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To my soul-mate, 
Mark, 

We promise to try to be ever open to one another 
while cherishing each other's uniqueness; 

To comfort and challenge each other 
through life's sorrow and joy; 

To share our intuition and insight wilh one another; 
And above all, 

To do everything within our power 
to permit each~ of us to become 

the persons we are yet to be. 
(Our Ketubah) 

Thank you. 

<<<<<<<<>>>>>>>> 

To my teacher, 
Dr. Kogan, 

It is the supreme art of the teacher 
to awaken joy 

in creative expression and knowledge. 
(Albert Einstein) 

Thank you . 
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Digest 

Moses Maimonides (1138-1204) wrote his major philosophical work, The 

i 
Gui.de of the Perplexed, as a tool of instruction for his disciple, Joseph ibn Judah. 

In it, Maimonides attempted to provide the necessary lessons which would dispel 

the confusion of Joseph ibn Judah and others like him, students intellectually 
~ 

challenged by the apparent contradictions between revelation and reason. 

My thesis is a study of the ideas and opinions of Moses Maimonides 

regarding prophecy and revelation. My goal is to present a model for Reform 

Jews which integrates the religious claims of the Jewish tradition and truth as 

revealed by reason. I focus on the Revelation at Sinai because it is, in 

Maimonides' opinion, the "pivot" of the Jewish religion and the "proof which 

demonstrates its veracity."1 

Chapter One is an outline of Maimonides' conception of the universe and 

his theory of knowledge. Chapter Two is an exploration of Maimonides' opinions 

regarding prophecy, in general, and Mosaic prophecy, in particular. Chapter 

Three is a brief discussion of Maimonides' understanding of the figurative use of 

language and an extraction of the lexicon be provided in the Guitk in order to 
.... 

explain the figurative use of language in the Torah. Chapter Four is an analytical 

translation, based on the lexicon of Chapter Three, of selected texts from the 

Book of Exodus which describe the Revelation at Sinai. Chapter Five is a 

summary of my findinp and a look to future questions and tasks Aich ought to 

be addressed as a result of these findings. 

I 

1Twersty, I., A Maimoni.du Reader (New York: Behrman House, 1972), p. 447. 
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Chapter One 

The Stro~ture of the Universe and the 
Hieranhy of Knowledge 
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Moses Maimonides (1138-1204) wrote his'lllajor philosophical work, The 

Guide of the Perpltxi!d, as a tool of instruction for his disciple Joseph ibn Judah. 

His disciple was "perplexed" on account of the tension and apparent contradiction 

between his worldly knowledge (astronomy, mathematics, logic) and the religious 

claims of his Jewish tradition. Certainly Reform Jews of twentieth century 

• 
America experience Joseph ibn Judah's perplexity. Faced with theories of 

astrophysics, quantum mechanics, biblical criticism, the anthropology and 

. ' psychology of religion, many modem Reform Jews wonder what to make of the 

religious claims of the Jewish tradition and of the Torah. 

Maimonides attempted in The Guide of the Perplexed to provide the 

necessary lessons which would dispel the confusion of Joseph ibn Judah and those 

like him. Maimonides hid many of the lessons of the Guide in its intentionally 

disjointed structure. For this reason many scholars today are still solving the 

puzzles of the Guide which are not clearly elucidated. My ultimate task in this 

thesis is to present the Guide as an example for Reform Jews who question the 

religious claims of our tradition in light of their beliefs based in science and 

reason. Working specifically with the Revelation at Mount Sinai and Maimoni~es 

treatment of it, I will attempt to present an analytical translation which opens to 

the modem Jewish mind new and exciting possibilities which support intellectual 

integrity rather than threaten it. 

As our tradition and our Torah contain important religious claims, our first • 
step is to determine bow one approaches a given claim. Is there a set of criteria 

I 1 
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for accepting a claim or a body of claims as true? The question might also be 

asked, what ultimately constitutes knowledge of any thing or concept? 

I wish to answer these que.stions through the lens of Maimonides• 

instruction. In order to do so, I must first describe his view of the universe.1 In 

the Guitk2, Maimonides makes a connection between the categories of opinion 

held by individuals on the creation of the universe and the categories of opinion 

on prophecy.3 (Prophecy in Maimonides' theory of knowledge is the highest form 

of knowledge.) Irrespective of the actual opinions held by individuals about 

cosmogony and about prophecy, Maimonides sees a relationship between one's 

view of the architecture and workings of the universe and the acquisition of 

knowledge. Maimonides' own mapping of the universe and its origin and 

discussion on the worlcings of the universe do indeed construct a mechanism for 

acquiring knowledge in general and ultimately acquiring knowledge of God. 

1Tbis explanation follows the overview of Maimonides' cosmology and cosmogony 
in Reines, Alvin, "Maimonides Concepts of Providence and Tbeodicy," HUCA (1972) 
174-177. 

2 All references to the Guide refer to the same edition: Pines, Shlomo, trans., The 
Guide of the PerplaU. (Chicago: The University of allcago Press, 1963). 
Regarding the opinions on creation, see Guide, 2:13, pp. 281-285. 
Regarding the opinions on prophecy, see Guide, 2:32, pp. 360-361. 

"lbe discussion on the puzzle of the relationship between cosmogony and 
prophecy is taken up in several articles. Lawrence Kaplan, " Maimonides on the 
Miraculous Element in Prophecy," HTR 10 (197i-J, 233-56; Herbert Davidson, 
"Maimonides' Secret Positiqg on Creatioa," in Isadore l)versky, ed., Sttflia in Medieval 
Jewish History and Lileralwt (Cambridge: Harvard University, 1979), 16-40; and Warren 
Z. Harvey, "A Third Approach to Maimonides' Cosmogony·Pn>J>hetology Puzzle," HTR 
74 (1981), 287-301. 

I 
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Maimonides' universe is comprised of three parts: Intellects, spheres 

(bodies made of substance called quintessence), and primary matter (the material 

of our sublunar world, of which we are made) . God is the first cause', an 

incorpor_eal being, the qualities of whose existence set the creation of the universe 

into motion. There are ten intellects and nine spheres. God, the first cause, 

emanates or overflows, causing the existence of the first intellect. The first . 
intellect overflows, causing the existence of the first sphere and the second 

intellect. The second intellect overflows, causing the existence of the second 

sphere and the third intellect. The process continues in the same manner until 

the ninth intellect overflows, causing the existence of the ninth sphere and the 

tenth intellect which is called the Active Intellect. At this point the existence of 

the heavens is complete. Still the process continues. The overflow of the Active 

Intellect causes the existence of the earth and all that fills the earth. This 

emanation includes primary matter, fundamentally different than quintessence, the 

matter of the spheres (the heavens). Primary matter, through the overflow of the 

Active Intellect takes the forms of the four Aristotelian elements, fire, water, 

earth, and air. 

Digram; Crution and Care of the Universe 

•0r Aristotle's "Prime Mover'. 
I 
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The overflow, from God into the first intellect, from each intellect into its 

sphere, and from the Active Intellect into the sublunar world (our world) is a 

constant and conscious act. The universe, which is not self sufficient, requires 

God's overflow, i.e., care or natural providence. In tum, each intellect 

deliberately overflows, and continually cares for its sphere. Because God is 

incorporeal, God is not subject to time, and is therefore eternal. The nature of 

aether or the quintessence, the material of the spheres, is eternal once it comes 

into existence. The sublunar world, however, because of the nature of matter 

cannot boast eternal existence of its bodies. Matter is subject to generation and 

to corruption. Therefore, we, creatures constructed of matter, arc subject to 

generation and to corruption. The fact that we arc formed from matter is an 

impediment to our directly knowing the intellects and certainly God, since they 

are entirely immaterial. Pleasure and pain, to which only bodies of matter are 

subject, distract us from the concentration required to know or to apprehend the 

intellects and God. Our challenge is to perfect our one incorporeal component, 

our intellectual potential, so that we might achieve recognition and perhaps direct 

knowledge of the intellects and of God. 

In the Guilk, Maimonides explains that God is 

... the intdlect as well as the inllUectually cognizing subject, and the 
intdlectually cognized object, and that those three notions form in Him, may 
He M exalted, one single notion in which thert is no multiplicity. 5 

• 

5Guilk, 1:63, p. 163. 
I 
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God is the subject, act, and object of intellcction. God, being incorporeal and 

without multiplicity, is changeless. God is always thinking, always thought of. a:nd 

thought in process. Human beings, on the other band, do change. Human beings 

move from states of potentiality to states of actuality. 

Know that btfoll a man intellectually cognizes a thin& M is potentially the 
intelkctually cognizing subject. Now if M has intellectually cognized a thing (it 
is as if you said that if a man has inlelJectually cognized this piece of wood to 
which one can point, has stripped ils form from ils matter, and has llpresented 
to himself the pUll form • this bting the action of the inUdlect), at that time 
the man would become one who has intellectual cognition in actu. 6 

Once human beings arc in this state of intellect in full actuality, their intellectual 

activity and the object (in this case the abstract form of the piece of wood) are 

synonymous. Human beings as cognizing subjects also arc inseparable from their 

' 
activity and the object of their activity. Prior to the state of active intellectual 

cognition, the state of potentiality, the subject capable of contemplating and the 

object capable of being contemplated are two separate things. 

It is as if you said the hylic intellect subsisting in Z-ayd is a potential intellect, 
and similarly this piece of wood is in potential an intellectually cognized object. 
lndubilably these all two things.1 

The intellectual coming together of subject, action, and object is called • 

apprehension. Apprehension is the human intellect in a ·contemplative state, the 

activity of contemplation, and the abstract form of the object of contemplation 

united into one thing, "for the true reality and the quiddity of the intellect is 

'Guide, 1:68, pp. 163-164. 

7Guide, 1:68, p. 165. 
I 
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apprehension."8 Human beings in the act of apprehending an object or an idea, 

transcend matter. They join, at least momentarily, with the Active Intellect from 

which cognition and the abaract forms of things and ideas emanate. 

Objects and ideas, as they are apprehended by human intellect, are 

included within the Acquired Intellect. Human beings share their Acquired 

Intellect with the Active Intellect in that objects and ideas once apprehended are 

inseparable from their forms or their essences as they are cognized in the Active 
I ~ 

Intellect. It is in this manner that human beings may transcend matter by means 

of their intellectual exercise. 

Man's use of his capacity for intellectual love thus elevates him beyond the 
physical sphere, and unites him wilh the eternal spiritual forms. It is clear that 
this kind of~ goes beyond that of the intellect only, though as 'intellectual' 
eternal love it does not dispense wilh intellect entirely. We have here a 
supposedly higher level of intelligence, non·discursive and bordering on the 
non·descriptive. 9 

This exercise, known also as perfection of the intellect, ought to be our 

primary activity as human beings, i.e., rational animals. The intellect separates 

human beings from other animals. When the Torah states that human beings are 

created in the image (tselem) of God, the reference is not to our bodies because 

God is incorporeal. The reference is to apprehension. Human apprehension is 

'Guide, 1:68, p . 164. Pines notes, "It is, however, impossible to separate the two 
senses [intellectual cognitioia,and apprehension) ." • 

'Ivry, Alfred, "Neoplatonic Currents in Maimonides' Thought" in J. Kraemer (ed.). 
P~~tivU on Maimonides (Oxfo~ 1991), p. 125. ' 

I 
6 
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likened to divine apprehension.10 If human beings arc to relate to God in any 

manner, it will be through the intellect, the one attribute that we share with God. 

B. Kogan explains A. Altmann•s position: 

What happens is that the more intelligible objects the mind understands, the 
more self-sufficiem and iNkpendem of images and sense perception ii 
becomes. To that exzem ii comes to be similar to or "in the image of' the 
Divine Intellect, and that similarity is what qualifies il for immortality. 11 

Maimonides discusses four major areas of perfection12 in which human 

beings engage during their lifetimes. First there is the perfection of possessions. 

This perfection is the most defective in its emphasis of material gains which are 

subject to corruption as are we, human beings, and it is the perfection with regard 

to which we, human beings, focus most of our time and effort. The second 

perfection is that of bodily constitution and shape. Also a material perfection, 

and therefore a lower level perfection, personal gains of a physical nature (beyond 

good health and appropriate strength) are useless, 

... if the strength of a human individual reached ils greatest maximum, it would 
not attain the strength of a strong mule, and still less the strength of a lion or 
an elephant .13 

/' 

The third perfection is that of moral virtues. It is a higher perfection than the 

first two which deal with material and bodjcs. The perfection of moral virtues 

10Guide, 1:1, pp. 21·23. 

uKogan, B., "The LimitS and Possibilities of Knowledge in Medieval Jewish 
Philosophy," CCAR Journal (Fall 1993), p. 16. 

12Guide, 3:54, pp. 634--636. 

13Guide, 3:54, p. 635. 

I 
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occurs within the soul. It facilitates relations with other human beings. Maimonides 

notes that many of the commandments serve to perfect one's moral habits. The 

perfection of moral virtues, though, is not the highest perfection because it is 

contingent oo relations with other human beings. Tbe fourth perfection is the highest 

and most admirable; it is the perfection of rational virtues. 1be perfection of rational 

virtues, the intellectmJ moveme.ot toward apprehending truths which relate to the 

universe and to God, is the only perfection in which individuals engage themselves 

only for their own betterment. It is a truly iDdcpeodeot pursuit and a truly 

independent experience. For this reason, that it belongs to the individual alone, it is 

the noblest of the human perfections. Maimonides claims that this perfection is also 

considered to be most important by the prophets and the philosophers: 

•. • neilheT the peTfection of possession MT the perfection of hea/Jh MT the 
perftction of moral habits is a perfection of which ont should bt! proud OT thar 
OM should tkslrt,· tM perfection of which ont should bt! proud and that one 
should desirt is lr:nowkdge of Him, may Ht bt! aalled, which is the ~ 
sci~.·· 

Maimonides does oot suggest that all individuals act in accordanoe with his 

prioritization of the perfections. In fact, most individuals, i.e., the masses, barely 

master moral virtues in that while they may follow the commandments they do not 

necessarily ponder or UDdentand the purpose of the commandme.ots. Among the 

individuals who do engage in the most noble pafectioo, there is disparity with respect 

to the levels they reach. Individuals reach differatt stages of intellectual 

• 

MGflifll, 3:54, p. 636. 
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perfection according to the effort they expend as well as with respect to the 

instructional and moral limitations or gateways placed before them. 

Plato's parable of the cave-dwellers is one example of the hierarchy of 

human beings with respect to knowledge or perfection of the intellect. Ibn Bajja15 

in one of his treatises interprets the myth of the cave. 

There are people dwelling in almost total darkness; there are people, they are 
the great majority, who are aware of the existence of the intellect; they are 
compared to the cave dwellers who do not see light as separate from colors. 
Then there are the men of speculation (or theoreticians, al-nazariyyun), who 
may be compared to people who have come out of the cave, and separately see 
the Ught and aJJ· the colors. Finally the.re are the happy ones who might be 
compared to people whose sight has been transmuted to light. 10 

Plato's "happy ones" include figures such as Aristotle. Aristotle, and those like 

him, have consciously exercised and perfected their intellects to the extent that 

their intellects are in essence no longer subject to corruption like the human body. 

Maimonides, too, indicates a hierarchy of intellectual perfection. In his 

introduction to the Guide, Maimonides '"'lites about the flashes o! lightning. 

We are like someone in a very dark night over whom lightning flashes time and 
time again. Among us there is one for whom the lightning flashes time and 
time again, so that he is always, as it were, in unceasing light. Thus night 
appears to him as day. That is the degree of the great one among the 
propMIS... Among them there is one to whom the lightning flashes only once 

ulbn Bajja wrote a treatise which deals with a lost work by Al Farabi, bis 
Commentary on the NicomacMan Ethics. Shlomo Pines writes in bis article, "The 
Limitations of Human Knowledge According to Al-Farabi, ibn Bajja, and Maimonides/1 

(in Twersky, I., Studw in ,Jfed~al Jewish History and Literature, voJ. 82-109) that this 
work inOuenccd Maimonides' understanding of the limitations of human knowledge. 

16/Did., pp. 87~88. ,. 
9 
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in the whole of his night... There are others between whose lightning flashes 
there are greater or shoner intervals. Thereafter comes he who does not attain 
a degree in which his darkness is illumined by any lightning flash. It is 
Ulwnined, however, by a polished body or something of that kind, stones or 
something else that give lighl in the darkness of the nighL .. As for those who 
never even once see a light, but grope about in their night... They are the vulgar 
among .the people. 17 

Moses, the supreme prophct18
, alone experiences the flashes so constantly that his 

night is like day. The other prophets experience either only one direct flash or 

some direct flashes of lightning. People of speculation and learning sec ligh_t by 

means of the polished stones. And the masses, who do not actualize their 

intellects, never see even hints of light. 

Maimonides deliberately refers to the moments of elucidation as ''flashes" 

of light because, with the exception of the case of Moses, they disappeared as 

quickly as they appeared. The prophets are unable to articulate their 

apprebensions in common language. Apprehensions are abstract and difficult for 

the prophet to relate to others, especially to others who are weak in their 

intellectual ability. The prophets, even Moses, teach us through parables and 

riddles. The truths in the Torah are written in "equivocal language"19 

so that the multitude might comprehend them in accord with the capacity of 
their understanding and the weakness of their representation, whereas the 
perfect man, who is already inf armed, will comprehend them otherwise. 20 

17Guide, Introduction to Part I, p. 7-8. 

11See below, Chapter Two. 

19See below, Chapter Three. 

'lf)Guide, Introduction to Part I, p. 9. 
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The metaphor of the gold and silver filigree apple, also a part of 

Maimonides' Introduction to Part I of the Guide, further illustrates the hierarchy 

of what is knowable. With respect to the Torah, and more specifically the use of 

equivocal language, Maimonides writes: 

The Sage accordingly said that a saying uttered with a view to two meanings is 
like an apple of gold overlaid with silver filigree-work having very small holes ... 
When looked at from a distance or with imperfect attention, it is deemed to be 
an apple of silver; but when a keen-sighted observer looks at it with full 
attention, its interior becomes clear to him and he knows that it is of gold. 21 

Both the external layer of the apple and the internal body are valuable, silver and 

gold. The internal body, the apple of gold, is more valuable than the silver 

filagree. Accordingly the hidden truth conveyed by a saying ought to be more 

beneficial to the audience than the surface meaning of the words which is in and 

of itself beneficial when taken literally. Maimonides applies this metaphor to the 

parables of the prophets, as follows: 

Their external meaning contains wisdom that is useful in many respects, 
among which is the welfare of human societies, as is shown by the external 
meaning of Proverbs and of similar sayings. Their internal meaning, on the 
other hand, contains wisdom that is useful for beliefs concerned wiJ.h the truth 
as u is.22 

Maimonides also applies his hierarchy of the knowledgeable to knowledge 

of God. He constructs the parable of the palace in the Guide, 3:51. 

