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DIGEST 

The imaae o f a Divinely wrouiht pillar of fire leadin1 the 

I ~raelites throu1h the wilderness from slavery to freedom 

beautify exemplifies the silnifioance of Divine providence in 

Jewish tradition . Taught by Torah that God enters into history, 

we moderns are c au1ht in the unfortunate quandary of wantinl to 

faithfully acc ept such a proposition, but find that our rational 

predispositions will not allow us to do so . Once a1ain faith and 

reason come into conflict . The human spirit wants to believe that 

God is i mmanent and c arina . wh i le the rational mind refuses i n 

light o f experience to acc ept such a proposi tion . 

Jewish thought has attempted to prove that the conflict 

between faith and reason concernina Div ine providence need not be 

eternal. Since the middle &aes , Jewish thinkers have sought to 

r espectfu lly examine the premi ses o f their faith from the 

perspective of reason . The philosophies that they develo~ed as a 

result of their search have contributed to the vitality of 

Judaism . In the process they have abandoned t he traditional view 

of Divine providence in favor of positions t hat are more in 

accordance with the standards of reason . 

Thia thesis examines three d i fferent approaches concerninl 

the efficacy o f Divine providence . Maimon i des, Spinoza, and 

Buber, represent three distinct periods of Jewish thou1ht . Bach 

developed a sopht aticated concept of Divine providence. Aspect• 

of their positions, nay aid ua ae we seek our own an•wera . 
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IHTROOUCTION 

" He ( God) is dead . He spoke to us and now is silent , all 
that we touch now is his corpse . " 

(Jean Paul Sartre) 

The assertion that God is dead is not so much a etatenent ot 

faot as an expression ot frustration nanitested by the sense ot 

loneliness that pervades contemporary lite . Divine providence as 

depicted in the Bible does not seem to be a reality in the modern 

existential situation . God does not appear to be active in a 

world that despite its many advances , still contains sutterinf 

and pain . It Divine providenc e was ever a reality, suoh 

philosophers as Sar tre and Nietzsche conclude, God has either 

abandoned us or died . Even those who have resisted acceptinf 

Ni etzsche and Sartre ' s dire assertion find t hemselves in a state 

of perplexity regarding God and God ' s role in the world . Their 

oonmitment to reaso~ and scientific knowledge conflicts wit h 

their spiritual longings and traditional beliefs. Despite this 

tension. many somehow maintain their relig iou s faith, but God 

becomes ever more nysterinns for then , and the possibility of 

Divine providence ever aore remote . 

The announcement of God ' s death is premature . It may have 

resulted from unreasonable expectations conc erning Divine 

providence . If Divine providence is understood as the incursion 

of deity into the life of humanity as a force for the food that 

corrects all wrongs via miraculous means and limits the excesses 

ot evil, then, obviously, it is difficult to accept its efficaoy 
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in the nodern a•e . Acoordini to Alvin Reines, the traditional 

Jewish notion of providence was s \ milar to this rather difficult 

position . Reines writes : 

Providence, aooordin• to traditional Jewish usace, may 
be defined broadly a• "the cuidanoe of a potent and 
prescient God , conceived of as a person, who creates 
and conserves the universe , and who, throuih continuous 
miraculous intervention in huaan history, cares tor the 
Jews in particu lar and mankind in feneral ." 1 

Our rational sense does not allow tor miraculous intervention in 

a universe t hat operates accordini to natural law . Proa 

experience we know that evil is still present in our lives and 

that ou r world is far from perfect . But if Divine providence is 

understood differently, in a nor& seneral sense , as the manifest 

ways in which God acts in t he ~orld , t hen it is still possible to 

believe that God infuses our &xistence . 

J e wish philosophy has strus•led for centur ies with the issue 
\ 

of Divine providence . As Jewish thiQkers devised rational 

const ructs and intesrated then into their belief syate1LS , they 

had to critically evaluate the concept ot Divine providence . 

Unaware of miraculous incursions in their own lives, they too 

~uestioned the Biblical descriptions of how God aots in the 

world . The solutions to the problem ot providence that they 

developed should prove of i nterest to the modern rell•ious seeker 

who believes as they did, that reli•ion and reason need not 

necessarily be in conflict . 

1 Alvin J . Reines, "Maimonides · Concept ot Providence ~nd 
Theodioy," as printed in The Hebrew Union Cglloce Annual Vol . 43 . 
Saauel Sandmel ed ., Cincinnati, 1972, p . 171 . 
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This thesis will examine the views of three Jewish 

philosophers concerninc Di vine providence . Utilizin• both the 

traditional definition and the ceneral definition of Divine 

providence as described above , we will study the thou•ht of Hose• 

Hainonides, Bar uch Spinoza, and Hartin Buber . Theee thinkers were 

chosen because each represents a different period of Jewieh 

thouaht; Hainonides was a medieval thinker, Spinoza, one of the 

first modernists, and Buber a near contemporary . They are also 

noteworthy because o f their importance and influence in the 

history of philosophy . Our concerns will include an evaluation of 

how the philosopher in question conceives of providence in 

philosophical terns, what this philosopher ' s principal paradi••• 

of providence are and how they fit into his philosophical aystea , 

what relation this philosopher sees between Divine providential 

activity and human activity, and how this philosopher treats the 

problem of evil i n relation to his overall theory of providence . 
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Chapter I 

,. Guidina The Perplexed : 
Hoses Haimonides and Divine Prov idence 

God is very near to everyone who calls 
It he calls truly and has no distractions ; 
He is found by every seeker who searches f or Hin , 
If he marches towards Him and goes not astray . 1 

With this statement, Rabbi Hoses ben Haimon (Rambam) or 

Haimonides as he is commonly named, completed the third and rlnal 

part of his philosophic magnum opus , Tho Guido of tho Perplexed . 

The Gujdo, written at the end of the twelfth century , is one of 

the most important and controversial works of Jewish thouaht. 

After nearly eiaht hundred years o f study, this complex and 

esoteric tome st ill contains rich apples of gold, hidden beneath 

its silver traceries,2 yet to be discovered , and lessons yet to 

be learned by inquisitive modern minds . 

Lenn Evan Goodman has written that, " for the medieval 

thinker there was only one mystery, the mystery of the nexus 

between an infinite God and finite creation . " 3 The modern thinker 

1 Hoses Haimonides, Tho Guido of tho 
appears in the translation by Shlomo Pines, 
Chicaao Preas, Chicaao, 1983 . 111 : 54, p . 638 . 
will be noted as follows : Guido 111:54, p . 838 . 
are citina Part III, chapter 54, and paae 638 . 

2 Guido ! : Introduction, p . 11-12 . 

Perplexed, As it 
The University of 
Purther citations 

This notes that we 

a Lenn Bvan Goodman, Banbom: Beadings in tho Philgagpby gf 
Hgaos Hainonidos, the. Vikina Press, New York, 1978, p . 282 . 
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. . 

' 

is not so fortunate because ou t world i s in nany ways muc h more 

mysterious . Today, unlike the middle afes, scripture and reason 

are not reaarde~ as equal sources of truth . ' God is not believed 

to be necessarily i nfinite or omnipotent and the fait~tul are no 

lonaer sure of God ' s ability to providentially aid then . And yet 

the questions asked by moderns are similar to the questions asked 

by medieva ls. Both are in search of that nexus between God and 

humanity, both are searchinf for a point of contact, a sian of 

divine love, a reason to hope . 

Hainonides responded to the seekers of his day in Tho Guido 

of tho Porplexod . The Gujdo represents Hainonidee ' attempt to 

show those who had wandered away fron tho Jewish path in their 

search for philosophic nean i na. the way back to the path by 

prov i ng that the God of reason and the God of Jewi sh tradition do 

not live in tens ion , but are one and the sane. Yet perhaps he 

knew that the book would be utilized by generations to cone . The 

philosophic problems and solutions that he considered are far 

greater in scope and complexity than those dealt with by his 

Jewish philosophic predecessors and by many of his successors . 

This chapter will critically examine Hainonides · views 

concerninlt Divine providence as expressed in the Gujdo . 

Haimonidee was a rationalist, committed to the pursuit of 

knowledae and i ntellectual freedom as a means to findin1t God . As 

such he has much to teach us . Our foal nay be to learn from him 

• Harry Blumbera, "Theories of Bvil in Hedioval Jewish 
Philosophy, " Aa printed in the Hobrov Union Collea• Annual, Vol . 
43, Samuel Sandmel e d . , Cincinnati, 1972, p . 149 . 
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in order to " rediscover what we Jews already once knew, and have 

simply foriotten . " O 

Historical Oyoryjev 

Critical works of philosophy and religion, that have 

profound influence upon subsequent generations, often arise in 

response to societal crisis, and the perception that najor chanae 

is in the making . The socia l upheaval that ensued after the 

Jewish defeat in the Bar Kochba revolt is often cited as one 

reason for the redaction of the Hishna . e So too, Judah Halevi 

wrote the Kuzari in the af ternath of the Reconquista , as a 

defense of a Judaism that he believed was challenaed by new 

political realities and was vulnerable to the resurgent interest 

in Greek philosophy . 

Heinonides completed the Gujde some fifty years after the 

publication o f the ~uzari . Like Halevi, he lived in a period of 

disruption and despair for the Jewish people . Born in 1138 in 

Cordova, Spain , at the age of thirteen he had to flee from before 

the conquering Almohades, an Islamic sect which persecuted 

religious minorities . With his family he ~andered through Spain 

and North Africa , until he finally settled in Fustat (o ld Cairo), 

Egypt , 7 There he became an important figure working as a court 

o Guido II : ll, p . 276 . 

a Horris Adler , Tho World of tho Talpud, Schocken Books, 
New York, 1963, p . 38 . 

7 . David Yellin and Israel Abrahams, Haipgnidoa Hjs Life and 
~. Hermon Press, New York, p . 49 . 
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physician . He "emerged as the untitled leader of the Jewish 

'. community. " servinl as rabbi. judge, and overseer of Jewish 

philanthropies while fulfillina other important duties . e Despite 

all of his responsibilities. he found tine to produce some of the 

nost important works of Jewish literature . He wrote a commentary 

on the Hiahna. the Hiahnoh Torah - one of the first comprehensive 

codes of J @wish law , and the Guido . 

The challenaes that the Jewish community faced in 

Haimonides ' day were no t solely political and ec onomic, but also 

i ntellec tual . The fascination with Greek thought that Halev i had 

responded to, continued . Acco rding to Abr ahan S. Halkin , in the 

Haslem milieu, the Jews became aware of Greek and Oriental 

philosophy . He wrote : 

Within this milieu they discovered not only some of t he 
original writings of Plato and Ar i stotle with t heir 
Heoplaton ic c91111entators . but also the c lash and 
consequent co11pro11ise evolved i n the Christian 
c hurch ; ... the questioning and doubts within the Hoslen 
world; the rational, antireliaious attacks by various 
people; the anti-Jewish arguments from sever al 
quarters ; and certain centrifuial , disruptive 
tendencies which had developed in the Jewish community 
under these several influences . a 

Nell educated Jews were attracted to and influenced by the new 

Ar i stotelianis11 and were most likely troubled by some of the 

e Isado~e Twersky, A Hajmonjdoa Roador, Behrman House , 
Inc . • New York , 1972, p . 5 . 

a Abraham 5 . Halkin, "Judeo-Arabio Literature ," As printed 
in Tho Jova; Tbojr Hiatgry . Culture. and Roligign , Vol . II. ed . 
Louis Finkelstein , The Jewish Publication Society of America. 
Philadelphia. 1949, p . 805 . 
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suppositions of Ar istotelian metaphysics that contradicted their 

Jewish 
(' 

beliefs . The Gujdo responded 

purpose according to Hainonides was to : 

to their concerns . Its 

give indications to a religious man ... being pertect 
in his religion and character , and having studied the 
sciences of the philosophers ... The human intellect 
having drawn him on and led him to dwell within its 
province, he must have felt distressed by the externals 
of the Law ... Hence he would remain in a state of 
perplexity and confusion as to whether he should follow 
his intellect, renounce what he knew concerning the 
terns in question, and consequently consider that he 
has renounced the foundation of the Law .... io 

If Haimonides truly wanted to bring an end to the distress that 

such people were experiencing, then the issue of Divine 

providence was one area that he had to address in the Guido . He 

did so skillfully, and in attempting to end the perplexity of 

unce rta in Jews he wrote one o f the treasures of Jewish thought . 

Esoteric Concerns 

Attaining an understanding of Haimonides · true notion of 

Divine provi dence is more formidable a task than one night 

i~agine . The diversity of scholarly opinion regarding Haimonides · 

actual i ntention is a tribute to his success in constructing the 

Guido as an esoteric religious document . He was especially 

sensitive to the "dangers" of teaching philosophic conceptions of 

reliaion to those not intellectually prepared to unders t and them 

fully . He noted in the Introduction to the GJ.iida that 

traditionally ma "asey merkavah , the account of the chariot (which 

Hainonides took to mean metaphysios ) is only to be taught on an 

10 Guido, ! : Introduction. p . 5 . 
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individual basis to one who is wise , "and able to understand by 

hi mself. th which case only the c hapter headings nay be 

transnitted to hin ." l.l. The parable in the Talmud in which four 

rabbis enter the Pardoe ( literally "orchard" but here used as an 

allusion to metaphysical speculation) emphasizes the traditional 

c oncern with the danger of prenaturely confrontin g the secrets of 

the universe; only one rabbi , Akiva, emerged intact . 

By writing down metaphysical secrets in a book available to 

all, even though he claimed that he was si~ply conveying 

conclusions that he had arrived at alone, without 

of a t encher, Maimonides acknowledged that 

·challenging. perhaps undermining . tradition . To 

t he direction 

he would be 

avoid this he 

came upon the imaginative solution of writing the Guido in an 

esoteri c fashion . He decided to include contradictory argunents 

a nd conceal his true intention by fragmenting his ideas and 

diffusing then t hroughout the book . In so doing, the ignorant 

would be protec ted and the elite wou ld succeed in reaching a 

higher level of understanding . Another motivation for wri ting in 

this manner, according to some scholars, may well have been that 

Maimonides was concerned with protecting himself from those who 

would oppose his " radical " ideas . 

Perhaps Maimonides was too successful . Today we too face the 

problem of distintuishint between truth and fiction when reading 

the Guido . Leo Strauss noted that many scholars simply ignore 

11 Gujdo I : Introduotion, p . 6 . 
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Maimonides ' warning and pretend that there are no contradictions . 

To avoid some of his " traps" we must approach tbe work by readinc 

thoughtfully . Huch of the secondary literature on the Guido must 

also be read c ritically because the articles seem to be 

excessively i nfluenced by the author ' s preconceived philosophic 

and religious commitments . We shall p~oceed by treading 

c arefully. with all of this in mind . 

Proyidonco In Tho Gujdo 

The Guido was divided by Maimonides into three sections and 

the subject of providence is dealt with primarily in Part III . 

But Hainonides touches upon t he subject of providence throughout 

the text . He noted in I :35 that Divine providence is an obscure 

matter that " ought not be spoken of except in chapter headinats, 

as we have nentioned ... "12 This serves as a reminder not to 

simply approac h th i s book as one would another , and turn directly 

to the section on providence . To understand his views concern ing 

providence one must seek then out chapter by chapter . 

Essential to Hainonides theory of providence are his 

conception of God and his cosmological views which are explained 

in Parts I and II of the Guido . Alvin Reines argued that in fact 

" Maimonides ' theory of providence is intimately related to his 

cosnoloaty and cosnogony, " 13 but Maimonides ' position on cosmogony 

1a Gujdo 1 : 35, p , 80-1 . 

13 Alvi~ Reines, "Hainonidea· Concepts ot Providence and 
Theodicy, " as printed in the Hebrew Union College Annual Vol.43, 
Samuel Sandnel ed ., Cincinnati, 1972, p . 174 . 
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is unclear because he did not precisely commit himself to a 

belief in either the eternity of the universe or creatio ex 

nihilo . His God concept and cosmological views though, must be 

considered because how one understands God ' s role in the system 

of the universe influences one s position concernin11 Divine 

providence . The philosopher who argues that 

powerful force permeating the universe will 

different view of Divine providence from that of 

God is an all 

have a vastly 

the philosopher 

who accepts the premise that God is an unmoved mover, actual in 

all respects and potential in none . 

In section I of the Guido, Haimonides asserted that many of 

the misperceptions held concerning God are due to a misreading of 

the biblical texts . In various sections of the Bible for example, 

God is likened to a king flying across the heavens on a chariot 

or as a mighty warrio r - bot h of whic h are images that imply 

corporeality . This contradicts the medieval rationalist position 

that God is an incorporeal being whose essence cannot be 

desc ribed in human terms . The purpose for utilizing 

anthropomorphic language in the Bible, Maimonides taught. is to 

convey some sense of God to human beings . Torah was intended for 

human use, and therefore had to be written in the l an11uage of 

men . Confusion and misunderstanding arise, Maimonides warned, 

when these anthropomorphisms a~e taken literally . In the 

beginning of the Gujde , he attempted to limit this confusion by 

analyzing the problematic terns and by explaining their true 

intention . Within this framework of explicatinl the equivocal 

11 



terms of the Bible . Maimonides established his Gonception of God 

and his theory of c osmology. 

The God portrayed by Maimonides is a radical departure from 
(\ 

God as described in the Torah. Maimonides did not simply clarify 

the meaning of a few words that could be mistakenly understood. 

but established that nearly every word mentioned in the text in 

reference to God is equivocal . Correct comprehension of these 

terns he claimed would " be a key permitting one to enter places 

the gates to which were l ocked ." '"• The ability to locate the key 

is dependent upon the astute apprehension that despite the 

anthropomorphism of the Bible , God is really radically 

incorpo real . The deity is so " other" that it is difficult if not 

impossible for human beings to comprehend or even discuss. Others 

had already taught that God has no body but Hainonides explored 

the i mplic ations of this belief with unparalleled rigor . Thus for 

examp l e , in exp lain ing the use of the words ·· approaching "' or 

·· cominll n t. .lr" in reference to God he wro t e : 

He. may He be exalted, does not draw near to or 
approach a thing nor does anything draw near to or 
approach Hin, nay He be exalted, inasmuch as the 
abolition of corporeality entails that space be 
abolished; so that there is no nearness and proximity, 
and no remoteness. no union and no separation, no 
contact and no succession . 1a 

But Maimonides also went far beyond the traditional understancling 

of God ' s incorporeality . H~ asserted that God really acts in no 

1• Guido ! : Introduction. p . 20 . 

ia Guido 1 : 18 , p . 44 . 
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way 1 ike man . Words like "see, " " th ink. " or " hear " are equivocal. 

The God who suff<ers along with his people as depicted in the 

midrashic li terature. is not present for Maimonides. ~e asserted 

that we should not think that God sees, hears , smells , or does 

anythi11g similar to a human being. For Maimonides : 

He is not a body and ... His acts are performed through 
His essence and not through an organ ., . Acco rd ingly he 
does not possess any faculty . Thereby I mean that there 
does not exist in Hi m anything other than His essence 
in virtue of which object He might act, know . or will . 
For the attributes are merely faculties with regard to 
whic h the terminology, and nothing else. has been 
changed . 1e 

This does not mean that God does not have kn owledge and does not 

care or act, but how God knows, acts. or cares is a mystery to 

us, for it is far beyond our human comprehension . Yet in sone 

ways we can see hints of God ' s action, knowledge. and caring . As 

we shall discuss later, Maimonides believed that the study of 

nature - the eviden ce of God ' s having acted - will reveal much to 

human ity. 

His radical notion of God ' s otherness did not prevent 

Ma i monides from attempting to develop a cosmol ogic al position 

concerning God ' s place in the universe in Part II of the Guide . 

He admitted that his position on cosmology ie theoretical, but he 

concluded that it is the most compelling theory that he cou l d 

envision .17 Maimonides cosmological vi~w was influenced by 

Aristotle . H. A. Wolfson stated that Maimonides accepted. '' the 

1e Guido ! : 46 ~ p . 102 . 

17 Guido II :3, p .254 . 
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nee-platon i c Aristotelian concept of the physica l universe 

prevalent ·in his t . .. 18 ime . In f a c t Haimonides attempted to 

harmonize Jewish tradition with the Aristotelian cosmology . He 

wrote : 

There is nothing in what Aris totl e for his part has 
said about this subject t hat i s not i n agreement with 
the Law . .. For we ourselves believe that al l this h~s 
been c reated , and that God has created the separate 
intellects and has put in the sphere the force or 
desire toward them, and t hat it was He who created the 
intellects and the sphere and put in them the governini 
forces . 1& 

Their disagreement for the most part perta i ned t o Ar ist otle· s 

belief in the eternity of the universe . Hore importantly, 

Hainonides revealed his acc ep t ance of the Ar i stotelian conception 

of the universe as a sphere system. Shlomo Pines noted that the 

proofs Haimon ides utilized cannot : 

bd considered purely metaphysical ... all of them 
presuppose t he existence o f moti on or of c hange , i. e . , 
the existence o f the cosmos, and are in this respect in 
accord with Averroes ( and with Ar is t ot le himself ). 20 

For Maimonides, God is the unmoved mover who is i n a sense 

operative on the outermost sphere . Ot her i nte llects contr o l the 

other spheres , but in differing from Aristotle . he does not refer 

to them as other gods , but as t he servants o f God . They are the 

18 Harry Austryn Wolfson . 
Pb1lgsgpby and Relidion Vol . 
Cambridge, 1977, p . 60 . 

l& Guido II :S, p .265 . 

Studios in tho Histgry gf 
2, Harvard Univ~rsi ~y Press, 

ao Shlomo Pines. ..Trans la tors In tl"oduction : The Philosophic 
Sources of The Guide of the Perplexed, " As printed in Tho Guido 
gf tho Perplexed, trans . Shlomo Pines , University of Chicaao 
Press , 1983, p .oxiii . 
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angels of Jewish tradition and they are created for the singular 

purpose of doin• God ' s bidding.21 

The power of God emanates throughout the sphere system. The 

sphere s ystem though, while consisting of many parts, is a 

unified structure . It is one ; a single body . Maimonides stated, 

The differences between its substances , I mean the 
s ubstances of this sphere with everything that is 
within it, are like unto the differences between the 
limbs of a man , for instance . . . The s phere in question 
as a whole is composed of the heavens, the four 
elements , and what is compounded of the later . In that 
sphere there is absolutely no vacuum ; it is solid and 
filled up. I ts center is the sphere of the earth ... 22 

God is different from Aristotle ' s unmoved mover because t he force 

coming from God, emanating throughout the s ystem is perceived as 

a force that affects the rest of the universe for the good, down 

through the lowest sphere . This force is transmitted by the 

angels of the other spheres, with the active intellect being the 

final angelic servant o f the Deity . Wolfson noted that, "To 

Hainonides all events in the world are brought by God through 

intermediate c auses ."23 Thus if God is going to act 

providentially at all, then it is not through direct action but 

via agents . These agents are the angels o r intellects of the 

sphere system . According to this model , God does not directly 

create the earth for that is the duty of the last agent . God qua 

21 Guide II :6, 262-5. 

22 Gujde I : 72, p . 184 . 

23 Ha~ry Austryn Wolfson , op . cit . , p .61 . also Guido II :6, 
p .262 -"For you never find therein that an act was performed by 
God otherwise than through an angel ." 
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God i n relation to humanity is exceedingly distant . 

God · s distJnce as depicted in the Haimonidean cosmology as 

well as God · s radical incorpo real it y could lead one · to conclude 

that t here is no such thing as Divine providence . Certainly the 

issue of incorpo ~eal ity needs to be clarified . If God is so 

"other" how can God affect humanity? Has Maimonides really found 

the nexus between the incorporeal and the corporeal ? Why would 

and how cou ld an unmoved mover who is totally self concerned 

c reate corporeal objects and attempt to influence matter? Perhaps 

the answer lies in the diffe rences that Haimonides has wi th 

Aristotle . Maimonides · God is not totally self centered, but is 

in a sense concerned with other things ( e . g . spheres, angels , 

matter, people ) that are either outside of itself or contained 

within God . God·s perfect i on overflows throughout the system . 2• 

Humanity also is not as completely other in Haimonides · system as 

we might conclude. The human ability to think is what makes 

humanity similar to God . Our ability to t hin k is ou r essence he 

argued when he stated : 

It is the true reality of the thing i n so far as the 
latter is that particular being . In man t hat notion is 
that from which human apprehension derives . It is on 
account of this intellectual apprehens ion that it is 
said of man: In the image of God created He him (Gen . 
1: 27) . " 28 

Humanity · s cognitive ability is one key to the gate of 

understanding of the Divine - human nexus . 

2 • Guido II:ll , p . 275 . 

2a Guido I : l , p . 22 . 
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Haimonides · cosmological system is another key to the 

problem of provi~ence . Reines argues , " Foremost is the notion 

that God takes no direct part in exercising providence over nan . 

