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PR EFA T O R Y  N O TE

T he attem pt to  provide an  analytical overview  of Jew ish  attitudes tow ard 

the pursuit of general culture in  the m illennium  from  the G eonic M id

dle E ast to  the eve of  the E uropean  Jew ish  E nlightenm ent is m ore than 

a daunting  task: it flirts w ith  the sin of hubris. T he lim itations of both  

space and  the author required  a narrow ing  and  sharpening of  the focus; 

consequently  th is essay  w ill concentrate on  h igh  culture, on  d iscip lines 

w hich m any  m edieval and  early  m odem  Jew s regarded  as central to  their

Ih is essay, as  noted  in  the  A cknow ledgm ents, w as essentially  com pleted  in  1990, though 

it underw ent m inor m odifications, notably  through the incorporation  of references to  

new  studies, until the publication date of  1997.
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in tellectual profile and w hich they often saw  as crucial or problem atic 

(and  som etim es both) for the understanding  ofjudaism  itself. Such  d isci

p lines usually  included philosophy  and  the  sciences, som etim es extended 

to  poetry , and  on  at least one occasion  em braced h istory  as w ell. T he net 

rem ains very  w idely  cast, but it does not take  all o f  cu lture as its province.

N ot only  does th is approach lim it the scope of the pursuits to  

be exam ined; it also excludes large segm ents of the m edieval and early  

m odem  Jew ish  populace from  consideration. T hus, I  have not addressed 

the d ifiicult and  very  im portant question  of  the cultural profile  of  w om en, 

w ho very  rarely  received  the education  needed for fu ll participation  in  

elite culture, nor have I dealt w ith  the authors of popular literature or 

the bearers of fo lk  beliefs.

Paradoxically , how ever, the narrow er focus also has the effect of 

enlarging the scope of the analysis. T he issue before us is not m erely  

w hether or not a particular individual or com m unity  afiirm ed the value 

of  a  b road  curriculum . T he profounder question is how  the pursuit o f  phi

losophy and  o ther d iscip lines affected  the  understanding  ofjudaism  and  its 

sacred  texts. Few  questions cut deeper in  the in tellectual h istory  of m edi- 

e^^ and  early  m odem  Jew ry, and  w hile  our central focus m ust rem ain  the 

affirm ation or rejection  of  an  inclusive cultural agenda, the critical im plica

tions of that choice w ill inevitably  perm eate every  facet of  the d iscussion.

T H E D Y N A M IC S O F A  D IL EM M A

T he m edieval Jew ish  pursuit of  philosophy  and the sciences w as m arked 

by  a creative tension strikingly  illustrated  in  a  revealing paradox. T he jus

tifications, even the genuine m otivations, for ffiis pursuit invoked consid

erations of  p iety  that lie at the heart of Judaism , and  yet Jew s engaged in  

such  study only  in  the presence of the external stim ulus of a  v ibrant non- 

Jew ish culture. A lihou^ m ajor sectors of  m edieval Jew ry  believed that a 

d iv ine im perative required  the cultivatioh  of learning  in  d ie  broadest sense, 

an enterprise shared w ith hum anity at large could not be perceived as 

quintessentially  Jew ish. T hus, even  Jew s profoundly  com m itted to  a  com 

prehensive in tellectual agenda confionted the unshakable  instinct that it 

w as the T orah that constitu ted T orah, w hile d iey  sim ultaneously affirm ed 

their conviction, often  confidenU y, som etim es stridendy, occasionally  w ith 

acknow ledged  am bivalence, that Jew ish  learning  can  be  enriched by  w ider
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pursuits and  that in  the final analysis these  pursuits are them selves T orah. 

O n  the o ther side of  the d ivide stood  those w ho  saw  "external w isdom ” as 

a  d iversion  finm  T orah  study  at best and  a  road  to  heresy  at w orst, and  yet 

the relig ious argum ents that such  w isdom  is not at all ex ternal often  m ade 

their m ark  even am ong  advocates of the insular approach. Ihe dynam ic 

in terplay  of these  forces across a broad spectrum  of Jew ish com m unities 

m akes the conflict over the issue of general culture a  central and  in triguing 

leitm otif  o f Jew ish  h istory  in  m edieval and  early  m odem  tim es.

T H E ISL A M IC M ID D L E E A ST A N D T H E G E O N IM

Ihe first cultural centers of  the  Jew ish  Iv liddle  A ges w ere those of  M iddle 

E astern  Jew ry  xm der Islam , and  the  Islam ic experience  w as crucial in  m old

ing the Jew ish response to the challenge of philosophical study. In the 

seven th century , nascent Islam  erupted out of  the A rabian  peninsula in to  

a  w orld of  h ighly  developed cultures. H ad  th is been the typical conquest 

of an advanced society  by  a relatively  badcw ard people, w e m ight have 

ejq)ected the usual result of v icfi v ic to r ib u s le g e s d e d eru n t: as in  the case of 

the barbarian conquerors of the R om an E m pire or the ninth- and tenth- 

century  invaders o f  C hristian  E urope, d ie  vanquished  w ould  have u ltim ately 

im posed their cultural patterns, in  how ever attenuated a form , upon the 

victors. T he Islam ic invasion, how ever, w as fundam entally  d ifferent Ihe 

M uslim  arm ies fou^t in  the nam e of an idea, and a supine adoption of 

advanced cultures w ould  have robbed the  conquest o f its  very  m eaning. A t 

the sam e tim e, a  b lithe d isregard  of  those cultures bordered  on  the im pos

sib le. C onsequently , Islam , w hich  w as still in  an  inchoate state  in  the early  

stages of its contact w ith the Persian , B yzantine, and  Jew ish  w orlds, and 

w hose founder had  already  absorbed  a  variety  of influences, em barked  upon 

a creative confrontation  that helped  to  m old  its d istinctive relig ious culture.

Ihe  legacy  of  c lassical an tiquity  w as transm itted  to  the  M uslim s by  a 

C hristian  society  that had  grappled  for centuries w ith  the  tensions betw een 

the values and  doctrines of  b ib lical revelation and those of G reek  philoso

phy  and  culture. For the Fathers of  the C hurch, there  w as no  avoiding  th is 

d ifficult and stim ulating  challenge. A s in tellectuals liv ing  in  the heart of 

G reco-R om an  civilization, they  w ere by  defin ition  im m ersed  in  its culture. 

Ihe  very  tools  w ith  w hich  patristic  th inkers approached  the  understanding  

offfieir feiffiw ere  forged  in  the  crucible  of the  classical tradition , so  that the
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m en w ho m olded and defined d ie central doctrines of C hristianity w ere 

driven  by  that tradition even as they  strove to  transcend it. T his w as true 

even of  d iose Fathers w ho m aintained a theoretical attitude of  unrelieved 

hostility  tow ard  the  legacy  of A thenS; and  it -w as surely  the case  for patristic  

figures w ho  accepted  and  som etim es even  encouraged  the cultivation  ofphi- 

losophy  and  the  literary  arts p rovided  that those pursuits knew  their p lace.* 

A s M uslim s began to struggle w ith th is cultural challenge, a 

broad spectrum  of opinion developed regarding the desirability of 

philosophical speculation. T o suspicious conservatives, "reason” w as 

a seductress; to  traditionalist theologians, she w as a dependable  hand

m aiden, loyally dem onstrating the valid ity of the faith ; to the m ore 

radical philosophers, she w as the m istress and queen w hose critical 

scrutiny  w as the final determ inant of  all tru th  and  falsehood.^  Jew s in

1. D espite— or precisely  because of— its excessively  enthusiastic  descrip tion  of patris

tic hum anism , the rather o ld d iscussion in  E . K . R and, F o u n d e rs  o f  th e  M id d le  A g e s , 

2nd ed. (C am bridge, M ass., 1941), provides the m ost stim ulating rem inder of the 

im portance of th is issue to  the Fathers of  the C hurch.

2 . For an  account of the M uslim  absorption  of  “the legacy  of  G reece, A lexandria, and 

the  O rient," w hich  began  w ith  the  sciences and  turned  tow ard  philosophy  by  the th ird 

quarter of  the eighth  century , see  M ajid  Fakhry, A  H is to ry  o f Is la m ic  P h ilo so p h y  (N ew  

Y ork  and L ondon, 1983), 1-36. N ote especially p . x ix , w here Fakhry observes that 

"the  m ost radical d iv ision caused  by  the  in troduction  of G reek  thought w as betw een

the progressive elem ent, w hich sought earnestly to subject the data of revelation 

to  the scrutiny of  philosophical thought, and  the  conservative elem ent, w hich  d isas

sociated  itself a ltogether from  philosophy  on  the  ground  that it w as either im pious or 

suspiciously  foreign. T his d iv ision  continued  to  reappear throughout Islam ic h istory 

as a  k ind  of  geological fault, sundering  the  w hole oflslam .”

In  describ ing the m anifestations of th is rough division in a  Jew ish context, I 

have succum bed to  the  w idespread convention  of u tilizing  the  adm ittedly  im perfect 

term  ra tio n a lis t to  describe one of  these groups. A s m y good  friend Professor M ark 

S teiner has pointed out, philosophers use th is term  in  a far m ore precise, technical 

sense in  an altogether d ifferent context. In |ellectual h istorians, he argues, have not 

only  m isappropriated  it but often use it in a w ay that casts im plicit aspersions on  

traditionalists w ho are presum ably resistant to  reason. L et m e indicate, then, that 

by  rationalist I  m ean som eone w ho values the philosophical w orks of non-Jew s or 

of  Jew s influenced by them , w ho is relatively open to the prospect of m odifying 

the straightforw ard  und erstanding (and  in  rare cases rejecting the authority) of  ac

cepted  Jew ish texts and  doctrines in  light of  such  w orks, and  w ho gravitates  tow ard 

naturalistic  rather than  m iraculous explanation. A s the rem ainder of th is essay  w ill 

m ake abundantly  clear, I do  not regard  th is as a  rig id , im perm eable classiflcation.
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the Islam ic w orld  confronted  a sim ilar range of  choices, but w hat w as 

perhaps m ost im portant w as that they  faced  those choices in  partner

ship  w ith the dom inant society . In ancient tim es, the philosophical 

culture w as part of a pagan w orld that stood in stark opposition  to  

Jew ish  beliefs. U nder such circum stances, com m itted  Jew s faced the 

alternatives of unqualified rejection of that civilization or a lonely 

struggle to  com e to  grips w ith  the issues that it raised. A lthough the 

philosophical culture of antiquity retained its dangers for m edieval 

Jew s under Islam , the culture w ith  w hich they  w ere  in  im m ediate con

tact confronted the legacy  of  the past in  a  fashion  that jo ined  M uslim s 

and  Jew s in  a com m on philosophic quest.

N eedless to say, there w ere fundam ental, substantive reasons 

for addressing these issues, but it is likely  that the very  com m onality  

of  the enterprise served as an  additional attraction for Jew s. M em bers 

of a subjected m inority  m ight w ell have em braced the opportunity  

to  jo in the dom inant society  in  an in tellectual quest that w as held in  

the h ighest esteem . T his consideration operated  w ith  respect to  m any 

relig iously  neutral facets of culture from  poetry  to linguistics to the 

sciences. It w as especially true of philosophy, w hich succeeded in 

attaining suprem e relig ious significance w hile retain ing its relig ious 

neutrality . A m ong the m ultip licity  of argum ents that one hears from  

Jew s opposed  to  philosophical study, the assertion  that it involves the 

im itation of a specifically  M uslim  practice played no role precisely  

because the problem s addressed w ere undeniably as central to  Juda

ism  as they  w ere to  Islam .

T he existence of  a  relig iously  neutral or sem i-neutral cultural 

sphere is critically  im portant for Jew ish participation in the larger 

culture. T he virtual absence of such a sphere in N orthern  E urope 

before the high M iddle A ges— and to a certain  degree even then—  

ruled out extensive A shkenazic involvem ent in the elite culture of 

C hristendom  and m ay w ell have been the critical factor in  charting  

the divergent courses of A shkenazim  and Sephardim . T he issue, of 

course, is not relig ious neutrality  alone. D uring  the form ative  period 

of Iv liddle E astern and Iberian  Jew ry, the surrounding civilization 

w as dazzling, vibrant, endlessly  stim ulating. D uring the form ative 

years of A shkenazic Jew ry, the C hristian  society of the N orth  w as
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prim itive, culturally  unproductive, and stim ulated little m ore than  

the instinct for self-preservation.^

T hese central considerations w ere  reinforced  by  a  lingm stic  factor. 

In  the  M uslim  orbit, the language of  cu lture and  the language of  the street 

w ere sufficiently  sim ilar that access to  one provided access to  the o ther. 

B y  the end of the first m illennium , A rabic had  becom e the language of 

m ost Jew s liv ing  under Islam , and  m astery  of  the alphabet w as sufficient 

to  open  the doors to  an advanced  literary culture. In  N orthern  E urope 

th is w as not the case. K now ledge of  G erm an or even  of  early  F rench did  

not provide access to  L atin  texts, and  the study of such texts had  to  be 

preceded by  a conscious decision  to  learn  a new  language.

T he Jew ish in tellectual and m ercantile class under Islam  did  

not m erely  know  the rudim ents of the language. T he letters of Jew 

ish m erchants that have survived in  the C airo G enizah are w ritten in  

a  good  A rabic sty le, w hich  m ust reflect fam iliarity  w ith  som e A rabic 

literature.'* T he sty listic evidence is reinforced by the use of expres

sions from  the Q uran and h a d ith . In tenth-century M osul, a group 

of Jew ish m erchants convened regularly to study the B ible from  a 

philosophical perspective.^ T his level of know ledge underscores an 

additional, crucial point about the relationship betw een the cultural 

level of a dom inant civ ilization and the degree to  w hich  Jew s w ill be

3. H istorians of  the C arolingian  R enaissance and  o ther scholars w ho  have  rendered  the 

term  D a rk  A g e s  obsolete  w ill no  doubt take  um brage at th is descrip tion, but even  on  

a generous reading of  the evidence, cultural activ ity  took  p lace w ith in  such  narrow  

circles that I do  not th ink  apologies are  necessary . For an  overview  and  reassessm ent 

of the current status of research on  early  m edieval E urope, see the discussion and 

extensive b ib liography in  R ichard  E . Sullivan, “T he C arolingian  A ge: R eflections on  

its P lace in  the H istory  of the  M iddle  A ges,’ S p e c u lu m  64  (1989): 267-306.

For som e observations on the im portance of a neutral cultural sphere under 

Islam , see  Joseph M . D avis, “R . Y om  T ov L ipm an H eller, Joseph b . Isaac H a-L evi, 

and R ationalism  in  A shkenazic Jevrish C ulture 1550-1650’ (H arvard U niversity 

d issertation, 1990), 26-27. (D avis's d issertation, w hich I shall have occasion to  

cite again in the section on  A shkenazic  Jew ry, w as subm itted after th is essay w as 

substantially  com pleted.)

4 . See S . D . G oitein, A  M e d ite rra n e a n  S o c ie ty  z  (B erkeley, 1971), 180-81. T his is not to  

say  that every  Jew ish m erchant could  read  A rabic (cf. p . 179).

5 . See H aggai ben  Sham m ai, “H ug  le-T yyun P ilosofi ba-M iqra be-M osul ba-M e'ah ha- 

‘A sirit," Pc '«m im  41 (A utum n, 1989): 21-31.
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in tegrated  in to their environm ent. In  a  relatively  backw ard society , an  

outsider can achieve econom ic success w ithout attain ing m ore than 

a superficial fam iliarity  w ith  alien  m odes of thought. In  an advanced 

culture, m aintain ing  ignorance w hile  achieving  success requires enor

m ous dedication to both  objectives; it m aybe possible, as som e con

tem porary exam ples indicate, but it is extraordinarily difficult T he 

upp^r echelons of m edieval M uslim  society valued cultural sophis

tication, and a  Jew  w ho w anted access to the m overs and shakers of 

that society  even  for purely  pragm atic  reasons could  not allow  h im self 

to  rem ain unfam iliar w ith  its language, its literature, and its thought. 

Ih is is true not only  for m erchants; com m unal leaders w ho w anted 

to lobby for essential Jew ish in terests also required a sophisticated 

com m and of the surrounding culture, and the phenom enon of the 

acculturated Jew ish courtier, w hich reached m aturity in Spain , w as 

born  in  th is environm ent.

Fam iliarity  w ith A rabic language and literature exercised a sig

nificant influence on  the developm ent of a  new  phase in  the h istory  of 

H ebrew  poetry and prose. H ere too the prim ary locus of th is achieve

m ent w as M uslim  Spain , w here H ebrew  literature attained dazzling 

heights, but the beginnings w ere clearly  rooted in  the G eonic M iddle 

E ast. N ot surprisingly , the m ost significant figure in th is developm ent 

w as R . Saadya G aon, w hose w orks often  fo llow  A rabic  m odels and  w ho 

e3q>licitly  caressed adm iration for the accom plishm ents of the dom i

nant culture, and there is reason to  believe that the G aon refined and 

em bellished a new  literary  trend  that had already  begun in  the  Jew ish 

com m unities in  E gypt and  Israel.*^

A nother pursuit w hich  com bined in tellectual sophistication, pres

tige, in tegration  in to  the larger society , and econom ic success w as m edi

cine. M edical education  could  be  obtained  privately  and  w as part of  any 

advanced curriculum , and so  no  significant im pedim ent lim ited m inor

ity  access to the field . M oreover, the service provided by  a  physician is

6. See the eloquent rem arks of E zra F leisher in  h is “H irhurim  bi-D evar O fyah  shel Shirat 

Y israel b i-Seferad,” P e 'a m im  z  (Sum m er, 1979): 15-20, and especially  in  h is “T arbut 

Y ehudei Sefarad ve-Shiratam  le-O r M im ze’ei ha-G enizah,” P e 'a m im  41 (A utum n,

1989): 5-20.
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so crucial that any tendency to  discrim inate w ill be brushed aside by  

the all-pow erful w ill to  live; it is no accident that those w ho w ished  to  

d iscourage the use of Jew ish doctors in C hristian  E urope could do so 

only  by  instilling the fear of  death  by  poison. It is consequently  perfectly 

natural that both  relig ious m inorities in  the M uslim  w orld entered  the 

m edical p rofession  to  a  degree that w as entirely  d isproportionate  to  their 

num bers; by the th irteenth century , th is phenom enon w as suffi

ciently strik ing to  im pel a M uslim  visitor to observe that m ost of 

the prom inent Jew s and C hristians in  E gypt w ere either governm ent 

officials or physicians.^

T he flexible character of the educational system  w as not con

fined  to  m edicine. T he absence of  governm ental or com m unal control 

as the Islam ic  w orld  w as form ulating  its approach to  the philosophical 

enterprise  m eant that no  societal decision  had  to  be m ade about proper 

curriculum , and diverse approaches could  therefore coexist w ithout for

m alized  pressure for hom ogenization. In  tw elfth- and  th irteenth-century 

N orthern  E urope, w hen  m edieval C hristians first confronted  the issue of 

philosophical study seriously , the situation  w as quite d ifferent. E cclesi

astical control of  cathedral schools and  the nascent universities created 

a  m ore hom ogeneous position , w hich  both  legitim ated  and  lim ited  the 

philosophic  quest. T hus, despite the-persistence of  d iversity  even in  the 

C hristian  W est, one can  speak  of  a  quasi-official, relig iously  dom esticated  

philosophical approach, w hile  M uslim s and  Jew s faced an array  of pos

sib ilities in  w hich v irtually no  option  w as foreclosed .

It is hardly  surprising, then, that the atm osphere  of  tenth-century  

B aghdad, w hich w as the in tellectual as w ell as political capital of the 

new ly  m atured  M uslim  civilization, resonated  w ith  a  bew ildering  variety 

of fiercely argued philosophical and relig ious doctrines. T w o scholars 

attem pting to convey a sense of the environm ent in  w hich R . Saadya 

G aon  w orked  have reproduced  a  strik ing  descrip tion  w hich is  w ell w orth  

citing  once again . A  M uslim  theologian  w ho  v isited  B aghdad explained  

w hy  he stopped  attending  m ass m eetings for theological debate:

7. G o lttin ,  A M e d iU m m ea n  S o c ie ty  z ,  pp . 241-43,247-50.  See also  G oitein ’s 'T he M edi

cal P rofession in  the  L ight o f  the C airo G enizah  D ocum ents,”  H e b re w  U n io n  C o lle g e  

A n n u a l (1963): 177-94-
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A t the first m eeting there w ere present not only  people of vari

ous [Islam ic] sects, but also unbelievers, M agians, m aterialists, 

atheists, Jew s and C hristians, in  short, unbelievers of all k inds. 

E ach group had its ow n leader, w hose task  it w as to defend its 

v iew s, and every  tim e one of the leaders entered the room , his 

fo llow ers rose to their feet and rem ained standing until he took 

his seat. In  the m eanw hile, the  hall had  becom e overcrow ded  w ith 

people. O ne of  the unbelievers rose and  said  to  the assem bly: w e 

are m eeting here for a discussion. Its conditions are know n to  

all. Y ou, M uslim s, are not allow ed to  argue from  your books and 

prophetic traditions since w e deny both . E verybody, therefore, 

has to  lim it h im self to  rational argiim ents. T he w hole assem bly 

applauded these w ords. So you can im agine ... that after these 

w ords I decided  to  w ithdraw . T hey  proposed  to  m e that I should  

attend another m eeting in  a d ifferent hall, but I found the sam e 

calam ity  there.®

B oth  the  v igor of  the in tellectual debate  and  the opposition  to  its excesses 

left their m ark on contem porary  Jew ish texts. In R . Saadya’s B o o k o f  

B e lie fs  a n d  O p in io n s , w e find d ie first m ajor philosopher of the Jew ish 

M iddle A ges arguing for the legitim acy of philosophical speculation 

against explicit criticism  of the entire enterprise. A ny attem pt to  assess 

the size and standing of the various parties to  th is d ispute during the 

G eonic  period  faces serious obstacles. Saadya h im self  c ited  the argum ent 

that philosophical study  bore the seeds of heresy  and m aintained that 

th is position is proffered only  by  the uneducated.^ Salo B aron has d is

m issed  Saadyas assertion  as “w histling  in  the dark .”^° E ven  if  the G aon  s

8. C ited h o rn  J o u rn a l A s ia tiq u e ,  ser. 5 , voL  1 (1853): 93  byM . V entura, R a b  S a a d y a  G a o n

(Paris, 1934), and by  A lexander A ltm ann in  T h re e  J e w ish  P h ilo so p h e rs (N ew

Y ork and Philadelphia, i960), part 11,13-14. A t the sam e tim e, the authorities d id  

have a  sort of  inquisitorial  m echanism  for the enforcem ent of  correct belief.

9 . Saadia  G aon, T h e  B o o k  o f B e lie fs  a n d  O p in io n s ,  trans. Sam uel R osenblatt (N ew  H aven, 

1948), In troductory  T reatise, 26.

10. A  S o c ia l a n d  R e lig io u s  H is to ry  o f  th e  J e w s  8 (N ew  Y ork, 1958), 69 . B aron (pp. 67-68) 

also cites a n inth-century M uslim  w ho m aintained that Jew s w ere uninvolved  in  

scientific  pursuits because  they  considered  “philosophical speculation  to  be  unbelief.”
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assessm ent does not result from  w ishful th inking alone, w e cannot eas

ily  use it to  determ ine the extent and character of the opposition  since 

it m ay reflect Saadya's conviction  that anyone m aking th is argum ent is 

uneducated  v irtually  by  defin ition . A t the sam e tim e, the passage is not 

h istorically  useless. For all o f  Saadyas confidence, polem ical aggressive

ness, and exalted com m unal standing, I doubt that he could have w rit

ten th is sentence if recent G eonim  or h ighly influential figures in  the 

yeshivot had  m aintained  a  vehem ent, public stand  against philosophical 

study. O n the level of public policy  in Saadyas B aghdad, philosophi

cal speculation  w as either encouraged  or treated  w ith  salu tary  neglect.

T he in troduction to J h e  B o o k  o j  B e lie fs a n d  O p in io n s  v igorously  

sets forth  som e of the basic argum ents for th is pursuit:

[T he reader] w ho strives for certain ty  w ill gain  in  certitude, and 

doubt w ill be  lifted  from  the doubter, and  he  that believes by  sheer 

authority  w ill com e to  believe out of insight and  understanding. 

B y the sam e token the gratuitous opponent w ill com e to a halt, 

and the conceited adversary  w ill feel asham ed.

T he conviction that philosophical certain ty  is attainable and that rea

soned  faith  is superior to  faith  based on  tradition alone underlies th is 

argum ent and reflects the view s of the M uslim  m u ta ka llim u n  w hose 

approach Saadya shared. Indeed, he anticipated the assertions of 

later  Jew ish th inkers by  m aintain ing  that the B ible itself  requires such  

investigation. Isaiah , after all, p roclaim ed, “D o  you  not know ? D o you 

not hear?... H ave you not understood the foundations of  the earth?” 

(40:21). A nd the B ook of  Job records the adm onition, “L et us know  

am ong ourselves w hat is good" (34:4). N ot only does Saadya take 

the term  k n o w  as a reference to the understanding that results from  

philosophical speculation; he is so ' convinced of th is that he regards 

these verses as decisive evidence that the talm udic rabbis could not 

possib ly  have in tended to ban such speculation w hen they forbade 

investigation in to “w hat is above and w hat is below , w hat is before 

and w hat is behind” (M . H a g ig a h  2 :1).^^

11. B e lie fs  a n d  O p in io n s , 9 , 27.
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Saadyas confidence that reason can yield certain ty is strikingly 

illustrated by  h is application  to  philosophy  of  a  talm udic statem ent w hose 

prim ary  context w as clearly  that of Jew ish  law . Ihe  R abbis inform  us that 

legal questions used to  be settled  through  an appeals process leading  up  

to  the h igh  court in  Jerusalem , but “ever since the num ber of  d iscip les of 

H illel and Sham m ai increased w ho did not attend scholars sufficiently , 

m any disagreem ents have arisen  in  Israel” (T o se jia  S a n h ed r in  7 :1). "T his 

u tterance of  theirs,”  says Saadya, speaking of  the  benefits of philosophical 

specu lation, "indicates to  us that w hen pupils do  com plete their course 

of study, no controversy  or d iscord arises am ong them .”^^ It is d ifficult 

to  argue against the sort of  inquiry  that is sure to  lead  to  p iety  and tru th .

N onetheless, not everyone shared  Saadya's certainty . Ihe  greatest 

of the G eonim  other than Saadya w as im doubtedly  R . H ai, w ho flour

ished in the late tenth and early eleventh centuries. In som e respects, 

h is v iew s on  these issues paralleled those of Saadya. H e perm itted  Jew 

ish  teachers to  instruct children  in  m athem atics and the art of  w riting 

A rabic, and in  the sam e ruling  he agreed  to  allow  non-Jew ish  children 

to  study in  the synagogue (presum ably  w ith  Jew ish students) if there 

is no  w ay  to  prevent th is w ithout jeopardizing  peaceful neighborly  rela

tions. A s Shlom o D ov  G oitein  has pointed  out, it w ould  appear to  fo llow  

that considerable tim e m ight be devoted  to  subjects o ther than  T orah.^^ 

A  fam ous report inform s us that R . H ai sent a student to consult the 

C hristian c a th o liko s  for assistance  in  understanding  a  b ib lical verse, and 

w hile th is does not bear d irectly on  the question of general culture, it 

reflects habits of m ind that m ight w ell lead to  a  w illingness to  explore 

beyond  the boundaries of classical Jew ish  texts.^ “^

11. B e lie fs  a n d  O p in io n s , 13.

13. G o ite in ,  A  M e d ite rra n e a n  S o c ie ty  2 , p . 177. A t the  sam e tim e G oitein  notes that genizah 

evidence does not indicate m uch  form al study  of  arithm etic  on  the  elem entary  level 

(pp. 177-78). For the  text o f R . H ai s  responsum , see  S im cha A saf, M e q o ro t le -T o le d o t 

h a -H in n u k h  b e -Y ts ra 'e l 1  (T el A viv , 1930), 4-5 .

14. See Joseph ben  Judah ibn  A qnin , H itg a llu t h a -S o d o t v e -H o fa ‘a t h a -M e 'o ro t:  P e ru sh  

S h ir  h a -S h ir im ,  ed . by  A . S . H alkin  (Jerusalem , 1964), 495.

W hatever the provenance of the poem  M u sa r  H a sk e l attributed to  R . H ai, it is 

w orth  noting  the  advice to  teach  one's son  a  craft and  to  study  “w isdom ," m athem at

ics, and  m edicine. See A saf, M e q o ro t  2 , p . 8 .
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A t the sam e tim e, R . H ai had reservations about the results of 

philosophical study, and  our assessm ent of  h is reservations depends to  

a  critical ex tent on  the authenticity  of  an  im portant letter that he  report

edly  addressed  to R . Sam uel ibn  N agrela of Spain . T he letter itself has 

com e dow n to  us in  several versions. In  the central passage that appears 

in  all the sources, R . H ai adm onishes R . Sam uel to

know  that w hat im proves the body  and  guides hum an behavior 

properly  is the  pursuit of  the M ishnah  and  T alm ud; th is is w hat 

is good for Israel.... A nyone w ho rem oves his attention from  

these  w orks and  instead  pursues those o ther studies w ill to tally 

rem ove the yoke of T orah from  him self. A s a consequence of 

such behavior, a person can so confuse his m ind that he w ill 

have no com punctions about abandoning  T orah and  prayer. If 

you should see that the people w ho engage in  such study  tell 

you  that it is a  paved  h ighw ay through w hich one can  attain  the 

know ledge of G od, pay no attention  to  them . K now  that they 

are in  fact ly ing to  you, for you  w ill not find  fear of  sin , hum ility , 

purity , and  holiness excep t in  those w ho study  T orah, M ishnah, 

and T alm ud.

A  longer version of the letter preserved in  the th irteenth-century S e fe r  

M e ’ira t 'E in a y im  of R . Isaac of A cre places the issue in a concrete h is

torical context. R . H ai forbids the study  of  h ig g a y o n ,  w hich  undoubtedly  

m eans philosophy  in  th is letter, and  urges the constant study  of  T alm ud 

in  accordance  w ith  the practice of

the  beloved  residents of  Q airuw an and  the  lands of  the M aghreb, 

m ay  they  be  b lessed in  the eyes of  H eaven. W ould  that you  knew  

of the confusion, disputes,*  and undisciplined attitudes that 

entered  the hearts of  m any  people w ho engaged in  those studies 

in  B aghdad in  the days of A dud al-D aw la [977-983] and of the 

doubts and  d isagreem ents that w ere generated  am ong  them  w ith 

respect to  the foundations of  the T orah to  the point that they  left 

the boundaries of Judaism .
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H e goes on  to  say  that “there arose individuals in  B aghdad [apparently  

som ew hat later] w ho w ould  have been better off as G entiles"; indeed, 

they  w ent so  far that they  aroused  the anger of  non-Jew s w ho  w ere pre

sum ably  concerned  about the spread of  philosophical heresy  that m ight 

contam inate M uslim s as w ell. B ecause of the dam age that th is caused, 

R . H ai in tervened  to  stop these m iscreants in  particular and  Jew ish  in tel

lectuals in  general from  engaging  in  such  pursuits. T he letter goes on  to  

assert that even the G aon R . Sam uel b . H ofni, w ho had  read such m ate

rial, saw  the dam age that resulted  and  refrained  from  doing  so  any  longer.

S ince the days of G raetz, the authenticity  of  th is docum ent has 

been  the subject of scholarly  debate. In  the m ost recent d iscussion, tw o 

new , conflicting  considerations have been  raised. O n  the one hand, the 

nam e of the ru ler in  B aghdad is reported  w ith  a  level of  accuracy  that 

m ight not have been available to a late forger; on the other, the sec

tion preserved in  M e 'ira t 'E in a y im  often uses the first person singular, 

w hile it w as the practice of the G eonim , w ithout exception, to  w rite 

in the first person plural. If th is letter in its entirety w as w ritten by  

R . H ai, it p rovides fascinating  inform ation about extrem e rationalism  

am ong Jew s in late tenth-century B aghdad and about a very strong  

Jew ish counterreaction. M y ow n inclination, how ever, is to  treat the 

docum ent w ith  considerable  skepticism . T he unique appearance of  the 

first person  singular is surely  a  w eighty  consideration, and  an  expert in  

the h istory  of m edieval Islam  assures m e that A dud al-D aw las nam e 

w as not so obscure as to be unavailable to a th irteenth-century  Ibe

rian forger (not to speak of an earlier one) even in its precise form . 

T he unconditional denunciation  in  the letter is considerably  stronger 

than  w hat w e w ould expect from  R . H ai’s o ther w ritings: there w ere a 

num ber of o ther appropriate opportunities in  the G aon ’s volum inous 

correspondence for h im  to have expressed such view s, and yet th is 

passage rem ains unique; the assertion that R . Sam uel ben H ofni, for 

w hom  speculative pursuits w ere clearly  of central im portance, w ould 

have abandoned them  because of th is incident is both  im plausible in  

the extrem e and rem iniscent of o ther rereadings of  h istory  of  the sort 

that produced a docum ent attesting to  M aim onides’ late em brace of 

kabbalah; and  the specific  reference to  the abandonm ent of  p rayer, an
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issue w hich is unattested as far as I know  in  th is early  period, echoes 

sim ilar charges in  the literature of the M aim onidean controversy .

W hatever the authenticity  of the original docum ent, there is an  

illum inating aspect to  the later textual h istory  of th is letter. O ne of the 

versions contains a brief addition clearly  in troduced by  a reader w ho 

w anted to soften the antiphilosophical m essage of the G aon. W here 

R . H ai criticized  those w ho “pursue those  o ther studies,” our philosophi

cally  oriented copyist w rote “those o ther studies a lo n e ,”  and  w here  R . H ai 

spoke about the purity  and holiness of those w ho study  M ishnah and 

T alm ud, our copyist w rote that these qualities w ill be  found  only  in  those 

w ho study “M ishnah, T alm ud, a n d  w isd o m  to g e th e r , n o t w isd o m  a lo n e .”  

T hese revisions, w hich  w ere in troduced  by  the in terpolater in to a  letter 

of  N ahm anides that quotes R . H ai, have been  em braced  to  our ow n day 

by  scholars w ho  w elcom e an  attenuation of  the orig inal m essage. In  the 

event that the letter itself is inauthentic, there is a  certain poetic justice 

in  the m derm ining of  its central point by  yet another creative artist.^^

15. R . H ai’s letter is m ost conveniently  available in O zar h a -G e o n im  to H a g ig a h , 

pp. 65-66. T he  m ost recent d iscussion of the prob lem  of authenticity , w hich cites 

earlier studies, is in  A m os G oldreich ’s d issertation, S e fe r  M e ’ira t 'E in a y im  le -R a v  

Y i^ h a q  d e -m in  A k k o  (Jerusalem , 1981; P irsum ei ha*M akhon le-L im m udim  M itqad- 

dem im , 1984), 405-7. G oldreich  notes Shraga A bram son ’s observation about the 

G eonim  and the B rst person plural, w hich w as m ade in a different context; see 

A bram son, R av N iss im  G a o n  (Jerusalem , 1965), 307. W hen I raised the issue in a 

conversation  w ith  P rof. A bram son, he  confirm ed that there  are  no  exceptions to  th is 

usage; since R . H ai becam e G aon  w hen Sam uel ibn  N agrela  w as a  sm all child , the 

possib ility  that the letter  w as w ritten before the  author assum ed his position m ust, 

of  course, be ru led out. (In  a  personal com m unication, M enahem  B en Sasson has 

suggested the possib ility  that a  sh ift from  plural to  singular m ight have taken  p lace 

in  the course of translation from  A rabic in to H ebrew .) See too  Z vi G roner in 'A le i 

S ^ e r  13 (1986): 75, no . 1099.1  am  grateful to  U lrich  H aarm ann, m y colleague at the 

A im enberg  R esearch  Institu te  w hen  th is essay  w as w ritten , for h is assessm ent of  the 

degree of  fam iliarity  w ith A dud al-D aw Ia in  the th irteenth  century .

For an  exam ple of  the  fortunes of  the  pro-philosophy  version  of  the  letter, see  the 

various prin tings of C . D . C havel, K itv e i  R a b b e n u  M o sh e h  b e n  N a h m a n  (henceforth 

K itv e i  R a tn b a n ), begiim ing w ith  Jerusalem , 1963,1 , pp. 349-50. For the in itial chal

lenge to  the  letter ’s authenticity , see  H . G raetz, "B in  pseudoepigraphisches Sendsch- 

reiben, angeblich  von  H ai G aon an  Sam uel N agid ,"  M o n a tssc h r iftfu r G e sc h ic h te  u n d  

W isse n sc h a fi d e s  J u d e n th u m s  11 (186a): 37-40. T here is no  concrete  basis for G raetz ’s 

suspicions that the citatio n from  R . H ai w as inserted in to  N ahm anides’ letter by  a
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W hatever w e m ake of the h ighly  dubious report that R . Sam uel 

ben H ofni stopped perusing philosophical books as a result of a par

ticular incident, h is study of  such  w orks is clear-cut and  their influence 

upon  him  w as profound. H e rejected a  literal understanding  of  the rais

ing of  Sam uel’s sp irit by  the  w itch of  E ndor, and  according  to  R . H ai he 

denied  various m iracles that the  T alm ud  attributes to  the ancient rabbis, 

arguing that such m iracles are associated only  w ifli prophets and that 

the talm udic  reports are  not "halakhah.” T lie  point here, if  I  understand 

the expression  correctly , is not that the content of these passages classi

fies them  as aggadic but rather that they  are not norm ative  in  m uch the 

sam e w ay  that a  rejected  legal position  is not norm ative. H ere, how ever, 

norm ative seem s synonym ous w ith “true,” and the utilization of th is 

category  to  reject the tru th  of a  rabbinic narrative is strik ing, especially 

in  the absence of any  apparent effort at allegorization. Indeed, the  m ost 

recent study  of R . Sam uels thought argues that h is position denying  

these talm udic m iracles stem m ed from  a specifically M u'tazilite posi

tion on  the relationship betw een  m iracles and  prophecy.^^

later copyist; consequently , if  the  letter  is  a  forgery , w e  probably  need  to  assum e that 

it w as produced  no  later than the early  m onths of  the controversy of  the 1230s and 

that it already  deceived N ahm anides.

