
Guide for the Perplexed: Chapter LI 

 

Parable of the Palace 

 

THE present chapter does not contain any additional matter that has not been 

treated in the [previous] chapters of this treatise. It is a kind of conclusion, and at 

the same time it will explain in what manner those worship God who have 

obtained a true knowledge concerning God; it will direct them how to come to that 

worship, which is the highest aim man can attain, and show how God protects 

them in this world till they are removed to eternal life. 

I will begin the subject of this chapter with a simile. A king is in his palace, and all 

his subjects are partly in the country, and partly abroad. Of the former, some have 

their backs turned towards the king's palace, and their faces in another direction; 

and some are desirous and zealous to go to the palace, seeking "to inquire in his 

temple," and to minister before him, but have not yet seen even the face of the wall 

of the house. Of those that desire to go to the palace, some reach it, and go round 

about in search of the entrance gate; others have passed through the gate, and walk 

about in the ante-chamber; and others have succeeded in entering into the inner 

part of the palace, and being in the same room with the king in the royal palace. 

But even the latter do not immediately on entering the palace see the king, or speak 

to him; for, after having entered the inner part of the palace, another effort is 

required before they can stand before the king--at a distance, or close by--hear his 

words, or speak to him.  

I will now explain the simile which I have made. The people who are abroad are all 

those that have no religion, neither one based on speculation nor one received by 

tradition. Such are the extreme Turks that wander about in the north, the Kushites 

who live in the south, and those in our country who are like these. I consider these 

as irrational beings, and not as human beings; they are below mankind, but above 

monkeys, since they have the form and shape of man, and a mental faculty above 

that of the monkey. 

Those who are in the country, but have their backs turned towards the king's 

palace, are those who possess religion, belief, and thought, but happen to hold false 

doctrines, which they either adopted in consequence of great mistakes made in 
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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. 

Those who desire to arrive at the palace, and to enter it, but have never yet seen it, 

are the mass of religious people; the multitude that observe the divine 

commandments, but are ignorant. Those who arrive at the palace, but go round 

about it, are those who devote themselves exclusively to the study of the practical 

law; they believe traditionally in true principles of faith, and learn the practical 

worship of God, but are not trained in philosophical treatment of the principles of 

the Law, and do not endeavour to establish the truth of their faith by proof. Those 

who undertake to investigate the principles of religion, have come into the ante-

chamber; and there is no doubt that these can also be divided into different grades. 

But those who have succeeded in finding a proof for everything that can be proved, 

who have a true knowledge of God, so far as a true knowledge can be attained, and 

are near the truth, wherever an approach to the truth is possible, they have reached 

the goal, and are in the palace in which the king lives. 

My son, so long as you are engaged in studying the Mathematical Sciences and 

Logic, you belong to those who go round about the palace in search of the gate. 

Thus our Sages figuratively use the phrase: "Ben-zoma is still outside." When you 

understand Physics, you have entered the hall; and when, after completing the 

study of Natural Philosophy, you master Metaphysics, you have entered the 

innermost court, and are with the king in the same palace. You have attained the 

degree of the wise men, who include men of different grades of perfection. There 

are some who direct all their mind toward the attainment of perfection in 

Metaphysics, devote themselves entirely to God, exclude from their thought every 

other thing, and employ all their intellectual faculties in the study of the Universe, 

in order to derive therefrom a proof for the existence of God, and to learn in every 

possible way how God rules all things; they form the class of those who have 

entered the palace, namely, the class of prophets. One of these has attained so 

much knowledge, and has concentrated his thoughts to such an extent in the idea of 

God, that it could be said of him, "And he was with the Lord forty days," etc. 

(Exod. xxxiv. 28); during that holy communion he could ask Him, answer Him, 

speak to Him, and be addressed by Him, enjoying beatitude in that which he had 

obtained to such a degree that "he did neither eat bread nor drink water" (ibid.); his 

intellectual energy was so predominant that all coarser functions of the body, 

especially those connected with the sense of touch, were in abeyance.  
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Some prophets are only able to see, and of these some approach near and see, 

whilst others see from a distance: comp. "The Lord hath appeared from far unto 

me" (Jer. xxxi, 3). We have already spoken of the various degrees of prophets; we 

will therefore return to the subject of this chapter, and exhort those who have 

attained a knowledge of God, to concentrate all their thoughts in God. This is the 

worship peculiar to those who have acquired a knowledge of the highest truths; and 

the more they reflect on Him, and think of Him, the more are they engaged in His 

worship. Those, however, who think of God, and frequently mention His name, 

without any correct notion of Him, but merely following some imagination, or 

some theory received from another person, are, in my opinion, like those who 

remain outside the palace and distant from it. They do not mention the name of 

God in truth, nor do they reflect on it. That which they imagine and mention does 

not correspond to any being in existence: it is a thing invented by their 

imagination, as has been shown by us in our discussion on the Divine Attributes 

(Part I. chap. 1.).  

