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ABSTRACT

R. Samuel Ibn Tibbon translated the title of the book, Dalalat al-Ḥa’irin, as Moreh Nebhukhim, Guide of the Perplexed, thus creating a connection between the title of the book and the verse in Exodus 14:3: “nebhukim hem ba-areẓ,” “they are entangled in the land.” We argue that when Maimonides assigned the Arabic title to his work, he too thought of this connection to the verse. According to this, Moreh Nebhukhim serves not only as a guide to those who are perplexed by the contradictions between the Torah and philosophy, but also as a defense against those religions that make claims about the confusion of the Jewish religion.
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The Guide of the Perplexed – What's in a Name?


In his introduction to The Guide of the Perplexed (Dalalat al-ḥa’irin, Moreh Nebhukhim), Maimonides explains the meaning of the title that he assigned to his book. According to what is stated there, the title was determined in accordance with the book's objective, namely, to explain the “terms”
 and “parables”
 in the books of the Prophets that cause “great perplexity” (ḥayrah shadydah)
 to the man who is perfect in religion and character and has studied philosophy. What causes him this perplexity is the lack of correspondence between the plain meaning of the Scriptural verses (zawahir al-shary‘ah)
 and the philosophical knowledge that he has acquired. Maimonides accepted upon himself to “liberate that virtuous one from that into which he has sunk, and I shall guide him in his perplexity [wa`adullu ḥayrtahu]
 until he becomes perfect and he finds rest.”

In modern research, there is controversy about understanding the purpose of The Guide of the Perplexed in light of this “perplexity.” Arthur Heyman
 divided modern researchers' approaches into two groups. He called the first group the “naturalistic Interpretation”
 and the second group he called the “harmonistic Interpretation.”

These definitions are not in common denominator and in fact express a double disagreement regarding the Maimonides position; (1) Controversy regarding the relation between the Bible and the philosophical position (2) and disagreement as to the content of Maimonides' true position. According to the naturalistic approach, (1) there is an unbridgeable contradiction between the Bible and philosophy (2) and Maimolides' secret position is the Aristotelian philosophy. According to the second approach, (1) there is no true contradiction between the Bible and philosophy (2) and Maimonides' true position is some harmony between the two.
In the last decades, a third approach has emerged which can be called "critical," or "skeptical."
 This approach accepts, (1) that there is an unbridgeable contradiction between the Bible and philosophy and possibly other strata,
 (2) but argues that these strata cannot be decided and certainly not harmonized.
These disputes can be presented schematically as follows:

	The approach
	Scripture and Philosophy
	Maimonides opinion

	Naturalistic
	Contradiction
	Philosophy

	Harmonistic
	Tension
	Combination

	Skeptical
	Contradiction
	Skepticism


According to the naturalist approach, the goal of the Guide is to show that there is a secret layer in the Torah that conforms to Aristotelian philosophy, even though the outer layer contradicts it.
 The outer layer has political goals and is designed for the stability of society. According to the harmonistic approach, the goal of the Guide is to show that there is a basic match between Aristotelian philosophy and Torah, even though prophecy goes beyond philosophical knowledge. According to the skeptical approach, the goal of the Guide is to spread to the reader-in-depth the various opinions and to allow him to recognize his limitations.
Either way, it would seem, apparently, that Maimonides explicitly explains the meaning of the title of his book, and that any further discussion of the matter would be absolutely superfluous. In this article, we shall try to identify another meaning alluded to by this title, and hint at the phrase "Perplexed," based on other passages in the Guide. This phrase implies another perplexity in which the book deals and its meaning supports the "harmonistic" approach.
A two-fold meaning of the title of the book should not surprise us. A similar phenomenon is found in Maimonides' halakhic code, the Mišneh Torah. Maimonides himself explains the title at the end of his introduction to his magnum opus: “Hence I have entitled this work Mišneh Torah (Repetition of the Law), for the reason that a person who first reads the Written Law and then this compilation, will know from it the whole of the Oral Law, without having occasion to consult any other book between them”. Leo Strauss did not content himself with this explanation, and discovered others. According to him, the title Mišneh Torah also alludes to the appellation given to the book of Deuteronomy, and Maimonides chose the title in the wake of R. Abraham bar Ḥiyya, who characterized the uniqueness of the book of Deuteronomy in that it includes “the order of service to the kingdom”, since “it contains not only the laws of exile, but also those of the land”.


