
INSTRUCTIONS FROM AUTHOR TO LIBRARY FOR THESES AND PRIZE ESSAYS 

AITTHOR:...___._Q+-e..h___,~~~"----"~-A-L-f?~~--~~~~~~~~~~~~-
TITLE &z e G11~ (M(~ df- Ufcrre< dfe,,1VL!i/cr 

o.vyj t11c.d/\ 3vber 

TYPE OF THESIS: Ph.D. [ D. H. L. [ Rabbinlc '1-' 

1. 

2 . 

Master's rrize Essay 

May cir culate~ ) Not necessary 
) for Ph.['. 

Is re s tricted [ for years. ) thesis 

Note: The Library shall respect restric tions placed on theses 
or prize essays for a period of no rnore than ten yea rs. 

I understand that the Library may make a photocopy of my thesis 
for security purposes. 

3. The Lib rary may sell photocopies of my thesis. ~ 

Library 
Record 

yes no 

Sign&J./r .ff. 

Date 

Signature of Library Staff l-iember 



THE GOD CONCEPTS OF MOSES MAIMONIDES AND MARTIN BUBER 

Debra Faythe Pi ne 

Thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of 
the requirements for Ordination 

Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion 

June 1992 

Referee, Dr. Alvin J. Reines 



DIGEST 

Rabbinic J udaism is bui 1 t upon the theological basis of 

theistic absolutism. Both Moses Maimonides and Martin Buber 

expressed a Jewish God concept that was different from theistic 

absolutism. The striking contrast between Buber's, Ma i monides', 

and Rabbinic Judaism's views of God exemplifies the variety of God 

concepts that can be found within Jewish thought. Reform Jews have 

the freedom to choose what to believe regarding God. Therefore a 

comparison of t hese non-theisti c God concepts c an help an 

individual Reform Je~ clarify personal beliefs about God. 

Moses Maimonides c an be described as a Neo-Plat onized 

Aristotelian. He derived his proofs 'for the existence of God f r om 

Aristotle, while re jecting Aristotle's notion that the universe is 

eternal. Maimonides based his cosmol ogy on Plotinus and other Neo­

Platonis t s. To Maimonides , God is the ground of being , and the 

First Cause of a ll t hat is. God is i ncorporeal and a unity. Th e 

perfection of God overf~ows to c ause the c rea tion of the 

Intelligences , and indirectly, the creation of the sublunar world, 

the world of the human person. Based on the incorporeality and 

unity of God, Maimonides rejected both essential and accidental 

attributes (positive attributes of God). God contains neither 

quality nor relation to any other being . The human person c an know 

God only through God's actions and through the application of the 

negative attributes. 

Maimonides' intention through his great work, Tbe Guide of the 



Perplexed , was to address those who have become perplexed by the 

dispari t y between philosophy and t he l i teral wo rds of Scripture. 

Maimonides intentionally concealed his true teaching from the 

masses , and communic ated h i s tru e beliefs t o his elite readers 

t hrough concealment. Only t hose trained i n philosophy can discer n 

that, t o Maimonides, Divine Pr ovi dence is a natur al event which 

requ ires t he d evelopment o f t he human person's natural facu l t ies. 

The essence of the human person is rational i ty , and authentic human 

exist e nce occu r s through t he rea lization of the intellect . One 

receives Divine Providence t o the extent that one develops the 

intellect . Jne ach ieves soter ia t hrough rational, i ntellectual 

acti vities that lead t o t he r ealization o f ~he essence o f the human 

perso n . 

Martin Buber c an be des.cribed as a religious Existentialist. 

According to Existentialism , t h e e ssenc e of the human person i s 

develop ed through c ho i c es t ha t a r e made throughout life. To Bub e r , 

t he human person is not an isolated being, but a social, or 

relationa l being. Authent i c human e x ist e nce occurs in the genui ne 

d ial ogue between a human person and a part ner. The r elational 

p a rtner cou ld be i nanimate , a nimate o r s p i rit ual . 

Buber re j e c ted trad itional philos oph i c proofs f or the 

existenc e of Go d . To Buber , nothing can be known about God; God 

is not an idea . God can only be "met" through a n I-Thou e ncounter . 

Buber ' s e ntire philosophy i s based upon the I - Thou encounter which 

is ineffable and oc curs through genuine dialogue and divine grace . 

Buber's v i ew of the deity resembles a theistic , personal deity, in 

t hat the human person c an directly relate to God through the I-Thou 



encounter . However, Buber's personal deity cannot miraculously 

interrupt the laws of nature. The combination of these attributes 

create an interesting hybrid theology that is a cross between 

theism and natural ism. Perhaps because Buber's entire theology is 

based on subjective meeting, his conclusions regarding theodicy, 

soteria, and providence were nebulous and incomplete, especially 

in comparison to Maimonides' theology . 

By comparing these t wo different God concepts, the variety of 

Jewish God concepts becomes apparent. 

individual the authority to choose 

Reform Judaism gives each 

and create a personal God 

concept. By comparing the God concepts of Maimonides and Buber, 

the individual Reform Jew can begin to gain an understanding of 

what issues are necessarily addressed when constructing a personal 

theology. 
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CHAPI'ER I 

The Nature of True Belief in God for Moses Maimonides 

Rabbinic ' Judaism is built upon the theological basis of 

theistic absolutism, but a number of other views of God have been 

subscribed to in Jewish religious thought. Moses Ma i monide s and 

Martin Buber each expressed a J ewish God concept that was different 

from theistic absolutism as well as different from each other. 

Buber and Maimonides lived dur i ng d ifferent time periods and t he i r 

God views reflec ted the differences in their ideological , social, 

historical and political settings. I will compare their 

contrasting views of God. While explori ng the God concepts of both 

of these thinkers, I wi 11 also compare their understanding of 

Scripture, epj stemology, soteria', and their evidence for the 

existence of God. Based on the f undamental differences between 

these two Jewish views of God, I will discuss the inherent problems 

in the study of theology f rom a Reform Jewish perspective . 

A. The Nature of True Belief for Maimonides 

and for the Rabbinic Jew 

In order to clarify the belief of Moses Maimonides it is 

necessary to establish what constitutes true belief for Maimonides 

in contrast to that which brings about true belief in Rabbinic 

Judaism. The nature of true belief is very different for 

Maimonides as compared to Rabbinic Jews. These variations in the 

nature of true belief exemplify fundamental differences between 

Maimonides' conception of Judaism and a Rabbinic view of Judaism. 
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Throughout the following chapters, it will be explained how 

Maimon ides' conception of Judaism differs fundamentally from 

Rabbinic Judaism. In order to clarify these differences, it is 

essential to establish the nature of t~ue belief t o the Rabbinic 

Jew. 

Saadya represents a Rabbinic Jewish unders tanding of the 

nature of true belief. Saadya's explanation of belief is similar 

t o Maimonides', however they d iffer regarding the type of e v idence 

required. s aadya e xplained the nature of belief: 

We aff i rm that this is an idea arising in the 
soul as to what an object of knowledge rea lly 
is: when the idea is clarified by speculation , 
Reason comprehends it, accepts it, and makes 
i t penetrate the soul and become absorbed into 
it; then man bel ieves this idea which he has 
attained, and he preserves it in his soul for 
another time ... True belief means believing a 
th i ng to be as it really i s, the large as 
large, etc . > 

Saadya described belief as the final stage in the process o f 

cognition. However, according to Saadya, if we were dependent upon 

speculation alone for religious knowledge, we would not have enough 

time to discover religious truth. Aware of the limits of the human 

mind, God, according to Saadya, sent Moses who transmitte d the 

Tradition. God spoke to Moses in our presence through the 

Revelation at Sina i, and therefore we are obligated to accept the 

teaching. 

We were immediately obliged to accept the 
teaching of religion with all that it imp!ies 
since it was verified by the testimony of sense 
perception , and its acceptance is obligatory 
on the strength of reliable Tradition which has 
been handed down to us as we shall explain.• 
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Even though we did not experience the sense percept ion ourselves, 

we are s~ill obligated to accept the belief verified by Reliable 

Tradition. Saadya indicated that God prepared our minds for the 

acceptance of Reliable Tradition, even though we did not experience 

the revelation ourselves. Saadya emphasized that not only 

religion, but societies rely on the basis of true reports. 

Unless it is established that there is such a 
thing as a true report in this world, people 
will not pay heed to the command of their ruler 
nor his prohibition, except at such time as 
they see him with their own eyes , and hear his 
words with their own ears; and when no longer 
in his pr esence, they will cease to accept his 
commands and prohibition. 5 

Human affairs would be in a state of perpetual doubt if people only 

held to be t rue what they perceived with their own senses. 

According to Saadya, the Revelation at Sinai, although not directly 

veri fi ed, must be accepted as true on the basis of Re l iat>le 

Tradition, just as other reports that are not directly verified are 

accepted in order to al low society to function and progress. 

According t o Saadya, the human mind is predisposed by God to accept 

Reliable Tradition as evidence. Religious truth for the Rabbinic 

Jew can be said generally to be arrived at through Saadya's 

cognitive process and the acceptance of Reliable Tradi tion. 

According to Rabbinic Judaism, by being born a Jew, one is 

born into a set of beliefs that one must accept. ' In Deuteronomy 

29 : 9, all Jews including future generations are necessarily party 

to the pentateuchal covenant and must accept the beliefs and 

practices laid down by the Pentateuch. Therefore simply by being 
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born of a Jewish mother, one is born obligated to accept a set of 

beliefs that a llow no choice or flexibility . Saadya indicated that 

God prepares the human mind to accept Revelation eit Sinai as 

evidence base d on hearsay, however if an adherent to Rabbinic 

Judaism were to reject this evidence he/she would still be 

obligated to believe in t he Reliable Tradition by virtue of birth . 

To Maimonides, belief' is assent to a ~reposition tha t each 

individua l must give on the basis of intellectual conviction 

brought about by consideration of the evidence. 

Know that belief is not the notion t hat is 
uttered, but the notion that is represented in 
the soul when i t has been averred of i t that 
it is in fact just as it has been represented. " 

Unlike Saadya 1 Ma imonides required evidenc e t hat the individual 

experiences and verifies directly. Whereas Saadya accepted the 

evidence of Reliable Trad i tio n a s verification of the truth of some 

event o r belief, Ma i monides demanded direct apprehension of the 

evidence for the be lief by the individual. 

belief is only possible after the 
apprehension of a thing; it consis~s in the 
conviction that the thing apprehended has its 
existence beyond the mind in reality exactly 
as it is conceived in the mind . If in addi tion 
to this we are convinced that the thing cannot 
be ~- fferent in any way fro~ what we believe 
it t be, and that no reasonable arqument can 
be fo d for the rejection of the belief or for 
the admrs~ion of any deviation from it, then 
the belief is true. ' 

Maimonides, emphasized that belief follows logical steps. First 

one must apprehend something, and that apprehension must be 

verif i ed as corresponding with reality on the basis of convincing 

_-- -~~- - ~-
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evidence. Next, the belief is challenged and if the bel i ef cannot 

possibly be repudiated, the belief is proved to be true. In 

Rabbinic Judaism, an individual is born into required belief in the 

covenant and must accept it regardless of h is/her conviction. 

However for a belief to be true for Ma imonides an individual must 

directly experience the evidence that verifies that his belief 

corresponds with externa 1 rea 1 i ty. After no arguments can be 

brought to show that the belief is not true, the individual assents 

to the notion that the belief is true. Maimonides necessitated 

reasoning following logical steps and direct evidence in order for 

a belief to be true. A.s he states, "a proposition which can be 

proved by evidence is not subject to dispute, denial or 

rejection. !llG 

Maimonides and a Rabbinic Jew required different types of 

evidence to bring about true belief. To Maimonides belief is the 

end product of a profound psychic processll , based on evidence that 

t he individual apprehends directly. Maimonides' definition of 

belief points to the central role that the intellect plays in his 

system of thought. The intellect is the source of prophecy, 

providence and of soteria for Maimonides. The entire Moreh is 

focused around the development of the intellect, a nd the final 

chapter of the work expresses the ultimate centrality of the 

intellect for Maimonides. 

8. The Role of the Intellect 

In the Realization of the Huaan Person's Essence 
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It is i mportant, to Maimonides, that individuals attempt to 

realize their essence. In the fol lowing chapters it ...,u 1 be 

explained why the realization of the essence is central to 

Maimonides. The essence of the human per son, according to 

Maimonid~s and based on Aristotle, is rational animal. Therefore 

t he most important activity that the human person can engage in is 

the realization of his or her rational faculty thr ough intellectual 

speculation and development. 

In the final chapter of the Moreb, Maimonides described four 

kinds of perfection that an individual could possess. These 

perfection lead the individual to the realization of the essence 

of the huma~ person, as the fourth anct final perfection realizes 

tne essence of rational animal. The first kind, the lowest, is 

perfection regarding property. With this perfection, the 

i ndividual owns goods and property. This per fection of owne rship 

is internal to the individual, yet ownership itself is dependent 

upo n entities tha t a r e external to the individual. Ma imo n ides 

indicated that ownership of mere propert y is a spur ious 

perf ection . 11 

The one whose sol e aim in al l h is e xe r t ions 
a nd e ndeavors is the poss ession of thi s k ind 
o f perfec tion , o nly s eeks perfectly imaginary 
and transient things ; and even i f these remain 
his pr operty all hi s l i fet i me , they do not g ive 
him any perfec tio n . 13 

Th e second k i nd of perfection is the perfection o f the body. 

Pe r fec tion i n physical s trength or s peed i s a perf e c t ion t h a t i s 

i n common with the lowest animal spe cies. Maimonides said that 



7 

this gives satisfaction to the body, yet the soul derives no profit 

from this kind of perfection. 

The third kind is character or moral perfec t ion. Even this 

perfection is not sought for its own sake. Al l mora l principles 

concern the relation of individuals to one another . Therefore 

mora l principles are only necessary and useful when an individual 

comes into contact with others . t • 

Maimonides found fault with the first three perfections 

because they could not l ead to the reali zation of the intel l ect. 

Only the fourth allows for true perfection. 

The f ourth kind of perfection is the true 
perfection of man; the possession of the 
highest intellectual faculties; the possession 
of such notions which lead to true metaphysical 
opinions as regards God. With this perfection 
man has obtained his final object; it gives him 
true human perfection; it remains to him alone; 
i t gives him immortalityu , and on its account 
he is called man. " 

Maimonides i mplied that the individual who reaches the f ourth 

perfection has also obtained moral and physical perfection. Yet he 

indicated that ultimate perfection can only be achieved through 

intellectual activity. From a modern perspective it is naive of 

Maimonides to assume that all individuals who have achieved 

intellectual perfection necessarily also behave in a moral way. 

In light of this final chapter that described the four 

perfections, Maimonides' definition of belief as comprising 

i ntellectua l activity can be put into its proper context. 

Intellectual perfection enables the i ndividua l to assent to true 

beliefs based on evidence and rational thinking. Discovering true 
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beliefs through the specific process that Maimonides' dAscribed 

leads to providence, prophecy and soteria. The nature of true 

belief, and the structure of the human intellect are of utmost 

significance to Maimonides' system of thought, and therefore 

Maimonides described in detail the nature of the human intellect , 

how and if it should be developed, and specific instructions as to 

how t o reach ultimate perfection through the intellect. 

c. The Limits of the Human Mind 

The realization of the intellect was of ultimate value to 

Maimonides, yet he indicated that the human mind is 1 imi ted. 

Therefore an individual can be limited to the extent that he or she 

could re~lize his or her i ntellect. One must understand the limits 

of the human mind before beginning Ma imonides' careful prescription 

for how one can realize the intellect . 

There are many things which exist in reality t hat the human 

mind is incapable of grasping or understanding. 1
' Knowledge which 

is inaccessible t o human understanding, such as the number of stars 

in the universe or t he number of species in the sublunar world 

should be disregarded. The solutions t o some metaphysical problems 

are onl y possible within certain limits. A transgression of this 

boundary of human knowledge i s not only useless t o Maimonides, but 

potentially dangerous. Maimonides warned of the hazard of 

challenging the boundary of human understanding by citing examples 

of both the senses and the intellect. If one attempts t o see an 

object which is either too distant or too small, one wil l not only 
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weaken sight with regard to that object, but also for object£ whic h 

one would be otherwise capable of perceiving. " Similarly, 

excessive intellectual activity can lead to confusion. Maimonides 

stressed the danger of attempting to exceed the limit of human 

perceptive power. 

If you attempt to perceive things which are 
beyond your perception. . . you will not only 
fail to become perfect, but you will become 
exceedingly imperfect. Ideas founded on mere 
imagination wil 1 prevail over you, you wil 1 
incline toward defects, and toward base and 
degraded habits, on account of the confusion 
which troubles the mind, and of the dimness of 
its light, just as weakness of sight causes 
invalids to see many kinds of unreal images, 
especially when they have looked for a long 
time at dazzling or at very minute objects. 19 

Both sense and intellectual perception are connected with matter, 

and therefore limited, and subject to error . Venturing beyond the 

boundaries of both intellectual perception and sense perception was 

rtangerous and injurious according to Maimonides. one must realize 

that both the senses and the intellect have definite boundaries 

that must be respected in order to preserve and develop both 

faculties. 

Even though every human mind is limited, the limit is not the 

same for every individual. An individual can develop and train the 

intellect to a certain degree . To Maimonides the study of 

Metaphysics was the highest possible form of intellectual activity. 

However, the study of Metaphysics, accessible to some, is too 

difficult for the ordinary capacity of the individual . 10 To 

Maimonides, _ only select individual are capable of realizing their 
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intellects and grasping the truth of Metaphysics. The majority of 

t he population is made up of the masses who are potentially 

dangerous and who must be c ontrol l ed. They can understand only a 

limited a mount of information. According to Maimonides there are 

part icular meta physical notions t hat the masses must understand on 

a certain level. These ideas are expressed throughoLlt the Torah , 

yet only the elite, trained i ndividuals are capable of properly 

understanding t h e text. 

To Maimonides, t he Torah is writte n on t wo levels, one l iteral 

and one figurative o r esoteric . Even t hough the masses only 

unde r stand the literal mean i ng of the text , certain metaph ysical 

ideas that are expressed through the esoteric level of t he text 

must be communic ated to ever yone. Si nce the masses are not 

necessarily c apable of arri v ing at metaphysical notions through 

spec ulative rea soning, they are t a ught accor ding t o a more d irec t 

meth od. The masses are simply told wha t t o believe and t he y are 

t o accept it according t o Tr a d i t i on , a s woul d a Rabb i n ic Jew. 

' The Torah s peaks i n the l anguage of man,' as 
we have expl ained, f o r it is the object o f the 
Torah to serve f or the instructi on o f the 
young , of women a nd of the common people ; and 
as a ll of them are incapa ble t o comprehend the 
true sense of the wor ds, tradition was 
considered s ufficient to convey truths with 
were to be established; and as regards ideals, 
only such remarks were made as would lead 
towards a knowledge of their exi stence, though 
n o t to a comprehension of thei r true essence." 

Maimonide s specifically i ndic ated the few metaphysic ai notions 

that the masses should l earn by rote based on Tradition . Everyone 

shoul d be taught that God is incorporeal , that God cannot be 
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compared to any creatures, and that God is not subject to external 

influences." Even though the masses are incapable of grasping the 

esoteric meaning o f the Torah, and even though they cannot attempt 

the study of Metaphysics through its proper preparatory approach, 

they must know and accept these specific concepts based on 

Tradition and the understanding of the wise. To Ma imonides the 

incorporeality of God was necessarily understood by all; the belief 

in the corporeality of the Divine Being was equal to idolatry." 

The masses were taught these notions by rote, yet the elite could 

engage in an all encompassing process toward inte llectual 

perfection. 

D. Maimonides' Approach to the Oevelopaent of the Intellect 

Maimonides outlined a very specific approach to the 

development of the intellect for elite thinkers. The intelligence 

of an individual is limited initially, since one only possesses 

i ntellectual perfection in potentia and must develop it into 

actuality . " The boundary of an individual's intellect can be 

expanded as the individual progresses toward the study of 

Metaphysics . However, just as transgressing the boundary of human 

knowledge can be harmful to the individual, approaching the 

difficult subjects without proper training exposes the individual 

to a similar risk. Maimonides warned that the preparatory studies 

are long and tiresome, and not every individual posse~ses the 

stamina and patience to work toward the study of Metaphysics. 

Before reaching the study of Metaphysics one must first master 
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Logic, next the various branc hes of Mathematics in the ir proper 

order, t:hen Physics and finally Metaphysics." Maimonides recalled 

the warn i ng against beginning with Metaphysics without the proper 

background preparation. 

He who approaches meta physical problems without 
the proper preparation is like a person who 
journeys toward a certa in place, and on the 
road falls into a deep pit, out of which he 
c annot rise, and he must perish there; if he 
had not gone forth, but had remained at home 
i t would have been better for him.u 

The study of Metaphysics is treated as an esote ric subject by 

Ma imonides. He emphasized that it should only be cult ivated by 

pr ivileged and trai ned i nd i viduals. 

Maimonides based his understanding of the un iverse on science, 

on h is observat ions, and on intellec tual conviction brought about 

by consideration of direct evi dence. First Ma imonides assented 

to the truth of propositions based on intellectual conviction and 

evidence, and f ollowing h i s metaphysical understanding, he inferred 

that scripture must esoteri cally communicate true belief based on 

science and direc t evidence. Maimonides allowed his scientific 

understanding of the un i verse to explain the true meaning of 

Scripture. 

