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			Binyamin Abrahamov

			The Sufis’ Attitude toward the 
Ḥajj (Pilgrimage): 
The Case of Ibn al-‘Arabī

			The present article aims at presenting Ibn al-‛Arabī’s (d. 1240) thoughts on the Ḥajj in light of his Sufi predecessors and his own worldview. We shall begin by introducing Qur’ānic verses pertaining to the Ḥajj and the sequence of Ḥajj rites. Then the Sufis’ views from the ninth century till the time of Ibn al-‛Arabī will be brought forward. Finally, we shall discuss the Greatest Master’s own insights regarding the Ḥajj. Our discussion is not exhaustive but aims at providing the essential ideas of the author on the Ḥajj.

			The Qur’ān does not refer to all the rites of the Ḥajj, however it supplies the Muslim with the basic features of this one of the Five Pillars of Islam,1 that is, the main Islamic precepts. In order to know what the Qur’ān says about the Ḥajj, I excerpt relevant verses herein which refer to the Ḥajj for the reader’s convenience. The verses are cited according to the sequence of their appearance from chapter (sūra) 2 to chapter 22.

			Qur’an 2:158: “Ṣafā and Marwa2 are among the signs of God, so for those who make the major or minor pilgrimage3 to the House (the Ka‛ba), it is no offence to circumambulate them. Whoever performs a good deed, (knows that) God is All-Grateful, All Knowing.”4

			Ibid.:189: “They will ask you (the Prophet) about the new moons. Say, ‘They show the appointed times for people, and for the pilgrimage. It is not piety to come to the houses from the backs of them, but piety means to be God-fearing and to enter the houses from their doors.5 Fear God so that you will have success.”

			Ibid.:196: “Complete the Ḥajj and the ‛Umra for the sake of God. If you are prevented (from doing so), then (give) an offering you can afford. Do not shave your heads until the offering reaches the place of sacrifice. If any of you is sick, or injured in his head, he must redeem himself by fasting, or feeding the poor, or offering sacrifice. When you are safe, one who enjoys the ‛Umra till the Ḥajj should bring an offering he can afford. If he cannot find an offering, he should fast for three days during the Ḥajj and seven days on his return, making ten days in all. This applies to those whose family is not present at the Sacred Mosque. Fear God, and know that God punishes severely.”

			Ibid.:197: “The Ḥajj (takes place) during known months. Whoever undertakes the duty of the Ḥajj in these days should not indulge in sexual intercourse, or commit sins or quarrel. God knows the good acts you perform. Take provision, for the best provision is to be God-fearing. Fear me, you who are wise.”

			Ibid.:198: “It is no offence to seek favor from your Lord. When you go from ‛Arafāt in crowd, remember God at the Holy Waymark (al-mash‛ar al-ḥarām). Remember Him, (because) He has guided you, even though you formerly went astray.”

			Ibid.:199: “Go in crowd from where the people go, and ask forgiveness of God, for God is All-forgiving, All-compassionate.”

			Ibid.:200: “When you perform your rites, remember God as you remember your fathers, and more. There are some people who say: ‘Our Lord, give us (pleasure) in this world.’ Such people will have no part in the world to come.”

			Ibid.:203: “Remember God during certain numbered days. If one is in a hurry (to leave) after two days, there is no blame on him, nor is there any blame on anyone who stays on, (provided) he is God-fearing. Be God-fearing, and know that you will be gathered to Him.”

			Qur’ān 3:96: “The first house (of worship) established for people was at Bakka.6 It is a blessed place and it serves as guidance for all people.”

			Ibid.:97: “There are clear signs in it (Mecca); it is the station of Ibrāhīm. Whoever enters it (Mecca) is safe. God ordered people who are able, to make the pilgrimage to the House (al-Ka‛ba). Whoever becomes an unbeliever (regarding this precept), (should know) that God has no need of anyone.”

			Qur’ān 9:19: “Do you consider giving water to pilgrims and tending the Sacred Mosque equal to belief in God and in the Last Day, and to the struggle for the sake of God? They are not equal in God’s eyes. God does not guide evil people.”

			Qur’ān 22:27: “Proclaim the pilgrimage to all people. They will come to you on foot and on every lean camel. They will come from every deep mountain pass…”

			Ibid.:28: “to witness benefits for them and to mention God’s name on known days over the livestock He has provided for them. So eat from them and feed the desperately poor.”

			Ibid.:29: “Then let the pilgrims perform their acts of cleansing, fulfil their vows, and circumambulate the Ancient House.”

			The main points in the above-mentioned verses can be classified as follows. First, we encounter places of worship: Ṣafā and Marwa, the Ka‛ba or the House, the Sacred Mosque, the station of Ibrāhīm, ‛Arafāt, and the Holy Waymark. Second, two kinds of pilgrimage are indicated – the major (Ḥajj) and the minor (‛Umra). Third, the Qur’ān mentions a series of acts to be performed, which include making the pilgrimage to God’s House, circumambulation of the Ka‛ba, being God-fearing (defined as the best provision), offering sacrifice, shaving the head, fasting and feeding the poor, remembrance of God, asking forgiveness, going in crowd, and cleansing the body. Sexual intercourse, committing sins and quarreling are prohibited.

			The Tradition (Ḥadīth) provides us with massive information concerning the Ḥajj, which obviously cannot be cited here. However, in the following I will introduce the essential rites of the Ḥajj from beginning to end. The pilgrimage takes place from the 8th to the 12th of Dhū al-Ḥijja, the last month of the Islamic calendar. The Law obliges every sane adult person, man and woman, who has physical means, to perform the Ḥajj at least once in a lifetime. After the pilgrim completes the preparations for the Ḥajj and travels to its destination, Mecca, he or she arrives at a specific place near Mecca called mīqāt, or meeting place,7 where he changes into two seamless garments, one covering the upper part of his body (ridā’) and the other the lower part (izār). Now he enters a state of holiness (iḥrām).8 Then he utters the talbiya, a formula (labbayka allāhumma labbayka) which says: “O God, I am at your service” or “O God, I am responding to Your call.”

			The actual Ḥajj begins with seven circumambulations (ṭawāf) of the Ka‛ba, kissing the black stone, drinking from the zamzam well, and praying at the station of Ibrāhīm (Qur’ān 2:125), which is located near the Ka‛ba. After that, the pilgrims run seven times between two hills called Ṣafā and Marwa.

			Then the central event of the Ḥajj takes place – this is standing (wuqūf) at a place called ‛Arafāt, on the 9th of Dhū al-Ḥijja. It begins at noon after the sun has passed its zenith and lasts until sunset. Then the pilgrims move quickly as a crowd to a place named Muzdalifa. On the morning of the 10th, the pilgrims move on to Minā, where they stay three days. Here they throw seven small stones at a construction called jamrat al-‛aqaba (the heap of pebbles at ‛aqaba). They then slaughter their sacrifices. Hence, this day (the 10th) is called the Day of Slaughter (yawm al-naḥr), or the Feast of Sacrifices (‛īd al-aḍḥā).

			After the sacrifice, the pilgrims shave their heads (ḥalq) or cut their hair short, the act which signifies the end of the iḥrām. Those who have performed only the Ḥajj and now want to perform the ‛Umra, the minor pilgrimage, must reassume the state of iḥrām.9 Others turn to al-Madīna to visit the Prophet’s tomb.10 These are the main observances comprising the Ḥajj when performed without the ‛Umra (ifrād). Part of them, like the standing at ‛Arafāt, are deemed fundamental, and their omission renders the Ḥajj invalid.

			Like their approach to another pillar of Islam, prayer (ṣalāt),11 the Sufis’ views on the Ḥajj are multifarious, oscillating between rejection12 and acceptance. The common denominator of those who accept the rituals of the Ḥajj is their application of spiritual or esoteric meanings to these religious acts. It is worth noting that not all Sufi manuals we have examined deal with the Ḥajj. Al-Muḥāsibī (d. 857) makes no reference to the Ḥajj in his writings. Al-Anṣārī al-Harawī (d. 1088) in his manāzil al-sā’irīn (The Stations of the Wayfarers in the Sufi Path) does not even refer to the pillars of Islam. This absence is also conspicuous in al-Kalābādhī’s (d. 990 or 994) al-ta‛arruf li-madhhab ahl al-ta‛awwuf (The Acquaintance with the Sufis’ Teachings). However, al-Suhrawardī (d. 1234), in his ‛Awārif al-ma‛ārif (Gifts of Divine Knowledge), omits the Ḥajj, but does deal with prayer and fast.

			Another approach of those who accepted the Ḥajj was to direct the attention of pilgrims away from the Ka‛ba to the Lord of the Ka‛ba.13 This was an attempt to eliminate the idolatrous elements of the Ḥajj, a tendency to be dealt with later in this article. Criticism of the Ḥajj was also discussed from a psychological perspective: Muḥammad ibn al-Faḍl al-Balkhī says, “It amazes me that these people take the trouble to traverse deserts to reach God’s House and see the relics of His Prophet, yet do not attempt to suppress their own passions and sensual desires (nafs wa-hawā) so as to reach the heart and contemplate God’s signs therein.”14

			A clear repudiation of the Ḥajj is attested in a saying by Abū Sa‛īd ibn Abī al-Khayr (d. 1049), who directs his disciples who want to perform the Ḥajj to visit the grave of Abū Faḍl, his master, instead, and to circumambulate his tomb until their goal was attained.15 Abū Sa‛īd himself never undertook the Ḥajj. Moreover, he is said to have claimed that the Ka‛ba visited him several times a day, performing the circumambulation above his head. Such an approach is ascribed as well to other Sufis, who believed that whoever attains perfection does not need external rites.16

			After these preliminary notes, let us turn to works of mystics who referred to the Ḥajj not in brief statements but in detailed discussion.

			The first of these works is al-Ḥakīm al-Tirmidhī’s (d. between 905 and 910) al-Ḥajj wa-asrāruhu (The Pilgrimage and Its Secrets). In this book, al-Tirmidhī surveys the various rituals of the Ḥajj, ascribing to them spiritual and internal meanings. In so doing, al-Tirmidhī, being loyal to the Qur’ān and fully aware of the value of traditions,17 does not reject nor disparage the material aspects of the pilgrimage rites, but he does emphasize the priority of the internal (bāṭin) over the external (ẓāhir) aspects of the Ḥajj. One should be a servant of God both in his body and soul.18 On the basis of Qur’ān 22:27 (see above), he says: “Whoever goes toward the House wishing only Me, visits Me and is My guest.”19 Thus, the pilgrim should view himself as traveling to God, in the Ḥajj, not to the House, nor to any other place associated with the rites.

			Al-Tirmidhī learns from Qur’ān 3:97 (see above), in which the verb “to become an unbeliever” (kafara) is attached to the Ḥajj, the supreme value of the pilgrimage, because such blame is not attached to any other precept.20 In like manner, Islam itself is connected to the Ḥajj and not to any other pillar of Islam. Al-Tirmidhī proves this point indirectly, as follows. Qur’ān 2:131 reads: “His Lord said to him (Abraham): ‘Surrender’ (aslim). He said: ‘I have surrendered myself to the Lord of all beings.’” Since Abraham built the Ka‛ba and sacrificed an animal instead of his son at the time of the pilgrimage, he was called Ḥujjat al-islām (the proof of Islam). Revealing one’s servanthood to God shows one’s being a proof. And the Ḥajj manifests human servanthood to God.21

			One of the features of the discussions of the Ḥajj is the etymological analysis of a word in order to make it conform to the context. Al-Tirmidhī relates that Muḥammad ibn al-Ḥasan al-Shaybānī (d. 804), one of Abū Ḥanīfa’s followers, called Kitāb al-Ḥajj Kitāb al-manāsik, because the second name (Kitāb al-manāsik) includes all the observances of the Ḥajj and ‛Umra. Now, al-Tirmidhī claims that when one transposes the letters of mansak (pl. manāsik), one gets maskan, which is the origin of the former word. Mansak is the act of the limbs, whereas maskan designates the place in which one has confidence (sakana ilā) in God. Thus, the same word has a double meaning, external and internal.22

			The Holy Waymark (al-mash‛ar al-ḥarām) mentioned in Qur’ān 2:198 (see above) signifies al-Muzdalifa. However, on the basis of the word shu‛ūr (knowledge, perception, awareness), it also indicates the heart’s awareness of God.23 Here al-Tirmidhī learns the spiritual aspect of mash‛ar from the root sh.‛.r, in the first form. In like manner, Muzdalifa means a place in which one comes close (izdalafa ilā) to God.24 In general, al-Tirmidhī states that the names of the ceremonies, and of the places in which the pilgrim performs these ceremonies, derive from the pilgrim’s acts. Thus, iḥrām means depriving one of his or her ordinary dress, perfume, and of the opposite sex. ‛Arafa originates in one’s being acquainted with his Lord (ta‛arrafa ilā rabbihi). Also, since Jibrīl taught Ādam the Ḥajj rites and Ādam said: “I know” (‛araftu), hence, this day is called the Day of ‛Arafa, and the place is ‛Arafāt. Minā (root m.n.y) teaches that the pilgrim attains his wish (munya – root m.n.y) to eliminate his sins; hence, he is allowed to come near to God, which is the greatest wish. All these places are only names uttered by the tongue; consequently, they are branches of the fundamentals, that is, the spiritual meanings ascribed to them by al-Tirmidhī.25

			The twofold nature of the Ḥajj is also attested in Qur’ān 22:28, which speaks of the benefits witnessed by the pilgrims. These benefits are not only material, but also spiritual; the latter signifying avoiding sin and its consequences, deliverance from Hell and attainment of Paradise.

			Notwithstanding his spiritual perceptions of the Ḥajj rites, al-Tirmidhī personifies the Black Stone in order to explain why one should kiss it. He recounts the famous tradition in which ‛Umar kissed the Stone and said: “I do know that you do not injure nor benefit, and if I did not see God’s messenger kissing you, I would not do so.” Upon which ‛Alī said to him that the Stone does indeed injure and benefit, the proof of it being from Qur’ān 7:172: “When your Lord took out the offspring from the loins of Adam’s children and He made them bear witness about themselves, (He said): ‘Am I not your Lord?’ They said: ‘Yes, indeed, we bear witness.’ So, you cannot say on the Day of Resurrection: ‘We were not aware of this.’” On this day of the covenant (mīthāq) between God and all humans who will live, the Stone was given a mouth, tongue and eyes, and the contents of the covenant, so that it should be able to testify to people’s belief in God on the Day of Resurrection. Kissing the Stone is then the sign of their renewing their Islam, that is, their covenant with God.26

			Moreover, the value of the material elements on earth becomes higher, because, as a tradition relates, they have their counterparts in heaven. God ordered the angels to build Him a house and to circumambulate it. This house is called the Inhabited House (al-bayt al-ma‛mūr), and God regards the building of the House and the circumambulations as a sign of obedience that causes God’s satisfaction. Whoever circumambulates the Ka‛ba, is like one who circumambulates the Inhabited House and God’s Throne (‛arsh).27 Thus, the believer becomes somewhat similar to the angels.

			It seems that according to al-Tirmidhī, outward (ẓāhir) and inward (bāṭin) perspectives apply to all elements of the Ḥajj, regarding both places and practices. In Qur’ān 22:27, when Abraham is ordered to call people to perform the Ḥajj, the call is divided into two aspects, external and internal. When the external call was heard by the people, they had to respond to it and perform the Ḥajj. However, the internal aspect is primary, because when one heard the external call, it affected the inner part of the heart (sirr),28 which causes one to look at the Real (Ḥaqīqa). Al-Tirmidhī explains this looking as God’s creating one’s intention to perform the Ḥajj. The author does not deny the existence of the outward call, but along with it an internal call is found in some people of which others are not aware. Accordingly, there are two kinds of Ḥajj: the Ḥajj performed in obedience to God’s order and the Ḥajj performed by reason of one’s nearness to God. The first Ḥajj is the Ḥajj of the body and the second is the Ḥajj because of God and for the sake of God.29

			No wonder al-Tirmidhī was nicknamed al-ḥakīm (the philosopher), for he regarded the external aspects of the Ḥajj as God’s relinquishment of His spiritual requirements for people who cannot perform the ideal Ḥajj, that is, the Ḥajj of the soul, the Ḥajj of those who visit the Lord of the House and not just the House. This concession derives from God’s mercy and His favors to His servants.30 This is reminiscent of the philosophers’ approach to the physical descriptions of Paradise and Hell, in their view meant for common people who cannot perceive the truth as it is, and need physical things to encourage them to obey God. Al-Tirmidhī distinguishes between the Law (sharī‛a) and the Truth (ḥaqīqa), the former intended for the common people, though not exclusively, because the élite echelons also perform the physical rites of the Ḥajj, whereas the latter applies only to the élite. Very interestingly, in al-Tirmidhī’s view, the Law does not express the absolute truth. It should be noted that the élite, who are called the people of purity (ahl al-ṣafā’), come close to God before their undertaking the Ḥajj; their coming close to God does not stem from their participation in it.31

			The élite also differ from the common people in the phases of their progress toward Mecca. The common people travel from one place to another in their advancement toward the mīqāt, the place where the Ḥajj begins, while the élite progress from phases of their souls to God’s names and attributes. They take leave of their moral shortcomings by stages, and as a result come close to God, in an endless process. Their mīqāt is reached when they pass away from their consciousness (fanā) through abrogating their traits and living through God. Thus, al-Tirmidhī connects moral traits with a mystical approach which culminates in the Ḥajj.32

			Another difference between the élite and the common people are the provisions taken for the journey (see Qur’ān 2:197 above). While the common people take food and water as their provisions, for the élite, the best provision is being God-fearing (taqwā). Yet, even in the spiritual context, the outward and the inward aspects have impact on the élite. God-fearing from the outward perspective means remembrance of God in every act, and consequently being saved from sins and defects. However, the inward perspective applies to the élite of the élite (khawāṣṣ al-khawāṣṣ) whose pure acts derive from God and are for the sake of God. They rely only on God, abandoning all other means.33

			Relying on and trusting in God are motifs reiterated several times in al-Tirmidhī’s work. For instance, the Devil represents material means, for he is the first creature to mention them, saying in Qur’ā 38:76: “I am better than him (Ādam). You created me of fire and him of clay.” Now, when the pilgrims throw stones at the Devil, they are throwing away their reliance on materiality and beginning to trust in God.34

			Al-Tirmidhī continues to deal with the different stages of the Ḥajj, such as the two-part (upper and lower) seamless garment,35 declaring servanthood to God (talbiya)36 and so on, differentiating in each case between the outward and inward aspects and between the common people and the élite. Thus, the common people slaughter sheep, while the élite “slaughter” their desires or physical strength.37

			In sum, al-Tirmidhī’s treatise is the first in-depth work on the Ḥajj in Islamic mysticism, and as we shall see, influences later generations. Although he does not reject the material aspects of the Ḥajj, he certainly considers them of less value than the spiritual and moral roots of the Ḥajj. When he says that the élite experience proximity to God even before undertaking the Ḥajj, he alludes to the possibility of attaining the highest spiritual levels without the help of the Ḥajj. This view, that one can relinquish the Ḥajj, became prevalent among al-Ḥallāj and his followers.38

			A moderate approach to the Ḥajj is advanced by Abū Naṣr al-Sarrāj (d. 988), the author of Kitāb al-luma‛ fī’l-taṣawwuf (The Book of Flashes on Sufism), which is an excellent exposition of the Sufis’ doctrines.39 On the basis of Qur’ān 3:97 and 22:28, and the tradition that says, “Whoever dies without performing the Ḥajj, dies as a Jew or a Christian,”40 he first states that the Sufi is obliged to perform the Ḥajj notwithstanding the difficulties. In contrast to the Sufis, says al-Sarrāj, the way of the common people is to use a special legal dispensation (rukhṣa) to release themselves from performing the Ḥajj.41

			The legists (fuqahā’), the scholars (‛ulamā’), the common people and the élite (Sufis) share knowledge of the rules of the Ḥajj and its rites. However, the Sufis differ in their conduct from the other classes, as may be seen in three categories: 1. those who perform the Ḥajj only once, and from then on, engage in their mystical experiences; 2. Sufis who perform the Ḥajj many times always without taking provisions on their pilgrimage, trusting in God to help them. Stories of Sufi masters, such as Ibrāhīm al-Khawāṣṣ (d. 904) are told to this effect; and 3. Sufis who prefer to stay in Mecca, because of its sanctity or for ascetic reasons. The members of this group thought that the stay in Mecca improved their morals (akhlāq) and revealed secrets to them.42

			What follows are allegorical explanations of physical acts. Washing the body on reaching the mīqāt is the external aspect, while cleansing the heart with repentance constitutes the internal aspect. Removing one’s ordinary clothes before dressing in the iḥrām corresponds to internally removing envy from the heart. Talbiya from the inward perspective means not to respond to the call of the Devil and the lusts, but to respond to God’s call. Kissing the Black Stone is tantamount to swearing allegiance to God. Running between Ṣafā and Marwa represents running away from their enemy, that is, from all their desires. The name Minā is taken from munya (aspiration), and arrival there signifies the possibility of fulfilling their aspiration.43

			Like al-Tirmidhī, al-Sarrāj’s metaphorical interpretations of the Ḥajj’s rites play a significant role in his chapter on the Ḥajj. However, since al-Sarrāj surveys the Sufis’ views, the picture is different, and we see an ascetic inclination and reference to morals. It is worth noting that some Sufis regard the places of the rites and the stay in Mecca as sources of change and inspiration, proving the power of a material entity to influence one’s soul.

			A similar approach is advanced by Abū Ṭālib al-Makkī (d. 996) in his Qūt al-qulūb (The Nourishment for the Hearts).44 He states that in Mecca God punishes the pilgrim for his aspiration and desire to do evil, even before he actually does it. Moreover, good and evil acts are multiplied there and hence their rewards and punishments respectively. And the pilgrims are God’s delegation and visitors; hence if they ask for something, God gives them what they ask, and if they ask God’s forgiveness, He forgives them. Consequently, the greatest sinner is he who stands at ‛Arafāt and thinks that God will not forgive him. However, the converse is that one who commits no sins during the Ḥajj leaves the Ḥajj as pure as he was at his birth.45 Hence, in general, Mecca and other places where the rites are performed have the power to change the usual religious processes known to the believers.

			Al-Makkī emphasizes several times that the most meritorious characteristic of the Ḥajj is one’s sincere intention to perform it for the sake of God (Ḥaqīqat al-ikhlāṣ bihi li-wajh allāh).46 Boastfulness and hypocrisy are in complete opposition to this sincerity and should be totally avoided.47 The pilgrim’s good conduct will also be expressed through his behavior toward his riding animals. One should not overload them or use them as beds or chairs.48 Also, if a pilgrim sees an opportunity for doing a good deed, he should order it to be done, and if he sees an evil act which is about to be done, he should forbid it.49

			Asked what the sign of a true Ḥajj is, that is, a Ḥajj which is performed sincerely, al-Makkī says that the pilgrim should return to his home as an ascetic in this world and as one who aspires to the world to come, abandoning his sins and adopting good morals.50 Moreover, his going to the Ḥajj is like a journey to the world to come, and every point on his way should remind him of his Lord.51 As we shall see, in his book on the Ḥajj, al-Ghazālī expands on this metaphor.

			Al-Makkī also adduces a psychological observation regarding certain ancient scholars who performed the Ḥajj and then left Mecca, explaining that either they wished to yearn for the Ḥajj experience again, or they feared they might commit sins in Mecca. Thus, it is better to be in one’s town and long for Mecca than to be in Mecca and long for one’s town.52

			In sum, most of the topics discussed by al-Makkī revolve around issues of piety and morality connected with the Ḥajj and its places. The power of the sacred places and the notion that the Ka‛ba has a role in the Next World, and that it sometimes circumambulates some pious people lead in a mystical direction, but these ideas occupy only a minor place in al-Makkī’s chapter on the Ḥajj.