The ruler is in his palace, and all his subjects are partly wilhin the city and -
partly outside the city. Of those who are within the cily, some have turned 
their backs upon the ruler's habitation, their faces being turned another way. 

21Guide, Introduction to Part I, p. 12. 

uauide, Introduction to Part I, p. 12. 
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Others seek to reach the ruler's habilation, tum toward il, and desire to enter it 
and to stand before him, but up to now they havt not yet seen the wall of the 
habilation. Some of those who stek to reach i1 have come up to the 
habi1ation and walk around i1 searching for Us gate. Some of them have 
entered the gate and walk about in the antechambers. Some of them have 
entered the inner coun of the habilation and have come 10 be wilh the king. 
in one and the same palace wi1h him, namely, in the ruler's habitation. But 
their having come into the inner pan of the habilation does not mean that they 
see the ruler or speak to him. For after their coming into the inner pan of the 
habitation, il is indispensable that they should make another effon; then they 
will be in the presence of the ruler, see him from afar or from nearby, or hear 
the ruler's speech or speak to him. 23 

The subjects whose backs are turned to the ruler's habitation represent those 

among humanity who hold incorrect beliefs. The subjects who seek to reach the 

ruler's habitation but have not even seen the wall of the palace are the multitude 

of Jews, who observe the commandments, though with false opinions about them. 

The subjects who walk around the palace walls searching for the gate are those 

who hold true opinions yet do not engage in speculation. The subjects who enter 

the gate and walk about in the antechambers and even in the inner coun are 

those individuals who engage in speculation and have perfected their intellects. 

They may or may not gain access to the ruler. Those subjects who do acquire 

access to the ruler are the prophets. And only Moses poses questions and "hears" 

the ruler's speech. 

We should pay attention to those who do not enter the habitation of the 

ruler, to those who gain entJy into the palace, and to those who gain access to the 

ruler. The masses of Jews, observant Jews, do not even see the wall of the palace. 

'DGuide, 3:51, p. 618. 
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For Maimonides, it is no virtue in and of itself to be an observant Jew. Following 

the commandments (a moral perfection) is necessary, though nothing of whkh to 

boast. Speculation warrants entrance through the gateway. It is important to 

note here that even those who have perfected their intellects may not receive 

direct access to the ruler. The prophet is not only intellectually perfected but 

singled OUL lA 

Individuals acquire knowledge in proportion to their commitment to the 

act of speculation and also according to their ability. 

This is what happens to all bein&r: Some of chem achieve perfections to an 
extent which enables them to govern others, whereas others achieve perfection 
only in a measure that allows them co be governed by others. i.s 

When there are those who are intellectually advanced, and those who are not, and • 

those who are somewhere in between, what does one make of the biblical account ,. 
of a revelation which occurred at Mount Sinai before 600,000 "witnesses"? 

Certainly, according to Maimonides' teaching thus far, there must have been some 

disparity among the 600,000 in terms of who perceived what and who 

apprehended what. 

Maimonides takes up this issue in the Guide, 2;32-33. His first statement 

with regard to the event at Mount Sinai is not surprisingly an admission that 

among the masses only a few were prepared to apprehend the revelation. And 

among those wbo apprehended the event, they did so at different levels. 

1'See below, Chapter Two. 
,,-

ljGuide, 2:37, p. 374. 
, 
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As for the Gathering at Mount Sina4 though through a miracle all the people 
saw the great fire and heard the frighte.ning and terrifying voices, only those 
which were fi1 for it achieved the rank of prophecy, and even thou in various 
degrees. 26 

Were we to see an image of the event at Mount Sinai, Moses would be atop the 

mountain receiving direct speech from God. Aaron would be below Moses. 

Below Aaron would be his sons Nadab and Abibu. Then would stand the Seventy 

Elders. And below the Seventy Elders would be the masses. 

Diagram: The Gathering at Mount Sinai 

MOSES 

AARON 
NADAV AND ABIHU 

SEVEN1Y ELDERS 

MASSES 

Maimonides does claim that the masses did in fact apprehend the first and 

second commandments. The principles underlying these commandments, however, 

can be understood through demonstration and speculation. 

For these two priniciples, I mean the existence of the deity and His being one, 
are knowable by human speculation alone. Now with regard to everything that 
can be known by demonstration, the status of the prophet and that of everyone 
else who knows it are equal; there i.s no superiority of the one over the other. 27 

uGuilk, 2:32, p. 363. 

21Guide, 2:33, pp. 364. 
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So the masses did not achieve apprehension of the existence and the unity of God 

by means of prophecy and certainly not by means of bearing direct speech from 

God. Only Moses beard direct speech from God. The masses beard a kol, •a 

sound' . It frightened them so that they pleaded to never bear the sound again. 

Behold the Lord our God hath shown us His glory and His greatness, and we 
have heard His voice out of IN midst of the fire; we have seen this day that 
God doth speak with man and he liveth. Now wherefore why should we die? 
For this great fire will consume us; if we hear the voice of the Lord our God 
any more,' then we shall die. For who is there of all flesh, that hath heard the 
voice of the living God speaking out of the midst of the fire as we have, and 
lived? Go thou (Moses) near and hear al/ that the Lord our God may say; 
and thou shalt speak unto us all that the Lord our God may speak unto thee; 
and we will hear it and do it. 28 

Still, having beard the sound and having apprehended the first two 

commandments, albeit by means of demonsuation, the masses, all Jews, at the 

very least must affirm that YHWH is our God and that we are strictly forbidden 

to place any other gods before YHWH. Hence in other chapters in the Guide29
, 

we read of the importance of shedding the remnants of idolatry even among 

cont~mporary Jewish practices. Of course one should not be so mistaken as to 

think that the masses apprehended the sound as direct speech as did Moses. 

Know that wUh regard to that voice too, their rank was not equal to the rattk 
of Moses our Master. 30 

According to the Torah and to the Sages, alJ that can be clear about the 

revelation is that: 

28Deuteronomy 5:21-24. 

29Guide, 1:36, pp. 8!-85; 3:29, pp. 514-522; 3:37, pp. 540-550. 

)(JGuide, 2:33, p. 365. 
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Spach was addressed to Moses alo~; for this reason, in the whole Decalogue 
the second person singular is used, and ht, peace ~ on him, went to the foot 
of the mountain and communicated to the people what he had heard. 31 

Though the people heard a sound and apprehended the first two commandments 

on their own, Moses' report, the Torah, is the reliable tradition from which we, 

the masses, and especially we, the speculative few, first acquire knowledge of the 

universe and of God, Ma'aseh Bereishil and Ma'aseh Merkavah respectively. The 

revelation, God's overflow is perfect. Moses' apprehension is perfect. And the 

transmission of the report is perfect. The resulting Torah is perfect as well. We, 

whose understanding of the Torah is imperfect, must strive to achieve higher 

levels of understanding so that we may grasp what Moses understood. 

Understanding, as mentioned above, is our purpose as human beings i.e., rational 

animals. Each truth we apprehend activates that much more of our intellect. 

That much more of our rational faculty joins with the Active Intellect. We 

transcend matter, and we become more God-like. 

Maimonides not only believes that intellectual perfection is our most noble 

aim as human beings, be intends to help those who are ready for the highest 

levels of perfection, i.e., the perplexe d. Maimonides' Guide is not just a 

philosophical treatise, but a "guide". He intends that "the perplexed" use the 

Guide to unlock the internal or hidden meanings of the words, verses, and 

parables in the Torah. 

11Guide, 2:33, p. 363-364. 
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The first purpose of this Treatise is to explain the meaninsr of cenain terms 
occuning in books of prophecy... This Treatise also has a second purpose: 
namely, the aplanation of very obscurt parablts occurring in the books of the 
prophets, bw not explicilly identified there as such. Hence an ignorant or 
heedless individual might think that they possess only an external sense, but no 
inllmal one. However, ~n when one who truly possesses knowledge 
considers these parables and inllrprets them according to their external 
meaning, he too is ovenaken by great perplexity. But if ~ explain these 
parablts to him or if ~ draw his attention to their being parables, ht will take 
the right road and be tklivered from this perplexity. That is why I have called 
this Treatise "The Guide of the Perplexed. 1112 

It is my hope that the following chapters of this thesis will uncover 

Maimonides' teaching with respect to the Gathering at Mount Sinai. I believe 

that if we are going to set out to discover the internal meanings found in the 

reliable tradition, we must begin with the beginning, that is, the giving of T<;>rah. 

Now that I have laid out the main elements of Maimonides' theory of lcnowledge 

and of the lcnowledgeable, I will establish the groundwork for Moses' authority 

with respect to receiving and transmitting the Torah. I will do so by discussing 

Maimonides' understanding of prophets in general and of Moses in particular. 

Having established the groundwork for Moses' authority as the intermediary 

between God and the Jewish masses, I will employ Maimonides' lexicon of the 

inner meaning of commonly used words from the Guide. Finally, in interpreting 

the biblical accounts of the revelation I will attempt to produce an analytical 

translation of the revelation text in the Torah, using Maimonides' lexicon of inner 

meanings as my dictionary. 

nGui/U, Introduction to Part I, pp. 5-6. 
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Chapter Two 

General Prophe~y and Mosai~ Prophe~y 
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Maimonides' opinions on prophecy, and other matters I have encountered, are 

difficult to ascertain. Maimonides' readen can only understand bis opinions on 

prophecy to die ext.cot to which they are prepared. In lhis chapter, I will attempt to 

present Maimonides' undentanding and account of prophecy in general, the relation 

between his accaount of prophecy and his view on miracles, the various degrees of 

prophecy, and the uni~ of the prophecy of Moses. 

Averroes• F.pilome of Parva Naruralia is the reconstruction of Aristotle's On 

Divination in Skep with which medieval Arab philosophers were acquainted. This 

work teaches the following with respect to veridical dreams, which are similar to 

prophecy: ( 

Veridical dreams are butowed by diviM Provfrkn«, through the Acri~ 
/nuUigmce, llpOn the human imagination which thereby llcd~ the knowkdge 
of futun twnts dther in clear' terms or in a •hidden.• i.t .• ftgurized fonn. SJ 

Alexander Altmann points out that Maimonides' own view on veridical dreams is quite 

similar to the Arabic version of Aristotle despite the fact that Maimonides was not 

familiar with Averroes' Epitome. 

You brow, too, the actions of the imaginatiw ftx:WJy thal are in its ntltllll, 
such a.r retaining things pm:dl'ed by the senses, combining these tirings, and 
imitating them. And you blow thaJ Its grtattst and nobkst action tohs place 
only W1I the mua rat and do not peifonn tlttir actions. It is Ihm that a 
cmaln overflow overflows to this facuJry OCCtJrding 10 ill disposition, and II is 
the aaue <!{IM vmtlic:al drtams." 

"Gulde, 2:36, p. 370. 
I 
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Maimonides continues his explanation ot veridical dreams: 

This same ~rflow is the cause of prophecy. There is only a difference in 
degree, not in kind. 35 

Thus far, veridical dreams and prophecy both involve an overflow or an 

emanation from the Active Intellect into the imaginative faculty of the human 

being. As we are about to discover, the difference between veridical dreams and 

prophecy is more than the degree to which Maimonides refers in this context. but 

also the utilization of the intellect, the rational faculty. 

As I have noted in the previous chapter, the Active Intellect overflows into 

the sublunar world, our world. Its overflow contains the forms or essences of all 

objects and ideas. The Active Intellect, like all of the celestial Intellects and God 

for that matter, is in a state of constant, conscious overflow. We human beings 

who have received our rational faculty from the Active Intellect (the rational 

faculty is our essence inasmuch as human beings created in the image tselem of 

God), have the capacity to exercise that rational faculty in order to achieve a 

relationship, i.e., conjuction or union with the Active Intellect. In the words of 

the philosophers: 

in the CllSe of man this soul is capable of growth and development and as i1 
grows and develops it becomes gradually independent of the body. In the 
coune of ils devdop~nt and ils growing ~ndence of the body, it may 
reach a stage WMrein il becomes separated from the body, and reunius itself 

" GuitU, 2:36, p. 370. 

19 



9. 

wilJi w Active l~/Ject whence il had ils origin. When that union occurs, 
man is said by tM philosophers to reach the state of prophecy. 36 

Prophecy, according to the medieval Arab philosophers, is a necessary culmination 

of proper "growth" and "development" of the rational faculty. H.A. Wolfson 

delineates five characteristic features of this philosophic understanding of 

prophecy.37 

1 It is a natural process. Prophecy must occur when all the conditions are 

right. 

2 It is not directly effected by God, rather indirectly through the Active 

Intellect which serves as an intermediary. 

3 There are three qualifications for the human being in order to receive 

prophecy: (a) rational faculty; (b) "training" which refers to perfection of 

the moral and practical virtues; (c) "instruction" which refers to perfection 

of the intellectual virtues. 

4 Moral and practical virtues are only auxiliary to the attainment of 

intellectual virtues, they arc not ends in and of themselves. 

S No one religious or ethical system stands above another as a means of 

attaining prophecy. 

The philosophers points 21 3, and 4 pose no difficulty for Maimonides. In 

fact they are principles to which I would say Maimonides not only adheres, but 

~o1fson, HA., "Hallevi and Maimonides on Prophecy," JQR 3' (1942) pp. 348-. 
l7Wolfson, p. 350. 
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Oesbes out in the chapters of the Gu.Uk on intellect, perfection, and propbecy18. 

We ought to note that Maimonides adds another condition to the philosophers' 

point 3. Maimonides supplements the natural qualifications for prophecy, and the 

necessary preparation and perfection of moral and intellectual virtues with 

another condition: 

TM~ is still nuded in addition the highest possible degree of perfection of the 
imaginative faculty in respect UJ ilJ original natural disposition. 19 

Points 1 and 5 on the other band present problems for Maimonides as Wolfson 

discusses.'° 

First of all, Maimonides does not believe that prophecy is a necessary 

result of preparation. It is possible, in Maimonides' construct, that certain 

individuals prepare themselves accordingly and still do not receive prophecy. 

For we believe that iJ may happen that one who is fiJ for prophecy and 
prepared for it should not become a prophe~ namely, on account of the divine 
will." 

Maimonides compares this pcrogative of the divine will to withhold prophecy to 

the role of the divine will in miracles. The relationship between prophecy and 

miracles will be discussed below. At any rate, according to Maimonides, prophecy 

is not a neccSRry process in that the Divine Will is the final condition, which 

cannot be forced to overflow toward particular individuals who have perfected 

»ouldt, 1:31-34, 49-51, 63, 68; 2:2, 6-7, 10.11, 29, 32-39, 41-48; 3:3-6, 50-51. 

19Guidt, 2:36, p. 369. 

«>wolfson. H.A., "Hallevi and MaiDJbnides on Prophecy," JQR 33 (1942), pp. 16-s. 
"Guidt I 2:32, p. 361. 
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their speculative skills. Taking into account Wolfson's examination of 

Maimonides' view on prophecy, we might question whether or not Maimonides 

really disagrees with the natural quality of prophecy. I think Maimonides 

believes that prophecy is a natural process. The withholding of prophecy from 

those who are apparently fit and properly prepared may be the "unnatural event" 

in Maimonides' instruction regarding prophecy. 

The philosophers' fifth point is difficult to assess with respect to 

Maimonides' instruction. On the one band Maimonides teaches that Jewish 

tradition, i.e ., the Torah, is the key to the various perfections. 

Tht true Law then, which as we have already mmk clear is unique - namely, 
the Law of Moses our Master • has come to bring us both perftctions, I mean 
the welfare of the staw of people in their relations with one another through 
the abolition of reciprocal wrongdoing and through the acquisition of a noble 
and excellent character. In this way the preservation of the population of the 
counlly and their permanent existence in the same ortkr become possible, so 
that every one of them ach~ his first perfection; I mean also the sowu:fness 
of the beliefs and the giving of comet opinions through which ultimate 
perfection is ach~d. ~ /euer of the Torah speaks of both perfections and 
informs us that the end of this Law in ils entirety is the ach~ment of these 
two perfections. 42 

The Torah is the tool for acquiring knowledge of both natural and divine science 

(Ma'aseh Bereishit and Ma'aseh Merkavah) and the tool for governing society so 

that individuals are relatively safe, and their basic material needs are met. The 

function Maimonides attributes to the Torah, for those bound by its 

commandments, i.e., Jews, does not preclude non-Jews who meet the moral and 

intellectual qualifications &om receiving prophecy. In f.act Wolfson points to 

UCuide, 3:27, p.Sll. 
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Maimonides• l•ret Teman where Maimonides "argues against what be describes 

as the vulgar view that no non-Jew can become a prophet." 

We be/~ a prophet or wt reject him only on the ground of the nature of his 
prophecy and not on the ground of his descent. 0 

Still, of the eleven degrees of prophecy which Maimonides lays out in the Guide 

2:45, non-Jews who might be understood to be recipients of prophecy (Balaam, 

Job and bis friends) only f.a.11 into the first two degrees. Of these first two degrees 

Maimonides notes: 

For the first and second degree are steppingstones toward prophecy, and 
someone who has attained one of them is not to be consitkred as a prophet 
belonging to the class of prophets discussed in the preceding chapters. And 
even though he may sometimts be called a prophet, this term is applied to him 
in a general son of way, because he is very close to the prophets. 64 

I think that Maimonides considers Jewish tradition to be superior to other 

religious and ethical systems as a tool for the perfections which prepare one to 

engage in prophecy. He allows, however, for non-Jews to receive lower forms of 

prophecy, i.e., "steppingstones towards prophecy." 

Now that we have seen where Maimonides differs from other philosophers 

in bis opinion on prophecy, we tum to Maimonides' own definition of prophecy. 

Know that the true reality and quiddity of prophecy consist in iu being an 
~rflow overflowing from God, May He bt cherished and honored, through 
the inUrmediation of the Activt /n1ellect, toward the rational faculty in the first 
p/4ct and thereafter toward the imaginative faculty. This if the hightst degree 
of man anit the ultimate ~rm of perfection that can aist for his species; and 
this sta~ is the ultimate ~rm of perfection for the imaginative faculty. This is 

43Wolfson, pp. 73-14 . 

