Menachem Kellner

Maimonides’ Allegiances to
Science and Judaism

In a oumben of 1ecent studlies T have aogued thal Maimonides (1135-
120k} presented the sciemnific matters in the frst four chaprers of the
Mishneh Torah as the most up-to-date account of the siracture of the
plysical and metaphyswcal aniverse available to him, and oot as an
absolute, ultinute wocount of naure as it really is, was, and always
will be' T Turther showed thar while Maimonides affinmed 2 “whiyg”
view of progress in the scicnces, according to which science pro-
grossed along o more or Jess straight line ever upward, he also main-
lained that the sciences could and most would reach a state of clo-
sure or podection, where there was nothing new o be learmed. Two
scicnees which bad nor reached perfection in his day, and never
would, he fel, were astronomy aned mctaphysics. Funher propress in
astronomy was, of colwse, possible, but not beyond a certain limit, In
addition [ have argued, followving Gad Prevdenthal aned agains, Tzvi
Langermann, that Maimonides adopted a Gettonalisg, instrurmenealisi
interpretation of the nature of astronomy ? In the above cited articles
I oot only showed than these claims about Maimonides were 1me, but
also why he had to mainin them, In this essay 1 propose o discuss
a problem these positions pose For im.

The prablem can b stated heefly: astonomy (in the sense of the
physics of the celestial spheres) s an important part of physics (as
understeod by Muimonides)® Physics and metaphysics underpird the
mizvor (comwnandments) of the Torah, One cannot traly vnderstand
Torah, or even proporly obey its conmmandmenis,® without studying
{and, of course, undersranding, 1o the greatesi extent possilile)

ats]
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phiysics and meraphysics. Pliysics in the guise of sstronomy can and
likely will change; both physical and metaphysical knowledge is,
after a certain poind, unavailable to hurman beings ® Does this mean
thal as we beiter understand astronomy we better understand Torab
Tn effect, as we better understand astronomy, does the Torah change,
at least from our perspective? As we hetter understand astronammy,
does our fulfillment of the commandments inprove?

The cighith of Maimonides' “Thifcen Principbes® stales that “the
Torah is from heaven; to wit, it fmwst] be believed that the wvhole of
this ‘Torah which is in our hands today is the Torah that was brought
down Lo Moses, . that all of it is from God. . " The ninh principle
deals with the immutabiliy of the Torah, aflimning “that this Toral of
Moses, our Teacher, shall not be abrogaled nor shall another Torah
come from God, | It may net be added o nor subtacted from—neic
ther from its text nor (rom its explanation. . ™ Hew can an im-
nmutalle Torah be based upon foundations which are, at least from
our perspective, mutghle?®

sMaimonides’ philosophy of scicnoe commits him to the idea thar
sciences progress until they reach closure, Llis philesophical theology
commits him to the idea that the indivicdual commandments of the
Terzh in some significant sense depend upon the sciences of physics
and metaphysics, and that one cannot acwally olwey these command-
ments fully and properly until one has perfecied oneself as fully as
possible in these o disciplines. Maimonides’ philosophy of Heale
kbah forces hitn to maintain that the Torah is stade, in the sense that
ne change i it can ocour. My question Liere is, can he consistently
hold all these positions simultaneously? To rephrase the problem,
unce Maimonides atfirmed that ser'aseb bereshit (e, the account of
the creation of the world in the opening chapters of Genesis) and
med gwsed merkaral (Le., the accounl of Bzekiel's vision of the
chariot)™ are rools and foundations of the Tomah in general and of
HHalabhal in paricalar, can he consistently maintain his allegiance to
the notions of dynamic science arwl stutic Hedlekbeab?

Although this question relates 1o issues which Maimonides did no
directly address, s still valuable, | am convinced, to lay owl the
cuestion in some delail, and show what answers were gvailable
Maimomides.

I begin with an oft-cited bu lle-studied text, Maimonides' com-
mematy (0 the first mishrab of the sccond chapter of traclute Hagi-
gab. The inishnah siates:

One does not expound upon forbidden sexuval relitions in the
presence of three, nor upon ma'aseh boresbif in the presence of
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Covds, nor upon the merkacal in \he presence of one, unless that
ones wene wist and undersiood upon his own, All who look upon
ferr things, it were better had they not come inte the wodd: what
15 abowve, whal is below, what is in front, and what is belind, All
who are not protective of the honor of their master, it were hetter
had they not come into the weold.

To my mind, Maimonides” conunentary on this passage s 2 dense
and succinet stutcient of many of the basic themes of his philosoph-
ical theology and is wonh citing in full, He wwrites:

He said that it is lorbidden e expound upon the "secrets of [odid-
den sexnal relations™! unless those listening be fewer than three,
the reasom for this Deing thal were one of them (o engage the
teacher in discussion, the other two counld engage in discussion
butwoeen themschhes, lose fheir concentration [on wlhat the wacher
tughtl and thus nor know the correct law concerning the —zecrets
ef forbidden sexual relations.” Given the greal desire maost hiumans
have for this mater, they will not be sufficiently rgocous if 3 doalt
should adse concerning wwhat they heard from the teaclwr amd they
will decide the matter Tenienthy,

He said, "nor upon ma‘assd bereshil in the presence of twe™ and
certainly not i they be more ® They said: “For usk now of the davs
past Pehich woere belore Lthee, since the day that God created mun
wpon the earh, and frow one end of heaven unto the other, wlhe-
Lther there hath been any such thinyg as this great thing is, or hath
been heard like 7 (Treur. £:320—one asks, two do not ask ™9 We
lave already explained the reaszon for tus in our Inwoduction o
this compusition.™ 1L is thal @ s impossible For this musses 0 un-
derstand those matters, and Lhey are Ltherefore] only transmilied
trom one individual to another with great care, for the omsses
understand very fittle of them. When a fool hears chem, his convic
tion'* becomes undenmuned and he thinks that they contradiet the
truth, while they ace [themselves, in reality! the truth,