			Al-Hujwīrī’s (d. between 1072 and 1077) manual of Sufism53 is a treatise more oriented to mysticism than al-Makkī’s Qūt al-qulūb. At the beginning of a very short chapter on the Ḥajj, he distinguishes in Abraham two stations, the station of the body, that is, the external station, and the station of the soul, that is, the internal or spiritual station. Those seeking the bodily stations should perform the physical rites of the Ḥajj, such as renouncing one’s desires, dressing in the pilgrim’s garb and so on. But those wishing to achieve the spiritual stations, should abandon all physical means, such as familiar associations and thoughts of material values, and finally contemplate only God. In this station, all sacred places and acts become spiritual; for example, ‛Arafāt becomes the place of gnosis (ma‛rifa – root ‛.r.f like the root of ‛Arafāt), and slaughtering animals is comparable to killing the lower soul. In al-Hujwīrī’s view, one should seek the Lord of the Ka‛ba and not the Ka‛ba itself. Sacredness exists where contemplation of God exists, and not by exercising asceticism. It is commented on al-Junayd (d. 910)54 that, following the idea of the spirituality of the Ḥajj, he asked a certain pilgrim about the latter’s performance of the Ḥajj rites. To illustrate this conversation, I will adduce only one part of the question/answer format. Al-Junayd asks, “When you stood on ‛Arafāt, did you stand one instant in contemplation of God?” The pilgrim answers, “No.” Al-Junayd replies, “Then you have not stood on ‛Arafāt.” The conclusion al-Junayd comes to is that this pilgrim had not performed the Ḥajj, because he had failed to incorporate the spiritual perspectives into the physical rites.55

			It is appropriate to conclude this section by citing al-Hujwīrī’s concluding words in this chapter: “The true object of pilgrimage is not to visit the Ka‛ba, but to obtain contemplation of God.” The efforts (mujāhada) one makes before and during the Ḥajj are only a means to achieve contemplation (mushāhada) of God. In saying that one can contemplate God in his own house, he alludes to the possibility that for the true mystic, the Ḥajj is a superfluous exercise.56

			In his Sufi manuals, al-Risāla fī’l-taṣawwuf (The Epistle on Sufism)57 and Tartīb al-suluk (Gradation in Wandering on the Path to God),58 written by al-Qushayrī (d. 1074), no chapters are dedicated to the Ḥajj. However, in his commentary on the Qur’ān entitled Laṭā’if al-ishārāt (The Subtle Allusions), he refers to the Ḥajj at the relevant verses. Generally speaking, it is possible to point out three fundamentals of al-Qushayrī’s approach to the Ḥajj, all of which are mentioned above in the discussions of other Sufis in one way or another: 1. the distinction between the élite and the common people; 2. the difference between outward and inward aspects of the Ḥajj; and 3. the focus on the relationship between human beings and God.

			Al-Qushayrī interprets Qur’ān 2:196 (above) by allusion, saying that the Ḥajj means directing oneself to God’s House or to God. The former case applies to the common people and the latter to the élite. By this he means that the common people perform the formal rites without attention to their connection to God.59

			All the outward rites have inward meanings. Thus, the iḥrām is the expression of a clear contract with God through an obvious intention. Changing one’s ordinary clothes before the iḥrām represents exorcizing bad traits and transgressions, and the iḥrām embodies a sign of the values of forbearance (ṣabr) and neediness (faqr).60 Running between Ṣafā and Marwa is a symbolic race with mysteries between the pure revelation of God’s Majesty and His subtle Beauty.61

			The Ḥajj of the hearts (Ḥajj al-qulūb) does not occur at once, but is the climax of a long journey that begins in one’s youth. In that, the author alludes to the various phases of the Sufi way, the highest of which is the way of the élite who can obtain a contact (wuṣla) with God. In contrast, those (the common people) who only perform the material rituals (‛ibāda) will only reach Paradise.62 Another difference between the common people and the élite is referred to in Qur’ān 2:196, where God-fearing by the laity is expressed through their avoidance of sin, whereas for the élite, God-fearing means their keeping away from other entities.63 The measure of nearness to God is also represented by the metaphor of a house and its owner. There is a great difference between one who is placed at the gate of the house (the common people) and one who is allowed to attend on the carpet indoors, meaning able to see the owner of the house.64

			Elsewhere al-Qushayrī reiterates the difference between the House (Ka‛ba) and the Lord of the House (rabb al-bayt), that is, God. Ḥajj means to have the intention to go to the entity one adores; some people (the laity) adore the House, while others (the élite) adore its Lord.

			As we have already shown, the places and acts of worship have spiritual meanings. For example, when one stands at ‛Arafāt, one knows God (‛arafa). Throwing the pebbles represents throwing away from one’s heart any connection to this world. And slaughtering the sacrifice constitutes the finality of blotting out one’s desires. By this act the pilgrim comes close to God. Furthermore, even as the pilgrim leaves the state of iḥrām at the end of the Ḥajj, he begins a new iḥrām; this time in his heart. Just as one leaves his own house for the house of his master; so does the pilgrim leave God’s House on his way to his Lord.65

			On the basis of Qur’ān 22:27 (above), al-Qushayrī stresses the significance of the Ḥajj, stating that Abraham called people to perform it, that God made all people who were in the loins of their ancestors hear his call. All human beings who were known as those who would in future perform the Ḥajj responded to this call.66 There is a certain similarity between this idea and the idea mentioned in Qur’ān 7:172, in which God asked the offspring of the loins of the Children of Adam: “Am I not your Lord?” and they answered in the affirmative. Abraham, the first believer in God’s unity, called people to perform the Ḥajj, a call which seems to raise the performance of the Ḥajj to the level of a fundamental tenet of Islam comparable to God’s unity.

			In sum, al-Qushayrī continues the line of thought of his predecessors in differentiating between the laity and the élite and between manifest and hidden perspectives. It seems that he put more stress than his forerunners did on human beings’ nearness to God and on how to obtain it.

			Al-Ghazālī (d. 1111) is one of Islam’s greatest religious personalities. His writings contributed to the fields of law, theology, philosophy and mysticism. At times, he creates a unique amalgamation between these fields or among some of them, consequently leading to the proximity of Sufism to orthodoxy. The word “mysteries” (asrār), which appears in five books of the first volume of his Iḥyā’, attests to his approach, adding inner meanings to the formal rites of purity (ṭahāra), prayer (ṣalāt), alms-giving (zakāt), fasting (ṣawm), and pilgrimage (Ḥajj). In Kitāb asrār al-Ḥajj, al-Ghazālī deals with three main topics: 1. the merits of the Ḥajj, of Mecca and the Ka‛ba, and of all the fundamentals and conditions of the pilgrimage; 2. the sequence of all the practices relevant to the Ḥajj from one’s departure to his return; and 3. The Ḥajj’s subtle manners (ādāb daqīqa), hidden mysteries (asrār khafiyya) and inward acts (a‛māl bāṭina). The importance al-Ghazālī assigns to the Ḥajj is proven by his citing Qur’ān 5:3, “Today I have made your religion perfect.” He says that the tradition, “Whoever dies without performing the Ḥajj may choose to die as a Jew or a Christian,” refers to this verse, meaning that whoever does not perform the Ḥajj goes astray. Thus, performing the Ḥajj means adopting the right way, and hence, perfecting Islam.67

			From our first section, it is worth noting al-Ghazālī’s personification of the Black Stone, which will bear witness to people’s belief or unbelief. The Ka‛ba also has unnatural power which enables it to perceive the pilgrims’ circumambulations. Thus, if the highest kinds of saints do not circumambulate it, or if no circumambulation is performed for seven years, the Ka‛ba will be raised from the earth and disappear. Furthermore, the Ka‛ba complains to God about the behavior of people who do circumambulate it.68

			Like his predecessors, al-Ghazālī too refers to the unwillingness of some scholars to stay long at Mecca. Three reasons explain their reluctance: 1. they are afraid of weariness and of becoming accustomed to their stay; 2. they prefer to reside in other places and long for Mecca, rather than to reside in Mecca and long for other places;69 and 3. they are apprehensive of committing sins in the sacred city.70

			The value of Mecca is also expressed through the notions that in Mecca one is punished even for intentions to commit sin, and that good and bad deeds are multiplied there.71

			Al-Ghazālī’s devotion to the Law is proved through his long discussion of the sequence of the Ḥajj rites (pp. 239-261). His third chapter on the Ḥajj (pp. 262-272) deals with the Ḥajj’s subtle manners and inward acts. It opens with subtle manners, the bulk of which are the moral conduct of the pilgrim, such as avoiding sin, contest, boastfulness, and abominable speech. However, our main concern lies in the second part of this gate, that is, with the internal aspects of the Ḥajj.

			In al-Ghazālī’s view, the first phase of the Ḥajj is understanding its role in Islam – an unprecedented point in early Sufism. This understanding causes the believer to yearn for the Ḥajj and to come to the decision to perform it. Since the aim of the Ḥajj is to reach God, one must abstain from desires and pleasures and be content only with necessary things, and in so doing turn all one’s acts to God. Among ancient peoples, says al-Ghazālī, there were monks who devoted their whole lives to God by abandoning worldly pleasures. However, God favored the Muslims by establishing the Ḥajj as their monasticism, instead.72

			Al-Ghazālī holds God’s transcendence; consequently, there is no house which can contain Him. This contradicts belief in the power of the Ka‛ba itself, a magical notion that al-Ghazālī rejects. However, in contrast to this logical notion, the pilgrim performs unintelligible acts which people do not normally perform, such as throwing stones and running between Ṣafā and Marwa. The aim of these rituals is to show the believers’ perfect servanthood and obedience to God; they perform these rites even though they do not understand their rationale.73

			Al-Ghazālī’s basic idea in this section, wherein he explains all of the components of the Ḥajj, is that it represents the journey of the pilgrim into the next world. When the pilgrim embarks upon his journey to Mecca, he should be thinking of his journey to the world-to-come. Thus, the provisions he takes to the formal Ḥajj are food, water, and the like, while for the world-to-come he must be God-fearing.74 The beast on which the pilgrim rides symbolizes his bier, and the clothes of iḥrām represent his cerements. He leaves his family and city to meet God like one who dies and meets God. What he encounters on the road to the Ḥajj – brigands, wild beasts and other dangers – prepares him for death. But on entering the Sacred Place (ḥaram) in Mecca, the pilgrim should feel safe from being punished by God, just as one feels secure against being hurt by other people in the ḥaram. He must imagine that he is looking at the Lord of the House, hoping that just as God has allowed him to look at the House, He will allow him to look at Himself, as well.75

			Al-Ghazālī regards the circumambulation as prayer. Hence, in this act, as in prayer, one should feel God’s majesty and one’s hope and love for Him. In the ṭawāf, one resembles the angels who circuit the Throne. Thus, the aim of the ṭawāf is not to circumambulate the House in body, but rather to circumambulate by the heart the remembrance of the Lord of the House. Just as concerning the House, one begins with it and ends with it, so one begins and ends by remembering God. The physical House stands for the world of Kingdom, or the highest world, which al-Ghazālī sometimes calls the hidden world (‛ālam al-ghayb).76 Kissing the Black Stone is the mark of the pilgrim’s pledge of allegiance to God. And clinging to the curtains of the Ka‛ba is like clinging to the clothes of a person one has wronged, to beg for forgiveness. Thus, when the pilgrim clings to these curtains, he asks God to be rescued from punishment.

			Running between Ṣafā and Marwa resembles a king’s servant going to and fro in the king’s court showing his obedience to the king and hoping for his mercy. Running also signifies one’s wavering between the two sides of the balance scale at the Resurrection, Ṣafā77 being the symbol of good deeds and Marwa of evil deeds. Likewise, standing at ‛Arafāt should bring to mind the people standing at the Resurrection awaiting trial. Consequently, at ‛Arafāt people should ask forgiveness from God, who will comply with their request. And therefore, the greatest sin of those who stand at ‛Arafāt is to think that God will not forgive them.78

			Aside from his consideration that throwing the pebbles is an act of pure obedience, with no underlying logical reasoning or rationale given for understanding this act, al-Ghazālī does offer an explanation of this ritual by stating that it is tantamount to a war against the Devil who tried to raise doubts in Abraham’s heart concerning the Ḥajj. The devil seduces everyone, and whoever thinks that the Devil will not seduce him should know that this thought also comes from the Devil, who wants to weaken his decision to throw the stones.

			Sacrificing animals also shows one’s obedience to God. However, also here al-Ghazālī adduces an eschatological meaning; with every part of the sacrifice, God frees a part of the human from Hell. Strangely enough, al-Ghazīlī’s approach actually implies that everyone is destined for Hell, and that the sacrifice saves them from punishment. But this theological dogma contradicts the basis of Islamic eschatology – that is, weighing human beings’ deeds in the balance.79

			Al-Ghazālī concludes his book on the Ḥajj by asking how a pilgrim can know if his Ḥajj was accepted by God or not. Loyal to his idea of the superiority of the spiritual aspects of the Ḥajj, he finds the answer to this question not only on the formal level, but mainly in the pilgrim’s heart. If a pilgrim feels his heart withdrawing from deceptions, that is, the seductions of this world, and turning to God, and if his acts were performed according to the Law, he can be sure that God accepts his Ḥajj.

			In sum, al-Ghazālī does not relinquish formal worship; however, the mysteries of the Ḥajj, which are the core of his discussion, lie at the basis of his presentation of the pilgrimage.

			Like al-Ghazālī, Ibn al-‛Arabī also deals with the mysteries of purity, prayer, almsgiving, fasting, and pilgrimage. In his voluminous work al-Futūḥāt al-makkiyya (The Meccan Revelations or Illuminations), he devotes much space to these issues, referring not only to mystical ideas but also to the Law. In this respect, his approach is similar to al-Ghazālī’s and to that of other Sufis who did not reject the formal rites of the Ḥajj. In the following discussion I shall try to show Ibn al-‛Arabī’s attitude toward the Ḥajj in the light of his predecessors’ teachings dealt with above.

			Our discussion does not follow the sequence of the Greatest Master’s chapter on the Ḥajj, but rather tries first to emphasize a significant point, mentioned by the author in different places, which may explain various subjects in his treatment of the Ḥajj. This is the aim of the Ḥajj in general, and the aim of several rites practiced during the Ḥajj in particular. The aim of the Ḥajj and the ‛Umra is to visit God. If a believer, says Ibn al-‛Arabī, wishes to talk with God, he must visit His House. Paradoxically, our author defines God’s House as every place where prayer is legitimate (kull mawḍi‛ taṣiḥḥu fīhi al-ṣalāt). This implies that the Ka‛ba is not the only place where one can visit God and talk with Him. However, seemingly aware of this paradox, Ibn al-‛Arabī immediately states that visiting God can be performed in accord with several perspectives. Explaining the word ziyāra as inclination,80 Ibn al-‛Arabī says that one can incline toward God by prayer, by fasting, and by servanthood, and if one be inclined toward God by servanthood, he should perform the Ḥajj.81

			One should travel to the Ḥajj with both one’s intellect and one’s belief in order to know God and His attributes. This conclusion derives from a section dealing with a woman’s journey to the Ḥajj with her servant, which is a deviation from the Law, that is, illegal. The author does not deal with the legal point, but presents the woman and servant as symbols of the soul and the intellect, respectively. Consequently, her journey is analogous to the journey of the soul, with its intellect and its belief in the Law, for the sake of knowing God with the aim of human happiness. Ibn al-‛Arabī emphasizes the role of belief in the Law, which, when added to the intellect, brings one to happiness.82

			Ibn al-‛Arabī brings forward two traditions, the first of which tells that a second ‛Umra absolves sins committed since the previous ‛Umra, and that whoever performs the Ḥajj in a pious manner (Ḥajj mabrūr) merits the full reward of Paradise and no less.83 According to the second tradition, the Ḥajj not only makes people into servants of God and knowers of God, but also makes them pure of their sins and neediness.84 What is new in the second tradition is the reward of repudiation of one’s neediness, which is characteristic of the human being in contrast to God, who needs nothing. The human being also receives the ability to say “be” to something and to cause it to come into existence. However, this puts the human being in a paradoxical state called “the existence of dispensability in neediness” (wujūd al-ghinā fī’l-faqr), meaning that from one perspective he can dispense with many things, but from another, God allows him to fulfil his requests by saying to them, “be.” Not every person is aware of this state, states Ibn al-‛Arabī. Contrary to the human’s state, God can dispense with all things absolutely, and he brings things into existence not because He needs them, but because they need Him. Things before their actual existence are in a state of relative absence,85 that is, an absence that can be turned into existence, and in their essence, they need God in order to exist. God responds to their request to exist and brings them into existence.86 As he does regarding other issues, our author incorporates his mystical philosophy into the Ḥajj.

			In addition to the purpose of the Ḥajj overall, Ibn al-‛Arabī points out the aims of some of the sacred acts that the pilgrim performs. The state of holiness (iḥrām) is to bring the pilgrim close to God.87 When the pilgrim responds to God’s call to enter into the state of holiness, he comes close to God. The Greatest Master explains nearness to God by referring to his mystical and philosophical discussion of the difference between divine and human existence. God’s existence is essential, while cosmic and human existence is only apparent (maẓhar), a reflection of God’s attributes and names.88 He names the human being “one who appears,” or “one who is manifest” (ẓāhir), with one being under obligation (mukallaf) or not. Now through being under obligation and obeying ordinances which remove one from one’s routine, such as wearing one’s ordinary clothes, one becomes more manifest than one who is not in the state of iḥrām. Just as God comes close to a human being by responding to his call (Qur’ān 2:186), so does the pilgrim come near to God when he responds to God’s call to perform the Ḥajj.89

			Taking into consideration the pilgrim’s intention to visit the House, not God, Ibn al-‛Arabī adds to the aim of the iḥrām another notion. In such a case, he should know that even this visit is divine, for God chose this House out of many other houses for His worship and asked His servants to go to it by fulfilling the iḥrām and all the other duties of the Ḥajj. Now, it is inconceivable that by this command, God intends the physical going to visit Him, for He informed people that He is with them wherever they are. God shows the pilgrim the House, and since it is created like the human being, God’s directing the pilgrim to the House is like directing him to his essence. The aim of this is to know God, as is attested in the famous tradition, “Whoever knows his soul (or himself), knows his Lord” (man ‛arafa nafsahu ‛arafa rabbahu).90 Consequently, when one has the intention to visit the House, he enters into his own soul, from which he knows himself and hence knows God.91

			Another rite that brings the pilgrim near to God is the offering of sacrifices. First, Ibn al-‛Arabī says, the Devil, because of his basic nature, is very distant from God’s Mercy, but not from God Himself, because everything is under God’s control. Second, according to the Prophet, camels are devils (shayāṭīn), and as such are distant from God. Further, every sacrifice is remote from the entity to which it is offered, because it is at the disposal of the one who offers it. Consequently, sacrificing camels represents gaining proximity to God from two perspectives: a. the pilgrim kills the animal which represents remoteness from God; b. and the animal offered is now at the disposal of God, that is, near to God. Also, the Prophet made a mark on the upper side of the camel offered to God to show that one’s arrogance, that is, feeling superior to others, will not bring one to Paradise (Qur’ān 28:83).92

			In the context of offering sacrifice, Ibn al-‛Arabī refers to another aim of all the rites, that is, the remembrance of God. Thus, a Sufi station (dhikr) is incorporated into the Ḥajj practices; however, not as a separate rite, but rather as a component of all of them.93 The mention of God in each rite is connected with Ibn al-‛Arabī’s general approach to the Ḥajj as an encounter with God, or as an attempt to come close to Him.

			Other Sufi stations occur in the iḥrām, which changes one’s state of mind. Exchanging ordinary clothing for the pilgrim’s iḥrām clothes implies being in distress (balā’), because the person is now prevented from enjoying life’s mundane pleasures. However, to overcome this feeling, caused by God, the individual must enter the stations of patience (ṣabr), contentment (riḍā), and finally gratitude (shukr). According to a tradition, the Prophet changed his clothes at a place called tan‛īm, meaning a place which causes one to be in a state of easiness. In so doing, Muḥammad alluded to the favors God bestows on the pilgrims in the iḥrām, in spite of the ostensible difficulties involved in this rite.94 In sum, notwithstanding the psychological elements in the iḥrām, the rite also orients the connection between God and the believer. It is God who causes the pilgrim to suffer and who expects him to behave according to the Sufi stations of patience, contentment and gratitude, and it is God who also grants him favors which stem from the iḥrām.

			It seems to me that, in Ibn al-‛Arabī’s view, there is a connection between the aims of the Ḥajj and its rites, treated above, and the analogies and spiritual meanings assigned to the places visited by the pilgrim and the acts performed by him, because these metaphors and spiritual explanations transpose these places and acts to the divine realm and free them from their earthly bonds. Thus, the transformation of these items to the divine sphere makes the performance of the real Ḥajj easier, for each venue in the Ḥajj and each rite connects the pilgrim to God.

			It is appropriate to begin with the most sacred site of the Ḥajj, the Ka‛ba, God’s House (above Qur’ān 3:96-97). God, says Ibn al-‛Arabī, made the Ka‛ba represent His Throne, and the people who circumambulate the Ka‛ba resemble the angels who circle the Throne glorifying and praising God (Qur’ān 39:75). Moreover, the people’s praise is stronger than the angels’. And the role of the scholars is even stronger than that of the common people, for they praise God using His words in the Qur’ān, which means that no selfish human interest is involved in their praise. Those are the people of the Qur’ān identified by our author as the people of God (ahl allāh), God’s greatest friends.95 Surprisingly enough, Ibn al-‛Arabī states that since God, who is not contained by heaven and earth, nevertheless resides in the human heart, the heart is more honorable than the Ka‛ba. Just as the pilgrims circumambulate the Ka‛ba, so human thoughts circumambulate the heart. And just as some people are negligent while others are attentive when circuiting the Ka‛ba, so are one’s thoughts either blameworthy or praiseworthy.96 If one inclines to detect esoteric elements in Ibn al-‛Arabī’s teachings, one would say that when our author expresses the idea that the heart is preferable to the Ka‛ba, he actually makes the Ḥajj superfluous, as some of his Sufi predecessors maintained, although he does not say this explicitly.

			However, many signs indicate clearly that Ibn al-‛Arabī does not deny the significance of the formal rites of the Ḥajj. For him, the Ḥajj is a comprehensive attribute that contains both formal (rasm) and spiritual (ḥaqīqa) aspects. For this reason, in Ibn al-‛Arabī’s view, it is inconceivable that there should be controversy between formal scholars (‛ulamā’ al-rusūm)97 and spiritual scholars, or those who deal with the essence of things (‛ulamā al-ḥaqā’iq). Notwithstanding, he adds that the spiritual world is more complete than the formal world, in this and in other cognate issues.98 Consequently, one may suggest that according to this note, the Ḥajj is not complete without the spiritual aspect.

			Ibn al-‛Arabī derives the spirituality of the Ḥajj from the etymology of the word “house” (bayt). The verb bāta (root b.y.t., form I) means to spend the night in a place, and the noun mabīt conveys the sense of a place in which one spends the night. Thus, bayt is like mabīt. Now, God’s revelation occurs at night, as one can understand from Qur’ān 17:1, “Glory to God who made His servant travel by night….” Hence, the Ka‛ba, the House, is an allusion to His revelation, and this is the reason why the Ka‛ba is called “the House.”99

			Ibn al-‛Arabī introduces a unique conception of the Ka‛ba which, in his view and imagination, becomes a human entity. We are told of his conversations and correspondence with the Ka‛ba. He points out that he described what happened between him and the Ka‛ba in a treatise, written in rhymed prose, entitled “The Crown of the Epistles and the Way of the Devices in Explaining the Divine Meanings Deposited in the Spiritual Entities” (tāj al-rasā’il wa-minhāj al-wasā’il fī īḍāḥ al-ma‛ānī al-ilāhiyya al-mūda‛a fī al-ma‛ānī al-rūḥiyya).100 The Ka‛ba reproves Ibn al-‛Arabī for having demoted her in rank while elevating the people, and also for preferring the gnostics to her. As a result, she tells him, she will not allow him to circle her. Consequently, Ibn al-‛Arabī feels that God seeks to discipline him, for which he is grateful to God. Then he sees the Ka‛ba rising from the earth as a beautiful maiden. He begins to praise her until she orders him to walk around her, indicating that peace has been established between them.

