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The Maimonidean Controversy:

The Rabbinic Debate Concerning the Thought
& Writings of Maimonides
[) THE BACKGROUND & THE PLAYERS IN THE DEBATE

Major Players
Rambam/Maimonides

- Born 1138 in Cordova, Spain; Died 1204 in Fustat (Cairo), Egypt

- Son of R. Maimon the Dayyan of Cordova

- In 1148, Spain was invaded by the Almohaddes, a fanatic Muslim tribe from North Africa; Rambam’s family fled
Cordova and moved around for many years until finally settling in Fez, Morocco in 1160.

- Rambam was educated by his father in Judaic knowledge and counted his father’s teachers and the rich rabbinic
legacy of Andalusian Spain as his own.

- In Fez, Rambam formally studied medicine which he had begun already in Cordova

- In 1165, Rambam’s entire family left Morocco and briefly stayed in the Land of Israel before eventually settling in
Fostat (old Cairo), Egypt around 1166.

- Around 1171, Rambam was appointed Naggid — the rabbinic head of the Cairo Jewish community.

- In Fostat, Rambam initially devoted himself primarily to rabbinic study; to sustain his family, they invested their
wealth in Rambam’s younger brother David who served as a ship merchant; David died at sea on the Indian Ocean
around 1177.

- In 1178, Rambam began practicing medicine and within a few years, he was the personal doctor to the royal vizier to
Saladin, the second most important figure in Egypt.

- In the final decades of his life, Rambam served a duel role as the chief rabbinic and political figure of Egyptian Jewry,
as well as the personal physican to Egypt’s royal elites whom he attended daily. The only literary output in his last
thirteen years were medical treatises.

- Rambam’s major works were written at different stages of his life:

o Commentary on the Mishnah: initially written while fleeing the Almohads in Morocco, completed in 1168
and edited to its final form in Egypt

o Sefer HaMitzvot/Mishneh Torah: Rambam’s magnum opus composed over a ten year period upon arriving in
Egypt and completed in 1177

o Guide of the Perplexed: written primarily for a student, Yosef b. Yehudah of Alexandria, in the 1180s and
completed in 1191.

R. Abraham b. David of Posquiéres (Rabad)

- Born in 1120 in Narbonne

- Died 1198 in Posquiéres in Provence

- Established a yeshiva in Posqui¢res which attracted the greatest of rabbinic scholars from across the Jewish globe

- Although a prolific scholar on his own, he became known to posterity as the “ba’al ha’hasagot”, the author of the
critical notes to Rambam’s Mishneh Torah

R. Jonathan HaKohen of Lunel
- Born in 1140 in Provence (Southern France)
- Student of R. Abraham b. David of Posquiéres (Raavad)
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- Eventually came to be considered the greatest of the many rabbinic personalities of Lunel

- Wrote many works, the most significant of which was a commentary on R. Isaac Alfasi’s (Rif) Talmudic Code

- Correspondent of Maimonides and the personal recipient of the Guide which was translated from Arabic to Hebrew
on his initiative.

- Emigrated to the Land of Israel in 1209

R. Solomon b. Abraham of Montpellier

- Active rabbinic leader in 13™ century Provence

- First to actively campaign against Rambam’s philosophic views in 1232

- Teacher of the famed R. Jonah whom he sent as his emissary to the Rabbis of N. France to rally support for a ban on
Rambam’s works

R. Jonah b. Abraham of Girona

- Born in Girona, Spain in the mid 13™ century and died in 1263

- Studied in France and was significantly influenced by the French rabbinic ideology

- Active rabbinic leader in 13™ century Provence

- Signatore on the 1232 ban intitiated by his teacher, R. Solmon of Montpellier, of Rambam’s writings
- Instigated a burning of Rambam’s works by French Christian authorities in Paris in 1233

R. David Kimchi

- Born in Narbonne, France in 1160; died there in 1235

- Famed author of a commentary on the Tanakh

- Sent by the rabbis of Provence to Northern Spain to garner support for the pro-Rambam camp

R. Moses b. Nahman of Girona (Nahmanides/Ramban)

- Born in Girona, Spain in 1194; died in the Land of Israel in 1270

- Was the leading authority of Spanish Jewry in the mid-13" century

- Called upon by R. Solomon of Montpellier to defend him agains the ban against him issued by the pro-Rambam camp
in Provence.