Bur one docs nol expound upon maiased merfoeab al all, even o
g ncliviclual unless he is, as i was said, “wise and understood
upen his own” e, thut he arouses himsell o understund these
matters on his own and docs not need to have e expluined to
him. Rather he is given a hinl, and he draws proper inferenees on
hiz owen This is the meaning of their statement, “they teach him
chaprer headings” [Hagiwab 134l by which they meand tha these
mallers include issues which ane impressed vpon the souls of per-
feered human beings, such that when they arc explained in
[straightforsard] language or expressed in parables they lose their
meaning and significance.
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Listen to what has become clear to me according to my under-
standing on the basis of which  have studied m the words of the
Sages; it is that thev call maaseh bereshit the natural scicnce and
inguity into the beginning of creation. By seafaseb miorkavah they
mean the divine science, it being speech on the generulity of exis-
tence™ and on the existence of the Creator, His knowledge, His
atcributes, that all ceeated things must necessaily luve come from
IMim, the angels, the soul, the intellect which links with humans,
and existence affer death. Because of the imponance ol these two
sciences, the natral and the divine—and they were justly consid-
ered important—they'” wamed against teaching them as the muhe-
matical sciences are taught. It is knowan that each pemson by outure
desires all the sciences ' wrhether he be an ignoramus or 4 sage. [
is further known] that it is impossible for 2 person (u begin the
study of fhese sciences, and direct his thought towards them, with-
ol the appropriale premises. and wilhout enledng the stages of
science; they therefore forbade this and warmed against it."¥ They
songht 1o frighten one who direcled his thought towards “the
accounl of the Deginming” willwul lappropridle] premdses, a5 e
saidd, ~all who look vpon lour things. . " They [wlsol soughl o
restrain o who would direct lus thoueht rowaeds and seould
cxamine diving matters with his unaided imagination, wilhow
ascending the rungs of the scences and satd, [wieh reference to
such people.] "all who are not protective of the honar of their mas-
cer fit were Letter had they not come into the wogddl”

“IL weere betier lad they not come o the world”—its meaning is
that such a person is removed from the ranks of bumanity, and
chassifyving him in one of the other species of animal would be hel-
tet for existence™ than his being a human because he wants 1o
know something in an inappropnale manner and in s way that is
unsuited o his natmre, for only a person ignorant of the nature af
exislence would seck to imagine ®hat is above or what is below ®
When a man empty of all knowledae seeks 1o use his cornipt
imaginalion in onber o know whai is above the heavens and
below the earth, and imagines reachingl them e be like ascending
to the aric of 2 howuse, and alsa, ko know] what was Delome tee
creanon of the heavens and what will be after they are no longer,
he will cenainly be brough o madness and desolation, Txamine
this wonederly] expression, said with divine help, "all wha arc not
protective of the honor of thelr mustes,” the meaning of this Being,
all whor are nod protective of their ntellects, for the intellect is the
hanor of CGod Jeeod Hashem|. Since be does not koow the value
of this matter which was given him, he is abandoned into the
hatels of his desires, and becomnes like an animal.® Thos, they said,
"who is lw who 15 not protective of the honor of his Master?—he
who transaresses secrally” [Hagipah 16a; Kidduchin 0a). They said
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elsewhere, "adulterers do mot commit adultery until the spil of
madness enlers thews”™ [Midrash Tanbuma, Naso, 5. This is the
truth, for while one craves any of the desires, the intellect is nol
perfected ®

This matter is brought up here since above he said “these are the
bodies of Forah,® and thus here he cited matters which are e
principles of "the bodies of Torah” The Tatmud forbade teaching
them publicly and expressly prohibled it and commanded that an
individual teacl: them 1o himsell and not pass themns on o another
aned derived this [prohibition) (mom 1he parabolic statement of
Solomon on this mater, “haney and milk are under Ly tongue, "

‘This text represents the licst place in his writings where Maimonides
clearly states that s ased bereshbit is the rabhinic name for that area
at study called by the philosophers, "physics,” and sgaseh merkg-
wak is the rabbinic name for that area of study called by the philoso-
phers, “metaphysies”. The ancient rabbis, he maintains, understood
ihe tmie nature of magsed bereshit and of maaseh merkarakb and
therefore tricd 1o keep them hidden from the multitodes, whio might
be led astray and damuged were they (o study plysics and meta-
physics impropery

At the very end of this passage Maimonides adds an apparenthy in-
nocugus stateinent. concerning the reason that the issue of the swudy
of ma'asel bereshit and me wseh merkavab is brought up here at all,
He explains lhat the previous mishnah had ended by calling 2 whole
variety of specific laws gufei Torgh (literally, "bodies of the ‘Torah").
Having mentioned “lhe bodies of Toraly,™ the mishnalh wenl on 1o
cite “matters which are the principles of the bodies of Torah.” Here,
tor the fist time, we lind Maimonides claiming that physics and
metaphysics are the rools or foundations of the luxlies of Torah, ic,
ol the specific commandments of the Torah @

The claims that mag'aseh bereshit and me'ased moerkavgh are
physics and metaphysics, and that these o scicnees represent the
decpest level of the Torah upon which the specific laws depend,
became, after the completion of the Commmoriary on the Afishnah, a
slandard trope in Maimonides” writings, and even served as the ideo-
lagical subwirale for the cnlire Guide of the Perplexed. Tt will be useful
tor illusirate this point in some detail,

