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Notes on Maimonides’
Book of Knowledge

If it is true that the Guide of the Perplexed is not a philosophic book but a
Jewish book, it surely is not a Jewish book in the same manner in which the
Mishneh Torah is a Jewish book. Maimonides has made clear the difference
between these two kinds of Jewish books by saying that the Guide is devoted
to the science of the Law in the true sense: the Mishneh Torah as well as the
Commentary on the Mishna belong to the science of the Law in the ordinary
sense, i.e., the figh or talmud. The most obvious difference between these
two kinds of Jewish books corresponds to the most obvious difference
between the two kinds of science of the Law: the foundations of the Law are
treated in the Mishneh Torah with much greater brevity than in the Guide,
although they are alluded to in the former work in a manner that approaches
clear exposition. Consequently, in the Guide Maimonides discusses as fully
as possible the fundamental question at issue between the adherents of the
Law and the philosophers—the question whether the world is eternal or has
a beginning in time—whereas in his figh books he establishes the existence
of God on the basis of the view, which he rejects in the Guide, that the world
is eternal.! This would seem to mean that in an important respect Maimon-
ides’ figh books are more “philosophic” than the Guide.

Within the Mishneh Torah philosophy seems to be most powerfully
present in the First Book, the Book of Knowledge. That Book is the only
one in which the term indicating the theme is supplied with the article. More
precisely, it is the only Book of the Mishneh Torah in which the noun

Reprinted from Studies in Mysticism and Religion Presented to Gershom G. Scholem (Jeru-
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1. Guide of the Perplexed 1, Introduction (6a Munk) and 71 (97a).
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indicating the theme is supplied with the article both in the Introduction to
the whole work and in the heading of the Book. For in the case of the Book
of Sacrifices the noun indicating the theme is supplied with the article in the
heading of the Book but not in the Introduction.? On the basis of the Guide
this seeming irregularity could easily be understood as a hint: the Book of
Knowledge deals first and above all with the foundations of the Torah; the
first intention of the whole Torah is the elimination of idolatry, or the
foundation of our Torah as a whole and the pivot around which it turns
consists in the elimination of the opinions that support idolatry, and the
primary instrument for uprooting idolatry is the Mosaic legislation regard-
ing sacrifices.’ On the basis of the Mishneh Torah alone that hint could
hardly be said to approach clear exposition.

Maimonides could easily have given to the First Book of the Mishneh
Torah the title Sefer Madda‘. In the 70th chapter of the Guide he refers to
what he had said on the equivocity of “‘soul” and “spirit” at the end of the
Sefer Madda‘. One could think for a moment that he thus refers to Teshubah
VIII, 3; but apart from the fact that that passage could not properly be called
the end of the Book of Knowledge, Maimonides does not speak there of
“spirit” nor of the difficulties attending the meaning of the term “soul.” He
refers in Guidel, 70 to Yesodé Ha-Torah 1V, 8. By this reference he suggests
that there is a difference between the Sefer Ha-Madda‘ and the Sefer
Madda‘, the latter consisting only of the Yesodé Ha-Torah I-1V. By this hint
he underlines the obvious and radical difference between those four chap-
ters and the rest of the Book of Knowledge, to say nothing of the 13 other
books of the Mishneh Torah. One may say that those four chapters are the
Book of Knowledge par excellence, for they are devoted to the Account of
the Chariot and the Account of the Beginning, which are identical, accord-
ing to the Guide, with the divine science and the natural science respec-
tively.*

The four chapters indicated, and only these four chapters, are devoted to
the Account of the Chariot and the Account of the Beginning. These two
Accounts and especially the first are a great thing, whereas the halakhic
discussions are a small thing (Yesodé Ha-Torah 1V, 13). Yet the Halakhah
proper is not the only subject excluded from the two Accounts. Also
excluded from the Account of the Chariot and the Account of the Beginning
are the following subjects taken up in the Book of Knowledge after Yesodé
Ha-Torah IV: the names of God (VI, 2), prophecy (VII-X), the unchange-
able and absolute character of the Torah of Moses (IX,1), ethics (De‘of),
man’s free will (Teshubah V), particular providence (ibid., IX, 1-8), the life
to come (ibid., VIII), and the Messianic age (ibid. 1X, 9-10).

