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AnAlternativeApproachtoMaimonides􀆳Contradictions

DanielDavies∗

Abstract: A contrast between an external meaning and inner
profunditiesis a central assumption of much scholarship about
medievalJewishthinkers, andabout Maimonidesinparticular．His
introductiontoTheGuideforthePerplexedisthelocusclassicsoften
citedinsupportofwhathasbecomeknownas “esoteric”readingsof
medievalphilosophy．Itcontainsunusualinstructionsforhowtoread
theGuide．Amongthem isa warningto beonthelookoutfor
inconsistenciesthattheauthordeliberatelybuildsintothetext．These
contradictionshavebeeninvokedinordertosupportanenormous
varietyofinterpretations,fromthosethatseeMaimonidesasamystic
tothosewhoconsiderhimaskeptic,andmanyothersbesides．Mostof
theseapproachespurporttoberevealing Maimonides􀆳 “truebelief”

aboutsometheologicalorphilosophicaldoctrinesandclaimthatitis
hiddenbeneathanorthodoxveneerthatis moreacceptabletothe
masses．Incontrast, thosewhoclaimthat Maimonideswassincere
whenhearguedforthepositionsthatheexplicitlydefendstendeither
toignorethecontradictionsorto play downtheirpeculiarity by
likeningthem to writingstylesusedbyotherphilosophers．Inthis
paper, Iarguethat whiletheinconsistenciesin question arean
importantaspectofhisesoterictechniques, theyarenotconnected
witha hidden philosophicalopinion, nordothey arisefrom his
dialecticalmethodofwriting．Instead,theyareamongthestrategies
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thatMaimonidesusestoexplainsomeparticularlyobscurebiblical
passages．Maimonides􀆳“realopinion”neednotbeconflatedwithwhat
heconcealswhenheemployscontradictions．Itisthereforepossible
bothtorespectMaimonides􀆳owndeclarationtobewritingesoterically
bycarryingoutdiscussionsthatareinconsistentwitheachotherand
alsototakehisphilosophicalandtheologicalargumentsatfacevalue．
DoingsoallowsthereadertoapproachtheGuideinwaysakintothose
generallyusedtoclarifyandexplainsimilarly greatphilosophical
worksand, thereby, toappreciatetheoriginalityofitsarguments
withoutdevaluingtheiracuity．

Key Words: Maimonides, Esoteric Writing, BiblicalExegesis,

Ezekiel(prophet), MedievalCosmology

Greatreligiousliteraturepossesseshiddendepths．Asacredtextheldtobe
relevantdowntheages mustbeconsideredtobearsignificancethathad
remainedpreviously undetected, even bythe audienceto whom it was
originallyaddressed．Peoplebelongingtosocietiesofacertainperiodwillnot
sharethesensibilitiesofthoselivingcenturieslaterandwillhavedifferent
referencepointsforunderstandingthesamebooks．Nevertheless,asacredtext
shouldnotsimplyreproduce widespread beliefsbutoughtto beableto
challengethemtoo．①TherabbinictraditionhasalwaysapproachedtheHebrew
Bibleasthoughitteemswithinnerworldsofsignificance．Itcouldbelikened
toastreamoflava, withavisibleoutercrustunderneathwhichflowsaneverＧ
changingtorrentofmessages．WithoutrecognizingthattheTorahisnotan
ordinary,straightforwardbook,itmightevenbeconsiderednonsense．There
areoccasionsonwhichtheliteralsenseisobviouslyfalse, metaphorsorother
figuresofspeech, andotherson whichtheapparentmeaningsofdifferent
passagesorversesconflictwithoneanother．Forexample, Godisreportedto
saythat“nobodycanseemeandlive” (Ex．３３:２０) butisalsosaidtospeak
withMoses “facetoface” (Ex．３３:１１)．Consciousofthe manyapparent
conflictsbetweentheliteralmeaningofscriptureandwhattheyheldtobe

① KennethSeeskinarticulatestheissuesinvolvedinreadingsacredtextsinThinkingaboutthe
Torah:APhilosopherReadstheBible (Philadelphia: TheJewishPublicationSociety,２０１６),１Ｇ１３．
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true, medievalJewish philosophers distinguished between the external,

manifestsenseofthetextanditsinternal,hiddenmeaning,andtheytendedto
arguethattheinnermeaningteachesscientifictruths．①Acontrastbetweenan
externalmeaningandinnerprofunditieshasalsobecomeacentralassumption
ofmuchscholarshipaboutthesethinkers,andaboutMaimonidesinparticular．
HisintroductiontoTheGuideforthePerplexedisthelocusclassicusoften
citedinsupportofwhathasbecomeknownas“esoteric”readingsofmedieval
philosophy．MosheHalbertalwrites,forexample,that “Maimonides􀆳works
arethemostimportantesotericteachingsofthephilosophicalmovementinthe
MiddleAges．”②Alongwithotherbooks,theGuideseemstoincludeseveral
layersofmeaningwithdifferent,sometimesopposing, messages．Manythink
that,inthedeeperlevels, Maimonideshintsatsecretbeliefsthathepretends
toreject．Heissaidtopresentasurfacebeliefacceptabletothemassesfor
politicalreasonsandaninner,secretbeliefaccessibleonlytotheelite．

Inthecontextofthesediscussions,esotericismisnotsimplytheattempt
towriteworksforaselectgroupofinitiates．Scholarsalsotakeintoaccount
methodsusedtowriteinwaysthatintentionallyconcealthemeaning, often
usingmisdirection,andthereasonsthatauthorsaresaidtowriteinsuchways．
ThisarticlefocusesonaparticularaspectoftheesotericismthatMaimonides
practices,thatofintentionalcontradictions．TheGuide canbesaidtobe
esotericin various ways and this oneis particularlyimportant because
assumptionsconcerninghow tointerpretitcolorscholars􀆳interpretations．
Contradictionsareoftensaidtobeusedinordertohideheterodoxtheological
orphilosophicalopinions．Iwillarguethattheycanbeexplainedinadifferent
way．TheycanbeseentobepartofMaimonides􀆳strategytohideaspectsofhis
exegesisofobscurebiblicalpassages．Inlightofthisargument, hisesoteric
practicesneednotbetakentomeanthathisrealphilosophicalandtheological

①

②

Inthisway,theywereabletodefendthetext􀆳struthandrelevancebutatthecostoffallinginto
whatwouldtodaybeconsideredanachronism．HenceSpinoza􀆳sfamouscritiqueof Maimonidesinthe
TheologicalＧPoliticalTreatise,trans．MichaelSilverthorneandJonathanIsrael(Cambridge: Cambridge
UniversityPress,２００７),１１５．

Moshe Halbertal, Concealmentand Revelation: Esotericism in Jewish Thoughtand Its
PhilosophicalImplications,trans．JackieFeldman (PrincetonandOxford: PrincetonUniversityPress,

２００７),４９．
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opinionsareanythingotherthanthoseforwhichheexplicitlyargues, even
thoughhedoesnotcommunicateallhisideasinastraightforwardmanner．

ItisundoubtedlytruethattherearedifferentstrataintheGuide,andto
manyotherJewishtextsfromtheperiod．Howtouncoverthemis,however,a
matterofgreatdisputeandnolittleemotion．TheGuideispresentedasa
replacementforfaceＧtoＧface,oralteaching,andMaimonidesusesavarietyof
techniques,includingsomefamiliarfromearlierArabicwriters,likescattering
piecesofinformationaroundtheworkthatreadersneedtopiecetogether．Like
hiscontemporaries,hewroteinwaysthatbothtestandtrainreaders,andalso
enablehimtoavoidlavishingphilosophyonthosewhoareunworthy．Butin
Maimonides􀆳case, thereseemstobesomethingexceptional．As Halbertal
explains,inesotericliterature,theveryexistenceofthatwhichismostsecret
iskepthidden,atleasttoallbutafewbutMaimonidesannouncedthatthere
aresecretsinboththeTorahandinhisGuide．①Intruth,hebuiltonrabbinic
traditionsthathadalreadywarnedagainstteachingcertainmattersinpublic．A
MishnathatMaimonidesreferencesseveraltimesintheGuidewarnsthat“one
doesnotexpound mattersofforbiddensexualrelationtothreepeople, the
AccountoftheBeginningtotwo,ortheAccountoftheChariottoone,unless
tosomeonewhoiswiseandunderstandsindependently．”② Thesearesomeof
whatMaimonidesterms“secretsoftheTorah”thatcannotbetaughtinpublic．
Hethereforewrites, “Ihaveneverceasedtobeexceedinglyapprehensiveabout
settingdownthosethingsthatIwishtosetdowninthistreatise．Fortheyare
concealedthings;noneofthemhasbeensetdowninanybook, writteninthe
religiouscommunityinthesetimesofexile,thebookscomposedinthesetimes
beinginourhands．”③

