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Overview of the life of Rabbenu Moshe ben Maimon - Rambam

Born in Cordoba, Spain. Father R. Maimon was a great scholar, dayyan (rabbinic

judge), and student of R. Josef Ibn Migash.

1135(8)

Family forced to leave Cordoba at age 13, fleeing Almohad persecution.1148

Writes Milat Higayon (on logic) and Ma'amar HaIbur (on the Jewish calendar).

Begins to write Commentary to Mishnah.

1158

Settles in Fez (Morocco). Here Rambam studied under the great rabbinic scholars of

Fez, including R. Judah ha-Kohen ibn Susan. Also studies medicine with physicians

in North Africa. Writes Igeret Hashmad (Letter on Forced Conversion) and Igeret

Kidush HaShem (Letter on Sanctifying God's Name).

1160-5

Leaves Fez for Eretz Yisrael, landing in Acco. After a short stay in Eretz Yisrael, set-

tles in Cairo, Egypt.  Reason for leaving Fez unclear.

1165

Completed Commentary to Mishnah. The first extensive commentary focused solely

on the Mishnah. In Egypt, Rambam was constantly involved in communal affairs of

the Cairo Jewish community. 

1168

Writes Igeret Teiman, a letter providing guidance to the Yemenite Jewish community.

Yemen was dealing with the rise of a false Messiah that had led Jews away from a

Torah way of life. The letter transforms the community and helps preserve traditional

Torah Judaism in Yemen. Yemenites add a prayer of praise for Rambam in their Kad-

dish, a custom that continued for generations.

1172

Began practicing medicine.1174

Completes Mishneh Torah, the systematic codification of the entire corpus of Jewish

law. Includes some exposition of Torah philosphy and ethical concepts. The compre-

hensive nature and meticulous organization of this work was unprecedented in the his-

tory of Jewish law. Its enormous impact on Jewish law is palpable to this day. This

was the only work of Rambam to be written in Hebrew.  

1180

Appointed royal physician to the vizier of Emperor Saladin in Egypt.1185

Moreh Nevuchim (Guide for the Perplexed) completed. Landmark philisophical work

was addressed to a single student. Written in Arabic to allow access to wider

readership.

1190

Translation of Moreh Nevuchim into Hebrew completed by Samuel b. Judah Ibn Tib-

bon, with approval from, and under guidance of Rambam himself.

1204

Death.  Rambam is buried in Tiberias, Eretz Yisrael.1204



I. The purpose of the Guide and the intended readership

1. Rambam's Introductory Letter to The Guide for the Perplexed                               

INTRODUCTION

[Letter of the Author to his Pupil, R. Joseph Ibn Aknin.]

In the name of GOD, Lord of the Universe.

To R. Joseph (may God protect him!), son of R. Jehudah (may his repose be in Paradise!):--

My dear pupil, ever since you resolved to come to me, from a distant country, and to study
under my direction, I thought highly of your thirst for knowledge, and your fondness for
speculative pursuits, which found expression in your poems. I refer to the time when I
received your writings in prose and verse from Alexandria. I was then not yet able to test your
powers of apprehension, and I thought that your desire might possibly exceed your capacity.
But when you had gone with me through a course of astronomy, after having completed the
[other] elementary studies which are indispensable for the understanding of that science, I was
still more gratified by the acuteness and the quickness of your apprehension. Observing your
great fondness for mathematics, I let you study them more deeply, for I felt sure of your
ultimate success. Afterwards, when I took you through a course of logic, I found that my great
expectations of you were confirmed, and I considered you fit to receive from me an exposition
of the esoteric ideas contained in the prophetic books, that you might understand them as they
are understood by men of culture. When I commenced by way of hints, I noticed that you
desired additional explanation, urging me to expound some metaphysical problems; to teach
you the system of the Mutakallemim; to tell you whether their arguments were based on
logical proof; and if not, what their method was. I perceived that you had acquired some
knowledge in those matters from others, and that you were perplexed and bewildered; yet you
sought to find out a solution to your difficulty. I urged you to desist from this pursuit, and
enjoined you to continue your studies systematically; for my object was that the truth should
present itself in connected order, and that you should not hit upon it by mere chance. Whilst
you studied with me I never refused to explain difficult verses in the Bible or passages in
rabbinical literature which we happened to meet. When, by the will of God, we parted, and
you went your way, our discussions aroused in me a resolution which had long been dormant.
Your absence has prompted me to compose this treatise for you and for those who are like
you, however few they may be. I have divided it into chapters, each of which shall be sent to
you as soon as it is completed. Farewell!"
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2. Devarim 30:11-14