.,.Guide, 2:45, p. 395. 
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something that cannot by any means aist in every man. And iJ is not 
something that may be attaintd solely through perfection in the speculative 
sciences and through improvement of moral habils, evtn if all of them have 
become as /int and good as can be. 11aert is stiJI nte<kd in addition to the 
hi(Jhest possible tkgree of pe7ecrion of the imaginative faulty in respect to ils 
original natural disposiJion.' 

Prop.becy comes &om God, as does everything in the universe. The Active 

Intellect overflows first into the rational faculty of prepared individuals which then 

overflows into the imaginative faculty. The rational faculty, an individual's 

intellect, is perfected by means of speculation and apprehension of things and 

ideas. The imaginative faculty is perfect only by natural disposition. 

Now you know that the perfection of the bodily f acuities, to which the 
imaginative faculty belon&r, is conseq~nt upon the best possible temperament, 
the best possible size, and the purest possible matter, of the pan of the body ,. 
that is the substratum for the faculty in question. It is not a thing whose lack 
could be made good or whose deficiency could be remedied in any way by 
means of a re~n. ' 6 

The functions of the intellect and the imagination during prophecy complement 

one another. The intellect apprehends, the imagination describes various 

processes and causal sequences, and the prophets predict future events. Without 

the role played by the imagination, prophets would be useless to the rest of 

humanity, for they would be unable to communicate in a manner that we might 

understand, i.e., imagery, parables, allegory, etc. Without the prophets' 

intellectual apprehension of things, the information disclosed by the imagination 

would be whimsical and often inaccurate as is the case with respect to soothsaying 

45Guide, 2:36, p. 3&9. 

46Guide, 2:36, p. 369. 
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and vc:ridical dreams. During a prophetic occurrence DOl oo.ly are the two faculties, 

intellect and ilDlginatioo, actualized, they imitate tbe greata cosmos. The actua1ized 

human intellect behaves like the Intellects of the celestial spheres by ovttflowing into 

the imaginative r.culty. 

For the ovefjlow of the Actiw ln1elkct goes in its tfW reality only to it /thar is. 
to the rational faadtyJ, causing ii to pass from potDUiality to aauallry. 11 is 
from the rational jacllJry that the oveljlow coma to w imaginatiw jaclllry . ., 

1bis intaprmtioo of the process of overflow is adopted by A. Reines in bis 

recxm1rUCtion of Maimonides' definition of prophecy in Maimonides and Abrabanel 

on Prophecy. 

Prophecy is an ejJbJ,ma thar emanates from the Actiw ln1elkct primarily upon 
w rationaljaadry, which the ejJbJ,ma brings to an actllllliz.ed SI/lie, and then. 
from the peifection of thL rational facuky produced by the q/Wence of the 
Actiw lntelkct. an q/lul!na ONJN11ts upon the imagination, which, wlrik 
1111/kr the injb.lola of the COnlimdng emanation from the ratiONll jaculJy. is 
reduced to iNelkctual conlrOl. and during tlliJ lilM produces rational 
phantasy ... 

Tbe more control the intellect exercises over the imagination, the better the quality of 

prophecy and vice versa. 1be imagination, while necessary for prophecy, may also be 

an impediment to prophecy. If the imagination acts on its own, resisting the control 

of the intellect. tbe prophecy loses its reliability and may even cease to be prophecy. 

11ae imagination conrribules to prophecy through its imagery wM1t it provides 
the Una.ga that dirtct the syUogism to paniadar btowledge, an4 by p~g 

.,Guide, 2:38, p. 37]. 

-iteines, A., Maimonides and Abrabanel on Prophecy (Cincinnati : HUC Press, 1970), 
pp. xliii-xliv. • 
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the combinati(}ns of images necessary for the parable. However, the 
imagination imparts a negative quality to prophecy when the imagery it 
produces is excessive and extravagant. Contrary to the opinion of mystics and 
cabalists, the florid imagery reported by the prophets in Scripture is due not 10 

prophetic gtniw bUl to prophetic defect. Excessive phantasy in prophecy arises 
when the prophetic inlellect lacks the comprehension necessary to understand 
fully the abstractions of metaphysics or such abs~ities of cosmology as the 
heavens. In ils areas of weakness, the inlellect is unable to subdue adequately 
the action of the imagination and bring ii under rational control. As a result 
the prophet's imagination is free to attempt to supplement the deficiencies in 
his understanding wilh phantasies about the subject his inlellect has failed fully 
to grasp.•9 

The imagination seems, if Reines is correct, to serve two different purposes. On 

the one hand it is a tool for prophets to teach what they apprehend. And it is 

also a tool for prophets to understand themselves what they have received. 

Returning to the parable of the flashes of lightning from Maimonides' 

Introduction to Part I of the Guide, it would be possible for prophets to 

apprehend notions during the prophetic event and cease to understand the same 

notion once the prophetic event bas passed. If this is the case, prophets might be 

subject to rely on their imaginative faculty to relate their prophecy not only to the 

masses but to themselves as well. 

Maimonides mates a sinular observation in comparing the prophecie£ of 

Ezekiel and Isaiah. He compares the imaginative qualities of each's prophecy of 

the same apprehension. 

Know that the grtat and sublime notion that Eu~~ peace be on him, being 
moved by the prophetic motive force that incited him to let us know this began 
to teach us in describing the Chariot ls the very notion that Isaiah, peace be on 
him, let us know summarily without having the nttd toiJO into thtst details .. . 

~ 

"'Reines, p. 1.iii. 
I 
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~ Sages has explained all this to us and have called our att.ention to this 
subject. They said that the appreh.ension grasped by EzekUl was identical with 
that graspul by Isaiah. 50 

The passage continues with the explanation that Isaiah's prophecy required less 

imagery because his audience was comprised of city-dwellers. Ezekiel's audience 

was nomadic, presumably less perfect in intellectual pursuits. The degree of 

involvement of the imaginative faculty in prophecy in this case depends on the 

perfection of the audience. The question remains as to whether or not the 

imaginative involvement reflects on the perfection of the prophets themselves. 

This matter wiU be discussed further as we enter the discussion of the supremacy 

of Moses' prophecy. 

Before turning to the prophecy of Moses, we must explore the differences 

between speculative knowledge and prophetic knowledge. The prophets, though 

perfect in their speculative abilities, know things intuitively. They apprehend 

matters, i.e., future events which others cannot possibly apprehend through 

speculation alone. 

For the very ovtrfiow that affects the imaginative f acuity wilh a result of 
rendering it perfect so that ils act brings about ils giving information about 
what will ~n and ils appreMnding those fulun ~nt.s as if they ~re 
thin&f that had bun perceived by the senses and had reached the imaginative 
faculty from the senses is also the ovtrflow that rentkrs perfect the act of the 
rational faculty, so that ils act brings about appreMn.rton as if it had 
appreMnded it by starting from speculatm premises. 51 

'°Guide, 3:6, p. 427. 

nGuide, 2:38, p. 377. 
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So information in the form of abstract notions, emanates from the Active 

Intellect, into the rational faculty actualizing it and therefore bringing about more 

perfect apprehension in the individual. The still actualized rational faculty 

overflows into the imaginative faculty, allowing the prophet to see imagery and to 

tell particular events which will occur. Because the rational faculty is in a perfect 

and actualized state, it understands the import and the abstract truths of the 

particular events before they occur. The special quality of the prophets, then, is 

that they apprehend things intuitively through the interplay of the perfected 

rational and imaginative faculties. 

In the cases where the overflow from the Active Intellect reaches only one 

faculty, either the rational faculty or the imaginative faculty, the individuals are 

either persons of speculation or legislators, soothsayers, and the like: 

the case in which the inlellectual overflow overflows only toward the rational 
faculty and does not overflow at all toward the imaginative f acuity -either 
because of the scantiness of what overflows or because of some deficiency 
aisting in the imaginative faculty in its natural disposition, a deficiency that 
makes it impossible for it to receive the overflow of the inlellect- is 
characteristic of the class of men of science engaged in speculation... If again 
the overflow only reaches the imaginative faculty, the tkfect of the rational 
faculty tkriving either from its original natural disposition or from insufficiency 
of training, this is characteristic of the class of those who govern cities, while 
being the legislators, the soothsayers, the augurs, and the dreamers of veridical 
dreams.52 

Qearly from Maimonides' distinction among prophets, persons of science, and 

those who govern cities the key determination for the status of prophet is 

preparation. But we know that Maimonides argues that preparation and 

"'Gukk, 2:38, p. 374. 

28 I 



perfection do not necessarily bring about prophecy. What absolutely distinguishes the 

prophet from other kinds of bowers? 

Consider Maimonides' discussion oo the three opinions regarding prophecy. 

The first opinion, held by both pagans and some common ~op~ profesnng ow Law 

is as follows: 

God. may He be aalud. dwosu whom He wishes from among men, nuns ltim 
into a pl"Ophn. and sends him wilh a mission . ., 

This opinion, Maimonides contends, is characteristic of ignoramuses. Its adherents 

show no cooc.em for the so-called prophets' moral or intellectual perfection. Any 

individual can be called upon by the will of God. 

The second opinion is that of the pbilosopbers. 

ProphLcy is a cenain perfection in thL nanut of man. This peiftction is not 
adtlewd in any individJMll from among mm aapt qfter a training that mok.es 
that which exists In thL potelllialiry o/ rhL spedes pass inJo actlllJlily. provided 
an obstacle due to temperament or to some aumal cause does not hiNkr 
this ... ,. 

Maimonides seems to disagree with this opinion as well . He argues that in fact there 

are individuals v4K> arc properly prepll'ed and perfected for psopbecy who do not 

receive prophecy. 

The third opinion, accord.in& to Maimonides, is the opinion of the Law. 

~ drird opinion is the opinion of ow Law and the fawtdation of ow doctrine. 
Ir is identiml with the philosophic opinion except in OM thing. For 

•GuJde. 2:32, p. 360. 

94GuitJe, 2:32, p. 36J , 
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wt believe that it may happen thal OM who is fit for prophecy and prepared for 
ii should not become a prophet, ntJIM/y, on account oflM divine wiU. To my 
mind this is lilt aU tM miracles and tak.es the same count as they." 

Maimonides accepts the philosopbas' opinion with just one difference, the role of the 

Divine Will in preventing prophecy as some sort of miraculous oc:cunmce. 

Of interest to many scholars is the fact that Maimonides links these three 

opinions regarding prophecy with the three opinions regarding Creation. Scholars do 

not agree bow the opinions match up, which of the opinions on prophecy condates to 

which of the opinions on creation. The correlation of the opinions is not important to 

this thesis. I am inteiested in the overall relationship between the two sets of 

opinions. What do creation and prophecy have in common if not the particular and 

miraculous expression of the Divine Will? A. Rei.Des argues that, 

A miracle, according to MaimonUks' apparenr concept of miracles, is an evtnr 
thal is produMJ by the special wiU of God, who, having creartd the uniw:rse 
a nihilo, has the power to bring into aistena whhout natuTal causation 
whalever Ht wishes and to suspend or otherwise intmvpt natural cau.salion 
whemru tJlld ~r He pleases. Funhmnore, according to the apparent 
concept of miracles, nonnanmzl events on of two lcinds: miracles p~r. 
which OCtJIT ona or for a limited period of time, tJlld u.rJMJlly produce changes 
in IM nanual properties of plrysical objeas,· and such ongoing or repetitive 
ewnrs as prophecy aNl provitkna. • 

This explanation of miracles, as Reines points ou~ is eventually rejected by 

Maimmides. It is die m1nner in which the pbilosopbically 1Jlleducaled IDIS-W;S view 

miracles and prophecy. 

"Guide. 2:32, p. 361 . • 

"Reines, A., •Maimonides• Concept of Miracles• in HUCA 4' (1974), pp. 2'5-6. 
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Maimonides, according to Reines, places miracles within the realm of 

nature. They are embedded in the act of creation, set "in advance" to occur at the 

appropriate time and in the appropriate place. Maimonides derives this lesson 

from the sages in Bereishit Rabbahs7
, he cites V.16: 

Rabbi Jonathan said: The Holy ~ blessed be He, has posed conditions to 
the sea: [to wit,) that it should divilk before Israel. That is [the meaning of 
the words): And the sea returned toils strength when the morning appeared 
(Exodus 14:27). Rabbi Jeremiah, son of Elazar, said: The Holy One, blessed 
be He, has posed conditions not only to the sea, but to alt that has been 
created in the six days of the Beginning. That is {the meaning of the words}: 
I. ~en My hands have stretched out the heavens, and all their hosts have I 
commanded (Isaiah 45:12). I havt commanded the sea to divide; the fire not 
to harm Hananiah, Mishoe~ and Azariah,' the lions not to harm Daniel; and 
the fish to spit out Jonah. ' 8 

The rabbis teach that all of these miracles, i.e., the parting of the Red Sea, the 

protection of Daniel and his three friends, and the survival of Jonah were set into 

motion during the six days of c.reation. Maimonides concludes, "All the other 

miracles can be explained in an analogous manner."s9 Reines explains: 

When God created the s~eral primary pans of the universe, and He impressed 
upon them their various natural propertia, He inserted into these natures 
cenain characteristics which would make them produce anomalia at various 
~ in the course of history. TM.st anomalia are what we call miracles, and 

57Maimonides makes the same point in his Comtmnlal)' on the Mishnah, Avot, 5:6 
whe.re be interprets the following text: Ten things were created on the eve of Sabbalh at . 
twili(lu. and these are they: the mouth of the earth, the mouth of the well, the mouth of lhe 
donkey, the bow, the manna, the rod, the Shamir, the letters, the writing, and the tablets. 
Some 1ay also the evil spirits, the graw of Moses, and the ram of Abraham our Flllher. 
Some say also the to"lf made wills to128f. Taken from Twersky, l.,ed., A Maimonides 
Reader (New York: Behnnaa House, 1972), pp. 399-400. • 

S.Ouide, 2:29, pp. 345-346. 

'
9Guide, 2:29, p. 346. 
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thLy an produced l1y the unfolding of natMn itMlf. In a certain soase. 
thereforr. miracles an productd l1y "'1tllrr.• 

Miracles are esscotially natural anomalies programed into the system •in advance.• 

We rec:ognize them as mincles in cootrast ID ocbei' unusual events in nature such as 

volcanos and earthquakes (which in some contexts may be recognized as miracles) 

because they are drawn to our attelltioo by prophecy. Prophets do not bring miracles 

about; at most they foretd.l such events. 

Indeed, inasmuch as the mirack is stamped upon natMn and con.stilUles part of 
its unfolding, miracles will ocau rrgarrlkss of whatewr evenr in luunan history 
mighl be tiJking place. 77lus the mirack is called a •stgn •given l1y God to a 
prophet not becawe Gpd inleTnlpts lllllUn al the need and pailion of the 
prophet, but because the prophet possesses ilfformation neca.sary to prtdia 
that a cmain anomaly wiU be produced l1y lllZIUn. 11&is ilfformation, 
Maimonides says, is math blown to the prophet l1y God. Accordingly Moses' 
pan in w Jews ' crossing of the sea was not in calling upon God for 
supmlll/lmll intnwnrion bur in knowing beforrhand that naturr would produce 
an anomaly thal would oaabk the Jews to cross on dry land.fl 

The miracle is a natural event, embedded into tbe unfolding of nature by God during 

the six days of creation. The miracle is a sign given to the prophet by God, 

knowledge which emanates from the Active Intellect into the rational faculty and then 

into the imaginative faculty of the prophet. What is the miraculou.s component of 

prophecy? 

Tbe role of the Divine Will in nature is set out at the very beginning in 

aeatioo. The role of the Divine W'dl in pr'Opbe..-y must also be set out It the very 

"Reines, p. 264. 

flReines, p. 26S. 
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beginning. Even in the case of so-called miracles, we have learned that God does 

not supernaturally intervene in the natural order. How is it that in the case of 

prophecy, according to the opinion of Maimonides and our Law, some perfected 

individuals reoeive prophecy and others do not? 

In Maimonides' construct it seems impossible for the Divine Will to choose 

this individual and not that individual at whim. S. Atlas states: 

TM area of operation of the divw will is in the tMtaphysical realm, i.e., at 
the moment of creation; ii is not operative in the form of intervention in the 
natural process. 62 

If we determine the role of the Divine Will with respect to prophecy by drawing 

an analogy to the role of the Divine Will with respect to miracles, our result is 

something like a natural form of prophecy (i.e., the opinion of the philosophers, 

see above) sometimes interrupted by an unusual event which affects the overflow 

from the Active Intellect. The interruption of overflow from the Active Intellect 

would be considered the natural anomaly. This point may be the meaning of the 

highlighted statement below in Maimonides' opinion on prophecy: 

For we believe that it may happen that one who is fil for prop~cy and 
prepared for it should not become a prophet, natM/y, on account of the divw 
will. To my mind this is lib a// tM miracla and tllUs tM samt COlll'U as 
tM].63 

Essentially Maimonides agrees with the philosophers' definition of prophecy as. a 

natural occurrence. Believing that it is possible for prophecy not to occur when 

QAtlas, S., "Moses in.the Philosophy of Maimonides, Spinoza, ala Solomon 
Maimon," HUCA 25 (1954), p. 375. 

6JGuide, 2:32, p. 361. Boldface is mine. 
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all the conditions are met, i.e., perfection of the faculties and moral temperament, 

Maimonides does not exclude the possibility of a miraculous element in prophecy, 

that is the possibility of a natural obstacle which prevents prophecy from occuring. 

En.mples include temperament as in the case of Baruch, son of Neriab and those 

prophets who lived in the ExiJe6'. 

Now, prophetic knowledge, though different from speculative knowledge 

because it is intuitive and processed through both the rational and imaginative 

faculties, is like speculative knowledge in that it is acquired in many different 

degrees. Not only do some prophets achieve higher levels of prophecy than 

others, the moments of prophetic revelation occurring for the same prophet at 

different times vary in degree. 

In the Guide, 2:45, Maimonides instructs us that there are eleven degrees 

of prophecy not including Mosaic prophecy. In the following paragraphs I will 

identify and discuss Maimonides' eleven degrees of general propbecy.65 

Interestingly the first two degrees are steppingstones toward prophecy and 

not actual prophecy. U the person who achieves one or both of only the first two 

degrees of prophecy is called a prophet, it is meant only in a general manner 

because he is very close to the prophets. 

64Gui/U, 2:36, p. 362. 

651 will italicize the distinguishing characteristic of each of the eleven degrees of 
prophecy as quoted from the Guide, 2:45, pp. 395-403. I will not note each quotation 
because they are all from this same chapter and it would involve an excessive use of 
footnotes. 
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The first degree of prophecy consists in the /act that an individual receives a 

divine hdp that movu and activa~ him lO perform a great, righteous, and imponant 

action. These individuals might rescue a righteous community or individual from 

evil or danger. They arc said to be moved to act by the spirit of the Lord. The 

judges and kings of Israel are included in this category. 