E. Ma~nides' Viev of the Co..and:aents 

For Maimonides, attainment of soteria and providence was 

obtained through the use of the intellect. 17 To the Rabbin1c Jew 

soteria and providence was obtainable through acceptance of 
. 

Reliable Tradition and adherence to the commandments. Maimonides 
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a lifestyle that emphasized the use of the intellect and t,he 

understanding of God's incorporeality. Observance of the 

commandments could lead to preparat ion and training for the higher 

purpose of the study of Metaphysics. Most of the statute s of the 

Torah were t o serve as a fence against idolatry. To Maimonides , 

these laws served to "blot out wrong principles from the man's 

heart and to exterminate the practices which are useless , and 

merely a waste of time in vain purposeless things. " u The 

commandments would nelp individuals live a lifestyle based on the 

golden mean of noth ing to excess, yet no passions suppressed 

entirely ... 

Maimonides described how one could obtain the utmost 

intellectual perfection within a lifestyle adherent to the 

commandments. He used a simile of a king within an innermost r oom 

of a palace The effort to reach the king was likened to the 

attempt to develop the intelle c t through the s tudy of Metaphysics. 

Many individuals endured throughout several levels of t heir s earch 

for the king , jus t as many ind ividuals only possess the 

i ntellectual capabilities t o reach certain levels of understanding. 

Those who desire to arrive at the palace, and 
to enter i t, but have never seen it, are the 
mass of religious people; the multitude that 
observe the divine commandments but are 
ignorant. Those who arrive at the palace, but 
go round about it, are those who devote 
themselves exclusively to the study of the 
practi cal law ; they believe traditionally in 
true principles of faith, and learn the 
practical worship of God, but are not trained 
in the philosophical treatment of the 
principles of the Law, and do to endeavour t o 
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establish the truth of their faith by proof. 
those who have succeeded in finding a proof 
for everything that c an be proved, who have a 
true knowledge of God, so far as a true 
knowledge can be attained, and are near to 
truth, wherever an approach to the truth is 
possible, they have reached the goal, and are 
in the palace where the king 1 i ves. 1 0 

Maimonides equated the study of the Halacha with those who only 

st~dy practical law. He equated those who understand Physics ~ith 

those who have entered the hall of the palace. Those who have 

completed the study of Natural Ph ilosophy, a~d who master 

Metaphysics ar.:? the only ones who enter the king's court to 

actually meet the king. The i ntellectual search for the 

understanding of God is the highest activity to Maimonides. This 

search must incorporate intellectuaJ speculat ion, and not 

imagination. To Maimonides, "Man's love of God is identical with 

his knowledge of him . . The intellect which emanates from God 

unto us is the link that joins us to God. n>i Therefore true 

perfection is achieved through an intellectual search for an 

understanding of God. Adherence to the commandments is simply one 

of the steps of preparation along the way to intellectual 

perfection. To the Rabbinic Jew , the performance of the 

commandments and daily prayer were ends in theJDSelves. To 

Maimonides the lifestyle based on prayer and the commandments is 

simply conducive to intel lectual perfection. A lifestyle based on 

prayer and the commandments can teach an individual 1;o control 

desires and appetite while learning to focus and concentrate for 

long periods of time. This lifestyle can teach the individual the 
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importance of a life based on nothing to excess , where t he 

individual can exercise self- control over hi s or her own physical 

and emotional desires. The form of the Rabbinic Jewish li : estyle 

was important to Maimonides in that the individual could learn 

self-rest raint and control. However the content of the Rabbinic 

Jewish lifestyle was insignificant to Maimonides, as he indicated 

that the Rabbinic Jewish lifestyle could simply prepare an 

individual for the higher act ivity of intel lectual speculation. 

As Maimonides emphasized in the final chapter of the Moreb, 

intellectual perfection brings the realization of the intellect as 

the highest aim. The pious individual should seek retirement and 

seclusion, and should only i n case of necessity associate with 

other human beings. >: One could educate and t r ain oneself in order 

to attain ultimate intellectual perfection. One should think of 

worldly matters as little as possible ; only while eati ng a nd 

drinking, bathing, and conversing with others. Maimonides 

indicated t ha t at these times one should think about business 

health, and the household. However when one is e ngaged in the 

performance of religious duties, one should have one's mind 

exclusively d irected on the rel'igious act.,, The performance of the 

commandments act as a catalyst i n which the individual can engage 

in the higher activity of pure speculative though t . 

When you are alone by yourself, when you are 
awake on your couch , be careful to meditate in • 
such precious moments on nothing but the 
intellectual worship of God, viz., to approac h 
Him and to minister before Him in the true 
manner which I have described to you-not in 
hollow emotion . This I consider as the hiqhest 
perfection wise men can attain by the above 
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training.,. 

The commandments are important in that they can prepare an 

i ndividual t o engage 1n speculative thought. To Maimon ides 

everything meaningful and important in life comes about through 

intellectual pursuits. The ultimate purpose in life is to find and 

verify beliefs that are true. One arrives at the nature of true 

belief only through intellectua l conviction brought about by 

consideration of the evidence. To Maimonides the one who reac hes 

religious perfecti on i s the one who develops and engages the 

intellect in speculative thought. 
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CHAPTER I I 

PROOFS FOR THE EXISTENCE OF GOD 

In ~he introduction to the second part of the Moreh, 

Maimonides summarized 26 premises proved by Aristotle which 

established the existence of the deity. Maimonides did not accept 

the 26th premise, which stated that t ime and moti on a r e actual and 

eternal, l eading to the idea that the un iverse is eternal. 

Nevertheless, Maimonides empha sized that Aristotle's proofs were 

useful building blocks fo r his own understanding of the proofs for 

t he existen~e of deity. He temporarily accepted this premise as 

true as he continued to establish p roofs for the existence of God . 

A. Ma i monides ' Four Proofs f or the Existence of God 

Maimonides expounded h i s four main proofs for the existence 

of God while referri ng back to the 26 premises just mentioned. 

His proofs were variants of the cosmological argument in which 

Aristotle described the principles of motion. Maimon ides 

demonstrated that we see motion in the world, and that matter , 

which cannot move itself is being moved; and therefore it must have 

an agent that causes it to move. This series of motion s c an not 

be infinit e } The series of motion must end with the motion of the 

spheres, bec ause there is no other s ubstance that is capable of 

locomotion. The spheres were not made of the same kind of matter 

a s was the sublunar world , and therefore the motion .. of the spheres 

is different than the motion of the sublunar world. The ultimate 

cause of motion in the sublunar world can be traced to the motion 
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of the spheres. l However the sphere must also have a mover, either 

residing within the sphere or outside of it. Maimonides then 

presented four alternatives: (1 ) If the mover is outside of the 

sphere, the mover must be a body like the sphere, because locati on 

can only apply to corporeal entities; or ( 2) it could be an 

incorporeal thing, like an Intel ligence, separate from the sphere. 

If the mover is inside of the sphere , it must be (3) an internal 

corporeal power divisible with the sphere; or ( 4 ) it is an internal 

indivisible power . 1 

The first possibility is impossible. If the mover is a body 

like the sphere, it must be in motion itself, and it must have 

another body to set it in motion. This requires that an infinite 

number of bodies would be required before the sphere could be set 

in motion. This is impossible, as an infinite regress is 

impossible.' 

Th~ third possibility is impossible. The sphere is a 

corporeal entity and ~t is finite, and therefore its power must be 

finite, since it is distributed throughout the sphere. Therefore 

it canno t cause infinite motion. The fourth possibility is also 

impossible since this power could not cause infinite motion by 

itself. A soul that moves its body is moved according to 

accidental motion. Whatever moves accidentally must eventually 

come to rest, and consequently the thing moved by it wil 1 stop 

moving. 5 Aristotle maintained that the spheres move eternally and 

that motion itself is eternal, therefore only one possibility, the 

second one, remains. It must be an incorporeal entity, a separate 
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Intelligence. It is not moved by accident. Si nce everything 

subject to motion is divisible, it must be indivisible and 

unchangeable. Maimonides concluded that this Prime Mover is Sod. 

From this proof it necessarily follows that there cannot be 

two Gods, because absolutely incorporeal existences are not subject 

to number, except in so far as one is cause and the other effect. f 

According to the sixteenth proposition, there is no way of 

distinguishing one incorporeal being from another, accept by their 

causal relation. With two incorporeal beings, only one can be the 

First Cause, and the other cannot be distinguished from the First 

unless it is considered as the effect of the First. Since time is 

an accident of motion, there can be no time without motion. Since 

there is no motion in God as the Unmoved Mover, time is not 

applicable to God. · Maimonides summarized this first argument: 

The result of the above argument is 
consequently this, the sphere cannot move ad 
infinitum of its own accord; the Prime Mover 
is not corporeal, nor a force residing within 
a body; it is One, unchangeable, and in its 
existence independent of time; three of our 
postulates are thus proved by the principal 
philosophers.• 

The remaining three of Maimonides' proofs of the existence of 

God follow along the lines of Aristotle ' s denia l of the possibility 

of an infinite regress regarding motion. The second proof is as 

follows. If there is something composed of two elements, and one 

of the two elements is known to exist also by itself apart.form 

that thing, then the other element must also exist separately. 

This proposition is also related to motion. We see things in the 
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world which cause motion and are moved. We also find things wh ich 

are moved only, but which do not cause motion . Therefore, there 

must exist something which causes motion, but is not moved its elf. 

since this object is not subject to motion, it is indivisible, 

incorporeal and independent of time, as was shown in the first 

proof. 9 

The third proof is also attributed to Aristotle. With respect 

to things that exists in the world, it must be that (1) all things 

are eternal; (2) Nothing is eternal; (3) some th i ngs are eternal 

and some are transient. The possibil i ty that all things in 

existence are eternal is obviously not true, since we continually 

see things coming into existence and ceasing to be. The second i s 

impossible because it would imply that al l things could possibly 

come to an end. This could deny the existence of all things. 

However we see things existing and know that we , ourselves, exist. 

Since ther~ are things that exist temporarily, there must also be 

an eternal being that is not subject to destruction and whose 

existence is real and not merely possible. 10 

There must be a being with absolutely independent existence, whose 

existence cannot be attributed to any external cause, and which 

does not include different elements. To Maimonides, this 

incorporeal being is God . u 

Maimonides stated that his fourth proof was also based on a 

well- known philosophical argument. We constantly see things 

passing from potentiality to actuality, and an external agent is 

necessary to bring about this change, according to the eighteenth 
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proposition. The agent itself necessarily was once potential and 

moved from potentiality to actuality. It was potential at first 

either because of some obstacle in the agent i tself , or becaus e of 

the absence of a certain relation between the agent and its effect. 

To remove this obstacle or to create the required relation, another 

agent would be necessary. " This agent wou ld need a different 

agent, and this would lead to an infinite series of causes whi~h 

is impossible, as was emphasized in the first proof. Therefore , 

there must be an agent which is constant and in no sense potential. 

If something has potentiality in its essence, it may not exist in 

actuality, according to the twenty-third proposition. Therefor e, 

this essence must be pure actuality. According to the twenty-

fourth p~oposition possibility is always in matter, and that which 

has potentiality necessarily has matter. Therefore Maimonides 

concludes by sul'tllllatizing the nature of the deity : 

it cannot be corporeal, but it must be 
spiritual; and the immaterial being that 
includes no possibility whatever , but exists 
actually by i ts own essence is God. Since He 
is incorporeal, as has been demonstrated, it 
follows that H.e is one. 1

' 

Even by assuming the eternality of the universe, which 

Maimonides rejected, these proofs demonstrated the existence, unity 

and incorporeality of a God who does not exist as a force in any 

corporeal object. Next, Maimonides offered 3 other basic arguments 

that proved the incorporeality and the unity of God . 

If there were two gods they would share a property and also 

h ave at least one property not in common. If they were made up of 



2 4 

these different elements, they could not have i ndependent 

existence. Si nce God has independent existenc e , God must be one . 1
• 

The unity of God can also be proven f r om the fact that the 

universe is o ne organic body. If there were two deities, their 

actions would depend on time. The existence of two deities would 

cause both t o pass from potentiality to actuality. Since the 

universe is a whole , t he two deities would have to be united in 

some way. A c ause would be r equired for the unity of these two 

forces. Th is would l ead once again to the problem of an i nfinite 

regress . Ma imon ides concluded that there mus t be one simple being 

that is the c a use of the ex istence of the Un i verse , which is one 

whole. It wou ld make no difference whether we assumed that t he 

First Cause had produced the Universe by c reation ex nihilo , or 

whether the Universe co-existed with the First cause. 1~ Maimonides 

offered another argument concerning the incorporeali ty of God . 

Because every corporeal object is c omposed of matter and form, and 

it requires an agent as its cause, it cannot be a true unity . 

Sinc e it has already been proved that God possesses no duality , God 

must be incorporeal. •• 

Like Aristotle, Maimonides based his proofs for the existence 

of God on motion , and on the idea that an infinite regress is 

impossible . An efficient cause must exist for the production of 

anything that has not existed previously . This efficient cause, 

for Maimonides , is one, it is incorporeal, and i t is eternal. 'This 

cause is the First Cause and it is God . These proofs were 

presented while Maimonides temporarily ignored his disagreement 
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with the idea that the universe was eternal. Therefore, Maimonides 

indicated that belief in creation ex nihilo , or in the idea that 

the universe is eternal, was irrelevant to establ i shing proof for 

the existence of God. The existence, unity, and incorporeality of 

God was sufficiently proven without reference to the theory of 

creation or the eternality of the universe. 1
' These proofs rested 

upon the 25 premises presented in the Introduction to the second 

book of the Moreh . Interestingly, Maimonides never questioned or 

explained the proof of, and validity of, these 25 basic 

assumptions. 

B. Creation versus Eternality 

Maimonides devoted numerous chapters to the discussion of 

whether the universe is eternal or created. However, he openly 

stated several times that definitive conclusions regarding the 

universe were i mpossible to deduce. Maimonides remained true to 

his own method of only drawing conclusions where evidence was 

possible. Through his method of concealment, he disguised some of 

his basic ideas about God within the discussion of whether the 

world is created or eternal. To mask certain ideas about the 

nature of the deity and what can be known about the deity, 

Maimonides wrote at length concerning the problem of creation ex 

nihilo. Maimonides was perhaps less concerned with the issue of 

creation versus eternali ty than a surface reading of the Moreb 

implied. 

Limiting himself to those who believe in the existence of God, 
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Maimonides mentioned three theories concerning the problem of 

whether or not the universe is eternal. The first theory was that 

of the law of Moses. According to this view, all had been created 

by God out of nothing according t o God 's will and desire. As t ime 

is simply an accident of motion , time must be considered to be 

created like other accidents." Maimonides emphasized the 

importance of understanding the act of creation as expressed in 

Bereishit as atemporal. 

If you admit the existence of time before the 
Creation, you will be compelled to accept the 
theory of the Eternity of the Universe. for 
time is an a ccident and requires a substratum . 
You will therefore have to assume that 
something beside God existed before the 
Universe was created, an as~umption which it 
is our duty to o ppose. ' 9 

Maimonides stressed that this first theory was a fundamental 

principle of the Law of Moses; next in importance to the principle 

of God's unity. This theory of creation assumed that nothing was 

eternal except God. 

The second theory Maimonides attributed to the philosophers, 

primarily Plato. 10 They assert that it is impossible that God 

produced something from nothing. To produce somethi ng without the 

prerequisite existence of matter is with i n the category of that 

which is impossible. This does not imply a limiting of God, since 

no agent, not even God, can do the impossible." The philosophers 

concluded by assuming that a certain substance hal> co-existed with 

God from eternity and that neither existed without the other. 

Within this view is the idea that the heavens came into e xistence, 
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but not from no thing, and that a l though they may c ease t o e xist, 

t hey cannot be reduced t o nothing. The etern al substanc e from 

which they were made will remain ." 

Maimonides a t tri buted the third theory to Aristotle. Li ke 

t he second t heory, Aristotle maintained that a corporea l objec t 

c annot be produced without the use of a corporeal s ubstance ." 

Unlike the second theory , h e indicat ed that t he heav ens were 

i ndestruc t ible. To Aristot le, the entir e universe has always been 

the same and it will never be different . Time, motion and matt er 

are eternal wi t hin the sublun ar world . God produced t he entire 

universe in its tot ality by God's will, but not fro m not hing. God's 

essence or desire is u nchange able to Aristot le, and it t herefore 

follows that this u n i v erse has always bee n the same and will be t he 

same eternally.H 

Maimonide s proceede d t o critique Arist otle's view tha t the 

univer se is e t e rnal . He explained Aristot le ' s eig h t p r oofs which 

e s t a blished h is t heory o f eternal i ty . I n the fi rst proof Arist otle 

mainta ine d t hat the mo t i on o f the spheres mus t be e t e r nal in o r der 

t o avoid an i nfi n i te regress . Sinc e t i me i s related t o motion, 

t i me a l so must be eternal. By thi s argument Aristo tle proved the 

eternity of the universe. ~ 

The s econd argument was a proof that the first substance must 

be eternal . Coming into e x i stence is nothing but the action o f 

receiving f orm. However, the first substance i s f orml ess, and 

therefore could not have been c aused by another substanc e . Since 

this first substance must be without beginning and without end; it 
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is concluded that the universe is eternal. " 

The third method of proof followed from the assumption that 

everything destructible had a beginning, and everything which had 

a begi nning is destructible. Destruction is caused by opposite 

elements existing within one thing , and since the spheres contain 

no opposite elements, they will not end in destruction . It follows 

that the spheres are eternal, and the eternality of the universe 

follows from this. 27 

The fourth proof followed from the fact that the actual 

production of a thing is preceded in time by its possibility. The 

actual change of a thing is preceded in time by its possibility. 

From this idea Aristotle derived the eternity of the circular 

motion of the spheres . a 

Maimonides doubted the fifth method of proof. It stated that 

God must have been a potential agent before an actual agent. If 

God produced the universe from nothing, and since potentiality is 

impossible for God, the universe must have been eternal.» 

The sixth proof was based on the idea that an agent is either 

active or i nactive depending on favorable or unfavorable 

conditions. Since nothing can change God's will, God cannot be 

active at one time and inactive at another. God must always be 

active, just as God is always in existence.>0 

The seventh stated that the actions of God are perfect. 

Therefore the existing universe must be perfect, beyond improvement 

· and permanent. The universe is the result of God's wisdom, which 

is identical with God's essence. n 
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Aristotle based the e i ghth argument on public opinion. S i nce 

all people believed in the permanency and stability of the heavens, 

this belief must be based on fact and not on mere hypothesis. }; 

For a belief to be considered true, Maimonides required 

evidence. No evidence was available regarding whether or not the 

universe is eternal, so Ma imonides indicated that no conclusion 

could be drawn regarding the nature of the universe. Maimonides 

indicated that Aristotle was well aware that he had not proven that 

the universe is eternal. Maimonides suggested that Aristot le also 

realized that no conclusive evidence was possible regarding the 

eternity of the universe. Maimonides said that Jater philosophers 

assumed that Aristotle had proven the eternity of the Universe, and 

they accepted his arguments as conclusive. However, Maimonides 

emphasized that Aristotle only described his proofs as arguments, 

and that Aristotle only wanted to show that his theory wa s better 

than those of his opponents. Maimonides and Aristotle seemed to 

agree that the ways of proving whether or not the Universe is 

eternal "have their gates closed before us, there being no 

foundation on which to build up the proof ."n 

Maimonides emphasized this point that neither creation or 

eternality could be proven. Since no evidence was possible to 

support his opinion that the uni verse is created rather than 

eternal, Maimonides must have included the lengthy discussion for 

some other reason. The real issue to Maimonides was not whether 

the universe is created or eternal, rather what could be deduced 

about the nature of the deity based on the proposition that the 
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universe is created. 

Recognizing that the creation of the universe could not be 

proven, Mai monides endeavored to show why creation is more 

plausible than ~terna lity. He began his discussion with an 

authoritative statement which was probabl y intended for the masses. 

I intend to s how that the theory of the 
Creation, as taught in Scripture, contains 
nothing that is impossible; and that aJl those 
philosophical arguments which seem to disprove 
our view contain weak points whi ch make them 
inconclusive, and render the attacks on our 
view untenable. Since I am convinced of the 
correctness of my method and consider either 
of the two theories, the Eternity of the 
Universe, and the Creation, as admissible, I 
accept the Latter on the author i ty of Prophecy, 
which can teach things beyond the reach of 
philosophy and speculation." 

Ma imonides systematically addressed several of Aristotle's 

arguments. First, Ma i monides warned not to attempt to prove the 

nature of a thing in potential existence by its properties when it 

is actually existing. It is impossible to infer from the nature 

which a thing possesses after it has passed through all stages of 

its development, what the condition of the thing had been in the 

moment when this process began. Nor does the condition of a thing 

existing now show what its previous condition had been. 35 

Maimonides gave the excellent example of human development. Based 

on the form of a living adult human person, it would be very 

difficult for a person not acquainted with human reproduction to 

comprehend the process of the fertilization of the egg, development 

of the fetus in the womb, birth, maturation and development. 

Aristotle said that the materia prima is eternal, and could not 
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have been produced. Maimonides agreed to the extent that he showed 

the production and development of materia prima were different from 

other productions and therefore could have been created from 

nothing. The properties of things when fully developed cannot give 

us any clue as t o what their properties were before their 

perfection. Therefore, Maimonides did not attempt to prove 

creation, but rather only its possibi lity. After proving that 

creation ex nihilo is possible, Maimonides showed the weaknesses 

in Aristotle's arguments while he defended h i s own opinion that the 

un i verse had been created . ,. 