2. Cf., besides, Mishneh Torah, Bk. 1, ed. M. Hyamson, 28a22 with 19a3.

3. Guide 111, 29 and 32; cf. M.T. 18a3-4, and ‘Abodah Zarah 11, 4.
4. Guide I, Introduction (3b).
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In the Mishneh Torah the Account of the Chariot precedes the Account of
the Beginning. This order is in accordance with the order of rank of the two
Accounts, but it is not in accord with the fact that the Account of the
Beginning (natural science) supplies the premises from which the Account
of the Chariot (divine science) starts.® What then is the foundation of the
Account of the Chariot in the Mishneh Torah? We note a kindred difficulty.
According to Maimonides the Account of the Chariot is the doctrine of God
and the angels while the Account of the Beginning is the doctrine of the
creatures lower than the angels. Hence his distinction between the two
Accounts blurs the fundamental difference between the Creator and the
creatures. He overcomes the second difficulty to some extent by his division
of the five commandments that he explains in the first four chapters; he
devotes the first chapter (the chapter devoted to the doctrine of God) tothe
explanation of the first three commandments, and the three following
chapters (the chapters devoted to the doctrine of the creatures) to the
explanation of the two remaining commandments. This implies that the
foundation of the doctrine of God is supplied in the Book of Knowledge, not
by natural science, but by the most fundamental commandments. For
instance, the first commandment—the commandment to acknowledge the
existence of God—takes the place of the proof of His existence.

This must be taken with a grain of salt. Maimonides opens the body of the

Book of Knowledge with the assertion that knowledge of the existence of
God is the foundation of the foundations and the pillar of the sciences: he
does not call it the pillar, or a pillar, of the Law, while he calls the knowledge
of God’s inspiring human beings with prophecy a pillar of the Law (Yesodé
Ha-Torah VII, beginning). Accordingly he hints at the demonstration of the
existence of God that starts from the sempiternal, never-beginning and
never-ending, revolution of the sphere; he also refers a few times to what is
“impossible.” (Cf. also Yesodé Ha-Torah 1,11, beginning.) Furthermore,
according to Maimonides, knowledge of the existence of God is comma.nded
by the words “I am the Lord, thy God”; this commandment is imm.edlately
followed by the commandment that forbids thinking or imagining that
“there is another God besides this one.” It is not as clear as it might be
whether the words that follow immediately—namely, “this is the great root
on which everything depends”—refer to both commandments or only tothe
prohibition (cf. ‘Abodah Zarah 11, 4), nor whether the first com.rpandment
obliges us to recognize the absolute uniqueness and incomparability of God
rather than His existence. At any rate, the first chapter of the Mishneh
Torah, the theological chapter par excellence of the Mishneh Torah, sets
forth that God exists, is one, and is incorporeal. God’s incorporeality ism?t
presented as the subject of a commandment; that God is incorporeal is
inferred partly from His being one and partly from Biblical passages.*

5. Guide 1, Introduction (5a) and 71 (98a).
6. Cf. Guide 1II, 28, beginning.
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In the first chapter Maimonides had avoided the term “to create” (bara’)
and derivatives from it. He begins to use that term when he comes to speak
of the creatures. The treatment of the creatures as creatures (Yesodé Ha-
Torah 11-1V) serves the purpose of explaining the commandments to love
God and to fear Him. The doctrine of the creatures is emphatically Maimon-
ides’ own,” at least to the extent that it does not go back to Jewish sources.
Knowledge of the creatures is the way toward love of God and fear of Him
because that knowledge makes us realize God’s wisdom; it is not said to be
required for knowing God’s existence or His unity and incorporeality.
Maimonides enumerates the three classes of creatures (the earthly beings,
the heavenly bodies, and the angels) initially in the ascending order (Yesodé
Ha-Torah 11, 3) while he discusses them in the descending order. This
change makes no difference at least in so far as in both cases the heavenly
bodies occupy the central place. In his discussion of the heavenly bodies he
does not speak of “creating,” nor does he quote the Bible; he refers,
however, to the Sages of Greece (111, 6). It is not surprising that he speaks of
God’s knowledge and in particular of His omniscience, not in the theological
chapter proper, but when speaking of the creatures, for the problem con-
cerns precisely His knowledge of the creatures. His knowledge of all His
creatures is implied in His self-knowledge (I1, 9-10). Accordingly, the angels
knew God much less adequately than He knows Himself, and the heavenly
bodies are aware of God still less adequately than are the angels; but as they
are aware of God, so are they aware of themselves and of the angels (II, 8;
II1, 10). Maimonides is here silent on whether the angels and the heavenly
bodies know the beings inferior to them. This is not contradicted by the fact
that the angels of the lowest degree “speak with the prophets and appear to
them in prophetic vision,” for Maimonides speaks here “according to the
language of human beings”; it suffices to say that in fact there is only one
angel of the lowest degree (cf. II, 7 with IV, 6).

