R Yehudah Halevi Il: In Defense of the Despised Faith

Timeline

Adapted mostly from Scheindlin; he dates Halevi’s birth in the 1080s, while most historians date it earlier
C. 1075 Judah Halevi was born in either Toledo or Tudela.

1070s/1080s Halevi spends his childhood in Christian-controlled Navarre or Castille

1080s/1090s As a teenager, Halevi travels south to Granada and joins the circle of Moses Ibn Ezra.

1085 Alfonso VI of Castile captures Toledo, incorporating it into Christain Spain

1103 Halevi composed two poems celebrating R. Joseph Ibn Megas’s appointment in Lucena to
position of Rosh Yeshiva

C. 1108 Halevi resides in Christian Spain, potentially in Toledo, where he likely practices medicine

C. 1128 Halfon ben Netanel, an Egyptian Jewish merchant, visits Spain and develops a close friendship
with Yehudah Halevi

C. 1130 [Some historians believe that Judah Halevi set out on a first attempted journey to the holy land]

c. 1135 Moshe ibn Ezra composes Kitab al-Muhadara wa-al-Mudhakara in Castille. In this book, he
associated Yehudah Halevi (and Avraham ibn Ezra, likely his son-in-law’s father) with the city of
Cordoba

1139 M Friedman’s dating of Halevi’s letter regarding the Kuzari (Gil/Fleischer date it to 1129)

1140 Halevi sets sail from al-Andalus, intending to settle in the land of Israel

1140 (Sept 8) Halevi arrives in Alexandria, where the local Jewish community treats him very well

1141 (winter) travels to Cairo, where Egyptian Jews attempt to dissuade him from further travel.

1141 (May 8) Halevi returns to Alexandria and boards a ship bound for Palestine but was delayed by winds

1141 (May 14) Halevi's ship sets sail from Alexandria, and presumably reaches the port of Acco or Jaffa

1141 (July)  Judah Halevi is referred to as being deceased very recently

1141 (Oct):  Nathan ben Samuel, the secretary of the Nagid of Egypt, writes a letter mentioning Halevi's
death, referring to him with the honorific "saintly," often used to denote a martyr.

Primary Sources:
Arabic Original: Kitab al-radd wa-I-dalilfi al-din al-dalil (al kitab al-khazari), edited by David H. Baneth and
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- Sefer ha-Kuzari: Maqor ve-targum. Translated by Joseph Qafih. Kiryat Ono, 1997.
- Sefer ha-Kuzari be-Targum Yitzhak Shilat. Translated by Yitzhak Shilat, 2010.
- Sefer ha-Kuzari hu Sefer ha-Ta’anah ve-ha-Raayah le-Dat ha-Mushpelet le-Ribbi Yehudah ha-Levi.
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“As for the Khazar book, it was the usual kindness of the illustrious philosopher and accomplished scholar
Joseph b. Barzel to praise me for a trivial thing [or: “for any nonsensical thing sourced from my hand”]. |
personally was embarrassed to submit it to you. The reason for writing it was a challenge by one of our
heretics ["one of those who embraced heresy" nii7x "2nnian Tnx, Goitein: Karaites] living in the land of the
Romans [Goitein: Christians] who questioned me concerning certain problems, in reply to which | sent him that
book. Later on, | repudiated it. You will see it when we meet.”
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Level 2: Following the Religious Experts
Plato, The Meno

Soc. Then is the right opinion not less useful than knowledge?

Men. The difference, Socrates, is only that he who has knowledge will always be right; but he who has right
opinion will sometimes be right, and sometimes not.

Soc. What do you mean? Can he be wrong, he who has the right opinion, so long as he has the right opinion?
Men. | admit the cogency of your argument, and therefore, Socrates, | wonder that knowledge should be
preferred to right opinion-or why they should ever differ.

Soc. And shall | explain this wonder to you?

Men. Do tell me.

Soc. You would not wonder if you had ever observed the images of Daedalus; but perhaps you have not got
them in your country?

Men. What have they to do with the question?

Soc. Because they require to be fastened in order to keep them, and if they are not fastened they will play
truant and run away.

Men. Well. what of that?

