Church
Fathers, Cambridge, Massachusetts 1970, pp. 24-72. For the use of allegory by Origen, see
A. J. Philippou’s Origen and the Early Jewish-Christian Debate, «The Greek Orthodox
Theological Review» 15 (Spring 1970) 148.

34, Ibid., p. 407.

35. Ibid. Maimonides was the first Jewish Philosopher to set up this principle. Pines,
Guide, 6 b, pp. 11-12.

36. M. Friedlinder, «Analysis of the Guide for the Perplexed», in The Guide for the
Perplexed, New York 1956, p. Lii.
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and his fidelity to tradition on the other»®; The Bible, he believed, ranked
as the most perfect esoteric book. Leo Strauss says of Maimonides that he
has imitated and taken the Bible as a model to write his own esoteric work,

the Guide®.
3. Maimonides on God.

A single God as the ultimate reality has always been the central idea of
Judaism. Maimonides consistently tried to present monotheism in a ration-
al way to the intellectuals of his day. Yet God was depicted as the personal,
living God of the Bible, not as an abstraction of philosophy. Maimonides
discussed thoroughly the existence, the unity, the incorporeality, and the
negative attributes of God. In developing his arguments, he summarized,
successively, the proofs for the existence of God articulated by the Arabic
school, the Kalam; then those of the philosophers, and finally the elaboration
of his own position®,

God s Existence.

Maimonides first analyzed each of twenty premises for the existence
of God*. The basic presupposition of the Kalam is stated in the first two
premises: (1) all things are composed of atoms that are the substance
of all things, and (2) the void or vacuum exists. Exhibiting a striking similarity
to Epicurean thought, the Kalam emphasized an underlying atomism as
the real order of things. Excluding the God who acts, the result is a doctrine
of the absolute sovereignty of the power of God. According to the Kalam,
the atoms in each moment of time create ex nihilo all things"!, leading to the
absolute determinism of Epicurean thought.

Enumerating the twenty six Aristotelian propositions alleging to prove

37. Ginzberg, The Jewish Encyclopedia, p. 408.

38. Leo Strauss, «The Literary Character of the Guide for the Perplexed» in Persecu-
tion and the Art of Writing, Glencoe, 111, 1952, pp. 60-61. Also his article in Pines, Guide,
p. xiv. The oprning chapter of the Guide is devoted to the discussion of homonyms in the
Bible as referred to God.

39. Pines, Guide, II 2, pp. 252-54.

40, 1bid., I 73. The most significant of these premises are summarized in Isaac Husik’s
A History of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, New York 1969, pp. 249-52. We need not sum-
marize them here,

41. Leo Strauss, Spinoza’s Critique of Religion, New York 1965, p. 150. Pines, Guide,
I 73, pp. 195-96.
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God’s existence!?, Maimonides found them not to be conclusive proofs but
merely Aristotle’s opinion®3. From these propositions, however, Maimonides
developed his own proofs of God’s existence in terms of four basic argu-
ments : (1) motion; (2) causality; (3) necessary being, and (4) potentiality and
actuality.

Motion, for Maimonides, involved generation and corruption or change.
Further, motion had to have a mover, which in turn must have another
mover; this infinite regression was demonstrably impossible. Maimonides
pressed the argument of motion further, attempting to explain the circular
motion of the spheres. Assuming motion to come either from within or out-
side the sphere, he conceived of four possible movers: (1) a body external to
the sphere; (2) a separate incorporeal substance; (3) an internal divisible In-
corporeal power; (4) an internal indivisible power. Maimonides rejected the
first choice because it involved an infinite regress. He also discarded the
third because it was inconceivable for a finite body to move in infinity. The
last possibility was rejected on the ground that an intellect within a sphere can-
not be a cause of constant motion. This left only the second choice: a sepa-
rate, incorporeal, indivisible, and unchangeable power that moves the
spheres without itself being moved either per se or per accidens — in short,
God*®. But this was an Aristotelian, not a biblical, God, and hence would
require modification to conform to Maimonides’ doctrine of creation.

The causality argument assumed that a thing is composed of two ele-
ments. It was further assumed that one of the elements exists separately;
therefore the other exists separately. Applying these assumptions to mo-
tion, it could be argued that «causing motion and being moved»
reside in the same object. But Maimonides objected that some things
moved without themselves causing motion — for example, stones. He therefore
concluded that there must also be things that cause motion without them-

42. Pines, Guide, IT Introduction, pp. 135-41.

43. Ibid., p. 240.

44. Proposition 25, in Pines, Guide, 1l Introduction, p. 239. The Aristotelianism of
Maimonides is discussed by George Vajda, Introduction @ la Pensée Juive du Moyen-Age,
Paris 1947, pp. 129-46.

