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MAIMONIDES’ AFTERLIFE AND THE
IGNORANT HERETIC

I

n both his philosophical and halakhic works, Maimonides places
great emphasis upon the necessity of having certain beliefs in order
to be included in the community of Israel and, consequentially,
merit spiritual immortality. The Mishna (Sanhedrin 10:1), as he understands it, bars heretics from the community of Israel as well as from the
afterlife. Since the avoidance of heresy is no simple matter, Maimonides is
compelled to catalog what would constitute heresy. Relative to the mishna
upon which he is commenting, Maimonides’ detailed list of “thirteen
foundations” or “principles” of Judaism is rather long and exacting, and
it is thus easy to imagine that even a devoutly pious Jew in the medieval
era (as well as in modern times) would be unable to meet Maimonides’
high intellectual standards for avoiding heresy. It is of great interest,
therefore, to explore to what extent Maimonides would condemn a person who believes in a heretical opinion due either to simple-mindedness
or ignorance, and whether or not all of the principles are to be handled
equally in this regard.
Many authors—academic scholars and traditional rabbinic writers
alike—take the unqualified presentation of Maimonides for granted, presuming that one who does not believe in Judaism’s dogmas would be
regarded by him as a heretic, regardless of the reason.1 In what has
become a relatively well-known rhetorical aphorism, the great rabbinic
scholar Rabbi Chaim Soloveichik was reported as having said, “nebach an
apikores iz (uber) oich an apikores,” a heretic by misadventure is a heretic
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1
See Menachem Kellner, “Inadvertent Heresy in Medieval Jewish Thought:
Maimonides and Abrabanel vs. Crescas and Duran?” [Hebrew], Jerusalem Studies
in Jewish Thought 3 (1984); Marc Shapiro, The Limits of Orthodox Theology (Littman
Library, 2004), 11–13.
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nonetheless.2 Regardless of the original context and meaning of R. Chaim’s
saying, which is subject to some debate, the underlying assumption that
Maimonides felt that no excuse would save a non-believer from the tragic
consequences of their (albeit inadvertent) heresy is shared by many. However, this interpretation of Maimonides’ opinion is not without its
difficulties, and the subject merits further treatment. Do the works of
Maimonides truly indicate that one who disbelieves in principle dogmas
for any reason is subject to the harsh penalty for heresy? Furthermore,
would Maimonides consider all thirteen of his formulated “foundations”
to be treated equally in this context, or might certain beliefs be more
fundamental than others with regards to our unfortunately simple-minded
heretic?3
The Thirteen Principles and the Afterlife
The two contexts in which Maimonides presents his principles of faith are
in the Introduction to the Tenth Chapter of Sanhedrin of his Commentary
to the Mishna, and in Mishne Torah, Hilkhot Teshuva (The Laws of Repentance), chapter 3. In both instances, Maimonides presents these principles
as being absolute requirements, without any qualification. In his words in
the Commentary to the Mishna:
Once a person upholds all of these foundations and his belief in them is
absolute, then he is included in the community of Israel, and there is an
obligation to love him and have compassion for him and [fulfill] everything that God commanded us regarding this concerning love and fraternity… but if a person doubts any foundation of these foundations, then
he is excluded from the community, and denied the principle, and is
called a ‘min’ and ‘apikores’ and ‘one who cuts at the shoots,’ and there
is an obligation to hate and destroy him, and about him it is written,
‘those who hate you, God, I will hate’ (Psalms 139:21).

Maimonides’ formulation in Hilkhot Teshuva (3:7) is equally unequivocal, implying that anyone who even doubts what he refers to as
2