Maimonides wrote his Guide in Arabic and assigned it an Arabic title, but ever since it was translated into Hebrew by R. Samuel Ibn Tibbon, it was commonly known by its Hebrew title, Moreh Nebhukhim. Maimonides himself adopted this title, for in his letter to R. Samuel Ibn Tibbon, in the section written in Hebrew by Maimonides himself, he refers to the book by this Hebrew name.


The word nebhukhim appears in only one place in Scripture: “For Pharaoh will say of the children of Israel, They are perplexed (nebhukhim) in the land, the wilderness has shut them in” (Exodus 14:3). R. Sa'adyah Gaon (d. 942) translated this instance of the word nebhukhim into Arabic as Mutaḥirun.
 It is possible that this translation served as the basis for R. Samuel Ibn Tibbon's translation of the Arabic title of the book back into Hebrew. R. Sa'adyah's translation may even have echoed in Maimonides’ mind when he gave his book the Arabic title of Dalalat al-ḥa’irin. If so, R. Samuel Ibn Tibbon's translation of the title as Moreh Nebhukhim does indeed reflect Maimonides’ intention, and it reveals the connection between the name of the book and the verse in the book of Exodus.


A closer examination of Maimonides' writings, however, raises questions regarding this conclusion. The verse, “they are perplexed (nebhukhim) in the land”, is cited by Maimonides in the Guide of the perplexed 3:50. This chapter deals with the usefulness of Torah stories that appear to be superfluous. The specific difficulty addressed by Maimonides with respect to this verse is why the Torah dealt at such great length with the duration of the children of Israel’s stations and journeys, emphasizing each time that everything was done “at the commandment of the Lord”. Maimonides answers that this was meant to rebut the notion of the nations of the world that the children of Israel had lost their way in the wilderness.

The reason is that this story was to be confirmed with a view to the destruction of the opinion held at that time and even up to now by the religious communities, that [the children of] Israel lost their way [ḍalluw fy al-ṭaryq]
 and did not know where they were going – just as it is said [in Scripture]: They are perplexed in the land. Thus the Arabs at present designate it – I mean the desert – as al-Tih, thinking that [the children of] Israel lost their way and did not know [tahuw wajahaluw]
 the road. Scripture accordingly is engaged in expounding and corroborating the fact that those irregular stations, the return to some of them, and the difference between the lengths of their staying at every station – so that they stayed at one station eighteen years, at another one day, and at a third one night – were all of them determined by divine decree
 and that this was not due to their having lost their way [ḍalalan fy al-ṭariq],
 but depended on the rising of the pillar of cloud. Therefore all these particulars are given. The Torah has already made it clear that that stretch of road was short, known, much frequented, that it was by no means unknown; I refer to the stretch between Horev – where they betook themselves with a certain purpose according to what He, may He be exalted, has commanded: Ye shall serve God upon this mountain (Exodus 3:12) – and Kadesh-Barnea – where the cultivated land begins according to the text: Behold we are now in Kadesh, a city in the uttermost of your border (Numbers 20:16)). The length of this stretch is an eleven days’ march, according to what it says: Eleven days' journey from Horev by the way of Mount Se‘ir unto Kadesh-Barnea (Deuteronomy 1:2). This is not a road in which one may err [ma yaḍullu fihi]
 for forty years. The reason for their tarrying are the causes literally stated in the Torah.


It is clearly evident from Maimonides’ words that he used the Arabic root ḍll (lose one's way, stray, err)
 in order to translate the word nebhukhim, and not the Arabic root ḥ`ar (lose one's way, be perplexed, be bewildered, be confused, be dazzled)
 which R. Sa'adyah Gaon used in his translation of the verse, a translation in whose footsteps R. Samuel Ibn Tibbon followed in his translation of the name of the book back into Hebrew as Moreh Nebhukhim.


On the face of it, then, the conclusion that should be reached is that R. Sa'adyah Gaon's translation did not serve as the basis for the title that Maimonides assigned his book, and that it was given with no significant connection to the verse in the book of Exodus. The connection between the title of the book and the verse in Exodus was accidentally created by R. Samuel Ibn Tibbon's translation, and even though Maimonides approved of this title, the correspondence to the verse in the book of Exodus never entered his mind. Had Maimonides himself translated the title of his book into Hebrew, the word al-ḥa'irin might have been translated with another term, and the book would have been called Moreh ha-Tohim (Guide of the Bewildered) or Moreh ha-Mebhulbalim (Guide of the Confused), and perhaps even Moreh ha-Nebhukhim, but with no intention of alluding in any way to the verse in the book of Exodus.