(11) For this commandment which I command
thee this day, it is not too [wonderous] for thee,
neither is it far off. (12) It is not in heaven, that
thou shouldest say: 'Who shall go up for us to
heaven, and bring it unto us, and make us to hear
it, that we may do it?' (13) Neither is it beyond
the sea, that thou shouldest say: 'Who shall go
over the sea for us, and bring it unto us, and make
us to hear it, that we may do it?' (14) But the
word is very [near] unto thee, in thy mouth, and in
thy heart, that thou mayest do it. 
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3. Rambam, Introductory verse to the Guide
In the name of God, Lord of the Universe!

Bereishit 21:33

And [Abraham] planted a flowering tree in Beer-
sheba, and called there in the name of the
Hashem, Lord of the Universe.

Bab. Talmud, Sotah 10a-10b
And he planted a [flowering] tree in Beer-sheba. Resh
Lakish said: It teaches that he [Abraham] made an or-
chard and planted in it all kinds of choice fruits. R. Ju-
dah and R. Nehemiah [differ in this matter]; one said
that it was an orchard and the other that it was an [inn].
It is right according to him who said that it was an or-
chard, since it is written ‘and he planted’; but accord-
ing to him who said that it was an [inn], what means
‘and he planted?’ — It is similarly written: And he
shall plant the tents of his palace, etc. And he called
there on the name of the Lord, the Everlasting God.
Resh Lakish said: Read not ‘and he called’ but ‘and he
made to call’, thereby teaching that our father Abraham
caused the name of the Holy One, blessed be He, to be
uttered by the mouth of every passer-by. How was
this? After [travellers] had eaten and drunk, they stood
up to bless him; but, said he to them, ‘Did you eat of
mine? You ate of that which belongs to the God of the
Universe. Thank, praise and bless Him who spake and
the world came into being’.
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4. Introduction, Guide, (M. Friedlander), p. 2
The object of this treatise is to enlighten a religious man who has been trained to believe in the truth of
our holy Law, who conscientiously fulfils his moral and religious duties, and at the same time has been
successful in his philosophical studies. Human reason has attracted him to abide within its sphere; and
he finds it difficult to accept as correct the teaching based on the literal interpretation of the Law, and
especially that which he himself or others derived from those homonymous, metaphorical, or hybrid
expressions. Hence he is lost in perplexity and anxiety. If he be guided solely by reason, and renounce
his previous views which are based on those expressions, he would consider that he had rejected the
fundamental principles of the Law; and even if he retains the opinions which were derived from those
expressions, and if, instead of following his reason, he abandon its guidance altogether, it would still
appear that his religious convictions had suffered loss and injury. For he would then be left with those
errors which give rise to fear and anxiety, constant grief and great perplexity.

II.  The Problem with Esoteric Torah Study
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5. Mishna Chagiga 2:1
One should not expound on the subjects of im-
moral relationships to three [or more students],
nor the acts of creation to two, nor of the "chariot"
to one; unless he is wise and can understand on
his own.  