Maimonides pointed out that the philosophers assumed that if 

the deity had produc ed a thing at a certain f ixed time, the de i ty 

would have gone through a transition from potentiality to 

a c tuality. However , Maimonides refuted this by explaining the an 

incorporeal entity does not necessitate a transition from 

potentiality to actual ity. Such a transition is necessary only in 

the case of forces connected with bodies. Since God is neither a 

body, nor a force within a body, we need not assume that the 

creation after a period of inaction was due to a change in the 

Creator Himself. )1 Maimonides offered an analogy of the Active 

Intellect. He pointed out that the Active Intellect at times acts 

and at other times does not, but since it is incorporeal , one 

cannot say that it passes from potentiality to actuality. His 

point was to show that if the Creator seems to act at one time and 

not another, it is not due to any potentiality within the Creator. 

Maimonides refuted several of Aristotle's arquments for 
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eterna l ity. He further attacked Aristotle's notion of necessity , 

and he posited his own notion of design against Aris totle's view. 

Accord i ng to Aristotle , the universe is inseparable from God. God 

is the c ause of the universe, and the Univer se is the effect. This 

effect is a necessary one, in that according to the laws of nature 

and the structure of the universe , it could not have been 

otherwise. This leads to the conclusion that the nature of 

everything remains constant, that nothing changes its nature in any 

way, and that sue~ a change is i mpossible in any existing thing .11 

It would follow, according to Aristotle , that everything is the 

result of a law of nature and not the result of design. 

Maimonides supported his theory of creat j on and design by 

describing the tel eological argument. The un iverse is structured 

in such an i ntricate and complicated manner, that there must have 

been i ntention behind its design rather than mere necessity. 

Ma imonides showed that based on eternality, Aristotle could not 

explain the cause of the different motion, speed, and location of 

the spheres. By assuming that the universe was a necessary result 

of permanent laws in nature, Aristotle could not possibly explain 

why certain stars occupied certain positions in space. However, 

if we assume that the structure of the universe is the result of 

a desiqn, the only question that remains is what is the cause of 

this design?" The cause of the desiqn is incomprehensible to the 

human mind . Maimonides indicated that even though neither creation 

or eternality can be decided by proof, the eternality of the 

universe is subject to stronger objections. It is more apt to 
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corrupt the notions concerning God than the theory of ~reation.'0 

Ma imonides took pains to systematically refute Aristotle's 

view of eternality, even though he stated from the beginning the 

impossibility of proving either theory. By attacking Aristotle's 

methods of proof, Maimonides effectively demonstrated the 

possibility t hat the universe was created. Therefore, creation 

from nothing, consistent with Scripture was a possibi lity. Perhaps 

Maimonides' underlying critique of Aristotle was that by assuming 

that the universe was eternal, Aristotle made too many assumptions 

about the nature of the deity. The important issue to Maimonides 

was not necessarily whether the universe is created or eternal, but 

rather what can possibly be known about deity. By adopting the 

notion that the world was created, Maimonides limited his 

assumptions about the deity. By assuming the universe was created 

by necessity, Aristotle assumed a tremendous amount about the 

nature of deity. By assuming that the universe was the product of 

design, but by denying knowledge of the cause, or reason of the 

design, Maimonides maintained that God was good and that God willed 

the creation of the Universe. However, he simultaneously denied 

basic presumptions about the deity, which Aristotle assumed. 
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CHAPTER III 

The Attributes of God 

Maimonides developed his own division of attributes that was 

based on Aristotle and sources i n Arabic philosophy. He discussed 

the division of attributes throughout 10 chapters of the Moreb. 

In these chapters, he slowly and carefully disclosed information 

l eading ultimately to his discussion of the negative attributes of 

God . Maimonides began by indicating that there are t wo types of 

attributes: essen tial and accidenta l. The accidental at t ribute 

is that which is not contained i n the essence of a thing, it is 

something different from the object described, and therefore is an 

accident superadded t o that essence. 1 Essential attributes signify 

the essence of the subject . Essential attributes could be of two 

different types. Either the predicate may be a term having the 

same meaning as that of the sub j ect , as in the proposition "man is 

man" or it could be the "explanation of a term" a s i n the 

proposition "man is a rational animal." Maimon i des dismissed 

propositions like "man is man" as mere tautologies. Propositions 

like "man is a rational a nimal" represent: the essence of the 

subject and are denoted as the "explanation of a term . " The 

expression "explanation of a term" reflects Aristotle's expression 

"the statement of a thing 's nature," which to Aristotle, is a real 

definition. 2 Therefore, what is predicated of a subject in a 

proposition can be either accidental or essential to that subject. 

This general twofold classification of attributes given in 

Chapter 51 of the Moreb is expanded into five categories in Chapter 
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5 2 . The five classifi cations are: 1 . Attributes whic h i nclude 

all the essential properties of an object, 'definition'; 2 . 

Attri butes which i nclude only part of them, 'part of defini t ion,'; 

3 . Attributes which denote nonessential properties, 'qual i t y' ; 4. 

Attributes which express the relation of an object to something 

else , 'relation' ; and 5 . Attributes which refer to the action of 

an object , 'action '. > There was no literary precedent for 

Maimonides' fivefold classification of attributes, yet he seems to 

have taken Aristotle's tenfold classif i cat.ion of categories and 

applied them as attri butes . · 

A. Kai11<>nides ' Fivefold Classification o f Attributes 

The first type of attribute describes an object by its 

definition. It is an explanation of a name, and it contains the 

true essence of t he object . ~ Th is c ategory of attr i bute cannot be 

used wi th refer ence to God. 

All agre e that this kind of description cannot 
be given of God; for there are no previous 
c auses to His existence, by which He could be 
defined: and on that acc ount it is a wel l ­
known principle, received by all the 
philosophers who are precise in their 
statements, that no definition c an be given of 
God.' 

The second type of attribute is that which describes an object 

by part of its def ini ti on. This type of attribute is also 

inappropriate in reference to God. If we would speak of a-portio n 

of God 's essence, we would be considering God's essence to be a 

compound. The description of part of a def ini ti on includes a 
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necessary connection of at least two ideas. 1 t is possible to 

speak of a human person as a rational being, because every being 

which has the characteristics of a human person must also have 

reason. 1 The essence of the human person has more than one 

property. However, since God is a unity, it is i mpossible to 

divide God's essence into parts. This kind of attribute is 

inapplicable to God. 

The third type of attr ibute describes an object by something 

different from its true essence. This description relates to a 

quality which is an accident. Maimonides divided quality into four 

types which corresponded to Aristotle ' s subdivision. l. A human 

person is described by any of his or her intellectual or moral 

qualities. Therefore a person might be a carpenter , one who avoids 

sin, or one who is physically ill. 2. A thing is described by a 

physical quality it possesses or does not possess; for example, a 

thing can be hard or soft, strong or weak. 3. A human person is 

descr ibed by nonpermanent, passive qualities or emotions, s uc h as 

passionate, irritable , t imid and merciful. Similarly, descriptio ns 

of color , taste and temperature belong to this class of attributes. 

4. A thing c an be described from its qualities whic h result from 

quantity. We would describe a thing that is long , short, straight 

o r curved.• Maimonides emphasized that none of these attributes can 

be used i n reference to God. God i s a unity , therefore God could 

not possess any quality resulting from quantity . Sine; God is 
.. 

incorporeal, God is not affected by external influences . Emotional 

responses are the result of corporeality, and therefore God has no 
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emotional qualities. God has no strength since God i s not subject 

to physical conditions. Since God is not an animate being, God 

could not be subject to physical conditions. • 

The fourth type of at t ribute is the description of a thing by 

its relation to another thing, either to time, to space, or to a 

different individual. This type of attribute does not imply 

plurality or c hange in the essence of the object described, because 

relations are not the essence of a thing. u Even this type of 

attribute can not ':>e used with reference to God. There is no 

relation between God and either time or space. 11 Maimonides 

emphasized that there is no relationship what so ever between God 

and any other being, because God is of a different P.ssence than any 

other being. Since God has absolute exist ence, while all other 

beings have only possible exist ence, there cannot be any 

correlation between God and God's creatures. 1
' Maimonides stressed 

that trying to relate God to any other being is like trying t o 

compare apples t o oranges . 

It is impossible t o imagine a relation between 
i ntellec t and sight ~ although , as we believe , 
the same kind of e x istence is c ommon to both ; 
how then, could a relation be imagined between 
any c reature and God, who has nothing in common 
with any other being. For whenever we 
s peak of a relation between two things, these 
belong to the same species; but when two things 
belong to different species though of the same 
class, there is no relation between them . We 
therefore do not say , this red compared with 
that green, is more , or less, or equally 
intense, al though both belong to the same 
class--color; when they belong to two different 
c lasses, there does not seem to be any 
relation between them ••. u 
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Since God has nothing in common with any other being, the attribute 

of relation is also impossible with respect to any other being." 

Though subtly presented within his discuss i on of attributes, this 

no t ion that God cannot relate t o others is central to Maimonides' 

theology. Maimonides portrayed his own God conc e pt as complet ely 

differ ent from the God of the Bible wherein God speaks with a nd 

i nfl uences d irectly , t h e lives of human persons . 

The fifth a nd final of Maimonides' classifica tion of positive 

a t tributes is t h e descript ion by actions, in terms of the actions 

the subject has perfonned. This type of attribute is separate from 

t he essence of the object involved. Since it is possible for one 

agent to perform many actions without possessing different 

s ubstantial elements, this is t he most appropria t e attr ibute to be 

employed in describ ing God. is Maimonides s t ressed that the ma ny 

attributes of God found in the Bible are qualifications of God's 

actions, wi t hout any r e ference to God ' s e ssence . These 

qualifications ot God 's act ions d o not imply that t h e essence of 

God is a compound of var i ous elements. u According t o Maimon i des, 

a n i ndividual can comprehe nd God 's a c t i ons without knowing the 

e ssence of God . For example , it is possible to know the na ture o f 

an illnes s wi thout unde rstanding the virus that causes the d isease . 

Simi l arly, i t is pos sible t o know that God caused the universe , yet 

we c an know n othing about the essenc e of God. 

In d e s cribing positi ve attr ibutes, Maimonides made clear ~at 

there a re c ertain terms tha t cannot be used to describe God : 

. nothing can be predicated of God that 
implies any of the following f our things: 
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corporeality, emotion or change, non-­
existence,--e.g., that something would be 
potential at one time and real at another--and 
similarity with any of His creatures. I? 

The terms used to describe God must necessarily be different than 

t he terms used to describe human persons, since God's essence is 

different from the essence of the human person: 

There can be in no way or sense, anything 
common to the attributes predicated of God, 
and those used in reference to ourselves; they 
have only the same names, and nothing else is 
common to them. 18 

Ma imonides proceed~d in his argument to prove the necessity of even 

excluding the attributes of existence, unity and eternity from God 

as attributes. Existence is, for the human person and for al 1 

things, due to some cause, and it is therefore regarded as an 

accident added to the essence. Since God's existence is not due to 

any cause, the term existence is totally different when applied to 

God than to human persons. To the human person, existence is an 

accident or an attribute that is added to the human person as a 

property. God is not a substance to which existence is joined as 

an accident, as an addi ti.anal element, like the human person. 19 

Therefore, one must say that God exists without possessing the 

attribute of existence. Similarly, God lives without the attribute 

of life, has wisdom without that attribute, and is a unity without 

the accident of unity. 1 0 Maimonides concluded by indicating that 

when we use the term 'one' in reference to God, we do not mean to 

infer that an attribute of unity is added to God's essence. Rather 

by saying that God is one we are merely expressing that there is 
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nothing similar to God. 21 

B. The Neqative Attri butes 

Maimonides.. stressed the great limitations in using positive 

attributes with respect t o God. Since we cannot know God, the use 

of positive attributes could inevitably lead t o incorrect notion s 

of God . Posi ti ve attributes imply Polytheism, bec ause once 

positive essential attributes are admitted, o ne would assume that , 

besides the essence of God, other things co-existed with God 

eternally. n Maimonides developed a sixth category of attributes 

wh ich he termed t he negative attributes. To Maimonides, these 

attributes were the true attributes of God. Whereas positive 

attributes lead to misconceptions regarding God, t he negative 

attributes do not i nc lude a ny incorrect notions of God. The 

nega~ive attributes are like the positive attributes in that they 

both nec essarily circumscribe an object to some extent, although 

with ~he negative attributes the circumscription consists only in 

the exclusion of what otherwise would not have been excluded. 11 The 

positive attributes describe either some, or part of, the essence 

of an objec t. Only i ndirectly by exclusion do the negative 

attributes tell about the essence of the object being described . >< 

Maimonides illustrated the use of negative attributes regarding 

God's existence. I t is known that God's existenc e i s absolute. 

However, since God possesses no positive attribute, God d6es not 

possess existence in addition to God's essence. If existence were 

desc ribed as an attribute of God's essence, God's essence would 
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have more than one component and woul d therefore be described as 

compound. Wh en we say that God exists, we mean that God's non-

e xistence is impossible . '~ 

Maimonid es il l ustra t ed the use of negative attributes by using 

a n obscure example. 

Ev e n t he negative a t tr i b utes must not be formed 
and appl ied to God , e xce pt in the way i n which, 
as you know, someti mes an attribute is 
negatived in reference to a thing, a l though 
tha t attri b u t e c an naturally never be applied 
to it i n tbe same sense , as we say , " Th i s wal l 
does not s e e. u 

Friedlander termed this example " absolu te negation. " Absolute 

negat i on i n this e xampl e mea ns that the wall never has t he 

potentiality to s ee . I n other words , the wall does no t see in t he 

way a person does not see. Th is would be expresed as: The wa l l 

does not (no t see ) . (Not s e e) would denot~ that the wa ll doe s no t 

"see" in the way that a person wo u ld see. A p e rson who does not 

s ee , s t ill has t h e potentia lit y t o see , b ut that pote nti al i t y is 

not a c tualized. I f we would say t hat the wall does not (not s e e), 

we wo u l d be i ndic ating tha t the wa ll doe s no t s ee i n the way a 

human person does not see . This absolute negat ion is n o t a d oubl e 

negative . If we wo u l d s a y that God does no t ( not exist), we would 

merely be indicating that God does not e x ist the way a human perso n 

would not a e x i s t . Th i s example underscores the fundamental point 

that we c annot u s e t e rms that apply to the human person to describe 

o r explain God. 

Mai monides i ndicated that every attribute predicated of God 

either denotes the quality of an action or a negation. The use of 



44 

negative attributes underscores that nothing can be known about the 

essence of God. Therefore the on e who reaches the highest level 

of knowledge regarding God, is t he one who knows nothing about the 

essence of God . Maimonides expressed the necessity of the use of 

the negative attributes: 

.every time you establish by proof the 
negation of a th i ng in reference to God, you 
become more perfect, wh ile with every 
additional positive assertion you follow your 
imagination and recede from the true knowledge 
of God. " 

Through study and prepar~tion, one arrives at the negative 

attributes as the highest level of knowledge of God. The use of 

negative attributes impedes the human person's tendency to ascribe 

human perfections to God. The term perfection in reference tu t he 

human person implies t he acquisition of some qual ity wh ich one d id 

.... - - -
not possess before. Perfection in the sense of acquis ition cannot 

be ascribed t o God. 11 The use of negative a ttributes compels the 

i ndividual to verify that God cannot be described with terms 

applicable to the human person . Ma i monides explained the fallacy 

of the use of positive attributes with reference to God. 

. By affirming anything o f God, you are 
removed from Him in two respects; first , 
whatever you affirm, is only a perfection in 
relation to us; secondly, He does not possess 
anything superadded to the essence; His essence 
includes all His perfection. 29 

The only knowledge of God that is accessible to the human person 

is that we are unable to truly comprehend God. 

To Maimonides, individuals, who understand the implications 

of the n~ative attributes, do not even discuss the nature of God. 
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Silence and intellectual reflection is the only true way to 

contemplate God. He cited passages in the Bible that reflect this 

method . Maimonides quoted two passages from the Psalms : " Silence 

is praise to you" and "Commune with your own heart upon your bed, 

and be stil 1. 11 >0 Solomon is the paradigm for Ma imonides in that his 

knowledge and his words regarding God are few: 11 For God is in 

heaven, and thou upon earth; therefore let thy words be f ew . " ,, The 

negative attributes, by denying that anything can be known about 

God, encourage private speculation about God. Si nce one cannot 

utter anything affirmative about God, one must necessarily result 

t o silence and inner speculation and the utilization of the 

negative attributes. To Maimonides, the glorification of God does 

not consist in uttering what is not proper, but rather in 

reflecting what is proper. ll Maimonides expressed the hazard of 

speaking of God using positive attributes. 

If slander and libel is a great sin, how much 
greater is the s in of those who speak with 
looseness of tongue in reference to God, and 
describe Him by attributes which are far below 
Him; and I declare that they not only coJllDlit 
an ordinary sin, but unconsciously at least 
incur the guilt of profanity and blasphemy.n 

Maimonides recoqni zed that on the literal level of 

interpretation, the Pentateuch and the Prophets referred to God 

using positive attributes. He indicated that, understood 

esoterically, these descriptions were either attributes of God's 

actions, or expressions implying the negations of the opposite . >• 

These biblical passages could be uttered, since they were written 

in the Bible and established as part of tradition . Prayers that 
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have been established by the Great Synagogue could be saia as part 

of tradition. Maimonides emphasized that nothing resembling 

positive attributes could be added to the established written 

tradition , indicating it was permissible to utter the~e accepted 

passages within the limits of the Great Synagogue. 1 ~ Maimonides 

implied that many other prayers expressing careless descriptions , 

depicted God incorrectly in human terms. 

The masses regularly recite prayers anrt Biblical passages that 

desc:-H,e God in terms of positive attributes. They are only 

capable of understanding the Bible on its literal level. Si nce 

they are incapable of understanding the esoteric reading of the 

Bible and the theory that the attributes are mere qualifications 

of God's actions, or negations of the opposite, they must not be 

taught the theory of negative attributes.)( The esoteric reading 

of the Bible and the theory of negative attributes is only 

accessible to those who understand that one can only silently 

reflect on the idea that God cannot be known. 

As stated previously, Maimonides indicated that an individual 

must follow a specific course of study to arrive at an 

understanding of the negative attributes. The masses are taught 

conclusions presented in the Bible according to tradition, and by 

rote, they learn to accept that God is incorporeal and dissimilar 

to any other creature. Maimonides insinuated that the Bible .. 
presented some basic conclusions about the universe which must be 

accepted and understood by all . Natural science could provide 

proofs to the conclusions presented in the Bible. The masses could 



47 

compreh end the conclusions in the Bible based on authoritative 

tea c h ir.g, however, they could not under stand the proofs . The 

trained and educated thinker could a r rive at the philosophic proofs 

to comprehend the Bible on its esoter ic level t hrough a course of 

study in natural science. Natural science could lead t he 

i ndividua l to t he ph ilosoph ic proofs for t he existence of God , a nd 

to a n esot eric understanding of the conclusion s in the Bible. 

Through proper stu dy a nd inner reflection, t h e trained individual 

can arrive at an understanding of the negative attributes. The 

negative attribu tes set c ertain limits for what one c a n say 

concerning the deity. Thr ough speculative reasoning, the elite 

thinker necessarily arrives at the concl usion tha t the onl y thing 

that can be k nown a bout God is that God i s unknowa b le. The notion 

of the negative a t tributes cont e nds that God canno t be conceived 

of in human terms. Therefore t he highest expression of k nowl e dge 

of the deity is silent spe culation. 
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Maimon ides conception of providence was different from the 

Rabbinic Jewish conception of providence. The trad i tional Jewish 

notion of providence is established throughout the Pentateuch. It 

can be broadly defined as "the guidance of a potent and prescient 

God, conceived of as a person, who ~reates and conserves the 

universe, and who through continuous miraculous intervention in 

human history, cares for the Jews in particular and humankind in 

general. 11
• 

This definition of providence is based on a theistic God concept. 

Traditiona l J ewish belief constitutes bel ief in a God who created 

the uni verse , who relates to individuals, and who rewards and 

punishes individuals appropriately. Throughout the Horeb, 

Maimonides presented many views that contradicted the traditional 

Jewish notion of God and providence. He concealed these 

conflicting beliefs within many intentional contradictions in order 

to guard himself from c harges of heresy by the multitude of 

Rabbinic Jews. ' By using a method of concealment in the Moreb, he 

could insure that only readers properly trained would understand 

the true implications of his writings . It is important to explore 

Maimonides' literary devices before addressing the topic of 

providence. Maimonides' method of concealment fostered a selection 

process that could only reveal Maimonides I true beliefs to an 
intellectually elite group of readers . 
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A. Contradictions Within the Moreh 

In the introduction to the Moreh, Maimonides described seven 

causes of contradictions in literary works. He i ndicated that the 

fifth and the seventh causes explained the reasons for 

contradict ions in the Horeh. The fif th cause was related to the 

process of teaching a certain concept. A general, basic 

explanat ion of an idea would be initially presented. Later 1n the 

text, after the reader had absorbed enough i nformation to 

understand the idea more fully, a complete exact explanation would 

be provided that might have contradicted the fi rst general 

teaching, Even though the author wou ld eventually resolve this 

contradiction, it was left up to the reader to connect the two 

definitions toward the deeper understanding of the concept .> 

The seventh cause of contradiction was related to content. 

Maimonides emphasized that 11 in speaking about very obscure matters 

it is necessary to conceal some parts and t:o disclose others. 11
• 

Ma imonides intentionally contradicted himself throughout the Moreb . 