- Wrote letter to several communities in 1238 in response to this request.
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I[I) THE FIRST STAGE:

RABBINIC AUTHORITY & RESSURECTION

Know, because the Mishnah states: one should not make the Torah s spade
with which dig, meaning one should not make it a vehicle for earning a
livelihood; and the sages explained that anyone who benefits from the
Torah, that they cut their souls off from the World to Come. And there are
those who have left the plain meaning of these words...and interpreted
passages that they do not understand — which I will explain to you [their
proper meaning — and fixed for themselves monetary demands from
individuals and communities and caused people to think, in utter
foolishness, that it is obligatory and proper that they should help sages
and scholars and people studying Torah ... all this is wrong. There is not a
single word, either in the Torah or in the sayings of the [talmudic] sages,
to lend credence to it ... for as we look into the sayings of the talmudic
sages, we do not find that they ask people for money, nor did they collect
money for the honorable and cherished academies
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Why, my son, should you take offense that a man whom people accustom from his youth to believe that there is

none like him in his generation; when age, high office, aristocratic descent, the lack of people of discernment in this
town, and his relationship with individuals, all have combined to produce this execrable consequence that each and
every individual hangs expectantly on each word pronounced from the academy in anticipation of an honorific title
from there... — why do you wonder that he has acquired such [evil] traits? How, my son, could you imagine that he
should love truth enough to acknowledge his weakness?... This is a thing that a man like him will never do, as it was
not done by better men who preceded him...

He is a very foolish man. He studies very hard at this talmudic discussion and its commentaries, and thinks that he
is the greatest of his generation, having already attained the peak of perfection. My esteemed son knows that my
appreciation of the greatest of the sages of Israel is such that I evaluate their worth according to their own criteria.
They themselves have defined 'the argumentations [havayot] of Abbaye and Rava [as] a small matter.' If this is a small
matter, why should I pay attention to an old man who is really miserable, an ignoramus in every respect? To my eyes

he is like a newborn baby; one has to defend him, according to the measure of his [Zechariah's] foolishness

Everything in clear language and terse style, so that the whole Oral Law
would become thoroughly known to all, without bringing problems and
solutions or differences of view, but rather clear, convincing, and correct
statements in accordance with the law drawn from all of these works and
commentaries that have appeared from the time of Our Holy Teacher to
the present. This is so that all the rules should be accessible to the small
and to the great in the rules of each and every commandment and in the
rules of the legislations of the sages and prophets: in short, so that a
person should need no other work in the World in the rules of any of the
laws of Israel; but that this work would collect the entire Oral Law,
including the positive legislations, the customs, and the negative
legislations enacted from the time of Moshe Our Teacher until the writing
of the Talmud, as the Geonim interpreted it for us in all of the works of
commentary they wrote after the Talmud. Thus, I have called this work
the [Complete] Restatement of the [Oral] Law (Mishneh Torah), for a
person reads the Written Law first and then reads this work, and knows
from it the entire Oral Law, without needing to read any other book
between them.

He (Rambam) tried to fix, but did not fix, because in doing so, he
abandoned every rabbinic author that ever came before him, because they
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would bring proof to their comments and would bring their words in the
name of those who stated them; and doing so served a significant purpose,
because often it occurs to a judge to prohibit or to permit, and his proof
will be from a specific place; and were he to know that a greater sage than
he differed, he would reverse his position. And with this, I will never know
whether I should reverse my position after looking at this author’s work; if
he that argues with me is of greater stature, all would be well; and I be
greater than he, why should I submit to his opinion and surrender my
own? Furthermore, there are things upon which the great sages argued
with one another, and this author has written in his work only one of the
opinions — why should I rely on his judgement? I have no way of knowing
whether this opinion is worthy of disputing or not...

In the world to come, there is no body or physical form, only the souls of
the righteous alone, without a body, like the ministering angels. Since
there is no physical form, there is neither eating, drinking, nor any of the
other bodily functions of this world like sitting, standing, sleeping, death,
sadness, laughter, and the like. Thus, the Sages of the previous ages
declared: "In the world to come, there is neither eating, drinking, nor
sexual relations. Rather, the righteous will sit with their crowns on their
heads and delight in the radiance of the Divine Presence.” From that
statement, it is clear that there is no body, for there is no eating or
drinking. [Consequently,] the statement, "the righteous sit,” must be
interpreted metaphorically, i.e., the righteous exist there without work or
labor. Similarly, the phrase, "their crowns on their heads," [is also a
metaphor, implying] that they will possess the knowledge that they
grasped which allowed them to merit the life of the world to come. This
will be their crown. A similar [usage of this metaphor was employed by]
Solomon [Song of Songs 3:11]: "The crown with which his mother crowned
him." [Support for the concept that this does not refer to a physical crown
can be brought from the prophecy, Isaiah 51:11]: "Eternal joy will be upon
their heads." Joy is not a physical entity which can rest on a head.
Similarly, the expression "crown" used by the Sages [refers to a spiritual
concept], knowledge. What is meant by the expression, "delight in the
radiance of the Divine Presence"? That they will comprehend the truth of
Godliness which they cannot grasp while in a dark and humble body.

