
M iracles and the N atural O rder in  N ahm anides 

D avid B erger

T
h e  c e n t r a l it y  of m iracles in  N ahm anides' theo logy  cannot escape 

the atten tion  of even the m ost casual observer, and h is doctrine of 

the h idden m iracle exercised a  particu larly profound  and ab iding  influ>  

ence on  subsequent Jew ish  thought. N evertheless, h is repeated em phasis 

on the m iraculous— and particu larly the unrestrained rhetoric o f a  few  

key passages— has served to  obscure  and  d istort h is true position, w hich  

w as far m ore m oderate , nuanced and com plex  than both  m edieval and  

m odem  scholars have been led to believe.

I

T o N ahm anides, m iracles serve as the u ltim ate  validation of all th ree 

cen tral dogm as of Judaism : creation aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAex nih ilo , d iv ine know ledge, and 

providence (h iddush, yedi'ah, hashgahah).' In estab lish ing the relation ­

sh ip  betw een  m iracles and  h is  first dogm a, N ahm anides  applies  a  ph iloso­

phical argum ent in  a  particu larly  strik ing  w ay. ‘^A ccord ing  to  the  believer 

in the etern ity of the w orld ,” he w rites, ‘‘if G od w ished to  shorten the 

w ing o f a fly  o r lengthen  the leg  o f an  an t he w ould  be unable  to  do  so .” ^ 

H ence, m iracles dem onstrate creation .

T he reverse conten tion that creation dem onstrates the possib ility  of 

m iracles is an assertion  w hich goes back to  Philo .’ In  th is case, how ever, 

N ahm anides is apply ing to  m iracles an argum ent that Saadya had used

Som e o f the issues analyzed in  th is article w ere d iscussed in  a  m ore rud im entary  

form  in  chapters one, th ree, and  four o f  m y  m aster’s essay , “N ahm anides’ A ttitude 

T ow ard Secular L earn ing arid its B earing upon his S tance in the M aim onidean 

C ontroversy” (C olum bia U niversity , 1965), w hich w as d irected  by P rof. G erson  

D . C ohen .

^Torat H aShem Tem im ah (henceforth TH T), in K itvei Ram ban, cd . by C h. 

C havel, I  (Jerusalem , 1963), p . 150 . O n N ahm anides'dogm as and  their connection  

w ith  m iracles, see S . Schechter, “N achm anides,”  in  Studies in  Judaism I (Ph iladel­

ph ia , 1896), pp . 118-22 , and C h. H enoch , H aRam ban K effoger VekhiM equbbal 

(Jerusalem . 1978), pp . 159-79 .

^TH T, p . 146. A ll translations from  N ahm anides’ w orks are m ine.

’H . A . W olfson , Fhilo  (C am bridge, M assachusetts. 1948) I. pp . 298-99 ,354; II, 

pp . 199-200 . C f. a lso  the references  in  W olfson’s  Relig ious Philosophy (C am bridge, 

M assachusetts, 1961), p . 223 .
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about the fundam ental hypothesis of creation from  prim eval m atter. 

Such creation , the G aon had contended , w ould have been im possib le , 

since “G od w ould not have [had] the pow er to create th ings out o f’ 

p re-ex isten t m atter, “it w ould not have accepted his com m and nor 

allow ed itself  to  be  a iTected  accord ing  to  h is  w ish  and  shaped accord ing  to  

h is design .”* T he d irect source o f N aljm anides’ im agery , how ever, is no t 

Saadya but M aim onides. In discussing the A risto telian version of the 

etern ity  o f the un iverse, M aim onides rem arked that if the w orld  operates 

th rough necessity  and  no t th rough  w ill, “very  d isgracefu l conclusions w ill 

fo llow ....N am ely , it w ould fo llow  that the deity , w hom  everyone in telli­

gen t recognizes to  be perfect in every k ind  of perfection , could , as far as 

a ll the beings are concerned , produce noth ing  new  in any of them ; if  H e 

w ished to  lengthen  a  fly ’s w ing  o r shorten  a  w orm ’s  foo t. H e w ould  no t be 

ab le to  do it.” ^

T he g laring anom aly in  N ahm anides’ borrow ing of th is v iv id  im age is 

that M aim onides applied the argum ent not to any denial of aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAex nih ilo  

creation but only to an A risto telian universe governed by necessity ; 

accord ing to  the “P laton ic” version of etern ity , m iracles are possib le .*  

M aim onides, in  fact, p ractically begins h is d iscussion of the question of 

creation  by  describ ing  how  the P laton ic approach can m ain tain  bo th  the 

etern ity  o f m atter and  d iv ine contro l over it by  appealing  to  an analogy  

w ith  the  po tter’s re lationship  to  h is c lay . H ere is  a  case in  w hich  contro l is 

m anifestly  no t dependent upon creation  o r even  chronological p riority .^

S ince N ahm anides uses on ly  the w ord  hiddush (no t creation  m e’ ayin) in  

connection w ith th is argum ent in  h is Torat H a-Shem Tem im ah and  since

‘T ranslation from  A . A ltm ann’s selections in  Three Jew ish Philosophers (C leve­

land , N ew  Y ork , and  Philadelphia , 1960), p . 61 =  The Book o f Beliefs and O pin ions, 

translated by S . R osenblatt (N ew  H aven , 1948), p . 48 . H alev i {K uzari 1 .91 , and  cf. 

V . 14) a lso  spoke o f a  connection betw een m iracles  and  creation ; he w as, how ever, 

less dogm atic  about the ind ispensability  o f the belief in  creation  ex n ih ilo  since * 'a 

believer in the T orah" w ho accepted the reality of eternal hylic m atter could  

nevertheless retain  the conviction  that "th is w orld  w as renew ed at a  certain  tim e 

and  the beginning  o f hum anity  is A dam  and  E ve” (1 .67 ; contrast, how ever, 11 .50). 

A pparen tly  H alev i's characteristic skepticism  about the decisive force o f  ph iloso­

phical argum ents— in  th is  case the  dem onstration  o f  a  link  betw een m iracles  and  ex 

nih ilo  c reation— ironically  enables h im  to  to lerate  a  rad ical ph ilosophical position  

m ore read ily  than Saadya or N ahm anides. (O n the o ther hand , he m ay have been 

th ink ing  o f  a  specific  refu tation  o f  th is  link , perhaps a long  the  lines  o f  the  argum ent 

that w e shall be exam ining shortly .)

^G uide II. 22 (P ines’ translation).

^G uide II. 25 .

'G uide II. 13 .
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M aim onides at one po in t uses the w ord  aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAhiddush abou t the P laton ic  v iew  

of e tern ity ,*  there is  a  fleeting  tem ptation  to  suggest that N al^m anides w as 

no t pressing th is particu lar argum ent, at least to  the d iscern ing reader, 

beyond the poin t w here M aim onides had taken it. T his tem ptation , 

how ever, m ust a lm ost certain ly  be resisted , fo r w e find  N ahm anides using  

the sam e argum ent (though w ithout the M aim onidean language) in  h is 

C om mentary to Exodus exp licitly about creation ex nih ilo-, m iracles dem ­

onstrate  hiddush by  show ing that every th ing is G od’s since he created  it 

from  noth ing .’ N ahm anides now here addresses the “P laton ic" analogy 

w ith the po tter, and  it m ust be said  that, in  the very  sam e chapter o f the 

G uide w here he presen ts the analogy , M aim onides h im self suggests that 

the A risto telian and P laton ic versions of creation do not d iffer sign ifi­

can tly  in the eyes o f one w ho fo llow s the T orah .*®  H ence, it m ay w ell be 

that N ahm anides w as d isarm ed by  M aim onides* am biguities  and  w as no t 

fu lly  cognizant of the d isparity  betw een  h is use o f the “fly ’s w ing” im age 

and the use of w hich it w as put in h is source.

In any event, w e are left to  speculate about N ahm anides’ response to  

the po tter analogy . H e m ay  have felt that the  po tter’s  con tro l over h is  c lay  

is far too restric ted to serve as a parad igm  for G od ’s pow er over the 

w orld . Perhaps m ore sign ifican tly , he m ight have argued that th is anal­

ogy begs the question since the contro l of a potter over h is clay is 

u ltim ately derived from  G od (G enesis 1:28; Psalm s 8 :7), bu t G od ’s ow n 

pow er m ust be called in to  question if m atter is prim eval. M iracles are 

possib le  on ly , to  use Shem  T ov’s p lay  on  a  ta lm udic  phrase, because “ the 

m outh  w hich prohib ited is the one w hich perm itted .’’"

H ow ever N ahm anides m ay have dealt w ith th is question , the m ost 

te lling aspect of h is presen tation involves the sharpening of another, 

re lated poin t m ade by Saadya. T o the G aon, the denial o f creation ex 

nihilo  is  m otivated by  the excessive  em piricism  of people w ho  believe  on ly  

w hat their eyes see and w hat their senses perceive,** and N ahm anides

*G uide II. 25 . T he w ord  appears in  A l-H arizi’s  translation  (II. 26), w hich  w as the 

one N ahm anides used , as w ell as in Ibn T ibbon ’s.