The duty of the reader was not to explain the contradictions , but 

to fi nd out in each c ase whic h of the two statements was considered 

by Maimonides to be true and which he merely used as a means of 

h i ding the truth . Those who were able to understand by themselves 

were in a position to attain the concealed s tatements of truth. 

By making contradictory statements about even the most important 

subjects, Maimonides revealed the truth to the elite, while 

simultaneously concealing it from the masses. ~ 
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B. The Absolute Transcendence of God 

Mai monides e mployed the method of contradiction to express 

the absolute transcendence of the deity . Absolute transcendence 

implies that God is i n no wa y found in human experience, neither 

as an object of knowledge nor as an object that enters into 

relations with humans i n any way . ~ 

Maimonides addressed God's transcendenc e within his discussion 

of attributes. As explained in the previous c hapter, Ma i monides 

rejected all positive attributes of God, as he demonstrated that 

the deity cannot be described i n human terms. Through this 

discussion Maimonides emphasized that si nc e God has noth ing in 

common with any other bei ng ; God cannot relate tc any other being . 

God's essence is not i ntelligible t o the human mind, a nd God cannot 

be affe c ted by or acted upon by a ny other being. Maimonide s 

indicated that the pro perties of emotion, change, and corporeality 

must also be denied . Humans cannot even understand the existence 

of God. 1 God is a ltogether ignorant of human af f airs.' 

Th e rejec tion of all positive attributes to describe the deity 

led Ma i moni des to the con c lusio n that the human person ultimately 

can know nothi ng regarding the deity. Maimonides even indicated 

that persons who think or feel that they have knowledge of God o r 

that they are i n relation with God , not only commit fundamental 

philosophic erro rs , but are also deluded by their imaginations into 

mis taking fantasy for reality .• Maimonides concept of God as being 

absolutely transcendent is c ompletely unlike the God of Rabbinic 

J udaism who is known by the human person and can relate to 
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individuals. 

c. Maiaoni des' Cosmology 

Maimonides' theory of providence is related to his 

understanding of cosmology. Even though God, according to 

Maimonides, does not directly relate to individuals within the 

s ublunar world, God is the First Cause of everything . To 

Maimonides, the universe is made up of three parts : the 

Intelligences; quintessence, which forms the bodies of the spheres; 

and first matter, the pri mary constituent of bodies that exist 

below the spheres. 10 Through an eternal process of emanation, God 

is the cause of every event that takes place in the world just as 

God is the Creator of the Universe as it now exists. 11 Everything 

occurring in the universe, although direct ly produced by certain 

nearer c auses , is ascribed to the Creator. u God is perfect or 

simple because God only thinks the thought that is God ' s self. 

There is no plurality within God. God has more than enough 

perfection t o sustain God's self. Therefore this perfection 

over flows to create other entities. 

The first overflow resulted in the formation of the f irst 

Intelligence . All of the Intelligences a re incorporeal and are 

composed of pure thought. God is the ground of being that sustains 

the first Intelligence . The first Intelligence is less perfect 

than God as the ground of being, because the first Intellic;fence 

contains plurality. The first Intell i gence thinks about God as 

well as its self. Since the first I ntelligence is no longer a 
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simplicity, the overflow of the first Intelligence resulted in less 

perfect beings. The first Intelligence produced the first sphere 

and the second Intelligence, through the process of overflow or 

emanation. The spheres a re composed of quintessence, a substance 

t hat forms the bodies of the spheres. Since spheres have body and 

are made of a type of matter, they are l ess perfect than the 

Intelligences which are composed of pure thought. The process of 

emanation continued until the ninth sphere and the tenth 

Intelligence, or A.ctive Intellect, were ema nated. 1> The tenth 

sphere is the sublunar world, the world of human beings. Emanation 

continued within the sublunar world until all of the species are 

created. Primary matter, which is different from the quintessence 

t hat formed the bodies of the spheres, is the material from whi ch 

the physical bodies of the s ublunar world are fashioned. The 

Active I ntellect, the tenth Intelligence, provides the forms of the 

species. The Active Intellect transforms the forms into physical 

bodies using the four elements: earth, water, air and fi re. 1
• 

Even though the universe is completed wi th the emanation of the 

species within the sublunar world , the process of c reation never 

ends, as new members of species of cont i nually created. 

' The Active Intellect directly effects the I sublunar world. 

However , God as the ground of being, emanates and sustains the 

first Intelligences, but has no d i rect effect on the Active 

Intellect itself. As God sustains the first Intell i gence, the 

first Intelligence sustains the second, and this sustaining process .. 
extends throughout the universe. 15 Maimonides explained this chain 



of existence which i s begun by and sustained by God: 

We fi nd that every physical and transient form 
must be preceded by another such form, by wh ich 
sub s tance has been fi tted to receive the next 
form; the previous form again has been preceded 
by another, and we arr i ve at lengt h at that 
form which is necessary for the existence of 
all i ntermediate forms, which are the cause of 
the present form. That form to which the forms 
of all existence are traced is God.a 
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Ma i mon i des emphasized that if God d id not exist, the universe would 

not exist . " God maintains the same relation to t he world as the 

form has to a thing e ndowed wi t h a form; through the form it is 

what it is, and on it the reality and essence of the thi ng 

depends .",, Therefore, the universe is not self-sufficient, and God 

as the ground of being e t ernally emanates and sustains the First 

Intelligence . " God indirectly sustains the entire universe , and 

ultimately the sublunar world, the world of the human species. 

D. Matter and Fona 

Mai monides' understanding of the universe which is linked to 

his view of providenc e , assume an understanding of matter and form 

as it is found within the sublunar world. Maimonides' definitions 

of matter and form are not exactly the same as those thinkers who 

preceded him. To Maimonides the forms and species in the universe 

are permanent , unchangeable and eternal. i• The source of the human 

form is the Active Intellect, which is the source of all forms 

within the sublunar world. ~ The human form ascribes to the human 

person an essence of rational animal. The ultimate goal of every 

living being is to realize its true essence. The human person can 
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realize his or her essence through rational activity. By engaging 

in pure, speculative, abstract thought, the human person' s 

i ntellect can merge with the Active Intellect. The intellect of 

the human person, because it is incorporeal, allows individua l 

members of the human species to reach a certain degree of 

intel lectual perfection. The intellect of the human person can 

merge wi th the Active Intellect, the source of the human person's 

form. Therefore, according to Ma imonides, the human person' s 

highest activity is ca ~ional a c tivity. Rational activity allows 

an individual to realize his or her essence, which in turn, merges 

the human intellect with the unchanging, incorporeal Active 

Intellect. 

Maimonides did not conceptualize form by the Platonic ideals; 

he repeatedly said that the forms are not in existence without 

substance . Matter, unlike form, is instable and constantly seeks 

a new form. 

Matter is never found without form, and i s 
therefore always like such a wife who is never 
without a husband, never single; and yet, 
though being wedded constantly seeks another 
man in the place of her husband . The same is 
the c ase with matter. Whatever form i t has, 
it will be disposed to rec eive another form; 
it never leaves off moving and casting off the 
form which it has in order to receive another . n 

Since matter constantly adopts new forms, Maimonides indicates that 

matter produces all corruption, destruction, and defect. " Matter .. 
forces the human person to be subject to the forces of sickness, 

aging and death . Since matter constantl y changes, the human person 

is subject to constant change. Matter also bestows the 
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characteristics of body to the human person. To Maimonides, the 

body is the human person's source of sin, distraction, and decay, 

whereas the intellect allows the human person to actualize hi s or 

her essence. Maimonides emphasized that the human persons' assets 

come from form, yet defects come from matter. 

Man's shortcomings and sins are all due to the 
substance of the body and not to its form; 
while all his merits are exclusively due to his 
form. Thus the knowledge of God, the formation 
of ideals, the mastery of desire and passion, 
the distinction between that which is to be 
chosen and that whic h is to be rejected, all 
these m.:.tn owes to h is form: but eating, 
drinking, sexual intercourse, excessive lust , 
passion, and all vices have their origin in the 
substance of his body. Man must have 
control over all these desires, reduce them as 
much as possible, and only retain of them as 
much as i ndispensable. His aim must be the 
formation of ideas, and nothing else. The best 
and sublimest among them is the idea which man 
forms of God, angels and the rest of the 
creation according to his capacity . This is 
man's task and purpose,» 

Therefore the human person must strive to a c tualize the human form 

of rationality, while subduing the passions that are the result of 

matter. These beliefs regarding form and matter, God's 

transcendence, and God's role in the universe all underlie 

Maimonides' discussion of providenc e. 

E. Five Tbeories of Providence 

Whereas the Rabbinic Jewish notion of providence is based on 

belief in a theistic God who knows and relates to individuals, 

Maimonides' def ini ti on of providence is grounded in his 

understanding of God as being absolutely transcendent. Since 
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Maimonides believed that God could not directly relate to 

individuals, his understanding of providence is not based upon the 

human person's direct contact with the deity , but rather on ~he 

human person's understanding of the natural uni verse, a nd the 

ability of individuals to actualize their essence. A general 

definition of providence according to Maimonides would be as 

follows: 

Providence is the government, guidance, and 
care issuing from the ground of the universe, 
or from the universe itself that brings an 
entity int0 existence and/or preserves it in 
existence , and regulates or orders its 
existence according to some rationa l law or 
principle., .. 

Maimonides presented five different theories concerning providence 

that were based on the views of other philosophers. Even though 

Maimonides did not adopt any of these theories as his beliefs, he 

used aspects of Aris totle and the second theory in his own 

understanding of providence . Maimonides presentation of five 

theories, none of which he incorporated directly into his own 

thinking , is another example of his method of concealment. 

Maimonides purposely leads the reader circuitously about before 

disclosing his true beliefs . By i ntentionally deluding the reader, 

Maimonides insured that only those prepared and equipped would 

understand his true beliefs reqarding providence. 

The first theory held that "there is no providence for 
. 

anything in the Universe; all parts of the Universe, the heavens 

and what they contain owe their origin to accident and chance; 

there exists no being that rules and qoverns them or provides for 
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them.tt • This represents an atheistic point of view, and Maimonides 

basically disregarded jt . 

The second theory is that which Maimon i des ascribed to 

Aristotl~ . While one part of the Universe is under the control of 

a ruler and governor , another part is abandoned a nd l e ft to 

c h a nce . 26 Providence extends only to part of the universe and it 

qi ves permanency and constancy to that which is permanent and 

constant in the universe, the spe cies, the spher e s and the 

Intelligences. Maimonid~s summarized Aristotle's opinion: 

In s hort , the opinion of Aristotle is this: 
everything is the result of management wh ich 
is constant , which does not come t o an end and 
does not change any of i t s properties, as e . g . , 
the heavenly beings, and everything which 
continues according to a certain rule , and 
deviates from it only rarely and e xceptional l y, 
as is the case in objects of Nature. n 

Aristotle limited that which could attain providence, basing h is 

views on his belief tha t nothing in the universe could be different 

from the way it now e xist s, and o n his concept of the eternality 

of the universe. 

The third theory is the reverse of the second. According t o 

this theory , nothing is due to c hanc e, and everything is the result 

of will, intention, and rule . Providence rules over everything, 

and consequently laws have no meaning since humanity is totally 

predetermined. There is no final cause for the actions of God, 

while all of God's actions are just. 29 According to this theory , • 

the deity does whatever the deity does for no purpose. 
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The fourth theory i mplied tha~ providence extends over all 

things, yet the human person has freedom. All acts of God are due 

to wisdom, and no injustice is found in God. This is the Rabbinic 

Jewish view of providence, yet Maimonides disguised it as the 

theory of the Mu'tazila. Maimonides raised the probl em of 

theodicy, why the righteous suffer and the wicked prosper, that 

confronts this theory. 

This theory likewise implies contradictions 
and absurdities. The absurdities are these: 
The fact that some rersons are born with 
defects, although they have not sinned 
previously, is ascribed to the wisdom of God, 
it being better for those persons to be in such 
a condition than to be in a normal state, 
though we do not see why it is better ; and they 
do not suffer thereby any punishment at all , 
but on the contrary enjoy God's goodness. 2

' 

The contradictions inherent in this theory led Maimonides to reject 

it. 

Maimonides introduced a fifth theory of providence. The two 

main articles of this view are that the human person is given 

freedom of the will by God, and wrong cannot be ascribed to God. 

All human affairs are managed with justice.'0 Maimon ides 

did not elaborate further on this theory. 

F. Maimonides' Theory of Providence 

After offering these five theories as the different approaches 

to providence a s described by the various thinkers that he cited, 

Maimonides stated his own theory of providence. Maimonides agreed 

with Aristotle regarding providence except regarding the human 
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Whereas Aristotle believed that providence extended to 

species but not to individual members of the species, Maimonides 

indicated that providence does not extend to the individual members 

of s pecies in the sublunar world except in t he case of the human 

person. >1 According to Maimo n ides, providence can only be extended 

to members of species who possess a rational f aculty. Since the 

human person is the o nly t ype of intelligent being, providence can 

proce~d only to members of the human species. Ma imonides indicated 

that individual human beings are capable of receiving Divine 

Providence, and he emphasized t hat good and evil fortunes are the 

result of justice. On the surface, Maimon ides view of providence 

resembled the traditional J ewish view in t hat he impl ied that God 

provides providence by treating individuals in a j ust manner . As 

his discussion unfolded Maimonides expressed a completely different 

conception of providence f rom that of traditional Judaism. 

Consistent wi th h is view that God i s absol utely transcendent, God's 

role in providence f or the human person is indirect . Based on the 

essence of the human person, i ndividual s play a direct role in 

their reception of Divine Providence. 

Divine Providenc e for the human person is directly related to 

the human person's ability to realize his or her essence. Even 

though matter is inherently transient and the human person's body 

is the source of defect and corruption, the form of the human 

person grants the possibility of permanence and perfection . To 

realize the essence of the human form of rationality, the human 

person must engage in intellectual activity in order to achieve 



6 2 

true perfection. Just as intellectual activity is the only way to 

ach ieve perfection according Maimonides, it is also the sole manner 

in which an individual can attain Div ine Providence. Maimonides 

directly connected providence with the intellect. The human 

intellect is a product of the natural world, and therefore is 

capable of achieving providence that is based within the natural 

world. An individual experiences providence according to 

Mai monides by acting carefully, and thinking rationally before 

acting. Whereas in Rabbinic Judaism an act of providence could be 

displayed as a miracle, to Maimonides an example of providence 

would be an individual's abil ity to analyze, comprehend, and 

understand the dangers and problems within the natural world. 

It may be by mere chance that a ship goes down 
with all her contents, or the roof of a house 
falls upon those within ; but it is not due to 
chance that in the one instance the men went 
i nto the ship, or remained in the house in the 
other instance. . . 13 

Matter is inevitably subject to chance, however the realization of 

the human form, rationality, leads to Divine Providence. The one 

who receives divine providence in this example, is the one who is 

able to intellectually deduce that a certain situation is unsafe. 

Even though accidents in nature are often due to chance, the human 

person who realizes his or her intellect through rational activity 

can be protected from phenomena that are the result of chance and 

matter. To Maimonides, providence is a natural event. 

Providence is only extended to those individuals who actualize 

their intellect. The more one engages in speculative intellectual 
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activity, the more providence one would be capable of receiving. 

the greater the proportion which a person has 
obtained of this divine influence, on account 
of both his physical predisposition and his 
training, the greater must also be the effect 
of Divine Providence upon him, for the action 
of Di vine Providence is proportional to the 
endowment of intel lect.)) 

Since providence is directly proportional to the use and the 

ability of an individual's i ntellect, Maimonides admitted that t he 

relation of Divine Providence is not the same to all people. 1
• Only 

those who follow through Maimonides specific intellectual 

preparations are capable of receiving providence. The greater the 

human perfection a person has attained the greater the benefit he 

or she would deri ve from Divine Providence. 

Maimonides' description of providence as a completely natural 

event is distinctly separate from depictions of providence from a 

literal reading of the Pentateuch. The stories in the Pentateuch 

describe providence as a miraculous interaction between God and 

select Biblical characters. consistent with his absolutely 

transcendent view of God, individuals who receive Divine 

Providence, according to Maimonides, never experience or interact 

with the deity. After subtly explaining this fundamental 

difference between his own view of providence and the Rabbinic 

Jewish interpretation, Maimonides explained how Biblical accounts 

of providence could be understood consistently with his own view 

of providence. Maimonides re-emphasized that the Bible was wrltten 

on many levels, and the literal meaning was only intended for the 

masses. An esoteric reading of the Bible could explain that the 
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reason certain Biblical c haracters experienced Divine Providence 

was due to their i ntel lectual perfection. Ma imonides supported his 

argument with prooftexts as he showed that providence extended to 

those individua ls in the Bible who achieved intellectual 

perfection. For those individuals who achieved intellectual 

perfection, pr ovidence was a natural even . It was not merely a 

random miracle produced by God, as a literal reading of the 

Biblical text would i mply to the masses. 

G. Probleas i n Mai11e>n ides' Syste• of Providence 

l. o.niscience 

Maimonides' natural view of providence raised several problems 

that he systematically explained. Firstly, some might argue that 

if God truly has no knowledge of human actions and events, God 

would not be omniscient. However, Maimonides explained that God 

cannot at a certain time acquire knowledge which God did not 

possess previously. u I n order for the knowledge of God to be 

perfect, i t could not i nclude any plurality. Therefore, God only 

thinks the thought tha t is God 's self . Any f urther knowledge would 

introduce plurality into t he deity and wo uld subject the knowledge 

of the deity to change . 

Since God ' s knowl edge does not admit of any 
increase , it is impossible that He should know 
any transient thing. He only knows that which 
is constant and unchangeable ( the 
intelligences, the spheres and the species in 
the sublunary world ). other philosophers 
raised the following objection: God does not 
know even things that remain constant; for His 
knowledge would then i nclude a plurality 
according to the number of objects known; the 
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knowledge of everything being distinguished by 
a certain peculiarity of the thing. God 
therefore only knows His own essence. 16 

Ma imonides' use of the negative attributes explained how the 

knowledge of God cannot be compared to human knowledge. The i dea 

that God does not know about human affairs does not detract from 

God's perfection. On the contrary , because God only thinks of 

God's own essence, God's knowledge is equivalent to God's essence, 

and God is a unified perfection devoid of plurality. As a perfect 

being, God's knowledge, i.e. God's essence, is eternal and 

unchanging. The human person is composed of both matter and forln 1 

and therefore imperfect and subject to c hange. Human knowledge can 

change and increase . The human person ul timately strives to 

actualize his or her form as the only aspect of the human person 

which can exist eternally. 

2. Theodicy 

Ma imonides ' naturalistic view of providence also raised the 

problem of theodicy , why the righteous suffer and the wic k.ed 

prosper. Using Job as the paradigm of the problem of theodicy, 

Maimonides explained that generations of thinkers have pondered 

why Job who was upright in his actions and very anxious to abstain 

from sin, was afflicted by successive misfortunes. " The text 

emphasized Job's virtues and uprightness i n the actions that he 

performed, however Maimonides pointed out that the text never 

mentioned that Job was intelligent, wise or clever . ~onsistent 

with his approach to the Bible, Maimonides read the story of Job 

on an esoteric, allegorical level, implying that the literal 
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meaning of the text was not the true understanding, but only 

i ntended for the masses. Even though according t o the literal 

reading of the story 1 Job was famous among people for his 

practical wisdom, he displayed no speculative wisdom. Maimonides 

i ndicated that Job had no correct notion of God . He feared God 

only because he was trained to do so, yet he did not engage in 

s pec ulative thinking and had no correct notions of God .'' 

Maimonides expressed a variant reading of the story of Job 

that he introduced under the pseudonyro Elihu. Elihu ' s theory 

reconciled God's goodness and justic e with Job's suffering . Job 

did not possess t he necessary intellectual faculty to achieve 

Divine Ptovidence. According to Mai monides it is the possession 

of intellect and the development of rational faculties that 

entitles one to the benefit of Divine Providence, and Maimonides , 

attributing his ideas t o Elihu, showed that Job was not fit t o 

receive Divine Providence. Because Job was absorbed o nly in the 

world of matter, he measured his success and wisdom based on his 

material possession, his health, and his children. These 

possessions are ephemeral, and they relate primarily t o the world 

of matter demanding Job's dependence on other human persons. In 

order to receive Divine Providence, one must realize his or her 

essence of rationality . Once Job began to speculate about true 

metaphysical notions of God, he realized that his physical and 

economic condition was insignificant . Only true knowledge~rinqs 

meaningful existence to the human person. Matters pertaining to 

the physical world are beyond the realm of Divine Providence. The 
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one who achieves intellectual perfection will benefit from Divine 

Providence, by learning the laws of natural science in order to 

avoid particular unsafe circumstances that inevitably occur in the 

natural world. Intellectual perfection could enable the individual 

to realize that the inherent problems of the material world are 

ultimately insignificant . 

3. The Liaitations of the Sublunar World of Matter 

To Ma imonides Divine Providence is natural providence that is 

obtained throug'h natural development and exercise of the human 

intellect. Divine Providence c annot effect the world of matter, 

and events i n the natural world are often inevitably due to chance . 

However, Divine Providence can extend over the world of form, and 

individuals can learn to engage in their world of form while 

controlling and subduing the matter that necessarily makes up their 

existence. Unlike traditional Judaism, worship is not an avenue 

toward providence according to Maimonides; worship simply controls 

the masses and acts as a preparatory step toward intellectua l 

speculation. 