In the Misbneh Torak (composed afler the Commentary on ihe
Miskaah and belore the Guicde of the Perfiferced), we agan Find the
COUAToNS, wies esedr Deveshit = physics und ma'aseh mevkavah = maa-
physics, bt less explicilly, The first two chaptoers of filkbol Yesodei
ber-Torah expressly deal with mefased morkavab, while the third and
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tousth chapters deal with mefased berestit, The subject matters raised
in these [our chapters ave precisely those of metaphysics and
physics.® Tn lighy of the Hagipab commentany ciled abowve, it s harcd-
Iy surprising that a work devoted w “grfer Toral” (the Mishneb
Torah) should open with 2 discussion of the “principbes of the bodies
of the Torah™

T the Crufede of the Perfiexedd Mabmonides explains that:

[Lis non the purpose of this Treatise o make its mtality understand-
able to the wudgar or beginners in speculation, nor Lo each those
who bave not engaged in any study other than the science of the
Torah— | mean the legalistie study of the laws [of e Tomh) For
the purpose of this Treatise and all those like #is the science of
thw Torah in ifs tue sense,™

This is not the place 1o go into the goestion of what Maimonides
means by “the science of the Torah in the Lue sense.” We oay safely
follow the unanimous opindon of his medieval commentators that the
reference is 1o phvsics and meaphysics, ™

Plwysics and melaphysics are expressly called “principles™ af the
specific commandments of Judaism in the ffagigah commentary. T is
a safe assumption that in the Gedde of the Perplesed they are present-
vel as “the science of the Torah in Lhe (ue sense” Metaphysics is on
sune important level unknowable® physics (1o the exwent that it
includes astronerny) 15 mutable. To return, then, once again, to our
original cuestion: is there oot a problem with an unknowable soience
and a muable science serving as “principles” for an immuatable body
of Law?

veimonides expressly understood various scicnces o have pro-
gressed Lo his duv, and even expected funtber progress (a0 least in
astronomy) in succecding generations * This mav be made clearer if
we examine Maimeonicdes auitodes wowards Ariscotle. In a weli-known
leier o Samuel ibn Tibbon, Maimonides observes that there is no
peed for Samuel Lo study the writings of philosophers sho preceded
sctitotle becavse the works of the lawer, “are sufficient by themselves
and [superior to all that were written belore them. Eis understanding
[aristatles), is the oxireme Hmit of buman intellect, apa from him
upon wlina the divine emanation has flowed fonh w such an extent
that they reach the level of prophcoy, there leing no level higher™
Atistotie, 1hen, rcached the pionacle of non-prophelic human per-
[ection.

W mst further note thal in Gurede 15 (. 287 Maimonides calls
Aristolle, “the chicl of the philosophers," Who were these philoso
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phers of whom Aristatle is the chief? In his “Letter on Astrology” 10
the Raxbbis of Montpellicr, Maimonides writes 1hat the hakhimin,
wise men, of Greece, who were philosophers and “who are genuine-
Iy wise,"® never dealt with astrology, In his commentary to Mishrab
‘Aundab Zarab V.7 Maimonides explains at length thal the philose-
phers never deall with astrology which, as he expluins both there
and in Hitkbot ‘Avedab Zarvak 1:1, is the cause and root of idolatry.
Aristotle, then, in his own right, nearly reached the level of prophecy;
he is "chiel” of the philosophers who anained such an understanding
of the vniverse on their ewn that they rejected astrology becausc i
teads 16 idolatry. Put simply, Maimonides thought very highly of
Aristotle.

Bul not 5o highly thal be thought thar Aristotle could nol err on
malers of physics and metaphysics; it is well-known that Maimonides
at least claimed 10 reject Aristotle’s assertion that the universe was
uncreated. Towas Maimonides” argument that Aristotle was wrong on
his own lerms; in thinking that he could prove the eternity of the
arniverss, Aristotle excecded the legitimate bounds of his scicoce and
made unrarranted cdaims ¥

But Aristotle could ety in other areas as well. Maimonides werites:

Everylhing that Aristotle has said about all that exists {from beneath
the sphere of the moon to the center of the eanth is indubitabiv
correat, and o one will deviate Trom it enless he does not yhder-
stand it o1 unless he has preconceived opinions that he wishes 1w
defend or that lead him 1o 4 denial of a tiing that is manifest. On
the other hand, everything that Aristotle expounds with regard oo
the sphere of the meon and that which & above i is, except for-
certain things, something analogous fo guessing and conjecturing.
All the more does this apply Lo what he says about the orcler of the
intellects and to some of the opinions reearling die divine that be
bclicves; for the larer contain grave incongruilies and pervensitics
thal manifestly and clearly appear as such to all the nations that
propagate evit, and that he cannet demenstrate (Gudde 11022, pp.
S18-2000

Muimonides emplasizes this point by repeating it:

I shall repeat here what T have said before [cuide 10221 Al that
Aqistore states aboue that which is beneath the sphere of the moon
is in accordance with reasoning: these are things that have a
known cause, thar follow one upon the other, and CORCENIng
which it w clear and manifest at what points wisdom and il
provideace are cffective, However, regarding all thar is in the heav-
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ens, man prasps nothing but a small measuse of whac is matiemmati-

cal; and you know what is in it (Cufede 124, p. 326).

Why was Adstotle mistaken in this fashion? Maimonides cxplains:
‘However, as T have et vou know, the science of astronomy was oot
in his [Ansicde’s] time what it is today™ (Cride 11:19, p. 30807 Muthe-
matical (Prolenaicd astronony, while net perfected in Aristotle’s time,
had ulimately reached or at least come close to perfection; Aristotle
had brought the physics of the sublunar world to perfection and olo.
sures® Galen bad broughtl anatomy to a siate of greal perfection.

