
Maimonides and the Politics of Idolatry 
in the era of the Almohads 

The twelfth century was an era of world war when Islamic and Christian kingdoms did battle 
across the Mediterranean and Jews were attacked by all. The Almohad Caliphate in Spain and 
the Crusader Kingdoms in the Middle East all targeted Jews for forcible conversion, exile or 
extermination. Internally, the Jewish people were scattered across Eurasia but dependent on 
religious authorities whose esteem and claims of authority often fell short of their achievements. 
And Rabbinic Jewish loyalties were sorely tested by a 300year-old dispute with Jewish rivals 
known as Karaites.  

How did Moses ben Maimon (Maimonides), the greatest philosopher-statesman of that century, 
perhaps any century, respond to the internal and external crises that threatened Jewish 
survival?  We will address this question and examine his philosophical approach to: 

• Legal reform and the decentralization of Jewish learning and authority
• The role of tradition and authority in Judaism, and how the careful articulation of the

boundaries between piety and knowledge, far from undermining Judaism, can strengthen its
adherents.

• A revolutionary understanding of idolatry rooted in Torah which calmed the concerns of the
most learned Jews while revealing the illusions that often made Islam and Christianity so
tempting for other Jewish contemporaries

We will refer to Maimonides' original texts in translation (to be distributed by email) including 
relevant portions of his Commentary on the Mishna, selections from his legal code: Mishna 
Torah and from his best-known philosophical work: the Guide of the Perplexed. 

Dates: Tuesdays June 9, 16, 23, 30 
Time: 10:00am-11:30am 
Location: ZOOM classroom  
Instructor: Reid Heller 
Tuition $100J/ $125 public  
Class code: 00-20SUMM-MM090-01 

Name (Please print) __________________________________________________ 
Address ____________________________________________________________ 
City ________________Zip ___________ Phone ___________________________ 
Email Address ________________________ 
Check (payable to the JCC) enclosed for $ _______________________________ 
Please charge to    MasterCard     Visa  ___________________________________ 
Exp. Date _____/_____/_____ Amount to charge$________________________ 
Questions?  Contact Rachelle Weiss Crane, Melton Director Jewish Community Center of Dallas, 7900 
Northaven Road, Dallas, TX 75230 214-739-2737(phone) 214-368-4709(fax) rweisscrane@jccdallas.org 

mailto:rweisscrane@jccdallas.org
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