




















A distinction must therefore be made between the figurative “speech” of creation, 
which is a pure expression of God not intended for a particular audience, and the 
human speech of God in revelation, which is fundamentally addressed to a par- 
ticular community or individual. Creation expresses the overflowing wisdom and 
power of he divine. Revelation mirrors the conditioning of the divine by the 
human capacity to understand. If it is vain to imagine that the human condition 
can ever be transcended by man, revelation in history permanently contains the 
features of finitude.

Maimonides recognized clearly the distinction between the wisdom of God as 
manifested in revelation and the wisdom of God as manifested in nature. In his at- 
tempt to offer reasons for the commandments of the Torah and to show that all 
of biblical revelation is intelligible to human reason, he informs his readers that 
one must take into account the cultural conditions and context of the community 
at the time of the Sinai revelation in order to appreciate the purposes and inten- 
tions of the commandments. As an example, Maimonides explains the purpose of 
animal sacrifice in the Torah.25 He points out that animal sacrifice was an accep- 
ted pattern of worship in Egypt, so much so that the Israelites would have been 
incapable of accepting an instruction to abandon it. Rather than risk having them 
reject the Torah as a whole, God made animal sacrifice a part of it. To ask the 
community to give up suddenly their accustomed form of worship would have 
been similar to asking rabbinic Jews, who used petitional prayer as the way of ex- 
pressing their need for and dependence on God, suddenly to worship without 
words and to meet God exclusively within a contemplative, philosophical 
framework. For Maimonides, the revelation of the law could not break with 
the limitations of the recipient of revelation. Biblical revelation reflects God as an 
educator who takes into account the limited capacities and habits of the recipient 
of his address.

God does not change the nature of man. If he did so, claims Maimonides, there 
would be no need for revelation, prophets and commandments.26 God would 
achieve his goal in history by miraculously transforming the limited nature of 
man. Maimonides’ educative model of God’s activity in revelation, which draws 
upon the rabbinic tradition of God as teacher, would seem to imply that human 
listening is an essential feature of the way that the revelation of the universal God
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A Jew can express loyalty to his tradition not only through allegiance to the Bible 
and the rabbinic literature, but also by recognizing the implications of the lived 
experience of his people: “And I shall be sanctified in the midst of the children of 
Israel” (Lev. 22:32). We can respond halakhically to our past suffering by striv- 
ing in the contemporary world to discover how religious pluralism can be 
spiritually redemptive. Thus the attempt to establish a secure framework for 
religious pluralism and tolerance in the state of Israel is not spiritually tangential 
to our national rebirth. The return of our own “scandal of particularity” ' to in- 
dependent political existence affords us the opportunity, as the earliest carrier of 
biblical faith, of also taking a lead in acknowledging that revelation never ex- 
hausts the plenitude of creation. One bears witness to the God of Creation by re- 
joicing to live within the limits of one’s own finitude.

Accordingly, I abhor all attempts at religious totalitarianism, whether it claims to 
speak in the name of the unique Lord of History or whether it bears some other 
mask. When the particularity of revelation is recognized, biblical faith does not 
have to seek to universalize itself. Seen from this perspective, we may be living in 
a redemptive period of history because religious pluralism has gained legitimacy 
in the eyes of so many people. Even when ecumenicism is explicable in terms of 
political motives, the very fact that people feel the need to appear tolerant and 
committed to pluralism, whatever their inner convictions, indicates how deeply 
pluralism has become engrained in the spirit of the age. In modern societies peo- 
pie have little patience with exclusivist doctrinaire religious attitudes. The secular 
democratic world and secular liberal society, despite their problems, have created 
conditions for the emergence of religious humility and help restrain man’s propen- 
sity to universalize the particular.
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Although biblical revelation is made to a particular community and election is a 
divine commitment to involvement in a particular community’s history, revelation 
and election are not thereby entirely without implications for the rest of the world. 
The very survival of the community presupposes some minimal constraints on the 
impact upon it of neighboring communities. This is only too evident in the case of 
ancient Israel, constantly faced with the threat of conquest or even obliteration by 
one of the surrounding empires. In those conditions there arose the messianic vi- 
sion: the idea of a time when Israel would again have a king as mighty as David 
and when the gentiles would make pilgrimage to Jerusalem to offer homage to the 
God of Israel. This vision accompanied the Jews during the centuries of exile after 
the fall of the Second Temple. Maimonides was less concerned with messianism 
than with the disembodied existence of the World to Come. Nonetheless, he also 
gave a rather traditional account of the messianic age: a mighty king would










