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M a imonid es on C oura g e

ALEXANDER GREEN

O ne of the g rea t sc hola rly  d eba tes tha t ha s a nima ted  sc hola rs of 
M a imonid es is how to rec onc ile the d iv erg ent positions he ta k es in his 
v a rious work s,  written a t d ifferent points in his life. D o the d ifferenc es 
between sta tements in his Commentary on the Mishnah ( written 1 1 6 1 –
1 1 6 8 ) ,  Mishneh Torah ( written 1 1 6 8 – 1 1 7 7 )  a nd  Guide of the Perplexed 
( written 1 1 8 5 – 1 1 9 1 ) ,  on topic s suc h a s d og ma s,  mira c les a nd  meta phy sic s,  
represent a  sig nific a nt ev olution in M a imonid es’ philosophic  position or 
merely  a  pa rtic ula r wa y  of c ommunic a ting  the sa me truth to a  d ifferent 
a ud ienc e?  1

O ne a rea  in whic h one c a n see suc h a  d isc repa nc y  is how M a imonid es 
a rtic ula tes his v iews on the na ture of ethic s.2  I t is often a rg ued  tha t in 
the Commentary on the Mishnah a nd  the Mishneh Torah ,  M a imonid es 
employ s a  form of Aristotelia n ethic s ( a s a d a pted  throug h Al-F a ra bi)  
whic h hig hlig hts the c ultiv a tion of mora l v irtue in the mea n,  while in 
the Guide M a imonid es foc uses on a  neo-P la tonic  ethos a d v oc a ting  the 
a sc etic  pursuit of wisd om a lone.3  As H erbert D a v id son suc c inc tly  fra mes 

1   M a rc  S ha piro,  The Limits of Orthodox Theology: Maimonides’ Thirteen Prin
ciples Reappraised ( O x ford :  L ittma n L ibra r y  of J ewish C iv iliz a tion,  2 0 0 4 )  7 ;  C ha rles 
M a nek in,  “ D iv ine W ill in M a imonid es’ L a ter W riting s, ”  in Maimonidean Studies, 
v ol. 5 ,  ed . Arthur H y ma n a nd  Alfred  I v r y  ( N ew J ersey :  K t a v ,  2 0 0 8 )  1 8 9 – 2 2 2 ;  a nd  G a d  
F reud entha l,  “ M a imonid es on the S c ope of M eta phy sic s alias M a ’a seh M erk a v a h:  
T he E v olution of H is V iews, ”  in Maimónides y su época ,  ed . C a rlos d el V a lle et a l. 
( M a d rid :  S oc ied a d  E st a t a l d e C onmemora c iones C ultura les,  2 0 0 7 )  2 2 1 – 2 3 0 .

2   T he v a rious d isc repa nc ies between M a imonid es’ v iews on ethic s a c ross his d if-
ferent writing s ha v e been c lea rly  summa riz ed  by  D a v id  S ha t z ,  “ M a imonid es’ M ora l 
T heory , ”  in Cambridge Companion to Maimonides,  ed . K enneth S eesk in ( C a mbrid g e:  
C a mbrid g e U niv ersit y  P ress,  2 0 0 5 )  1 6 7 – 1 9 2 .

3   H erbert D a v id son,  “ T he M id d le W a y  in M a imonid es’ E thic s, ”  Proceedings of 
the American Academy for Jewish Research 5 4  ( 1 9 8 7 )  3 1 – 7 2 . O ne must note tha t there 
is a  sig nific a nt d ifferenc e between the neo-P la tonic  a nd  P la tonic  position. T he neo-
P la tonic  position is muc h more a sc etic  a nd  less pra c tic a l,  while P la to rec og niz es the 
pra c tic a l implic a tions of his ethic s ev en thoug h his ma in c ha ra c ter S oc ra tes is fa mous 
for ex tolling  tha t v irtue is wisd om.
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it,  “ the Guide ha s,  in a  word ,  repud ia ted  the id ea l of the mid d le wa y .” 4  
I n q uestioning  this thesis,  it is possible to d emonstra te tha t there ma y  be 
a  g rea ter c ompa tibility  between M a imonid es’ so-c a lled  “ Aristotelia n”  
a nd  “ neo-P la tonic ”  ethic s tha n some sc hola rs a ssert.5  W hile the id ea l 
of the Guide ma y  be the a sc etic  pursuit of wisd om,  a s ex emplified  in 
the meta phor of the S ulta n’s P a la c e, 6  this meta phor is followed  by  a n 
ex eg esis of J er 9 : 2 2 – 2 3  d isc ussing  the pra c tic a l implic a tions of tha t 
wisd om.7  O ne of the forms of this “ c onseq uent mora lity , ”  a s opposed  
to “ propa d eutic  mora lity , ”  is the c ultiv a tion of mora l v irtues tha t a re 
g uid ed  by  wisd om.8  T he huma n c onstruc tion of a  politic a l soc iety  with 
the d ifferent mora l v irtues is a n imita tion of the d iv ine g ov erna nc e of 
na ture a nd  is a  result of stud y ing  it.

T his pa per will spec ific a lly  d isc lose how M a imonid es c ra fts the spe-
c ific  v irtue of c oura g e a nd  ex a mine how he a ttempts to rev iv e it a s a  
c entra l J ewish v irtue. M a imonid es d esc ribes three forms of c oura g e:  
c oura g e in its phy sic a l form,  a s a n ov erc oming  of the fea r of phy sic a l 
d ea th;  in its mora l form,  a s a  c ha lleng e to unj ust la ws a nd  lea d ership 
within soc iety ;  a nd  in its intellec tua l form,  a s a  reev a lua tion of one’s 
c onv entiona l opinions to striv e to k now the truth. I n ea c h c a se,  too 
muc h fea r or too muc h ra shness c a n be d etrimenta l to its suc c ess. As 
a  result,  I  will a lso a rg ue tha t his tea c hing  on c oura g e throug hout his 
writing s is less d ic hotomous tha n is often c onc eiv ed .9

4   D a v id son,  “ M id d le W a y , ”  5 0 .
5   T his thesis ha s a lrea d y  been d ev eloped  by  R a y mond  W eiss,  Maimonides’ Ethics: 

The Encounter of Philosophic and Religious Morality ( C hic a g o:  U niv ersit y  of C hic a g o 
P ress,  1 9 9 1 )  3 – 4 ;  J oshua  P a rens,  “ M a imonid ea n E thic s R ev isited :  D ev elopment a nd  
Asc etic ism in M a imonid es? ”  Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy 1 2 ,  no. 3 
( 2 0 0 3 )  3 3 – 6 2 ;  a nd  Av ira m R a v itz k y ,  “ T he D oc trine of the M ea n a nd  Asc etic ism:  O n 
the U niformity  of M a imonid es’ E thic s”  Tarbiz 7 9  ( 2 0 1 0 – 2 0 1 1 )  4 3 9 – 4 6 9 . T his pa per 
will a pproa c h it spec ific a lly  throug h the a ng le of the v irtue of c oura g e.

6   M oses M a imonid es,  Guide of the Perplexed ,  tra ns. S hlomo P ines ( C hic a g o:  
U niv ersit y  of C hic a g o P ress,  1 9 6 3 )  6 1 8 – 6 2 8  ( 3 .5 1 ) . R eferenc es to the Guide throug h-
out this a rtic le refer to the P ines ed ition.

7   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  3 .5 4 . D a niel F ra n k ,  “ T he E nd  of the Guide :  M a imonid es on 
the B est L ife for M a n, ”  Judaism 3 4  ( 1 9 8 5 )  4 8 5 – 4 9 5 . I t is true tha t a t multiple points in 
the Guide M a imonid es a d v oc a tes the S oc ra tic  position tha t v irtue is k nowled g e ( e. g . 
1 .1 – 2 ,  3 .1 3 ,  5 1 ) . At the sa me time,  there a re a lso multiple pla c es in the Guide where he 
sug g ests the nec essit y  of mora l v irtues,  whether they  a re a  propa d eutic  mora lit y  or a  
c onseq uent mora lit y  ( e. g . 1 .5 4 ;  2 .4 0 ;  3 .2 7 ,  5 4 ) . I  sug g est tha t for M a imonid es we need  
both a nd  should  not a ssume we c a n ma k e a  c hoic e for one ov er the other.

8   I  tha nk  D a v id  S ha t z  for these two terms. S ee S ha tz ,  “ M a imonid es’ M ora l 
T heory , ”  1 8 7 – 1 8 8 .

9   T his a rtic le is a  c ontinua tion of my  a na ly sis of c oura g e a s a  v irtue in the J ewish 
tra d ition,  a s first a rtic ula ted  in Alex a nd er G reen,  “ S pinoz a  on the E thic s of C oura g e 
a nd  the J ewish T ra d ition, ”  Modern Judaism 3 3  ( 2 0 1 3 )  1 9 9 – 2 2 5 .
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Courage as Moderation in Rabbinic Judaism

T he huma n a ttribute of c oura g e a nd  the J ewish tra d ition a ppea r to ma ny  
to be a ntithetic a l.1 0  J ewish tra d ition is g enera lly  k nown for c ultiv a ting  
v irtues suc h a s humility ,  wisd om,  holiness or obed ienc e. F or most c a sua l 
observ ers,  c oura g e would  not ra nk  hig h on the list of J ewish v a lues. S ome 
sc hola rs ha v e ev en a rg ued  tha t it is a bsent from the J ewish tra d ition a s a  
whole. L itera r y  c ritic  L ionel T rilling ,  for ex a mple,  c la ims tha t

not a ll c ultures d ev elop the id ea  of the heroic . I  onc e ha d  oc c a sion to 
observ e in c onnec tion with W ord sworth tha t in the ra bbinic a l litera ture 
there is no touc h of the heroic  id ea . T he ra bbis,  in spea k ing  of v irtue,  nev er 
mention the v irtue of c oura g e,  whic h Aristotle reg a rd ed  a s ba sic  to the 
heroic  c ha ra c ter. T he ind ifferenc e of the ra bbis to the id ea  of c oura g e is the 
more rema rk a ble in tha t they  k new tha t ma ny  of their number would  d ie for 
their fa ith … . And  if,  in the J ewish tra d ition,  we g o ba c k  of the R a bbis to 
the B ible,  we d o not find  the heroic  there either. D a v id ,  a s a  person,  is of 
c onsumma te interest to us,  but the interest is not of the sort tha t a tta c hes to 
heroes. M ilton,  in the G reek  ma nner,  d oes his best for S a mson,  but not ev en 
in M ilton’s poem,  muc h less in J ud g es,  is S a mson rea lly  a  hero.1 1

H owev er,  T rilling  is inc orrec t in sta ting  tha t the ra bbis d o not mention the 
virtue of courage ‒ though admittedly it is presented as a form of mod-
era tion or self-restra int from d esire.1 2  T his is most fa mously  d ec la red  in 
Pirkei Avot 4 : 1 :  “ W ho is strong  ( gibor) ?  H e who c ontrols his pa ssions,  a s 
it is sa id ,  Better is the longsuffering than the mighty, and one that rules 
his spirit than one who takes a city ( P rov  1 6 : 3 2 ) .”

W hile the ra bbis d id  not openly  a d mit to H ellenistic  influenc e,  their 
notion of c oura g e c a n be seen to be both influenc ed  by  a nd  a  response 
to mod els prev a lent in their surround ing  soc iety .1 3  T he d isc ussion in 

1 0   C f. Y esha y a hu L eibowitz ,  “ H eroism ( gevurah) , ”  in Contemporary Jewish 
Religious Thought ,  ed . Arthur A. C ohen a nd  P a ul M end es-F lohr ( N ew Y ork :  F ree 
P ress,  1 9 8 7 )  3 6 3 – 3 7 0 .

1 1   L ionel T rilling ,  Sincerity and Authenticity ( C a mbrid g e:  H a r v a rd  U niv ersit y  
P ress,  1 9 7 2 )  8 5 – 8 6 .

