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Preface

This volume is planned as a companion to the Routledge History of Islamic Philosophy,
and both take their place in the Routledge History of World Philosophies, a series
designed to supplement and amplify the Routledge History of Philosophy. The idea of
placing histories of Islamic and Jewish philosophy in such close proximity to a history of
Western philosophy is in our view timely and important. Jewish and Islamic philosophy
are often viewed as mere footnotes in general histories of Western philosophy. The
reason for this is not hard to discover. The ‘West’ has historically been defined in
exclusivist terms, in ways which make no reference to Judaism or Islam, by contrast to
Greco-Roman, Christian, and Enlightenment culture. All these designations seem to
bypass the traditions of Judaism and Islam. Of course, there are liminal cases, Spinoza
perhaps being the prime example. But the example tends to prove the rule: Spinoza was
excommunicated from the Jewish community.

But as scholarship proceeds apace, such cultural imperialism as supports an exclusivist
understanding of the ‘West’ cannot stand. More and more we learn about Jewish
Hellenism (no oxymoron), the Jewish roots of Christianity, and a Jewish Enlightenment,
and what we learn is that Jews gave as much as they took. Such a dialectical interchange
makes most timely the appearance of a history of Jewish philosophy which strives to
present Jewish philosophy as part of the general history of Western philosophy. In this
regard it is to be noted that our authors are not simply concerned with direct historical
influences of Jewish thinkers upon non-Jewish thinkers, such as Maimonides upon
Aquinas, but they are also concerned to show how the philosophical issues which
concerned Greek, Latin, and German thinkers had parallel developments in Jewish
thought. The philosophical influences move in both directions, and this is as it should be
if one views the philosophical traditions in the West as inclusive of non-Christian
philosophical traditions. Jewish philosophy is desegregated by seeing both how it
influences and how it is influenced by extra-Jewish sources. There simply is no Jewish
philosophy apart from general philosophy. In this way, then, we hope that this volume
will begin to break down long-established barriers.

This project commenced in autumn 1991 and was completed in summer 1995. That
such a large undertaking proceeded so expeditiously is in no small measure due to the
seriousness and hard work of all involved. We thank our contributors and the staff at
Routledge (London) for their assistance. We are very grateful to Nina Edwards for her
work on the index.

The editors worked together very closely during all stages of the project, from the
pleasant task of inviting contributors to the more onerous one of demanding and
correcting for a common bibliographic style. The organization of sections I and II is
Frank’s and of sections III and IV Leaman’s, but we have both worked through the entire
text.



Apart from thanking again all individuals involved for their effort, we acknowledge
the financial assistance of the British Academy for a timely fellowship which allowed us
to work together in Liverpool in summer 1994 and to make substantial progress on the
volume.

Lexington, Kentucky Daniel H.Frank
Liverpool, England Oliver Leaman
August 1995

Elul 5755



CHAPTER 1
What is Jewish philosophy?

Daniel H.Frank

In his introduction to the English translation of Julius Guttmann’s monumental Die
Philosophie des Judentums (first edition, 1933), Zwi Werblowsky writes:

Philosophers and historians may be at variance on the question of the
nature, or even of the very existence, of constant factors or structures
making up an “essence” of Judaism. It is not only philosophies—
including philosophies of Judaism—that may change, but also the
historian’s views on the nature and historical function of earlier
philosophical expressions. Perhaps sometime in the near or more distant
future, 1a new history of the philosophy of Judaism will have to be
written.

We believe the time has come, and not only because of advances in historical scholarship.
There has also been a reconsideration of the nature of the (essentialist) foundations upon
which histories such as Guttmann’s are written. As Werblowsky already noted in the
1960s, there is debate among philosophers and historians about the “very existence” of an
essence of Judaism. This foundational debate is ongoing and now includes discussion of
the nature or essence of philosophy itself.> At present everything seems unsettled. Little
wonder, then, that the question before us—what is Jewish philosophy?—appears
particularly timely, indeed timely in two senses. One sense has to do with the obvious
relevance of the question in current debates; the other, foreshadowing a point I shall later
stress, is perhaps best hinted at by Werblowsky himself at the end of his introduction:

Guttmann’s work stands out, not only as a reliable study which condenses
sound and subtle scholarship, and a unique survey of the history of Jewish
scholarship; it also represents the fruit and the summing up of an
important period in the history of Jewish scholarship. As such, it will
remain a lasting monument of a significant phase in the history of Jewish
philosophy and its attempt to elucidate not only Judaism, but also itself.’

What Werblowsky, writing approximately thirty years after Guttmann, is here penning is
an obituary, an obituary to the kind of historical scholarship which Guttmann represents,
as well as the presuppositions upon which it is based. In this “terminal” sense, then, the
question before us is a timely one, wearing its lineage on its sleeve, as it were. The
questions of our forebears remain, relevant to current concerns and yet evocative of a
bygone era in the annals of scholarship.
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The question, what is Jewish philosophy? is not a perennial one, although in the way it
has often been discussed it may appear to be so. Usually it is supposed that the question is
a query into the essence of Jewish philosophy, a property or set of properties that Jewish
philosophy has always possessed and that distinguishes it from all other branches of
philosophy. The discussion of the issue demands that one should isolate common strands
in the thought of Philo, Saadia, Maimonides, Crescas, (maybe) Spinoza, Mendelssohn,
Cohen, Buber, Rosenzweig, Levinas, and others. This may or may not be possible to do,
but it is important to realize at once that reflection on the nature of Jewish philosophy is
of comparatively recent vintage. We are fooled into thinking that the question, what is
Jewish philosophy? is a perennial one, because its subject matter, Jewish philosophy,
extends far into the past in a unified and connected way. But so characterized, the subject
matter is question-begging, for the supposition that all the thinkers we have listed are
Jewish philosophers, in some non-trivial sense, and that they are together engaged in
something called “Jewish philosophy” is a construct we impose upon the past by virtue of
the very question we are asking. Such a construction may or may not be legitimate,
indeed may or may not be inevitable, but we ought at least to be aware of what we are
doing when we ask about the nature of Jewish philosophy.

Much the most important part of any answer we give to our initial query into the
nature of Jewish philosophy is that Jewish philosophy is an academic discipline. It is an
invention, for reasons important to ponder, of nineteenth-century historians, intent on
bringing together certain thinkers, while simultaneously excluding others. Before the
invention of Jewish philosophy as an academic discipline no one asked or wondered
about the nature of Jewish philosophy, quite simply because the subject did not exist. Put
another way: a certain Platonism holds us captive. In the particular case before us, we
think that there is a certain essence “out there,” namely Jewish philosophy, awaiting
study and analysis by historians. But that is not the way to understand the relation which
obtains between a subject and the study of it. The discipline itself “makes” the subject as
much as it studies it. What counts as relevant and essential is not transparent. Liminal
cases are important here and establish the point I am trying to make. In Jewish
philosophy, Spinoza comes readily to mind as the paradigm of a figure who wrecks any
attempt to derive a definition or essence of the subject. Try as one might, as Wolfson
more than others did, Spinoza reveals himself as a protean person for all seasons, defying
any attempt at a neat categorization. And what this shows is that Jewish philosophy and
its study are much more intimately related to one another than a simple-minded
Platonism would have it. And with the demise of such a Platonism we free ourselves to
ask about the motivation of those engaged in the study of Jewish philosophy, the impetus
which led to the development of the academic discipline.

No one in premodern, indeed in much of modern times understood Jewish philosophy
as a subdiscipline of philosophy, as a way of philosophizing. No one felt the need to
ascertain the essence of Jewish philosophy—“philosophy among the Jews” as it was
invariably (and reductively) construed—distinguishing it from every other kind of
philosophy or mode of theological interpretation. Note that the claim here about the
relative lack of interest in earlier times in a category of Jewish philosophy is not a claim
about the status of philosophy in premodern times, although it is important to remember
that such demarcations as we make between philosophy, science, and theology were not
always so. In the Islamic world, wherein one finds the efflorescence of medieval Jewish
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philosophy from the tenth century on, there existed a branch of wisdom called falsafa;
presumably those engaged in it had an image of themselves as philosophers (falasifa).
Once again, the claim is not that the philosophers had no image of themselves as such,
but rather that neither they nor anyone else had an awareness of them as Jewish (or
Muslim) philosophers. Neither Maimonides nor Gersonides nor even Mendelssohn, in the
modern period, thought of himself as a Jewish philosopher. To the extent that they
thought of themselves as philosophers, they imaged themselves as providing an
interpretation of the biblical and rabbinic tradition according to universal, philosophical
categories.* For them, the Bible is a philosophical book, and they interpret it accordingly.
But such an interpretation of the tradition hardly amounts to what we call “Jewish
philosophy,” if by the latter we mean to refer to an inquiry that is “by a Jew and for
Jews,” with no universal implications whatsoever. For the classical Jewish philosophers,
there is a duty for those able to philosophize to do so. And so they do. They philosophize
about Judaism, they interpret the tradition in philosophical terms, discussing such
(general) issues as divine language, creation, providence, and prophecy. But such a
philosophical interpretation of the tradition is in essence not an enterprise specific to
Judaism. Consider Philo, the first Jewish philosophical commentator on the Bible, and his
influence upon the early Church Fathers. Wolfson considers Philo and his exegetical
method as foundational for religious philosophy in all three monotheistic traditions.’
Again, Maimonides was a Jew and a philosopher, but he did not engage in something
called “Jewish philosophy,” and the Guide is not, except in the most trivial sense, “a
Jewish book.”” Maimonides did not philosophize in a certain, Jewish, way; rather he
speculated about his tradition in philosophical terms, about issues of general import
embedded in the traditional texts. In essence Averroes did the same thing, and little is to
be gained by distinguishing the Maimonidean project from the Averroean one.

What begins to emerge from all this is that not only do we err in thinking that Jewish
philosophy is some sort of natural kind, but we are also misled by the surface grammar of
the phrase. To the extent that Jewish philosophy has any relevance to the classical
thinkers, and here I would include some modern thinkers like Hermann Cohen, it must be
parsed as “philosophy of Judaism.” Jewish philosophy is not a branch of philosophy, a
subdiscipline. Rather, it is, as previously noted, a way, among others, of interpreting the
tradition, the philosophical way. The detractors of the Guide were surely wrong in
thinking that what Maimonides was up to was at variance with the tradition. On the
contrary, it was part of it, a way of understanding the tradition—the philosophical way."®
So construed, the understanding of a particular religious tradition becomes the vehicle for
speculation about a host of general philosophical issues. The project is analogous to that
of any creative thinker’s use of the past for present purposes. One thinks of Maclntyre’s
use of Aristotle, Murdoch’s of Plato, and Gauthier’s of Hobbes. History of philosophy
becomes philosophy. Similarly, textual exegesis subserves theoretical (and practical’)
concerns. "’

If Jewish philosophy, understood as requiring a self-consciousness of itself as an
idiosyncratically Jewish enterprise, cannot be imposed upon premodern times, it seems,
not surprisingly, that one ought to turn to the modern period to fix the genesis of our
initial question. Only with emancipation in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries does
the (consequent) fear of assimilation and loss necessitate the need to forge an identity, an
identity, in the present context, of subject matter. And so one sees the emergence in the
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nineteenth century in Germany and, to a much lesser extent, in France of the writing of
the history of the nominal subject matter of this book, Jewish philosophy.

To ask, then, about the nature of Jewish philosophy is to position oneself in a certain
historical framework, one in which there is the felt need to establish a boundary, a marker
whereby the definiendum gains legitimacy. Again, to ask about the nature of Jewish
philosophy is to accede to a certain characterization of thinkers, ideas, and texts. And this
may, of course, be a false characterization, false in the sense that it is insufficiently
attentive to the historical context in which the grouped thinkers and their ideas were
originally nested. Indeed, if I am right, there was no Jewish philosophy and there were no
Jewish philosophers before the nineteenth-century historians of Jewish philosophy
invented the subject. Husik’s famous and oft-quoted remark at the end of his influential A
History of Mediaeval Jewish Philosophy (1916), “there are Jews now and there are
philosophers, but there are no Jewish philosophers and there is no Jewish philosophy,”"'
seems to me just backwards. For now there are Jewish philosophers, or at least
individuals who imagine that they are engaged in something called “Jewish philosophy,”
whereas before the modern period, before the nineteenth century, there was no one who
had such a thought. Again, this is not to suggest that there were no philosophical
influences upon Jews—of course, Plato and Aristotle influenced Halevi, Maimonides,
Gersonides, and del Medigo, and Kant influenced Mendelssohn (and vice versa). Nor is it
to suggest that we are wrong in understanding and even interpreting the medieval Jewish
thinkers and their immediate successors as part of the philosophical tradition. Rather the
point is that their being influenced by current philosophical trends and the plain fact of
their being Jews writing from within the tradition does not mean that they were engaged
in something called “Jewish philosophy” or that in some non-trivial sense they were
themselves Jewish philosophers.

As noted, Jewish philosophy came into being as a disciplinary response of Jewish
academics to a particular historical condition, one which threatened the very identity and
being of Jewish culture. Jewish philosophy came into being as an attempt to delineate,
along standard academic lines, a certain body of literature. Perforce Jewish philosophy
quickly came to exclude those elements which did not fit the regnant academic model.
Mysticism was excluded from the discipline because of its (supposed) arationality, even
though we have come to learn of its philosophical (Neoplatonic) antecedents. Again, to
gain a foothold of academic respectability, Jewish philosophy quickly began to parallel,
even ape, current trends. It still does.

But there is no a priori reason why Jewish philosophy must parallel non-Jewish
philosophy. Why does it? Is it part of an assimilationist ideology, to which Scholem more
than anyone else drew our attention?'” It was Scholem’s general charge against the
proponents of Wissenschaft des Judentums that they, historians of Judaism, whitewashed
the past in the service of a liberal, assimilationist, ultimately anti-Zionist agenda. Ought
the great historians of Jewish philosophy to stand accused of the same charge? Why
really has the history of mysticism been so notably absent in histories of Jewish
philosophy? To answer in a positivist way that its absence is due to its unphilosophical
nature is, first, to be historically misinformed and, second and most importantly, to
evince a way of doing the history of philosophy which is patently derivative, driven by
current or recent trends.
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Let us return to the initial question. At first it gave the appearance of an essentialist
inquiry into the nature of the subject. Now I hope we see that such an inquiry is a non-
starter and that in fact the question is ill-formed or, at least, admits of a radically different
answer than it originally suggested. For now the simple answer to the question, what is
Jewish philosophy? is: Jewish philosophy is an academic discipline invented in the
nineteenth century by scholars intent on gaining a foothold of academic respectability. I
pass no value judgement here whatever. I hope merely to provide a bit of genealogy. In
this regard I stand with Nietzsche in attempting to “historicize” what too often is taken in
an atemporal sense.

I have intimated at a great divide between premodern and modern times. But more
important is a distinction, not quite identical to the temporal one alluded to, between
history and tradition. A distinction there is, but it can be overdrawn. History, historical
events can be appealed to in order to confirm tradition. Further, tradition is not
monolithic and unchanging. Traditional Jews and Judaism are as multiform as are their
varieties of self-understanding. Maimonides writes the Guide to help a co-religionist
understand the tradition in a new (and better) way. Presumably such (self-)understanding
constitutes in itself a transformation or change in the tradition; at least it constitutes a
change in the life of a traditional Jew.

But while we must guard against an overdichotomization of the distinction between
history and tradition, there is no doubt that at some point in the recent past such
traditional bonds as held the community together began to fray. Prior to this, tradition
(texts and norms) was the explicandum for all thoughtful Jews; even Spinoza presents his
critique of the rabbinic tradition as congruent with the intentions of the foundational
texts, as the best reading of the tradition. But with the advent of modernity, which I
would place well into the nineteenth century, tradition came to be viewed as the antithesis
to progress and progressive thinking. In the course of such re-evaluation of the tradition,
Orthodoxy came into being in response to reform. So too, Jewish philosophy came into
being in response to traditional biblical exegesis. And with this a new set of problems and
questions began to emerge, about autonomy and community, the commensurability of
reason and revelation, and, perhaps most significant, the historicization of tradition.

These are the problems of the modern philosopher. These are problems that arise at the
end of the tradition, at a time when a certain distancing from the tradition has occurred.
What we take to be the (obvious) dichotomy between reason and revelation did not arise
before the modern separation of church and state. Averroes, Maimonides, and Aquinas
never imagined that there was a problem about the commensurability of reason and
revelation. Their respective projects were to understand and interpret revelation (the
tradition) in the best way they knew how. Indeed, there was a divine injunction to do so.
What to us seems like a problem of divided loyalties, to philosophy and to revealed truth,
is to the classical thinkers a non-starter. Again, for them, the issue is one of interpretation,
of understanding the tradition, not of questioning it, as a skeptic would. Further, as noted,
the historicization of tradition takes on for us a rather different sense than in earlier times.
For us, history gives the lie to tradition; by revealing the latter’s genesis and temporality,
it undercuts the authority of tradition. But, alternatively, history could in fact ground
tradition. Indeed, medieval thinkers, some more than others, appealed to a variety of
developmental schemes and historical successions to ground the tradition. The transition
from the Noachide laws to the Mosaic laws, via the Patriarchal period, is appealed to in
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order to demonstrate divine beneficence and the necessity of the Mosaic revelation for
the benefit of humankind. Far from standing in opposition to the law, history necessitates
it. But for us moderns, history undermines the law.

I mention all of this because I wish to clarify the non-perennial nature of many of the
standard problems of Jewish philosophy. And I wish to clarify the historical nature of the
latter because I want to call into question the notion that there is something “out there”
called “Jewish philosophy,” of which we can write its (continuous) history. If, as
suggested, Jewish philosophy emerged only with the writing of the history of Jewish
philosophy, and for the self-serving reasons noted, then we can begin to disabuse
ourselves of imposing upon the past our problems. We can begin to read the classical and
modern thinkers in context, in their very different times and places; and, in so doing, we
can begin to break down artificial, indeed recent, disciplinary and conceptual barriers."
This kind of Skinnerian enterprise'* reaps enormous dividends, as it allows us to develop,
as best we can, a degree of imaginative empathy too often lost in our positivist,
“imperialistic,” urges to read the present into the past. Such an approach also allows us to
flex our historical and philological muscles in the service of accuracy and (historical)
truth. The very last thing I would hope to be calling for when I urge a reconsideration of
the “eternity” of the questions we ask and the categories according to which we ask our
questions is a Gadamerian relativism that imprisons us in our own historical epoch."> Of
course we write from a point of view, a certain historical context, but this is simply to
announce our starting point, from whence we use every scholarly tool at our disposal to
try to understand the questions of our forebears. In sum, that Jewish philosophy is an
artificial construct, a category imposing certain questions upon certain thinkers, should
set us eagerly upon the (historical) task of trying to understand what precisely the
problems and issues are which exercised earlier generations, and how dissimilar those
problems are to those that we are inclined to pose.

To embark upon such a quest is not to attempt the impossible, namely, to resuscitate a
tradition now irretrievably lost. What is past is past. To this extent such a historical quest
is paradigmatically modern. To write the history of Jewish philosophy will not, cannot,
pull together generations of thinkers or heal old wounds. But it can, if done sensitively,
record the efforts of Jewish thinkers through the ages to make sense of the tradition(s)
they inhabit.

When my co-editor and I commenced upon this project, we had many choices to
make. Perhaps the most important concerned the division of the subject. We opted for a
most conservative division, one according to canonical temporal demarcations: biblical
and rabbinic, medieval, modern, contemporary. This presumes a single subject matter,
Jewish philosophy, that is divisible by temporal categorization. But I have just denied the
existence of something called “Jewish philosophy” before the writing of its history.
Given this, I urge the reader to read the chapters in this volume from a critical (modern)
vantage point, sensitive to the way problems emerge and the contexts in which they are
nested. Ask yourself what is presupposed or taken for granted in the way questions are
asked and problems posed. Immerse yourself in the historical framework—this is why we
commissioned essays that present, at crucial junctures, the social and cultural context.
Ideas have histories.

Our hope has been that by historicizing the subject, by embracing the modern
propensity of rethinking old categories, we can begin to overcome a certain parochialism
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that has bedeviled the study of Jewish philosophy from the start and thereby begin to
integrate it into the mainstream of philosophical and theological speculation. In becoming
aware of the apologetic nature of much of Jewish philosophy, we can begin the task of its
reconstruction.

NOTES

1 In Guttmann 1973 [1933], p. x.

2 Seeskin 1990, introduction (pp. 1-29).

3 In Guttmann 1973 [1933], p. x.

4 Feldman (1990) says of Maimonides that his “philosophical magnum opus should be more
properly classified and understood as a book in biblical exegesis more philosophico” (p. 4);
see also Feldman 1987 (pp. 213ft.), Twersky 1967 and 1980 (pp. 359-64), and, recently,
Eisen 1995 (pp. 178-83) for a correlative point about the philosophical nature of (seemingly)
non-philosophical texts, namely biblical commentaries and codes.

5 Strauss 1963, p. xiv.

6 Wolfson 1948, preface.

7 Strauss 1963, p. xiv.

8 See note 4.

9 See Yovel 1973 and Frank 1995a and 1995b for the practical dimension of biblical exegesis.

10 Two notable recent examples in the tradition of the classical commentators are Goodman
1991 and Halbertal and Margalit 1992. These two books are “by Jews,” but not only “for
Jews”; nor are they “Jewish books,” even though they are grounded in Jewish sources. See
also Burrell 1986 and 1993 to disabuse one of the notion that serious work on Jewish
philosophical themes needs to be written by a Jew.

11 Husik 1976 [1916], p. 432.

12 See especially Scholem 1975 [1944-5]. The standard study on Scholem’s intellectual
position is Biale 1979 (rev. ed. 1982).

13 Barriers between religion and philosophy, philosophy and biblical commentary (see note 4),
philosophy and law, and philosophy and mysticism; for the latter, see Idel 1991 and 1992.

14 Skinner 1969.

15 Gadamer 1979.
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Foundations and first
principles



CHAPTER 2
The Bible as a source for philosophical
reflection
Shalom Carmy and David Shatz

INTRODUCTION: ISSUES OF METHODOLOGY

Is the Bible a source for Jewish philosophical reflection? A natural reaction is that it is.
The Bible depicts the character of God, presents an account of creation, posits a
metaphysics of divine providence and divine interventions, suggests a basis for morality,
discusses many features of human nature, and frequently poses the notorious conundrum
of how God can allow evil. Surely, then, it engages questions that lie at the very heart of
Jewish philosophy, indeed of religious philosophy generally.

Yet this categorization of the Bible as philosophy must be qualified. For the Bible
obviously deviates, in many features, from what philosophers (especially those trained in
the analytic tradition) have come to regard as philosophy.

First, the Bible contains, at its very core, a great deal of material that is not necessarily
philosophical: law, poetry, and narrative.

Second, we expect philosophical truth to be formulated in declarative sentences. The
Bible yields few propositional nuggets of this kind.'

Third, philosophical works try to reach conclusions by means of logical
argumentation. The Bible contains little sustained argument of a deductive, inductive, or
practical nature, and attempts to impose the structure of rational argument on the biblical
text yield meager profit.

Fourth, philosophers try to avoid contradicting themselves. When contradictions
appear, they are either a source of embarrassment or a spur to developing a higher order
dialectic to accommodate the tension between the theses. The Bible, by contrast, often
juxtaposes contradictory ideas, without explanation or apology: Ecclesiastes is entirely
constructed on this principle. The philosophically more sophisticated work of
harmonizing the contradictions in the biblical text is left to the exegetical literature.”

Fifth, much of what the Bible has to say about subjects of manifest philosophical
importance seems primitive to later philosophical sensibilities. For example, the biblical
God ostensibly has human form and human emotions; he regrets his actions and changes
his mind (e.g. Genesis 6:6; 1 Samuel 15:11). Miracles are commonplace, and natural
events like earthquakes and winds are often identified as direct divine acts. If Jewish
philosophy begins with the Bible, cynics might suggest, it can advance only by casting it
behind.

This last problem is at the core of the concerns that Jewish philosophers have often felt
about biblical material. Indeed, an acute awareness of the gap between the centrality of
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biblical teaching in Jewish thought and its apparent philosophical deficiency precipitated
much of the subsequent history of Jewish philosophy. Many will derive from that history
a pessimism about finding philosophy in the Bible. In particular, the most strenuous
attempt ever to wed the Bible to philosophy—that of medieval thinkers—was of mixed
value to biblical theology, as in many cases it arguably forced biblical texts into an
artificial model.

Beginning with Philo and continuing on through medieval thinkers like Saadia Gaon
and Maimonides, biblical hermeneutics often rested on the principle that the Bible
conveys major philosophical and scientific truths. Biblical discourse, insist medieval
rationalists, is not always to be taken literally. Although biblical portrayals of God and of
events introduce the masses to basic truths—educating and elevating them—the proper
understanding of these texts is available only to those who enter the realm of philosophy
and science. Interpreting the text through the prism of reason reveals a philosophically
impressive and compelling core. The books of the prophets thus reflect the philosophical
acumen of their authors, though these individuals are philosophers of a special kind: not
only do they perceive intellectual truths, but their faculty of “imagination” presents these
truths in figurative terms and concrete images (Maimonides 1963, 1.36—7). The showcase
example of prophet-as-philosopher is Ezekiel’s detailed vision of the chariot (Ezekiel 1;
10), which Maimonides treats as a repository of Aristotelian metaphysics (Guide of the
Perplexed, 3.1-3.8). Other examples abound. In their analyses of the book of Job,
medieval philosophers sometimes take each character to be espousing a different
philosophical position on the basis and scope of divine providence.’ In the Garden of
Eden story, man represents form, that is, intellect, the essence of a human; woman
represents matter. Man sinned as a result of woman’s promptings. Hence the story of
Eden captures the human predicament—matter interferes with the proper exercise of
intellect and with the realization of the human telos.”

A telling indicator of the close connection between philosophy and Bible in medieval
times is that Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed, the greatest of Jewish philosophical
works, is in significant measure an exegesis of the Bible. Gersonides, renowned for his
philosophical and scientific achievements, authored a biblical commentary, as did Saadia
Gaon and Abraham ibn Ezra. An entire exegetical tradition, down to the end of Jewish
life in Spain (Isaac Abravanel) and even beyond, resorted to medieval philosophy—or
rebelled against it.

Opposition to the rationalist biblical interpretation came from two directions.” Some
medieval Jews thought that the Bible must be read with absolute literalness and then
taken on faith. If its doctrines, so understood, conflicted with those of philosophy, so
much the worse for philosophy: philosophy would then have been exposed as heresy and
falsehood. In early modern times, a different critical response emerged, one which in
effect accused Maimonides and other medievals of a colossal anachronism. Spinoza put
the charge especially sharply, proclaiming that any and all attributions of philosophical
sophistication and truth to the Bible and the prophets were fictions (Spinoza 1951); his
subversion of Maimonides’ doctrines, however overstated, marked the eclipse of the
medieval enterprise. Later efforts to read the Bible through the prism of Kantian or
Romantic philosophy, whether of rabbinic or academic provenance (such as the
commentaries of Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch or Yechezkel Kaufmann’s theory of
Israelite monotheism), could be and were subjected to a hermeneutic of suspicion.’
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In light of the clear differences we have outlined between the Bible and works of
philosophy—in style, method, and purpose—and in light of the checkered history of
attempts to read good philosophy into the Bible, anyone proposing to portray the Bible as
a source of philosophical reflection has to tread very carefully. And yet to claim that the
religious and moral wisdom of the Bible is philosophically naive is grossly unfair—and
not only to believers in divine revelation. An analogy to ancient philosophy is helpful.
Recent work in ancient philosophy, including Presocratic philosophy, shows a
remarkable alertness to contemporary problems along with perspicuous avenues for
solution (see, for example, Barnes 1982); differences in terminology ought not blind us to
the philosophical character of our predecessors’ insights. Philosophy in general has been
rediscovering its roots of late, leading to a greater appreciation of centuries past.
Although the Bible serves first and foremost as a record of primary religious experience,
study of the Bible, in its original context and trailing clouds of exegesis, evokes fruitful
lines of theological reflection that repay philosophical attention even today.

In the remainder of this chapter we hope to illustrate the possibilities for a meaningful
encounter between Bible and philosophy, one that will accord the Bible its place among
the important sources of Jewish philosophy without exaggerating its analytical character
and without blurring the lines between its formulations of certain problems or approaches
and the formulations utilized by later philosophers. Needless to say, someone mining for
philosophical ore is not likely to treat biblical texts in the same way that scholars in other
fields would. Consequently, we have to gloss over and bracket a variety of linguistic,
historical, and literary issues that could either complement or undermine our suggestions.
“The Torah has seventy faces,” but no one can display all of them at once.’

The purposes and scope of this volume dictate a focus on familiar biblical sources,
texts whose place in the treatment of theological issues has been hallowed by time: the
story of Job, the binding of Isaac, the Garden of Eden, and others. We do not seek to
uncover neglected corners of the biblical canon with unexpected or oblique implications
for Jewish philosophy.® We are forced to omit some significant matters that can, and
often do, attract reflective philosophical attention, and we devote little room to
philosophical issues implicit in the legal material that is so central to the Bible. All that
having been said, our selection should amply demonstrate that narrative and poetry and
law, no less than discursive writing, can express and stimulate philosophical thinking, a
point that is surely abundantly evident to students of literature and Jewish law
respectively.

DIVINE COMMANDS AND HUMAN MORAL STANDARDS

“Is an action right because God commands it, or does God command it because it is
right? Is an action wrong because God prohibits it, or does God prohibit it because it is
wrong?”

These questions, modeled after one posed in Plato’s Euthyphro, have long stood at the
heart of religious reflections on morality. Like their Muslim and Christian counterparts,
Jewish philosophers have differed sharply over whether there can be a valid morality
independent of God’s law.’
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Biblical teaching on the subject confronts us with contradictions. When patriarchs and
prophets ask how God could allow evil, they are judging God’s conduct by human moral
standards. In Genesis 18, Abraham remonstrates with God not to destroy the innocent of
Sodom together with the guilty: “Will you destroy the righteous with the wicked.... Far
be it from you! Will the judge of all the earth not exercise justice?”” (Genesis 18:25). If
God’s will alone determined right and wrong, Abraham’s plea and God’s favorable
response to it would be senseless. God is expected to be moral by human standards. Yet
in chapter 22 the very same Abraham rises early in the morning to carry out God’s
command to sacrifice his beloved Isaac. No moral scruples are raised either about the
seeming command to commit murder or about God’s having reneged on his promise to
Abraham, “through Isaac you will have seed” (Genesis 21:12). God later commands King
Saul to kill all the Amalekites, “man and woman, infant and suckling, ox and sheep,
camel and ass” (1 Samuel 15:3), and wrenches the kingship from Saul when he does not
comply.'” Midrashic and talmudic interpretations of this episode see Saul as questioning
God on moral grounds and trying to be “more righteous than your creator” (Ecclesiastes
Rabbah 7:16; B. Yoma 22b). The biblical evidence, then, is confusing and contradictory
as to whether there is a standard of ethics outside God’s will and command."'

One episode that none the less has assumed a pre-eminent place in explorations of this
issue is the binding of Isaac (Aqedah). In Genesis 22:2 Abraham is commanded by God
to “take your son, your only son, whom you love—Isaac—and go to the land of Moriah,
and offer him up there as a burnt offering”. In his brilliant “dialectical lyric” Fear and
Trembling, the nineteenth-century Danish philosopher Seren Kierkegaard advanced a
reading of the Aqedah that has dominated interpretations of the episode ever since.
Abraham is the “knight of faith,” whose greatness consists in obeying God even while he
remains conscious of the moral imperative in its full Kantian force and majesty. Abraham
was prepared to commit an act whose religious description is “sacrifice,” though its
ethical description is “murder”. This paradoxical “teleological suspension of the ethical”
characterizes the religious stage. Note that Kierkegaard’s is not a “divine command”
theory of morality in the pure sense; for Kierkegaard does not reduce moral prescriptions
to divine commands (Seeskin 1990, chapter 5). However, Kierkegaard recognizes the
possibility of conflict between divine commands and morality, and asserts the supremacy
of religious faith in all such situations."

The Kierkegaardian image of Abraham has affected not only depictions of religious
morality but depictions of cognitive faith as well."> His interpretation has become so
influential that some modern readers may be surprised to learn that in its time the reading
was novel; until Kierkegaard the Aqedah was not explained in the manner he suggests
(Green 1988, chapters 4, 5). Abraham’s potential conflict need not be understood as one
between obedience to God and adherence to morality. It could be—and was—readily
analyzed as a potential conflict between morality, identified with obedience to God, and
natural paternal love. The Rosh Hashanah musaf liturgy asks God to let his compassion
conquer his anger, just as “[Abraham] conquered his compassion to do your will
wholeheartedly.” Natural feeling for his son, not rational morality, is what made the
Agedah difficult. Other readers had identified the challenge to Abraham as that of
keeping faith that “through Isaac you will have seed,” despite what God commanded.
Some have rejected the very premise that obedience to God overrides conventional
morality, in the Aqedah, on the grounds that God finally commands Abraham to refrain
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from the sacrifice (Steinberg 1960, p. 147; cf. Jacobs 1978, pp. 53—4). At the same time
Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik has pointed to kindred situations in the Bible where no
angel appears to stay the upraised slaughtering knife (Soloveitchik 1994).

The problems raised by our brief discussion of Fear and Trembling illustrate the
pitfalls in extrapolating a modern philosophical doctrine from an ancient and not
explicitly philosophical text. One question is whether the modern philosophical theory
indeed conforms to what the Bible would have said had it only employed modern
formulations: in other words, would Abraham, or the narrator, have chosen the
terminology “teleological suspension of the ethical” over the alternatives? Second,
assuming that the philosophical theory is congenial to the spirit of the text, is it actually
implied by the words of the narrative? Some contemporary approaches deny in toto the
pertinence of these questions; we do not."*

Another well-known, though perhaps overshadowed, text for illuminating the problem
of religion and morality is the Garden of Eden story. The first instance of a divine
command to human beings is: “And from the tree of knowledge of good and evil, do not
eat” (Genesis 2:17). Why did God enjoin Adam and Eve from partaking of this tree?

The serpent explains: “For God knows that on the day you eat from [the tree] your
eyes will be opened and you will be like gods, knowing the difference between good and
evil” (3:5). God, insinuates the serpent, is jealously guarding his own prerogatives of
knowing the difference between good and evil. We may regard the serpent as an
unreliable source of information, and therefore assume that his rationale is contrived and
duplicitous. But the serpent’s claim is partially confirmed later in the story: “and the Lord
God said, now that man has become like one of us knowing the difference between good
and evil, perhaps now he will stretch out his hand, eat also from the tree of life, and will
live forever” (3:22).

Thus the serpent’s words contain a large measure of truth. God prohibited the fruit so
that humans will not become knowers of good and evil. What does this mean? If
“knowledge of good and evil” is the capacity to make moral discriminations, why would
God begrudge this to human beings? And in any case, if human beings would become
“knowers of good and evil” only after eating the forbidden fruit, how could they sensibly
have been issued a command to begin with? If “ought” implies “can,” then by
commanding humans to refrain from eating, was not God implying that they already had
an understanding of good and evil (right and wrong)?

Most classical construals of “knowers of good and evil”—knowers of sexual passion,
knowers of sensual temptation, knowers of conventional moral judgments as distinct
from knowers of theoretical truths—face a challenge from Genesis 3:22."° The
contemporary philosopher Michael Wyschogrod has offered a proposal that accounts for
3:22 and also sheds light on the issue of divine command morality. According to
Wyschogrod, “knowers of good and evil” means: beings who make autonomous
judgments of good and evil grounded in their own criteria of right and wrong
(Wyschogrod 1986).'® The turning point in human history was “and the woman saw that
the tree was good for eating and that it was attractive to the eyes and desirable as a source
of wisdom. She took from its fruit and ate; and she also gave it to her man with her and
he ate” (Genesis 3:6). The words “and the woman saw that [it] was good” mark the first
time that anyone other than God “saw that [it] was good,” that is, made value judgments.
That God had prohibited the fruit has no motivational impact on the woman; her decision
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to eat or not to eat was based upon her own criteria and standards. While the introduction
of sensuality into her thinking is also a critical part of the verse, and has been duly
stressed by classical exegetes, the main point for our purposes is that the woman has
become an autonomous judger. Suppose Eve had decided to refrain from eating but did
so because she found the fruit unattractive. This too would have been wrong, for she
would have been just as unresponsive to God’s command as she is when she decides to
eat. The complete lack of rationalization in God’s original directive alerts us to the
heteronomous character of the command. God gives a command for which he supplies no
reason. Humans should not question it but should obey without understanding why.

No wonder that later, when Adam and Eve cover themselves because their nakedness
now embarrasses them, and Adam then explains to God that he hid because he was
naked, God scolds Adam: “Who told you that you are naked? Did you eat from the tree
from which I commanded you not to eat?” (Genesis 3:11). Eating from the tree means
becoming an autonomous judger. If Adam judged that nakedness is shameful, he must
have eaten the forbidden food."’

With this insight we can understand how a command could have been issued to beings
who supposedly could not differentiate right from wrong. Adam and Eve always had the
capacity to obey or disobey God’s commands. Free choice was theirs, along with
recognition of what was right (obedience) and what was wrong (disobedience). And it is
the wrong exercise of freedom that constitutes their sin. Yet, in another sense, namely,
appraising autonomously the content of God’s commands, they still did not “know good
and evil.” Eating from the tree did not cause them to become knowers; rather it
represented their becoming knowers, that is, judgers of good and evil.

Wyschogrod’s explanation of the sin dovetails with a general motif in Genesis: the
drawing and preserving of boundaries (Sykes 1985). In the ordered sequence of chapter
1, where, until the sixth day, God is alone in the world, as it were, the boundaries
between created things are clear and distinct. In chapter 2, where the human world and
not the natural cosmos becomes the focus, the lines between the days and between parts
of creation are obliterated in the narration, anticipating the crossing of lines that will take
place in the next chapter. Before sin, only God categorizes the created universe and only
God originates value judgments of a non-heteronomous nature. When humans sin by
producing their own judgments, God fears that they will now strive to become immortal
as well, usurping another prerogative of the divine. The human being is therefore
banished from Eden.

If we were to stop here, we would leave with the impression that Genesis does not
want humans to make autonomous judgments. But the continuation of the Adam
narrative complicates our response and suggests an addendum to Wyschogrod’s analysis.
In chapter 4, Cain kills Abel. As in the case of Adam and Eve, God seeks out the sinner.
This time, too, he holds the sinner accountable (Genesis 4:10 ff.). But this time the sinner
is not accused of disobeying a command—the text mentions no explicit prohibition of
murder.'® Rather, he is held accountable for not “knowing,” for evading the responsibility
of applying his judgment correctly. Cain tries to disclaim responsibility: “I do not know!
Am I my brother’s keeper?” To which God retorts, “What have you done? Your brother’s
blood cries out to me from the earth!” (Genesis 4:10). In the post-expulsion world, God
expects humans to make moral judgments of their own; concomitantly, they cannot avoid
accountability for the judgments they make. Within several generations the world is
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destroyed because of human oppression: as Nachmanides observes, the sinfulness of
social corruption can be grasped independent of revealed divine injunction."” The transfer
of power to human beings continues in augmented form after the deluge. When the world
is recreated by the family of Noah after the flood,”” human beings are given even more
prerogatives than before. They may now eat animals and may now institute capital
punishment for the sin of murder (Genesis 9:6). Steadily, their moral prerogatives grow.
(For further development, see Steinmetz 1994.)

True to this expanding autonomy and responsibility, characters in Genesis who
evaluate their own or others’ actions apply their independent moral reflection. The sons
of Jacob kill the Shechemites because they had treated as a harlot their sister Dinah
(Genesis 34:31); the same brothers blame themselves for their callous disregard of
Joseph’s pain when they cast him into a pit (42:41); covenants are made and kept,
reflecting the judgment that they are binding. Societies in Genesis are built not on
prescriptions imposed from without but on moral thinking. Only at Sinai does God issue
a lengthy set of commands (Exodus 19), and questions about how to act will no longer be
typically answered by giving human beings autonomy to judge. Yet even after Sinai, God
responds to moral give-and-take. For example, when the daughters of Tzelofechad argue
that their father’s estate ought not to pass from the family simply because he left no sons,
God ratifies their claim and permits daughters to inherit in such circumstances (Numbers
27:1-11).

Is there then a final biblical position on the basis of morality? No single position is
reflected in every portion. Before the sin, human beings are expected to hearken to God’s
command and not initiate autonomous moral reflection. That expectation is altered after
the sin and as a result of the sin. Sinai represents the heteronomous imposition of
conduct. But even after Sinai, God is responsive to moral dialectic.

THEODICY

“Is God willing to prevent evil, but not able? Then he is not omnipotent. Is he able, but
not willing? Then he is malevolent. Is he able and willing, but ignorant of evil’s
existence? Then he is not omniscient.” The Bible does not enunciate the problem of evil
with the analytical precision familiar to readers of Hume (Dialogues Concerning Natural
Religion 10), but it does not shrink from seeking to understand and even challenge the
ways of God in the face of apparent injustice. Consternation over evil is a familiar theme
in Psalms (13:2; 37; 73), in the prophetic books of Jeremiah (12:1-2), Isaiah (62-3), and
Habakkuk, in Lamentations, in Ecclesiastes, and of course in the book of Job.

That the prophets frequently raise the problem of evil has important ramifications.
First, it is evident that challenging the justice of God’s ways is not blasphemous—if it
were, the prophets would not have allowed themselves to engage in it. Abraham even
elicits a positive response from God when he argues that to destroy the innocent of
Sodom with its wicked, as God seemed ready to do, would be unjust (“Will the judge of
all the earth not do justice?”, Genesis 18). Second, despite Isaiah’s famous dictum, “My
thoughts are not your thoughts, nor my ways your ways” (Isaiah 55:8) (which played an
important role in Maimonides’ doctrine of attributes, Guide 3.20), the problem of evil is
not dismissed with the glib assertion that “good” as applied to God does not mean the
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same as “good” when applied to humans. If such a resolution were valid, authoritative
figures in the Bible would not persist in raising the question and leaving it unanswered
(see Gellman 1977). Finally, the repeated discussions of the problem throughout the
Bible invite another insight, namely, that the biblical writers did not consider the problem
of evil as an analytic conundrum, to be solved once and for all, but rather as a mystery
perennially tugging at the sensitive theological conscience.”'

Because the Bible’s “problem of evil” is situated within a set of theological
presuppositions and a fund of experience, it diverges from articulations of the problem
that are promulgated by philosophers. In philosophy, the question of evil is usually posed
as, “why is there evil?” The biblical formulation, however, starts with certain background
beliefs: that suffering is usually punishment for sin; that God loves Israel. In the Bible,
therefore, the problem’s formulation is usually narrower: Why do the righteous suffer
while the wicked prosper? or: How could God allow Israel to suffer and the Temple be
destroyed? In short, why do such-and-such evils befall these people or groups? Another
difference between biblical and philosophical formulations is that in the philosophical
literature evil is often thought to disconfirm the existence of God, while the Bible does
not come remotely near considering that position. The biblical writers are instead
concerned about the threat that evil poses to belief in God’s goodness or steadfastness.

The most elaborate biblical treatment of evil is, of course, the book of Job. A common
approach to biblical theodicy attempts to derive a conclusion from this book as a whole.
Leaving aside some stubborn obstacles—most notably that God’s wager with the Satan in
the narrative prologue (chapters 1-2) is not alluded to in the denouement, and the sudden
appearance, and disappearance, of Elihu—Iet us focus on some key points.

The first is negative. At the end of the work, God chastises the friends “because you
did not speak properly to me as did my servant Job” (42:7). In other words, God rejects,
in whole or in part, their position. Whatever the differences among the three friends, and
whatever development occurs in their respective positions in the course of the dialogue,
they are finally united in the conviction that Job deserves his bad fortune. Whatever the
fine points of temperament and argument, they were determined to uphold the traditional
theodicy of justified retribution at all cost. Job, by contrast, had stridently and
consistently complained that he was a good man, and that his actions do not warrant his
fate. He had come close to blasphemy. Yet it is Job who must pray on behalf of his
friends before they can be forgiven. A stronger indictment of the retributivist theodicy
could hardly be imagined.

Rabbinic literature was to go beyond the denial of the simple formula that all suffering
is punishment for sin by offering a range of explicit alternative explanations of evil.** But
does the book of Job provide us with any such alternative? Or is its sole conclusion the
negative one we have outlined?

If Job contains a positive theodicy, it is presumably to be found in God’s two speeches
(38—41) which lead Job to humility and reconciliation. Alas, the precise philosophical
point of these speeches is elusive. Do they contain an argument from the perfect design of
the universe as proposed by Gersonides in his commentary to these chapters? Or is it the
dysteleological features of creation that enable us to perceive the numinousness of the
divine other, as was influentially asserted by Rudolf Otto (Otto 1950, pp. 77-81)? Are we
intended to identify a discursive solution, or is the resolution the theophany itself (“I had
heard of you by ear, now my eye has seen you”) (42:5), when God accedes to Job’s
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existential plea for his tormentor not to hide his face but to respond to his creature’s
anguish (see, for example, Glatzer 1969)?

The idea that Job’s experience of God is the key to his reconciliation suggests the
primacy of the human drama in Job, and this insight leads us to a distinct philosophical
appropriation of the book; we discover in Job’s ordeal a “theodicy of soulmaking”. Take
the problem of God’s wager with the Satan. God’s rationale is theologically problematic,
to say the least. Can God justifiably make Job a pawn in order to prove a point? If Job is,
at bottom, an exploration of what people make of suffering, then the dispute between God
and the Satan becomes less capricious. The Satan holds that suffering inexorably
corrupts; faithfulness is a luxury only the prosperous can afford. God says that suffering
can ennoble; faithfulness can be forged in the crucible of anguish.

Who is right? Ultimately God’s prediction—and Job himself—will be vindicated by
the process of suffering. For the voice of God and its aftermath are signs of two things:
Job’s heightened spiritual perception and his heightened sense of interpersonal
responsibility. Perceiving God out of the whirlwind is a climactic achievement; “and now
my eye has seen you” (note however 5:17). The end result of Job’s suffering is that he
has the ability to perceive that which previously he could not perceive. And whereas in
the prologue Job brought sacrifices for his family alone, he has now broadened his
concern to include others—he brings sacrifices for the friends as well (Soloveitchik 1965,
pp. 37-8). Job has grown through crisis. Hence God was right, the Satan was wrong.*

The philosophically reflective student of Job, like the reader of other biblical texts,
would be remiss in abandoning the rich detail of the text to philologists and literary
scholars. We must not create a false dichotomy between philosophical and literary or
psychological readings. Although, as we noted earlier, exegetes such as Maimonides and
Gersonides assign specific philosophical positions to the participants in the dialogue, it is
surely in keeping with the atmosphere of the debate to emphasize the psychological
stance of Job and the other characters. The book of Job is a veritable phenomenology of
faith in a state of challenge. It spans moments of commitment (13:15), doubt (23:5), self-
pity (19:21), self-confidence (13:18?), and defiance (9:22-3) (Seeskin 1990, p. 173). The
friends’ rhetoric may evolve—and their temper may degenerate—but their faith, in
contrast to Job’s, is throughout simple and simplistic.

By selecting a single passage we can highlight the lively interaction between
philosophical and psychological issues and the suggestiveness of the exegetical tradition,
even when the commentators respond to the text in categories alien to its original
intellectual setting.

In Job’s first answer to Bildad, he addresses God, crying out: “Is it good that you
oppress, that you despise the work of your hands, and shine upon wicked thoughts? Are
your eyes of flesh? Do you see like man?” (10:3—4). For Nachmanides, Job is accusing
God of an obsessive concern with man’s inner thoughts: Is God like a jealous lover who
must constantly probe the recesses of the creature’s mind and provoke his potential for
rebellion? Gersonides, who denied divine foreknowledge of contingents, ascribes his own
doctrine to Job: God does not know as man does, that is, he does not know particulars,
hence he cannot be held responsible for Job’s troubles. The Gersonidean Job proclaims
his innocence without expressing resentment: the angry tone is not Job’s, but rather
describes the foul mood which the friends, who have not understood Gersonides,
mistakenly attribute to him. Rabbi Meir Leibush Malbim, the nineteenth-century exegete,
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adopts the more conventional teaching on foreknowledge. On his reading Job here
advances the classic medieval problem of foreknowledge and freedom: because God is
omniscient, and not limited as man’s knowledge is, his knowledge determines man’s
actions, and Job cannot be held responsible for the sins he may have committed.

The philosophical interpretations of Gersonides and Malbim violate our expectations
not only because they are based on anachronistic theories but also because they presume
a pursuit of metaphysical argument at odds with the existential situation of Job on his
dung heap. What happens, however, when we take Job’s psychological state in full
seriousness? Remember the context: at the point where we join Job’s meditation, his view
of the situation has undergone several changes. From the “patient Job” of the prologue,
he has moved to the initial curse of chapter 3, a curse that avoids addressing God by
focusing instead on his unlucky birthday. In the response to Eliphaz (6—7) Job saw
himself as a persecuted figure, misunderstood by his friends and hounded by God. By
chapter 9, the logic of the discourse has led Job to see himself as a self divided against
itself. His very attempt to exculpate himself becomes a gesture of rebellion that makes
him appear all the more guilty: “If I wash with snow water, and purify my hands with lye,
then shall you immerse me in the muddy pit, and my very clothes shall detest me” (9:30—
1). In short, he is helpless not only because his adversary is powerful but because his
adversary condemns him from within, as it were.

Against this background, the argument at the beginning of chapter 10 reflects precisely
Job’s psychological situation. It is not only that Job’s insistence on his innocence does
not belong to him, fueling instead the fires of his antagonists who undermine his claim to
innocence. Now, he realizes, his very being is not his: he is the handiwork of the same
God against whom he must strive. And Job goes on to portray eloquently the experience
of creatureliness. All this is reminiscent of Malbim’s interpretation, but stripped of the
formal philosophical theorizing. The nineteenth-century attempt to read a medieval
conundrum into an ancient text helps us, paradoxically, to capture the existential import
of the original, the moment we learn to avoid being captured by the formal anachronism.

We have proposed taking Job’s religious growth as the kernel of a compelling
explanation of evil, suggesting a perspective that lives through the various stages of the
poetic portion and emerges at the other side after God has spoken. However that might
be, the text does not seem preoccupied with preaching this or any other insight as a
“solution” to a philosophical problem; God, after all, never tells Job the true genesis of
his tribulations.”* Phenomenology more than theodicy occupies center stage.

FREE WILL AND DIVINE PROVIDENCE

Philosophers have devoted enormous energy to resolving the seeming contradiction
between divine foreknowledge and human free choice. If God knows at a certain time
that persons will later do particular acts, how can those persons be said to act freely? And
if they cannot act freely, how can they be morally responsible for their deeds?

As noted in the previous section, this difficulty is not explicitly encountered in the
Bible; indeed the very notion of foreknowledge is sometimes conspicuously missing.
Thus the Bible speaks of God “regretting” that he had made man, as if he had not
foreseen the corruption that brought about the deluge (Genesis 6:6);> he tests Abraham
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and the angel proclaims “now I know that you are God-fearing” (Genesis 22:12;
emphasis added), as if his heart would otherwise have been hidden from its creator.*®
Obvious conflicts between divine providence and human free choice are left
unarticulated. God hardens the heart of Pharaoh and of the Amorite king Sihon (Exodus
9:12; 10:20; 11:10; 14:4, 8, 17; Deuteronomy 2:30), without concern that owing to this
divine interference these individuals ought not to be held responsible for their acts of
rebellion. Again, God declares that he will harden Pharaoh’s heart “in order to multiply
my signs and wonders in the land of Egypt” (Exodus 10:1; 12:9; see also 7:3). Anyone
who deems free will a value might well be struck by the invocation of God’s greater
glory as a reason for depriving someone of free choice. And we must not ignore the
implications of legal texts. Thus God is assigned causal agency in cases of unintentional
homicide (Exodus 21:13);*’ the commandment to build a guard rail around one’s rooftop
“lest someone fall” (Deuteronomy 22:8) implies that, despite divine foreknowlege, the
victim would not have fallen had proper caution been exercised.”® Exegetes grapple with
the implications of these texts, and their proposals may be judged plausible or strained.
What is important for us, however, is that the Bible itself does not address the issues.

At the same time, there is a particular type of tension between divine providence and
human choice, carrying broad implications for the theology of history, that is often
aroused by common reflection on biblical texts and articulates dilemmas that are often
more momentous existentially than the classical ones.”” God determines the course of
history. He elects certain outcomes. Hence he stage-manages history so as to bring about
these results. What responsibility do human beings bear for their actions if the outcome is
inevitable? What freedom do they exercise if they are instruments in a divine plan? And
does the fact that God wants the result justify the means chosen by humans to achieve it?

These questions come to the surface in the Joseph stories (Genesis 37-50). The
brothers of Joseph, jealous of the special treatment he receives from his father Jacob,
conspire to throw him into a pit. He is then taken by merchants, who sell him as a slave to
Egyptians. Soon he is thrown into an Egyptian dungeon and incarcerated for two years on
a trumped-up charge. By a remarkable sequence of events, Joseph eventually becomes
the viceroy of Egypt. His brothers come to Egypt to procure food during a famine. Joseph
recognizes them, they do not recognize him; Joseph proceeds to perpetrate a hoax on
them. At last he reveals his identity.

Interestingly, of all the characters in the story, only one seeks to absolve the brothers
of guilt—Joseph himself. He does so three times. “And now, be not saddened or angry
that you sold me here [or: caused me to be sold]. For God sent me before you for
sustenance” (Genesis 45:5). “You did not send me here; rather God did” (Genesis 45:8).
“You thought ill for me; God thought it for good” (Genesis 50:20). Is Joseph’s
orientation as correct as it is generous?

It is hard to tell; the text plants the question in our minds, but leaves us to our own
conclusions. To be sure, a quiet critique of Joseph inheres in the narrative. When Joseph
asserts that the purpose of his being brought to Egypt was to save his brothers from the
famine, he is being short-sighted and somewhat self-involved. Actually, he has been sent
there because Jacob’s descendants are destined to be enslaved “in a land not theirs”
(Genesis 15:13). Joseph, the great prognosticator, sees into the future, but his lens does
not reach far enough. Absorbed with his own place in the here-and-now, he seems
oblivious to the persecution that awaits his family. His father Jacob realizes the bitter
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truth, and does not want to join Joseph in Egypt until God reassures him that he will
return to Canaan with Jacob, that is, with his descendants (Genesis 46:3—4).” So the text
at least mildly suggests the shortcoming of Joseph’s reasoning concerning his brother’s
actions (by suggesting that he misperceives his place in history). But would Joseph’s
reasoning have been correct had he focused on the impending enslavement rather than on
famine relief? Since the texts we have cited do not resolve that query, our original
question returns: if the sequence of events in the Joseph narrative is necessary for the
realization of God’s plan and God desires the Jews to wind up in Egypt, would this
mitigate the brothers’ culpability, in spite of their keenly experienced and painfully
expressed sense of guilt (42:21; 50:15)?

Joseph’s exoneration of his brothers is indeed logically strained.’ First, their motive
was plainly nefarious. Second, as commentators note, even if their motivation were to
fulfill a divine plan for history, “God has many agents.” A divine plan can be realized in
several different ways.’> Hence the ends justify the means only if the means too are the
direct act of God. These considerations render Joseph’s assessment open to question.

Nevertheless, Nachmanides, contrary to the position just cited, affirms that if God has
foreordained a certain end, then human beings who act to realize this divine end act
rightly. So, for example, Nachmanides explains why Joseph prolonged his father’s grief
for over twenty years by failing to communicate with him: the fulfillment of his dreams
required that all the brothers should bow down to him, and this could not be
accomplished until Benjamin would be brought to Egypt through Joseph’s subterfuge
(commentary to 42:6). Likewise Nachmanides maintains that the nations that oppressed
Israel in the Bible (such as Egypt, Assyria, Babylonia) would have been without
culpability—even commended—had they sought thereby to implement divine prophecies
and had they not persecuted the Jews more than the prophecies required.” Nachmanides’
view would of course not vindicate Joseph for exonerating his brothers—Nachmanides
requires an agent to be conscious of the divine plan and be motivated by this knowledge.
Nevertheless, his thesis is intriguing, even if unconfirmed by biblical material.

The phenomenon of events that are integral to the divine plan but are dependent on
human initiative—and sometimes on acts that leave room for moral questioning—appears
frequently in the Bible. Rebekah and Jacob deceive Isaac by dressing Jacob as Esau and
tricking Isaac into bestowing Esau’s apparent blessing upon Jacob. What justified
Rebekah in devising the hoax? Perhaps it was the oracle she heard before her twin sons
were born: “And the elder [Esau] shall serve the younger [Jacob]” (Genesis 29:29).> Her
actions sought to bring the prediction to fulfilment. Let us assume this interpretation and
inquire how hers and Jacob’s behavior is viewed by the narrative.

Often the Bible neither condones nor approves behavior explicitly. It lets the reader
draw his or her own conclusions by subtle literary suggestions. We have already seen
how the text imparts a partial censure of Joseph. The Bible also suggests that Jacob
suffered in later life measure-for-measure. His uncle Laban substitutes an older sister
(Leah) for the younger sister whom Jacob planned to marry (Rachel), defending his
behavior with the cutting words, “in our place, such is not done, to give the younger
before the elder” (Genesis 29:26). And the deception perpetrated on him by his sons,
including both that of Joseph’s brothers and that of Joseph himself, leads him to sum up
his years as “few and bad” (Genesis 47:9). As for Rebekah, she sends Jacob away to live
with her brother Laban “for a few days,” while Esau’s fury over the theft cools (Genesis
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27:44), but Jacob is forced to remain with Laban for over twenty years and Rebekah
never sees her son again.” Divine plan or no divine plan, deception is spiritually costly.*®

In these episodes, the Jacob and Joseph stories, God is rarely acknowledged as the
cause of events. From the time that Joseph is incarcerated by Potiphar, the
Tetragrammaton, which generally signifies direct divine intervention, is absent; only
Elohim, indicating God’s general providence, appears. Furthermore, Elohim is depicted
as the initiator of events only by the characters, not by the biblical narration itself. In the
book of Esther, which takes place in exile and during a period when the light of prophecy
has become obscured, God absconds completely from the narrative.”” And yet the light of
the events’ author shines through the cracks and crevices of the naturalistic causal
network.*®

Traditional philosophical theories have sought to impose on the Bible a unified
theological doctrine, true for all books and circumstances. Our approach recognizes that
the biblical metaphysic is as complex as it is enigmatic. Such concepts as providence,
history, and responsibility are grasped by human beings in a variety of contexts.
Sometimes God is depicted in total control of events; sometimes he appears to relinquish
the initiative.

THE ORIGINS OF THE UNIVERSE

We began by asking whether, and in what ways, the Bible can be fruitfully studied as a
source of philosophical reflection. Some treatments of the creation story confront us in
especially sharp form with the methodological pitfall of taking a book to be something it
isn’t intended to be; at the same time they enable us to see why the Bible’s philosophical
trajectory might be of special importance.

Traditionally Jewish schoolchildren have gained their first insight into the purpose of
the Bible (or more specifically the Torah) from the very first comment of Rabbi Shlomo
Yitzhaki (Rashi):

R.Yitzhak said: the Torah should have begun from “this month is for you
the first of the months” [Exodus 12:2], for that”’ is the first precept
commanded to Israel. And why did it begin with “In the beginning”?
Because “he has related the power of his deeds to his people, to give them
the inheritance of the nations” [Psalms 111:5]. For if the nations of the
worlds say to Israel, “you are thieves for having conquered the land of the
seven [Canaanite nations]”, Israel will say: all the earth is God’s—he
created it and gave it to whomever he saw fit.

A striking assumption underlies Rabbi Yitzhak’s question in the quoted midrash, namely,
that cosmogonical and historical narratives are altogether irrelevant to the Torah’s
purposes; only the laws are pertinent.*” Although the answer attributed to Rabbi Yitzhak
shows that he later modifies this startling assumption*'—the Torah does more than
inculcate laws, it also validates Israel’s claim to the land of Israel—Rashi’s approach
none the less tends to minimize the value of any hermeneutic of the Bible that is not
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centered on its laws. It thereby broaches the possibility that the Bible is not terribly
interested in providing accurate cosmogony for its own sake.*”
Consider next the comment of Nachmanides:

One may question [Rabbi Yitzhak’s view as cited by Rashi]. For there is a
great necessity to begin the Torah with “In the beginning God created.” It
is the root of faith; and one who does not believe in it [creation ex nihilo]
and thinks the world is eternal denies the essential principle [of Judaism]
and has no Torah! The answer is that the story of creation is a deep
mystery not to be understood from the verses.... It is for this reason that
Rabbi Yitzhak said that it was not necessary for the Torah to begin with
the chapter of “In the beginning God created”—what was created on the
first day, what was done on the second and other days, as well as an
extended account of the creation of Adam and Eve, their sin and
punishment, and the story of the Garden of Eden and the expulsion of
Adam from it—because all this cannot be understood completely from the
verses. All the more, it was not necessary for the story of the generations
of the flood and of the dispersion to be written, for there is no great need
of these narratives, and for people who believe in the Torah, it would
suffice without these verses.*

For Nachmanides, unlike Rashi, the inclusion of cosmogony is not puzzling per se, as the
Bible aims to convey ‘iqqarei emunah, fundamentals of faith. Still, the extensive
elaboration of these fundamentals—what was created on each day—is seemingly otiose,
and the Torah’s narrative is in any case too meager to furnish genuine understanding.**
Nor is there need for the detailed history of the patriarchs that follows. Nachmanides
explains the necessity for the ostensibly otiose narrative sections by pointing out the
moral lesson they convey to Israel. The stories of Eden, the flood, and the dispersion
teach that “it is proper that when a people continues to sin it should lose its place and
another people should come and inherit the land” (Nachmanides 1971, p. 19). Like Rashi,
Nachmanides adopts a restricted view of the aims of the Torah.

Needless to say, neither Rashi nor Nachmanides questions the historicity of the
biblical narrative. On the contrary, to infer the lesson each gleans from the Bible’s
inclusion of the narrative—the absolute right of the Jews to the land of Israel (Rashi), the
dependence of the Jews’ right to the land upon their deeds (Nachmanides)—the
narratives must be true. For Rashi’s lesson to be learned, God must have created the
world and granted Israel a particular land; for Nachmanides’ to be inferred, there must
have been a previous factual pattern of sin and expulsion. Nevertheless, approaches like
those of Rashi and Nachmanides tend to deter the kind of emphasis on historical and
scientific accuracy that would obscure the Torah’s larger purposes.

This issue has become particularly acute and sensitive with the emergence of modern
cosmology, anthropology, biology, and history. In the twentieth century, Rabbi Abraham
Isaac Kook, the first Ashkenazic chief rabbi of Palestine and a major theologian of the
century, addressed the clash between evolution and creation along with the contradiction
between the scientific assessments of the age of the earth and the biblical chronology
which makes the universe less than six thousand years old. He wrote:
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It makes no difference for us if in truth there was in the world an actual
Garden of Eden, during which man delighted in an abundance of physical
and spiritual good, or if actual existence began from the bottom upward,
from the lowest level of being toward its highest.... We only have to
know that there is a real possibility that even if man has risen to a high
level, and has been deserving of all honors and pleasures, if he corrupts
his ways, he can lose all that he has, and bring harm to himself and to his
descendants for many generations.*

Surely this is not meant to imply that biblical religion, or a theology sensitive to it, is
indifferent to matters of historical and scientific fact. The centrality of the creation motif
and the history of the Jewish people in the Bible are enough to belie any such notion. Of
course not everyone will draw the line in the same place: thus, for example, there are
those who insist that observance of the Sabbath makes sense only on the basis of a literal
six-day creation. It should not be difficult, however, to agree on the significance of the
Bible’s perspective on the fundamental questions of the examined life. Our own attempt
in these pages to map a coherent biblical view of morality, of evil, and of human
responsibility points to some of the possibilities.

CONCLUSION

Judaism is of course not identical with the Bible. Jewish philosophy must carry on a
conversation with Talmud and Midrash, kabbalah, and Jewish philosophy from all ages.
This quest for integration is often based on the assumption that there is an underlying
continuity to Judaism; it also recognizes that unmediated access to the Bible, abstracted
from its canonical form and exegetical history, is an unattainable chimera (see Carmy
1996). The examination of biblical ideas requires the thinker to perceive the continuities
between the various biblical statements and the other chambers in the mansion of Torah,
even while taking careful note of the ruptures.

The Bible is the primary source for Jewish philosophical reflection. It indeed warrants
philosophical attention, as it supplies rich resources for philosophical analysis and
exegesis. Paradoxically, however, the Bible can be appreciated properly by the
philosopher only when he or she liberates the Bible from the vocabulary and
preoccupations of some subsequent philosophical school—escaping a relentless
rationalism and avoiding the anachronistic identification of a particular theory with the
living data it seeks to capture. As we have seen, “literary” and “philosophical”
dimensions of the text are not hermetically sealed off from each other. All ventures at
exegesis are condemned to the endless process of trial and error in the effort to situate the
work in its own context and grasp it in its own terms. Only by meeting the Bible on its
own ground, in terms of its actual contents—as a compendium of divine law, as a
narrative of God’s rendezvous with humankind and with a singular people, as the drama
of humanity’s yearning for the creator and God’s revelation to humanity—can we acquire
the power to interpret the text in the light of later generations’ intellectual framework and
existential concerns.*
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NOTES

1 A single example demonstrates the impossibility of limiting philosophy to conventionally
formulated sentences. The book of Jonah concludes on a long rhetorical question: “You were
concerned for the gourd on which you did not labor.... Shall I not be concerned for
Nineveh...?” There is no way of turning this interrogation into the indicative mood; yet if
this verse is not philosophy, then nothing in the Bible is philosophy!

2 Even those modern scholars who would account for contradictions by assigning the
conflicting materials to distinct traditions and sources are not blind to the fact that the Bible
has generally been understood as a unified document in Jewish tradition.

3 See Maimonides (1963, 3.22-3) and Gersonides’ commentary to the book.

4 See Guide 1.1-1.2; Berman 1980; Klein-Braslavy 1986.

5 We also should mention a third negative reaction, that of kabbalists. Like the philosophers,
and unlike either of the two views we will describe, kabbalists posited a deeper, esoteric
level of meaning to the biblical text. However, they rejected the particular contents that
rationalists claimed were found in those esoteric layers and replaced them with a different set
of meanings.

6 See Hirsch 1982; Kaufmann 1960; cf. Halbertal and Margalit 1992, pp. 68-73.

7 Our failure to address diachronic questions within the Bible should not be taken to gainsay or
even downplay their importance for theology and for elucidating the intellectual history of
many concepts in biblical literature.

8 For example, David’s consecutive inquiries about Saul’s intentions and about the subsequent
behavior of the men of Keilah in the event that Saul goes there (1 Samuel 23:10-12)
suggested to later philosophers the problem of whether middle knowledge is possible (that is,
knowledge of how a free creature would act in all possible situations, including purely
hypothetical ones). (See Adams 1987.) But such questions are distant from the Bible’s
agenda.

9 For Christian responses, see Idziak 1979.

10 Biblical interpreters have sometimes defined the episode differently, seeing it as a clash
between king and prophet over whether the prophet is the sole arbiter of the divine intent.

11 See Jacobs 1978, Leiman 1978, and Lichtenstein 1978 for further analysis of the sources.

12 Kierkegaard is generally taken to define the ethical stage in a Kantian manner. (See most
recently Green 1992). Gellman 1994 opts for a Hegelian provenance of the ethical. More
radically, he construes obedience to God as a label for authentic individual self-expression.
For a creative reading of the story as favoring Abraham’s making independent moral
judgments, see Bodoff 1993.