16. See D avid Sklare, T h e  R e lig io u s a n d  L e g a l T h o u g h t  o f  S a m u e l b e n  I fo fn i G a o n : T e x ts  

a n d  S tu d ie s  in  C u ltu ra l H is to ry  (H arvard  U niversity  d issertation, 1992), 74. Sklare 's 

d issertation, w hich appeared w ell after the com pletion of th is study, presents a 

broad characterization of  Jew ish high culture in G eonic tim es from  “extrem e ra

tionalism " to traditionalism ; see ch. 4 , pp. 145-210. For attitudes tow ard a g g a d a h , 

see  pp. 64-75.

O n the w itch  of E ndor, see R adaq 's d iscussion on  I Sam uel 28:25. For R - H ai s 

responsum , see O fur h a -G e o n im  to  H a g ig a h ,  p . 15. O n R . H ai’s  ovm  reservations about 

the  authority  of  a g g a d a h , see R . A braham  b . Isaac  A v-B eit D in , S e fe rh a -E sh k o l, ed . by  

A . A uerbach (H alberstadt, 1868), 2 , p . 47 . T here is som e confusion  about R . Sam uel's 

v iew s on  the talk ing  serpent in  G enesis  and  the talk ing  donkey  in  N um bers; see the 

d iscussion in  A aron G reenbaum , P e ru sh  h a -T o ra h  le -R a v  S h m u e l b e n  H o fn i G a o n  

(Jerusalem , 1 9 7 9 )1 40-41, n . 17. W hatever R . Sam uels position  m ay  have been, there 

w ere G eonic v iew s that endorsed  a nonliteral understanding  of  these accounts. For 

the expectation that R . Sam uel w ould facilitate a  student s  pursuit o f  the  sciences in  

addition  to  M ishnah  and  T alm ud, see  I. G oldziher, “M elangesJud6o-A rabes,X X lII,"  

R e v u e  d e sE tu d e s  J u iv e sso  (1905): 185,187.
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A lthou^ various G eonim  w ere favorably inclined tow ard the 

study of philosophy, it is clear that the curriculum  of the advanced 

yeshivot w as devoted to the study of T orah alone. I am  unpersuaded  

by  G oiteins suggestion  that the reason  for th is w as the feeling that only 

those w hose professional train ing  w ould expose them  to  G reek  science 

needed the protection afforded  by  the proper study of  philosophy and 

theology. T he private nature  of  philosophical instruction  in  the society  at 

large m ade it perfectly  natural for  Jew s to  fo llow  the sam e course; m ore 

im portant, the curriculum  of these venerable institu tions w ent back  to  

pre-lslam ic days, and  any  effort to  in troduce a  curricular revolution in to 

their hallow ed halls w ould surely  have elicited v igorous opposition. In  

any  case, the absence of  a  philosophical curriculum  in  the academ ies has 

led  to  the recent suggestion that openness to  A rabic culture  by  the later 

G eonim  resulted precisely  from  the w eakening of the yeshivot w hich  

freed som eone like R . Sam uel ben H ofiii from  the restrain ts of the tra

ditional fram ew ork.^’

W e are even to ld in  an early G eonic responsum  that B ible w as 

not taught in  the academ ies. R . N atronai G aon  inform s us that because 

of econom ic pressures w hich required  students to  w ork, the talm udic 

d irective {K id d u sh in  30a) that one-th ird of ones tim e be devoted to  

b iblical study could no longer be observed, and the students relied 

upon another talm udic  statem ent (S a n h e d r in  24a) im plying  that B ible, 

M ishnah, and M idrash are all subsum ed under T alm ud. O ne w onders 

w hether th is w as only  a result of insufficient tim e. T he all-consum ing 

nature of talm udic study led to a very  sim ilar conclusion  am ong A sh

kenazic Jew s; m oreover, the fact that Judaism  shared the B ible w ith 

C hristianity  and, to  a degree, w ith  Islam  m ay have helped  to generate 

an  instinct that th is w as not a  quintessentially  Jew ish  pursuit. O nly  the 

T alm ud  w as the special "m ystery" of the  Jew ish  people.^®

17. So Sklare, T h e  R e lig io u s a n d  L e g a l T h o u g h t o f  S a m u e l b e n  fJo/jif, 96-99,139-40. A s 

Sklare notes, R .. Saadya him self w as educated “outside the orbit of the G aonic ye- 

shivot.”  For G oitein 's rem ark, see  A  M e d ite rra n e a n  S o c ie ty  2 , p . 210.

18. For R . N atronai’s observation, see  A saf, M e q o ro t 2 , p . 4 . C f. R abbenu  T am ’s rem ark 

in  T o sa fo t Q id d u sh in  30a, s.v . la  ^ r ik h a  le y o m e i. O n the O ral L aw  as the m ystery  of 

Israel, see P e s iq ta  R a b b a ti 5 . O n later reservations about b iblical study, see below , 

n .109.
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Ihe assertion that the  Jew s of  Q ainivran  studied  T orah exclusively 

m ay  w ell reflect their general orientation  accurately . A t the sam e tim e, w e 

have evidence of som e broader pursuits. D unash ben T am im  of tenth- 

century  Q airuw an w rote several astronom ical w orks, one of w hich he 

com posed to honor the local M uslim  ruler, as w ell as a m athem atical 

treatise and  a  com m entary  to  T h e  B o o k  o f  C re a tio n  (S e ferY e ^ira h ) .  M ore- 

over,.the fem ous question  from  Q airuw an  about the com position  of  the 

T alm ud that elicited  a classic responsum  by  R . Sherira G aon  m ay have 

been inspired as m uch  by  an in terest in  h istory , w hich is also attested 

in other w ays, as by  K araite pressures.^^ N eedless to say, the sort of 

in terest in  h istory  that expresses itself as a question about the T alm ud 

is itself a  m anifestation  of  the study of T orah, but the defin ition of the 

boundaries betw een the sacred  and the profene is precisely  w hat is at 

issue in  m uch of  the m edieval d iscussion of pursuits that transcend a 

narrow  definition of  T orah.

M U SL IM  SPA IN  A N D M A IM O N ID E S

T he cultural sym biosis betw een  Judaism  and Islam ic civ ilization grew  

to  m aturity  in  the M iddle E ast during  the tim e of the G eonim , but its 

classic expression  and  m ost dazzling  achievem ents em erged firom  M us

lim  Spain in  the tenth , eleventh , and  tw elfth  centuries. W e have already 

seen that linguistic  acculturation is a  precondition for such  a  sym biosis, 

and fam iliarity  w ith  A rabic literature w as one of the m ost im portant 

stim uli to  the developm ent of a  d istinctive  Jew ish  literary  voice. M oses 

ibn E zra’s treatise on  Jew ish poetry contains a strik ing passage w hich  

reveals a  frank  recognition of  th is process by  m edieval Jew s d iem selves:

W hen the A rabs conquered the A ndalusian peninsula ... our 

exiles liv ing in that peninsula learned the various branches of 

w isdom  in  the course of tim e. A fter to il and effort they  learned  

the A rabic language, becam e fam iliar w ith  A rabic books, and

19. See M enahem  B en Sasson, H e v ra h  v e -H a n h a g a h  b i-Q e h illo t T is ra d  h e -A fr iq a h  h a -  

Z e fo n it h i-m ti h a -B e in a y im — Q a iru w a n , 800-10S7 (H ebrew  U niversity  d issertation, 

1983), 179)  185-86. R . Sherira’s epistle is now  available inN . D . R abinow itch’s  E nglish 

translation, T h e  Ig g e re s o fR a v  S h e rira  G a o n  (Jerusalem , 1988).
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plum bed the depths of their contents; thus, the Jew s becam e 

thoroughly  conversant w ith the branches of their w isdom  and 

enjoyed the sw eetness of their poetry . A fter that, G od revealed 

the secrets of the H ebrew  language and its gram m ar.^®

T he relationship  betw een die study of H ebrew  gram m ar, w ith all that it 

im plies for the developm ent of  b ib lical exegesis, and the know ledge of a 

d ifferent Sem itic  language is self-evident M edieval Jew s had  alw ays know n 

H ebrew  and  A ram aic, but the addition of  A rabic, w ith  its rich  vocabulary  

and  literature, enabled  gram m arians to  understand the m eaning  of a  host 

of  d ifficult H ebrew  w ords and  to  uncover the  m ysteries of the Sem itic  root 

U nlocking  the structure of  the language provided a  revolutionary  tool for 

the  indiq>utably  relig ious  enterprise  of  understanding  the  B ible. T here can 

be  no  m ore  eloquent testim ony  to  the  significance ofth is  developm ent than 

the extensive appeal to  gram m atical analysis by  R - A braham  ibn  E zra, easily 

the greatest b ib lical exegete produced  by  the  Jew ry  of  M uslim  Spain . It is 

consequently  both  rem arkable and  revealing  that the greatest o f  m edieval 

Jew ish gram m arians, Jonah ibnjanah, alludes to  T alm udists w ho regard 

the  study  of language as "superfluous,” “useless,”  "practically... heretical.”^^ 

T he unavoidable connection  betw een gram m atical investigations 

and the study of non-Jew ish w orks m ay w ell account for th is attitude, 

w hich continued  in  certain  circles through  the M iddle  A ges and  persists 

to our ow n day. It is d ifficult to th ink of any o ther consideration that 

could account for so extrem e an assertion  as the im putation of  v irtual 

heresy  to gram m arians. C onsidering the undeniable  value of th is pur

suit for b ib lical study, opposition could  be expressed only  by  Jew s w ho 

attached little im portance to  the system atic study  of  the  B ible itself and 

regarded  the T alm ud as the only  proper subject of  in tense, regular, pro

longed  scrutiny. Ihe denigration  of b iblical study, w hich  w e have already 

touched  upon  and  w hich also  persists in  the sam e circles to  th is day, m ay 

w ell result not only  firom  the fact that the B ible  is shared w ith  non-Jew s 

but from  the inevitable contact that it fosters w ith  gentile scholarship

2 0 . S h im t T isra e l, ed . by  B . Z . H alper (L eipzig , 1914), 63, d ied  in  A saf, M e q o ro t, i ,  p . 23. 

11. S e fc r h a -R iq m a h , ed. by  M . W ilensky (B erlin , 1929), p . v , d ied  in  A saf, M e q o ro t, 2, 

pp . 19-20.
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and culture. A  further consideration, w hich  is not d irectly  related  to  our 

them e, m ay  have been the concern  that b ib lical study undisciplined  by  

the everpresent restrain ts of  au thoritative talm udic com m entary  could  

itself  lead to  heretical conclusions in  m atters of  both  theology  and  law .

D espite th is evidence of opposition, the dom inant culture of 

A ndalusian  Jew ry  em bodied  an  avid  pursuit not only  of linguistic  sophis

tication  but of  literary expression  in  the fu llest sense. A had  H a-A m  long 

ago  coined the felicitous term  c o m p e titiv e  im ita tio n  {h iq q u y  sh e l h ith a ru t)  

to describe the m otivation and character of th is culture,and later 

scholars have elaborated  the point w ith  an  accum ulation  of evidence of 

w hich  A had  H a-A m  w as only  d im ly  aw are. In  the  w ords of  a  recent study, 

“G olden A ge H ebrew  poetry ... can be view ed as a literary discourse 

designed to m ediate cultural am biguity  because it signifies both the 

acculturation  to  A rabic cultural norm s a n d  [em phasis in  the orig inal] the 

resistant national consciousness of the  Jew ish  literati w ho invented it.”^^

Far m ore than ordinary intellectual com petitiveness w as at 

stake here. T he beauty  of A rabic w as a crucial M uslim  argum ent for 

the superiority  of Islam . S ince the Q uran w as the final, perfect revela

tion , it w as also the suprem e exem plar of aesthetic excellence, and its 

language m ust be the m ost exalted  vehicle  for the realization of  literary 

perfection. W hen  Jew s com pared the richness and  flexibility  of  A rabic 

vocabulary  to  the poverty  of  m edieval H ebrew , the M uslim s' argum ent 

for the m anifest superiority  of their revelation  im doubtedly  h it hom e 

w ith  special force. T he quality  of A rabic w as evident not m erely  from  a 

m echanical w ord  count or even an  analysis of  the Q uran; it shone from  

every  p iece of contem porary  poetry  and  prose.

C onsequently ,  Jew s w ere fiiced  w ith  a  dual challenge. F irst, they  had 

to  explain  the  undeniable  deficiencies of the  vocabulary  of  m edieval H ebrew . 

For all its terrib le  consequences, the exile  has its uses, and  A ndalusian  Jew s 

m aintained that the untold  riches of the H ebrew  language had gradually

2 1 . “H iqquy ve*H itboleIut,” in  'A !  P a ra sh a t D e ra k h im , ind  ed., i (B erlin , 1902), 175.

23. Rd s s  B rann, “A ndalusian  H ebrew  Poetry  and  the  H ebrew  B ible: C ultural N ationalism  

or C ultural A m biguity?*, in  A p p ro a c h e s  to  J u d a ism  in  M e d ie v a l T im e s  3, ed. by  D avid 

R . B lum enthal (A tlanta, 1988), 103. See also B rann 's book, T h e  C o m p u n c tio u s  P o e t:  

C u ltu ra l  A m b ig u ity  a n d  H e b re w  P o e try  in  M u s lim  S p a in  (B altim ore, 1991).
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been lost due to  the travails of the dispersion. T he num erous w ords that 

appear only  rarely  in  the B ible and w hose m eaning  w e m ust struggle to  

decipher are but the tip  of  d ie  iceberg; they  testify  to  a  language fer m ore 

im pressive than  the one  bequeathed to  us by  our im m ediate ancestors.

M oreover, and  far m ore im portant, Jew s w ere challenged to  dem 

onstrate that even the H ebrew  at their d isposal w as at least as beautifu l 

as A rabic and  that H ebrew  literature could  achieve every  b it as m uch  as 

the literature of m edieval M uslim s. T his created a relig ious m otivation 

to  reproduce the fu ll range of  genres and subjects in  the A rabic literary 

reperto ire, w hich  m eant that even  the com position  of  poetry  describ ing  

parties devoted  to  w ine, w om en, m en, and  song  could  be enveloped  by  

at least the penum bra of sanctity . T here can be no question, of course, 

that even if  the genre w as bom  out of  apologetic  roots, it took  on  a  life 

of  its ow n, and  not every  m edieval w ine song  w as preceded by  a le -sh e m  

y ih u d ', a t the sam e tim e, every  such  poem  w as a  conscious expression  of 

Jew ish pride, w hich in the M iddle A ges had an indisputably relig ious 

coloration. Furtherm ore, the pow er and  beauty  of  the relig ious poetry 

of  the  Jew s of  m edieval Spain  w ere surely  m ade possib le  by  the creative 

encounter w ith  A rabic m odels. Som e of the deepest and m ost m ov

ing expressions of  m edieval Jew ish p iety  w ould have been  im possible 

w ithout the inspiration  of  the secular literature of a com peting  culture.

Jew s could have accom plished their fundam ental goal by  estab

lishing  parity  betw een H ebrew  and  A rabic, but such  an  achievem ent is 

psychologically  insufficient and  polem ically  tenuous. C onsequently , w e 

find  the g lorification  of  H ebrew  over A rabic  and  d ie  assertion, w hich  w e 

shall find  in  o ther contexts as w ell, that A rabic  culture, including  m usic, 

poetry , and  rhetoric, w as u ltim ately  derived  from  the  Jew s.^

O n a  less exalted  level, poetry  also  fu lfilled  a  social function. B usi

nessm en  had  poem s w ritten  in  their honor w hich served  the pragm atic

24. T he footnotes  in  B rann ’s article provide a  recent b ib liography  of  the  substantial  w ork 

on  th is them e. See especially  A . S . H alkin , "T he M edieval Jew ish A ttitude T ow ard 

H ebrew ,”  in  B ib lic a l a n d  O th e r  S tu d ie s ,  ed . by  A lexander A ltm ann (C am bridge, M ass., 

1963), 133-48, and N ehem iah A llony, “T eguvat R . M oshe ibn E zra la-A rablyya’ 

be-Sefer ha-D iyyun im  ve-ha-S ihot (Shirat Y israel)," T a rb i^  41 (1971/73): 97-113 

(particularly  the challenge from  the  beauty  of  the Q uran  on  p . 101). C £  also  N orm an 

R oth, “Jew ish R eactions to  the 'A ra b iy y a  and the R enaissance of  H ebrew  in  Spain ,” 

J o u rn a l o f  S e m itic  S tu d ie s  2 8  (1983): 63-84.
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purpose of  useful publicity  as w ell as the psychological purpose of boost

ing  the ego. T he ability  to  w rite poetry  w as the m ark  of  an  accom plished  

gentlem an, and th is too encouraged the cultivation of the genre.^* A s 

I have already  indicated in  passing, the existence of the class of Jew ish 

courtiers created a  firm  social base  for a  Jew ish  literary  and  philosophic 

culture. Jew ish  com m unities in  M uslim  Spain  becam e dependent upon 

the representation afforded by  courtiers, and that representation w as 

im possible w ithout a com m and  of  the surrounding  culture. S ince court

iers cam e to  expect poetic flattery , their p resence and  patronage gave the 

poet both  support and  standing, although  it hardly  needs to  be said  that 

the relationship  betw een  patron and  poet is never an  unm ixed blessing.

D espite all th is, d isparagem ent of  poetry  and opposition  to  reli

ance on  A rabic m odels w ere not unknow n  am ong  the  Jew s of  M uslim  

Spain . In  som e instances, how ever, even those w ho criticized  w hat they 

perceived as an overem phasis on  language and rhetoric d id not reject 

the enterprise entirely , and there can  be little doubt that the dom inant 

social and intellectual class regarded literary skill as a fundam ental 

com ponent of a proper education. T he ideal of a d a b , w hich roughly 

m eans general culture, w as em braced by  m any  Jew s, and  the praises of 

a great m an w ould point to  h is m astery of the full range of m edieval 

d iscip lines.^^

Sam uel ha-N agid  s  descrip tion  of  G od 's k indness to  h im  contains 

the central elem ents to  be  sought in  the w ell-rounded  Jew ish  in tellectual: 

“H e endow ed you [i.e ., Sam uel] w ith  w isdom  of H is Scrip ture and H is 

L aw , w hich are classified first am ong the sciences. H e instructed you

L e -sh e m  y ih u d  describes a  dedicatory  prayer recited  by  later Jew s before  fu lfilling  

a  relig ious obligation. D espite the  anachronism  and  the resort to  H ebrew , I cannot 

th ink  of  a  better w ay  to  m ake the point.

25. See S . D . G oitein,  Jew 's a n d  A ra b s  (N ew  Y ork, 1955), 162.

26. For references and  d iscussion, see  B ezalel Safran, “B ahya ibn  Pakuda's  A ttitude  tow ard 

the C ourtier C lass,”  in  S tu d ies  in  M e d ie v a l /e iv ish  H is to ry  a n d  L itera tu re [1], ed . by  

Isadore  T w ersly  (C am bridge, M ass., 1979), iS4-9<5. For som e tentative reservations 

about the  thesis of  Safran 's article, see  A m os G oldreich , 'H a-M eqorot ha-A rviyyim  

ha-E £shariyyim  shel ha-H avhanah bein ‘H ovot ha-E varim 've-H ovot ha-L evavot,’“ 

in  M e h q a r im  b e - 'Iv r it  u -b a - 'A ra v it:  S e fe r  Z ik k a ro n  te -D o v  E ro n , ed . by  A haron D otan 

(T el A viv , 1988), 185,199 ; nn . 22, 95.
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in  G reek  know ledge and enlightened you  in  A rabic lore"^’ In  th is pas

sage w e find only  the m ost general categories of learning, and the sole 

h ierarchy of values p laces T orah above other pursuits. W hen the gen

eral sciences are broken  dow n in  greater detail, a  m ore nuanced  p icture 

em erges in  w hich philosophy takes pride of  p lace w hile  the rem aining  

discip lines are necessary both for their ow n sake and for their useful

ness in  preparing  the student for ever h igher form s of study. A s a result 

of th is concept of “propaedeutic studies," v irtually  every  field can  bask  

in  the reflected  g lory  of the queen  of the sciences.

“It is certain ly  necessary ,"  w rites M aim onides, “for w hoever w ishes 

to  achieve hum an  perfection  to  train  h im self  a t first in  the art o f logic, then 

in  the m athem atica l sciences according to the proper order, then  in  the 

natural sciences, and  after that in  the d iv ine  science.”^* M ore  com plete  lists 

include logic, m athem atics, astronom y, physics, m edicine, m usic, build

ing, agriculture, and  a  variety  of  studies subsum ed  under m etaphysics. So 

m uch significance  w as attributed to  the propaedeutic studies that one of 

the polem icists during the M aim onidean controversy  m aintained that 

the only  people  w ho becam e heretics as a result of reading T h e  G u id e  o f  

th e  P erp le x ed  w ere those w ho  cam e to  it w ithout the proper prelim inaries. 

T his argum ent led h im  to a new  application of a fem ous M aim onidean 

adm onition. N o one, said M aim onides, should approach the study of 

philosophy  w ithout first filling  h is stom ach  w ith  the "bread  and  m eat" of 

b iblical and  talm udic  law . In  our context, says Y osef b . T odros H alevi, that 

m etaphor should  be applied not to  “the w ritten and oral T orah” but to

the o ther sciences like the sciences of  m easurem ent and  physics 

and astronom y. T hese are know n as the educational, pedagogic 

sciences ... w hich  lead  the hum an  in tellect to  approach  the under

standing  of  the d iv ine science w ith  a  generous sp irit, w ith  passion 

and w ith affection, so  they  ckn  be com pared to  th is w orld in  its 

capacity  as a gatew ay to  the w orld  to  com e.^’

17. B rann ’s translation (p . 108) from  D iv a n  S h m u e l h a -N a g id , ed . by  D ov Y arden, i 

(Jerusalem , 1966), 58.

28. T h e  G u id e  o f th e  P e rp le xe d , tcans. Shlom o P ines (C hicago and  L ondon, 1963), 1 :34, p . 75.

29 . Q e v u ^ t M ikh ta v im  b e - 'In y e n e i h a -M a h a lo q e t 'a !  D e v a r  S e fe r  h a -M o re h  v e -h a -M a d d a ', 

ed. by  S . Z . H . H aJberstam  (B am berg, 1875), 10. S e e  M ish n eh  T o ra h , H il. Y e so d e i
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N ot all philosophers assigned such w eight to these preparatory stud

ies. T hus, A braham  ibn D aud derided excessive preoccupation w ith 

m edicine, w ith  the “still m ore w orthless.... art o f  g ram m ar and  rhetoric," 

and w ith  “strange, hypothetical” m athem atical puzzles, w hen the only 

valuable aspect of  m athem atics is the one that leads to  a know ledge of 

astronom y. E ndless concentration  on  the m eans w ould  steal tim e better 

devoted  to  the end, w hich clearly  rem ained  the study of  m etaphysics.^®

B y fer the m ost significant challenge to  the prevailing  ideal of d ie 

philosophers cam e in  R . Judah H alevis revolt against A ndalusian  Jew ish 

culture, a  revolt so  far-reaching  d iat it actually  serves to  underscore  the  cen

trality  o f philosophical inquiry  for that culture. H alevi's  accom plishm ents  as 

a  poet and  abilities as a  th inker m ade h im  a  steriing  exam ple ofw hat Jew ish 

a d a h  strove to  produce; w hen  he revolted against the  values of  the  Jew ish 

elite , he  challenged  the  very  underpinnings of h is society .^^ T his challenge 

finds expression in  h is poetry , in  h is decision to abandon Spain  for the 

land  of  Israel, and  in  h is antiphilosophical philosophical w ork, the  K u za r i.

H alevi substitu ted a deeply rom antic, historically founded, 

revelation-centered, strik ingly ethnocentric  faith  for the philosophically  

oriented  relig ion  of  m any  of h is peers. A t the sam e tim e, the K u za r i  oper

ates w ith in  the m atrix  of m edieval philosophical conceptions. H alevi 

could no m ore rid  h im self o f the active in tellect than a contem porary 

relig ious critic of evolution  could deny  the existence of atom s or D N A . 

M ore im portant, the antiphilosophical position of the K u za r i is  an  in te

gral part of H alevi’s revulsion at faw ning courtiers, at Jew ish groveling 

disguising  itself as com petitive im itation, at m uch of  w hat “the exile of

h a -T o ra h  4 :13. O n the propaedeutic studies, see in ter alia, H arry  A . W olfeon, “T he 

C lassification of Sciences in  M edieval Jew ish Philosophy,” H e b re w  U n io n  C o lle g e  

J u b ile e  V o lu m e  (C incinnati, 1925), 263-315; A . S . H alkin , "L i-D em uto shel R . Y osef ben  

Y ehudah ibn  'A qnin ," in  S e fe r  h a -Y o v e l li-k h e v o d  Z evi W o lfso n , ed . by  Saul L ieberm an 

(Jerusalem , 1965), 99-101; H alkin , “Y edaiah  B edershi’s  A pology,*  in  J e w ish  M e d ie v a l 

a n d  R e n a issa n c e  S tu d ie s , ed . by  A lexander A ltm ann (C am bridge, M ass., 1967), 170; 

H alkin , "H a-H erem  *al L im m ud ha-P ilosophiah,“ P e ra q im  1 (1967-68): 41; B aron, 

H is to ry  8 , p . 143.

30. S e fe r  h a -E m u n a h  h a -R a m a h  (F rankfurt a. M ., 1852), part 1 , in troduction, p . 45.

31. For a  pow erful depiction of  H alevi's revolt, see G erson  D . C ohen 's d iscussion in  h is 

edition  of  A braham  ibn  D aud, S e fe r  h a -Q a b b a la h  (T h e  B o o k  o f  T ra d itio n ) (Philadel

phia, 1967), 295-300.
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Jerasalem  that is in  Spain” stood  for. It is no  accident that h is fem ous 

line denouncing G reek  w isdom  for producing flow ers but no  fru it and 

for afiirm ing  the eternity  of  m atter is part of a  poem  justify ing h is deci

sion  to  abandon Spain for the land of  Israel. T o the degree that H alevi s 

position  developed in  stages, there can be little doubt that the radical 

social critique gave birth  to the philosophical revisionism ; he clearly  

d id  not decide to  leave Spain as a  consequence of  h is reth inking of  the 

ro le of philosophical speculation. If he did , how ever, the point w ould 

be even stronger. N othing  could dem onstrate m ore clearly the degree 

to  w hich the philosophic quest had  becom e part of  the w arp and  w oof 

of Spanish  Jew ish civ ilization.

H alevi’s insistence on  the radical superiority  not only  of Judaism  

but also of the  Jew ish people has disturbed and perplexed m any read

ers, particularly in  light of h is assertion  that even  proselytes can never 

hope to  attain  prophecy. H is position can  probably  be understood  best 

if  w e recognize that the roots of h is revolt lay not so m uch in  an in tel

lectual reappraisal as in  a  v isceral d isgust w ith  the hum iliation  and self

degradation that he saw  in the Jew ish courtier culture. H e describes 

acquaintances w ho attem pted to persuade him  to rem ain in  Spain as 

drunk  and unw orthy  of a  response.

H ow  can they  offer h im  bliss 

through the service of  k ings, 

w hich  in  h is eyes 

is like the service of idols?

Is it good  that a  w holehearted  and upright m an

should  be offered the happiness

of a  b ird  tied up  in  the hands of  youths,

in  the service of Philistines,

of H agarites and H ittites,

as alien  gods

seduce h is soul

to  seek  their w ill

and forsake the w ill o f G od,

to  betray  the C reator

and serve creatures instead?

94
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I have already noted the psychological inadequacy of attem pting to  

dem onstrate that Jew s are just as good as non-Jew s; in  such  a case, the 

standard of com parison rem ains the ahen culture w hich  Jew s strive to  

m atch and im itate. T hough H alevi w as not the only  one to  assert that 

Jew ish culture w as not m erely equal but superior, he appears to  have 

regarded the protestations of o thers as halfhearted , inadequate, even 

pathetic. T here w as certain ly  nothing in the philosophical enterprise 

in  its standard form  that had the potential to dem onstrate the superi

ority of Judaism  over Islam . In C hristian societies, philosophical argu

m ents offered the opportunity  of establishing  the im plausibility , even 

the im possibility , of d istinctive C hristian dogm as; in a society  w ith a 

dom inant relig ion  w hich  M aim onides h im self described  as im peccably  

m onotheistic, th is option w as precluded. T he only w ay to overcom e 

the status of "despised  people,” a characterization  w hich appears in  the 

very  title of the K u za r i, w as to  cut the G ordian  knot and declare ones 

em ancipation  from  the usual ru les of the philosophical gam e. Judaism  

rests on  a unique revelation, not a  com m on philosophic consensus; Jew s 

are set apart and  above, their status ingrained  and  im approachable even 

through conversion. O nly such a position could speak to the psychic 

im pulses that lay at the very  roots of H alevis revolt.^^

H alevi s assertion  that one w ho accepts  Judaism  because of faith  

in  the revelation  is better than one w ho tries to  approach it through the

31. For the poetic passage quoted, see H ayyim  Schirm ann, H a -S h ira h  h a - 'Iv r it b i-  

S e fa ra d  u -b i-P ro v e n c e  1 (Jerusalem , 1954), 498. For the  passage about G reek  w isdom , 

see pp. 493-94 -
Several very  recent studies have grappled w ith  H alevi’s  position on the second 

class status of  converts. D aniel J . L asker's  “P roselyte  Judaism , C hristianity , and  Islam  

in  the T hought of Judah  H alevi,”/w ish  Q u a r te r ly  R e v ie w  81 (1990): 75-91, addresses 

the  issue  w ithout any  effort to  m itigate  the  sharpness of H alevi’s assertion. A ttem pts 

to  provide  such  m itigation  appear in  L ippm an  B odoff, “W as Y ehudah  H alevi R acist?” 

J u d a ism (1989): 174-84, and  in  S teven Schw artzschild , “P roselytism  andE thnicism  

in R . Y ehudah H aL evy,” in  R e lig io n sg e sp rd ch e  im  M itte la lte r , ed . by  B ernard  L ew is 

and  F riedrich N iew ohner (W iesbaden, 199a), 27-41.

T here is a talm udic passage w hich could have served as a source for H alevi’s 

position about the denial of prophecy to  proselytes. See K id d u sh in  71b for the as

sertion that G od rests h is presence (sh e k h in a h ) only  on  fam ilies of  unim peachable 

Jew ish  lineage
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clever application  of  reason d id  not prevent h im  from  m aintain ing, along 

w ith m any other m edieval Jew s, that m uch of the w isdom  of ancient 

G reece  and  R om e w as derived  from  Jew ish  sources. S ince the travails of 

exile  have led  to  the loss not only  of  m uch  of the H ebrew  language but 

also of ancient Jew ish  w isdom , that w isdom  has com e to  be associated  

w ith  the G reeks and  R om ans. In  the  hands of  rationalists, th is argum ent 

served not only  as an assertion  of Jew ish  pride but as a legitim ation of 

philosophical study. T he w isdom  of  Solom on had  to  be  redeem ed  from  

gentile  hands. T o a  later figure like  N ahm anides, w hose attitude tow ard 

speculation  w as com plex  and  am bivalent, the  fact that gentiles have been  

influenced by  ancient Jew ish  learning  w as unassailable, but the lessons 

to  be draw n w ere less clear. S ince the crucial Jew ish  w isdom  had been 

preserved w ithin  the fold , and  the m aterial em bedded in  the books of 

the G reeks could be recovered  only  through explorations fraught w ith 

spiritual peril, the decision  to  em bark  on  such  esqjloration  required  care

ful, even agonizing  deliberation. D espite th is am bivalence, the dom inant 

m essage of  the conviction  that philosophy  w as purlo ined  from  the  Jew s 

w as undoubtedly  to  establish  its  Jew ish  legitim acy and  perhaps even its 

standing  as a  com ponent of T orah  itself.^^

T he position of m edieval rationalists concerning the relation

ship  betw een philosophy and T orah  is crucial to  our entire d iscussion, 

and  it explains m y  scrupulous avoidance of  the tem pting and com m on 

term  “secular studies.” T here w as nothing secular about m etaphysics, 

and  because of  the preparatory  character of m any  o ther d iscip lines, they 

too assum ed  relig ious value. W e have already  seen  Saadyas argum ents 

for the existence of a relig ious obligation  to engage in philosophical 

speculation, and  sim ilar argum ents recur throughout the  Jew ish  M iddle 

A ges. A braham , w e are to ld repeatedly , attained h is know ledge of G od 

through philosophical proofs. W e are com m anded to “ k n o w  th is day ... 

that the L ord  is G od” (D eut. 4 :39).‘D avid instructed Solom on, “ K n o w  

the G od of your father, and serve h im  w ith  a  w hole heart and  a w illing

33. K u za r i i:z6 ;  6 6 .  C f., in te r  m u lta  a lia , G u id e  1 :71. M any  of  the relevant references have 

been  sum m arized  in  N orm an R oth, “T he 'T heft ofPhilosophy’by  the G reeks from  

the  Jew s,” C la ss ic a l F o lia  22 (1978): 53-67. For N ahm anides, see K itv e i R a m b a n  1, 

p . 339, and see below  for h is overall stance.
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soul” (I C hron. 28:9). Jerem iah w rote, "L et h im  that g lories glory in  

th is, that he u n d e rs ta n d s a n d  k n o w s  m e ..., says the L ord” (jer. 9 :23).^ 

T hese proof-texts, of  course, w ere not unassailable, and antirationalists 

argued  that there are  superior w ays ofreaching  G od. H alevi, for exam ple, 

cleverly  reversed  the rationalists’ argum ent that A braham  had attained 

philosophical know ledge of G od. 'Ihe patriarch had indeed pursued 

philosophical understanding, but the R abbis tell us that w hen G od  to ld 

h im  to  go outdoors (G en. 15:5), he w as really  telling h im  to abandon 

astro logy and listen to  the divine  prom ise. In  th is context, astro logy is 

m erely  an  exam ple of “all form s of  sy llogistic  w isdom ," w hich are to  be 

left behind once direct revelation  has been  attained.^®

T he argum ent for speculation, how ever, w as not w holly depen

dent upon  proof-texts. If  love of G od, clearly  a  quintessential relig ious 

value, w as to  have any  real m eaning, it could  flow  only  from  a  know ledge 

of the C reator’s handiw ork, and th is required  a  pursuit of the sciences. 

M oreover, the know ledge of G od that com es from  tradition alone is 

inherently insufficient and is in any event secondary rather than pri

m ary  know ledge. O nly  those in tellectually  unfit for speculation  can be 

excused  from  th is obligation; o thers w ho neglect their duty  are guilty  of 

w hat R . B ahya ibn  Paqudah called  “laziness and  contem pt for the w ord 

of  G od  and  h is L aw ” and  w ill be called  to  accoxm t for their dereliction.^^ 

A  secondary  argum ent pointed  to  the desirability , even the obli

gation, of  im pressing  the gentiles w ith the w isdom  and understanding  

of  the  Jew ish  people (cf. D eut. 4 :6 ; Shufjfcat 75a). B ahya m ade th is point 

w ith  exceptional v igor by  m aintain ing  that gentile recognition  of Jew ish 

w isdom  can com e only  if Jew s prove the tru th  of their faith

by  logical argum ents and  by  reasonable testim ony. For G od has 

prom ised to unveil the m inds of the nations of their ignorance 

and  to  show  H is bright light to  prove the tru th  of  our relig ion, as

34. O n these and  o ther argum ents, see H erbert A - D avidson, "T he S tudy  of  Philosophy 

as a R elig ious O bligation,' in  R e lig io n  in  a  R elig ious A g e , ed. by S . D . G oitein  

(C am bridge, M ass., 1974), S 3-6i .

35. K u za r i  4 :17, 27.

3<S. T h e  B o o k  o f D irec tio n  to  th e  D u tie s o f  th e  H e a r t, trans. M enahem  M ansour (L ondon, 

1973), in troduction, p . 94.
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it is said , 'A nd m any peoples shall go  and say, C om e yet and  let 

us go up  to  the m ountain  of the L ord, to  the H ouse of the G od 

of Jacob, and H e w ill teach us of H is w ays, and  w e w ill w alk  in  

H is paths. For out of Z ion  shall go  forth  the L aw , and the w ord 

of the L ord  from  Jerusalem ” (Isaiah 1:3). Ihus it becom es a cer

tain ty to  us, through logic, Scrip ture, and tradition, that w e are 

obligated to speculate upon every  m atter the tru th of  w hich is 

conceivable to  our m inds.^’

T his is a rem arkable form ulation. T he object to  B ahya is not m erely  to  

cause gentiles to  adm ire  Jew ish  w isdom . Jew ish  philosophical expertise 

is the  m edium  of an  eschatological m issionary endeavor. N on-Jew s w ill 

accept the tru th of Judaism  at the end of days not because of a super

natural d e u s  e x  m a c h in a  bu t because of  the persuasive pow ers, aided no  

doubt by  G od, of  Jew ish philosophical argum ents. M aim onides’ w ell- 

know n view  that gentile  recognition of  the tru th  at the end of days w ill 

com e through gradual preparation  m ediated  by  C hristianity  and Islam  

rather than through a sudden, m iraculous upheaval m ay  w ell be adum 

brated in  th is strik ingly naturalistic position in  T h e  D u tie s  o f  th e  H ea r t.  

In any event, B ahya has assigned philosophy nothing  less than a m es

sianic function.

In  a fam ous and controversial extended m etaphor, M aim onides 

graphically  illustrated  h is conviction  that philosophy alone affords the 

h ighest level of relig ious insight. N ear the end of h is G u id e , he tells us 

that the  varying  levels of people 's apprehension  of  G od  can  be classified 

by  analogy  w ith  the inhabitants of  a  city  w ho  seek  the  palace of  the  k ing. 

People w ho have no doctrinal belief are like individuals w ho have not 

entered  the city  at all. T hose w ho have engaged in  speculation but have 

reached  erroneous conclusions can  be com pared  w ith  people w ith in  the 

city  w ho have turned their backs on the palace. T hen there are those 

w ho seek  the palace but never see it: "the m ultitude of the adherents 

of the L aw ,... the ignoram uses w ho observe the com m andm ents.” W e 

then  com e to  those  w ho reach  the palace but do  not enter it: “the  jurists 

w ho  believe  true opinions on  the  basis of  traditional authority  and  study

37. T h e  D u tie s o f  th e  H e a r t, ch . 1, p . 115.
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the law  concerning  the practices of  d iv ine service, but do  not engage in  

speculation  concerning  the fundam ental principles of  relig ion."  A t long 

last w e com e to  those w ho have “p lunged in to speculation." O nly  one 

“w ho has achieved  dem onstration, to  the extent that that is possib le, of 

everything  that m ay  be dem onstrated ... has com e to  be w ith  the m ier 

in  the inner part of the habitation.”^®

T he suprem e value that M aim onides attributed to  philosophical 

speculation  does not in  itself dem onstrate that he classified  it as T orah. 

