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Chapter One 

Hatikvah 

One of the purposes of this book is to encourage people of all religions 

to read or recite prayers, and to read the Bible. If they can understand 

what they are reading, the hope is that they will be better informed, thus 

improving themselves as people. An example is Israel’s national anthem, 

Hatikvah. The Hebrew stirs many Jews when they hear it sung, but they 

do not know its meaning. In the following, I will give a history of the 

anthem and my new translation.1 

The word Hatikvah means “The Hope.” It is the first stanza of a poem 

written by Naphtali Herz Imber (1856–1909), a Jewish Hebrew-language 

poet from Złoczów, (now Zolochiv) Ukraine, part of Austrian Galicia in 

1878. Samuel Cohen (1870–1940), a Bessarabian Jewish musician, is 

believed to have adapted the melody in 1888 from a sixteenth-century 

Romanian song, “La Mantovana.” It was unofficially adopted as Israel’s 

national anthem when the State of Israel was established in 1948 and 

officially recognized in November 2004. The anthem expresses the 

2,000-year-old hope of the Jewish people to return to Zion and 

Jerusalem, and reestablish a state in Israel. In the Bible, Zion refers to 

Jerusalem and the entire land of Israel. It also symbolizes the Jewish 

people, such as the Zionist movement. It represents a type of utopia.  

                                                            
1  My translation follows the sage Maimonides’ advice to his translator not to render the 

translation into the new language word for word because what makes sense in the original 
language may not make sense in the literal translation. I try to capture the intent while being 
as close to the original as is reasonable. 



A new English translation 

Forever in our hearts 

Deep inside 

The Jewish spirit murmurs 

Eyes turned toward Zion 

Never abandoning the Hope 

The Hope of two thousand years 

To be a free people 

Back in our homeland  

Zion and Jerusalem. 

Comment 

The original said, “Eyes turned east (toward Zion).” I deleted the word 

“east,” which made sense when Imber wrote the poem since he lived in 

Europe. Still, it is not appropriate as a national anthem for all Jews today, 

including Ethiopian and Yemenite Jews living in the south.
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Chapter Two 

The Shema 

Continuing my encouragement of people of all religions to read prayers 

and the Bible, and to study and learn to understand what they are 

reading to improve themselves, society, and the entire world, I will give 

some history of the Shema, my new translation, and comment on why I 

changed the literal wording.                          

The Shema is central to Judaism. Although a divine command and not a 

prayer, it is the main reading in the morning and evening services, 

Shacharit and Maariv. It is one of many biblical sections that contains 

wording not intended to be taken literally. While many think the Shema 

expresses love of God, the command is to constantly think of God to 

improve individuals, society, and the world. While, as the Bible states in 

Exodus 33:21–23, humans cannot know details about God, people can 

understand what God made and act creatively with this knowledge. 

Two other biblical sections are added to the key section of 

Deuteronomy 6:4–9. They are Deuteronomy 11:13–21, which tells the 

benefits of obeying the command, and Numbers 15:37–41, which 

commands men to wear tzitzit, fringes on garments, to help them 

remember the command and benefits of complying with 6:4–9.  

A sentence was added following Shema’s first sentence, which will 

be discussed below.2 

                                                            
2  It may surprise some readers who expect the Sidur, the prayer book, to be filled with praise 

of God and petitions to Him for divine assistance. The Jewish concept is different. The Sidur 
is a compilation of various ancient documents inserted to make readers think of the past, 



A customary translation 

The King James version of Deuteronomy 6:4–9 translates the six verses 

which are the core part of Shema as follows: 

4  Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord: 

5  And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thine heart, 

and with all thy soul, and with all thy might. 

6  And these words, which I command thee this day, shall be 

in thine heart: 

7  And thou shalt teach them diligently unto thy children, and 

shalt talk of them when thou sittest in thine house, and when 

thou walkest by the way, and when thou liest down, and 

when thou risest up. 

8  And thou shalt bind them for a sign upon thine hand, and 

they shall be as frontlets between thine eyes. 

9 And thou shalt write them upon the posts of thy house, and 

on thy gates. 

I translate it as follows: 

Jews, obey God 

Our God 

He is unique. 

Think of God 

Your God 

With your entire mind, body, and possessions. 

Think of these words that I am now commanding 

                                                            
present, and future, and judge themselves whether they are acting to improve themselves as 
they should. The word lihitpallel, meaning “to pray,” literally means “to judge oneself.” 



 

5 

 

Constantly. 

Teach them passionately to your children, 

Speak about them at home and outside, 

When you lie down and rise. 

Make them like markers on your hands 

And items set between your eyes, 

As if written on the door of your house  

And city gates. 

General comments 

The custom is to cover our eyes while reciting the first sentence to 

eliminate distractions during this essential reading. 

The second sentence of the Shema in the prayer book is said quietly. 

It reads: “Blessed be the name of the glory of His kingdom forever and 

ever.” The verse is not in the bible. There are differing views as to its 

origin. One source is a discussion and story in Talmud tractate Pesachim 

56a. The patriarch Jacob is on his deathbed. He questions his sons’ 

allegiance to God, and they respond with the Shema, to which Jacob 

exclaimed: “Blessed be the name of the glory of His kingdom forever 

and ever.” We say it to make the same assertion that Jacob’s children 

made. The Talmud concludes that it should be said quietly since it is not 

a Biblical verse. 

It is customary to end the holiday of Yom Kippur by reciting the first 

verse of Shema to affirm again, as Jacob’s sons did, that we have 

allegiance to God. 



Many Jews have the custom, based on Talmud Berakhot 60b, to say 

the Shema before going to sleep. The Talmud tells us that it is proper to 

go to sleep with words of Torah on our lips. 

Comments on the translation 

As the Aramaic translator Targum Onkelos and the commentator Rashi 

translates Psalms 18:45, Shema means “obey.” God is speaking to the 

Israelites like a mother speaks to her children. When she says, “Hear me” 

or “Listen to me,” she is not referring to the children’s hearing; she wants 

them to obey her. 

The Shema mentions Israel, the name the Jews had at the time. I 

updated it to Jews. 

The phrase “God is one” does not mean He is not more than one 

being; it means “unique,” “inimitable.” 

The literal reading is “You must love God” because the ancients 

believed that thinking came from the heart, not the mind. As Maimonides 

stressed, Jews should not be passive, loving God or having faith in Him, 

but to “know” God by understanding what He created or formed. Hence, 

“love” here means “think” and “know.” 

Similarly, “heart” means “mind.” 

The Bible uses the Hebrew nefesh. In post-biblical times, the word 

came to mean “soul,” which some people mistakenly use to translate the 

biblical phrase despite its not having this meaning. It means “person” in 

the Torah.  

Some translations render meodecha as “might,” but since “might” is 

implied in “person,” the rabbis suggested “possessions.” 

The rabbis correctly understood the phrases “bind them for a sign 

upon thine hand,” “frontlets between thine eyes,” “write them upon the 
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posts of thy house,” and “on thy gates.” These words were not to be 

understood literally. They were telling Jews to think of God even on 

these occasions.  

The rabbis ensured that Jews did so by instituting the requirement to 

wear tefillin on the head and arm, and placing mezuzot on houses and 

gates.  



