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W
hen Marc Shapiro’s article on Rambam’s thirteen principles
first appeared in the 1993 volume of The Torah u-Madda
Journal,1 it deservedly received a good deal of attention but

not much explicit scholarly review. Many people read the article but
almost no one published evaluation of its content. Now that Shapiro has
expanded his article into a book entitled The Limits of Orthodox
Theology: Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles Reappraised,2 the time has
come for such an evaluation. The book echoes the essential argument of
the article and adds many more footnotes to the impressive collection
that already existed in the earlier work. Indeed, all the strengths and
weaknesses of the original remain intact in this new volume. 

The strengths are dual. Shapiro’s range of reading is nothing short
of astounding. Late Ashkenasic halakhic responsa, supercommentaries
on Rashi and Ibn Ezra, little known hasidic texts, medieval philosophic
works read by few, kabbalistic texts from Aleppo, writings of forgotten
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twentieth century rabbis, the entire gamut of modern academic Jewish
scholarship and many other famous and obscure texts find their way
into this volume. Numerous readers were impressed by this aspect of
the original article and the range has increased significantly in the book.

Additionally, Shapiro succeeds at proving his essential thesis. While
it is popularly assumed that Rambam’s thirteen principles always enjoyed
universal acceptance, Shapiro shows that this was not true during either
the period of the rishonim or of the ah. aronim. Many traditional authori-
ties contested aspects of the principles as formulated by Rambam. For
example, recognized authorities allowed prayer addressed to angels,
admitted the possibility of another prophet equaling Moshe’s prophetic
ability, suggested that God could change the Torah if He saw fit to do so,
claimed that God created the world out of pre-existing matter and did
not feel the need to view the Torah in our hands today as identical to the
letter with the Torah received at Sinai. Rambam’s principles categorize
all these positions as heretical, but Rambam’s stature and the firmness
of his stance did not silence opposition. In this regard, Shapiro has done
a service in correcting a popular misconception. 

On the book’s last page, Shapiro writes of the book’s significance in
the context of reigning trends in Orthodoxy. “Together with the turn to
the right in Orthodoxy, which has led to an increasing stringency in
many areas of halakhah, an ever increasing dogmatism in matters of
belief is also apparent” (p. 158). Shapiro apparently sees this volume as
an important resource against this dogmatism, and indeed it is. If R.
Joseph B. Soloveitchik can be accused of heresy for writing that secular
Zionists acquired the land of Israel through building an altar of factories
(a homiletic expression of their dedication)3 and if Rav Kook can be
termed a well known heretic,4 then the misuse of the term “heresy” has
gotten out of hand. More recent misuse of the term “heresy” includes
attacks on the revadim approach to gemara learning5 and the banning of
books that portray the human dimension of biblical heroes.6 Yahadut
can accommodate a good deal of diverse opinion and even sharp debate
without anyone being branded a kofer. 

However, Shapiro makes no reference to a danger found on the
opposing point of the Orthodox spectrum. Under the influence of mod-
ern relativism and epistemological skeptics, many contemporary writers
attempt to deny the significance of dogmas in Judaism altogether.
Tamar Ross argues that Rav Kook views Jewish beliefs as having only
instrumental value but not as cognitive truths.7 She argues for a position
in which we view Buddhism, Christianity and Islam as equal manifesta-
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tions of the same truth as Judaism.8 Menachem Kellner published a
book arguing that beliefs are not a basis for deciding who is part of the
religious community.9 In a more quixotic venture, Aryeh Botwinick
tries to identify Rambam’s negative theology with post-modern skepti-
cism.10 Gili Zivan explores the post-modern implications of contempo-
rary Jewish theologians who despair of the notion of objective truth.11

David Singer compares David Berger to Torquemada for arguing that
the idea of a messiah having a second coming in order to fulfill the mes-
sianic prophecies is beyond the pale.12 While it is difficult to estimate the
influence of these writers, I think it fair to say that the liberal edge of
Orthodoxy is tempted by this position. Self-referential usage of the term
“halakhic” in place of “Orthodox” may reflect this ideology.13 No doubt,
adherents of the Orthoprax approach will be quick to utilize Shapiro’s
work as a support. Had Shapiro also kept this second extreme in mind
and taken steps to more forcefully combat it, he would have written a
better book.