Ma imonides emphasized that Job's major error was when Job 

cried out to question God's apparent unfair actions. Through his 

discussion of the negative attributes, Maimonides cautioned 

individuals not to fall into the error of imagining that God's 

knowledge is similar to human knowledge.,. Nothing can be known 

about God. The creation and structure of the uni verse .. are the 

result of God's wisdom and will, which the human person is unable 

to comprehend. Maimonides indicated that one can assume that the 
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works of God are the result of God's wisdom, even though it is 

impossiole to understand the way in which God's wisdom works . 

Human beings become confused when contemplating the purpose of the 

uni verse because humans are ultimately egocentric. Maimonides 

emphasized that humans erroneously believe that the entire universe 

exists only for their sake. •0 The human species was created not for 

its own s ake , but to serve God's ultimate purpose. 0 Humanity 

exists to satisfy God's supreme goodness. God's supreme goodness 

is expressed through God's abil ity to fill the cosmos wi th an 

infinite variety of different species, so that everything that 

possibly can ex ist exists. Humanity, consisting of form and matter 

fills a specific pla=e in the order of the sublunar world. Human 

beings suffer because they are made of matter. It becomes 

irrelevant as to whether or not God is aware of humanity's 

suffering. 

subject to 

Since the human species is composed of matter, it is 

il lness , death and evil. Divine Providence cannot 

protect humanity from the evils of matter, since matter is an 

integral aspect of the nature of the human person. Through 

intellectual perfection, the human person can receive a limited 

amount of Divine Providence. 

H. Soteria 

In this system, soteria is inevitably linked to providence. 

To Maimonides, soteria and providence are terms that can~be used 

i nterchangeably. One finds soteria and providence through 

i ntellectual perfection. When the intellect of the human person 
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reaches pure abstraction and becomes merged with the Active 

Int ellect, the ind ivi dua l realizes his or her essence and achieves 

Divine Providence or sot eria. To Ma imon ides, human beings are 

capable of rece i ving Di vine Providence to the extent that they 

actualize their int ellectual faculty . Throughout the Moreh 

Maimonides indicated that true meaningful existence could be 

achieved through the use and development o f the i ntellect . 

Physical and mo ral perfection are simply preparatory steps toward 

intellectual perfection. In Rabbinic Juda i sm one f i nds soteria 

through observing the commandments through deeds and study, 

building a home and family, and becoming part of a community. To 

Maimonides, commandments, f amily , and community a r e aspects of the 

world of matter. They can be useful tools to control the masses, 

but they cannot lead to soteria in and of themselves. Soteria is 

found through introspective rational activity which eventually 

l eads the indi vidual t o realize his or her essence . The 

rea lization of the essence of the human person allows the human 

intellect to merge with the Active Intellect. Through Maimonides ' 

specific preparatory steps , the individual ultimately finds that 

material possessions, other individuals, religious commandments, 

and morality are aspects of the material world and inapplicable to 

Divine Providence or soteria. Solitary rational activity is the 

only route to soteria to Maimonides. 
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CHAPI'ER V 

I-It and I-Tho u 

Martin Buber was born in Vienna i n 1878. He was reared i n 

t he home of his grandfather, Solomon Buber, a Haskalah scholar , 

who encou rag ed him to study both J e wi sh and secular subjects. 

Ma r t in Buber became best known for his "philosophy of dialogue" in 

wh ich he conceptualized a framework of relationships between 

i ndividuals and between individuals and God. Buber's philosophy 

of dialogue is based on the two types of fundamental relationships 

in which individuals engage: I - It and I - Thou 1
• I - It is objective 

a nd found within t he everyday, and I - Thou is subjective and 

i nexpressible, yet it is the foundation for Buber ' s understanding 

of soteria . These t wo fundamental rela t ionships will be discussed 

in depth f ollowing the background and h i s t ory tha t led Buber to h is 

philosophy of dialogue. 

A. Buber 's RxistentialiSll 

Buber is often categori z e d a s a religiou s exist ent i a list . 

Un like many e xistentialis t s who a re atheist , Buber i s i denti f ied 

as a religi o us e xistentialist i n that his philosophy contains 

belief2 i n a deity and i n the value of rel i g i ous experience t o the 

indivi dual. Buber's r e l i gio u s existential ism empha sizes the 

uselessness o f r a tional arguments f o r the e xistenc e of God and the 
.. 

importance o f commi tment to and bel ief in God wi thout res ervatio n .> 

Buber's understanding of the human person resembles that of 

other existentiali sts . His primary interest i s the everyday 
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experience of the individual. His existentialist orientat i on is 

reflected within h is belief in the uniqueness of every person. He 

wrote : "Every person born into this world represents something 

new, something that never existed before, something original and 

unique. 11 • 

B. The Essence of the HUJ1an Person 

Buber's understanding of the essence of the human person is 

reflected in his philosophical anthropology. Buber defined 

philosophica l anthropology as the study of the wholeness of the 

human person. Ph1l~sophical anthropology addresses the following 

problems of the i ndividual: the individual's place in the cosmos 

and in the world of things, the individual's connection with 

destiny, the individual's understanding of others, and the 

individual's awareness of existence as a being that knows it must 

die. s Whereas Maimonides believed that the essence of the human 

person is rational animal, Buber rejected the idea that reason is 

the distinctive characteristic of the human person. Buber built 

his understanding of the essence of the human person on the 

existentialist idea that each individual chooses his or her own 

essence. The essence of a human person is not predetermined 

according to the existentialist, rather one decides one's essence 
~ 

based on choices made throughout life. Buber defined the human 

person as the creature capable of entering intp living relation 

with the world of things and with individuals. The individual 

necessarily grapples with 'the mystery of being,'and participates 

at the same time in both finitude and infinity.• The individual is 
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a fact of existence only through living relation with other 

individuals. Buber felt that by reducing ti.le human person to 

rationality and animality, science was not confronting the depth 

of the human person. The study of the human person must encompass 

the individual's wholeness in response to the world of other 

individuals and things. Rationality is not the act that defines 

the individual as human according to Buber. Entering int o relation 

is an act of the whole being, and it is the act by wh ich we 

constitute ourselves as human. · Therefore, the essence of the human 

person can only be known in and through living relations. 

c. The Nature of True Belief 

Just as the essence of the human person is taken out of the 

realm of the scientific and objective realms for Buber, so is his 

understanding of truth. Unlike Maimonides and other rationalist 

philosophers, Buber attempted to show that truth is not objective 

content and words, but rather truth is based on the subjective 

human experience of meeting. This meeting does not take place in 

the realln of subject-object, but r ather in the realm of being 

itself.• To Buber meeting, or "betweeness, n functions as the 

fundamental category of being. Buber based truth on the world as 

our senses confront it. Maimonides and Buber would have agreed 

that the world of sensation is not illusion, and truth could be 

discovered within the everyday here and now . To Maimonides truth 

was scientific objective knowledge brought about by assent to a 

belief based on rational thinking and the outside world. To Buber, 



truth was wi thin the process of rela t ion itself. 

Truth does not consist in a correspondence with 
being, but is the c orrel ate o f a life 
authentically lived. Thus Buber wishes to 
remove from his conception of the truth any 
association wi th an assertion of objective 
content. The truth is wholly an attitude 
towards, an inquiry i nto , a struggle for the 
truth, i.e., the authenticity of a particular 
existence rather than an agreement between 
appearance and reality. 9 
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Buber emphasized hi s de-ob jecti fication of truth in his work 

Eclipse of God where he discussed the fundamenta l differences 

between phi losophy a~d religion. He i ndicated that "'faith' is 

not a feeling in t he soul of man but an entrance int o reality , an 

e ntrance i nto the who le reality wi thout r eduction a nd 

curtail ment. 11 10 This emphasis on the i mmed i a cy of the moment is the 

foundation of Buber's understanding of religion . Religion, 

according to Buber , is based i n the concrete situation. Philosophy 

looks away from concrete situat ions toward the primary act of 

abstraction. Buber said that "philosophy is grounded on the 

presupposition that one s ees the absolute in universals. In 

opposition to this, religion, when it has to define itsel f 

philosophical ly, says that it means the covenant of the absolute 

with the particular, with the concrete. "u In Eclipse of God, Buber 

criticizes a scientific approach to philosophic knowledge . If 

meaning is found i n meeting , i n the immediacy of the concrete , 

philosophic s peculation and an objective search for truth, wo\.\)..d, 

according to Buber, obstruct relation and block the way toward 

truth. 
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D. The Development of Buber's Philosophy of Dialogue 

Buber's philosophy of dialogue developed out of his interest 

in mysticism and existentialism. Maurice Friedman described 

Buber's development leading to his greatest work I and Thou. 

The development of Buber's thought from his 
earliest essays in 1900 to the statement of 
his mature philosophy in 1922 can best be 
understood as a gradual movement from an early 
period of mysticism through a middle period of 
existentialism to a final period of developing 
dial ogical philosophy. Thus Buber's 
existentialism retains much of his mysticism, 
and hi s dialogical philosophy in turn includes 
i mportant mysti=a : existential elements. 11 

Buber integrated aspects of existentialism and mysticism while 

rejecting tradi tional rabbinism. His position toward rabbinic 

halacha was negative and hostile, because the lifestyle of strict 

adherence to law left few opportunities for encounter. Maurice 

Friedman has pointed out that Buber draws out of Hasidism the joy 

and sanctity of the everyday, and the emphasis on personal 

religious experience. Unlike Rabbinic Judaism, Buber does not 

a ttempt to i nstruct about religion or about God's nature, but 

rather to point the way toward meeting o thers. 11 Buber became 

grounded in Hasidism's emphasi,.s on community life in which 

individuals live in connection . to others. He drew from Hasidism 

the ability to see the sacred within the everyday and the potential ,r ... _,.. 

for communion with God th~ough many forms of spiritual expression . 

Buber's understanding of Hasidism encouraged him to leave behind 

the mystical experience that was based on rare, private moments of 

ecstasy . 
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1. Mysticism 

Early in his life, Buber experimented with mysticism. Hi s 

mystical experience fostered an apprehension of unity of the self 

with the world, while promoting a sense of otherness, a feeling of 

being outside of the world . Buber had a profound experience that 

encouraged him to reject the mystical experience of 

otherworldliness. He found that mystical religious experience did 

not fit into the context of his life . In his work Between Man and 

Mgn Buber explained that one day after a morning of "religious 

enthusiasm," a young man came to visit him. Buber was still 

captivated by the mystical ecstasy that he had just experienced, 

and without being completely there in spirit, he carried on a 

friendly, but shallow conversa t ion. The young man had come to 

Suber to ask significant, rel i gious questions, and Buber neglected 

to uncover the important questions that were not articulated. 

Buber later learned thaL the young man was no longer living , and 

the essential content of his questions were never answered. Out 

of guilt and out of necessity Buber gave up mystical experience for 

the sanctification of the everyday. He found that it was more 

important to confront individuals in true reality rather than to 

reduce life to subjective personal experience . He said: 

Since then I have given up the "religious" 
which is nothing but the exception, extraction, 
exaltation, ecstasy; or it has given me up. 
I possess nothing but the everyday out of which 
I am never taken. The mystery is no longer 
disclosed, it has escaped or it has made its 
dwelling here where everything happens. I know 
no fullness but each mortal's hour's fullness 
.of claim and responsibility. 10 
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Buber ultimately rejected the ecstatic mystical moment for the 

everyday and for relationships in which individuals are responsible 

for o ne another. The sense of unification that he reached through 

the mystical experience must be sought in this world in 

relationships between individuals. The total unification 

experience that mysticism provided did not leave room for the 

development of the individual. Buber was too invested in the 

individuality of the human person to surrender personal identity 

to subjective ecstasy. Based on his personal life experience, he 

wrote: 

If that extravagantly rich heavenly moment has 
nothing to do with my poor earthly moment--what 
is it to me as long as I stil l have to live on 
earth--must in all s e riousness still live on 
earth . 15 

Even though Buber clearly rejected mysticism, the powerful sense 

of unity that the mystical experience fostered echoed in some of 

Buber's later writings. 

2. Existentialisa 

Buber ihtegrated his understanding of mystical experience and 

Hasidism with ideas raised by Kant, Nietzsche and Kierkegaard. He 

used aspects of existentialist philosophy and Kant's understanding 

of reality to create his dialogical philosophy, and most important, 

the abstract realm of I-Thou. Buber began with Kant 1 s teaching that 

we impose the order of space and time upon experience so that we 

may orient ourselves within it. The order that we impose of how 

we conceive t~e outside world is within us and not necessarily a 
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part of the outside world. According to Kant, we cannot know 

reality as it re& l ly is , only how it appears 't.c our senses and 

rationality. Buber used Kant's categories of the "phenomenal" 

meaning reality as it appears and "noumenal " meaning reality as it 

really is, to frame his own philosophical categories of I-Thou and 

I -It. " Since we cannot know the nownenal realm, according to Kant, 

we cannot really know another individual, except through our own 

perceptions of that person . To Kant, the noumenal realm was beyond 

reason and unknowable. Buber transformed Kant's notion of the 

noumenal. Buber envisioned a sphere beyond rational, objective 

knowledge, where the human person can become a genuine self within 

the realm of the I-Thou relationship. The realm of I-It is close 
r 

to Kant's conception of the phenomenal, but Buber' s conception of 

th~ I-Thou is very different from Kant's noumenal. Buber indicated 

that through relationship individuals can reach the c oumenal realm, 

which to Kant, was beyond human reach. 11 

Buber was also i nfluenced by the existentialist philosopher 

Friedreich Nietzsche. Maurice Friedman indicated that NietZsche's 

influence may account for the dynamism of Buber's philosophy. 

Buber drew from Nietzsche a concern for creativity, and an emphasis 

on the concrete and act~l as opposed to the ideal and abstract. 

Buber was also influenced~ Nietzsche's idea of the fruitfulness 

of conflict and the emphasis on the value of life impulses ana 

wholeness of being as opposed to detached intellectuality. 11 

Friedman emphasized that Soren Rierkegaard, also a religious 

existentialist, ~strongest 
_, 

influence on Buber. 

.. 
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Kierkegaard's early works expressed some of Buber's most important 

ideas. Kierkegaard stressed the direct relationship between the 

individual and God. He discussed the insecure and exposed state 

of every individual as an individual, and the concept of the 

"knight of faith" who cannot take shelter in the universal but must 

constantly risk everything in the concrete uniqueness of each new 

situation. Kierkegaard emphasized the necessity of bEicoming a true 

person before entering into relationships, and he stressed the 

importance of realizing one's belief in one's own life. 19 

Kierkegaard's religious existentialist wr i tings were based on 

personal experience, and his philosophy took on an autobiographical 

nature. Buber based his philosophy of dialogue om many of the 

issues that Kierkegaard addressed, and based on his o~m experience, 

Buber's writing took on a similar personal tone as did! Kierkegaard. 

Buber altered Kierkegaard's notiun of the Single One. 

Kierkegaard emphasized the need to become a Single One, to become 

an independent , whole individual before addressingr God through 

relationship. To Kierkegaard, to become a Single one, one must 

renounce other human persons and the world . Kierkegatard based his 

understanding of the Single One on his own p•ersonal life 

experience. The central event of Kierkegaard's life and the core 

crystallization of his thought was the painful renunciation of his 

fiance', Regina Olsen, as representing women and the world. 1 0 

According to Kierkegaard one can have dealings with God only as a 

Single One, and to become a Single One, one must be alone in the 

world and alone before God. Buber recognized the need for the 
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Single One to exist as a who le individua l alone , but he re j ec ted 

Kierkegaard's view that the individual must be alone t o relate t o 

God. In a sense, Buber turned Kierkegaard' s notio n of the Si ngle 

One on its head. Relationship with God to Buber was not possible 

by rejecting other individuals, but rather it was only possible 

through relating to other human per sons. 

"In order to come to love, '' says Kierkegaard 
about his renunciation of Regina Olsen, "I had 
to remove the object." That i s sublimely t o 
misunderstand God. creation is not a hurdle 
on the road to God, it is the road itself. We 
are c reated along with one another and direc ted 
to a life with one another. Creatures are 
placed i n my way so that I , their fellow­
c reature, by means of them and with them find 
the way o f God. A God reached by their 
exclusion wo uld not be the God of all lives 
whom a ll l ife i s ful fi l l ed. u 

Buber opposed Kierkegaard in that he indicated that God "wants 

indi viduals t o c ome toward God by means of the Reginas that God 

had created and not by renunciation of them." God, to Buber, is 

not an object , and hence cannot be reached by the renunciation of 

objects. God to Buber, is not to be found by rejection of other 

individuals. God is not to be loved by reduction. Bubeir 

transformed Kierkegaard's Single One from an individual who 

renounces other human persons, to one who can relate to individuals 

and God. To Buber, to become a Single one, one must first become 

whole within one's self. Kierkegaard's notion of the Single One, 

his religious existentialist empfiasis on the everyday, his leap of 

faith beyond rationality, and his personal autobiographical style 

continued to influence Buber throuqhout his philosop.hical works ~ 
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Buber's understanding of the knowledge that can be known by 

the individual reflected his existentialist standpoi nt. He 

reje c t ed rationalists, like Maimonides, who indicated that there 

are absolute truths that can be comprehended and understood by the 

human person. According to Buber , the individual walks along a 

"narrow ridge," avoiding the abyss of self- affirmation on the one 

hand and self-denial on the other. Buber described the narrow 

ridge as the inevitable state o f the human person which offers no 

external securitie s. The only certainty for Buber was the meeting 

t hat c annot be p redicted or understood prior to the experience of 

meeting. Buber said: 

I have occasionally descr ibed my standpoint to 
my friends as the "narrow ridge." I wanted by 
this to express that I d id not rest on the 
broad upland of a system that includes a series 
of s ure statements about the absolute , but on 
a narrow rocky ridge between the gulfs were 
there i s no sureness of expressible knowledge 
but the certaint y of meeting what remains, 
undisclosed. , 1 

Despite the uncertainty of life along the "narrow r idge, " Buber 

emphasizes that the wholeness of human existence can be found 

through meeting . 

Buber's understanding of Judaism, like Maimonides' , differs 

radically from Rabbinic Judaism. Buber, Maimonides and adherents 

of Rabbinic Judaism a re all different in their approach to 

meaningful existence. Whereas in Rabbinic Judaism the route t o 

soteria is to follow the commandments and uphold the covenant with 

God , to Maimonides soteria is possible through the development of 

the intellect . To Buber, religion i s the acceptance of the 
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possibility of dialogue, and i nclining of one's heart and mi nd 

toward unconditional, spontaneous relation .u Therefore, Buber's 

entire conception of relig i on and the s o terial process are 

exclusively established within his dialogical philosophy. 

K. Dialoqical Philosophy: I-It and I-Thou 

Martin Buber's most important existentialist work was I And 

T.hQJ.l, which was first published in 1922. I and Thou became the 

foundation for the entirety of Buber's philosophy. Whereas 

Maimonides ' Moreb was the c ulminating product of his steady 

i ntellectual development, Buber described I and Thou as a work 

wr i tten out of "inner necessity." Buber's work developed from a 

feeling or an intuition tha~ brewed within Buber's psyche for many 

years. In a postscript written approximately 40 years after the 

first publication of I and Thou, Buber described an emotional , 

almost prophetic experience surrounding the production of his work. 

I felt impelled by an inner necessity. A 
vision that had afflicted me repeatedly since 
my youth but had always been dimmed again, had 
now achieved a constant clarity t .hat was so 
evidently supra-personal that I soon knew that 
I ought to bear witness of it.H 

Buber's existentialist standpoint that there are no external 

certainties for the human person is reflected in the style of his 

wri<ting. Unlike the careful, complicated organization of 

Maimonides' Moreh, Malcolm Diamond described I and Thou as .a 

"philosophical-religious poem." Walter Kaufman, who completed the 

most recent and the clearest English translation of I and Thou 
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i ndicated that Bube r' s de light in language gets between him and his 

readers. He explained that Buber himse lf was not always sure of 

the exact meaning of h :s text. Kaufman described both the form and 

content of I and Thou to be "romantic. " The work stands somewhere 

between the literary and the philosophical. The lack of clarity 

of I and Thou reflects Buber' s rejection of the objectification of 

religion and of the individual. 

I and Thou as well as most of Buber's other works, addressed 

the problem of the modern ~uman pe r son facing the rapid development 

of a technological culture. Within a technological societ y, the 

individual becomes overwhelmed by the impersonal wo rld of 

machinery. According to Durkheim the individual unavoidably 

con f ronts "anomie," alienation between the I and the world. Buber 

addressed this modern problem of the alienation a nd objectification 

of the i ndividual that the rise of technology had produc ed. He 

witnessed communities becoming "c rowds" and thro ugh h is work he 

strove to foster free and open communication between i ndividuals. 

Throughout all of Buber's anthropological and theological works, 

human relationships are at the center. Within the emphasis on 

human dialogue, Kaufman found that the central message of I and 

'.Ib2Y was a commandment to make the secular sacred. Buber's 

philosophy of dialogue brought the everyday realm of human 

communications to a state of potentiality to obtain the sacred. 

Buber's I ond Thou is based on a dualism, that there are two, 

and only two, modes of discourse which reflect the two basic 

attitudes one can adopt toward others and toward the world. Buber 
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describes these t wo separate realmc:; of human existence, and he 

refers to them as word pairs: " I -It" and " I - Thou. " The t wo word 

pairs describe the two different ways in which an individual can 

come to know th9 world. I-It is objective and can be described. 

