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Preface 

The following work is a translation of Abstract v, 

~art 2 of The Light of t he Lord by Hasdai Crescas , and 

commentary on Chapt er 5 . This book , a major wo r k by an 

important thinker of the Middle Ages has not yet been given 

the attention it deserves. Aside from Harry A. Wolfson ' s 

Crescas ' Cr itique of Aristotle, which deals with the first 

part of Crescas' work, no serious treatment of Crescas 

exists in English in print. 

In the mate rial subsequent to the first pnrt , no sub­

ject treated in The Light of the Lord is more interesting 

than the subject dealt with in our text, where Crescas goes 

against the flow of Jewish tradition and deniPs that humans 

have choice over the ir actions. The manner in which Cces­

cas tries to harmoni ze this view with the fact that he 

nonetheless maintains a doctrine of divine r e ward and pun­

ishment is most interesting indeed, and 1epresents the bulk 

of o~ r analytical work i n thi s thesis . 

The thesi s consists of three pacts. 

In the first part the subject of the translation and 

commentary is introduced. Some background material on one 

aspect of the problem which wi l l tie in with the ~onclu­

sions drawn in the commentary is also presented. 
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In the second part the translation itself is pre­

sented. The reader will note that Chapter 5 is heavily 

footnoted. These notes inoicate areas of analysis in the 

third part of the thesis . 

The third part of the thesis analyzes in some detail 

the fifth chapter of the translation. Thi n commentary 

attempts to follow and elucidate the flow of Crescas ' ar­

gument as he offers his solution to the problem he has 

posed . 

It should be noted in closi ng that this thesis barely 

scratches the surface of the text. A good deal more work 

remains to be done on this Abstract, not to mePtion the 

rest of the book , before its relation to the history of 

philosophy is fully understood . 
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Introduction 

The first three chapters in The Light of the Lord form 

a dialectical whole. In these chapters Crescas introduces 

and develops the problem of the nature of the existence of 

possibility (contingency) in causation as opposed to neces­

sity. In Chapter l he presents the view that possibility 

exists. In Chapter 2 he presents the opposite view, viz. , 

that view that denies possibility and asserts absolute nec­

essi ty in causation. I n Chapter 3 Crescas claims to dis­

solve the differences posed by the f ir st two opposing sets 

of argument~ by presenting a synthesis of the two, which, 

he will a rgue, constitutes the truth of matters on this 

subject . As Crescas points out in the Introduction tu 

Abstract v, the problem of whether what occurs occurs con­

tingently or necessarily shall be dete rminative for the 

consequent view of God's knowledge of particulars, God's 

Providence , and man' s moral accountability for his actions. 

It would seem, for example, that in a world of contingency, 

i.e., in a world where what shal l happen tomorrow cannot be 

predicted wi th cer tainty from any view of things, to s ay 

that God does not know what will happen tomorrow, will 

determine a particular vie w of what omniscience is. On tne 

other hand, in a wo rld where what will happen tomorrow will 

happen necessarily, i.e ., God knows what will happen in 



some way is the cause of what will happen, and this denies 

contingency, severe repercussions vis-a-vis man's moral 

accountability for his actions will follow. For, if the 

good or bad deed that is to be committed tomorrow is al­

ready caused and known by God, and human volition does not 

play any formative role in determining the outcome of a 

given situation i n which a man is requ ired to make a moral 

decision, then how shall reward and punishment be said to 

have any relationship to that deed? 

Crescas' problem is caused by hi s desire to have it 

both ways. He wants a God who knows part iculars as parti­

culars in order to argue for a fully omniscient supreme 

being, ye t he wants moral accountability i n order to claim 

that reward and punishment are operative matters in the 

universe that are just. 

We s hall see presently the unfolding of this argument 

from Crescas' own view as presented in our text, as well as 

Abstract I of Book Two, in addition to which we will look 

briefly at an earlier critical debate between Gersonides 

and Maimonides which has obviously influenced Crescas. 

In the first chapter of Abstract v Book Two of The 

Light of the Lord Crescas presents those views which prima 

fac i e prove the existence of the nature of contingency, 3 

problem, he tells us, will be solved both from the point of 

view of pl:ilosophy and Torah. That is, he will offer sev~ral 

arguments in favor of the nature of contingency, and will 

do so by two distinctly different methods , philosophic ano 
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Toraitic, eac h understood as existing separately. Now , one 

o f the issues that will pervade our analysis o f Chapter 5 

is that of the authority of these two sources , i.e., which 

source i s of greater authority for determining a view o n a 

given problem, or, if of equal authority, how are determina­

tions made between them where contradictions appear. This 

is the classical issue of medieval Jewis h philosophy, whic h 

takes on an interesting visage with Crescas, a s we shall 

see. In these first thr ee chapter s, the argumentatio n of 

philosophy and To rah is presented separately, as though 

each tradition is ot equal value. However , as the analysis 

of Chapte r 5 proceeds, it will become clear that in Crescas' 

view the final authority is to be Torah , though philosophy 

as a source of knowledge even for de termining the appropri­

a te posit i on on a religious problem cannot be t o ta lly dis­

cegarded.1 For pu rposes of our discussion o f Chapte r 1 , I 

s hall desc ribe three of the philosophic arguments, and bo th 

of his Tora:tic arguments. 

The first of these arguments is an argument f r om cau­

sat i on. According t o Ari s t o tle all things come into exis­

tence by mea11s of four causes. They are: (a) the efficient 

cause , that cause through which a thing has be i ng; (b) the 

final cause , that on account of wh ich a thing has being; 

(c) the material cause , that in wh ich a thing has being; 

(d) the fo rmal cause, that into which something is c hanged. 

If , for example , I wis h to manufacture a pot in o rder to 

cook spinac h, the causes that militate the existence of 
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that pot are as follows: The efficient cause is t he manu­

fact urer of the pot (me) . The final cause is the cooking 

of spinach. The material c ause is the clay. The formal 

cause is the form o r distinc tive proper ty of a spinach 

cook ing pot.~ 

In this argument Crescas states that in the case of 

some things , some of their cau~es e xist a nd some do not 

e xi s t. Ii we stay with o ur spinac h cooking pot example , 

let us s ay all of the causes for the existence of this pot 

exist except the material cause , the clay; there i s no c lay 

available. Without clay the other three causes , which do 

exist , are effectively unable to collaborate to produce the 

pot i n which to cook spinach . Since this kind of situation 

might conceivaoly exist , it follows t hat contingency exi s t s 

because the assumed breakdown of causes shows that a t h i ng 

need not n~cessariiy come into existe nce should one or more 

of the four causes be lacking. 

This is a highly problematic argument, one with which 

Crescas will take issue in Chapter 3. 

Crescas ' second argument, which we wi ll see later in 

simiiar torm with Gersonides, cla ims t hat contingency ex­

i sts because of the nature of human wi ll which can will or 

not will to br i ng a thing into exis t e nce depending upon any 

numbe r of circumstances . This argument claims that of 

those th i ngs whose existence depends upon an act of a will, 

the existence occur s based upon a choice made by that will , 

and that that wi l led choice was in no way compelled . Thee~-
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fore it follows that the nature of contingency exists. 

That all choice is uncompelled i s not c laimed here. That 

some c hoice is uncompelled is all that is being claimed 

he r e. The major premi se of the proposition , viz . , that it 

i s c l ear that man has t he power to will or no t wi l l, a l r eady 

presumes the exis tence of contingency, in that the wil l is 

def ined as a freely choosing e ntity , wh ich it need not 

necessarily be. Crescas takes issue with this argument , 

t oo , i n Chapter 3. 

The stronge~ t arguments in t his first c hapte r i n sup­

port of cont ingency are those presented from the vi~w of 

the Torah, which are themselve s in actuality ce r tain clear 

presuppositions of belief, viz., that God gave the Torah to 

Jews , whose co ntent, commandments, entail a God- human rela ­

tionship in which God r ewards people for obedience and 

puni shes them for disobedience. The individual Jew migh t 

obey o r not obey the commandments, but it i s understood fo r 

a system of this sort t o function i t is necessary to posit 

a view in which a man is c apable of c hoice i n the matte r of 

his conduct . If the existence of commands, and reward a nd 

punishment is to be log i cal and just, Cr escas ' argument in 

th i s c hapter contends , there must be some way in which a 

man's deeds a re not determined. For if thi s were not so-­

i f man' s actions were decermined--then the commands would 

be in va in, i.e., th~y would have no etfect upo n a man' s 

ac tions, and reward and punishment would be a perve r s ity, 

i.e., they would be given by God for illogical and immora l 
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reasons, since what one does is something over which one 

has no control. Therefore, these two related arguments 

about (a) the need for human choice in actions and (b) the 

perve rsity of Torah if choice did not exist, claim it is 

necessary to posit the existence of contingency in order to 

assert that man's actions are not determined, and its corol­

lary, that since reward and punishment "is one of the most 

essential principles of the Torah, it necessarily follows 

that man possesses absolute will over his actions and (that 

he) is free from any compulsion and necessity." (Quoted 

from the end of Chapter 1.) It follows from the argument 

that contingency exists. 

In Chapter l Crescas offers a series of counte r-argu­

ment~ to the arguments presented in the previous chapter. 

The tirs t two arguments are related. The tirst argu­

ment says that it we examine the causes of a thing at th~ 

point at which it comes into being, and thereby abstrac t it 

from the chain of causation of which it is a part, at that 

abstracted moment, the existence of the thing would appear 

co be contingent . To return to our example of a spinach 

cooking pot, it we were to examine the process that resulted 

in the manufacture of that pot at the point at which the 

pot was made, we would see the collaboration ot the four 

causes , or the absence of one or more of them, in a way 

that would appear as though its existence was contingent 

upon the unity of the lour causes. If uy chance the four 

causes did not unite to c reate the pot, i.e .• if one or 



more o r them was som~how lacking, it would appear as though 

possibil ity e x isted; it just so happened that one or more 

ot the causes was absent. But if one were to look more 

closely at the causal chain and see the totality of the 

events as they developed , one wouid see that in fact there 

was no chance involved in the c reat ion or non- c reation of 

that pot. For the view that is being expressed here claims 

that things a r e part of a finite chain of causa tion which 

terminates in God, who is understood in this argument as 

che ~irst Existent , i.e., that existent in which all other 

existents ultimately inhere , some nea rer , some more distant. 

Since the being of all existents is ultimately roo ted in 

God, and all being acquires existence through participation 

1n the chain of causation which somehow emanates from God 

(it is not obvious from the argument how this process oc ­

curs), it follows, according t o this argument, that contin­

gency is 1n tact a non-existent category . 

In the second a r gument , it is sta ted essentially that 

to bring~ into existence cause£ is required. If Eis 

non-existent , then~ will remain non-existent . Viewed in 

this abstracted moment i n the causal chain, it would appear 

that x's existence depends on£ which either will o r will 

not come into ex i stence, meaning that it i s impossible to 

indicate whether o r not x will come into existence , a state 

of being which seems to support the existence of contingency . 

But when viewed from the perspective of the chai n o f causa­

tion in which these two elements participate (o r do not if 
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x and E are non-existent), one could discern clearly whether 

E woulo be available at the critical moment to c ause x to 

come into existence. If one could make such a judgment--if 

suffic ient information were available to a human observer-­

one would see that either x was necessarily the case or 

not. In either outcome it would be clear f rom the view 

presented in this argument that contingency is, so to speak, 

an illusion. 

In both of these arguments a finite chain of being is 

posited which terminates in God, where God is spoken of 

und~r two related aspects, First Existent and Fi r st cause. 

By these two aspects Crescas understands that God sets into 

motion the causal process by whic h all things come into 

being. An existent is at o nce the effect of its causes, 

proximate and distant, and the proximate and distant c ause 

of future effects. This forms a pattern ot causation whi~h 

could be predictable to one who understands the process and 

possesses sufficient informat ion to make the necessary 

judgments. A human in such a position, admitt~dly hypotheti­

cal, would Judge all apparently contingent events as they 

rea1ly are, viz., necessary . But only God can truly be in 

such a position. 

The fifth and final arguments deserve special attention 

in that they are central to what Crescas is attempting to 

accomplish in arguing for the existence of necessity. 

In the tifth argument Crescas reminds us that in the 

ti rs~ Abstrac t of Treatise 2 he argued that God's knowledge 
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encompasses knowledge of particulars as particulars. That 

is, God knows all existents, past, present, and future, 

their ot i gin ano their fate. I f they have not yet come to 

be and God knows they will come to be, then they must come 

to be, for otherwise--i f it were possible to claim that x 

may or may not come to be--then God's knowl edge of future 

existents would be incomplete or er roneous. To posit e rror 

of God is to contradict an essential feature of God's na­

ture , viz., that God ' s knowledge is perfect. In order to 

avoid a logical position in which error would be posited of 

God's nature , Crescas finds it necessary to claim that God 

knows exactly wha t will happen oefore it happens, at the 

oeginning of the c hain ot causat i on to be exact. If we are 

to argue i n this manner, says Crescas, it is absolutely 

essential to deny any type of contingency. Further , it is 

absolutely essential to assert necessity in all events 1n 

order to have a system in which God's knowledge ot events 

would be perfect and thereby eliminating the possibility of 

predicating e rror of Him. As stated we s hall present this 

debate in some detail at the end of this introduction. 

The final drgument is a Toraitic assertion, or better, a 

faith claim. This claim, essentially what has already been 

argueo philosophically, is that according to the Torah God's 

knowledge encompasses all particulars through all time. It 

would at this stage in the proceedings that even the Torai­

ti~ claims in the t wo chapters clash. 
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The final Toraitic faith claim in effect caps Crescas' 

argumentation. He is caught on the horns of a major dilem­

ma as the Toraitic faith claims of both chapters will at­

test to. In Chapter 1 we saw that contingency is crucial 

for making sense of commandments, reward and punishment as 

moral categories. In Chapter 2 we see that necessity is 

crucial for Toraitic claims about God's knowledge. 

He begins the third chapter by stating the situation 

in which he finds himself, in that he has powerfully argued 

both sides of the question, and that "the re rema i ns no (al ­

ternative) except (to conclude) that the nature of contin­

gency exists in one respect and does no t exist in another 

respect ." 

In the fi r st place , he says, the first two arguments 

presented in favor of contingency in Chapter l commit the 

logicai fallacy of petitio principii, i . e ., they beg the 

questio n, and in so doi ng res ult in proving not the exis­

tence or contingency in the absolute, but only contingency 

with respect to the thing itself. What this means will be 

expi ained below. 

with resp~ct to the first argument presented in Chap­

te r 1, whic h argued contingency based on the four causes 

necessary to produce a thing, Crescas says that this does 

not prove contingency. Rather, the contingent nature of 

the four causes itself is at question. That is, the argu­

ment presupposes that the Aristotelian breakdown of causa­

tion 1nto tour causal elements are themselves contingent, 
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which may or may not be the case, but which is hardly pro­

ven by the argument. Since contingency is presupposed in 

an argument which seeks to prove contingency, it begs the 

question of the ultimacy of contingency , and at most proves 

contingency ' s existence from the narrow view of the thing 

itself. 

Similarly , the second a rgum~nt, which claims that the 

will is the final determinative factor in causation of some 

things, commits the fallacy of petitio principii. Since 

the argument presupposes that the will comprises a con­

tingent element in the understanding of how a thing that 

has been caused through the agency of human will, it cannot 

be used t o prove contingency itself in the ultimate sense. 

From this argument it ls only possible to say f rom the view 

of the human will itself, those things which are brought 

into existence through the agency of the human will~ 

from the view of the wil l to exist contingently. To say 

chat the will wills contingent upon its own volition with­

out any further causatio n is erroneous from the view of the 

argument. In point of fact Crescas says that which moves 

the will t o will that which it wills, may be said to move 

the wil l necessarily . That is, if I will to make a salami 

s andwich for myself, my decision has been caused by factors 

which necessarily struck in me the urge for a salami sand­

wich. If in the proc~ss of making that sandwich I will not 

co make it after having originally decijed to make it, a 

cause external to the will may be said to have moved my 
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will to will the opposite of what it originally chose. In 

short , the will, whic h seems free, is not free at all , but 

rather a participant in the chain of causation. This is a 

major claim which brings Crescas i nto conflict with the 

logic and morality of commandments. 

By now the solution Crescas poses to the problem is 

becoming clear: A thing he says may be saia to be neces­

sar y t' rom the view of the causation of the thing, whil e 

fr om the view of the thing itself the e xi stence of the 

thing may be said to be contingent. Wha t he means by this 

is as follows: If we were able to view everything sub 

specie eternitatis , the cause and fate ot every phenomenon 

wouici be obviou~, since we (i.e. , Crescas) have positeci a 

finite ana integ rally connected chain of causation that 

terminates in a God from whom this chain emanates irrevo ­

cably . In such a view, it we couid perceive t he causal 

c hain ot each phenomenon as it terminates in God, o r vice 

versa , we would know the cause of everything , a nd the fate 

of ever ything. With respect to God 1 s knowledge, then, 

where it 1s assumed that God knows particulars qua parti­

cula r s as it i s so assumed here, God knows the e ffect of 

every cause which o riginates with himself , even if from our 

time-bound view of things such a cause- effect relationship 

has not as yet even come to be. 

With respect co the things themg~lves, however , things 

are contingent. By this Crescas means that since we humans 

are not God , and cannot consequently view things sub specie 

12 
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eternitatis, we necessarily cannot know the outcome of a 

given situation a priori , and cannot therefore act as though 

the Torah with its warnings, for example, is a vain thing. 

That is, my own knowledge that God knows whether or no t I 

will steal does not permit me to avoid exercising my will 

as best I can to try to prevent myself from stealing, though 

I might steal and steal again since I myself do not know 

the outcome of things. With respect to my place in the 

scheme of things I cannot know the outcome of the collision 

of causes, and so to me 1t seems as though I have choice in 

matters. Theretore, my striving to be good, even if it is 

doomed to failure, matters with respect to reward and punish­

ment , as we sh~ll see part i cularly in Chapter 5. 

Thus does Crescas begin to solve the moral vroblem 

posed by a view ot causation that holds to necessity in a l l 

for ms of causation: if you do not know that the causes that 

impose themselves on you are there or cannot yourself be 

divine master of t he causation , it is impossible to be 

fatalistic about them. As long as things are viewed as 

contingent in themselves, that is, as long as the necessity 

for which Crescas is arguing is not felt at the level of 

individuals, the utility of Torah, commandments, reward and 

punishment all follow, he argues. 

Crescas mak~s a prudential point when he states in 

this chapter, "Making th1s truth generally known would harm 

the masses si nce that would necessitate victory of evil deeds 

( ii they d1d not fee1 that punishment follows from choice as 

13 
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effect follows from cause." That is, having discovered a 

revolutionary way or viewing causation, keeping in mind that 

this view has radical implications vis-a-vis Torah, command ­

ments, and reward and punishment, this view should not be 

publicized among the masses who could be led astray by it. 

Nonetheless there is in Crescas• view a critica l point 

to be e mphasized, a point that will play an important role 

in the moral theory he offers in the fifth chapter. That 

~oint is that there are activities which a man is compelled 

to do which he feels compe lled t o do, and activi ties wh ich 

he is ultimately compe lled to do but in which he does not 

tee l compelled . Both are necessitated or compelled activi­

ties according to Crescas• theory , bu t only those activities 

which appear to emanate f rom the individual will, i.e., ac­

tivities whe re o ne aoes not feel the necessity, quali fy fo1 

reward and punishment. 

This then is Crescas ' synthesis of the two diametric al­

ly opposed theses argued in chapters land 2, namely, "every 

thing is contingent in one respect and necessary i n another 

respect." Whether he succeeds in harmonizing the resulting 

theory with hi s moral theory is a question which we shall 

dea l with in our analysis of Chapter 5. For the remainder 

of this introduction it is appropriate to augment what we 

have been discussing with spec itic material which will il­

lumine the probl em as we see it . 

As s ta ted . what is at stake in Crescas' position is 

the nature of God's knowledge , i.e. , how "omniscience" is 
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to be defined. In Abstract 1 of Tr eatise 1, Crescas dis­

cusses this question at some length, but it is not until he 

reaches our Abstract, four chapters later , that he alleges 

to have solved the problem. Hi s opening affirmations in 

Abstract I indicate his position: 

It follows necessarily according to the roots of 
the Torah and what we extract from it (God ' s knowl ­
edge must include) three matters: The first is that 
His knowledge encompasses t hat which is infinite. The 
second is that Hi s knowledge (encompasses) that which 
does not (yet) e~ist. The third is that His knowledge, 
may He be blessed, (encompasses) the contingent with­
out changing the nature of contingency. (p. 28b) 

These three assertions augmented by the consequent asser­

tion that Guo knows particulars as particulars as we shall 

s ee differ little from Maimonides' v iew on this matter. 