TheGuide􀆳ssubjectis “thescienceoftheLawinitstruesense”④and

①

②

③

④

MosheHalbertal, ConcealmentandRevelation, ５．However, Arthur Melzerhasshownthat
otherauthorshavealsoannouncedtheirownesotericism．SeeArthurM．Melzer,PhilosophyBetweenthe
Lines:TheLostHistoryofEsotericWriting (Chicago& London: UniversityofChicagoPress,２０１４),

１１Ｇ２４．
M．H􀅰ag．２:１．
MosesMaimonides,TheGuideofthePerplexed,trans．ShlomoPines(Chicago: Universityof

ChicagoPress,１９６３),I:Introduction,１６．
MosesMaimonides,Guide,I:Introduction,５．
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Maimonidesdoesnotattemptto makeitaccessibletoeveryone．Thereis
thereforenoquestionthattheGuideisinsomesenseesoteric．Halbertalargues
thattheesotericism ofthephilosophersisphilosophyitself．Accordingly,

Maimonidesidentifies“theAccountoftheBeginning” withphysicsand “the
Account of the Chariot” with metaphysics, thereby indicating that
philosophical disciplines constitute theinternal meanings ofthe secrets
mentionedintheMishna．①However,theesotericismatissueinthisarticle,

cannotonlyrequirethatphilosophyshouldbekeptawayfromthemasses,

becauseaneedtoaddressalimitedaudiencewouldnotrequireunfamiliar
strategies．Many philosophical texts are sufficiently difficult as to be
impenetrabletothefield􀆳soutsiders．Itwouldhavebeenenoughtowriteusing
philosophicaljargonandtoavoidexplainingallofthetermsorfleshingoutall
ofthearguments．How manypeoplewhohavenothadthenecessarytraining
wouldbeabletofollowapaperinadvancedparticlephysics? Maimonides
wouldnothaveneededtodevelopanew methodtocommunicatehisideasif
hidingphilosophywashissoleintention; hecouldsimplyhaveusedthoseof
hispredecessors．Asis well known, Aristotle􀆳s books are difficultto
understandandseemtocontaininconsistencies．InantiquityandthemiddleＧ
ages,suchinconsistenciesgaverisetoatraditionofattemptingtoharmonize
Aristotlewithhimself．② Today,itisgenerallyacceptedthatthosebooksthat
havecomedowntouswereoriginallysomethinglikelecturenotesratherthan
polishedtreatises, andthisaccountsforagooddealofthedifficulty we
encounterwhentryingtodecipherhis works．Medievalreaderscommonly
thoughtthat Aristotle wrotein such a wayintentionally, justasthey
sometimesdidthemselves,forthesakeoftestingandtrainingreaders．③

Maimonidesagreedthatphilosophyisnotappropriateforthe masses．

①

②

③

See,e．g．, MosesMaimonides,Guide,I:Introduction,６．
Thisattempthasbeen dubbedthe “lesser harmony” by Robert Wisnovsky, Avicenna􀆳s

MetaphysicsinContext (Ithaca: CornellUniversityPress, ２００３), １５．The “greaterharmony”isthe
attempttoharmonizeAristotlewithPlato．Forabrieferaccount,seeRobertWisnovsky, “Avicennaand
theAvicennianTradition,”inTheCambridgeCompaniontoArabicPhilosophy,eds．PeterAdamsonand
RichardC．Taylor(Cambridge: CambridgeUniversityPress,２００５),９２Ｇ１３６．

See Dimitri Gutas, Avicenna and the Aristotelian Tradition: Introduction to Reading
Avicenna􀆳sPhilosophicalWorks (LeidenandBoston: Brill,２０１４),２５６Ｇ２６０．
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However,heseemstobedoingsomethingmorethansimplyusingthesame
strategiesasotherphilosophersorteachingphilosophyinanesotericway．At
theendofhisintroductiontotheGuide, heoutlinessevendifferentreasons
thatcontradictionsorcontrarystatementsappearinbooks．Hethensaysthat
twoofthemledhimtointroduce,onpurpose,suchstatementsintotheGuide．
“DivergencesthataretobefoundinthisTreatiseareduetothefifthcauseand
theseventh．Knowthis,graspitstruemeaning,andrememberitverywellso
asnottobecomeperplexedbysomeofitschapters．”①Thefifthcauseservesa
pedagogicalfunction． Maimonides explains that teachers often explain
somethinginasimplewayinordertomakeiteasytounderstand．Later, when
astudentismoreadvanced,ateachermightexplainingreaterdetailandina
waythatappearstoopposetheearlierlesson．Ratherthanthefifth,itisthe
seventh cause that is generally called upon to support an esoteric
interpretation．Itreadsasfollows．

Theseventhcause．Inspeakingaboutveryobscure matters, itis
necessarytoconcealsomepartsandtodiscloseothers．Sometimes,inthe
caseofcertaindicta,thisnecessityrequiresthatthediscussionproceedon
thebasisofacertainpremisewhereas,inanotherplace,necessityrequires
thatthediscussionproceedonthebasisofanotherpremisecontradicting②

thefirstone．Insuchcasesthevulgarmustinnowaybeawareofthe
inconsistency③betweenthem;theauthoraccordinglyusessomedeviceto
concealitbyallmeans．④

Whataretheimplicationsofthisseventhcause (hereafter “seventh
contradiction”)? Herbert Davidson maintainsthattherearenonebecause
Maimonidesmakesnouseofit．⑤ Thefactthathewarnsreaderstoexpectto
encounterinconsistenciesthereforerequiresexplanation．Davidsonarguesthat
Maimonidesmaysimplyhavechangedhis mind．Unlikeauthorstoday, he

①

②

③

④

⑤

MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅰ:Introduction,２０．
Thistermcanalsomean“contraryto”orsimply“incompatiblewith”．
Pinesrendersthis“contradiction”, whichisapossibletranslation．
MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅰ:Introduction,１８．
HerbertDavidson, Moses Maimonides: The Man and His Works (New York: Oxford

UniversityPress,２００５),３９１．
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explains, Maimonidesdidnotwriteorrevisetheintroductionaftercompleting
theentirebook．TheGuideisinthreepartsthatwereeachdistributedon
completionandthefactthatMaimonidessetoutplanningtoemployacertain
methoddoesnotshowthatheendedupputtingittouse．Moreover, Davidson
writesthathehasnotfoundanyinstanceofthiskindofcontradictioninthe
Guide: “Asforcontradictionsduetothenecessityofhidingveryrecondite
mattersfromthemultitude, Ihavenotmetasingleinstanceineitherthe
exegeticorphilosophicsectionsoftheGuideforthePerplexed whichmeets
Maimonides􀆳specifications—aninstance wherehe mightbeseentodeploy
tacticsinordertoconcealanintentionalcontradictionfromthemultitudeatall
costs．”①

Mostscholarswhoexplicitlymakereferencetotheseventhcontradiction
thinkthatitispresentinsomeform．Evenso,notallarguethatitconcealsan
opinionthatcouldbeconsideredheterodox．Forexample, KennethSeeskin
associatesitwithphilosophicalworksthatarewrittenindialecticalfashion,as
theGuideclearlyis．②Subsequently, YairLorberbaumalsoclaimedthatitis
anexpressionofdialectic．③ HetakesitinadifferentdirectionfromSeeskin,

however,bysuggestingthatMaimonidesisforcedtousedialecticinorderto
gesturetowardsthingsthatcannot be putinto words．He claimsthat
Maimonidesbelievedthatcertain mattersescapeverbalarticulationandthat
uncertaintyconcerningthem mustbeconcealedfromthemasses．However,

perhapsowingtotheirverynature,heisunabletoexplainwhatthesematters
are．④

①

②

③

④

HerbertDavidson, MosesMaimonides:TheManandHisWorks,３９１．
KennethSeeskin, Searchingfora DistantGod: TheLegacyof Maimonides (New York:

OxfordUniversityPress,２０００),１８０．Seeskin􀆳sresponsetoStraussishighlyrecommendedeventhoughI
disagreewiththeparticularpointabouttheseventhcontradiction．

YairLorberbaum, “OnContradictions,Rationality,Dialectics,andEsotericisminMaimonides􀆳s
GuideofthePerplexed,”TheReviewofMetaphysics５５(２００２):７１１Ｇ７５０．