Chapter Three  

Shalom Aleichem 

The two words of the Friday night poem/song “Shalom Aleichem” are 

a traditional Jewish greeting, meaning “may you have peace.” The poem 

elicits the greeting of angels and asking them for blessings of peace and 

protection. It was written by one or more unknown Kabbalist poets of 

Safed, Israel, in the late 16th or early 17th century. It is based on a 

talmudic legend in the Talmud Shabbat 119b. Two angels, one righteous 

and good, and one bad-tempered and evil, accompany a person home 

from the synagogue on Friday night. The poem welcomes these angels 

and wishes them peace on Shabbat, a day of rest, when one is free from 

the burdens of daily work. It also gives thanks for all the benefits God 

has provided. 

According to the talmudic legend, if the home is prepared for Shabbat 

with a beautiful table and peaceful atmosphere, the good angel says, 

“May it be the same next week,” and the evil angel has to 

agree. However, if the home is not prepared, the evil angel says, “Let it 

be the same next week,” and the good angel is forced to agree. The 

legend is designed to encourage Jews to have a perfect Shabbat. It is also 

practical in that the Shabbat will continue to be joyful if one develops a 

habit of joy, but if one does the reverse, the result will be bad. 

The well-known melody for Shalom Aleichem was composed by my 

maternal grandmother’s family, in 1918. The family lived in New York. 

My great-uncle, the composer, was Rabbi Israel Goldfarb, after whom I 

was named. It was published that year as “Sholom Aleichem” in “Friday 
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Evening Melodies” by my great uncles, Rabbi Israel Goldfarb and his 

brother, Samuel. 

A popular three-stanza English translation 

Peace be with you, ministering angels 

Angels of the Most High 

From the King of Kings 

The Holy One, blessed be He. 

Come with peace, angels of peace 

Angels of the Most High 

From the King of Kings  

The Holy One, blessed be He. 

Bless me with peace, angels of peace 

Angels of the Most High 

From the King of Kings 

The Holy One, blessed be He. 

Go in peace, angels of peace 

Angels of the Most High 

From the King of Kings 

The Holy One, blessed be He. 

My translation 

Greetings, helpers  

Objects from the Magnificent, 

From the world’s ruler, 

Who is unique, inimitable, 



And full of blessings. 

Come with peace, helpers. 

Objects from the Magnificent, 

From the world’s ruler, 

Who is unique, inimitable, 

And full of blessings. 

Bring blessings, helpers. 

Objects from the Magnificent, 

From the world’s ruler, 

Who is unique, inimitable, 

And full of blessings. 

Go in peace, helpers. 

Objects from the Magnificent, 

From the world’s ruler, 

Who is unique, inimitable, 

And full of blessings. 

Comments 

Maimonides was convinced that God needed no helpers. He felt, as do I 

that there were no angels. We can still use the term to describe everything 

God provided to the earth and its inhabitants, such as rain, snow, and 

sun. Maimonides does not list the Shabbat and holidays. All four that I 

mentioned and thousands more are helpful items from God. Therefore, I 

translated “ministering angels” as “helpers” and “helpful objects.” 

The original describes God as “the Most High.” This could refer to 

God dwelling in heaven. However, as mentioned in Exodus 33:21–23, 

humans cannot know the details about God, so, we do not know where 



 

11 

 

God is located. Furthermore, we do not want to think God is restricted to 

a particular place. Therefore, I understood the term as a figure of speech 

referring to God as being Magnificent. 

I treated “king of kings “ as a figure of speech denoting the world’s 

ruler. 

“Holy” is not something supernatural. It means “separate” and 

“different.” God is “holy” because God is unlike any other thing. The 

Torah tells Jews to be a “holy people,” meaning different than people 

who misbehave. Accordingly, I translated “Holy One” as “unique, 

inimitable,” to reflect this understanding. 

The mystic or mystics who wrote this poem may have believed in 

angels. I see the poem referring to the divine gift of the Shabbat and the 

other gifts that God gave the world. The poem expresses the joy and 

thankfulness Jews feel at the onset of Shabbat for the gifts that God gave 

us. 

The mystics enjoyed Shabbat so much that they considered Shabbat 

a foretaste of the world to come. Rational Jews agree that Shabbat can 

be a wonderful and enjoyable time if properly observed.  

 

 



Chapter Four 

Adon Olam 

Adon Olam is one of the dearest songs sung during synagogue services. 

It is recited, or sung at different times in different countries, usually at 

the end of the Shabbat and holiday morning service. Some Ashkenazi 

communities may recite it at the end of Friday evening services, but it 

became part of the services in the 15th century. While versions differ 

slightly in different traditions of Ashkenazic liturgy, it contains five 

stanzas. Some scholars think the Ashkenazic shorter version was the 

original. The Sephardic version is a little longer.  

Its authorship and origin are uncertain. Some attribute it to Solomon ibn 

Gabirol (1021–1058), known for his Hebrew poetry, however, there is 

no evidence for this claim. The poem is written differently from his usual 

writings, with some scholars saying that it was written by others long 

before, even in the early talmudic period. In contrast, others say it was 

composed long after Gabirol, near the 15th century. 

Unlike other poems about God, Adom Olam does not mention God’s 

attribute of divine knowledge or God’s laws. It was not composed for 

rational thinkers seeking philosophical ideas, pious people wanting to 

help other humans and improve society, or students of Torah and Talmud 

who focus on these documents. It was written for the average Jew 

desiring divine help. 

The poem emphasizes God’s eternal existence, oneness, uniqueness, 

and His role as the protector of individuals and the rest of the world. It 

concludes with the speaker expressing confidence in God’s help, with 

lines such as “God is with me; I have no fear.”  
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Many melodies were composed for Adon Olam because of its 

popularity.  

A popular translation 

A poetic English version, close to the Hebrew text, is said to have been 

composed by Rabbi Dr. Frederick de Sola Mendes (1850–1927). It is in 

the Jewish Encyclopedia of 1906. 

The Lord of all, who reigned supreme 

Ere first creation’s form was framed; 

When all was finished by His will 

His name Almighty was proclaimed. 

When this, our world, shall be no more, 

In majesty He still shall reign, 

Who was, Who is, Who will for aye 

In endless glory still remain. 

Alone is He, beyond compare, 

Without division or ally, 

Without initial date or end, 

Omnipotent He rules on high. 

He is my God, my Savior He, 

To whom I turn in sorrow’s hour— 

My banner proud, my refuge sure— 

Who hears and answers with His power. 

Then in His hand myself I lay, 

And trusting sleep, and wake with cheer; 



My soul and body are His care; 

The Lord doth guard, I have no fear. 

My translation 

The Master of the universe 

Controlled all before being fashioned. 

When He willed it finished 

He ruled all. 

At the end 

He will still control. 

He was, is 

And will always remain. 

He is unique and incomparable, 

Controlling without aids. 

He had no beginning or end, 

Powerful beyond measure. 

He is my God and my life’s helper  

I turn to Him when in pain. 

He is my guide and my power 

He fills me with strength when I call. 

When I lie down 

And when I awake 

My body and spirit are in His care 

God is with me; I have no fear. 
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Comments 

The Hebrew uses the word nibra in the first stanza. The root is b-r-a, 

which appears in Genesis 1:1. It means both “create” and “form.” This 

led to different interpretations of Genesis 1:1. It could mean God created 

the world from nothing, or formed preexisting matter into heaven and 

earth. To avoid the various opinions, I chose “fashioned.” 

Stanza one also includes the word “king” because at the time of its 

composure, kings were the most powerful figures on earth, and a good 

metaphor for describing God. This situation no longer exists, so I 

selected “ruler.” 