Several passages in the first book of h is code, how ever, establish th is 

clearly and reinforce the pride of p lace that he assigned to such specu

lation in  h is h ierarchy  of  values. T he first tw o chapters of  the code deal 

in sum m ary fashion w ith m etaphysical questions w hich M aim onides 

then  tells us represent w hat the R abbis called  the “account of  the chario t." 

T he next tw o chapters set forth  the essentials of  astronom y and  physics 

w hich, says M aim onides, are “the account of  creation.” In  com bination, 

these chapters constitu te  w hat the T alm ud calls  p a rd e s ,  w hich is clearly  

a term  for the secrets of the T orah. L ater he inform s us explicitly  that 

“the subjects called  p a rd e s  are subsum ed under the rubric g e m a ra ”  and 

in  the G u id e  he describes the philosophical d iscussion of d iv ine attri

butes, creation, providence, and  the nature ofprophecy as the m ysteries 

and  secrets of  the T orah.

T his, how ever, is not the end  of  it. A lone am ong  m edieval T alm ud

ists, M aim onides took  literally  a rabbinic statem ent that the talm udic 

d iscussions betw een A bbaye and R ava are considered “a sm all m atter” 

com pared  w ith  the account of  the chario t, w hich  is "a great m atter.” S ince 

the account of the chario t m eans m etaphysical speculation, the value 

judgm ent expressed  here is  w holly  consistent w ith  the  palace m etaphor 

in  the G u id e  and, to  m any m edieval observers, no  less d isturbing.

38. G u id e  3 :51, pp . 618-19.

39. SeeH j'L Y e so d e i h a -T o ra h  2 :u-ii; 4 :10,13; H /L  T a lm u d  T o ra h  1 :11-12; G u id e  1 :3 $ . Isadore 

T w erskyhas devoted  a  num ber of  im portant studies to  M aim onides’ v iew s on  these 

questions. See especially  h is In tro d u c tio n  to  th e  C o d e  o /M a im o n id e s  (M ish n e h  T o ra h )  

(N ew  H aven, 1980), pp . 3Sd-5 >4 < esp . pp. 488-507; “Som e N on-H alakhic A spects 

o fth e M ish n e h  T o ra h ,"  in  J e w ish  M e d ie v a l a n d  R e n a issa n c e  S tu d ies , 95-118; “R elig ion  

and  L aw ,” in  R e lig io n  in  a  R e lig io u s  A g e , 69-82. T hat B ahya regarded  m etaphysics as 

T orah m aybe reflected  in  h is adm onition  that one m ust study m etaphpics, but it
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W hat renders M aim onides' position all the m ore strik ing  is its 

potential im plications for talm udic study. Ihe in troduction  to  h is code 

contains a fam ous observation  that it w iU  now  be  possib le to  study  the 

w ritten T orah  fo llow ed  by  "th is [book] ” from  w hich  the reader w ill know  

the oral T orah, so  that it w ill be unnecessary  to  read any  o ther book  in  

betw een. Ihe  possib ility  that M aim onides m eant to  render the  T alm ud 

obsolete  w as raised  in  h is ow n tim e, and  he  v igorously  denied any  such 

in tention in a letter to R . P inhas ha-D ayyan of A lexandria. N onethe

less, the tone of even  th is letter reveals an  attitude not w holly  typical of 

m edieval T alm udists, and  som e of  M aim onides’ epistles to  h is student 

Joseph ben  Judah express relatively sharp reservations about extrem e 

preoccupation  w ith details of talm udic discussions at the expense of 

o ther pursuits.

In the letter to R . P inhas he testifies that he has not taught 

the M ish n e h  T o ra h  for a year and a half because m ost of h is students 

w anted to study R . Isaac A lfasi’s legally oriented abridgm ent of the 

T alm ud; as for the tw o students w ho  w anted  to  study  the T alm ud itself, 

M aim onides taught them  the tractates that they  requested . A lthough 

he goes on to insist that he w rote the code only for people w ho are 

incapable of p lum bing the depths of the T alm ud, th is descrip tion of 

h is students certain ly does not convey single-m inded devotion to  

teaching the talm udic text.

Far m ore strik ing  are the letters to  Joseph ben  Judah. In  one sec

tion of th is collection, M aim onides predicts that the tim e w ill com e 

w hen all Israel w ill study  the M ish n e h  T o ra h  alone w ith the exception  

of  those  w ho are looking for som ething on  w hich to  spend their entire 

lives even though it achieves no end. E lsew here he perm its Joseph to

is forbidden to  do so (as in  the cas^  of  T orah  itself) for w orldly  heneht. See Safian, 

“B ahya ibn Pakuda’s A ttitude” (above, n . a6), 160. For a halakhic analysis of M ai

m onides’ position  on  the status of  philosophical inquiry  as a technical fu lfillm ent 

of the com m andm ent to  study  T orah, see A haron K ahn, “L i-Q evi’at ha-H efea  shel 

T alm ud T 'o rsh ," B e itY o se fS h a u l: Q p v e zH id d u sh e i T o ra h  3  (1989): 373-74,386-403. In  

K ahn ’s  v iew , even  M aim onides believed  that only  philosophical  d iscussions centered 

on  sacred texts qualify  for the status of  T orah. W hile  K ahns in teresting  argum ent is 

based  on  instincts that are (and  should  be) d ifficult to  overcom e, the  hard  evidence 

for the conclusion rem ains rather th in .
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open a school but urges h im  to  pursue trade and  study  m edicine along 

w ith  h is learning  of T orah; m oreover, he says,

T each only  the code of R . Isaac A lfasi and com pare it w ith the 

C om position [i.e ., the M ish n e h T o ra h ] . If you find a disagree

m ent, know  that careful study of the T alm ud brought it about, 

and  study  the relevant passage. If you  fritter aw ay  your tim e w ith  

com m entaries and explanations of talm udic discussions and 

those m atters from  w hich  w e have excused  people, tim e w ill be 

w asted  and useful results w ill be dim inished.

F inally , a slightly  later citation quotes M aim onides to the effect that 

talm udic scholars w aste their tim e on the detailed discussions of the 

T alm ud as if those discussions w ere an end  in  them selves; in  fact their 

only purpose w as to m ake the determ inations necessary for proper 

observance of the com m andm ents.^®

T hese passages do not m ake explicit reference to  w hat it is that 

one should do  w ith  the tim e saved by  the study  of the M ish n e h  T o ra h . 

It is perfectly  clear, how ever, that M aim onides had  in  m ind m ore than 

the study  of  m edicine and  the m erchant s trade. O ne of  the  functions of 

h is great halakhic w ork  w as to  expand  the opportunities for the pursuit 

of  philosophical speculation.

D espite the frequency, clarity , v igor, and certain ty  w ith  w hich 

M aim onides affirm ed the suprem e value of speculation and its stand

ing at the pinnacle of T orah, the poetry and pathos of a single pow 

erful passage reveal how  all th is can som etim es be overshadow ed by  

the unshakable instinct of w hich I spoke at the outset: the instinct 

that it is the T orah that constitu tes T orah. In  h is correspondence w ith 

R . Jonathan ha-K ohen  of  L unel, M aim onides addressed  various questions 

about specific  ru lings in  h is code. H e w as clearly  m oved  by  the inform ed 

reverence tow ard h is m agnum  opus that he found am ong the rabbis of 

P rovence and  looked  back  w ith  nostalg ia on  the years that he devoted 

to  its com position. H is form ulation  is both  strik ing and  problem atic:

40. Ig g e ro t le -R a b b e n u  M o sh e  b e n  M a im o n , ed . and trans. Y osef K afih (Jerusalem , 1972),

ia6 ,134,1 3 6 .
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I, M oses, inform  the glorious R abbi R . Jonathan ha-K ohen and 

the o ther scholars reading  m y  w ork: B efore I w as form ed  in  the 

stom ach the T orah knew  m e, and before I cam e forth  from  the 

w om b she dedicated  m e to  her study  [cf. Jer. 1 :5] and appointed  

m e to  have her fountains erupt outw ard. She is m y  beloved, the 

w ife of  m y  youth , in  w hose love I  have been  im m ersed  since early  

years. Y et m any  foreign  w om en have becom e her ri^s, M oabites, 

A m m onites, E dom ites, S idonians, and H ittites. T he L ord  know s 

that they  w ere not taken  at the outset except to  serve her as per

fum ers and cooks and bakers. N onetheless, the tim e allo tted  to  

her has now  been reduced, for m y heart has been divided in to 

m any  parts through the pursuit of  aU  sorts of  w isdom .^^

T here are no  doubt w ays to  m itigate the incongruity  of  th is passage. F irst, 

the allusion m ay  w ell be  to  ancillary , propaedeutic studies  w hose status 

as "handm aidens of  theology” w as w ell established; neither m etaphysics 

nor, arguably , even physics are necessarily included. M oreover, just a 

few  lines later the letter concludes, “M ay the L ord, b lessed be H e, help  

us and you study H is T orah a n d  u n d e rs ta n d  H is  u n ity  so that w e m ay 

not stum ble, and let the verse be fulfilled  in  our ow n tim e, T  w ill put 

m y  T orah  in  their inw ard  parts and  w rite  it on  their hearts’” (Jer. 31:33). 

N onetheless, the passionate w istfu lness of M aim onides’ tone leaves 

m e resistant to  efforts at in tegrating  th is outburst of relig ious nostalgia 

seam lessly  in to the w eb of h is thought.^^ O ne alm ost suspects that as 

M aim onides recovered fi’om  the  surge of  em otion  that overcam e h im , he 

purposely  inserted the crucial phrase in to  h is final sentence so that no

41. T e sh u v o t h a -R a m b a m , ed . byjehoshua B lau, 2nd  ed., 3 (Jerusalem , 1986), p . 57.

41. See the attem pt in  Y osef K afih , “L im m udei “H or be-hfishnat ha-E am bam ,* K e ta v im  2  

(Jerusalem , 1989), 594, w here the author nevertheless expresses doubts about N fei- 

m onides’ authorslup of these rem arks. See too R ashba's com m ent in  A bba M ari 

b . Joseph, S e fe rM in h a t Q a ta o t  (P ressburg, 1838), ^ o ^ T e sh u v o th a -R a sh b a ,  ed . by  H aim  

Z . D im itrovsky  1 (Jerusalem , 1990), pp . 342-43; P rofiat D uran, M a 'a se h  E fo d  (V ienna, 

1865), 15-16. T he im m ense  relig ious value that M aim onides attached  to  philosophy  as 

w ell as h is ongoing philosophical scrutiny  ofjew ish  relig ious texts w ould  render th is 

passage problem atic even if  w e w ere to  accept K ahn ’s conclusion  that philosophical 

inquiry  m ust be  based  on  Jew ish  sources in  order to  qualify  as  T orah. See above, n . 39.
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one should  suspect that he had renounced som e of  h is central com m it

m ents. W e are w itness here to  a  fascinating  and  revealing  g lim pse of  the 

capacity of an  unphilosophical, alm ost atavistic love for o ld-fashioned 

T orah  to  overw helm , if  only  for a m om ent, the in tellectual convictions 

of the very  paradigm  of philosophical rationalism .

A side  from  the special case of H alevi, w e have little d irect evidence 

of^rincipled opposition to philosophy in M uslim  Spain. Som e of the 

polem ical rem arks in  the  w orks of  B ahya, M aim onides, and  o thers reveal 

the unsurprising inform ation  that there existed T alm udists w ho looked 

upon  the enterprise  w ith  a  jaundiced  eye and  resisted efforts to  reread  rab

binic texts in  the light of  philosophical doctrines. N onetheless, there  w as 

no  concerted  opposition  w hose w ork  has com e dow n to  us, and  Sam uel 

ibn N agrela is a  strik ing, early  exam ple of a  figure of som e stature in  tal- 

m udic studies w ho  represented  the full range of a d a h . M oreover, w e can 

probably  be confident that the greatest Spanish  T alm udist of  the tw elfth  

century  d id  not m aintain  a  v igorous antiphilosophical stance. R . Joseph 

ibn  M igash, w ho taught M aim onides' father, d id  not, as far as w e know , 

produce any philosophical w ork. A t the sam e tim e, g iven M aim onides’ 

oft-e^ressed contem pt for T alm udists w ho opposed speculation, the 

great reverence w ith  w hich  he  described  h is illustrious predecessor w ould  

be difficult to  xm derstand if  ibn  M igash  w as counted am ong them , and 

R . A braham  M aim onides listed  h im  am ong  the lum inaries w ho  "strength

ened the faith that they  inherited from  their frthers ... to  know  w ith the 

eye of  their in tellect and  the understanding of  their m ind” that G od can

not be conceived in  corporeal term s.^^ A s in  the case of Saadya ’s B agh

dad, m any  Spanish  T alm udists probably  treated  philosophy  w ith  salu tary  

neglect w hile o thers, probably  including  ibn  M igash, looked upon  it w ith 

som e favor even though  it w as not their particular field  of  e :q>ertise. W ith 

few  significant receptions, Spanish  Jew ry  under Islam  w as unam biguously 

hospitable to  the  pursuit of  philosophy, the sciences, and  the literary  arts.

43. See A braham  M aim onides, M ilh a m o tH a sh e m ,  ed . by  R euven  M argaliyot (Jerusalem , 

1953); 49-50- W ith  respect to  d irect evidence, how ever, note  Israel T a-Shem as rem ark 

that “w e do  not have a  scin tilla  of inform ation  on  h is  pursuit o f philosophy, gram m ar, 

or science"; see “Y ejirato  ha-S ifru tit shel R abbenu  Y osef ha-L evi ibn  M igash,"  JC iryat 

S e fe r  46 (i97 i): 137 - In  light of  A braham  Z vlairaonides’ statem ent, th is form ulation 

m ay  be a  shade too  v igorous.
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T H E G R EA T ST R U G G L E : PR O V E N CE A N D  

N O R TH E R N SPA IN  FR O M  T H E L A T E T W E L FT H  

T O  T H E E A RL Y  FO U RT EE N TH  C E N TU R Y

T he great relig ious value of philosophy w as inextricably in tertw ined 

w ith  its great relig ious danger. S ince reason and revelation  w ere rooted  

in the sam e source, they  could not conflict w ith  one another;*^ at the 

sam e tim e, the study of  philosophic texts generated  a  host of  p roblem s 

for traditional conceptions, particularly as A risto telianism  launched  its 

trium phant m arch across the m edieval in tellectual landscape. T o  m ost 

believers, G od  had created the w orld  out of  nothing; to  A risto telians, a 

form  of prim eval m atter had alw ays existed . T o  the traditional believer, 

G od 's know ledge extended  to  the m ost m inute details affecting the low 

est of creatures, and his loving  providence w as over "all h is handiw ork" 

(Psalm s 145*9); to  the A risto telian , he d id  not know  particulars at all. T o 

the person of feith , celestial rew ard aw aited each righteous individual 

as a separate entity ; to  the A risto telian  philosopher, the souls survival 

depended upon intellectual attainm ents and took a collective rather 

than an individual form . O ne is tem pted to paraphrase M aim onides' 

exalted  assessm ent of m etaphysics by observing  that these are indeed 

not sm all m atters.

M edieval th inkers had a w ide range of options in  dealing  w ith 

such issues. A t one end of the spectrum  \>rere those w ho rejected  philo

sophical inquiry on  principle. O n the o ther w ere those w ho accepted 

v irtually the full corpus of A risto telian conclusions and m aintained 

that revealed  relig ion, w hich  should  not be  consulted  for the answ ers to  

u ltim ate questions, w as in tended  as a  political instrum ent for ordering 

the life of the m asses. R anged betw een these extrem es w ere the large 

m ajority  of th inkers w ith  greater or lesser inclinations tow ard the pres

ervation of traditional beliefs. In any given  instance, one could argue 

that the phhosophical position  w as unproven and unpersuasive or that

44. For a  sharp  form ulation of th is point, see N orm an R oth , M a im o n id e s: E ssa ys  a n d  

T e x tS j S so th  A n n iv e rsa ry  (M adison, 1985), 94 . H e argues that from  the point of  v iew  

of m edieval Jew ish and  M uslim  rationalists there  can  be  no  conflict because “w hat 

prophetic  revelation  brings in  the  w ay  of  flashes of light to  the m asses, thephilosopher 

sees in  the  fu ll b laze of rational illum ination.'’
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the standard  relig ious conception  w as not essential or had  been  m iscon

strued. Ihe last approach w as both controversial and fruitfu l because 

it required not only  a reth inking of doctrine but a rein terpretation of 

classic texts. T he allegorical im derstanding of both  biblical and talm u- 

d ic m aterial is consequently  an  in tegral and  significant part o f  our story . 

T he attitudes of Jew s tow ard general culture had  a  profound im pact on  

their conceptions of Judaism  itself.

T he battle over philosophical study becam e a m ajor them e in  

m edieval Jew ish  h istory  as a  result of a  w atershed event: the m igration  

of  m any Spanish  Jew s to  Southern  F rance in  the w ake of  the A lm ohade 

conquest of  the late  1140s. T his conquest b rou^t the h istory of A ndalu

sian  Jew ry  to  a tragic end  and opened  a  new  chapter in  the relationship  

betw een  Sephardic  and  A shkenazic  Jew s. A  num ber of  the exiles m oved  

only  as far north  as C hristian  Spain , w here som e of them  translated  sci

entific  and  philosophical w orks that helped  to  transfer the advanced  cul

ture of  the M uslim  w orld  in to the ever m ore curious C hristian  E urope 

of  the tw elfth  century . W hile th is d im ension of  cu ltural activ ity  d id  not 

p lay  a  central ro le w ith in  the  Jew ish  com m unity  itself, it w as a develop

m ent of  m ajor im portance in  the evolution  of  E uropean civilization.*^

From  an  in ternal Jew ish  perspective, the m ajor acts in  th is dram a 

w ere to  be  p layed  out in  the  south  of  F rance.*^  For the  first tim e, substan

tial num bers of  A shkenazim  and Sephardim  confronted one another in  

the  sam e com m unity , and  the im m igrants resisted any  assim ilation  in to 

the cultural patterns of the native A shkenazim . O n the contrary , one

45 - See M . S teinschneider’s classic D ie  H e b ra e isc h e n  U e b e rse tzu n g e n  d e s  M itte la lter s  u n d  

d ie  J u d e n  a ts  D o lm etsc h e r  (B erlin , 1893). For a readable survey of m edieval transla

tions and  the  Jew s, see  section  II o f  C harles S inger's “T he  Jew ish  Factor in  M edieval 

'T hought,” in  T h e  L e g a c y  o f Is ra e l ed . by  E dw yn  R . B evan and  C harles S inger (O xford , 

1927), 202-4$. O n  earlier contacts  betw een  A shkenazim  and  Sephardim , see the im 

portant reassessm ent byA vraham  G rossm an, “B ein  Seferad  le-Zarfet: ha-Q ^arim  

bein  Q ehillo t Y isra ’el she-bi-Sefarad ha-M usIem it u-bein  Q ehillo t Z arfat," in  G a lu t 

A h a r G o la h : M e h q a r im  b e -T o le d o t 'A m  Y isra e l M u g g a sh im  U -P ro fesso r  H a im  B e in a rt, 

ed. by  A . M irsky, A . G rossm an, and  Y . K aplan (Jerusalem , 1988), 75-101. See now  

his H a k h m e i Z a r fa t  h a -R ish o n im  (Jerusalem , 1995), $54-71.

46. For a  characterization  of P rovengal Jew ish culture  in  th is period, see  Isadore  T w ersky, 

“A spects of the Social and C ultural H istory of P rovencal Jew ry,” in  J e w ish  S o c ie ty  

th ro u g h  th e  A g e s , ed . by  H . H . B en Sasson and  S . E ttinger (N ew  Y ork, 1971), 185-107.
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senses a degree of self-confident assertiveness that borders on  cultura l 

im perialism . T he Provengal Jew s needed to  defend even their halakhic 

traditions against a Sephardic effort to  im pose the rulings of R . Isaac 

A lfasi^ and  the Spanish  Jew s brought w ith  them  a feeling of  a lm ost con

tem ptuous superiority  tow ard those  w ho  w ere im trained in  the broader 

culture of the A ndalusian elite . W hat m ade th is challenge particularly  

effective w as the inability  of  the  Jew s of  P rovence to  point to  their ow n 

unam biguous superiority  in T orah narrow ly construed. A lthough the 

im m igrants them selves could offer no T alm udists to com pete w ith  

R . A braham  b. D avid of  Posqui^res or R . Z erahiah H aL evi of  L unel, they 

could  point to  a  substantial cohort of  d istinguished  rabbis produced  by  

their native culture along  w ith  its philosophical achievem ents.

U nder such circum stances; the argum ent that pursuit of phi

losophy enhanced relig ion by  providing insight in to  the nature of G od 

w as d ifficult to  resist. A t the sam e tim e, the deviations from  traditional 

relig ious conceptions that philosophy  brought in  its  w ake could  not but 

cause concern in  a  society  that w as being exposed to  such ideas for the 

first tim e, and the argum ent from  the dangers of philosophical heresy 

loom ed large. It m ay w ell be that th is d ialectic w as responsible  for one 

of the m ost im portant developm ents in the history of Judaism ; the 

rise of m ysticism  as a h ighly  v isib le factor in  the in tellectual constella

tion of  m edieval Jew ry.

T he central com ponent of Jew ish  m ysticism  in  the M iddle A ges 

w as its theosophic doctrine. W ithout detracting from  the significance 

of  ecstatic kabbalah, there can  be little doubt that one seeking  to  xm der- 

stand the attraction  of  esoteric lore in  the in itial stages of  its popularity  

m ust look at its doctrinal rather than its e:q>eriential aspects. Such an  

exam ination  reveals that kabbalah  provided the  perfect so lution, at least 

to  people w ith a receptive relig ious personality, to the critical in tellec

tual issue that confrontedjew s at precisely  the tim e and  place in  w hich 

m ysticism  began to  spread.

Ihe  essential claim  m ade by  l^bbalists w as that G od  had  revealed 

an esoteric teaching to M oses in addition to the exoteric T orah. T his 

secret lore uncovered the deeper m eaning of the T orah, and it also  

taught in itiates the true nature of G od and creation; it is here, not in  

A risto telian physics and m etaphysics, that one m ust seek the m eaning
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of the accounts of creation  and of the chario t. Indeed, a recent study 

has argued that longstanding  m ystical doctrines w ere now  at least par

tially  publicized  because the bearers of  these doctrines could not sxiffer 

in  silence the M aim onidean-sty ie claim  that the rabbis had referred to  

gentile d iscip lines as the secrets of  the  T orah. H ow ever that m ay  be, kab

balah  offered  a  revealed key  to  precisely  the know ledge  that philosophers 

sought. B y  locating  that key  in  an  inner Jew ish tradition, kabbalists could 

argue that philosophy w ith all its dangers w as superfluous, and even 

though rabbinic tradition had attributed  spiritual peril to  the study  of 

m ystical secrets, one could hardly com pare the potential for heresy  in  

the pursuit of  revealed tru th to the dangers of studying  A risto tle. E ven 

w ithout reference to  the problem  of  heresy , kabbalah prom ised  the late 

tw elfth-century  P rovencal Jew  all that philosophy  offered and  m ore, since 

hum an reason is fellib le  w hile  the  w ord  of G od  is not. Sm all w onder that 

Jew ish  th inkers began  to  respond, and  m ysticism  em barked on  a  path  that 

w ould  lead  it tow ard a  preem inent position  in  Jew ish p iety  and  relig ious 

thought by  the sixteenth  and seventeenth  centuries.

T he penetration of Sephardic philosophical culture in to South

ern  France in  the late tw elfffi and early th irteenth centuries produced 

the first great conflict over the propriety of rationalistic speculation. 

T he M aim onidean controversy erupted in the early 1230s as a result 

of  the perception by  R . Solom on  ben  A braham  of  M ontpellier that the 

study of certain w orks of M aim onides w as leading  people in to heresy. 

T hough  the in ternal  Jew ish  dynam ic that w e have been  exam ining  could 

have set these events in  m otion  w ithout any  external im petus, there can 

be  little doubt that the atm osphere  of  early  th irteenth-century  C hristian 

L anguedoc aided and  abetted  the process. T he century  had  begun  w ith

47 .1  m ade the essential point in “M iracles and the N atural O rder in  N ahm anides,” in  

R a b b i M o se s  N a h m a n id e s (R a m b a n ): E x p lo ra tio n s in  H is  R e lig io u s a n d  L ite ra ry  V ir

tu o s ity , ed- by  Isadore T w ersfcy (C am bridge, M ass, and  L ondon, E ngland, 1983), in . 

C f. the citation from  A . S . H alkin  in  note 17 there. O n the suggestion  that m ystics 

w ere responding  to  the  claim  that A risto telian doctrines are  the  secrets  of  the  T orah, 

see  M oshe  Idel, K a b b a la h :  N e w  P e rsp ec tiv e s  (N ew  H aven  and  L ondon, 1988), 253, and  

m uch  m ore fu lly  in  sections I and  II of  h is "M aim onides and  K abbalah,”  in  S tu d ies  

in  M a im o n id e s , ed . by  Isadore T w ersky (C am bridge, M ass, and L ondon, E ngland, 

1990); 31-SO .
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the  A lbigensian C rusade, and  the decade of  the  Jew ish  controversy  w as 

also  w itness to  the b irth  of  an  inquisition  aim ed at C hristian  heresies.

R . Solom on  sent h is d istinguished  student R . Jonah  to  bring  the 

w ritings in question to the attention  of h is natural allies, the rabbis of 

N orthern France. A s a result of th is in itiative, the rabbis of the N orth  

proclaim ed a  ban against T h e  G u id e  o f  th e  P e rp le xe d  and the first, quasi- 

philosophical section  of  the  M ish n e h  T o ra h  ("T he B ook  of  K now ledge"). 

A t th is point, the defenders of M aim onides in  the South  proclaim ed a 

ban  against R . Solom on  and  h is d iscip les and  sent the  b ib lical com m en

tator R . D avid K im hi (R adak) to their natural allies in  w hat w as now  

C hristian  Spain to  obtain support for the second  ban.

R adak  d iscovered  to  h is surprise that a  m ixed  reception aw aited  

h im . W hile som e Spanish com m unities afiirm ed the ban enthusiasti

cally , the d istinguished physician  R . Judah  A lfakar refused  to  offer sup

port and  instead  w rote several sharp letters expressing  h is reservations 

about M aim onides' G u id e . T he am bivalence that R adak encountered  

in  Spain  speaks volum es for the fact that the direction of influence in  

the Sephardic-A shkenazic confrontation  of the previous decades w as 

not reflected exclusively  in  the adoption of a  philosophical culture by 

som e A shkenazim . T he A shkenazi im pact on  m any Sephardim  w as no  

less profound. In som e cases, th is influence cam e through Southern  

France; in  o thers, it w as d irect. W hatever the m edium , how ever, R adak 

discovered a transform ed Spanish Jew ry w hose attitude tow ard the 

culture produced by its ow n forebears could no longer be predicted 

w ith  confidence.

T his transform ation is also evident in a letter by N ahm anides 

that w e shall have to exam ine later in  w hich he attem pted, w ith  som e 

success, to  bring  the controversy to  a close. In  the m eantim e, events in  

M ontpellier overtook  developm ents in  Spain . Z ealous anti-M aim onists 

approached local ecclesiastical authorities w ith  w hat they presented 

as heretical Jew ish books, and the churchm en obliged by  burning the 

controversial w orks of M aim onides. Indignant M aim onists com plained  

to  lay  authorities apparently unhappy  w ith ecclesiastical in tervention, 

and the anti-M aim onist delators w ere prom ptly  punished by  having 

a part of  their tongues cut off. C ontem porary M aim onists evinced no  

dism ay at the harshness of the penalty ; on  the contrary , they  regarded
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it as an  appropriate d ivine  retribution  for an  offense w hose seriousness 

in  the  m edieval Jew ish context could  hardly  be exaggerated . T hough  the 

in ternal Jew ish controversy  d id  not end  im m ediately after these events, 

it began to die dow n, and the w orks of M aim onides rem ained undis

turbed  for decades to com e.^®

Ihe issues raised in  the substantial corpus of letters w ritten  dur

ing  th is controversy  reveal the concerns, the tactics, and  the deeply  held 

convictions of  m ost of  the  parties to  the d ispute. R egrettably , w e possess 

only  one letter from  R . Solom on  ben  A braham  him self. It is of  no  sm all 

in terest that he denies requesting  a  ban  against the G u id e  and  “Ihe  B ook 

of K now ledge” and that he m akes a point of h is careful, sym pathetic  

study of M aim onides’ code in his yeshiva. W hat concerned him , he 

w rites, w as that som e Provencal Jew s had  aflirm ed extrem e philosophi

cal positions that w ent so far as the allegorization of the story  of C ain  

and  A bel and  even of  the com m andm ents them selves. R . M eir H aL evi 

A bulafia, w ho had questioned  M aim onides’ v iew  of resurrection three 

decades earlier, reports that R . Solom on w as m otivated by  a concern 

about rationalists w ho “w ish to  break  the yoke of the com m andm ents" 

by  denying  that G od really  cares for ritual observances. A ll G od  w ants, 

they  m aintained, is that people know  h im  philosophically ; w hether the 

body  is pure or im pure, hungry  or th irsty , is quite irrelevant. R . M eir's 

brother Y osef  b . T odros speaks of Jew s w ho argued  that all the w ords of 

the T orah  and rabbinic tradition are allegories, w ho m ocked the belief 

in  m iracles, and  w ho regarded  them selves as exem pt from  prayer and 

phylacteries. T o w hat degree these assertions reflect reality  is far from  

dear; w hat is clear is that the argum ent that rationalism  has in fact

48. T he clarity  of th is brief sum m ary obscures the obscurity  of the events. For an  

adm irable effort to reconstruct the chronology of the controversy , see A . Scho- 

chet, "B erurim  be-Parashat ha-Pulm us ha-R ishon ‘al S ifrei ha-R am bam ,” ?jon 3d 

(1971): 27-60, w hich takes account of  the im portant sources in  Joseph Shatzm iller, 

“L i'T em unat ha-M ahaloqet ha-R ishonah ‘al K itvei ha-R am bam ,” Z io n  34 (1969): 

126-44. C f. the earlier w orks by  Joseph  Sarachek, F a ith  a n d  R e a so n :  T h e  C o n jlic t o v e r  

th e  R a tio n a lism  o f M a im o n id es  (W H iam sport, Penna., 1935), and  D aniel Jerem y  S ilver, 

M a im o n id e a n  C r itic ism  a n d  th e M a im o n id e a n  C o n tro v e rsy , u 8 o ~ i2 ^ o  (L eiden, 1965). 

T he best analysis of  significant aspects ofthe  debates is  in  B ernard Septim us, H ispanu- 

J e w ish  C u ltu re  in  T ra n s itio n  (C am bridge, M ass, and  L ondon, E ngland, 1981), 61-103.
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produced heresy  w as one of  the m ost forceful and  effective  w eapons in  

the arsenal of the opposition.^®

In addition  to specific charges of d isbelief and violations of 

law , rationalists also faced the accusation that they abandon the 

study  of T alm ud in  favor of philosophical speculation. T hus, R adak  

found it necessary  to  testify  that he studies T alm ud assiduously  and 

observes the com m andm ents m eticulously; the only reason that 

people suspected him , he tells us, is that he had indicated that the 

detailed exchanges in the T alm ud w ill be rendered obsolete in the 

M essianic age w hen everything  w rill becom e clear. M any T alm udists 

w ould  surely  have d isagreed even w ith  the assertion  to  w hich R adak  

adm its, and  A lfakar s letter to  h im  explicitly  speaks of  the inclination 

to abolish the discussions of A bbaye and R ava in order “to ascend 

in  the chario t.”^®

O n the m ost fundam ental level, A lfakar, w hose letters evince an 

im pressive level of  philosophical sophistication, denied  the controlling 

authority  of  reason. A ny  com pelling  dem onstration, he  w rote, requires 

investigation of extraordinary in tensity  because of the possibility  of 

h idden sophistry , and  an  erroneous prem ise, no  m atter how  for back  in  

the chain of reasoning, can underm ine the valid ity  of the conclusion. 

C onsequently , reliance on reason to reject im portant relig ious teach

ings is inadm issib le.

A lfakar s specific exam ples concentrate on the denial or lim ita

tion  of  m iracles. M aim onides, he  says, regarded  B alaam s talk ing  donkey 

and  sim ilar b ib lical m iracles as prophetic  v isions despite  the M ishnah ’s 

inclusion of the donkey ’s pow er of speech am ong the ten th ings cre

ated  im m ediately  before  the first Sabbath . T his M aim onidean  tendency  

is sym ptom atic of the deeper problem  of attem pting to  synthesize the 

T orah and G reek w isdom . R adak had explicitly  praised M aim onides’ 

unique ability  to  harm onize “w isdom ” and faith . O n the contrary , says 

A lfakar, the attem pt w ras a  failure. M aim onides, for exam ple, lim ited  the 

num ber of  long-lived antediluvians

49. See R . Solom on's letter in Q e v u ^ t M ik h ta v in tj 51-52; R . M eir in Q pve? T e sh u vc t  

h a -R a m b a m  (L eipzig , 1859) 3, p . 6a; R . Y osef in  Q e v u ^ tM ik h ta v im ,  6, 21.

50. Q pve? T e sh u v o t  h a -R a m b a m  3 , pp . 3a-4a.
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because h is in tention w as to  leave the ordinary operation of  the 

w orld  in tact so that he could  establish  the T orah and  G reek  w is

dom  together, "coupling the tent together so that it m ay be one" 

(E xod. 26:11). H e im agined that the one could stand w ith the 

o ther "like tw o young  roes that are tw ins” (Song of Songs 4:5); 

instead, there  w as “m ourning  and  lam entation” (L am . 2:5). "T he 

land w as not able to bear them , that they m ight live together” 

(G en. 13:6) as tw o sisters, “for the H ebrew  w om en are not like 

the E gyptian  w om en” (E xod. 1:19).

A s for lesser figures than M aim onides, they  reduce the num ber of  m ira

cles because their  soul does not consider  it appropriate to  believe  w hat 

the C reator considered  it appropriate to  do.”*^

Y osef ben T odros H alevi aflirm ed the dangers lurking in the 

G u id e  by  arguing that no  one in  h is generation has the capacity  to  read 

the w ork w ithout exposing him self to the danger of heresy. C onse

quently , he can  justify  the action  of the N orthern  French rabbis w ith

out forfeiting  h is respect for M aim onides. B oth “acted  for the sake of 

heaven, each  in  h is p lace and tim e.” M oreover, he says, the dangers of 

speculation  have even  been  recognized  by  the k ings of  the  A rabs, w ho 

forbade  "G reek  w isdom ” and  philosophical study. If  Y osef is referring  

to  the A lm ohade rulers, w e w ould have a strik ing appeal by  a  Jew ish  

conservative  to  the  judgm ent ofpersecutors ofhis people for the sake 

of validating or at least lending support to a decision affecting the 

in ternal spiritual life of Judaism .^^

T he M aim onist party  responded  w ith a  v igorous defense of the 

value of general culture. R adak succeeded in eliciting a ban against 

R . Solom on and  h is students from  the  Jew ish com m unity  of Saragossa, 

the text of  w hich  contains instructive argum ents for the rationalist posi

tion taken from  rabbinic literature.

$1. Q pve? T e sh u v o t h a -R a m b a m  3 , pp . ia-2a, 3a.

51. Q e v u fa t M ik h ta v im , 21-22,13-14. Ihe term  m a lk h e i h a -e re v , based on  I K ings 10:15, 

appears as m a lk h e i ‘a ra v  in the parallel verse in H  C hronicles (9:14) and w as no ' 

doubt understood  by  Joseph as A rab  k ings despite  the  am biguity  in troduced  by  the 

juxtaposition  of  the tw o phrases in  Jerem iah 25:24.
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It is w idely  know n am ong our people that our sages instructed  

and  w arned us to  learn  the w isdom  concerning  the unity  of G od 

as w ell as external form s of  w isdom  that w ill enable us to answ er 

heretics and know  the m atters u tilized  by  d isbelievers to destroy 

our T orah. [H iey] also [instructed  us to  study] astro logy and the 

vanities of  idol-w orship^ [w hich] one cannot learn  from  the T orah 

or the T alm ud, as w ell as the m easurem ent of  land  and  know ledge 

of  so lstices and  calculations, as the learned  teacher of w isdom  said , 

“Ihe pathw ays of  the heavens are as clear to  m e as the pathw ays of 

N ehardea,” and an understanding of the scope w ith  w hich they 

m easured  at a  d istance on  both  land  and  sea. M oreover, they  ru led  

that no  one can  be appointed  to  the Sanhedrin  to  decide the law  

unless he know s these disciplines and  m edicine as w ell.^^

A particularly  in teresting  aspect of th is text is  the  d istinction  betw een "the 

w isdom  concerning  the unity  of  G od" {h o kh m a t h a -y ih u d ) and  “external 

form s ofw isdom ” or "external d iscip lines" (h o kh m o th iz zo n iy yo t) .  T he for

m er requires no  defense on  instrum ental grounds; it is part of  the T orah, 

and  the  problem  is  just that the antirationalists do  not recognize th is. E xter

nal w isdom , on  the o ther hand, needs to  be justified  in  o ther w ays. T he 

docum ent provides rabbinic authority  for som e of these  pursuits, w hose 

purpose is often  self-evident, but the only  concrete argum ent set forth  is 

the need  to respond to heretics. T his need, w hich w as legitim ized by  a 

rabbinic  text, w as routinely  cited  in  o ther contexts to  defend  so  relig iously 

dubious an  enterprise  as the study of  the  N ew  T estam ent. Its application 

to  our context is attested  not only  in  the Saragossa ban  but in  the counter

argum ent ofY osef  ben  T odros that the rabbis’ in tention  in  urging  Jew s to  

learn  the appropriate response to  heretics w as m anifestly  "to  reconstruct 

the ru ins of the feith , not to  destroy  it.” Y osef, in  o ther w ords, regarded 

the use of  th is argum ent as the last refuge of  scoundrels, a  pro  form a jus

tification for a  pursuit m otivated  by  entirely  d ifferent considerations.^^

53. Q p v e ^  T e sh u v o t h a -R a m b a m  3 , p . 5b.

54. Q e v u ^ tM ikh ta v im ,  14. O n reading the N ew  T estam ent to  answ er a  heretic, see m y 

com m ents and references in T h e  J e w ish -C h r is tia n  D e b a te  in  th e  H ig h  M id d le  A g e s  

(Philadelphia, 1979; rep ., N orthvale, N .J. and  L ondon, 1996), 309-10.
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If the inform ation of the Saragossa authorities w as reliable, the 

text of  their denunciation  contributes to  our know ledge of  the  ban  issued 

by  the antirationalists. Ihe  earlier ban, w e are to ld , w as d irected  not only 

against the G u id e  and T he B ook of K now ledge** but against "anyone 

w ho studies any of the external d iscip lines.” R . B ahya ben M oses, the 

chief signatory of the Saragossa ban, repeats th is inform ation in a let

ter to  the  Jew ish  conum m ities of A ragon.^^ O n  the one hand, w e could 

be dealing w ith an exaggeration designed to fecilitate the eliciting of 

additional counterbans; on  the o ther, the fact that “external books” are 

denounced in  the M ishnah renders it d ifficult to  reject th is report out 

of hand. H ow ever that m ay  be, rationalists  w ere clearly  uncom fortable 

w ith  the talm udic  prohibition  of  “G reek  w isdom ,” and  w e find  efforts at 

redefim tion  that lim it the m eaning  of  the term  to  a  k ind of  coded  com - 

m im ication that has not survived and that therefore poses no lim ita

tion  w hatever to  the philosopher's in tellectual agenda. O ne M aim onist 

argued that how ever one understands the,term , the prohibition can 

certain ly  not result from  a concern  w ith  heresy  since the R abbis w ould  

never have excluded potential d ip lom ats from  the ban had the reason 

for it been  that w eighty .^^

D efenses of rationalism  and  its allied d iscip lines appealed  to  o ther 

considerations as w ell. T he argum ent that philosophical sophistication  w as 

necessary  to  im press gentiles w as feirly  w idespread, and it occasionally  

took  an  even  stronger form : the  Jew ish  loss of  G reek  w isdom , w hich  w as, 

of course, orig inally  Jew ish  w isdom , m akes Jew s an object of rid icule in  

the eyes of  their educated  neighbors.^^  D uring  the  M aim onidean  contro

versy , a  m ore fundam ental argum ent appears in  a  novel form ulation  that 

m ay  reflect the  influence  of a  m ajor C hristian  w ork. In  the  tw elfth  century , 

Peter A belard w rote his celebrated  S ic  e t N o n , w hich challenged oppo

nents of speculation  to account for a variety  of apparent contradictions

55- Q pve? T e sh u v o t  h a -R a m b a m  3 , pp . sb , 6a.