God neither creates man nor cares for him ." 28 Acceptance of this 

assertion must lead to the conclusion that there can be no such 

thing as Divine providenc e . But Haimonides ' proposition that 

there is Divine overflow precludes su ch a conclusion . The Divine 

overflow can be considered as we shall see, a providential caring 

act and it is an essential concept for Haimonides . God · s concern 

spreads throughout the system via this overflow and God · s agents 

perform God ' s will . This does not have to mean as Reines 

asserted, that God does not care . Certainly the conception that 

angels directed by God as forces that affect existence was not 

alien to Jewish tradition. The Bible portrays numerous instances 

in which angels perform God · s will and t he Targum goes even 

further in its effort to remove all anthropomorphic references to 

God . Just as an archi tect can l ovingly design a beautiful 

build i ng and oversee it •s construction by agents , s o it is 

conceivable that God 

similarly . 

Accordini to the 

throuihout the system 

as ultimate designer and creator can act 

Guido, Divine providence can flow 

of the universe, but what then is its 

quality? How does it affect our existence and how do we connect 

with the overflow? We must consider if Hainonides is speakini of 

particular providence or general providence . If God created 

2e Alvin Reines , op . cit . , p . 177 
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ever ything a cco rd ing to its perfect nature as Haimonides l ater 

argues then why is Divine prov idence necessary? Is there still a 

need for such overflow end how can one explain the pro blem o f .. 
evil if one posits the existence o f an o mn i potent , p~ovidential 

deity? Before explaining in detail h i s v iews o n Divine providence 

and attenpting to answer most of the preced ing questions, 

Maimonides decided to first address the latte r question by 

consider i ng the problem of evil . 

The Problem of Evil 

The prevailing c onception of Divine providence i mp l ies tha t 

God is a caring deity . Acco rding to biblica l and rabbinic 

c oncept ions of God this is c ertainly t rue . God as creator is 

c oncerned with the well - being of his creation and main tains a 

special re l ationship with Israel . God intervenes in history to 

free us from Eg ypt, and gives us the Law as a guide to c orrect 

behavior . Both in bib lical and rabbinic l i te rature God is also 

pe r ceived as being all powerful . God c an i ntervene in human 

affairs at will and affect t he human situat ion for the better. It 

ls clearly stated in the Torah that at times, God, in meting out 

punishment, c an be violent and destruc tive . But in most c ases the 

punishment i s deserved and serves as a lesson to the people . Thus 

God is not perc eived o f as a cting wrongfully . Nonetheless, it is 

acknowledged that evil exists in t he un iver s e that God c reated . 

In the med ieva l period Je~ish philosophers beian to examine 

what Goodman c alled the " paradox o f providence . " 2 7 At issue is 

27 Lenn Bvan Goodman, op . cit . . p . 284 . 
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the inconsistency of arguing tha t on the one hand God is good and 

all powerful, whi le on the o ther hand a c know l edaing that evil 

exists in the world . How c an a providential deity allow this 

situation to pe~sist, and if God i s the creator of all does this 

not imply that God i s also the creator of evil? According to 

Harry B lu11berg, "To most medieval J ewish thinkers it was 

inconceivable that God , the quintessence of goodness , should 

c reate evil. .. 2e But i f God did no t create it and evil exists, 

wha t does this say about the deity? Ce rtain l y a philosopher · s 

conception o f evil affects his/her theory o f Divine providence . 

In Maimonides · day the questi on of evil was even more 

· pressing because 

The Hutkall i mun 

it was a violent pe riod of c hange f or t he Jews . 

the scholastic theolog i ans of Islam and Judaism, 

were also add ress i ng the issue . Some were attempting t o resol ve 

the conflict o f a good God and the existence of evil by arguing 

much as some mode rn theologians argue today, for the existence of 

a limited God, who is not only all powerful, but also not all 

knowing .2e Again Aristotelian philosophy was dominant in 

i ntel lectual c ircles of the day and the conception of God as not 

caring about the existence of humani ty - Divine prov idence not 

extending below the sphere ot t he moon, as Ar is t o tle had argued , 

had to be addressed . These were in conflict with traditional 

Jewish beliefs and Maimonides responded to them in his arguments 

concerning evil. 

2e Harry Blumberg , op . cit., p . 150 . 

2a Lenn Evan Goodman, op. cit . , p . 298 ( Guido 111 : 16) . 
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In the Guide, Maimonides decided to address the nature of 

evil prior to fully expressing his conception of Divine 

providence . His reasons for doing so wil l become clear as wa 

proceed . He ,first approac hed the issue by utilizina the 

Aristotel i an notion of privat ion . He stated, "The nature and the 

true real i ty of mat t er are such that i t never ceases to be joined 

to privation ."30 Hatter of whic h all living things are c reated, 

is therefore in a cons tan t state of chanae and is always takina 

on new forms . The potential to be corrupted into something else 

implies the privation o f that whi ch preceded . He argued that 

death for man is a pr i vation of life , as his/ her matter proceeds 

to take on another form . Poverty is the privation of wealth and 

illness the privation of health . In fact, Ha i monides concluded 

that all evils are privation s . 

The importance o f the privation argumen t fo r Haimon ides lies 

i n its relation to God as agent . In r egard to evil, one could 

conclude that if God c reated the entire un i verse, then ultimately 

God also c reated evil as an aspect o f the phenomena that exist in 

that universe. But Maimonides disagrees with this . To him, God 

cannot be the direct source of evil for he states, " . . the true 

reality of the a c t of God i n its ent i rety is for the Qood of 

beina . " 31 God as agent creates existent things for the good . To 

Haimonides privations are not existent t h i ngs, but the lack of 

30 Guide III : B, p . 430-1 . 

31 Guide III:lO . p . 440 . 
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something . In creating then .• " the act of the agent c an i n no way 

be connec ted wi t h a privation .. " 32 God is therefore not d i rectly 

responsible for the existence of evil . 

Haimonidee; however , did not compl ete ly remove the 

responsibility for the existenc e o f evil fr om God. God aa agen t 

does not intend to create evil , but t he agent can "be said to 

have produc ed the privation by accident ." 33 If God is going to 

produce things out o f natter the nature of matter being its 

corruptibility due to p r i vation, then what we refer to as evil 

will exist in the univers e . But that is the price of existence . 

God as an act o f goodness creates being and fo r Haimonides, a l l 

being is good . It is better tha t God create su ch natter t hen not 

c r eate at all . He conc luded : 

Even t he existence of th is inferior natter, whose 
manner of being it is to be a concomitant of privation 
entail i ng death and all evils , all this i s also good in 
view o f the perpetuity of generation and t he permanenc e 
of be i ng through succession . For this reason Rabbi He i r 
i n terpreted the words : And, behold , it was very good 
and, behold, death was good ... " 34 

Ha i mon i des also addressed the question of evil i n tho form 

of a response to Razi ' s assertion that there is more evil than 

good in the un i verse . Maimonides pos ition as expressed here is a 

second level argument that is more humane and pragmat ic than 

philosophical . He argues that the existence of evil c an be better 

understood if we recognize that all evils that human beings 

32 Gujde 111 : 10 , p . 439. 

33 Guide IlI : lO , p . 439 . 

3 • Guido 111 : 10 , p . 440 . 
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experience can be divided into three different categories The 

first category includes all of the evils that occur as a result 

of our corporeality . This is a continuation of the privation 

argument . Human be i ngs as part of their nature must eventually 

disintegrate . Just as part of our reality is growth and 

development, so too is the eventual corruption and destruction of 

our bodies. Galen, Maimonides argued, perhaps put it best wheh he 

said : 

Do not set your mind on the vain thought that it is 
possible that out of menstrual blood and sperm there 
s hould be generated a living being t hat does not die. 
is not subject to pain. is i n perpetual motion , or is 
as brilliant as the sun . 36 

Creation out of natter sets limits on the human being . The evils 

of a physical nature resulting from natural wear and tear are 

there fo re necessary evils . 

The second category cons ists of evils that human beings 

i nf l i ct upon one another. This includes the majority of acts that 

we conside to be either unethical o r criminal . Murder, robbery, 

hatred, and the infliction of pain whether physical or emotional 

are all evils that i ndividuals commit against others. 

The third and final category includes evils that individuals 

inflict upon themselves . Hainonides was speaking of all the vices 

that human beings pursue, including gluttony, avarice, greed, 

lethargy, and all forms of self-abasement . This to Hainonides is 

the greatest source of evil in the world . All of our diseases and 

ailments develop because of our failings in this category . The 

36 Guida 111:12, p . 444 . 
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human tendency to focus on materia l desires instead of developing 

the mind deters humanity from discovering solutions to many of 

the evils that they suffer . Not know ing, is therefore also a 

self -inflic~ed evil . 

Haimonides ' position on the question of evil is a 

fascinating rationalization of the problem . Evil as a result of 

direct divine action does not exist. To blame God for the onset 

of cancer , the murder of a family member , o r any o ther evil, is 

to really redirect the blame away from its true source. Evils 

that result from the disintegration of the body are simply the 

result of our existential reality . To blame God for our suffering 

is t hen to also blame God for life , Haimon i des seems to be 

asserting that we cannot rationally expect to be both thankful 

for life and angry at God for our death. Death is not an evil but 

part of the natural process . 

The problem that Maimonides ' does not adequately address is 

why God had to c reate humanity out of such an imperfect matter . 

The nature of matter may well be its corruptibility and 

connection to privation but this does not imply that human beings 

tnerefore have to suffer.One could imagine the c reation of a 

human being who dies at the age of 120 just as Hoses did, without 

physical anguish and pain . Haimonides does however , speak of 

limitations that even God has U> adhere to . God cannot do the 

logically impossible e.g. destroy himself or make another God . 

Perhaps God could not have made human beings any other way . In 

any case, Maimonides clearly wanted to direct the blame for this 
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kind of " evil " away from God . 

It is also clear that Maimonides has great difficulty with 

matter . He adm~tted that natter is a divine gift and that life 

could not exist without it, but he also recognized that matter is 

the great inpediment to the hunan desire to know God . He wrote : 

Hatter is a strong veil preventing the apprehension of 
that which is separate from natter as it truly 
is .. . Hence , whenever our intellect aspires to apprehend 
the deity or one of the intellects, there subsists this 
great veil interposed between the two . 3e 

But Maimonides did not take this view to the extreme . The body 

does not become evil f o r him, rather acceptance of the fact that 

we have a body and are therefore fundamentally limited is 

necessary if we are going to truly come to terns with ourselves . 

The great rationalist wanted us to a c cept the limitations of our 

reality while not becoming complacent. Our ability to affect that 

reality is one o f the providential gifts that we will discuss in 

the next section 

Proyidooce 

Following his discussion of evil Haimonides proceeded by 

explaining in detail his theory of Divine providence . The 

sequence is a natural one because Maimonides had established that 

the so called paradox of providenc e is no paradox at all . 

Divinely caused evil does not exist for Maimonides and God 

therefore can be just, omnipotent, and providential. How Gon acts 

providentially for Maimonides the rationalist, though, will prove 

to be very different than the providential views of fundanental 

3e Guide III : 9, p .436- 7 . 
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traditionalists . 
. 

Hainonides la i d the groundwor k f o r h i s position on Divine 

providence in his closing arguments concerning evil. There he 

established that God shows providential care for humanity in 

t hree ways . 37 First , God provided us with everything that we 

need . The earth i s filled with all the basics necessary f o r human 

survival . There is more t han enough food and natural products to 

go around . Hunan be i ngs simply need t o learn how to develop the 

earth ' s resources and j ust ly d istribute its r iches . Huc h of the 

sourc e o f anguish in our world st ems therefore not from the lack 

of necessit ies but from greed for the inessentials of life . 

Ma i monides stated : 

When one endeavors t o seek what is unnecessary, it 
becomes difficult to f i nd even what is necessary . For 
the more frequently hopes cling to the superfluous, t he 
more onerous does the matter become; forces and 
revenues are spent f or what is unnecessary and that 
whic h is necessary i s never fou nd . Se 

He a lso held tha t a ll c reatures a r e provided with what t hey need 

to s urvive . Each species is c reated i n the best possible way . 

I ndividuals among the species are equal in t hat none at the start 

is essentially better than the other. The fact t hat each s pec i es 

has senses, and t he ability to survive, is also a manifestation 

of Divine providence . 

Secondly , God provided humanity with a governing faculty . 

Human beings are able to order their affairs , create co11.11uniti~s. 

37 Guido III : 12 , p . 436 

se Gujdo III : 12, p.446 . 
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establish court systems, and ao t justly because God grac iously 

gave then such an ability . God also grac iously gave human beings 

control over the self . Despite the fact that we are created out 

ot natter , t hrough selt discipline and education we can choose to 

improve ourselves and lessen the impact of material corruption 

upon the self . God, Hainon ides tells us, "granted it - I mean the 

human form - power, dominion, rule and c ontrol over matter , in 

order that it s ubjugate it, quell its impulses, and bring it back 

t o the best and most harmonious state that is poss i ble . " 88 Human 

beings possess this ability, to influence the duration and 

quality of life only due to God ' s providential c oncern for then . 

Finally , the gift of the Law (Torah ) i s a sign of God ' s 

p rovidential concern for humanity . Hainonides · c oncept i on of 

revelation i s dependent upon his understanding of prophecy which 

is no t t he f ocus of t his c hapter . It is clear that he did not 

hold that God physically transmi t ted infor mation to Hoses f o r 

that would be too anthropomorphic . It seems that Hoses via his 

rational faculty unites with the Active Intellect and receives 

revelation . In any oase what is important f o r our purpose is that 

God is understood to be the source of this knowledge . The Torah 

exists as a guide for all and by keeping its comzandments 

humanity will flourish and thrive . As a proof text for this 

Maimonides quoted Psalm 25 and stated : 

"All the paths of t.he Lord are mercy and tru t h unto 
such as keep His covenant and his testimon i es . " By this 
he (the psalmist) says that those who keep to the 

38 Guido III : B, p . 432 . 
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nature of that which exists, keep the commandments of 
t he Law, and know the ends of both , apprehend cl~arly 
the excellency and the true reality of the whole . •o 

Apprehension of the '' whole " - including knowledae of Torah thus 

leads one to the proper way of life . We nuat conclude that suc h 

apprehension would not be possible without the revelation of the 

law . 

In each of the precedina categories Haimonides established 

that Divine providence exists not independent of humanity, but in 

relationship to humanity . God grants the possibility of the 

"good '' life to humanity by providing human beings with a 

governing faculty - the mind, an abundant earth, and eve n a 'uide 

to live by . Humanity ' s willingness to enter into partnership ~ith 

the Divine and take advantage of these wonderful gifts is 

essential for the possibility of providence . The key t o the 

providential gate is the development of human knowledge . God 

granted human beings the ability to acqu ire knowledge , in fact 

Haimon ides asserted that this is what it means to be created i n 

God ' s image , The ability to acquire knowledge, to think, is what 

makes human beings God like . Through the use of reason, human 

beings can develop the mind, acquire know ledge , and achieve the 

good lite. Such knowledae leads to apprehension of the Deity and 

that, Hainonides argued , is the highest possible human 

achievement . It is actually humanity ' s purpose . We shall see ·that 

for Maimonides the nexus between the infinite God and the finite 

person is the rational human nind · s union with the Active 

•a Guido 1!1 : 12, p . 446 . 
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Intellect . Divine providence and' humanity · s ultimate purpose are 

therefore dependent upon the development of the human intellect . 

In presenting his position on Divine providence Maimonides 

explains the commonly held opinions concerning providence as well 

as his own . He first discussed an opinion that he cor rectly 

attributes to the Epicureans . This is the belief that there is no 

such thing as Divine providence . Accordingly, everything in 

existence has occurred by chance, and there is no power watching 

over tho fate of the universe . Maimonides dismissed this view by 

arguing that Aristotle had already demonstrated that it canno t be 

true that c hance governs all existence . Of course this opinion 

contradicts the prevailing opinion of Jewish tradition and 

Maimonides· earl i er assertions of the existence of some form of 

providence. 

The second view he discussed is that of the Aristotelians . 

It is especially impor t ant to understand this position because 

Maimonides depended so greatly upon Aristotelian philosophy . 

According to Maimonides , Aristotle held that God "s providence is 

partial, extending to the sphere of the moon and not beyond. "He 

believes that providence corresponds to the nature of what 

exists. "•1 Moaning that God as providential agent provides for 

the maintenance of the universe . The sphere system is permanent, 

and the overflow that guarantees this permanence extends (even 

beyond the noon) to the species o~ Barth. The world remains in 

existence , as do the various plants and animal species because of 

•1 Guido III : l7, p . 465 . 
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God 's providenc~ . but how i ndividual t hi ngs exist or c hanges 

occur does no t depend upon God ' s providence . These every day 

actions and experiences happen by c hance e . g . t he sinking of a 

ship i~ caused by a hurricane , and not as a resu lt of divine 

intervention . 

The next t wo op i nions Maimonides presented are the two 

prevailing t radit ions among the Hutkallinun ; t hose of the 

Ash · ariyya and the Hu "tazila . The As h "ariyya bel i eved that 

everything is determined by God i n accordance with God ' s will . 

Chan ce has no part in the universe . They submitted that al l 

occu rrences from the falling of a leaf to the decision by an 

individual to sit rather than stand are determined by God . Divine 

providence rules this system and human beings possess no real 

freedom of choice o r wi ll . The diff i culties i nheren t in this 

position are obv ious, and Ma i mon ides · e asily dismisses it . 

The Hu ' tazi la held that human beings have free wil l and t ha t 

God is j ust , acts wisely, and is all knowing . To then , Ood -s 

providence watches over all things . God only pun i shes a pe rson 

when that person has done wrong . When good people die 

prematurely, or when c hildren are born with defects , Ma i monides 

explained that the Hu "tazila believe that this occurred for the 

better . People who suffer seeming injustices from the Almi1hty 

a r e c ompensated in t he next world . 

It i s importa~t that we look c a reful l y at Maimonides ' 

criticism of the Hu ' tazilite position . Maimonides c laimed that: 

I ncongruities and contradictions follow necessarily 
also tron this opinion ... Aocord in~ly they too were 
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burdened with incongruities referred to above, and 
self-contradiction necessarily attached to them . For 
they believe that He , may He be exalted , knows 
everything and that man has the ability to act; and 
this leads, as the slightest reflect ion shou ld make 
c lear, to self contradiot ion .•2 

Hainonides clearly d isdai ned t he self -contradiction of the 

Hu ' tazilite position despi t e his understanding of their good 

intentions . Interestingly, the same c ha llenges of contradiction 

and inadequacy c an be applied to the fifth position which is held 

by what Ma i monides calls "ou r opinion, I mean the opinion of the 

Law. "• 3 According to this position , which Ma i monides explained is 

the literal reading of the Law, human be i ngs also have f ree will, 

and God has willed that this be so . God is j ust and thus all 

calamit ies that be fa ll human beings are deserved f or God rightly 

rewlirds and punishes . At this point the only difference between 

• the op in~on of Jewish tradition and of the Hu tazilites is that 

the latte r believed that God has providence over animals . 

Nonetheless the cont radictions sti ll apply . A c hild born with a 

disability or an excellent nan dying prematurely is just as 

di fficult to understand i n this system as i n the Hu ' tazilite 

system . 

Maimonides extricated hinself from this problem by telling 

us that he will also give his opinion regarding Divine 

providence. Thus his opinion whic h we must presume is goin1 to be 

rationally based , will differ fron what he called "our opinion . " 

•a Gpido 111 : 17, p . 468-9 . 

•3 Gpjdo 111 : 17, p . 489 . 
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Some scholars ha-At had difficulty with this assertion as we will 

show later, but the tact that he distinfuishes at least between a 

literal readinf of the Law as he explains it, and his own 

op in ion. ca.nnot be denied . 

As for his own belief concerninf Divine providence, 

Maimonides explained that he was not relyinf upon experience as 

mu c h as what appears to be the clear intention of the Torah . He 

a~fued that his opinion is " less disgraceful than the precedinf 

opinions and nearer than they to intellectual reasoninf ." '' He 

claimed that Divine providence is consequent upon divine overflow 

and : 

the species with which this intellectual overflow is 
united, so that it becalle endowed with intellect and s o 
that everythinf that is disclosed to a beinf endowed 
with the intellect was disclosed to it, is the one 
accompanied by divine providence, which appraises all 
its actions from the point of view of reward and 
pun ish11ent. " 40 

Divine providence as was stated earlier depends upon a 

partnership with humanity . Providence overflows from God, and we 

are capable of receiving it because of our intellectual capacit y . 

God gave us that capacity, but it is up to us to utilize it . 

Therefore, if a ship is sinkinf, the death of the people on board 

does not ooour purely by chance. "The fact that the people i n the 

ship went on board ... is ... due to divine will in accordance with 

the deserts of those people as determined in His judf11ents, the 
e 

•• Guido 111: 17, p . 471 . 

40 Guido 111 : 17, p . 471-2. 
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rule of which cannot be att,ined by our intellects ."•8 The 

difference being that people through the use of their minds can 

control their lives . God providentially gives them this ability 

and they can utilize it by determining it tho ship is sate or by 

building a better ship . The awareness is there because the 

overflow flows towards then . Only sometimes it is cut off and 

that may be due to punishment as Maimonides alludes . Ultimately, 

we cannot know how God determines this and our not knowing the 

Divi ne process is simply one of our very human limitations. It is 

something that we will never know . 

Divine providen ce for Haimonides does not extend to 

individual animals and plants preoisely because they do not have 

the intellectual ability granted to humanity , Here Maimonides 

agreed with Aristotle for he argued that Divine providence 

affec ts the animal world only in the ma i ntenance of the various 

species . The actions and experiences of individual a n imals are 

left to chance . God does not oversee the falling of individual 

leaves or any action in the animal world . 

How Hainonides really differs from Aristotle is not as easy 

to determine. Hainonides asserted that he unlike A~istotle, 

believed th&t Divine providence tlows beyond the sphere of the 

moon to the earth . But in preaentinl Aristotle ' s opinion, he 

ar1ued that Ariatotle alao believed that some of the overflow 

continued down to the earth and served to preserve the species . 

This overflow also affects the species in such a way as to place 

49 Gujda 111:17. p .472. 
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in then "faculties that preserve then for a certain tine thr ough 

attracting towa~d then that vhich agrees with them and through 

repelling that which is not useful for them ... • 7 One could argue 

that this faculty is just the mind given to nan and Aristotle is 

therefore saying t he sane thing as Hainonides . The better 

argument is that Maimonides d istingu ished between i nstinct and 

intellect . Aristotle nay only have been speaking of i nstinct as a 

providential gift . Without it a bear would not know to flee fron 

fire nor would salmon go up river to spawn. The intellectual 

capacity of the human being is far different . We also 

instinctually remove our hands fron a hot flame, but the fact 

that we can think and consider, build and change , puts us on 

another level . We can learn about God ' s wor ld - unite with the 

Active Intellect - and improve our lives . This gift of mind and 

the human ability to unite with the Active Intellect is a form of 

Divine providence for Maimonides . It is different fron the notion 

promulgated by Alexander in the name of Aristotle . 

Maimonides cited many proof texts to verify his opinion 

concerning individual providence. Among them are : " For Thine eyes 

are open upon all the ways of the sons of nan, to give every one 

acoordina to his ways . "(Jer . 32:19) and " He that fashi oneth the 

hearts of then all, that considereth all their works . "( Ps . 

33 : 15) . The best proofs he submitted were the stories of the 

patriarchs because they "are an abso!ute proof of there being an 

4 7 Guido III : lS, p.463 . 
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individual providence ." •& Interestingly he also reminds us that 

the prophets are even somet ~mes astonished because providence 

watches over human individuals ." •& That Divine providence should 

wbtch over hunan i ty, which is so insianiticant compared to the 

Almiahty, is noteworthy . The infinite as creator does act 

providentially towards the finite, even on the level of the 

individual . Maimonides conception of such providential action is 

far different than the trad i tional Jewish understandina of Divine 

providence . For Haimonides, God ' s providence i s manifested by 

giving human beings cognitive ability, by bestoRing the means t o 

apprehend the Divine overflow . God does not seem to intervene in 

the every day l ife of the individual and give out direct reward 

or punishment . 

How we use the mind affects our ability to enjoy God ' s 

providenc e . Maimonides posited that the more we know , t he more we 

wi l l b&nef i t from God ' s providenc e . Knowing involves learning 

about God and for Haimonides such learning does not take place 

only through study of the law, but also by means of studyina the 

work of creation . Me are to become students of the world, 

studying science and philosophy in conjunct i on with study of the 

sacred texts . Me must be willina to do so if we truly wish to 

reach the hiahest possible level of knowledae. Hainonides 

acknowledaes that not everyone is capable of doing this. The 

flashes of ooanition are stronaer for some than for others with 

48 Guido 111 : 17, p . 472 . 

•8 Guide 111 : 17, p . 472. 
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Hoses being at the highest level possible . But one can be 

brilliant and still fail to seek the truth . The onus is upon the 

individual to reach out and find God and learn from God ' s 

actions . 

