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OSES I ONIDES 

By 
Rauoi Abba Hillel Silver 

On 
Sunday morning, rch 31, 1935 

At 
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In 1492 1 the Jews of Spain were exiled. In 1935, the 

government of Spain decreed a five day national celebration of the 
t 

octocentennial, the 8c»ih anniversary of the birth of the grea t Jewish 

philosopher who was born on this~. In the synagogue of Cordova, in 

the city where this man was born, in which synagogue for 1500 years no Jewish 

prayers have been uttered, because upon the exile of the Jews it had been 

converted into a church and wkMSn was later anpropriated as a national 

museum -- in this synagogue this w ek, a Jewish raobi, after an elapse 

of nearly five centuries, is a6ain reciting Hebrew p &yers. Such 
strange 

are tne/mutations of Je ish history. 

One can draw a large measure of satisfaction f rom tis fact 

that u.ltima.telJ truth is vindicated and real orth is recognized. Je ish 

~enius and the contribution of our people to t ne thougnt of the world, 

while it may for a time be rejected, is ultimately recognized and 

appreciated. And while nations may in periods of national aberration 

drive leaders of tnought into exile and burn tneir books, ultimately, 

when that nation is sobered up, it is glad to make honoraule amends for 

the acts of earlier and more bigoted generations. 

Take, fore mple, azi Germany which in the last two years 

has made s~ch strenuous a.p.d ludicrous, if they wer e not so tragic, attempts 

every v stige 9f Jewish influence on t e life of Germany, even 

extreme o! changing name• of str ~ ts and public squares 

Jewish otables -- this1 Germany, now mad w th racial 

, session, will wnen it becomes sobered, also make honorable amends 
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and adequate restitution and wi l l be proud to reclaim those Jewish men 

of g~ iu.s wno in the l~st two y~ars it has driven into exile. 

This celebration of the 8 b a .11:..iversar y of <ioses (aimonides 

sheds li5nt on yet anotner phase of Jewis experie1ce and is symbolic 

of a uality of Jewish character. World Jewry today is celebr· ting the 

annivers .ry of a philosopher, a tninker, an author, a man of tne mind 

and tne s Jirit, not a general, not a warrior, not a conqueror, not 

a .nan who succeeded in cnanging the political map of the world for a 

few brief years. In tne annals of Jewish history for the last two 

thousand y-ars, we have had no such heroes. Jewish peonle are not 

a udicted to tne glorification of such heroes to. celebrate their anni

versaries. The Je ish ~eople is i clined to revere and honor those 

wno nave cnanged the contours of world tnought, those who reveal new 

knowledge, those who wage tn ir battles in the arena of the human mind, 

with a pen which is mightier than a sword, and who exten not the 

physical prowess of a people or nation, but the intellectual and 

spiritual prowess of tne wnole huaan race. The People oft e Book honored 

the r en who w,_ged their battles f or the well being of mankind with 

books, with written or spoken words. If you were to mention the ten 

grectest Jews, you would not find a general among tJ:..em. They would 

all be men who g, ided tne human race towards 

a noble sw et way of living. 

tis our Jewisn aristocracy ~i 

truth and towards 

Our aristocracy is not made up of hereditary nobles, lords, 
f' 

princes or ings or royalty, out princes of tlle mind, noblemen of the 



spirit. So we celebrate today tbPe~ef}&llt ~he weri~ t ne birt day 

of a gigantic intellectual f igure in 

followed him into finer ways of livi and tninking. 

aimonides, of course, is a man whom we designate with that 

very vague term II genius". In a s ense genius is a oove r ... ce or class. 

evertheles s in the p ersonality of tne ,Han and in the quality of his 

thinkin and his writing, we find those characteristics which we 

must identify witn the term, Jew. Maimonides represents for us, 

if we may use the tenn, what we call the c mpre .ensive Je, t e man 

w o is t e classic product of Je isn civilization. Thus, for example , 

his thought world is a perf ect blending of reason an faith and moral 

pass ion, and that perfect blending is c aracteristic of what e call 
• 

Jewisn culture, Jewish civilization or Jewish life. 

Moses a imonides is not a rationalist exclusivel~-, or a 

p i tist, or a le6ali~t, or a moralist. But in him there i that 

rs?Fuet hannony which is so diff icult to achieve, of clear courageous 

tnin1<:ing, a high and exalted fait and a p rop.etic earnestne s s. He is 
an 

no1/obscurantist who is wi l lin6 to sacrifice reason to blind ·aiti. 