S6. Sam uel Saporta in  Q e v u ^ t M ik h ta v im , 95. O n G reek  w isdom , see Saul L ieberm an, 

H e llen ism  in  J e w ish  P a le stin e  (N ew  Y ork, 1961), 100-U 4, and cf. the references in  

D avidson, “T he S tudy  of Philosophy  as a  R elig ious O bligation” (above, n . 34), 66-67, 

n . 44.

57- Sam uel ibnT ibbon, M aam ar Y iq q a v u  h a -M a y im  (P ressburg, 1837), 173. O n  the  need  

to  im press gentiles, see T w ersky, "Proven9al Jew ry," 190,204-5.
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in  authoritative  texts. Ihe “authority*  w hich is the presum ed  alternative 

to  reason  is sim ply  not usable w ithout its supposed  rival. O ne M aim onist 

letter argues for rationalism  by  citing  contradictions in  rabbinic sources 

that can  be  resolved  only  by  tbe sort o f specu lation  that the antirationalists 

eschew .^®  Patristic contradictions have becom e rabbinic contradictions, 

but the  A belardian argum ent rem ains in tact.

W e have already  seen that the anti-M aim onists’ concern  that ratio

nalism  tends to  produce heresy  constitu ted  one of  their m ost pow erful 

argum ents against philosophical study. A  strik ing  feature of the contro

versy  is that the M aim onists argued  that precisely  the reverse w as true: 

it w as antirationalism  that had produced a heresy m ore serious than 

the w orst philosophical heterodoxy, because m any  naive believers w or

shipped a corporeal G od. T he issue of  an thropom orphism  is therefore 

crucial to  an understanding not only  of the M aim onidean  controversy 

but of the ro le that philosophy  p layed in  defin ing the param eters of a 

legitim ate  Jew ish  conception  of  G od. T here can  be no  h igher stakes than 

these and no better evidence of the pow erful, alm ost controlling pres

ence  of  the philosophical enterprise at the  very  heart of  m edieval Judaism .

M aim onides listed  belief  in  the incorporeal nature  of G od as one 

of  h is th irteen  principles constitu ting the sine qua non  of the faith . A s 

he indicated  both  in  h is d iscussion of th is creed  and  in  h is code, failure 

to  affirm  th is belief  is rank  heresy  w hich excludes one firom  a portion  in  

the  w orld  to  com e. M aim onides has been  assigned a  h ighly  sophisticated 

m otivation  for taking th is position . Survival after death  requires a  cleav

ing  to  G od  that is possib le only  through the developm ent of  that aspect 

of  the soul w hich  perceives certain  abstract truths about the D eity ; the 

belief in  an  incorporeal G od  is consequently  the  m inim um  requirem ent 

for attain ing eternal life.^^ W hile M aim onides m ay  w ell have endorsed

s8 . Joseph Shatzm iller, “Iggarto shel R . A sher be-R . G ershom  le-R abbanei Z arfat,” in  

M e h q a r im  b e -T o le d o t ‘A m  Y isra e l v e -E r tf T isra e l le -Z e k h e r  Z evi A vincn (H aife, 1970), 

129-40 . Shatzm iller w as struck  by  the argum ent but not by  the A belardian parallel, 

w hich  is, o f  course, speculative. In  a  recent lecture, B ernard  Septim us has noted  that 

R . A sher m ay  w ell have been  m aking a sharp  allusion to the T osafists’ ow n use of 

d ialectic.

59. See A rthur H ym ans im portant article, "M aim onides’ "T hirteen  P rinciples,'”  in  J e w ish  

M e d ie va l a n d  R e n a issa n c e  S tu d ie s , 141-41.
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th is v iew , the im m ediate  m otivation  for perceiving anthropom orphism  

as heresy w as probably  sim pler and  m ore fundam ental: the believer in  

a corporeal G od does not really  believe in  one G od at all.

M aim onides drew  the connection  betw een unity and incorpo

reality  forcefully and e^licitly :

T here is no  profession of  unity  unless the doctrine of G od 's cor

poreality  is denied. For a  body  carm ot be one, but is com posed  of 

m atter and  form , w hich  by  defin ition  are tw o; it is also  divisib le, 

subject to  partition .... It is not m eet that belief in  the corporeal

ity  of G od ... should be perm itted  to  establish  itself in  anyone’s 

m ind any  m ore than it is m eet that belief should  be established  

in  the nonexistence of  the deity , in  the association  of  o ther gods 

w ith  H im , or in  the w orship of o ther than H e.**®

M aim onides’ son  provided an  even  sharper form ulation. A nthropom or

phism , he  w rites, is an  im purity  U ke that

of idolatry . Idolaters deny G od ’s T orah and w orship other gods 

beside H im , w hile one w ho, in  h is stupidity , allow s it to  enter h is 

m ind  that the C reator has a  body  or an  im age or a  location, w hich 

is  possib le only  for a  body, does not know  H im . O ne w ho does not 

know  H im  denies H im , and such a person ’s w orship and prayer 

are not to  the C reator of  the w orld . [A nthropom orphists] do  not 

w orship  the G od  of  heaven and  earth  but a  false  im age of H im , just 

like the w orshippers of dem ons about w hom  the R abbis say  that 

they  w orship  [such] an  im age, for the entity  that they  have in  m ind, 

w ho is corporeal and  has stature or a  particular location  w here  he 

sits on  a  throne, does not exist a t all. It w as concerning  those fools 

and their like that the prophet said , "H e has shut their eyes, that 

they  cannot see, and their hearts, that they  cannot understand.”**^

6 0 . G u id e  1 :35, p . 81. H ym an is, of  course, w ell aw are  of  th is passage but argues that the 

belief  in  incorporeality  is w hat g ives the  very  profession of  unity  its salv ific  value.

6 1 . M ilh a m o t H a sh e m , 52. For a very  strong (perhaps just a  b it too strong) assertion 

of th is understanding of Iv laim onides ’ m otivation (w ithout reference to  M ilh a m o t
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It is especially  notew orthy  that M aim onides does not appeal to  tradition  

to  validate h is declaration  that anthropom orphism  is heretical. O n the 

con trary , h is com m ents on the m otivation  for h is stand clearly reveal 

the determ inative ro le of  philosophy. H e tells us in  the G u id e  that if  he 

w ished to  affirm  the eternity  of  the w orld , he could  provide a figurative 

in terpretation to biblical texts that im ply the contrary just as he has 

in terpreted  anthropom orphic verses figuratively . O ne reason for d istin

guishing the case of anthropom orphism  firom  that of eternal m atter is 

that the  latter  has not been  proven. O n  the o ther hand, “that the deity  is 

not a  body  has been  dem onstrated; from  th is it fo llow s necessarily  that 

everything that in  its external m eaning disagrees w ith  th is dem onstra

tion  m ust be in terpreted  figuratively .” A lfakar, w hile  w restling  w ith  the 

sam e problem , pointed  to  the fact that the B ible itself contains contra

dictory  verses regarding the corporeality  of G od and argued that th is 

legitim ates figurative in terpretation. T hough A lfakar and  M aim onides 

also  d ted  O nkelos's alleged  avoidance of  an thropom orphic  expressions 

as a  precedent, and N ahm anides, A braham  M aim onides, and Sam uel 

Saporta  provided a list of antianthropom orphic authorities beginning 

w ith the tim e of the G eonim , there can  be little doubt that the driv ing 

force in  the extirpation of a corporeal conception  of G od  w as the philo

sophic enterprise.^^

T he philosophers, in fact, d id their job so w ell that contem po- 

raryjew s find  it very  d ifficult to  acknow ledge the existence of  m edieval 

Jew ish  anthropom orphism  despite substantial, credible  evidence. B y  far 

the best know n testim ony is the assertion  by  R . A braham  b. D avid  of 

Posqui^res that greater Jew s than M aim onides believed in  a corporeal 

G od  because they  w ere m isled  by  the  literal m eaning  of rabbinic a g g a d o t  

M aim onist rhetoric  during  the controversy  is replete  w ith  assertions that 

the anti-M aim onists  believe in  a corporeal G od and are consequently  

heretics. Som e of these attacks m ay w ell be exaggerated , but they play

H a sh e m ),  see  M enachem  K ellner, D o g m a  in  M e d ie v a l J e w ish  T h o u g h t F ro m  M a im o n id e s  

to  A travcfie/(O xford , 1986), 41: “M aim onides  held  that... one  w ho conscientiously  

observes the halakhah w hile  believing  in the corporeality  of G od is, in  effect, per

form ing  idolatry .”

61. See G u id e  2:15, p . 318; Q pve? T e sh u v o t h a -R a m b a m  3, p . lb ; K itv e i R a m b a tt, 1, 

pp . 346-47; M ilh a m o t H a sh e m , 49-50; Q e n q :a t M ik h ta v im , 85-86,90-91 .
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too  prom inent a ro le in  the d iscussion  for them  to  have been  invented  

out of w hole clo th . A braham  M aim onides reports that the prom inent 

anti-M alm onist D avid  ben  Saul v igorously  denied  that he conceived of 

G od in crudely  anthropom orphic term s; at the sam e tim e, says A bra

ham , D avid afiirm ed his belief that G od sits in  heaven, w here his pri

m ary  grandeur is to  be  found, and  that a  partition  separates the C reator 

from  his creatures. In  a  particularly sharp attack, A braham  com m ents 

that C hristian  support for the anti-M aim onist  cause is hardly  surprising 

since the beliefs of the tw o groups diverge so  little .

F inally , w e have the  w orks of  tw o  A shkenazic w riters w ho explic

itly  express conceptions of G od  w hich are corporeal by  M aim onidean  

standards. R . M oses T aku is the better know n of these figures, and  his 

K e ta v T a m im  is a polem ic specifically  d irected against the Saadyanic 

and  M aim onidean  insistence on  an  incorporeal G od. T aku, w ho is cited  

in  T o sa fo t  and  w as not an entirely  m arginal figure, not only  affirm ed a 

m oderate k ind  of  an thropom orphism  but also  accused  the  philosophers 

of  heresy  in  term s strik ingly  rem iniscent of  A braham  M aim onides h im 

self In  h is v igorous reversal of  the  M aim onidean argum ent, T aku  w rote.

W ho know s if the redem ption  is being  delayed because of the 

fact that they  do  not know  w ho is perform ing m iracles for them . 

M oreover, if tragedy  strikes, they cry  out and are not answ ered 

because they direct their cries to som ething o ther than the fun

dam ental object of faith ; for th is new  relig ion  and new  w isdom  

recently  cam e upon the scene, and its adherents m aintain that 

w hat the prophets saw  w as the form  of created beings, w hile 

from  the day that G od spoke to A dam  and created the w orld 

through H is w ord, w e have believed it to  be  the C reator and not 

a creature.**^

63. R abad to  H iL  T e sh u v a h  3 :7; Q pve? T e sh u v o t h a -R a m b a m  3 , p . 3b; the letter of the 

R abbis ofL unel and  N arboone in  Z ion 34 (1969): 140-41; M ilh a m o tH a sh e m ,  69 , $5. 

N ote especially  Schochet's v igorous presentation  of  d ie  M aim onist polem ic against 

anthropom orphism , Z io n  3d (1971); 54 — do. See also the literature cited  in  K ellner, 

D o g m a , 233, n . 159.

64.0? a rN e h m a d  3 (i8do): 82-83.
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In addition to  K e ta v T a m im , w e now  know  of a late th irteentib-century  

French  w ork  w hich  m aintains the  b izarre belief  that the  substance  of  G od 

is to  be found  in  the lig jit above the firm am ent and  in  the air. T he sun  is 

nothing  m ore than  a  m oving  w indow  in  the firm am ent, and  w hat w e see 

w hen  w e look  at it is therefore  the very  substance of the deity . It is m ore 

than a  little d isconcerting  to  find a  m edieval H ebrew  text that routinely  

refers to  “the air, b lessed  be it [H e?] and  b lessed  be  its [H is?] nam e,” but in  

d iis case at least, the author describes h im self  as the object o f persecution, 

and  he  w as no  doubt on  the theological m argins of  A shkenazic  Judaism  

despite  the  feet that he  m ay  have been  the author of  a  rabbinic responsurn. 

N onetheless, in  the late fourteenth or early fifteenth  century , an  A shke

nazic rabbi w as still asking the basic  question  about the corporeality  of 

G od, and  there  can  be  little doubt that A shkenaz in  the h igh  Iv liddle  A ges 

d id  not enjoy  a  consensus on  th is m ost critical of  theological questions.*^^ 

T hus, the presence of anthropom orphic  conceptions am ong  som e m edi

eval Jew s provided the  rationalists w ith  a  pow erful relig ious argum ent for 

philosophical inquiry and even enabled them  to reverse the accusation  

of  heresy . Ironically , as the philosophers w on their greatest v ictory , they 

destroyed  the m ost effective argum ent for their im portance.

For T aku, the m ajor obstacle to the rejection of anthropom or

phism  w as not only  the p lain m eaning of b ib lical expressions; he w as' 

concerned to at least an equal degree w ith a m ultitude of rabbinic 

texts w hich  he w as unw illing to  in terpret nonliterally . In  th is and other 

contexts, conclusions draw n fi:om  philosophy and the sciences forced 

m edieval Jew s to confront the question of a g g a d a h  on  a fundam ental 

level, so that these pursuits once again im pinged upon the study of 

T orah even in  the narrow est sense. W e have already seen that G eonim  

like R . Sam uel b . H ofni and  R . H ai had  legitim ated  rejection  of  certain 

a g g a d o t, although R . H ai had insisted on the need to m ake the m ost 

strenuous efforts to  validate all rabbinic statem ents, particularly  if  they 

are incorporated in the B abylonian T alm ud. T he need to rein terpret

(5$. See Israel T a-Shem a, *Sefer ha-M askil: H ibbur Y ehudi Z arfati B ilti-Y adua m i-sof 

ha-M e ’ah  ha-Y od-G im el "M eftqerei Y e ru sh a h y in t b e -M a h a sh e v e t Y ism e l  1 :3 (1982-83): 

416-38; E phraim  R upfer, “L i-D em utah ha-T arbutit shel Y ahadut A shkenaz va- 

H akham eha ba-M e'ot ha-Y od-D alet-ha-T et-V av," T a rb iz  42  (1972/73): 114.
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rather than reject outright w as especially  acute  w ith  respect to  an  issue 

like anthropom orphism , w here the error w as too profound to  allow  it 

to  stand  even as a  m inority  v iew  am ong the R abb is. C onsequently , by  

the tim e of  M aim onides and  the M aim onidean controversy , substantial 

precedent existed  for a variety  of approaches to  aggadic texts.*^*^

Ihe issue of a g g a d a h  had already been raised by  opponents of 

M aim onides in the debate over resurrection  just after the turn of the 

th irteenth century , and the N orthern French rabbis in  the 1230s once 

again expressed concern . T hey believed that M aim onides had under

m ined the traditional im derstanding of rew ard after death  and specifi

cally  criticized his rejection  of a  literal feast of L eviathan as described 

in  rabbinic a g g a d o t It is of no  sm all in terest that w hile one defense of 

M aim onides argued that he had not in  feet denied that th is banquet 

w ould  take p lace, A braham  M aim onides sardonically  observed  thatthe 

R abbis had  proffered  th is prom ise so  that naive believers like R . Solom on 

of M ontpellier w ould have som ething to look forw ard to . O n a m ore 

significant level, M aim onides’ assertion  that the b ib lical punishm ent of 

c u ttin g  o ff  (ka re t) signifies the destruction of the soul w as attacked as 

a contradiction  of the talm udic perception  that it refers to  prem ature 

deaffi. M aim onides’ critics  proceeded  to  denoim ce those w ho abandon 

" h a la kh o t  and a g g a d o t,  w hich are the source of  life, to  pursue G reek  w is

dom , w hich the sages forbade.” T he point here is not m erely  the choice 

of one pursuit over another, but the m anner in  w hich the study of the 

one d istorts the im derstanding of  the o ther. A ccording  to  a  M aim onist 

report, som e of the  A shkenazim  w ent so fer as to  propose that R ashi’s 

in terpretation of a g g a d o t  be m ade dogm atically  b inding.

6 6 . O n  T aku, see  h is  K e ta v  T a m m : K e ta v  Y a d  P a r is  H 7 1 1 ,  w ith  an  in troduction  byjoseph 

D an (Jerusalem , 1984), in troduction, 24. O n  the G eonim , see above , n . 16. For a  sur

vey  of  a ttitudes tow ard  a g g a d a h , see  M arc Saperstein , D e c o d in g th e  R a b b is  (C am bridge, 

M ass., and  L ondon, E ngland, 1980), 1-20, and  c£  I. T w ersky, “R . Y eda ‘yah  ha-Penini 

u-Perusho la-A ggadah,” in  S tudies in  J e w ish  R e lig io u s  a n d  In te lle c tu a l  H is to ry  P re sen te d  

to  A le x a n d e r  A ltm a n n , ed . by  S . S tein and R . L oew e (U niversity , A labam a, 1979), 

H eb. sec., 65-82. See also L ester A . Segal, H is to r ic a l C o n sc io u sn e ss a n d  R e lig io u s  

T ra d itio n  in A za r ia h  d e 'R o ss i'sM e 'o r 'E in a y im  (Philadelphia, 1989), 89-U 4.

6 7 . See Saporta, Q e v u ^ t M ik h ta v im , 94; M ilh a m o t H a sh e m , 60-61; Joseph Shatzm iller, 

"L i-Tem unatZ io n  34 (1969): 139; idem , T ggarto ...J m M e h q a r im  ... A v in e r i,i3 9 . 

N ote too C harles T ouati s  rem arks in , "L es D eux C onflits autour de  Iv laim onide et
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T he centrality  o f  th is issue  is illustrated  not only  by  the citations of 

various m idrashic passages in  the  heat o f the  controversy  but by  A braham  

M aim onides’ special treatise  on  the a g g a d o t^  w hich  im doubtedly em erged 

from  these debates. T his treatise not only  proposes rein terpretation  but 

recognizes the occasional need for outright rejection as w ell. "W e are 

not obligated... to  aig ;ue on  behalf o f the R abbis and uphold  frie v iew s 

e:^ressed in all their m edical, scientific, and astronom ical statem ents, 

[and  to  believe] them  the w ay  w e believe them  w ith  respect to  the in ter

pretation  of  the  T orah, w hose consum m ate w isdom  w as in  their hands.”*^® 

T he essence of  th is position  had  already  been  expressed  in  the G u id e  itself. 

A lthough  M aim onides had  argued that respect for the  w isdom  of  the Sages 

requires us to  strive to  understand  even their scientific  assertions as con

sonant w ith  the tru th , he nonetheless laid dow n the fo llow ing  principle:

D o not ask of m e to show  that everything they  have said con

cerning  astronom ical m atters conform s to  the w ay th ings really  

are. For at that tim e m athem atics w ere im perfect. T hey d id  not 

speak about th is as transm itters of d icta of the prophets, but 

rather because in those tim es they w ere m en of know ledge in 

these fields or because they  had  heard  these d icta from  the m en 

of know ledge w ho lived in  those tim es.*^^

D espite the apparent effort to  im pose R ashi’s  presum ably  literal under

standing of a g g a d o t, even A shkenazic Jew s w ere not w holly inflexible 

on  th is issue. M oses T aku him self indicated that h is teachers had dis

tinguished betw een rabbinic statem ents that appear in the T alm ud 

and those that do not. “If a person sees a strange rem ark in external 

[rabbinic] books, he should not be concerned about it since it does 

not appear in  the a g g a d o t  in  our T alm ud upon  w hich  w e rely." Several 

d isagreem ents w ith  the R abbis appear in  the adm ittedly  atypical S e fe r  

h a -M a sk il,  and  under the  pressure  of polem ics w ith  an  apostate attacking

des fitudes Philosophiques” in  J u ifo  e t  J u d a ism e  d e  L a n g u e d o c ,  ed . by  M . H . V icaire 

and  B . B lum enkranz (T oulouse, 1977), 177.

6 8 . M a 'a m a r  'a l O d o t D e ra sh o t H a za l, in  M ilh a m o t  H a sh e m , 84 .

6 9 . G u id e  3 :14.
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the T alm ud, R . Y ehiel o f  Paris observed, if  o iJy  for the sake of  argum ent, 

that the a g g a d a h  does not have the sam e b inding  force as talm udic  law 7°

T he m ost fam ous m edieval assertion  that aggadic statem ents are 

not b inding  also em erged out of the crucible of the Jew ish-C hristian  

debate, th is tim e from  a figure w ho played a crucial ro le in the M ai- 

m onidean controversy of the 1230s. In 1263, N ahm anides faced a dif

ferent apostate w ho attem pted to utilize talm udic evidence for the 

purpose of  dem onstrating  the tru th  of  C hristianity ; in  their d isputation, 

N ahm anides argued that m idrashic statem ents should  be treated as ser

m ons w hich com m and respect but not unqualified  assent. T he sincerity 

of  that a ilm ent has been the subject of  controversy  to  our ow n day, but 

an  analysis of  N ahm am des' com m entary  to  the T orah  leaves little doubt 

that he m eant w hat he said .^^ M any m edieval Jew s w ished to  preserve 

considerable latitude in  dealing  w ith  a g g a d a h ,  and  although a  variety  of 

m otives w ere at w ork, philosophical considerations took  pride of  p lace.

N ahm anides’ ro le in die controversy and his stand regarding 

philosophical speculation are especially im portant both because his 

eflforts appear to  have effectively ended the N orthern French in terven

tion and because he represents a crucial transitional type in  the evolu

tion of m edieval Jew ish attitudes tow ard general culture. O n the one

70. K e ta v  T a m im ,  Paris m s., 7b; O ^ rN e h m a d  3 , p . 63; T a-Shem a, 'Sefer ha-M askil,”  419; 

V tkk u a h  R . Y e h ie l tn i-P a r is , ed . by  S . G ruenbaum  (T horn, 1873), 1 . See also the cita

tion  in  A vraham  G rossm an, H a k h m e i A sh k e n a z h a -R ish o n im  (Jerusalem , 1981), 96, 

for R abbenu G ershom ’s opposition  to  a  deviation  from  a rabbinic in terpretation  on  

a nonlegal m atter in  a  liturgical poem  by  a d istinguished colleague. T his m ay be at 

least a  fain t indication  d iat som e  Jew s in  early  A shkenaz considered such  deviations 

legitim ate. It is, of course, a com m onplace that tw elfth-century N orthern French 

exegetes proposed in terpretations that deviated from  those of the rabbis even on 

m atters oflaw .

71. See K itv e i R a m b a n  i, p . 308, and B ernard Septim us’s excellent, though  prelim inary 

discussion  in  “ 'O pen R ebuke and  C oncealed  L ove’: N ahm anides and  the  A ndalusian 

T radition, in R a b b i M o ses  N a h m a n id e s, zo-zz. M arvin Fox, “N ahm anides on the 

S tatus of  A ggadot: Perspectives on the D isputation at B arcelona, i2 6 i,”  J o u rn a l o f  

J e w ish  S tu d ie s  40  (1989): 95-109^ reaches a  conclusion  w ith  w hich  I am  in  fundam ental 

agreem ent, although  I cannot endorse several of  h is argum ents. O n one occasion 

(p . 101), he  perpetuates a  b lurring  of  the  d istinction  betw een rejection  o f  a g g a d a h  and  

its allegorizaU on; see m y rem arks in  "M accoby 's J u d a ism  o n  T r ia l,”  J e w ish  Q u a r te r ly  

R e v iew  7 6  (1986): 255, n . z.
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hand, he  w as hardly  typical of the  A ndalusian-sty le  Jew ish  philosopher. 

H e e:q)ressed considerable hostility  tow ard "the accursed  G reek” A ris

to tle, described  him self as a d iscip le of the N orthern French T osafists, 

and  fu lly  em braced the “h idden  w isdom ” of  the kabbalah. O n  the o ther 

hand, he m astered the corpus of Jew ish  philosophical and scientific lit

erature, practiced  m edicine, and pursued  a  sort of golden  m ean  during 

the M aim onidean controversy . H is extraordinary com m entary  on the 

Pentateuch, w hich  m obilized  the fu ll range of h is d iverse in terests, defies 

neat classification in to  any  prior category  of Jew ish  exegesis or thought.

In an oft-quoted passage from  his S h a 'a r  h a -G em u l, a w ork  that 

addresses the  problem  of  theodicy, he  denounces people w ho oppose any 

inquiry  in to the nature of  d iv ine justice as “fools w ho despise w isdom . 

For w e shall benefit ourselves in  the above-m entioned study  by  becom 

ing  w ise m en  w ho  know  G od  in  the m anner in  w hich H e acts and  in  H is 

deeds; furtherm ore, w e shall becom e believers endow ed w ith  a  stronger 

faith  in  H im  than others.” D espite  the v igor of th is form ulation  and its 

sim ilarity  to  argum ents for philosophical study  in  general, it is im portant 

to  recognize that in  N ahm anides’ case it is narrow ly  focused. Speculation 

about theodicy  d iffers from  investigation in to the existence or unity  of 

G od in  a w ay that illum inates N ahm anides* fundam ental approach to  

philosophical pursuits. A  good philosopher speculates on  the basis of 

em pirical data. B ut the  revelation  of  the  T orah  is an  em pirical datum  par 

excellence; consequently , there is no  m ore point in  constructing  proofs 

for doctrines explicitly  taught in  the revelation  than  for the proposition  

that the sim  rises in  the m orning. A t the sam e tim e, philosophical rea

soning  for the purpose of  c larify ing those doctrines is not only  sensible 

but critically im portant. A lthough N ahm anides never form ulated th is 

position  e^U citly , I th ink that it em erges from  the pattern  of h is w ork 

and  the issues that he addressed. It surely  helps to  e3q>lain  w hy  he  w rote 

h is m agnum  opus as a com m entary  to  d ie revelation and w hy he w as 

attracted to  kabbalah, w hich provided, as w e have seen, revealed  infor

m ation about key  philosophical questions.

T liis nuanced approach placed N ahm anides in a difficult posi

tion during the controversy of the 1130s. H e opposed both untram 

m eled speculation  and "fools w ho despise w isdom ”; he adm ired both  

M aim onides and the rabbis of N orthern France; he felt unreserved
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enthusiasm  for T he B ook of K now ledge” and m ixed em otions about

the G u id e . H is ow n sophisticated synthesis of speculation and revela

tion, even in  its exoteric form , could  not be  m echanically  prescribed to  

the m asses or, for that m atter, to ordinary in tellectuals. C onsequently , 

the  proposal that he m ade is a  com bination  of  tactfu l d ip lom acy  and  an  

effort to  im plem ent the  values that he  considered  particularly  im portant 

under the try ing circum stances of the dispute.

H is m ost im portant letter  w as d irected  to  the rabbis of N orthern 

France. It expresses great adm iration for the addressees, defends M ai-

m onides’ orthodoxy  w ith  respect to  key  theological issues, explains the

purpose  of  the G u id c j  w hose in tended  audience needs to  be appreciated 

by  the A shkenazim , and launches in to a vigorous, even im passioned 

encom ium  to “T he B ook of K now ledge." A t th is point, N ahm anides 

w as prepared  to  offer a  concrete  proposal: T he ban  against “T he B ook  of 

K now ledge” should  be annulled , and  the ban against the G u id e  should  

be reform ulated  to  include public  study only , w hich M aim onides h im 

self had disapproved. In  the spirit of  R . H ai G aon ’s letter, the pursuit 

of philosophy should  be discouraged entirely , but since such a level of 

p iety cannot be enforced  for all o f  Israel, no  broader ban is advisable.

T he d istinction  betw een  “T he B ook  of  K now ledge” and  the G u id e  

accords w ell w ith  N ahm anides’ fundam ental outlook  because the form er 

operates w ith in  the context of  the revelation  w hile  d ie  latter raises ques

tions that approach the tradition  from  the outside. T he difference, then, 

is as m uch one of structure as of content. T he discouragem ent of any 

philosophical study even for the elite goes beyond N ahm anides’ posi

tion as it appears in  h is o ther w ritings, and it is likely that he adopted  

it because of the needs of the m om ent. N onetheless, th is proposal too 

reflects a genuine uneasiness w ith speculation and hostility  tow ard 

the doim nant form  of A risto telianism . N ahm anides, w ho sought not 

so m uch a religious philosophy as a philosophical relig ion, em bodies 

an approach that is reflected  to  a  greater or lesser degree in  figures like 

R . M eir A bulafia and R . Judah  A lfakar and  in  som e of h is great succes

sors am ong  the T alm udists of C hristian Spain .'^^

71. Fora fu ll exposition of  m y  perception  of N ahm anides’position, see  m y  m aster’s  essay, 

N a ^ tm a n id e s ' A ttitu d e  T o w a rd  S e c u la r  L e a rn in g  a n d  I ts  B e a r in g  U p o n  h is  S ta n c e  in  th e
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Ihe w aning of th is phase of the controversy used  to  be attributed 

prim arily  to  nearly  universal revulsion  at the  burning  of M aim onides’ w orks. 

W e now  have reason  to  believe that N ahm anides’ letter  p layed a  m ajor ro le 

by  persuading  the  N orthern  F rench  rabbis to  w ithdraw  from  the fray .’^ In  

any  event, despite an  eruption  in  the 1280s involving  a  relatively  m inor anti- 

M aim onist agitator, the  d ispute  about philosophical study  d id  not regain  its 

status as a  cause  cel^bre  until the  first decade of the  fourteenth  century , w hen 

the  issue w as jo ined  again . In  m any  w ays, the  debate  w as unchanged, but in  

som e respects  it had  been  transform ed in  significant and  revealing  fashion.

T he controversy began w hen R . A bba M ari of L unel in itiated 

a correspondence w ith  R . Solom on ibn A dret (B .ashba) to com plain 

about the inroads m ade by  extrem e rationalism  in  P rovence, especially 

in the person of L evi b . A braham  of V illefranche, w ho advocated an 

allegorical understanding  of  som e b iblical narratives. T he first th ing  that 

strikes the reader of A bba M aris w ork is the im pact of philosophy in  

general and  M aim onides in  particular on  th is “antirationalist.” Science 

and m etaphysics should  be studied  only  by  one

M a im o r tid ea n  C o n tro v e rsy  (C olum bia  U niversity , 19^5)- See also  m y  "M iracles and  the 

N atural O rder in  N ahm anides” (above, n . 47), 110-11, and  Septim us, “‘O pen  R ebuke 

and  C oncealed  L ove'” (above, n . 71). For brief  characterizations of  N ahm anides, see 

m y articles  in  T h e  E n c y c lo p e d ia  o f R e lig io n  10 (N ew  Y ork, 1987). i9S“97 , and  in  G re a t 

Figures in  J e w ish  H is to ry  (in  R ussian [translated by  the editorial staff], ed . by  Joseph 

D an and  Judy  B aum el [T el A viv , 1991], 77-84)- O n  A bulafia, see Septim us, H isp a n o -  

J e w ish  C u ltu re  in  T ra n s itio n , w hich  also  contains an  insightful typology  of  approaches 

to  philosophical study  in th is period. See also h is “P iety  and Pow er in  T hirteenth- 

C entury  C atalonia,” S tu d ies  in  J e w ish  H is to ry  a n d  L itera tu re  [i], 1 9 7 -1 3 0 ,  for an  effort 

to  reconstruct a  struggle betvreen  rationalists and  T alm udists of  N ahm anides’ type 

for political control of a  Jew ish com m unity .

'Ihe in terpretation of N ahm anides’ proposal is dependent on  the resolu tion of 

textual problem s in the  letter. T his is not the  p lace for a  detailed d iscussion. Suffice 

it to  say  that the em endation  of te h a zze c ^ u  to  lo  te h a zze q u  (K ifvei R a m b a n  1 , p . 349); 

w hich  elim inates the  ban  entirely , is, in  m y  v iew , insupportable. For details, see ch . 5 

of m y m aster's essay and  m y forthcom ing article, “W hat d id  N ahm anides Propose 

to R esolve the M aim onidean C ontroversy?” [T his article % vas published as “H ow  

D id N ahm anides Propose to R esolve the M aim onidean C ontroversy?” in  M e a h  

S h e 'a r im : S tu d ies  in  M e d ie v a l J e w ish  S p ir itu a l L ife  in  M e m o ry  o flsa d o re  T w e rsk y , ed. 

by  E zra F leischer et al. (Jerusalem , 1001), pp . 135-146 .]

73. See the letter of the M aim onists in  L unel and N arbonne, Z io« 34 (1969): i4 a> and 

the discussion  by  Schochet, Z io n  36 (1971): 44 -
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w ho has filled his stom ach w ith bread and m eat, as w e have 

learned from the R abbi, the teacher of righteousness, from  

w hose m outh  w e live through his true statem ents ... built upon 

the foundation of the T orah in "T he B ook of K now ledge" and 

G u id e  o f  th e  P e rp lex e d , w hich illum inate the path of those w ho 

have been in darkness and cannot adequately be evaluated by 

the greatest of  assessors.^^

It IS  true that even  in  the 1230s, m any  antirationalists treated M aim onides 

h im self  w ith considerable respect. W e have already  noted  R . Solom on 

b. A braham s reference to  the study  of the M ish n eh  T o ra h  in  h is yeshiva, 

and  Judah  A lfakar had  d istinguished  rather sharply  betw een the author 

of  the G u id e  and  those w ho had  m ade it in to a new  T orah. A t the sam e 

tim e, A lfhkar had  w ritten  that he  w ished that the G u id e  had never seen 

the light of day, and  A bba M ari s encom ium  to  precisely  the tw o w orks 

that w ere at issue  in  the earlier controversy  is strik ing testim ony  to  the 

status that M aim onides him self had attained am ong aU  parties to the 

new  dispute.

N ot only  d id  A bba M ari express unqualified  adm iration for M ai

m onides; he even  defended no  less a rationalist than A risto tle h im self. 

In  a  passage about the im portance of the belief in  creation  out of noth

ing, w here  A bba M ari w as clearly  echoing  an  argum ent of  N ahm anides, 

he defended his predecessor s “accursed G reek” by  noting that in the 

absence of  the  inform ation  provided by  revelation, a  gentile  in  antiquity 

could not have been expected to achieve an adequate level of under

standing  w ith respect to  th is issue. O n the con trary , A risto tle deserves 

great credit for d issem inating an accurate conception of the one G od

7^ .M in h a t Q e n a o t, preface, p . 4 (unpaginated)=D im itrovsky, 1, p . 228. For a sum m ary 

of  the events and  argum ents of  the  early  fourteenth-century  controversy , see  Joseph 

Sarachek, F a ith  a n d  R e a so n  (W illiam sport, Pennsylvania, 1935), 167-264. D espite a 

variety  of  subsequent studies that w jU  be  noted  later, Sarachek  s w ork  can  still serve 

as a  useful orientation to  the dispute.

75- For A lfakar, see Q pvc? T e sh u v o th a -R a m b a m  3 , pp . 2b-3a. O n  respect for M aim onides 

during  the controversy of  the early  fourteenth century , see the  rem arks by  CO iarles 

T ouati, L a C ontroverse de 1303-1306  autour des etudes philosophiques et scienti- 

fiques,” R e v u e  d e s  t tu d e s  J u iv e s  127 (1968): 23-24.
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to  a w orld rife  w ith  paganism . M oreover, A bba M ari's endorsem ent of 

M aim onides' assertion that creation from  nothing cannot be proved 

philosophically  served h im  as an  explanation  for the use of  the term  jto q  

as a designation  of the law  of the Sabbath . T he term  is usually  used  for 

regulations w hose reasons are unfathom ablej in  th is case, the purpose 

of the law , w hich is to rem ind us of creation e x  n ih ilo , is clear, but the 

belief itself cannot be dem onstrated by  hum an reason. M aim onidean 

philosophy has been in tegrated by a Proven9al conservative in to the 

‘w arp  and  w oof of  h is study of  T orah.^^

A bba M ari provoked sharp  disagreem ent from  R ashba w hen he 

asserted that gentile philosophical w orks are not harm ful since every

one recognizes their provenance. S ince the legitim acy of M aim onides’ 

treatises w as surely  not at issue, A bba M ari s ire  w as narrow ly  focused  on 

w hat he  perceived  as the heretical teachings of  the  Jew ish  hyperrational

ists. A s he  reports the situation, people like  L evi b . A braham  understood 

A braham  and Sarah as m atter and  form , the tw elve tribes as the tw elve 

constellations, the alliances of four and five k ings in  G enesis 14 as the 

four elem ents and the five senses, and  A m alek  as the evil inclination.^^

76. M in h a t Q e m o tj  in troduction, chs. 13-14, pp . i4-x5=D im itrovsky, pp . 155-58. O n  A bba 

M ari s  philosophical orientation, see  A . S . H alkin , "Y edaiah B edershi’s  A pology,” in  

J e w ish  M e d ie va l  a n d  R e n a issa n c e  S tu d ie s ,  ed . by  A ltm ann, 178; ‘H a-H erem  ‘al L im m ud 

ha-Pilosofiah ,”  P e ra q im  1 (1967-8): 48-49.