1 2   H a v a  T irosh-S a muelson,  Happiness in Premodern Judaism ( C inc inna ti:  H ebrew 
U nion C olleg e P ress,  2 0 0 3 )  1 2 0 – 1 2 1 . T his a pproa c h of the ra bbis of the M ishna h a nd  
T a lmud  is rev iv ed  by  Y esha y a hu L eibowitz ,  who g iv es it a  new K a ntia n rea d ing ;  see 
L eibowitz ,  “ H eroism, ”  3 6 3 – 3 7 0 . B efore its K a ntia n rev iv a l,  this a pproa c h wa s k ept 
a liv e in the 1 6 th c entury  by  J oseph K a ro,  who beg a n his Shulchan Aruch with the 
oblig a tion to “ rise up ( yitgaber)  in the morning  feroc iously  lik e a  lion to worship 
G od .”  L itera lly ,  yitgaber is to “ ov erc ome oneself, ”  from the sa me root a s gevurah, 
“ c oura g e”  ( root gbr) .

1 3   F or the d ifferent v iews of the a mount the ra bbis were influenc ed  by  H ellenistic  
philosophy ,  see S a ul L ieberma n,  Hellenism in Jewish Palestine ( N ew Y ork :  J ewish 
P ublic a tion S oc iet y ,  1 9 5 0 ) ;  L ieberma n,  Greek in Jewish Palestine ( N ew Y ork ,  orig n 
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Pirkei Avot 4 : 1  is a ttributed  to S himon ben Z oma ,  who wa s neg a tiv ely  
a c c la imed  for stud y ing  c osmog ony  ( ma’aseh bereshit) ,  whic h perha ps 
betra y s a  hint a bout the ra bbis’ a wa reness of “ G reek  wisd om.” 1 4  I t is 
therefore not surprising  tha t this ex pression of B en Z oma ’s is v er y  sim-
ila r to a  S toic  paradoxa ,  seen in the work s of H ora c e a nd  C ic ero.1 5  
F or ex a mple,  H ora c e a rg ues “ W ho then is free?  T he sa g e who ma sters 
himself ” ;  a nd  C ic ero rec ommend s tha t he “ c urb his lusts, ”  in the fifth 
pa ra d ox  ( “ only  the wise ma n is free” ) ,  where he a lso d isc usses ma ster-
ship a nd  c omma nd ership.1 6  T he c ruc ia l d ifferenc e between these sim-
ila r a na ly ses is tha t the c oura g eous S toic  self-ma stery  in H ora c e a nd  
C ic ero is for the sa k e of freed om ( autarkia) ,  while ra bbinic  c oura g e is 
c ommend ed  for the sa k e of the fea r or a we of G od  ( yir’at shamayim) .1 7

H enc e R a bbi Ak iv a  is portra y ed  a s a  ra bbinic  hero when he resists the 
R oma n enemy ,  whic h sig nified  the g rea test threa t of phy sic a l d estruc -
tion to the J ewish people. I n Avot deRabbi Natan ( a  c ommenta r y  on 
Pirkei Avot) ,  R ome is personified  a s a  sed uc tiv e fema le. I n this presen-
ta tion R a bbi Ak iv a ’s life is end a ng ered  by  a  R oma n g enera l. I n suc h 
c a ses,  the usua l wa y  a  wa r hero’s c oura g e is portra y ed  is showing  him 
risk ing  his life to esc a pe or resist. Ak iv a ,  howev er,  c oura g eously  fig hts 
the R oma ns by  resisting  the sex ua l tempta tion they  pla c e before him 
of two women –  the sa v ing  g ra c e is tha t the smell of non-k osher mea t 
on their brea th wa s a bhorrent to him,  ind ic a ting  tha t his fea r of G od  

1 9 4 2 ,  J T S  1 9 6 5 ) ;  L ieberma n,  “ H ow M uc h G reek  in J ewish P a lestine? ”  in Biblical and 
Other Studies,  ed . Alex a nd er Altma nn ( C a mbrid g e:  H a r v a rd  U niv ersit y  P ress,  1 9 6 3 ) ;  
a nd  H enr y  A. F isc hel,  Rabbinic Literature and GrecoRoman Philosophy ( L eid en:  
B rill,  1 9 7 3 ) .

1 4   M ishna h H a g ig a  1 4 b a nd  T osefta  H a g ig a  2 .5 – 6 . F isc hel a rg ues tha t the P a rd es 
story  is intend ed  a s a  c ritic ism of J ewish E pic urea nism;  see F isc hel,  Rabbinic 
Literature ,  1 – 3 4 .

1 5   F isc hel,  Rabbinic Literature ,  7 0 .
1 6   H ora c e,  Satires,  tra ns. W illia m M a tthews ( N ew Y ork :  Ausa ble P ress,  2 0 0 2 )  8 4  

( 2 .7 ) ;  M a rc us T ullius C ic ero,  “ S toic  P a r a d ox es”  in De Oratore, De Fato, Paradoxa 
Stoicorum, Partitiones Oratoriae ,  tra ns. E . W . S utton a nd  H . R a c k ha m ( C a mbrid g e:  
H a r v a rd  U niv ersit y  P ress,  1 9 4 2 )  2 8 4 – 2 9 3  ( P a r a d ox  V ) ;  a nd  F isc hel,  Rabbinic 
Literature ,  7 1 – 7 2 .

1 7   W a rren Z ev  H a r v ey ,  “ Y ira t S ha ma y im in J ewish T houg ht, ”  in Yirat Shamayim: 
The Awe, Reverence and Fear of God ,  ed . M a rc  D . S tern ( N ew Y ork :  Y eshiv a  
U niv ersit y  P ress,  2 0 0 8 )  2 . H a r v ey  shows how in B T  B era k hot 3 3 b,  where R a bbi 
H a niny a  sta tes tha t “ ev er y thing  is in the ha nd s of hea v en ex c ept the fea r of hea v en 
( yirat shamayim) , ”  is a  ra bbinic  response to S toic  d eterminism,  whic h held  tha t a ll 
is d eterminism ex c ept freeing  oneself from fea r of g od s. R a bbi H a niny a ’s implic it 
response is tha t d eterminism is not ov erc ome by  the rej ec ting  the fea r of hea v en,  but 
by  embra c ing  it.
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ov erc a me the sex ua l tempta tion.1 8  As J ona tha n W y n S c hofer points 
out,  “ the sa g es resist both the threa t a nd  the sed uc tion,  a sserting  power 
throug h rej ec ting  women ev en thoug h the ultima te sourc es of peril a re 
a c tua lly  other,  powerful R oma ns.” 1 9  O f c ourse,  without wishing  to his-
toric iz e,  it is a lso not unrea sona ble to sug g est tha t the ra bbis’ d ec ision 
to empha tic a lly  spiritua liz e c oura g e wa s their response to the tend enc y  
towa rd  “ ex c essiv e”  milita r y  or phy sic a l c oura g e tha t ma nifested  itself 
a mong  the J ews in the two g rea t a nd  heroic ,  but nev ertheless historic a lly  
d isa strous,  J ewish rev olts a g a inst R ome.

Courage as Moral Virtue in E ig ht C ha pters  
and L a ws of C ha ra c ter T ra its

I  a rg ue tha t,  a ppea ra nc es to the c ontra r y  notwithsta nd ing ,  M a imonid es’ 
la rg er philosophic  proj ec t a ttempts to bring  c oura g e to the forefront of 
J ewish v irtues. As J oel K ra emer points out,  “ he a lso pra ised  the v irtue 
of c oura g e,  whic h is ra rely  esteemed  by  J ewish ethic ists. I n c la ssic a l ra b-
binic  sourc es c oura g e is eq ua ted  with self-c ontrol.” 2 0  M a imonid es g oes 
muc h bey ond  this minima list d efinition. I n d oing  so,  he a ttempts to show 
the nec essity  of a  t y pe of c oura g e tha t c ompetes in phy sic a l,  mora l a nd  
intellec tua l rea lms,  while a t the sa me time showing  the inherent tension 
between them.

M a imonid es beg ins by  re-d efining  c oura g e a s a  mora l v irtue,  with 
the a ssista nc e of the ethic a l struc tures a nd  d ia lec tic a l a rg uments of 
Aristotle a nd  Al-F a ra bi. H e first a d opts the ethic a l fra mework  of 
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, espec ia lly  a s interpreted  in Al-F a ra bi’s 
Aphorisms of a Statesman ( Fusul alMadani ) .2 1  H e d oes so in his two 
la rg e work s on ethic s:  Eight Chapters ( Shmoneh Perakim) ,  a n introd uc -
tion to his c ommenta r y  on the tra c t a te Avot in the M ishna h,  a nd  Laws 
of Character Traits ( Hilkhot De’ot) ,  a  summa ry  a nd  reinterpreta tion 

1 8   Fathers According to Rabbi Nathan ,  tra ns. J ud a h G old in ( N ew H a v en:  Y a le 
U niv ersit y  P ress,  1 9 5 5 )  8 4 – 8 5  ( C h. 1 6 ) . S imila rly ,  the g rea t ex a mple of the phy sic a l 
c oura g e of the M a c c a bees is missing  in the M ishna h,  d ue to R a bbi’s J ud a h’s d is-
a pprov a l of the H a smonea n d y na st y ;  see G era ld  B lid stein,  “ Hanukkah in Hazal:  T he 
M issing  P la y ers, ”  Tradition 3 5 ,  no. 3  ( 2 0 0 1 )  2 0 .

1 9   J ona tha n W . S c hofer,  The Making of a Sage: A Study in Rabbinic Ethics 
( W isc onsin:  U niv ersit y  of W isc onsin P ress,  2 0 0 5 )  1 1 0 .

2 0   J oel K ra emer,  Maimonides: The Life and World of One of Civilization’s Greatest 
Minds ( N ew Y ork :  D oubled a y ,  2 0 0 8 )  3 3 4 .

2 1   M uha mma d  S ha hj a ha n,  “ T he C onc ept of C oura g e in the P hilosophy  of Al- 
F a ra bi, ”  Islamic Quarterly 2 9  ( 1 9 8 5 )  2 3 4 – 2 3 9 .
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of the ethic s of the J ewish tra d ition in his resta tement of J ewish la w,  
the Mishneh Torah. W hen writing  Eight Chapters,  M a imonid es d id  not 
ha v e a c c ess to Aristotle’s tex t d irec tly  a nd  relied  hea v ily  on Al-F a ra bi’s 
Aphorisms.2 2  H owev er,  it is hig hly  possible tha t when writing  the 
Mishneh Torah in E g y pt he ha d  seen a  c opy  of the Ara bic  tra nsla tion of 
Nicomachean Ethics.2 3

M a imonid es a nd  Al-F a ra bi both a d opt the Aristotelia n mod el of the 
soul whic h ha s fiv e pa rts:  nutritiv e,  sentient,  ima g ina tiv e,  a ppetitiv e a nd  
ra tiona l.2 4  T he ba sis of the v irtues is the a ppetitiv e pa rt of the soul,  
whic h d ea ls with emotions or tempera ments,  but c a n be influenc ed  by  
rea son. T his a ppea rs to be the ex pla na tion for why  M a imonid es refers to 
the emotions or tempera ments a s de’ot in the Mishneh Torah ,  sinc e it ha s 
the d ua l mea ning  of “ c ha ra c ter tra it ”  ( M ishna h Av ot 4 : 1 0 )  a nd  “ k nowl-
ed g e”  ( e. g .,  P ss 7 3 : 1 1  a nd  J er 3 : 1 5 ) .2 5  T he d ifferent emotions of the soul 
mimic  the la rg er struc ture of na ture in tha t they  c a n be seen a s a  spec -
trum with two ex tremes,  a nd  the perfec ted  wa y  is the mea n.2 6  T houg h 
M a imonid es a d d resses the ex treme emotions of fea r a nd  ra shness in 
both Eight Chapters a nd  Laws of Character Traits,  he a ffirms c oura g e 
a s the proper mea n in Eight Chapters,  but not in Laws of Character 
Traits.2 7  T he a bsenc e of c oura g e in Laws of Character Traits, a long  with 

2 2   H erbert D a v id son,  “ M a imonid es’ Shemonah Peraqim a nd  Alfa ra bi’s Fusūl al-
Madani , ”  Proceedings of American Academy for Jewish Research 3 1  ( 1 9 6 3 )  3 3 – 5 0 .

