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(1) Has the universe always existed, or was there a time at which it came into existence?
(2) Can the universe be said to have an origin in some nontemporal sense? (3) Does God
play arole in the origin of the universe? (4) Given that God does, what kind of role is it? (5)
Do the principles that account for the origin of the universe involve intention (kavanah),
necessity (hiyuv), chance (miqreh), or some combination of those? (6) What was the nature

of the universe prior to its origin?!
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The Jewish philosophic tradition as a whole, and the writing of Maimonides in particular,
served Rav Kook as a model how one could and should confront external challenges:
critically, seriously, honestly, openly. Creatively, and above all, unafraid. [...] Perhaps it
was this truth, more than any other, that Rav Kook, the man and the thinker, learned from

Maimonides, the man and the thinker.2%!
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The conservative interpretation that Rav Kook offers of Maimonides only means that, for
Rav Kook, Maimonides® doctrines are certainly acceptable from a traditional rabbinic
point of view and are not to be equated with the doctrines of the philosophers. It does not

mean that Rav Kook necessarily agrees with these doctrines.?0?
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attributes to Maimonides an undoubted belief in the creation of the world on the one hand,
and on the other hand - as it follows from Rabbi Kook’s frequent reliance on Maimonides,
and his adoption of his seemingly challenging view in order to deal with the challenges of his
generation - Kook sees it as divine providence that Maimonides uses the eternity assumption
to prove the reality of God, in a manner that includes the positive aspect of the eternity
position with regard to the conception of God.

However, despite this status that Rabbi Kook grants Maimonides, and despite Kook’s
reliance, in many of his points, on the creation of the world view which he attributes to
Maimonides, Rabbi Kook’s arguments are not entirely identical to those of Maimonides, but
are rather inspired by his arguments, and there are significant differences in the development
of the different views which derive from the substantial differences between Rabbi Kook and
Maimonides’s teachings. Thus, there is a gap between the factual discussion held by
Maimonides and the pragmatic one held by Rabbi Kook; between Maimonides'’s attitude to
evil and to the material, and the connection between this attitude to the question of creation,
and to that of Rabbi Kook, and regarding the definition of the concept of eternity as

ridolatrous’.



within the eternity position are not extraordinary but rather stem from his view that ‘there is
no position that has no room’, that every opinion has a positive root, even if it’s completely
misguided and wrong in itself. This view is in line with the general structure of Rabbi Kook’s
thought and positions, yet it seems to reduce the radicalism of Rabbi Kook’s spark. A second
view, that of Bar-Bettelheim, sees Rabbi Kook’s arguments on the matter as esoteric writing.
Rabbi Kook held the eternity position which followed from his pantheistic view, and his
arguments, from which creation follows and eternity is negated, are written because of
educational and political needs. I believe that this model too has a substantial weakness in it,
because it broadens Rabbi Kook’s stance on the positive ‘root of roots’ in the negative eternity
view, and turns it into the view’s ultimate adoption by Rabbi Kook, whereas, simpliciter,
Rabbi Kook doesn’t entirely accept the eternity view, which he considers, in all sources, as
negative and rejectable. Rabbi Kook’s positive arguments about the eternity view are limited
to his pointing to its higher origin. According to the third model, which I accept more, Rabbi
Kook indeed held the view of creation, but because of his position - that in relation to God all
human perceptions are limited - he also attributed a positive value to the eternity concept,
which completes the creation view in regarding God’s complex relationship to the world,
which can never be conceptualized through one model.

Difficulty arises from both parts of Rabbi Kook’s argument that the eternal material view does
not consider God as the cause of the material, and that Maimonides, in contrast to HaLevi,
rejected this view entirely. There are several possibilities as to why Rabbi Kook sees
Maimonides as completely rejecting the eternal material view: some of them rely on remarks
made by Maimonides in Mishne Torah; some on possible readings, despite these readings
being both creative and anecdotal, in Maimonides’s claims in 'The Guide for the Perplexed’;
yet these possibilities do not provide a complete answer, and may thus be assumed to be
mistaken. As for Rabbi Kook’s interpretation of the view of eternal material, while it is cited
by Rav Saradya Ga’on’s criticism of the eternity concept, Kook’s attribution of this view to
Maimonides and Rabbi Judah HaLevi is still perplexing, as the former is not inclined to
accept the view and the latter states opposing views.