As quoted and translated in J. David Bleich, With Perfect Faith (Ktav Publishing,
1983), 179–181. The most complete discussion of R. Chaim’s position is probably
the one presented by R. Avraham Gurvitz, Or Avraham Al Hilkhot Teshuva (Jerusalem,
1983), 163–169.
3
For the sake of simplicity, the “thirteen principles” will be used throughout this article as shorthand for the principles of belief that Maimonides considers foundational to
Judaism, despite the fact that his actual view regarding the number and content of those
principles is likely more nuanced. See Hannah Kasher, Al ha-Minim, ha-Apikorsim,
ve-haKofrim be-Mishnat ha-Rambam (Hakibbutz Hameuhad, 2011).
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“the foundational principles” is to be regarded as a heretic, without any
regard to why a person would come to such heretical beliefs. It was this
unqualified stance that earned Maimonides the condemnation of Rabad
of Posquieres,4 among others,5 who refused to believe that someone
should be deemed a heretic for believing that God was corporeal “according to what they have seen in the verses, and even more from what they
have seen in the aggadot” (Rabad, ad loc.). Rabad here took for granted
that Maimonides’ opinion of such a person, who due to their simplemindedness failed to perceive that the Scriptures or Sages were speaking
by way of metaphor, is that he or she is nonetheless “nebach an apikores”—
a full-fledged heretic, because Maimonides makes no mention of such a
dispensation.
To better understand this assumption, we must consider why Maimonides formulated these principles in the first place, and what role they
might have in his philosophy.6 The context in which these principles are
presented in both his Introduction to the Tenth Chapter of Sanhedrin and
in Hilkhot Teshuva makes clear that belief in them is necessary for immortality, aside from being required in order to be considered a member of
the community of Israel.7 In the commentary to Sanhedrin in particular,
Maimonides strongly implies that affirmation of these principles is both
necessary and sufficient for a person to be granted a share in the afterlife,
as his entire list of principles is meant to clarify who is included in the
Mishnaic statement, “all of Israel have a share in the world to come.”
Thus, based upon Maimonides’ framing of these principles, he appears to
have formulated them primarily to ensure that his coreligionists would be
able to gain access to the afterlife.8
There is some difficulty, however, with taking this framing of the
principles at face value. In his Guide of the Perplexed (III:54), Maimonides
4
As interpreted by Kesef Mishna, ad loc., Abarbanel in Rosh Amanah, chapter 12
and many others.
5
See, for example, Abraham Isaac Kook, Ma’amarei ha-Re’ayah (Jerusalem,
1984), 55, who quotes those who disagree with Maimonides and believes the dissenting view to be the normative halakha.
6
A useful survey of this literature is provided by Menachem Kellner, Dogma in
Medieval Jewish Thought (Littman Library, 1986), 34–49.
7
As Mishna Sanhedrin 10:1 itself implies, these two features (being part of the
community of the Torah and salvation vis à vis the World to Come) are related to
one another.
8
Arthur Hyman, “Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles” in Jewish Medieval and
Renaissance Studies, ed. Alexander Altmann (Harvard University Press, 1967). Hyman
refers to this as a “metaphysical” interpretation of the principles; i.e., the principles
are understood as having primarily metaphysical importance.
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indicates that achieving immortality is dependent upon human perfection, which in turn is (at least partially)9 dependent upon “the conception
of the intelligibles, which teach true opinions concerning divine things.”
It is this which “gives him permanent perdurance; through it man is
man.”10 In the final chapter of the Guide, Maimonides implies that only
“those who have plunged into speculation concerning the fundamental
principles of religion have entered the antechambers” (ibid. 619) of the
metaphorical “palace,” the ultimate goal of human perfections, but those
“who believe true opinions on the basis of traditional authority” have
not. If we take the “palace” to refer to the perfection necessary for
immortality,11 it is difficult to understand why a catechism devoid of philosophic speculation or rational proofs could be sufficient for eternal salvation. Menachem Kellner thus rejects the idea that one’s share in the
afterlife would be dependent on a mere declaration of faith, which has no
intrinsic religious or philosophical value.12 Instead, Kellner believes that
Maimonides meant them solely as necessary for being included in the
community of Israel, but not as sufficient for ensuring one’s share in the
afterlife.13
Perhaps anticipating Kellner’s objection, Arthur Hyman14 explained
how mere acceptance of the thirteen principles (or, more precisely, the
first five) does indeed grant one a “share in the World to Come” according
9