Crescas' three claims about God's knowleoge tell us tha t 

according to his conception of the matter it is the case 

that God knows absolutely everything, that He knows infinity; 

He knows that which does not as yet exist; and He knows what 

is possible without changing the nature of possibility. ~or 

our purposes , the third affirmation is the importanc one. 3 

The first major discussion of this question for our 

purposes occurs in The Guide of the Perplexed. In Part III 

Chapter LO Maimonioe s says that Goo's knowledge of particu­

lars does not entail plurality in Bis knowledge, nor is His 

knowledge increased when something which previously did not 

e x ist comes into existence. Moreover, it is the case that 

God's knowledge encompasses the infinite. 

larity with Crescas' aff irmatio ns above . ) 

(Note the simi­

This Maimonide's 
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contends in the face of a good deal of philosophic opposi ­

tion . The main point which he brings to defend his position 

is the absolutely equivocal nature of the term "knowledge" 

when applied to God and applied to men. 

My opinion is this: the cause of the error of all 
these schools is their belief that God's knowledge is 
like ours; each school points to something withheld 
from our knowledge, and either assumes that the same 
must be the -ease in God's knowledge, or at least finds 
some difficulty how to explain it • •• His knowledge 
is not of the same kind as ou r s, but totally differ­
ent rrom it and admitting of no analogy.4 

Now, when it is claimed and accepted that our knowledge and 

God's knowledge are absolutely equivocal terms , it becomes 

impossiole to deny Maimonides' larger claims concer ning God's 

knowledge. It is a c lever step which serves to mute the 

objections. 

Concerning the philosophic objections to affirming God'e 

Knowledge of parciculars Crescas himself provides us with 

sufficient examples or which I will present two. (1) If God 

knows what does not yet exist, he knows that at so™! future 

point i t will exist. When it comes to exist, God knows that 

that whi c h did not yet exist now has come into existence, a 

state which would entail a change in God's knowledge. But 

if God ' s knowledge is perfect, it is impossible to predicate 

change of it. (1) If God knows the contingent then he knows 

that tomorrow on~ of two possibilities might come to be. 

Tomorrow when one of those two poss ibilities r.omes into ex­

istence God's previous knowledge of those two possibilities 

will necessarily be contradicted, which will require a change 

in God's knowledge . To predicate change in that which is 
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perfect is absurd. 

Between Crescas and Maimonides lies Gerson ides . In 

The Wars of th~ Lord Gerson ides takes issue with Maimoni-

des ' theory of Goa 's knowledge in a pr ecise analytical way , 

ana poses several obj eccio ns and proposes several solu tio ns. 

I shal l briefly discuss some of them . 

Al l human knowledge says Gersonides o riginaces in sense 

experience. In a complex epistemological theory Gersonides 

holas that thro ugh sens e experience man abstracts unive r sals 

o r the intellig ible ordering of the world. Since that i s 

so , our knowledge of the essence o f the thing is an effect 

of Lhe thing. However , God knows the essence of that thing 

as cause of that thing withou t r ecou rse to sense experience . 

It follows the r efore that knowledge of the thing for God 

and for man is indeed a di fferent term, bu t not, as Maimoni­

des suggestea absol utely equ ivoca J , for t here remains an 

important similarity in the knowledge of God and man. 

Rathe r it is the case that knowledge as applied to 
God is perfec t knowledge and a s such consti tutes the 
prime .nstance o r meaning of the term, whereas human 
know l eog~, whi ch is less per fec t , is a derivative use 
or the term. Such a relationship i s cal l ed "pros hen 
equivocation." 5 

Moreove r, Gerso nides says, Ma imon ides is guilty of intellec ­

tual dish0nesty in this macter . Maimonides knows that reli ­

gion a tti rms God ' s kn0wl edge of particulars as part iculars, 

yet he is also aware of the philosophical objec tio ns t o the 

proo1em . To solve the pr oblem , Gersonides accuses, Maimoni ­

des creates the idea of the absolutely equivocal nature of 
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knowledge as terms governing God and man. 6 

Ger sonides goes on and argues that God knows particu­

la r s , but not as particulars . In the thi rd o f three argu­

me nts he says: 

.. • It i s c lear from what was 3tated above that the 
Active Intel l ect in some way knows these t hi ngs subject 
to generati on in this l ower world. This being so, and 
it (further) being (the case) that Goa, may He be 
blessed, i s t he cause , the form, and the e nd of all 
othe r separate intelligences, as is expla i ned in the 
Metaphysics, it necessarily follows that cognitions of 
all o ther i ntelligences are found in God . This is 
because those cognitions proceed materially from the 
cog nition of God, may He be blessed. Similar ly it is 
the case that an architect of a house s hould know the 
form of the bricks and the beams whic h these workmen 
know who are engaged in those arts which aid the art 
ot the architecture. But he who is engaged in the 
primary art will have mo r e perfect knowledge of t hem 
with respect t ~ thei r being part of (the total plan 
of) the house, as was mentioned above. This being so , 
it is clear beyond any doubt that these cognitions 
whic h the Active I ntellect has ot these things (are 
possessed) by God , may He be blessed, in a more per­
fect manner . This also shows that God, may He be 
blessed knows particulars.? 

Aware of t he philosophic obj ection of predicating 

error t o God , as wel l as multiplicity, change and imperfec­

tion to a God who knows particular s , Gersonides, after 

having argued the possibility that God knows particulars, 

must harmon ize the two apparent ly opposing v i e ws. He s ays , 

" ... These contingents are defined and o rdered in one 

respect and are contingents in another respect." 8 The 

respect in which God knows particular s is their intelligible 

ordering . "The r espect i n which He does no t know them is 

the respect in which they a r e not ordered , which is the 

respec t in which they are contingent s . This is because in 
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this respect it is impossible t hat they should be known. 119 

The outcome of this view is t hat God knows about particu­

lars , He knows what particulars are , He knows how particu­

lars are. But "He cannot know what any specific particulars 

are. 1110 

Gersonides' doctrine has a powerful effect upon his 

theory of divine providence. As originated in Maimonides, 

the prophet is a man whose intellect has been sharpened and 

trained, who, in the prophetic state knows things in the 

way the Active Intellect knows them, viz., not particularly 

but essentially or universally, for the prophet in this 

s tate does no t utilize his senses. In this state the pro­

phet knows what is essential ly true of things without know­

ing what is true of particular things . 

For example the prophe t Jeremiah knows the essence 
of Israel, the essence o f Babylonia, and what is uni­
ver~ally necessarily true in warfare ..• Hence Jere­
miah can say t o King Zedekiah that it is necessarily 
the case that if Judah goes to war with Babylonia, 
Judah will be destroyed. But this does not mean that 
i t is determined that Judah will in fact be destroyed. 
This particular fact is contingent with respect t o 
human choice. In other words Zedekiah has the option 
ot going or not ~oing to war with Babylonia. What is 
known is what will be the consequence of his choice. 
But his choice itself is not determined. Hence the 
destruction of Judah is not determined. 

It is in this way that all human events are both 
determined and free.11 

Note the flow of the argument . Gersonides (1) denies abso­

lute equivocation of God's knowl edge with human knowledge; 

(L) shows in what respect God knows particulars; (3) derives 

a theory of human choice dependent upon the intellect know­

i ng universals in the way the Active Intellect knows them. 
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On ai1 three counts, Crescas disagrees, though step •2 is 

the key. In oraer to affirm God's knowledge of particulars 

as particulars, he is forced to deny human choice as argued 

by Gersonides. 

I have spent considerable space explicating Gersonides' 

view o n this matter for three reasons. (1) He offers a 

serious response to the Maimonidean doctrine which (2) 

logically denies God's absolute knowledge of what goes on 

among His creatures, (3) in a way in which Crescas is aware 

and thinks that he must take account of in his own iormula­

tion of the problem. 

In Abstract I , Tre atise 2, Chapter 4, of The Light of 

the Lord, in summary form, Crescas presents Gersonides' ob­

jections to Maimonides' position with regard t o God's knowl­

edge. Keeping in mine that Crescas will argue for the 

three assertions he makes at the beginning of the chapter 

which we quoted above, he is forced to say about Gersonides' 

case: 

This is the essence of all his (Gersonides) claims 
and destructive arguments against the Master (Ma imoni­
des) .•. we sought to claim that that which he thought 
he had grasped about the words of the Master were not 
that which were fitting to pay attention about them. 
But his words (Ge1sonides' words) are correct and 
true, (p. 32a) 

i.e. , Crescas acknowledges that Gersonides had a good point. 

The key to Crescas' solution to the problem emerges in 

our chapter. Until Crescas, some kind of absolute choice 

in matters was preserved among Jewish philosophers. We 

have iookeo briefly at Gersonides' position on the matter, 
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which flows logically from his view that God knows only the 

intelligible ordering of things. This being so, it is pos­

s ible for humans o n occasion also to know the intelligible 

ordering, that being the essence of prophecy, and, ultimately, 

reason 1tself. 12 But the logical trade- off is that neither 

God nor prophets (when engaged in the act of prophecy) knuw 

about the particulars as particulars; they know only essen­

ces which guide them in appropriate conduct. This reduces 

in effect the authority of religious tradition which would 

have it t hat God knows particulars as particulars, a posi ­

tion Ma imonides tried to hold to, a position which in the 

e nd could not stand up to Gersonides' critique, as long as 

contingency were to be asserted , and as l o ng as c hoice was 

said to be at l east in some measure free. But if it were to 

be posited that contingency did not really exist, that all 

causes and ecfects were ~ssentiaily predictable because the 

c ausal chain which emanated from God were a st rictly detec­

minist chain; if it were to be posited that possibility was 

not really operative save f rom the view of the person, then 

it would follow that the objections posed by Gersonides' 

ccitique of Maimonides ' affirmations of God's knowledge 

would melt away. If there were no such thing as choice f r om 

the view of causation , then imperfection, change , and error 

in God's knowledge would not be operative objections , a nd 

the problem would be solved. 

so it seems that the doctrine presented in our text 

o n cho ice is necessitated by the earlier debate on God ' s 
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knowledge . In the light of Gersonides' argume ntation in 

The Wars of The Lord, in which it is c lear that the authori­

ty of philosophy overrules the c laims of revealed religion, 

Crescas, who will wish to argue philosophically as much as 

possible for the ultimate primacy o f the authority of To rah, 

dev ises a metaphysics in which being i s enmeshed in an 

incontrovertible c ausal chain . This causal chain determines 

al l events , leaving no r oom for the intel l ect to choose 

fr eely from one ot t wo opposing possi bilities, for it i s 

already known in the mind of God just which possibility 

will be chosen . 

I t is now t o the other side of the dilemma we must 

t ur n. This dilemma, mentioned previously i n th is i ntroduc­

tion, and clearly delineated by Crescas himself (as we have 

seen) , invol ves two Toraitic desiderata : on the one hand 

Torah cla ims God knows particulars as particulars, o n the 

o ther ha nd Torah i s a document filled with commandment:- for 

which we are toJd we receive reward and punishment in appro ­

pr iate measure depending upo n our relationship to those 

commandments . If the solution to the problem of God's 

knowledge of particular s en tail s a determined universe in 

light of Gersonides ' a rgumentation, how then do we solve 

the problem of reward and punishment fo r deeds we have in 

fac t not c hosen t o do? The substance of this question is 

taken up in Chapter 5 of this Abstract, and will be s ubse­

quently analyzed at some l ength. 
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Notes to Introduction 

1crescas' philosophical acumen is undeniable. Cf. 
Harry A. Woltson, Crescas' Critique of Aristotle , Cambridge , 
Mass.: Harvard University Press , 1929: 

In his work are mirrored the achievements of five 
centuries of philosophic activity among Moslems and 
Jews , and in his method of inquiry is reflected the 
originality and the independence of mind which char­
acterize the Jewish philosophic writing of his time-­
an originality and independence which is yet to be 
recognized. P. IX. 

2G. B. Kerferd, "Aristotle," Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 
Vol. 1, New York : Macmillan Pubiishing Co., lnc. & The Free 
Press, 1967, pp. 156-157. 

3The material that will be brought in here will relate 
largely to this third proposition. This is not the place 
to enter into an in-depth discussion of the medieval Jewish 
philosophic debate on r.od's knowledge. The interested 
reader is referred to Norbert M. Samuelson, Gersonides , The 
Ward of the Lord Treati se Three : On God's Knowledge, Onta­
rio, Canada, Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 
1977. This book, though focusing on Gersonides' view, 
presents a detailed analys is of the problem. 

4Mo~es Maimonide s , The Guide of the Perplexed, 3:16. 
Quotes f r om trs. by ~ichael Friedlander in J . David Bleich , 
With Perfect Faith, New York, N.Y.: Ktav, p. 436. 

5s · · t 2e amueison, op. c1 ., p. . 

6Ibid., p. 33. 

7 Ibid., pp. 230-231. 

8 Ibid. , p. 232. 

9rbid., p. 233. 

lOibid. , p. 4 9. 

11Ibid. , pp. 50- 51. 
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Treatise 2, Abstract V 

The Light of The Lord by Hasdai Crescas 

Choice 

I ntroduction 

According to what has preceded us one of the founda­

tions of religion is choice, and that responsibil i ty is 

given to each man so that the one commanded would not be 

compelled and forced t o do a certain thing. Rather, it 

must be posited of his simple will (that he be ~ble to do) 

each one of the alternatives. The n what has been commanded 

of him will be fitting and connected. The foundation of 

choice has been the existence of the nature of cont inge ncy. 

(Our) predecessors have struggled hard to try to solve 

(this problem). And we have found differing opinions among 

them according to what has come t o us from their words. 

Therefore it is necessary that we investigate them accord­

i ng to Torah and speculation. 

According co the opinio ns that we have found there are 

two cuntradictory divisions (in this matter). Therefore we 

have div ided this Abstract into three chapters. The first 

t wo (chapters) are of two opinions and their claims (con­

ce rn) that which comes in accordance with the strength of 

their words . (In) the thi rd we shall explicate what follows 

about it (about this matter of choice) in the Torah and 



specul~tion, according to (the way) it appears to us . It 

is fitting that we not be lazy in this investigation, be­

cause this principle is a great foundation and pillar in 

(the matter) of God's knowledge of existents such as we 

explicated in Abstract I. An error (in the explication of 

the concept of choice) shall bring great and mighty errors 

(with regard to matters of the concepts of) God's knowledge 

and His providence over existents. Thus we have added 

another three chapters as shall be seen th rough our discus­

sion in this Abstract, with the help of Goa. 
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Chapter l: Concerning the clarification of the view of he 

who seems (to bel i eve) that the nature of contingency exists. 

This is clarified (both) with respec t to speculation 

and with respect to the Torah. 

With respect to speculation he seems (to hold the 

view) from (various) perspectives: 

(1) (One) of them i s that it i s clear that natural or 

angelic things only come to exist by (means of) four causes, 

namely, efficient, material, formal, and final , as is ex­

plained in the Physics. It seems to us that concerning 

some things, some of their causes exist and some of them do 

not exist, but it is impossible that a ll of them exist oc 

none of them exist. Therefore, through the possibility of 

the causes of things, the possibility of the things them­

sel ves necessarily follows. 

(2) Another of them is that we see that many things 

depend on will. Since it is clear that man has (the powe r) 

to will or not to will, for that which if it were necessary 

would not be (subject to) will but would be (subject to) 

necessity and compulsion, therefore i t is clear that the 

nature of contingency exists. 

(3) Another of them is that it has been clarified in 

the Physics that some things occur by chance or by accident 

or spontaneously, and if all of these things were necessary, 

such as would have to be the case if the nature of contin-
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gency did not exist, it would be necessary that each one of 

these things would come to exist. But it is not correct to 

say that that which necessarily comes to exist comes to 

exist accidentally. For it is not correct (to say that) 

t omor row's sunrise shall occur accidentally. Therefore, it 

is clear that not all things are necessary, and contingency 

exists. 

(4) Another of them is that if contingency did not 

exist, (then) all of man's activities would be necessary, 

and effort and decision would be in vain. Necess3cily 

teaching and learning as well as preparing and introducing 

would all be in vain. (The same would be true of) diligence 

in collecting acquisitions or useful things, and fleei rg 

from harmful things. All of this is the opposite of what 

is commonly accepted and sensible. 

(5) Another of them is that (inasmuch as) what is the 

human wi ll inheres in the rational soul which i s separate 

f rom matter, it is not fitting that a material thing should 

act upon it, i.e., (in the way) the bodies of the spheres 

act upon the lesser bodies where it is clear that what is 

separate is especially (suited) to act and matter is espe­

c ially (suited) to be acted upon, as is made clear in the 

Metaphysics. Therefore it is not fitting that one should 

think that the spheres, which have bodies, act and cause 

the human soul to flee . Rather his (man's) soul is removed 

and negated f rom all necessity. 
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Therefore f r om all of (these) perspectives it would 

seem that with respect to speculat i on the nature of contin­

gency exi sts. With respect t o the Torah (this view) is 

also clear from (various) per s pec t ives . 

(1) (One) of them is that if all things were 11ecessary, 

and (if) all of man's actions were necessary, then all of 

the comma nds of the Torah, a nd its warnings would be in 

vain , since they would be of no use, bec ause the actions of 

man would be compelled and he would (therefore) not possess 

powe r and will over them. 

(2) Another of them is that if human actions were 

necessary, reward a nd punishment for them would be, God 

forbid , perversity with c ~ference to God , may He be blessed, 

since it is clear that through His council the reward and 

pun ishment for actions only occu r by means of voluntary 

huma~ actions . But it is not possible tha t there should be 

r e ward and punishmen t for actions that are necessitated and 

compelled . And since reward and punishment is one of the 

mos t essential principles of the Torah, it necessa rily 

follows that man possesses absolute will over his actions 

and (that he) is free from any compuls i o n and necessity. 

From this (respect) it is clear that the nature o f 

contingency ex i st~ , whic h is the intention of this chapt er. 

27 



Chapter 2 : Concern ing the clarificat ion of the v i ew of he 

who seems (to believe) that the nature of contingency does 

not exist. 

This (view) also is clarified both with respect to 

speculation and wi th r espect to the Torah. Wi th respect to 

speculation, he seems (to hold this view from) various 

perspectives. 

(1) (One) of them is that what is clear about natural 

quantity is that the existence of all things which fall 

under the (rules of) comlng into being and passing away of 

necessity are preceded by four causes , and by the existence 

of the causes the things caused necessarily are brought 

into existence. Therefore, it is necessary that the exis­

tence ot the things caused have contingency. But when we 

also speculate about this concerning the existence of the 

causes, then (we see that) it also is absolutely necessary 

that the existence of othe r causes precede them by whose 

existence the existence of those causes are necessi tated . 

Thus it necessarily fol lows that their existence is neces­

sa r y (and) not contingent. When we seek other causes tor 

those causes there would be the same judgment about them, 

until (the causal process) terminated in the First Existent 

that has necessary exist~nce, may His name be blessed. 

Therefore , it is c lear that the nature of cont ingency does 

not exist. 
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(2) Another oi them is that it is known (to be) self­

evident and agreed upon that (concerning ) some things such 

that it is possible that it will come into existence o r it 

wil l not come into existence requires a cause to incli ne 

(i t t owards ) existence over its absence. And if not (if 

this c ause does not incline it t oward existence) its priva­

tion will....persist. And t hus when we posit a certain pos ­

s ible existent, it necessarily follows t hat a cause preceded 

(it) which necessitated ( i ts) inclining to existence over 

its absence, and therefore the existence which was assumed 

to be cont i nge nt i s necessary. And when we also speculate 

about the preceding cause , if it (also) has been posited to 

be contingent , when we posit it to be existent (the same 

procedure) would apply logically t o it (to its being in­

clined t o existence) as followed necessarily f rom the first 

conting e nt 1thing) whic h was posited, until (the procedu re) 

terminates at the First Cause . And the Fi r st Existent , 

blessed be His name, is that which has necessary existence . 

(3) Another of them i s t hat one of t he thing s that is 

se l f - evidently known and agreed upo n is that every (thing) 

which i s broug ht crom µotentiali ty to actuality requires an 

actualizing agent o ther than itself t o actualize it. There­

fo r e i t necessar ily fol l ows that when the will of man i s 

created to activate some thing, then the will that was in 

potentiality i s brought i nto actuality , (and) then its 

actual izi ng agent is of necessity something other than 

itself. It is (some) thing which moves t he appetitive 
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power to unite and agree with the imagination as is made 

clear in On the Soul (Aristotle), for it {the imagination) 

1s the cause oi the will. Therefore when that unity which 

is the cause of the will exists , then the will is necessary, 

and the unity also is necessary. 

