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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 2: 8 - MASHIACH & OLAM HABA

PART 1 - MAIMONIDES
OU ISRAEL CENTER - WINTER 2021/22

A] EMUNA, HERESY AND THE RAMBAM'S 13 IKARIM

A1] THE MAIMONIDEAN MEASURE OF HERESY
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The Rambam’s ‘hard-line’ position is set out in the 13 Ikarim in his Commentary on the Mishna. There he defines who is
to be included in the Jewish community. Excluded are all those who undermine® the 13 Ikarim and are thereby heretics.

A2] THE 12TH IKAR - MASHIACH
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The essential elements of the 12th Ikar are: (i) confidence that Mashiach will come; (ii) not trying to predict the actual
date of his coming; (iii) appreciating the greatness of Mashiach and the era of Mashiach; (iv) davening for Mashiach; (v)
that a Jewish king cannot be from any family other than that of David and Shlomo®.
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How ‘doubting’ a person need be in order to be considered a heretic is not clear. Some translations of the 13 Ikarim (written originally in Judeo-Arabic) seem to imply the need for a
serious derogation. Rav Yitzchak Shilat’s new translation and the standard translation which appears in the Vilna Shas (probably by the mediaeval scholar R. Shmuel Ibn Tibbon)
both use the expression Spop1) - implying a significant derogation. However the translation of Rav Kappach (Mossad HaRav 1965) uses the expression pap 9, which seems to
contemplate a far lesser level of ‘doubt’ in order to be considered a heretic. See also the Rambam’s commentary to Sanhedrin 10:2, which even in the Ibn Tibbon translation uses
different expressions of culpability:- a0 D2¥N »NN INTI 722991 DNYPA IPONDN DIV IXX 19PIPNI NNNIRN YTIDW IWTIN
Rav Kappach’s full translation of the 12th Ikar is:
NANND I DT 2Y DT NIIN N MY 110 D) PIY DN 1NN NDIM ONIY 5932 DI NI N, TPINN DN INNNINY WION MTIDN 93 DTRD DO P IWUNI
DTN PAP9? IWNDY IRIY SN NI ,PIN 1D ¥ PN 5T 295 wIY) NN 2N 370 1Y THNINM IMND DNNND TYPAYN 12 NPND 91D NN NYY 122N /NN
121 NIUN T PRIYND NIN PN NN POV ITRYND) NN NN, MIPLIT NP DINPANY PH XIPN IPPYA 9921 D951 19 RY 7Y N MDD WNND Toa
3. Translation of R. Yitzchak Shilat.
4. Note the possible anti-Christian message here since according to at least some Christian traditions, lineage was traced to King David through his son Natan.
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A3] THE 9TH IKAR - THE TORAH WILL NOT BE CHANGED
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The 9th Ikar is that the Torah will NEVER be changed or switched by God to a different Torah.

B] THE MESSIANIC ERA -vs- OLAM HABA
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We have almost no understanding of the nature of Olam Haba. The prophecies in Tanach refer to Yemot HaMashiach,
which is part of Olam Haze.
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For the Rambam, Olam Haba is an entirely spiritual entity with no trace of physicality. The aspect of us which lives on
in Olam Haba is our conscious mind which we developed when in this world. In Olam Haba, this mind will be able to
fully grasp God’s essence.
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The Ravad rejects this position as contrary to the view of Chazal! According to him, Olam Haba may be physical, as we
see from the concept of Resurrection - Techiyat Hametim®. The Ravad envisages that, in the next world, we will indeed
be like the melachim - in the sense that our bodies will be super-strong and healthy like the bodies of the melachim® The
crowns on our heads will be literal and physical, not (as the Rambam suggests) a metaphor for our minds.

5. Aswe will see be’H in subsequent shiurim, the Rambam’s own position on Techiyat Hametim is not entirely clear. In his own lifetime he was accused of taking the view that Techiyat
Hametim refers to ‘life after death’ in the Soul World, rather than the physical resurrection of the dead in this world.

6. The question of whether a malach can take on physical form is yet another dispute between the rationalists and the mystics. For the Rambam, a malach can ONLY be seen and
experienced through prophecy. This leads to his position in the Guide (2:42) which re-reads all interactions with melachim in Tanach as happening in nevua! This in turn leads to
the response of the Ramban (Bereishit 18:1) that such a position is forbidden to learn or believe!!
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¢ The Rambam therefore sees Olam Haba and Yemot HaMashiach as two entirely different concepts, whereas the Ravad conflates
them.

