
statement b.,Y. 
-Referee 

(Not Necessary 
for PheD• 
Thesis) 

Statement by 
--Autbor 

l 

library 
~ 

INSTRUCTIONS TO LIBRARY FOR THESES AND PRIZE ESSAYS 

------.... ------~-

AUTHOR Theodore G. ~ .. ·------------··-

TITLE "'.Che God of Reason and th.e.-G2d Qf th~ Imaf};i,natj.on __ _ 

TYPE OF THESIS: Ph.D. [ ] D .. H.L, [ ] Rabbinic [X] 
Master's [ ] Prize Essay [ ] 

1) May (with revisions) be considered for Publication 

L _ _) 

2) May circulate 

yes 

r .. ,;i 
L)K.J 

3) Is res·tricted [ ] 

no 
t~- a~r-tMJ~ ·-

(Please consul·t with Librarian if copyright protection 

is desired.) 

I understand that the Library may make a photocopy of 

my thesis for security purposes. 

v The Library may sell photocopies of my thesis. (Y_) (_ __ J 
yes no 

~ G ::fi/2~--
signature of Author 

-- ·------··-------- -·-----------------------
Microf ilmed_§";_,/ ___ ~ ____ g _____ , 

/Date 

./tu f} I< Ji (){ J h; 'U bi_. 
-Signature of Library Stoff Me~ber~ 

------------·-------------



I ,. 
~ 

.~ 
;l ., 

~ 
;'.1 
,,~ 

r,~ 

'.·j 
1 

·~~-

·1 
~ 

'l ·\ 
:~,, 

~ 
1 

;'j -, 
~:~ 
:J 
.,'1 

.~<~ ., 
-1 
·'j 

,j\ 
'~ 

I 
;.j .,, 

·.\ 

:~:~ 
'i 

J-1 

"i 

;,j 
J 

(~ 
I 

'• l 

'.,j 

i 
·.l 

':::1 

f 

'l~HE GOD OP REASON AND 1l 1HE GOD OF ·rm'.!; IMAGIN.A!rION 

June, 1968 

IN 'J'.1HE ':L1HE:OLOGY OF1 M.AIMONIDE.S 

by 

Theodore G. Falcon 

1I'hesis submitted in partial fulfillment 
of the requirements for the Degree of 
Master of Arts in Hebrew Letters and 
Ordination 

Referee, Professor Alvin Jm Reines 

HEBHEW UNION COLLEGE-JEWISH INSTITUTE OF RELIGION 

i· : 



~--i 

o.-

l 
t 
V! 
l' 

r 

I 
f 

l 
h 
l 

r 
f, 

l -
l 
i 
' ! 

f 

DIGEST 

Through the pages of the Guid.~ of ,,:t,h~ J?~:rEl~;x:~.4., 

Maimonides, the Jewish philosopher of the twelfth-century, 

puts forth the nature of the God of reason. His intention 

is to address those who have become perplexed. by the disparity 

between philosophy and the literal word_s of Scripture. At 

the same time, Maimonidfrn conceals his true teaching from 

the unperplexed., and it is only through an awareness of his 

method of concealment that one can grasp his philosophy. 

Although there are some who maintain that one cannot discern 

what Maimonides believed, Maimonides' intention was not to 

conceal his meaning from the educated, and within the fil!fil 

he establishes criteria for resolving the inconsistencies 

and contrad.ictions .. 

Maimonides establishes the attributes of the God of 

reason with great detail.. rrhis God is incorporeal, a unity, 

and the First Cause of all that is. His incorporeality and 

unity demand the re ,jection of both essential and accidental 

attributes. God. contains neither quality nor relatlo:n to 

any other being. We can know Him only through IUs actions 

and through the applic'ation of negative attrl but es. 

The attributes of the God of reason bec,ome criteria 

for the discernment of Maimonides' true statements on other 

aspt'}cts of his :religious philosophy e A consid.eration of his 

views on provid'enc~, God's omniscience, prophecy, and creation 
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lea.d.s one to note the coherent development of thi.s conception 

of God. God's knowledge, essentially different from man's, 

does not change the nature of the possiblee Both providence 

and prophecy are natural phenomena which require the develop-

ment of man's natural faculties$ Al.though God :ls the Creator, 

He directly created only the First Intelligence. 

The God of the imagination, attacked. by Maimonides, 

represents the Pharisaic Jewish belief structure.. Through 

concealment, he attempts to hide the esential differences 

between his religion and theirs. The religion of the God. 

is, for Maimonides, the true Judaism. 
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Do not imaf~ine that these most d.iff icult 
problems can be thoroughly understood by 
any of us. 1.rhis is not the case.. At 
times the truth shines so br1.lliantly 
that we perceive it as clear as day .. 
Nature and habit then draw a veil o·ver 
our perception, and we :return to a 
darkness almost as dense as before .. 
We are like those who, though beholding 
frequent flashes of lightning, still find 
themselves in ·t;he ·t;hickest darkness of 
the night. 

From Maimonides' Introduction 'to the 
~uide,9,f ~he Per,lp~~xeq .. 

l i 
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CH.AP'rER ONE 

If we are to fathom the religious views of 

Maimonides in the Moreh Nebukhim it is necessary to have 

an understanding of the general method through which he 

approaches the various topics of his philosophy of religion. 

A perennial problem regard.ing method in the I"loreh has been 

·that of concealment, whether Maimonides is hiding a:ny 

beliefs of importance to which he subscribes in secret8 

1rhis gives rise to the corollary problem of what MaimonideB 

has to gain from such concealment. The methodological 

problem of concealment is ultimately related to the general 

problem of ~·1o;r~1l scholarship: can we know anything at all 

of the true meaning of the f1L9re,h? It is by beginning with 

a consideration of Maimonides' method vis-a-vis secrets and. 

concealment that we ca:n hope to discover the essential 

philosophy which he held. 

1rhere is ample reason for the proposition that there 

is concealment in the Moreh. The following points Maimonides 

mak;es in the Mo:r~.b. clearly indicate this. Maimonides says 

his purpose is to reveal ·che true meaning of the figurati VEi 

language in both the Pentateuch ancl the prophetic literature., 

In this way he seeks to relieve the perplexity of those who 

through reason and philosophic study have become disturbed 
1 

by the literal interpret;ations of those book~. Yet there 

is information which is to be presented only for such a 
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student who has become perplexed; it is not meant for the 
2 

multitude of men who could only become a.1sturbed by it. 

Ii'urther, the truths of relig:ton and natural science alike 

ar·e not of a public nature: ne1 the1~ can be presented. out-
3 

right. 

Therefore t because a stra,ight exposition of such 

matters cannot be given, responsibility is thrown onto the 

reader to discover organization wi.th1n the apparent• disorder 

of the g:1:!~~e,, and. to thereby understand Maimonides' i:n.tent4' 

Because the truths will be apparent at one ti.me and con

cealed at the next, only the true student will be able to 
4 

grasp them, while they shall remain hidden from the masses. 

Such a method Maimonides takes from the Bible,, which clothes 

truths in metaphor so that the uneducated. will understand i.t 

in one way, while those educated. will understand what is 
5 

really being said • 

Close attention must be paid not only to such state

ments respecting method, but also s.tatements by Maimonides 

giving the :reader directions for the study of the Moreh. 
....,,.._~ 

Maimonides tells the read.er that the bool{ was written with 

extreme care, that no doubts are left unexplained, that the 

boolt must be read with this 111 mind: "You must study thoroughly 

and read continually; for you 'ti-rill then find the solution 

of those important problems of religion, which are a source 
' . 6 

of anxiety to a..1.1 intelligent men.," Maimonides further 
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cautions the reader that he may '*understand my words to 
7 

mean the exact opposite of what I intended to say... But 

Maimonides still chose to address himself to the one intelli-

gent perplexed man among ten thousand fools and extricate him 

from his embarrassment so that he may attain perfection and 
8 

peace .. Therefore, it must be possible for the careful 

reader to identify those passages where Maimonides purposely 

misleads to appease the mult:i. tudes of the unschooled .. 

While discussing the seven classifications of incon

si.stencies and contradictions which may be found in a 11 terary 

work, Maimonides indicates two types which occur in the 

Guide. 

The first cause of contradiction emerges from the 

method adopted in teaching certain things. A general notion 

of some difficult subject may be given first which is inexact .. 

Later· in the work a clearer treatment is presented and more 
9 

fully d.eveloped in 1 ts right place. This type of contra~ 

diction, then, will ultimately be resolved by the author • 

The reader has the responsibility of connecting the various 

sections of the Guide into a coherent system., The second 
PilOJllUtllfYll' 

cause of cont;rad1ction emerges from the content under con

sideration. Some metaphysical matters can only be partially 

disclosed while kept partially concealed. Such problems may 

be treated. in different ways aocord.ing to different contexts .. 

''The author must endeavor, by concealing the fact as much 

as possible, to prevent ·the uneducated reader from perceiving 

: i 
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10 
the contradiction." '!'he educated reader must percedve 

the con·cradict;ion and discover which is Maimonides• view. 

Maimonides speaks, then, of communication on two 

levels: words can convey one meaning for the uneducated. and 

transmit at the same time an entirely different meaning to 

the educated. For the form.er, much will appear as mere 

translation from the Hebrew text of the Bible; for the latter, 

the true differences will become apparent., "This is the 

utmost that can be done in treating this subject so as to be 
11 

useful to all without fully explaining it .. " There can be 

no doubt that Maimonides indicates explicitly that the 

Moreh eontains concealed materials. --
We can view the writings of Leo Strauss as para.dig-

ma.tic of the school which attempts to delve into the form.at 

of the hidden teaching in the writings of Maimonides • 

Finding that Maimonides writes under an atmosphere of per

secution, at a time when certain views could cause an autho:r 

harm, Strauss relates his general notions about such litera

ture to Maimonides. Persecution giV"es rise to a technique 

in writing by which the truth about all crucial things is 
12 

ttpresented exclusively between the lines.... Si.nee only 
13 

thoughtful men are careful readers, the writer can com-

municate his message to them, trusting that they are above 

the repressive atmosphere of persecution., Such a boolt 

would contain two teachings: "a popular teaching of an 
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edifying character, which is in the foreground.; and. a 

philosophic teaching concerning ·t;he most iml4rtant subject, 

which is indicated only between the lines." Viewing the 

Guide as exemplary of such literature under cond.itions of 

persecution, Strauss maintains that: HSince the Guide 

ocmtains an esoteric interpretation of an esoteric teaching, 

an adequate interpretation of the q~~s!! would thus have to 

take the form of an esoteric interpretation of an esoteric 
15 

interpretation of an esoteric teaching.ff According to 

Strauss, it is not yet possible to clearly point out 

Maimonides• true beliefs. The atmosphere of persecution is 

still extant, it would. seem. 

Strauss finds that Maimonides conceals his truth not 

within parables but by using ''conscious and intentional 

contradictions, hidden from the vulgar, between unparabolic 
16 

and unenigmatic statements." There is only one rule the 

reader can follow to discover what Maimonides means to convey 

as true: 

Consequently, of two contradictory 
statements made by him, tha.t state
ment which is most secret must have 
been considered by him to be true •••• 
We ma.y therefore establish t.he rule 
that of two contradictory statements 
in the Guide or in any other work of 
Maimonides that statement which occurs 
least frequently, or even which occurs 
only once, was considered by him to be 
true. :.L"f 
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Strauss divides the secret method of Maimonides 

into three classifications very much like Maimonides' own 

enumeration: first, that every word of the ~~1de is care

fully chosen, and since few read with sufficient care to 

grasp ·the exact meaning of each, most will miss the secret 

t;eaohing; second, that Maimonides deliberately contradicts 

himself, and if a man does so, he cannot be said to declare 

anything; and thii~d, that the ttchapter headings" of the 

secret teaching are scattered through the book. This accoun·t;s 
18 

f'or the general obscurity of the Guid.e. -
St;rauss then reveals what he considers to be the 

secret par excellence of the QB.~.~.~... Maimonides expressly 

equates the core of philosophy, including natural science 

and divine science, with the highest secrets of the Law, i.e., 

with the Account of' the Beginning and the Account of the 

' Chariot., In so doing he identifies the subject matter of' 

speculation with the subject matter 01· exegesis.. Exegesis, 
19 

then, is Maimonides• substitute for natural science .. 

Strauss adds to his conception of the manner of concealment 

by references to the placement of the lexicographic and non

lex:tcographio chapters, a system of sematrj.a, the parts of 

speech with which chapters are begun, and Maimonides• use 
20 

and placement of Aramaic or Hebrew expressions. Although. 

Strauss never reveals ,what exactly is hidden in these ways, 

I I; 



or that Maimonides himself hints that these methods are at 

all efficacious, Strauss nevertheless mentions them. 

Given Strauss' own terms, if his interpretation is an 

example of esoteric writing itself, we must seek his con

cealed and secret meanings. Attempting ·hhis, we could never 

be sure whether or not we have found them.. And even if one 

could be sure, the hidden teachings of Maimonides may remain 

concealed. Instead of bringing us closer to the true con

tent of the philosopher, it would appear that Strauss has 

removed us yet another step from such awareness .. 

Such an emphasis on the esoteric destroys scholarship; 

it d.enies the possibility of ever stating in a direct way 

that which Maimonides may have been saying. Further, it 

would. be the opposite of Maimonides' own intention# it would 

be leading the perplexed into fa.r greater perplexities. 