When the mover exists, and then it i s posi ted about 

this (matter) that the mover of that will is only the will 

ti tselt), which is the opposite of being necessary, then 

one of two absurdities necessarily follow from this. Ei­

ther (aJ the thing will move ( i.e., be the cause of) itself, 

and will bring itselt corth from potentiality to actuality, 

which is the opposite of the conventional assumption about 

the matter; or tb) the will will have (another ) will prior 

(to itself) to move it and bring it forth from potentiality 

to actuality, and prior to this prior will will be another 

prior wi ~l , and the re wil l necessari ly follow for this 

(3 rd ) other wiil and infinity of wills . But this (claim) 

would be utterly absurd i f ( it were not the case that ) each 

one follows necessarily trom the one that pr eceded 1t, and 

also that there is no contingency. 

(4) Another of them is that one of the things that i s 

seli- e v idently known , as it was s aid, is that every created 

thing requires a creator to create it, for a thing will not 

create itself. Thus it is inconceivable that two people 

woLld have the same situation, mixtu: e, disposition, es­

sence, and relation to some thing (else) without any dif­

ference at all . It would be impossible to choose the exis-
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tence of one (thing) and the other its non-exis tence. Rather 

it necessarily follows that one would choose what the other 

c hose and willed. This i s so because if they were different 

with respect to choice, one would desire that there be a 

difference, the creation o f which requires a creator. But 

would tha t I knew what the cause of the creation is(!), 

s ince they agree in mixture, birth, di sposition i n all 

respec t s. And i f it s hould be said that t he exis t ence of 

two such people is impossible, then the necessity is not 

with respect to its impossibility, but rather with respect 

to its contingency. But when it is made clear concerning 

them that it is necessary that there should be one will (in 

them) , then it would neces sarily follow consequent ly that 

it is not contingent. 

(5) Another of them is that is already was c l arified 

Ln Abstract I of this Treatise that the knowledge of God, 

may He be blessed, encompas ses all particulars insofar as 

they are particu l ars. If (they are known by God and ) they 

a r e privations that have not yet come into existence, then 

necessar ily t hey must come to be. But if (this is) not 

(the case), there would be no knowledge (of them) . Rather 

( t he t e would be only) opinion or error. Therefore there is 

no escape from (che conclusion viz. , ) that what has been 

ass umed contingent is tin fact) necessary. 

(6) Another of them is chat if the nature of contin­

gency came to exist then the ex i stence of the wi l l would 

47b necessarily refer to one of/ t wo parts outside o f the 
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cause that necessi tated them to be contingent. It would 

follow necessarily therefore that His knowledge of it would 

not be from His essence , for this knowlege of existents 

consists of ( knowledge of) their causes, but (in this case) 

His knowledge would be acquired and emanated from their 

existence . And it is utterly absurd that His knowledge 

should have its beginning f rom something other than Himself . 

(7) Another of them is that it is clear that provi­

dence over particulars, when it is not with respect to the 

general order, is only possible through the hylic power and 

it (this) is impossible with respect to His law, may His 

name be blessed. Therefore in that existence is from a 

respect which is di ffe rent than a necessitating cause. thus 

(existence) is not conceived with respect to the general 

order. 

Thus is seems from al l of these things (i.e. , argu­

ments) with respect to speculation that the nature of con­

tingency does not exist. And with respect to the Torah, it 

is clear , the truth of whic h is beyond doubt from what we 

discussed concerning God's knowledge , (God 's knowledge) 

encompasses all particulars, even if they are absent. Also 

~oncerning the prophets we find that they made knowr. many 

particular events before they came into being. If they 

were not necessary in themselves, (they would have brought 

about) some (act of ) will that is dependent on choice, as 

in the case of Pharoah (whose heart was hardened by God, 

making his ap~arent choice no choice at all ) . For all of 
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this is a ~lear proof ( i ntended to teach that) the nature 

of contingency does not exist , which is the intention of 

this chapter. 
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Chapter 3: Concerning the clarification of the true view 

which (both) Torah and speculation necessitate. 

We say that since there are arguments which necessitate 

the existence of the nature of contingency and arguments 

which necessitate its absence, therefore ther~ remains no 

(alternative) except (to conclude) that the nature of con­

tingency exists in one respect and does not ex i st in another 

respect. What ace these respects? Would that I knew. 

I say that when we speculate about the arguments that 

necessitate its ( the nature of contingency 's) existence 

then (we see that) they only necessitate its existence with 

respect to itself. For the first argument (which asserts 

that (what it means to say that) some things are contingent 

is that all of their causes exist or do not exist, (commits 

the fallacy of) petitio principii. For the contingency of 

the causes is also at question. Therefore no truth at all 

is offered by this (line of) inquiry. 

The second argument, which is derived f rom the wil l , 

in which it is clarified that man has (the capacity) to 

will or not will, also commits the fallacy of petitio prin­

cipii . For the one who asserts the privation of the nature 

of contingency asserts that ( i f) the will moves that which 

moves it necessarily begins (the pcocess of acts of) will 

in that thing . Or in the opposite (state of affairs, viz., 

if the will is at rest) that rest is the cause of the will. 

Therefore the mover will be what necessitates the beg inning 
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of the (f inal act of) will together with (all o f) the other 

( intermediate) instances of (acts of) will. Now (the given 

accivity or inactivity of the will ) is not necessary or 

compulsory because with respect to its essence (the will ) 

may will equally one of (a set of) opposites , (for) perhaps 

(some ) mover will necessitate it to will a different o ne 

(than it happened to will). (It is for this r e ason that 

che will) does not feel any necessity or compulsion. Since 

with respect to (aching) itself it is equally poss ible 

tha t it ( the will) should wi ll (either) one of two oppo­

sites , a wi ll is said not to be necessitated, 

The third argument , which is derived from what is made 

clear about the natures of certain t hings occurr i ng acc i ­

dental!y, it ( i. e ., the argument) only necessitates the na­

t ure of cont ingency wi th respect to (a t hing ) itself. And 

in this respect it is true that their occu rrence is acci­

dental . But it is not impossible (i . e ., it is possibl e) 

that they ( these occurrences) are brought i nto existence Ly 

thei r causes which necessitate their existence. 

The fourth argument, whose basis is industriousness 

a no effort , c l early ~ecessi tates on ly contingency of things 

with respect to thei r selt . For example , were i t posited 

that this (specific) man were fated t o be wealthy in virtue 

or his essence, then his effor t to accumulate acquisitions 

would be an absurd t hing. But if i t (the acquisiti~n of 

things) we r e posited t o be possible in virtue of his self 

and necessary by vir t ue of its cause, that he is induscrious 
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and uses effort would not be in vain. But , if the cause 

were essential to t he accumulating of acquis i t ions and the 

accumulat i ng of acquisitions would be its (the essential 

cause 's) effect, then the onl y way to say t hat the cause of 

the effect was in vain (would be to s ay tha t) the e f fec t 

with respect to itself was necessitated f o r its essence by 

the existence of the cause or by something e l se. Then it 

would not be a cause . 

The f i fth a rgu ment c learly yields no truth in any re­

s pec t. For the rational soul is not inco rporeal. Rather 

it is hyli~. and is affec ted by the (material) mixture of 

that wh ich possesses the soul. Therefore it is possible 

(concerning) the (material) bodies of the spheres , and all 

the more so conce rning thei r movers , that they are affected 

~y the mixture of what has their soul . The appetitive 

faculty which by means of its harmony wi th the imaginative 

faculty becomes t he wil l is what moves (these heavenly 

entit ies) as i s made clear in On the Soul . Whe the r the 

movement i s established t o be necessar y or contingen t i s 

not made clear by this argument . 

4Ra Thus it is clear that / all of these arguments with 

respect to speculation only prove the existence oft.he 

r1ature at contingency in reference to the essence of exi s ­

tent things , and not in reference to their c auses. 

The arguments with respect to the Torah a lso only nec­

essitate the existence of (the nature of continge ncy) with 

refe rence to their essence. 
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(1) For the argument which is derived from the com­

mands of the Torah and its warnings, that if things were 

necessary, then commands and its (the Torah' s) warnings 

would be in vain (establishes) contingency (only) with ref­

erence to their (finite) selves. For it is clear that it 

does not necessarily follow that if these things were nec­

essary things with respect to their selves, (then) the com­

mands and warnings would be in vain. If these lhings were 

contingent with reference to their selves and necessary 

with reference to their causes , (then) the commands and 

warnings would not be in va in; rather ( they would be) ab­

solutely esteemed. For the causes are the movers of things 

wh ich are contingent in their essence at the level of 

causes which are causes to their erfect in diligence and 

zeal in the collecting of acquisitions. These are profi­

table things and (things) which cause flight from harm. 

Thus it is true that in this argument there is nothing that 

will necessitate the existence of contingency with refer­

ence to causes. 

(2) The second argume nt, wh ich is derived from reward 

and punishment, (wh i ch argues) that if a man were compelled 

in his deeds (i.e. , to do what he does), then reward and 

punishment for them (i.e., his deeds) would be perversity 

with reference to Him may His name be blessed, and it seems 

to be a strong argument for the vanity of all necessity. 

However, when we examine it (the preceding argument) there 

is no release from tbat which is difficult. The reason for 
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this is that if reward and punishment we re necessitated oy 

sac rifices which were necessary effects of causes , then it 

will not be s aid that they are perver se , just as s acrifices 

a re not perverse to r the fire which burns them. But if 

one ' s sacrifice were (caused by) something other than will, 

then (the case is d ifferent) a s will be explained in Treatise 

3, God wil l ing. So it i s c lear that there is nothing in 

all of these arguments with respec t to speculation and with 

respect to the Torah to necessitate the ex i s t ence of the 

natu r e of the contingent with r eference to their cause. 

Similarly when we speculate about the argument s which 

necessitate i ts (i.e., contingency ' s) absence, i t only 

necessitates (its absence) wi~h reference to its cause. 

And the r eason for this is that the meaning of the first, 

second , and third arguments wh ich are derived f r om the 

causes of things and their movers which draw (them) forth 

from potentiality to actuality, and clearly also the fourth 

argument about compulsion (al l of which) only establish 

necessity with reference to causes. But with reference to 

themselves they remain continge nt , such as (you would say 

aboul) prime matter , which is contingent with reference to 

itself (with respect) to receiving the for ms whic h come 

(upon it) one after another . (For example) with refe r ence 

to the movers it is necessary to bring a chain into being 

f rom bronze with reference to its causes, while a t the s ame 

time its (coming to be) con tingent with reference to itself 

which does not pass away. 
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Simi l arly, the arguments, which ace derived from the 

i nstances of God's knowledge (of what will happen) in the 

futu re, and (His) making known future events to the pro­

phets as well as the choices which depend on its (knowl­

edge), (these arguments) clearly do not necessitate the 

negation of possibility with reference to the (things) 

themselves. Rather, things are contingen t with reference 

to themselves and necessary with reference to their causes. 

With respect to their necessity it is the case that they 

are known (by God) before they become necessary. Thus it 

is clear that there is nothing in all of the arguments with 

respect to speculation and with respec t to the Torah which 

would require the necessity of this with reference to their 

selves. Thus the absolute truth, according to what the 

Torah and speculation require, is that the nature of con­

tingency exists in things with reference to their selves, 

not with refe rence to their causes. 

However, making (this truth) generally known would 

harm the masses since that would necessitate victory of 

evil deeds (if) they did 11ot feel that punishment follows 

from choice as effect follows from cause. Thus it was an 

ins tance of wisdom of God may His name be blessed to ordain 

them , i . e . , the commandments and warnings (which were or­

dained to be) intermediary movers and they are strong 

causes to set man on the right path to human happiness. 

(The reason for) this concerns His lovingkindness and ab­

sol ute goodness which is the divine foundation which is 
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ref~rred to uhen it says "(And you shall consider in your 

heart) that, as a man c hastens his son, so the Lord your 

God chastens you." (Deut. 8:5) It is known that a father 

does not chasten his son with the intention of vengeance, 

but only for ultimate uprightness for the son 's benefit. 

Similarly, when God sets a man on the right path the in­

tention of it is not vengeance , and ultima te political 

uprightness is only appropriate when man (acts) absol utely 

by his (man ' s ) own will and not by any compulsion or force . 

Rather (uprighteness i s proper only whe n) the intention 

which he intends by (his act) is the good of the entire 

nation. Thus (it is also fitti ng ) that what is r equired 

with reference to His Sabbath is for the good of man . How­

ever it is required in order to arouse him (to feel) this 

necess ity, that it should happen in some way, that the 

48b agent should feel no / compulsion or necessity about it 

(i.e., that act the agent sliould perform), which (viz., 

this feeling of not being compelled) is a foundation of 

choice and will. But as regards compelled activities, 

i.e., (activi ties) that a man performs which he is com­

pelled (to perform), which a man does not do by his own 

will, that which is not performed by (means of) the ha r mony 

of his appetitive faculty with his imaginative faculty is 

not a mental act. But if it is fitting that punishment be 

associated wi th it (then it must be an act of c hoice and 

will). And the reason for this is compelled actions are 

not introduced (into consideration) when warni ngs and com-
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mandments would be the movers of (someone doing) t hem or 

refraining from (doi ng) them. For (in this case) it is not 

possibl e to have a comma nd or a warning for what a man has 

no (ability) to introduce . And punishment foe sins would 

not be an instance of divine upr ightness (i.e., j ustice), 

since no good woul d follow from it. Howeve r , if it i s 

impossible (validly to have commandments , warnings, and 

punishments) without saying t hat the wi l l is necessitated 

(or) s imilarly that that which is willed i s necessitated 

(or) similarly that (the will) does or does not will , by 

(means of) something other than an e~ternal mover , then 

accordi ng lo the Torah, it i s possible to introduce the 

(same) alternative in t he (saMe) way that we took (it) in 

the iirst Abstract of this Treatise (i . e ., Treatise 2, on 

God's knowledge) . The reason for this is that a thing may 

be contingent with reference to itself and its causes, but 

necessary through His knowledge, just as is possible when 

tsomething ) existent and known is positecl to be contingent 

with reference to itself , but with refere nce to its exis­

tence it thus becomes necessary in that it is known if He, 

may Hi s name be blessed and exalted, knows things before 

they come into being. Therefore it would seem that what is 

necessary hPfore it comes to be i s not conti ngent, (and) 

indeed it i s not contingent with reference to His knowl­

edge , but i t i s contingent with reference to itself . Since 

His knowledge does not occur in time , His knowledge of 

(what is in) the fu ture is like His knowledge of existing 
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things which are not compelled or necessitated by the es­

sence of (these) things. 

However, when we raise a difficulty and a sk, is His 

knowledge acquired from existent things, as with the last 

two doubts mentioned above, we may reply and say that we do 

not know how He knows, since His knowledge is His essence. 

This is the path of the Master (Maimonides), according to 

our view. However, it is possible to say further in re­

sponse , that it is clear that per ceived things are not per­

ceived according to the nature of perceived things (them­

s e lves), but rather according to the nature of the one per­

ceiving. For it would s eem that (concerning) sight it is 

clear that (with respect) to unJerstanding of the senses, 

the sense of touch will perc~ive its percept when it is 

drawn close to it and measures it, bul it will o nly per­

ceive cold or war~th, hardness or s o ftness at the place 

where it is touched. But the sense of sight will perceive 

a place and its meaning from afar. Similarly ( it is pos­

sibi e ) to extend (this) analogy to the other (senses). 

Theref ore , when this perceiver is eternal, without depend­

ence upon time, it is fitting that His perception be per­

ceived according to His level which does not depend upon 

time and this i s (at the level of) His essence. Thus 

Ete rnal Providence will perceive that which does not (yet) 

exist as if it existed. And the general (rule) that arises 

f r om ( these) things is that all that occurs to this con­

tinge nt materia l ( occurs through) choice. And if we say 
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that the nature of the will , just as what it wills or it 

does not will, is necessitated by a mover other than itself , 

it i s a correct way (to speak) since the Torah (affirms) 

that things are contingent with reference to their causes 

and their essence , but necessary with reference t o God' s 

knowlP.dge . And if they are contingent with refere nce t o 

themselves, dilig.f!nce is fitti ng for them, (i.e. , ) , commands 

a nd warnings and reward and punishment for them, s ince if 

the oppos ite were chosen, God's knowledge , may He be 

blessed, would have consisted of that opposite. 

The only question t hat remains is how God , may His 

name be blessed, knows c ontingent things. We have al r eady 

consider ed this (topic) , both a~cording to the v iew of the 

Mas ter (Ma imonides) and according to our own view. In gen­

eral, knowledge of what acquires its own existence from 

othe r existents (can) properly (have) necessity (posited 

of it). And there is no escaping (from the judgment) that 

the roots (to understanding) how (this) s tate of affairs 

(could be the case) is (that) every (such) thing is con­

tingent in one r espect and necessary in ano ther r espect. 

The perfect witness that e nte rs in peace to and de­

parts in peace from all or the complexities i n ( this) brief 

treatise is the saying: "Ali is forseen and respons ibility 

is given; but by goodness shall the wo~ld be judged, each 

according to the amount of deeds." (Mishnah Avot 3:19) 

By sayi ng "all is forseen" (the teaching) indicates 

t hat all things arP. oraered and known , which is the real 
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root principle, concerning whose truth there is no doubt, 

over which the legs of some of our sages have stumbled. 

They (the sages) came to reveal this secret, because many 

of our nation have (to) this (very) day rebelled against it. 

By its saying "responsibility is given" it testifies 

to the secret of choice and will. For responsibility is 

given to every man with reference to his self, because no 

consequence occurs through compulsion and necessity. 

By its saying "but by goodness shall the world be 

judged" it testifies to divine uprightness in judgment, i.e., 

in matters of reward and punishment. For (it is done) nei­

ther for the purpose of vengeance nor for the intention of 

seeking mass political uprightness. This is because the 

only cause tor which this (response) is necessary is the 

49a cause of the good, as has been previously stated. / 

By saying "each according to the amount of deeds" i t 

may possibly testify to the n~cessity of causes of which 

there are proximate and distant (causes) . As it is said, 

"For He who is exalted above exaltation guards". (Eccle­

siaste s 5:7) Or i t may refer to the known root principle 

(which is that) according to the tradition the world shall 

be j udged accor=ing to its numbe r (of deeds). Or it pos­

sibly may refer to a great root principle that shall be 

made clear in Abstract VI, God willing . 
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Chapter 4: How this view of necessity (can) be affirmed, 

whether it is necessity with reference to causes or neces­

sity with reference to His knowledge, may He be blessed. 

(1) It is referred to i n places in the scriptures , 

espec i ally i n Ecclesiastes, and in the sayi ng s of the sages, 

may their memory be for a blessing ; in those pl aces they 

say: "A ma n does not lift up his fi nger below unless i t is 

decreed above. " (Tractate Hullin 79) And it was inter­

p r eted by the saying : "Bec ause the one who is about to fall 

will fall from it . " (Deut. 22 : 8) (This means) that it is 

fitting that this (man) should fall from (what was deter­

mined during) the six days of c reation, yet (it is possible 

that) he does not fall. The text only calls him "one about 

to fall" because one brings about merit by means of the 

meritorious and guilt by means of the guilty. If there 

occu r red from a set of possibilities wh ich (was determined) 

to occur from the six days of creation (i . e. , if it were 

prPdetermined that Joe would fall) , i t would be fitting for 

this (one) to fall, but the pLoximate cause (for the fall) 

is the absence of some parapet. If this (fal l) were to be 

related to accident , t hen knowledge (of the fall) would be 

impossible for man since (his knowledge) does not encompass 

the particulars in that they are infinite. However, this 

knowledge is necessary for He who is infini t e. 

(2) (Another example) of what a lso teaches this (do­

tri ne) is their statement "David was not suited for that 
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act, and Israel was not suited for the act; catner , (this 

case) should say to you that if an individual should sin 

they will say to the individual, "CQase , P and if a commu­

nity should ~in, they would say to the community, "Cease , " 

and together with this (admonition) they would be punished." 

(Tractate Avodah Za rah Sa) One could only be at ease with 

this (culingJ in the way that we have explained (the rela­

t ion of determinism and choice). 

(3) Another (example) of what teaches about neces­

sity is their statement "At the moment when the Holy One 

Blessea be He said to them , "Would that you had such a 

heart ," (Dt. 22:8) they could have said, "give, you give , " 

(i . e . , You God give us such a heart). However Moses only 

alluJed to it after forty years . From here (we learn) that 

a man on1y descends to the end of the knowledge of his 

teacher after forty years." Many statements beside these 

ado doubt and confusion according (to what ) appears f r om 

them (i.e., from their surface meaning), but ( the doubts) 

are set at ease in thi s way, according to their simple mean­

ing. 

