Maimonides Review

Often known by an acronym for his name – Rambam- Moses Maimonides (1135-1204) must be ranked as one of the greatest intellects of the Middle Ages, although one would be hard pressed to find his intellectual superior in any age. He was, and is, considered an outstanding scholar of the Jewish Law, an expert on Greek and Islamic philosophy, and one of the foremost physicians of his day. Maimonides’ life was not without trial. His family was forced to leave his native Cordoba when the Almohad dynasty took control of Islamic Spain. After stops in Morocco and the Holy Land, the family settled in Egypt, where Maimonides was appointed leader of the Jewish community. Unfortunately his brother David drowned at sea while trying to improve the family business with a trading trip to India, taking much of the family’s savings with him. This forced Maimonides to resume active practice as a physician. He was so successful that in addition to a thriving practice carried on from his home he became the personal physician to the royal family. He died in Egypt in 1204, but where he was buried is a matter of dispute.

Published in 1190, The Guide of the Perplexed, was written for the educated public, and unlike his celebrated Mishneh Torah,  it was not intended for professionals. Its aim is to aid educated believers who are struggling with their faith because of either conflicting interpretations of Scripture or finding their faith challenged by the ‘new learning’  - particularly Aristotle and his Arab Commentators. Aristotle’s insistence that the world is eternal is in direct conflict with the Bible’s insistence that God created the world from nothing – God was the only existing entity and brought everything else into existence. Many Islamic thinkers struggled with the same problem an often turned to Neo-Platonism for help. Neo-Platonists hold that the universe emanates from God, with unformed matter being the last stop of the emanation. Because this unformed matter cannot be defined, the Neo-Platonist theologians argued that this was the ‘nothing’ out of which God created the universe. But Maimonides would object that this opinion was at variance with scripture as well because it holds that there is something co-eternal with God, and the idea of an emanation as explained in Neo-Platonism violates the Divine freedom. As we shall see Maimonides charts a middle path that does not deny Aristotle’s physics while holding that the Biblical account is completely rational. 

One of Maimonides’ main concerns is showing that God is absolutely unique while making sense of the idea that we are created in God’s image.  He agrees with Aristotle that we are rational animals and it is our rationality that makes us superior.  It is because of our rationality that we are made in the image of God. As with Aristotle and all classical thinkers, because ideas are not material, abstract reasoning can only be accomplished through an immaterial faculty – the mind or the soul. Maimonides wants to make it clear that the concept  “image of God “ must have no anthropomorphic implications- God is spiritual and has no physical or material attributes. Also, we must be careful when we say we have reasoning in common with God. Maimonides argues for the radical otherness or uniqueness of God and that this is what is meant when we say God is one.  Unlike the Neo-Platonists, for Maimonides saying God is one does not refer only to numerical unity, since unity or plurality are concepts added to a thing or said of something. As we will see, Maimonides holds that any type of description of God in ordinary positive terms can lead to confusion and must be treated with care. Although we have reason in common with God it must be the case that God’s reasoning differs in kind from ours. The difference is not simply a matter of degree. Maimonides describes the fall of man as reducing our reason from its pure state (which still would be radically different from God’s). In its pure state reasoning considers only the true and the false, which Maimonides holds is objective. After the fall we are forced to deal with the good and the bad, which are subjective.

As we said, God is absolutely unique and so cannot be qualified or described in anyway. For Maimonides any attempt to attribute anything to God in a positive way cannot succeed as we intend. Maimonides shows that any accidental predication cannot apply to God. “Accident” here is understood in the Aristotelian sense as any characteristic that is found in a subject: such as height, weight, color, shape, place, time, relationship, etc. Accidents of this type follow from matter – a material object has color because matter reflects light, has weight because matter has mass, etc. Clearly since God is immaterial any of these accidents would not apply. Neither can we put God into a particular class such as a genus or species – since these collect a group of individuals with common characteristics. Again Maimonides is clear that God is absolutely unique and shares no traits with his creatures that would put God and creatures in the same class or category. Ultimately, Maimonides accepts Avicenna’s proof for the existence of God: the essence of everything we know of is distinct from its existence, that is, it is contingent and does not exist by nature – its existence had a cause. But we could not go on to infinity with causes of that type for the result would be an infinite regress of causes. If you had to go through an infinity to cause a certain event, then that event would never happen. Therefore there must be a first cause whose essence is existence and therefore exists of necessity and requires no previous cause.  God is simply existence, and so it is clear why God cannot be defined or qualified or limited in any way: nothing can be added to God. Since God is pure active existence He can be known through his actions, but since God is unique we really can properly know him only negatively – sometimes called the Via Negativa (negative way). For example: by creating and ordering the universe God has shown that he is rational, but His rationality is so far above ours it is better to say God is not irrational or not without reason – or not without freedom, or not without love etc.

Maimonides has an ingenious perspective on the problem of creation ex-nihilo (from nothing). The idea clearly stated in Scripture is that God created the universe from nothing has proved particularly vexing to anyone trying to understand it using classical philosophical concepts. The idea is especially problematic for Aristotelians – they hold that matter is eternal and consider the idea that something comes from nothing to be nonsense: “nothing” simply doesn’t exist (someone cannot literally be from nowhere). Further the Aristotelians hold that if God goes from not creating to creating that would be going from potency to act which would be a change requiring a cause. But since God is perfect He cannot change and as the First Cause He can have no prior cause. As we noted, Neo-Platonism seems to offer a solution by holding that unformed matter emanates from God and as unformed it is basically nothing – literally no particular thing. This becomes the “nothing” out of which God creates the universe. Maimonides can take neither side. He cannot agree with Aristotle that there is no creation ex-nihilo and neither can he agree with the Neo-Platonists that anything – even unformed matter – is co-eternal with God. Maimonides must steer a middle course. Maimonides argues that there is nothing in either philosophical position that precludes creation ex-nihilo and both philosophies are wrong in placing restrictions on God and neither is thinking existentially. Aristotle is quite correct that once the material world exists then matter is neither created nor destroyed. But it does not follow from this that the universe as it is now did not exist at some point and was created by God. In general Aristotelian concepts such as potency and act or substance and accidents or the categories cannot be used to discuss anything outside the material universe: they certainly do not apply to God. Aristotelian science encounters a limit when we try to apply it to God. As for the charge that creation represents a change, Maimonides argues that creation is an act of God’s will and it is in the nature of the will to be free and we cannot deny to God the free exercise of his will. Hence willing the creation of the universe changes nothing in God, not does it limit him in any way. 