Bab.Talmud, Chagiga 13a
"And not of the chariot to one." R. Chiyya taught:
But we can give him (an average student) chapter
headings.
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III.  Rambam's Answer:  Methodology

7. Excerpt, Moreh Nevuchim, Introduction (Friedlander, pp 2-3).                                                     7

We also stated (Mishneh torah, I. ii. 12, and iv. 10) that the expression Ma‘ase Bereshit (Account of
the Creation) signified" Natural Science," and Ma‘aseh Mercabah ("Description of the Chariot") Meta-
physics, and we explained the force of the Rabbinical dictum," The Ma‘aseh Mercabah must not be ful-
ly expounded even in the presence of a single student, unless he be wise and able to reason for himself,
and even then you should merely acquaint him with the heads of the different sections of the subject.
You must, therefore, not expect from me more than such heads. And even these have not been method-
ically and systematically arranged in this work, but have been, on the contrary, scattered, and are inter-
spersed with other topics which we shall have occasion to explain. My object in adopting this arrange-
ment is that the truths should be at one time apparent, and at another time concealed. Thus we shall not
be in opposition to the Divine Will from which it is wrong to deviate, which has withheld from the
multitude the truths required for the knowledge of God, according to the words, "The secret of the Lord
is with them that fear Him" (Ps. xxv. 14).
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8. Tehilim 25:14
The secrets of Hashem is with them that fear Him;
and His covenant, to make them know it.

Radak, R. David b. Joseph Kimhi (c1160-1235)
The secrets of Hashem are only revealed to those
who fear him. For even someone who involves
himself in wisdom will not have God's secrets re-
vealed to him unless he has fear of Heaven and is
complete in his mitzvah observance. The
"covenant" is the promise Hashem makes with
Man's soul: that Hashem will enlighten it and
gather it into God's glory upon its separation from
the body.  As we find by Moshe...
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9. Excerpt, Moreh Nevuchim, Introduction (Friedlander).                                                                  
Directions for the Study of this Work.

... I adjure any reader of my book, in the name of the Most High, not to add any explanation
even to a single word: nor to explain to another any portion of it except such passages as have been ful-
ly treated of by previous theological authorities: he must not teach others anything that he has learnt
from my work alone, and that has not been hitherto discussed by any of our authorities. 

...Should he notice any opinions with which he does not agree, let him endeavour to find a suit-
able explanation, even if it seem far-fetched, in order that he may judge me charitably. Such a duty we
owe to every one. We owe it especially to our scholars and theologians, who endeavour to teach us
what is the truth according to the best of their ability. I feel assured that those of my readers who have
not studied philosophy, will still derive profit from many a chapter. But the thinker whose studies have
brought him into collision with religion, will, as I have already mentioned, derive much benefit from
every chapter. How greatly will he rejoice! How agreeably will my words strike his ears!...

God knows that I hesitated very much before writing on the subjects contained in this work,
since they are profound mysteries: they are topics which, since the time of our captivity have not been
treated by any of our scholars as far as we possess their writings; how then shall I now make a begin-
ning and discuss them? But I rely on two precedents: first, to similar cases our Sages applied the verse,
"It is time to do something in honour of the Lord: for they have made void thy law" (Ps. cxix. 126).
Secondly, they have said, "Let all thy acts be [for the sake of Heaven.]" On these two principles I relied
while composing some parts of this work. Lastly, when I have a difficult subject before me--when I
find the road narrow, and can see no other way of teaching a well established truth except by pleasing
one intelligent man and displeasing ten thousand fools--I prefer to address myself to the one man, and
to take no notice whatever of the condemnation of the multitude; I prefer to extricate that intelligent
man from his embarrassment and show him the cause of his perplexity, so that he may attain perfection
and be at peace.
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10. Tehilim 119:125-6

I am Thy servant, give me understanding, that I
may know Thy testimonies. It is time for Hashem
to work; they have made void Thy law.

Rashi
...Our sages learned from here to override the
rules of the Torah in order to make a boundary
and build a fence to protect the Torah for Israel...
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11. Mishna, Avot  2:30
R. Yosi said: And you must adequately prepare to
learn Torah, for it is not an inheritance for you. And
may all your actions be for the sake of Heaven.
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