(On the other hand an example) of what is taugh t that 

affirms (tn~ vaiidity of) effort together with (affirming ) 

necessity is their statement "If I am only fo t myself who 

am I; when I am only for myself what am~; and if now now, 

when?" And (there are) many (others) beside this one , but 

there is no need to mention them . (For e xample) it is s aid 

in the talmud, Tractate Sukkah (28a) "Foe the sake of six 
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things the sun goes i nto eclipse. 11 (A second example is) 

as (the i ssue) is introduced in Tractate Makkot (llb) •rt 

a high priest should die before his verdict is finished 

and they appoint a different high priest, after the ver­

dict is finished he (the refugee) goes back on the death 

of the SP-cond . " And we have said in the gemara: What 

was there to do? Draw an analogy between mercy when judg­

ment is completed to his benefit--bu t he did not so analo­

gize. ~0r all these statements can be affirmed only if 

by what was explained, since all things are ordered and 

known to Him, may His name be blessed, whether they are 

natural or volitional. That is sufficient for our inten­

tion. 

In the sixth Ab&tract things that pleasantly agree 

with this will be introduced, which will be of the nature 

of seli-evident truth , and will agree in every respect, and 

in which the great doubt will be solved to which we have 

testified in the first Abstract of this Treatise in order 

to solve that upon which here many of the l egs of thP pre­

decessors have tottered, because they did not calculate 

how to harmonize (the notion) of necessity with divine 

Toraitic uprightness. If mundane political uprightness 

(i.~. , justice) does not endure it , how much the more so 

(would th i s be the case) according to the view of the Torah. 

But i t is cor rect that its (the Torah's) view is in agree­

ment with mundane political uprightness . 

Praise be to God . 
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Chapter 5: Concerning additional c l arification of this 

view by sol ving this grave doubt ove r wh ich the predeces­

sors did not cea se to be in doubt. 

And it (the di fficul ty) is how to harmonize divine 

j us tice in reward and punishment with necessity. 1 If it 

is t he case that they can be harmonized , what is the dif­

ference between that necessity whic h r efecs t o causes 

other t han the f eeling ot compulsion and focce, and neces­

s ity which refe r s to the feel i ng of compulsion and force? 

The reason foe this is that o ne wou ld think that if the per-

49b formance of commandment s/ and (co~miss i on of) sins ate the 

causes, and theic reward and punishment are their effects 

while at the same time both are necessary events , then it 

would not be fitting to separate necessity other than the 

f eeling of compul s ion from necessity wi th respect to the 

feeli ng of compul sion whether reward and punishment ace 

consequent effects (or are no t consequent effects) , since 

there is no avoiding necessi ty in any case. 2 

And if it should b~ that we grant this distinction 

that is in the feeling of compulsion there would be no place 

f or reward and punishment, since this would not then be a 

volitional act at all. One calls "voluntary" an act where 

one does not feel compulsion (even if) it is necessitated: 

however when one does not feel compelled , t hen (according 

to) opinions whic h ar.c a mong the Toraitic cornerstones , 

would that I kne w how for them there could be reward and 
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punishment. 3 For it is clear according to t he tradition 1 

t ha t pc nishme nt for them (for sins) i s wondrous, as they 

s a y , except for the scoffers and heretics who have up­

rooted the Torah, and uprooted resurrection o f the dead. 

And they say in the Mishnah (Sanhedrin 10): "These are 

the ones who have no part in the world to come . " And it 

seems among them ( the acts) that will and c hoice have not 

been i ntroduced by them at all . 4 Th i s is so for many rea­

sons . 5 

First: If the will were necessi t ated in (matters of) 

belief, then the level of belief would not be lat the level) 

of truth . This i s so because one could have a will such 

that it would wil l or not will so that o ne would be able 

to believe two different opinions that come one after ano­

ther. And so it would be constantly. This is so if he 

will s to believe them (then he must do so). This is abso­

lutely absurd. 6 

Second : If the will necessitated belief, then therP­

fore the mover which c auses that belief would be in doubt 

with regard to the t r uth in it. This is so (because) if 

the agent did not doubt the truth at all, then there would 

be no need t o will anything concern ing it. But if the 

gene rator did doubt the tru t h in it , t hen there would be 

need fo r an (act of) will . If the generator doubts the 

truth about it, then the r efore the truth of that wou l d 

be doubtful. 7 

Third: It would seem from this respect that wi l l in-
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traduces nothing to belief. This is so because belief is 

nothing other than the conviction that is something exter­

nal to the soul as it is in the soul, for that which is ex­

ternal to the soul is not dependent upon willing the belief 

that it is so, then therefore belief has no dependence upon 

will. 8 

Since this is clear I say that the believer believes 

something, all the more so (does he believe) if it is a 

demonstrated belief , concerning which it is impossible not 

to feel absolute necessity and compulsion to believe that 

belief. This is so because when the causal agent (i.e., 

the truth) strongly necessitates (bel i ef) , one cannot es­

cape f rom it (i . e . , the conclusion that X is true). When 

we have posited a belief as a demonstrated belief, it is an 

absolute proof. Then the necessity and compulsion are 

clearly revealed and felt by him (by the one to whom the 

t ruth has been aemonstrated), t'or it is impossible in th is 

connection to believe the contrary of that belief. 9 

If concerning this kind of felt compelled willing, 

reward and punishment are not fit ting concerning it, as has 

been posited, then I could not figure how reward and punish­

ment are possible in matters of belief. And therefore what 

i t is fitting to say in solving these doubts is as what we 

would claim: 10 

Here is the first: Since divine justice always points 

toward the good and toward perfection, and good and perfec­

tion oring into being causes which move toward good effects 
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which necessitate through divine justice the bringing into 

being of commandments and reward and punishment for them 

(and) since they bring into being causes that move toward 

good effects, and the causes are movers of the reward and 

punishment associated with them, just as an effect is asso­

ciated with a cause . Therefore will and choice will only 

move what they move drawing to it and drawing from it. 

Thus it is settled that it is fitting to bring into agree­

ment divine justice (with choice), just as reward and pun­

ishment (are associated) with necessity. 11 

However (&ince) there is a distinction between that 

necessity which is other than the feeling of compulsion and 

force a nd necessity whjch (involves) the feeling of compul ­

sion and force, therefore what I have said is fitting. 12 

The reason for this is as shall be clarified in that which 

will be brought forth with the help of God in Abstract VI 

both with respect to speclllation and with respect to Scrip­

ture, which is in agreement with the statements of our 

rabbis, may their memory be for a blessing (who) in differ­

e n t places (said) that the sought after end of acts of 

service and good deeds is the love and happiness in them 

(service and activity), which is nothing other than the 

pleasure of the will in performing the good . 13 This is so 

because He, may His name be for a blessing, (causes) abso­

lute love and pleasure to overflow to produce the yood. 

The cohes ion to and relation (with God) therefore would be 

to walk in His ways inasmuch as possible . Therefore, when 
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this delight and this pleasure are in the mind it (consti­

tutes) a mental act which would mediate between what is 

connected and what is separate. And thus it is fitting 

that reward and punishment would follow from it as the 

effect (follows) from the cause. 14 

And when the mind lacks an instance of this delight 

50a as would be the case when a man / feels compulsion in his 

activities , then that deed would not activate the mind, and 

cohesion or separation would not follow from it necessarily, 

since the activity (would be) abstracted from the mental 

will, and thus reward and punishment would not be at all 

. . t . lS A d h . . f h 16 tl ting. n t 1s d1 ference as also been settled. 

But when thi s differenc e 1s settled, how will reward 

and punishment with reEpect to belief be settled (with the 

fact that beliet is necessitated)? The reason for this 

(question) is that concerning those who bear witness to 

r eward and punishment (in bel i efs) it is impossible for 

them to associate will and choice with beliefs. This is so 

because there are reas ons which prevent them from doing it, 

gince it has been posited that man does not have choice 

about beliefs and the will does not have any influence upon 

them (beliefs) . 17 

Some of our sayes have been deceived in accordance 

wi th what seems to be the implication of their words, 

(namely) that reward for beliefs does not fall under the 

category of justice and injustice, since reward is natural 

and i s necessaril~ associated with a concept. That is, 
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when the mind of man settles on the truth of beliefs, they 

become (thereby) his concepts. When they are external to 

the mind , then the mind is substantiated by means of them 

and becomes eternal, which is the ultimate reward for man. 18 

It is thus clear that this view has no admissibility in 

relation to the Torah, as shall be clarified in that which 

will come later, God will ing . 19 

I f this (the idea of some of the sages in the previous 

paragraph) were the case , then it would be suffi cient for 

us to direct ourselves in (only) some of the views that are 

in the Torah. We would not need the multiplicity of bifur­

cations from the commandments and their many ramifications 

by God; rather there would (on:y be a need for) the multi­

plicity of philosophical consequences . And what comes 

about them in the Torah (about philo$ophy) is very very 

little . 20 

If the soul were substantiated from the truths of the 

concepts , then as in Sefer Yesodot (Euclid) and in Sefer 

Haharutim (Apolonius) there are very many concepts and the 

geometric sou1 21 would be much more perfect than the Toraic 

soul . 22 But it is clear that this view is absurd accord­

ing to the view of the Torah in that it is in itself very 

distant, as will be clarif i ed later, God willing . For the 

ever enduring reward wouln be the concept alone. Would 

that I knew (what it means when we say that) when a soul 

forms a concept, which was explai ned in Sefer Hayesodot, 

i.e., that the angles of a triangle are equal to two right 
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angles, !~nd if the soul) formed no other concept (would 

that 1 knew) how this concept alone becomes substantiated 

and persists eternally. If it persists (eternally) would 

it pers i sc in the way as that soul that has been substan­

tiated (t rom the acquisition) of the concept there (in 

Sefer Haharutim), i.e., that the square of the diagonal of 

a square is equal to the two squares of two sides of the 

s quare, or from some other concept. Or if it be the case 

that it (the concept) will change (the nature of the sub­

stantiated soul ), then will it change, ( the substantiated 

soul) except that all o f this is ridiculous and an absurdity 

of the imagination. 23 

However, since the eyes of the Philosopher (Aristotle) 

were never opened in the l ight of the Torah, and, from 

another view, since he was forced to this improbable expla­

nation f rom a powerful teaching which taught (the doctrine 

of) immortality of man's soul , invented a f abrication, and 

conceived ideas ( in order) to establish these fictions; and 

it they are utterly dis tant from the mind, and all the more 

so from the Torah, we therefore may posit this way (namely, 

. ) 24 our v H!W • 

we say that since it is clear that with respect to be­

liefs , nothing is introduced about the will except that 

the believer fee l s a necessity which he has when he be-

1 ieves; ( since that is the case) therefore, clearly the 

only al te rnative is to consider choice and will in the 

sense of being Joined and conjoined with those beliefs 
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which are associated to them from their respect, namely the 

pleasure and joy which become ours when God favors us (with) 

b 1 . f . tt· 24a d d ·1· e 1e in 1m an 1 1gence to establish truth, which is 

the meaning, then, without doubt, of (the terms) "willed" 

and "c hosen". The reason for this is one can imagine the 

tcuth of the beliefs without conceiving of he who has the 

belief being stimulated (to feel) joy in being he who has 

that belief. Thus it is clear that the arousing of joy and 

the striving for speculation about His (i .e., God's) truth 

are matters attached to will and choice by means of which 

the matter of reward and punishment shall be settled , as 

shall yet be clear from what s hall come (later), God will-

1ng.25 

And I say furthermore, that they (rewa rd and punish­

ment) are also in (the category) ot effects (as is appa­

rent) when one sreculates in truth (and reaches the concl u­

sion that) reward does not (belong to) the essence of pri­

mary effects, rather, (it belongs to) the choice of the act 

when one makes it. This is so because when a man performs 

some act he brings into actuality through his choice one of 

a pair of equal opposite extremes which had been potential. 

Since it is thus clear that that which is actual is (no 

longer ) poten~ial or possible with r espect to it being 

actual, rather it is necessary and necessity necessarily 

tollows for jt, therefore reward and punishment which be­

long to choice and will do not (relate) to the act itself 

when one pecforms it, but (instead reward and punishment 
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are r ~lated) to one's choice of the act at the point at 

which one makes it (i.e. , the choice). 26 

Thus, how fitting is this statement of our sages, may 

they be remembered for a blessing: "The contemplation of 

a s in i s wor se than the s in." (Tractate Yoma 29a) This is 

so s ince a sin i s a combination of two stat es (which are) 

either the act iv ity itself or (the activity's) being chosen 

or wil led. The punishment which occurs in (connection 

with) it (occurs) only with reference to will and choice, 

which referred to i n this rabbinic saying as "contempla­

tion". It is clear that the more difficult of the two of 

them is will, i.e. , contemplation. 27 

It will also be affirmed as true that when they are 

conceived as separated , (namely, when) the activity (is 

conceived as) something other than contemplation and will, 

such as (when) one says "compelled activity", or "will" 

(as) s omething other than activity, the punishment is con-

ceived (to apply) to thought and will . (This is) in ac-

cordance with what is clear from the true tradition, (name­

ly that) " a burnt offering atones for the contemplation of 

the heart." (Leviticus Rabbah 7) 28 Punishment is not con­

ceived (to ap~ly) to (compelled) action such as (is af­

t i rmed in) our root principle, "God forgives the person 

who i s forced". (Tractate Avodah Zarah 44aJ 29 However, 

more severe beyond doubt is the punis hment for will i ng when 

joined to the act than i s the punishment fo r mere ly will ing 

when not joined to the act. This teaches also that (punish-
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ment is connected) with the act, but is more severe when 

connected with will, and especially when (will) is joined 

with act. This is a true matter about which there is no 

doubt. 30 

Thus this grave doubt has been solved. It (has been) 

settled that reward and punishment in beliefs is connected 

with pleasantness and joy which are ours through them 

(when we employ) diligence and effort to understand them, 

h . h . h t d l .f 3l w 1c 1s w a we wante t o c ar1 y . 
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Chapter o: Concern ing the explanation of what has been 

made clear about this (doctr i ne) with respect to s peculation. 

(Speculat ion) agrees with the view of the sages, may 

they be remembered for a blessing. This (claim) will be­

come clear from what i s explained in this chap ter in two 

senses : 

First, bel ief in views is acquired by (means o f) some­

thing othe r than will. Second , reward and punishment are 

(directed towards) the wil l. 

I f (you hold that) our effor t is rewarded with happiness 

and joy for belonging t o the c lass of (those who hold) this 

(true) belief , or if it punis hed, then (you would s a y that ) 

these two states of affairs are alluded to i n one saying in 

(Shabba t 88a ). It s ays there , "And they stood at the bot­

tom of the mountain." (Ex. 19:17) This teaches that the 

mountain covered them like a r oof , "I f you accept (the To­

rah), good, and if not, you r burial place shal l be there." 

Rava said, "From here we learn ~ great ack nowledgment of 

the Torah . He said to him, they received it in the days of 

Ahasuerus, as i t says, "The Jews established and received." 

(Esthe r 9 : 27) According t o this (view) the e xplanation of 

this (text) is that s ince it i s clear that belief is ac­

quired by means of r ational propositions (but belief is 

nevertheless subject to reward and punishment) all the mo r e 

so is (what is acquired) by means of prophecy (subject to 

reward and punishmen~l, even though it is the case) that 
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will introduces nothing at all over and above the notable 

act (of prophecy). Therefore they (had to) believe it 

whether they willed to or they did not will to. Thus there­

fore they were forced to (hold) the belief, and that compul­

sion was like the mountain covering them like a roof , so 

that they would accept (the Torah) against their will. If 

not they would die there, which is recognized to be force 

and compulsion. The case is the same with most of the 

mighty signs. 

By extendi ng this posiLion ( it follows that) they 

believed in the (entire) Torah by force since if they would 

turn aside from it, they would incline (away from what is 

correct to the way of life wh ich is nicknamed "death and 

burial". Thus, (another) ::.age said , "from here (we learn) 

a great protest against the Torah". Po~ since it is with­

out a doubt true that i f belief was forced upon them, wili 

introduces nothing in (this matter) . Perhaps by (means of) 

their voluntary will they would not have accepted that to 

which we are subject ever afterward. And this is (because) 

it i s clear that since the belief is true that we would not 

be subjec t to (the Torah) if we did not accept it the re is 

no way to (make sense of) the great punishment (which func-

tions) as i f we accepted it by our will ever after. So they 

accepted it again in the days of Ahasuerus, as (Scripture) 

says, "The Jews affirmed and accepted." That is to say that 

since it seems (to be the case) that by means of the joy 

which they enjoyed concerning the signs and the redemption 
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that was created for them in those days, they affirmed that 

which they had already accepted. (However) the (latter) 

acknowledgment negates it (the former one) because pleasant­

ness and joy on which reward for beliefs depend already were 

ful filled in the days of Ahasuerus . 

~11 of this is an example of what is explained by our 

words, (namely that) belief in views is (caused by) some­

thing other than the will, or the reward is (related) to the 

will and the joy belongs to he who holds that belief, so 

that joy causes pleasure and contentment to the believer . 

Ou r root princip1e i s that it is forbidden for a man to 

enjoy this world without a blessing that has been acquired 

from the nature of the blessing~; therefore (we say), 

"Blessed be He who haw not made me a gentile, and a slave, 

or a woma~," such as we will elaboratE upon later in this 

book in Abstract VI, God willing. 

This is enough for now according to our intention. 

Praise and glor y be to God alone who is e xalted beyond 

ble~s ing and praise . 
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Commentary to 

Chapter 5 o f Abs trac t v, Part 2 

1Having developed the posi tion we have s een in wh ich 

events are necessary with reference to their position in 

the c hain of causality and consequently with God' s knowl­

edge, and contingent wi th refe rence to the thing itself, 

Crescas now poses the most criti cal religious problem in the 

Abstract: If it is the case that things are determined 

with r efer ence to causes and God ' s knowledge, how can o ne 

account for the belie( in divine rewa rd a nd punishment for 

actions? That is, if what one does has been causaily de­

termined, and is known definicely in the mind of God, how 

can we make sense out of a bel ief system in which di vine 

reward and punishment play an essential r ole, where it is 

assumed that God is jus t? 

2crescas now adds an important addition to the problem 

which will have serious ramific ations a s the argument de­

velops. There are things we do because we feel forced and 

compelled to do them. On the other hand, there are things 

we do , not because of their obvious and overt compulsion, 

but out of choice , where the c hoice to perform that action 

is at least apparent if not real. For example, if it is 

true that A2+B2=c2 , the n it should be the case that o nce 

the truth of this equation is made manifest to me, I s hall 



feel compelled to accept it as true . The incontrovertible 

truth of the equation constitutes a cause which refers to 

"the feeling of compulsion a nd force" , since by its compul­

sion and force (i.e., the compulsion presented by the idea 

itself) I am forced and compelled to accept it as t rue. 

On the other hand, it may be good not to murder . No 

matter how many attempts are made to convince me to absta i n 

from murder, however, no matter how many times I assent to 

the proposition that murde r is wrong, whenever some driver 

honks his horn behind me the moment the light turns green, 

I still possess the urge to strangle the man for his utter 

lack of consideration. But as I go to open the door of my 

car to commit an act of murder , ! remember that murder is 

wrong, and cease and desist from my activity. 

If the truth of "do not murder" f 11nctioned the same as 

"A2+s2=c2 " , I would not have even had the urge to send my 

rude road companion six feet under. My decision not to 

send him to gehenom was , f r om my view of things, a choice 

that I made, one made not out of compulsion a nd force. 

This second kind of act, therefore , comprises what Crescas 

refers to as an act that proceeded in a way "other than the 

fee l ing of compulsion and force", i.e . , I perform an act 

but l do not feel forced to do so. 

The difficulty inherent in this distinction ar i ses 

when we recall that Crescas holds to a theory that whatever 

we do is in fact causally necessary , whether it appears 

f rom our view of things to have been necessitated--as was 
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definitely the r,ase with A2+a2=c2--or whether it appears to 

have been voluntary--as i n the case where I decide not to 

murder the road hog . Whether we feel our action to have 

been necessitated or not, it has in fact been necessitated. 

Another structurally similar way of stating the problem is 

this: To what extent can we be held morally accountable 

for our actions? Matters that proceed on a level of truth 

(A2+s2=c2) are really not moral issues. Issues of murder­

ing or not murdering are, however, clearly moral issues; 

yet if we murder or do not murder necessarily by virtue of 

causes beyond our control, how then c an we be held morally 

accountable? 

