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The opening of the biblical narraDve includes a 

striking asserDon about the human condiDon: 
“God said, ‘It is not good for the Human to be 
alone; I will make a helper in opposiDon to him 
[Adam].’”1 

 

God’s subsequent creaDon of an eizer ke-negdo—
a “helper opposite him” for Adam, namely, 
Chavah—introduces a concept whose internal 
tension has long invited exegeDcal scruDny. The 
term eizer denotes assistance, while ke-negdo, 
literally “in opposiDon to him,” suggests resistance 

 
1 Genesis 2:18. 

or challenge. The Talmud2 resolves this paradox by 
staDng that this “other” may funcDon either as a 
helper or as an opponent, depending on the 
individual’s moral standing. The juxtaposiDon of 
these terms gestures toward a deep insight: that 
human flourishing relies not on uniformity, but on 
the dynamic interplay of difference. Support arises 
not despite opposiDon, but through it. In order for 
one to merit the eizer one must be open to 
hearing the negdo.  
 
This essay argues that this foundaDonal tension—
difference as the precondiDon for cooperaDon—
consDtutes the biblical prototype for 
conversaDon. From the outset, the Torah presents 
diversity not as an obstacle to overcome, but as a 
divine instrument for relaDonal and societal 
growth. Varied perspecDves, backgrounds, and 

2 Talmud Bavli, Yevamot 63a. 
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temperaments together form the raw material 
from which dialogue is forged. A world built on a 
“one-size-fits-all” model cannot sustain authenDc 
human relaDonships; only through engaging 
construcDvely with difference can individuals and 
communiDes learn to negoDate, adapt, and 
ulDmately support one another. In this sense, the 
negdo becomes the eizer: the very challenge of 
divergence becomes the source of strength. 
 
Drawing on the vision arDculated in The Dignity of 
Difference by Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, this 
essay proposes that the seeking of truth itself is 
ethical: it must emerge from the interplay of 
mulDple voices rather than the echo of a solitary 
one. Dialogue is therefore not merely a technique 
but a moral obligaDon—an ethical discipline that 
demands humility, curiosity, and responsibility 
toward the other. In an age marked by division and 
accelerated communicaDon, the pracDce of 
construcDve dialogue becomes indispensable for 
the repair of society. 
 
The assumpDon throughout this essay is that the 
situaDons that are referred to consist of people 
that are lovers and pursuers of peace and live in 
accordance with the phrase of the sage Hillel, who 
instructs people to be akin to the children of Aaron 
and act in this manner.3 This essay wishes to work 
from the basis that the people in these dialogues 
are looking for the best overall outcome for 
humanity rather than a selfish and personal gain.  

 
3 Pirkei Avot 1:12. 

Mahloket le-Sheim Shamayim: Disagreement as a 
CooperaDve Path to Insight 

The pinnacle sentence that is given for humanity 
to live by is found in Deuteronomy (6:18): “Do 
what is right and good in the sight of God…” 

 
The passage is foundaDonal for understanding 
how one calibrates a moral compass. The terms 
“right” (yashar) and “good” (tov) may appear 
straighjorward, yet they are among the most 
subjecDve concepts in human experience. Every 
person interprets them through the lens of their 
own needs, fears, desires, and assumpDons. 
Human nature ensures that we rarely act without 
some internal jusDficaDon; before any decision, 
we construct a narraDve that makes our choice 
feel reasonable, necessary, or even noble. This is 
why self-jusDficaDon is so powerful: it allows us to 
see our acDons not as impulsive or harmful, but as 
coherent responses to the situaDon as we 
perceive it. 
 
This dynamic explains why people oken describe 
themselves as “innocent” even when they have 
clearly violated a law or moral boundary. The point 
is not that prisons are literally filled with people 
who believe they are saints, but that every 
individual—before acDng—performs an internal 
moral calculaDon that makes their behaviour feel 
defensible. In the moment of decision, they see 
their choice as serving some perceived good:  
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protecDng themselves, helping someone they care 
about, or pursuing what they believe they 
deserve. From within their own perspecDve, the 
acDon feels yashar and tov, even if society, law, or 
objecDve morality later judges it otherwise. The 
danger lies in the fact that self-jusDficaDon is 
effortless, automaDc, and oken invisible to the 
person engaged in it. 
 
There is no anDdote for this condiDon, nor should 
there be. The capacity to jusDfy our acDons is not 
inherently corrupt; it is part of the gik of human 
decision making. It allows us to act with purpose, 
to commit ourselves to decisions, and to pursue 
what we believe is meaningful. The challenge is 
not to eliminate self-jusDficaDon, but to discipline 
it. Lek unchecked, it can slide into moral 
blindness. When our reasoning is never 
quesDoned, when our assumpDons are never 
challenged, when no alternaDve perspecDve is 
allowed to interrupt our internal narraDve, self-
jusDficaDon becomes dangerous and even 
immoral. 
 
This is why genuine moral agency requires more 
than internal reflecDon. The aim of voliDon is to 
form judgments that have been carefully weighed 
against other perspecDves—perspecDves that 
may challenge, refine, or even overturn our iniDal 
insDncts. Disagreement and the gik of the negdo, 
in this sense, is not an obstacle to truth but a 
cooperaDve path toward it. It forces us to test our 
reasoning, confront our blind spots, and recognize 
the limits of our own viewpoint. Only through this 

 
4 Genesis 11:1. 

process can self-jusDficaDon be transformed from 
a source of distorDon into a tool for construcDon.  
 
Extreme Universality 
The most infamous anDthesis to healthy dialogue 
is the story of the Tower of Babel. The Torah 
introduces the episode by noDng that “the enDre 
earth was of one language and one set of words.”4 
At first glance, this appears idyllic: a world without 
disagreement, without compeDng visions, 
without conflict. Yet this very uniformity is 
precisely what makes the story so dangerous. 
With no diversity of thought, no fricDon between 
perspecDves, and no voice of hesitaDon, humanity 
possessed a form of extreme universality—an 
intellectual environment in which every idea felt 
self-evident simply because no one existed to 
quesDon it. What makes the narraDve so 
disturbing is that the project began with steps that 
were enDrely logical and sensible. SeHling in the 
land of Shinar was a reasonable communal 
decision. Developing bricks and mortar was a 
pracDcal technological advancement. Nothing in 
these early stages was inherently corrupt or 
rebellious. But because there was no negdo, no 
counter-voice to test the implicaDons of each step, 
the progression unfolded unchallenged. What 
began as raDonal planning evolved into a 
collecDve act that consDtuted an insult to God. 
The danger lay not in the iniDal ideas themselves, 
but in the absence of any mechanism to challenge, 
slow, or interrogate them.This slow, seamless 
development of thought illustrates the peril of a 
world without dissent. When every voice echoes 
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the same assumpDons, even the most reasonable 
acDons can drik into moral blindness. Without 
someone to say “stop,” “wait,” or “consider the 
consequences,” there is no second thought, no 
boundary, no space for genuine deliberaDon. The 
Tower of Babel is therefore not merely a story of 
human arrogance—it is a warning about the 
catastrophic potenDal of unopposed consensus. 
 
To prevent such failures from recurring, God 
disrupts the very condiDons that enabled them. By 
scaHering humanity and introducing linguisDc and 
cultural diversity, He ensures that no single 
worldview can dominate without challenge. 
Diversity becomes not a punishment but a 
safeguard: the structural guarantee that ideas will 
be tested, perspecDves will collide, and human 
beings will be forced into the kind of dialogue that 
protects against the dangers of unchecked, self-
reinforcing logic.5 

 

These dangers of universality are no greater 
described than by Rabbi Nakali Zvi Yehudah Berlin 
(Netziv) in his introducDon to his commentary on 
Genesis. He explains why the first book is given the 
name Sefer ha-Yashar by the prophets, and 
addiDonally examines why the prophet Bilaam 
referred to our forefathers by the term yashar and 
not tzaddik or hasid.6 He analyzes it through the  
 

 
5 Diversity was not a new concept, as seen in the beginning 
of Genesis with eizer ke-negdo. However, this God-given giK 
was ignored by humanity, and universality was taken to the 
extreme. 
 