I - Thou is both subtle and complicated, and Buber claims that it 

cannot be described, yet he tries to depict and portray I - Thou 

throughout his work. Paul Edwards indicated that Buber's 

attempted descriptions of I-Thou are often "epigrammatic and 

cryptic . " By referring to I-It :ind I - Thou as word pairs, Buber 

emphasizes that the I comes into being in the act of speaking one 

or the other of these primary words. l 5 The: individual 

relationships of I-Thou and I-It will now be explained more 

completely . The explanation will begin with a description of the 

I -It relationship since it is concrete and relatively clear. 

1. I-It 

In the realm of I - It all things in the world, objects and 

other individuals, are filtered thr ough the mental categories of 

the human person for purposes of knowledge or use. Buber stated 

t ha t I - It can never be spoken with one' s whole being , a nd the I -It 

relation produces s ubject-object knowledge. Maurice Friedman 

described the objectification of the world of I - It : 

'Individuality , ' the I o f I-It, becomes 
conscious of itself a s the subject of 
experiencing and using. It makes its 
appearance through being differentiated from 
other individualities and is conscious of 
itself as a particular kind of being . It is 
concerned with its My-- my kind, my race, my 
creation, my genius. It has no reality because 
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it has no sharing and because it appropriates 
unto itself. 16 

I-It is the world of objective space and time in which one can 

continually l ocate one's self and o t her sel ves. " The world o f 

experience belongs to the basic word I - It. Buber ultimately values 

relationships, and he indicated regarding I - It that "the 

improvement of the ability to experience and use generally involves 

a decrease in man's power to relate." ,. He seems to assign subtle 

negative implications to I-It. Even though individuals spend the 

most time with in i - It , the goal of existence is to foster the more 

obscure I -Thou relationships. 

However, a person cannot live without the world of I - It . 

Buber said that without It a person cannot live, but one who lives 

with It alone is not a person." To Buber " all real living is 

meeting," yet meeting cannot come within the I-It. Clearly to 

Buber, I-It is incapable of fostering soteria, yet Buber emphasizes 

that I-It does not come from evil. On the contrary , I-It is of 

fundamental importance for the scientific ordering of nature . 

Pamela Vermes emphasized that it is a mistake to assume that 

anything pejorative is attached by Buber to I-It. 

Nothing is wrong with the objectivity of I-It . 
. . as long as it is able to change to I-Thou, 
and does not become so habitual that entry into 
relation is impeded. On the contrary, 
irrelation (I-It) is inevitable and good, if 
only for the reason that I cannot be present 
with Thou except by leaving the world of It.,0 

I find both Vermes' and Buber's justification of I-It and their 

description of the function of I-It to be weak. However, since 
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Buber indicates that the i nterdependence and interrelation between 

I -It and I-Thou is significant to the human person, a more complete 

discussion of the role and value of I-It will follow a 

comprehensive analysis of I-Thou. 

2. I-Thou 

Buber emphasizes that the I comes into being in the a c t of 

speaking one of the two primary word pairs'' : I-It or I-Thou. The 

two "I"s that emerge rirP not the same. The I of I-Thou can only 

be spoken1
' with the whole being. To Buber, I-Thou is the primary 

word of relation. The I - Thou cannot be described because it is a 

living dialogue between individuals who are not related to the 

objective contents of one another. Mauric e Friedman explained that 

the I -Thou relat i on does not take place in the 'subjective' or in 

the 'objective ,' nor in the emotional or rational, but in the 

'between, 'in the realm of being. ' 1 Betweeness functions as the 

fundamental category of being, and the human person is the locus 

where the act of being is being acted. The human person does meet, 

the human person is the meeting itself.>< 

Buber pointed out that there are three spheres in which the 

world of relation arises: life with nature, life with other human 

persons, and life with spiritual beings.>~ These realms of relation 

will be explained more explicitly following a description of the 

characteristics of the I - Thou . The meeting of the Thou of the 

human person and of nature is also a meeting with God . Buber 

emphasizes that the I-Thou meeting is ephemeral. I-Thou 



continually becomes 1-lt . 

Every Thou in the world is doomed by its nature 
to become a thing or at least to enter into 
thinghood again and again. In the language of 
objects: every thing in the world can--either 
before or after it becomes a thing--appear to 
some I as its Thou." 

8 9 

The human person does not experience37 the Thou. The human person 

encounters the Thou through relation. Within the realm of the I-

Thou particulars disappear, and the human person knows everything 

about the Thou through intuition. Buber clearly values the realm 

of I-Thou as ultimate meaningful existence. For Buber, the route 

to soteria is through I-Thou relationships. However, he stresses 

that the human person can do nothing to foster the I-Thou. I - Thou 

happens because of grace. 

the Thou encounters me by grace--it cannot be 
found by seeking. But that I speak the basic 
word to it is a deed of my whole being, is my 
essential deed. u 

The random, unexplainable aspect of grace that establ i shes the I-

Thou relationship leaves the human person somewhat helpless t o the 

process of soteria, according to Buber . . 

.3. Characteristics of I-Thou 

a . Directness 

Paul Edwards has pointed out that even though Buber stressed 

that the I-Thou could not be explained, ironically, much of the 
... 

work I a nd Tbou is zocused on describing the I-Thou relationship . 

Edwards identified several characteristics that constitute tbe I-

Thou relationship. The first and most basic is directness, which 
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implies a rapport or speci fic contact between persons. Walter 

Kaufman translated the concept of "directness" as unmediated. 

The relation to the Thou is unmediated . 
Nothing conceptual intervenes between I and 
You, no prior knowledge and no imagination; and 
memory itself is changed as it plunges from 
particularity into wholeness. 19 

By directness or unrnediatedness, Buber implies that within the 

realm of I - Thou there is an intuitive rapport that arises 

independent of knowledge, memory, or experience regarding the two 

individuals. Another characteristic of the I - Thou that Buber 

stresses is total involvement of both parties. Buber said "the 

primary word I - It can never be spoken with the whole being , the 

primary word I - Thou can only be spoken with the whole being. " 

Total involvement implies that the whole self is involved in the 

relationship. 

b. Openness 

Openness is a characteristic of the I-Thou relation that is 

a pre- condition of directness and involvement.'0 Both parties must 

have an open or receptive attitude toward one another. According 

to Buber, the openness of the I-Thou is contrasted with the attempt 

to control, or predict, the othe.r party as in I -It. Therefore, the 

world of I -It is the world of c ausal ity, order, and science, and 

the world of I-Thou is free from causality. 

I and Thou confront each other freely in a 
reciprocity that is not involved in or tainted 
by any causality; here man finds guaranteed the 
freedom of his being and of being. •1 
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c. Mutuality 

On e canlloL e xperience I - Thou according t o Buber unless bot h 

i ndividuals are participating . Buber calls this characteristic 

mutuality or reciprocity. He stated that "the I of the prima ry 

word I - Th ou is a different I from tha t of the primary word I-It, " 

i ndicati ng t hat wi t hin t he I - Thou relationship both part i e s must 

have s imilar open attitudes. Th is ope nness and reciproci ty is not 

presen t wi t hin t he realm of I - It. 

d. Pres entness 

Presentness is a c ha racteristic of t h e I - Th ou relationship 

according to several of Buber's commentators. Whereas the world 

of I - I t "hangs together in space and time. The Thou-world doe s not 

hang together in s pace and time. " ., Buber describes t he I - Thou 

moment as ''queer lyric-dramatic episodes" that ha ve no dur a t ion. 

Because the I-Thou has no durat ion, it is a lways present, a nd 

Maurice Friedman des cribed t h e pr esent ness of I - Thou to be the 

"real fi l l ed pres ent." Edwards e x p l ained how the necessary 

pr esentness of the I - Thou diverges from t h e c ausa l i t y of I-It. 

Wys chograd treats Buber' s remarks about the 
e s sential pres entness o f the I-Thou and the 
inevitabl e pastness of the I-It as a l ogical 
consequence of the assumpti on that I-Thou 
meetings occur outside any c ausal framework 
while I-It r e lations are perfectly determined 
by the events of the past. I-It relations lack 
"genuine novelty" and because of this "all 
objective knowledge" of human beings must 
always be about thei r past and not about them 
as they now are .• , 

Buber emphasizes that the characteristic of presentness c ontributes 

a mystical qual i ty to the I-Thou relationship. He describes I-Thou 
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as "the eternal now" or "timeless living. " Edwards indicated that 

t h is sense of presentness that Buber describes is by no means 

peculiar to I-Thou relations. Other human experiences are 

characterized by a timeless sense of presentness. 

e. Ineffability 

Finally, Buber indicated that ineffability is a characteristic 

of the I-Thou relationship. An I-Thou relationshi p cannot be 

studied or described. Edwards stressed Buber's confusion regarding 

ineffability. He agreed with Buber that whi le in the midst of an 

I-Thou relationship, c- ne could not step back to analyze the 

relationship. Similarly, when one is angry, one could not attempt 

to analyze the anger. The minute analysis would begin, the anger 

would subside . Similarly if one attempted to describe I-Thou in 

the midst of the experience, it would be i mpossible to maintain the 

relationship. However , Edwards indicated that just as it is 

possible to study and analyze human emotions followi ng the 

experience, it is possible to discuss and describe the I-Thou 

following the moment of experience. Edwards highlighted Buber's 

confusion regarding ineffabil ity in demonstrating that Buber's 

entire work I and Thou is an attempt to describe the I-Thou 

relationship. 

On the basis of these characteristics, Buber describes a 

relationship that is very difficult to attain. An I - Thou 

relationship as Buber describes demands a certain level of maturit.¥ 

and intimacy. To Buber, the paradigm of the I-Thou relation is 

love fully manifest between husband and wife . Love, to Buber is 
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not a feeling, but rather responsibility of an I for a Thou . Love 

involves the recognition and confirmation of the other in his or 

her un iqueness, and t o this end, marriage affords the greatest 

length of time and the greatest degree of intimacy." In a marriage 

relationship two human beings reveal the Thou to each other. Like 

every I-Thou r e l ationship, even within marriage the Thou i nevitably 

becomes an I t. Buber emphas izes that e ven in the most intimate , 

reciproca l re lationships, t he moments of the I - Thou encounter are 

fleeting and unpredictable. However Buber e rnphasi zes t hat the 

intimacy of marriage provides the best environment for I-Thou 

relations t o take place. 

4. I-Thou and Inani•ate Objects 

Some of the I -Thou rela tionships that Buber identified did 

not necessarily contain all of the characteristics described above. 

Buber raised t he controversial point that an I-Thou relationship 

is not limited to human persons, but c an include trees, animals , 

objects i n nature , and God. Emil Fackenheim "acknowledges that it 

may not be easy to be persuaded of the reality of I-Thou encounters 

when the alleged partner is something non-human . 11 0 Many have 

questioned how a lifeless and speec hless object can achieve the 

mutuality of I-Thou as the human person is capable. 

describes the I-Thou relationship with a tree: 

I cannot say you to a tree and at the same time 
consider it in terms of profit as timber, or 
of adornment as an addition to my qarden , or 
of study as an object of botanical research4 
When I say you to at tree, I am simply present 
with it; its whole unique self is present with 

Buber 
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me and to me .... 

Although Buber describes a sense of presentness with inanimate 

objects, he never adequately explained how an i nani mate object i s 

capable of mutuality. Buber clearly values the I - Thou encounters 

between human persons more highly than those that take place 

between the human person and other beings, because of the greater 

degree of mutua lity possible in human encounters.·· 

5. Gradations of I-Thou 

Buber also describes I-Thou relationships between human persons 

that do not contain all of the characteristics of an I - Thou 

relationship. He indicates that a relation with another human 

person that cannot be considered I-It does not automatically make 

it an I-Thou relation in its true sense. There are gradations of 

the I-Thou relation which differ from a true I-Thou relation 

because a person does not engage in total involvement and openness, 

or because of a lack of mutual affirmation of one another's 

subjectivity.•• In the "Afterward" to I and Thou that appeared in 

1958, 35 years after the first German edition, Buber admits that 

relationships occur between individuals without full mutuality. 

Yet there are also many I-Thou relationships 
that by their very nature may never unfold into 
complete mutuality of they are to remain 
faithful to their nature.•• 

Buber gives the examples of relationships between teacher .. and 

pupil, psychotherapist and patient, pastor and congregant, to 

illustrate this point. Because of the nature of these 

• 
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relationships, full mutuality is impossible, yet the apprehension 

of the individual as a whole leads to a quality in the relationship 

that would not be described as I-It. 

Even though Buber admits the gradations of I - Thou he does not 

adequately explain the differences between types of I-Thou 

relationship. I and Thou is based on a dualism in which the reader 

is led to believe that every relationship is simply I-Thou or I -

I t. This lack of clarity regarding the gradations of I - Thou has 

led to misunderstanding regarding the nature of an I - Thou 

experience. Buber's oversimplified dualistic description of 

relationships has led students of Buber's philosophy of dialogue 

to a watering down of the true I-Thou. Many speak of attempting 

to treat others as a Thou. By speaking sincerely and treating 

others in a kind, loving, friendly manner, they claim that one can 

have an I - Thou encounter with almost anyone. However, Buber 

empha~ized the role of "grace" within the I-Thou encounter. One 

can never know or control when the I - Thou encounter wi ll occur. 

Buber's description of the characteristics of the I-Thou require 

deep knowledge and understanding of an individual. Therefore, one 

could not create an I-Thou encounter with another individual just 

by treating him or her in a kindly way . 

Buber addressed this problem in Between Man and Man by 

distinguishi ng three different types of dialogue, two of which can 

o.cc.ur within the realm of the I-Thou. 

There is genuine dialogue--no matter whether 
spoken or silent--where each of tbe 
participants really has in mind the other or 
others int heir present and particular being 
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and turns to t hem with the i ntention of 
establishing a living mutual relation between 
himself and them. There is technical dialogue, 
which is prompted solely by the need of 
objective understanding. And there is 
monologue disguised as dialogue in which two 
or more men, meeting in space, speak each '#ith 
himself in strangely tortuous and circuitous 
ways and yet imagine they have escaped the 
torment of being thrown back on their own 
resources . SI) 

Buber describes technical dialogue as an intermediary between 

genuine dialogue and monologue. He described technical dialogue 

as 

hidden in all kinds of odd corners and , 
occasionally in an unseemly way, breaks surface 
surprisingly and inopportunely ... as in the 
tone of a railway guard's voice, in the glance 
of an old newspaper vendor, in the smile of the 
chimney-sweeper. " 

Technical dialogue allows for moments of "rea l dialogue" amidst 

everyday 1 i fe. Even though technical dialogue characteri zes a 

meaningful exper ience, perhaps a momentary intimate expression of 

glances between strangers , this, to Buber, is not a true I-Thou 

encounter. Even though real dialogue c an occur through a friendly 

exchange with a cashier , an instant rapport with a waiter, or an 

overwhelming relationship between a musician and an audience, these 

encounters lack the necessary characteristics of a true I-Thou 

encounter. 

By over simplifying all human relationships to either I-Thou 

or I-It, Buber neglected to fully describe different types of 

relationships. Several scholars invented new terminology to 

account for the gradations of the I-Thou. Paul Edwards described 
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~I-Thou-like" re lations based on Buber's discussion of techn i cal 

dia logue. 

Buber does not contend that we have full ­
f ledged I - Thou relationships in all these 
c ases, but all of them are suffici ently 
different from I - It to be classified as " real 
dialogue." Perhaps it would be helpful. 
to distinguish between I-Thou relationships 
and I-Thou-like relationships . . I believe 
that Buber would regard the meeting between a 
musician and his audience as I-Thou-like rather 
than as a full I -Thou encounter. The 
directness may well be there and so may the 
other characteristics of the I - Thou meeting, 
but the level on which the involvement takes 
place is r .:>t as deep as Buber appears to 
require for a true I -Thou relation. ~ 2 

Buber's philosophy of dialogue provides a significant depiction of 

human relationships. However his oversimplified dualism inevitably 

l eads t o misunderstanding and confusion amongst his readers 

regarding the true nature of the I - Thou. 

F. Soteria 

Buber clearly i ndicates that soteria is found through the I -

Thou encounter. If soteria is found only wi thin the I -Thou , does 

this imply that asoteria is inevitable within I-It? Buber 

emphasizes that one c annot always live within the I-Thou , and that 

I-It is necessary for scientific progress and everyday existence. 

several scholars have emphasized that Buber assigns nothing 

negative or evil to the realm of I-It. However, Buber did not 

adequately explain the nature of I-It and i ts relationship to.the 

soterial proc ess o f the I-Thou encounter. Buber indicated tnat 

we live most of our life within the realm of I-It, and that I-Thou 
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can only come about through the act of grace . There is noth i ng 

significan~ l hat we c an do t o foster an I - Thou encounter. The best 

that we can do is attempt to address others as whole beings by 

entering into intimate relationships like the paradigmatic ground 

for 1-Thou--the marriage relati onship. By fostering deep, intimate 

relationships, we can create an environment for I-Thou encounters , 

however nothi ng can guarant ee the occurrence of the I - Thou. Since 

Buber does not clarify the true nature of the I-It, it seems as 

though to him, the human person is i nevitably stuck in I - I t , a 

state of asoteria or uysoteria. Only through grace , random luc k , 

wi ll the i ndividual experience an I - Thou encounter that wi ll 

provide a soterial moment . This implies that soteria is a random 

uncontrollable occurrence that provides mere moments of meaningful 

existence. Can these moments of soteria that c annot be predicated 

or control led, and that do not even necessari ly occur in every 

individual's J ife, provide meaningful existence for the human 

person? Can mere moments of I-Thou encounter sustain a person 

throughout life's trauma and disappointments? 

Buber indicates that the I -Thou encounter c an sustain a person 

and provide true meaningful existence regardless of its random and 

unpredictable nature . If Buber truly means to indicate that the 

human person has nearly no control over soteria and simply exists 

to wait and hope for the random I-Thou moment that may or may not 

occur, he seems to be straying away from the existentialist 

understanding of the essence of the human person. According to 

existentialism, the individual is in charge of making decision that 

-
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lead to the voluntary creation of her or his essence. Buber's 

vague description of the soterial process leaves the human person 

helpless and incapable of achieving soteria without the random ac~ 

of grace that fosters the I-Thou encounter. 

I do not think that Buber intended to i mply that the human 

person is a helpless i ndividual who l ives an absurd life of waiting 

for the random occurrence of I -Thou. However, his 

oversimplification of human relationships and his oversight of the 

underlying meaning of the realm of I - It left many unanswered 

questions in his philosophy of dialogue. Buber's description of 

relationships in terms of I-Thou and I - It i s meaningful and 

i mportant. However , his description of human relat~onships does 

not address the many i ssues o f human existence. His theology, 

built upon his philosophy of dialogue, creates even more proble~s 

and c onfusion than his description of human relationships. 

G. ENDNOTES TO CHAPTER V 

1. Throughout this text I use primarily Walter Kaufman's 
translation o f I and Thou . [Martin Buber, I and Thou, trans. 
Walt er Kaufman, ( New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1970) ) 
Kaufman emphasized the i~portance of referring to I-Thou 
relationships as I-You . He indicated that the use of the wo rd 
"You" insinuates the intimacy that Buber intended. Kaufman's eSSJlY 
regarding the use o f the word "You" in place of "Thou" was 
convincing and important. However, in order to avoid confusion, 
I will be substituting the wo rd "Thou" for "You" within Kaufman' s 
trans lation. 
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2 . The use of the word "belief" in relationship to Buber's 
theology must be explained. According t o Buber , one cannot 
"believe" ir. a deity. To Buber, one can only relate to the deity 
through an I -Thou relationship, and he emphasized that an I-Thou 
encounter cannot be described. Even though Buber emphasized that 
one cannot describe God or an I-Thou encounter, several of his 
books and articles actually describe and explain I-Thou 
relationships as well as the Eternal Thou. Buber contradicted 
himself by indicating that "belief" i n a deity was impossible, 
while he simultaneously described and wrote about his own beliefs 
based on his experiences and interactions. Buber himself probably 
would have objected to my describing his theological statements as 
"beliefs. " However in order to bypass the inherent contradictions 
in his work, I will refer to his theological s tatements as 
expressions of his theological beliefs. 
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CHAPTER VI 

The Eternal Thou 

Buber's God concept is an integral part of his dialog i c a l 

philosophy. The human person meets God , the Eternal, Thou through 

I - Thou relationships wi th other individuals. Maurice Fri edman has 

pointed out that Buber's Eternal Thou does not stand for God, or 

the Absolute, but rather for our unique dialogue wi th an Absol ute 

that cannot be kno wn. 1 When an i ndividual engages i n meaningf u l 

dialogue, the realm of "between" is created. The human person's 

dialogue brings about a realm that exists between " individual and 

individual, " and simultaneously a realm between "the individual and 

God . " Just a s the human person is defined in terms o f 

relationship, s o also is the Eternal Thou. Th e human person 

realizes his or her essence through dialogue with other humans, and 

ultimately through dialogue wi th the Eternal Thou. The human 

person cannot enter i nto relat ions with God unless he or she meets 

the Eternal Thou through relationships with others, and through 

relationships with the world of things. Each relationship with 

other human persons leads t o a relationship with the Absolute. 1 

Buber indicated that " God is the Eternal Thou in whom the extended 

lines of relation meet. Every particular Thou is a glimpse 

through to the Eternal Thou ; by means of every particular Thou the 

primary word addresses t he Eternal Thou." Therefo r e God is the 

center of the circle of existence, the apex of the triangle of 

life. ' In the "Afterward" t o I and Tho u, Buber indicated that "God 
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is the Absolute Person who is not a person but becomes one, so to 

speak to love and be loved, to know and be known by us. " ' Just as 

the human person exists through dialogue, the Eternal Thou comes 

into being through dialogue. The human person has a direct 

relationship with the Eternal Thou . That relationship c alls the 

Eternal Thou into being. The human person directly effects and 

influences the Eternal Thou. 

