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Israel’s Inberitance: Olam Haba

By: ASHER BENZION BUCHMAN
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A Righteous Nation

In discussing the laws of conversion (Hilchos Issurei Biah 14:4),
Rambam writes that a convert is told that the “World to Come”
(olam haba) is for “the Tzaddikim (righteous), and they are Israel.”" ?
In Hilchos Teshuva (3:13) he explains further that, “All of Israel has a
portion in the World to Come, even if they have sinned, for it says
‘your nation is all righteous, they will always inherit the land’—this
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I include sources in footnotes either in their original Hebrew or in the
best available Hebrew translation. The reader is asked to refer to them
and carefully analyze them. Careless and inaccurate readings of the pri-
mary sources have caused some academic scholars to mislead their readers
on important issues such as these.

Asher Benzion Buchman is the author of Encountering the Creator:
Divine Providence and Prayer in the Works of Rambam (Targum,
2004), and Rambam and Redemption (Targum, 2005).
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land is a parable, i.e., the land of life, which is the world to come—
and so too the Chassidim (saintly)’ amongst the nations of the
world.” In Hilchos Melachim (8:11) he tells us that these “Chassidim
amongst the nations” are those who have accepted the seven Noa-
chide laws in a formal act of conversion by a Jewish court:> Thus,
Israel is the nation in which all have a portion in the world to
come. To join this nation of Israel and thus immediately gain olam
haba, one must do a formal act of conversion.® Although neither the
native Jew nor the convert is an outstanding scholar, he is still guar-
anteed a portion in olam haba. Even the righteous amongst the na-
tions who keep their seven mitzvos and formally recognize Revela-
tion are also guaranteed a portion in the World to Come, because
they become an auxiliary contingent of the nation of Israel.”

The Acts that Divide Us

Rambam (Hilchos Teshuva 8:1) identifies the loss of olam haba with
the Divine halachic punishment of kares (N13).> Rav Soloveitchik
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Nor should we ignore Rambam’s halachic statement about the effects of

living or even walking in Eretz Yisrael:
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This act of coming to Israel is an act of joining the Jewish people.

We call them “Converts who dwell with us” (awin >)-and they are a

type of convert, just as full converts (7% *3) are. The term 73 refers to a

non-native dweller amongst us.
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zt”] explains’ that the Biblical phrase defining kares, w517 175N
Tayn X, “that soul will be cut off from its nation,” should be
taken literally—meaning that the perpetrator of these severe sins
cuts himself off from the Jewish nation."” It is being cut off from the
Jewish nation that results in the loss of a portion in the World to
Come.

This explains why Rambam states both in Perush HaMishnah'!
and in Mishneh Torah (Hilchos Teshuva 3:7) that those who reject the
fundamentals of our faith, the ikkarei emunab, forfeit their portion
in olam haba only when they openly state their denial, and hence
proclaim themselves as apostates. It is he who “says ("m7) there is
no G-d... who says there is a single unique master but that he has a
body and a form... [who] is a heretic (Pn).”'*

Generally, even those who have noted that this is explicitly
what Rambam states, claim that “says” here really means thinks,
because of their assumption that these are all issues of belief. What
this overlooks is that the 13 Ikkarim are clearly not all matters of
belief. The fifth ikkar is defined both in the Perush HaMishnah and
in Mishneh Torah as “72w7”—“He who worships” idols. In this
case it is absolutely clear that the ikkar is defined not by belief of
the heart but by concrete action." Likewise for the other ikkarim,
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® Al HaTeshuva, 81, Pinchas Peli ed.
This explains Hilchos Teshuva 1:3—the 1193 of Yom Kippur does not ap-
ply to sins that are punishable by kares. The 195> of Yom Kippur is on
the collective nation of Israel.
Introduction to Chelek.
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The same language, “he who says,” is used for the other deniers later in
the chapter.
In fact, even the practice of idolatry need not be that serious a philosoph-
ical failing, for it applies even in those cases where the worshipper be-
lieves the idol is an intermediary to G-d, and it is really only a prohibi-
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it is not the lack of belief that is the failing but the act of proclaim-
ing to others that one does not believe, by which one cuts himself
off from the community of faith that constitutes Israel.

Thus Rambam explains®” with regard to one who denies any of
the 13 ITkkarei emunab that he has “left the group,” 72571 11 X¥>. Such
a person has placed himself outside the community of Israel. In Hil-
chos Avodah Zara (2:2) Rambam makes this very clear, first with
regard to idol worship: “A Yisrael who worships idols is like a gen-
tile in all ways,”" then with regard to heretics (2°11) “And so too
the minim amongst Israel are not like Yisrael in any respect.”” **

Knowledge and Doubt

Some have been misled to believe that Rambam required absolute
certainty, perhaps rising to the level of clear knowledge rather than
of mere faith, to acquire olam haba. In Menachem Kellner’s Must a
Jew Believe Anything, he “quotes” Rambam as writing (after listing
the 13 ikkarim), “anyone who doubts any of these basics has no part
in the world to come.” This “quote” is based on an understanding
of Perush HaMishnah that is obviously inacccurate. In Kappach’s
translation” the word that Kellner translates as “doubts” is trans-
lated as Pop97n and in the most recent Hebrew translation the word
is 7wn.” As these words imply, forfeiture of olam haba is for ac-

tion designed to ensure that G-d’s nature not become obscured in the
minds of the people. See Hilchos Avodah Zara chapter 1.