45. Pines, Guide, 11 1, pp. 244-45; Husik, A History of Medieval Jewish Philosophy,
pp. 257-58. Aristotle is occupied with the proof of God in Physica VII, and with the problem
of motion in De caelo Il 3. In Metaphysics M, each sphere has an unmoved mover but
the first sphere is moved by the First Unmoved Mover, who is above the others as first

principle. See C. J. De Vogel's Greek Philosophy: A Collection of Texts, Leiden 1967,
p. 34. On the doctrine of the Prime Mover, pp. 96-101.
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selves moving or being moved. Further, such things are necessarily beyond
division and time%.

The argument of necessary being depends on the premise that we do not
doubt the existence of things that we perceive with our senses. Either these
things are subject to generation and corruption or they are not. If the for-
mer, then total decay, hence nonexistence, is a possibility. But, Maimonides
argued, things existed by their own necessity*”. Therefore God is a necessa-
ry and unchanged existent.

The argument of potentiality and actuality resembled, in form, the ar-
gument of motion : everything that has passed from potentiality to actuality
must have had an agent outside itself to cause the transformation. As in the
first argument, it follows that such an agent is neither material nor potential
but exists per se: such an agent is none other than God, who is incorporeal
but pure actuality®.

After inspecting these four arguments, Maimonides based his own ar-
gument on generation and corruption. Thus, he argued that things are brought

into being by a first intelligible, God. As necessary existence, God has nei-
ther cause nor body.

God's Unity and Incorporeality.

Maimonides also employed the philosophical method of demonstration
to show that God is one*®. He used reason to reconcile the Aristotelian and
biblical positions on God’s unity and incorporeality: first by accepting Scrip-
ture as authority and then invoking reason as an aid. He stated his belief
as follows : «God is One and possesses true unity without admitting plurality
or divisibility in any sense whatever»®. Maimonides contended that the an-
thropomorphic language of the Scriptures was intended to facilitate under-

46. Husik, A History of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, pp. 258-59; Pines, Guide, II 1,
pp. 246-47.

47. Husik, A History of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, pp. 59-60; Pines, Guide, 11 1, pp.
247-48. See also Arthur J. Arberry, Avicena on Theology, London 1951, p. 25 where Avi-
cena points out the contingency of being upon necessary being. Though this is determini-
stic, Maimonides used it as a terminological and notional framework to emphasize God's
remoteness from human conception. Pines, Guide, p. xcv.

48. Pines, Guide, Il 1, p. 249; Husik, A History of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, p. 260.

49. Pines, Guide, Il 2, pp. 252-53; Friedldnder, Guide, pp. 154-55; Cohen, The Teachings
of Maimonides, p. 34. Of all the proofs in the Middle Ages, the most popular one among
the Jewish thinkers was that of motion.

50. Friedldnder, Guide, I 50, p. 67.
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standing by the masses®!, Believing such language did the opposite, however,
he attempted to explicate the fundamental issue in clearer terms.

The unity of God is one of the most fundamental of issues in Judaism.
According to Strauss, the three most basic Judaic truths are the existence of
God, his unity, and his incorporeality52, Maimonides placed God’s unity as
second in his creed:

The Unity of God ... implies that the cause of all is one; not one of a genus nor a spe-
cies, and not as one human being who is a compound divisible into many unities; not unity
like the ordinary material body which is one in number but takes on endless divisions and
parts. But He, the exalted One, is a unity in the sense that there is no unity like His in any
way. This is the second cardinal doctrine of the faith which is indicated by the assertion,
«Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God the Lord is One» (Deut. 4 : 4)%.

Thus the absolute unity is not in any way similar to any other unity.

Maimonides’ faith in the oneness of God — in philosophical terms,
God’s simplicity — became the main concern of his Guide. He articulated
this concept with care in the following passage :

He is not two nor more than two, but one; so that none of the things existing in the
universe to which the term one is applied is like unto His oneness; neither such a unit
as a species which confuses many (individual) units, nor such a unit as a body which
consists of parts and dimensions. His oneness is such that there is no other oneness like
the universe®.

Maimonides thus used the term «one» in the scriptural sense of numerical-
ly one, denying any possibility of composition or «of divisions in any way
whatever» 5,

In harmony with Aristotle’s view, Maimonides also treated God’s incor-
poreality as a biblical doctrine :

That the Holy One, blessed by He, is incorporeal, is clearly set forth in the Torah and
in the Prophets, as it is said, «(Know therefore) that the Lord, He is God in heaven above,

51. Ibid., I 20, p. 35.

52. Strauss, in Pines, Guide, p. xxi.

53. Louis Jacobs, Principles of the Jewish Faith, New York 1964, p. 70.

54. «Mishneh Torah» in The Judaic Tradition, texts ed. and Introduced by Nahum N,
Glatzer, Boston 1969, p. 280.