With respect to the ever greater approximafion of tnuh in the vari-
ous spheres of philosophy (wwhat wee would call “science™ today), we
just saw that Maimonides maintained thal the mathematicat sciences
were incorrectly understood in Aristotle’s day; in his own day they
had reached a much higher level of perfection. This i3 true not only
of the muthematieal sciences, bul wlso of anatomy: “[Galen] auained
ENOCMoUs SUccess o anatomy, and things became clear to him in his
time that were not apparent o anyone else. In additdon, the activities
and functions of organs, and their physiology, as well us conditions
of the pulse which were not clear at the Gme of Arisiotle [were
vnderslood and cxplained by Calen] ™ Finally, with respect wo celes -
tinl physics, Maimnonides thooght that his own knowledge inight be
superseded: "L is possible thatl someone else will find 2 demonstra-
tion by means of which the rae realiy of sohat is obscare Tor me will
become clear 1o him” (Fuide 124, p. 327). Withow geiting intg the
vexed question of when the idea of progress entered Western cul-
tupe, we can see here that Maimomides admitted the Fact of sclentific
development and even anticipated that science would develop
beyond what he himesell, or, more scourately, what his gencration,
had been able 10 accomplish in il ®

Maimonides thought very highly of Aristotle, so highly that he
placed him oo the scale of human excellence just beneath the proph-
ets, Bul science had progrossed sinee Aristotle's day, and human
beings living in Maimonides’ era (close to fifteen hundred years after
Aristole) knew moch morve than did the Stagirite.

We thus see that for Maimonides, scienee 14 dynamic and net stut-
ic. But, if science changes, what does that dao 1o the “bodies of
Torah® which depend, m some sense, upon it?

Mot only did Maimonides anticipate “progress” in the sciences, bt
he was convinced 1that cenain scientific matlers were bener under
stood by Aristotle than by the Sages of the ‘lalnwd. Since Maimon-
ides appears 1o wgree with Arvistotle on these matters, he appeaes
therefore to hald thar bis own undecstanding of tese scientilic mat-
rers is superior o that of the Sages. We thus find him stating:
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(e ol the ancient opinious thal is widespread aimeng the philosao-
phers ancd the general mn of people consists in the beliel that the
metien of the spheres produces very fearful and mighty sounds.
.. - This apinion alse is generally known in our religious corumuni-
ty. Do vou not see that the Sages describe the might of the sound
produced by the sun when it every day proceeds on its way in the
sphere?. | | JAristole, however, does not wcocpe this and makes i
clear that the heavenly bodies produce no sound. You should nor
find il Blameworthy that the opinion of Aristotle disuprees with that
of the Sages. .. _[The Sages themselves] in these astronoomicul mat-
ters prelerred the opinion ol the sages of the nations of the waorld
o their owen. For they explicidy say, "The sages of the world have
vangquished [usl” And this is comect. For everynne who argucs in
speculative mauers does this according to the conclusions tr which
he was led by his specululion. Hence the conclusion wheose
demnonstration is correct is believed (Greide 118, p. 267).

Maimonides makes a similar claim clsewhere in the Guide:

e not ask me to show that everything they [the Sages] have saicd
concerning astronomical matters conforms 1o the way things realky
are, For al thal tme mathematics were imperlecl. They dic not
speak abxoul this as tansmittess of the dicta of the prophets, but
rather berause in those times they were men of knowledge in
those Fields or becawse they had heard these dicta from Lthe men of
knowledge who lived in fhose times (Gedde 1115, p- Ast

The upshor of these two passages is tha Jews Cand aML-Joewsly in
Maimonides’ time andemsilood certain aspects of mathematics and
astronomy better than did the Sapes of the Talmod. Are we to sy,
hen, that Maimonides” understanding of the “foundations of the bed-
ies of the law” was superior 1o that of (at least some oD the Sages of
the Talmud?

L is difficult to ascribe to Maimonides {in an aticmp o solve the
problem raised in rhis paper) the view that while the written Tosah
does not change, the Oral Torah docs. For one thing, it ignotes his
express claim (guoted near the beginning of this paper) 1o the cffca
that the Oral Torah is part of the immutalide revelation ac Sinai. T this
connection, if should be remembered that Maimonides, unlike other
commentators and decisors, drastically linits the extension of the
tenm “Oral Torah®; for him o refers @ a carefully circumseribed sub
sel of what is ordinarily thought of as Oral Torah, According to
Maimonides, L denotes “only the divine explanation of Scripture
given explicitly at Sinai, which was to remain Cral, Subscquent
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intepretation and legislation are not tenmed Oral Law, though they
iy be mreated as such in certain contexts . Oral Torah is thus no
less Sinailic than the Wrinen Torah, and no maore given over o the
possibility of change and oew understandinggs. It bs, morcover, no
carrecl to see the sciences as part of Oral Tarah as opposed o
Wrillen Torah; the Genesis account teaches physics™ and the chariol
vision of Ezekiel teaches {what can be taught about) metaphysics ™ If
science changes, we muost sdll conclude that Torah {ie, the com-
mandmems) changes.

But is this truly sof Let us now examine the relationship which
Muimonides posits between science and Torah, Maimonides refers to
physics and melaphysics (in a mixiure of Arabic and Hebrow) as
“usted gufei Torah,” the "principles,” “roots,” or “foundations” of the
"prfid Toreth " What is the reladonship which he thought obrained
bermween physics and molaphysics on lhe onc band, and the specilic
cornrmandments of the Torah on Lhe olber bamed® He emphasizes the
conneclion between the twva in the Gudde of the Perplexed.

