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It is no exaggeration to say that Maimonides has exercised an infl uence 
in Jewish law and thought surpassed only by the Hebrew Bible and the 
Talmud. It is not surprising, then, that Maimonides has been subjected to 
a dizzying array of interpretations in the past 850 years. 

In the recent collection of papers written by two eminent Maimonides 
scholars, James A. Diamond and Menachem Kellner, we can see just how 
varied these interpretations are, even within the more limited sphere of 
Orthodox Jewish thought.1 Kellner and Diamond, in alternating chapters, 
explore how Maimonides has been interpreted by eight later-nineteenth 
and twentieth-century Orthodox rabbis: R. Naftali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin 
(Netziv), R. Abraham Kook, R. Elchanan Wasserman, R. Kalonymus 
Kalman Shapira, R. Aharon Kotler, R. Joseph Soloveitchik, R. Joseph 
Kafi h, and R. Shlomo Aviner. (Only R. Aviner is still living and writing.) 
But not all the rabbis treated here seek to align themselves with Mai-
monides; on the contrary, several of them explicitly seek to distance them-
selves from him. The essays in Reinventing Maimonides in Contemporary 
Jewish Thought offer a window into how diverse leading Orthodox rabbis 
have read Maimonides in the modern era. 

I

Kellner’s fi rst essay is on Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, and shows how the 
Rav recasts Maimonides’ views of individual providence into more con-
temporary language, while retaining its essential elements. In the second 
of several topics that Kellner takes up, he shows how Soloveitchik follows 
Maimonides with respect to the nature of holiness, but then reverses 

1 This volume is a collection of previously published essays, with the exception of 
one new chapter on R. Kalonymus Kalman Shapira. They have been revised for this 
publication and, in the case of Kellner’s essays, translated from Hebrew into English.
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course in some of his writings regarding the status of the community of 
Israel.2

There are, roughly speaking, two diametrically opposed ways to view 
religious properties, such as holiness.3 In the supernatural view, holiness 
is a real property that inheres in objects, space, or time. There is some-
thing in the world, called holiness, which is present in sanctifi ed objects, 
land, language, or sacred time. This is the “ontological” view of holiness. 
In his earlier work, Kellner had persuasively argued that Maimonides 
understood holiness and other religious terms, such as ritual purity and 
impurity, in instrumentalist—not supernatural—terms. In this context, 
the consequence is that holiness is not some inherent property subsisting 
in the universe or in objects within it, but rather that holiness is a social 
reality created by halakhic rules. Holiness, on this latter account, does not 
inhere in objects:

Holiness is the name given to a certain class of people, objects, times, and 
places which the Torah marks off. According to this view holiness is a 
status, not a quality of existence. It is a challenge, not a given; normative, 
not descriptive. It is institutional (in the sense of being part of a system of 
laws) and hence contingent. This sort of holiness does not refl ect objec-
tive reality; it helps constitute social reality. Holy places, persons, times, 
and objects are indubitably holy, and must be treated with all due respect, 
but they are, in and of themselves, like all other places, persons, times, 
and objects. What is different about them is the way in which the Torah 
commands that they be treated.4

Holiness is not a real property of the world; it is a system of rules 
which have as its goal the attainment of more ultimate ends.5 Kellner 
demonstrates that R. Soloveitchik generally follows Maimonides in 
this regard: 

Kedushah, under a halakhic aspect, is man-made; more accurately, it is a 
historical category. A soil is sanctifi ed by historical deeds performed by 
a sacred people, never by any primordial superiority… Nothing should 

2 The discussion is split into different sections in Kellner’s essay, but I have here 
combined them. Kellner’s discussion regarding the status of Kenesset Yisrael turns on 
the realism-nominalism debate regarding the status of universals. 

3 Elsewhere Kellner notes three approaches; see Menachem Kellner, Maimonides’ 
Confrontation with Mysticism (Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2006), 27.