The Account of the Beginning is more accessible to men in general than
the Account of the Chariot. The most accessible part of the Account of the
Beginning is the one dealing with the sublunar creatures.* When discussing
the characteristics of the four elements, Maimonides speaks first of the
“way”’ of each element, then of its “custom,” and only after this prepara-
tion, of its “nature” (IV, 2). He thus lets us see that “nature’’—a notion
pointing back to the Sages of Greece—cannot be used in the context without
some preparation.® Maimonides calls air *“‘spirit”; this enables him to throw
light on the relation between spirit and water as stated in Gen. 1:2 and on the
relation between spirit and dust as stated in Eccles. 12: 7.

7. Cf. the “I” in Yesodé Ha-Torah 11, 2.

8. Yesodé Ha-Torah 1V, 11; I, end; cf. Guide 11, 24 (54a) and III, 23 (50b).

9. Cf. Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago 1953), pp. 81-83.

10. Yesodé Ha-Torah IV, 2 and 9; cf. the mention of awirin III, 3 (M. T. 37a9); cf. Guidel,
40 and II, 30 (68a).
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Knowledge of the creatures leads to love of God and to fear of Him
because it leads to knowledge of His infinite wisdom and therewith to thirst
and longing for knowledge of the Great Name. Yet when man considers His
marvelous and great creatures themselves, he recoils and becomes afraid
and realizes his littleness and lowliness and the poverty of his knowledge
compared with that of God. Although knowledge of the creatures is to lead
to both love and fear of God, Maimonides introduces his account of the
angels as the way to love of God (II, 2). At the end of his account of the
creatures other than the angels, i.e., of the bodily beings, he says that
through knowledge of all creatures, man’s love of God is increased; and by
comparing himself with any of the great and holy bodies (i.e., the heavenly
bodies) and still more with any of the pure immaterial forms (i.e., the
angels) man comes into a state of fear and realizes his utter lowliness
(IV,12). This seems to imply that love of God, as distinguished from fear of
Him, does not altogether depend on knowledge of the creatures. This agrees
with the well-known teaching of the Guide" only in so far as both teachings
ascribe a higher rank to the love of God than to the fear of Him.

The highest theme of the first four chapters is God and His attributes.
From God’s attributes one is easily led to His names,” which are in a sense
the theme of the next two chapters, i.e., of the central chapters of the Yesodé
Ha-Torah. Maimonides’ treatment of the names or rather of the name of
God serves the purpose of explaining the three commandments to sanctify
His name, not to profane it, and not to destroy things bearing His name. The
opening of these two chapters makes it clear that these three command-
ments, in contradistinction to the study of the Accounts of the Chariot and
of the Beginning (II, 12; IV, 11), are obligatory on every Jew. The discus-
sion of the commandments regarding the sanctification and the profanation
of the Name includes the discussion of the question of which prohibitions
may not be transgressed under any circumstances or are in the strictest sense
universally valid;" the strictest of those prohibitions are those against idola-
try, unchastity (incest), and murder. In the seventh chapter Maimonides
returns to “the foundations” by taking up the subject of prophecy to which
he devotes the last four chapters of the Yesodé Ha-Torah. While prophecy
belongs to “the foundations of the Law,” it does not belong, as is indicated
by the place where it is discussed, to the Accounts of the Chariot and of the
Beginning. Maimonides did speak of prophecy when treating the Account
of the Chariot, but only in order to reject such views of God and the angels as

are based on ignorance of the character of prophetic utterances. The sole
positive commandment regarding prophecy opens Maimonides’ enumera-

11. III, 52. Cf. 111, 27-28 and 51 (125a). Cf. above all the explanation of the commandments
to love God and to fear Him in the Sefer Ha-Misvot.