The Eternal Thou is different from all other "Thou"s in that 

a relationship involving the Eternal Thou can never degenerate into 

the objectivity 0 1 1 -It. ' Buber emphasized that all other "Thou"s 

necessari ly become It at some point. Other "Thou"s are constantly 

fluctuating between the I - Thou realm of subjectivity and the I-It 

realm of objectivity. The Eternal Thou by its very nature remains 

Thou t o us and c an never become it. Due t o the limitations of our 

own being, we often speak of the Eternal Thou in terms of the world 

of It, but the Eternal Thou never changes from a Thou to an It as 

do al l other Thous. ~ 

A. Panentheism 

Buber's conception of God is panentheistic. Hartshorne and 

Reese indicated that Buber' s God concept unintentionally o utlines 

the main theses of panentheism. 

The primary reality is relation; the only 
absolute is the absolute relation ( which is 
mutual) of the I to the Eternal Thou; the world 
is in God, who is self-related to all things, 
deriving value from them~ so that there is real 
becoming of the God who is, though not a God 
who becomes . ' 

The fundamental aspect of panentheism, that the world is in God, 
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and that God is ultimately more than the world, is reflected in 

Buber's genera l statement: 11 in every Thou we address the Eternal 

Thou, in every sphere according to its manner. All spheres are 

incl uded in it, while it is included in none. "' Panentheism is also 

expres~ed i n Buber's discussion of I - Thou relations with inanimate 

objects. One can have an I - Thou encounter wi t h a tree, because the 

t ree is g rounded in God, t he Eternal Thou. The Eternal Thou is t he 

ground of a 11 I - Thou encounters. Buber's panentheistic God 

concept allows the individual to embrace bot h the world and God. 

It avoids the painfu l : solation of the religious self from the 

human community which is so striking i~ Kierkegaard.• Buber also 

avoids the den ial o f both the self and the community as in Buddhism 

and to some extend of Brahmanism . Hartshorne and Reese emphasized 

how Buber's God concept preserves both the religious self a nd t he 

world of reality. 

When we encounter God, we encounter the world 
as contribut ory to t h e life of God, which is 
social, recept ive , very fa r f r om " i mpassible, " 
or exclusive of f i n i t e th i ngs. To f i nd God, 
we d o no t leave the world or deny i t s r eality; 
we "hal low" i t ; we see i t as i ntegral to the 
a c tual i t y of h i m who is Tho u f o r each of us and 
who alo n e is i ndividually t he s ame Tho u for 
a l l. ' 0 

Accord ing t o Ha rts ho rne and Reese, Buber's God conc ept fits i nto 

their five point defin i tio n of panentheism . A panent he i stic God 

a ccordi ng t o Harts horne i s : 

E Eternal-- in some. aspects o f his 
real ity devoid of c hange, whether as b irth, 
death , i ncrease or decrease 
T Temporal--in some .. . aspects c apable of 
c hange, at l east in the f orm of increase of 
some k i nd 
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C conscious, self-aware 
K Knowino the world or universe, omniscient 
W World-inclusive, having all things as 
constituents 11 

It will be demorstrated that Buber's panentheisti c notion of God 

is not as clearly desc ribed as Hartshorne i mplied. Buber does not 

specifically address the five points of panentheism, and therefore 

Hartshorne attributed c haracteristics t o Buber's God concept that 

Buber never explici tly stated. 

B. Bnber's Objections to Philosophy 

Buber emphasized ~hat he differed from the philosophers Kant, 

Hege l, Hermann Cohen and others i n that he bel ieved that God is not 

an idea. God cannot be known as an idea. We c annot know God, we 

can merely respond to God, according to Buber. 

The true God can never be an object of our 
thought, not even the 'Absolute object from 
which all others derive . We do not d iscover 
God, therefore; we respond to him. 11 

By conceiving of God as an idea , Buber indicated that the 

philosophers constructed a mere image. Buber claimed that the 

philosophers "God-idea" removed God from the realm of "this world 0 

toward an intangible, irrelevant realm that does not confront human 

existence in the everyday. According to Buber, God can only be met 

in concrete, real living. 

I have been concerned about establishing the 
simple fact that I do not mean by 'God' the 
highest idea but that whic h can be fit into no 
pyramid as its apex, and that, accordingly, 
the link between God and man does not go by the 
way of the universals, but by wa y of concrete 
life. u 
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In the previous chapter it was pointed out that Buber, unl i ke 

Maimonides, valued human relationships ove r human intell ec tual 

activity . Similarly, since knowing God as an idea is impossible , 

Buber stressed tha t entering i nto relation with the Eternal Thou 

is the ultimate goal of human existence. By entering into rela t ion 

wi th God, Buber e mphasized that the human person learns t o love 

God, which allows the individual to rise above the idea. " To 

believe i n God, t o Buber, meant therefore, "to s t and in a personal 

relationship to that God; a relationship in which it is possible 

to stand only toward a living entity. 11 15 To Buber God cannot be 

d iscovered as an ob ject of our thought, or experienced as one wou ld 

experience an It . We can merely respond to God. Buber empha sized 

that "we know God o n ly in relationship; we canno t know God a s he 

is in himself. " " 

Interestingly, Buber presented absolutely no proofs for the 

existence of God . Whereas Maimonid es offered extensive proofs 

regarding the existenc e of God and evidence f or faith in God, to 

Buber, faith is based on perso nal relati onship to the deity. The 

attempt to prove the existence of God is irrelevant. To Buber , 

God cannot be known as an idea, and he made no attempt to prove 

God ' s existence. Both Maimonides and Buber would have agreed that 

God cannot be known. However , Maimonides ' belief in the existence 

of God is based on extensive proofs following logical conclusions . 

Buber's belief in the existence of God is based on personal , 

subjective experience that cannot be described or verified . 
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c. The Attr i butes and I ntentions of God 

Buber, unlike Maimon ides, e mphasized tha t we can know posi t i ve 

attributes of God as well as some of God's int entions. Maimonides 

indicated t hat through the negative attribut es, there is nothi ng 

that we can know or predicate of God. Maimonides dire ctly 

addressed t he subject of attributes throughout many s pecific 

c hapters i n t he Mor e b . In contr ast, Buber scattered his statement s 

abo\.tt attributes throug hout h is works. He rarely presented a 

coherent , clear notion of what can be known about the attribut es 

of God. He claims that there are attributes of God t hat we can 

know, ye t even these attributes are not clearly explained or 

defined by him. 

His most clear a nd direct statemen t on attr i butes appe ars i n 

the "Afterward " of his work I and Thou. Eve n t houg h he reje c t ed 

the study of t heology as reducing God to a mere ide a, in this 

i nstance he em.braces the language of philosophy: 

If for o nc e I were t o trans late what I mean 
into the language of a philosopher , Sp i no z a , 
I s hould have to say that of God's i nfinitely 
many attribute s we human beings know not two , 
as Spinoza thought, but three: in addition to 
spi r i t l ikenes s--the sourc e of what we call 
spiri t--and naturelikeness , exemplified by what 
we know as nature, also thirdly the attribute 
of personlikeness . And only this third 
attribute , personlikeness, could then be said 
t o be known directly in i ts quality as an 
attribute. 11 

Buber acknowl edged Spi noza's two attributes of s piri t and nature , 

and emphasized that the only attribute of God that we know directly 

is God's personhood. He said that "the concept o f personhood is 
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utterly incapable of describing the nature of God; but it is 

permitted ana necessary to say that God is also a person." '" Even 

though Buber described God's personhood in admitted contradiction , 

he acknowledged that God can be known as the absolute person. 

Buber has emphasized that, unlike Maimonides , logical arguments are 

not necessary for a description and understanding of God. 

Ultimately, relationship and "meeting" override logic. This 

approach of Buber's leads to a confusing and contradictory 

description of God and God's attributes. 

As stated earlier , to Buber, the human person "meets" God 

through relation. Through this meeting, the human person receives 

not an idea or a content, but a "presence." Buber described this 

presence as a "presence as strength" that encompasses three 

aspects: 

First, the whole abundance of actual 
reciprocity, of being admitted, of being 
associated while one is altogether unable to 
indicate what that is like with which one is 
associated, . And this is second: the 
inexpressible confirmation of meaning. It is 
guaranteed. Nothing, nothing can henceforth 
be meaningless ... This comes third: it is 
not the meaning of "another life" but that of 
this our life, not that of a "beyond" but of 
this our world, and it wants to be demonstrated 
by us in this life and this world. 19 

Buber acknowledged that God is a "presence" whom we meet in the 

everyday world. God exists in the present. 

Buber emphasized that God and the human person engage in .. a 

reciprocal relationship based on love and mutual need. Buber 

indicated that "'the man who loves God,' who lives in the grateful 
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consciousness for God's love, 'loves also him who God loves. ' 1110 

God and the t.uman person also share mutual need as Buber indicated, 

"Yo u need God in order to be, and God needs you--for that which is 

the meaning of your life." ,. 

Buber frequently referred to God as eternal and as a unity , 

although he never formally or extensively discussed, or tr ied t o 

prove , either point. He implied that God's unity and etern i ty are 

assumptions that underlie his understanding of God. His term for 

God as the "Eterna l Thou" implied that he believes that God is 

eternal. In many ins..:ances throughout his writing, he discussed 

God "in the fullness of His eternity."" Similarly, he described 

God as the one who addresses us as a unity . 

In such a way, out of the givers of the signs, 
the speakers of the words in lived life, out 
of the moment Gods there arises for us with a 
single identity the Lord of the voice, the 
One. » 

Aspects Buber's vague description of attributes resemble theism. 

He emphasized that God is a person, and that God is eternal and 

one. In some of his writings through his adoption of Hasidism he 

referred to the Hasidic notion of God creating the universe, 

however, he never formally discussed creation. He never directly 

indicated how the universe was created and how or if the deity was 

involved in the creation. 

Buber did not address, or mention, the traditional theistic 

attributes of omnipotence, omniscience, and omnibenevolence. Buber 

described a theistic personal deity without the powers to defy the 

laws of nature through miracles. Buber seems to have draw on some 
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the istic attributes and aspects of naturalisti c theol ogy t o c reate 

a hybrid theology. Like naturalistic theologies, Buber indicated 

that God does not miraculously interrupt the l aws of nature. 

However , unlike natura listic God concepts , the human person can 

relate to God, and God knows and needs individual human persons. 

The combi na t ion of t hese attributes presents Buber's theology as 

an interest ing cross between naturalism and theism. However, the 

lack of clarity and i n depth explanation of so many of Buber's o wn 

terms as well as commonly used theological i deas makes it diffi cult 

to pinpoint his theology. 

D. Buber and Rabbinic J udaism 

l. Balacha 

Buber r ejected trad i t ional halacha, and he i ndicated that his 

position might be mistaken fo r antinomianism. Will Herberg 

described Buber's attitude toward Rabbinic Judaism. 

Buber's earlier wri t i ngs reve al a distant, 
often hostile attitude to traditional 
rabbinism, and although the sharpness has been 
muc h mitigated with the years , Buber's position 
in regard to the rabbinic halakhah remains 
fundamentally negative . a. 

For the responsible person, Buber saw the personal as the only way. 

He said, "In three hundred years there may be a new Halakhah. But 

now this is just the way of modern man. I am only against life 

becoming r i gid. 

objectivication . "" 

I want to warn man against anticipate~ 

Buber indicated that strict adherence to 

halacha would leave few opportunities for genuine dialogue. Buber 

--
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would not accept tradition unless he could confirm i t out of his 

own persona l testing, wrestling, and life experience of meeting. 

2. The Bible 

To Buber, the Bible was not an inf al 1 ible docume nt . He 

rejected t he t r aditional notion of revelation. The Bible to Buber 

is t he r eception a nd t h e d i s tort ion of the human per son's origina l 

e ncoun t e r wi th God.a Th e Bi b le is the r ecord of t he rea l meetings 

in the course of history betwe en a group of people a nd the divine, 

seen t hrough the human perso n 's eyes. 

Buber discussed the t r aditional Biblical ideas of crea tion, 

revelation, and redemption wi t hin t he framework of his dialogica l 

philosophy. Buber described all of these events as ongoing 

occurrences. No ne of the s e e ve nts were describe d by Buber as 

s u pernatural events. As s tate d previously, Buber nev e r addressed 

God 's r ole i n t he c r eation of the universe. He ado pt ed an att i tude 

t oward t he term cre a t ion simi lar t o that of Hasidism. Buber v i ewed 

c reation a s an ongo ing proc ess that the human pe rso n and God engage 

i n t ogether . The a c t o f creation goes o n i nc essantly . Maurice 

Friedman desc r i bed Buber's understanding of the human person's 

ulti mate f reedom , yet responsibil i t y t o the .a c t o f c reatio n . 

And i n one's freedom one acts no t only as a 
c reature but as a co-creator with God, able 
through one's actions and thro ugh ones life t o 
alter the fate of the world and even, accordi ng 
to the Kabbalah, to reuni te God with His exiled 
Shekinah . J? 
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Friedman sai d that according to Buber, "God wants to come into the 

world through man . Ma n is the completer of God's c reation and the 

initiator of His redemption. " Therefore, creation is an everyday 

event in which both human persons and God participate regularly. 

The human person a nd God s hare a mutual responsibility in the act 

of creation . Even though Buber often referred to God as the 

" creator" and individuals as "c reatures " he never formally 

addressed now, when, or if God created the universe, the human 

person, or a nything else. Since he offered no clear explanation, 

it seems to be impossible to determine what exactly Buber meant by 

the word creation. 

Revelation to Buber is the human person's meeting with God 's 

presence rather than information about God's essence . 26 Revelation 

is not a content, but an encounter . Like creation, revelation is 

never past, and it always takes place in the present. Buber 

i ndicated that revelation as it occurred in t h e Bible need not be 

interpreted litera lly: 

What meaning are we intended to find int eh 
words that God came down in fire, to the sound 
of thunder and horn, to the mountain which 
smoked like a furnace and spoke to his people? 
It can mean one of three things. Either i t is 
figurative language used to express a 
"spiritual" process. . . or it is the report 
of a "supernatural " event, one that severs the 
intelligible sequence of happenings we term 
natural by interposing something 
unintelligible. But there is a third 
possibility: it could be the verbal trac e of 
a natural event. n 

Buber emphasizes that r evelation is preserved and reported from 

within the fallible memory of the human person. He emphasized that 
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"natural events are the c arriers of revelation, and revelation 

occurs when he who witnesses the event and s ustai ns it experiences 

the revelation it contains . "~ 

Redemption t o Buber , according to Friedman, takes place a l ways 

and never . Redempt ion means "the bringing of e vernew layers of the 

world of It into the i mmediacy of the Thou ."" Like creation and 

revelation , the human person has direct i nvol vement in r edemption. 

Redemption begins when the human person turns from evil toward the 

direction of the Eternal Thou. Redemption is not dependent upon 

Messianic calculations v r on any apocalyptic event, but on the 

unpremeditated turning of o ur whole wo r ld- life t o God . However 

redemption is not comp lete without God's grace: "Our turning is 

only the beginning , however for our action must be a nswered by 

God's grace for redemption to be complete . When we go forth to 

meet God, he comes t o meet us, and this meeting is our salvation ."1 1 

Buber described c reation , reve lation , and redemption as events 

that occur in the natural world between the human person and God. 

These events are subjective and personal, a nd therefore c ontingent 

upon the infallible report and description of the human mind . 

Buber describes these events as reciprocal relationships between 

the human person and God. Buber did not formally address the 

subject of providence , as did Maimonides . Buber s eems to have 

indicated that, since the Eternal Thou cannot obstruct the natural 

order, there is no Divine Providence. Whereas Maimonides equated· 

soteria with Divine Providence, Buber emphasized that soteria was 

found within the I-Thou encounter, which evidently, had nothing to 



115 

do with Divine Providence. 

It is necessary to realize the centrality of God 's grace 

within Buber's theology. No I-Thou relationship, no creation, 

revelation, or redemption occur without the presence of di vine 

grace. We can strive to foster I -Thou relationships and tc meet 

the " Eternal Thou" through creation, revelation and redemption, but 

ultimately the event only occurs in the presence of God's grace , 

which Buber describes as somewhat random and unpredic table . As 

stated in the previous c hapter , Buber implies that the human person 

can do nothing to encourage divine grace. Therefore, t o the human 

person, creation, revelation, redemption, and I -Thou is left to 

c hanc e . 

It is foolish to seek God, 'for there is 
nothing in which He could not be found.' 
Rather one must go one's way and simply with 
that it might be The way . The meeting with God 
is 'a fi nding without seeking, a discovering 
of the primal, of origin." 

Buber's understanding of creation, revelation ~nd r edemption 

differs radically from that of Rabbinic Judaism. Even though he 

described them as natural events, his emphasis on divine grace 

bestows a supernaturalism that, once again, places Buber's theology 

nebulously between theism and naturalism. 

E. Theodicy 

The i ncompleteness of Buber's theology is most apparent in 

his dealing with the problem of theodicy. The following is Buber's 

definition of good and evil: 

Evil is lack of direction and that which is 
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done in it and out of it ... Good is direction 
and what is done in it; that which is done in 
it is done with the whole soul, so that in fact 
all the vigour and passion with which evil 
might have been done is included in it.>~ 

To Buber, evil is the refusal to enter into relation; the lack of 

need for confirmation of one's being by another. Evil is objective 

and contained within the realm of I-It . Good is that which one 

does with the wholeness of one's being, and evil is that which 

concerns only a part or a segment of one's total experi ence ." 

Maurice Friedman described Buber's two stages of evil: 

First . evil grows directly out of a 
"decisionlessness" the failure t o find the 
di r ection t o God through responding with one's 
whole being to the concrete situation, and 
second in which evil takes the form of a 
decision, but not with the whole be i ng. " 

Buber's definition of evil is grossl y oversimplified. This 

becomes clear by examining other thinkers' more complex definitions 

of evil. E.S. Brightman classified evil in several ways . First 

he distinguished moral evil form natura l evil. Next he described 

five different types of evils: 1. a will that is more or less 

i ncoherent; 2. the intellectual evil of ignorance; 3. 

Maladjustment; 4. Incompetence; 5. dysteleoligcal surd. 

Birghtman explained the dysteleological surd in relation to the 

other types of evil: 

The other types may sometimes be superseded by 
internal development. . . But a dysteleological 
s urd is a type of evil which is inherently and 
irreducibly ev il and contains within itself no 
principle of development or improvement.» 
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Brightman then raised the crucial question of whether or not 

dysteleolog:cal surds exist in the world. Buber neglected to 

describe a type of evil like the dysteleological surd, and he did 

not question the possibility of the existence of evil like the 

dysteleological surds. His shallow understanding of evil leads to 

an even less fulfilling treatment of the problem of theodicy. 

In Buber's work Eclipse of God, he attempted to respond to the 

atheism of Nietzsche and Sartre in anticipation to the "God is 

dead" theologies. There are two versions to Buber's eclipse of God 

theory . The first resembles Heidegger's claim that the modern 

human person, because of the iIDlllersion in being and excessive 

concern with technology, has forgotten being." In Buber's 

terminology, individuals have become so absorbed in I-It that they 

have lost their capacity for I - Thou. This has made it impossible 

for them to find God, the Eternal Th ou . According to this version, 

God is not deliberately hiding from individuals, they have become 

incapable of seeing God. •0 

The more radical version of the eclipse theory maintains that 

God h as concealed God's self from the world in the modern age. 

Human persons cannot find God in modern times, not j ust beca use 

they have become incapable o f I-Thou relationships but rather 

because God has turned God's back on the world. 0 Buber indicated 

that this silenc e of God i s real and implies that something has 

taken place not merely in human subjectivity but in Being itself . 

Buber emphasi zed that we need not despair , since the future may not 

be as dark as the present. God's self c oncealment may soon come 
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t o an end.' 1 He says, " if the I - Thou r ela tionship has gone into t he 

catacombs today, who can say with how much greater power it wil l 

re- e merge. 11 0 Buber encourages us to " e ndu re t h e divine silence, 

and at the s a me time move exist entially toward a new happening, 

t owa r d tha t event in wh i ch the word between heaven a nd e a r th will 

again be heard. "" 

The eclipse of God led to a loss of confi d e nce i n human 

existence and a loss of trust in God. This crisis was brought 

about by humanity's lack of t rust i n be ing . Oespi t e t his sickness 

and the 'cold war' that was its s ymptom , Bube r affirmed his belief 

that t h e peop les could enter i nto genuine dialogue wi th one 

another, that each, even in opposing the other, could heed, affirm 

and confirm its opponent as a n existing o ther . "' 

Through h is work The Ecl ipse of God , Buber i nd i c a t e d that e ven 

though individua ls s uffer a nd God is i n h iding at times, if the 

ind ividual waits p a tient ly God will be r e ve aled again . This was 

Buber's main explana tion of t he book of J ob . Maurice Friedman 

presented Buber' s explana tion: 

Buber 

Job a ccuses God of inj ustice and tries i n vain 
to penetrate to Him through the divine 
remoteness . Now God draws near Job and Job 
'sees' Hi m. It is this nearness to God , 
following His apparent hiddenness, which is 
God's answer to the suffering Job as to why he 
s uffers--an answer which is understandable only 
i n terms of the rela tionship itself . " 

implied that the mere re-establishment of the I-Thou -
rel ationshi p with the Eterna l Thou erased al l of Job's suf fering . 