			To demonstrate the connection between him and the Ka‛ba, Ibn al-‛Arabī tells us about a certain person who told him that he saw the Ka‛ba in a dream saying to him that there is now only a single person circumambulating the Ka‛ba, and he is Ibn al-‛Arabī. She was right, says the dreamer; when I woke up I saw only you at the sacred site.101

			Numbers occurring in the Ḥajj have meanings which are connected to the structure of the universe or to that of the human being. For example, one circles the Ka‛ba seven times, and these orbits correspond to the seven celestial spheres, or the seven heavens, which encircle the earth. Now, just as the movements of the seven celestial spheres have an impact on the four elements102 (earth, fire, water and air) out of which the human being is brought into existence, so the seven circumambulations of the Ka‛ba create the prayer composed of two rak‛as.103 The two rak‛as represent the two fundamentals of the human, that is, the body and intellect. Additionally, God divides the prayer into two parts, one for Him and another for the believer.104

			Ibn al-‛Arabī also deals with the three occasions on which circumambulations are performed: a. on coming into the sacred site (qudūm); b. after offering the sacrifice (ifāḍa);105 and c. in the departure (wadā‛) from the Ḥajj.106 These three separate instances of rounding of the Ka‛ba derive, in Ibn al-‛Arabī’s view, from the three sources of knowledge he deals with in his introduction to the Futūḥāt. The first and weakest is the knowledge of the intellect, whether necessary or acquired. The knowledge of one’s states (‛ilm al-aḥwāl) is the second stage of knowledge, and it is attained through experience (literally tasting – dhawq). The supreme stage is the knowledge God bestows only on prophets and saints.107

			The Greatest Master finds a connection between the number of days of the Ḥajj and the special clothing the pilgrim wears during these days. As noted, during nine days the pilgrim wears the unstitched iḥrām clothes. On the night of the tenth day, he changes back to ordinary sewn garments. Ibn al-‛Arabī explains this phenomenon by turning to the nature of numbers. The first nine digits are simple; hence the clothing is simple. Now, the number ten is the first composite number (‛aqd), that is, one plus zero (the other groups being hundreds and thousands). Thus, on the night of the tenth day, the pilgrim can return to wearing ordinary clothes.108

			The sites of the Ḥajj represent ideas. Such is the case of ‛Arafāt, the place where the pilgrim stands before God. The name ‛Arafāt derives from the root ‛.r.f. which in the first form means to know. Thus, the mosque109 of ‛Arafāt makes the pilgrim know himself and hence his Lord.110 Here the pilgrim knows his God as a creator and as one, because God is the only creator of the world.111

			In what is reminiscent of al-Ghazālī’s approach to the Ḥajj, our author says that the aim of standing at ‛Arafāt is to remind people of their future standing in the time of Resurrection before the Lord. However, Ibn al-‛Arabī emphasizes that in contrast to the Resurrection, in which God judges people and differentiates between them, at ‛Arafāt God forgives the pilgrims and bestows favors on them.112

			If the pilgrim asks for perfection in his prayer at ‛Arafāt, he must perform four rak‛as. Our author’s explanation of the number four leads to theology: The first two are connected to God, the last two to the human being. The first points to God’s essence, the second to His being known by humanity, the third to the human being’s essence and the fourth to his being related to God as his origin. Thus, theology establishes the prayer form at ‛Arafāt.113

			As noted above, the pilgrim throws stones on three heaps of pebbles (jamarāt), each time throwing seven stones. The throwing occurs from the 11th of Dhū al-Ḥijja to the 13th. These three periods of stone-throwing are the expression of the three components of the Divine Presence, that is, His essence, His attributes and His acts. The seven stones thrown represent God’s seven essential attributes: life, knowledge, power, will, hearing, seeing and speaking.114 Consequently, again, theology serves as the rationale for the Ḥajj rituals.

			As we have already seen, traditions are also interpreted as expressing spiritual meanings. According to a tradition, the Prophet used honey to glue his hair (sha‛r) together for the iḥrām, so that it appeared as a single, solid unit. Now, the root of sha‛r is sh.‛.r., which is also the root of shu‛ūr, meaning cognizance, knowledge, perception and awareness. The idea of sticking the hair together into an undivided whole symbolizes turning God’s various self-manifestations, such as names, attributes, fixed entities, and so on, both those attained by revelation and those attained by reason, into one entity (‛ayn wāḥida). Thus, the Prophet’s deed indicates God’s unity. The tradition refers to honey, because it is produced by bees, and bees are mentioned in the Qur’ān (16:68) as creatures inspired by God.115

			Usually women are ordered to cover their faces. However, in the period of iḥrām, they are ordered by a tradition to uncover their faces, because God does not want people to be compelled by two prohibitions, that is, iḥrām and face-covering. Yet, women paint their faces with al-ḥinā’,116 and thus the whiteness of their faces is covered by the redness of al-ḥinā’. Consequently, they preserve a semblance of face-covering during their iḥrām, as they are partly covered and partly uncovered. Ibn al-‛Arabī adds that this tradition allows women to be adorned by God’s ornaments, which are His names. The Greatest Master does not explicitly explain why God’s names are His ornaments, but we can only assume that just as in the human sphere, ornaments are not part of the essence, so concerning God, His names are not part of His essence. And God’s names create the beautiful world with all its aspects.117

			Likewise, in the ṭawāf, the pilgrim should cover his left shoulder and uncover his right, an act called iḍṭibā‛. This rite is aimed at connecting the hidden with the manifest. The heart represents the hidden entity and causes manifest things to appear.118 Actually, here the pilgrim’s appearance also echoes the structure of the world, which is composed of both hidden and manifest things.

			That a person is not restricted by two prohibitions is also learned from the Prophet’s changing of a traditional rule. According to this tradition, one should not gird himself by a rope during the time of iḥrām. However, the Prophet allowed people to gird their wallets to their bodies when they are in iḥrām. Ibn al-‛Arabī explains this rukhṣa (permission) by saying that there is no need to add another restriction to those that already exist.119

			Ibn al-‛Arabī’s chapter on the Ḥajj is replete with theological ideas. This phenomenon of inserting theological notions into the discussion of legal or mystical issues is usual in our author’s writings, and he incorporates such notions, for example, in his discussion of divine love,120 prayer,121 etc. in his works. Let us illustrate this system by referring to one of the conditions for the validity of the Ḥajj, that is, one’s being a Muslim. Now, the meaning of Islam is submission (inqiyād); thus, one submits to what God calls on him to perform, in accordance with the attribute through which he is called. The pilgrim should respond in keeping with the attribute, otherwise he does not respond to the divine name that calls him. Hence, he does not submit to God. If God’s call is directed to one’s essence, then the response must be from one’s essence. Since the human essence is the sum of his essential attributes, God turns to him with His name allāh, which signifies all His names and attributes.122

			In the context of dealing with the clothes of the iḥrām, Ibn al-‛Arabī connects the basic characteristics of the two-part garment, which is simple and not composite, with God’s essence, which is simple, without divisible attributes. Hence, in accordance with the Mu‛tazilite approach to the problem of God’s attributes, he states that they are not entities added to God’s essence (laysat bi-a‛yān zā’ida ‛alā al-dhāt), because if they were in such a position, God’s essence would be partite and would not be simple. Even those who believed in the existence of attributes in God’s essence (the Ash‛arites) said that the attributes are neither God nor other than God, because composition involves diminishment. Moreover, in Ibn al-‛Arabī’s view, essentially the whole cosmos is perfect without any diminishment, because what issues from the Perfect cannot be but perfect. The diminishments existing in nature are only due to accidents, thus; there is no diminishment in the essences of things. In sum, God’s iḥrām means that His essence is simple, without division into parts, that is, attributes.123

			A discussion of a legal question serves Ibn al-‛Arabī as a point of departure for analysis of another theological issue. The legal question concerns the kind of footwear a pilgrim may wear in the state of iḥrām; may he wear shoes or boots? A tradition referring to this question teaches that it is preferable for a pilgrim to wear shoes; however, if he has no shoes, he may wear boots.124 Most scholars say that if he has to wear boots, he must cut them short, beneath the ankles. However, others reject the need to cut down boots, explaining their rejection by the statement that God does not love ruin, and cutting boots ruins them. Ibn al-‛Arabī advances another argument for not cutting boots: complete boots conceal more of the legs than shortened boots. Theologically, this approach corresponds to the idea of God’s transcendence which makes God unknown to or hidden from people. This view is characteristic of those who protect God jealously and cannot bear the idea that God is like His creatures. In contrast to this thought, regarded by Ibn al-‛Arabī as attained by reason, others hold that one should pay attention to what God manifests (mā aẓharahu al-ḥaqq), because God knows Himself better than people know Him. They are aware of this state not through reason, but rather through traditions. The Law allows wearing boots only by those who have no shoes. The aim of the shoes and boots is not to cover but to protect the pilgrim from harms existing in the lower world, meaning the earth. And the boot adds protection from harms of the highest world.

			In Ibn al-‛Arabī’s view, the harm stands for doubt, which is part of rational proof. Hence the knowledge of God handed down in the traditions, which are always free of doubts, takes precedence over knowledge of Him through reason.125 This is not the complete view of our author on the relation between revelation and reason. In a paper entitled “Rationality and Rationalism in Islamic Mysticism: The Case of Ibn al-‛Arabī” delivered at a conference126 dedicated to “Rationalization of Religion,” I concluded my lecture as follows: 

			Notwithstanding these inconsistencies,127 Ibn al-‛Arabī’s attitude toward the use of reason is almost clear. Reason has some crucial advantages in proving God’s existence, unity, transcendence, attributes and the relationships between them. In these themes, Ibn al-‛Arabī’s rationalism is evident. Moreover, he gives reason the position of judge, who verifies prophecy, and hence the sacred texts, without which religion cannot exist. In this last issue, and in his interpretation of the Qur’ān, he shows his rationality. “However, in his view, by reason alone one cannot know the innermost secrets of God and things as they really are. Only unveiling can do this, through the second aspect of the intellect, which is the ability to directly receive divine information.

			In the context of wearing shoes or boots during the iḥrām, the Greatest Master expresses his view concerning God’s transcendence (tanzīh)128 and immanence (tashbīh).129 Ibn al-‛Arabī distinguishes between two levels of tanzīh: 1. an absolute transcendence; and 2. tanzīh combined with tashbīh. The second level is explicated by referring to Qur’ān 20:5: “The Merciful sat Himself upon (istawā ‛alā) the Throne.” Taken literally, this verse likens God to a human being. This is the approach of the “likeners” (mushabbihūn).130 Those who adopted the bi-lā kayfa formula denied tashbīh, but they provided no positive explanation for the anthropomorphic sayings in the Qur’ān and the Sunna. They only said: We believe in these sayings, but only God knows what their meanings are.131 What concerns Ibn al-‛Arabī is the rationalists’ metaphorical interpretation of these verses. In the present instance, they interpret the verb istawā ‛alā to mean “He took control of a land or of people.” Ibn al-‛Arabī regards this solution as adding another meaning bearing the same anthropomorphic sense but in a lesser degree, because “taking control of” is also a human act, and thus, whoever adopts this interpretation actually uses an anthropomorphic interpretation, though less severe than ascribing a physical sitting position to God. Thus, any attempt to replace one anthropomorphic phrase with another, does not bring about God’s transcendence. What is implied here is that most of God’s attributes carry anthropomorphic connotations, because they depict human actions. Hence, Ibn al-‛Arabī adopts Abū Sa‛īd al-Kharrāz’s dictum that only God knows God.132 God’s attributes are true for Him, and metaphorically apply to us. This is so because He uses them to describe Himself.133

			The times for circling the Ka‛ba prompt Ibn al-‛Arabī to express his view about pagans. Pilgrims are forbidden to perform the ṭawāf at sunrise and sunset, because pagans pray at these times toward the sun, which they worship. The pagans imagine the sun to be their god; hence, they actually prostrate themselves only to God, not to the essence of the sun, but to the essence that in their judgment this entity is God. To corroborate his view, our author tells us about a pagan scholar who told him that there is only God and that the sun is the nearest entity to God, because He established in it light and benefits; hence, he said, “We glorify the sun, for God glorifies it in giving it these benefits.” Thus, they erred, says Ibn al-‛Arabī, only concerning the relationship between them and the sun, because their worship has to be directed to God and not to His created entity. Ibn al-‛Arabī concludes that some believers resemble pagans in their belief in God.134 A similar approach to pagans is conspicuous in chapter 3 of the Fuṣūṣ which deals with the essence of Noah. To cite one example: “…the Real is reflected in every worshiped god, whether one knows or does not know (this fact).”135

			A legal point regarding the Ḥajj serves as a point of departure for our author to express a philosophical or theological perception. There is a controversy concerning the partial ablution (wuḍū‛) of the pilgrim who performs the ṭawāf. Is he allowed to perform the ṭawāf without making the wuḍū‛ or not? In Ibn al-‛Arabī’s view, a man or woman is permitted to circle without wuḍū‛, with the exception of a woman who is in a state of menstruation. The foundation of this legal view derives from the idea that in the true perspective (ḥukm al-ḥaqīqa), everything in the cosmos is pure, because God’s name the Most Holy (al-quddūs)136 is associated with all the existents. In Islamic theological literature, and in commentaries on the Qur’ān, this name means the Pure, that is, the One who is above any fault, the perfect entity.137 Now, since there is no distinction between the Master, God, and His servant, the human being, the essential state of the servant, too, must be purity. Although Ibn al-‛Arabī does not mention, here, his basic notion that existents are reflections of God’s attributes, it clearly lies in the background of his discussion. Moreover, elsewhere our author states that existence is good and nonexistence is evil, and that God is identified with existence.138

			Some practical conclusions also derive from the above-mentioned idea of the goodness of existence. One of them is the believer’s attitude toward leaders of the community (imām) who sin. Leadership (imāma)139 is not legitimate when the imām commits sins. However, if he makes ablution and enters the state of holiness through prayer, he is deemed obedient to God. Moreover, says Ibn al-‛Arabī, we are ordered to have a good opinion of other people, and it is prohibited to speak ill of them. An evil deed cannot overcome one’s belief that this is an evil deed. Thus, one who knows that he has committed an evil act and is aware of what he did, cannot be blamed after his repentance.140

			In sum, we have attempted to present Ibn al-‛Arabī’s conception of the Ḥajj. Although in some of its aspects, his approach resembles the teachings of his predecessors, he is absolutely distinguished from them in two ways: first, in his detailed discussions of the various elements of the Ḥajj, which include practices, places and clothing, and second, in his incorporation of his mystical, theological and philosophical ideas into the fundamentals of the Ḥajj. As in his discussions of other arkāns of Islam, he is unique in both the quantity and the quality of his discussions.
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			The tenth and last maqâla of Saadya Gaon’s grand theological-philosophic opus, Kitâb al-Amânât wa’l-i‘tiqâdât, has been the subject of scholarly disagreement concerning its importance and place within the work as a whole. It would, however, be misleading to emphasize this point or to claim that this maqâla has been the subject of “much scholarly disagreement,” for it is probably more the case that it has been subject to relative neglect. This neglect seems to me the result, in part, of the fact that while the Amânât has been considered in depth from nearly all sides, and its relevance to almost all divisions of philosophy has been skillfully articulated, its relevance to political philosophy remains virtually unstudied. My intention in this paper is to reconsider the importance of this maqâla and its place in the Amânât. In the spirit of Saadya’s penchant for enumeration, I begin with a brief listing of four general questions that will be addressed in this paper, and whose answers will shed light on the significance of the Amânât’s final maqâla.

			First, there is—or, at least, there was—a modern tradition to disparage and even neglect intentionally the tenth maqâla of the Amânât. Thus, for example, Alexander Altmann’s abridged translation of the book contains selections from all the maqâlât with the sole exception of the tenth.141 Altmann explains his decision as follows:

			[This chapter,] according to the unanimous opinion of the experts, must be regarded as a kind of appendix added later. It does not fit in with the general structure and trend of the book since it reopens, after the climax is reached in the last three eschatological chapters, the problem of ethical conduct which has already been dealt with in chapter 3.142

			Although Altmann’s statement is representative of the conventional view, his reference to the “unanimous opinion of the experts” must be seen as an exaggeration.143 Is then the last maqâla an integral part of the Amânât, or is it not? And if it is, how does it fit in?

			Second, Joseph Dan has emphasized the importance of Saadya’s contribution to ethics. Dan claims, in his various studies on the history of Jewish ethics, that “there is no doubt that Jewish medieval ethics begins with Saadia.” Dan has in mind the final maqâla of the Amânât, which in his view may “have been written as a separate and independent treatise on the subject of ethics.” “In that brief chapter,” Dan writes, Saadya “intended to present a systematic treatment of all ethical problems, organized around one cardinal principle,” that there is nothing unnecessary in God’s work, so everything found within man must serve a good purpose. Moreover, this maqâla, according to Dan, “is presented as a new beginning, a first presentation of Jewish ethics, as if nothing had been said on the subject within Judaism before him.”144 What sort of an ethical treatise do we have here? Did Saadya really intend to present a “systematic treatment of all ethical problems”? How does it compare with the ethical writings of the Greek and Muslim philosophers who may have influenced him?

			Third, Tzvi Langermann has suggested that the various theories Saadya enumerated in the chapters of the Amânât may derive more from oral accounts or views propounded by sects and thinkers of Saadya’s time than from any doxographic work or philosophic texts with which Saadya was familiar.145 Where did Saadya get his list of thirteen ways of life that are the focus of the final maqâla?

			Fourth and last, Machiavelli’s great contribution to the history of philosophy, for which he is considered to be the founder of modern political thought and ethics, is said to be that he wrote about what men do, and not what they ought to do.146 The clearest statement of Machiavelli’s view is perhaps found in the famous fifteenth chapter of The Prince where he writes that “how we live [come si vive] is so far removed from how we ought to live [come si doverrebbe vivere], that he who abandons what is done for what ought to be done, will rather learn to bring about his own ruin than his preservation.” Machiavelli contrasted his own approach here with those who “have imagined republics and principalities which have never been seen or known to exist in reality.”147 It seems clear that Machiavelli had in mind primarily the classical philosophers like Plato and his ideal state, Aristotle and his lofty ethics, and the medieval religious philosophers who followed in their wake and had their own ideal goals. Now the title of Saadya’s last maqâla is fî-mâ huwa al-aṣlaḥ an yaṣnaʿuhu al-insân fî dâr al-dunyâ, that is, “Concerning what is best [or most proper] for man to do in this world.” Saadya, as we should imagine, here appears to be a good example of the type of religious philosopher whom Machiavelli opposed, that is who wrote about what men ought to do, and not what men do. Is Saadya, as it seems, an idealist in this maqâla, driven by religious or moral goals attainable only by the few? Or is he rather no less the realist than Machiavelli, urging a moral order within the reach of his attentive reader?

			First Question

			It is these four questions which I will presently address, each inviting a clue to the meaning and importance of our maqâla. The first question – Is the last maqâla of the Amânât an integral part of the book? – may seem a bit impudent, but it is not without basis. Virtually all Saadya scholars see a structure or movement in the Amânât, and for many of them this structure or movement culminates in the three eschatological maqâlât. In their eyes, our final maqâla is accordingly anti-climactic, unconnected, and unnecessary. Moreover, for many of them, it seems to serve little purpose as Saadya had already presented an ethical theory in maqâlât three to five. It is thus considered by them an appendix, an afterthought, a later addition, that, to quote Henry Malter, “is not a continuation of the thoughts developed in the chapters preceding it; nor in any other way fit[s] into the general plan of the work.”148 To respond to these concerns, one would have to suggest a way in which our maqâla does fit in with the Amânât.

			One scholar who disagreed with the conventional view and argued that our maqâla “was not meant as a separate work” was Israel Efros.149 For Efros our maqâla is very much connected with Saadya’s general philosophy. In the other maqâlât of the Amânât, Saadya “emphasized the world-to-come as the purpose of creation and the aim of man”; here Saadya shows the attitude man should take toward this world in which he lives. Saadya’s critique of asceticism, together with the ethical pluralism exhibited in the last maqâla, suggested to Efros that this maqâla is “primarily a polemic with Sufism.” Now while there is certainly a critique against the Sufis, it does not seem to me that the maqâla is “primarily a polemic with Sufism” or any other group.150 Notwithstanding, I think Efros was on the right track.

			Saadya tells us that he wrote the Kitâb al-amânât wa’l-i‘tiqâdât because he saw that many of the Jews of his day had amânât (beliefs) which were not pure (lâ khâliṣ) and i‘tiqâdât (opinions) which were not correct (ghayr ṣaḥîḥ). Saadya saw it as his duty (wâjib) to help them and guide them to truth.151 Yet this was not his only goal. It has long seemed clear to me that Saadya had an additional and more pressing aim in writing the Amânât—the very preservation of the Jewish nation. For Saadya the Jewish people is a “nation only by virtue of its laws.”152 When he observed the spiritual deterioration of the Jews of his day, that their laws, the laws of the Torah, were being set aside, and that the nation was thus on the threshold of self-annihilation, he decided that he had to come forward to defend those laws and make them persevere. This, incidentally, is the point of the famous tribute of Maimonides, who, in general, thought little of Saadya’s philosophic acumen: “Were it not for Saadya, divine religion [dîn allâh] would almost have disappeared.”153

			A main goal of Saadya’s in the Amânât was thus political: to preserve a nation of Jews who believe in God and the correct opinions of the Torah and who follow the commandments. To do this, he proved the existence of a just and all-knowing God, Who gave his people the Torah in order that they might merit, through the performance of its commandments, eternal happiness and the rewards of the world-to-come. In the course of his book he argues that man has free will and that God rewards him according to his deeds.

			In the last maqâla, after the discussions of the resurrection and the world-to-come,154 Saadya gives the reader, who assumedly now wishes to follow the laws of the Torah, some practical advice as to how he can be sure to live his life in the most meritorious fashion and in the strictest accord with the teachings of the Torah. Having convinced the reader to follow the Torah, he now tells him how he should live his life. Of course, if the Torah is the guide to correct behavior, and if Saadya had already put forward a Torah-based ethics, in what way is our maqâla not superfluous? An answer to this question will emerge from consideration of our second question to which I now turn.

			Second Question

			Joseph Dan claims that medieval Jewish ethics begins with Saadya, and that in our brief maqâla, Saadya “intended to present a systematic treatment of all ethical problems” based on the cardinal principle that nothing is unnecessary in God’s work, so everything found within man must serve a good purpose.155 How does Saadya do this? What sort of an ethical treatise do we have here? Has Saadya presented here a systematic treatment of ethics, and, if not, who was the first to do so ... Baḥya Ibn Paquda, Solomon Ibn Gabirol, or someone else? Questions such as these were much debated by scholars of the Wissenschaft des Judentums.156

			I am not sure what constitutes a “systematic treatment of all ethical problems,” but I am sure it is not found in our maqâla. Moreover, the two most important terms or concepts of Aristotelian ethics and of the medieval Judæo-Islamic treatment of ethics are not to be found in our maqâla; I mean: faḍîla (virtue) and saʿâda (happiness)! This is not to say that ethics is not discussed. Saadya does, for example, speak of akhlâq (character traits) and aḥwâl al-nafs (states of the soul), but his discussion here is not so much one of morals as it is one of ethics in the sense of governance of the self. Saadya here simply does what he says he is going to do. He gives a broad guideline to his reader as to how one should live one’s life. To explain the reason this guideline is desirable, I must now clarify what precisely Saadya does in our maqâla.

			Saadya begins our maqâla by stating that its subject is one which has been dealt with (khâḍa fîhâ) by many, but about which only a few have reached a praiseworthy opinion (al-ra’y al-maḥmûd).157 In other words, most people have an idea how one ought best to conduct one’s life, and most of them are mistaken. I am not now going to summarize or paraphrase our maqâla, but rather state the gist of its ethical teaching: A person has many character traits (akhlâq), and one must not govern oneself during one’s life on the basis of just one of them, preferring the love (maḥabba) of one thing over all other loves. Such a one-sided choice (ikhtiyâr) can have disastrous consequences for the physical and moral well-being of the individual. For this reason, one is in need of a wisdom (ḥikma) through which one can rule over all one’s character traits and control what one loves. In his commentary on Proverbs, Kitâb ṭalab al-ḥikma, Saadya suggests that Solomon’s Proverbs can provide this wisdom.158 In the Amânât, Saadya offers this wisdom in this last maqâla.