T he in triguing  transform ation  of N ahm anides' argum ent in to  a  defense  of A risto tle 

deserves brief  e laboration. T he orig inal point w as that m iracles dem onstrate creation 

e x  n ih ilo  because G od w ould not have lim itless control over m atter as prim eval as 

H e. S ince m iracles are an  em pirical datum  that becam e  w ell know n throughout the 

w orld , the affirm ation  of  the eternity  of m atter by  "the accursed G reek” is a  denial 

of h is ow n vaunted em piricism . A bba M ari accepts the argum ent w ith one sm all 

correction: m iracles are  attested in  a  revelation  granted  to  the  Jew ish  people  that w as 

not in  factw idelyknow n  in  A risto tle 's w orld . H ence, although  N ahm anides is correct 

drat creation e x  n ih ilo  can  be  proven, the  dem onstration depends on  the  know ledge 

of  m iracles, w hich is, or at least w as, specifically  Jew ish know ledge; M aim onides is 

correct d iat the doctrine cannot be proven in  a  philosophical system  uninform ed 

by  revelation. F rom  th is perspective, N ahm anides’ position is not an  indictm ent of 

A ristode but an  exculpation. For a sim ilar v iew  of A ristode by  a som ew hat earlier 

figu re, see Septim us's citation of  Judah ibn M atka's M id ra sh  H o k m a h , in  H isp a n o -  

J e w ish  C u ltu re  in  T ra n s itio n , p . 97.

77. M in lfa t Q e n a o t, le tter 7 , pp . 40-41-D im itrovsky, ch . 15, pp . 343-44, and  elsew here.
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Such accusations about rationalist allegorization appear in  vari

ous w orks during the th irteenth and fourteenth  centuries. E ven m ore 

seriously , w e find the assertion  that certain  rationalists regarded  verbal 

prayer as superfluous and  d id  not observe various com m andm ents either 

because they allegorized them  or thought that they could fulfill their 

underly ing purpose in a different m anner. T hus, R . Jacob b. Sheshet 

m aintained  that contem porary  heretics, in  a fashion strik ingly rem inis

cent of  C hristian  polem ic against Judaism , argued, “W hat is the  purpose 

of th is particular com m andm ent? R eason cannot abide it. It m ust have 

been  nothing  but an allegory.” E lsew here, Jacob is quoted  to  the effect 

that in  addition to  heresies  regarding  prim eval m atter, d iv ine providence, 

and  rew ard  and  punishm ent, these rationalists assert that the  purification 

of one ’s thoughts is a  m ore than adequate substitu te for prayer. M oses 

de L eon  alleged that the adherents of  “the books of  the G reeks” do  not 

observe the com m andm ent of taking the four species on  the festival of 

Sw fckot because, they  say, the reason the T orah  provides is that th is w ill 

enhance the joy of the holiday; w ell, they  are happier w ith their gold , 

silver, and clo thing than they  could  possib ly  be  w ith  the four species.^®  

D uring  the controversy , w e hear occasional references to  a  refusal 

to  w ear te fillin  because of a  philosophically  m otivated rejection of the 

com m andm ent’s literal m eaning and even to  w holesale allegorization  

of b iblical law . In  these extrem e cases, how ever, the indictm ents appear 

to reflect the behavior of iso lated individuals or even w hat the critic  

perceived as the logical consequence or underly ing in tention of the 

philosophical position . O ne allegation about te fillin  refers to a single 

person, and R ashba is clearly  describ ing  a teaching that w as not m ade 

explicit w hen  he observes that "it is evident that their true in tention  is 

that the com m andm ents are not to  be taken literally , for w hy should  

G od care about the difference betw een tom  and properly slaughtered  

m eat? R ather, all is allegory  and  parable.”  A lthough such claim s are not 

entirely unfounded, the statem ent that the villains in  th is indictm ent

78. For Jacob b. Sheshet, see his M e sh iv  D e v a r im  N e k h o h itn , ed . by G eorges V ajda 

(Jerusalem , 1968), 145, and the citation in Isaac of A cre, S e fe r  M e ’ira t 'E in a y im , 

ed. by  G oldreidi, 58-61. For de L eon, see h is B o o k  o f  th e  P o m e g ra n a te , ed . by  E llio t 

W olfton (A tlanta, 1988), 391.
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“have regarded  the T orah and  its com m andm ents as felse, and  everything  

has becom e perm itted  to  them ” w as clearly  a  deduction. Indeed, R ashba 

e^licitly  asserts that the hyperrationalists  m aintain  that everything  in  

the T orah  is allegory  from  G enesis until— but not beyond— the revela

tion  at S inai; nonetheless, he says, it is evident that they  really  have no 

faith in  the p lain m eaning  of the com m andm ents either.^^

A s a result of these concerns, R ashba issued a ban w hich itself 

reflects the changes in th is issue since the 1230s. U nlike N ahm anides, 

R ashba w as sufficiently concerned by  the spread of rationalist extrem 

ism  that he w as prepared to  go beyond the very  narrow  ban advocated  

by  h is predecessor and to  forbid  the study of  philosophy and som e sci

ences by  anyone w ho had not reached the age of tw enty-five. O n the 

o ther hand, the  w orks of  M aim onides w ere entirely  exem pted from  the 

prohibition  during  subsequent d iscussions clarify ing  its scope; the only 

reason  th is rem ains in  som e sense a  "M aim onidean controversy” is that 

d ie targets of the ban m ade w hat R ashba and A bba M ari considered 

b latantly  illegitim ate use of  M aim onides’ w orks to  justify  their heresies. 

T hough  the d istinction  betw een M aim onides and  h is fo llow ers had  been  

m ade earlier, it is now  far sharper and m ore fundam ental. T hus, w hen

79. O n te fillin j see M in h a t Q e n a o t, letter 79, p . i52=D im itrovsky, ch. 88, p . 711, w hich 

bans anyone w ho understands the com m andm ents  in  a  purely  spiritual sense, and 

cf. letter  81, p . is3=D im itrovsky, ch . xoi, p . 735, w here  it is  feirly  dear that the  concern 

w as based  on a specific statem ent m ade by a particular rationalist C f. also letter 7 , 

p . 4 i=D im itrovsky, ch . 25, p . 344. T he passage in T h e  B o o k  o f  th e  P o m e g ra n a te  cited 

in the previous note continues w ith the allegation that these reprobates also fail 

to  w ear te J iU in  because they understand  the com m andm ent in a spiritual sense. 

For the m ore general assertions, see M in h a t Q e n a o t, letter 20, p . 6o=D im itrovsky, 

ch . 38, pp . 4U -12, and  letter 10, p . 4S=D im itrovslg ’', ch . 28, p . 360. T he last assertion  

is in  a  text that w as d istributed  in  connection  w ith  the  ban; see  D im itrovsky, ch . 100, 

p . 727. O n  neglect o f  te filU n ,  see the  references in  Isadore T W ersky, R a b a d  o fP o sq u iire s  

(C am bridge, M ass., 1 9 6 1 ),  24 , n . 20 . See also  E phraim  K anarfogel, "R abbinic  A ttitudes 

tow ard  N onobservance in  the  M edieval Period," in  J e w ish  T ra d itio n  a n d  th e N o n tra d i- 

tio n a l J e w , ed . by  Jacob  J. Schacter (N orthvale, N ew  Jersey, and  L ondon, 1992), 3-35, 

esp . pp . 7-12; the  issues there, how ever, are not philosophical. A t the  eleventh  W orld 

C ongress of Jew ish  S tudies in  X 993, A viezer R avitsky described a  h id ierto  unknow n 

com m entary  on  the G u id e  by  a  Sam uel of  C arcassonne, w ho indicated quite dearly  

that the philosopher need not observe com m andm ents w hose purpose he regards 

as no longer relevant.
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m odern scholars w ho see M aim onides as a  philosophical radical tell ns 

that the people attacked by  A bba M ari w ere no m ore dangerous th^n 

M aim onides h im self, they  im pose a  reading  of  the M aim onidean corpus 

w hich the proponents of the ban  d id  not share.® ®

Ihe valid ity  of  the conservatives’ perception of M aim onides is, o f 

course, only  one  side of  the coin; the o ther is the  valid ity  of  their percep

tions of  the  M aim onists. W e have already  seen  that even  the evidence of 

the antirationalist p ronouncem ents suggests d iat assertions of w holesale 

rejection of the com m andm ents by m ore than a handful of rational

ists m ay be exaggerated . T he v igorous response to  the ban  provides us 

w ith  a substantial set of argum ents for the relig ious orthodoxy of the 

philosophers and  for the  value of  the m aligned philosophical enterprise. 

T lie  m ost extensive of  these  polem ics that rem ains extant is the apology 

for philosophy addressed to  R ashba h im self by  R . Y edaiah B edershi.® ^ 

T hough the w ork is w ritten  in a tone of extrem e reverence for 

the addressee, it concedes v irtually  nothing  to the allegations leveled 

in  the ban. A  handiul of  P rovencal Jew s m ay deserve censure for pub

licizing philosophical teachings best left to  the elite, but the content of 

these teachings is untain ted by  heresy. T he reports of allegorization of 

b iblical narratives and com m andm ents are w holly  felse; at m ost, one 

philosopher is know n  to  have argued  that the correspondence betw een 

the num ber of tribes and the num ber of constellations dem onstrates 

that the  Jew ish people is bound  by  the stars, but even th is deplorable 

position  takes the reality  of the tw elve tribes for granted.

M oreover, says Y edaiah, the study  of philosophy has overw helm 

ing  relig ious value. It provides proof of the existence and unity  of G od; 

dem onstrates the falsehood of determ inism , m agic, and m etem psy

chosis; establishes the tru th  of p rophecy and the spiritual character of 

the im m ortal soul; and distinguishes betw een im possibilities that can 

be rendered possible through m iracles and those w hich even divine

80. T ouati, 'L a C ontroverse,’ 13-24; A . S . H alldn, "W hy  W as L evi ben  H ayyim  H ound

ed?” P ro c u d in g s  o f  th e  A m e r ic a n  A c a d e m y  fo r  J e w ish  R e se a rc h  24  (1966): 65-77.

81. See H alkin 's articles cited in n . 7 6 . T he text appears as K e ta v  H itn a ^ lu t, S h e 'e lo t  

u -T e sh u v o t h a -R a sh b a  (B nei B raq, 1958), 1 :418, pp . 154-74, and  w as separately  edited 

by  S . B loch (L vov, 1809).
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om nipotence itself cannot overturn . F irst and  forem ost, philosophy  has 

extirpated w hat w as once the epidem ic of anthropom orphism . H ere 

Y edaiahs form ulation is extraordinarily  strong:

In the early generations, the corporeal conception of G od 

spread through v irtually  the entire  Jew ish  exile... j how ever, in  

all the generations there arose G eonim  and  w ise m en in  Spain , 

B abylonia, and the cities of A ndalusia, w ho, because of their 

expertise in the A rabic language, encountered the great pre

paratory  know ledge that com es w ith  sm elling  the scent of the 

various form s of  w isdom , w hether to  a greater or lesser degree, 

w hich have been translated in to that language. C onsequently , 

they began to clarify m any opinions in their study of T orah, 

especially  w ith  respect to  the unity  of G od and the rejection  of 

corporeality , w ith  particular use of  philosophical proofs taken 

from  the speculative literature.® ^

T he issue of  tradition  versus philosophical innovation em erges in  even 

bolder relief than it d id in  M aim onides’ d iscussion of anthropom or

phism . A lthough  Y edaiah  explicitly  denies that the ancient R abbis w ere 

anthropom orphists, he sees the attaining  of a purified conception of 

G od  in  the M iddle  A ges as an  achievem ent of  a  philosophical enterprise 

unaided  by  tradition  but crucially  dependent upon  fam iliarity  w ith  A ra

bic texts. T he very  essence of  the T orah, largely  lost through  the travails 

of exile, w as restored through the discip line  w hich the antirationalists 

w ould now  underm ine.

O nce again  w e find  the advocates of  philosophy  referring  to  non- 

Jew s in  an  effort to  legitim ate speculation. Jacob  ben  M akhir pointed  to

the m ost civ ilized  nations w hotranslate  learned  w orks firom  o ther 

languages in to  their ow n ... and  w ho revere learning.... H as any 

nation changed its relig ion  because of th is?... H ow  m uch less 

likely is that to  happen to  us, w ho possess a rational T orah.® ^

82. S h e 'e lo t u -T e sh u v o t h a -R n sh b a  1 , p . 166.

83. C itedin  Y itzhak  B aer, A  J e w s  in  C h r istia n  S p a in  1 (Philadelphia, 1961), 196.
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Jacobs reference to the rationality  of  Judaism  carries significance that 

goes beyond the specific point in th is text. T he fact that these discus

sions now  take p lace in  a C hristian  rather than  a  M uslim  context m eans 

that the conviction  that Judaism  is m ore rational than its rival can be 

m obilized to  enhance the im portance of philosophical study  by  point- 

ing  to  its value as a  polem ical tool. W hen  a  Jew  justified speculation on  

the grounds of its usefulness in  replying to  heretics^ the reference w as 

not necessarily  to  C hristians; nonetheless, w hen B edershi tells us that 

one advantage of setting criteria for the possib ility  of  m iracles is that it 

enables us to  ru le out G od 's ability  to  m ake H im self  corporeal, the im pli

cations for anti-C hristian  polem ic are self-evident. R . Israel b . Joseph, a 

fourteenth-century Spanish rabbi w ho  studied  w ith  R . A sher ben  Y ehiel, 

v igorously  supported the study of "external d isciplines” solely  on the 

basis of their value in  supplying  "answ ers to  those w ho err” and  provid

ing  the ability  “to  defeat them  in  their argum ents." H ere too , w hile  those 

w ho err no  doubt included  philosophical heretics, it is hard  to  im agine 

that R . Israel w as not also th inking of the u tility  of  philosophy  for van

quishing  the argum ents of  C hristian  m issionaries. H asdai C rescas’ B ittu l  

'Iq q a re i h a -N o ze r im  constitu tes eloquent testim ony to  the im portance of 

philosophical sophistication for the late m edieval Jew ish  polem icist in  

Spain, and  it can  be asserted  w ith  fu ll confidence that no  Jew ish reader 

of  that w ork  could  have com e aw ay  from  it w ith  the slightest doubt that 

at least som e  Jew s ought to  study  philosophy.® *^

84. For R . Israel b . Joseph ha-insre’eli’s  rem arks, see h is com m entary  to  A vot a:i4 , cited 

in  Israel T a-Shem a, “Shiqqulim  P ilosofiyyim  be-H akhra 'at ha-H alakhah bi-Sefarad,' 

S e fu n o t 18 (1985): 105. R . Israel noted that these external d iscip lines cannot be ap

proached  safely  before  the  reader has becom e a  m ature talm udic scholar; hence, the 

rabbis forbade one  to  teach  h ig g a y o n  o r G reek  w isdom  to  one's son. 'Ihe thrust of h is 

observation, how ever, is  perm issive: It is  p rohibited  for the  father to  teach  h is son, but 

it is  perm issib le for the  father to  study  on  h is ow n. See Saul L ieberm an, H e lle n ism  in  

J e w ish  P a le stin e  (N ew  Y ork, 1962), 102-4. O n C rescas, see B ittu l Iq q a re i h a -N o ze rim , 

ed. by  D aniel J. L asker (R am at G an, 1990), and  L asker s  J e w ish  P h ilo so p h ica l  P o le m ic s  

A g a in s t C h r is tia n ity  in  th e  M id d le  A g e s  (N ew  Y ork, 1977). O n the use of  m ore rigor

ous philosophical argum ents for polem ical purposes, see also Shalom  R osenberg, 

L o g iq a h  v e -A p o lo g e tiq a h  b a -P h ilo so p h ia h  h a -Y e h u d it  h a -M e 'a h  h a -Y o d -D a k t (H ebrew  

U niversity  d issertation, 1974), 44 . O n answ ering  heretics, see also  n . 54  above .
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In  light of  the usefulness of philosophy  for anti-C hristian  polem ic; 

it is ironic and in triguing  that the desire to  convert Jew s im pelled the 

governor of  M ontpellier to  take the side of  the rationalists at the height 

of the controversy. T he advocates of  philosophy had issued a counter- 

ban  against anyone w ho  w ould  refuse to  teach the banned discip lines to  

people  under d ie age of  tw enty-five in  obedience to  the antirationalists’ 

proclam ation, and they  sought legal backing  from  the civ il authorities. 

A bba M ari inform s us that although  the governor d id  not grant all their 

requests, he lent som e support because he w as convinced that if Jew s 

w ere to prohibit anything  but talm udic study for a substantial period  

of a  persons life, th is w ould create a situation  in  w hich no  Jew  w ould 

ever convert to  C hristianity .® ^

8$. T he phrase that I have translated “talm udic study" literally m eans “the discipline 

(h o k h m a h ) that you call G am aliel” (M in h a t Q e n a o t, letter 73, p . i4 i=D im itrovsky, 

ch . 92, p . 701). For the  identification of  “G am aliel”  w ith  T alm ud, see  H einrich  G raetz, 

G e sc h ic h te d e r  J u d e n  (L eipzig , 1863), 7 , p . 176; C h. M erchavia, H a -T a lm u d  b i-R e 'i 

h a -N o fru t  (Jerusalem , 1970), zu , and  D im itrovsky, ad  loc. (“apparently  th is refers to  

the T alm ud"). For the  v iew  that “G am aliel” m eans m edicine, see D avid K aufinann, 

D ie S in tte  (B udapest, 1884), 7, n . 12; D . M argalit, “!A 1 G alenus ve-G ilgulo ha-T vri 

G am liel,”  S inai 33 (1953): 75-77; Judah  R osenthal’s  review  of  M erchavia, K /iy at Se/er 

47 (1972): 29; Joseph  Shatzm iller, “B ein  A bba M ari la-Rashba: ha-M assave-ha-lvIattan  

sheqadam  la-H erem  be-B arcelona,”  M e h q a r im  b e -T o led o t 'A m  Y tsm e l v e -E re f T is ra e l 

3 (H aifa, 1974); 1^7-1  cannot see  w hy  a  C hristian  w ould  find it necessary  to  describe  

m edicine by  its presum ed Jew ish nam e, especially since the ban does not call it 

G am aliel, o r even  w hy  the exclusion  of  m edicine w ould  need  to  be m entioned  at all 

in  th is context. T he & ct that th is w ould constitu te the only  attested  use of  G am aliel 

in  so  broad a sense also m ilitates against the identification. It is true that T alm ud 

w as not norm ally  called a  h o k h m a h , but in  the context of th is ban, I can easily  see 

a  C hristian  using  the equivalent term , presum ably  scicntio . M oreover, the C hristian  

argum ent that the study of rabbinic literature  is an im pedim ent to conversion is 

attested as back as Justin ian 's N ovella 146 and reiterated in the 1240s by  

O do of C bateauroux. For Justin ian , see the text and  translation in  A m non L inder, 

T h e  J e w s  in  R o m a n  Im p e r ia l L e g isla tio n  (Jerusalem , 1987), 405-10; for O do, see the 

text in  M erchavia, 450 (“... hanc esse causam  precipuam  que iudeos in  sua  perfid ia 

retinet obstinatos"). B ecause the m otive assigned by  A bba M ari is so congenial to  

h is ow n position in the controversy , w e m ust read it w ith som e skepticism ; note 

K aufinann ’s rem ark (loc. cit.) that the antirationalist Y osef Y avetz  w ould  have given 

a great deal to  have know n  th is quotation. In  light of  O do ’s assertion, how ever, the 

report is entirely  p lausible.

132
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T here is strong reason to believe that a m ajority  of the Jew s in  

M ontpellier sided  w ith the rationalists.® ^ T he philosophical culture of 

P rovencal Jew ry w as so pervasive that rationalist serm ons w ere deliv

ered in  synagogues and even at w eddings. O pposition  to  the ban  cam e 

from  the d istinguished  Perpignan  T alm udist R . M enahem  ha-M eiri, w ho 

argued that sp iritual dam age to a handful of  people cannot be allow ed 

to  underm ine entire fields of study, that even the books of the G reeks 

have great relig ious value, that Jew s cannot allow  gentiles to  m ock  them  

for their in tellectual backw ardness, and that P rovence can boast a  vari

ety  of  figures w ho have d istinguished  them selves in  both  talm udic and 

philosophical learning. H ere again  the antirationalist party  dem onstrated  

how  m uch  the atm osphere had  changed since the 12305: T he reply  to  ha- 

M eiri by  a d iscip le of  A bba M ari fu lly  conceded the great value of  phi

losophy and  pointed out that the ban  w as d irected  only  at the yoiing.® ^ 

H a-M eiri h im self w as a  paradigm  of  the ideal tow ard  w hich m od

erate rationalists strove and  to  w hich even extrem e rationalists paid  lip  

service: a T alm udist of standing w ho valued philosophy and the sci

ences and devoted him self to  their study. H a-M eiri s openness to  gen

eral culture  com bined  w ith  h is w ell-know n attitude of  to leration  tow ard 

C hristianity  suggests an  additional d im ension of  the issue that w e have 

been addressing. In tellectual involvem ent w ith  the dom inant society 

often  goes hand  in  hand w ith  social involvem ent of a relatively  benign 

sort. B y th is tim e, C hristian in tellectuals had attained an im pressive 

level of  philosophical sophistication to  the point w here  ha-M eiri could

N ote too  K aufm anns argum ent that philosophical allegory  m ay  have been  influ

enced  by  C hristian  allegory  and  that th is connection  led  to  the  hope for conversion 

through philosophical study; see h is “S im eon  b . Josefs Sendschreiben  an  M enachem  

b. Salom o,” in  J u b e lsc h r ift zu m  N e u n z ig s te n  G e b u r ts ta g  d e s  D r . L . Z u ttz  (B erlin , 1884), 

G erm an section, p . 147.1  doubt that C hristian  influence on  rationalist allegorization 

w as decisive, and the m ain point appears to  have been  that talm udic study  retards 

conversion.

O n the counterban  and  the  governor, see  the  references in  M arc Saperstein , “T he 

C onflict over the R ashba’s H erem  on Philosophical S tudy: A  Political Perspective," 

J e w ish  H is to ry  u i  (i98<5): 37, n . 19.

8 (5 . Shatzm iller  has argued  th is point persuasively  in  “B ein  A bba M ari la-R ashba," 118-30.

87. See "H oshen M ishpat “J u b e lsc h r ifi ... Z u n z ,  H ebrew  section, pp . 141-74. For the  last 

point, see especially  pp . 161-64.
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express concern  about their contem pt for ignorant Jew s; consequent!/; 

fem iliarity  began to breed respect. In  ha-M eiri's case, th is respect led  

to  d ie form ulation of a  w holly  novel halakhic category  w hich roughly  

m eans civ ilized people, a category  w hich helped to  exem pt C hristians 

from  a series of  d iscrim inatory  talm udic statem ents. W hile th is is not a 

case of incorporating  an external value or doctrine in to rabbinic law —  

the C hristendom  that ha-M eiri knew  had  hardly  developed a  theory of 

relig ious to leration— it probably  is an  instance of  reexam ining  h a la k h a h  

and  Jew ish  values in  light of  habits of  m ind  developed by  exposure to  a 

culture shared w ith  the gentile  environm ent. O nce again , the core of  the 

T orah  w as touched— or its deeper m eaning  revealed— through  insights 

inspired  by  involvem ent in  general culture.® *

T H E SE PH A R D IM  O F T H E L A T E M ID D L E A G ES

T he affirm ation  of the value of  philosophy even  by  the conservatives in  

th is d ispute reflects a  critically  im portant characteristic oflate  m edieval 

Jew ish culture in Provence and in Spain . W tually w ithout exception, 

rabbinic figures of the first rank, w hose pursuit of talm udic study w as 

their central preoccupation, either devoted  som e tim e to  the study of 

“w isdom ” or expressed no  opposition to  its cultivation.® ’

R ashba  h im self w as not uninfluenced  by  philosophical ideas. T his 

w ould  be evident even from  B edershi’s apology, w hich clearly  assum ed 

that its recip ient w as receptive to  the m ajor thrust of  the argum ent, but 

it is also  explicit in  R ashba ’s ow n  w ritings. In  one elaborate responsum ,

88. O n ha-M eiri and C hristianity , see Y aakov B lidstein, “Y ahaso shel R . M enaiiem  

ha-M eiri la-N okhri— B einA pologetiqah le-H afaam ah,'’ Z io n  s i (1986): 153-66, and 

the earlier studies d ted  there. See now  the im portant analysis by  M oshe I^bertal,

'R . M enahem  ha-M eiri: B ein  T orah le*yokhm ah,” T a rb i^  63 (1994): 63-118, w hich 

points to  a  specific  philosophical context for ha-M eiri's  position ,

89. See Israel T a-Shem a ’s  “R abbi Y ona G erondi: Spiritualism  and  L eadership ,” presented 

at the  Jew ish  T heological Sem inary 's 1989  conference on  "Jew ish  M ystical L eadership , 

1100-1170,"  esp . p . 11. A bound  volum e of typescrip ts of  the  proceedings is available 

in  the M endel G ottesm an L ibrary , Y eshiva U niversity . See also T a-Shem a ’s "H al

akhah, K abbalah  u-P ilosophiah b i-Sefarad ha-N o?erit— le-B iqqoret Sefer 'Toledot 

ha-Y ehudim  bi-Seferad ha-N ozerit,'’ S h e n a to n  h a -M ish p a t h a - 'Iv r i 18-19 (1991-94): 

479-95 - For a  balanced, m oderate defense  of  a  broad  curriculum  in  fourteenth-century  

Spain , see P rofiat D uran ’s in troduction  to  M a 'a se h  E fo d , 1-15.
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for exam ple, he analyzed the param eters w ith in  w hich philosophical 

argum ents can  be  brought to  bear on  the rein terpretation of  sacred  texts, 

and he staked out a position that w e w ould expect from  a disciple of 

N ahm anides: there is a legitim ate p lace for such argum ents as long as 

the critical dem ands of  tradition  are accorded  unchallenged suprem acy.^®  

R . Y om  T ov  Ishbili (R itba), perhaps the greatest rabbinic figure in the 

generation follow ing R ashba, w rote a w ork exem plify ing the sam e 

general posture. H e defended M aim onides against the strictures in  

N alunanides’ com m entary to the Pentateuch w hile at the sam e tim e 

afiirm ing  that in  the final analysis N ahm anides is usually  correct.^^

T he endorsem ent of at least a m oderate level of rationalism  

no doubt resulted  from  the im portance of philosophy in traditional 

Spanish  Jew ish culture, but w e should not underestim ate the im pact 

of the heroic im age of  M aim onides. Just as N ahm anides’ em brace of 

kabbalah m ade it very diflicult to reject m ysticism  as a heresy, M ai

m onides’ devotion to  philosophy rendered  its thorough delegitim ation 

by  Sephardic  Jew s alm ost im possible. E ven  som e kabbalists attem pted 

to synthesize their d iscip line w ith  a rein terpreted  M aim onidean cor

pus, though others  w ent so  far as to  assert that the author of  the G u id e  

had seen  the error of  h is w ays once the secrets of the h idden w isdom  

w ere revealed  to  h im . T his last exam ple is a  rare case of the exception 

that really  proves the ru le, because it dem onstrates that M aim onides' 

position  stood as such a hallm ark of  legitim acy that som e Jew s could

9 0 .S h e 'e lo t u -T e sh u v o t h a -R a sh b a  (1958) 1:9 , also edited by  L . A . Feldm an, S h n a to n  

B a r-lla n  7-8 (1970): i53 -<Si- For a thorough analysis of R ashba ’s stance, see the 

unpublished  m aster’s  thesis by  D avid  H orw itz, T h e  R o/c o f P h ilo so p h y  a n d  K a b b a la h  

in  th e  W o rks  o f  R a sh b a  (B ernard R evel G raduate School, Y eshiva U niversity , 1986). 

See also  C arm i H orow itz, “ 'A l Perush  ha-A ggadotshelha-R ashba— B ein Q abbalah 

le-Pilosophiah, D a 'a tiS  (1987): 15-25, andZ ^aw rence K aplan, “R abbi Solom on ibn 

A dret, Y a v n e h  R eview  6 (1967): 27-40. (I shou ld  probably  not press the argum ent 

from  B edershi’s perception too hard  since K ta v  H itn a z? e lu t takes for granted the 

questionable proposition  that R ashba w ou ld recognize the value of philosophy 

because of its ability to  refute the belief  in  m etem psychosis, a  kabbalistic  doctrine 

that R ashba probably  endorsed.)

91. See h is S e fe r  h a -Z ik k a ro n , ed . by  K alm an K ahana (Jerusalem , 1956), 33-34.
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com fortably  m aintain a contrary  position  only  by  forcibly  redefin ing 

the M aim onidean stance.’^

M oderate rationalism  w as, of course, not the only approach 

endorsed by Provencal and Spanish Jew s in the later M iddle A ges. 

D espite  the exaggerated  nature of the conservative m anifestoes issued 

during  the controversy, som e late m edieval th inkers really  d id  espouse 

radical positions w ith respect to m any philosophical and exegetical 

issues. W hen  Jacob  b . Sheshet denounced rationalists w ho “assert that 

the w orld  is p rim eval..., that d iv ine providence does not extend below  

the sphere of the m oon that there is no rew ard for the righteous 

or punishm ent for the w icked ... and that there is no  need  to  pray  but 

only  to  purify  one's thoughts,”^^ he  w as engaging in  hyperbole but not 

in fantasy . T he rationalist propensity tow ard allegorization undoubt

edly  w ent beyond  anything that rabbis like R ashba w ould  countenance, 

and  w e should  not allow  the M aim onist argum ents of  B edershi and  his 

colleagues to  b lind us to  th is reality . T he w orks of Sam uel ibn T ibbon, 

M oses N arboni, Joseph ibn  K aspi, G ersonides, and  Isaac  A lbalag  consti

tu te but part of  a  corpus of  literature attesting  to  a flourishing  tradition  

of v igorous rationalism  that severely  tested the prevailing boundaries 

of  relig ious orthodoxy.

Philosophers of  th is stripe  w ere often  prepared  to  m ake an  explicit 

case against excessive concentration  on  talm udic  study. T he m ost fam ous 

exam ple of  th is attitude is the story  ibn  K aspi tells in  h is w ill about the 

problem  that arose during  a  party  in  h is hom e w hen  “the accursed  m aid”

92. For A braham  A bulafia’s  effort to  create a  M aim onidean kabbalah, see  sections IV -V T 

ofM oshe Idel's ‘M aim onides and  K abbalah* in  IW ersl^, S tu d ie s  in M a im o n id e s ,  54- 

78. O n  M aim onides as a  kabbalist, see  G ershom  Scholem , “M e-H oqer li-M equbbal: 

A ggadot ha-M equbbalim  'al ha-R am bam ,* T arbt? 6 (1935): 90-98, and M ichael A . 

Shm idm an, “O n M aim onides’ 'C onversion ’ to K abbalah,* in S tu d ie s  in  M e d ie v a l  

J e w ish  H is to ry  a n d  L ite ra tu re ,  ed . T w ersky, 2 , pp . 375-86. For a  d iscussion of  th is and 

sim ilar legends in  the  broader context of  fo lk  conceptions about M aim onides, see  the 

study  by  m y  fether z l,  Isaiah B erger, "H a-R am bam  be-A ggadat ha-A m ,*  in  M a ssa d :  

M e 'a sse fle -D iv re i  S ijru t  2 , ed . by  H illel B avli (T el A viv , 1936), 216-38; and  com pare  h is 

eloquent observations on  the con trast betw een the  fo lk  im ages of  M aim onides and 

R ashi in  h is "R ashi be-A ggadat ha-A m ," in  R a sh i: T o ra to  v e -b h iy y u fo , ed . by  S im on 

Federbush (N ew  Y ork, 1958), 147-49.

93. C ited in  M e 'ira t 'E in a y im , ed . G oldreich , 58.
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placed a dairy  spoon in  a  pot of m eat. Poor ibn  K asp i had to  go  to  the 

local rabbi, w ho kept h im  w aiting  for hours in  a state of  near starvation  

before apprising him  of the h a la k h a h . N onetheless, he tells us, he w as 

not em barrassed  by  h is ignorance, since  h is philosophical sophistication 

com pensated for the shortcom ings in  h is halakhic e:q)ertise. “W hy,” he 

asks, “should  a ru ling  or d irective  regarding the great existence or unity  

of G od be inferior to  a sm all dairy  spoon?”’ '^

O ther expressions of th is approach are less am using but no 

less strik ing. Som e Jew s dem onstrated  the obscurantism  of those w ho 

devote their lives to talm udic  study  by  pointing  to the T alm ud 's ow n 

assertion  that the phrase “H e has set m e in  dark  p laces like the dead  of 

o ld" (L am entations 3 :6) refers to  the T alm ud of B abylon. R . Judah  ibn 

A bbas m aintained  that people w ho  study  T alm ud constantly  "ne^ect the 

proper service and  know ledge of  G od" and  described  talm udic  novellae 

and T o sa fo t  as a w aste of valuable tim e. It is a  m atter of no sm all in ter

est that H asdai C rescas w rote h is philosophical refutation of C hristian

ity  in  A ragonese or C atalan so  that Jew s could have ready access to  h is 

argum ents; there w as thus a substantial, sophisticated  Jew ish  audience 

in  late m edieval Spain w ho could fo llow  a d ifficult vernacular text but 

not a  d ifficult H ebrew  one.

Ibn  K aspi h im self, in  a  w ork  m arked  by  the arresting  assertion  that 

Jobs suffering  w as a  just consequence of h is feilure  to  pursue a  philosophi

cal understanding  of h is faith , u tilized  the traditionalists’ affirm ation  of  the 

im portance of talm udic  study to  support the indispensability  of  philoso

phy. A fter all, he argued, there exist both  physical com m andm ents and 

com m andm ents of  the heart or in tellect. E veryone agrees that w ith  respect 

to  the form er, an  understanding of the in tellectual im derpinning is em i

nently  desirable. "W hy  else should  w e to il to  study  the  T alm ud? W e m ight 

just as w ell be  satished  w ith  the ru lings ofM aim onides and  R . Isaac  A lfesi.” 

N ow  there is surely  no  basis for d istinguishing  the latter com m andm ents

94. Israel A braham s, H e b re w  E th ic a l W ills  I (Philadelphia, 1916), 151-52. T he som ew hat 

aw kw ard use of the term  "great,” w hich technic^ m odifies u n ity  in  the orig inal, 

is clearly  in tended to evoke M aim onides’ straightforw ard understanding of the 

talm udic contrast betw een great and  sm all m atters. See above, n . 39. O n ibn  K aspi s 

in tellectual stance, see Isadore T w erksy, "Joseph ibn K aspi: Portrait of a M edieval 

Jew ish In tellectual,”  in  S tu d ies  in  M e d ie va l J e w ish  H is to ry  a n d  L itera tu re  [1], pp . 231-57.
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from  the form er w ith  respect to  th is principle, and  books of  physics and 

m etaphysics stand  in  the sam e relationship  to  the com m andm ents of  the 

heart as the T alm ud  does to  the  physical com m andm ents. O riginally , such 

philosophical w orks w ere w ritten  by  Jew ish sages like Solom on, but “w e 

w ere exiled  because of our sins, and  those m atters have now  com e to  be 

attributed to  the G reeks” except for scattered references in  the T alm ud. 

In other w ords, one cannot affirm  the critical im portance of talm udic 

study w ithout being logically  com pelled  to grant at least equal value to 

the pursuit of  philosophy and the sciences.^^

O n the o ther side of  the ledger, R . A sher b . Y ehiel, w ho  w as bom  

and trained in G erm any, brought w ith  h im  a pejorative attitude tow ard  

the value of  general culture. In  responding  to  the suggestion  that no  one 

w ithout expertise  in  A rabic should  render a  legal decision, he  m aintained  

that h is reasoning  pow ers  in  T orah  w ere in  no  w ay  inferior to  those of  Span

ish  R abbis, “even  though  I do  not know  your external w isdom . T hank  the 

m erciful G od  w ho saved m e from  it.” T he pursuit o f such  w isdom , he said , 

leads people  aw ay  from  the fear of G od and encourages the vain  attem pt 

to  in tegrate alien  pursuits w ith  T orah. S till, even R . A sher describes phi

losophers as very  w ise  m en, and  an  assessm ent of  Spanish  Jew ish  attitudes 

w ould  have to  assign greater w eight to  the rem arkable suggestion  that he 

rejected than  to  the negative reaction  that he expressed.’*^

95. O n the “dark  p laces” and the T alm ud, see M e 'ira t " E in a y im , 6a; Isadore T w ersl^, 

"R elig ion and L aw ” in  R e lig io n  in  a  R e lig io u s  A g e , 77 , and  T w ersky, “R . Y eda'yah ha-

Penini,”  A ltm ann Festschrift, 71. T he talm udic passage is in  S a n h e d r in  14a. For ibn 

A bbas, see G oldreichs quotations firom  the m anuscrip t o lY a 'irN a tiv  (O xford  1280, 

p . 50a) in  M e 'ira t 'E in a y im , 411-13- T he oft-quoted curriculum  in  ibn  A bbas's w ork, 

w hich culm inates w ith  the study  of  m etaphysics, w as published  byA saf,M eqorot 2 , 

pp . 29-33. O n the vernacular orig inal of  B ittu l 'Iq q a re i /ifl-N ozenm , see L asker’s edi

tion , 13, 33. N ote too the C astilian P ro v e rb o s  M o ra le s  by  the fourteenth-century  

R . Shem  T ov ibn  A rdutiel, T h e  M o ra l P ro ye rh s  o fS a n to b  d e  C a rr io n :  J e w ish  W isd o m  

in  C h r is tia n  S p a in , ed . by  T . A . Perry (P rinceton, 1988).

If  w e contem plate for a  m om ent the m agnitude of Job ’s suffering, w e can  begin 

to  appreciate the  im portance attached to  the  philosophic quest by  a  m an  w illing to  

propose ibn K aspi’s e:q)lanation for such torm ent. T his explanation  appears along 

w ith  the  very  clever argum ent lin ldng  talm udic and  philosophical study  in  S h u lh a n  

K e se f: B e 'u r  'a l ly y o v , in 'A sa ra h  K e k i K e se f, ed . by  J. L ast (P ressburg, 1903), 170-72.