4 Ibid., 88.
5 For a more detailed discussion, see Alex Sztuden, “Naturalism within the Limits 

of Theism,” DAAT: A Journal of Jewish Philosophy and Kabbalah 81 (2016), vii–xliv.
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be attributed a priori to dead matter. Objective kedushah smacks of 
fetishism.6

So given the view outlined above, holiness is not a property that inheres 
in objects. R. Soloveitchik straightforwardly follows Maimonides here. 
However, when it comes to the status of the community of Israel, Kenesset 
Yisrael, R. Soloveitchik seems to be inconsistent. On the one hand, when 
discussing the claim that communal sacrifi ces have one sole owner, which 
is the collective community of Israel, R. Soloveitchik observes, “This defi -
nition of Knesset Israel has no relationship to the Kabbala… we are refer-
ring to the straightforward halakhic application.”7 

This passage so far seems to be in line with Maimonides’ views 
regarding the “metaphysical” status of holy objects and universals. But 
Kellner also notes that sometimes R. Soloveitchik does treat Knesset 
Yisrael as a real, metaphysical entity, and not as a socially and halakhically 
constructed one: “The individual Jew’s right to the Land of Israel is 
derived from the communal prerogative of Knesset Israel as a metaphysi-
cal entity.”8

But R. Soloveitchik is not being inconsistent. As a neo-Kantian, mod-
ern epistemologist, R. Soloveitchik does not adhere to the sharp dichot-
omy between ontological reality and halakhic-social reality, which is here 
a product of Kellner’s albeit useful schema. For the Kantians, reality is 
constituted both by the receptive elements in our minds that receive im-
pressions from an otherwise unknowable world, and the active elements 
of our minds that structure and construct the objects in the world.9 So 
R. Soloveitchik does think that Kenesset Yisrael is a real “metaphysical” 
entity, even as it is also constructed out of halakhic rules by the halakhic 
mind. That R. Soloveitchik has this in mind is clear from the passage in 
On Repentance which clarifi es that he is not referring to the Kabbalistic 
notion of Kenesset Yisrael. In both places—whether he is referring to the 

6 Joseph B. Soloveitchik, The Emergence of Ethical Man (Ktav, 2005), 150.
7 Joseph B. Soloveitchik, On Repentance (Lanham, Rowman and Littlefi eld Pub-

lishers, 2004), 104.
8 Kellner, 56, citing R. Soloveitchik, On Repentance, 116.
9 This is not the same as Kellner’s third approach that he outlined in Maimonides’ 

Confrontation with Mysticism, according to which the ontological status of holiness is 
not eternal, but created through human action, but once created it is a real property, 
independent of human action or cognition. This is not R. Soloveitchik’s position, in 
which holiness is real even as it is constituted by the halakhic rules that spell out its 
meaning and by human cognition. For R. Soloveitchik, the reality of holiness is never 
independent of human cognition and the system of rules that provide its meaning; 
likewise for the reality of Kenesset Yisrael as a “metaphysical” entity. 



Book Review

173

right of the Jewish people to the Land of Israel or to the ownership status 
of the communal sacrifi ce—his goal to is to show that the Jewish people 
as a collective should not be construed as only the sum of individuals. 
Something new is created when the Jews bind themselves together through 
the Torah, and this is what R. Soloveitchik is attempting to capture by use 
of the term “metaphysical.” His modern neo-Kantian epistemology, a 
feature Kellner overlooks, allows him to move beyond the social-ontological 
divide.10 

While Kellner generally presents R. Soloveitchik as faithfully inter-
preting Maimonides’ thought, even if the style is new, that is not the case 
when it comes to how R. Soloveitchik understands the commandment in 
the Mishne Torah to “know God.” R. Soloveitchik writes that Maimonides 
did not mean that everyone has a duty to work through the proofs for the 
existence of God or spend their time philosophizing on metaphysics; 
rather, Maimonides means that we must have a continual and ever-present 
awareness of the reality of God. Kellner notes that this interpretation is in-
consistent with the original meaning of the “historical” Maimonides (51). 