The true worship of God is only possible when correct notions of Him have 

previously been conceived. When you have arrived by way of intellectual research 

at a knowledge of God and His works, then commence to devote yourselves to 

Him, try to approach Him and strengthen the intellect, which is the link that joins 

you to Him. Thus Scripture says, "Unto thee it was showed, that thou mightest 

know that the Lord He is God" (Deut. iv. 35); "Know therefore this day, and 

consider it in thine heart, that the Lord He is God" (ibid. 36); "Know ye that the 

Lord is God" (Ps. c. 3). Thus the Law distinctly states that the highest kind of 

worship to which we refer in this chapter, is only possible after the acquisition of 

the knowledge of God. For it is said, "To love the Lord your God, and to serve 

Him with all your heart and with all your soul" (Deut. xi. 13), and, as we have 

shown several times, man's love of God is identical with His knowledge of Him. 

The Divine service enjoined in these words must, accordingly, be preceded by the 

love of God.  

Our Sages have pointed out to us that it is a service in the heart, which explanation 

I understand to mean this: man concentrates all his thoughts on the First Intellect, 

and is absorbed in these thoughts as much as possible. David therefore commands 

his son Solomon these two things, and exhorts him earnestly to do them: to acquire 

a true knowledge of God, and to be earnest in His service after that knowledge has 

been acquired. For he says, "And thou, Solomon my son, know thou the God of thy 

father, and serve him with a perfect heart . . . if thou seek him, he will be found of 

thee; but if thou forsake him, he will cast thee off for ever" (1 Chron. xxviii. 9). 

The exhortation refers to, the intellectual conceptions, not to the imaginations: for 
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the latter are not called "knowledge," but "that which cometh into your mind" 

(Ezek. xx. 32). It has thus been shown that it must be man's aim, after having 

acquired the knowledge of God, to deliver himself up to Him, and to have his heart 

constantly filled with longing after Him. He accomplishes this generally by 

seclusion and retirement. Every pious man should therefore seek retirement and 

seclusion, and should only in case of necessity associate with others. 

I have shown you that the intellect which emanates from God unto us is the link 

that joins us to God. You have it in your power to strengthen that bond, if you 

choose to do so, or to weaken it gradually, till it breaks if you prefer this. It will 

only become strong when you employ it in the love of God, and seek that love: it 

will be weakened when you direct your thoughts to other things. You must know 

that even if you were the wisest man in respect to the true knowledge of God, you 

break the bond between you and God whenever you turn entirely your thoughts to 

the necessary food or any necessary business; you are then not with God, and He is 

not with you: for that relation between you and Him is actually interrupted in those 

moments. The pious were therefore particular to restrict the time in which they 

could not meditate upon the name of God, and cautioned others about it, saying, 

"Let not your minds be vacant from reflections upon God." In the same sense did 

David say, "I have set the Lord always before me; because he is at my right hand, I 

shall not be moved" (Ps. xvi. 8); i.e., I do not turn my thoughts away from God; He 

is like my right hand, which I do not forget even for a moment on account of the 

ease of its motions, and therefore I shall not be moved, I shall not fail. 

We must bear in mind that all such religious acts as reading the Law, praying, and 

the performance of other precepts, serve exclusively as the means of causing us to 

occupy and fill our mind with the precepts of God, and free it from worldly 

business; for we are thus, as it were, in communication with God, and undisturbed 

by any other thing. If we, however, pray with the motion of our lips, and our face 

toward the wall, but at the same time think of our business; if we read the Law 

with our tongue, whilst our heart is occupied with the building of our house, and 

we do not think of what we are reading; if we perform the commandments only 

with our limbs, we are like those who are engaged in digging in the ground, or 

hewing wood in the forest, without reflecting on the nature of those acts, or by 

whom they are commanded, or what is their object. We must not imagine that [in 

this way] we attain the highest perfection; on the contrary, we are then like those in 

reference to whom Scripture says, "Thou art near in their mouth, and far from their 

reins" (Jer. xii. 2). 
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I will now commence to show you the way how to educate and train yourselves in 

order to attain that great perfection. 

The first thing you must do is this: Turn your thoughts away from everything while 

you read Shema‘ or during the Tefilláh, and do not content yourself with being 

devout when you read the first verse of Shema, or the first paragraph of the prayer. 