Nevertheless, by connecting the chapters of the Guide of the perplexed one with another,
 it would seem on second thought that the title of the book should indeed be connected to the verse in the book of Exodus. The Guide of the Perplexed 3:20 does not relate to the reason for establishing the overall length of the journey in the wilderness, but solely to the reason for emphasizing the parts and details of this journey. The Torah wished to stress that every portion of Israel’s journeys in the wilderness resulted not from Israel’s losing their way in the wilderness [ḍalluw fy al-ṭaryq], but rather from divine guidance in measures determined by God [bitaqdyr ’ilahy]. All this came to refute the notion among the nations of the world that the children of Israel had lost their way in the wilderness. The reason that the overall length of the journey from Egypt was forty years is not found in this chapter and at the end of his words Maimonides sends the reader to the reason stated in the Torah. The Torah (Numbers 14) states that this was set as the punishment for the sin of the spies, who dissuaded the people from entering the land. In the Guide of the Perplexed 3:32, the chapter that deals with the “gracious ruse” [talaṭṭuf]
 of God when He established the sacrificial service as the mode through which He was to be worshipped, Maimonides explains this punishment as an expression of God's gracious ruse.
It is to the effect that the text of the Torah tells a quite similar story, namely, in the dictum: God led them not by the land of the Philistines, although it was near, and so on. But God led the people about, by the way of the wilderness of the Red Sea (Exodus 13:17-18). Just as God perplexed [fakama ḥayyara]
 them in anticipation of what their bodies were naturally incapable of bearing – turning them away from the high road toward which they had been going, toward another road so that the first intention should be achieved – so did He in anticipation of what the soul is naturally incapable of receiving, prescribe the laws that we have mentioned so that the first intention should be achieved, namely, the apprehension of Him, may He be exalted, and the rejection of idolatry. For just as it is not in the nature of man that, after having been brought up in slavish service occupied with clay, bricks and similar things, he should all of a sudden wash off from his hands the dirt deriving from them and proceed immediately to fight against the children of Anak (Numbers 13:22, 28), so it is also not in his nature that, after having been brought up upon very many modes of worship and of customary practices, which the souls find so agreeable that they become as it were a primary notion, he should abandon them all of a sudden. And just as the deity used a gracious ruse in causing them to wander perplexedly in the desert [wakama talaṭṭafa al-’ila’h btaḥyirhim fy al-barriyyah]
 until their souls became courageous – it being well known that life in the desert and lack of comforts for the body necessarily develop courage whereas the opposite circumstances necessarily develop cowardice – and until, moreover, people were born who were not accustomed to humiliation and servitude – all this having been brought about by Moses our master by means of divine commandments: At the commandment of the Lord they encamped, and at the commandment of the Lord they journeyed, at the commandment of the Lord by the hand of Moses (Numbers 9:23).

According to this chapter, the journey in the wilderness continued for forty years, in order to make it possible for the people of Israel to undergo a slow change from a nation of slaves to a nation of fighters.
 From here it follows that the decree that Israel would wander in the wilderness for forty years until the entire first generation died out stemmed from a divine ruse. The sin of the spies and their fear of war were justified, because they gave expression to the true state of the people of Israel at the time of the exodus from Egypt. Therefore, the punishment to wander in the desert for forty years was a divine punishment that embraced a gracious ruse, whose objective was to instill them with courage.
 For this purpose it makes no difference how the stages of journey and encampment divide up; what is important is that the overall total should add up to forty years. The two chapters, then, complement each other. The Guide of the Perplexed 3:32 clarifies the reason for the overall length of the journey, whereas the Guide of the Perplexed 3:50 relates to the reason for its division into distinct intervals of time.