Although the topic deserves a separate essay, I will briefly explain why
the Orthoprax position is unacceptable. If Judaism demands halakhic
practice without an ideology of belief to justify that practice, then such
miz. vah performance becomes reduced to mindless behaviorism. If we
admit the need for a background structure of beliefs but hold that those
beliefs radically change over time, then it becomes meaningless to talk
of the ongoing tradition of Judaism. Imagine a “save the whales” organi-
zation consistently maintaining the same policies even as its ideology
shifts from a concern for animals to a belief in whales as deities. Despite
the group’s unchanging practice, they could hardly be considered the
same group as before. Likewise, a Judaism that maintains halakhic
observance but drops traditional conceptions of God would actually be
an entirely new entity. When kashrut changes from the command of an
omniscient, benevolent God to a folk practice of the Jewish people, à la
Mordechai Kaplan, the shift in ideologies justifying observance is too
dramatic to talk about the continuity of Yahadut. A critic of the above
argument might counter by talking about continuity in terms of the
Jewish family. Menachem Brinker explicitly takes this approach. “The
bonds among the generations are based on the feeling of their being part
of one family. As happens in a family, beliefs and ideas change from gen-
eration to generation (including religious, philosophical and ethical
views) but identity and continuity remain. . . . ”14 However, the very
example chosen by Brinker shows the shortcomings of this entire
approach. Brinker’s example works only because family identity need



not depend on a particular vision of the good but a religious or ethical
ideal does depend on just such a vision. In other words, Brinker’s
approach allows us to speak of the continuity of the Jewish people but
not of the continuity of Judaism.

Furthermore, the equation of the truth of Judaism with that of
other religions fails to address certain yes or no questions. Either there is
a personal God who has a relationship with humans or there is not
(Buddhism). Either miz. vot remain the royal road to spiritual accom-
plishment or they do not (Christianity). Either God takes human form
(Christianity) or He does not. Due to the unbridgeable gaps between
religions, the attempt to equate disparate religions often entails the evis-
ceration of one. As G. K. Chesterton wrote, “Buddhism and Christianity
are very much alike, especially Buddhism.”15 Nor should we give cre-
dence to the claim that asserting the exclusive truth of one’s own reli-
gion reflects arrogance. Quite the contrary! The devout believer who
argues seriously with a representative from a different faith shows more
respect for his opponent than the relativist who claims that all religions
are the same. 

Some writers contend that the absence of an explicit worked out list
of dogmas in Tanakh or H. azal reveals that dogma represents a late
intrusion into Jewish thought. Yet the fact that a written list of dogmas
did not exist before the medieval period does not indicate that no
dogma existed beforehand. Even if we assume that historical challenges
from other faiths or sectarians inspired the listing of dogmas, this would
not show that beliefs did not matter beforehand. David Berger cogently
argues that “they did not articulate these principles until they were chal-
lenge, but once challenged, they fleshed out a position that they had
always taken for granted.”16 Crucial beliefs can be implicit in a work and
almost every book in Tanakh makes certain common foundational
assumptions about Hashem, the giving of miz. vot and reward and pun-
ishment. R. Yisrael Lipshutz shows some insight when, in commenting
on a tannaitic statement praising a person who combines mishnah,
mikra and derekh erez. , he identifies mishnah as the source of Jewish law
but mikra as the source of Jewish beliefs.17 If so, we can argue that tradi-
tional Jewish beliefs go back to the founding of the Jewish people. 

I hasten to add that Shapiro explicitly rejects the Orthoprax posi-
tion. He dedicates a few pages of the introduction to attacking the
notion that Judaism can exist without dogmas. He cites approvingly the
statement of Salis Daiches that “all authoritative exponents of Judaism
are agreed as to the necessity of making spiritual truth the basis for
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material action (p. 32).” Yet he does not attempt to give a broad outline
of what the dogmas of Judaism might be. If we reject the Rambam’s for-
mulation, we still need to provide a different formulation and to explain
what beliefs fail to cohere with Yahadut. Shapiro thus successfully pre-
vents the Rambam’s list from assuming authority in every detail but
does not help us find a substitute list. To be fair, Shapiro writes as an
intellectual historian and not as a theologian. Nonetheless, some first
steps towards a positive construction of dogma are called for.      