96. See S h e 'e lo tu -T e sh u v o th a -R o sh  (V enice, 1603), 55:9 . C £  Israel T a-Shem a, "Shiqqulim  

P ilosofiyyim ,” S e fu n o t  18 (1985): 100-108.
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Ihat suggestion  reflects a  real and significant phenom enon: the 

halakhic decision-m aking and talm udic study  of P rovencal and Span

ish rabbis w ere som etim es affected by philosophical considerations. 

T o begin w ith  the m ost fam ous exam ple in  M aim onides him self, the 

om ission in  the M ish n eh  T o ra h  of talm udic  law s based  on  the in terven

tion of the creatures that the rabbis called  sh e d im  w as alm ost certain ly  

the result of  philosophically  m otivated skepticism . R . Z erahah  H alevi 

cited technical logical term inology and philosophical references in a 

halakhic discussion. C onceptions of providence w ere brought to  bear 

on  decisions regarding the rem arriage of a  w om an  w hose first tw o hus

bands had died. A  m ore general illustration of  the pervasiveness of the 

philosophical atm osphere em erges from  the first sentence of  R . Y eruham  

b. M eshullam s in troduction to a w ork of talm udic scholarship , w here 

he inform s us how the scholars of [philosophical] research” have clas

sified the considerations leading  to  the pursuit of  w isdom .’^

M ost strik ingly , it now  appears that an  innovative m ethodology  of 

talm udic study  w hich  conquered Spain  in  the fifteenth century  and  dom i

nated  the approach of  Sephardic  com m unities  for tw o hundred  years w as 

rooted in  philosophical logic. R . Isaac K anpanton  produced guidelines 

w hich required the student to  investigate the correspondence betw een 

the language and m eaning  of a  talm udic text w ith exquisite care and  to

97. O n the im pact of  M aim onides’ attitude tow ard “popular relig ion” on  the M ish n e h  

T o ra h , se e  T w ersky, In tro d u c tio n  to  th e  C o d e  o f M a im o n id e s , 479-84; see especially  M arc 

B . Shapiro ’s  forthcom ing  essay  in  M a im o n id e a n  S tu d ies  [published  as "M aim onidean  

H alakhah  and  Superstition ,”M aim onidean  S tu d ies  4  (1000): 61-108]. I  am  unpersuad

ed  by  Jose Faur’s effort in  h is generally  perceptive T y y u n im  b e -M ish n e h  T o ra h  le -h a -  

R a m b a m : S ^ e rh a -M a d d a  (Jerusalem , 1978), 1-2 , n . 1 , to  m inim ize  the  philosophical 

m otivation for the om ission o l  sh e d im .  For som e observations on  the  im pact of  M ai

m onides’ scientific posture on  h is halakhic approach, see  Isadore T w ersky, "A spects  of 

M aim onidean  E pistem ology: H alakhah  and  Science,” in  F ro m  A n c ie n t Is ra e l to  M o d e m  

J u d a ism : In te lle c t in  Q u e s t o f U n d e rs ta n d in g . E ssa ys  in  H o n o r  o f  M a rv in  F o x , ed . by  

Jacob N eusner, E rnest S . F rerichs, and  N achum  M . Sam a (A tlanta, G eorgia, 1989) 3, 

pp . 3“2.3. For R . Z eraluah H alevi, see I. T a-Shem a, “S ifrei ha-R ivot bein  ha-R avad 

le-bein  R abbi Z erahiah  H alevi (ha-Razah) m i-L unel,” Q iry a tS e fe r$ 2  (1977): 570 — 76. 

O n the problem  of rem arriage, see T a-Shem a, S e fu n o t 18 , p . 110, and  Y . B uxbaum , 

T eshuvot H akhm ei Sefarad be-D in Q atlanit,” M o ria h  7 [78/79] (1977): 6 — 7. 

R . Y eruham s com m ents are  in  S ^ e rM e sh a r im  (V enice, 1553; rep ., Jerusalem , 1975), za.



D a v id  B e rg er

determ ine the fu ll range of possib le in terpretations so  that the exegetical 

choices of  the m ajor com m entators w ould  becom e clear. In  setting  forth 

th is form  of investigation, or ‘iy yu n ,  K anpanton  m ade explicit reference 

to  logical term inology, and  D aniel B oyarin  has recently  m ade a  com pel

ling argum ent that the system  as a  w hole and all its m ajor com ponents 

orig inated in  the m edieval philosophical m ilieu . H e m aintains that

Jew ish  scholars in  the final days of  the Spanish  Jew ish  com m unity 

saw  logic as the road to  attain ing tru th  in  all sciences, including 

that of  the  T orah. A ny  argum ent w hich  d id  not qualify  im der the 

canons of logical order w as faulty  in  their eyes. L ogical w orks and 

principles served  as the fo im dation for scientific  and  philosophi

cal investigation, and they  pointed the w ay tow ard valid proof 

and the avoidance of error in these fields. S ince the science of 

the T alm ud differed in its language and its problem s from  the 

o ther sciences— m ainly  because it is essentially  exegetical— the 

need  w as felt for general w orks specific  to  th is field  w hich  w ould 

d irect investigation there.’®

T hese w ere indeed  the final days of Spanish  Jew ry, and the connection 

betw een philosophical pursuits  and  the behavior of the com m unity  in  

extrem is has exercised analysts both  m edieval and  m odem . C onserva

tives like  R . Isaac  A ram a renew ed the attack  against allegorists by  asking 

w hy  they  need  the T orah  at all. W hen it corresponds to  philosophical 

tru ths, they  accept it literally , and  w hen it does not, they  explain  it figu

ratively; in  either case, the know ledge they  had  before the revelation  is 

coterm inous w ith  w hat they know  after it. R . Y osef Y avetz attributed 

d ie relatively  large num ber of  conversions around  the tim e of  the eaqpul- 

sion  to  the corrupting  influence of  philosophical relativ ism , a  judgm ent 

endorsed  in  the tw entieth  century  b /Y itzhak  B aer. R . A braham  B ibago, 

on  the o ther hand, w riting  in  the m iddle  of  the fifteenth  century , denied

98. D aniel B oyarin , H a -'Iy y u n  h a -S e fa ra d i (Jerusalem , 1989), 48-49. T he m ain  docum en

tation of  B oyarin ’s general thesis is on  pp. 47-68. For a  sim ilar developm ent in  the 

field  of  b ib lical exegesis, see Shim on Shalem , “H a-M etodahha-Parshanit  shel Y osef 

T aitazak  ve-H ugo," S^«of u  (1971-77): 115-34 .

240
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that philosophically  oriented  Jew s w ere any  less steadfast than  pure T al

m udists; spiritual w eakness is not dependent upon in tellectual orien

tation. M ore generally , B ibagos attack  against extrem e rationalists and 

especially  against opponents of  philosophy tends to dem onstrate that 

both groups w ere active in  late m edieval Spain . B ibago him self w as a 

relatively  m oderate  rationalist w ho  fits w ell in to  the category  of  Spanish  

Jew s like R . Isaac A bravanel w ho studied  philosophy but attem pted to  

counter rationalist extrem ism  through a conservative  in terpretation of 

M aim onides and  h is legacy. W hen sudi a  person  denounces fools w ho 

call people of  in tellect and  reason" heretics, h is rem arks deserve special 

notice; apparently, Spain too  w as not w ithout thoroughgoing  critics of 

the philosophical enterprise for w hom  even the rationalism  of B ibago 

w as an  im perm issib le deviation from  pristine  Judaism .’^

Ihere is little evidence for the outright A verroist-sty le  skepticism  

that Y itzhak B aer b lam es for the apostasy of beleaguered Iberian  Jew s. 

N evertheless, it seem s fair to say that an acculturated com m unity is a 

less likely  candidate for m artyrdom  than an insular one. Im agine tw o 

people w ith  equal faith  in  the tru th of Judaism  confronting the execu

tioner s sw ord. T he first is an  adm iring  participant in  the culture he is 

being  to ld  to  em brace, how ever m uch he rejects its relig ion; the second 

responds to  that environm ent w ith  v isceral revulsion. W hile there are 

no easy form ulas for determ ining  the w illingness to  be m artyred, the 

second type, w ho represents the A shkenazic  Jew  of the first crusade, is 

surely  m ore likely  to  choose death . O n th is level, the  Jew s of  Spain  paid  

a spiritual price for in tegration  in to the cultural m ilieu of their poten

tial persecutors.

99 - See Y avete ’s S e fe r  O r  h a -H a y y im  (L em berg, 1874), ch . 2 , and  the references in  B aer, 

A  H is to ry  o f  th e  J e w s  in  C h r is tia n  S p a in  2 ,509, n . 12, and  in  Isaac E . B arzilay , B e tw ee n  

R e a so n  a n d  F a ith :  A n ti-R a tio n a lism  in  I ta lia n  J e w ish  T h o u g h t, iz so sd so  (T he H ague, 

19<57), 148. For B aer's citation of A ram a and indictm ent of Jew ish A verroism , see 

h is H is to ry  2 , pp . 253-59. B aer’s position  w as rejected b y  H aim  H illel B en Sasson, 

D or G olei Sefarad al A zm o, ^ion  2d (1961): 44 — 51,59 — 64. O n  B ibago, see  Joseph 

H acker, “M eqom o shel R . A vraham  B ibag  ba-M ahaloqet ‘a l L im m ud ha-P ilosophiah 

u-M a‘am adahbi-Se£aradba-M e’ah  ha-T et-V av,"P ro c e e d in g s  o fth e F ifth  W o r ld  C o n g re ss  

o f J e w ish  S tu d ie s  3 (Jerusalem , 1972), H eb. sec, pp. 151-58 . C £ also the oft-quoted 

antiphilosophical  responsum  by  R . Isaac  ben  Sheshet, S h e e lo t u -T e sh u v o t B a r  S h e sh e t 

(V ilna, 1878), na  45.
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A s  w e have seen  in  various contexts, the  pursuit of  the natural sci

ences w ent hand in  hand  w ith  philosophical study, and their status as a 

m ere  handm aiden of  m etaphysics d id  not prevent them  from  being  inves

tigated w ith  in tensity  and sophistication. Jew ish physicians rem ained 

prom inent throughout the M iddle A ges, and M aim onides’ m edical 

treatises contain  insights of  lasting  value. G ersonides m ade im pressive 

contributions to  astronom y, including  the preparation of astronom ical 

tables at the request of influential C hristians, and fourteenth-century  

Provencal Jew s continued to translate nirm erous scientific texts. Ibn 

K aspi took pleasure in the unvarnished m eaning of a talm udic text 

w hich asserted that gentile  scholars had  defeated  the sages of  Israel in  a 

debate  about astronom y; th is, he  said , dem onstrates that non-Jew s have 

som ething  to  teach  us and  that their w orks should  not be ignored.^® ®  

T he relationship  betw een astronom y and astro logy raised  scien

tific  and theological questions w hich confound the usually  predictable 

boundaries betw een rationalists and their opponents. F rom  a m odem  

perspective, M aim onides’ v igorous opposition to astro logy seem s pre

cisely  w hat w e ought to  expect from  a  person  of  h is in tellectual bent. T o 

m any  m edievals, how ever, astro logy  w as not only  validated  by  rabbinic 

texts; it w as a  science like  all o thers. G ersonides, for exam ple, argued  that 

the d iscip line w as often  em pirically  ^^dated, and  it w as taken for granted

zoo. For a succinct sum m ary  of  M aim onides' contributions to  m edieval m edicine, see 

S . M untner, “G edulato ve-H iddushav shel ha-R am bam  bi-R efuah," in  H a -R a m  

B a m za V  [s ic ] : Q p v e ^  T o ra n i-M a d d a 'i, ed . by  Y . L . M aim on (Jerusalem , 1955), 264-^6. 

O n  Jew ish physicians in  general, see, in ter alia, I. M unz, D ie  J u d isc h e  A rz te  im  M it-  

te la lte r  (F rankfurt am  M ain, 1922), and D . M argalit, H a k h m e i Y is ra e l k e -R o J e 'im  

(Jerusalem , 1962). O n science in  general and  astronom y  in  particular, see B ernard 

R . G oldstein , “T he R ole of  Science  in  the  Jew ish  C om m unity  in  Fourteenth-C entury 

France," A nnals o f th e  N e w  Y o rk  A c a d e m y  o f  S c ie n c e s  314 (1978): 39-49; reprin ted  

in  h is T h e o ry  a n d  O b se rv a tio n  in  A n c ie n t a p d  M e d ie v a l A s tro n o m y  (L ondon, 1985); 

L . V . B erm an, “G reek in to H ebrew : Sam uel b . Judah of M arseilles, Fourteenth- 

C entury Philosopher and T ranslator,” in  J e w ish  M e d ie v a l a n d  R e n a issa n c e  S tudies, 

289-320; T w ersky, “Joseph ibn K aspi" (above, n . 94), 256, n . 52, w here he cites a 

variety  of  references to  d ivergent Jew ish in terpretations of  the passage in  P e sa h im  

94b  concerning  the  v ictory  of  the  gentile astronom ers. O n  continuing astronom ical 

study by  six teenth- and seventeenth-century  Jew s in the E astern  M editerranean, 

see G oldstein , “T he H ebrew  A stronom ical T radition: N ew  Sources,"  Is is  72  (1981): 

237-51, also  reprin ted  in  T h e o ry  a n d  O b se rv a tio n .
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that m iracles m ust overcom e not only  the regularities of  physics but the 

astro log ical order as w ell. A t the  sam e tim e, nonrationalist relig ious con

siderations could  produce opposition to  astro logy, so  that on  th is issue

the M aim onidean legacy  found  itself  in  the unaccustom ed com pany  of 

R . M oses T aku. In  the case of  G ersonides, astronom y  and  astro logy  w ere 

kept rigorously  separated , so that the affirm ation of astro logical tru ths 

had  no  adverse effect on  h is im portant astronom ical studies. 1̂01

A lthough Spain and Provence w ere the m ajor centers of philo

sophical and scientific pursuits am ong the Jew s of the high and late 

M iddle  A ges, they d id  not enjoy  a  m onopoly . B yzantine  Jew ry  lived in  

a culture w hich  preserved m uch of  the G reek  legacy  of  an tiquity , and  its 

in tellectual profile has been described as "catholic  in  outlook  and in te

grated  w ith  its environm ent. Secular studies w ere  pursued  as m uch as tra

ditional relig ious studies.”^® ^ Israel T a-Shem a, w ho has read substantial 

portions of  the m assive, unpub lished w orks of  B yzantine Jew s available 

in  the Institu te of M icrofilm ed H ebrew  M anuscrip ts in  Jerusalem , has 

spoken to m e w ith  w onderm ent of the im m ense size and scope of the

101. For M aim onides’ position , see  h is letter  in  A lexander M arx, “T he C onespondence 

betw een the R abbis of  Southern  F rance  and  M aim onides about A strology,” H e b re w  

U n io n  C o lle g e  A n n u a l ^  (1 9 1 6 ):  3U -58. (T his letter [p .351] also  contains  M aim onides' 

w ell-know n rem ark that he had read a m ultitude of  A rabic w orks on idolatry , an  

observation w hich has been  regarded as problem atic  in  light of  H it 'A v o d a h  Z a ra h  

2:2 . For a  d iscussion of  the  passage in  H il. 'A v o d a h  Z a ra h , see L aw rence K aplan  and 

D avid B erger, “O n Freedom  of Inquiry  in  the R am bam — and T oday,” I?ic T o ra h  

U -M a d d a  J o u rn a l 2 [1990]: 37-50-) B or N ahm anides’ argum ents from  talm udic 

texts, see h is responsum  in  K itv e i  R a m b a n  i, 378-81; see also  h is C o m m e n ta ry  to  J o b , 

K itv e i R a m b a n  1,19, for the assum ption that overturning som eone's astro logical 

fate requires m iraculous divine in tervention. G ersonides presen ted his argum ent 

as dream s, d iv ination, prophecy, and  astro logy  in  M ilh a m o t H a sh e m  2:1-3 (L eipzig , 

1866), 92-101; L evi ben  G ershon (G ersonides), T h e  W a rs  o f th e  L o rd ,  trans. Seym our 

Feldm an, 2 (Philadelphia, 1987), pp. 27-41. O n  the frequent but im perfect success of 

astro logers, see  p . 95; Feldm an, p . 33. For h is separation  of  astronom y  and  astro logy, 

see G oldstein , “T he R ole of  Science," 45. O n M oses T aku, see K e ta v  T a m im , O ^ r  

N e h m a d  3 , pp . 82-83. (1  do  not m ean  to  im ply  that T aku 's position, w hich  is reflected  

in  a  fleeting  rem ark, w as fu lly  identical w ith  that of  M aim onides.)

102. S teven B . B ow m an, T h e  J e w s  o f  B y za n tiu m :  1204-1453 (U niversity , A labam a, 1985), 

168. B ow m an goes on to suggest that th is in tegration in to  B yzantine culture m ay 

have served to underm ine the cultural independence of the established Jew ish 

com m unity  in  the face of  the O ttom an conquest and  Sephardic im m igration.
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encyclopedic com positions produced by  that  Jew ry  although he is less 

im pressed  by  their depth  or creativ ity . Y em enite  Jew s, in  part because of 

the influence of  the M uslim  environm ent and  in  large m easure because 

of the inspiration  provided by  M aim onides, produced w orks reflecting 

fem iliarity  w ith  the fu ll range of  the m edieval sciences. In  an  exception

ally  strong  form ulation, R . Perahiah  b . M eshullam  w rote that "w ithout 

the sciences of the in tellig ib les there w ould be no T orah,” and H oter 

b . Shlom oh reiterated the standard justification  of scientific study as a 

preparation for m etaphysical speculation.^® ^

Sim ilarly , the  successor culture of  m edieval Spain  w as largely  true 

to  its heritage. T he relative decline and stagnation  of  M uslim  culture in  

the late M iddle A ges had  taken its to ll on the in tellectual creativ ity  of 

E astern  Jew ry, but under the stim ulus of the Spanish  im m igration, the 

Jew s of the O ttom an E m pire displayed a renew al of cultural ferm ent. 

W hile th is activ ity  w as m ainly  exegetical and  hom iletical, it included  the 

study  and translation  of  philosophical w orks. A  recently  published  text 

provides a  strik ing  ^ im pse in to  a  cast o f  m ind  w hich  takes all learning  as 

its p rovince.A young scholar felt insulted  w hen  h is tow n  w as denigrated 

as clim atically  unfit for the production  of  in tellectuals. In  an  indignant 

response, he challenged  the critic  to  do  battle:

C om e out to the field  and let us com pete in  our know ledge of 

the B ible, the M ishnah, and the T alm ud, S ijra  and S ijre  and all 

of R abbinic literature; in the external sciences— the practical 

and  theoretical fields of  science, the science of  nature, and of  the 

D ivine; in  logic ..., geom etry , astronom y, and  law ; in  the natural

103. T he 6rst m ajor scientific  w ork  by  a  Y em enite  Jew  w as N etanel al-Fayyum i’s B u s ta n  

a l- 'U q u l, and in terest in these disciplines persisted  in to the seventeenth century . 

See, in ter alia , Y . T kvi L angerm ann, H a -M a d d a 'im  h a -M e d u y y a q im  b e -Q e re v  Y e h u d a  

T e im a n  (Jerusalem , 1987); Y osef K afih , “A rba'im  She’elo t be-P ilosophiah le-R av 

Perahiah be-R . M eshullam ," S e fu n o t 18 (1985): u i-9a; D avid R . B lum enthal, T h e  

C o m m e n ta ry  o fR . H o te r  b e n  S h e lo m o  to  th e  T h irte e n  P r in c ip le s  o f M a im o n id es  (L eiden, 

1974); M eir H avazelet, “ 'A l ha-Parshanut ha-A U egorit-ha-PU osofit  be-M idrash ha- 

H efei le-R abbi Z ekharyah  ha-R ofe," T e im a  3 (1993): 45-56; and the references in  

A m os G oldreich , “M i-M ishnat H ug  ha*  lyyun: 'O d ‘al ha-M eqorot ha-E fshariyyim  

shel ‘ha-A hdut ha-Shavah,'"  M e h q e re i Y e ru sh a la y im  b e -M a h a sh e v e t Y tsra e l 6  (3-4) 

(1987): ISO , n . 35 .

144
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sciences— the longer com m entary  and  the shorter com m entary  

G en e ra tio  e t C o rru p U o , D e  A n im a  and  M e teo ra , D e  A n im a lia  and 

E th ics .... T ry  m e, for you  have opened  your m outh  and  belittled 

m y  dw elling-place, and  you  shall see that w e know  w hatever can 

be know n in  the proper rnanner.^® ^

T he polem ical v igor and xm m itigated pride in such rem arks reflect a 

m entality  that does not harbor the slightest tw inge of doubt about the 

legitim acy and significance of all these pursuits.

A t the sam e tim e, w e have in teresting evidence of opposition  to  

philosophical study  in  th is com m unity. R . M enahem  de L onzano pub

lished an attack against philosophy w hich pointed  to  serious relig ious 

errors that it had inspired even in great figures of the past including 

M aim onides, R . Joseph  A lbo, and, strik ingly, R . B ahya ibn  Pakuda. W e 

have already  seen that B ahya decidedly  belonged am ong  the strongest 

advocates of  speculation, but the p iety  that suffuses the bulk  of  h is eth i

cal w ork  served to  m ute h is rationalistic m essage and  insulate  h im  firom  

serious attack  by  m ost antirationalists. D e L onzano w as sensitive  to  th is 

m essage and com plained that B ah)^, like M aim onides, placed m eta

physics at the p innacle of  hum an  endeavor despite the im plications for 

the status of  straightforw ard study of the T orah; indeed, the broadside 

cites a  nam eless rabbinic contem porary  in  Istanbul w ho  w ondered  w hy 

the G u id e  had  been  burned  w hile T h e  D u ties  o f  th e  H eart had  rem ained 

untouched. O n  the one  hand, it is clear that de  L onzano  s attack  reflected 

the view  of an influential circle of T alm udists. It is equally  clear, how 

ever, that he  w as deeply  concerned about the likelihood  that he  w ould 

be subjected  to  scathing  criticism  for h is position , and  he describes con

tem poraries  w ho advocated  the study of  halakhic codes rather than  the

104. Joseph  H acker, “T he In tellectual A ctiv ity  of  the  Jew s of the O ttom an  E m pire during 

the  S ixteenth and  Seventeenth  C enturies,” in  J e w ish  T h o u g h t in  th e  S e v e n te e n th  C e n 

tu ry ,  ed . by  Isadore  T w ersky  and  B ernard  Septim us (C am bridge, M ass., and  L ondon, 

E ngland, 1987), 120. (H acker's translation  w as prin ted  in  a  som ew hat garbled  form , 

and  so  I have m odified it slightly  on  the basis of the H ebrew  version  of h is article, 

“H a-Pe'ilu t ha-Intelleqtualit be-qerev  Y ehudei ha-lm periah  ha-O ttom anit ba-M e ’o t 

ha-Shesh-E sreh ve-ha-Sheva-£sreh,” T a rb if $3 [1984]: 591.) N ote also H ackers 

citations from  Solom on le-Beit ha-L evi and  A braham  ibn  M igash on  pp. 123— 26.

H S
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T alm ud  so  that they  could devote their tim e to  o ther d iscip lines. W M e 

w e cannot know  w ith any certain ty w hy th is critique of philosophy 

w as om itted from  the second, early  seventeenth-century version of de 

L onzanos book, the opposition  that it no  doubt engendered  is as likely  

an explanation as any.^°^ O ttom an Jew ry, though on the verge of cul

tural decline and  by  no  m eans univocal in  its attitude  to  general culture, 

rem ained  generally  loyal to  the legacy  of m edieval Sephardic thought.

A SH K E N A Z

T he N orthern E uropean heartland  of m edieval A shkenazic  Jew ry  had 

a com plex relationship  w ith the dom inant C hristian civilization that 

defies the often  sim plistic  characterizations describ ing  the  A shkenazim  

as insular and narrow . T here is no question that N orthern French and 

G erm an  Jew s, unlike their Sephardic counterparts, w ere deeply resis

tant to  philosophical inquiry, largely  because of the absence of a sur

rounding  philosophical culture during  their form ative  period; a  Jew ish 

civ ilization  w hich reached m aturity  im accustom ed to  speculation  w ill 

be particularly sensitive to  its alien  dangers. C ertain ly  the im age of the 

A shkenazim  am ong  Spanish and  P rovencal advocates of  philosophy  w as 

that of benighted  obscurantists. R adak  w rote to  A lfakar, "Y ou and  o ther 

w ise m en engage in  the pursuit o f w isdom  and do  not fo llow  the  w ords 

of  the A shkenazim , w ho have banned anyone w ho does so .” R . Isaac of 

A cre, w ho becam e an advocate of such inquiry  late in  h is life, reacted 

w ith  d isdain to  those w ho refuse to  exam ine

a rational argum ent or to  accept it. R ather, they  call one to  w hom  

G od has g iven the ability  to  understand rational principles ... a 

heretic and  non-believer, and  h is books they  call external books, 

because they do not have the spirit needed to understand a 

rational principle. T his is the nature of the rabbis of F rance and 

G erm any and those w ho are like them .

105. See Joseph H acker, “Pulm us ke-neged ha-P ilosophiah be-Istanbul ba-M e'ah  

ha-Shesh-'E sreh,”  A teftgflrim  b e -Q a b b a la h  b e -P ilo so p h ia h  Y e h u d itu -b e -S ifru th a -M u sa r 

v e -h e -H a g u t M u g g a sh im  U -Y c sh a ya h  T ish b i b i-M e lo t lo  S h iv 'im  v e -H a m e sh  S h a n im  

(Jerusalem , 1986), 507-36.
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D uring the controversy of the izsos, M aim onists in  N arbonne sent a 

letter to Spain  w ith  a  particularly v itrio lic  denunciation of the French 

rabbis as fools and lunatics w ith  clogged m inds, w ho are devoted to  

superstitious nonsense and im m ersed in the fetid  w aters of unillum i

nated  caves.^® ^

E ven in  the context of philosophical speculation  narrow ly  defined, 

the situation  w as not quite  so  sim ple. A paraphrase of  Saadyas B e lie fs  a n d  

O p in io n s  that m ade its w ay  to  early  m edieval A shkenaz had  a profound  

effect on the theology of significant segm ents of that Jew ry. U nusual 

w orks like K e ta v  T a m im  and S e fe r h a -M a sk il dem onstrate fam iliarity  

w ith  som e speculative literature, and  the author of  the  latter  treatise  w as 

conversant w ith  a variety of up-to-date scientific theories and experi

m ents. In general, technological advances, esqjerim ental results, and 

observations of nature raised no  serious relig ious problem s, and there 

w as no  in trinsic reason  for people  unaffected by  a  theory  of  p ropaedeu

tic studies to  connect them  to  philosophy. W e should  not be surprised, 

therefore, that A shkenazic literature, probably even m ore than  that of 

the Sephardim , reflects the keen in terest and penetrating eye of  Jew s 

evincing in tense curiosity  about the natural and m echanical phenom 

ena that surrounded them .^°^ M oreover, the m om ent w e broaden the 

question to include the  Jew ish  response to the surrounding culture in

106. For R adak, see Q p v e z T e sh u v o t h a -R a m b a m , 3b . For Isaac of  A cre, see G oldreich 's 

quotation  from  O xford  m s. 1911 in  M e 'ira t 'E in a y im ,  412. T he letter from  N arbonne 

w as published  by  Shatzm iller in  Z io n  34 (1969): 143-44.

107. O n  the  paraphrase of  Saadya and  its influence, see R onald  C . K iener, “T he H ebrew  

Paraphrase  ofSaadiah G aons K ita b  a l-A m a n a t W a 'U l'tiq a d a tf'A J S  R e v iew  11 (1986): 

1-25, and  Y osef D an, T o ra t h a -S o d sh e lH a s id u t  A sh k e n a z  (Jerusalem , 1986), especially  

pp. 22-24. O n science and philosophy in S e fe r h a -M a sk il, see T a-Shem a, “Sefer 

ha-M askil,” 435,437-38.

T hough  the observation  about propaedeutic  studies is m ine, I ow e the  v igorous 

form ulation about the A shkenazim s keen in terest in the w orld around them  to  

a conversation w ith T a-Shem a; cf. N oah Shapira, “ ‘A l ha-Y eda' ha-T ekhni ve-ha- 

T ekhnologishelR ashi, JC orot 3  (1963): 145 — 61, w here  R ashi’s  extensive  technological 

inform ation  is treated , probably  w rongly , as exceptional See now  the  brief  but very  

im portant note  by  Y . T zvi L angerm ann, 'H ibbur  A shkenazi B ilti N oda‘ be-M adda'ei 

ha-T eva,”R jfyaf S ^ e r  6 2  (1988-89): 448-49, w here he  describes a  scientific treatise  

by  a fourteenth-century French  Jew  w ho w as particularly  in terested in  practical 

science, including  various instrum ents, and w ho reported that he had w ritten  a
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general, w e d iscover the possib ility  of  creative in teraction  that m ay  have 

transform ed im portant aspects of  A shkenazic  p iety and thought.

F irst of  all, the relig ious confrontation  w ith  the C hristian  w orld 

im pelled som e Jew s to study L atin as a polem ical tool. M ore im por

tant, the ru th less pursuit o f  straightforw ard  in terpretation, o i  p e sh a t,  by  

tw elfth-century  Jew ish com m entators in  F rance can p lausibly be seen 

as a  Jew ish reaction to nonliteral C hristian  exegesis. A  Jew ish polem i

cist insisting upon  p e sh a t  in  a debate w ith a C hristian  could not easily 

return  hom e and  read the B ible in  a  w ay  that v io lated  the  very  principles 

of  contextual, gram m atical in terpretation  that he  had  just been  passion

ately  defending. E ven  explanations  that are not labeled  as anti-C hristian  

can  be  m otivated  by  the desire  to  avoid  C hristo logical assertions. T here 

is, m oreover, substantial evidence of scholarly  in terchange of a cordial, 

nonpolem ical sort am ong  Jew s and C hristians attem pting to uncover 

the sense of  the  b ib lical text, and  the  Jew ish  approach  had  a  considerable 

im pact on  the churchm en of  S t. V ictor and  o ther C hristian  com m enta

tors. F inally, the feet that the ejq jlosion of Jew ish  learning and literary  

activ ity  took  p lace in  tw elfth-century  F rance m ay  w ell be  related  to  the 

concom itant “renaissance  of  the tw elfth  century” in  the larger society .^® *

different w ork dem onstrating how  scientific know ledge sheds new  light on the 

understanding of  T orah. See also  n . 131 below .

T he w arm , respectfiil w elcom e esiended to  R . A braham  ibn  E zra by  prom inent 

T osafists certain ly  does not bespeak instinctive hostility to bearers of a  broader 

cultural orientation. For T a-Shem a ’s m ore problem atic assertion that A shkenaz 

boasted  fu ll-fledged  rationalist allegorizers, see  h is “Sefer ha-M asldl,’  411; if  such  an 

approach  had  really  attained an  appreciable level of  v isib ility  in  N orthern  E urope, 

it is hard  to  im agine that w e  w oiJd not find  m ore  substantial criticism s of it in  the 

extant literature. F inally , it is  w orth  noting  an  oral observation  by  H aym  Soloveitchik  

that the  m ajor rabbinic  lum inaries of N orthern  F rance  are not am ong  the  signatories 

of the ban  against the G u id e  and S e fe r  h a -M a d d a .

108. See A ryeh G rabois, "T he H e b ra ic a  V e r ita s  and  Jew ish-Christian Intellectual R ela

tions in  the T w elfth  C entury ,”  S p e c u lu m  50 (197s): d i3-34j D avid  B erger, 'M ission  

to  the  Jew s and  Jew ish-Christian C ontacts in  the Polem ical L iterature  of  the H igh 

M iddle  A ges," T h e  A m e r ic a n  H isto r ic a l  R e v ie w  91 (1986): 576-91; B erger, “G ilbert 

C rispin , A lan of L ille , and  Jacob ben  R euben: A  S tudy in  the T ransm ission  of  M e

dieval Polem ic, S p e c u lu m  49 (1974): 34-47 (on the use of  L atin  texts by  ajew ish  

polem icist); A vraham  G rossm an, “H a-Pulm us ha-Y ehudi-ha-N o?ri ve-ha-Parshanut 

ha-Y ehudit la-M iqra be-^fet ba-M eah ha-Y od-B et (le-Parashat Z iqqato  shel R i
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T he stereotype of  the narrow  A shkenazi som etim es included  the 

assertion  that even biblical study  w as ignored, and there is a degree of 

valid ity in th is im age, particularly  in the later M iddle A ges.^® ’ N one

theless, the innovative biblical exegesis in tw elfth-century France 

dem onstrates that th is perception  is selective and  skew ed. N ot only  d id  

A shkenazic  Jew s study  B ible; b ib lical exegesis served as both a battle

ground and a bridge w here Jew s and C hristians cam e in to frequent, 

creative contact as enem ies and as partners.

Q ua el ha-Pulm us),' Z io n  51 (1986): 19-60 (for persuasive exam ples ofunlabeled  

anti-Christian  com m entaries); G rossm an, H a k h m e i Z a r fa t h a -R ish o n im , 473-S04; 

B eryl Sm alley , T h e  S tu d y  o fth e B ib k  in  th e M id d le A g es  (N otre D am e, 1964); 

T ouitou, Shitato ha*Parshanit shel ha-R ashbam  ‘al R eqa*  ha*bleziut ha-H istorit shel 

Z em anno,” in  Y . D . G ilat et al., eds., T y yu n im  b e -S iJ ru t  H a za l b a -M iq ra  u -b e -T o le d o t 

Y isra e l: M u q d a sh  U -P ro f. E zra . Z io n  M e la m e d  (R am at G an, 1981), 48-74 (on the 

im pact of  the tw elfth-century  R enaissance).

For the possible influence of C hristian art on  A shkenazic Jew s, see Joseph 

G utm ann 's presentation and m y response in  J. G utm ann et al.. W h a t C a n  J e w ish  

H is to ry  L e a m F ro m  J e w ish  A r t?  (N ew  Y ork, 1989), 1-18,29-38. G abriele  L . S trauch ’s 

D u k u s H o ra n t: W a n d e re r Z w isc h e n  Z w e i W e lten  (A m sterdam  and A tlanta, 1990) 

analyzes a fairly typical m edieval G erm an rom ance w ritten or copied by a 

fourteenth-century  G erm an  Jew  in  Y iddish (or at least in  H ebrew  characters w ith 

som e specifically jew ish term inology). N ote also  D an, T o ra t h a -S o d , 37-39, for som e 

general observations on  the im pact of  fo lk  beliefs about m agic, astro logy, and  the 

like on  A shkenazic  Jew ry. F inally , Ivan G . M arcus has now  presented  an  analysis of 

an  A shkenazic ritual for thepurpose  of illum inating  the  m anner in  w hich  responses 

to  C hristian society  can m ake their w ay in to the relig ious life of both s^olars 

and the laity ; see h is R itu a ls  o f  C h ild h o o d :  J e w ish  A c c u ltu ra tio n  in  M e d ie va l E u ro p e  

(N ew  H aven  and  L ondon, 1996).

109. See P rofiat D urans in troduction  to  M a 'a se h  E fo d , 41, and  the d iscussion in  Isadore 

T w ersity , "R elig ion  and  L aw ,’ in  R e lig io n  in  a  R e li^ o u sA g e ,  ed . by  G oitein, 74-77. See 

also  M ordechaiBreuer, "M in  'u  B eneikhem  m in  ha-H iggayon,"  in  M /iyilam  le -D a v id :  

S e fe rZ ik h ro n  h a -R a v  D a v id  O c h s , ed . by  Y itzhak  G ilat and  E liezer S tem  (R am at G an, 

1978), 242-64, and  F rank  T alm age, "K eep Y our Sons F rom  Scrip ture: T he B ible  in  

M edieval Jew ish Scholarship  and  Spirituality ,’ in  U n d e rsta n d in g  S c r ip tu re : E x p lo ra 

tio n s  o f  J e w ish  a n d  C h r istia n  T ra d itio n s o f  In te rp re ta tio n , ed . by Q em ens T hom a 

and  M ichael W yschogrod (N ew  Y ork, 1987), 8 i-io i. O n evidence for A shkenazic  

b iblical study  in  the  precrusade  period, see  A viaham  G rossm an, H o h h m e i A sh k en a z  

h a -R ish o n im , 240, 288-89, 323 (in ter alia), and cf. m y review , “H eqer R abbanut 

A shkenaz ha-Q edum ah,* T a rb ip s^  (1984): 484, n . 7 . For an  overall analysis of  the 

evidence, see E phraim  K anarfogel, J e w ish  E d u c a tio n  a n d  S o c ie ty  in  th e  H ig h  M id d le  

A g e s  (D etroit, 1992), 79-85.
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In  the field  of  b ib lical stud/; in teraction  is firm ly  established; w hat 

requires  elucidation  is the extent and  nature  ofits effects. W e face a  m ore 

fundam ental problem  w ith  respect to  the m ost in triguing  question  of  all: 

D id  the revolutionary  use of  d ialectic  in  the  talm udic m ethodology  of  the 

N ordiem  French T osafists ow e anything  to  the in tellectual upheaval in  

the larger society? T here is hardly  any  evidence of Jew ish E m iliarity  in  

A shkenaz w ith  the study  of  canon  law  and  philosophy, w hich  w ere the tw o 

m ajor areas in  w hich  the search  for contradictions or inconsistencies and 

their subsequent resolution  began  to  p lay  a  central ro le. It is even  m ore d if

ficult to  im agine that C hristians, w hose fam iliarity  w ith  the T alm ud  w as 

v irtually  n il, could  have been  m uch  influenced by  T osafists. A t the sam e 

tim e, the  very  individuals w ho  pursued  the new  m ethodologies in  fields 

unknow n  by  the m em bers of  the o ther feith  m et on  the terrain  of  b ib lical 

studies. R ashbam , w ho w as a T osafist as w ell as a  p e sh a t-o r ie n ted  b ib li

cal exegete, is a  good  Jew ish  exam ple. In  light of  these  w ell-docum ented 

con tacts, it surely  cannot be  ru led  out— indeed, it seem s overw helm ingly  

likely— that som e taste of  the exciting  new  approaches w as transm itted . 