Do vou not see the Following fact? God, may [is mention be ewxalt-
ed, wishod us 1o be perfected and the state of o societies o be
improved by His lawes regarding actions. Now this can come abow
anly aller the adoption of intellectual beliefs, the ficst of which
being His apprehension, muay He be exalted, according to our
capacity. This, in its tum, cannol come aboul except through divine
sience, and this divine science |metaphysics] cunnol becomne yoto-
al cxcept after a study of natural science |physics] (1 [nesduchion,
p. 9k

[In the notes 1o his ranslation of the Gefde of the Perplexed on this
passage, Rabbi Kafih suggests that il means that the purpose of the
Torah with respect to the commandments (that we be perfeoed and
the state of our sociclics improved) can only be achieved it we adopt
comrect beliefs concerning GodA* This certainly seems o e what
Maimonides s trying to say here, but the question of the precise way
in which comeet knowledee concerning God must precede perfecied
choedience to the commandments remains unelear.

Terminological conciderations do net appear o be helpfol. Muim-
omides uses the e "usd” in a wide vanety of ways, often iner-
changeably with the erm “gaweafd,” and these varicus vsages do
not, | think, help us to understand his precise mcaning feee

Hemvewver, we may, | hink, understand Maimonides’ poine here as
folloms: the firsl comumanddmend, “the great principle upon which all
depends" (Hilkhnt Yesoded ba-Torab 10). the “foundation of all foun-
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dations and pillar of the scences® (bid. 1:1), is 10 know (not only
believe) thal God exists. Monothesim is the central axis areund
which the entire Torah revolves, denial of which is tanlemount to
denial of the Torah in its cnticety ® Although Maimonides never SAVS
this explicidy, the consequence of holding a false conception of God
is that ¢very time une prays, or perfoms zny act of religious devotior,
one is actually commiting idolatry

This being the case, only that person who truly Enows that God is
one and incomporeal can fulfill even the first of the commandments,
All refigiously obligatory pracrices are acts of devation: foc them (o
be done properly, the devotee must krow that God is one and incor
poreal,

This point needs expansion. In an eadier work,™ § argucd that, for
Maimmomnides, obedience to the commandments is the most etfective
rouwe for human beings to prepace themselves to achieve intelleciual
perfection. Having achicved that perfection to Lthe greatest exient
possible, humans have reached the aeme of their fullillment as
human beings, their baslabab, or felicity. Jews, howoever, are com-
tanded to take one further siep and imitate God through obedience
tor the comunandments, This fulfiflment is, of course, qualitiatively dif-
ferent from obedience 1o the same commandments before one has
perfected oneselfl inteliccually to the greatest extent possible, ‘There
is no futther "ceward” for this fmitatio Ded: it is a pure act of worship.
God performs "loving-kindess, judgment, and righiecusness in the
world” tor no selt-benefit, so does the perfected worshippoer of God
fulfill the commandmens, many of which lead to the betterment of
society, for no sell-benefit, not even the benefit of making onesclf
more perfected. One is called upon to obey the commandments, on
this understanding, in two radically different wiys before and afrer
having achieved as much intellectus! perfection as one i Erdng to
achigve ¥

Thus [ar, metaphysics. Knowledge of physics is also 2 crucial pillar
upon which religious observance depends for two reasons: it is a
necessary prercauiste for siudying metaphysios and it itself leads to
knowledge of God to a certain extent, There is nothing which exisis,
5ay5 Muimonides in Gudde 134, bt God and “the tkality of things"
made by God. These latler “are indicative of His exisicnce. . . and of
what should be affirmed and denied with regard to Him" I is thus
the case, Maimonides conlinues, that

it is therefore indispensable 1o consider all beings as they really are
s that we may obtain for all the Kinds of being true and cerlain
premises that would be uscful to us in our rescuarches perlaining to
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the divine science. . . . As For the matters petaining to the astrono-
my ol the spheres and o nawral science, [ do not consider that
you should have any difficolty in grasping whut those are maters
necessary for the apprehension of the relation of the world to

God's governance as this relation is in truth and not acconding 1o
imaginitgs.™

FPhysics (including astronomy} is wselul for what we can learn about
Gock through an examination of the created wrorld, For what we cun
learn about God's relationship to the world {prowvidenee), and as a
stepping stone o metaphysics.

Wo arc now in a position o answeor the question posed at the
beginning of this essay. Does beter vundersianding of astronomy
result in a different celationship to Toral? In elfcor, as we betler un-
derstand astronomy, does the Torab change, at least from our por-
spective? As we beller undarstand astronoenmy, does our fullillment of
the commandments inprove?

The answers o these questions, | think, are all nepative. There are
three unrelated reasons lor this. Fiest, Maimornides was convinced that
Aristotle's description of the subhinar world accurately and adequate-
Iy accounted for whar needed and could be be known in that realm.
Terrestrial physics had reached closure. There was no danger of
change there Ry defining so much of meraphysics as largely
unknowable, Maimonides insulated himself from problematic chuange
in that realin as well. That leaves astronomy: unlike physics, it is sub-
ject w new knowledge and onderstanding, and, unlike motaphysics,
it is to a considerable extent knowable, But what sont of knowledge?
Maimonides® instramentalist approach o asttonomy, according to
which we do nol actually knosy anything about the heaventy bodies
and their movements in and of themselves, but rely entively on whart
today we would call inodels, largely insulates him from the dungrer of
change there as well. Since we do not claim o have “real” knowl-
cdge of aswonomical phenomena themselves, new models {(necessi-
tated by new developments and understandingy do not involve actaal
change in our understanding of the universe; that dees not really
chamge, only the models we use *to save the phenomena,™ Change
inn the science of astronomy should nat, therefore, threaten the
immntability of the commandments of the Torals,

Scecond, 1t must be recalled that even though Malmonides alloweed
for progress in celestial physics—"Tu is possible lhil someone else
will find a demonsttation by means of which the true realiey of whal
is obscure for me will berome clear to him"—he did not actually
expect anylhing more 1than incremental changes in detail. There 15 no
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doubt thal he did nol amicipate the kind of revolution ushered in by
Copernicus. In this sense, oo, even though aslronomy i one of the
roots or foundations of the commandments, change in our astronomi-
cal knowledge reprosemed no oeal challenge 1o the inmmuabilicy of
those commandments for Maimonides. This would be e even were
Maimorides not a tormalist in his approach to astronomy.