6 Numbers 23:10.  

lens of the song of Ha’azinu. Working on the stark 
contrast between God being described as Yashar 
and the “unworthy children”7 being described as 
“crooked and perverse,” he explains that God is 
perfect and universal. However, humanity does 
not have these aHributes; therefore, ignoring this 
limit of humanity would lead to perversion and 
crookedness. The example he gives of this 
dreadful ideology is the generaDon of the 
destrucDon of the second Temple. Netziv 
describes this generaDon as people with the best 
intenDons at heart, as Hasidim who wanted to 
engross themselves in the world of Torah study 
and connecDon to God. He explains (ad loc.) that 
they “walk perversely, wandering from the 
raDonal path. Similar to a twisted rope consisDng 
of strands of various grades, so are their acDons 
twisted, interweaving evil acts with the good, such 
that it is difficult to differenDate the good from 
evil, when evil acts are commiHed for the sake of 
Heaven.” The endeavour of living a life in perfect 
pracDce of connecDon to God must be 
complemented by the noDon of learning from 
others, different perspecDves, having your 
thoughts challenged respecjully and being open 
to new ideas. This generaDon took it to the 
extreme and saw anyone that pracDced Judaism 
slightly different to their path to be a Sadducee8 or 
hereDc. They displayed the anDthesis of the  
 

 
7 Deuteronomy 32:5.  
 
8 The Sadducees were a group that rejected the Oral Law and 
viewed the wriSen Torah as the sole source of divine 
authority. 
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dignity of difference and did not wish to entertain 
themselves with anything other than their own 
opinions.9 
 
The Legi4macy of the “Other Side” 
The two examples given above are prime cases 
where universality leads to sin and destrucDon. 
Therefore, the quesDon arises: What may one do 
to ensure that this does not occur? The basis of 
this answer is found in the famous talmudic 
passage regarding the well-known disputes 
between Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai, explaining 
that “Eilu va-eilu divrei Elokim hayyiim” – “These 
and these are the words of God.”10 This passage is 
extremely difficult to logically understand in the 
realm of halakhah and for the seekers of the truth. 
UlDmately, the oral Torah (where these disputes 
occur) is built to determine halakhic pracDce. 
Therefore, if there is a dispute regarding the 
number of Hannukah candles to be lit on a given 
night for example, how can two completely 
contrasDng opinions both be correct? 11  This 
quesDon has been discussed across many 
centuries with many different answers. However, 
the simple answer could be found in the laHer part 
of the passage:  va-halakhah ke-Veit Hillel (and the 
halakhah is in accordance with the opinion of the 
House of Hillel). This seems to be a contradicDon 
to the above statement; it cannot be that both 

 
9  This could be a definiUon of baseless hatred, the most 
famous reason for the destrucUon of the second Temple. 
The hatred stemmed from simple differences; anything that 
deviated from the norm would be seen to be a complete 
denial of halakhah.  
 
10 Eruvin 13b. 

opinions are divrei Elokim hayyim, yet the 
halakhah is in accordance with one and not the 
other. Surely it would not be part of God’s 
“lexicon” to include a non-halakhic opinion. The 
understanding of these two phrases must be that 
the “incorrect” opinion can sDll be a part of the 
larger halakhic dialogue. Perhaps, to take it a step 
further, one could conclude that we are only 
confident in Beit Hillel due to the aHempt of Beit 
Shammai. Our aHempt in understanding the 
opinion of Beit Shammai provides the scholar with 
a greater appreciaDon and understanding of Beit 
Hillel. Furthermore, Rav Soloveitchik explains 12 
that one can only fully fulfil the commandment of 
studying Torah by learning both opinions; without 
the in-depth study of Beit Shammai, one can never 
truly grasp the concept that they are debaDng. 
 
Why do we need to understand the incorrect 
opinion, and why is it considered to be a part of 
divrei Elokim hayyim? An answer can be found in 
the talmudic parable about Rabbi Yohanan losing 
his beloved study partner Reish Lakish.13  It was 
quesDoned why Rabbi Yohanan cared so much for 
Reish Lakish, due to him having a troubled past. He 
responded by staDng that regarding every maHer 
he stated, Reish Lakish had 24 difficulDes against 
him, resulDng in the “halakhah itself becoming 
broadened and clearer.” The essence of “the 

 
11 Shabbat 21b.  
 
12  Rav Hershel Schachter, Divrei HaRav (Mesorah 
Commission of the Orthodox Union, 2010), 100. 
 
13 Bava Metzi’a 84a. 
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challenge” is one of construct and support. It is a 
permutaDon of the eizer ke-negdo. Each of Reish 
Lakish’s 24 challenges opened 24 new avenues of 
thought for Rabbi Yohanan – perspecDves he 
could never have uncovered alone. Their 
intellectual fricDon was not a flaw but the 
foundaDon of their greatness. Precisely because 
Reish Lakish approached every issue from the 
opposite direcDon, their partnership became the 
ideal cauldron for discovering truth. 
 
Truth cannot grow from a single root. It emerges 
only when many divergent voices, angles, and 
tensions converge. A truth that is narrow, born of 
one perspecDve, is incomplete by definiDon. 
AuthenDc truth must be expansive and 
mulDfaceted, shaped by the interplay of differing 
minds rather than the echo of a solitary one. This 
is seen most profoundly in the phrase found in the 
Midrash staDng that there are 70 faces to the 
Torah (shivim panim la-Torah).14  The Torah, the 
book of  truth, is itself mulDfaceted, each sentence 
packed with a myriad of layers in understanding, 
with each and every layer filled with truth.  
 
We are obligated not only to study but to engage 
seriously with the “other” opinion. In Dr. Haym 
Soloveitchik’s15 class, a student who failed to track 
down even a minor source—one cited within 
another citaDon of the primary text—risked being 
charged with “intellectual infanDlism.” This 
insistence on exhausDng every source aligns 

 
14 Bamidbar Rabbah 13:15.  
 
15 As explained by his students. R. Haym Soloveitchik is the 
son of the aforemenUoned Rav Soloveitchik.  

seamlessly with Rav Soloveitchik’s understanding 
of the command to study Beit Shammai’s posiDon. 
Closing oneself off to the full spectrum of 
perspecDves on a subject inevitably leads to a kind 
of self-imposed blindness, a refusal to see the 
truth in its fullness.  
 
Debate vs. Dialogue 
Modern poliDcal history offers a vivid illustraDon 
of the same truth. The English DeclaraDon of 
Rights of 1689 formally entrenched the 
consDtuDonal right to freedom of speech within 
Parliament.16 This protecDon, sDll operaDve today, 
has been a powerful engine of naDonal 
development: it enabled Parliament to mature 
into a forum of open dialogue, sharpened the 
country’s capacity for collecDve problem-solving, 
and underpinned Britain’s broader poliDcal and 
economic growth. As the earlier analysis suggests, 
Parliament’s stature rests on its willingness to hear 
every perspecDve, refusing the intellectual 
blindness that comes from narrowing the field of 
voices. 
 
This tradiDon of open discourse inspired the 
creaDon of insDtuDons dedicated to free debate, 
most notably the Oxford and Cambridge Unions, 
which became enduring basDons of public 
argument and discussion of contemporary issues. 
Over Dme, this culture of free expression filtered 
down into everyday life. ConversaDons 
increasingly centered on current affairs, oken 

16 Bill of Rights 1689, ArUcle 9, in Parliamentary Privilege: 
First Report (UK Parliament). The Act formally entrenched 
freedom of speech within Parliament as a core consUtuUonal 
principle.  
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erupDng into spirited exchanges of opinion. Yet 
the natural evoluDon of this trend has also 
produced a modern phenomenon: an almost 
compulsive “epidemic of debate,” where 
argument becomes not merely a tool for truth-
seeking but a dominant mode of social interacDon. 
The instrument of free speech has been watered 
down to the sport of debate. FuDle debates occur 
between staDonary extremes so entrenched in 
their opinions that any difference is perceived to 
be completely incorrect.  
 
The original purpose of free speech was to 
culDvate construcDve dialogue—a space where 
mulDple perspecDves could be voiced, examined, 
and woven together into a fuller understanding of 
the issue at hand. It is the kind of intellectual 
exchange embodied by Rabbi Yohanan and Reish 
Lakish, whose disagreements sharpened ideas 
rather than hardened egos. Dialogue, in its truest 
form, is collaboraDve: each parDcipant listens as 
intently as they speak, 17  and every viewpoint 
becomes a building block toward a shared 
soluDon.  
 