2 3   S tev en H a r v ey ,  “ T he S ourc es of the Q uota tions from Aristotle’s Ethics in the 
Guide of the Perplexed a nd  the Guide to the Guide ”  ( H ebrew) ,  Jerusalem Studies in 
Jewish Thought 1 4  ( 1 9 9 8 )  1 0 0 – 1 0 1 .

2 4   Aristotle,  Nichomachean Ethics,  tra ns. J oe S a c hs ( N ewbury port:  F oc us,  2 0 0 2 )  
1 9 – 2 1  ( 1 1 0 2 a – 1 1 0 3 a )  ( a ll referenc es to Aristotle,  Ethics in this a rtic le refer to this 
ed ition) ;  Abu-N a sr Al-F a ra bi,  “ S elec ted  Aphorisms of a  S t a tesma n, ”  in Alfarabi, The 
Political Writings: Selected Aphorisms and Other Texts,  tra ns. C ha rles E . B utter-
worth ( I tha c a :  C ornell U niv ersit y  P ress,  2 0 0 1 )  1 4 – 1 5  ( no. 7 ) ;  a nd  M a imonid es,  
“ E ig ht C ha pters, ”  in Ethical Writings of Maimonides,  ed . R a y mond  L . W eiss a nd  
C . E . B utterworth ( N ew Y ork :  N ew Y ork  U niv ersit y  P ress,  1 9 7 5 )  6 2 – 6 3 . .

2 5   W eiss,  Maimonides’ Ethics,  8 9 . M a imonid es uses the first d efinition of de’ah 
in his own Laws of Foundation of Torah 4 : 8 – 9  to d esc ribe “ intellec t ”  or “ sepa ra te 
intellig enc e” ;  see B erna rd  S eptimus,  “ W ha t D id  M a imonid es M ea n by  ‘ M a d d a ’? ”  
in Meah She’arim: Studies in Medieval Jewish Spiritual Life, in Memory of Isadore 
Twersky,  ed . G era ld  B lid stein et a l. ( J erusa lem:  M a g nes,  2 0 0 1 )  9 6 – 1 0 2 .

2 6   M a r v in F ox ,  Interpreting Maimonides: Studies in Methodology, Metaphysics 
and Moral Philosophy ( C hic a g o:  U niv ersit y  of C hic a g o P ress,  1 9 9 0 )  1 0 1 :  “ Aristotle’s 
a nswer is tha t the mea n is the wa y  in whic h na ture a nd  a rt norma lly  a c hiev e their 
g oa ls of proper ex c ellenc e”  bec a use “ na ture d oes not itself g iv e us spec ific  norms or 
sta nd a rd s of beha v ior,  nor tell us wha t v irtuous c ha ra c ter is,  a pa rt from its g enera l 
princ iple tha t the mid d le wa y  is the best… na ture g iv es us only  the form a nd  not the 
c ontent of mora l life”  ( p. 1 1 4 ) .

2 7   M a imonid es’ list of the v irtues in Eight Chapters is a lmost id entic a l to 
Al-F a ra bi’s list in Aphorisms ;  see D a v id son,  “ M a imonid es a nd  Alfa ra bi, ”  3 9  n. 1 7 .
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c ompa ssion,  is my sterious a t first, 2 8  sinc e M a imonid es presents other 
v irtues of the mid d le wa y ,  suc h a s mod era tion a nd  g enerosity .2 9  T his 
ma y ,  howev er,  reflec t the d ifferent intentions of the two work s. Eight 
Chapters is not merely  a n introd uc tion to ethic s,  but a lso to intellec tua l 
v irtue a nd  prophec y .3 0  T herefore,  d ue to the politic a l na ture of c oura g e,  
it a ssumes a n importa nt role in Eight Chapters. B y  c ontra st,  Laws of 
Character Traits a ttempts to c rea te a n ind epend ent theory  of ethic s. 
Althoug h c oura g e is rela ted  to politic a l a nd  prophetic  ma tters,  it is not 
ex c lusiv ely  d isc ussed  in this sec tion,  a nd  henc e one need s to sea rc h for 
sta tements on c oura g e in other sec tions of the Mishneh Torah.3 1

Another relev a nt issue for und ersta nd ing  M a imonid es’ trea tment of 
the v irtue of c oura g e is his ped a g og ic a l method  a nd  its limits. As he 
points out,  the bod y  with its ba la nc e of humors d isposes people more 
towa rd  fea r or ra shness. F or ex a mple,  a n ind iv id ua l whose hea rt ha s 
a  wa rmer tempera ment will bec ome more c oura g eous,  a nd  one whose 
hea rt ha s a  c old er tempera ment will bec ome more fea rful.3 2  T his is not 
d eterministic  a nd  d oes not mea n tha t they  will a utoma tic a lly  be ra sh,  
c oura g eous or d oomed  to a  fea rful ex istenc e;  but the biolog ic a l fa c tor is 
a  pred isposition tha t c a n be c ultiv a ted  or ov erc ome with the c orrec t or 
inc orrec t tra ining . S ec ond ly ,  a n ind iv id ua l c a n be ed uc a ted  in a  c oura -
g eous d isposition throug h repea ted  a c tion tha t solid ifies firm ha bits,  so 
tha t “ they  bec ome ea sy  for him a nd  need  no effort.” 3 3  T hird ly ,  a ll men 
na tura lly  tend  towa rd s one ex treme,  a nd  thus,  in ord er to c orrec t this 
tend enc y ,  one should  inc line towa rd s the opposite ex treme.3 4  Ac c ord ing  
to Eight Chapters,  in the c a se of c oura g e it is fea r a nd  c owa rd ic e to 

2 8   M a imonid es,  “ L a ws of C ha ra c ter T ra its, ”  in W eiss a nd  B utterworth,  Ethical 
Writings, 2 8  ( 1 : 1 )

2 9   M a imonid es,  “ C ha ra c ter T ra its, ”  2 9  ( 1 : 4 )  a nd  W eiss,  Maimonides’ Ethics,  1 2 1 .
3 0   F or a  d isc ussion of the politic a l na ture of Eight Chapters,  see J effrey  M a c y  

“ T he T heolog ic a l-P olitic a l T ea c hing  of Shemonah Peraqim:  A R ea ppra isa l of the T ex t 
a nd  of its Ara bic  S ourc es, ”  in World Congress of Jewish Studies 8  ( 1 9 8 2 )  3 1 – 4 0 ,  a nd  
for a  rea d ing  of it a s a  proleg omena  to prophec y ,  see E liez er S c hweid ,  Studies in 
Maimonides’ “Eight Chapters” ( H ebrew;  J erusa lem:  Ac a d emon,  1 9 8 9 )  9 5 – 1 1 0 . C f. 
W eiss,  Maimonides’ Ethics, 1 2 1 ,  for a  d ifferent ex pla na tion.

3 1   F or ex a mple:  M a imonid es,  “ L a ws C onc erning  the B a sic  P rinc iples of the T ora h”  
in Mishneh Torah: Book of Knowledge ,  tra ns. M oses H y a mson ( N ew Y ork :  F eld heim 
P ublishers,  1 9 7 4 )  4 0 a – 4 1 b ( C h. 5 ) ;  “ L a ws of S a nhed rin”  in Mishneh Torah: Book of 
Judges,  tra ns. Abra ha m M . H erhma n ( N ew H a v en:  Y a le U niv ersit y  P ress,  1 9 4 9 )  8 – 9  
( 2 : 7 ) ;  a nd  “ L a ws of K ing s a nd  their W a rs”  in Mishneh Torah: Book of Judges ,  2 2 7 
( 7 : 1 5 ) .

3 2   M a imonid es,  “ E ig ht C ha pters, ”  8 3  a nd  “ C ha ra c ter T ra its, ”  2 8 – 2 9  ( 1 : 2 ) .
3 3    M a imonid es,  “ E ig ht C ha pters, ”  6 8  a nd  “ C ha ra c ter T ra its, ”  3 0  ( 1 : 7 ) .
3 4    M a imonid es,  “ E ig ht C ha pters, ”  6 9  a nd  “ C ha ra c ter T ra its, ”  2 9  ( 1 : 5 ) . H e c uriously  

refers to this opposite ex treme by  the ra bbinic  term “ bey ond  the line of the la w” ;  see 
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whic h ma n is na tura lly  d isposed ,  a nd  therefore,  so a s to c orrec t this,  a  
c owa rd  should  pra c tic e ra shness more tha n a  ra sh ma n should  pra c tic e 
c owa rd ic e. I n fa c t,  ev en the v irtuous ma n who ha s a  c oura g eous d is-
position should  inc line slig htly  towa rd s ra shness.3 5

Physical, Moral and Intellectual Courage in the G uid e

I n M a imonid es’ Guide of the Perplexed ,  he interprets the B ible a s a  
ma nua l for c ultiv a ting  phy sic a l,  mora l a nd  intellec tua l c oura g e,  thoug h he 
ma k es the c a se for intellec tua l c oura g e less obv iously . P hy sic a l c oura g e,  
a s d esc ribed  by  Aristotle in Nicomachean Ethics 3 .6 ,  is find ing  the proper 
mea n between fea r a nd  ra shness for c a uses tha t end a ng er one’s phy sic a l 
being ,  the pa ra d ig ma tic  ex a mple being  tha t of risk ing  one’s life on the 
ba ttlefield  for a  noble c a use.3 6  M a imonid es a d opts this form of phy sic a l 
c oura g e from Al-F a ra bi’s interpreta tion of Aristotle,  a rg uing  tha t this is 
the intention of the reg ime of the I sra elites in the B ible. H enc e,  in his rea d -
ing  of the B ible,  E g y pt represents a  non-v irtuous reg ime,  d esc ribed  both 
a s representing  “ prosperity ” 3 7  a nd  c a using  “ sla v ish serv ic e, ” 3 8  “ where 
we d id  not work  a c c ord ing  to our free c hoic e.” 3 9  M a imonid es portra y s 
the biblic a l E g y pt a s shifting  from a n olig a rc hy  und er J oseph to a  t y ra nny  
und er the pha ra oh who “ d id  not k now J oseph”  ( E x od  1 : 8 ) . T hese two 
E g y ptia n reg imes a re eq ua lly  d efec tiv e in their tea c hing  of true v irtue,  
sinc e ea c h breed s a n a bund a nc e of fea r of d ea th a nd  thus the ina bility  to 
risk  their liv es to fig ht ba c k . F or ex a mple,  he sa y s the olig a rc hy  und er 
J oseph introd uc es la v ish mores a nd  not enoug h ha rd  work  to tra in its c it-
iz ens to be c oura g eous to fig ht in wa r, 4 0  a nd  the ty ra nny  und er the la ter 
pha ra oh a llows no freed om,  a lso ma k ing  it d iffic ult,  if not nex t to impos-
sible,  to a c t c oura g eously .4 1  W hile the other enemies of the I sra elites,  the 

R obert E isen,  “ ‘ Lifnim MiShurat HaDin’ in M a imonid es’ Mishneh Torah , ”  Jewish 
Quarterly Review 8 9  ( 1 9 9 9 )  2 9 3  n. 4 .

3 5   M a imonid es,  “ E ig ht C ha pters, ”  6 9 . L i k e the a bsenc e of a  d isc ussion of c our-
a g e a s a  mea n in Laws of Character Traits,  the a bsenc e of ex tend ing  the inc lina tion 
towa rd s a n ex treme for c oura g e a ppea rs to be for simila r rea sons:  the non-politic a l 
c ha ra c ter of the Laws of Character Traits,  a s opposed  to the eminently  politic a l c ha r-
a c ter of Eight Chapters.