Yet, R. Soloveitchik’s occasional straying from the original meaning 
of Maimonides’ texts as an intellectual historian might understand them 
is nothing compared to the outright subversions of Maimonides’ thought 
that Kellner uncovers in the writings of two twentieth-century haredi rab-
binic giants, R. Elchanan Wasserman and R. Aharon Kotler. Maimonides’ 
authority over Orthodox Jews today cannot be easily dismissed, so when 
he adopts certain positions that are contrary to the doctrines of the ultra-
Orthodox yeshiva world, there is pressure to repurpose Maimonides’ 
writings and appropriate his authority to support one’s own ends, even if 
this requires manipulating his language, making Maimonides somehow 
mean the opposite of what the historical Maimonides actually intended.

10 There are other passages in R. Soloveitchik’s writings that may also lend themselves 
to an ontological reading of holiness, but I do not think those readings are accurate. 
For instance, in Out of the Whirlwind (89–90, R. Soloveitchik speaks about Shabbat 
as a metaphysical entity, and that God hallowed a 24-hour period when God created 
the world. But it is clear there that R. Soloveitchik is contrasting halakhic rules with 
“halakhic feeling,” the values and experiences embedded in the Sabbath, not ontology 
against halakhic-social construction. None of this is independent of halakha. What does 
it mean for R. Soloveitchik to say that a 24-hour period was hallowed? He was not a 
creationist, so it cannot be that he meant that our Sabbath today tracks a primordial 
24-hour day that was hallowed almost 6,000 years ago. The time period of the holiness 
of the Sabbath is entirely determined by halakha (and humanly created time zones!). 
Further, it is true that the holiness of the Sabbath is different than the holiness of Yom 
Tov. The latter is created by Beit Din through the sanctifi cation of the new moon, while 
the former is not. But that does not mean that the Sabbath’s holiness is independent of 
halakha. (I thank David Shatz for suggesting that I discuss these passages.)
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When R. Wasserman comes across the directive in Sefer Madda that 
one must study science as a fulfi llment of one’s religious obligations, he 
claims (based in part on Ran) that the term ma’aseh bereshit does not 
actually mean “science”, but rather “concealed science,” or something 
closer to mysticism. And when R. Kotler comes across a passage that 
speaks highly of the potential of a class of people, including Gentiles, he 
seeks to show that the term bnei ha-olam does not in fact refer to non-Jews, 
but to Jews only, thereby blunting the universalist impulse in Maimonides. 
In careful analysis of their writings and of those of Maimonides, Kellner 
demonstrates that their readings are mistaken. One wonders if the degree 
to which Kellner exerts himself to refute these readings of Maimonides is 
worth the effort. To those who have not been raised in the yeshiva world 
(and even some who have!), it seems fairly obvious that ma’aseh bereshit 
does not mean mysticism and bnei ha-olam refers to all people, not only 
Jews. 

While Kellner at times betrays less patience with those who steer too far 
away from the original meaning of Maimonides’ texts, James A. Diamond 
does not share the same concern. When he discusses rabbinic thinkers 
who also repurpose Maimonides, he readily understands that interpretation 
can at times usefully be a creative effort. Diamond’s sensibility is more 
emotionally charged and literary, while Kellner’s is more dispassionate 
and historical. 

In one of the book’s more powerful essays, Diamond reads R. 
Kalonymus Kalman Shapira, the Piasecezner Rebbe, whose sermons in the 
Warsaw Ghetto were posthumously published as Esh Kadosh. R. Shapira, 
a Hasidic master who lived through the hell of the Holocaust, at times 
turns to Maimonides in those sermons, and makes surprising use of him 
in order to console the broken and devastated spirit of his faithful follow-
ers. At the outset of the essay, Diamond offers an impassioned attack on 
all theodicies in light of the Holocaust, in particular the elitist Maimoni-
dean doctrine that God’s providence extends only to those who develop 
their intellect. Maimonides’ view of providence is also mentioned earlier 
by Kellner, when he shows how this view resurfaces in R. Soloveitchik’s 
writings, but Kellner discusses all this without casting any negative judg-
ment on what Diamond considers to be an elitist, theologically offensive, 
and untenable doctrine of providence. 