Yet, over Dme, the culture of free speech at the 
grassroots level has driked away from dialogue 
and toward debate. ConversaDons have become 
arenas, and parDcipants enter them armed with 
fully formed, deeply entrenched opinions. Their 
goal is not to learn but to prevail. They brace 

 
17  Which King Solomon poeUcally describes in Proverbs 
18:13: “To answer before listening—this is foolish and 
disgraceful.” 
 

themselves for combat, convinced that yielding 
even an inch would signal defeat. In this mindset, 
the exchange of ideas becomes a zero-sum 
contest in which one side must triumph and the 
other must fall. 
 
This is the essenDal difference between debate 
and dialogue. Debate seeks victory; dialogue seeks 
understanding. Debate produces winners and 
losers; dialogue produces insight. Debate is 
adversarial, driven by the desire to defend one’s 
posiDon; dialogue is cooperaDve, driven by the 
desire to expand one’s perspecDve. Debate ends 
with a conclusion; dialogue opens into further 
inquiry. Where debate narrows, dialogue widens. 
Debate is mahloket she-lo le-sheim Shamayim. 
Dialogue is mahloket le-sheim Shamayim.18 
 
The Two Types of Ques4on 
In theory, the disDncDon between debate and 
dialogue seems clear enough. Dialogue grants the 
gik of the negdo being an eizer, while debate oken 
collapses into a contest of egos. But theory alone 
is not enough. How does one ensure, in pracDce, 
that they are genuinely engaging in dialogue 
rather than slipping into the adversarial posture of 
debate? 
 
Rav Aharon Lichtenstein offers a remarkably useful 
framework in his essay Why Learn Gemara? In the 
introducDon to his response he disDnguishes 

18 The two types of conversaUon spoken about in Pirkei Avot, 
arguments for the sake of heaven and arguments that are 
not for the sake of heaven. The exemplars of the former are 
Hillel and Shammai, and of the laSer is Korah and his 
followers.  
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between two fundamentally different modes of 
quesDoning.19 The first is a quesDon posed about 
a phenomenon we ulDmately accept, even if a 
parDcular detail troubles us. It is the quesDon of 
someone who trusts the integrity of the system 
but senses that their own grasp of it is potenDally 
incomplete. This kind of quesDon emerges from a 
posture of moral seriousness: the recogniDon that 
truth is larger than the self, and that one’s own 
understanding is always a work in progress. It is 
akin to the quesDon of a physics student who 
knows the underlying principle is true yet seeks 
clarity because something in his current 
understanding does not sit right. He does not 
quesDon the existence of truth; he quesDons his 
access to it. Such a quesDon is rooted in humility. 
It begins with the assumpDon that the truth may 
exist outside oneself, that one’s own perspecDve 
is parDal, and that learning requires exposing 
one’s assumpDons to scruDny. Psychologically, this 
mode of quesDoning demands vulnerability. It 
requires the courage to loosen one’s grip on 
certainty, to acknowledge that one’s current 
framework may be insufficient, and to invite the 
possibility of being reshaped. This is not weakness 
but strength—the strength to risk being wrong in  
 

 
19 “In one sense, to be sure, the query is perfectly in order. 
We use the term ‘why’ in two disUnct modes. At Umes, we 
ask it with respect to a phenomenon we fully accept (if 
indeed it requires acceptance), but whose causal base we 
seek to discover. We might ask why Wilson entered the First 
World War or why rainbows only appear aKer rain. 
AlternaUvely, however, we pose the quesUon in a spirit of 
challenge and demand, perhaps even of reproach, on the 
implicit assumpUon that at some level, the reality ought to 
be different, and requires vindicaUng exposiUon. A mother 

order to become more right. It is the willingness to 
let the ego step aside so that understanding can 
step forward. This is the quesDon of dialogue: a 
quesDon that opens, expands, and refines. 
 
The second type of quesDon is enDrely different. It 
is not a request for understanding but a 
challenge—a demand. Here the quesDoner 
approaches with a shield rather than an open 
mind. He is not prepared to reconsider his 
posiDon; he is prepared only to defend it. His aim 
is not illuminaDon but demoliDon. This quesDon 
arises from fear—fear of being wrong, fear of 
losing status, fear of having one’s worldview 
unseHled. The quesDon becomes a weapon, a way 
of asserDng dominance rather than seeking truth. 
The moDve is to expose a flaw in the other’s 
reasoning, not to deepen one’s own. Ethically, this 
posture is impoverished; it treats the other not as 
a partner in the pursuit of truth but as an obstacle 
to be overcome. This is the quesDon of debate. It 
is the quesDon that protects the ego at the 
expense of the intellect, that values victory over 
growth, and that confuses stubbornness with 
strength. Where the first kind of quesDon builds a 
bridge toward deeper understanding, the second  
 

who wants to know why her adolescent daughter’s room is 
so messy is not seeking informaUon; she is remonstraUng. 
The taxpayer who asks why his bill is higher than his 
neighbor’s is, in effect, challenging the assessor; and he is 
demanding relief rather than reasons.” Rav Aharon 
Lichtenstein,  Leaves of Faith: The World of Jewish Learning 
(Jersey City, Ktav Publishing House 2003), 1–17. 
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erects a wall to keep understanding out. One is an 
act of moral courage; the other is an act of moral 
retreat. 
 
Therefore, when one chooses to converse, one has 
a choice on which style to adopt. This is the 
foundaDon in ensuring one is on the correct side 
of the debate against dialogue schism. When one 
adopts the second type of quesDon, they must 
defend their posiDon if there is any rebuHal. The 
enDre foundaDon of their quesDon is built on 
being able to aHack the other side. Meaning, even 
if one is convinced in the other’s posiDon, one 
must ignore this inclinaDon and sDck true to their 
original stance.  
 
Modern Landscape 
The contemporary moral landscape presents a 
paradox: humanity has never been more 
interconnected, while conversely being more 
fragmented than ever before. Technological 
advances have collapsed geographical distance, 
but they have simultaneously widened ideological 
and moral divides. The condiDons of modern 
communicaDon have transformed not only how 
ideas are transmiHed, but how they are 
conceived, defended, and contested. These 
condiDons do not merely complicate dialogue; 
they acDvely resist it by shaping habits of thought 
that hone immediacy and certainty, and 
affirmaDon over paDence, humility, and 
engagement. The unprecedented speed at which 
informaDon circulates changes thought into 
reacDon. Events unfold in real Dme, and responses 
are demanded almost instantly, oken before facts 
are clarified or consequences considered. This 

acceleraDon erodes the reflecDve pause upon 
which dialogue depends. Dialogue requires 
space—space to listen, to weigh alternaDves, and 
to recognize the limits of one’s own 
understanding. When judgment precedes 
understanding, conversaDon loses its capacity to 
refine truth and instead becomes a vehicle for 
reinforcing insDnct. In the absence of healthy 
hesitaDon, self-jusDficaDon is no longer examined 
but enacted. Individuals act on impulse, driven by 
pressure to respond, defend, or signal allegiance, 
rather than by careful consideraDon of the full 
spectrum of perspecDves. 
 
Social media intensifies this distorDon through the 
algorithmic amplificaDon of certain types of 
speech. The structures that govern digital 
plajorms privilege asserDveness over nuance and 
emoDonal intensity over deliberaDon. Content is 
rewarded not for its depth but for its ability to 
capture aHenDon, provoke reacDon, and sustain 
engagement. As a result, ideas are no longer 
tested through sustained, reciprocal engagement, 
but through visibility and repeDDon. Similar 
content floods individual feeds, creaDng an 
arDficial sense of consensus and acceleraDng the 
mass disseminaDon of parDal or simplified 
narraDves. In such an environment, disagreement 
is rarely encountered in its strongest or most 
thoughjul form. Instead, it is flaHened, polarized, 
and repackaged, stripping the negdo of its dignity 
and rendering genuine encounters increasingly 
rare. One of the most serious risks arising from this 
informaDonal flood is misinformaDon. Social 
media funcDons as a largely unverified conduit of 
informaDon, offering few safeguards to disDnguish 
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between credible knowledge and distorDon. With 
the rapid rise of AI-generated content, this 
problem has become even more acute. The 
challenge therefore expands beyond compeDng 
interpretaDons of a shared reality to the 
coexistence of compeDng realiDes themselves. 
When basic facts are unstable, dialogue loses its 
grounding, and disagreement ceases to be a tool 
for clarificaDon. Instead, it becomes a struggle 
over whose version of reality will prevail. The 
cumulaDve result is polarizaDon—not merely 
disagreement over ideas, but alienaDon between 
people. Ideological posiDons drik further apart, 
oken fuelled by selecDve informaDon, symbolic 
rhetoric, and simplified narraDves that reward 
extremity. Minor differences are magnified into 
defining boundaries of idenDty, and tribal loyalDes 
replace moral deliberaDon. In such a climate, the 
other side is no longer perceived as a partner in 
the pursuit of truth but as a threat to be 
neutralized. 
 