If we accept Crescas ' description of acquiring knowl­

edge as a necessary phenomenon (see notes 5-8, and the 

material discussed in note 10), then even in a world where 

contingency exists with reference to causes, we would ac­

quire our ideas necessarily, a~d feel the force of that 

necessity. All the more so it is true that we both acquire 

and feel that we are acquiring our ideas necessarily in a 

universe of necessity. For Crescas the implication here is 

that for this form of necessity, even from a metaphysical 

view where contingency exists, reward and punishment should 

not be the logical outcome of holding true ideas, since we 

hold true ideas by the force of their truth , i.e. , neces­

sarily. And what is necessar y, and , evidently with the 

qua l ification that it is felt so, s hould not be determina­

tive in matters of reward and punishment . This implication 
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~halJ be o f importance Jater in this chapter when Crescas 

takes issue with a conventiona l notion of medieval thought 

o f t he etern ity of the soul contingent upon the acqui s i-

Lion o f true ideas. 

nole 9 . J 

(Foe a full expli cation of th is see 

S ince Creacas ' me taphys ics consist s in the view that 

contingency exists onJy with r e f erence to the essence of a 

thing , it does not aeem f i tti ng to speak of reward and 

punlshmenL in either category, if we are to assume a just 

Cod , whose justice vi s-a-vi s humans i s in some way humanly 

1·01111-1 1 ehena lblv a s jua l, wh i c h ~eems to be the direct ion of 

l'rt:EJcas ' thouy ht. Al I indi ca tions thus far s uggest that 

crescas • pr oblem is pr ec i He ly t hat he wi shes to construct a 

t el llflOU R v ie w In whi c h God ' s ;ustice is humanly comprehen­

s iblt· a nd 1 ~lated t o 'l'o rah a nd tradition , t hat God rewards 

,rn!I puniuhes huma n be inq s lor something they have or have 

not done . 'l'hat he :rncceeds ultimately to harmonize divine 

Jus tice wiLh necess ity is a probl em that wi ll be discussed 

rtt some lPngth a t the e nd of the commentary. 

jCrescas now makes pl a in the disti nction betwee n acts 

wh,:1.- one 1eels compe l1 ed and not compelled. The latter he 

.·all!• " vo luntary "; by inference the former would be "invol­

un ta 1 y". But reqa rdl ss o f label , the probl em st ill re­

ma ins , as t s lear whe n he s tates, "Would chat I kne w how 

!(>1 tht•m there could be reward a nd punishme nt" even for 

VOlll llt cH y acts. 



4The problem is compounded at this point. One might 

be tempted to argue that Crescas holds to a position in 

which he solves the problem in the same way as the Ashirya, 

i.e., acts are necessitated and reward and punishment are 

irrational, or in a manner similar to the " scoffe r s and 

heretics", i.e., deny the Torah. But in these few sen­

tences Crescas clearly s uggests that he wishes to separate 

himself from such an identification, and tells us implicit­

ly that his solution will not uproot the Torah. This fur­

ther compounds his predicament. 

Despite his commitment to Torah, Crescas has for 

philosophical reasons pulled himself into a bit of a quag­

mire. As we have seen in the introduction, his determinist 

view seems rooted l argely in a commitment to argue for a 

view of God in which it is clear that God knows particulars 

as particulars, yet cannot have error thus predicated o f 

him. To sol ve this problem he develops h i s determinist 

pos ition to avoid the prediction ot error in God ' s knowledge. 

Now, compelled by the logic of his view, he is trying to 

harmonize determini sm with divine justice, i.e., Torah in, 

let us say , a rabbinic sense, if possible. 

5crescas is about to present three related arguments 

intended to prove that belief has no logical relation to 

acts of the will. We have seen a demonstration of this 

thes is in our two examples in note 2. Rather, he will 

c laim, what we believe we believe on the basis of a cor­

respondence theory of truth (argument 3) which falls into 
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the category of "involuntary" acts, and therefore functions 

outside of the will. Further, we are compelled to believe 

something is true because we have been shown through some 

method of demonstration that it is true, and human will 

has absolutely no bearing on the acceptance and/or rejec­

tion of such a truth claim. For Crescas will is a deter­

minative element for the issue of reward and punishment, as 

we shall see. Now he is concerned primarily with s howing 

how acquiring knowledge must of necessity have nothing to 

do with will. 

That Crescas ties reward and punishment with moral 

categories is ultimately the cri tical iss ue, and an issue 

with which he parts company with his philosophical prede­

cessors. The general medieval philosophical view--to be 

developed at some length below (see note 9)--consisted in 

the belief that if the soul were immorta l at all, the mea­

sure of its immortality was directly related to the number 

of true ideas acquired by the per5on in whom the soul ( in 

particular for this problem the intellect) resided during 

his lifetime. For most medievals survival after death was 

non-individual, though Gersonides developed a doctrine of 

i ndividual immortality. But in all cases, particul arly in 

a determinist universe, one would achieve immortality ("re­

ward") or extinction ("punishment") on the basis of (1) What 

one was determined to learn: and (2) What one felt that he 

must necessarily learn at the point at which he learned it. 

And in no case would one achieve immortality on moral 
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grounds, unless it be conceived that the process of cogn i­

tion itsel f becomes in eff~ct a moral grounding. I would 

s uggest at this point, that , although Crescas men tions no 

names, the aforementioned "heretics" and Mscoffers" might 

well refer to Gersonides in particular , and Jewist, Aristo­

telians in general, who hold to the position mentioned 

briefly above, who therefore, from Crescas' position "up­

root the Torah." 

At this point in the text Crescas is preparing to 

show how cognition and will are mutually exclusive. The 

argument implicitly s hall proceed according to the follow­

ing syllogism: 

1. Will i s not related to belief (a point he will make 

presently employing three a rguments); 

2. Wil l is related to reward and punishment (a point 

which Crescas has already made implicitly, although prob­

lems remain to be solved ) ; 

3. Therefore, belief is not related to reward and punish­

men t (and r eward and punishment is somehow related to will). 

With this conclusion Crescas shall (l) Reject the no­

tion that immortality is achieved through the acquisition 

of true ideas; (2) Mo re broadly, he will make the case that 

philosophic knowledge is and ought to be separate from 

Torah, and Torah, which is involved in matters of will and 

therefore reward and punishment (unlike philosophic knowl­

edge) is the more existentially critical (and therefore 

greater) entity for Jews; (3) Aristotle, who Crescas erro-
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~eously c redits with the theory of immortality with which 

he is taking issue, is discredited along with his theory. 
6crescas' first point is that these people (scoffers 

and heretics) do not hold to any belief having to do with 

will and choice . What this means at first is unclear, but 

becomes somewhat clearer through the issue addressed in 

this paragraph. 

Crescas suggests that these people have no use for 

will because it has no reference to belief. It is absurd, 

he says , to claim that one believes what he believes through 

an act of wi ll. Were such the case one could will at one 

moment to believe that Socrates drank hemlock and died, and 

at another moment one could will to believe that Socrates 

drank Coca-Cola and died a happy old man. This firs t claim 

is true, and the second obviously false, but if will were 

the determining factor in matters of what one believes then 

t he means by which this belief is acquired entails the 

conclusion that neither belief, not even the true belief 

may be conceived as existing at the "level of truth". This 

is so because the belief has not been acquired in a way 

in which the believer can be certain of the veracity of his 

bel l ef. Instead, he merely holds what he wishes to hold 

whe n he wishes to hold it. 

7The thrust of this argument is as follows: I know 

that in 1983 Ronald Reagan is Pr~sident of the United States. 

I know this from the evi~ence that comes to my attention. 

If I need corroborative evidence, it is available. If I 
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needed absolute pruof that in 1983 Ronald Reagan was Presi­

dent, I could find it. 

Suppose it was the year 2983 and I was not certain 

of this fact, and the available evidence indicated that 

either Reagan or Joe was President . Based on the evidence 

(and its lack of clarity) I woul d have to decide that 

either Joe or Reagan was President in 1983 . The process 

of deciding would constitute a volitional act, and the re­

sulting opinion would remain i n doubt . 

What Crescas is saying th2n is that when we hold to 

some truth with certainty we do not doubt that truth; if 

we doubt the truth we hold we then cannot hold that truth 

with certainty; in other words, kno~· ing a truth cannot i n­

volve a volitional act . Further , when we hold a truth 

with certainty, we are compelled to hold that belief , 

which means that the will does not enter i nto the process 

at all, for holding truth is not a volitional act; whe n we 

doubt the truth we hold we must hold that truth as the re­

sult of some volitional act in which we had to decide be­

tween two or more ~uss ible options. It necessarily follows 

therefore tha t when the will enters into the process of 

bel ief, the one who holds the belief necessarily canno t 

hol d it with certainty. 

8Thi s argument states wi th finality that true belief 

and the will have no commonality. One holds something as 

true because it corresponds to some reality outside of the 

mind (it is "something external to the soul as it is in the 
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soul"). That reality outside of the mind exists indepen­

dently of the mind , and it is the function of the mind to 

discove( the external reality, and analyze its nature. It 

is not the function of the will to mold a reality to suit 

the needs of the mind. This being so , will and belief have 

no depe nde nce. 

This refers to a correspondence theory of truth, that 

is , the epistemological notion that a belief is true if and 

only if it corresponds to an empirical fact . An appropri­

ate statement of this theory comes f r om Issac Israeli , who 

said, "Truth is the adequation of things a nd the intel­

lect. 111 The intellect judges truth on the basis of what is 

perceived external to itsel f via th~ senses; the extent to 

which it judges correctly it perceives truth; to the extent 

it judges incorrectly it perceives falsehood . To quote 

Aristot l e, "To say of what is that it is not, or of what is 

not that it is , is false; while to say of what is that it 

is, and of what is not that it is not, is true. "2 

With a theory of truth that relies on external evi­

dence as its measure of what is true or false, the wil l as 

discussed here has no place in the scheme of things, since 

an act of will can neither determine exter nal reality nor 

contradict it. Rather, the senses report external reality 

to the mind, which analyzes and makes judgments from the 

gathered data, making the human soul a passive receptacle 

tor knowledge. 
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To review the three arguments: Crescas begi ns this 

section by telling us that the heretics a nd scoffers--whose 

identify remains unclear--do not include matters of wil l 

and choice in their theory of knowledge. He then lists 

three related reasons to explain why. Essentially these 

three are: 

l) The ~ill is not a factor in learning truth; 

2) The person who makes a truth claim via some volitional 

act , must necessarily doubt the veracity of that claim: 

3) Truth is determined through a corresponding theory of 

truth, which has no relation to the will. 

9suppose that I do not know the Pythagorean theorem, 

and Joe sets out to teach it to me . One way in which Joe 

could teach it to me might be to say, "This is the Pytha­

gorean theory. Believe it, because it is true." On the 

basis of Joe ' s recomwendation I may or may not believe 

that the Pythagorean theorem is true . But in neither 

judgment do I make a truthful judgment : rather I would 

have made a judgment of the will, and, as in the arguments 

discussed above, I would forever be in doubt as to the 

veracity of my belief. 

Another way in which Joe could teach me the Pythago­

rean theorem would entai l his instructing me in arithmetic, 

followed by a series of lessons in geometric theory. He 

would have to teach me about postulates, axioms, about how 

to derive t heorems f rom postulates: he would have to teach 

me all about geometric forms, particularly about triangles, 
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particularly about right triangles . Once I have acquired 

all of the necessary prel iminary s kills and information , 

Joe then would do two t hings: (a) He would show me the 

Pythago r ean theorem; (b) he would prove to me the validity 

of t he theorem utiliz ing all of t he mathematical informa­

tion he has taught me. Once I accept the val idity of the 

geometric science and ancilla r y method that preceded the 

presentation oi the Pythagorean theorem (an acceptance that 

would have occurred along t he way of Joe's instruction) , 

and once I understand the procedure and proof r egarding 

the theorem, I would be compelled to hold t o the truth of 

it. Mor eover, the more completely I understand geometry, 

the stronger would be my belief in t he truth o f the Pytha­

gorean theorem. 

Thus does Crescas say that the truth of a belief , par­

ticularly when that belief has been demonstrated, requires 

that the believer accept that truth necessarily and une­

quivocally. 

This view of things, i n which wi ll is conceived a s a 

mental capacity that has no connection with learning s cien­

tific truth sees a person as a passive receptacle waiting 

to receive knowledge which is "out there". This is wholly 

consistent with the Aristotelian view of man's mind as a 

blank slate waiting to receive writing. 3 The wo rld is 

filled with truths which we possess passively, without 

3ny effort on our part. This I think compri ses an impor­

tant part of Crescas ' c ritique, for , as we s hal l see momen-
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tarily, the necessity of cognizing assumed in this view of 

cognition (which most certainly was in various forms the 

dominant model) helps denude it of its link to reward and 

punishment, even in the way described above. For, since 

we learn truths necessarily and not contingently, individu­

als in effect have no part in their acquisition, and si nce 

individuals have no part in their acquisition , it is im­

proper to predicate of it any salvific e ffect, in wha tever 

manner "salvific" is t o be understood. 

It is appropriate at this point to pause and pr esent 

some background material which wil l prove important fo r un­

derstanding Crescas ' argument. As is becoming clea r, Cres­

cas is making a claim t hat shall negate prior philosophic 

claims about the status of acqu iring knowl edge . Briefly 

what I mean i s this : To facilitate a correspondence theory 

of knowledge, medieva l philosophy had developed a se t of 

ideas , by no means unive rsally agreed upon , which taught 

generally tha t the acquisition and consequent retention o f 

Knowledge , i.e., concepts o r universa ls , caused the trans ­

forma t1on of the int ellect from a state of potentiality 

co ac t uality , resuiting i n a perfected entity , which be­

came more perfect the mor e t he intellect acquired. This 

perfected entity was viewed as the only perfect port ion of 

che soul , which, according to sooe, meant that t h is part was 

worth~ of s Jr·1iving t he death of the body in generally a 

~or.-1nd1 ~i0Jal form , though wi th Gersonides, t he doctrine 

:r.c:Jdes : nc1~1dJa l1c, o: a sort. hs well as a controv~r sy 
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over the existence of immortality, the r e existed a contro­

vecsy as to whether the soul was a bodily predisposition or 

conjunction with the Active Intellect, whether corporeal or 

incorporeal. I propose to give a brief history of the 

idea, focusing on Gersonides' opinion and as well adduce 

evidence of Crescas' own opinion on the matter, which, as 

shall be clear is methodologically and doctrinally consis­

tent with our chapter . 

In a famous passage in De Anima (3:5), Ar istotle pre-

sents a model for cognition whose meaning is not entirely 

clear, an unclarity which resulted in a great deal of con­

troversy through the Middle Ages. Aristotle says that the 

potential mind is like a blank tablet waiting to receive 

writing. There are, in other words, facets to the process 

of intellection, one active and one passiv~. Further he 

says, 

When the mind is set free from its present conditions 
it appears as just what it is dnd nothing more: this 
alone is immortal and eternal •. . 4 

So i t is we have a process of intellection involving ac­

tivity, passivity, and the possibility of immortality. 

This l atter i s unclear, however, and the terminology gov­

e rniu9 this problem thus far is vague. 

The first important commentator on the Aristotelian 

problem was Alexander of Aphrodisias, who clarified the 

terminology. He named the active power in intellection 

the Active Intellect, and the potential intellect he called 

the material intellect. As well, he clarified their func-
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tions. The material intellect is a predisposition for 

knowledge. 

~s sue~ t~e material i ntellect is not to be hypos­
tas1zed; it 1s not a substance , which, for Aristotle , 
would imply that it is a separately existing thing or 
capable of separate existence. Rather, the material 
intellect is a natural capacity, one among many, of 
the organism, through which it can engage i n a spe­
cific kind of activity.5 

The Active Intellect for Alexander--and for all subsequent 

medieval thought with some variation--is a separately exist­

ing, transcendent entity, identical in fact, with God. ( It 

is this identity of the Active Intellect with God that will 

bacome controversial; Gersonides for one will deny that 

identity, claiming instead that the Active Intellect is the 

lowest of the spheres , r e lated to but different from God.) 

The potential intellect, in the process of cognition, 

will spy an object in the world, say a horse. From a horse 

the mind comes to know about the universal Horse, i.e., 

what is universally true about horses that binds them t o­

gether into one category. In the process of moving from 

horse to Horse, the human mind comes in contact with the 

Active Intellect which knows only Horse, from which the 

human mind is able to move from the particular to the uni ­

ve rsal . The human mind is thus the only entity of all 

living things on earth that has the disposition for so 

r c~~iving universals from the Active Intellect. The Active 

Int ellect, meanwhile, eternally overflows with the spiritu­

al sustenance necessary for life; each species receives 

from this overflow what is appropriate to its level . 
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When the potential intellect has acquired its first 

concept, it thus actualizes its potentiality for learning 

concepts, and becomes an acquired intellect, which resides 

in the material intellect, which is viewed as having a 

wider function. It now becomes the acquired intellect 

whose function now is to acquire more knowledge. The no­

tion of the Active Intellect, aside from filling out the 

hints given in De Anima regarding human knowledge serves 

the necessary logical purpose of e xplaining how the mind is 

able to move from particular to universal. Thus, though 

this theory obviously lends itself to a certain rel igious 

doctrine, its initial i ntent was to satisfy problems in the 

nature of cognition. 5 

One other point deserve s to be mentioned before moving 

on: The intellect is perceived as having two distinctive 

faculties, a theoretical and a practical . 

The function of the theoretical intellect is to 
know the truth, and that of the practical to deli­
berate about some end and to produce some action . . . 
This is because the objects of the former are neces­
sary, universal, immovable , and unchangeable. They 
admit only of c~ntemplation , not of deliberation. On 
the other hand, the objects of the practical intelli­
gence are ~ontingent, particular, and liable to muta­
tion and change . 

Now, with Crescas two important and critical reversals of 

t his theory occur. (1) The objects of the practical intel-

lect become necessary like the objects of the theoretical 

intellect; and (2) this new situation, as we shall demon­

s trate throughout the commentary, reverses the traditional 

philosophical doctrine as to which intellect merits reward 
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and punishment , though with consequences of some logical 

difficulty. Note for instance this paragraph from our 

chapter : 

Some of our sages have been deceived in accordance 
with what seems to be the implication of their words, 
(namely) that reward for beliefs does not fall under 
the cat egory of justice, and i n justice [i.e ., ethics , 
or the realm of the practical i ntellect], since reward 
i s natural and is necessarily associated with a con­
cept. That is , when the mind of man settles on the 
truth of beliefs, they become (thereby) his concepts. 
When they are external to the mind, then t he mind is 
substantia t ed by means of them and becomes eternal , 
which is the ultimate reward for man . It is thus 
clear that this view has no admissibility in relation 
to the Torah 

To return to Alexander , it is not clear how he stands 

in the matter of immortality. If the intellect is only a 

predisposition of the body, t hen it ought to follow that 

when the body dies , the intellect should also pass away. 

But there are divergent interpretations of Alexander' s 

. h . 7 view, leavi ng t e question open. 

The next major opinion on th i s matter is that of 

Themistius, who differed with Alexander in t wo respects: 

ll) He claimed that the material i ntellect was not a natu­

ral predisposition at all, but "an i ncor poreal substance 

having separate and independent existence." (2) The Active 

Intellect "is primarily an immi nent and inherent power of 

the human mind ."8 

Avetroes tries to strike a middle ground between 

Alexander and Themistius. Like Alexander he claims that 

the intellect must have some relation to the body; but, 

says Averroes , it is incor rect to sta te that its relation 
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is solely with the body. Themistius 1s als~ correct, says 

Averroes, when he says that the intellect is incorporeal; 

but it is wrong that it is 2!l!l'.: incorporeal, i.e. , the 

material i nte llect is in some way both corporeal and in­

corporeal. For Averroes the Active Intellect i s a separate 

intellect; but somehow in the act of thinking the Active 

Intellect becomes related to the body. This relationship 

occurs as an individuated conjunction , a relationship which 

passes away with the body. 

