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Maimonides and Samuel Ibn Tibbon on Jeremiah 9:22-23

The standard printed editions of ibn Tibbon’s introduction are considerably
garbled. Since this text is interesting in its own right, and since it contributes to
our picture of Maimonideans attempting to come to grips with the staggering
legacy of Maimonides, I think it appropriate thatit be presented to the scholarly
world in a corrected, intelligible fashion. Maimonides consistently shattered
orthodoxies!'!; but his students quickly replaced the old dogmas with new
“maimonidean’’ orthodoxies of their own. Ibn Tibbon’s text is an example of
this phenomenon.!?

The Institute of Microfilmed Hebrew Manuscripts in the Jewish National and
University Library holds microfilms of four manuscripts of our text. These are:
1) MS. London 630/7 (JNUL 4986), dated in the catalogue to the 15th century;
2) MS. London 629/15 (JNUL 5638), dated 1466;

3) MS. Vienna 56,3 (JNUL 1459), dated 1283 (?);

4) MS. Cincinnati 707/2 (JNUL 35539), dated to the 14th century.-For reasons
of clarity, consistency, and completeness, I based my edition on MS. London
630/7. The Vienna MS. is beautifully written in an elegant, clear hand but,
unfortunately, is full of mistakes. The Cincinnati MS. is written in a small,
cramped hand, rubbed out or blotched in places; London 629/15 is only
marginally clearer. In places where I diverge from MS. London 630/7 (called
“our MS.” in the notes), I note the divergence and justify it on the basis of the
other MSS. Aside from spelling out common abbreviations, I have made no
emendations to the text. I have kept the annotation to a minimum, restricting
myself largely to the citation of sources. I hereby express my thanks to the staff
of the Institute of Microfilmed Hebrew Manuscripts for their help, and to the
libraries mentioned above for permission to copy and publish the text.!?

;773N 728 AT 773 YXIDY 1R
N0 M1y 120K 1°2 71170 , MY 1701 AVIT ,NIAR NDOM 977 ,KNDDOHT NXT
WD Y71 71971131 277 13 W 1°37 PITAN 29 LKA 7P R¥HI XY 2,701 ATaY

11 Onthis, see my recent “Reading Rambam: Approaches to the Interpretation of Maimonides,”
Jewish History 5 (1991): pp. 73-93.

12 According to Steinschneider, Ibn Tibbon translated Maimonides’ commentary on Avot in
1202, two years before the Master’s death. See Moritz Steinschneider, Die hebraeischen
Uebersetzungen des Mittelalters und die Juden als Dolmetcher (Berlin, 1893; reprint: Graz:
Akademischer Druck, 1956), p. 438.

13 I would like to thank Prof. Nisan Arrarat and Dr. Abraham Melamed for their kindness in
commenting on an earlier draft of this article. I am also grateful to the Memorial Foundation
for Jewish Culture for a grant which supported the research on which this study is based.
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intellectualism.® This is evident in the text here presented to the student of
medieval Jewish philosophy, a text in which ibn Tibbon undertakes a fairly
*“creative” reading of Maimonides. This text is ibn Tibbon’s introduction to his
translation of Maimonides’ commentary on Tractate Avot.

According to ibn Tibbon, Maimonides commented at length on this tractate
because it deals with those moral qualities the acquisition of which is a
prerequisite for reaching intellectual perfection. In support of the claim that
intellectual perfection is the purpose of human existence, ibn Tibbon cites
Jeremiah 9:23, “But let him that glorieth glory in this, that he understandeth and
knoweth Me, that I am the Lord who exercises loving-kindness, judgment, and
righteousness in the earth; for in these I delight, saith the Lord.”

Having cited the verse, ibn Tibbon is led to consider Maimonides’
interpretation of it in II1.54, an interpretation which appears to be at variance
with his own. Ibn Tibbon takes as the focus of Maimonides’ interpretation of
Jeremiah 9:23 his comment (I111.54, p. 637):

He adds another corroborative notion through saying, in the earth — this
being a pivot of the Law. For matters are not as the overbold opine who
think that His providence, may He be exalted, terminates at the sphere of
the moon and that the earth and that which is in it are neglected...

This interpretation of Maimonides is congenial to ibn Tibbon since it ignores
Maimonides’ shift from a contemplative account of human perfection to an
activist one.