3 6   Aristotle,  Ethics,  3 8  ( 1 1 1 5 a )  a nd  Al-F a ra bi,  Aphorisms, 5 0  ( no. 7 6 – 7 7 ) .
3 7   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  5 0 0  ( 3 . 2 4 ) .
3 8   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  5 2 8  ( 3 .3 2 ) .
3 9   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  3 6 0  ( 3 .3 1 ) .
4 0   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  4 9 9 – 5 0 0  ( 3 . 2 4 ) .
4 1   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  5 2 7 – 5 2 8  ( 3 .3 2 ) . F or a  simila r P la tonic  rea d ing  of M uslim 

history ,  see Av erroes,  Commentary on Plato’s R epublic ,  tra ns. R a lph L erner ( I tha c a :  
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Ama lek ites,  a re d esc ribed  a s bra v e ( anjadahum) ,  they  a re not fig hting  for 
the sa k e of G od ,  whic h is for M a imonid es the J ewish eq uiv a lent of the 
Aristotelia n id ea  of the noble.4 2

M a imonid es sug g ests tha t the solution to ba d  reg imes is a n esc a pe to 
the d esert.4 3  I n both his a nd  Al-F a ra bi’s thoug ht,  the d esert represents 
the setting  with a  la c k  of phy sic a l c omfort tha t na tura lly  c rea tes c oura -
g eous ha bits d ue to its d iffic ult env ironment.4 4  F or M a imonid es the k ey  
biblic a l pa ssa g e tha t illustra tes this is E x od  1 3 : 1 7 – 1 8 :

And  it c a me to pa ss,  when P ha ra oh ha d  let the people g o,  tha t G od  led  
them not by  the wa y  of the la nd  of the P hilistines,  a lthoug h tha t wa s nea r;  
for G od  sa id :  “ L est pera d v enture the people repent when they  see wa r,  a nd  
they  return to E g y pt.”  B ut G od  led  the people a bout,  by  the wa y  of the 
wild erness by  the R ed  S ea ;  a nd  the c hild ren of I sra el went up a rmed  out of 
the la nd  of E g y pt.

I n ord er to tra nsform a  na tion of sla v es into a  na tion with a  strong  milita r y  
will tha t c ould  c onq uer a  la nd  a nd  build  a  sta te,  M oses’ thoroug h k nowl-
ed g e of G od  a nd  na ture req uired  him to tric k  the I sra elites into wa nd ering  
in the d esert for forty  y ea rs,  for the purpose of c rea ting  a  sta te of misery  
a nd  la c k  of c omfort whic h,  c ombined  with freed om,  wa s essentia l for 
tra ining  them to be c oura g eous in ba ttle ( shaja’ah) .4 5

I n “ L a ws of K ing s a nd  their W a rs”  in the Mishneh Torah, M a imonid es 
a ug ments the importa nc e of phy sic a l c oura g e in wa r in his interpreta tion 
of the B ible’s d isc ussion of the c ond itions for wa r. T he B ible ma inta ins 
tha t the only  sold iers who a re a llowed  to fig ht a re those who a re not 
a fra id ,  sta ting  “ L et not y our hea rt be fa int;  fea r not,  nor be a la rmed ,  
neither be y e a ffrig hted  a t them”  ( D eut 2 0 : 3 ) . F irst,  M a imonid es beg ins 
by  sid ing  with R a bbi Ak iv a  a g a inst R a bbi Y ossi H a G lili in interpret-
ing  tha t “ fea rful a nd  fa inthea rted ”  ( D eut 2 0 : 8 )  refers to being  a  c owa rd  

C ornell U niv ersit y  P ress,  1 9 7 4 ) .
4 2   Maimonides, Guide ,  6 1 4  ( 3 .5 0 ) . Ac c ord ing  to M unk ’s J ud eo-Ara bic :  “  עמלק

ג'דהם אנ۬ כאן  ”.לאנה   P ines tra nsla tes anjadahum a s “ the bra v est a mong  them, ”  a nd  
S c hwa rtz  tra nsla tes hagiborim shebahem. S ee M a imonid es,  Dalalat alHa’irin ,  ed . 
S olomon M unk  ( J erusa lem,  1 9 2 9 )  4 5 2 .

4 3    M a imonid es,  “ C ha ra c ter T ra its, ”  4 6 – 4 7  ( 6 : 1 ) . M a imonid es c onc eiv es of the 
d esert in this wa y  a lso in the “ L etter to Y emen, ”  where he c ounsels those who c a nnot 
g et a wa y  by  emig ra tion from a n ev il reg ime whic h persec utes J ews,  a lso to esc a pe to 
the d esert. S ee M a imonid es,  “ L etter to Y emen, ”  in Maimonides Reader,  ed . I sa d ore 
T wersk y  ( S pring field :  L ibra r y  of J ewish S tud ies,  1 9 7 2 )  4 4 8

4 4   Al-F a ra bi,  “ Aphorisms, ”  2 2  ( no. 2 3 ) .
4 5   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  5 0 0  ( 3 . 2 4 )  a nd  5 2 8  ( 3 .3 2 ) . S ee S hlomo P ines,  “ I bn K ha ld un 

a nd  M a imonid es:  A C ompa rison between T wo T ex ts”  Studia Islamica 3 2  ( 1 9 7 0 )  
1 7 0 . M a imonid es a ppea rs to ela bora te a nd  d ev elop muc h fa rther this id ea  proposed  
by  Abra ha m I bn E z ra  on E x od  3 : 1 7 .



( 2 0 1 5 )  Maimonides on Courage 1 7 1

Author’s e-offprint with publisher’s permission.

ra ther tha n to c ommitting  a n unrela ted  sin.4 6  S ec ond ,  c oura g e or not 
being  a fra id  is not merely  phy sic a l but a lso menta l,  a s M a imonid es c om-
ma nd s the sold ier not to be d istra c ted  by  fa mily  or c hild ren.4 7  T hird ly ,  
lik e Aristotle,  who posits tha t the sold ier’s c oura g e is noble,  M a imonid es 
a d d s a  philosophic  ( or should  one c a ll it “ id eolog ic a l” ? )  purpose to the 
c oura g e of the wa rrior,  a rg uing  tha t it is “ for the oneness of G od .” 4 8  
M a imonid es felt tha t one rea son the S ec ond  T emple wa s d estroy ed  a nd  
the I sra elites lost their k ing d om wa s tha t they  neg lec ted  to stud y  the a rt 
of wa r a nd  the milita r y  v irtues,  whic h obv iously  req uires suc h lea d ing  
v irtues a s phy sic a l c oura g e.4 9

O ne of the few other times tha t M a imonid es mentions c oura g e in the 
Mishneh Torah is in his d isc ussion of the sig nific a nc e of H a nuk k a h,  
whic h he c ha ra c teriz es a s the milita r y  v ic tory  of the M a c c a bees a nd  
the rebuild ing  of the J ewish ind epend ent k ing d om tha t la sted  until the 
d estruc tion of the S ec ond  T emple. H e d esc ribes the v ic tory  a s gavru ,  
“ ov erc oming , ”  from the word  gevurah ,  “ c oura g e.”  Althoug h the T a lmud  
uses this word  in the c ontex t of the ritua l a c tion of the M a c c a bees,  
who stopped  the G reek s from d efiling  the T emple ( B T  S ha bba t 2 1 b) ,  
M a imonid es uses gavru twic e in the c ontex t of milita r y  a nd  politic a l 
v ic tories ov er their enemies.5 0

M a imonid es a lso presents the B ible a s ed uc a ting  its a d herents in 
mora l or politic a l c oura g e. T his form of c oura g e is d esc ribed  a s the c on-
fid enc e to sta nd  up a g a inst a n unj ust a uthority  or la w in politic a l soc iety . 
Aristotle d esc ribes this in Nicomachean Ethics 3 .8  a s the proper mea n 
between fea r a nd  ra shness for c a uses tha t risk  leg a l pena lties or d is-
honor.5 1  Ac c ord ing  to M a imonid es,  this ty pe of c oura g e is rooted  in the 
na tura l forc e of spirited ness ( iqdam) ,  espec ia lly  prev a lent in prophets. 
S pirited ness is c ompa red  to the na tura l impulse of repulsion or self-
d efense.5 2  I  surmise tha t the rea son this impulse d oes not ha v e its own 

4 6   B T  S ota h 4 4 a  a nd  M a imonid es,  “ L a ws of K ing s, ”  2 2 7  ( 7 .1 5 ) .
4 7   M a imonid es,  “ L a ws of K ing s, ”  2 2 7  ( 7 .1 5 )  a nd  W eiss,  Maimonides’ Ethics,  8 8 .
4 8   M a imonid es,  “ L a ws of K ing s, ”  2 2 7  ( 7 .1 5 ) .
4 9   M a imonid es,  “ L etter on Astrolog y , ”  in Maimonides Reader,  4 6 5 .
5 0    M a imonid es,  “ L a ws of H a nuk a h a nd  M eg ila h”  in Mishneh Torah ,  v ol. 5 

( J erusa lem:  M ossa d  H a r a v  K ook ,  1 9 6 6 )  6 5 6  ( E ng l. Maimonides Reader,  1 1 8 ) .
5 1   Aristotle,  Ethics,  5 1  ( 1 1 1 6 a ) . I t is interesting  to note tha t honor d oes not a ppea r 

to pla y  a  role in M a imonid es’ d isc ussion of mora l or politic a l c oura g e. T his would  be 
c onsistent with his d iv erg enc e from Aristotle in d ispa ra g ing  honor a s a  j ustified  moti-
v a tion a nd  his preferenc e for the ex treme of humilit y . S ee D a niel F ra n k ,  “ H umilit y  a s 
a  V irtue:  A M a imonid ea n C ritiq ue of Aristotle’s Ethics, ”  in Moses Maimonides and 
His Time ,  ed . E ric  L inn O rmsby  ( W a shing ton:  C a tholic  U niv ersit y  of Americ a  P ress,  
1 9 8 9 )  8 9 – 1 0 0 .

5 2   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  3 7 6  ( 2 .3 8 ) ,  a nd  W eiss,  Maimonides’ Ethics,  1 6 3 – 1 6 4 .



1 7 2  Alexander Green J S Q  2 2

Author’s e-offprint with publisher’s permission.

ind epend ent c ha pter a nd  is c la ssified  with d iv ina tion is tha t for the forc e 
of spirited ness to bec ome a  v irtue ( tha t v irtue being  c oura g e) ,  it req uires 
the rea soning  of d iv ina tion,  whic h is a  ra tiona l proc ess of q uic k  think ing  
a bout when,  where a nd  on whom to a c t reg a rd ing  “ wa rning s c onc ern-
ing  g rea t future ev ents.” 5 3  W hile M a imonid es d oes not ex plic itly  refer 
to pra c tic a l wisd om ( phronesis,  ta’aqul )  in the Guide ,  c onc epts suc h 
a s d iv ina tion a ppea r to fulfill the sa me purpose.5 4  T hus,  if c oura g e is 
the d istinc tiv e v irtue pa r ex c ellenc e of prophets for M a imonid es,  this 
would  fit well with the id ea l d iv ision of power between k ing ,  prophet 
a nd  priest,  whereby  the k ing ship follows a nd  politic a lly  promotes the 
relig ious-mora l la w, 5 5  while prophec y  serv es the la rg er interests of the 
sta te a nd  c hec k s the self-interested  motiv es of the k ing ,  by  mea ns of the 
truth of G od .5 6

T he k ey  problem with M a imonid es limiting  mora l c oura g e to the 
prophets is tha t he interprets the “ spirit of G od ”  ( ruah elohim)  a s the 
biblic a l ex pression for mora l or politic a l c oura g e in the first a nd  sec ond  
d eg rees of prophec y ,  whic h is not nec essa rily  restric ted  to prophets,  but 
a pplies to k ing s,  poets a nd  j ud g es a s well,  in Guide 2 .4 5 .5 7  O ne a ppa rent 
d iffic ulty  with a ssoc ia ting  ruah elohim with c oura g e in M a imonid es is 
tha t he ma k es no ex plic it mention of iqdam in tha t c ha pter. H owev er,  a s 
noted  by  Abra ba nel in his Commentary on the Guide ,  M a imonid es hints 
tha t these first two g ra d es of prophec y  a re in fa c t forms of c oura g e;  
this c a n be seen in his use of simila r la ng ua g e tha t d irec tly  a llud es to 
other referenc es he ma k es to v irtue,  ev en thoug h he d oes not spec ifi-
c a lly  mention iqdam.5 8  F or ex a mple,  in Guide 2 .3 8 ,  he d esc ribes ruah 
elohim a s a  fa c ulty  of repulsion to “ wa rd  off tha t whic h ha rms him ( a  

5 3    M a imonid es,  Guide ,  3 7 6 – 3 7 7  ( 2 .3 8 ) . D iv ina tion in this sense is a  ra tiona l pre-
d ic tion of the future,  not a  proc ed ure for c onsulting  ora c les a nd  spirits a s prohibited  
in L ev  1 9 : 2 6  a nd  D eut 1 8 : 1 0 – 1 2 .