When you have successfully practised this for many years, try in reading the Law 

or listening to it, to have all your heart and all your thought occupied with 

understanding what you read or hear. After some time when you have mastered 

this, accustom yourself to have your mind free from all other thoughts when you 

read any portion of the other books of the prophets, or when you say any blessing; 

and to have your attention directed exclusively to the perception and the 

understanding of what you utter. When you have succeeded in properly performing 

these acts of divine service, and you have your thought, during their performance, 

entirely abstracted from worldly affairs, take then care that your thought be not 

disturbed by thinking of your wants or of superfluous things. In short, think of 

worldly matters when you eat, drink, bathe, talk with your wife and little children, 

or when you converse with other people. These times, which are frequent and long, 

I think must suffice to you for reflecting on everything that is necessary as regards 

business, household, and health. But when you are engaged in the performance of 

religious duties, have your mind exclusively directed to what you are doing. 

When you are alone by yourself, when you are awake on your couch, be careful to 

meditate in such precious moments on nothing but the intellectual worship of God, 

viz., to approach Him and to minister before Him in the true manner which I have 

described to you--not in hollow emotions. This I consider as the highest perfection 

wise men can attain by the above training. 

When we have acquired a true knowledge of God, and rejoice in that knowledge in 

such a manner, that whilst speaking with others, or attending to our bodily wants, 

our mind is all that time with God; when we are with our heart constantly near 

God, even whilst our body is in the society of men; when we are in that state which 

the Song on the relation between God and man poetically describes in the 

following words: "I sleep, but my heart waketh: it is the voice of my beloved that 

knocketh" (Song v. 2):--then we have attained not only the height of ordinary 

prophets, but of Moses, our Teacher, of whom Scripture relates: "And Moses alone 

shall come near before the Lord" (ibid. xxxiv. 28); "But as for thee, stand thou here 

by me" (Deut. V. 28). The meaning of these verses has been explained by us. 
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The Patriarchs likewise attained this degree of perfection; they approached God in 

such a manner that with them the name of God became known in the world. Thus 

we read in Scripture: "The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of 

Jacob. . . . This is My name for ever" (Exod. iii. 15). Their mind was so identified 

with the knowledge of God, that He made a lasting covenant with each of them: 

"Then will I remember my covenant with Jacob," etc. (Lev. xxvi. 42). For it is 

known from statements made in Scripture that these four, viz., the Patriarchs and 

Moses, had their minds exclusively filled with the name of God, that is, with His 

knowledge and love; and that in the same measure was Divine Providence attached 

to them and their descendants. When we therefore find them also, engaged in 

ruling others, in increasing their property, and endeavouring to obtain possession 

of wealth and honour, we see in this fact a proof that when they were occupied in 

these things, only their bodily limbs were at work, whilst their heart and mind 

never moved away from the name of God.  

I think these four reached that high degree of perfection in their relation to God, 

and enjoyed the continual presence of Divine Providence, even in their endeavours 

to increase their property, feeding the flock, toiling in the field, or managing the 

house, only because in all these things their end and aim was to approach God as 

much as possible. It was the chief aim of their whole life to create a people that 

should know and worship God. Comp. "For I know him, that he will command his 

children and his household after him" (Gen. xviii. 19). The object of all their 

labours was to publish the Unity of God in the world, and to induce people to love 

Him; and it was on this account that they succeeded in reaching that high degree; 

for even those [worldly] affairs were for them a perfect worship of God. But a 

person Like myself must not imagine that he is able to lead men up to this degree 

of perfection. It is only the next degree to it that can be attained by means of the 

above-mentioned training. And let us pray to God and beseech Him that He clear 

and remove from our way everything that forms an obstruction and a partition 

between us and Him, although most of these obstacles are our own creation, as has 

several times been shown in this treatise. Comp. "Your iniquities have separated 

between you and your God" (Isa. lix. 2). 

An excellent idea presents itself here to me, which may serve to remove many 

doubts, and may help to solve many difficult problems in metaphysics. We have 

already stated in the chapters which treat of Divine Providence, that Providence 

watches over every rational being according to the amount of intellect which that 

being possesses. Those who are perfect in their perception of God, whose mind is 

never separated from Him, enjoy always the influence of Providence. But those 

who, perfect in their knowledge of God, turn their mind sometimes away from 
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God, enjoy the presence of Divine Providence only when they meditate on God; 

when their thoughts are engaged in other matters, divine Providence departs from 

them. The absence of Providence in this case is not like its absence in the case of 

those who do not reflect on God at all: it is in this case less intense, because when a 

person perfect in his knowledge [of God] is busy with worldly matters, he has not 

knowledge in actuality, but only knowledge in potentiality [though ready to 

become actual]. This person is then like a trained scribe when he is not writing. 

