Onkelos - Philosopher, Kabbalist, or Populist?

Guide for the Perplexed: Book 1 Chapter 36
| do not consider as an infidel one who cannot demonstrate that the corporeality of God should

be negated. But | do consider as an infidel one who does not believe in its negation; and this
particularly in view of the existence of the interpretation of Ongelos and of Jonathan ben Uziel,
may peace be upon both of them, who cause their readers to keep away as far as possible from
the belief in the corporeality of God
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Guide: Book 1 Chapter 27

Orkelos the Proselyte, who was thoroughly acquainted with the Hebrew and Chaldaic languages,
made it his task to oppose the belief in God's corporeality. Accordingly, any expression
employed in the Pentateuch in reference to God, and in any way implying corporeality, he
paraphrases in consonance with the context. All expressions denoting any mode of motion, are
explained by Him to mean the appearance or manifestation of a certain light that had been
created [for the occasion], i.e., the Shekhinah (Divine Presence), or Providence. Thus he
paraphrases "the Lord will come down" (Exod. xix. 11), "The Lord will manifest Himself"; "And
God came down" (xvi. 20), "And God manifested Himself"; and does not say "And God came
down"; "I will go down now and see" (Gen. xviii. 21), he paraphrases, "I will manifest myself
now and see." This is his rendering [of the verb yarad, "he went down," when used in reference



to God] throughout his version, with the exception of the following passage, "I will go down
(ered) with thee into Egypt" (Gen. xlvi. 4), which he renders literally. A remarkable proof of this
great man's talents, the excellence of his version, and the correctness of his interpretation! By
this version he discloses to us an important principle as regards prophecy.

This narrative begins: "And God spake unto Israel in the visions of the night, and said, Jacob,
Jacob, etc. And He said, I am God, etc., I will go down with thee into Egypt" (Gen. xlvi. 2, 3).
Seeing that the whole narrative is introduced as a vision of the night, Onkelos did not hesitate to
translate literally the words addressed to Jacob in the nocturnal vision, and thus gave a faithful
account of the occurrence. For the passage in question contains a statement of what Jacob was
told, not what actually took place, as is the case in the words, "And the Lord came down upon
Mount Sinai" (Exod. xix. 20). Here we have an account of what actually occurred in the physical
world; the verb yarad is therefore paraphrased "He manifested Himself," and entirely detached
from the idea of motion. Accounts of what happened in the imagination of man, I mean of what
he was told, are not altered. A most remarkable distinction!

Hence you may infer that there is a great difference between a communication, designated as "'

having been made in a dream, or a vision of the night, and a vision or a manifestation simply
introduced with phrases like "And the word of the Lord came unto me, saying"; "And the Lord
_spake unto me, saying."
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Shmuel David Luzzatto, Ohev Ger, section 3.

“...Onkelos changes the words out of concern for God’s honor, removing any mention of imagery
with regards to Him, and any actions [by Him] or actions toward Him, which have the effect of
lessening God’s honor in the hearts of the masses... Onkelos did not flee from any mention of
anthropomorphism, unless it was the kind that would cause people to view God with less respect.
Even though the figure of speech of ‘the finger of God’ is anthropomorphic, it stays well with
those who hear it. Instead of being damaging, it is actually beneficial, to raise up the glory of the
Torah... Nachmanides, already, occupied himself with Maimonides’ opinion that Onkelos tried
to remove all physicality in regards to God... While Nachmanides answered for Onkelos by way
of sod[kabbalah] we can just say that Onkelos did not feel the necessity to change the language
of Scripture when these figures of speech only enhance and elevate the glory of God in His
abilities and providence, and do not lower His glory, God forbid, in the eyes of the masses.”



