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The Thirteen Principles of Falth

Historically, Judaism never separated belief
from performance. In the Torah, the command-
ment to believe in God is not stated differently
than the commandment to lend money to a
fellow Jew in need, or to refrain from eating non-
kosher food. As the centuries rolled by, however,
philosophical speculation and dogmas of faith
became prevalent among other religions and. in
time, began to influence a number of Jews. To
counteract this trend, medieval Rabbinical
authorities felt the need to respond by defining
the principles of Judaism. The ‘Thirteen
Principles of Faith’ are based upon the
formulation of Rambam [Maimonides] in his
Commentary to Mishnah (Sanhedrin, ch. 10} and

have achieved virt ceptange.
t is a commendable practice to recite the

Thirteen Principles every day after Shacharis. As
Rambam himself writes, one does not become
imbued with them from a perfunctory reading
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It should be stressed that all Torah scholars agree on the
validity and significance of the Principles. However, some of

the Rambam’s contemporaries questioned whether a lack of
awareness of or belief in several of the Principles would
result in an actual estrangement from Judaism.
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Based on all of the above, Torah u-Madda-am only be viable if it

imposes strict limits on freedom of ingggmﬁfeﬁait’h_gﬂi/‘um
the MK NPy 1. Then, Torah u-Madda will have the opportunity o

represent itself as an authentic and historical tradition in Jewish thought.

A religious debate over intellectual freedom is brewing in the Orthodox world,
following the recent publication of a book challenging the widespread view within
Orthodoxy that Maimonides's Thirteen Principles of Faith represents a binding
articulation of Jewish theological dogma.

i In his book, "The Limits of Orthodox Theology: Maimonides’ Thirte: inci
F( e\ ]?)f S Reappraised,” Marc Shapiro, a professor of Judaic studies at the University of

Scranton, argues against the contemporary Orthodox world's treatment of the

much dispute since Maimonides first artjculated them in the 12th century.

/}’\_( g. L\ principles as unimpeachable dogma, insisting that they have been the source of
A CNAT —_\\T
S

T

E Y o

> oW

<g3’7o>

) medieval Sephardic Jewish thinker whose works ignited a wave of
excommunications and book-bannings among religious Jews, Maimonides is now
perhaps the most commonly cited Jewish theologian in Orthodoxy, especially
among the Modern Orthodox. His principles — including the belicf that the Torah
was written entirely by Moses and that an incorporeal God created the world
from nothing — have come to represent the cornerstones of Jewish faith for the

Orthodox.

Shapiro, however, contends in his book that Maimonides's principles were never

universallv accepted among traditional Jews until ~ Even today, Shapiro
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The Thirteen Principles are a very conservative document, yet the sources
discussed by Kellner focus overwhelmingly on disagreements with Maimon-
1de Principles are actually ‘roots’ of Judaism —an entirely
semantic 1ssue—rather than with the correctness of Maimonides’ funda-
mental theological views. As Kellner puts it, ‘the plethora of competing
systcms reflects not conflicting views of the nature of Judaism, but a dispute
concerning the nature of dogmas or principles of faith.” For the scholars on
whom Kellner concentrates, Maimonides’ thirteen tenets are correct, cven if
many of them do not qualify as ‘principles’—that is, as theological positions
upon which Judaism stands or falls. My concern, in contrast, is with those
scholars who thought that Maimonides’ Prmcdo
simple.

(370 37N N7W) PR MR TR

TWRIRDYTT S OYRIRTT PR DX PRI DYpIpa 1R R 1y ronrpa Dawa 37pn nnnw 1313

P 37pn ¥ ,a%00 APR T 0¥ 13 7735 103 M3T32 R ONY DN OMK T35H O3 PIBRITPOINRD
MO WON M3 PR OR Iy Y

DYRIRT 3172 NN /A3 TN R 03 23 aarY poon 8531 Anpns 15737 130 M OR R T3 7YY M
ow 85235 811 550 0572 owa ft e L nmwnS amaa &S ’eYY3 01373 pTDER R Dwn DN X¥nw oo
595 mabm

RITY N3P NITSIRT O UMK POMR N0 303w YRTE DTROR DYU3 305w N7 N7NM0D 170 073878 RN TP
A0 AR ,0ET IR &Y 13 NPT DR 0310 IR T YIS AP KM Own DTa PORD 1IRY 108
M3 19 mympron Y ,305 859 TwS TRAS P oYY RTY RYON 0137 WD v T myn 1 &Y
D NYMN N 0w TIP3 ARG WRY 0T 0730700 10 . L L ey oeyn’ 85 Dompary ow it ’w
DaRT5 7235 MOR W kYN ... REOYPI 01370 KT 03 0w TIMY O3 01D 37K ,0M13T YD