Ibn Tibbon offers his own new interpretation of the verse, focussing on the
words, “for in these I delight” in 9:23 and the words “righteousness” and
“judgment” in 9:22. The words “for in these I delight,” says ibn Tibbon, refer
back to “that he understandeth and knoweth Me,” and not to ““loving-kindness,
judgment, and righteousness.” These three virtues, ibn Tibbon claims, lead to
the end, but do not constitute it. More than that, in referring to these three
qualities, ibn Tibbon maintains, the prophet Jeremiah was not calling upon us to
emulate God through them, but, rather, to apprehend God who works with
“loving-kindness, judgment, and righteousness.”’'® The details of ibn Tibbon’s
exposition need not be summarized here. His attempt to wrench the words of
Jeremiah and Maimonides from an activist posture to a contemplative one
explain the contortions to which he must submit the texts.

9  See Aviezer Ravitzky, “Samuel ibn Tibbon and the Esoteric Character of the Guide of the
Perplexed,” AJS Review 6 (1981): 87-123, esp. p. 122.

10  Ibn Tibbon uses the verse in similar fashion in his Ma’amar Yikkavu ha-Mayim (Pressburg,
1837), p. 170.
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we find an explicit summation of his doctrine, that for human beings true and
ultimate perfection is apprehension of the intelligibles, we find a surprising
exposition of Jeremiah 9:22-23:¢

Thus saith the Lord: Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom, neither let
the mighty man glory in his might, nor let the rich man glory in his riches;
but let him that glorieth glory in this, that he understandeth and knoweth
Me, that I am the Lord who exercises loving-kindness, judgment, and
righteousness in the earth; for in these I delight, saith the Lord.

In his exposition of these verses, Maimonides explicitly states that the way of life
of an individual who has achieved apprehension of God to the greatest extent
possible, “will always have in view loving-kindness, righteousness,and judgment,
through assimilation to His actions, may He be exalted ...”” (p. 638). The shiftin
Maimonides’ thinking here is extreme: apprehension of God is no longer a
human being’s most glorious perfection; rather, it becomes the imitation of
God’s loving-kindness, righteousness, and judgment, affer having achieved
intellectual perfection through the apprehension of God. The vita activa has
triumphed over the vita contemplativa.

Maimonides’ interpreters are divided into two schools over this matter: one
school maintains that, despite this sudden shift, it is, after all, intellectual
perfection which constitutes humanity’s greatest perfection for Maimonides; the
second follows the closing passage in the Guide in affirming that Maimonides’
ideal is some form of perfection of practice, but this school is itself divided into
three camps when it comes to determining the sort of practical perfection
Maimonides had in mind. One faction sees this perfection in terms of moral
behavior, a second in terms of a certain kind of political involvement, and the
third in terms of a particular kind of obedience to the mizvot.”

In the years immediately following Maimonides’ death, the intellectualist
interpretation seems to have dominated. It was held by Samuel ibn Tibbon,
Shem-Tov ibn Falaquera, and Gersonides.® Samuel ibn Tibbon, in particular,
appears to have been upset by Maimonides’ apparent retreat from his strict

6 For an insightful analytical survey of philosophical interpretations of these verses, see
Abraham Melamed’s classic study, “‘Let not... glory’ — Philosophical Explanations of
Jeremiah 9:22-23 in Medieval and Renaissance Jewish Thought,” Jerusalem Studies in Jewish
Thought 4 (1985): 31-82 (Hebrew).

7 For detailed discussion, and defense of the third view, see my Maimonides on Human
Perfection.

8 On Falaquera, see Raphael Jospe, “Rejecting Moral Virtue as the Ultimate Human End,” in
W. Brinner and S. Ricks (eds.), Studies in Islamic and Jewish Traditions (Atlanta: Scholars
Press, 1986): 185-205.
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the path to ultimate human felicity — in short, the summum bonum — involves
the submission to God’s will and the fulfillment of divine commands. According
to the philosophic view, on the other hand, human perfection and felicity (in an
uncreated universe or in one created ‘“‘automatically” and eternally, without
choice or will, it makes no sense to speak of ‘‘the purpose of human existence)
involve the intellectual contemplation of God.