It is in nature that we see the result of God's action and 

by studying nature we can learn even more about God . Rnowledfe of 

Haaseh Beresheet which Maimonides calls "natural science, " 

enables us to improve our lives . Through the discovery o f truth, 

we cone even closer to finding God . This is nan ' s ultimate 

perfection . Hainonides concluded : 

His ultimate perfection is to become rational in aotu, 
I mean to have an intellect in actu; this would consist 
in his knowing everything concerning all the beings 
that it is within the capacity of nan to know in 
accordance with his ultimate perfection ... But once the 
first perfection has been achieved it is possible to 
achieve the ultimate, which is indubitably more noble 
and is the only cause of permanent preservation ." so 

Our ultimute perfection is thus inextricably linked to Divine 

prov ldence. Our proservation depends upon our using our 

providential gift of mind to become rational ill ac.t.a. . This 

argument presented in different ways, is one of the central 

points of the Guido . 

Maimonides has presented us with what would seen to be the 

ultimate rational argument concerning Divine providence . 

Intellectual perfection of the individual leads to Divine 

providence . But this Divine providence is not t he kind of 

providence which we traditionally understand . Rather, by gaining 

60 Guide III~ 27, p . 511 . 

35 



knowledge of God, the individual is protected from the dangers of 

the natural world. With such knowledge humans can build dikes to 

divert f lod~ waters, c rea te vaccines to stop the spread of 

disease . and use their minds to discover some of the wisdom of 

God·s universe. The Almighty in s uch a system does not directly 

intervene to stop a flood, instead God confers upon us the means 

to control it and have a role in determining ou r destiny . There 

are no miracles in such a system, i nstead it works according to 

God 's universal law . God ' s providential gift of reason becomes 

human ity ' s means for thriving within this system. It also leads 

human beings to the apprehension of the Divine . The more we know , 

·t he more we are amazed by God 's universe and the Divine being 

itself . This kind of kn owing connotes union with the Active 

Inte llect. By knowing, we reach ultimate trut h . The human nind 

becomes the means for reaching the nexus between God and 

ourselves. By uniting with the Active Intellect, we come to truly 

know , and this knowledge serves as the g reatest possible 

pr ovidential protection. This kind of providence seems to be both 

particular and gene ral. Ind i v iduals are protected by their own 

know ledge because t hey can wisely decid e whethe r or not to board 

an unseaworthy ship . But groups are also protected when societies 

through the use of wisdom, make intelligent choices . They decide 

not to go to war aaainst more powerful enemies, or build a wall 

to keep ou t raiding hoards . 

Mai monides rationalistic 

religious perspective seen dry 

approach to Judaism nay from a 

and dull . The concept of unitins 
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with the Active Intellect, however contains an e lement of 

spiritual excitement . Maimonides taught that human beings can 

str i ve towards t~e heavens and reach out towards God to the point 

of beina able to unite with an aspect of the Divine . In a sense 

God and the individual almost become one (t he mind unites with 

the Divine force) and a consequence of this amazina occurrence is 

that the human gains provident i al protection . We must consider 

what ki nd of protection this i nvolves . Does this mean that 

i ndividuals can be constantly protected from catastrophe by 

uniting with the Active Intellect, or is such un ion only 

transitory? Maimonides himself raised this issue in another 

section of the Gnide . 

Samuel Ibn Tibbon, the translator of the Guide into Hebrew, 

in a lettec to Maimonides noticed a seeming contradiction in the 

system . In part 111 : 51. Maimonides continued to explain his view 

on providence . There he developed his position concerning the 

various levels of providence available to the individual . The 

more intelligent and knowledgeable one is the more one is 

protected by Divine providence . He wrote : 

We have already explained in the chapters concerning 
providence that providence watches over everyone 
endowed with intellect proportionately to the measure 
of his intellect . Thus providence always watches over 
an individual endowed with perf~ct apprehension, whose 
intellect never ceases from being occupied with God . 61 

This seems to be a purely theoretical position . I f one can 

constantly be united with the Active Intellect, constantly 

61 Guido III : 51, p . 624 . 
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occupied with God then providence will always watch over you . 

Fron a rational perspective, perhaps this is possible . As long as 

you think and &ct totally by neans of reason then you will not 

err, but will survive and even thrive . In an article analyzing 

this section Zevi Diesendruck discusses Sanuel Ibn Tibbon · s 

compl~int that Hainonides seemed to go too far in the next 

section of his argument . Hainonides stated in III : Sl : 

The providence of God, nay He be exalted, is constantly 
watc hing over those who have obtained this overflow, 
whic h is permitted to everyone who makes efforts with a 
view to obtaining it . If a nan ' s thought is free from 
distraction, if he apprehends Hin, nay He be exalted , 
in the right way and rejoices in what he apprehends , 
that individual can never be afflicted with evil of any 
kind . For he is with God and God is with Him . 62 

According to Ibn Tibbon the preceding statement contradicts 

Haimonides · previous position on providence which was dependent 

upon reason and God ' s universal law . That position posits that 

human beings attain providence through intellectual perfection, 

but s uch perfection , Ibn Tibbon argues , leads only to caution and 

not endless miracles . ~3 To Ibn Tibbon , i n the later position 

( !!! : 51), Hainonides seemed to be arguing for endless 

intervention by God in protection of those who are in a state of 

union with the Active Intellect . Ho harm can cone to them and so 

Daniel is saved from the lions den and all such righteous people 

will always be saved fron immediate danger . 

&2 Guide III:51, p . 625 . 

~3 Zevi. Diesendruck, "Samuel and Hoses Ibn Tibbon on 
Providence ," as printed in the Hebrew Union Colleie Annual, 
Vol . XI , David Philip•on ed . , Cincinnati, 1936, pp . 346-7 . 

38 



Diesendruck noted that Shem Tov Ben Joseph Falaquera 

responded to Ibn Tibbon by arguing that Haimonides presented two 

views of providen~e . In the early ser,tions, his view of 

providence was a philosophic view, while in III:Sl he expressed a 

religious view of providence . Diesendruck agreed with Falaquera 

and argued that Maimonides had really then, two theo ries of 

providence - rel igious, and philosophic as opposed to solely a 

philosophic view . 

Samuel Ibn Tibbon raised an interesting point but Palaquera 

and Diesendruck fall short of an adequate explanation . It does 

not make sense that a great thinker like Maimonides would have to 

develop two separate theories of providence. For a man like him 

are the religious and philosophic realms so separate? This is not 

a convincing position. Rather, all three thinkers fail to t ake 

into account Maimonides · view of evil . They assume that 

Haimonides meant that s uch a unique i ndiv idua l would be saved by 

God from physical harm, and yet Maimonides made no such 

statement . Instead Maimonides seemed to be attempting to explain 

why a righteous person, who has providentially avoided danger and 

possible suffering, suddenly can experience such evil . He argued 

that providence is not permanent and individuals can lose their 

providential protection by turning their minds away from God . The 

intelligent person can make an uninformed decision and suffer the 

consequences . The process of making that decision i nplies a 

turnina away. As lona as the individual remains correctly focused 

on God, in tune with the . Act ive Intellect, then that person will 
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make no such decision, but wil l remain providentially protected . 

Ibn Tibbon did not recognize this, but submitted that God 

according to this passage is supposed to protect such perfect 
" 

human beings from all possible evils Surely death is an evil 

especially if one suffers while approachini doath. And yet 

Maimonides s peaks of the death of Hoses, Aaron, and Hiria11 in the 

very next section . Righteous as they were, they still died . 

Interestingly, he asserted that because of their great knowledge 

they "died in the pleasure of this apprehension due to the 

intensity of passionate love ." &• They did not suffer, but died 

nonetheless . Perhaps Haimonides himself best resolved this issue 

by expanding upon his opinion concerning the suffering of the 

righteous in his discussion of the Job story . 

In the Job story we are presented with the classic problem 

in which a thoroughly righteous individual is afflicted with 

great suffering apparently due to no fault of his own . Haimonides 

believed that it was included i n the sacred literature as a means 

for discussing the problem of providence . Bach character presents 

a different view of providence and through their discussions they 

attempt to develop a reason for Job ' s suffering. 

From a superficial perspective Job at first seems to fit the 

makeup of an individual who would receive the special 

providential protection described in 111:51. He is thoroughly 

righteous, keeps the law, constantly worships God even to the 

point of offering more sacrif ioes then necessary and has no 

o• Guido IIl : 51, p . 626 . 
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blemishes . Has he not therefore a c hie ved perfec tion and become 

deservi ng of Divine c are and protection from all forms of 

suffering? Apparently not . Maimonides interpretation o f this 

passage is ~oteworthy because it clea r s up the seeming 

contradictio n between III : 13 and III : 51 in the Guido. He states : 

The most marvelous and extraordinary t hing about this 
s tory i s the fact that knowledge is not attributed in 
it to Job . He i s not said to be a wise or a 
comprehending or an i ntel l igent man . Only moral virtue 
and righteousness in action are ascribed to him . For if 
he had been wise , his situation wou ld not have been 
obs cure for him , a s wi ll become c lear . &6 

J ob , Maimonid e s te lls us is lac k ing in something. He has not 

attained the level o f perfection despite all the good things that 

were said about him because moral virtue alone is not enough . To 

truly achieve p e rfection one a lso has to be kn owl edgeable and 

wise . Job is not wise at th is po i nt and therefore cannot truly 

appreciate his cond ition . It is for this reason that he is 

suffering . 

Knowledge , as we were t o ld before , leads to apprehension ( as 

f a r as humanly possible ) of the Divine . Such apprehension is the 

goal of human experience a ccording to Maimonides , and with 

apprehensio n comes true happiness . Job, Maimonides taught . did 

no t have true knowledae of God because his acceptance of God was 

based only upon what he had heard and understood to be the 

authority of scripture and tradition . True knowledae must 

ultimately result from philosophic speculat i on . Job finally 

a c hieves this corre c t level of knowledae at the end of h i s 

66 Guide 111 : 22, p . 467 . 
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o rdeal . Maimonides writes : 

But when he knew God with a certain knowledge, he 
admitted that true happiness, ~hioh is the knowledge of 
the deity , is guaranteed to all who know Hin and that a 
human being cannot be t roubled in it by any of a ll the 
misfortunes in question . as 

Before discovering t he truth about God , Job had thought that true 

happiness resulted from the possession of material goods, family , 

and a fine reputation . Up t o that po int he did not realize that 

he was not truly happy . Only when he comes to know God through 

speculation does he discover true happiness , because knowledge o f 

the deity is happ iness. 

Wi th hi s new knowledge Job no longer suffers because he is 

impervious to all s uf fering . This is the i ntention of Hainonides ' 

di scussion on providen ce in III : 51 . With true knowledge of the 

deity t he i ndiv idual ac hieves a state of happiness so powerful 

that he or s he no l onger feel s the sufferings of the body or the 

mind . Thi s do~s not mean that t he indiv idual cann o t be afflicted 

wit h tortu r e and other forms of evil, but such evil is 

ineffective . The individual is only conscious of God and not of 

the petty acts of other humans . The Talmudic description of Rabb i 

Aki va being burned at the stake exemp l ifies th i s principle . As he 

was be ing physically destroyed he concentrated on God and prayed, 

reciting the Shena with h i s last breath . The Divine did not 

inte r ceded tor him, but accordinl to Ha inonides · definition of 

providence, God did watch over hi m and he escaped evil because he 

oe Guido III : 23 , p . 492- 3 . 
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knew God and kept his mind focussed on God . True happiness for 

Akiva derived from his knowledge of God and not from the 

maintenance of his phy~ical well being . 

Evaluated from this perspective, Maimonides · expression of 

providence i n III :Sl does not contradict his earlier statements . 

It is still a rationalistic view of providence . The l aw of the 

universe remains constant and God does not inter ceded for the 

individual by means of a miracle Instead knowledge truly becomes 

a special kind of power. To Maimonides the independent mind, 

really the superior inte llect , cannot be controlled as long as it 

is focused on God . The abusive forces of an outside power cannot 

enslave the mind as long as it is united with the Active 

Intellect. Of course only a very few individuals reach this level 

of knowledge, but Maimonides posited that all are capable in 

principle . God · s p~ovidence is also evident i n that God g ives all 

unan beings the capacity to achieve this knowledge . The 

responsibility once again rests with the individual and his/her 

willingness to try . 

But once one knows, once one is united wi th the Active 

Intellect, how can God ' s providence ever be removed? The answer 

seems to lie in the recognition that one never fully knows God 

and that indefinite union with the Active Intellect is 

impossible. God, it seems, can remove himself from such a union 

j ust as humans can remove themselves by turning away from God. 

Maimonides states: 

This removal 
as far as we 

is follo~ed by a privation of providence, 
are concerned. As it says by way of a 
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threat : And I will hide Hy face froM them, and they 
shall be devoured. For a privation of providence leaves 
one abandoned and a target to all that may happen and 
cone about, so that his ill and weal come about 
according to chence.o7 

Once the union is broken then the evils ot the world can affect 

the human being . 

The Job story also clarities the problem of privation of 

providence for Hainonides . It c learly asserts that there are 

limits to our knowledge . We cannot know everything about God and 

God ' s actions . Nor should we assume that God thinks only of us . 

Human beings are not the center of the un iverse nor was the 

universe created for humanity 's sake. God ' s governance and 

providence is not like our governance or providence . God is 

always other, and there is only so much that we c an comprehend . 

Our duty though, is to try to comprehend as much as possible by 

constantly seeking God. 

Knowledge Verses Action 

Haimonides ' conception of providence with its emphasis on 

the acqu i sition of knowledge about the Deity calls into question 

his view of the importance of action in emulation of the Deity . 

Julius Guttman notes, to Maimonides, ethics and correct action 

seen to be subservient to knowledge . He writes : 

Divine providence does not, therefore, mean 
interference with the external course of nature, but is 
transferred to the inner life of nan, where it is 
founded on the natural connection between the human and 
the divine spirit .. . Intellectual and not ethical 
factors are decisive for the rule of divine 

~7 Gujde 1 : 23, p . 53 . 
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prov i dence.Ge 

If s o , a number of quest i ons arise . Can one know God, enjoy 

Div i ne providence, and therefore reac h true happ i ness without 

keeping the law? Is correc t action unnecessary and should t he 

individual devote himself solely to the acquisiti on of knowledge ? 

These ques tions are considered by many of the s c holars of the 

Guide and their opin i ons can be categorized as fol lows . 

A number of scholars are of the opinion that Maimonides had 

antinomian beliefs but was afraid t o express them . They argue 

that he had t o fear retr i bution fr om the powerful Jewish 

leadership of h i s day who were committed to the Halac hic system . 

Haimonides could no t dare to publicly submit that knowledge of 

God superceded a c tion as del i neated by Halac ha and expec t to be 

accepted as a serious teacher of Judaism . It is for this reason , 

they believe that the Guide was written i n an esoteric fashion . 

One of the most i n teresting proponents of the an t inomian 

position i s Alvin Reines . To Reines , the very fact that 

Haimonides presented his positi on in an esoteric fashion is proof 

that it must contradict tradition. He argues that Maimonides was 

concealing a radically different theory of providence . The first 

hint of this is found i n Maimonides ' explication of h i s t heory of 

cosmoloay . God as presented does not ext end his providence over 

11an by " the very fact of his divine nature ." OO God simply creates 

68 Julius Guttman, Philosopbjos of Judojsm, Holt, Rinehart 
and Winston, New York, 1964, p . 171 . 

~&Alvin J . Reines, -0p . cit . , p . 178 . 
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the first sphere and remains an unmoved mover . God c an only be 

known via the possession of scientific and metaphyaioal truth . 

Virtue then, is ~the realization of intellectual capacity . Those 
~ 

who fail to do this Reines asserts are wicked . Even the most 

pious who fail to study metaphysics fall into this category. Thus 

action is clearly subservient to knowledge. " Indeed, all 

religi ous bctivity, " he concludes , has intellectual perfection 

a lone for its true end . "80 Those worthy of Divine providence are 

the i n tellectual elite and not the p ious keepers of the 

co1111and11ents . 

Leonard Kravitz also discusses the problem presented by 

Maimonides ' assertion that providence depends upon the 

acquisition of knowledge . If. as Haimonides submits, providence 

is graded according to intellectual perfection he argues , then : 

Perfection is attained neither by piety nor by 
goodness. but only by knowledge . Providence , 
perfect ion · s product, is acqu ired, not by the 
performance of the Hjtzvot, but by the action of the 
i ntellect ... It would follow that the Jew who lacked 
those . . . philosophical training, no natter how great his 
piety or his goodness would be bereft of providence i n 
this world , and eternal life in the world to co11e . e1 

Those who disagree with the preceding argument do so 

hearti ly . Herbert Davidson writes in reference to the Guide, 

" those who absolutely insist on discovering a non-traditional 

eo Ibid., p . 182 . 

e1 Leonard S . Kravitz , " Maimonides and Job: An Inquiry as 
to the Hethod of the Horeh ," As printed in Hobrow Unign Cglloco 
Annual Vol XXXYIII, ed . Elias L. Bpstein , Hebrew Union Colleae
Jewish Institute of Religion , Cincinnati, 1967, p . 154 . 
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philosophic al system will be able to withstand any e v idence to 

the contrary ." &2 The evidence presented by the scholars in this 

c amp who posit t hat Halacha was essential to Maimonides ' system 

of thought, depends for the nost part on statements fron the 

Hisbneb Torah . Isadore Tw~rsky, David Hartman , and Charles Raffel 

are examp l es of schol~rs who support this view . Twersky t ries to 

prove that in the Hisbneb Torah Ma i mon i des argued f o r the unity 

o f the Law and philosophy . Hartman ' s position is similar t o 

Twersky · s . He posits that : 

Haimon i des attempted to 
halachic sensibilities . 
you sha ll love the Lord 
based on the ph ilosophic 

i n tegrate the ph ilosoph i c and 
The halachic i mperative · And 
your God ' merged into love 

knowl edge of God . e3 

From this perspec tive the acquisi t ion of knowledge about God is 

one o f the commandme nts . Philos ophi cal r umi nation becomes an 

hals c hic i mpera tive . 

Both views are compel l i ng and problematic. As so often is 

the case w l ~n two contradic t o ry a rguments are presented, the 

dialectic, o r a c ompromise between t he two pos itions, seems t o be 

the most satisfying avenue t o pursue . Reines ignores the role of 

halacha in Haimon ides ' other writings and even in t he Guide . 

There is a role f o r law i n Hai~onides · view on providenc e , an 

i mportant one a t t hat, but not as i mpor t ant as toe pro-

e2 Herbert Davidson, "Maimonides ' Secret Position on 
Creat i on, " as printed in Studies i n Hed ieval Jewish History and 
Literature. Isadore Tycreky. ed . . Cambridge. 1979. o . 16. 

ea David Hartman , Hainonides ; Tgrab and Pbilga00b1c Quast, 
The Jew ish Publication Society of America , Philadelphia. 1976 , 
p.212 . 
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halachists like Hartman might have us believe . They want to plac e 

halacha on the same level as knowledge of the Divine and yet 

Haimonides does1•not do this . Raffel weakens the pro- halachic 

argument by assuming that whenever Maimonides uses the word " we " 

in reference to a Jewish belief or tradition, that he is 

including himself as part of that group . Such an assumption 

should not be made, f o r Maimonides in a few instances follows a 

" we " statement with an " I " statement . In his discussions on 

providence adherence to the law is not directly delineated as an 

essential element . 

The solution to this problem is dependent upon understanding 

Maimonides · assertion that all are not equal , but that people 

develop differently and in stages . Adherence to the law is part 

of the developmental proc ess . Law, he teaches is essential for 

the well-be i ng of society. Just as people need to have food and 

water before they can really be students o f Torah, so too must 

they have Torah ( halacha) before they can reach t he highest 

levels of metaphysical and s oientif ic understand i ng . Keeping the 

l aw is an essential element along the way . It is expected that 

one who is knowledgeable ~ill do the good . This is reminiscent of 

Plato ' s view of the philosopher-king . To achieve such a high 

state it is assumed that one must act justly . 

Providence for Haimonides is based on actualizing the 

intellect but such actualization involves t he achiev~ment of 

moral perfection . As one comes to know more, one will strive to 

act morally and work for the good . You will help yourself and 
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your society because you will know better. To know God and truly 

appreciate God ·s c reation, the ind ividua l has to understand the 

working of nature. This involves study and a ction . Maimonides · 

providential elite, once they know, will go back into Plato ' s 

cave and improve their world . Maimonides · himself is an example 

of this. All of his wri tings were intended to help others . The 

Guide may have been intended for the elite, but the Misbneb Tarah 

was meant to be accessible to all . Throughout his life he 

refrained from the temptation to devote himself solely to 

contemplation of God and the lonely yet importan t pursuit of 

knowledge . Instead he also was involved in the world, actively 

teaching, leading the Jewi sh community, and work i ng to make a 

living . He can still serve as an examp le f o r the philosophers and 

halachists of our day. 

Conclusions 

In the Guide of The Perplexed Hai monides offers to the 

J ewish world a rationalistic restructuring of the concept of 

Divine providence . He i ntroduces the notion that providen c e 

depends upon intellectual inquiry by human beings and thei r grasp 

of the knowledge of God . Providence is not a miraculous 

i ntervention by the divine into the life of humanity, but is a 

basic building block in the divine structure of the universe . 

Providential benefit is readily available to all , but it is 

primarily dependent upon individual enlightenment . Through 

knowledge of God, which is knowledge of God ' s ac tion in the world 

(only reflected in nature), individuals can attain providential 
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protection . Rather than only pray t hat the f l oods stay away from 

their village , the providentially oriented person wi ll study the 

wonder o f God's great world and learn t he ebb and !low of the 

rivers. Providential cognit ion will ensue and the individual will 

learn to build a flood wal l as a means of prevention . This 

example also exemplifies the problem of understanding whether or 

not Maimonides distinguished between pe r sonal providence and 

general providence for t he commun ity or group. He did not work 

out in detail how Divine providence affects Israel differently 

from how it night affect another group or individuals . For 

Maimonides particular providence and general providence ~ay be 

i n terdependen t concepts . Groups as we ll as individuals have the 

responsibility to pursue knowledge of God . Societies nake 

important decisions that will providentially affect their future . 

The community builds the flood wall by the river and the society 

decides to invest in un iversities for t he pursuit of knowledge . 

The life of the individual and his or her society are 

intertwined, so too nust be their ability to enjoy Divine 

providence. 

By examining the Guido as a who le one c a n see a progression 

of the ideas that lead to Maimonides ' final explication or his 

views concerning Divine providence. In the first section of th6 

Guido he establis hed his cosmology . The vi ~w of God presented is 

similar to Ar istotle ' s unmoved mover . A Divine overflow emanates 

throughout the universe even to the s phere of tho earth . God as 

established is unique and other. The system of tne universe that 
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God has created operates according to natural law . It is rati onal 

and there is not room for the miraculous action that traditional 
~ 

views of providenc e require . 

Hainon idea · explanation for the existenc e of what human 

beings call "evil" in a un i verse c reated by a j ust , omnipotent 

God, is essent i al to hi s conception of providence He ultimately 

s ucceeds in discounting t he existence of suc h "evil ." Maimonides 

asserts that most o f the evil i n the universe is c reated by human 

beings . They have free wil l and cannot blame God f o r their own 

inab ility to i mprove the human condition . Evils we do to others 

and evils that we do to ourselves are fully dependent upon human 

action . God ha s no role in producing o r preventing s uch evils . 

The evils that result from bodily disintegration ere also not 

really evils . Instead they are part of the natural workings of 

the universe . Anything created f r om matter will decompose, 

because t hat is t he nature of matter . If we would want it 

o the rw ise t hen we would be opposed to ou r own creation . Thus, 

labeling the natural process of privation of matter as "evil " is 

a misnomer . 

If the primary responsibility for evi l does not lie wi th God 

and God does not intervene and providentially perform mi rac les , 

then the tradi tional concept ion of providence is not really 

correct. Divine providence , if it exists, has to manifest itself 

in some other Ray . Maimonides at~eapts to describe that way . The 

fern of providence that he describes is really a new rat ionalized 

providence that is dependent upon the pursuit of knowledae of 
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God. Haimonides teaches that God has already given the human 

being life, and everything that is necessary to support life, 
,, 

especially that one thing that makes human beings most aodlike--

the mind . All of this is providential. The correct utilization of 

these Divine gifts depends upon the human being ' s willingness to 

follow reason and acquire knowledge . That human beings can gain 

knowledge, and cone to understand the world , is another source of 

Divine providence . 

Hainonides · parable of the c astle found near the end of the 

Guide ( III : Sl) cl~rifies his definition of knowledge of God . In 

the center of the c ast le i s the King (God) and those closest to 

the cen ter have achieved the highest possible level of human 

knowledge. Knowledge of God derived solely from study of and 

observance of the commandments does not get the individual into 

the kings · chambers nor even access to the inner cou rts . Only 

those who "p lunged into speculation concerning the 

fundamental principles of religion , have entered the 

antechanbers. " 84 To be near the inner circle one must also study 

science and metaphysics after having studied the Law (followers 

of the Law alone are on a lower level ). Thus Maimonides nay have 

established the primacy of philosophical knowledge, but it is 

only valuable in relation to halaoha. In order to reach the 

highest level in the castle and gain knowledge ot God one must 

master all three areas of study (the Law, science, and 

84 Guido III : 51, p.619. 
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philosophy) . Only when they are integrated is the key fin a lly 

formed that opens the innermost gate of the castle . Hoses becomes 

the example par $Xcellence of an i ndividual mastering this sort 

of knowledee . In the parable, he is found to be c losest to God , 

at a level achievable by no other human being . Hoses therefore 

had to possess along with his knowledae of the Law , scientific 

and metaphysical knowledge . The Hoses of the twelfth century did 

not keep his discoveries to himself either . As a man of ac tion as 

well as speculation, he prepared the way for his people and 

guided them down the co rrect path . 