55. Pines, Guide, I 50, p. 110, In Aristotle «one» means a measure that applies to things
constituted of many parts whereas «simple» means indivisible and without parts. Mera-
physics A, 1072 a 30-35. See also H. A. Wolfson, Philo: Foundation of Religious Philos-
ophy in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, 1I, Cambridge, Mass. 1968, 98-99. Aristotle
says : «Oneness is not the same as the simple; for “one’ signifies a measure, but “simple”
signifies the manner in which something exists» (Aristotle’s Metaphysics, transl. H. G.
Apostle, Bloomington, Ind. 1966, p. 204).
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and upon the earth beneath» (Deut. 4 : 39); and a corporeal being is incapable of being in
two places at one time®,

Thus the contention emerged that the anthropomorphism of the Bible was
equally misleading on this issue. In like fashion, the philosopher swept
such terminology aside so that the truth of God’s incorporeality would
stand free®’.

God's Attributes.

Maimonides’ treatment of divine attributes was consistent with his anal-
ysis of God’s unity and incorporeality. Thus, in affirming God’s absolute
unity, Maimonides excluded any conceptual or actual partition, which might
lead to plurality®. Maimonides’ concept of God as simple essence was de-
rived from Neoplatonism, as transmitted by Arabian Aristotelianism. Mai-
monides could not accept any positive attributes for God. Typically, how-
ever, he reviewed attempts to forumlate positive attributes before disposing
of them.

Maimonides discussed five groups of positive attributes. The first kind,
that of definition, described the essence as determined by its cause. This was
dismissed on the ground that God has no prior cause. The second kind de-
scribed a thing in terms of part of its definition. As this implied a compound
essence, it could not be applied to God. The third kind was based on the qual-
ity of an object, rather than its essence; but quality is one of nine categories
of accident, and hence inapplicable to God. The fourth kind was that of re-
lation, time, place, or of another individual. But there i s no relation of God
with anything else; moreover, time implies motion, which is an accident of
the body — and Maimonides had already demonstrated that God was incor-
poreal. The fifth attribute described a thing by its actions or performance.
These attributes stand remote from the essence of the thing and hence appli-
cable to God as Creator. God’s actions emanate from his essence and are
not externally superimposed on his essence®, In sum:

God is one in every respect, containing no plurality or any element superadded to His

essence; and the many attributes of different significations applied to God originate in
the multitude of His actions, not in a plurality existing in His essence, and are partly em-

56. Glatzer, Mishneh Torah, p. 280.

57. Husik, A History of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, p. 261.

58. Guttmann, Philosophies of Judaism, p. 180.

59. Pines, Guide, 1 52, pp. 114-19; Friedldnder, Guide, 1 52, pp. 69-72; Husik, 4 His-
tory of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, pp. 262-63.
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ployed with the object of conveying some notion of His perfection, in accordance with what
we consider perfection®.

The attributes of God as discussed by different philosophers are either
«essential» or «actional». The former include : God is living, is powerful, is
wise, and has a will. This kind of list would endanger, for Maimonides, the
absolute oneness of God. Strauss explicates these dangers:

Maimonides concludes from the unqualified oneness and simplicity of God that it is
impossible that God should have positive attributes. Each positive attribute would posit a
manifold in God. Thus, it is in particular impossible to attribute intellect and will to God,
to distinguish God’s intellect and God’s will from His essence. For this reason the distinc-
tion between intellect and will in God loses the significance it has in precise speech®,
Thus, Maimonides felt constrained to reject positive attributes in God.

In an attempt to describe what God was not, Maimonides believed, lay
less possibility of error than in efforts to describe what God was. The dif-
ference was rooted in the nature of language :

Know that the description of God, may He be cherished and exalted, by means of ne-
gations is the correct description — a description that is not affected by an indulgence in
facile language, and does not imply any deficiency with respect to God in general or any

particular mode*.

Such a negative, or apophatic, method is traceable to neoplatonism. The me-
dieval philosophers were influenced by Plotinus, whose thesis of a transcend-
ent God® was evidenced in the Enneads by negative terms referring to God.
For Plotinus, God is utterly different from created beings in an ontological
sense : beyond the world, beyond the senses, beyond reason — in short, be-
yond human categories®. God, for Plotinus, was simple, ineffable, and abso-
lutely transcendent®®., Regarding the Jewish contribution to the apophatic

method, Philo’s significance lay in his insistance that human reason can know
only created beings®.

60. Friedlander, Guide, 1 52, p. 72.

61. Strauss, Spinoza’s Critique of Religion, p. 152.

62. Pines, Guide, I 58, p. 134; Cohen, The Teachings of Maimonides, p. 89.

63. Sp. D. Kynazopoulos, ITpoieydueva ei; tiv "Epornoiv nepi @eoi (Prolegomena
to the Question of God), Athens 1960, pp. 20-21; Julius Guttmann, Philosophies of Judaism,
p. 182. Wolfson claims that the negative method originated with the pagan philosopher Al-
binus and through Plotinus entered Christian thought by way of pseudo-Dionysius. Wolf-
son, Philosophical Implications of the Problem of the Divine Attributes in the Kalam,
«Journal of the American Oriental Society» 79 (1959) 74.