The first point that might be made in opposing the latitudinarian
approach to dogma is that rejecting the Rambam’s list can lead both to a
diminishing of dogma or to an increase of dogmas. Shapiro cites vari-
ous interpretations that when Rambam formulated his thirteen princi-
ples, he was not attempting to outline the definitive list of Jewish beliefs
but was merely attempting to convey Jewish beliefs in a general way to
the masses (Abravanel),18 trying to arrive at the number thirteen in
order to correspond to the Divine attributes or limiting himself to
beliefs explicitly taught in biblical verses (Shimon ben Z. emah. Duran).19

If so, other beliefs not found on the list of thirteen may belong in the
exhaustive compilation of Jewish dogma. For example, many wonder
why the Rambam does not count free will as a dogma even though he
repeatedly emphasizes the significance of this belief. R. Gedalyah
Lipshutz answered that free will is implicit in the principles affirming
reward and punishment.20 R. Yosef Albo answered that Rambam only
lists principles specifically necessary for religion, and free will is a cru-
cial postulate of any legal system.21 The common denominator of the
above answers is that free will does represent a non-negotiable Jewish
belief even if it does not explicitly appear on the list of thirteen princi-
ples. Thus, the downplaying of Rambam’s list can actually lead to a
longer list of fundamental beliefs. 

Secondly, in many of Shapiro’s examples, one can reject Rambam’s
specific formulation and reformulate the principle in a fashion that will
unify the conflicting viewpoints. Some rishonim may believe in beriah
yesh mi-yesh, but we can still state an overarching dogma that God pre-
ceded our world and created it at a given point in time. Even those
authorities who think it possible that God could change the Torah prior
to the world to come limit that possibility to an event that mirrors the
wondrous miracle of Sinai with more than half a million witnesses.
Thus, we can formulate a dogma that will make it almost impossible for
Torah to change. The rabbanim who allow prayer to angels admit that
angels are not beings with the power to challenge God or function inde-
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pendently of His will. We can state a dogma not to pray to angels as
independent governors of human affairs. 

The eighth principle regarding the Torah revealed to Moshe serves
as good example of the unifying approach. No doubt, the issues of keri
u-ketiv, some understandings of Tikkun Soferim, one view on the
Torah’s dotted letters and the variant biblical manuscripts make it
untenable to assert that our Torah matches letter for letter with that
given at Sinai. Yet this should not render it impossible to formulate a
dogma that the Torah in its essence, with minor changes here or there,
was dictated by God to Moshe. Even if we accept the apparent view of
Ibn Ezra, that some verses were added later, the dogma can still be for-
mulated. Note that R. Yosef Bonfils, the famed commentator on Ibn
Ezra who explains his subject’s radical views, suggests various limita-
tions on Ibn Ezra’s position. Perhaps later prophets added only narrative
material but did not touch legal sections and perhaps they only added
phrases or sentences but not entire sections.22 Indeed, Ibn Ezra forceful-
ly attacks a Karaite writer for claiming that an entire parashah was a
later addition.23 Beyond the limitations mentioned by R. Yosef, I would
also add that all of the verses mentioned by Ibn Ezra are relatively
peripheral to the biblical story, such as an aside alluding to where Og’s
crib can be found. By incorporating such limitations on post-Mosiac
verses, it would seem possible to allow for a few isolated verses as com-
ing from a later prophet while still asserting that for all intents and pur-
poses, the Torah of ours can be traced back to Moshe. 

It may be that we should reject Ibn Ezra’s view as a maverick posi-
tion outside the consensus. Even if we do accept it as a legitimate possi-
bility, the fact that we cannot give a concrete number of verses that can
be attributed to a later author without sliding into heresy in no way
invalidates the idea that a boundary exists. All concepts include gray
areas but those questionable areas do not undermine the concepts. The
fact that we are unsure whether or not abortion and euthanasia are mur-
der does not mitigate the horror of murder. As Dr. Johnson remarked,
the fact that there is a twilight does not minimize the distinction between
day and night.24 We can exclude Ibn Ezra’s view from the charge of
heresy, remain unsure about how much more latitude to give for an
expansion of Ibn Ezra, and still confidently assert that J, P, E and D are
beyond the pale.  