Maimonides· position on Divine providence is ultimately 

opt imistic . Human beings have the capacity to continue travelina 

down the right path as established by Hoses . There may be limits 

to our knowledge, but there is much that we c an do to affect our 

lives and build an even better world . As Harvin Fox notes , 

Haimonides · scientific views may have become outdated , but 

ce rta i nly no t his views on providence . He still has muc h to teach 

us and we unfortunately still have much to learn before we can 

fashion the providential key of beauty, love, and knowledge which 

will open heavens ' aate . 
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Chapter II 

The God Intoxicated Han : 
Spinoza ' s Conception of Div i ne Pr oviden ce 

Four centuries after the death of Maimonides, another Jewish 

philosopher , Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677) developed a philosophical 

system that attempted via deductive reasoning, to articulate a 

rationally coherent view of the universe and to show " whether 

there was anything which would be the true good, capable of 

c o mmunicating itself ," 1 Spinoza ' s philosophic systen proved to be 

so controversial that he had to spend his life in relative 

seclusion, alienated both from the Jewish community and the 

do minant Chr istian society of seventeenth century Holland _ 

Despite rejection during his lifetime, Spinoza ' s thought survived 

to influence the great thinkers of tne German Enlightenment . His 

thought was both original and all - encompassing . According to 

Stuart Hampshire , 

Ho other modern philosopher of equal stature has made such 
exalted claims for philosophy , or had such a clear vision of 
the s cope and range of pure philosophical thinking. He 
conceived it to be the function of the philosopher to render 
the universe as a whole intelliiible, and to explain nan ' s 
place within the universe;2 

Although it ls questionable whether anyone, including Spinoza, 

1 Baruch Spinoza, 
Intellect," as printed in 
ed. and trans . Edwin 
Princeton, 1985, p .7. 

"Treatise on the Emendation of the 
Tho Cgllootod Works of Spiogza Vol.I, 
Curley, Princeton University Press, 

2 Stuart Hanpshi~e. Spinoza; Ao Intrgductigo To His 
Philgsopbioal Tboygbt, Penguin Books , Middlesex, 1987, p . 23. 
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could achieve the lofty goal of creating a complete philosophical 

system that would explain the funotioning of the universe as a 

whole. his philosophy is nonetheless important for what it did 

achieve . It includes profound discussions of analyses in 

metaphysics . epistemology . ethics, political theory, psychology, 

and relig i on . His views regarding each of these areas of study , 

are still interesting and insightful for modern readers concerned 

with the limits of human reason . 

For Jewish thinke rs , Spinoza ' s status as a Jewish 

philosopher is especially open to question Julius Guttman argued 

that " his phil osophy stands in pr o found opposition to the Jewish 

religion, not only to its traditional dogmatic form, but also to 

its ultimate c onvi c tions ." 3 Guttman ' s position, though no t 

untenab le, i s perhaps unnecessarily harsh . While Spinoza ' s God -

conc ept may very well be in opposition to dom1nant Jewish beliefs 

( although this too may be challenged ) , other aspects of his 

thought both derive from Jewish sources and speak to Jewish 

sensibilit i es . As we shall see, his philosophy has much in common 

w~th, and may even depend upon , the wr itings of Haimonides . 

Alexander Altmann noted that the esteemed Jewish thinker Hoses 

Hendelssohn s uigesten that Spinoza ' s purely speculative writ inis 

would not have precluded h i s rema i ning an orthodox Jew . • Indeed , 

3 Julius Guttman, Pbjlosopbjos of Judnism, 
Publication Society, Philadelphia, 1964, p . 264 . 

Jewish 

• Alexander Altman, 
Study . the Uojyorsity of 
1973. p 33 
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some of his positions that were deemed radical three hundred 

years ago are consistent with the beliefs of nany of today · s 

liberal Jews . 

Friedrich Novalis referred to Spinoza as the "God-

intoxicated man. ·· & The notion of God, despite the c harges that 

Spinoza was an atheist. was central to his metaphysical system . 

What this seminal thin ker had to say concerning Divine providence 

should prove to be of considerable interest, especially in 

comparison to the views of Haimonides . Our central question will 

be, how, if at all, Sp1noza · s system allows for the manifestation 

~f Divine p r ovidence? 

Histori cal Overview 

Harry Austryn Wo lfson suggested that Spinoza · s philosophy 

served as a bridge between the medieval and modern periods of 

thought . e Spinoza, who was born in 1632 and died in 1677 , lived 

during what may be termed an " in-between time ." The foundations 

for modern science had been lai d a hundred years earli~r by 

Copernicus , but the advent of enlightenment in t he political 

realm would not be realized for another century . Spinoza, as an 

intellectual figure, was in the unenviable position of being 

ahead of his time . His thought, as we shall see, utilized modern 

scientific categories that were already 01.1 rrent , bllt tue 

conclusions he drew were too radical for the religious and 

& Barry Kogan, Spinoza. A Toroootaoary Porspoctiyo, Hebrew 
Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion , Cincinnati, 1979, p . x. 

e Harry Austryn Wolfson, TA..Mh~ft,____.P~h ...... i.l~o~s~owPMh~y.___..o~t~~S~o ....... i~n~o~z.-.a, 
Meridian Books, New York, 1958, p . vii . 
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political standards of his day . 

Spinoza was ~prn in Amsterdam, his parents havina fled there 

from the continuina Inquisition in Portuaal. They were probably 

attracted to Holland because it was then the leading commercial 

center of Burope and was religiously tolerant . 7 Spino za studied 

in the Sephardic Jewish school i n Amsterdam and was supposedly a 

protege of Saul Levi Horteira, one of the leading rabbis of the 

community . Apparently , he was not satisfied to focus solely on 

Rabbinic studies, but was also attracted to secula r philosophy 

and science . 

The Sephard ic Jewish community of Amsterdam, having just 

fled an inhospitable political environment, was acutely concerned 

with protecting its established position in Amsterdam . Jews were 

active in the general community both socially and economically . 

Lewis Feuer notes that while , " they could tolerate theological 

disagreemen t; they could not tolerate a political and economic 

radical . " 8 To disassociate themselves from people who publicly 

expressed radical views, the c ommun ity would excommunicate them 

if they refused to renounce their aberrant assertions . a Spinoza 

proved to be both a religious and political r adical . When Spinoza 

alona with Juan de Prado and Daniel de Ribera, was accused of 

7 Lewis Samuel Feuer, Soinoza and the Rise of L~beralisn, 
Greenwood Press, Westport, 1983, p.66 . 

e Ibid, p . 5 . 

a Seymour Feldman, "Introduction" as it appears in Baruch 
Spinoza, The Btbics anct Solootod Letters, ed . Seymour Feldman, 
Hackett, Indianapolis, 1982, p .3 . 
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" contempt of the law, " he refused to recant his supposedly 

blasphemous statements and was forthw i th excommunicated at the 

young age of twenty-four.io , 

Spinoza lived the rest of his life in two smaller Dutch 

cities, Rijnsburg and Voorburg . He is often referred to as the 

first secular Jew because he was disassociated from the Jewish 

re ligious establ ishment, but did not pass through the gate of 

acceptance into the greater Christian community via conversion . 11 

I nstead , he c hose to live the isolated li fe of the independent 

intel lectual . Refusing to take a pos ition at a university or even 

to accept mu ch financial support from h is friends, Spinoza 

supported himself by grinding optical lenses . Beholden to none , 

he could freely and critically develop his philosophical 

system.~2 His philosophical positions are for the most part 

expressed in the fo ll owing works : The Ethics , The Tractatus 

Tbeologico-Politicus, e ....... r.i~n~cui~o~l~e~s.._~wP•f~~T~hue.__~P~h ....... i~l~oMs~a~o~h~y.__~o~f..__..B~e~n>M.e 

Descartes , and his extensive co rrespondenc e . The fact that he did 

not sign most of his works, and pub lished his ma~nun W2,UA., IhJt 

Ethics , posthumously indicates that he was c oncerned with 

protectina himself from further polit ical and religious 

persecution . But unlike Hai11onides, he had no reason to write 

10 A. ~olf , The Oldest Biography of Spjnoza, Kennikat 
Press, N. Y. , 1970, p . 48 . 

11 Barry S. Kogan , op . cit . , p .ix . 

12 Alasdair Haolntyre, Tho Bncyclopodja of Phjlgsopby 
Vol . 7 , ed . Paul Bdwards , Hacnillian Co. and The Free Press, New 
York , 1967, p.531 . 
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esoterically and instead produced a body of thought t hat is 

straightforward despite its level of diffic ulty . 

Boistenolggical Cgncorns 
,. 

" Hen would never be superstitious, if they could g overn all 

t heir circumstances by s e t rules, or if they were always favored 

by f ortune ." 13 With this sen tence Sp inoza began the Tractatus 

Tboglgg ico-Politicus . While never asserting t hat human beings 

would ever be comple tely fr ee from external i n f luences , Spinoza 

did believe that by means o f reason human beings could f ree 

themselves from superstitious attitudes . He was optimist ic i n his 

belief that hu man beings could focus rigorously o n thinking 

within a framework of pure reason to the exclusion of other 

inf luenc es i f they seriously attemp ted to do so . Perhaps his 

iso lation fro m t he established religious community he lped him in 

h is attempt to apply t h is teaching t o h i mself . Hampshire wr ote of 

him: 

The on ly in4 trument whi~h he allowed himself, o r 
thought necessary to his purpose, was his o wn power o f 
logical reasoning y at no point does he appeal to 
au t hori ty or revelation or common consent; nor does he 
anywhere rely on literary artifice or try to reinforce 
rationa l argument by ind i~ect appeals to emotion . 1• 

For Spinoza, the mind could discover most of the secrets of the 

un iverse . 

The key to finding truth, Spinoza argued, was the 

13 Baruch Spinoza, A Thoglggico- Ppljtical Troatiso, trans . 
R. H.H . Elwes, Dover publications, New York , 1951 , p . 3 . 

l • Stuart Hacpshi r e , op . cit . , p . 23. 
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mathematical method . He wrote : 

Everyone who wishes to 
nen aarees that the best 
an~ teachina the truth 
HaAlenaticians . . . 10 

be wiser than is cannon anona 
and surest Hethod of seekina 
in the Sciences is that of the 

Accordina to Leon Roth, Spinoza appropriated this position from 

the teachings of Descartes, who had championed the view that 

mathematics could lead humanity to truth . But Spinoza broke with 

Descartes · conclusion that mathematics is an insufficient means 

for attaining ultimate truths about the universe because certain 

problems surpass human comprehension . 1e Spinoza asserted that 

unlike other sciences, mathematics which utilizes loaic to the 

exclusion of the senses, can ascertain ultimate truths . God does 

not have to be incorporated into the metaphysical equation to 

serve as a solution to those problems that seem impossible to 

solve . Human reason if given an opportunity, will prevail . 

Spinoza·s Ethics reflects his commitment to this node of 

thinking . It is an attempt to express philosophic concepts in 

mathematical terns . He presents his arguments in a fashion 

similar to geometric proofs . He beains with definitions and 

proceeds to axioms, proofs , and scholia . By writina in such a 

manner, Spinoza hoped to present his arauments in pristine form, 

for all to understand . 

10 Baruch Spinoza, "Descartes· Principles of Philosophy, " 
as it appears in The Collected Wg;ka gf Spingza, ed. Edwin 
Curley, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1985, p . 224-5 . 

18 Leon Roth, Spinoza. Descartes. and Majnonjdos, Russel 
and Russel, N.Y., 1963, p.44. 



Metaphysics 

In order to determine Spin oza·s conception of Divine 

providence , it is first necessary to unde r stand hie metaphysic s . 

The system that Spinoza proposed differed signific antly from the 

Aristotelian metaphysics . As Guttman noted , Spinoza abandoned the 

" teleological structure of the Aristotel i an wor l d view " in favor 

o f an ontological conception . 17 Spinoza did not start with the 

world and then infer the existence of God, but began at the 

outset with an a ccount o f his understanding of God. This was in 

keeping with his commitment to reason as a p u re source of truth; 

~nlike the teleological principles, on tologic al proofs depend 

solely upon logic and conceptual analysis to teach their 

conclusions . 

Spinoza outlined his definition of God and the arguments 

support i ng his radical vie~ in proof form in the first book of 

The Ethics . He began by stating, " By cause of itself I understand 

that whose essence involves existence, or that whose nature 

cannot be conceived except as existing ." 1e This is similar to 

Descartes · formulation of the o n tological argument . The "cause of 

itself" has existence as an attribute. Spin oza then continues by 

defining finitude . Something is finite when it is l imit~d in 

scope by another being of similar nature, c iting as an example a 

17 Julius Guttman. op. cit ., p.267-8 . 

1e Baruch Spinoza, The Ethics IDl as it appears in !h..c. 
Collected Works of Scinoza, ed . Edwin Curley, Princeton 
University Press , Princeton, 1985, p. 408 . All other references 
to the Ethjcs will be noted as follows : Ethics IDl, IPl, o r !Al 
(meaning Part I , Definition , Proposition, o r Axiom number 1 ). 
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thought limited by another though~ . No thought c an be infinite i f 

another thought exists . Everything that relates to something 

similar , is fin ite as a result of that relation . Next Spinoza 

stated his def i nition of substance, 

By substance I understand what is in itself and is 
conceived throuah itself, i.e .. that whose concept does 
not require the concept of another thing, from which it 
must be formed.19 

Substance is 3ometh ing that s eems to be completely independent 

and self-defining . 

Finally, Spinoza defined the word attribute as meaning, 

.. what the intellec t percei ves of a substance, as cons titut ing its 

essence . " 20 

The preceding definitions were i ntegrated by Spino za to 

express his definition of God . He wrote : 

By Got» I understand a being absolutely infinite, i . e . , 
a substance cons is ting of an infinity of attributes , of 
which each one expresses an eternal and i nf i n ite 
essence . 21 

If God is infinite, Ood is therefore unique. There ls nothing 

limiting God that is of the same nature . Actually , t here is 

nothing limiting God at all, which is why Spinoza used the term 

"absolute . " As a substance, God necessarily exists since .. it 

pertains to the nature of a substance to exist . " 22 So God is a 

necessarily existing substance which is absolutely infinite . In 

19 Ethics I03, p . 408 . 

20 Btbjcs I04, p .408 . 

21 Rtbioa 106, p . 409 . 

22 Btbic:1 IP? , p . 412 . 
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t'act , God is the only substance , 
(\ 

there can be no other . The 

existence of another s ubstance (and consequently a similar being) 

would imply that God is finite . Since God as a substance is not 

finite, there can be no other substance . 

With the explanation I have given so far, substance c an 

si mp l y be another word for the infini te , since there is no ot he r 

thing like it . But as his system unfolds, it becomes clear that 

Spi noza is going t o link extension, which for us, means 

materiality to the deity . This he does by expand i ng h i s 

definition ot' "att ributes " and introducing the notion of " nodes ." 

At tributes are what the intellect perceives to be the 

essence of a s ubstan c e . Since there is only one substance , God or 

Nature, then attributes pertain to our intellectual understanding 

o f the essence of God. But God as the one substance consists of 
I 

infinite at tr ibutes, " each of whi ch expresses eternal and 

i nfinite essence . " 23 This is not to imply that God c an be div i ded 

because God is complex . Instead, Spinoza argues that God is one . 

He states, "A subs tance which is absolutely i nfinite is 

indivisible ." 2• The whole of God is one and cannot be divided. 

God ' s attr ibutes are many, but humans are c apable of perceivina 

only two of them - thought and extension . Thouaht pertains to the 

i ntelligible aspec ts of God , while extension refers to God as an 

extended thing --that is, the physical world . Spinoza wrote , "The 

23 Ethics IPll, p . 417 

24 Btbjcs IP13, p . 420 . 
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thinking substance and the extended substance are one and the 
•' 

same substance, which is now comprehended under this attribute, 

now under that ." 26 According to Hampsh ire, Spinoza was attempting 

to solve Descart~s · mind-body problem . Thought and extension are 

really t wo expressions o f the s ame substance . Hampshire held 

that , " Extension and thought are the t wo all - pervasive 

characteristics of the self-creating Universe as it actually 

presents itself to the human intel lect. " 2& God may have an 

infinite number of attributes, but we understand 

God on ly through the attributes of thought and extension . 

With the explication of the concept of modes , Spinoza's 

intenti on becomes even clearer . Extension is an attribute that is 

perceived by the i n tellect. Just as Haimonides argued that we can 

only understand God via the intellect and analysis of the natural 

wor ld, so Spi noza·s notion of thought and extension could be 

understood . In fact it may be derived from Ha imonides . In 

explaining it, Spin oza mentioned : 

Some of the Hebrews seem to have seen this, as if 
through a cloud , when they maintained t hat God, God·s 
intellect , and the things understood by him are one and 
the same . 27 

\ti . Z. Harvey and Harry Wolfson both argue that the term '" Hebrews " 

refers directly to Hainonides . 

Spinoza ' s definition of t he term " mode " introducos the 

26 Btbjcs IIP?, p.451 . 

2e Stuart Hampshire, op . cit . , p . 52 . 

27 Eth ics !IP?, p.451 . 
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reader to the Spinozistic conception of nature. He wrote: 
,; 

By mode I understand the affec tions of a substance~ or 
that which is in another through whi c h it is also 
conceived.2B 

We n ow know t hat a substance can be affected in vari ous ways . It 

is dynamic and conta ins uith in itself an entity or entities 

called modes (fo r t he " mode " is that which is in another) that 

are expressed in an infinite number of ways . However, the modes 

are not separate parts o f the other, for they are conceived 

through it. This is an i mportant distinction, because Spinoz a 

clearly argued that the s ubs t ance o r " God " is one and 

i ndivisible . To be so, it cannot consist of parts . 

Finally , i n Postulate 15, Spinoza came to the conclus ion of 

this extended argumAnt. He wrote that : 

Whatever is, is in God, and nothing can be or be 
conceived without God . 29 

God as the one substance contains everything in existence and 

everything is dependent upon God . God is the totali ty and that 

totality is one and indivisible . God is " Natura Naturans " or 

active nature and what we understand to be the physical unive~se 

is c alled " Natura Naturata ," which is equivalent to " all the 

modes of God ·s attributes insofar as they are con~idered as 

thines whi c h are in God."30 

Spinoza · s metaphysics is a wonderfully unified and logical 

2e Ethics IDS, p . 409 . 

2e Rtbjca IP15 , p . 420. 

so Ethjc3 IP29, p . 434 . 

65 



expression of pantheism . If o ne accepts his definitions, then the 

rest of his argument logic ally follows . Once the idea that one 

infinite substance exists is accepted, then the assertion that no 

other independent entity can exist, must be considered . This is 

the argument that Spinoza proposed : God as infinite and eternal 

being contains everything in existence . Is this idea an anathema 

to Judaism? Hot necessarily . The Lurianic Kabbalah · s notion of 

tzinzum as interpreted by the Habad Hasidim, in which God 

contracts within himself t o allow for the c reation of the 

universe, can be understood as an expressio n of pantheism . Louis 

·Jacob notes , 

In Hasid i c monotheism it is Go d alone who embraces all 
and is in all, so that , in fact, from His point of 
view, he is the all and there is none else . . . A possible 
term for the Hasidic view is panentheism--all is in 
God . 31 

The two views are no t as diss i milar as one might suppose . 

Spinoza ' s position, however is somewhat different than that 

of the Kabbalists: he argued that the deity has as a part of its 

nature "corporeal or extended substance ." 32 His pantheistic 

explanation depends upon the argument that extension is an 

attribute of God. If everything is contained in God, and we admit 

that physical matter exists and is not illusory, then, Spinoza 

concluded, it must be contained in and therefore related to the 

deity . God is Nature and Nature is God; the two are one and the 

31 Louis Jacobs, A Jewish Theology, Behrman House, N.Y . , 
1973, p.34-35 . 

32 Bthjcs IP15, p . 421 . 
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same . 

An immediate problem posed by this notion is ra ised by 

Spinoza ' s assertion that this all encompassing substance referred 

to either as God or Nature is indivisible . We know from 

experience that ~ plant c an be divided and replanted , producing 

two plants . If both are i n God and were divided, is God then 

divisib le? No, according to Spinoza. The fact the we perceive the 

universe to be divisible is simply the result of ou r own limited 

sense apparatus or imagination. The division o f plants as we 

observe them is not imaginary, but they are part of a greater 

whole that cannot be divided . If we use only our i~ag in at ive 

perception , then the world looks like it can be divided, that it 

is finite, and composeo of parts . But if we depend upon our 

intellect, we will conclude that it is one substan ce, 

indivisible, unique, and infinite . There cannot be two 

substances . 

Ulti~ately , for Spinoza, all matter is really one and the 

same substance, indivisible and eternal . Perhaps a chair may 

appear to be a separate entity from a cat, but at their most 

common level, they are two expressions of the same thing--Nature 

or God . Both the cat and the c hair are modes whi ch are contai ned 

i n God . Spinoza explained: 

From the necessity of the divine natur~ there must 
follow infinitely many things in infinitely many modes, 
(i . e., everything which c an fall under an i nfi nite 
intellect .)33 

33 Ethics IP16, p . 424 . 
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Therefore, everything we perceive to exist in the universe, 

" whether from a perspective of intellect or extension, is a node . 

This includes all humanity . Hodes are dynamic and are constantly 

changing . This explains the changing universe . Things are born, 

grow, and die--but the b3sic matter never disappears. They are 

all modes, expressions of the one, God or Nature . 

The simple amoeba may best exemplify Spinoz~ · s metaphysical 

syste~ . If we imagine an infinite amoeba which for the sake of 

argument is indivisible, it is equivalent to Spinoza · s definition 

of God or Nature . The amoeba can be understood to have intellect 

and is clearly corporeal . It also possesses other attributes that 

~e do not understand . The amoeba is dynamic, and in every place 

possible, surfaces on the amoeba stretch forward for a moment and 

then recede back to tne same plane . These are the modes--t hey are 

all made of the same material , and yet as they stretch, they take 

different forms or shapes . Bventually they recede back, only to 

one day stretch forth again in a ne~ form, as they participate in 

a dynamic, eternal process . 

The implications of Spinoza · s theory of modes for the 

existence of Divine providence are not clear . Are we simply 

mech~~ical nodes , connected to sane infinitely large entity that 

cares little about us? One could argue that Spinoza ' s philosophy 

must lead to just this conclusion. God is nature as we know it, 

and is not concerned with human existence . There is, therefore, 

no Divine providence . But Div1ne providence is defined loosely as 

how God acts in the ~orld . Spinoza · s thought does not deny the 
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existence of a world o r universe, but submits that the existina 

universe is found in God. How the greater beini referred to as 

Nature or God relates to aspects of iteelf- - the modes-- is still 

an important question and falls under the rubric of Divine 

providence. Can we as modes affect and prolona our existence in 

our current form? Does God or Nature allo~ us , or even help us, 

to do so? The issue of Divine providence remains to be fully 

d iscussed . 

Divine Freedom. 

If Divine providence as traditionally understood is to be 

possible, God must be free to act . Spinoza responds first by 

defining t he word " freedom ... He writes : 

That th ing is called free which exists from the 
necessity of it!!. nature alone, and is determined to act 
by itself alone . But a thing is c alled necessary , or 
rather compelled, which is determined by another to 
exist and to produce an effec t in a certain and 
determinate manner . 34 

From his previous definitions it i.s clear that the only thing 

that exists from the necessity o f its nature alone is God . God is 

the on l y cause of itself . Thus, for Spinoza, freedom is 

understood in a very broad sense . To be f ree , a beini has to have 

no other influences determining or controllini its activities . 

Freedom has less to do with choice and more to do with a l ack o f 

encounter with external forces . This is derived from Spinoza · s 

notion (which will be explained below) t hat the more an object is 

acted upon by external forces, the less free it is . Since God is 

34 Ethics ID7, p .409 . 
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the only thing that has "nothing outside him by which he is 

determined or compelled to act, " then "God alone is a free 

cause . " 3 G 

Spinoza ' s definition of freedom has its merits . lt is not 

unlike the views of behavioral psychology expressed in the 

writings of B. F . Ski nner, among others . Can one claim to be truly 

! r ee if one lacks control over one ' s environment? Does a crimina l 

from the ghetto freely choose to break the law? Skinner argued 

that "We could solve many of the problems of delinquenc y and 

c r i me if we c ou l d change the early environment of the 

offenders ." 38 Sp i noza probably would have agreed . Freedom as he 

defined it c ann o t exist absolu t ely for a c reat ed being, because 

fr om its incept ion such a being is a c ted upon by what are 

interpre tf:'d to be e x t ernal f orces o r "affec t s ." We will discuss 

later whether there is a possibility of limited freedom for 

dependent beings o r modes . But i t i s clear that absolute freed om 

as defined by Spinoza is impossible for all but God . 