YairLorberbaum, “OnContradictions,Rationality,Dialectics,andEsotericisminMaimonides􀆳s
GuideofthePerplexed,”７４８．Lorberbaum􀆳sinterpretationcouldbeconsideredanexampleof“mystical
esotericism”,concerningwhich,seenote１onpage２７５below．ContraLorberbaum, Maimonidesdoesnot
hidethefactthatsomeofhistheologicalpositionsaresupportedbydialecticalratherthandemonstrative
argumentsand,therefore,arenotcertain．See,forexample, MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅲ:２１,４８５:
“Nodemonstrationatallcanbeobtainedwithregardtothesegreatandsublimenotions．”
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Morecommonly, Maimonidesissaidtohavecontradictedhimselfinorder
toconcealthatheholdsheterodoxviewsthatheisunwillingtoexpressopenly．
ThenamemostreadilyassociatedwiththisreadingisLeoStrauss．① Strauss
arguedthataninherentconflictbetweenreligionandphilosophyliesatthe
heartofwesternthought．Heclaimedthattheconflictbetweenthemiskeyto
theGuide: “ItsfirstpremiseistheoldJewishpremisethatbeingaJewand
beingaphilosopheraretwoincompatiblethings．”② WhileStrauss􀆳snameis
oftencitedinsupportofhiddenheresies,importantaspectsofthetheoriesthat
underpinhisownreadingsarenotalwayssharedbyscholarswhoemployhis
hermeneutics．For our purposes, the relevant pointis thatidentifying
contradictionsintheGuide, asinotherphilosophicaltexts, becomeskeyto
decipheringtheauthor􀆳srealbeliefs．Whenareaderidentifiestwoapparently
incompatibleviewsintheGuide,itisoftensaidthat Maimonidesactually
believedonlyoneofthemandheincludestheopposingviewinordertoconceal
hisrealopinion．③Strausswrites, “Thedutyoftheinterpreterisnottoexplain
thecontradictions, buttofindoutineachcasewhichofthetwostatements
wasconsideredbyMaimonidestobetrueandwhichhemerelyusedasameans
ofhidingthetruth．”In DovSchwartz􀆳stypology, therearethreegeneral
reasonsadvancedtoexplainwhy Maimonidesmighthidehisviews．④ Oneis
thattheycoulddamagethepublic􀆳sbeliefsandthereforeharmsociety,since
themassesneedtobelievefalsehoodsinordertopersuadethemtoactwell．
Politicalregimesdependonfictions．Arthur Melzerdubsthis “protective
esotericism．”⑤Thesecondisthattheyarehiddeninordertosecurethe
philosopher􀆳sownsafety, sincethose whoteachideasunpopularwiththe
massesorthereligiousauthoritieswouldbeindangerofsufferingpersecution．
InMelzer􀆳snomenclature,thisis“defensiveesotericism．” Thethirdreasonis

①

②

③

④

⑤

LeoStrauss,PersecutionandtheArtofWriting (Chicago: ChicagoUniversityPress,１９８８),

６０Ｇ７８．
LeoStrauss, “HowtoBegintoStudytheGuideofthePerplexed,”inMaimonides,TheGuide

ofthePerplexed,trans．ShlomoPines(Chicago: ChicagoUniversityPress,１９６３),xiv．
LeoStrauss,PersecutionandtheArtofWriting,６９Ｇ７０．
DovSchwarz,ContradictionandConcealmentinMedievalJewishThought [Hebrew] (Ramat

Gan: BarIlanUniversityPress,２００２),１５．[Hebrew]

ArthurM．Melzer,PhilosophyBetweentheLines,４．
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thatthesubjectmatteritselfeitherpreventsclearexpositionor,fordidactic
purposes,benefitsfromobscurepresentation．①

A glance at the secondary literature reveals that these kinds of
methodologies have been called upon to support a dizzying array of
interpretationsandclaims．Theycannotallbementionedherebutacoupleof
exampleswillgiveatasteofthevarietyofcompetingviews．Oneofthemajor
apparentinconsistenciesdiscussedbyscholarsisbetweenseeminglydifferent
accountsofGod􀆳snature．Ontheonehand, Maimonidesiswellknownforhis
teaching about negative attributes, which holds that terms attributing
propertiescannotbeusedofGod．Instead,themostproperwaytorefertoGod
isbynegatingtheprivationsofperfections．Forexample, “Godisomniscient”

shouldberecastas “Godisnotignorant”．Ontheotherhand, hedevotesa
chaptertoexplainingthatGodisintellect, whichseemstoruncountertosuch
negativeattributes．ShlomoPines writesthat Maimonides mightnothave
recognizedtheoppositionbetweentheconsequencesofthedifferentpositions
hetakesbut, “Inthisparticularcasethispointofview wouldamounttoa
graveand,inmyopinion, veryimplausibleaccusationofmuddleＧheadedness
directedagainstMaimonides．”② CarlosFraenkelarguesthatMaimonides􀆳true
positionisthatGodisintellectwhich, heargues, rendersGodimmanent
ratherthantranscendent．God􀆳stranscendenceshouldbetaughttothemasses
whileGod􀆳simmanenceispartofhis “esotericteaching．”③ Alternatively,

AlvinReinesdrewthedistinctionbetween Maimonides􀆳doctrinesofGod􀆳s
transcendence,ontheonehand, andGod􀆳somniscienceontheother, and
claimedthatMaimonides􀆳realpositionisexpressedbyhisdoctrineofnegative

①

②

③

Melzerconsidersthedidacticaspectandcallsit“pedagogicesotericism”．Schwarzrunsittogether
withwhatcouldbetermed“mysticalesotericism”asbothstemfromthesubjectmatteritself．“Mystical
esotericism”isnotincludedamongthestrategiesthat Melzerattributestophilosophers．Melzeralso
discusses“politicalesotericism”, meaningtheattempttousephilosophytoreformsociety．Itisnottobe
confusedwiththeway “politicalphilosophy” isusedinscholarshipon Maimonides, whichrefersto
Schwarz􀆳sfirsttworeasons．

ShlomoPines, “Translator􀆳sIntroduction: ThePhilosophicalSourcesofTheGuideofthe
Perplexed,”in Maimonides, TheGuideofthePerplexed, trans．ShlomoPines (Chicago: Chicago
UniversityPress,１９６３),xcviii．

CarlosFraenkel, “Maimonides􀆳GodandSpinoza􀆳sDeussiveNatura,”JournaloftheHistory
ofPhilosophy４４(２００６):２０８．
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attributes．① Yetanotherview, expressedby Hannah Kasher, assertsthat
Maimonidesconsidersitimpossibletodecidebetweenthetwopositionsthat
Pinesarticulatesbutthat, sincetheyexpressatensioninherenttoreligious
thought,theyshouldbothbeaffirmeddespiteconflictingwithoneanother．②

Expandingon Pines􀆳observation, thatthereappearto befourdifferent
doctrinesaboutGodintheGuide, ZevHarveyhasarguedthattheGuideis
evenmorecomplicatedbecauseitincludesafargreaternumberofalternative
viewpointsthananinner “philosophical” stanceandanexplicit “religious”

one．③

Intheabovecases, Maimonidesisnotsaidtoaffirmapositionthathe
apparentlyrejectsbut,rather,torejectapositionthatheexplicitlyespousesin
favorofanotherthathealsoprofesses．TheclaimisthatMaimonidesaffirms
twoopposingpositionseventhoughtheycontradictoneanother．Giventhat
theyseemtobecontradictory,heshouldnotbepermittedtoholdbothtobe
true．Therefore,onlyoneofthemreflectshisrealopinion．Inotherinstances,

theapparentruseisevenstarkerbecause, soscholarshaveclaimed, he
actuallybelievedaviewthatheopenlyrepudiates．Themostfamousexampleis
thecreationoftheworld．Maimonidesoutlinesthreedifferentpointsofview
thatbelieversinGodhold．Firstly,followersoftheMosaicLawclaimthatthe
worldwascreateddenovoandexnihilo, whichistosaythattheworldisnot
preＧeternalandtherewasanabsolutebeginningtotime．Secondly, Platoand
hisschoolarguedthattherewasnobeginningtotime, andthatmatteris
everlasting,astheverynotionofsuchagenesisisabsurd．However, Plato
allowedthatGodcanfashionmatterindifferentwaysaccordingtothedivine

①

②

③

AlvinReines, “Maimonides􀆳TrueBeliefconcerningGod,”inMaimonidesandPhilosophy,eds．
ShlomoPinesandYirmiahuYovel(Dordrecht: MartinusNijhoff,１９８６),２４Ｇ３５．

HannahKasher, “SelfＧCognizingIntellectandNegativeAttributesin Maimonides􀆳Theology,”

HarvardTheologicalReview８７(１９９４):４６１Ｇ４７２．
WarrenZev Harvey, “How Leo StraussStraightjacketed Research onthe Guideinthe

TwentiethCentury,”Iyyun５０ (２００１): ３８７Ｇ３９６ [Hebrew]．Harveydevelopsthisfurtherin “Howto
BegintoStudyStrauss􀆳s ‘HowtoBegintoStudytheGuideofthePerplexed,􀆳” inInterpreting
Maimonides,eds．CharlesManekinandDanielDavies(Cambridge: CambridgeUniversityPress,２０１９),