"God's nearness" is simply not an adequate explanati on to pain a nd 
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suffering, 0r in Brightman' s terms, to dysteleologi c al surds. 

Buber does not provide any answer or explanation to dysteleological 

surds like AIDS, Cancer or t he Ho l ocaust. He did not acknowledge 

their ex istence as examples of evil. Nor did he address the 

problems and pa in that evil l i ke the dysteleological surd can cause 

to the hwnan person. The only answer that Buber provided was that 

it js wo rth our wh ile to wait for God to come out of hidi ng , so 

that we can re-establish !-Thou relationships with the Eternal 

Thou. However, ul timatsly , human beings have absolutely no control 

over the divine grace that accompanies every I - Thou relationship. 

Buber's theol ogy is inc omplete in several areas. However his 

seemingly obliviousness to the deep human problem of e vi l and 

sufferi ng shows h is theol ogy t o be uns ubstantial. The problem of 

theodicy is so meagerly dea l t with in Buber's theology that the 

substance of his God concept appears scant. 
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CHAPTER VI I 

A Comparison of Maimonides and Buber 

As depicted i n the preceding chapters , the God concepts of 

Moses Maimonides and Martin Buber are very different from one 

another. They differ in their fundamenta l approach to truth, the 

human person, soteria and theodicy. Maimonides presented his 

theology in his last work, the Moreb, and Buber conceptualized his 

dialogical philosophy in a relatively early work, I and Thou. The 

place of these two works in the lives of the two thinkers 

contributes some insight into t'ie development of the different 

theologies. 

A. Literary Style and Intended Readers 

Maimonides wrote the Moreb as his final and most theologically 

comprehensive work. The Moreb was designed to be a "Guide for the 

Perplexed," a guide for those students who could not reconcile the 

Bible with scientific thought and Metaphysics. Maimonides wrote 

specifically for his pupil, Rabbi Joseph. In the Epistle 

Dedicatory, Maimonides indicated that Rabbi Joseph was a unique 

student. Maimonides described Joseph as having a "powerful longing 

for speculative matters," and because of his quick grasp of 

difficult material, Maimonides indicated that Joseph was "worthy 

to have the secrets of the prophetic books revealed to him." 

Maimonides wrote the Moreb specifically for select students like 

Rabbi Joseph. He recognized that very few students would have the 

background, stamina, and capability to grasp the material 
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throughout the "dispersed chapters , " yet he composed the work 

specifically a nd exclusively for them. Maimonides covered a 

tremendous amount of material in great depth and detail throughout 

the Moreb . The organization of the work reflected his method of 

concealment and contradiction. Only the elite readers would be 

able to sort through the material to discover the secret teachings. 

Because of the secret nature of the work, and its inevi table 

contradi c tion with Rabbinic Judaism, Maimonides wrote through his 

code of contradiction q.nd concealment. By making clear his 

specific method to his ~elect readers in the introduction to the 

Moreb , Maimonides insured that only certain readers would grasp 

the true meaning of his words. Through reading the Moreb 

car efully , one can begin to understand the organi zation and 

intention of the work. Although at times the contradictions imply 

the confusion of the author, through a careful reading, one can 

detect Maimonides' consistent , coherent ideas. This method of 

concealment and contradiction protected Maimoni des from the masses 

of Rabbinic Jews, while allowing his students to solve metaphysical 

and religious problems. 

For whom was I and Tbou written? Buber does not seem to say. 

Based on his interest in Hasidism, he seems to address I and Thou 

to everyone. Whereas Maimonides' system of thouqht was available 

to the select few, Bu.ber did not perceive a modern population as 

composed of the masses. Buber openly intended his work for anyone 

who was interested, Jew and Gentile alike. Unlike Maimonides' 

M~reh, Bu.be.r's work demanded little preparation and prior knowledge 
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on the part of the reader. Buber specifically indicated that I and 

'lllQy was based on his own intuition, on an inner necessity. It was 

not necessarily the product of extensive speculative thought. I 

a nd Thou was the product of Buber's relationships with individuals 

and the world. His style, unlike Maimonides, is spontaneous and 

poetic. Whereas Maimonides intentionally wrote in an obscure 

matter to conceal his true beliefs, Buber's many ambiguous passages 

seem unintentional as Buber admitted to not always understanding 

the meaning of his o wn words. Severa l scholars have shown that the 

Horeh is comprehensible. However, no scholar, to my knowledge has 

indicated that I and Thou is ultima-cely comprehensible. Even 

though, perhaps, it was not Buber's ultimate intent that I and Thou 

would be completely comprehensible, the lack of clarity of his 

ideas inevitably mislead his readers. 

B. The Nature of True Belief 

Comparing Maimonides' and Buber's understanding of the nature 

of true belief is valuable . The different c r i teria t hat Buber and 

Maimonides used t o accept a belief a s true forces readers to decide 

on what basis one would personally c hoose to accept beliefs as 

true. Both thinkers emphasized that truth can be discovered within 

the everyday , and both stressed that the world that we experience 

with our sens e s is the "real" world. Maimonides based all of his 

beliefs about the nature of the universe and about God o n bot:h 

empirical evidence and logical conclusions. To Maimonides, belief 

is assent to a proposition that each individual must give on the 
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basis of intellectual conviction brought about by consideration of 

the ev1dence. The individual must directly apprehend the e v idenc e 

in order to assent to the truth of the proposit i on. 

In contrast, Buber emphasized that truth is based on the 

s ub jective human experience of meeting. Truth cannot be found in 

the concrete, objective, empirical world. Rather Buber based truth 

o n the meta-empirical experience; the subjec tive experienc e that 

cannot be verified logi cally or by the senses. The sharp contrast 

between Buber and Maimonides regarding the nature of true belief 

challenges the reader to identify a persona l requirement for truth. -Should one base truth on Maimonides' logical conclusions based on 
., 

empirical evidence? Or is it possible to arrive at true belief 

through Buber's subjectiv e meta-empiric a l experiences? The reader 

is forced to confront whether one or both of these methods can 

constitute true belief. 

c. The Essence of the Buaan Person 

Maimonides and Buber held different views reg ardi ng the 

essence of the human person. Maimonides fo llowed Aristotle in that 

he maintained that the essence of the human person is rationa l 

animal . Maimonides emphasized that the s peci e s and the spheres are 

eternal, therefore the human person' s essence has and will always 

be rational animal. Maimonides i ndicated that the human person was 

made up of many diffe rent parts~ To Maimonides , there was no .. 

concept of the whole person, as Buber had emphasized . The human 

pe~son, according to Maimonides, ultimately strives to realize his 
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This is accomplished by engag i ng i n rational, 

intellectual accivity. 

Buber followed his existentialist predecessors and indicated 

that the essence of the human person is not static, as Maimonides 

and earlier thinkers maintained . Rather, the essence of the human 

person is created and shaped throughout each individual's life 

experience and choices that are made with in those experiences. To 

Buber, the most important l ife experiences were relationships. The 

individual exists, to Buber ., only through livi ng relationships with 

others. Buber emphasized that the definition of the human person 

as rational animal does not encompass che individual's wholeness 

in response to the world. However, Buber did not clarify his 

concept of the whole self. Maimonides carefully described the 

human person as composed of many distinctive aspects. Buber 

referred to the human person as a unified entity, but he neglected 

t o specifically clarify what constitutes a whole self. To Buber, 

the individual is a growing and changing being who is constantly 

shaped by the world of things and others . This dynamic 

understanding of the human person reflects Buber's modern 

existentialist perspective, in contrast to Maimonides' Aristotelian 

standpoint. 

o. Attitudes Toward Rabbinic Judais• and the Bible 

Both Maimonides and Buber rejected Rabbinic Judaism. r 

Maimonides' anti-rabbinic philosophy necessitated concealment. He 

could not have openly expressed his naturalistic God concept 



without facing possible excommunication . 

127 

Through his expert 

knowledge ot halacha displayed through his renown Mishnah Torah, 

Ma imonides could keep himself on the fringe of the Rabbinic Jewish 

colilJtlunity, wh ile gaining respect from its leaders. On ly through 

his method of concealment could Ma imonides express his true beliefs 

to his students. Ma i monides emphasized that the commandments and 

regular prayer were activities intended for the masses . The elite 

could use ritual and prayer as a catalyst to achieve the higher 

intellectua l pursuit of the study of Metaphys ics . To Maimonides, 

prayer, ritual and t he commandments were simply means to a higher 

end. 

Ma imonides understood the Bible to be wr i tten on two different 

levels, one for the masses and one for the elite. Maimonides 

expla ined the Bible based on his observations of the natural world, 

rather than explaining the natural world based on the Bible, as did 

Rabbinic Jews. Throughout the Moreb , Maimonides expressed a 

consistent approac h to the Bible. He carefully highlighted many 

specific passages and he explained their double layer of meaning. 

Buber also rejected halacha. Since he had lived during the 

Haskala, Buber was able to public ly renounce Rabbinic Judaism. 

Buber o penly criticized halacha as leaving no room to foster 

relationships. To Buber , the only true way of life was through 

meeting and relationships. Prayer, in the traditional sense, was • 

unimportant to Buber , as true meeting could take place primatily 

in dialogue . 

Like Maimonides, Buber also rejected Reliable Tradition, and 
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he indicated that the Bible was primarily a human document that was 

open t o wi de interpretation. Buber generally interpreted the Bible 

a s human communicat ion with the divine. However, within his open 

interpretation, he neglected to address many issues that the Bible 

raised . Whereas Maimonides carefully suggested a t wo-layer meaning 

that he explained using many textual examples, Buber's 

understanding of the Bible was nebulous . He discussed creation , 

revelation, and redemption, yet h is understanding o f the Bible is 

d iff icult to discern wi thin his broad , general statements about 

the meaning of the Biblical text . 

E. Basis for Belief in God 

Not only are the God c oncepts of Buber and Maimonides 

contras ting , but their foundat i ons for belief are strikingly 

different . Maimonides based his belief in God o n proofs logically 

deduced as well as his empi rically verified experiences of the 

natural world . Buber based h is belief in God o n subjective 

meeting. This meeting c ould not be empirically or logically 

verified. Buber stressed that God is not an idea, and therefore 

God could only be "met" and not experienced or logically 

understood. Ironically, Maimonides and Buber would have agreed 

that one c annot know anything about the deity. Maimonides, through 

ehe use of negative attributes, taught that the human mind can know 

nothing about God, since God's essence is utterly different'and 

incomprehensible to anything relating to our universe. However, 

to Maimonides, one could study the natural universe and the laws 
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of Metaphysics to merge one's human intellect with the Active 

Intellect . Buber emphasized that God could only be met through 

I-Thou and encounter, and, although the meet i ng fostered d i rec t 

communication between the human person and the deity, this meeting 

did not provide information about God. 

F. Knowledge of God 

Even though Maimonides and Buber both indicated that God 

cannot be known, the extent to which each conceded knowledge of God 

was reflected in th~ir discussions of attributes. Maimon ides 

proved that God is a unity and that God is eternal. He indicated 

that it is impossible t o prove whether or not the uni verse is 

eternal, but he explained that the theory that the universe was 

created was more plausible. To Maimonides , the negative attributes 

were the true attributes of God. The masses were to be taught, 

according to tradition, that God is incorporeal, that God cannot 

be compared to any creatures, and that God is not subject to 

external influences. However , those elite students capable of true 

understanding only accept the negative attributes. Solomon, whose 

knowledge and words regarding God are few, is Maimonides' paradigm. 

To Maimonides , the highest knowledge of God is to admit that 

absolutely nothing can be known of the deity . Even though the 

Moreb is filled with contradictions in order to appease the 

majority of Rabbinic Jews, Maimonides ultimately expressed a ~d 

concept that is absolutely transcendent. Based on his absolutely 

transcendent God, Maimonides depicted his own clearly articulated 
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definitions of Divine Providence and revelation that reflec ted his 

naturalistic God concept. 

Unlike Ma imonides, Buber admitted that attributes of God can 

be known. Through his hybrid theology that mixes theism and 

natural ism, Buber presented an omniparental God incapable of 

obstruct ing the natural order. Buber's most clear statement 

reflected that he admitted Sp i noza's attributes of spirit and 

nature, and Buber added the attribute of personhood. Unlike 

Ma imonides , Buber offered no logical proof for these attributes. 

Buber's God concept is not transcendent, which is proved through 

the subjective encounter of the human person with the Eternal Thou . 

The human person can meet God directly as a presence through 

nature, through objects, and throug h other individuals. Even 

though the human person is c apable of meet i ng God, the huma n person 

has no control over when and whether or not he or s he wi ll meet 

God. God acts through "divine grac e," however Buber neglected t o 

clearly define and explain this term. Buber's God concept reflects 

theism in that God is a person who can be met, yet Buber's Eternal 

Thou does not obstruct the natural order. Unlike Maimonides , Buber 

only vaguely addressed the issue of creation. He referred to God 

as o ne and as eternal, and he emphasized that any type of logical 

proof is irrelevant to Theology. He indicated that revelation and 

redemption are natural events, and he i ncorporated these terms into 

his dialogical philosophy. However, he neglected to offer a clear 

and coherent explanation of these terms as did Maimonides. 
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G. Theodicy 

Buber 1 s God c oncept appears incomplete and vague next to 

Maimonides 1 especially regarding the issue of theodicy . To 

Maimonides, the human person is composes of matter and form, and 

the aspec t of the human person that is matter is inevitably subject 

to chance. However . regardless of the defects of matter, the 

development of the intellect and rational f aculties entitles a 

person to the benefits of Divine Providence . To Ma imonides, 

Divine Providence is a natural event that is obtained through the 

natural development and e~ercise of the human intellect. Divine 

Providence cannot effect the world of matter. Events i n the 

natural world which are closely connec t ed to matter, are often 

inevitably due to chance. Ma imonides explained that Job suffered 

because he was incapable of receiving Divi ne Providence. He did 

not adequately develop his intellect through the study of 

Metaphysics. Job did not comprehend the negative attributes. Had 

he exercised his intellect, he still might have lost his children 

and become il l , but he would have realized that the world of matter 

is subject t o chance. With the proper understanding that the 

intellect is of supreme importance, his losses, relating only to 

the material world, would not have effected his ability to attain 

ultimate meaningful existence through the realization of his 

intellect. 

Buber explained the problem of theodicy through his theory of 

the eclipse of God. In the modern age, according to Buber , God is 

hiding . Due to the rise of the complex technoloqical society the 
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human person has become incapable of entering into I-Thou 

relationships. On the one hand , Buber indicated that human persons 

have become incapable of seeking God . However his more radical 

version of this theory maintained that God is concealed from the 

modern world. This silence of God implies that someth ing has 

fundamentally changed in being itself. Buber's answer to this 

problem is simply to wait and endure the di vine silence. The 

Eternal Thou could re-appear. This theory is consistent with 

Buber's understanding of God in that the role of divine grace is 

emphasized. The human person has no control over the I-Thou 

encounter and the encounter is subject to divine grace. Similarly, 

Buber implied that the silence of God will come to an end because 

of divine grace. Even though this theory is consistent with 

Buber's God concept, it does not adequately solve the problem of 

evil. Buber defines evil as the absence of the I-Thou, and this 

simplifies evil. He does not address the presence and significance 

of dysteleological surds . He belittles Job's suffering by 

indicating that God's arbitrary nearness erases Job's anguish. 

B. Soteria 

Maimonides' and Buber's concepts of soteria encompass their 

understandings of providence and theodicy . To Maimonides, soteria 

is linked to Divine Providence. The one who develops the intellect 

and realizes that the material world is subject to chance is 

capable of obtaining soteria. Soteria is a process that takes 

excruci~ting intellectual preparation, and Maimonides admitted that 
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only c ertain minds are physically d isposed to the soterial process. 

Soteria is achieved for Maimonides through the development of the 

intellect. The one who is c apable of understanding Logic, 

Mathematics , and Metaphysics, through Mai monides ' demandi ng and 

specific course of study, discovers that one can ultimately reali ze 

one's essence. Physica l and moral perfec tion, and the observance 

of religious coJlllllandments are simply preparatory steps toward 

intellectual perf ecti on. Other individuals are simply part of the 

preparation that leads to solitary intellectual i ntrospection for 

the one who is capable of attaining soteria. 

In contrast , Buber's concept of soteria d irectly incorporates 

other i ndividuals. To Buber, soteria is the I - Thou encounter, and 

Buber ultimately values I -Thou relationships between human persons. 

Meaningful existence is found in the everyday world through I - Thou 

encounter. Unlike Maimoni des, an individual c annot do anythi ng to 

prepare for this encounter , and it is possible for any individual 

to have such an encounter. Even thou gh the I-Thou meeting is a 

fleeti ng, unpredictable moment , one soterial moment can sustain the 

individual until the next happens to occur, according to Buber . 

Several thinkers raised problems within Buber's soterial system. 

If one c an only achieve soteria through the I-Thou, what is I-It? 

Buber indicated that I-It is necessary, and that individuals spend 

mos t of their time with i n I-It . This implies that individuals 

spend most of their time in a state of asoteria or dysoteria. 

Buber did not adequately address this problem, as well as the many 

other issues that he neglected to confront within his dialoqical 
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philosophy. 

These contrasting God concepts illustrate an important point 

about Re form Jewish Theology. Both Maimonides and Buber are 

regarded as important Jewish philosophers. They both reject the 

Rabbinic Jewish God concept as well as the Rabbinic Jewish view of 

the Bible . The prese nce and acceptance of two diametrically 

opposed Jewish God concepts illust rates that ther e have been many 

Jewish God concepts throughout Jewish h istory . If Buber and 

Maimonides , as well a s other Jewish thinkers , were f ree to stray 

away from the Rabbi n ic notion of God 1 then any Jew snould b e free 

to create a new and different God concept. The presence and 

acceptance of Ma imonides' and Buber's God concepts withi n what is 

considered to be "Jewish" emphasizes that Jews have he ld many 

different views of God thr oughout Jewish history. 

The comparison of Buber's and Maimonides' God c oncepts raises 

many i nteresting considerations for modern students of Theology. 

Maimonides ' explanation of his God concept is strikingly more clear 

and comprehensive than the God concept of B~r. Maimonides offers 

proofs f or the existence of God, a clear explanation of the problem 

of theodicy , and a specific prescription for how to receive Divine 

Providence. Buber leaves far too many questions unanswered, and 

does not even address some of the many important topics that 

Maimonides discussed at length throughout the Moreb. By 

recognizing these outstanding differences in these two God concepts 

one is forced to confront what one would accept within a personal 

God concept. one must decide whether or not it is important to 
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believe in a God that can be ver i fied by empirical and logical 

evidence as in the case of Maimonides' God concept. Should o ne 

adopt Maimonides' intellectual methodology based on logic al proof 

to arrive at a God concept? or should one rely on Buber's personal 

meta-empirical experiences to discover one's own beliefs about God? 

Because Maimonides' God concept is more comprehensive and based on 

logical conclusions, is it necessarily superior t o Buber's? These 

are deci~ions that each individual is led to make when confronted 

by the contrasting differences of these two God concepts . 

Maimonides , as a 12th century thinker, obviously neglected to 

address some of the issues that confront the human person today. 

Later thinkers illustrated how Maimonides' proofs for the existence 

of God could be refuted. Maimonides' cosmology and understanding 

of the nurnan person is based on the Aristotelian notion that 

species are eternal. The spheres, intelligences, and the deity are 

incapable of change. Darwin showed the wor l d through his theory 

of evolution that species are not eternal. Only after Darwin did 

philosophy begin to address the idea that as species evolve, 

perhaps the deity is also capable of change. Through Buber's 

eclipse of God theory, he hints at the idea that being is capable 

of changing. Hartshorne classified Buber as a panentheist, and he 

explained that a panentheistic God changes as the universe itself 

changes . The idea that the deity changes and evolves is the 

fundamental issue of Process Theology. Buber vaguely skimmed the 

surf ace of Process Theology through his indication that being is 

fundamentally changing. Process Theology in general responds to 
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evolution in a way that Maimonides could not. 

A God concept for today's modern Jew must account for 

evolution as well as the other problems that both Buber and 

Maimonides attempted to explain . It is possible to incorporate 

Maimonides' nature of true belief with current informati on 

regarding the universe to arrive at a naturalistic, transcendent 

God concept that recognizes evolution. However, based on the idea 

that the individual is made up of many "I"s, i t is important to 

recognize that individuals may have an emotional need to believe 

in a God that can respond to the human person. Ma imonides' 

soterial proc ess can fundamental ly remove the human person from 

interpersonal dialogue. An i ndividual could adopt a transcendent 

naturalistic God concept like Maimonides , yet incorporate a 

soterial process that necessitates interpersonal interaction as 

well as i ntellectual speculation. 

By comparing these two radica lly different God concepts, the 

variety of Jewish God concepts becomes apparent . Reform Judaism 

gives each individual the authority to choose and create one's own 

God concept. This difficult choice can only authentically be made 

through a process of study. By comparing Jewish God concepts 

presented throughout history, the individual Reform Jew can gain 

an understanding of what issues are involved in the s tudy of 

Theology . Through study and comparison of Jewish theologians, it 

becomes apparent that a modern Jewish God concept must at least 

confront the role of Scripture, epistemology, evolution , soteria 

and theodicy. With an understanding of Buber's and Maimonides' 
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different solutions and explanations to these fundamental problems, 

the individual Reform Jew is given some basic equipment with whic h 

to build a personal Jewish God concept . 
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