Spinoza ' s God is the only free being, but the co1111on 

understanding of the tern "absolute freedom " does not apply to 

Spinoza ' s conception of God. The God of t he Torah. who is 

oan ipotent and has freedom of will is not his God . "God, " Spinoza 

sa Bthice IP17. p . 425 . 

38 8 . F . Skinner, Waldon Twp. Hacn i llan. N. Y., 1976, p . xi . 
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writes, " acts from' the laws of his nature alone ... " 37 We must 

understand " laws of his nature " as limits to God · s ability to 

act . All created things necessarily follow from God ' s given 

nature. and so Spinoza cone ludes : "Thinas could have been 

produced by God i n no other way and in no other order than they 

have been produced ." 38 God is o mn ipoten t for Spinoza in the sense 

that God is unique and has no external forces controlling hin . 

But God is construed by his nature and therefore acts in a 

predic table way . In fact. Spinoza questioned whether God 

possesses will as part of his nature . se Nonetheless, everything 

"depends upon God for its existence . According to Spinoza , " God is 

t he i1111anent , not the transitive , c ause of all thinas . ''-•O 

Everything is dependent upon God. because everything is in God . 

Acco rding to Spinoza · s understand i ng , God is n o t free to act 

i n ways contrary t o the Divine nature . All things proc eed from 

God necessar ily, i n an orderly way . The system o f whi ch God or 

Nature forns the whole is rational and ope rates predictably . 

Divine providence. therefore, cannot be manifested in the form of 

miraculous intervention . God is not watch i ng over the everyday 

actions of individual hunan beings nor interfering in hunan 

affairs beyond the systematic role that God plays aa t he ultima te 

37 Btbica IP17. p . 425 . 

ae Ethics IP33, . p . 436 . 

39 Ethics, IP17 , p . 428 . 

•o Btbics IP18, p . 428 . 
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but immanent natural cause . That human beings believe in 

1Diracles. Spinoza argues. is a , result of their own 

misunderstanding . This derives from a comnon belief : 

men commonly suppose that all natural things act. as 
men do, on account of an end; indeed, they maintain as 
certain that God himself directs all things to some 
certain end, for they say that God has made all things 
for man , and man that he might worship God . • 1 

Such a conclusion , to Spinoza, is absurd . The world was not 

c reated for humanity ' s sake, because it was not created at all; 

it is eternal . Human beings are not at the center of the 

universe, but are like anything else except for God : modes , 

relating t o the whole . The universe itself has no final cause, 

and no particu l ar end. He writes, "Nature has no end set before 

it, and that all final causes are nothing but human fictions .''.42 

The cycle of the natural world is just that, a cycle, which, 

according t o Sp i noza · s conception , will continue, as it has been 

established , for eternity . 

"Of course, " Spinoza argues, "al 1 natural events are the 

works of God, and take place solely by His power ." •3 The 

perception of unusual events in the natural world as being 

miraculous, however, is a mistake on the part of human beings. 

God does not alter the natural order of things to bring about 

either punishment or salvation. Hiracles are impossible . That 

•l Ethics IAppendix, p . 439-40 . 

•2 Ethics !Appendix, p . 442 . 

• 3 Baruch Spinoza, A Tbeologioo-Pgljtioal Treatjao, op . 
cit . , p . 21. 
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human beings pray to God for miraculous Divine intervention to 

help them with their problems is proof, he believes, of their 

individual greed and self -centerednesa as well as~ the fact that 

they possess inadequate ideas about the universe . By hoping that 

God would love them more than the rest of humanity, Spinoza 

concludes that the kind of God such men believe in must be mad . 

He states : 

they seem to have shown only 
are as mad as men . See, I ask 
turned out i n the end ! Among 
nature they had to find many 
earthquakes, diseases, etc.•• 

that nature and the Gods 
you , how the matter has 
so many convenienc es in 
inconveniences : storms, 

How can God both love humanity and intervene miraculously to save 

some, while destroying others in natural disasters? Spinoza 

concludes that the argument that God punis hes only those who have 

done wrong does not bear up under the scrutiny of human 

experience . The s uffering of innocents al o ng with the guilty and 

the success of people despite their evil action~ proves the 

absurdity of t his proposition . •~ 

With this denial of the possibil i ty of miraculous 

intervention, it is c lear that Spinoza ' s system does not al low 

for the possibility of particular providence . If God is go ing to 

care at all for humanity, God is going to care for it as a whole, 

and that caring or providence must be seen as part of the n atural 

operation of the universe and not as a miraculous intervention by 

the Divine power . To think otherwise, Spinoza asserts, is to be 

'' Ethics I~ppendix, p . 441 . 

•o Bthioa, !Appendix, p . 441-6 . 
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deluded . 

Spinoza holds that the common conception of evil existing in 

the universe results fron a similar human misunderstanding . Evil 

does not exist independently, as common folk believe . It appears 

as a result of human action and j udgement . As we shall see . the 

essence of human nature is to make judgments about the existing 

world . All those things that are perceived to be good for the 

individual in achieving life g oals are termed good, while the 

opposite are called evil . To Spinoza , evil, then, is not an 

intrinsic element in the universe of God or Nature . He writes 

As far as good and evil are concerned, they also 
indicate nothing positive in things , considered in 
themselves, nor are they anything other than nodes of 
thinking , o r notions we form because we compare things 
to one another . For one and the same thing can, at the 
same time, be good, and bad, and als o indifferent . •& 

Evil and goodness, then, exist as relative terns, determined by 

human judgement . As we shall see in the section concerned with 

human nature, Spinoza argued that ethics are derived not from an 

a sense of the absolute, but from the "will to survive, " which is 

the essence of human nature . 

Spinoza also addressed the evils o f human suffering . As 

Maimonides argued, so too Spinoza concludes ; tha t the universe, 

as it exists, exists necessarily and could not be otherwise. All 

hu~an beings must , like all modes, eventually disintegrate ; this 

is basis of our existence . Spinoza states : 

Fron this it follows that all particular things are 
contingent and cprruptible . For we can have no adequate 

•e Btbics IVPr~face, p . 545 . 
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knowledge of their duration and that is what we must 
understand by the cont ingency o f things and the 
poss ibilit~ of their corruption.•? 

To argue that God should have created us otherwise is like 

envisioning the possibility of a "square c ircle .""' God creates 

everything necessarily. Hunan beings cou l d not have been c reated 

in any other way and still be hunan beings, because God cannot 

act contrary to h is nature . Deterioration is not to be understood 

as an evil , but as a necessary aspect of human existence . 

Spinoza ' s argument that evil is not intrinsic to the wor ld, 

but only a human valuation, was challenged by Willen Van 

Blijenbergh in a letter he sent to the philosopher . Van 

Blijenber gh used the story of Adan and the forbidden fruit as an 

example o f evil brought into the world by God . He argued that, 

according to Spinoza's system, only God is absolutely free and 

therefore Adam how no choice in deciding whether o r not to eat 

the apple. Spinoza ' s system did not seem to allow for human 

freedom, therefore, evil exists not as a result of hunan 

valuation, but of Divine formulation . 

Spinoza·s response to Van Blijenbergh included the following 

renark : 

I cannot grant that sins and evil are something 
positive, much less that soDething would exist or 
happen contrary to God · s will . On the contrary. I say 

47 Btbjcs IIP31 , p . 472 . 

•e Baruch Spinoza, "Letters : August 1661-Auguat 1663, July 
1664-Septenber 1665 ," Lotter 19, as it appears in Tho Collected 
Horka of Spinoza Vol I, op . cit . , p.359 . Further reterences to 
Letters will be noted as follows : Latter 19, p . 359. 
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not onry that sin is no t something positive, but also 
that when we s ay that we sin a1ainst &od , we are 
s peaking inaccurately , or in a human way , as we do when 
we say that men anger god. •& 

Here Sp i n oza c larifies his posi t ion regarding evil . Bv il i n and 

of itself is not positive, but results not via a direct act of 

God, but rather as a .. privation of a nore perfect state" of the 

human being . oo This is simi lar to Haimonides ' privation argument 

in relation to evi 1 . 01 Fo r Spinoza the issue must be related to 

t he reality of human behavior . Human being s judge thing s to be 

good or evil and when they identify someone as acting evilly, 

con trary to perfection : 

we judge him to be deprived of i t and to be deviating 
from his nature ... it follows clear l y that that 
privation can be s a id only i n relation to our 
i n tellect, n ot i n relation to g od's .02 

Evil exists then as privation, but i mpl ied in t his argumen t is 

t h e possibility that human beings can move towards perfection and 

lessen the power o f evil in the world . Human beings call those 

things good that help them reach perfect ion , and evil is tha t 

wh ich prevents them from reaching this goal . God or Nature, as 

the only absolutely free being, will not intervene to eliminate 

such imperfection, bu t it may give human beings t he c apabil ity to 

do so . This possibility of a general Div ine providenc e may be 

found in Spinoza ' s concept ion o f human nature . 

•s Letter 19, p . 358. 

oo Letter 19 , p . 359 . 

&1 Guide III : l O, p . 439 . 

&2 Letter 19, p.359 . 
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Human Naturo 

Spinoza · s understanding of the world was dominated by his 

notion of detern~nisn . It would seem that human beings, as modes 

dependen t upon God, are not free to act. Hodes are not causes of 

themselves . To conclude tha t Spinoza believed that all human 

a c tion is therefore pr edetermi ned would be incorrect . His notion 

of determinism is not absolute, but can be referred to as a "soft 

de t erminis m." That t here is a possibili ty for modes o r things to 

affect their existence is asserted by Sp inoza's unde rstand i ng of 

the effect of external for ces on an object . 

As ~e noted above, all t hings except for God are affected by 

external sources . Each t hing is constan t l y encountering other 

forces or obj ects that can determine how i t will respond . A 

cha ir, fo r example, is constantly in contact with a i r , moisture, 

pollution , and gravity , while also having to support the weight 

and withstand the pressure of its occupants . Its longev ity wi ll 

be determined by these outside forces. The more a thing is acted 

upon by outside forces, the less free it is . The c ha ir , be i ng a 

ve r y passive object, cannot really be considered to be free at 

all . Other modes, t hough, can i nflu ence their duration; a s 

Spinoza argues , the i nverse of the above--the less a t hing is 

acted on by outside forces, the more free it is, is t rue . 

Animals, as oppos ed to inanimate objects, c an lessen the effec ts 

of external forces. The beaver can build a dam, clean itself, . 
save food for winter , and defend itseff ~gainst foes . Hany of the 

outside forces t ha t would affect tho cha ir do not affect th~ 
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beaver . 

Human beings, Spinoza argues, are the nodes least affected 

by external forces in the natural world. Clearly, people are able 

to control their environment up to a point . How they do so will 

determine the extent of their duration within limits . They can 

choose various ways to affect their future . Within this system 

they have a limited freedom of choice . The c hoices that humans 

make , though. are determined by one innate characteristic wh ich 

according to Spinoza is at the essence of human nature . This is 

the wi ll to survive . He writes : 

Bach thing, as far as it can by its own 
to persevere in its being . . The striving 
thing strives to persevere in its be i ng 
the actual being of the thing . ~s 

power, strives 
by which e~ch 

is nothing but 

At the core of every being is this will to survive . How 

successful people are in su rviving is dependent upon their 

abi l ity to limit the extent to which they are subjected to 

outside forces . The choice that human beings have. Spinoza 

concludes, is to act or be acted upon . 

The ability to act requires the possession of adequate 

ideas . The mind, Spinoza taught, balances between being ruled by 

the intellect and being ruled by the affects or passions. The 

more the intellect is allowed to rule, the more action the person 

can take. The intellectually oriented person can rule personal 

passions and put them to good use. The more the affects rule , 

then the less active · the i ndividual . Dominance of passion 

~3 Ethics IIIP6 - P7, p . 496-9 . 
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signifies the ove~~bundance of inadequate ideas in the mind . The 

incapacity to moderate passio~, Spin oza argues , ult i mately leads 

t o human bondage Fo r when a person is dominated by inadequate 

i deas, he is : 

under the contro l , not of himse l f , but of fortune , in 
whose power he so greatly is that of ten , though he s ees 
the better for himself, he is still f o r c ed to follow 
the worse . 6• 

This statement by Spinoza teaches us t hat the goal for the 

perfected person c ann ot be absolu te freedom, but the freedom that 

deve lops as a result of self - control . I t one is able to govern 

oneself , then on~ wi ll be able to ac t more capably and 

successfu lly in the greater world . The pass ion- led person fails 

t o r ule h i mself and t here f ore has no shield to use as a defen se 

when he encounters t he powerful ex t erna l fo r ces of nature . 

Instead o f being ab le to take action, he i s at the merc y of 

c hance and wil l most l i kely suffer the consequences . 

The dominance of passion and the possess i on of inadequa te 

i deas is the reason Spinoza cites for the existence of i rrational 

rel i gion . He writes : 

Anything which excites their ( people in general ) 
astonishment they believe to be a po rtent signifying 
the ang~r of the gods or of the Supreme Being, and , 
mistaking superstition for religion , account it i mpious 
not to avert the evil with prayer and sac rifice . Signs 
and wonders of this sort they conjure up perpetually, 
till one might think Nature as mad as themselves , they 
interpret her so fantastically.oo 

6 • Ethics IVPreface, p.543 . 

66 Baruch Spinoza , A Tboologjco-Po litical Troatjse , op . 
cit . , p . 3 -4 . 
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Prayer will not av.ert these evils, Spinoza argues; only 

possession of adequate ideas will do so . By developing the 

i ntel lect, human beings may succeed in prevailing over the force 

of t he ir own passions as wall as the external forces of nature . 

If a rational religion helps in the development of adequate 

ideas , then it is useful, but religions that emphasize i nadequate 

ideas a re self-defeating for the human being . 

Divine Providence 

Adequate ideas are available to human i ty via the exercise of 

intell ect. By controlling their passions , human beings can begin 

to partially take control over their world . God does not 

intervene to help when humans face catastrophe nor does God 

··punish '" human beings for their misdeeds . But, here, as with 

everything else in nature , there are consequences . Nonetheless, 

Spinoza argues that t he re is Divine providence . By allowing for 

the possibility of intellectual development i n humanity, God acts 

providentially . This is a form of general or natural provid~nce 

available to all human beings . God provides the intellect, but 

human beings must supply the will to know. 

That there is something to know outside of the self is 

guaranteed by God . The wor ld is not c haotic nor mysterious , 

rather, the Deity s hapes itself in a rational , ordered fashion . 

Nature can therefore be understood by human beings by means of 

their intellect. In fact, Spinoza writes : 

the decrees and mandates of God, and consequently His 
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providence. are merely the order of nature . ~e 

Order in nature is a sign of Divine providence! Without it, 

imagine how little we would be able to know . Our superstitions 

would continue to rule us because there would be no truth on 

which we could depend. N~ture, though, is knouable because it 

abides by set laws and principles. With the help of mathematics 

and other sciences, human beings can unlock the secrets of the 

universe and acquire even more adequate ideas . 

The human being · s abi l ity to think is another example of 

Divine Providence . Thought itself is an attribute of God , one 

that human beings s hare with the Divine . Obviously human beings 

also share extension, but what makes them different from other 

modes is this commonality of mind with the divine . Spinoza even 

goes so far as to assert that " the human Hind is a part of the 

i nf inite intellect of God ." ~7 This ability to think and to gain 

knowledge is a divine gift. and use of it makes us even more like 

the all-knowing substance . With this power of thought human 

beings c an succeed in preserving themselves, and this self 

preservation is further proof of the existence of Divine 

providence. Spinoza states : 

How since Lhe power in nature is identical with the 
power of God, by which alone all things happen and are 
determined, it follows that whatsoever man, as a part 
of nature , provides himself with to aid and preserve 
his existence, or whatsoever nature affords him without 
his help , is given to him solely by the Divine Power . 
acting either through human nature or through external 

6e Ibid . , p . 69 . 

67 Ethics IIP11, p.456. 
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circu11stance , cse 

All that human beings are capab le of doing, t hr ough the use o f 

their mi nds a nd by the sweat of t heir brow, is alloRed to happen , 

Spi noza t aught , because of the " inward" aid o f God . Tha t which we 

do for ourselves , that comes from us, is a result of Gods inward 

aid . Those thi ngs that we find outside of our selves : the basic 

operation of oatura oaturata , the natural world, which provides 

human beings wit h a plac e to l i ve, fertile ground, rain, and the 

like, is a lso a result of Divine providence. Spinoza ca lled this 

the "externa l " aid of God.e.e Divine p?'ovidenc e is ve ry much a 

reality for humani ty acco?'ding to Spinoza ' s understanding of the 

world . All of existenc e , both inward and externa l is God-

intoxicated. 

By utiliz ing t he resources of the mind as well as the 

resources supplied by the external world, human beings c an create 

the best forum for human su rvival : soci e ty. Spinoza, despite his 

own rejection by both J ewish and general society, be lieved that 

on ly in groups c an human beings achieve the aoal of extending 

both life and knowledge . The wi 11 to survive ,. he taught , is t.he 

essence of man , bu t such survival depends upon coning together 

and building up society . Socie ties allow for the full expression 

of t he self while controlling some of the passions . Good and evil 

are determined by the rules of society, based upon the will to 

oe Baru c h Spinoza , A Tbcologico-Political Treatise , op . 
cit., p . 45 . 

oe Ibid . 
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survive . Spinoza wri~es : 

Nevertheless. human 111anagement and watchfulness can 
greatly assist towards living in security and warding 
off the injuries of our fellow-men, and even of beasts. 
Reason and experience show no more ce r tain means of 
attain i ng this obdect than the formation of a society 
with fixed laws, the occupation of a strip of 
territory, and the concentration of all forces, as it 
were, into one body, that is the social body.eo 

Society can be o f great help, but it c an also hinder if it denies 

freedom . The human being needs to be free to discover the truth, 

which Spinoza knew full well from his own experience, This is why 

he argued for a free society in whic h there would be separation 

of c hurch and state . All people should be allowed to pursue 

religion as they see fit, he asserted. Religion itself, though , 

s hould a lso be separated from the i ntellectual world . 

Philosophical truth and religious truth are two different things 

f o r Spinoza . Religion helps the individual who cannot reach 

pristine philosophical knowledge, but it should not be invoked as 

a means o f barr i ng philosophical pursuits . I n a truly free state 

this would not be a possibility . 

Once human beings realize that they are modes, that exist 

only insofar as they are connected to a greater substance , called 

God or Nature, and that they are limited in their freedom to act, 

then the quality of human existence will i~prove . This knowledge, 

Spinoza taught, will cause people to refrain from blind hatred 

and envy . It pill help them to help others for the s ake o f the 

overall good . Governments wil l wor k to improve the Jives of their 

eo Ibid . , p . 46 . 
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citizens by crea~ing ethical laws and free societies that 

individuals "may do freely the things that are best ." 81 

Armed with such knowledge, human beings will also be better 

able to accept the existence of certain necessary "evils .·· Hodes 

must eventually go back to the whole of substance; living forever 

is not a possibility . We must "expect and bear calmly both good 

fortune and bad . "82 Floods are going to happen and are beyond ou r 

control . Rather t han pray to the god of rain, Spinoza ' s 

philosophy would demand that the community go out and build a 

flood wall . A clear understand ing of reality, instead of a 

superstitious belief - system, can therefore help the individual to 

focus on changing those things that can be affected. while living 

with those things that are permanent and unc hanging facets of 

God-Nature . 

By c reating an ordered world and granting human beings 

intellect , God, according to Spinoza, gave human beings the 

ability to achieve thei r ultimate happiness. That happiness is 

kno~ledge of God. The more we know God, the happier we c an be . 

Knowing God comes from seeking God out in Natura Naturata and 

applying this kn owledge to our lives . This knowledge Spinoza 

submits , 

teaches that we act only from God ' s command, that we 
share in the divine nature , and t ha t we do this the 
more , the mo re perfect our actions are, and the more 
and ~ore we understand God . This doctrine, then in 
addition to giving us complete peace of mi nd , also 

81 Bthics IIApendix, p.490-1 . 

82 Ethics II Apendix , p . 490 . 
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teaches us wherein 
blessedness , consists : 
alone , by whic h we are 
whic h love and morality 

our great est happiness, or 
v.~z. i n the knowledge of God 

led to do ohly those things 
advise.es 

Kn owledge of God he lps tiunanity to a chieve perfection and become 

as God -like as possible . This possibil ity exists for humanity 

becaus e of Divine providence . 

Sgi npza and Maimo nides 

It is clear that much o f Sp inoza ' s t hought is depend e n t upon 

Ha1monides ' philosophical writings . The Jewish teachings that 

Spinoza learn e d a s a young man did not desert him along wi t h t he 

Jewish commu n ity . Despite the radic al notion of God as s ubstance, 

his whol e philosophical system is based upon medieva l Jewi sh 

ideas. Leon Ro th has argued that, 

whe re Sp inoza rejected the lead of Descartes, he not 
only followed t ha t of Haimo n ides, bu t based his 
rej ~ction on Haimonides ' arguments, often, indeed, on 
his v ery words . a~ 

Wh ile Spin oza may have followed the teachings of Descartes and 

other Gent i le t h i nkers , he did no t fo rsake Juda isn . Warren Zev 

Herve y concurs with Roth, stating that : 

the Spin oza who has been sketc hed .. . was a Haimonidean 
in t he sense that fundamental elements of Ha i monides · 
philosophy rec ur as funduiental e lenents of h is 
philosophy . This is true ... with regard to Spinoza's 
phi loAophy as a who ~e , including his speculations about 
God and the true worship of him.ea 

83 Ibid. 

e• Leon Rot h , op . cit ., p . 143 . 

ea Warren 
Spinoza, " as it 
Vol . XIX, Number 
p . 172 . 

Zev Harvey , " A P ortrait of Haimon ides ttnd 
appears i n Journal of tho History of Philpspobv 
2, ed . David Fate Norton, San Dieao, Apr il 1981, 
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Concerning Divine providence, it is clear that Spinoza and 

Hai monides have much in common . Spinoza · s position that Divine 

providence ultimately derives from humanity · s ~ursuit of the 

knowledge of God is pract ically a restatement of the Maimonidean 

argument . For both thinkers, God can be known via the study of 

nature, and the knowledge that is attained from such a search c an 

be used to better the human condition. Roth notes, 

I t is from the one Nature that we learn the one God; 
and the one God c an only be interpreted in and through 
the one Nature . It was this fundamental metaphysical 
idea which Spinoza used with such consistency and such 
effect against the whole movement of the Cartesian 
logic, and it was this same fundamental metaphysical 
idea which was the mainspring of Maimonides ' attack on 
the Kalam . ee 

This ability exists as a result of Divine providence . God gives 

humanity the capaci ty to know all that is possible . The 

i ,d l vidual learns to limit personal exposure to the negative 

influences of external forces . The objects of the intellect are 

the tree of life for both philosophers . It can show humanity the 

way to a better world and help the individual learn to accept 

human limitations . The limits that human beings face are real. 

and they cannot hope to go beyond them in the view of either 

philosophy. Knowledge of this, according to Spinoza helps the 

person to bear evil that is beyond human control . Here Haimon ides 

differs . Knowledge of God which leads to love of God can help the 

individual reach a plane beyond suffering . Uni~ed uith the Active 

Intellect the person will not suffer the "slings and arrows of 

88 Leon Roth, op. cit . , p . 106 . 
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outrageous fortune . " The difference between their two positions 

is subtle. but real . 

Maimonides and Spinoza position reaarding miracles is 

similar . Spinoza denies the existence of miracles, while 

Ha imonides redefines the term i n such a way as to make that which 

seems miraculous to be part of the natural process . They both 

believe in a rationally-constructed universe . God does not 

providentially break the laws of nature to help individuals . Evil 

is also seen by both to be a privation of the good . 

Even t he God-concepts of Spinoza and Maimonides seem to be 

interrelated . In the Haimonidean cosmology, God ' s power or force 

overflows throughout the universe . Maimonides breaks with 

Aristotle i n arguing that the overflow cont inues to the final 

sphere- - the earth . Spinoza denies that there is su c h an overflow 

because he argues that God, as substance, is i n everything . But 

are the lwo positions really so different? Maimonides · c laims 

that God is infinite, that God ' s power reaches out to every point 

in the world , and that God is intellect , are very clos~ to 

Sp inoza ' s . The major difference is, of cou rse, Spinoza ' s argument 

for material substance in God, which Spinoza believes he must 

uphold in order to explain the existence of extension . Ha i monides 

ostensibly upholds the traditional Jewish view that God created 

physical reality, although he does not explain ho~ . And yet his 

God, in a sense, throuah the act of overflow, extends throughout 

the universe. From this perspective the two are not necessarily 

so much in disaareenent . One can see how Spinoza's conception 
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evolved from Ha i mon ides ·. Spinoza · s view of Divine providence, 

though, i s less · an evo lution of t he Haimonidean position than~ a 

restatement of it . 