２２８Ｇ２４６．ForPines􀆳identificationoffourviews,see“ThePhilosophicalPurportofMaimonides􀆳Halachic
WorksandthePurportofTheGuideofthePerplexed,”inMaimonidesandPhilosophy,eds．Yoveland
Pines(Dordrecht: MartinusNijhoff,１９８６),１３,n．１２．
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will,sowhiletheworldwascreatedatacertaintime,itwasprecededby
somethingelse．Thirdly, AristotleagreedwithPlatothattimeneverbeganand
thatmatteriseternalbutdisagreedinasmuchashearguedthattheworldinits
presentstateisalsoeternal, havingneitherbeginningnorend．Although
Maimonidesdefendsthefirstview, whichisthattheworldiscreatedbothde
novoandexnihilo, manyscholarsarguethathisrealopinionwasdifferent．①

HarveyhaswrittenanumberofbrilliantarticlesarguingthatMaimonides􀆳real
opinion accords with that of Aristotle．② Tamar Rudavsky claims that
MaimonidesintroducescontradictionsbetweenhisattitudestowardPlatoand
Aristotleinorder, ultimately,toindicatethathesecretlyadherestoPlato􀆳s
opinionovertheothers．③Besidesthesestances, Sarah KleinＧBraslavyand
AlfredIvryassertthatMaimonidesaffirmednoneofthethreeopinions．KleinＧ
Braslavyinsteadclaimsthathesuspendedjudgementaboutthematter④, while
IvryproposesafourthpositionthatMaimonidesheldsecretly⑤．

Theseventhcontradictionhasalsobeenusedtoargueforothergeneral
approachesto Maimonides．DavidBlumenthalemploysittosubstantiatehis
viewthat Maimonides wasa “rationalist mystic” whoprivileged mystical
experienceoverknowledge．⑥JosefSternsuggeststhatMaimonidescouldhave

①

②

③

④

⑤

⑥

SomeofthemedievalcommentatorsalsothoughtthatMaimonidesdidnotreallybelieveinthe
positionhepresentsasthatoftheLaw．Forparallelsbetween medievaland moderninterpreters, see
AviezerRavitsky, “TheSecretsofMaimonides: BetweentheThirteenthandTwentiethCenturies,”in
StudiesinMaimonides, ed．IsadoreTwersky (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard UniversityPress, １９９０),

１５９Ｇ２０７．
See,forexample, W．Harvey, “A ThirdApproachto Maimonides􀆳CosmogonyＧProphetology

Puzzle,” HarvardTheologicalReview７４(１９８９):２８７Ｇ３０１．Harveydrawsattentiontotheimportanceof
theseventhcauseofcontradictionsin２８７n．２．Too manyarticlestolistherehavebeen writtenby
numerousauthorsarguinginfavorofthisview．

TamarRudavsky, Maimonides (Chichester: WileyＧBlackwell,２０１０),６８Ｇ７４．
SarahKleinＧBraslavy, “TheCreationofthe WorldandtheInterpretationofGenesisiＧv,”in

MaimonidesandPhilosophy, eds．ShlomoPinesandYirmiyahuYovel (Dordrecht: MartinusNijhoff
Publishers,１９８６),６５Ｇ７８．

AlfredIvry, “MaimonidesonCreation,”JerusalemStudiesinJewishThought９ (１９９０):１１５Ｇ
１３７[Hebrew] ．

DavidBlumenthal, “Maimonides:Prayer, Worship,andMysticism,”inApproachestoJudaism
inMedievalTimes,vol．３(Atlanta:ScholarsPress,１９８８),７．
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deployedittoconcealalevelofskepticism overthehumangoal．①Others
mentionthecontradictionaspartofMaimonides􀆳generalstrategyofesoteric
writingandclaimthathisaimistooffervariousoptionswithoutdecreeing
whichiscorrect．Forexample, Moshe HalbertalsuggeststhattheGuide
containsfour different, incompatible world views and “leaves multiple
possibilitiesopentothereader,” since Maimonidesdidnotwishtodictate
whichofthemtoaccept．②

Althoughtheseventhcontradictionisusedtosupportsuch kindsof
esotericinterpretations,thequestionofcontradictionsneednotbeconflated
withthatofMaimonides􀆳realopinionsabouttheissuesoutlinedabove,andI
believeittobeamistaketodoso．Atleast,thecasehastobemadethatthey
arewhatMaimonideshasinmindwhenheoutlinesthevariousreasonsthat
contradictionsappearintexts．SincetheGuideisesotericinotherwaysas
well,itremainspossibleforreaderstodetectdifferentkindsofhintsata
hiddenphilosophicalbelief．Contradictionsarenottheonlydevicesthatcanbe
calledupontosuggestthatMaimonidesishidinghistrue,secretphilosophical
ortheologicalviews．Nevertheless,itisamajorhermeneuticaltool．However,

thereisgoodreasontothinkthatMaimonidesintroducesinconsistenciesofthe
seventhsortintotheGuidefordifferentpurposesaltogether．Iwillargue
belowthatheattemptstokeepsomethingfrom “themasses” byemploying
conflictingideasin hisbiblicalexegesisratherthanin histheologicalor
philosophical arguments．First, however, it is worth reporting how
Maimonidessaysthecontradictionsaregenerallyputtouseinothertexts．

Maimonidescontinueshisintroductionbyidentifyingthebooksinwhich
eachofthedifferentkindsofcontradictionsappear．Hesaysthattheseventh
appearsin midrashicandaggadicliteratureandleavesopenthequestionof
whetheritappearsintheBible, writingasfollows: “Whethercontradictions
duetotheseventhcausearetobefoundinthebooksoftheprophetsisa
matterforspeculativestudyandinvestigation．Statementsaboutthisshould

①

②

JosefStern, The Matterand Form of Maimonides􀆳Guide (Cambridge Mass．: Harvard
UniversityPress,２０１３),７７．

MosheHalbertal, Maimonides:LifeandThought,trans．JoelLinsider(PrincetonandOxford:

PrincetonUniversityPress,２０１４),３５７．
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notbeamatterofconjecture．”① AsidefromtheGuide,then,thereareother
textsinwhichtheseventhcontradictioncanbefound．② Notably, however,it
isnotemployed “inthebooksofthephilosophers, orratherofthosewho
knowthetruth．”③Theseventhcontradictionisnottobeunderstoodasifitisa
strategyusedinphilosophicalworksgenerally．When Maimonidesraisesthe
questionaboutitspresenceinthepropheticbooks, butdeclinestoofferan
answer,heleavesituptothereadertothinktheissuethrough．Hisexegesis
providesastartingpointthatcanhelpusworkoutwhatheisindicating．In
ordertodoso, then, thefirststep mustbetostudythatexegesis．As
mentionedabove, mycontentionisthatitispossibletoidentifytheseventh
contradiction in Maimonides􀆳 treatment of some biblical passages．In
particular, I argue, the use to which Maimonides puts the seventh
contradictioncanbeseeninhisexplanationsofthepassagesthattheMishna
citedabovementions,theAccountoftheBeginning④andtheAccountofthe
Chariot．⑤ The “obscure matters” canthereforebeidentifiedasparticularly

①

②

③

④

⑤

MosesMaimonides,Guide,I:Introduction,１９．
InordertodefendtheinterpretationIadvancebelow,thattheseventhcontradictionisreflected

inbiblicalexegesis,itisworthrespondingtoShalomSadik, whoobjectedtomyargumentinthefollowing
way: “OneofthemainproblemswithDavies􀆳s(２０１１)interpretation(especiallypp．１６Ｇ２１)oftheseventh
contradictionisthatheexplainsitasanimitationoftheSages􀆳methods．Bycontrast, Maimonidesdoes
notmentiontheexistenceofcontradictionsintheSages􀆳words, nordoeshesaythathewritesusing
educationalcontradictionsinhishalakhicbooks．” Shalom Sadik, Maimonides: A RadicalReligious
Philosopher (Piscataway: GorgiasPress,２０２３),４４,n．７４．AlthoughIwouldnotclaimthatMaimonides
isimitatingthesagesinusingtheseventhcontradiction, hequiteclearlystatesthattheyemployittoo．
Indeed,Sadikhimselfsayssoonp．５１n．８６．Sadikdoesnotengagewiththeargumentfurtherorexplain
whathetakestheotherproblemstobe．ShouldIadoptthemethodologySadikadvocatesinhisbook,I
couldconcludethatbycontradictinghimselfwhileremainingsilentonthethesis, heindicatesthathe
secretlyagreeswithmyargument．Hiscommentabout“educationalcontradictions”hasnobearingonthe
matter．TheonlyotherattemptthatIamawareoftorefutemyclaim wasmadebyEdward Halper,

concerningwhichseenote２onpage２８８below．
MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅰ:Introduction,１９．
Maimonidesdedicates Ⅱ:３０toexegesisofthe Accountofthe Beginning．Concerning his

explanationsthere, seeSarah KleinＧBraslavy．Maimonides􀆳InterpretationoftheStoryof Creation
(Jerusalem: Ah􀅰vah,１９７８)[Hebrew]; SarahKleinＧBraslavy．Maimonides􀆳InterpretationoftheAdam
StoriesinGenesis:AStudyinMaimonides􀆳Anthropology (Jerusalem: DafＧH􀅰en,１９８６)[Hebrew]．