The second degree of prophecy consists in the fact that an individual finds 

that a certain thing has descended upon him and that another force has come over 

him and has made him speak; so that he talks in wise sayings, in words of praise, in 

useful admonilory dicta, or concerning governmental or divine matters - and all this 

while h.e is awau and his senses function as usual These individuals are said to 

speak through the Holy Spiril. They are the composers of the Books of Writings 

such as David with respect to the Psalms, Solomon with respect to the Proverbs. 

The seventy elders belonged to this group as well. Some of the members of this 

category of prophecy (or pre-prophecy) received knowledge through dreams, 

Daniel and Solomon for example. Their apprehension through dreams was not 

the same as actual .prophets to be discussed in higher degrees. The prophet. after 

awaking from the dream describes the experience as prophecy while the inferior 

Degree One and Degree Two prophets describe their own experience as dreams. 

Actual prophecy occurs in a dream state or in a vision. The lower degrees 

of prophecy (the third through seventh degrees) occur during the dream state. 

Vision prophecy (th~eighth through eleventh degrees) occurs wl en the prophet is 

awake. A. Reines claims that "vision prophecy" is supeJior to "dream prophecy" 
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because the rational faculty bas more control over the imaginative faculty when 

the prophet is awake. 

Dream prof>Mcy taka place during sleep, which is a state of tkep 
unconsciownus, when tM strtngth of IM imagination relative to tht intellect is 
great. Vision prophecy, on tM olMr hand, arises when tM prophet is awake 
and IM mu/Ject powufuJ. although owing to munse concentration involved, 
tM prophet is in a tranctlikt state of unawarenus. 1ht difference between the 
relativt slTtngth of IM imagination in drtam and vision prophecy is 
significantly illustrated by ils action with rtsptct to God. In dream prophecy, 
tM imagination will ventun to represent God anthropomorphically, as 
corponal and speaking to IM prophets, which is absolutely contrary to His true 
natun as incorporeal and unrtlational. Such imaginative ace.ssts cannot 
occur in vision prophecy. 66 

The third degree of prophecy is recognizable in the biblical text by the 

expression, 1ht word of IM Lord came to me, or similar expressions. This class 

tends to bt represented through a prophet's seeing a parable in a dream . The 

prophet learns the meaning of the parable in the dream as well. 

The fourth degree consists in tM prophet's hearing articulate and clear speech 

in IM dream of prophecy, but without seeing the speaker. It is superior to the third 

degree becaue the prophet hears speech. An example is Samuel, who when he 

received prophecy for the first ti.me thought that Eli the priest was speaking to 

him. Samuel did not realize, at first, that God was revealing speech. 

The fifth degree consists in IM prophet's bting addressed by a man in a 

drtam. 

The sixth degree consists in IM prophet's bting addressed by an angel in a 

drtam. The majority of prophets receive prophecy in this manner . .Usually the 

Miteines, A, Maimomda and Abrabanel on Prophecy, pp. liV-Jv. 
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prophet introduces the prophecy with the J>hrase, And tht angel of God said unto 

me in the dream. .. 

The seventh degree consists in the fact that in tht drtam of prophecy the 

prof'Mt sets, as it wtrt, that He, may He be exalttd, addrt.sst.s him. This prophecy is 

usually introduced with the phrase, I saw tht Lord. .. And He said. .. 

The eighth degree of prophecy consists in tht fact that a prophetic rtVelation 

comt.s to the prophtt in a vision of prophtcy and that ht stt.s parables. It is parallel 

to the third degree of prophecy except that it occurs while the prophet is awake. 

The ninth degree of prophecy consists in the prophet's htaring speech in a 

vision. As in the case in the fourth degree of prophecy, the prophet does not 

know who is speaking. Contrary to the fourth degree, the prophet is awake in the 

ninth degree. 
, 

The tenth degree consists in the prophet's seeing a man who addresses him in 

a vision of prophtcy. It is like the fifth degree, except that the prophet is awake. 

The eleventh degree consists in the prophet's seeing an angel who addresses 

him in a vision. According to Maimonides, this degree is the highest level of non-

Mosaic prophecy. It is parallel to the sixth degree of prQphecy which occurs in a 

dream rather than a vision. 

One might ask about a twelfth degree of prophecy to parallel the seventh 

degree. It would comist in a prophet's seeing God as the speaker. Maimonides 

maintains that this event woul4 be impossible according to the verse, I do'tnake 

mystlf known to him in a vision, I do speak with him in a dream (NJ.llllbers 12:6). 
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11au ii assigns speech to dreams Olfly, assigning to Msion.r IM llllion and 
ovajlow of the inlellea, this bebtg slgnj/ied by the worm elav et/nrada, for 
rethvada·J is a rf/laivefomi of the wm .,ado'a {l<J know}. Tlws ii is not 
aplidtly stata that spuch coming from God mn be Mard in a vision.~ 

Maimonides' aclring on this matter also inform u5 that the prophets who experience 
~ 

visions of popbel..7 do not ICtua1ly bear speech at all. According to Maimonides, thet 

Torah's use of the formula, •wzyomer adonai el mowh lemor" ifltgurative. Rather 

the prophets apptd»end things. The prophets who eipelieoce drams of prophecy bear 

speech, ~ented by the imaginative faculty which is freed from the influence of the 

senses by the unconscious state of sleep and is under less control of the intellect than 

~ the state of being awake. Reines' argument regarding the supremacy of vision 

prophecy versus dream prophecy probably ~ &om this view. The freedom of the 

imaginatibn during sleep renders dream prophecy inferior to vision prophecy. 

Mosaic·prophecy does not stem &om i1D1gimtive ICtivity at all. 'Iberef<n, we 

might conclude that it is superior even to vision prophecy, during which the . 
imagiOltive faculty is active but mictly governed by the intdlecL While the 

conclusiop that Mosaic prophecy is superior to general prophecy is correct, the 

argument is not yet complete. Mosaic prophecy ~ to M•imonides cannot even 

be compared to _general prophecy. 

As for the prophecy of Moses our Master, I shall not touch upon it in thae 
dtttpten with nm a lillgle word, either in aplidl jilslrion or in a flash. For to 
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my mind the tenn prophecy ustd with reference to Moses and to the others is 
amphibolous .• 

In the Commentary on the Mishnah, Sanbc:drin 10, in the seventh of 

Maimonides' thirteen fundament'.al principles of Jvdaism, Maimonides explains the 

four qualities which distinguish Moses' prophecy from the prophecy of otbezs. 

1. A.U otlter propllm wen o4.dnue4 by God tlarofl11a llrlenw4Jariu. 
Oldy ltloia bure4lalely. '11ris is indica1td by the phrase. •mourh to mouth I 
addressed him. • 

2. Proplaeq aune to all otlaen ill 1leep or i11 daytime wlaeit a tra1'ce 
feU Oii the prophet 10 drat lab IDUU """ llrltllect WOllld be lU atlas as 
ill a dream. '11ris start is called •vision• or •wight• as in the expmsion 
•visions of God. • 11111 IM Word aune to J101e1 ill broad dayU11tl wllen Jae 
aood by the two chel"llbs. 

3. Ewn if OIUJllaer prophet 1""""1 nceiw a vision of God t1arou11a an 
aa1el. 1"' JlllWn WOllld fail; Jae WOllld be twnr:orne witla drea4. all4 
Marty lole lab 11111111... 11lis raewr 1lappnaed to J101e1. When the Wont 
came to him hL WOf4ld nei!Mr shiver nor tremble. •God ~ to Moses face to 
fact, as a man to hisfriour (Exodus 33:11). '11ris means that, since a 
friendly ta/Jc produces no anxiety. Mosts had no fear. Faa to face with God, 
he had no tem>r of the ~lation, because he clung to Him in a wholly 
conscious way, as we have implied. 

4. De other propllm COllld 1IOI attain a vislOll wlleraewr tlley 
pltaud. AU depended on God's will. A prophet might wait days or YtaTS ~ 
before prophecy WOf4ld come to him. Ht would beg God to mWll Himself in 
prophecy. but hL WOf4ld have to wait for days or months before the prophecy 
came. Sometimes God WOf4ld not 1"tal Himself at all... ltla1a. oar 
teadler. CM lk OIMr 1-4. t:tlfll4 M11 ~ Ae wUW: ..Volt. aNl I 
Moll ktlT wAat die Uml ~ ,_. (MoDen 9:1). Scrlpture says: 
Tell Aaron, you brotho. not to mter the 1to'1 plaa anytime at aa· {Uvilitm • 
16:2). Our sages Interpret this to mean that Aaron could not come to God 
whenever he pleased. but Mom might (Mldraslr to Adtarel Mot).• 

•GuilJe, 2:3S, p. 'MJ7. 

9Twersky, I., op cil. pp. 419-140. Boldface is mine. 
I 

39 



These four points which separate Mosaic prophecy from general prophecy are 

cooscquences of the fact that Moses prophesied without the mediation of the 

imaginative faculty . 

. . . all prophets hear speech only through the inlermediary of an angel, the sole 
aaption being Moses our Master, of whom it is said: '"With him do I speak 
mouth to mouth" (Numbers 12:8). Know dam that this is in fact so, and that 
in these cases the inlermediary is the imaginative faculty. For a prophet am 
hear only in a dream of prophecy that God has spokLn to him. Moses our 
Master, on the other hand, heard him "from above the arl-cowr, from between 
the two chmmim" (Exodus 25:22), without action on the pan of the 
imaginative faculty.'° 

The four qualities mentioned in the Commenrary on the Mishnah can be 

explained by the prophets• use of the imaginative faculty. The imagination is 

responsible for the inferior nature of general prophecy. The imagination creates the 

image of the intermediary in the dream or in the vision to make the role of the Active 

Intellect understandable. Maimonides even calls the imaginative faculty an 

intermediary, an angel in the Guide 2:6.11 

The ordinary prophets could only prophesy in states other than ordinary 

consciousness, either dreams or visions. Reines explains that the imaginative faculty 

drains the senses and the intellect, readering the prophet's unconscious 

'°Guide, 2:4S, p. 403. 

''Guide, 2:6, pp. 264-265 . ... the imaginative faculty is likewise caJl#I an angel and 
the illldlect Is c:alkd a c:hml/1I. The distinction lac betwem the angd IDd4tbe cla'Db is 
essential to undastanding Mosaic prophecy. Moses receives ~ by the two cberubs. 
One is understood to be the Active lnteOect and the other is UDdenaood to rep esait Moses' 
inldlect. 

I 

.. 

• 



• 

state. Moses is not sapped by his imaginative faculty because he does not rely on it 

for receiving prophecy. 

The imagination, overwhelmed by the awesome nature of prophetic revelation, 

causes ordinaiy prophets to be frigbt.eoed. Moses, awake and conscious, is not 

frigbt.eoed because his intellect directly apprehends the content of each prophetic 

experience. 

Finally, the imagination is a part of the human being's corporeal self while the 

actnaliud intellect transcends the body. Because the imaginative faculty is corporeal, 

it can become exhausted or strained on account of moral temperament, and physical 

health. Tberefore, the ordinary prophet cannot prophesy at will. Moses, who 

prophesies by means of the immaterial and inexhaustible intellect alone, can receive 

prophecy at any time he pleases. 

Reines explains the difference between general prophecy and Mosaic prophecy 

as follows: 

The fact that In both Mosaic and ordinary prophecy the Active lnttllect 
DNllllllts upon the rational faadty constitutes only an tM:Ci4enlal similarity • 
since in the former the prophecy itself is JJ1Ue concept, wherms In the latter,, 
owing to the participation of the bnaginatiori In a.uisting the Intellect to 
apprehend the propMtic emanation. the actual prophecy ts inttllectWlliud 
pltantasy. Between prophetic kltowl.tdge that ts J11n ooncept and prophecy 
COlllllining matoial rqmmtation.s tlrert aisa an asendal dljference. n 

Sarcastically, in a respome to Reines' article, N. Samuelson asks if the absence 

m illllgimtion in Mosaic prophecy is I superior or inferior quality. 

'2Reines, pp. 332-333. I 
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Both Mosaic and "ordinary" prophecy are defined as emanations that flow 
from God through the medium of the Activt Intellect upon the ration.a/ faculty. 
In addition to this in the case of "ordinary" prophecy the emanation also flows 
upon w imaginativt faculty. But Mosaic prophecy by w stated definilion 
dots not share in this bonus. F"1tMrmore, if we are to take Reines' statement 
of the definitions seriously, whereas an"ordinary" prophet requires as a 
precondition for prophecy both a perfect intellect and a perfect imagination, 
w demands are less for Moses who, since his prophecy dots not involve the 
imaginativt faculty, need not have a perfect imagination in addition to a 
perfect inlellect. 13 

Samuelson tries to demonstrate that Reines renders Mosaic prophecy less perfect 

than general prophecy. It seems to me that the focus on the imaginative faculty is 

incomplete without determining its actual function. Does the imaginative faculty 

assist the prophets', other than Moses', apprehension of the content of revelation? 

Or does the imaginative faculty assist the prophets in sharing revelation with the 

masses? Do both cases require the perfection of the imaginative faculty? Are 

both cases ncocssary for prophecy itself? 

Reines explains in another work 74 that the imagination has five functions 

with regard to prophecy. The first two functions arc preparatory. 

1 The imagination abstracts images from the senses and the common sense. 

2 The imagination stores imagery. Individuals call upon these two functions 

of the imagination any time they engage in speculation, even in the most 

simple contexts. When holding a pillow. for eD111ple. the imagination 

ab!tracts notions such as soft, large, fluffy. When the pillow is removed 

»samuelson, N., "Cemments on Maimonides' Concept of Mosafc Prophecy" in 
CCAR Journ.al 18,1 (1971), p. 17. 

"Reines, A., Maimonides and Abrabane/ on Prophecy. 
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&om sight and touch, the individual prompted by the name pillow or by the 

abstract qualities soft, large, and Ouffy can recall the image of the pillow. 

3 The imagination enables individuals to draw a conclusion &om a syllogism. 

Universal or general knowledge must be applied to a particular situation. 

The knowledge of the particular situation comes &om the imagination. If 

it may be generally stated that a tornado has very strong winds, we learn 

from our imagination that the winds of the tornado may tear down a weak 

structure such as an abandoned barn, or worse, an inhabited house. 

4 The intellect employs the imagination to communicate prophetic 

knowledge in the form of a parable. This form, the parable, teaches the 

unsophisticated yet faithful masses moral conduct through its exoteric 

meaning. Through its esoteric meaning, the more insightful, perfected 

individuals learn theological and scientific truths. 

5 The imaginative faculty in prophecy provides the imagery for the parable, 

the communicated lesson. Reines concludes that this function employed in 

excess, touched upon earlier in the chapter in the comparison of Isaiah to 

Ezekiel, reveals the inferiority of the ordinaty propbeL 

Excessive phantasy in prophecy arises whtn the prophttic inldhct lacks the 
comprthtnsion nece.ssary to understand fully the abstractions of metaphysics or 
such abstrusilies of cosmology as tht htallt!ns." 

Reines argues that the lesson of Maimonides' comparison of the 

prophecies of Isaiah and Ezekiel in the Guide, 3:6 is that Isaiah prophecy was . 

7SReines, p. liii. 
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superior to Ezekiel's because there was less excess of imagery. The question which 

Maimonides aves to the rader is wbctber imagery is employed for the sake of the 

audicncc or oo account of the lack of perfection of the prophet. Maimonides 

comments: 

It is possibk thar tlris taz (AU that was sttn by Eukiel was StDI by Isaiah. 
Isaiah is liJce unlo a dry man who .raw the king,· whereas Et.tkitl is liU unlo a 
villager who .raw the king (Babylonian Talmud, Hagigab 13b).] was inlnprtttd 
by iu aurhor in accordance Mlh whar I have said at the beginning of the 
chapter: N»M/y, that the contmrporarits of Isaiah had no need of Iris 
expounding those tktails to them, it being ndfidtnl for thtm ... ,· whereas the 
peopk of the Exik mpdred the.st dnails. It is also possibk that the aurhor of 
this mnmt believed thar Isaiah was mort perfect than Eukitl, and that the 
apprthtnsion thar amaud Et.die/ and was regarded by him as ttrrlbk was 
brown by Isaiah through a knowledge the exposition of which did not require 
atroordinary language.the mbjtct being well brown to tllott who an perfect." 

Reines chooses the latter explanation for Isaiah's superiority over Ezekiel. And be 

notes th.at it is the complete absence of imagination which deems Moses the greatest 

prophet of all . 

When we read the Torah, the product of Moses' prophecy, it is clear that 

Moses employed the imaginative faculty because the Torah is full of parables and 

equivocaJ language. Difficulty arises when we attempt to reconcile the Torah's clearly 

imaginative quality with Maimonides' claim that Moses prophesied without engaging 

For when Mosts odaievtd union with* Agent Intelligence, Iris imagination no 
longer aae4 sponraneously "I""' him as is tht cast in ordinary prophecy. On 
the canrrary, Mosts, or the divine qve1JJow optrming in him, acud upon it, 

"Guide, 3:6, p. 427. 
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using w imagination wilh complete lucidity to formulate those beliefs and 
rules which lead to w actualization of w intellect, and thus to salvation. 17 

When Moses engages his imaginative faculty, it is completely under the control of 

the intellect. 

Reines deals with this difficulty by making a distinction between what be 

calls prophetic activity and subpropbetic activity. 

The Mosaic expe~nce was twofold.· prophetic and subprophetic. A 
subprophetic expe~nce is tkjiMd as one that is not prophetic but which bears 
a special rdation to prophecy. The Torah was produced by Moses as a 
subprophetic upe~nce. 78 

Moses' prophecy contains the knowledge that God's essence is unknowable by 

means of the human intellect (negative theology) and that even the most 

perfected human being's knowledge of God is limited to knowledge of divine 

actions (theology of the attributes of action) . In apprehending the divine actions 

Moses discovers the actions by which God governs humanity, giving life to human 

beings and preserving human existence. This apprehension is abstract and 

universal and docs not include the particulars of divine rulership. Inasmuch as 

the role of the state is comparable to that of the divine rulership, i.e ., to promote 

the 6istence and welt.are of human beings, Moses discovers that the ideal state 

ought to imitate the divine ruJership. Moses goes on to formulate the Law, the 

Torah, in order to particularize the abstract notions he apprehends during his 

special prophecy. Moses' engagement of the imaginative faculty differs from that 

'"Kogan, B., "Disclosure and Discovery," pp. 21-22. 