			Saadya describes thirteen main kinds of loves (ʿuyûn al-maḥâbb),159 each of which has devotees who occupy themselves with it exclusively. There are those whose lives are dedicated to asceticism or to eating and drinking or to sexual intercourse or to passionate love or to the accumulation of money or to having children or to inhabiting and developing the world or to living a long life or to ruling others or to seeking revenge or to seeking knowledge (ṭalab al-ḥikma) or to worshiping God or to resting. Saadya devotes a chapter to each love, explaining what the adherents of that love maintain, offering their rational justification for their exclusive devotion to this love, as well as Scriptural support for their views. He then tells us his careful consideration of their views, and provides rational and Scriptural arguments against their positions. He concludes each chapter with a few sentences supported by a single verse from Scripture explaining to what extent one should occupy himself with each love. After these thirteen chapters, Saadya expects that his reader will understand that applying oneself to any one of these thirteen loves alone is a path (madhhab) that is wrong (khaṭa’) and not correct (lâ ṣawâban), the mistake being devotion to one love alone and no other. What is absolutely correct (al-ṣawâb al-maḥḍ) is to combine all these kinds of loves in accordance with wisdom and divine law (al-ḥikma wa’l-sharîʿa).160 This is the practical ethical teaching put forward in our maqâla. Some aspects of Saadya’s presentation of this teaching are of note:

			1. 	Saadya’s chapters on the thirteen loves are, in general, consistent in structure. Deviations in any particular chapter may, therefore, be telling. For example, the chapter on passionate love (ʿishq) is the only one that does not offer a proof text from Scripture in support of the position of the love discussed. It is also the only one that begins with a negative judgment—Saadya calls this love repulsive (qabîḥ). Clearly, for Saadya this love is problematic, and he can see only minimal use for it. Another example of deviation in form is in the chapter on worship (ʿibâda), which is the only one that does not conclude with mention of the proper use of the love under discussion, and which does not offer a proof text in support of this use. For Saadya this was not necessary, for this is the most exalted of all the loves.

			2. 	Saadya’s reasons for rejecting each of the thirteen positions are rational, but they are not primarily moral. He is concerned with their practical consequences. Exclusive devotion to one love can be dangerous to the individual and dangerous to society. Such devotion can lead to the death of the individual by his neglecting food, clothing, and shelter. Each specific love when taken to the extreme can lead to various kinds of physical illness. On a political level, it can also turn the individual into a menace to society. Thus, for example, the extreme ascetic ceases completely to behave like a human being and at times will even kill his fellow man.161 As another example, the gourmand is mistaken in his views not because he is immoral, but because overeating is very bad for his physical health and dulls his mind. His gluttony also brings about greed which leads to selfish and unsocial acts. The coarsening effect that gluttony has on one’s mind can lead one to abandon religion.162

			In short, for Saadya the problem with virtually all these loves when taken to the extreme is that they are dangerous to man, society, and religion. Indeed, there are proof texts from Scripture for the positions of all of these loves (with the exception of those of ʿishq). Saadya’s point is that the one who eats excessively or the workaholic is not necessarily an immoral person and may well be a good traditional Jew, but in his view that person’s excesses can be damaging.

			3. 	The proof texts from Scripture that Saadya brings in support of the various loves do not work. They do not show that one should dedicate oneself exclusively to the particular love, but simply show that the love is to some extent permissible according to Scripture. For example, the two proof texts Saadya brings in the name of the advocates of complete devotion to sexual intercourse are Jacob’s words to Laban, “Give me my wife” (Gen. 29, 21); and Isaiah’s words, “I went in unto the prophetess” (Is. 8, 3). But these are hardly Scriptural proofs for a life of sexual obsession. In addition, the arguments that Saadya brings in support of their positions also do not justify their extreme views. This discussion leads to our third question.

			Third Question

			Are the thirteen views that Saadya brings in this maqâla culled from the literature he had before him—doxographies, gnomologies, or actual philosophic or ethical texts? Were they learned orally? Were they actually propounded by people in his day? Or were they concocted by Saadya for his own purposes? Many scholars have pointed to similarities between Saadya’s accounts in these thirteen chapters and statements in Greek, Islamic, and Jewish writings. Guttmann, for instance, in addition to suggesting the influence of Plato, has noted similarities in Ben Sira and the ethical writings of Ibn Gabirol and, in particular, al-Ghazālī.163 Others have focused on possible Stoic and other Greek influence. I see textual similarities in al-Fârâbî and Abû Bakr al-Râzî. Yet, while many of these texts or their sources were most likely known to Saadya, and some of them surely provided him with material for these chapters, Saadya’s overall treatment is unique and his list of thirteen loves is, I believe, particular to him. If so, where did Saadya get his list? 

			Saadya himself tells us that he saw people who believed that a person must be governed by one trait and prefer one love above all others.164 In each chapter he tells us that there are people who are advocates of the view of that chapter. If so, who were these people? I would suggest that the ones Saadya is concerned with are Jews—for after all, they bring arguments from Jewish Scripture – and I would further suggest that these people are not quite as extreme as they are presented, for such views are impossible (for example, one cannot engage in sex to the exclusion of all the other loves), and the arguments of their proponents do not support them.165 They are rather like people of our own day who may be decent traditional Jews, but who devote themselves overly to one of these loves, e.g. the accumulation of money, and permit that love to dominate their lives. These people are Saadya’s readers, and his goal here is to show them the error of their ways. This leads me to my fourth and last question.

			Fourth Question

			Does Saadya, as it seems, write about what men ought to do, or, like Machiavelli, does he write about what men do? Is he an idealist driven by religious and moral goals attainable only by the few, or is he no less the realist than Machiavelli, urging a moral order within the reach of his attentive reader? The ways of life Saadya presents in these chapters, as we have seen, are extreme positions, not possibly lived by anyone. Yet, if we take Saadya at his word, there were Jews who were caught up in one of these loves or ways of life, and while remaining observant Jews, devoted themselves excessively to some particular love, which dominated their lives. Saadya urges moderation and to combine elements of all these loves in accordance with the dictates of wisdom and religion (al-ḥikma wa’l-sharîʿa).

			Now the difference in Machiavelli is not really between what men do and what they ought to do, but between what they ought to do and what they ought to do, meaning, between what they ought to do in view of some ethical or religious ideal or goal and what they ought to do in view of some practical need. Saadya does not offer his reader an ethical teaching in this maqâla based on lofty ethical ideals which one can only strive to attain. He is rather offering practical advice which can and should be followed by all human beings who care about their own physical well-being and the well-being of society, and who wish to live their lives in accordance with Torah and reason. Saadya’s arguments are based on neither religious nor ethical ideals, but on the goal of safeguarding or improving the physical well-being of the reader. He thus urges his reader to a way of life that he realistically can and ought to assume for his own practical purposes, which way of life happens to accord with the religious ideals of Judaism.

			* * * *

			I can now conclude. The last maqâla of the Amânât is not a “systematic” ethical treatise. On the contrary, Saadya does not discuss the most important terms of Aristotelian and medieval ethics—virtue and happiness.166 These topics are discussed in the earlier maqâlât where the commandments and prohibitions are stated to be the means that lead to happiness, and where the virtuous man (al-ṣâliḥ) is seen as the one whose good deeds exceed his bad ones. The core of Saadya’s ethics is presented in those chapters. Here, the reader who has reached the last maqâla and has been convinced by Saadya’s reasoning in the previous maqâlât, already believes in the existence of a just, all-wise and all-knowing God Who has revealed the Torah to man, and that through the observance of God’s commandments, man of his own free will can attain ultimate happiness and merit the eternal rewards proffered to the righteous. However, it is possible to observe the divine commandments literally, and still lead a life not fully in accord with Torah and reason – in Naḥmanides’s words, to be a “sordid person within the permissible realm of the Torah” (naval be-reshut ha-torah).167 Therefore, Saadya does not end his book with his accounts of these eternal rewards, for he is concerned with people such as those he describes, people who might well be decent and moral individuals, yet who take a good and permissible thing too far. Saadya turns to such a person and urges him for his own good and for the good of society to be moderate and live a balanced life, combining all these loves in accordance with the guidance of wisdom and Torah.

			This is the ethical teaching of the last maqâla, and its justification, as we have seen, is far more pragmatic than ethical. Having convinced the reader of the truths of Judaism in the previous maqâlât, Saadya felt impelled to take him a step further to ensure that his actions and way of life would be in accordance with his beliefs and opinions. This was absolutely necessary for Saadya, whose goal was to save his drowning nation, and who knew that this nation was a nation only by virtue of its Torah. I conclude that the last maqâla is hardly unconnected to the rest of the Amânât, and it is certainly not redundant. Rather, it provides a most fitting conclusion to this well-structured book.
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			Maimonides on “Useless Stories” in the Bible

			Chapter III:50 of Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed is dedicated to “stories recounted in the Torah the telling of which is thought to be useless” (613).168 The same stories, he says, “belong to the mysteries (sitrei) of the Torah” and “have caused many people to stumble” (ibid.). In other words, for “many people,” true mysteries are all too easily taken to be useless. Among these stories are those about Babel, the Flood, Sodom and Gomorrah, the enumerations of the descendants of Se’ir and the kings of Edom, and the enumeration of the stations (al-masa‘ot; literally: journeys) of the Israelites in the desert.169 These thought-to-be-useless-stories fall into two sets. The first set consists of stories that provide supporting evidence for a foundational belief (e.g., creation, the Adamic origins of humanity, divine justice) or historical background to explain specific commandments (the prohibition against a non-Israelite monarch [Deut. 17:15], the commandment to eradicate Amaleq [Ex. 17:14-16, Deut. 25:17-19]). The second set consists of the enumeration of the masa‘ot, the topic of this paper. Maimonides tells us that the Torah should not be read as a history (I:2:24); hence, the masa‘ot are not included in the Torah to impart information about Israel’s past. How then did he understand the “mysterious” significance of the masa‘ot and the reason they are included in the Torah?

			Chapter III:50 is situated at a crucial juncture, sandwiched between Maimonides’ two accounts of ta‘amei ha-mitzvot, the explanation of, or reasons for, the Mosaic commandments. The first account, in chs. III:25-49, explains the commandments in systematic detail as a complex of practices and institutions that achieve the welfare of a divine community, both of its “body,” its material, political, social, and ethical goods, and of its “soul,” through inculcating right beliefs and values in its citizens, for example, the denial of idolatry, belief in one God, ethical values, and the ideal of intellectual perfection. In this first account, even the short list of commandments traditionally called huqqim (lit: statutes)—e.g. the prohibitions against eating pig, against cooking meat and milk together, against wearing garments woven of wool and linen (sha‘atnez), and the positive commandments of the red heifer and the scapegoat—which are said by the sages either to have no reason or an unknown reason, are given reasons by Maimonides.170 However, their explanation is historical and anthropological, appealing to facts about the historical context of their legislation and to principles of human nature, such as the idolatrous Sabian culture in which ancient Israel lived, and the need to accommodate the primary intention of the Law (to eradicate idolatry and establish belief in one God) to the realities of human nature (such as the psychological inability of humans to immediately abandon the familiar and habitual). As for the sages’ description of these commandments as having no reason, Maimonides offers two possible interpretations. First, because the common folk do not have the requisite historical knowledge or understanding of human nature; consequently, they think these commandments have no reason. Or, second, because the common folk are likely at present to reject these commandments if they learn that they were commanded in and shaped by a past historical context that no longer obtains, the Torah does not make known their reason.171 But in either case, even the huqqim have reasons.

			The second account of the commandments, in III:51-52, presents them as exercises for “the one who has apprehended the true realities peculiar only to God” (III:51:618), exercises whose function is to “train you to go occupy yourself with His commandments… rather than with matters pertaining to this world; you should act as if you were occupied with Him… and not with that which is other than He” (III:51:622). In this second account, the individual for whom the commandments constitute training is the one who is achieving or has achieved intellectual perfection, culminating in knowledge of God. Because it is concern with “matters pertaining to this world”—material, social, and political goods—that this individual must overcome in order to attain this kind of intellectual perfection, the function of all the commandments is to discipline him not to occupy himself with this world, with anything other than God, and in particular with the worldly conditions of communal welfare with which the commandments are concerned in the first account of ta‘amei ha-mitzvot. Like the via negativa, one occupies oneself with God by not occupying oneself with anything other than God.172 Reducing the reasons for the totality of commandments to one level plane, their common function is to train one to so occupy oneself.

			At first glance, the thought-to-be useless stories in III:50, and in particular the masa‘ot, seem to correspond to the huqqim, the commandments in the first account of ta‘amei ha-mitzvot that the rabbis claim are commanded for no reason and that are apparently useless. Maimonides alludes to this parallel if we compare his closing remarks at the end of his discussion of the huqqim with those in our chapter III:50 on the apparently useless masa‘ot:

			In the case of most of the statutes [huqqim] whose reason is hidden from us, everything serves to keep people away from idolatry. The fact that there are particulars, the reason for which is hidden from me and the utility of which I do not understand, is due to the circumstance that things known by hearsay are not like things that one has seen. Hence, the extent of my knowledge of the ways of the Sabians drawn from books is not comparable to the knowledge of one who saw their practices with his eyes; this is even more the case since these opinions have disappeared two thousand years ago, or even before that. (III:49:612)

			You should also understand that the status of things that are set down in writing is not the same as the status of happenings that one sees. For in happenings that one sees, there are particulars that bring about necessary consequences of great importance, which cannot be mentioned except in a prolix manner. Accordingly, when narrations concerning these happenings are considered, the individual who reflects thinks that such narrations are too long or repetitious. If, however, he had seen what is narrated, he would know the necessity of what is recounted. Hence, when you see narrations in the Torah that do not belong to the Law and think that it was not necessary to set down such and such a narration or that it is too long or repetitious, the reason for this is that you have not seen the particulars that necessitated that the story be told in the manner it is. (III:50:615)

			In these passages, Maimonides equates knowledge acquired by hearing and by testimony with knowledge acquired through written descriptions or narrations, both of which he then contrasts with knowledge acquired by direct seeing or witnessing of the event in question. And in concluding III:50, he emphasizes that “whenever the cause for a story’s being narrated is hidden from thee, there is strong reason for that story,” citing the rabbinic interpretation of the verse “For it is no vain thing from you [Deut. 32:47]—And if it is vain, it is so because of you” (PT Pe’ah I). Maimonides cites the same rabbinic interpretation of the same verse in opening his first account of ta‘amei ha-mitzvot in III:26:507.

			On closer look, however, when Maimonides turns to explain the masa‘ot, he draws a richer picture:

			Of this kind is the enumeration of the stations [of the children of Israel in the desert]. Apparently, this is an enumeration that is quite useless. Because of this false fancy, which first comes to mind, it says: And Moses wrote their goings forth, according to their stations, by the commandment of the Lord (al pi YHVH) (Num 33:2). Now, the need for this was very great. For all miracles are certain in the opinion of one who has seen them; however, at a future time their story becomes a mere traditional narrative, and there is a possibility for the hearer to consider it untrue. It is well known that it is impossible and inconceivable that a miracle lasts permanently throughout the succession of generations so that all men can see it. Now, one of the miracles of the Law, and one of the greatest among them, is the sojourn of Israel for forty years in the desert and the finding of the manna there every day. For that desert was, as is stated in Scripture, a place wherein were serpents, fiery serpents, and scorpions, and thirsty ground where there was no water (Deut. 8:15). Those are places that are very remote from cultivated land and unnatural for man… All these are manifest visible miracles. Now, God… knew that in the future, what happens to traditional narratives would happen to those miracles: People would think that [the Children of Israel] sojourned in a desert that was near to cultivated land and in which man can live, like the deserts inhabited at present by the Arabs, or that it consisted of places in which it was possible to till and to reap or to feed on plants that were to be found there, or that it was natural for the manna always to come down in those places, or that there were wells of water in those places. Therefore, all these fancies are rebutted, and the traditional relation of all these miracles is confirmed, through the enumeration of those stations, so that men to come could see them and thus know how great was the miracle constituted by the sojourn of the human species in those places for forty years. For the same reason, Joshua cursed him who would ever build up Jericho, so that this miracle would subsist permanently… (III:50:615-16)

			This passage draws two distinctions that elaborate the earlier distinction between knowledge by hearing or written description, on the one hand, and knowledge by seeing with one’s own eyes or direct witnessing, on the other. The first is that there is a qualitative, phenomenological distinction between the information one acquires through visual or sensory perception and the information one acquires by hearing or understanding some description of the same event or state of affairs. Perception gives one a kind of knowledge by acquaintance that cannot be adequately articulated in words. No matter how rich and detailed we make the description, there are nuances of experience, contextual relations, weighting of details, and images that cannot be captured in words, especially written descriptions, without distortion or misrepresentation. One simply has to be there to see the event, to grasp its full significance. The second distinction is between the first-person certainty a subject has while perceiving something (“certain in the opinion of one who has seen them”) and the lack of certainty, “the possibility for a hearer to consider it untrue,” dubitability, that comes with third-person descriptions or “traditional narratives.”173 What one cannot but believe while one is perceiving it, from a first-person perspective, one can doubt or question when reflecting upon it from a disengaged, third-person perspective.

			In the case of the masa‘ot, what has to be seen in person, or directly experienced perceptually, is the desert where the Israelites sojourned for forty years and where the manna did not fall “naturally.” If one does not actually “see” where the Israelites were, the extreme conditions of the desert, the lack of water, and that manna does not naturally fall there, one cannot appreciate how miraculous—either in the sense of contrary to natural law or in the sense of unexpected, improbable, and surprising— it was that the Israelites survived­, indeed flourished, under those conditions. Second, one will not believe with certainty that those events occurred, and one will not believe in their miraculousness, without having “seen” it with one’s own eyes, i.e., witnessed or experienced it directly, as if one had been there in person. Therefore, Maimonides seems to say, the Torah enumerates the masa‘ot in detail in order that people “see them and thus know how great was the miracle constituted by the sojourn of the human species in those places for forty years.” 

			Prima facie, this reasoning is similar to Maimonides’ account for the lack of explanation of all the particulars of the huqqim: we would have had to have literally seen the Sabian practices to appreciate why one detail and not another is commanded, but, since we cannot in the present recover and experience what is past, we are doomed never to grasp those particulars in totality. But in reality, the cases are quite different. In the case of the huqqim, Maimonides says that we cannot understand or explain why any particular practice was commanded without having witnessed and thereby known by personal acquaintance the Sabian context. However, since that is now long gone, we will, in fact, never understand them with all the requisite details; no written account will satisfy. In contrast, here, in III:50, Maimonides says that because we cannot be certain of the truth of the Israelites’ survival in the desert and of the miraculousness of manna without seeing these events, for that very reason, the Torah provides written details to enable us to go “see them” ourselves, with our own eyes, and thereby to “know how great was the miracle.” 

			But what precisely is Maimonides recommending? The written enumeration of the masa’ot in the Torah is no different from any other written account, no matter how detailed it may be. How is it to substitute for the actual visual or perceptual experience, to allow us to “know what it is like to be in the desert”? Likewise, how is this written description supposed to yield the certainty of acquaintance? Could the details be meant to direct the reader to literally travel to see the desert and other places with her own eyes? Maimonides, as we have said, did not believe that the Torah is a work of history. It is at least equally unlikely that he thought that the Torah is a travel guide to the ancient desert, even to acquire the experience or acquaintance to appreciate the miraculousness of the scriptural story. So what, rather, did he mean?

			Let me suggest another way to understand this passage. The first Part of the Guide spells out the multiple meanings of various words in the Torah that, when understood exclusively in their corporeal or anthropomorphic meanings and ascribed to God, give rise to perplexity. For each word of this kind, Maimonides shows that it has at least one other non-problematic, non-corporeal meaning by which it is possible to understand it when applied to God, thereby resolving the reader’s perplexity. In addition, Maimonides crucially informs us:

			Know that with regard to every term whose equivocality we shall explain… that our purpose in such an explanation is not only to draw your attention to what we mention in that particular chapter. Rather do we open a gate and draw your attention to such meanings of that particular term as are useful for our purpose… Consider the books of prophecy and other works composed by men of knowledge, reflect on all the terms used therein, and take every equivocal term in that one from among its various senses that is suitable in that particular passage. These our words are a key to this Treatise and to others. (I:8:33-34, my emphasis) 

			Here Maimonides tells us that his explanations of the multiple meanings of problematic words should also be used in order to interpret and understand his own use of those same words in the Guide. An excellent example in our own passage is the word “to see.” In ch. I:4:27-8, we are told that one meaning of “to see” is “to know” or “intellectual apprehension.” Another example is the word “place” (maqom), which means not only a physical space, but also a rank, and not just any rank, but “a rank in theoretical speculation and the contemplation of the intellect—not that of the eye” (I:8:34). Following these interpretive directions, the distinction Maimonides is drawing in our own passage between “hearing” the “story” about a miracle and “seeing” the places where the Israelites camped may well be the distinction he draws in a number of places, including the last chapter of the Guide, III:54:633, between, on the one hand, wisdom, or rational truth, that “is received through tradition and is not demonstrated by the methods of speculation,” wisdom we know only because it written in the books of the prophets and sages, and, on the other, wisdom or rational truth that is known by demonstration, in addition to its being given in the Law.174 “Hearing” is accepting on the authority of tradition or testimony; “seeing” is demonstrating by one’s own intellect.

			With this distinction in hand, we can now understand both what the Israelites “saw” in their masa‘ot, whereby they achieved certainty in the miracles they witnessed, and what Maimonides is telling us, his readers, is the point of including the enumeration of the masa‘ot in the Torah for its readers. The masa‘ot mark the transformation of Israel from being a nation that was wise only by virtue of possessing truths by tradition or authority, into a nation that knows those truths, or that is wise, by demonstration. They mark the journey from being a divine community, a community whose members hold the right beliefs and values if only by tradition and on authority, into a nation of truly intellectually perfected individuals. Maimonides has a number of different ways of describing intellectually perfected individuals— as acquired intellects, as prophets, as his addressee in chs. III:51-2, as the one who is in the inner chamber of the sultan in the parable of the palace, and so on. Thus, my proposal is that Maimonides reads the enumeration of the masa‘ot of the Israelites in the desert as a story about their process of intellectual perfection, about their training to become a nation of prophets, about their acquisition of the skills that are necessary for their perfection. The journey through the desert signifies an intellectual, even educational, journey that leads to a state of intellectual perfection or prophecy. 

			Two brief comments about the miracles the Israelites “saw,” and about their “certainty” in this “seeing”: I begin with miracles, a topic to which I cannot do justice in this essay.175 In the Mishneh Torah, Maimonides explicitly denies that a supernatural or contra-natural miracle is the “sign” (ot, mophet) which a prophet is scripturally required to produce to verify his prophetic status. Rather, the sign is a prediction (specifically of some good, usually conditional on obeying the commandments) of something unexpected, rare, or unlikely. Likewise, in our passages, the “miracle” in question is no more than the rare, the unlikely, or the unexpected. From Maimonides’ examples in our chapter (III:50) of miracles manifesting divine will—the Israelites’ sojourn in the desert for forty years and the daily descent of manna for all those years—it is clear that he does not see them as necessarily being singular events. Unlike singular miracles, they can recur with regularity within a lengthy but finite interval, they are not necessarily violations of nature, they are the effect of secondary causes, and the ability to “see” them and to appreciate their “miraculousness” is a function of the individual’s intellectual perfection. Thus Maimonides’ descriptions of the miracles the Israelites “saw” in the desert are entirely compatible with his proposal that miracles are pre-determined at creation and “built into” natural laws, rather than being violations of them.176 What makes them miracles is their unexpectedness and incongruity in their context, and the fact that they would not have been predicted—or they would have been predicted not to occur—according to standard knowledge of physical science.177 Indeed, what is “miraculous” is not only the occurrence of the events, but at least as much so the prophet’s ability to predict them to occur when they do—even though he is able to make that prediction using no more than a natural gift he possesses.178

			Certainty: In the passage quoted earlier from III:50, Maimonides contrasts the certainty, or certain belief, “in the opinion” of one who “sees” a miracle, with the cognitive state of someone at a future time who simply remembers what she once experienced or, even more remotely, knows the miracle only through a narrative, as a third-person hearer, to whom it is possible that the story of the miracle is false. What kind of cognitive state is the certainty in question? In Guide I:50:111, Maimonides defines certainty (or certainty in a belief p) as a second order belief q about p that p is the only possible belief (about the question at issue), that there are no beliefs refuting p, and that there are no possible rival hypotheses to p. Elsewhere in the Guide (I:73:213-214), Maimonides dismisses skeptical objections to the certainty of the senses. Hence, in our passage in III:50, he seems to be underscoring that while one may have certain belief in a proposition that one apprehends (literally) through the senses at the time of perception, one may lack certainty about that same proposition when it is simply remembered at a later time. But if we are right in our intellectualistic interpretation that “see” and “hear” should be understood as different modes of intellectual apprehension, the contrast is not merely between the sensory mediums of seeing and hearing, but also between the first-person certainty that someone has while she herself works out and demonstrates the proposition p, and the kind of third-person grasp she has when she learns p on the testimony of someone else, or remembers p on another occasion. In the latter case, doubts can arise that do not arise when she is herself assenting to p as the conclusion of a proof; at that moment, she is in the grip of the proof, moved by the force of its argument, and she cannot but believe p given its proof. Hence, p at that moment is indubitable or certain. But on another occasion, or when she is not in the grip of its proof, she will be evaluating the truth of p in light of the total available evidence and counter-evidence as a detached judge—and that time, the truth of p may become vulnerable to doubt. What kinds of doubts? Clearly there may be doubts specific to p: for example, that one might have made a mistaken inference or skipped a premise in the proof, that the observational conditions for perception may have been less than optimal. But there may also be general, even global doubts, including hyperbolic doubts, like Descartes’ Demon Deceiver. Specifically relevant to our case are Maimonides’ own concerns about the epistemic status of the modalities, such as possibility. If certainty rests on our understanding of possibility (as its definition in I:50, quoted earlier, makes clear), we must know whether p is the only possible proposition as determined by the intellect or as conceived by the imagination. Is the possible the potential, namely, that which will be actualized at some time, or is it anything (at least consistently) imaginable or mentally admissible? In answer to this question, Maimonides tells us (in Guide III:15) that we have no criterion to distinguish these two types of possibility or, as he puts it, their respective sources (the faculties of intellect and imagination) with respect to particular propositions. But by lacking a criterion, certainty cannot be identified with, or serve as a criterion of, truth. Nonetheless, the point of the account of the masa‘ot, or of the intellectual training for which they stand, is to convert readers from believing these stories by testimony on the authority of others, an epistemic stance always vulnerable to doubt, to believing them with certainty while one is herself proving them—at least to believing them with as much certainty as the original Israelites believed them when they proved them to themselves.179

			To return now to our main argument, the masa‘ot—and indeed ch. III:50—should be read, then, not only as a sequel to the first account of ta‘amei ha-mitzvot in chs. III:25-49, and as analogues of the huqqim, but also as an introduction to or anticipation of the second account of ta‘amei ha-mitzvot in chs. III:51-52, according to which the commandments are “training” or, in Pierre Hadot’s words, “spiritual exercises” for the intellectually perfected individual “in a measure according to his capacity” (III:54:638). 