It is precisely here that dialogue emerges as a 
moral necessity. PolarizaDon cannot be cured 
through louder arguments or sharper criDques. It 
requires the disciplined openness to hear the 
other without surrendering one’s own 
convicDons. Dialogue does not dissolve difference; 
it dignifies it. In a world increasingly structured to 
resist this posture, choosing dialogue becomes an 
ethical act—an insistence that truth and 
communal life can only be sustained through the 
courageous engagement with the other. The moral 
demand for dialogue applies unevenly across 
society. Those who hold power bear a 
disproporDonate responsibility, because their 

words and decisions shape not only policy but 
norms of engagement. Leaders model the moral 
grammar of public life, whether consciously or 
not. Diplomats and poliDcal leaders must, like 
Rabbi Yohanan and Reish Lakish, turn complexity 
into acDon, difference into cooperaDon, and 
disagreement into governance. This role demands 
moral discipline. Public trust is not sustained by 
unanimity, but by the visible integrity of the 
process. When leaders demonstrate a willingness 
to listen, to revise, and to engage opposing 
perspecDves seriously, they affirm that 
disagreement is not a threat to legiDmacy but a 
condiDon of it. Conversely, when leaders dismiss 
opposiDon outright, they teach society to do the 
same. Leaders also bear the responsibility of the 
ciDzen; they must ensure that they are doing the 
utmost for the people. The difficulty lies in the 
diverse demands of the ciDzen; a mulDcultural 
society needs clash, and prioriDzaDon is a 
necessity. EffecDve prioriDzaDon can only occur 
through the mulDfaceted lens of the people, 
which can be understood through dialogue.  
 
The condiDons described above do more than 
complicate public discourse; they acDvely 
generate moral risk. Speed replaces deliberaDon, 
amplificaDon rewards distorDon, and 
fragmentaDon undermines shared understanding. 
These forces cannot be neutralized solely through 
regulaDon, insDtuDonal reform, or elite 
leadership. They operate at the level of everyday 
interacDon, and therefore demand an ethical 
response at the same level. The responsibility to 
counteract them rests with the ciDzens. The moral 
task of the ciDzen is therefore to resist becoming 
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an instrument of the very forces that degrade 
discourse. This requires a refusal to treat 
communicaDon as performance or alignment, and 
a commitment to treat disagreement as a site of 
responsibility rather than combat. Dialogue slows 
the momentum of polarizaDon by refusing to 
collapse complexity into slogans or loyalty tests. It 
does not eliminate conflict, but it prevents conflict 
from hardening into estrangement. In this sense, 
engaging in dialogue is not merely an expression 
of personal virtue but an act of civic defense. It 
counters the erosion of trust, the spread of 
distorDon, and the pull of ideological isolaDon. 
From these grassroots commitments, a culture of 
conversaDon can take shape—one capable of 
withstanding the pressures of modern 
communicaDon and of transforming disagreement 
from a force of division into a source of collecDve 
moral clarity. 
 
UlDmately, in order to fulfil the passage of 
following the yashar and tov path, one has the 
moral obligaDon to engage in dialogue to 
understand the differences and diversity in our 
planet. By achieving this, we will be able to move 
from wanDng uniformity to unity. This unified 
world is one that must engage in dialogue, as Rashi 
describes the Jewish people surrounding Mount 
Sinai before the giving of the Torah: they were like 

 
20 Shemonah Kevatzim 7:112. 
 
1 See for example R. Yamin Levy’s, The MysKcism of 
Andalusia: Exploring HaRambam’s MysKcal TradiKon, 
Maimonides Heritage Center Press, 2023, which stands in 
contrast to prior authors such as Menachem Kellner, who 
paint Rambam as a staunch raUonalist who opposed all 

one person with one heart, even though they 
were in dialogue. Our moral duty to converse  
grants us a posiDon in Rav Kook’s orchestra20 of 
the people, where each individual plays their own 
unique piece, all accumulaDng in the beauDful 
symphony of sound focussed on enhancing the 
world around us.  
 
 
 
Derekh Ha-Emet: The Role of Textuality in the 
MysIcism of Rambam and Ramban 
Jackson Gardner earned a B.S. in Neuroscience with a 
minor in Jewish Studies from Emory University. 
 

The role which mysDcism, specifically kabbalah, 

played in the wriDngs of Ramban is well-known. 
Phrases such as derekh ha-emet, found 
throughout his Torah commentary, signal to the 
reader that he is now dealing with mysDcism. 
However, the noDon of acknowledging mysDcal 
influence in the wriDngs of Rambam, parDcularly 
Moreh HaNevukhim, is a relaDvely new one in 
contemporary literature.1 This can produce 
tension for those who insDnctually view Rambam 
as a pure raDonalist. However, this tension results 
from failing to understand what sod can mean 
when it is not constrained by the later kabbalisJc 
definiDon, and that there are key differences 

mysUcism (see Maimonides’ ConfrontaKon with MysKcism, 
Oxford: LiSman Library of Jewish CivilizaUon, 2006). This 
raUonalisUc view was also adopted by Moshe Halbertal in 
Maimonides: Life and Thought, Princeton University Press, 
2014. Credit must be given to prior kabbalisKc thinkers, who 
oKen recognized the mysUcal strata within Rambam, despite 
mistakenly equaUng it with kabbalah.  

https://amzn.to/4hD1ZJ3
https://amzn.to/4hD1ZJ3
https://amzn.to/4cqT7CR
https://amzn.to/4wsHIJR
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which separate today’s mysDcism, which largely  
stems from Ramban, from Rambam’s form. In 
truth, a wide gap exists between them, 
parDcularly in the realm of textuality. 
 
Explaining the mysDcism that Rambam 
transmiHed requires beginning with the 
associated word itself: sod. Sod oken means an 
inDmate counsel, as in the verse, “I have not sat in 
the counsel (sod) of scoffers…”.2 The linkage of this 
word to mysDcism is that it lies inDmately at the 
heart of sacred texts, providing answers to the 
deepest, most fundamental quesDons which only 
revelaDons from God can reveal, such as 
providence, prophecy, and how God runs the 
world. It waits for the talented student to plumb 
its depths and extract it. Rambam’s work on sod, 
Moreh HaNevukhim, was intended to give its 
readers this ability by serving as the definiDve 
culminaDon of prior Geonic and Andalusian sod 
tradiDons: “the Andalusians among our people all 
hold to the Philosophers’ tenets and favor their 
views, so long as they do not contradict biblical 
principles… on many issues, you’ll find that they 

 
2 Yirmiyahu 15:17. TranslaUons are my own unless noted. 
 
3 Moreh HaNevukhim 1:71. All English translaUons of Moreh 
HaNevukhim are taken from Goodman and Lieberman, The 
Guide to the Perplexed: A New TranslaKon (Stanford 
University Press, 2024). 
For a detailed analysis of how Rambam’s tradiUons, both 
legal and mysUcal, represented such a culminaUon, see 
Rabbi Dr. José Faur, The Horizontal Society: Understanding 
the Covenant and AlphabeKc Judaism, Academic Studies 
Press, 2010, SecKon V as well as his work, Homo MysKcus: A 
Guide to Maimonides’s Guide for the Perplexed, Syracuse 
University Press, 1999. 
 