Conclusions 

While preparing to research this c hapter, I was informed by 

a ny number of interested parties t hat an attempt to und erstand 

Div i ne p rov idence as an a spect of Spinoza ' s philosophy would be a 

futile endeavor . Spi noza the arch-rationalist, they argued, who 

identified God with Nature and believed that Nature opera t es in a 

mechanical fashion, c ould not allow for the possibility of Divine 

providence . Altho ugh this interp r eta tion o f Sp inoza ' s ph ilosophy 

is ce rta i nly possible and perhaps even plausible, I believe that 

i t is also a misreading o f h is intention . 

Sp inoza ' s metaphysics, wh ile based on the view o f Nature a s 
. 

operating acco rding to law, is not exclusively mec hanistic . T h~ 

subst an ce that cons titutes the whole of existence is d ynamic and 

c reative . It has intel lec t and is constantly reshaping itself 

through the modes. The system gives life to these modes and 

c auses them t o exist within a specific framewo rk . The modes are 

an extension of the essence o f the substance. Di vine providence 

begins, therefore, with the activity of God-Nature as it extends 

itself. The modes are prov identially capable of affecting the i r 

duration and seemingly the quality of that duration . 

While partic ular providence is not possible in Spinoza ' s 

system -God does not aid particular individual s nor groups suc h 

as the Jews who, Spinoza argued , mi stakenly believe that they are 

88 



chosen--general p~ovidence is very much a reality . It is built 

into the system . According to Spinoza, God or Na~ure gives 

humanity the intellectual capacity to gain knowledge of the whole 

by studying the syste~ of nature . With this knowledge, human 

modes can lessen the power of external effects and assert some 

control over their lives . This capacity is a providential gift 

granted in general to all humanity . Ultimately it is up to human 

beings to take advantage o f it . The path to such knowledge is the 

study of mathematics and the use of philosophic reason to explain 

nature and experience . 

Only philosophic inquiry is capable of arriving at truth, 

because it is detached from emotion and the superstition 

c haracteristi c of irration~l religion . The knowledge of truth 

arrived at through rational analysis does not lead, as one might 

con c lude, to a sterile scientific understanding of the universe, 

but to blessedness and a love of God . Sp inoza was op timisti c that 

with the benefit of this providentially- obtained knowledge, human 

beings would discover the means to better themselves and 

construct better societies . People would care for one another, 

discover ways to improve life , and demand that freedom be the 

guiding principle of nations . Because of Divine providenc e , 

humanity has this freedon to pursue virtue and break away from 

the power of the external forces . Spinoza wrote at the end of the 

Ethics, 

Blessedness is no~ 
itself; ... Blessedness 
the eore the Hind 
blessedness , the more 

the reward of virtue, but virtue 
consists in Love of God ... Next, 

enjoys this divine Love, or 
it understands i . e. the greater 
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the power i~~ has over the affects, and the less it is 
acted on by evil affects . So because the Hind enjoys 
this divine Love or blessedness, it has the power of 
restraining lusts. And because human power to restrain 
the affects consists only in the intellect, no one 
enjoys blessedness because he has restrained the 
affocts . Instead, the power to restrain lusts arises 
fron blessedness itself, q.e . d . e7 

The knowledge that leads t o blessedness is dependent upon Divine 

love . Divine providence , in this general form, i s clearly an 

elenent in Spinoza ' s philosophy . 

Spinoza ' s incorporation of Haimonidean conceptions into his 

philosophic system, as shown by both Roth and Harvey, is also 

demonstrated in his views concerning Divine providence . The 

similarities between the two are striking and are further proof 

that Spinoza never altogether abandoned his Jewis h forebears . His 

distaste for petitionary prayer deriving from his disbelief in 

the poss1bility of Divine intervention did not make him an 

atheist . On the contrary, much of his thought is compatible with 

the beliefs and positions of present day liber al Jewish theology . 

Spinoza ' s attempt to arrive at a completely rational 

understanding of the un iverse was a seemingly impossible task . 

The system he developed is fascinating if not completely 

convincina . There are weaknesses i n it that have to be explained . 

Why should we accept his definitions at the beginninf of the 

Btbics? Perhaps God is not infinite and eternal. How does one 

explain suicide if the essence of existence is survival? Are 

there limits to redson, and is there a spiritual aspect of 

e7 Ktbjoe VP42, p . 616 . 
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existence? These are just a few of the possible problems raised .. 
by his thought . Nonetheless, his attempt resulted in a 

f~scinating philosophy which he lped advance human knowledge. He 

truly was a br idge between the Medieval period and modernity . 

Spinoza's views on Divine providence are still worth considering 

as we continue in t he search that he promoted - the search for 

truth. 
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Chapter III .. 
On The Harrow Ridae : 

Hartin Buber · s Understandina of Divine Providenoe 

After Spinoza, the aoal of separatin• philosophy from 

relifion, was partially realized. Reason had beoone sovereian . 

Truth, it was believed , c ould only be discovered throufh rational 

inquiry and scientific experi~ent. The possibility of Divine 

providence was therefore viewed skeptically because it c ould not 

fi t any neat rat ional catefory . Bail Fackenhein notes that 

revelation, for example, was attacked , 

not merely on a particular claim on behalf of an actual 
revelation, o r even on all such claias . It was directed 
on the very possibility of revelation; and this was 
because it seemed radically incompatible not merely 
with this or that modern principle, but with the one 
principle bas i c to all modern thoufht, naaely, the 
supreme principle of rational inqu i ry . 1 

ln t he t~entieth century, optimism conc erninf huaan i ty · s 

r ational capabilities reached both its zenith and i ts nadir . 

Prior to World War I there seemed to be no limit to the human 

mind ' s t echnical capacity to create marvels that would improve 

human life . By the end of World Var II this optiaiaa waa 

shattered as humanity witnessed the sheer destructive aiaht of 

unbridled scientif i c imaainat ion . Reliance upon huaan reason 

alone had toroed God out of the world of science and philosophy , 

but the terror of the Holocaust and the atom bomb became even 

1 Bail Paokenhei•, "Martin Buber ' • Concept of Revelation," 
as it appears in The J1wiwb Tbgugbt' ot Bail Fagkenboia, ed . 
Hiohael Hor•an. Mayne State University Presa, Detroit, 1987, p . 88 . 
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greater challen•es to the possibil ity of Divine prov i dence . 

Hartin Buber, whose life spanned this cataclysnio period, 
.... 

devoted his thought, both before and after the two world wars, to 

restoring a sense of balance between faith and reason as two 

essential aspects of human existenc e . He did so by developing his 

famous ph i losophy of dialogue. which challenged the value ot 

relying solely upon rational inquiry for the discovery of 

ultimate truths. He believed that essential knowledfe pertaining 

t o the human condition could also be acquired by exploring the 

sphere of existence that i s nanifested in dialogue . For Buber , 

when two individuals or even an individual and an object aeet in 

dialogue, they meet on a spiritual plane and encounter an aspect 

of the Divin~ . Nahum Glatzer notes : 

Against impersonal man moving aimlessly in an 
impersonal universe, namelessly in an anonymous world 
from which God has withdrawn, Buber affirms the 
personality of man--and of God . Han, capable of love, 
"personal izes all that he loves" and discovers the 
element of personality in the All ... Buber , fully aware 
of the prevailing tendencies in aodern science , 
psychology , and art, dared to reintroduce man's 
uniqueneaa--his personality--as a central issue in 
11od~rn thought.a 

A major criticism of the Buberian position is that it is not 

really philosophical, but theolofical. Buber · s critics ariue that 

he abandons the realm of reason when he discusses the spiritual 

significance of dialogue and the possibility of Oivire 

disclosure . Thia critique of Buber can also be applied to any 

existentialist philosopher who asserts that there is another 

2 Maohua Glatzer ed . The Vav of Beapoo•• • Hartin Buber, 
Schocken Books, N.Y . , 1988, p . 9-10 . 
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level of reality beyond the rational constructs of human 

existence . Buber addressed this objection when he wrote : ,, 
I have occaeionally described ny standpoint to ny 
friends as the "narrov rid.re . " I wanted by this to 
express that I did not rest on the broad upland of a 
system that includes a aeries of sure stateaents about 
the absolute, but on a narrow rocky rid•• between the 
11ulfs where there is no sureness of expressible 
knowled.re but the certainty of meet i n• what remains. 
undisclosed . s 

Ae a philosopher who wanted to explore the ei.rniticance of the 

Divine in modern life, Buber believed that he had to walk down 

this "n arrow rid11e . ·· As fellow moderns. hie view ot Divine 

providence should address our connon concerns and questions . 

Buber · a view of Divine providence, particularly h i e emphasis on 

the c entrality o f dialo.rue between the individual and the Eternal 

Thou, will be the focus o f this chapter . 

Hietprioal Oyoryjov 

Hart i n Buber was born in 1878 in the vibrant city or Vienna, 

which was then the heart of central Burope . He lived a lon.r and 

fruitful life (dyinll in 1965), havinll fortunately survived the 

terror that struck Burope both in 1914 and in 1939 . His 

.rrandparents, Solomon and Adele Buber, were noted both for their 

scholarship and wealth . Ot his reliaious backcround, Joseph Blau 

wrote: 

His only contacts with traditional 
childhood oame durin• visits to his 
distinauished Polish-Jevieh scholar , 

Judai1111 in h i s 
•randfather. a 
livin• in an 

s Hartin Buber, 
Saith, Macmillan, , H. 
the hl..,e ot "On the 
Buber · a philosophy. 

Botvoon Hao and Man. trans . Ronald Greaor 
Y., 1948, p . 184 . Haurioe Friedman also use• 

Harrow Ridae. " as a way ot deacribin• 
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atmosphere in which the pietisn of the Hassidic 
movement prevailed . In Buber ' s own home traditional 
rituals and hone ceremonials were not observed ... • 

Buber becan hi s colle•e studies at the University ot Vienna in 

1896 and after studyina at the universities ot Leipzi• . Berlin , 

and Zurich, he completed his dissertation in 1904 in Vienna . a 

Throuahout his life Buber vas active both intellectually and 

politically in Jevish circles . At the aae ot twenty-one he became 

a dele•ate to the Zionist Cona~eaa, supportina the position of 

the cu ltural Zionists . In 1918 he founded the monthly periodical 

Dor Judo vhioh waa "tor ei•ht years the nost important oraan of 

the Jewish renaissance movement in Central Burope . "e He also 

devot ed nuch of his tine durin• this period to studies of 

Hasidiam and the translation o t the Bible into German in 

conjunction with his friend Franz Roaenzwei•. 

From 1925 throuah 1933, Buber lectured on Jewish reliaion 

a11d ethics at the University of Frankfort . He rose t o the rank of 

professor at the university , but was forced to abandon his 

position when the Nazis oame to power . An important fiaure in the 

German Jewish COllllUnity, he was then appointed to the 

directorship of the Central Office for Jewish Adult Bducation , 

• Joseph L. Blau, Modern Varieties of Juda i aa, Columbia 
University Presa , N.Y .• 1968 , p . 164-5 . 

a Haim Gordon, "The Sheltered Aesthete: A New Appraisal ot 
Hartin Buber ' s Lite, " as it appears i n Martin Bpbor A Contonary 
Volumo, ed. Haim Gordon and Jochanan Bloch, ITAV Publishin• 
Rouse, Ben Gurion University ot the Ne•ev. Beersheba , 1984, p . 28 . 

• Haurioe Priedaan, ' Tho Bngvglopodia Judaiga, ed . Cecil 
Roth, leter Publiahin• House , Jerusalea, 1972 , p.1430 . 
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which had been created aa a means to educate German Jews, who 

were no permitted 
" 

to study in German universities . ? In 

1938 , the Hebrew University in Jerusalem offered hi• ita ~ohair of 

reli•ious aoiencen. which he accepted aladly . e Like many other 

ta.nous Jewish thinkers, he barely escaped the death oaapa because 

ot the invitation of a torel•n university . 

Buber was a prolitic writer . He produced studies or 

Haaidism. interpretations of the Bible (as well as his 

translation ), and books on Judaism and philosophy. and wrote 

articles whose subjects spanned a wide ranae of intellectual 

endeavor . For our purposes. hia most important work, which 

intr oduced his philosophy of d i aloaue, waa I and Thou , publiahed 

in 1923 . Thia was followed by Botvoop Kan npd Kan, Good and Byil, 

and Tho Rclioeo of God, anona other works . 

Aa Buber arev older, hia popularity spread, and he became 

one of the nost widely respected spiritual fiaurea in the West . 

His thouaht was especially influential in liberal Christian 

circles but was also popular in the Jewish world. He waa accused 

by traditionalists (e . a . Eliezer Berkovitz) of not beina a Jewish 

thinker because much of his philosophical writina did not 

apecif ically address Jews , but waa written tor s.11 the 

reliaioualy concerned . Still, hia posit i ons were clearly 

inf luenoed by Jewish tradition and were directed to tho Jewish 

7 Ibid ., p . 1431 . 

e Maurice FriedlUUl, Nar~in Buber ' s Life and Mork- Tbe 
Kiddle Yoara 1923-1945 . B.P . Dutton, N. Y .• 1983 . p . 251 . 
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coaaunity, which embraced him in his lifetime . Today, his views 

••Y oontlnue to enrich and onoe a•ain influence those aeekin• an 

equal role for faith and reason in modern life . 

Intolloctual Iptluoncos 

Buber is often referred to as a reli•ious existentialist and 

is credited , alona with Franz Rosenzweil, as havin• developed 

Jewish existentialism . • Influenced by lierke•aard, Bxiatentiali•• 

questions the ability of reason to fully explain reality and 

criticizes Western philosophy ' s tendency to overlook the 

.. concrete and personal nature ot human existence . "10 Fackenhein 

explains that reliaioua existentialism reveals the ahortcoaina• 

inherent in reliance upon the "law--or cause-disooverinfM kind of 

knowled•e that is aained via rational inquiry as a means of 

explaininl existence . He wrote : 

It the law- - or cause-diacoverina kind of knowled1e is 
phenomenal, existentialism arcuea, it is beoauae it 
presupposes tne detachment of a knower who makes the 
world his object . .. But what he discovers in this way ia 
as a whole, not reality, but merely reality made into 
an object or objectified . Reality ceases to be an 
object if we cease to view it as an object; that is, it 
instead of viewinC it in detachment we become ena .. ed 
with it in personal oollllit11ent . 11 

The existentialist position that demands encaaeaent with th• 

world la one of the base• tor Buber ' s philosophy of dialoau• . 

Because of the tine secular education that he had received, he 

a Bu1ene B. Borowitz, Choices ip Hodorp Jewish Tbgught, 
Behraan House, H. Y. , 1983, p . 1•2 . 

10 Robert Seltzer, Joviab Popple. Jowiwb Tbpught, Hacmillan 
Pobliabinc Company, ~ . Y . , 1980, p . 740 . 

11 Bmil Fackenheim, op. cit . , p . 87 . 
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was especially well •rounded in Gerean philosophy and waa 

eventually exposed to existentialist thou•ht . As a youth , he .. 
explained in a bio•raphical note, he was enamored with Kant and 

enthralled by Nietzsche . While studyin• at the university, the 

thou•ht ot Feuerbach and lierke•aard alao became major personal 

influences . Of then he wrote, "Ye• and Ho to them had become a 

par t of ay existenoe ."12 

Secular thou•ht was not alone in inf luenoin• the developaent 

of Buber ' s philosophy of dialo•ue . Judaism , especially Haaidisn, 

also intorned hi~ philosophic position . He had an excellent 

Jewish education which be•an with private tutorin• as a c hild and 

continued throu•hout tµ.s adult life as he explored nearly all 

aspects ot Jewish studies . The Hasidism to which he had been 

exposed by his •randfather interested hi n because of its joyful 

celebration of life and creation . He wrote : 

Mhen I saw ti!e HasidiD danoe with the Torah, I felt 
· community .· At that tine there rose in De a 
presentiment of the faot that oomaon reverence and 
coaaon joy of soul are the foundations ot •enuine 
CODDUnity.1S 

Mysticism also proved to be attractive to him in the early 

part ot his spiritual search. In Berlin, he had written his 

dimaertation on Dyaticiaa, and, accordin• to his writin•s, as a 

youn• nan he would atte•pt to lose hinaelt 

experience to the "otherness" ot mystical union . Buber broke with 

12 Paul Arthur Schilpp and Maurice Friedman, Tho Pbilowgphy 
at Hartin Buber, Open Court, La Salle, 1987, p.3•. 

1S I bid . , p.20 . 
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suoh 11y11tici11a after he realized that his reliaiioua "ecstasy" out 

hi a off froa the reality of the world . Buaiene Borowitz notes that 

Buber eventuarly deterained that : 

nyatioisn, far troa disclosinll reality to us, obacurea 
it . The people who confront us 11oment by moment and 
make their deaanda on us are tar more ai~iticant than 
any aubjeoti ve ooourrence ai11ht be . 1• 

I apd Thou 

To the nyatio, the pinnacle of relillious experience i• 

reached upon the achi evement o f sp i ritual union with the Divine . 

Arrival at such un i on is dependent upon avoidinll all earthl y 

distractions, inoludina re l ations wi th other hunan beinl• · The 
I 

mystical personality ult i mately even attempts to abandon the self 

in str iv i nl to un i te wi t h the Divine pres ence . Concern for others 

and t he self nuat be subl i mated as th• nyat i o man i pulates the 

secret forces that will make accessible the realm of the Divine 

presence . 

The aelt-centeredness of mysticism conflicts with Judai sm's 

emphasis on t he centrali ty of lite i n this world and t he 

impot:tanoe of oonaun i ty . Not in• this, Buber once described his 

own mystical experience in the followin1 manner : 

It could beain wi th aomethinll customary, with 
consideration ot some famil iar obj ect, but which then 
became unexpectedly mysterious and uncanny , finally 
li•h~inl a way into the li•htnina- pieroed darkness of 
the mystery i taelf ... . Over there now lay the accustomed 
ex istence wi t h its affairs, but here i llumination and 
ecstasy and rapture held wi thout tine or sequence . 10 

1• Buaene 8 . Borowitz, op . cit . , ~ . 25 . 

10 Paul Art~ur Sohilpp , op . cit . , p.25 . 
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In the midst of mystical ecstasy the individual becomes totally 

separated from ordinary existence . The mystic is purposely lost 

in this otherness as he o r she reaches out toward God . After a 

time Buber concluded that this kind of ecstatic mystical 

experience was nothin8 more than a delusion . Nhy would the God 

who created the world and encased humanity in matter wish human 

beings to i'nore the beauty of creation and deny the wonder ot 

the body? He determined that the mystical striving for union with 

the Divine ironically c onsists of a turn i na away from God by 

rejeo tina God · s , handiwork whic h is i nfused with Divine spirit 

and energy . Upon recoanizina " the illegitimacy of such a division 

of the temporal life," Buber rejected mysticism . In later years 

he referred to this t urnina po int as '' a c onversion ." te 

At t his po int Buber be,an to develop his philosophy of 

dialogue . As he turned away fron the sphere of the mystical, he 

bec ame c ognizant of the power o f the Divine operating within th& 

realm of huaan existence . Awareness of this Divine presenoe ie 

central to Buber · s philosophy . God is not only above and beyond 

the world, accessible v i a prayerful supplicat ion, but is an 

illllanent force within the world, aivina lite and meantng to all 

existence. The quest tor God should therefore begin in this 

world, with careful appreciation of, and relation to , the beauty 

ot God · a creation . Through dialogue with other created bein••· 

the ecstasy that the mystic seeks beyond the world can be found 

within the world . The intention of Buber ' s philosophical writina 

1 • Ibid . 
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is to brina awareness to humanity of this divine dimenaion of 

existence and to teach of the centrality of relation . 

The philoaophy ot dialoaue beaine with an analysis of human 

perception concernina existence . " To man. " Buber wri tea. " the 

world is twofold , in accordance with hia tvotold attitude ." 1.7 

This thouaht i s not simply an observation , but an ontolo•ical 

statement . Por Buber the world is twotold and man is twofold. 

Hunan beinas observe the world or , better, partioipate in the 

world , from two perspectives . They relate to the world in terms 

o f two pr i mary words : I-It and I-Thou . The " I " of the individual 

la never separate i n human existence, but is always involved in 

relat i onship . The c haracter of the relationship deteraines 

whether or not i t c an be understood aa fallina under the rubric 

ot I-I t or I - Thou . "All real livina is meetina, " Buber said, and 

how we meet c he sensual world around us affects the quality of 

our lives and our ability to seek out the Divine in existence . le 

"The primar y word I-It ," Buber tells us, "can never be 

spoken with the whole bein• ." 18 I - It represents the human bein• ' s 

attempt to objectify the world . In terms of I-It . all life can be 

understood as experience . The world from thi• perepeotive 

c onsists of thin•• that are meant to be utilized for the benefit 

1 7 Hartin Buber. I and Tbgu, trans . Ronald Greaor Smith , 
Charle• Scribner ' s Sons, M.Y ., 1958, p . 3 . Further references will 
be noted as follows : I and Tbgu, p . 3 . 

1e I apd Thou, p . 9 . 

18 I apd Tbgu, p . 3 . 
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ot the " I . " Plantina seeds for the sake of raisina food is an I 

It relationship, as is buildina a house for safety and shelter . 

Words like "ex_periencin•, " "usin•, " "1takin•, " and "experiaentin•" 

are all I-It verbs. But I-It can also sianify a relationship 

between two people . It we approach another in ter1ta of what they 

can do for ua , if we tail to clearly listen to their needs or 

wants, then we are dealina with them solely in I - It terms . 

Clearly I-It relations are necessary for the continuanoe of human 

life . We need to ~xperiment in order to learn and create . We need 

to sometinea look at people in ter1ts of what they can do in order 

t o oraanize our society . But I - It is not enouah for the formation 

of a fully human " I ." There has to be ( and is) another level of 

perception , and t hat is the I-Thou . 

"When Thou is spoken ," Buber wrote, " the speaker has no 

t hina; he ndeed has nothing . But he takes hie stand in 

relat i on . "20 To say Thou for Buber is to leave the world of It, 

to discontinue the objectification of exiatenoe in favor of 

enterinc into a different relationship with reality . By aayin• 

the primary word Thou , the individual is statin• his or her 

wil l incnesa at that no1tent to ao beyond the oateaorization of 

reality into thinca that are to be utilized by an " I " and be open 

to the possibility of dialo•ue with another as "Thou ." Prom an 1-

Thou perspective, the I and the Thou stand in relation to each 

other a.nd disclose thenaelvea to one another . Coaaunication takes 

place without the need for words ·because a hiaher plane of 

20 I and Thou, p.4 . 
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existence has been achieved . By say in• "Thou " to another, ·• he is 

Thou and tills ' the heavens . This does not mean that nothin• 

exists except hhu1elt . But all else lives in his li•ht . " 21 

Buber tauaht that I-Thou relations exist in the tollowin• 

three spheres : our lite vith nature, our lite with other hu•an 

beinas, and our lite with spiritual beinas . We can easily 

understand how one can have a Thou relationship with another 

human beina. Two lovers silently walkina alona a beach , oblivious 

for that noaent to everythina but each other can be said to be 

relatina in terns of I and Thou . But this relation need not be 

limited to thoso vho are close . Buber believed that two people 

passina on the street can look into each other ' s eyes and relate 

as I and Thou . A more formidable task is to understand what he 

meant by I-Thou relations in reference to the other two 

c ateaories . Hov d o ve say Thou to a spiritual beina will be 

discussed below , but from a reliaious perspective it is not too 

difficult to imaaine prayina to God as Thou (The problem lies in 

waitina for the dialoaioal response from the deity) . The 

challenae is to accept Buber ' s assertion that ~n I - Thou relstion 

can also exist between human beinaa and nonhuman (animate or 

inaniaate) objects. Aware of this problem, Buber skillfully 

presenta relation to a tree as an exaaple of the extent of the 

possibility of I-Thou dialo•ue . " I consider a tree, " Buber wrote . 

One can look at that tree in terms of an It and see in it the 

possibility of cullina lumber, enjoyina ita shade, or paintin• 

a1 I and Thou, p . 8 . 
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its ima•e onto a canvas . The tree is my object if I conaider it 

in this fashion . However if, " I have both will and •race," then 

"in conaiderina the tree I become bound up in relation to it . The 

tree is now no lon•er It ." 22 ·· I " aa individual now encounter the 

tree ita~lt and the tree in all its •reatnesa and wonder ia 

diaoloeed to me. The tree becomes "Thou " to my " I ." 