Even though these two chapters discuss different aspects of the same journey through the wilderness, Maimonides translates Israel's losing their way in the wilderness differently in the two chapters. In the Guide of the Perplexed 3:32, when translating God's action in leading the people along a circuitous route (“but God led the people about”), he does not use the Arabic root ḍll but rather the root ḥyr which means “confuse” or “perplex,”
 and which also serves him in the Arabic title of the book (Dalalat al-ḥa’irin). According to this passage, God “perplexed them” (ḥyr) and “used a gracious ruse in causing them to wander perplexedly in the desert” [wakama talaṭṭafa al-`ila`h btaḥyirhim fy al-barriyyah] in intentional manner based on a divine gracious ruse [talaṭṭafa].
 We see then that Maimonides uses two different terms to describe Israel's bewilderment in the wilderness. He uses the term "perplexity" [ḥyr] to describe the act of God's governance, and he uses the term “losing one's way” [ḍll] to describe the way this governance was understood by the nations of the world.

God caused Israel to wander perplexedly in the wilderness for forty years, based on a gracious ruse that was intended to prepare them for the war that would be waged over the land. The nations of the world, however, interpreted this perplexed wandering as Israel's having lost their way in the wilderness, which testifies to God's having abandoned the people of Israel. The Torah, therefore, troubled itself to spell out and emphasize that all of the journeys and encampments in all their various durations were “at the commandment of the Lord.” The Torah's emphasis of the details of the journeys and encampments has a polemical purpose, “the destruction of the opinion held at that time and even up to now by the religious communities, that [the children of] Israel lost their way [ḍallu]” (The Guide of the Perplexed 3:50).


Of course, this claim of the nations of the world denies God's selection of the people of Israel and His providence over them since their exodus from Egypt and perhaps it alludes to the Muslim position that God chose and then abandoned them. The Torah, on the other hand, wishes to emphasize this selection and God's providence over His people even in situations where the people of Israel seem to have lost their way. Does not this comment lead the reader to a more abstract understanding of Maimonides' argument? These wanderings served Maimonides as a prototype for his explanation of the rationale underlying the sacrifices, whose similarity to the modes of idol worship can lead the superficial observer to think that they are rooted in perplexity and the loss of one's way, that is to say, in the influence of idolatry. Thus the parallel which Maimonides draws between Israel's wandering in the wilderness and the perplexing nature of Moses' Torah is strengthened. Israel's journey in the desert serves as a parable for the basic state of the religion of Israel among the nations. The Torah wishes to emphasize, against the claims of the other religions, that the winding and roundabout course of the religion of Israel does not stem from being lost, but rather from divine guidance that comes from a divine source.


In this context, the name Moreh Nebhukhim (Dalalat al-ha’irin) takes on an additional meaning. The book is intended to guide the perplexed, whose perplexity is caused by divine governance itself [ḥyr]. This perplexity is perceived by the nations of the world as a loss of one's way [ḍll], but in truth it involves a divine gracious ruse [talaṭṭuf]. This interpretation fits well with Giladi's suggestion that the name of the book echoes Al-Ghazali's title of God as the guide of the perplexed (Dallil al-Mutaḥirin).
 Maimonides suggests that the guidance of God, which considers man's limitations in a divine gracious ruse, is the cause of perplexity and the same guidance itself guides the perplexed.

Strong support for the argument that the name Moreh Nebhukhim alludes to the verse in the book of Exodus can be found in the introductory poem and the concluding poem that Maimonides himself wrote for his book. The two poems were written originally in Hebrew.
 They imply that the “perplexed” is the “lost,” and that the purpose of the book is to guide this lost person along the way.


The introductory poem:

My knowledge goes forth to point out the way (lanḥot derekh),

To pave straight its road.

Lo, everyone who goes astray (to‘eh) in the field of Torah,

Come and follow its path.

The unclean and the fool shall not pass over it;

It shall be called Way of Holiness.

The concluding poem:

God is very near to everyone who calls,

If he calls truly and has no distractions;

He is found by every seeker who searches for Him,

If he marches toward Him and goes not astray (yit‘eh).


The expression “to lead the way” (lanḥot derekh) is taken from Exodus 13: “that God led them (naḥam) not through the way (derekh) of the land of the Philistines” (v. 17), “to lead them the way” (lanḥotam ha-derekh) (v. 21). The verses that describe Israel's travels in the wilderness and their losing their way there are immediately followed by Pharaoh's statement “They are perplexed (nebhukhim) in the land,” but nevertheless Maimonides refers in Hebrew to him who is to be guided by his book as one who has gone astray (to‘eh). Thus, we come back to the fact that Maimonides does not distinguish between the to‘eh and the nabhokh, the two being the same. In this poem Maimonides himself explains the objective of his book, and the fact that he bases what he says on the verses in Exodus and applies them in the area of beliefs and opinions proves that he assigned also an abstract meaning to Israel's going astray in the wilderness. 