*70 E xodus 13:16 .

' “ G uide II. 13 . C f. a lso  the end  o f n . 14 below . For som e of the peculiarities in  

M aim onides’ treatm ent of P laton ic etern ity , sec H . D avidson , "M aim onides’ 

Secret Position  on  C reation ,”  in  I. T w ersky , ed .. Studies in  M edievalJew ish H istory 

and L iterature (C am bridge, M assachusetts and L ondon, E ngland , 1979), pp . 

16-40 .

* 'C om m entary  to  G uide 11 . 25 .-

'*For exam ple. Beliefs and O pin ions I, R osenblatt’s  translation , pp . 38-39 ,61-62 

71 , 76 .
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tw ice refers to  A risto tle  as a  m an  w ho  believed on ly  w hat he  could  sense. 

In  ligh t o f th is perception , the argum ent from  m iracles can be sharpened 

in to a rem arkably effective polem ical w eapon: since m iracles are an  

em pirical datum , and  they  estab lish  creation aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAex n ih ilo  th rough a  straigh t­

forw ard philosophical dem onstration , the alT irm ation of etern ity is a 

rejection o f em piricism . “H ence you  see the stubbornness o f  the  leader o f 

the philosoph ers, m ay his nam e be erased , for he denies a num ber of 

th ings that m any  have seen , w hose truth  w e ourselves have w itnessed , and  

w hich have becom e fam ous in the w orld .” ** T he arch-em piricist is 

revealed as a pseudo-em piricist.

In an im portan t w ay, th is argum ent exem plifies N aljm anides’ funda­

m ental ph ilosophical stance. B ecause revelation — and hence the conten t 

o f the revelation— is an em pirical datum , there is hard ly  m uch poin t in  

w asting energy and ingenuity in dem onstrating such th ings as G od ’s 

ex istence o r un ity , and  N ahm anides never bo thers w ith  such ph ilosophi­

cal exercises. A t the sam e tim e, the use of reason to  understand G od, 

creation , and  o ther key  theo logical issues is  essen tial. T hose w ho spurn  an 

investigation in to  theodicy  on  the grounds that it w ill inev itab ly rem ain  a  

m ystery are "foo ls w ho  desp ise 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 he aas and  in  h is deeds; fu rtherm ore, w e shall becom e 

believers endow ed w ith a stronger faith  in h im  than o thers.” '*

'^TH T, p . 147; C om m , to L ev . 16:18 .

'*TH T, p . 147. Saadya’s a ttack  against the em piricism  of believers in etern ity  

usually  took  the form  of argu ing  that they  too  end  by  believ ing in  th ings that they 

have never experienced (cf. the references in n . 12). H e does appeal to  m iracles  as 

w ell (e .g . R osenblatt's translation , pp . 40 , 58 , 73), bu t on at least one of those 

occasions (and probably the o thers too) he seem s to  have in  m ind the less d irect 

argum ent that m iracles validate Scrip ture, w hich in turn teaches the doctrine of 

creation ex nih ilo . In any case, he never form ulates  the argum ent found in N ab- 

m anides as clearly , sharp ly , or effectively .

In M aim onidcs’ “fly ’s w ing" passage, the argum ent w as based not on the fact 

that G od  had  dem onstrated h is contro l o f  the w orld  bu t on  the assertion  that lack 

of such contro l w ould  be a  ph ilosophically  inadm issib le im perfection  in  the  deity . 

In  the Treatise on the Resurrection, how ever (ed . by . J. F inkel [N ew  Y ork , 1939], p . 

32 , #46), w hich w as d irected  to  a m ore popular audience, M aim onides d id  argue 

that m iracles dem onstrate fuddush “as w e have explained in the G uide.”  M ost 

readers w ere no t likely to realize that th is hiddush can include P laton ic etern ity .

*^Sha‘arH aG emul, in  K itvei Ram ban II, p . 281 . T he phrase “fools w ho desp ise 

w isdom ” (rronnn  > 01013  O ’V ’oon , though  based, as C havel rem arks, on  P roverbs 1 :22 

(ran  w np  d 'V'o s i), is borrow ed from  a  sim ilar d iscussion  in  Saadya: “M any  people 

have erred  and  desp ised w isdom  (rrosnn  loxs), som e because they  d id  no t know  the
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In our case, the reality of m iracles is taken for gran ted , and the 

connection  w ith creation aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAex n ih ilo  is m ade by  a  ph ilosophical argum ent. 

W ithout denigrating  the use of reason , N aljm anides has elim inated the 

boundary  betw een  revelation  and  reason  by  incorporating  revealed  in for­

m ation , openly and unselfconsciously , in to w hat m ight be described as 

the data base for philosophical analysis. It is th is approach w hich  

accounts for h is d iscussing  theo logical issues prim arily  in  the  contex t o f  a  

com m entary  to  the revelation ,'*  and  it is  th is, I th ink , w hich  a ttracted  h im  

to kabbalah . N ahm anides ’ m ysticism , after all, is essentially  a revealed  

ph ilosophical system , and the function of kabbalah as a harm onizing  

force subsum ing  bo th  reason  and revelation  m ay w ell p recede and  trans­

cend N ahm anides to  account for the attractiveness of m edieval Jew ish  

m ysticism  in precisely  the tim e and p lace w here it first becam e a m ajor 

force. It is no  accident that la te tw elfth-cen tury P rovencal Jew ry  w as the 

locus o f bo th  the  rise o f  kabbalah  and  a  confrontation  w ith  ph ilosop hy by  

a  Jew ish  com m unity  w ithout a  ph ilosophical trad ition . Jew ish  m ysticism  

provided  an  ideal so lu tion  for a  m ind  cap tivated  by  the  ph ilosophic  quest 

bu t com m itted  on ly  to  au thentic, revealed  sources. T he T alm ud, it is  true, 

spoke of the danger that eso teric investigation could lead to heresy ; 

nonetheless, the  perils  posed  by  the  study  o f  eso teric  doctrines revealed by  

G od pale in  com parison w ith  the heresies aw aiting  a  student o f u ltim ate 

questions w hose only guides are reason and A risto tle .'’ W ith in the 

kabbalistic  system , the boundary betw een  revelation  and  ph ilosop hy w as 

com pletely  erased , so  that N ahm anides and  like-m inded  contem poraries 

could  satisfy  their yearn ing  for w hat m ight best be  term ed not a  relig ious 

ph ilosop hy but a philosophical relig ion.

w ay to  it, w hile som e knew  and en tered the path  bu t d id  no t com plete it....T here­

fore, let not the contem ptuous fool (ypn ^’oan) b lam e G od for his sin ." M y 

translation  from  Ibn T ibbon ’s H ebrew . Set Sefer H aEm m ot VehaD e'ot{36zt'* i6 '* ,  

1878) I, p . 41 =  R osenblatt’s  translation , p . 13 . O n the  read ing  Y pnV ’oan  (no t 

ypm K ), sec M . V entura, La Philosophie de Saadia G aon (Paris, 1934), p . 311 .

“C f. C havel, Ram ban: H is L ife and Teachings (N ew Y ork , 1960), pp . 67-68 .

’’T hough he is referring  to  a  la ter period , A . S . H alk in ’s rem arks can  be  applied  

to  the tw elfth cen tury  as w ell: “ Its [kabbalah ’s] concern  w ith fundam ental prob­

lem s and  its  incorporation o f  ph ilosophical concepts in to  a  system  w hich vaunted  a 

purely Jew ish ancestry and  claim ed that it represen ted  the deepest understanding  

of the revealed books, qualified it bo th  to  satisfy  the curiosity  o f  those  w ho  sought 

answ ers to  theological and  cosm ological questions and  to  challenge  A risto telian- 

ism  and its Jew ish exponen ts as alien p lan ts w ith in  Jew ry ." “Y edaiah B edersi’s 

A pology ,” in A . A ltm ann, ed ., Jewish M edieval and Renaissance Studies (C am ­

bridge, M assachusetts, 1967), p . 183.
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T his com m itm ent to  kabbalah raises a crucial final question  concern ­

ing  the sincerity  of the argum ent that w e have been exam ining . N abm a- 

n ides dem onstrates creation  aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAex n ih ilo  th rough  an  appeal to  m iracles— but 

d id he really believe in creation ex nih ilo '!  Scholem  has show n that the 

m ystical school in G erona, o f w hich N ahm anides w as the m ost prom i­

nent represen tative, turned the naive understanding of the term  on its 

head and  understood  ayin (=  n ih il)  as a  w ord  for the  h idden  recesses o f  the 

G odhead itself; creation is a process of em anation from  the div ine 

N oth ing , no t the sudden appearance of m atter from  ord inary  noth ing- 

ness.'*  A lthough  there m ay be a certain  d isingenuousness in  the kabbal- 

ist's use of th is term  to  an unin itia ted  audience, N ahm anides’ argum ent 

rem ains relatively unaffected and m ust alm ost certain ly be regarded as 

sincere. T he kabbalistic doctrine continues to assert— indeed , to insist 

— that the process o f creation  precludes the prim eval ex istence o f m atter 

independent of G od; even from  a m ystical perspective, then , the argu­

m ent from m iracles can be m obilized to deny the existence of such  

independent m atter, and  that is essen tially  w hat N ahm anides has done. 