Maimonides likely understands beliefs as being sufficient in readying a person’s
intellect for the afterlife, but one can still lose this status through immoral behavior,
as evident from reading further in Hilkhot Teshuva, chapter 3.
10
Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed, trans. Shlomo Pines (Chicago University
Press, 1963), 635. All subsequent references to Maimonides’ Guide will be to page
numbers in this edition.
11
Among those who identify the “palace” as referring to the perfection necessary
for immortality see Howard Kreisel, Maimonides’ Political Thought (SUNY Press,
1999), 136–139, 189–193, 206.
12
“It is inconceivable that Maimonides would actually hold that affirmation of
beliefs, as opposed to demonstrative knowledge of conceptually significant facts, represents intellectual perfection” (Kellner, Dogma, 37). Kellner refers to David Hartman,
who is similarly appalled at the idea that “immortality of the soul [would be] the
function of a mechanical act,” Maimonides: Torah and Philosophic Quest (Jewish Publication Society, 2009), 229. However, Hartman comes to a very different conclusion
regarding the relationship between the principles of faith and olam haba.
13
Such an interpretation also has the advantage of explaining why Maimonides
never mentions the problem of Divine attributes in his principles or anywhere in
Mishne Torah, despite saying that anyone who believes in Divine attributes “has abolished his belief in the existence of the deity without being aware of it,” Guide I:60
(145). If the principles are not meant to guarantee immortality, this omission is more
easily understood.
14
Hyman, “Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles,” 141–142.
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to Maimonides’ metaphysics. First, it should be noted that in Mishne
Torah, Maimonides appears to have a much more attainable requirement
for immortality than ultimate human perfection. In Hilkhot Yesodei
ha-Torah (4:8–9), Maimonides identifies the immortal human soul with
the intellect, which is able to “know and apprehend immaterial thoughts
to the point where it becomes similar to them [i.e., immaterial] … it
knows and apprehends immaterial knowledge, and knows the Creator of
all, and stands forever and ever.” Thus, it is not solely by ultimate perfection, but simply by grasping (Divine) immaterial knowledge that the soul
is able to gain immortality. Similarly, in Hilkhot Teshuva (8:3), in interpreting a rabbinic passage describing the World to Come, he writes, “this
knowledge that they know by which they have merited the World to Come is
found with them… of immaterial knowledge, as we explained in Hilkhot
Yesodei ha-Torah,” indicating that the only way to merit eternal existence
is through this knowledge of immaterial subjects (not by philosophic
speculation).15 Hyman believes that this stance explains Maimonides’ insistence that no matter the difficulty, it is specifically the incorporeality of
God which must be stressed to the masses, because it is precisely by believing in this defining feature of God which allows for the soul’s eternal
existence. Only if the content of a thought is an immaterial God can the
beholder of such a thought gain access to an immaterial existence, which
is the World to Come.16
Whether or not belief in the truth of the principles is sufficient, Maimonides’ comments indicate that they are certainly necessary for the intellectual perfection required for obtaining immortality. As implied by his
metaphysical understanding of the soul, eternal salvation for Maimonides
is not an act of Divine grace or a reward for the righteous, but is rather a
consequence of having apprehended immaterial knowledge during one’s
earthly lifetime. Just as a person who never learned basic arithmetic cannot understand a class in algebra, someone lacking the requisite basic
15
While it could be argued, based upon Maimonides’ opening remarks in Hilkhot
Yesodei ha-Torah, that one cannot have true knowledge by merely accepting a fact until
it is proven rationally, in the instances where Maimonides discusses the knowledge
required for immortality, he does not stress that it be “knowledge” in this strict sense,
but rather that it be acknowledgement of an immaterial fact. Maimonides likewise
writes in Guide I:36 that he would never consider someone to be a heretic merely for
being unable to prove the negation of corporeality, only that someone who does not
believe in its negation is a heretic.
16
“Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles,” n. 115. Hyman recognizes, however, that
Maimonides’ own explanation for his stringency regarding God’s incorporeality is
that only belief in an incorporeal God can truly be considered monotheistic belief;
Guide I:35 (79–80).
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beliefs regarding God cannot join God in immortality. Therefore, it
would appear self-evident that one who does not accept these truths or is
unaware of the principles necessary for afterlife, no matter what the reason, would be barred from entering it. Rabad’s contention—that many
would have read passages in the Torah or in the aggadot in a simpleminded manner and thereby come to believe in God’s corporeality—is
unfortunate but unavoidable; those people have simply not met the standards necessary for immortality. Abarbanel attempts to make this harsh
conviction more palatable by appealing to the naturalistic explanation of
immortality, also understanding it as a matter of pure cause and effect. He
compares the “inadvertent heretic” to one who swallows poison thinking
that it is edible food; although he has acted out of mere ignorance, he will
nevertheless not be spared the consequences.17
Dividing the Principles
While Abarbanel in the above-mentioned passage appears to take all thirteen principles as one unit regarding inadvertent heresy, both Hyman and
Kellner presume that while a disbeliever would be barred from the afterlife no matter the reason for the disbelief, this would only be true if the
beliefs in question are those principles concerning God’s existence. So far,
the only principle of the thirteen that has been the subject of discussion is
the third: God’s incorporeality. It is probably safe to assume that whatever Maimonides may have said regarding the third principle is equally
applicable to the first five, which are all concerned with the proper and
exact definition of God (namely, God’s existence, oneness, and status as
Creator and sole object of worship). However, what would Maimonides
say regarding the final eight principles, which deal not with God, but with
historical and theological facts such as the prophecy of Moses and the
promise of Divine retribution? These refer to historical contingencies, or
to the material world, and thus seem unrelated to the apprehension of
immaterial truths or intellectual perfection, which Maimonides has indicated as being the determiners of the soul’s immortal existence. Would
belief in these final eight principles also be completely necessary, sine qua
non, for eternal salvation?
In both instances where the thirteen principles are presented, there is
no indication at all that Maimonides differentiated between believing in
17
Abarbanel, Rosh Amanah, ed. Menachem Kellner (Bar Ilan University, 2015),
89. See also Bleich, With Perfect Faith, 5–8, 180. Another traditional scholar who
seems to accept this approach is R. Meir Simcha; cf. Ohr Sameach to Hilkhot Mikvaot
11:12.
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the first five principles and the latter eight. Although in Hilkhot Teshuva
Maimonides presents a terminological differentiation between various
principles, categorizing one who disbelieves in the first five as a min and
further dividing a disbeliever in the final principles as either an epikores
(heretic) or a kofer (denier), this distinction appears to have no practical
ramification.18 Yet it is hard to imagine that Maimonides would require
the acceptance of historical truths (and thus “non-philosophical,” in the
sense that that they cannot be derived from reason alone) for immortality—
especially since, in that very same place, Maimonides writes that “the pious of the nations of the world also have a share in the world to come,”
that is, immortality is not reserved for Jews alone. Surely non-Jews would
also have to meet the necessary intellectual standard for immortality,
namely, the acceptance of one immaterial creator. But would they also be
required to believe that Moses, the greatest of all prophets, gave the
Written and Oral Torah to the Jewish people at Sinai? Assuming that the
answer is no, perhaps this indicates that when Maimonides requires
acceptance of the thirteen principles for admittance into the afterlife, he
is in fact referring only to the first five, and the latter eight are instead
meant solely for the Jewish people.19
Aside from these philosophical arguments for distinguishing between
the five principles concerning God and the remaining eight, Hyman and
Kellner have both marshalled textual evidence in Maimonides’ writings to
support this distinction. In Hyman’s study of the principles, he shows
that where Maimonides spoke of the principles in his Guide of the Perplexed
(I:35), he did not present them equally nor did he understand them all as
serving the same function. Instead, Maimonides considers it an obligation to teach the first five principles “in as philosophic a manner as possible,” while other principles which are “hidden” or “secret” aspects of
the Torah should only be communicated to well-trained students.20
Maimonides explicitly names prophecy, Divine knowledge, and providence as belonging to this second category, and it would seem to be a
reasonable assumption that all of the other principles—seeing as they
18