W hen  the G erm an  p ietists w anted  to  criticize  the T osafist approach, they 

denounced the u tilization  of "G entile  d ialectic” {d ia l tiq a  [d ia k q tiq a h ]  

sh e l g o y im )} though w e are under no obligation  to  endorse the histori

cal judgm ent of the p ietists, the criticism  establishes at least a  threshold 

level of  fam iliarity  w ith  the term  and its application.^^®

T he relationship of these pietists to the surrounding culture is 

itself h ighly suggestive. T he system  of penances that d iey in troduced 

in to the process of repentance is no  longer regarded as a defin ing char

acteristic  of  their m ovem ent; nonetheless, that system  rem ains a  m ajor 

developm ent in  the h istory  of Jew ish  p iety, and  despite a sm attering  of 

antecedents in  rabbinic literature, it is overw helm ingly likely that the

no. See K anarfogel, J e w ish  E d u c a tio n , 70-73. Ihe  pietists’ denunciation  of d ialectic  is 

in  S e fe r  H a s id im , ed . byj. W istinetsky, 2nd  ed . (F rankfurt am  M ain, 1924), par. 752, 

p . 191. N ote too  the  citation  of  som e parallel m ethods  in  T o sa fo t  and  C hristian  w orks 

in  Jose Faur, “Ihe L egal T hinking of  T osafot: A n  H istorical A pproach,*  D in i Is ra e l 

d (197s): x liii-badi. For in tim ate  fem iliarity  w ith  C hristian w orks in  the  w ritings of 

the probably  atypical R . E lhanan b . Y aqar of  L ondon, see G . V ajda, “D e quelques 

infiltrations chr^tiennes dans I'oeuvre  dun  auteur anglo-ju if  du  x iiie  si^cle,*  A rc h iv e s  

d ’H isto ire D o c trin a le e tL itU ra ire d u M o y e n A g e  28 (1961): 13-34.
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influence of the C hristian environm ent w as decisive/^^ W ith respect 

to quintessentially relig ious behavior, the inhibition against fo llow ing 

C hristian  m odels should  have been  overw helm ing, and I th ink  that the 

psychological factor that overcam e it w as analogous to  the com petitive 

im itation that w e have already seen in  M uslim  Spain . It w as critically 

im portant for the Jew ish self-im age that Jew s not be inferior to the 

host society . In  Spain , the com petition  w as cultural and  in tellectual; in  

A shkenaz, g iven the different com plexion of both  m ajority  and m inor

ity  culture, it w as a com petition in  relig ious devotion. I have suggested  

elsew here that th is consideration m ay account in part for the asser

tions by  Jew ish  polem icists that the chastity  of m onks and  nuns is m ore 

apparent than real. C elibacy  w as an area in  w hich Jew ish law  did not 

allow  com petition , and  so  the problem  w as resolved  by  the not entirely 

unfounded allegation that the religious self-sacrifice of C hristians w as 

illusory . W ith respect to  self-m ortification for sin , Jew ish law  w as not 

quite so  clear, and  A shkenazic  p ietists set out to  dem onstrate that they 

w ould not be  put to  sham e by  C hristian  zeal in  the service of G od.'^^ 

In the late M iddle A ges, N orthern E uropean  Jew ry w as sub

jected  to  expulsions, persecutions, and dislocations w hich d isrupted 

its cultural life and m oved its center of gravity eastw ard. B y the late 

fourteenth and early  fifteenth  centuries, a figure like R . Y om  T ov  L ip- 

m ann M iihlhausen of P rague dem onstrates that som e Jew ish in tel

lectuals had  achieved  fam iliarity  w ith  philosophy  and general culture. 

In  1973 ; E phraim  K upfer published a sem inal article  w hich attem pted 

to establish the substantial presence of rationalism  in  A shkenaz dur

ing th is period. T here can be no question that m uch of the evidence

111. O n the C hristian analogues to  the  penances of  H asidei A shkenaz, see  Y itzhak  B aer, 

"H a-M egam m ah ha-D atit ve-ha-H evratit shel Sefer H asidim ,” Z io n  3 (1938): 18-20.

For the  new  evaluation of  the m ovem ent’s center of  g ravity , see H aym  Soloveitchik , 

“'Ihree T hem es in the Sefer H asidim ,” A J S  R e v ie w  1 (1976): 3U -57. See also Ivan 

M arcus, P ie ty  a n d  S o c ie ty : J h e  J e w ish  P ie tis ts  o f M e d ie va l G e rm a n y  (L eiden, 1981).

112. O n  celibacy, see  m y  observations in  T h e  J e w ish -C h r is tia n  D e b a te  in  th e  H ig h  M id d le  A g e s , 

27.1  have elaborated som ew hat in  a  forthcom ing  essay [published  as “A 1  T adm itam  

ve-G oralam  shel ha-G oylm  be-S ifrut ha-Pulm us ha*A shkenazit,"  in  Y om  T ov  A ssis 

et al., eds., Y e h u d itn  m u l h a -T z la v : G e ze ro t T a tn u  b e -H isto r ia h  u -v e -H is to rio g ra jia h  

(Jerusalem , 2000), 74-9 i»  and  translated  in to  E nglish  in  m y  bookPersccufion, P o le m ic , 

a n d  D ia lo g u e : E ssa y s in  J e w ish -C h r is tia n  R e la tio n s  (B oston, 2004), 109-38].
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that he adduced is significant and stim ulating. W e can hardly  fail to  

be in trigued, for exam ple, by  an argum ent in  an  A shkenazic text that 

ancient sh ifts in  the h a la k h a h  o f  levirate m arriage resulted  from  a rejec

tion of  m etem psychosis by  increasingly  sophisticated rabbis. A t the 

sam e tim e, it is far from  clear that th is m aterial reflects the v iew s and 

in terests of  substantial segm ents of  A shkenazic society , and it is very 

likely that one of the im portant figures in  the article cam e to  E urope 

firom  Israel bearing  texts and  ideas that stem  from  the  Jew ish com m u

nities of  the M uslim  E ast. B oth  the d issem ination and the rootedness 

of  philosophical study  in  fourteenth- and fifteenth-century  A shkenaz 

rem ain  an  open question, and I am  inclined to  th ink  that it stood con

siderably closer to  the periphery  than to the center.“ ^

Ihe question of the standing of philosophy am ong fifteenth- 

century  A shkenazim  has a significant bearing  on  the proper evaluation  

of m ajor trends and figures in the in tellectual life of the burgeon

ing new  center in sixteenth-century  Poland. R . M oses Isserles and 

R . M ordecai Jaffe are the tw o m ost prom inent exam ples of

113. See K upfer, L i-D erautah,” T a rb u ^  41  (1973): 113-47. It is notew orthy that one of 

the texts cited  by  K upfer (p . 129) takes it for granted  that the  ancient rabbis learned 

proper m ethods of  dem onstration  from  the  w orks of A risto tle, a  position  w hich  re

verses the  standard  m edieval Jew ish  assertion about the  source of  G reek  philosophy. 

See also K upfer's brief supplem entary  notes in  h is “H assagot m in H akham  E had 

'al D ivrei he-H akham  ha-R av  R . Y osef b . ha-Q adosh R . Y osef ha-L o 'azi she-K atav 

ve-C ^ra be-Q pl G adol neged  ha-R am bam ,” Q p v e ^  'a l Y a d  n .s. n  [21] (1985): 215-16, 

nn . 2 ,4 . For som e evidence of in terest in  philosophy  outside the  “M tihlhausen  drcle," 

particularly  in  S e fe r  H a d ra t Q p d e sh  w ritten  in  G erm any  shortly  before the  m iddle 

of the fourteenth century , see D avis, R . Y o m  T o v  L ip m a n  H e lle r , 88-103, and see 

now  his "Philosophy, D ogm a, and  E xegesis in  M edieval A shkenazic  Judaism : T he 

E vidence  of  Se/ir H adrat Q p d e sh ,"  A J S  R e v ie w  iS  (1993): 195— 222. For an  early  brief 

expression of reservations about K upfer's thesis, see  Joseph D an, "H ibbur Y i^ud 

A shkenazi m in  ha-M e ah  ha-Y od-D alet," 7ar& 4'44  (1975): 203 — 6. For a  m ore  detailed 

critique, see  Israel Jacob  Y uval, H a k h a m im  b e -D o ra m  (Jerusalem , 1988), 286-311. In  

an  oral com m unication, M oshe Idel has noted several considerations pointing to  

the likelihood that M enahem  Shalem  cam e from  Israel: H is non-A shkenazic  nam e 

usually  refers to  a  Jerusalem ite; he  m akes reference to  E m m aus, w hich  he  identifies 

as L atrun; he had a text by  A braham  A bulafia and a translation of an  A rabic text 

by  A braham  M aim onides. If  Idel is correct, and  if  K upfer's suggestion  that the  tw o 

M ena^em s in  h is study  are  really  one  and  the  sam e is also  correct, then  the dom inant 

personality  in  the article w as not an  A shkenazic  Jew .
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distinguished T alm udists w ho m aintained a position of m oderate 

rationalism  in w hich a conservative understanding of M aim onides 

and  a  philosophical in terpretation  of  kabbalah served  to  unite d iverse 

strands of Jew ish  p iety and theology in a m anner that rem oved any 

threat to traditional relig ious affirm ations." '^ If K upfer is correct, 

then th is position can  be seen  as a natural continuation  of  in tellectual 

trends in late m edieval A shkenaz, and the approach of Isserles and 

Jaffe w ould fit w ell in to their generally  conservative posture. If he is 

not, then w e m ust seek other sources for the penetration of philo

sophical ideas in to  Polish  Jew ish thought.

T he first of these is the N orthern E uropean R enaissance, w hich  

affected  both  Poland and  B ohem ia and  can  consequently  help  to  account 

not only  for the elem ents of rationalism  in  the  w orks of  Polish  rabbis but 

for the significant scientific  and  philosophical activ ity  am ong  the  Jew s of 

late  six teenth- and  early  seventeenth-century  P rague. In  the case of  D avid 

C ans of  P rague, the relationship  w ith  C hristian  society  is crystal-clear: 

C ans w as the  first influential  Jew  to  confront C operm canism , and  he d id  

so  as apersonal associate  ofT ycho  B rahe and  Johann  K epler. G ans’s  illus

trious contem porary , R . Judah L oew  (M aharal), p roduced an  im pressive 

theological corpus w hich m ade extensive, though cautious use of the 

Jew ish philosophical tradition, and described astronom y as “a ladder 

to  ascend to  the w isdom  of the T orah," w hile  h is student R . Y om  T ov 

L ipm an H eller, best know n for h is standard com m entary  to  the M ish- 

nah, d isp layed  considerable in terest in  the pursuit of  m athem atics and 

astronom y. T he period  from  1560 to 1620 saw  a significant increase in  

w orks of  a  philosophical and  scientific  nature  throughout the  A shkenazic 

orbit, and  the contacts betw een the  Jew ish  com m unities of  P rague and 

Poland  no  doubt contributed  to  the spread of  these pursuits. A  second 

significant source of  cu ltural stim ulation for Polishjew ry  m ay  w ell have 

been  R enaissance Italy . Polish  Jew s w ere in  continual contact w ith  Italy

114. See L aw rence K aplan, “R abbi M ordekhai Jaffe  and  the  E volution  of Jew ish  C ulture  

in  Poland  in  the  S ixteenth  C entury ," in  J e w ish  J h o u ^ t  in  th e  S ix te e n th  C e n tu ry , ed . by  

B ernard D . C ooperm an  (C am bridge, M ass., and  L ondon, E ngland, 1983), 066-82. 

O n Isserles thought, see Y onah B en Sasson, M ish n a to  h a - 'ly yu n it sh e l h a -R a m a  

(Jerusalem , 1984).
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in  a  m ultitude of  contexts; num erous Padua-trained  physicians cam e to  

Poland, and a constant stream  of literary  m aterial crossed  the border/^^ 

T he use of th is m aterial w ould  have been  legitim ated  in  the eyes 

of som e conservations by the heroic im age of M aim onides, w hose 

orthodoxy  w as now  beyond  reproach. O nce again , w e find  an  exception  

w hich genuinely proves th is ru le. In  m id-six teenth-century Posen, the 

extrem e and  eccentric  antirationalist R . Joseph  A shkenazi persuaded  h is 

father-in-law  R . A aron to  deliver an  uncom prom ising attack  against the 

study of philosophy. A shkenazi, as w e know  from  a later w ork of h is, 

attacked  M aim onides w ith  startling  v itrio l as an outright heretic w ho 

deserves no  defense and  w ho  is largely  responsible for popularizing  the 

aU egorization of  the B ible and  of  a g g a d a h  that has underm ined  authentic 

Judaism . N evertheless, he  h im self  c ited  w ith  d isgust the  im anim ity  of  the 

adm iring chorus of  M aim onides’ supporters, and R . A vraham  H orow 

itzs attack on  A shkenazi dem onstrates further the passionate reaction 

inspired by  unrestrained  criticism  of the author of the G u id e . H orow 

itzs w ork, w hich contains a vigorous defense of philosophical study, 

also reflects the presence in six teenth-century Poland of unabashed 

exponents of speculation, although the author’s partial revision of h is 

rationalist v iew s years later points to  the countervailing  forces that m ay 

w ell have been dom inant even  at that tim e, as they surely  w ere by the 

daw n of the  Jew ish enlightenm ent.^^^

115. O n C ans in  particular and Prague in general, see M ordecai B reuer, 'C ^w im  

li-D em uto shel R . D avid C ans B a'al ^ m a h  D a v id ’ B a r  H a n  11 (1973): 97 — 103, and 

his edition  o f S e fe r^ m a h  D a v id  le -R a b b i D a v id  C a n s  (Jerusalem , 1983), esp .pp. 1-9 . 

O n H eller, see D avis, R . Y o m  T o v  L ip m a n  H e ller , 339-517; for docum entation on  

the  upsurge in  A shkenazic  w orks of  a  philosophical and  scientific nature, see D avis, 

121-29. O n  the  contacts betw een  A shkenaz and  Italy , see  Jacob  E lbaum , 'Q ishrei T ar- 

but bein  Y ehudei Polin  ve-A shkenaz le-bein  Y ehudei Italia  ba-M e ’ah  ha-T et-Z ayin ,” 

G a l'e d  7-8 (1985); u-4o, and, m ore briefly , h is P e tih u t V e -H is ta g ^ru t (Jerusalem , 

1990), 33-54 - O n  Jew s in  the  m edical school at Padua, see D aniel C arpi, "Y ehudim  

B a'alei T oar D octor li-R efuah m i-Ta 'am  U niversitat Padua ba-M e ’ah  ha-T et-Z ayin 

u-be-R eshit ha-M e’ah  ha-Y od-Z ayin,"  in  S e /e r  Z lk k a ro n  le -N a ta n  C a ssu tto  (S c r itti  in  

M e m o r ia  d i  N a th a n  C a ssu to ) , ed . by  D aniel C arpi, A ugusto  Segre, and  R enzo  T oaff 

(Jerusalem , 1986), 62-91.

116. L aw rence K aplan  has pointed  out that despite the  im pression  g iven  by  som e earlier 

scholarship , H orow itz 's revision does not represent a  radical rejection  of  h is  earlier
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Isserles' conservative philosophical treatise contained  consider

able scientihc d iscussion  as w eD , and  he also  w rote a  separate astronom i

cal w ork  in  the form  of a com m entary  to  the standard textbook in  that 

field , G eorg Peurbach ’s J h e o r ic a e  N o v a e  P la n e ta ru m . R . Solom on L uria, 

in  an oft-quoted exchange w ith Isserles, denounced him  for citing sci

entific  inform ation derived  from  gentile  sources in  a  halakhic decision

about the k a sh ru t  o f a particular anim al and for reading  philosophical 

w orks at all, and  he  b lam es such  attitudes for the b izarre and o therw ise 

unattested  phenom enon ofyoung  Polish  Jew s w ho recite an  A risto telian 

prayer in  the synagogue. Isserles ’ response  is revealing. H e justified h is 

actions, but m ade it clear that he gained h is scientific know ledge only 

from  Jew ish  books and that he  pursued  these  studies only  at tim es w hen 

m ost people are out taking  w alks on  Sabbaths and holidays.

R ecent research  has tended  to  portray  a  greater openness to  ratio

nalism  and  science than  w e had  been accustom ed  to  ascribe to  th is  Jew ry. 

N evertheless, it rem ains d ifficult to  take the pulse of  six teenth-century  

Polish  Jew ish  in tellectuals w ith  respect to  our question: probably  a  sm all 

group of  fu ll-fledged rationalists, a substantial num ber of conservative 

advocates of  a  tam ed  philosophy, and a  significant group of  rabbis w ho 

either sh ied  aw ay  firom  speculation or actively  opposed it."’

view s; see "R abbi M ordekhaijaffe,"  aS i, n . 8 . H orow itz ’s attack  w as published  and 

discussed  by  Ph. B loch, D er S treit um  den  M oreh  des M aim onides in  der G em einde 

Posen  um  die M itte des i6  Jahrh .," M o n a tssc h r ififu r  G e sc h ic h te  u n d  W isse n sc h a jt d e s  

J u d e n th u m s  47 (1903): 153-69,1 6 3 -7 9 , 346-56- For an analysis of  Joseph A shke

nazi and selections from  his w ork, see G ershom  Scholem , "Y edi'o t H adashot ‘al 

R . Y osef A shkenazi, ha-'T anna' m i-Z efat,” T a rb if iS  (1959): 59-89,201-35. A  detailed 

response to  A shkenazi by  a contem porary  Italian  Jew  w as published  by  K upfer, 

“H assagot m in H akham  E had,” Q pve? a l Y a d  n .s. 11 [21] (1985): 213-88. O n A shke

nazi’s denunciation  even  of M aim onides’ code, see  I. T w ersky, “R . Y osef A shkenazi 

ve-Sefer M ishneh  T orah  la-R am bam ," S e fe r  h a -Y o v e l  U -K h e v o d  S h a lo m  B a ro n ,  ed . by  

Saul L iebeim an  (Jerusalem , 1975), 183-94. T he m oderate  rationalism  of  R . E liezer 

A shkenazi of Posen also deserves m ention, ald iough the fret that he spent m any 

years in  the E ast m itigates h is significance for a characterization of Polish  Jew ry; 

see the  analysis of A shkenazi’s  exegetical independence in  H aim  H illel B en Sasson, 

H a g u tv e -H a n h a g a h  (Jerusalem , 1959), 34-38.

U 7 - O n Isserles’ astronom ical treatise, see Y . T zvi L angerm ann, "T he A stronom y of 

R abbi M oses Isserles,"  in  P h y sic s, C o sm o lo g y , a n d  A s tro n o m y ,  1300-1700; T e n s io n  a n d  

A c c o m m o d a tio n , ed . by  S . U nguru (D ordrecht and B oston, 1991), 83-98. For the
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IT A LIA N  SY M BIO SIS

W ith respect to Poland and the O ttom an E m pire, w e could legiti

m ately  speak  of successor cultures to  A shkenaz and  Spain respectively , 

despite the fact that M iddle E astern  Jew ry had its ow n intellectual 

tradition before the Iberian im m igration. Italy is a m ore com plex and 

m ore in teresting story . D espite their C hristian environm ent, the  Jew s 

of m edieval Italy appear to  have m aintained a greater degree of open

ness to  the surrounding culture than  did  A shkenazic  Jew ry. Shabbetai 

D onnolo  is a  w ell-know n, early  exam ple of  the  sort o f learned  physician 

and scientist that w e usually associate  w ith  Jew s in the M uslim  orbit. 

T o som e degree, th is phenom enon m ay have resulted from  the signifi

cant M uslim  im pact on Southern  Italy , but I am  inclined to attribute 

even greater im portance to the fact that pre-tw elfth-century  Southern  

E urope m aintained  a greater continuity  w ith  the classical past than  d id  

the C hristian  com m unities of  the N orth . A  case in  point is the fem iliar- 

ity  ofthe anonym ous tenth-century  Italian  Jew  w ho  w rote  J o s ip p o n  w ith . 

earlier L atin  w orks. B y the th irteenth century, Italian  Jew s displayed a 

level of  sophistication in  philosophical and  literary  pursuits that ow ed 

som ething  to  contacts w ith  Iberia  but at least as m uch  to  a  receptiv ity  to  

the cultural developm ents in  their im m ediate  environm ent. T hus, easily  

the m ost philosophically  sophisticated anti-C hristian  polem icist of  the 

th irteenth century  w as M oses ben Solom on of Salerno, and the often  

secular, som etim es ribald  poetry  of  Im m anuel of  R om e could  not have 

been com posed in  any  o ther Jew ry  in  the m edieval C hristian  w orld .“ ®

exchange  betw een Isserles and  R . Solom on L uria, see  S h e 'e lo t  u -T e sh u v o t h a -R a m a , 

ed. by  A sher S iev (Jerusalem , 1971), nos. 5-7 , pp. 18-38, and cf. the sum m ary  in  

B en Z ion K atz, R a b b a n u t, H a s id u t, H a sk a la h  1 (T el A viv , 1956), 32-33. It is  w orth 

noting  that even  L uria  m aintains that he  is as fam iliar w ith  the d isputed  literature 

as Isserles (S iev, p . 26). O n Poland  specifically and  six teenth-century  A shkenazic  

Jew ry  in  general, see  Jacob  E lbaum , Z c ra m im  u -M e g a m m o t h e -S ifru th a -M a h a sh a v a h  

v c -h a -M u sa r b e -A sh k e n a z u -b e -P o lin  b a -M e'a h  h a -T e t-Z a y in  (H ebrew  U niversity  

d issertation, 1977), 110-35; E lbaum , P e tih u t v e -H is ta g g e ru t, esp. ch . 5; D avis, 

R . Y o m  T o v  L ip m a n  H e lle r, and  the  still useful survey  by  L aw rence  H . D avis, “T he 

G reat D ebate: Secular S tudies and  the  Jew s in  S ixteenth  C entury  Poland,” Y a m e h  

R e v ie w  3 (1963): 42-58.

118. O n  D onnolo , see  the  d iscussion  and  references in  A  Sharf, T h e  U n iv e rse  o f S h a b b e ta i 

D o n n o lo  (N ew  Y ork, 1976). For the greater cultural continuity  in  Southern  E urope,
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T ow ard the end of the M iddle A ges, both Sephardic and A sh

kenazic im m igrants in troduced  a m ixture of new  influences. E lijah  del 

M edigo  s late fifteenth-century  B eh in a t  h a -D a t  is a  clear-cut exam ple of 

the im pact of  rationalism , but the fate of A risto telian  philosophy  am ong 

the  Jew s of R enaissance Italy  is bound  up  w ith  central questions about 

their cultural posture. L ists of  books in  Italian  Jew ish  libraries in  the fif

teenth  and early  six teenth  centuries appear to  reflect a decline of  in ter

est in  philosophy from  the beginning to the end of that period, w ith 

the im portant and unsurprising exception of M aim onides’ G u id e  and 

som e of  its com m entators. T his im pression  is reinforced by  a  com plaint 

leveled  by  R . Isaac A bravanel in  V enice as early  as the late fifteenth  cen

tury  about the unavailability  of A verroes’ E p is tle  o n  th e  C o n ju n c tio n  and 

M oses ofN arbonis com m entary  on  it. If  the requisite  w ork  w ere “ to sa fo t  

or codes, I w ould  borrow  it from  one of the natives, but in  philosophy 

th is is im possible.” T he declin ing philosophical content of  Jew ish ser

m ons in  the first half o f  the six teenth  century  provides further evidence 

of  the sam e significant developm ent.^^^

T he d im inution  of  in terest in  m etaphysics does not bespeak  the 

end  of  Italian  Jew ish  acculturation. F irst o f  all, the continuing use of  the 

scholastic philosophical approach by  no less a figure than R . O vadiah  

Seforno dem onstrates the persistent v itality of that tradition w ithin

see R . W . Southern 's observations in T h e  M a k in g  o f  th e  M id d le  A g e s (N ew  H aven 

and  L ondon, 1953), 10-25. O n  J o s ip p o n , see  S e fe r  Y o s ifo n , ed . by  D avid  F lusser, 2  vols. 

(Jerusalem , 1978,1980); in  particular, note F lusser’s w ell-docum ented  observation  

that the  author knew  L atin  w orks better than  rabbinic  literature. M oses of  Salerno  s 

philosophical polem ic w as published by S tanislaus S im on, M o se b e n  S a le rn o  v o n  

S a le rn o  u n d  se in e p h ilo so p h isc h e n  A u se in a n d e rse tzu n g  m it d e n  L e h re n  d e s  C h r is te n tu m s  

(B reslau , 1931). For Im m anuel, see M a h b e ro t Im m a n u e l ed . by  A . M . H aberm an 

(T el A viv , 1946).

119. For del M edigo, see  h is S e fe rB e h in a t  h a -D a t, ed . by  Jacob  R oss (T el A viv , 1984), and 

D . G effen, “Insists in to the L ife and T hought of  E lijah del M edigo B ased on  his 

Published  and  U npublished  W orks,”  P ro c e e d in g s  o f th e  A m e r ic a n  A c a d e m y fo r J e w ish  

R e se a rc h  41-42. (1973-74): 69-86. O n libraries, serm ons, and the overall phenom 

enon, see  R euven  B onfil, H a -R a b b a n u t  b e - lta lia  b i-T e q u fa th a -R e n a issa n c e  (Jerusalem , 

i979)j 173-206; R a b b is  a n d  J e w ish  C o m m u n ities  in  R e n a issa n c e  I ta ly  (O xford  and  N ew  

Y ork, 1990), 270-323. For the citation  from  A bravanel, see  H acker, “T he In tellectual 

A ctiv ity  of  the  Jew s of  the O ttom an E m pire” (above, n . 104), n . 47  (pp. 117-18).
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im portant rabbinic circles. M ore im portant, R enaissance C hristians 

w ere them selves engaged in  d isputes about the value of  philosophy and 

tended  to  em phasize the scientific, eth ical, and  political d im ensions of 

the A risto telian  corpus rather than its m etaphysical com ponent; in a 

sense, then, the very de-em phasis of the philosophical tradition can 

be seen not as a turning  inw ard but as a reflection of a larger cultural 

trend. T here is no denying that the gradual displacem ent of A risto te- 

lianism  by  kabbalah in  the m inds of  m any  Italian  Jew s reflected  a desire 

to  em phasize the uniqueness of the Jew ish people and its culture in  a 

m anner rem iniscent of H alevi, w hose K u za r i  underw ent som ething of 

a  popular revival; nonetheless, even R . Y ehiel N issim  of P isa, w ho pro

duced  the m ost im pressive reasoned argum ent for th is displacem ent, 

recognized the value of philosophical investigations, not to speak of 

scientific inquiry , provided that they w ere not assigned prim acy in a 

rivalry  w ith  the T orah.*^°

O nce w e step outside the four ells of A risto telian  m etaphysics, 

the evidence for R enaissance Jew ry ’s im m ersion in the surrounding  

culture becom es overw helm ing. Indeed, to  an observer com ing to  the 

subject from  the study of  another Jew ish  com m unity , including  that of 

Iberia, the lively and genuinely  significant h istorians’ debate over the 

inner or outer d irectedness of fifteenth- and six teenth-century Italian  

Jew s takes on a surreal quality. T his is a com m unity  w ith  in tellectuals 

entranced by  the rhetorical w orks of C icero and Q uintilian  and w ith 

preachers w ho lace their serm ons w ith references to classical authors 

w hile  insisting that the B ible cannot be properly  understood  w ithout a 

literary  sensitiv ity  nurtured by  careful study of  gentile as w ell as  Jew ish 

literature. It is a  com m im ity  w ith  th inkers w ho set up  the R enaissance 

ideal of  hom o universalis or h a k h a m  k o le l  as a  paradigm  of in tellectual 

perfection  attained  by  K ing  Solom on and  sought by  anyone w ith  healthy 

educational priorities. It is a com m uriity that produced a p lan , at least 

on  paper, of setting up w hat one observer has described as a Y eshiva 

U niversity , w here the prim ary  em phasis w ould  be on  the study  of "the 

w ritten  and  oral T orah, law s, to sa fo t, and  decisors,”  but instruction  w ould  

also  be  provided in  the  w orks of Jew ish  philosophers, H ebrew  gram m ar,

lio. See B onfil, H a -R a b b a n u t, 179-90; R a b b is , 3.80-98.
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rhetoric, L atin , Italian, logic, m edicine, non-Jew ish  philosophical w orks, 

m athem atics, cosm ography, and astro logy. It is a com m unity  w ith  v ig

orous, ongoing  exchanges w ith the contem porary C hristian  elite . N ot 

only  d id  E lias L evita teach H ebrew  to C hristian  scholars; not only  d id  

kabbalah itself, w hich w as som etim es taught by  Jew s, inspire the spec

ulative creativ ity  of C hristian  th inkers; it now  appears likely  that P ico 

della  M irandola’s  version  of  the  quintessentially  R enaissance definition 

of m an as a m edian creature  w ith  the pow er to  feshion him self in  free

dom  ow es m uch  to  a  m edieval M uslim  form ulation m ediated  by  P ico ’s 

Jew ish associate Y ohanan  A lem anno.^^^

121. O n rhetoric, see T h e  B o o k  o f  th e  H o n e y c o m b 's F lo w . S e fe r  N o fe th  S u p h im  b y  J u d a h  

M e sse r L e o n . A  C ritical E dition and T ranslation by  Isaac R abinow itz (Ithaca and 

L ondon, 1983). See also R . B onfil’s in troduction  to  the facsim ile edition of N o fe t  

Z u fim  (Jerusalem , 1981). L ike del M edigo, M esser L eon  w as in terested  in  philosophy  

as w ell. O n hom o universalis and K ing Solom on, see  A rthur M . L esley , T h e  S o n g  

o f  S o lo m o n 's  A sc e n ts  (U niversity  of C alifornia at B ericeley  d issertation, 1976), and 

the citation from  D avid M esser L eons S h e v a h  N a sh im  in  H ava U rosh-R othschild , 

“In  D efense of Jew ish H um anism ,”/w ish  H is to ry  3 (1988): 54 (n . 55); note also  her 

rem arks on  p . 33.

O n the proposal in  1564 to  set up  an  academ y for T orah  and  general studies in  

M antua, see the text in  A saf, M e q o ro t 2 , pp. u6-2oj A saf noted (p . 115) that only  

an  Italian  Jew  could have thought of such a project T he apt analogy to Y eshiva 

U niversity w as m ade  by  Y eliezkel C ohen, “H a-Y ahas le-Lim m udei H oi m e-H azal 

ve-ad  Y am einu— Seqirah H istorit-S ifru tit,” in Y a h a s h a -Y a h a d u t le -L im m u d e i ^ o l  

(Israel, 1983), 20 . A lthough th is w ould not have been a degree granting  institu tion, 

the  p lan  envisioned a  preparatory  program  that w ould  enable the student to  enroll 

subsequently  in  a  form al s tu d io  and  receive a  secular degree (se m ik h a h l)  in  a  very  

short tim e. O n  E lias L evita and  the teaching of  H ebrew  and  kabbalah  to  C hristians, 

see the d iscussion in  Y itzhak  Penkow er, “lyyun M ehuddash  be-Sefer M assoret ha- 

M assoret le-Eliyyahu B ahur: Ihur ha-N iqqud u-B iqqoret Sefer ha-Z ohar," I ta lia  S  

(1989): 3<S-5o, and  the references in  n . 93 (pp. 37-38).

For A lem anno 's likely  influence  on  P ico 's crucial conception  of  m an, see  M oshe 

Idel, “T he A nthropology of  Y ohanan  A lem anno: Sources and  Influences,” T o p o i 7  

(1988): 201-10. D avid  R uderm an has recently argued that P ico 's replacem ent of a  

narrow  v ision  of  C hristian culture w ith  one that w as m ore  broadly  hum an  created  a 

new  challenge and  a  new  opportunity  for R enaissance  Jew s confronting  their in tel

lectual environm ent; see  h is  very  useful sum m ary  article, “T he Italian  R enaissance 

and  Jew ish T hought, in R e n a issa n c e H u m a n ism : F o u n d a tio n s , F o rm s , a n d  L e g a c y , 

V o lu m e  J :  H u m a n ism  in  I ta ly , ed . by  A lbert R abil Jr. (Philadelphia, 1988), 382-433.
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A t the sam e tim e, vigorous opposition to philosophy and the 

hum anist agenda produced a continuing  debate. T he fact that Joseph 

A shkenazi w rote h is v itrio lic attack against M aim onides w hile in  Italy  

is no doubt fortu itous, but it m ade enough of an im pact there to  have 

elicited an  elaborate refutation. Y osef Y avetz  s O r h a -H a y yim  is the  w ork 

of  a  Spanish  exile  in  N aples w ho rejected  philosophical pursuits  as dam 

aging  to  faith  and  d id  battle  w ith  the hallow ed rationalist understanding 

of  the  b ib lical adm onition  to  "know " G od  as a  philosophical im perative; 

a  p ious individual needs to  be rescued from  "the am bush of  hum an  rea

son, w hich lurks in  w ait... at all tim es." R . D avid  Proventzalo advised 

the young  D avid  M esser L eon  to  fo llow  the w ays of d istant T alm udists 

father than  the  philosophical agenda of  local rabbis, w ho appear to  assign 

no  value to  the T orah  and  T alm ud. R . O vadiah of  B ertinoro  denounced 

the study  of A risto tle in  particular and  philosophy  in  general in  both  h is 

com m entary  to  the M ishnah and his correspondence, w riting approv

ingly  of  the untain ted  p iety  that he  found  in  the land of  Israel in  contrast 

to  the deplorable situation  in  Italy . In  the in troduction  to  h is halakhic 

w ork G id d u le i T e ru m a h , R . A zariah F igo lam ented h is youthful pursuit 

of general culture in  the late six teenth century  and described  his deci

sion  to  "expel th is m aidservant” and  return  to  the T alm ud, although it is 

notew orthy  that he  berated h im self  only  for reversing the proper order 

of priorities, not for pursuing a forbidden  path.^^^

1Z 2. O n the response to  A shkenazi, see K upfer, “H assagot m in H akham  E had* (above, 

n . 113). For the transbtion  from  Y avetz ’s O r h a -H a y y im  (L ublin , 1910), 74-76, see 

A rthur M . L esley , “T he P lace of the  D ia lo g h i d ’a m o re  in  C ontem poraneous Jew ish 

T hought,” in F ic in o  a n d  R e n a issa n c e  N e o p la to n ism , ed . by  K . E isenbichler and  

O .Z . Pugliese (U niversity of T oronto  Italian  S tudies I, O ttaw a, 1986), 75, and cf. 

B arzilay  s  d iscussion. B e tw ee n  R e a so n  a n d  F a ith ,  133-49. For E . O vadiah  of  B ertinoro , 

see  h is com m entary  to  S a n h e d r in  10:1 and^the letter  published in  A . K ahana, S ijru t  

h a -H is to r ia h  h a -Y isre 'e lit 2  (W arsaw , 1923), 47, and  cf. the com m entary  to  A v o t  5 :22. 

C f. also Im m anuel B enevento ’s kabbalistically m otivated hostility  to  philosophy; 

see the references in  Segal, H is to r ic a l C o n sc io u sn e ss  a n d  R e lig io u s T ra d itio n , 61-62 

(n . 20). O n  Proventzalo ’s  advice, see B onfil, H a -R a b b a n u t,  173-74; R a b b is , 270. For 

F igo, see S ^ e r  G id d u le i T e ru m a h  (V enice, 1643), and B arzilay , 192-209. A  sim ilar 

statem ent of  regret at excessive attention  to  w orks of  general culture appears in  the 

early  seventeenth-century  Shi7fei h a -G ib b o r im  o f A braham  Portaleone, but the  book 

itself, despite its presum ed character as an act of penitence for these in tellectual
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D espite the advice that he  received, D avid  M esser L eon u ltim ately  

opted  for hum anist pursuits  to  the point of arguing that the T alm udist 

w ho  is also  a  h a k h a m  k o le lis  m ore deserving  of  rabbinic ordination  than 

an  ordinary  T alm udist. W hen  he  left Italy  for C onstantinople, he  found 

him self under attack  for h is frequent citation  of  classical literature in  h is 

serm ons; in  response, he produced a  passionate defense of the hum an

ist enterprise, arguing for the value of classical poetry  and rhetoric in  

achieving  hum an  perfection, w hich is bound  up  w ith  the quest for reli

g ious perfection. T w o Jew ish biographies, one of K ing Solom on, the 

o ther of  Isaac A bravanel, w ritten  in  Italy  betw een the late fifteenth  and 

m id-six teenth  cenriiries, clearly  reflect R enaissance literary  trends and 

further illustrate  Jew ish  involvem ent in  hum anistic study  and  creativ ity . 

Ihe seventeenth-century  autobiography of  L eone da  M odena, w hich  can 

be seen  as an  extension of  th is genre, is but one of  m any  indications hot 

only of its authors extraordinary  range of in terests but of the continu

ing, even  grow ing  Jew ish fam iliarity  w ith the broader culture w ell in to 

the B aroque period. T he g lorification  of  H ebrew  reached  its peak  at the 

height of the R enaissance, w hile in  the post-R enaissance period even  

Jew ish authors w ith  an  excellent com m and of H ebrew  w ere ever m ore 

likely  to  w rite  in  the vernacular.’^^

indiscretions, is replete w ith  references to  the classics; see Segal, and the refer

ences in  n . 23. In  a  personal com m unication, D avid R uderm an has underscored  h is 

v iew  of Portaleone and F igo as anti-A risto telians w ho nevertheless m aintained a 

positive attitude tow ard em pirical science.

123. M esser L eons observation  on  the  qualifications  for ordination  is rem iniscent of  the 

assertion that angered  R . A sher b . Y ehiel about the  connection  betw een know ledge 

of  A rabic  and  the right to  render a  decision  in  Jew ish law . T he apologia for hum an

ism  is in  M esser L eons unpublished S h e v a h  N a sh itn ; for a  sum m ary  and analysis, 

see  T irosh-Rothschild , In  D efense of Jew ish  H um anism ." O n the b iographies, see 

A rthur M . L esley , "H ebrew  H um anism  in  Italy : T he C ase of  B iography," P rc o fie x ts  

2 (1982): 163 -77. D a M odena a m ultifaceted  figure w ho continues to  fascinate.