13 See for example Leibowitz 1987, p. 16. This despite Leibowitz’s distaste for Kierkegaard’s
“Christian bellyaching” (Leibowitz 1987).

14 Compare the discussion of Phyllis Trible’s analysis of Genesis 22 in Carmy (1996); see also
Jacobs 1981.

15 Cf. Maimonides 1963, 1.2; Nachmanides, commentary to Genesis 2:9; other sources quoted
in Leibowitz 1981, pp. 17-37.

16 For an assortment of Jewish and Christian discussions of this chapter, including a similar
analysis of good and evil by Karl Barth, see Morris and Sawyer 1992.

17 Wyschogrod does not directly explain why they were now embarrassed by nakedness;
precisely at this point, his approach should be combined with the traditional exegesis that
relates the “knowledge of good and evil” to sexual arousal. But we shall not seek to develop
such a synthesis here.

18 The rabbis (Sanhedrin 56b) derived an Adamic prohibition of murder from Genesis 2:16—17.

19 See his comment to Genesis 6:2.

20 On the theme of recreation, see Fishbane 1979.

21 See Albo 1929-30, 4.14, 15.

22 See Urbach 1987, pp. 420—61; Elman 1990 and 1990—1; Goldenberg 1982.
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23 Some also see the soulmaking theodicy in remarks of Elihu (33:16-20).

24 See Saadia Gaon 1988, chapter 38.

25 Rashi, following the rabbis in the Midrash, holds that the divine pathos, like the human,
adopts, as it were, the emotions appropriate to the present tense: when a child is born, one
rejoices, though knowing too well that the road from birth leads to death. See also
R.Chayyim ibn Atar’s Or ha-Chayyim.

26 This verse is, in fact, cited by Gersonides to support his limitation of divine foreknowledge;
see his commentary to Genesis 22. Also see Albo 1929-30, 5.13; Leibowitz 1981, pp. 188—
93; Feldman 1985; Cohen 1985.

27 See Rashi, who takes this to imply that God “arranges” the accident to punish both the victim
and the perpetrator for previous offenses.

28 See ibn Ezra, ad loc.

29 See also Alter 1981, pp. 33-5.

30 Joseph’s later request for the Israelites to take his remains with them when they finally leave
Egypt (Genesis 50:24) reflects Jacob’s eventual influence upon him (note Jacob’s request at
47:29).

31 According to some readings of Amos 2:6, the prophet there condemned the brothers’ actions.

32 See for example Isaac Abravanel’s comment to Genesis 37:1; see also Maimonides, Mishneh
Torah, Laws of Repentance, 6.5; Rabinovitch 1977.

33 See commentary to Genesis 15:14 and Or ha-Chayyim ad loc. Note Nachmanides’
exploitation of typology as a tool of exegesis in Genesis (see 12:7, inter alia).

34 A different interpretation would highlight the ambiguity of the Hebrew: either “elder” or
“younger” could be taken as the subject and the other phrase as the object; see Cassuto 1961,
pp- 86-7.

35 Kenneth Waxman pointed this out to us.

36 See Leibowitz 1981, pp. 264—79, on Jacob’s deception. Late medieval thinkers such as
R.Isaac Arama (Aqedat Yitzhak 1.28) rejected Nachmanides’ approach to the Joseph story
because they objected to the implication that the divine end justifies unacceptable human
means. Wurzburger 1969 developed the view that Joseph subscribed to Nachmanides’ thesis,
but was wrong to do so.

37 Scholars have noted numerous literary parallels between the Joseph and Esther narratives.
There may be other explanations of why the divine name is absent from these stories, but
finding a common reason seems to us methodologically preferable in light of the other
parallels between the stories.

38 One other issue that these episodes raise is the contingency of Jewish history. We are
accustomed to think that Jewish history would not be Jewish history had, say, the theft of the
blessing, or Joseph’s sojourn in Egypt, never occurred. But if, pace Nachmanides, we impute
blame even to people who try to fulfill the divine plan, this may imply that only certain end
results are ordained, not the means; agents are culpable because they did not have to be the
ones to bring the ordained result about. Hence Jewish history does carry an element of
contingency. Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik’s lectures on the Bible frequently dramatize the
question of alternative outcomes: what if certain meritorious acts had not been performed
and what if certain temptations had been resisted? (see especially Soloveitchik 1992). He
thus combines Nachmanides’ consciousness of the large-scale repercussions of acts recorded
in the Bible with an existentialist emphasis on the burden of individual choice.

39 The rabbis of the Talmud regard Exodus 12:2 as the commandment to sanctify each new
moon.

40 Levenson 1985 has emphasized that the classic Christian works on Old Testament theology,
such as those of Eichrodt and von Rad, are virtually oblivious to the centrality of law in the
Bible.
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41 Rashi’s supercommentaries, for example, those of R.Eliyahu Mizrachi and Maharal, offer
detailed analysis of the difference between the implied position of the question and that of
the conclusion.

42 Rashi’s grandson, Rashbam, goes even farther. In his view the story of creation is included in
order to establish the seven-day week culminating in the Sabbath (see Kamin 1986).
Remarkably, the sectarian pseudepigraphic book of Jubilees, dated to the second century
BCE, opens with Moses on Sinai, and reviews creation as a backdrop to the revelation of the
law, thus providing, as it were, an alternative version of the Torah that comes close to the
spirit behind R. Yitzhak’s question.

43 Commentary to Genesis 1:1. We have followed closely the translation of C.B. Chavel in
Nachmanides 1971.

44 One way to put Nachmanides’ thesis is this: the Bible conveys metaphysical truth, but is not
devoted to metaphysical enlightenment. The enlightenment is esoteric, accessible only to
kabbalists; for the ordinary reader of the Bible, the fundamentals of faith suffice.

45 Kook, letters, 1, no. 134 (in Feldman 1986, p. 12); also Rabbi Kook’s additional reference to
talmudic remarks on ‘confused dates’ in prophetic texts (cited in Carmy 1996). A zesty
formulation of the point is found in Hertz 1941, 1:195: “And fully to grasp the eternal power
and infinite beauty of these words—‘And God created man in his own image’—we need but
compare them with the genealogy of man, condensed from the pages of one of the leading
biologists of the age (Haeckel): ‘Monera begat Amoeba, Amoeba begat Synamoebae,
Synamoebae begat Ciliated Larva....” Let anyone who is disturbed by the fact that Scripture
does not include the latest scientific doctrine, try to imagine such information proved in a
Biblical chapter.” A contemporary philosopher, Peter van Inwagen (1993), a committed
Christian, has likewise emphasized in a colorful way the moral and spiritual value of the
creation stories and the relative unimportance of its scientific implications.

46 We thank David Berger, Devorah Steinmetz, and Kenneth Waxman for their comments and
suggestions.
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CHAPTER 3
Hellenistic Jewish philosophy

David Winston

INTRODUCTION

Early Greek references to the Jews included the notion that they were a race of
philosophers or descendants of the philosophers of India, and it is even argued that Moses
had arrived at his non-anthropomorphic conception of God through astrophysical
speculation.' Moreover, the Greek inclination to idealize Eastern wisdom led to the
assertion that Pythagoras was dependent on the doctrines of the Jews and Thracians, and
is exemplified by the anecdote that Aristotle learned more from a certain Jew of Coele-
Syria, who had sought him out while he was in Asia Minor, than the latter had learned
from him.” A reflection of this Greek tendency is found in various Hellenistic Jewish
writings and culminates in Philo’s statements that pagan lawgivers borrowed from
Moses, and that Heraclitus and Zeno also derived some of their teachings from the great
Jewish prophet.’ The reality, of course, was just the reverse. It was the Greek
philosophical tradition that inseminated the Jewish mind in an encounter that largely took
place in the Diaspora, since the sages of the land of Israel were essentially indifferent to
philosophical speculation, though in a general way even they were not completely
untouched by it.

The initial penetration of Greek philosophical thought seems to have occurred in the
writings of the Jewish wisdom tradition, inasmuch as the wisdom schools had
international connections and its members were frequently recruited for foreign service,
some even serving in the courts of foreign kings (Isaiah 22:15). It has been demonstrated,
for example, that Proverbs 22:17-23:12 is dependent on the Egyptian Instruction of
Amenemope, while the ‘Sayings of Agur’ (Proverbs 30:1-14) and the ‘Sayings of
Lemuel’ (Proverbs 31:1-9) “appear to be borrowed from Transjordanian, probably
Aramaic, wisdom collections.” We shall accordingly begin our account of Hellenistic
Jewish philosophy with the biblical text of Qohelet, and the extra-canonical Wisdom of
Ben Sira, and Wisdom of Solomon.

QOHELET

The first glimmer of Jewish contact with the philosophical genius of the Greek mind
appears to involve an interaction that is largely contextual and reflects a broad level of
Greek conceptuality and mood rather than specific schools of thought or technical
doctrines. Qohelet is concerned above all with the individual, and his basic approach is
rooted in personal experience and observation, self-consciously described and
emphasized by the frequent redundant first-person pronoun and the twelvefold reference
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to his heart in 1:12-2:26.° Foxhasnoted that the importance Qohelet gives to the
validation of his thought is unique in Jewish wisdom literature, since the wisdom teachers
do not offer their experience as a source of new knowledge and rarely invoke experiential
arguments. When they do, it is for the most part a rhetorical strategy, used to engage the
pupil’s attention.® Moreover, Qohelet’s highly introspective reporting, which constantly
draws attention to his personal reactions to various situations in an apparent effort to
persuade by empathy (2:2, 17; 7:26), has no close parallels in other wisdom literature,
and is clearly reminiscent of Socratic dialogue. Indeed, Socrates’ relentless probing,
which in Plato’s early dialogues invariably ends in utter perplexity and puzzlement, is
closely analogous to Qohelet’s endless questioning and his firm conviction that the true
nature7 of the divine plan for humanity constitutes an impenetrable mystery (3:11; 7:23—4;
8:17).

It has been observed that Qohelet has a strong preference for the word kol, ‘all’, which
is exhibited in his frequent attempts to characterize and evaluate various physical and
psychological manifestations, and that this form of expression is not found elsewhere in
Scripture, though it is very common in Greek philosophical literature.® Qohelet indeed
opens with just such an evaluation, declaring that all is hevel, a word that is variously
translated as “vanity,” “futility,” or “absurdity.” Levy and Amir have noted the
resemblance between this recurrent judgment of Qohelet and the aphorism attributed to
the Cynic Monimus of Syracuse (fourth century BCE) declaring all human supposition to
be illusion (typhos, literally “smoke™).’

Hengel cites a series of Greek texts that reflect popular Greek philosophy and provide
close parallels to Qohelet. The problems raised by the doctrine of divine retribution,"
which inform Qohelet’s running critique, are similarly taken up by a Greek
contemporary, Cercidas of Megalopolis (c. 290-220 BCE), a politician and poet
influenced by the Cynics. “Is the eye of justice,” he writes, “as blind as a mole?... Does a
mist dim the eye of Themis the bright?” In Babrius’ fable 127, the old view that Zeus
records human actions is satirized with the remark that he orders Hermes to write down
their misdeeds severally on shards and piles them up in a chest close by himself, but since
the shards lie heaped up one upon another awaiting the time he can examine them, some
are late to fall into his hands (cf. Qohelet 8:10-14). Somewhat analogously, according to
Rabba, the famed third-generation Babylonian Amora, Job blasphemed by saying to God,
“Perhaps a tempest has passed before you, and caused you to confuse Iyyov [Job] and
Oyav [enemy]” (B. Bava Batra 16a). Qohelet’s obsession with the incalculability of
death, which renders us like animals trapped in a snare (9:12), is paralleled in a Greek
epitaph from the third century BCE: “Truly the gods take no account of mortals; no, like
animals we are pulled hither and thither by chance [automato; cf. Qohelet’s use of miqreh
in 3:19], in life as in death.” Finally, Qohelet’s advice to “seize the day” (9:7-10),
paralleled in the Babylonian epic of Gilgamesh and the Egyptian Song of the Harper, is
also a popular theme in Greek tradition: “Remembering that the same end awaits all
mortals, enjoy life as long as you live.... For know this well: once you have descended to
the drink of Lethe, you will see no more of those things that are above.” Similar advice is
given in the Greek graffiti from the tomb of Jason in Jerusalem, dating from the time of
Alexander Jannaeus (first century BCE). Hengel concludes that the crisis in religion
reflected in the above citations, which reached its climax about the third century BCE,
“presumably did not fail to make a mark on the thought of Qohelet, and was apparently
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communicated to him by Ptolemaic officials, merchants and soldiers, who were not
lacking even in Jerusalem.”"!

Fox (1989, p. 47) correctly remarks that “underlying Qohelet’s hevel judgments is an
assumption that the system should be rational, i.e. that actions should invariably produce
appropriate consequences.” The injustices that God allows to mar his creation render it
for Qohelet contradictory and absurd, and this offends the inviolable criterion that
anchors his entire intellectual existence, casting a pall over his life’s work. This demand
for rationality constitutes the heart of the mainstream tradition in Greek philosophy. For a
philosopher like Nietzsche, “the fanaticism with which all Greek reflection throws itself
upon rationality betrays a desperate situation,” and is “pathologically conditioned.”'* In
any case, it is this fundamental drive for rationality that prevents Qohelet from ignoring
the ineluctable absurdity that characterizes the human enterprise as a whole and thus
sharply distinguishes his approach from that of the Jewish wisdom tradition.

THE WISDOM OF BEN SIRA

There can be little doubt that Ben Sira’s opus (c. 180 BCE) is marked by a consistent
effort to effect a new synthesis of ideas. In an age when Hellenistic wisdom dominated
the civilized world, he did his best to broaden the bounds of the Mosaic law so that it
would encompass universal wisdom. As Collins has remarked, Ben Sira’s so-called
nationalization of wisdom constituted in reality the universalization of the Torah."’ The
Torah is refracted for Ben Sira through the lens of wisdom, and the case for its legitimacy
is made in wisdom’s terms: “The whole of wisdom is fear of the Lord; complete wisdom
is the fulfillment of the Law.”"*

It is especially, however, in his confrontation with the problem of evil that Ben Sira
moves beyond the earlier wisdom tradition and is actively engaged in adapting Stoic
arguments for the formulation of his main solution to this puzzling paradox, namely, that
nature is to be seen as a harmony of opposites. Although Platonism did not arrive in
Alexandria before the first century BCE, some knowledge of Stoic philosophy does
appear to have penetrated the Alexandrian intellectual scene already in the third century
BCE, for we are told that when Cleanthes, scholarch of the Stoic school from 263 to 232,
refused the invitation of Ptolemy Philadelphus, he sent his pupil Sphaerus there instead."
The visit of an isolated Stoic philosopher does not constitute a major presence and it is
therefore unlikely that in the absence of a flourishing Stoic center such as those found in
Rhodes and in Tarsus, Ben Sira would have possessed a detailed and technical knowledge
of the Stoic philosophy. But its broad outlines were probably well known to him.
Although he does not speak explicitly of the harmony of the universal order, his words
clearly imply it. In 33:7—14, he seeks to reconcile the unity of creation with a divine plan
that consistently discriminates between pairs of opposites: good and evil, life and death,
the sinner and the godly. In his effort to explicate the dietary laws, pseudo-Aristeas had
likewise noted the paradox that, in spite of the fact that creation was one, some things are
regarded by the Torah as unclean for food, and in the course of his explanation of this
surprising fact he noted that although all things are to the natural reason similarly
constituted, being all administered by a single power, in every case there is a profound
logic for our abstinence from some and our use of others (129, 143). Ben Sira similarly
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indicates that although every day has its light from the sun, certain days were by the
Lord’s decision distinguished and made holy, and though all humans were created out of
the earth, some, in God’s great wisdom, were hallowed and brought near to him, while
others were cursed and removed from their place: “See now all the works of the Most
High: they come in pairs, the one the opposite of the other” (33:15). All this evidently
implies that the universe consists of a harmony of opposites in accordance with a
mysterious divine design.'®

The Stoics taught a similar doctrine. First, like Ben Sira, they declared that divine
providence is “chiefly directed and concentrated upon three objects: to secure for the
world the structure best suited for survival, absolute completeness, and above all
consummate beauty and embellishment of every kind.”'” Then, too, like Ben Sira, they
taught that this is the best possible world that could be produced, and that,
notwithstanding apparent imperfections here and there, Nature so organized each part that
harmony is present in the whole.'"® As for the evil of natural disasters, “it has a rationale
peculiar to itself...and is not without usefulness in relation to the whole, for without it
there could be no good.”'” Ben Sira’s attitude is similar: “No cause then to say: What is
the purpose of this? Everything is chosen to satisfy a need” (39:21). Indeed, the very
elements that are good for the godfearing turn to evil for sinners (39:28-31; cf. Wisdom
16:24).

Another aspect of the theodicy issue in regard to which Ben Sira seems to have
followed the Stoic lead is in his formulation of the paradox of freedom and determinism.
The older wisdom literature did not feel this contradiction too keenly, and was content to
assert that all was determined by the gods in advance, and yet at the same time to insist
that success and failure, punishment and reward, were conditioned by human behavior. In
the Egyptian Instruction of Ptahhotep (Old Kingdom period) we read: “His guilt was
fated in the womb; he whom they guide cannot go wrong, whom they make boatless
cannot cross.”*

It has been pointed out that the demotic wisdom instruction known as Papyrus Insinger
was the first such Egyptian writing to deal consciously and explicitly with the
freedom/determinism dilemma. What we find here is very much like the paradoxical
Stoic formulation that all is in accord with heimarmene (fate), yet our actions are in our
power. In light of the many Hellenistic elements in Papyrus Insinger, Lichtheim has
concluded that it is very likely that in this case too we are dealing with such an influence.
In view of the striking similarities between Papyrus Insinger and Ben Sira, it is
reasonable to assume that their similar formulations of the freedom/determinism paradox
were the result of their common use of Stoic sources (Lichtheim 1983, pp. 107-96).
Although a palpably determinist strain does run through the book of Proverbs, it
nevertheless lacks an explicit and conscious expression of the paradox under discussion.
Thus the author of Proverbs teaches that the sage will acquire wisdom, while the fool will
hold it in contempt, thereby implying that their life courses are fixed in advance
(Proverbs 14:6; 9:7; 13:19; 20:12). There is even a verse that asserts that God has created
all, including the fool, for a special purpose (16:4). Nowhere, however, does the book of
Proverbs declare unequivocally, as does Ben Sira, that God has determined the human
character even before birth (Sirach 1:14-15), or that humans were fashioned by God as
clay in the power of the potter, so that, in accordance with an eternal cosmic plan, the
godly or blessed stand over against the sinner or the cursed (Sirach 33:10-15). Moreover,
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Ben Sira includes, along with his starkly predestinarian passages, emphatic statements
concerning one’s freedom to choose one’s life-path accompanied by an explicit warning
against blaming God for causing human sin (see Winston 1989a; 1979, pp. 46-58).

WISDOM OF SOLOMON

In the Wisdom of Solomon, the Hellenistic Jewish wisdom tradition so palpably verges
on the philosophical that we can readily identify this book’s Middle Platonist affinities
and its considerable use of Greek philosophical terminology (Winston 1979, pp. 13 and
1611.14). An exhortatory discourse featuring a highly enthusiastic and eulogistic
invocation of Wisdom, it was written in Greek by a profoundly hellenized Jew of
Alexandria, after that city’s conquest by Rome in 30 BCE, when the earlier optimism of
the Alexandrian Jewish community for a rapprochement with the Greeks and for social
and cultural acceptance by them had been replaced by a mounting sense of
disillusionment and disappointment. The centrality of its Platonic teaching of the
immortality of the soul represents a new emphasis in Jewish tradition, while its concept
of the pre-existent soul (8:19), although it is only hinted at, may be the earliest attestation
of this notion in Jewish literature. Even more significant, however, is the fact that Plato’s
doctrine of the adverse influence of body on soul (Phaedo 66b; Republic 611c; Timaeus
43b-c) and the superior state of soul pregnancy over its bodily form (Symposium 208e) is
faithfully echoed in Wisdom 4:1, where it is said that it is better to be childless, provided
one is virtuous, and in 9:15, where, in a verse replete with Platonic phraseology, the
author speaks of “a perishable body weighing down the soul and a tent of clay
encumbering a mind full of cares” (cf. Phaedo 81c; Phaedrus 247b).

In sketching his own spiritual odyssey, the author confesses to a passion for Woman
Wisdom (Sophia) that had gripped him from early youth and had led him to cast his lot
with her for ever. This unbridled love for Wisdom is vividly reflected in his magnificent
fivefold description of her, in which she is conceived as an eternal emanation of God’s
power and glory (7:25-6, 29-30), a Neopythagorean notion that even the more
philosophically ambitious Philo was reluctant to express explicitly, preferring instead to
use locutions that only implied it (Winston 1979, pp. 38, 185-6). Unlike Ben Sira (1:4;
24:9), who asserts that God has created Wisdom, he says not a word about her creation,
describing her instead in the present tense as a divine effulgence, of which one would
have to say more precisely that she is “ever being produced and in a state of having been
produced,” to use a formulation later employed by the fifth-century Neoplatonist Proclus
(1967:2:141). As for the creation of the world, he adopts the Platonic notion that it was
created “out of formless matter” (11:17), a view not inconsonant with that of the rabbis
(Winston 1979, p. 38; 1971; 1986).

In 7:22—4 the author describes Wisdom by a series of twenty-one epithets (such as
intelligent, subtle, agile, unsullied, unhindered, steadfast), borrowed largely from Greek
philosophy, especially that of the Stoa. Posidonius, for example, had defined God as
“intelligent breath [pneuma noeron] pervading the whole of substance” (F100, Edelstein
and Kidd 1972), and Stoics had defined the soul as a “subtle [leptomeres], self-moving
body” (von Arnim 1903-24:2:780). Moreover, according to Chrysippus, “since the
universal nature extends to all things, everything that comes about in anyway whatever in
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the whole universe...will necessarily have come about conformably with that nature and
its reason in due and unimpeded [akoloutos] sequence” (von Arnim 1903-24:2:137).
What characterizes the Stoic pneuma, above all, however, is that it pervades (diekei) and
permeates (chorei) all things (von Arnim 1903-24:2:416, 1021, 1033). According to
Stoic cosmology, an active principle, the divine logos, totally pervaded a passive
principle, qualityless matter, as the passage of body through body. The pneuma’s
extension through matter is described as tensional motion (tonike kinesis), characterized
as a form of oscillation, a simultaneous motion in opposite directions (Todd 1976, pp.
34-7). This scientific theory appealed so strongly to both Philo and the author of Wisdom
that they were willing to take up this stark corporealism and adapt it to their own
Platonist way of thinking, no doubt made possible by their transposing the materialist
Stoic terminology into literary metaphor.

In a fine ode to Wisdom’s saving power in history (10:1-21), the author assimilates
the old covenantal salvation history with its miraculous and sudden divine irruptions to
the immanent divine ordering of human events as mediated by the continuous activity of
Wisdom. It is her generation-by-generation election of holy servants (7:27) that structures
the life of Israel. As the divine mind immanent within the universe and guiding and
controlling all its dynamic operations, Wisdom represents the entire range of the natural
sciences (7:17-21), is the teacher of all human arts and crafts, skilled in ontology, logic,
and rhetoric, and the source of all moral knowledge (8:7 enumerates the four cardinal
virtues, emphasized by Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics). It is undoubtedly significant that
the author, unlike Ben Sira, nowhere explicitly identifies Wisdom with Torah. His
statement that “love of Wisdom means the keeping of her laws” (6:18) is ambiguous, and
probably refers to the statutes of natural law. All we have from him in this regard is but a
passing allusion to Israel’s mission of bringing the imperishable light of the law to the
world (18:4). Very likely he believed with Philo that the teachings of the Torah were
tokens of the divine wisdom, and that they were in harmony with the law of the universe
and as such implant all the virtues in the human psyche (Winston 1979, pp. 42-3).

THE FOURTH BOOK OF MACCABEES

In 4 Maccabees (probably first century CE) we have an overtly philosophical discourse
on the theme of the mastery of religious reason over the emotions, illustrated, in what
constitutes the major portion of the text, by a panegyric of the martyrs (Eleazar, the seven
brethren, and their mother), which the author, a skilled rhetorician, binds to the discourse
(the first three chapters) by repeated references to his main thesis.”' The essential
component in the book’s argument is that the Torah, the divine nomos, is consistent with
the world order. In the confrontation between Antiochus and Eleazar, the king claims that
the Jewish ban on eating pork shows that Judaism does not accord with nature (5:8-9). In
his response, Eleazar, identified both as a philosopher and an expert in the law (5:4),
argues, in spite of the king’s mockery of the Jewish philosophy and his assertion that it is
contrary to reason, that in fact it inculcates in its followers the virtues of temperance,
courage, justice, and piety (5:22-5). His reasoning is couched in the language of Greek
natural law theory: “For believing that the law has been established from God, we know
that the creator of the world, in laying down the law, feels for us [hemin sympathei] in
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accordance with [our] nature [kata physin] and commands us to eat whatever is well
suited to our soul” (5:25-6, my translation). The thrust of Eleazar’s statement is that
nomos and physis, deriving as they do from one creator, cannot be mutually antagonistic.
The law is perfectly rational, and the term logismos, reasoning, as Redditt has noted,
occurs characteristically seventy-three times, for the most part in the context of the
author’s recurring theme that human reason is sovereign over the emotions.”

Gutman (1949) and Hadas (1953, pp. 115-18) think that Eleazar’s position is
modelled on that of Socrates in Plato’s Gorgias, where, in answer to Callicles’ objection
that the tyrant can subject his victim to torture, Socrates insists that “any injustice against
me and mine is both worse and more shameful for the man who does the injustice than
for me who suffers it” (508e, trans. Irwin). Moreover, at the final judgment, says
Socrates, relating an ancient tale as the word of truth, the soul, stripped of its body, will
be subjected to the ultimate scrutiny of justice. Similarly, the author of 4 Maccabees
justifies the fate of the martyrs by emphasizing the immortality of the soul and its future
vindication. Victory in their contest, he says, was “incorruption in long-lasting life,” and
“they now stand beside the divine throne and live the life of the age of blessing, for
Moses says (Deuteronomy 33:3), “All the holy ones are under your hands™ (17:12-19,
cf. 18:23, and Wisdom 3:1).

Although there are clear echoes of Stoic teaching in the book, this may merely indicate
that the author’s philosophical orientation is that of the highly stoicized Middle Platonism
of the age. The well-known Stoic definition of wisdom as “knowledge of things divine
and human and of their causes” (von Arnim 1903-24:2:35) is reproduced in 1:15-17,
where wisdom is identified with the education given by the law; the famous Stoic
paradox that the sage is not merely free but also a king (Cicero, Academica 2.136) is
echoed in 2:23, 7:23, and 14:2; and the martyrs are said to behave with true Stoic apathy
(9:17; 11:25; 15:11, 14). Wolfson (1948, 2:270-1) argued that “by the time of Philo, the
question whether virtue means the extirpation of the emotions or only their control seems
to have been a subject of discussion among Hellenistic Jews. Guided by Jewish tradition,
the author of 4 Maccabees comes out in opposition to the Stoics.” Renehan has correctly
pointed out, however, that the platonizing Middle Stoic Posidonius had also maintained
that the passions cannot be eradicated.” But the Middle Platonists generally followed the
Middle Stoa in this matter, so once again the author’s philosophical orientation points in
the direction of Middle Platonism.**

PSEUDO-ARISTEAS

It was the Greek Bible that ultimately provided the occasion for a large-scale penetration
of Greek philosophy into Hellenistic Jewish thought. Although the Letter of Aristeas
(second century BCE) purports to be the eye-witness account by a courtier of Ptolemy II
(283-247 BCE) of the events connected with the Greek translation of the Pentateuch,
scholars are agreed that the book is a literary fiction, and that the author is in reality an
Alexandrian Jew seeking to demonstrate the superiority of the Jewish faith and the
possibility for mutual respect and peaceful coexistence between Jews and Greeks. In a
letter to the high priest Eleazar, Ptolemy announces his resolve to have the Hebrew Bible
translated into Greek so that it could find its rightful place in the great library at
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Alexandria (34-40). Aristeas refers to the high priest as kalos kagathos, the “true
gentleman,” and makes him use the same expression in his description of the seventy-two
elders chosen to execute the translation (46). Not only did the latter have a thorough
knowledge of the literature of the Jews, but they possessed equal mastery of Greek
literature as well, “zealously cultivating the quality of the mean [to meson] and
eschewing any uncouth and uncultivated attitude of mind” (121-2, Charlesworth 1985,
2:21).

Interrupting the narrative of the translator’s departure from Jerusalem is an important
digression consisting of the high priest’s rationale of the law (128—72). In view of the fact
that creation is one, asks the Greek delegation, why is it that some things are regarded by
Scripture as unclean? To this the high priest replies that the lawgiver has enclosed his
people with unbreakable palisades to prevent them from mingling with other nations and
to keep them pure in body and spirit. Like Aristobulus, pseudo-Aristeas asserts that
“nothing has been set down in Scripture heedlessly or in the spirit of myth but only with
the intent that we practice justice towards all people and be mindful of God’s
sovereignty” (168). The dietary rules are meant to promote holy contemplation and
perfection of character, for the permitted animals are gentle and clean, whereas those
forbidden are wild and carnivorous. By way of allegory, the “parting of the hoof” and the
“cloven foot” that characterize the permitted animals symbolize discrimination in our
actions with a view to what is right. “Chewing the cud,” on the other hand, signifies
memory, admonishing us to remember, “what great and marvelous things the Lord thy
God did in thee” (Deuteronomy 10:21), that is, the marvelous construction of the human
body and the acuity and infinite scope of the intellect. Furthermore, the character of “the
weasel and the mouse and the rest of the forbidden animals is one that is prone to evil.”
Weasels, for example, conceive through the ears and give birth through the mouth, and
this is taken to symbolize the maleficent actions of informers, who hear rumors and give
body to them by word of mouth. This bit of physiological folklore was widespread in the
ancient world, and an analogous symbolic interpretation of it can be found in Plutarch,
where it is said to portray the creation of speech.”” This kind of allegorizing by pseudo-
Aristeas may owe something to the influence of the Pythagoreans, who also possessed
unusual dietary rules, which they later sought to justify philosophically.*® Although there
is considerable similarity here with Philo’s allegorization of the dietary regulations, there
is as yet nothing remotely resembling the Philonic “allegory of the soul.” On the other
hand, in insisting that these strange food laws have been legislated “with a view to truth
and as a token of right reason” (161), he anticipates Philo’s firm conviction that the
Mosaic law is no arbitrary set of decrees handed down from on high, but rather the truest
reflection of the logos.

The section of the seven banquets (187-294), in which the king’s seventy-two
questions are answered, one each, by the Jewish envoys, forms the largest single unit of
the book, and its special significance is indicated by the author’s emphasis on the king’s
bedazzled admiration for every answer and the incessant applause at the end of each
banquet. Indeed it is part of the author’s strategy to provide his reader with a list of
distinguished gentile “witnesses” attesting to the excellence and “philosophic purity” of
the divine lawbooks of the Jews. In addition to the Egyptian priests who have dubbed the
Jews “men of God” (reproducing the Egyptian expression rmt ntr) as distinguished from
“men of food, drink, and raiment” (140), the list of witnesses includes Demetrius of
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Phalerum, Hecataeus of Abdera, and the philosopher Menedemus of Eretria (10, 31, 200—
1). The king himself is perhaps the strongest witness, filling the Jerusalem Temple with
sumptuous gifts (51-82), calling the translators “God-fearing” (179), acknowledging that
the highest God (that is, the God of Israel) has preserved his kingdom in peace and honor
(37), bowing down seven times before the Torah scrolls, his eyes suffused with tears of
joy (177-8), and confessing at the conclusion of the banquet that he had been given “a
lesson in kingship” (294). As Boccaccini has perceptively remarked, pseudo-Aristeas is
not even concerned to make Greek paideia dependent on the greater antiquity of Jewish
paideia, a path well trodden by many oriental and Hellenistic Jewish authors, including
the redoubtable Philo. The road to salvation is fully open to the gentiles, for it is rooted in
the “love of learning” (philomatheia), “the supreme human quality, through which a pure
disposition of mind is acquired, by seizing upon what is noblest” (2).”’

Tcherikover (1958) has observed that the remarkable thing about the seventy-two
answers of the Jewish sages is the absence in them of any trace of Jewish particularism.
The Torah, Moses, Sinai, the Jewish nation, Palestine—none of these appears. The one
strikingly Jewish feature that characterizes every answer is the reference of all things to
God, and even when that reference degenerates into a mere “tag,” the impact of this
emphasis on God as the ultimate source and standard of right remains undiminished, and
it is just this “making God the starting-point of their reasoning” that wins the king’s
approval and is seconded by the philosopher Menedemus of Eretria, a member of the
Megarian school, known for its skill in dialectics and its assertion that the good is a unity,
though called by many names, and that God, too, was but another name for the goodness
that was knowledge (Diogenes Laertius 2.106).

The God-centeredness aside, much of the conceptuality of the seventy-two answers is
essentially Greek.” Typically Greek, for example, are the statements that persuasion (to
peisai) is the object of discourse (2.66), that a clear conscience gives freedom from fear
(243), that one should not be carried away by impulses but moderate one’s emotions (the
Peripatetic ideal of metriopatheia (256; cf. 223), and that one should not covet the
unattainable (anephikton; cf. Philo, Allegorical Interpretation 1.75; Confusion of Tongues
7; Special Laws 1.44). It is especially noteworthy that, in making mercy a key divine
attribute, the term used repeatedly by pseudo-Aristeas is not eleemon (which occurs only
in 208; cf. LXX Exodus 34:6), but epieikes (192, 207, 211), which means “equitable” or
“fair,” thus avoiding (at least from the vantage point of the modified position of the
Middle and Late Stoa) the embarrassment occasioned by the former term for one who is
aware of the Stoic philosophical objection to its irrational character. This is especially
striking, since even the author of the Wisdom of Solomon and Philo frequently speak of
God’s eleos. Equally striking is pseudo-Aristeas’ unusually strong emphasis on divine
grace, which includes the notion that all effective moral action is wholly dependent on
God (231, 236-8). The same conception is found in Wisdom 8:21-9:6 (cf. Proverbs 2:6),
in Plato’s Laws 715e, and in the pseudo-Platonic Epinomis 989d. Philo, in particular,
never tires of insisting that, without God’s bounteous help, a human being could
accomplish nothing, and that those who ascribe anything to their own powers are godless
villains (Posterity of Cain 136; The Worse Attacks the Better 60; Cherubim 127-8; cf. M.
Avot 3.7).

The door opened by pseudo-Aristeas very likely contributed greatly to the formation
of an entire school of Jewish philosophical exegetes of Scripture, and, though the major
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part of its output has virtually disappeared, its single most outstanding and sparkling
representative has largely survived the wholesale shipwreck. It is to this lone survivor and
one of his precursors that we now turn.

ARISTOBULUS: PRECURSOR OF PHILO

The elaborate biblical commentaries of Philo were undoubtedly part of a flourishing
Jewish Alexandrian scholastic tradition of biblical interpretation, as can readily be
inferred from his frequent allusions to earlier and contemporary fellow exegetes (Hay
1979-80). Unfortunately, only one such predecessor is known to us by name. Aristobulus
(second century BCE), descended from the high-priestly line, inaugurates an
interpretative philosophical approach to Scripture that dimly prefigures that of Philo.”
Like the latter, his aim is to establish that the Torah’s teaching is in accord with
philosophical truth. To this end, he takes great pains to interpret anthropomorphic
descriptions of God allegorically. He thus maintains that the biblical expression “hand of
God” signifies the divine power, the “standing of God” (Genesis 28:13; Exodus 17:6)
refers to the immutability of God’s creation, and the “voice of God” to the establishment
of things, for, as Moses continually says in his description of creation, “And God spoke
and it came to pass.” As for God’s resting on the seventh day, this does not signify the
end of his work but only that “after he had finished ordering all things, he so orders them
for all time” (cf. Philo, Allegorical Interpretation 1.6), and the “work of the six days”
refers only to the establishment of the course of time and the hierarchical structure of the
universe.”

Although Aristobulus wishes the reader to understand the Torah philosophically
(physikos) and “not slip into the mythological mode,” and chides those who cling to the
letter for their lack of insight and for providing a reading of the Torah in the light of
which Moses fails to appear to be proclaiming great things,’' there is no evidence that the
biblical text as a whole ever became for him an allegory in the Philonic manner.
Aristobulus further asserts that, if anything unreasonable remains in the biblical text, the
cause is to be imputed not to Moses but to himself. This seems to indicate his awareness
of using a relatively new exegetical method and that he could not rely on a well-
established tradition (Walter 1964, pp. 124-9).

PHILO OF ALEXANDRIA

Hellenistic Jewish philosophy reaches its climax in the subtle synthesis produced by
Philo (c.20 BCE to c¢.50 CE) through his elaborate philosophical commentary on
Scripture. Scion of a wealthy Jewish family and possibly of priestly descent like his
forerunner Aristobulus, he played an important public role by heading a Jewish embassy
to Gaius Caligula in 3940 CE. His atticized Greek displays a wide variety of rhetorical
figures and styles, including a special fondness for the diatribe, the popular moral
invective so characteristic of the Greco-Roman age. Although fully acquainted with the
Greek philosophical texts at first hand, Philo is not to be regarded as an original
philosopher, nor did he claim that distinction for himself. He saw his task more modestly
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as that of the great reconciler who would bridge two disparate traditions that were both
close to his heart. Although there is still no consensus, it is likely that the apparent
eclecticism of his thought is in fact representative of Middle Platonism, a philosophical
tradition marked by stoicizing and pythagorizing tendencies, including a strong dose of
number symbolism.

The vast Philonic corpus may be divided into three divisions: exegetical,
historical/apologetic, and philosophical. The exegetical writings, which constitute the
main body of Philo’s work, can be subdivided into three Pentateuchal commentaries:
first, the so-called Allegory of the Law, a series of treatises that provide verse-by-verse
commentary on biblical texts taken from Genesis 2:1-41:24, but constantly incorporating
related texts that are in turn investigated at length; second, the so-called Exposition of the
Law, constituted by a series of treatises organized around biblical themes or figures,
generally following the chronology of the Pentateuch; and, third, Questions and Answers
on Genesis and Exodus (surviving only in Armenian and some Greek fragments).

The fundamental goal of his great biblical commentary was to uncover the hidden
meaning of the Mosaic text, using allegorical interpretation, the “method dear to men
with their eyes opened” (Noah as Planter 36). Greek allegorism had its start towards the
end of the sixth century BCE in the writings of Theagenes of Rhegium, who, in an
apparent effort to defend Homer against his detractors, interpreted his description of the
internecine battle of the gods as the antagonism of three pairs of opposites: dry/wet,
hot/cold, light/heavy. Philo was especially indebted to Stoic allegorizing of the last two
centuries BCE, such as that of Crates of Mallos, who found in Homer’s description of the
shield of Agamemnon (Iliad 11.32—7) an image of the cosmos. A characteristic feature of
the Stoic exegetical technique, of which Philo was particularly fond, was the
etymologizing of names, a direct outgrowth of the school’s linguistic theory, according to
which names exist by nature, “the first articulate sounds being imitations of things.”*
Philo was thus heir to an exuberant allegorizing tradition, which served him well in his
heroic task of defending his ancestral heritage. It should be noted, however, that Stoic
and Middle Platonic allegoresis did not include the recognition of different levels of
interpretation, and Philo is the earliest extant example of a writer who tries to maintain
the validity of both the literal and the allegorical levels.

Logos and psychic ascent

Since Philo’s mystical theology bars a direct approach to God’s essence, we must seek it
out through the oblique traces disclosed by its noetic aspect, the divine mind or logos.
Thus in Philo’s hierarchical construction of reality the essence of God, though utterly
concealed in its primary being, is nevertheless made manifest on two secondary levels,
the intelligible universe constituting the logos, which is God’s image, and the sensible
universe, an image of that image.” Philo further delin-eates the dynamics of the logos’
activity by defining its two constitutive polar principles, goodness or the creative power,
and sovereignty or the ruling power, which are clearly reminiscent of the principles of
unlimit and limit in Plato’s Philebus (23c-3 1la), and reappear in Plotinus’ two logical
moments in the emergence of Intellect, where we find unlimited intelligible matter
proceeding from the One and then turning back to its source for definition (Enneads
2.4.5;542)
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Although the human soul, as a fragment of the logos, might be thought to have a
natural claim on immortality, the latter can be forfeited if the soul is not properly
assimilated to its divine source. From Philo’s Platonist perspective, the body is a corpse
entombing the soul, which at its death returns to its own proper life (Allegorical
Interpretation 1.107-8).” Alternatively, its sojourn in the body may be taken to be a
period of exile (Questions on Genesis 3.10), a theme undoubtedly familiar to Philo from
Middle Platonic exegesis of Homer’s Odyssey, according to which Odysseus’ arduous
homeward journey symbolizes the soul’s labors in its attempt to return to its original
home (Plutarch, Moral Essays 745-6). The gradual removal of the psyche from the
sensible realm and its ascent to a life of perfection in God is represented for Philo by two
triads of biblical figures, the first (Enosh, Enoch, Noah) symbolizing the initial stages of
the striving for perfection, the second (Abraham, Isaac, Jacob) its culmination (Abraham
7-59; Rewards and Punishments 10—66). The Abraham of Philo is a mystical philosopher
who, after having mastered the general studies (symbolized by Hagar), in which stage all
he could produce was Ishmael or sophistry, has abandoned the realm of sense
(symbolized by his parting with Lot) for the intelligible world and, despite his initial
flirtation with Chaldean (that is, Stoic) pantheism, has attained to the highest vision of
deity, resulting in his transformation into a perfect embodiment of natural law.*

God and creation

Philo defines two paths leading to a knowledge of God’s existence. The first involves an
apprehension of God through his works by those who are not yet initiated into the highest
mysteries and are thus constrained to advance upward by a sort of heavenly ladder and
conjecture his existence through plausible inference. The genuine worshipers and true
friends of God, however, are “those who apprehend him through himself without the
cooperation of reasoned inference, as light is seen by light” (Praem. 41). This formula is
precisely that used later by Plotinus, when he speaks of “touching that light and seeing it
by itself, not by another light, but by the light which is also its means of seeing” (Enneads
5.3.17:34-7:p. 135 (Armstrong)).”’ Although there is no consensus concerning the
precise meaning of Philo’s second and superior path to God, some arguing that it results
from a special grace of God, whose illumination flashes into the human psyche from
without, it is, in my opinion, very likely based on the notion of a direct and continuous
access of the human mind to God from within and may perhaps be viewed as an early
form of the ontological argument, as it had already been formulated by the Stoics
(Winston 1985, pp. 43-7).

Whether or not Philo’s overpowering conviction of God’s existence owes something
to the Stoic ontological argument or perhaps to a Middle Platonist version of it, his
doctrine of creation clearly echoes the Stoic way of formulating that issue. Having
attained philosophy’s summit, Moses, according to Philo, recognized that there are two
fundamental principles of being, the one active, the other passive (von Arnim 1903-
24:2:300, 312), the former an absolutely pure universal mind, beyond virtue and
knowledge, the latter lifeless and motionless (Creation 7-9). God thus created the
universe by means of his “allincising logos” (logos tomeus), out of a qualityless
primordial matter, containing in itself nothing lovely and so utterly passive as to be
virtually non-existent. All things were created simultaneously, and the sequential creation
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account in Genesis is meant only to indicate the logical order in God’s design. As to
whether the act of creation is understood by Philo as having a temporal beginning or as
an eternal process, this continues to be a highly controversial issue, though a very
substantial case can, I think, be made for the latter view (Winston 1992a, pp. 222-7;
1986).

Mysticism

Dodds (1965, pp. 70-2) has correctly noted that the ecstatic form of prophecy as defined
by Philo is not a description of mystical union but a state of temporary possession. Philo,
however, speaks also of another form of prophecy, which may be designated
“hermeneutical” or “noetic” and is mediated not through ecstatic possession but through
the divine voice. Whereas in the state of possession the prophet’s mind is entirely pre-
empted, it is clear from Philo’s analysis of the giving of the Decalogue, the paradigm of
divine-voice prophecy, that in the latter the inspired mind is extraordinarily quickened.
Since ecstatic possession is employed by Philo for the explanation of predictive prophecy
alone, whereas the core of the Mosaic prophecy, the particular laws, are delivered by him
in his role of hermeneutical or noetic prophet, it is in this form of prophecy that we must
locate Philo’s conception of mystical union. In his allegorical interpretation of the divine
voice as the projection of a special “rational soul full of clearness and distinctness”
making unmediated contact with the inspired mind that “makes the first advance,” one
can readily discern a reference to the activation of the human intellect (Decalogue 33-5).
In Philo’s noetic prophecy, then, we may detect the union of the human mind with the
divine mind, or, in Dodds’ terms, a psychic ascent rather than a super-natural descent
(Winston 1989b).

A series of Philonic passages contain most of the characteristic earmarks of mystical
experience: knowledge of God as one’s supreme bliss and separation from him as the
greatest of evils; the soul’s intense yearning for the divine; its recognition of its
nothingness and of its need to go out of itself; attachment to God; the realization that it is
God alone who acts; a preference for wordless contemplative prayer; a timeless union
with the All and its resulting serenity; the suddenness with which the mystical vision
occurs; the experience of sober intoxication; and, finally, the ebb and flow of the mystical
experience. These passages go well beyond a merely spirited religiosity, revealing instead
what constitutes at the very least an intellectual or theoretical form of mysticism, but may
well represent a genuine inner experience that envelops Philo’s psyche and fills it with
God’s nearness (Winston 1981, pp. 164—74). Whether we can go further and attribute to
him mystical happenings involving union with the deity as such must remain uncertain in
view of the absence of anything more than vague descriptions of psychic states that at
most represent only a mystical experience of the deity qua logos.*®

NOTES
1 Theophrastus, Megasthenes, Clearchus of Soli, Hecataeus of Abdera (Stern 1976:1:10, 46, 50,
28). Cf. Herodotus, History 1.131; Strabo, Geography 16.35.
2 Hermippus of Smyrna, Clearchus of Soli (Stern 1976:1:50, 95); Origen, Against Celsus 1.15.
The high point of this admiration for Eastern wisdom is reached in the well-known statement
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of the Neopythagorean Numenius of Apamea (second century CE), “What is Plato, but
Moses speaking Attic Greek?” (Stern 1976:2:209).

3 Special Laws 4.61; Questions on Genesis 3.5; 4.152, 167; Allegorical Interpretation 1.108;
Every Good Man is Free 57; On God 6—7: Moses spoke of the “designing fire” (pyr
technikon) that informs the world long before the Stoics did, and much more clearly (Siegert
1988, pp. 27-8). Significantly, Philo leaves the question of dependence open with regard to
Socrates (Questions on Genesis 2.6: “whether taught by Moses or moved by the things
themselves”) and never mentions it with regard to his revered Plato, whom he characterizes
as “most holy” and “great” (Every Good Man is Free 13; Eternity of the World 52). In On
Providence 1.22, he merely states that Moses had anticipated Plato in saying that there was
water, darkness, and chaos before the world came into existence, just as in Eternity of the
World 17 he similarly states that Moses had anticipated Hesiod in saying that the world was
created and imperishable. (Citation of Philo’s works follows Colson and Whittaker’s English
titles somewhat abbreviated.) Cf. Aristobulus, who asserts that Plato, Pythagoras, and
Socrates, as well as Orpheus, Linus, Hesiod, Homer, and even Aratus, borrowed from
Moses, whose books had been translated into Greek long before the Septuagint (fis. 2 and 4,
Charlesworth 1985, 2:839—-41). Eupolemus (first century BCE), by claiming that Moses was
the first wise man, contends that wisdom originated among the Jews, and thus implies that
Greek philosophy is ultimately dependent on Moses.

4 Lemaire 1990, p. 173. See also Lichtheim 1983.

5 Plato defined thought as “a silent inner conversation of the soul with itself” (Sophist 263e¢).

6 See Fox 1989, pp. 86—100. Fox notes that, unlike the other wisdom teachers, Qohelet’s
favorite verb of perception is “seeing,” not “hearing” (p. 98). This too is characteristically
Greek and is a notion that is highly prominent in Philo’s writings (Abraham 57;
Unchangeableness of God 45; Special Laws 4.60—1; cf. Heraclitus, Diels and Kranz 1956,
1:173, fr. 101a). Fox also points out that, although Qohelet is painfully aware that human
knowledge is severely limited by God, it is none the less his view that “through wisdom we
may rise above our helplessness, look at the world and at God from a certain distance, and
judge both” (p. 119). “My father related to me,” writes R.Joseph B.Soloveitchik (1983, pp.
73-4), “that when the fear of death would seize hold of R.Chayyim [Joseph’s grandfather,
founder of the Brisker method of conceptual analysis of talmudic law], he would throw
himself, with his entire heart and mind, into the study of the law of tents and corpse
defilement.... When halakhic man fears death, his sole method wherewith to fight this
terrible dread is the eternal law of the Halakhah.... It is through cognition that he ‘acquires’
the object that strikes such alarm into him.”

7 See von Loewenclau 1986. She notes that Spinoza designates Qohelet as philosophus in his
Tractatus 6 (1925, p. 95, line 19). She also compares Qohelet 12:11, “The sayings of the
wise are like goads, like nails fixed in prodding sticks,” with Plato, Apology 306, where
Socrates describes himself as one who attaches himself to the city “as a gadfly to a horse
which is sluggish on account of his size and needs to be aroused by stinging.” “Qohelet and
his circle have a new goal: The sage’s task is not only to give counsel, but to rouse people
from their certainties. Such an accentuation fits the Hellenistic period with its multifaceted
intellectual and political upheavals.” Significantly, Qohelet describes his activity not as
teaching but as “studying and probing” (1:13; 7:25). Of the 227 verses of Qohelet, we find
only twenty-seven to be admonitory. Socrates similarly says, “I was never any one’s
teacher” (Apology 33a), and “I know that I do not know” (Apology 21d; cf. Charmides
165b). Finally, she draws a parallel between the complaint that Socrates “keeps repeating the
same thing” (Gorgias 490¢) and the fact that Qohelet’s mind is similarly fixed on one basic
theme, hevel, a word that recurs no fewer than thirty-two times, in addition to the recurrence
of other key words to which he is addicted, such as miqreh, amal, pitron and at.

8 See Amir 1964-5, pp. 36-8. Ben Sira has a similar predilection for the abstract concept of the
“all” (hakkol).
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9 Diogenes Laertius 6.83; Sextus Empiricus, Against the Logicians 1961:1:88 (Bury):
“Anaxarchus and Monimus [abolished the criterion] because they likened existing things to a
scene-painting [skenographia; cf. Wisdom 15:4 and my comment ad loc (Winston 1979)]
and supposed them to resemble the impressions experienced in sleep or madness”;

M. Aurelius, Meditations 2.15. See Levy 1912, p. 12; Amir 1964-5, pp. 38-9; Braun 1973,
pp. 45-6.

10 Hengel (1974:1:121) speaks of the “break” with the doctrine of retribution, but Fox (1989, p.
121) has argued convincingly that “Qohelet both affirms divine justice and complains of the
injustices that God allows. The contradiction is most blatant in 8:10—14, where Qohelet says
that the righteous live long and the wicked die young, and that the opposite sometimes
occurs. Qohelet recognizes it, bemoans it, but does not resolve it” (1989, p. 121). “The book
concludes with the affirmation of the certainty of divine judgment (12:14). Whether written
by an editor or the author, it does not conflict with anything in the body of the book. The
difference between the epilogue and the rest of the book is that the epilogue emphasizes
God’s judgment without raising the problem of the delay in judgment” (p. 128).

11 Hengel 1974:1:115-28. For texts and translations of the above citations, see Cercidas 1953,
p. 197 (translation cited is that found in Hengel); Babrius 1965, p. 165; Peek 1960: nos. 308
and 371; Benoit 1967; Lifshitz 1966.

12 The Twilight of the Idols. The Problem of Socrates 10:478 (Kaufmann 1954).

13 Collins 1977, p. 53. See also Winston 1979, p. 36.

14 Sirach 19:20; cf. 1:27. See von Rad 1972, pp. 245-7. All translations from Sirach are from
Skehan and di Lella 1987.

15 Diogenes Laertius 7.185. See Fraser 1972, 1:481; 2:695 n. 17; Pautrel 1963.

16 Cf. Qohelet 7:14; Test. Naftali 2.7; Test. Asher 1.4-5; Philo, Creation 33.

17 Cicero, Nature of the Gods 2.58 (Rackham). Cf. Sirach 41:17, 22—4; 43:1, 9, 11; Philo,
Special Laws 3.189; von Arnim 1903-24:2:1009; Xenophon, Education of Cyrus 8.7.22;
Cicero, Nature of the Gods 2.93.

18 Cicero, Nature of the Gods 2.87; Epictetus, Discourses 1.12.16; Seneca, Natural Questions
7.27.4. See Hengel 1974:1:147-9, and Gutman 1958:1:171-85.

19 Chrysippus, in Plutarch, On Common Conceptions 1065b (Cherniss); cf. M. Aurelius,
Meditations 10.6.

20 See Lichtheim 1973, 1:67; Morenz 1973, pp. 66-8.

21 Lebram 1974 identifies the genre of the narrative on the martyrs with that of the epitaphios
logos, or funeral oration.

22 Redditt 1983. Moreover, six times reason is modified by the adjective eusebes, “religious,”
and, as Redditt has correctly remarked, “the three terms nomos, logismos, and eusebeia form
a circle of interrelated concepts.”

23 Edelstein and Kidd 1972, p. 143, F161 and F187; Long and Sedley 1987:1: 413—17. See
Renehan 1972. Panaetius, too, seems to have taken the same position (Cicero, On Duties
1.102).

24 Interestingly, in this case, Philo does not follow the Middle Platonic view but considers
apatheia the higher ideal (Allegorical Interpretation 3.129, 134), although he does on one
occasion attribute metriopatheia to the sage Abraham (Abraham 257; cf., however,
Questions on Genesis 4.73, Greek fragment, Marcus 2.220, where he says that Abraham
experienced on the death of his wife Sarah not a pathos but a propatheia. See Winston
1992b, p. 41 n. 51, and Lilla 1971, pp. 99-103).

25 Plutarch, Isis and Osiris 381a; cf. Aristotle, Generation of Animals 756b30; Antoninus
Liberalis, Collection of Metamorphoses 29.

26 Diogenes Laertius 8.18, 24, 34; Porphyry, Life of Pythagoras 42; Aristotle 1984, 2.2442,
F195 and F197. See Heinemann 1932, pp. 498-500. Interestingly, as in Philo, the ethical
interpretations stand side by side with the literal. According to Heinemann, the Pythagoreans
had the same prohibition of the weasel and gave the same justification for it that pseudo-
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Aristeas provides. Cf. Philo, Every Good Man is Free 2: “Now we are told that the saintly
company of the Pythagoreans teaches among other excellent doctrines this also, ‘walk not on
the highways’ [Diogenes Laertius 8.17]. This does not mean that we should climb steep
hills—the school was not prescribing foot-weariness—but it indicates by this figure that in
our words and deeds we should not follow popular and beaten tracks.” For the Pythagorean
symbolism of salt, see Philo, Special Laws 1.175, and Diogenes Laertius 8.35.

27 See the excellent discussion in Boccaccini 1991, pp. 161-85, esp. 177-9.

28 Some few answers, however, as Zuntz (1959, p. 23) has pointed out, “are entirely rooted in
Jewish tradition. Ptolemy’s fifth question (193), ‘how to be invincible in war,’ elicits the
answer, ‘if he did not place his trust in unlimited power but throughout invoked God to give
success to his enterprises’. Never was an answer like this given by a Greek adviser to a
Greek king. It is in the spirit of Ps. 20:8.”

29 See 2 Maccabees 1:10 and Goldstein 1983, p. 168 and Gutman 1958:1:187.

30 Fragments 2, 4 and 5, in Charlesworth 1985, 2:837-42.

31 Cf. B. Qiddushin 49a: “R.Judah said, If one translates a verse literally, he is a liar.”

32 Von Arnim 1903-24:2:146. A good example of Crates’ playful manipulations of words in
the manner of Stoic etymologizing (similar to the rabbinic al tikrei) is his interpretation of
Odyssey 12.62-3, where the pigeons (peleiai), which are said to carry ambrosia to Zeus, are
converted into the Pleiades (Pleiades), since it is beneath Zeus’ dignity to imagine that the
birds bring him ambrosia (Athenaeus, The Sophists at Dinner 11.490b-e).

33 Dreams 1.239; Confusion of Tongues 147-8; Creation 25.

34 Philo, Cherubim 27-8; Sacrifices of Abel and Cain 59; Who is the Heir 166; Abraham 124—
5.

35 Cf. M. Aurelius, Meditations 4.41; Plato, Republic 585b; Timaeus 96b; Sophist 228-9;
Gorgias 493a.

36 Abraham 68-71, 119-32; Migration of Abraham 1-12, 176-95; Dreams 1.41-60; Giants 62—
4. See Sandmel 1956, pp. 96-211.

37 In Allegorical Interpretation 1.38, Philo writes: “For how could the soul have conceived of
God had he not infused it and taken hold of it as far as was possible?” Cf. Nicholson 1963, p.
50: “This is what [the Caliph] ‘Ali meant when he was asked, ‘Do you see God?” and
replied: ‘How should we worship One whom we do not see?” The light of intuitive certainty
(yaqin) by which the heart sees God is a beam of God’s own light cast therein by Himself;
else no vision of Him were possible. *Tis the sun’s self that lets the sun be seen.” See also
Spinoza, Short Treatise 1.1.10: p. 65 (Curley): “But God, the first Cause of all things, and
also the cause of himself, makes himself known through himself.”

38 See Migration of Abraham 34-5; Cherubim 27; Allegorical Interpretation 2.32, 85; Dreams
2.252.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Texts

Aulus Gellius (1968) The Attic Nights, vol. 2, translated by J.C.Rolfe (Cambridge, MA: Harvard

University Press) (Loeb Classical Library).

Aristotle (1984) The Complete Works of Aristotle, edited by J.Barnes, 2 vols (Princeton: Princeton

University Press).

Babrius (1965) Aesopic Fables in lambic Verse, edited and translated by B.E.Perry (Cambridge,

MA: Harvard University Press) (Loeb Classical Library).

Cercidas (1953) Meliambs, Fragments, and Cercidea, edited and translated byA. D.Knox

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press) (Loeb Classical Library).



History of Jewish philosophy 46

Charlesworth, J.H. (1985) The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, 2 vols (Garden City: Doubleday).

Cicero (1951) De Natura Deorum, translated by H.Rackham (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press) (Loeb Classical Library).

Curley, E. (trans.) (1985) The Collected Works of Spinoza, vol. 1 (Princeton: Princeton University
Press).

Diels, H. and W.Kranz (eds) (1956) Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, 8th ed., 3 vols (Berlin:
Weidmannsche Verlagsbuchhandlung).

Diogenes Laertius (1931-50) Lives of the Eminent Philosophers, translated byR. D.Hicks
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press) (Loeb Classical Library).

Edelstein, L. and 1.G.Kidd (ed. and tr.) (1972) Posidonius. Volume I: The Fragments (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press).

Goldstein, J.A. (1983) Il Maccabees (Garden City: Doubleday (Anchor Bible 41a)).

Hadas, M. (1953) The Third and Fourth Books of Maccabees (New York: Harper & Brothers).

Kaufmann, W. (1954) The Portable Nietzsche (New York: Viking).

Lichtheim, M. (1973) Ancient Egyptian Literature, 3 vols (Berkeley: University of California
Press).

Long, A.A. and D.N.Sedley (eds and trans.) (1987) The Hellenistic Philosophers, 2 vols
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press).

Philo of Alexandria (1956-62) Philo, translated by F.H.Colson and G.H.Whittaker, 10 vols; and 2
supplementary vols translated by R.Marcus (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press) (Loeb
Classical Library).

Plato (1979) Gorgias, translated by T.Irwin (Oxford: Clarendon Press).

Plotinus (1966—88) Enneads, translated by A.H.Armstrong, 7 vols (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press (Loeb Classical Library).

Plutarch (1976) Moralia, vol. 13.2, translated by H.Cherniss (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press) (Loeb Classical Library).

Proclus (1967) Commentaire sur le Timée, vol. 2, translated by A.J.Festugiére (Paris: Vrin).

Sextus Empiricus (1961) Against the Logicians, translated by R.G.Bury (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press) (Loeb Classical Library).

Siegert, F. (1988) Philon von Alexandrien: Uber die Gottesbezeichnung “wohltitig verzehrendes
Feuer” (De Deo). Text, Translation and Commentary (Tiibingen: Mohr).

Skehan, P.W. and A.di Lella (trans.) (1987) The Wisdom of Ben Sira (New York: Doubleday).

Spinoza (1925) Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, in Opera, edited by C.Gebhardt, vol. 3 (Heidelberg:
Winter).

Stern, M. (1976) Greek and Latin Authors on Jews and Judaism, 3 vols (Jerusalem: Israel Academy
of Sciences and Humanities).

von Arnim, H.F.A. (1903-24) Stoicorum Veterum Fragmenta, 4 vols (Leipzig: Teubner).

Winston, D. (1979) The Wisdom of Solomon (Garden City: Doubleday (Anchor Bible 43)).

—(1981) Philo of Alexandria: The Contemplative Life, the Giants, and Selections (New York:
Paulist Press).

Studies

Amir, Y. (1964-5) “On the Question of the Relationship Between Qohelet and Greek Wisdom”
[Hebrew], Beit Miqra 22.1:36—42.

Benoit, P. (1967) “L’Inscription grecque du tombeau de Jason,” Israel Exploration Journal
17.2:112-13.

Boccaccini, G. (1991) Middle Judaism: Jewish Thought 300 BCE to 200 CE (Minneapolis:
Fortress).

Braun, R. (1973) Kohelet und die frithhellenistische Popularphilosophie (Berlin: De Gruyter).



Hellenistic Jewish philosophy 47

Collins, J.J. (1977) “The Biblical Precedent for Natural Theology,” Journal of the American
Academy of Religion 45.1 Supplement, B: 35-67.

Dodds, E.R. (1965) Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press).

Fox, M.V. (1989) Qohelet and His Contradictions (Decatur: Almond).

Fraser, P.M. (1972) Ptolemaic Alexandria, 3 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press).

Gutman, Y. (1958) The Beginnings of Jewish Hellenistic Literature, 2 vols [Hebrew] (Jerusalem:
Mossad Bialik).

—(1949) “The Mother and her Sons in the Aggadah and in II and IV Maccabees [Hebrew], in
Commentationes Tudaico-Hellenisticae in Memoriam Iohannis Lewy, edited by M.Schwabe and
J.Gutman (Jerusalem: Magnes), pp. 25-37.

Hay, D.M. (1979-80) “Philo’s References to Other Allegorists,” Studia Philonica 6:41-75.

Heinemann, 1. (1932) Philons griechische und jiidische Bildung (Breslau: M. & H. Marcus).

Hengel, M. (1974) Judaism and Hellenism, translated by J.Bowden, 2 vols (Philadelphia: Fortress).

Lebram, J.C.H. (1974) “Die literarische Form des Vierten Makkabderbuchs,” Vigiliae Christianae
28:81-96.

Lemaire, A. (1990) “The Sage in School and Temple,” in The Sage in Israel and the Ancient East,
edited by J.G.Gammie and L.G.Perdue (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns), pp. 165-81.

Levy, L. (1912) Das Buch Qohelet (Leipzig: Hinrichs).

Lichtheim, M. (1983) Late Egyptian Wisdom Literature in the International Context (Freiburg:
Universititsverlag; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht).

Lifshitz, B. (1966) “Notes d’Epigraphie Palestinienne,” Revue Biblique 73:248-55.

Lilla, S.R.C. (1971) Clement of Alexandria (Oxford: Oxford University Press).

Morenz, S. (1973) Egyptian Religion, translated by A.E.Keep (London: Methuen).

Nicholson, R.A. (1963) The Mystics of Islam (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul).

Pautrel, R. (1963) “Ben Sira et le Stoicisme,” Recherches de Science Religieuse 51: 535—49.

Peek, W. (1960) Griechische Grabgedichte (Berlin: Akademie).

Redditt, P.L. (1983) “The Conception of Nomos in Fourth Maccabees,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly
45:249-70.

Renehan, R. (1972) “The Greek Philosophical Background of Fourth Maccabees,” Rheinisches
Museum fiir Philologie 115:223-38.

Sandmel, S. (1956) Philo’s Place in Judaism (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press).

Soloveitchik, J.B. (1983) Halakhic Man (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society).

Tcherikover, V. (1958) “The Ideology of the Letter of Aristeas,” Harvard Theological Review
51:59-85.

Todd, R.B. (1976) Alexander of Aphrodisias on Stoic Physics (Leiden: Brill).

von Loewenclau, 1. (1986) “Kohelet und Sokrates,” Zeitschrift fiir die Alttestamentliche
Wissenschaft 98:327-38.

von Rad, G. (1972) Wisdom in Israel, translated by J.D.Martin (Nashville: Abingdon).

Walter, N. (1964) Der Thoraausleger Aristobulos (Berlin: Akademie).

Winston, D. (1971) “The Book of Wisdom’s Theory of Cosmogony,” History of Religions
11.2:185-202.

—(1985) Logos and Mystical Theology in Philo of Alexandria (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union
College Press).

—(1986) “Creation Ex Nihilo Revisited: A Reply to Jonathan Goldstein,” Journal of Jewish
Studies 37.1:88-91.

—(1989a) “Theodicy in Ben Sira and Stoic Philosophy,” in Of Scholars, Savants and their Texts,
edited by R.Link-Salinger (New York: Lang), pp. 239-49.

—(1989b) “Two Types of Mosaic Prophecy According to Philo of Alexandria,” Journal for the
Study of the Pseudepigrapha 4:49-67.

—(1991) “Philo’s Linguistic Theory,” Studia Philonica Annual 3:109-25.



History of Jewish philosophy 48

—(1992a) “Review of D.T.Runia, Philo of Alexandria and the Timaeus of Plato,” Ancient
Philosophy 12:222-7.

——(1992b) “Philo’s Conception of the Divine Nature,” in Neoplatonism and Jewish Thought,
edited by L.E.Goodman (Albany: State University of New York Press), pp. 21-42.

Wolfson, H.A. (1948) Philo: Foundations of Religious Philosophy in Judaism, Christianity and
Islam, 2 vols (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press).

Zuntz, G. (1959) “Aristeas Studies I: The Seven Banquets,” Journal of Semitic Studies 4:21-36.



The Talmud as a source for philosophical reflection 49

CHAPTER 4
The Talmud as a source for philosophical
reflection
David Novak

TALMUD AND PHILOSOPHY

The first methodological question any philosophical reflection must deal with is: What
am [ reflecting on? The second is: Why am I to reflect on it? The third is: How can I
reflect on it?

Among the ancient Greeks, who were the first to designate their intellectual discipline
as “philosophy” and themselves as its practitioners—philosophers—the proper object of
the philosopher’s reflection is nature (physis), which is the unchanging and perpetual
order underlying the changing and ephemeral things of human experience. This order is
to be the object of philosophical reflection because it alone can be understood as what is
beyond the reach of anyone’s change, control, or invention (techne). As such, it is the
general object that is alone truly worthy of human respect. It is seen as the final standard
to which everything and everyone is ultimately referred. The highest norm is to become
“like nature” (kata physin). Philosophical reflection, then, is the study of nature, not at the
level of its appearances (phainomena) inasmuch as their changeability does not command
respect, but rather at the level of its most basic components, its “first things” (archai).
They alone are sufficiently transcendent so that no one can ever conceive of changing,
controlling, or inventing them. They themselves are unchangeable, uncontrollable,
uncreated. They are eternal being. They are truth itself by which anything beneath them is
true only by participation. Consequently, the only proper medium of philosophical
reflection on nature is reason (nous). It alone is considered to be the most distinguishing
capacity of humans, namely, the capacity to separate the true from the false. And reason
consistently separates humans who exercise it from the animals. Human reason is what is
truly attracted by nature per se and thus perpetually interested in it.