How could a Hasidic master, writings from the depths of the anguish 
and suffering of the Holocaust, make use of the rationalist Maimonides? 
The basic insight developed by R. Shapira is that, ordinarily, human beings 
make sense of the world by means of their da’at, or intellect. But the 
Holocaust has rendered the human intellect useless to make sense of our 
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world. And our recognition of this uselessness allows us to empty the 
mind of its contents to make room for the Divine mind to enter in its 
stead. So rationalism must be acknowledged, only to be transcended in 
the wake of unimaginable suffering, and our da’at becomes void so that 
we can be taken up into the Divine mind. Here the unity of the knower 
and the known, a doctrine advocated by Maimonides—wherein the human 
and Divine mind, as it were, become unifi ed—resurfaces in striking form, 
where the Divine mind also becomes identical with the human mind, 
because the human mind has emptied itself of all its content and has been 
taken up into the Divine mind. As Diamond observes: “Indeed, Mai-
monides’ own formulation of Divine knowledge… patently lends itself to 
this mystical appropriation that absorbs all being in the divine Being.”11

R. Shapira then extends this insight into the realm of mishpat and hok, 
of rational and irrational commandments. R. Shapira does not see all the 
suffering around him as meaningless. Precisely because it does not make 
any sense, it should be viewed as a hok, as an irrational experience which 
transcends the capacity of reason to understand it. And just as the fulfi l-
ment of hukim has positive spiritual worth, insofar as one is fulfi lling God’s 
commandment without understanding it and therefore showing uncondi-
tional loyalty to God, so too “when we dedicate ourselves to God with a 
perfect faith that transcends reason, then even sufferings that are hok-like, 
become sweetened.”12 To bear incomprehensible suffering with a faith that 
transcends reason is to show one’s unconditional loyalty to God. 

Perhaps no commandment can be fi lled in with so much diverse 
content as the commandment to know God in the Mishne Torah, the 
seemingly quintessentially rational commandment, which was meant by 
Maimonides to be fi lled in by the contents of science and metaphysics. 
But when mystics confront this commandment, it is not surprising that 
the term “to know” is fi lled in with mystical content. So when Rabbi Kook 
encounters this commandment, as Diamond shows in his close reading, 
the commandment becomes appropriated into his larger Kabbalistic 
framework. As Diamond summarizes,

Rabbi Kook’s microscopic reading of Maimonides’ inaugural formula-
tion of the fi rst commandment in the Mishneh Torah thus injects his 
own existential-kabbalistic thought into what is patently an Aristotelian 
formulation.13 

11 Reinventing Maimonides, 95.
12 R. Shapira, cited in Reinventing Maimonides, 101.
13 Reinventing Maimonides, 66.
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II

And so it goes. The rabbis in this volume are all living under the shadow 
cast by Maimonides’ thought, and cannot escape him. Some seek to faith-
fully reproduce his ideas, even in modern garb, while others seek to con-
sciously distance themselves from him. Yet still others seek to appropriate 
and repurpose him to lend support to their own religious visions.14

When reading these illuminating essays, there is a question that lurks 
just beneath the surface, not explicitly addressed by either author, but that 
warrants consideration. Suppose one considers Maimonides an authorita-
tive guide for how one ought to live today. Further, suppose that one is 
very responsive to, and wishes to know, what the historical Maimonides 
thought, not just how his texts can be read. As R. Aharon Lichtenstein 
has written, when it comes to pesak halakha, as opposed to more theoreti-
cal writings, insofar as one wishes to lend authority to one’s position by 
invoking Maimonides, one needs to invoke the real Maimonides, the his-
torical one, as much as feasible: 

