'A medieval Jewish embrace of and critique of philosophy:

T021

Judah ha-Kohen's Midrash ha-Hokma'

Judah ha-Kohén, Midrash ha-Hokma: (lost) Arabic, c. 1230, Toledo; (extant) Hebrew, c. 1247, N. Italy.

The work covers [1] the world of ‘generation and corruption’ / physical sciences, and [2] the world of the
spheres / mathematical sciences, drawing from two conceptual realms: [1] summaries of Greco-Arabic
works of philosophy / science; [2] philosophical / scientific interpretation of the Hebrew Bible, Rabbinic
sources, and the Hebrew letters. (Recent study: Arndt, Sabine. ‘Judah ha-Cohen and the Emperor’s
Philosopher’. Doctoral thesis, St Cross College, University of Oxford. 2016.)

World-view shared by [a] the Hebrew Bible / Judaism and [b] Greco-Arabic philosophy / science
Excerpted from the introduction of Midrash ha-Hokma

... Since all of the Holy Blessed One’s fashionings are divided
into three categories — the spiritual; the [celestial] spherical;
and the world of generation and corruption — therefore the
philosophers divided [the totality of] the sciences into three
categories: natural science; mathematical science; and divine
science. ...
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... There are many verses in our holy Torah and in the rest of
the holy books in which these three worlds are mentioned. In
the Torah: as is written, ‘Indeed, unto the Lord, your God, are
the heavens and the heavens of the heavens, the earth and all
that is within it’ (Deuteronomy 10:14). ‘The heavens’ refers to
the spiritual world; for this term, viz. ‘heavens’, is equivocal: it
indicates the spiritual world, and also the [celestial] spherical
one, and air. However, ‘the heavens of the heavens'’ is said
only with reference to the [celestial] spheres alone. It is a
term denoting a possessive relationship.
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Complementarity & tension:
[a] the Hebrew Bible / Judaism and [b] Greco-Arabic philosophy / science; ibid.

Judah the Priest, the insignificant, who is amongst the least of
may his Rock keep him; and | composed this book, entitling it

In it, l included the subject matter of all those books which |
mentioned [viz. the works of the philosophers], on account of

wisdoms will know, from the outset, what utility he will attain
from those books; and also: by means of this work, he will [be

‘He who understands will understand; and if he merits, he will
discern.” 2. The second utility: There being such who already

present work] shall be for him an agent to bring him back to
occupy himself with our holy Torah

... | leaned on the Lord, God of Israel, and bestirred my bosom — |,
those ‘exiles of Jerusalem who are in Sepharad’ (Obadiah 1:20),

Midrash Ha-Hokma / / andnn waT ‘The Exposition of Wisdom’.

two matters. 1. From here, anyone who wishes to research those

able to] research the allusions coming from our divine science.

burdened his thought and wasted his time with those books, [the
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Inherent limitations of science / philosophy; overcome by revelation

Thus spoke [the author,]> Judah the Priest, son of Solomon the
Priest (may his soul repose in the Garden of God), of Toledo:
When you investigate [these books]® and occupy your thought
with these sciences, so that you attain knowledge of all this
existence from beginning to end, in the end you will find that all
that you have attained, even of knowledge of the two worlds,
namely the world of the [celestial] spheres and the world of
generation and corruption, which are attainable via sense-
perception, is merely very little.” However, regarding the
spiritual world, even if you know by rote all 13 discourses by
Aristotle on the divine science, you will attain no more
knowledge regarding that world than that there exists a prime
mover, TNX 11X [= a single fashioner [1X] (?); or (as Sirat): Rock,
One (?)], that is living, that is neither a body nor a power in a
body; and that each sphere has an abstract intellect. It is
[merely]? this which you will attain regarding that world, when
you occupy your thought with those discourses.

Although all that exists constitutes these three worlds, the
knowledge of the one of them, namely the spiritual one,
subsumes the knowledge of the two; whereas the knowledge of
it is not subsumed in the knowledge of the two. This is because
it is their cause, whereas they come about on its account and
they exist from its power. Therefore, he stated, ‘Let not the wise
man be proud of himself on account of his wisdom’ etc. ‘but
rather it is on account of this that one who is proud of himself
should be proud of himself’ etc. (Jerimiah 9:22-23).