12. Cf. Guide 1, 61 ff. with I, 50-60.

13. Cf. Melakhim X, 2.
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tion of the positive commandments regulating man’s conduct toward man,
as distinguished from his conduct toward God; it is there immediately
followed by the commandment to appoint a king." One is tempted to say
that prophecy is a subject, not of theoretical, but of practical wisdom. As for
the sole negative commandment regarding prophecy—the prohibition
against excessive testing of claimants to prophecy—it is identical with the
prohibition against testing or trying God.*

The plan of the Mishneh Torah and all of its parts must be presumed to be
as rational as possible. This does not mean that that plan is always evident.
That this is the case would seem to be shown sufficiently by the mere fact that
Maimonides could divide all the commandments into fourteen classes in so
different ways in the Mishneh Torah and in the Guide (111, 35). The plan of
the first chapter devoted to prophecy (VII) is very lucid. Maimonides states
first that if a man fulfills all requirements for becoming a prophet, the Holy
Spiritimmediately rests on him (1). As we learn from the Guide (11, 32), this
is the view of the philosophers; it differs from the view of the Torah,
according to which God may miraculously withhold prophecy from a man
who is perfectly fit for becoming a prophet. Maimonides next states the
characteristics of all prophets (2-4); he speaks here emphatically of “all”
prophets. He then qualifies his first statement: if a man is properly prepared
for prophecy, he will not necessarily become a prophet (5). While in the first
statement he had stated, or almost stated, the philosophic view, he states in
the repetition the view of the Torah. In the first statement he has spoken of
“the Holy Spirit,” which he had used synonymously with “the spirit,"
whereas in the repetition he speaks of the Shekhinah. One may compare this
change with the avoidance of “‘creation” in chapter I and its use in the
sequel. To begin with philosophy (although not eo nomine) and to turn
almost at once to the Torah may be said to be the law governing the Mishneh
Torah as a whole. He then qualifies his second statement: everything said
about the nature, or rather the way, of prophecy is true of all prophets with
the exception of Moses. Both second or qualifying statements have the same
character: both introduce, or make explicit, the miraculous or supernatural.
Moses’ knowledge is more radically supernatural than that of the other
prophets since it is angelic rather than human (6). Finally, Maimonides
makes clear that signs and wonders are necessary but not sufficient for
accrediting a prophet; the signs and wonders, together with the claimant’s
possession of wisdom and holiness, do not make certain that he is a prophet
although they establish a binding legal presumption in his favor. In accord-
ance with this Maimonides speaks rather frequently of “believing,” i.e. of
believing in a prophet, when discussing prophecy, while he had not spoken

14. Nos. 172-173.

15. Negative commandment No. 64.
16. Cf. his use or interpretation of Gen. 1:2 in IV, 2.
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at all of “believing”” when discussing the Accounts of the Chariot and of the
Beginning."” The difficulty caused by the difference between bind_ing le_gal
presumption and indubitable truth is solved in the next chapter in which
Maimonides shows—on the basis of the premise established in chapter VII
that the prophecy of Moses is absolutely superior to that of the other
prophets—that Israel believed in Moses because they were eye- and ear-
witnesses of the Sinaitic revelation.' The authority of the other prophets is
therefore derivative from the authority of the Torah.
As is sufficiently indicated by the title Hilkhot Yesodé Ha-Torah, the
Mishneh Torah stands or falls by the distinction between what is a founda-
tion or a root and what is not. Yet the fact that all commandments of the
Torah are equally of divine origin and meant to be valid for ever and ever,
deprives that distinction of much of its importance.” Therefore one ought
not to expect that the fundamental distinction made by Maimonides should
be entirely lucid. The foundations of the Torah in the strict sense consist of
(1) what one must know regarding God, His attributes, and His names, and
(2) what one must know or believe regarding the*‘absoluteness”of the Torah
of Moses. We have seen that already the first part of these foundations
consists of heterogeneous ingredients. The first four chapters of the Yesofdé
Ha-Torah (and perhaps most obviously the paragraph devoted to the bodily
creatures), in contradistinction to the last six chapters, introduce philosophy
into the Holy of Holies by as it were rediscovering it there. Since philosophy
requires the greatest possible awareness of what one is doing, Maimc.)n!des
cannot effect that fundamental change without being aware that it is a
fundamental change, i.e. without a conscious, although not necessarily
explicit, criticism of the way in which the Torah was commonly understood.
The two parts of the Yesodé Ha-Torah are linked to each other by the fact
that the God whose knowledge is commanded is “this God,” the God of
Israel.® Accordingly, the first section of the Mishneh Torah teaches Ihz}t
only “this God” is to be acknowledged, loved, and feared and that only His
Torah is true.