PR ON.DPRWT PR WY 89171573 3wn &S 0n3737 0wn P 05730 OR AR XA N33 1573 DONPIORT
IRYMD LD NTT N3 NR ER MUY Doy

(1 MR RY 7D TN A7) TR MR TR

&Y /2 203700p/ rermpoIp Y 179ma31 p1on v M A panann 85w 373ma S 103 pan meys o
M1 02°A3 BRI 1371 5YR PINMm L INMNT T 1033 0MSR AM3N BT 1008w (1O N TN N 1 wp
DY A 72WN0 3"8 073073 RIRTI TMA3 071910 139N TN 12 TR 9373 09130 03 °3 8P 17 41 17Y3
O 9N 1330 DT IMER DT P DMOP P2 13w MDD 0w B QXY )73 O RDIRTD 00D
YMORD 7 AR 1703w PYYn 8D PTNAT P 8D =00 13T w1 YN ow AR 00T OmIp PR
MR 073077 37D ,A37T 1OY0 PR I 10 pianab 7O W1 03 070,47 000 370 873ma

119¢ yoma3 Xiaw v PI2p opna e &Y Lamna e e W o 1313 19weS aawns ommay
AYrin 852 1133 MR 0rRE DO Y nroad cnabr Sax ot e o ba &5 on ,ab w opan pre
TN Myn Y33 0¥pa DroREw a8 113 POISmE p7I5R MYN3 DM YR OPN RONIPIHI RN TR
PP 825 00 D 0 ©apab 03 DS 0N D¥Y3 O 0 Map (Rr TR A 115 ey
DT R 00BN 33w N ow S9ennY pabi on o3 oy X5w DR NN TIN3 Pan Ay PR

Y 2t &S oN1 8A7 b Py worw mpS v or NN 013 MRS P ATNR - 0% v OX 009w
e

vEp 0 3 17 pon awn A nrw

133 B2 TP AMNI 9 DY 0N OW §°13P31 93 WK WwRaRop S MM3pi P33 T13pw AN 1373
133 Sy MAapn maa 1725 e Span Ay anp ,WRaRopT oY Wonnw 1980 0 03 oY

Ny Iaw anown 13ph e ow aph 1 opn Syan mp DRI 8pT ROR 1Y A pRY . L L D'OPRIRDIRG
MO 07A A0T N3 &Y TS AR ,Bwh mab amaw voa barn 170 now M3 D7y annw vrn A PR

A0 R WORY DY 3P XY T3 P I WHIRGYIA PUaa 11ape 13 a9 ab awyw 3wn Syanw
1139515 NS 17 TS v A nn S Ao &I oy orre mpob S3r amsb noxwn aawn
UM AR NPT ONM.owS ameS anown 13p




M hell s, Mis T 0 Jeu s et y\“’ p] (Lowdm, 1195

This distinction is of cardinal impartance. No one, not ¢ven Moses,

has properly obscrved all 613 commandments. All Jews therefore
the same continuum, from those who obey more to thos

fewer. There ts no absolute “1n” or out

£
ere. saved or damned, orthodox
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It is further important to realize that even though classical Judaism
does not understand the nature of emunab as Maimonides does, and
therefore places little value and emphasis on precise theological formula-
dons, there are limits to what one can affirm or deny and still remain
within the Jewish community. Note my terminology here: there are
limits to what one can affirm or deny and still remain wtihthir:hthc‘rlc:nt"s.h

munity. Denying the unity of God, for example, or that the Torah is
f)of'Zivinc :)yrigin i:r;gmc significant sensc, or afﬁn.ning t.haF the Messiah
has already come, arc ¢laims which place onc outside_the historical com-

munity of Israel, This isnof to say that such persons e technically

). bopr e g 7157

1n_hghe ot all these reservations, I cannot endorse a proposal t
rethink our assessment of Conservative and Reform Judaism through a

the continyum

or heretcal. Rather, the qucstion'bcc'om ;
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heretics—nor is it to say thar theyarenat: that is not the issue here—but

it is to say thar they have placed themselves beyond the broadest limits of
historical Jewish communal consensus.