Maimonides states that his views are presented with some 

degree of courage to insure that the careful reader can grasp 

them. 
• •• if I had omitted setting down some
thing of that which has appeared to me 
as clear, so that that knowledge would 
perish when I perish, as is inevitable, 
I should have considered that conduct 
extremely cowardly wtth :regard ·t;o you and 
everyone who is perplexed. It wo·uld have 
been, as it were, robbing one who deserves 
the truth of ·the truth ••• 21 

To hide the truth -- to conceal it beyond scholarly 

recognj.tion -- would defea:t Maimonides' s·t;ated purposes. 
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Bes id.es Maimonides' desire for the 9-~ide to convey 

his truths, there is another consideration which can lead 

the reader beyond certain inconsistencies in the Guide,, ........... .,.,, 

There may be a difference between the statements of conceal-

ment in the G~1d~ and the actual fact of such secrecy,, For 

example, before speaking of the meaning of the visions voiced 

by the prophet Ezekiel, Maimonides again mentions his inten-
22 

tion to conceal his meaning., In the following seven chap-

ters, however, 1 t becomes clear ths:b Ezek:ie 1' s words are 

explained by nothing other than the Neo-platonic sys·bem of 
23 

cosmology, complete with both spheres and intelligences,, 

In such a case, we must aslo is there really any·th:tng hidden? 

What more could Maimonides have told us? How could he have 

stated a cosmological syst;em more foreign to the literal 

understanding of the words of the Biblical text? The 

\ possibility exists, therefore, that Maimonides' reminders 

of concealment may at times be, misleading in themselves,, 

Such an overstatement of concealment could follow from three 

possible causes: first, that Maimonides sought to protect 

himself from attack by stating concealment where there is 

none, realizing that the superficial reader, who cannot miss 

the statements of concealment, will not accept what fol.lows 

as simple truth; second, that Maimonides was carried away by 

his concept1.on of a secret teaching and in fact overstated 

the pervasiveness of that secret; and, third, that Maimonides, 

' : ~ : 
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although attempting communication on a double level, at 

times failed. to do so. .Accepting Maimonides' own acknowledge

ment that he wrote the Guide with extreme care, the first 

possibility seems the most likely. 

There is, indeed, sufficient cause for questioning 

the conclusions reached by Strauss, both with regard to the 

degree and nature of Maimonides• concealment, and with 

respect to the methods available of resolving cer·t;ain contra

diot1c.ms in ·t;he text.. Maimonides may give the reader far 

more conclusive cr1 teria for resolving oontrad.ictions and 

thereby disc:wvering his truth than Strauss does when he leads 

us to believe that only that which occurs J.east frequently 

in the Guide can possibly be true. 

There is no doubt that !>1a1monides had to be careful 

in the manner in which he presented his thoughts, and that 

the methods adopted for his purposes do lead to difficulty 

in isolating clearly the elements of his philosophy of 

religion. Nevertheless, one can know what Maimonides' 

views are. Through the pages of the Mqreh Nebu~h~m the 

common theology which is a product of the imagination of man 

is repudiated and a theology of reason is put; forth. Since 

this God. of reason lies at the very center of Maimonides' 

system, we may expect; to find cri teri.a for the understanding 

of the 9'1:!iP.e implicit in this discussion. We must begin our 

consideration of Maimonides' philosophy with this question: 

Can we know the na:t;ure of the God of re as on? 

I 
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CHAPTER. TWO 

f'HE GOQ .... QF B.:FEA.$ QN. 

I~" IMAGINATION AND REASON 

A pervasive theme in the Moreh involves the dis-

tinction between imagination and reason. Since reason, or 

intellect, is the only avenue to truth, and imagination the 

stumbling block, ·we must consider their na:tures.. The criteria 

which Maimoni<ies places on the nature of truth can be used 

a.s a philosophical key to the content of the Guide of the 

E,e,rplexeg."' 

"Man's distinction does not consist in the possession 

of imagination, and the action of imagination is not the 

same as the action of the intellect, but the reverse of it .. " 

Maimonides defines the actions of the intellect as three in 

number. The intellect analyses the things perceived by ·the 

\ senses, it fulfills the functions of abstraction and 

generalization, and it classifies the attributes of things 

as either essential or non-essential. In contrast, the 

imagination merely represents things as they appear to man's 

senses, in their individuality and totality, either alone 
2 

or combined with several other things. What is crucial ls 

that the imagination tells us nothing about what exists, or 

w.hat is true- It yields no test for reality because it can-

1 

not make the abstraction which is necessary for such a proof. 

However, many people d.o use their imagination as their 

11 
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3 
truth criterion, even though it is not ('.>nly useless to 

define what can exist, but also would often conclude that 
4 

what in reality does exist does not. 

Maimonides therefore calls the imagination the 0 evil 

inclination," and determines that all human defects in speech 

or in character are 0 ei ther ·the direct or the indirect wo1'k 
5 

of ima.gination .. 11 All man•s passions and desires are the 
0 

offspring of the imagination; indeed, man's incorrect 

notions concerning the deity are to be ascribed. to the 
7 

workings of the imagination. The source from which the 

imagination received these incorrect no·tions, however, is 
8 

the literal reading of the text of the Bible. Only if man 

employs his reason, his intellect, will he be able to discern 

in the Bible that which is said "allegorically, figuratively, 

or hyperboli.cally, and what is meant 11 ters,lly, exactly 
9 

aocord.ing to the original meaning of the word.s." Although 
10 

the imaginaticm which misleads man is called an °angE.~1, 11 

11 
this is the angel called "Satan.," 

Although imagination, part of the me,tter of man, is 

never totally perfectable, it reaches its highest state in 

prophecy. In prophecy man's rational faculty receives the 

emanation from the Active Intellect and then trans mi ts 1.t ·to 

the imaginative facmlty.. This is the highest sta.te man's 
12 

imaginative faculty can reach. It represents the inversion 

of the usual functioning of that faculty. 

Opposecl to the imagination is the intellect, man• s 

faculty of reason and rationality. Understanding this faculty 
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to be involved in the discernment of truth, Maimonides pre

faces his chapt;ers on the attributes of the God of reason with 

a discussion of how this decision on truth is accomplished.. 

There are two basic criteria which Maimonid.es es tab-

is hes for the nature of what is believed to be true., ~t'he 

first is that belief: 

.... is only possible after the apprehension 
of a thing; it consists in the conviction 
that the thing apprehended has its exist
ence beyond the mind (in reality). exactly 
as it is conceived in the mind.13 

The second ls that: 

If in addition to this we are convinced 
that the thing cannot be dif1·erent; in 
any way from what we believe it to be, 
and that no reasonable argument can be 
found for the rejection of ·t;he belief 
or for the admission of any deviay4on 
from it, then the belief· is true .. · 

r.f.'he first crl terion is that which Maimonides speaks of 

when he says that "faith" does not refer to that which is 

merely uttered with the lips, but to that which is at; the 

same time apprehended along with the convict1on that such 
15 

apprehension is of the thing as it exists in reality .. 

1'1aimonides makes a distinction between the type of sentence 

which conveys tru:th and the type which does not. This 

distinction can be understood. to represent the difference 

between a proposition -- a sentence which has in it either 

a truth or a falsity ·g- and a sentence which is not either 

true or false, but which is merely uttered by the lips$ 
' I 
,'I 
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In .Aristotle's words: 

Yet every sentence is not a propo-
s i tl on; only such are proposit;ions 
as have in them either truth or 
falsity. Thus a prayer is a sI%tence, 
but is neither true nor false. 

With respect to questions of belief, only propositions are 

admissible. That which is neither true nor false cannot 

tell us anything concerning reality. 

Given the need for the proposition, it is nece~sary 

to know in what manner its truth or falsity can then be 

determined. Aristotle provides us with the basic foundations 

which Maimonides accepts.. Truth can be known through demon

stration, that is, a syllogism productive of scientific 
17 

knowledge, and induction, through which one arrives at 
18 

the primary premises. "Every belief, 11 writes Aristotle, 
19 

"comes either through syllogism or from induction." Of 

the thinking states through which truth is grasped, scientific 

knowing and intuition are always true; opinion and calculation 
20 

admit of error. 

Maimonides makes this same distinction between the 

type of knowing that is eertai.n and that which allows ·t::he 

possibility of error •. · Proofs are possible only by demonstrs,-

tion. When such demonstration is not e.vailab.le :ln any t:t:t'E:a 
21 

of though·ij BJ:gumen·tation is admissible.. The criteria for 

correct argumentation of opinion is the second guide for 

truth mentioned above: if there 1s no bett;er argument, and 

1f one is convinced the belief cannot be different from what 



it is thought to be, then the belief is establisheda 

For Maimonides, then, every statement regarding 

God which is used. to express our beliefs regarding His 

nature "must of necessity constitute a logical proposi·tion 

the truth of which is to be tested by its correspondence 
22 

to the reality of the nature of God .. " 

It is, therefore, with an injunction to renounce 

habits and desires, products of the imagination, and to 
f follow ones reason alone, that Maimonides proceeds to dis-

cuss the God of reason. 

I II PROOFS FOR 'rHE GOD OF RE.AS ON 
~~ ,. ... ,_.,1 

The proofs of God introd.uced in the Mq:r:ell are taken 

from the philosophers. Maimonides lays down the propositions 

which are philosophically proven and which form the bases of 

the proofs, including the proposH~:Lon that the uni verse is 

eternal.. rr'his last proposition will be later argued against, 
23 

but Maimonides assumes 1 ts ·truth for the proofs of God., 

We will here summarize briefly the nature of these proofs~ 

The first proof follows from the propositions which 

maintain that no motion can. ·take place without an agent 

producing 1 t, and ·t;hat the series of causes affec·ting any 

motion is not infinite. Thus we arrive by necessity at a 

First Cause. ~rhrough further propositions it is shown that 

this First Cause, the efficient cause of ·t;he motion of the 

sphere, is incorporeal and does not reside in a corporeal 
24 

object. It ls indivisible and unchang1:,able. .This is the 

case as long as the motion of the sphere is eternal. 
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The second proof fo11o·ws from the proposition of 

Aristotle as Maimonides understood it to be the effect that 

if a thing is composed of two elements, one of which is 

kno'\"m to exis·c by itself, then the other element likewise 

is found to exist separate of that compound. 1l'he proposition 

is then related to motion. We notice many objects which con

tain ·che properties of setting o·ther things in motion and 

themselves being set in motion by others. We also see a 

thing which is moved, but does not mo·ve anything else .. 

Therefore there must exist that which gives mot; ion but 

itself does not receive· it. Not being subject to motion, 

that thing would be indivisible, incorporeal, and independent 
25 

of time; and this being 1s God. 

'!'he third proof is also attributed to Aristotle. 

All that exists, this argument states, must be ei.ther 

permanent, transient, or partly permanent and partly transient. 

The possibility that all things in existence are permanent 

is obviously no·t true, for we know things end, and on the 

other hand, if all were supposed to be transient nothing 

would ever be in existence.. Since things do exist, ·there 

must be an eternal being not subject to destruction, whose 

existence is real and not merely possible. This eternal 

being does not receive it;s existence from another, but is 
26 

itself the Primal Cause. 

----~-~. 
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The fourth philosophical argument is much like the 

first, which was an argument from motion. 11he transition 

from potentiality into actuality is utilized in the same 

way that mot.ton Eer ~was in the first proof. There must 

be a F1irst Cause which contains noth1ng potent:'l.al. It. 

cannot be corporeal but it must be spiritual, and it exists 

by its own essence. The incorporeal is also the one, and 
27 

this is God .• 

Even assuming the eternality of the universe, these 

proofs demonstrate the existence, unity, and. incorporeality 

of a God who does not reside as a force in any corporeal 

object. Maimonides then introduces other proofs of the 

1noorporeality and unity of God. 

If there were two gods they would share a property 

and also have at least one property not in common. They 

could not have independent existence if made up of d.ifferent 

elements. Since God has independent existence, God must 
28 

be one .. 

God can also be proved from the fact that the universe 

is a whole. Because a duality of rulers would contradict 

reality, a unity is arrived at that is the cause of the 

existence of the universe. It would make no difference whether 

one assumed the First Cause had prod.uced the universe ~ 

nihilo or whether the uni verse co-existed with the 1111rst .......... -29 
Cause. 

i 
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Because every corporeal object is composed of matter 

and form, and requires an agent as cause, it cannot be a 

true unity. Since it has been proved that God possesses no 
JO 

duality. He must also be incorporeal. This is the last 

of the proofs which Maimonides introd·uces before his own 

metbod. of demonstrating the existence of the deity. 

Maimonides never raises any question concerning the validity 

of these proofs which he has presented. 

We note that even when describing his own proof, one 

not unlike that of the philosophers, Maimonides says he will 

"ignore for the present 11 the quest1.on of creation or 
31 

eternality. Maimonides• argument is essentially that an 

efficient; cause must exist for the production of anything ·that 

has not existed previously, and since one cannot have a 

regression ~ !!!!!.11.:J.~);:ll!l, we arrive at the First Cause, the 
32 

efficient cause of all that exists.. ':L-his efficient cause 

is one, 1t is incorporeal, and it is eternal. It is God. 

Given the various proofs of God, it is necessary to 

examine the nature of the proven deity. The import of this 

study will be the examination of what can be predicated of 

the God. of reason. Maimonides prefac.es his discussion of 

attributes with a clear rejection of essential at;tri butes 

with respect to God, for "the rejection of corporeality 
33 

implies the rejection of essential attributes .. " 

'' ' 



IV 11.HE .A.TTRIBU'rEs OF TIU'.'~ GOD OF' HE.AS ON 
_ _...., ... , ,,~~llP• ... ' ,._,,,,_~~-~o:!o••"" ...... --

There are two types of attributes, according to 

Maimonideis: essential and accidental.. The accidental 

18. 

attribute is that which is not contained in the essence of 

a thing, and therefore 1s an accident superadded to that 

essence., Essential attributes, on the other hand, denote 

the esse.nce of the thing and as suoh are either me.re tautology, 

e.g .. , "man is man" or else represent the "explanation of s. 
34 

name, as, e.g .. , •man ls a speaking animal.,'" By ffexplana-

tion of a name" it is clear that Maimonides means what 
35 

Aristotle calls "the statement of a thir1g' s nature, u which 

is a real definition. What is predicated of a thing in a 

proposition, then, can be either accidental or essential to 

that thing. 