See note to Igerot ha-Rambam, ed. Yitzhak Shilat (Jerusalem, 1987), 37, where
Shilat shows that Maimonides himself was not always consistent regarding this
terminology.
19
The matter regarding gentiles is actually more complicated. See Menachem Kellner, Maimonides on Judaism and the Jewish People (SUNY Press, 1991), 75–77, where
he gives a different suggestion. See also Mayer Twersky, “Whether the Sons of Noah
Were Commanded in the Mitzva of Faith Or Not” [Hebrew], Beit Yitzhak 37 (Yeshiva
University, 2005), 523–531.
20
Hyman, “Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles,” 135.
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pertain to the Torah (a product of prophecy), and details of Divine retribution—would similarly be in this second category, which do not need to
be communicated fully to the masses. Therefore, Hyman argues that only
the first five principles are necessary for immortality, allowing “Maimonides to embrace a philosophical understanding of human immortality
without restricting immortality to a philosophic elite” (142), while the
final eight were formulated to “guarantee the validity of the Law” and its
adherence, similar to the political principles which must be taught to the
masses to ensure social order but have no eternal value (as discussed by
Maimonides in Guide III:28). Hyman and Kellner both note some further stylistic differences and inconsistencies in Maimonides’ presentations
of the latter eight principles, attempting to show that he felt them to be
of lesser metaphysical importance.21
In a later publication meant for a wider audience, Kellner writes that
Maimonides “distinguished decisively between those who doubted or rejected any of the first five of his thirteen principles and those who doubted or rejected any of the others.”22 Here, Kellner cites evidence for this
distinction from the legal writings of Maimonides as well. Although in
the context of the thirteen principles Maimonides explicitly writes that
those who doubt any of these principles are to be put to death and should
not be considered as Jews at all, he apparently softens this stance regarding those who were raised in the Karaite faith. In Hilkhot Mamrim (3:3),
Maimonides writes of the Karaites that although they are heretics, as they
deny the validity of the Oral Law, only the founders of Karaism and its
original followers are to be judged as such. Their descendants, however,
are like children taken captive and raised in a foreign religion, and “efforts
should be made to bring them back in repentance, to draw them near by
friendly relations, so that they may return to the strength giving source,
the Torah.”23 If heresy is dependent upon the denial of philosophical
principles without considering how one arrived at such denial, why should
Karaites be excused simply because they were brought up with those