 Perush HaMishnab after listing the 13 ikkarim.
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The meaning is not that he is not halachically Jewish—in fact we recog-

nize his marriage to another Jew—but rather that he has theologically left

the nation of Israel and does not share with them in olam haba.
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See also Mordechai Rabinowitz’s translation in the Rambam le’Am edi-

tion. Dr. Kellner also misrepresents Rambam’s position on the issue of

error and on what qualities are necessary to earn olam haba. On page 138
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tively arguing against these fundamentals of Judaism and putting
oneself outside the boundaries of our religion.”

In Moreh Nevuchim (1:35), Rambam explains that children must
be taught “that G-d is incorporeal, that He cannot be compared
with His creatures, that He is not subject to external influence;
these are things that must be explained to everyone according to his
capacity, and they must be taught by way of tradition to children
and women, to the stupid and ignorant, as they are taught that G-d
is One, that He is eternal, and that He alone is to be worshipped...
When persons have received this doctrine, and have been trained in
this belief, and are in consequence at a loss to reconcile it with the
writings of the Prophets, the meaning of the latter must be made
clear and explained to them by pointing out the homonymity and
the figurative application of certain terms discussed in this part of
the work so that they may reach perfection in proper knowledge of
G-d’s Unity and the truth of the prophetic books.” One starts out
life with acceptance of the fundamentals of Judaism—faith—and
spends a lifetime in pursuit of deeper knowledge. But all of Israel,
who have begun this quest with an act of faith, are guaranteed eter-
nal life.

This is consistent with what Rambam explains in Mishneh To-
rab™ with regard to the nature of the first two mitzvos, knowledge

of his book, he does note that “in not a few places Maimonides speaks as
if he accepted a traditionalist account of reward and punishment.” But he
chooses not to try to resolve the sources he uses with the many sources
that show that his interpretations are impossible. He instead explains that
Rambam was merely conning us. He justifies this approach with yet
another misreading of the Moreh Nevuchim, perhaps his most offensive.
(When Rambam speaks of “necessary” beliefs, he certainly does not mean
that they are not true as Dr. Kellner claims.) See also David Berger’s re-
view of Kellner’s book in Tradition 33/4 (1999) where he takes issue with
other elements of the book. Dr. Kellner responds to Dr. Berger in the 2™
edition of his work.
That no other reading is possible will become obvious as we continue.
The original Arabic reads: X¥> 795 T9P9X 17'77 172 RIVRP POWIR? non'OR R'TXY
7Y 191 99577 1.
2 As well as in Sefer HaMitvos (Aseb 1, 2) where one must use Rav Kap-
pach’s translation so as not to be misled by the faulty translation of pnxi?
in place of ¥y7°.
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of G-d’s existence and unity, in that they are fulfilled not via faith
but via knowledge. In his explanation of these mitzvos, Rambam
does not suffice with a few perfunctory phrases, but elaborates on
the philosophical ideas that must be mastered and come to be
“known.”” As he explained in the Moreh, the fulfillment of this
mitzvah comes gradually over a lifetime—and each individual is li-
mited in its fulfillment by the degree of his application and by the
depth of his intellect.

As for doubt, which is of course natural, there is a halacha (Hi/-
chos Avodah Zara 2:2-3) addressed to it specifically. Let us look at
Rambam’s presentation of it: ““Do not turn toward the gods’... do
not inquire after their modes of worship, even though you do not
worship, for this [inquiry] will cause you to be turned to follow it
and imitate those practices... and if one transgresses this actively he
receives lashes.” The study of idolatry, and contemplation of its
efficacy, is specifically prohibited. While only idol worship itself
carries the penalty of kares, the consideration of the possibility of its
efficacy is also prohibited, and if some act is taken to further this
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thought, it is punishable with lashes. To create doubt is indeed pro-
hibited:

And not only is it prohibited to consider the efficacy of idola-
try but we are forbidden to consider any thought that causes
one to uproot one of the ikkarei haTorab, nor to contemplate it
and let our minds and hearts dwell upon it... for men’s minds
are limited, and not all minds are capable of reaching the truth
clearly, and should each individual follow the thoughts of his
heart, he will destroy the world because of his limited mind.
How so? At times he will stray after idolatry, and at times will
contemplate whether Unity is true, [thinking] about what is
above and what is below, and what is beyond and what is be-
hind, and at times about whether prophecy is a true concept,
and at times if the Torah is from heaven or not. And he does
not know the means by which one can arrive at these truths
and thus is driven out to heresy.”

While man is required to delve into philosophical thought in
order to attain the highest certainty about G-d’s unity and the
proper way to worship Him, we are bound by the traditions of our
religion and the commitment to the tkkarei emunab. They are in-
deed articles of faith. Moreover, in our approach to them, there is
no difference between our relationship to the concepts we are re-
quired to come to know—the first five philosophical principles—
and the others, such as Torah MiSinai whose knowledge is handed
down to us by way of tradition. We may not doubt them. We may
not consider the possibility that they are not true; we must be pre-
judiced in our philosophical analysis, not because these things are
not provable, but because the average person is not intellectually
equipped to come to the truth of this knowledge. This halacha is
based on the premise that most intellects are not capable of reaching
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these truths. By not allowing the mind to go too far—mabh lifnim
mah I'achor—one preserves his olam haba. This halacha was given to
protect the Jew from coming to heresy (min).

“With regard to this the Torah warned, ‘Do not stray after your
heart’... and though this prohibition causes one to be dragged from
olam haba, there are no lashes for it” (ibid.) ** Though Rambam
makes clear that, in following one’s own insufficient intellect, one
follows a path that eventually arrives at heresy, nevertheless the pu-
nishment for this unlimited contemplation and consideration of all
types of heresy is not even lashes. Rather, the punishment is inhe-
rent in the act in that it “causes man to be dragged from olam haba.”