* There is of course a far deeper debate underpinning this dispute. The Rambam, as a rationalist, sees the spiritual world as entirely
transcendent and removed from this physical world. It is accessible only by intellectual/imaginative connection through prophecy or,
at a lower level, through proper kavana in learning, davening and performing mitzvot. The Ravad, as a mystic?, sees the spiritual and
physical worlds as far more connected. Creation occurred following a process of God’s emanation through the Sefirot to the point that
Olam Haze is ultimately part of this process of emanation.?
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Chazal compare Olam Haba to Shabbat, the radiance of the sun and to the intensity of relief on finding a much needed
bathroom!
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This world is like the weekdays - for work and achievement. The next world is like Shabbat - a reality of ‘being’ and not
‘becoming’. There is no more opportunity for mitzvot in Olam Haba!®
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Chazal, in Pirkei Avot, compare this world to a dressing room and the next world to the banquet. Proper time and effort
in the dressing room is essential to be prepared for the banquet and everything in the dressing room is there in order to
use and prepare. But it would be ludicrous to spend the entire time playing with the machines in the dressing room and
never go into the banquet!
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So too, one moment of Olam Haze is more valuable than all of Olam Haba. But one moment of Olam Haba is more
pleasurable than all the pleasures in Olam Haze.

C] WHAT IS THE MESSIANIC ERA?
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The Messianic Era for the Rambam involves: (i) restoration of the dynasty of David; (ii) re-building the Temple; (iii) the
ingathering of exiles; (iv) the restoration of the halachic system to its full application.

7. The Ravad was one of the foundational thinkers of a 12th Century school of kabbala in Provence which then spread through his son R. Isaac the Blind and his grandson R. Asher ben
David. This school then spread to Catalonia in the 13th Century through R. Azriel of Gerona and the Ramban.

8. Inmedieval kabbala this leads to a panentheistic position - that this world is, in a sense, ‘contained’ within the reality of God’s broader emanation. Latter kabbala embraced an even
more immanent perspective of God in this world, with a ‘virtual tzimtzum’ and sparks (nitzotzot) of kedusha embedded and exiled in this world, awaiting activation and redemption
through our mitzvot.

9. Forthe Rambam, Olam Haba is of course a reference to the spiritual world of souls. For the mystics, it includes Yemot HaMashiach. We see here the roots here of broader debate on
whether Torah and mitzvot will apply in the times of Mashiach.
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D] THE NON-MIRACULOUS NATURE OF THE MESSIANIC ERA
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The Rambam sees Yemot Hamashiach very much as part of this world - a non-miraculous continuation of our current
existence, but ushering in an era of world peace. He emphasizes in particular that the halachic system will not change.
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The Messianic era will also one in which there is no world hunger. Taken together with the Rambam’s picture of a
non-miraculous Messianic era, this is a pointed social comment on the cause of poverty and starvation today - not that
there are insufficient resources to go around but that there is an unwillingness to share the resources that we have.

* The Rambam’s insistence on no fundamental changes in nature in the Messianic era is consistent with the 9th Ikar which requires
that the Torah can never change. A fundamental shift in nature would require a fundamental shift in Torah!1°
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The Ra’avad objects that the Torah itself prophesies the change of animal nature in the Messianic Era, which
presumably (as a verse in the Chumash, rather than Navi) cannot be interpreted as a mashal (or can it?)
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The Rambam does however rule that the books of Nach (but NOT the Torah and mitzvot and with the exception of
Megilat Esther) will be abolished in the times of Mashiach since they will be irrelevant. Interestingly, the Ravad here
disagreesllsince he considers that every book of Tanach will be worth study at all time. But only the Megila will be read
in public.

10. More critically, the Rambam'’s first 3 Ikarim - proving God’s existence, his Unity and his Incorporeality - are based on rational and philosophical constructs which assume existence
in the way that we have always understood it. If there is to be a seismic shift in the nature of reality, these 3 Ikarim may also be undermined and the Rambam'’s proofs for God could
disappear. Forthese reasons too, a non-changing reality in the Messianic Era is essential for the Rambam .

11. Is he suggesting that we will no longer read from the Torah in public? This would indeed be a significant change in halacha!
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E] THE PROCESS OF THE MESSIANIC ERA
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The Rambam rules that we have a outline understanding of the nature of the Messianic process but we have no clear
tradition as to the details. Indeed, even Chazal were trying to work out the issues from the verses in Tanach, rather than
from a mesora. As such, we should NOT be focussed on the details - who, how, when - but rather the general concepts.
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In his commentary on the Mishna, the Rambam describes the process for the re-institution of the Sanhedrin and sees this
as one of the signs of the imminent coming of Mashiach. Note the Rambam’s insistence on the ascent of man in the

run-up to Mashiach.

F] ELIYAHU HANAVI
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Eliyahu’s role is already discussed in the Mishna. He will not come to pronounce on the personal status of individuals.

Rather, his function is to bring shalom between the generations.
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Many commentators have understood this to be in a halachic context - to remove machloket from the halachic system.
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R. Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev assumes that Mashiach and Techiyat Hametim will occur in the same period. So why
should Eliyahu be the one to answer the halachic questions and not Moshe Rabbeinu!? He answers that pask for any
generation must be given by someone who is alive in that generation and understands its issues. Eliyah is able to do this
since he never died. Moshe will not be able to achieve this, even if he comes back to life!
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In his commentary on the Mishna, the Rambam seems confident that Eliyahu will precede Mashiach.
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Although in his Mishne Torah, he seems to be less unequivocal.