prism which denies the existence ol dogmatic benchmarks for authentie
Judaism. Even from Kellner’s own perspective it is very dithcult to under-
stand Tiow he arrives at his condusion. 1f T follow the book’s argument
correctly, we are meant to lea dtrog medieval, Maimonidean approaches
which examined required belicts and go bagk he Rabbinic wellspri

: quired beliets and go bagk to the Rabbinic wellsprings
of Judaism where such standards were not spelled out. What then were

Hlazal's criteria for detining minom_snwmarim_apikorsing and similar cac-
cgories which) gannot be erased from Rabbinic_sourges? It is apparently
cllner’s position that they were essentially behavioral. In a quest for
specitics we would presumably come upon references not just to idolatry
but to varants in the dating of Shavuor, to differences regarding Temple
ritual, perhaps—if one is allowed to inject an element of belief into an
analysis of law—to the principled rejection of the authority of thé Oral
Law across the board. \
Compare this arbitrary but, 1 think, perfectly fair ligtle list with a
similar one appropriate to Retorm Judaism: violation of the Sabbath,
cating torbiddenToods, and rejecting the absolute authority of both the
Written and Oral Law. To sharpen an already sharp formulation, we
My want to ponder a Rabbinic characterization of the despiser of the
Lord’s word who is to be cut off in both this world and the next. This
refers, we are told, even to “one who says that the entire Torah is from
heaven except for this point of detail, excepe for this kal va-homer,
except for this gezesra shava™ (Sanbedrin 99a). While this very strong
statement (which includes a principle of legal reasoning that one is per-
mitted to apply even withour a spediic tradition) may require some
explication, it can serve to illustrate why Kellner does nwn_m
Hazal in his final chapter and why no Rabbinic passage other than, ran-

nur shel ABLnar plays any role in his discussion there, B ny criterion,
theological or behavioral, Kellner’s approach to Reform Judaism is

inconsistent not only with the views of Maimonides bur alsa with the

—pronounvements of the ralmudic Sages. :

Regrettably, even mainstream Conservativ i ins_afoul

of explicit Rabbi fining sectarianism in matter oth
~belief and practice. Much of the intellectual leadership of the Conser-
vative movement affirms the validity of the documentary hypothesis,
which muintains that the Torah contains genuine contradictions, that is,
genuine errors based on the differing views of different authors. Many of
these [eaders also affirm thac certain laws of the Torah—such as mam-
zerut—arce to be done away with not through reinterpretation but
through the recognition that they are morally wrong. The intellectual
arguments which generate the first position and the moral intuitions
which produce the sccond command respect, but there js no way to rec-

cile th i ntic Judaism sct zal.

meant to deny God any leeway to consider other merits in making a
final determination.® I believe dhat we should deal with non-OQrthodos
movements, including their leadership, with respect and civlity.” And |
agree that the “limits of historical 1 nsensus” are setines no
less important than “heresy™ as 3 critegion of accepuability; such a stan
dard ¢nables us to exclude a particular position from the community
without declaring that its adherents are prime candidates for perditon.*
Lnhike Kellnes-hawever, | use, even insist upon, terms like “legit
mate” and “authentic.” We_have an obligatnon to maintain the bound-
aries of the faith bequeathed us by oug ancestors, and we canniot dorthis
¢scrbing even tundam deviations as points on a continuum
Ler me illustrate this point in a very personal way. In my mid-teens, |
expericnced periods of perplexity and inner struggle while reading,
works of biblical criticism. While [ generally resisted arguments tor the
documentary hypothesis with a comfortable margin ot satety, there
were moments of deep turmoil. [ have a vivid recollection of standing at
an outdoor kabbalar Shabbar in camp overwhelmed with doubts and
hoping that God would give me the strength to remain an Orthodos
Jew., What saved me was 2 combination of two factors: works that pro
vided reasoned arguments in favor of traditional bclicfim_d_ilc_k_ngl\'_l
re that to embrace : STH -opsists of dj jerete,
often contradictory documents was 1o ¢mbrace not merely error but
aptkorsur. 11 had beep told by a credible authoriry that there is noth

ing 1 Jew really suse believe and thae the only danger could

move to 1 ditfergnr poit on a continuum, I am afraid to face the ques
tion of whar mighthave happened.
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While the issues I have discussed are not part of the traditional curriculum,
I believe them to be central to a proper understanding of Judaism. Together
with the tum to the right in Orthodoxy, which has led to increasing stringency
in many areas of halakhah, an cvcr-mcrcasing_d_Wef
is also apparent. Many vicws that were once generally considered ‘acceptable’

are no longer regarded in this way. If, as with the original article, controversy

I wrote this book to examine the claim that Maimonides’ Principles are the
ces,

last word in Jewish theology. Simply by looking at traditional Jewi

I believe it has been clearly demonstrated that f his Principles were not
re as authoritafive, either before his ime 0

. The fact that

e stamp of apostasy bn anyone who disagreed with his
from their search for

Maimonides plac
Principles did not frighten away numerous great sages
truth. The lesson for moderns is clear.
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ters of faith, there js considerable disagreement of opinion with regard to
precisely which beliefs are binding and which are not, as well as, in gome

instances, substantive matters of faith.