21

Hyman, “Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles,” 140; Kellner, Dogma, 43–44.
Hyman’s comment that only the first five principles are stated didactically appears not
be correct; Maimonides presents principles 9–11 in the same manner as the first five.
22
Menachem Kellner, Must a Jew Believe Anything? (Littman Library, 2006), 2nd
ed., 82–86.
23
Translated in Kellner, ibid., 83. However, Maimonides’ original version likely
included an important qualifier which was later censored, and ended with, “therefore, one should not hurry to kill them.” Mishne Torah: Sefer Shoftim, ed. S. Frankel,
(Jerusalem-Bnei Barak, 1998), 161.
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beliefs?24 Kellner concludes that this leniency is possible because these
Karaites remain faithful to the first five principles, and are mistaken only
about the divinity of the Oral Law, a non-philosophic principle.
This argument is highly problematic. For one thing, Harry Wolfson
has shown that Maimonides appears to have been similarly lenient regarding Muslims, despite the fact that the majority of the Muslim community,
as Maimonides understood it, believed that God fully possessed attributes (which, according to Maimonides’ Guide , is a denial of God’s
unity), and many even believed that God had a bodily form.25 Additionally, Maimonides is not speaking in Hilkhot Mamrim about the Karaites’
status in the afterlife, but merely one’s practical attitude towards them.26
According to one report, this was in fact the very source that brought
the rabbinic scholar R. Chaim Soloveichik to the opposite conclusion:
Although it is true that one must show kindness towards these unfortunate Karaites, heretics they remain.27 Furthermore, the solution that
Kellner proposes, namely that Maimonides would distinguish between
denial of the first five principles and the final eight, cannot possibly be the
correct explanation of this particular law, because Maimonides compares
the Karaites to the Talmudic case of children captured among idolaters,28
and idolaters are certainly not correct regarding their belief in a single
incorporeal God! Therefore, the true explanation as to why Maimonides
appears to be so forgiving of second-generation Karaites is because he is
only speaking about the attitude that his readers should have towards
them, and not their ability to enter into the afterlife.
A similar argument, not made by Kellner, can be adduced from elsewhere in Maimonides’ halakhic writings.29 In Hilkhot Shehita (4:14),
Maimonides first writes unequivocally that ritual slaughter by an epikores
24
These statements were strong enough to inspire Norman Lamm to propose
“that with regard to the equation of those who forfeit their share in eternal life with
those who lose their status as Jews, [Maimonides] changed his mind when he later
wrote his immortal code” (“Loving and Hating Jews as Halakhic Categories,” in
Jewish Tradition and the Nontraditional Jew, ed. Jacob J. Schacter [Jason Aronson,
1992], 151–157). This suggestion depends upon the dating of various writings, and
requires a different type of study than the one presented here. See the comment of
Yosef Qapah to Maimonides’ Commentary to Mishna Hullin 1:2, n. 32.
25
See Harry Wolfson, “Maimonides on the Unity and Incorporeality of God,”
Jewish Quarterly Review 56:2 (October 1965), 112–136.
26
This is especially true in the non-censored version, referenced above. Kellner
seems to be aware of this distinction, but believes that these two are necessary linked.
27
R. Moshe Shternbuch, Teshuvot ve-Hanhagot 3:480, and see also 1:816, 2:460.
28
This reading is based on the corrected text; see Mishne Torah: Sefer Shoftim, ed.
S. Frankel, (Jerusalem and Bnei Barak, 1998), 609.
29
Thanks to Gabriel Gross for this suggestion.
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is invalid as if he were a gentile, but he later writes (4:16): “the Sadducees, Boethusians [two heretical sects of the Mishnaic era], their students
and all those who follow them who do not believe in the Oral Law—the
[product of their] slaughter is prohibited. But if they slaughtered before
us [i.e., with Jewish supervision] it is permitted, for their slaughter is only
prohibited due to the possibility that they will bungle [the slaughter].”
Here too, the Sadducees appear to be given an unwarranted leniency. If,
as Maimonides declared in Hilkhot Teshuva (3:7), the Sadducees are
themselves heretics, how could Maimonides prohibit meat slaughtered by
the epikores, but permit that of the Sadducee whose slaughter was supervised by a Jew? The simplest solution to this apparent contradiction is
that earlier, when speaking of the epikores, Maimonides had in mind only
the person who “followed his own simple mind and heart’s content,” but
not who “were raised according to their beliefs” (Hilkhot Mamrim 3:3).30
This passage is more convincing than that of Hilkhot Mamrim,
because the status of an idolater, a “mumar le-avoda zara” (apostate with
regards to idolatry), appears to be unequivocal; Maimonides makes no
distinction between an idolater who was raised as a heathen or an apostate
raised amidst Jewish life and learning—an idolater is categorically invalid
for kosher slaughter. Thus, by singling out the inadvertent heretic regarding disbelief in the Oral Law, but not the inadvertent heretic who believes
in multiple gods, Maimonides may be hinting to the possibility that heresy is only inexcusable when it comes to the first five of the thirteen principles. On the other hand, this too is a purely legal passage, and legal
distinctions do not necessarily translate to metaphysical ones. This is especially true if, as Rabbi Ahron Soloveichik argued,31 the reason for distinguishing between different types of heretics is based upon scriptural
sources that are unique to the laws of slaughter but have nothing to do
with the metaphysical standings of the people involved.
All of the above evidence for arguing that Maimonides limited the
“salvific nature” of the thirteen principles to the first five is thus rather
weak. Nowhere does Maimonides treat them differently explicitly, and all
of his supposed hints towards such distinctions are either indeterminate
or based on practical considerations. It would thus appear to be the case
that the thirteen principles are meant to be taken as one unit, implying
30
Kesef Mishne, ad loc., and Beit Yosef, Orah Hayyim 385, and Maimonides’ own
comments to Mishna Hullin 1:2.
31
R. Ahron Soloveichik, “Kol she-Yeshno be-Keshira Yeshno ba-Ketiva,” Beit Yosef
Shaul 4 (Yeshiva University, 2004), 101–103. R. Soloveichik provides Talmudic basis
for considering one who does not believe in the Torah, but is not an idolater, to be
valid as a kosher slaughterer.
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that all of them—including those about Torah and Jewish history—are
indispensable for immortality.
While this may seem unlikely given the thrust of his philosophical
thought, which considers only theological-metaphysical beliefs to be relevant to immortality, such a view is not indefensible. For one thing, there
is a possibility that Maimonides regarded all of the thirteen principles as
metaphysical tenets (and thus related to the immaterial soul), in the sense
that they can all be construed as more precisely defining the God in which
one is required to believe. For example, in order to sufficiently believe in
the God of Judaism, one must believe in a God who will provide God’s
people with a Messiah from the House of David. Alternatively, Hannah
Kasher has argued that because the principles relating specifically to Judaism
are its ideological foundations, these dogmas ipso facto become relevant to immortality in the sense that the Jewish religion is the best way
to ensure intellectual perfection.32 There may, however, be an entirely
different solution: Maimonides might not have considered the nebach
an apikores (“heretic by misadventure”) to automatically lose their immortality after all.
An Alternative View: The Principles and Historical Contingencies
Despite the foregoing discussion of Maimonides’ philosophical view of
the afterlife, it is possible to interpret Maimonides as holding that if one
were to disbelieve any of the principles, including Divine incorporeality,
he or she would still be a candidate for immortality. Although Rabad and
Abarbanel saw Maimonides’ unequivocal censure of the corporealist as
leaving no leniencies as to their immortal status, Maimonides might simply have been giving a list of required beliefs without belaboring details as
to the conditions for those beliefs. As mentioned earlier, Maimonides
appears to treat those who were raised with Karaite beliefs (as well as
Muslims) with significant leniency, applying the Talmudic concept of a
tinok she-nishba, an infant captured by idolaters, to anyone not raised in
the Jewish faith. Especially considering that the Talmudic case is one of a
child captured by idolaters (or, as Maimonides writes in his commentary
to Hullin 1:2, to modern-day Christians), this indicates that even someone whose theological error is so grievous as to constitute idolatry is still
a full-fledged Jew for most practical purposes.33 As already noted, these
32