78Reines, "Maimonides' C.Oncept of Mosaic Prophecy," p. 348. 

45 
I 



of the other prophets (see above, the third function of the imagination with 

respect to prophecy) in that be employs bis imaginative faculty after the propnetic 

experience bas already occurred. 

With the essence of the ideal law apprehended by his reason to guide him, 
Moses then wrote the Torah, creating the particular laws that reify the essence 
of the ideal law and which serve best to order society and funher the spiritual 
and physical well being of man. In writing the Torah, which was not 
prophecy, Moses employed his imagination to fulfiJJ the twofold function of 
divine law: the teaching of true theological beliefs; and the establishment of the 
just and moral society. 79 

Whether Moses' Torah is prophetic or subprophetic text, it is clear that his use of 

the imaginative faculty cannot be compared to that of the other prophets because 

it is under the complete control of the intellect. This conclusion supports and 

may with further exposition help to explain Maimonides' claim that the word 

"prophet" is applied to Moses and all other prophets in an amphibolous manner.M 

Moses' special prophecy entitles him to become the "Lawgiver-Prophet''. Having 

apprehended the Divine rulership, Moses is in a unique position to formulate a 

Law for humanity which is in harmony with the natural processes of the universe, 

i.e .t imitating the actions of God. Moses writes this Law, the Torah, using 

equivocal language and parables so that individuals will lea.m from the exposition 

according to their intellectual capabilities. 

As for the Sinaitic Revelation itself, it is presented as a dialogue between 

God and Moses. and to a limited extent the entire 600,000. This representation is 

'19R_eines, p. 355. 

%gan, n.96. 
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clearly for the sake of the unsophisticated masses, so that they might accept Moses' 

authority and learn that which is necessary for functioning in a just and moral society. 

In the following chapters, I will present Maimonides' lexicon of the words which are 

commonly used in an equivocal way and I will attempt to decode those portions of the 

biblical narrative depicting the Sinaitic Revelation which pertain to the content of 

Moses' prophecy, i.e., negative theology and theology of the attributes of action . 
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Chapter Three 
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The Figurative Use of Language 
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The sages of the Babylonian Talmud teach in Yebamoth 7la and in Baba 

Metzia 31b that the Torah speaketh in the language of the sons of man. Maimonides 

refers to this passage repeatedly81 in order to teach that human beings ascribe 

human qualities to God for the lack of another method of describing God or 

referring to God. 

The meaning of this [the Torah speaketh in the language of the sons of 
man) is that everything that all men are capable of understanding and 
representing to themselves at first thought has been ascribed to Him as 
necessarily belonging to God, may He be exalted. Hence attributes indicating 
corporeality have been predicated of Him in order to indicate that He, may He 
be exalted exists, inasmuch as the multitude cannot at first conceive of any 
existence save that of a body alone; thus that which is neither a body nor 
existent in a body does not exist in their opinion. 82 

As individuals engage in philosophical activity by perfecting their 

intellectual faculties, and in doing so they must come to understand that God is a 

totally incorporeal being. Any act which introduces multiplicity into God is an 

impossibility. This apprehension may bring about perplexity when such individuals 

are confronted with the expressions in the Torah which pertain to God's modes of 

apprehension and communication as well as God's emotions. Those individuals 

who correctly reach the conclusion that God is an incorporeal being, know that 

even though the literal meaning of the Torah's words speak otherwise, God does 

not sec in the manner that human beings see. In the same way, God does not 

speak in the manner that human beings speak. Nor docs God become jealous in 

the manner that human beings become jealous. 

81Sec Guide, 1:26, 29, 33, 46, 53, 59; 3 13. 

82Guide, 1:26, p. 56. 
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Similarly apprehension, as ii is habitually known among us, comes about 
through the insrrumemality of the senses, I mean to say through hearing and 
seeing. And similarly we do not know nor can we represent to ourselves how a 
notion can be transmitted from the soul of one individual who is among us ro 
the soul of another individual except through the instrumentaliry of speech, 
which is a sound produced by the lips, the tongue, and the other organs of 
speech. Accordingly, as our minds are likewise guided to the belief that God, 
may He be exalted, apprehends and that notions are communicated from Him 
to the prophets in order that they should communicate them to us, He is 
described to us as hearing and seeing; the meaning thereof being that He 
apprehends and knows tM visible and audible thingf. He is also described to 
us as speaking; the meaning thereof being that notions are communicated from 
Him, may He be exalted to the prophets. This is the meaning of prophecy. 83 

Maimonides further explains: 
( 

the negation of the doctrine of the corporealiry of God and the denial of His 
having a likeness to created thin&r and of His being subject to affections are 
matters that ought to be made clear and explained to everyone according to his 
capaciry and ought to be inculcated in vinue of traditional authority upon 
children, women, stupid ones, and those of a defective natural disposition, just 
as they adopt the notion that God is one, that He is eterna~ and that none but 
He should be worshipped. For there is no profession of uniry unl.ess the 
doctrine of God's corporeality is denied. 84 

Maimonides concedes that for the purpose of governance, it is necessal)' 

for some people to believe the literal meaning of words which attribute 

anthropomorphic and anthropopathic traits to God. He refers to commandments 

in the Torah. 

Jn some cases a commandment communicates a co"ecl belief, which is the 
one and only thing aimed at - as for instance, the belief in the unity and 
etemily of the deiry and in His not being a body. In other cases the belief is 
necessary for the abolition of reciprocal wrongdoing or for the acquisition of a 

0 Guide, 1:46, pp. 98-99. 

MGuUk. 1:35, P· 81. 
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noble moral qualily • as for instance, the belief that He, may He be exalted, 
has a violent anger against those who do injustice. 45 

As we have already discussed, Maimonides' objective in writing the Guide 

of the Perplexed is to provide instruction for the perplexed student by laying out 

. 
the meaning of obscure language, and by pointing out the use of parables in the 

text. With respect to Maimonides' treatment of language A. Hyman writes: 

Maimonides' ccncem wilh religious language is part of his overall philosophic 
programme in which the co"ect under.standing of language applied to God is 
one of the central themes. Not only is it obligatory for the intellectual elice to 
have a philosophically co"ect understanding of divine attributes, but even the 
unsophisticated masses must be taught that anthropomorphic and 
anthropopathic terms applied to God cannot be taken in their literal 
meaning. 86 

This chapter of my thesis will focus on Maimonides' attempt to clarify the 

meaning of words in the Torah which have more than one possible definition. I 

will discuss his approach to language and I will provide a lexicon of the words to 

which he devotes a major portion of the GuidetfT in order to lay out their 

meanings. 

asGuide, 3:28, pp. 513-514. 

116Hyman, A., "Maimonides on Religious Language," in J. Kraemer (ed.) 
Perspectives on Maimonides, (Oxford. 1991), p. 175. 

87Maimonides discusses the meanings and uses of particular worsJs in the following 
places in the Guide, 1:1-4, 6-16, 18-25, 28-30, 37-45, 47, 65-67, 70; 2:30, 32-, 36, 41; 3:53-
54. 
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In Chapter XIII of bis Treatise on Logicsa, Maimonides writes that there are 

three major classes of words in all languages. These classes are distinct terms, 

synonymous terms, and equivocal terms89
• 

When several words have the same meaning they are synonyms; when one 
word has several meanin8f, ii is a homonym [ equivocalJ and when different 
words have different meanin&S they are distinct. For example, in Hebrew 
'adam, 'isb, 'enosb all meaning man, sakin, ma'acbelet both meaning knife, 
are synonyms; the word 'ain, meaning eye and a fountain, is a homonym 
[equivocal termt· whereas mayim (war.er), 'esh (fire), and 'ilon (tree) are 
distinct. 90 

Equivocal terminology, or figurative language,91 is the focus of this chapter 

and of Maimonides discussions on language in the Guide. Figurative language is 

divided into six classes: equivocal terms, univocal terms, amphibolous terms, 

terms used in general and in particular, metaphorical terms, and extended terms.92 

An equivocal term 

saEfros, I. (trans.), lfMaimonides' Treatise on Logic," in Proceedin&S of the 
American Academy for Jewish Research, vol. 8 (1938), pp. 58-60. 

~fros uses the word homonym. I will use the word equivocal because a 
• homonym in English refers to two words which sound the same but have different 

meanings and are spelled differently. The term "equivocal" is adopted by most of the 
scholars I have encountered in my research. While equivocal and homonym mean the 
same thing, scholars use the word equivocal to refer to a term with two or more 
meanings even though it is spelled in the same manner in each case. 

90Efros, p. 59. 

911be general categoiy of equivocal terms which will be divided into six classes 
may also be called "figurative language". In order to distinguish between the absolute 
equivocal term and the general categoiy of equivocal terms, I will refer t<>llhe general 
categoiy of equivocal terms as • figurative language." 

9'lrJbe following italiciud explanations of the six classes of ~uivocal terms are all 
extracted &om Efros' translation of Maimonides' Treatise on Logic, pp. 59-60. , 
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is a name given originally, in the basic usage of the language, to a cenain 
thing. and subsequently appl~d co another thing which may or may not have 
any resemblance to the former ... An example of this i.s tefillah, which in the 
basic usage of the language denotes a request but was subsequently extended to 
a special kind and special form of request. 

As pointed out by J. Coben93
, the first three classes of figurative language 

may be distinguished from one another by noting bow their different meanings are 

or are not related. Univocal terms refer to things which share some part of their 

essence. Equivocal terms refer to things which have nothing in common. And 

amphibolous terms refer to things which share some non-essential trait. 

H.A. Wolfson94 argues that the ampbibolous term, or the ambiguous term, 

is somewhere in between the univocal term and the equivocal term. In bis study 

of the word class in the writings of Aristotle and the commentaries of Alexander, 

he lists five types of ambiguous terms. 

1 Terms applied co things having one end or else ... proceeding from one 
source. 

2 Terms applied to things which are contraries. 
3 Terms applied to cenain common accidents which exist in things 

according to a difference of primariness and subsequency. 
4 Relative and hence also analogical terms. 
5 A fifth type of ambiguous terms... that which i.s used according to 

priority and posceriority or according to fine and next. 95 

93Cohen, J., "Figurative Language, Philosophy, and Religious Belief an F.ssay on 
Some Themes in Maimonides' Guitk of the Perplexed," in Studies in Jewish Philosophy 3 
(1982), pp. 34-54. • 

94Wolfson, H.A., "The Ampbibolous Terms in Aristotle, Arabic Philosophy and 
Maimonides," HTR 31,2 (1938), pp. 151-173. 

95Wolfson, pp. 172-173. I 
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Wolfson notes that Maimonides refers to the third type of ampbibolous term, 

whose different meanings share an accidental trait. Maimonides states in his 

discussion in the Guide on amphibolous terms: 

For when terms a,c used amphibolously they are predicated of two thin&S 
between which there is a likeness in respect to some notion, which notion is an 
accident attached to both of them and not a constituent element of the essence 
of each one of them. 96 

Understanding the differences among the amphibolous term, the univocal 

term, and the equivocal term is crucial for understanding certain biblical 

expressions which refer both to God and to humanity. Terms which refer to God 

and human beings alike, whose essences are completely different and who cannot 

share accidental traits because God has no accidental traits, can only be 

understood as equivocal terms. Those individuals who mistakenly assume that 

words which refer to human beings and to God are either amphibolous terms or 

worse yet univocal terms ultimately commit acts of idolatry because they introduce 

multiplicity into the divine essence. 

In decoding biblical expressions, the reader must first determine the usage 

of a given term. Some terms may be equivocally applied both to God and to 

human beings as well as other corporeal beings. Other terms may be 

amphibolously applied to human beings in different circumstances, to human 

beings and other corporeal beings, or to different descriptions of divine action. 

Finally many biblical expressions are simply to be taken literally. ?)laimonidcs' 

96Guifk 1:56, p. 131. I 
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intention in writing the Guide is to lead his student to the biblical expressions and 

passages where specific terms are used either equivocally or amphibolously. 

The remainder of this chapter of my thesis is a presentation of 

Maimonides' lexicon of figurative language in the Bible. I have included a 

transliteration of the Hebrew term, citations in the Guide, a basic English 

translation of the word97
, and the figurative meanings of the word labeled by their 

class (i.e., univocal, equivocal, amphibolous, metaphorical, general to particular, 

and extended meanings). 

,.. 

... 

• 971 am using the English translations suggested by S. Pines in his translation of the 
Gui.de. 

55 



, 

, 

' I 

En"f 
1 

2 . 
3 -
4 ) 

~/ 
6a 

. 1 

~ Maimonides' Lexicon of Biblical Terms and Their Figurative Meanings 
~acted from The Gui{le of the ·Perplexed 

. 
Uebl'ft' Tft"ID• Citation in Basic English FlgUrative Meanings" 

Gllilk Translation 

tsekm 1:1 image ,(eq/amph) shape and configuration 
of.a thing; natural, specific form of 
a thing 

• muth 1:1 likeness [ ~ph) l~eness with respect to a 
notion 

to'ar 1:1 form never .applied to a deity 

Elohim 1:2, 1:14, 2:6 ( eq) deity; angels; rulers governing 

J cities, i.e., the elite; judges 

(p-q-ch) 1:2 to open ( [a mph/ext) to uncover .mental vision 

panim 1:2 face [ext] behavior, course of action in 
\ 

p that one "turns the face toward~ 
panola to tum desired objective" thereby either 

' maintaining direction or shifting it 
-

~terms appear in the same order they appear in the GWde. 

"When Maimonides specifiCally notes to which elem the figurative meaning belongs, I will p.rovide an abbreviation 
signifying. that claas in parenth~: (un) univo'cal; (eq) equWocal; (amphf ampbibOlous; (met) metaphorical; (gen-par) .­
general to particular; (ext) extendEd meaning. Where Maimonides does not specifically note the elem, I will signify my 
attempt at d assi.ficatio1r by placing the abbreviations in square bra<*ets. 

- ~ 
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. 
6b 1:37, 1:54 face (eq) anger; presence and station of 

\ an individual; bearing speech -- . withou~termedeiary, i.e., 

\ comm um ·on from God to Moses; 
true reality of God's existence; 
adverb of place, in front of,. in the 
presence of; separate intellects; 
adverb of time, before or ancient; 
protection and providence . 

7 t.emunah 1:3 figure ( ampb) ~ape and configuration of a 
thing; imaginary form of a thing; 

v true notion of .a thing grasped by 
. ~ the intellect 

< 

8) -
tabnilh 1:3 shape 

I 
shape of a thing 

banoh to build 

- V 9 ra 'oh 1:4 to see ' [ eq) intellectual apprehension 

10 habbil . ,. 1:4 to look at (eq) contemplation . 
" I . .. 

11 . ·chazoh 1:4 . to envision [eq]apprehension of the heart, i.e., . 
mind 

1 
. 

12 'ish 1:6, 1:7 man [ un] any male among any species of . . living beings; member of bpman . . 
species, demons; lowest ~ of . .. . angels'00 . . . . -

' 'oone last .511ggested meaning of 'ish is from the Mi.shndz Torah, Boole of l<nowktlge, 1:7 and 4:6. 
~ 
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. 
13 'ishah 1:6 ........... 

( un) any female among other species woman 
of living beings; 
(ext] any object in conjunction with 
another object, i.e., member of,1l' . pair; 

14 ach 1:6 brother ( eq) [ un J male and female of other 
achot sister ) species of living bei~~ and [ext] of 

objects according to the gender of 
- the name 

15 yalod 1:7 • tQ bear children [eq] bringing to existence of natural 

( 
things; earth bringing forth her 
vegetal produee; happenings 
occurring in time; happenings _ 
within thought and the opinions and 

I doctrines that they entail, . 
instruction; 

16 ' . 1:8 place (ext) term denoting an individual's magom 
rank 'and situation; God's rank; 

-
17 ki.sse 1:9, 1:28 throne [ext] indiccltive of grandeur, high 

rank; the 'Sanctuuy; Heaven; . every place distinguished by God ... 
anct"slligled o ut to receive God's . 

I c..Jated light and splendor; God's 
Indwelling .. . ~ 

-... 



\ 

18 yarod 1:10 to descend [ext) sublimity; 
[amph) lowering in rank; lower 
state of speculation; 

. . [eq) alighting of prophetic 
inspiration; 
coming down of the Indwelling; 

19 'aloh 1:10 to ascend (e~] greato~; 
[ amph) lifting in rank; higher state 

- of speculation; - [eq) removal of prophetic state ; ' 
. 

) . 
) 

· cessation of the Indwelling; 
divine punishment; 

_/ 20 yahibah 1:11 sitli4 [ampb/eq) all steady, stable, and 

I 
cb~geless states; 

~ 

21 qimah 1:12 rising ( eq) stability and validity of a . 
matter, canying out of a decree or 

' . I . promise for another's .benefit; 
revolt ove! ~me matter, canying 
out of a decree or promise fur 

' 
. another's demise; . . 

standin$ ( eq) to abstain and desist; 22 ' 'amidah 1:13 to be 
' . stable and durable; 

. 

23 , 'adam 1:14 
I 

Adalil, the first [ext) term designating species; . 

' man [ amph) term designating multitude; . ' adamah • 
" · - land 

~ 

24 nalSob I yaUolJ 1:15 -
> 

to stand ereet (eq) to be stable.and permanent; 
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25 uur 1:16 rock - ( eq) mountain; bard stone like Dint; 
quany, term used to designate the 
root and principle of every thing; 

26 qarob 1:18 •to approach [ eq] union of cognition with what is 
cogniud; apprehension; 

27 nago'a 1:18 to touch [eq) union of cognition with what is 
I cogniud; apprehension; 

28 nagosh 1:18 to come near leq] union of cognition with what is 

• . cognized; appreheo.Sion; 

. 29 malJe 1:19 ( to fill ( eq) coming to. an end and 
completion of a measurable period 
of time; achievement of perfection 
in virtue; 

I 

• 30 ram 1:20 high ( eq) being elevated in degree; 
haramah heightening 

31 1UUO~ 1:20 to bear (eq) elevation in degree; abundance . of good fort\lne; • 
32 'abor . 1:21 to pass [ eq] propagation of soµnds in the 

air, descent of the light and of the .. {ndwelliDg seen by the prophets in 

' I 
the yision of prophecy; . 
[ampb) one who bas.fallen into 

' 
I excess in accompl~ing a task; one . . ' who bas been eaused to miss one 

~ - objective ,and thereupon aimed at 
I another objectivc-" 

' . 
, . . 
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33 bo' 1:22 to come 
bi'ah coming [ amph] a living being entering some 

place; 
[eq] coming about of something that 
is not at all corporeal; coming about 
of privations; descent of God's 

' 
decree or of the Indwelling; 

j4 yt!tsi'ah 1:23 going out [eq] manifestation of things that are 
in no way a body; 

35 shibbah 1:23 returning (eq) cessation of a manifestation; 
removal of the Indwelling, privation 
of providence; 

36 halikhah 1:24 going (eq] designate the extension of 
bodies more subtle than the bodies 
of living beings; designate the . spread and manifestation of a , 
certain thing even if the thing is not 
corporeal; withdrawal of 
providence; living a good life 
without in any way moving a body; 

37 shalchon 1:25, 1:28, 1:64 to dwell ( amph] term applied to everything 
that is permanent and is attached to 
another thing; 

~ 
(eq] permanence of the Indwelling 11 

• (created light), providence; 

lhekhinah Indwelling [amph] God's created light; Throne 

' 
of Glory; God's es,,ence, true reality; 

, 
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38\ ~ 1:28 foot . ( eq) following; causation, 

39 'etseb 1:29 sorrow . ( eq) anger; contrariety and . 
diiobedience; 

' 

40 'akhol 1:30 to eat [ amph] destruction and undoing; 

" . [ eq/met] towledge, learning, . intellectu apprehension through 
which the permanence of the human 

. 