ForadetailedexplanationofMaimonides􀆳interpretationofthebiblicalAccountoftheChariot,

seemyMethodandMetaphysicsinMaimonides􀆳GuideforthePerplexed (NewYork: OxfordUniversity
Press,２０１１),１０６Ｇ１５４．
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reconditescripturalpassages．
ThedeepestsecretoftheTorah,asmentionedabove,istheAccountof

theChariot,andthetermderivesfromavisiondepictedinchapters１and１０of
Ezekiel．① Thesepassagesaredifficulttounderstand．Theauthorrelatesseeing
amanatopachariotpulledbyfourbeasts,orlivingcreatures．Thecreatures
allfaceindifferentdirectionsandeachmovesforward,buttheydonotthereby
distancethemselvesfromoneanother．IalsomentionedabovethatMaimonides
identifiestheAccountoftheChariotwithmetaphysics．However,afterpiecing
togetherhisinterpretationofEzekiel􀆳svision,itturnsouttoincludeagood
dealofphysicsaswell．Theterm “AccountoftheChariot”thereforeseemsto
have multiple meaningsin Maimonides􀆳 work．Itstandsforthe biblical
passages, whichisitssurfacemeaning．Theinnermeaningismetaphysics．But
inEzekiel􀆳sversionitisnotrestrictedtometaphysics．②

Ostensibly, Maimonides􀆳commentaryonthechariotvisionsappearsinthe
firstsevenchaptersoftheGuide􀆳sthird part．Thesesevenchaptersare
extremelyenigmatic．MaimonidesexplainsEzekiel􀆳sstrangevisionthrough
hintsand “chapterheadings,” andhedoessobydemanding muchofhis
readers．Heasks “whatstratagemcanIusetodrawattentiontowardthat
whichmayhaveappearedtomeasindubitablyclear, manifest,andevidentin
myopinion,accordingtowhatIhaveunderstoodinthesematters?”③Inorder
tofollowtheMishna􀆳sadvice, hehasdevisedawaytomakesurethatonly
thosewhoare “wiseandcapableofindependentunderstanding” canfollow
them．HedropshintsthatalludetootherpartsoftheGuide, oftento
commentsintheearlierpartsthatarenothingmorethanasides, ortoother
booksthatstudentsareexpectedtostudyontheirowninitiative．Attheendof
thesesevenchaptersdedicatedtothechariotvision,hewritesasfollows: “We
havethusgivenyoualsointhischaptersuchchapterheadingsthatifyou
combinetheheadingstherewillemergefromthemawholethatisusefulwith

①

②

③

Inthesechapters, MaimonidesalsoconsidersIsaiah６．JamesA．Diamondexplainsthatthereisa
connectionwithJacob􀆳sladderaswellinMaimonidesandtheHermeneuticsofConcealment (Albany:

SUNYPress,２００２),１１９ff．
Alternatively,onecouldarguethatmetaphysicsisassumedinphysics,sothereisnoneedto

insistthattheinnermeaningofthechariotvisionbedelineatedsostrictly．
MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅲ:Introduction,４１５．
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regardtothistheme．Ifyouconsiderallthatwehavesaidinthechaptersof
thisTreatiseuptothischapter,thegreaterpartortheentiretyofthesubject
inquestion, exceptforafew slightdetailsandrepetitiousspeech, whose
meaningremainshidden, willbecomecleartoyou．”①

Maimonidesuses multiple methodsto presenthisexegesis ofthese
passages,andtheyenablehim bothto “concealsomepartsandtodisclose
others．” Asillustration, afew examples willsuffice．Forthefirstcase,

considercomecrypticremarkshemakesaboutverse２８, whichclosesEzekiel􀆳s
openingchapterandthevision．

Andtheappearanceoftherainbowthatisinthecloudinthedayof
rain,sowastheappearanceofthebrightnessroundabout．Thiswasthe
appearanceofthelikenessofthegloryoftheLord．Thematter,thetrue
reality,andtheessenceoftherainbowthatisdescribedareknown．Thisis
themostextraordinarycomparisonpossible, asfarasallegories② and
similitudesareconcerned;anditisindubitablyduetoapropheticforce．
Understandthis．

Maimonidessaysnothingmoreatallaboutthisverse．Readersneedtobeable
toworkoutwhatheindicates．Thereisnodoubt,saysMaimonides,thatthe
rainbowisdepictedbecauseofapropheticforce．Ofcourse,asitisaprophetic
vision, Maimonidescouldsimplybereportingthatfact．Theimplicationwould
bethatitdidnottakeplaceinexternalrealitybut,rather,intheprophet􀆳s
imagination．However,hemightalsobehintingthattherainbowisanallegory
forprophecy．Inordertounderstand why, thereaderneedstoknowthe
acceptedsciencebehindrainbowsand, also, tobeabletocompareitto
prophecy．Maimonidesdoesnotprovideanyfurtherguidance;hesimplystates
thatrainbowsareknownbutdoesnotexplainanythingaboutthem．Forthe
purposesofourcomparison, whatisimportantisthatthesunisconstantly
shiningandthattherainbow􀆳spresencedependsonthedispositionoftheair
thattheraysreach．Itoccurswhensunlighthitsairthathasacertainlevelof
humidity．Achangeintheairratherthanachangeinthesunbringsaboutthe

①

②

MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅲ:７,４３０．
Pinesuses“parables”ratherthan“allegories”．
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phenomenon．Maimonides holdsthatprophecy occurs when a person has
perfectedherintellect, especiallyifshehasastrongimaginativefaculty．①

Whensomeonereachestherequiredlevel, prophecyautomaticallyensues．In
thiscontext,itisrelevantthatEzekiel􀆳sversecomparestherainbowto “the
likenessofthegloryoftheLord．” Maimonidesexplainsthattheword“glory”
canhaveseveralmeanings．Oneofthem, whenitisusedtorefertoGod􀆳s
glory,istheintellectualoverflow．②Likethesun,theagentintellectisalways
active．Metaphorically, itcanbesaidtobepermanentlyshining．Itcauses
prophecywhenthematerialthatitreachesispreparedintheappropriateway．
Likearainbow, prophecydoesnotoccurthroughachoiceoftheagentbut
throughachangeinthepatient．

Inthisellipticalfashion, Maimonidesindicatesthattheversesymbolizes
prophecy．ItisalsooneofseveralwaysinwhichheintimatesthatEzekiel􀆳s
visioncontainshints meanttocommunicateitspropheticnature, suchas
drawingattentiontothedateon whichandtheriverby whichthevision
occurred．③ Maimonides􀆳 dual strategy of disclosing some matters but
concealingothersisevenclearerinhisexegesisofsomeofthevision􀆳sother
elements．Forexample,heassociatesthefourbeaststhatpullthechariotwith
thesuperlunarspheres,althoughheneverexplicitlysaysso．Instead,heoffers
aseriesofpointersthatreadersneedtopiecetogetherbothwithotherpartsof
theGuideandwiththeirownscientificknowledge．Bydoingso,itbecomes
possibletounderstandthat MaimonidesconsidersEzekiel􀆳svisiontobea
depictionofthecosmos．

Forthenextexample, bearin mind Maimonides􀆳instructions: “Ifyou
wishtograspthetotalityofwhatthisTreatisecontains,sothatnothingofit
willescapeyou,thenyou mustconnectitschaptersonewithanother; and
whenreadingagivenchapter,yourintentionmustbenotonlytounderstand

①

②

③

ForathoroughaccountofMaimonides􀆳viewofprophecy,seeHowardKreisel,Prophecy:The
HistoryofanIdeainMedievalJewishPhilosophy (Dordrecht: KluwerAcademicPublishers,２００１),

１２８Ｇ３１５．
Foradiscussionofhow Maimonidesinterpretsthe“gloryoftheLord”andotherrelatedterms,

seeEstiEisenmann, “TheTerm ‘CreatedLight’inMaimonides􀆳Philosophy,” Daat５５ (２００５):４１Ｇ５７．
[Hebrew]

SeeDanielDavies, MethodandMetaphysicsinMaimonides􀆳GuideforthePerplexed,１１１Ｇ１１５．



—２８３　　 —

thetotalityofthesubjectofthatchapter, butalsotograspeachexpression①

thatoccursinitinthecourseofthespeech,evenifthatworddoesnotbelong
totheintentionofthechapter．”②TotakeoneinstanceofthewayMaimonides
scatterstheinformationacrossdifferentpartsoftheGuide,hedrawsattention
tothefactthatthebeastsaredepictedwithtwohumanhands:

Hestatesthathesawfourlivingcreaturesandthateveryliving
creatureamongthemhadfourfaces,fourwings, andtwohands．Asa
whole,theformofeachcreaturewasthatofaman;ashesays: Theyhad
thelikenessofaman．Healsostatesthattheirtwohandswerelikewise
thehandsofaman,itbeingknownthataman􀆳shandsareindubitably
formedastheyareinordertobeengagedintheartsofcraftsmanship．③

Twofeaturesarerelevanttothepresentpoint．Firstly,therearetwohands．
Secondly, Maimonidessaysthatthefactthattheyarehumanindicatesthat
theyareconnectedwithhandicrafts．Inviewofthesehints,andtheadviceto
connectchapterstogether,readersarepromptedtocasttheirmindsbackto
oneoftheGuide􀆳searlierchapters．Maimonideshadexplainedthatfourkinds
offorcesproceedfromthespheretothesublunarworldandthattheyare“of
twospecies．Fortheycauseeitherthegenerationofallthatisgeneratedorthe
preservationofwhatisgenerated．．．thisisthemeaningof‘nature,’whichis
saidtobewise, havinggovernance,caringforthebringingintoexistenceof
animalsbymeansofanartsimilartothatofacraftsman,andalsocaringfor
theirpreservationandpermanence．”④Theimplicationof Maimonides􀆳hint
aboutaconnectionbetweenthebeasts􀆳twohandsandthetwopurposesof“an
artsimilartothatofacraftsman”isclear．Therearetwospeciesofforces,

symbolizedbythetwo hands, andtheiractivitiesresemble handicrafts,

symbolizedbythefactthatthehandsarehuman．Thebeasts􀆳handsrepresent
twowaysinwhichthespheresinfluencetheterrestrialworld, viz．, causing
generationtotakeplaceandkeepingthingsthataregeneratedinexistence．

①

②

③

④

Pinestranslates“expression” (lafz􀅰)as“word”．
MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅰ:Introduction,１５．
MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅲ:２,４１７Ｇ４１８．
MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅱ:１０,２７２．
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Again, Maimonidesdoesnotspellouttheconnectionsbutreliesonthe
reader􀆳sabilitytodecipherapuzzle．

ThepreviousquotationistakenfromaseriesofchaptersintheGuide􀆳s
secondpartthatarealsoaimedatexplainingEzekiel􀆳svision．Inthecaseof
thesechapters, Maimonidesdoesnotexplicitlysaythattheyareusefulfor
decipheringthechariot,butheprefacesthemwithareminderthathispurpose
inwritingtheGuideisnottoteachsciencebut, instead, toexpoundthe
propheticbooksand, inparticular, the AccountoftheBeginningandthe
AccountoftheChariot．Thisbriefinterludeistoolongtoreproduceherebutit
iscrucial,andMaimonidessaysthatit“islikealampilluminatingthehidden
featuresofthewholeofthisTreatise．”① Hespecifiesthathedoesnotaim “to
giveasummaryandepitomizeddescriptionofthedispositionofthespheres,or
tomakeknowntheirnumber．”② And when writingabouttheseandother
scientificideas, “ThereasonwhyImentioned,explained,andelucidatedthat
matterwouldbefoundintheknowledgeitprocuresusoftheAccountofthe
Chariotorofthe Accountofthe Beginning or would befoundin an
explanationthatitfurnishesofsomerootregardingthenotionofprophecyor
wouldbefoundintheexplanationofsomerootregardingthebeliefinatrue
opinionbelongingtothebeliefsoftheLaw．”③

Maimonideshasdrawnattentiontotheimportanceofthesubsequent
chaptersforhisinterpretationofscripturalpassages．Theyareparticularly
crucialfordecipheringhisexegesisofEzekiel􀆳sdepictionofthechariotsothe
sevenchaptersinpartthree, dedicatedtothatvision, contain manyhints
towardthese chaptersin the second part．The chaptersinclude much
informationaboutthespheresandthewaytheyinfluenceourworld．Oneof
themstatesthatmanypeopleusedtobelievethattheplanetsarearranged
differentlytohowtheywerethoughtinMaimonides􀆳timetobeordered．He
thensaysthatthisenabledthemtocountfouranimatedspheres, whichisto
saythattherearefoursphereswithstars,andanallＧencompassingspherethat

①

②

③

MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅱ:２,２５３．
MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅱ:２,２５３．
MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅱ:２,２５４．
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hasnostar．①TogetherwithallMaimonides􀆳hintsconcerninghowtointerpret
featuresofthefourbeastsinEzekiel􀆳svision,itisclearthathetakesthemto
representthesuperlunarspheresandthatEzekielthereforecountedfour．

ManymedievalcommentatorsontheGuidethoughtthat,inattributing
thefourＧspheretheorytoEzekiel, MaimonidesindicatesthatEzekielmadea
scientificerror．Whereasheappearstosaythatthetheoryisonlyimprobable,

hemaystillconsideritamistakentheory．Thecommentatorsthoughtthat
MaimonidesattributedanothermistaketoEzekiel,thatthespheres􀆳motions
makeasound．Maimonidesnevercitesverses２４and２５ofthevision．They
readasfollows: “Whentheymoved,Icouldhearthesoundoftheirwingslike
thesoundofmightywaters,likethesoundofShaddai,atumultlikethedinof
anarmy．Whentheystoodstill,theywouldlettheirwingsdroop．Fromabove
theexpanseovertheirheadscameasound．Whentheystoodstill,theywould
lettheirwingsdroop．”Intheseverses, Ezekielsaysthatthebeastsmakea
soundso, since the beasts are supposed to representthe spheres, in
Maimonides􀆳explanation,Ezekielseemstobeindicatingthatthespheresmake
asound．Maimonidesneveropenlysaysso．Instead,heexplainsthatthiswasa
commonopinion,sharedbymanypeople,includingancientphilosopherssuch
asPythagorasandhisfollowers．② HesaysthatsomeoftheSagesofthe
Talmudalsoheldthatthespheresmakemusicbecausetheythoughtthatthe
spheresarefixedandthestarsrevolve,ratherthantheotherwayaround．And
heexplainsthataffirmingthesoundsofthespheresdependsonthisbeliefbut
that,sinceAristotleprovedthatthespheresrevolveandthestarsarefixedin
them,thisviewoughtnottobeaccepted．Maimonidesseesnoproblemin
acceptingAristotle􀆳sopinionoverthatoftherabbisandfindssupportinthe
Sagesthemselvesbeingopentoastronomicalviewsofthesurroundingnations．
Giventhat, on Maimonides􀆳interpretationthatthe beastsrepresentthe
spheres, Ezekiel also seems to mention the sounds of the spheres,

commentatorsthoughtthatheimpliesthatEzekielwasamongthose who
believed, wrongly,inthePythagoreantheory．Again, though, Maimonides
onlyhintsathisinterpretation．

①

②

MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅱ:９,２６８Ｇ２６９．
MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅱ:８,２６７．
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ThisfourＧspheretheoryconstitutesanentireviewaboutthewayinwhich
partsofthecosmosinteractwitheachother．Maimonidesexplainsthathe
conceivedanewtheorythat,hesays, “Ihavenotseenexplicitlystatedbyany
philosopher,”①inwhicheachofthefoursphereshasaparticularconnection
withoneofthesublunarelements．“Whilethefoursphereshavingstarshave
forcesthatoverflowfromthemasawholetowardallthethingssubjectto
generation,thesespheresbeingthecausesofthelatter, eachsphereisalso
speciallyassignedtooneofthefourelements．”② Maimonidesthenproceedsto
explaintherelationshipsbetweenthespheresandthe wayin whichthey
influencethesublunarworld, whichistheworldofgenerationandcorruption．
Suchanoverflowcanoccurboththroughtheintermediaryoftheintelligences
andthroughthephysicalspheresthemselves,andMaimonidesstatesthat“the
starsactatsomeparticulardistances．Irefertotheirnearnesstoorremoteness
fromthecenterortheirrelationtooneanother．Fromthereastrologycomes
in．”③ Hethenfinishesthesechaptersbysayingthattheprophetsfiguratively
applythis “overflow” to God, inordertoindicatetheintellectualaspect
throughwhichhumanscognize．

Letusnowreturntotheseventhcontradiction．Maimonides􀆳exegesisof
these“veryobscurematters”containswaysinwhichheconcealssomeparts
anddisclosesothers．Asyet,however,thereisnosignofaninconsistencythat
he mightbetryingtoconceal．Byattendingtoalternativeaccountsthat
Maimonides gives of the spheres, it becomes possible to detect an
incompatibilitybetweenideasthatformthebasisofhisexplanationofEzekiel􀆳s
viewandthosethatareatthebasisofothersintheGuide．Theopposed
premisescanthereforebeseentobealternativesconcerningtheuniverse􀆳s
constitution．Totakeasimpleexample, Maimonidesgenerallyassumesthat
thereareninespheres, whichistheorthodoxviewofhisday, andthatthe
sublunarelementsaremovedbythemotionofthesphereandthelightofthe
stars,viewsopposedtothoseespousedinthechaptersexpoundingthefourＧ