			To work out this idea, and to illustrate exactly what kind of training the Israelites were given in the masa‘ot, I want to look first at Maimonides’ interpretation of the significance of manna in Guide III:24, and then at the concluding passage of ch. III:50. 

			Ch. III:24 is devoted to explaining the “subject of nisayon (pl: nisyonot),” a Hebrew term that was understood by the rabbis to mean, as it is usually translated in English, a “trial” or “test”— whose classic example is the Aqedah (Gen. 22)—that is, an instance of suffering inflicted on an individual undeserving of it, either in order to award him a greater compensation in the future or in the after-life, or in order to learn the “degree” of his faith in God or obedience to Him. Maimonides rejects the very idea of such a test or trial on philosophical grounds. He argues that the nisayon does not prove or make known anything to God (which would imply that He previously lacked knowledge), nor is it an occasion in which an individual suffers in order to be rewarded (which Maimonides argues would be divine injustice).180 Instead, returning to the Biblical text, Maimonides, takes a nisayon to be any event or thing concerning which the Torah uses the root nasoh (or perhaps nassos) to describe its intention. There are, Maimonides cites, six such passages in the Torah, two of which concern the manna (Ex. 16, Deut. 8), one about the false prophet (Deut. 13:2-6), one about the gathering at Mount Sinai (Ex. 20:17), and one being the Aqedah (Gen. 22). With the exception of the last, none of these are examples of the rabbinic nisayon. For Maimonides, instead, a nisayon is a “model to be imitated and followed” (III:24:498); if you will, a show-trial to make known to other people or nations some important principle or truth of the Law. For manna, this is what is to be made known:

			After it has been made clear that the meaning of to know (le-da‘at) here is: in order that people should know, the same can be said with regard to its dictum concerning manna: That He might afflict thee, to prove to others (le-nasotkha), to know what was in thy heart, whether thou would keep His commandments, or no (Deut. 8:2). The meaning of this is: in order that the religious communities should know this and that it should be generally accepted throughout the world that those who wholly devote themselves to His service… are provided by Him with food in an unthought-of way. The same notion is expressed when manna is spoken of on the occasion when it first came down: that I may prove through them (anasenu) whether they walk in My Torah or do not (Ex. 16:4); which means: in order that everyone should consider this and should see whether being devoted to His service is useful and sufficient or not sufficient. As for what is said for the third time again concerning manna—namely, Who fed thee manna in the wilderness, which thy fathers knew not, that He might afflict thee, and that He might make you a proof [nasotekha] to do you good in the end (Deut. 8:16)—it may suggest that God sometimes makes an individual suffer in order that his reward be greater. But this is not the truth of the matter. For this dictum has one of two meanings: One of them is the notion concerning manna repeatedly expressed in the first dictum. The second meaning is this: in order that it should be known whether being devoted to God does or does not suffice as far as food is concerned and gives relief from fatigue and weariness. Or nasotekha may mean: to accustom thee… It is as if it said that He… has first accustomed you to misery in the desert in order to make your well-being greater when once you came into the land. And this is true, for to pass from weariness to rest is more pleasant than to be constantly at rest. And it is known that but for their misery and weariness in the desert, they would not have been able to conquer the land and to fight. The Torah literally states this: For God said: Lest peradventure the people repent when they see war, and they return to Egypt. But God led the people about, by the way of the wilderness of the Red Sea (Ex. 13:17-18). For prosperity does away with courage (al-shaja’ah), whereas a hard life and fatigue necessarily produce courage (al-shaja’ah)—this being the good that, according to the story in question, will come at their latter end.181

			Nowhere in this passage does Maimonides call manna a miracle (mu‘jiza), as he does in III:50, although the Hebrew term nes could be hinted at as a word-play on nisayon. In fact, the sense Maimonides gives to nisayon as a model or proof that other people should follow might be derived, not from the usual nasoh, but from nassos: to make something a sign or banner that makes known a principle or truth to the world.182 This would make the idea of a nes, or miracle, closer to a sign (ot, mophet).

			 Maimonides proposes three candidates for the lesson or lessons made known by manna, lessons that are interpretations—sometimes the same interpretation—of three different verses (Deut. 8:2; Ex. 16:4; Deut. 8:16) cited in the passage.183 One possible lesson (suggested by Deut. 8:16) is that “God sometimes makes an individual suffer in order that his reward be greater.” This lesson Maimonides simply rejects: “This is not the truth of the matter.”184 The second lesson, which Maimonides finds first in Deut. 8:2, then in Ex. 16:4 (which expresses “the same notion (al-ma‘ni)”) and finally in Deut. 8:16 (which expresses “the notion concerning manna repeatedly expressed in the first dictum”), is that “those who wholly devote themselves to His service… are provided by Him with food in an unthought-of way.” In other words, one who dedicates himself wholeheartedly to divine service through the pursuit of intellectual perfection and does not give prior attention to his material needs and desires will nonetheless have his material desires and needs—food—satisfied by God. This one might call miraculous, not in the sense that the “way” violates the laws of nature, but in the sense that it is unexpected.185 Now, we can all agree that one should aim to live a life of, and to make his true concern, service of God rather than a life dedicated to satisfying material needs and desires. But this second lesson of manna says something much different and stronger: it says that for those who dedicate their lives to His service, God providentially and “miraculously” satisfies their material needs and desires (even when the miraculousness consists of nothing more than unexpectedness). The corollary is that a life of divine service leads—possibly in an unanticipated way—to a life of material satisfaction, implying that material satisfaction is always the providential outcome of devotion to God and that God always cares or provides for—sometimes in unexpected ways—the material needs of His worshippers. But this wishful providential picture belies the more complicated reality that many worshippers of God do not end up with satisfied material lives—hence, the problem of the suffering of the righteous.186 Indeed, it is no more true that the righteous always (or generally) materially prosper than the first rejected claim that God makes individuals suffer in order to increase their reward. Rather, a life dedicated to service of God is a life not concerned with, or that disvalues, the satisfaction of material needs and desires.

			Maimonides’ third candidate for the lesson taught by the nisayon of manna draws out this last claim in two steps. First, beginning with his more general formulation of the lesson communicated by Ex. 16:4, and then much more explicitly in his statement of the lesson taught by Deut. 8:16, the nisayon of manna is to teach “that everyone should consider this [i.e., the falling of manna] and should see whether being devoted to His service is useful and sufficient or not sufficient” or “whether being devoted to God does or does not suffice as far as food is concerned and gives relief from fatigue and weariness.” Prima facie, these statements are ambiguous: “useful” or “sufficient” for what? Either they can mean (like the problematic Deut. 8:2) that devotion to God is sufficient in that God Himself provides for the devotee’s material goods, or it can mean that one who dedicates herself to God will not be concerned with her material needs and desires, and whether they are or are not satisfied, the life of devotion will be sufficient in itself. Similarly, Maimonides addresses an exegetical question raised by Deut. 8:16: To which good is Scripture referring when it says that the nisayon of manna (nasotekha) was “to do you good in the end”? Maimonides’ response both to the ambiguity and to identification of the “good” is that what manna teaches is that devotion to God is itself sufficient for subsistence: One truly and wholly devoted to God can subsist without material food; one wholly devoted to God, whose intellect is perfectly, fully and constantly actualized—what Maimonides calls the state of an acquired intellect and a prophet—is in a state in which he transcends his bodily needs and desires and does not value them at all. The “good at the end” is purely intellectual. Thus, the nisayon of manna comes to teach that true intellectual happiness or perfection is self-sufficient, not dependent on the satisfaction of bodily needs and desires. For the perfectly and constantly actualized intellect, one’s material goods are worthless and of no value. On this third interpretation of the significance of manna, the training that constitutes Maimonides’ understanding of the masa‘ot was the process or set of practices by which one learns that to be wholly devoted to God is intellectual, and, hence, to transcend one’s body and its needs and desires.

			Maimonides elaborates on this training provided by manna in his second explanation of nasotekha in Deut. 8:16, a word he now interprets as “to accustom thee,” based on Deut. 28:56. In this explanation, eating manna was an experience that accustomed Israel to the “misery and weariness in the desert”; it was part of “the hard life and fatigue” that the Israelites had to undergo in order to become courageous—the virtue or character-trait that in turn constitutes “the good at the end.” In this interpretation, eating manna was (to say the least) no great pleasure, but rather signifies the harsh, demanding training the Israelites required to acquire the character trait of courage necessary for intellectual perfection and, especially, the public dissemination of intellectual truths in (public) prophecy.

			These three interpretations or lessons conveyed by the nisayon of manna are not separate, alternative interpretations. Rather, they recall Maimonides’ conception of the parable, which he defines as any text with three levels or kinds of meaning, differing in their contents while being epistemologically related to one another. The vulgar external meaning of a parable is the way the vulgar read the text, in light of the meanings of its words and, if it is a narrative, either as history or myth. The important point is that the vulgar external meaning conveys no wisdom. The parabolic external meaning conveys wisdom, but it is wisdom relevant to the welfare of a community, either its material welfare (i.e., concerning social, political, or economic goods) or its theoretical welfare—the inculcation in citizens of correct beliefs and values. Finally, the parabolic inner meaning expresses wisdom that is useful for the truth, i.e., wisdom relevant to individual perfection, perfection of the individual’s intellect. In the parable of manna, its vulgar external meaning is the view that Maimonides rejects as false: that “God sometimes makes an individual suffer in order that his reward be greater.” Its parabolic external meaning is the idea that God providentially and “miraculously” satisfies the material needs and desires of those who dedicate their lives to His service, albeit miraculously only in its arriving in an unexpected way. This view should lead members of the community to devote their lives to service of God, but it is not the whole truth and fails to reflect the truth that those who serve God in fact often suffer. The parabolic inner meaning is the last view, combined with the training manna provides to achieve it: that a life of true devotion to God, a life entirely dedicated to perfection of one’s intellect, is a life in which material goods are not valued, hence, their lack is no loss. Such a life may indeed be hard, matter- or body-wise, but it leads to the true happiness of intellectual perfection.187

			Maimonides elaborates on his connection between the virtues of courage and intellectual perfection in the closing paragraphs of III:50 and in a complementary passage in III:32:

			Similarly, also its dictum, At the word of the Lord (al pi YHVH) they pitched and at the word of the Lord (al pi YHVH) they journeyed (Num. 9:20), might suffice for the narrative; and it might appear, when one thinks about it at first, that everything dealing with this subject that comes afterwards is needless expatiation on the matter—I refer to its saying: And when the cloud tarried long, and so on. And so it was when the cloud was, and so on. Or whether it was two days. I shall inform you of the reason for all those particulars being given. The reason is that this story was to be confirmed with a view to the destruction of the opinion held at that time and even up to now by the religious communities, that [the children of] Israel lost their way and did not know where they were going—just as it is said [in Scripture]: They are perplexed in the land. Thus the Arabs at present designate it—I mean the desert—as al-Tih, thinking that [the children of] Israel lost their way [tahu] and did not know the road. Scripture accordingly is engaged in expounding and corroborating the fact that those irregular stations, the return to some of them, and the difference between the lengths of their staying at every station—so that they stayed at one station eighteen years, at another one day, and at a third, one night—were all of them determined by divine decree (takdir) and that this was not due to their having lost their way, but depended on the rising of the pillar of cloud. Therefore all these particulars are given. The Torah has already made it clear that that stretch of road was short, known, much frequented, that it was by no means unknown; I refer to the stretch between Horeb—where they betook themselves with a certain purpose according to what He… has commanded: Ye shall serve God upon this mountain (Ex 3:12)—and Qadesh-Barnea—where the cultivated land begins according to the text… The length of this stretch is an eleven days’ march…. This is not a road in which one may err for forty years. (III:50:616-617)

			Maimonides explains that it was necessary to recount all the details concerning the lengths of the individual stations according to the rising and setting of the pillar of cloud in order to refute the opinion “held at that time and even up to now by the religious communities” that the Israelites were lost in the desert, as Pharoah charges “They are perplexed in the land” (Ex. 14:3). Instead, Maimonides says, the “perplexity” was deliberate—“determined by divine decree (takdir).” In this passage Maimonides does not explain what he means by “divine decree,” but its interpretation emerges in an earlier passage in III:32, in the course of his response to an objection to his explanation of the huqqim. In Maimonides’ historically contextualized account, the huqqim were instituted in order to achieve the first intention of the Law—to abolish idolatry and institute monotheism—but the Law adopted the form of the very pagan practices (e.g., sacrifice) it was designed to eradicate because it had to accommodate itself to the Israelites’ prior habits in accordance with its second intention—to respect the constraints of human nature (among which is the controlling power of habit).188 But to this explanation one might obviously object: If God is omnipotent, why didn’t, or couldn’t, He achieve His first intention directly without accommodating human nature? In response, Maimonides compares the huqqim to the masa‘aot:

			Just as God perplexed [the Israelites] in anticipation of what their bodies were naturally incapable of bearing… so did He, in anticipation of what the soul is naturally incapable of receiving, prescribe the [huqqim]….And just as the deity used a gracious ruse [Ar.: talattuf; Ibn Tibbon and Al-Harizi: nihul; Pines also: graciousness; Schwarz: ormat-hahesed] in causing them to wander perplexedly in the desert until their souls became courageous (tashaja’at)—­it being well known that life in the desert and lack of comforts for the body necessarily develop courage, whereas the opposite circumstances necessarily develop cowardice—and until, moreover, people were born who were not accustomed to humiliation and servitude—all this having been brought about by Moses our Master by means of divine commandments— At the commandment of the Lord (al pi YHVH) they pitched and at the commandment of the Lord (al pi YHVH) they journeyed, at the commandment of the Lord by the hand of Moses (Num. 9:23)—so did this group of laws derive from a divine grace (Ar.: talattuf), so that they should be left with the kind of practices to which they were accustomed and so that consequently the belief, which constitutes the first intention, should be validated in them.

			Thus, the divine decree that the Israelites had to wander in the desert as if they were lost and perplexed was in fact intentionally designed to cultivate in them the character trait of courage by making them endure the tough life of the desert.189 The masa‘ot signify the exercises or training that enabled the Israelites to acquire the dispositions and, in particular, the courage, that they would need for their future good. But courage is necessary not only in contexts of war; it is also one of two traits that the prophet must possess.190 

			Know that in every man there is necessarily the faculty of courage (quwwa iqdam). Were this not so, he would not be moved in his thought to ward off that which harms him. Among the faculties of the soul, this faculty is to my mind similar to the faculty of repulsion [expulsion] among the natural faculties… Similarly, the faculty of divination exists in all people, but varies in degree… These two faculties must necessarily be very strong in prophets, I mean the faculty of courage and that of divination. And when the intellect overflows toward them, these two faculties become greatly strengthened so that this may finally reach the point you know: namely, the lone individual, having only his staff, went boldly to the great king in order to save a religious community from the burden of slavery, and had no fear or dread, because it was said to him: I will be with thee (Ex. 3:12). (II:38:376-7)

			There is much to be said about Maimonides’ characterization of courage, or boldness, in this passage, his comparison of it to the bodily faculty of repulsion or expulsion (manifest, for example, in the act of excretion), as a kind of reactive power of self-defense or self-preservation to counter threats and potential harm, and the fact that when strengthened by emanation from the intellect, the same power becomes proactive and preemptive, moving the individual to fearless acts of bravery to prevent evils to others.191 For our present purposes, it will suffice to note that the closing prooftext, Ex. 3:12, is the same verse that Maimonides cites in III:50 to refer to Horeb, the first station marking the beginning of the masa‘ot, and that he uses elsewhere to affirm that providence watches over individuals according to their “measure of perfection” (III:18:475). Thus it was Moses’ prophetic courage that initiated the masa‘ot that in turn constitute both the process of intellectual growth and the training that culminates in making the entire nation courageous for war and prophecy. With one verse, Maimonides links the period of transformation of the Israelite nation with a state of providential care that ends at Qadesh-Barnea, the point at which the Israelites have reached the stage of qedushah, or holiness.192

			In III:50, Maimonides cites Deut. 1:2, suggesting, as we just said, that the masa‘ot in the real desert end with Qadesh. However, in the enumeration in Num. 33, the mas‘aot continue from Qadesh to Mount Hor (Hor ha-Har) where Aaron dies. Maimonides concludes ch. III:51:627-628 with a rich passage describing the death of Aaron, citing Num. 33:38, “by the mouth of the Lord (al pi YHVH).” Maimonides then explains that this phrase refers to “death by a kiss,” which signifies death out of a state of “passionate love” (Ar: ’ishq, Heb. hesheq) which he characterizes as “an excess of love” (Ar: mahabbah; Heb. ahavah), a state in which “no thought remains that is directed to a thing other than the Beloved” (III:51:627). Finally, according to Maimonides, the one who is in this state of passionate love, ’ishq, is providentially protected, and this is the reason “for this great protection… Because he hath set his passionate love upon Me, therefore I will deliver him… this individual is protected because he hath known Me and then passionately loves Me” (ibid.).

			For our purposes, what is crucial about this passage is its interpretation of the phrase ‘al pi YHVH as a state of hesheq, of passionate love. Recall that all three verses describing the masa‘ot—Num. 33:2; 9:20; and 9:23—repeat the phrase that the Israelites journeyed ‘al pi YHVH. Thus, all of them describe the Israelites in a state of hesheq or passionate love of God. Hesheq—a state not to be distinguished from prophecy—was the end, or the telos, of the training that constitutes the significance of the masa‘ot in the desert. In Maimonides’ vision, somewhat like that of Judah ha-Levi, the entire people of Israel attain the status of prophets and passionate lovers of God.

			I will conclude with one last passage in the Guide where Maimonides describes his own reasons for and his concerns about writing the Guide. 

			God… knows that I have never ceased to be exceedingly apprehensive about setting down those things that I wish to set down in this Treatise. For they are concealed things; none of them has been set down in any book—written in the religious community in these times of Exile—the books composed in these times being in our hands. How then can I now innovate and set them down? However, I have relied on two premises, the one being [the Sages’] saying in a similar case, It is time to do something for the Lord, and so on; the second being their saying, Let all thy acts be for the sake of Heaven. Upon these two premises have I relied when setting down what I have composed in some of the chapters of this Treatise. 

			Here Maimonides describes himself as someone who acted out of the same kind of boldness he requires of a prophet, and who was moved by the same character trait of courage inculcated in the Israelites through the training symbolized by the masa‘ot: the lack of fear and the drive to take the initiative to ward off an evil and do good.193 And while he does not mention the terms “courage” or “boldness” in this passage, in his Introduction to Part III of the Guide, Maimonides writes that, despite the legal prohibition against putting what is oral into writing, had he not put Ma‘aseh Bereshit and Ma‘aseh Merkabah into writing, “so that that knowledge would perish when I perish, as is inevitable, I should have considered that conduct as extremely cowardly” (III: Introduction: 415-416). By implication, writing the Guide was an act of courage or boldness.194 

			There is one more important connection between this passage and Maimonides’ interpretation of the masa‘ot. Maimonides saw great dangers in putting what was originally oral, and transmitted orally, into writing. However, he was also aware of the equally great dangers that attend ephemeral oral transmission. In ch. I:71 he explains that knowledge of the many sciences that existed in ancient Israel—which originally was transmitted only orally—was lost because of time and the Exile and because only written texts can be disseminated publically and reliably. Yet, in the same breath, he again emphasizes the costly consequences that follow written description:

			You already know that even the legalistic science of law was not put down in writing in the olden times because of the precept… Words that I have communicated to you orally, you are not allowed to put down in writing. This precept shows extreme wisdom with regard to the Law. For it was meant to prevent what has ultimately come about in this respect: I mean the multiplicity of opinions, the variety of schools, the confusions occurring in the expression of what is put down in writing, the negligence that accompanies what is written down, the confusion with regard to actions. 

			Maimonides’ description of these dangers cannot but remind us of his distinction between our knowledge of miracles like manna that are “seen” and then “heard,” or described in stories and narratives, especially in writing. Knowledge by visual acquaintance—directly witnessing or observing an event in one’s own presence—corresponds to the state of second-personal oral communication between two individuals or between teacher and student. In both these situations, one can achieve certainty while one is perceiving it or while one is being directly told it by an authoritative source. However, putting these originally oral or visual experiences into writing as narratives, or passing them on as testimony to third-persons or hearers, loses crucial information—and what was once certain then becomes dubitable and subject to disagreement. Indeed, the worst-case scenario is Maimonides’ depiction of how specific stories whose contents were once certain to their observers are now considered “useless,” which he explains as an unavoidable consequence of the very fact that they have become stories, i.e., written texts. The point of including the enumeration of the masa‘ot in the Torah, according to Maimonides, was to restore our direct acquaintance with the journey itself and its miraculousness, to return it to its original epistemic state of certainty—as if we ourselves were “seeing” or experiencing the masa‘ot and the journey through the desert.195 

			Because there was a parallel loss in putting the Oral Torah into writing, it would be natural to ask whether Maimonides has in mind any device—something like the masa‘ot—to restore the Torah which has become a written text to its original state of orality. Can we reverse the written redaction, or better: reduction, of the Oral Torah, giving it back its original oral status? 