D 
form endures in the most perfect of 

• states· 
water 

( r met] knowledge ' 

- hunger I thirst [ext of met] lack of knowledge and 
ma)iene . apprehen$on 

l wells [ext of met] c~·eyne ha'edah) -
. notables, persons of knowle<Jge 

41 'achor 1:38, 1:54 . back ( eq) adverb of time, after; followiog, 
. iniitating the co.nduct of some . 

individual with respect to the .. . " conduct of life; th~t which follpws 
' . . ~ from God's. will; actions . . 

• I proceeding from God 
' . 

42 kb ' 1:39, 1:46 heart .. [e'xt) middle of everything; . . . . 
~ -

' (eq) thought; opinion; Will; intellect; ' ~ . the principle of life ~ living beings, I\ - i.e., ptovidence . . 



\ 

43 ruach 1:40 air (eq) blowing wind; animal spirit; 
the thing that remains of human 
beings after their death and does . 
not undergo passing-away; divine 
intellectual overflow; purpose and \ 

I 
will; 

. 
44 nephah 1:41 soul (eq) blood; rational soul; thing 

~ that remains of human beings after 
. death; wiU; God's Will; providence 

45 chay 7 living [ext) n~C9\'ery from a very severe 
~llness; 
[eq] acquisition of knowledge; 

life 
' [cq) correct opinions; good; 

46 m4veth 1:42 death [ext] serious illness; . ' feq) false opinions; evil; 

47 kanaph 1:43 wing (eq) [~xt] extremities and comers of 
garments; farthest ends and 

. extremities of the habitable part of . 
th~ earth; 

~ r [ eq] with .n;ference to concealing; . 
48 '• . I 1:44 

. 
( eq) well of water; providen~; ayui eye 

I when pairecf with verbs which mean 
. I "to see• :ayin denotes intellectual 

·- - apprehensl~ 
. • I ~ 

49 sluuno'a 1:45 . to bear . ( eq) to accept; science and . . . 
' 

knowledge; 
-

.. ( 
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( ............. 

SQ machshabah 1:47 thought . [eq) reflection and understanding 
' 

ascribed to God 

51 tebunah 1:47 comprehension (eq) reflection and understanding 
ascribed to God . 

52 1:65, 2:5, 2:48 speaking, saying, ( eq) notits represented by the 
I • . 

telling, calling, intellect 'thout being uttered; 
v and commanding wishing; that which God bas willed 

- coming into being; series of cause 

') • and ~ffect originating with God and 

( 
culminating in circumstances of the 
created beings, i.e., creation, -human 
behavior and actions - . 
the will I~ regard to everythin~ that 'amirah 1:67 to say - bas been created, i.e., divine 

- ~ . .. causation; 

53 shdJidaah i :67 to rest .(ext) reference to the Sabbath; 
-. 

. (amph/eq] refraining from speech; 

54 nichah 1:67 to repose [ampb/eq)refraioing from speech; .. . [eq) to establish, set into c:Xisfence . . {transitNe use of verb); . , 
I 

55 rakhob 
' 

1:70 to ride ( eq) designates dominance ayer a . 
' . 

. thing; 

~ ' . .--- (makabala) " [chariot) [ dominaJJce ]; .. l"-J 
~ . . 

S6 techilJah 2:30 beginning first 
. . I ,• 



\ 

-
57 reshUh 2:30 beginning [ext) principle, 

[eq] origin; 

58 na'ar 2:32 young· [ eq] low level prophecy; 

59 mar'eh 2:36 vision [eq) level of perfectipo of the 

I imaginative faculty that it sees the 
thing as if it were outside 

60 rnachazeh 2:41 sight '[eq] f~arful, terrifying state of 
I prophecy while prophet is awake. 

c 

exhaustion from this state often . 
( causes prophet to fall into deep 

sleep! 

, 61 chesed 3:53 loving.kindness practice of bcoefioeoce tow.ard one 
I 

who has no pgh&. at all to claim it; < 

62 mi.slgxu . 3:53 judgement what ought to be done to one who 
is judged, benefit or punishment; 

63 tsedaqah 3:53 righteousness granting of something to everyone 
. who bas a right to it; . 

-. 64 chokhmah 3:54 wiSdom [ ampb) apprehension of true . ' realities; uquiling arts; acquiring . . moral virtues; aptitude lor 
stratagems and ruses; . . . 

' 
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Chapter Four 

A Translation of Selttted Texts from the Book of 
ExodDS 

The Revelation at Sinai 

• 
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Biblical Text 

~ 
'bachodesh hashelishi letseit benei 
yisra 'di mei 'ems mitsrayim bayom 
hazeh ba 'u midebar sinai: 1w.zyis 'u 
meirefidim vayabo 'u midbar sinai 
vayachanu bamidbar vayichan-sham 
yisra 'di neged hahar: ,umosheh a/ah 
el ha 'elohim vayiqra eilav yhwh min 
hahar lnmor koh tomar leveit ya 'aqov 
vetageid Uvt:nai yisra 'eil: 

Suggested Maimonidean Translation 

'During the third month after the 
departure of the Israelites from the land 
[and idolatry] of Egypt, to the very 
day, they entered the wilderness of 
Sinai. 21bey travelled from Refidim, 
thereby coming into the wilderness of 
Sinai. They established a camp in the 
wilderness and they encamped facing 
the mountain. 'Moses directed his 
thought upward to God, [the first cause 
in the universe. The overflow of] the 
Necessary Existeot1°1 caused Moses to 
have continuous flashes of insigbt1112

, 

through a chain of natural causes'°', 
regarding fundamental principles'°' 
compelling1°' him to speak, ·nus shall 
you teach the house of Jacob, you must 
instruct the Israelites .. . • 

p. 7. 

101Guitk, 1 :63, p. l.S.S. 

1cGuide, Introduction to Part I, 

IOSGuUJe, 2:48, p. 410 . 

• 
*Cbaptt.r 3, Lexicon entry 2S. 

I have linbd hlu to aur . 
• 

1--rhe prophets arc compelled to 
teach tt&t which they apprcbend. 



19:9-11 
'vayomu yhwh el mosheh hineih 
anokhi ba eikkha be'av he'anan 
ba'avur yishma ha'am bedaberi imakh 
vegam-bekha ya'aminu /e'olam 
vayageid mosheh et-divrei ha'am el­
yhwh: "'vayomer yhwh el-mosheh /eikh 
el-ha'am veqidashtam hayom umachar 
vekhibesu simelotam: uvehayu 
nekhonim layom hashelishi ki bayom 
hashelishi yeireid yhwh /e'einei khol­
ha'am al-har sinai· 

.. 

Though intermediate causes, The 
Necessaiy Existent willed that the 
intellectual overflow reach Moses. 
"Right now, my Indwelling is 
descending towards you [to 
illuminate] your material 
circumstances106 so that when the 
people understand my communicating 
with you through a chain of natural 
causes, they will believe in you 
forever. Moses responded with the 
Israelites' words [indicating their 
willingness to learn ]107

• 
1°The 

Necessary Existent willed that the 
intellectual overflow reach Moses 
through intermediate causes, 
"Teach108 the people and prepare 
them, today and tomorrow. They 
should take care of their material 
needs109

• 
11Tbey must be prepared by 

the third day. On the third day The 
Necessary Existent will cause 
prophecy to occur on Mount Sinai, 
before the eyes of all the people. 

106Uterally, "in a cloud." 

107Exodus 19:8, kol asher diber 
yhwh na'aseh . 

• 
10SCbapter 3, Lexicon entry 36. 

109LJterally, "They should wash 
their garments." / 
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19:16-25 
"vayehi vayom hashelishi biheyot 
baboqer vayehi qolot ~raqim ve 'anan 
lcavdd al-hahar veqol 'Shofar chll1.aq 
me 'od vayecherad lwl-ha 'am asher 
bamachaneh: 11vayotsd mosheh et-
ha 'am liqerat ha 'elohim min­
hamachaneh wryilyatsnru betachtit 
hahar: "vehar sinai ashan kuJo 
mipmei asher yarad aJav yhwh ba 'eish 
wrya 'al ashano ke 'eshen hakivshan 
vayechuad lwl-hahar me 'od: "vayehi 
qol hashofar hold/ch vechauiq me 'od 
mosheh yedtlbeir veha 'elohim ya 'anenu 
veqol: 

110n the third day, during the morning, 
[according to the perception of the 
people] there were thunderings and 
lightnings and the [appearance of] a 
dense cloud OD the mountain and the 
incredibly intense blast of the sbofar. 
All the people trembled in the camp. 
17Moses helped the people apprehend 
God, the first cause of the universe, by 
causing them to depart from their 
nwtin'""'1 ---.:-1 • 110 
""~:/• ID8i.guu ~ 
[Their beliefs with respect to God] 
became finn111

, though at a lower level 
[than Moses'112 beliefs]. "Mount Sinai 
[according to the imaginative 
perception of the people] was 
completely [enveloped] in smoke 
because The Necessary Existent caused 
prophecy to become manifest1u in [the 
form of] fire. This smoke ascended 
like the smoke of a furnace. The entire 
mountain was trembling intensely. 
19[According to the perception of the 
people] the blast of the sbofar became 
more and more intense. Moses spoke 
and [the Indwelling of] The Necessary 
Existent answered with a thundering. 

11°Literally, •rrom the camp." ,. 

mCbapt.er 3, Lexicon entry 24. 

112Litr.rally, •at the base of the 
mountain.• The mountain and one's 
position OD the mountain symboli7.e the 
various degrees of apprehension with 
respect to God. 

1UOiaptec 3, Ledon mtry 18. 

I 

68 



1tJvayeired yhwh al-har sinai el-rosh 
hahar vayiqera yhwh kmosheh el-rosh 
hahar vaya 'al mosheh: 21vayomer yhwh 
el-mosheh reid ha'eid ba'am pen­
yeheresu el-yhwh lire'ot venafal 
m~nu rav: "vegam hakohanim 
hanigashim el-yhwh yiJqadashu pen­
yiferots bahem yhwh: 

• 

»rhe Necessary Existent caused 
prophecy to become manifest to 
those having the highest degree of 
intellectual understanding114

• The 
Necessary Existent willed that the 
intellectual overftow reach Moses 
through intermediate causes [such 
that Moses would reach the level of 
the] Acquired Intellect.· Moses 
directed his attention to the most 
exalted object of contemplation. 
21(The overftow of] The Necessary 
Existent emanated toward Moses 
[compelling him to temporarily stop 
contemplating], "Bear witness among 
the people, lest they (prematurely] 
attempt to apprehend [the essence 
of] The Necessary Existent and 
hconsequently] many among them die. 

As for the f.riests, who also 
apprehend11 The Necessary Existent, 
they must prepare themselves lest 
(the essence of] The Necessary 
Existent [be too great for them and) 
lashes out against them." 

.. 
1141..iterally, "to the top of the 

mountain.• Rosh lulhar may be the 
level of the Acquired Intellect. 

maiap~r 3, Lexicon entty 28. 
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21vayomer mosheh el-yhwh lo-yukhal 
ha'am la'alot el-har sinai ki-atah 
ha'eidotah banu leimor hagebeil et­
hahar Vt!qidashto: 2\Jayomer eilav yhwh 
lekh-reid Vt!'alila atah ve'aharon imakh 
vehakohanim veha'am aJ-yeheresu 
la'alot el-yhwh pen-yiferats-bam: 
1Jvayeired mosheh el-ha'am vayomer 
aleihem: 

• 

23Moses considered that which he 
apprehended from· [the overflow he 
received from] The Necessary 
Existent, "lbe people cannot 
[infinitely] perfect their skills of 
apprehension116 for You have 
testified by means of the emanation 
[of certain truths] that there are 
boundaries i.e., degrees of perfection 
pertaining to the ability of one's 
intellect to apprehend truths and 
individuals prepare themselves 
according to their ability." 14'fhe 
Necessaty Existent willed that the 
intellectual overflow reach Moses 
through intermediate causes, ''Teach, 
that is [temporarily] stop 
contemplating, then begin 
contemplating the most exalted 
object of thought [again], you and 
Aaron with you. The priests and the 
people must not attempt to 
prematurely engage in apprehending 
[the essence of] The Necessaty 
Existent lest it lashes out against 
them." 25Moses ceased his 
speculation in order to teach the 
people, saying to them ... 

1161..iterally, •ascend Mount 
Sinai." I 
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20:18-24 
11vekhol-ha'am ro'im et-haqolot ve'et­
halapidim ve'eil qol hashofar ve'et­
hahar a.shein vayar ha'am vayanu'u 
vaya'amdu meirachoq: 19vayomeru el­
mosheh dabeir-atah imanu 
venishema'ah ve'al-yedabeir imanu 
elohim ~n-namut: 2Dvayomer mosheh 
el-ha'am al-tira'u Id lev'avur na.sot 
etkhem ba ha'elohim uva'avur tiheyeh 
yire'ato al-~neikhem Levi/ti techeta'u: 

" 

18All the people apprehended the 
thunderings and the flashes, the blast 
of the shofar, and the mountain 
[enveloped in] smoke. The people 
apprehended [according to their 
ability]. [At first] they trembled117

, 

and then they gained stability at their 
respective levels which were lower 
than that of Moses118

• 
1~e people 

said to Moses, "You teach us, and we 
will accept [your teaching]. God, the 
first cause of the universe, must not 
[directly] emanate toward us lest we 
die [on account of a lack of 
preparation]." 20Moses said to the 
people, "Do not fear, God, the first 
cause of the universe, has entered 
your consciousness in order to test 
you [in your true beliefs thereby 
helping you to become firm in 
them11i and [the fire , smoke, and 
thundering is] in order that fear of 
God become part and parcel of your 
level of ability with respect to 
apprehending the true nature of 
God120 so that you do not sin." 

117Unlike Moses. when others 
received prophecy they were 
overcome with dread. See Otapter 2. 

usLiterally, "from 84fistance." 
Guide, 1:18, p. 45. 

119GuU:k, 3:Z4, p. 500. 

120Cbapter 3, Lexicon cony 6b. 
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uvaya 'amod ha 'am meirachoq 
umosheh niga.sh el-ha'arafel asher­
sham ha'elohim: llvayomer yhwh el­
mosheh koh tomar el-benei yirra'eil 
atem re'illm ki min-hashamayim 
dibareti imakMm: 211o ta'asun iii 
elohei khesef veilohei zahav lo ta 'asu 
lakhem: 2'1mizebach adamah ta'aseh-li 
vezavacheta alav et-olotekha ve'et­
she/amekha et-t.sonekha ve'et­
beqarekha bekhol-hamaqom asher 
azkir et-shemi avo eikkha 
uveirakhtikha: 

• 

211be people became firm in their 
true beliefs according to their 
capacity for apprehension [which was) 
lower than that of Moses. Moses 
apprehended through cognitive union 
[what was perceived by the people as] 
the thick darkeness in which was 
God, the first cause of the universe. 
22The Necessary Existent willed that 
the intellectual overflow reach Moses 
through intermediate causes, "Teach 
the Israelites, 'You have seen that I 
have caused the intellectual overflow 
to reach you by a chain of natural 
causes that originate from the 
heavens. 23Do not make, so as to 
spite Me, gods of silver and gods of 
gold. Do not make them. 2' An altar 
of earth, you must make for Me. 
You must sacrifice your burnt 
offerings, your peace offerings, your 
sheep, and your cattle on it.' For 
with respect to whatever level of 
perfection121 into which I direct My 
overflow122, awareness of Me will be 
acquired and a capacity for insight 
with respect to Me will be 
increasedw." 

maiapter 3, UJicon entry 16 . 

lZ2LJterally, "I cause my name 
to be mentioned." 

}?Literally, "I will bless you." 
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2tl:1 
1ve'd·mosheh amar aleih d·yhwh ata 
ve'aharon nadav va'avihu veshivt'im 
miziqen.ei yisra'eil vehishlachavilem 
meirachoq: 2venigash mosheh levado 
el-yhwh veheim lo yigashu veha'am lo 
ya 'alu imo: ' vayavo mosheh vayesapeir 
la'am eil kol-diverei yhwh ve'eil kol­
hamishpatim vaya'an kol-ha'am qol 
echad vayomeru kol-hadevarim asher­
diber yhwh na'aseh: 

1[1be intellectual overflow] emanated 
toward Moses through a series of 
intermediate natural causes, "Direct 
your intellect upward, you and 
Aaron, Nadav and Avihu, and 
Seventy of the Elite of Israel in order 
to reflect on the most exalted and 
sublime object possible. You should 
engage in the inferior degrees of 
speculationUA. Moses alone will attain 
cognitive union with the [notion of] 
The Necessary Existent, while the 
othersw will not. As for the people, 
they will not [be able to] direct their 
thought upward to contemplate the 
most exalted and sublime object 
along with Moses." 3Moscs went and 
taught the people all the notions that 
overflowed toward him from The 
Necessary Existent and all the 
judgements. The entire people 
responded in unison, "All that The 
Necessary Existent bas caused to be 
known, we will do." 

UALJterally, "Worship from a 
distance." 