Kasher, Al ha-Minim, 35–44.
Multiple contemporary rabbinic authors have applied this stance towards contemporary non-believers; see the many references in R. Avraham Wasserman, Rei’akha
Kamokha (Rei’ut, 2008), 35–44.
33
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are essentially legal leniencies concerning how these people are to be
treated according to Jewish law, and not judgements regarding their immortality. However, if Maimonides’ unqualified remark regarding the
exclusion of heretics from Israel is subject to limitation, perhaps his statements about their exclusion from the afterlife might similarly require
qualification.
Perhaps the lynchpin of Abarbanel’s argument that Maimonides
granted no excuses to the corporealist is Maimonides’ own discussion of
the issue in Guide I:35–36, and so this section deserves careful analysis.
As mentioned earlier, Maimonides here defends his assertion that every
Jew, “children, women, stupid ones, and those of a defective natural disposition,” must believe and be instructed in the incorporeality of God,
and accept this matter on the authority of wiser teachers. Chapter 36 then
begins by noting that idolatry is singled out in the Bible as being the only
sin which causes (metaphorically, of course) God’s wrath and jealousy,
and the only sin whose practitioners are deemed enemies of God. After
distinguishing between “denial” (kufr)34 and “ignorance,” Maimonides
writes that the severity of idolatry consists in its being an actualization of
a heretical belief; a denial of the fact regarding God that God alone is to
be worshipped. Thus, someone who believes such egregious falsehoods
such as there being more than one god, or that God has a body, is all the
more so worthy of being “a hater, an enemy, and an adversary of God.”
The passage continues:
If, however, it should occur to you that one who believes in the corporeality of God should be excused because of his having been brought up in
this doctrine or because of his ignorance and the shortcomings of his
apprehension, you ought to hold a similar belief with regard to an idolater, for he only worships idols because of his ignorance or because of his
upbringing… this particularly in view of the existence of the interpretations of Onkelos and of Jonathan ben Uziel, may peace be on both of
them, who cause their readers to keep away as far as possible from the
belief in the corporeality of God. (Guide I:36; 84–85)

Here, Maimonides does indeed write that the Jew who is too simpleminded to understand the true nature of God’s incorporeality is nonetheless a heretic (or “infidel,” in Pines’ translation), but the argument does
not seem to hinge on any philosophical understanding of the afterlife.
34
See Maimonides, Guide I:36 (83 n. 15). Pines prefers to translate this term as
“infidelity,” in order to maintain its religious connotation (i.e., in order to associate it
grammatically with the word “infidel”).
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Instead of appealing to a naturalistic explanation of immortality, as Abarbanel does in his poison parable, Maimonides compares the offender to
an idolater, someone who violated a Torah law. Furthermore, the structure of chapter 36 is rather strange, as there seems to be no reason for
Maimonides to introduce the issue with a distinction between heresy and
ignorance (the former being “belief about a thing that is different from
what it really is,” and the latter being “ignorance of what it is possible to
know”) if the end result is the same. Additionally, Maimonides here elaborates upon the recipient of God’s wrath and enmity at quite some length,
and it seems excessive to quote some dozen verses simply in order to
bring home the pedagogical point that the corporealist is even more deserving of God’s wrath than the idolater. Finally, why should the popularity of an accepted targum be at all relevant to the very fundamentals of
Jewish faith?
Based on these observations, it may be suggested that the reason why
Maimonides focuses here on the comparison to idolatry, instead of on the
metaphysical nature of immortality and its relationship to heresy, is because heresy is not, in and of itself, a cause for eternal perdition.35 While
it is true that the idolater would normally be the subject of God’s Biblical
hatred and anger due to his or her heresy, the ignorant are perhaps less
blameworthy, “for the multitude grasp only the actions of worship, not
their meanings” (Guide I:36; 84). Thus, although “the idolatrous worship of the infidels entails their deserving destruction, just as the text has
it, ‘Thou shalt not save alive a soul’ (Deuteronomy 20:16),” the reason
for this is not because of their being damned, but out of a practical concern: “to put an end to this false opinion so that others should not be
corrupted through it” (Guide, ibid.). It would appear plausible, therefore, to apply the disposition which Maimonides provides in his halakhic
works to those who were “captured by the heathens,” namely that they
are not to be considered heretics in the full sense of the law, but rather
“they are like those who are compelled [ke-anus]… and a person should
not hurry to kill them” (Hilkhot Mamrim 3:3). Just as someone raised as
an idolater is not to be considered a full-fledged “enemy of God” but
only dealt with harshly insofar as they may be a threat to religious society,
so too one can say of a believer in corporealism that, if they were indeed