			We usually read the masa‘ot as the conclusion of the Book of Numbers and of the story of the Israelites in the desert. But it is also possible to read them as an introduction to the Book of Deuteronomy, which Moses calls Mishneh Torah (Deut. 17:18)—the original Mishneh Torah. And following that line, Maimonides might also have read the significance of the masa‘ot in the Torah—the kind of training they signify—as a model for his organization of his own Mishneh Torah. The culmination and climax of Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah are the “Laws of Kings,” whose own culmination is its description of the messianic era in which, according to Maimonides, everyone will be solely engaged in the pursuit of knowledge, and in which all humans will have become actualized intellects or, as it were, prophets. The organization of Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah thus presents all the rest of rabbinic halakhah as preparation for the intellectual perfection achieved by the entire nation of Israel in the messianic age, the perfection that constitutes prophecy. Like the masa‘ot that transform Israel through their training into a nation of prophets, a nation that is witness to the miraculous, so the halakhah of the Mishneh Torah is meant to bring future Israel to that same state. But the masa‘ot also provide Maimonides with the model for a method to restore halakhah, written in the form of his own Mishneh Torah, to its status as Oral Torah. It is well-known that Maimonides wrote the Mishneh Torah in the form of short halakhot, paragraph-length legal decisions, in order for people to learn or memorize them “by heart,” be‘al peh.196 But it is also possible that his intention was still more ambitious: to transform the very form in which halakhah in his day was composed and retained, in writing, into a form that would enable it to be known be’al peh—orally. The structure of Maimonides’ halakhot would then have as its purpose to restore halakhah to the status of Torah she-be‘al peh, the original form in which the Israelites received the commandments as training ‘al pi YHVH, taught by God orally. This may be the full significance of the masa‘ot for Maimonides.
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					177	Furthermore, even the apparently contra-natural miracles that Moses performed were not to verify his prophetic status, but to address some specific need in the circumstance (thirst, famine, to save lives from the threat of death). Maimonides does everything he can to distance miracles from prophecy.
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					185	The Torah continues in v. 3 (which is, surprisingly, not explicitly quoted by Maimonides): “in order to teach you that man does not live on bread alone, but that man may live on anything that the Lord decrees (al kol motza’ pi-YHVH).” As we shall see, the phrase “al pi- YHVH” is a crucial element in Maimonides’ explanation of the masa‘ot in III:50, suggesting that there is more going on here than first strikes the eye.
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					188	There is something paradoxical about this explanation. Maimonides argues that God did not make the Israelites courageous by directly, “miraculously,” giving them such a capacity, instead making them acquire it in a roundabout way, because, while it is “possible and fully within His capacity,” “God does not change at all the nature of human individuals by means of miracles.” Thus, God led the Israelites through the desert for forty years in order to develop within them this capacity in a way compatible with their human nature, and to avoid changing them miraculously. Yet they were able to survive in the desert for forty years only miraculously—by finding and eating manna. So, a miracle was required in order for the Israelites to change non-miraculously.

				

				
					189	On the cultivation of courage specifically in the desert, see Al-Farabi, Fusul Muntaza‘a (Selected Aphorisms), trans. C. Butterworth, in Alfarabi: The Political Writings: “Selected Aphorisms” and Other Texts (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001), Aphorism #23, 22.

				

				
					190	The other is the (naturalistically explicable) power of divination, or hads, which enables the prophet to foretell or predict the unexpected future. It is important to note that both courage and divination are secondary conditions of the prophet, neither are essential to prophecy, and that both acquire their significance when the prophet plays a public role.

				

				
					191	In saying that the faculty of courage exists in all humans, Maimonides seems to be saying that it is a proprium, a property, like risibility, that it is true of all humans but not essential to being human. At the same time, Maimonides shifts in this passage from his usual term for courage, shaja’ah, which refers in Eight Chapters and elsewhere to the moral disposition, virtue, or character trait of courage as a mean between timidity and recklessness in the face of fear, to the term iqdam, which is a bodily faculty that repels and expels harmful threats and thus serves as a natural faculty of self-preservation. Although the character trait of courage (shaja’ah) is also influenced and inclined by the bodily temperaments, Maimonides’ point in shifting to iqdam in the context of prophecy may be to highlight the degree to which (non-Mosaic) prophecy depends on bodily factors (like the imagination, emotional states, and moods) and not simply the intellect, a theme he elsewhere develops. The fact that the intellect can emanate to this bodily faculty is not unique, since emanation also effects the imagination, a bodily faculty. On iqdam and its translation as “boldness,” I am indebted to Raymond L. Weiss, Maimonides’ Ethics, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 163-165, who sees it as the Arabic cognate for the Greek thumos (spiritedness). On courage in Maimonides, see also Alexander Green, “Maimonides on Courage,” Jewish Studies Quarterly 22 (2015): 162-183. Green also sees Maimonides’ first rank of “(non-)prophecy,” and its description in terms of “ruah elohim” (“the spirit of God”), as an expression of courage, but it is unclear whether he sees this as a Hebrew cognate of thumos, or spiritedness. The relation to providence of iqdam may be a relation to the kind of natural providence Maimonides discusses in III:17-18. I develop these points further in the “The False Prophet.”

				

				
					192	Maimonides’ description of the providentially protected individual who, passing untouched (and, disturbingly, oblivious to what to going on around him) through “a widely extended field of battle…, even if one thousand were killed to [his] left and ten thousand to [his] right, no evil at all would befall” (III:51:627) him, may also recall fearless courage.

				

				
					193	Let me emphasize that I am not suggesting in any way that Maimonides saw himself as a prophet. For that hypothesis, see A. J. Heschel, “Did Maimonides Believe that He Was Worthy of Prophecy?” (Heb.) in Louis Ginzberg Jubilee Volume (New York: American Academy of Jewish Research, 1946), 159-188.

				

				
					194	For reasons of space, I cannot elaborate on what specifically made Maimonides’ putting the oral into writing a bold or courageous act, nor on his use of his prooftexts, “It is time to do something for the Lord [for they have violated your Law (hepheru toratekha)] (Ps. 119:126, cited in BT Berakhot 63a, and discussed by Maimonides in his Commentary on the Mishnah, Berakhot 9:7 (trans. J. Kafih, 1965, 1:91-2) and “Let all your acts be for the sake of Heaven” (M. Avot 2:17). For discussion of Maimonides’ use of the former in his Commentary on the Mishnah, see Langermann, “Maimonides and Miracles,” 151-155.

				

				
					195	There is a paradox here. In the case of the Oral Torah, Maimonides says that it would ultimately disappear and be lost if it remained oral. Therefore, to survive it must be put into writing. But put into writing, it gives rise to disagreements and misunderstandings that did not occur in its oral form. Similarly with miracles: Miracles cannot occur “permanently.” Hence, our knowledge of them cannot always be by virtue of them occurring in our presence. Therefore, if not by recording them in writing, all knowledge of them would be lost. But by putting them in writing, we inevitably misrepresent them, giving rise to doubts about their truth, doubts that would not arise were they visually witnessed in our presence.

				

				
					196	See Joel L. Kraemer, Maimonides: The Life and World of One of Civilization’s Greatest Minds (New York, 2008), 318.

				

			

		

	
		
			Elliot R. Wolfson

			Deceitful Truth and Truthful Deceit: Sod ha-Hippukh and Abulafia’s Divergence from Maimonides

			The intricate influence of Moses Maimonides on the nascent history of kabbalah in the thirteenth century is a topic that various scholars have addressed. One of the more interesting figures in this regard is the colorful personality of Abraham Abulafia, the self-proclaimed prophet and messiah, whose mystical teaching is a curious blend of Maimonidean philosophy, older meditational practices centered on the theurgical-magical efficacy of the divine names, and esoteric doctrines of a theosophic and ecstatic nature cultivated and transmitted by the Rhineland Jewish Pietists.197 As is well known, Abulafia not only studied the Guide of the Perplexed assiduously under the tutelage of Hillel ben Samuel of Verona, but he composed no less than three commentaries on it, Sefer ha-Ge’ullah, Sitrei Torah, and Ḥayyei ha-Nefesh.198 His overall intent is to explicate the thirty-six secrets (sodot), which constitute the mysteries of the law (sitrei torah), to which Maimonides alluded in his treatise.199 Idel felicitously referred to this practice of offering a secret reading of the secrets of the Guide as a “super-arcanization.”200 The crucial teaching that Abulafia elicited from Maimonides, and which gave shape to the contours of his linguistically-oriented kabbalah—the prophetic tradition (qabbalah nevu’it) or the tradition about the names (qabbalat ha-shemot) that he posits in contrast to the tradition about the emanations (qabbalat ha-sefirot)—relates to his understanding of prophecy as the conjunction (devequt) of the human and divine intellects, or more specifically the Active Intellect, a conjunction that perfects both the rational and imaginative faculties of the soul. There is no reason to dispute that, in the main, Abulafia accepts the Maimonidean explanation of the prophetology as the foundation for his own conception of the mystical-messianic experience of union with God through the medium of the Active Intellect.201 However, he critically departs from Maimonides, insofar as he maintains that the masters of the tradition (ba‘alei ha-qabbalah), those who comprehend the hidden matters (massigei ha-inyanim ha-nistarim), possess the wisdom (ḥokhmah) of the technique of letter-combination (limmud ṣeruf ha-otiyyot) that facilitates the acquisition of the state of felicity.202 The critical disparity between philosophy and kabbalah is underscored in Abulafia’s observation in Mafteaḥ ha-Ḥokhmot that there is no difficulty between the ancient sages of Israel and the philosophers of the nations on account of the fact that the former coined the expression account of creation to refer to the wisdom of physics. The divergence can be marked with respect to the divine science (ḥokhmat ha-elohut) of the philosophers, which is identified as metaphysics, and the account of the chariot (ma‘aseh merkavah) of the kabbalists. The kabbalist can accept the philosophical taxonomy, but he adds that the account of the chariot alludes to the “ways of the names and their combination [darkhei ha-shemot we-harkavatam] and all that is consequent to them. And this was never revealed to the philosophers of the nations and they never heard of it.”203 The wisdom of the names (ḥokhmat ha-shemot)204 may not be irrational, but it is not subject to the scrutiny of reason.

			Philosophy and Mysticism: Exemplarity of the Exceptionally Inclusive 

			The role accorded to philosophy in Abulafia’s corpus is complex, and, in my judgment, not perfectly coherent. To a great extent, this matter impinges on the larger ideational question of the particular versus the general. Contrary to the view that has been ascribed to me,205 I recognize and have written that, for Abulafia, the essence of Judaism—indeed, what makes it the universal religion (ha-dat ha-kelalit)206—relates to the fact that it promulgates the knowledge of the name that applies to humanity at large and thus, in some respect, supersedes the singularity of the Jewish faith. The point is enhanced when we factor in the noetic character of Abulafia’s understanding of the prophetic-messianic experience as the actualization of the hylic intellect through its conjunction with the Active Intellect—a possibility that Abulafia thought attainable in this world and not only in a postmortem state, following the epistemological perspective of Averroës as opposed to Al-Farabi and Maimonides, at least according to some passages in the latter’s corpus.207 The veracity of this assertion notwithstanding, I do not think it is either conceptually or historically warranted to presume that Abulafia would have been inclined to divest the redemptive task of unifying humankind of its cultural-linguistic specificity.208 Consequently, there is no justification to characterize Abulafia’s stance as an ecumenical philosophia perennis, which would justify the claim that his use of the term “Jew” should be interpreted allegorically as a figurative trope applied to anyone possessing knowledge of the divine name.209 Idel has made the most forceful argument to interpret Abulafia in this way by insisting that the Messiah of the human soul is to be identified primarily as the intellectual faculty “because it saves the soul from its bodily powers. … This hylic Messiah will save the ‘people of Israel’ from the ‘historical’ kings; or, understood metaphorically, the human intellect within each man will save his soul from the rule of the kings—the material element in man, his desires, and his imagination. … This more ‘ordinary’ vision of the Messiah as a hylic intellect assumes in fact that the Messiah is not only a transcendent transpersonal power available to everyone, in the form of the Agent Intellect, but also an intellectual power inherent in each person. In other words, everyone possesses the Messiah, at least in potentia; the Messiah is a dimension of man qua man.”210 

			I concur that, for Abulafia, the essence of being Jewish is tied to the knowledge of the name that fosters the materialization of the ideal of spiritual messianism, culminating in the disincarnate state of intellective union—in emulation of the divine or the first intellect, the mental state of the enlightened individual is characterized by the threefold unity of intellect (sekhel), intellectualizing (maskil), and intellectualized (muskal)211—but this does not mean that the salvific knowledge can be extricated from the living milieu of Judaism in which it was engendered in the past and must be sustained in the present and future. In my judgment, Idel’s insistence that Abulafia disseminates “a spiritual model of messianism in which the object of redemption is the human soul or, according to its first formulation, the human intellect, and not necessarily the nation or even a certain group of people”212 needs to be modified. The spiritual messianism is still allied in a distinctive way to the people of Israel to the extent that prophecy, and by extension the kabbalistic praxis, is the unique gift bestowed on them. The internalization of the messianic as a psychological phenomenon does not entail an elimination or even a diminution of the nationalistic component. 

			Treating messianism as a process of intellection removed from the specific sociocultural context of Judaism—understood, of course, in accord with Abulafia’s idiosyncratic worldview—succumbs to the error of mistaking the abstract for the concrete or what Whitehead called the fallacy of misplaced concreteness, that is, “neglecting the degree of abstraction involved when an actual entity is considered merely so far as it exemplifies certain categories of thought.”213 Utilizing the Whiteheadian terminology, I would argue that the transcendence of the Messiah as an actual entity immanent in the world involves a concrescence of the universal whose indeterminate determinacy is shaped by the determinate indeterminacy of the singular. The substance of redemption is indeed the noetic state of union, but the process that occasions that mindfulness is the path of meditation that Abulafia considered the mechanics of prophecy unique to the Jews. The attainment of the ideal does not eradicate this uniqueness; the differential is preserved even as others can potentially achieve the unitive state of conjunction. In that respect, the universal is propagated and continuously configured by the particular. As an illustration of this point, let us consider a passage in Sefer ha-Ḥesheq. Commenting on the verse “Because he desires me I will deliver him; I will keep him safe, for he knows my name” (Psalms 91:14), Abulafia writes that the one who desires the knowledge of the name is the one who desires the divine, for the only way to retrieve this desire is through the name, insofar as the name instructs us about the truth of the essence.214 The universal implication of the Maimonidean paradigm of the true worship of the heart, based on the passionate love and disembodied craving for God (‘ishq),215 is circumscribed within the parameters of Jewish particularity. Simply put, conjunction with the intellect is dependent on a gnosis and practice that are not shared equally by other liturgical communities. 

			Further support for my contention can be elicited from a passage in Sitrei Torah, where Abulafia remarks that the mysteries of the Torah will be revealed in the messianic future by prophets and by the Messiah himself. Through those secrets all of Israel and those who are drawn after them (kol yisra’el we-khol ha-nimshakhim aḥareihem) will become wise (yitḥakkemu),216 an assertion buttressed by two prooftexts, “For all of them, from the least of them to the greatest, shall know me’ (Jeremiah 33:34) and “For the land shall be filled with knowledge of the Lord as water covers the sea” (Isaiah 11:9).”217 It is surely commendable that Abulafia extends the messianic enlightenment to non-Jews—those who are drawn after Israel—but this does not diminish, let alone obliterate, the privileged role Jews play in the soteriological drama. The asymmetry is obvious: the worth of the non-Jew is ascertained from the fact that he or she follows the faith of the Jew, but the worth of the Jew is independent of the status of the non-Jew except to the extent that the latter acknowledges the superiority of the former. The messianic vision accentuates the fact that monotheism is inclusive by excluding the claim of the other to an autonomous dogma that contradicts the Jewish creed. Similarly, in the introduction to Ḥayyei ha-Nefesh, Abulafia writes that all of the nations (goyim) were created for the sake of the eternal life of the soul (ḥayyei ha-nefesh ha-niṣḥiyyim), which is the true life (ha-ḥayyim ha-amittiyyim), and he even insists that this matter is dependent on the will of each person. In the same context, however, he notes that the expression “life of the world to come” (ḥayyei olam ha-ba) was received by the prophets from God, a claim that presumably implies that, in some respect, the ultimate beatitude is unique to the Jews. The point is corroborated by Abulafia’s assertion that the secrets of the Torah, which can be revealed in a plethora of languages, is conferred by the name that is distinctive to Israel.218 

			The analogy to Hebrew vis-à-vis the other languages is instructive: just as Abulafia thought that Hebrew is the one natural language, which comprises all the other languages that are conventional,219 in the manner that all corporal entities derive from the prime matter (ḥomer ha-ri’shon),220 so he maintained that the dissemination of the knowledge of the Tetragrammaton, which is the Torah, is entrusted uniquely to the Jewish people, the one nation that is holy (qodesh) in contradistinction to all the other nations that are mundane (ḥol).221 It is noteworthy that Abulafia begins Mafteaḥ ha-Ḥokhmot by stating that since he beheld that the holy nation (am ha-qodesh) makes use of vernacular language (lashon ḥol) in matters pertaining to the holy Torah (torat ha-qodesh), and that Jews converse in the language of the country in which they are living—languages that he considered foreign (leshonot zarim) in comparison to the holy language (lashon ha-qodesh)—his wish is to restore the crown to its ancient glory by extolling the truth of Hebrew and endorsing its status as the “beginning of all existence” (re’shit le-khol ha-meṣi’ut).222 In a second passage from this work, Abulafia formulates the insurmountable gap between Jew and non-Jew by noting that Gentile nations change, their languages are transmuted, and their scripts are renewed, whereas the Torah revealed to Israel—according to both the lore of tradition and the dictates of wisdom—is irrefutably eternal and immutable.223 The holiness of the Jews—that which makes them the sole ethnos capable of attaining the mystical gnosis—is predicated on their bearing both the covenant of the foreskin (milat ma‘or) and the covenant of the tongue (milat lashon), according to the locution of Sefer Yeṣirah that had an inordinate influence on the phallomorphism that informed the history of Jewish esotericism.224 Be that as it may, from Abulafia’s standpoint, which is consonant with other kabbalists, the Jew cannot attain the covenant of the tongue, which is the Torah or the Tetragrammaton, without the covenant of the foreskin; the access of the non-Jew to the circumcision of the heart, accordingly, is limited insofar as there is no observance of the circumcision of the flesh.225 Indeed, on occasion, Abulafia adopts a very polemical tone by referring disparagingly—on the basis of Ezekiel 44:7—to Christians, who interpret the physical circumcision figuratively, as both uncircumcised of the heart (arlei lev) and uncircumcised of the flesh (arlei vasar).226 Although the latter depiction is to be expected, the former underscores Abulafia’s sharp critique of Christianity: the pneumatic must be grounded in the somatic. 

			It is noteworthy that Abulafia introduces this consideration in his exposition in Ḥayyei ha-Nefesh of the terms ṣelem and demut:

			The truth of this matter is the living being who speaks, which is called ḥashmal—hai she-mal—the being that converses and speaks … since he has been circumcised and has uncovered the inner lining of the prepuce [mal u-fara]. Just as his secret is revealed from the secret of circumcision and the secret of the foreskin, for if he is circumcised and does not uncover the inner lining of the prepuce, it is as if he was not circumcised,227 and he is still uncircumcised and closed. The secret of circumcision is the cutting, the secret of the foreskin is the covering, and the secret of the uncovering is the disclosure. … Thus the equivocal allocation [shittuf] of the name adam is divided into three aspects, the name of the species [ha-min], the name of the multitude [he-hamon],228 and the name of the individual [ha-meyuḥad] … From this matter you can understand … the matter of the difference between good and evil that come forth from the Tree of Knowledge and the intelligibles within the conventional opinions, and the difference between truth and deception that comes forth from the participation of the two trees, that is to say, the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge, the life, which are the truths comprehended in the intelligibles, and the death, which are the falsely imagined opinions that have no reality at all. … Know that the matter of convention issues entirely from the practical intellect combined with the imagination, and the intelligible issues entirely from the theoretical intellect …. According to the matter of the species and the multitude, Adam was created in the divine likeness [bi-demut elohi], for the species and the multitude, which are constituents of the species, are compared to the hosts above and below .… And according to the single and distinctive individual [ha-ish ha-eḥad we-ha-meyuḥad], which is the enlightened one [ha-maskil] or the prophet [ha-navi], the progenitor and first potentate [ha-av we-ha-adon ha-ri’shon] of the whole species created in the divine image [bi-ṣelem elohim], for he alone is the image of the First Cause in the hosts. Thus, if Israel is the hosts of the Lord, Moses, their king, is like God, and the house of David is like God, and Moses corresponds to all of Israel, and God corresponds to all that exists. The matter of the image [ṣelem] is the form of the intellect [ṣurat sekhel] and the matter of the likeness [demut] is the imaginative cognition [dimyon da‘at], and understand this.229

			The decoding of ḥashmal as the circumcised being who speaks—an idea that is linked to the dependence of the covenant of the tongue on the covenant of the phallus—strongly attests to a particularistic interpretation of the universal definition of humanity as the zoon logikon, the animal defined by logos in the double sense of speech and thought. It comes as no surprise, therefore, that at the end of the passage, Abulafia explicitly notes that the word adam is used equivocally to refer to the species of human beings, the multitude of individuals, or the extraordinary person. From the context the third of these options seems to refer to the Jews, for they alone are circumcised in the proper way according to the twofold process set by rabbinic jurisprudence, the cutting of the foreskin (milah) and the pulling back of the inner lining of the prepuce to expose the glans (peri‘ah). To be sure, the rational faculty, which is the import of the scriptural idiom ṣelem elohim, is not unique to the Jewish people, but the latter are called “human” in a way that is qualitatively different from all other human beings because they alone possess the gift of prophecy in virtue of which they are homologous to the divine. By way of analogy, all other humans are compared to the hosts of God, whereas Israel alone is compared to the first cause. 

			Many other texts could have been cited, but what I have mentioned is sufficient to substantiate the point that Abulafia was not able to escape the quandary that has marked the Jewish sensibility through the centuries: on the one hand, an ethnocentrism that has deep roots in the biblical metaphor of chosenness; on the other hand, the prophetic-messianic mission of being a light unto the nations. Israel’s election is predicated on an exclusiveness is inclusive of its own others, but the inclusiveness of this exclusiveness that is still dependent on the exclusiveness of its inclusiveness. The inclusion of the excluded in the claim to exclusivity thus only renders the inclusivity more exclusive. Abulafia’s kabbalistic anthropology—even in its utopian aspiration—is no different: rather than embodying an exemplarity that is inclusively exceptional, it remains exceptionally inclusive. As he remarks in Sitrei Torah, the disclosure of the secret (gilluy ha-sod) to the nations in the time of redemption (zeman ha-golah) is enabled by the fact that the Jews will rule over their enemies in the future, a reversal of fate that is alluded to proleptically in the story of Purim.230

			This tension of the universal and the particular is precisely the issue at stake in Abulafia’s complicated negotiation with philosophy. Abulafia designates those who are adept in the mystical wisdom and practice variously as maskilei ha-qabbalah ha-elohit, the “ones enlightened in the divine tradition,”231 maskilei emet, the “truly enlightened,”232 or the “enlightened sages” (ha-ḥakhamim ha-maskilim) who seek the mysteries of the law.233 These titles suggest how vital is the role attributed to the intellect in his understanding of mystical consciousness. Imbibing an elitist posture that is compatible with Maimonides, Abulafia asserts that “the secrets of the Torah attest to the mysteries of existence in truth, and they bring about in the heart of the enlightened [be-lev ha-maskilim] divine ideas [hassagot elohiyyot] and deep matters that are hidden from the masses.”234 For Abulafia, however, this esoteric knowledge, which he genuinely thought was encoded allusively in the Maimonidean text, is contingent upon the prophetic wisdom of the names, which is the special patrimony of the Jews. In Ḥayyei ha-Nefesh, Abulafia goes so far as to say that Maimonides was compelled to compose the Guide by the supernal efflux, the reception of which is consequent to the status of the Jews being chosen from amongst all the nations. Methodologically, Maimonides revealed what every enlightened person is obligated to reveal and concealed what every enlightened person is obligated to conceal, and even though it is through the exercise of the intellect that the allusions can be decoded, the hermeneutical task is consigned distinctively to the Jews.235 It is not clear that Maimonides would have concurred with this formulation, but it confirms that Abulafia considered the true intent of Maimonidean thought to be in accord with his view of the kabbalah as a phenomenological possibility that applies most pristinely to the Jewish people to whom the name of God, the Tetragrammaton, is revealed by the Torah, and on account of which they are called “the ones enlightened in the truth of the name” (ha-maskilim be-amittat ha-shem).236 