The stanza ends saying, “Then His name will be called king.” I chose 

“He ruled all” to avoid using the term “king” and because the word 

“name” in the Bible could mean “essence” and “power.” For example, 

Zechariah 14:9 speaks of a future time when the Lord will be king over 

the entire earth, and there will be one God, with his name being one. The 

verse points to a time of ultimate unity, where God’s unique “power” 

will be universally recognized. Also, both Nachmanides in Leviticus 

22:2 and Radak in Psalms 138:2 define “name” as nature and essence. 

The Hebrew of the third stanza says, “He is one, and there is no 

second.” I explained these words: “He is unique, and nothing compares 

to Him.” 

The fourth stanza has nisi, which can mean standard, flag, or 

warning. I chose “guide” because it is implied in these words and 

captures the poem’s spirit.  

 



Chapter Five 

Yigdal and Maimonides’ Principles 

The Hymn Yigdal is a song in the Siddur prayer book and sung in 

synagogues on Shabbat, holidays, and other occasions. It is based on 

Maimonides’s thirteen principles of Judaism, in his Commentary on the 

Mishnah, Introduction to Perek Chelek. There is a third version, Ani 

Ma’amin (I believe), in the Siddur. However, Yigdal and Ani Ma’amin 

differ from what Maimonides wrote. The three versions are significant 

because they contain ideas that Maimonides thought the average Jew 

needed to believe, even though he and most rationalists only accepted 

the first few. 

The version of Yigdal used by Ashkenazic Jews, Jewish people whose 

ancestors lived in Central and Eastern Europe, including areas like 

Germany, Poland, and Russia, contains thirteen lines, one for each 

Maimonidean principle.  

Sephardic Jews, also known as Sephardim, are a Jewish ethnic group 

whose history and traditions are rooted in the Iberian Peninsula. While 

historically associated with Spain and Portugal, Sephardic Jews also 

include descendants of Jewish communities in North Africa, the Middle 

East, and other parts of the world who were influenced by Sephardic 

customs. They add a 14th and 15th line: “These are the thirteen 

fundamentals; they are the foundation of the religion of God and His 

faithful. The Torah of Moses and his prophecy are true. Blessed for 

eternity be His praised Name.” 

No one knows who composed Yigdal. The founder of Academic 

Jewish studies, Leopold Zunz (1794–1886), contended that it was written 
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by the fourteenth-century scholar Daniel ben Yehudah Dayan during the 

eight years from 1396 to 1404. Others suggest other names and dates. 

The two versions of Maimonides’ principles, Ani Ma’amin and 

Yigdal, were composed after Maimonides wrote the principles. Yigdal 

has adopted many melodies over the years. In 1950, Leonard Bernstein 

set the hymn to music. 

Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles  

1. God exists, is eternal, is perfect in every way, and caused all 

existence.  

2. God is an absolute unity.  

3. God is incorporeal; He has no body or body parts.  

4. God existed before other beings and created the world 

from nothing.  

5. Only God should be worshipped – not angels, stars, or 

other beings.  

6. God communicates to certain people through prophecy.  

7. Moses was the greatest of the prophets.  

8. The Torah was divinely revealed; the Torah in our hands 

today is precisely the same as the Torah that Moses 

presented to the Israelites.  

9. The Torah will never be changed in whole or in part.  

10. God knows people’s actions.  

11. Reward and punishment exist.  

12. The messiah will come.  

13. The dead will rise from their graves to live again.  



The 1915 translation of Yigdal by Simeon Singer  

1. Magnified and praised be the living God: he is, and there is 

no limit in time unto his being. 

2. He is One, and there is no unity like unto his unity; 

inconceivableable is He, and unending is his unity. 

3. He hath neither bodily form nor substance: we can 

compare nought unto him in his holiness. 

4. He was before anything that hath been created—even the 

first: but his existence had no beginning. 

5. Behold, He is the Lord of the universe: to every creature he 

teaches his greatness and sovereignty. 

6. The rich gift of his prophecy he gave unto the men of his 

choice, in whom he gloried. 

7. There hath never yet arisen in Israel a prophet like unto 

Moses, one who hath beheld his similitude. 

8. The Law of truth God gave unto his people by the hand of 

his prophet, who was faithful in his house. 

9. God will not alter nor change his Law to everlasting for any 

other. 

10. He watcheth and knoweth our secret thoughts: he 

beholdeth the end of a thing before it existeth. 

11. He bestoweth lovingkindness upon a man according to his 

work; he giveth to the wicked evil according to his 

wickedness. 

12. He will send our anointed at the end of days, to redeem 

them that wait for the end—his salvation. 
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13. In the abundance of his lovingkindness, God will quicken 

the dead. Blessed be his glorious name. 

My translation of Yigdal 

1. The living God is exalted. He existed forever. No one can 

say when He appeared. 

2. He is unique. No one is as unique. He is inscrutable. Nothing 

is like Him. 

3. He has no body or any semblance of a body. There is no 

comparison to His distinction. 

4. He preceded all that was made. He was before everything. 

5. He is the master of the universe, which displays His 

greatness and mastery. 

6. He gave prophecy to His chosen, splendid people. 

7. No prophet arose in Israel like Moses, who understood 

Him. 

8. God gave His people a true Torah through His most trusted 

prophet. 

9. God will never alter or amend His law for another. 

10. He watches and knows our secrets and outcomes before 

they occur. 

11. He awards people for their good deeds with love and 

punishes the wicked for their wickedness. 

12. He will send our Messiah at the end of days to save those 

awaiting salvation. 



13. God will revive the dead because of His loving-kindness, 

blessed be He forever. 

Ani Ma’amin 

“Ani Ma’amin” means “I believe” in English. It is a set of beliefs based 

on Maimonides’ Thirteen Articles of Judaism. It is found in many prayer 

books. 

1. I believe with complete faith that the Creator, blessed be 

His name, is the Creator and Guide of all the created beings, 

and that He alone has made, does make, and will make all 

things. 

2. I believe with complete faith that the Creator, blessed be 

His name, is one and alone; that there is no oneness in any 

way like Him; and that He alone is our God was, is, and will 

be. 

3. I believe with complete faith that the Creator, blessed be 

His name, is incorporeal; that He is free from all 

anthropomorphic properties; and that He has no likeness. 

4. I believe with complete faith that the Creator, blessed be 

His name, is the first and the last. 

5. I believe with complete faith that the Creator, blessed be 

His name, is the only one to whom it is proper to pray, and 

that it is inappropriate to pray to anyone else. 

6. I believe with complete faith that all the words of the 

Prophets are true. 

7. I believe with complete faith that the prophecy of Moses, 

our teacher, peace unto him, was true; and that he was the 
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father of the prophets, both of those who preceded and 

those who followed him. 

8. I believe with complete faith that the whole Torah we now 

possess was given to Moses, our teacher, peace unto him. 

9. I believe with complete faith that this Torah will not be 

changed, and that there will be no other Torah given by the 

Creator, blessed be His name. 

10. I believe with complete faith that the Creator, blessed be 

His name, knows all the deeds and thoughts of human 

beings, as it is said, “It is He who fashions the hearts of 

them all, He who perceives all their actions.” (Psalms 

33:15). 

11. I believe with complete faith that the Creator, blessed be 

His name, rewards those who observe His commandments 

and punishes those who transgress His commandments. 

12. I believe with complete faith in the coming of the Messiah, 

and although he may tarry, I wait every day for him to 

come. 

13. I believe with complete faith that there will be resurrection 

of the dead at the time when it will be the will of the 

Creator, blessed be His name and exalted be His 

remembrance forever and ever. 