5 4    S hlomo P ines,  “ T ruth a nd  F a lsehood  V ersus G ood  a nd  E v il:  A S tud y  in J ewish 
a nd  G enera l P hilosophy  in C onnec tion with the Guide of the Perplexed ,  I ,  2 , ”  in 
Studies in Maimonides,  ed . I sa d ore T wersk y  ( C a mbrid g e:  H a r v a rd  U niv ersit y  P ress,  
1 9 9 0 )  1 2 7 ;  H owa rd  K reisel,  Maimonides’ Political Thought: Studies in Ethics, Law, 
and the Human Ideal ( Alba ny :  S t a te U niv ersit y  of N ew Y ork  P ress,  1 9 9 9 )  6 3 ;  a nd  
W eiss,  Maimonides’ Ethics,  3 0.

5 5    M a imonid es,  “ L a ws of K ing s, ”  2 1 2  ( 3 .1 ) .
5 6   F or a  d isc ussion of the biblic a l mod el of ba la nc e of power,  see D a niel J . E la z a r 

a nd  S tua rt A. C ohen,  The Jewish Polity: Jewish Political Organizations from Biblical 
Times to the Present ( B looming ton:  I nd ia na  U niv ersit y  P ress,  1 9 8 5 )  7 1 – 9 1 .

5 7   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  3 9 6 – 4 0 0  ( 2 .4 5 ) .
5 8   Alv in R eines,  Maimonides and Abrabanel on Prophecy ( C inc inna ti:  H ebrew 

U nion C olleg e P ress,  1 9 7 0 )  1 8 6 – 1 8 7 . M y  interpreta tion d ra ws upon Abra ba nel’s c on-
nec tion between Guide 2 .3 8  a nd  2 .4 5 ,  thoug h d oes ta k e his a rg ument fully  in the 
d irec tion he d oes.
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prophet) ”  a nd  wa s used  to “ sa v e a  relig ious c ommunity  from the burd en 
of sla v er y ” ;  a nd  in Guide 2 .4 5  it is ruah elohim tha t “ mov es a nd  a c ti-
v a tes him ( a  prophet)  to a  g rea t,  rig hteous a nd  importa nt a c tion –  suc h 
a s the d eliv era nc e of a  c ommunity  of v irtuous people from a  c ommunity  
of wic k ed  people.”  B ut while both a re rooted  in spirited ness,  in the first 
c a se M a imonid es a ppea rs to be ta l k ing  a bout the na tura l impulse tha t 
c ontrols c oura g e,  while in the sec ond  c a se it is the sa me impulse c on-
trolled  by  rea son a nd  c ha nneled  to noble purpose,  thus truly  ma k ing  it 
a  v irtue. T his form of rea son is more a  form of prud enc e or pra c tic a l 
rea son,  a nd  not the full theoretic a l rea son need ed  for prophec y  ( whic h is 
a nother ex a mple of pra c tic a l wisd om a ppea ring  und er a  d ifferent g uise) .

I f ruah elohim is the B ible’s wa y  of sy mbolic a lly  referring  to mora l 
c oura g e,  then the two lower d eg rees of prophec y ,  where the a c tor ha s 
ruah elohim a ttributed  to his a c tions,  represent two method s of mora l 
c oura g e:  c oura g e to a c t for the truth in soc iety  ( first d eg ree)  a nd  c oura g e 
to spea k  the truth in soc iety  ( sec ond  d eg ree) . T he biblic a l c ha ra c ters 
tha t a re d esc ribed  a s a c ting  for the truth a re j ud g es suc h a s J ephtha h 
or S a mson,  k ing s suc h a s S a ul or D a v id ,  a nd  lea d ers suc h a s J oseph.5 9  
O ne c a n a lso a d d  to this g roup j ud g es of the S a nhed rin,  where one of 
the nec essa r y  q ua lities is ha v ing  a  c oura g eous hea rt ( lev amitz) ,  in ord er 
to rule j ustly  a nd  sa v e the oppressed  from the oppressor.6 0  W hile a  c ou-
ra g eous j ud g e is not mentioned  in the list in Guide 2 .4 5 ,  it is implic it,  
sinc e the sa me ex a mple of M oses d efend ing  the d a ug hters of M id ia n 
( E x od  2 : 1 7 )  is present in both “ L a ws of S a nhed rin”  a s the id ea l role 
mod el of c oura g e for a  j ud g e a nd  a s a  c oura g eous a c tion in Guide 
2 .4 5 . T he biblic a l c ha ra c ters tha t a re d epic ted  a s ha v ing  the c oura g e to 
spea k  the truth a re D a v id ,  S olomon a nd  a ll the other sc ribes in writing  
P sa lms,  P rov erbs,  E c c lesia stes,  S ong  of S ong s,  D a niel,  J ob,  C hronic les 
a nd  E sther.6 1 T he problem with a ll the ex a mples in Guide 2 .4 5  ( of k ing s,  
j ud g es a nd  prophets)  is tha t they  a re a ll c a ses of c oura g eous a c tion or 
c oura g eous speec h,  but not both simulta neously . T he only  two who 
ex hibit both tra its a t onc e a re the prophets J eremia h a nd  E z ek iel,  who 
a re d esc ribed  in Guide 2 .3 8  a s c ombining  both c oura g eous a c tion 
a nd  speec h. F or ex a mple,  M a imonid es posits tha t J eremia h need ed  to 
“ a d d ress a  c a ll to a  people,  reg a rd less of whether tha t c a ll is listened  
to or not,  a nd  ev en if he a s a  result thereof is ha rmed  in his bod y .” 6 2  

5 9   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  3 9 6 – 3 9 7  ( 2 .4 5 ) .
6 0   M a imonid es “ L a ws of S a nhed rin, ”  9  ( 2 : 7 ) . T his ha s been a na ly z ed  by  S hlomo 

R isk in,  “ T he S word  a nd  the S c a le, ”  Jerusalem Post ,  S ep 4 ,  2 0 0 8 .
6 1   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  3 9 8 – 4 0 0  ( 2 .4 5 ) .
6 2   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  3 7 5  ( 2 .3 7 ) .
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T hus he ma k es him into wha t Abra ha m M ela med  c a lls “ the prototy pe 
of the public  prophet,  whose ta sk  it is to rebuk e the rulers a nd  sinful 
people.” 6 3  J eremia h a ttempts both to spea k  out a g a inst soc iety  a nd  to 
ind uc e people to c ha ng e their wa y s. T he ex a mple M a imonid es bring s 
forwa rd  is J eremia h’s c ha stising  a nd  threa tening  the I sra elites with pun-
ishment for suc c umbing  to tempta tions of sex ua l d esire in a d ulterous 
a nd  id ola trous wa y s ( J er 2 9 : 2 2 – 2 3 ) .6 4  I t is this supreme mora l c oura g e 
of the prophet,  both in word s a nd  d eed s,  tha t is need ed  to uphold  truth in 
soc iety  a nd  c hec k  the interest of the k ing  a nd  other members of soc iety  
who a re sinning  a g a inst G od . M a imonid es g oes so fa r a s to sug g est tha t 
not only  is the mora l c oura g e of the prophet nec essa r y  for the well-being  
of soc iety ,  but with reg a rd  to id ola tr y ,  a d ultery  a nd  k illing ,  ev er y one 
must c oura g eously  fig ht ba c k  a nd  ev en sa c rific e one’s life if nec essa r y ,  
whic h a mounts to a  leg a l d uty  to be c oura g eous. 6 5  H e ev en g oes on to 
a rg ue tha t the c a use of the F irst T emple’s d estruc tion wa s a  la c k  of mora l 
c oura g e,  ina smuc h a s the people were too a fra id  to c ha lleng e the id ola -
trous pra c tic es of N ebuc ha d nez z a r.6 6

M a imonid es a lso q uietly  hints tha t the B ible ed uc a tes in intellec tua l 
c oura g e throug h his c a reful employ ment of E x od  1 3 : 1 7 – 1 8  a s a  pa ra ble 
d eploy ed  a t d ec isiv e points in the Guide. T his subtle hint is simila r to 
tha t employ ed  by  Aristotle,  who a lso ma k es a  referenc e to suc h a  form 
of c oura g e in Nicomachean Ethics 3 .8 ,  but d oes not d ra w out the impli-
c a tions of it. H e a rg ues tha t “ ex perienc e in ea c h k ind  of situa tion a lso 
seems to be c oura g e,  whic h is why  S oc ra tes believ ed  tha t c oura g e is 
k nowled g e.” 6 7  I ntellec tua l c oura g e is the a bility  to c ha lleng e a nd  poten-
tia lly  rej ec t one’s a c c epted  opinions a nd  perspec tiv e on the world ,  a nd  
c onsid er their fa lsity  in the sea rc h for the truth. L i k e phy sic a l a nd  mora l 
c oura g e,  it req uires a  ba la nc e between fea r a nd  ra shness,  but in this c a se 
it is g uid ed  towa rd s the pursuit of truth.

At first g la nc e,  it would  a ppea r tha t M a imonid es d oes not a d here to 
a  notion of c oura g e for the mind ,  but merely  c onc eiv es of it func tioning  
for phy sic a l a nd  mora l purposes,  throug h d esc ribing  shaja’ah a s phy sic a l 

6 3   Abra ha m M ela med ,  The PhilosopherKing in Medieval and Renaissance Jewish 
Political Thought ( Alba ny :  S t a te U niv ersit y  of N ew Y ork  P ress,  2 0 0 3 )  4 0 .

6 4   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  3 8 4 – 3 8 5  ( 2 .4 1 ) .
6 5   W eiss,  Maimonides’ Ethics,  1 5 0 – 5 1 .
6 6   M a imonid es,  Book of Commandments,  tra ns. Y osef K a fih ( J erusa lem:  M ossa d  

H a r a v  K ook ,  1 9 7 1 )  6 3 – 6 4  ( P ositiv e C omma nd ment # 1 0 ) . T his is in c ontra d istinc tion 
to his “ L etter on Astrolog y ” ;  see n. 4 9 ,  a bov e.

6 7   Aristotle,  Ethics,  5 1  ( 1 1 1 6 b) .
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c oura g e6 8  a nd  iqdam or ruah elohim a s mora l c oura g e.6 9  B ut while 
M a imonid es ma y  not ha v e a  d istinc t word  for intellec tua l c oura g e,  he 
uses the lesson of phy sic a l c oura g e in E x od  1 3 : 1 7 – 1 8 ,  a s a  meta phor or 
pa ra ble for intellec tua l ma tters in two c ruc ia l c ha pters,  Guide 3 .2 4  a nd  
3 .3 2 .7 0  H is selec tiv e use of this v erse,  a nd  his simila r ex pla na tion tha t 
a ppea rs in only  these two points a nd  not a ny where else in the Guide ,  
seems to be too c oinc id enta l to be a n a c c id ent. I n fa c t,  it fits in well 
with his hermeneutic a l g uid elines,  where he sta tes tha t he will ex pla in 
in a  d ispersed  fa shion the true mea ning  of c erta in biblic a l pa ra bles,  a nd  
seems to present mere “ c ha pter hea d ing s”  a nd  y et ev en while d oing  so 
sprea d s the true mea ning s throug hout the work  .7 1