But what happens when there are attempts to practice philosophy within a tradition in
which the primary datum for consideration is not nature per se but the word of God? Is it
possible to practice philosophy in this kind of context? Does revelation lend itself as an
object (noema) to the same kind of rational inquiry that characterized philosophy as a
meditation on the first things of nature in its original Greek habitat? Can there be a
science of revelation as there is a science of nature?

Some students of either philosophy or religion or both have denied the possibility of
there being anything like a religious philosophy precisely because the data of revelation
seem to call for obedience, whereas the data of nature seem to call for wonder and
rational consideration. In the case of Judaism, especially, as the original religion of
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revelation, they have argued that the Bible is a decidedly non-philosophical—even anti-
philosophical—work.

But other students of religion and philosophy have argued that, although the Bible is
not a philosophical book itself, its message is so coherent and its concerns so profound
that it can be the object of philosophical reflection. In other words, like nature it both
transcends philosophical reflection as an object transcends a subject interested in it, and
yet it attracts that subject with whom it has something (but not everything) in common.
That “something in common” is “wisdom” (chokhmah), which the Bible predicates of
both God (Psalms 104:24) and humans, especially those humans who are properly related
to God (Deuteronomy 4:6). Without this assumption, the Bible is only the expression of a
totally inscrutable divine will, a will that calls for a similarly inscrutable response on the
part of its human addressees.

The view that emphasizes the primacy of divine wisdom in revelation, however, is
further buttressed by the teaching that the same divine wisdom that created the world is
that by which the Torah is written (Proverbs 8:22). Thus philosophy can be the love of
wisdom, whether that wisdom is natural (sophia) or revealed (chokhmah). That wisdom
can, to a certain extent, be the subject of human speech; thus the Hebrew davar easily
translated into the Greek logos (see LXX on Isaiah 2:3). Indeed, both nature and
revelation are characterized by the wisdom inherent in them, wisdom that is discoverable
by those who are wise. Hence nature is relevant for the understanding of the Torah, and
the Torah is relevant for the understanding of nature. For both the ancient Greeks and the
ancient Hebrews, then, the wisdom that philosophers love and seek, although never of
their own making, nevertheless still gives some of itself to them (see B. Berakhot 58a).
Accordingly, there can be Jewish philosophers as much as there can be Greek
philosophers, despite great differences between them as to where philosophical attention
should be primarily directed.

In the Hellenistic Jewish tradition, there were certainly philosophers of the Bible; the
name of Philo need only come to mind. But that tradition was one that came into direct
contact with Greek philosophy; Philo read and confronted Plato and some of the Stoics.
He and some others like him had the benefit of the intellectual legacies of both Jerusalem
and Athens. But what about the other biblically based Jewish tradition, that of the rabbis?
There is no evidence that they had any real intellectual contact with Greek philosophy,
much less that they were actually influenced by it. Can they be considered philosophers
of the Bible in the same way that Philo was? Can any philosophy be discerned in their
greatest and most comprehensive work, the Talmud? (By “the Talmud” I mean both the
larger and better known Babylonian Talmud—the Bavli (hereafter “B”’)—and the smaller
and lesser-known Palestinian Talmud—the Yerushalmi (herafter “Y™)).

At first glance, the answer to this question would seem to be no. Unlike Philo, who
approached the Bible in a recognizably philosophical way by seeing it as the datum of
universal truth, the rabbis seem to have approached the Bible (and the rest of Jewish
tradition) as jurists and homilists of a decidedly particularistic bent. The main thrust of
their legal discussions (halakhah) are concerned with how biblical and traditional rules
are to be applied to the life of the Jewish people at various points in its history. The main
thrust of their speculative discussions (aggadah) is to expand biblical and traditional
narratives imaginatively and to draw various moral exhortations from them. Although
Jewish philosophers of later periods did use talmudic materials in their own recognizably
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philosophic discussions, this use was highly selective. Thus, unlike the Bible which the
tradition took to be the work of the one, coherent, totally consistent divine mind, the
Talmud clearly presents itself as the edited transcript of discussions among a variety of
human minds, who often disagreed with each other more than they agreed (see B.
Sanhedrin 88b). Not only is the Talmud, like the Bible, not a philosophical work, but,
unlike the Bible, it does not even seem to lend itself to ever becoming the object of
philosophical meditation. How then can anyone make a philosophical connection with it?

COMMANDMENTS AND THEIR REASONS

In order to pursue this necessary question, one must now make a further philosophical
distinction; one must distinguish between theor-etical reason and practical reason.
Heretofore in our discussion of philosophy, we have seen it as theoretical reason. Its
concern is the truth and knowledge for its own sake. As systematic rational inquiry, there
seems to be very little of this type of philosophy in the Talmud. However, what about
practical philosophy, whose concern is the good and knowledge for the sake of action? Is
there systematic discussion of that in the Talmud? If so, where is it to be located, and
how is it to be understood as influencing more recognizably philosophical reflection by
Jewish thinkers who came after the rabbis and who looked to them as authorities?

The way to locate this inquiry into practical philosophy in the Talmud, and as a source
for further philosophical reflection by Jews, is by carefully analyzing the use and
development of the term ta‘am, which in later rabbinic Hebrew came to mean “reason,”
as in “ta‘amei ha-mitzvot”—"“the reasons of the commandments”. Here we will see how
philosophy grew up within the Jewish tradition itself even before it came into real
intellectual contact with the philosophical tradition of the Greeks. Accordingly, Jewish
philosophy cannot be regarded as the result of a synthesis with aspects of another
tradition, however much there have been similarities and cross-influences between these
traditions (the Jewish and the Greek) that did subsequently come about.

The word ta‘am is found in later biblical Hebrew and in biblical Aramaic. It means a
“decree,” as for example, “Everything that is by the decree [min ta‘am] of the God of
heaven is to be done diligently” (Ezra 7:23). In the Talmud, however, its meaning
developed. It now came to mean the reason of a decree. Thus one of the most frequently
asked questions in the Talmud is “what is the reason” (“m’ai ta‘ama’) of this decree? Yet
this question itself is not a philosophical one. For most frequently, it is an inquiry into the
authoritative basis for a decree confronted by someone in the present. That is, it is an
inquiry for a past cause of a presently normative rule. It is, then, mostly a question of
where the source of the rule is located in older and more authoritative texts, and how the
present rule was actually derived from the designated source (see, for example, B.
Qiddushin 68b on Deuteronomy 21:13). Thus, in a well-known talmudic legend
(Menachot 29b), Moses is portrayed as being disturbed that he could not understand the
intricate legal interpretations of Rabbi Aqibah, into whose second-century CE academy
he had been miraculously transported incognito. But, as the legend continues, he felt
better after Rabbi Agqibah answered a student’s question—“Rabbi, what is your
source?”—by saying, “It is a traditional law [halakhah] from Moses at Sinai.”
Nevertheless, as this text indicates, the student’s question was, in fact, “where is the
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authority of this law?” not “why—for what reason or purpose—was it so decreed?”. Only
this latter question, which was not asked here, could be taken to be philosophical.

THE AQIBAN AND ISHMAELIAN SCHOOLS

The answer of Rabbi Agqibah is especially illuminating precisely because it is quite
atypical of him. For the answer is a direct reference to an authoritative source, albeit not a
written one but one from the oral tradition (“torah she-b‘al peh™). In this case, then, the
student had to trust Rabbi Aqibah’s reliability as an accurate transmitter of a tradition that
the student himself could not verify by referring to a written work. Much more often,
however, Rabbi Aqibah’s answer to such a question would be the result of a highly
intricate exegesis of a biblical passage. In this process, the connection between the
authoritative source (the biblical, usually pentateuchal, text) and the actual normative
ruling would be quite indirect. In fact, his exegesis was at times so intricate that it
frequently appeared contrived to many of his colleagues (see, for example, B. Pesachim
66a), who could see no real connection at all between his conclusions and the biblical text
upon which he claimed it was really based.

At this point, it would seem that the exegetical methodology of Rabbi Agqibah is
counter-philosophical. For if philosophy is seen as the attempt to discern simple order
underlying complex chaos, then the methodology of Rabbi Agqibah, appearing more
intricate than the biblical text it was dealing with, would seem to be diametrically
opposed to philosophy. Nevertheless, a careful examination of the assumptions
underlying Rabbi Aqibah’s exegesis will show how by theological means it laid the
groundwork for indigenous philosophical reflection within the rabbinic tradition itself,
and this was long before rabbinic thinkers actually studied the books of the Greek
philosophers. Furthermore, it should be emphasized here that Rabbi Agqibah was
undoubtedly the single most important and influential thinker in the rabbinic tradition in
its formative period (see B. Qiddushin 66b; B. Eruvin 46b).

Since the rabbinic tradition is so highly dialectical in substance and style, Rabbi
Aqibah’s exegetical theology is best understood when seen in contrast with that of his
most consistent intellectual opponent, Rabbi Ishmael. The most important assumptions of
Rabbi Ishmael’s exegetical theology are summed up in two of his dicta: first, “the Torah
speaks by means of the language [ke-lashon] of humans” (B. Sanhedrin 64b; cf. Y. Sotah
8.1/22b); second, “the general principles [kelalot] of the Torah were spoken at Sinai, but
the specifics [peratot] were spoken in the Tent of Meeting” (Zevachim 115b; cf. B.
Eruvin 54b). Both of these assumptions are seen by the editors of the Talmud as being
contrary to the views of Rabbi Aqibah. Careful examination of these fundamental
theological differences will show that the theology of Rabbi Aqibah, rather than that of
Rabbi Ishmael, lays the foundation for a philosophical approach to the Torah.

By “the language of humans” Rabbi Ishmael means that one cannot press the verses of
the Torah for any meanings that would ignore its ordinary stylistic features, especially the
repetition of words that are easily seen as being put there in order to add emphasis to the
point being made in that overall context. But since the Torah’s ordinary sense does not
seem to deal with the abstract issues of theory and practice that one associates with
philosophical reflection, it would seem that these issues are therefore precluded from any
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authentic theological interpretation of the Torah. In Rabbi Ishmael’s disputes with Rabbi
Aqibah, he often objects to Rabbi Aqibah’s interpretations of Scripture that seem to read
more into the biblical text than out of it (for example, B. Sanhedrin 51b).

For Rabbi Aqibah, however, the Torah is not comparable to a human text. As such,
each of its words—even each of its letters—must be seen as having its own unique
function. There are no words just for added effect, or for purposes of illustration. Like
nature, the object of philosophical reflection, nothing in the Torah is seen as being
superfluous or of arbitrary significance. The Torah is wholly and consistently intelligible
(ratio per se), even if that intelligibility is only partially grasped by finite human
intelligences (ratio quoad nos). Therefore, the underlying meaning of the text must be
worked out speculatively. The ostensive meaning of the text is only its appearance; the
deeper reality of the text is what is gained by refusing to be bound by the surface of the
text with all its seeming limitations (and contradictions).

This point is even more philosophically significant in the second major theological
dispute between Rabbi Aqibah and Rabbi Ishmael. For Rabbi Ishmael, the general
principles of the Torah are clearly of greater importance than the specifics. That is why
they are given as the foundational revelation of Sinai, whereas the specifics are worked
out in the Tent of Meeting. In Rabbi Ishmael’s exegesis, specific statements are
subordinate to general statements, whereas in Rabbi Agqibah’s exegesis no such
distinction is made. For him, there is no subordination but interaction between words of
equal value (see B. Shevuot 26a). Therefore, in the theology of Rabbi Ishmael, there is no
more generality to the Torah than the ostensive text of the Torah itself gives. But in the
theology of Rabbi Agibah, questions of generality are, in effect, meta-questions, that is,
they are models developed to recontextualize the text rather than actual data located
within the words of the text itself. Consequently, there is much more latitude for the type
of increas-ingly abstract conceptualization that characterizes philosophical reflection.
Indeed, following this line of thought, it is evident why the whole process of the structure
of the Mishnah, which recontextualizes Jewish law according to conceptual categories
rather than following the seemingly random order of biblical verses (midrash), is
considered to have been the primary achievement of Rabbi Aqibah (see Avot de-Rabbi
Nathan, chapter 18; Y. Sheqalim 5.1/48c; cf. B. Pesachim 105b).

RABBINIC ANTI-TELEOLOGY

If the beginnings of philosophical reflection by the rabbis are seen more in the area of
practical reason than that of theoretical reason, then one must look not only at the
increasingly abstract methods of conceptualization begun by Rabbi Aqibah but especially
at efforts to develop a teleological conceptuality by the rabbis. For practical reason is
primarily concerned with the ends or purposes (tele) of human action. Philosophical
reflection on human action, as both Plato and Aristotle consistently emphasized, is
primarily a concern with what are the goods that human beings seek by their actions
when they are fully aware of what they are doing and why.

For the Ishmaelian school of thought and those akin to it, there would seem to be little
prospect for developing a teleology of the commandments, inasmuch as the Torah text
itself rarely presents specific reasons for observing any of the commandments. The Torah
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usually only presents two general reasons for observing any of the commandments: the
authority of God and the benevolence of God. Thus when God offers the Torah to Israel
at Sinai, the people accept it on his authority alone: “Everything that the Lord has spoken,
we shall do” (Exodus 19:8). And when Moses reiterates the Torah to the people of Israel
forty years later on the plains of Moab, he emphasizes that it is “for our good”
(Deuteronomy 6:24; see B. Berakhot 5a on Proverbs 4:2). However, the text there seems
to mean that the good result of observing the commandments of the Torah overall will be
a benevolence brought about by God as a reward. The use of the term “good” there does
not seem to be an argument for the inherent good of the respective commandments
themselves. As such, in this view, one cannot evaluate the commandments of the Torah
in relation to each other because one does not know what the final rewards will really be
(Mishnah (hereafter “M.”): Avot 2.1; see Chullin 142a).

Indeed, one passage in the Talmud argues against the effort to find reason for the
commandments as follows:

Rabbi Isaac asked why the reasons of the Torah (ta‘amei torah) were not
[usually] revealed. [He answered by saying that this is] because there are
two commandments whose reasons are revealed, and the greatest man in
the world was misled by them. [As for the first of them], it states
[regarding the king], “He shall not take for himself many wives [lest they
turn his heart away]” [Deuteronomy 17:17]. Solomon said, “But I shall
take many and I shall not be turned away [ve-lo asur] [from God].” Yet
Scripture writes, “And at the time of Solomon’s old age his wives turned
[hitu] his heart” (1 Kings 11:4).

B. Sanhedrin 21b

This rabbinic argument builds upon the text of 1 Kings itself, where the prohibition of
Deuteronomy that Solomon so arrogantly violated is paraphrased (1 Kings 11:2). So, in
other words, the search for the reasons of the commandments is seen as being motivated
by a desire to escape the observance of the commandments by discovering what their
ends are and then devising other means to fulfill them that are more personally attractive.
The very use of reason, according to this view, seems to be based on the desire (whether
conscious or unconscious) to escape the authority and benevolence of God and to
constitute the relationship with God on one’s own human terms. According to this view,
then, God’s commandments very likely have no other reason than to test human will by
the greater will of God (see, for example, M. Avot 2.4; Bereshit Rabbah 4.1; Bemidbar
Rabbah 19.1).

THE BEGINNINGS OF RABBINIC TELEOLOGY

The prohibition of the king taking many wives, for which the Torah atypically does give
a reason, is used to make the anti-philosophical point about the religious danger of giving
reasons for the commandments altogether. Yet there is another rabbinic discussion of this
biblical text that can be seen as making an important pro-philosophical—or perhaps pre-
philosophical—point. Careful analysis of this text might show just how the theology of
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the Aqgiban school of thought does lay the groundwork for a Jewish philosophy. Such a
philosophy, as we have already seen, must primarily be a philosophical meditation on the
practices mandated by the Bible.

The Mishnabh states:

[When Scripture prescribes] “He shall not take for himself many wives”
[Deuteronomy 17:17], that means no more than eighteen. Rabbi Judah
says he may take as many [as he desires] provided (bilvad) they do not
turn his heart away [from God]. Rabbi Simeon says that he should not
marry even one were she to turn his heart away. [But Rabbi Simeon was
queried] if so, then why does Scripture say, “He shall not take for himself
many wives”? [He replied] even if many wives were like Abigail.

M. Sanhedrin 2.4

In the Mishnah, which is the early rabbinic text upon which the subsequent discussions in
the Gemarah are based (thus the Mishnah and the Gemarah make up the Talmud), there
are three opinions. In the opinion of the first, anonymous, authority (tanna), the number
of wives, not their character, is the issue. Hence “many wives” means more than
eighteen. Here the meaning of an unclear general statement in the Bible is simply
stipulated (cf. B. Yoma 80a), although the Gemarah does attempt to find some biblical
basis for the insistence on this number (B. Sanhedrin 21a). In the opinion of Rabbi Judah,
the character of the wives and their number is the issue. Up to eighteen wives may be
taken by the king regardless of their character, but after these eighteen, character is the
criterion for addition. Finally, in the opinion of Rabbi Simeon, the point of the biblical
proscription pertains to the preclusion of unsuitable wives for the king (cf. B. Qiddushin
68b on Deuteronomy 7:4) among the eighteen he may take. And no more may be taken
even if they are like Abigail, the wife of King David, whose great virtue is praised by
Scripture (1 Samuel 25:3).

The discussion of this mishnaic text in the Gemarah (B. Sanhedrin 21a) concentrates
on the difference of opinion between Rabbi Judah and Rabbi Simeon. The point of
difference between them is located at the question of how one interprets the reasons given
in the Bible itself (“ta‘ma de-qra”) for the restriction of the king’s marriages.

Rabbi Judah is seen as holding that the reason explicitly given in the biblical text,
itself an unusual procedure, should be interpreted literally because such an unusual
addition is in the text for a definite function. That is an opinion with strong affinities to
the Ishmaelian school of thought (see B. Sotah 3a). The function of the reason added to
the biblical text is to qualify teleologically the rule concerning the number of wives the
king may marry. Since the reason for the proscription of a limitless number of royal
wives is that they will very likely turn the king’s heart away from God (as did the wives
of King Solomon), the explicit mention of the reason overrides the numerical limitation
of eighteen if it can be shown that the additional wives are indeed of good character and,
therefore, they will not turn the king’s heart away. (Such, of course, was not the case with
the women whom Solomon married, inasmuch as his interest in them seems to have been
lust or for the purpose of cementing relations with foreign powers by dynastic means, as
the text in 1 Kings 11:1 implies; see Y. Sanhedrin 2.6/20c.)
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But Rabbi Simeon is seen as holding that this reason could have been inferred without
any explicit mention of it in the biblical text. Therefore, the “reason” given in the text is
not a reason at all for we could already infer the reason ourselves (see, for example, B.
Pesachim 18b for a similar premise and its exception). What ostensibly appears to be a
reason is really an additional rule instead. That additional rule is that even one extra wife,
one even as virtuous as Abigail, will in effect turn the king’s heart away. The implication
is that it is not the character of the wives that is at issue but their number; too many wives
will be too distracting to the king as the moral leader of the people (see Deuteronomy
17:18-20). As for the first eighteen wives being morally suitable, that is hardly a
requirement only for kings (cf. B. Qiddushin 70a). In the view of Rabbi Simeon, the
Bible does not have to waste its words by giving reasons for commandments; rather it
leaves that task to the human intellect of its interpreters. Not encumbered by a reason
already given, the human intellect of the interpreter has wider range to speculate. This
wider range for speculation can certainly be seen as a precondition for philosophical
meditation, which in the area of practical reason is teleological. For within the biblical
text itself, there is very little teleology given for the specific commandments themselves.
Outside the biblical text, however, much teleology can be proposed. And to make this
process applicable throughout the interpretation of Scripture, even the little teleology
within the biblical text has to be reinterpreted deontologically precisely so that
teleological interpretation will not be confined to these exceptional cases alone (cf. B.
Qiddushin 24a). All this is conceptually akin to the thought of the Aqiban school.
Furthermore, it should be noted that Rabbi Simeon [ben Yochai] was one of Rabbi
Aqibah’s closest disciples (see B. Pesachim 112a).

AQIBAN ONTOLOGY

The discernment of the reason for a commandment cannot be the means for its
elimination. That would only be the case if we were absolutely sure that the reason we
have discerned is in truth the original intent of the divine lawgiver. However, the Talmud
indicates that all interpretation of the commandments is secondary to the normative status
of the commandments themselves (see B. Berakhot 19b on Proverbs 21:30). Human
wisdom cannot usurp divine wisdom.

On the surface, this might seem to be a dogmatic limitation placed on human reason
and thus anti-philosophical. Yet, when seen in the light of the theological premises of the
Aqiban school of thought, it has considerable philosophical value. In the Aqiban point of
view, the words of the Torah are to be taken as data rather than dicta. In other words,
precisely because the Torah does not speak by means of human language, its words must
be seen as one would see the entities of nature. Being given rather than devised, the
entities of nature can only be explained by humanly devised theories, theories that are
always only about them, never above them. Therefore, they cannot be eliminated by these
theories and replaced by something else in their stead. Such would only be the case in
humanly devised projects in which means are subordinate to ends and thus contingent
upon them for their very existence. In other words, in the Agiban way of understanding
the nature of the Torah, the words—even at times the letters—of the Torah have an
ontological status that they do not have in the Ishmaelian way of understanding.
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The Ishmaelian view strikes one as being somewhat akin to the type of ordinary
language analysis so prevalent in Anglo-American analytical philosophy since the later
work of Wittgenstein. Conversely, the Agiban ontology of the Torah and its connection
to human action have some intriguing similarities to Plato’s constitution of a bilateral
relation between theoretical reason and practical reason, that is, that practical reason has
theoretical intent and theoretical reason has practical application. As such, it is dissimilar
to Aristotle’s constitution of the ultimate transcendence of ethics by metaphysics.

In the Aqgiban view, the Torah is a perfect harmony with nothing lacking and nothing
superfluous in it. This comes out in the following interpretation of a younger
contemporary of Rabbi Aqibah, Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah, of the verse “The sayings of
the wise are like goads, like nails [u-khe-masmerot] planted in prodding sticks. They
were given by one shepherd” (Ecclesiastes 12:11): “They are like nails that are planted,
which are neither too little nor too much” (Tosefta on Sotah 7.11). But then this rabbinic
interpretation emphasizes the word “planted” (netu‘im) in the biblical text: “Just as what
is planted is fruitful and multiplies, so are the words of the Torah fruitful and
multiplying” (cf. B. Chagigah 3b). By “multiplying” he does not mean that the original
text of the Torah is subsequently augmented; rather he means that the words of the Torah
are intelligible and thus they stimulate humans to devise continually new and satisfying
interpretations and applications of them. This emphasis on expanding interpretation was
the hallmark of Rabbi Agqibah and his disciples. With this theological stimulus to
intellectual speculation, it is not surprising that the historical preconditions for the
emergence of philosophy were being simultaneously prepared.

NORMATIVE TELEOLOGY

Throughout the Talmud one finds numerous examples of the rabbis’ speculating on what
the reason for a commandment is (see, for example, Niddah 32b). Nevertheless, these
interpretations can usually be seen as functioning ex post facto, namely, they are
subsequent, imaginative, speculations on the value of the commandments. But as such,
they do not play any real constitutive role in the normative interpretation of the
commandments themselves. In other words, they do not function as essences that
determine the structure and application of the specific commandments at hand. They are
“reasons” in the sense of the other etymology of the word ta‘am that means “taste” (see
Job 34:3). Just as taste is not part of the essential nutritional function of food but only
attracts us to eat it, so are these “reasons” given only to attract us to the commandments.
In other words, they are like homilies (aggadah) that are attractive to the masses (see B.
Shabbat 87a), but which themselves do not function normatively (see Y. Pe’ah 2.4/17a).
Therefore, it is difficult to see these interpretations as having import for a philosophy of
Jewish practice.

Occasionally, however, one does find interpretations of the reasons of the
commandments that do have a determinative function in the legal reality of the
commandments themselves. Thus they can be taken as examples of philosophy of law
and not just surmisals about the law. This comes out in the following later rabbinic text:
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Mar Zutra and Rav Adda Sabba the sons of Rav Mari bar Isur were
dividing his estate among themselves. They came before Rav Ashi and
said to him that the Torah prescribes “by the testimony of two witnesses”
[yaqum davar—“a legal matter shall be established”] [Deuteronomy
19:15]. Does this apply only to cases where one person wants to back out
of a legal agreement he made with another person, and he may not do so
[because the witnesses will testify to the original agreement]? [If that is
the reason], then we would not do so. Or, perhaps, no legal matter
whatsoever is valid without the presence of witnesses. Rav Ashi answered
them that witnesses are selected only when there is concern about the
parties denying [an agreement].

B. Qiddushin 65b

The sons of Rav Mari bar Isur are asking a fundamental question about the purpose of the
law requiring witnesses at a contractual proceeding. Are the witnesses only a requirement
if there is the likelihood that there will be contesting claims by the two parties involved in
an agreement, or are the witnesses a requirement for there to be any legally valid
agreement at all, irrespective of the likelihood or unlikelihood of contesting claims? Rav
Ashi’s answer, then, is his judgment about the purpose of the biblical commandment
requiring witnesses, at least as regards commercial proceedings. This judgment of the
why of this commandment determines how it is to be applied and how it is not to be
applied. And following Rav Ashi’s conclusion here (for the great authority of Rav Ashi
in talmudic jurisprudence, see B. Bava Metzia 86a), the important twelfth-century
Franco-German authority Rabbenu Tam made the general conclusion that commercial
proceedings have no inherent requirement for the presence of two witnesses, although
such presence is customarily the case (Tosafot on B. Qiddushin 65b, s.v. “la ibru
sahaday”).

The question raised in this talmudic case is of philosophical import since it ultimately
involves the larger question of the relationship of the individual to society. (Certainly
since the sixteenth century, this has been the central question of political philosophy in
the West.) In this particular context the question is about what the role of witnesses,
being the agents of society itself, is to be in the private agreements, between individuals.
If, on the one hand, individual persons are essentially defined as being the constituents of
society, then it would seem that society in the person of witnesses should be present in
any agreement made between two parties. After all, both the status of the persons
agreeing and the very value of the commodities that are the subject of the agreement are
themselves socially determined. But, on the other hand, if persons are essentially defined
as individuals even before they have any relationship with society (what Hobbes, Locke,
and Rousseau called “the state of nature”), then the role of society is only that of a
mediator in the case of disputes between the parties themselves. For these persons are in
society but not of it. So, if they can mutually agree among themselves, then the presence
of society in the person of witnesses is unwarranted. And, furthermore, unlike many
social contract thinkers who see the usual relationship of individuals among themselves
to be a predatory one (homo homini lupus), this talmudic text seems to regard the usual
social situation to be one of mutual cooperation and trust (cf. M. Avot 3.2).
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Following this type of philosophical analysis, it would seem that the opinion of Rav
Ashi as to the essential function of witnesses is basically in accord with the view that
restricts the role of society to that of adjudication in the event or the likely event of
disputes. At least in the realm of commercial activities, individuals are not to be burdened
with unnecessary social interference (see B. Sanhedrin 32a). Society itself must trust the
basic integrity of its citizens. Indeed, without such trust, ultimately the only remaining
options are either anarchy or tyranny, that is, society has to become either absent or
ubiquitous. On the other hand, though, when it comes to marital covenants the same
talmudic text we have just looked at insists upon the presence of witnesses in a
foundational capacity. There the Talmud distinguishes between marital relationships that
have greater meaning for the rest of society and commercial transactions that have less
meaning for it. This, of course, reflects the view that the family is a more basic
component of society than individuals as property holders and traders; indeed that
persons themselves are more interested in familial relationships than they are in
commercial transactions. The society that the Talmud deals with and intends to preserve
and enhance is more concerned with status than with contract.

LAW AND SOCIETY

The question we have been examining about the role of society in human disputes also
comes out in an early rabbinic debate about the legitimacy of arbitration in lieu of formal
legal litigation. Here again, the philosophical import of the debate concerns the
fundamental purposes of civil law.

Rabbi Eliezer the son of Rabbi Yose the Galilean said that it is forbidden
to arbitrate...but let the law [ha-din] pierce the mountain, as Scripture
says, “for the judgment [ha-mishpat] is God’s” [Deuteronomy I:17]...
Rabbi Joshua ben Korhah said that it is meritorious [mitzvah] to arbitrate
as Scripture says, “a true and harmonious judgment [u-mishpat shalom]
you shall judge in your gates” [Zechariah 8:16]. But is it not so that where
there is justice [mishpat] there is no harmony [shalom] and where there is
harmony there is no justice? So, what kind of justice contains harmony?
That is arbitration [bitz‘ua].

B. Sanhedrin 6b

The philosophical point being debated here seems to concern the relation of law and
society. Is society for the sake of the law, or is law for the sake of the society? The
answer seems to depend on what one sees the essential function of society to be. If
society is simply to reflect a higher order and implement it on earth, then one will agree
with Rabbi Eliezer in the above debate. However, if society is to be a communion of
persons, a covenantal entity not just implementing divine authority but participating in
the harmony of divine care for the universe, then one will agree with Rabbi Joshua ben
Korhah in the debate. Moreoever, it is clear that arbitration involves more independent
human reasoning than formal adjudication based on written law (see Y. Sanhedrin
1.1/18b). The tendency of the later Jewish legal tradition was to follow this latter view of
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the relation of law and society. And that tendency has some important philosophical
affinities to Aristotle’s insistence on the priority of friendship (philia) over strict justice in
the truly human community (koinonia), although the theological component in the
rabbinic view makes for essential differences from Aristotle’s view. This affinity helps
explain why Aristotelian ethical and political concepts became so attractive to a number
of medieval Jewish philosophers who were rooted in the rabbinic tradition before they
approached the work of Aristotle and the Aristotelians.

THE LATER EMPHASIS ON HUMAN LAW

In the early rabbinic sources, there is no real distinction made between divine law and
human law. The Torah is the divine law that is given to be interpreted by humans. It is
from God, but not in heaven, that is, its meaning is determined by exegesis and learned
consensus, not by any further oracular revelation (see B. Bava Metzia 59b on
Deuteronomy 30:12). This proved to work out quite well as long as the rabbis were
convinced that any new problem that arose could be related to the authority of the Torah
by exegetical means. The exegetical bridge between the Torah and the human situations it
is to judge was constituted through a number of hermeneutical principles.

In the earlier rabbinic sources, it seems that conclusions derived by means of these
principles are logically compelling, especially the principle called “qal va-chomer,”
which is an inference a fortiori. Yet already in these sources there are questions that
suggest that even this type of reasoning is more analogical than deductive, hence not
totally compelling after all (see, for example, M. Bava Qamma 2.5; M. Yevamot 8.3). By
the time of the later rabbinic sources, the logical weakness of even qal va-chomer
reasoning had been further exposed (see B. Qiddushin 4b).

What growing dissatisfaction with the complete sufficiency of formal exegetical
reasoning accomplished was to make room in the realm of rabbinic normative discourse
for more teleological reasoning. As we have already seen, that opens the door for
practical philosophy. The rabbinic authority who did more in this area than anyone else is
the fourth-century Babylonian sage Rava.

By the time of Rava, the distinction between the divine law of the Torah (d’oraita) and
the human law of the rabbis (de-rabbanan) was already in place. The human law of the
rabbis is not seen as independent of the divine law of the Torah; rather it is seen as being
mandated by that law (B. Shabbat 23a on Deuteronomy 17:11). In this theological view
of the nature of the Torah, the rabbis are given authority by the Torah itself not only to
interpret its law and adjudicate cases based on their interpretation, but also to augment
the law of the Torah with their own legislation. The formal distinction between these two
kinds of law, however, was constantly emphasized in the later rabbinic texts to
distinguish between direct revelation and human wisdom (albeit seen as inspired), and to
give normative priority to divine law over human law (see B. Berakhot 19b; B. Betzah
3b).

What, then, is the essential difference between the earlier and the later rabbinic views
of the relation between the divine and the human in the realm of law? The difference
seems to be as follows. In the earlier view, all law is seen as coming from God, however
tenuous the exegetically constituted relation between divine ground and normative
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consequent in fact is. But in the later view, there is a considerable body of Jewish law
that is not seen as specifically coming from God, but only the general authority to make it
is seen as coming from God. Instead, its essential methodology is that it is made for the
sake of God. Its function, then, is to enhance the quality of human life, the pinnacle of
which is the covenantal relationship with God (see M. Makkot 3.16 on Isaiah 42:21; B.
Bava Qamma 6b). Thus its very nature is teleological.

How does one know what is for the sake of God? In the narrower sense, of course, that
was discovered by justifying human legislation as an enhancement of specific laws of the
Torah so that the usual careless violation of the law would more likely be violation of the
humanly constructed “fence around it,” rather than the divinely given core within that
fence (M. Avot 1.1; M. Berakhot 1.1; M. Betzah 5.2). But this explains only the function
of restrictive rabbinic decrees (gezerot). When it comes to the more innovative rabbinic
enactments (taqqanot), where the rabbis devised new legal institutions, then what is for
the sake of God involves a philosophical reflection on what are the more general overall
ends of the Torah itself.

It is in the area of these positive rabbinic enactments that the legal philosophy of Rava
is most evident. For example, the rabbis were interested in what is the actual scriptural
warrant for including the book of Esther in the canon. Prima facie, the story told in this
book is a secular one. In fact, the name of God is not mentioned anywhere in the book.
Nevertheless, the book had long been accepted by the Jews as Scripture, and it became
the basis for the popular holiday of Purim. Earlier rabbis had tried to find a specific
scriptural text from which to deduce a warrant for the inclusion of this book in the
biblical canon and thus justify the religious celebration of Purim. After reviewing various
early attempts to locate such a specific scriptural warrant, the second-century Babylonian
authority Mar Samuel stated, “Had I been there, I would have been able to give a much
better interpretation than any of them [of what it] says [about the introduction of Purim]
in the book of Esther [9:27], ‘They upheld it and accepted it’, [namely,] they upheld in
heaven what had already been accepted on earth” (B. Megillah 7a). Rava then states that
all of the earlier interpretations could be refuted, but that the interpretation of Samuel is
irrefutable. The reason is that Samuel’s interpretation is not derived from a biblical verse
at all. Instead, it takes a biblical verse as a description of a human enactment that is for
the sake of God because it celebrates an event perceived to be especially providential.
The reasoning described in the verse is teleological. The divine approval it receives is not
ab initio but ex post facto (cf. B. Shabbat 87a). In order for such approval to be won, the
enactment itself had to be based on a consideration of the purposes of the Torah in
general. These purposes are explicated by a process of philosophical reflection.

Rava’s emphasis on teleology appears in numerous of his opinions recorded in the
Talmud. In one text, he explicitly rejects earlier exegetical reasoning and insists that the
reasoning involved in the interpretation of a rabbinic law be conducted according to “the
canons of reason” (“be-torat ta‘ama”), that is, by teleological rather than by deductive
logic (B. Berakhot 23b). In another text, he accepts one earlier rabbinic legal opinion
over a rival opinion because the first opinion is more rational (mistabra), even though the
biblical exegesis used in the second opinion is sounder (Arakhin 5b). The rationality of
the first opinion consists of its better grasp of the original purpose of the law under
discussion. Thus even though Rava did not himself develop what we would call a
“systematic” philosophy of Jewish practice, he did lay the groundwork for a teleological
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approach to the Jewish tradition. Without his achievement, teleological analysis by
Jewish thinkers who came after him could be attributed to their exposure to Greek,
especially Aristotelian, philosophy. The truth is, however, that by the time these Jewish
thinkers were exposed to Greek philosophy they were already prepared for teleological
thinking by the Talmud. Hence they could not only appreciate the insights of Greek
philosophy but critically evaluate them as well.

Rava’s achievement was possible because of the later talmudic recognition that large
portions of Jewish law were really rabbinic decrees and enactments. In fact, in a number
of these later texts, even laws supposedly based on biblical exegesis are judged to be
rabbinic laws in essence and only biblical by subsequent association (asmakhta—see, for
example, Chullin 64a-b). That being the case, teleological analysis of rabbinic laws is at a
considerable advantage over similar analysis of biblical laws. The advantage is that in the
case of biblical laws the reasons of the divine lawgiver for prescribing or proscribing as
he did are more often than not unknown. The assumption is “My thoughts are not your
thoughts” (Isaiah 55:8). Therefore, teleological analysis here can only be speculative,
although, as we have seen, it can sometimes have normative effect. In the case of rabbinic
law, conversely, the reasons for the humanly made law are almost always explictly stated
(see B. Gittin 14a); and, in fact, when they are absent, subsequent commentators were
quick to surmise what they are. Human minds are much more able to understand the
reasons of other human minds than they are able to understand the reasons of the divine
mind. As such, the more law that is considered rabbinic the more room there is for the
teleological analysis that characterizes practical reason. Thus rabbinic law, at least in
principle although rarely in practice, was subject to repeal, unlike biblical law for which
the suggestion of overt repeal would be considered blasphemous (see M. Eduyot 1.5; B.
Avodah Zarah 36a-b; cf. B. Sotah 47b).

All this might well be why the Mishnah designates Jewish civil law as the discipline
one should engage in if one “wants to become wise” (she-yahkim—M. Bava Batra 10.8).
For even in early rabbinic times, Jewish civil law was already based on a minimum of
biblical verses and a maximum of rabbinic decrees and enactments (see, for example, M.
Gittin 4.3 and the extensive discussion thereof in both Talmuds; also B. Yevamot 89b on
Ezra 10:8).

Rava’s emphasis on the importance of human reason in the religious life itself is most
succinctly expressed in his statement that, when a person is brought before the throne of
divine justice after one’s life is over, one will be asked (among other things), “Did you
reason wisely [“pilpalta be-chokhmah”]? Did you infer [hevanta] one thing from out of
another?” (B. Shabbat 31a). It seems that Maimonides, the most important Jewish
philosopher to emerge out of the rabbinic tradition, basing himself on this text and
another in the Talmud (B. Qiddushin 30a), located an actual religious duty to
philosophize (Mishneh Torah: Talmud Torah, 1.11)—of course, for those both able and
inclined to do so.
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II
Medieval Jewish philosophy



CHAPTER 5
The nature of medieval Jewish philosophy

Alexander Broadie

What is medieval Jewish philosophy? Perhaps the most obvious answer is that it is
philosophy written by a Jew during the Middle Ages. But even if obvious, it is also false.
In this chapter its falsity will be demonstrated, and thereafter a more satisfactory answer
to the opening question will be developed.

Faced with an unattributed text, is it possible, without looking further, to identify it as
a piece of medieval Jewish philosophy? It might be said that we can at least determine by
consideration of the linguistic evidence that the author is a medieval Jew, for the Hebrew
or Judeo-Arabic of the text will contain sufficient evidence for that. But linguistic
evidence is not always sufficient to establish that the author is a medieval Jew, for some
medieval Jewish philosophy was written in Latin, and there is almost certainly no
evidence of a purely linguistic nature supporting the fact that the Latin was written by
Jews, even if the Latin points, as it does in each case, to a specifically medieval
authorship. And on the other hand there are medieval Hebrew translations of Muslim
philosophical writings, and indeed some of Averroes’ writings are known to us now only
in their Hebrew versions. Of course translating them was not a way of making the
philosophy Jewish.

However, even if the linguistic data permitted the conclusion that a text was by a
medieval Jew, what features would permit the conclusion that the text was a piece of
medieval Jewish philosophy? Are there positions defended or arguments deployed in
medieval Jewish philosophy that are not to be found in medieval Christian or Islamic
philosophy? If so, what are these positions or arguments? If there are none such, then is
there nothing philosophically distinctive about medieval Jewish philosophy? And if so
then should we perhaps settle for saying that medieval Jewish philosophy is, after all,
simply philosophy written by Jews during the Middle Ages?

If we are forced to this conclusion it might turn out that by the same set of arguments
it can be shown that medieval Christian philosophy and medieval Islamic philosophy do
not have distinctive voices either, with the result that all that can be said is that
philosophy was written in the Middle Ages by members of the three faith communities,
and that the philosophical content, if not the linguistic style, did not vary from one
community to another. We might settle for this position on the grounds that philosophy
makes its appeal on the basis of reason, not faith, and an appeal to reason, if well
founded, will receive an affirmative response from a reasonable audience of no matter
what faith community. In that sense the universalism of philosophy would be presented
as being in contrast to the particularism of each of the three religions. However, we have
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some distance to cover before being able to decide whether we must settle for this
conclusion. It is necessary first to set out the conflicting arguments and to weigh them up.

Let us take as our starting point the terms in the phrase “medieval Jewish philosophy.”
It will quickly emerge that they are all problematic, and that, though some of the
problems are trivial, others go to the heart of things, and should be of interest to anyone
with an interest in Jewish philosophical speculation.

First the term “medieval.” There are difficulties here, some trivial and some which
constitute an obstacle to a proper understanding not only of medieval Jewish philosophy
but of the history of Jewish culture. “Medieval” means “pertaining to the Middle Ages.”
This is to define an age negatively, in terms not of itself but of the ages which flank it, the
ages which it mediates. But what ages are at issue when we speak about the ages which
flank the medium aevum, the age in the middle? It should first be noted that the Middle
Ages do not need to be seen as lying in the past in relation to the person who calls them
“Middle Ages.” That towering figure from the late Roman period, Augustine, who had a
deeper insight into the nature of time than most people do, said that he was living in the
Middle Ages, meaning thereby that he was living in the period between the first coming
and the second. But when modern historians use the phrase they are likely to be referring
to the time between the Dark Ages and the Renaissance. That period cannot be dated with
great precision, perhaps cannot even be pinned down to within a century or two, but no
doubt that does not matter greatly. Let us suppose that it signifies the period from the
beginning of the tenth century to the end of the fourteenth, or perhaps a period within
that, or overlapping it, though not by much, on one side or the other.

However, it is not the precise dating of the Middle Ages that concerns us here but the
cultural background which is presupposed. In relation to what culture were those
centuries the Middle Ages? The answer is obvious; it is the European, and particularly
the West European, culture. West Europe lived through a Dark Age, lasting for a few
centuries from the collapse of the Roman Empire in the West, and then, after an
intermediate period, the Middle Ages, it enjoyed the Renaissance, which lasted for a few
centuries until the Enlightenment. But we are not to suppose that these descriptive
phrases, used as large historical categories by modern historians, make much sense, or
any at all, when applied to the cultural experience of peoples in other regions during the
period 900-1400 CE.

In particular the Maghreb and the Middle East, that is, countries occupying a swathe
of territory under Muslim control from north-west Africa to at least as far east as
Baghdad, were enjoying a rich cultural life during the period that European historians call
the Dark Ages. The phrase “Dark Ages” is employed as a convenient way of expressing
simultaneously two distinct concepts, those of, first, being an age backward in civilized
accomplishment, and, second, being an age about which we know little—though no
doubt our ignorance is due in substantial measure to the paucity of literary skills during
the period in question. But very extensive written records provide ample testimony to the
flourishing arts and sciences in Baghdad, Cairo, and other great centers of the Middle
East; indeed, the initiators of the medieval Jewish philosophical tradition, Saadia Gaon
(882-942), who lived in Baghdad, Aleppo, and Sura, and his contemporary Isaac Israeli
(b. 850), who lived for a time in Khartoum, did not come at the end of a Jewish cultural
dark age. Far from it.
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The point is not a quibble. To apply these Western cultural categories to these distant
cultures is to impose an alien categorial framework upon them, and this could lead the
unwary to have a false understanding of those cultures. This is of immediate concern to
our topic since in the main the major works of Jewish philosophy written in what we in
the West call the “Middle Ages,” were not written in the Middle Ages in relation to the
cultural environment of those works. And this is true even of those Jewish philosophical
works written in Spain, for it is Moorish Spain that is at issue here and Moorish Spain
was culturally at least as closely linked to the Middle East as to Western Christendom.
However, the phrase “medieval Jewish philosophy” is no doubt too well entrenched now
to be shifted. But I hope I have made clear my reasons for thinking that the word
“medieval” is in its own way working on behalf of a Western cultural imperialism against
which we should be on our guard. It would of course be preferable to employ cultural
categories that are dictated by the Jewish historical experience, rather than categories
imposed upon it by an alien culture seeking to dictate the terms of the discussion.

The term “Jewish” is more problematic than the term “medieval”. What makes a work
of medieval Jewish philosophy Jewish? The obvious answer is that it was written by a
Jew, but I shall argue that although obvious it is also incorrect. A distinction has to be
made between the philosopher and the philosophy. The former could be Jewish without
the latter being so, and that is how it would be unless something of the Jewishness of the
person affects the philosophy, enabling us, without knowing the author, to identify the
work, from the evidence of the ideas themselves, as a piece of Jewish philosophy. I think
that, unless it is possible to identify a philosophy as Jewish in the way just described, the
concept of Jewish philosophy is of no practical or theoretical value.

It should be clear that what is at issue here is not merely the philosophical ideas in so
far as the writer provides support for them in the form of citations of authoritative texts. It
is common, normal, for the medieval Jewish philosophers to quote extensively not only
from the Hebrew Bible but also from rabbinic literature and especially, of course, from
the sages of the Talmud. And equally they do not, except in extremely rare cases, quote
from the New Testament or the Church Fathers—Maimonides no more invokes
Augustine than Thomas Aquinas invokes the sages of the Talmud. Consequently, it is not
in general difficult to recognize that the author of a given work of medieval philosophy is
Jewish or Christian. Or, put otherwise, the auctoritates can be sufficient to stamp a
philosophical work as a Jewish book or as a Christian one. And in so far as a philosophy
book is a Jewish work, we could reasonably be said to be dealing with a work of Jewish
philosophy. The auctoritates, so to say, appropriate the work for the faith community
whose culture is most particularly expressed in the book.

But the mere citation of rabbinic authorities in support of a philosophical position does
not by itself imply that the philosophical position could not equally be adopted by
Christian or Muslim philosophers. They would no doubt wish to cite different authorities
but citing different authorities does not affect the content of the idea that is being thus
supported. Our question is whether there are philosophical ideas which are recognizably
Jewish in the sense that even in the absence of clues provided by the auctoritates the
provenance of the ideas is recognizably Jewish, with the result that a Christian or Muslim
thinker would have to reject those ideas as being incompatible with his or her faith. There
are no doubt several senses that might be ascribed to the phrase “medieval Jewish
philosophy,” but the one I am outlining is probably the strongest of them.
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Certainly there are writings, commonly described as works of medieval Jewish
philosophy, which the above account does not fit. What for example should be said of the
Megqor Chayyim of ibn Gabirol? During a period of six centuries most of those who knew
the book knew of it as the Fons Vitae by the Muslim scholar Avicebron or Avicebrol, and
some, on the contrary, thought that the author of the Fons Vitae was a Christian. Very
few indeed knew that a Jew had written it.' I shall leave aside the puzzling point that
during that lengthy period scholars were not alerted to what seem to us the obvious
implications of the fact that the title of Avicebron’s book is a phrase from Psalms 36:10,
and I shall attend instead to the fact that the general failure to realize that the book was by
a Jew prompts a question regarding the sense, if any, in which the Meqor Chayyim
counts as a work of Jewish philosophy. Now that we know who wrote it, we assign it to
the tradition of medieval Jewish Neoplatonism. Some Jews, for example Isaac Israeli,
Bachya ibn Paquda (second half of eleventh century), and Abraham ibn Ezra (1089—
1164), did write philosophy which could fairly be described as Neoplatonic, and here is
yet another work of that kind, and some now say that they see that it is a specifically
Jewish work and are puzzled that it took centuries for the truth to become generally
known. It does not much matter whether we are suspicious of these apparent examples of
clarity of hindsight. The important point is the conceptual one, that, whatever our
decision about the proper classification of the Meqor Chayyim, whether or not it is to be
classified as a work of Jewish philosophy should be determined by whether its content is
Jewish, not by the fact that its author was.

People do not philosophize within a cultural vacuum. In particular, if philosophers are
members of a faith community, we should expect their faith to be reflected in their
philosophy, and certainly we cannot suppose that people who know God to exist would
approach philosophical problems about the nature of existence, whether the existence of
God or of created things, as if they did not have that knowledge. If the philosophers are
Jews and their Judaism sets the agenda for their philosophizing, prompting them to ask
about the mode of existence of the God of Israel or about the metaphysical and moral
relations between God and his creatures, or about the nature of the insight of the biblical
prophets, then the resultant philosophy can be called a “Jewish” philosophy, though the
sense is weaker than that outlined earlier. It is weaker because the agenda just given, even
if it were spelled out in much more detail, might also be the agenda for works of
Christian or Muslim philosophy. Hence, on this account the agenda of a Jewish
philosophy may not be peculiarly Jewish. Of course the philosophers’ Judaism might also
be providing them with a distinctively Jewish perspective upon traditional philosophical
problems, in which case, again, it would be appropriate to speak about their philosophy
as Jewish, though of course it would be necessary to say what constitutes a distinctively
Jewish perspective. All this is a far cry from the simplistic, and false, view that a
philosophy is Jewish if the philosopher is, and it should be plain that it is also a much
more persuasive view than the simplistic one that I have rejected.

Some might object that “medieval Jewish philosophy” is a misnomer, basing their
proof upon the fact that books surveying the field” tend to employ two grand
classificatory concepts, Aristotelian and Neoplatonic. Most Jewish philosophers from the
eleventh century, that is from the century after Saadia (who was heavily influenced by the
Muslim school of kalam philosophy—itself owing a great deal to Greek atomism), are
classed as one or the other, or even both, though a few, of whom Halevi is perhaps the
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most conspicuous, cannot readily be fitted into this schema. But how Jewish can a
philosophy be if it is Aristotelian? Should we not say that to see Judaism in Aristotelian
terms, letting Aristotle set the agenda for a Jewish investigation of the basis of Judaism,
is already to have sold the pass to an alien culture? Is that not to permit the imposition
upon Judaism of a categorial framework alien, not indigenous, to it, in which case how
can the resultant philosophy be classified as Jewish?

But, as just stated, those medieval Jewish philosophers did not philosophize in a
cultural vacuum. As well as the biblical and rabbinic literature which they inherited, they
lived in an environment which had a rich philosophical tradition, and which was even
then alive with philosophical activity. Many things that the non-Jewish philosophers said,
on the basis of their reading of Aristotle, of the Neoplatonists, and of the Muslim kalam
philosophers, were supported by persuasive arguments, and Jews could not ignore those
arguments, especially as many of the subjects at issue were of immediate concern to
Judaism. Among those subjects are the existence of God and the nature of his oneness,
where the crucial questions are whether his existence can be proved and whether his
existence is identical with his essence. If they are identical then this would imply that
God is, in a profound metaphysical sense, one. The question of the eternity or otherwise
of the world was also a matter of central concern. So also was the possibility of
providence, and the related question of the compatibility of human free will with divine
foreknowledge of every human act. The whole question of the proper way for human
beings to conduct themselves was also of course the subject of extensive discussion
among ancient writers, and questions such as the relation between, on the one hand,
Aristotle’s doctrine of the ethical mean and, on the other hand, the halakhah were bound
to attract the attention of Jewish philosophers once they alighted upon the Nicomachean
Ethics. To what extent could a life lived in accordance with halakhic requirements also
conform with Aristotelian ethical values? And finally, in this abbreviated list, there was
the overarching question of the appropriate way to interpret terms when predicated of
God: are they to be understood literally, or perhaps negatively? And the ancient logicians
discuss several other uses of terms also, for example, analogical and amphibolous, uses
duly appropriated by medieval Jewish thinkers in their attempts to make sense of terms
used of God.

Plainly the non-Jewish philosophers, even pagan philosophers, could not be ignored
by Jews. If conclusions of the philosophers were correct then it had to be demonstrated
that Judaism did not contradict them, and if Judaism did contradict them then the errors
of the philosophers had to be exposed. And since there were many philosophies, it was
necessary to determine which of these was most congenial to Judaism, or at least to
Judaism as understood by the particular Jewish philosophers at issue. And here it is
necessary to note that Judaism is of course no more a monolith than philosophy is, and
that the content of a person’s concept of Judaism might be deeply influenced by what was
learned from philosophers, even pagan philosophers. Apart from the point that Judaism
might become intellectually impoverished if it did not seek to respond to current
philosophical ideas, there was also a danger, to which some were alert, that the faith of
the philosophically minded among the faithful might be set at risk, if it were not
demonstrated that the fundamentals of their faith were compatible with highly plausible
theses of non-Jewish philosophers. There were therefore pressures from several
directions forcing Jews to engage very positively with the surrounding philosophical
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culture. The point is that there were powerful arguments for plausible theses, and
whatever their origins, pagan or not, it was necessary, for intellectual and pastoral
reasons, for Jews to respond.

This is not to deny that there were in the Middle Ages pressures in the opposite
direction also. It is noteworthy that in his Sefer Emunot ve-De‘ot (Book of Beliefs and
Opinions) Saadia attempts to counter the charge that speculation of the kind to be found
in that book leads to unbelief and is conducive to heresy, a charge that is apparently
supported by a famous talmudic saying: “Whoever speculates about the following four
matters would have been better off had he not been born; namely, what is below and what
is above, what was before and what will be behind?”* However, it is Saadia’s view, for
which he finds support in Isaiah (40:21) and Job (34:4), that this rabbinic warning is
aimed at those who lay aside the books of the prophets and, as Saadia puts it, “accept any
private notion that might occur to an individual about the beginning of place and time.”
In short it is not philosophical speculation as such that is at issue, but such speculation
which is not guided by Scripture.* And in the centuries following Saadia, the centuries I
shall classify for practical purposes as medieval, Jews, guided by Scripture, produced an
immense and rich literature of philosophical speculation.

In the light of the foregoing remarks it is possible to draw some tentative conclusions
concerning how a piece of Jewish philosophy is to be identified as Jewish. In almost all
cases the writings which we classify as medieval Jewish philosophy are richly imbued
with Aristotelian, Neoplatonic, or kalamist philosophical ideas, ideas which are present as
presuppositions, or which are there as theses to be defended, or there as targets of attack.
Plotinus and Proclus were particularly important as informing the thought of Jewish
philosophers from the time of Isaac Israeli in the mid-ninth century. And as regards
Aristotle, it is necessary to keep sight of the fact that, just as it was only within the
context of the commentaries of Alexander of Aphrodisias, Themistius, Philoponus, and
others that Aristotle’s writings penetrated the Islamic philosophical schools, so also it
was only within the context of the commentaries of those ancient writers and also of the
commentaries of Muslim thinkers such as al-Farabi, Avicenna, ibn Bajja, and Averroes
that Aristotle’s writings penetrated Jewish philosophical circles.

It is in virtue of the fact that certain Jewish writings are sustained, rational reflections
upon Aristotelianism, Neoplatonism, and the atomist philosophy of the kalam that those
writings have to be classified as philosophy. It is not a matter for dispute that the Jewish
philosophers of the Enlightenment or of the post-Enlightenment periods do not stand in
anything like the same relation to Aristotelianism, Neoplatonism, and the kalam. As
regards those later periods, classifications such as neo-Kantian or existentialist are more
appropriate and more common. And in these later periods, as with the earlier ones, it is
the philosophical schools of the wider philosophical community which provide the
principles of classification that enable us to place contributions to specifically Jewish
philosophy.

A tentative articulation of the concept of medieval Jewish philosophy has now been
provided. Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed played a special role in fixing that
concept, for it was treated as a paradigm or exemplar—if the Guide is not, in some
plausible sense, a piece of medieval Jewish philosophy, then nothing at all is. In addition
it determined the agenda for almost all subsequent Jewish philosophizing in the Middle
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Ages. No account of medieval Jewish philosophy can be taken seriously that does not
give pride of place to the Guide.

In recent work on medieval Jewish philosophy there is no topic which has been more
vigorously disputed than the extent of Maimonides’ Aristotelianism.” But no one has
sought to deny that he is a follower of Aristotle, even if perhaps, as some have
maintained, a follower of a highly judaicized Aristotle. A glance at the chapters in the
Guide on the doctrine of creation should make the point. Whether he is attacking
Aristotle, as when discussing belief in the eternity of the world, or defending him, as
when denying that Aristotle thought he had demonstrated the eternity of the world, or
arguing in what seems non-Aristotelian territory, as when investigating the
presuppositions of the law of Moses, he shows himself to be aware of Aristotle’s
presence. The influence that Aristotle, overwhelmingly and at all times, exerts on
Maimonides stamps him as a philosopher of what we are accustomed to call the “Middle
Ages”. By the same token the way in which Saadia brings the kalam philosophy to bear
upon Jewish themes, and the way Halevi brings his Neoplatonism to bear upon Jewish
themes, mark both out as major contributors to the tradition of medieval Jewish
philosophy.

NOTES
1 For a sketch of the history of its transmission, see Loewe 1989, pp. 39-43.
2 For example, Husik 1916; Guttmann 1973; Sirat 1985.
3 Babylonian Talmud, Chagigah 11b.
4 Saadia Gaon 1948, pp. 26ft.
5 See for example Strauss 1952, pp. 38-94; 1988, pp. 30-58; 1963, pp. xi-lvi.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Guttmann, J. (1973) Philosophies of Judaism, translated by D.Silverman (New York: Schocken).

Husik, I. (1916) A History of Mediaeval Jewish Philosophy (New York: Macmillan).

Loewe, R. (1989) Ibn Gabirol (London: Grove).

Saadia Gaon (1948) The Book of Beliefs and Opinions, translated by S.Rosenblatt (New Haven:
Yale University Press).

Sirat, C. (1985) A History of Jewish Philosophy in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press).

Strauss, L. (1952) “The Literary Character of the Guide for the Perplexed” in Persecution and the
Art of Writing (Glencoe: Free Press), pp. 38—-94. (Reprinted with changes in J.A.Buijs (ed.)
Maimonides: A Collection of Critical Essays (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press,
1988), pp. 30-58.

—(1963) “How to Begin to Study The Guide of the Perplexed,” in Maimonides, The Guide of
the Perplexed, translated by S.Pines, 2 vols (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 1: xi-lvi.



CHAPTER 6
The Islamic social and cultural context

Steven M.Wasserstrom

STATUS QUAESTIONIS

Philosophy by most measures played a rather minor role in the history of medieval
Judaism.' Thus, in recently published standard reference works on Jewish and Islamic
history, philosophy plays next to no role.”> One reason for this lacuna is that medieval
Jews wrote little “pure” philosophy. Salo Baron thus was correct to observe that only two
Jewish philosophers of this period, Isaac Israeli (tenth century) and ibn Gabirol (d. 1058),
wrote works of philosophy which were not conceived explicitly as philosophical defences
of Judaism. Ibn Gabirol’s Fons Vitae, notes Baron, was “(next to the early and less
significant attempt by Israeli) a singular example of philosophic detachedness in
medieval Jewish letters.” As he continues:

Even in the countries of Islam, the Jewish people were prone to disregard
all the more objective scientific endeavors, and to cherish only those
which restated the old tenets of Judaism in a fashion plausible to the new
generation. They cast aside Israeli’s and Ibn Gabirol’s philosophic works,
because these contained no direct defense of Judaism.*

Jewish philosophy in this period, in short, would seem to conform to the generalization
made current by Harry Wolfson, that the Jewish philosophical tradition running from
Philo to Spinoza was near-universally one of “religious philosophy,” that is, philosophy
in the defence of revelation, and not pure philosophy as such.” Julius Guttmann similarly
generalized that Judaism never developed an autonomous philosophical orientation, but
rather is characterized by its reactive mode:

The Jewish people did not begin to philosophize because of an irresistible
urge to do so. They received philosophy from outside sources, and the
history of Jewish philosophy is a history of the successive absorptions of
foreign ideas which were then transformed and adapted according to
specific Jewish points of view.°

On the other hand, Sabra properly cautions against drawing the inference that Islamicate
science—under which rubric Jewish philosophy may be included—should be understood
as being a secondary epiphenomenon contingent upon a primary phenomenon, as a
reactive episode in the “history of Western science,” or as a passive reception of a more
ancient discourse. Rather, he contends that a model which accentuates appropriation over
reception more properly reflects the truly autonomous and active development of this
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philosophical tradition.” The same caution should be applied when considering the
relative scale and autonomy of Jewish philosophy.

And, indeed, in spite of its small scale and derivative character, Jewish-Muslim
philosophy has commonly been seen as the pre-eminent intellectual endproduct of the so-
called Jewish-Muslim “creative symbiosis”.® For historians of the period tend to agree
that the period of and the content of “creative symbiosis” coincide with the most
productive flourishings of philosophy among Muslims and Jews. Characterizations of this
era also tend to emphasize, for example, the efflorescence of freethinking and of
interreligious tolerance. S.D.Goitein set (or reflected) the dominant tone:

We are also able to confirm [Werner] Jaeger’s assumption that a truly
international fellowship of science existed in the days of the Intermediate
civilization. Both literary sources...and documentary sources...prove that
in general a spirit of tolerance and mutual esteem prevailed between the
students of Greek sciences of different races and religions.”

According to this understanding then, the time, content, and setting of the “symbiosis”
coincided with that of the “rise and fall” of medieval Jewish-Muslim philosophy.

Goitein was a social historian, and, as such, was keenly aware that his “spirit of
tolerance and mutual esteem” emerged from the needs of a new bourgeoisie.'” Shlomo
Pines, perhaps the greatest student of Jewish-Muslim philosophy in this century, joined
Goitein in locating the newly critical Jewish thinkers in their social setting:

In the ninth and tenth centuries, after a very long hiatus, systematic
philosophy and ideology reappeared among Jews, a phenomenon
indicative of their accession to Islamic civilization. There is undoubtedly a
correlation between this rebirth of philosophy and theology and the social
trends of that period, which produced Jewish financiers—some of whom
were patrons of learning and who, in fact, although perhaps not in theory,
were members of the ruling class of the Islamic state—and Jewish
physicians who associated on equal terms with Muslim and Christian
intellectuals."'

In addition to the needs of commerce to cross cultural barriers, other factors have been
adduced to account for the rise of a Jewish-Muslim philosophy. Another reason for
common cause on the part of Jewish and Muslim philosophers was their joint
monotheistic opposition to a common pagan adversary. The ostensible impetus of this
joint counterforce remains a leitmotif of scholarship on Jewish-Muslim symbiosis. In her
overview of Judeo-Arabic culture, Hava Lazarus-Yafeh thus reminds the readers of the
Encyclopedia Judaica that there was

a profound religious-cultural alliance among these three positive religions
in their common confrontation with the pagan cultural legacy, which, in
its philosophical Arabic guise, threatened equally the existence of the
three revelational religions. The extent and depth of their spiritual
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collaboration is highly astonishing and probably has no parallel in any
other period of human history."?

Scholarship on this “spiritual collaboration” has additionally tended to emphasize a
marked sympathy of Jews for Arabic philosophy. Already in 1922, Etienne Gilson could
express this sympathy in vigorous terms. “Sans aller jusqu’a soutenir avec Renan que la
philosophie arabe n’a réellement été prise bien au sérieux que par les Juifs, on doit
accorder que la culture musulmane a pouss¢ dans la culture juive du moyen age un
rejeton extrémement vivace et presque aussi vigoureux que la souche dont il sortait.”"
This influential formulation readily found repetition. In fact, it is reflected, in various
intensities, throughout the standard textbook and encyclopedia entries on this subject. No
less a successor than Pines would come to make an analogous point.

Approximately from the ninth to the thirteenth centuries, Jewish
philosophical and theological thought participated in the evolution of
Islamic philosophy and theology and manifested only in a limited sense a
continuity of its own. Jewish philosophers showed no particular
preference for philosophic texts written by Jewish authors over those
composed by Muslims, and in many cases the significant works of Jewish
thinkers constitute a reply or reaction to the ideas of a non-Jewish
predecessor. Arabic was the language of Jewish philosophic and scientific
writings."*

The history of Jewish philosophy has thus depicted the Jewish-Muslim “alliance” as a
truly collective effort in the cultivation of philosophy, but one in which Jews were drawn
to the dominant discourse controlled by the Muslim majority.

Consistent with this interpretation, the thirteenth-century “decline” of the Jewish-
Muslim social contract in turn foreclosed its philosophical mortgage. On this reading, the
end of the symbiosis concluded a joint philosophical tradition, one at least as much
Jewish as Muslim.

The famous altarpiece by Francesco Traini, in St. Catarina at Pisa, and
many similar paintings depict the triumph of Thomas over Averroés, who
lies prostrate before the Christian philosopher. Characteristically enough,
Averroés wears the Jewish badge upon each shoulder. There is poetic
truth in his presentation as a Jew, seeing that Jewish commentators and
translators had a large share in making Averroé€s known to Latin
Christianity. As has been pointed out by Steinschneider, the preservation
of Averroés’s Commentaries on Aristotle is due almost entirely to Jewish
activity."

Indeed, some of the sweetest fruits of Islamic philosophy—al-Farabi (870-950), ibn

Bajja (d.1138), ibn 'I'ufa},rl (d.1185)—were preserved, translated, transmitted, and
reverently studied by Jews.'® The work of the Spanish philosopher ibn al-Sid

al-BatalyQsT (15_1127) was preserved overwhelmingly within Jewish philosophical
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circles."” In conclusion, there is little dissent from the general agreement that Jewish
philosophy from the tenth to the thirteenth centuries functioned in a social and cultural
context which was thoroughly arabicized, if not islamicized. Of the eighteen philosophers
listed in Husik’s A History of Mediaeval Jewish Philosophy, thirteen lived in the
Islamicate world; while the proportions are slightly different in Sirat’s A History of
Jewish Philosophy in the Middle Ages, the Islamicate character of medieval Jewish
philosophy remains beyond dispute."®

ORIGINS: POLEMIC, HERESIOGRAPHY, AND COMPARISON

They foregather all, in search of a solution, they circle and
tremble like angels of intoxication, and to the last one
states one thing, while a second tells the opposite.'’

After Philo of Alexandria at the dawn of the Common Era, the first Jewish philosophers,

Saadia Gaon (882-942), Dawud al_Muqammls(ﬂ. c. 900) and al-Qirqisant (d.
930), emerged at the end of the ninth century, in the context of Muslim defensive
apologetics known as kalam.*’ By the late ninth century Arabic had become the lingua
franca of the Islamicate empire, within which domain the overwhelming bulk of world
Jewry resided. Among many other philosophical and religious works of antiquity,
Aristotle and the Bible were being translated and annotated in Arabic. By this time,
moreover, Jewish and Muslim theologies, both written in Arabic, had dovetailed to a
substantial extent. Hodgson uses the term “Islamicate” to refer to this common culture,
which was not restricted to the religion of Islam but which encompassed arabophone
Jews and Christians as well.”' In short, Jews and Muslims were speaking a common
language, at once linguistic, exegetical, theological, and comparativist.

Inter-religious comparisons could be tested in live performances. Rival claims were
sporadically adjudicated in salons, at court, and in private homes.”> Already from the

beginning of the career of the Prophet MuhammadiMuslims had been in continual
contact with Jews. But the disputation constituted a form of contact which seems to have
climaxed in the ninth to tenth centuries. What might be termed “official” and “unofficial”
interdenominational disputations both flourished at that time. As for “official”
disputations, Jewish and Muslim leaders of their respective religious communities are
depicted as officially representing their constituencies in public disputations.” In the

early ninth century, to take just one of many such examples, the Shi‘ite imam 31'R1d3
(765—818) neatly confutes a Jewish exilarch at some considerable length: much of their
discussion concerns the precise truth or falsity of specific biblical verses.** Likewise,
another unnamed Jewish leader debated under the auspices of the caliph al-Ma’miin
(reigned 813-33), a detailed record of which is preserved as well.”> Indeed, most of the
Umayyad and early ‘Abbasid caliphs (the great Sunnt monarchs), as well as all of the
early Shi‘ite imams, are depicted as sponsoring or participating in such forums.