On t ne other hand he is not a cold rationalist who ackno led es 

nothing to be true which mind cannot grasp. J r is he a senti-

mentalist w ose world is based on uncritical wish fulfillments. imonides 

insists upon employing the highest hw□8n intellectt..al scaffolding as a means 

of reacni the highest oattlements of f aith, using both reason and faith 
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as a foundation on which to base his system of ethics. In this 

comprenensive, in this fine olending of intellect and piet and 

passion for social righteousness, one finds the classic Jewish 

personality. And also in his life's activities, in his life's conduct, 

in his a ttitudes, .oses (, imonides exemplified nat we like to think 

of as ti~e ideal qualities of Jewish c racter, patient wisdom, 

· t sympat y, t t tol ranee, th firmness coupled with forbe ...L rance, 

id~alism plus practicability, 

the Jes of his day, t e Jews oft e t "elfth century, 

sensed all this in Maimonides and t ney turned to him instinctively ;, 

in his lifetime e ecame tne uLi t)l t of t .. e Exile. u The sound 

racial i stincts of Isr~el sensed in him a lFader whose owledge and 

isdom, whose spiritual and intellectual integrity could be reli d upon 

in crises -- and t ~t ce tury wa s a century of crises for the Jews, both 

int e st and in tne East, in Cnristian and in lands. 
I , 
l-t" was tne century of the Crusa.des. 'f~i:.1-~-...-4!WIIIIINltM'IM'lli-111Rd b 1 

In North Af rica and in Spain, waves of iitolerance swept over the 

people. imonidPs himself, when only a lad oft irteen, with is 

parents ana family had to flee from Cor ova. It was tne century of 
CL 

the Almo.uaa.e,, c:i:tie persecuting of t111&-W.&a1liWftl!ft'e'dan Puri tan sect whicn 

gave men the choice ,;am, exile or death. AftC¼-

exile and wandering. 



I 

The people turned to nim ia lees@ dsr for oiidance. lie e:;ave 

tnem counsel 

fat1erly admonition, very often ·1tn cheer and comfort to su tain 

them int eir tribulation. 

Qu. stions poured in from all parts oft e world, from 

individual Jews an from Jewish communities and I aimonides answered 

tnem all. He advised t~em to eschew ard f orego all forms of super

stitution. He warned t1em against 1 alse Messial1s and begged them to 

• 

who practiced Judaisms cretly, while publicly profe~sing another faith, 

day, he spo· e wor s of comfort 

and consolation. Some raobis denounced the 

They crushed their s~irits and · roke their mo-ale. aimonides, because 

of his 1 ove for his people and his sym:pat etic understanding of 

human suffering, re:rused to read~ out oft· e Jewish fold and to 

brand t.nem as traitors to tneir God. He welcomed tnem and comforted 

t em. He told tnem that while. seemin5ly they w re not Jews, that 

tney were still Je1s ad he advised tnem to leave wnenever tley could -c:.r-
, 

s~ , they could practice th ir religion fr-ely. He stren0 thened 

their morale by telling them tru:..t God ould not forsake t em because 

they had publicly acKll.o,ledged another religion becGuse t ey had done 

it througn compulsion and not througn the wickedness of their nearts. 

He preacned tolerance to ards sectaries and dissenters and said not 

to turust from them their Karaite brethren. The Karaites were a 

large religious sect wno refused to accept the law o~ tne Rabbis but 

who subscribed exclusively ·tote la·s oft e Bible. There was a 

r. 
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controversary between tLe ra oinic Jews and t~ se Biblicists. Te 

raobinic Jews said tlll.i.t the - raites w re no lon6 er Jews. aimoni es 

offered a counsel of reconciliation, advisi O tne rauo inic Jews to 

treat t e Biblicists as rothe _s, to eat with them, to drink with t em 

and by so doing to win tnem back into complete co 'onnity with Jewish 

traditional life. 

oses Maimonides was tolerant of Cnristianity and Me~amr&Pder\am 

as ell. Both of these religions, i aimonides maintained, were paths 

leading ultimately to one true religion, that there is truth in all 

of them, that they w~re different paths leading to tue same goal. So 

that, in very trutn, he waste 11 Guide t o ti 

and generation. 

·rnlexed11 of his day 

The fame of aimonides rests upon tnree literary wo s o:S 

h,i,e which are a.ma.zing for tneir profundity, fort eir versatility, for 

their encyclopaedic qualities. aimonides was great in so many ways. 

He was not only a gNNtt ~nysician. He was a--•-t matnematician. 

a logician, a 0 rammarian and a great stylist. He wrote beautifully 

in Hebrew as well as in Arabic, din all his writings, tnere is 

an amazi ~ clarity and precision oft ougnt and orderliness which 

was almost llllique in nis day and quite rare in our own day. e was a 

youn man of twenty-tnree and · e was already in exile" He oe~n his 

first • t work whicn occupied ten years of his life -- a commentary 

on tne ' is.nnah, called Siraj, whicn mans light, tne luminary. --

a comentary on t e ishnah, tna t code of oral Jewish law Wlicn was 

compiled in the second century of tne Common Era. :oses aimonides 
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elucidated ev ry piece of tnat Mishna.n and rote remarkaloe introductions 

to its parts. In tne proce ss of eluciaating • t .e ishn , he 

occasion to elucidate t e f ri ciples of our religi on, to present his 

own system of ethics based on the classic e 

s 

of tnought scattered -tnrough tat ret:ia:rka:ble co ent ar on t ishnah. 