Cour analysis above of the way in which Maimonides apparenthy
saw the relalionship belween science and the commandments also
provides a solution 1o our problem. If physics and USIFOWLOINY arc
roots and principles of the commandments onby in the sense that
without them one cunnol actually ke that God exists, is one, and
s mcorporeal, progress in the sciences represents no threal o the
commandments. Maimanides can not credilsly be thought to have en-
wenained the idea that scicnee would somie day undernine as op-
posed to support these three claims about Crodd.

Science might endermine other claims abow God: those concern-
ing providence, for example, or 1he creation of the world. Such devel-
opments, however, would not undermine our oblipalion to obey the
conunandments, Maimonides links Lhe Sabbath to the doclring of the
creation of the universe. Does that mean that if we could show the
universe 1o be uncreated, we would be right in abandoning ohser-
vanee of the Sahbath? Maimonides’ answer would be, quite clearty,
No™ But il we could, theoretically, refute God's existence, unny, atd
incorporealily, would that undenmine our obiligation to observe tic
sabluath? The answer to that gueshion is clearly, Yes. Commandments,
after all, must have commanders, But, dlearly, there is no reason to
suspeet that Maimonides entenained the possibility of such a provnf.

In short, as long as scicnce does nat refute the existence, unity, arwl
incorporeality of God—and it appears that there is ne way it could—
progress inhe scienocs in no way threatens obedience 10 the com-
mandments: scicnee remains the root of the "hodics of Torall” Tn fact,
I would go further and suy that scientific progress, in bringing one
closer to the tnuth, enables one better 10 observe the COMIManNdmeTils.

Maimonides has one overarching allegianoe: to truth. His attachments
to Loth science and Judaisn did not and could not contradict iL%

MNotes
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Perpepritres on Mateoridges (Osford, 19917 13074,

o Tlues 1oy easily be seen from the contones af MY, ¥isoded So-Trreh, chaprers 3

and 4 1Tese claplens, Maimonides ells us, me devored w0 maaseh berorbit,
which, as wo shall see below, Maimonides demifies with plosics. The wsie is
actually a bit mone complicateed than 1 allow hene, since 30 most medicval chssifi-
caticans, astomonry is presentod a5 part of mathomatics, not as part of physics, -
thoiugh in sore accounts i thought o be hat pan of mathemarics cloasest o
physics, For delails, see 10 A Wollson, “The Classilicanon of Sciences in
Modincaal Jewish Philosopbiy,” in bis Stoefies dn tBe Lstory and Philosopiy of
Relygon 1 (Cambridps. 1973), 4%3-547. [n gooeral, mathematical astronome o the
nadinoa of the Afmagest is part of mashematics: celestial physics in the tradiion of
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.0 this, soe my Rortbwondng M @ fore Belleee Arprbing? The issec will be taken

un again heloa.

. Far 3 recent shwly of this dssue, see Hebeim A Davidson, "MMaimonides on

Metaphysicaf Knowlodge,” Mefmoreidecr Stadies 3 01992-.0%) 40 103,

. s possibility rases complicated gquestions concening  Mamoni arta
Thas possibal plicatecd guest JIS wdes” artinnd e

teweards e staros and swtharity of carlicr rabbringe figures. See iy Moimoenides on
s Decfing of the Cenevations” and the Newre of Kabbintc Asdoety {Albany,
1995] T shoauld! aeste: that while oooghoour s essay 1 speak of “Tarah” in most
contes T actually mcean “the specific cornoeod ments of e Torah.”

- Tewe the tanslaion prosenied inomy Do e Meedierad feteish Phiinsopfy (0x%-

Iend, 19683), 14 {with slight emendations).

. See Kellvwt, Dogse, v 13,
1 refen veaders whao may (mistakenly) think that Maimomides did oot beld the

comancents of the Torah toy be wnalicralde 1o Alfed Leey's recenr clogant
slaternent of te issyc, He werites that in bis Mishrel fored, Maimonides “pave his
generation, and these alter i, a definitive formmudation of Mosaic caee rablio kw,
ancl he sonsidersd bimself s seprcnc arbitor,” Sec AL Ty, "lemaili Theology aod
Maimnnides™ Philosuphy,” m Daniel Frank, cd, The fews of Medieval tilam
Cormruardly, Sociery, coeed Sidentity (Leidon, 1995, 271499, esp. po 298 Whaleven
ang onay want b say about Mamonides' undersinding of hoe Torah and com-
manclments developed w his day. e sorely did nob bolel that they would cluange
attcr the publication uf the Misdased b,

Allved bveey {in the: article cited abxoce inon. 9, po 283F foces that for Maimonides
ricd dack merBaaah means revelation. One of the apheations of this insight is thar
on sume importaor kevel, the content of revebalion and the centent of mctaphysics
ares the same thinge.

1 wse the test of o losepl Kafil, Aishaah fm Povosh ba-Reaadeen 2 (| erusalem,
1803}, 376 The term here is sieed arapot, on which, see Moshe ldel, “Sitred
‘Arenat in Maitanddes” Thoopln,® 5, Pincs and T Yowel, edds, Moefmuordeles o
Potfasophy (ordreche, 19HE), 159-54.

e, one may teach meraseh ferasbls ro, at most, one siudeot

Hugivah 11h, Maiiomides s cting the talmudic ceplenation for e restoction
apainst teaching medeef) ferzebil we more than o smdont at 4 ime:s: one persom
may axk conocining *the days past” nol e prople.