Maimonides d.i vi des pos 1 ti ve attributes int;o five 

\. categories: 1) Attributes which include all ·t;he essential 

properties of an object; 2) Attributes which include only 

part of them; 3) Attributes which denote nonessential 

properties, e.g., quality; 4) Attributes which express the 

relation of an object to something else, e.g., relation; and, 

5) Attributes which refer to the action of an object, e.g@, 

action. While there was probably no literary precedent for 
36 

Maimonides• fivefold classification of attributes, 

lYiaimonides seems .to talte Aristotle's tenfold classification 

of categories and make their application as predicables, or 
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as attributes, Thus what Aristotle calls 11 essencen 

would be contained in the first two categories of Maimonides; 

quality, quantity, and passivenesi:-i are included in "qua1.:lty
11 

for Maimonides; relation, place, and time would fall under 

11 relation, 0 and position and action would make up 0 action .. 
0 

The first type of attribute is that which clescri bes 

an object by its definition. This is the explanation of a 38 
name, and oonta:1,.ns the ·true essence of the object. This 

category of attr:tbute cannot be used wi·th respect to God.: 

All agree that this kind of descr.iption 
cannot be g:tven of God; for there are 
no previous causes t;o His existence, 
by which He could be defined: and. on 
that account it is a well-known 
prj.nciple, rece1 ved. by all the 
philosophers who are precise in their 
statements, that no defini ti.on can be 
given of God$39 

r.t'he second. classification of the att1ri but:es is that 

which describes an object by part of its definition.. 
1

rhls 

type of attribute is also inappropriate in reference to 

God, for if we speak of a portion of His essence we would 

be considering His essence to be a compound~ Although we 

.can speak of man as a "living being" or a "rational being,
11 

we can do so only because there is a connection of these 

two id.eas. Both are properties of the essence of man .. 

Since God is a unit;y, such attribution is :i.na.pplicable to 
40 

Him., 
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1rhe third type of attribute describes an object by 

something different from its true essence.. This description 

relates, therefore, to a quality, which, :i.n its general 

sense, is an accident.. Maimonides divides quality into 

four kinds: 1) A man is descri·bed by any of his intellectual 

or moral qualities or his dispositions. Thus a man might 

be a carpenter, in ill health, or one who avoids sin. 2) A 

thing is described by a physical quality ii:; either possesses 

or does not pos:.:~ess; for example, a ·thing can be hard or 

soft. J) A man :ts described by nonpermanent passive qualities 

or emotions, such as passionate, irritable, timid, and 

merciful.. In like manner are objects described as colorful, 

hot, or cold. L~) .A thing can be described from its qualities· 

which result from quantity.. We say of a thing that :tt is 
l.~1. 

long, short, Btraight, o:r. curyed. 

None of these types of attributes of qual:i.ty are 
!~2 

applicable to God., God possesses no quantity to have that 

type of quality, He is not affected. by external influences, 

so has no emotional qualities, He has no strength since He 

is not subject to physical conditions, and. has no dispositions 
1+3 

of soul slnce He is not an animate being .. 

1I1he fourth type of attribute is the description of 

a thing by its relation to another thing, e1.ther to time, 

to space, or to a different individual. This type of 

attribute does not imply plurality, for relations are not 

I 
i 
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The essence of a thing. Nevertheless, this attribute may 

still not be used with respect to God. There is certainly 
44 

no relation between God. a.ml either space or time. Since 

God has nothing in common with any other being, the attri

bute of re.lation is also impossible with respect to any 
J.i.5 

other beinge 

The fifth and last of Maimonides' classification of 

positive attributes is that of the description by actions, 

in terms of the actions the thing has performed. 'l'his type 

of attribute iS separate from the essence of the object 

involved. Since it is possible for one ager~to perform 

many actions without possessing different substantial 

elements, thi.s is the inost appropriate at;tr:t bute to be 
46 

employed i:n describing the Crea·tor. It does not violate 

what m:ust be d.enied of God, that being that: 

..... nothing can be predicated of God 
that implies any of the following 
four things: corporeality, emotion 
of change, nonexistence, -- e.g., 
that something would be potential 
at one time and real at another 
and similarity with any of His 
creatures.'+? 

Given Maimonides' discussion of what cannot be 

predicated of God, he finds it necessary to further comment 

on the words we do use in reference to the deity. There oan 

be "in no way or sense, anything common to the att:.ri but es 

predicated of God, and those used in reference to ourselves; 

I 

·1 
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they have only the same names, and nothing else is common 
48 

to them.n Existence is, for man, an accident added to 

his essence. Since this cannot be the case for God, the 

term existence is tcrbally different when applied to God and 

to man. God's existence does not imply something in addition 
49 

to His essence. ~rherefore, one must say that God exists 

without the attribute of existence. In the same manner, God 

lives without the attribute of life, has wisdom without that 
.50 

attribute~ and. is a unity without ·the accident of unity. 

We can understand that when we say of God that He is one we 
51 

are expressing only that "there is :nothing similar ·t;o Him .. 0 

Hecogni.ztng the great limitations on the use of 

affirmative attr:l.butes ·with respect to God, Maimonides 

develops what is really a sixth classification of attributes, 

which he terms the negative attributes. These negative 

attributes . are, indeed., the ·t;rue attributes of God_., Wh1.1e 

positive at·tri butes are inadequate, the negative formulation 

does not include any incorrect notions of any deficiency in 
.52 

reference to God. Where the positive attributes necessarily 

describe a portion or a total of a thing's essence or accidents$ 

the negative attributes only exclude what otherwise might not 
53 

be excluded. Only through this exclusion do they circum-

scribe the object descr:l bed.. For example, to say of God that 
54 

He exists is only to say that His nonexis·t;ence is impossible. 
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In like manner, "every time you establish by proof the 

negat:'l.on of a thing in reference to God,, you become more 

perfect, while with every additional positive assertion 

you follow your imagination and reced.e from the true 
5.5 

knowledge of God,. 11 

23 .. 

The notion of the negative attribute, of excluding 

from God that which would make Him less perfect, was already 
56 

explicit in the writings of Plotinus. 'rhus we find: 

Besides, when we speak of the One it 
is not possible to indicate His 
nature without expressing its opposite 
., .... The name "One" expresses no more 
than negation of ·the manifold.57 

This is indeed the same sense in which Maimonides indicates 

the necessity to speak of God in terms of nc~gati ve att;ri

butes., Ultimately, for Maimonides, true and total knowled.ge 

of God is impossible for me.n, for negations d.o not convey a 
58 

true idea of that being to which they refer., What they 

do permit, however, is the possibil1.ty of man striving toward. 

that knowledge, and therefore toward God, and ref'raining 

from error. To truly know God's essence is not within the 

limits of human knowledge. To use words with respect to God 
59 

which indicate such knowledge is not piety, but blasphemy. 

Only the nonexiste.nt God of the imagination can be ·t:;he object 

of descriptions in terms of essential and. accidental attri

butes. Maimonides realizes such attribution would only 

dep7cate G~~-·-~- pe~_f~_(}'t_:ton-. Nor does-Mai-mon:).,des consid.er it 
I -·---

lj 
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an imperfection that God can only d.o the possible. There 

can be no agent for what is by nature impossible, therE~fore 

this would not for him be a statement of God's finity. 

The vast number of passages in the Bible which speak 

of God in corporeal terms are, for Maimonides, illustrative 

of the principle that 0 The 1.rorah speaks according to the 
. 61 

language of man. 0 Since the common man cannot conceive 

the existence of the God of reason, the Bible conveyed. a 

belief in deity through anthropomorphic terms. Yet even 

in those passages in the Guide where the method is authori

tative and exigetical rather than philosophical the God of 

reason receives the same d.escription.. There is no conflict 

for Maimonides between the God of the Bible, when that 

literature is properly und.erstood, and the God of philosophi-

cal proofs. 

It will be recalled that Strauss called the identi-

fication of exegesis with natural science the secret par 

excellence in the Gui.ds:.., But if this is his secret of secrets, 

it is the weakest; of secrets. Maimonides expressly states 

that natural science is the content of ,ll't/.:")~ l)t 'l"/I and 

divine science, or cosmology, the content of JiJ~:J")AI i)t"Y'#" 

It is not the case that exegesis is secretly a substitute 

for natural science; it is the case that the Bible presents 

the conclusions for which natural science provides the 

proofs: ..... we must first learn the truths by tradition, 
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aft;er this we must be taught how to prove them ..... 11 It 

is ~aimonides' conten·tion that had, not the Bible given 

knowledge concerning God through the medium of similies, 

man would have to seek such knowledge solely through the 

avenues of natural science. Such a method takes long 

preparation, and, "In such a case most people would die, 

without having known whether there was a God or not, much 

less that certain things must be asserted about Him, and. 
63 

other things denied as defects. 11 Within the exegetical 

portions of the ~or~h we find the conclusions of the philo

sophic consideration of the attributes already spelled out@ 

God. is incorporea~4 His essence is a unity, and. He 

possesses no attributes. God is completely unchangeable, 

and there 1s no relation existing between Him an.d any other 
65 

being. Such statements, exegetically proven, are fre-
66 

quent in the Guide as well as in the ~isuneh Torah. 

Indeed, although the common person cannot know the proofs, 

or the full nature of the subject, they must all know what 

is central to the true notion of God: 

...... so must all be taught by simple 
authority that God is incorporeal; 
that there is no similarity :i.n any 
way whatsoever between Him and His 
creatures; that His existence is not 
like the existence of His creatures, 
•• ~and that the difference between 
Him and His creatures is not merely 
quantitative, but absolute., ... eAnything 
predicated of God is totally different 
from our attributei~ no definition can 
comprehend both ••• 
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Maimonides clearly demonstrates the relationship between 

the Bible and natural science: the Bible presents some 

conclusions which must be understood by all; natural science 

holds the proofs and further implicatlons which a.re not open 

to the majority of the people .. 

'.rhrough the discussion of the a.ttrj.butes of God 

Maimonides has led the reader to an aws.reness of the God. of 

reason. To say ·that 1 t is untrue because i.t is not hidden 

would. destroy Maimonides' philosophic assumptions.. Y'et there 

is an area beyond demonstrs.ti ve proof, the area of Maimonides• 

religious opinions, which admits of far more possibilities 

of concea.lmente The ground-rules for the discernment of 

Maimonides• true message has, however, been established 

through the arguments on the basis of demonstration. Cer

tain crucial criteria for the examination of further contra

dictions have appearede The attributes of the God of reason 

set certain limits for what Maimonides can cay concerning 

the deity. It is with these limits in mind that we turn to 

the further development of his philosophy of religion. 



Chapter Three 

ASPECTS OF THE GOD OF REASON 
I " .. i I '\JFijlMjQ 

r.rhe most certain t;ype of knowledge for Maimonides 

is that obtained from a demonstrable proof .. Where demon~ 

strati on is not possible because of the na:l:mre of the sub-

ject matter, correct argumentation can establish the true 

opinion., Stylistically the difference between the two 

methods is explicit ln the ~I,gt::,e,h.. Scientific knowledge, or 

demonstration, appears developed and stated with gref.J.t 

clarity, as we have seen w:i.th respect to the attributes of 

God. The format of argumentation entails the d.escr1ption 

of various positions on any topic of religious philosophy 

which are then considered by Maimonides for the purpose of 

positing what he finds to be the correct view .. 

The areas of concern to us within the discusr~ions of' 

the God of correct opinion are providence, omniscience, 

\' prophecy, and creation.. Since Maimonides spends a good deal 

of time on these subjects, and we shall consider his arguments 

and his positions on each. 

Within the Guide these discussions follow upon the 
n ~ HWOfl't' 

determinat:ton of the attributes of the God of Reason.. We 

will be following Maimonides• order of presentation, then, 

if. we use those statemen·ts of attribution as a check on the 

statements of his opinions.. Any contradictions should. not 

prevent an understanding of his thought :i.f we add these 

I ~ 
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criteria to those which Mai.mo11id.es himself has given us 111 

his statements concerning methodology. 

J.Vlaimonid.es on Providence 
llfll I P _,..........,.... b 1 'P" l iii dli' 

Me.imonid.es introduces five theories concerni.ng the 

nature of Di vine Prmridence. He explains them all e.fter 

which he introduces his o't'm theory. 

'l'he first theory maintains that there is no providence 

at all for anything in the universe. Everything that exists 

owes its existence to accident and chance. 1rhere is no· Being 

that rules, . governs, or provide~s for them.. 'J.'his is the view 

of Epicurus which Aristotl.e had already disproved., e.nd repre-
1 

sents an atheistic point of view. Maimonides does not c~on•9 

sider any furt;her attack on it necessary .. 

The second theory is th1:.it which Maimonides ascr1 bes 

to Aristotle.. Providence extends only to part of the universe, 

and 1 t gi·ves permanency and constancy to that which is per-

manent and constant in the universe.. This view "results 
2 

from his theory of the eternity of the universe," according 

to which some things are more permanent ·than others, therefore 

obtaix1 greater degrees of providence than others.. Providence 

is carried down through the spheres to the earth where the 

speci.es gai.n immortality and constancy but not the individuals 

of' those species., The individual beings, according to 

Aristotle have not been totally abandoned.. That matter which 

has the faculty of growth is given properties that enable it 



to exist for a certain time, to attract what is useful to 

it and repel what is useless. That which has further d.eveloped 

and h~1s the faculty of sensation receives other properties 

.for its preservation, namely, a faculty of moving toward 

that which is cond.uci ve to i.t, and away from that which is 

contrary to its well-being. In addition, each :tndivldual 

recei"ves such properties which are required for the preser

vation of the species to which it belongs. That portion of 

matter which is further refined. and end.owed with the intel-

lectual faculty possesses, through providence, a special 

property by which each individual, according to his ability 

and degree of intellect, is enabled to manage, calculate, 

and dlscover the.t which is cond.uc:'l.ve not only for hi.s own 

·camporary existence but also that which is conducive to the 

preservati0:t1 of the species .. 