W hether the alternative is creation from  noth ing or from  N oth ing 

depends on the reader’s kabbalistic sophistication , but N ahm anides ’ 

appeal to  m iracles in  support o f h is first dogm a rem ains bo th  ingenious 

and ingenuous.'^

'^Scholem ’s m ost e laborate d iscussion is in  H aQ abbalah BeG erona, pp . 212-40 .

’’For the  possib ility  that N ahm anides  m ay have attem pted  som ehow  to  salvage 

the straigh tforw ard understanding of creation ex nih ilo  w ith in  a  m ystical fram e­

w ork , sec H aQ abbalah BeG erona, pp. 255-65 , esp . 261-65. O n the subject of 

straigh tforw ard versus eso teric b ib lical exegesis {peshai vs. so(t), A . Funkenstein  

has recently  w ritten that "peshai and  so  J  correspond  [or ‘overlap ’— ho/e/im ] in  on ly  

one p lace [in N ahm anides’ exegesis]: kabbalah  is the cen tral d im ension  in under­

standin g  the reason for sacrifices (C om m . loLev. 1:9). Everyw here else peshat and 

sod a re d ifferen t, and  in  G enesis 1:1 th is reaches the po in t o f  syn tactical contrad ic­

tion: accord ing  to  ‘the w ay of genuine tru th ,’ the w ord  ‘G od ’ is no t the subject o f 

the  verse  bu t ra ther its  ob ject”  (“Parshanuto  H aT ippologit shel H aR am ban,”Z ion 

45 [ 1980]:46-47). C f. also H . H . B en Sasson , ‘‘R abbi M oshe ben N ahm an: Ish 

B eS ivkhei T equfato ,” M olad, n .s. 1 (1967):360 , 362-63 .

In  fact, how ever, N ahm anides  d isp lays a  p ronounced  tendency  to equate peshai 

and  sod by  find ing  that the  p lain  m eaning  o f  Scrip ture can  be  explained  satisfactor­

ily— or m ost satisfactorily— only  by resorting to  kabbalistic  doctrine. T hus, on ly  

the eso teric in terpretation  poin ting  to  m etem psychosis really ‘‘fits the verses” of 

E lihu ’s critical speech in  Job(C om m . to Job 32 :3), on ly  accord ing  to  the  kabbalistic  

in terpretation  is the sin  o f M oses and  A aron  ‘‘m entioned explicitly  in  the b ib lical 

tex t”- (C om m, lo N um bers 20:1), on ly  a  m idrash  requiring  kabbalistic  e laboration  

“fits the language of the verse best” in  G enesis 6 :4 , on ly after understanding a
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II

N ahm anidcs goes on  to  assert that m iracles— or m ore precisely , m anif­

est m iracles— validate the rem ain ing tw o dogm as of d iv ine know ledge 

and providence.^® T he connection here is so obvious as to be scarcely 

in teresting , but it is in th is d iscussion of the nature of providence that 

N aljm anides cites his central, sem inal doctrine of the hidden m ira­

cle— and that doctrine is exceptionally in teresting . A lthough sim ilar 

v iew s had been expressed earlier by B ahya, H alev i, and even M aim oni- 

des ,^ ' no previous Jew ish  th inker had laid equivalen t em phasis on such  

a  conception , applied  it as w idely , o r m ade it as cen tral to  h is  w orld  v iew . 

T he h idden m iracle , then , justly  cam e to  be regarded as a  N ahm anidean 

doctrine aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBApar excellence, and the in tellectual im age of N abm anides has 

often  been draw n in  sign ifican t m easure w ith  th is  doctrine in  m ind . T hus, 

to the ex ten t that w e have m isunderstood the h idden m iracle, w e have 

m isunderstood N ahm anides.

In at least tw o form ulations of h is position, N aljm anides perm itted  

h im self som e rhetorical excesses that have inevitab ly fostered such m is­

understanding . “A  person has no portion in the T orah of M oses,” he 

w rites, “w ithout believ ing that all th ings that happen  to  us are m iracles; 

they have noth in g to do w ith ‘nature ’ o r ‘the custom ary order of the

m ystical secret in  connection  w ith  the second com m andm ent w ill “ the  en tire verse 

becom e clear in  accordance w ith its sim ple, stra igh tforw ard m eaning" {C om m , lo  

Exodus 20 :3), and  E xodus 6 :2-3 w ill reveal its “sim ple, straigh tforw ard  m eaning" 

{C om m , ad  loc.) “w ith  no th ing  m issingor superfluous" (Serm on 0/1  Q ohelet, K ilvei 

Ram ban I, p . 192) on ly through kabbalistic exegesis. C f. also Scholem ’s rem ark  

about the C om m entary to Job, H aQ abbalah BeG erona, p . 75 , specifically w ith 

respect to Job 28 (cf. too p . 230). It is particu larly sign ifican t that although 

N ahm anidcs  endorses the  conten t o f  the  kabbalistic  doctrine read  in to  that chapter 

by  h is source (R . E zra ’s com m entary  to  the Song  o f Songs), he expresses reserva­

tions (no t no ted by  Scholem ) about the valid ity  o f  the  exegesis {K itvei Ram ban I , p . 

90). In a  sense, th is underlines the po in t; if N ahm anides w ere p repared to  find  sod 

th rough forced in terpretation , he w ould have accepted such exegesis w ithout 

resistance. O n the im portance o f  peshat to  N ahm anides, see a lso  J. Perles, “U eber 

den G eist des C om m entars des R . M oses ben N achm an zum  Pentateuch und  iiber 

sein  V erhaltn iss zum  Pentateuch-C om m entar R aschi’s,”  M G W J7 (1858):! 19-20 , 

esp . n . 2 .

pp . 150. 155.

^ 'Sec H aQ abbalah BeG erona, pp . 305 , 309 . N ahm anides h im self {TH T, p . 154) 

no ted  that M aim onides' Treatise on the Resurrection con tains a  passage supporting  

h is v iew ; the passage he had  in  m ind , w hich certain ly in fluenced  h im , w as w ithout 

question  the one po in ted  ou t by  Scholem  (F inkel’s cd ., pp '. 33-36 , #48-50), no t the 

ones noted by C havel in h is ed ition of TH T ad loc.
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w orld ’.”” M ore succinctly , “O ne w ho believes in the T orah m ay not 

believe in  the ex istence of nature at a ll.””  T he analysis underly ing  these 

rem arks appears alm ost as a refrain throughout N ahm anides’ w orks: 

since the T orah  prom ises rew ards and  punishm ents  ranging from  fam ine 

to  p lague to  constan t good health , and since there is no th ing “natural” 

about the link betw een hum an behavior and such phenom ena, provi­

dence m ust be realized  through a series o f h idden m iracles d isguised as 

part o f an apparen t natural order.^*

It is hard ly surprising , then , that students of N ahm anides have per­

ceived h im  as a th inker w ho denied, o r v irtually  denied , the ex istence o f 

natural law . Solom on Schechter, for exam ple, argues that "W e m ay- 

...m ain tain  that in  N achm anides’ system  there  is  hard ly  room  left fo r such  

a th ing as nature or ‘the order of the w orld’....M iracles are raised to a 

p lace in the regular schem e of th ings, and the d ilT icu lty regard ing the 

possib ility of G od ’s in terference w ith nature d isappears by their very  

m ultip lication . [T here is] an unbroken chain of m iracles.”^’

T o G crshom  Scholem , N ahm anides tends

to  tu rn  w hat w e call the  law s o f nature in to  a  sort o f  op tical illusion , 

since w e regard w hat is really  a  continuum  of m iracles as  a  m anifes­

ta tion of natural law ....T hese h idden  m iracles, w hich  are the foun­

dation of the entire T orah , are m iracles w hich do not appear 

m iraculous to  us....T he w orld  and the behavior o f nature and  their 

re lationship to m an are not at all in  the category of w hat w e call 

nature; they are, rather, a  constan t and constan tly  renew ed m ira­

cle , a continuous chain of m iracles..

N ahm anides ’ position, Scholem  says, is very  c lose to  occasionalism , a 

la ter philosophical school w hich denied natural law entirely , though  

there is one very sign ifican t exception : N ahm anides w as a v irtual occa- 

sionalist only w ith respect to Israel; o ther nations live in a w orld of 

nature.”

In h is recent book on N ahm anides, C hayim  H enoch m akes the sam e 

com parison  betw een the “constan t m iracu lous renew al”  in  N aljm anides’ 

thought and both  occasionalists and aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAm utakallimun, w hile po in ting  ou t,

“C om m , to Exodus 13:16; TH T, p . 153.

