Fundamental Questions of Jewish Theology:

What does it mean to “yearn for mashiah”?

Part |l = The Madness of Maimonides’' Messianism

I. RAMBAM’S MASHIAH

1. Siddur (Nusab Asbkenaz)

I believe with complete faith in the coming of the Messiah
and even though he may tarry, nevertheless, I yearn every

day for his coming.

2. Rambam, M.T. Laws of Kings 11:1

In the future, the Messianic king will arise and renew the
Davidic dynasty, restoring it to its initial sovereignty. He
will build the Temple and gather the dispersed of Israel.
Then, in his days, the observance of all the statutes will re-
turn to their previous state. We will offer sacrifices, observe
the Sabbatical and Jubilee years according to all their par-
ticulars as described by the Torah. Anyone who does not
believe in him or does not await his coming, denies not
only the statements of the other prophets, but those of the

Torah and Moses, our teacher.

3. Rambam, M.T. Laws of Kings 11:3

One should not presume that the Messianic king must
work miracles and wonders, bring about new phenomena
in the world, resurrect the dead, or perform other similar
deeds. This is definitely not true. ... The main thrust of the
matter is thus: This Torah, its statutes, and its laws, are ev-

erlasting. We may not add to them or detract from them.
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4. Rambam, M.T. Laws of Kings 12:2

All these and similar matters cannot be definitely known
by man until they occur. For these matters are undefined
in the prophets’ words. And even the wise men have no es-
tablished tradition regarding these matters except their
own interpretation of the verses. Therefore, there is a con-

troversy among them regarding these matters.

... Similarly, one should not try to determine the appointed
time for Mashial’s coming. Our Sages declared: “May the
spirits of those who attempt to determine the time of Az-
shial’s coming expire!” (Sanh. 97b) Rather, one should
await and believe in the general conception of the matter

as explained.

5. Rambam, M.T. Laws of Kings 12:1

Do not presume that in the Messianic age any facet of the
world’s nature will change, or there will be innovations in
the work of creation. Rather, the world will continue ac-

cording to its pattern.

Although Isaiah states: “The wolf will dwell with the lamb,
the leopard will lie down with the young goat” (11:6),
these words are a metaphor and a parable. The interpreta-
tion of the prophecy is as follows: Israel will dwell securely
together with the wicked gentiles who are likened to a wolf
and a leopard. Thus it is written in Jeremiah: “A wolf from
the wilderness shall spoil them and aleopard will stalk their
cities” (5:6). They will all return to the true faith and no
longer steal or destroy. Rather, they will eat permitted food
at peace with Israel as Isaiah states: “The lion will eat straw
like an ox” (11:7).

Similarly, other Messianic prophecies of this nature are
metaphors. In the Messianic era, everyone will realize
which matters were implied by these metaphors and which

allusions they contained.
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II. EXAMPLES AND ISSUES

6. Rashi, Sukkabh 41a, s.v. iy nami

However, concerning the future Temple — which we yearn
for being built and completed —it will be revealed and de-
scend from Heaven, as it is written, “The sanctuary, O
Lord, which Your Hands established” (Ex. 15:17).
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7. Rambam, The Guide of the Perplexed 111, 11 (trans. Shlomo Pines, Vol. II pp. 440-1)

Just as a blind man, because of the absence of sight, does not cease stumbling, being wounded, and also wounding others,

because he has nobody to guide him on his way, the various sects of men — every individual according to the extent of his

ignorance — does to himself and to others great evils from which individuals of the species suffer. If there were knowledge,

whose relation to the human form is like that of the faculty of sight to the eye, they would refrain from doing any harm

to themselves and to others. For through cognition of the truth, enmity and hatred are removed and the inflicting of harm

by people on one another is abolished. It holds out this promise, saying: “And the wolf shall dwell with the lamb. ...”

8. Abraham Halkin, Introduction to Iggeret Teiman (quoted in David Shatz, “The Muted Messiah” p. 280)

It is as if Maimonides were to say, “I believe in the messianic days because I have been commanded to do so by the Torah

and tradition.”

3. Rambam, M.T. Laws of Kings 11:3
Proof can be brought from the fact that Rabbi Akiva, one

of the greater Sages of the Mishnah, was one of the sup-
porters of King Bar Kozibah and would describe him as the
Messianic king. He and all the Sages of his generation con-
sidered him to be the Messianic king until he was killed be-
cause of sins. Once he was killed, they realized that he was
not the Mashiah. The Sages did not ask him for any signs

or wonders.

10. Sanbedrin 93b

Bar Koziba ruled for two and a half years. He said to the
Sages, I am mashiah. They said to themselves, with regard
to mashiah it is written that he can smell and judge. Let us
see if he can smell and judge. When they saw that he was

unable to smell and judge they executed him.
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11. Yerushalmi, Ta‘anit 4:5 [68d]

Rebbi Simeon ben Yohai stated: Akiva my teacher used to
preach, “there appeared a star out of Jacob,” there ap-
peared Koziba out of Jacob. When Rebbi Akiva saw Bar
Koziba he said, this is the King Messiah! Rebbi Yohanan
ben Torta said to him, Akiva! Grass will grow from your

jaws and still David’s son will not have come!
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IIT. AN IRONIC CONSEQUENCE

12. Natan of Gaza (Quoted in David Berger, “Some Ironic Consequences of Maimonides’ Rationalist Approach
to the Messianic Era,” The Legacy of Maimonides)

And though we have found no hint of this matter in the explicit words of the Torah, we have already seen how strange

the sages’ words are regarding these matters, so that we cannot fully understand anything they say in their context, as the

great luminary Maimonides has also testified; their words will be understood only when the events actually unfold.