35
Of course, it could be argued that Maimonides refers to idolatry simply because
he felt that such exhortations would be more effective, and that the reference to
targum is incidental to his main point. The proceeding analysis is meant as a plausible
reading of this passage, but is admittedly not necessarily the most straightforward one.
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raised among those who hold to such beliefs, they would be dealt with
leniently.
Such a reading would answer several of the difficulties that are otherwise presented by this chapter. First, the emphasis on God’s wrath is not
merely meant to be Maimonides’ own exhortation as to the seriousness of
heresy, but is also meant to show that the corporealist, like the idolater, is
culpable only insofar as he or she can reasonably be termed an enemy of
God. The distinction made in this context between heresy and ignorance
is also more understandable along these lines; the falsehoods believed by
the heretic are true failures of their soul, while the ignorant are guilty only
by association, so to speak, because they imitate the ways of the wicked,
but perhaps their souls are ultimately redeemable. Maimonides’ educational contention, however—that every Jew must be instructed in God’s
incorporeality—requires defending, as why would the judgement on this
matter be so harsh if so many Jews had simply been misled by their upbringing? Perhaps for this reason Maimonides ends the section by mentioning the popularity of the translations of the Bible that avoid
anthropomorphisms—because at this stage in Israel’s history, there is no
longer any excuse for someone raised as a Jew to believe that the Bible
teaches corporealism. The implication, however, is that if indeed the nation’s teachers do fail in this regard, or before the dissemination of such
rabbinically approved popular translations, the corporealist could in fact
be excused for their erroneous belief.
Interpreting Maimonides’ opinion of the blameless corporealist in
this way may present a solution to another problem in the Guide of the
Perplexed. After devoting much of the first third of this great work to
carefully showing how the Bible, when properly understood, does not
ascribe bodily features or functions to God, Maimonides then explains
how the Torah uses a gradual process to ease its audience into a belief in
the true God “who is living, possessed of knowledge and of power, active,
and having all the other characteristics that ought to be believed with
reference to His existence” (Guide I:46; 98). In order to bring Israel to
this belief, “the minds of the multitudes were accordingly guided to the
belief that He exists by imagining that He is corporeal… since with regard to us the apprehension can be made that all these acts are only performed by means of bodily organs, all these organs are figuratively ascribed
to Him.” Considering everything that he has said so far regarding corporeality, Maimonides’ assertion here is nothing short of shocking: Despite
being absolute heresy, the Torah purposefully misguided the earlier generations into believing that God has a body! According to the theory that
immortality is dependent upon apprehension of this crucial truth of
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God’s incorporeality, this would mean that, for centuries, almost no Israelite would have been granted access to the afterlife.36
The prevailing response to this issue is that even if such a strategy
would leave almost the entire nation, for centuries, to lose any hope in
achieving immortality, there was simply no other way to cause the idolatrous nation to eventually believe in the true God.37 Needless to say, such
a reading is not without difficulty. For one thing, the calculus is itself
shaky; the era of the prophets could not have been totally devoid of intellectual sophisticates, for it was during that time that some men and women actually became prophets, which is only possible for the “wise who are
great in wisdom.”38 Was there was no better way to teach the truth of
God then to assume that the masses must be misled, until and including
the times of Zakhariah and Ezekiel? Maimonides even admits that the
masses could have been brought to a belief in God, but not a belief in a
powerful God who interacts with creation. It could just as easily be argued that the Torah would have been better off teaching the masses to
continue worshipping idolatry, but in its original sense of serving something as an intermediary to God, as such a belief is not as egregious as a
belief in a corporeal God (cf. Guide I:36). Additionally, the belief in the
incorporeality of God is not just a prerequisite for immortality, but for
being considered a member of the people of Israel. Would Maimonides
truly have us think that almost the entire nation, for dozens of generations, did not technically belong to the “people of Israel”?
One might assert that, while of course Maimonides would not preclude entire generations from being part of the community of Israel,
practically or halakhically, in the final analysis they still drank from the
poisonous well of heresy and would inevitably suffer the consequences.
This would indeed be the case if Maimonides believed that the damnation
of the corporealist depends upon a timeless metaphysical fact, but if so,
that already entails a loosening of the connection between the afterlife
and Jewish nationhood. However, if we instead believe that Maimonides’
harsh treatment of the corporealist is not because there can simply be no
36
Aside from the theoretical difficulty that this would pose, it would appear to
be contrary to the belief of the Sages of the Talmud, who consider the admittance
of many individuals from those generations (Sanhedrin 107b–111b). To obviate
these difficulties, Maimonides can possibly be read as saying that the Bible uses such
language only because it was more immediately accessible, but that no one, in any
generation, was meant to remain with such beliefs.
37
See Leo Strauss’ prefatory essay, “How to Begin to Study The Guide of the Perplexed”
in the Pines translation. As Maimonides writes in Guide III:36, it is impossible for one
to immediately be brought from one belief to its opposite.
38
Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah 7:1; see also Guide II:32.
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salvation for the intellectually unprepared, but because such a belief is
only indefensible now that the Torah has been publicly explained to teach
God’s incorporealism, all these comments regarding the Torah’s original
audience become much more palatable. Although true that now that
there is “the existence of the interpretations of Onkelos and of Jonathan
ben Uziel, may peace be on both of them,” belief in a corporeal God is
inexcusable for a member of Israel, during the times of the prophets,
when such beliefs were tolerated (and even encouraged for certain pedagogical purposes) by the prophets themselves, a person who maintains a
mistaken belief in a corporeal God remains a member of the community
of Israel, both legally and with regards to their immortality.39
This reading of Guide I:35–36 is admittedly somewhat novel. It could
be argued that Maimonides intends for the equating of corporeality with
idolatry to stand on its own, and he mentions targumim only as a secondary point. Therefore, it is worth mentioning that there were several
scholars and interpreters of Maimonides who understood him differently
from Rabad and Abarbanel, and instead saw him as maintaining a more
tolerant view towards mistaken non-believers. One example is R. Meir
ha-Meili,40 writing only about a generation after Maimonides. Some have
even understood Maimonides as granting immortality to the heretic despite maintaining the view that immortality is closely linked with the thirteen principles. As referred to above, Harry Wolfson believed that only a
specific kind of philosophical corporealism would be truly heretical according to Maimonides, but a simple person who is mistaken about the
true description of God would still capable of achieving immortality.
A similar view circumscribing the type of heresy which Maimonides excoriates so harshly, if coming from very different perspectives, was held by
R. Abraham Isaiah Karelitz41 and R. Ahron Soloveichik.42
Several traditional scholars of recent generations have also taken issue
with how Maimonides’ uncompromising stance has been understood by
his interpreters. One of the earlier sources for the famed statement of
R. Chaim Soloveichik quoted in the introduction of this article is in the
39