The second great worK waicn ne w dert ~ok was even more 

remar~ble tnan tne ~irst. It wa s nothi1 0 le ~s tan the arrangement 

a d the systematization oft e oral laws of Israel from the time of 

the Biole to his own day • .A.11 the laws whi ch had developed in Isr- el in 

Bi~le tim st rough the ishnah, up to is own twelfth century. t t maze 

of law -- Maimoni es undertook to classify, systematize, organize and 

arrange in sucn a way t n&.t a man could place i finger on any law 

he is after and know what tne Jewis Law is on tnis or tnat particular 

question. Tne t ishnaJ1-Torru1 wnic he wrote in Hebrew consisted of fourteen 

volumes -- one thousand cnapters which is an exactin6 piece of work. 

There were no nrinted bOOAS in his day d much of t.aat material 

Moses Maimonides had to carry in nis head. It is a stupendous 

achievementJ Tue · ishnah-Torah became an important textbook of Jewish 

Law. 

The third work of !aimonides, t • t or w ic crowns him aa 

tne greatest philosopher of the Miadle 
I 

es, was written in Arabic. 

like his earlier books whic were written for the masses 

This book was written f or tile sc olar, tne philosoph r ..... 

For 260 years oefore. Jes had been writing on metapnfsics, 

explainin5 Jewish pnilosopny -- Saa.dia, Ibn Ga irol. Bachia, Je.ilU.da Halevi. 
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But Maimonides represented t e crest of tne wave, and truly, after him 

the ave oegins to ink again. 

at was ne purpose .oni,Q,a,e in writi t I·e 11 Guia.e to 

t e Perplexed"? Simply this -- to so t r t the doctrine of Ju ·aism 

is compa tible with reason. Jewisn tnou~t can be vindicated tnrough 

ion, tnat tne tasL of every g neration is 

to endeavor to reconcile the t.ings we believe in with the technique 

of r eason and metnaphisics. 

In the .!iddle Ages the ,n.__ster of thou·•nt llas Aristotle. 

Christians and Monallllfl!eno.ans looked up to him as tne supreme intellect 

and so it was the task oft e Jewi sh p ilosopners t o set a out to 

the teaching of Aristotle t ou.gh Arabic i terpret tion. Tn twas 

a diff icu.l t tni to do. It was one tins to assume the principles 

of ~ristotle as a guine to thought. It was another thille; to attempt 

to reconcile tie revered b M:, tne Bible, with these principles of 

Aristotle. Tne_e was in Jewish life a source of authority, t e Bible, 

the word of God, and it is difficult to rec ncile tne Biole, t e 

word of God, tne rev aled tru.t ith ri s totle. 

Aristotle spoke of God as t j1e unknown of tne Universe w1 o leads 

one t roughout eternity, uncnan~ed. 1~imonides never for a moment doubted 

the truth of tl e Biole, out 11e believed t •. t t re was clea rly a dis

crepancy between truth as found i tae Bi le and in Aristotle. The Bible 

speaks of God as walking, sitti g, ei angry, interveni gin tne lives 

of men. How can y<:1U. reconcile tne two? And yet to ·,1aimonio.es, ooth 

Aristotle d tne Bi le were truths. To imonides, however, tne words 

of t.n.e Biole were inspired oy Goa.. He sets about to do wna.t seems 
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almost imporc ible, to reconcile tne two. He does that by nresenting to 

t e philosophers the "Xey to the Scriptures." He mai tai s tha t the 

Bible is written int e speech of the co~mon folk because many people do 

not understand philosophical terminology. He maintains, however, t t 

ev ry literary passage also • s a p rofounder philosophic meaning, so 

t ~t wen you come across phrases int e Bible whic aim to be anthro

pomorphic in expression. you mu.st take tnese unrases m taphysically, 

all e6 orical ly. 

~iaimonides illustrates this point: oses asks God to 

reveal himself. 11 Show Tny elf to me." The answer is: 11 ! will be 

in same room but tnou wilt not see my face.• hlaimonides proceeds to 

show tha t tne word face na.s lso another me ine in the Hebrew langua e. 

Show me Thy glory. Reveal Thyself to me. 11 T'nou c· st see only the 

evid nces of My existPnce, of My work in the world, but My real presence 

t ou canst not grasp." aimonides sets aoout to show t · tin the Bible 

most of the philosophy is true if it represents tne highest intellectual 

truths of the world. 