In the first book of the Wars of the Lord Gersonides 

carefully presents this debate as he has inherited it. In 

particular, he takes great pains to negate the Averroes­

Themistius strain, primarily on the grounds of the logical 

difficulties that inhere in positing the conjunction be­

tween the body and the Active Intellect. This conjunction 

posited by Averroes, though it attempts to bridge the dif­

ficulties in both Alexander's and Themistius ' positions , 

poses a difficulty of its own. It is unable to forge a 

true distinction between the Active Intellect and the Ma­

terial Intellect as his view makes it actually only a par­

ticularized version of the Active Intellect conjoined with 

an individual human. That being the case, Gersonides care­

fully, logicaliy, and devastatingly demonstrates how it 

cannot be that this conjunction both is and is not the Ac­

tive Intellect, both is and is not individuated. Moreover, 

Averroes has it that this conjunction results in the con­

junction returning to its source unimproved, which, from 
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Gersonides' view would make the striving for concepts a 

va in activity in tha t it makes no difference with regard 

to i mmortality. 9 For our purposes it need only be pointed 

out that Gersonides, while differing f r om Aver roes-Themi s­

tius on certa in grounds , does not differ substantially in 

his view of the acquisition of concepts and the value thereof. 

Gersonides then develops his own position on the in­

tellect, which is a version of the Alexandrian model. For 

Gersonides then , the mate rial intellect will be a bodily 

predisposition which can be drawn from potentiality to ac­

tivity. However, in Gersonides ' view the universals as 

they exist in the acquired intei l ect are not identica l with 

the univer sals in the Active Intell~ct si nce they have been 

derived from particular memory images via the imaginative 

faculty, which means that upon death it i~ absurd to sug­

gest that they return to the Active Intellect. Rather, 

they are immortal in the mind which contains them; but 

remain separate from the Active Intellect, and t herefore 

individually . Man' s happiness after death is directly pro­

portional to the number of true ideas a man l e arns during 

his life, since with his death he loses the capacities 

which enable him t o learn. 

With Crescas we have a thinker who is generally aware 

o f the medieval debate, likely through Gersonides ' presen­

tation, for as we have seen in our i n t roduct ion, Cr escas 

does know The wa r of the Lord. But Crescas has his own 

agenda which differs radically from that of his predeces sors. 
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His theory of the soul is found in Book Three, Abstract II 

of The Light of the Lord, and deserves some mention at this 

point. This Abstract is brief (two chapters); the first 

chapter shall be quoted in full (my translation) , and the 

important portions of the second chapter wi ll be either 

s ummarized or quoted . 

Chapter 1 (Book Three, Abstract I ) On the Immor­
tality of the Soul: Concerning the clarification of 
how it is fitting for it (the nature of the soul) to 
be understood according to what is decreed by Torah 
and speculat ion: 

I say that the soul which remains after death s hal l 
r emain eternally (and) naturally (so); that it exists 
in its essence without changing (either) in species or 
individually, according to what Torah agre~s and specu­
lation ag r ees. 

Therefore we said " that which survives after death", 
because not all of the souls of men remain (after 
death) bu t some of them are l ose at their hour (of 
death such as) some of the wicked, as will be brought 
forth in the Third Abstract (on Reward and Punishment), 
God w il ling . 

We said "it shall remain eternally (and ) naturally 
(so) " in that it does not (contain) the causes for 
(its own) self-~orruption . T~us (if it does not per­
ish) from punishment , such as is brought in the Tra­
dition, and as will come , God willing, it will r emain 
eternally (and) na t urally. 

Since we said "it exists individually" it i s clear 
that by definition it is a substance a nd not a pre­
disposition alone, as Averroes imagined. 

And we have said , "It does not c hange by s pecies." 
This teaches the wo rthlessness of the opinion of he 
who imagined that that which remains of the souls 
shall unite with the Active Intellect i n a manner that 
(might be said that) it would be just concerning it. 
(For if that were to occur ) it (the soul) would change 
i n species. 

And we said "and (the soul does not c hange) indi­
vidually ." (This claim) teaches the worthlessness of 
the opinion of the one for whom it seems that it would 
be impossible to (posit) multiplicity of souls after 
separation (from the body), but rather (this wor thless 
view suggests that souls) become one in number. This 
opinion is most worthless according to the Tradition 
a nd speculation itself.10 
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We see in this opening chapter that Crescas firmly be­

lieves in an individual immortality after death. Thus far 

he is not differing radically in the debate with the sub­

stance of the theories, with the exception that he mentions 

that the souls of the wicked shall perish. But it is not 

as yet clear what he means by this. It should also be 

noted the evidently great emphasis he grants to the Torah 

and Tradition. 

In the second chapter of this Abstract he continues to 

present his case according to his three important sources , 

Torah, Tradition and Speculation, noting that Speculation 

shall be in agreement with the first two. He brings a num­

ber of proof texts to support his claims. One interesting 

point that Crescas makes concerning the individuality/non­

individuality problem is, were the soul to survive collec­

tively , reward and punishment would b~come inapplicable. 

Note how Crescas takes Gersonides• argument against Aver-

roes (were the intellect merely a conjunction, the acquisi­

tion of concepts would have no meaning> and uses it for his 

own purposes. Note too that reward and punishment are im­

portant categories for Crescas in this Abstract as in our own . 

From the perspective of philosophy Crescas then pre­

sents without affirming three of the arguments from among 

those we have already seen concerning the nature of the ma­

terial intellect and its relation to the Active Intellect, 

which he deems central to the argument. 

1) That the human intellect is s ubstantiated through 
its concepts and they call it the acquired intellect; 
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2) That everything that comes into being passes 
away, and everything that passes away comes into being. 

3) If it be assumed possible t hat the human in-
tellect can comprehend the Active Intellect, it (the 
human intellect) shall return to it eternally.11 

Then he shows that concerning these propositions a great 

deal of controversy exists. After a brief discussion of 

the various divisions in this controversy, Crescas then says 

of these proposition s 

.• • And we say, however, (concerning the fi rst 
proposition, which is the foundation of the entire 
structure , (that ) its falsity has been indubitably 
demonstrated in Abstract VI in Book Two (chapter 1, 
p. 53a-b). Also the second proposition, with the 
words of Rabbi Levi (ben Gerson) has been struck on 
its head ... And as for the third proposition it is 
plainly clear that its falsity has been demonstrated 
when we demonstrated the falsity of the first (propo­
sition), because the understanding of the Active In­
tellect by the human intellect will not result in 
the eternality of the human intellect unless we were 
to posit that the (human) intellect will become sub­
stantiated by its concepts , which is self-evident . 12 

In this way Crescas takes issue with the medieval de-

bate as he has inherited it. What remains to be answered 

is Crescas' own doctrine of what causes the soul to remain 

eternally. This is given immediately after the above text: 

This is what it is fitting to say in affirmation of 
the survival (of the soul); After it has been posited 
t hat the definition of the soul is an intellectual sub­
stance whose cause of corruption is not in itself (such 
as we have seen in the first chapter of this Abstract) 
when it becomes perfected in connection with love by 
means of what it comprehends in the Torah and the won­
ders of God, may He be exalted, it i s fitting that it 
should remain in its perfection •.• 13 

A very great deal could be said about the preceding, 

but the full details of Crescas' theory of the soul must 

await further study. For our purposes, several observations 
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germane to the present text both with regard to content and 

methodology must suffice: 

As we have seen and shall continue to see in our text 

Crescas is very much a philosopher, but with an emphasis 

unique in the history of medieval Jewish thought . He uses 

philosophy to contravene the authority of philosophy. He 

uses philosophical argument to assert the primacy of Torah. 

which one presumes is given a priori in his system anyway. 

Note how he overturns the traditional concept of the soul 

by marshalling philosophic arguments. The soul is an in­

tellectual substance, yet one can be destroyed for wicked­

ness, and perfected in love. Note too the end result, a 

soul that is an intellectual substance, which is not per­

fected intellectually, but in love through the Torah. This 

is a very radical departure indeed, but it remains nonethe­

less within a recognizable framework. The old process of 

substantiation is replaced with a new process of substan­

tiation that is functionally identical to that which it 

seeks to replace. 

The theme of love through Torah repeats itself in 

other places in The Light of the Lor~14 in various forms. 

Love, fear, and pleasure, connected to Torah understood as 

authoritatively superior to philosophy constitutes a domi­

nant theme in Crescas' thought. 

10 1 . e., now that it is clear that Crescas rejects the 

commonly held belief that intellectual excellence equals 

moral excellence, he is now going to present his own view 

o f the matter. 
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11
crescas suggests here a causal chain. To unravel the 

threads of his argument, he is saying: 

a) Divine justice necessitates good and perfection; 

b) Good and perfection bring into being things which 

are causes that move people toward good effects; 

c) These causes are divine commandments (Torah) and re­

ward and punishment for them, by whose agency in the scheme 

of things people are moved to good effects . 

d) Will and choice therefore operate in a nexus in which 

commandments, reward and punishment are known causal factors 

whose effects are good , which point ultimately to the good 

and perfection which inhere in the nature of divine justice, 

and therefore the world. 

To look at it another way: Our problem is squaring the 

notion of divine justice with necessity. It might be sug­

gested that if Joe's actions are determined, and if that 

fact has been demonstrated to him (such as would be the case 

if he read The Light of the Lord), if it were possible he 

might, so to speak , retire his will, and passively accept 

his determined fate in the causal chain . (This is function­

ally impossible since one employs one's will constantly.) 

He would then have the same attitude toward his actions as 

one would have about the acquisition of concepts. But we 

~ave seen that the totality of this causal necessity, while 

real and fully determining, is known in its fullness only to 

God . Further , all of the elements in the universe fit into 

that chain in a way known only to God . 
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In this position, according to Crescas, commandments 

(i.e., Torah), and reward and punishment (that are associ­

ated with obedience and disobedience to Torah) are necessary 

parts of the univer se . More specifically, they are neces­

sary components of the life of the Jews. They act on Jews 

in a way no other element in the universe can, moving us 

toward good and perfection if we obey commandments, away 

from good effects if we transgress them, i.e. , they bring 

us toward moral excellence and thereby manifest divine jus­

tice on earth. If there were no commandments there would 

be no thing by whose agency we could be brought to do the 

good. But since that which exists exists necessarily, it 

would inconceivable that commandments would not exist. 

Since commandments exist necessarily, they necessarily act 

as cause to Jews whose effect would be reward or punishment, 

depending upon the actiun chosen in ~elation to a given com­

mandment. But at this point it is as yet unclear how we 

can say reward and punishment are fitting categories in a 

causally determined universe, or what precisely the entail­

ments of rew~rd and punishment will be. 

A further remark is required at this point . Crescas 

claims to bring "into agreement divine justice (with choice), 

just as rew~td and punishment (are associated) with neces­

sity." It is still unclear what "choice" consists in in a 

universe where all things ace, from the view of causation, 

determined, or, stated differently, how there can be such 

a thing as real choice i( contingency is, from the view of 
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God, non-existent . 

Also the reader should be warned . The paragraph under 

analysis begins with the phrase "here is the first", imply­

ing of course that there will be a seocnd, etc. This seems 

to be a textual error, however, since in the text, no fur­

ther numbered arguments follow. 

12
Here Crescas restates and resolves what has until 

now been problematic . That is, the distinction between 

those things we do that seem to be compelled (such as the 

acceptance of Pythagorean theorem) and those things we do 

that do not seem compelled, i.e., that are voluntary (such 

as not murdering), is a real and not merely an apparent dis­

tinction. My choosing not to murder that miserable horn 

honker behind me at the newly changed light occurs through 

my desire to obey the Toraitic co~mandment not co murder, 

which, though causally determined, has not been determined 

from my narrower view of things. Indeed , my level of self­

restraint may have been remarkable and commendable, given 

how obnoxious my neighbor in journeying through the streets 

has been. I really wanted to murder that man, and was verg­

ing on the commi ssion of that dastardly crime , when I suc­

ceeded wilifully in restraining my urge to kill. Even 

though from the view of causes and God's knowledge it was 

a forgone conclusion that I would go no further in the sa­

tiation of this desire than longingly ruminating about how 

nice it would be to turn this ball of obnoxious flesh into 

a corpse, since it appeared to me that I chose not to murder 
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the gentleman, from a view of things (mine) I made a choice 

of one of two possibilities. Because of this set of feel­

i ngs about actions--in contradistinction to an opposite set 

of feelings about learning ideas--Crescas claims that it is 

rational to talk about choice in the human scheme of things. 

"Apparent" choice , through the strength of its apparent 

nature, a nature that for humans is and always will seem ac­

tual, is construed by Crescas as real for us. 

We now see that this "feeling" of compulsion in actions 

or beiiefs or lack thereof , is a c ritical factor in Crescas ' 

analysis of choice. As we have seen, the feeling of compul­

sion we experience upon accepting a belief serves in his 

mind to overthrow the traditiona l ~hilosophical notion of 

immortality of the intellect ( reward) through the acqui si­

tion of true ideas. 15 For if what we learn we learn neces­

sarily, and we know ~hat we learn it necessarily (if we 

have had no choice in the matter), how then can we expect 

Divine Justice to reward us? On the other hand, acts which 

do not generate a feeli ng of compuls ion appear contingent, 

but this appearance, in that it becomes a causal factor 

determining our actions , has a very real effect upon human 

acts . Foe thi s reason, though acts are ultimately deter­

mined, how one feels when acting becomes important in our 

daily actions. 

An interesting problem poses itself. We have men­

tioned the distinction between types of "necessities". We 

have been making this distinction as the difference between 
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acquiring beliefs and doing acts, where the belief is un­

derstood as philosophic or scientific belief , not religious 

or dogmatic. The justification for this l atter description 

shall become clear below, where as we shall see Crescas 

uses mathematical examples for his argument. It is there­

fore unclear whether religious dogma, for example Crescas' 

six Tor aitic cornerstones of which this Abs trac t (Choice) 

comprises a section (the other five are God's Knowledge, 

Providence, God's Power, Prophecy, and Ends of the Torah), 

is to be part of belief. At least at the level that both 

are true or false, for Crescas they logically ought to be 

the same with regard to reward and puni shment; the truth of 

mathematics ought t o have the same consequences in reward 

and puntshment as the truth of prophecy , and vice versa. 

I f they are d ifferent it is not clear at this point how; if 

t hey are the same , it would have to follow that Just as one 

receives no reward for knowing mathematics, so too o ne 

would receive no reward for knowing, for example , that God 

knows particulars as part1culars, since as beliefs one 

woui~ be consciously compelled to hold both types of be­

lief. lf we are to read Cresca s consistently at this point, 

we would have to assume that he seems to hold that neither 

of these types of beliefs has anything at all to do with 

reward and punishment per se , but rathe r that reward and 

punishment are effects resulting from acts independent of 

ma tters of belief, i.e., of that type of necessity that 

does not include feelings of compulsion and force. 
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Tha t Crescas i s fully aware of t his problem is unclea r 

now. However, an interesting solution t o this problem does 

emerge (see note 25), a sol ution which is wholly consistent 

with the thrust of Crescas ' t hought. 

13In an i nteresting manner, reward and punis hment are 

link~d to the will via "acts of service a nd good deeds. ft 

This connection with the wi l l satisfies the criterion for 

Crescas d iscussed earlier (see note 4), viz., that wi ll 

mus~ have some causal relation to reward and punishment . 

Here that causal relation is invoked for the first t i me: 

The will gains pleasure from performing the good. Thi s 

br ings us to a significant juncture in Crescas' argument . 

The a rg ument to this point ma/ be outli ned as follows: 

1 . All events are causally determined; 

2. If so, reward and punishment then become problem-

atic; 

3. Commandments , reward a nd punishment are necessary 

elements of reality; 

4. Will and choice must inform that which wil l lead 

to rP.ward and punishment; 

S. Some things are felt to be determined, other s a r e 

not; 

6 . Those things which are felt to be determined have 

no relation to the wi ll and therefore have no relation to 

reward and punishment; 

7. Those things, which though determined , are not 

felt t o be so (namely, good acts), and whic h therefore s eem 
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from the human perspective to be contingent , are thereby 

distinctly different from those things included in 16. 

Their distinctiveness, i.e., that they appear to be willed 

and chosen activities because that is how we (necessarily) 

feel when we perform them, allows for the link between them 

and reward and punishment, which grants the reasonableness 

of feelings of pleasure ( i .e. , reward) when performed . 

14 In the system of Crescas' predecessors the seeking 

and acquisition of true ideas constitutes a mental act 

which initiates a connection with the Active I ntellect in 

some way (depending upon which school a given thinker fol­

lows). Consistent with his rejection of that concept, 

Crescas has replaced the instantiation of the intellect and 

its subseque nt immortality with a parallel concept of doing 

of Toraitically proper deeds and the s ubseque nt reward, the 

love and pleasu re on~ experiences for doing t o good. 

This idea is developed at some length in Abs tract v116 

(Human Ends) , where Crescas speaks of love and fear of God 

as concepts which contravene the traditional idea of intel­

iectual e xcellence. We have then a different dialectic, 

radical in both i t s location (acts) and its ultimate source, 

a substitution o f Torah for philosophy. In Abstract VI 

CLescas makes it clear that his rationale for the command­

ments i s much as we have described , namely as a guide for 

deeds , the r e ward for which is a love of God , 

On the o ther hand, note the similarity of the language 

in the latter half of this paragraph with that which we 
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have seen elsewhere. According to Crescas' predecessors 

the Ac tive Intel l ect, the lowest of the spheres acco rding 

to Gersonides, constantly overflows with, among other 

things , knowledge with which man, and only species man, 

can connect in order fi r st to i nstant iate his intellect , 

then acquire true i deas . In our text no mention at all i s 

made of the Ac tive Intellect; God Himself is s aid to be 

overf l owing , a nd what overflows is not knowledge but love 

and pleasure that one can receive from doing the good, 

i.e. , from performing commandments and good deeds . 

I build a succah on succot . In building thi s succah 

I am obeying the command of God which I have been taught 

from the Torah and the tradition. From my view , I need not 

have bu i lt t he succah , but after consideri ng all of the rea­

sons for and against s uch a project , dfter consulting the 

Torah and the tradition, I willingly choose to build the 

succah , and thus fulfill the comm~nd. In no way did I feel 

compelled to build the succah. 

Now, when I complete the succah (or at some point 

along the way--it is as yet not clear at precisely wha t 

moment) , having done the good, I am filled with a feeli ng 

of love and pleasure for (and apparently from) God for hav­

ing obeyed God's command. The love and pleas ure I experi­

ence ace in some way related to the absolute love and 

pleasure which emanate from God. How exactly this rela­

tionship occurs Crescas does no t s tate. But i t seems clear 

that in acqui r ing this feeling, I am connected wi th God . 
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If I choose to continue this connection, I may do so by 

"walking in his ways inasmuch as possible." Moreover , 

this delight and pleasure in my mind constitute what Cres­

cas calls a "mental act" which is to say that it is an act 

located in the mind, related to God. For Crescas, then, 

the transformation is complete; a parallel structure sub­

sti tuting a mental act about deeds for thought, pleasure 

for idea s, i s in place, and the intellectual model tha t 

had dominated the scene has from Crescas' view been toppled. 

There remains in this paragraph the problem of the na­

ture of reward and punishment. Here Crescas does not &peak 

of reward a nd punishment i n the sense of one's just desserts 

in the world to come (though he does mention this latter, 

Book Three, Abstract II , at least insofar as he affirms 

that not all souls survive death, and that the determining 

criterion is the measure of one's deeds). Rather thi s 

pleasurable mental sensation of which he speaks constitutes 

the reward for doing the good, and its absence--which would 

occur when one does not perform the good--constitutes pun­

ishment. God causes absolute love and pleasure t o over­

flow, a share of which can be received by doing good. Put 

somewhat differently, my knowledge that 1 will experience 

pleasure and love when I do the good acts as a catalyst to 

bring me to the point of doing the good. Since I desire 

that pleasurable mental experience , I pursue the good. Thus 

there exists a necessary causal relationship between Torah 

and commandments, reward and punishment, and pursuing the 

good . 
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A further point suggests itself. As we have seen, 

this system of reward and punishment functions in a way 

parallel to the system it seeks to replace. As such the 

relationship between the Jew and God seems as distant 

here as it did in the other system. Where one received 

pleasure of a sort for learning ideas , here one received 

pleasure for doing commandments. The problem o f affect, 

viz., bridging the gap between a transcendent God and His 

subjects, still remains. Instead of the Active Intellect 

overflowing ideas, here God overflows love and pleasure, 

which a Jew can receive in as indiscriminate a fashion as 

one receives true ideas. Indeed, Crescas ' system likely 

increases the "distance" between man and God, in that in 

a determinist world, God's knowledge of things has vir­

tually no relationship to the events here. In a tradi­

tionalist sense, a Jew, realizing his sin, can repent of it, 

and that repentence can result i n a renewed relationship 

with a God who did not know with certainty that that act 

of repentence would occur. (This pietistic view leads to 

all of the logical problems regarding omniscience we saw 

in the introduction.) I n Crescas' view of things, there 

is no mutuality in the Jew's relationship with God, for 

God knows all along what course of events a given Jew's 

life will follow. 