But “official” leaders defending their religions in public was not the only form inter-
religious meetings took. For not all pioneer philosophers were official leaders. Some
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were, at times, radical freethinkers held in suspicion even by their own leaders. Here one

may consider the Jews Dawud al_Muqammlsand Hiw1 al-BalkhT (ninth century)
and the Muslims ibn al-Rawandi (ninth century), Abi ‘Isa al-Warraq (d. 909), and

Muhammad Aps Bakr al-Razi (d. 932) to form a certain interlinked cohort.*® We
know precious little with regard to the biographies of these philosophical radicals, though
it has been assumed that they met together privately, presumably in their own homes.

Nemoy suggested that the first Dawud al- Muqam m'$’ Jewish theologian to write in
Arabic, and sole Jewish scholar of comparative religion in this era, may have been “
Jewish member of the fairly small contemporary group of ‘liberal’ thinkers who felt an
equal regard for all monotheistic religions as in their basic essence mere variants of the
same divine faith.”?’ If this was the case, then these inter-religiously liminal intellectuals
may be said to have shared a common cause. Not surprisingly, their precise allegiances
remain a mystery. This oblivion can be only partially blamed on the typical fate of
outsiders, whose writings magnetically attract suppression. Jointly espousing an approach
perceived to be threatening, they were all derogated as being “deviant.”

In the case of both Judaism and Islam, in fact, religious leaders sometimes condoned if
not encouraged the cultivation of philosophy, and were often sensitive to its usefulness—
for their purposes.” The success of this domestication of philosophy in the interests of
defensive apologetics, as much as any other factor, kept “pure philosophy” from gaining
a foothold from the start. The figure generally considered to be the first Jewish

philosopher under Islam, Dawud al-Muqammlﬁ, still operated within a framework
not yet extricated from its apologetic background.” Saadia Gaon, likewise, absorbed
current approaches which allowed him to negotiate the legitimacy of Judaism in terms of
a Mu’tazilism shared, mutatis mutandis, by his contemporaries in the leadership of the
Christian, Isma‘ili, Twelver, and Sunni communities.”” But this defensive apologetics
was not yet philosophy (falsafa,) as such. Lenn Goodman describes the crucial Avicennan
shift from an essentially doxographic discourse to one freed of the restricting limitations
of ideas necessarily linked to identifiable parties. While al-Farabi “regularly cloaks his
own intentions in a descriptive and abstract mode, writing about languages, cultures and
religions, prophets, philosophers and theologians, statesmen and the credos necessary to
diverse types of polity...[ibn Sina] made good his transition to more original work, aimed
at more universal intellectual purposes.”' This shift rarely could be affected by Jewish
philosophers, even when, as in the case of Saadia, the “diverse types of polity” were not
mentioned by name.

INTELLECTUAL SUBCULTURES

The notion of a “symbiosis” between Muslim and Jew has been utilized consistently in
scholarship on this subject ever since Goitein gave currency to the term.”> The Islamicate
society which gave rise to Jewish philosophy under Islam was urban and multicultural,
and more than occasionally allowed a certain freedom of interfaith contact and
cooperation.” Leaving aside the economic means and political freedom neces-sary for
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the pursuit of philosophy (addressed in the two following sections), this pursuit can also
be understood in terms of interconfessional subcultures which jointly cultivated it.

The Islamicate philosopher may be understood, first of all, in the context of the
sciences, and, more specifically, in the context of the health sciences.® If there was any
one deformation professionnelle which distinctively shaped the careers of Jewish
philosophers, it was that of the physician-scientist. Speaking of “cooperation between
adherents of different religions belonging to the same class or group of occupations,”
Goitein succinctly noted that, in addition to “the prominence of a merchant class...which
brought remote countries, classes and religions near to one another, physicians and
druggists [as representatives of Greek science] were to a large extent Jewish and
Christian, which again was a most important factor promoting interconfessional
contacts.” Jewish and Muslim physician-philosophers thus met with and learned from

each other. Their occasional friendships could develop such intensity that ibn a]_Qlfp
(d. 1248) and ibn ‘Agnin (d. early thirteenth century) were said to have vowed “that
whoever preceded the other in death would have to send reports from eternity to the
survivor.”*® Both formal and informal friendships between Muslim and Jew are well
known from a variety of sources.”” Correspondence survives, for example, between the
influential Muslim philosopher ibn Bajja and his friend, the logician and converted Jew,
Yusuf ibn Chasdai, the great-grandson of the famous Spanish Jewish dignitary Chasdai
ibn Shaprut.®® Jewish and Muslim philosophically oriented physicians, then, could
become friends who both met together and corresponded with one another.

From the Jewish confessional standpoint, however, these contacts were fraught with
dangers, as indeed the high incidence of conversion itself indicates. At the end of the
period of flourishing Jewish philosophy, yet more Jewish thinkers apparently converted
to Islam in the pursuit of philosophy, though we lack sufficient biographical data to say
much with certainty concerning their precise motives for doing so. These figures of the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries—Abu’l Barakat al-Baghdadi, ibn Kammiina, Samau’al

al-Maghribi, Abtu Sayyid al-Isra’1li, Sa‘id ibn Hasani and Isaac ibn Ezra—seem to have
formed a kind of subculture, the sociological characteristics of which unfortunately
remain obscure.”’

Of all such subcultures in which Jews and Muslims interacted as intellectual peers,
perhaps none was as fully reciprocal as that which produced the Avicennan philosophical
mysticism associated with the idea of “illumination” (ishraq). Three Muslim philosophers
were particularly implicated in the social context of ishraqt thought, to which Jewish (or
Jewish-convert) philosophers also seem markedly to have been drawn. These Muslim

philosophers, Suhrawardi (d. 1192), ibn Tufayl (d. 1185), and ibn Sab‘in (d. 1270),

explicitly were beholden to the still mysterious blkmﬂ af—mashnq!}w of Avicenna.
Suhrawardt capitalized (in the words of Fakhry) “to the utmost on the anti-Peripatetic
sentiments of ibn Sina and the mystical and experiential aspirations which he and kindred

spirits had sought to satisfy”; ibn T‘l.lfa}rl
learn the Pure Truth should consult [f?lkmﬂ ﬂfhm:xﬁbﬂr;ijw]”; while ibn Sab‘in

similarly asserted that blkmﬂ af—mashnq!}wwas “closer to the truth than all the
rest.”® For the purpose at hand, their subculture also may be said to have been

explicitly enjoined that “whoever wishes to
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significantly interconfessional in at least four senses. First, the curriculum, so to speak, of
these thinkers was one distinctively (though not exclusively) cultivated over several
centuries in Jewish-Muslim circles. Second, some of these Muslim philosophers both met
with Jewish philosophers and initiated Jewish students: their circles were intertwined
with those of contemporaneous Jewish philosophers in certain fundamental respects.
Third, they occasionally studied and sometimes even taught Jewish works. Fourth, a
number of their works were popular among Jewish philosophers for several centuries.
This combination of factors, taken as a whole, serves to highlight a significant and still
little-studied intercultural context for Jewish philosophy, which therefore deserves to be
treated in more detail. The first of these factors, that of a certain shared curriculum, may
be discerned, for example, in the interconfessional reception-history of such Neoplatonic
classics as the Theology of Aristotle and the Liber de Causis. The Theology of Aristotle,
particularly in the so-called “Longer Version,” seems to have emerged into Islamicate
philosophical discourse out of a context at once Isma‘Tli and Jewish.*' The text-history of
the Liber de Causis seems particularly striking in this regard. Its primary readers were al-
‘Amiri, an exponent of pseudo-Empedoclean traditions heavily favored by Andalusian
Jewish philosophers; Moses ibn Ezra, whose son became a “philosophical convert”; ‘Abd

al'La.ﬂf al-Baghdadi, who studied the Guide of the Perplexed; and ibn Sab‘m, who also
studied Maimonides’ masterwork.**

Second, the philosophers associated with ishraq met and taught Jews, Jewish converts,
and judaicizing Muslims. The martyred mystical philosopher Suhrawardi initiated (with

the khirqa) one Najm al-Din ibn Isra’1l, who taught, along with an appropriately Muslim
confessional doxology, non-Muslim confessions as well.* A commentator on

Suhrawardi, Qutb,i.pm Shirazi, gave the ijaiza to Abu Bakr Muhammad

Muhammad ;) Tabriz in 701/ 1301-2; this would appear to be the same al-Tabrizi
who wrote a celebrated gloss on sections of the Guide of the Perplexed.”* As for ibn
Sab‘mn, he not only explicitly cited the Guide in his Risala al-Nuriyya, and displayed
further knowledge of Maimonidean thought in his correspondence with the Emperor
Frederick II, but he also produced disciples like ibn Hid, who taught the Guide to
Muslims and Jews alike.”” Ibn Sab‘in was also followed by a leading disciple in

Damascus, ‘All ‘Al =="il‘[TIE-"“_IIT:Whose father was a Jewish convert.*® Ibn Tufayl’s
biography is extremely scanty, but he could have met Moses Maimonides at the court in

Fez, where ibn 'I'ufa},rl served as vizier, precisely at the time when Maimonides was
passing through on the road to Cairo. Fellow Aristotelians strongly influenced by ibn
Bijja, these fellow Spanish exiles would have had much to discuss.*’

The third aspect to the interconfessional context of “illuminationism” which deserves
mention is the Muslim study and teaching of Jewish philosophical works. The converted
Jew Abu’l Barakat al-Baghdadi influenced certain conceptions of Suhrawardi.** One
leading commentator on Suhrawardi, ibn Kammiuna, was a Jewish convert, if indeed he
ever converted.” Ibn Sab‘n, as noted above, was familiar with the work of Maimonides.

So too was ‘Abd al_La.ﬁfal-BaghdédL like ibn Sab‘in, a philosopher with interest in
hermeticism.” Two works of Maimonides have been said to bear some relation to the

Hayy ’f!’”ayy ibn Yaqzan ¢, Tufayl Although this likelihood has been
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suggested for many years, a systematic investigation of the relationship between the

Guide and Hﬁ}' ¥has not been undertaken.’' The other text has not been proved
conclusively to belong in the Maimonidean oeuvre. But, this work, the Peragim be-

Hatzlachah (Chapters on Beatitude) cites H Yy ibn Yﬂq.’;dﬂ and emerges from this
milieu, if not from the hand of Maimonides himself. It should be noted that ibn

Tufayl

introduction to H ayy ibn Yﬁq;ﬁﬂ (which provides the rhetorical framework for the
book, just as an epistolary introduction frames the Guide).”® None the less, clarifying the
relation between the two must proceed on the basis of internal evidence, inasmuch as
neither one cites or even alludes to the other. Thus Urvoy is accurate in his recent
observation that, for Maimonides, “the Almohad background constituted a

framework...he comes close to the Avicennism of ibn 'I'ufa},rl in juxtaposing a strictly
deductive method in the details of the analysis with the concept of metaphysical
knowledge known as illumination, but without revealing the link between the two.”*
Finally, works by Muslim philosophers which emerged from this interconfessional
context were studied and annotated by Jews. Suhrawardi emphatically influenced
R.David b. Joshua Maimonides, the “last of the Maimonidean Negidim.””> And ibn

T‘ufa:-,rl enjoyed an impact on Jewish philosophers from Moshe Narboni and Yochanan
Alemanno to Spinoza and Ernst Bloch.™

The paucity of attention paid to this subculture on the part of historians of philosophy
may be attributed in part to its liminal position between mythos and logos. Peter Heath
has recently investigated this liminality in the case of Avicenna’s allegories, and has
illuminated its programmatic defiance of categorization.’’ Beyond its effective lurking on
the boundaries of the sciences, this subculture flourished liminally in another sense of
that term. That is, it operated at the intersection of two of the most controversial subjects
in the history of philosophy in this period, the work of Maimonides and the project of
ishraq. Scholarship in both these areas remains intractably inconclusive on the issue of
the fundamentally esoteric character of these philosophies.™

explicitly identifies himself with the “ishraq” tradition in his epistolary

POLITICAL SETTINGS, POLITICAL CONSTRAINTS,
POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY

Three observations may be made concerning the political context of Jewish-Islamic
philosophy. These respectively concern questions of political setting, political constraints,
and political philosophy. First, it may be observed that dynastic variations naturally
produced developmental variations in Jewish philosophical thought under these
respective dynasties. Joel Kraemer, for example, has amply portrayed the situation under
the Buyids. Kraemer has shown that “intellectual Shi‘ism... which held the political reins
while Shi‘T theology and jurisprudence were being formulated, was largely responsible
for the intensive cultural activity which the Renaissance of Islam witnessed.””” While this
may be true for the early stages of Jewish philosophy—Isaac Israeli and Saadia Gaon
emerge from a Shi‘T milieu—intellectual Shi‘Tsm was not the only Islamicate setting in
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which Jewish philosophy emerged. It has been observed that the early Ayyiibid period,
for example, was particularly rich in interconfessional cross fertilization, in both personal
and intellectual terms.®” Even the Almohad debacle, while socially catastrophic, likewise
stimulated a surprisingly fertile philosophical interconfessionalism.’

The so-called “Golden Age” of the Jews of Spain, across the Mediterranean, was not
distinguished by the flourishing of pure philosophy. Of its two greatest minds, Judah
Halevi wrote an anti-philosophical classic, while Moses Maimonides wrote his
masterpiece of philosophy at the other end of the Mediterranean Sea. One could argue
that, despite the presence of indisputably important philosophers, the Andalusian
contribution was distinctively theological and mystical, and not distinctively
philosophical. Rather, such works of piety as the religious hymns of ibn Gabirol, the
major expressions of Hebrew poetry, the Kuzari, and the kabbalah constitute the pre-
eminent cultural productions of Jewish Spain.* That being said, the philosophical
tradition of Jewish Spain comprised perhaps the most distinguished and consistently
developed philosophical subculture of any medieval Jewish society. Even alongside their
fellow Muslims, they were innovators in this area. Urvoy thus notes that the “first true
‘philosophical system’ to be developed in al-Andalus” was that of ibn Gabirol.”’

With regard to political constraints, it may be legitimate to speak of the vizierial
function of philosophy. That is, Muslim philosophers, and to a lesser extent Jewish
philosophers, functioned at the behest of rulers, and served regimes in the capacity of
adviser at court and minister of state.* While this function was necessarily attenuated in
the case of Jewish philosophers, who rarely served directly as vizier, the contingent if not
vulnerable posture of dependency remained in force for Jewish as well as for Muslim
philosophers. Moreover, the vizierial function of Islamicate philosophy stimulated a
“political philosophy” as such. The current usage of “political philosophy,” coined by
Leo Strauss, has been elaborated by his successors, including those trained and
influenced by Muhsin Mahdi.* This approach, however, is almost entirely ahistorical,
inasmuch as it neglects inquiry into social and cultural context.”® In addition to the
opacity generated by a general lack of social inquiry, understanding the political
coloration of Jewish philosophy is further clouded by the esotericism of Islamicate
philosophy in general. Leo Strauss influentially argued that Jewish and Muslim
philosophers, Maimonides pre-eminent among them, wrote in an esoteric mode owing to
persistent conditions of persecution.®” However, even if one grants the obvious fact that
most philosophers in this period practiced the esoteric “art of writing,” the precise
sociological relation between Islamicate “political philosophy” and the political
circumstances of the philosophers—the social and cultural context of such secrecy—
remains little explored.

MATERIAL CONSTRAINTS

If the Jewish philosopher was acutely dependent on the beneficence of his local ruler, he
was chronically vulnerable to the flow of manuscripts, or the interruption thereof. Jews
had no access to the great madrasa libraries, once these spread through the Muslim world
starting in the eleventh century.®® Lack of public access to libraries was one reason for the
growth of extensive personal libraries on the part of cultured Jews.
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The primary material constraint on the pursuit of philosophy, then, may have been the
sheer difficulty of access to information. This difficulty took the form of obstacles in
locating texts and securing teachers to teach those texts. Costly in itself, and dependent

on local hospitality, travel in pursuit of knowledge l:tﬂfdb ‘I!_t#m}was neverthe-less
celebrated in theory and actively pursued in practice.”” Other material constraints
included the costs of transmission. This meant buying writing materials and paying
scribes, as well as incidental expenses, including transportation. We possess a
considerable amount of information on these problems from the Cairo Geniza.”’ Yet
another constraint was the difficulty of storage. An apocryphal account of the death of the

great Muslim polymath littérateur al-] ahiz claims that he died by being crushed under
the weight of his books piled around him.”" On the other hand, wealth brought leisure and
bought means to construct capacious libraries, pay reliable scribes, and patronize

authoritative scholars. Perhaps the best-known such example is the i3 apmld vizier and

converted Jew ibn Killis, who lavishly supported such enterprises.”

CONCLUSION: “EFFLORESCENCE” AND “DECLINE”

Schemes of periodization which derive from a Eurocentric perspective tend to portray
intellectual currents flowing into Islamicate civilization as tributaries feeding the
mainstream of universal thought. Thus, Goitein termed the period of Islamic civilization
under consideration here “the Intermediate civilization,” that is, intermediate “between
Hellenism and Renaissance.”” Earlier, Adam Mez had already popularized such terms in
his widely read The Renaissance of Islam.”* And such terminology has been adopted in
the more recent work of Joel Kraemer.” Inasmuch as historians of Jewish philosophy in
this period agree that the respective histories of Jewish and Muslim philosophy are
inextricably intertwined, Jewish philosophy likewise has tended to be characterized in
light of such a scheme.

In his succinct overview of standard works on Jewish-Muslim history, R.Stephen
Humphreys raises a concern with such periodization. He properly wonders “whether the
familiar categories of tolerance/intolerance and efflorescence/decline are the most useful
ones to apply to this subject.””® Certainly these categories were consistently utilized by
Goitein, who, even in one of his last works, still concluded that the “thirteenth century
witnessed the definite turn for the worst. With the fourteenth, the night of the Middle
Ages had become total.”’” That the thirteenth century constituted a kind of peak cultural
moment has long been asserted by medievalists more generally.”® But such an assertion,
however venerable, remains unsupported by—or at least uncorrelated with—the data of
social life and economic realities. Most pressingly, the imputation of a post-thirteenth-
century “decline” must now be correlated with the evidence for the existence of “the
Thirteenth Century World System,” which apparently found its global impetus at that
time.”” In other words, the standard periodization of Islamicate philosophy in metaphors
of “rise and fall” may now be tested against studies of this period framed in larger (and
perhaps more neutral) economic and political perspectives.
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By whatever gauge one uses, the social context of Jewish-Muslim philosophy can be
understood as one of enormous consequence. Alfred North Whitehead succinctly
articulated this point:

The record of the Middle Ages, during the brilliant period of Mahometan
ascendency, affords evidence of joint association of Mahometan and
Jewish activity in the promotion of civilization. The culmination of the
Middle Ages was largely dependent on that association.... The association
of Jews with the Mahometan world is one of the great facts of history
from which modern civilization is derived.®

Still, today, despite continuing recognition of its dramatic impact, much remains
intractably obscure concerning the actors in the intercultural context of Jewish-Muslim
philosophy. We are left to speculate on an epochal drama performed by players whose
actual personalities largely remain hidden from our view.
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preprint of this article with me.

54 Urvoy 1991, p. 123.

55 Originally misidentified in an otherwise superb study, Rosenthal 1940. The work has now
been translated and annotated closely, with special reference to the influence of Suhrawardi,
in Fenton 1987.

56 Hayoun 1986; Hayoun 1988; Idel 1990, p. 167 and 187 n.10; Bloch 1952, pp. 25-30.

57 Heath 1992, p. 9: “From the perspective of the sociology of knowledge, the commitment of
philosophers to logos as their preferred form of narrative discourse constitutes a fundamental

course.
clement in what ibn Khaldun (d. 808/1406) would call their asabiyya “feeling of group

] L
solidarity’....surprisingly, this philosophical ‘3‘5‘3&‘}' ¥2 has tended to make experts in other
fields nervous and defensive,”

58 See Kraemer 1992 for some allusive suggestions concerning these circles.
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59 Kraemer 19864, p. 288. Netton also cites these conclusions, in Netton 1992, p. 28.
60 Goitein 1986, p. 404 and Cahen 1983, p. 211.

61 Urvoy specifically stresses the impact of “Almohadism” on Maimonides, ibn Tufayl. and
Averroes: Urvoy 1990 and 1991; see also the still standard work of Corcos-Abulafia 1967.

62 Goitein saw the Hebrew poetry of Spain as the “acme” of the “creative symbiosis”: Goitein
1955, pp. 155-67.

63 Urvoy 1991, p. 5.

64 Fischel 1969.

65 Udoff 1991, Butterworth 1992.

66 Mahdi’s early study of ibn Khaldiin is a vital exception to this stultifying rule: Mahdi 1971.

67 Strauss 1952. While this observation may not be inaccurate, it has been seen by some
scholars as itself masking a tendentious defence of philosophical elitism; see Burnyeat 1985.

68 Green 1988. For the culture of Islamic books more generally, see Pedersen 1984.

69 Eickelman and Piscatori 1990; Netton 1993. For knowledge of geography among Jews in
this period, see Golb 1983.

70 Goitein 1988 and Sokolow 1988.

71 Pellat 1969, p. 9.

72 Fischel 1969, pp. 45-68; and Cohen and Somekh 1990.

73 Goitein 1963.

74 Mez 1937.

75 Kraemer 1986a and Kraemer 1986b.

76 Humphreys 1991, p. 265.

77 Goitein 1986, p. 404.

78 Taylor 1911, 1:419: “one might say that the student of the year 1250 stood to his intellectual
ancestor of the year 1150 as a man in full possession of the Encyclopedia Britannica would
stand toward his father who had saved up the purchase money for the same.” Compare now
Burns 1990: “The thirteenth century was remarkable for its glories, to the degree that some
have too exuberantly claimed for it the title ‘the greatest of centuries’ (p. 5, with examples).

79 Abu-Lughod 1989 and Frank 1990.

80 Whitehead 1948, p. 79 (my emphasis). The sobriquet “Mahometan” is of course now an
archaism, and the citation of it was chosen for historical and not programmatic purposes.
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CHAPTER 7
Kalam in medieval Jewish philosophy
Haggai Ben-Shammai

GENERAL OUTLINE OF THE HISTORY AND DEVELOPMENT
OF KALAM

Kalam is the common name of medieval Islamic, mostly rationalist, sometimes
apologetic (or polemic), religious philosophy.' The literal meaning of the Arabic word is
speaking, speech, things said, discussion.” In the context of religious thought it seems that
around the middle of the eighth century kalam came to denote a method of discussing
matters relating to religious doctrines, or to politico-religious questions, and of deciding
them by means of rational argument rather than by the authority of tradition supported by
political or military force. Those engaged in such arguments, or debates, and in reflection
and speculation of them, were called mutakallimiin. For them, the attainment of
knowledge was not an end in itself, but rather a means in the service of religious doctrine
and practice. The mutakallimtin must be distinguished from thinkers (Muslims as well as
Christians) who considered themselves committed to the legacy of Greek philosophy,
mainly a Neoplatonic interpretation of Aristotelianism. These were the falasifa, and their
systems and methods falsafa.’ The falasifa, who were, with few exceptions, observant
members of their respective religious communities (Muslims, Christians, Jews),
professed the attainment of true knowledge for its own sake, as the actual realization of
perfection.

The following is a very general outline of the development of kalam during its first
three centuries, until the middle of the eleventh century, which is the period during which
a significant number of Jewish thinkers may be described as followers of kalam, or
perhaps even as participants in its development.

A number of factors contributed to the formation of kalam. First, early
historiographical and heresiographical sources indicate close ties between political
propagandists of the ‘Abbasid political opposition to the regime of the Umayyads
(towards the middle of the eighth century) and persons who were interested in what may
be called, in modern terms, the ethical as well as the theoretical aspects of religious
practice, often in a polemical or sectarian context. Second, the Arabic translations of
Greek philosophical and scientific works (directly from Greek or from Syriac versions),
the first of which may have appeared already before the middle of the eighth century, and
later on in ever increasing numbers,' made the Greek philosophical tradition accessible to
the Muslims. Third, constant contacts between the Muslims and Christian clergymen and
thinkers, some of whom quite early became Arabic-speaking, resulted in the Muslims
becoming acquainted with important elements of Christian thought of the period—the
tradition of Greek learning in which many clergymen had been brought up and the
apologetic literature, in both Greek and Syriac, which aimed at accommodating Christian
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theology with classical philosophy, with its peculiar style of an imagined dialogue
composed of long series of questions and answers.’” Fourth, the Muslim rulers
encountered in their newly created empire members of various religions and faiths whom
they wanted to convert to Islam and who, in their turn (and often numerical superiority),
posed a political and intellectual challenge to Islam. In the provinces which were taken
from the Byzantine Empire the challenge came mainly from transmitters of the classical
legacy of philosophy and science, while in the eastern provinces the challenge came
mainly from dualistic religions or movements. The intellectual challenge had to be
answered in kind, but very often the nascent, though politically ascendant, Islam lacked
the adequate means. The quite rapid spread of the use of the Arabic language as a vehicle
for theoretical discourse, by followers of different origins and of various religious and
philosophical persuasions, facilitated the flow of ideas between the various groups, but, at
the same time, underlined the need of the Arabic-speaking Muslims to defend their
religion, to answer the challenge for the sake of those who had already embraced Islam,
and to create the tools to convince and convert larger numbers to their religion. The
polemical/ apologetic aspect of kalam has always been emphasized by both supporters
and opponents (mainly the falasifa) of the system.

From an early stage of the encounter between Islam and the classical heritage, mainly
the Peripatetic school as well as certain Neoplatonic currents of thought, the Muslims
seem to have felt that their faith was threatened. This feeling may have resulted from
differences on major questions, such as the relationship between God and the universe or
the validity of revelation as a source of knowledge and authority of laws. They may have
shared this feeling with the Christ-ians. However, whereas classical philosophy was for
the Christians part of their culture,’ it was not such for the Muslims. This difference may
account for the fact that Greek thinkers are very rarely mentioned or quoted in kalam
works, even in cases where the modern researcher can easily discern the Greek (often
Stoic) source of kalam doctrines or methods.” This is an important difference, though
more a methodological than a strictly philosophical one between the mutakallimin® on
the one hand, and the falasifa, starting at the latest with al-Kindi (d. c. 870), on the other.
The same difference is found also between Jewish followers of kalam and their co-
religionists who preferred the path of the falasifa.

SCHOOLS OF KALAM

All these factors enhanced the evolution of a somewhat hybrid doctrinal system, which
rather rapidly developed into a variety of sophisticated parallel, or rival, systems of
religious philosophy which came to be known by the common name of kalam. They
developed their characteristic sets of logic, philosophical concepts, and terminology that
made them distinct from falsafa, the systems of the followers of classical philosophy,
mostly (but not exclusively) Neoplatonic-flavored Aristotelianism. The most famous
among the early kalam groups is the Mu’tazila.” They are said to have been active already
under the Umayyads (toward the middle of the eighth century). It is certain, however, that
their doctrines became recognized as the official theology of the realm under the
‘Abbasid caliph al-Ma’min (813-33) and also under his successors al-Mu’tasim and al-
Wathiq, as well as al-Mutawakkil during the first years of his reign, until c.850.
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Opposition to the Mu’tazilite rationalistic theology came both from the Traditionists, who
rejected in principle the Mu’tazilite system and method, in fact any form of rationalistic
reasoning applied to religious doctrines, and also from various theologians who objected
to certain major Mu’tazilite positions, but accepted in principle the method of
rationalistic reasoning, and came to be known from the beginning of the tenth century by
the name of Ash’ariyya. Since the Mu’tazila is the most relevant system to the history of
Jewish philosophy, the following is a survey of that system; at the end of this survey the
main different positions of the Ash’ariyya are described.

MU’TAZILITES

Only a few of the early Mu’tazilite works have survived.'” These were mainly short
monographs (styled as epistles'' or responsa (rasa’il, masa’il)), refutations, or
heresiographies.'> Much of the information concerning the positions of early Mu‘tazilite
thinkers comes from polemical, hostile sources (mainly Ash’arite authors') or later
Mu’tazilite authors who wrote comprehensive compendia of the school’s system, among
whom ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 1025) figures prominently.

At a quite early stage (not later than early ninth century), with a growing tendency to
define membership of the faith in dogmatic rather than practical terms, the Mu’tazila
formulated their theological system in a concise list of five principles: first, unity of God

{mw‘%’fd}; second, divine justice (‘adl); third, reward and punishment (al-wa‘d wa-’1-
J

wa‘id, lit.: promise and threat); fourth, classification of all human actions, according to

ethico-religious criteria, as belief and disbelief, good and evil, praise and blame

(@l-asma’ wa-'l-abkam); and fifth, enjoining good and preventing evil (cf. e.g.
Qur’an 3:104)." These principles constitute a scheme according to which many kalam
compendia, mainly Mu’tazilite ones, are structured.

The first two principles became hallmarks of the Mu’tazila, who were widely known

as “the people of justice and unity” (";M al-‘adl wa- T'mw‘%'fdj. In Mu‘tazili
thought the principle of unity involves a very rigid concept of the incorporeality of God,
who cannot be perceived by the senses, and a distinction between attributes of God’s
essence (knowing, living), which cannot be negated, and those of his actions (such as
hearing, seeing, speaking, willing, creating), which represent the relationship between
him and his creations. The fact that God’s essence is referred to through multiple
attributes does not indicate any multiplicity, but is rather due to the shortcoming of
human language, which is the vehicle that conveys God’s message to humankind. Thus,
the theory of attributes is ultimately based on linguistic and exegetical considerations
rather than on metaphysical ones.'’ The same very strict concept of God’s incorporeality
would seem in conflict with the literal meaning of many scriptural descriptions of God,
ascribing to him bodily organs or postures or motions or human emotions.'® The
Mu’tazila resolved this conflict by various exegetical techniques, such as metaphorical
interpretations or supplementing explicative nouns or verbs. These techniques are based
on the premise that Scripture and reason cannot contradict each other, but rather
complement and confirm each other. On this point the Mu’tazila were in permanent
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conflict with the literalists and Traditionists who considered any rejection of the literal
meaning of such anthropomorphic statements as heresy.

According to the doctrine of God’s incorporeality, he is invisible. On the other hand,
according to the Mu’tazilite epistemology, the most immediate and certain knowledge is
that perceived by the senses.'” Consequently, in order to attain certain and proper
knowledge of God, one may or rather should perceive him by the senses, but only
indirectly by means of his creations. His creations constitute the empirical proofs (or
rather “indicators™'®) for his existence as the sole creator, who created the world from
nothing at a certain point of time. The method by which this is established as a valid
proof is termed “inference of the imperceptible/invisible by means of the
perceptible/visible.”"” Accordingly, the discussion of the proofs for the createdness of the
world is arranged in many kalam works (notably the compendia) at the beginning of the
sections on divine unity.

The large majority of the mutakallimiin tied the proofs for the createdness of the world
ex nihilo to a rather complex atomistic theory, which they may have derived from both
ancient Greek and Indian philosophies.” According to this theory all bodies are
composed of identical atoms of substance, which do not have any essential
characteristics, and which have been understood by many modern researchers to have no
spatial dimensions. Upon these atoms reside the atoms of the qualities or characteristics
that are defined as accidents, including both physical (for example, composition and
separation, motion and rest, colors) and abstract or mental properties (for example, life,
knowledge, will, capacity).”’ In many kalam compendia the exposition of this theory
constitutes the basis for the discussion of the createdness of the world. This theory differs
from any other atomistic theory on one important point of principle: the universe is not
governed by chance; instead, the existence or the extinction of every single individual
atom, of substance or accident, is a creation of God, whose absolute omnipotence is thus
emphatically underlined. The same applies also to any aggregation or separation of atoms
by which bodies are formed or dissolved. Causality is thus denied; what appear to be laws
of nature or a causal sequence are rather a “customary” recurrence of isolated, unrelated
events which result from God’s unlimited will and power. Some Mu’tazilites, mainly
from the Baghdad school, did not accept the atomistic theory, and established a theory
that recognized essential properties of species and individuals, a certain mode of causality
and the laws of nature.”

The principle of divine justice involves the absolute self-sufficiency of God, and hence

his absolute benevolence (Arabic ‘3?!‘:‘{’ »some Mu’tazilites had certain reservations with
respect to the totality of the latter doctrine) and the freedom of choice. All humans are
fully responsible for their actions, and are rewarded or punished according to their deeds.
In order to enable one to practice freedom of choice God has endowed the human being
with reason, thus providing adequate tools to attain accurate knowledge of God’s will as
to the actions commanded or prohibited by him. God also endowed humans with the
ability to act. However, the Mu’tazilites were divided as to whether this ability (which in
their atomistic world view they considered an accident) is a durable property, or whether
God creates it (as he does all accidents) individually and momentarily for each action.
They were also divided as to whether the responsibility of an agent extends to the
generated effects or consequences of his action, or whether those effects are not due to
the agent’s action.”
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In principle human beings can know God’s will, at least the ethical norms or social
laws which are to govern the life of the human individual and society, by means of reason
alone. However, in reality this does not always work, and even when it does, one is not
capable of knowing unaided the details of many social laws, certainly not the ritual ones.
Those are revealed by God to the prophets, who then convey them to humans. The
purpose of revelation is thus to inform humans of positive legislation; to inform those
whose minds are too weak to discover by themselves even the basic ethical laws; to
justify (or to increase) the reward given for performing the laws, which would not have
been deserved if performed solely on the basis of one’s own cognition. Revelation is an
evident manifestation of God’s justice, through which he carries out, as it were, his
obligation to inform humans, in advance and in clear comprehensible terms, of their
duties and of the reward or punishment to which they are eligible or liable respectively if
they carry out those duties or fail to do so.”* Praise and blame, or reward and punishment,
are the only effective means to make one perform God’s commands, but they are not
known in their details by reason. Revelation may also constitute divine grace, assistance

and guidance (fﬂff} *by making the laws known in a shorter and quicker way, which also
assures the correctness of laws.

The truthfulness of the divine message as conveyed by the prophets, and which is
embodied in Scripture, is proven by miracles. Miracles are a special creation by God in
breach of the customary or conventional recurrence of events at the particular time and
place where revelation actually takes place.”® According to the Mu’tazila, God cannot be
described as speaking, since this is an action of human beings performed with bodily
speech organs;”’ revelation then is a sequence of utterances created by God specifically in
the given circumstances.

The prophet has no part in the formulation of the prophetic message; he is merely a
vehicle for the transmission of the text as it is given to him. Similarly the prophet is not
endowed with any extraordinary powers that would enable him to perform miracles that
are beyond the capability of any normal human being. Here too he is merely a vehicle
through which God carries out miracles. The moral order of the prophet’s person should
be high, and he is impeccable. Had he been a potential sinner, he would not have been
reliable in the faithful transmission of the message. The actual prophet that the Muslim

mutakallimiin had in mind in this context was Muhammadalone, the “Seal of the
Prophets,” who brought the message that superseded or abrogated any previous one.

In the context of their discussion of the laws, the Mu‘tazila developed the important
distinction between immediately reasonable (or rational) knowledge and reasonable (or
rational) laws (shara’i‘ ‘aqliyya, ‘aqliyyat) on the one hand and revealed knowledge and
laws (shara’i‘ sam‘iyya, sam‘iyyat) on the other. The former is immediate in the sense
that God has “planted” (in the Mu’tazilite terminology) such rational knowledge in the
human mind, so that once it is uncovered it is attained without any effort of learning and
does not have to be rationally demonstrated; it is self-evident. The name of the latter class
indicates that this revealed knowledge (or law) is acquired through hearing or audition,
which is the customary way by which revelation is received by its addressees. This
distinction has both ethical and epistemological implications. It involves an essential
Mu’tazilite doctrine, namely, that of the immediate knowledge of ethical principles,™ that
is, the self-evident distinction between true and false, between good and evil, which are
objective and absolute concepts binding equally on God and humanity. On the
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epistemological level this belongs to a more elaborate structure. The Mu’tazila discussed
it in two contexts.

First, in the context of divine justice, it is God’s duty to furnish the tools (that is,
reason) to attain knowledge of the laws and to convey that knowledge; and correlatively,
it is human duty to use reason for that purpose. Second, from their early days the
Mu’tazila claimed to be able to defend and interpret their religion by means of human
reason, and even to make revelation subject to the critique of reason. For both aims

knowledge (‘ilm) and rationalistic speculation ##2#%2° or inquiry/search, E’“E’Ih ) have
become in Mu’tazilite ideology religious duties, in fact the first duty imposed on the true
believers.”” Full observance of this duty is obligatory only on those who are capable of it,

the “chosen” learned ones {kbﬂgfﬂ}iwhile the masses (‘amma) can do with the
knowledge of generalities.”’ Notwithstanding, unlike the falasifa, most early
mutakallimiin seem to have believed that initially all human individuals of sound mind
and body were equally capable of comprehending all true knowledge.

Consequently the processes through which knowledge is attained and the correct
methods of reasoning had to be defined. Chapters on these subjects are often found in
Mu‘tazilite works, both in introductory sections and in sections dealing with various
aspects of divine justice. Classification of knowledge into immediate (both perceptible
and rational) on the one hand, and acquired, or inferred, on the other, and the means of
verification or ascertaining of true knowledge, are major themes in such chapters.

Immediate knowledge is termed in Arabic dﬁm”?which may be translated literally as
“necessary.” However, it is not necessary in the Aristotelian sense, as a consequence of
logical demonstration, but in the sense that it is self-evident and cannot be refuted. When
applied to perceptible objects, their perception by a healthy human being, and their very
physical existence, must lead to the most certain knowledge. When applied to theoretical
knowledge, mostly mathematical axioms or generally accepted ethical principles are
meant. These are planted in the human mind from birth. The criterion by which the
veracity of such knowledge is tested is the mental disposition described as “peace of
mind” (sukiin al-nafs).””

The typical logical procedure in kalam® commences with a disjunctive syllogism
(qisma, taqsim). However, the elimination of all invalid possible propositions (one or
several, depending on the kind of syllogism applied), with only one proposition
established as valid, is not the result of a formal demonstration (along Aristotelian lines),
but rather the result of a very basic (or primitive) inference (istidlal) from some
“immediate” (concrete or abstract) data that serve as “indicator” (dalil).”* The validity of
a proposition that conveys immediate data to serve as “indicator” is established by a
cause (‘illa), that is, a characterstic property shared by the indicator and the object
“indicated at”. If the cause is shown to be relevant to the case under discussion, the proof
is valid.”®> This procedure is used both to establish positive doctrines and to refute an
adversary’s doctrine or view.’® The dominant style of most kalam works during the first
centuries is the conventional dialogue between the author (or his side, “we”) and a
supposedly imagined interlocutor or adversary.’’ The author’s aim is either to convince
the latter or to refute him and invalidate his doctrines.

On the level of general principles kalam can accommodate any faith that is based on
the belief in one (according to the Mu’tazila, absolutely just) creator who reveals his will



Kalam in medieval Jewish philosophy 97

to humanity through prophets, and notwithstanding the central place that reason occupies
in the Mu’tazilite system, it should be emphasized that this system is to a large extent
scripto-centric with exclusive reference to the Qur’an.” Although most of the Mu’tazila
thought that Scripture can be truly verified and correctly interpreted only by reason, the
validity of the authority and veracity of Scripture seems to be a dogma, even though the
Mu’tazilite theologians manage to present it as being as valid as immediate knowledge
perceived by the senses, since the miracles which testify to its veracity are perceived by
the senses. The Mu’tazila accepted also the authority of tradition as a source of religious
legislation and guidance, provided that it complied with certain, rather rigorous,
conditions concerning its transmission and its rational admissibility.

ASH’ARITES

The Ash‘ariyya are named after ﬂbujl'Hasan al-Ash‘arT (d. 935), a disciple of the
Mu‘tazilite master Abu ‘All al-Jubba’1. Ash‘ari abandoned the Mu’tazilite school in favor
of what may be described in very general terms as more orthodox positions. His views
attracted circles of theologians who already held similar views, and developed over a few
centuries to become the most important Islamic rationalist school of theology, achieving
an official or semi-official status in various Islamic states in the Middle Ages.” Ash‘ari’s
own views were closer to those of the Traditionists than those of many later Ash’arites,
and seem less sophisticated. The following survey of the main differences with the
Mu’tazila relates mainly to the later Ash‘arites.

Ash’arite kalam gradually gained acceptance and following in the Islamic East from

the end of the tenth century onwards, especially among members of the Hanaﬁ school
of Islamic law. With the decline of the Mu’tazila, and as a result of the activity of al-
Ghazali (d. 1111), it came to enjoy the status of a semi-official theology in most Islamic
countries of the East. Nevertheless, ardent followers of the exclusive authority of the
Qur’an and Tradition continued to attack the Ash ‘ariyya and polemicize against it. In the
Islamic West kalam was rejected for a long time by the dominant Malik1 scholars, and

only under the regime of Muwahhldun (Almohads, mid-twelfth century) was it
officially recognized (and vigorously disputed by ibn Rushd).*’

For the Ash‘arites, although it is important to apply reason in studying questions of
faith, none the less revelation, prophetic tradition, and general consensus are superior to
reason. Therefore there is no a priori obligation to know the truth of revelation by means
of reason. Such an obligation can be valid only on the basis of an explicit injunction in
revelation.”! If the plain meaning of scriptural language seems incompatible with the
common usage as judged by human reason, then the qualifications of human reason have
to be abandoned and the language of Scripture and the canonical tradition have to be
accepted in the “plain” meaning without qualification (bi-1a kayf, lit. “without [asking]
how”). Ash’arite thinkers from the late eleventh century onwards tended to become
increasingly associated with the tradition of falsafa on the conceptual level. Nevertheless,
they continued to adhere strictly to the basic tenets of the school and tended to use
dialectic in a very formal way for the purpose of defense and the demonstrative
interpretation of the dogmas.
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With respect to divine attributes, the Ash’arites held that God has essential attributes,*
which are neither identical with himself nor other than him, but are nevertheless distinct
from him in a way which cannot be adequately captured by human language or reason
(bi-1a kayf). Among these attributes is also the capacity for speech.*’ His creations are the
attributes of his action.** On the question of God’s corporeality and visibility, with

respect to anthropomorphisms in Qur’an and Tradition [Hadlth}icertainly al-Ash‘ari
but also many of his followers tended to explain those away by avoiding qualification (bi-
la kayf) and by accepting the possibility of seeing God at the last judgment, or the
hereafter.

The Ash’arites held that God is not bound by any objective ethical values, since the
latter do not exist. Good and evil correspond to God’s commands and prohibitions. God
is the sole creator of any substance (atoms composing a body) or accident (event, action,
property). Ash’arite atomism is total and pervasive, thus preserving the doctrine of God’s
absolute omnipotence. God creates within an agent the ability to perform an action. This
ability is created in that part of the agent’s body by which, or in which, the action takes
place simultaneously with the performance. This formulation appears to abet
determinism. In order to avoid this, the Ash’ariyya, following Ash’ari and his
predecessors, argued that, as a result of God’s creating the capacity for action in an agent,
combined with the fact that God makes the action take place in a certain part of the
agent’s body, these two constitute kasb (literally doing, performing, or acquiring). As a
result, the agent is responsible for the action, hence subject to reward and punishment. It
goes without saying that the Ash’ariyya, being rigid atomists, did not ascribe any
responsibility to an agent for the generated effects of personal actions; those are created
by God individually and independently of any previous action that had been completed.

JEWISH KALAM—GENERAL SURVEY

The earliest known Jewish philosopher in the Middle Ages, Dawiud b. Marwan al-
Mugammis (early ninth century), was a mutakallim. It goes without saying that the
adoption or absorption of any system of religious philosophy in the lands of Islam* was
the result of the adoption of the Arabic language and Arab civilization, which was
becoming the common denominator of all inhabitants of those areas, regardless of their
religious affiliation. Naturally, the first Jewish followers of kalam came from such
segments of the Jewish population that already in the early ninth century had been
integrated into the general culture. It should be noted, however, that Jewish kalam was
connected from its very beginning with biblical exegesis, and for some chapters in the
history of Jewish kalam, notably Karaite kalam of the tenth century, the main available
source material is exegetical works. Two of the most prominent representatives of this
genre are al-Qirqisani (active in Iraq in the 930s)* and Yefet b. ‘Eli (in Jerusalem, second
half of the tenth century). In other cases the format of responsa served for monographic
discussions of theological questions, by Rabbanites and Karaites alike. Beginning in the
early tenth century kalam attracted several leading figures in the Jewish communities in
the eastern parts of Islam. The most prominent of them in the Rabbanite camp was Saadia
Gaon (d. 942). It should be emphasized that it was the Mu‘tazilite brand of kalam that
attracted Jewish thinkers; it may be said with all probability that there is no positive
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evidence of Jewish Ash‘arites.*” However kalam did not dominate the scene exclusively.
On the one hand there were those who, like their counterparts among the Muslims,
opposed the study of, or the engagement in, anything other than the canonized texts—the
Bible only for Karaites and the talmudic tradition (and for some perhaps also certain
mystical texts) for Rabbanites. They are said to have feared that such occupations would
lead to heresy.*”* On the other hand there is enough evidence from the tenth century about
Jews of various social origins who were interested in a Neoplatonized Aristotelian
philosophy, both in the East” and in the West.”

From the end of the tenth century through the eleventh, there developed in the East a
school of Jewish kalam that followed very closely, almost to the point of imitation, the

Basran school of the Mu’tazila. Among the Rabbanites the prominent representative of
this tendency is Samuel b. Chofni, the head of the Yeshiva of Sura, and among the

Karaites one finds such figures as Yusuf E‘I'Ha@'rand Yeshu’a b. Judah.

In the Islamic West, Jewish kalam is found from the early eleventh century in partial
acceptance of certain doctrines of Jewish kalam of the Geonim in the East or Eastern
Karaites, or in reaction to kalam on the part of conservative leaders, such as R.Nissim of
Qayrawan (mid-eleventh century), or later philosophers (most notably Maimonides).

BEGINNINGS OF JEWISH KALAM

The earliest Jewish mutakallim is Dawiid b. Marwan a]_Muqammlﬁ(early ninth
century).”! ﬂl_Muq MM, 5 Jewish convert to Christianity who, after receiving good
philosophical training, reverted to Judaism, probably did not belong to the Jewish
establishment or leadership. Yet his works are quoted by various later authors, such as
Qirqisani, Bachya, and Judah b.Barzilai. His system is typical of early Jewish kalam,
including Saadia, insofar as he is not committed to a certain school of kalam; inspired by
the tradition of his Christian teachers>> he shows familiarity with basic concepts of the
Aristotelian system (such as the theory of causation and the ten categories), which he
freely integrates into his thought. Yet his style, techniques of argumentation, logical
methodology, and philosophical terminology make him a mutakallim. The structure of
his work is the precursor of the scheme that has become most typical for kalam works
and is thus one of the earliest documents of Arabic kalam, in which the links of kalam to
Christian sources are still clearly discernible.

i |
The basic concepts of aI_Muqammw’ cosmology are substance and accident, not
matter and form. He employs these concepts to prove that the world is not eternal, and is
thus the earliest Jewish author to use what was to become the “standard proof of kalam,”
but not in an atomistic context. From the createdness of the world the existence of a
unique creator is inferred, the latter attribute of unity indicating the essence of God.

discusses ﬁl-Muqammwboth God’s unity and the divine attributes in highly

polemical terms, aimed mainly against Christianity. Consequently he seems to profess a
negative view on the divine attributes;”® however, by referring to a number of attributes

» al-Mugammis

as being “due to [or: by means/because of] his essence, at least alludes
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to the distinction between essential attributes and those of action.’® On the questions

i |
related to divine justice aI_Muqammlg’ views are in agreement with current
Mu‘tazilite views about good and evil as absolute concepts binding on God and
humanity, God’s absolute benevolence, freedom of choice and action, and the central role
of prophecy in conveying God’s message and law, in its particular Jewish sense of the

Hebrew Scripture.”® In this context a]_Muqammlsis the earliest Jewish or other

mutakallim to polemicize against the rejection of prophecy (its epistemological validity
and mainly its legislative authority) by the Barahima (Indian Brahmans or Buddhists).
Another representative of early Jewish kalam is an exposition of theological principles
found in a Hebrew epistle (or sermon) ascribed to Daniel al-Qaimisi (around 900).® The
exposition has a distinct Mu’tazili tendency and the Hebrew phraseology clearly reflects
the Arabic terminology. If the ascription is correct,’’ it has a number of important
implications. First, this is the earliest kalam exposition in Hebrew. Second, one should
assume several decades for the process of absorbing Mu‘tazilite theology into Karaite
thought before presenting it as genuinely Jewish in contradistinction to other, “foreign,”

ideologies.’® ‘The beginning of such a process would thus coincide with the period of al-

¥
Muqammw activity. Third, this is the earliest extant attempt in Judaism to formulate a
set of normative doctrines, or dogmas, or articles of faith.”® Very typically each statement
is supported by one scriptural proof-text at least. The exposition revolves around the two
main traditional Mu‘tazili foci, divine unity and justice, and a number of particular
Jewish themes, such as the exclusiveness of the Mosaic law. The following are the main
points.*

First, there is a religious duty to use reason. God created the world from nothing. This
is proved by the fact that all things are limited (in size and space) and are liable to the
occurrence of accidents. Human reason (self-cognition) indicates' that there is the One
who creates humans and who will call them to account.” God is one alone, the sole
creator. Second, human beings are different from all other creations of God in possessing
reason, choice, and speech. By themselves these indicate that God will pass judgment on
humankind. There are in this world exemplary punishments which indicate that there is
an ultimate comprehensive retribution in the hereafter. Ultimate reward and punishment
in the hereafter will be applied to both body and soul. There will be bodily resurrection.
Third, God gave his law to the nation of Israel; Moses wrote it at God’s behest and
command, and only the written law is binding. Miracles are created directly by God, not
by angels or human beings.

These principles are presented as particularly Karaite, as opposed to the Rabbanite or
other non-Karaite, principles. Karaite authors generally tend to extend their differences
with the Rabbanites from legal questions to include also theological ones. A typical
accusation made by Karaites in this context is that the Rabbanites are anthropomorphists.
These accusations may have been true with respect to popular beliefs in all camps, and
possibly to some authorities, but there is very little evidence of an official Rabbanite
position of the kind claimed by the Karaites.
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TENTH CENTURY—SAADIA AND KARAITE
CONTEMPORARIES

Saadia ben Joseph al-Fayytmi (882—-942), the most prominent figure in Jewish public life
and in the rabbinic establishment in his time, a most creative figure in Jewish intellectual
activity, artistic as well as scholarly, and an outstanding systematizer of knowledge, was
also the thinker and author who made it his task to rephrase and reconstruct, in language
(Arabic) and contents, the rabbinic interpretation of the Hebrew Scripture according to
those achievements of scientific and rationalist thinking of his day which he considered
both most appropriate and most advanced. His activity should nevertheless be seen
against the background of increasing numbers of Jewish intellectuals being attracted to
the general culture to the degree of challenging the authority of the faith of their ancestors
and even turning against it. In the field of religious thought this resulted in works written
in two genres: first, systematic works, notably the Commentary on the Book of Creation
(Sefer Yetzirah) and the definitive summa, the Book of Beliefs and Convictions (al-
Amanat wa-’l-I‘tigadat); second, exegetical works, including monographic introductions
to books of the Bible. All these are interwoven with theological expositions related to his
systematic works. The latter contain many important discussions on exegetical matters.”
The connection between theology and exegesis played an important role in Jewish kalam
in general, not only by Saadia. He established the rationalist trend in the interpretation of
Scripture. Although Saadia was not the first medieval Jewish philosopher, in light of his
public standing, the scope of his philosophical oeuvre, and the influence it had on
subsequent generations, he can be considered the founding father of medieval Jewish
philosophy.

The structure of Saadia’s main work, the Book of Beliefs and Convictions,* is typical
of kalam compendia. The main sections are, first, vindication of rationalist theology and
theory of epistemology (introduction); second, creation and creator; God’s unity and
attributes (discourses 1-2); third, divine justice, free will; good and evil actions; reward
and punishment (4-5, 9). Between the second and third sections there is a discussion of
the law and prophecy, and into the third section are interwoven, with respect to the
general theme of retribution, discussions of Israel’s redemption (8) and resurrection from
a particularistic Jewish angle (7). The latter is introduced by a theoretical discourse (6) on
the soul. The whole structure is concluded by a discourse (10) on practical ethics,
commending the mean in all areas of human activity. It may be that this discourse
represents in Saadia’s system the fifth principle of the Mu’tazila (enjoining good and
preventing evil).

An important parallel to this work is a list of ten articles of faith® found in Saadia’s
commentary on 2 Samuel 22:2-3, which is part of his Commentary on the Ten Songs.*
This is a more advanced attempt than al-QumisT’s to lay down a set of normative beliefs
for those who are not capable of reaching the level of rationalist religious convictions.
This is the “dogmatic” aspect of Saadia’s chief theological work. Each article in the list is
accompanied by proof-texts that add the particular Jewish dimension even to the most
general principles. The articles are: (1) God is eternal; (2) he comprehends all things;
they all exist in/by him; (3) he creates everything and brings it forth; (4) he is the
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believer’s God who has imposed a religion or law on him; the believer has to act
according to God’s rational or revealed commandments and refrain from his rational or
revealed prohibitions; (5) reliance on God and contentment with his decrees; (6) the duty
to act in accordance with God’s law transmitted by means of his messengers; (7) God
will redeem his nation in the messianic age; (8) he will defend them against the wars of
Gog and other nations; (9) eternal reward for the righteous in the world to come; (10) he
has a harsh punishment for those who do not believe in him and disobey him.*’

Saadia’s logical methodology, philosophical terminology, and conceptual vocabulary
are in the main those typical for kalam. It is true that Saadia is in some respects eclectic,
that he is well aware of various philosophical theories which are rarely mentioned in
kalam works,”® and that he does not share with most mutakallimiin their atomistic
theories.” But the decision on the question whether Saadia should be considered a
mutakallim or not does not depend on his position on particular points but rather on his
methodological and logical principles and the general outline of his world view, and
those point very clearly in the direction of kalam. It may be added that in some instances
Mu‘tazilite terminology penetrated Saadia’s thought even in minute, yet typical and
important, details. Thus Saadia uses the Mu‘tazilite terminology of the “intermediate
status” in his classification of the sinners.”

Generally the epistemology and logic adopted by Saadia is the one found in the early
Mu‘tazila.”" In Jewish kalam from Saadia onwards sense perception is the first and
foremost source of any knowledge by human beings. In this respect Jewish kalam
corresponds to an early stage in the development of Muslim kalam, unlike later Muslim
kalam as presented by Maimonides.”” Together with immediate rational knowledge it
forms the basis for the next level of knowledge, for which Saadia, like a typical
mutakallim, uses inference by analogy.”” This is in fact what he calls “inferential
knowledge;” for example, one has to accept the existence of the soul as a concrete being
because it is possible to see its manifest activity, movement at will, which one cannot
deny.” The “indicator” is of course a basic concept in this system. Another important
element in this system which is also shared by Rabbanites and Karaites is the “authentic
transmission” (or, veridically transmitted knowledge). It includes of course any
knowledge gained indirectly, through a process of transmission, instruction, etc. For the
Rabbanites it covers the transmission of the scriptural text, but mainly rabbinic tradition,
while for the Karaites it applies exclusively to the former.”” Qirgisani’s discussions of
logic are in the main an exposition of Karaite rationalist hermeneutics of the legal
portions of the Bible (still, a serious endeavor to form a systematic epistemological
theory)’® and a manual for dialectic.”’

Saadia introduced into Jewish religious thought the important distinction, which
occupied a central place in the Mu‘tazilite thinking, between immediately reasonable (or
rational) knowledge and reasonable (or rational) laws’ (shara’i‘ ‘agliyya, ‘aqliyyat) on
the one hand, and revealed knowledge and laws (shard’i‘ sam‘iyya, sam‘iyyat) on the
other,” with all its epistemological and ethical implications, with respect to human
beings and also to God who is equally bound by the absolute concepts of good and evil.

Saadia formulated in much clearer terms than his predecessors the religious obligation
of rational speculation on religious doctrines. This position was shared by all Jewish
mutakallimin, in fact all medieval Jewish philosophers.*® The knowledge attained as a
result of such speculation is the actualization®' of the potential knowledge received from
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the prophets. However, for those who are not able to engage in theoretical contemplation,
passive acceptance of the prophets’ message may suffice. This position may be parallel to
the Mu‘tazilite distinction between the obligation of detailed knowledge of religious

doctrines and their theoretical basis, which is binding on the “chosen” “‘"b dssa), and the
knowledge of generalities, formulated as propositions (jumal), which is sufficient for the
masses (‘amma). In Saadia’s terminology such propositions are the “beliefs” (amanat; in
the sing. amana).” Infact they constitute dogmas or confessions. After the amana
undergoes a speculative process and is rationally established in the believer’s mind, it
assumes the status of conviction (i‘tigad).®

With respect to his physical views Saadia and his contemporaries continued and

established the line of a]_Muqammlgregarding the dichotomy of substance and
accidents, rejecting Aristotle’s dichotomy of matter and form. This is an important factor
in classifying Saadia as a follower of kalam.** At the same time he rejected the kalam
atomistic theory. As is known so far® all Jewish philosophers, except the Karaites,
rejected atomism. Atomism was discussed mainly in the context of creation, but had
implications also in other contexts. Saadia seems to have believed that things have a
specific or particular nature, which is normally permanent, and may change only as a
result of miraculous divine intervention.*

On the question of creation, the Jewish mutakallimiin of the tenth century, on Saadia’s
authority, established the doctrine of creation ex nihilo as the exclusive doctrine of
authentic Judiasm.®” By the tenth century this doctrine not only had long been established
as an exclusive one in Islamic kalam, but it also carried with it a certain set of proofs
derived from those of John Philoponus (sixth century). It is important to note that the
proofs found in Jewish kalam, notably in Saadia, are among the earliest attestations in
Arabic, and made a deep impact on medieval Jewish thinkers, even those who are not
classified as followers of kalam.

Saadia offers four proofs for the creation of the world. First, “from finitude”: the
bodies of heaven and earth are limited, therefore their power is limited; and since the
power that maintains them ceases, they necessarily have a beginning and an end.*
Second, “from composition”: the fact that all bodies are composed of parts and segments
shows signs of generation and art of an artisan.*” The latter part of the proof refers not
only to the question of creation but also to the existence of a creator. Third, “from
accidents”: bodies cannot be void of accidents (i.e. properties, characteristics, events),
which are evidently changing continuously, therefore limited in time, and therefore
generated. What cannot be void of the generated is itself generated. This is the “standard
proof of kalam,” and is reported to have been known in kalam from the time of the
Mu‘tazilite Abu’l-Hudhayl (early ninth century).” Fourth, “from time”: if the world had
been eternal, it would have taken an infinite number of generations (spans of time) in the
past to reach the present; since this is impossible, the world must have a beginning.”’

All four proofs are mentioned or alluded to in Qirgisani’s commentaries, and from
Yefet b. ‘Eli’s commentaries it is clear that he is well aware of the first three. Both
emphasize that the proofs for creation are actually established in all existent beings.” It
seems that, unlike Saadia, both authors were inclined to accept some form of atomism,
which also influenced their interpretation of miracles.”” In addition to these proofs, the
proof from the design is often mentioned in their works, including the one from the self-
cognition of human beings that is related to Job 19:26 and the notion of microcosm.”
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All Jewish mutakallimtin accepted the distinction between attributes of the essence of
God and attributes of his actions, which was typical of most mutakallimiin, especially the

Basran school. From the beginning, since al"I'|"'II:"'I'[1"':"1-'.“'1."1$=‘the foundation point was
that the multiplicity of attributes (especially of the essential ones) has no ontological
status. As in Mu‘tazilite theory since the end of the ninth century, the question thus turns
into a linguistic-exegetical one rather than an ontological one, namely, that the (apparent)
multiplicity of God’s nature is due to the shortcomings of human language. In this
context Saadia discusses the issue on two levels: with respect to its logical principles, for
which he wuses Aristotle’s categorial theory, and with respect to biblical
anthropomorphisms, which have to be interpreted appropriately.” It is evident that the
Jewish mutakallimtin were taking sides in a controversy that was not necessarily limited

to the Jewish arena. Like a]_Muqammlsbefore him, Saadia very clearly states that his
position on the matter is aimed against the Christians: it is inadmissible that God should
contain, include, or possess any property (concrete or abstract) or bodily organ.”® Yet the
way in which Jewish mutakallimiin formulate their position is very close to the one used
by their Mu‘tazilite counterparts for the same purpose. The formulation of the Muslim
Mu‘tazilites was aimed mainly at the Ash‘ariyya, that is, at the Ash‘arite view that the
attributes have an independent ontological status.”” If one does not accept that the Jewish
mutakallimiin take sides in an internal Muslim controversy, then one may have to assume
that there were Jewish Ash‘ariyya, or that the Jewish mutakallimiin saw in rabbinic views
of God a resemblance of Ash‘ariyya, in addition to their polemic against Christianity.

Divine justice is not restricted to the doctrine of free will, but features also in Saadia’s
position on the commandments, and the linkage between ritual (or works) and reward.”®
However, the matter has also an ethical aspect: one is not allowed to rely absolutely
(tawakkul) on God’s providence, but has to fend for one’s sustenance and has to do
works to deserve reward, even though God could have given the bliss of Paradise without
imposing tglge performance of ritual duties, in fact without being brought into existence in
this world.

GEONIM AND KARAITES FROM THE END OF THE TENTH
CENTURY ONWARDS

The impact of Saadia’s work was immediate, and is discernible in works of Geonim that
were composed already in his lifetime, such as Aaron b.Sarjado.'”™ The most prominent
follower of kalam among the Geonim after Saadia was Samuel b.Chofni (d. 1013). He
expounded his doctrinal views in a number of works, among them a theological
compendium, entitled Kitab al-Hidaya (The Book of Guidance),'”’ and biblical
commentaries. These have mostly been preserved in a fragmentary form.'” Unlike

Saadia, Samuel b.Chofni followed closely a specific kalam school, namely, the Basran
school as it developed during the second half of the tenth century. The terminology he
uses, the questions discussed, the positions he takes, are all typical of that school.'”
Samuel b.Chofni, as well as his Karaite younger contemporaries, shared with the
Mu‘tazila another important characteristic, namely, the close relationship, to the point of
overlap, between doctrines of the faith and principles of legal philosophy.'™ The concept
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of taklif (literally, commanding, assignment, imposition), which focuses the relationship
between God and humanity on the roles of lawgiver and obedient performer of the law,
and had become pivotal in the Mu‘tazilite theories of late tenth century, became central
also in Samuel b.Chofni’s theory.'®

Other issues discussed by Samuel b.Chofni, similarly typical of the Basran
Mu‘tazilite school are: the obligation to know God, which can be fulfilled only through
rational inference;'*® the brief exposition of the principal Mu‘tazilite version of the
“standard proof for creation” (the terminology used there'"’ apparently makes sense only
in an atomistic context);'”® the divine attributes (on which Samuel b.Chofni is said to
have written a separate treatise);'" the impeccability of the prophets;'"’ the revealed
commandments as divine benevolent assistance.''’ Some questions are discussed in a
polemical context which is aimed against the Muslims in a very explicit manner, such as
the Muslim claim of the abrogation of the Mosaic law or the question of the universality
and particularity of the revealed laws.''> In such contexts Samuel b.Chofni not only uses
the typical Mu‘tazilite nomenclature, but even mentions names of Muslim Mu‘tazilites in
a manner that indicates that his knowledge of them was based on a reading of their
writings and not merely on oral information. Another Gaon who showed interest and
acquaintance with kalam was Samuel b.Chofni’s son-in-law, Hai Gaon (d. 1038). He left
his indelible imprint on the halakhic oeuvre of the Geonim in the form of important
compendia and numerous responsa. In some responsa''’ he dealt also with theological
problems in typical kalam style, terminology, and argumentation. A famous and
representative example is his responsum on the predetermined span of life (ajal), a
classical topic in Islamic kalam, which is discussed in connection with the problem of
whether God’s foreknowledge is mere knowledge or whether it determines the fate of the
individual, and conversely whether one’s destiny can be changed through one’s behavior.
The Ash‘ariyya, who believed in some form of predestination, did not believe that man
could change anything about it. Hai Gaon, who does not decide the matter in clear terms
but shows a distinct inclination to the Mu‘tazila, argues that there probably is a
connection between human behavior and human destiny, and yet one is unable to know it.
God alone knows in advance future happenings, and the relationship between one’s
action and fate. In his responsum Hai mentions explicitly the position of the Muslim
mutakallimiin on the question, which testifies to his interest in, and his access to, Islamic
kalam sources.'"* It seems that kalam continued to have a following among the rabbinic
leadership in the East, mainly in Babylonia (Iraq).

Yusuf s"I_H:‘]‘E'rwas a younger Karaite contemporary of Samuel b. Chofni. The latter
may have been a source of inspiration for aI_HaE—" in his endeavor to create a Jewish

version of the Basran brand of the Mu‘tazila. The importance of s"I_Eiq'ﬁ_lrfor the
history of Jewish kalam is that his teachings, with the additions and refinements of
Yeshu’a b. Judah, became the recognized theology of Karaism for centuries to come.