The Road to Hell

Rambam continues, “The heretics (minim) are those who foolishly
stray after the thoughts of their heart... until they find themselves
transgressing over the essentials of the Torah with intent to defy,
with hands uplifted in rebellion, saying there is nothing wrong in so
doing (ibid.)” Here Rambam makes clear what we explained above,
that one is a heretic only when he has followed his errant mind and
willfully committed sins, “and says” there is nothing wrong in so
doing.”® Only at the end of the process of the violation of straying
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The last phrase that the thoughts of the 71 are to idolatry is consistent

with the grouping of avoda zara with the other four tkkaraim that include

atheistic thoughts as well—in halachic terms his thinking is that of an idol
worshipper. For example should he slaughter for a sacrifice, we would
consider his thoughts as directed to idolatry.

The acts that he describes are acts that themselves independently cause the

sinner to forfeit olam haba (Hil. Teshuvah 3:6: X°077193 17 T2 M"Y TwWwm

0°»"1°3). Here Rambam 1s describing the expected trajectory of a min, but
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(™Mnn x9) does one become a min. While doubt diminishes olam
haba and endangers one’s soul, it is only when one removes himself
from Israel that all is lost.

Similarly, after Rambam lists the twenty-four people who have
no portion in olam haba, he tells us (Hilchos Teshuva 3:14) that there
are other sins such as “embarrassing a friend in public, taking joy in
the humiliation of a friend... denigrating the holidays” that when
“habitually done” will cause one to lose his olam haba. Each act di-
minishes the portion, and repetition constitutes a path to total
loss.” So too Rambam writes (Hilchos Talmud Torah 3:10), “Anyone
who thinks that he can engage in Torah study and not work, and
get support from charity, profanes the Name... and causes evil to
himself, and removes his life from olam haba... The chachamim said
anyone who benefits from the words of the Torah takes his life
from the world” (@2wn 12 11 %01).° In the words “ 2 11 Sun
072wi,” he again describes a path that has at its end the total loss of
olam haba and that in its practice diminishes that which it seeks to

build.

Error

What of a Jew who has accepted a corporeal conception of G-d
(7mwan) via an errant mesorad Can he attain a portion in olam haba?
We have explained that a denial of the 13 ikkarim means to cut one-
self off from Judaism, thus if one lives in the bosom of Israel but in
a community where this is taught as the normative belief, then we
should assume that this should not be a source of kares. Especially if
his belief in corporealism is sophisticated, like that of a personage

in Hil. Teshuva, Rambam lists the unique concepts that can independently
cause forfeiture of olam haba.
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The last phrase means he removes himself from this world and the next.
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such as Rav Moshe Taku, we should assume that though this errant
belief lessens his portion, his portion might still be great. Here is
what Rambam says of these people:

Those who are in the country, but have their backs turned to-
ward the king’s palace, are those who possess religion, belief,
and thought, but happen to hold false doctrines, which they ei-
ther adopted in consequence of great mistakes made in their
own speculations, or received from others who misled them.
Because of these doctrines they recede more and more from the
royal palace the more they seem to proceed. These are worse
than the first class, and under certain circumstances it may be-
come necessary to slay them, and to extirpate their doctrines,
in order that others should not be misled. (Moreh Nevuchim 3:51)

By kefira I mean that one has a belief that is different from real-
ity... The kofrim, however, though believing in the existence of
the Creator, attack the exclusive prerogative of G-d, namely,
the service and worship that was commanded, in order that the
belief of the people in His existence should be firmly estab-
lished... By transferring that prerogative to other beings, they
cause the people, who only notice the rites, without compre-
hending their meaning or the true character of the being that is
worshipped, to renounce their belief in the existence of G-d.
They were therefore punished with death: “Thou shalt save
alive nothing that breatheth’ (Deut. xx. 16). The object of this
commandment, as is distinctly stated, is to extirpate that false
opinion, in order that other men should not be corrupted by it
any more... They are called ‘enemies,” ‘foes,” ‘adversaries’; by
worshipping idols they are said to provoke G-d to jealousy,
anger, and wrath. How great, then, must be the offense of him
who has a wrong opinion of G-d Himself, and believes Him to
be different from what He truly is, i.e., assumes that He does
not exist, that He consists of two elements, that He is corpo-
real, that He is subject to external influence, or ascribes to Him
any defect whatever. Such a person is undoubtedly worse than
he who worships idols in the belief that they, as agents, can do
good or evil.

Therefore bear in mind that by the belief in the corporeality or
in anything connected with corporeality, you would provoke
G-d to jealousy and wrath, kindle His fire and anger, become
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His foe, His enemy, and His adversary in a higher degree than
by the worship of idols. If you think that there is an excuse for
those who believe in the corporeality of G-d on the ground of
their training, their ignorance or their defective comprehen-
sion, you must make the same concession to the worshippers
of idols: their worship is due to ignorance, or to early training;
‘they continue in the custom of their fathers’ (ITB Chullin,
13b). You will perhaps say that the literal interpretation of the
Bible causes men to fall into that doubt, but you must know
that idolaters were likewise brought to their belief by false im-
aginations and ideas. There is no excuse whatever for those
who, being unable to think for themselves, do not accept [the
doctrine of the incorporeality of G-d] from the true philoso-
phers. I do not consider those men as kofrim who are unable to
prove the incorporeality, but I hold those to be so who do not
believe it, especially when they see that Onkelos and Jonathan
avoid [in reference to G-d] expressions implying corporeality
as much as possible. (Moreb 1:36)

Certainly, the impression we get from this is that an errant cor-
porealist has no part in the World to Come. But in fact, Rambam
never says it, nor could he mean it. While in fact he does say that
such a person may have to be killed, he explains consistently that
this is because he misleads others and endangers society.”’ Rambam
is talking about the imperative on other Jews to kill him, but his
status with regard to olam haba is dependent upon the status his
soul has reached. Just as the idol worshipper he speaks of can have a
status of “unintentional sinner” (W), as the Torah makes quite
clear, the same is true of this person.”” He distances himself from

' In Mishneb Torah (Hil. Avodah Zara 10:2) he also makes clear that the rea-
son for killing minim is because of the harm they cause to society: 1¥n
‘57 9NN QYT DR Pon PRI,

Consistent with this, Rambam is quite emphatic in Hilchos Teshuva that
the o1» can do teshuva. Yet he says in Hilchos Avodah Zara that “we do
not ever accept them in Teshuva.” He answers the apparent contradiction
in a teshuva by explaining that while G-d certainly accepts all repentance,
the community that he endangers must forever treat him with scorn and
skepticism.