125Literally, "'Ibey." I 

73 



24:9:18 
9vaya'al mosheh ve'aharon nadav 
va'avihu veshive'im miziqenei yisra'eil: 
1'\layire'u eit elohei yisra'eil 'vetachat 
rage/av kema'aseih livenat liasapir 
ukhe'etsem hashamayim latohar: 

( 

.. ( 

9Moses and Aaron, Nadav and Avihu, . ~ -

'11d Seventy of the Elite of Israel 
oontemp~ated th«: most exalted and 
sublime object possible. 10[1be 
Seventy Elite1ui apprehended the 
Indwelling [in a prophe~c vision127

• 

•In addition, they ~pprehended], with 
respect to the sublunar world128

, the 
[essence off the cr~ated first matter129 

[which was perceived by the Seventy 
· Elite of Israel to be] like the essence 
of the heavens with respect to 
transp~~~cy. 

I 

126Guide, I:?, p. 30. 

127Indicated by the fact that 
their ild';lgin~tions have provided 
them with an image of a corP<>real 
God. 

1211Maimonides accepts 
Onkelos' tranSiation of vetachat 
regelav as "under the Throne of God's 
Gloiy," Guide, 1:28, p. 60. ~e term 
"throne" is figuratively ~lied to the 
Heavens as well as the dwelling, 
Chapter 3, Lexioon entfy 17. That 

'Which is under the Heavens in 
Maimonides' conception of the 
universe is the subfunar world. .. . 

'u9Guide, ~:26! p. 331. 
,-...._j 
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11ve'el-atsilei benei yisra'eil lo shalach 
yado Vayt!chezu et-ha'elohim vayokhelu 
vayishetu: 12vayomer yhwh el-mosheh 
aleih eilai haharah veheyeih-sham 
ve'etena lekha et-luchot ha'even 
vehatorah vehamitsevah asher katavti 
lehorotam: "vayaqom mosheh 
vihoshu 'a meshareto vaya'al mosheh 
el-har ha'elohim: 14ve'el-hazeqeinim 
amar shevu-lanu vazeh ad asher­
nashuv aleikhem vehineih aharon 
vechur imakhem mi-va'a/ devarim 
yigash aleihem: 

i 

uGod, the first cause in the univ~rse, 
did not cause the Indwelling to flow 
directly toward the Seventy Elite130 of 
the Israelites. Still they received 
prophecy in a fearful, terrifying 
state131

, and they were nourished with 
knowledgeuz.'2The Necessary Existent 
willed that the intellectual overflow 
reach Moses through intermediate 
causes, "Direct your thoughts upward 
towards the most exalted and sublime 
object possible and stay in that state. 
I will cause knowledge to emanate 
into your intellect [so clearly that it 
will be as if] I bad written the law 
and the commandment on stone 
tablets in order to teach them. 
13Moses acted in accordance with the 
Divine Will133 along with Joshua, his 
servant. Moses engaged in a higher 
state of contemplating God, the first 
cause of the universe. 14Moses said to 
the Elite, "Remain where you are 
with respect to contemplating God134 

until we are no longer in our 
prophetic state135

• Aaron and Hur 
are with you. Whoever has a 
question should approach them." 

00Guide, 1:5, p. 30. 

131Chapter 3, Lexicon entiy 60. 

132aiapter 3, Lexicon ent:Jy 40 . 

• 133Chapter 3, Lexicon ent:Jy 21. 

134Chapter 3, Lexicon ent:Jy 20. 

135Chapter 3, Lexicon entiy 35. 
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ISvaya 'al mosheh el-hahar vayekhas 
he'anan et-hahar: "vayishkon kevod­
yhwh al-har sinai vayekhaseihu 
he'anan sheishet yamim vayiqera el­
mosheh bayom hashevi'i mitokh 
he'anan: 17umare'eih kevod yhwh 
ke'eish okhekt berosh hahar le'einei 
benei yisra'eil: 14vayavo mosheh 
betokh he'anan vaya'al el-hahar vayehi 
mosheh bahar arba'im yom ve'arba'im 
lailah: 

uMoses progressed in his 
contemplation and [according to the 
perception of the Elite and Aaron 
and Hur] the cloud covered the 
mountain. 16Tbe Indwelling of The 
Necessary Existent is permanently 
present136 in the highest stages of 
intellectual perfection. [According to 
the perception of those in lower 
levels of intellectual perfection] the 
cloud covered Mount Sinai for six 
days. The Necessary Existent willed 
that the intellectual overflow reach 
Moses through intermediate causes 
on the seventh day from within the 
cloud. 17 According to the perception 
of the Israelites, there was a highly 
imaginative prophetic vision 137 of the 
Glory of The Necessary Existent 
which was like a consuming fire on 
top of the mountain. 18[According to 
the perception of the people] Moses 
entered the cloud. Moses directed 
his thought to the most exalted and 
sublime object, and stayed in that 
state for forty days and forty nights . 

136Qiapter 3, Lexicon entry 37. 

, 07Chapter 3, Lexicon entry 59. 

, 
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2tl 
ve'asu Ii miqdash veshakhaneti 
betokham: 

~ 
veno'adli lekha sham vedibarti itekha 
mei'al hakaporet mibein shenei 
hakeruvim asher al-aron ha 'eidut eit 
kol-asher atsaveh otekha el-benei 
yisra'eil: 

They must make a sanctuary for Me 
so that My Indwelling will be 
permanently present among them, so 
that their memory of idolatry will be 
erased us. 

I will cause the divine overflow to 
reach you, directly from the Active 
Intellect into your intellect139

, with 
respect to the coming into being of 
My Will1'° regarding the Israelites. 

138Guide, 3:32, pp. 526-527. 

1391..iterally, "lbere above the 
Ark cover, between the two cherubim 
on the Ark of Testimony." The 
cherubim represent the notion that 
prophecy flows directly into Moses' -
intellect without interference of the 
imagination, Commentary on the 
Mishnah, Sanhedrin 10, sixth 
fundamental principle of faith; Guide, 
2:6, pp. 264-5; Reinef, A, 
"Maimonides Concept of Mosaic 
Prophecy," p. 331 . 

• 
140Chapter 3, Lexicon entry 52. 
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~ 
1vt'atah haqereiv eilekha et-aharon 
achikha vt'et-banav ilo milokh benei 
yisra'eil lekhahano-/i aharon nadav 
va'avihu elazar vt'itamar benei aharon: 
\>e'asita vigedei-qodesh le'aharon 
achikha lekhavod tdetiferet: 've'atah 
tedabeir el-kol-chakhemei-leiv asher 
miJeiliv ruach chokhemah ve'asu et­
bigedei aharon leqadesho lekhahano-li: 

1 Assist Aaron, your brother and his 
sons, in apprehending truths141 so that 
they will be closer to you rather than 
to the Israelites [with respect to their 
intellectual perfection]. [In this 
manner] Aaron and Nadav, Avibu, 
Elazar, and Ithamar his sons, will 
serve Me. 2Make separate clothing 
for Aaron, your brother, in order [to 
demonstrate] the honor and glory [of 
reflecting on the most exalted and 
sublime object possible142

) . 'Teach all 
who have acquired the arts143

, whom 
I have brought to perfection144 by 
means of the divine overflow145

, so 
that they prepare the clothing for 
Aaron, to separate him so that he 
will apprehend Me146

• 

141Chapter 3, Lexicon entry 26. 

142Perhaps elevating the 
priesthood in the eyes of the masses, 
with the beauty of the priestly 
garments, will encourage them to 
maintain true beliefs about The 
Necessary Existent and keep them 
from straying in the direction of 
idolatry. 

mCbapter 3, Lexicon entry 64. 
I have selected this meaning because 
their task is to make special clothing. 

144Cbapter 3, Lexicon entry 29. 

145Cllapter 3, Lexicon entry 43. 

I '46gee above, Exodus 28:1. 
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29:43-46 
"veno'adti shamah livenei yisra 'eiJ 
veniqdash bikhevodi· "veqidashti et­
ohel mo'eid ve'et-hamizbei.ach ve'et­
aharon ve'et-banav aqadeish lekhahen 
Ii: "veshakhanli betokh benei yisra 'eiJ 
vehayiti /ahem leilohim: 46veyade'u Id 
ani yhwh eloheihem asher hotseiti 
otam mei'erets mi.tsrayim leshokheni 
vetokham ani yhwh eloheihem: 

II 

'3'fbere, I will cause the divine 
overflow to emanate towards the 
Israelites, who will be separated 
[from the nations] by means of My 
Glory. "I will set aside the Tent of 
Meeting, and the Altar. I will 
separate Aaron and his sons [from 
the Israelites] so that they will 
apprehend Me147

• "I will cause my 
Indwelling to be among the Israelites, 
so that to them I shall be God, the 
first cause of the universe and all 
things. '6Jbey will know that I am 
The Necessary Existent, [who is] to 
them the first cause of the universe, 
who took them out of the land (and 
idolatry] of Egypt so that My 
Indwelling may be present among 
them. I am The Necessary Existent, 
[who is] to them the first cause of the 
universe. 

"1Sce above, Emdus 28:1. 
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~ 
1vayedabeir yhwh el-mosheh leimor: 
2re'eih qarati vesheim betsale'eil ben-uri 
ven-chur lemateih yehudah: "va 'amalei 
oto ruach elohim bechokhemah 
uvitevunah uveda'at uvekhol­
melakhah: 4/acheshov machashavot 
la 'asot bazahav uvakesef uvanechoshet: 
5uvacharoshet even lemalot 
uvacharoshet eils la'asot bekhol­
me/akhah: 

1The Necessary Existent willed that 
the intellectual overflow reach Moses 
through intermediate causes, 
2"Know148 that I have caused the 
divine overflow to emanate towards 
Betsalel ben-Uri ben-Hur of the tribe 
of Judah. 31 have perfected (him], 
with the intellectual overflow, 
regarding God, the first cause of the 
universe, in the areas of moral 
virtues149

, comprehensioa150
, scientific 

knowledge, and all artisans' skills 
4so that he will devise plansm to 
make [things] with gold, silver, and 
copper, sin cutting stones for filling 
[settings), and in cutting wood; 
thereby he can create in any artisan's 
field. 

148Chapter 3, Lexicon entry 9. 

149Wb.ile the definition of 
chokhemah (Chapter 3, Lexicon entry 
64 and Gui/U, 3:54, p. 635) which 
may best fit Betsalel is "artisans' 
skills," I have chosen "moral virtues" 
for two reasons. (a) The acquisition 
of moral virtues is a prerequisite for 
the acquisition of intellectual virtues 
and the series in the verse seems to 
be a hierarchical progression. (b) 
"Artisans' stills are clearly referred to 
later in the series. 

uoaiapter 3, LexicoQllentry 51 
in conjuction with entJy 64. 
Analytical skills? 

mChapter 3, Lexicon entry 50 
in conjuncti6n with entJy 64. 
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6va'ani hin.eih natati iJo eil oho/i'av 
ben-achisamakh lemateih-dan uveleiv 
kol-ckakham-leiv natati chokhemah 
ve'asu eil kol-asher tsivitikh.4.· 

6With him I have also prepared 
Oholiav bcn-Acbisamakh from the 
tribe of Dan, who has acquired all of 
the arts152• They will work in 
accordance with the Divine Will. 

msee alJove, Exodus 28:3. 
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32:7-9 
1vayedabeir yhwh el-mosheh lekh-reid 
ki shicheil amekha asher he'elleila 
mei'erets milsrayim.: 1saru maheir min­
haderekh asher tsivitim asu /ahem eigel 
maseikhah vayishtachavu-lo 
vayizbechu-lo vayomeru eileh eloheikha 
yisra'eil asher he'elukha mei'erets 
milsrayim: 9vayomer yhwh el-mosheh 
ra'ili et-ha'am hazeh vehineih am­
qesheih-oref hu: 

'The Necessary Existent willed that 
the intellectual overflow reach Moses 
through intermediate causes, "Stop 
contemplating so intently because 
your people, whom you have elevated 
in rank from the land [and idolatry] 
of Egypt, has become corrupt. 
8Abruptly they have turned from the 
way of the Divine Will. They made 
for themselves a molten calf and they 
arc worshipping it and sacrificing to 
it. They say 'This is your god, 0 
Israel, who elevated you from the 
land [and idolatry] of Egypt.'" 5Tbe 
Necessary Existent willed that the 
intellectual overflow reach Moses 
through intermediate causes, "I know 
this people and they arc stubborn." 

I 

82 

I 
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32:31-35 
JJvayashov mash.th e/-yhwh vayomar 
ana chata ha'am hazeh chata'ah 
gedo/ah vaya'asu /ahem elohei zahav: 
12ve'atah im-tisa chatatam ve'im-ayin 
mechtini na misifrekha asher katavta: 
11vayomer yhwh el-mosheh mi asher 
chata-li emechtnu misifri: 14ve'atah 
/eikh nechti et-ha 'am el ashtr-dibarti 
/akh hineih mal'akhi yeileikh /efanekha 
uvayom poqedi ufaqadeti aleihem 
chatatam: " vayigof yhwh et-ha'am al 
asher asu et-ha'eigel asher asa aharon: 

31Moses returned to [contemplating] 
The Necessary Existent knowing that 
this people committed a great 
transgression when they made for 
themselves a golden god. 32"Now, if 
only You would elevate them to a 
higher level of perfection (from the 
ignorance and infidelity which 
caused] their sin. And if not, stop 
exercising providence over me153• 
33Tbe Necessary Existent willed that 
the intellectual overflow reach Moses 
through intermediate causes, "I will 
not exercise providence over those 
who have sinned against Me. 34Now, 
offer guidance to the people 
regarding all the notions that I have 
caused to flow into you. The Active 
Intellectu. will be manifest to 
exercise providence over you155 even 
on the day that I exercise divine 
retribution over them for their sin. 
3s(The Will of] The Necessary 
Existent results in the destruction of 
those people who made the calf 
along with Aaron." 

muterally, "blot me out from 
Your Book which you have written." 
Guide, 3:17, p. 472. 

u. Angels may be, among other 
things, the spheres and intellects, 
Guide 2:6, p. 262. The Active 
Intellect is the int.ell~ which 
overflows with the forms that govern 
and sustain the sublunar world, i.e., 
us. • 

'"-'Otapter 3, Lexicon entry 36. 
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33:7-23 
7umo.sheh yikach et-ha'ohel venatah-lo 
michuu lamachaneh harecheq min­
hamachaneh veqara le ohel mo'eid 
vehaya kol-mevaqeish yhwh yeilsei el­
ohel mo'eid asher michUlS 
lamachaneh: 'vehayah ketseit mosheh 
el-ha 'ohel yaqumu kol-ha 'am venitsevu 
ish petach oholo vehibitu acharei 
mosheh ad-bo'o ha'ohelah: 9vehayah 
~ mosheh ha 'ohWlh yeireid a mud 
he'anan ve'amad petach ha'ohel 
vediber im-mosheh: '0vera 'ah kJwl-
ha 'am et-amud he'anan omeid petach 
ha 'ohel veqam kol-ha 'am 
vehi.shetachavu ish petach oholo: 

7Moses took the Tent and pitched it 
outside the camp, some distance from 
the camp. He called it the Tent of 
Meeting. Everyone who inquired 
about The Necessary Existent would 
go out to the Tent of Meeting 
located outside the camp. 8Wben 
Moses would go out to the Tent. all 
the people would remain156

• Each 
individual stood at the opening of his 
tent. and contemplated Moses' 
actions and words.,, until he entered 
the Tent. 9[According to the 
perception of the people] when 
Moses entered the Tent. a pillar of 
cloud descended, stood at the 
entrance, and spoke with Moses. 
10 All the people saw the pillar of 
cloud standing at the entrance to the 
Tent. The people remained at the 
same level of perfection and 
contemplated God, each individual at 
the opening of his own tent. 

I 
1'6Qiapter 3, Lexicon entiy 21. 

• 
.,,Chapter 3, Lexicon entJy 10 

and GuiJle, 1:4, p. 28. 
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uvediber yhwh el-mosheh panim el­
panim ka'asher yedabeir ish el-rei'eihu 
veshav el-hamachaneh umeshareto 
yehoshua bin-nun na'ar lo yamish 
milckh hao'hel: 12vayomer mosheh el­
yhwh re'eh atah omeir eilai ha'al et­
ha'am hazeh ve'atah lo hodatani eit 
asher-tishelach imi ve'atah amarta 
yedatikha vesheim vegam-matsata 
chein ve'einai: 1've'atah im-na matsati 
chein ve'einekha hodi'eini na et­
derakhekha ve'eida'akha lema'an 
emetsa-chein ve'einekha ure'eih ki 
amekha hagoi hazeh: 

11Through intermediate cause.s, The 
Necessary Existent would will that 
the intellectual overflow reach Moses, 
who was completely conscious and 
unafraid158

, like when one human 
being speaks with another human 
being. He would then return to the 
camp, but his servant, Joshua bin­
Nun, a lower-level prophetu9 would 
not depart from the Tent. 12Moses 
contemplated The Necessary 
Existent, "Remember, You made 
Your will known to me, 'Guide this 
people and cause them to direct their 
thoughts to what is most exalted and 
sublime,' but you did not [permit 
Your overflow] to inform me who 
you would prepare with me. You 
[have permitted Your overflow] to 
emanate toward me [as if to establish 
a relationship of the highest order of 
prophecy), 'I know you by name, and 
you know Me. That is to say, you 
are steadfast in your knowledge of all 
the universe160

.' uNow, if I [am 
beginning to] know You, allow me to 
apprehend Your Ways so that I will 
truly know You. Remember, this 
nation is Your people." 

1'8Qwu, 1:37, p. 86 and 
Commentary on the Mishnah, 
Sanhedrin 10, Seventhtlundamental 
principle. 

159Clapter 3, Lexicon entJy 58. 

Y"GuiiU, 1:54, p. 123. 
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14vayomar panai ytikikhu vahanichoti 
lakh: "vayomer eiJav im-ein panekha 
holekhim al-ta'aleinu mizeh: 16uvameh 
yivada eifo ld-matsati chein ve'einekha 
ani ve'amdduz halo velekhtekha imanu 
venifeleinu ani ve'amekha mikol-ha'am 
asher al-penei ha'adamah: 17vayomer 
yhwh el-mosheh gam et-hadavar hazeh 
asher dibarta e'esth ld-matsata chein 
ve'einai va'eda'akha besheim: 
1'vayomar hare'eini na et-kev<Xkkha: 

• 

14Tbe Necessary Existent willed that 
the intellectual overflow reach Moses 
through intermediate causes, "I will 
withdraw My anger61 and I will 
establish162 [my Indwelling] for you." 
15[Moses contemplated) The 
Necessary Existent [further], "If Your 
providence163 will not be manifest 
[with me], do not increase our levels 
of perfection any more. 16How will it 
be known that I truly apprehend 
You, I and Your people? Is it not 
because Your [providence] is 
manifest among us, that I and Your 
people are distinct from every other 
people on the earth?"1'The Necessary 
Existent willed that the intellectual 
overflow reach Moses through 
intermediate causes, "I will do what 
you have requested because you 
know Me and I know you 
thoroughly." 111Moses contemplated 
The Necessary Existent, "Permit me 
to know Your essence164

. " 

161Cbapter 3, Lexicon entry 36 
and Guide, 1:37, p. 85 . 