“5erm o« on Q ohelei, K itvei Ram ban I, p . 192.

“See C om m , to G en. 17:1 , 46 :15; £xorf. 6 :2 ; L ev . 18:29 , 26:11 . 

““N achm anides,” pp . 119-20 .

^*H aQ abbaiah BeG erona, pp . 306-07 .

“ Ib id ., pp . 309-10 .
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like Scholem , that th is applies only to Israel.^ ' Y itzhak B aer's classic aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA
H istory p resen ts N al^m anides as an  an ti-rationalist w ho denied the natu­

ral order, H aim H illel B en Sasson 's characterization is even m ore 

ex trem e and explicit, and a recent study by A m os Funkenstein refers 

som ew hat m ore cau tiously  to  “N ahm anides’ tendency  to  b lur the boun­

daries betw een the natural and the m iraculous."^’

T here can be no  question that N ahm anides perceives the  operation  o f 

p rovidence as a  phenom enon consisting  o f repeated m iracles. Indeed , he 

has forced h im self in to  a position w here he denies that G od enters the 

causal chain in any but the m ost d irect w ay.

If w e w ill stubborn ly insist that the [non-priest] w ho eats of the 

heave-o^ering w ill no t d ie through a change in nature, bu t that 

G od w ill cause h im  to  eat food that causes sickness o r that he w ill 

go to w ar and die, the fact w ould rem ain that the astro log ical 

configuration of his constella tion w ould have changed for ill 

th rough his sin  o r for good  th rough  h is m erit so  that nature w ould  

in  any event no t prevail. T hus, if  the alternative  is that G od w ould  

change th is person ’s m ind  as a  resu lt o f h is sin  so  that he w ould  eat 

harm ful foods that he  w ould  no t have eaten  o therw ise, it is  easier to  

change the nature o f the good food so  that it w ill do  h im  harm .^° 

S ince there is no conceptual d ifference to  N ahm anides betw een ind i­

rect, “natural” providence and  m iraculous d iv ine in tervention , the  w ork-

^*H aRam ban K effoqer VekhiM equbbal, p . 178 . H enoch  goes on  to  em phasize  the 

kabbalistic  character o f N ahm anides’ position , w hich w e shall touch on  briefly a 

b it la ter. In  a  m uch  earlier foo tnote  (p . S4 ,n . 162), he  had  proposed , as w e shall see, 

a crucial additional qualification , bu t there is no echo of that note in h is la ter 

d iscussion .

”See H istory o f the Jew s in  C A m n'an  Spain [(Philadelphia , 1971), p . 245; 

Toledot H aYehudim B iSefarad H aN o^rit (T el A viv , 1959), p . 145; B en Sasson in  

M olad, n.s. 1 (1967):36()-61 ; Funkenstein in Zion 45 (1980);45 . B en Sasson 's 

d iscussion clearly im plies that N ahm anides d id  no t recognize a  natural realm  even 

in  areas that do not im pinge on hum an affairs; thus, it is no t on ly  “all th ings that 

happen  to us" that are  m iracles. A ccord ing  to  N ahm anides, w e are p rohib ited  from  

m ixing species because th is w ould constitu te  unw arran ted in terference w ith  crea­

tion ; a sort of hybris reflecting  the conviction that w e can im prove on the d iv ine 

handiw ork . T o B en Sasson , the m otivation for th is in terpretation stem s from  

N ahm anides*  conviction that even such a  “natural” phenom enon as the m ain te­

nance of species in  their p resen t form  is an ongoin g m iraculous process; hence, 

hum an in tervention w ould involve an unseem ly attem pt to  com pete no t m erely  

w ith  G od 's creative acts in  the  d istan t past bu t w ith  m iracles  that H e is  perform ing  

at th is very m om ent.

^® lntroduC T ion to  Job , K itvei Ram ban I, p . 19.
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ings of providence are best understood as direct hidden m iracles 

unm ediated by natural forces. T here is therefore hard ly any poin t in  

ask ing w hy N aljm anides does no t form ally  list the h idden  m iracle  as one 

o f h is dogm as. H e does list it— under the nam e “providence.”^' 

N evertheless, N ahm anides w as forced  by  the B ib le , the halakhah , and  

in tu itions influenced by  philosophy or com m on sense o r bo th , to  recog­

n ize that natural law  often does operate— even for Jew s and probably  

even for the Jew ish  co llective. C onsequently , a  carefu l exam ination  o f  the 

to tality of N aljm anides’ com m ents on th is issue reveals nature in  opera­

tion n inety-n ine percent of the tim e, and it is perforce nature w ithout 

p rovidence, since “natural,” indirect providence is a contrad iction in  

term s.”  N ahm anides’ w orld  is therefore exceptionally— cxtraord inarily - 

— naturalistic  p recisely  because o f  h is insistence on  the  m iraculous nature  

o f p rovidence.

T his is, to say the least, an unexpected conclusion , and w e m ust now  

take a carefu l look at the tex ts w hich m ake it inescapable.

G od ’s know ledge, w hich is h is p rovidence in  the low er w orld , is to  

guard species, and even ind iv idual hum an beings are left to  acci­

dents un til their tim e o f  reckoning  com es. W ith  respect to  people  o f 

special p iety  aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA(fyasidav), how ever, G od turns h is a tten tion to  such a 

person to know  him  as an ind iv idual and to  see to it that d iv ine

^‘In TH T, p . 155, N ahm anides com es very close to  say ing th is explicitly : 

o^vn  nriD a n ’apn^ vno nv»T n enT nn bv om n  o ’n tm D on co in  ’a  T ian i laa 

"ym  yynriD njnV i jm xun  naw ai n iT avn B ?jw a poK ia "ya n jnV  .onnw n trw m  nnaem n 

K T iw  k Vk  ,n ’n ''D K n icnn nnupnm  n im n tpitrin om a vj'v k b h j

.rm nn nvreno v'rv om  ji-inw  

H enoch (p . 171) c ites th is passage, bu t I don 't th ink  he takes it (as I do) as  a  v irtual 

equation of h idden m iracles and providence in particu lar. T he T eferences to  

hashgahah and nissim nisiarim really m erge in to one another, and , desp ite the 

synuaical aw kw ardness  w hich I m ust ascribe  to  N ahm anides, the  phrase eU a shehi 

nisieret seem s to  m e to m odify hashgahah (no t hoda’ah) and  to  m ean that provi­

dence takes the form  of h idden m iracles. (H enoch ’s subsequent citation  of the 

phrase “all the fundam entals o f the  T orah  com e through h idden m iracles” from  

C om m , to G en. 46 :15 as another assertion  o f theconnertion  betw een m iracles and  

dogm as is probably  not germ ane; in that contex t, “fundam enuls o f the T orah” 

does not m ean creation , know ledge and providence but reiterates N ahm anides ’ 

standard  assertion  that a ll the T orah ’s p rom ises  o f  rew ard  and  punishm ent [=  "the 

fund am en tals of the T orah”] com e through h idden m iracles.) M anifest m iracles 

are not listed am ong the dogm as for the reason H enoch suggests: they are no t a 

dogm a in  them selves bu t an  expression o f d iv ine  pow er and  a  m eans by  w hich the 

fundam ental dogm as are validated .

’^C ontrast M aim onides, G uide II. 48 .
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pro tection cleaves to  h im  alw ays; know ledge  and  rem em brance are 

never separated from him  at all. T his is the m eaning of “H e 

w ithdraw s not his eyes from  the righ teous” (Job 36:4); indeed , 

m any verses refer to  th is p rincip le , as it is  w ritten , “B ehold , the  eye 

o f the L ord is on those w ho fear h im ” (Psalm s 33:18), and o thers 

besides.”

S ince he is com m enting on a verse w hich says that G od “knew ” 

A braham , N ahm anides here understands the  term  know ledge in  a  strong 

sense as the equivalen t o f p rovidence, bu t there is no  reason  to  th ink  that 

th is passage lim its d iv ine know ledge in the ord inary sense o f the w ord .”  

T he lim itation on providence itself, how ever, is sign ifican t enough; no t 

m any people are designated aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAhasid im in N ahm anides’ term inology , and  

the a ttribu tion o f  constant p rovidence  to  p recious few  ind iv iduals  is  m ade 

even clearer by the phrase he uses in a later passage.

K now that m iracles are perform ed for good or ill on ly for the 

abso lu tely righ teous (laddiq im gem urim ) o r the  abso lu tely  w icked . 

T hose in  the m iddle have good  or ill occur to  them  accord ing  to  the 

custom ary order of the w orld “in accordance w ith their w ay and  

their actions” (E zekiel 36:17).”

T he assertion that m iracles are perform ed only for the absolu tely  

righ teous or w icked is couched in general term s and appears to  include 

every  variety o f m iracles. H ence, o rd inary people are excluded  from  the 

regular operation  of h idden  m iracles  and  are left, as  in  the  C om m entary to 

G enesis, to  the custom ary , natural order. T he last phrase from  E zekiel, 

how ever, rem ains troublesom e. It could m ean that such  people  are  left to  

som e sort of ind irect providence w eaker than the one w hich w orks by  

h idden m iracles, bu t th is  w ould  d irectly  contrad ict the  in troduction  to  the 

C om m entary to Job, w hich v irtually denies the ex istence of such provi­

dence, it w ould contrad ict the assertion in the C om m entary to G enesis 

that non-hasid im are left to  “accidents,” and it w ould in troduce a cate­

gory or p rovidence found now here else in  N ahm anides. T he m ost likely  

m eaning , then , is that people left to  accidents w ill be  sub jected  to  good  or

to G en. 18:19 .

”C f. the passage from  B ahya cited by C havel ad loc., and contrast L . S tein 's 

assertion  cited in n . 37 below . N ote too that, if w e w ould not assum e constan t 

d iv ine know ledge in the w eak sense, w e w ould need to resort to com plex and  

obscure triggering m echanism s to account for the "tim e of reckoning" and  per­

haps even for G od ’s recognition that so-and-so has becom e the sort o f p ious m an 

deserv ing of constan t d iv ine pro tection . Sec the related d iscussion at nn . 38-42 

below .

to D eut. 11:13 .
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evil accord ing to “their w ay and their actions” in a purely naturalistic 

sense; those  w ho  are  carefu l w ill be  safer than  those w ho are  no t. Just such  

a  position , in  fact, em erges from  a passage in  the aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAC om mentary to Job that 

w e shall exam ine in  a  m om ent w here N ahm anides m ain tains that people 

left to  accidents  are likely  to  stum ble  un less they  are  particu larly  cau tious.

R einforcing  th is conception that G od m ay w ell decide to  leave people 

to  accidents is N ahm anides' celebrated d iscussion o f m edicine, w here he 

m ain tains that in  an  ideal Jew ish  society  even ind iv iduals w ould  be  dealt 

w ith  m iraculously  so  that m edical treatm ent w ould  be  e ither unnecessary  

o r fu tile . R egrettab ly , people  began to  consult doctors, and so  G od left 

them  “to  natural accidents.In  th is case, the halakhic perm issib ility  o f 

consulting physicians, w hich N attm anides goes on  to  cite , undoubted ly  

p layed a ro le in  m oderating  h is skepticism  about h is ow n profession ; the 

T orah , he says, does no t rest its law s on  m iracles. T his halakhic  p rincip le 

is no t especially  congenial to  an  occasionalist, and , as w e shall see, th is is 

no t the  on ly  instance in  w hich  it w orked  to  m itigate  N ahm anides' em pha­

sis on the m iraculous.

T hese passages leave no alternative to a thorough reth ink ing of the 

standard im age o f N ahm anides. C hayim  H enoch , w ho stud ied N ahm an­

ides' oeuvre w ith painstak ing care, does confront them  in a footnote, 

and  he suggests that the passages about m iraculous p rovidence  m ay  refer 

to  the Jew ish collective and not to  all Jew ish  ind iv iduals. N evertheless, 

since w e have seen that he la ter describes N ahm anides as m ain tain ing a 

v iew  close to  that o f the occasionalists  and the m uiakallim un, the enor­

m ity  o f th is concession  has apparen tly  failed  to  m ake a  sufficien t im pres­

sion .” Finally , even the sharp ly shrunken position w hich applies 

N ahm anides' den ial o f the natural o rder on ly  to  the Jew ish  co llective  (in  

addition to  a handfu l o f ex traord inarily  righ teous and w icked ind iv idu­

als) m ust be shaken by  a  particu larly  strik ing  passage in  the C om mentary 

to Job.

H e w ithdraw s not h is eyes from the righteous (Job  36:7): T his verse 

explains a great princip le w ith respect to  providence concern ing  

w hich there are in fact m any verses. For people of T orah and  

perfect fa ith  believe in  p rovidence, i.e ., that G od w atches over and

“C om m , to Lev. 26:11 .

’’See above, n . 28 . O ne n ineteen th-century scholar no ticed  the  passage in  C om m , 

to G en. 18:19 and  allow ed it to  m ake too  great an  im pression , asserting  in  a  b rief 

passage that N ahm anides' view of both div ine know ledge and providence is 

v irtually iden tical w ith  that o f G ersonides. See L . S tein , D ie W iilensfreiheit und ihr  

Verhdltn iss zur goitlichen Pr& scienz undProvidenz bet den Judischen Philosophen des 

M itiela iiers (B erlin , 1882), pp . 126-27 . See above, n . 34 .
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pro tects the m em bers of the hum an species....It is no t said in the 

T orah  or p rophets that G od w atches over and  pro tects the  ind iv id­

uals of o ther groups of creatures that do not speak; rather, he 

guards only the species....T he reason for th is is c learly know n, for 

since m an recognizes h is G od, G od in tu rn w atches over h im  and  

pro tects h im ; th is is no t true of the o ther creatures, w hich do  not 

speak and do not know  their creator.

T his, then , is w hy he pro tects the righteous, for just as their heart 

and  eyes are alw ays w ith h im , so  are the eyes o f G od on  them  from  

the beginning of the year until the end , to  the poin t w here the 

abso lu tely p ious m an aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA(hasid) w ho cleaves to h is G od alw ays and  

w ho never separates h im self from  him  in h is thoughts by paying 

atten tion to m undane m atters w ill be guarded alw ays from  all 

accidents, even those that take p lace in  the  natural course o f  events; 

such a person w ill be pro tected from  these accidents through a 

m iracle occurring  to  h im  constan tly , as if  he  w ere considered  one o f 

the supernal beings w ho are no t sub ject to  generation and  corrup­

tion by accidents. T o the ex ten t that th is ind iv idual com es close to  

G od by cleav ing to h im , he w ill be guarded especially w ell, w hile 

one w ho is far from  G od in h is thought and deeds, even if he does 

no t deserve death because of h is sin , w ill be forsaken and left to  

accidents.

M any verses m ake th is po in t. D avid [jic] said , “H e w ill guard the 

feet of h is holy ones, but the w icked shall be put to silence in  

darkness” (1 Sam uel 2 ;9). H e m eans by  th is that those w ho are close 

to  G od are under abso lute  p ro tection , w hile those w ho  are  far from  

h im  are subject to  accidents and  have no  one to  pro tect them  from  

harm , just as one w ho  w alks in  the  darkness is likely  to  fall un less he 

is cau tious and w alks slow ly . D avid also said that “ it is no t w ith  

sw ord and spear that the L ord saves” (I Sam uel 17:47), and it is 

w ritten , “B ehold , the eye of the L ord is on  those w ho fear h im , on  

those w ho w ait fo r h is m ercy” (Psalm s 33:18); i.e ., G od ’s eyes are 

on  them  w hen they  w ait fo r h im  constan tly  and  their sou ls c leave to  

h im .

S ince m ost of the w orld belongs to th is in term ediate group , the 

T orah com m anded that w arriors be m obilized , and that the priest 

anoin ted  for w ar send  back the fearfu l so  that they w ill no t sap  the 

courage of the o thers. It is for th is reason too that w e find the 

preparation  of the order of battle in the T orah and the prophets, 

fo r exam ple, “A nd D avid  inquired  o f the L ord , and the L ord said , 

‘D o not go  up; c ircle around behind  them ...’ (II Sam uel 5 :23), and  

‘G o and  draw  tow ard  M ount T abor, and take w ith you ten thou­

sand m en” (Judges 4 :6). H ad they been m erito rious, they w ould  

have gone out w ith a few  people and achieved victory w ithout
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arm s, and had they deserved defeat, no m ultitude w ould have 

helped them . In th is case, how ever, they deserved to  be treated  in  

the m anner of nature and accident. T his is a m atter w hich w as 

explained w ell by M aim onides in the aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAG uide of the Perplexed.

A s N ahm anides h in ts in h is last sen tence, m uch of th is passage (un til 

the final paragraph) is a paraphrase of M aim onides’ d iscussion in G uide 

111. 18 , and it is so  strik ing in  its naturalism  and  lim itation of p rovidence  

that w e shall first have to devote som e tim e to dem onstrating that 

N ahm anides has no t changed  in to  a M aim onides in  d isguise. T he tru th  is 

that he has in troduced som e subtle but crucial— and characteristic- 

— changes in to his paraphrase of the G uide, so that h is final sen tence, 

im ply ing  an identity of v iew s w ith M aim onides, is p rofoundly m islead* 

ing . F irst, desp ite  M aim onides’ use  o f the  term  p ious {hasid im in  bo th  Ibn  

T ibbon and A l-I-farizi) to describe people w ho attain the benefits of 

p rovidence, the G uide repeated ly em phasizes the in tellectual d im ension 

as w ell; to put it m oderately , providence is connected not only w ith  

righ teousness bu t a lso  w ith  in tellectual ach ievem ent. In  N ahm anides, th is 

cen tral po in t o f the G uide van ishes en tirely ; though even he could  hard ly  

have perceived his hasid as a pious fool, the em phasis on in tellect is 

com pletely absent.

A  second and  for our purposes  even m ore im portan t d ivergence  com es 

th rough N ahm anides’ in troduction of an apparen tly innocuous phrase 

in to  the final sen tence  o f  the  second  paragraph . M aim onides had  asserted  

that pious in tellectuals are close to G od and hence atta in providence  

w hile those w ho are far from  him  are likely to stum ble because they  

rem ain unpro tected . T he abso lu tely w icked , w ho constitu te an ex trem e 

exam ple of the second category , are thus likely to fall because of an  

absence of pro tection ; consequently , the citation of the verse “T he 

w icked shall be pu t to  silence in  darkness’’ in terpreted  as b lind , unguided  

groping in the dark is especially appropriate . N ahm anides, how ever, as 

w e have seen in  h is com m entary to  D euteronom y 11:13 , believed that the 

abso lu tely  w icked are  punished  by  m iraculous d iv ine in tervention , and  so  

he slipped h is crucial phrase in to  the M aim onidean  d iscussion ; “O ne w ho 

is far from  G od in his thoughts and deeds, even if  he does not deserve death 

for h is sins, w ill be forsaken and left to accidents.’’ W hen N ahm anides 

then continues to  paraphrase the G uide by  citing “ the w icked  shall be  pu t 

to  silence in darkness’’ understood m erely as absence of pro tection , the 

reference becom es forced  and inappropriate . A ll o f a sudden , “w icked” 

excludes the tru ly  w icked and  refers on ly  to  an  in term ediate  category  that 

p lays no ro le in the M aim onidean passage. It is only because of th is 

tam pering w ith the analysis in the G uide that N ahm anides’ final para­

graph , w hich is no t derived from  M aim onides, can begin  w ith  a  reference 

to “th is in term ediate group .”
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T he in troduction of the person w ho deserves death for h is sins also  

underm ines the essen tially naturalistic character o f M aim onides’ analy>  

sis. T o M aim onides, a person w ho reached the requisite  level atta ined 

providence “by  necessity" th rough  h is link  w ith  the  d iv ine overflow , and  

N ahm anides’ d iscussion of his aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAhasid '% achiev ing providence through  

cleav ing to  G od (devequi) could  also be read in  a relatively naturalistic , 

though m ystical sense.’* L ater kabbalists, in fact, w ere uncom fortab le  

w ith the en tire concept of the  h idden  m iracle because o f their conviction  

that the process by w hich hum an actions affect both nature and the 

ind iv idual’s fate is one of c learcu t cause and  effect involv ing  the  eso teric  

re lationsh ip betw een upper and low er w orlds.”

N evertheless, it w ould alm ost certain ly be a m istake to understand 

N aljm anides’ m iracles  as en tirely  “naturalistic"  m ystical events. It is, first 

o f all, overw helm ingly likely that N aljm anides understood sefiro tic  

action as involv ing specific d iv ine volition ,*®  and so the providence 

atta ined  by  the Im sid w ho cleaves to  G od does no t have to  be  understood  

as com ing “by  necessity .”* ' M oreover, the m iraculous punishm ent o f  the 

person deserv ing to  d ie for h is sins certain ly  does no t com e through  any  

cleav ing  to  G od  (just as it cou ld  no t com e through  linkage to  a  M aim oni- 

dean overflow ); and , w hile an alternative kabbalistic m echanism  of a 

naturalistic sort is theoretically feasib le , N aljm anidcs does not provide 

one. In particu lar, the search for a “naturalistic” m ystical triggering  

m echanism  to account for the “tim e of reckoning” of in term ediate 

ind iv iduals w ho are norm ally ignored w ould be especially  d ifficu lt.**  In

’*O n the  p rocess  o f  devequt, in  w hich  the  sefirak o f  tiferel p lays a  special ro le , cf. 

H enoch , pp . 248-51 .0n  the  A ony  w ho  cleaves to  G od, cf. a lso  C om m . loD eut. 5 :23 , 

11 :22; C om m , to Lev. 18:4 ; Serm on on Q ohelet, K itvei Ram ban I, p . 192.

”M ciribn G abbai, ‘AvodalH aQ odesh(\Jim 'ti, 1894), II. 17 .p . 36b(broughtto  

m y atten tion by P rof. B ernard  Septim us); Isaiah H orow itz , ShneiLuhot H aBerit 

(J6zew 6w , 1878), pp . 9b .l0a, discussed by C havel, Ram ban, pp. 85-86 , and  

H enoch , p . 56 , n . 171. P rof. Septim us’ H ispano-Jew ish C ulture in Transition: V ie 

C areer and C ontroversies of Ram ah (C am bridge, M ass, and L ondon, E ngland , 

1982), w hich appeared  after the  com pletion of th is artic le , contains a  d iscussion  o f 

the  argum ent in  ‘Avodat H aQ odesh (pp . 110-11); the book also  called  m y  atten tion  

to  a tw o-sen tence passage in E . G ottlieb’s M ehqarim BeSifrut H aQ abbalah (T el 

A viv , 1976), p . 266 , w hich com m ents on the cen tral them e of th is essay w ith real 

insigh t (Septim us, pp . 110, 170 n . 54).

*® See H enoch , p . 18, n . 21 .

* 'N ote that N ahm anides’ rem ark that the  A < i5 i< /"vvill be  p ro tected  from  accidents 

th rough a m iracle occurring to  h im  constan tly" is another elaboration  on his 

M aim onidean source.

**T he system s of the la te r kabbalists d id  no t generally assum e the ex istence o f  a  

g roup of Jew s usually left to  accidents.
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short, fo r a ll its lim itation  o f p rovidence, th is passage in  the aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAC om m entary 

to Job does not lead to naturalism  of a M aim onidean or even m ystical 

variety .

T he fact rem ains, how ever, that it no t on ly  p rovides  a  v igorous reasser­

tion of the largely accidental life of ord inary ind iv iduals, it calls in to  

question the  exclusively  m iracu lous fa te o f even  the Jew ish  co llective. T he 

final paragraph of th is passage, w hich is N ahm anides’ ow n, asserts 

unam biguously that m iraculous providence d id not alw ays pro tect the 

Jew ish people in its b ib lical w ars. Iron ically , N ahm anides is once again  

forced in to a naturalistic posture precisely  by  h is m iracu lous conception  

of p rovidence. T he verses that he cites include d irect advice g iven  to  the 

Jew ish  arm y by G od h im self; fo r som eone w ho believed that providence 

norm ally operates th rough  nature, these battles w ould  constitu te  classic 

exam ples of d iv ine pro tection of Israel. Instead , N ahm anides explicitly  

c ites them  to  show  that w hen Jew s are in  the in term ediate category , they  

are abandoned  to  accidents, w ith a  c lear analogy to  the ind iv idual w ho  is 

a llow ed  to  stum ble in  the darkness. W e are  apparen tly  left to  assum e that 

in  an  age w ithout prophecy , w hen no d iv ine advice is p roffered , such  an  

arm y w ould have been left to  accidents pure and sim ple. B ut if a  Jew ish 

arm y fighting  under the judges of Israel is no t the Jew ish  co llective, it is 

hard to im agine w hat is. H ence, although N ahm anides could never 

consider the possib ility that G od w ould allow  the Jew ish people to be 

u tterly  destroyed th rough  the accidents  o f nature, it seem s c lear that even 

the Jew ish collective is no t alw ays governed by an unbroken chain of 

h idden m iracles.*^

^’N eedless to  say , m iraculous providence often does govern the w ars o f Israel; 

see  the  references in  H enoch , pp . 60-61 . O n  the  suspension  o f  such  providence from  

the Jew ish  co llective, cf. R ashb .a’s  responsum fl. 19) c ited  by  H enoch , p . 57 , n . 171 , 

w hich asserts  that, a lthough  Jew s are  generally  excluded  from  astro log ical control, 

their sins can low er them  to  a position ehere th is is no longer the case. T hough  

H enoch  apparen tly  considers th is  inconsisten t w ith  N ahm anides' v iew , the  passage 

from  the C om m , to Job m ay suggest o therw ise, since nature and  the astro log ical 

o rder are pretty m uch synonym ous. For N ahm anides* frequent denials that the 

Jew ish  people o r the  land  of Israel are sub ject to  the  constella tions, see Serm on on 

Q ohelet, K itvei Ram ban I, pp . 200^1] Serm on on RoshH aShanah, K iiveiRambanl, 

p. 250; C om m . toG en. 15:18; C om m . ioLev. \% \2S,C om m . to D eut. 29 :25; T /fT , p . 

150 . It w as presum ably  the repeated assertions in  these passages that G entiles are 

subject to  the constellations  w hich persuaded  Scholem  and  H enoch  that N ahm an­

ides' supposed denial of a natural order applied only to Jew s. T he belief that 

nature prevails in  the absence o f special m erit w as used  by  Solom on ibn  V erga  as a  

c lever transition from  relig ious to naturalistic explanation of Jew ish exile and  

suffering {Shevet Yehudah, ed . A . Schochet [Jerusalem , 1947], p . 127).
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Finally , a responsum  by N al)m anides on astro logy raises questions 

about the constancy of m iraculous providence even for the rem ain ing 

handfu l o f  ex traord inarily  righ teous ind iv iduals. F rom  a  ta lm udic d iscus­

sion , he says,

it fo llow s that it is perm issib le to listen to [astro logers] and to  

believe them . T his is c lear from  A braham , w ho said , “I looked  at 

astro log ical calcu lations,”  and  from  R . A kiba, w ho  w orried  deeply  

about h is daughter [w ho had  been the subject o f  a  d ire  astro log ical 

p red iction] and concluded after she w as saved that charity had  

rescued her literally from  death ....H ow ever, G od aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAsom eiim es [m y 

em phasis] perform s a  m iracle for those w ho fear h im  by  nullify ing  

the decree of the stars for them , and these are am ong the h idden 

m iracles w hich occur in the ord inary m anner of the w orld and  

upon w hich the en tire T orah depends. C onsequently , one should  

no t consult astro logers bu t should rather go forth in sim ple faith , 

as it is w ritten , “Y ou shall be w holehearted w ith the L ord your 

G od” (D eut. 18-13). If som eone does see som eth ing undesirab le 

th rough  astro logy , he should  perform  good  deeds and  pray  a  g reat 

deal; a t the sam e tim e, if  he saw  through  astro logy that a  particu lar 

day is not ausp icious for his w ork , he should avoid it and not 

depend on a  m iracle. It is m y  v iew  that it is  p roh ib ited  to  go  counter 

to  the constella tions w hile depending  on a m iracle.**

A  legal responsum  requires a particu larly strong m easure of cau tion 

and responsib ility , and it m ay therefore  be dangerous to draw  conclu ­

sions about N ahm anides’ m ore general theo logical inclinations  from  th is 

sort o f  source; even  occasionalists  do  no t w alk  o ff  c liffs, and  occasionalist 

halakhists do  no t advise o thers to  do  so . N evertheless, the p lain  m eaning  

of the passage appears to be that even “ those w ho fear” G od are not 

favored w ith continuous m iracles, and  m ethodological reservations can­

not en tirely neutralize  the im pact o f such a  rem ark . T hus, N ahm anides ’ 

den ial of nature m ay not apply in undilu ted form  even to that final 

category of the abso lu tely righ teous.* ’

**K itveiRam banl,p. 379 . T he ta lm udic d iscussion  that N ahm anides c ites  is  in  5 . 

Shabbat 156a-b .

*’!t m ay be relevant to  no te  M aim onides’ sudden insigh t in  G uide III. 51 , w here 

he explains that even the p ious in tellectual is likely to  stop  concentrating on the 

d iv ine fo r a  w hile, and  during  that tim e he rem ains unpro tected . E ven  w ith in  a  less 

naturalistic  fram ew ork  than  that o f  M aim onides, a  paralle l analysis  is  no t im possi­

b le . C f. a lso  the som ew hat en igm atic  passage in  Serm on on Q ohelei. K itvei Ram ban 

I. p . 192, w hich apparen tly speaks of occasional accident w ith respect to the 

righ teous.
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M oreover, even though N ahm anides com plains that M aim onides 

“ lim its m iracles and  increases nature,”** h is ow n exegesis is  by  no  m eans 

free o f such a tendency . T he p lain m eaning  of the b ib lical tex t ind icates 

that the rainbow  w as first created after the flood , bu t N aljm anides is 

p repared to resort to rein terpretation under the pressure of scien tific 

ev idence. “A gainst our w ill, w e m ust believe the  w ords o f  the  G reeks that 

the rainbow  com es about as a  result o f the sun ’s burn ing  in  the m oist a ir, 

fo r the rainbow  appears in  a  vessel o f  w ater p laced  in  the  sun .”*^ T hus, the 

B ib le m eans only  that the rainbow , w hich had appeared from  the begin ­

n ing of creation , w ould henceforth be invested w ith sym bolic sign ifi­

cance. S im ilarly , he rein terprets a R abbin ic statem ent that the land of 

Israel w as no t inundated  by  the  w aters  o f the  flood , argu ing  that there  w as 

no fence around it to prevent the w ater from  entering ; all the R abbis 

m eant w as that the rain did not actually fall in Israel nor w ere its 

sub terranean w aters let loose, bu t the w ater that orig inated elsew here 

covered Israel as w ell.**

W ith respect to the age of the an ted iluv ians, there is a w ell-know n 

d ispute in w hich N ahm anides takes M aim onides to task for ascrib ing  

ex trem e longevity only to the figures explicitly  m entioned in the B ib le . 

T here is an alm ost instinctive tendency to  ascribe M aim onides’ position  

to h is desire to restric t m iracles*’ and N ahm anides’ to  h is tendency to  

m ultiply  them . In fact, how ever, N ahm anides attacks M aim onides for 

precisely the opposite offense. T he argum ent in  the aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAG uide, he reports, is 

that a  few  people lived such long  lives e ither because  o f the  w ay  they  took  

care o f them selves o r as a  resu lt o f  a  m iracle. B ut it is  hardly  p lausib le  that 

people could  quadruple  their life span by  fo llow ing a  particu lar reg im en; 

as fo r m iracles, “w hy should  such a m iracle be perform ed for them  w hen 

they  are  neither p rophets nor especially  righ teous m en?” T he real reason  

for th is longevity w as the superior air before the tim e of the flood 

com bined  w ith  the excellen t constitu tion  w ith  w hich their recent ancestor

p. 154.

*’C om m . to G en. 9:12 , and cf. TH T, p. 174.

**C om m . to G en. 8 :11 . A s M . D . E isenstad t po in ted  ou t in  h is com m ent ad  loc. 

(Perush H aRam ban ‘a l H aTorah [N ew  Y ork , 1958]), N ahm anides’ exegesis ignores  a  

R abbin ic statem ent that the inhabitan ts of the land of Israel d ied  only from  the 

vapors.

*’M aim onides w anted  to  leave  the  natural o rder in tact, said  Judah  A lfakar a t the 

height o f the M aim onidean controversy , bu t w hat does it m atter if som eone tells  

you  that he  saw  one  cam el o r th ree  fly ing  in  the  a ir?  See Q ovef Teshuvoi H aRam bam 

(U ipzig , 1859), III, p . 2a.
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A dam  had been created , and these reasons, of course, apply to all 

an ted iluv ians equally .

It is a  m atter o f  special in terest that R itba’s defense o f M aim onides on  

th is po in t a lready  reflects w hat w as to  becom e the  standard  m isread ing  o f 

N aljm anides ’ position on hidden m iracles. M aim onides, R itba argues, 

believed in  the  constancy  o f  natural phenom ena over the  generations, and  

so N aljm anides ’ naturalistic explanation about superior air could not 

appeal to  h im . A s for the ob jection  that m iracles w ould  no t be  perform ed 

for ord inary people, th is is a peculiar argum ent com ing from  N ahm a- 

n ides. H e h im self, after a ll, "has taught us that there is  a  g reat d ifference  

betw een  a  m iracle like  longevity  that com es to  a  certain  ex ten t in  a  natural 

w ay and a m iracle that com es en tirely outside the natural order."* ’ In  

o ther w ords, m anifest m iracles w ould  happen  on ly  to  the  specially  righ te­

ous, but h idden m iracles happen to everyone. W hether N ahm anides 

w ould  have considered  the M aim onidean version  o f an ted iluv ian  longev­

ity  a  h idden or m anifest m iracle is debatab le ,”  bu t the m ain  po in t is that 

R itba has m isread his v iew  of the ubiquity  of the h idden m iracle: such  

m iracles too  happen regularly  on ly to  "prophets or especially  righ teous 

m en.”

O ne p lace w here N ahm anides in troduces a  m iracle w hich  is no t in  any  

o f h is sources is in  the account o f  the  flood , w here  he  suggests  that the  ark  

m iraculously  contained m ore than its d im ensions w ould  norm ally  allow . 

T he problem  here, how ever, is so acu te , and  the alternative so lu tio ns so  

im plausib le , that it is d ifiicu lt to  regard th is as ev idence of eagerness to  

m ultip ly m iracles, particu larly since he m akes a  po in t o f say ing  that the 

ark w as m ade relatively large "for the purpose of m inim izing the 

m iracle ."**aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA

^°C om m . to G en. 5:4 .

^'Sefer H aZikkaron, ed . K . K ahana (Jerusalem , 1956), pp . 37-39 .

**A s K ahana notes, R itba w as probably th inking of N ahm anides ’ assertion 

{C om m , to G en. 46:15) that Jochebed ’s g iv ing  b irth  at the age o f 130 is a  h idden 

m iracle . It is w orth noting , how ever, that even though hidden and m anifest 

m iracles are  perform ed  th rough  d ifferen t d iv ine nam es (e .g .. C om m , to Exodus 6:2), 

the boundary line betw een them  is no t alw ays hard and  fast, if on ly  because the 

constan t repetition  o f certain  h idden m iracles can m ake them  m anifest (C om m , to 

Lev. 26:11).

^^C om m . to G en. 6:19 . N evertheless, it is no tew orthy that unless N ahm anides 

had  in  m ind  the  m in iaturization  o f  the  an im als in  the  ark  (and  he  does no t say  th is), 

the  m iracle he is suggesting  appears  to  involve the  sort o f  log ical con tradiction  that 

Jew ish rationalists refrained from  accepting even in m iracles and w hich they 

ascribed only to  their C hristian adversaries. See D . L asker, Jewish Philosophical 

Polem ics Against C hristianity in the M iddle Ages (N ew  Y ork , 1977), passim , and
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N abm anides, then , w as no  occasionalist o r near occasionalist. E xcept 

in  the rarest o f instances, the  natural o rder governs the  lives o f  non-Jew s, 

bo th  ind iv idually  and  co llectively , as w ell as the  overw helm ing m ajority  

o f Jew s. T he Jew ish collective is often (usually?) gu ided by  m iraculous 

providence, bu t it too can find itself fo rsaken and left to  accidents; and  

though the absolu tely righ teous and absolu tely w icked also enjoy (or 

suffer) a chain of h idden m iracles, the chain is apparen tly  no t unbroken . 

M oreover, N ahm anides’ uncom prom ising insistence that providence is 

exclusively m iraculous m eans that, a lthough G od is constan tly  aw are o f 

everyone, he does not exercise providence w hen nature prevails; since 

nature alm ost alw ays prevails, the rou tine function ing of N ahm anides*  

w orld is, as w e have already noted , ex traord inarily naturalistic .

W hat, then , is the m eaning  of N ahm anides’ assertions that ’’a  person  

has no  portion  in  the  T orah  o f  M oses w ithout believ ing that a ll th ings that 

happen to  us are m iracles; they have noth in g to  do w ith ‘nature’ o r ‘the 

custom ary  order o f the  w orld ’ ”  and  that “one w ho believes in  the T orah  

m ay not believe in the ex istence of nature at all’’?”

T o reso lve th is question , w e m ust look  again  a t h is standard  argum ent 

fo r h idden m iracles and  the term s in w hich it is usually  couched . A s w e 

have already  seen , the essence o f th is argum ent is invariab ly  the fact that 

the T orah  prom ises rew ards and punishm ents w hich cannot com e natu­

rally ; hence, they  are all m iracles. T his  is  true, he  says, “of  a ll the  p rom ises aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA
(ye'udim) in  the T orah .””  “T he prom ises o f the T orah  (ye'udei hoTorah) 

are a ll m iracles.” ^^ H idden  m iracles w ere perform ed for the patriarchs in  

the m anner of “all the prom ises (ye'udim ) of the T orah , for no good  

com es to  a  person  as the  rew ard  o f  a  good  deed  and  no  ev il befalls h im  as a  

resu lt o f sin  except th rough a m iraculous act....T he rew ard and punish­

m ent for the en tire T orah in  th is w orld com es through m iracles that are 

h idden .’’’^ “A ll the prom ises (ye'udim) in the T orah , favorab le o r unfa­

vorab le, are a ll m iracu lous and  take the form  of h idden m iracles.* '”  “A ll 

the b lessings [in the T orah] are m iracles.’’”

esp . pp . 25-43 , and  cf. m y The Jewish-C hristian D ebate in the H igh M iddle Ages 

(Philadelph ia , 1979), pp . 351-52 , esp . n . 11, for a possib le affirm ation of th is 

ra tionalist position by N ahm anides h im self.

”See no tes 22-23.

^^C om m . to G en. 17:1 .

”C om /n . to G en. 46:15 .

to Exod. 6:2 .

^*C om m . to Lev. 18:29 . 

to Lev. 26:11 .
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In all of these passages, N ahm anides’ afT irm ation of m iracles refers 

specifically to the realm  of rew ard and punishm ent prom ised by the 

T orah . S im ilarly , w hen he m akes the ex trem e assertion  in  h is com m en­

tary that “all th ings that happen to us are m iracles,” he im m ediately  

continues, “If a  person  observes the  com m andm ents h is rew ard  w ill m ake 

h im  successful, and if he vio lates them  his punishm ent w ill destroy 

h im .”“ In his serm on aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBATorat H aShem Tem im ah, w here he repeats h is 

strong statem ent about m iracles, the evidence again com es from  the 

“prom ises of the T orah” (ye'udei haTorah).^' N ahm anides ’ in ten tion is 

that “all th ings that happen  io \xs," in  the context o f rew ard and punishm ent 

“are m iracles.”

T he passage in  h is serm on does appear to  be arguing for a som ew hat 

b roader conclusion , but that conclusion is not the non-existence of 

nature. N ahm anides is concerned by M aim onides’ tendency to lim it 

m iracles w herever possib le , a tendency exem plified  m ost d isturb ingly  in  

h is a llegorical in terpretation of Isaiah ’s p rophecy  that the nature o f w ild  

an im als w ill be transform ed  at the  end  o f days. S ince M aim onides h im self 

once dem onstrated  an understanding  o f ongoing  m iraculous p rovidence, 

h is apparen t inclination to  resist every  ex tra  m iracle th rough  the m obili­

zation of all h is considerab le ingenuity  appears poin tless, inexplicab le , 

and  unw arran ted .^^  T he relig iously  unavoidable  belief  in  such  providence 

m ust log ically lead to  a relaxation  of inh ib itions against the recognition  

of m iracles. T here is no th ing achieved  by the tendency of M aim onides 

and Ibn E zra to  approach every m iracle stated or im plied in Scrip ture 

w ith  the hope that it can be m ade to  d isappear th rough  som e naturalistic 

explanation ; w e w ill still be left w ith  a w orld punctuated  by  the regular 

appearance of m iraculous providential acts. N o denial of the natural 

o rder is either explicit o r im plicit in  th is argum ent. A side from  the fact 

that such a denial w ould contrad ict a num ber of N ahm anides’ explicit 

sta tem ents, it w ould be an extravagant inference from  the ev idence of 

ye'udei haTorah. T he T orah ’s p rom ises o f rew ard and  punishm ent do  no t

to Exod. 13:16 . 

p . 153.

p . 154 (cf. n . 21). T he argum ent in  C om m . toG en. 46:15 is v irtually  the 

sam e, except that here the target is Ibn E zra’s refusal to recognize Jochebed ’s 

advanced age w hen she gave b irth . H ere too th is unreasonable resistance stem s 

from  a  failu re  to  appreciate  the fact that the T orah  is rep lete w ith  h idden  m iracles. 

N ahm anides ’ sta tem ent that the punishm ent o f a  w om an suspected  o f in fidelity  is 

the only perm anent m iracle estab lished by the T orah (C om m , ro N um bers 5 :20) 

refers, o f course, on ly to  m anifest m iracles (cf. H enoch , p . 55 , n . 169).
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dem onstrate the non-ex istence of nature, and N aljm anides never m eant 

to  say that they do .* ’

T he N ahm anides that em erges from  th is d iscussion is a com plex , 

m ulti-d im ensional figure  w hose w orld  v iew  is shaped  by  an  a lm ost bew il­

dering  variety  o f  in tellectual fo rces. H e m ust g rapple  w ith  the  p ressures  o f 

p rofound relig ious faith , philosophical argum ent, halakhic doctrine, 

m ystical belief, astro log ical science, and Scrip tural teaching to forge a 

concept of the m iraculous that w ill do  justice to  them  all. O n the one 

hand , h is  G od retains the unrestric ted righ t o f in tervention  in  the  natural 

o rder; even ord inary ind iv iduals have their tim e of reckoning, no t on ly  

the absolu tely righ teous or the absolu tely w icked die from  eating the 

heave-offering , non-Jew ish collectives can surely be punished for 

sin**— and  N abm anides’ log ic requires that a ll these d iv ine  acts be  under­

stood as m iraculous. A t the sam e tim e, such in terventions rem ain  very  

m uch the exception in a  w orld w hich  o therw ise functions in  an en tirely  

naturalistic  w ay . N ahm anides’ position  allow s for un tram m eled m iracles 

w ith in a fundam entally  natural order and is a strik ing exam ple of h is 

effort to in tegrate an uncom prom ising relig ious position in to a w orld  

v iew  that recognizes the valid ity  of m uch of the philosophical ach ieve­

m ent of the m edieval w orld .

*’T he rem ark in  the aZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBASerm on on Q ohelel that “one  w ho  believes in  the  T orah  m ay 

not believe in  the  ex istence of nature  a t a ll”  (K itvei Ram ban I , p . 192) appears  in  an  

ellip tical contex t w ith  m any of the  sam e features as  the  o ther d iscussions o f  h idden 

m iracles, and I am  confident that it too refers to the realm  of rew ard and 

punishm ent. See also the end  of n . 45 above.

^*C om m . to G en. 1:1 .
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