It is useful at this point to pause for a moment for 

some observations which will serve to tie together what we 

have discussed thus far and as well clarify what goals 
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Crescas is pursuing in this AbEtract as in other parts of 

his book . 

We can ask: What is Crescas trying to accomplish by 

this argumentation? By making all things causally neces­

sary , by substituting act for thought as the crucial factor 

in relation with God, what is he trying to do? Four infer­

ences present themselves. 

1) In this Abstract Crescas continues his critique of 

Aristotle. In Crescas ' Critique of Aristotle, Harry A. 

Wolfson shows the extent to which Crescas forcefully opens 

gaping holes in the structure of Aristotelian physics. 17 

In our Abstract as we have thus far seen, Crescas rejects 

the Aristotelian-Alexandrian-Themistius-Averroes line of 

thought that the soul--if immortal-- achieves immortality 

through knowledge. (For some of Crescas' argumentation 

from Abstract VI, see note 24.) 

2) In a world of necessity, where Torah (unconnected 

to Aristotelian philosophy) is the necessary fac t or leading 

the Jew to do the good , the conceptual , structural, and 

logical links between the Jew and Torah are inextricable: 

the entire structure holds tightly and neatly together. It 

is necessarily the case that Torah exists; it is necessari­

ly the case that God's knowledge, Providence, Ability, 

Choice, and End (the six Toraitic cornerstones of which the 

second book of The Light of the Lord is an exposition) 

exist. It remains for some further study to examine care­

fully the other sections of the book in order to explicate 
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the full force of Crescas' thought, a nd t he interrelation­

s hip between the six cornerstones. 

3) True ideas are universal1 they are not related to 

national boundaries , etc. True ideas are true for Muslims , 

Greeks , Christians, and Jews , as well as for any other 

group. They would be true for that matter if no human 

existed . This being the case, it would follow that the 

view that holds to the belief that immortality is achieved 

through acquiring true ideas constitutes , or can constitut e , 

a universal religious view. Crescas ' inversion of this 

idea serves functionally to particularize, l et us say, 

nationalize, who becomes eligibl e to partic ipate in the 

system. If this goal is not obvi ous here, it certainly 

becomes clear later in the Abs tract ~here Ccescas says, 

" ... And since the eyes of the Philosoph~c (Ar istotle) 

were never o pened in the light of the Torah " That is, 

as we shall see , Crescas argues ad hominem that Aristotle , 

who had no access to the Toraitic revelation, was driven 

to his position by the demands of reason alone. Without 

access to revelation, his thought is found wanting . 

4) Related to 1, 2, and 3 above, it seems clear that 

Crescas is arguing for a separation of religion (Torah) 

from philosophy (Aristotle) for religion's sake. He is 

forging this break so that religious concepts that had 

been synthetically formulated so as to be consistent with 

what a given philosopher presumed to be the proper Aris ­

totelian interpretation, may be explic a ted unencumbered 
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by Aristotelian baggage. 

Moreover, as we have seen, it is likely that Crescas 

held that the Jewish philosophic enterprise had been too 

heavily weighed in favor of speculation at the expense of 

deeds. In his separation, Crescas places far greater 

weight on deeds than thought by making deeds the cause for 

reward and punishment, replacing an inte l lec tual model with 

an anti-intellectual one. 

15. . h h 1 ~.e . , since t e process we ave exp icated in notes 

13 and 14 cannot apply t o compelled activities, i.e., the 

acquisition of true ideas, reward and punishment cannot be 

said to apply to them . 

16 I.e., the difference between activities which appear 

to be compelled and those which do not; the diffe r ence has 

been settled in notes 13 and 14 above . 

17This re fers back to the three arguments explicated 

in notes 6, 7 , and 8. 

18This paragraph has already been quoted in full in 

note 9. 

19see, i.e., Book Two, Abstract VI , Chapter 1, pp. 

53a-b , where Crescas argues at great length against the 

concept that the intellect becomes instantiated through the 

acquisition of ideas. Also see Book Three, Abstract II , 

Chapter 2 , where Crescas presents hi s theory of the soul, 

in which he lists three commonly agreed upon principles 

regarding the soul only to negate them. Among those three 

principles is the one in ques tion. Specifically, he tak~s 

96 



issue with the notion t hat there exists in the material 

intellect some sort of incorporeal substance that becomes 

instantiated and remains eternally. This is argued largely 

on the grounds that the assumption of this substance would 

require something coming into being out of nothing , which 

is assumed to be impossible. (For the full range of argu­

ments, see the referred passage above. ) He concludes this 

presentation of arguments by saying: 

Tell me so I shall know how it (the intellect) shall 
be i nstantiated; rather all of these ideas are fabri­
cations of the philosophers, such that the nature of 
the truth (as they see it) obligates them to believe 
in the immortality of the soul (through the acquisi­
tion of concepts), and they have conceived concepts 
and increased matters from an excess of emptiness. 
Some of the sages among our people have been misled 
(by these Gentile philosophers and nave followed) 
after them , and they did not feel, nor did it occur to 
them, how they are destroying the wall of the edifice 
of the Torah through this, and how they are demo­
lishing its limits.18 

In other words , in this pa~sage Crescas s tates quite openly 

that wh ich we have seen earlier, viz., tha t Greek philo­

sophy in this matter is not merely wrong, but it is bad 

since it has misled some Jews, bringing them to philosophic 

paths that are destructive to the purposes of Torah. The 

true purpose of Torah to Crescas is in part as we have been 

explaining throughout this commentary, viz. , that following 

Torah, not philosophy, merits reward. He states it again 

in Abstract VI: 

And when we looked into it (the purpose of Torah) 
we found a small portion i n it whose quantity is s mall 
(but) whose quality is great , which does no t have any­
thing to do with absolute ideas or absolute activities 
(i.e., the ideas of th~ philosophers). And it ( that 
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smal l portion which we have found) is the love of God 
may He be blessed and the true fear of Him.19 

We therefore can add on t o what we have seen earlier i n this 

Abstract: The final e nd of Torah, i.e., the ult i mate goal 

of a life lived in following Torah , is l ove and fear of God 

achieved not in learning ideas, a notion whic h Cresca s tho­

rough l y rejects , but in doing deeds, i.e. , following the 

commandments. 

20crescas admits that the Torah does not have much t o 

say about philosophy. What he r eal ly states here is some­

what more fundamental . It is a claim which hearkens back 

to note 14 , to the th i rd of four inferences drawn from Cres­

cas' arguments. The thrust at this point is somewhat dif­

ferent from that earlier observation, but, combined with 

what has been said elsewhere (e. g., note 19) we can draw 

a rather substantial picture of Crescas ' in tention. 

In the first book of The Light of the Lord Crescas 

s ought to construct a broad critique of Ari s totle. "His 

main objects was to show that the Aristotelian explanation 

of the universe as outlined by Maimonides in his (25) propo­

sit ions (in The Guide of the Perplexed) was false, and that 

the proofs of the existence of God which they were s upposed 

to establish were groundless." 2° Crescas examines each of 

the 25 propositions and critiques each one . As the result 

of this ~ritique cercain Aristotelian notions which a r e 

central to Aristotle's cosmology and are therefore corner­

stones to his thought (such as the notion of a finite uni-

98 



verse because an actual infinite is impossible) become 

highly suspect if not completely impossible concepts. 

Medieval philosophy was in part concerned with the 

problems posed by the co-existence of two apparently inde­

pendent sources of truth, philosophy a nd revealed religion. 

Reason constituted the "word of man", that is to 
say, man ' s account of things based upon careful obser­
vation_pf the world and systematic reflection on his 
experience using his wits alone .• • . Revelation in 
turn constituted the word of God or God's account of 
things based upon His infinite wisdom and familiarity 
with them as their Creator .•• Insofar as this word 
was disclosed to human beings , its primary sources 
were likewise sense experience and direct intellectual 
understanding.21 

Most medieval Jewish philosophy sought the means by which 

these two sources might be conjoined. This was predicated 

on the assumption that truth was universdl and ought to be 

proclaimed universally and compellingly. This belief es­

tablished between these two sources a perhaps iragile 

unity. As we have stated, Crescas seeks to undo that unity 

in order to free Torah, which has little to say about phil­

osophy after all, and does have something to say about love 

and fear of God, as well as a good deal to say about how a 

Jew s hould act , in order to free Torah from the shackles of 

philosophic speculation, which has in Crescas' eyes made a 

mockery of t he Torah. 

ln the paragraph under analysis, the contrast between 

Torah and philosophy is clearly laid out for the reader. 

If it were the case, Crescas says , that men achieved im­

mortality in the way we have described above, then the 

overwhelming bulk of what comprises Torah ("the mul tiplicity 
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of bifurcations from the commandments a nd their many rami­

fications ... " ) would have no value with refer e nce to 

immortality, reward and punishment, indeed, to the meta­

physical structure of the universe. 

One may draw out the inference which flows from this 

argument: Since we have seen that reward and punishment 

are connected with deeds , in particular deeds about which 

we learn from the Torah (i.e., the bifurcatio ns of command­

ments from the Torah, e t c . , viz., the halacha: Crescas had 

planned a halachic work that would supplant the Mishneh 

Torah) , 22 then it would follow that the salvi fic nature of 

philosophy is non- existent, and the salvific nature of the 

Torah qua Torah (no t Torah interpreted ph ilosophically) and 

hence the unfettered authority of Torah is res t ored. (One 

s hou l d note, however, Crescas cannot be sati~fied only with 

outright denial of phi losophy; rather, he mus t argue against 

the existence of the acquired intellect. He must use philo­

sophy against philosophy in order to restore Torah' s authority 

to an independent s tatus . ) 

The contras t then is c lear: Philosophy may have some­

thing to say about , let us say, tr iangle s and squares and 

t he r elation of angles to each other and so forth, i.e., 

science. But, according to Crescas, to say that knowing 

about triangles and squares is, so to say, going to get you 

into heaven is absurd. This is so partly because the con­

cept of the intellect itself is logically deficient, partly 

becau se it is inconceivable to talk about reward and punish-

,, ... ----­... a•••-
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ment for something that nothing to do with will, and part­

ly because that part of knowledge which we receive passively 

cannot have the same authority as God's revelation . 

A different view of Crescas' thesis may be expressed 

as follows: In the previous paragraph in the text he says, 

"Some of our sages have been deceived in accordance with 

what seems to be the implication of their words, (namely) 

that reward for beliefs does not fall under the category 

of justice and injustice, since reward is natural and nec­

essarily associated with a concept." A very real issue 

here concerns conflicting judgment of value that inheres 

in the opposing conceptualizations under scrutiny . On the 

one hand the Aristotelian concept of intellectual excellence 

values scientific or theoretical thought over practical 

thought which ieads to deeds of moral excellence. Crescas' 

view, o n the other hand, is that we are rewarded or punished 

for acts related to will , values the life lived in the prac­

tical real m over the life of science . One realm does not 

de ny the other; but in both cases there are claims made as 

to which aspect is of ul timate importance. Crescas ex­

presses the judgment that the moral life is superior to the 

theoretical life, specifically , Torah observance leads the 

Jew to moral excellenee , which pursuit is worthy of merit­

ing reward fur success and punishment for failure. 

21 r .e., the soul of the one doing geometry. 

221.e., if this were so , the soul of the one doing 

geometry would be more worthy of reward than the one who 
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follows the "multiplicity of the bifurcations from the 

commandments • ••. " 

23
1.e., Crescas shows that it is absurd to say that 

one concept in t he mind differs in some concrete way from 

another, or that the enstantiated i ntellect undergoes all 

of the assumed changes, or that the learned concept somehow 

remains in the mind eternally. In short he is laying the 

groundwork for a rejection of medieval epistemology, which, 

as noted, continues in the next Abstract. Note tha t the 

argument here has become ad hominem, withou t therefore a 

great deal of s ubstance, as i f Crescas claims that the posi­

tion against which he is arguing is so absurd that to grace 

it with an argument would be undignified. 

24crescas now makes it manifest that he is aiming his 

sight ultimately toward Aristotle, the person Crescas be­

lieves originated the belief against which he is arguing. 

25A new point is made here, which raises once again 

the question of types of belief. Before I offer my inter­

pretation of this key paragraph, a point must be raised 

concerning the original Hebrew from which this text was 

translated. Like much of medieval philosophic Hebrew, 

Crescas overuses pronouns in a way that makes it difficult 

at times to determine wha t the antecedent is. Also, I 

have taken Seymour Feldman's translation of the word 

em~nato (normally "His belief") as "belief in Him," for 

it seems to me that the paragraph will not make sense 

otherwise . 23 
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Having said this I need to add that there seems to be 

two possible ways of interpreting this paragraph, neither 

of which is wholly satisfactory. 

l. We receive reward for beliefs in a way, and that 

way is when we will and choose to do philosophy. In that 

moment of choice we merit reward or punis hment contingent 

upon which choice we actually make. 

The obvious problem with this interpretation is that 

it rnakes little sense to assume that, after railing against 

the philosophers, Crescas would simply re-locate the moment 

of reward for doing philosophy to the moment where one 

chooses to become a philosopher . Further, thi s interpre­

tation violates the entire anti-philosophical spirit of the 

Abstract as we have seen thus far. To claim that Ari stotle 

was forced to a fictitious explanation of matters wh ich is 

now thoroughly rejected, then to re-establish a version of 

that explanation , does not make much sense. 

2. The second interpretation of this paragraph re­

quires that we accept that Crescas had two uses for the 

word "belief." The first use is scientific belief , e.g., 

"the Pythagorean theorem is true . " For this kind of belief 

all that has been said previously applies. The second use 

of the word "belief " would entail what we would call reli­

gious belief , i.e., belief in the prime authority of the 

~orah, a nd all of the other dogmas of religious belief 

Crescas speaks of. 

In the introduction to Book Two Crescas says: 
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Of Toraitic cornerstones , that is, they are the 
foundations and pillars on which the House of God is 
properly (set). In their existence it can be con­
ceived that the existence of the Torah has been or­
dered from Him, may He be blessed. And if one were to 
conceive the absence of one of them, the e ntire Torah 
would topple, God forbid,24 

Also in the introduction to Book Three, Crescas enumerates 

types of beliefs and their respective value with reference 

to the believer: 

Book Three: Concerning true beliefs , in which we (as­
sert ) our belief in them , of we who believe in the 
Torah of God may He be blessed, and (in which we 
claim) that he who overturns one of them shall be 
cal led a heretic. When we looked into them we found 
among them two parts beside the six cornerstones 
which were collected in Book Two. The first part: 
Beliefs that do not depend upon particular command­
ments. And the second: Beliefs which depend upon 
particular commandments. In part one we fvund: 
(1) Creation of the world; (2) Immortality of the 
soul; (3) Reward and punishment; (4) Resurrection of 
the dead; (5) Eternality of the Torah; (6) The dif­
ference between the prophecy of Moses our Master, may 
he rest in peace , and the rest of the prophets; 
(7) That the high priest may perform oracular feats 
with the Urim and Tummim; (8) The coming of the Mes­
siah.25 

Since this discussion could enter into Crescas' view of 

dogma in a aepth unnecessary for our purposes here, I would 

refer the interested reader to Menacham Marc Kellner's 

translation of Principles of Faith by Issac Abravanel, 

particularly his introduction . 26 For my purposes it is 

sufficient to demonstrate that Crescas has a great interest 

in beliefs that one could just ifiably call "religious" o r 

"Toraitic" which are somehow different from scientific 

beliefs. Add to this Warren Zev Harvey's claim27 that the 

six cornerstones that comprise the second book follow analy-
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tically from the notion that God revealed t he Torah through 

an act of will, and we have a view of two diffe rent kind s 

of belief, scientific and rel igious , wh ich parallels Cres­

cas• view of the primacy of the author i ty of Torah ove r 

philosophy. 

Having established thi s , the paragraph under analysis 

becomes clear. The sort of belief that Crescas i s speaking 

of here is religious belief , belief in the Torah as a legal­

moral given to Jews through an act of divine volition, be­

lief in the six Toraitic cornerstones, belief in the true 

beliefs mentioned above. But, because of the pr oblem of 

reward a nd punishment for belief of which we have spoken at 

great length throughout this analysis, it would not logic­

ally follow that teward could be granted for belief in 

these thing s at the point at which one holds the beliefs. 

Rather, reward in the for m of joy and "~iligence to estab­

lish truth" comes from the volitional act of choosing to 

accep~ these bel i efs as Crescas would have his r eader do. 

In that sense, much of the entirety of Books Two and Three 

is conceived of by their author as a blueprint for accep­

tance of this separation of r eligion from science, and i s 

an extended argument for the acceptance of the primacy of 

Torah over philosophy. 

26with this paragraph, Crescas extends his argument 

in an i nte resting a nd important way t hat is rela ted to the 

previous paragraph and soives thereby a d iff iculty in his 

reasoning that has existed until this point , though in the 
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the end it raises some logical difficulties of its own . 

Crescas' determinism proceeds on a causal analysis, 

where causation is understood as a physical process. I 

exist in a causal chain of physical bodies whose impact on 

me determines everything about me, my actions, etc. Physi­

cally I am who I am by virtue of my parents, the environ­

ment in which I live, etc . : in short those bodies which 

have in some manner touched my ex istence, according to 

Crescas , have determined everything about me. Given t his 

view of reality , our problem seems yet to remain, namely, 

if things are de termined how does one justify reward and 

punishment? It is true that i n a wa y we have cla imed to 

have solved the problem by the doctrine of doi ng deeds 

over thought and the concomitant reward and punishment of 

joy and pleasure or lack thereof. But until now a problem 

rema ins : Why do we get reward and punishment for that 

which we are causally dete rmined to do? Or differently, 

in a necessitated universe, at what point--if any-- can it 

oe said we merit reward or punishment, and why? If, for 

example, in the performance of a good act, my good inten­

tion becomes contravened by the will o f anothe r and was 

set to do so from the creation of the universe and my in­

tention is t he refore never fulfilled, do I merit reward 

even though I was never ever able to carry out my inten­

tion? Moreover, even unh i ndered, there remains the fact 

that once the process of implementatio n is begun, the act is 

causally determined to have happened from the creation of 
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the universe, once again raising the difficulty of the 

justice of reward and punishment. 

Crescas' solution to this difficulty, which we have 

seen briefly in the previous note, has a faintly modern 

ring to it. Reward and punishment he says are matters 

applicable not to a given act itself, as it may have ori­

ginaliy been supposed (e.g., our earlier example of build­

ing a succah), but to one's choice to perform that act, 

just as one experiences pleasure for choosing Toraitic 

beliefs, not for the beliefs themselves. (Incidentally, 

the acceptance of t he commandments and the belief system 

underlying them entails a deed oriented life; as we have 

seen, the greater value in Crescas' thought is of deed 

over thought. It would certainly seem logical therefore 

to assume that the ethical choice is to be valued over 

the belief choice, though it is necessary t o add that the 

belief choice must c hronolog ically precede the ethical 

choice.) For example once I have decided to surrender my 

seat on the subway to an e l derly woman, the act has al­

ready been determined, as have its future ramifications. 

The woman might re fuse the offer; she might accept the 

offer and someone else might grab the seat before she can 

sit down; she might accept the offer and suffer some un­

forseen consequences as a result. But from Crescas' view 

these consequences are not the critical issue. Once I have 

made the decision to offer my seat, I have in effect ac­

tualize one of two possible opposite choices, to offer or 
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not offer the seat. It is for the choice itself that I am 

rewarded . This is what Crescas means when he says, "reward 

does not (belong to) the essence of primary effects, rather 

(it belongs to) the choice of the act when one makes it . " 

Having made the choice itself, l set into motion a process 

which is apparently for Crescas incontrovertible, in which 

I actualize that which has only theretofore been potential. 

In its potential state, my choice was not yet inevitable in 

some way; I might have offered the woman the seat or not. 

In perceiving the situation, analyzing it, and choosing my 

course of acti on--to offer lady seat--! move in a manner 

that actualizes one of the two possible choices available 

to me ("a pair of equal s opposite extremes"), but I have 

not yet moved the first muscle that will bring me up from 

my seat, or opened my mouth to make the offer. When I move 

that fi r st muscle I actualiz~ my choice, and "that which i s 

actual is (no longer) potential o r possible ••• rather it 

is necessary and necessity necessarily follows for it ... " 

Crescas justification for locating the point at which 

reward and punishment apply at the point of decision seems 

to be as follows: The actualized act, once manifested in 

the physical place, is subject to the laws of causation in 

the deterministic manner we have been discussing throughout 

this analysis. Choice, a mental not a physical volitional 

process, is apparently not subject to t hese laws, or at 

least not in such a way as to be obvious to the choosing 

subject. 
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But it certainly seems as though we have a problem. 