64. Kyriazopoulos, ITpoieydueva ..., p. 21. The classical study on attributes is by Da-
vid Kaufmann, Geschichte der Attributenlehre in der Judischen Religionsphilosophie des
Mittelalters von Saadja Ben Maimuni, Gotha 1877, pp. 363-470.

65. Kyriazopoulos, ITpeieydueva ..., pp. 21-22.

66. Ibid., p. 22. Wolfson claims that Philo is the first philosopher to speak of God's
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For Maimonides, the «negative is absolute» — that is, absolutely un-
knowable and incomprehensible — and not at all a question «of degree of
perfection»®’. This goes beyond a mere statement of the weakness of man’s
reason — to the nature of God himself®, True knowledge of the reality of
God is not possible until human attributes are denied : to attribute something
to God is to make him like that thing, a mere creature; the attributes which
show perfection in us would be imperfections in God, since there is no simi-
larity between God and creation. Hence true knowledge of God follows only
after rejection of all attributes®®,

God as the absolute reality causes the most perfect effects, and his ac-
tions are known in creation and in history. «God thus appears as the essen-
tially incomprehensible cause of the most perfect actions», stated Guttmann™,
The God of Aristotle was a self-enclosed being, thinking eternally the most
noble object, while avoiding any concern with the external creation”. Mai-
monides followed both the neoplatonic and scriptural frameworks in which
God is in continuous operation.

God’s actions, which are knowable to creatures, are not accidents, be-
cause there cannot be accidents in God:

All the actions of God stem from His essence, which admits of no internal plurality.
In God’s case we do not know His essence, and so this power remains a mystery to us. But
these actions are not, nor do they derive from, distinct properties in or qualities of God.
They are unique deeds or events, not qualities, habits, or traits™,

Similarly, relational attributes, being accidents, were not allowed by Maimo-
nides : God is not dependent ontologically on another cause™. The negative

essence as incomprehensible. See his Religious Philosophy : A Group of Essays, p. 6. Also
his Philo, Vol. Il Cambridge, Mass. 1968, p. 111. Wolfson makes the point that before Phi-
lo the unknowability and incomprehensibility of God's essence was not a philosophical
speculation. See his The Knowability and Describability of God in Plato and Aristotle,
«Harvard Studies in Classical Philology» 56-57 (1947) 233-49.

67. Jehuda Melber, The Universality of Maimonides, New York 1968, pp. 54-55.

68. Kyriazopoulos, ITpoieydueva ..., pp- 22-23; in Pines, Guide, 1 54, p. 123; Maimo-
nides says: «His essence cannot be grasped as it really is». See also Pines, Guide, I 59, p.
139.

69. Pines, Guide, I 58, p. 134; Kyriazopoulos, ITpoieydueva ..., p. 15; Cohen, Teachings
of Maimonides, p. 89.

70. Guttmann, Philosophies of Judaism, p. 183.

71. Agus, The Meaning of Jewish History, p. 203.

72. Seymour Feldman, A Scholastic Misinterpretation of Maimonides’ Doctrine of
Divine Attributes, «The Journal of Jewish Studies» 19 (1968) 28,

73, Ibid., pp. 25-26.
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theology of Maimonides, in short, is a means to positive results: realizing
God’s perfection™, All the names of God except the tetragrammaton, YHWH,
provide evidence of his actions. This lone exception is not derived from any-
thing else, and its meaning remains unknown,

God as Creator.

The fact of creation provides basic access to the Maimonidean concept
of God. Here, too, both biblical and philosophical views are involved. The
important philosophical views are those of Plato and Aristotle; the biblical
view is that God creates everything ex nihilo™. Time did not exist before the
world’s creation; without the world, there was neither motion nor time.

The central theme of the Holy Scriptures is sounded in the opening sentence of Gene-
sis : «In the beginning, God created heaven and earth». God is the Creator and Master of
the universe. All the things that the eye can see and the hand can touch are the works of
God. But he is beyond and above all that is material. And He is not an abstract idea, but
a living personality™,

The Platonic view of creation encompassed a world subject to genesis
and decay, and originating in both matter and time. The God, or Demiurge,
made the world after the eternal models (eidos); being good, the Demiurge
made the world as good as possible, placing order and beauty in it™.

Aristotle viewed the world as existing eternally, just as did time and
motion. Instead of genesis and corruption in matter there is merely eternal
change of forms. Motion is the vehicle of change and the world is eternal;
if it were not, God would have to bring it into existence, and in so doing,
change himself from potential to actual creator. But God is changeless. There-
fore the world is eternal. Moreover, it would be absurd to conceive of God as
idle in eternity and as deciding «yesterday» to create the world™.