The concept of the Messiah is one example of a fundamental principle
of belief concerning which, at one point in Jewish history, there existed a
legitimate divergence of opinion, since resolved normatively. The
Gemara, Sanhedrin 99a, cites the opinion of the Amora, Rav Hillel, who

asserted, “'There is no Messiah for lsrael.” Rashi_modifies the literal
reading of this dictum by explaining that Rav Hillel did not deny the
Wn of Israel but asserted, rather, that the redemption
will be the productof direct divine intervention without the intermedi-
acy of a human agent. Nevertheless, Rav Hillel certainly denied that

_acy o8 a hwuman 2
reestablishment of the monarchy and restoration of the Davidic dynasty
are essential components of the process of redemption. Rabbi Moses

Sofer quite cogently points out thﬁw-,
temporary Jew he would be branded a heretic.¢ Yet, the advancement of

this opinion by one of the sages of the Talmud carried with it-no thealog- |
ical odium. The explanation is quite simple. Before the authoritative for-*

. Ao Blew e d #shp,

Additionally, Shapiro succeeds at proving his essential thesis. Whils
it is popularly assumed that Rambam’s thirteen principles always enjoyeq
universal acceptance, Shapiro shows that this was not tru ing eith
the period of the rishonim or oer_t_i_m. Many traditional authori:
ties contested aspects of the principles as formulated by Rambam. Foy
WMS\_MWB
admitted the possibility of another prophet equaling Moshe’s prophetic
ability; suggested that God dcgﬂ;hmgh{%_@f_msq
claimed that God created the world out of pre-existing matter ad did
not feel the need to view the Torah in our hands today as identical to'the
letter with the Torah received at Sinai. Rambam’s principles categorize
all these positions as heretical, but Rambam’s stature and the firmness
of his stance did not silence opposition. In this regard, Shapiro has done

a service in correcting a popular misconception.

fle Lamis | Do T, e TUMT, ve

mulation of the Halakhah with regard to this belief, Rav Hillel’s opinion
could be entertained. Following the resolution of the conflict in a manner
which negates this theory, normative Halakhah demands acceptance of
the belief that the © jon will be ef of
mortal messiah. As is true with regard to other aspects of Jewish law, the
“Torah "Tsmottr Heaven (Deut. 30:12) and hence halakhic disputes are
resolved in accordance with canons of law which are themselves part of
the Oral Law.
Certainly, there remain many points regarding various articles of faith

which have not been forma .d.
ndeed_in subsequent periods controversies did arise with regard to sig-

nificant theologicai issues, such as, for example, the nature of provi-
dence and freedom of the will. In the absence of a definitive ruling, the
question which presents itself is, would the exponent of a certain view
with regard to any of these matters consider an opponent and his fol-
lowers simply to be in error, or would he view them as heretics as well?
The answer is itsell a matter of Halakhah having many ramifications,
and, 35 proves to be the case, is the subject of considerable dispute.
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On the booK’s last page, Shapiro writes of the book'’s significance in
the context of reigning trends in Orthodoxy. “Togethef with %he turn to
the right in Orthodoxy, which has led to an increas.mg stringency in
many areas of halakhah, an ever increasing dogmatism in matters of

v

However, Shapiro makes no reference

belief is also apparent” (p. 158). Shapiro a arently sees this Yo!ume as
Wg@jﬂﬂj’lis dogmatism, and indeed it is. fR.

danger found on the

opposing point of the Orthodox spectrum. Und_g_r_tﬁe_inﬂuﬁﬂse_ﬁf-NOd'

ern relativism and epistemol
attempt to deny {he significance of dogma
Tamar Ross argues that Rav Kook views Jewish beliefs as

logical skeptics, many contemporary writers
ism alt er.