4 Moreh HaNevukhim 1:62. 

hold posiDons like mine in this work.”3 As an 
example from this work, Rambam criDqued the 
noDon that amulets are a legiDmate sod topic, or 
that they hold any power, noDng that, “they hid 
away these works…in short, a simple soul will 
believe anything.” (Mishlei 14:15)4 This exact 
phrasing was borrowed from Rav Hayye Gaon 
when he was asked about sod: “the general rule of 
this is that a simpleton will believe anything, and 
if these maHers were true they would not be 
disproven or hidden, and we impose upon you to 
not believe in them.”5 Rambam outlines for the 
reader of Moreh HaNevukhim that they will be 
discussing the two biggest sodot of Scripture 
which Hazal idenDfied,6 Ma’aseh Bereshit, which 
covers the opening revelaDon of Bereshit on the 
CreaDon of the World, and Ma’aseh Merkavah, 
which involves the revelaDon of God’s chariot that 
the prophet Yehezkel described.7 If one begins to 
study the Moreh with the assumpDon that its 
purpose lies in raDonal philosophy, then one 
would expect it to begin with fundamental 
philosophy, or perhaps deeper metaphysics. 
Instead, Rambam spends the majority of Part One 

 
5 Lewin, Otzar HaGeonim, Hagiga 14b, 20. See also Ibn Ezra 
on Shemot 28:6 where he invokes this teshuvah. 
 
6 See Mishnah Haggiga 2:1 for the restricUons on teaching 
these two sod subjects to others, as well as Mishneh Torah, 
Hilkhot Yesodei HaTorah 4:10-11. 
 
7 Moreh HaNevukhim, Preface. I do not precisely define 
either of these two terms in this arUcle, due to Ḥazal’s 
cauUons against explicaUng these maSers overtly, in 
addiUon to the fact that many prior commentators have 
misread them. (See Faur, Homo MysKcus: A Guide to 
Maimonides’s Guide for the Perplexed, Syracuse University 
Press, 1999, 18). 

https://www.sefaria.org/Jeremiah.15.17?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Jeremiah.15.17?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://amzn.to/4wwz1hW
https://amzn.to/4wwz1hW
https://amzn.to/4qjVRaZ
https://amzn.to/4qjVRaZ
https://amzn.to/4ggjgpi
https://amzn.to/4ggjgpi
https://www.sefaria.org/Proverbs.14.15?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Proverbs.14.15?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.28.6?lang=bi&with=Ibn%20Ezra&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.28.6?lang=bi&with=Ibn%20Ezra&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.28.6?lang=bi&with=Ibn%20Ezra&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.28.6?lang=bi&with=Ibn%20Ezra&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Chagigah.2.1?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Chagigah.2.1?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Chagigah.2.1?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Chagigah.2.1?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Chagigah.2.1?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Chagigah.2.1?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah%2C_Foundations_of_the_Torah.4.10?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah%2C_Foundations_of_the_Torah.4.10?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
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defining all the words in Scripture which are 
ascribed to God, and how someone should read 
them in relaDon to Him, saying: “my advice here is 
the key to this work and others.”8 These chapters 
consist of analyses of Scriptural verses, poinDng 
out the precise disDncDons between similar 
words.9 Most importantly, Rambam spends these 
chapters showing that words in associaDon with 
God cannot be corporeal or literal, and he does so 
not with philosophical proofs but rather with clear 
demonstraDons of how Scripture at the peshat 
level already uses language figuraDvely: “demut 
(likeness), however, is a noun derived from DMH, 
to be like. Here too, the likeness is conceptual: The 
Psalmist says, I am like a pelican in the desert 
(102:7) - not that he has wings and feathers like a 
pelican, but that he is as desolate [as a pelican].”10  
 
For the Jews of Al-Andalus, the start of any deeper 
analysis of Scripture begins with knowing how to 
properly read the words of the text,11 alongside 
understanding grammar.12 Many imagine that 
these rules are only important for understanding 

 
8 Moreh HaNevukhim 1:8. Part One is composed of 76 total 
chapters which are mostly focused on linguisUcs. 35 of them 
exclusively analyze vocabulary. 
 
9 See Moreh HaNevukhim 1:3 for the subtle disUncUon 
between the words tavnit and temuna. 
 
10 Moreh HaNevukhim 1:1. 
 
11 This included using the ta’amim, which provide crucial 
informaUon on the verse’s punctuaUon See Ibn Ezra on 
Shemot 34:6; For an example of another Andalusian figure 
who uses peshat to develop sod, see Ibn Ezra on Bereshit 
1:1. 
 

the peshat, but nothing else. This view derives 
from the popular concept that there are four 
levels to scripture: peshat, midrash, remez, and 
sod.13 For this view, each represents a separate, 
unrelated, strand of the text. In contrast to this, 
the Andalusian methodology sees peshat, 
midrash, and sod as layers which build upon each 
other. Grammar is crucial for moving from peshat 
to midrash, where Hazal uDlize these textual skills 
to generate new, creaDve messages and teachings 
for the public. Take, for example, the verse 
“ushmartem et hamatzot” (“you shall watch over 
the matzot”)14 which warns the Israelites against 
allowing their bread to leaven. In the Mekhilta de-
Ribbi Yishmael, R. Yoshiya says to re-read matzot 
as mitzvot, which involves creaDvely rereading the 
same consonants with new vowels,15 and then 
linking the two terms via the verse’s peshat 
message: just as with matzot you must ensure that 
it does not spoil into leaven, so too when a mitzva 
arrives you must hasten to perform it, lest the 
opportunity “spoil.” Just as with midrash, a true 
understanding of sod for the Andalusian Jews 

12 Texts on grammar by acclaimed Andalusian figures such 
as Yonah ibn Janah were highly lauded in the broader Jewish 
world. See also Rashbam on Devarim 7:14, where he 
corrects his Torah scroll based on the superior grammaUcal 
fidelity of the Spanish scrolls. 
 
13 This fourfold division appears in later medieval sources 
such as Zohar Hadash, Sifra Tanina 104. 
 
14 Shemot 12:17 
 
15 Midrash oKen involves changing the unwriSen 
vowels/punctuaUon while keeping the same wriSen 
consonants. For more on Peshat versus Midrash, see my 
book, Understanding Peshat, Da’at Press 2025. 

https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.34.6?lang=bi&with=Ibn%20Ezra&lang2=en
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https://www.sefaria.org/Deuteronomy.7.14?lang=bi&with=Rashbam&lang2=en
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https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.12.17?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
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must also be built alphabeDcally, generated from 
the peshat text itself. This group understood that 
the Scriptural texts represent revelaDonal 
informaDon from God to the historical prophets. 
These prophets processed the divine informaDon 
via the imagery and linguisDc maps which their 
specific minds were accustomed to: “they saw this 
divine world, without a doubt, with the inner eye, 
and their imaginaDon thus showed them symbols 
according to [the person’s] natural [surroundings] 
and what they were accustomed to [seeing].”16 
Therefore, the key to understanding sod is to 
carefully examine the peshat language which they 
wrote with, in order to uncover the revelaDonal 
sod which they received. Sod thus does not begin 
with knowing metaphysical concepts of cosmic 
structures, philosophical speculaDons, or 
theological posiDons which lie outside the 
revealed text; Rambam oken rejects those 
arguments based on their refutaDon by the peshat 
reading of Scriptural verses, “nor should the 
inquirer who studies this work of mine fault me for 
waxing rhetorical here on behalf of the world’s 
genesis… if Aristotle can prop up his stance (on 
eternity) with pagan ravings, why should we not 
support our views with the words of Moses and 
Abraham and all that they entail,”17  just as he 
noted that his fellow Andalusians only accept 
philosophical models if “they do not contradict 
biblical principles” i.e. Scriptural peshat 

 
16 Kuzari 4:3 
 
17 Moreh HaNevukhim 2:23; for other examples of rejecUng 
a philosophical model based on Scripture, see ibid 2:32 and 
3:17. 
 

teachings.18 This is also why Hazal always 
discussed sod starDng from within a carefully read 
Scriptural text, and is why their two biggest sodot 
were named aker specific passages of the text. 
Thus, for example, when R. Elazar ben Arakh 
requested to expound on Ma’aseh Merkava to R. 
Yohanan ben Zakkai, he began with a formal 
introducDon (peJhah) of the text, which served as 
the prologue for generaDng the subsequent 
exposiDon of the text (derasha): “immediately R. 
Elazar ben Arakh opened (patah) with [the text of] 
Ma’aseh Merkava and expounded (darash).”19 
 