See Yol 1, pp 34fF in Rabhi Kafh's edition. Doy an English translation of this pas-
syre, see Frod Rosnor, trans, Cowmsrerdcy or the Mishnah, Fafrodtction to the
Mixhread grel Com emitary on Thiciese Rerochord {Moew Yok, 19750, 111
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- Babbi Kafil) nanslates sonsmato, *his faith” (perbiops becsuse Maimanddes is here

spoaking aboul saimple peopie). The Arabm s a variant of #gad, which, ®len
Mumonides franstaees himesel§ from Arabsic w Hohrew (as s the case with the frst
posttive commandment in Sefer a-dizeor and the first Aafabbad in the Mistaed
Forceky. he: renders as some varlaoe ol el e, "kncevledye" or "midersancling”.

Oy this 1 take Maimonides o mean “exisenoe ag sud”

A olwvinnes eeferenve o the opering sentence af Avisale's Mesteepahpsdcs,
Maimonides 35 hew wlking alwut the noed w study the soences in the proper
ofder. On this issue, see my ~Goersonides on the Song of Sy and the Natoee of
Scicnoe " alwve, no 1.

L., For the existing onivense.

Ee, this pecson wants (o amam kawledge the wiong way, via e iragination,
which can voly leadd o hano 1 would be betrer, therefare, waore Ui peesan clas-
sified with the nonclwman snimals, bumans, after all, sre distinguistied Ly their
irace | esects.

This can by be wderstood inthe contest of Maimonides” Aristotelian U=
hemwsion of hunan beings 4= *rational animals—wmoans Decome such omly o Llhe
exteat that ey actualize dweir inkllcemal porential @ some devree ar acher. Fur
details, s miy Mimonides on fudatsm wtd the Jotetst People |ATbany, 19913, 9-16
arel 2324

Thix shoald be woderstood in e light of Mabmonides' stand thar mocl perfectin
i d prerequisite Loe inteltecroal perleclion and thar mellecoa) perfeclion is not
ik money in the bank {15 Lenn Goodioun once wisely ulsenved fa e il ik,
rather, like vigor or *bemy in shape”. To sy in shape, coe owst constanty exer-
cise. [ 15 fike treading water: if you stop, yew sink. Thus, Maimoides has proh.
femn weith the nedion af 2 wicked philasepher, For more oo the points caiged i)
this nole, sec oty Maimonides om M Pegicton (Alanta, 19900, 25-28,

Sung of Songs 411, On this, Hagigek 133 conmnents, “The things Qeat arc: swocter
Mian honey and milk should be under they longue ® e, nm taughe cupressly. My
thanks i ¥, Tevi Langermunn for his belp with the canskwlon of is Passagc

For a discussion of Maimenides on the proper approach o e study of the sel
ences, w0 oy CGersonidcs on the Song of Song and the Mature of Soicnce,”!
fabeowe, . 1

Therc: 15 g doabt that by dhis exprossion Maimeonidos oeanes “specific conmmand-
ments,” This is the sense of e term in the mishnaic wear (hogigad 15} w which
Maimenides is ceferring lere and it is the seose of the eom in the o places in
which be uses it in te Misbnel Torah (Hil, Avodak Zarah 2.5 and 5t Shapbat
LZ:HY, The term ocoues Iy dee Jermsalem Talmud onee (lfapigeen 1) and six limes
in the Babylonian Tahuud (Beratbor G3a, Shabbar 33h, Hagiagh 10 and 11k,
Thdlee Goh, and Eraod 54). o these passagos as well, the sefse of the torme i
clear: specifie commandments of the Tarals, The Sorcho Tahnud ranslares die
Temn @ tessonrials of the Torah,” which is misteading.

bsadure: Twershy was the first o Bxus sttention on this text Scee his ftrodicion
tw the Code of Maimonides fMishned Torgh) {New Hawven, 1080, 351, Twersky
newes it all edivions of due Mishoaly before that of Ralibi Kafih tnistakenly opnit-
tecd the crucial phrase. See also Rabbi Kefib's aotes w his cditionArans ation,

For further details, see my Matmarides on Judatsm end the fowik Panple (e,
n. 22 63-GH.

Grneicde of the Perploned, T Innodudtion. [ cite from the teamslation of Shlome Fines
(Clicage. 1963, 3.1 cmended the translaton slighdy,

Yor detals, see my "The Conception ol the Toral as a Deductve Science m
Medioval jewisly Thought,” Kevree des etmdlos fuerves 146 £ 1987 20%-T9. Tor an
arguinent 40 the ellect that this interprotation i comect, we my Maireorider on

Jrdetivem, GBfY.
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God's cxiseence, vy, and incorporealicy are dermonstrable, what is unknowalble
in etaphiysics are o positive staements alwot Gead.

e Tedloowing paragraphs are based opon the discossion oo my Meomomiades o

thne “Feicline of the Cremeratioss”, TH-TH.