①

②

③

MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅱ:１０,２６９．
MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅱ: １１, ２７０．Maimonidesspecifiesthatthisis “whatoccurredto

me”afterrecognizingtheapparentconnectionsbetweenthemoonandwaterandbetweenthesunandfire．
MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅱ:１２,２８０．
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spheretheory．
Perhapsmorecrucially,thebeliefthatthespheresproducemusiccould

undermine,oratleastcompromise, someoftheevidencethatMaimonides
marshalsinfavorofhisargumentsforcreation．WhetherornotGodcreates
throughwillandpurposeissaidtobethecruxofthedisagreementregarding
creation．Now, Maimonidessaysthattheideathatthespheresrevolveandthe
starsareembeddedinthem, whichwassaidtobeincompatiblewiththemusic
ofthespheres,isabasisfortheargumentsthatGodcreatesthroughpurpose．
Hewrites, “Tomymind,thereisnoproofofpurposestrongerthantheone
foundeduponthedifferencesbetweenthemotionsofthespheresanduponthe
factthatthestarsarefixedinthespheres．”① Maimonidesexplainsthat“The
entiresectofPythagorasbelievesthatthesebodiesemitpleasantsounds
having,thoughmighty,thesameproportiontoeachotherasthatobtainingin
musical melodies．”② Whenthespheresare heldto producesounds, the
distancesbetweenthemaresaidtobeconstantandordered．Aristotlerelated
thatthePythagoreanssupposed“thewholeheaventobeamusicalscaleanda
number．”③ Healsoexplainedthat,inthePythagoreanview, “theirspeeds,as
measuredbytheirdistances,areinthesameratiosasmusicalconcordances;

they[therefore]assertthatthesoundgivenforthbythecircularmovementof
thestarsisaharmony．”④ Maimonidesquestionedboththeexplanatorypower
ofsystemspurportingtodescribetheheavensandalsotheideathatthespheres
areorderedinawaythatisaccessibletohumanreason．Hearguesatlength
thatthereisno waytoexplainthese motionsonthebasisofAristotle􀆳s
assumptions．Thefactthattheheavenly motionsappearsocomplexand
inexplicableistakentobeevidencethatGodcreatesthroughpurpose．⑤In
contrast,thefourＧspheretheoryseemstosimplifytheheavenly motionsin
ordertofitintocertainideasabouthowthecosmosisconfigured．IfEzekiel􀆳s
understandingofthecosmosinvolvesthefourＧspheretheoryandbeliefthatthe

①

②

③

④

⑤

MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅱ:１９,３１０．
MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅱ:８,２６７．
Aristotle, Meta．,９８６a１．
Aristotle,Decaelo,２９０b２０Ｇ２３．
IexplainMaimonides􀆳argumentsforcreationinMaimonides (Cambridge:Polity,２０２４),６１Ｇ８８．
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spheresmakesounds,itispossiblethathedoesnotaccepttheevidencethat
Maimonidesusestoassertthattheworldiscreatedthroughwillandpurpose
andis,therefore,createdexnihilo．①

Overall,then,therearetimesatwhichthediscussionproceedsonthe
basisofcertainideasthatMaimonidesusestoexplainEzekiel􀆳svision, and
othertimesatwhichitproceedsonthebasisofothersthatopposetheinner
meaningheascribestothatvision．② Themassesshouldnotbeabletodetect
theinconsistencybetweentheinnermeaningofEzekiel􀆳svisionandotherparts
ofMaimonides􀆳writings．Thereseemstobemanyaspectstothe “device” he
usestomakesurethattheinconsistenciescannotbedetectedby“themasses,”

fromhintstodemandingpriorscientificknowledgeandindependentthought．
Intheseways, heexplainshisinterpretation “insuchawaythatanyonewho
heardthatinterpretation wouldthinkthatIdonotsayanythingoverand
beyondwhatisindicatedbythetext,butthatitisasifItranslatedwordsfrom
onelanguagetoanotherorsummarizedthemeaningoftheexternalsenseof
thespeech．”③Hesaysthatthewaythathepresentshisexegesisreaches“the
ultimatetermthatitispossibletoattainincombiningutilityforeveryonewith
abstentionfromexplicitstatementsinteachinganythingaboutthissubject,as

①

②

③

Ifthisreconstructioniscorrect,thoseclaimingthatMaimonidesactuallyheldtoAristotle􀆳sview
coulddrawonMaimonides􀆳exegesisofEzekieltoindicatethatheisactuallycriticizinghisownarguments
infavorofcreation．

InordertoavoidamisunderstandingreportedbyEdwardHalperinabookreview,itisworth
stressingthatthetheoryattributedtoEzekielisnottheonlyoneintheGuide．“DanielDavies, ‘Method
andMetaphysicsinMaimonides􀆳GuideforthePerplexed,’”PhilosophyinReview３２ (２０１２):１５０Ｇ１５３．
Halperwritesthatthisargumentisincorrectbecause“itwouldleaveMaimonideswithoutanyaccountof
howGodexercisesagencyinthephysicalworld．” However,ifoneaccountaboutthewayinwhichthe
heavensareconfiguredandinteractwiththesublunarworldismistaken, anothercanstillberight．In
responsetoHalper,then,itsufficestoquotebrieflyfromthereviewedbook: “thereareatleasttwo
differentcosmologicalsystemspresentintheGuide, bothofwhich Maimonidesappearstoconsider
acceptable．OneseemstobeMaimonides􀆳ownpositionandisprobablyalsothatofthelaw, whilethe
otherisonewithwhichhedisagrees．” MethodandMetaphysics,２４．Halperalsoclaimsthatthisreading
meansthatMaimonidesisnothidingEzekiel􀆳steachingbut,instead,hisowncriticismsofEzekiel．Again,

thisisnotthecase．ItisclearthatMaimonidesishidingwhathetakestobeEzekiel􀆳steachingand
Ezekiel􀆳smistakesarepartofwhatishidden．Theparticularquestionoftheconcealedinconsistencydoes
notexhausttheissuesofconcealmentasawhole．

MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅲ:４１６．
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isobligatory．”①

AsMaimonidesregularlyremindsreaders,theMishnaforbidsexpounding
thechariot,sothevisionasawholeishidden．However,ourquestioniswhy
theparticularinconsistencygeneratedbytheseventhcauseofcontradictionsis
keptsecret,notmerelywhytheexegesisasawholeispresentedinsuchan
opaquefashion．Giventhatthechariotvisionisgenerallyheldtobethedeepest
oftheTorah􀆳ssecrets,itmakessenseforMaimonidestoconcealtheconflict
betweenEzekiel􀆳sdepictionofthecosmosandthepicturethathegenerally
assumestobetrue．Itseemsthat,inMaimonides􀆳view,someoftheprophetic
understandingsofthedeepestsecretoftheTorahisnotasdeepasmightbe
thought．Additionally, iftheinconsistency indicates that Ezekiel made
mistakes,orthatEzekieldeniedtheevidencethatMaimonidesusestoargue
forcreation,itwouldbeobviouswhyMaimonidesseestheneedtokeepthe
disagreementfrom the masses．② Awarenessoftheoppositionbetweenthe
differentpictureswouldleadtoasuspicionthatthereisaproblemwithoneof
them．Elsewhere,IhavesuggestedthathemayhaveassociatedEzekiel􀆳sworld
viewwithdoctrinesofaschoolofthoughtthathedidnotgenerallyaccept,

thatoftheBrethrenofPurity．Ifthisisso, hewouldnothavewishedto
communicatethatthisviewhassomesupportfromtheprophetEzekiel．

Whataretheramificationsofthisinterpretationforhow Maimonidesand
othermedievalphilosophersshouldberead? Ourquestionisnotwhetherthe
Guideisesoteric．Itclearlyis,sinceitisobviouslynotaimedatthemasses．
Instead,thedisagreementconcernsaparticularkindofesotericism: whether
ornotMaimonidessecretlyrejectsargumentsthatheadvanceswhilehinting
thatheaccepts otherargumentsfor positionsthatheexplicitly rejects．
Followersofthiskind ofesotericreading often appealto Leo Strauss􀆳s
authorityandrefertohisaccountofcontradictionsaskey, asImentioned
earlierinthisessay．EvenStrauss􀆳opponentstendtoadmitthathemighthave

①

②

MosesMaimonides,Guide, Ⅲ:４１６．
IntheabovementionedreviewbyEdwardHalper, hewritesthatthisinterpretationofEzekiel