Many of al—Basir }Eworks (all in Judeo-Arabic'"®) have survived, some in complete
form, others in fragments. He wrote two theological compendia, several theological and
halakhic monographs and numerous epistles and responsa.''® Many of his and Yeshu‘a’s
works were translated into Hebrew by Byzantine Karaites, and copies of the Arabic

original texts of these works reached as far as Spain. Al-B asir S system follows closely,
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both in style and content, the Basran school. He explicitly states his reliance on ‘Abd al-
Jabbar. The arrangement of his compendia follows exactly his Islamic models. His
metaphysics are centered on the notion of “being” as the only necessary accident of all
existing beings. He follows (as does his pupil Yeshu’a) the atomistic views of the

BI5"'-""""'-3'"5='Which is the basis for their version of the “standard proof for creation”.'"” The
same applies to his theory of God’s unity, divine attributes and actions, the self-
sufficiency of God, and divine justice. The Jewish element in many chapters of the

theological works is minimal. ﬂl—Baﬁr and Yeshu‘a polemicize at length against the
Muslims, mainly on the question of the abrogation of the Mosaic law. However, in many
instances they take sides in disputes that are of interest chiefly for Muslim theologians,

such as the chapters in al- M “'{”‘Iwr against the Bakriyya and ‘Abbad,'"® or the chapter
on human actions which has long discussions of positions that are not attested in Jewish
sources.'"” Another typical example is his polemic against the belief in transmigration of
souls, in which he argues along lines known from Muslim sources,'”” in complete
disregard of earlier Rabbanite and Karaite discussions.'”’ Through the Hebrew

translations of his works, as well as those of his pupil Yeshu‘a, ﬂl-Ba$ll‘ s system had a
determining influence on the development of Karaite thought in those centers where
Hebrew became the main means of communication. It is found in works which were
quite popular, such as Judah Hadassi’s Eshkol ha-Kofer (1148-9),'** and in works that
were accepted as definitive, notably Aaron b.Elijah’s (d. 1369) theological summa
entitled Etz Chayyim.'*

JEWISH KALAM IN THE ISLAMIC WEST

Jews of the western Islamic countries apparently first learned of kalam theories from
Jewish sources. Saadia’s theological and exegetical works reached North Africa and
Spain quite soon after their completion. So, for example, Dunash b.Tamim (Qayrawan, d.
after 955/6) composed his commentary'** on Sefer Yetzirah as a response to Saadia’s
shortly after the latter was written; Spanish exegetes of the middle of the eleventh century
were familiar with works by Saadia and Samuel b. Chofni; for Bachya b.Paquda, the

extant works on theology were those by al-Muqammw, Saadia, and Samuel
b.Chofni.'* At that time Karaite Bible commentaries and theological works were
probably brought to Spain by ibn al-Taras and others, as is reported by Abraham ibn
Daud (middle of twelfth century) and borne out by numerous quotations from Karaite
sources by twelfth-century Spanish authors.'*® It would seem that by that time kalam

(which was just being welcomed by the regime of the Muwahhldﬁn) was identified
by some Spanish Jewish thinkers with Karaism. Thus Joseph ibn Tzaddik knows the
kalam mainly from Karaite sources, as is indicated by the fact that he mentions

-}
al—Basir 8 compendium ﬁf—Mﬁn?ﬁﬁ three times as a source for the views of the
mutakallimtn: twice in the course of his discussion of the divine attributes and in the

third a whole chapter is quoted from s"I_H;‘w—'ron the possibility of compensation to
children and animals for their sufferings.'”” Also Judah Halevi, when he introduces the
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system of kalam (Kuzari 5:15), seems to ascribe it exclusively to the Karaites. These facts
may be at the background of Maimonides” attitude towards kalam.'*®

These observations notwithstanding, important elements of the old kalam theories
from Geonic works are present in Jewish philosophical works from Spain, none of which
are classified as kalam.'”” Bachya recognizes the Saadianic distinction between rational
and revealed laws."*® The religious duty to know and to work religious doctrines through
a speculative process in order to turn them into convictions is discussed at length by
Bachya more than once,"”' and he is followed in this by ibn Tzaddik."’* Bachya adopts
the second and the fourth of Saadia’s proofs for the creation of the world.'** Ibn Tzaddik
also adopts the “standard kalam proof” for the creation of the world, namely, “from
accidents.”"**

Judah Halevi has a somewhat ambivalent attitude towards kalam. On the one hand, he
gives the impression that kalam can be identified with Karaism; this in itself may reflect a
deliberate attempt to stigmatize kalam, since Halevi could have easily known, and
probably did, that kalam had been followed also by prominent Geonim. On the other
hand, he has the Khazar king ask the Jewish sage for the doctrines of kalam. The rabbi
responds by stating that although kalam is inferior to simple belief based on immediate
and personal experience, it still can sometimes (but not necessarily!) help in establishing
religious truths in the souls of its disciples, and it may serve as an effective means in the
defense of the faith against adversaries and skeptics.'” Saadia’s relationship between
simple belief and the rational-dialectic foundations of faith is thus squarely turned upside
down. According to Halevi, kalam may be preferable to falsafa, which occupies the
lowest degree in Halevi’s epistemological hierarchy. Interestingly, Halevi used for the
exposition of kalam doctrines (Kuzari 5:18) a ready-made epitome from al-Ghazali.'*

A further turn in the attitude toward kalam was brought about by Maimonides, who
undertook a sweeping criticism of a number of the main doctrines of kalam as
philosophically feeble and inadequate.”’” It may well be that Maimonides took up a line
that had been started before him in Spain by ibn Tzaddik. At the same time, it may also
be that Maimonides’ criticism in the Guide, which was written in the East, reflects the
different situation there, where kalam was still a much more established and accepted
option as a religious philosophy than in Spain. And yet, it was in Spain that kalam
entered a new phase in its history in Jewish philosophy, owing to the Hebrew translations
not only of the Jewish mutakallimtin and other thinkers and philosophers, but also of
Muslim falasifa and mutakallimiin, notably al-Ghazali.

NOTES

1 “Religious philosophy” is used here in a broad sense of the term “philosophy,” and mainly for
the sake of brevity. Other terms might be equally justified, such as “theology,”
“philosophical/rationalistic theology,” “apologetics,” but these seem to be less general; and
cf. R.M.Frank 1992. On the meaning of theology (and kalam in particular) in Islam and
Judiasm as compared to Christianity, see Vajda 1973. The following are encyclopedic
summations (with extensive bibliographical lists) of kalam in general and the Mu‘tazila in
particular: Anawati 1987; van Ess 1987; Gimaret 1993. For surveys on the Ash’ariyya, see
below, note 39.



History of Jewish philosophy 108

2 On the history of the meaning of the term and its synonyms, see Frank 1992. Frank discusses
mainly Ash‘arite kalam. On the possibility that the term in an earlier stage is related to Greek
dialexis, see van Ess 1970, p. 24.

3 In this sense these terms will be used henceforth.

4 In the first half of the ninth century under the auspices of the ‘Abbasid government.

5 See Cook 1980.

6 A philosopher like John Philoponus could be sharply opposed to certain views of Aristotle and
at the same time, or perhaps because of that, write commentaries on Aristotle’s works.

7 See especially with respect to logic, but also to other areas, van Ess 1970.

8 To be sure, later mutakallimiin, starting with al-Ghazali (d. 1111), were less reserved in
naming Aristotle and other Greek philosophers or their Muslim followers, whether to reject

or to adopt their views (the earlier ] Eh 1Z s the odd exception in the ninth century). They
were also more aware of the concepts and systems of the falasifa; see Frank 1992, and, with
respect to logic, van Ess 1970, pp. 47-9.

9 They were not the earliest, though. On the early stages of the Mu‘tazila, see van Ess 1991-3,
2:233-342 (pp. 335-42 on their name).

10 See for instance Gimaret 1976, pp. 277-9.

11 A common format in Islam for theological or philosophical essays or monographs; see
“Risala” in Encyclopedia of Islam.

12 Also creeds, mainly by Ash‘arites or their ‘precursors’; see Wensinck 1932.

13 To be sure, heresiographic works even when written by authors hostile to the Mu‘tazila, e.g.
al-Ash‘ar’’s Maqalat al-Islamiyyin, are mostly quite reliable, and still constitute an important
source on the early history of Mu‘tazilite thought.

14 According to later Muslim historiographic sources, the fourth and the fifth principles were
chronologically the first ones that had evolved in the politicotheological debates or disputes
of the early eighth century. The initial formu-lation of the fourth principle had been “the
intermediate status,” and was said to have been important at that period of time, as a
compromise in the controversy between rigorous believers like the Khawarij (who taught
that only those who strictly observe the ritual, civil, and ethical practices enjoined by the
Qur’an are considered believers, while others who profess Islam only verbally are actually
disbelievers and therefore should be the object of holy war (jihad)) and the Umayyad rulers
and their associates (some of whom are said to have been lax in the observance of the laws,
ritual or otherwise, and still considered themselves full members of the community). Jewish
followers of kalam occasionally make use of the characteristic Mu’tazilite terminology used
with respect to the fourth principle. The fifth principle was the main framework for the
discussion of the political leadership (imama, khilafa) of the Islamic community in all
theological schools and movements, in both the Sunnt and the Sh1’i camps, and therefore is
of little relevance to the present discussion. It may still be related to some sections of
Saadia’s positive ethical code.

15 This is generally the position of the Ba:}ran branch of the Mu‘tazila at the beginning of the
tenth century, which was upheld also by some later authorities of the school. Earlier
formulations of the relationship between God and his attributes (linked mainly to the name
of Abu’l-Hudhayl, early ninth century) presented the (essential) attributes as aspects of the
divine essence that are identical with it. Other developments or refinements of the theory,
which are associated mainly with the name of Abu Hashim al-Jubba’1 (d. 933), are not
relevant to the discussion here; see Wolfson 1976, pp. 167-205.

16 Such scriptural statements may be considered the initial cause of the problem of the
attributes.

17 This position was upheld by the Mu‘tazila down to a rather late period. It was abandoned by
later Ash‘arite thinkers, who held that sense perception is liable to be misled by imagination
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or the weakness of the organs of the senses; their position is described by Maimonides, in
Guide 1.73. Jewish followers of kalam followed the position of the early Mu‘tazila.

18 See below on the logical procedures in kalam; on the relationship between the “indicator”
and its referent (i.e. God), see van Ess 1970, pp. 27, 34.

19 Arabic al-istidlal bi-’1-shahid ‘ala ’1-gha’ib; see van Ess 1970, p. 34; Frank 1992, p. 31.

20 Pines 1936 is still a classic discussion of this theory; see also Wolfson 1976, pp. 466-517;
Daiber 1975, pp. 283-337. Dhanani (1994) has recently re-examined the findings of Pines in
the light of many primary kalam sources (some rather late, though), as well as Epicurean and
similar sources that had not been available to Pines. Dhanani showed that the Indian element
in kalam atomism is rather questionable, but because of textual evidence cannot be entirely
ruled out, and can therefore be explained as a result of Persian mediation. Dhanani also
argued that kalam atomism is in fact a continuation of the minimal parts doctrines of ancient
atomism, and that it may be better understood in the light of classical geometrical theories.
Dhanani has contested the understanding of the atoms of the mutakallimiin as unextended
particles.

21 On the relationship between this theory and human capability and freedom of choice, see
below.

22 Wolfson 1976, pp. 559-78; van Ess 1991-3, 3:309-42; and cf. Schwarz 1991, pp. 162-9.

23 Such effects are termed in Arabic mutawalladat; see Wolfson 1976, pp. 644-55; Gimaret
1980, pp. 25-49, 85-7. The possibility that an act can generate effects that are beyond the
agent’s power or control is conditioned by some recognition of causality.

24 Initially God carries out this obligation by endowing man with reason.

25 Not of laws of nature (see above on the atomistic theory).

26 In the Qur’an there are no records of miracles performed by Mu I ‘df 4z ‘ZJ'KH rian”;
ammad. A number of them are recorded in Islamic tradition, and a whole genre developed of
collections of such records. At the same time a theory was developed about the miraculous
nature of the Qur’an (i‘jaz al-qur’an) as a whole, which is usually translated “the

inimitability of the Qur’an.” Muslim theologians as well as literary critics were divided on
the question whether this characteristic of the Qur’an applies only to its language or also to

its contents; see Encyclopedia of Islam, s.v. I ‘df 4z ‘z'!r'j-{” rian ”;Audebert 1982, esp. pp.
57-111.

27 This issue is related to the problem of God’s attributes and the anthropomorphisms found in
Scripture and in other sacred texts; on the subject in general (and on many other questions
related to Mu‘tazilite kalam), see Peters 1976, esp. pp. 278-402.

28 A still valuable contribution on this topic is Hourani 1971. Hourani tends to use the terms
“immediate” and “intuitive” interchangeably; it seems that intuition does not belong to the
Mu‘tazilite world view; cf. also Hourani 1985, pp. 67-97.

29 On this term see Frank 1992, p. 10 n. 5, with references to previous publications.

30 This religious obligation is found already in the earliest Patristic sources. On Origen and
Tertullian, see Wolfson 1970, pp. 1091t.

31 For this purpose, abridged expositions of the Mu‘tazilite theology, or creeds, were written;
see Gimaret 1979;

32 On the process of speculation (razar) leading to knowledge (‘ilm) that is validated by
“peace of mind,” see Vajda 1967, pp. 145-54.

33 Kalam does not recognize logic (man F"?}as a theoretical discipline of any status, only
dialectic (jadal) as a technique of debate or dispute; the term qiyas (often translated as
“analogy”) also frequently serves to describe speculative procedure; see van Ess 1970, p. 38,
where the logic of kalam is referred to as “propositional logic.”

34 For a survey of this topic see van Ess 1970.

35 For details see van Ess 1970.
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36 The latter technique is known by the term ilzam, i.e., forcing the adversary to accept the
inadmissibility of his doctrine or argument by itself, or by the results that “necessarily”
follow from it (lazim).

37 An example for the change of this format in later stages is ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s al-M ”‘E’ i
Fragments of the original version survived only in a Judeo-Arabic Karaite copy. This version
still retains the dialogue format. In the version current among Muslims, which is a revision
made two generations later by ibn Mattawayh (d. 1076), most “dialogue” elements were
dropped; see Ben-Shammai 1974 and the remarks of Gimaret in ibn Mattawayh 1981, 2:26—
30.

38 Islam does not recognize Scriptures of other monotheistic religions as valid records of God’s
message; they were abrogated or superseded by the Qur’an. Some Mu’tazilite thinkers also
wrote commentaries on the Qur’an; about the Jubba’is, see Gimaret 1976, pp. 2845, 289,
312.

39 See Frank 1987, 1992; Gimaret 1990.

40 On the vicissitudes of Jewish kalam in Spain, see below.

41 See Frank 1988.

42 Between al-Ash‘arT himself and his followers, they vary between seven and ten.

43 This was a specially sensitive matter. The Mu‘tazila insisted that God’s speech is created,
since he cannot be described as speaking. The Ash’ariyya taught that his speech was
uncreated (=eternal). However many of them qualified this statement by arguing that it
applied only to the content of revelation and not to its actual material manifestations.

44 On the Ash‘ar position on attributes, see Frank 1992. In twelfth-century Ash’arite works the
divine attributes are sometimes presented in a way that may seem to resemble the position of

the BEL‘}I‘H.I] Mu‘tazila, namely, as aspects of God’s essence.

45 The term “Islam” or “Islamic countries” is used here to denote the political framework in
which Arabic culture developed and was predominant.

46 Qirqisant is said, according to his own testimony, to have written a systematic theological

work entitled Kitab al-Tawhid (The Book of Unity); see Encyclopedia Judaica, 10: cols.
1047-8. So far nothing of that work has been recovered.

47 On the historical statements of Maimonides and Judah Halevi regarding the preference of
Jews for the Mu‘tazila, or the sectarian identity of the Jewish followers of kalam, see
Wolfson 1976, pp. 82-91.

48 For Saadia’s evidence, see Amanat, introd.: 6, pp. 23—4 (Kafih); pp. 267 (Rosenblatt).
Qirqisani reports that certain Karaite authorites expressed their opposition in terms of
religious prohibition; see Hirschfeld 1918, pp. 1415 (Qirqisant alludes to Karaite
authorities, not “to the warnings of the Rabbis”; cf. Ben-Shammai 1977, 1:8-11).

49 See Kraemer 1986, pp. 83—4 (with references to primary sources and previous publications
of Goldziher, Goitein, F.Rosenthal, and Pines), and, on the historical circumstances of a
Neoplatonic popular work from late tenth century, Ben-Shammai 1989; and on polemics
against such trends see Ben-Shammai 1977, 1:315-17.

50 On Isaac Israeli and Dunash b.Tamim, see the bibliography in Sirat 1985, p. 422.

51 Most chapters of the major philosophical work of al-Mugammis (written in Judeo-Arabic)
were published, with an extended introduction and richly documented annotations, by
Stroumsa in 1989. The following discussion is based on this work, especially the
introduction, pp. 15-33. On his exegetical works, see p. 20.

52 On instances where the Christian education of :1]- Muqamm 13 is reflected in his work,
see Stroumsa 1989, pp. 28, 32.

53 Notwithstanding, al- Muqamm1$ explicitly dissociates himself from what seems to him
the position of the philosophers, especially Aristotle, namely, the doctrine of negative
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attributes; positive statements can also be true, and in this case the meaning is that God has
“neither diversity nor variety” (Stroumsa 1989, p. 201).

54 See Stroumsa 1989, pp. 28-9, 196-201.

55 In this context biblical verses are quoted in Arabic translation only; see Stroumsa 1989,
index of biblical references.

56 For an English translation of the entire work, the text itself, and an extensive introduction,
see Nemoy 1976; the theological sections are on pp. 55-60, 88—-90. About fragments of
Arabic theological works by early Karaites (perhaps also al-Qtimisi) see Zucker 1959, pp.
175-82, 480-5.

57 Nemoy, while doubting the authorship of Daniel al-Qiimisi, fully accepts that it “belongs to a
very early period of Karaite history” (1976, p. 50).

58 On a similar feature in tenth-century Karaite sources, see Ben-Shammai 1977, 1:318-23.

59 This is the common theme of the entire document: normative practices and beliefs according
to the sectarian position of the author. To be sure, the style is somewhat loose and lacks the
form of an orderly list.

60 The order of the points has been somewhat changed here.

61 The Hebrew of the document contains several Arabisms, one of which is the technical term
dalil. The author (or translator) was not sure that the Hebrew term moreh can convey the
meaning of the Arabic term and therefore appended everywhere the Arabic as well.

62 This principle is supported by Job 19:26, and is the earliest attestation to the introduction of
the “Delphic Maxim” into medieval Jewish philosophy in the form of that verse; see
Altmann 1963.

63 On Saadia’s philosophical oeuvre there is considerable secondary literature; see Sirat 1985,
pp. 417-18; for more recent publications, especially with relation to biblical exegesis, see
Goodman 1988, pp. 3-27; a brief and vivid historian’s survey of Saadia’s activity, with his
philosophy as a climax, is found in Goitein 1988, 5:379-90.

64 Arabic al-Amanat wa-’1-I‘tigadat. For the important editions and translations, see Sirat 1985,
pp- 416-17.

65 The number is the same as that of the discourses of al-Amanat.

66 On the work see Ben-Shammai 1986—7; on the list see ibid., pp. 322—3; Ben-Shammai 1996
(including discussion of parallel lists in Saadia’s works).

67 Principles 1-3, 9—10 are qualified by the verb “to believe”; 4, 7-8 by the verb “to entertain a
conviction” (ya‘taqid); and 5-6 describe mental dispositions. Note the absence of
resurrection from this list.

68 Many philosophical or theological theories with which Saadia was acquainted are explicitly
mentioned by him, mainly on occasions of listing different opinions, beliefs, or doctrines on
a given topic, such as the creation or the origin of the world (Amanat 1:3; introduction to
Commentary of Sefer Yetzira, for which see Wolfson 1979, pp. 124-62); the essence of the
human soul (Amanat 6:1, for which see Davidson 1967); and various other theories and
opinions which certainly have their origin in written or oral philosophical and scientific non-
Jewish sources. Saadia does not specify any of these sources by name (only occasionally by
collective terms, such as philosophers, dualists, materialists, Christians), and it seems that he
does so intentionally, since his interest is mainly in rejecting those doctrines rather than
enlightening his audience about their origin. It is therefore difficult, sometimes impossible,

to identify his sources.

69 See Ben-Shammai 1985, pp. 243, 260 n. 83; Saadia was even acquainted with the theory of

the Mu’tazilite opponent of atomism, a']"N"'""Eﬁm (d. 845), about the “leap,” which makes
possible the actual traversal of a distance that may be divided into an infinite number of
particles, although he does not mention his name; see Wolfson 1979, pp. 165-6; Davidson
1987, p. 118.



History of Jewish philosophy 112

70 In his Commentary on Job: p. 17 (Kafih); p. 128 (Goodman) (on p. 142 (Goodman), n. 49
should be corrected: the terminology and the concepts employed there by Saadia are
Mu’tazilite not Kharijite); and also Amanat 5:4, p. 181 (Kafih); pp. 218—19 (Rosenblatt).

71 See Vajda 1967.

72 See for now Schwarz 1991, pp. 159-61. A conservative mutakallim like R. Nissim of
Qayrawan argues even later, perhaps against Samuel b. Choftni, that while demonstrative or

analogical speculation (tartg al-isudlal); subject to mistakes, sense perception is certain
(Abramson 1965, p. 344).

73 Arabic istidlal bi-’1-shahid ‘ala ’1-gha’ib; see above note 19.

74 Amanat, introd.: 5: p. 14 (Kafih); p. 36 (Altmann). Saadia’s definition is “that which
immediate knowledge leads to” or even “obliges to”; contrary to n. 5 (Altmann) and p. 16
(Rosenblatt), it is not related to “logical necessity”. A large section of that chapter (pp. 17—
22 (Kafih); pp. 19-26 (Rosenblatt); pp. 38—42 (Altmann)) is devoted to a thorough
discussion of the procedures of inference. Saadia devises a hierarchy of natural phenomena
by which true knowledge may be attained. If there is an apparent contradiction between such
phenomena the “more important” prevails. With respect to van Ess’ remark (1970, p. 33)
regarding the difference between “commemorative sign” and “indicative sign,” it should be
noted that the “commemorative sign” is mostly present in the kalam inferences, even if the
terminological distinction is not explicitly spelled out. This is also true regarding Saadia
(who mentions the same example of smoke, for whose Stoic origin see van Ess 1970, p. 27),
not only in the case of proving God’s existence but also in the proofs for the existence of the
soul and the intellect. In both cases the commemorative sign must be evoked; otherwise the
proofs make no sense.

75 See Amanat, pp. 15-16 (Kafih); pp. 18-19 (Rosenblatt); p. 37 (Altmann) (cf. Amanat 7:1:
pp. 219-20 (Kafih); pp. 265-7 (Rosenblatt)); Ben-Shammai 1977, 1:89-100.

76 French translation and discussion in Vajda 1946-7.

77 Vadja 1963.

78 It should be emphasized that the rationality of this knowledge or these laws refers to their
epistemological status, namely, how, or by means of which source, they are known, and does
not refer to their justification or explanation.

79 See Sklare 1992, pp. 2201 on the attitude of other Jewish thinkers toward the concept.

80 See Davidson 1974. About Qirqisant and Yefet b. ‘Eli, see Ben-Shammai 1977, 1:8-35.

81 Note that Saadia emphasizes that this actualization is only one aim of rational speculation on
religion. The other aim is apologetic, to defend the faith against its adversaries.

82 This term is otherwise unknown in this sense in the Arabic terminology of Muslim religious
thinkers or their Jewish counterparts. It may be an arabicized form of a parallel term in
mishnaic Hebrew with a somewhat similar sense; see the reference in note 66 above.

83 Amanat, introd.: 6: pp. 248 (Kafih); pp. 27-32 (Rosenblatt). When investigation or
speculation is conducted improperly it may result in a false conviction. On the relationship

between true conviction and knowledge in Saadia’s system, and its parallels in Ba:}ran
Mu’tazila, see Vajda 1967, pp. 140-5; on the connection between these notions and the
Arabic translation of Aristotle’s De Interpretatione, see Vajda 1948-9, pp. 85-91.

84 For an explicit rejection of the Aristotelian world view, see Wolfson 1979, pp. 145-59; see
also below, note 89.

85 See above, note 69. An important exception may be Samuel b. Chofni, who followed the
Basran school of the Mu’tazila more closely than any other Rabbanite thinker.

86 Amanat 3:4: pp. 124-5 (Kafih); pp. 147-8 (Rosenblatt).

87 In rabbinic tradition this doctrine was not at all unanimously or exclusively accepted; see
Altmann 1969.

88 Amanat 1:1: pp. 35-7 (Kafih); pp. 41-2 (Rosenblatt); Davidson 1987, pp. 99-101, 409-11.
According to Davidson, this is a simplified form of the same argument in John Philoponus
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(1987, pp. 89-92). It seems that Saadia is almost the only mutakallim to have taken up this
proof (on remnants of it in al-Kindt’s thought, see ibid., pp. 114—15). It is found (in a crude
form) as one of two proofs mentioned by QumisI.

89 Amanat 1:1: p. 37 (Kafih); pp. 42-3 (Rosenblatt); Davidson 1987, pp. 101-2. According to
Davidson, this is taken from an “auxiliary argument from composition” that John Philoponus
used to support his proof from the principle that a finite body can contain only finite power
(ibid., p. 92). However in Saadia the composition is not of matter and form, as in Philoponus,
but of parts, which shows that Saadia received and accepted it from a kalam source that did
not agree with the Aristotelian dichotomy between matter and form (ibid., p. 103 n. 88). This
proof too did not have much following in kalam. It is interesting that the evidence for this
proof in Arabic philosophical or theological texts before Saadia, in addition to al-Kindfi, is
only in Christian sources (Davidson 1987, pp. 146-53).

90 Amanat, 1:1: p. 38 (Kafih); pp. 43—4 (Rosenblatt); Davidson 1987, pp. 103-6, 134-43. It is
found as one of two proofs mentioned by Quimisi. According to Davidson, this is a reflection
of the “auxiliary argument” of Philoponus from the succession of forms over matter, by
which he supports his proof from the principle that a finite body can contain only finite
power (ibid., p. 92).

91 Amanat 1:1: pp. 38-9 (Kafih); pp. 44-5 (Rosenblatt); Davidson 1987, pp. 957, 117-20. It is
actually a slightly transformed version of the first proof of Philoponus that the infinite is not
traversible.

92 Ben-Shammai 1977, pp. 174-80. The division line between proofs for creation and proofs
for a creator is not very well defined in the works of these authors. QirqisanT has a peculiar
version of the fourth proof: time is an independent being, not one that measures the duration
of other beings; the units of time prove that there is no eternal time; therefore, the world
cannot be eternal or infinite.

93 See Ben-Shammai 1985, pp. 245-54.

94 Ben-Shammai 1977, pp. 180-8; see above, note 62; Davidson 1987, pp. 213-36.

95 Amanat, 2:9-12: pp. 97-111 (Kafih); pp. 112-30 (Rosenblatt).

96 Amanat, 2:5-7: pp. 905 (Kafih); pp. 103—12 (Rosenblatt).

97 1t is not impossible that the Mu’tazilite-Ash’arite controversy itself has to be seen as
belonging to the context of the Muslim-Christian debate.

98 These are discussed at length in Amanat discourse 3, on a theological level.

99 Amanat 10:15: pp. 316-17 (Kafih); pp. 395—7 (Rosenblatt); the latter part of the argument is
a repetition of Amanat 3: exordium: pp. 11617 (Kafih); pp. 137-8 (Rosenblatt). This
argument should not be confused with another argument (raised by Saadia, Amanat 4:5: p.
159 (Kafih); p. 192 (Rosenblatt)) that one of the reasons for the revelation of the rational
laws is to make their performer deserve reward, because voluntary performance deserves
less reward than performance that is in obedience to a commandment; for a similar statement
by Samuel b. Chofni, quoted by R.Nissim, see Abramson 1965, pp. 343—4, with reference to
Talmud, Qiddushin 31a; and cf. Zucker 1984, pp. 23-4.

100 See Sirat 1985, p. 418.

101 See Sklare 1992, pp. 45-6, 93.

102 For a comprehensive survey of this Gaon and his works, a detailed discussion of some of
the most basic concepts of his theories, and a selection of hitherto unedited texts, see Sklare
1992, pp. 145-210, on “The Jewish High Culture Outside the Yeshivot.”

103 Sklare 1992, pp. 85-97.

104 Sklare 1992, chapter 5.

105 This is the first topic discussed in al-Hidaya; see Sklare 1992, 3:123—4, and the discussion
in 1:219-26.

106 A fragmentary text of the discussion in Kitab al-Hidaya is found in Sklare 1992, 3:142-5; it
is quoted by R.Nissim in a polemical context; see Abramson 1965, pp. 192-3, and see above,
note 72.
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107 Of the type discussed in Davidson 1987, pp. 140-3.

108 This exposition is found in fragments of Kitab al-Hidaya; see Sklare 1992, 3:135-6.

109 Sklare 1992, p. 44; for fragments of the discussion in al-Hidaya (according to the partial list
of contents, in Sklare 1992, 3:119, it occupied at least twelve chapters) see Sklare 1992,
3:138-42.

110 Arabic sma; on the Islamic term see Encyclopedia of Islam, s.v., and on Samuel b. Chofni
see Zucker 1965-6.

111 Arabic '!r“-'rﬁ Sklare 1992, pp. 88-9, 222-5; see “Lutf” in Encyclopedia of Islam; Vajda
1985, pp. 50217, 525-45.

112 Sklare 1992, 1:47-9, 226-34.

113 On this format of theological discussions, see above, note 11.

114 Hai’s responsum has survived in a verbal quotation in a Judeo-Arabic commen-tary on
Isaiah by Judah ibn Bal’am (Spain, eleventh century); part of the text was published in
Derenbourg 1891. The responsum was also published with notes and comments by Weil
(1953b); for further discussion and comparison to Saadia’s position (Amanat, pp. 209-10
(Kafih); pp. 253-5 (Rosenblatt)), see Weil 1953a, pp. 33-7.

115 Many were translated into Hebrew already in the eleventh century.

116 Bibliographic references and indices can be found in Vajda 1985, with many references to,
quotations from, and discussions of the Hebrew translations, paraphrases, and compendia
made by Byzantine Karaites from the eleventh century onwards; and see the review article
by Ben-Shammai (1988-9).

117 See Ben-Shammai 1985, pp. 254—73; Davidson 1987, pp. 141-3.

118 See the Arabic text in Vajda 1985, pp. 722—4; annotated translation, pp. 339—45; and
commentary, with reference to an abundance of medieval Jewish and Muslim materials, pp.
346-86.

119 Vajda 1985, pp. 727-30 (Arabic); pp. 40413 (translation); pp. 460-501 (discussion).

120 Vajda 1985, pp. 388-96.

121 See Ben-Shammai 1991.

122 See Encyclopedia Judaica 7: cols. 1046—7; Lasker 1988. Hadassi includes in his discussion
typically Islamic chapters from Karaite Arabic works.

123 On this work see Frank 1991.

124 This is not a kalam work; see above, note 50.

125 Bachya ibn Paquda, Kitab al-Hidaya ila Fara’id al-Qulib (Duties of the Heart), p. 18
(Kafih).

126 Abraham ibn Daud, The Book of Tradition, pp. xlvi-xlix (Cohen).

127 Joseph ibn Tzaddik, ‘Olam Qatan, pp. 44, 47, 72 (Horovitz); elsewhere, on p. 34, ibn
Tzaddik criticizes certain mutakallimiin for their theory that the soul is an accident (a theory
refuted by Saadia, Amanat, pp. 194-5 (Kafih); pp. 2367 (Rosenblatt); pp. 142-3

(Altmann)) without naming al-Bastr; 4 gee Vajda 1982, pp. 467-77.

128 See above, note 126.

129 This is another proof, if any is needed, that this kind of material does not always lend itself
to traditional criteria of classification.

130 Bachya, p. 16 (Kafih).

131 Bachya, introduction, pp. 25-8 (Kafih); 1:1-3, pp. 44-51 (Kafih).

132 Joseph ibn Tzaddik, ‘Olam Qatan, pp. 43—4 (Horovitz).

133 Davidson 1987, pp. 120, 152-3.

134 Davidson 1987, p. 141.

135 See the English translation by . Heinemann in Heinemann 1976, p. 125.

136 See Baneth 1942, p. 317. The source which Halevi used is probably the section “Qawa‘id

)
al-‘aqa’id” in I‘EJ'J"'& ‘ultim al-din (Cairo, AH 1316), pp. 91-2.
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137 See Pines 1963, pp. cxxiv—cxxxi.
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CHAPTER 8
Medieval Jewish Neoplatonism
T.M.Rudavsky

INTRODUCTION

Textual transmission

Medieval Neoplatonism, which was largely based on the writings of Plotinus and Proclus,
dates from the ninth century. It provided the philosophical context for the thought of
many cultivated Jews of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and during the Arabic period
it was more or less complemented by elements stemming from Islamic religious
traditions and some Aristotelian ideas. Serious Jewish thinkers had to deal with Jewish
Neoplatonism if only because they saw in the speculations of certain Neoplatonist
philosophies the epistemological and metaphysical notions that were quite compatible
with their own attempts to characterize the nature of God and his nature and relation to
humans. Although not all Jewish thinkers supported Neoplatonism, it was extremely
influential on the formation of Jewish thought during the late Hellenistic, Roman, and
medieval periods.'

The Islamic school of Neoplatonism most clearly influenced medieval Jewish writers.
The work of Plotinus was transmitted in a variety of ways, most notably through the
Theology of Aristotle (a paraphrase of books 4, 5, and 6 of the Enneads), and through
doxographies, collections of sayings of Plotinus which were circulated among religious
communities. The Theology of Aristotle exists in two versions. The shorter (vulgate)
version, belonging to a later period and found in many manuscripts, was the version first
published by Dieterici. The second, longer version exists in three fragmentary
manuscripts in Hebrew script, discovered by Borisov in St. Petersburg.” Underlying the
longer version of the Theology of Aristotle is an additional pseudographical work
discovered by Stern, which he calls Ibn Chasdai’s Neoplatonist. In an important article
Stern has argued that the independent treatise Ibn Chasdai’s Neoplatonist was
incorporated into the long version of the Theology of Aristotle, that it strongly influenced
Isaac Israeli’s philosophy, and that it was preserved almost in its entirety in a Hebrew
translation incorporated into ibn Chasdai’s work Ben ha-Melekh veha-Nazir (The Prince
and the Ascetic).’

Two other influential works are worthy of note. Proclus’ Elements of Theology was
transmitted to Jewish thinkers in the period between the early ninth and late tenth
centuries through an Arabic translation, Kalam fi mahd al-khair. Known to Latin thinkers
as the Liber de Causis, it was translated in the twelfth century from Arabic into Latin
most likely by Gerard of Cremona and was generally attributed by medieval philosophers
to Aristotle.* And finally, the Book of Five Substances attributed to Empedocles was
originally written in the ninth century in Arabic and translated into Hebrew in the
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fourteenth to fifteenth centuries. Published by David Kaufmann in 1899, this pseudo-
Empedoclean work represents a variant of ibn Chasdai’s Neoplatonism and was highly
influential upon the work of ibn Gabirol, especially in its placement of “spiritual matter”
as the first of the five substances.’

Neoplatonist themes

To define Neoplatonism thematically would require a chapter in itself. Recent articles, for
example, have questioned even whether Plotinus himself is a Neoplatonist.” Following
Sweeney and Katz, let us suggest that Neoplatonism is a monism which incorporates
minimally these three traits. First, it posits as the primal reality an existent who is the
One/Good; who transcends all becoming, being, knowledge, and description; and who
actually exists. Second, it grants that there are existents other than the One, but that
inasmuch as any reality they have is congruent with the One, they are at bottom identical
with the One. Third, it finds operative two sorts of causality: (1) the emanation of effects
from the perfection of the One to the imperfection of existents (termed “hypostases”); (2)
a return of imperfect effects for the perfection of the One which commences with
contemplation and culminates in full identification with the One.”

That these traits are all to some extent reflected in Jewish Neoplatonist writings will
become evident in this chapter. But one other trait must be mentioned as well, namely,
the problem inherent in the very process of philosophical analysis. As pointed out by
Katz,® Neoplatonism generally, and especially Jewish Neoplatonism, presents a familiar
yet profound problem. According to its declared premises, verbal descriptions of the
ultimate realities are not possible: language operates upon and within a given categorical
structure and is of limited applicability to those entities that lie outside its domain.
Plotinus, for example, suggests that, inasmuch as the One must be without form and is
thereby not a substance, it transcends being and language. By the Middle Ages, the
ineffability of the One was taken as an indisputable axiom by both mystics and
Neoplatonic philosophers.” One way, Katz notes, that medieval Neoplatonists used to
interpret this axiom was to emphasize the utter ineffability of God’s true nature. Strictly
speaking, when we deny the possibility of linguistic expression, nothing more should be
said. On this line of argument, it becomes impossible to say which linguistic forms are
appropriate to the One, because all language is equally inappropriate. One problem with
this approach, however, is that negative predicates become more appropriate for
describing God than positive ones. Metaphysical attributes are no more attributable than
their opposites. Katz is right to note that the Neoplatonists never really overcome this
difficulty. For as we shall see in our ensuing discussion, Jewish Neoplatonists speak of
the One in ways that carry content, even if only implicitly and connotatively, by reference
to the larger conceptual context that informs everything they say.
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ISAAC ISRAELI

Introduction and works

Isaac Israeli (c. 855—c. 955), a physician and philosopher, is considered to be the first
Jewish Neoplatonist. Although it has been said of him that he is not an original
philosopher,'® Israeli is considered one of the great physicians of the Middle Ages. He
was born in Egypt and began his career as an oculist.'' At about the age of fifty, he
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emigrated to Tunisia to study medicine under the Muslim ibn Imran. Later, he was

appointed court physician by ‘Ubayd-Allah :11~Mahd1, di, the founder of the i3 apmld
dynasty. His works were widely circulated and translated into Arabic, Latin, and Hebrew.
They were translated (or adapted) from the Arabic into Latin by Constantine the African
(1087) and were thus introduced to Europe and included in the Salerno school.'

Of his many surviving works, the Book of Definitions and the Book of Substances are
the main sources of his philosophical ideas. His best known work, the Book of
Definitions, is influenced by al-Kindi and ibn Chasdai, and deals with definitions of
philosophical, logical, and other terms.” The Book of Substances has survived only in
incomplete fragments of the original Arabic.'* It appears to be a general treatise on
philosophy aimed at a general audience rather than being a specifi-cally Jewish work.
The Book on Spirit and Soul, the only work to refer to the Bible, appears to have been
written for a Jewish public."” In both these works Israeli develops his doctrine of
emanation which is derived from ibn Chasdai.

The Book on the Elements is the most substantial, in bulk, of his extant philosophical
writings.'® The text is essentially an exposition of the Aristotelian doctrine of the
elements, which the author identifies with that of Hippocrates and Galen, together with a
criticism of differing conceptions regarding the idea of elements. As Altmann notes, the
course of the argument is continually interrupted by naive insertions of medical, logical,
and metaphysical investigations. Finally, the Chapter on the Elements (the Mantua Text)
exists only in manuscript, at Mantua.'” From this text we learn that Israeli based his view
of creallgion and the series of emanations on Ibn Chasdai’s Neoplatonist, alluded to
above.

The emanation of beings in Israeli’s cosmology

The extant Israeli texts do not give a significant explanation of the concept of God or his
existence. As a result, concepts of God and creation must be pieced together from
isolated discussions. God is described as a perpetually active creator who created the
universe ex nihilo and in time, “and in acting is in no need of things outside Him.”'"* He
created the “first substance” and the “truly first genus” without mediator.*® They came
into being by his “power' or by his “power and will.”** The simple substances and the
sphere are generated from the power and will of the creator, whereas the bodies are made
by nature.” Israeli treats “power” and “will” as aspects of God, identical with his essence
or being—they are not hypostases as they are in the Long Theology and later
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Neoplatonists such as ibn Gabirol and Judah Halevi. He does not incorporate Plotinus’
paradoxical formulation of freedom and necessity, nor do any of his extant writings
present a negative theology of divine attributes.

In general, the philosophical doctrine of Israeli describes the various stages of being as
a series of emanations, or hypostases, from the Intellect; the Intellect itself is constituted
by the union of first matter and first form, which are “created” by the power and will of
God. Israeli thus upholds the notion of creation ex nihilo in the case of the first three
hypostases, while adopting the Plotinian concept of emanation for the rest. Israeli
distinguishes three cosmological processes. The first, creation ex nihilo, is used only for
Intellect which is created from matter and form, and is due to an act of power and will.
The second process, emanation, is the logical and necessary order through which spiritual
substances emanate. The third process accords with the causality of nature, or creation
from something already existent, and reflects the way corporeal substances are caused.**
Hence, the more perfect substances are created without the mediation of intervening
stages—nothing stands between them and the creator. Only Intellect is completely
unmediated. Compared to the material world, the spiritual world is also unmediated.

Israeli presents two schemes of emanation. In the Mantua Text, he describes
emanation as a series of ever-diminishing radiances, using metaphors of sun and water,
similar to standard images in Plotinus. But, unlike Plotinus, in the Book of Definitions
each hypostasis acquires more shadows and darkness, out of which the next hypostasis
emanates. The shadow accounts for its loss of strength. In the Book of Substances, he
tries to combine both metaphors by claiming that the shadow is the new substance; the
essence or light is not what emanates. Unfortunately, Israeli is seemingly unaware of the
contradiction in maintaining that emanation is both the passing of the essence and the
passing of a shadow.”

Israeli shares the Neoplatonic view that there is a common substratum or matter
(absolute body which underlies the four elements).”® The four elements come into being
from the motion of the sphere.”’” They are simple, but this does not mean that Israeli
rejects the view that they are composed of matter and form—spiritual substances, too, are
simple, yet they are composed of matter and form.*® Prime matter is the lowest grade of
spiritual substance, both ontologically and morally. There is no ambiguity over the status
of matter. The demonic function of matter is taken over by the force of darkness and
shells which obscure human intellect. On this scheme shells represent the corporeal
aspect of images.”

Whereas Plotinus describes Intellect as emanating directly from the One, Israeli,
following his pseudo-Aristotelian source, interposes two simple substances—first matter
and first form or wisdom—between the Creator and Intellect as representing the first
hypostasis.” First matter is described as “the first substance which subsists in itself and is
the substratum of diversity,”' whereas first form or substantial form is described as
“impregnating first matter,” and is identified with “the perfect wisdom, the pure radiance,
and clear splendour!™* Like first matter, first form is created “by the action, without
mediation, of the power and the will [of God].”**

Israeli’s discussion of Intellect as “the specificality [naw‘iyya] of things” is derived
from that of al-Kindi.>* Intellect represents the second hypostasis and is divided into three
kinds. The first is active intellect, “the intellect which is always in actuality; this is the
intellect about which we were saying above that the specificality of things was present
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with it forever.” The second, potential intellect, is found in the soul. And the third
intellect, which refers to the actualization in the soul of the potential intellect by
perception, is termed by Israeli “second intellect.” This latter intellect refers to the
actualization in the soul of the potential intellect by way of sense-perception and is
distinct from the intuitive knowledge of intellect.”

It is not entirely clear how Israeli distinguishes between wisdom and Intellect.
However, interposing first matter and form or wisdom between God and the Intellect is a
characteristic feature of Israeli’s metaphysical doctrine which Altmann claims can be
traced back to his pseudo-Aristotelian source. This interposition sets Israeli’s doctrine
apart from the variant of Neoplatonism based on the pseudo-Empedoclean Book of Five
Substances, where matter alone is interposed between God and Intellect.’® This
introduction of a hypostasis of matter and form prior to Intellect, foreign to the Theology
of Aristotle and Plotinus, may have been motivated by theological considerations and a
desire to allow for creation in time within the framework of Neoplatonic metaphysics.

Soul follows Intellect in this triad of hypostases and is divided into a higher phase and
a lower one, which Israeli calls “nature”.’” The Book of Substances describes the three
souls (rational, animal, vegetative) as the forms (specificalities) of the three stages of
living beings (humans, animals, plants).*® The sphere, or heaven, is the last of the “simple
substances” and is an addition to the three souls. It holds an intermediate position, acting
as a bridge between the spiritual and corporeal worlds. It has a lasting existence, but is
not purely spiritual because its light is the least in brightness and it has matter in it. Its
function is equated with that of nature. Composed of the fifth element, it is “unaffected
by growth and decrease, coming to be and passing away,” and has a “lasting existence.”’

Philosophy and the ascent to God

The three stages of ascent described in Israeli’s texts are taken from Proclus’ in
Alcibiadem 1.* The first, purification, is a turning away from passions of the lower soul.
The human soul now contains little of darkness and shells. Israeli lists the virtues which
result from this process of purification. The second stage, illumination, corresponds to
wisdom. The soul acquires true knowledge of external things. And finally, in union, the
soul becomes spiritual and intellectual as the rational soul is raised to the level of
Intellect. This is a final union not with God but with wisdom. The term devequt
(attachment) is also used and reflects a Jewish influence. According to Israeli, this stage
can be achieved even when the soul is still in the body. Hell is the counterpart to ascent—
an evil soul is weighted down and unable to pass through the spheres.*'

Israeli’s theory of purification and the soul corresponds to his conception of
philosophy. Philosophy is essentially a drawing near to God, as far as is possible for
human beings. This ideal of imitatio Dei, which goes back to Plato’s Theaetetus and
which was used for the definition of philosophy in the Neoplatonic commentaries on
Aristotle, was in fact also a presence in biblical and talmudic thought.**

Section two of the Book of Definitions describes philosophy in three ways.* The
name “philosopher,” from the Greek philia, love, and sophia, wisdom, provides the view
of the philosopher as “‘the lover of wisdom,” and if ‘philosopher’ means the ‘lover of
wisdom,” ‘philosophy’ must mean ‘love of wisdom.””* Philosophy is also described as
“the assimilation to the works of the Creator, may He be exalted, according to human
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capacity.”® Finally, philosophy is described from its effect as “man’s knowledge of
himself.”"*

Intimately connected to the philosopher is the prophet. Israeli’s discussion of prophecy
occurs mainly in the second chapter of the Book on the Elements and parts of the Book of
Definitions.*’ It is not as elaborate as that of later medieval Jewish philosophers and he
does not clearly distinguish between the roles of prophet and philosopher. God reveals
the “intellectual precepts” to the elect among his creatures—prophets and messengers and
the true teachers (philosophers), whose task it is to “guide His creatures towards the truth
and to prescribe justice and equity.”**

In his conception of prophecy Israeli distinguishes between three forms: that of a
created voice (qol); of spirit (ruach), including vision (chazon); and of speech (dibbur),
which designates union with the supernal light and represents the highest rank. It is
identical to ecstatic experience, which can come in degrees. The paradigm of Moses’
prophetic achievement is described in terms of this highest stage:

The creator, exalted and blessed be He, therefore chose from among his
creatures one qualified in this manner to be his messenger, caused him to
prophesy, and showed through him His veridical signs and miracles. He
made him the messenger and intermediary between Himself and His
creatures, and caused His book of Truth to descend through him.*

The function of prophecy is, however, also conceived in terms of spiritual guidance of the
multitude of people, for which reason the divine truths must be couched in imaginative,
allegorical form. There is no sharp dividing line between prophet and philosopher in that
both share in the common task of guiding humankind towards the same goal: both are
concerned with the ascent of the soul, its liberation from the bondage of matter, and its
eventual union with the supernal light.”

SOLOMON IBN GABIROL

Introduction

Representing the flourishing of Jewish intellectual life in Andalusia under the enlightened
reign of the Umayyad caliphate, ibn Gabirol was one of the first Jewish philosophers in
Spain to benefit from the intellectual ferment of this Golden Age. Although ibn Gabirol
lived barely forty years, he is known primarily for his metaphysical writings: his major
philosophical work Meqor Chayyim is a purely metaphysical treatise which presents a
rigorously defined Neoplatonic cosmology. Of ibn Gabirol’s life we know very little. He
was born in Malaga, Spain, in 1021/2, spent the majority of his life in Saragossa, and died
in Valencia probably in 1057/8 at the age of thirty-five to thirty-eight. Living during the
height of the Arabic reign in southern Spain, ibn Gabirol is a product of the rich Judeo-
Arabic interaction which colored Spanish intellectual life during the eleventh century.
Much of his work was written in Arabic, and many of his ideas and poetic styles reflect
Arab intellectual and stylistic components. Ibn Gabirol himself boasted of having written
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over twenty books, but only two works are now extant: Meqor Chayyim and Tiqqun
Middot ha-Nefesh.’'

Ibn Gabirol’s major literary contribution comprises what we may term his “wisdom
poetry.” Clearly spanning the interface between poetry and philosophy, these poems
reflect ibn Gabirol’s obsession with the search for knowledge, the ascent and rediscovery
of wisdom. The underlying motif of these poems, reflected in his philosophical works as
well, is that our sojourn on this earth is but temporary. Ibn Gabirol depicts himself as
devoting his life to knowledge in order to transcend the void and worthlessness of bodily
existence. The mystical undercurrents are much akin to Sufi poetry, as well as to themes
in earlier kabbalistic literature. The best-known and most elegant example of this
philosophical poetry is ibn Gabirol’s masterpiece Keter Malkhut, which to this day forms
the text for the Yom Kippur service.

Ibn Gabirol’s major contribution to ethics is his work Tigqun Middot ha-Nefesh.’” In
Tiqqun Middot ha-Nefesh, which is primarily a treatise on practical morality, the
qualities and defects of the soul are described, with particular emphasis upon the doctrine
of the Aristotelian mean. This mean is supported by biblical references, as well as by
quotations from Greek philosophers and Arab poets. Ibn Gabirol describes humans as
representing the pinnacle of creation; inasmuch as the final purpose of human existence is
perfection, they must overcome their passions and detach themselves from this base
existence in order to attain to felicity of the soul.

Many of these standard elements can be readily found within classical Jewish
Neoplatonism. However, as Schlanger has pointed out, ibn Gabirol does introduce an
original element, namely the connection between the moral and physiological make-up of
the human. That is, each of twenty personal traits is correlated to one of the five senses.
Hence, the body as well as the soul must participate in the person’s aspirations toward
felicity: “In the actions of the senses as well as in the moral actions, one must reside in
the mean and not fall into excess or defect.”> In effect, ibn Gabirol has delineated a
complete parallel between the microcosm, as represented by the human being, and the
macrocosm which is the universe.

Philosophical strands within Meqor Chayyim

This contrast between the microcosm and the macrocosm finds its fullest expression in
ibn Gabirol’s most comprehensive philosophical work, Meqor Chayyim (Fountain of
Life).”* The form of Meqor Chayyim, a dialogue between a teacher and his disciple,
reflects a style popular in Arabic philosophical literature of the period. It comprises five
books of unequal length, the third book of which is the most comprehensive (over three
hundred pages in the Latin edition). A succinct summary of the work is given by ibn
Gabirol himself in his introduction:

Inasmuch as we propose to study universal matter and universal form, we
must explain that whatsoever is composed of matter and form comprises
two elements: composed corporeal substance and simple spiritual
substance. The former further subdivides into two: corporeal matter which
underlies the form of qualities; and spiritual matter which underlies
corporeal form.... And so in the first treatise we shall treat universal
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matter and universal form; in the second we shall treat spiritual matter.
This will necessitate subsequent treatises as well. In the third we shall
treat the reality of simple substances; in the fourth, the search for
knowledge of matter and form of simple substances; and in the fifth,
universal matter and form in and of themselves.”

In classical Neoplatonic fashion, ibn Gabirol adduces several basic themes. First, ibn
Gabirol is clear that science or knowledge is the ultimate aim of human life.”® Second,
knowledge of oneself (the microcosm) contains the science of everything (the
macrocosm).”’ Further, the world was created by and is dependent upon divine will. The
human soul was placed in this world of nature, a base and degrading existence; in order
to return to the world of spirit, the soul must purify itself from the pollutions of this base
world. Finally, the purpose of human existence overall is the knowledge of being: being
comprises matter and form, God, and will.*®

Without characterizing the many details of ibn Gabirol’s Neoplatonic cosmology, let
us concentrate upon several of his own specific modifications. Ibn Gabirol’s most
creative contribution centers on his hylomorphic conception of matter. All substances in
the world, both spiritual and corporeal, are composed of matter and form. Types of matter
are ordered in a hierarchy which corresponds to a criterion of simplicity: general spiritual
matter, general corporeal matter, general celestial matter, general natural matter, and
particular natural matter. Particular matter is associated with prime matter, which lies at
the periphery of the hierarchy, thus epitomizing the very limits of being.”

How are form and matter interrelated? Ibn Gabirol is ambivalent toward this question
and presents two alternatives. On the one hand, he argues that form and matter are
mutually interdefined and are differentiated only according to our perspective of them at
a particular time; accordingly both are aspects of simple substance. On the other hand, he
emphasizes the complete opposition between matter and form, suggesting that each
possesses mutually exclusive properties which render a reduction of one to the other an
impossibility.*

The importance of these discrepancies is reflected in ibn Gabirol’s discussion of
creation. When describing the yearnings of matter, ibn Gabirol argues that, inasmuch as
matter was created bereft of form, it now yearns for fulfillment." However, in other
contexts, he asserts that matter subsists not even for an instant without form.®? In this
latter case, matter is and always was united with form. Additionally, ibn Gabirol offers
two accounts of the actual process of creation. According to Meqor 5.42, universal matter
comes from the essence of God, and form from the divine will, whereas other texts
suggest that both were created by the divine will.”*

The status of divine will is suitably ambiguous. The will is clearly one of the
hypostases inserted between God and universal form and matter. But whether will is
identical with wisdom is not clear. In Meqor Chayyim will and wisdom are construed as
identical. But in Keter Malkhut a distinction is made between the two. As Hyman has
pointed out, ibn Gabirol speaks of creation by will in several places, suggesting that
creation took place through a volitional act. Yet he also uses models for creation like
water flowing from a fountain, the reflection of light in a mirror, and the issuing of
human speech, suggesting that creation should be understood as necessary emanation. In
both cases, however, it is clear that divine will is posited as an intermediary between God
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and intellect in order to explain how multiplicity can come to be from a unitary being.**
The ultimate metaphysical principle in ibn Gabirol’s system is not intellect but will; this
voluntarism becomes an important motif in later kabbalistic thought.

From this brief synopsis of Meqor Chayyim several points may be made with respect
to ibn Gabirol’s sources. First, as Sirat has pointed out, ibn Gabirol’s cosmology differs
from standard Muslim Neoplatonism in two important respects: in his concept of form
and matter, and in his view of divine will.°> In his conception of matter, ibn Gabirol has
incorporated both Aristotelian and Stoic elements, the latter possibly from having read
Galen. It has been suggested that the notion of spiritual matter may have been influenced
by Proclus’ Elements of Theology, a Neoplatonic work which was translated into Arabic.
Unlike ibn Gabirol, however, Proclus does not maintain that universal form and matter
are the first simple substances after God and will. It is more likely that on this point ibn
Gabirol was influenced by both pseudo-Empedocles and Isaac Israeli, both of whose
views on matter and form are very similar to those of ibn Gabirol.*

As mentioned earlier, ibn Gabirol’s influence upon Jewish philosophy was limited.
Meqor Chayyim was not translated into Hebrew during his lifetime, and the original
Arabic text was soon lost. Possibly because ibn Gabirol does not discuss issues so close
to the heart of the thirteenth century, such as faith and reason, Jewish philosophers
steeped in Aristotelianism had little interest in his work. Meqor Chayyim did, however,
influence several Neoplatonists such as ibn Tzaddik and Moses ibn Ezra, as well as
important kabbalistic figures such as ibn Latif.*’

BACHYA BEN JOSEPH IBN PAQUDA

Introduction

Bachya ben Joseph ibn Paquda was the immediate successor of ibn Gabirol. He lived
during the second half of the eleventh century, most likely at Saragossa. Little is known
of his life other than that he had the office of judge of the Jewish community in Spain.
His major philosophical work Book of Guidance to the Duties of the Heart (Kitab al-

Hidaya ila Fard'id al-Qulub) was first translated into Hebrew by Judah ibn Tibbon
around 1160. This work cites both Arabic and Jewish philosophers, in particular Saadia
Gaon, and contains many quotations from Arabic literature. Many have pointed to the
considerable similari-ties between his general philosophical orientation and that of the

Arabic school of encyclopedists known as the Brethren of Purity (Ikhwan al-saf"""m).68 It
has also been suggested that Bachya fell under the influence of the Sufi mystics of Islam,
chiefly because of his emphasis on the cultivation of self-renunciation and indifference to
the goods of the world in the last three books of Duties of the Heart.”’

In part because his book is devotional rather than metaphysical Bachya is considered a
Neoplatonist in a qualified sense. In the introduction to his work Bachya distinguishes
three types of wisdom: science of created things, of ancillary things, and of theology. The
science of created things deals with the essential and accidental properties of material
bodies; that of ancillary things deals with arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music;
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and the science of theology deals with the knowledge of God.” This latter, according to
Bachya, is the highest duty.

Bachya then distinguishes two parts of the science of Torah: practical duties pertaining
to external conduct and “duties of the heart” pertaining to “the science of the inward
life.””" Practical duties can be either rational or revelatory. Duties of the heart, on the
other hand, are all rooted in rational principles and they comprise both positive and
negative duties. This distinction between duties of the heart and duties of the limb, or
external duties, was first made by Islamic theologians who distinguished between duties
to humans and those to God.”” Bachya’s distinction, however, is slightly different,
corresponding more to a distinction between intention and act. Duties of the heart are all
rational and not visible to others: they are judged by God alone. Duties of the limb
comprise rituals and other forms of visible worship which are incomplete if not
accompanied by the will of the heart: “I am certain that even the practical duties can not
be efficiently performed without willingness of the heart and desire of the soul to do
them.”” In short, Bachya sees his purpose in writing as reintroducing the duties of the
heart and purifying religion by introducing sincerity and devotion into actions.

Philosophical underpinnings to these duties

Because theoretical knowledge is a prerequisite to the religious life—there can be no
relationship to God without knowledge of God—Bachya begins his discussion of duties
with an intellectual examination of God and his attributes. The first principle articulated
as a “duty of the heart” is God’s absolute unity. But in order to initiate its acceptance
Bachya first must demonstrate the existence of God. Bachya’s proofs that there must
exist a creator of the universe are borrowed from kalam sources and are based on the
premise that a series of composite things requires a first cause.”* For Bachya, as for the
kalam philosophers, this series is teleological in nature. First, three principles are
assumed, each of which is proved in turn: (1) nothing can create itself;, (2) since
principles are finite in number, there must be a first principle in order to avoid an infinite
regress; and (3) no composite thing existed from eternity.”” His proof is as follows. The
world is synthetic and composite, as evidenced by the fact that all of its parts demonstrate
composition. Since “the universe as a whole and in each of its parts exhibits throughout
combination and synthesis,”’® it is composed of primal elements. But these elements
could not “coalesce of themselves. ..or combine through their essential character.””” Thus
Bachya concludes that a Being must have coalesced these elements. Hence, the world
must have had a beginning in time. This beginning must have had to be created by a first
principle which created the world ex nihilo. This principle is the creator. “This being so,
and as a thing cannot make itself, it necessarily follows that this Universe had a Maker to
whom it owes its beginnings and its existence.””® Bachya dismisses as absurd the notion
that the world could have come about by accident, arguing that the harmony and purpose
in nature refute such a suggestion.”

He next proves the unity and uniqueness of God in accordance with kalam thought.
This leads to the motif, common to Neoplatonic thought, that God is the absolute unity
which precedes all things. Only the attributes of unity, being, and eternity are essential to
God. However, even they cannot be attributed directly to God.*" That the creator (God) is
one, is demonstrated as follows. Since causes are fewer than their effects, we can move
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from infinite individuals to finite species to the ten highest genera to matter and form to
the will of God, which must be one. God’s unity is seen in the unity of plan and wisdom
in the universe—there is a uniformity in all its parts. Since unity precedes plurality, it
would follow that one creator created the universe. It is ridiculous to believe that there is
more than one creator, for one must have been created by the other. Since plurality is an
accidental property, it cannot be attributed to God. If there is more than one creator, one
would have been superfluous anyway.*'

Bachya must show that God’s attributes do not conflict with his unity. God’s attributes
are either essential or active. We ascribe the essential attributes, existence, unity, and
eternity, in order to indicate God’s being and to call attention to his glory.** However,
they do not imply change in his essence but only a denial of their contradictories. Further,
each of the attributes implies necessarily the other two.* Active attributes are ascribed
with reference to God’s works and are of two kinds, those that indicate form and bodily
likeness, God’s image (for example, “by the mouth of the Lord”), and those that indicate
bodily movement and action (for example, “God smote,” “God remembered”). These,
Bachya reminds us, should be understood in the metaphorical sense of allowing us to
formulate a concept of God, to come to a knowledge of him.

From here, much of the text represents an exhortation to the spiritual life and
obedience to God’s will. Teaching a modified asceticism, Bachya advocates purification
of the soul and detachment from this worldly existence.* But how is this to be achieved
if the soul is already determined to act in certain ways, and to desire worldly goods? In a
famous passage of dialogue between the Soul and Intellect (ha-Sekhel), the Soul states its
confusion over contradictory utterances in the Bible pertaining to freedom and
compulsion. The Intellect, speaking on Bachya’s behalf, notes that we notice through
experience that our actions are both free and not free (sometimes they accord with our
purposes and sometimes they do not). According to the Intellect, some scholars have
argued, all human actions follow from one’s free choice. Thus God’s will is simply
denied. Others have claimed that every action is predestined and God is just, committing
no wrong.* But this solution ignores the problem of justice. Bachya adopts a pragmatic
position and says that we must act as if both positions are true, as if we were free, but we
must nevertheless trust God’s allknowing guidance: “The proper course to follow is to act
on the principle of one who believes that actions are left to a human being’s free will....
At the same time we ought to trust in God, fully convinced that all things and
movements, together with their advantageous and injurious results, happen by the decree
of the Eternal.”™® So Bachya’s formula binds his faith in divine justice with his
dependence on God, without recognizing the inherent contradictions in such a view.

Ultimately, as argued by Vajda, the soul is sustained both by religious law and by
reason.” Law communicates with the soul by means of revelation. Reason communicates
with the soul by means of inspiration. Inspiration reaches those who have achieved a
plenitude of intellectual capacity and a release from mundane matters. If one realizes one
has not achieved this level of inspiration, one undergoes an interior struggle. The sick
soul is tied to the body, tied to vices of society, and is unable to achieve reunion with
God. It can only be cured by removing the cause—superfluity in this material existence.
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“PSEUDO-BACHYA”

Introduction

For many years the short treatise On the Essence of the Soul (Kitab Ma‘ani al-Nafs) was
attributed to Bachya ibn Paquda. It was most likely written between the middle of the
eleventh and middle of the twelfth centuries.® The Arabic manuscript was published by
Broyde in 1896, and ascribed to Bachya. In 1907, however, the original Arabic text was
published by I.Goldziher. He determined that the treatise was not by Bachya on the
grounds that, first, no mention of this treatise is made in any of Bachya’s other works,
and, second, it is purely Neoplatonic in scope, whereas Bachya often followed kalam
doctrines.” In the text Neoplatonism is presented in a loose fashion and is identified with
biblical teachings. In fact, often biblical quotations are used to support philosophical
positions.

The structure of the universe

According to our author, the world is divided into simple and composite parts. Simple
parts are spiritual, pure, and good, and are close to their source. They comprise the first
ten elements in creation. Composite parts are further away from their source, and
depicted as corporeal and bad.”® All the created levels emanate from God, but in different
ways. The first emanation is God’s essence, his actual presence, identified with the
shekhinah. But it differs from Saadia’s conception of shekhinah as a created being. It is
an apparition that God created so that people might feel his presence.”’ From this first
level emanates the universal soul, ha-nefesh ha-klallit, which moves the spheres through
a natural force, in the same way that the individual soul moves the bodies with the power
of nature.”” Nature is the third emanation in the hierarchy. These first three emanations
are eternal and totally spiritual.

In contrast, the fourth emanation, matter (chomer ha-olam), is created in time and
space and introduces corporeality into the universe. It had no activity or life at first, only
the power to receive. It is associated with the darkness mentioned in Genesis 1:2.”* From
matter the other simple bodies emanate. Galgal is already a complex substance, the agent
of motion. The sixth emanation comprises the separate stars in the sphere (gufot ha-
kokhavim), which were created before time and place; that is, they are co-eternal with
God. Emanations seven to ten are the four elements, which came into existence along
with time.”*

Humans comprise the last of the emanations and bear the traces of all ten previous
elements, but in inverted order; therefore, the human soul is a divine emanation, related
to universal soul and intellect. Reminiscent of the gnostic motif of descent, the soul
passes through every sphere, becoming progressively more impure. Much of the book is
devoted to this journey of the soul back to the Intellect. All individual differences
between souls are due to these spherical impressions. The Hebrew term roshem is used
for this imprinting upon the soul.”> Our anonymous author argues against the naturalists
who argued that the soul is an accident of the body and dies along with it, and Avicenna’s
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notion that the soul is created with the body but is imperishable. Rather he adheres to
those theologians (ba‘alei ha-elohut) who believe that the soul is a spiritual substance
independent of the body.”® Thus the human being is composed of independent soul and
corporeal body.

In chapter 21 the soul is compared to a piece of clothing which, when dipped in water,
will remain pure if it was pure to begin with. But if the water is dirty it will become
dirty.”” One must honor the soul which is a gift from God. Upon entering the body, the
soul forgets its original knowledge and succumbs to sensuality; only through virtue can
purification be achieved. The purpose of the soul is twofold: to purify the animal and
vegetative souls and to realize the value of its original world in comparison with this one.
Since the soul originates in the suprasensible world, immortality is a return to its origins.
Souls are graded according to their measure of knowledge and the value of their conduct:
those which have regained their original intellectual and moral perfection can return to
their origin, while those which have not attained knowledge must learn more first. The
wicked must wander around under the heavens.” Our author paints a graphic description
of the various afflictions which await the ignorant and wicked soul, reinforcing the
importance of knowledge acquisition and perfection.

BAR CHIYYA

Introduction

Born in Soria, Spain in 1065, Bar Chiyya lived in Barcelona in the first half of the twelfth
century and died sometime after 1136. He bore the title nasi (“prince”), denoting a
judiciary function within the Jewish community. Bar Chiyya was the first philosophic
author to write in Hebrew. Known primarily as an astronomer and mathematician, Bar
Chiyya co-operated with the Christian Plato of Tivoli in translating scientific works from
Arabic into Latin. His astronomical works introduced Hebrew speakers to the works of
Ptolemy for the first time. His philosophical thinking is presented in two books: Megillat
ha-Megalleh (Scroll of the Revealer) and Hegyon ha-Nefesh ha-Atzuvah (The Meditation
of the Sad Soul). Hegyon ha-Nefesh is a book on morality and is thought by some to have
been designed to be read during the ten days of penitence between Rosh Hashanah and
Yom Kippur.99 In this work, Bar Chiyya follows a combination of Neoplatonic and
Aristotel-ian patterns.'” He posits the universe as a graded process of cosmic existences
emanating from God’s light. Emanation is purposeful activity guided by wisdom, and the
world is characterized by purpose. However, since only the corporeal world is a
composite of form and matter, one must distinguish between the suprasensible essences
and the corporeal world. He implicitly assumes the existence and unity of God, as well as
God’s omniscience, omnipotence, and omnipresence.

Cosmogony

Unlike Plotinus, Bar Chiyya assumes creation ex nihilo: God first created things to exist
potentially. Substance is composed of matter and form, both of which correspond to the
biblical account of creation. After the two kinds of matter and form, motion is created
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through the spheres (the light emanates on the spheres and causes them to move).
Creation constitutes the act of actualizing the potential matter by endowing it with
form—thus he draws a compromise between Aristotelian arguments for the eternity of
matter and the rabbinic espousal of creation ex nihilo. Time comes into being together
with motion, so that neither the world nor time is eternal.'” A doctrine of emanation in
the strict sense is lacking.'*”

Body has width, depth, and length; it is divided into form and matter, each of which is
independent of the other. Just as matter must be joined by form, so too form must clothe
matter. Each can be subdivided into two parts. Matter can be divided into pure and clean
matter, which enters into the composition of the heavens, and impure matter or dregs,
which forms the substratum of terrestrial bodies. So too form is divided into closed and
sealed form, which is too pure to attach to matter, and hollow, open form, which can
attach to matter.'”

In this cosmogony light is a definite metaphysical principle. The upper intelligible
world is divided into five worlds of light which correspond to the five times in Genesis |
where light is mentioned: world of wonderful light (ha-or ha-niflah, throne of glory);
divine light, or world of dominion; world of intellect (wisdom and Torah); world of soul
(divine spirit in each person); and world of nature.'™

The world of wonderful light is the purest form and illuminates lesser forms. Bar
Chiyya thus introduces what we may call a modified form of creation in postulating
stages of creation. In the first stage, creation is caused by the emanation of light from the
closed form which is near to God. In the second stage, a splendor emanates from the
closed form and shines on an open form so that it may combine with matter; the hollow,
open form then subdivides into two. One part joins pure matter to make the firmament
while the other part joins impure matter to form world bodies (that is, the four elements).
In the third stage, light emanates from the sealed form and it spreads from point to point,
causing the form to move and change its place; thus stars are created. In the fourth stage,
a splendor emanates from the stars which forms the three types of living beings—water,
air, and terrestrial beings.'”

Bar Chiyya finds corresponding terms in Genesis to represent this emanation scheme:
tohu is equivalent to matter in that both lack form and shape; vohu represents form in that
both are in matter; and mayyim is that form from which all others are derived.'”® Three
types of form result from this discussion: the pure self-subsistent form which never
combines with matter, corresponding to the light created on the first day; the second form
which is inseparably united with matter and is the firmament created on the second day;
and the form which is temporarily united with matter, corresponding to the creatures
created on the third day. These latter two depict the form which cannot exist apart from
matter.'”” To these Bar Chiyya adds a fourth, soul, which can exist both with and without
a body.