Until now Crescas has spoken generally of reward and pun­

ishment, distinguis hing between those things for which we 

feel necessity (learning ideas) and those things for which 

we do not feel necessity (acts of wi ll), claiming that 

although things are determined on both levels, since we do 

no t feel necessity i n acts, reward and punishment apply for 

the lat ter as if necessity did not exist. In this para­

graph Crescas justifies locating the point at which reward 

and punishment apply i n a mental volitional act on the 

grounds, apparently, that the actual physical action is a 

necessary action, for which reward and punishment are in­

applicable. 

Now if we are to assume Crcscas is consistent, one 

solution may be as follows: At the moment ot c hoice a 

willed decision has been consciously made as to a course of 

action (1 give up my seat on the subway). Hav ing eliminated 

the opposite possibility (not giving up my seat), my acti­

vity becomes not only necessary (as are all actions), but 

as well it enters the category of felt necessity, making 

the activity a fait accompli, which I recognize as such. 

A somewhat simpler solution suggests itself from the 

following textual paragraph about punishment, namely that 

the choice to perform an act is more important than the act 

itself. The really difficult component of an act is the 

decision itself. 

27crescas begins proof texts for his argument by 
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bringing a Talmudic passage ; here he speaks of sins and 

punishment. The passage clearly divides a sin into two 

parts, contemplation and act, and claims that the more di f­

ficult part of the sin is thought about the sin. Of course 

one can draw the obvious inference tha t the same judgment 

applies to the contemplation of a good deed. 

Note Maimonides ' use of this text in The Guide II I: 8: 

A man committing an act of disobedience does i n 
only as I have made clear , because o f the accidents 
consequent upon h i s matter; I mean to say that he com­
mits an act of disobedience through his bestiality. 
But thought is one of the proper ties of a human being 
that are consequent upon his form. Consequently if he 
gives his thought a free scope in respect to disobedi­
ence, he commits a n act of disobedience t hrough the 
nobler of hi s two parts.28 

28The infe rence Crescas draws from the Levi ticus Rabbah 

text is that since a bu rnt offering wil l atone fo r the contem­

plation of the heart, i.e., thought about an act, it is the 

contemplation of the act and not the ac t itself that requires 

repen t ance, and therefor e it mu st be th3t tradition, like 

Cr escas, deems the thought about the ac t and not the act it­

se lf as the c ritical locus of the act. 

29 I.e., a person compelled to perform an ac t he ordi-

narily would not choose to commit , through whatever set of 

circumstances this compulsion arises, bears no respons ibili­

ty for the act , since i t was not an act he wil led to perfo rm. 

The great me taphor for this i nterpretation t hat Crescas 

brings tells us that God forgives the one who is compelled. 

This is also another way of saying that o ne i s rewarded and 

punished for the choice of action. 
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Since Crescas quotes from the Jewish tradition it is 

not inappropriate to point out that the tradition takes 

critical exception to this understanding when it insists 

that one must give up one's life rather than be compelled 

to commit rape, murder, or idolatry. This exception, not 

noted by Crescas, implicitly asks an important question, 

What is the true volitional nature of choice? If I am 

compelled under pain of death to rob a bank, and I recog­

nize that the Jewish tradition permits me to acquiesce to 

the demands of my oppressor, then at that point several 

things must happen: 

1) The demand t o rob is imposed on me. 

2) I recall the legal/ ethical tenet of the tradition. 

3) l decide to abide by it. 

4) I enter into the conspiracy to rob. 

ln short , I choose to cob the bank understanding that I 

bear no legal culpability for performing the act. In a 

s ituation where ram compelled under pain of death to com­

mit one of the three acts mentioned above, steps 3 and 4 

would be different , I would refuse, and my death would be 

the result. The point I am trying to draw out here is that 

under most circumstances one can imagine where one is com­

pelled to perform an act, prior to the performance of that 

ac t, the actor undergoes a mental process culminating in a 

volitional act in which he chooses (or refuses) to perform 

the act he is being compelled to perform. It seems that 

this mental process and act are somehow similar t o a choice 
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made where compulsion is not imposed. This is so particu­

larly in Crescas ' universe where are things are determined, 

i.e., compelled, anyway. Now one may easily point out the 

difference between felt and unfelt compulsion in Crescas' 

thought, and argue that this sort of felt compulsion results 

in a different manner of decision than where compulsion is 

not felt. But this is not Crescas' argument. He suggests 

that there is such a thing as action separate from choice 

of action, i.e. , compelled action , and on reflection this 

is in most cases incorrect. Obviously I am not referring 

to situations where a person is forced to perform something 

under the influence of a drug or hypnosis or something like 

that, but rather I refer to a situation where one has some 

awareness of one's consciousness yet is still under compul­

sion, i.e., where one always has the choice either to do 

what is demanded of him or suffer the consequences. Under 

these circumstances choice of a sort in fact occurs , and 

the disc ussion of these compelled actions , in a discussion 

differentiating choice of action from action , where the 

choice is the c ritical component, should be centered on 

the choosing mechanism. Somehow, though i t is not clear 

how, a compelled choice is not the same as an uncompelled 

c hoice . The perpetrator bears no responsibility for the 

former, while he does bear responsibility for the latter. 

Moreover , it is not clear that choices we make in Crescas' 

universe , a re entirely uncompelled, at least from the view 

of how one feels when making choices. 
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This discussion raises two points on eac h side of the 

equation, so to s peak . In question f orm they are: (1) Is 

ther e truly such a thing-- under ordinary circumstances--as 

a fully compelled action, or does the one being compel led 

always have some measure of choice? (2) Is there s uch a 

thing as a truly uncompelled action? The second question is 

the ~ost i nteresting cf the t wo , particularly in view of the 

thought pattern under examination. This question emerges 

implicitly from the f irs t as well as from the proof text in 

question (God forgives the person who is forced) : if it is 

the case that God forgives the one who is f o rced to perform 

an act, it must mean that God does not forgive the one who 

is not fo r ced to perform an act , which must mean that there 

is such a thing as an uncompelled action according to Cres­

cas, the c haracteristics of which he is telling us. 

However , in a broad s ense , as we have been sayi ng all 

along, this is a difficulty in a determined universe where 

contingency is not an operative categor y. In a narrower 

sense (and admittedly a sense which Crescas was likely un­

aware of) , in a religious system whe r e there exists an ex­

ternally imposed moral law, the Kant i an problem of hetero­

nomous law obtains. If one derives one's morality from the 

dictates ~fa system out of love or fea r of the ground of 

that systera (whe ther that ground be a god or the state or 

Torah), then it follows necessar il y that compulsion of a 

sort exists. This raises all sorts of problems for Cres­

cas ' thesis a s to how to differentiate a compelled from an 
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uncompelled activity, leaving Crescas' notion open to the 

logical possibility that, since all activity might be for­

mulated as being compelled, it is understood that all ac­

tivity will be forgiven by God. That is, no one is to be 

held morally accountable f or their actions. Since as we 

have seen Crescas holds that not every soul survives death, 

and the determining criterion for survival is (apparently) 

moral accountability during life, it would follow that thi s 

conclusion is not one he would care to have attributed to 

him. This problem i s solved somewhat, yet compounded some­

what in the remaining text, as shall be seen in note 30 . 

JOThis paragraph opens the question of the extent to 

which Crescas had control over the text. As we ha ve seen 

in the introduction , his death prevented him from re-working 

the book, apparently an important goal , which leaves open 

the possibility that he did not quite see the implications 

of these closing remarks. 

After having given a proof text which indicates that 

one receives no punis hment for compelled action, Crescas 

now gives us a hierarchy which contradicts the former 

claim. From lowest to highest, punishment--moral accoun­

tability is conceived in this order: 

1) Act nlone (presumably where one i s compelled): 

2) Thought alone; 

3) Thought and act together. 

Our immediate probiem is this: Is one held morally 

accountable for compelled actions or not? With the proof 
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text from Avodah Zarah (above note 29), Crescas indicated 

one opinion. With the text in question, another opinion 

is indicated . There is no third opinion at hand to "break 

the tie," so the problem will remain unsolved. 

If Crescas' true opinion is this new one , the impli­

cations are interesting, since now it would follow that 

one would be held morally accountable for what one was 

forced to do in any sense of the word "forced," and, con­

versely, it would follow that my good intention that was 

contravened by determined circumstances which forced me to 

act against that good intention would result in punishment. 

Truly , the bottom line in Crescas ' system , as shall be seen 

in the conclusion, is that the determinist view he constr ucts 

ultimately cannot make room for the freedom he wis hes to 

grant Jews. 

Returning to our text, it is interesting to note fur­

ther that one receives reward and punishment for contem­

plation of an act even if that act is not carried out, 

though Crescas makes it clear that the consequences, and 

thereby the degree of moral culpability , are nowhere near 

as great for mere contemplation as for act coupled with con­

templation. Once an individual decided to act, he must 

content with the vicissitudes of the physical world, in­

cluding other people, and the chain of causes that effects 

his acts. If, as in the previous paragraph , he plans to 

do good and is forced to s in, he is culpable. Here, if he 

plans evil and is forced to do good, or he plans evil which 
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is thwarted by circumstances, he is punished, though it is 

true that if he plans evi l and is forc ed to do good, he 

will rece ive some reward fo r his act as well as punish­

ment for his thought . But at t his poi nt we begin to enter 

the pilpul. 

31
This s ummary remark t oo i s problemat ic . It is true 

that Crescas has dealt with the problem he claims here co 

have solved in this Abstract (see note 25) . But it is also 

true (a ) that that has not been the only problem dealt 

with, nor (b) is i t really the problem he has spent the 

greatest amoun t of sheer space discussing. Two solu t ions 

to this problem suggest themselves: (1) Deny the impor­

tance of this closing remark since it is jusc that, and 

suggest that it might have been tossed off lightly in this 

" first dra ft " and would have been corrected in the "gal-

leys" had there been such an O?portunity . (2) Re- emphasize 

the eviden t duality of "belief" as Cr escas understands it, 

suggesting that in this dual system an argument is emerging 

in which the author ity of Torah is being raised high over 

thac of philosophy . That being the case , it might wel l be 

that the ideat ional charac ter of this last claim is more 

critical for Crescas ' overall purpose , and thus deserves 

this final repetition to act as a r eminder to his readers. 

It is necessary to repeat what Crescas s ays wil l be 

the purpose of t his chapter in the very first sente nce . 

"And if ( the difficulty to be solved in this chapter) is how 

to harmonize divine justice in Leward and punishment with 
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necessity." As we have seen that solution has centered on 

matters of volition, i.e., intention and effort, but has 

spread over two matters, a r.ertain notion of what consti­

tutes a "belief" and acts . But, as we have also seen, the 

volitional acceptance of beliefs must precede acts of will, 

thus forming an indissoluble unity between the two both 

1beliefs and acts) in that one requires the other, and in 

that they both ace mediated by the will. Looking at it 

from the perspective of the interrelatedness of the two 

facets of Cresca s' solution , it now seems clear that the 

closing remark is not inappropriate, but emphatic , i.e., as 

in possibility i2 above, Crescas is delineating in this 

closing summa ry remark the core element of the solution he 

claims to have forged. This core element fits together 

with those other pieces we have brought forth in different 

parts of this analysis: his description of the Toraitic 

cornerstones, his description of true beliefs, and his con­

cept of the soul , all of which add up to a revolutionary 

view of the relationship of Torah to philosophy in which 

philosophy is relegated to an inferior position. 

• * • 

Now that we have reached the end of our analysis, 

three cri tical points suggest themselves: 

l. In the very beginni~g of the chapter Crescas makes 

a d1st1nct1on between two types of necessity. One type is 

that which is experienced consciously, forcibly, as the 

mind as a passive blank s1ate receives concepts. The other 
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kind is the necessity i n actions whic h he has proven to be 

the case, but which, because of the nature of t hings 

(things appear contingent from our view) we do not feel as 

necessary. His argument then runs that the former kind of 

necessity , in that it is a felt and passive experience ough t 

not to be the determining factor in r e ward and punishment. 

Two problems sugges t themselves, one of which will be 

addressed in a broader sense in t3. Here it is sufficient 

to note that the alleged passivity of the process of con­

c eptualizing, while true in one sense from the epistemolog­

ical view in question, is hardly true from the common sense 

view of what is required to acqui re a concept. That is, 

doing fhilosophy, learning true ideas, is by no means an 

easy task whose reward, the concept , is easily won. Rather, 

it is a process open to the few. The passivity relates to 

the ultimate functioning of r he material intellect, of the 

relationship between the mind, the world, and the Active 

Intellect, but the training thereof is not assumed to be 

easy. (See , e.g ., Maimonides on Prophecy in The Guide 11:36: 

This is something that cannot by any means exist in 
every man. And it is not something that may be at­
tained solely through perfection in the speculative 
sciences and through improvement of moral habits . .. . 
There i s still needed in addition the highest possible 
degree of perfection of the imaginative faculty.29) 

Wha t Crescas has rather neatly done is in effect changed 

the rules o f the game, i.e . , changed the w.eanings of words 

in such a way that his problem quite naturally is not an­

swered by the old solution , leaving space for h is new solu-
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tion t o be installed in its place . For example, his ver­

sion of necess ity vis-a-vis a demonstrated truth as ex­

plained in note 9 creates a picture suggesting that no 

volit i onal effort is required to learn, e . g., a geometric 

t ruth. This stands in his world partly because he has 

stacked the deck accordingly when, earlier, he character­

izes this difference, ment ioned at the beginn ing of this 

section, between two types of necessities. It is well 

the case that once one comprehends a proof on the process 

of doing a proof there exists a sort of necessity that 

is consciously experienced, a certain force that takes one 

logically through all steps in a proof. But in order to 

arrive at tha t stage of comprehension, o ne must have first 

proceeded through a long educational process in which nec­

essity as understood here does not play a crucial rol e ( the 

student might have failed to progress for a nu~ber of rea­

sons, etc.). It is only when one arrives at a high state 

of theoretical perfection that he is able to do the kind 

of work in question that necessity becomes a n operative 

term. To discount the process of human perfection alluded 

to in the Maimonides passage above is in effect to change 

the rules of the game, and i t seems somewhat a rtificially. 

Crescas has a different sort of perfection in mind, a dif­

ferent sort of emphasis, Torah, par t icularism, subver sion 

of philosophy, and so forth , all of which has been dis­

cussed throughout the body of the commentary, all of which 

differ from the thought patterns of his predecessors. And 

119 



what he attempts to do is argue philosophically for his es­

sentially non-philosophical agenda as we have seen. 

2. At t he end o f the Abstract Crescas makes a funda­

mental distinct ion between action and thought about action. 

While it is clear by the e nd of the chapter his main con­

cern i s a compl eted act (whe re a completed act consists of 

the act and contemplation of the act) committed without any 

overt compulsion (assuming that to be possible) , none the­

less the c ri tical locus of his analysis i s cente r ed at the 

point of decision. Three pro blems emerge . 

A. When was the decision made? If I offer a seat to 

an elderly woman on the subway , have I made the choice then 

and there , o r did I make t he decision sometime prior when I 

made the r ule, "At the moment I see an elderly woman need­

ing a seat on a crowded public conveyance, if I myself am 

seated a nd am i n good health , I sha ll offer my seat to her." 

Or, did I make my choice even earlier when I said, "Let me 

think about all common situations in which I wi ll be re­

quired to act , u i.e., when I decided to decide. Or , more 

distant still , did I make t he decision to offer tha t woman 

a seat when I chought about thinking about making mora l de­

cisions, i . e ., when I decided t o decide to decide. The in­

finite regress looms large, a problem Crescas fa ils to ad­

dress. 

B. This last critici~n (2A) i s problematic in and 

of itself--at what point do I get my reward--but in light 

of the fi r st criticism (ill , it raises even anothe r issue, 
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namely , i t is conceivable that at the point at which I of­

fe r that lady that seat, I have done nothing volitional at 

all. The volitional ac t may have occurred some years prior 

to this actual deed . At the poi nt at which I rise to offer 

t he lady the seat , having already established the ground 

rules for j ust such a situation, i t is conceivable that all 

I experience is a snese of moral necessity not unlike the 

feeli ng of necessity I experience when in the process of 

doing a mathematical proof. 

C. Were we to locate arbitrarily the wi ll and c hoice 

to act just sometime prior to the act, we would encounter 

another problem , viz. , the distinction between choosing to 

act and acting i s not as clear as one would like , and the 

separation of mental from physical activity, of will from 

execution of will, is simi la rly unclear. 

In order for me to choose to offer my seat to an el­

derly l ady in a concrete si tuation (leav ing aside now the 

problem of part A), I must first see her; I must look about 

the subway car to ~ake certain no seat exists; I must de­

termine that she is old. That is, my sense of sight co­

operates with my mind t o determine that there exists a situ­

ation in the physical world which requires my attention and 

poss ible action. The boundary between the physical world 

and the process of moral intellection becomes blurred . Then 

'must rise from my seat; all the while in the act of carry­

ing out my choice I am pondering the choice. Again, the 

mental act of choos i ng and the physical act of acting are 
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not clearly diffe rentiated. At what poi nt do I make the 

choice and begin t o act? It is unclear. 

3. Probably the largest problem is that implici t in 

William J ames ' c haracterization of Crescas ' type of think­

ing a s a "soft determinism." 30 As we have seen Crescas 

posits two types of necessity , and c ouples that with a 

me taphysics i n whic h all things are determined but indi­

viduals by vi rtue of their position in the universe are 

unable to see the full picture. This is already problema­

tic: The claim Crescas makes is that t he r e is a way of 

looking at things such that i t is just to s ay that we re­

ceive reward and punishment foe doing t hat which we were 

determined t o do from the beginning of c reation because 

(a) we do not know what we were determined to do; and 

(b) the category i n which we ace said to r eceive reward 

and punishment entai ls the exercise of effort, choice, and 

will . The si tuation becomes further compl l cated by the 

add ition of Ccescas ' distinc t ion between act and thought 

about act. Hece Crescas employs the notion of bringing 

one possibility into actuality, which, once actualized, 

becomes necessary . But , unless Ccescas is being incon­

sistent with the pattern of his thoug ht, what was poten­

tia! (e.g ., to offer t he lady the s ea t or not represents 

two poss ibilities) until I decide t o of f e r her the seat) 

was only apparently potential , potential with respect to 

the individual, not the chain of causa tion. That i s to s ay, 

no matter how t he problem is stated, once it is s aid there 
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is no contingency in the universe, t hat all is set in a 

chain of causation and in God's mind, t hen there is no es­

caping the concl usion t hat everything that happens happens 

necessarily, and even if we do not know what will happen, 

there is no altering the course of event s one way or the 

other . If I am set to offer t he lady the seat , there is 

no altering the pattecn of events in such a way that I would 

do anything but offer her my seat; if I am set to sit while 

she stands, nothing will persuade me to act otherwise. No 

matter how it is colored it is still determinism. In the 

end it is unclear that Crescas has succeeded in accomplish­

ing what his stated goal is at the beginning of the chapter, 

viz., "to harmonize divine J ustice in matte r s of re~ard 

and punishment with ncessity," fo r we are l eft with the 

conclusion that the two cannot in any logical sense be har­

monized. 

The reason Crescas places himself in such a logical 

fix is at first confusing. His mocal doctrine need not be 

linked to his metaphysical doctrine; his me taphysical doc­

tr ine of coucse must be linked to tis mo r al doctrine and 

thus we have our central difficulty. His theory, however, 

required both because of the demands placed on him by 

another problem, one we saw in the introduction, vi~ . , t he 

problem of God 's knowledge. We s aw that Ccescas posited 

Maimonides' doctrine of God's knowledge of particulars 

while taking account of Gersonides ' objections , and solved 

those objections by positing a determined universe, thus 
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eliminating the problem of future contingents in God's 

mind (see introducti on). 

Crescas is t hus i n a bind. That God knows particu­

lars necessitates a determined wo rld i n light of Gersoni­

des' crit ique, and a shaky mo ra l doctrine follows : a 

contingent universe nar r ows the problems of Crescas' moral 

doctrine, but it necessitates a God who does not know par­

ticulars as particulars. That he thinks he has solved 

the problem is clear from Chapter 5; that he really has 

is questionable . 
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Ross , ed., Vol. II, London: Oxford Universi ty Press, 1931. 
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c iation for Jewish Studies, Cambridge, Mass. , 1978, p. 101. 

Salt should be noted in passing that this discussion 
has been perhaps too brief to be complete, in that it only 
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6F. Rahman, Avicenna's Psychology, London: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1952, p . 84. 
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