On the basis of what Maimonides says in the Guide (111, 38) on the De‘ot,
one is inclined to suggest that with an obvious qualification the De‘ot are
devoted to man’s fundamental duties toward his fellows, just as the Yesodé
Ha-Torah are devoted to man’s fundamental duties toward God. In fact all
commandments discussed in the Yesodé Ha-Torah explicitly speak of God,;
yet the same seems to be true of the first two of the eleven commandments
discussed in the De‘ot. However, the second of these commandments (“to
Him shalt thou cleave”)” means according to the interpretation which

17. Cf. Albo, Roots 1, 14 (128, 4-5 Husik).

18. Cf. the thorough discussion of this subject in Albo’s Roots I.

19. Cf. Abravanel, Rosh Amanah, chs. 23-24; cf. Albo, Roots 1, 2, end.
20. M.T. 34b5 and 15.

21. Deut. 10:20; the passage is not quoted in the Guide.
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Maimonides follows, ““to those who know Him (i.e., the Sages and their
disciples) shalt thou cleave” (VI, 2). Accordingly one must wonder whether
the first of the two commandments in question (the commandment to
assimilate oneself to His ways or to walk in His ways) has an immediate
theological reference. To walk in God’s ways means to be gracious, merci-
ful, just, mighty, powerful, and so on (I, 6). In order to understand the
meaning of the De‘ot, one must understand the plan of this section. The first
three chapters are devoted to the explanation of the commandment to walk
in the ways of God, whereas the last two chapters (VI-VII) are devoted to
the explanation of the ten other commandments whose explanation Mai-
monides assigned to the De‘ot. The central chapter is an appendix to the first
three; it is medical rather than halakhic. The fifth chapter is another appen-
dix to the first three, but its purport is not obvious. To understand its
purport, one must first consider the chief point made in the first three
chapters.

Maimonides makes there a distinction between two kinds of human
goodness, which he calls wisdom and piety. Wisdom comprises all character
traits that are the mean between the corresponding two faulty extremes.
Piety, on the other hand, consists in deviating somewhat from the middle
toward one or the other extreme, for instance in being not merely humble
but very humble. One may say that what Maimonides calls wisdom is moral
virtue in Aristotle’s sense and that by juxtaposing wisdom and piety he in
fact juxtaposes philosophic morality and the morality of the Torah. Accord-
ingly the tension between philosophy and the Torah would here become
thematic to a higher degree than in Yesodé Ha-Torah.” The tension proves
on closer inspection to be a contradiction. Just as in Yesodé Ha-Torah VII he
said in effect, first, that all prophets prophesy by means of the imagination,
and then that the prophet Moses did not prophesy by means of the imagina-
tion; he says now, first, that in the case of all character traits the middle way
is the right way, and then that in the case of some character traits the pious
man deviates from the middle way toward one or the other extreme. More
precisely, according to Maimonides the right way, the way in which we are
commanded to walk, is in every case the middle way that is the way of the
Lord (De‘ot 1, 3-5, 7; 11, 2, 7); yet in the case of anger and pride, man is
forbidden to walk in the middle way (II, 3). One obviously does not solve
this difficulty by saying that Maimonides explicitly identifies the ways of the
Lord only with wisdom as distinguished from piety; this act of Maimonides
could be compared with his leaning toward the doctrine of the eternity of the
world in Yesodé Ha-Torah 1. The difficulty is solved somehow in the fifth
chapter of the De‘ot. That chapter is apparently devoted to “actions” of the
wise man as distinguished from his character traits (and his wisdom). But the
“actions” of which he speaks-here cannot be dealt with separately from