32
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the palace but he still has a place in the “country,”” the eretz ha-

chayim surrounding the palace.

The Reward of the Wise Man

All of Israel has a portion in olam haba, but it is not necessary to be
part of Israel in order to gain olam haba.

Let us return to what we learned in Hichos Melachim. After ex-
plaining how one converts and becomes one of the “chassidim
amongst the nations,” hence earning a place in olam haba, Rambam
explains:

MR 7°0M IR ,AWIN 2 T PR—NYTIT Y27 0107 IRWY oK PaR
Rahramlyialh ol @aklives!

Should he perform the seven mitzvos, due to his intellectual

conclusions—he is not a ger toshav, nor from the chassidim of

the nations of the world, but one of their wise men, chacha-
mim.>*

He who does not accept revelation® and hence does not qualify
as a convert of any sort, is not guaranteed a portion in olam haba,
but in having come on his own to observe the seven Noachide laws,
he is labeled a Chochom. In Moreh Nevuchim™ Rambam explains
that the word “Chochom” applies to one who intellectually under-
stands the rationale behind the mitzvos—which constitutes true

knowledge:

A person that has a true knowledge of the whole Law is called
wise in a double sense; he is wise because the Law instructs him
in the highest truths, and secondly, because it teaches him good
morals. But as the truths contained in the Law are taught by
way of tradition, not by a philosophical method, the know-
ledge of the Law, and the acquisition of true wisdom, are
treated in the books of the Prophets and in the words of our
Sages as two different things; real wisdom demonstrates by

¥ See Moreh Nevuchim 3:51 cited just above.

Other texts read "omrnann X" but the reliable texts read as quoted.
Certainly not formally and in all probability not at all.
Especially but elsewhere also.
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proof those truths that Scripture teaches us by way of tradi-
tion. It is to this kind of wisdom, which proves the truth of the
Law, that Scripture refers when it extols wisdom, and speaks of
the high value of this perfection, and of the consequent paucity
of men capable of acquiring it, in sayings like these: “Not
many are wise” (Job xxxii. 9)...When man comes to the trial [to
determine if he will enter olam haba], he is first asked, ‘Hast
thou fixed certain seasons for the study of the Law? Hast thou
been engaged in the acquisition of wisdom? Hast thou derived
from one thing another thing?’ This proves that our Sages dis-
tinguished between the knowledge of the Law on the one
hand, and wisdom on the other, as the means of proving the
lessons taught in the Law by correct reasoning. (Moreh Nevu-
chim 3:54)

With this, what Rambam is saying in Hilchos Melachim becomes
clear. The person who has arrived at the truth via deduction is one
of the rare people who are true chachomim. This person is certainly
eligible for olam haba. He will pass the three-question entry exam
given on judgement day. In fact, in Hilchos Deos (chapter 1) Ram-
bam describes the middle road as the path of the wise, derech cha-
chamim, and contrasts it with derech chassidim which is inferior to
it, for it is derech chachamim that is also called “G-d’s path” T77)
(‘1. The chochom of the nations of the world is greater than the
Chassid of the nations. Rambam concludes his description of derech
chachamim with these words: “It is that which Avrabam Avinu
taught his sons... and he who follows this derech brings good and
blessing to himself.””® The gentile who emulates what Avraham did
and finds G-d on his own is a Chochom and certainly earns olam haba.”

7 mxy By PRI KWW M [;0on ROp1,MyXmn DN myT 10 PRI oIk v
72130 PN 7 DTX0D LTP0N RIPILAT XD W T 730 VYR DN VIR pront AN
XY .MT°00 N7 X7 N 70N RPN M DO AN, ONART 3P0 7Y 2hn
2RI MAYAW 97 .7382 NP KON ;000 RIPI--17IV 79091 ,7292 YXART TV PNl
7777, 0T DRAPI L2 N2YY P00 UKW NN T 30 ,0%10 172 RO,

3 9mma nRY P12 AR AN WR AR LNV 03" MR L1015 IR 2R 7T &M
720 X2, 172 T (00,10 DOWRI2) "uswn apTE MWy ' 0T 1wy ,1onR
(02,7 PPWRI2) "PHY 20T WK DR 0772K DY 'R0 D" R mEyh 7002

*  Rambam makes this clear again at the end of Hilchos Shemittah:
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Olam Haba

The most famous Rambam on Olam Haba is in Hilchos Teshuva
(8:2):

The righteous people sit with their crowns on their heads and
enjoy the radiance of the Divine Presence... When they said
that the righteous people sit they meant it figuratively, i.e., the
righteous people are there, without labor or effort. Similarly,
when they said that the righteous people have crowns on their
heads they were referring to the knowledge because of which
they inherited a place in the World to Come. This knowledge
is always with them, and is their ‘crown’... When they said
that they will benefit from the radiance of the Divine Presence
they meant that they will know and understand the existence
of G-d in a manner that they couldn’t while in their gloomy
and paltry bodies. Whenever the word ‘soul’ is mentioned, it
does not mean the soul-body combination but the actual soul
itself, which is the understanding given by the Creator and
which causes other understandings and actions. This is the
form that was explained in the fourth chapter of the Laws of
The Basic Principles of The Torah.*’