			What Abulafia proffers with respect to Maimonides is consistent with what he claims about himself, that is, his ability to decipher the secrets is chiefly on account of the knowledge he obtained from his teachers by way of oral transmission.237 Thus, in Sitrei Torah, he remarks that he will write down all the secrets found in the Guide “according to what we have received from the mouth of the sages of the generation, our masters, may God keep them alive.”238 Elsewhere in the same treatise, Abulafia repeats that he has received the knowledge of the name (yedi‘at ha-shem) from the written Torah and the oral Torah as instructed by the “outstanding sages of our generation.”239 The ultimate content of the kabbalah may be universally applicable, but the means by which it is transmitted are culturally specific and not completely ascertainable by reason. In another passage from Ḥayyei ha-Nefesh, Abulafia states that he composed his own treatise to reveal the mysteries to the Jews, who are referred to as “princes” or “sons of the king.”240 The level of prophecy can be reached only by one who has received the tradition about the name, a secret that is bestowed singularly on the Jewish people. As Abulafia put it in Imrei Shefer, the philosophers, who study metaphysics, physics, and mathematics, are still without knowledge (beli da‘at) because they have not received “the mysteries of the ways of the permutations of the names” (sitrei darkhei ha-ṣerufim ba-shemot).241 In Or ha-Sekhel, Abulafia reiterates his amalgam of the philosophical and mystical by noting that his intent is to arouse the minds of the enlightened (le‘orer de‘ot ha-maskilim) to the truth of the matters and hence his treatise was composed for the “masters of the intellect [ba‘alei sekhel], who have received the general principles [haqdamot kelaliyyot] with respect to the revelatory tradition [be-qabbalah ha-torit] attributable to God, blessed be he, in actuality.”242 Abulafia’s ideal is encapsulated in the expression “enlightened kabbalist” (maskil mequbbal) that is found in many of his compositions,243 an expression that underscores the manner in which the mystical path of union originates in and further embellishes the Aristotelian-Neoplatonic discourse on intellectual conjunction.244 In the introduction to Mafteaḥ ha-Ḥokhmot, Abulafia accepts that the non-Jew, who philosophically comprehends the truth of existence, is referred to as righteous (ṣaddiq) and pious (ḥasid)—indeed, in accordance with the rabbinic teaching, the righteous or pious of the nations of the world inherit the world to come245—and thus he may be considered proximate to the prophets (qarov la-nevi’im). Nevertheless, there is still an unbridgeable gap between philosopher and prophet, insofar as the latter receives the divine speech (ha-dibbur ha-elohi) from the holy spirit (ruaḥ ha-qodesh), the influx of the Active Intellect, through the agency of human speech (ha-dibbur ha-enoshi); that is, the form of the logos is theophanically incarnate in the form of the human recipient, such that prophecy is the self-confrontation wherein the external is internalized and the internal externalized.246 The secret of the self that mirrors the angelic guide mirroring the self is derived exegetically from the midrashic interpretation247 of the verse “Moses spoke and God answered him in a voice” (Exodus 19:19), that is, God replied to Moses in the voice of Moses,248 a symbolic cipher for Metatron the archon of the face (the first letters of the expression meṭaṭron sar ha-panim are the same letters of the name moshe), the name (ha-shem, which also are the letters of moshe),249 which is the Torah and the Active Intellect.250

			There are a few intimations in Abulafia’s writings that he personally transmitted some aspects of the kabbalah to Gentiles, and in at least one place, he refers to “the tradition of the kabbalists of the rest of the nations” (qabbalat mequbbalei she‘ar ummot).251 It is reasonable to surmise that these gestures are indicative of Abulafia’s messianic pretense and his sense that the redemption—on both the personal and national planes—was imminent.252 Even so, the Jews are exclusively labeled as the “wise of heart” (ḥakhmei ha-lev), for they alone have the wherewithal to instruct others about the mysteries (nistarot) they have received from the prophets in an unbroken chain extending back to the original transmission from God to Moses.253 The ultimate source of this wisdom is not the natural light of reason, a faculty common to all human beings, but the prophetic chain of authority, which is allocated to one national entity,254 those who prophecy according to the “way received by the sons of prophets” (derekh mequbbelet li-venei ha-nevi’im).255 The mysteries of Torah, accordingly, are designated as traditional (mequbbalim), prophetic (nevu’iyyim), and divinely revealed (toriyyim elohiyyim) proofs (moftim), which are not known by those who philosophize.256 

			An arresting example of Abulafia’s adherence to a universalism enrooted in an ethnic particularism is found in Imrei Shefer. In support of an apophatic characterization of the first cause, Abulafia cites a passage from the Liber de Causis, a medieval anthology of Neoplatonic teaching based on Proclus’s Elements of Theology,257 as the Book of the Supernal Substances (Sefer ha-Aṣamim ha-Elyonim) attributed to Plato.258 Immediately preceding the citation, Abulafia writes that with respect to the unknowability and ineffability of divine transcendence the philosophers (ba‘alei meḥqar) are in agreement with the traditional Jewish view. Immediately after the citation, however, he sharply contrasts the philosophic opinion (da‘at ha-filosofim) with the prophetic truth of the kabbalah: “By way of truth, the matter of the tradition [inyan ha-qabbalah] is unique [ha-meyuḥedet] to our nation, and none of the philosophers grasped it. … For it was revealed to us from the giving of our Torah, through which we were uniquely elevated above every nation and above every language.”259 In Sheva Netivot ha-Torah, Abulafia notes that the fifth of the seven hermeneutical paths, which comprises the “ways of the revelatory traditions” (darkhei ha-qabbalot ha-toriyyot), or, more specifically, the “foundation of the wisdom of the permutation of the letters” (hatḥalat ḥokhmat ṣeruf ha-otiyyot), is the point of demarcation, since it belongs exclusively to the “Jewish sages of the tradition” (ḥakhmei ha-qabbalah ha-yisre’eliyim), and through it they are distinguished from the masses and sages of the nations as well as from the rabbinic scholars (ḥakhmei yisra’el ha-rabbanim).260 The contemporary scholar may wish to render matters more politically correct, but there is no ambiguity regarding Abulafia’s elitism vis-à-vis fellow Jews and his chauvinism vis-à-vis non-Jews. 

			Along these lines, Abulafia insists in another passage from Sitrei Torah—citing Psalm 90:12 as a prooftext—that wisdom is connected essentially to the prophet, but due to the oblivion caused by the extended length of exile, people think that it is Greek and not Jewish in origin.261 However, when one is graced with seeing the matter “by way of the truth” (al derekh ha-emet), then one grasps that “the supernal, divine and revealed wisdom” (ha-ḥokhmah ha-elyonah ha-elohit torit) is not “Greek wisdom” (ḥokhmah yevanit), which comprises the two branches of mathematics (limmudit) and dialectic or logic (hegyon).262 Abulafia cites the talmudic admonition, to which he refers as the saying of the true kabbalists (mequbbalei emet), “Prevent your children from logic,”263 which he explains as a prophetic dictum of the true sages (ḥakhmei emet) to avoid the wisdom of the Greeks “because we are the holy nation, the people of God, and we have the holy Torah that instructs us about the truth of these two wisdoms.”264 In the continuation, Abulafia acknowledges that the philosophical works he studied were proof that the authors comprehended many things according to the faculty of human reason (koaḥ ha-sekhel ha-enoshi), but they did not comprehend anything at all of the divine intellect (ha-sekhel ha-elohi). The same can be said concerning the two other philosophical disciplines, physics (ḥokhmat ha-ṭeva) and metaphysics (ḥokhmat ha-elohut), or in the rabbinic nomenclature adopted by Maimonides, ma‘aseh bere’shit and ma‘aseh merkavah. Despite the alleged affinity, there are fundamental discrepancies in these disciplines as understood by the philosophers and by the kabbalists: 

			The distinction between us and them is that we call them by names that instruct about the innovation of created acts through intention and will, and they call them by names that instruct about the eternity of acts found in the perpetual wisdom without volitional intention. Their opinion without doubt is the opposite of our opinion. However, there is no doubt by us, the masters of the Torah, who have received from it the divine traditions, that the perfect Torah tells us what is doubtful for them. … However, when you probe the matter of the mysteries of the Torah through the examination of the tradition and the intellect, you will know in truth that you will comprehend from it what no philosopher in the world from the nations can comprehend. There is no need at all to look at their books to apprehend from them all of the wisdom and knowledge, and to comprehend the intention of God, blessed be he, in giving the Torah and the commandment, to prosper and to inherit the two worlds, this one and the next. The knowledge of this matter is dependent on the gnosis of the explicit name [bi-yedi‘at ha-shem ha-meforash], which is known though the knowledge of the permutation of the letters [yedi‘at ṣeruf ha-otiyyot] in which are comprised the seventy languages.265

			The complexity of Abulafia’s position is highlighted further by his claim in Sitrei Torah that there are three types of sages, the prophets (nevi’im), the wise of heart (ḥakhmei lev), and the scientific scholars (ḥoqrei mada) or the philosophers (filosofim): the prophets speak or write based on the divine effluence (ha-shefa ha-elohi) overflowing to them; the wise of heart speak through the holy spirit (ruaḥ ha-qodesh) and compose books explicating the wisdom of the divine Torah (ḥokhmat ha-torah ha-elohit) that they have received orally from the prophets; and the philosophers attempt to comprehend these concealed ideas (hassagot ne‘lamot) from their hearts and their minds. Abulafia recommends that the person interested in attaining wisdom should study the compositions of all three categories.266 And in what is perhaps one of the most remarkable formulations of the relationship between philosophy and kabbalah, in Mafteaḥ ha-Ḥokhmot, Abulafia writes, “the kabbalah does not contradict what the wisdom has revealed, for there is no difference between wisdom and kabbalah except that kabbalah is spoken from the mouth of the intellectus agens in greater depth than what wisdom speaks even though both discourses are from its mouth, Hence, kabbalah is a more subtle comprehension, and wisdom is deeper than the wisdom comprehended by the material intellect. The wise men, therefore, receive from the prophets.”267 It would appear, then, the difference between philosophy and kabbalah is merely quantitative, a more profound disclosure from the Active Intellect. 

			From passages like these, and naturally others that could have been mentioned, it would seem that Abulafia affirmed some version of what Harry Wolfson dubbed the double doctrine of truth, two equally legitimate modes of expressing truth, the scriptural and the philosophical, the revelatory and the discursive.268 However, other passages suggest otherwise: philosophical investigation is not to be undertaken for the sake of acquiring truth; at best, it is part of the quest for wisdom that brings one to a state of union with God, a wisdom that is ground in the prophetic tradition that exceeds the limits of philosophy even as Abulafia avails himself of the latter to give expression to the former. That the mystical supplements, but does not contradict, the philosophical, is attested in Abulafia’s signature expression “the intelligible and received faith” (ha-emunah ha-mequbbelet we-ha-muskelet);269 that is, true belief is both a matter of tradition and rationally demonstrable. Abulafia thus informs the reader that he composed Ḥayyei ha-Nefesh to promulgate the “supernal divine wisdom” (ha-ḥokhmah ha-elohit ha-elyonah)—a term that should be rendered as theosophic gnosis rather than metaphysical knowledge as it is usually translated in philosophical literature270—in order to enliven the rational soul (ha-nefesh ha-maskelet) so that it may comprehend the secrets by means of “rational contemplation” (iyyun sikhli) that is “perfected and received” (mettuqan u-mequbbal).271

			A number of scholars have surmised that the fusion of the philosophical and the mystical in Abulafia is reminiscent of a similar hybrid in the commentarial and homiletical writings of Meister Eckhart.272 Yossef Schwartz has even argued that Eckhart, in his Expositio libri Exodi, 

			integrates into Maimonides’s teachings concerning divine names a series of magical interpretations, which very easily are reminiscent of Jewish Kabbalists such as Abraham Abulafia and Joseph Gikatilah as well as those of a philosophic mind such as Moses of Narbonne (Narboni) in their parallel interpretations to Guide 1, 62. In this integration of magical ideas into the thought of Maimonides, Eckhart stands alongside Arnald of Villanova in his Allocutio super significatione Nominis Tetragrammaton. This anticipates the well-known humanist speculations of Pico della Mirandola and his followers.273 

			Schwartz provides as an example Eckhart’s hermetical interpretation of Maimonides’s reference to the rabbinic tradition about the forty-two letter name of God.274 I accept that Eckhart discovers in Maimonides support for a more magical and alchemical understanding of language, but I still would distinguish this from Abulafia’s science of letter combination. I have found in Eckhart no embrace of an equivalent meditational routine to achieve the unitive experience. What is most important for our purposes, however, is the presumption that Abulafia and Eckhart interpreted Maimonides in such a way that his thought did not conflict with their respective mystical orientations. 

			True or Not True: Noncontradiction and the Excluded Middle 

			But is this position maintained consistently in Abulafia’s intellectualist mysticism? Is there no evidence in his voluminous corpus that the prophetic truth clashes with the logical truth affirmed by Maimonides? In the remainder of this study, I will focus on one topic where we can discern a significant deviation of Abulafia’s kabbalah from what may be considered a cornerstone of Maimonidean philosophy, to wit, the unequivocal distinction between truth and falsehood. To be more precise, Abulafia struggles with the acceptability of the logical distinction of opposites, on the one hand, and the mystical insight concerning their coalescence, on the other hand. As one might expect, Maimonides steadfastly adhered to the law of the excluded middle (P or not P), and the corollary principle of noncontradiction (a thing cannot be both P and not P in the same respect and at the same time), as the foundation that informs our way of being in the world, determined by the yearning to cultivate knowledge—as Aristotle notoriously put it in the opening lines of the Metaphysics—much as the standard distinction between good and evil serves as the axiological foundation for humanity’s socio-political well-being.275 From the vantagepoint of the intellect—a view that Maimonides ascribed to the multitude of Mutakallimūn and to the philosophers, and one, we can assume, that he accepted—it is impossible for two contraries to subsist in one substratum. A matter cannot be concomitantly true and not true.276 

			There are numerous places in his oeuvre where Abulafia follows this approach. For example, in the introduction to Ḥayyei Olam ha-Ba, he decrees that “one must love truth and hate deception.”277 In Ḥayyei ha-Nefesh, Abulafia writes that the distinction between good and evil arises from the Tree of Knowledge, whereas the distinction between truth and falsehood arises from the combination of the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge. True life consists of the intelligible concepts and death of the duplicitous opinions imagined without any reality.278 In another passage from the same treatise, the Maimonidean perspective is reaffirmed: “Divinity [elohut] is not found in the false imaginings but in the truths that are known through clear proofs. Concerning the knowledge of truth a person answers it in truth, and not with respect to that which is doubtful, and how much more so with regard to a lie.”279 In a third passage, discussing the opposites of strength and weakness, Abulafia states explicitly that the two properties are not distinct substrata, but rather antinomies (hafakhim) that inhere in one subject (nose eḥad), albeit not at the same time.280 In a fourth passage, the distinction between opposites is declared incontrovertibly in Abulafia’s counsel to the reader: “You should hate the lie and love the truth, for one must love the Lord in truth, ‘the Lord God is truth’ (Jeremiah 10:10).”281 We can assume that in a context such as this one Abulafia embraces the prevailing depiction of the divine as truth with no admixture of deceit. Finally, in a fifth passage, Abulafia follows a similar path by noting that the overriding rationale for the commandments is to instruct us about true opinions and warn us to distance ourselves from false opinions.282 Hence, the biblical mandate to choose life over death (Deuteronomy 30:19) means to choose truth over deceit.283 

			Following Maimonides, Abulafia distinguishes two sets of antinomies: good and evil with respect to conventional matters and truth and falsehood with respect to intelligible matters.284 The world is organized spatially and temporally around many such opposites, for example, form and matter, beginning and end, life and death285 but the most important polarity is that between truth and falsehood. Clearly differentiating between the two,286 Abulafia variously names the ones in possession of kabbalistic wisdom as the “truly enlightened” (maskilei ha-emet),287 the “enlightened in truth” (maskil ba-emet),288 or the “true sages” (ḥakhmei ha-emet),289 designations that accentuate the uncompromising relationship between the tradition and the truth. In Maṣref la-Kesef, Abulafia writes about the need to acknowledge the truth and to distinguish the mundane from the sacred to avoid offering false testimony: “The lie has no reality because it is a complete privation [he‘der gamur], and if you exchange and substitute one thing for the other, you will eradicate what exists and bring into existence what is eradicated, and this is impossible by nature, intellect, and the tradition.”290 Abulafia is obviously influenced by Maimonides in referring to the lie as the privation of truth just as darkness is the privation of light and the mundane is the privation of holiness. What Abulafia adds is that the task to distinguish truth from untruth is unique to the Jew, and indeed, it is a destiny associated with his very name: “And the Jew knows that in order to be a Jew [yehudi]… if he does not profess [modeh] the truth, he is not from the tribe of Judah [yehudah] …. Thus Judah is from the language of confession [hodayah] …. He is also not from the seed of Jacob whose attribute is truth as it says, ‘give truth to Jacob’ (Micah 7:20), and this the attribute of Tif’eret, which is the seal of the holy One, blessed be he,291 as it says, ‘the Lord God is truth’ (Jeremiah 10:10).”292 Abulafia appropriates the technical symbolism of the theosophic kabbalah to drive home the point that the Jew who obfuscates the distinction between truth and falsehood loses the essential comportment of being Jewish as it relates either to being from the tribe of Judah or from the seed of Jacob. Repeatedly, Abulafia emphasizes that the locus of this dyad is in Metatron or the intellectus agens,293 which is the divine word294 that comprises both the attribute of judgment (middat ha-din) and the attribute of mercy (middat raḥamim), nocturnal darkness and diurnal luminosity, the primordial Torah that was written with black fire upon white fire, the good and evil inclinations.295 Metatron is thus designated as the human (adam) that has the form of the inverted tree (ilan hafukh), that is, the inverted angel (mal’akh hafukh) created by means of the fiery ever-turning sword (lahaṭ ha-ḥerev ha-mithappekhet) mentioned in Genesis 3:24.296 The import of the expression hafukh attributed to the angel with the human form is that this angel, Metatron, is the subject that bears the two opposites (hafakhim). 

			Truthful Deception: Mystical Enlightenment and the Coincidentia Oppositorum 

			Conversely, in other passages, Abulafia maintains that one of the repercussions of the ecstatic experience of union is the discernment of the coincidence of opposites, which he demarcates by several terms, including the sod ha-hippukh, the secret of transposition,297 or hithappekhut ha-middot, the inversion of the attributes.298 That Abulafia was anxious about the blurring of boundaries is attested in the following passage from Sitrei Torah: 

			If you say how do you know that the intellect instructs, and it is not from your thoughts alone, as I can produce from them thousands and tens of thousands of false proofs, for the permutation receives good and evil, falsehood and truth, and I desire to mislead human beings and I will show you by way of your proofs that truth is deceit and deceit is truth, and also that the good is evil and the evil good. If so, there is no distinction in the permutation, nor in the rest of his many ways, to validate something or to distinguish between truth and deceit, good and evil …. However, we know in truth through the three kinds of demonstration … that all that arises in our hands from the permutation is a matter that brings us to contemplate the matter of the discrepancy of truth from deceit and to know the matter of the difference of good from evil. This is the true intention of every permutation, and thus we find in its opposites, to purify through it all hearts.299

			Initially, Abulafia acknowledges that the permutation has the potential to deceive people by obfuscating the distinction between truth and falsehood, but in the end, he recoils from this possibility and argues that the permutation instills the categorical nonidentity of the identity of the opposites. His disclaimer is contradicted, however, by a notable number of passages scattered about his works, which affirm that two opposites can cohere in one substratum, a proposition that is contradictory from the perspective of reason but unassailable from the perspective of the secret of the kabbalah.300 

			To cite a salient example from Sitrei Torah: after drawing the distinction between blood (dam) and religion (dat), the former correlated with the Gentiles and the latter with the Jews, Abulafia seemingly destabilizes the distinction by eliciting exegetically from the verse “From his right hand a fiery law to them” (Deuteronomy 33:2) that “he revealed to us that the attribute of his right is the attribute of his left, and the attribute of his left is the attribute of his right, for there is no left301 above.”302 The collapse of the binary is based on the rabbinic tradition that above there is no left, and hence, in defiance of the commonplace correlative logic, it is entirely right (ha-kol yamin).303 Abulafia translates this notion of a right without a corresponding left into a coincidentia oppositorum according to which the attribute of the left is the attribute of the right and the attribute of the right is the attribute of the left. Prima facie, it seems that the coincidence narrows the gap separating Israel and the nations. A more careful reading of the passage, however, leads to a differently nuanced conclusion: the dichotomy is undermined but only to the extent that it is upheld—the undermining is dependent on the upholding—in the same manner that there is the reciprocal containment of left in right because above there is only right, that is, the right that comprises within itself the left. The adept, who attains mystical insight, comprehends that the two aspects, which are logically antinomical, in reality are the same in virtue of their opposition. 

			The locus of the transposal is Metatron, the tenth of the separate intellects, also identified as the last of the ten sefirot.304 The roots for the dual depiction of Metatron can be traced to the much older idea that the biblical Enoch was transplanted to heaven and transformed into this angel. Metatron’s twofoldness relates to the fact that he is both angelic and divine, indeed, the angel that bears the divine name (Exodus 23:21), the scriptural basis for the ascription of the title Yahweh ha-Qaṭan, the lesser Tetragrammaton, to Metatron, or the later attribution of the name Shaddai to Metatron based on the fact that the two names equal 314.305 The Janus nature of Metatron as the glorious angel or the angelic glory is expanded further in medieval esoteric circles, including the Rhineland Jewish Pietists and in the Provençal-Spanish theosophic kabbalists.306 We can assume that Abulafia appropriated this tradition from one or both of these channels or perhaps from an older source. Bracketing the historiographical question of influence, what is more germane to our analysis is to underline the various ways Abulafia deploys to express this dual nature, which, I surmise, is the esoteric meaning of the title sar ha-panim, understood hyperliterally as the archon of the faces.307 

			In addition to the older esoteric current, Abulafia applies the twofaced nature of Metatron to the fact that he is good and evil, angelic and satanic. Thus, in Sefer ha-Meliṣ, Abulafia writes that the two aspects of Metatron, Samael and the angel, allude to the secret that the merciful one is the judge and the judge is the merciful one.308 What is striking here, again, is not only that Metatron is portrayed as twofold, that the same angelic potency has the capacity to be both judgmental and merciful—indeed, this is consistent with the biblical and rabbinic views of the deity being the source of good and evil, light and darkness, grace and wrath—but rather that there is an overcoming of opposites such that mercifulness is itself a manifestation of judgment and judgment a manifestation of mercifulness. As Abulafia expressed the matter in Ish Adam, the key (mafteaḥ) to the treasures of the chambers of the chariot (ginzei ḥadrei ha-merkavah) is the secret that in each and every word, one finds good and evil. Even though the verse mandates that one should avoid evil and do good (Psalms 4:15), the deeper wisdom is the blurring of the boundaries insofar as “the elixir of evil is good and the elixir of good is evil.” Moses thus beheld the “countenance of the living man” (parṣuf adam ḥai), whence he knew that “death is life [ha-mawet ḥayyim], and life, too, is death [gam ha-ḥayyim mawet], and if the living die, the dead shall live.”309 I presume that the insinuation here is to juxtaposition of opposites in Metatron. The mystical secret of the coincidence is anchored in the numerical equivalence of the words ha-emet, “the truth,” and mawet, “death”—that the sum of both terms is 446 implies that death is the truth, which is to say, there is a coincidence rather than a conflict between life and death. Stating the general hermeneutical principle, Abulafia writes, “all of the Torah and every word is straight and opposite [yashar we-hafukh] … And thus the knowledge of the name is above all wisdoms in level and value, and blessing is dependent on it.”310 Again, we see that Abulafia acknowledges that this coincidentia oppositorum is an aspect of the mystical gnosis that transcends the limits of rational wisdom. 