Psychology: the soul

Human beings represent the summit of creation; it is the duty of humans to find out why
they are in control of other animals—thus leading to an investigation into the origins of
all things. Humans are distinguished from other creatures in three ways: humans alone
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were created directly by God, they contain the divine spirit within them, and were given
dominion over other creatures.

The human soul has three faculties: vegetative, animal, and rational. Bar Chiyya
elucidates three properties or faculties of the soul: generation, locomotion/motion, and
discrimination between good and evil.'"”™ There is a constant struggle between rational
and animal faculties. The rational faculty represents the potentiality to receive all forms
and must be able to subdue the animal faculties.'”

Turning to Bar Chiyya’s eschatology, the saint emerges as the highest type of soul
who has health and life. Bar Chiyya distinguishes five types of people: the completely
righteous saint; one who must fight to subdue all his inclinations; one who repents and
doesn’t sin again; one who repents but relapses into sin; and one who sins and never
repents. Representing the highest group of true believers, the saint is separated from the
world and devotes himself to the next world. His life, devoted fully to God, is described
as a perpetual Sabbath. The second group of true believers, called by Bar Chiyya “the
separate community,” is the community which busies itself with this world but also
observes all divine commandments. Finally, there is the third group, termed “the separate
nation,” which has to be on guard against outsiders.' "’

In his emphasis on a philosophy of history, Bar Chiyya is furthest away from medieval
Neoplatonism, for whom existence is timeless. In his messianic treatise Scroll of the
Revealer, he tries to determine the exact date of the messiah by finding a relevant
explanation for each event in history. This, Guttmann has suggested, is the first Jewish
concern with a philosophy of history.""!

JOSEPH BEN JACOB IBN TZADDIK

Introduction

Of ibn Tzaddik’s life we know very little. He seems to have been a well-known poet.
From 1138 he exercised the functions of a dayyan (rabbinical judge) at Cordoba and he
died in 1149." He was clearly influenced by both Isaac Israeli and ibn Gabirol. His
major work, written originally in Arabic, has survived in an anonymous Hebrew
translation called Ha-Olam ha-Qatan (The Microcosm). The text is divided into four
parts: physics, principles, and constitution of the corporeal world; anthropology and
psychology; existence, unity, and other attributes of God; and theodicy, freedom of will,
and reward and punishment. Influenced by Saadia, Bachya, ibn Gabirol, and Islamic
kalam philosophy, ibn Tzaddik expounds familiar Neoplatonic themes along with
Aristotelian influences.

Why one engages in self-study

Two requisites are necessary for the knowledge of philosophical terms: knowledge of
God and performance of his will. But in order to acquire this one must have a knowledge
of everything else as well. Therefore, ibn Tzaddik shows how one can know oneself—for
knowledge of self, according to ibn Tzaddik, leads to knowledge of all. Human beings
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are microcosms because they have in themselves all elements of the universe.'”® Part one
of the text thus starts with knowledge of the physical world.

Through the process of knowledge, humans perceive things in two ways, through
sense (ha-regesh) and through intellect (ha-sekhel). The five senses yield knowledge of
accidental qualities, whereas reason penetrates through to the essence of a thing.
Knowledge can be classified as either necessary (immediate) or demonstrated (mediate).
Correspondingly, there are four kinds of objects of knowledge: percepts of sense
(murgashot); self-evident truths (mefursamot); tradition (mequbalot); and first
principles/axioms (musqalot). According to ibn Tzaddik, each of these can be traced back
to either rational or sensory knowledge.''* The former is superior for it distinguishes us
from animals.

The second section of this part treats of matter, form, substance, and accident, and it
displays the influence of ibn Gabirol. Matter is the foundation (ha-yesod) and principle of
all things. The common matter of the four elements is prime matter which is endowed
with the form of corporeality (etzem gishmi). Matter and form are relative to each other.
Spiritual things are also composed of matter and form. In spiritual things, we may
compare genus to matter, species to form, specific difference to efficient cause, and
individual to final cause.''” Everything exists either in itself (omed be’atzmo) or in
something else (omed be’zulatto). Matter exists in itself, whereas form exists in matter.
After matter assumes a form, matter becomes an actual substance. However, matter and
form can only be separated in thought, not in reality. Substance is then defined as that
which bears opposite and changing qualities. A substance can be the opposite of another
only through its accidents. Absolute substance is pure and spiritual (ha-etzem ha-
muchlat). It is what remains of a corporeal substance when we take everything away, and
is similar to ibn Gabirol’s substance which supports the categories.''®

In the third section ibn Tzaddik turns to the corporeal world (ha-olam ha-gishmi),
namely, the spheres, the four elements, and the three natures. The sphere (galgal) differs
from other bodies in matter, form, and qualities. It is not cold, warm, wet, dry, light, or
heavy (like other bodies). The sphere moves in a circle, the most perfect of motions, and
has no beginning or end. It is more perfect than other bodies and has a knowledge of
God. The four elements—fire, air, water, earth—are simple bodies and have no qualities.
They can change into each other. The basis of the elements is a substance filling place as
a result of its assuming the form of corporeality. The three natures—plant, animal, and
mineral—are composed of the four elements. The general process of the sublunar world
is genesis and dissolution. Thus, the world is not permanent, for the basis of its processes
is change.""”

In the fourth section ibn Tzaddik turns to the human body. The human body
corresponds to the corporeal world in that it too is subject to genesis and decay. It is
composed of elements and has powers of growth and sustenance like plants. In true
Neoplatonic fashion, ibn Tzaddik claims that humans are superior to all other beings in
that they comprise all of them.'"®

The function of the soul

Part two of ha-Olam deals with the different types of soul. Clearly combining Platonic
and Aristotelian themes in an uncritical fashion, ibn Tzaddik distinguishes three types of
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soul: the vegetative, the animal, and the rational soul. The faculty of the plant soul is
appetition and its seat is in the liver. All of its powers derive from universal powers in the
upper world. The animal soul is seated in the heart and is borne in the blood. Its functions
are motion and sensation. Motion can be active (heart) and passive (emotions). Life is the
effect of the animal soul, while death is characterized as the separation of rational soul
(ha-nefesh ha-chokhmah) from the body. Death results from an imbalance in the heart of
the four humors (blood, yellow and black gall, and phlegm), or by disease or injury to the
brain. The rational soul is incorporeal and not in the body.'"* The soul is a substance, not
an accident, for it is permanent, that is, reason is essential to man. Moreover, soul is
superior to body, so it must be a spiritual substance. All three souls are spiritual powers.
Both the rational soul and intellect have a common matter. When the soul is perfected it
becomes intellect; the only difference between them is one of degree and excellence,
inasmuch as the intellect comes straight from God without any intermediary.'® The
function of the rational soul is knowledge, exploring the unknown. If one studies, a
person’s rational soul is destined for the spiritual world. In order to study, a person must
first deaden the animal impulses. One then comes to know first the corporeal world, then
the spiritual world, and finally the creator. Knowledge of God is the highest kind of
knowledge and the cause of human perfection. Those who have no such knowledge are
doomed to error. The existence of many individual souls shows there must be a universal
or world soul. The universal soul is received into all the bodies, just as objects receive the
sun’s light. The splitting of the world soul into many souls is due to the plurality of
bodies which absorbs it.

The unity of God

How do we achieve knowledge of God? To know a thing, we must investigate its four
causes, but with God we can only know whether he is."*' Ibn Tzaddik offers a
rudimentary proof for the existence of God as follows. If substance and accident are not
eternal, something must have brought them into being. This something is God. Further,
he argues that since the cause of the many must be the one, God is one. Ibn Tzaddik then
shows, by means of kalam arguments, that there cannot be two eternal beings.'**

The troubling question, of course, is why God created the universe at all. Clearly this
is not because God experienced a lack, because, inasmuch as God is complete, he needs
nothing and is dependent upon nothing. Ibn Tzaddik argues that God’s will is eternal and
not created by God. But what is the relation of will to God? As Guttmann points out, ibn
Tzaddik’s answer is ambiguous. Divine will is identical with divine essence, yet ibn
Tzaddik does not explain or amplify this identification further. More specifically, he does
not explain how will and essence correlate with God’s immutability. According to ibn
Tzaddik, God is beyond space and time, and when we say that the will of God created the
world, neither the statement that creation is taking place nor the statement that creation
took place at a definite time corresponds to the truth of the matter.'> Hence ibn Tzaddik
simply concludes that God created the world ex nihilo and it is perfect. When ibn
Tzaddik speaks of creation as a secret, he suggests that not everyone can understand the
secrets of philosophy; thus only an indication of these matters should be given, and the
intelligent individual will comprehend of his own accord.'**
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With respect to God’s attributes, he claims that they are different from all other
attributes, in that they are all accidental to his essence. God’s attributes, however, can
only be applied figuratively. Divine attributes are either of action or of essence, both of
which are two aspects of the same attribute. Divine attributes become models of moral
action. We derive our knowledge of God from his effects, but ultimately we can really
only apply them negatively.'>

Theodicy

Ibn Tzaddik’s distinction between rational and traditional commandments is similar to
that of Bachya and Saadia.'** The commandments are for our own good, so that we may
be happy in the next life. Ibn Tzaddik’s discussion of the four virtues (wisdom, courage,
temperance, and justice) is clearly influenced by Plato’s four virtues.'?’ For ibn Tzaddik,
as for many of his contemporaries, knowledge of a suprasensible world is a prerequisite
for eternal happiness. As Sirat points out the identification of prophecy and philosophy
causes problems because philosophy includes a number of sciences hard to envisage as
having been revealed at Sinai.'”® Ibn Tzaddik attempts to resolve this problem by
affirming that, at the time of the giving of the Torah, God bestowed prophecy on the
whole people, for such was his will; but since at the present time no one can attain
philosophy, that is, prophecy, except via the intermediary of science, all must
successively acquire the various degrees of science. Science and the desire urging man
toward God are common to all, but the aptitude for science depends essentially on
climatic conditions.'” The good (knowledgeable) soul continues its existence in the
upper world. The bad soul loses its spirituality and revolves for ever with the spheres in
the world of fire. When the messiah comes, the saints will be brought back to life and
never die again; the wicked souls will be rejoined to their bodies and burnt.

CONCLUSIONS

Ending our chapter with ibn Tzaddik is somewhat arbitrary, for the history of Jewish
Neoplatonism includes many other figures as well. For example, we might have included
Abraham ibn Ezra who, born in Tudela in 1089, was a poet, grammarian, biblical
exegete, philosopher, astronomer, astrologer, and physician. He lived in Spain until 1140,
where he was a friend of ibn Tzaddik, ibn Daud, Moses ibn Ezra, and Judah Halevi. Most
of his works were composed between 1140 and 1146. He died in 1164 in either Rome or
Palestine."*® Best known for his biblical commentaries, he also wrote many short treatises
on grammar, astrology, and number. Although ibn Ezra did not write any specifically
philosophical works, he was strongly influenced by ibn Gabirol. For example, he accepts
ibn Gabirol’s doctrine that intelligible substances are composed of matter and form, and
he uses ibn Gabirol’s descriptions of God as the source from which everything flows. Ibn
Ezra’s theory of soul reflects Neoplatonic motifs as well. The source of the rational soul
is the universal soul. Immortality is understood as reunification of rational soul with
world soul.

Neoplatonism continues as an influential doctrine throughout late medieval thought,
culminating in the seventeenth century. Neoplatonic influences can be traced in the works
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of Maimonides, Gersonides, and Crescas."”' Equally striking Neoplatonic motifs can be
found in the works of medieval kabbalists."** In the sixteenth century Leone Ebreo
incorporated many Neoplatonic ideas, most notably the notion of the journey of the soul,
into his celebrated Renaissance work Dialoghi d’Amore. Although primarily a secular
philosophical work, this text is steeped in Jewish Neoplatonic motifs.'”> And in the works
of Spinoza, particularly in his conception of God, the doctrine of emanation plays an
important role.'**

Of the numerous themes developed by our authors, let us close by emphasizing the
importance of the soul in the overall scheme of emanation. This scheme places matter at
one end of the hierarchy, God at the other, and the human soul as engaged on a quest
away from the material world back to God. We have seen that in Plotinus matter is
identified with the principle of evil, non-being, and lack of existence, residing as it does
at the lowest pole of the emanation hierarchy. Ibn Gabirol introduced a new element into
Neoplatonic thinking by suggesting that matter is a principle of generality which occurs
on all levels: even incorporeal substances have matter as their base. Distinguishing
between corporeal and spiritual matter, he argues that matter as such is incorporeal and
must unite with the form of materiality. Ibn Tzaddik reflects the influence of ibn Gabirol
in claiming that the common matter of the four elements is endowed with the form of
corporeality, and that spiritual entities also contain matter and form.

Although the doctrine of emanation, with its insistence upon the debasement of matter,
is a basic ingredient in the majority of Neoplatonic texts, it is tempered by the biblical
insistence upon creation ex nihilo. Our authors have all grappled with the underlying
ontological question, “How can the many be generated from the One?” and have offered
a variety of responses. According to ibn Gabirol, for example, creation is dynamic and
occurs outside of time. In his emanation scheme, the emphasis is upon the relation of
form to matter, rather than on just a “flow” from the deity. Both Bar Chiyya and ibn
Tzaddik assume that God has created the world ex nihilo. Bar Chiyya has no strict
emanation scheme, but rather employs a system in which open and closed form works on
matter.

These creation doctrines give rise to the related issue of God’s will: does God create
freely? In Plotinus the question is framed in terms of whether the One has free will. On
some readings of the Enneads, the One, Will, and Nature are seen as identical, since the
One can only will itself. The Long Theology incorporates the notion of kalima (word),
suggesting an intermediary between God and Intellect. But it is not clear whether kalima
is identical to will. In our pseudo-Empedocles text, will represents God’s infinity, while
Israeli identifies power and will with God’s essence. Ibn Gabirol posits divine will as a
divine force which binds to matter and form. He distinguishes two moments of will: as
pure being it is identified with God, and as it begins to act it becomes a hypostasis and is
finite. Thus will is part essence, part hypostasis. We have seen as well that in Meqor
Chayyim ibn Gabirol identifies will and wisdom, while in Keter Malkhut a distinction is
made between the two.

And finally, the human soul represents within itself all levels of created existence:
functioning as a microcosmic prism, it incorporates elements of matter, form, intellect,
and will. The soul is engaged in a perennial journey back to its source, the success of
which is wholly dependent upon its moral character. The fate of the soul has been
eloquently described by the author of Ibn Chasdai’s Neoplatonist, who contrasts the fates
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of the rational and sinful soul respectively. The sinful soul, which has not cleansed itself
from the defilements of this world, deserves its exile:

It [the sinful soul] remains sad and despondent,...hungering and thirsting
to find a way so as to go home to its country and return to its native place.
It resembles a man who travelled away from his house, brothers, children
and wife, relatives and family, and stayed abroad for a long time. When
finally he was on his way back and approached his country and the goal of
his desires...and was filled with the strongest desire to reach his home and
rest in his house—obstacles were put in his way and the gates were shut
and he was prevented from passing through. He called, but it was of no
avail.... He wandered about perplexed to find a refuge, weeping bitterly
and sorrowfully bewailing the great good which he has lost and the evil
which had befallen him."*

The rational soul, on the other hand, acts according to truth, purifies itself from the
corporeal defilement of the material world, and thus receives its reward:

If the rational soul is righteous...it is then worthy of receiving its reward
and goes to the world of intellect and reaches the light which is created
from the Power, its pure brilliance and unmixed splendour and perfect
wisdom, from where it had been derived; it is then delighted by its
understanding and knowledge. This delight is not one of eating, drinking
and other bodily delights, but the joy of the soul in what it sees and hears,
a delilggét which has nothing in common with other delights except the
name.

This reward, in the world of medieval Jewish Neoplatonism, is the ultimate aim of human
: 137
existence.

NOTES

1 Harris 1992, p. xi.

2 For further discussion of the relation between these two versions see the discussions in Pines
1954. Altmann and Stern (1958, p. 80) argue, along with Pines, that the shorter version is the
original and the longer is the result of editorial refashioning of the text. Detailed discussion
of recent editions and translations of the Theology of Aristotle can be found in Taylor 1992,
p.- 26 n.5. Fenton (1992, pp. 27-39) has recently discovered that Shem Tov ibn Falaquera
translated quotations directly from the original “vulgate” Arabic version of the Theology into
his own work Sefer ha-Ma‘alot, making ibn Falaquera the only medieval Jewish author to
have done so.

3 Stern 1961 traces the history and influence of this treatise, offering a reconstruction of the
text. Ibn Chasdai’s treatise Ben ha-Melekh ve-ha-Nazir is a Hebrew adaptation of the Arabic
book Bilawhar wa-Yuidasaf, which goes back to the legend of the Buddha. A complete
translation of ibn Chasdai’s work can be found in Stern 1961, pp. 102ff.

4 For the extensive history of this work, see Taylor 1992, pp. 11ff. Fenton traces influences
upon Jewish philosophers in Fenton 1976.

5 For a critical examination of this work, see Kaufmann 1962.
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6 See for example Blumenthal 1981, where he outlines four major areas of disagreement
between Plotinus and other Neoplatonists; see also Sweeney 1983.

7 For a fuller exposition of these three traits, see Sweeney 1983, p. 191.

8 Katz 1992.

9 Among Jewish Neoplatonists, it was a premise in Zoharic and post-Zoharic kabbalah as well
as in the philosophy of ibn Gabirol and ibn Paquda and even Maimonides, who says that we
cannot grasp God’s essence as it truly is; see Katz 1992, p. 281.

10 Guttmann for example calls him “an eclectic compiler” (1964, p. 84).

11 Altmann (1972) dates this from the period 875-904.

12 Ibid. Among Israeli’s medical and quasi-medical writings are books on urine, fevers, the
pulse, drugs, and the Treatise on Spirit and Soul in a half-medical and half-philosophical
treatise, probably part of a commentary on Genesis.

13 The entire treatise exists in Hebrew and Latin translations; only a portion survives in the
original Arabic. It opens with an account of Aristotle’s four types of inquiry (whether,
which, what, why) and an elaboration of al-Kindi’s definitions of philosophy.

14 Discovered by A.Borisov and edited by S.M.Stern, this work seems to have been written in
Arabic characters, though the extant manuscripts are in Hebrew script; see Altmann and
Stern 1958, p. 80.

15 Preserved in Hebrew translation (except for a small fragment in Arabic), this treatise may
have formed part of a larger work (possibly an exegetical treatise on “Let the waters bring
forth abundantly”); for further discussion see Sirat 1985, p. 59.

16 The Arabic original is lost, but it exists in two Hebrew translations, one of which was made
by Abraham ibn Chasdai at the request of David Kimchi and the second which exists in a
Hebrew closer to that of the Tibbonids. The Latin translation is by Gerard of Cremona.

17 Attributed to Israeli by Altmann and Stern, this text is a commentary on a work by Aristotle.
The explicit says that the aim of the text is to explain the words of the philosopher by way of
arguments and proofs; see Altmann and Stern 1958, p. 118.

18 Ibid., p. 119.

19 Isaac Israeli, BSubst. 5.12v: p. 91 [Altmann and Stern]. As Altmann points out, Israeli
appears to believe in creation ex nihilo and creation in time. This latter notion ill accords
with the doctrine that God is “acting perpetually”. The passages relating to this view bear
striking witness to Israeli’s Neoplatonic background. The image behind them is that of
emanation, of an eternal flow from the divine source which is never exhausted and gives
itself ungrudgingly. It also explains the motive of creation as stated by Israeli. Israeli does
not solve this conflict; for further discussion, see Altmann and Stern 1958, p. 153.

20 Isaac Israeli, BDef., s. 2, 1. 107-8; s. 3, 1l. 10—11:pp. 27, 32 [Altmann and Stern].

21 Ibid.

22 Isaac Israeli, BSubst. 4.5r:p. 85 [Altmann and Stern].

23 Isaac Israeli, BSubst. 5.12v:p. 91 [Altmann and Stern]. See Altmann and Stern 1958, p. 152.

24 This tripartite distinction is found in the Theology of Aristotle and ibn Chasdai as well.

25 As in Plotinus, emanation does not imply change; the source remains unaffected. Plotinus
used this fact to explain how multiplicity arises from unity; however, because Israeli
introduces a notion of creation, he cannot do the same. Instead he tries to harmonize the two
motifs. Hence Israeli ignores Plotinus’ important distinction of the two moments in
emanation: the pure uninformed moment, and the turning back to the source in
contemplation.

26 Description of the origin of the elements in Mantua s. 2 is based on Aristotle, On Generation
and Corruption 2.4; see Altmann and Stern 1958, p. 183.

27 They owe their existence to the process of generation caused by the motion of the sphere.
28 The natural qualities are said by him to be only “natural accidents” inherent in the substance
of the elements because they do not constitute their essence. Heat, for example, does not

constitute the essence of fire because there are hot things which are not fire. The statement
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“fire is hot” cannot be reversed. Fire is, however, properly defined as “a subtle, light,
luminous body, tending to rise upward”; see Altmann and Stern 1958, p. 183.

29 This identification of matter with the demonic can be traced back to Republic 10, 611d. See
Altmann and Stern 1958, p. 184.

30 Altmann and Stern 1958, p. 159.

31 Isaac Israeli, Mant., s. 1:p. 119 [Altmann and Stern].

32 Isaac Israeli, Mant., s. 1:p. 119 [Altmann and Stern]; Altmann and Stern 1958, p. 159.

33 Isaac Israeli, BSubst. 4.5r:p. 85 [Altmann and Stern]. The Book of Substances says it is “the
perfect wisdom, pure science and unmixed knowledge” [ibid.]. Paraphrasing the Neoplatonic
source, Israeli refers to it as “the absolute brilliance, i.e. the perfect wisdom,” Book on Spirit
and Soul s. 9:p. 111 [Altmann and Stern], while the Book of Definitions (s. 2, 1. 59:p. 25
[Altmann and Stern]) refers to “the beauty and splendor of wisdom” as something distinct
from “the light of intellect.” “The light created by the power of God without mediator,”
mentioned in BDef. (s. 2:p. 27 [Altmann and Stern 1958, pp. 61-2]), is identical with
wisdom [ibid., p. 159]).

34 Isaac Israeli, BDef., s. 3:p. 37 [Altmann and Stern].

35 Israeli’s discussion occurs in BDef, s. 4, 1. 33—54:p. 36 [Altmann and Stern]. It is not
entirely clear how Israeli distinguishes between wisdom and Intellect. Intellect contains the
totality of forms and knows them by an act of intuitive self-knowle dge, so it does not seem
possible for there to be a level of knowledge superior to it. It comes to be from the
conjunction of first matter and form, as it is composed of them. The BSubst., however,
suggests that matter and form or wisdom have no existence except in Intellect. See Altmann
and Stern 1958, pp. 37-9 for further discussion of this point.

36 Ibid., p. 162.

37 Other Neoplatonic sources also equate the sphere with nature. There is no warrant for this in
Plotinus—he only identifies nature with the vegetative soul. Following his pseudo-
Aristotelian source, Israeli transfers Aristotle’s divisions of the individual soul (rational,
animal, vegetative) to the universal soul, giving us three hypostases of soul, to which he adds
as a final quasi-spiritual substance the “sphere” or heaven, representing the Plotinian
hypostasis of nature. Altmann and Stern 1958 cite many examples of how this scheme can be
seen in his writings; it also occurs in ibn Chasdai and the Long Theology.

38 Isaac Israeli, BSubst. 5.12r:p. 91 [Altmann and Stern]. They are analogous to intellect which
is the “specificality of all things,” the “intelligibilia of the Creator” [ibid., 12v], the
archetypes, as it were, of all living souls which must be assumed to draw their life from
them. Strangely enough, Israeli does not shed much light on the nature of the three universal
souls beyond making them mere replicas, on a macrocosmic scale, of the tripartite division
of the particular souls familiar from Aristotle’s De Anima; for further discussion, see
Altmann and Stern 1958, p. 165.

39 Altmann and Stern 1958, pp. 166—7. This simple, perfect, circular movement also appears in
the Mantua Text and Book of Substances.

40 Like al-Kindi and the Ikhwan al-5af2’ , Israeli adopts Proclus’ theory of the three stages of
purification, illumination, and union. The bliss of the highest stage is, in Israeli’s view,
tantamount to the bliss of paradise. In this way, he links traditional Jewish eschatology with
Neoplatonic mysticism. He interprets the notion of Hell in terms of the impure soul’s
inability to penetrate beyond the sphere; it is doomed to remain beneath the sphere and to be
consumed.

41 Altmann and Stern 1958, p. 193.

42 For a history of this notion of “love of God” in Jewish philosophy, see Vajda 1957.

43 These three descriptions are borrowed from al-Kindi and derive, with the exception of the
last one, from the traditional list of definitions of philosophy contained in the Alexandrian
commentaries on the Isagoge. The Neoplatonic background of Israeli’s concept of
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philosophy is equally pronounced in the case of the third description which can be shown to
reflect the influence of Proclus, and was probably included in some lost Alexandrian
commentary which served as al-KindT’s immediate source. All three descriptions assign to
philosophy a role intimately connected with the “upward way” or “return” of the soul; see
Altmann and Stern 1958, p. 31.

44 Isaac Israeli, BDef., s. 2, 1. 7-13:p. 24 [Altmann and Stern].

45 By the words “assimilation to the works of the Creator” is meant the understanding of the
truth of things, namely, acquiring true knowledge of them and doing what corresponds to the
truth; by the words “understanding the truth of things” is meant understanding them from
their four natural causes, which are the material, formal, efficient, and final causes.

46 Israeli claims that, “This also is a description of great profundity and elevated intelligence,
for the following reason. Man, if he acquires a true knowledge of himself, viz. of his own
spirituality and corporeality, comprises the knowledge of everything, viz. of the spiritual and
corporeal substance, as in man are joined substance and accident.... This being so, it is clear
that man, if he knows himself in both his spirituality and corporeality, comprises the
knowledge of all, and knows both the spiritual and corporeal substance, and also knows the
first substance which is created from the power of the Creator without mediator, which is
appropriated to serve as substratum for diversity; as well as the first generic accident, which
is divided into quantity, quality, and relation, together with the remaining six compound
accidents which derive from the composition of substance with the three accidents. If man
comprises all these, he comprises the knowledge of everything and is worthy to be called a
philosopher.” (Isaac Israeli, BDef,, s. 2, 1. 91-113:p. 27 [Altmann and Stern]).

47 As Altmann points out, the doctrine of prophecy which emerges from the sources at our
disposal has a decidedly Neoplatonic flavor. It belongs to the same climate of opinion as the
references to prophecy in the Epistles of the Ikhwan. It is characteristic of Israeli as well as
of the Ikhwan that the prophets and philosophers are as a rule bracketed together. Thus
Israeli says of the “intellectual precepts” that God reveals them to “the elect among his
creatures, meaning thereby the prophets and messengers and the true teachers”—the latter
obviously denoting the philosophers (see ibid., 1. 75-7:p. 27 [Altmann and Stern]). In
another passage he describes the rank of the rational soul as “spiritual,” “near to perfection,”
and “resembling the spirituality of the angels,” and then adds “like the souls of the prophets,
peace be upon them, and the teachers guided aright.” (Isaac Israeli, BSubst. 7. 15v:p. 93
[Altmann and Stern]; see also Mant., s. 6:pp. 124-5 [Altmann and Stern]).

48 Isaac Israeli, BDef,, s. 2, 11. 75-7:p. 26 [Altmann and Stern].

49 Altmann and Stern 1958, p. 139.

50 Altmann 1972.

51 Several other works have been attributed to him over the years, but with little evidence. For
example, the treatise Mibchar Peninim (Choice of Pearls) is a collection of practical
moralisms composed of 610 proverbs, maxims, and parables; there is not sufficient evidence
to determine whether ibn Gabirol actually composed the work. Two other philosophical
treatises which ibn Gabirol mentions in Meqor Chayyim are not extant, and it is not clear
whether these works ever really existed. Ibn Gabirol did, however, write hundreds of poems.
These poems have been scattered throughout the Jewish liturgical and literary corpus and
have not yet been fully collected.

52 This work was written in 1045 in Saragossa, and is available in the original Arabic, as well
as in a Hebrew translation of Judah ibn Tibbon dated 1167. This latter Hebrew edition has
been reprinted in many versions.

53 Schlanger 1968, p. 18.

54 This text has had a checkered history. The original work was written in Arabic, and has come
down to us in a Latin translation of the twelfth century made by John of Spain, in
collaboration with Dominicus Gundissalinus. Hebrew extracts were compiled in the
thirteenth century by Shem Tov ben Joseph ibn Falaquera, and then subsequently translated
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into Latin under the author’s name of “Avicebrol” or “Avicebron.” Latin scholastics reading
the Fons Vitae, as it had become known by the thirteenth century, had no idea that this work
was written by a Spanish Jew. In 1857, a French scholar named S.Munk edited and
translated the Hebrew extracts once again. It was while comparing the various editions that
Munk noted that the appellations “Avicebron,” “Avencebrol,” “Avicebrol” in fact referred to
the great Jewish poet Solomon ibn Gabirol. He did this by comparing passages in the
Hebrew translation by Falaquera with certain other quotations in Albertus Magnus. Before
Munk’s discovery, it had been assumed that ibn Gabirol and Avicebron were different
writers. Perhaps one reason for the obscurity of the text lies in its form. As Pines pointed out
(1948), Meqor Chayyim is unique among Jewish medieval works in that it contains virtually
no references to any other Jewish texts, ideas, or sources: it is wholly lacking in Jewish
content. Inasmuch as nothing in the work belies the Jewish predilections of its author, later
readers had no reason to suspect that the author was in fact ibn Gabirol, a noted Jewish poet.

55 Ibn Gabirol, Meqor Chayyim, 1.1 [Bliibstein].

56 Ibid., 1.2.

57 Ibid., 1.4.

58 Ibid., 1.3.

59 Ibid., 5.4.

60 Ibid., 4.2.

61 Ibid., 5.32.

62 Ibid., 5.42.

63 See ibid., 5.42 and 5.36-8 for examples of these two depictions.

64 For further discussion, see Hyman 1992, pp. 119ft.

65 Sirat 1985, p. 69.

66 For further discussion of the influences of Isaac Israeli and pseudo-Empedocles upon ibn
Gabirol, see Kaufmann 1962.

67 With respect to the Christian world, the story is quite different. Upon the translation of
Megqor Chayyim into Latin in the twelfth century, many Scholastics, Thomas Aquinas
included, read and were affected by ibn Gabirol’s conception of matter. While Aquinas
subjected ibn Gabirol’s theory of spiritual matter to virulent critique, others, most notably
Franciscans such as Bonaventure and Scotus, accepted a number of his views. It might be
argued that the Franciscan notion of universal matter is directly indebted to ibn Gabirol’s
hylomorphism, for this notion of universal matter provided a way of explaining the
difference between creatures and God by introducing the ontological distinction of spiritual
matter. For further discussion of ibn Gabirol’s conception of matter, see Rudavsky 1978 and
Brunner 1980a.

68 See for example the discussion in Vajda 1972; see also Pines 1954, pp. 76ft.

69 See the discussion in Lazaroff 1970, p. 25, for possible Sufi sources which may have
influenced Bachya.

70 Bachya, Duties, p. 15 [Hyamson],

71 Ibid., p. 17.

72 Guttmann 1964, p. 107.

73 See Bachya, Duties, p. 21 [Hyamson].

74 For a more extensive discussion of the kalam arguments for God’s existence, see Davidson
1987.

75 Bachya’s statement of these principles is found in Duties, p. 71 [Hyamson].

76 Ibid., p. 75.

77 Ibid., p. 77.

78 Ibid., p. 77.

79 In this respect Bachya’s proof falls squarely into the class of cosmological arguments so
common in medieval philosophy; see Davidson 1987 for further discussion of these
arguments in medieval Jewish and Islamic thought.
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80 Guttmann 1964, p. 106.

81 See Duties, pp. 81-9 [Hyamson], for a variety of arguments offered by Bachya.

82 Ibid., p. 99.

83 Ibid., p. 101.

84 A detailed exhortation toward renunciation of physical pleasures is found in ibid., pp. 235ff.
Lazaroff 1970 traces the rabbinic and Islamic roots of Bachya’s asceticism, as drawn against
his Neoplatonic proclivities.

85 These two positions correspond to the views of Mu‘tazilites and Ash‘arites respectively.

86 Bachya, Duties, p. 261 [Hyamson].

87 For a more extensive discussion, see Vajda 1937.

88 See Guttmann 1964, p. 110.

89 Husik 1946, p. 106.

90 Pseudo-Bachya, Sefer Torat ha-Nefesh, chapter 16, p. 70 [Broyde].

91 Ibid., chapter 16, p. 17.

92 Ibid.

93 Ibid., chapter 16, p. 72.

94 Our author notes that the term bara or “creation” is used only for the first emanation. The
term hamtza‘ah is used only for those emanations which result through God’s will
independently of time and place. After the “creation” of the earth, we have only instances of
composition (yetzirah); see pseudo-Bachya, Sefer Torat ha-Nefesh, chapter 16, p. 73
[Broyde].

95 Ibid., chapter 16, p. 74.

96 Ibid., chapter 1, pp. 3-4.

97 Ibid., chapter 21, p. 85.

98 See ibid., chapter 21, pp. 88ff. for a rich description of the tortures of the damned.

99 See Sirat 1985, pp. 97-8 for further biographical discussion.

100 Stitskin (1961, p. 79) goes so far as to suggest that Bar Chiyya was “the first philosopher to
take on all three basic challenges to Judaism created by an Aristotelianism overgrown with
neoplatonic views, and attempt to bring them into harmony with the Hebraic spirit.”

101 Bar Chiyya, Hegyon ha-Nefesh, part 1, p. 14 [Wigoder].

102 Husik 1946, p. 115.

103 Bar Chiyya, Hegyon ha-Nefesh, part 1, p. 14 [Wigoder].

104 Ibid., part 1, pp. 14-15. Vajda (1946) points out that the first two come from Arabic
doctrine, the last three from Neoplatonism. In pseudo-Empedocles, first matter is a divine
light, intelligible, as opposed to material. Many Arabic texts place this light at the intelligible
level; but none place it as high up as Bar Chiyya. But Bar Chiyya criticizes systems which
place intelligible matter at the top of emanation. Perhaps, Vajda suggests, Bar Chiyya meant
for the first two worlds to correspond to primary intelligible matter, which is however
transformed in a theological sense.

105 As Wigoder (in Bar Chiyya, 1971, p. 10) points out, Bar Chiyya’s treatment differs from
that of Plotinus and ibn Gabirol; in certain respects he has an affinity to the Ikhwan. The
Aristotelian aspects of this system include the distinction between potentiality and actuality,
that form and matter are not emanations but creations, and that creation takes place in time,
whereas for Plotinus it is timeless. Jewish elements include that the doctrine of creation
stems from Genesis, and the doctrine of divine attributes.

106 See Bar Chiyya, Hegyon ha-Nefesh part 1, pp. 42ff. [Wigoder]. Husik (1946, p. 11 8)
suggests that Bar Chiyya modified Neoplatonic doctrine in order to agree with Genesis. Thus
originally form and lights would correspond to the Intellect, Soul, and Nature of
Neoplatonism.

107 See Bar Chiyya, Hegyon ha-Nefesh, part 1, pp. 44ff. [Wigoder].

108 This classification is significant for two reasons. First, it stresses faculties and not separate
souls. Second, it follows the Aristotelian classification into vegetative, animal, and rational
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soul. In this regard Bar Chiyya deviates from ibn Gabirol; see Bar Chiyya, Hegyon ha-
Nefesh, part 2, pp. 55ff. [Wigoder].

109 See Stitskin 1961, pp. 1091t., for further discussion of Bar Chiyya’s philosophical
psychology.

110 These groups are described in Bar Chiyya, Hegyon ha-Nefesh, part 3, pp. 88ff. [Wigoder].

111 See Guttmann 1964, pp. 128-9 and Wigoder in Bar Chiyya 1971, pp. 23ff. for further
discussion of this point.

112 Sirat 1985, p. 86.

113 Hence ibn Tzaddik follows Israeli’s definition of philosophy as man’s knowledge of
himself.

114 Ibn Tzaddik, ha-Olam, pp. 5-8 [Horovitz].

115 Ibid., pp. 9-10. It is here that ibn Gabirol’s influence is most evident.

116 Ibid., p. 11.

117 Ibid., p. 15.

118 Ibid., p. 21.

119 Ibid,, p. 35.

120 Ibid., p. 43. This is one of the few touches of Neoplatonism in this discussion.

121 Ibid., pp. 45-50.

122 Ibid., pp. 51-3. For further discussion of the kalam roots for these arguments, see Davidson
1987, pp. 213ff.

123 Sirat 1985, pp. 86-7.

124 Ibid., p. 87.

125 Ibn Tzaddik, ha-Olam, pp. 59-61 [Horovitz].

126 Ibid.

127 See Plato’s discussion in Republic 4, 427¢—434d.

128 Sirat 1985, p. 87.

129 Ibid.

130 See Sirat 1985, p. 104, for further discussion.

131 For recent discussions of Neoplatonic influences upon these and other medieval Jewish
philosophers, see the collection of essays in Goodman 1992, in particular, the essays by Ivry
and by Feldman. Attention should be paid as well to the many astrological authors delineated
by Sirat. In her estimation these writers propagated Neoplatonic doctrines and transmitted
themes and ideas to later Jewish philosophers; see Sirat 1985, pp. 93—-112.

132 For a brief discussion of these influences, see Idel 1992.

133 See Leone Ebreo 1924. Dethier 1992 addresses some of these motifs.

134 Spinoza, Ethics 1. Wolfson (1959b) discusses the importance of Spinoza’s appropriation of
the doctrine of emanation.

135 Stern 1961, p. 120.

136 Ibid., p. 119.

137 I would like to thank my graduate assistant Mr. Joseph Casella for his invaluable work and
feedback on this paper.
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CHAPTER 9
Judah Halevi

Lenn E.Goodman

LIFE AND TIMES

Born around 1075 into a cultured Jewish family of Muslim Toledo,' capital of the ancient
Visigothic kingdom, a home to Spanish Jews since Roman times, Judah Halevi was
broadly educated in Arabic as well as Hebrew letters and sciences. Jews had lived and
struggled under Islam from its inception, often at great human and communal cost, but
also with cultural profit, as participants and beneficiaries in the intellectual progress that
accompanied the elaboration of Islam from the horizon-sweeping faith of a small tribal
society into the religion that would goad and shape an immense cosmopolitan
civilization. Classics of Jewish thought like Saadia’s biblical commentary, his Book of
Critically Chosen Beliefs and Convictions and ibn Gabirol’s Fons Vitae and On the
Improvement of the Moral Qualities had been written in Arabic. Philosophy, medicine,
mathematics, and astronomy were studied in Arabic texts and Arabic translations of the
ancient Greek classics. As if by induction, the brilliant Islamicate culture fostered by the
Umayyad dynasty of Cordoba (756-1031) had produced a Mozarab, or arabized,
subculture among sophisticated Iberian Christians.

Arabic song and rhetoric were part of the allure. The rhyme and meter of the new
Hebrew poetry of Halevi’s youth were artfully adapted from the Arabic. Halevi joined in
the art. He would become one of the great poets of the Hebrew language, perhaps the
greatest since the Psalms, turning the themes and cadences of biblical Hebrew to the
rhyme and measure of Arabic prosody. But, like most Andalusian Hebrew poets and like
many of their Arab predecessors and Christian successors in the Middle Ages, he was a
critical and somewhat ambivalent secular artist.> He criticized the very practice that
underwrote his art and grumbled not just at the achievements of others but, more
tellingly, at his own.’

Where the pre-Islamic ode or qﬂsrdab traditionally opened with the reminiscence of
lost love, brought to mind by the sight of an abandoned tribal encampment, and then
shifted to boastful celebration of the poet’s manliness, his horse, his battle days or hunts,
and reflections on his fate, Halevi transformed the ruined campsite into the ruins of the

Temple in Jerusalem, elevating the qa;i’d&b Selegiac tones to a loftier use. In medicine,
as in poetry, he took part with learning and vigor. But he also found the received medical
tradition somehow wanting, both technically and spiritually.* In philosophy, which he
understood profoundly and worked at willingly and incisively,” he again found grave
limitations in the dominant tradition and deep rifts between the ideals of theory and sadly
disappointing practice.

At the time of Halevi’s birth, Alfonso VI of Castile was doing battle for Iberia against
the Muslim states that succeeded the Umayyad hegemony. He captured Toledo in 1085
and levied tribute from many Muslim princes. Drawn by the rich cultural resources of
Islamic Spain and unexcited by the possibilities open in the Christian North, the young
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Halevi was sent south to Andalusia, to study in Lucena, at the academy of Isaac Alfasi
(1013-1103), whose elegy he would later write. Like many a student, he found pleasures
in al-Andalus beyond the law books. Of his eight hundred surviving poems, some eighty
speak of love of a gazelle, celebrating the pleasures and pains of courtship or offered as
epithalamia for friends. Some of Halevi’s poems are witty jeux d’esprit. Others tell of
wine, or gardens, friendship, and, in time, the death of friends. Still others speak of
spiritual quest, devotion, and the joyous love of God.°®

Nearly half of Halevi’s poetic works are piyyutim, liturgical meditations, many
mourning the exile of Israel. Few medieval Jews took the fact of exile as a mere
abstraction. But in the dialectic of Halevi’s poetic disputations, exile becomes more than
a tragic fact. It will loom in his consciousness, darken, intensify, and activate his vision,
and block his natural sense of delight, as the poet comes to see that exile will forever
frustrate his love of life and that of his people, until somehow it is brought to an end.

Like many of his contemporaries, Halevi was more in search of fame than fortune. In a
letter written in highly decorous and decorated rhymed prose, humbly addressed to
Moses ibn Ezra (c. 1055—c. 1138), himself an alumnus of Lucena but already a well-
established poet, talmudist, and scholar of Greek philosophy, who, like ibn Gabirol, had
pioneered the use of Arabic rhyme and meter in Hebrew, Halevi paints a vivid picture of
a small triumph of his own that he says took place at Cordoba soon after his arrival in al-
Andalus. At a gathering of poets, as Halevi tells the story, he was pressed to compete in
producing a worthy imitation of a Hebrew poem based on an Arabic love song in the

popular muwasﬁsba{: form. At first modestly declining, rather like the bashful-
seeming youth in al-Hamadhani’s “Poesy Encounter,”” Halevi improvised a brilliant
poem, which he subjoins for the senior poet’s approval. Moses ibn Ezra responded to this
performance, whether literal or imagined, by hailing the young Halevi in a poem of his
own, welcoming him into his friendship and the literary circles of Granada.

The seeming security of Andalusian Jewry was shattered by the invasion of the
Almoravids. This militant Islamic dynasty, the leaders of an Islamic revival and protest
movement, was invited into Iberia by the romantic but ill-starred al-Mu‘tamid, the
‘Abbasid ruler of Seville and Cordoba, in a fatal attempt to protect his realm from
Alfonso and his sometime paladin El Cid, the freebooter Rodrigo Diaz de Bivar. The

Almoravids {“T’I_M Ir:‘""ifé”;!t'ﬁiw::'had arisen among the Berbers of North Africa and had
nurtured a sense of grievance and a bitter demand for theocratic power while exiled in a

fortress abbey [n&ﬂ'ﬂ in upper Senegal. Spreading through the Sudan and building a
power base in Morocco, centered in their newly founded capital of Marrakesh, they
conquered southern Spain between 1086 and 1110.

Granada, long a Jewish settlement in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada, was built up as
a citadel overseeing the fertile plain below by the Zirids, also a Berber dynasty from
North Africa. It had been defended by the celebrated Jewish wazir Samuel ibn Naghrela
(d. 1056, known as Shmuel ha-Nagid, himself a poetic as well as a political and military
virtuoso) and his son Joseph (d. 1066). In 1090 the city fell to the Almoravid invaders.
Ibn Ezra’s brothers went into exile. But Moses stayed on after the sack of Granada, only
later leaving behind its beloved gardens for forty years of wanderings and hardships.
Halevi’s elegy to their friendship transposed his grief at their parting into the counsel not
to try to spar with time or fate: was not every union only for the sake of parting? How
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would the earth have been settled, had not the sons of men parted long ago?® Yet Halevi
was whistling in the dark when he tried to cheer up his mentor with a humorous
midrashic overlay on his counsels of Stoic acceptance. There was little choice but brave
acceptance, if one was not to succumb to weeping. Ibn Ezra would never return to the
city where once, as he put it, his friends had awaited his words like dew. In time he
would make a virtue of isolation, as his poetry grew more spiritual. But his writings never
renounced the slender thread of poetry that had once sustained the world he had loved
and now was all that remained of it.

Halevi’s words of comfort touched himself as well as his friend. For he too was set
adrift, travelling from one city to the next, not in desperate need but reliant on contacts
like Joseph ibn Migash in Lucena or the wazir Meir ibn Kamniel in Seville. Among his
closest friends in his years of wandering was his younger contemporary Abraham ibn
Ezra (c. 1089/92-1164/7), the brilliant but impoverished poet, exegete, grammarian,
astronomer, mathematician, and champion of rational mysticism. Halevi roamed with his
friend as far as North Africa and clearly talked with him about everything. Ibn Ezra’s
philosophical work is deeply influenced by ibn Gabirol’s; his pithy and witty Bible
commentaries often cite Halevi. A champion of the close reading of the Bible for its plain
sense, he complained of Saadia’s penchant for reading external ideas into the text. Those
who desired secular knowledge, he urged, should learn it first hand, from the sources.
These attitudes may reflect Halevi’s as well. For he used and valued the science and the
methods of Greco-Arabic philosophy, but objected to its naive imposition as a censor or a
sieve to the ideas and practices of his ancestral tradition.

Returning to Toledo, Halevi married and established a thriving and demanding
medical practice. His patron at the court, the powerful Jewish wazir Joseph ibn Ferrizuel,
known as Cidellus, was Alfonso’s physician. Halevi’s poetry praised him as a bulwark of
the Jews scattered between the hammer of the Reconquista and anvil of the Almoravid
invasion. Yet, although Toledo was a refuge, it no longer seemed a home. In his poetry
Halevi called Andalusia the East and Christian Spain the West.” But in time his poetic
geography would locate the East further off, in the land of Israel, and his longing for it,
fusing spiritual yearning and estrangement with a powerful sense of place and
particularity, would become the great theme of his life as well as his art. Beside it, even
medicine seemed a vanity; the Christian rulers of northern Spain, inhuman taskmasters;
the Jews, their ministering slaves: “we heal Babel, but it will not be healed.”' When
Joseph’s nephew Solomon ibn Ferrizuel, a diplomat in the service of the King, was
murdered by Christian mercenaries en route home from a mission to Aragon in 1108,
Halevi poured out his heart in anger and grief.

Leaving Castile for the South, the scene of his first triumphs and the heartland of what
already seemed a lost Golden Age, Halevi settled in Cordoba with his wife and their one
beloved daughter. But in his poetry he pined for a more distant homeland, which he had
never known. Traversing Spain he had seen the streams of Jewish refugees who fled the
Almoravids and the Christian plundering and destruction of whole Jewish towns. He
knew of the danger and destruction visited upon his fellow Jews beyond Spain, as the
spirit of the Reconquista, of the Almoravid response, and of the First Crusade, preached
by Pope Urban II in 1095, took hold. “How can I savor my food, how find it
sweet?...when Zion is in Christian chains, and I in the shackle of Islam?”"'
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Baer, who wrote his history during the Holocaust, frankly lays out the parallels
between the destruction his generation witnessed and that seen by Halevi. Halevi’s vision
of devastation, “tender maidens exiled from their homes, from soft beds and gentle
havens, scattered among a people devoid of understanding, babbling in strange tongues,”
made him in Baer’s words “the seer of a decisive period in history—a prophet for his
contemporaries and for the coming generations.”'* The burden of the prophecy that
historians like Baer and Baron see in Halevi’s vision was the untenability of Jewish life
in Iberia and in the diaspora at large, where the Jewish populace lay at the mercy of
Christian mobs and Muslim armies, dependent for a fragile moment on the favor that a
few brilliant courtier-physicians could win from a monarch often himself dangerously
alien to his own subjects."’ The vision was no dark similitude but the smoldering scene of
a medieval Guernica that broad daylight laid out before the poet’s eyes:

Between the hosts of Seir and Kedar

My host is lost.

They wage their wars, and when they fall we fall....
This time the angel, razing houses, did not

Pass over the homes of Israel’s sons.

From God the decree came forth

To destroy a metropolis of Israel....

And on the day the city was taken,

Vengeance was wreaked upon Israel by the sons of Seir,
And their streets were filled with the slain.
Philistines retreat and Edomites plunder,

Some in cars and some on horse...

The foes do battle like savage beasts,

The princes of Eliphaz

Against the Chieftains of Nebaioth—

In terror between them, the young lambs.'*

Kedar and Nebaioth here are the Muslim Arabs; the Philistines are the Berber
Almoravids; Seir, Eliphaz, and Edom, the Christians, taking vengeance on the Jews for
their presumed betrayal of the city to the siege. It was this vision that made Halevi a
proto-Zionist, this vision capping countless earlier experiences—the boundless joy of the
chance to repair the old Toledo synagogue, when the asperities and enthusiasms of the
Reconquista had made even so simple a project problematic, or the drafting of letters
seeking to ransom a Jewish woman, held captive by a Spanish queen, beseeching her
temporary release on bond, so that she might celebrate the Jewish festivals and Sabbaths,
while her fee was gathered, the third part of a hundred gold dinars."

Halevi moved between Christian and Muslim Spain, not so much freely as
dependently on the Jewish courtiers whose learning and admiration for his poetic and
medical skills seemed always able to offer him safe passage and a warm haven. Like
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many a prosperous physician, he invested in business ventures. Some of his
correspondence survives in the Cairo Geniza, including letters to and from the merchant
Chalfon ben Netanel, a kinsman of Halevi’s son-in-law and in some ways Halevi’s
Atticus. Chalfon was based in Egypt but traveled often to Spain and as far away as India,
South Arabia, and East Africa.'® One letter tells of his sending 150 gold pieces to Halevi,
perhaps his share in the profits of a voyage. But neither Halevi’s relative affluence nor
the welcome he won in the increasingly threatened principalities of Iberia allayed his
recognition that without independence there was no security for the hard-pressed people
of Israel, let alone spiritual growth: “The hand of redeemers is too weak to redeem me....
For the son who but yesterday was a prince is now enslaved, and his abode is in the hands
of every foe.”!’

Restless and troubled with what seemed the false position of the Jews of Spain, Halevi
was drawn to the spiritual. In one poem he asked himself:

Will you still pursue youth after fifty,
With your days already girded for flight?

His conscience urged him to stop fleeing God’s service for the sake of servitude to mere
8
men.
But the spirituality that would hold him was not that of convention. He refused to
sublimate his longings or mute them in the common mold."” Shalom Spiegel hears tones
of triumph in Halevi’s liturgical prelude to the call to worship of the Borchu. He writes:

The heart of the Jewish service is the Shema, the Jew’s acceptance of the
Kingship of Heaven. It begins with a summons to the worshippers: “Bless
ye (bareku) the Lord!” It is here, before the call is sounded, that the
medieval poet asks “leave” (reshut) to intersperse the hallowed prayers
with his own effort... For in the holy tongue, God’s name is Truth
(Jeremiah 10:10), and in the view of the Rabbis, His seal is truth. These
are also the last words of the Shema: “I am the Lord your God—Truth....
The beginning and the end of the Shema set the theme of one of the
magnificent preludes by Judah Ha-Levi:

With all my heart, O Truth, with all my might

I love Thee; in transparency or night,

Thy Name is with me; how then walk alone?
He is my Love; how shall I sit alone?

He is my Brightness; what can choke my flame?
While He holds fast my hand, shall I be lame?
Let folk despise me: they have never known
My shame for Thy sake is my glorious crown.
O Source of Life. let mv life tell Thv praise.



History of Jewish philosophy 154

My song to Thee be sung in all my days!

When promptly thereafter the congregation is summoned to praise or
bless the Lord, the familiar bareku of the prayer book seems now
immeasurably widened in meaning, or perhaps restored to its real
meaning. For what is required cannot be the mere mouthing of pious
words, but the truth of a whole life given in service to the Truth that is
God. Given? Gained is the better word, for what speaks here is not
renunciation, nor even resentment of the world’s scorn and hate, but the
glad surrender of the failing self to the “source of life” wherefrom every
breath is borrowed and all our strength supplied.*’

But in the same poem, a more recent reader catches hints of a more minor key. Raymond
Scheindlin renders:

With all my heart—O truth—and all my might
I love You, with my limbs and with my mind
Your name is with me: Can I walk alone?
With it for lover, how can I be lorn?
With it for lamp, how can my light go dim?
How can I slip with it the stick
By which I stand?

They mock who do not understand: The shame
I bear because I bear Your name is pride to me.

Source of my life, I bless You while I live;
My Song, I sing to You while yet I breathe.

Glossing, Scheindlin writes:

The “I” is extraordinarily prominent...the Biblical “heart” and “might”
are paired chiastically with words meaning literally, “my public self...my
inner self.” These words reflect such terms of Islamic pietistic literature as

az‘i;”r and E‘-’ﬂ{i Msto which they are roughly equivalent in meaning. They
also recall the complementary pair “duties of the limbs” and “duties of the
heart,” characteristic of that literature, the source of both theme and title
of Bahya Ibn Paquda’s Jewish classic. As a commentary on “all your
heart...and all your might,” they point away from the nation and toward
the individual... The speaker declares it as a given that God is with
him.... The words “Your name is with me” seem to confirm this idea, for
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they recall the verse of Psalms (16:8) so beloved of Jewish pietists, “I
have set the Lord before me always”; the poet does not say “I set God’s
name before me,” but “God’s name is before me.” The verbal allusion to
the verse underscores the difference between the Shema, which demands
that man take the spiritual initiative, and the poem, with its satisfaction in
God’s having already taken it.

Yet comparison with the poem’s source, the Shema, shows that the
speaker has also replaced the authoritarian voice of Deuteronomy with a
vulnerable one that expresses itself in rhetorical questions. “How can I
walk alone” are words one might say to oneself precisely when one feels
alone. This sense of whistling in the dark is only intensified by the use of
pronouns referring not to God Himself but to God’s name. The effect is
one of distancing: for a moment God is not “You” but “he” or “it.”*'

Halevi’s I is the spiritual I of prayer and the lyrical I of the poet. It is also the predecessor
of the Renaissance I, quizzical, skeptical, half-alienated but groping and grasping for
solidity. And it is the I of the physician and the statesman, who hold that understanding
should bring control and who refuse spiritual consolations for physical sufferings,
insistent on a redemption that is visible in the here and now, integrating rather than
isolating the spirit and the body, the nation and soul. Can redemption be deferred to a
future that recedes indefinitely in time? What would become of the sincerity of the poet
who abandoned his people by retreating into the spiritual, questing for the vision of God
for himself alone?” Israel’s need is immediate and present. But redemption has not
come. The houses of Israel are not passed over. What is needed is not a spiritual promise
alone but a present fact, clear as the revelation that still spoke so lucidly to all Israel out
of the past. In wishful calculations Halevi seemed to see the date: 1130, by our common
reckoning. But the year passed without his dream’s fulfillment. Israel still languished in
the West.

The East was clearly more than Zion when Halevi wrote his famous lines, “My heart
is in the East, but I am in the farthest West.”* But how could the East be less than Zion?
And how, he asked, could a Jew fill his mouth with lamentations for the lost Jerusalem
and prayers for its restoration, yet make no move to travel there? How could a poet give
voice to the ancient longings of his people, enshrined in all their prayers, without
feeling—and not merely feeling but acting decisively on the demand which the tearful
words of those prayers had spoken?** Could a poet who sharply felt the hurt and hope
voiced by his fellow poets in the past not call upon all who were still moved by the stir of
their common language to take up the promise so often repeated in the comforting
prophecies those prayers always cited?

Halevi’s friends could urge him to reconcile himself to what was, in many ways, a life
of comfort. Unlike the masses of his people, he would clearly never be far from princely
courts. But, as his vision of the historic situation deepened and darkened, he could answer
only that his friends seemed drunk. Casting them in the stock role of the “Reproacher” of
Arabic love lyrics, he turned on them for their seeming dismissal of the object of his
desire: “How can one be happy in the service of kings, if it is like idolatry in his eyes? Is
it good for a pure and honest man to be led about like a captive bird in the hands of
children?”** It was the tension of such questions that Halevi sought to resolve in his



History of Jewish philosophy 156

Kuzari, an Arabic philosophical dialogue, which Herder once compared to the dialogues
of Plato. Its full title is Kitab al-Radd wa-’1-Dalil fi ’I-Din al-Dhalil, that is, A Defense
and an Argument on behalf of the Abased Religion.”®

THE KUZARI

Written between 1130 and 1140, the Kuzari takes its setting from a striking episode of
Jewish history. King Bulan (reigned 786-809), monarch of the Finno-Ugrian Khazar
people of the Volga basin, along with some four thousand of his nobles, had adopted
Judaism. His choice was guided in part by geopolitical considerations. The Khazars had
conquered the Volga Bulgars and held sway over the Crimea, always under pressure from
the Byzantines to the West and the Muslims to the South and East. The king had sought a
monotheistic alternative to the pagan faith of his Turkic ancestors, but one that would not
compromise his own equipoise between the Muslim and Christian powers that hemmed
him in. The Khazar state levied tribute from Eastern Slavs, Bulgars, and Georgians, when
it did not actually rule them. It was a major force in trade. Its dominions spread from the
northern shores of the Black Sea and the Caspian to the Ural Mountains, and westward as
far as Kiev. Khazar military power was of strategic weight all the way to the Oxus and
was critical in restraining the Muslim advance into Europe.

The Khazar monarchy maintained religious freedom for its subjects; most, it seems,
never became Jews. By the tenth century Khazaria was a Byzantine buffer state. Its
power was shaken by Sviatoslav the Duke of Kiev in 965 and broken by Archduke
Jaroslav in 1083. But until the Khazars were swept away in the Tatar invasion of 1237,
Judaism was the state religion. Chasdai ibn Shaprut, the learned and committed Jewish

wazir of the Umayyad caliph ’ﬁbdu’l—Rahman IIT of Cordoba, thrilled at the reports
of a powerful and independent Jewish state in the East. He wrote to the Khazar monarch
around 960, and after some delay a reply was received from the Khazar King Joseph
telling of the conversion of the Khazars and describing their realm.”’

The conversion had taken place after a debate among Christian, Jewish, and Muslim
spokesmen. Now Halevi fictively constructed the conversation that might have led a king
to adopt “the abased religion”. In the tale Halevi uses to frame his dialogue, the Khazar
king has had a dream informing him “that his intentions were pleasing to God, but his
practices were not. While he still slept, he was commanded to seek a way of life pleasing
to God.” For this reason he asked a philosopher to expound his convictions.”® But the
response, a recital of the generic intellectualism of a Neoplatonic Aristotelian, proves
disappointing to the king. The philosopher speaks of God as above favor or displeasure,
above intentions or even knowledge of mutable individuals, let alone governance of their
destinies. “If philosophers say that God created you, that is metaphorical, of course. For
He is the Cause of all the causes that conspire in the creation of all things—but not in the
sense that this was the outcome intended from the beginning.”*’

The argument of the philosopher runs smoothly, with many “therefores” and an
equally seamless stream of disembodied intellects and secondary causes, through which
God’s act, but not his will, spreads forth upon the world. “God never created man. For the
world is eternal. Human beings have always arisen one from another, their forms
compounded and their characters formed from those of their fathers and mothers, and
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their environment—airs, lands, foods, and waters—along with the influences of the
spheres, the constellations, and the signs of the Zodiac.”*” The human goal is to purify the
soul. For the perfect, at least, may reunite with the nearest of the intellectual hypostases
through which the world is given form, the active intellect, which the perfect human, in
fact, ignoring mere limbs and organs, already is. Religion is a valued moral conditioner
for the people, especially the ordinary mass of humanity. But once its function is grasped,
it may be molded and fashioned at will.

“Your argument is impressive,” the king said, “but it does not meet my
needs. I know on my own that my soul is pure. I am ready to devote my
actions to my Lord’s pleasure. But the answer I get is that my present
actions are not pleasing to Him, even though my intentions are. Surely
there is some way of life that is genuinely acceptable in itself, and not just
as a matter of opinion. Otherwise, why do the Christian and the Muslim,
who divide the world between them, constantly do battle with one
another? Clearly both have sincere intentions, wholly devoted to God—
monastically, ascetically, in fasting and in prayer—earnestly bent on one
another’s murder in the sincere belief that this is the pathway to paradise
and the road to heaven. Yet reason shows that both cannot be right.”

The philosopher replied: “In the faith of the Philosophers there is no
such killing, since we foster the mind.”'

The exchange is a telling indictment of academic philosophy and the entire
neoplatonizing project that engulfs much of medieval mysticism. The king’s irony
charges the philosophical school with an implicit relativism: surely, not all sects can be
right, when they so diligently set about sacrificing themselves and one another. Yet
philosophy seems to wish to stand above the fray, deeming all God-seeking monotheists
alike adherents of the truth, regardless of their actions. All are seeking heaven. But, as
with Pascal’s wager, surely some critical differentiation of the purported paths to heaven
is called for before commitments of life and death are made.

The sharp contrast of action with intention in the king’s dream marks for criticism not
only scholastic philosophers but also spiritualizing pietists like Bachya ibn Paquda,

whose Kitab al-Hidaya ila Fard'id al-Qultib or Book of Guidance to the Duties of the
Heart (1080) reemphasized the moral, intellectual, and intentional aspects of piety, lest
ritual observances become a mere empty shell. Extreme but all too real cases of religious
zeal and spiritually inspired violence had shown that the highest intentions do not
differentiate martyrs from fanatics, the slayers from the slain, acts of heroism from
atrocities, noble works of self-denial from obscene follies of scrupulosity or self-
destruction. These are matters not merely of intention but of ethos, culture, the customary
way of life of an individual or a community. Vivid experience is ample proof of their
underdetermination by an abstract ideology.

Halevi’s indictment does not spare critics of the Greco-Arabic philosophical tradition
like al-Ghazali, who had called all monotheists, philosophers and non-philosophers alike,

adherents of the truth (mﬂfmqu’tqﬁn), at least in their intention. Al-Ghazalr’s
magisterial Revival of the Religious Sciences integrated Sufi mysticism and pietism into
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the heart of orthodox Islam, and the Muslim theologian’s sharp attack on the Islamic
philosophical school in The Incoherence of the Philosophers is a resource whose
arguments Halevi knows well and uses judiciously. But, by the time Halevi wrote, al-
Ghazal’s monistic theology, itself grounded in a revised Neoplatonic metaphysics, had

already inspired the leaders of the Almohads (ﬂf—M H‘Wﬁfﬂﬂdﬁﬂ, that is Monists,
affirmers of God’s absolute unity), who would lead a new wave of Berber militants out of
North Africa into Spain, finding the Almoravids too soft, too tolerant, too decadent. The
Almohad conquest of Andalusia (1145-50) would make the Almoravid invasion pale by
comparison. Halevi did not live to witness the event. But he clearly saw and condemned
the moral vacuity of a too purely intellectual and spiritual way of thought that somehow
seemed as open to the likes of the Almohads as to the most saintly—and that indeed
offered no criterion for differentiating one from the other.

Halevi has no quarrel with Bachya’s theme that sincerity of intention, spiritually,
morally, and intellectually, is necessary to genuine piety. But spirituality alone is
insufficient. Not that Halevi hopes simply to redress the balance by re-emphasizing the
behavioral side of ritual observance. Piety, he insists, is not a matter of half-closed eyes
and devout postures. The rocking motion of the body in prayer stems from the ancient
practice of sharing books and has no particular spiritual meaning.*> What does concern

Halevi is kh‘d‘i'?' . Kh ‘ﬂﬁ? might be translated as “sincerity” or “devotion,” if we bear
in mind that sincerity in the pietist tradition implies not just meaning what one says but
dedication to the true ideals, and that devotion is not just a matter of intention but of
action.

When Plato sought to make sense of Socrates’ paradoxical claim that to know the
good is to do the good, he could do so only by enriching and intensifying the idea of
knowledge, ultimately to include the rational intuition of the Forms, and to exclude
anything less. He had to assume as well that knowledge, as intended by Socrates, was no
mere matter of theory but an awareness so intense that no question could arise as to the
through-put from thought to action. Socratic knowledge entailed commitment, and
commitment entailed performance. It is this weld that Halevi’s analytic torch severs when
he makes it the gravamen of the Khazar king’s dream that God is pleased with his
intentions but not with his actions. For intentions do not imply the corresponding actions.

To translate intentions into actions, one needs the virtue of khala $1engagement. This is
the great virtue that Halevi’s poetry and philosophy have in common. For in Halevi the
dialogue form and the discourse of poetry are not, as they so often are in other writers,
devices for establishing aesthetic or intellectual distance. On the contrary, they only
increase the directness and intensity of commitment. As Ross Brann writes, Halevi’s
piety “was neither reflexive nor conventional but lyrical.”*

Yet commitment must be guided. The right intentions and the best character are not
enough. For character must be refined and intentions trained and directed. The deep
problem with an intellectualism like that of the Neoplatonists is not that it is merely
intellectual but that it is too general, too generic to name an ethos, to differentiate one
culture or historic pathway from another. The allied traditions of spirituality and pietism
fare no better. Aristotelians may claim to corner rationality; Sufis and their, Christian and
Jewish counterparts may claim to corner spirituality. But, like our contemporary Alasdair
Maclntyre, Halevi has ample reason to ask, “Whose rationality? Which piety?”” For all
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such notions are mere abstractions if they underdetermine the realm of practice, which is
perforce a realm of particularity and embeddedness of a kind that philosophy
characteristically glosses over in the seeming interest of universality, and that pietism too
often takes for granted, whether because it assumes its homilies are cosmopolitan or
because it really has not reckoned with the embodiment of an ethos—or, to put the matter
still more pointedly, because it has ignored the crucial, delicate, and dangerous nexus
between ethos and ethnicity.

Halevi’s problem with philosophy is not so much that he thinks it is misguided or
incorrect but that he thinks it pays too little mind to history. He will engage skillfully in
natural theology and sculpt the overly baroque ontology of his Neoplatonist predecessors
with strokes that treat its ontic epicycles as so many cobwebs. But philosophy as an
enterprise, as practiced in his time, is problematic for him most deeply not because it is
wrong in its conclusions or even in its methods, but because it does not say enough. It
leaves the most important issues open, undecided, up for grabs. Thus the pointed
reference to the carnage which philosophy so obviously disclaims.

If it is true that some higher gnosis renders the mind proof against what Plotinus called
“this blood-drenched life,” what value has that for the innocents who are slain? And if
actions are needed to give effect to intentions, what point is there in appealing to the
sincerity of intentions? Seizing on the manifestly apologetic character of the Kuzari,
some readers have argued that the basic question Halevi intends to answer, especially in
the welter of credal violence that he and his contemporaries face, is “Why remain a Jew?”
But this is only the smallest question Halevi raises here, and only the most defensive way
of stating what he sets out as a salient against the dominant faiths and as a challenge to
the philosophy that prides itself on rising above their particularisms but seems to Halevi
to sink to the level of their generic type, the locus of their lowest common denominator.