 



Chapter Six 

Discussion About Maimonides’ Principles 

In The Limits of Orthodox Theology: Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles 

Reappraised, Rabbi Dr. Marc B. Shapiro examines the thirteen 

principles that Maimonides outlines in his Commentary on the Mishnah, 

Introduction to Perek Chelek. As we will see, not everyone accepted 

these thirteen principles including well-respected Orthodox Jews. 

Shapiro shows that traditional Orthodox sources, and highly respected 

rabbis dispute Maimonides’ beliefs radically and vituperatively. He 

gives examples proving that Orthodox Jews can hold nonconforming and 

dissenting views—even on fundamental beliefs—without being 

considered rebels against Judaism. 

Shapiro reveals that many Jews, including rabbis, do not realize that 

Judaism allows a broad spectrum of beliefs. Their ignorance is caused 

by their narrow focus on the Talmuds, codes of Jewish law, and responsa 

literature while ignoring the theological and philosophical literature.  

He cites an example of one of the greatest halakhic authorities, Rabbi 

Moshe Feinstein, who came to erroneous conclusions about 

Maimonides’ philosophy. “He was therefore able to state that 

Maimonides believed in the protective power of holy names and names 

of angels, as used in amulets.” This directly opposes Maimonides’ 

teaching in Mishnah Sotah 7:4 and the Guide for the Perplexed 1:61, 62. 

Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles 

Maimonides lists thirteen fundamental principles of Judaism, but other 

significant rabbis reject his list. For example, Shem Tov ben Joseph 

Falaquera (c. 1220–1290) identifies seven principles in one of his books 
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and six in another—although his thirteen do not align with Maimonides’. 

Shimon ben Zemah Duran (1361–1444, in his Ohev mishpat) and Joseph 

Albo (fifteenth century, in Sefer Ha-ikkarim) list only three basic Jewish 

ideas that they feel every Jew must hold so that they not be considered a 

heretic. Hasdai Crescas (1340–1410, in Or ha-shem) writes of six 

cornerstones of faith that he is convinced are the foundation of the Torah. 

David ben Yom Tov ibn Bilia (fourteenth century) lists twenty-six 

principles of faith.  

Don Isaac Abravanel (1437–1508, in Rosh Amanah) argues that each 

of the 613 Torah commandments is a fundamental concept of Judaism. 

Other rabbis and great Torah scholars dispute every one of Maimonides’ 

thirteen principles. 

The following are Maimonides’ thirteen principles and the contrary 

views held by prominent rabbis. 

1. God	exists,	is	eternal,	is	perfect	in	every	way,	and	is	the	

cause	 of	 all	 existence,	 but	He	 cannot	 do	 impossible	

things	 such	 as	 turning	 a	 triangle	 into	 a	 square. For 

example, the Tosaphist Rabbi Moses Taku (thirteenth 

century) was one of many who were convinced that God, 

who is all-powerful, can square a triangle and do other 

things that humans think are logically incongruous. 

(Tosaphists	 were the outstanding rabbis, principally of 

France and Germany in the twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries, who wrote commentaries on the Talmud.) 

2. God	is	an	absolute	unity. The renowned Rabbi Abraham 

ben David of Posquieres (known as Rabad, who lived 



around 1125–1198, during Maimonides’ lifetime) believed 

the opposite. He insists that there is a supreme deity (Ilat	

Ha’ilot) and a divine entity that was the manifestation of 

the Ilat	Ha’ilot, the creator, called Yotzer	Bereshit.  

He claims that we pray to the latter. Similarly, many Jewish 

mystics today believe that God is composed of ten distinct 

divine elements, each having a separate and different 

function. However, many of these mystics claim that God is 

still a unity. 

3. God	 is	 incorporeal;	He	has	no	body	or	body	parts. As 

stated previously, Rabad criticizes Maimonides with 

insulting vehemence: “There are many people greater and 

superior to him who adhere to such a belief (that God has 

a body like humans) based on what they have seen in 

verses of Scripture and even in the words of those aggadot	

which corrupt right opinion about religious matters.” 

4. God	existed	before	other	beings	and	created	the	world	

from	 nothing. Abraham ibn Ezra (1089–1164), in his 

commentary to Genesis 1:1, states that God did not create 

from nothing; He gave form to eternal matter. In his Guide	

of	the	Perplexed	2:13, Maimonides openly confesses that he 

could believe that matter existed eternally. Many scholars 

feel sure that this was his true conviction and that this and 

the remaining ten principles were not written because 

Maimonides thought them to be true, but rather to mollify 

and satisfy the less educated public he felt needed to accept 

these ideas. We will discuss this view below. 
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5. Only	God	should	be	worshipped—not	angels,	stars,	or	

other	 beings. Yet most Jews request angelic assistance 

every Friday night when they return home from the 

synagogue and chant the hymn to angels called Shalom	

Aleichem, which states: “Bless me for peace, angels of 

peace.” Maimonides allows the unphilosophically-minded 

masses to recite such prayers when it is psychologically 

necessary for them to do so to assuage their fear in his 

Mishneh	Torah,	Hilkhot	Tefillah	7:5. 

6. God	 communicates	 to	 certain	 people	 through	

prophecy. In the final chapters of his second book, The 

Guide	 for	 the	 Perplexed, Maimonides explains that 

prophecy is not a communication from God but a higher 

level of knowledge. His view even prompts scholars to ask: 

“Wouldn’t the Greek philosopher Aristotle also be 

considered a prophet under this definition?” Some 

Maimonidean scholars answer, “yes.” 

7. Moses	was	the	greatest	of	the	prophets. The Babylonian 

Talmud seems to disagree. Sanhedrin	21b states that Ezra 

was as great a prophet as Moses: “If Moses had not 

preceded him, Ezra would have been worthy to have the 

Torah revealed to Israel through him.” The Midrash	Genesis	

Rabba	14:34 even contends that the non-Israelite prophet 

Balaam was as great as Moses: “What prophet did they 

(non-Israelites) have who was like Moses? Balaam the son 

of Beor.” 



8. The	 Torah	was	 divinely	 revealed;	 the	 Torah	 in	 our	

hands	 today	 is	precisely	 the	 same	as	 the	Torah	 that	

Moses	 presented	 to	 the	 Israelites. Maimonides knew 

this to be untrue. He knew of Torah texts with different 

readings and was responsible for deciding which was 

authoritative. The noted Bible commentator David Kimchi 

(Radak, 1160–1235) also recognizes that errors crept into 

the biblical text. He writes in his introduction to Nevi'im	

Rishonim. “It appears that these words are here because 

during the first Exile, books were misplaced and lost and 

scholars died; when the Great Assembly restored the 

Torah, they found conflicting information in manuscripts 

and went according to the majority. When that was 

unsatisfactory, they wrote the word without vocalization 

or wrote in the margins and not in the text, and thus they 

wrote one way inside the text and one in the margins.” 

Rabbi Joseph Hertz (1872–1946) writes in his Torah 

commentary that the aleph	in the first word of Leviticus is 

not part of the original text but was added later. The 

Midrash	Numbers	Rabba	and Avot	d’Rabbi	Natan	recognize 

that the Masorites placed dots over certain words to 

indicate they doubted whether the received text was 

correct. 