Classic Judaism is emphatic in regarding God as active in the world, and
equally emphatic in regarding the fulfillment of the command to imitate God,
“and walk in His ways” (Deut. 28:9), in the emulation of God’s actions through
the fulfillment of divine commands. Human perfection is reached through the
observance of the Halakhah (derived, correctly or not, by the rabbis from the
root “to walk” or “to go”!), the detailed observances of the Torah, or, as it is
more generally understood, the “way of God.”

Moses Maimonides, the central figure of medieval Jewish philosophy,
introduced (or so it would seem) the contemplative ideal of the summum bonum
into medieval Jewish thought.? I say “or so it would seem” because, as with so
many other issues, Maimonides’ final position on the relative value of the
contemplative vs. the practical (political, moral, or halakhic) life is not
altogether clear.

This issue is not clear in Maimonides because he presents two dramatically
different accounts of the nature of human perfection, and one of these two
accounts has been interpreted in at least three different ways.? Throughout his
philosophical and non-philosophical writings, Maimonides maintains that the
highest perfection to which humanity can aspire is perfection of the intellect. In
his halakhic writings Maimonides intimates this rather than states it, by
consistently making immortality a function of intellectual perfection. In the
Guide of the Perplexed the claim is made directly, explicitly, and repeatedly.’

At the very end of the Guide, however, Maimonides offers an alternative
account of the nature of human perfection. In the very chapter (111.54) in which

1 Niddah 73a.

For a recent study of the Islamic philosophical background to this issue, see Majid Fakhry,
Ethical Theories in Islam (Leiden: Brill, 1991), pp. 207-15.

3 This issue is examined at length in my Maimonides on Human Perfection (Atlanta: Scholars
Press, 1990 [Brown Judaic Studies No. 202]). The reader will find there an exhaustive
bibliography of studies on our subject.

4 Texts include: Mishnah im Perush Rabbenu Mosheh ben Maimon, ed. and trans. by J. Kafih
(Jerusalem, 1963), Vol. IV, p. 204; “Laws of the Foundations of the Torah,” IV. 9; “Laws of
Repentance,” VIII. 3; and “Laws of Tefilin,” VI. 13.

5 Texts include: 1.2 (p. 24 in the Chicago, 1963 translation of Shlomo Pines); I. 30 (p. 63); II1.8
(p. 432); I11.27 (p. 511); I11.28 (p. 512); I11.51 (p. 621); and I11.54 (p. 635). Subsequent citations
from the Guide will be to this translation.



MENACHEM KELLNER

MAIMONIDES AND SAMUEL IBN TIBBON ON
JEREMIAH 9:22-23 AND HUMAN PERFECTION

I grew up in a home in which the expressions “Manny Rackman said this” or
“Manny Rackman did that” were often heard. My father, the late Rabbi
Abraham A. Kellner, was a colleague, friend, and admirer of our honoree. The
admiration for Rabbi Professor Emanuel Rackman has continued on to a
second generation of Kellners, and I am delighted to be able to make this small
contribution to a book honoring a man whose entire career has been devoted to
the pursuit of perfection for himself and for his community.

Medieval philosophy arose as the result of a perceived conflict between two
sources of truth: reason and revelation. One of the most fundamental ways in
which these two sources of authority were seen to conflict related to the nature of
God. The “God of the Philosophers” is essentially inactive and impersonal. This
holds true both for the God of Aristotle, the ‘‘unmoved mover” of an uncreated
world, engrossed wholly in contemplation of itself, and even for the God of
Neoplatonism, which creates automatically, involving no will or choice. The
“God of Abraham, Isaac,and Jacob,” the God of medieval Judaism, Islam, and
Christianity, on the other hand, is essentially active and personal. This God
creates, rewards, provides, punishes, hears prayer, and redeems. In short, the
God of medieval monotheistic religion is always active, always involved, always
accessible.

Medieval religious and philosophic traditions agreed (not always explicitly)
that God, the most perfect existent, is the ultimate model for human emulation.
This doctrine was more clearly expressed in the religious sphere — as the
doctrine of imitatio Dei — but underlay philosophic conceptions as well.

If God is active in the world, then to emulate God is to adopt a life of activity
in the world. If God is essentially inactive, busy contemplating the most perfect
possible entity (God Himself), then to emulate God means to withdraw from
active involvement in the world in order to contemplate, to the extent that one is
capable, the most perfect possible entity (God Himself). According to the
religious view, human perfection, which is the purpose of human existence and
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