.All other movements, however, made by the indi vid.ual 

members of a species, are accidents, not under the rule of 

providence or management.. There is, therefore, no difference 

between "the fe.lling of a leaf or a stone and the death of 

the good and noble people in the ship (which sank in a storm); 

nor.,.~between 'the destruction of a multitude of ants caused 

by an ox depositing on them his excrement and the death of 

worshippers killed by the fall of' the house when its founda-
3 

tions gave way ...... u J.VIaimonides concludes: 
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In short, the opinion of Aristotle is this: 
everything is the result of management which 
is constant, which does not come to an end and 
does not change any of its properties, as, 
e.,g,., the heavenly beings, and everything 
which continues according to a certain rule, 
e,nd deviates from it only rarely and exception~ 
ally, as is the case in objects of Nature.,4 

Aristotle thus limits that which can attain providence, 

basing his views on his belief that nothing in the universe 

could be different from the way it now exists, and his con

cept of the eternality of the universe. 

The third theory is the reverse of the second.. The 

Ashariyah hold that everything that occurs does so only out 

of necessity. Providence rules over everything; there is 

total predestination.. It follows that laws have of no 

meaning since man is totally p:r:·edeterm1ned,. There is no 

final cause for the actions of God, yet all God's actions 
5 

are by definition just .. 

The fourth theory is that of the I'Iutazila. According 

to this view, providence extends over all things, yet man 

has freed.om.. Everything that occurs is for the good, since 

God's management extends over all.. While not wishing to 

ascribe injustice to God, ·the Mutazila involve ·themselves 

with contradictions in their attempt to explain their 

experience of freed.om of will .. 

Aristotle, according to Maimonides, was driven to 
6 

his belief by that which appears to be the nature of things. 



Because the Ashar1yah refused to ascribe ignorance of any
'? 

thing to God, they ad.mi tted certain absurdities~ 1rhe 

ll'iutazili tes refused to say that God. does what is unjust, ~rn 
8 

with their concept of providence they also admit absurdities. 

A further contradiction is inherent in this last concept of 

providence; for while they believed that God knows everything, 
9 

they also believed that man has freedom of wtll. 

rrhe fifth theory Maimonides introduces is that of the 

Law. ~rhe two main articles of this view are that man is 

g:tven freedom of will by the will of God, and wrong cannot 

be ascribed to Gode All human affairs are managed. with 
10 

justi.ce., This v·iew is not further elaborated. upon .. 

.Maimonides then states his own theory with respect 

to providence. He agrees with Aristotle with respect to 

everythi:ng but man. In the sublunary portion of the universe 

providence does extend to the individuals in the case of the 
11 

species of manlcind.e Providence is connected with the 

Divine :tntellectual influence, and. those beings benefited 
12 

by intellect come under the control of providence. Thus 

Maimonides states: 

••• I do not ascribe to God ignorance of 
anything or any kind of weakness; I hold 
·that Di vine Providence ts related and 
closely connected with the 1ntellect~ ••• Those 
creatures, therefore, which receive part of 
that intellectual influence, will become 
subject to the action of Providence in the 
Rame proportion as they are acted upon by · 
the Intellect.13 
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This theory, according to Maimonides, neither detracts nor 

exaggerates the workings of Divine providence as the others 

do.. Por to exaggerate it leads one to deny reason and sense 

perceptions, and to detract from the rule of providence 

disturbs the social order and destroys the moral and. intel
lli· 

lectua.1 virtues of man. 

The d.:lstance between Maimonides' position and. that 

of Aristotle narrows when Maimonides po:tnts out the true 

nature of the existence of species., They are merely ideas 

formed in our mindr.;; the species ts but the aggregate the 

mind constructs from the ind:l vi dual objects" 1rherefore' if 

providence extended. to the') species of mankind, the only 

manner in which it could do so is through indlvid:ual. inteJ. ... 

lee ts. Saying t then, that providence e:x:tend.s to the species 

of mankind and that it extends to individual intellects ls, 

for Maimonider.o{,, the same thing® 

Since the intellect can be developed to a greater or 

lesser degree in men~ every person will. have his share of 
15 

divine providena~ according to his intellectual perfection. 

Maimonides himself states this is in no way foreign to the 
16 

philosophical teachings, nor to the view of the Law when 
17 

properly understood.. 

But providence 1s only obtained through intellectual 

perfectione Only tthe who }S\1.9."t.Y.!?_ God will find grace in His 

sight (obtain provid.ence); not he who merely fasts and. 

prays .. n18 
Prayer and the elements of worship can only serve 

I 
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to free man's mind to concentrate more fully on the true 
19 

knowledge of Goel that brings him under providence. •rrue 

worship, then, involves God as the object of knowledge, not 
20 

as the object of petitions and prayers. 

Whi.le an individual is under the protection of providence 

through concentration on the true nature of the d.ei ty, it is 
21 

impossible that (:lV:i.l should befall him.. What, we must ask, 

is the nature of ·this evil that man is protected from when 

he obtains provi.dence? That it is not ·what men usually call 

evil is clearly s·tated in Maimonides' interpretation of the 
22 23 

of Job. Evils are caused by Satan, who is identi-
.. ~ 7'11'1 24 

fied. with the imagination., Health, wealth, and children 
25 

are of importance only according to the imag.ination; in 

reality, they are not; ·truly significant~ '11he only true good 

is that of true intellectual awareness. Providence, then, 

gives man the awareness of what is truly the good, which is 

the possession of "such notions which lead to true meta-
26 

physical opinions as regards God. 11 Job's acceptance of 

his condition comes after a prophetic revelation of true 

knowledge., He learns that what had befallen him was not to 

bE-:" seen as substantial, and. was beyond the eiges of 

providence. 

How, then, are we ·to understand Maimonid.es • statement 

that: 
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It may be by mere chance that a ship goes 
down with all her contents, .... or the roof 
of a house falls upon those within; but it 
is not due to chance, according to our view, 
that in the one instance the men went into 
the ship, or remained. in the house 1.n the other 
instance; it is d.ue to the Will of God •• .,27 

1rhe only manner in which providence could have saved the 

men from the sinking of the ship or the fa11:1.ng of the roof 

would have been through the individual's intellectual aware-

ness, through the laws of natural sc:tence.. Such knowled.ge 

would have made them aware that. such particular circumstances 

were unsafe and should have been avoided. 

l?rovj.dence is clearly, for Mai.monides, a natural 

phenomenon. There is no deity who breaks int.o the natural 

order to save man from his common difficulties. Man will 

still suffer and die., rl'here is only a providence which can 

be attained by man whe:n. his intellectual faculties are 

developed in the direction of true a'ltrareness of the d.eity"' 
28 

The di.vine aot:i.ons are natural actions, to be gained 

through natural means. Although worship is not an avenue 

toward providence, it is retained to comfort the masses, 

just as the sacr:tficial syst;em was retained. in Biblical days 

lest the people be unable to make the sudden shift from i(lol 
20 

worship to the awareness of the true God. God allowed 

the sacrificial system to conti.nue not because it was 

efficacious in any way or sense, but in order not to confuse 
30 

the people,. The command in those days to disconti.nue the 
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mode of worship would have made the same impression: 

.... as a prophet would make at present if 
he called us to the service of' God and told 
us in His name, that we should not pray to 
Him, not fast, not seek His help in time of 
trouble; that we should serve Him in thought, 
and not by e.ny action. 31 

It is clear that Maimonides is the "prophet" of this passage, 

and. that this is truly his own notion of prayer. '.rhis follows 

from the nature of providence according to Maimonides, and 

does not violate the attributes of the God of reason. 

II Maimonides on Omniscience 
lllll 'I 'Ii illtll'~'MI • OlliH ~ '"3 -!Qtlll 

The problem with respect to God's knowledge is closely 

relatE:)d to the problem of God• s providence.. 'rhe philosophers, 

working from the apparent absence of an observable order in 
32 

human affairs, conclude that God must not know. indi vid.uals e 

But, maintains Mal.monides, the evils of man originate either 
33 

in him.self or else out of the matter from which he is made, 

and therefore such an argument is false from it;s supposi t:tons $ 

God's ollliliscience would. not save man from these evils .. 

For Maimonides, the crucial concept is the perfect 

nature of God: 

It; is undoubtedly an innate idea that God 
must be perfect in every respect and cannot 
be d.eficient in anything. It is almost an 
innate idea that ignorance in anything is a 
deficiency, and that God

3
W:l.n therefore not 

be ignorant of anything. 

If the lack of .omniscience would detract from God's perfecti.on, 
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Ma:l.monides could not attribute it to God.. If God could have 

no knowledge of earthly beings, He could not have created 

or caused to emanate from himself properties that bring 
35 

about the actions of those beings, yet ·they were created. 

11he very word "knowledge" means different things when 
36 

applied to God and when applled to man., There are five 

ways in wh:l.ch God.' s knowledge is different from man• s: God's 

knowledge is a unity, yet it contains many different k:l.nds 

of objects; God's knowledge can be applied. to things not yet 

in existence, to their potential existence; God's knowledge 

comprehends the infinite; God's knowledge remains unchanged 

even· :though comprising knowledge of changing things; and, 

God• s knowledge does not det:.ermine future events, even 

though it knows them. God's knowledge does not change the 
37 

nature of the possible. Although we know that God's 

knowledge is totally different from ours, because it is the 
38 

same as His essence, we cannot ltnow it further. God's 

knowledge, in :fac·t, does not come from the existing thi.ng, 
39 

but rather, the existing thing comes from Him. Such 

knowledge i.s beyond human comprehension., 

'l'here is a great difference between the knowledge 

which the producer of a thing has of it and the knowledge 

that other people have of the same thing. 'l'he prod.ucer 

creates guided by his lcnowledge of the th:lng he creates. 

Such knowledge is not obtained through observation of the 
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thing after it is produced... !Ylaimonides' illustration is that 

of a clockmaker who, while making the clock, is aware of the 

various movements that the clock makes, and will make. 

However, he does not gain knowledge from watching the actlon 

of the clock once that; action is going on.. Knowledge gained 

by observation is a knowledge which is increased. gradually 

until, at las·t, the whole is understood.. If' there were an 

infinite number of movements to the cloclc, the observer 

could never know them a.11. That knowledge would then be the 

producer's alone.. Since God's knowledge is of this infinite 

kind, it possesses with1n it what me,n's knowledge cannot .. 

God• s eternal knowledge, or essence, has established ·t;hings 

the way they are; it has made them partly purely spiritual, 

pa't'tly permanent as regards its individual members but 

material, and partly material and changeable as regards the 

individual members according to unchangeable laws. God's 

knowledge, therefore, contains all three categories, but 
40 

does not d.eri ve that knowled.ge from observation .. :ct is 

this distinction that is central to Maimonides• unders·tanding 

of God's omnisc:l.ence., The fact that God's knowledge does 

not change the nature of the possible allows both man's 

freedom and God's omniscience. 

God's omniscience, then, is based not on the world as 

it exists but on the world as it; was created. 1I'he clockmaker 
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knows, we might say, the workings of the clock and. 1 ts 

possibilities, as he makes it, yet this does not predetermine 

all elements which will occur to that clock when it actually 

e:Jcists. In like manner, God knows the universe, but the 

category of the possible still exists. 1:ehe analogy brings 

Maimonides as close as he can come to a represent;at:ton of 

God's knowledge. 

His objection to the view of the philosophers that 

God. does not know particu:la's springs from his rejection of 

attributing ignorance to the deity, and also from his con~· 

v·iction that the proof cannot be predic~ated. on the nature 

of what all"eady exists" His view can be seen as the realization 

of the negative attribute of the God of reason: God is not 

ignorant of anyth:l.ng.. While ultimately, for Maimonid.es, 

; ... God~ s knowledge does not change the nature of man's existence, 

God nevertheless knows the nature of man•s existence .. 

;t,J.I Mail'.!!onit\e§. on .. ProJ¢'h .. e:cz 
Maimonides begins his discussion of prophecy by a. 

consideration of the three major views on the subject, 

recognizing that there are as many views on this topic as 

there a:re on the problem of cree,tion., With respect to both 

prophecy and creation, Maimontdes only concerns himself with 

the views of those who believe in God .. 
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The first possibility respecting prophecy is the 

view that 11 God selects any person he pleases, inspires 

him wit;h the spirit of prophecy, ana. entrusts him wit;h a 
41 

mission. 0 The only restriction concerns the moral 

quality of the prophet in this view., He must be, at least 

to some extent, morally good., His wtsdom or hls stupidity 

are nonessential elements and do not effect his prophetic 

stature in any manner at all. Maimonides ascribes this view 

to. ignorant people, and mentions that :'Lt is held even by 
'-~2 

some of his fellow Jews. 

The second view on prophecy is ascribed to the 

philosophers who hold that "prophecy is a certain fe,culty 

of man in a state of perfection, which can only be obtained 
43 

by study .. " In order to become a prophet, a man must; attain 

perfection not only in his intellectual and moral faculties, 

but also, to that degree which is possible, the perfect;ion 

of his imaginative faculty. Given this prepa1·ation, it is 

then impossible that this person will no·t recel ve the 
4l} 

prophetic faculty,, Prophecy is a natural faculty of man., 

therefore at least some individual men must have U; actualized ... 

The third view HeJ.monides ascribes to Scripture, and 
45 

spealrn of it as one of the principles of the religion .. 