40
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Rambam uses the term 09 >X2 93 to refer to all men, not Jews. This is
clear from the halacha preceding the definition of 2w nwwx *77on (Mela-
chim 8:10):

91,1 IMLRIW NN¥A 93 HaP% A 282 Bo DR 7129 771237 957 1137 [wn 7Y 1)
POV 9% TIRY LR 92 2wIN T3 RIPIT RIT--QNIR PApnm A0 520 ROV 0
0°7an Twow *19a.
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Based on this statement and other statements in the Moreh and

Perush HaMishnah that equate Olam haba with attained knowledge,
some claim that Rambam would deprive all but the greatest philo-
sophers of the World to Come. Such a conclusion, however, would
render meaningless the principle that all of Israel has a portion in
the World to Come. Rambam’s meaning is more complex than
some philosophers would have us believe.

The Faith and Reward of the Ger Toshav

Let us return to the conversion process of the ger tzedek (Hilchos
Issurei Biah 14:4):

We inform him of the ikkarei hadas (fundamentals of the reli-
gion), which are Unity of the Name and the prohibition of
idolatry, and we deal with this at length, and we inform him of
some of the easier and more difficult laws ... just as we tell him
of the punishment of mitzvos, so too we tell him of the reward
of mitzvos, and we tell him that with the performance of these
mitzvos, he will merit the world to come.”

The conversion process of a Ger Toshav follows:

Who is a ger toshav?... a gentile who accepted not to worship
idols, along with the other mitzvos that the sons of Noach
were commanded... we accept him and he is one of the chassi-
dim of the nations of the world.*

From the halacha we quoted above in Hilchos Melachim, we

know that this “acceptance” must be based on the fact that these
laws are commanded by the Torah. But nowhere is it stipulated that

41
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this ger roshav need accept all the 13 ikkarim in order to be ac-
cepted. Clearly Rambam does not insist that we explain to him -
karei hadas. The “Chassidim of the nations” have appended them-
selves to Israel by accepting the authority of the Torah, but their
acceptance is not contingent upon their understanding the intrica-
cies of G-d’s Unity—-certainly they need not commit themselves to
the belief in Resurrection (2°nni3 n>nn), and yet all of them are en-
sured olam haba.

There can be no doubt that a portion in the World to Come is
not contingent on the philosophical mastery of the 13 ikkarei emu-
nah, nor even on an allegiance to them. Factors other than deep
philosophical understanding are the determinants. What are they?

Olam Haba and Kares

We can learn a lot about what olam haba depends on by examining
the Torah punishment of kares. As we mentioned earlier, the con-
cept of losing olam haba is found in the Torah’s declaration of kares:

The punishment of the wicked is that they will not receive this
life, but are cut off (1"n121) and die. Anybody who does not re-
ceive this life dies without receiving an eternal afterlife, and is
cut off on account of his wickedness and is lost like an animal.
This is the cutting-off (n73) that is mentioned in the Torah,
such as when it is written, “...that soul shall be utterly cut off”
(X°777 wo171 1120 N12°71). According to a tradition we learn that
the words ‘cut off’ refer to being cut off from this world, and
that the word ‘utterly’ comes to include [being cut off from]
the World to Come, i.e. that soul which was separated from its
body in this world will not merit life in the World to Come,
but is cut off from there as well... The ultimate revenge and
punishment is the cutting off of the soul so that it won’t enter
the World to Come, as it is written, ‘...that soul shall utterly be
cut off; his iniquity shall be upon him.” (Hilchos Teshuva 8:2,
5)43
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Rambam seems to be saying that all who are subject to the pu-

nishment of kares lose their portion in olam haba.** In the Sefer Ha-
mitzvos he is explicit on this point (Shoresh 14). There he writes of
the punishment of kares: “Kares means that the transgressor who
dies while still standing in his sin (Wvr2 7¥) will have no portion

in the World to Come, as we explained in chapter chelek.

»45 46

Suddenly we learn that a host of sinners who have given in to

their physical desires are also cut off not only from Israel but from
olam haba. If this is so, what is the uniqueness of the twenty-four
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This statement alone is not conclusive. This verse is speaking about the
AT ... 71 72, In the above quote from Hilchos Avoda Zara where Ram-
bam explained how unbridled contemplation leads to n1"s, he follows it
with this statement.
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It is this double kares, in which one cuts himself off from Israel and G-d
in one fell swoop in his public blasphemy, that we say the sin of kares re-
sults in a loss of olam haba. However, we would assume that he who per-
formed one of the dozens of acts that are subject to the kares stated in the
Torah would be cut off only from this world.

2792 1IRIW 1D R QWD PON IRVA TAW KIN NWW 2T 7 RO RIM LN
Pom.

Once we know this equation, we would seem to have another proof that
gentiles can earn olam haba. As we quoted above, the convert is warned
that had he previously eaten 291 he would not be punished, but now he
will receive kares. Had he no portion in the World to Come previously,
what is his loss by being subject to kares? One could suggest that this
statement is directed only at one who is already a ger toshav, but this is
unlikely.
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people that Rambam lists in the third chapter of Hilchos Teshuva
There in fact he seemingly contradicts himself by saying that an
apostate with regard to a single command—0°y377% 77°2Y% TWNn—is
affected but not one who sins because he cannot control his desires
(1128n7). We have a quandary: if every transgression of a kares viola-
tion causes a loss of olam haba, why did Rambam list only twenty-
four such categories in Hilchos Teshuva, coupled with a clear impli-
cation that all others sins if not done “in spite,” 0°¥71%, are not to be
included? The answer must lie in the words Rambam adds about
the kares violations: “IRvM2 W XIM,”* “and he stands in his sin.”*
We must explain exactly what Rambam means by this phrase.