The philosophers have endeavoured to know all of these
three [worlds] by means of reasoning alone. Now, this is
knowledge of “cognition”, the root of which is sense-perception,
as he mentions in On Demonstration and in De Anima. Now, this
is a wonder of wonders! How is one able to know, attain, and
arrive from sense-perception at that which is not at all subject to
sense-perception? Therefore, that little of it that they did attain,
although it is like a drop in the sea, is no small thing for one who
attained it on account of reasoning by means of the intellect, the
root of which is sense-perception. For [that which was attained]
is not whatsoever subject to sense-perception, as is stated ‘No
eye has seen it, O God, except for You’ (Isaiah 64:3). Indeed, all
that we perceive with our senses is corporeal; whereas it is not a
body. Since the matter is thus, and via reasoning we have no
means by which to attain the particulars of that science, which is
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the root, cause, and beginning of these two sciences of the two
worlds, it is fitting to say regarding one who has occupied
himself with nothing more than the sciences of these two
worlds, ‘All of you turn and come now; | will not find a wise man
among you’ (Job 17:10). For the definite science is none other
than that spiritual one; and one who knows it is called a wise
man, as Aristotle said in the third discourse on that science. This
is because this [viz. the spiritual] world is antecedent to these
[other ones] in various manners. One who knows that science
does not need to exert his thought with these; for he will know
them immediately, with ease. However, one who knows no
more than these two alone still needs knowledge of that one.
Since we are unable to attain that science by means of reasoning
alone, we therefore require tradition received person from
person, from the Almighty.” It is for this reason that it is written,
‘The heavens, heavens are unto the Lord; but the earth He has
given to humans’ (Psalm 115:16). This is as if to say: [as for]
these two worlds, which are [a] the spiritual and [b] that of the
[celestial] spheres — therefore He said [a] ‘the heavens, [b]
heavens are unto the Lord’ — He did not endow humans with
power to understand them with their own knowledge. This is
because all of them, as He endowed them with that power, are
on earth. It is because they are ‘dwellers of houses of clay
matter’ (Job 4:19) that they are able to know the details of this
world [with sense perception and intellection/via sense
perception and intellect].!® As for those two worlds, the
knowledge of their essence was not given to humans [or: He did
not give the knowledge of their essence to humans], but rather
‘God has understood its way, and He has known its place’ (Job
28:23). It is He who has made it known to His prophets alone, as
is stated, ‘For the Lord, God, does not do anything, excepting
that he reveals His secret to His servants, the prophets’ (Amos
3:7). ...

(Cf. Sirat, History Jewish Philosophy, p. 253; idem, ‘La Qabbale d’apres
Juda B. Salomon ha-Cohen’, pp. 191-193.)
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Preliminary Edition, based on MSS: BAV ebr. 338 (xvi1) and Oxford Bodleian Michael 551 (.(nx Also consulted:
MSS Parma 3023 (,(xn19 Oxford Bodleian Pococke 343 (,(ax JTS 2301 (,(n0 Russia St Petersburg 417 (x1) & ibid.
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Philosophers / scientists overstepping their limitations

Also, you see that similarly, in the Laws of the Stars, what
Ptolemy tells indicates that the Land of Israel was not fit for
prophecy. It [was] fit for its people be foolish dunces, in
accordance with the inclination of the globe upon that line[?]. ...
[It is for this reason that] the Holy Blessed One desired to have
Israel and His prophets dwell there: in order to nullify the bad
decree of the stars from them ....

Therefore, 'there is astral influence over Israel' (Babylonian
Talmud, Shabbat, 156a) - for the good, whether they are
deserving or not deserving; however, 'there is not astral
influence over Israel' (ibid.) - for the bad, if, according to their
deeds, they are worthy to be rescued from it. ... Ptolemy said: As
for, the rest of the parts of this quadrant which is adjacent to the
middle of the inhabited region of the inhabitable land, one part
of it contains the Land of Israel. It inclines to the northwestern
side of this quadrant. It is the triad of Aries, Leo, and Sagittarius.
Its prince is Jupiter, Mars, and Mercury. Therefore, the people of
these regions were merchants and people of cunning. Aries and
Mars dominate the Land of Syria and the Land of Israel.
Therefore, its people were fools; they did not know the Lord.
This is what Ptolemy said.

Section: There is a number of responses to this matter. 1. Even if
we posit that Ptolemy spoke truth, we have upon what to rely,
‘and relief and salvation will arise on our behalf from elsewhere’
(cf. Esther 4:14), as we shall tell. 2. All the more so since we have
a number of refutations to the words of Ptolemy regarding this
judgment, and it is appropriate to say to him: ‘when a matter of
judgement is beyond you’ (Deuteronomy 17:8).

Let us first posit that his words are correct. We say that our
favour depends on the supervision of the Holy Blessed One
alone ...
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