It is exactly the same as the view of the philosophers 1":r:l.th 

the exception of one point: 

I ! 
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For we believe that, even if one has the 
capacity for prophecy, and has d.uly prepared 
himself, it may yet happen that he does not 
actually prophecy" It is in that case the 
will of Goel (thafi

6
withholds from him t::he use 

of the faculty .. )}' 

40. 

While, according to this view, the will of God is not 

necessary to give prophecy, it ·ca11 withhold. prophecy from 

an indi vid.ual who otherwise would have attained 1 t. Yet, 

as we shall point out, there is reason to quest.ion whether 

Maimonides really accepted this qualif1.cation of t-;he v:tew 

he ascribes to the philosophers. 

'.P.here is disagreement among the commentators of the 

111,o_:;-eP.,, concerning Maimonides• true intent. Both Shem-tab 

and I~fodi see Maimonides• statement concerning the poss:l bility 

of the will of God withholding prophecy from one already 

prepared for it as a concession to public opinion. They 

suggest that this is a case of what Maimonides hi.mself' 

listed. as the seventh cause of con·tradiction or ·1 n·c"'ns·1· t ·, ,~. s ~ency 
47 

in a li t(~rary work. They base their comments on. the nature 

of Maimonides' own Scriptural support for the theory he 11sts 
J.i,8 

as that of the Law. Maimonides uses the story of Baruch 

as an example of prophecy being wit;hheld by God from one 

otherwis<:ci prepared for it.. But Maimonid.es himself contradicts 

this vi.E:iw of the Biblical story by saying that. prophecy 

might, have been "too great" a thing for Baruch which would 
1.,.9 

indicate that :B:siruch was not in fact qualified fully e 

I 

I 
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Maimonides' second proof is that prophecy was not received. 

during exile, because of the will of God., However, he then 

contradicts that rationale by suggesting that the grief 

of the Jews at that time might have been responsible for 
50 

their inability to prophecy. These clues lead Shem-tob 

and Bfodi to draw the conclusion that they dos .Abre.banel, 

however, voices his objection to the views of these two 

commentators, and allows that Maimonides did indeed mean to 

substantiate the view concerning the possibility of the 

will of God withholding prophecy from an 1nd.1V"idual who 

was prepared. Against their view, he holds that; Maimonides• 
51 

exe.mples are well-taken and valid. Abrabanel goes on ·to 

argue, against Maimonides, that prophecy can indeed. be.i a 

miracle bestowed. by God upon a prophet who has not; been 
52 

previously prepared. Given the position Abrabanel attempts 

to maintain, Shem-tob and Efodi seem more open to grasping 

what was Malmonides• intent. 

Before examining Maimonides' v·iew of prophecy more 

closely it is necessary to mEmt1on a crucial distinction 

that; Maimonides makes. .Al though the prophets make statements, 

as Maimonides also does, that asc1·ibe certain actions directly 

to God, this represents a use of language which is not meant 

to be taken literally. That eyerything has a cause which 

produced it, finally going back to the First Cause, is a 
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53 
principle which Maimonides accepts clearly. Ultimately, 

then, all can be traced back to the will of God, for God. 

1.s the First Cause. However, ·the prophets '*om:l t sometimes 

t;he intermediate ca.uses, and ascribe the production of an 

individual thing directly to God, saying that God has made 
54 

it • ., Any·thing which is caused directly by nature, by 

a.esire, or by freewill can be ss.id to have been commanded 
55 

by God. Maimonides instructs the reader to e.pply this 
56 

principle where 1 t can apply acoorcUng to the con·t;ext .. 

In realit;y, according to Maimonides, it is only through 

angels, which are the Intelligences, that God rules the 
5? 

world. It1 this, Maimonides is in full agreement with 
58 

.Aristotle as he understands him~ Although at times 

prophecy, providence, and. other actions are attributed 

direc·cly to God., we are not to u.nderstand · them as actions 

accomplished. without the d.irect action of the var1ous 

intelligences, or intermed.:taries .. 

Indeed, Maimonides states expressly that prophecy 

is nin truth and realit~y, an emanation sent forth by the 

Divine Being through the medium of the Active Intellect, in 

the first instance to man's rational faculty, and then to 
59 

his imaginative faculty." Considering the nature of 

prophecy in this. manner, Maimonldes mentions the necessary 

perfections i;o be mental, attained through training, 

'1 : 
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irnagine,t:tve perfection, and moral perfection. .A. man who 

satisfies all these cond.i ti.ans "whilst his fully developed. 

imagination is in action, influenced by the .Active Intellect 

accord.ing to his t.ra.ining, -- such a person will undoubtedly 

perceive nothing but things very extraordinary and divine, 

His knowledge will 
60 and see nothing but God and His angels .. 

only include ·chat which is real knowledge ... m n r.rhere '.i.s 

no mention made here of the possibility of the will of God 

wl thholding the fa.cul ty of prophecy.. In such r:l. case of 

contradiction, given not only the commenta:cors' doubts but 

also the care with which Maimonides writes, it would seem 

·t;hat he did. not, in fact, differ from what he ascribed !'W 

the theory of the philosophers. When speaking of prophecy 

in ·the !~~.ht1~.h ']'.'orah,, 1'1airnonides also makes no mention of 

the pa,rtlcular working of the will of God. out of accord. i;.d.t;h 61 
the natural phenomenon of prophetic attainment .. 

All prophecy· is attained. through the perfected 

imaginative faculty wit;h the exception of the prophecy of 

Moses. Every prophet except Moses received prophecy through 

62 a.n angel. The angel which was not utilized by Moses was 
63 

the imagine.ti ve faculty. Maimonides refers the read.er to 

his Mishn.eh Torah where the particular differences between 
•M iii ..... !9 64 ' 

Moses and the other prophets were spelled out. 
It is there 
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explained that Moses received his prophecy while awake, and 

not in a dream or a vision, that he did not receive it from 

an angel, that he prophecies with no fear or awe, but rerther 

clearly and. without parable, and that Moses could prophecy 

at any t:lme he wished, for his intellect was attached 
65 

directly to that of the Active Intellect. The case of Moses 

is unique, explaining the uniqueness of the Torah., Maimonides 

does not seem to consider it possible for another such prophet 

to emerge.. Indeed, he indicates that the term "prophet" is 

used only in an equivocal sense when speaking of Moses and 
66 

the o·cher men called :prophets .. 

Given prophecy as a natural phenomenon, we must 

inquire as to the type of knowledge which the prophet attains 

in his prophecy. The prophet has no ad.vantage over other 

people with respect to what can be arrived at by means of 
67 

reasoning.. 1rhat knowledge to which the prophet at·tains 

is other than such notions available to allt 

The true prophets undoubtedly concei vt~ 
ideas that result from premisses which 
human reE1son. could not comprehend by 
itself; thus they tell things which men 
could not tell by reason and ordinary 
imagination along; for (the action of 
the prophets• mental capacities is influ
enced by) the same agent that causes the 
perfection of the imaginative faculty ..... 
This agent perfects the prophet's mind, and 
influences it in such a manner that he con~ 
.cei ves ideas which a:re confirmed by reality, 
and. are so clear to him as tf he decluced 
them by means of syllogisms.68 

lj 
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The ideas are presented through the influence of the Active 

Intellect as through proven through syllogism, in other 

words, with the certainty of the syllogistic method. Such 

knowled.ge can· or1ly be intu.i tion, and 1 t is therefore nee= 

essary that the prophet possess a highly developed intuitive 
69 

faculty. Prophetic knowledge can, then, provide through 

intuition truths the nature of which prohibits their con

ception from scientific proof., For Aristotle, the primary 
70 

premisses are of such a nature., Maimonides seems to con-

sider the question of creation of the universe also to 
71 

belong to this type of truth. 
72 

We mentioned earlier that Maimonides referred to 

himself in the guise of a prophet. There 1s also an instance 

in the Moreh where he makes reference to the grasp of a .......... ·-~··-16 
partici;tlar truth 1n a prophetic manner.. After ·viewing the 

Bpok .. 9.f. .. Jgh he was able to realize the truth contai.ned 
73 

there only through something like prophetic revelation. 

Besides intellectual and moral and imaginative 

q·ualifications, the prophet must possess the quality of 
74 

courage. Maimonides indicates that courage was one of the 

qualities necessarily involved in his very writing of the 
75 

Guide. When Maimonides distinguishes between philosophers ' ...... 
76 

and prophets it is only in terms of the im~~ginative faculty .. 

With.out truly reaching a high deg:ree of prophecy., the 



philosopher may be influenced. by the Acti vr:: Intellect to 
7? 

·the c1egree that he becomes a teacher and an au·thor.. A 

slightly greater degree of such influence would compel him 

to addre~rn others and teach them so they benc-::fi t through 
78 

his own perfection.. Indeed, even if he injures himself, 

or puts him.self in ds.nger of such injury, he may be compelled 
79 

to write the 1;ruth.. Such conditions closely parallel 

Maimonides' description of the second degree of prophecy: 

A person feels as if something came 
upon him, and as if he had received a 
new power that encourages him to speak. 
He treats of science, or composes hymns, 
exhorts his fellow-men, discusses political 
and theological problems; all this he does 
while awake, ay~ in the full possession 
of his senses. 

It is in this S(:mse that we C}an view Maimonides himself 

under the category of the prophet.. While certainly not 

equating himself w:t th the higher degrees of the Bi blioal 

prophets, Maimonides nonetheless ind.:i.oates that his 

presentation partakes of the chGJ.racter of the prophetic .. 

Prophecy, then, is a natural phenomenon which 1.s 

necessarily predicated on the preparation of the prophet 

to attain it. ~~he prophet is influenced through the .l\.cti ve 

Intellect which presents prophetic notions to his intellectual 

and imaginative faculties. It is in this manner that intu1·t1 ve 

knowledge, beyonP. t~he possibility of scientific proof, can 
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be gained and. ascertained. Wh:i.le Maimonides allows v:arlous 

contradictions to enter into his discussion, we have seen 

that he has given the tools with which the reader can reE:olve 

them. With respect to the attributes of the Cford. of. reas.on thts 

theory of prophecy is coherently and. consistently presented .. 

IV Maimonides on Cre.§.!:t;t,on_ 

Limiting himself to those who be11eve in the exist,:mce 

of' God, Maimonides mentions three theories concerning the 

problem of whether or not the uni verse is eternal,. 1rhis 

problem seems. to have be·en a major one for l\'Iaimon1des, 

for we find at least eighteen chapters devoted exclusively 

to this theme and many others in which the p1"oblem plays a 

significant part. Ind.eed, Maimonides spea:lts at greater 

length concerning the problem of g,i:eat!,!?. ~ n.ih~j.p than he 

does on any other specific topic of his religious philosophy. 

The first theory Maimonides introduces ls that of 

the Law of Moses. Acoordi.ng to this view, all has been 

crea·ted by God out of nothing according to His will and 

desire. Since time itself is among the things created, one 

can say that God existed an infinity of time before creation 

only realizing that the word. 11 time" is not to be taken in 
81 

its true sense$ Time itself is only an accident of that 
82. 

which exists. If one were to admit that time existed 

I 
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before or~ation, this would necessitate the view that the 
8J 

universe is eternal.. Not only is this theory a fundamental 

principle of the Law of Moses, but it is next in lmportance 
84 

only to the principle of God's unity .. It is ste;ted ·chat 
85 

it is "our duty" to oppose the theory of eternali·cy: "All 

who follow the Law of :Moses .... assume that nothing is eternal 

exc<:ipt God., and that the theory of cree,tio ex nihilo includes 
8 

6 1-t I _.... ~ ~'*"'s t 'I I 

nothing that is impossible .. .,$" 

The second theory Maimonides i.ntroduces is that of 

the philosophers, which he seems here to identify with that 
87 

of Plato. It is impossible, they assert, that God prod.uced 

any·ching from nothing. To produce something without the 

prerequislte existence of matter is within the category of 

that which is impossible, just as it is impossible for God 

to change Himself int;o a body. This view does not imply a 
88 

limiting of God., since no agent can do the impossible., 

Therefore, ·t;he philosophers conclude that a certai.n substance 

has coexisted with God from eternity, and that neither 

existed without the other., However, this suhst.smce· is not 

equal in rank to God, 0 for God is the cause of that existence, 

and the substance is in the same relation to God as clay iB 
89 

to the potter .... 11 Those who ascribe to this v:l.e-w also 

believe that the heavens are transcient; that they came into 
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exist-;ence, but not from nothing~ and that although they 

may cease to exist, they cannot be reduced to not;hing. 1:ehe 

eternal substance from which they were macle will remain. 

It can neither be created nor destroyed. Maimonides 

maintains that: 

His opinion ( i., e .. , that of '.Plato), how
ever, does not agree with our belief; only 
superf ic:i.al and careless persons wrongly 
assume that Plato has the same belief as 
·ti<re have. For whilst we hold. that the 
heavens have been created from absolutely 
nothinp.:-, Plato believes that they have 
been formed. out of something.90 

One wonders why Maimonides found it necessary to identify 

his own view as separate from that he ascribes to Plato. 

Upon examination, however, one can find elements at least 
. 91 

which are common t~o bo·tha 

1rhe third. theory on the problem of creation Maimonides 
92 

ascribes to .Aristotle and his followers.. Lilce the second 

theory, Aristotle holds that a corporeal object cannot be 

produced without the use of s. corporeal substr··mce., He says, 

however, that the heavens are indestructible.. The entire 

univE1rse has always been the same and it i'.:rill never be 

different. Time and motion are eternal, and so is the 

!11.§!-ter~. ~ of the sublunar world. God produced the entire 

universe by His will, but not out of nothing.. And it is 



50. 

impossible that God's will should change, since it is the 

same as His essence, so the entire i.miverse must bE.~ permanent, 

Nothing has or will change, even in the i:mblunar worlcl8 Por 

the !Jl§.t~:i;:i~ E.F.1~ is eternal, and 1 t merely combines successively 

with different forms. 

