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This essay looks at two texts in Jewish philosophy 
? one medieval and 

the other modern ? and summarizes the logical connections between 
schematic beliefs about the universe in terms of the physical sciences, 
ethics in terms of the human sciences, and the dynamically determined na 
ture of Jewish faith. More fully discussed is the logical status of dogma in 
Judaism with respect to the right of the individual within the community 
to sincere belief. It is argued that, contrary to what is commonly believed 

by modern Jews, doxis has as central a role in defining Judaism as does 

praxis. 

Introduction 

This is a comparison of two philosophical texts ? one by a 
medieval and one by a modern Jewish philosopher 

? that relate to the 

general question of human rights and, more specifically, to the right to 
one's beliefs. 

Hasdai Crescas was chosen because (a) his statement of the classi 
cal Jewish philosophical position on the range of human "freedom" is 
clearer than that of any other classical Jewish philosopher, while, at 
the same time, (b) his commitment to individual freedom of religious 
belief is the most expansive. The particular text of his presented for 

study was selected because (a) it is comparatively simple, and (b) it 
seems least likely to lead to any notion of an individual right to belief. 
Our immediate focus of analysis is how his religious/political 
commitment to freedom of belief is possible only because of his philo 
sophical/epistemological analysis of freedom. 

Baruch Spinoza was chosen because (a) his statement of the posi 
tion in modern Jewish philosophy of individual political freedom of 
belief has the most developed philosophical foundation, and (b) that 
foundation is rooted in a strict determinism that rejects any significant 
status to individuals in his ontology. The particular text of his pre 
sented for study was selected because it also (a) is comparatively sim 

ple, and (b) seems least likely to be rooted in an anti-individualistic, 
determinist metaphysics. Our immediate focus in analyzing it was to 

show how his political/ethical commitment to individual freedom is 

possible only because of his general ontology and epistemology. 
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In short, both texts were chosen because (a) their authors are both 

Jewish and qualitatively among the best of Western philosophers, (b) 
these texts are comparatively easy to understand, and (c) their analy 
sis exhibits pedagogically interesting, paradoxical conclusions. 

The Setting 

Many contemporary Jews believe philosophy never really was an 
authentic Jewish enterprise and that dogma no longer has a place 
within Judaism. Against this assertion we argue as follows: Jewish 
tradition has always seen the law that God revealed to Moses to 

encompass everything. "Everything" includes science. The God of our 

ancestors, who revealed His Torah through Moses to our people, is the 
creator of the entire universe. He can only be known through his act(s). 

Hence, to learn as much of absolutely everything and anything as our 

brief stay on earth allows is in itself to come to know our God of holi 
ness, justice, and truth. 

The contemporary emphasis in religious thought on praxis over 
doxis is an unjustifiable departure from the major conceptual orienta 
tion found in the chain of classical rabbinic thinking. The classical 
rabbis carefully explained fundamental beliefs such as God's unity and 
the act of creation for the same reason that they elaborately described 
basic duties such as observing the festivals and resting on the Sabbath. 
As the revealed law shows, God demands true belief as well as true 

practice. As the fulfillment of the duties requires a careful, detailed 

understanding of what is to be done, so acceptance of the doctrines 
demands a careful, detailed understanding of what is to be believed. 

Hence, it is no less a religious duty to find a proper cosmological schema 
to interpret what Scripture says about creation than it is to determine 

with precision what does and does not constitute working on the Sab 
bath or exactly when a festival begins and ends. 

By "duties of the heart" the rabbis meant those true doctrines that 

Jews are obligated to believe. The phrase stands together with the 
"duties of the limbs," which designates those correct forms of behavior 
that Jews are obligated to perform. That pre-modern Judaism univer 

sally maintained that the former no less than the latter is part of Jew 
ish law means that traditional Judaism never was a mere orthopraxy 
and that it always involved orthodoxy, i.e., dogma. The issue then is 
not, does Judaism have dogma. Clearly it does. Rather, the issue is, 

beyond the question of what beliefs are and are not dogmatic, what 
does it mean to say that any doctrine is a Jewish dogma. 

Our account of the status of dogma within traditional rabbinic 

Judaism will focus on Maimonides' list of thirteen foundations of 

Judaism.1 Maimonides' way of expressing the beliefs is not the only 
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legitimate expression, and his understanding of what is a foundation 
belief is not universally accepted by spokespeople for rabbinic Judaism. 
However, Maimonides' attempt to formulate essential Jewish beliefs 

occupies a place of importance in any statement of Jewish belief at least 
in the sense that no formulation of what Jews believe can be adequate 
that does not take seriously Maimonides' judgments. 

In his commentary on the tenth chapter of the tractate Sanhedrin 
in the Mishnah, Maimonides gives a list of thirteen "foundations"2 or 

"principles"3 of the Torah, the first of which is the existence of the 
Creator. Concerning all thirteen, Maimonides says that anyone who 
even doubts them "leaves the community [of Israel], denies the funda 

mental, is an epikoros, and is one who 'cuts among the plantings.'"4 
Our account of what Maimonides meant by calling them "foun 

dations" and what other alternatives Jewish tradition offers on the 
status of belief in Judaism is a summary of Menachem Kellner's Dogma 
in Medieval Jewish Thought with some minor deviations. In this 
author's judgment Kellner's work is sufficiently superior 

? both in 

depth and breadth ? to anything else that has been written on the 
nature of Jewish belief, that there is no need to use any other references. 

However, while agreeing with almost everything that Kellner says, 
some critical objections must be raised against his interpretation of the 
data. We may conclude that it is reasonable to draw parameters of 
forms of Jewish belief, even though it always lies outside of those 

parameters to designate any single expression as the Jewish belief. 

Jewish dogmas function to specify what Jews ought to decry rather than 
what they ought to affirm. While this state allows considerable room 
for thought on any subject, that freedom is not unlimited. Not 

everything that is possible may be true, and not everything that may 
be true is true. 

In the light of conceptual challenges to Judaism internally from the 
Karaite movement and externally from Islam, rabbis began to formu 
late precise statements on Jewish belief in the tenth century C.E. Initial 

attempts by Bachya, Judah Halevi and Abraham ibn Daud in the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries culminated in Maimonides' first com 

prehensive formulation of his thirteen foundations. This effort is 

hardly noticed until the fifteenth century, when Maimonides' 

formulation was subject to sharp and careful examination in the light of 

the major Christian persecution of that century. With the decline of 

persecution in the next two centuries, interest in formulating Jewish 

dogmas declined. However, in modern times it again became important 
for Jewish thinkers to examine with care precisely what it is that Jews 

ought to believe and what it means to say that they ought to believe it. 

Kellner argues that Judaism's concern with dogma is limited to 

apologetics, because Judaism is defined by trust rather than belief. My 

personal judgment is that this distinction is itself confused. Kellner 
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