9. The	Torah	will	never	be	changed	in	whole	or	in	part. 

Many rabbis disagree with this statement. The Babylonian 

Talmud, Nidah	 61b, for example, contains the classic 

opinion of Rabbi Joseph: “The mitzvot	 (commandments) 
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will be abolished in the time to come.” The medieval 

scholar Rabbi Joseph Albo (fourteenth century, in his Sefer	

Ha‐`Ikkarim) writes that a future prophet can abolish all of 

the biblical commands except for the Decalogue (the Ten 

Commandments). 

10. God	knows	people’s	actions. Maimonides does not state 

that God knows human thoughts. Abraham ibn Ezra 

comments on Genesis 18:21, “The whole (God) knows the 

individual in a general manner rather than a detailed 

manner.” Gersonides states this idea more clearly in his 

Milhamot	Hashem,	where he writes that God only knows 

the universal and not the particular. 

11. Reward	 and	 punishment	 exist. Maimonides makes it 

clear in his	Commentary	 on	 the	Mishnah,	 Introduction	 to	

Perek	 Chelek that reward and punishment do not occur 

after death; instead, they are natural occurrences 

experienced by people on earth. 

12. The	messiah	will	come. The Midrash	Tanchuma	(Acharei	

Mot	12) and the Midrash	Tehillim	107:1 state that Jews will 

be saved in the future by God and not by any human. On the 

contrary, Hillel (Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 99a) states 

that no messiah will come in the future because the 

messiah foretold in the Bible came in the days of King 

Hezekiah. 

13. The	dead	will	rise	 from	 their	graves	 to	 live	again. As 

recognized by Rabad (mentioned above) and others, 



Maimonides rejects this notion in his Commentary	on	the	

Mishnah,	Introduction	to	Perek	Chelek,	and Mishneh	Torah,	

Hilkhot	 Teshuvah	 8. As Rabad puts it: “There is no 

resurrection for bodies, but only for souls.” In 

Maimonidean terms, the intellect (not souls) lives after 

death and is never thereafter joined with a body. 

Jews differing about Jewish doctrine 

In short, while many believe that Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles 

summarize Judaism’s basic concepts, this notion is incorrect. Many well-

respected rabbis and scholars hold different views of Judaism than those 

expressed in the Thirteen Principles. Thus, it should be evident that 

Judaism can accept a broad spectrum of other beliefs. This point 

becomes even clearer upon recognizing that Maimonides did not think 

all Thirteen Principles were correct. 

Was Maimonides Telling People What to Believe? 

In his Rosh Amanah (Principles of Faith), Don Isaac Abravanel points 

out that Hasdai Crescas and his pupil Joseph Albo criticize Maimonides, 

but do not understand him. Their primary complaint is that Maimonides 

mandates that Jews believe certain dogmas. But, they ask, how can one 

force another to “believe” anything? Accordingly, Crescas develops a 

list of six articles of Judaism and Albo three. 

Abravanel explains that Crescas and Albo overlook two critical 

points. First, Maimonides did not tell the people to “believe” any 

particular idea. He knew that people could not be forced to believe 

anything. He was not speaking about belief, but about knowledge.  

The word “belief” is not in Maimonides’ formulation in Chelek, 

although it plays a prominent part in the popular version in the siddur’s 
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Ani Maamin. The word used in the formulation in Chelek is ikkarim, 

which means “fundamentals.”  

In Chelek, Maimonides tells his readers to study and understand the 

truth about the thirteen fundamentals. Second, Abravanel writes that 

Maimonides is not postulating “true articles of Judaism” but ad hoc 

“necessary dogmas” that the people needed to help them survive. What 

are “necessary beliefs”? 

Did Maimonides accept all Thirteen Principles? 

Menachem Kellner3 writes that Don Isaac Abravanel (in his Rosh 

Amanah) and many others recognize that Maimonides composed his 

principles for the less educated public to give them information and to 

strengthen their belief in Judaism. Abravanel faults those who take 

“Maimonides’ words at face value.” 

Leo Strauss and Shlomo Pines4, Yeshayahu Leibovits5 and other 

scholars posit that there is an “exoteric and esoteric Maimonides.” 

Exoteric statements are ideas that Maimonides writes, which he does not 

view as accurate but rather as necessary to help the less educated masses, 

the majority of Jews, because he believes that they will feel threatened if 

they are told these ideas are untrue. The esoteric statements are hints that 

Maimonides does not state explicitly, but which he expects the learned 

Jew who knows both Jewish and non-Jewish studies, to mine from his 

writings and understand. 

                                                            
3  Rosh Amanah (Principles of faith). 
4  In two introductory essays to the Guide of the Perplexed, 1963. 
5  In the several books of Conversations with Yeshayahu Leibovits published between 1995 

and 2003. 



His writings support this exoteric-esoteric approach to understanding 

Maimonides. In his Guide for the Perplexed 3:28, he explains that there 

are two kinds of beliefs: true beliefs and necessary beliefs. “True beliefs” 

are statements that express a truth that can help one understand an idea 

and grow intellectually. These are what Strauss, Pines, Leibowitz, and 

others called esoteric teachings. 

A “necessary belief” is a tradition, a mistaken ,or wrong notion, 

rather than a fact. These beliefs are not taught as truths, but to fulfill a 

social purpose, such as instilling obedience to the Torah, regulating 

social relations, improving human or social qualities, or alleviating fears. 

These are his exoteric statements. 

Maimonides was not the first to recognize the importance of teaching 

“necessary (but untrue) beliefs.” The Greek philosopher Plato wrote in 

his Republic and other works that the masses must be taught untruthful 

myths to survive. 

Examples of “necessary beliefs” 

Maimonides gives many examples of “necessary beliefs.” He states, for 

instance, that the Torah teaches that God becomes angry with those who 

disobey Him, even though this is only a “necessary belief.” God does not 

become angry. The Torah transmitted the idea that God becomes angry 

because it is “necessary” for the masses to believe that God is angry if 

they disobey Him, so they can control and improve their behavior. 

Similarly, the belief that God responds immediately to prayer is not 

a “true belief” but a “necessary” one, expressed to make the masses feel 

better and less fearful. 

In his Letter to Yemen, Maimonides used necessary beliefs to write 

to the persecuted Jews of Yemen. In his letter, he assures the Yemenite 
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Jews that the messiah will be coming soon to relieve their suffering, even 

though he was convinced that this matter was impossible to predict. The 

Yemenites never forgot Maimonides’ consolation, and to this day, they 

thank and praise him daily when they recite their Kaddish prayer. 

																		

	

																			

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Chapter Seven 

My View of Maimonides’ Principles 

The prior two chapters discussed Maimonides’ thirteen principles. They 

listed the principles, and mentioned and translated two attempts to 

modernize them for the general population in the prayers Yigdal and Ani 

Ma’amin. They summarized Rabbi Dr. Marc B. Shapiro’s discussion of 

how many Orthodox scholars and rabbis disagreed with Maimonides. 

They also mentioned that, according to many scholars, Maimonides only 

felt the first three principles were true. I agree with everything Shapiro 

wrote, but will add a thought.  

The statement that Maimonides considered the first three principles true 

may be correct and incorrect. The principles state that God exists, is 

eternal, is perfect in every way, is the cause of all existence, is an 

absolute unity, and has no body or body parts.  

How can we say that Maimonides accepted these ideas as being 

correct when he was convinced, because of Exodus 33:18–23, that we 

cannot know anything about God? 

Exodus 33 can be understood either literally or as a parable. Either 

way, it clearly states that we cannot know anything about God. 

The six verses state: (1) Moses requested God to show him His glory. 