Buber ' s purpose in explainin• his philoaophioal notion o f 

the twofold human attitude towards exiatence is to show us that 

there ia a Thou beyond the It. The wo rld, our world, ia much more 

complex and wonderful than we often realize . By openina ourselves 

up to dialoaue with existence we will see the Thou in all bein• 

and oome to better appreciate our lives and our world . Haurice 

Friedman, Buber ' s disciple , describes the Thou as follows: 

In the 11eetina with the Thou, man is no lonaer subject 
to causality and fate, for both of theae are 
handmaidens of the ordered world of continuity and take 
their meanina from it . It does not even matter if the 
person to whom the Thou is said is the It for other r ·s 
or ia himself unaware of the relations . The I-Thou 
relation interpenetrates the world of It without bein• 
determined by it, for 11eetin• le not in space and time 
but space and time in meetina . 23 

The realm of the I-Thou relation ia sianif icant not only for 

what it teaches humanity about the world, but also for what it 

teaches human beinas about themselves . It is in relation to the 

Thou that the individual becomes an " I ." Buber stated: 

Throu•h the 
confronts him 

Thou a man beooDes an I . That which 
comes and disappears, relational events 

22 I and Thou, P : 7 . 

aa Maurice Friedman# Hartin Buber: Tho Life pf Dialpcuo, 
The University of . Chioa•o Presa# Chio8'o, 1976# p . 58 . 
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oondenae, then are scattered , and in 
oonacioueneee of~ the unohanaina partner, 
arowa olear and becomes atronaer . 24 

the 
of 

The ~orld ot I - It ia not the world ot human self- realization, 

despite ita experiential component . To truly know the I, ve euat 

look beyond experience to the essence ot existence and relate to 

other people and other thina• as Thou . Only in the relation ot I-

Thou, in that d i.aloaue with essenoe, does the "I" become huaan . 

Unfortunately, Buber concludes, we cannot remain in the 

world ot Thou . An I-Thou relation is not a permanent oonstruot 

but haa only a short duration . "Thie is the exalted melancholy ot 

our fate, ·· Buber writes : "every Thou in our world 1auat become an 

It . " 20 The tension of the I-Thou situation cannot be indefinitely 

maintained, but the warmth and meanina that comes out ot it can 

be intearated into the world of It . By focusina on the beauty of 

Thou, Buber teaches us, we can improve the world of It, and as a 

resu l t ot aenuine dialoaue ( an I - Thou encounter) meaninatul 

relationship can be achieved . In the realm of Thou, Buber tauaht : 

Bach of the participants really has in aind the other 
or others in their present and particular beina and 
turns to them with the intention of eatabliahina a 
livina mutual relation between himself and them . a• 

The aood lite, then, tor Buber is dynaaic . Human beinas should 

move between the world of It and the world of Thou, thereby 

renewina themselves and animatin• the world ot lt with the spirit 

24 I and Tbgu, p . 28 . 

an I and Tbgu, p . 16 : 

ae Martin Buber, Botvoon Han and Han, op . cit . , p . 19 . 
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tound only in the relational Thou . The more we c an enter the 

realm ot Thou, then the better ~s our world of It, tor as I "s to 

Thou "a we not only truly co•• to know others, but in the real• ot 

the relational Thou we also encounter God, the Bternal Thou who 

cannot become an It . 

God - Tba Eternal Thou 

Haimonides and Spinoza both presented their God-concepts as 

~art of an oraanized netaphysical system . As an existentialist , 

Buber was s keptical of the capacity of suoh philosophical system• 

to describe adequately the workinae ot the Divine . He taulted 

philosophical systems for limitina God, turnina God into an "It" 

i n their attenpt to present a loaioal description of a Divine 

power that would tit neatly into their systems . For Buber, God is 

always present as a Thou and never as an It, and for this reason 

he chose p t to present a systematic philosophical viev . He was 

more interested i n writina about God in terms ot relation to 

existence and in speakina of this relation " in terae which do not 

merely identify it wich concept• or with feelin•e, but do justice 

to its inner nature . "a7 Did Buber suoceed in presentin• a 

coherent view of God deapite hie rejection of systematization? 

Certainly hie writina on God ie poetic and beautiful, but whether 

one can conclude, beyond the atfiraation of faith, that Buber ie 

oorreotly deaoribina the inner nature of God "s relation to the 

world is questionable . Yet what Buber baa to aay ia of •reat 

a? I and Tbgu, (Ronald Ore•or ' Saith"a Translator "• Preface 
to the Second Bdition), p .viii. 
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value . Charles Hartshorne notes : 
·\ Buber has no~aetaphysios; Buber is one of the •reateat 

metaphyeioiana--thia, in somewhat paradoxioal lan•uaie 
is DY teelina . .. He does not, tor•ally speakina, have a 
metaphysics. a aeneral system ot ultimate oate•oriea, 
carefully defined and defended a•ainst rival 
syateaa .. . Yet there are some p&ie• in Ich uod Du that 
seea to ae aaona the aoat inspired ever written on the 
relations of creation and the oreator . 2• 

Buber, as a reli•ioua existentialist, may have not felt the need 

to systematioally prove the existence ot God . Perhaps he realized 

that he could not do so . Nevertheless. God as Divine presenoe, is 

very auoh a part of Buber ' s unde.rstandin• of existential 

reality . 

Human relation to God for Buber •rows out of the relation of 

I to Thou . When we stop relatin• to existence in ter•• ot It, we 

iet a •limpse of the Eternal Thou . He wrote : 

The extended lines of 
Thou . Bvery particular 
eternal Thou; by mean• 
primary word addresses 

relations meet in the eternal 
Thou is a •liapae throuah to the 
ot every particular Thou the 

the eternal Thou . 2e 

Human relation , therefore, is a f ora of relatin• to the Divine . 

God , or part ot God, is found in this world, not in the eoataay 

of mystical experience . By truly relatina or enterin• into 

dialoaue with another beina, then DY I enters into relation with 

the Bternal Thou . 

God is real for Buber . God i • the Thou who oan never beccae 

an It . God doe• not exiat a• the result of psyoholoaioal an••t 

reaultina troa huaanity · a sense of l onelinea• and is not a 

. 
ae Paul Arthur Schilpp, op . oit . , p . 49 . 

28 I end Thou, p . 78 . 
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philosophioal con•truct that helps philosophers resolve problems 

within their systems . Tfte term "God" neant for Buber : 

Not a metaphysical idea, nor a aoral idea, nor a 
projection of a psychic or social ia .. e, nor anythina 
at all created by, or developed within, nan . I do mean 
God, whoa man. however, pos•e•ses only in ideas and 
ia .. ea; but these ideas and ia .. ea are not the work of 
free creation; they are products of divine-huaan 
encounter, of man ' s attempts to irasp the inexplicable 
as and when it happens to hia . so 

The real or exiatini God is difficult for nan to describe . Like 

so many other Jewish thinkers who preceded him, Buber concedes 

that human laniu-.e fails to capture the s i init'icanoe of God . 

Nonetheless human beinia must discuss God , limit God to words, 

and therefore describe God as a person , knowini full well that 

this does not " reduce God to the realm of the finite or the 

limited . "s1 

The i nability to actually describe God stems from the 

r~ality of God "s otherness. Buber wrote, "Of course God is the 

' wholly Other '; ... Ot course He is the Hyeteriua Treaendua that 

appears and overthrowe."aa God is other and la transcendent, but 

God for Buber is also immanent . God is beyond as well as of this 

world. In the context of a discussion ot God ' s otherne•• Buber 

states, "but He is alao the wholly Saae, the wholly Pre~ent ... H~ 

is also the mystery ot the self-evident, nearer to me than DY 

ao Hartin Buber, On Judai1a, ed . Hachum Glatzer, Sohooken 
Books, M.Y., 1972, p .4. 

s1 Pedro C. Sevilla, S.J., God•• Por•on in tho Vritinca of 
Hartin Buber~ Ateneo University Publications, Manila, 1970, p.11 . 

sa I and Thou, p.79 . 
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l. " 33 Despite such nearness, God does not overpower the self . To 

Buber God comprises, but is not. the universe . God ae lntinite 

allows for the separateness of the finite . God encounters the 

individual, but the individual does not then lose hie sense of 

separateness in relation to God . 

As an immanent bein1, Buber teaches that God is over-aaainst 

the individual . God is the ever-present, but the individual is 

not always aware of this presence . " He who truly 1oes out to aeet 

the world 1oes out also to God ." S• By beinl open to the world as 

Thou, we also meet the eternal Thou. By hallowina our existence , 

Buber ar1ues, we approach the Face- the eternal Thou . Nhen with 

ou~ wholet be i ng we are able to say "Thou," we enter into the 

moment o f meeting . What is the quality ot this neetinf? Buber 

describes it as follows : 

The moment of meetina is not an " experience" that stirs 
in the receptive soul and grows to perfect blessedness; 
rather, in that moment somethinf happens to the man . At 
times it is like a liaht breath , at times like a 
wres~lina-bout, but always-it happens . The man who 
emeries trom the act of pure relation that so involves 
his beina he.a now in his beina somethinll more that has 
grown in him, of which he did not know befo~e ... so 

God beooaes present to the individual and the individual opens 

himself up to God . 

Thia description of meetinl sounds mystical, but it differs 

from the nystioal union because it takes place in the earthly 

3 3 Ibid . 

S• I and Thou, p . 95 . 

sa I and Tbpu, p . 109 , 
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sphere and does n~t involve the dissolvina o r the individual 

before the eternal presence . Our problem, Buber arfues , is that 

we cannot really describe this eeetina . The monent we turn froa 

the meetinf itself and beain to analyze it, we leave the presence 

of the Bternal Thou . Such neetina involves total concentration of 

the Thou . Any c ritical analysis of a Thou, seems for Buber to 

transform the object of the I into an It .. When the I beains to 

view such neetinf as experienc e, then the meetin• stops, and we 

reenter the world of It . 

The possib i lity of revelation coninf out of suc h neetina 

will be discussed in the followina section . Por our present 

purpose , what is important is that we understand that Buber 

believes that dialogue with God is not only possible, but 

essential , and that this dialoaue takes place in existential 

reality . Such dialoaue may be terned a reli•ious moment . Robert 

Seltzer notes : 

In Buber ' s view, at the heart of all aenuine 
reliCiosity ( which nay or may not take place in 
reli•ious circumstances as conventionally underetood) 
is the openinl of everyday reality to dialocio 
relations with an eternal, ever present, absolute 
Thou.s• 

God is in the world for Buber , waitinl on l y for humanity to turn 

and seek out dialoaue . 

Is Buber a pantheist? Aspects of his God concept do see• 

similar to Spinoza · s perspective. God is a part ot every existinC 

se Robert Seltzer , Introduction to Hartin Buber, Bglipao of 
G.o.d., Humanities Preas International , Atlantic Hi•hlands, H.J . , 
1988, p . xiv . 
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thing . Nonetheless God is not the world and the object or , 

individual is not a mode of God . Instead God is over and aaainst 

everything . Buber writes, "God embraces but is not the universe; 

just so God embraces but is not my self ." S7 This view is similar 

to the traditional Jewish understanding of God ' s immanence and 

transcendence . Buber ' s important addition to this concept is his 

introduction of dialogue as an essential eleaent of God ' s 

relationship to existence . 

Oiyino Proyidenco 

According to Buber, God enters into relation with the 

objects of creation . What value , though, is this relation? Does 

the God whom humanity encounters from the midst of the I-Thou 

relation care for hunan beings? Does this God aot providentially, 

or is tho encounter simply a glimpse of the infinite, an 

indescr1oable feeling and nothing nore? The reality of relation 

for Buber , in and of itself, seems to provide proof positive of 

the efficacy of Divine providence . God does act in the world 

according to Buber ' s understanding . The relation of the Bternal 

Thou to the I ia of benefit to the I; it is a form of giving or 

caring. To become human the I has to enter into relation with the 

Thou, but to become fully human, to reaoh one ' s hiaheat 

potential, · the I nust enter into relation with the Bternal Thou . 

Human bein•e are therefore dependent upon God . When they seek 

relation it is because they need it . Charles Hartshorne 

s7 Hartin Buber, I and Tbgu, Walter Kaufmann trans . , 
Charles Soribner ' s Sons, H. Y. , 1970, p . 143 . 
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enphasized the notion found in Bube~ that this relationship also 

implies that God is dependent on human beinia . He notes, " The 

prinacy of rolatednesa is not to be denied even of God . "3e Buber 

himself stated : 

You know always in your heart that you need God nore 
than everythina: but do you not know too that God needs 
you--in the fullness ot Hi s eternity needs you? How 
would nan be, how would you be, if God did not need 
hin, did not need you? You need God, in order to be-and 
God needs you , for the very neaning ot your life . 38 

Divine providence for Buber beains with creation. God is the 

creator and the world is the created . That we are able to enter 

into relation with God is because God was gracious enough to 

c reate us . Buber writes : 

For he , the real God , is the creator, and all beings 
stand before him in relation to one another in his 
creation , becoming useful in livinQ with one another 
for his creative purpose . •o 

Bube r implies •that in creation we are both dependent on God and 

i n partnership with God . Human beinas continue the work of 

creation by also c reating . They renain dependent upon the Bternal 

creator for their existence and for the capacity to find neanini 

in that existence . 

God as oarini Beini is close to the object of creation . 

Buber describes God as one who " hovers over h i • creation not as 

over a chaos, he embraces it. He is the infinite I that makes 

se Paul Arthur Schilpp , op . cit . , p . 50 . 

38 I and Thou. p . 82 . 

40 Hartin Buber , Botvoon Han and Han, op . cit . , p . 52 . 
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every It into his Thou ." ' 1 Sy enterina into relation with the 

human I, God shows just how important this rjlationahip ia . In 

the I-Thou relation , God providentially crants revelation to the 

human being . There God discloses Divine communication: an aspect 

ot God becomes open to the human I . Such revelation does not 

occur aa a matter of course . Human beinCs must seek out the 

Divine , they nust be aware of God and turn to God , but turninc 

does not guarantee that God will enter into relation . There is no 

macio involved here for Buber . Human beinca cannot manipulate the 

Bternal Thou . All they can do is stand ready, listeninc. and it 

I God wishes, then God will enter into relation and revelation will 

occur . 'l'he process is continuous and is not limited to any 

c ertain period of history . That God treely enters i nto this kind 

of relation is a sian f or Buber o f Divine providence . 

What is the qualit> . of this revelation? Ia it God Civinc 

c lear and precise instruction to humanity? Ho, Buber responds ; 

Divine revelation contains no words! Buber ~rites, "Han receives, 

and he receives not a specific 'content ' but a Presence, a 

Presence as power ." •a The I at that moment feels the 

indescribable presence of the Bternal and then he understands . 

The I emerces from this neetinc 

siCniftcance. The record ot this 

intact and then interprets its 

interpretation we later call 

revelation . Our purpose is to tranaait tho aicnitioance of the 

neetinc to other human beinca. In so doina, we brin• God further 

•1 Ibid ., p .56. 

•a I IU)d Tbgu, p . 110 . 
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into our world . Buber writes : 

The revelation that then makes its appearance seizes in 
the totality of its constitution the whole elemental 
stuff that is thus prepared, melts it down, and 
produces in it a form that is a new torn of God in the 
world.•3 

The encounter with the Eternal Thou is for Buber a providential 

moment . God uses it to help humanity . The knowledae we 

appropriate fron the aoaent helps us work towards the iood . Buber 

notes : 

God ' s speech to nen penetrates what happens in the life 
of eao h one of us, and all that happens in the world 
around us, bioaraphical and historical, and makes it 
for you and ae into instruction, mess1l4fe , deaand . •a 

The denand nade depends upon the situation . For this reason Buber 

did not bel i eve i n a set sys t em of unchanaina oonaandaents . Hoses 

may have received the Torah on Mount Sinai, but all of its laws 

were not int~nded t o be set for eternity . Halachah acoordinS to 

Buber should therefore be flexible . In a different situation , to 

a different person, the address nay be different . This stance 

concern ins Halachah made Buber unpopular with Jewish 

tradition al is ts . 

One ot the many problells that arise from Buber ' s attitude 

towards revelation ia the possibility of •i•interpretation. How 

does the individual distin•uiah between what he perceive• to be 

God ' s word and delusion? Buber responds that it is up to the 

individual to act responsibly . He writes : 

•a I and Thou, p . 117 . 

•2 I and Thou, p.138 . 
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God tenders me the situation to whio h I have to answer; 
but I ~ve not to expect that he should tender ee 
anythina ot my anewer . Certainly in my anewerinl I a• 
fiven into the power of hie arace . but I cannot measure 
heaven ' s share in it. and even the most blissful sense 
ot 1trace can deceive . •3 

The human beinll is therefore never sure of hie or her eituation . 

This is the reality of exist~nce . We have to make sense of our 

world and work t o a c hieve the Qood . God Qives the command. but we 

have to rely upon our oonacienoe to ensure that we are hearinl 

c orrectly . '' 

Divine providence i s then very much present in Buber ' s 

thouaht . God ' s providence is both 1eneral and partic ular . Ae 

creator God "tenders the situation" of existence to all bein1s . 

We are not told that God acts as auarantor of the epeoiee in 

terms of natural providence as other philosophera held, but we 

can assume that the creator God cares for the objects of 

creation . Particular providence is evident in God · s relation to 

individuals . God enters into relation not necessarily with a 

1roup, but with individual " I ' s ." Divine revelation ie waitinll to 

be communicated to any hunan beinl who will listen . 

Does the God vho is present to all. hoverinl over the object 

" ot creation , act to save those who a~e sufferinl via airaculoue 

intervention? Buber ' s response to this question nay be found in 

his analysis of the role of evil in hunan existence . 

•s Hartin Buber, Betveon Han and Man, op cit . , p . 69 . 

' ' Ibid. 
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Concerning Buber ' s view ot the problen of evil, Maurice 

Friedman vritea, 

Buber ' s philosophy of dialoaue ia the source ultimately 
both tor his answer to the question of vhat nan is and 
the problem of evil . It is enterinC into relation that 
nakes nan really nan; it is the failure to enter into 
relation that in the last analysis constitutes evil . •& 

It read without care, one could conclude fron Priedaan · s 

statement that the responsibility for the existence of evil lies 

with human beinfa, but as we shall see, the decision whether or 

not to enter into relation also rests vith God . As creator and 

independent actor, God, for Buber, is also responsible for the 

existence ot evil . 

The development of Buber·s position ooncerninC theodioy can 

be divided into two periods : pre-Holocaust and poat-Holocauet . 

Prior to the Holoc aust, Buber emphasized the centrality of hu•an 

freedom . As free beings, humane are responsible for their 

a ctions . They have the capacity to pick and choose and can follow 

the way of the food or the way of evil . To Buber this freedom is 

limited by the existential situation . Human beina• find 

themselves placed into certain situat ions not ot their choice. We 

enter into a world formed by someone else, and the "ve" that is 

enterinl into relation was also forne~ by this other power . The 

reality ot the world and its liaits resu l t from the creative 

decision of the Di vine Being . God is responsible for natt~r, and 

natter in and of itself is not evil. Buber sta.ted, "The priaary 

•a Maurice Friedman, Hartin Buber : Tho Life of Dialgguo , 
op . cit ., p . 101 . 

118 



word I - It is not evil--as matter is not of evil . " 48 Here Buber 

seems to be echoinl the positions of both Maimonides and Spinoza . 

The reality of the human situation with its natural limitations 

both of the human body and the planet, must be accepted as a 

given . That there is dynamism in the natural world is not evil, 

but necessary . Hunan beings enter into this situation and must 

accept it f o r what it is--reality. Hiracles are not part ot that 

situation for Buber . All creation is Divine and therefore all 

creation can be terned miraculous . The miracles mentioned in the 

Bible are actually human interpretations ot an occurrence 

experienced as a · wonder , · that is , as an event which cannot be 

grasped except as an act of God . "47 Buber states, 

Miracle is not something " supernatural " or 
" superhistorical, " but an i ncident, an event which can 
be fully included in the objective, scientific nexus of 
nature and history; the vital meaning of which, 
~owever, for the person to who~ it oocurs, destroys the 
security of the whole nexus of knowledae for him, and 
explodes the fixity of experience naned " Nature" and 
"History."4e 

Such experience is mysterious God does ~nter into the 

situation, but such enterina as a ccounted for by the Bible may be 

another way of expresaina the I-Bternal Thou relation . That 

relation is very much a part ot t he existential sit~ation . 

Once in the situation, the human being is primarily free to 

•• I and Thou, p . 46 . 

•7 Maurice Friedaan, Hartin Buber; The Life of Dialpgue , 
op . cit., p . 234. 

•e Hartin Buber, Hoaoa. Humanities Presa International, 
Atlantic H1•hlanda, New Jersey. 1968 , p . 78 . 
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act, but the capacity to act is limited by the spheres of 

existence . lt ' the individual remains in the world of It, then he 

or she relinquishes some freedom of action . "Causality has an 

unliaited reiltn in the world of It ." •& With entrance i nto 

relation in the sphere of Thou, the individual 1taine freedom . 

Freedom tor Buber is the ability to decide . He writes , "Only he 

who knows relation and knows about the presence ot the Thou is 

capable of decision ." DO In a Thou relation the individual becomes 

fully human and is capable of directing all energy into decision . 

In the sphere of Thou one can try to be free . Bnphasis aust be 

placed on trying, thou1th, because even in the sphere ot Thou, the 

individual does not entirely escape the forces of causality . 

To Buber, all human beings have a destiny that is beyond 

their complete control . Human freedom is the ability to somewhat 

affect that destiny by living as much as possible in relation and 

1tainin1t the power to make decisions . It is up to the individual 

to enter into a Thou relationship with existence and ultimately 

to ~eek out the eternal Thou . God will act providentially in 

relation by 1tiving the individual the oapaoity to freely choose . 

Buber conoluded : 

He who torgets all that is c.aused and makes decision 
out ot the depths , who rids himself of property and 
raiment and naked approaches the Face, is a tree aan, 
and destiny confronts him as a counterpart ot his 
freedom . It is not his boundary, but his fulfillment ; 
treedon and destiny are linked to.iether in neanina . And 
in this neanin• destiny, with eyes &· moment .. o so 

•a I and Thou: p . 51 . 

oo I and Thou, p . 51 . 
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severe now tilled with light, looks out like arace 
itself .at 

Despite the huaan bein• ' s freedom to choose, evil cannot be 

avoided . It il!I inte•rated into reality . Buber asks, "How can an 

evil wi 11 exist, when God exists?" a2 Ho one knows the answer to 

this question, he tells us . And yet He acknowledces that "the 

fin•er of God " is partially responsible . He is indebted to Jewish 

tradition when he explains that all hunan bein1s are given by God 

both a yotzor toy (good inclination} and a votzor ra (evil 

inclination) . Which one holds sway is determined by the 

individual . If the evil inclination dominates then sufferin• will 

surely follow . All is not lost, thouah, because the individual 

can turn fron evil ways and enter into relation with God . 

Friedman explains : 

Han ' s turning from evil and taking the direction toward 
God is the beainninl of his own redenption and that of 
the world . God ' wishes to redeen us - - but only by our 
own acceptance of His redemption with the turning of 
the whole beina . ·as 

Hunans can then utilize evil for the good by turning fron it . God 

wants the individual to do teshuvah (turning) and to then use the 

evil inclination, as Jewish tradition teaches, as a neans of 

aohievinC the aood, e .a . • procreation . 

Allowinl the evil inclination to •overn the soul is one 

a1 I and Thou, p.53 . 

aa Hartin ·Buber, Good and Kyil, Charles Scribner · a Sons, 
H. Y., 1953, p.60. 

aa Maurice Friedman. Martin Buber; Life of Qialocu•, op. 
cit . , p . 133 . 
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example o f evil c aused by human beings . Ano ther is exemplified by 

the Iranian Avestic ayth c oncernina the oriQ i n of evil . Accardi~· 

t o Buber · ~ interpretation o f this myth , ev i l oomee into bein• 

when misdirected humans determine that they are self-willed 

c r e atures . God has no r ole in the ir world . To Buber, any attempt 

to remove God fr om t he world , to pre t end that there i s no Eternal 

Thou with whom to r elate , is a man i festat i on of radic al evil . 

Thi s humftn s elf- c enteredness ie another kind of humanly caused 

evil . 

Bcl i pcse of God 

After the Holocaust Buber added t o his view o f t heodicy a 

oon a ept he referred t o ae "The ec lipse of God . " This notion seeDs 

t o be an e xten s ion o f h i s unders t and i nQ of evil aa reflected by 

t he Avestic my th . The human respons i b i l ity for the incursion o f 

s uch ~n awful kind o f evil as occu r red durin• the Holoc aust c an 

be explained i n terns o f the r elat ional construc t . Instead of 

pursuin• relat i on with each other as Thous and seekin• out the 

Eter nal Thou , Buber ar•uee that human i ty has let the power o f It 

control the world . In plac e of the primar y word I - Thou , only I - It 

i s spoken . Hodern soc i ety hae aade a fod of t he I t wo rld ~• it 

worships machines , industry , possessions - -all aspec ts of human 

c reation . Foousina only on It , human beinas have in a sen•• 

pushed God out of their world . Buber writes : 

In our aae the I-It relation, fi•antically swollen, has 
usurped , practically uncontested, the maetery and the 
rule . .. This se l fhood that· has become omnipotent, with 
all the i t around it, can naturally aoknowledce neither 
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God nor any fenuine absolute . &• 
·' 

The It . by takin• over the world, then causes the li•ht fro• 

heaven, the li•ht of God to be blooked . This is the eclipse of 

God . God is not dead , Buber 3raues , aa nodern philosophy in the 

form of Nietzsche and Sartre subDita . Instead, we have shut 

ourselves away from God . The expreaaion "eclipse '' i s of course a 

metaphor . God is still extant, but a shadow caused by human 

action is blocking the flow of Divine li•ht . The Divine-human 

relation has been temporarily severed by humanity . 