I n fa c t,  one c a n surmise tha t the tension between the two referenc es 
to E x od  1 3 : 1 7 – 1 8  rev ea l the two method s of tea c hing  intellec tua l c our-
a g e:  the wa y  of Abra ha m,  who represents a  non-ritua listic  a nd  purely  
intellec tua l a pproa c h to k nowing  G od  for the philosophic  few,  v ersus 
the ped a g og y  of M oses,  who ed uc a tes throug h a  slower tra ining  reg imen 
in intellec tua l c oura g e by  shifting  the end  g oa l of the pa g a n sa c rific ia l 
ritua l for the ma ny . I n Guide 3 .2 4 ,  Abra ha m,  who c oura g eously  a nd  
 sing le-ha nd ed ly  rej ec ts a ll prev ious id ola trous beliefs of the soc iety  
a round  him,  is the pa ra d ig m for imita tion of the lov e of G od ,  whic h a ims 
only  to tea c h ind iv id ua ls.7 2  E g y pt is portra y ed  a s representing  prosperity  
a nd  ea se whic h prod uc es softness,  wherea s the d esert  sig nifies the ha rd  
life a nd  fa tig ue req uired  to prod uc e c oura g e. I f c a rried  ov er a s a n intel-
lec tua l meta phor,  this ex presses the notion tha t fa lse beliefs represent 
c omfort a nd  rest,  while c ha lleng ing  them a nd  rea c hing  the truth req uire 
ha rd  work .7 3  T he B ind ing  of I sa a c  thus represents,  for M a imonid es,  a  
pa ra d ig m of the c oura g e req uired  to k now G od ,  a s Abra ha m d id  not fea r 
the reperc ussions of k nowled g e,  nor d id  he a c t ra shly ,  but “ his d oing  
it a fter the c omma nd  ha d  c ome to him shows tha t the a c t spra ng  from 
thoug ht,  c orrec t und ersta nd ing  …  nor should  one opt for the notion tha t 

6 8   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  5 0 0  ( 3 . 2 4 )  a nd  5 2 8  ( 3 .3 2 ) .
6 9   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  3 7 6  ( 2 .3 8 )  a nd  3 9 6 – 4 0 0  ( 2 .4 5 ) .
7 0   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  4 9 9 – 5 0 0  ( 3 . 2 4 )  a nd  5 2 7 – 5 2 8  ( 3 .3 2 ) .
7 1   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  1 2  a nd  1 5  ( I ntrod uc tion) . S ee a lso Av ra ha m N uriel,  

Concealed and Revealed in Medieval Jewish Philosophy ( H ebrew;  J erusa lem:  
M a g nes,  2 0 0 0 )  1 5 1 .

7 2   M a imonid es,  “ L a ws C onc erning  I d ola tr y  a nd  the O rd ina nc es of the H ea thens”  
in Mishneh Torah: Book of Knowledge ,  6 6 b – 6 7 a  ( 1 .3 ) . S ee a lso J a mes D ia mond ,  
“Chapter III:24 of the Guide: ‘Trial’ ‒ the Bridge between Metaphysics and Law,” in 
Maimonides and the Hermeneutics of Concealment ( N ew Y ork :  S t a te U niv ersit y  of 
N ew Y ork  P ress,  2 0 0 2 )  1 3 1 – 1 5 0 . D ia mond ,  li k e N uriel,  a rg ues tha t for M a imonid es 
the Ak ed a h is a  pa ra d ig m for intellec tua l v irtue,  a nd  not a c tion.

7 3    S ee a lso “ toil”  a nd  “ la bor”  a t M a imonid es,  Guide ,  2 0  ( I ntrod uc tion) .
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he wa s in a  sta te of pa ssion.” 7 4  T he sig nific a nc e of Abra ha m’s intellec -
tua l c oura g e c a n be g lea ned  throug h its d istinc tiv e loc a tion in the work ,  
sinc e Guide 3 .2 4  a ppea rs to be the la st c ha pter a na ly z ing  philosophic  
id ea s,  before M a imonid es la unc hes his d isc ussion of the mea ning  of the 
c omma nd ments.

I n c ontra st,  in Guide 3 .3 2 ,  M oses’ innov a tion is instituting  the sa c -
rific ia l ritua l in ord er to present a  slow a nd  g ra d ua l tra ining  in intellec -
tua l c oura g e for the ma sses,  i. e.,  for ed uc a ting  the c ollec tiv e entity  of a  
na tion in tha t v irtue. I n M a imonid es’ v iew,  this wa s nec essa r y  bec a use 
the I sra elites were a lrea d y  ha bitua ted  to sa c rific es a s a  relig ious ritua l,  
so M oses merely  k ept the outer form,  but c ha ng ed  the foc us a nd  inten-
tion to tha t of worshiping  one G od . H e sug g ests tha t,  j ust a s their bod ies 
were sla v ish a nd  wea k  d ue to E g y ptia n sla v er y  a nd  therefore d id  not ha v e 
the c oura g e to fig ht their enemies,  so their mind s were wea k  from the 
id ola tr y  of the E g y ptia n relig ion,  a nd  thus they  d id  not ha v e the c oura g e 
to c onfront the truth. M a imonid es,  therefore,  sees pra y er not a s a  d own-
g ra d ed  form of worship,  but a s a  more a d v a nc ed  serv ic e to G od  whic h 
ed uc a tes the people in c orrec t opinions a bout H im.7 5  H e a lso v iewed  it 
a s a  form of worship tha t ha d  a lrea d y  been pra c tic ed  informa lly  sinc e 
the time of M oses,  thoug h only  instituted  a s a  forma l struc ture by  E z ra  
a nd  la ter ela bora ted  by  the ra bbis.7 6  At the sa me time,  M a imonid es d id  
not see M oses’ ultima te a nd  hig hest purpose in pra y er itself,  whic h is 
a fter a ll only  a nother ( thoug h hig her)  mea ns to a n end . T he true end  is 
k nowled g e of G od  throug h c ontempla tion, 7 7  whic h bring s the people 
c loser to the Abra ha mic  id ea l. B ut by  a sserting  tha t sa c rific ia l la ws a re a  
fund a menta l pa rt of his entire c od e of la w,  M oses ma y  a lso be hinting  a t 
the limits of sprea d ing  intellec tua l c oura g e to ev er y one a nd  for a ll time. 
I t ma y  be tha t the tempta tion to suc c umb to id ola tr y  a g a in in simila r his-
toric a l situa tions is pa rt of huma n na ture. T herefore,  a s long  a s huma n 
na ture rema ins the sa me,  the need  for the ma ny  a ppa rently  tempora l 
la ws a lso rema ins c onsta nt,  a s well a s the need  for the stud y  of these 
la ws,  to prev ent the I sra elites from suc c umbing  to c orrupt sa c rific es,  or 
their eq uiv a lent,  in the future.7 8

7 4    M a imonid es,  Guide ,  5 0 1  ( 3 . 2 4 ) .
7 5   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  6 2 1  ( 3 .5 1 ) .
7 6    M a imonid es,  “ L a ws of P ra y er”  ( 1 : 1 – 1 : 6 )  in Mishneh Torah ,  v ol. 3  ( J erusa lem:  

M ossa d  H a r a v  K ook ,  1 9 6 6 )  2 9 – 3 2  ( E ng l.,  Maimonides Reader,  8 8 – 8 9 ) .
7 7   M a imonid es,  “ B a sic  P rinc iples, ”  3 4 a  ( 1 : 1 ) .
7 8   F ox ,  Interpreting Maimonides,  3 4 1 ,  a nd  W a rren Z ev  H a r v ey ,  “ L es sa c rific es,  

la  priè re,  et l’é tud e c hez  M a ï monid e, ”  Revue des Etudes Juives 1 5 4  ( 1 9 9 5 )  9 7 – 1 0 3 .
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F urthermore,  M a imonid es posits tha t the S ec ond  T emple wa s 
d estroy ed  a nd  sov ereig nty  lost not only  bec a use of a  la c k  of phy sic a l a nd  
mora l c oura g e. H e sug g ests tha t a  la c k  of intellec tua l c oura g e is a t the 
root of the I sra elites’ ina bility  to a c t with phy sic a l c oura g e a nd  to pro-
mote the “ a rt of wa r.”  I n this reg a rd ,  he sees their relia nc e on a strolog y  
a s a  form of id ola tr y ,  whic h is not ba sed  on a n a ttempt to und ersta nd  the 
world  ra tiona lly ,  but to rely  on forc es of the sta rs a nd  c onstella tions.7 9  
Astrolog y  is a lso d a ng erous bec a use it d estroy s the belief in free c hoic e. 
W hile the la tter belief promotes a c ting  for one’s own g ood  a nd  c ulti-
v a ting  v irtues suc h a s c oura g e,  the former belief promotes fa ta lism8 0  or 
the a ttempt to c ontrol the hea v ens a nd  their influenc e on ma n throug h 
ma g ic a l worship.8 1

Pinnacles of Courage:  
Moses’ Legislation and Solomon’s Hermeneutics

Althoug h a c c ord ing  to M a imonid es,  ma ny  post-M osa ic  prophets a nd  
writers rea c hed  new heig hts in und ersta nd ing  d eep philosophic  c on-
c epts –  suc h a s I sa ia h’s a nd  E z ek iel’s v ision of the d iv ine c ha riot,  J ob 
on prov id enc e a nd  ev il,  a nd  D a niel on resurrec tion –  he d esc ribes only  
M oses a nd  S olomon a s pinna c les of c oura g e. T o M a imonid es,  M oses is 
the most c oura g eous in intellec tua l a nd  mora l-politic a l ma tters a nd  is 
d esc ribed  by  him a s ha v ing  both “ streng th of mind ”  ( koah beda’ato) 8 2  
a nd  a s the ma n who “ went bold ly  to a  g rea t k ing  in ord er to sa v e a  reli-
g ious c ommunity  from burd en of sla v er y  a nd  ha d  no fea r or d rea d .” 8 3

Y et wha t is it spec ific a lly  tha t d isting uishes M oses in his intellec -
tua l a nd  mora l c oura g e?  Ac c ord ing  to M a imonid es,  this intellec tua l 
c oura g e stems from his a bility  to rea liz e the limits of possible huma n 
und ersta nd ing  of meta phy sic s. M oses’ intellec tua l c oura g e is seen by  
M a imonid es to be a  result of a  prog ra m of stud y  tha t is g ra d ua l a nd  
not ra sh. H is c oura g e is a lso c ha ra c teriz ed  by  menta l d a ring  limited  by  

7 9   T z v i L a ng erma nn,  “ M a imonid es’ R epud ia tion of Astrolog y , ”  in Maimonides 
and the Sciences,  ed . R obert C ohen a nd  H illel L ev ine ( D ord rec ht:  K luwer,  2 0 0 0 )  1 3 1 .

8 0    M a imonid es,  “ L etter on Astrolog y , ”  4 6 5  a nd  “ L a ws of R epenta nc e, ”  in Mishneh 
Torah: Book of Knowledge ,  8 7 a – 8 7 b ( 5 .4 ) .

8 1   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  5 4 2  ( 3 .3 7 ) :  “ the opera tions performed  by  the ma g ic ia ns a re 
v a rious spec ies of worship offered  to a  c erta in sta r,  whic h,  being  plea sed  with tha t 
opera tion or speec h or fumig a tion,  d oes for us wha t we wish.”

8 2   M a imonid es,  “ B a sic  P rinc iples, ”  4 3 a  ( 7 : 6 ) . T he tra nsla tion here is my  own,  not 
tha t of H y a mson.

8 3   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  3 7 6  ( 2 .3 8 ) .
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a ppropria te c a ution. B oth ra shness a nd  fea r neg a tiv ely  a ffec t c ontempla -
tion,  sinc e they  a re g uid ed  by  the v a c illa ting  pa ssions of the ima g ina tiv e 
fa c ulty  ra ther tha n rea son. T he ima g ina tiv e fa c ulty  lea d s men to pursue 
c onc erns tha t a re not fulfilling  to their hig her na ture,  suc h a s d esire 
for honor or wea lth,  or in M oses’ c a se fea r d ue to ima g ining  possible 
ha rms ha ppening  to oneself or ra shly  j umping  too fa r a hea d  in k nowl-
ed g e without proper prepa ra tion a nd  c a ution.8 4  M oses’ c ontempla tion of 
G od  c a n be referred  to a s c oura g eous bec a use it is purely  intellec tua l,  
with no influenc e or a id  by  the ima g ina tiv e fa c ulty .8 5  And  his la c k  of 
ra shness c a n be g lea ned  from the v erse “ M oses hid  his fa c e,  for he wa s 
a fra id  to look  upon G od ”  ( E x od  3 : 6 ) . I n M a imonid es’ v iew,  this would  
req uire following  a n ord ered  pla n of stud y ,  from log ic  to ma thema tic s 
to na tura l sc ienc e to d iv ine sc ienc e. L a ter,  the a bsenc e of fea r in M oses’ 
c ontempla tion is ev id ent in the v erse,  “ And  G od  spok e to M oses fa c e to 
fa c e,  a s a  ma n spea k s to his friend ”  ( E x od  3 3 : 1 1 ) ,  with the implic a tion 
tha t there is no fea r when true friend s spea k  to one a nother.