If Christianity and Islam are no more than poetic presentations of a philosophic
ideology that stands aloof and alone above the particularities of their credos, the ethically
and philosophically sensitive must ask not only why one metaphor or symbol system is
preferable to another, but also how one is to live by a mere symbol system,
acknowledged to be no more than that. If one is not to descend into the sheer relativism
of simply acknowledging that all (monotheistic) faiths are different avenues to the same
end, one must ask whether sincerity, in the formal sense of moral consistency or in the
richer classic sense of seeking the highest and noblest, is sufficient. Surely those knights
of faith who sacrifice themselves, their limbs and organs, their passions and desires, and
their fellow humans on the altar of their divine ideal, whether as monks or as warriors,
cannot all be right, even when they slay one another in what Islam is pleased to call the
Path of God. Here Halevi must ask: can carnage be sincere service of the all-perfect; can
the quest for perfection in God bring one to a plateau where the bloodshed, in effect,
becomes invisible? To say so is not to choose a way of life but to choose a way from life.

The philosopher has not merely failed to choose among rival ways of life. He has
provided a generic cosmology, metaphysics, and epistemology that will, in the hands of a
Ghazali or a Bachya, create the illusion that one has somehow left behind the realm
where human suffering matters, and that will none the less continue to serve as a
philosophic rationale for any number of rival creeds, whose followers will carry on their
pillage and destruction, not despite their creeds but in their name, and, as they imagine,
on their behalf. Christians and Muslims may believe that they are battling on the road to
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heaven. And if heaven is their intended destination, all of them kill with only the highest
intentions. Yet only half of them, at most, can be right about where the road they fight on
leads. At least half must be wrong. And, witnessing the carnage, Halevi cannot help but
sense that all of them are wrong, and that the philosophy which proudly claims to know
nothing of such slaying is wrong too.

Can it be that God does not care—that the slaughter of innocents goes on unknown to
him? If so (we can almost hear Halevi asking himself), what meaning can there be in all
ibn Gabirol’s subtle glosses that locate the repository of the human immortal souls in the
storage space beneath God’s throne? What manner of throne is it, if from it God reigns
but does not rule? Here we see the sense of Halevi’s dramatic irony in allowing the
philosopher in the dialogue to explain that God transcends intention or desire and that his
pleasure means no more than the union in the active intellect of the philosophic rational
soul with those of Hermes, Asclepios, Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. As Aryeh Motzkin
notes, the Jewish spokesman begins his conversation with the Khazar king by saying, “I
believe,” specifically, “I believe in the God of Abraham.” The spokesman for the
established philosophical tradition opens with the words, “There is not,” specifically,
“There is not any pleasure or displeasure in God.”**

If it is true that philosophers are in intimate contact with so supernal a hypostasis as
the active intellect of their description, the king asks, why are so few of them prophets?
Why do so few perform miracles? Prophets teach that the world is created. Philosophers
deny it. But that puts them on all fours with any doctrinal sect. They too hold views about
cosmology, views which they do not sustain empiri-cally. The king’s curiosity is piqued
about Christians and Muslims: “Surely one of these two ways of life [‘amalayn] is the
pleasing one. For in the case of the Jews, their obvious abasement, small numbers, and
universal detestation suffice to show that theirs is not.”*

The Christian spokesman appeals to the divinity of Christ; the Muslim, to the
inimitable language of the Qur’an. The king’s responses tellingly signal Halevi’s method
and its goal: he advises the Christian that a little philosophy would not hurt his case,
which is on the face of it so alien to experience and logic:

There is no logical inference here. Logic, in fact, would tend to reject
most of this account. If experience vouched for it, so that it won the
heart’s consent, that would be another matter. But unless imagination
vouches for an idea, it takes logic to make it plausible. Otherwise it seems
farfetched. Thus, when naturalists discover some exotic phenomenon that
they would have denied had they heard of it before seeing it, they try to
make it credible, since they have seen it, by assigning to it some cause—
astral or spiritual. They do not reject firsthand experience.”

The king, for his part, does not find himself too well disposed to such an effort. “Not
having grown up in these beliefs,” he does not feel the need to find a way of making them
believable.

The exchange is a telling exposition of Halevi’s response to the epistemologies of
philosophers like Saadia. He does not miss the opportunity to look askance at the
philosophical naturalists’ characteristic appeal to ad hoc astrological and spiritual
hypotheses. But his epistemological point goes deeper: logic will seek explanations for
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what is observed, since direct experience compels credence. The heart is the locus of such
commitments. But experience, not reason, must be the epistemic anchor point. Firsthand
experience can create an existential commitment, winning over the heart. Halevi’s words
echo those of al-Ghazalt and other pietist authors. Once there is such a commitment, logic
will serve belief, constructing a theory to accommodate the evidence. But without such a
commitment, logic can just as readily be skeptical. Notice the order of march. First comes
experience, not faith. Then comes commitment, grounded in experience. This
commitment is what is commonly called faith and what Pascal, who has access to the
pietist tradition in which Halevi and al-Ghazali work, calls “the reasons of the heart.” The
task of logic is to accommodate the givens that experience presents. Its work is synthetic,
not merely analytic or dialectical. But the springs of its motivation lie in the heart, that is,
an individual’s sense of identity and worth, the grounding for our appraisal and
appropriation of the primary givens of experience.

The Muslim speaker takes a different tack. Like Muhammadihe avoids resting his
case on miracles, except for the miraculous Qur’an, whose every verse Muslims call a
portent. Again the Khazar king answers in existential terms, which again betray a hint of
disparagement:

If someone aspires to guidance from God’s Word and hopes to be
convinced, against his own skepticism, that God does speak to mortals,
things ought to be manifest and incontrovertible. Even then one would
hardly credit that God spoke to a man. But, if your book is miraculous,
being written in Arabic its uniqueness and inimitability are indiscernible
to a ngn-Arab like me. When read to me, it sounds like any other Arabic
book.

Both the Christian and the Muslim, however, appeal to Jewish history. For the Christian
claims that Jesus came not to destroy but to fulfill the laws of Moses, and the Muslim

presents Muhammad ;5 (e seal of the prophets, culminating God’s revelation to
Israel. So theology gives way to history, and the king must summon a Jew to speak with
him after all. The discussion with the Christian and the Muslim has prepared the ground
for the line of argument Halevi will use: unabashedly historical and particularistic, not
cosmological and universal.

The rabbi, who now appears, and who is consistently described as a chaver or fellow
of a talmudical academy, does not open with a cosmological credo. His opening reference
to God not as the creator but as the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob establishes an
intimacy and directness that contrasts sharply with the intellectualism of the philosopher.
He does not base his claims on appeals to speculative proofs like the argument from
design. For, as he argues, “If you were told that the ruler of India was a virtuous man
whom you should hold in awe and whose name you should revere, but his works were
described to you in reports of the justice, good character, and fair ways of the people of
his land, would that bind you to him?” “How could it?” the king answers, “when the
question remains whether the people of India act justly of their own accord and have no
king at all, whether they do so on account of their king, or whether both are true.”
Cosmological arguments do not settle the question whether the order and design of nature
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are the work of God, as Scripture would have it; or intrinsic to nature, as naturalists like
Democritus would have it; or some combination of the two, as in the view of the
Neoplatonic Aristotelians, who saw the natural order as imparted by God but resident in
the God-given natures of things.

“But if a messenger came to you from that king,” the rabbi argues, “with Indic gifts,
that you were certain could be had only in India, and only in the palace of a king, and he
brought you a written attestation that these came from the king, and enclosed medicines
to treat your illnesses and preserve your health...would this not bind you to his
allegiance?”” In the same way, the chaver explains, God was introduced to Pharaoh
(Exodus 5:1) not as the cosmic creator but as the ancestral Help of the Hebrews; and to
the Israelites assembled at Sinai (Exodus 20:2) not as their creator but as the one who had
saved them from Egypt. For what mattered at that moment was not what God had done
for the universe but what God had done for them.

Only Israel, the rabbi argues, has a true and continuous tradition regarding the divine.
India may be ancient, but its people have no coherent system of ideas, and they are
polytheists. Greek philosophy is derivative of ancient Israelite tradition; but, without
Israel’s tradition to stabilize and orient it, Greek philosophical thinking lacks guidance.
As Halevi put it in a late poem to a friend, “Greek wisdom...bears no fruit but only
flowers.” Aristotle and the other leaders of Greek philosophy must be forgiven, for they
worked alone; their slips are the understandable result of their lack of sound historical
traditions.* Greek philosophical originality, then, may be a tour de force, but it shows the
unsteady gait of solecism and deracination. Aristotle has nothing to keep him from going
overboard, as, for example, when he ascribes intelligence to nature at large.

What distinguishes the religion of Israel, Halevi argues, through the chaver, is its
combination of publicity and intimacy: the intimacy of God’s unique historical
relationship with Israel, the publicity of the entire nation’s experience of God’s act and
receipt of his gifts and their written attestation, passed down through the generations in
an undisrupted tradition, so that subsequent generations lose nothing of the certitude that
accompanied God’s self-revelation to their forebears. The true religion, the rabbi urges,
did not evolve over time, as artificial religions do, but, like the creation itself, was
completed in a moment, when six hundred thousand Israelites experienced their own
redemption, and, after wandering in the desert, heard God’s words, each individual
directly and personally inspired.*'

Reacting to the palpable chauvinism {m{"lﬁub)of the chaver’s claims, the king asks
if the sin of the Golden Calf does not diminish the rabbi’s pride, which he warns borders
on the insufferable. But every nation, the chaver replies, was full of idolators at the time.
Any philosophers among them who could prove that God was one would still have
rationalized pagan worship, finding concrete symbols indispensable in mediating the
divine presence to the masses. The Israelites’ backsliding was grievous principally
because the sin was theirs. True, the people sinned. But they were also forgiven. What
matters is that they were chosen. Israel had preserved the pristine perfection of Adam,
God’s direct work. Even the women of Israel prophesied. The land they were given was
perfect in climate and would prepare its inhabitants to live by God’s word and will.**

Why, the king asks, was God’s revelation confined to the Hebrew language, depriving
the people of Sind, Khazaria, and India of direct access to it? Why was it not shared with
all people? Why not with animals? the rabbi snorts, again at risk of seeming insufferable.
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Has Halevi forgotten his own arch remarks about the Islamic doctrine of the inimitable
beauties of the Qur’an? The rabbi does not rest the Torah’s authority on the claim that its
style is divine but on the historicity of its revelation. But if publicity and the ability of any
human being to judge a revelation are important standards, as he claimed, why does he
suppose that the Torah is somehow more universal in its appeal than the Qur’an? And
does it not seem arbitrary that other nations must rely on Israel for access to the word of
God? Beyond the shock therapy that seeks to undo the injuries to Jewish pride wrought
by centuries of Christian and Muslim disparagement, it is the need to answer that
question that prompts Halevi to press the particularism of the chaver’s claims.

Prophecy, the rabbi argues, was God’s special gift to Israel, which he promised would
never depart from them. Israel’s great gift is not the specious reward of a sensuous
afterlife, or even a spiritual afterlife, which no one really wants, but the abiding presence
of the divine, with them in this life. Philosophers imagine that only supernal intellects are
immortal. Muslims and Christians compound such exclusivity with the superstitious
notion that a spoken word somehow confers it. But Jews believe that God rewards the
righteous of all nations. They are far from exclusivist in their soteriology. Nor are Jews
distinguished by a belief in their own uniqueness, or even superiority. Rather, what
distinguishes them is the nature of the gift to which they lay claim.

Halevi spells this out more fully later in the dialogue, when the Khazar king asks the
rabbi why Jewish prayers say so little of the hereafter. The chaver answers with a
characteristic parable:

A man presented himself to the ruler, who welcomed him lavishly and
gave him leave to enter his presence whenever he liked. He grew so close
to the monarch that he could invite him to his home and table, and the
king would come and send his most distinguished ministers. He treated
this man as he treated no one else. When the man was guilty of some
omission or infraction and so was barred from the court, the king would
only entreat him to return to his former ways, so as to lift the disability.
He did not even bar any of his ministers from visiting him.

All the other people of that land called upon the king only when they
were traveling, begging him to send someone along with them on the
road, to protect them from brigands, beasts, and other dangers. They were
sure that he would help them in this way and look after them on their
journey, even though he had never done so before they left. Each used to
boast to the others that the king cared for him more than anyone else,
reckoning that he had glorified the king more than the rest.

But the stranger rarely spoke of his journey and did not ask for a guard.
When the time came for his journey, the people of that land told him he
was sure to perish in that treacherous passage, since he had no one to
protect him. “Who gave you your protectors?” he asked. They answered,
“The king, whose aid and intercession we have been entreating as long as
we have been in this city. But we never see you doing so.” “Lunatics!”
cried the stranger. “Can’t one who called on him in time of safety all the
more hope for his help in time of danger, even without saying a word?
Doesn’t one whom he answered in time of comfort have all the more
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grounds to expect a favorable response in time of need? You all think
yourselves entitled to his aid because you make much of him. But which
of you has honored him and cleaved to him as I have? Which of you has
borne the hardships I have, for the sake of holding fast to his commands,
or as faithfully kept his fame unsullied, or as reverently upheld his name
and code. All that I have done has been at his command and instruction.
You glorify him calculatedly, in your own interest. Yet he has never failed
you. How then will he abandon me on my journey, just because I did not
bring up the matter as you did but trusted to his justice.”*

What Halevi is saying here is not just that Israel’s intimacy with God and faithful service
to his commands are the best assurance of the hereafter. He is also saying that the
afterlife is less central to us than the manner of our life in the present. As the Khazar king
remarks, no one seems so eager for the hereafter that he would not gladly delay the
moment of access to it.** What is distinctive in the Jewish idea of the aim of life, sharply
distinguishing it from other monotheistic ideals, is its rootedness in this world. We
achieve intimacy with God by living a life devoted to his commands. Christian and
Muslim expectations, despite, or perhaps because of, their professed otherworldliness,
seem to the Khazar rather gross (asman) by comparison. As the rabbi remarks, the rival
faiths seem to put off everything until after death, as though there were nothing of the
transcendent in this life nor even anything that points toward it.*

Convinced that Judaism must be the way of life his dream told him to seek, the king
and his wazir embrace Judaism and gradually win over many of their nation. They study
the Torah and win great worldly success, honoring the Israclites among their people as
the first and most fully Jewish of their countrymen. Only after extensive study of the
Torah does the king begin to inquire speculatively into its theology. Halevi’s point, of
course, is that theology needs the guidance of culture, tradition, and commitment, that the
existential is prior to the speculative, a point that the ancient rabbis made by saying that
ethics (derekh eretz) is prior to Torah and that Maimonides would later make by treating
moral virtue as a prerequisite for sound speculation. But many readers, both medieval
anti-rationalists and modern Romantics who seek a culture hero in Halevi, neglect the
fact that Halevi does intend, in the remaining four parts of his five-part work, to make a
positive contribution to natural theology, guided by tradition as he understands it, but not
slavishly, unquestioningly, or uninquiringly directed by thoughtless repetition of its
unexamined dicta.

The inquiry begins with the vexed question of how we are to talk about God, if God is
utterly transcendent. Halevi proposes, through the medium of the dialogue, that God is
described, first, in terms of negative attributes, indicative of his perfection, that is, his
transcendence of deficiency, as when we say “the living God,” to distinguish him from
the dead, that is, false gods of idolaters; second, in terms of relative attributes, which
express human attitudes toward God, as when we call him “blessed” and “exalted”; and,
third, in terms of creative attributes, which speak of his acts in so far as these emanate
from him by way of some natural medium or agency, as when we say, “making poor and
rich”. When Scripture speaks of God’s immediate creative agency, it always links the
attribution to the tetragrammaton, as when it says, “To Him who alone doeth great
wonders” (Psalms 136:4).
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The agency of God in nature is his will. It is this that is the motive force behind all
natural and supernatural events. God’s will is also the source of the created glory that
manifests God’s grace to Israel in their own land, the favored place for its appearance, at
least when it is properly cultivated. When Israel is dwelling on its soil in peace and
justice, prophecy becomes possible among the pious. For the pious of Israel are the true
bearers of prophecy, just as naturally sound intellects have the potential to become
philosophers. All true prophecy took place either in or on behalf of the land of Israel. It is
the center of the globe, the reference point of day and night, east and west, the point of
origin of the weekly cycle, which has spread from Israel to the nations of the world. The
very air of the land imparts wisdom. So the sages were not misled when they said that
one who walks four cubits there is assured of happiness in the world to come. For, as
Halevi implies, such a person already tastes transcendence in the here and now.

But if so, the Khazar king objects, the rabbi is himself remiss in not returning to that
land. For even if the shekhinah, God’s immanence, is no longer present there, one should
surely seek to purify the soul in such a holy place, as people resort to the shrines of holy
men, if only because the shekhinah once was there. The rabbi accepts the reproach,
answering only that Israel’s return to its land has always depended on the willingness of
the people to return, for “God’s Word grants a man no more than he is capable of
receiving.”*®

Having addressed attribute theory, God’s mode of action, and the cause and cure of
Israel’s continued exile, the rabbi and his royal pupil consider the sacrificial cult. This
was the nominal focus of rabbinic grief when Israel was first exiled. But in the Kuzari it
becomes quite secondary to the attainment of a life of intimacy with God. God, the
chaver argues, does not need sacrifices; he requires no food. But the fires of sacrifice
establish an order and dignity, as a king’s panoply might do. And the divine inspiration
that must nourish the people of Israel depends upon the establishment of that order and
dignity. God is to the nation as reason is to the body; and, just as the body is sustained by
the food proper to it, so the nation is sustained by the sacrifices. They are not, then,
propitiations; still less, an end in themselves, or in any way pleasing to God, except in so
far as they prepare his people to receive his word.

Israel today, the rabbi explains, is no longer a body but only dry bones. Yet these
bones once had life and still preserve a trace of life, which can return to them, if the
Temple which animated them, and made them vulnerable, is restored.*” Platonists like al-
Farabl make the philosopher the natural recipient of prophecy—since philosophers have
the mind and the access to the active intellect that will convey the conceptual content of
revelation. They need only the gift of imagination to clothe the relevant concepts in the
concretely apprehensible garb of poetry, ritual, and institutions. Working to the same
pattern, Halevi makes the pious of Israel the natural prototypes of prophets. He completes
the thought by applying to Israelites the same critical apology that Plato used for
philosophers: Israel is the heart among the nations, at once the most vital and strong and
the most delicate and vulnerable, the most sensitive to corruption—the most sick and the
most healthy.*

You have learned that the elements emerged so that minerals might arise
from them, then plants, then animals, then man, and finally the cream of
Adam [the Jews]. Thus all evolved for the sake of that purest assay, so
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that the Divine Word might touch it; and that assay, for the still further
one, such persons as prophets and saints.*’

But prophets and saints, the chaver explains, are not the same as hermits and ascetics.
Mere renunciation does not achieve the intimacy with God that makes a nation the true
seedbed of prophecy and saintliness. Justice, not humility or spirituality, is the natural,
rational, necessary foundation of a nation’s life. It can be neither forgotten nor neglected
if a nation is to live. Indeed (as Plato taught) even a band of thieves will not survive long
without justice among its members. “The divine law cannot be fulfilled until the civil and
rational laws are perfected.”® This means that Israel can no more survive and fulfill
God’s commandments and their own destiny as a soul without a body than they can as a
body without a soul. Not withdrawal and asceticism are demanded but the full life of an
economy and a state—of feasts, social interactions, and development—the tithes, fallow
years, and the harvest festivals. It is as much a divine commandment to labor and
cultivate the soil as it is to keep the Sabbath. For both celebrate God’s act of creation and
his liberation of Israel from Egypt. And the Sabbath brings us nearer to God, through the
love and joy and affirmation it shines into our lives, than does any act of monasticism or
self-denial.”’

Strange as it may seem to the Khazar king and to many since Halevi’s time, God can
be honored or dishonored by human actions. God, Halevi insists, is glorified by the
joyous and fulfilled life of his people no less than by the light of the sun. The comparison
is in fact proposed by Psalm 19, when it strikingly parallels the sun’s universal influence
on nature with the similarly salubrious influence upon Israel of the commandments of the
Torah.’* Piety is not best shown by upturned eyes, fine words, meditative postures and
gestures, and talk that intends no action, but by genuine commitment and sincere

intentions [:"‘*"E_HU"}‘M ﬁf—"l‘-',j‘dd-s "'I}' that is, intentions that manifest themselves in
demanding actions performed with zeal and dedication.”

The good life

What Halevi calls for here is not simply a return to Zion; still less, mere spiritual longing,
or the presence in Zion of some merely mystical or contemplative community. He is
calling for reconstitution of the full, robust life of Israel in its land, under its laws—
political, moral, social, economic, intellectual, and spiritual rebirth. The members of the
Sanhedrin, he argues, were responsible for knowledge of every science—veritable,
conventional, or fanciful—from botany and zoology to hygiene, medicine, astronomy,
and music, the profession of the Levites. They needed the authentic sciences to fulfill the
intentions of the law and to look after the health and welfare of the people; the
conventional sciences, to perfect their use of language; and the specious sciences,
evidently to understand superstitions regarding magic and the like.”* These sciences,
whose relics still distinguish Jews, must be restored, along with the Hebrew language,
which has fallen into a decline since the days of the psalmists, and has become the toy of
lackeys and misfits.>

Israel’s aim, the chaver urges, is not the otherworldliness so common among the
spiritually inclined. We love life and all its goods. True, one who reaches moral
perfection, as did Enoch or Elijah, will grow uncomfortable in the world and will feel no
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isolation in solitude. Philosophers, similarly, seek the company of their disciples. For
students stimulate the mind, but the common crowd is a distraction. Yet today, when
there is no clear vision, the good man (al-khayr) must be the guardian of his country.”® He
must give all his powers their due, preparing them to serve when called on. The king is
surprised at so political an answer to a question about personal goodness. “I asked about
the good man,” he says, “not about a prince.” But the rabbi answers that human goodness
is political, for Plato’s reason, that it rests on command over one’s powers: “He who
ruleth his spirit is better than one who taketh a city” (Proverbs 16:32). The good man here
stands in the place of Plato’s philosopher-king as the rightful ruler, who must train his
forces, marshal his faculties and await his day: “The good man is the prince, obeyed by
his senses, and by his spiritual and physical powers.... It is he who is fit to rule. For if he
led a state, he would apply the same justice in it as he does in governing his own body
and soul.””’

The good man holds before his eyes the service of the Temple, the epiphany of Sinai,
the binding of Isaac, the desert Tabernacle—all the scenes the Torah sets before us, not as
icons, mandalas, or sacraments, but as dramatic re-enactments of the great moments in a
history of spiritual enlightenment.’® These scenes, pictured in thought, refresh the good
man’s soul, purge his mind of doubts, restore the harmony of his powers, and guide him
to array his limbs like a soldier standing at attention to hear the orders of his commander.
It is in this posture, not prostrate before his God, that he prays. Prayer becomes the fruit
of his day, not an onerous charge or a meaningless routine, empty as the chatter of a
parrot or a starling, but a nourishment for the soul, taken three times each day, just as
nourishment is given to the body.”

Civilly, socially, and politically, human rationality regulates the good man’s life. But
God adds further requirements to refine the life of Israel, rendering specific the generic
obligations of reason, and instituting the visible symbolisms without which such notions
as that of a covenant between God and all the descendants of Abraham would be mere
abstractions. The ritual without the idea is meaningless; but the idea without the
enactment is empty.® Even kings have not the perfect rest of Israel’s Sabbath. But good
Israelites, who live in the thought that God is ever-present to them, view the world not as
a piece of work that the artisan has finished or abandoned but as an ongoing creation, in
which even their own words and the songs that spring from their mouths at God’s behest,
typically issue forth without the least knowledge on their part of how it is that the God-
given powers of the body and creativity of the mind spring to their service.®!

Prophecy is the fitting outcome of such a life, which regards all good things as God’s
blessings, a life in daily converse with God’s will. Obedience, not zeal, is God’s desire.
Moderation, not excess, is the basis of God’s plan. Just as only God, and no mere
alchemist, knows the proportions of matter needed to compound a living body, so no
mere tinkerer can compound the principles of a law of life. Personal insight alone cannot
possibly replace the careful and systemic modulation that will produce not only life but
the good life. Halevi’s analogy of the individualist with the alchemist aims pointedly at
the Karaites, whose rejection of the oral law—that is, the Talmud and the ongoing
authority of rabbinic tradition to amend and adjust the understanding of that law—
seemed, if taken at face value, to leave each reader of the Torah, like a fundamentalist
preacher, to read and understand the text in isolation. How would the literalist or
fundamentalist who reads Scripture individualistically, as though untutored reason were a
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sufficient key to unlock the hermeneutic circle, even know that the Torah does not
command retaliation but requires acceptance of appropriate compensation in the case of
torts? Without an oral tradition, Halevi laughs, we would not even know how to vocalize
the Hebrew text, or parse it, let alone how to govern by it.”>

Just as I told you [says the chaver, when the king remarks on the
originality (ijtihad) of the Karaites], that is characteristic of the work of
reason and personal judgment. Those who strive to work out ideas of their
own about how to worship God are much more original [akthar ijtihadan]
than those who simply do God’s will as He commanded. For the latter are
at ease with their traditionalism [taqlid]. Their spirits are calm and
confident, like those of town dwellers who fear no attack. But the former
are like a foot soldier in no man’s land. He has no idea what might
happen, so he goes armed and ready for battle, trained and practiced in
warfare. So you should not be surprised at seeing these people girded up,
or dismayed at the seeming laxity of those who follow tradition, the
Rabbanites. For the others are searching for a stronghold they can fortify,
but these couch secure in their own beds in an ancient and well fortified
city.”

Clearly, the king replies, if the Karaites won the day there would be as many codes as
opinions; how, then, could all Israel follow the single law that the Torah enjoins (Exodus
12:49)? Once again Halevi’s standard is not only biblical, but public and political.
Personal religion and private spirituality, no matter how ingenious—and Halevi concedes
the intelligence and sophistication of the Karaites—can never become a unified and
coherent system of law. Modern history, not least in the French and Soviet revolutions,
affords the seeming exceptions that prove the rule. For as Michael Oakeshott, Eric
Voegelin, Friedrich von Hayek, and others have argued in the twentieth century, and as
Edmund Burke argued at the end of the eighteenth, a private vision can be made public,
but only with great violence. Even then it cannot endure, if it has not grown from the soil
of a tradition of civil culture and public virtue, which is the secular counterpart of the sort
of tradition that Halevi speaks for. God is the radical origin, but Israel is the material
vehicle of the law’s unfolding.

The oral law is stricter than the law of Moses, in view of the general intent of making
a margin (seyag) around the Torah. But for that very reason, the rabbis can qualify and
mitigate their rulings, which are constantly guided by God’s still present word. Even the
aggadah or narrative of rabbinic tradition is not to be despised. True, it may seem silly at
times; it can be marred by the inclusion of the less elevated and edifying remarks of the
sages, which their disciples set in the canon more out of zeal than out of poor judgment.
Yet the rigor of the sages in matters of practice (halakhah) is ample evidence that their
flights of aggadic fancy are no mere daydreams but careful and methodical devices for
eliciting important themes, treating the verses of Scripture as springboards, hallmarks,
and touchstones of tradition, rather than as strict grounds of proof alone.**

Elohim, the common biblical term for God, originally meant “a ruling power.” Its
plural form reflects the ancients’ ascription of differentiated spheres of action to diverse
deities. Originally it was a collective noun; then, a generic descriptor of the divine. But
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the tetragrammaton names God properly, not generically. It reflects the personal contact
of prophets with God as an individual and the historic experience of Israel with God’s
self-revelation and redemption. For conceptually we know the divine only by inference
from its effects in nature;™ and such reasoning is inherently open to ambiguity, leading to
such errors as eternalism, dualism, fire-worship, sun-worship—or, at best perhaps, the
doctrine of the philosophers that God is too exalted to know or care about his creatures.
Fortunately, we are not confined to the flickering light of reason, but can know God
through our intercourse with him and the long history of our growing awareness,
traceable in a tradition that Scripture reports, all the way back to Adam.

Metaphysics

God’s will is executed in nature without intermediaries, the chaver argues. Here Halevi
takes aim at the elaborate ontology which clogs the Neoplatonic cosmos with
disembodied intelligences and mediating hypostases. The system was devised to address
what Neoplatonists called the problem of the many and the One—to answer the question
why God did not remain in supernal isolation but permitted, even promoted, a world of
multifarious things, no one of which, nor even the whole of which, could pretend to
God’s own absolute unity and perfection. Emanation, the intellectual causation that is the
core idea of Neoplatonism, seemed indispensable in explaining how God, the One or the
First in Neoplatonic parlance, related to the world—how he knew it and governed it. In
the version developed by such thinkers as al-Farabi and ibn Stna (Avicenna), the self-
reflection of the One projects a diversity out of the merely notional distinction of the
divine as subject from the divine as object. This diversity allows or rather entails the
emergence of a pure Intellect from the One, which remains in itself undifferentiated and
undiminished. The universal intelligence of this first dependent hypostasis contemplates
both itself and its source and so gives rise to a second Intellect and a far more solid
concrescence, the outermost sphere of the heavens. This mechanism seemed to the
Muslim and Jewish followers of ibn Sina capable of explaining the whole sequence of
intelligences (the realities behind the poetic notion of angels) and spheres (the
transparent, simplex, and indestructible vehicles of the motion of the stars and planets),
down to the lowest of the supernal disembodied minds, the active intellect, and the
nethermost of the celestical spheres, that of the moon.

God’s knowledge is of himself. His thought is of himself. His pleasure, life, and
wisdom, like his creativity, are all identical with his self-knowledge. Thus God knows
and governs the world obliquely, through the universal ideas which are the archetypes of
all things in nature and the content of the thinking of the supernal intelligences. For these
disembodied minds are neither wholly separate nor wholly identical with God’s own.
This means that God knows particulars by way of the universals which in a Neoplatonic
scheme are both their causes and their ultimate reality. I say reality in the singular, since
all real universals resolve into diversifications and specifications of God’s own absolute
unity and goodness. God governs through the active intellect’s projection of these ideal
archetypes onto matter. For the active intellect is the source of form in things, and of
inspiration in the minds of philosophers, scientists, and prophets—although not, of
course, their ultimate source.
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Halevi has little patience with the scheme. Like other critics, including ibn Gabirol and
al-Ghazali, he finds the idea that emanation is the truth behind the scriptural idea of
creation reductionistic and unsatisfactory, in part because it treats God’s creativity too
much as a mechanism, an automatism, or a necessity of logic. He finds the account of
God’s knowledge too remote, placing God himself at a remove from nature and setting
the ideas of things between God and his creatures, as though God, like some absolutely
theoretical scientist, knew only the general ideas, and cared not at all for the fate of
vulnerable individuals. Halevi expresses his distaste for mediated emanation when, like
ibn Gabirol, he makes a prominent issue of the primacy of God’s will, the attribute that
ibn Gabirol and al-Ghazali found to be dissolved away in the philosophies of al-Farabi
and ibn Stna.

But Judaism has no categories of “heresy” or “innovation,” like those which al-
Ghazali applied to twenty dicta of the Islamic philosophers. So, unlike al-Ghazalt, Halevi
does not seek to isolate the theses on which the philosophers, Neoplatonic Aristotelians
of the stamp of al-Farabt and ibn Sina, can be deemed at fault. Like al-Ghazali, Halevi
wants to salvage some of the cosmology and metaphysics of these philosophers. But,
unlike al-Ghazali, he does not choose their own scholastic method as his chief means of
filtering off what he finds most valuable. Rather, since he knows his battle is with
intellectual authority, and since his quarrel is (as Erasmus’ will be) at least as much with
the spirit and method of the philosophers as with their doctrine, he resorts to reductio ad
absurdum and to the poet’s device of satire, even ridicule, maintaining the skeptic’s
external stance to the very enterprise of philosophy, at least as conceived by its most
prominent practitioners in his day:

The philosophers aver that from one can issue only one. So they posit an
angel close to the First, from whom, they would have it that it emanates.
Then they propose that this angel has two attributes [violating their own
principle that the simple gives rise only to the simple]: its knowledge of
its existence through itself, and its knowledge that it has a cause. [But why
should it have any attributes; and if it has, why should they be cognitive?
And have the philosophers not contradicted themselves in making this
“angel” aware both of its self-sufficiency and of its dependence on the
First?] This entails [!] the emergence of two more things from it: an angel
and the sphere of the fixed stars. [Has this sphere, with its countless stars,
Maimonides will ask, preserved the simplicity called for in the first
premise?] This too, in so far as it is intellectually aware of the First entails
the issuance from it of another angel, and in so far as it is intellectually
aware of itself entails the issuance from it of the sphere of Saturn. And so
on, down to the moon, and thence, to the active intellect.

People have accepted this and been so taken in by it that they thought it
was a proof. For it was ascribed to Greek philosophers. But it is sheer
supposition without a shred of cogency, and it lies open to objection from
several different directions. One, why did this emanation cease? Through
some insufficiency in the First?... How do we know that intellectual self-
knowledge entails the issuance from oneself of a celestial sphere? Or that
intellectual knowledge of the First entails the emergence of an angel?
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When Aristotle claimed to know himself intellectually, one ought to
expect a sphere to emanate from him; and if he claims to know the First
intellectually, an angel!

I mention these principles to you so that you will not be overawed by
the philosophers and assume that if you follow them your spirit will come
to rest in soothing proof. But in fact, all their principles are as illogical
and as impossible for reason to swallow as these.*

Dispensing with the whole elaborate apparatus of disembodied intellects, “star-souls” or
sphere-angels, Halevi makes God’s knowledge and governance of the world direct. Only
his word, the direct manifestation of his will and wisdom, intervenes in nature. Yet this
commanding word still has the double-edged efficacy of its ancient Philonic counterpart:
it is immanent in nature without compromising God’s absoluteness, but what it expresses
is in no way separate from God. It is his will. The ’amr or divine word of command is
still, in a way, an emanation. For it does convey the divine plan and idea and impress it
upon the world, Zion, and the prophets, who are recipients of inspiration. It is this fact
that David Neumark has in mind when he identifies Halevi as a philosopher “of the Ibn
Gabirol type.”®” But the emergence of the word from God in Halevi, like the initial
differentiation of the first essence in ibn Gabirol,68 is now volitional. The work of
emanation is no longer conceived through a mystification of logic that makes entailment
somehow a source or vehicle of creation and makes thought of self or of the First a means
of projecting angels, intelligences, or spheres.®’

Direct governance and volitional emanation have precedents not only in ibn Gabirol’s
spirited volitional recasting of Neoplatonic ontology but also in Saadia’s adaptation of the
idea of God’s created glory and his immanentist remarks about God’s rejoicing in his
creatures. For the impact of the approach is to make immanent divine volition, much as
classical Neoplatonism made immanent the archetypal logos. The approach has a long
afterlife: in Maimonides’ theory of angels as forms and forces, in the kabbalistic
developments pioneered by Nachmanides, in Spinoza’s idea of the conatus, Bergson’s
¢lan vital, Whitehead’s conception of creativity, and beyond.

In dismissing intellectualist emanation, Halevi has not rejected logic or philosophy. He
has rejected the specific product that prominent practitioners of philosophy ascribed to
logic. He holds that in fact only tradition can account for the assumption of these
philosophers that there is any cogency at all in arguments so suppositious and speculative
as those by which they projected the hierarchy of celestial intellects. The tradition of late
Neoplatonism, in this case, conceived its problematic so narrowly that solutions whose
alternatives were invisible to the philosophers seemed risible to their adversaries.”’ Al-
Ghazali, in another case, rightly asks the Neoplatonists to produce the middle term that
would arm their argument, if they have one, or to explain, if their claims are indeed
proferred as self-evident, why it is that not everyone agrees. Similarly, Halevi thinks that
what is a matter of demonstration should not seem ridiculous to an outsider.

Thus he faults the philosophers not for their logic but for their want of logic. He
rejects their conclusions because their reasoning fails by the standards of rationality. By
the same token, he has not wholly rejected philosophy. For the critique of arguments that
fail in cogency is of the essence in philosophy. Indeed, the naturalism to which Halevi
appeals in rejecting the idea that mere self-reflection or contemplation of the divine can
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entail spheres or angels into being is of a piece with philosophic speculation—although it
is corrosive to the intellectualist assumptions of a school which treated the name
“philosopher” as their patent.

God acts in the world, Halevi urges, as the soul acts in the body. His name bespeaks
his absoluteness, and he remains unseen in all his roles, as the soul does in the body. As a
king may appear now as a warrior, now as a civil magistrate, God remains one in all his
acts and guises—for the senses never perceive the inner essences of things. What
prophets saw, they saw with the inner eye of the mind, “forms shaped to accommodate
their own natures and wont, which they described in terms of the corporeal attributes they
experienced. Their descriptions were true on the level of sense, imagination, and
projection [al-wahm], but not in terms of the God’s real identity, as an object of
reason.”’!

Even a squint-eyed and myopic person may aid one who is clear sighted, if the latter
knows how to discount for the distortions of the other’s vision. It is in this sense, Halevi
suggests, that prophets of varying sensibilities corroborate one another’s visions. Some
portray God in human form, to highlight God’s relevance to our concerns. The divine
glory that prophets see is either some specially created object or some part of God’s
retinue, known only to the pure, or nature itself viewed as an epiphany, as when Isaiah
says (6:6), “The whole earth is full of His glory.””* All such visions, even the extreme
ones that seem to treat the divine far too corporeally, have the poetic power of
immediacy, cutting through the necessary resort of the conceptual to discursive language:
“The human soul feels terror in the presence of what is frightening, not when told about
it. We feel desire for a fair form that is present and seen, not one that we have only heard
about.””

Philosophers may say that love of God follows from knowledge of his omnipotence,
but such inferences are too abstract to command the heart. With love, as with generation,
mere entailment does not do the job. Thus, with all their most impressive arguments, the
philosophers find no following among the common people—not because the people are
too crude, as the philosophers suppose, but because the philosophers are too far removed
from life.”* What is needed, if people are to be moved, is not even the sheer will or
creativity that may create a world, but symbols. Human beings need language to
communicate. They need images, even rituals. “Do not believe the would-be reasoner
who claims that his thought has reached such a stage of intimacy and order that he has
grasped all the ideas requisite in the study of divinity by sheer reason, without any
sensory prop or experiential canon.”” Ordinary philosophers seem to want to study the
divine as they might seek to study the earth. But such methods give them no real access
to God’s will or actions. Thus Socrates wisely said, “I have only human wisdom.”’® We
Israclites, the rabbi confesses freely, rely on our clear-sighted prophets, who have (to
borrow Plato’s image) looked at the sun. Choosing those times of day and seasons of the
year when God’s light seems less blinding, we seek to join our seers in their vision,
prepared by what they have related, not to be blinded or confused by what we see.”’

Having acquired the basics of Halevi’s historicist and traditionalist views, which make
direct encounter with God the foundation of religious knowledge and which treat life in
God’s law as the foundation of religious fulfillment, Halevi’s Khazar king is ready to
confront theology (kalam). The purpose of doing so is the traditional one, of learning to



Judah Halevi 173

refute foolish and dangerous alternatives to the truth. But Halevi reserves a dramatic
irony here as the chaver leads the king through a typical cosmology.

The Khazar learns that bodies are as we perceive them in quality and quantity, but that
they possess an underlying substrate, their materiality, whose very nature is imperfection,
otherness, and sheer virtuality. Matter, as Aristotle put it, seems ashamed to appear
naked. It is, perhaps, the “water” of Genesis 1:2; and the spirit that brooded over that
water would be the divine will, which permeates all matter, giving it form. The
suggestion that the tohu ve-vohu of the same verse is unformed matter betrays to the alert
reader that this system of theology is anything but standard kalam creationist fare. For it
introduces the idea that matter, as a sheer virtuality, is uncreated and that the act of
creation is the imparting of form upon the receptivity that Plato called “the receptacle.”
God’s creative intellect bestows the forms which the elements interchange when they are
radically altered, and it follows that God can give any form to any matter—the thesis that
was the basis of al-Ghazali’s naturalization of the possibility of miracles in particular and
divine governance in general.

Of course vines grow from seeds, and seeds germinate with the turning of the spheres,
the rabbi says. But it is God, the Khazar chimes in, who turns the spheres. And new
species cannot simply arise, or old ones perish, adds the rabbi, in deference to the
naturalism enshrined canonically in Aristotle’s essentialism. The teleology of (pseudo-)
Aristotle’s The Utility of the Species of Animals and Galen’s On the Usefulness of the
Organs refutes Epicurus’ view that the world arose by accident and without design. The
presence of a soul is shown by the animation of living things, which grow, respond to
stimuli, and think, not because of their materiality but because of an entelechy that
perfects them as exemplars of their kind, that is, a soul, which is no mere product of the
combination of elements but a nature and thus a substance in its own right.

Again the alert reader might be troubled. Why is Halevi’s earlier polemical tone on
behalf of creatio ex nihilo here dropped in favor of a tacit acceptance of formatio mundi?
Why the acceptance of the substantial soul, when al-Ghazali has already rejected spiritual
immortality as a pale shadow and insufficient surrogate of resurrection, and when
rabbinic immortality is founded on the conjoint responsibility of the soul and body that
make up a moral personality only when united? Why the acceptance of the immutability
of species, when that implies their eternity and the eternity of the world? And above all,
in view of Halevi’s thematic, why is matter suddenly relegated to the Platonic position of
mere otherness and virtuality, when the great theme of Halevi’s theology has been the
localization and particularization of the divine presence and the great theme of his ethical
and religious instruction has been the need to re-embody the disembodied spirituality of
his people Israel?

The chaver traces the Aristotelian psychology of ibn Sina from the vegetative soul to
the sacred intellect, which rises above mere discursive reasoning and becomes the vehicle
of revelation, repeating ibn Sina’s arguments for the immortality of the rational soul and
its conjoining after death with the active intellect. He then pulls up short his royal disciple
with the warning that the whole attractive picture is delusory. Philosophers do not need
their four elements as building blocks of nature, since their world is eternal. Nor do we,
since ours is the immediate work of God. Ashes are not earth, and plants do not contain
fire; nor is their sap water—for it may be poison. The idea of purely spiritual immortality
cannot (as al-Ghazalt warned) successfully differentiate the disembodied souls it posits,
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and ibn Sina@’s notion that rational thought is independent of the body and even of the
aging process takes insufficient account of the clinical facts of senility and depression.
We cannot blame the philosophers for their errors, for their intentions were good, their
morals followed the laws of reason, and they led virtuous lives. But they lacked authentic
tradition to guide them. Reason alone was insufficient, and the tradition they evolved,
quite unselfconsciously, which they mistook for the pure work of reason, led them into
many errors.”®

What we need to know in the realm of theology is that the world is created, as are
motion and rest, that it has a cause in God, who is eternal and unconditioned, incorporeal,
omniscient and omnipotent, living and willing eternally. Finally, the human will, like
God’s, is free. Volition is delegated to human beings, just as natural dispositions are
imparted to all animate and inanimate things. For, to mention only the most revealing of
Halevi’s dialectical arguments, if an external determinism is true, then “a man’s speaking
would be compulsory, like his pulse, which our immediate experience shows that it is
not.” The immediate experience here is very particular and personal. For who would
know better than the physician-poet Halevi how the pulse will beat, or how freely a man
may speak or keep silent?”

Drawing his teaching to a close, the chaver returns to thoughts of Zion, which has
never been far from the aim of his argument. For it is in Zion that God’s immanence is
made most manifest, and only there that Israel lives the full life of God’s commandments.
Halevi’s central goal is not the formulation of broad theological dicta but the recognition
that these two are one: that is, that the life of Israel in her land and the will of God are one
and the same. This theme rises closer and closer to the surface as the rabbi repeatedly
cites the yearning for Zion expressed in Israel’s prayers. He dismisses the pious notion
that Israel’s sins debar it from its land, taking the confessional lines from the liturgy
(“and for our sins were we exiled from our land”) as hortatory and admonitory, not
explanatory, nor expressive of any norm or law. The Psalm (102:14—15) prayerfully holds
out the vivid hope: “Thou wilt arise and take pity on Zion, for the time to favor her is
here, the time is come—since Thy servants delight in her stones and cherish her dust.”
This means that Jerusalem will be rebuilt when Israel so yearns for it that the people
cherish its very stones and dust. No verse could better sum up the hearty, and indeed
physical, rootedness that Halevi counterpoises to Neoplatonic intellectualism, and the
lively optimism that he finds in the heart of his people’s spirituality. Respond-ing to the
chaver’s words, the king offers a courtly opportunity for his teacher to take his leave: “If
this be so, it would be culpable to detain you.”

Halevi himself acted on the conclusion he had reached. In 1140, he left Spain and
made his way eastward. His wife was dead. Leaving behind his daughter and the land of
“his fathers’ graves,” he traveled with Isaac, apparently his son-in-law, the son of his old
friend Abraham ibn Ezra. Arriving in Alexandria on 8 September, he apparently tried
without success, after recovering from this journey, to make his way further but was
detained by the difficulty of coastal travel as the winter set in. By Chanukkah, he was
brought up to Cairo and warmly welcomed by his old friend Chalfon. As he waited out
the winter, he came to fear—between the hardships of travel, the unsettled times, the
impositions of the Muslim authorities, and the sociability of the many friends and
acquaintances who flocked to meet the famous and still prolific poet—that he might not
reach his goal. For his friends urged him to remain in Egypt rather than risk the journey
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to the Crusader kingdom. When he finally took ship in the spring, unfavorable winds
turned him back. He might indeed have died in Egypt, but seems in fact to have set sail.

The journey was not the one Halevi’s heart had most ached for. The historical Khazar
kingdom, after all, was not a utopian realm beyond the legendary Sabbath-keeping river
Sambatyon, but a flesh and blood realm that faced real social and economic, military and
political problems. And, in the same way, Halevi was not the pious rabbi of the Kuzari
but a man of flesh and blood, who longed for the East when he was in the furthest West,
and who voiced his delight, even in old age, at the forms of the girls on the banks of the
Nile, whose slender arms, laden with bracelets, enchanted the heart and made the old poet
forgetful of his age. His journey, delayed not only by weather but by his very celebrity,
was not the long-dreamed-of return of Israel to its land, pictured in one illuminated
hagaddah with charming little figures in medieval garb joyously bearing their great
menorah back to its place on Mount Zion. It was the weary return of one elderly doctor,
whose one hope in life had diminished and focused to a sharp, burning point, the urgent
desire to lay his bones near those of his forebears. It was a journey of return not to life but
to death, and not for a nation but for a soul that had now grown nearly as lonely, in a
throng of friends, patrons, and admirers, as Moses ibn Ezra had grown in his exile.

If Halevi’s last journey had meaning, it was only by the direction that it pointed. But
the significance of that pointing itself was encoded not by the poet’s life but by his work,
above all by the Kuzari and its intellectually serious demand for the reintegration of
Israel, body and spirit, law and lore, mind and practice, land, language, and logos, the
freely imparted direction of God’s eternal idea. Only a fiction draws the point to the
arrow of Halevi’s trajectory: legend has it that he lived to kiss the ground outside
Jerusalem, where, as he spoke the words of his famous ode to Zion,*® he was ridden down
by an Arab horseman and killed.

In an important comparative essay, David Baneth, who devoted much of his life to
establishing the critical text of the Kuzari, compares Halevi’s work with that of his
Muslim elder contemporary al-Ghazalt. He marks Halevi’s rejection of the four-element
scheme, which is not precedented in al-Ghazali. He contrasts al-Ghazali’s theory that
God acts in all things with Halevi’s idea of the variable receptivity of created beings to
the delegated power of God. Above all, he notes Halevi’s optimism and openness:

Ghazali’s doctrine points toward asceticism, detachment from the world.
His writings are pervaded by a stern and not infrequently gloomy strain....
Judah Halevi, on the other hand, unaffected by the influence of the
cultural trends around him, perceives religious joy as the essential
ingredient of Jewish piety. He lists the fear of God, the love of God, and
rejoicing in God as the cardinal religious virtues, as it were, of Judaism,
and he considers the rejoicing on festival days, as long as it is grounded in
religious devotion, to be no less important than repentance and contrition
on fast days. Rejoicing is an emanation of love, from which in turn flows
a sense of gratitude to God."'

Complementing and spelling out this optimism is Halevi’s happy confidence in his
people and their underlying critical, moral, and spiritual sense.
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Ghazali’s piety, like religiosity based on asceticism and mysticism, is the
piety of the individual.... For Ghazali, there is a wide gap between the
piety of the few God-seekers and the piety of the masses, who know only
the literal text of the credo and the externalities of ceremonial practice.
Not so Judah Halevi. His theory of the special religious faculty granted to
Israel already places the entire Jewish people on essentially the same
level. The religious acts he stresses serve to unite the nation; intellectual
differences remain insignificant.™

NOTES

1 An ambiguous Bodleian manuscript reading suggests that Halevi may have been born in
Tudela; see Schirmann 1937-8, 10:237-9; 1979. Baer argues (1971, 1: 391 n. 48), “it is not
very important whether Halevi was born in Toledo or Tudela, since the fact of his residence
in Toledo and his close association with the Jewish courtiers of the Castilian court is well
attested.” Baron similarly notes (195283, 4:248) that Moses ibn Ezra hails Halevi as
coming from Seir, an apparent reference to Toledo. For Tudela “remained in Muslim hands
for thirty years longer” than Toledo. “Moreover, Tudela was incorporated in 1115 in
Navarre, not Castile,” so Halevi’s epithet “the Castilian” seems to refer to Toledo.

2 For the ambivalences of the Andalusian Hebrew poets, see Brann 1991, esp. pp. 19-22, 44-7,
59, 66, 93-6.

3 In a little work on prosody written in 1138, Halevi commends eleven Arabic meters as
gratifying, and a twelfth (ramal) as suitable for short poems. “It is an ugly thing,” he urges,
to force Arabic vocalic discreteness on to Hebrew poesy. Halevi objects to quantitative
prosody altogether, since elemental Hebrew semantics calls for stress accents, and the
subtleties of Hebrew diction rest on phonetic patterns not found in Arabic. In practice Halevi
used more meters than the essay favors. He experimented with syllabic meters but continued
to use the Arabic quantitative measures to the end of his life. Clearly his ear gave him greater
liberties than his canon countenanced. But he was not simply allowing his practice to outrun
some casually adopted or arbitrarily overwrought formal theory. He makes the same points
about Hebrew phonetics and semantics in the Kuzari (2.69-78). In both works he argues that
the greatest Hebrew poetry needs no meter and wants none; for meters interfere with Hebrew
linguistic values, which he hopes will be restored, and with the musical flexibility of
Hebrew, which is syntactical at its core. For, as Halevi sees, melody is no more bound to
meter than poetry is. Here Halevi seems to view his own practical poetics as a compromise
with the Sitz im Leben. In the Kuzari he even argues that the acknowledged aesthetic
gratifications of Arabic prosody are a detriment to the spiritual aims of Hebrew poetry at its
ideal, as represented for Halevi by the chaste semantical rhythms of the Psalms, the
compositions of the Levites, those ancestors whose heritage Halevi followed but never
dreamed he could fulfill. For Halevi’s critique of prosody, see Schirmann 1945; Halevi
1930a; Stern 1949, p. 62; Allony 1951, p. 161; Brann 1991, pp. 96-118; Baron 1952-83,
7:200-1. For the Arabic distinction between poetry and verse, see Goodman 1992, pp. 221—
6.

4 See Kuzari 2.64. The critical edition of the Arabic text was prepared by David H. Baneth. The
English translation by Hartwig Hirschfeld is imprecise and misleading on almost every page;
his editio princeps is also marred by numerous errors. Barry Kogan is preparing a new
translation for the Yale Judaica Series based on Baneth’s text and on a draft begun by the
late Lawrence Berman. Translations in the present essay are my own. See also Halevi’s
letters edited by Ratzhaby 1953, pp. 268—72, and by Brody in Diwan Jehuda Halevi 1:224,
letter 6 (Halevi 1930b).
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5 As an antidote to the widely repeated view that Halevi’s thought is anti-philosophical, see
Strauss 1952 and Motzkin 1980.

6 For the themes of Golden Age poetry, see Scheindlin 1986 and 1991.

7 The topos is revisited by Hamadhant’s Jewish imitator al-Charizi; the young man’s posture
resonates with that of the young Elihu in the book of Job 32.

8 Halevi 1930a, 1:18, no. 14.

9 See Baer 1971, 1:68.

10 Ibid.

11 “Libbi be Mizrach,” tr. after Carmi.

12 Baer 1971, 1:69-70.

13 See Baer 1971, 1:70 and 27-8; Baron 195283, 7:154.

14 Halevi 1930a, 4:131-4, nos. 58-9; tr. after Baer 1971, 1:70.

15 See Goitein 1967-88, 5:457. Goitein identifies the “wicked queen” of Halevi’s letter with
Dofia Urraca (reigned 1109-26), who was known for her cruelty.

16 See Goitein 1967—88, 5:453—4. Chalfon was the dedicatee of the essay on meters; see Brann
1991, pp. 96-7.

17 Baer 1971, pp. 1-72.

18 The poem is printed in Hebrew and English in Halevi 1974, pp. 10-13.

19 Compare al-Ghazalt’s decision, in the fateful year 1095, to abandon the false public position
in which he found himself—but for the life of a Sufi.

20 Spiegel 1976, pp. 189-90.

21 Scheindlin 1991, pp. 130-4.

22 Halevi had longed for such visions; see Scheindlin 1991, pp. 198-200.

23 Halevi 1974, p. 2.

24 See Kuzari 2.24.

25 Baer 1971, 1:73.

26 The traditional title, the Kuzari, derives from the popular pronunciation of the title used for
the Hebrew translation by ibn Tibbon. But Halevi himself informally called the work Al-
KhazarT in a letter written while he was at work on the book.

27 See Dunlop 1954.

28 Kuzari 1.1: p. 6 (Baneth).

29 Ibid., pp. 34.

30 Ibid. Halevi echoes the language of Hippocrates’ famous title Airs, Waters, and Places.

31 Kuzari 1.3: p. 6 (Baneth). To call the philosopher’s arguments “impressive” is a backhanded
compliment, as Motzkin 1980 notes (p. 114). The suggestion is that the level of
argumentation is only persuasive rather than demonstrative. Such a put-down was
characteristic of Aristotelian philosophers when evaluating the arguments of “theologians.”
Maimonides will similarly turn the tables in the Guide of the Perplexed (2.15), holding that,
if Aristotle had had any apodeictic proof of the world’s eternity, he would not have resorted
to persuasive language; for it was Aristotle himself who taught humankind the conditions of
rigorous demonstration.

32 Kuzari 2.56, 79-80:pp. 734, 83 (Baneth). One pious gloss assigns such rocking a spiritual
significance: the worshipper draws near to the light of God’s word and then draws back from
the intensity of its heat. Halevi thinks such glosses trivialize—not God’s word, to be sure,
but the idea we may have of how to fulfill it, as though standing and rocking in place were
an adequate response to the words of the living God.

33 Brann 1991, p. 86.

34 See Motzkin 1980, p. 112.

35 Kuzari 1.4:p. 6 (Baneth).

36 Ibid., 1.5:p. 8.

37 Ibid., 1.6:pp. 8-9.

38 Ibid., 1.19-20:p. 11.
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39 Ibid., 1.21:p. 11.

40 See Kuzari 1.65.

41 Ibid., 1.81-91.

42 Ibid., 1.92-7.

43 Ibid., 3.21:pp. 110-11 (Baneth).

44 Ibid., 1.106; cf. Goodman 1991, chapter 6.

45 Kuzari 1.105:p. 35 (Baneth).

46 Ibid., 2.24:p. 58 (Baneth). “God’s word,” here and throughout the Kuzari, is al-’amr al-Ilaht,
a favorite expression of Halevi’s for the divine agency in nature. The expression stems
ultimately from the Philonic idea of the logos, mediated by the Islamic expression ’amr,
which construes as an imperative the word that is an archetype, hypostasis, and divine
attribute; see Baljon 1958, pp. 7-18 and Pines 1960, 1:29-30, s.v. ’amr. The connotative
force of al-’amr al-11ahT is “the commanding word of God.” The Arabic redactor of the
Plotinian collection known as the Theology of Aristotle saw the affinity of the Neoplatonic
version of Philo’s logos to the Qur’anic divine command, perhaps aided by familiarity with
the Gospel’s reliance on the logos. So ’amr quite naturally and appropriately becomes the
counterpart of the Greek logos. It is a mistranslation to render al-’amr al-Ilaht “the divine
thing,” as is regrettably done in David Neumark’s otherwise important essay in Neumark
1971, p. 224. It is misdirection to render the expression transparently or euphemistically as
“God’s influence,” “God’s power,” or the like. The word of God in Halevi is an immanent
hypostasis. Its presence is crucial to the special role Halevi ascribes to the people of Israel in
the world, and to the special role he assigns to prophetic poetry in the life of the people of
Israel; see also Altmann 1969 and Pines 1980.

47 Kuzari 2.30.

48 Ibid., 2.36-42. Cf. Plato, Republic 6.495: “the very qualities that make up the philosophical
nature do in fact become, when the environment and nurture are bad, in some way the cause
of its backsliding.”

49 Kuzari 2.44: pp. 67-8 (Baneth). Halevi’s evolutionism seems to echo that of the Ikhwan

L)
al-Safa’ op Basra, e popularity is alluded to by the oblique reference: “You have
learned.” As I emphasized in introducing their Case of the Animals vs Man (Ikhwan

al's-“'f'f 1978), theirs is a Neoplatonic evolutionism; it does not proceed by natural
selection. In Halevi it is clearly temporal, as biblical creationism suggests it should be; it is
also teleological, in the Stoic, anthropocentric, not the Neoplatonic, universalist sense that
Maimonides will later accept.

50 Kuzari 2.48:p. 69 (Baneth).

51 Ibid., 2.50.

52 Ibid., 2.50-5.

53 Ibid., 2.56:pp. 73—4 (Baneth).

54 Ibid., 2.64; cf. Maimonides, Guide 3.29, 37, 49.

55 Kuzari 2.64-5, 68.

56 The democratic orientation implicit in Halevi’s nationalism is striking: the good person here
replaces Plato’s Guardian.

57 Kuzari 3.1-5:pp. 90-2 (Baneth). Unlike the Muslim philosopher ibn Bajja (d. 1138), who
was, after all, a wazir, Halevi did not carry his alienation to the point of urging spiritual
withdrawal from political engagement. He did urge Jewish withdrawal from dispersion
among the nations, but for the sake of reintegrating the political and the spiritual. He did not
accept the view that the two were incompatible but held fast to the political Platonism of al-
Farabi in a new recension of his own; cf. Melamed forthcoming, pp. 24—6.

58 Nachmanides relies on Halevi’s thinking here for his theory that the festivals and
celebrations of Jewish law enable all Israel continuously to relive the unique moments of
their spiritual history; see Novak 1992, pp. 103—4.
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59 Kuzari 3.5:pp. 93—4 (Baneth).

60 Ibid., 3.7-8, where circumcision is the paradigm case.

61 Ibid., 3.11.

62 Ibid., 3.35, 47. An autograph letter of Halevi’s preserved in the Cairo Geniza reveals that the
Kuzari began as an occasional piece, a “trifle.” The initial irritant was Halevi’s questioning
by a visiting Karaite philosopher from Christian Spain; see Goitein 1967-88, 5:456.

63 Kuzari 3.37; cf. 49. Ijtihad is originality, thinking for oneself; taqlid is traditionalism, even
dogmatism. Halevi here reverses the fields of the familiar valuation of creativity. Hirschfeld
mangles the passage by taking ijtihad to mean zeal, a sense for which there is no lexical
foundation. It does not help much that Hirschfeld takes Halevi’s foot soldier to be a
straggler, since the point of Halevi’s simile is the preparedness of the Karaites, a reference to
their well-known achievements in scientific hermeneutics.

64 Kuzari 3.73.

65 Cf. Plato, Apology 27b: “Is there anyone in the world, Meletus, who believes in human
activities and not in human beings?”

66 Kuzari 4.25: p. 183 (Baneth). Halevi here plays on the title of ibn Sina’s philosophical
magnum opus, the Shifa’or Healing, and on the ancient idea that proof gives intellectual
repose to the questioning mind. The Skeptics claimed that such repose is reached by learning
that certain questions are best dropped.

67 See Neumark 1971, pp. 219-300; cf. Davidson 1972 and Hamori 1985.

68 For the role of will in ibn Gabirol’s philosophy, see McGinn 1992.

69 Halevi seems to enjoy the thyme of malak and falak, angel and sphere. The clanging
syllables and repeated issuance of intellects and spheres, like the slamming doors in a
bedroom farce, heighten the comedy of the very idea of sheer thought entailing into
existence something so real as a Platonic intelligence or so solid as a celestial sphere.

70 See Kuzari 5.14.

71 Ibid., 4.3:p. 155 (Baneth); p. 208 (Hirschfeld). Halevi here seems to stand midway between
Saadia’s theory of God’s created glory and Maimonides’ thesis that prophetic visions are
vivid subjective apprehensions.

72 Kuzari 4.3:pp. 158-9 (Baneth); p. 212 (Hirschfeld).

73 Ibid., 4.5:pp. 159-60 (Baneth); p. 213 (Hirschfeld).

74 Ibid., 4.17-19.

75 Ibid., 4.6:p. 60 (Baneth).

76 Ibid., 4.13; 5.14.

77 Ibid., 4.7.

78 Ibid., 5.14.

79 Ibid., 5.20:p. 218 (Baneth).

80 In Halevi 1974, no. 2, pp. 3-7.

81 Baneth 1981, p. 197.

82 Baneth 1981, pp. 197-8.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Texts

Halevi, Judah (1930a) Diwan, edited by H.Brody, as Jehuda Ha Levi, Die Schénen Versmasse
(Berlin: Mekitze Nirdamim); and in H.Brody (ed. and tr.) Selected Poems of Jehudah Halevi
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1974).

——(1930Db) Letter to David Narboni, in Halevi 1930a, Diwan Jehuda Halevi 1: 224, letter 6.



History of Jewish philosophy 180

—(1953) “A Letter from R.Judah Halevi to R.aviv” [Hebrew], edited by H. Ratzhaby, Gilyonot
28:268-72. [Cf. S.Abramson in Kiryat Sefer 29 (1953): 133—44.]

—(1977) Kitab al-Radd wa-’1-Dalil fi ’1-Din al-Dhalil [known as The Kuzari], edited by
D.Baneth and H.Ben-Shammai (Jerusalem: Magnes); translated by H.Hirschfeld (London:
Routledge, 1905; reprinted New York: Schocken, 1974).

Ikhwan al's-“'f'f (1978) The Case of the Animals vs Man, translated by L.E. Goodman (Boston:
Twayne).

Maimonides (1856—66) Le Guide des Egarés [The Guide of the Perplexed], edited by S.Munk, 3
vols. (Paris; reprinted Osnabriick: Zeller, 1964).

Studies

Allony, N. (1951) Torat ha-Mishkalim—The Scansion of Medieval Hebrew Poetry: Dunash,
Jehuda Halevi, and Abraham ibn Ezra [Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Mossad ha-Rav Kook).

Altmann, A. (1969) “Ibn Bajjah on Man’s Ultimate Felicity,” in Studies in Religious Philosophy
and Mysticism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press), pp. 73—107.

Baer, Y. (1971) A History of the Jews in Christian Spain, translated by L.Schoffman, 2 vols.
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society).

Baljon, J.M.S. (1958) “The *amr of God in the Koran,” Acta Orientalia 23:7—18.

Baneth, D.H. (1981) “Judah Halevi and al-Ghazali,” in Studies in Jewish Thought: An Anthology
of German Jewish Scholarship, edited by A.Jospe (Detroit: Wayne State University Press), pp.
181-99.

Baron, S. (1952-83) A Social and Religious History of the Jews, 16 vols. (Philadelphia: Jewish
Publication Society).

Brann, R. (1991) The Compunctious Poet: Cultural Ambiguity and Hebrew Poetry in Muslim Spain
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press).

Davidson, H. (1972) “The Active Intellect in the Cuzari and Hallevi’s Theory of Causality,” Revue
des Etudes Juives 131:351-96.

Dunlop, D.N. (1954) The History of the Jewish Khazars (Princeton: Princeton University Press).

Goitein, S.D. (1967-88) A Mediterranean Society, 5 vols. (Berkeley: University of California
Press).

Goodman, L.E. (1991) On Justice (New Haven: Yale University Press).

—(1992) Avicenna (London: Routledge).

Hamori, A. (1985) “Lights in the Heart of the Sea: Some Images of Judah Halevi’s,” Journal of
Semitic Studies 30:75-93.

McGinn, B. (1992) “Ibn Gabirol: The Sage among the Schoolmen,” in Neoplatonism and Jewish
Thought, edited by L.E.Goodman (Albany: State University of New York Press) pp. 77-109.

Melamed, A. (forthcoming) The Philosopher King in Medieval and Renaissance Jewish Political
Thought (Atlanta: Scholars Press).

Motzkin, A. (1980) “On Halevi’s Kuzari as a Platonic Dialogue,” Interpretation 9: 111-24.

Neumark, D. (1971) [1929] “Jehuda Hallevi’s Philosophy,” in Essays in Jewish Philosophy, edited
by S.Cohon (Amsterdam: Philo), pp. 219-300.

Novak, D. (1992) The Theology of Nahmanides Systematically Presented (Atlanta: Scholars Press).

Pines, S. (1960) “’ Amr,” in Encyclopedia of Islam (London: Luzac) 1:29-30.

—(1980) “Shi‘ite Terms and Conceptions in Judah Halevi’s Kuzari,” Jerusalem Studies in
Arabic and Islam 2:165-251.

Scheindlin, R. (1986) Wine, Women, and Death: Medieval Hebrew Poems on the Good Life
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society).

—(1991) The Gazelle: Medieval Hebrew Poems on God, Israel and the Soul (Philadelphia:
Jewish Publication Society).

Schirmann, H. (1937-8) “The Life of Yehudah Halevi,” Tarbitz 9:36ff., 219ft.; 10: 237-9.



Judah Halevi 181

—(1979) “Where was Judah Halevi Born?” in Studies in the History of Hebrew Poetry and
Drama (Jerusalem: Mossad Bialik), 1:247-9.

—(1945) “Halevi’s Treatise on Meters” [Hebrew], Studies of the Research Institute for Hebrew
Poetry 6:319-22.

Silman, Y. (1995) Philosopher and Prophet: Judah Halevi, the Kuzari, and the Evolution of His
Thought (Albany: State University of New York Press).

Spiegel, S. (1976) “On Medieval Hebrew Poetry,” in The Jewish Expression, edited by J.Goldin
(New Haven: Yale University Press), pp. 174-216.

Stern, S. (1949) “Notes on the Text of Yehudah Halevi’s Article on Poetic Meters” [Hebrew],
Tarbitz 21:62.

Strauss, L. (1952) “The Law of Reason in the Kuzari,” in Persecution and the Art of Writing (New
York: Free Press), pp. 95-141.



CHAPTER 10
Medieval Jewish Aristotelianism: an
introduction

Norbert M.Samuelson

INTELLECTUAL SOURCES

The philosophic activity of the ancient Greek world culminated in three basic ways of
viewing all of reality. One is atomism, another is associated with Plato, and the third with
Aristotle. By atomism I mean a tradition of Greek and Roman science that begins with
the Presocratic thinkers,' and continues with both atomists proper® and Stoics.” For our
purposes, this tradition culminates in the form of science and theology, kalam, which
dominated Muslim intellectual life from the eighth to the tenth centuries CE. The
mutakallimin (exponents of kalam) include the two Mu‘tazilite dominant sects of
Muslim apologists,* the Ash‘ariyya, and such notable Muslim theologians as al-Razi (d.
¢.925) and al-Ghazal1 (1058—1111). It is this form of philosophy that I shall subsequently
refer to as “the old science.”