(2) God replies that he will pass before Moses. (3) You cannot see My 

face because humans cannot see Me and live. (4) God places Moses 

behind a rock. (5) He covers Moses so he cannot see Him as He passes. 

(6) God removes the covering after passing, and Moses sees His back.  

The six acts can be understood as follows: (1) Moses wants to 

understand what God is. (2) God has done certain things on earth and in 
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heaven. (3) Humans cannot see God acting. (4) But they can think about 

it in solitude or conversations with others, especially in learning the 

sciences that describe what has happened and is happening in the world. 

(5) This will give them ideas of how God is acting now or in the past. (6) 

Humans can see what God did in the world and learn something about 

God from this knowledge. 

Moses expressed this last idea in Deuteronomy 32:1. We can learn 

something about God from the two witnesses. “Give ear, heaven, and I 

will speak; and let the earth hear the words of my mouth.” 

Thus, we can understand that Maimonides is not saying he knows the 

items in the first three principles. He is only saying he has some vague 

idea about them. For example, based on philosophy, it is inconceivable 

that God would be more than a single entity. So, Maimonides can assert 

that God is “a unity,” but at the same time, he must acknowledge that 

how God is “a unity” is beyond his comprehension. 



Chapter Eight 

Psalm 19: God’s Revelation is Nature 

For those not familiar with Turk Hill, he is an autodidact who studied 

philosophy and world religions at a community college. When he is not 

managing rentals, he is a historian, rationalist, and researcher. He is 

Jewish on his father’s side, and is proud that he has family in Tel Aviv, 

Israel. The following essay was written by him and is the third essay 

included in my books. 

The concept of revelation is captured beautifully in Psalm 19. It is a 

lovely poem praising God as the creator of the universe, who gave the 

Jewish people commandments to help them and the rest of the world.  

Thomas Aquinas (died in 1274) differentiated a vocal and a natural 

revelation. The Torah is a vocal revelation, while Psalm 19 is a natural 

revelation. If we define revelation as something being revealed, then it 

is true that creation is a revelation. God is revealed in nature.  

Here is an English translation of the beginning: 

Psalm 19th—”The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky 

shows His handy work. Day after day speaks, and night after night shows 

knowledge without speech or words or sound. Their message has gone 

through all the earth, and their words to the end of the world.” 

The first part praises God as the Creator of nature, and the second for 

giving commands.  

According to the Psalm, nature is not a product of chance. It is like 

stumbling upon a majestic castle in the desert. Its sheer grandeur 

suggests that someone built it. We can use another analogy. When we 
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see a watch, we have evidence of the existence of a watchmaker, and in 

like manner, the creation is evidence of the existence of a Creator.  

Everything that we see, touch, and eat is His creation. God is revealed 

through nature; we can infer things about God by studying nature and we 

study nature best by studying science.  

It is like trying to understand something about a great painter from 

their paintings. We can get an inkling of what they want to convey. For 

example, I never met Vincent van Gogh. Still, we learn from his 

paintings that he likes vibrant swirling colors and is more interested in 

conveying a mood than portraying images as they appear in nature.  

All that God created is the best. Nature is perfect. An Aramaic 

translation of the Bible translates the Bible’s first word, bereishith, “in 

the beginning,” as b’chachmah, “with wisdom,” meaning that God 

created the world with wisdom. The wisdom of God is reflected in the 

flawless structure of the universe.  

This is also the view of Maimonides. All we can know about God is 

by looking at what God created. Maimonides learned that God is 

revealed in nature from Exodus 33:18–33. In these verses, Moses 

requests that God tell him about Himself. God said he would pass by 

Moses. Moses will not see Him as He passes, but will see where he 

passed. Maimonides states that what Moses saw is what God did. 

People glimpse His wisdom when contemplating His tremendous and 

wondrous creations. 

According to Maimonides, Abraham discovered God through 

reason. Maimonides felt that Abraham and the patriarchs did not have 

the Torah. Nonetheless, Abraham deduced the right ideas of God by 



studying nature. We, like Abraham, may find some things about God by 

studying what He provided to us, nature, and by studying the sciences 

that tell us about nature.  

Interestingly, in his Guide for the Perplexed 2:5, Maimonides writes 

that the spheres are “living and rational,” “endowed with apprehension.” 

As some philosophers say, they are alive and praise God without speech. 

Maimonides calls it “true praise.”  

Professor Zev Harvey thinks that Maimonides took the psalm 

literally. It was a common idea among medieval scientists. Rabbi Hasdai 

Crescas (1340–1410) criticized Maimonides for taking biblical 

metaphors literally. In Light of the Lord, he explains that the stars 

“convey, poetically and metaphorically, a powerful lesson concerning 

the glory of God.” However, I doubt that Maimonides meant that 

inanimate objects have a mind. At best, he is saying that they do what 

God wants them to do, like a watch does what we want it to do: it tells 

time. I do not think that Maimonides agreed with the scientists of his day. 

True, he says that the stars are alive and can think, but he said so for the 

sake of the masses, a noble lie, an essential truth. 

The testimony of nature is constant.  

According to the Psalm, one day and night is sufficient to bear testimony 

of the glory of God. But when we see the sun and moon performing their 

daily revolutions, “day after day” and “night after night,” we have an 

even brighter long-lasting testimony. This cycle of days denotes a system 

of laws. And if there is a law, there must be a lawgiver. Furthermore, the 

testimony is distributed “through all the earth.” In Deuteronomy 32:1, 

Moses exclaims that heaven and earth testify as two witnesses to the 
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greatness of God. As Psalm 19 affirms, this testimony is witnessed 

constantly. It is revealed every day and every night.(1) 

Revelation is universal and unalterable 

In the world, there are several hundred languages. Scarcely any two 

nations speak the same language. In contrast, the heavens speak a single 

language. They preach to all countries and all people in the visible 

language of creation. There are no language barriers. No problem with 

translation. Ibn Ezra states that “the writing of the heavens is read in all 

places” and “intelligent people worldwide understand it.” God 

communicates through Nature. Amazingly, God does this without 

speaking a single word. Creation “speaking” is a metaphor because this 

is a non-verbal communication. It reveals God’s glory for all to see. 

The sun imparts God’s wisdom. 

Verse 7 of Psalm 19 talks about the sun’s movement—“His going forth 

is from the end of the heaven in a circuit to the ends of it, and there is 

nothing hidden from its heat.” Nothing hidden means God’s revelation 

through nature may be experienced by everyone everywhere. There is no 

running away from the sun. The sun shines an equal quantity of light 

worldwide to all creation. 

Summary  

Thus, I am fascinated by God’s revelation in nature. The laws of nature 

reveal God to us. This idea is beautifully expressed in Psalm 19. The 

Psalm is great. The Christian theologian C. S. Lewis extolled Psalm 19 

as “the greatest poem in the Psalter and one of the greatest lyrics in the 

world.” Indeed, the 19th Psalm is so significant that it is sometimes read 



daily in the Sabbath Liturgy. Some communities even recite it before the 

Shema and prayers. They see God through the divine creation of 

nature. All people may contemplate the power, wisdom, and goodness 

of the Creator displayed in the creation. The Psalmist calls the Creation 

a revelation. Thus, both nature and the Torah are paths to God.  

(1)  Each day brings to light more and more of the Divine wisdom in Creation (Malbim, 1809–
1879). The non-Jew Thomas Paine (1737–1809), who attacked the Bible, also praised the 
19th Psalm as “truly Deistical.” 
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Chapter Nine 

Translation Problems 

It is often impossible to translate what a writer intended into another 

language. This is true of all translations. Therefore, people reading 

translations of the Bible, Talmud, Midrashim, prayerbook, and other 

foreign books should try to read the book in the original, or find a 

commentary that explains what they are reading. I will give examples. 