The contention that principles of Judaism might change based on Israel’s historical circumstances is contentious, but is supported by Moses Sofer, She’elot u-Teshuvot
Hatam Sofer, Yoreh De’ah, #356, and Elhanan Wasserman, Kovetz Ma’amarim
(Jerusalem, 2006), 57 (thanks to R. Shalom Carmy for pointing me to R. Wasserman).
40
“Maamar Meishiv Nefesh,” ed. I. Herskovitz, Yeshurun 27 (2012), 92–99.
Hershkovitz suggests reading Maimonides’ Guide I:36 as explained in this section.
I am indebted to R. Netanel Wiederblank for bringing this source to my attention.
41
Hazon Ish: Yoreh De’ah (Hilkhot Oved Kokhavim) 62:21.
42
Paraḥ Mateh Aharon: Sefer Mada (Jerusalem, 1997), 194.

57

TRADITION
published lectures of R. Elhanan Wasserman,43 but R. Wasserman himself
did not understand this to mean that “a heretic by misadventure is a heretic nonetheless,” as R. Bleich translates. Instead, R. Wasserman saw this
statement as speaking to the essential nature of heresy, but perhaps he too
would accede that one who was misled by “the many aggadot,” as Rabad
speaks of, should be considered by Heaven as guiltless. Another argument, made by R. Yaakov Weinberg (of Ner Israel, Baltimore)44 is based
on a phrase in Maimonides’ Introduction to the Tenth Chapter of Sanhedrin
where he indicates that a blameless heretic does remain a member of
Israel. Perhaps, argues R. Weinberg, Maimonides means to say that such
a person is granted immortality as something of a gift, despite not having
the requisite knowledge of God.45
Of course, if we are to introduce leniencies or dispensations for “heretics by misadventure,” there would still be much work needed to establish what exactly is meant by “misadventure” and how such judgements
can be made. There is, after all, a wide range between someone whose
sole theological error was in interpreting verses incorrectly (as in Rabad’s
case, discussed at greater length by R. Joseph Albo)46 and someone who
rejects Judaism and all its tenets due to having been raised in an environment hostile to its beliefs. Furthermore, as already noted by R. Shlomo of
Chelm, “surely every heretic believes that he is correct”!47 Taken to its
logical conclusion, shouldn’t Rabad’s permissible view make the entire
concept of heresy incoherent? This question has real-world consequences, some of which have been dealt with by other writers. The intent of this
study, however, is merely to show that a widely-held assumption regarding Maimonides’ principles is worthy of reconsidering, and that even if
widely held, it is surely not universally held.
The study of Torah, regardless of the topic at hand, should always be
approached with seriousness and circumspection, but when discussing
the very principles of faith, the utmost care must be taken before drawing
any conclusions, and none of the arguments made here are intended to be
decisive. While Maimonides dismisses the simple-minded corporealist as a
full-fledged heretic, it is possible to read this as being dependent upon
specific circumstances, not because the afterlife itself is only accessible to
43

Kovetz Ma’amarim, 11.
Cited in Y.M. Bechhoffer, Even Shetiya (Jerusalem, 2010), 22.
45
A similar position is held by Shlomo Fisher, Sefer Beit Yishai: Derashot (Jerusalem,
2004), 33. However, R. Fisher notes that he is disputing the stance of Maimonides,
who he views as advocating a strictly mechanistic view of immortality.
46
Sefer ha-Ikarim 1:2.
47
Mirkevet ha-Mishne to Hilkhot Teshuva 3:7.
44
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those who have correct beliefs. This approach streamlines Maimonides’
seemingly unyielding treatment of heresy in the Guide, his Commentary
to Mishna Sanhedrin, and Hilkhot Teshuva with his more lenient approach
implied in some of his halakhic works, and also provides a fairer understanding of Maimonides’ seeming intellectual disregard for the generations which were the immediate recipients of the Torah. However, it must
be admitted that we may be reading more into Guide of the Perplexed
I:36–37 than is warranted, and it should be reiterated that Maimonides’
metaphysical descriptions of the human soul and of the afterlife do strongly
imply that immortality is entirely dependent upon the apprehension of
certain metaphysical truths, which include belief in God’s incorporeality.
If this is the case, it is hard to understand why non-philosophic tenets
(such as belief in resurrection) are required for eternal life; while some
scholars distinguish between the philosophic and non-philosophic principles (of the thirteen), Maimonides never explicitly makes such a distinction. The question of how to interpret Maimonides’ position on this issue
may ultimately depend upon whether we wish to give more weight to his
popular and halakhic works and read his philosophical comments accordingly, or if we would rather interpret his halakhic rulings in light of his
philosophical positions.
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