Because sod is built on decoding the parDcular 
linguisDcs of the author, it is crucial to know that 
words are based on semanDcs and contain 
different meanings in different contexts. As Rabbi 
Akiva warns his fellows when entering the mysDcal 
Pardes, “when you reach pure marble stones do 
not say ‘water, water,’,”, meaning do not 
mistakenly assume that when the word mayim is 
linguisDcally used for the heavens, it means the 
same as when used for the earthly waters.20 This 
is why Rambam, through the iniDal chapters of the 
Moreh, first trains the student to master the many 
linguisDc terms which they encounter in the text, 
and how they could interpret them. Later, when 
he begins examining different textual sodot, he 
expects the reader to recall these semanDc 

18 Moreh HaNevukhim 1:71 
19 Haggiga 14b. See also Homo MysKcus, 25, note 36. 
 
20 Haggiga 14b. for an analysis of this anecdote, see Moreh 
HaNevukhim 2:30 
 

https://www.sefaria.org/Kuzari.4.3?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Kuzari.4.3?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Chagigah.14b.3?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Chagigah.14b.3?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
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nuances. 21  Only aker the student knows the 
peshat and can appreciate linguisDc analysis can 
the deeper sod begin. This importance of literary 
analysis and decoding of metaphor is why 
Rambam specifically studied and praised his chief 
student’s poeDc abiliDes before he began wriDng 
the Moreh for him, as this indicated that he might 
be ready to engage in sod: “I admired your zest for 
inquiry and the hearty appeDte for ideas I could 
see in your poetry. Your essays and arjul prose 
pieces arrived from Alexandria before I could 
assay your thinking firsthand…”.22 Only someone 
who is capable of encoding their own messages 
within the symbolism of poetry can decode those 
which are found in Scripture. 
 
Only aker spending significant Dme on the 
refinement of these skills does Rambam provide 
any of his esoteric analyses.23 One such analysis is 
about the book of Iyyov, which contains many 
important topics involving providence and the 
nature of evil. His analysis is enDrely based on the 
linguisDcs and metaphoric analyses which come 
from the study of the peshat: “my own belief, 
which I shall tell you now, about this core idea of 
providence is not based on proof but is drawn 

 
21  See for instance his poinUng aSenUon in 2:43 to the 
semanUc meaning of the words described in Zekhariah’s 
prophecy, which the reader must remember when they 
study Yehezkel’s vision in the beginning of Part Three. 
 
22 Moreh HaNevukhim Preface.  
 
23 The first esoteric text, Ma’aseh Bereshit, is not expounded 
unUl around 2:30. 
 
24 Moreh HaNevukhim 3:17. 

from what seems to me the plain sense of God’s 
book and those of the Prophets.”24 In the opening 
secDon between God and Ha-Satan on tesDng 
Iyyov, Rambam notes that Iyyov 1:6 and 2:1 both 
say, “the divine beings presented themselves 
before the Lord, and Ha-Satan came along with 
them”25 - because the verse listed Ha-Satan in a 
separate clause, “tagging along,” this highlights 
that there is a difference between the angels and 
Ha-Satan. He also approvingly notes the 
metaphorical meaning of the term Ha-Satan, as 
taught by Reish Lakish, “Ha-Satan, Yetzer Ha-Ra, 
and the Angel of Death are one and the same 
being.”26 These, when combined, generate the sod 
for Rambam that Iyyov’s Ha-Satan represents the 
material suffering of humanity which can mislead 
their perspecDve on the world around them. 27 
Notably, Rambam never produced a full 
commentary on Iyyov, nor on any Scriptural text; 
he noted in his preface that to do so would be to 
either reveal the full sod to everyone, which would 
defeat the purpose of concealment, or to replace 
one literary symbol with another in the interest of 
protecDng them, which would also accomplish 
nothing. Instead, in wriDng the Moreh’s chapters, 
he provided the student with the “chapter 

 
25 TranslaUon from NJPS, with modificaUons. 
 
26 Bava Batra 16a 
 
27 See Moreh HaNevukhim 3:22. Unlike in popular culture, 
ChrisUan literature, and Zoharic mysUcism, Ha-Satan is not a 
divine angel. Others in Rambam’s tradiUon rejected this 
noUon as well, such as Rav Saadya Gaon (see Ibn Ezra on 
Iyyov 1:6). Ibn Ezra’s own hinted view on the sod of Ha-Satan 
is in accordance with Rambam’s view (ibid).  
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headings” (roshei perakim) on these subjects and 
texts, intending to present all the literary tools 
which someone needs in order to go further on 
their own – this was in accordance with Hazal’s 
pedagogical restricDons on teaching sod.28 Hazal’s 
restricDon of only teaching the chapter headings 
also preserved another key aspect of sod: the 
independence of the individual student. Just as 
they noted that the prophets Yeshayahu and 
Yehezkel saw the same divine vision, yet 
experienced and described it very differently, 29 
Rambam notes in his preface that there is a 
subjecDve, personal aspect to sod, which language 
can only aHempt to capture based on the 
speaker’s mind. 30  Much like how midrash 
represents an individual’s creaDve re-reading of 
the text’s wording, sod is also up to the trained 
individual to generate, based on how they 
personally interpret the foundaDonal messages of 
the text; both techniques are anchored by 
adherence to peshat, yet sDll present a 
remarkable freedom in literary interpretaDon. 
Hazal even recorded an instance in which a 
parDcularly talented child uncovered a sod from 
Ma’aseh Merkava while reading the text in school: 
“there was a case of a child who was reading the 
book of Yehezkel in the home of his teacher, and 
he understood about the [sod of the] hashmal.”31 
When wriDng about Ma’aseh Merkavah, Rambam 

 
28 Mishna Haggiga 2:1 
 
29 Haggiga 13b 
 
30 Moreh HaNevukhim, Preface. 
 
31 Haggiga 13a 

notes, “my thoughts here reflect my own intuiDon 
and surmise. No divine inspiraDon has come to 
teach me what these things mean. Nor have I 
drawn my beliefs about this from any teacher. I 
take my lead from the Torah’s text, the Sages’ 
discussions, and the premises reason tells me 
must hold. But I could be wrong; the intent might 
be quite otherwise.”32 Rambam’s sod on Ma’aseh 
Merkava was generated from his own reading of 
the foundaDonal peshat texts and what they 
signified to him on a deeper level. His admiHance 
that there might be a different, beHer 
understanding highlights that sod oken lacks an 
objecDve, “authoritaDve,” teaching, and is instead 
generated by the individual based on the 
foundaDonal peshat teachings. Thus, when 
discussing the sod of God’s presence “passing” 
before Moshe, Rambam notes that once the 
student is anchored by the textual peshat that God 
is incorporeal, they may “choose the view you 
please… the whole point is that you should not 
believe that passed here means what it does in 
pass before the people (Shemot 17:5). God is not a 
body…”.33 While all agreed that the peshat does 
not represent a literal “passing” of God, Rambam 
himself chose to read this verse as signifying a 
purely intellectual vision, while Onkelos and R. 
Sa’adya Gaon felt that there was a created light 
which God passed before Moshe. 34  None were 

32 Moreh HaNevukhim 3:Preface 
 
33 Moreh HaNevukhim 1:21 
 
34 See Targum Onkelos on Shemot 34:6 and Sefer HaNivkhar 
be’Emunot ve’be’Deot 2:11 

https://www.sefaria.org/Chagigah.13b.5?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Chagigah.13b.5?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Chagigah.13b.5?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Chagigah.13a.13?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Chagigah.13a.13?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Chagigah.13a.13?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.17.5?lang=bi&aliyot=0
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.17.5?lang=bi&aliyot=0
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.34.6?lang=bi&with=Onkelos%20Exodus&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.34.6?lang=bi&with=Onkelos%20Exodus&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.34.6?lang=bi&with=Onkelos%20Exodus&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.34.6?lang=bi&with=Onkelos%20Exodus&lang2=en
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“wrong” in their choice, they all merely chose the 
sod which spoke to them. 
 
Armed with the right literary tools, the 
foundaDonal understandings that peshat teaches, 
and a sound mind, the student will be able to dig 
deeper on their own. This is how the Moreh 
funcDons for its student, presenDng examples of 
how to study words and Scriptural verses, and how 
to invesDgate their symbolic meanings; by the end 
of the work, now armed with the proper literary 
tools and having been given iniDal guidance, it 
concludes with a final call for silent meditaDon and 
mysDcal reflecDon on the sodot that they must 
ponder. 35  Thus, the student has to conDnue to 
develop their mysDcal knowledge on their own 
terms; this goal is already hinted at by Rambam’s 
original Arabic Dtle, Dalalat Al-HaIrin, where the 
word dalalat means a road-side “signpost” which 
can point someone who stands at a crossroads in 
a certain direcDon. However, they must sDll read 
that sign and choose to walk the rest of the path 
themselves. 
 