having only

instrumental value but not as cognitive truths.” She argues for a posiion

in which we view Buddhism, Christianity and Islam as equal manifesta

~
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tions of the same truth as Judaism.® Menachem Kellner published a
book arguing that tmmme
religious community.® In a more quixotic venture, Aryeh Botwinick
tries to 1dentfy Rambam’s negative theology with post-modern skepti-
cism." Gili Zivan explores the post-modern implications of contempo-
rary Jewish theologians who despair of the notion of objective truth.'!
David Singer compares David Berger to Torquemada for arguing that
the idea of a messiah having a second coming in order to fulfill the mes-
sianic prophecies is beyond the pale.’? While it is difficult to estimate the
influence of these writers, I think it fair to say that the liberal edge of
Orthodoxy is tempted by this position. Self-referential usage of the term
“halakhic” in place of “Orthodox” mayﬁﬂﬁ@fﬁ?ﬂz doubt,
adherents of the Orthoprax approach will be quick to utilize Shapiro’s
work as a support. Had Shapiro also kept this second extreme in mind
and taken steps to more forcefully combat it, he would have written a
better book.

‘)C S Luman (t\'\s\«\\‘wg - 3|IJ(ULB

In terms pf the entire book, he said that the main problem was that
m. S!mplro documents how many rishonim disagreed with one of the 13
Principles or another, but does not make th i isagree

Mmggnﬂmmwﬂ. Although one can find a rishon
0 disagrees with any specific principle, we have an overwheleming

majori ‘ofri i ith the 13 Principles as :
1 ims that there are no pringj at the

Rambam’s 13 are completely untrue; and some even claim that the error

of the Rambam is that he omitted additional important ones. Therefore,

it is not only modern Orthodoxy that considers the 13 normative. it is
the consensus of the nishonim,

Although the topic deserves a separate essay, I will briefly explain why
the Orthoprax position is unacceptable. If Judaism demands halakhic
practice without an ideology of belief to justify that practice, then such
mizvah performance becomes reduced to mindless behaviorism. If we
admit the need for a background structure of beliefs but hold that those

beliefs radically change over time, then it becomes meaningless to talk
Mwidﬂ%;lmgme a “save the whales” organi-
zation consistently thaintaining the same policies even as its ideology
shifts from a concern for animals to a belief in whales as deities. Despite
the group’s unchanging practice, they could hardly be considered the
same group as before. Likewise, a Judaism that maintains halakhic
observance but drops traditional conceptions of God would actyally be
an entirely new entity. When kashrut changes from the command of an
omniscient, benevolent God to a folk practice of the Jewish people, 1 Ia

Mordechai Kaplan, the shift in ideologies justifying 3 observance is too
dramatic to talk about the continuity of Yahadut. A critic of the above

AN

Secondly, in many of Shapiro’s examples, gne can reject Rambam’s

specific formulation and reformulate the principle in a fashion that will
unify the conflicting viewpoints. Some rishmh
yesh mi-yesh, but we can still state an overarching dogma that God pre-
ceded our world and created it at a given point in time. Even those
authorities who think it possible that God could change the Torah prior
to the world to come limit that possibility to an event that mirrors the
wondrous miracle of Sinai with more than half a million witnesses.
Thus, we can formulate a dogma that will make it almost impossible for
Torah to change. The rabbanim who allow prayer to angels admit that
angels are not beings with the power to challenge God or function inde-

| 0;\(\ W (p\(?\l)

with Judaism just because one rishon was a determinist? It seems rea-
_of a doctrine. We's consider a doctrine illegitimate only when all
three criteria are met. 1) Almost no rabbis of stature in Jewish history
taught this doctrine. 2) The doctrine conflicts with other Torah ideals or
the simple thrust of Tanakh and Hazal. 3) The conflict with Torah/
Hazal revolves around a matter of momentous import. Denying that the
prophet Ovadyah existed might meet the first two criteria but be judged

not monumental enough to meet the third criteria. Denying the
Egyptian exodus, on the other hand, could meet all three. Although we

should not be quick to employ this veto, we should reject some maver
ick and problematic positions Mﬂm@m
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Finally, an unanticipated conscquence of the refusal to draw red

lines may well be the fostering of intolerance within Orthodoxy itscit.

Since every orthodoxy—indeed, every coherent movement— must have

boundarics, setting them in a reasonable place encourages respect for

ditferences within those boundaries. Refusing to set them at all may
well lead to the blurring of the central and the peripheral, the skkar and

tually all deviations delegiti-

the tafel, and lead to the position that vir

muate. [ehardly needs ta be said thar this danger is very mnch with us.