Thoroughly examining Rabbi Kook’s arguments about Maimonides’s position on the
question of eternity reveals two trends which seem to be contradictory - on the one hand, his
interpretation is conservative and accepts Maimonides’s statements about his belief in the
creation view literally, without attributing to Maimonides any hint of a radical conception of
eternity. On the other hand, Rabbi Kook’s interpretation of Maimonides is at times creative,
and such creativity is not necessarily within a conservative trend. Thus he attributes to
Maimonides a pantheistic conception and rejects the interpretation which attributes to
Maimonides, on the basis of the same source, a belief in the eternity of the material. This work
suggests that these are two implications of Rabbi Kook’s conception of Maimonides as a
‘cultural hero’ whose path should be followed, which commits Rabbi Kook to attribute to
Maimonides perceptions that he himself holds and allows Kook to interpret Maimonides’s
claims in accordance with the interpretive-homiletical tradition. This is why Rabbi Kook
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element in the eternity concept and he points to its origin in a pantheistic view; As all of
existence is but a part of the deity, there is no room for an act of creation whose essence is the
creation of an existence that is distinct from the deity. Much like his view on ‘abstinence’,
Rabbi Kook explains that his position on creation forms part of a human point of view from
after the contraction, yet that from a divine point of view, in the reality which precedes the
contraction - the position of creation ex-nihilo is denied.

Rabbi Kook’s dialectical stance on the concept of eternity is reflected in his interpretation of
Maimonides on this issue. On the one hand, it’s clear to Rabbi Kook that Maimonides rejected
the concept of eternity, and he sees this as placing a buffer between the Torah and Greek
philosophy. Rabbi Kook considers Maimonides’s rejection of Aristotle’s eternity view and
his pointing to its weaknesses a constitutive step, which protects the core of the traditional
view from the influences of Aristotle and secular wisdom. Kook argues that the fact that
Maimonides, who has introduced the Aristotelian discourse into Jewish thought, is also the
one who has pointed to its weaknesses regarding the question of the origin of the world,
protects the Israelite faith from foreign influences. To Rabbi Kook, Maimonides has rejected
the concept of eternity not because of a difficulty in interpretation, but because Maimonides
equates eternity with the concept of positivity, which is incompatible, in Maimonides’s
opinion, with the belief in providence and miracles. Rabbi Kook himself disagrees with this
position and thinks that the belief in providence and miracles may converge with positivity.
In addition, Rabbi Kook points to the difference between Maimonides’s position on the
eternal matter and that of HalLevi, and attributes to Maimonides a complete rejection of the
Platonic view, unlike HaLevi. Rabbi Kook understood Maimonides’s assertions about the
weakness of the eternity view as they were, and from a review of cases in which Rabbi Kook
suggests an interpretation that is close to Maimonides’s it follows that Kook understood
Maimonides’s stance on the issue literally, and explained it as indicating belief in the creation
of the world. Rabbi Kook frequently goes back to Maimonides’s choice to rely on the
Aristotelian eternity view as proof for God’s existence, mostly while ignoring the thought that
in Maimonides’s reliance on the eternity view there is a hidden motive, explaining his move
as tactical and as resulting from the special status that belief in God’s existence has, and from
Maimonides’s aim to prove that belief without depending on less fundamental beliefs. On the
other hand, other than the tactical-hierarchical argument and as opposed to his common
interpretation, Rabbi Kook notes that in this move there is an essential element of positivity
that is part of the eternity view. According to Rabbi Kook, what brought Maimonides to
subconsciously make this move is the fact that the eternity view aligns with the pantheistic
conception of God as infinite, which is above and beyond the conscious limitations that
separate between Creator and everything created.

In a discussion that I bring after presenting and explaining Rabbi Kook’s arguments, I suggest
three models to explain his complex answer to the eternity and creation questions. According
to the first position, common among the traditional readers of Rabbi Kook, Maimonides held

the accepted position about the creation of the world and his comments on the positivity
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these two voices, some of the researchers have emphasized one voice whereas others have

tried to suggest a model which will contain both.

As to Rabbi Kook’s attitude toward Maimonides’s thought, biographic and bibliographic
facts may be pointed to that link Rabbi Kook and his thought to Maimonides’s. Rabbi Kook’s
writings are full of references to Maimonides’s thought, but the frequency of the references
decreases the more his thought has more of a mystical hue to it. Another division regarding
this matter points to the difference between the genres in which Rabbi Kook wrote - in his
personal diaries there are only a few references to Maimonides, but in his public writings
Maimonides’s presence is felt, also in his later writings. Researchers point to the fact that
Maimonides’s rational thought serves as the basis for Rabbi Kook’s thought, even regarding
his mystical thought. In parallel with this base, similarities with respect to issues like
imagination, God’s love, ethics, the reasons for the commandments and others may be seen
between the two. Rabbi Kook sees Maimonides as a cultural hero and a role model, and sees
the fact that Maimonides holds a certain conception as proof of its holiness. In addition, Rabbi
Kook wishes to learn from Maimonides how to grapple with conceptions that challenge the
faith; how to conduct a proper discussion, and about the willingness to demonstrate how
Jewish faith may be kept and even enriched even if a view that challenges it is accepted.
Furthermore, Rabbi Kook put much effort into the interpretation of Maimonides’s arguments
in a conservative manner which would match the consensus, even if he himself did not accept

Maimonides’s position which has remained too radical for his liking.