In moving to a brief examinaDon of Ramban’s 
system, which hails from Provence, 36  mysDcism 
(sod), is not just something to be concealed, but is 
something which can never be textually decoded. 
As Ramban forcefully announces in the preface to 
his Torah commentary regarding sodot, “my words 

 
35 See Moreh HaNevukhim 3:51-52 
 
36 Ramban’s mysUcal training was linked to the Provencal 
school of Yitzhak the Blind, the son of Ra’avad (see Moshe 
Halbertal, Nachmanides: Law and MysKcism, Yale University 
Press 2020). 

will not be comprehended nor known at all by any 
reasoning or contemplaDon, except from the 
mouth of a wise kabbalist speaking into the ear of 
an understanding recipient.” 37  Unlike Rambam 
who begins with textual analysis skills, Ramban’s 
warning immediately precludes the uniniDated 
reader from performing any form of textual 
analysis based on his mysDcal comments: 
“reasoning about them is foolishness; an 
emerging thought increases damage and prevents 
benefit.” 38  Instead, his mysDcal teachings must 
first be orally received from a verified teacher, 
“from the mouth of a wise kabbalist speaking into 
the ear of an understanding recipient.” Only then 
can the person understand his comments. One 
could therefore wonder why Ramban even 
included sod in his Torah commentary, rather than 
leaving it as the domain of purely oral instrucDon. 
Ramban’s primary moDve for including sod in his 
Torah commentary seems to have been in 
response to the wave of textually published sodot 
which he felt were wrong; by producing a crypDc 
alternaDve to these sodot he could stop people 
from studying these other incorrect comments, 
while sDll prevenDng anyone from understanding 
his own sodot without the required authoritaDve 
instrucDon. 
 
These mysDcal refutaDons were primarily aimed 
against the popular Andalusian sodot which Ibn 

37  Ramban’s IntroducUon to his Torah commentary, 
translaUon from Charles B. Chavel, Shilo Pub. House, 1971-
1976 
 
38  Ramban’s IntroducUon to his Torah commentary, my 
translaUon. 

https://amzn.to/4gz83RM
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Ezra’s famous commentary had promoted: “now, 
had the commentator who self-glorifies in his 
‘secrets’ known this, his lips would have been shut 
from mocking the words of our Rabbis. Therefore, 
I wrote this [sod comment] to shut the mouth of 
the one who slanders the righteous ones of old.”39 
This comment on Bereshit 24:1 was directed at Ibn 
Ezra, who had commented that a midrashic 
teaching about Avraham’s children could not 
possibly be in line with the peshat text 
grammaDcally; Ramban used this as a dual 
opportunity to both argue that Ibn Ezra lacked any 
actual sod while also penning his own crypDc sod 
about this now significant midrash. For another 
example of this, in the introducDon to his Torah 
commentary, Ibn Ezra criDqued commentators 
who merely list a myriad of different midrashim on 
Bereshit 1:1 instead of examining the peshat, thus 
forcing Ramban to cite them all and weave them 
together into a greater sod: “this midrash of our 
Rabbis is very hidden and secret, for there are 
many things the Rabbis found that are called 
reishit and concerning which they gave midrashic 
interpretaDons, and those wanDng in faith (Ibn 
Ezra) [merely] count their mulDtude…. I have 
menDoned [all] this in order to close the mouths 

 
39 Ramban’s commentary to Bereshit 24:1, my translaUon. 
 
40 Ramban’s commentary to Bereshit 1:1, translaUon from 
Chavel based on analysis by Moshe Halbertal, Concealment 
and RevelaKon: Esotericism in Jewish Thought and Its 
Philosophical ImplicaKons, Princeton University Press, 2007, 
86-88. 
 
41  Kitve HaRamban 2:279, Mossad HaRav Kook ediUon, 
translaUon taken from Halbertal, Concealment and 

of those wanDng in faith and of liHle wisdom, who 
scoff at the words of our Rabbis.”40  
 
Focusing now on the deeper raDonale for why 
Ramban’s sod first requires oral instrucDon, it is 
because this version is analphabeDc, meaning it is 
a system which does not begin with reading 
literature and pracDcing the skills of textual 
analysis to generate meaning. Instead, the student 
must first orally receive an authorized system of 
metaphysical truths from an approved teacher 
before they can creaDvely examine the texts: “this 
is one of the secrets of the Torah which is hidden 
from all but those who are worthy of receiving 
them through the oral tradiDon (kabbalah); it is 
prohibited to explain them in wriDng, and hints 
are useless.”41 This is why the term kabbalah was 
used by figures such as Ramban: kabbalah is 
something which must be precisely “heard” from 
an authority, rather than something which can be 
read from a text. 42  Because this system begins 
from outside of the text, this allows the iniDate to 
creaDvely displace the peshat of the text using 
their acquired metaphysics. For example, one of 
Ramban’s biggest mysDcal teachings on the Torah 
comes in the preface, where Ramban asserts that  
 

RevelaKon, 88. 
 
42 The term kabbalah in Geonic-Andalusian parlance meant 
the authenUc transmission of the Oral Torah legal teachings 
from an approved figure in the post-Talmudic era; in 
contrast, mysUcism and aggadot were flexible and 
dependent on a person’s specific understandings and studies 
of such topics (see José Faur, The Horizontal Society, Chapter 
57). 

https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.24.1?lang=bi&with=Ramban&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.24.1?lang=bi&with=Ramban&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.24.1?lang=bi&with=Ramban&lang2=en
https://amzn.to/4g3I58U
https://amzn.to/4g3I58U
https://amzn.to/4g3I58U
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the opening verse, normally read as, “be-resihit, 
bara Elohim”, (At first, God created…) be reread as  
“be-rosh yitbara Elohim” (At first, God created 
Himself). This creaDve reading allows Ramban to 
harmonize the text’s creaDon narraDve with the 
sefiroJc system that he inherited, in which the Ein 
Sof (God) generates a Godhead (Himself) that is 
composed of different sefirot such as Bina, 
Hokhma, etc. 43  However, in doing so, Ramban 
must first ignore the peshat of the text by 
rearranging the grouping of consonants and 
vowels, also rendering the second half of the 
verse, “et ha-shamayim ve’et ha’aretz” (the 
heavens and the earth) unreadable, save perhaps 
from panentheisDc connotaDons. 44  Thus, 
Ramban’s primary starDng point here for sod is the 
sefiroJc metaphysics which he orally received 
from his teachers; now armed with this system, he 
desires to read them into the text regardless of 
what happens to the original structure or peshat 
message. This rearrangement of the text also does 
not mirror the rearrangements and teachings seen 
in classical Rabbinic midrash, because Rabbinic  
 

 
43 “[T]he word bereshit hints to the [sefirah] called hokhma, 
which is the first (reshit) of all beginnings, as I have 
menUoned…[AddiUonally], the word is adorned with a 
crown (keter) on the leSer bet.” (Ramban on Bereshit 1:1; 
Chavel translaUon from Sefaria with slight modificaUons) 
 
44 The verse might now equate the heavens and earth with 
God’s “self-creaUon” through literary parallelism; such a 
noUon was explicitly adopted by later kabbalisUc thinkers 
such as the Ba’al HaTanya. (see Tanya, Sha’ar HaYihud 6:8) 
Contrast this posiUon with R. Se’adya Gaon: “the one who 
says that the Creator of corporeal materials created them 
from Himself… these people, may God have mercy, are more 
foolish than the [proponents of the world’s eternity]. (Sefer 

midrash begins with, and remains anchored in, 
peshat teachings, 45  parDcularly regarding the 
peshat that God is not definable in any literal 
sense, “to whom then can you liken God, with 
what form can you make comparison?” 46  This 
foundaDonal peshat leads to many midrashim 
poinDng out that descripDons of God are only 
intended to teach a symbolic message about His 
acDons rather than His “metaphysical essence.” “A 
jealous God – is there jealousy before Him?! And 
does He exact punishment using jealousy?! 
Behold, [it means] He does not exact punishment 
with a stone or an arrow or a spear…”. 47  Like 
Ramban, Hazal also creaDvely examined the 
curious phrasing of Bereishit 1:1, yet their 
teaching from this observaDon was as follows: “a 
flesh and blood [king] recalls his name first and 
then his praises. But the Holy One Blessed is He is 
not like this, rather He recalls His name aker 
creaDng the world’s needs, [as the verse says] 
‘bereishit bara,’ and then ‘Elohim’.”48 Hazal thus 
preserved the original verse’s structure and its 
peshat message, while sDll adding to its depth  
 

HaNivhar be’Emunot ve’be’Deot 1:3, my translaUon). 
 