The situation may alter somewhat with reference to psak… to the extent 
that earlier decisors are cited as sources, by way of reliance on precedent 
and authority, Torat hesed may be signifi cantly modifi ed. In that case, it is 
presumably the personal voice of the Rosh or Rivash that is being in-
voked, with all that their stature and prestige entail. Full weight can only 
be properly assigned, however, when fi delity to the substance and tone of 
their dicta obtains, and to that end, we need attend not only to what the 
Rishonim could or might have thought but to what they presumably 
intended.15 

And even more broadly than with reference to matters of pesak, as Kellner 
and Diamond observe in their introduction:

Moses Maimonides was the most eminent authority of rabbinic law and 
Jewish thought in the medieval world… Thus, every path in Jewish thought 
and law from the twelfth century onwards bears some imprint of Mai-
monides… at virtually every critical turn in Jewish thought, one confronts 
Maimonidean formulations in one way or another.16

14 There is a useful afterword by Seth Kadish, which places each of the thinkers in 
relation to one another. See Reinventing Maimonides, 195–202.

15 Aharon Lichtenstein, Leaves of Faith: The World of Jewish Learning (Ktav, 2003), 
82.

16 Reinventing Maimonides, 1–4.
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In light of Maimonides’ overwhelming infl uence in shaping Judaism, the 
contemporary signifi cance and application of Maimonidean ideas to our 
own times become crucial desiderata. But now, suppose that circumstances 
have changed so drastically that it becomes diffi cult to know what this 
historical Maimonides would say to us today. Consider something as basic 
as the central commandment that runs through several of the essays in 
this book: the Mishne Torah’s commandment to know God. The histori-
cal Maimonides, as Kellner would no doubt correctly point out, thought 
that Aristotelian-style proofs for the existence of God were crucial to the 
pursuit of metaphysical knowledge and for human beings to undertake, 
and made up part of the content of this command. Are we to assume that, 
today, the authority of Maimonides should be invoked for this enterprise? 
This is a problem, because in the last 800 years several revolutions in 
thought have seemingly rendered these proofs highly dubious. The scien-
tifi c revolutions have rendered Aristotelian science and its understanding 
of motion antiquated, and some of the proofs depend on these antiquated 
concepts, while the Kantian revolution in metaphysics has rendered much 
of the remaining parts even more dubious.17 Maimonides would be the 
fi rst to update his positions in the light of new knowledge, so would he 
still require, as a matter of central and overriding importance, that we 
spend time on these proofs? I do not think so. This is why, in part, R. 
Soloveitchik—who, following Kant, did not think these proofs to be 
cogent—provides a repurposed understanding of the fundamental com-
mandment found in the Mishne Torah to “know” God. Today, this com-
mandment cannot mean precisely what it meant to Maimonides, and if 
the Mishne Torah is to be authoritative for us today, then the meaning of 
the term “to know” must be extended.18

17 Of course, there are counter-currents in the contemporary philosophical scene, 
most notably in the University of Notre Dame’s philosophy department, where philos-
ophy of religion and metaphysics are alive, robust and thriving. Notre Dame is but one 
example of contemporary non-Kantian metaphysics, but perhaps its most infl uential. 

18 Nor is it so clear that science and metaphysics are to be identifi ed as the exclusive 
means by which one can fulfi ll the Mishne Torah’s commandment to know God. As 
Bernard Septimus argued: 

[M]adda, unlike “intellect,” is not restricted to rational knowing. In Maimonides’ 
Hebrew, things can be “known,” on religious authority... Sefer ha-Madda begins 
with the commandments to know (leyda) God’s existence and unity, which are 
binding on all: the philosophically ignorant fulfi ll them by knowing on authority. 