I oranslarc feom Y. Shailat's fpoerot ba -Eambam 2 (Jerszalen, 1587 533 O this
letrer, see Alexander Maa, “Texts By and aboor Mabowoaddes,” JO8 2% (1934-3):
A74-81; Alfredd Dvry, “lnlamic and Greek Influences on Maimconddes' Philosoghy " in
Meeiomervichies eed Philmeanhy Cabose, no 177, 139530, amd Shlomo Pines, “Trans-
lators Introductinn,” pe. e, in Pines” transdation of the cudde. For mone on this boe-
wer and especially on i influence, soe $toven Hameey, "Thid Madmonides” Lotper o
sumuel ibn Titkdwon Reteoome Winch Philosopbers Wouskd Be Soacdied Ty Lace
Juwish Thinkoerse, " JOR 33 (1992 31-7k

Sco also 1-23 (p. 332). lase Faor plovs down the significanoe of these possagres,
imerpretng them 0 as to diminish Maimonides” admiration for Aristotle. Sce his
M a-Mishoeh Torab fba Rambam (emsalem, 19780, 7.1 find Faut's intcr-
pretation forced, an estimanon remborced by the fact thar Shem Tov ibn
Falpquere, daimonides” groa thineenth contury adminer, criticized the Masier o
his cxccssivi admiration of Arstanle. Soe Henny balter, “shem Tob ben fospeh
Palquera IT: His “Treatise of the Loeam'.” FOR 1 OI9L110: 451-301, osp. p. 4492

. [ quete feom the translation i Ralph Ternor and Muhsin Mabdi, Modtimen Prditicad

Philesoply (haca, 1972, 230, 1 have slighely cmended the translation.

. This is the burders of Mamoneades' refartion of Aristotle's thesis conocming the

crernity of the worbd in Oreide 11:15-31; see especaally chapree 17,

Compare: alsa 103, po 254, Hene wae have an example ol Maimeoles” "whig” ineer-

pretacion of the histony of science.

Soe Crredede T1:22 and 24.

see The Medieal Apborirmts of Maimonides, Yol 2 trans. and o by Fred Hosoer

and Suessment Munmer (Hew Yeork, 1871}, 205

Frr moce on this point, see e discagsion in my "On the Status of the Astronomy

and Physics in Maionomides' Mishrel; Toreh and Guide of the Perplexwd A Chaptoer

in rhar Histony of Science,” {above, o, 10

For an analysis of these and similar exts, see o Maimomides o the "Thecitae of

thie Gengrations e the Waraoe of Mehbonic Autborin, 5559,

I quetc from Gorald ). Blidstein, “Maimonides on Ol Law'" feuasd Do Annaa!

1 (15780 108-22.

See Sara Klein:Braslavi. Porrsh ha-Ramfom S-Sinpae Bited bo-Olime () erasalem,

TYTE).

O Crefede af the Perplexed 111017,

CJerwsalem, 1972), 8.

Foor details, see my Dogeue, po 17 and-p 53

Sefer ba-Mizol, Mz Aok 1, f8. Yesodet ba Torad 1145,

S Gride nf the Perplexed? 1137, pp. 342 and 5945 and, most cspecially, Hil.

‘Avediah Zarah L4,

Wl respeoct e prayer., at least, the point is made clemly in Sudee 0091, p 620
A5 for soimeonc whe thinks and fregquendy mentions God widwout knowlodge,
[flowing a more imagining or following a beliel adopred becavse of his
reliznce vy the authority of someons else, be s, 1o my mind, cuside the balbs-
Lationy aced Bar away from it and does nod in e reality mention or tdnk sl
Caocl.

Who arc those outsicle the habicaion"? The answer, it appears to e, is on the

Previous pape:

Themse whe are withm the ciny, bur have torned their hacks upon the mulers
habitation, are people whi lave opioiens and se engaped in specularion, but
whr have adupled incorrec opimens either because af some great eror that
bifell them in the: course of theic specalation o becavse of their following e
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traditicnal aonlwrity of one who has rallen e aor, . L They ane those cone

corning whoo necessily al certain tinos impels killig them and blotting ot

the traces of Uit vpiniony fost they should lead asray the wieys of others.

For Maimonides, prayer eequices intention Cheveaab—see THL Tefillab 40
ancl 4-19; Shalom Rosenberg, "Tofillah ve-Hagut Yelwdia " in Gabricl H, Cobn, od.,
fla-Teftffub bo-Yehuodis: Flemobebh vo-Hiddash (Ramar Gan, 1973), #5130 anl
Yarakov Hlidatein, arfﬂ-n"f:l'.l'.l'fih Di-Mishuata b FRBAzbE shed he-Bambam Uc:r'u.sa-
lemn, 134D, 72-122—und praver without mmenion is not peayer. one wlho directs
prayer 1o a false god is s comomging idelairy, T have no proot for oy wider
clair thi perfosmance of @y act of religions devation while bobdiee 2 corponeal-
ist conccption of God iy idulaiey, although T am convmwed that it s Maimeonices”
PSIC,

Maimoriides v Human Perfocton CAtlana, 19000,

For wlhat is e my mind an imporant stody of the eligious life of the peilected
worslipper of Tod, sce Bhud Deoor, Woeski of the Haat A Stmd)y in Meimon-
irkey” Philosnfbe of Refgion (allany, 19930,

. POT4CF H. Yesodel Ba-tirah 201
- Far the ooigme of this phrasc in Dlao, o3 wse Ty Perce Tubent to impute w

Maimonides an instrumcoalist s opposed 1w oreaist approach (0 astoonny, and
for the dilference belween instomentabsmo and realise in the philosoplyy of s
enee {with special reference to Mamwnides), see my anicles citend aluve inon. 1.
Lnless, of couese, it could be shown thal God had ne sl But given the Bmita-
tivns on what s can actally say ahowt God far Maimooides, (e possibility of
demonstraring that God las oo will is, w0 put it midly, verooe.

Exrlior vorsions of s paper were read as lectnes at the Boston Codloguivo for
the: Thilosophy of Science (March, 1890) and ot e stitute for Advanced Studies
in Jerwsalemm (Juie, 144485). My thanks to Tzvi Laogermann and Yizhak Teoersky lor
thear invieions, Gad Freadonthal and Keoeth Seeskin wores typicals perwrous
with insighlo] amd belpful commenrg el wopesiions,