The words of this man appear to me similar to one who would argue that
there is no such concept as bodily resurrection, rather only resurerection
for the soul; and this was not the opinion or the Sages...which
demonstrates that their bodies would be resurrected and alive...and that it
is not meant as a parable.
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a5 by NYY MAT DY Y DY NYVIN N2
TAN DIPNN NN PNND IN NONRD Pr1N
MDY MDA NN OITY W 9D YT DN
NY YIN XY NNYY 2 DN O NINK NYTO
3 DY 12N D2V YNININ YNYAPN NN
210 N NN KN DY PHINN BN .IANHN
AN ONYT HVIAN NNY NHN DHITY NN DN)
Y DYPYIN DMININY DT ¥ D T INYT
DANDY TNNN 1IAT 972 HaNNNH NI N Y
NY N 1IN DY N TINON NHYY 1MN2
NI DN DY PYIND YIR KDY OPYa ORI

..N9 DN 79N NI

(2:n) NAWN MaYD — NN NIwn (5

MY NON M 9N 12 PN NIN OWN
,NIVN ONDND g NYA Tava DPYTINN
NDY N9ON ND 12 PX NP I PN DININ
DTN 2 MONY DTN DN 72T NI NONY
PO 12 92T YIN XY, DDA J0Y PN
MO N DDA MO PYINDY DTN
PINYY ANV NIMDY NIPYY NTRYY DY
DMYNIN DMION NN TO )2 NP
NDY 7PNV XY NN KD 12 PN NIN 0N
DIYMIVYY DXV DIPTN NON WINwn
T2 9920 N ,NPOVN PN PINN JIPYNII
NN ,7PNYY NDYON DY PRY 290 G DY PRY
JIMN NP TIT PAVY DTN VINDRY
N2 Uy NJa DY PINND DOPTINN YD
VPYNRID JPMI0Y INIRY DT D) D
O2WN YNY 19T MOV WDY NYT YD
PIYI JOY NI0YN N )NY IMINHD NXIN
MM INK Y NIVYY NIVYA NNOY INDNRY
PN DUNY DY DD DNHNYY IDIN NN
NIVY 7O URIN DY NNV YT 9N INHYN
T I L, NYDN N IND DMION IINRY
PPYNT DOYTPY NPIY PIN PIN IINDNRY
DT DPRY NN NIN T2 WITPN NNNNN
99N YONN 912 OM

(aw) 17ar90 v (6

PN ININY NY DA 1Y NN WIND 2T
, 7252 MNWIY RON MANY DNNN NMNN
NON 99 ... 97N NYT N ND SUNY YN
NDY ... DN PTOW N DN D DN
Sun M’

THE BATTLE BETWEEN NORTH AND SOUTH

Let a royal command issue forth from you as you become a single group
and la lasting bond to destroy an upraised arm, to excommunicate, ban,
and place under a curse every tongue speaking arrogantly which God will
destroy, one who mocks the aggadot or opens hi smouth against
asmakhtot. As for those who study the Guide of the Perplexed in groups,
place your fearsome ahnd to their mouth, for the command of the great
rabbi who wrote it was: “Do not interpret or publicize it”...

And if you our Rabbis will agree with the Provencal sages and we too
will follow in your footsteps, you will strengthen this matter with an
excommunication and curse, with thunderous noise, a great roaring
sound, the blaze of consuming fire, and sweeping warfare, engaging in
pursuit unto death, uprooting, confiscation of possessions, or
imprisonment; with this step there will be a sufficient enactment and
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restraint.

Guide the sheep in a peaceful pasture and rest the flock in meadows of
love. It is also proper for you to admonish everyone gently to set aside the
pursuit altogether, so that a Godfearing individual will return to diligent
study of the written and oral Torah, for this is the abode of our life and
through this will our standing increase. He who listend will listen, and he
who refrains will refrain, for you can not admonish and compel all Israel to
be saints. In such fashion were the fathers of the world accustomed to
reprove even great scholars to refrain from this, and all the more to
prevent beginning students from pursuing philosophy, as I have found in a
responsum of R. Hai Gaon of blessed memory to the Nagid, may his rest
be honored, in which he wrote him as follows: “The perfection of the body
and proper human behavior is [the result of] the pursuit of Mishnah and
Talmud; this is what is good for Israel...Anyone who removes his heart
from this and pursues those matters alone will remove from himself Torah
and the fear of heaven; he will ruin himself with those matters written in
external books and will entirely remove from hiself all the words of the
Torah. And this removal will result in the confusion of a person’s mind ot
the point where he will not be concerned about abandoning prayer... If you
will see that those people who pursue those matter and the ways of
philosophy tell you that this is a paved road which enables them to attain
knowledge of God, do not heed the, and know that they are in fact lying to
you. You will not find fear of sin humility and sanctity except in those who
study Mishnah, Talmud, and wisdom together, not matters of wisdom
alone.
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