74. Husik, A History of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, p. 266,

75. Pines, Guide, I 61, pp. 147-50; Husik, A History of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, p.
265. See also Herman Cohen, Religion of Reason Out of the Sources of Judaism, transl.
Simon Kaplan, New York 1972, pp. 94-99. God reveals only his effects to Moses, not his
essence, p. 95.

76. Creation ex nihilo (8§ obx &vtwv), first appeared in II Macabees 7. 32 as clear
doctrine. Cf. 1: 24; 7: 23.

77. Agus, The Meaning of Jewish History, p. 21. See also Husik, 4 History of Medie-
val Jewish Philosophy, p. 269.

78. Husik, A History of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, p. 269; Plato, Timaeus 28 c-30c¢;
C. J. De Vogel, Greek Philosophy: A Collection of Texts, Vol. I, pp. 263-64.

79. Husik, 4 History of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, p. 270; Pines, Guide, II 14, pp.
287-88. The examination of creation according to philosophy and his own position is in
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Ironically, Maimonides did not disprove Aristotle but adapted Aris-
totle’s ideas to prove the creation of the world. Thus, for Maimonides, only
after God created the world were the laws of nature — of generation and cor-
ruption — framed. Maimonides, according to Guttmann, was more con-
cerned with God’s freedom :

In his [Maimonides'] critique of the Aristotelian doctrine of the eternity of the world,
he insists that its fundamental opposition to the Jewish doctrine of creation does not re-
late to the question of whether the world was eternal or had a temporal beginning, but
to the question of whether the world emanated from God of necessity or was freely
created by him *,

Interpreting such views, it becomes clear that Maimonides wanted to
establish that the freedom of the Creator is compatible with his sovereignty 1.
He also approximated the Platonic view, with one vital difference: creation
came about, not from prior, hylic substance, but from nothing *2. Ma'moni-
des thus rejected much of the Greek philosophical view of creation because
he wished to remain faithful to the Jewish tradition of freedom, as opposed
to determinism %3,

The objection to creation is that it requires change in God. Maimonides
countered that change is found in temporal bodies, but not in God. Aris-
totle and his followers spoke of an incorporeal Active Intellect that acts at
some times but not at others ®. For Maimonides, the question of creation
was crucial to the entire spirit of the Torah: without creation, the Torah be-
comes false. With the spirit of the Torah went the true worship of God ®5.

According to Maimonides, all beings besides God — even the separate
intelligences — are created ex nihilo. The separate intelligences of Aristotle
correspond to the angels of the Bible. There is a crucial difference between
the Platonic universals and the Aristotelian separate intelligences, on the
one hand, and the angels on the other: the former are eternal and emanate
by necessity while the latter, Maimonides held, are created by God. Maimo-

the Guide, Il 13-24. E. Gilson, Maimonide et al Philosophic de I'Exode, «Medieval Stu-
dies» 13 (1951): 223-25.

80. Guttmann, Philosophies of Judaism, p. 187. Maimonides «maintains absolute fi-
nitude in space as well as in time». Israel Isaac Effros, The Problem of Space in Jewish
Medieval Philosophy, Yol. 9, New York 1917, p. 96.

81. Ibid.

82, Jacobs, Principles of the Jewish Faith, p. 137-38. God’s eternity is outside the pro-
cess of time, p. 138.

83. Emanation as an alternative is also rejected. Pines, Guide, II 12, p. 279.

84. Pines, Guide, I1 18, pp. 299-302.

85. Ibid., Il1 27, pp. 332-33.
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nides interpreted the spheres — which Aristotle considered living and ration-
al — as true angels of the Bible *. God is the cause of the spheres; they are
attracted to God and desire to become similar to God. The number of sepa-
rate intelligences is equal to the number of spheres. The origin of man’s rea-
son 1s in Active Reason, God’s way of communicating with man : reason flows
from God through the Active Intellect, to the spheres, and finally to man %.

Human Destiny.

Maimonides devoted much attention to the problem of human destiny
and human perfection, a problem that he saw as linked with God through the
phenomenon of prophecy. In order to attain human perfection, according to
Maimonides, both the rational and the imaginative faculties must be per-
fected; the prophet was viewed as the living exemplar of human perfection,
and could attain the highest goal of the perfect man — the vision of the Glory
of God. A prophet is active with regard to others more so than for him-
szIf. «Prophecy, like any other attainment of knowledge, commences with the
divine influence which moves through the Active Intellect and then descends
upon man»®8,

Ordinarily, the intellect of man is perfected through training and is leav-
ened by the imagination, which contributes to the prophetic knowledge and
experience®®. Moses, however, acted in a special way; the state of perfection
achieved by Moses was the highest that any human being may attain. Going
on such an assumption, Bokser described Moses well :

. » » S0 completely emancipated from the claims of his bodily nature that he functioned

veritably as a disembodied intelligence. As such he communed with God directly, without
the mediation of the Active Intellect®,

86. Pines, Guide, 1I 5, p. 259; Husik, A History of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, p. 268.
The connection of the separate Intellects and spheres is the Active Intellect. Guide, I 3-12,
pp. 254-280. Maimonides accepted the separate Intelligences as living and rational, like the
angels and not abstract forms or ideas or universals.