22. Consider the relative frequency of “nature” in De‘ot 1, 2-3.
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character traits.” In fact the fifth chapter differs from the chapters preceding
it in that Maimonides therein moves from the theme of the wise man in the
strict or narrow sense as defined above to the “disciple of the wise,” i.e., the
Jewish sage who is both wise and pious or in some respects wise and in others
pious (cf. especially V, 5 and 9). The transition is illustrated by Maimonides’
interpreting the commandment to love one’s neighbor as meaning that
everyone is obliged to love every Jew (VI, 3-5, 8; VII, 1, 8), as well as by his
here qualifying the duty to be truthful by the requirements of peace (V, 7; cf.
11, 10); furthermore, he limits, with a view to the practice of all prophets in
Israel, the prohibition against publicly humiliating a Jew by the duty to
proclaim his sins toward God, as distinguished from his sins toward other
men (VI, 8-9). His hesitation to identify unqualifiedly the right way with the
middle way may be explained by an ambiguity occurring in his source (Pirgé
Abot V, 13-14). There it is said that he who says “what is mine is thine and
what is thine is thine” is pious, but that he who says “what is mine is mine
and what is thine is thine” possesses the middle character or, according to
some, the character of Sodom.

The Talmud Torah reasonably follows immediately on the De‘of and thus
forms the center of the Book of Knowledge. If God’s demands on man—on
his conduct both towards God and towards his fellow men—are delivered in
the most perfect manner in the Torah and only in the Torah, knowledge of
the Torah, study of the Torah is the first of all duties; for even the Accounts
of the Chariot and of the Beginning form part of the study of the Torah (I,
11-12). The central section makes clear that the extreme humility de-
manded by the Torah does not preclude the sage’s concern with being
honored and enjoying other privileges, for that concern only reflects his
concern with the Torah being honoured (V, 1; VI, 11-12).

The commandments explained in the ‘Abodah Zarah are mostly the
immediate specifications of the first and most fundamental prohibition,
namely the prohibition against thinking that there is any other god but the
Lord. Accordingly, 49 of the 51 commandments discussed there are prohibi-
tions; even the two commandments that are positive in form are in fact also
negative. In order to see why the laws regarding forbidden worship form
part of the Book of Knowledge, we start from the most obvious peculiarity
of this section. That peculiarity is that the section is opened by an introduc-
tory chapter preceding the explanation of any of the 51 commandments in
question. That chapter sets forth the relation in time of forbidden worship to
the true or right worship. True worship preceded forbidden worship. This,
we may say, follows necessarily from man’s having been created by God in
His image. Man originally knew that all beings other than God are God’s
creatures. This knowledge was gradually lost, with the result that the great

~ 23. Cf. De‘ot V1, 5 and Sanhedrin XVIII, 1 with De‘ot I, 7.
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majority of men became worshippers of idols while the wise men among
them knew no other god but the stars and the spheres; the truth was
preserved only by solitary individuals like Noah. The truth was recovered by
the efforts of Abraham, who realized that the sphere cannot possibly move
itself and that its mover is the creator of the whole, the only God. He fought
the worship of idols as well as of the heavenly bodies by deed and by speech,
his speech consisting of demonstrations. He was therefore persecuted, but
saved by a miracle. This miracle is all the more remarkable since it is the only
divine intervention in Abraham’s recovery and propagation of the truth that
is mentioned by Maimonides here. At any rate, forbidden worship—the
worship of any creatures (II, 1)—is based on the most fundamental error, a
demonstrably wrong view, the alternative to ““the foundation of the founda-
tions and the pillar of the sciences.”” It is for this reason that forbidden
worship is a proper theme of the Book of Knowledge.