“clearlystrikesamajorblowatJewishtradition．” WhileIdonotagreewithhisassessment,thefactthat
anacademicphilosopherreactsinsuchaway,eventoday,illustratesoneofthereasonsthatMaimonides
couchedhiscommentaryinsuchobscureways．
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apointwhenapplyingStraussianreadingstotheGuide．Forexample,ina
scathingassessmentofaseriesofStrauss􀆳s majortechniques, AdrianBlau
writes, “Ihavearguedthattheseallegedpracticesarenotasplausibleas
Straussimplies, exceptperhapsforwriterslike Maimonides．”① Inanother
critiqueofStrauss􀆳s methodology, publishedintheNew YorkReview of
Books, Myles Burnyeatarguedthat Strauss began with the Guide and
proceeded “under Maimonides􀆳guidance, to projectthe medievaltension
betweenreasonandrevelationbackintoantiquitysoasto makePlatoand
Xenophonsuffera ‘persecution’ thatnoordinaryhistorianhaseverheard
of．”② Burnyeat􀆳s article generated a heated discussion in the pages of
subsequentissues．OneoftheresponseswaswrittenbyRobertGordisandwas
sympathetictothecritique ofStrauss．However, Gordis disagreed with
Burnyeat􀆳scontentionthatStraussbuilton Maimonides．Gordisclaimedthat
StraussmisreadtheGuide,and“projectedhisfrustrationuponMaimonides．”③

Burnyeatreplied,aftercitingtheseventhcontradiction,that“Strausscertainly
hasmoretogoonherethanhehaswithPlato．ButIshouldbeonlytoohappy
tohaveacriticlikeGordistakemethroughtheGuideexplainingindetailhow
andwhereStrausshasgotitwrong．”④Similarly,inapositivereviewofabook
by Kenneth Seeskin about Maimonides􀆳view ofcreation, Roslyn Weiss
concludesthat “Seeskin􀆳sbookprovidesavaluableexplorationandadeft
defenseof Maimonides􀆳sargumentforcreation．Itisdoubtful, however,

whetherthebooksufficientlyengagestheesotericistreadingtobeultimately
convincing．”⑤

①

②

③

④

⑤

AdrianBlau, “AntiＧStrauss,”TheJournalofPolitics７４(２０１２):１５１．
MylesBurnyeat, “SphinxWithoutASecret,” NewYorkReviewofBooks (３０th May１９８５):

３０Ｇ３６．NotethatthetitleistakenfromashortOscarWildestoryaboutsomeonewhotriedtoexudeanair
ofmysterybutdidnotreallyhaveanythingtohide．Pretendingtosecretscanitselfhidethefactthatoneis
concealingnothing．OliverLeamansuggeststhatalＧFārābīmayhaveusedasimilarruse．OliverLeaman,

AnIntroductiontoClassicalIslamicPhilosophy (Cambridge: CambridgeUniversityPress,２００４),２２２．
JosephCropsey, Harry V．Jaffa, Allam Bloom, etal．, “TheStudiesofLeoStrauss: An

Exchange,” New YorkReviewofBooks (１０th October１９８５)．https://www．nybooks．com/articles/

１９８５/１０/１０/theＧstudiesＧofＧleoＧstraussＧanＧexchange/(accessedApril２０２４)．
Ibid．
RoslynWeiss, “KennethSeeskin．MaimonidesontheOriginofthe World,” Journalofthe

AmericanAcademyofReligion７５(２００７):７３９
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Maimonidespresentsaspecialcase．Melzerwritesthatheisbothsoopen
abouthisownesotericpracticesandalsosoobscureinotherregards “that
peopleincline to think that anything is possible with him．”① As the
contradictionsareamajortoolusedtosupportthesortsofesotericreadingsat
issue,any ‘antiＧesotericist’interpretationoftheGuideneedstoaccountfor
them moreconvincinglythanhassofarbeendone．Ifthispaper􀆳ssuggestionis
plausible, andtheinconsistencieshiddenbytheseventhcontradictionare
connectedwithMaimonides􀆳explanationofEzekiel,asolutiontotheproblem
raisedbythepresenceofsuchcontradictionscanbedistinguishedfromthe
questionof Maimonides􀆳realopinionsabouttheologicaland philosophical
doctrines．ItisthereforenolongernecessaryeithertoacceptthatMaimonides
contradictedhimselfinordertohideaheterodoxtheologicalbelief, toplay
downthepeculiarityoftheproblem ofcontradictions, ortodisregardit
altogether．Instead, theinconsistenciesthat he describesin theseventh
contradictioncanbeunderstoodtobethosethatobtainbetweendifferent
“inner” meaningsofvariousbiblicalpassages．Contradictionsdonothavetobe
the“axisoftheGuide”②aroundwhichtheentireworkrotatesandthrough
which Maimonides􀆳philosophyisrevealed．Instead,theycanbelimitedtoa
particularaspectoftheGuideandhisphilosophicalargumentscanbeassessed
intheirownright．

Ofcourse,eveniftheinterpretationIhaveadvancedisplausible,there
maystillbeotherwaystoexplaintheseventhcontradiction．However, an
interpretationthatinvokestheseventhcontradictioninordertosupportsuch
an“esoteric”readingshouldbeabletoexplainhowthecontradictionidentified
in the Guide fits Maimonides􀆳 description．Besides, even without the
contradiction􀆳ssupport, one can stillarguethatan opposition between
religious and philosophicalideas, or between orthodox and heterodox
doctrines,arekeytotheGuide．Otherliterarydevicesarealsooftenemployed
tolocatehiddenmeanings．Butsuchareadingwouldhavetobejustifiedby
morethansimplyappealingtotheinconsistenciesthatMaimonidessayshewill
use．Furthermore,Ithinkthatreadersoughttobefarmorecircumspectabout

①

②

ArthurM．Melzer,PhilosophyBetweentheLines,３０．
LeoStrauss,PersecutionandtheArtofWriting,７４．
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assertingthatanapparentinconsistencyisreallyacontradiction, orthat
Maimonideshimselfconsidereditso．Often,statementsthatseematfirstsight
toconflictarenotnecessarilyopposedtooneanotherwhenexaminedinmore
detail．Philosophicaldiscussionsregularlyconsiderquestionsgenerated by
exactlysuchaproblem．A classicexamplefrom thehistory of Western
philosophyisarticulatedbyBoethius, whosetsupthefollowingproblem．①

Everythingthatexistsis goodinasmuch asitexists．Whatpertainsto
somethinginasmuchasitexists, pertainstoitsubstantially．Therefore, (１)

goodpertainstoallexistingthingssubstantially, whichistosaythattheyare
substantialgoods．However, (２)onlyGodisasubstantialgood．(１)opposes
(２)．Adoptingthe methodologyofcontradictions, wecanask whetherwe
oughttodenyeitherthatGodistheonlysubstantialgoodorthatthingsare
goodinasmuchastheyaresubstances．Boethiusdeniesneither; nordoothers
whoconsideredtheproblem．Instead,theytrytoreachadeeperunderstanding
ofwhatismeantbythesestatements．②Suchattemptsareoftenautomatically
ruledoutinthecaseofMaimonides．Iftheproperwaytounderstandhimisto
askwhichoftwoapparentlycontradictorystatementsishisrealopinion,there
isnoneedtothinkaboutwhethertheyarereallycontradictoryorwhether
thereisanotherwaytounderstandwhatheisdrivingat．Insteadofasking
whetherornotthe “contradictorypositions” canbereconciled, whichwould
requirephilosophicalanalysis, thescholar􀆳stask becomesoneofdeciding
whichofthem wasMaimonides􀆳“trueposition” andwhichwasasoptothe
masses．Shalom Sadik hasrecentlyrestatedthe procedure: “ Where one
perceivescontradictionsinhiswords,thereaderorresearchershouldtrytosee
whichofthecontradictorypositionsiscorrectand which was writtenfor
politicalandeducationalreasonsonly．”③ Thispopularapproachfacilitates
manydifferentinterpretationsof Maimonides􀆳realmessage, whetheritis

①

②

③

See“Appendix: Boethius􀆳sDehebdomadibus,”inBeingandGoodness: TheConceptofthe
Goodin Metaphysicsand PhilosophicalTheology, ed．Scott MacDonald (Ithaca: CornellUniversity
Press,１９９１),２９９Ｇ３０４．

Forabriefaccountofthehistoryandcentralityofthisproblemin medievalthought, see
MacDonald􀆳sintroductiontothevolume, whichdealswithrelatedissues, “Introduction: TheRelation
betweenBeingandGoodness,”inBeingandGoodness,１Ｇ２８．
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supposedtoberadical, traditional, orwaryofeither．TheGuidetherefore
takesitsplaceinthecanonofsacredJewishtexts, withunderlyingmessages
thatsupportareader􀆳sownclaimsandthatcanbejudgedindependentlyofthe
surfacemeaning．However,itisrenderedofseverelylimitedinteresttothe
historyofphilosophy．IfhiscontradictionscanbeunderstoodinthewayI
propose,theargumentsintheGuidecanbeconsideredintheirownright．The
Guide mightthen belessamenableto being usedasaspringboardfor
constructivetheologicalreadingsbutIbelieveitmakes Maimonidesa more
originalandchallengingthinkerwhoisatleastasexcitingasthedepictions
presentedinmoreesotericportrayals．