Platonism is to be found in the known corpus of the works attributed to Plato (428—
347 BCE) as these works were interpreted in a chain of commentaries that begins with
the students in Plato’s Academy’ and continues with Latin translations and commentaries
on those works by Christian theologians in the Roman Empire, culminating in
Neoplatonism.® However, Platonism encompasses more than Neoplatonism. It also
includes interpretations of all of Plato’s works in the Muslim world, most notably of
Plato’s Republic and his Timaeus, by scholars such as al-Kindi (c. 801—c. 866).

It would be a mistake to treat Platonism simply as the ideas of Plato. His works are the
origin of this philosophic tradition, but they do not function as a kind of Scripture, that is,
as texts whose words must be true when properly understood. A better way to interpret
the Platonists would be as follows. They are a group of independent thinkers committed
to knowing the truth. In pursuing this goal they had great respect for the method,
language, and results of Plato as they understood him. They paid great attention to his
recorded words, but they did not do so because they were committed to his defense—on
the contrary, most of these philosophers were quite prepared to criticize Plato if and when
they concluded that what he said was wrong.

Aristotelianism is similar in this respect to Platonism. It is to be found in the known
corpus of works attributed to Aristotle (384—322 BCE) as these works were interpreted in
a chain of commentaries that begins with the students in Aristotle’s Lyceum,” and
continues with Arabic and Judeo-Arabic translations and commentaries on those works
by Muslim and Jewish theologians in the Muslim world, culminating in Hebrew
translations and commentaries in late medieval Europe.® It is this form of philosophy that
I shall subsequently refer to as “the new science.”
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As in the case of the Platonists, so here too it would be a mistake to treat all of the
works of these Aristotelians simply as the ideas of Aristotle. Again, his works function as
the origin of a philosophic and scientific tradition whose primary concern was to discover
truth.

These, then, are the primary intellectual influences in the story that will follow of
medieval Jewish Aristotelianism.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

In about 750 CE the ‘Abbasid dynasty supplanted the Ummayad dynasty and moved its
capital from Damascus to Baghdad. Less than forty years later, the regions of the Muslim
world west of Egypt, choosing to preserve the Ummayad caliphate, asserted their
independence from the ‘Abbasids. For our purposes the significance of this political split
in the Muslim world is that it was paralleled by a split in the intellectual world. The east
continued the old (kalam) science while the west generated a new (Aristotelian) science.

The ninth century was the critical period during which the scientific, mathematical,
and philosophic legacy of Hellenism was translated into Arabic. This work occurred
primarily in the ‘Abbasid east, centered in royal houses of learning in Baghdad. It was
here that kalam dominated the intellectual life of both Muslims and Jews. The dominance
of the old science over both Platonism and Aristotelianism was a reasonable reflection of
the course of scientific theory in Hellenism, where the atomists in science and the Stoics
in popular philosophy became the dominant influences. Particularly in the case of
Aristotelian-ism, the old science would have clearly been seen by those who knew the
history of Greco-Roman science to be the more “progressive” alternative. Critical to the
old science was the judgment that the apparent dynamism of the universe could be
accounted for by quantitative models, and the progress in mathematical sophistication in
Baghdad would have reinforced this faith in a mathematical (anti-Aristotelian) model for
doing science. In other words, given the history of science and mathematics prior to the
Muslim conquest of the Mediterranean world, it was reasonable that Muslims educated in
the learning of both Christian Byzantium and Hindu India would have ignored
Aristotelianism.

Whether or not a lack of such knowledge can account for the distinctive rise of
Aristotelianism in every area of knowledge in the Ummayad west is a matter of pure
speculation. Certainly the new science had a great deal to recommend itself. Not the least
of its advantages over both atomism and Platonism is its empiricism, namely, that it
presented a view of the universe in which what seems through our senses to be the case is
in fact the case. What our external senses tell us is that the things that exist in the world
are objects like minerals, fish, animals, and humans, and that humans in particular have
real choices about their fate and destiny in this world. Both atomism and Platonism,
contrarily, denied the reality of the sensible realm. For the atomists, the universe
ultimately consists of discrete, imperceptible quantities which are what they are by sheer
chance; nothing that exists has purpose or reason. Similarly for the Platonists, the
universe consists of pure, equally imperceptible forms which are what they are
necessarily; everything that exists is mathematically determined. From this vantage point
the sensible realm is suspect. As a result, Aristotelian empiricism is appealing, but,
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whatever was the common sense appeal of the new science over its two alternative ways
of viewing the universe, it had many, seemingly insurmountable problems.

From a scientific perspective, the critical terms in Aristotelianism lacked the precision
of technical terms in both atomism and Platonism, and judgments were at best equivocal,
significantly lacking in the precision possible if the universe can in fact be
mathematically constructed. From a religious perspective, the situation was even worse.
The new science made claims about the universe which prima facie were far more
difficult to reconcile with the claims of revealed tradition—be it rabbinic commentary
(midrash) on the Hebrew Scriptures or Muslim ijma‘ and interpretations of the Qur’an
and sunnah. In terms of Platonism, the dogma of creation is a good example. Clearly, the
text of Plato’s Timaeus is more readily compatible with the text of Genesis 1 than the
biblical text could possibly be with the Aristotelian view that the universe consists of
substances composed of form and matter whose proximate causes ad infinitum are similar
composite substances. In other words, the new science posits an eternal universe that
prima facie contradicts the claims of both Platonism and Scripture that the universe was
created.

In terms of atomism, the belief in miracles is a good example of the inherent problems
in the new science. Prima facie a miracle is a contingent event which cannot be accounted
for by any impersonal laws that determine what is independent of divine will. To the
extent that what is occurs by chance, to that extent miracles are reasonable, that is,
logically possible and rationally conceivable. However, to the extent that what is is
causally necessary, there is no room for miracles. Aristotelian astronomy and physics
presented their Muslim and (more importantly for our purposes) Jewish advocates with a
world in which much (if not all) of what occurs occurs through formal and material
causes. To the extent that what is true is caused, it is necessary; to the extent that it is
necessary, miracles are neither logically possible nor rationally conceivable. Furthermore,
the Aristotelian account of causation also contradicts what Jews as Jews accepted about
divine and human power. To the extent that any event is causally determined, it is not
subject to intervention by any will, be it human or divine. Hence, to the extent that events
are determined, divine and human power in the universe is restricted. This means that
God is not omnipotent, and humans have limited responsibility for what they do. This last
consequence is particularly troublesome. To the extent that what humans do is
determined by causes, to that extent humans cannot be held responsible for their actions.
However, Scripture teaches that we are responsible. Hence, if the Aristotelian account of
causation is correct, then divine commandments (mitzvot) are futile and divine reward or
punishment for obedience or disobedience to God’s commandments is unjust.

Given the foregoing, it may seem surprising that Aristotelianism arose and dominated
Andalusia and North Africa in the eleventh to fifteenth centuries. But it did. That it did,
and the problems that dominance created, determine the themes that occupied the
writings of the Jewish Aristotelians.

The history of Jewish Aristotelianism falls into two distinct periods. The first and
earlier stage occurs when Jews were culturally part of the western Muslim world. The
second occurs when Jewish intellectual life had moved into the European empire of the
Roman Catholic Church.” The first stage begins in Andalusia with Abraham ibn Daud
(Rabad) (1110-1180) and concludes with Moses ben Maimon (Maimonides) (1135-
1204). The second stage includes a number of individuals who lived either in southern
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Spain,'® French Provence,'' or Italy.'> Of these Jewish philosophers, the most important
were Levi ben Gershom (Gersonides) (1288—1344) and Chasdai Crescas (c. 1340-1411).
Subsequent chapters will deal with Maimonides, Gersonides, and Crescas. The focus in
the remainder of this chapter will be on the origin of the new science in ibn Daud’s
Exalted Faith."

The Exalted Faith is the first systematic effort to apply the diverse elements of the new
science to a religious philosophy of rabbinic Judaism. Its importance for intellectual
history is that it begins Jewish Aristotelianism, which itself is the most important
development in medieval Jewish philosophy. The Jewish new science absorbs all of the
attempts to formulate Jewish belief that preceded it, from the earliest forms of biblical
commentary in midrash through the old scientific systems of Jewish philosophy,'* and
develops what are until this day the most comprehensive, sophisticated, and authoritative
statements of traditional Jewish belief. In this respect, Jewish Aristotelianism functions
for Jewish belief as the Babylonian Talmud functions for Jewish praxis, that is, as the
foundation and most critical body of literature for any contemporary discussion of the
nature or character of Judaism.

Again, it is ibn Daud’s Exalted Faith that initiates this new, what will prove to be
definitive, direction in rabbinic theology. Clearly ibn Daud’s arguments and statements
are not as developed as those of Gersonides, but that would be an unfair comparison.
Those who initiate a line of thought necessarily cannot have worked out the thought as
well as later figures who extend the line. However, Gersonides is not as comprehensive
as is ibn Daud. No Jewish Aristotelian is as comprehensive as ibn Daud. Furthermore, in
many respects his treatment of topics is more thorough or philosophically sophisticated
than that of Maimonides."’ In fact I would say that the relationship between the Jewish
Aristotelians ibn Daud, Maimonides, and Gersonides is comparable to that between the
British Empiricists Locke, Berkeley, and Hume. Locke is not as rigorous as Berkeley and
Hume, but that is because the latter have the former as a foundation for their speculation.

IBN DAUD’S EXALTED FAITH: A SUMMARY

From the tenth century on there are Jews in Muslim civilization who are Aristotelians.
However, none of them attempted to reconcile their religious beliefs with their scientific
commitments until ibn Daud published his major work in Jewish philosophy, The Exalted
Faith. It is divided into three books. In the first he explains the presuppositions of
Aristotelianism to his intended audience of cultured Jews who know of, but little about,
this new science. In the second book ibn Daud determines a list of six basic principles of
Judaism and explains them in the light of the new science. In the third book he applies the
listed presuppositions and principles to ethics.'®

The first book, on the presuppositions of Aristotelianism, contains eight chapters. The
first three define the key technical terms in the new science, namely, substance, accident,
and the ten categories (chapter 1), form and matter (chapter 2), and motion (chapter 3).
The second unit of the first book contains two chapters on physics. Here ibn Daud
explains the claims that material bodies possess neither actual nor potential infinity
(chapter 4), that all motion comes from a mover and that there exists a first mover
(chapter 5). The third unit contains two chapters on rational psychology. Here ibn Daud
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describes the nature and powers of the soul (chapter 6), and defends the claim that the
rational power is immaterial (chapter 7). Finally, the fourth unit (chapter 8) deals with
astronomy. Here ibn Daud argues for the critical claim that the heavens are rational,
living organisms that possess intentional motion.

The second book uses the topics of the first to explain what ibn Daud judged to be the
basic principles of the faith and religious law of the Jewish people. The first four
principles deal with the existence and nature of God. The second unit, which consists
solely of the fifth principle, deals with the claim that rabbinic tradition is an authoritative
source of truth in religious law. The third and final unit of the second book, concerning
the sixth principle, deals with an issue ibn Daud identified in the introductory abstract to
the work as a whole, namely, the problem of free will and determinism.

The first two principles are that God is a necessary being (principle one), and, as a
consequence, he is one (principle two). This second principle is developed in three
chapters in which ibn Daud argues that only a necessary being can be truly one (chapter
1), that God’s unity admits to no plurality of any kind (chapter 2), and that this unity is an
essential, rather than an accidental, attribute of God.

The third principle states that all affirmative attributions to God, including the claims
that he is necessary and one, are equivocal. What they express is either a negation or a
relation."”

The fourth principle deals with divine actions. They turn out not to be statements
about God at all. Rather, they are fundamental claims about angels. This principle is
explained in three chapters. In general, God orders the universe by means of what
Scripture calls “angels,” whom ibn Daud identifies with the separate intellects of
Aristotelian astronomy. The first two chapters of this principle are proofs of their
existence. Chapter 1 is based on rational psychology. Here the existence of angels is
inferred from claims in epistemology, specifically, in connection with the general causal
powers of the soul. Chapter 2 is based on physics and astronomy. Finally, chapter 3 is a
hierarchical ordering of the kinds of entities in the universe in relation to the different
kinds of angels or separate intellects who govern them on behalf of God.

The fifth principle moves away from the subject of God to the topic of the Torah. It
asserts that rabbinic tradition, that is, the Hebrew Scriptures as interpreted by the rabbis,'®
is an authoritative source of truth in religious law. It consists of an introductory essay or
abstract followed by two chapters. The abstract argues for the general claim that authentic
traditions make veridical claims, while the subsequent chapters are intended to prove that
rabbinic Judaism is an authentic tradition. The first chapter deals with the nature of the
prophecy recorded in the Scriptures. It presents a general discussion of the nature of
prophecy and its different degrees, which provides the grounding for ibn Daud’s more
specific argument that the prophecy of Moses, as recorded in the Torah, is an
unimpeachable witness to the word of God. In other words, the origin of rabbinic
tradition, namely, Mosaic prophecy, is true.

Chapter 2 argues that the transmission of Moses’ initial report through the tannaim and
amoraim has been faithful to Moses’ original testimony, so that statements in rabbinic
tradition are veridical."” In other words, statements in the Hebrew Scriptures, interpreted
on the authority of rabbinic commentaries, have the same epistemic status in an argument
as either direct reports of sense experience or reliable traditions about such reports.
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The sixth and final principle deals with the possibility of human choice in the context
of both divine and natural necessity. As ibn Daud puts it, the problem is the following: If
God rules over everything in the universe, then no human would have any real choice.
But this is not possible, since God commands and punishes disobedience, and no one can
be either punished or commanded about something over which they have no choice. On
the other hand, if people do have choice, then to that extent God does not rule over the
universe. But it is not possible for there to be anything over which God does not have
dominion. This philosophical/theological dilemma is reinforced in the words of Scripture,
where some texts seem to say that God determines everything while others assert that
human beings have choice. The problem is discussed in two chapters. The first grounds
ibn Daud’s solution in his earlier discussion of divine attributes. Since all terms
predicated of God are equivocal, no statements about divine power ought to be
understood literally. The second chapter presents his answer. In a word, he affirms both,
namely, that everything is determined by God and human beings have choice, and claims
that when both statements are properly understood they are not incoherent.

In summary, ibn Daud’s list of fundamental principles of rabbinic Judaism are that,
first, God necessarily exists and is one, which entails that no literal, positive statements
can be about who or what he is, for, when properly interpreted, they express how he is
related to the world, which is through the mediation of angels; second, the Torah is the
word of God to Moses through the highest epistemic level of prophecy, whose meaning
has been passed down through a thoroughly reliable tradition of rabbinic interpretations,
so that rabbinic interpretations of Scripture provide us with a rationally indubitable
source of truth claims; third, everything is determined by God through his ordering of the
universe, but this ordering gives human beings the power to choose, so that people are
morally responsible for what they do and, as such, are subject to divine providence.*

All of ibn Daud’s theses are important both as philosophy and as intellectual history.
While everything that ibn Daud says is rooted in his inherited tradition of rabbinic
thought, what he says is original as well. Furthermore, all of his theses, when carefully
examined,” are prescient of the issues that will dominate the entire history of Jewish
Aristotelianism. However, there is not sufficient space here to discuss all of them. Instead
I will limit my final discussion in this chapter to the one issue that ibn Daud himself
stated is the most important—how determinism (ha-hekhreach) and choice (ha-bechirah)
are related.

DETERMINISM AND CHOICE

Ibn Daud’s presentation of the problem is confined to the two extreme answers to this
question, that is, the one that says that everything is determined, so that nothing can be
subject to human choice, and the other that says that there are instances of choice that are
absolutely free, so that they can in no way be subject to determinism. It seems to ibn
Daud from the very beginning that both views are not simply incoherent; they are wrong.
The correct understanding of their relation must lie somewhere in between, so that all
actions are to some extent determined and some determined actions are subject to human
choice.
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The issue does not apply to everything. Clearly things happen that are independent of
actors making choices. For example, when a rock falls, the rock does not choose to fall.
Rather, the issue is confined to a single set of actions, namely those in which human
beings may or may not sin.

The problem is both religious and scientific. In terms of science, if the categories of
formal necessity and material chance exhaust all the possibilities of schematizing (that is,
making intelligible) an event, then moral responsibility makes no sense. One becomes
responsible for doing neither what could not have been done otherwise nor what merely
happened to happen. For there to be moral culpability—that is, for an action to be subject
to evaluative judgment—it must be in some respect neither necessary nor by chance, that
is, these two categories cannot exhaust all of the options for interpretation.

Ibn Daud does not present this issue in philosophic terms. Rather, he does it in more
specifically religious terms. Rabbinic Judaism is a faith that is rooted in a text, the
Hebrew Scriptures; that text is claimed to be revealed, and what, for the most part, it
communicates are positive and negative commandments that are associated with rewards
for obedience and punishments for disobedience. Now, if human beings fail to fulfill a
commandment, either because it was impossible for them to do otherwise than they did or
because what they did was merely accidental, then it is not (morally) just for punishment
to be associated with the action. However, human beings are commanded and punished.
This is utterly unintelligible in terms of the new science, where all events occur through
either formal necessity or material accidence. Hence, acts are commanded if and only if
they are neither determined nor accidental.

This is one side of the problem, the one that deals with the nature of causation. But
there is a second side as well, one that deals with the nature of God. If human beings have
choice, then what they do may or may not occur. In other words, before they choose,
what they will do is in principle unknown. This would be the case for any strict
Aristotelian. Every concrete event is subject to material conditions, and to that extent it is
indeterminate. Hence, it can be known only after the fact. But this position becomes
problematic when we introduce a consideration about God. If there are human choices,
then God cannot know before they are made what they will be. However, if God lacks
this knowledge, then he is not perfect. However, if he is not perfect, then why should we
be obligated to obey his commands? In other words, it makes no sense for God to issue
commands.

So far the argument has been purely “philosophical.” Now ibn Daud introduces a
specific textual dimension to the issue. The question of the relationship between
determinism and choice is as problematic when we look at the words of Scripture as it is
when we look at science. On the one hand, the most obvious interpretation of some of the
texts of Scripture suggests that God makes commands and punishes disobedience even
when he has determined the actor to disobey. For example, God commands Pharaoh to let
the children of Israel leave, and punishes him when he refuses, even though God
“hardened his heart,” the most obvious meaning of which is that God necessitated
Pharaoh’s will to disobey. On the other hand, there are many texts that explicitly say that
people have choice, how they choose has life and death consequences, and these
consequences are understood to be rewards and punishments for obedience and
disobedience.
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Ibn Daud’s proposed method for solving the textual problem parallels his method for
solving the scientific/philosophic problem. The starting point for all scientific thought is
direct empirical observation. But mere observation is not knowledge. Data do not contain
their own interpretation. It is the job of the scientist to interpret, that is, to provide a
schema through which the data becomes intelligible, coherent, and consistent. To the
extent that the proposed intellectual schema fails to do that, it must be revised or be
replaced. Similarly, the starting point for all religious thought is an inherited tradition of
texts about God’s revelation to his prophets. But texts in themselves are not knowledge,
since they do not contain their own interpretation. It is the job of the theologian to
interpret, to provide a schema through which the words in the texts become intelligible.
Here “intelligibility” does not only involve making the written words coherent. Since
these are words of revelation, and not fiction, their interpretation must also cohere with
what is known through science, that is, what we know from the data of experience to be
true. Now, in this case it is clear that not every statement in Scripture can be understood
literally, since consistent literal interpretation of every statement of Scripture would be
unintelligible, that is, many statements in Scripture would be incoherent with other
statements in Scripture or with what we know to be true from experience.

Ibn Daud’s method for reading Scripture in this context is simple. Where the most
literal meaning of Scripture would make what Scripture says false, interpret it non-
literally. The issue is not, how do we interpret Scripture to agree with science. For ibn
Daud, religion is no more the slave of science than science is the slave of religion.
Rather, the issue is this: Given that God is perfect, then what God reveals must be true;
God has revealed to Israel the Hebrew Scriptures; hence, what those Scriptures mean
must be true. The problem is, how can we know what they mean? Ibn Daud’s answer is
that the correct interpretation of any text within the corpus of divine revelation rests on its
coherence with the entire corpus. If the literal meaning of the text is incoherent, then that
meaning is not the true one.

In this context, ibn Daud asks, why is it that so many of the words in Scripture are not
to be understood literally? In other words, why is God cunning and devious? Why
doesn’t he say what he means to say as literally and as clearly as possible? Ibn Daud here
succinctly gives an answer that Maimonides will elaborate on in his Guide of the
Perplexed.”” The answer is contained in what the rabbis meant when they said, “The
Torah speaks in the language of human beings.”” In brief, this means that the Bible is not
a secret document intended solely for an elite. Rather, God intended the Torah to speak to
each of the children of Israel, irrespective of their intellectual abilities or
accomplishments. To do so, God had to speak at many different levels at the same time,
with at least one level appropriate to every level of intellectual competence. However, the
greater their conceptual excellence, the greater the ability of the readers to approximate
Scripture’s true interpretation, that is, the meaning that is true.

It is important to note that the rabbis who succeeded ibn Daud recognized that there
are many different levels at which it is proper to interpret Scripture. The most succinct
statement of these different approaches was given by Nachmanides. Every rabbinic
commentator on the Hebrew Scriptures sought to explain the biblical text in any or all of
the following ways. He explained its simple or its hidden meaning. The former dealt
primarily with linguistic questions: semantics and grammar. The latter was homiletic,
philosophical, or mystical. All four kinds of interpretation are important to understand
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how the rabbis understood Scripture. Often these different approaches produce contrary
explanations, and most commentators recognized the contradictions. However, for most
rabbis this diversity of meaning was not problematic. God expresses his truth in multiple
ways in his written word. While one kind of hidden meaning may not seem to agree with
another kind, the conflict is not real. The difference lies only in the mode of expression.
A homiletic and a philosophical statement, for example, may seem from their language to
be dealing with the same question and reaching different conclusions, when in fact each
kind of statement is dealing with a different question, and for that very reason there need
not be any conflict between them. This is not to say that the rabbis advocated any kind of
double truth theory. Without exception the rabbis believed that the one God of the
universe is the source of only one truth. However, this epistemological unity has diverse
expressions. Consequently, within each kind of commentary there is a need to determine
coherence and consistency, in keeping with the logical rules of that language. Hence, two
philosophical interpretations that violate the law of the excluded middle cannot both be
true. However, to give a reason is not the same thing as to give a homily, and what the
language of a text explicitly says or what that explicit statement logically entails need not
be consistent with what the text alludes to or how the text is used in a homily. Allusions
or hints are subject to their own distinct kind of grammar.

For ibn Daud and the Jewish Aristotelians he spawned, from Maimonides through
Gersonides, there is no such thing as religious truth and scientific truth. There is only
truth. If religion has any real value, then it, no less than science, makes truth claims, and,
if its claims have value, then they must be true. Furthermore, because there is only one
truth, true religion and true science must be coherent. If they are incoherent, then either or
both may be false, but both cannot be true. Furthermore, a faith like Judaism cannot be
confined to only part of one’s life; it must include everything. Hence, Judaism includes,
and is not separate from, true science. Consequently, no understanding of Judaism that
excludes the insights of science can be called (in the language of contemporary Orthodox
religious thinkers) “Torah true.”

In general terms, this is ibn Daud’s understanding of the relationship between science
and religion. It provided him with a model to incorporate the new science of
Aristotelianism into the dogmatic system of rabbinic Judaism. This model set the agenda
for all subsequent classical Jewish philosophers, from Maimonides through Gersonides to
its eventual overthrow by Crescas and Spinoza when Aristotelianism was itself again
surpassed by a new form of atomism, Newtonian physics.

NOTES

1 Such as Thales, Anaximander, and Anaximenes, all of Miletus in Asia Minor.

2 Such as Leucippus of Miletus, Democritus of Abdera, Epicurus of Samos, and Lucretius.

3 Such as Zeno of Citium, Chrysippus of Soli, and Posidonius of Apamea.

4 Namely, the Qadariyya and the Jabariyya.

5 Notably, Eudoxus of Cnidus and Callipus.

6 Notably, Plotinus, Porphyry, Proclus, and Boethius.

7 Notably, Theophrastus.

8 With specific reference to the Jewish Aristotelians, the most influential Muslim theologians
were al-Farabi (c. 870-950), ibn Bajja (d. 1138), and ibn Sina (Avicenna) (980-1037). Of
the commentators, the most notable influences for Jewish intellectual life in the Muslim
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world were Alexander of Aphrodisias (third century CE), Themistius (c. 317-88 CE), and
John Philoponus (c. 490-0. 580 CE). After the twelfth century, when the center of Jewish
intellectual activity moved to Christian southern Europe, the single most important influence
on reading Aristotle was the commentaries of ibn Rushd (Averroes) (1126-98).

9 Jews left the Muslim empires for the Holy Roman Empire because the former was in decline
and the latter was in ascension. That Christians were successful only in moving into the
western extremes rather than the eastern, and that the Jews who entered Christian Europe
came from the west rather than from the east, has considerable (as yet unrecognized)
importance for the history of science, mathematics, and philosophy. Because Christian
intellectual contact was limited largely to the west, what they took over as new science and
philosophy was Aristotelian. This Muslim new science was the foundation of Christian
Scholasticism in the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries. It was not until this new science was
fully assimilated into their universities and finally examined critically that the Muslim old
science of atomism gained an audience in Christian Europe. In my judgment it is the
beginnings of atomism in Christian European sciences that is a major hallmark of the
Renaissance. If the above analysis is correct, then, had the Europeans been successful
militarily in the eastern extremes of the Muslim world, it is most likely that what we call
“modern science,” Newtonian atomism, would have arisen in Europe at least three hundred
years earlier than it did. The same would be even more applicable to Europe’s final
discovery of the advances that Hindu Indians and Persian Muslims made in all branches of
mathematics.

10 Notably, Judah ha-Cohen (b. c. 1215), Isaac ben Abraham ibn Latif (c. 1210-80), Abraham
ben Samuel Abulafia (1240-1291), Simeon ben Zemach Duran (1361-1444), Joseph Albo
(d. 1444), Joseph ben Shem Tov ibn Shem Tov (1400—-60), Abraham ben Shem Tov Bibago
(d. c. 1489), Isaac Arama (c. 1420-94), Abraham ben Isaac Shalom (d. 1492), and Isaac
Abravanel (1437-1509).

11 Notably, Samuel ben Judah ibn Tibbon (d. c. 1232), David ben Joseph Kimchi (c. 1160—
1235), Shem Tov ben Joseph Falaquera (c. 1225-¢.1295), Isaac Albalag (second half of
thirteenth century), Yedaiah ben Abraham Bedersi ha-Penini (c. 1270-1340), Nissim ben
Moses of Marseilles (c. 1325), Joseph ben Abba Mari ben Joseph ben Jacob Kaspi (b. 1279),
and Moses ben Joshua Narboni (d. c. 1362).

12 Notably, Zerachiah ben Shealtiel Gracian of Barcelona (lived in Rome between 1277 and
1291), Hillel ben Samuel of Verona (lived c. 1220-95), Judah ben Moses ben Daniel
Romano (c. 1280-0. 1325), and Immanuel ben Solomon of Rome (c. 1261-1328).

13 Al-Aqidah al-Rafi’ah. It was composed in Judeo-Arabic in 1160. It survived through two
Hebrew translations—one by Samuel Motot, entitled Ha-Emunah ha-Nisa’ah, and a second,
better known translation by Solomon ibn Labi, entitled Ha-Emunah ha-Ramah.

14 Notably, the theologies and/or commentaries of Saadia ben Joseph al-Fayyumi (882-942),
Solomon ibn Gabirol (1021-58), Bachya ibn Paquda (c. 1090-1156), Abraham Bar Chiyya
(d. 1136), Joseph ibn Tzaddik (d. 1149), and Judah Halevi (c. 1075-1141).

15 For example, ibn Daud’s topology of kinds of soul is far clearer than anything Maimonides
presents in either the Guide or his Shemonah Peragim. For example, ibn Daud explains,
while Maimonides does not, what is meant in claiming that, while souls have multiple
functions (such as nutrition, reproduction, and locomotion), there are not multiple souls in
each individual and that a particular function of the soul of one kind of entity is not the same
as a particular function of the soul of another kind of entity, even though those functions
have the same name.

16 The status of this third book (entitled “The Healing of the Soul”) within the whole is
problematic. Ibn Daud tells us that his goal in composing this work was to solve the so-
called problem of free will and determinism. That question is dealt with directly in the final
chapter of the second book. Given his stated intention, this is where the Exalted Faith ought
to end. In fact, everything discussed prior to this chapter (2.6.2) can be seen as material
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whose purpose is to justify his presuppositions here. Furthermore, the internal structure of all
of the material presented in every known manuscript of this third book is incoherent. For
example, it is supposed to consist of two chapters, but all existing manuscripts contain only a
first chapter that deals with a potpourri of issues in ethics. At best book 3 is only an
addendum to the treatise. For these reasons the following summary is limited to the first two
books.

17 The critical difference between Rambam and Rabad on divine attributes has to do with
relations. Rabad admits them and Rambam does not, which forces the latter to make the kind
of extreme claims about negative theology that are most characteristic of his discussion of
God. Ibn Daud also affirms negative theology, but in a form that saves him from the kinds of
logical attacks Maimonides’ theology received in the writings of those Christian and Jewish
Aristotelians who followed him, notably Aquinas and Gersonides.

18 In opposition to the Karaites, the Muslims, and the Christians.

19 Ibn Daud’s Sefer ha-Qabbalah should be understood not as a work in history, but as his
detailed theological defense of the claim presented in this chapter. The evidence for his
failure to defend his claim of the absolute authenticity of rabbinic tradition is apparent in the
ways he was forced to alter his account of Jewish history. In this respect it is interesting to
note that neither Maimonides nor any of the subsequent Jewish Aristotelians used rabbinic
statements as initial premises for arguments about truth claims in the way that ibn Daud and
his Jewish philosophical predecessors did.

20 It is interesting to note that ibn Daud does not list creation as a fundamental principle of
rabbinic Judaism, despite the fact that his predecessor, Saadia, made creation the corner-
stone of all Jewish belief. I suspect that Rabad omitted creation because he found it to be the
one central belief in Judaism that could not be explained or defended from the conceptual
orientation of the new Aristotelian science. This apparent incoherence between Aristotle’s
posited eternal universe and Scripture’s claim about creation becomes a central theme in the
Jewish philosophies of both Maimonides and Gersonides.

21 Which they must be, because his form of expression is curt. His intention is to summarize
what others have said, but in fact much that he says is original. In other words, his statements
only have the external form of summaries. In reality they are often subtle expressions of
sophisticated reasoning rooted in the logic of both his religious and scientific traditions.

22 In particular, in 1.26, 2.47, and 3.29.

23 B. Yevamot 71a; Bava Metzia 31b.
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CHAPTER 11
Moses Maimonides
Howard Kreisel

INTRODUCTION

“From Moses (the prophet) to Moses (Maimonides), none arose like Moses
(Maimonides).” This well-known epigram conveys the unique position in Jewish history
attained by Maimonides (11357-1204). His achievements rapidly assumed mythic
proportions. Maimonides’ legal code, the Mishneh Torah, was a pioneering work that
revolutionized the study of Jewish law. Its significance has not waned with the passing of
the centuries, and it remains one of the most thoroughly studied works in rabbinic
literature. His Guide of the Perplexed is the single most important Jewish philosophical
work ever written. It has left a sharp impress on diverse currents in Jewish thought from
his own time to the present. Maimonides was a prolific writer. In addition to these two
compositions, he wrote a commentary on the Mishnah, an enumeration of the
commandments of the Torah (Book of the Commandments), numerous legal responsa
and letters, and a series of medical treatises. He also lived a busy public life. He was
appointed as one of the royal physicians in the court of the vizier in Egypt, and also
served as the head of the Jewish community. His prominence as a Jewish legal authority
spread well beyond the borders of Egypt within his own lifetime. Queries were addressed
to him by Jews from around the world.

Maimonides’ life embraced seemingly conflicting characteristics. He was the
consummate scholar desiring solitude in order to study. At the same time, he was the
political leader of the Jewish community, actively engaged even in its mundane affairs.
He was the Jewish legal authority who mastered the entire library of rabbinic literature,
and who was totally engrossed in even the relatively minor points of law. Yet he was also
the philosopher, primarily concerned with the gamut of the sciences culminating in
metaphysics, and whose avowed teachers were Aristotle and his ancient and Islamic
disciples. Maimonides’ wholehearted commitment both to Jewish law and to
philosophical study posed a particularly vexing problem to many. In the eyes of staunch
Jewish traditionalists, Aristotelian philosophy is synonymous with heresy. It rejects the
creation of the world and the personal God of history, who knows and rewards each
individual in accordance with his or her deeds. How then could a person so totally at
home in the world of rabbinics engage in the study of such thought, let alone openly
embrace it on several issues? Many Jewish rationalists, on the other hand, viewed Jewish
legal studies as at best secondary to the philosophic pursuit, upon which depended one’s
true felicity. Was this not also Maimonides’ view as it emerges from several of his
writings? Why then would he devote most of his literary efforts to the law, painstakingly
studying and codifying even those laws which had no practical relevance in his own day?
Maimonides’ dual commitment has also contributed to an unusual historical
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phenomenon. Through the ages, many diverse and sharply antagonistic groups within
Judaism looked to Maimonides as their spiritual hero, and interpreted his life and works
in accordance with their own ideological predilections.

A harmonistic picture of Maimonides’ literary and social activity emerges when one
views it from the perspective of his political philosophy. Politics, in its ideal
manifestation, is the rule by one who has attained intellectual perfection, and whose aim
is to mold a well-ordered society devoted to the pursuit of perfection. It represents the
highest human vocation. In a short philosophic treatise written by Maimonides, the
Treatise on Logic, he concludes with a description of the practical philosophy of politics:

As for the governance of the city, it is a science that provides its
inhabitants with knowledge of true happiness and the way of striving to
attain it...and with training their moral qualities to abandon things that are
presumed to be happiness... It likewise prescribes for them rules of justice
by means of which their associations are well ordered. The learned men of
bygone nations used to posit directives and rules in accordance with the
perfection of each individual among them, by means of which their kings
governed subjects. They called them nomoi.... The philosophers have
many books concerning all these things which have been translated into
Arabic.... But in these times all this has been dispensed with it, I mean,
the regimes and the nomoi, for people are governed by the divine
commands.'

Maimonides’ subsequent discussion of the law of Moses (Guide 3.27-8) elaborates upon
these notions. He maintains that the divine law aims at the well-being of the body and the
well-being of the soul. The former goal lies in the attainment of social harmony by means
of laws preventing people from harming each other, and by training them in the moral
virtues. The latter, and more noble, goal lies in inculcating correct opinions to all
members of society, each in accordance with his or her respective capacity. Maimonides
regards society as necessary for the preservation of the human species and for the human
being’s attainment of ultimate perfection—intellectual apprehension of all that exists
culminating in knowledge of God. Moses attained the highest possible level of perfection
in Maimonides’ view. This resulted in his reception/ legislation of an ideal law, designed
to create a society in which its members achieve the highest perfection of which they are
capable. Since the law was given to society at large, it does not enter into all the details of
correct opinions—for example, the existence of God—but communicates them in a
summary manner. It imposes a legal obligation upon all its adherents to pursue
knowledge of them, in effect commanding the study of the theoretical sciences by which
knowledge of God is attained. Many correct opinions are presented in a veiled manner by
means of parables. These are the opinions that may prove harmful to the multitude, who
are incapable of the proper understanding and appreciation of them. A number of
opinions presented by the law are politically necessary—for example, that God is angry
with those who disobey.

Maimonides views the law of Moses as eternal, each of the individual commandments
being irrevocable. Nevertheless, he recognizes that changes in historical circumstances
demand modifications in the law. The law itself provides the mechanisms for such
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changes by granting subsequent legal authorities the right to interpret laws, temporarily
suspend them when the need arises, and issue additional decrees. It also limits the
circumstances under which many of the historically relative laws are to be practised—for
example, the laws of sacrifice that are performed only in the Holy Temple—though these
laws remain formally valid. Moses, in Maimonides’ thought, assumes the role of Plato’s
philosopher-king, whom al-Farabi had already transformed into the supreme prophet-
legislator. Unlike his philosophical mentors, Maimonides limits this role to Moses alone.
He thereby attempts to safeguard belief in the continuous validity of Jewish law in the
face of the manifold challenges, while allowing for its adaptation to changing historical
circumstances. The prophets and sages are also philosopher-rulers according to
Maimonides. They play the role al-Farabi assigned to the “princes” of the law. These are
individuals sufficiently well versed in the law and its purpose to adapt it to their own
times. Owing to their inferior level of perfection in comparison to the ideal lawgiver,
however, they lack authority to introduce a new legislation. Already in his earliest
writings, Maimonides attempted to show that a deeper understanding of the prophetic
parables and rabbinic midrashim reveals that they are figurative representations of
philosophical truths. The prophets and sages employed the parable as a pedagogical tool
for educating all the strata of society, each in accordance with its intellectual level.

The renewal of this historical chain, interrupted after the close of the Talmud, was the
task to which Maimonides dedicated his life’s work. A study of Aristotelian philosophy,
together with Plato’s political thought as adapted by al-Farabi, opened Maimonides’ eyes
to what he regarded as the proper understanding of the divine law. In composing the
Mishneh Torah, Maimonides took for his model the law of Moses, in accordance with his
interpretation of the purpose of the law. He incorporated into his code the entire body of
law, including those laws with no practical relevance in his own time, to underscore the
inviolability of all the parts of Mosaic legislation. His innovative rational organization of
Jewish law made knowledge of the law far more easily accessible to its adherents. Yet he
adopted for the most part a conservative stance, anchored firmly in his rabbinic sources,
in the legal rulings contained in the code. Significantly, Maimonides’ most novel and far-
reaching legal decisions come at the very beginning of his code, though he masterfully
rooted them in the classic Jewish texts. He opens with a section, Laws of the Principles of
the Torah, that treats theoretical knowledge of God as the ultimate legal obligation.
Maimonides depicts God as Aristotle’s first cause and self-intellecting intellect, devoid of
all corporeal traits, or any positive attribute in addition to God’s essence. Absent from
this description is the personal, corporeal, creator-God found in the traditional texts. He
provides a general outline of the knowledge that it is incumbent to pursue in order to
fulfill the commandments to love and to fear God. The outline is essentially a brief
synopsis of Aristotelian metaphysics and physics. In the following section, Laws of
Character Traits, he adapts Aristotelian ethics to Jewish society at large. Maimonides
maintains that one thereby fulfills the obligation of walking in God’s ways. These two
sections lay the foundation for the twin goals of the law presented in Maimonides’ other
writings. Maimonides sought to direct the adherents of the law to the understanding and
pursuit of true human perfection. From this perspective, Maimonides’ code was his
crowning achievement, the practical adaptation of theoretical political philosophy to
Jewish law.
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GUIDE OF THE PERPLEXED: AN OVERVIEW

While Maimonides’ philosophical views emerge from a number of writings, the Guide of
the Perplexed contains the most mature and detailed expression of his philosophy. Unlike
the Mishneh Torah, it is a work attempting to guide people to true beliefs by means of
rational discourse, rather than through the medium of legal obligations. If the latter
approach is linked by Maimonides to Moses, the former is linked to Abraham (Guide
3.29). Abraham discovered God through rational speculation, and attempted to direct
others to this belief by means of various arguments. Maimonides addressed the Guide to
one of his students, and those like him, whose soul yearned for knowledge of divine
matters. When such students turn to the study of philosophy, Maimonides indicates, they
are overwhelmed by the numerous dilemmas that result from the comparison between its
teachings and those of traditional Judaism. They feel they must choose between intellect
and religious faith. The Guide aims at mitigating the perplexity that accompanies the
attempt to maintain the dual commitment characterizing Maimonides’ own life.

Maimonides divides the Guide into three parts. He devotes most of the first part to a
discussion of the individual terms denoting God’s corporeality appearing in the Bible,
showing that these terms must be interpreted figuratively. In addition, he deals with
several topics relating to his conception of God—epistemology and metaphysics
(chapters 31-5), divine attributes (50—60), divine names (61-4), divine essence (68), and
God’s relation to the totality of existence (69, 72). The first part concludes with a
discussion of the demonstrations of the Islamic theologians, the kalam, for the existence,
unity, and incorporeality of God (71, 73—6). The second part opens with the Aristotelian
philosophical demonstrations for the existence, unity, and incorporeality of God
(introduction-1). Maimonides then turns to the topics of God’s governance of the world
by means of “angels” (2—12), whether the world is eternal or created (13-31), and
prophecy (32—48). The concluding part is devoted to an esoteric explication of the
Account of the Chariot (introduction-7), the problem of evil and divine providence and
knowledge (8-24), the reasons for the commandments (25-50), and human perfection
(51-4). Throughout the treatise, Maimonides explicates various biblical verses and
rabbinic midrashim, alluding to the philosophical truths they mask.

It is important to stress that Maimonides did not regard the Guide as a “philosophical”
work in the technical sense of the term—a work dealing with one of the sciences
following the procedures laid down by the Aristotelian tradition. He explicitly indicates
that his work was not designed to replace the philosophical literature necessary to one’s
understanding of existence. The Guide was written as a Jewish work covering those
topics wherein lie the apparent contradictions between Judaism and philosophy. It treats
philosophical topics only to the extent necessary to accomplish this end. The thrust of
Maimonides’ argument is that many of the apparent contradictions between Judaism and
philosophy disappear when one appreciates the fact that the esoteric teachings of the
Bible correspond to philosophical truths. The masses understand the teachings literally in
accordance with their capacity, while the astute penetrate the inner meaning. In regard to
some of the apparent contradictions, however, Maimonides appears to be of the opinion
that they result from the false conclusions of the philosophers in those areas in which
they were incapable of arriving at demonstrative truths. In this chapter, I will focus on
some of the major issues involved in interpreting the Guide, and then briefly discuss
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several of its central topics. Particular attention will be paid to the problems which
emerge from Maimonides’ presentation.

INTERPRETING THE GUIDE

The Guide was written to mitigate perplexity in the area of religion and philosophy, but it
has left its readers more than a little perplexed in their attempt to understand its teachings.
The literary character of this treatise has made it an exceptionally difficult work to
decipher. Maimonides indicates in the introduction to the Guide that he will not reveal
many of his views in a straightforward manner. He points to a number of techniques that
he employs to hide them from all but the philosophically astute reader—for example,
mentioning certain views in passing, and not in their proper context, in order to illuminate
topics discussed elsewhere in the work; and introducing deliberate contradictions. He
assures his readers that every word in the Guide is carefully chosen (Maimonides wrote
his treatise in Arabic) and every contradiction is introduced deliberately. In this manner,
Maimonides seeks to overcome the dilemma of revealing physical and metaphysical
truths without violating the rabbinic prohibition to conceal them from the unworthy,
whose faith may otherwise be undermined. The list of the subjects involving the “secrets
of the Torah” to be concealed from the masses is enumerated by Maimonides:

attributes and the way they should be negated in regard to Him, the
meaning of attributes that may be ascribed to Him, the discussion of His
creation of that which He created, the character of His governance of the
world, the “how” of His providence with respect to what is other than He,
the notion of His will, His apprehension, and His knowledge of all that He
knows, the notion of prophecy and the “how” of its various degrees, and
the notion of His names.

Guide 1.35:80°

Maimonides’ techniques laid the foundation for sharply different interpretations of his
views on a range of subjects. How one understands Maimonides very much depends on
one’s approach. As seen from Maimonides’ exhortation in the introduction, it is
insufficient to look only at the currents existing on the surface of his thought. One must
also attempt to see if there is an even more significant under-current. The presentation of
a “simple” summary of Maimonides’ views on some of the topics with which he deals
thus fails to convey the rich texture of his presentation. The reader, however,
continuously faces the problem of whether “hints” to a concealed doctrine are not
figments of his or her own imaginative reading, and whether all the contradictions which
are detected are in fact real or intended. Even when one decides that a certain
contradiction is purposefully introduced, it is not always clear what conclusion one
should draw.

Two general approaches mark both medieval and modern interpretations of the Guide.
The first views Maimonides as an Aristotelian philosopher in Jewish garb. God is the first
cause of an eternal world. God does not intervene in the order of nature, nor is there any
immediate point of contact between God and human beings in history. God is not the
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immediate agent of the divine law, nor does God directly will the “miraculous
phenomena recorded in the Bible. There is also no direct correlation between observance
of the commandments and ultimate felicity. If there is an “afterlife,” it lies in the eternal
existence of the perfected intellect that has apprehended the existents divorced from
matter. In summary, Maimonides regards the world view of the philosophers as being the
true view of the law, hidden from the eyes of the masses for its potentially devastating
effects on their commitment to Judaism. This approach relies heavily on the
esoteric/exoteric distinction in interpreting Maimonides’ views. It sees in the views of
Maimonides’ Islamic Aristotelian predecessors the proper frame of reference for
understanding Maimonides’ philosophy. Disagreements exist among the adherents of this
approach concerning specific issues, but this is the basic thrust of their interpretation.
Perhaps the most brilliant exponent of this approach in the Middle Ages was Moses
Narboni. Its best-known exponent in modern times is Leo Strauss.’

The alternative approach is to view Maimonides as adopting an independent position,
differing both from that of the Islamic Aristotelians and from traditional views.
Maimonides severely limits the realm of God’s voluntaristic activity outside the workings
of the natural order. He views the order as the principal means of God’s governance, and
the primary expression of divine wisdom. Nevertheless, he does not completely eliminate
God’s voluntaristic activity. Maimonides differs from the Aristotelians by maintaining
that the world was created ex nihilo, thereby laying the foundation for belief also in the
personal God of history. While Maimonides makes sparing use of this approach to God, it
plays an integral role in his philosophy. God is treated by him as the immediate author of
the law. The biblical miracles are seen as voluntaristic acts on the part of God, though
Maimonides constricts their numbers and the extent of their deviation from nature.
Maimonides also believes that God knows all individuals and exercises providence in
accordance with one’s actions. The adherents of this approach tend to limit the
significance of the esoteric/exoteric distinction in interpreting Maimonides’ views. They
rely primarily on Maimonides’ explicit statements on the topics with which he deals.
Many, if not the majority, of Maimonides’ medieval and modern commentators have
adopted a version of this approach. It is the view of, for example, Julius Guttmann. In
general, the approaches the interpreters adopted in understanding Maimonides’
philosophy, and the conclusions to which they arrived, may be more indicative of their
own thought than that of Maimonides. Certainly Leo Strauss’ and Julius Guttmann’s far
different views of Maimonides in no small part stem from the differences in their own
philosophical views. What is true of these outstanding scholars is even more true of the
towering intellectuals, such as Asher Ginzberg (Achad Ha‘am) and Yeshayahu
Leibowitz, who have read many of their own thoughts into Maimonides.

GOD, THE DIVINE ATTRIBUTES, AND THE PROOFS FOR
EXISTENCE (GUIDE 1.50-2.1)

Several basic philosophic notions underlie Maimonides’ approach to God. The first is the
Neoplatonic notion of the absolute unity and unfathomability of the divine essence. This
notion leads Maimonides to repudiate ascribing to God not only all the Aristotelian
categories pertaining to corporeal entities—for example, quality, quantity, relation—but
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any affirmative attribute. All the divine attributes are to be treated as attributes of action
or “negative” attributes. The traditional reference to God as merciful does not mean that
God possesses the trait of mercy. It should be construed as imputing to God activities that
in a human context we normally associate with the emotion of mercy. The same is true of
the other emotions, such as anger or graciousness. While multiple traits entail multiplicity
in the essence, multiple actions do not. “Negative” attributes are attributes whose
opposites are to be negated of God, in order that the trait in question should not be
imputed to God. To say that God possesses life, for example, is to negate the trait of
death. Thus knowledge of God is attained by apprehending the divine actions—the
manner in which God governs the existents—or by intellectually grasping all the
attributes to be negated of God. This approach predominates in Maimonides’ formal
discussion of the topic.

At the same time, Maimonides continues to accept the Aristotelian notion identifying
God as self-intellecting intellect (Guide 1.68). Nor does he wish to surrender the
conception of a living, powerful, willing, and knowing deity (1.53). Despite Maimonides’
negation of attributes of relation, he regards God as the final and formal cause of the
world, in addition to the efficient cause, who continuously endows the world with its
existence (1.69). God is related to the world as the intellect is to the human organism
(1.72). There is an obvious tension between some of these conceptions, only partially
reconciled by Maimonides. He treats the essential attributes of life, will, power, and
knowledge as identical with God’s essence and as forming a single notion, so as not to
violate the principle of divine unity. Moreover, Maimonides considers these attributes as
equivocal, having absolutely no relation between their meanings when applied to God
and when applied to others. He bases his view of the difference between God’s essence
and those of all others on the Avicennian notion of necessary existence. All other
existents, whether generated or eternal, have only possible existence in themselves, in so
far as they owe their existence to an external cause. For them, existence is a notion
superadded to their essence. Only in the case of God is existence identical with essence
(1.56-7). Maimonides’ view of the equivocality of these attributes has left many
interpreters wondering what sense they convey when applied to God. He appears to want
to have it both ways—ascribing and negating these notions in reference to God—
ultimately “solving” all problems by pointing to the complete “otherness” of the divine
essence. He attempts to avoid the problems raised by the analogy of the relation between
the intellect and the human organism by insisting that God nevertheless remains
completely separate from the world. Maimonides may well have harbored an esoteric
doctrine underlying his discussion of God. On the other hand, the tensions one encounters
may have resulted from Maimonides’ difficulty in integrating the diverse philosophical
conceptions accepted by him into a harmonious whole.

The proof for the existence and absolute unity of God follows the discussion of the
divine attributes. The Islamic theologians based their proof of God’s existence on their
proof for the creation of the world. The philosophers proved the existence of God based
on the eternity a parte ante of the world. Maimonides proceeds to argue that the
theologians have failed to provide demonstrative proof for the world’s creation, entailing
their failure to demonstratively prove God’s existence. The philosophers’ proofs for
God’s existence suffer a similar shortcoming, for they fail to demonstrate the eternity of
the world. From the dialectical proofs of the theologians and the philosophers,
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Maimonides constructs what he regards as a demonstrative proof. At the heart of the
proof lies the disjunctive proposition that either the world is created or it is eternal. No
third possibility exists. If it is created, the existence of God inevitably follows. If it is
eternal, God’s existence and unity is proven by the philosophers. Maimonides concludes
the first section of the Guide with a discussion of the Islamic theologians’ proofs for the
creation of the world, and the unity and incorporeality of God, together with the premises
upon which they build their proofs. He opens the second section with a discussion of the
premises of Aristotelian philosophy, and the proofs for the existence, unity, and
incorporeality of God based on them.

Maimonides’ discussion underlines the conclusions shared in common by the
theologians and the philosophers in regard to God’s unity and incorporeality. Given the
fact that the kalamic and philosophic proofs ostensibly belong to the same topic, it is
puzzling why Maimonides should locate the discussion of them in two different sections
of his treatise. The order of Maimonides’ discussion, and the manner in which he divides
his treatise, should be taken into consideration in the interpretation of his views.
Maimonides leaves little doubt that he regards the philosophers’ approach as much more
intellectually rigorous. All the philosophical premises are regarded by him as
demonstrative, except for the eternity of motion. On the other hand, he is highly critical
of many of the kalamic premises and proofs. His discussion appears to skirt the
implications of the fact that the profound differences in their conceptions of God emerge
directly from their proofs. The God proved by the philosophers is the unmoved mover,
first cause, and necessary existent. The Islamic theologians certainly do not reject this
conception, but the God proved by them is the willing God of creation. Maimonides
ultimately comes to the defense of the latter conception of God. Significantly, however,
his discussion of divine governance follows immediately on the heels of the former
conception.

DIVINE GOVERNANCE (GUIDE 2.2-12)

The issue of divine governance belongs to Maimonides’ list of esoteric topics. Yet his
discussion surprisingly reveals the extent to which he explicitly agrees with the
Aristotelian world view, a view summarized by him at the beginning of the section.
Maimonides maintains that God governs by means of the order of separate intellects,
which exist completely divorced from matter, and the celestial spheres, responsible for
the natural forces found in the sublunar world. He adopts the Aristotelian explanation for
the nature of the spheres, and the reason for their fixed, uninterrupted circular motion.
More significantly, he accepts the Neoplatonic doctrine of emanation as developed by al-
Farabi. Al-Farabi adapted this doctrine to an astronomic model of the structure of the
world. From God’s intellection emanates the separate intellects in linear order, each one
being the immediate source of the one below it in rank. From each separate intellect
emanates one of the celestial spheres, beginning with the diurnal sphere and culminating
with the sphere of the moon (2.4, 11). Each sphere moves out of a desire to imitate its
separate intellect, which is the beloved object of its representation. Each separate intellect
thus serves as the immediate efficient cause of one of the spheres, and the immediate
final cause of its motion. Maimonides treats the active intellect, the last of the separate
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intellects, as the immediate source of all the essences or “forms” of the sublunar world,
including the human intellect. Matter always attains the emanating “form” that it is
naturally prepared to receive. The motion of the spheres produces the changes in matter
responsible for its casting off one form and attaining another. The activity of all the
existents above the sublunar world remains constant throughout eternity, undergoing no
change. God is the remote efficient and final cause of all that exists, but is the immediate
cause only of the first of the separate intellects.

Maimonides adopts al-Farabi’s view that God is not the immediate cause even of the
diurnal sphere and its motion, in order to preserve the notion of God’s unity. God cannot
be endowed with two separately conceivable things—that represented by the act of
causing bodies to move, which it shares in common with the separate intellects, and that
by which it is distinct from each of the separate intellects. This conception of divine unity
is also based on an Aristotelian proof (2.1). Maimonides makes no attempt to reconcile
this conception with the Aristotelian notion of God as the prime mover, whose existence
is demonstrated from the motion of the sphere. The tension between these two
conceptions does not appear to signal an esoteric doctrine in Maimonides’ thought.
Rather it serves as a further example of the problems arising from the attempt to fuse in a
coherent manner the different notions regarding the deity in the Neoplatonic-Aristotelian
tradition. Maimonides’ acceptance of the doctrine of emanation in this context, however,
poses a more difficult dilemma to the interpreter of his thought. As we shall presently
see, Maimonides criticizes this doctrine in his subsequent discussion. Such a blatant
apparent contradiction could hardly be considered a mere oversight on Maimonides’ part.

The separate intellects, together with the celestial spheres and the natural existents and
forces of the sublunar world, are the “angels” spoken of in the Bible and in rabbinic
literature according to Maimonides. The only existents not considered by him to be
angels are the “angels” as they are literally depicted. Such creatures do not exist in his
ontology. Maimonides considers the biblical and rabbinic descriptions of the angels to be
imaginative representations, predominantly of the separate intellects. He illustrates how
certain midrashim should be interpreted from this philosophical perspective. He
polemicizes against those who adopt a supernaturalistic approach to divine governance.
How great is their ignorance in his view. God’s wisdom and power are expressed
precisely by the natural workings of the order (2.6). The angels—the separate intellects—
are immaterial and do not accomplish their actions by any form of physical contact. Nor
does God issue “commands” to the angels by means of speech consisting of letters and
sounds. All these views, Maimonides concludes, “follow the imagination, which is also in
true reality the evil impulse. For every deficiency of reason or character is due to the
action of the imagination or consequent upon its action” (2.12:280). The only issue upon
which Maimonides indicates that he parts with the philosophers is that of creation.

CREATION, ETERNITY, AND THE ACCOUNT OF THE
BEGINNING (GUIDE 2.13-31)

Much more emphasis is placed on the belief in the creation ex nihilo of the world in the
Guide than in his legal writings. Maimonides labels this belief a principle of the law,
following that of the unity of God (2.13). In his previous lists of principles in the
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Commentary on the Mishnah: Introduction to Pereq Cheleq and in the Mishneh Torah:
Laws of the Principles of the Torah; Laws of Repentance, belief in creation is
conspicuous by its absence. Only after having written the Guide does Maimonides revise
his list of principles in the Commentary on the Mishnah to include creation explicitly
(within the fourth principle dealing with the primordiality of God). His earlier approach
in his legal writings was meant to instill in the Jewish people a more philosophically
refined view of God. Maimonides consciously chose to develop his approach in a manner
that was in harmony with the Aristotelian doctrine of eternity. In the Guide, he takes
pains to qualify this approach. He is well aware of the stakes involved in this issue. “With
a belief in the creation of the world in time, all the miracles become possible and the Law
becomes possible” (2.25:329). Belief in the law, in other words, depends upon belief in
God’s ability to act directly in history. For all of Maimonides’ stress on God’s
governance of the world through the natural order, he realizes that belief in this other
aspect of divine governance is indispensable to religion. The question that has engaged
Maimonides’ medieval and modern commentators is whether he emphasized belief in
creation since it was a necessary belief for Judaism, with the added virtue of being also
true, or whether it was a politically necessary, though false, belief. While the thrust of his
discussion supports the former conclusion, certain undercurrents in his discussion suggest
the latter.

Maimonides opens his discussion with a presentation of three different opinions
concerning the creation of the world. The first is the opinion of the law asserting that the
world as a whole was created ex nihilo. Time too was created. Time is an accident of
motion, which in turn is an accident of corporeal bodies. The second is the philosophical
opinion that the world was created from primordial matter and will pass away into matter.
The main exponent of this opinion is Plato. The final opinion is that of Aristotle who
maintains the eternity of the world, both a parte ante and a parte post. The whole higher
and lower order were always in existence and will always be in existence. No innovation
can ever take place in the world that is not according to nature. In laying down the three
opinions, Maimonides treats the problem of whether matter can be generated from
absolute non-existence as the primary philosophical issue upon which the opinion of the
law differs from the other two opinions. The exponents of the latter two opinions regard
this as an absolute impossibility, comparable to the negation of the law of contradiction.
Even God cannot perform what is absolutely impossible. In the opinion of the law, on the
other hand, this is not an absolute impossibility, and we in fact are required to believe that
God performed such an act in creating the world. While Maimonides outlines a number
of salient differences between the Platonic and Aristotelian positions, he equates the two
in positing the existence of something eternal existing simultaneously with God. He
maintains that the falseness of the Epicurean position, asserting that the world came about
by chance, has already been demonstrated by the philosophers, so he sees no need to
discuss it further. The remainder of his discussion is devoted to a rebuttal of the
Aristotelian position.*

The following chapter contains an outline of the Aristotelian proofs for the eternity of
the world. Afterwards, Maimonides turns to a discussion of these proofs, arguing that
they are non-demonstrative. He divides the Aristotelian proofs into two categories: those
derived from the laws of nature operative in the world, and those derived from the nature
of God. An example of a proof belonging to the former category is one based on the
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notion that motion has no beginning or end, hence the world is eternal. For if a motion is
generated, the argument runs, it must be preceded by another motion belonging to all
generated things—namely, its actualization after being non-existent. Consequently,
motion already must exist for a motion to be generated. An infinite regress results unless
one posits that motion is without beginning. The proofs based on the nature of God
approach the problem of creation from the perspective that God is unchanging, and
cannot be subject to any external cause. There is no potentiality in God. The creation of
the world, however, entails a change from a potential creator to an actual creator, and
hence a cause that was responsible for this change. Moreover, just as God’s will and
wisdom are permanent, so must be the actions that result from them—namely, giving
existence to the world. Maimonides dismisses the first category of proofs by arguing that
the laws of nature hold for the world as it now exists. We cannot infer from this state of
affairs that these laws were also applicable to the situation before the world’s existence.
God implanted these laws into the world at creation. Maimonides next grapples with the
proofs based on the nature of God, which cannot be dismissed quite as easily. He argues
that only corporeal beings pass from potentiality to actuality when they act after not
having acted. This is not true of incorporeal existents. Furthermore, the nature of the will
is to will and not to will. An existent is said to undergo change only when an external
cause acts upon its will. No such cause operates on the divine will and activity, thus no
change in God’s essence occurs when willing after not willing. The eternity of divine
wisdom also does not entail an eternal world, for we cannot fathom the rules of God’s
wisdom in deciding to create the world in the manner it was created, or when it was
created.

Maimonides’ arguments up to this point are not designed to prove the doctrine of
creation, only that there are no demonstrative proofs for the doctrine of eternity. He
concedes that he possesses no demonstrative proof for creation. He continues his
discussion by presenting what he considers to be the strongest dialectical proof for
creation, a philosophically rigorous version of the kalamic argument based on the notion
of particularization (2.19; cf. 1.74, fifth method). Maimonides accepts the Aristotelian
naturalistic explanation for all the particularities of the sublunar world. The particulars of
the celestial realm are a different matter. The order of the celestial spheres is certainly not
fortuitous. Yet the lack of uniformity in regard to the size of the spheres, their direction of
motion, and velocity cannot be accounted for by natural necessity. Only the notion of
purposeful action can account for the particularities of the celestial realm. This notion, in
turn, entails that it was brought into existence in this manner after its non-existence.

Many of the Islamic philosophers did not regard the notions of purposeful activity and
the eternity a parte ante of the world as mutually exclusive. They posited the doctrine of
eternal creation. Maimonides is aware of this position and responds that it is based on
semantic gymnastics. The eternity of the world entails its necessity, no matter what
expressions are employed to remove the sting from this notion. Only the doctrine of the
creation of the world after its non-existence leaves room for divine will and purpose.
Maimonides goes on to show many of the incongruities entailed by the doctrine of
emanation. He concludes that far graver philosophical objections can be raised against
the doctrine of eternity than against that of creation, hence the latter should be maintained
even on the basis of philosophical considerations.
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Ultimately, however, the religious considerations are those that determine the issue.
The doctrine of eternity is harmful to the belief that should be maintained in regard to
God. Furthermore, the doctrine of creation was taught by the two foremost prophets—
Abraham and Moses (2.23). Maimonides indicates that a desire to follow the literal
interpretation of Scripture is not the primary consideration governing his approach. A
figurative interpretation is certainly possible if philosophic demonstration warrants it. In
the case of creation, however, no figurative interpretation is required. The doctrine of
eternity has not been demonstrated. Far more crucial to Maimonides is the point that
belief in eternity, by not allowing for even the smallest change in nature, negates all the
miracles, the promises of rewards and punishments, and in short, “destroys the Law in its
principle” (2.25:328).

While Maimonides ostensibly differs with the philosophers on the issue of the creation
of the world, he accepts their position in regard to its eternity a parte post. He adopts this
position despite the Aristotelian principle that everything that is generated is corrupted.
Maimonides goes to great lengths to show that all the prophecies regarding the end of the
world are figurative descriptions of historical events. He regards the order in the world as
being immutable, the world being a perfect creation requiring no changes. For this reason
he even partially “naturalizes” the phenomenon of miracles. He cites, with apparent
approval, the rabbinic dictum that, in the creation of the various elements, God implanted
the miracles destined to occur (2.29). Maimonides then presents an exegesis of the first
two chapters of Genesis dealing with the creation of the world and the story of Adam and
Eve in the Garden of Eden (2.30). He concludes his discussion of this topic of creation by
underscoring the importance of the Sabbath. Observance of the Sabbath serves to
strengthen belief in the principle that the world was created, in addition to providing for
the well-being of the body.

Maimonides’ discussion of creation can be read in a straightforward manner, without
reference to an underlying esoteric doctrine. His philosophic argument for creation based
on the doctrine of particularization has been seen by many as highly persuasive. The
same is true of his counter-arguments to the Aristotelian proofs of the world’s eternity. A
number of the medieval interpreters, on the other hand, were less persuaded by
Maimonides’ arguments and felt that he had not seriously answered the Aristotelian
proofs. The weakness of Maimonides’ arguments, some concluded, may in itself be a
subtle way of signaling his agreement with the Aristotelian position. Though most of the
interpreters viewed Maimonides as adopting either the doctrine of creation ex nihilo or
the Aristotelian doctrine of the eternity of the world (or the eternal creation of the world
as presented by the Islamic Aristotelians), two alternative views have also been advanced.
One is the view that Maimonides accepted the Platonic doctrine of creation from
primordial matter. The other is that Maimonides adopted a skeptical stance, suspending
his judgment as to what is the true doctrine. Acceptance of belief in creation, everyone
realized, is necessary for insuring the masses’ obedience to the law. From this
perspective, it is clear why Maimonides went to such lengths to defend it. Each of the
views rejecting Maimonides’ explicit statements on this issue is based on a subtle, and at
times ingenious, reading of his discussion. A few examples of the “hints” discerned
pointing to an esoteric view convey how subtle some of these readings are.

Maimonides’ attitude to Plato is inconsistent. In presenting the Platonic position in
Guide 2.13, Maimonides equates it with the Aristotelian position. Both posit something
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other than God as existing contemporaneously with God. For this reason, Maimonides
indicates, he dispenses with a discussion of the proofs of this doctrine. His subsequent
brief mention of the Platonic doctrine is surprising in light of this stance:

If, however, one believed in eternity according to the second opinion
[Platonic]...this opinion would not destroy the foundations of the Law
and would be followed not by the lie being given to miracles, but by their
becoming admissible. It would also be possible to interpret figuratively
the texts in accordance with this opinion. And many obscure passages can
be found in the texts of the Torah and others with which this opinion
could be connected or rather by means of which it could be proved.
(2.25:328)

In the following chapter, Maimonides ascribes this position to one of the greatest of the
talmudic sages, Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus. His dual attitude to the Platonic position can
certainly be interpreted as signaling an esoteric view.

The view that Maimonides accepted the Aristotelian position relies on a greater range
of arguments involving even subtler readings of the text. As indicated above, the very
weakness of several of Maimonides’ arguments against the Aristotelian position
suggested to some his agreement with it. Maimonides’ view that God can will after not
willing without experiencing a change of essence appears to be an exceptionally
disingenuous argument given the identity between essence and will accepted by
Maimonides. His example of the active intellect as an entity that undergoes no change,
though it acts at times and does not act at others in accordance with the preparedness of
matter, is hardly applicable to the case of God, as Maimonides himself is aware. From a
philosophical perspective, Maimonides’ defense of creation is rooted in the view that the
structure of the heavenly order can result only from purposeful activity, and this type of
activity presupposes the creation of the world. Maimonides, it is important to stress, does
not prove creation from God’s ability to differentiate between two possibilities that are
completely equal from the standpoint of wisdom, such as the direction of motion of the
spheres. This is the argument advanced, for example, by al-Ghazali in his Incoherence of
the Philosophers, and was undoubtedly known to Maimonides. Maimonides’ argument is
based on the lack of uniformity in the heavenly order, but he maintains that all the
particulars are the product of divine wisdom rather than arbitrary acts of will. The
philosophers too ascribe the eternal existence of the world to an intellectual principle,
perfectly ordering all of its parts. There appears to be no difference between Maimonides
and the philosophers on this fundamental point. His contention that the doctrine of
eternity cannot be harmonized with the notion of purposeful activity, but signifies instead
the necessary existence of the world, may be read as an ingenious or disingenuous
argument in defense of creation, depending upon one’s point of view. His etymological
discussion of the verb bara’ (create) has also been seen as signaling an esoteric doctrine.
His apparently inconsistent stance in regard to the doctrine of emanation is certainly
puzzling, strengthening the view that there is an esoteric level to his discussion.

One of the strongest reasons I have found for favoring an esoteric approach to
Maimonides’ discussion of this issue lies in the non-philosophical reasons adduced—by
him for believing in creation. Maimonides indicates that he could interpret the Torah
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figuratively to agree with the doctrine of eternity if the doctrine were proved. The two
reasons he presents for not taking this route raise a number of questions in their wake.
The first is that the Torah should not be figuratively interpreted in order to uphold an
opinion whose contrary (creation) can be defended by various arguments. This suggests
that Maimonides maintains a literal reading of the Torah whenever no demonstration
against it can be adduced. Yet a careful reading of the Guide reveals that this is hardly the
case. Maimonides adopts figurative interpretations in relation to a number of issues—for
example, prophecy and miracles—even though he is not compelled to do so by
demonstrative argumentation. The second reason advanced by Maimonides is even more
problematic: