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REALISTIC MESSIANISM

“Realism” is a vague term, and at least as an attribute of 
political theories it means little more than the rejection of utopian mod- 
els. Giambattista Vico summed up the classical tradition of political 
realism in a succinct (though (sorrowed) phrase. Plato and Grotius, he 
said, construed their ideal constitution to fit “man as he should be.” 
While sharing their aspirations, Vico nonetheless concurs with their 
adversaries from Aristotle through Tacitus to Machiavelli and Hobbes 
in the search for the best constitution to accommodate “man as he is. 
in order to turn him to good uses >n human sovietv. Out of ferocity, 
avarice and ambition . . . it makes civil happiness."1 All varieties of

I. Giambattista Vivo, Ln Stienzn Nittini (1744), cd. E Nicolmi, Open- 1\ (Bari, 
1928), vol. !, pp. 75- 76; Autobionrnphv. tr.inv T. G. Bergin and M. If. Fiwh (Ithaca, 
New York, 1944), p. 138 ( k. 11De UnivviMt juris uno principio er fine uno," Opcrc
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The very lass and obedience to the lass’ arc Israel's special provi- 
deuce—such was the lesson sve dress■ already.

Rationalism has mans faces, and escapes definitions. If I had to 
characterize dogmatic rationalism, medieval or modern, in one formula,
1 would say: a rationalist is a thinker who refuses to be surprised, noth- 
ing seems mysterious. Noss■ even if sve view the proposition that
2 + 2 = 4 as logically necessary, it is still a great svondcr svhv nature 
behaves accordingly: why, when one adds two stones and one, a fourth 
is not created out of nothingness to make a set of four, or svhv is it 
universally true of birds no less than of stones. A rationalist has no such 
problems; he expects nature to be always consistent and “true to itself” 
(Newton). A mystic, bv contrast, secs the world full of mysteries: top 

Kocrfior fivtfor ei7rr.it•, as Sallust once said. ־’״  Of all medieval Jewish 
philosophers of the first rank, Gcrsonidcs came closest to being a dog- 
made rationalist. This was the source of his confidence as an astrono- 
mcr, but also the source of the slight boredom which his commentary 
exudes. He saw at best riddles, but no mysteries, either in heaven, or 
on earth, or in the biblical text

1

I 29 A. 1 > Nock (id k StilhiSliHs ( 'ontifnhhj the (»«>,/.׳ rtnti the L'writ ■ye (C.unbridge, 
Mass., 1926), p. 4, lines 9-11.
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pian and the realistic mentality. Both found their expression in the very 
domain of utopian images, in the difference between the utopian and 
the realistic Messianism.

Maimonidcs was the first theoretician of a ",realistic Messianism”; 
but he only gave a systematic expression to a deep-rooted, vet hitherto 
ill-articulated tradition of attitudes towards messianic images. Vis-a-vis 
the professional optimists in the last decades of Jehuda and Israel, the 
prophets did not deny the coming of the "day of jalnve,"' but insisted 
that it will he a time of “darkness, not light” (Amos 5 : IX) which will 
precede the future redemption. Vis-a-vis the apocalyptic expectations 
that the new ir'uoi' would bring both a cosmic and social revolution, 
the famous dictum of Shmu'el (Babvlon, third century) insists that 
"nothing distinguishes this world from the messianic davs except lor 
the subjugation under Kingdoms.”’ Wherever the dictum appears, it 
includes the reference to Dent. 15:11 “for the poor will not vanish 
from the land.” The long array of so-called calculation of the end (chi- 
share! hakitsin) in Sanhedrin XI (Chelck), it it is not a mere presen- 
tarion of various traditions, seems to have been gathered merely to 
prove their extreme divergence and unreliability; it concludes with the 
curse: “Let the spirit of those who calculate ends expire.” Among the 
famous three oaths inferred from the triple repetition of the verse “I 
bequeath you the daughters of Jerusalem . . . not to awaken love until 
it desires” (Song of Songs 2: 7} one oath construes the obligation not 
to push for the end (shelo lidehok et hakets}.'' Indeed, these and simi-

4. Whether or not one agrees a,111 the Ueemph.tMs of Amos 5:18. it eert.nitlv IS th 
reeled against the vnlni opinio ( I G v. Rad. The Mcssaflc of the Prophets (New York, 
1962), pp. 95 - 99. See chapter 3, “The Christi.in tradition."

5. IV I Sanhedrin 9) A, 99<r. Sahnt 6in. 151 /׳. Heinkhot 34/׳ It is interesting to note 
that while the intrinsic reference is to .1 ch.tngt of social order, the extrinsic reference to 
the dictum bv later A mor.run is in relation to change, ol cosmic order. On the tana itic 
and amor.t'irit messianic aUittides in general SI e I I 1 Thach. Chnrnl: ride i nunint 
rrdeot (Jerusalem. 1969), pp. 585 -623, here also the expression realist It conccpuon of 
redemption" an equivalent to G. .Schukin's ‘1cst< native” type of messianism in 191.

6. R. T. 5׳ In hoi i I In; Cant Knbbn 2, 7. h is not necessarily an admonition against 
calculation of the end, bur against political annas st Irish aims to precipitate the end, 
without. ol course, casting any doubt of its cscmiial lor s-sstr immediate) coining I iter 
ally the formula is not an oath, bur a playful imitation of'one; svhcrcforc the invocation 
of God let shadai) is replaced by a phonetic simile (mint hn'snde), ( I. R. Gordis, "111c 
Song of Songs," Mordechai M. Kaplan /nbdrt I 18( 1 /״, Nets York. 1953 >. pp. 281 .397. 
csp. 307 .309. No study of the history of the topos exists, yet it is the main reference for 
all protagonists of a strictly passive messianism A review of the tradition, svirh .1 sitting 
polemical ideological intent, can lx- found tn tin pilcmic.ll tract of J I aitclb.mm. 1;>>»,/ 
Mmhc 1 Ness York, 1952). Sec chapter 9. helots 1 I uu lb.mm)
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political realism share the belief that no form of social organization is 
capable ofchanging the basic ingredients of human nature. No consti- 
tution, thev maintain, could produce a better species of man. Campa- 
nclla, a most interesting forerunner of the modern brand of secular- 
totalitarian utopianism, recognized better than others the continuity of 
the realistic attitude in its diverse manifestations: cxnt machiarclhsinus 
ex Peripntetisnio.1 2 3 * * * If neither the cosmos nor man can ever be changed, 
what else is left in pohtieis but the despicable logic <if raison d’etat? And 
indeed, already Aristotle insists against Plato that even an imaginary 
constitution must not transgress the realm of human possibilities.’ In 
response, the modern utopian will answer that a change to the better 
of the human condition is possible or even an inevitable historical nc- 
ccssitv; and that he, the utopian, is in fact the true realist, lie foresees 
the inevitable outcome of history. Such are the contours of a dialogue 
which dominates a good portion of the classical history of political 
theories in the West.

1 J, 1 (cd. Nicolini. Ban, I036), p. 32, and NN rssav “Natural Science and Social 
Theorv־ Hobbes. Spinoza and Vico." in (Hatitbat tista Vico. cd. G. Tagliaco/zo !Balti- 
more. 19"5». The phrase “man .יין he is" etc . is taken from Machiavelli or Hobbes or 
Spinoza.

2 T Campanella. Athcmnw tnuntphatus (Paris. 1636). p. 20; cf. Metnfisicn ed. 
G. Napoli (Bologna. 196“'. >״l I. p. 22; sol. III. p 114; I־. Mcincckv, /hr Idrt drr 
Staatsraisou. Wrrke I 2nd cd <Munchen, I960), pp I 15-29; and rcccntlv G. Bock, Iho- 
inns ('nmpnncbn. fwhfischcs hifctTSfc ttud phihvophiscbt׳ Xpcknlntimt (Tubingen. 1974), 
pp. 229-98. csp pp. 265 fl

3 E g. Aristotle. Pohfns. 1 1288/; 25 - 40; 11.12925-30 ״; H. 4.1324/; 34 40,
even the imaginary constitution must still be possible. The best study of utopian designs
in antiquitv is still R. v. Pochlmann, (it's chic hit- drr svztnlcH banc}! u des Sozmhsmtts tn tier
nntiken Weir. 2 vol. iMunchcn. l"121

The Jewish occupation with designs tor the best constitution or with 
discussions concerning the relative merit of forms of government— the 
core of political theories until the nineteenth century—was very modest 
indeed. While the Christian reception of Aristotle secured for his poll- 
tics an influence even stronger and longer than the profound influence 
of his metaphysics or natural philosophy, Jewish medieval thought 
knew Aristotle—the philosopher—mainlv in the nonpolitical portions 
of his doctrine. Being without a sovereign state, what little of political 
theory mav be found in the Jewish tradition is linked to the mythical 
past or to the eschatological future In illo tempore Israel had a state and 
believed that it would have one again. But with or without a political 
theory Judaism did not miss the fruitful confrontation between the uto-
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Jewish life and thought was considerable indeed. In his letter to the 
Yemenite community, recently afflicted hy a messianic contender, he 
clarifies first and foremost the duty <>1 the rabbinical leadership when 
confronted with messianic aspirations 111

But regarding what you | Jakob ben Ncih.in’el | said in the matter of this man 
claiming to be the mess,ah, the 11uth is 111.11 I was n<>t asumished about him or 
his followers. Not about him, for he is undoubtedly a madman, and rhe sick do 
not bear guilt . . . nor about his followers, for due to the hardship of the 
situation and their ignorance in the subject of rhe Messiah and his high status 
they imagined what they did. . . . But I was astonished at rimr words — for you 
are the sons of the torn, and have learnt the dicta of the sages....(in that you
said) "perhaps this is true". . . . What /»t»1/'dnI he advance for his lies?

Skepticism is not a mark of disbelief in the coming of the Messiah, but 
rather the foremost duty of the learned, lie should not give in to the 
natural inclination of hoping “perhaps it is true." The normative lead- 
ership can never afford rhe luxury of a protracted illusion." Its very 
function in the midst of a messianic eruption is to voice extreme criti- 
cism. The rabbinical authority is, by nature, anticharismatic both infbro 'ץ 
inferno and in fbro externa, or at least opposed to any charisma which is / 
not derived from law and learning. The critical duty of the learned legal 
expert is, paradoxically, his very eschatological function. Maimonides 
sincerely believed that his age was close to redemption. The rapid in- 
crease of false messiahs is in itself a sign of the end.1’ By suppressing

10 Moshe ben Maimon, Ijtferct Tcnian (II I. chapter 4. p. 50, ( f .11 so Eshkoli, 
pp. 178 82. Our following remarks do not vet distinguish the stvk• and content of the 
Yemenite letter from the other instances in wlinh Maimonides expounded his Messianic 
doctrines, i«... Misbn e 701(1, Hilkhot 7csbit 177 11111; ibid., Hilkbot Melakbim fHM); 
Ma’am ar Tccbiat Hmnctim (Ma’am ar), !*crush Hnmisbna (PH). We shall rather treat all of 
Maimon idcs's assertions in the matter as part of one comprehensive theory, and we shall 
discuss the possible evolution of these doctrines below.

1!. Maimonides succeeded here in identifying a pattern of reaction of tlx* rabbinical 
leadership which will occur time and again in similar situations. During the height of the 
Sabbat.רi Zvi Movement. Rabbi Jacob Sassportas was particularly enraged bv letters front 
colleagues in Italy who urged him to keep his opposition silent, for one should wait and 
see the outcome o| the movement and. besides, an opposition too harsh will damage the 
positive rratdju£xcsl111va..As,hich came in the wake oTTKc 1n < >v^m<m r. 1 Jacob Saspor-
tas, Scfcr tsitsnt novel tsri (Jerusalem. 1954), pp 58 60, G Scholen!, Sabba lai Sri •i: The 
Mystical Messiah, trans. S. Wcrblowskv t Prime!on, 1973). p. 498.

12. 11, chapter 4 (cd. Kafih p. 55): “And in this matter a prophetic stipulation pre 
ceded . . . that when days of the true Messiah draw close, ciaimers and imitators ot 
Mesial ו i tv will multiply.” On the other hand. Maimonides refers to a well guarded ria- 
dition in his tamilv lor eschatological renewal 1״ piophccv to come in the war 1210. a 
tradition to which he gives some credence (ibid chapter 3. pp. 48 49 j, But hr quotes 
this tradition only as a possibility, and wains against its publication
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lar traditions do not vet constitute a theory or even a doctrine. They 
amount to the admonition not to expect too much and nor to expect it 
too soon.

The lack of a theory is all the more astonishing in view of the natural 
suspicion extended bv the legal establishment (or, if you wish, the rab- 
binical leadership! towards messianic eruptions. It was a well-grounded 
suspicion. Christianity grew out of a messianic heresy. The Bar Kokhba 
revolt was a catastrophe greater than the big revolt of A.n. 66-67: it 
left Judea depopulated.’ The Abu-Issa movement was, or grew into, a 
syncretistic heresy.7 8 Messianism was often the hotbed of antinomian 
trends. Yet precisely this verv suspicion may in part explain the lack of 
a normative messianic doctrine. Whenever definite characteristics of the 
Messiah and the messianic age were given, no matter how restrictive, a 
generation pregnant with acute messianic hopes found it all the easier 
to recognize such criteria in the present age and in some present con- 
tender. The more vague the criteria, the less room there is for an actu- 

1 :j alizing interpretation. The archetype of actualizing interpretation, the 
apocalyptic pesher or “decoding" of old prophecies which wc know 
from the Qumran documents, is based on the systematic exploitation 
of such concrete suggestive identifications.'' The rabbinical establish- 
merit max־ have felt instinctively that the best messianic doctrine is no 
doctrine at all. Yet in response to repeated messianic eruptions, a posi- 
tion had repeatedly to be taken.

7. M. Av! Yonah. liiyme Ronia n'Rizantion (Jerusalem. 1946), pp. 1 -4. Maimonides 
himself invokes, in the leifaeret 1'anan. a long list of heresies and tribulations which re- 
suited from messianic contentions: leveret Tcnian (henceforth IT) cd. J. Kapah (Jcrusa- 
km, 1952). pp. 21 f. 53-56.

8 A. Z. Fshkoli. lavish Messianic Movements (Hebrew) (Jerusalem. 1956). 
pp 11“ 28 (Sources); S Baron. A Social and Relictions History of the Jen's (New York, 
1952-), vol. V, pp. 193- 94 We must, here as in other applications of the term, distin 
guish between conscious and unconscious “syncretism.” The latter is, in several degrees, 
the mark of all creeds; the former is a particular attitude towards other religions which is 
in itself a part of a religion Such attitudes characterize, since antiquity, a g<xxl many 
religious communities, among them Manichaeism and Islam, it is based on the assump 
tion that one's own religion received the best from, or is the crowning and the ideal of, 
many true elements in former or other religions. Abu Issa commanded his followers to 
stay in their respective religions, and recognized Mohammed and Jesus as true prophets.

9 See above, pp. 4 - 8

MAIMONIDES AS A REALIST

Maimonides raised this very desire to refrain from de- 
tailed doctrines to the level of a theory׳. The influence of his theory on 
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But is not a perpetual peace of the kind Maimonides envisages in itself 
a miracle, a change in human nature?IH Anti even 11 we agree with 
G. Scholem that the messianic age of Maimonides only actualizes man's 
natural potentialities, we cannot lulls■ agree with ,Scholcm's filllowing 
characterization of the messianic age as being merely restorative.'״ I he 
messianic davs arc at least a reformatio in melius and they exceed in 
perfection anv age known before. It seems, then, as if we face an antbi 
guitv in Maimonides's messianic images. But we ought to study them 
within the context of his social theories as a whole, and pav specific 
attention to the meaning and role of miracles in history. We shall sec 
how and whv Maimonides regarded the laws of nature, the laws of 
society and the course of history as successive instances of divine neemn- 
minim 1<m to an ultimately roiitmgent wuild.

HISTORY ANO NATURE:
THE REASONS ! OR THE COMMANDMENTS

In the More Ncvukhim III. 26-56, Maimonides unfolds 
his philosophy of law, the doctrine of “reasons for the command- 
mc'iits.”2" Against the Sa'adianic disjunction between commandments 
of obedience (mitsvot shini’ivot} and of reason (sikblivot). a disjunction 
which combined the Kalam terminology with Mtdrashtc icmims- 
ccnccs,2' Maimonides holds that even׳ single precept has a dual struc- 
tore and may be seen as both a commandment of reason and a com- 
mandment of obedience. Every commandment serves a rational design: 
“The law of God is perfect" (torn! hnshem teminm). But the right obc- 
dicncc to every commandment should not be dictated by insight into

18. A conrcniporarv of Maimonides. R. I In zer of Rc.uigcncv. went cwn furrher. j״d 
assumed rile perpetuation of national tensions even in the messianic age. rn winch Israel 
st ill be assigned rhe rote of an arbiter. 11 II Ben Sasson. "Yu hod am VISI .u I Iola at bnc 
hamc’a hash rem esre." Pcrarjini Ir'elmjer toldoi wnel II (Hl ' IV 71 ). pp 212 14

I 9 <1. .Scholem, I be Mrmaiin׳ Idea in Judaism (Ness York, 1971 ), pp. 24 32
20. Henceforth MN. We use the edition ol .S. Munk. Moise ben Maimon. !)nlnlnt al 

Hairni (.3 rol . 1856 1866) and rhe rransl.ition ol s 1’incs, Ihe <and!■ the Verptcxcd 
(Clue ago. 196.3) Lire folloss mg pages air m part a suntmarv. in part a modification of 
ms earlier article■ "Cicscrz. und licschichte /nr historisicrcndcn Hcrmencutik bci Moses 
Maimonides und Thomas son Aqnin." I rmo 1 1 1970). pp 147 78

21. The Midrash furnished the name h ״ the discipline (tn'nnu bnunhmt. eg. N'lmieri 
Rabbit 16: L, 149a; and some ol rhe paradigms (the red heifer) <1 I Heinemann 
la'auic bnmiUvot brsif'riit Yinml < Icrnsakm I 959!, col. I. pp 22 35; 1. 1 1'rb.ish.op 
cit. (above n. 5). pp. .320 4". 
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false messiahs, the rabbinical authorities perform, so to say, an cscha- 
tological role, the it role at the end of tribulations.

Maimonides establishes three categories of signs for the veracity of 
the Messiah. The first category is a negative one. The Messiah will not 
change an iota of the law. An antinomian attitude is the clearest indi- 
cation of an imposter. The second category includes a few positive spe- 
ci fie signs. The Messiah cannot but arise in the land of Israel, the forum 
of his actions." He will emerge out of obscurity, but must be noncthc- 
less most learned m rhe law, the utmost synthesis of charisma and legal 
expertise. The third category is the most decisive of all. His main and 
onlv proof w ill be his ultimate success; success in the restitution of 
the sovereign kingdom: “If he acted successfully and built the temple 
at its place and gat het ed the dispersed of Israel, he is in certainty a 
Messiah." "

The transition to the messianic age will be revolutionary. But will it 
also be miraculous? The Messiah, Maimonides admonishes, does not 
have to perform miracles to prove his messianitv.15 But he must accom- 
plish extraordinary things indeed. The restoration of sovereignty and 
the gathering of the exiles are but the beginnings of his deeds. The 
Messiah will establish, through fame of invincibility, the hegemony of 
Israel over the nations, a pax acterna in which all nations have embraced 
monotheism as the onlv religion and look up to Israel for law and ar- 
bitration.16 It is true that Maimonides warns against the apocalyptic 
ornamentation of vcmot hantasbiach. The messianic davs will neither 
bring a change in the cosmic order nor an egalitarian society. “And the 
wolf shall dwell w ith the lamb" should be understood allegorically.17

13. IT. chapter 4. p. 52, nor repeated in rhe HM, in which Maimonides refrains, as 
much as possible, from rhe dogmatic assertions

14. HM. chapter 11. p. 4. Whereas if rhe future 1 ).iridic king onlv achieves sorer- 
cigntv and leads the state within the rule of the law ("tora"). he is vet onlv a potential 
Messiah ibccbtzqnt ma<hu1ch\. On the rcvokitionarv character of the "first phase" of the 
messianic days, below, pp, 101 fl*. (This. also, against Scholcm, below n. 19.ץ

15. Ma’amar chapter 6, p. “6; HM chapter I I. p 3.
16. IT chapter 4. p 52; HM chapter lip 4. Even an ultimate  hegemony 

of Israel is nor imoked dircctlv except for rhe Perm Hamishnn (Sanhedrin, 1 lelck). "and 
all the nations will make peace with him and all the lands will serve hint in his abounding 
righteousness."

p4iric.il

I". HM chapter 12. p. 1. In hi< critical notes ibtwtfwt}, the Raabad of Posquicrs 
objected that rhe extermination of predatory animals is, after all. mentioned in the Ten- 
rareuch itself; that is. one mav allegorize, if at all. onlv prophetical passages. C.f. Abraham 
ben haRainbam. Hnshem. cd. R Maigaliot (Jerusalem, 19531. p 65, and the
editor's note tn. “91.

p4iric.il
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should all he made out of wood; assume that the kind of wood most 
suitable to make tables from is mahogany, and that the best mahogany 
can be found onh' in a remote forest in Indonesia. A carpenter who 
wishes to make a perfect table has good reasons to choose mahogany 
and to travel all the wav to the said forest But there and then he will 
ultimately be confronted with two or more equally reasonable possibili- 
tics. Should he choose the tree to lus right or to his left? I fc must 
choose one, and both are equally suitable. The purpose can never de- 
termine the material actualization in all respects, down to the last par- 
titular; a “thoroughgoing determination” is ruled out by the very ma- 
tcrial structure of our world, fn the very same wav. there may (indeed 
must) be a purpose to the universe; but it does not govern all particu- 
lars. I he purpose of the universe max require the cin ular orbit of the 
celestial bodies. But it does not account necessarily for the different 
velocities or colors of the planets?'

Technically, Maimonidcs seems to have recognized22 23 24 * 26 that the Aris- 
totelian concept of matter (vnoKni/imop. vAr/ ) carried two different 
explanatory burdens. It was both a principle of potentiality and a prin- 
ttpiitm individuationis. Maimonidcs abandons the second connotation 
of matter; matter becomes for him the source of contingency through- 
out the universe, and not only in the sublunar realm. Between essential 
forms (laws, necessities) and matter qua mere potentiality (contin- 
genev, possibility) lies a hierarchy of contingent structures—causae fi- 
,mica—which account for the individuation (i.c., particularization) of 
all singulars. The natural world is thus ,! continuum of instances of the 
accommodation of divine planning to indifferent if not resilient sub- 
strates. The influence of parts of this doctrine on scholastic philosophy 
was considerable. One mav or may not agree that Maimonidcs pre- 
pared the wav for the Scotistic suggestion of individual forms no less 
than Ibn Gcbirol. Certain and more important is the impact of his view

22. Even in the domain ot obligations pertaining r<» nonJews {shtra wits rot bnc 
Noah} Maimonidcs insists that insight into their rationality (be kina hada'at) docs not 
suffice to characterize an obedient gentile, a “pious from among the nations," but onlv 
the fulfillment of these commandments because thev arc the will of God (HM Vlll, I I). 
Cf. also 1. Levingcr. Mnnnonidis' Tccbniijucs of Codification (Hebrew) (Jerusalem. 1965), 
esp pp. 37 fl.; J. Pam s, ‘The Basis lor the Authority of the Ciw According to Maimon- 
ides," Tarbiz 38. 1 (1969): pp. 43 tf (Hebrew). ! disagree with Panrs's assumption that, 
contrary to Sa'adia. Maimonidcs could not have developed an equivalent to the concept 
of a lex natural is. The classical theories of the lex natural^ separate between the rationality 
and the f*otc<tas nw/mt even of natural law.

23. MN III. 26. trans. Pines, p. 509: "This resembles the nature of the possible for 
it is certain that one of the possibilities will come to pass," that is. which necessitates the 
actualization of one ol the possibles within a material substrate. Cf. MN II, 25. as well as 
our following notes.

24. Maimonidcs docs not sax־ so explicitly, but it follows clearly from his discussion 
of the particularization of precepts and of natural phenomena The Maimonidean theory 
of nature, and in particular his doctrine of contingency, have not vet received due empha
sis. But cf. j Guttmann. “I>as Problem dcr Kontingcnz in dcr Philosophic des Maimon*
ides" SfGWJ 83 l 19391. pp 406 tf

25. MN II, 19 (Pines, pp. 302 141 On similar cs.iinplis in the K.il.nn, LI. Davidson. 
“Arguments from tile < aineept of Partic ul.n 1־z.11 uni. 1'hilosopbv East and I IL' I א t 196א). 
pp. 299 If . esp. 311 ft . 313. n. SO (Maimonidcs). On the Aristotelian concept of contin- 
genev ke g , /)/ anil'rat lam antntahuni. 3.7“CHA. pp 16 IS), tf. I Hintikka. hole and 
Nnrsntv: Studies in Aristotle's Theory oj Alodalits- (Oxford. 1973), pp. 27 40. 93 1 13. 
147 75.

26. MN II, 19. discusses Aristotle's latino■ (o aoonm lor the particularization of 
terrestrial as well as celestial Irodics; the failure r. then converted into a I irtue namely 
that matter can lies er be tmtnintodo delrrnttnatnin. I'etanse it is, hv definition, a print i pic 
of potentiality (cf 11. 22). Of prime important. for the understanding of tins chapter is 
the distinction between necessity and purpose. 
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its purpose: it must be based on the potestas coactiva of the law׳, the fact 
that it is the will of the sovereign?2 Maimonidcs is thus forced to look 
for a specific rationalization of those commandments—the ceremonial 
and dietary laws—to which Sa'adia assigned only a generic rationale. 
A perfect constitution, Sa'adia held, must include some irrational 
commandment as an opportunity for the subjects to profess blind 
loyalty; and Sa'adia, in the endeavor to demonstrate that the written 
and oral law form a perfect constitution, valid for all societies and all 
times, had to limit the number of such pure “commandments of obe- 
dience" to a minimum. Maimonidcs, who questioned this very axiom 
of Sa'adia’s legal philosophy , needed a new starting point. He started, 
as so often, by trying to define anew the meaning of old questions.

What do wc rc.illv look lor when we ask for the reason of a com- 
mandment? Must a rationale tor a specific law cover every part and 
detail of that law? In a preliminary answer, Maimonidcs draws a strict 
analogy between laws of nature and social laws?3 In the second part of 
the Guide, Maimonidcs developed one of the most original philoso- 
phics of science in the Middle Ages. There he proved that not only are 
laws of nature (the ordering structures of nature) in themselves contin- 
gent upon God's will; but that each of them must include, by definition, 
a residue of contingency, an clement of indeterminacy. No law of nature 
is completely determining, and no natural phenomenon completely de- 
termined (oniniinodo determinatum), not even in God's mind?4 To illus- 
trate the matter, allow me to invent an example. Assume that tables
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pletclv disconnected (in the manner of the extreme nominalism of the 
!sharin'), but that its order is imposed on the heterogenous elements 
which of themselves do not demand or implv this particular order?” 
The argument from particularization has been used already bv the ba- 
lam; Maimonidcs gave it the balanced form in which it was to remain 
effective until Kant.

CONTINGENT HISTORICAL REASON'S:
THE CUNNING OF GOD

The principle of indeterminacy allowed likewise to intro- 
duce most miracles—or, more generally, instances of special provi- 
dence without violating laws of nature. ״* Miracles are mostly, but not 
always, taken from the reservoir of ths remainder of contingency on all 
levels of nature Maimonidcs calls such miracles “miracles of the cate- 
gorv of the possible (moftim . wisna ha'cfihart). "

And precisely the same figure of thought is used bv Maimonidcs to 
clarify what we look after in rhe search for “reasons of rhe command- 
incurs" (ra'amc hamitsvot). l ake, for example, the sacrifices. We may be 
able to explain, in view of their purpose, whv sacrifices should have 
been instituted in the first place; “but the fact that one sacrifice is a lamb 
and another a ram; and the fact that their number is determined—to 
this one can give no reason at all, and whoever tries to assign a rationale 
enters a protracted madness.'*0 Rather than look fin an always deter- 
mining principle for each law, we should look for a contingent ratio- 
nalc. Maimonidcs found such a contingent rationale in the concrete 
historical circumstances under which these laws were given to the nas- 
cent Israel. Sacrifices and the bulk of the dietary laws arc not in them-

29 I. Kaur, Kritik der Kemin I,cvnunf't. id. W Wcbchcdcl, Werke IWiesbaden, 
1956), vol. IV, p. 552 (B654 A626): “Den Ihngen der Welt ist diese zwcckm.i/iige 
Anordnung ganz fraud 11 nd 11ang! thiicn mu־ zutallig an, d i. die Natui verschiedcncr 
Binge konntc von selbst. durch so viclcrk i h vercinigcndc Mittrl, zu bcstinimtcn En 
dabsiihten miht /.usammcn/ttstimmen, u.iivn -1< miht dutch cm an< >rdn<11dcs mimnl 
tiges Prinztp . . . daz.u ganz cigeiitlich gcwahl! mid angelcgt wordcn,"

30 MM II, 48 and Ma'amar 10 cd. Kalih pp OK 101 The words “Slick1<׳ /<• !,iluv 
bcchivuv chokhma sheen ami yodini ba me’iima. velo od cla she'anu hizkanni kcv.ir oten 
hachokhm.a bekhakh.” whose meaning eluded rhe translator and editor, mav be taken ax 
reference to the divine “cunning,” that is, to purpose rather than ncccssitv

31. Maimonidcs, Ma'mav. ibid., p. 98
32. Maimonidcs, MN III. p. 26. (Pines, p 509; ours js a translation from .rhe 

Hebrew).
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of physical (or contingent) necessities on rhe confrontation of the po- 
tcur 1 a dci absolute! ct unliiiata. a backbone issue of later scholasticism I 
have shown elsewhere how the I homisttc interpretation of the potcritia 
de! orriinata mirrors the Maimonidean theory of contingency and at 
times relics on it explicitly. ’' In a sense, Maimonidcs's principle of in- 
deternrinaev is closer to modern physics than to the Newtonian: mod- 
cm physics likewise assumes a principle of indeterminacy not as a limit 
to our knowledge, but as an objective indeterminacy within nature 
itself?■■*

His principle of indeterminacy and the corresponding principle of 
accommodation allowed Mainmonidcs to rephrase that which Kant 
later was to call the “phvsico theological argument,” the proof for 
God's existence from the order of the universe. If the universe were to 
be well-ordered throughout, it would be of itself necessary and would 
not implv an ordering hand. The phvsico theological argument as 
sumes neither that the universe is completely ordered nor that it is com-

27. Eg., Thomas Aquinas, De potent in q.3.a.l7 (cd. Marietti, p. 103): “Cum autem 
de roto universo loquimut cduccndo in esse. non possunuis ukcrius aliquod crcatum 
in ven ire ex quo possit *umi r.uio quart־ sit tale vcl talc; unde cum ncc ctiam ex parte 
divi 11.1c potcnti.K■ quae 1st inhnita. ncc divinac bonitatis, quae rebus non indiget. ration 
determinatae dcspositioius umversi sum! possit. o porter quod ci us ratio summatur ex 
sitnplici vohmtatc p rod u cent is. ut si qiiaeratur, quarc quantitas cadi sit tanta ct non major 
id. Maimonidcs, MN IN. p. 26: Achcyot misparo cchad') non potest huius ratio reddi 
nisi ex voluntatc produccnris. Er propter hoc ctiam. ut Rabbi Moyscs elicit, div־ina Scrip- 
tura inducit homines ad consideratioiieni caelestium corporum (cf. Maimonidcs, MN II, 
19:241, per quorum dispositionem maximc ostenditur quod omnia subjacent voluntari 
ct providcnci.ic creators Non cnim potest assignari ratio quarc calix Stella tantuni a tali 
distet, vcl ahqua hujusniodi quae in dispositionc each considcranda occurunt, nisi ex 
ordinc sapicntac dei” From these and similar references (e g.. Summa Theolotjiea 9.25 a 
5 rcsp. 3), we obtain the following structure of the Porentia ordinat.1” relation: whatever 
is not sell contradict,u v ("per sc impossible”) falls under patentin absnlnta even 11 it is nor 
well ordered. Under the potentia ordinal a falls not onlv our world, but also even״ other 
well-ordered possible universe, and it is futile to ask why this or that universe has been 
chosen to be created - tor the questions could be repeated ad infinitum; it is a voluntary 
act. From here, the road to Status's proof of contingency is not very long; cf. Duns 
Scorns. Opus (hrmieme diss 8 q 5. (cd. (Jnarracchi, I. 665) and id. 39, 30. 14 (ibid., I, 
1215); and 1 Gilson, Johannes Duns Seat ns (Dusseldorf. 1959), pp. 280 11. On the 111(h1 
cnce of Maimonidcs in ,he West, and in particular on Thomas, if |. Guttmann, Das 
Verha/tniss des Ehonias von Aijnino zinn Indent uni and znr jiidiseben I.iteratin' (Gottingen, 
1891); W. Kluxcn. ”Litcraturgeschichtlichcszum larcinischcn Moses Maimonidcs,”Rech, 
the01. ant. ft med xxi l !954), pp 23-50

28. Niels Rohr. “Discussion with Einstein on Epistemological Problems in Atomic 
Physics,” in Albert Einstein: Philosopher Scientist. cd. P A. Schilpp, 3rd cd. (London, 
1949), vol. I. pp. 199 - 241 Here and there, “indeterminacy” is not a limit to our under- 
standing, but a limit within nature itself
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bv degrees.'5 Sacrifices were conceded with maximal restrictions and 
changed intents. Thcv arc turned into .1 Iniitful error.‘''

Just as Hegel's objektirer Geist rises the subjective, egotistic freedom 
of man to further the objective goals ol history (for otherw ise, history 
would cease to be “b'ortschritt im Bvw u/irscin dcr l-'rcihcit"),'" so also 
Maimonidcs's Ciod fights polytheism with its own weapons and uses 
elements of its worship as a fruitful deceit. Maimonidcs spoke of the 
“cunning of God” ('ormat basbau utiriaiato, talntttif li'allnbn)'״ where

35. It seems as if Maimonidcs implies .1 somewhat similar structure of understanding 
to explain the polytheistic residues within Islam In his famous letter to Obadiah the 
Proselyte he remarks, “Those Ismaclitcs are n«»1 all idolaters. of long | idolatry | has been 
eradicated from their mouth and heart and tlnv unite the exalted God properly And 
should one say that the house thcv worship | tin־ Qa'aba[ is a house of idolatry and ion 
tains idolatry which their lathers used Io worship, so w hai 1 hose who kneel .!gains! זו 
today have no other intention but towards God | en /!bum da Iad!a1uavnn\ indeed, the 
Ismaclitcs once held in their places three kinds of idolatry, 1pv'or.' ‘marqohs’ J Mcrcu 
rius| and ‘khemos,’ they admit it today and give diem Arabic names. . And these 
matters were clearly known to us long before rhe emergence rd Islam, but the Ismaclitcs 
cif today say that the fact that we untie run han and refrain from sewn clothes is so as to 
submit oneself to God, be he blessed. . . And some of then־ sages \paqnd1chc1n\ give a 
reason and sav there were idols there, and we throw stones on the place of idols; that is: 
wc do not believe in the idols which were there and in a manner of despising we throw 
stones on them; and others sav: it is a custom." Here as in the outset ol Israel, pagan 
cults are reinterpreted. R. Moses b. Maimon. Kcj/wwc/t, cd. |. Blau (lerusalcm. 196(11, vol. 
II, pp. 726—727. A different bur explicit usage of the principle of accommodation to 
explain the origins of Islam can be found in Petrus Alfunsi, I)!ah>n1 V, Mignc, PI 15׳ . 
605 B; cf. below, pp. 187- 188.

36. Comparable, perhaps, to AmbtosnisX * fclix culpa" except that it lacks the back 
ground of a doctrine of original sin. Ambrosius. />r Jacabo I. 6, 2 1, ( SI I. 32, 2. p 18

37. This, of course, is a historiosophical p1<»|cction of the Kantian ethical prescription 
never to use man as means bur only as an end unto itself Hegel's objectwc Spirit does 
not directly use man as means; its *\uniting" allows history tn its totality to remain ethical 
without infringing on the “limitless right” of the indh !dual to pursue his goal.

38 Maimonidcs, MN 111. 32, rd Munk p 09 tabiftiiftilalltib wabahlmialah of in, 
54 where talattiif stands tor “prat tu al reason' as against wisdom oi tbMimtt. I Icgcl, 
Phitowpbie dcr (icsdnchtc. cd. I Brunstadi (Rcilam, 1961), pp. 78fl On the further his 
ton־ of this “topos" in early modern historical reasoning, cf. nw article ,'Veraodi/ation 
and Self Understanding in the Middle Ages and Party Modern Times." Medieval !a (t 
Huwmnistica V (1975): pp. 3- 23. The resemblance of the Maimonidcan to the 1 legcltan 
metaphor was noted bv S. Pines in the introdin non to his translation of the (hade. Pines 
draws attention to Maimonidcs’s use of Alexander of Aphrodisiax But in a sense, one 
should trace rhe origin of this historiosophual figure of thought not so much to the 
Greek notion of harmony - Io! the (,reek harmony is a throughout transparent liar 
many- but to rhe prophetic dialectic al demonstration of God's omnipotence through 
the very misery of the people he chose to protect. I he prophets introduced a revolution 
are theodicy, an inversion of the common bchel that the measure of the pow er of a dcitv 
is the success of the community obliged to ,1 in the bonds of a rehiini. God's pow er 
manifests itself bv using rhe greatest empires .,x ־'rod . >j his wrath” to pur if \ Israel while 
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selves beneficial for every society at every time. The former arc in par- 
titular suspicious, because thcv invoke anthropomorphistic associations 
of a smelling or an caring deity. Considering the vigor with which Mai- 
monidcs eradicated even the most abstract positive attributes of essence 
from the concept ol God/1־ the institution of sacrifice must have been 
to him unworthy of a truly monotheistic communitv. And indeed he 
interprets it as a remnant of the universal polytheistic culture of the 
Sa'aba which prevailed in the times of Abraham and Moses. So deep- 
rooted and pervasive" were its abominable creeds that they could not 
be eradicated altogether in one sweeping act of revelation and Icgisla- 
tion. Human nature docs not change from one extreme to another si id- 
den I v {Le yisbtnac fern ha 'a da in in in ha hefekb el bahefekh pit '01 n: 11 at 111 a 
mm faeit snhusY Had anvonc demanded of the nascent Israel to cease 
the practice of the sacrifices, it would be just as impossible a demand as 
if “someone demanded today (of a religious communitv) to abandon 
prayer for the sake of pure meditation." Onlv a miracle could have 
transformed the polytheistic mentality immediately into ait altogether 
monotheistic one: but God does not wish to act contra naturam. 
He rather prefers to act with the aid of nature, to accommodate his 
plans to existing, contingent circumstances, to use contingent elements 
within nature in order to change it. Rather than eradicating all polvthc- 
istic inclinations among the emerging monotheistic community from 
the outset in a miraculous act, he preferred to use elements of the polv- 
theistic mentality and culture in order to transform this very mentality

33. The doctrine ol negative attributes, as we wish to prove on another occasion, 
should not be taken as a mechanical, indefinite enumeration of negations, bur rather as 
the constructive generation of one “negative attribute" from another until we reach the 
ultimate, transcendental "unity" of God (« <*., the negation of multiplicity 1. This move 
mein, described in MN I, 58. o ,1 diakxiual one, and employs die negation of pi nations 
rather than simple negations. Without explicitly saving so. Maimonidcs commits himself 
to the exemption of'the divine attributes from the principle of excluded middle; to sav 
that God is “not unjust*־ is not the same as saving that he is just- or, if’“־*” stands for 
privation, we max xx rite

3(x. v)(| - -Afvi =? Au י -| -xAfxi A(x ]>

But once wc haxe established such a negation, we trv to invest it with meaning, and 
produce a more precise "negative attribute." aided bv our knowledge of science. The most 
convincing interpretation ol this doctrine was therefore given bv Hermann Cohen, pre 
cisclv because he relied on hts theory of "infinite judgment" as a generative logic.

34. Maimonidcs calls these practices and beliefs an abomination (Zo'citt) to human 
nature 1 *nltalm 'alaimsatm" MN HL 291. “against nature" (MN III. 37k On the other 
hand, he descr ibed hoxx mankind lapsed gradually, almost naturally, into such a universal 
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the broadest meaning to the originally merely legal principle dtbrn torn 
ki’lshou bein' 'adam (Script urn humane loquitur). From I heodorct <>t (׳yr- 
rhus and Augustine, through Walahfrul Strabo, to William of Auvergne 
and Thomas Aquinas, some Christian exegetes interpreted the sacrifices 
as well as the whole of the vetns lex (except the Decalog) not as a mere 
“burden” but rather as the accommodation ol (.iod to the phase of tin- 
demanding of humanin at that time. “Aprum fuit primis temporibus 
saerificium, quod praeceparat deus, none veto non it a c st, aliud enim 
praeccpit, qui mu Ito magis quam homo not it, quid cuique tempon 
accommodate adhibcatur” (Augustine 1'-’ The sacrifices were but “bona 
in sua tempore” (Hugh of St. Victor), a concession to a primitive men- 
talite, and antidote to Egyptian idolatry. Maimonidcs himself may have 
drawn his version of the principle of accommodation from Kirkasani.1' 
Paradoxically, a similar figure of thought was exploited earlier bv 
Graeco-Roman anti-Jcwish polemicists 1 he Jewish cult and law this 
was the essence of Manctho’s countci biblical reconstruction of Jewish 
history—were nothing but an inverted mirror of the Egyptian cult 
and laws.41

It seems as if Maimonidcs's theory is just another variation of the 
principle of accommodation Yet consider the following. None of these 
traditions is actually concerned with the reconstruction of the original 
meaning of biblical legal and ritual institutions out of their forgotten 
historical background. Maimonidcs raised such a reconstruction to a 
methodical level. His theory not only explains, in detail, how the “for- 
gotten” culture of the Sa’aba accounts for opaque parts of the law It 
explains ar one and the same time whv these original “reasons for the 
commandments” were forgotten and must now be reconstructed so 
painfully. The very intention of the lawgiver was to eradicate all the 
reminiscences of the abominable rites and opinions of the Sabcan 
,umma. The fact that the reasons for certain commandments were for- 
gotten is in itself a testimony to the success of the divine “cunning” or 
pedagogy. Not only among rhe Jews the whole inhabited world, Mai- 
monides believes, is bv now monotheistic.15

schichtc,” (above n. 20), 165 .ין and n. 71. 101־ the further references (.hristian exegesis 
cf. mv PrrtodizatwH and Self Understawib1Q. pp 10 14.

42 Augustine. Ep. 138 I, 5, ed. Kadenine her. CSEL 44, l 30
43. Kirkasani. Kitab a! Annw\ cd. l.. N< m<»v fNcw York, 1030). 1, 44 f l , 214, 

index (s. v. Sabians).
44. See above, pp. 36 38.
45. MN IH, 52; ('4. below pp 97 tl. and no 5” 67. above n. 35.
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Hegel will speak of the "cunning of reason" (“List dcr Vcrnunft")— 
their point of agreement is at one and the same time the point of their 
difference. Hegel's "List dcr Vcrnunft," much as its forerunners— 
Mandeville's “private vices, publick benefits" or Vico’s “providence” or 
again the “invisible hand” of Adam Smith and lastly Kant's “geheimer 
Plan dcr Natui"—articulate a sense of the absolute autonomy of human 
history׳ and its self-regulating mechanisms. Maimonidcs, as all other 
medieval versions of the divine economy, allows at best a relative au- 
tonomv to the collective evolution of man.

Maimonidcs demonstrates with considerable detail how every single 
allegedly “irrational” precept is a countermeasure to this or that Sabcan 
practice. Now it matters little that the Sabcans, of whom Maimonidcs 
speaks with the genuine enthusiasm of a discoverer, were actually a 
small remnant of a gnostic sect of the second or third century A.o. 
rather than a polytheistic universal community’״—note that Maimon- 
ides uses for it the Moslem self-denomination “umma.” The mistake in 
the identification of the background of the Mosaic law led Gractz to 
discard the Maimonidcan explanations as “flat.”'*0 But it is still possible 
that the argument of Maimonidcs is new and reliable in its method 
rather than in the actual validity of his historical reconstruction.

PRECEDENTS AND ORIGINALITY

Yet the interpretation of sacrifices as a divine concession 
to polytheistic usages in order to eradicate idolatry all the more force- 
fully was not altogether new. Vajiqra Rabba (22 :6) attributes it to Pin- 
has ben Levi: “|a simile to] a prince whose heart has forsaken him and 
who was used to eating carcasses and forbidden meat. Said the king, let 
these dishes be always on mv table, and of himself he will get weaned. 
So also: since Israel were eagerly attracted to idolatry and its sacrifices 
in Egypt . . . God said: let them always bring their sacrifices before me 
in the tabernacle and thus thev will separate themselves from idolatry 
and be saved.”41 The Middle Ages, both Christian and Jewish, gave

thev arc unaware (rchtma foyiuin'uV (I. chapter 3, “The Leading Images of rhe Historical 
Narrative "

39 Pines, lutrniiuetini 1 (above n 20); pp cxxiii-iv.
40 H Gractz. I׳>־r Kmutniktion tier jiiifachen (iarhiebtr (Berlin. 1936), pp. S5--86 

and the note.
41 Lerititut Rabba 22. 6 It seems that a similar Jewish tradition is the source of

Theodore( ofCvrrhiis, < io I enriunii, I'G LX.XX. 300. ( f. mv “Gcserz mid Ge- 
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ides, we have seen, insists on the validity of every iota of the law even 
in the messianic age. I Ic includes explicitly the restoration of the Tern- 
pic and its sacrifices in the schedule of messianic deeds. Then, as once, 
the law will save the masses from a relapse to the superstition to which 
they arc and will remain prone. Maimonidcs was no “Aufklarer," and 
he did not believe in an essential “Erziehung des Mcnschcngcs- 
chlcchts," the capability of the masses to rise to the level of the phi1050- 
pher.4״ The respect of the masses before the law is founded on their 
belief in the law’s immutability. Which is not to say that the law cannot 
be modified at all. Again we have to resort to his doctrine of contin- 
gency; a good law, this was already the essence of the Aristotelian doc- 
trine of equity־ (ETriKfusia).5" and must be formulated so as to remain 
flexible enough to meet changed conditions. It must be precise in its 
“core” and allow for a “penumbra” for indeterminacy. I he absolute im- 
mutability of the law may be a necessary fiction for the masses, but the 
legal experts of every generation have the right and the duty to adjust 
the law in casu necessitatis.5‘

MESSIANISM AND HISTORY

The messianic doctrines of Maimonidcs arc therefore 
only the tip of the iceberg, a part and a consequence of his historical 
perspective and of his political realism in the sense of our introductory 
remarks. The emergence of that “eternal peace” which Maimonidcs cn- 
visages should be seen in analogy to the emergence of the Israelite 
monotheistic community out of an all-pervasive polytheistic environ- 
merit. Every order, physical or social, contains a residue of contingency. 
Direct providence operates with this residue of indeterminacy in nature

49 Against Leo Strauss, cf. our remarks in “Gesetz und Gcschichtc: Zur histori- 
sicrcndcn Hcrmcneutik bci Moses Maimonidcs und ,Thomas von Aquin," Viator I 
(1970), pp. 147-78, 162, n. 60 Maimonidcs, we argue there, depicts, e g , Abraham as 
already on the height of wisdom; if there is a relative progress, it consists in rhe taming 
of superstitions among the masses. For a similar view of the question an secundum mu- 
tatwnes temporum inutata sit fidcs in the Christian horizon (Hugh of St. Victor) sec my 
Heilsplan und Naturliche EnnvtMiiia, pp. 52 ST

50. Cf. Guido Kisch, Erasmus und die junsprudenz seiner Zeit (Basel, I960), 
pp. 18 26. for the Aristotelian origin of the demand to complement law through equity 
lto cover the nccessarv residue of indeterminacy m any legislation). Mv knowledge of the 
Arabic sources docs not suffice to trace rhe possible vehicles through which Maimonidcs 
might have received the doctrine

51. This interpretation is given by Jacob I.winger. “Hamachshava hahalakhtit she I 
haRambam." Tarbiz 37.3 (1968): pp. 282 II. 
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In the last few decades, we have learned to pay attention to the “his- 
torical revolution” of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the trans- 
formation of historical understanding into a genuinely contextual reason- 
mJI•46 Among the humanistic commentators of the Corpus Juris Civilis 
(the so-called mos Cal lie ns} as well as biblical critics we notice a growing 
awareness to the demand that in order to understand the meaning of 
ancient institutions, texts or monuments, thev ought to be alienated 
from any present connotation and placed in their original context. No 
historical fact is in itself meaningful unless it obtains meaning from its 
proper context. This method of “understanding through alienation and 
reconstruction” matured4' long before it found its wav into historiog- 
raphy proper. Maimonidcs s reconstruction of the ta'amc hamitsvot was 
a genuine medieval precursor of the revolution of historical reasoning.

A lesson in political theory was closely linked to the new historical 
reasoning starting with the sixteenth century: that no ideal state can be 
conceived in a historical vacuum. Even the best of all constitutions must 
bear the marks of its historical origins. T his was the modern conrribu- 
tion to the old tradition of political realism. The political realism of 
Maimonidcs seems to be grounded on a similar historical perspective. 
Even the Mosaic legislation is not an ideal which can be abstracted from 
its origin to fit all societies at all times. Sa'adia’s fault, so Maimonidcs 
seems to imply, was his endeavor to uncover an absolutely rational so- 
ci al structure, while he, Maimonidcs, established methods of contin- 
gent rationalization.

Of course, the new perspective was apt to be challenged as danger- 
ous. Did not Maimonidcs relativize the validity of those precepts which 
he interpreted against the background of a concrete and now bygone 
historical situation? Maimonidcs himself never addressed this problem 
directly, and the problem was to become one of the main issues in the 
anti-Maimonidcan controversy.4״ Should laws be changed? Maimon-

46. For the following, we chapter 2. and nil. 10-12.
4“ Rv the beginning of the eighteenth century, it was alre.tdv a truism to warn 

against those who dr rrbus nntbfnisfimir seaindnw sui tempons conditionrm notioncs forwent; 
Franz Ruddy, Histnrin frrlrsinstirn. 3rd cd tlc-tta. 17261, I'raef ; I Diestel. Grsrinrhtr des 
Alien lest aments in drr rhrnthchrn Kmbr (lena, 1864). p. 463. It is not our contention 
that Maimonidcs refrained front anachronisms. To the contrary: his historical remarks are 
usually full of them, as when he lets lac oh make Levi a mb veshim: MT, bilrbot Armbit 
Knbl-arim I. 3 But his interpretation of the sacrifices is free from them.

48. D I. ,Silver. Mnbnomdrs' ('.ritiasm nod the Minnnmidrnn ('.onrrovriTv. pp. 1181) 
1240 (I video, 10651. 14.8 If . 15' 0'.; lot criticism of the Book, H Das idson, /th75// 

Social Studies 30 I (1968): pp 46-47 It w.is, ot course, p.irt of the controversy over rhe 
hansama
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Jews carrying the seeds of the logos among the nations”’—he none 
thcless recognizes a growing process of monotheization of the entire 
world. Christianity and [slant arc tor hint “of the nature of a religion,” 
even though the one was founded bv a heretic and the other bv a lu 
uatic.5׳’ It is front the phrase of Maimonidcs that H.imc'iri later bor- 
rowed the somewhat similar phrase 'umot batjditrot bcdarkhc badatot ’ 
Still in another context Maimonidcs distinguishes between those ita- 
tions of the world which obey the seven Noachidic laws and should be 
tolerated, as against those who do n<>1 conlorm to this Jewish counter- 
part of the ins naturalc (or rather ins afiitium) and could be killed/1‘ 
The distinction calls in mind the Moslem distinction between the abl al 
kitab and the abl al want, all the more so since Maimonidcs docs not 
envisage the prosclytization of the world even in the messianic davs. All 
he wants is to make the world a safe place to obey Cod’s laws and in- 
crease the knowledge of him?" And finally: in vet another allusion to the 
divine cunning, Maimonidcs calls Christianity and Islam outright "road 
pavers for the king Messiah" — Mevasbre dcrckb lamelckb bamaslriab.''1'

52 IT chapter 4. pp. 52 53; less definitive HM, chapter 12.
53. IT ibid. Scholen! (above n. 19) denies the revolution.!™׳ character of'Mahno* 

nidcs's messianic davs. and does so bv equating revolutions to apiKalvpric-cosmical catas 
trophes only, l rue. Maimonidcs deapocalvprici/.cd his eschatology; but envisaged none 
thcless. in the first phase, the messianic age. a rapid radical change, utmost tribulations 
and a world war.

54 Prrwh hamifhnt 1. Sanbednn (chelek). In a similar reference to rational causes Mai 
monides explains there the longevity of lite in the messianic davs: securin' and abundance 
prolong the life expectation of the indh idual.

These and other scattered passages add up to a distinct view of the 
course and phases of human history seen as a historv of inonotheisa- 
tion. It is a gradual process, which shall be succeeded bv an indefinite 
period of unchallenged, universal monotheism, and was preceded by a 
likewise gradual process of polythei/.ation. From Enosh to Abraham, 
the original monotheism of Adam degenerated through polvlatrism 
into polytheism, which then enabled a priestly class to exploit and ter- 
rorizc a superstitious mass/1׳ If this sounds as an outright inversion of 
the evolutionary models of anthropologists since the nineteenth ccn- 
turv, it is due to one basic agreement and another basic disagreement.

55. Ichuda Halevi, Kuzzari (eel. Zifroiiii 4.23. I. Raer. (•nht! (New Sork, 1947). 
p. 32; below n. 67.

56. IT, chapter L p. 12
57. Cf. J. Katz, Ren Yehudi״! lew in! < Jc111Mk־m. I960), pp. 116 28. Katz cnipha 

sizes nghtlv rhe halakhic differences between Maimonidcs and Hame’iri in then’ treat 
merit of Christianitv. But the expression it sei I belongs first and foremost to the philo 
sophic.1l tradition and is the medieval version of rhe "natural religion."

58. Mi, HM chapter 6, I.
59. HM chapter 12. 4; "The sages and pi ophets did not desire the <1.1 vs ol the Vies- 

siah in order to rule the entire world, nor in order io tvraiimze the nations, nor again so 
that thev be elevated bv ,ill people, nor in order to cat. drink and be mens but in order 
to be free for the to'ra and its wisdom, and so 1h.11 there be no tvrannv over them to cause 
distraction." Cf, Perusb bamisbnti, loc. <11 . and 111 chapter 9, 2.

60 Cf. below p. 151.
61. MT. 5efcr baniada. I hlkhot nvodnt kukhtiv/ni. chapter I, pp. I 3 
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and society; at times man calls such acts miraculous God used polythc- 
istic images in order to eradicate polytheism in a slow and imperceptible 
process of "purification.'’ rather than change human nature all of a sud- 
den. Similarly, human nature will not have to change when the entire 
world will be transformed into a peaceful community.

Again God will first combat the present state of things with its own 
elements, antagonism and war. “Rut the removal of strife and war from 
east to west will not come in the beginning of his |thc Messiah's J ap- 
pearance, but onlv af ter the war of Gog."״ The king Messiah will cs- 
tablish the hegemony of Israel bv force and fear. “When he will appear 
God will frighten the kingdoms of the earth bv his fame, their domin- 
ion will weaken, thev will cease to rebel against him."5' Onlv after- 
wards, when recognized and established, rhe political dominion of 
Israel will become an ideological hegemony. While fear secured the cs- 
tablishment of the pax ludaica, the paradigm of the kingdom of Israel 
and its verv preoccupation with the true knowledge of God—the pur- 
pose of the utopian society—will secure the conditions for the perpetu- 
ation of that peace. The durability of the eschatological body politic is 
explainable in natural terms: “And there is no cause to be astonished 
that his kingdom will endure thousands of years, for the philosophers 
(cbakbamini) say that once a good body politic is constituted, it does 
not dissolve easily."52 * 54

The analogy we drew between the time of Israel’s birth and the time 
to come of its rebirth became under our hand more than a mere anal- 
ogv. The latter does not onlv resemble the former, but complements it. 
The messianic age crowns a didactic and dialectic process which began 
with the modest establishment of a monotheistic community bv Abra- 
ham, continued with the fortification through laws of this community 
after its relapse, advanced with the growing hold of the monotheistic 
imagers׳ in Israel, and made a decisive progress even in rhe time of the 
Diaspora. Even if Maimonidcs docs not go as far as Philo or Jehuda 
Halevi in seeing the function of the Diaspora as a missionary one—the 



I ,AW, PHILOSOPHY, AND HISTORICAL AWARENESS LSI 

them “sects”—each of greater sophistication than the former, though 
all of them exist at present, wherefore thcv correspond only loosely to 
the “four monarchies" of the Book of Daniel.'■'' I lacing failed in their 
attempt to extinguish the true religion by force or argumentative per- 
suasion ( Hellenization), the nations of the world resort to a ruse. A 
third sect emerges that imitates the basic idiom of the monotheistic, 
revelatory religion in order to assert a contradictory law, so as to con- 
fuse the mind and thus cause the extinction of both the original and its 
imitation. “And this is of the category of ruses which a most vindictive 
man would devise, who intends to kill his enemy and survive, but if this 
is beyond his reach will seek a circumstance in which both he and his 
cnemv will be killed." Yet inasmuch as this latter sect and those similar 
to it—Christianity and Islam—do imitate a monotheistic mentality, 
they help to propagate and prepare the acceptance of the true religion 
against their will: their stratagem turns, by a divine ruse, against them; 
or better: their ruse turns out to hate been a divine ruse from the out- 
set. The effect of their resistance to the truth is a negative preparatin 
messianica (or, in the fortunate phrase of 11. H. Ben Sasson, prcpnratw 
I eq is): in this sense, I believe, one has to interpret the phrase that Chris- 
tianitv and Islam are “roadpavers lor the king Messiah.”'‘'

Our attention was drawn repeatedly to some analogies between Mai- 
monidcs’s historical employment of the principle of accommodation 
and its Christian counterparts. The broad role which Maimonidcs as- 
signed to the divine (as against the polytheistic adversary) “ruse" also 
reminds us of one of the most original pieces of historical speculation 
in the twelfth century, Anselm of I lavelbcrg’s l)inloqi.M' The spirit us 
sanctus accommodates its historical operations not only to the degree 
of perception of man, but also to the ever more refined stratagems of 
Satan: each of the seven successive status ccclesiac is characterized by a 
less obvious and therefore more dangerous opposition of the adversary; 
in his own, fourth, status ccclesiac Anselm secs Satan penetrating the

66. II. ibid. Maimonidcs, unlike some Jewish and most < Jiristian philosophers of 
history, did not pav specific attention to detailed periodizations Nor was he interested in 
history as such I I S. Baron, "The Historical Outlook of Maimonidcs.’’ History mid 
Jewish Historians (Philadelphia. 1964). pp. 109 63, op 110 13

67. H. H. Ben-Sasson, op. cit. (abuse n IB).
68 Anselm of Havelberg. Dinloqi I, 10 Migne. PL 188. I 15211 CI. W. Kamiah. 

Afwkalypse mid (ieschichtsthcolojfir (Berlin. 19331. p. 64; W Berges. “Anselm son Havel 
berg in dcr Gcistcsgcschichtc lies 12. Jahrliundcrts," fnlirhiirh Jiir dir (irsrhirhtr Mittclimd 
()stdriitsrhlands. S (1956): pp .38 11.. csp. 52 ׳reference to Hegel's “Lisrdcr Verminft"). 
Eiinkenstein, Hrilsplan, pp 60 67, csp 66
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The medieval and modern rationalistic views of the development of 
(true or fit Ise) religions share the dislike of radical mutations; they only 
disagree as to the starting point of the evolutionary process. To the 
Middle Ages, the knowledge of God’s unitv was part of the lumen na- 
tumJc. Not its presence, but anv deviation from it called for a historical 
explanation: all the more so since Adam, as it were, encountered the 
Almighty frequently and directly, if not always on friendly terms. 
Schmidt’s anthropological arguments for the primacy of the “Ur- 
monotheismus" are but a modern guise of old theologoumena, for ex- 
ample, Eusebius of Caesarea’s description of the gradual corruption of 
man's “kingly nature" through polytheism and polyarchy and its resti- 
rution through universal monarchy and monotheism." Similar ques- 
tions bothered already the author of the Wisdom of Solomon;‘'* and of 
similar scope is also the Maimonidc.in attempt to reconstruct the pre- 
history of monotheism.

The second period in the essential history of mankind begins with 
the establishment of a monotheistic community. T he “feeble preaching” 
of Abraham62 * 64 did not suffice to guard against a relapse of his followers: 
the masses were, and still arc, prone to superstition, and can be held in 
the boundaries of religion bv laws only. These laws, we have seen, were 
construed bv the “cunning of God” so as to utilize polytheistic images 
and rites with the intent to abolish them. The emergence of a mono- 
theistic mentality was slow and difficult: tanta molts emt Romanam con- 
dere qentem. Gradualitv and slowness, we noted already, arc the formal 
marks of natural change—here as in the Christian versions of the prin- 
ci pie of accommodation since Irenaeus of Evons.

62. Eusebius of Caesarea. Histm-in failcsinstrca l, 2, !9, cd. E. Schwarz (Berlin, 1952), 
pp. 8-9. On rhe ',political theology" of Eusebius, sec E. Peterson. "Per Monothcismus 
ah politisches problem." Tbcohqtsche Trnktntc (Miinchen. 1951). pp. 44 ft’.. 89.

63 Sap. Satontimif 14: 12-17. a ciihcmeristic interpretation.
64. MN III. 32. In his placing pf the role of Moses above that of Abraham's Mai-

mon ides mav also h.nc intended invest the Moslem historical scale of values, which
placed Abraham wav above Mmes. x..

65 IT chapter I. p. 2 I

If already the transformation of a small nation into a monotheistic 
community was a slow and difficult process, all the more so the mono- 
theization of the entire oikoumenc. This is a dialectical and highly dra- 
matic process, guided again bv the operation of the divine ruse. Time 
and again “the nations of the world” wish to destroy the people of 
Israel, whose election thcv envy (even if, one may add, thcv deny it).65 * * 
Thcv generate successively destructive ideologies—Maimonidcs calls
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it is within the boundaries of history, is of an order which altogether 
transcends historical processes.72

69 I have explained this classification in ״'Patterns of Christian Jewish Polemics in 
the Middle Ages," 1 ’inter 2 (1971k p. 376. Ct. chapter 6, below.

70 IT. chapter 1, p. 30.
71 Above, n. 59.

IMPLICATIONS

With the impact of Maimonides’s theory, practical and 
theoretical, we shall deal elsewhere. One instance of the later discus- 
sions must be mentioned here, for it touches on the very texture of the 
theory, Did Maimonides envisage, in accord with his messianic views, 
any practical measures to be taken by those generations which arc close 
to the eschaton to precipitate the coming of the Messiah, measures that 
arc in the natural domain of possibilities? We spoke earlier'’ of the 
negative, critical eschatological task of the legal experts of the last gen- 
crations—the duty to unmask false contenders, of which the time close 
to the end will be particularly pregnant, lint later admirers of Mannon- 
ides took some of his enigmatic remarks concerning the possible re 
ncwal of the institution of ordination to mean a positive eschatological 
task for the legal experts in the preparation for the Messiah. When la- 
cob Bcrab attempted the renewal of the semikha (1538), he relied on a 
messianic interpretation of a view which Maimonides expounded first 
in his Exegesis of the Mishua and reiterated later in the Mishiic torn 4 
With an indication that it is but his personal view, Maimonides consid- 
cis in both his earlier and later work the possible renewal of the authen- 
tic courts through an initial act of ordination by consent of the sages in 
the land of Israel only. As is well known, the attempt of Jacob Bcrav 
failed mainly due to the opposition of the Jcrusalcntian Rabbis, led by 
Levi ben Habib.75

But Levi ben Habib, out of deference to the authority of “the Rax׳.' 
had to explain away if not rhe remark of Maimonides as such, then ar 
least the eschatological implications drawn bv Jacob Bcrav. He did so 
by introducing an evolution into Maimonides’s thought. Eschatological 
implications, lie admits, arc present in the !’crush hamtshna: there the 
renewal of ordination prepares the renewal of the full Sanhedrin of

72. See H. tirundm.tnn, Studicn liber puulnin 1 wi / irrr, pp. 56 -1 18.
73. Gnindmann, p. 85.
74. !’crush hamisbna to Sanhedrin XI <1 Ickq); MT, Hiltbot Sanhedrin 4. 1 1
75. On rhe ideological background <>t the < ontrowrw cf J. Katz. “Maihlugct lease 

ntikha ben Rabbi Jacob Hcrav vihaRalbah.'' /,ion 17 (1951): pp. 34 fl’. In rhe meantime, 
some new material has been discovered: 11 /.. I linrirrosvski, "Neu I )<,cements Regard- 
ing the Semikha Controversy in Sated." Srfimat 1(1 ( 1966): pp 1 15 92.
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church with pretention and imitation, sub praetextu rehgioms, through 
falsi fratres—a move that the Holy Spirit counters bv a variety of new, 
fresh turns of religiosity. Needless to say that such analogies do not 
suggest direct mutual influence; their interest lies precisely in the cir- 
cumstance that these figures of thought belong to such disparate cul- 
tural horizons. The search for the theological meaning of history was 
much more a parr of Judaism and Christianity than of Islam. A simi- 
laritv of the problem-situation led, at times, to somewhat similar pat- 
terns of answers.

Returning to Maimonides, we note that even though the scheme of 
each of the “sects” is doomed to failure, they still inflict on Israel severe 
physical and mental blows. It is the lot of Israel to endure in spite of 
dispersion and deflection. Among the current types of historical the- 
odicies—attempts to invest meaning into the discrepancy between be- 
ing the people of God's choice and the present humiliation in disper- 
sion—Maimonides occupies a unique position. His explanation is 
neither of the cathartic, nor of the missionary, nor again of the sotcrio- 
logical type.*י’ Not the purification and punishment for old sins, nor the 
propagation of the seeds of the logos, nor again suffering for the sins 
of nations so as to redeem the world, are for Maimonides the essential 
rationale of the galut. His language is rather sacrificial-martvrological. 
Israel is constantly called to bear witness. Time and again it brings itself 
as sacrifice, koi-bun kuliE(l throughout this long phase of world history.

The last period, namely the messianic age, will finally transform the 
hostile and implicit recognition of the spiritual primacy of Israel, which 
most nations share already now against their will and word, into a more 
or less voluntarily explicit recognition of the community of Israel as a 
most perfect and paradigmatic society. It will be a time of material af- 
fluence and security,'1 but not of total egalitarianism cither among men 
or nations. The messianic age of Maimonides is in all its aspects a part 
of history, the concluding chapter in the long history of the monothei- 
sation of the world. In the Christian medieval horizon there is only one 
eschatological doctrine which seems to come nearer to Maimonides in 
this respect—Joachim of Fiore's version of the tempus spirit us sancti. But 
the similarities are only superficial. Joachim's millennium, even though 69 70 71
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peripatetic belief in the recapitulation < >1 similar states of ,!flairs Just as 
a political constellation once existed in which a Jewish sovereignty was 
an actualized possibility, it is probable to assume that again such a con 
stellation will exist in which it mav even be in the interest of the nations 
of the world to have a Jewish monarchs■ exist. I low far from this is the 
Maimonidcan doctrine! I rue, the messianic age is in the realm of the 
possible by nature; but it also excels cverv previous historical period bv 
leaps.

Maimonides docs not denv the occurrence of genuine miracles, 
simple violations of the order of nature. They occurred at the birth of 
Israel and will occur again bivmoi hamashiach. But he distinguished 
them from miracles taken from the domain of the possible. And he 
regards the Messianic period itself, much as the transformation of Israel 
from an idolatrous into a monotheistic community, as a miracle in the 
second sense, miracles taken from the vast residue of contingencies. I Ic 
is mute concerning genuine miracles. Indeed, there will be a rcsurrcc- 
tion of the dead—but when and where, whether in the days of the 
Messiahs or thereafter, he does not know nor, it seems, care too much ' 
Genuine miracles are isolated events of no lasting significance But their 
counterpart, "the miracles of the category of the possible" Isitqftim 
mtsha’ejihari) arc the inner driving force of human history from each 
phase to a higher one

Realistic utopianism is not a contradiction m terms. I he modern 
history of political thought from Vico to Marx differs from the classical 
or medieval tradition precisely in that it sought to overcome the abyss 
between “man as he is” and “man as he should be" through possible if 
nor even necessary historical processes. The Jewish utopian tradition 
knew a meditation between the ideal and the possible earlier. For it was 
committed to a messianic ideal, but had always to sharpen its critical 
faculties against it.

The Image of the Ruler in Jewish Sources

THE LEGAL DISCOURSE

I wish to discuss rhe meaning of absolutism as it is re- 
fleeted in Jewish medieval and early modern sources. I low did the rran

7*9. M(I'mnnr, chapter 7. pp. 999 א
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seventv-one members, which again will precede the first acts of the 
Messiah. But later, in his code. Maimonides drops both references to 
the full court and to the coming of the Messiah. He speaks of the re- 
ncwal of the minimal civil courts only.’״ In other words, Levi ben Fla 
bib makes him retract the view allowing tor practical, active prepara- 
tions for the Messianic era.

This is bv no means an altogether impossible interpretation Mai- 
mon ides of the code is much more cautious, in his assertions concern- 
ing the messianic era. than Maimonides of either the Pcrush hamishnn 
or Igptrtt." And so it may well be that he refrained, in the Code, from 
making an all too radical judgment pertaining to the renewal of the 
courts. But there n no reason to assume that he actually gave up the 
messianic connotation of the renewal of some elements of the pristine 
judicial system. He just mav have chosen not to invoke them as a deft- 
nite, binding part of the messianic doctrine.

To sum tip. it would be wrong to denv a this-worldlv character to 
the processes and even actions of the messianic era, for which the entire 
history of the dispersion is a preparation of sorts. But it would be 
equally wrong to relegate the messianic era to the realm of ordinary 
political processes The contradistinction of Maimonides.s theory to the 
rationalistic consequences which Josef I bn Caspi drew from it makes it 
very clear. S. Pines has shown’" hoc! Ibn Caspi derived his assertions 
(which were to be repeated, in another context, bv Spinoza) from the

'6. Response (Venue, 15651. p. 2834, ׳ שכתב ממה בזקנותי בו חזר שהרב הנראה וכפי  
דברי כשני כמשנה □. Ralbach s feigned deference comes to the fore where he pretends that, 

of course. Maimonides must have had sources (books) for his opinion, and unless these 
arc recovered, no one can rcallv know what Maimonides meant. But. of course, Maimon- 
ides makes it clear that it is his opinion only. CL also Dimitrowski, ibid., p. 149.

77. Abuse n. 1.4. n 16
78 Shlomo Pines. Joseph Ibn Kaspi's and Spinoza's opinions on the probability of 

a Restoration ot the Jewish State” Iyyun 14- IS (1963 64): pp. 289 fl In a more recent 
article, the late Sh Pines objected to some of my interpretations of Maitnonidcs's messi- 
anic conceptions. Maimonides spoke of Christianity and Islam as “roadpavers" to the 
king Messiah, but these arc onlv occasional, insignificant remarks, inspired bv similar 
remarks of Ichuda Halevi (Knzzari IV! See "Al hamnnach nichanivut se al mishnato 
slid Yehuda Hales i." /ion 5“ 4 (199(11. pp. 51 I 54(1 But ms■ interpretation (of the 
messianic das s as a period winch is not merely restorative, as a climax to the process of 
sloss monotheization of the world 1 docs not depend merely or even mainlv on this pas 
sage in Maimonides to which Pines referred, ( loser to mv views is the recent article of 
[sadorc Tsverskv. “Ha Rambam vc'crcts visracl." in: Tarhut vtthtvm hetnldot Tisracl Imine 
liahcnayyim (Jerusalem. 1989). pp. 353 381 Relevant and important arc also Asiczer 
Ravitskv. "1 efi ko.wh ha'adam -vcmoi hamashiach Ixmish11.1t ha Rambam.“ in Mrs- 
nanism and Eschntahuiv. cd /.. Baras (Jerusalem. 19841. pp. 191-221; Jacob Blidstcin, 
Ehvnnt mtdinivyim brnndnint haRnmhnm (Ramat Gan. 1983).