Thus far, we have shown how dogma can be maintained even if we
accept all the theological positions located by Shapiro as authoritative.
Yet we can also challenge his methodological assumption that all posi-
tions that once appeared in a rabbinic work of stature achieve legitima-
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cy by definition. In support of such an assumption, Shapiro cites two
authors who reject the idea of pesak by consensus in the world of theol-
ogy. Chaim Rapoport asks: “Could it be that whether or not souls are
reincarnated depends upon the majority opinion” (p. 145)? One can
hardly disagree with Rapoport’s statement that metaphysical truths do
not depend upon majority vote. However, his point is too strong for his
own good. Metaphysical truths do not depend upon the unanimous
agreement of Jewish sages through time either. If we divorce the truth
question from what authorities have historically taught, why relate to
the history of rabbinic thought at all? Instead, we should just bring
philosophic arguments for various positions with an indifference to
what anyone else ever said. Neither Rapoport nor Shapiro would take
such a position and Shapiro’s wide-ranging article clearly attributes
great significance to exploring the history of rabbinic thought in order
to arrive at an understanding of Jewish theology. If that is so, talking
about a consensus can make sense.   

Shapiro also cites David Weiss Halivni. 

Issues of doctrine, in contrast [to halakhah] cannot be settled merely
through the consensus suggested by a vote of the majority nor by the
judgment rendered by the passage of history. . . . Additionally, a theologi-
cal doctrine that was once considered legitimate cannot be branded
heretical through the mere passage of time, for historical, and thus con-
tingent, factors have no role to play in the resolution of purely intellectual
maters. If an authoritative figure in the Jewish past maintained a certain
speculative standpoint, the truth or falsity of such cannot be determined
by tradition or consensus, and thus its legitimacy cannot be judged by the
systemic principles which govern the halakhic process (pp. 145-146).

This citation includes three different claims. 1) Hashkafic debates
are not decided in the same way as halakhic debates. 2) Once a belief
was considered legitimate, it cannot be overruled by later Jewish history.
3) Any belief once maintained by an authoritative figure cannot be
rejected. These three points are logically distinct. I can agree with the
first claim without coming to the conclusion that no decisions can ever
be reached in theological debates among traditional figures. The
methodology may differ from halakhic decision making but that does
not mean that no decisionmaking method exists altogether. Perhaps
majority vote plays no role in the world of hashkafah, but a near unani-
mous vote does. Nor are the second and third claims identical. A posi-
tion may have been taken by a given authoritative figure without that
position being “considered legitimate.” Let us say, for the sake of argu-
ment, that R. H. asdai Crescas was indeed a determinist. Does this mean



that this belief was once considered legitimate? Not at all. Other rabbis
may not have explicitly protested this position because few of them
learned Or Hashem, because they learned Or Hashem but understood it
in a non-deterministic way, or because they thought the offending pas-
sages had little influence and did not need to be combatted. If so, the
lack of strident protest against this aspect of R. Crescas’s thought says
little about the rabbinic world granting it legitimacy. 