Soc. | mean to say that they are not very valuable possessions if they are at liberty, for they will walk off like
runaway slaves; but when fastened, they are of great value, for they are really beautiful works of art. Now this
is an illustration of the nature of true opinions: while they abide with us they are beautiful and fruitful, but they
run away out of the human soul, and do not remain long, and therefore they are not of much value until they
are fastened by the tie of the cause; and this fastening of them, friend Meno, is recollection, as you and | have
agreed to call it. But when they are bound, in the first place, they have the nature of knowledge; and, in the
second place, they are abiding. And this is why knowledge is more honourable and excellent than true opinion,
because fastened by a chain.

Men. What you are saying, Socrates, seems to be very like the truth.

Soc. | too speak rather in ignorance; | only conjecture. And yet that knowledge differs from true opinion is no
matter of conjecture with me. There are not many things which | profess to know, but this is most certainly one
of them.

al- Ghazali, al-Mungqidh min al-dalal, 43-45 (translated by Peter Adamson; see Secondary Sources)

Reason does not suffice without revelation nor does revelation suffice without reason. The one who would urge
pure taqlid and the total rejection of reason is in error and he who would make do with pure reason apart from
the lights of the Quran and the Sunna is deluded... If you are in doubt about whether a certain person is a
prophet or not, certainty can be had only through knowledge of what he is like (bi-ma ‘rifa ahwalihi), either by
personal observation or reports and testimony. If you have an understanding of medicine and jurisprudence,
you can recognize jurists and doctors by observing what they are like, and listening to what they had to say,
even if you haven’'t observed them. So you have no difficulty recognizing that al Shafi'mt was a jurist or Galen a
doctor, this being knowledge of what is in fact the case (ma rifa bi-I-haqiqa) and not a matter of taqlid shown to
another person. Rather, since you know something of jurisprudence and medicine, and you have perused their
books and treatises, you have arrived at necessary knowledge about what they are like. Likewise, once you
grasp the meaning of prophecy and then investigate the Quran and [hadith] reports extensively, you arrive at
necessary knowledge that [Muhammad] is at the highest degree of prophecy




Diana Lobel, Between Mysticism and Philosophy, p. 71-72 (citations refer to passages in the Kuzari)

We have seen that rationalists in the Islamic world regarded tagl i1d as a necessary evil, suitable only for
persons of weak mental capacity, for those who lack the original mind to pursue truth through striving (ijtih ad)
and logic (qiy as). Ha-Levi points out, however, that even philosophers operate with a kind of tagl 1d.75
Philosophical traditions are accepted on authority and parrotted just as are religious traditions.76 The sole
difference is that Aristotle is held up as the supreme authority rather than Abraham. Philosophers hold many
doctrines that are in fact contrary to giy as, for example the nonexistence of the vacuum (llI: 49: 130) and the
notion that only philosophers attain immortality (1:110: 38). These views are accepted counter to logic on a kind
of philosophical tagl 1d... If tagl 1d is necessary, one might as well rely upon those who are in fact reliable,
namely, the Sages (111:39: 123). Ha-Levi’s argument here parallels his critique of the Karaites. Ha Levi uses the
term taql 1d ironically to show that philosophical qiy as— like Karaite qiy as—is less certain than reliance
upon tradition, which both philosophers and Karaites disdain. Knowing God through logical demonstration is
less certain than reliance upon authority (taql 1d)—a radical proposal for an intellectual to make, even in irony.
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Against the Karaites (but maybe they are not the “minim”?)
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Kuzari Intro (Shvartz translation)
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Level 3: The Particularistic Nature of Religious Knowledge

al- Ghazal, al-Mungidh min al-dalal, 10-11

Thirst for grasping the true natures of things was a habit and practice of mine from early on in my life, an inborn
and innate tendency (ghariza wa-fitra) given by God in my very nature, not chosen or contrived. So as | neared
maturity the bonds of faqlid weakened for me and | was emancipated from inherited beliefs. For | saw that
young Christians always grew up to accept Christianity and young Jews to accept Judaism, while young
Muslims always grew up to accept Islam. And | heard the hadith related of the prophet, “every child is born in
the innate condition (fifra) but his parents make him a Jew, Christian, or Magian.”
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R. JB Soloveitchik, And From There You Shall Seek p. 134-135

The confrontation between God and man, between the Creator and the creature, never ends; the discourse
with God is constantly being renewed... the God who revealed Himself to Moses from within the burning bush
and told him the secret of “| am that | am” has not disappeared; the bush is still burning, and God’s voice from
within it resounds in space relaying the divine mission to all who fight to sanctify God’s name.