Following the statement of these three opj.nions regarding 

the orig:tn of the. uni verse, lYlaimonides explains the proofs 

through which Aristotle establishes his theory of et;ernali ty .. 

The first proof is from motion, for Aristotle views the motion 

of the spheres as eternal.. The beginning of any motion must 

be motion in terms of causation, and if one adopts this truth, 

to avoid a regress ~ inf1,ni tHP.h one must acce~pt the theory 
93 

that the motion of the sphere~~ is eternal. Time is, 

therefore, because related to motion, also eternal, and. in 
9L1, 

this way Aristotle proves the eternality of the universe,. . 

The second. argument is a proof that the first substance 

is eternal. Com:i.ng int;o existence is nothing but the ac.rtion 

of receiving form.. But the first substance is a formless 

one, and therfore could not have been ca.used by a.not.her 

substance. If the first subs ta.nee is without begi.:nning and. 
95 

end, then the universe is eternal. 

1rhe third method of proof follows from the assumpt1.on 

that everything destructible had a. beginning, and everything 

which had a beginning is destructible., But destruction is 

caused by oppoi:11te elements existing within the thing, and 
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since i~he spheres contain no opposite elements, their 

circular motion evidence of this fact, they will ncrt end in 

destruction.. 1rherefort~, the spheres are eternal, and the 
96 

eternali ty of the uni verse follows from th:ts .. 

The fourth proof fol.lows from the fact that the actual 
97 

production of a thing is "preceded in time by its possibilityo" 

A:t.·i~3totle derived the eternali ty of the circular motion of 

the spheres from this principle, and more recent Aristotelians 

derive from 1 t a 0 forci ble argument in favour of the :E:terni ty 
98 

of the Universe,." Por when the universe did not exlst, i.ts 

existence could either be possible, necessary~ or impossib:Le. 

If it was impossible, it could never have come into existence. 

If it was necessary, then it had to be eternal.. If it was 

merely possible, then there would have to be a substratum of 

that possibility. Something would have had to exist which 

would be endowed with that po~rn1bility. Maimonides mentions 

that some of the Mutakallemim attempted to refute this argument 

by stating that the possibility rests with the agent rather 

than with the production. Maimonides disagrees with their 

opinion on this rne:cter and says thats 

.... this objection is of no force whatever; 
for there are two distinct possibllities, 
vis., for the thing produced has had the 
possibility of being produced before this 
actually took place; and the agent has had the 
possibility of producing it before he actually 
did so~ ~r.here are, therefore, .undoubted.J.y two 
possibilities -~ that of' the substance to 
receive a certain form, and that of the agent 
to perform a certain act.99 

--------
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Wh:iJ.e Maimonid.es does not here attack this proof for the 

eternity of some aspect of the universe~ we note that. he 

shows that an attack on it by the Hutakallimin is not vallid .. 

1rhe fifth method of proof is one which Haimonides 

i.nd1.cates as a weak proof. It states that God must have been 

a potent:lal agent before an actual agent if He produced. thE~ 

universe from noth:i.ng, and since potentiality is impossible 

for God, the uni verse must have been eternal.. •1Th:ls argument 

is likewise a source of great doubts, and every intelligent 

person must examine :t t in order to refu:t;e it and to expose 
100 

its weakness., 11 In terms of the fourth proof, this state~ 

ment is extremely interesting~ It is a repetition of the 

view there expressed by the !Vlutakallemim, which Maimonides 

rejected. The possibility which remains in the fourth proof is 
101 

that the substance was not ready to receive a certain form. 

~f.lhe sixth proof is predicated on the notion that an 

agent is either active or inactive depending upon favorable 

or unfavorable condltions. E31nc.e there can be no obstacles 

to God's will, and riothing that can change that will, God 

cannot be active at one time and inactive at another. He 
102 

is always active just as He is always in existence .. 

The seventh method states that the actions of God, 
103 

or nature, are perfect~ This being the case, the existing 

universe must be perfect beyond improvement, and. as the result 



of God's unchangeable wisdom which is identical with His 

essence, it must be permanent. Objections to creation of 

this type would not; be based upon the~ length of time the 

universe may have been in ex:tstence. If it is not eternal, 

compared to the infinite essence of God, crea.tlon would be 

the same as if it had begun just yesterday., All this is 

found highly improbable to those who defend the view of 
101+ 

the eternality of the universe., 

The eighth argument ascribed to .Aristotle :ts a con-

cession to public opinion rather than to argumentation. The 

common conception, the common sense, of the people that the 
10.5 

uni verse is eternal lends credence to ·t;hat view., 

Before turning to his refuta:tiion .of .Aristotle's views 

on the eter:nali ty of the uni verse, Maimonides ma.kE.~s the point 

that Ji.ristotle himself considered. his arguments fallable .. 

He find.s that Aristo·tle realized that he did not demonstrably 

prove the eternality of the universe, but rather only· presented 
106 

apparent and plausible arguments. Had. he been presenting 

certain proofs, he would have had no reason for d:i.sproving 

the older theories. Nor would. he have resorted. to an appeal 

to common sense.. flF1or a truth, once established. by proof, 

does neither gain force nor certainty by the consent of all 
107 

scholars, nor lose by general-dissent." F'urthermore, 

Aristotle himself refers to hts proofs as mere arguments .. 
108 
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IVIaimon.i.des agrees with the v:tew he finds in Aristotle that 

there is no foundation upon wh1.ch to build the certain proof 
109 

for eternality or for creation.. In the absence of the 

possibility of demonstrable proof, Maimonides states that 

he will show that the theory of creation is more acceptable 

than the theory of eternality, although both are open to 
1l.O 

object;ions: 

Since I am convinced of the correctness 
of my method, and consider ei·ther of the 
two theories -- viz., the Eternity of the 
Universe, and the Creation as admissible, 
I accept the latt;er on the authority of 
Prophecy, which can teach things beyond11 j 
the reach of philosophical speculation., · 

With respect ·to providence, omniscience, and prophecy, 

we have noted that Maimonides is in essential agreement with 

Aristotle., With respect to the problem of creation, however, 

Maimonides repeatedly states that this is the one matter on 

which they differ: 

'I1he whole difference between him and ourseJ;ves 
is thls: he believes all these beings to be 
eternal, coexisting with the First Cause as 
its necessary effect; but we believe that 
they have had. a beginning, that God created 
the Intelligences, and gave the spheres the 
capaci·t;y of seeking to become like them; that 
in creating the Intelltgences and the spheres, 
He. endowed them with .their governir~ powers. 
In this point we differ from him.1 ~ 

Since Ma.imoni.des statc1s that creation ls the "basis of our 
113 14 

religion, 11 and the "foundation of our faitp, 01 we must 
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seek to identify the point upon which Maimonides differs 

from Aristotle and. to discern his own view of the creation 

principle,, 

'rhe crucial distinction for Naimonides is that there 

is a difference between the nature of' a thing when in existence 

and before it has come int;o existence<!> There is no similarity 

between the properties of a thing before the transition from 
115 

potentiality to actu.ality and after that transit;ion. 

Maimonides• analogy is excellent: a man, unaware of the nature 

of his development in the womb, would consider that development 

impossible judging from the actual existence he has, gtven 

the necessary conditions for ·that existence. 1110 believe that 

he had been alive, yet unable to breath,. eat, or drink, would 
116 

be impossible.. Yet that is indeed the truth of the mattere 

"It is therefore quite impmrni ble to infer from the nature 

wh1ch a thing possesses after having passed through all 

stages of its development, what the condition of the thing 

has been in the moment when this process commenced; nor does 

the condition of a thing in this moment show what its previous 
117 

condit;ion has been .. 11 It is this fact that the At>:l::itot.elii:.ms 

fail to take into consideration when they approach the matter 

of the eternality of the univers, for they found their arguments 

on the properties which the universe possesses when in actual 
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existence and fully de·veloped ~ Even though Maimonides 

concurs with the Aristotelian noti.ons concerning the nature 

of that which is in existence, he does not crmsid.er those 

properties the same as those which the things possessed 

in the moment of their production.. 1rherefore Aristotle's 

arguments could only he:ve force against those who felt that; 

the nature of what ls now in existence proves creation from 

nothing, and not against the theory presented. by IVle.imonicles .. 

J.'rlaimonid.es then turns to the proofs of Arj.stotle and 

shows how they do not affect his own notions e Aris·totle 

said that the :gi.a~~rl~ E!'illill, is eternal and could not; have 

been produ.ced.. Maimonides a.grees to the extent that the 

production of the Fla:t?~~.!.!.§1 g~ was different than the 

_production of man from the ovum, but nevertheless finds that 

· ·chis ~~~eriJa E.:r~ma was created. by God out of nothing, and 

"since its creation it has its own properties, vizQ, that 

all things are produced of it and again reduced to :l t, when 

they cease to exist; that it does not exist without F1orm; 
119 

and that it is the source of all genesis and destruction." 

Since this material or substance has been created from 

nothing its production is not like that which is produced 

from :t t, nor is its d.estruction of the same type. Yet if 
120 

God S'<0uld. desire, He could d.estroy it just as He created it .. 

Maimonides applies the same objection to both the proof 
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from the motion of the spheres and to the proof from the fact 

that potentiality precedes all actual genesis. Both these 

arguments arf::i according to the nature of what exists. 

Maimonides agrees with Aristotle concerning the lack of 

opposite elements in the spheres but maintains that they 

were created, although their production was totally different 
121 

from that of any animal or plant. The properties of things 

as thE~y exist at the present time cannot give us any real 

clue as to what their properties were bed'ore their perfection,. 

Maimonides is not concerned with the order of creation, since 

various orders could have been possible, but he maintains 

that he has shown at least the possibility that the universe 
3.22 

was created .. The Aristotelians according to Maimonides, 

cannot deri v·e support for eternali ty from the nature of the 

uni vei~se; they must resort to the notion ig our mind has formed 
123 

of Goel .. " 

Maimonides attacks the first method employed by the 

philosophers to prove the eternali ty of the uni verse j_n which 

they showed that creation would imply a transition from 
124 

potentiality to actuality in the deity Himself. This 

argument, he maintains, concerns only corporeal beings, and 

not incorporeal.. The Active Intellect at times acts and at 

times d.oes not, but since it is incorporeal one does not 
125 

say that it passes from potentiality into actuality. Of 

course, the reason for the Active Intellect's inaction is the 
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absence of substance sufficiently prepared for its forms, 

rat:;her than any change within the Active Intellect its<:.~lf .. 

Maimonides seems to indicate that the analogy should not be 

te;ke:m this far, for one could not say with certainty why God 
126 

acts at one time and not at another. However, the analogy's 

maln purpose was to show that an incorporeal agent does not 

pass from potentiality into actuality even though acting 

intermi tten.tly.. 1rherefore if the Crea:tor acts at one time 

and not at another, it is not due to any potentiality which 

is ascribed to Him.· 

1.rhe second method employed in proving the eternali ty 

of the uni verse was based. on the theory that God':;:; essence 

contains no wants, changes, and. obstacles. Because it was 

seen that God.' s will could. not change, a:nd need.n • t overcome 

any obstacles, there could be no reason for God to WBti t to 
127 

create the universe. It would have to be eternal. It is 

possible, Maimonides argues, that the will might act at one 

t:lme and not ano·ther even though totally free of any· external 

pressures. 1.rhe a.ct simply would. follow the will without 

obstacle. Against the objection that the presence or absence 

of that will would. impute change in the essence of that be:tng, 

Maimonides s·tates that the ess~nce of the will of a being is 

"simply the faculty of conceiving a destre at one time and 
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128 
not conce1·ving it at another .. 11 Just as he has shown that 

a being can act; at one time and not at another without any 
129 

change in that being, the change of' will also does not 

necessita:te a change in essence.. It must be .. und.erstqod, howev0~r ~ 

that the word "will 11 is used. equivocally w:i:th respect to God 

and. to man, for ther<? is really no comparison between what 
130 

"willf1 represents in one or in the other. In this way 

this objection is refuted. 

frhe third method. which Maimonides a:t;tacks stated ·that 

God produces out of His wisdom, wh:lch, because it :ts HJ.s 
131 

etc')rnal essence, must produce that which is eternal.. But 

we cannot know the wisdom of God, which is !Us essence, and 

we can no more understand. why He created when he d.id than 

we can understand why He created s. certain number of spheres 

in the universe. Of such matters ma.n is ignorant, and. this 

is seen as the weakest argument of all for the eternality of 
132 

the universe. With this argument !•laimonides consld.ers 

that he has met the challenges of the proofs of the phllosophers 

and sho't'm that creation ls, indeed, not an impossibility, 
J.33 

wh:l.ch was his purpose .. 

l'Iaimonides further attacks Aristotle's notion of 

necessity in nature, and posits against it his own notion 
131.J. 

of design.. lVIaimonides' point is that the nature of the 

heavens indicates that design is a reality, and that necessity 
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135 
alone could not have been responsible. From the different 

motions of the spheres and the fixed.positions of the stars 

in the spheres Maimonid.es finds the best proof for design in 
136 

the universe.. Necessary existence by causality, the view 

held by Aristotle, is different from the creation by the 
137 

desire and will of a Creator wh:tch is held by Maimonides,. 

For Maimonides, the notion of d.esign applies only to things 

not yet in existence, uwhen ·t;here is still the possibility 
138 

of their being in accordance with the design or not~" It 

is for this reason that the existence of design in the universe 

assumes great significance for him. 