Weiss Halivni may counter by asserting the third claim, that any
view once expressed by a rabbinic great is ipso facto legitimate irrespec-
tive of whether or not anyone else accepted it. I see little reason to
assume such a conclusion. Let us say for the sake of argument (although
I think it true as well) that Torah and Tanakh clearly assume free will
and that denying free will makes a mockery of the concepts of miz. vot
and sekhar ve-onesh. Can we not consider determinism incompatible
with Judaism just because one rishon was a determinist? It seems rea-
sonable to me to suggest the following three criteria for the illegitimacy
of a doctrine. We should consider a doctrine illegitimate only when all
three criteria are met. 1) Almost no rabbis of stature in Jewish history
taught this doctrine. 2) The doctrine conflicts with other Torah ideals or
the simple thrust of Tanakh and H. azal. 3) The conflict with Torah/
H. azal revolves around a matter of momentous import. Denying that the
prophet Ovadyah existed might meet the first two criteria but be judged
not monumental enough to meet the third criteria. Denying the
Egyptian exodus, on the other hand, could meet all three. Although we
should not be quick to employ this veto, we should reject some maver-
ick and problematic positions taken by recognized authorities. Two
examples that come to mind are R. Crescas’ determinism and Rambam’s
linking reward and punishment solely to intellectual achievement
(assuming that this correctly portrays Rambam’s position in, e. g., Guide
3:17-18). Both can boast of an extremely small number of adherents, both
fly in the face of the spirit of Tanakh and H. azal and both address a matter
of immense significance. Why can’t we reject those positions as incompat-
ible with Judaism even if a truly great rabbinic voice uttered them?

Lest it be thought that allowing these criteria to form a consensus
invariably leads to a monolithic Judaism, I would point attention to
some current communal debates. Today’s Orthodox world divides on
issues such as secular studies, Zionism and women’s issues. In each of
these examples, the first criterion alone would make it impossible to
brand the major views as heretical. The history of rabbinic thought
includes a wide diversity of approaches to gentile wisdom, the balance
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between human initiative and Divine providence (manifest in varying
approaches to the state of Israel) and the quickness with which we can
rely on minority positions in order to help those who feel excluded or to
arrive at a position compatible with our best efforts at moral wisdom
(manifest in the issues about women). Therefore, we can debate the vari-
ous positions in these controversies and even argue for a given position
as the correct approach without seeing a different view as heretical. In
the same fashion, different approaches to methodologies of learning and
to the balance between learning and other miz. vot all fall within accept-
able boundaries. We can allow for significant differences on many issues
even as we assert a consensus that rejects isolated minority positions.

Furthermore, the impressive list of sources compiled by Shapiro
includes figures whose authoritative status is unclear. Here, his erudi-
tion may get in the way of the argument. Among others, Shapiro cites R.
Shem Tov Gaguine, R. Shneur Zalman Dov Anushiski, R. Isaac Lopes
and R. Isaac Pilitz. These writers may have been great sages but this
reader failed to recognize any of the names and wondered whether or
not much weight should be given to their positions. In the case of R.
Anushiski, Shapiro cites a long list of haskamot that appeared before one
of Anushiski’s works (p. 112, n. 157). Yet we would certainly not bestow
canonical status on many contemporary volumes that boast significant
approbations. Shapiro needs to do more work to convince us of the sig-
nificance of the more peripheral voices.

Finally, Shapiro makes a mistake or two and includes some ques-
tionable readings. Although he certainly proves that we cannot blithely
identify our Torah as identical to the letter with the Torah at Sinai, he
mars this correct argument by including an erroneous proof. A midrash
teaches us that R. Meir’s Torah text read “vi-hinei tov mavet” in place of
“ve-hinei tov me’od.” Shapiro adds that "According to Nahmanides, this
was not the result of an error made by an ignorant scribe, but rather R.
Meir himself was responsible for the variant (p. 96).” A brief glance at
the passage in Ramban reveals that while Ramban does think that R.
Meir wrote these words, Ramban explicitly says that R. Meir mistakenly
wrote “tov mavet” as he was thinking that death also is part of the good
of creation and that thought erroneously made its way onto the page.
This mistake fails to contribute to the argument, conducted successfully
by Shapiro, that we cannot claim certain knowledge of the authoritative
biblical text to the letter. 