Every problem of p ilosopny is treated in t e Bible. God, 

the proof of the existence of God. the unity of God, the proolems of 

providence. evil and retri ution. Even tne r a tional explanation of 

every one of the 613 co. rnandments of t e Jew..i.Sll people is treated. 

I have not the time, however to go into the entire system of p ilosop~. 

I want to indicate in two or three sente ces what ,1aimonides 1 

conception of God was. The mind of God was pure, alw~s actual, never 

potential. God cannot be known or grasped by the human mind. You 

cannot ascribe any attributes to God. Yu cannot define God, for to define 

is to classify. You cannot s God is good or wise or powerful because 
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those terr.is are human terms. All you can say is that He exists. He is. 

At oest, you can sn ak of God in negative t er ,ns. He is not ignorant of 

anyt ing int e orld. He is not WPak. 

you cannot describe him. 

ut positively, affirmatively, 

You Jl1U.$t re e er t.nat Maimo.ides, li~e all philosophers solved no 

philosophic proolems. They ca.d ot, however, oe ignored. The human 

mind must question aid t e 5re,1.test contribution oft e Jew to the world 

ia that he insists on enthroni reaso , i stiga.ting our people to think, 

to see, to Know, not merely to believe blindly. 

The work of Maimonides did not go unchallenged in nis d~. 

People did not like some of nis ideas, on re urrec ion, tne concent of 

t e Herafter. Tney felt tnat emphasis upon rea so. tended to make people 

sceptical. Tnere was a wave of op·oosition to .~imonides during his own 

lifetime t.nroughout tiie world, particularly in Southern France. 'lhis 

raobi exco'TWl\l.llicated that rabbi wno excommunicated tnis one. It came 

to a point as so often hao-iens -- th t the non-Jewis world was involved 

a d t.ne enemies of 'iaimonides went to t e Dominican onks. The Dominican 

:,onks had tne works of Maimonid~s burned publicly. A few years later, 

the Dominican ~~n:.cs having smelled tre smoke of ourning Jewish books 

once, an4 liking it, collected 24,000 volumes of Je ish booKs, principally 

copies of tne TalII[lld, and d them burned. 

This bitter controversy continued until tne Jews of France 

were expelled in tne yeb.r 1306. Then tuey had Tzores tot i 

ot er t · an the ' ilosophy of aimonides. 

about 
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I w~nt to conclude with this refere_ ... ce of r, oshe ben Haimon 1s 

life. He was not only a raobi, a tea cher, a writer, an instructor of 

Bible, a "Light in the Exile, 11 he was also a physician. The Jewish people 

took to medecine readily in the Middle Ages -- Jehuda Halevi, Nachmonides. 

Moses Maimonides' fa.me as a physician increased until ne was i nvited by 
one 

the Vizier Alfadbil, a court physician of Saladin to become/of the court 

physicians. Maimonides wrote ,::xtensively on medical hygiene. In tne Mishnah 

Torah he gives t wenty-two rules of health whi ch I believe are still valid 

for people today. 

There is a prayer which is ascr ibed to Maimonides tie physician 

whi ch I want to read and with which I shall close, which i ndicates the 

high concept of ethics wh .ch he had. Every day bef ore he started on his 

medical rounds he uttered this prayer: 

"I begin once more m.v daily work. Be Thou with met Almighty 

Father of Mercyt in all my ef forts to heal the sick. For without Thee, 

man is but a helpless creature. Grant t n ,.it I may be fi lled with love for my 

art and for my fellow-men. lay the thirst for gain and t he desire, for fame 

be f ar from my heart. For these are the enemies of Pity and the ministers 

of Hate. Grant tha. t I ~ be ao le to devo t,e myself, body and soul• to 

Thy children who suffer from uain. Preserve my strength. t · t I may 

be able to restore the strength of the rich and the ~oor 1 the good and the 

oad, the friend and the foe. Let me see in the sufferer the man alone. 

When wiser men teach me, let me be h'wuble to l earn; for the mind of man 

is so puny, and the art of nealing is so vast . .But when f ools ar e ready 
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to advise me or to find fault 1i.ith me, let me not listen to their 

folly. Let me be intent upon one tning, O Fatner of lercy, -- to 

be always merciful to Tey' suffering children.• 

From Moses unto l!oses, from t e Moses of the Exile unto __ os __. s 

Maimonides, there arise no man like unto Moses. That was the tribute which 

Israel paid to tne 11 Lignt of t.i1e Exilett to this grea t Jew who served his 

people in such faith:fulness a nd cons t ancy., who in their darkness was a 

light, wno in their sorrow was a gret~ t co: solation, who in their perplexity 

was a lignt. The world will continue to celebrate many and many anotner 

century the work of this grea t Jew, of this grea t man. 
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