87. Husik, A History of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, p. 272.

88. Ben Zion Bokser, The Legacy of Maimonides, New York 1962, p. 42.

89. Ibid., p. 44; Pines, Guide, I 46, 73, II 32, 36, 37, 38. Prophecy is not confined to any
people or community. Bokser, The Legacy of Maimonides, p. 45.

90. 1bid., 46. For the rabbis, God is not reached mainly by metaphysics but through
personal experience of his revelation and continuous operation in the world. «To the Jew,
God was at one and the same time above, beyond, and within the world, its soul and its

lifen. Solomon Schechter, Aspects of Rabbinic Theology: Major Concepts of the Talmud,
New York 1961, p. 25.
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Maimonides’ discussion of God was essential to a determination of the
nature of human perfection. Following neoplatonism, Maimonides saw a
continuous «flow» of divine power from God by way of the Active Intellect.
The prophetic vision would be the most perfect communication of God with
man. There are, however, three opinions on the origins of prophets: (1) that,
as the masses imagine, God selects a person and inspires him to be a proph-
et without any qualifications except that of moral goodness; (2) that, as
the Arabic philosophers, including Aristotelians, believed, anyone who at-
tains intellectual and moral perfection can become a prophet : it is a question
of human capability and not of divine grace; and (3) that, as Maimonides
held, it was a matter of both human capability and divine grace; God could
bestow or withhold prophecy®. The imaginative faculty, for Maimonides,
thus served as a medium for prophecy : the effluence comes from the Active
Intellect to the human intellect, which then affects the imagination 2.

The purpose of man’s life is to attain knowledge of God as much as is
humanly possible. Common human acts, such as eating, drinking, sleeping,
pleasure, and recreation serve to maintain good health; in that state, it is
possible to reflect on the highest and most noble truths of God. Even the
arts and the sciences serve ultimately to benefit man’s knowledge of God %.

Maimonides examined the Jewish doctrine of God’s concern for his crea-
tion — particularly for man. God’s knowledge differs from human knowl-
edge, the philosopher believed; if God knows something it is a reality — but
God also knows the causes of things. Maimonides also discussed the five
views of providence : (1) the Epicurean view that all things happen by chance;
(2) the concept of inner order, in which the laws of nature determine the uni-
verse; (3) the Muslim Ashyriyah, that claims God predetermines everything
— whatever God does or wills as good; (4) the Muslim Mu’tazila, that
teaches reward and punishment, despite the absence of free will; and
(5) the view that incorporates the previous view with an espousal of free will,
as given in the Scriptures®. Maimonides endorsed the last view: «The
theory of man’s perfectly free will is one of the fundamental principles of the

91. Jacobs, Principles of the Jewish Faith, pp. 186-87.

92. Alvin Jay Reines, Maimonides and Abrabanel on Prophecy, Cincinnati 1970, p.
87. Moses is the greatest of the prophets because he did not use his imagination. See also
Pines, Guide, IT 35, p. 367: «To every prophet except Moses our master prophetic revela-
tion comes through an angel».

93. Husik, A History of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, p. 285. The true notion of God
15 the only presupposition for true worship. Friedlinder, in Guide, IT 51, p. 385.

94. Pines, Guide, Il 17, pp. 464-69; Friedlander, Guide, I1I 17, pp. 282-85; A. Cohen,
The Teachings of Maimonides, pp. 192-201.
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Law of our Teacher Moses and of those who follow the Law» ®5, The idea
of providence must therefore be closely related to God’s intellect. The
providence of God is extended to all creation, with special concern for the
Jewish people %.

Maimonides spoke of providence and God’s ominiscience in tradition-
al Judaic terms : God knows all things, and in a cosmic way. The Jewish doc-
tors asked : «He who created the eye does not see? He who created the ear
does not hear?» But Maimonides noted the futility of such questions by ask-
ing in his turn, «He who created the stomach does not digest?. God’s way
of seeing is beyond the human way, in short; it is cosmic¥’. The basic error
is the confusion of God’s knowledge with human knowledge. Maimonides
emphatically pointed out that «His [God’s] knowledge is not of the same
kind as ours, but totally different from it and admitting of no analogy» e,
Thus one could distinguish two kinds of knowledge : that type that pertains
to God — his unity, incorporeality and existence; and that which pertains to
social and political welfare %.

Maimonides went further, using an allegory to convey a significant point.
God was depicted as a king in his palace, which is closed. Some people enter
the palace as others stand near the king, hearing his speech. The image of
God as a king sitting on his throne served to point out that only philosophers
and prophets are able to hear him; others will, in turn, learn from them'®.