It could seem that the teaching of ‘Abodah Zarah 1 is at variance with the
teaching of the Guide, according to which the creation of the world is not
demonstrable and the prohibition against idolatry is not accessible to reason
or the intellect.” This would cause no difficulty since the purposes of the
Guide and the Mishneh Torah differ so greatly. The case would be different
if this particular difference between the two works flatly contradicted what
Maimonides says in the Guide about the most important substantive differ-
ence between them.” Nor are we perplexed by his stressing the defects of the
minds of most men and the ensuing necessity of establishing certainty and
unanimity by means of revelation even regarding the existence of God, for
what is true of most minds is not true of all (‘Abodah Zarah 11, 3). A
difficulty is caused by what he says toward the end of this section (XI, 16), at
the end of his discussion of the prohibitions against divination, astrolo,gy
the use of charms, and similar things: everyone who “believes” in sucl;
things and thinks that they are true and words of wisdom but to be foregone
only because they are forbidden by the Torah, is a fool. One wonders
whether this statement is meant to apply retroactively to idolatry proper or
whether Maimonides is here suggesting a distinction between idolatry and
what we would call superstition.

The last section of the Book of Knowledge is devoted to the explanation
of a single commandment—the commandment that the sinner repent his
sins before the Lord and make confession—as well as of the roots, or
dogmas, that are “‘connected with [that commandment] for its sake.” :['he
dogmas in question do not belong, then, to the Accounts of the Chariot and
of the Beginning. Their rationale is solely that without their acceptance
repentance would be impossible; they are purely practical, i.e., they are

24, Yesodé Ha-Torah, beginning and ‘Abodah Zarah 11, 4.

25. II, 33 (75a).
26. Cf. the beginning of this article.
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more practical than the dogmas concerning prophecy and the Torah of
Moses, for revelation also discloses theoretical truths; or, to use a distinction
made by Maimonides in the Guide (III, 28), they are opinions that ought to
be believed not so much on account of themselves as because they are
necessary for the improvement of human living together. Besides, the
heading of the last section of the Book of Knowledge implies that none of
the 613 commandments of the Torah explicitly commands acceptance of the
opinions in question.
The question arises, why are dogmas of this kind connected with repent-
ance and required for the sake of repentance, as distinguished from other
commanded actions, such as prayer; and which are the dogmas in question?
Maimonides’ codification of the particulars of the law on repentance pre-
pares the answers to these questions. The distinction between perfect re-
pentance and repentance as such seems to be of decisive importance. Perfect
repentance requires that the sinner not again commit the repented sin
although the relevant circumstances have not changed or although he is
exposed to the same temptation to which he earlier succumbed: an old man
cannot perfectly repent the sins he committed in his youth by virtue of his
youth. From this it follows that there cannot be any perfect repentance on
one’s deathbed. Hence if there were not repentance pure and simple, men
could not repent many of their sins. Yet they are commanded to repent all
their sins. Hence repentance pure and simple requires only that man deplore
his sins, confess them with his lips before the Lord, and resolve in his heart
not to commit them again. Even if a man has perfectly repented a givensin,
he is not for this reason free from sin, for he will commit other sins.
Repentance pure and simple, as distinguished from perfect repentance, is
sufficient for his sins being forgiven him (II, 1-3; cf. III, 1). Forgiveness of
sins is needed because sinfulness, i.e. preponderance of one’s sins over his
meritorious deeds, is literally deadly, and only God knows the true weight of
the various kinds of sins and meritorious deeds (III, 2). When Maimonides
mentions in this context (III, 4) the fact that the sounding of the Shofar on
Rosh ha-shanah is a decision of Scripture, i.e., not explicable, he givesus a
hint to the effect that the commandment to repent has a reason accessible to
man; that reason is the one that has just been restated. Repentance is then
not possible if there is not particular providence, which in turn requires that
God be omniscent. Furthermore, the crucial importance of deathbed re-
pentance is connected with the prospect of the life to come. Accordingly
Maimonides enumerates in the immediate sequel (111, 6 ff.) the kinds of men
who do not have a share in the world to come; among those kinds we find
him who says that the Creator does not know what men do and those who
deny the resurrection of the dead and the coming of the Redeemer.
Maimonides does not explicitly introduce these three dogmas in the
Teshubah as dogmas or roots. He speaks in the Teshubah of roots in the