I n M a imonid es’ v iew,  M oses ma d e the slow a sc ent to perfec tion a nd  
d id  not ra shly  j ump a hea d ,  a llowing  him to rea c h the limits of huma n 
k nowled g e reg a rd ing  the na ture of the d iv ine,  one of the hig hest q ues-
tions of meta phy sic s ( the stud y  of first princ iples of ex istenc e) . T his 
c a n be seen in M a imonid es’ interpreta tion of E x od us 3 3  where M oses,  
in seek ing  forg iv eness from G od  for the I sra elites’ sin of c rea ting  the 
g old en c a lf,  a lso a ttempts to und ersta nd  the essenc e of the d iv ine,  
whic h is referred  to a s G od ’s “ g lory ”  ( E x od  3 3 : 1 7 )  or “ fa c e”  ( E x od  
3 3 : 1 2 ) .8 6  T he a nswer he rec eiv es,  howev er,  is a mbig uous:  “ Y ou c a nnot 
see my  fa c e,  for ma n c a nnot see me a nd  liv e”  ( E x od  3 3 : 2 0 – 2 1 ) . T his 
is a  meta phor for M oses’ ina bility  to a c hiev e d emonstra tiv e k nowled g e 
reg a rd ing  G od :  O ne c a n c ome up with c erta in c onc eptions of G od  a nd  
the univ erse,  ba sed  on lik ely  inferenc es from ev id ent k nowled g e of the 
subluna r sphere,  but c a nnot a c hiev e a bsolute c erta inty  tha t they  a re 

8 4   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  2 9  ( I  5 )  a nd  3 7 2  ( 2 .3 6 ) .
8 5   H ere M a imonid es surely  wa s influenc ed  by  Al-F a ra bi,  who a rg ued  tha t “ the 

supreme ruler without q ua lific a tion is he who d oes not need  a ny one to rule in a ny -
thing  wha tev er,  but ha s a c tua lly  a c q uired  the sc ienc es a nd  ev er y  k ind  of k nowled g e,  
a nd  ha s no need  of ma n to g uid e him in a ny thing ” ;  see Abu N a sr Al-F a ra bi,  “ T he 
P olitic a l R eg ime, ”  tra ns. F a uz i M . N a j j a r,  in Medieval Political Philosophy,  ed . R a lph 
L erner a nd  M uhsin M a hd i ( N ew Y ork :  F ree P ress of G lenc oe,  1 9 6 3 )  3 6 – 3 7 ,  a nd  
J effrey  M a c y ,  “ ‘ T rue K nowled g e’ in M ed iev a l I sla m a nd  J ud a ism, ”  in Knowledge and 
Society: Studies in the Sociology of Culture Past and Present, v ol. 7  ( G reenwic h:  J AI  
P ress,  1 9 8 8 )  1 0 0 .

8 6   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  1 2 3 – 1 2 8  ( 1 .5 4 ) .
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c orrec t.8 7  T his is c onfirmed  by  the pa ra ble of the S ulta n’s P a la c e,  where 
it seems to be hinted  tha t M oses rea c hed  the sev enth a nd  hig hest lev el.8 8  
E v en with the k ing  in the innermost a ntec ha mber,  there is no a bsolute 
c erta inty :

H e,  howev er,  who ha s a c hiev ed  d emonstra tion,  to the ex tent tha t it is 
possible,  of ev er y thing  tha t ma y  be d emonstra ted ;  a nd  who ha s a sc erta ined  
in d iv ine ma tters,  to the ex tent tha t tha t is possible,  ev er y thing  tha t ma y  be 
a sc erta ined ;  a nd  who ha s c ome c lose to c erta inty  in those ma tters in whic h 
one c a n only  c ome c lose to it –  ha s c ome to be with the ruler in the inner 
pa rt of the ha bitua tion.8 9

M a imonid es ma k es a  simila r point in Eight Chapters,  where in reg a rd  to 
G od ’s essenc e he a rg ues tha t “ huma n perc eption c a nnot rea c h this lev el 
of perc eption,  but [ M oses]  …  perc eiv ed  a  little below it.” 9 0

I n fa c t,  the Guide ha s two positions on the notion of the d iv ine,  a nd  
they  both ex ist in the work ,  with no ea sy  a nd  c lea r solution to the c on-
tra d ic tion.9 1  S hlomo P ines a rg ues tha t “ phy sic s a nd  meta phy sic s whic h 
is c onc erned  with the hig her being  … ,  the c onc eptions a nd  propositions 
whic h ma k e up this sy stem c a nnot be c og niz ed  by  the huma n intellec t. 
T hey  a re in the best c a se merely  proba ble.” 9 2  I t is this d ic hotomy  of 
k nowled g e with sk eptic ism,  or “ lov e”  a nd  “ fea r, ”  tha t represents the 
hig hest und ersta nd ing  of meta phy sic s a c hiev ed  by  M oses,  a nd  it is this 

8 7   K a lma n P . B la nd ,  “ M oses a nd  the L a w Ac c ord ing  to M a imonid es, ”  in Mystics, 
Philosophers and Politicians: Essays in Jewish Intellectual History in Honor of 
Alexander Altmann, ed . J . R einha rz  a nd  D . S wetsc hinsk i ( D urha m:  D uk e U niv ersit y  
P ress,  1 9 8 2 )  5 2 – 5 3 .

8 8   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  6 2 0 – 6 2 4  ( 3 .5 1 ) . B y  pla c ing  M oses a t the sev enth lev el,  I  
d isa g ree with M ena c hem K ellner,  who a rg ues tha t M oses is on a n eig hth lev el a bov e 
the other sev en;  see M . K ellner,  Maimonides on Human Perfection ( Atla nta :  S c hola rs 
P ress,  1 9 9 0 )  2 0 . T his would  ma k e M oses a lmost super-huma n or g od ly ,  whic h I  d o 
not think  is M a imonid es’ intention. F or ex a mple,  in Eight Chapters he stresses how 
there wa s still one v eil tha t ev en M oses c ould  not pa ss bec a use of his being  huma n 
a nd  ha v ing  a  bod y .

8 9    M a imonid es,  Guide ,  6 1 9  ( 3 .5 1 ) . T he empha sis is my  own.
9 0    M a imonid es,  “ E ig ht C ha pters, ”  8 3 . T he empha sis is my  own.
9 1   S ee M a imonid es,  Guide ,  x c v ii– x c v iii,  a nd  H a nna h K a sher,  “ S elf-C og niz ing  

I ntellec t a nd  N eg a tiv e Attributes in M a imonid es’ T heolog y , ”  Harvard Theological 
Review 8 7  ( 1 9 9 4 )  4 6 1 .

9 2   S hlomo P ines,  “ T he L imita tions of H uma n K nowled g e a c c ord ing  to Al-F a ra bi,  
ibn B a j j a ,  a nd  M a imonid es, ”  in Maimonides: A Collection of Critical Essays,  ed . 
J oseph A. B uij s ( N otre D a me:  U niv ersit y  of N otre D a me P ress,  1 9 8 8 )  1 0 4 . H owev er,  
P ines seems to ha v e c ha ng ed  his v iew from the T ra nsla tor’s I ntrod uc tion to the Guide 
where he trea ts M a imonid es a s if meta phy sic s wa s more a  ma tter of k nowled g e for 
him.
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id ea l mod el tha t serv es for M a imonid es a s a  pa ra d ig m to be striv en for 
by  future think ers a nd  enlig htened  rulers.9 3

M ora l or politic a l c oura g e a ppea rs to be a n outc ome of the intellec tua l 
c oura g e need ed  to rea liz e the unc erta inty  a bout the hig hest meta phy sic a l 
issues a nd  instea d  foc us on G od ’s “ a c tions”  or the struc ture of na ture,  
a nd  imita te tha t in forms of leg isla tion a nd  lea d ership. After M oses 
rea liz ed  the limita tions of c erta inty  a bout meta phy sic s,  c omprising  the 
“ upper world ”  of G od  a nd  the a ng els,  he a ttempted  to c omprehend  the 
structure and laws of the sublunar world visible to humans ‒ that is, the 
rea lm of terrestria l phy sic s,  a lso k nown a s G od ’s “ wa y s”  ( derachecha)  
or “ ba c k ”  ( acher) .9 4  O ne of these forms of la ws a re those reg a rd ing  pol-
itic s,  whic h a re espec ia lly  ba sed  on the premise tha t ma n is by  na ture a  
politic a l a nima l. M a imonid es sug g ests tha t ma n need s politic a l a ssoc ia -
tion for his own ha ppiness,  both to c rea te sta bility  ( politic a l perfec tion)  
a nd  to a llow for mora l a nd  intellec tua l perfec tion.9 5  H enc e,  when he 
d isc usses M oses’ c ha lleng e to P ha ra oh a nd  his freeing  of a n ensla v ed  
people from a  t y ra nnic a l reg ime in Guide 2 .3 8 ,  it is M oses’ c oura g e 
tha t is pra ised ,  whic h M a imonid es ba ses on M oses’ k nowled g e of G od ’s 
a c tions. S inc e P ha ra oh’s reg ime is not one tha t a llows people to striv e for 
perfec tion a nd  ha ppiness,  M oses found  the mora l c oura g e to c ha lleng e 
P ha ra oh a nd  libera te the I sra elites to build  a  new reg ime c ond uc iv e to 
suc h perfec tion a nd  ha ppiness. As M a imonid es phra ses it,

the lone ind iv id ua l,  ha v ing  only  his sta ff,  went bold ly  to the g rea t k ing  in 
ord er to sa v e a  relig ious c ommunity  from the burd en of sla v er y ,  a nd  ha d  no 
fea r or d rea d  bec a use it wa s sa id  to him,  I will be with thee ( E x od  3 : 1 2 ) .9 6

9 3   M a imonid es,  “ B a sic  P rinc iples, ”  3 5 b ( 2 : 1 ) . W a rren Z ev  H a r v ey ,  “ M a imonid es’ 
F irst C omma nd ment,  P hy sic s a nd  D oubt, ”  in Hazon Nahum: Studies in Jewish Law, 
Thought and History Presented to Dr. Norman Lamm ,  ed . Y . E lma n a nd  J . S . G uroc k 
( N ew Y ork :  Y eshiv a  U niv ersit y  P ress,  1 9 9 7 ) . I f one c ompa res M a imonid es’ d isc us-
sion of “ lov e”  a nd  “ fea r”  in the Mishneh Torah to the a bov e on c ontempla tion a nd  
its limits,  it d oes not a ppea r tha t in this reg a rd  the Mishneh Torah is ex oteric  a nd  the 
Guide is esoteric ;  in fa c t it a ppea rs tha t here the Mishneh Torah c a n help one unc ov er 
the mea ning  of the Guide. S ee W a rren Z ev  H a r v ey ,  “ T he Mishneh Torah a s a  K ey  to 
the S ec rets of the Guide , ”  in Me’ah She‘arim: Studies in Medieval Jewish Spiritual 
Life in Memory of Isadore Twersky, ed . E . F leisc her et a l. ( J erusa lem:  M a g nes,  2 0 0 1 ) .

9 4   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  1 2 3 – 1 2 8  ( 1 .5 4 )  a nd  8 7  ( 1 .3 8 ) . L eo S tra uss,  Philosophy 
and Law: Contributions to the Understanding of Maimonides and His Predecessors, 
tra ns. E v e Ad ler ( Alba ny :  S t a te U niv ersit y  of N ew Y ork  P ress,  1 9 9 5 )  6 4 – 6 5 ;  
L a wrenc e K a pla n,  “ ‘ I  S leep,  but M y  H ea rt W a k eth’:  M a imonid es’ C onc eption of 
H uma n P erfec tion, ”  in The Thought of Moses Maimonides: Philosophical and Legal 
Studies, ed . I . R obinson et a l. ( W a les:  E d win M ellon P ress,  1 9 9 0 )  1 3 7 – 1 3 8 ,  a nd  P ines,  
“ L imita tions, ”  1 0 3 – 1 0 4 .