According to this view, the degrees of perfection of man are described
in terms of four types: (1) the perfection of possessions, which is the most
defective; (2) the perfection of health; (3) the attainment of moral virtues;
and (4) true perfection of the intellect. The last, for Maimonides, was the
highest attainment: the individual achieving this type of perfection under-
stands the end of life to be the knowledge of God, or imitation of God, which
is true salvation. As Bokser states, «the quest to be godlike, to imitate his
ways, is a natural disinterested quest for a spiritually mature person, and
rewards and punishments do not figure in it»1°1. However, moral restrictions
are necessary for the preliminary development of human beings®? the To-

95. Friedlinder, Guide, ITl 17, p. 283.

96. Friedldnder, Guide, 11I 18, p. 289.

97. Pines, Guide, III 19, pp. 477-480.,

98. Friedlinder, Guide, 111 20, p. 293.

99, Pines, Guide, Tl 28, pp. 512-14.

100. Pines, Guide, III 51, pp. 618-28.

101. Bokser, The Legacy of Maimonides, p. 53 and p. 137, Note 9,

102. Pines, Guide, Introduction; I 34, 54, 69: II 16, 25; III Introduction 1-7, 10, 28, 35,
39, 42, 48, 54.
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rah discourages excesses. Maimonides endorsed the Aristotelian «golden
mean», which had its counterpart in rabbinical doctrines. The Torah meets
the needs of all people, in contrast to philosopbhy which is for the select few.
Maimonides, however, often read many of Aristotle’s doctrines into the
biblical teachings'®,

The expectation of the Messiah was stated as the twelfth principle in the
Maimonidean creed : «He will send our anointed (our Messiah) at the end of
days, to redeem them that wait for the end — His salvation»'®, This Mes-
sianic belief gave the Jews comfort and strength throughout their stormy his-
tory — a unique doctrine with no parallels in ancient times. Since the Jews
did not have a golden age, they dreamed of one in the future. The historical
development of the idea of the Messiah is difficult to ascertain because of
the different opinions among scholars. However, there is a development from
the earliest prophets through the 1abbinic period and the Middle Ages up
to the present !,

The Maimonidean idea of the Messiah referred to eschatology and sal-
vation. There is not a fixed day for the coming of the Messianic age, nor is
the time of the Messiah found in the Scriptures'®. The fullest expression of
Maimonides’ views are found in his letter to Yemen : the true Messiah will
be a great prophet whom God will single out as he did Moses, and «his great-
ness will be superior to all men»%”, The manifestation of the Messiah will
occur first in the land of Israel 1%,

Maimonides went a step further than his predecessors and gave this
doctrine of the Messiah the status of dogma : that is, he made it indispensa-
ble to Judaism as an article of faith. It is described that Maimonides «takes
away its circumstantial character and popular salvation and puts on its cos-
mic stamp, making it a universal necessity» 199,

103. Bokser, The Legacy of Maimonides, pp. 55-59.

104. Jacobs, Principles of the Jewish Faith, p. 368.

105. Ibid., p. 370. We are not going to develop the doctrine of the Messiah here as it
is found in Israel, because it is beyond the scope of this work. The classic work on this topic
is by Joseph Klausner, The Messianic Idea in Israel, transl. W. F. Stinespring, New York
1955. In this work the development and variety of the messianic idea is well described and
documented.

106. A. Cohen, The Teachings of Maimonides, p. 220.

107. Ibid., p. 221. Also Joseph Sarachek, The Doctrine of the Messiahin Medieval Je-
wish Literature, New York 1932, pp. 126-60. In this work a detailed analysis is to be found
of the Jewish idea of the Messiah in Middle Ages.

108. Ibid., p. 122.

109, Sarachek, The Doctrine of the Messiah, p. 133.
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The age of the Messiah will be in the Holy Land, and at that time all
war will cease, giving man time to study the wisdom of God as well as the ful-
fillment of his laws!®, Maimonides «aimed at the liquidation of apocalypti-
cism in Jewish Messianism», favoring an eschatological view of the perfection
of humanity*!, However, for Maimonides the fulfillment of the command-
ments by man would not depend on the coming of the Messiah, The messia-
nic age would be a transitional period, preliminary to the world to come. It
would not signal the end of history, but the «threshold» of an eternal pres-
ent!'2, It would also be an event realized in the community. That is, it would
be, as the prophets announced, a true affirmation of God’s Lordship in the
world. Since man is in principle completely capable of mastering his own fu-
ture, the apocalyptic view that strips man of his freedom to act must be re-
jected. «The anti-apocalyptic vision of Maimonides», states Scholem, «says
only that the Messianic age will strengthen man’s capability by favorable
conditions of universal peace and universal happiness, but not that it will
make possible that capability for the first time» 13,

The ultimate end of the Messianic period will be the restoration of the
Garden of Eden!%, The thirteenth principle of the Jewish faith refers to the
resurrection of the dead. This doctrine is basic in rabbinic Judaism, and is
found in the Jewish prayer book. While Maimonides seemed to contradict
himself as to the doctrine of the survival of the soul and the resurrection of
the body, he affirmed that he always had «true belief in the physical resur-
rection»!1s,

The world, for Maimonides, will have no end. The Cabbalistic view of
cyclic worlds, each lasting seven thousand years, had no place in the Maimo-
nidean doctrines. The scriptural statements of the destruction of the world
are figurative only, and not doctrine that must be believed!®. The logic of
creation compels us to believe in the indestructibility of nature: God does
not create and then destroy; this would be contradictory to the purpose of
creation. God created the world to attain permanence.