Maimonides’ Book of Knowledge 203

sense of dogmas only in chapters V-VI, i.e., in the central chapters of that
section. “The great root” without which repentance is impossible, is man’s
freedom. Man is free in the sense that it depends entirely on him whether he
will choose the good or the bad; it is in every man’s power to be as just as
Moses or as wicked as Jeroboam, to be wise or to be foolish. No other being
in the world possesses this privilege. One must go beyond what Maimonides
says and say that no other being possesses that privilege: God cannot be
unjust or unwise. Man would not be truly free to choose good and evil, truth
or error, if he did not by his own power know good or evil or truth and error.
Neither God nor anyone else nor anything” compels man to act well or badly
or draws him to either justice and wisdom or injustice and folly. Maimonides
thus implicitly denies what he had asserted in the De‘ot (1, 2) that different
human beings have from their birth, by nature, inclinations to different
vices; in fact, he now refrains from speaking of “‘nature” (teba‘) altogether.
Since the difficulty is not disposed of by silence, he replaces the statement
“freedom is given to everyman” by the statement “the freedom of everyman
is given to him.”?

Man’s freedom is a pillar of the whole Torah: he could not reasonably be
told “do this” or “do not do that” if he were not able to do in each case the
opposite of what he is told. In particular, if he lacked freedom he could not
reasonably be punished for his transgressions or rewarded for his obedience.
Man can avoid the punishment he deserves by repenting his evil deeds;
because man is free to do evil, he is also free to repent his evil deeds. Man’s
freedom extends even to his knowledge or science and to his emotions.
Man’s freedom seems to be incompatible with God’s omniscience, with His
knowledge of all future things. The solution of this difficulty requires pro-
found thought—thought that is not at the disposal of all men—and “many
great roots” depend on that solution. The solution is supplied by the insight
that God’s knowledge differs radically from human knowledge, so much so,
that God’s knowledge is as unfathomable to man as His essence. But while
we cannot know how God knows all creatures and their actions, we know
without any doubt that man is free. This knowledge derives not merely from
the acceptance of the Law but from clear demonstrations taken from the
words of wisdom, i.e. from science. There remains another difficulty to the
solution of which Maimonides devotes the whole sixth chapter. This diffi-
culty is caused by many scriptural passages that seem to contradict the
dogma of human freedom; in those passages God seems to be said to decree
men’s doing evil or good. To solve this difficulty, Maimonides explains in his
own name “a great root.” The explanation starts from the fact that every

27. M.T. 87al8.

28. Cf. Teshubah V, beginning with VII, beginning. The latter formulation may be the
correct reading also of V, beginning; cf. Hyamson's edition and Albo, Roots I, 3 (59, 17-18).
Cf. Pines’ Introduction to his English translation of the Guide (Chicago 1963), p. xcv, n. 63.
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unrepented sin of an individual or community requires a fitting punish-
ment—God alone knowing which punishment is fit—in this life or in the life
to come or in both lives. If the individual or the community has commiited a
great sin or many sins, justice requires that the sinner not escape punishment
through his repentance and hence that repentance, i.e. the freedom to
return from his wickedness, be withheld from him. This is what is meant by
God’s hardening the heart of Pharaoh and similar expressions.

Maimonides concludes the thematic discussion of repentance in the
seventh chapter, in which he speaks more emphatically than before of the
exalted rank of repentance: the rank of those who repent is higher than that
of those who never sin; Israel will not be redeemed except through repent-
ance; repentance brings man near to the Presence. Particularly remarkable
is the suddenness with which a man through his repentance is transformed
from an enemy of God into a friend of God. Those who repent have the
characteristics of the pious as distinguished from the wise.

The next two chapters deal with the world to come and the Messianic age;
the connection of these two themes with repentance has become clear from
the thematic discussion of repentance. The life to come is the highest reward
for the fulfillment of the commandments and the acquisition of wisdom.
Yet, as Maimonides points out in the last chapter, as long as we fulfil the
commandments of the Torah and concern ourselves with the wisdom of the
Torah in order to receive any reward, we do not yet serve God properly, for
we serve Him only from fear, not from love. But one can love God only to
the extent to which one knows Him. Therefore one must dedicate oneself to
the study of the sciences and insights that enable him to know God to the
extent to which this is possible for man, “as we have made clear in the
Yesodé Ha-Torah.” With these words the Book of Knowledge ends. The
reference to the Sefer Madda‘ makes it unnecessary for Maimonides to state
explicitly what the required sciences or insights are.
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