9 5    M a imonid es,  Guide ,  3 8 3  ( 2 .4 0 ) .
9 6    M a imonid es,  Guide ,  3 7 6  ( 2 .3 8 ) .



( 2 0 1 5 )  Maimonides on Courage 1 8 1

Author’s e-offprint with publisher’s permission.

I n M a imonid es’ v iew,  G od ’s c ommitment to M oses to “ be with thee”  
refers to G od ’s prov id enc e in na ture.9 7  H e is thus sug g esting  tha t there is 
a  d irec t link  between prov id enc e a nd  prophec y . T his implies tha t G od ’s 
rule a nd  ord ering  of the c osmos serv e a s a  mod el of imita tion for how 
the prophet should  struc ture soc iety  throug h his leg isla tion a nd  rebuk e. 
B y  “ I  will be with thee, ”  G od  d id  not mea n tha t H e would  simply  c ha ng e 
the struc ture of na ture to sa v e the I sra elites,  but tha t H e would  prov id e 
to M oses the mod el of his own rule of the univ erse a s a  g uid e,  a llowing  
M oses to d ifferentia te between a  reg ime c ond uc iv e to perfec tion a nd  one 
not c ond uc iv e to perfec tion. I t wa s only  then tha t the I sra elites would  
be a ble to perfec t their mora l v irtues suc h a s c oura g e a nd  inc rea se their 
phy sic a l streng th so tha t P ha ra oh’s ty ra nny  c ould  be c ha lleng ed . M oses’ 
mora l c oura g e wa s thus superior to a ll other prophets,  in tha t he d id  not 
merely  c ha lleng e a uthority  on beha lf of G od  a nd  truth,  but ha d  the c our-
a g e to libera te the I sra elites from a  ba d  reg ime a nd  ed uc a te the na tion 
und er a  new la w. W hile M a imonid es still hold s intellec tua l c oura g e a s 
the hig hest form,  he a lso rec og niz es its limits,  a nd  in this reg a rd  a d mits 
tha t there a re oc c a sions when mora l or politic a l c oura g e pla y  a n eq ua lly  
importa nt role.

I n a  simila r wa y ,  S olomon represents the mod el of c oura g eous writ-
ing  a bout sec ret ma tters tha t M a imonid es himself imita tes in his own 
work s.9 8  M a imonid es sug g ests tha t there a re two ex treme a pproa c hes to 
ha nd ling  sec ret ma tters,  both of whic h a re d efic ient:  the c owa rd ly  a nd  
the ra sh a pproa c hes to writing .9 9  T he fea rful or c owa rd ly  a pproa c h d oes 
not a ttempt to d iv ulg e a ny thing  of the sec ret ma tters for a ny one. T he 
problem with this is tha t if the ma tter is too hid d en,  then it will be lost 
a nd  no long er pa ssed  on.1 0 0  H e d esc ribes this a pproa c h a s “ ex tremely  
c owa rd ly  ( jabnan azy’man)  with reg a rd  to y ou a nd  ev er y one who is per-
plex ed . I t would  ha v e been,  a s it were,  robbing  someone of the truth 
who d eserv es to k now it,  or beg rud g ing  a n heir his inherita nc e.” 1 0 1  T he 
other wa y  is to be too open a bout sec ret ma tters,  lea d ing  people who 
a re not suited  to k now suc h thing s,  either bec a use of na tura l inc a pa c it y  

9 7    M a imonid es,  Guide ,  4 7 5  ( 3 .1 8 ) ,  where E x od  3 : 1 2  is q uoted  a  sec ond  time.
9 8   S a r a  K lein-B ra sla v y ,  “ K ing  S olomon a nd  M eta phy sic a l E soteric ism a c c ord -

ing  to M a imonid es, ”  in Maimonidean Studies,  ed . Arthur H y ma n ( N ew Y ork :  
Y eshiv a  U niv ersit y  P ress,  1 9 9 0 )  5 7 – 8 6 ,  a nd  S a r a  K lein-B ra sla v y ,  King Solomon 
and Philosophical Esotericism in the Thought of Maimonides ( H ebrew;  J erusa lem:  
M a g nes,  1 9 9 6 ) .

9 9   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  9  ( I ntrod uc tion) .
1 0 0   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  1 7 5 – 1 7 6  ( 1 .7 1 ) .
1 0 1   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  4 1 5 – 4 1 6  ( 3 .I ntro)  a nd  M a imonid es,  Dalalat alHa’irin , 

2 9 7 .
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or improper prepa ra tion,  or c a using  them to ra shly  d elv e into them or 
ha sten to k now too muc h too fa st.1 0 2  T his would  lea d  “ the v ulg a r a mong  
the people”  for whom “ it would  be unsuita ble” 1 0 3  to imita te heretic s suc h 
a s E lisha  ben Av uy a  in “ a spiring  to a pprehend  thing s tha t a re bey ond  
y our a pprehension;  or,  if y ou ha sten to pronounc e fa lse,  a ssertions the 
c ontra d ic tories of whic h ha v e not been d emonstra ted  or tha t a re pos-
sible,  thoug h v er y  remotely .” 1 0 4  I n opposition to both these a pproa c hes,  
M a imonid es a d v oc a tes tha t the c orrec t a pproa c h is a  form of c oura g eous 
writing ,  j ust a s c oura g e is the proper mea n between c owa rd ic e a nd  ra sh-
ness. T his is writing  throug h pa ra bles a nd  hints tha t ha v e a  mea ning  both 
for the ord ina r y  rea d er,  whic h will not lea d  him a stra y ,  a nd  a  sepa ra te 
mea ning  for the philosophic  rea d er,  who c a n rea d  between the lines a nd  
lea rn the sec rets from these pa ra bles a nd  hints. T he stra teg y  of writing  
on two lev els,  with one messa g e for the c a sua l rea d er a nd  one hid d en 
a nd  d eeper messa g e for the philosopher,  is ev id ent to M a imonid es in the 
phrases: “that which is far off, and exceedingly deep ‒ who can find it 
out? ”  ( E c c l 7 : 2 4 ) 1 0 5  a nd  “ a  word  fitly  spok en is lik e a pples of g old  in 
setting s of silv er”  ( P rov  2 5 : 1 1 ) .1 0 6

W hile M a imonid es lik ely  lea rned  a bout this sty le of writing  from 
Al-F a ra bi a nd  his rea d ing  of P la to,  he a ttributes c oura g eous writ-
ing  to S olomon in his c omposition of the biblic a l book s of P rov erbs,  
E c c lesia stes a nd  S ong  of S ong s.1 0 7  As S a ra  K lein-B ra sla v y  notes,  
“ M a imonid es sa y s tha t his own word s of instruc tion a re no more tha n 
a n interpreta tion of the word s of instruc tion of a  wise ma n who pre-
c ed ed  him,  S olomon.” 1 0 8  Ac c ord ing  to him,  the importa nc e of writing  
in pa ra bles is ev id ent from S olomon’s uttera nc e a t the beg inning  of 
P rov erbs:  “ to und ersta nd  a  prov erb a nd  a  fig ure;  the word s of the wise 
a nd  their d a rk  sa y ing ”  ( P rov  1 : 6 ) .1 0 9  And  the oblig a tion not to rev ea l 
sec rets openly  is put forwa rd  in v erses suc h a s S ong  4 : 1 1  a nd  P rov  2 7 : 2 6 . 
F or ex a mple,  “ honey  a nd  milk  und er thy  tong ue”  ( S ong  4 : 1 1 )  refers to 

1 0 2   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  7 7  ( 1 .3 4 ) .
1 0 3   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  9  ( I ntrod uc tion) .
1 0 4   M a imonid es,  Guide ,  6 8 – 6 9  ( 1 .3 2 ) .
1 0 5   M a imonid es,  Guide, I ntro.,  9
1 0 6    M a imonid es,  Guide ,  I ntro.,  1 1 .
1 0 7   W hether these were a c tua lly  written by  K ing  S olomon is d oubted  by  mod ern 

sc hola rs,  but M a imonid es follows the tra d itiona l ra bbinic  opinion tha t a ttributes 
them to him. P la to d isc ussed  the problems of writing  in Phaedrus 2 7 6 c  a nd  Seventh 
Letter 3 4 1 c  a nd  3 4 4 c ,  where he rec og niz ed  the need  to write,  thoug h not litera lly . F or 
Al-F a ra bi’s simila r rea d ing  of P la to,  see Abu-N a sr Al-F a ra bi,  “ S umma r y  of P la to’s 
Laws, ”  in Medieval Political Philosophy,  8 4 – 8 5 .

1 0 8   K lein-B ra sla v y ,  King Solomon ,  7 5 .
1 0 9    M a imonid es,  Guide ,  I ntro,  1 1 .
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esoteric  ma tters tha t should  not be ta ug ht public ly ,  with “ honey  a nd  
milk ”  representing  the sec ret ma tters themselv es a nd  “ und er thy  tong ue”  
a s a  meta phor for not spea k ing  or tea c hing . S imila rly ,  “ the la mbs will 
be for thy  c lothing ”  ( P rov  2 7 : 2 6 )  tea c hes the need  to not sprea d  sec ret 
k nowled g e,  with “ la mbs”  ( kevasim)  being  a  pun on “ sec rets”  ( kevashim)  
a nd  “ thy  c lothing ”  ind ic a ting  the need  to hid e.1 1 0  H enc e,  M a imonid es 
sug g ests tha t it wa s the need  to pa ss on these sec rets to the few who a re 
a ble to g ra sp their mea ning ,  without rev ea ling  too muc h to the ma sses,  
tha t led  S olomon to c oura g eously  write in pa ra bles with hints for the 
c a reful rea d er.1 1 1

Conclusion

M a imonid es’ writing s d emonstra te a  g rea ter c onsistenc y  in his ethic s 
tha n ma y  a ppea r a t first,  a s d emonstra ted  throug h the ex a mple of the 
v irtue of c oura g e. C oura g e a ppea rs in d ifferent forms a nd  g uises throug h-
out his writing s,  but is pa rt of the la rg er ma trix  of the phy sic a l,  mora l a nd  
intellec tua l. E a c h of these three striv es to find  a  mea n between fea r a nd  
ra shness,  but in three d ifferent rea lms:  one’s phy sic a l life,  politic a l j us-
tic e v ersus inj ustic e,  a nd  the pursuit of truth. T here a re times when two 
or three ov erla p,  suc h a s when one risk s one’s life to stop inj ustic e or to 
obta in truth,  but there a re a lso times when the three ma y  not be c onj oined .

F urthermore,  one mig ht ev en sug g est tha t M a imonid es held  the two 
c oura g eous fig ures of M oses a nd  S olomon a s id ea ls tha t he himself strov e 
to imita te. H e seemed  to reg a rd  M oses a s the perfec t la wg iv er,  who wa s 
intellec tua lly  c oura g eous enoug h to und ersta nd  both meta phy sic a l per-
plex it y  a nd  the more c erta in la ws of politic s,  while mora lly  c oura g eous 
enoug h to free a  na tion from sla v er y  a nd  rev ea l a  la w to them,  ba sed  on 
these princ iples. S olomon is a  mod el of the c oura g eous writer who,  a fter 
a c hiev ing  intellec tua l perfec tion ( the lev el M oses a c hiev ed ) ,  rea liz ed  the 
need  not only  for la w,  but a lso to rev ea l the sec ret wisd om to the wise 
who a re a ble to a c hiev e suc h und ersta nd ing  throug h j ud ic iously  c on-
struc ted  pa ra bles a nd  hints. M a imonid es c lea rly  und erstood  the three 
ty pes of c oura g e in a ll of his ma j or work s,  whic h sug g ests tha t he ma in-
ta ined  a  fa irly  c onsistent tea c hing  a bout c oura g e from the beg inning  to 
the end  of his c a reer a s a  think er.

1 1 0    M a imonid es,  “ B a sic  P rinc iples, ”  3 6 b ( 2 : 1 2 ) . S ee a lso K lein-B ra sla v y ,  King 
Solomon, 6 0.

1 1 1   K lein-B ra sla v y ,  King Solomon ,  1 5 8  a nd  1 6 0 .