110. Julius H. Greenstone, The Messianic Idea in Jewish History, Philadelphia 1943,
p. 147; A. Cohen, The Teachings of Maimonides, pp. 225-26.

111. Gershom Scholem, The Messianic Idea in Judaism, New York 1971, p. 26.

112. Ibid., p. 30.

113. Ibid., p. 31.

114. A. Cohen, The Teachings of Maimonides, p. 228.

115. Jacobs, The Principles of the Jewish Faith, p. 404. Sarachek states: «It is the key
to all miracles, and must be accepted as a matter of faith», The Doctrine of the Messiah,
p. 153. Some interpreters claim that Maimonides accepted only the survival of the soul and
not the resurrection of the body.

116. Sarachek, The Doctrine of the Messiah, p. 160. The physical body is to perpetuate
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4. The Influence of Maimonides.

The influence of Maimonides upon Western thought has been considera-
ble. A violent controversy took place among the Jews in the thirteenth cen-
tury concerning the «orthodoxy» of Maimonides. An especially bitter strug-
gle between the followers of Maimonides and his opponents took place in
Spain and southern France. This resulted in a request that the Christian au-
thorities intervene and burn Maimonides’ «heretical» works!1?,

Maimonides understood philosophy as an instrument of theological
speculation that throws light on obscure passages of the Scriptures. He was
cognizant of Aristotle’s weaknesses, especially as regards the doctrines of
creation and providence, which oppose the biblical doctrines. Maimonides’
general position on such questions was followed by Thomas Aquinas!!8,
whose discussion of divine attributes, prophecy, Pentateuch, and other sub-
jects constantly referred to Maimonides. It is evident that Aquinas used the
method to harmonize the Aristotelean doctrines with common doctrines
shared by Jews and Christians. Duns Scotus had Maimonides as a model,
as did Leibniz!® The influence of Maimonides entered the modern world
through the works of Spinoza. Though Spinoza was critical of Maimonides,
he was influenced by his writings to a great degree.

The influence of Maimonides on Jewish theology has been deep and
lasting, as has been evidenced by the thought and controversies of Jewish
theologians and philosophers following Maimonides’ lifetime!®,

A detailed study of the influence of Maimonides on medieval and mod-
ern Western thought remains to be carried out. Yet knowledge of the sources

the human spectres; in the future world, life will be eternal, making the body unnecessary
This brought much confusion and discussion as to the position of the resurrection in Mai-
monides. Cf. p. 158.

117. Guttmann, Philosophies of Judaism, p. 208; Vayda, Introduction a la Pensée Juive
du Moyen-Age, p. 147-151.

118. L.Van Steenberghen, Aristotle in the West: The Origins of Latin Aristotelianism,
transl. Leonard Johnson, New York 1970, p. 21. Maimonides’ Guide was translated from
Arabic into Hebrew and from Hebrew into Latin (about 1230), making great impact on La-
tin scholasticism. Cf. p. 94.

119. Husik, A History of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, pp. 306-07. E. Gilson points
out that the Guide does not resemble the Christian theologies which came after Maimoni-
des. It does not have their systematic order, ncr does it claim to be a system. E. Gilson,
History of the Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages, New York 1955, p. 230. The dis-
cussion of Western Scholastics in relation to the divine attributes posited by Maimonides
is in the article by S. Feldman, A Scholastic Misinterpretation, pp. 23-39.

120. Husik, A History of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, pp. 308-11.
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of Western European thought is incomplete without such a study. The
philosophy of Maimonides is an ingenious blend of the Greek reasoning
process and the Judaic religious experience. The God of Maimonides is the
God of utter unknowability, the First Cause. But he is also the Creator and
the Sustainer of all creation. This great medieval philosopher gave justifi-
cation to the Jewish community to use reason to combat idolatry, witchcraft,
magic, and other extremes that the masses of people were tempted to adopt.

The light that his thought has thrown on the understanding of God is a
significant aid in understanding his age and people. Thus Maimonides stands
out as the true and classical example of the individual philosopher who be-
lieves in God, proved by philosophy as Cause and experienced by religion
(Judaic) as Creator and Providence. His God is the God of Reason and Will,
the God who gives purpose (entelechy) and governs the world. Beyond that,
he is the God of Love and Reason who attracts all before his exalted throne,
and who is commonly worshiped as Creator and Lord of all.
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