162Cbapter 3, Lexicon entry 54. 

163Cbapter 3, Lexicon entry 6b. 
I have selected this meaning because 
it 5*ms to me that Moses is 
beaeeching God's protection. 

164Guide, 1:54, p. 124 and 1:64, 
p. 156. I 
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19vayomer ani a 'avir kol-tuvi a/­
pane/cha veqarati vesheim yhwh 
lefanelcha vechanoti et-asher achon 
verichamti et-asher arachdm: 
20vayomer lo tulchal lire'ot et-panai Id 
lo-yir'ani ha 'adam vachai: 21vayomer 
yhwh hineih maqom iti venitsavta al­
hatsur: 

• 

• 

t 

19[1be Necessary Existent] willed that 
the intellectual overflow reach 
[Moses] through intermediate caues, 
"I will display all existing things165 

before you. I will make known, 
through intermediate causes, the 
notion of The Necessary Existent, 
before you. I will permit those who 
know Mc to know Mc and I will 
exercise providence over those whom 
I exercise providence." 20[The 
overflow of The Necessary Existent] 
emanated [toward Moses, 
continuing), "You are not capable of 
knowing My esscnce166 for human 
beings cannot know My essence 
corrcctly167

." 
21[The Necessary 

Existent] willed that the intellectual 
overflow reach [Moses], "There is a 
supreme level of perfection of the 
intellect168 with respect to knowing 
me. Ground yourself firmly169 in the 
fundamental principles of all things170

• 

165Guit:k, 1:54, p. 124. 
Corresponding to Moses' request to 
learn God's ways, Exodus 33: 13. 

166Jbid. 

167Chapter 3, Lexicon entry 45. 

1611Qiapter 3, Lexicon entry 16. 

169Guit:k, 1:15, p. 4lJUilSOb 
and 'amod arc synonymoui. For 
meaning, Clapter 3, Lexicon entries 
22 and 24 respectively. 

l'°lbjd. 
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"vehayah ba 'avur kevodi vesamtikha 
beniqeral hatsur vesakoti khapi akkha 
ad-overi: 21vahasiroti tt-kapi vtra 'ila 
et-achorai uf anai lo yeira 'u: 

t 

urey means of the intellectual 
overflow] I will cause you to know 
the most inferior apprensions of the 
roots and principles of all things171

• 

In this way I will exercise protection 
over you because My essence is too 
much to ask for as a goal of 
apprehension172

• 
23Wben I withdraw 

My protection, you will apprehend all 
that follows necessarily from the 
Divine Will173

, i.e., all existing 
things174, although you will not 
apprehend my essence." 

171 Literally, "I will place you in 
a crevice in the rock." 

172Chaptcr 3, Lexicon entry 32 
and Guide, 1:21, p. 48. 

p. 156. 

.. 
173Cllaptcr 3, Lexicon entry 41. 

174Guide, 1:54, p. 124ud 1:64, 

/ 
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1vayomer yhwh el-mosheh pual-lekha 
shenei-luchot avanim karishonim 
vekhauzveti al-haluchot et-Juu:levarim 
asher hayu al-haluc/tot harishonim 
asher shibarta: 2veheyeih nakhon 
laboqer ve'alila vaboqer d-har sinai 
venirsavta Ii sham al-rosh hahar: 
1ve'ish lo-ya'aleh imakh vegam-ish al­
yeira bekhol-hahar gam-hatson 
vehabaqar al-yir'u d-mul hahar hahu: 
'vayift!Sol shenei-luchot avanim 
karis/tonim vayashkeim mosheh 
vaboqer vaya'al el-har sinai ka'asher 
tsivah yhwh oto vayiqach beyado 
shenei luchot avanim: 

'The Necessary Existent willed that 
the intellectual overflow reach Moses 
through intermediate causes, "Carve 
two stone tablets similar to the first 
ones. [I will cause knowledge to flow 
to you so clearly that it will be as if] I 
were writing the words that were on 
the first tablets that you smashed, 
onto [these) tablets. 2Be prepared in 
the morning, and reflect on the most 
exalted and sublime object, and 
maintain the level of the Acquired 
Intellect. 3No other human being will 
attain your level of intellectual 
perfection. Other human beings are 
not caJ>able of perfection near your 
level' . Those human beings who 
are like sheep and cattlc176 are not 
even capable of lcarning177 at the 
lowest levels." 4So Moses carved the 
two stone tablets like the first ones. 
He woke up early in the morning and 
directed his thoughts to the highest 
levels of contemplation, fulfilling the 
Will of The Necessary Existent 
concerning him. He held in his 
hands the two stone tablets . 

175Literally, "No individual may 
be seen throughout the mountain." • 

176Gui/U, 2:36, p. 372. 
Maimonides states that people, 
according to their various states, arc 
either like "domestic tlliJDals" or 
"beuts of prey." 

1"1 liUed the term al yir'u to 
akhol, Ciapter 3, Lexicon entry 40. 

I 
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'v~ired yhwh ~·anan vayityatseiv 
imo sham vayiqtra vesheim yhwh: 
6vaya'avor yhwh al·panav vayiqera 
yhwh yhwh eil rachum vechanun 
eirekh apayim verav·chesed ve'emet: 
1notseir chesed la'alafim nasei avon 
vafesha vechata 'ah venaqeih lo 
yenaqeh poqeid avon avot al·banim 
ve'aJ.~nai vanim al·shileishim ve'al· 
ribei'im: 'v~mahir mosheh vayiqod 
artsah vayishtachu: 

i 

' [The Indwelling] of The Necessary 
Existent caused prophecy to become 
manifest [according to the perception 
of the people] in [the form of] a 
cloud. The Necessary Existent 
continued to will that the intellectual 
overflow reach Moses, (illuminating 
bis understading of] the notion of 
The Necessary Existent. 6Tbe 
Necessary Existent caused the divine 
cssence178 to be by·passed179 and 
[instead] made the intermediary 
causes culminate in Moses 
understanding perfectly the following 
relationship between the attributes 
and God. The Necessary Existent is 
the God of mercy, grace, patience, 
abundant beneficence and truth1

1ll, 
7maintaining beneficence to the 
thousandth generation, forgiving 
wrongdoing, criminal activity, and 
transgression, though not 
[inappropriately) declaring innocence, 
punishing the children and the 
children's children until the third and 
fourth generations, for the 
wrongdoing of the parents. 
11Abruptly, Moses bowed to the 
ground and continued contemplating . 

1°11(;ui/U, 1:21, p. 48, the 
pronominal suffix on panav refers to 
The Necessary Existent and not 
Moses. 

179Gui/U, 1:21, p. 48. 

•mauiM, 1:54, p. 125, actions 
and characteristics are identical. 

I 
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9vayo~r im-na mauati cMin 
be'einekha adonai yeilekh-na adonai 
beqird>einu ki am-qeshieh-oref hu 
vesalachta la'avoneinu ulechata.teinu 
unechaltanu: 

• 

9Moses engaged in contemplation [so 
intently, as if to make a request from 
one's master], "If I truly know You, 
my Lord, make your Indwelling 
manifest among us, Lord. Though 
we are a stubborn people, forgive our 
wrongdoing and our transgression. 
Keep a special relationship with 
us18l." 

111 Literally, "And You shall 
inherit us." 
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The title of my thesis, "A Dance of Two Companies,u comes from 

Maimonides· interpretation of Song of Songs 7:1 in his Epistle to Yemen . 

Return, return, 0 ShuJammile; retum return, that we may look upon thee. 
What will you see in the Shuiammite? As il were, a dance of two companies. 

Now "Shuiammite'1 signifies the perfect one; 1'A dance of two companies" 
alludes to the joy of the theophany in ML Sinai. .. 
The fourfold occu"ence of the word "return•• is an allusion to the four empires, 
each of which will endeavor to coerce us to abandon our faith and embrace 
theirs. lncidenlly, it may be mentioned that we are now living under the aegis 
of the Fourth Empire1& . 

The "Fourth Empire" is a reference to Muslim rule, from which Maimonides 

escaped in his departure from Spain and regarding which the Jews of Yemen 

consulted him. Maimonides argues for continued loyalty to Judaism even under 

duress, because he believes that it is the one true religious expression and the one 

reliable religious tradition in the world . This claim is rooted in the veracity of the 

Revelation at Mount Sinai. 

Remember, my co-religionists, that this great, incomparable and unique 
historical event, is attested by the best of evidence. For never before or since, 
has a whole nation witnessed a revelation from God or beheld His splendor. 
The purpose of all this was to confirm us in the faith so that nothing can 
change il, and to reach a decree of cenainty which will sustain us in these 
trying times of fierce ~rsecution and absolute tyranny ... 183 

The Jews of the United States today certainly do not live under the yoke of 

tyranny and religious intolerance. We are free to practice Judaism in the privacy 

of our homes and synagogues and in the public eye. Still many of us ask the same 

questions that the Jews of Yemen asked Maimonides. Should we turn from our . 

•&~A (ed.), Moses Maimonides' Epistle to Yemen, trans. B. Cohe'}t (New 
York: American Academy for Jewish Research. 1952). p. vii. 

1831bid. 
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faith? Only today the question is asked not in the context of an environment in 

which there is no freedom of religion. Today the question is tsked in a society 

which values freedom to the extent thal Jews wonder, do I even need Judaism? • 

Why should I pledge allegiance to a tradition that seems outdated in light of the 
. 

Big Bang Theory? Why should I pledge allegiance to a tradition that seems 

outdated in light of modem archaeology's failure to prove that there was an event 

at Mouht Sinai, let alone that we kn~ what mountain is Mount Sinai . 

-I have researched and written my thesis with the intention of presenting 

Maimonides' opinion on the nature and meaning of the Revelation at Mount 

Sinai as a model for the Jew who finds it difficult to accept both the scientific 

world view and the religious claims of the Jewish tradition. Of course, 
J 

Maimonides' interpretation is just one of many ideas concerning the Revelation at 

Mount Sinai. Nevertheless, his interpretation appeals to me, personally, in that 'be 

demonstrates that the scientif}t world view and the religious claims of the Jewish 

tradition are two expressions ~f the same underlying truth rather than two 

contradictory claims. In addition, Maimonides' notion of the hierarchy of the 

I 

levels of intellectual understanding motivates me to prepare and perfect my own 

intellectual s:nd contemplative skills. 

Maimonides allows individuals to understand the text, the tradition, at 

whatever level they are willing and able to grasp it. While Maimonides' levels of , 

apprehension reveal a certain elitism (be attaches a different value to the different 

' l~cb individuals understand the text), bis view is, in my opinion, a 
r~.J 

I \ 

reftection of reality. Some people are satisfied with the external meaning of the 

BibJe. while others are not. Among those who have difficulty intellectually 
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accepting the external meaning of the Bible as their ''reliable tradition," there are 

those who search for deeper meaning and those who simply reject the Bible 

altogether as "reliable tradition ." Many of the latter are eventually lost to 

Judaism. It is my hope that those who are undecided with respect to keeping or 

discarding the Biblical text will see Maimonides' example as one model for 

searching within the text for deeper meaning. 

The highest expression of religiosity is the "intellectual love of God," that 

is, contemplation of the universe and its necessary causes leading up to its 

ultimate cause, i.e., God. Maimonides depicts prophecy as the necessary 

culmination of the intellectual love of God which begins with a process of 

perfecting the intellect. The Torah, Moses' prophecy, is an educational tool. On 

one level it is the law and history of the Jewish people. If the Jews follow the 

commandments contained in it. they will minimally devote themselves to 

monotheism and ethical conduct and they will necessarily separate themselves 

from whatever idolatries are revered by the nations. On another level, the Torah 

points to the truths of natural science and divine science (physics and 

metaphysics). If individual Jews discover the hidden meaning of the words and 

parables in the Torah, they will come to understand the universe and its causes 

(natural science). Ultimately they might even apprehend God, to the extent that 

human beings confined by the material world can apprehend God, that is, by 

means of negative theology and Qlc theology of the attributes of action (wbic'ri 

together comprise divine science). 

The selection of texts, from the book of Exodus, rega.nting the Revelation 

at Sinai point to the different levels of apprehension and ultimately to both the 
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negative theology and the theology of the attributes of action. The translation 

which I have presented in light of Maimonides' lexicon of the figurative meaning 

of words and in light of his discussion on various verses from the text in the Guide 

demonstrate these levels of apprehension as well as the kinds of truths that 

Maimonides supposes to have been discovered only by Moses. The masses, the 

600,000 Israelites, see and hear a fantastic event: fire. smoke, thundering, the blast 

of the shofar (Exodus 19:16-25; 20:18). From this experience, or perhaps out of 

the fear that this experience produced, the masses learn that there is but one God 

to whom they must pledge their entire allegiance (Exodus 20:23-24) . They also 

learn that Moses is their tea.cher par excellence {Exodus 20:19; 33:7-10). The 

Seventy Elders, Aaron's sons, Aaron, Joshua and Moses acquire more knowledge 

about the universe and God, each one more than the former (Exodus 24:1-2; 9-11; 

28:1-2; 33:11). Moses alone discovers the negative theology and the theology of 

the attributes of action (Exodus 33: 12-24; 34:6-7 respectively}184
• 

Moses' apprehension must be examined closely. Negative theology is the 

result of God's refusal to show the divine face. Rather Moses is permitted only to 

see achorai, or all that follows necessarily from th~ Divine Will, that is, all existing 

things. Moses learns that direct knowledge of God is impossible. No human 

being, as a corporeal being, can apprehend God's essence. Human beings can 

only know what God is not or what is not God. This realization that God as an 

incoYpOreal being cannoj be apprehended by the human intellect is'the basic idea 

of negative theology. 

I 

18"Guilk, 1:54, pp. 123-124. 
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The theology of the attributes of action is part and parcel of the 

apprehension that God is the formal, final, and efficient cause of the universe •as. 

The creation of the universe and its maintenance through time are examples of 

God's benevolence. However, God does not act compassionately in the way that 

human beings sometimes do. Unfortunately as human beings, we are restricted by 

our language, which refers primarily to our own behavior and conduct. We can 

only describe God's action, namely the divine overflow, very narrowly. The results 

of that intentional overflow, our existence and subsequent preservation, 

demonstrate traits we can only describe as "benevolent," "merciful," "patient," and 

"forgiving." These traits characterize the divine action of overflow from a human 

point of view. As suc.b, they comprise the main part of Maimonides' theology of 

the attributes of action. Moses discovers these attributes when he apprehends all 

of God's "goodness" namely the diverse cause·effect relationships and natural acts 

of the creation. 

The next stage of the research which I have only begun in this thesis, will 

be to apply Maimonides' lexicon to other Biblical texts. Certainly his lexicon and 

teaching ought to be applied to the account of the Revelation at Mount Sinai in 

Deuteronomy. Other important texts would include chapters of the books of 

prophets that describe encounters with God, descriptions of God's nature and 

relationship to the Israelites and to the nations, and descriptions of God's plan to 

exile the Israelites and udeans for their atrocious misconduct. 

I 

115Guide, 1:69, p. 167. 
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With respect to Maimonides' lexicon, another important scholarly venture 

might be to apply Maimonides' figurative approach to more words that appear 

frequently in the Biblical text, especially in the prophetic books. In my own 

translation, I extended some of Maimonides definitions to words he did not 

specifically mention in the Guide. For example, I used the mountain (Mount 

Sinai) as a visual correlate for the degrees of ascent and descent in the 

contemplation of God by human beings (Exodus 19:17, 23). I translated rechoq 

similarly (Exodus 20:18). 

The most pressing issue, to my mind, after completing my tTanslation is 

what to do with it. It is as shocking as it is fascinating. The description of the 

Revelation at Sinai is transformed into the description of the various levels of 

human ability to intellectually apprehend the truths of the universe and the nature 

of God. With respect to the fascinating aspect of my translation, I am inspired to 

develop and perfect my own skills of contemplation and understanding. I want to 

identify with Moses rather than the masses. As a rabbi, I want to work with my 

congregation through sermons, liturgy, and educational programs, in order to lead 

them to higher levels of understanding the Bible and God. 

The shock-value of my translation alleviates my discomfort with 

Maimonides' elitism. This translation of the selections in Exodus can only be 

presented to people who are prepared to understand them in light of Maimonides' 

teaching about the universe, about knowledge and prophecy, and about GcM and 

the role of Torah in Jewish civilization. This translation read out of context is not 

only unintelligible but could be harmful to the reader who~ not really thought 

about creation, God, or prophecy. 
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The point of the translation, of my entire thesis, and all the more so with 

respect to Maimonides' Guide, is to demonstrate that the Bible and Jewish 

tradition, for that matter, do not stand in opposition to the truth as revealed by 

reason. Jewish texts survive generations of scientific discovery and religious 

evolution because our tradition permits and even encourages interpretation 

(whether it is exegesis or eisegesis) of the texts. 

The Reform Movement's break with pre-modem Jewish orthodoxy was at 

some level based on the perceived need of modem Jews for drastic 

reinterpretation of the Jewish tradition. While in the early days much of the 

ritual and the laws of Judaism were rejected, the value of Jewish texts and 

learning was not. The early Reformers based their arguments for change on 

Rabbinic texts and on the Bible. Throughout the history of the Reform 

Movement there bas always existed diversity with respect to beliefs. As a liberal 

religion, the Reform Movement supports this diversity. I hope that my thesis and 

the approach it explores can be a model for at least some Reform Jews who seek 

to understand God, prophecy, and revelation in a manner other than the manner 

in which they are presented in the external reading of the Biblical text. It is an 

example for some Reform Jews who wish to close the apparent gap between 

I 



science and Judaism. One could say that I present my thesis as an unfinished 

agenda for today's Perplexed. 

Cause me to know the way wherein I should walk, 
For unto Thee have I lifted my soul (Psalms 143:8). 

Unto you, 0 men, I cal~ 
And my advice is to the sons of men (Proverbs 8:4). 

Incline thine ear, and hear the words of the wise, 
And apply thy hean unto my knowledge (Proverbs 22: 17). 116 

I 

186Guide, Introduction to Part I, p. 5. 
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