45  See Shabbat 63a for the principle that a verse never 
departs from its peshat. This principle is for when a person 
proposes a derasha, and thus was counted as one of the 
many techniques used for midrashim by R. Sherira Gaon (see 
Iggeret HaRav Sherira Gaon, Mishor Publishing, 2013, 198-
199). 
 
46 Yeshayahu 40:18 
 
47 Midrash HaGadol Shemot 20:5, my translaUon. 
 
48 Bereshit Rabba 1:1, this author’s translaUon. 

https://www.sefaria.org/Shabbat.63a.14?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Shabbat.63a.14?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
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with this midrash. 
 
Another feature of Ramban’s sod is to turn specific 
words from the text into mysDcal codewords 
which represent different sefirot; unlike Rambam 
who shows the semanDc shiking of words from 
within the textual peshat, Ramban simply replaces 
the peshat words with fixed mysDcal meanings 
which he learned from outside of the text. This 
also generates meanings which are oken at odds 
with the peshat. A most surprising example is his 
statement, “if you comprehend what I have 
wriHen, you will understand the accursed 
woman’s statement that ‘ever since we stopped 
raising incense to the Queen of Heaven 
(Shekhinah in Ramban’s system), we have lacked 
All (Kol, a specific aHribute in Ramban’s system)49 

… you will apprehend obscure maHers.” 50  The 
peshat presents Yirmiyahu’s struggle with those 
claiming that their recent lack of offerings to a 
false deity are responsible for their dire straits in 
exile. 51  Yet, Ramban has creaDvely reread this 
heresy as a truthful statement about God, which 
he argues may also now be applied elsewhere in 

 
49 The meaning of these terms for Ramban’s mysUcal system 
are based on the analyses brought by Halbertal in 
Nachmanides: Law and MysKcism  
 
50 Ramban’s commentary to Bereshit 24:1, translaUon from 
Halbertal, Nachmanides: Law and MysKcism, 301. 
 
51 “Thereupon they answered Yirmiyahu, all the men who 
knew that their wives made offerings to other gods… On the 
contrary, we will do everything that we have vowed – to 
make offerings to the Queen of Heaven and to pour libaUons 
to her, as we used to do, we and our ancestors, our kings and 
our officials, in the towns of Judah and the streets of 
Yerushalayim. For then we had plenty to eat, we were well-

the text if the student has the requisite oral 
instrucDon. Thus, sod, in this school, does not 
represent the literary foundaDon behind peshat, 
but rather stems from a set of received 
metaphysical concepts, which can displace that  
foundaDon when deemed appropriate by the 
authoritaDvely trained individual; put another way 
by Ramban, “the Torah is not empty like its peshat 
alone, but it has a soul which I (God) blew into the 
Torah, and it is the main point.”52 Since they are no 
longer built on one another, this is perhaps 
responsible for the eventually common view that 
peshat and sod readings are totally separate forms 
of analysis. Since peshat analysis no longer 
maHers for generaDng sod, and since all agree that 
sod is the highest goal of one’s studies,53 a later 
KabbalisDc work took the mysDcal irrelevance of 
peshat to a logical conclusion by arguing that the 
3 students who failed in the mysDcal Pardes, 
including Aher who became a hereDc, failed due 
to finding peshat, midrash, or remez, rather than 
sod. 54  GeneraDng the system of sod from pure 
textual study is simply a false promise for the 
student, and even a barrier to hearing true sod 

off and suffered no misfortune. But ever since we stopped 
making offerings to the Queen of Heaven and pouring 
libaUons to her, we have lacked everything, and we have 
been consumed by the sword and by famine.” (Yirmiyahu 
44:15-18) 
 
52  Kitvei HaRamban vol. II, Mossad HaRav Kook, 468, my 
translaUon. 
 
53 “A great maSer - Ma’aseh Merkavah. A small maSer - the 
debates of Abaye and Rava.” (Sukkah 28a) 
 
54 See Zohar Hadash Tikuna Kadma’ah 26 

https://www.sefaria.org/Jeremiah.44.15?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Jeremiah.44.15?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Jeremiah.44.15?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Sukkah.28a.7?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Sukkah.28a.7?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
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from a teacher. Ramban argued that no one can 
understand or analyze these topics in wriDng 
unless they have received direct instrucDon from 
a master kabbalist because without being told 
these metaphysical concepts, they would not be 
able to linguisDcally decode them from within the  
texts.  
 
In summaDon, Rambam’s school of sod is one of 
linguisDcs, metaphors, and teaching the student 
to reach their full, unique potenDal from within 
the textual peshat. Ramban’s is a school in which 
outside metaphysical meanings are given to the 
approved student to reread the text with, hence 
why Ramban refers to these teachings with the 
term derekh ha-emet (way of the truth), which 
signals that he views this teaching as the 
objecDvely true mysDcal meaning without 
dispute. This stands in contrast to Rambam’s 
admiHance that his own exposiDons on Ma’aseh 
Merkava are based on textual study and reasoned 
thinking, but may not be the ulDmate 
understanding. Both systems, of course, cauDon 
the ill-prepared student about entering into the 
study of sod. As Hazal noted, Aher was led to 
heresy due to his dangerous techniques in 
entering and examining the Pardes.55 For Ramban, 
the way to prevent this is to lock the truthful 
metaphysics away, thus requiring the student to 
approach an authority when they are deemed 

 
55 See Haggiga 15a, where Aher’s underprepared mind, and 
lack of linguisUc savvy, cause him to suspect that there are 
two deiUes, paving the road to his heresy. 
 
56 For a different example of dangerous conclusions from 
this school, see Teshuvot HaRivash 157. 

ready. However, without a peshat to anchor these 
teachings, and due to their primacy over the text 
itself, they may lead to even a trained student 
taking them into dangerous new modes of 
thinking, such as Shabbetai Tzevi.56 Most readers 
of Ramban’s comments today simply skip these 
teachings or admit defeat, believing that 
mysDcism lies beyond textual study and human 
reasoning. For Rambam, however, sod is not 
something to be locked away, it is simply a field of 
study which requires that the student first master 
peshat and other foundaDonal teachings: “and I 
say, that it is not proper to stroll in the Pardes 
except for the individual who has filled his belly 
with bread and meat, and this bread and meat is 
the knowledge of the forbidden and the 
permiHed, and similar maHers from the other 
mitzvot.”57 That being said, due to the Andalusian 
sod placing extreme emphasis on proper readings 
of Scripture which are grounded in peshat 
teachings, such as God being incorporeal, and the 
emphasis that midrash and sod never displace 
that peshat, even the unprepared reader is lek 
relaDvely unharmed. As Rambam notes in his 
preface to the Moreh, “I feel assured that those of 
my readers who have not studied philosophy will 
sDll derive profit from many a chapter.”58 At the 
very least, this student will leave with a beHer 
understanding of God’s incorporeality, and a 
deeper knowledge in the fundamental principles 

57  MT, Hilkhot Yesode HaTorah 4:13, my translaUon. This 
teaching is based on the advice of Rav Hayye Gaon, which is 
found cited in Kitve Ramban, vol I, Mossad HaRav Kook,  349-
350.  
 
58 Moreh HaNevukhim, Preface. 
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of Judaism which are contained within Scripture. 
However, for the student who properly trains 
themselves, the Moreh serves as an important 
step in allowing them to expand their mysDcal 
knowledge, unDl they may “clear [their] mind of 
anything else when reciDng the Shema, or [their] 
prayers… guard those precious moments and turn 
your thoughts solely to intellectual worship of this 
kind, which brings you close to God, standing in 
His presence.”59 Such mysDcal worship preserves 
the student’s reasoning, and infuses their textual 
study with a deeper awareness of the divine, 
which may have been weaker only moments 
before. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
59 Moreh HaNevukhim 3:51. 