Interestinaly, because ot the horrible destructive nifht of 

the Holocaust ( and perhaps because of his commitment to mutuality 

in relation), Buber cannot fully blame the break in the Divine-

human relation on humanity . God is also partially responsible, 

because for some inexplicable reason God has chosen to beooae 

silent and distant . After the Holocaust , Buber emphasizes the 

notion that God is also a selt-c oncealinf entity . He writes : 

God does not let Himself be conjured, but he alao will 
not compel . He is of Himself, and He allows that which 
exists to be of itselt ... Throuah .. . fivin• and denyin•• 
man, the whole man with the decision ot his whole 
bein•. nay have an imneaaurable part in the actual 
revelation or hiddenness of the divine . && 

Human bein•• oan attempt to brina God back into relation, but God 

can also decide to remain hidden . 

Buber aska : Is it rifht for God to become hidden? He states, 

" How is a life with God still possible in a time in whioh there 

6• Hartin Buber, K~lio&A of Ogd, Humanities Presa 
International, Atlantic Hi•hlanda. Hew Jersey, 1988, p . 129. 

66 Ibid . , pp . 75-6 . 
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is an Auschwitz? The eetran,enent has becone t oo cruel , t he 
~ 

hiddenne•• too deep . "oe How can we even seek out relation~ he 

asks, with such a God, who renained silent in the faoe of utter 

destructi on? Buber concludes that the answer may be contained in 

the Biblical account of Job . He arauee that l i ke the vioti•• of 

the Holocaust, Job ' s sufterina was not just . The verbal anewer 

that Job receives from God is i nsuff i cient, f or no answer could 

be sufficient . Buber conc ludes, "The true answer that Job 

receives is God ' s appearance only . "e7 Once acain , God i s no 

l on,er hidden from Job . The relation is renewed and Job has the 

pleasure of hea rina God ' s address . This is the beat t hat Job, and 

we who a r e li ke J ob, can hope f or-- renewed presence of the 

Al niahty . 

After the Holocaust , Buber calls upon human bein•s to 

patiently : 

Await hi s vo i ce, whether it comes out of the stora or 
out ot a stillness t hat follows it . Thou•h His ooaina 
appearance resemble no earlier one, we shall reco•nize 
a•ain our cruel and merciful Lord . oe 

God is thus also free , to choose between the path of aerc7 and 

the path of cruelty . God may not ac tively do evil , but by hidina 

from or leavina the relational situation e~en if human bein•• 

have already abandoned it , God allows evil to per• i •t . 

Ult i aatel y , tor Buber , huaan bein•s live i n teneion between 

oe Hartin Buber, On Judai1m, op . cit. , p . 224. 

87 Ibid . 

oe Ibid . , p . 225 . 
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freedom and destiny . This is our existential reality . Our 

responsibility is to seek out the aood, to determine that we are 

aoina to be as free as possible by enterina into relation with 

the Eternal Thou . If that Thou happens to be hidden, then 

humanity ' s beat hope is to wait patiently for th~ eclipse to pass 

and then to enjoy the divine liaht as it once aaaln warmly shi nes 

upon the world . 

Buber. Hainonidoe. and Spinoza 

In his writin•s Buber has little to say about Hainonides 

perhaps because his approach to the philosophical project 

differed so ireatly fron the rational systematic position of the 

Ranbam . Rivka Horowi tz makes the interestin• observation that 

Buber differs : 

fron Hainonides and other rationalistic thinkers, who 
hold that the knowledae of creation leads to the 
creator ... Buber does not establish a contact between 
God and the world . ~a 

Horowitz is correct in assertina that Buber places less emphasis 

than Hainonides on the pursuit of knowledae as a neans of conina 

to know God . He also differs from Spinoza in this reaard . Por 

Buber a sterile, scientific approach to nature does not lead to a 

better understandina of God . And yet Horowitz ' s conclusion that 

Buber does not establish a connection between God and the world 

is mi sleadin• . Buber ' s God is i mmanent and transcendent . God is 

very nuch a part of the existential situation, but true knowledae 

of God only cones out of relation between I and Thou . Buber wants 

aa Haia Gordon and Jochannan Bloch, op . cit . , p . 131 . 
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the God seeker t o live in the v o rld of I t and t he world of Thou . 

The eo ientiet shoul~ f i rst l ook obj e c tively at the tree for 

s cient i fic knowled•e and then enter into relat i on wi th tho tree 

i n o rder t o apprec i~te the wholeness o f life and on the ed•e of 

that relation encount~r the Bternal Thou . Buber ' s position 

therefo re need not contradict the Haimon i dean emphasis on 

exploration of the natural world ; i t instead adds to and enric hes 

i t . Perhaps hie scienti fic motto would have echoed that of Albert 

Rinst~in, who stated , " Scienc e without reli•ion is lame, reliQion 

without s c ienc e is blind ." For Buber the tvo are inseparable ; to 

t ru ly know, human bein•s have to both study and l ove the world . 

Buber c alled Spinoza " the Qreatest philosoph i cal •enius 

J uda ism has given t o the world ."eo He was espec ially impressed 

with Spino za · s place~ent o f God a t t he c ent er o f hi s 

p h i losoph ical syste m. Buber f i nds a c ommonality with Spinoza 

c oncernin• his c oncept o f God . To Spinoza. God is substance ; t he 

Di vine e x ists aB the universe ( ac tually a s all ot the universe ) . 

God is also real in the 8uber i an approa c h , and so Buber was 

appreciat i ve ot Spinoza ' s refusal to releQate God to a humanly

i nspired conc ept. 

Malcolm Diaaond notes that Buber die&Qreed with Spinoaa · s 

c onclusion that the battle &Qainst anthropomorphism must lead to 

the c onclusion that God could not be open to huaan address . 

Diaaond quotes Buber as sayin• : 

Spinoza ' s fundamental mistake was that he ia.,ined the 

eo Hartin Buber , On Judaiaa , op . c i t . , p . 157 . 
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teaohin• of Israel to nean that God ia a person ; and he 
turned ••ainat thia aa a lessenin• of the Godhead. But 
the truth of the teaohin• lies in its irf'llistenoe that 
God is also a person; and that stands over and •••inst 
all iapersonal, unapproachable ' purity ' on the part of 
God as a hei•htening of the Godhead . •1 

Buber · s God is not a physical person, but can and aust be 

addressed as a person. 

Accordin• to Buber, Spinoza correctly reco•nizes God ' s 

existenc e and even acknowled•ea that God loves the object of the 

Divine creation . Spinoza fa iled thou•h. because : 

He reco•nized on ly the supreae aspect of the relation, 
but not its core, the dialo~e between God and aan-- the 
divine voice speakin• in what befalls nan, and aan 
ansverin• in what he does or forbears to do . •2 

Buber then can also be understood as •oin• beyond Spinoza ' s 

conception of God . Relation with the Divine Presence is at the 

core o f Buber ' s thouaht, and dialogue with the Bternal Thou , 

which Spinoza did not unrerstand, is for Buber not only possible, 

but necessary . 

Cgna lm1 ione 

Buber is a fascina~in• thinkez to study not only for his 

insightful teachin•a and poetio writin• style, but also because 

he lived in the contemporary period and witnessed the c ataolysaic 

events of the t wentieth century. Buber therefore speaks our 

lan•ua•e; his existential situation was siailar to our own . The 

angst we feel at not hearin• God in dialo•ue was addressed by 

e1 Malcolm L . Diamond, Martin Buber. Joviab Bxiatantialist, 
Oxfo~d University Presa, H.Y . • 1980, p . 45 . 

ea Hartin Buber, Bgligao of God, op . cit . , p . 17 . 
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him, and his words of cautious hope may help us to patien tl y 

listen in s ilenoe a little,. lonaer . 

A dit't'ic ulty in analyzina his c onception ot' Divine 

providenc e s tems t'rom ~he fact that he did not develop a 

philosophical sy~ten . His v iews on Divine providence are not 

clearly del ineated, and yet , as this c hapter has shown , one can 

delineate a Buber i an position . In terms of aeneral providence God 

i s viewed as the creator of the existential situation . God formed 

the world and all that i s i n it . Buber, unlike Haieonides , d o es 

not assert that God in a sense serves as a auarantor ot the 

systen . e3 We do not know if God will protect the existence of the 

various species or wil l ensure the continued stability ot' the 

universe . Instead God g i ves us t he situation, and that in itself 

is a miracle (indeed , all c reat ion is a miracle ) . How one lives 

i n the existential situation ia ultimately determined by the 

i ndividua l . Sy entering into relat ion with others , by forming 

community , the human s ituation can be improved, but the choice to 

do so i a ours . 

Buber ' s phi losophy ot' dialoaue also allows for the 

possibil i ty o f particular pro vidence . Individuals as well as 

aroups have the o pportunity t o enter into relation with the 

Bternal Thou . God is potent ial ly present tor the human being 

es Hoses Hainonidea , Th• Gg i do of tho Porploxod, op . cit . , 
III :17 , p. 473 . There Maimonides states that his position 
concernini ieneral providence is siailar to that of Aristotle who 
held that the spheres 1 plant and animal spec i es were all 
protected by God in the sense that their existence as a specie• 
was guaranteed . 
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(except in times of hidinf) if the human is present f o r God . The 

I-Bternal Thou relation~ providentially aids human existence . It 

opens up another dimension of reality for the individual, 

allowinf him or her to reach tultillment . It is only in the ! 

Thou relation, Buber arfues , that human beinfs becoae fully 

human . That God creates the opportunity tor such tulfillaent by 

means ot relation can be understood as a manifestation ot Divine 

providence . 

A problem with the Buberian position ia its reliance upon 

the mysterious. We cannot know what exactly happens in an I-Thou 

relation, and Buber do~s not succeed in desoribina it (in fact he 

claims that it is simply not possible) . Is the theory of the 1-

Bternal Thou relation simply a relifious delusion, based on 

subjective emotion , or does it point t o an encounter that is 

·eal? Because Buber cannot adequately address this question, he 

is accused of leavinf the realm of philosophy . Unlike that or 

Maimonides and Spinoza, his approach does not fully rely upon the 

use of pure reason . 

The portrayal of humanity "walkinf on a narrow rid•e '' aptly 

deaoribes the Buberian philosophic position . Perhaps Buber was 

correct in arcuinf that in talkinf about God in the modern period 

we have to walk along this narrow ridae . The terror of the 

twentieth century has shown that reason is limited in its ability 

to answer all questions and show the way to the •ood . In our 

existential situation ~~ aay have to reach beyond the narrow 

confines of a philosophy that limits reality aooordinf to the 
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descriptive capac~ty of human reason . 
I, 

Buber adds to our understandin• of Divine pro"1idence the 

notion that it may exist in the form of a Divine •race that 

allows the individual to become fully hunan. Like Maimonides and 

Spinoza, he concludes that ultimately the responsibility tor 

fultillina our potential, for becoeina fully human, rests with 

humanity . Buber ' s teachini that we cannot permit the abandonment 

of the world to the forces of It, but should reach out to God and 

each other by seekina out the Thou of relation, exemplifies his 

confidence i n humanity · s abil ity to redeem evil a.nd set the world 

ariaht . With patience, he believed , we will once •••in hear the 

voice of the Bternal Thou . As we work to better the world , we can 

hope along with Bub~r that God's hidina is not a permanent 

punishment, but a temporary aspect ot our existential reality . 
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This 

CONCLUSION 

But You, 0 Lord, are enthroned forever, Your 
throne endures throu1h the aces. Why have you 
for1otten us so utterly, foraaken ue for all 
time? Take us back, 0 Lord , to Yourself, and 
let us come back ; renew our days as of old! 

(La~entationa 5 : 19- 21) 

melancholy appeal whic h closes t he Book ot 

Lamentations , ancien t thouah it is, suooinotly addresses t he 

sense of frustration and hope felt by the nodern person who lonas 

to believe in the possibility of Divine providence . God , it would 

seen, has abandoned the world , f orc i nl us t o race alone the 

travails of evil and suffering that we encounter . The 

philosophical approac hes presented in t his thesis differ with 

such a conclus ion . God, they posit, has not abandoned us , we have 

einply mi s understood God . 

A corsequenoe of mode r n ity ' s fascination wi t h the future, is 

the unfo rtunate tendency to for1et the teaohinas of the past, or 

worse, to i 1nor e the fact that there was a past i n which others 

dealt wi t h t he same iftsues, a1onized over t he same problems, and 

attempted to develop intellectual frameworks that would help make 

sense of the human situat ion . As we be•in to develop new 

perspectives on the possib i lity of Divine provi dence, it is far 

better tor us to consider the t eaohinas of th~t and build 

upon them, than to beain completely anew . Taken toaether the 

perspectives o f Maimonides , Spinoza, and Buber bridle eiaht 

hundred years of philosophical reflection . In all that time non& 

ot thee claimed to have witnessed any sort of miraculous 
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intervention comparable to the miracles described in the Bible ; 

none ot them demanded that we depend chiefly, as Judah Halevi 
( 

did, upon the claima of a reliable tradition. On th• contrary, 

they found themselves in a situation in many waya similar to ours 

and they utilized the sa.ee tools that we depend upon to seek 

solutions to our dilemma: their ainda and their ability to 

spec ulate and reason . Because of the many oomnonalitie• between 

our situation and theirs, we should be interested in the 

conclusion that these philosophers reached, namely, that Divine 

prov i dence does exist i n the world . Their methods and their views 

should prove helpful as we continue our own inveati•ation . 

Within a system that reflects the pervadin• influence ot 

Aristotelianism, Hainonides araued in favor of the eff icaoy of 

Divine providenc e . A rationalist, so committed to the radical 

i ncorporeality ot the •odhead that he condemned the usa•e of 

anthropomorphic lan•ua•e , Maimonides nonetheless attempted to 

descr i be how God acts in ( or better atteots) the vorld . He 

asserted that the pover of God, who nay exi st as unmoved mover at 

the outermost sphere of the universe, emanates throu•hout the 

universe . Thia power seems to be a force that reaohee dovn to the 

lowest sphere, the earth . Haiaonidea does not explain how this 

emanatin• power operates , it is wrapped in mystery , but the toroe 

itselt , is derived from God . 

By nea.ne of this emanation, Hainonidea ar•ued that God acts 

providentially . He asserted that Divine providence ie manifested 

in both •eneral and p&rtioular toraa . The existence ot a world 
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filled with all that is necessary to support life, the faot that 

livina beinas ~pssess instinots as well as physical capabilities 

that aid then i . e . senses, and the human capacity to ~ reason and 

govern, are all examples ot general providence . Bvery being is 

potentially oapable of enjoying these aspects ot Divine 

beneficence . 

Particular providence , according to Maimonides , is available 

only to human beinas because of their rational capacity . Throuah 

the dev~lopment of the inte llect, human beinas oan affect their 

existence . With knovledae, they can strive to unite with the 

Active Intellect and gain providential protection . God will not 

miraculously i n tervene to help alleviate their troubles, but will 

give then the ability to do so themselves . An individual who 

studies nature (and therefore c ones to know nore about God) will 

be able to affect his or her own situation and nay utilize that 

knowledge to help others . The discovery of the " miracle" drug 

Penicillin exemplifies this torn of providence . The mold fro• 

which it is derived probably exist~d for hundreds it not 

thousands of years, but discovery of its medicinal qualit i ee 

depended upon painful reeearch on the part ot a few hi•hly 

educated , aware , people . 

Haieonidee taught that evil is an unfortunate aspect 9f. 

exietenoe . Huoh ot what we refer to aa evil, he ar•ued i• a 

result of our own actions. God should not be faulted for the evil 

that we do to others as well as to ourselves. Other evils are 

primarily derivative ot the human situation . The eufterin• that 
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hunan beings experience as a result o f natural d i saster . or 

disease, is the price paid tor lite . We are c reated from aatter 
, 

and matter nust eventually disinte•rate . For Hai •on i dee then, the 

existence of evil does not preclude the possibility of Divine 

providence. 

Despite the limitations ot their situation, Haimonides 

asserted. human beings a r e tree to act . God has providentially 

granted them the ability to atfeot their lives for the better by 

seeking to learn as nuoh as possible about God and the world . For 

Haimonides , Divine providence is built i nto the system ot 

existence. It is up to humanity to attempt to take advanta•• of 

God ' s providential bounty . 

Spinoza ' s position on Divine providence variea little fro• 

the Haimonidean c onception although i t is more restrictive . 

Committed to pushing reason t~ its limits in his stru••le to make 

sense o f e' ; istence, Spinoza could not acc ept the possibility of 

particular providence . God, it God acts providentially at all. 

must treat all existing thin•s similarly . It is irrational 

accordin• to Spinoza. to posit that God saves one thing while at 

the sane tine allowing another to perish . Therefore, Spinoza 

asserted that general providence is the only possible form of 

Divine providence . 

To Spinoza, God is the only tree being because God ia the 

only "cause of itself . " Actually God is the only exi•tent bein• . 

All other thin•s proceed troa God and are really extensions of 

God . These extensions or modes take on a semi-independent 
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existence . Bach mode is dynamic and oan affect its duration . 

Bventually it will be reab~orbed into the 1reater whole of God or 

Mature, but until then it lives and is capable of limited self-

contr.ol . 

The capacity of the individual node to affect the quality 

and duration of its existence is for Spinoza a manifestation of 

Divine providence . Human beinas, by developina their minds and 

conin• to know their ~orld (just as Haiaonidea asserted) can 

acquire adequate ideas and learn to improve their lives . With 

adequate ideas one can develop self control, learn to limit the 

effects of external forces, and create societies that will work 

for the benefit of human existence . Spinoza tau1ht that nearly 

all hunan beinas are capable of this kind of development . He 

c alled the acquisition of this kind of knowled1e, " the 

blessedness of God . " 

Ht s position on evil is very similar to Hainonidea · view. 

Rvil exists primarily as a result o f hunan action . Other 

perceived evils are a consequence of existence . Bverythinl exists 

as it does necessarily . Hunan beinas for example, could be formed 

no other way, but must eventually diainte8rate and take on a new 

form . 

Ultimately for Spinoza, huaan potential is a ai•n of Divin~ 

providence. God i a the baaia of all existence beoauae everythin• 

la in God . But everythinl is not controlled by God: nature is not 

aeohaniatio . God aivea life to the nodes and instills them with 

dynamism . God also providentially aranta intellect to the human 
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being . Utilization of this God given ability , Spinoza c oncluded, 

c an lead to blesaedneas and love o f God . 
{\ 

Buber, as an existentialist, has a view ot Divine prov! denoe 

that differs from that of Haimonides and Spinoza . For Buber. 

dependence upon reason ia limitina vhen one is attemptina to 

explain the vorkinas of the universe . Interpretation of 

experienc e , includina subjective emotional responses and 

interaction vith other beings ls also important as one atrucale• 

t o make sense of existenc e . The requirement that every aspect of 

ou r understanding o f existence meet the test of strict logic and 

reason is unrealistic . Not all experience can be fit into 

r~tional cateaories . Human beinas possess personality, eaotion , 

and even an inexplicable spiritual sense that should be accounted 

for in a philosophical system that pretends to be complete . 

For Buber Divine providence is therefore not represented ae 

~i~ity t o utilize the intellec t as presented in the thouaht 

of Haiaonides and Spinoza , but as the capacity to enter into 

relation with Divine . Buber restores the sense of personal 

contact between God and humanity to the concept of providence . 

God acted providentially by oreatina the universe, but God · a 

providential activity did not atop their . God tor the aost part 

remains near to the earth and desires to enter into relation with 

human beinas . For such relation to occur, the huaan muat turn to 

God and be open to the possibility of livina in the presence of 

the Bternal Thou . 

Buber t eaches that the I-Thou relation between human beinas 
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and God proves to be providential in two ways . By entering into 

r elat ion with a human be inQ, God as Thou , ~elps the human to 

ful ly become an " I ." This implies that a human bein11 who never 

enters i nto suc h a relation, never f u lly de velops as a person . 

God · s presenc e . and willinQness to enter into re l ation with 

humanity i s therefore from a human perspective an i mportant form 

of Div i ne prov idence . In relation, God also acts providentially 

by frantinll revelation to human bein•s · Aooordinll to Buber , 

Torah , as vell as all revealed literature derives from the I-Thou 

relat ion . Whi le the l i teral wo rds may no t have been revealed at 

that moment, the person walks away from the relation with the 

sense of what needs t o be commun icated to others . God stimulate• 

the individual while i n r elation, and the revelation is 

tran s mitted as a c onsequenc e of this Divine-human i nte r action . 

For Buber, Divine providence i s pr i marily particular . The 
L 

individual ente rs into personal relation wi th God . General 

providence is also accepted by Buber, thouah discuss ion of it is 

not h is main concern . God is depict~d by Buber ae creator of the 

world and we must assume that God aivea all individuals the 

capacity to enter into relation . 

Bvil to Buber , exiate as a result of both huaan reaction and 

Divine causation . All of the evils that ve do to eaoh other are 

o f course our own responsibility . By foouainll too nuoh on the 

world of " It " human beinaa can push the " Thou " (God) out of their 

vorld . This results in an " eolipee" of God . But God , aooordinll t o 

Buber, is also reaponaible tor havin• created evil . God is 
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responsible for the aood inclination and the evil inclination and 

God is seen by Buber aa sometimes actin• cruelly . God , he posits, 
.. 

at tines abandons the human situation (i.e . the Holooau•t) 

allowina human beinaa to suffer at the hands of others . Buber is 

not able to explain the reason for this Divinely oaused eclipse 

of God . Nonetheless when this occurs, he ariues, we must wait and 

hope tor the return ot the Divine presence . Humanity, tor Buber , 

requires relation with God and the Divine providence that fol lows 

as a consequence ot such relation . 

The views of these three thinkers are Dost definitely not 

c ateaorically irreconcilable . Pro•ress nay be made in our 

reliaious search by combinin~ aspects ot their positions . In the 

final years ot the twentieth century, it may be possible to be 

both rationally inclined and spiritually open. By utilizin• the 

gift of reason, we should continue in our struaale to improve the 

world . ! he ' . systematic approaches of Maimonides and Spinoza 

applied to Buber · s thou•ht could enhance it . Buber asked after 

tho Holocaust, "Where was God, " but the more correct question i s 

"Where was humanity?" 

The emphasis that Buber placed on personal relation with God 

and particular providence, oould be a neanin•ful element of a new 

conception of Divine providence . Reason alone does r•ot succeed in 

describin• all taceta ot existential reality. Huaan bein•• ••n•• 

a sp i ritual aspect ot existence, another , perhaps hi•her plane to 

strive toward . Even Maimonides presented the possibility of union 

with the Active Intellect, and Spinbza araued that we are really 
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one vith God or Nature . That God can be present to us. and in 

that presenoe allow us to become fully human as Buber tau•ht, 

rational as vell as emotional, is an i•portant assertion. The 

belief in such presence does not deny the centrality of reaeon# 

but helps direct it toward the aood. The Divine presence may well 

be a sianificant dimension of our reality . 

The quality of the Divine presence is barely touched upon by 

Buber. he concludes that one cannot really deeoribe it . Buber, as 

well as Maimonides and Spinoza. dispels the commonly held notion 

that God i9 pristine "aoodnes11, " and acts only in a kindly 

fashion . To our three thinkers, God is not a purely benevolent 
l 
beina. but a pover that fills the universe . Buber refers to God 

as "cruel and merciful, " and his description does not vary 

greatly from the biblical perspective . In the Bible God can both 

demand that human beinas act ju,tt ly and threaten to completely 

wipe out the human race , Divine providence assumes the 

possibility of Divine power , but that power, accordin• to these 

thinkers, does not include responsibility Dn the part of God to 

serve unalterably as Divine saviour . God, they teach, hae 

providentially aiven us the capaoity to develop on our own. It we 

fail in our task, God will not intervene . Perhaps a •od 

oon11truoted aooordina to the human definition of "aood" would do 

so, but the God of the philoeophere is not a parent to the objeot 

ot creation . 

Maimonides, Spinoza, and Buber each poeited that God .1ranta 

humanity a oertain level of freedom. Real freedom depends upon 
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the capacity to make c hoices . By provid i ng human be i nae with 

intellect and the ability t o acquire knowledae, God aives human ,. 
beinae the o hanoe to choose life and by p rovidentially allowina 

us to see the Thou i n existence as opposed to thd It, God aives 

us the desire to do so . The more we know , the bet t er we are able 

to work to insure our survival and the survival ot the world . The 

Biblical story ot Ada11 and Bve emphasizes this concept . God lets 

Adan and Bve eat from the tree of knowledae bec ause t hey must 

ultimately determine their future . To these thinkers Divine 

providenc e did not stop at the borders ot the aarden but 

cont inue s to a ffect our lives today . We retain the capacity to 

t h i nk , c hoose , and ultimately to dwell in the Divine presence . 

Because of Divine prov idence we are still able , despite the 

vicissitudes of modern existence, to beco~e fully human . The hope 

is tha t we wil l only try . 
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