Viewing the universe as the result of natural nece8sity 

and not as the result of the design and will of Goel 1.s not 

only out of harmony with ·t;he exis·ting order of things, but it 
139 

fails to provide for that order sufficient reason or argument9 
lLt·O 

Purther:more, it implies great 1mprobab11i ties. Ind.eed, 

thc:i theory of Aristotle is based upon the hypothesis that 

"the uni verse is the necessary result of causal rele.tion, 
141 

and that this hypothesis includes a certain amount of blasphemy*" 

What Maimonides seems to allude to here is the fact that 

Ar1stot;le goes beyond what can be said. concerning God.. Limits 

are posited for the deity which needn't be. Perhaps, too 

much is sa:ld by Aristotle of a definite nature., Maimonides 

states this explicitly: 



But what Aristotle says concerning things 
above the sphere of the moon is, with few 
exceptions, mere imaginat;ion and opinion; 
to a still greater extent this applies to 
his syst~em of Intelligences, and to some of 
his metaphysical views; they include great 
improbabilities, (promote) ideas which all 
nations consider as evidently corrupt, and 
cause v±a~s to spread which cannot be 
proved.· 

~r.'he theory of the eternality of the universe is more 

apt to corrupt one's understanding of God than is the theory 
143 

of crea:l:;ion. Maimonides counsels that one should not be 

led 1.nto t;he belief in the eternali ty of the uni verse except 
144 

through demonstrative proof, which does not exist in nature. 

Eternali ty has not been :rejected because of t-;he passages :tn 

Scripture which affirm creation, for it would be easier to 

:lnterpret such verses to agree with eternal:l ty than it is to 

interpret~ as one must, those passages which speak of th~~ 
145 

corporeality of God to s.tgnify pure incorporeali ty., 'l'here 

• - are two major reasons, then, why Maimonid.es does not accept 

1 ··, eternality, First, it was the fact that incorporeality was 

demonstrated by proof that led to the in'!;erpretation of the 

Bible to agree with ito Since there is no demonstrable proof 

for the eternality of the universe, there is not sufficient 

reason for rejecting the literal meaning of the words of ·!;he 

Bible, particularly when creation can be supported by ttan 
146 

equally good argument." Secondly, the belief in 1.ncorporeal:tty 

is not contrary to 'the words of any of the prophets. But 



Aris tote le• s view of eternall ty would be opposed. to princi.pl.es 
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of religion, such as miracles.. However, ·with respect to 

the view of Plato, the effect upon our religion is not as 

great: 

If, however, we accepted ·t;he Eternity of . the 
Universe in accordance with the second of the 
theories which we have expounded above, and 
assumed, with Plato, that the hE%1·vens are like
wsie transient, ·~re should not be in opposition 
to the fundamental principles of our religion; 
this theory would not imply the rejection of 
m1.raoles, but, on nhe contrary, would admit 
them as possibleol 8 

1!1urthermore, the Scriptural te:x:t could easily have been 

interpreted to agree *ith Plato's theory. But there 1s no 

"use for this expedient, so long as the theory has not been 
11+9 

proved." Maimonides makes it clear that were the theory 

of .Aristotle proven,· the accoun·t of Scripture would have to 

be rejected, and one ·would be forced. to other opinions. 
150 

All depends upon the question of demonstrable proof. 

We must consider what Maimonides has accomplished 

through his consideration of the three theories of whether 

or not the universe is eternale Maimonides has not proved 

any particular theory.. What he h.as done ls proye that either 

eternality or creation is possibleo For the major difficulty 

with the po!.:iltions of both Aristotle a:nd l::>lato was that l t 

attempted to prov·E;~ ~ £! nil}Jlp, an impossibility. 

Maimontdes did not set about to show that the creation is a 



necessity, only that it is possible. His arguments against 

Aristotle's approach demonstrate th:i.s as his goal, and we 

find that he succeeds in provid.ing the ground. of possibility 

for the position which would maintain creation from nothing, 

for the position of the Law. 

How~'ver, prefaced to the chapters we have consid.ered, 

Maimonides speaks of the manner of creation. In this dis-

cussion he states: ttWe ignore for the present the question 

whether to assume ·the. Eternity of the Universe, or the Creatio -- . i.5I 
~ nihilo. We ·do not intend to discuss the question here. 11 

We have already seen that at times !Jlaimonides misleads with 

sta:t;ements of concealment where none is present e 'J~his may 

be a case where he conceals by stating he is not really 

d.iscussing the question at he.nd, whereas the discussion may 

bear directly upon the not:lon Maimonides holds concerning 

the creation of the uni verse.. Since the subject matter gi.ves 

evidence that this is indeed the case, we turn to a consideration 

of Maimonides• point of v·iew before he specifiot:tlly argues 

the question of eternality versus creati.on from nothing. 

Maimonides concerns himself with the nature of the 
152 

universe. There are four spheres which exercise influence 

and are the cause of all beings on earth that come into 
153 

existence. These spheres have been continually in motion 
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ever since they received their spherical shape, since 

circular motion is the only kind that could be continuous. 

The four causes of the motion of the spheres are its essential 

elements, and include its spherical shape, its soul, its 

intellect, and the Intelligence which the sphere desires to 
15L~ 

imitate* 1:t1he sphere must have a soul in order to move.~ 

freely, an intellect through which to form not-;ions of that 

to which it desi.res to move, and there must exist that which 
155 

corresponds to that notion, i.e., an Intellect. The 

principle forces then derived directly from the spheres 

include the nature of minerals, the properties of plants, 
1.56 

animfll faculties t and the intellect .. 

An examination of these forces shows that 
they have two functions, namely, to produce 
things and to perpetuate them; that is to 
say, to preserve the species perpetually, and. 
the individuals in each species for a certain 
time. 1rhese are also the functions ascribed 
to Nature, which is said to be wise, to govern 
the Uni.verse, to provide, as it were, by plan 
for the production of living beings, and to 
provide also for their preservation and. per
petuation ...... It may be that by Nature the 
Di.vine Will :ls meant, which is the origin of 
these two kinds of faculties through the 
mecli um of the spheres. 157 

The whole creation cnnsists, for Maimonides, of three parts, 

the pure intelligences or angels, the bodies of the spheres 

which are endowed with permanent forms, and the mater~ 12r~ma_ 

of which all transcient earthly beings consist, those beings 
158 

which are subject to constant change$ The ruling power 



emanates from the Crea:t;orj and is then receivecl by the 

intelligences in their order. From the intelligences part 

of the influence which they received is communicated to the 

spheres, which in turn transm:L t properties and forces to the 
1.59 

beings of the transcient world0 The creative act of God 

gives existence to the f 1rst intelligence, and endows it; wlth 

the power of giving existence to the next.. rrhis process is 

continued until the lowest of the purely spiri't;ual beings 

is created, the Active Intellect. After that the materia ---
12rima follows and a succession of genesis and destruction 

- 160 
is produced., 

1I'.he influence which one part of creation exercises 

upon another develops from the conception of perfection: 

A thing perfect ih a certain way is either 
perfect only in itself, without being able 
to communicate that perfection to another 
being, or it is so perfect that it is 
capabl~ 6£f imparting perfection to another 
being., 

This notion is crucial for J:v'laimonides. Since God is the 

perfect being, His perfection must be of the ·type which can 

communicate that perfection$ '.rhis transmission of perfect:lon, 

or the overflow of perfection, must be seen as a creative acte 

Like 11..ristotle, as we have seen before, Maimonides 

accepts the notion that there must exist a First Ca.use, for 

infinite regression of causality is impossible." Given an 

incorporeal cause, the only reason for production at a 

certai.n point and not at another must have t;o do wtth the 



162 
substance not having been sufficiently prepared~ NaJ.monides, 

recognizing that the action of an incorporeal being is different 

than that of a corporeal being:t and. that the descri.ption of 

the action from incorporeality would be as impossible as the 

description of incorporeality itself, introduees an analogy. 

Those actions are termed "influence" or ttemanation" on 
16:3 

account of their 1.ikeness to a water spring: 

In a similar manner (as a water spring) 
irworporeal beings, in receiving power 
and. imparting it to others, are not 
limited. to a particular side, distance, 
or time. r.rhey act continually; and 
whenever an object is sufficiently prepared, 
it receives the effect of that continuous 
action, called "influence" (or 0 emanatJ.on°). 
God. being incorporeal, and. eiverything being 
the work of Him as the efficient cause, we 
say that the Universe has been orea.ted by the 
Di vine influence, ana. that all changes in 
the Universe emanate from Him. In the same 
sense we say that He caused wisdom to emane.te 
from Him and to come upon the prophets. In 
all such cases, we merely wish to express that 
a,n incorporeal being, whose action we call 
"influencet" has produced a certain effects164 

1rhe id.ea that a being who is perfect will communtcate that 

perfection to another and that this communication is a 

consequence of that perfection and is conveyed through an 

emanation or influence was already explicitly stated in 
165 

the writings of Plotinu8. 

What we can conclude from this discussion is that 

Maimonides' true notion of the creation follows from this 

conception and. not from the notions specifically referred. 

to wh(~n he discusses the problem of creation under that 

-
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heading., Whereas in the d.iscussions of providence and 

prophecy we d.iscovered that Mairnonidese true intent was to 

ascribe closely to the theory presented by Aristotle, this 

is not the case here. If anyth:tng, Maimonides is closer to 

Plato than to Aristotle, although he merely shows that the 

variot.:ts views all possess the characteristic of possi bili t;y, 

and none is necessarily true since demonstrable proof is 

lacking.. Although Maimonide~3 clears up many difficulties 

concerning the true nature of religious questions, we !1eedn • t 

assume that he felt himself thoroughly certain of everything. 

Indeed. he specifically makes reference to problems whlch 
. '166 

he himself was not totally able to work out., 

hm-rever, be reasonably certain about Maimonides• notion 

of the nature of crea·tion by influence and ·!;he order of that 

creation. That God directly does not create everything is 

specifically stated, though hidden in another place, as we 

have noted.. Such a view would obviously run countE'.~r to the 

prevailing conception among Maimoni.des • co-religionists. F'or 

the masses, a belief in the creation preserves the insti.tutions 
167 

of morality and society;, for the philosopher, creation 

preserves the integrity of the Divine Being, and does not 
168 

fall into error by ascribing too much to that Bei.ng .. 

Maimonides succeeds in preserving on a philosoph:tcal level 

the integrity of the attributes of the God of Reason. 
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Chapter F'ou.r 

THE GOD .OF' .. HV;:)l.9.Q.N. Al,:!J;?. .. rrHE GOD OF' 'fiIE IMAGINATION 

1rhrough our discussion of the major elements of 

Maim()nldes' philosophy of religion we have discovered that 

although hi.s own views are at times difficult to dtscove'r 

due to his methodology, it is possible to identify those 

views.. What remains is to consider his conclusions by way 

of summary and then to identify the viewpoint he was wr:tting 

against., · In this way we can hope to realize why Maimonid.es 

constructed. the morelJ. as he did .• 

I The Elements of the God of Reason ---II ;L T • I 'I jj 1o1m~ lli1N$1FT Ii ,...,........M-~ta"41JRI r ~ .. .... -~u *"*"'-· ~ 

Upon the basis of' scientific demonstration Maimonides 

asBer'l:;s certa.ln things concerning the de:l ty.. Maimonides 

proves that God exists, that He is incorporeal, and that He 

is a unity. He i.s the F'irst Cause of all that exists. 

Howeve.r, because of God's nature, it is impossible to predica:te 

certain things of Him.. One cannot describe God's essence, 

nor even a part of it. Nor can one describe God in terms 

of any relation between Him and any other being~ God cannot 

be described 1n terms of qualities, for qualities are non-

esse:nt;ial elements, and as such, cannot be possessed by a 

Being without accidents. God can only be d.escri bed according 

to His actlons ancl through the use of what Maimonides terms 

the negative attributes. Even a description by actions, 
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however,. must be considered with care, since there is no 

similar:t ty between the way :i.n which God. acts and the manner 

in which man acts. 1rhe word "action" is to be se<:m as 

equivocal when used for God and for man. 'l'he use of negati'V'e 

attributes, statements on the basis of proof asserting ·t;hat 

which God is not, while not truly defining the de:t ty, neveru• 

theless bring us closer to an unclerstanding of His true 

natu.re. 

God• s providence is only related to man, e.ccord.ing 

to Maimonides, through man•s intellectual faculty.. I!:xclmling 

man, Maimonides is in agreement with the position of Aristotle. 

For Maimonides, in order for man to atta:tn providence, whlch 

consists of true and real knowledge, intellectual prepara:tion 

is required.. 'rhis intellectual link between man anc-1 God. is 

not, however, a direct one. Instead., man's preparation can 

enable him to attain providence from the Active Intellect, 

• who rules the sublunar sphere., ProV'idence does not protect 

man from common di.sasters nor from personal. sufferings, but 

instead provides him with that knowledge through which he 

can rise above things of only imaginary concern. Prov:td.e:nce 

is a natural process of the universe. 

God's omniscience means that God is not ignorant of 

anything,. However, God does not attain His knowledge of 

existing things f,rom any kind of observation once they exlst. 

Instead, God, as creator, knows the nature of what exists 
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since with that l{nowled.ge all was created. Since this 

knowledge comes before the actual existence of things, it 

does not change the nature of the possible. God's omniscience 

d.oes not lead. to predetermlnat;ion for n1an., Nor, however, 

does man's freedom lead to the view that God is not omniscient. 

God's knowledge, which is His essence, cannot be totally 

understood by man, and yet of a cert;ainty is essentially 

d.if'ferent from the nature of man's knowledge .. 

Prophecy, like providence, is a natural process of 

the universe. Through intellectual, moral, and imaginative 
1

perfection, man can attain that knowledge which :ts beyond. 

the power of his reason alone. It is through the Active 

Intellect tha~ this knowledge is grasped. With the exception 

of Moses, all prophets utilized their imaginative faculties 

to attain their prophetic knowledge& 

Commenting on the nature of the creation, NalmonidE:is 

points out that arguments against oreatio ~ ni11,;&.1.£ cannot 

really prove it to be an impossibility for God.. However, 

God directly created only the first intelligence, beginning 

the process which would, through intermediaries, lead 

finally to the es·tablishment of the sublunar world. of 

transcient things. 