See T h e  A u to b io g ra p h y  o f  a  S e v e n te e n th -C e n tu ry  V e n e tia n  R a b b i:  L e o n  M o d e n a 's  T h e  

L ife  o fju d a h j trans. and ed. by  M ark  R . C ohen (Princeton, 1988), and  cf. C ohen ’s 

"L eone da  M odena ’s R iti:  A  Seventeenth-Century  P lea  for Social T oleration  ofjew s," 

J e w ish  S o c ia l S tu d ies  34 (1972): 287-321. O n the persistence and grow th of certain  

form s of acculturation, including  use of the vernacular, in  the B aroque period, 

see R obert B onfil, "C hange in  the C ultural Patterns of a  Jew ish Society  in  C risis: 

Italian  Jew ry  at the C lose of the S ixteenth C entury ,"  J e w ish  H is to ry  3 (1988): u-30.
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In her study of D avid M esser L eon 's w ork, H avah T irosh- 

R othschild  observes that

by  the end  of  the fifteenth  century , Jew ish  rationalist tradition  had 

so  absorbed G reek  philosophy  that it had  becom e for less subver

sive and w as even palatable. B y  D avid ben  Judahs day, how ever, 

no  such  absorption  had  yet occurred of  the  poetry , oratory , geog

raphy, h istory  and letters of classical antiquity— all in troduced 

to  Jew s through R enaissance hum anism . T hese subjects, if not 

philosophy, still seem ed to  threaten  Jew ish traditional values, at 

least in  C onstantinople if  not in  Italy .^^

T he point is an  im portant one; nevertheless, m ost o f  these  pursuits d id  not 

have the  potential to  challenge  Judaism  in  the m anner of A risto telian  phi

losophy. T he one w hich  d id  w as h istory , and  the Italian  Jew  w ho utilized 

the d iscip line dangerously  generated  a  brief  but revealing  cause c6l6bre.

In its m ost com m on m ode, h istory  w as a hum anistic endeavor 

no m ore dangerous than poetry or rhetoric, and som e six teenth- and 

seventeenth-century Jew s in Italy and elsew here u tilized it to  provide 

religious consolation, to  p lace  the  Jew ish  experience in  a  broader context, 

to  validate the tradition, to  set the stage for the end of days, to  ponder

For som e observations on  Italian  Jew ish  fam iliarity  w ith  C hristian  philosophy  and, 

m ore generally , on  the relatively  painless absorption by  th is Jew ry of a m ultitude 

of d iverse discip lines and approaches, see Y osef Serm oneta ’s review  of B arzilay’s 

B e tw ee n  R e a so n  a n d F a ith m K iry a tS e fe r4 s  (1970): S39-46-

D espite changes in orientation and advances in  m ethodology, the m aterial 

accum ulated  in C ecil R oth , T h e  J e w s in  th e  R e n a issa n c e  (Philadelphia, 1959), and 

M oses Shulvass, Ih e  J e w s in  th e  L ife  o f  th e  R e n a issa n c e  (L eiden, 1973), retains its 

value and docum ents  Jew ish activ ity  in  fields like art, dram a, m usic and  prin ting; 

w hich  I have been  unable to  treat in  th is survey. T he m ost v igorous and  influential 

argum ent for a  new perspective  is  B onfil’s  "T he H istorian ’s Perception of  the  Jew s in  

the Italian R enaissance. T ow ards a  R eappraisal," R e v u e  d e sB tu d e s  J u iv e s  143 (1984); 

59-81, w hich sees Italian  Jew ish acculturation as part of a com petitive struggle af

firm ing  Jew ish identity  in  the face of  p ressure rather than  a  reflection  of  an  idyllic 

cultural sym biosis. See now  B onfil’s synthetic treatm ent,  J e w ish  L ife  in  R e n a issa n c e  

I ta ly  (B erkeley, L os A ngeles, and L ondon, 1994).

124. “In  D efense of Jew ish H um anism ," 39.
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the causes of  the  Jew ish  condition, or sim ply  to  entertain . Som e of  these 

purposes had been pursued even in the Ivtiddle A ges by  the few  Jew s 

w ho  had  engaged in  the enterprise of  setting  dow n  events that had, after 

all, a lready  taken  p lace and  w hose u tih ty  w as consequently  v iew ed  w ith 

considerable  skepticism . R . Sheriras epistle took  the form  of a  standard 

responsum ; J o s ip p o n  p rovided a  basic  h istorical survey  as w ell as im plicit 

advice about appropriate  Jew ish  behavior in  the fkce of superior force; 

R . A braham  ibn  B aud 's  B ook  o f  T ra d itio n  validated  the  tradition , defended 

the glories of A ndalusian  Jew ry, and m ay have pointed  esoterically  to  

the date of  the redem ption; the crusade chronicles provided em otional 

release and relig ious inspiration in  the w ake of  unspeakable tragedy.^^^ 

W hether or not the historical w ritings of six teenth- and 

seventeenth-century  Jew s reflect a significant h istoriographical m ove

m ent has recently  becom e a d isputed question. O n the one hand, Jew 

ish authors produced ten  books of  a  roughly  h istorical character in  the 

course of about a century , a num ber that exceeds the entire output of 

the M iddle  A ges, and som e of  these are clearly  indebted  to  the h istorio

graphic corpus that em erged in  R enaissance society . O n  the o ther hand, 

a rigorous defin ition of h is to ry  w ould exclude m any, perhaps m ost, of 

these w orks, and even if  they  are all counted, they  do  not approach the 

num ber that one m ight reasonably  expect in  light of  the proportion of 

C hristian  R enaissance w orks devoted  to  h istoriography.^^^ In  any  event,

125. See S e fe r Y o s ijo n , ed. by F lusser; ibn D aud ’s S e fe r H a -Q a b b a la h , ed . by C ohen; 

Shlom o E idelberg , T h e  J e w s a n d  th e  C ru sa d e rs  (M adison, W isconsin , 1977), and 

R obert C hazan, E u ro p e a n  J e w ry  a n d  th e  F ir s t C ru sa d e (B erkeley  and L os A ngeles, 

1987), 223-97. O n R . Sherira, see above, n . 19. For an  exam ple of  m edieval Jew ish 

denigration of the value of  h istory , see M aim onides’ C o m m e n ta ry  to  th e  M ish n a h , 

S a n h e d r in  10a (alm ost im m ediately  before  the  list o f the  th irteen  principles  of faith). 

u6 . See Y osef H ayim  Y erushalm i s Z a k h o r: J e w ish  H is to ty  a n d  J e w ish  M e m o ry  (Seattle 

and  L ondon, 1982), 55-75, and his “C lio and the  Jew s: R eflections on  Jew ish 

H istoriography in the S ixteenth C entury ,” A m e r ic a n  A c a d e m y  fo r  J e w ish  R e se a rc h  

J u b ile e  V o lu m e  (paa;r  46-47 [1979-80]): 607-38 ; R obert B onfil, “H ow  G olden 

W as the of the R enaissance in  Jew ish H istoriography?" H is to ry  a n d  T h e o ry  27

(1988): 78-102. B onfil accounts for w hat he  regards as the relative paucity  of Jew ish 

h istorical w orks on  the grounds that d iaspora  Jew s did not have the sort of  politi

cal and m ilitary  h istory  that lent itself to  the narrative sty le  m ost characteristic of 

R enaissance h istoriography.
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despite the great in terest of  several of these books and despite their fre

quent debt to  C hristian  m odels, they  do  not challenge  Jew ish  tradition.

E xcept one. A zariah de’ R ossi’s  M e ’o r  'E in a y im , w hich  is not a  nar

rative h istory  but a  series of  h istorical studies, u tilized  non-Jew ish  sources 

to  test the vahdity  of  h istorical assertions in  rabbinic  texts to  the point of 

rejecting  the accepted  chronology of  the Second T em ple and  m odifying  

the  Jew ish  calendar’s  assum ptions about the date of creation. Ihe author 

w as clearly  sensitive to  the prospect of opposition, and he defended the 

study  of  h istory  on  the grounds of  relig ious u tility  and  the in trinsic value 

of the search for tru th . T here is, how ever, considerable irony  in  h is argu

m ent for rejecting  h istorical statem ents of the R abb is in  favor of gentile 

authorities. T he Sages, he  w rites, w ere concerned  w ith  im portant m atters; 

w ith respect to triv ial concerns like history , w e should  expect to  find a 

greater degree of  reliability  in  the w orks of gentiles, w ho after all special

ize in  triv ialities.^^’ T he d ifficulty  of  d istinguishing  the strands of sincerity 

and  d isingenuousness in  th is assertion speaks volum es for the  problem atic 

nature of  de’ R ossi’s  undertaking. H e can  justify  h is m ethodology only  by  

m inim izing the significance of  h is d iscip line.

C ontem porary h istorians differ about the novelty of de’ R ossi’s 

challenge. S ince the rein terpretation and even rejection  o fa g g a d a h  had 

respectable m edieval precedent, Salo B aron and R obert B onfil have 

argued that A zariah did  little m ore than  broaden the grounds for such 

a step  to  em brace h istorical as w ell as philosophical or kabbalistic con

siderations. Y osef Y erushalm i, on  the o ther hand, sees a  m ore radical and 

significant innovation in  M e 'o r 'E in a y im ; philosophy and kabbalah, he 

argues, had long been regarded as sources of truth , w hile  A zariah w as 

w illing to utilize “profene h istory ... draw n from  G reek, R om an and 

C hristian  w riters” to judge the valid ity of rabbinic statem ents.^^^ T he 

d istinction  is im portant and  the form ulation  can, I  th ink, be sharpened. 

Philosophical tru th  w as not based  on  the authority  of A risto tle; it rested

127. S e fe r  M e 'o r 'E in a y im , ed . by  D avid C assel (V U na, i86d), 216.

128. See B aron, H is to ry  a n d  J e w ish  H is to r ia n s  (Philadelphia, 1964), 167-239,405-42; B onfil, 

"Som e R eflections on  the  P lace  of A zariah  de ' R ossi’s  M e 'o r 'E in a y im  in  the C ultural 

M ilieu  of Italian  R enaissance  Jew ry,”  in  J e w ish  T h o u g h t in  th e  S ix te e n th  C e n tu ry ,  23-48, 

esp . pp . 23-25; Y erushalm i, "C lio  and  the  Jew s,” 634-35, and  Z a kh o r , 72.
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on argum ents that A risto tle m ay have form ulated but w ere now  avail

able to  any  th inker in  an  unm ediated  fashion. It w as reason, not A risto

tle, that required  the rein terpretation of  w hatever rabbinic text w as at 

issue. H istory is d ifferent. A lthough  reason is very m uch  involved and 

the decision  to  fo llow  a gentile accoxm t instead of a  rabbinic one does 

not result from  a sim ple  preference for T acitus over R abbi Y osi, the fact 

rem ains that on som e level one is accepting the testim ony of gentiles 

rather than that of the talm udic Sages. T his m ay be a legitim ate exten

sion of the m edieval precedent, but it is hardly  a straightforw ard  one.

Ih is point tells us som ething significant about Italian  Jew ry and 

not m erely  about de’ R ossi. B onfil has dem onstrated convincingly  that 

the Italian attack  on  M e'o r  'E in a y im  w as m uch m ore lim ited  in  both  its 

ideological scope and  its degree of  support than  h istorians used to  th ink. 

S ince B onfil h im self does not see the w ork as radically  innovative, he 

regards the relatively  m ild  opposition  as roughly  the sort of  reaction  that 

w e m ight have expected. Y erushalm i, w riting before B onfil s study, m ade 

the cautious observation  that “it is  perhaps a  token  of  the  flexibility  of Ital

ian  Jew ry  that the  ban  upon  the  book, [w hi<fli] only  required  that special 

perm ission be obtained  by  those w ho w anted to  read it, w as not alw ays 

enforced  stringently” If w e accept, as I  th ink  w e should , both  Y erushalm i s 

perception of the book  and B onfils findings about the ban, the im plica

tions for Italian  Jew ry  becom e m ore strik ing. A  substantial m ajority  of the 

rabbinic leadership accepted  w ith  equanim ity a w ork  w hich treated  the 

historical statem ents of  the ancient Sages w ith  startling  freedom . T he con

trast w ith  the  in tense opposition  to  M e'o r  'E in a y im  from  R . Joseph  C aro  in  

Safed  and  R . Judah  L oew  (M aharal) in  P rague  h ighlights the openness  of 

six teenth-century Italian  Jew s to  non-Jew ish  sources and the  w illingness 

to  u tilize them  even in  the m ost sensitive of  contexts.^^^

129. See Y erushalm i, C lio , 635; Z a k h o r ,  72-73. O n  R . Joseph  K aro, see  the  references in  

Segal, H isto r ic a l C o n sc io u sn e ss, 68 , n . 51; on  the M aharal, see Segal, 133-61. A nother, 

perhaps fairerw ay  to  m ake the  point w ould  be tosay  that Italian  Jew ry  agreed  w ith 

B onfil w hile the  M aharal and  R . Joseph  C aro agreed  w ith  Y erushalm i, but th is alone 

w ould  fail to  convey the significance of  the Italian  position . For a  nuanced discus

sion of m ajor features of  de ' R ossi’s  w ork, see now  B onfil’s elaborate in troduction  

to  his anthology, K itvei 'A za ria h  m in  h a -A d u m m im : M iv h a r  P e ra q im  m i- to k h  S e fe r  

M e 'o r 'E in a y im  ve-Se/erM flzre/Ia-K cse/(Jerusalem , 1991).
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T H E SC IEN T IFIC R E V O L U T IO N  A N D T H E  

T R A N SITIO N  T O  M O D ER N  T IM ES

A part from  the hum anistic pursuits that characterized the R enaissance, 

early  m odern E urope also  w itnessed an increasing  in terest in  the natu

ral w orld . T hough  the m ost significant m anifestation  of  th is in terest w as 

the C opem ican  revolution  and  its afterm ath , scientifically  oriented  Jew s 

in the six teenth , seventeenth , and early eighteenth centuries evinced 

greater in terest in  new  approaches to  chem istry , m edicine, zoology, bot

any, m ineralogy, and  geography. H undreds of Jew s graduated  from  the 

m edical school in  Padua. V arious  Jew ish  w orks dem onstrate fam iliarity 

w ith  Paracelsian chem ical m edicine and  C artesian  m echanics, and  they 

display an insatiable curiosity  about w ondrous beasts and other natu

ral m arvels w idely  reported in an age of exploration. W e find  a revival 

and  elaboration  of the m edieval argum ents for the  Jew ish  origin  of the 

sciences and their relig ious utility along w ith a recognition that the 

ancient philosophers had attained im portant relig ious truths unaided 

by  Jew ish instruction.^^®

130. See  D avid  B . R uderm an, Science, M e d ic in e , a n d  J e w ish  C u ltu re  in  E a r ly  M o d e m  E u ro p e . 

S p ie g e l L e c tu re s in  E u ro p e a n  J e w ish  H is to ry  7  (T el A viv , 1987), and his overlapping 

article, "T he Im pact of Science on  Jew ish C ulture and Society  in V enice,' in  G U  

E b rei e  V e n e z ia  (M ilan, 1987), 417-48. See also his K a b b a la h , M a g ic , a n d  S d e n c e :  

T h e C u ltu ra l U n iv erse  o f  a  S ix tee n th -C e n tu ry  J e w ish  P h y s ic ia n  (C am bridge, M ass., 

and L ondon, 1988). In  light of  A bba M ari of  L unel’s salu te to  A risto tle for achiev

ing genuine m onotheism  in  the absence of revelation, R uderm an 's descrip tion of 

A braham  Y agel’s “rem arkable ' assertion that pagan  philosophers “d iscovered their 

faith  independently of  Jew ish revelation” (p . 146) needs to  be toned dow n a b itj 

see above , n . 76 . For Jew s at the m edical school in  Padua, see above, n . us.

O n the Jew ish orig ins of the sciences, see, in addition to the references in  

n . 37  of R uderm an ’s lecture, the in troduction  to  D avid K aufm ann ’s D ie  S in n e , and 

D . M argalit, "A J G alenus ve-G ilgulo ha-'Ivri G am liel,' S irtu i 33 (1953): 75-77. O n 

geog raphy , see  L . Z unz, “E ssay on  the  G eographical L iterature of  the  Jew s from  the 

R em otest T im es to  the  Y ear 1840,' in  T h e  I tin e ra ry  o fR . B e n ja m in  o f  T h d e la , trans. 

A . A sher, 1  (L ondon, 1841), 230-317; R uderm an, T h e  W o r ld  o f a  R e n a issa n c e  J e w : T h e  

L ife  a n d  T h o u g h t o f A b ra h a m  b e n  M o rd e c a i F a r isso l  (C incinnati, 1981), 131-43; A ndrd 

N eher, J e w ish  T h o u g h t a n d  th e  S c ie n tific  R e v o lu tio n  o f  t iie  S ix te e n th  C e n tu ry :  D a v id  

C a n s (1 5 4 1 -1 6 1 3 ) a n d  H is  T im e s  (O xford  and  N ew  Y ork, 1986), 95-165.

For a m ajor synthesis and analysis of the entire subject, see now  R uderm an 's 

J e w ish  T h o u g h t  a n d  S c ie n tific  D isc o v e ry  in  E a r ly  M o d e m  E u ro p e  (N ew  H aven, 199s).

1 6 6



J u d a ism  a n d  G en e ra l C u ltu re  in  M e d ie va l T im e s

Jew ish enthusiasm  for these new  scientific pursuits w as greatly- 

facilitated by a critically  im portant conceptual change. In the M iddle 

A ges, the natural sciences w ere part of a larger tapestry  w hose dom i

nant elem ent w as m etaphysics. D uring the R enaissance and beyond, 

philosophy and certain k inds of science grew  apart, and the scientific 

dom ain itself cam e to be divided betw een em piricist and rationalist- 

m athem atical spheres. In  th is environm ent, certain  scientific fields w ere 

uncontam inated  by  the  philosophical baggage associated  in  som e  Jew ish 

m inds w ith  A nstoteliam sm , and  a  Jew  could  rem ain  a  staunch  opponent 

of rationalism  in  its m edieval m ode w hile retain ing an in tense in terest 

in  the new  science.*^^

T he  Jew ish  absorption  of  the  m onum ental revolution  in  astronom y 

w as for m ore problem atic. D avid C ans of late six teenth-century P rague, 

though  best know n for h is h istorical w ork Z cm ah D a v id , w as the first 

influential Jew  to confront C opem icanism , and his attitude to  the new  

astronom y is characteristic  of  w hat w as probably  the dom inant reaction  

by  know ledgeable  Jew s through  the early  eighteenth century: in terested 

aw areness but u ltim ate rejection.^^^ A lthough  Y osef Shlom o  D elm edigo, 

w ho  studied  w ith  G alileo  and  ended  h is days in  P rague, spoke very  h ighly 

of C opernicus, tw o m ajor com pendia at the very end of  our period  still 

reject the heliocentric theory in sharp term s. T oviah K atz described 

C opernicus's position w ith som e care and even presented a series of 

C opem ican argum ents; at the sam e tim e, he called  h im  “the firstborn  of 

Satan and described the adherents of h is v iew  as heretics.^^^ S im ilarly ,

131. D avid  R uderm an is largely  responsible  for sharpening  m y aw areness of  th is  point O n 

the  d iv ision  w ith in  the  sciences, see  T hom as S . K uhn, 'M athem atical vs. E xperim ental 

T raditions in the D evelopm ent of Physical Science,” J o u rn a l o f  In te rd isc ip lin a ry  

H is to ry  7  (1976): 1-31. A s I  indicated above , it is  im portant to  note  that for m edieval 

A shkenazic  Jew s, the  link  betw een em pirical science and  rationalist philosophy  had  

never been  m ade, and  so  their in terest in  the  physical w orld  w as never encum bered 

by  th is com plication.

132. See N eher, J e w ish  T h o u g h t a n d  th e  S c ie n tijic  R e v o lu tio n .

133 - M a 'a seh  T o v ia h  (K rakau, 1908), 43b-44b (“ ‘O lam ha-G algalim ,” ch . 4 ). R uderm an 

(S c ie n c e , M e d ic in e , a n d  J e w ish  C u ltu re , 21) notes correctly  that the chapter ends 

"lim ply," w ithout any  refutation of  the Copem ican  argum ents noted. N onetheless, 

the conclusion is slightly m ore forceful than he indicates. T oviah does not assert 

that the unspecified counterargum ents 'are easily confusing [even] to one w ho
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D avid  N ieto  d ism issed  the C opem ican conception as an  abom ination/^ '^ 

B y th is tim e, the scientific defense of  the P tolem aic system  had  becom e 

very  d ifficult,  bu t C opernicus had  still not carried  the day  am ong  all in tel

lectuals, let alone am ong  the m asses. S ince m ost seventeenth- and early  

eighteenth-century  E uropean  Jew s, especially  outside Italy , w ere relatively  

isolated  from  the burgeoning scientific com m unity, and  since they  had 

rabbinic as w ell as b iblical texts to inhibit their receptivity  to the new  

astronom y, it is not surprising that they  generally  cast their lo t w ith  the 

rear guard action aim ed against the C opem ican revolution.

D uring  the centuries in  w hich m odern  E urope w as being  form ed, 

the m ajor Jew ish cultural centers turned inw ard despite the grow ing 

Jew ish  involvem ent in  national and  in ternational com m erce. In  a  recent 

revisionist w ork, Jonathan Israel has argued that the period firom  1550 

to  1713, and  particularly  from  1650 to  1713, saw  “the m ost profound and 

pervasive im pact on  the w est w hich [the  Jew s] w ere ever to  exert w hile 

retain ing a  large m easure of  social and  cultural cohesion.” T o  the extent 

that he applies this observation to econom ics and politics, includ

ing the ascendancy of C ourt Jew s in C entral E urope and elsew here 

and the rough synchronism  of  A shkenazic and Sephardic influence on  

finance and  trade, he  provides an  im portant new  perspective on  early  m od

em  Jew ry. O n  the o ther hand, he  underestim ates and  m isconceives m uch

understands them "; he says that their valid ity  is easily evident to such a person 

{b e n a q e l n e k h o ljo t, not n e v u k h o t). M oreover, the previous chapter sets forth six 

standard argum ents against the C opem ican  theory .

O n D elm edigo, see Isaac B arzilay , Y o se f S h lo m o  D e ltn e d ig o , Y a sh a r o f  C a n d ia :  

H is  L ife , W o rk s , a n d  T im e s (L eiden, 1974), and  Y osef L evi, “A qadem iah Y ehudit 

le-M adda‘im  be-R eshit ha-M e’ah  ha-Sheva-'E sreh: N isyono shel Y osef Shlom oh 

D elm edigo,” P ro c e e d in g s  o f  th e  E le v e n th  W o r ld  C o n g re ss o f J e w ish  S tu d ie s , D ivision  

B , vol. 1, H ebrew  section, 169-76.

134. T his translation m ay be a trifle too strong for p ig g u l, but N eher s effort to soften 

N ieto ’s  anti- C opem icanism  by  taking  "piggul hu  lo  yerazeh" in  the  narrow  legalistic  

sense dete rm ined  by  the phrase ’s  b ib lical context ("a sacrifice w hich  w ould  not be 

acceptable in  the T em ple") is an  apologetic d istortion of  a  very  strong expression; 

see  J e w ish  T h o u g h t  a n d  th e  S c ie n tific  R e v o lu tio n ,  156. O n  D elm edigo, K atz, N ieto , and  

others, see H illel L evine, "Paradise N ot Surrendered: Jew ish R eactions to C oper

nicus and  the G row th of M odem  Science," in  E p iste m o lo g y , M e th o d o lo g y , a n d  th e  

S o c ia l  S c ie n ce s , ed . by  R obert S . C ohen  and  M ark  W  W artofeky (D ordrecht, B oston, 

and  L ondon, 1983), 203-Z 5.
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ofm edieval Jew ish  culture  and  considerably  overrates  the  achievem ents of 

early m odem  Jew s w hen he w rites that “the radical transform ation 

of Jew ish  culture w hich occurred during the m iddle decades of  the six

teenth  century  w as, assuredly , one of  the m ost fundam ental and  rem ark

able phenom ena distinguishing  post-T em ple  Jew ish  h istory ” and then 

extends h is enthusiastic  evaluation  in to  the fo llow ing  century  as w ell 

A s w e have seen, Italian  Jew ish  culture  w as indeed  m arked  by  an  

im pressive synthesis of Jew ish  pride and openness to  the surrounding 

culture. In  the new  Jew ish  com m unity of  seventeenth-century H olland, 

Sephardic  Jew s, including som e w ith a M arrano  past that m ade them  

fully conversant w ith  C hristian  civ ilization, contributed  philosophical, 

polem ical, and scientific w orks that u tilized  w ide learning and, w hen  

w ritten  or available in  the vernacular, som etim es influenced E uropean 

in tellectuals. It w as not only  in  Italy  that C hristian  H ebraists held 'd is

cussions  w ith  Jew s about scholarly  and  relig ious issues. C ourt Jew s w ere 

necessarily  conversant w ith  the surrounding  culture w hile  rem aining, at 

least in  m any cases, loyal m em bers of the  Jew ish com m unity .^^^

A t the sam e tim e, the m ajor seventeenth-century  Jew ish  centers 

outside Italy w ere either in a state of cultural decline or evinced  rela

tively  little concern  w ith  in tellectual trends in  the surrounding  society . 

Jew ry  under Islam  confronted  a  M uslim  w orld that w as itself cu lturally 

stagnant and consequently failed to provide the stim ulus that Jew ish 

th inkers needed for creative engagem ent w ith disciplines outside of 

T orah. T heoretically , th is Jew ry  continued  to value the sort of in tellec

tual described  in  an  early  seventeenth-century chronicle firom  Fez as

a com plete scholar thoroughly  fam iliar w ith  all the sciences: the 

science of  speculation  ( ‘iy y u n ) to  an  infin ite degree, the science of

135. Jonathan I. Israel, E u ro p e a n  J e w ry in  th e  A g e o f  M e rc a n tilism , 1 5 5 0 -1 7 5 0 , and 

ed. (O xford , 1989). T he quotations are from  pp. 1 and  70.

136. Israel, E u ro p e a n  J e w ry , 70-86,142-44, 216-31. O n the form er M arranos, see Y osef

K aplan, “T he Portuguese C om m unity  of  A m sterdam  in  the Seventeenth  C entury  

betw een T radition  and C hange,” in  S o c ie ty  a n d  C o m m u n ity , ed . by  A braham  M ain 

(Jerusalem , 1991), and K aplan, “D ie Portusischen  Juden und die M od-

ernisierung: zur V eranderung  judischen L ebens vor derEm anzipation,” in jiid isc h e  

L e b e n sw e lte n : E ssa y s, ed . by  A ndreas N acham a et al. (F rankfurt a .M ., 1991), 303-17.
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gram m ar; the  science of philosophy, the science of  m etrical poetry . 

T here w as no one like h im  am ong  all the scholars of  Israel.... If 

anyone had an uncertain ty  regarding a passage in  T o sa fo t  o r the 

w ork  of  R . E lijah M izrahi or the T alm ud, he w ould  com e to  th is 

scholar and w ould  not leave until those uncertain ties w ould  be 

fu lly  resolved.^^’

N evertheless, such  scholarship, at least w ith  respect to  philosophy, m eant 

m astery of an existing corpus rather than the production of orig inal, 

creative w ork.

A shkenazic  Jew ry  had  alw ays felt m ore of  an  adversarial relation

ship  w ith  the surrounding society , and even the exam ples of cultural 

in teraction that w e exam ined earlier w ere often characterized by an 

elem ent of  reserve or com petition . W ith  the rem oval of  the A shkenazic 

center to  the alien  environm ent of  Poland, the sense of  ex istential separ

ateness w as reinfo rced, and  Jacob K atz has noted that even the m artyr

dom s in  seventeenth-century  Poland differ from  those of the C rusades 

as defiant confrontation  gave w ay to  a sense of iso lation  from  a hostile 

environm ent.^^®  A lthough  six teenth-century  Poland  w as not unaffected 

by  the in tellectual currents inspired  by  hum anism  and  the R eform ation, 

the rationalism  that found lukew arm  expression in  R . M oses Isserles 

and som e of  h is contem poraries essentially  cam e from  a culture  outside 

the im m ediate environm ent. A s Poland  becam e a cultural backw ater in  

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century  E urope, th is m ild  philosophical 

in terest fo im d no reinforcem ent either in the surrounding society or 

the indigenous A shkenazic tradition, and w ithout such reinforcem ent 

it largely  feded aw ay.

E ven in  seventeenth-century G erm any, w hich  w as closer to  the 

center of E ruropean creativ ity , there w as insuflicient im petus for A sh

kenazic  Jew s to overcom e the cultural legacy  of their form ative period

137. D iv re i h a -Y a m im , in  F e z  v a -H a k h a m e h a , ed . by  D avid  O vadia, 1 (Jerusalem , 1979), 

47-48. C f. E lazar T ouitou, R a b b i H a y y im  Ib n  'A tta r  u -P e ru sh o  O r  h a -ifa y y im  'a l h a -  

T o ra h  (Jerusalem , 1981), 28.

138. K atz, E x c lu s iv e n e ss  a n d  T o le ra n c e  (O xford , 1961), 131-ss, and  “B ein  T atnu  L eT ah-T at,” 

S ^ r  Y o v e l le -Y itzh a k  B a e r , ed . by  S . E odnger et al. (Jerusalem , 1961), 318-37.
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w ithout substantial struggle and  considerable delay. In  m any  cases, the 

com m im ities w ere being reconstitu ted in  the w ake of expulsions and 

persecutions. T he gradual opening of C hristian  society  to som e Jew s 

began to underm ine the observance of Jew ish individuals rather than 

inspire an  in tellectual transform ation and R enaissance.

P rofound differences  separated  the m edieval Iberian  experience 

of  a  culturally  stim ulating  environm ent from  the situation  of  early  m od

em  A shkenazim . F irst, the  Jew s of N orthern  E urope cam e to  m odernity  

w ith  a deeply  entrenched, fu lly  form ed approach that w as h ighly  suspi

cious of  ex ternal w isdom . Second, the challenges  of m odem  science  and 

philosophical skepticism  could  not be faced  in  the k ind of  partnership  

w ith the dom inant society that m edieval Jew s had enjoyed. It is true 

that C hristianity  had  to  face these challenges quite as m uch as  Judaism , 

but the challenges em anated from  C hristian  society  itself, not from  a 

philosophy  inherited  from  classical antiqm ty. T hus, the search  for in tel

lectual allies w as severely  com plicated . T raditional C hristians w ere for 

the m ost part heirs to  a  fu lly  developed, m illennial legacy  of contem pt 

for Judaism ; seventeenth-century  skeptics and eighteenth-century  p /ii- 

lo so p h e s  regarded  Judaism  w ith  at least as m uch disdain as they  felt for 

C hristianity and w ere in  any event the authors of the very challenge 

that had  to  be faced. W hen m edieval philosophers w ere called  heretics, 

they  usually  denied  the charge; the m odem s often  em braced  it, indeed, 

shouted it from  the rooftops. T he pursuit o f  speculative thought becam e 

associated  w ith  irrelig ion to  a for m ore profound and extensive degree 

than  it had  in  the M iddle A ges.

M oreover, the nature of m odem  philosophy  w as so  d ifferent from  

that of  the m edieval past tiiat the  relig ious attractiveness of  the d iscip line 

w as severely  underm ined. T o  the  m edievals, if philosophy  posed  serious 

challenges  to  relig ious faith , it a lso  provided indispensable insights  in to 

the nature of G od. M odem  philosophy seem ed to supply  little m ore 

than the problem s. A t best, relig ious philosophers could  refute attacks 

against the faith , but they  w ould  probably  not em erge  w ith  new  insights 

about the issues that they  w ere accustom ed  to  regard  as the classic sub

ject m atter of philosophy. T hey w ould find little but heresy on divine 

providence, hardly  anything  on  attributes or incorporeality , and  nothing 

at all about the recently  deceased  active in tellect and  celestial spheres. If
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ail philosophy could achieve w as the neutralizing of its ow n evil influ

ence, then  ignoring  the enterprise could  achieve the sam e result a t a  great 

saving of tim e and effort, not to  speak  of averting  danger to  one's  faith . 

Ihe im perative of answ ering the heretic  w as rarely  sufficient in  itself to  

inspire philosophical study. In  addition to  these critical considerations, 

the rd ig ious value of  philosophical inquiry  w as radically  d im inished  by  

the conviction  of  m any  traditional Jew s at the daw n of the E nlightenm ent 

that the crucial inform ation  about G od  w as available through kabbalah.

For the sake of sharpening  the analysis, 1  have in tentionally  for

m ulated  these  points w ith  one-dim ensional v igor. If  m odern  philosophy 

did  not provide solutions to  m edieval questions about G od  and  creation, 

it m ight nevertheless suggest new  areas of  fru itfu l inquiry . T he m edieval 

argum ent that studying the w orld inspires love of G od seem ed all the 

m ore persuasive to  believers beholding  the m athem atically  elegant uni

verse of the new  science. W e cannot, how ever, expect the rabbinic lead

ership  of A shkenazic  Jew ry  to  have know n the evolving new  approaches 

w ell enough  to  have form ulated an  innovative positive response; indeed, 

in  the early  stages they did not know  them  w ell enough even to have 

fu lly  appreciated the new  dangers.

T hus, w hen  w e do  find  an  in terest in  philosophical inquiry  am ong 

the rabbis of early  m odem  A shkenaz, it tends to take a very traditional 

form . R . Y air H ayyim  B acharach, for exam ple, laid  great em phasis on  the 

practical prim acy of talm udic study and the theoretical prim acy of kab

balah, w hile dem onstrating considerable frm iliarity  w ith  Jew ish philo

sophical literature. In a study of B acharach, Isadore T w ersky observes 

that “philosophic literature v»ras studied for relig ious reasons, as part of 

a spiritual quest, to tally  separate from  external contacts and influences.” 

R . Jacob E m den reports in  h is autobiography  that his father H akham  

Z evi A shkenazi read secular w orks “in  h is spare tim e” and  studied  "other 

know ledge” w ith  the  scholars w ho  attended  the k la u s  that he  headed  in  late 

seventeenth-century  H am burg  “im til they  achieved perfection  in  T orah 

and  w isdom "; here too  w e are undoubtedly  dealing  w ith  som ething  o ther 

than  a  firesh  and  creative confrontation  w ith  the  w orld  of m odem  w isdom .^^’

139. O n B acharach, see I. T w ersky, “L aw  and Spirituality  in  the Seventeenth C entury: 

A  C ase S tudy in R . Y air H ayyim  B acharach,” in  J e w ish  T h o u g h t in  th e  S e v e n tee n th
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B y  the m id-eighteenth  century  E m dens ow n am bivalent attitude 

to  the study  of the  “external” d iscip lines  reflects the grow ing  im pact of the 

E uropean  opening to  the  Jew s. H is essential position  is quite negative; at 

the sam e tim e, he speaks of a  yearning  for the sciences w hich he fu lfilled 

in  part by  reading  H ebrew  books in  fields like h istory  and  geography  and 

in  part by  studying  the  w orks of  non-Jew s in  the  bathroom . H is fam iliarity 

w ith iiie N ew  T estam ent is strik ing, and  it com es together w ith  a relatively  

fevorable attitude to  Jesus and  even to  Paul. W hat is m ost in teresting  is a 

recurring  justification  for secular study  that does not appear in  prem odem  

tim es. Jew s, says E m den, m ust achieve som e fam iliarity  w ith gentile lan

guage and culture for the sake of  m ingling  com fortably  w ith  people. T his 

is a strik ing  reflection of a changed social atm osphere w ith fer-reaching 

im portance for the in tegration  of Jew s in to  E uropean  society .* '*®

O utside of  rabbinic  circles, incipient social in tegration  in  a  w orld  

of grow ing relig ious skepticism  gradually  eroded the loyalties of som e 

A shkenazicjew s. B eginning  around the end of the seventeenth  centiiry , 

substantial num bers of Jew s began to  drift aw ay  from  accepted  relig ious 

norm s and a sm aller num ber m ay even have rejected  traditional beliefs 

under the influence ofE nlightenm ent thought. T he official com m unity 

how ever, d id  not begin  to  change until the  second  half o f  the eighteenth  

century  w hen leaders of the  Jew ish E nlightenm ent began  to dem and 

curricular reform  and  social accom m odation.*"*’

C e n tu ry , 447-67 (quotation  from  p. 455). O n H akham  Z evi, see E m den ’s  M e g iU a t  

S e fe r , ed . by  D . K ahana (W arsaw , 1897), 11,16-17, cited  in  Jacob  J. Schacter, R a b b i  

J a c o b  E m d e n : L ife  a n d  M a jo r  W o rks  (H arvard  U niversity  d issertation, 1988), 587-88.

140. See ch . 6  o f  Schacter s d issertation for a  d iscussion  of  E m dens general stance, and  see 

espec ially  p . 505, w here he  notes the  novelty  of  the argum ent fix>m  social in teraction.

141. O n the tim ing  and  extent of these transform ations, see the debate betw een A zriel 

Schochet, ‘Im H illu fe i T e q u fo t (Jerusalem , i960), and  Jacob K atz, O u t o f  th e  G h e tto  

(C am bridge, i973 )- C f. Schochet’s “R eshit ha-H askalah  ba-Y ahadut be-G erm ania,” 

M o la d  13 (1965): 318-34. See also Israel, w ho argues very strongly that there w as 

w idespread abandonm ent of tradition, including  outright conversion {E u ro p e a n  

J e w ry , 154 — 56). O n apostasy  in the w ake of  Sabbatianism , see E lisheva C arlebach, 

“Sabbatianism  and the Jew ish-Christian Polem ic,” P ro c e e d in g s o f th e  T e n th  W o r ld

C o n g re ss o f J e w ish  S tu d ie s , D ivision C , 2 (1990): 6-7 . For a relevant analysis that 

focuses prim arily  on  a  later period, see  D avid  Sorkin , T h e  T ra n s fo rm a tio n  o f  G e rm a n  

J e w ry , 1 7 8 0 -1 8 4 0  (N ew  Y ork, 1987).
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D espite  the  fact that these dem ands w ere often  m ade in  the nam e 

of  the  w ell-attested rationalist tradition  that w e have exam ined through

out th is study, the tim ing, the context, and the orientation of the new  

m ovem ent m ade it a  threat to  the established order both  politically  and 

religiously . E uropean  Jew ry, like E uropean C hristendom , feced  a  w orld 

in  w hich relig ion  itself could  no  longer be taken for granted. In  the new , 

largely  secular order that established  itself  in  the eighteenth  century  and 

continues to our ow n day, the legitim acy  of general culture rem ained 

an issue only for the traditionalist segm ent of the Jew ish people, and 

the term s of  the debate  w ere narrow ed and  transform ed. For som e, the 

overw helm ing new  dangers required an ever m ore stringent isolation  

from  the evils of m odernity . For o thers, these dangers could  be tam ed 

by  selective adm ission of the relig iously neutral elem ents of the new  

society and culture. For a few , the T orah itself required a heroic con

frontation  w ith  m odernity  in  all its fu llness, a confrontation  that w ould 

enrich  both  Judaism  and the w orld .
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