The Sinner and Repentance
But first let us examine the Rambam’s list of twenty four:

The following have no share in the World to Come, and in-
stead are cut off, destroyed and excommunicated forever on ac-
count of their very great sins and wickedness: an infidel; a he-
retic; one who denies the Torah; one who denies that there
will be a Resurrection; one who denies that there will be a Re-
demption; one who is an apostate from Judaism; one who
causes a lot of people to sin; one who withdraws from com-
munal ways; one who publicly sins in a defiant way as Yehoia-
kim did; an informer [against Jews]; one who instills fear in the
congregation but not in the Name of G-d; murderers; relaters
of loshan ho’rab; and one who pulls back his foreskin [in order
to cover his bris milah].

¥ In fact the Kesef Mishneb (Hiclbos Teshuva 8:2) raises this problem and
turns to Ramban’s reinterpretation of Rambam for an answer.

* The Arabic is 721'7 "7y 727,

“ We might have thought Rambam emphasized that in one of these sins it
is only if he did not do teshuva, Wona 79 mnw, while the twenty-four
are not so. However, Rambam closes his listing by saying mawn 872 nawa.
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After speaking of “all of Israel,” “Xw> 93, having a portion,
Rambam here explains that there is a class of people who are indeed
technically Yisrael but have placed themselves outside of what we
shall call “the sanctity of Israel (987> nw17p)—this is not as a result
of a sin, but of a way of life. These people are defined by their sins;
they are “murderers” (not people who have murdered), “relaters of
lashon hara™' (not people who have spoken evil). This is what
Rambam characterizes in his list of twenty-four.”

As he closes, Rambam tells us how these individuals can remove
themselves from this list.

People who do any of these things do not have a share in the

World to Come if they died without having repented, but if

they returned from their wickedness and repented before dy-

ing, they will receive a share in the World to Come, for there

are no sins for which repentance does not atone. Even if one

denied everything throughout his life but in the end repented,

he will still get a share in the World to Come... even if one...

repented privately and not publicly, one will enter the World

to Come and is accepted in repentance.”

With repentance one has attained a new identity, and has be-
come a penitent (72N %¥1); no longer is his identity that of one
who has lost “the sanctity of Israel.”

Sin and Its Consequences

By contrast, the punishment of kares is for individual sins and is ac-
tivated precisely at the moment of the sin. Whenever we speak of a
punishment meted out by G-d—such as kares—we mean that G-d
has placed this punishment into nature, and in this case it is into the

' Literally “masters of loshon hara.”

2 A Brisker would say there is a "&7237 %y aw mbn."
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nature of man. The immortal soul is distanced from G-d by sins
punishable by kares, and in this way the sin is its own punishment.
When the state of sin has passed, the punishment of kares has passed
as well. “And when one believes all these fundamentals... he enters
into the community of Israel... even if he did his fill of sins because
of his lusts, and because of the ascension of his weaker nature (yerzer
hara)... he is punished for his sins, but has a portion in the World to
Come, and he is one of the sinners of Israel” (Perush HaMishnab,
Introduction to Chelek).”* The sinner has had a momentary lapse,
and only while in the sway of his sin is he subject to being “cut off”
from Israel and G-d. This is similar to what Rambam explains in the
famous law in Hilchos Gersushin (2:20), that as long as one “wishes
to be part of Israel” we attribute his sin to weakness and judge his
inner will as desiring to fulfill the mitzvos.”” Here too, we say that
when the influence of his yetzer hara has passed, his soul returns
from its state of sin.

If a man committed adultery in a state of passion, the sin is pu-
nishable by kares—but only if he escapes man’s law. Should he re-
ceive the death penalty he is freed from kares and thus retains his
portion in olam haba. Even thought the death penalty is adminis-
tered in conjunction with confession (M17™), with the intention that
the perpetrator hence earn olam haba**—still it cannot be expected
that in the average case the adulterer has become what the Rambam
calls a “penitent,” 72wn %¥3, who has conquered his desire for this
sin.” Nevertheless, any break with the state of sin that accompanied
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> See chapter 2 of Hilchos Teshuva.
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the act is enough to free him from kares. For this same reason, sins
associated with kares that do not carry a death penalty receive lashes
if the courts become involved. The Torah’s intention with corpo-
real punishment is to break the hold of the sin. Even should one
escape the court’s punishment, should one’s will (1%7) return to
that of a Jew who considers himself bound by the Torah laws—even
though he is driven sometimes by his desires—he frees himself from
the sin’s grip and removes the kares obligation, mn> 2rn. Only
“one who stands in his sin” (\Rvn2 W) loses his olam haba.

Interestingly, there are two mitzvos punishable by kares that
stand out from the rest. While all other kares punishments are for
the violation of a command, /o saaseb, there are two positive com-
mands, mitzvos aseh, where the failure to perform does bring kares.
Discussing the first of these, circumcision (77°%), Rambam com-
ments: “Anyone who annuls the covenant of Avrabam Avinu, and
left his foreskin... even if he has Torah and good deeds, he has no
portion in olam haba.”® The kares in this case is identical with los-
ing olam haba, for such a person annuls the covenant of Avraham
Awvinu and has failed to join the people of Israel.