In one of Rabbi Kook’s early essays, he describes that the question about eternity has been
revived due to the scientific-religious debate about the nature of the formation of the world.
Rabbi Kook describes a connection between the modern conceptions that precede the
beginning of existence and the concept of eternity, but also distinguishes between them
because the Aristotelian eternity concept negates all evolution. From this essay on, Rabbi
Kook relies on the accepted tradition and supports the creation of the world ex-nihilo, thereby
rejecting the philosophical discourse on the matter. Rabbi Kook, who assumes that the
concept of eternity is mistaken, attributes the support for it to imagination/resemblance,
which doesn’t allow one to disconnect oneself from existence in its current form. This study
describes how Rabbi Kook’s arguments on the matter examine the different moral
implications of both sides in a pragmatic nature. Rabbi Kook argues that the optimistic view
according to which reality will progress will follow only if one believes in the divine origin
of the world which Rabbi Kook identifies with the view on creation; this is because the
eternity view describes ‘what is’ as having an independent existence that does not derive from
God. Moreover, Rabbi Kook considers views that reject our preoccupation with Tikkun-
Olam as views that are implied from the view of eternity, which disconnects the material
world from God. Furthermore, according to Rabbi Kook, the view on the eternal material
denies the human desire to resemble God (Imitatio Dei), a desire which arises when a person
believes he originates from the creator of the world (i.e., it isn’t possible alongside the belief
in the eternity of the world). Alongside these tenets, Rabbi Kook finds that there is a positive
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Summary

The question of the origin of the world - is the world eternal or was it created - has troubled
many thinkers at different times. In this work, I focus on the complex reply of a modern-age
thinker, Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak Kook, to this question, especially in light of the reply of
Maimonides, a medieval thinker, and Kook’s interpretation of Maimonides on this matter.

Much has been written about Maimonides’s position on this question. Maimonides examines
three answers; (i) the Judeo-traditional position, according to which the world was created
ex-nihilo, (ii) the philosophical position associated with Plato who holds that the material of
the world is eternal yet its form was created, and (iii) Aristotle’s position, that all of reality is
eternal. Maimonides’s elaborate position was interpreted to mean the same as the first answer.
He presents the question of eternity as one which the human mind has no ability to answer,
which explains why the traditional answer must be favored. However, Maimonides bases his
proof for the existence of God, his unity and his incorporeality on the premise of eternity, and
argues that he does so as part of a move that seeks to separate the question of God’s existence
from the question of creation. Despite his explicit argumentation, a common interpretation
accepted by different commentators who have preceded Rabbi Kook explains that his esoteric
position is in fact Aristotelian, and that his statements to the contrary are an exoteric stance
which derives from political motivation. These commentators ground their interpretation on
a variety of analyses and methods.

Although there is a consensus regarding the definition of Rabbi Kook’s thought as dialectic,
there is a long-standing debate about the origins of his thought. Many scholars consider it
modern thought, others point to it being Kabbalistic and others still do not consider it as
thought, but rather as some sort of mystical poetry. Relatively new research demonstrates that
Rabbi Kook has used medieval thought, particularly that of Maimonides, considerably and in
a significant manner. The research and this study point to Rabbi Kook’s creative
interpretation of Maimonides’s sources. Rabbi Kook frequently gives a new interpretation to
the ancient concepts that he uses and expropriates them from the original field in which they
were used. Some researchers see this creativity as something that expropriates his writing
from the interpretive field and consider his usage of the Jewish thought that preceded him as
mere ‘references’, yet many researchers consider this creativity as the main innovation of
Rabbi Kook’s thought. To complete the discussion on Rabbi Kook’s thought, I discuss two
issues in his teaching: a) First, his attitude to science. Rabbi Kook sees science as part of
divine revelation and as a way of attaining God’s love. He supports attempts to give scientific
innovations, even those that seem to challenge traditional conceptions, a spiritual
significance; b) Second, the ontological status of the world. Research points to contradictory
trends on this matter in Rabbi Kook’s thought: on the one hand, Rabbi Kook’s thought echoes
a pantheistic voice that sees the separation between God and the world as an illusion, arguing
that the world itself does not exist outside of God. On the other hand, a theistic voice, which
distinguishes the world from God may also be found in Rabbi Kook’s writings. Because of
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