G] THE PURPOSE OF THE MESSIANIC ERA
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Rambam emphasizes that the purpose of Mashiach is not to rest or celebrate, but so that we will be able to have the
freedom to learn and connect to God. This is in order to merit a stronger connection with God in Olam Haba.
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The days of the Messiah will be the time when the kingdom will return
to Israel who will return to the Holy Land*¢. The king who will then reign
will have Zion as the capital of his realm. His name will be great and fill
the earth to its uttermost bounds*”. It will be a greater name than that of
King Solomon and mightier. The nations will make peace with him, and
lands will obey him by reason of his great rectitude and the wonders that
will come to light by his means. Any one that rises up against him God
will destroy and make him fall into his hand. All verses of scripture
testify to his prosperity and our prosperity in him. So far as existing
thingsare concerned there will be no difference whatever between now
and then, except that Israel will possess the kingdom. And this is the
sense of the Rabbins’ statement, KYX mwnn mm*d n o%yn Pa PR
457352 nabn Tayw “There is no difference between this world and
the Days of the Messiah except the subjugation of the kingdoms alone.”
In his days there will be both the strong and the weak in their relations to
others. But verily in those days the gaining of their livelihood will be so
very easy to men that they will do the lightest possible labour and reap
great benefit. It is this that is meant by the remark of the Rabbins,
“nSm 25 mkpmIm K% SR vk TNy “The land of Israel
will one day produce cakes ready baked, and garments of fine silk.” For
when one finds a thing easily and without labour, people are in the habit
of saying, “So and So found bread ready baked, and a meal ready
cooked.” And you have a proof of this in the scriptural statement
093M31131 DITMOK 133 131 “And the sons of the stranger shall be your
husbandmen, and the tillers of your vineyards.” This is an indication
that seed-time and harvest will exist there [in the land of Israel at the time
of the Messiah]. And it was for this reason that the particular Rabbi who
made the aforementioned assertion blamed his pupil for not un-
derstanding the drift of his remarks, and thinking them to be intended
literally. And consequently the reply he gave him was commensurate
with the latter's power of comprehension; but it was not the real answer.
And the proof that he did not intend it for the truth is seen in the fact that
he corroborates his attitude by quoting the verse *inixa $'o3 1yn 5x

“Answer not a fool according to his folly.” The great benefits that will
accrue to us at that epoch will consist in our enjoying rest from the work
of subjagating the kingdoms of wickedness, a work which prevents us
from the full performance of righteous action. Knowledge will increase,
as it is said, ‘¥ Nk Y7 yaK7 xS0 12 “For the earth shall be full of
the knowledge of God.” Discords®® and wars will cease, as it is said,
s¢31n M1 YK M1 Ikwr XS “Nation shall no more lift up sword against
nation.” Great perfection will appertain to him that lives in those days,
and he will be elevatedss through it to the X311 09w »n “the life of the
world to come.” But the Messiah will die, and his son and son'’s son will
reign in his stead. God has clearly declared his death in the words,
SSpDWNK YAKY DWW Y YYN K91 oY XY “He shall not fail nor be
discouraged, till he have set judgment in the earth.” His kingdom will
endure a very long time and the lives of men will be long also, because
longevity is a consequence of the removal of sorrows and cares. Let not
the fact of the duration of his kingdom for thousands of years seem
strange to you, for the Sages have said that when a number of good
things come together it is not an easy thing for them to separate again.
The days of the Messiah are not ardently longed for on account of the
plentiful vegetation, and the riches which they will bring in their train,
nor in order that we may ride on horses, nor that we may drink to the
accompaniment of various kinds of musical instruments, as is thought by
those people who are confused in their ideas on such things. No! the
prophets and saints wished and ardently desired [the days of the
Messiah] because it implies the coming together of the virtuous, with
choice deeds of goodness and knowledge, and the justice of the King*,
the greatness of his wisdom and his nearness to his Creator, as it is said:
“The Lord said unto me, thou art my son; this day have I begotten
thee®*.” And because it implies obedience to all the Laws of Moses,
without ennui or disquietude® or constraint, as it is promised*® in the
words, AN ... MK WT 0913 '3 .. NYY DK WK MY 1R kKN
©p3wan (3K 2% Mem 0351 nn “And they shall teach no
more every man his neighbour and every man his brother saying, Know
the Lord; for they shall all know me from the least of them unto the
greatest of them.” “And [ will take away the stony heart from your
flesh.” And there are many more similar verses on like themes.

It is under conditions like these that one will obtain a firm hold upon
the world to come. The final goal is the attaining to the world to come,
and it is to it that the effort must be directed. And it is in this sense that
the particular sage, gifted with truth looked towards the final goal and

12. Translation taken from With Perfect Faith - R. J David Bleich.
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