The other mitzvas aseb is korban pesach. The Midrash tells us
that the angels asked G-d why Israel should be spared on the night
of the plague of the first born, for after all, “both groups are idol
worshippers.” The answer was, “By thy blood you shall live,” 772
»1: the blood of circumcision and Pesach establish the identity of
the Jewish people.” These two acts constituted the reaffirmation of
the covenant of Avrabam Avinu. Likewise, a failure to perform
these mitzvos cuts one off from the inheritance of Avraham—olam

haba.®
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Rambam quotes this in Iggeres Teman. Rashi on Chumash quotes Chazal’s
XX 797 that anyone who converts would immediately bring a korban pe-
sach. This supports its identification as a korban gerus.

Actually we can assume that if one fails to perform Pesach one year but
does it the next year, the kares edict is annulled. With regard to Milah see
Hilchos Milah 1:2 and in the Raavad. Only when the person fails to do mi-
lab his whole life is the obligation of kares in place.
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In every case Olam haba is lost by the continued state of sin.

Hilchos Deos—Character and Knowledge

We explained above that the gentile chochom earns a portion in the
World to Come just as the gentile chassid does. Yet while the gentile
chassidim are universally guaranteed a portion in olam haba, with a
chochom there is no such guarantee. The act of conversion, com-
mitment to the G-d of Revelation, is a transformation of the person
that is sufficient to earn the ger toshav some portion. But those who
observe without commitment earn their portion according to their
degree of chochmah, which Rambam explains is one’s understanding
of “the highest truths, and... good morals” (Moreh Nevuchim 3:54).
This status of chochom requires perfection of character as well as
perfection of knowledge, and in the Introduction to Perush HaMish-
nah® he explains that the lack of character, i.e., failure to perform
“Walking in G-d’s way” (12772 n3%M), is a greater failing than a
lack of intellectual sophistication. This chochom who has not linked
himself to Sinai will not necessarily merit the World to Come—his
practice must be in harmony with his knowledge—over and above
the seven mitzvos, there must be a sterling character in order to ac-
quire a portion of the World to Come.*”® ©® Rambam finds this ob-

' P. 23 in the Kapach edition.
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Chazal said it succinctly: 7°0n yx7 oy PR, without intellectual understand-
ing one cannot reach the level of chassid embodying proper character
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vious and notes that Aristotle thought so as well. “The words of the
greatest of philosophers are sufficient for us: ‘G-d’s purpose for us is
that we be righteous and intelligent.””*

Rambam calls the laws of perfecting character “The Laws of
Deos” (my7 m>71). This section of laws is built around the mitzvah
of “Walking in G-d’s ways,” 13772 no%7, and emulating G-d’s traits
is called going in “G-d’s path,” 71 777, also known as derech chacha-
mim and as the “Middle road” ("2 777). In fact a careful reading
of the Moreh Nevuchim (1:2) reveals the source for Rambam’s usage
of the term my7 (literally “types of knowledge”) for character
traits.” Eating from the “The tree of knowledge of good and evil,”
Y 20 DYIA 7Y, is the source of sin, for man being led by his physi-
cal desires falls into a state of imbalance with his “internal will”
(11¥7), no longer desiring to do what is objectively good, but instead
what he finds subjectively pleasing. When the intellect, the “image
of G-d,” o8 02y, regains full control of man’s decisions, he re-
turns to “G-d’s path.” Perfect character is a function of perfect eval-
uation and understanding. One “understands” that he must be mod-
est and curb his anger and physical wants.

The following halacha demonstrates this idea: “The Chachamim
said that three sins are punished in this world, and deprive one of
olam haba: idolatry, promiscuity, and murder, yet loshon hara is
equal to all of them... the chachamim also said that one who speaks
loshon hara is as if he denied the essential [belief of Judaism]” (Hil-
chos Deos).%

We of course understand that Avodah Zara is antithetical to
olam haba. This forfeiture is also the consequence for murder and
promiscuity. Murdering is one of the twenty-four categories listed

traits, and Rvon X7 M2 PR, that if one’s character is not developed he does

not attain the deep knowledge that creates xon nx.

Those who claim that Rambam values only intellect, claim that this is

because of Aristotilean influence. In fact Rambam values character above

all and tells us that Aristotle agrees.

All others use the term mn.
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in Hilchos Teshuva, and the reference is to one who has developed
the character of a murderer. Although promiscuity (n) is not on
the list, many of the sins punishable by kares are for promiscuity,
and what the chachamim are speaking of is one who has become
infused with this sin and cannot separate from it. For man’s soul
(@°P2R 0%%) to become immortal it must reject not only the ignor-
ance of avoda zara but also the hatred of murder and the lust for
promiscuity. “Relaters of loshon hora” is the last of the twenty-four
categories in Hilchos Teshuva. This corruption of character that the
Torah explicitly associates with leprosy, and that Rambam relates
to the decay of society and of one’s humanity itself,” incorporates
all the faults of soul and body associated with the three major sins
of Judaism.

Rambam’s commentary on “those things of which one eats
their fruits in this world while the source remains intact for olam
haba” (Perush HaMishnah Peah 1:1) explains the relationship between
the entire spectrum of mitzvos and olam haba. On the one hand,
the mitzvos between man and G-d perfect the soul—the intellect.
But laws between man and his neighbor accomplish even more.®
First they are important because they prepare the way for man to
create a well-functioning society with the leisure to study and hence
earn olam haba.”” But man is also perfected by performing these

See the end of Hilchos Tumas Tzoraas where Rambam presents the basic

understanding of this concept.
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®  See also, for example, Hilchos Teshuva 9.
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mitzvos and hence is brought by them to olam haba. Rambam’s
everpresent message is that in performing acts of kindness m?%°n3)
(o>7om whereby one internalizes the thirteen middos of G-d’s mercy
and goodness, one earns olam haba. It is difficult to comprehend
how this has been missed by some academics.