			In Oṣar Eden Ganuz, Abulafia refers to this secret by noting that the head is in the tail and the tail is in the head,311 a mystery expressed as well by the two names attributed to Metatron, Israel and Jacob, the former signifies the head (the letters of yisra’el can be rearranged as ro’sh li) and the latter signifies the heel (the letters of ya‘aqov can be rearranged as iqvi).312 In a second passage from this treatise, Abulafia links this insight to the characterization of the sefirot in the first part of Sefer Yeṣirah,313 “their end is fixed in their beginning, and their beginning in their end, like the flame bound to the coal”: “The secret of the coal [gaḥelet] is truth [emet], and the secret of the bond [qesher] is deceit [sheqer], as in the matter of our existence, that is, in deceit there is truth [ki ha-sheqer bo emet].”314 The mystery of the coincidence of opposites is educed from the uroboric representation of the sefirot, an idea that is substantiated exegetically by the numerical equivalence of gaḥelet (3 + 8 + 30 + 400 = 441) and emet (1 + 40 + 400 = 441), and by the transposition of qesher into sheqer (they are composed of the same consonants and both numerically equal 600). The unity of the sefirot illustrates that in every falsehood there is truthfulness; by the logic of the paradox, we must suppose the inverse as well, and thus in every truthfulness there is falsehood. The bond (qesher), which is truth, is verily deceit (sheqer); that is to say, truth is enveloped in a veil of untruth. For the prophet, there is no opposition: the three matrix letters delineated in the second part of Sefer Yeṣirah—alef, mem, and shin—form the acrostic emet makhri‘a sheqer, “truth mediates deception,” which means that the prophet discerns that the “deceptive truth” (ha-emet shiqri) is the “truthful deception” (ha-sheqer amitti). The enlightened one, therefore, can make the deception true (ye’ammet ha-sheqer) and the truth deceptive (yeshaqqer ha-emet).315 

			By way of conclusion, the coincidentia oppositorum embraced by Abulafia points to the spot where his kabbalah diverges from the philosophic path. Maimonides would have considered it logically abhorrent and epistemologically misguided to say that deception is true and truth deceptive. As I noted above, there are passages in Abulafia’s own treatises where he ostensibly follows Maimonides. There are other passages, however, which clearly indicate that he was overtaken by the insight that at a deeper level what logic deems illogical is, in fact, veritable. Needless to say, Abulafia was not a consistent or systematic thinker and perhaps it may even be suggested that the synthesis he tried to create is essentially disjointed. One passage from Sefer ha-Ge’ullah is telling in this regard insofar as it brings together the two positions that might appear to be contradictory: 

			According to my opinion, this is the truth, for the good inclination is itself the evil inclination [ki yeṣer ha-ṭov be-aṣmo hu yeṣer ha-ra], which are created in the human according to the secret of wayyiṣer with two yodin to instruct about the two inclinations. And in the secret of the Lord God [yhwh elohim], which are the attribute of judgement316 and the attribute of mercy. There is no doubt that these are two activities in two ways, which are good and evil. Therefore, we have a time for good [et la-ṭov] and a time for evil [et la-ra], for the power of the human is dependent on temporal intervals [ittim]—“a time to be born and a time to die, a time for war and a time for peace” (Ecclesiastes 3:2).317

			Initially, Abulafia undermines the binary by asserting that the good inclination is itself the evil inclination, a point anchored in the rabbinic exegesis318 of the verse wayyiṣer yhwh elohim et ha-adam, “The Lord God formed Adam” (Genesis 2:7), the two occurrences of the letter yod in wayyiṣer signifying the good and evil inclinations, which correspond to the attributes of judgment and mercy and the divine names to which they are attached. After affirming the underlying unity of these inclinations, Abulafia differentiates between them by arguing, in the spirit of the rhetoric of Ecclesiastes, that we must set aside a time for each one separately. In the continuation, he attempts to retrieve something of the unity when he emphasizes that the worship of God (avodat ha-shem), which is the study of Torah for its own sake, requires that one place the two forces in the gradation of truth. But this formulation falls short of the bolder claim that we have documented from other passages in his writings, a claim that assaults the dipolar character of rational truth by assuming the congruence of truth and deception in their incongruence. On the one hand, Abulafia assumed that the wisdom of the kabbalah could be elicited by decrypting the secrets in Maimonides’ Guide, but, on the other hand, the pinnacle of that wisdom leads to the irreconcilable tension between the philosophical need to distinguish between one thing and its opposite and the mystical tendency to disband that difference. As Abulafia put it in Sefer ha-Berit, one is mandated “to straighten the straight and to invert the inverted” (yishsher ha-yashar we-happekh he-hafukh) but this can come about only if one attains the perspicacity “to straighten what is inverted and to invert what is straight” (yishsher he-hafukh we-happekh ha-yashar).319 In the initial stage of entering the path, the language of polarity is appropriate, but at a more advanced stage, there is a dissolution of that very polarity in the discernment that opposites are identical. Indeed, I would go so far as to say that only by separating truth and deception can one apprehend that there is no truth without deception and no deception without truth. 
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			The Lofty Possibility of 
Trans-Difference

			
				
					*	Dear Hannah, when asked by your student Ariel Malachi to write an article for a Festschrift in your honor, I was delighted. Not only because I have enjoyed your pleasant, warm presence and intellectual sharpness as a colleague over the years, but also because this space allocated to me here gives me an occasion to write about my major recent interest. I think that my new research direction will intrigue you, and I hope that you will enjoy reading the present article, in which I present my critical and constructive thoughts as a gift to you. 

				

			

			In recent decades, something significant has changed in the reflection on religions in the world at large. First of all, and this has been felt particularly in Europe in recent times, foreign religions have become neighbor religions. Thanks to the internet, the media, immigration, and travel possibilities, the world has become a global village. We know the religious other better, and we have become more conscious that we are all responsible for the entire planet. Second, we are confronted with a wave of terror that is religiously motivated or legitimized. Religions have a distinct Janus face: they comprise an enormous human energy that may be used for the construction, but also for the destruction of societies. The phenomenon that, more than ever, we are acquainted with religious others and are informed about their behavior and acts on a daily basis, as well as the fact that we witness great religious violence, stimulates us to rethink and reimagine our religions. Half a century ago, Peter Berger thought that the world would become more and more secularized, but meanwhile he has become critical of his own previous position, since today we witness the resurrection of religions, albeit not always in a positive way.320 Religion and nationalism or religion and fundamentalism now frequently go hand in hand, with an ongoing temptation to define the own group on the negative background of the out-group. It is from this present day situation with Janus-like religions that my recent work on dialogical theology has evolved. 

			Dialogical Theology 

			Starting from the study of a dialogical approach to the I in the works of contemporary Jewish dialogical thinkers, I have developed my own relational view on the subject. This led to the publication of my Dialogical Thought and Identity, which appeared in 2013.321 Already in that book, I developed the idea of a “trans-different” identity. But it was mainly in my Interreligious Theology, published in 2015, that I applied the insights into the nature of a relational I to the broad field of interreligious dialogue and meeting.322 

			Interreligious theology is a new kind of theology, distinct from confessional theology in which one reflects upon the own religion. In interreligious or dialogical theology, one focuses upon the diversity of religious ways of life, which are all attempts to relate to what John Hick calls the “Ultimate Reality” or “the Real.”323 Dialogical theology is an emerging discipline that reflects upon the broad scope of all religions and upon the meeting and interaction between them. 

			Trans-Difference 

			Central to my dialogical theology from a Jewish point of view is the category of “trans-difference.” I found this term in psychopathology, but I am not interested at all in how psychopathology understands the term. I took the term, cleansed it from its psychological connotations, and have been using it for the description of a specific reality in the field of interreligious meeting. The term “trans-difference” suggests the presence of differences as well as the bridge between them. My use of this term connotes preserving one’s own identity and at the same time joining in communication with others. This circumvents the Scylla of a closed, parochial identity and the Charybdis of belonging to general society without a particular standpoint. With this concept, I reject both the modern thesis of a universality that absorbs the particularity, as well as the post-modern view in which particularities are valued without any link between them. I avoid an extreme assimilation in which singularity is lost, as well as an extreme dissimilation in which our belonging to a larger unity is forgotten. In other words: one may belong both to a specific group as well as to the generality of others who are not members of the own group. One’s “belonging” is both to one’s specific world and to the general world, to insiders and to outsiders, to ingroup and to outgroup. If one omits the connection to the general world, one becomes parochial. If one fails to recall the own, one forgets that a human being is always contextual and specific. “Trans-difference” espouses connectivity and communication, and respects differences in looking at reality from a variety of standpoints. As Thich Nhat Hanh stated: “I love fruit salad, all these different tastes together.”324 

			The New We

			In the interreligious theology that I have been constructing, one is alert to the danger of defining the own on the negative background of the foreign. European populists such as Geert Wilders in the Netherlands, Marine Le Pen of the French Front National, and Frauke Petry of the AfD in Germany all play upon feelings of fear in order to push their own political agenda. This is, of course, not merely a European problem. It is also present in the US and in other countries in the world. As a remedy, dialogical theology reflects upon the pluralist “we,” upon what Manuela Kalsky calls “a new we.”325 It opens the horizon, because one’s own group is only one color in the multicolored garment of Joseph. The own color, the personal intimate love story, remains important, but receives its specificity within the mosaic of colors that all make up the one garment. It is good to have one’s own house, and that is better than to be homeless, but one should not think that one’s house is the whole town. A collective I is always linked to other collective I’s, in a positive or negative way.

			To my mind, the construction of an interreligious theology as the opening up of the own religion to religious others presupposes the existence of a number of conditions, to which I now turn. 

			Humility

			The enlargement of the horizon in the religious field implies first of all a hermeneutics of humility. Apparently, we are not the only ones who organize our lives around the ineffable, and many religious others have their own ways. In interpreting our own texts, we may become conscious that religious others may also read these texts and feel themselves included or excluded. It would be a sign of hubris to think that our thoughts are the truth and the only truth, and that others do not have genuine truth or have it only partly. Diversity in religious thought is a fact, and one should take this fact seriously. This is the point of Rita Gross, who—living in the Buddhist tradition—deems that religious teachings are the raft, which is used for crossing over to, and not for getting a hold of, ultimate wisdom. In Zen Buddhism, she explains, religious teachings are the finger pointing to the moon: one must not focus on the finger and forget the moon.326 One should not make the truth of a particular religious teaching absolute. Clinging and becoming attached to views is perceived in Buddhist tradition as problematic and counter-productive for gaining wisdom and attaining a cooperative life.327 Since there are many religious others “out there,” whose faith is quite different than mine, I will have to accept plurality and even celebrate the multiplicity of ways to the Ultimate Reality. To espouse a religious view is good, to live one’s religion with a feeling of superiority is bad.328 We live in our home and enjoy that, but our home is not the entire world. Even within our own home, diversity is undeniable and should make us humble, since it is a fact that all live the Ultimate Reality in a different way. 

			Absolute truth claims have become highly suspect. Speaking for Christianity, John Hick has written about “the non-absoluteness of Christianity.”329 Situating Christianity in the broader context of the plurality of the religions of humanity, he maintains that Christianity—as with Hinduism, Buddhism or Islam— is a mixture of valuable elements and harmful, evil ones: all religions realize the good, but they also sanctify violence and intolerance.330 Therefore, he concludes, Christianity cannot claim to be superior to other religions. For Jews, who suffered evil from Christianity over many centuries, this is evident. But if we realize that Judaism is likewise only one religion among several religions that play a role in the process of redemption, we too will have to give up any claim of superiority or any hoped for eschatological victory over other religions. Instead, we will have to humbly accept what Hick calls “the transformation from self-centeredness to Reality-centeredness.”331 

			Translation

			A second condition, or if one wants, a second characteristic of dialogical theology, is that one has to be ready to translate. Translating is an act of great peace. In translating, one communicates the own in the terms of the other. The same is said differently. This causes alterity in the I, but it also makes it possible for the other to receive an alterity in his openness to what is not the own. For instance, when Buber and Rosenzweig translated the Bible, they endeavored to translate Hebrew into German, surprising German with something strange to the German language. The Hebrew shines, so-to-speak, through the German. It is our shared world which makes it possible to translate; there is only one underlying communicative force expressed in the multitude of languages.332 But as Rosenzweig knew, the problem with translating is that often one does not listen well to what has been said, or one does not present it properly in the target language. Here too, “trans-difference” comes into play in maintaining one’s specificity and at the same time having the readiness to share this specificity with others. If one deems—as does Joseph Dov Ber Soloveitchik—that Jewish singularity is so intimate that communication with others is impossible, one will never be sufficiently linked to religious others. Of course, there always will remain untranslatable words and there are incommensurable experiences, but basically, translating is a great, elevated human possibility. In Abraham Joshua Heschel’s words: No religion is an island.333 

			Uniqueness

			Respect for the uniqueness of each person and group of persons is a third characteristic of or condition for my dialogical theology. Just as individuals are distinct one from the other, so are religions incomparably unique. There is not one way to the Ultimate Reality. There are as many ways as there are human beings. In listening to what others have to say, we may learn a lot. The fact that no one resembles the other in physical outlook and psychological make-up gives us the possibility to respect and celebrate the otherness of the religious other. Even within the own group, the recognition of differences is necessary if we want to learn about the uniqueness of the other. A known Hassidic story relates that Rabbi Sussja of Hanipol was convinced that, in the world-to-come, he would not be asked: “Why were you not Abraham, Isaac or Jacob,” but rather: “Why were you not Sussja?” One has to live one’s own religiosity, one’s own unique personality within the group to which one belongs. There is no other way than my own way. That is true for all the people in the own group and for the many others not belonging to the own religious group.

			Hospitality

			Fourth: in dialogical theology, one extends hospitality to religious others. One welcomes the other and allows her to enter into the own world. It is also possible to pass into the world of the other and to be a guest in her spiritual garden. Receiving the other and being at the other’s home are together a lofty human possibility that bridges worlds. Passing to the world of the religious other or permitting the other to visit our own world may change us and, in fact, necessarily does change us. This does not have to endanger the own. However, it may lead to critical questioning of the own tradition, which is important if we do not want to simply repeat the past, but to contribute also to the future world. It would be an illusion to think that religions do not change or that persons remain the same in their relation to religious others. Religions change and so do persons. This is because we have alterity within ourselves, even before we are born. The alterity that characterizes the I is inherent in the I. It is the presence of alterity that allows the I to get rid of the chains of his own solipsism and to relate to others, who may enrich his existence. 

			Learning

			Last but not least, one of the most characteristic features in the dialogical theology that I have been constructing is the possibility of learning. Learning from the religious other may lead not only to an enriched spirituality, but also to a rereading of the own tradition. Daniel Joslyn-Siemiatkoski, for instance, rereads and reimagines his Christian tradition in light of Pirqe Avot.334 In the aftermath of the seminal 1965 document Nostra Aetate, and in order to counter an age-old Christian supersessionism and Christian oppression of Jews, he studies the classical Jewish source of Pirqe Avot. He takes note that Christian comparative theologians have not given much attention to Jewish theological sources, although these are the sources of the Christian’s “near” other.335 In Christian comparative theology, Judaism has not been a privileged tradition: its status is rather “tenuous.”336 Daniel Joslyn-Siemiatkoski studies Avot 1:1 and learns about the nature of the Torah, which differs significantly from what is commonly understood by Christians by the term “Torah.” He thereby gives rabbinic texts the attention they truly deserve and asks critical questions of Christianity, his home tradition.337 In our own, Jewish tradition, learning is of crucial importance. Could we extend the saying “elu ve-elu divre Elohim hayyim” to all the religions in the world and learn from their specific understandings of the Ultimate Reality? There are many examples of enriching one’s life by being inspired by other religions. I would like to briefly mention two of them. 

			Judaism Inspiring Christianity 

			In her book Pfarramt und Rabbinat,338 Michaela Will contributes to the construction of a future, yet-to-be-built interreligious theology by focusing upon possible links between rabbinical and pastoral identities. More particularly, she points to eventual inspiration from Jewish views on the rabbinical function for Christian understanding of religious leadership. In her attempt to create bridges between different spiritual worlds, she makes use of the terminology that I developed in my Dialogical Thought and Identity, notably: self-transcendence, self-difference and trans-difference. In “self-transcendence,” one trespasses the own borders and boundaries in order to visit other spiritual worlds. This movement of becoming a guest in other spiritual worlds may lead to “self-difference,” in which one’s return to the own world modifies one’s self-image. Self-difference is therefore the result of the acceptance of inspiration from other worlds in the own world; it is the result of a changing identity because of contact with alterity. At the same time, it is the discovery of one’s meta-identity. I apply these insights on identity to the field of interreligious meeting in my Interreligious Theology, a volume that was also considered by Michaela Will. 

			With respect for the particularity of the Jewish self-understanding, Michaela Will succeeds in bringing the Jewish world into contact with the Protestant world, without syncretism or blurring of identities and boundaries. In “trans-difference,” she bridges between cultures in openness to what is not the own. In her work on religious leadership from different perspectives, the contact with otherness fructifies the own standpoint. Jewish views on leadership become inspirational for the construction of pastoral identities. In this manner, Will develops a “thought without images,”339 in which avoidance of prejudices and respect for radical alterity make possible the construction of a pastoral theology that is in contact with Jewish life and theology. She allows alterity to influence the same, and brings the Jewish-Christian dialogue into the field of practical theology. 

			Will avoids a mere comparison between different views. Rather than using categories such as analogies, similarities, or contrasts, she works with “contact points,” “connections,” and “differences” that point to bridges between two river shores that remain separated, yet are nevertheless linked. To her mind, a person who goes over the bridge and visits another world cannot remain unchanged once (s)he returns to her/his own shore. 

			Michaela Will’s work is not in comparative practical theology; she rather adopts Levinas’s insight of a radical, ethical difference and Deleuze’s “thought without images,” when she highlights the impossibility of comparison. Taking into account the Jewish roots of Christian concepts, she brings rabbis and pastors together in their conceptions and activities, with deep respect for differences, but also with keen attention to possible stimuli from one narrative to another. The book is an invitation for others to apply dialogical philosophical thinking in the field of practical theology. 

			Instead of a closed identity of the pastor, Will invites the reader to look to what is beyond the own Protestant horizon and to carefully listen to and learn from Jewish approaches to religious leadership. Basing herself upon the interrelatedness of Judaism and Christianity, she deems that aspects of Judaism could be relevant for the Christian religion. This reminds us of the dictum of Pirqe Avot 4:1 “Who is wise? One who learns from everybody.” On the negative background of a history in which identities were shaped in opposition to the identities of others, one may bring a fresh and new approach to religious leadership that confronts one’s world with another’s, which in the past only functioned as the dark background upon which the own, new identity was formed. Will’s work is the result of a theological meeting with the other; it avoids thinking in clichés and creates a “between”-space in which learning from the religious other becomes possible. In a “trans-different” context, she demonstrates how Jewish concepts of religious leadership may inspire conceptions of the pastor in Protestant practical theology, and she thereby contributes to an education in which the other is not seen as a threat, but as a source of possible enrichment for the own world. 

			Buddhism Inspiring Christianity 

			Paul Knitter’s Without Buddha I Could not be a Christian is another example of successful interreligious thought.340 This example is much more daring than the previous one. Knitter’s book on Christian-Buddhist dialogue is exemplary for shaping one’s identity in a dialogical way. Knitter gives a personal, sincere, and well-documented example of living a religious life in an interreligious manner. He shapes his own spiritual identity in contact with others in a dynamic and self-transforming process. Knitter deals with problems in Christianity, which he endeavors to overcome by “passing over” to Buddhism and “passing back” to his own Christian identity and beliefs, now enriched by Buddhist insights. 

			Knitter deals, for instance, with the problem of a God “up there” or “out there,” who is not affected by others. He copes with such a problematic God by means of the Buddhist experience, in which interconnectedness is central. He explains how, in Buddhism, the world is constantly in the process of becoming, and everything changes because of the interrelatedness of all. According to Buddha, nothing has its own existence; the self is basically anatta or “no-self.” Instead of selfishness that causes suffering, one may become awakened in the experience of Nirvana. This experience inspires Knitter in his “passing back” to his Christianity. In a unitive experience, one feels united with something larger than oneself: one feels an expanded self or loss of self. After having “passed over” to the Buddhist experience of Nirvana, Knitter passes back to God, perceived now as the mystery of Interbeing that surrounds and animates the human being. He finds in Buddhism an antidote to a problematic dualism, in a kind of panentheistic world-vision: God becomes the divine Spirit that energizes anything. 

			In a chapter entitled “Nirvana and Heaven,” Knitter describes how in Christianity one thinks of the afterlife as consisting of punishments and selfish rewards. He then “passes over” to Buddhism, which believes that, as anatta, one may become part of Interbeing. Following the natural law of karma, there is rebirth. “Passing back” to Christianity, Knitter “tailors” his Christianity with “some Buddhist scissors and patches.” The Buddhist view on karma is for Knitter a correction of a Christianity that focusses on the self and its punishment or reward in the afterlife. 

			The last chapter of Knitter’s book bears the title, “Making peace and being peace.” Knitter distinguishes between Christianity, which is external and social, and Buddhism, which is internal and personal. In his eyes, the two complement each other. Buddhists may learn from Christian liberation theologians, and Christians may learn from Buddhists with their tranquil minds. Buddhists teach Christians that transformation is already here, that eschatology is not a far-away point in history. Consequently, when confronted with evil, Knitter adopts the position of non-violent, compassionate resistance, combining action and contemplation, justice and compassion. 

			In his personal search for a fitting religiosity, Knitter copes with some of Christianity’s acute problems. In doing so, he acquires inspiration from Buddhism. His starting point is that all religious people may learn from each other, since all have different ways of pointing to the same elusive Mystery that lives in us and is greater than us. Knitter enriches his life and reformulates and reshapes his identity in a dialogical manner. His dialogue with Buddhism permits him to critically review his own values and beliefs. Many may think that Knitter’s “double belonging” goes too far.341 Yet, the sincere and dialogical way in which he shapes his religious life is admirable.

			No New Universal Religion and No Absolutizing of One Religion 

			The two examples given above illustrate how one may be inspired by other religions. With all our religious differences, we are linked to each other. One cannot absorb differences into an all-encompassing, collectivist unity, an all-unifying religion. Interreligious theology is not a new religion above other religions, some kind of universal religion high above all the specific religions. It is rather the result of a consciousness that the own is not the whole, and that the whole is not reducible to the own. The own religion should not be made absolute. One shall not remain within the own and the particular without recognition of the other. I love and live my Jewish specificity and, at the same time, recognize that religious others have their own fascinating path to salvation or liberation. It is not easy to understand the relationship between the self and the other, the inner and the outer, the own and the strange. There are many viewpoints that have to be taken into account. But it is an adventure and a challenge that is worthy of being undertaken.

			John Hick aptly wrote that all religions are like a rainbow that refracts the light of the sun in a broad spectrum of colors.342 Without analogy: religions are different ways of conceiving, experiencing, and responding to the Ultimate Reality.343 In Kantian terms: The Ultimate Reality is a noumenon, experienced phenomenally in different ways in Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Alevism, Baha’i, Buddhism, Hinduism, Jainism, Taoism or Confucianism.344 Phrased in Jewish terms: Together we are called upon to realize the divine Kingdom, to celebrate the diversity of our communities and to work on the unity of mankind, until that day “that God will be one and his name: One” (Zecharia 14: 9). This perspective of a God who becomes One on the condition of humanity in all its diversity becoming united is anchored in Jewish thought, which was born in a particular nation with a particular religion. It is this particularity of Judaism, which does not have the dream of bringing all religious others under its umbrella, that opens a window to the vision of co-existence with religious others, on condition that they promote an ethical life. This does not mean that derogatory speech about others is absent in Judaism, it only means that Judaism has this potentiality to develop a pluralistic thinking until unity in a good life for all is attained.345

			No Loss of the Own

			With this view on interreligious theology, based upon a praxis of meeting, the own is not lost. One may cherish and love her own religion and even posit that this love may become greater, once one takes seriously the encounter with religious others. Travelling in a multi-religious world, getting acquainted with many worldviews, customs, and rituals does not diminish in any way love for the own religion, in which and from which one lives. We shape our identities, but we are also shaped by others, intra-religiously and inter-religiously. Recognizing this ability to cherish the own and to be connected with the other—enables one to follow a path of hope in a world torn by religious violence. 

			The Challenge of Becoming Interreligious

			In a pluralist, liberal worldview, diverse contingent narratives stay synthetically one alongside the other. Yet, I think that only interaction and dialogue with religious others allow us to reach religious maturity. I do not believe in one objective, absolute exterior perspective; neither do I believe that one religion or a cluster of religions adequately relates to the Higher Reality. 

			My next book bears the somewhat provocative title Becoming Interreligious. A transformation takes place in becoming interreligious. In the course of this process, one gradually gets rid of one’s monopolistic position and starts to perceive how other religious positions function as specific ways to the Ultimate Reality. All these ways have their own rationale and legitimacy, and one may learn a lot from each one of them. Leaving aside a theology that is exclusivist clears the way for a religious pluralism that respects and learns from differences. Of course, there will be elements in other religions that we do not accept or even categorically reject, because they are unethical and as such harmful for humanity, but openness to religious otherness brings us into contact with positive elements that are useful for our own religious life project. 

			I try to learn from other religions and ways of life not solely with the aim of building a richer spirituality, in a kind of cherry-picking or patchwork-religiosity that is the result of a superficial, postmodern religious shopping. I rather try to see the link between religions, not by neglecting their differences, but by recognizing and valuing the differences and going beyond them in “trans-difference.” This “trans-difference” enables the possibility of making connections and contact with others, of communicating and bridging, not notwithstanding differences, but thanks to them. If we were all the same, dialogue would be boring or, better, impossible. Because we live in one world, we are able to reach out to others, to feel with them and create a common world in favor of the good of all. A fruitful dialogue between (religious) others can contribute to the creation of a less violent world, in which peace is not an interruption of violence and war, but a way of turning to the other as sister or brother.
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