Many Jews celebrate Shabbat by singing zemirot, songs praising God, 

divine deeds, and the Shabbat. One of these songs is Shimru Shabtotai, 

“Observe My Sabbaths.” The refrain is Ulevu alai banai, veidnu 

maadanai. Rabbi Jonathan Sacks translates the refrain as “Borrow on 

My account, My children; delight in My pleasure. (Today is the Sabbath 

of the Lord.)” 

There are two problems with this translation. One, the word Ulevu 

does mean “borrow,” but it also means “join,” and together with alai, it 

would result in a translation of “Join with Me, My children, and delight 

in My pleasures. “The former translation seems to evoke the idea that 

whatever is used on the Shabbat belongs to God and must be returned, 

which does not seem to fit with the ideas in the song. 

The second problem is that the words veidnu maadanai have the root 

eden. The song’s author likely meant for his singers to realize that he is 

referring to both delights and pleasures and the joys of the paradise 

Garden of Eden, which can be seen in the Hebrew, but which the English 

translation cannot capture.  



	

While the Hebrew Bible does not name God’s gift to the Israelites 

the Ten Commandments, it uses the term Ten Statements, as does the 

Greek version of the Hebrew when it calls it Decalogue; most people 

think of it as the Ten Commandments. This creates obstacles to 

understanding. There are clearly more than ten commands in the 

document. Also, thinking of it as a group of commands, they cannot 

understand why people think the first statement, “I am the Lord your 

God,” is a command. 

Another nuisance is how foreign words are transliterated and 

rendered in English letters. Certain countries, such as Germany and 

Spanish-speaking lands, render the Hebrew letter yud, which is 

pronounced in English as a Y, and should be rendered as a Y, or I, as a J 

in German, and an H in Spanish-speaking lands.  

As a result, the capital of Israel, Yirushalayim in Hebrew, is 

transliterated as Jerusalem, Yehoshua as Joshua, and Yeshu as Jesus. 

Fortunately, these mis transliterations are not consistent. For 

example, the name of the Jewish country Yisrael is transliterated as 

Israel. 

My name, Israel, creates another problem for some people who 

misspell it as “Isreal” because the English word real has the E before the 

A. The mis spellers do not realize that the final two letters EL in the 

name, were understood by Jews and some other ancient nations to mean 

powerful, and were used to refer to God. 
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Still another enigma is the insertion of inappropriate words. An 

example is the addition of the title “Rabbi” to names to give the person 

authority when that person never had the title. This is frequently done to 

the talmudic sage Hillel (circa 49 BCE—24 CE), who lived and died 

before the first person was given the title, just before 70 CE.  

Similarly, Maimonides is called by the acronym Rambam in Hebrew, 

where the letter R stands for Rabbi. Maimonides was not a rabbi because 

he was a Sephardic Jew, and Sephardim did not use the title during his 

lifetime. He signed his name as Moses, son of Maimon. It may surprise 

some people that the name Maimonides is closer to the truth than 

Rambam. Maimonides means “Son of Maimon.” 

Yet another difficulty is the recent, rather unusual practice in ultra-

Orthodox writings of adding the word “the” before the names of some 

ancient sages, such as “The Rambam,” to add distinction, but ignoring it 

for others, such as Rashi. I had a dream in which Maimonides appeared 

to me and said, “Hello, The Israel Drazin.” I asked him why he did so. 

He replied that this seems to be the modern practice. I realized he had a 

sense of humor that was never visible in his writings. 

	

	

	

	

	



Chapter Ten 

A Jewish Philosophy with Unintentional Christian Beliefs 

One of the most tragic occurrences in Judaism’s long history is the 

frequent acceptance of alien, often heathen and Christian notions, 

thinking the notions are Jewish.6 This phenomenon occurred not only 

among the uneducated masses; rabbis also fell prey to it, simply because 

they lacked sufficient knowledge of Jewish history, philosophy, and 

theology. The story of Rabbi Hasdai Crescas (1340–1410 or 1411) and 

his impassioned battle against Christianity is a good example of this 

phenomenon. 

In 1391, the Christian Spanish population rioted against their fellow 

Jewish citizens, killing many of them and destroying their long-

established and flourishing communities. Many Jews rushed to convert 

to Christianity to save their lives. The hostilities continued for about one 

hundred years, on and off, until 1492, when the remaining Jews were 

viciously expelled from Spain, or forced to convert. 

The Jewish leadership reacted to the mass conversions after 1391 by 

attempting to convince their lost brethren to return to Judaism, pointing 

out what they considered to be the illogical elements of Christian belief. 

One of the attempts was a short book written by Hasdai Crescas in 1398, 

The Refutation of the Christian Principles.7  

                                                            
6  For example, many people do not realize that when they say “gosh almighty” they are 

speaking about the Christian Holy Ghost and when they say “bloody” they are talking about 
the blood of Jesus or when they say “knock on wood” they are referring to the crucifixion 
cross. 

7  An English translation with commentary was composed by Daniel J. Lasker of Ben-Gurion 
University in 1992. 
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Crescas had been greatly affected by the persecutions; his son was 

killed during the brutal riots. His book aimed to prove that Christian 

beliefs were mistaken. He based his arguments on two logical premises: 

(1) religion must conform to the truth, be rational, and not teach irrational 

beliefs, and (2) each of its teachings must recognize that God can only 

do good. 

Hasdai Crescas 

Rabbi Hasdai Crescas was the Chief Rabbi of Saragossa, Spain, and 

served as a diplomat in the royal court of Aragon, holding the title 

Member of the Royal Household. As a young man, he was a merchant 

and wrote poetry. He was a student of the famous Rabbi Nissim Gerondi 

and the teacher of the well-known Rabbi Joseph Albo. He is remembered 

primarily for his philosophical treatise Light of the Lord, in which he 

attacked Aristotelian rationalism and the views of his great predecessor, 

Maimonides. He respected the brilliance of both philosophers, but 

rejected their writings because some Jewish intellectuals used them to 

justify their desertion of Judaism. 

Crescas’s philosophy 

Crescas was more of a theologian than a philosopher. Unlike 

Maimonides, who first focused on philosophy and then applied it to the 

Torah and Judaism generally, Crescas focused first on what he 

considered Jewish views and attempted, often unsuccessfully, to use 

what he understood as philosophy to Judaism. Thus, for example, 

Crescas, according to some scholars, and contrary to Maimonides, may 

have believed in the transmigration of souls, the idea that souls are 

reincarnated in future humans and animals.  



As we will see, he also, most likely unintentionally, accepted many 

Christian notions, such as original sin, thinking that they were Jewish 

thoughts.  

The basic teachings of Christianity according to Crescas 

Crescas identified ten fundamental Christian beliefs: 

1. The original sin of Adam was passed on to his descendants. 

2. This sin was removed with the death of Jesus. 

3. A trinity exists: God the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost. 

4. The Son took on flesh and became human in Mary’s womb. 

5. Mary remained a virgin before, during, and after Jesus’ 

birth. 

6. When the priest utters certain words, he transforms 

wafers and wine into the body and blood of Jesus. 

7. He who has not been baptized has no share in the world to 

come. 

8. The messiah has come. 

9. Christians were given a New Testament and do not need to 

observe all the laws in the Hebrew Bible. 