Bernard Septimus, “What Did Maimonides Mean by Madda?” in Me’ah She’arim: 
Studies in Medieval Jewish Spiritual Life in Memory of Isadore Twersky, ed. E. Fleischer 
(Magnes Press, 2001), 83–110, see 90–91. (I thank David Shatz for this reference.) 
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Consider further the central role that science played in Maimonides’ 
thought. For Maimonides, science attests to the wisdom of the Creator, 
who stands at the top of the hierarchy as the First Cause. And more than 
that, it is by knowing the forms of the world that we can attain a kind of 
intellectual union with God’s mind, as it were, through what Maimonides 
had termed the unity of the knower and the known. But this is not the 
case in contemporary science, or in contemporary epistemology. Our sci-
ence is much less amenable to a religious world view than it was in the 
medieval world. Nowadays, evolutionary biology points to lots of fi ts and 
starts, non-optimally designed and wasteful features and parts evolving 
during the millenia-long process which has reached its current state in 
human beings.19 It certainly has no need for a First Cause or Necessary 
Existent that stands outside of the ordinary causal chain of the cosmos, 
though that was absolutely central for the medieval thinkers in under-
standing how the cosmos was sustained. Moreover, in the Middle Ages, 
scientifi c explanations were largely teleological, purpose-driven, while 
today, indifferent mechanism has replaced teleology. Would the historical 
Maimonides still consider this science, our science—devoid of mental en-
tities, overfl ows, a First Cause or Necessary Existent,20 and purpose-driven 
explanations—to be as central a religious pursuit as it was in his time? 
Perhaps. But we cannot simply dismiss drastically changed circumstances 
and new patterns of thought in our attempts to apply an ancient thinker’s 
writings, even and perhaps especially when one wants to know what the 
historical Maimonides would say to us, today. Anyone who wants to argue 
that Maimonides places this science, our science, at the pinnacle of our 
religious obligations has to perform, in some important ways, an inter-
pretive leap.21 In order to make that case, one has to enlarge the meaning 

And if it is the case that the proofs of God’s existence and unity are not persuasive 
today (understandably a big “if”), then perhaps we are all philosophically ignorant in 
a post-Kantian age (or even following Pines’ interpretation of The Guide), and all that 
remains for us of the original intent of Maimonides’ commandment to know God’s 
existence and unity is that we should know them on authority. 

19 Although Maimonides does claim in The Guide that there are certain scientifi c 
facts that cannot be explained as arising from necessity, and this points to creation, 
and not necessity, as an operative principle. Much of evolutionary theory could per-
haps be fi tted into this framework.

20 The line is blurry here between science and metaphysics. That discussion is 
beyond the remit of this article. 

21 Note that Maimonidean scholars like Shlomo Pines and Josef Stern believe that 
Maimonides denied knowledge of God except for knowledge of His actions—and in 
the Guide “His actions” means nature and science. On the other hand, 3:51 has Sufi  
elements, so mystical readings are not out of the question. I thank David Shatz for 
these references.
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of “science” as Maimonides understood it, and argue that there is suffi -
cient continuity between Maimonides’ understanding of the scientifi c 
enterprise and our own understanding. Perhaps this enlargement is rea-
sonable, and I think it is, but it is not a straightforward matter of reading 
what Maimonides wrote and meant over 800 years ago.22

These are but two examples of a much larger issue, for how should 
we, committed Jews living in the 21st century, invoke the authority of 
Maimonides in a way that shows fi delity both to intellectual history and 
to contemporary signifi cance? Historical studies alone are insuffi cient for 
this task. In the writings of eight contemporary Orthodox writers, we catch 
a glimpse of how they try to carve out the current meaning and signifi -
cance of Maimonides for their religious visions and ways of life. Kellner 
and Diamond have done us an important service by bringing these rab-
binic thinkers and their readings of Maimonides to our attention.

Alex Sztuden is the co-founder and director of Brainfuse, Inc., an online 
education company. He taught philosophy at Fordham University, was a Herzl 
Templeton Fellow from 2015 to 2017, and studied at Yeshiva University 
and Yeshivat Hamivtar.

22 Several important recent works have attempted to apply Maimonides’ teachings 
to our own time, whether it is Maimonides’ relevance to naturalism, or autonomy, or 
rationality, but not enough attention has been paid to how diffi cult this project can be 
if one is seriously interested in a historical understanding of Maimonides. 