Among the more debatable citations in this volume, I would men-
tion that Shapiro assumes a radically intellectualist reading of the
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Rambam (pp. 134-138) that ignores both Rambam’s concluding section
of the Guide, which states that the intellectual achievement must find
expression in ethical action as we imitate the Divine, as well as the
important study of Ehud Benor on Rambam’s vision of the good life.26

Shapiro cites the author of Tiferet Yisra’el as possibly believing in an
anthropomorphic God (pp. 65-66) when Tiferet Yisra’el is quite explicit
elsewhere that God lacks physicality.27 Shapiro cites scholars who under-
stand Hillel’s explaining his trip to the bathhouse with the fact that
humans were created be-z. elem Elokim as suggestive of a corporeal God
(p. 49). This need not follow. Even if z. elem refers to humanity’s capacity
for rational thought or free choice and not to a physical quality, the
physical body can still serve as a symbol for the being with those incor-
poreal divine abilities. Respecting the body of a being created in the
Image of God need not reveal a bodily conception of that very image.
Finally, Shapiro cites Yisrael Knohl’s argument for post-Mosaic author-
ship of Torah verses because Ezra refers to the intermarriage prohibition
as a commandment from “thy servants the prophets” (Ezra 9:12-13)
even though that prohibition appears in H. umash (pp. 103-104).28 In
response to this argument, let us consider a fellow who comes home
from shul and reports that the rabbi directed the congregants to be
more zealous in Sabbath observance. That fellow means that the rabbi
encouraged a fulfillment of a directive already given and not that the
rabbi is the historical originator of that directive. In the same way, many
prophets charged the people with the need to refrain from intermar-
riage but the original prohibition came via Moshe.

Even when we take these weaknesses into account, Shapiro has
brought enough material from recognized authorities to prove his thesis
denying that Rambam’s principles represent the final word in Jewish
theology. At the same time, as Shapiro himself acknowledges, and as we
have argued above, dogma remains an integral aspect of Judaism. Lest
this thought frighten readers into nightmares about a potential Jewish
run inquisition, let me remind the readers that many authorities,
including Ravad, R. Yosef Albo and others, absolve the person who
comes to a heretical belief through an honest attempt to understand
Torah from the status of “heretic.”29 Furthermore, many authorities see
the atheistic zeitgeist as mitigating the guilt for shortcomings in religious
practice and belief.30 In today’s epistemologically skeptical climate, it is
not easy to affirm cognitive truth claims. Therefore, we can keep the
category of heresy relevant without branding every offender as a heretic.

Beyond the mitigating factors listed above, David Berger has pro-
posed a helpful distinction between beliefs that are illegitimate and
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beliefs that are heretical. We can refer to problematic beliefs as beyond
the “limits of historical consensus” without branding it heresy. “Such a
standard enables us to exclude a particular position from the communi-
ty without declaring that its adherents are prime candidates for perdi-
tion.”31 In adherence with this approach, we will not consider it our job
to discuss which controversial figures have a share in the world to come
but only to analyze which beliefs fall out of the bounds of our tradition.32

Additionally, identifying the cognitive truths that Judaism teaches
does not lead to the conclusion that those lacking such truths lead spiri-
tually worthless lives. Adherents of other faiths can be right about many
aspects of the truth even as they make some significant errors. The same
Rambam who formulated dogmas viewed the spreading of Christianity
and Islam as steps helping humanity move from the gross errors of
paganism to the refined truths of Judaism.33 Moreover, we can still view
the worthwhile deeds performed by such people as spiritually valuable
and deserving of reward. Despite his concrete belief in theism, R. Kook
attributed value to the ethical performance of atheists.34 We can main-
tain a belief in dogmas without coming to problematic conclusions
about the non-believers. 

Before concluding, I want to emphasize that I am not suggesting
that hashkafic debates be decided with the same consistency, regularity
and methodology as halakhic arguments. As Shapiro cites, several tradi-
tional sources do indicate a greater ability to refrain from final decisions
in matters of hashkafah. A number of factors might explain this greater
fluidity and freedom. In the case of hashkafic debates, we lack the moti-
vation of wanting to arrive at some unified communal practice. Second-
ly, the personal quality of hashkafic issues might call for more leeway as
each person searches for his or her connection with Torah. Also, we
might be reluctant to ask a person to challenge his or her best under-
standing of metaphysical truths.35 Even taking these factors into consid-
eration, they do not lead to the dissolution of dogma. We can allow flex-
ibility up to the point when certain fundamentals are abandoned.
Judaism resembles a structure with much leeway on most floors but an
inflexible foundation at the ground level. Shapiro deserves credit for
showing that that Rambam did not precisely identify the foundation.
Nevertheless, the foundation continues to exist. 
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