10. Demons exist. The demons were originally good angels, but 

they sinned due to jealousy and pride “from the very first 

instant of their existence.” They were punished by being 

deprived of free will, and they became wicked. 

Inconsistencies in Crescas’s writings 

Crescas’s Refutation is a polemical book designed, as previously said, to 

refute Christian beliefs. At the same time, his Light of the Lord is a 

philosophical work in which he details his personal beliefs. There are 

some contradictions between the two works. Apparently, but by no 
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means certainly, this was done because the rabbi felt that it was proper 

to sometimes lie and say what he did not believe to accomplish his goal 

of saving Jews from error.8 

Thus, for example, although Crescas believed that life after death is 

“only” achieved by the observance of mitzvot, the biblical 

commandments, he says the opposite in his Refutation that “he who 

worships God can achieve (life in the world to come) naturally using his 

speculative life (that is, using reason) which causes pleasure to his soul.” 

He may have adopted this position in the Refutation, arguing that 

thinking alone can secure life after death, since it was consistent with his 

introductory statement about the falsity of Christian beliefs—that faith, 

not thinking, is essential—and his insistence that a religion must teach 

what is rational. 

Similarly, while he rejects the belief in original sin in his Refutation 

because it is illogical to suppose that innocent and righteous descendants 

should be punished for the misdeeds of their ancestors, he accepts this 

Christian idea in his Light of the Lord, the book that expresses his 

beliefs.9  

He states that Jews were absolved of the original sin when they were 

circumcised. This idea about being absolved was a Christian teaching—

                                                            
8  He was not the only rabbi to do so. Some years earlier, Nachmanides was involved in a 

dispute sponsored by the Spanish king in Barcelona in 1263. Nachmanides had to support 
the views of Judaism against those presented by Christian clergy and Jewish apostates. 
During the confrontation, Nachmanides took the position that the tales told in the rabbinical 
Midrashim were not true in order to protect himself from the position taken by his opponents 
who believed that some Midrashim supported Christianity. Actually, Nachmanides believed 
that the midrashic stories were true history. 

9  Some other rabbis in the Babylonian Talmud, Avodah Zara 22b, Shabbat 145b–146a and 
Yevamot 103b also accepted this Christian notion. 



that before the appearance of Jesus, circumcision saved the Jews from 

the impact and punishment of the original sin. Perhaps, he was 

inconsistent to emphasize the importance of circumcision, which 

Christianity said was unnecessary, but this is unlikely. More likely, he 

made a mistake. 

This was not his only error. He states in his Light of the Lord, 

contrary to logic, that just as good descendants can benefit from the past 

good deeds of ancestors, the opposite is also true: the evil descendants 

of the patriarch Isaac are rewarded because of the meritorious act of Isaac 

when he agreed to be sacrificed in Genesis 22.10 

Crescas was also in error in his view regarding demons. Many of the 

Jewish masses before and after him were convinced that demons plotted 

and performed terrible acts in the dark corners all around them, and both 

his Refutation and his Light state that he also believes in them. He even 

cites what he considers to be biblical proof for the existence of demons.11 

Demons in the Bible 

To back up his claim, Crescas draws on sources from the Bible. For 

example, Deuteronomy 32:17 relates, “they (the Israelites) sacrificed to 

demons that were no gods.” Similarly, Leviticus 17:7 mandates that the 

Israelites stop these sacrifices, “they shall no longer slay their sacrifices 

to satyrs.” 

                                                            
10  Isaac’s agreement to be sacrificed was assumed by other thinkers as well, even though 

Genesis itself seems to imply that Isaac had no idea what his father Abraham planned to do 
to him, and even repeatedly asked his father what was happening. 

11  Rashi also believed in the existence of demons. 
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A host of talmudic rabbis rejected the notion that demons exist.12 

However, there were also many, such as Crescas who accepted the 

superstitious notion.13 

Maimonides’ interpretations of the biblical verses 

While Crescas believed that scriptural verses affirmed the existence of 

demons, Maimonides disagreed. Maimonides14 understood that the Bible 

was stating that the Israelites had sunk so low that they worshipped 

imaginary things that did not exist. It is as if the verses are saying: “they 

sacrificed to what they considered to be demons, that in truth were not 

gods or demons,” and “they shall no longer slay their sacrifices to 

imaginary demons and satyrs.” 

What, then, was Crescas refuting about the Christian view of 

demons? 

Curiously, Crescas focuses his disputation upon a single detail, not the 

existence of demons, but “the Christian belief that in ‘the first instant of 

(their) existence,” they (the demons) sinned with jealousy and 

maliciousness.’ He presents several arguments to demonstrate that the 

angels can’t be both a good divine creation and “sinners” at the very 

same “instant of creation.” 

He does not mention that not all Christians hold the view that the 

“sin” occurred in “the first instant of existence,” nor does he state his 

view about when the demons came into existence. However, he believed 

                                                            
12  Including Rashi’s grandson Rashbam. 
13  These conflicting approaches to the subject are discussed in E. E. Urbach’s The Sages, 161–

165, as well as others. 
14  Guide of the Perplexed 1:7, 3:22 and 46. 



that God did not create evil, that demons were good when they were 

made, and subsequently, that God created demons to test, reward, and 

punish human beings. 

Summary 

The story of Rabbi Hasdai Crescas and his book, which refuted what he 

considered to be Christianity’s fundamental principles, and the book in 

which he expressed his beliefs, highlights the tragedy that many Jews, 

including prominent, well-educated Jewish leaders, teachers, and rabbis, 

absorbed non-Jewish ideas—a phenomenon that tragically continues 

today.  

At the very moment when the religious life of many Jews was being 

quashed, when many felt they had to convert to Christianity to save their 

lives and their families, when Jewish leaders felt obliged to issue 

refutations of Christianity to save them from such a mistake, Jewish 

leaders, like Crescas wrote pamphlets and books refuting Christianity 

that unconsciously labeled fundamental Christian beliefs as Jewish, 

including belief in an original sin and the idea that demons control their 

lives. 

The Jews of the fourteenth century, as well as many before and after, 

were convinced that malicious devils exist. This was a relic of ancient 

heathen fears and the basis of many stories in the Christian Gospels 

where Jesus is portrayed as combating and defeating them.  

So engrained and absolute had this non-Jewish teaching become in 

the Jewish mind that Jewish leadership could only differentiate the 

Jewish thinking from the Christian by focusing on a relatively minor 

arcane view of just some of the Christian thinkers as to when the demons 

were created, and argue that the time frame was wrong. 
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Undoubtedly, Rabbi Hasdai Crescas had good cause for writing his 

The Refutation of the Christian Principles. Many Jews were murdered 

by Christian riots, including his only son. Jewish communities were 

destroyed, and a host of Jews converted to Christianity to avoid future 

persecution. As a leader of Spanish Jewry, he felt obliged to do what he 

could to return the converts to Judaism. 

His Refutation was based on the premise that religion can only teach 

what is rational and that God can only create what is good. Yet, 

curiously, his misguided opinion about demons was so firmly embedded 

in his mind that, like many other Jews, he was unable to see that his 

thinking about these creatures was not rational, and that, contrary to his 

attempt to rationalize his conviction, demons do not serve good divine 

purposes. 

Crescas’s positions regarding demons and original sin are just two of 

many examples demonstrating that many, in fact, nearly all, Jews 

absorbed pagan and Christian notions that are contrary to rational 

Judaism, Maimonides being a remarkable exception. 
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