“The more one chooses and accustoms himself to the pleasures
of the flesh, and despises the truth (naX) and loves falsehood, to that
degree he is cut off (n731) from above, and remains material that has
been cut off (n131)” (Introduction to Chelek).”® In referring to the
need to choose “truth,” Rambam is referring to man before the fall,
who evaluated decisions based on his perception of their “truth” or
“falsehood” rather than on his subjective measure of “good” and
“bad” (Moreb 1:2). Rambam is clear that olam haba is a function of
reversing the sin of Adam HaRishon and overcoming one’s physical
desires. Indeed, olam haba is a function of knowledge, but that
knowledge is reaching the level of knowledge of what is “true” and
“false” that was lost when man lost himself to his subjective will.”*

Rambam’s Last Words

Rambam closes his final work, the Moreh Nevuchim, by summing
up the purpose of existence. Indeed he explains in this chapter that
the mitzvos have the effect of creating the environment where man

70 mbyn AanRn NI ,7pWwA 20K DAR2 ORMY ,MINT PAIYN2 XM N a0 93 1T
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Mitzvos between man and G-d are also intended to form the proper cha-
racter traits (M7):
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Shabbos is the testimony to G-d as the Creator. Olam Haba is dependent not
only on demonstrating our belief in this, but on expressing our joy in it.
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Learning Torah is the path to Olam Haba, but it will direct one there on-
ly if he sustains himself in the present world.
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will be free to pursue knowledge and perfecting of the soul—shlemus
hanefesh, the highest attainment of man—but then Rambam closes
with the explication of a verse in Yirmiyahu.

The prophets have likewise explained unto us these things, and
have expressed the same opinion on them as the philosophers.
They say distinctly that perfection in property, in health, or in
midos” is not a perfection worthy to be sought as a cause of
pride and glory for us: that the knowledge of G-d, i.e., true
wisdom, is the only perfection which we should seek, and in
which we should glorify ourselves... “Thus saith the Lord, Let
not the wise man glory in his wisdom, neither let the mighty
man glory in his might, let not the rich man glory in his riches;
but let him that glorieth glory in this, that he understandeth
and knoweth me, for I am G-d who does Mercy, Righteousness
and Judgment in the earth, for this is My will” (Jer. ix. 22, 23).
The object of the above passage is therefore to declare, that the
perfection, in which man can truly glory, is attained by him
when he has acquired—as far as this is possible for man—the
knowledge of G-d, the knowledge of His Providence, and of
the manner in which it influences His creatures in their pro-
duction and continued existence. Having acquired this know-
ledge he will then be determined always to seek mercy, judg-
ment, and righteousness, and thus to imitate the ways of G-d.
We have explained this many times in this treatise.”
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This word m7n is used and is what \nn3n refers to in the pasuk, including
both intelligence and character - yet even this is not sufficient.
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I include Kappach’s translation. The underlined words are crucial. One is
intended to think about these ideals constantly - character and thought
are merged together in attaining perfection.
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The final perfection that brings olam haba transcends the wis-
dom of the chacham. It is the deepest knowledge one can have of
G-d, an internalization of Mercy, Righteousness, and Judgment—
vowm ApTX 70M. The portion one has in olam haba is commensurate
to the degree in which one possesses these qualities.

Indeed Rambam states that true perfection in these areas re-
quires high intellectual attainment. He tells us that those who con-
sider themselves “spiritual” without true knowledge cannot guaran-
tee that it is G-d they are clinging to rather than some figment of
their imagination.”* Certainly Rambam considered Christians, who
needed not only to envision a corporeal god but to worship him, as
lacking in the knowledge necessary to attain true knowledge of G-d.
Is it possible as well that one whose kindness dominates his perso-
nality will not merit eternal life? The qualities that earn this privi-
lege are Mercy, Righteousness, and Judgment in the proper mixture.
Those whose compassion prevents them from fighting evil have no
part in the inheritance of Israel. Many a gentile has spoken dispara-
gingly of the fearful G-d of Justice of the Old Testament that their
religion has rejected. A simple Jew raised in the knowledge of this
fearful G-d will have a portion in the World to Come, and a sophis-
ticated gentile who eschews the G-d of the Old Testament for some-
thing better, does not.

Rambam’s Last Days

There is a question” to be asked on the Rambam, not on a Ram-
bam, not on a specific halacha in Mishneh Torah, but on the life of
Rambam. He explained, in the introduction to Perush HaMishnah,
that the whole world exists only for the sake of a person who may
live once in several generations—the ultimate inhabitant of olam
haba. Yet Rambam’s final days do not find him immersed in study,

" “Those, however, who think of G-d, and frequently mention His name,

without any correct notion of Him, but merely following some imagina-
tion, or some theory received from another person, are, in my opinion,
like those who remain outside the palace and distant from it” (Moreh Ne-
vuchim 3:51).
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but rather he describes’ a day filled with treating the sick, not only
the Sultan and his household, but all the rich and the poor, Jew and
gentile alike who are within traveling distance to his home. His day
left him in total exhaustion, and when it ended he collapsed in
sleep. How could the man who was one in a millennium not choose
to spend his precious time immersed in the study of maaseh bereshis
and maaseh merkavah? The explanation to the end of his life is
found in the final words of the Moreh Nevuchim that we quoted
above. His search for understanding brought him to immerse him-
self in chessed, tzedaka and mishpat during the day, and at night his
dreams of G-d’s transcendence filled a mind reaching out for proph-
ecy and olam haba.” &R

76 See Iggros HaRambam, Sheilat ed. 550-551.
77 1 wish to thank Eliyahu Krakowski for reviewing an earlier draft of this
essay and making valuable comments.