In the Guide of the Perplexed 3:50, Maimonides adduces proof to his argument from the fact that the Arabs (al-‘arab) refer to the wilderness by the term al-tih. This seems to be his way of alluding that it is the Moslems who attribute this going astray to Israel. The Qoran in the opening sura (Al-Fatiḥa, vv. 1-7) uses the root ḍll to describe those who go astray from the straight path:

In the name of God, the Lord of Mercy, the Giver of Mercy!

Praise belongs to God, Lord of the Worlds, the Lord of Mercy, the Giver of Mercy, Master of the Day of Judgement.
It is You weworship; it is You we ask for help.

Guide us to the straight path: the path of those You have blessed, those who incur no anger and who have not gone astray [wala al-ḍallin].

It is very reasonable to assume that Maimonides was familiar with this famous passage,
 and it is possible that these words stood before his eyes as he explained the verse “perplexed (nebhukhim) in the land” and used the root ḍll to translate it. In the Guide of the Perplexed 3:29 as well, when Maimonides describes Abraham's struggle with the ideas of the Sabians (i.e., the pagans), he refers to those who reviled and denounced him by the term “erring men” (al-ḍallun(.

 In the order of prayers appearing in the Mišneh Torah, the meaning of the term to‘im is very close to that found in the Qoran, but here, of course, the to‘im are the nations of the world, who did not accept the law of Moses: “Blessed is our Master, Blessed is our Creator, blessed is He who has created us for His glory, and has separated us from those who go astray (ha-to‘im), and has given us the Torah of truth by way of Moses our master, and has planted eternal life in our midst.”
 The term ha-to‘im also appears in his explanation of the structure of the Passover Haggadah, as standing in contrast to one who maintains the “true religion.” 

One must begin [the narrative describing our ancestors'] base [roots] and conclude with [their] praise. What does this imply? One begins relating how originally, in the age of Terach, our ancestors denied [God's existence] and strayed after vanity, pursuing idol worship. One concludes with the true religion: how the Omnipresent has drawn us close to Him, separated us from those who have gone astray (ha-to‘in), and drawn us near to His Oneness.


The Guide of the Perplexed is not intended for the average person, and fundamentally it addresses the perceived contradiction between the true religion and philosophy. But in light of the connection between the title Moreh Nebhukhim and Exodus 14:3, as presented in this article, it would appear that the book has an additional objective. The book does not only deal with “the science of Law in its true sense,”
 as a defense against the perplexity created by philosophy, but also as a defense of the “true religion” against an assault by “those who have astray” (ha-to‘im) among the other religions who claim that it is the people of Israel themselves who have become perplexed and have gone astray in their religion.

Strauss put all the perplexity of The Guide of the Perplexed on the fundamental divide between the exoteric imaginary Torah and the esoteric intellectual philosophy. This divide, in his opinion, is unbridgeable. According to the harmonistic approach, there is no frontal contradiction between the imagination and the intellect, since in the prophecy the imagination is guided by the intellect. This controversy is well reflected in the controversy concerning the seventh-type of contradiction; is it a real contradiction or just a tension.

It seems that the second meaning of the phrase "perplexed," discussed in this article, is basically parallel to contradictions of the fifth type. These contradictions arise from pedagogical reasons that require different statements that correspond to the reader's development during reading. Similarly, different degrees of development of the people of Israel require different attitudes that correspond to these degrees.
 Maimonides states that the fifth type of contradiction is a simulated one. Therefore, the perplexity that arises from the level of the development of the people of Israel also stems from a simulated contradiction. The low phase does not contradict the high phase but expresses it roughly. Already in the low expression of the Torah lies the high trend that will be revealed throughout history.
This article does not resolve the controversy regarding the elemental character of The Guide of the Perplexed. But if another purpose is suggested in the name of the book that corresponds to the path of the divine gracious ruse, it demands from the reader an effort to understand the common denominator of the various opinions expressed therein.
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