1rhere is a constant thread running through Maimonldes • 

considerations of these elements of his philosophy of religlon0 

-
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Although at times he uses language which seems to cover up 

the distinction, for him .it is clear that God is not directly 

involved with man. Because relation is impossible for that 

incorporeal Being, providence, prophecy, and creation, would 

have to be considered in such a way as to negate relation .. 

Maimonides emphasizes, therefore, the role of the Active 

Intellect in this sublunar world. 

In all cases, Maimonides explains that the literal 

words of the Law ancl of the prophet;s must be interpreted 

so that the true secrets are revealed.. Those secrets, t~he 

truths of the Bible, present the conclusion:: whlch natural 

science can then attempt to prove and to truly understand .• 

Maimonides writes for those who have become perplexed when 

their philosophical knowledge has seemed in contradiction 

to the literal meaning of the Scriptures. 

One cannot help but suspect that the position 

Maimonides sets himself against is that which would talr.e the 

words of Scripture according to their literal sense.. 'I'hose 

who could accept those words without perplexity would be 

those for whom Maimonides would conceal his message. If 

what would not upset them would be what appears to be a 
l 

straight translation of the Biblical text, which ls the 

very thing Maimonides speaks against, then we can identify 

those who clearly hold the position Maimonides f1.nc1s false .. 

The:trs would be the God of the imaginatton.. H.ealizing ·that 
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the nature of such a God. would be other than that of the 

God of reason, we must examine the content of the bel:lef 

structure of unpe:rplexed ... Tews wit;h this 1n mind .. 

~I .. Th.§t .Q-9d. qJ_ J;qe .IUfa~ina~i9l! ~denti;fi~. 

rrhe tmperplexed Jews functioned wit;hin the structure 

of Pharisaic Judaism,. Although the literature is not 

systematic, the basic notions can be recognized with some 

clarity.. We shall concern ourselves with the generalities, 

for an in depth examination would not change those general 

nottons substantially. 

God generally in Pharisaic literature is exalted. 

above man. Alt;hough without philosophic foundation, God 

is not seen within the rabbinic development as corporeal,. 

However, attributes are ascribE:ld to Him. Justice and mercy, 

for instance, are essential attributes, as Maimonides would. 
2 

understand them, throughout the literature. r.rhere was no 

difficulty in asserting these as descriptions of God; the 

Pharisees would call God a unity, yet allow various essential 
3 

att:ri butes to exist. 

As far as describi.ng God by His relation to man, again 

we find explicit reference in the Pharisaic. religion., Both 

the nearness of God and the transcendence of God, with respect 
4 

to man, were conceived of., There is no doubt that God. was 

viewed as def in.able through relation,. 
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1. 
In the. same way we discover that Pharisee ism attri bute(l 

qualities to God.~ Not only was God seen as powerful, but 
5 

also as humble, gentle, and even meek. God is personally 

concerned with the world., He possesses various moods whlch . 6 
reflect that concern and feeling. 

The act~ions of God also fit into the religious scheme 

of the Pharisees, although this E~~. ~ was not opposed by 

Maimonides. Unlike Maimonides, however, the term "action" 

expressed no equivocality for the rabb1s when used of man 

and of God. The negative attributes do not appear in rabbinic 

literature in the manner in which Maimonides utilizes them 

for the simple reason that the Phe.rasaic rabbis were able to 

ascribe all types of posttive attributes to the deity, as 

Maimonides was not. 

~f.1he differences between Maimonides and the~ :Pharisees 

become even more apparent in the areas of providence, 

omniscience, prophecy, and c:reation.. Because these were 

areas of personal religious concern, the Pharisaic literature 

abounds with references to them~ for their God. was obvlously 

of a personal nature. 

Providence, for the rabbis, covers all things$ It 

embraces not only the whole but every moment, eve.r.·y everrb, 
7 

and ev-ery individual$ In His total providence, God ls long 

suffer:i.:ng, and He tr:\. es to change :m,-:tn' s ways so that He may 

I 

-~ 
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forgive hi.m .. 'l:he onl;y· thing not in itself covered by 

providence is the fear of heaven, whether an indivldual ·11r:tll 
9 

be e;ood or evil ln hj,s life.. ''.~he evil that providence will 

protect man from is not the evi.1 of incorrect opinion, but 

substantial evil.. God is the father of man, and as father 
10 

He protects his children. The way to attain provld.e:noe 

is through prayer, and observance of the commandments.. The 

ultimate providencial act is that of the e,fterlife, the 

resurrection, of which all those who are through prayE~:rs and 

commandments considerE1d. righteous will partal-ce& God hears 

and answers prayers, and prayeir is one of' the avenues avallable 
. 11 

to request the rescindJ.ng of a decree which God had made .. 

God's omniscience, for the Pharisees, meant that God 

knows everyth:lng that exists, and knows it in an extremely 

personal manners God. knows ind.i vidual men compl<::1tely.. He 

knows their fortunes and their character, their most secre·t; 

deeds~ even their thoughts before they have taken shape in 
12 

their mind.s $ Slnce God. is not limited even by that which 

is impossible, the rabbis could let God ltnow in the same 

way in which they l!;:new something, and yet still feel somehow 

that man had freedom.. Although this is not dlscussed 

systematically, it would appear that God .clo,:is indeed get his 

knowledge from the existing thing as well as from the formation 

of that thing. All that occurs in the uni verse is 1-cnown by 

God before, d.uring, and after it occurs. '.rhe problem of human 

freedom is treated far more homiletically than philosophically~ 
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1rhE-) God who willl good. fo:r mankind enables man to know 

what that good is. Hev-elatlon is the greatest gift of the 
13 

loving God., The entire Scripture represented the word of 

God revealed to man. Because the Bible was rev-ea.led, the 

rabbis were int;ent upon resolving internal contradictions. 

They had no ii:rt;erest in resolving contradictions which would 

become apparent ·when the Bible would be opposed by philosophical 

concepts,. The notion of prophecy wat1 i~at God simply chose 

an individual to act as His spokesman. God puts the holy 
15 

spirit, the spirit of prophecy, into ·che mouths of the prophets. 

Specific preparatlon by the prophet would not aid him, for 

pro.phecy is a miraculous event which only God controls,. 

1.rk1e creation of the world was accomplished directly 

by God, and, most rabbinic passages ind:i.cate thei:t this creat:lon 

was ex nihilo although the question was not frequently 
- lb ·' 

raised,. God created directly and instantaneously, and 

everything in the created world is perfect. Indeed, the 

entire world was, for many Pha~isees, conce:lved of as being 
17 

created. for man. 

In all areas of religious concern, the normative Jew 

at the time of Maimonides dealt with a personal God who cared 

for him. This care was exhibited not only in his own life, 

but also through God's miraculous revelation and creation. 

Il1or the most part, God's actions were seen as direct, fol~ 

lowing from His defin:tte relationship to man, and. particularly 

t";o the Jews., 
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We haV'e consid.ered these areas without detail~ for 

the obviousness of the Pharisaic con·tracliction to t;he faith 

of Maimonic.les is readily apparent e If the basic conceptJ.on 

of the deity is so totally different, we can expect all else 

to differ.. '.I'his is indeed. the case, although i:t; will add 

nothing more to our comparison were we to e:x:a.mine these 

areas in gret:i.ter detail. The identity of the God of ·t.he 

imagination is clearly that of the God of the Pharisees, 

Maimonides• fellow Jews. 

J:JJ;:, Concl11s1o:ia 

It has been said that the true nature of a religion 
18 

is most clearly revealed. by what men seelt from God in :l.t .. 

If we includ.e in this the results of the cri ttcal activity 

which is involved. in the establishment of the nature of' God., 

we have a valid criterial for comparing religions.. Hai.monides' 

•i conceptions concerning the nature of God and what man may 

seek from Him are opposed to the conceptions of the Pharisees. 

They are not reconcilable. It is for this reason that ·we 

would conclude ·chat Maimonid.es' religion was other than the 

religion of the Pharisaic Jews. The word "J'ew0 is used of' 

both systems only equi vocGtlly.. Indeed, Maimonides• religion 

ls far from the religion of the common man .. 

Maimonides uses the image of a palace wherein a king 

lives to convey the various positions men hold in relation 
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to nearness to God.. I:n his si.m:i.le, the king is God, and 

although He cannot be completely reached, some men 'will be 

able to enter the palacE.'l., Those who have no religion, 

neither one based. on trad.i:l;lon nor speculation, are not 

even :i.n the same country as the palace., rrhc1y· are irrational 

human beings, little h:l.gher than the monkeys. r:tihose who 

are in the country but stand with their be.cks to the palace 

possess religion, belief, and thought, but either through 

the:lr own mistakes or false traditions received. from othertJ, 

they hold. false cloctr:l.nes. Because ·they can mis lead. others, 

they are even more dangerous than those who are among the 

lowest religious, class. 

The mass of rel.i.gious people desire the palace, but 

have never seen 1 t.. 'I'hey observe the religious commamlmen ts , 

but they are ignorant. r.rhere are some who are i::i,ble t;o 

arrive at the palace only to remain on the outside, for 

they clevote themselves only to the study of practical law, 

accept the princi}')les of faith from tradition, and learn 

only the practical worship of God. 1rl1ey are untrained in 

the philosophical treatment of the Law, and do not attempt 

to establish the truth of their faith by proof .. 

rrhose who und.ertake to investigate the principles of 

their religion have come into the antechamber, and those who 

have succeeded ln proving everything that can be proved., 

and have a true k:nO"wledge of God as far as that tG possible, 
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have reached the true goal. They are in the palace in 
19 

which the king li.ves., 

By definition MaJ.monid.es is among those who obtain 

entrance into the palace. r.rhe Pharisees, those who sub-

scribe to the norma:ti ve Pharisaic structure of belief, never 

entc::1r the palace at all. Blindly, at best, they see:k ·the 

entrance, but their prayers, observances, and beliefs from 

tradition prohibit their entrance into the presence of the 

king. For the king is the Gc)d of reason., 

It j,s from the mult;itude of Jews that Maimonides 

attempts to conceal the true nature of his religious philosophy; 

al.though it is to the few philosophically oriented. J'erws that 

he seeks to address his true content. It was not out of any 

particuls,r respect for the be'liefs of the masses that 

Maimonides used concealment, nor even totally from the fear 
20 

of persecution$ However, Mai.monides felt that the common 

man's enti::r.·e moral framework would dissolve were he to be 

confronted. with the whole truth when unprepared. 

Mafmonides was not ·totally able to hide his true content 

from the Pharisaic Jews is indicated by much of the con

troversy which sprang up following publication of his texts. 

On ·t:;he other hand, the :tnclusion of his 'rhirteen Principles 

from his commentary to the Mishnah into the traditional 

prayerbook speaks of some significant great degree of sucess 

in his endeavor. 
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Maimonides• attacks on Aristotle and other philosophical 

positions are not concealed. withln the· text when the issue 

would not have bothered his community. However, the givound 

of his attaclc is ·the same.. Whenever statements concerning 

the nature of God. spring from the i.magination they must be 

challenged. The pervading concern of Maimonides is to con

fron·t the God of the imagination w:t th the God of reason ... 

1rhere is concealment within the NgE~l:b and 1 t may 

mislead not only the unperplexed, but also the scholar of 

Maimonides• works,. We have attempteq. to show, however:t that 

Maimonides gives us criteria with which to discern his true 

meaning, and that it is indeed his intention that his meaning 

be so discovered~ 

Maimonides is not concerned merely with putting forth 

elements of a religious philosophy., Against the tides of 

the religious. masses of his time he asserts a d.ifferent 

religione 1ro be sure, for him his was the true J"uclaism. 

We have no reason to believe that he would abdica;t;e th:ls 

title.. Because :l. t is the nature of J\1daism to conta1.:n within 

it essentially different religious systems, we can place 

Maimonides well within the frame. 

It was with courage and. skill that Maimonides approached 

the religious problems of his day.. Man still grapples wlth 

many of the same difficulties, and because this is so Maimonides• 



response to his ti.me can enlighten the perplexed of all 

times. In contributing e·ven in a small way to the realiza:t:ion 

of the content of ·the q.;u,1,9..e;. of t;h~. !~1~.xeQ,_, one . lend.s 

power to the essence of the Jewish continuum. 
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See Plato, The D,iEtJ-.9.J.5.U~s. of Platq,, trans. by Jowett (New York, 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 190lJ, vol. 2, Tim.aeus,pp. 530, .5J.L, 
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indicating that Maimonides may have considered his analogy 
more far reaching than he had suggested.. See note 126 above. 

Ibid., p. .59., 

Ibid .. -



: 

tJ. r 
' ! • 
i 
r·.' 

i 
·l 

L 
'f· 

16.5. Plotinus, fm.• ill•' I, 182-lSJ: "What conception are we then to 
form of this generation of Intelligence b;ythis immovable 
Cause? It is a radiation of light which escapes without 
disturbing its quietness, like the splendor which emanates 
perpetually from ·t;he sun ..... which surrounds 1 t without 
leaving i·t ..... Perfumes also furnish a str~Lking example of 
this process; so long as they last, they emit exhalations 
in which everything that surrounds them participates. 
Everything that has arr'i ved at its poj.nt of perfection begets 
something .. That which is eternally perfect begets eternallye .. ~ 91 

166. MN, III, 15, (F) PPo 60-61. 

167~ MN, II, 2J, (P) p., 110. 

168. See note 141 above. 
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Moore, ~fil ... , Vol .. II, p$ 212. 

F'or the simile of the palace see MN, III, 51. 

If lt had been, Maimonides would no'l; have violated many 
prohibltj.ons so admittedly. It is clear, for instance, ·t;hat 
he is wri.ting a book on topics which one is not permit~ted 
to consider in such a manner • 
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