WORSHIP OF THE HEART
“Taste and See”

One of Judaism’s greatest achievements is that it ventured
to accomplish the impossible, to meet God directly, not only via
the abstract intellect or through the moral imperative, but also
by employing sensuous media to apprehend Him.

This has been very ably expressed by Yehudah Halevi in his
differentiation between the God of Abraham and the god of
Aristotle (Kuzari 1:11fT). While the former is perceived, His
presence felt, and the awareness of Him is a living and imme-
diate one, the latter is only an abstraction and a metaphysical
idea. In the passage from the Kuzari already cited in the first
chapter, Halevi formulates a remarkable theory of religious sen-
suousness. He speaks of perceiving God! Only such a full, sen-
suous experience of God gratifies the God-thirsty soul and
arouses passion and ecstatic love in man for the living God, for
whom one is willing to incur martyrdom. Abstract experience
does not inspire man. It is in the aesthesis, in the immediate
beholding and perceiving of God that a voice is heard: “And His
voice you heard from within the fire” (Deut. 5:21). “His glory
and greatness” you have seen with the naked eye, His presence
is sensed and felt with all its overpowering might, His splendor
and beauty fascinates the sensuous man. One does not only
think of God or comply with His will. One feels the touch of His
hand and the warmth that His eyes radiate. “O taste and see
that the Lord is good" (Ps. 34:9). In other words: experience God
not through your facilities of abstracting conceptualization,
which dismiss the immediate reality, but by tasting Him, as it
were, by feeling Him right here and right now.

There is a contrast between indireet, inferential and
abstract discovery of God and the immediate living encounter
with Him. In the cognitive and the ethical act one approaches
God by the process of deduction. There ig no direct apprehension
of the Creator. One arrives at the conclusion of governing cos-
mie intelligence by studying the universal drama and by reach-

— 58 —

EXALTATION OF GOD AND REDEEMING THE AESTHETIC

ing the fringes of the coherent causal nexus. In the ethical expe-
rience the process of inferring is considerably abbreviated, since
the imperative pressure itself directs one’s attention to Ged. Yet
the conclusion, that the legitimacy of the norm requires relat-
edness to the absolute, dawns upon the ethical personality after
long, careful study. The absolute of the logos and the ethos is
more idea than fact, more mathematical boundary than reality,
more postulate than living personal God, more abstraction than
apprehension.

If we speak of experiencing God, and if by this we understand
the ecstatic encounter of a8 man quivering with passion and
tenseness, then one cannot consider the ethical or noetical act as
capable of engendering such an experience. For the ethical and
the cognitive, the rendezvous with the Creator is a quiet sedate
one. There ig, in fact, no actual meeting. A real encounter is
never achieved by the scientist or the ethicist. For them, there is
only, if we may use a metaphor of Yehudah Halevi, an exchange
of epistles; the contact is established in an impersonal way,
through correspondence.” The medium through which this type
of contact is attained is the natural law and moral norm.

Only the aesthetic experience, if linked with the idea of the
exalted, may bring man directly into contact with God, living,
personal, and intimate. Only through coming in contact with
the beautiful and exalted may one apprehend God instead of
comprehending Him, feel the embrace of the Creator, and the
warm breath of infinity hovering over a finite creation. The rea-
son for immediacy and impact implicit in the aesthetic experi-
ence is its sensuous character,

This direct revelation of the Creator has always been
explained by Judaism as a result of kevod Elokim (majestas Dei,
the glory of God). Isaiah says “His glory fills the whole universe”
(Isaiah 6:3). Glory of God expresses the aspect of revelation to

* Halevi's Kuzari (1:108) presents o parnble about the king of India. The king is known
only indirectly, through his communication, —Ed.

[Note Emergence of Ethical Man, p. 149-151, where R. Soloveitchik disagrees with R. Yehudah Halevi and
Ramban regarding any innate metaphysical properties of the land of Israel]
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