Those who have no knowledge of God are like those who are in constant darkness 

and have never seen light. We have explained in this sense the words: "The wicked 

shall be silent in darkness" (1 Sam. ii. 9), whilst those who possess the knowledge 

of God, and have their thoughts entirely directed to that knowledge, are, as it were, 

always in bright sunshine; and those who have the knowledge, but are at times 

engaged in other themes, have then as it were a cloudy day: the sun does not shine 

for them on account of the cloud that intervenes between them and God. 

Hence it appears to me that it is only in times of such neglect that some of the 

ordinary evils befall a prophet or a perfect and pious man: and the intensity of the 

evil is proportional to the duration of those moments, or to the character of the 

things that thus occupy their mind. Such being the case, the great difficulty is 

removed that led philosophers to assert that Providence does not extend to every 

individual, and that man is like any other living being in this respect, viz., the 

argument based on the fact that good and pious men are afflicted with great evils. 

We have thus explained this difficult question even in accordance with the 

philosophers' own principles. Divine Providence is constantly watching over those 

who have obtained that blessing which is prepared for those who endeavour to 

obtain it. If man frees his thoughts from worldly matters, obtains a knowledge of 

God in the right way, and rejoices in that knowledge, it is impossible that any kind 

of evil should befall him while he is with God, and God with him.  

When he does not meditate on God, when he is separated from God, then God is 

also separated from him; then he is exposed to any evil that might befall him; for it 

is only that intellectual link with God that secures the presence of Providence and 

protection from evil accidents. Hence it may occur that the perfect man is at times 

not happy, whilst no evil befalls those who are imperfect; in these cases what 

happens to them is due to chance. This principle I find also expressed in the Law. 

Comp. "And I will hide my face them, and they shall be devoured, and many evils 

and troubles shall befall them: so that they will say in that day, Are not these evils 

come upon us, because our God is not among us?" (Deut. xxxi. 17). It is clear that 

we ourselves are the cause of this hiding of the face, and that the screen that 

separates us from God is of our own creation. This is the meaning of the words: 
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"And I will surely hide my face in that day, for all the evils which they shall have 

wrought" (ibid. ver. 18). There is undoubtedly no difference in this regard between 

one single person and a whole community. It is now clearly established that the 

cause of our being exposed to chance, and abandoned to destruction like cattle, is 

to be found in our separation from God. Those who have their God dwelling in 

their hearts, are not touched by any evil whatever. For God says: "Fear thou not, 

for I am with thee; be not dismayed, for I am thy God" (Isa. xli. 10). "When thou 

passest through the waters, I will be with thee; and through the rivers, they shall 

not overflow thee" (ibid. xlii. 2). For if we prepare ourselves, and attain the 

influence of the Divine Intellect, Providence is joined to us, and we are guarded 

against all evils. Comp. "The Lord is on my side; I will not fear; what can man do 

unto me?" (Ps. cxviii. 6). "Acquaint now thyself with him, and be at peace" (Job 

xxii. 2 1); i.e., turn unto Him, and you will be safe from all evil. 

Consider the Psalm on mishaps, and see how the author describes that great 

Providence, the protection and defence from all mishaps that concern the body, 

both from those that are common to all people, and those that concern only one 

certain individual; from those that are due to the laws of Nature, and those that are 

caused by our fellow-men. The Psalmist says: "Surely he will deliver thee from the 

snare of the fowler, and from the noisome pestilence. He shall cover thee with his 

feathers, and under his wings shalt thou trust: His truth shall be thy shield and 

buckler. Thou shalt not be afraid for the terror by night; nor for the arrow that flieth 

by day" (Ps. xci. 3-5). The author then relates how God protects us from the 

troubles caused by men, saying, If you happen to meet on your way with an army 

fighting with drawn swords, killing thousands at your left hand and myriads at 

your right hand, you will not suffer any harm; you will behold and see how God 

judges and punishes the wicked that are being slain, whilst you remain unhurt. "A 

thousand shall fall at thy side, and ten thousand at thy right hand; but it shall not 

come nigh thee. Only with thine eyes shalt thou behold and see the reward of the 

wicked" (ibid. vers. 7, 8).  

The author then continues his description of the divine defence and shelter, and 

shows the cause of this great protection, saying that such a man is well guarded 

"Because he hath set his love upon me, therefore will I deliver him: I will set him 

on high, because he hath known my name" (ibid. ver. 14). We have shown in 

previous chapters that by the "knowledge of God's name," the knowledge of God is 

meant. The above passage may therefore be paraphrased as follows: "This man is 

well guarded, because he hath known me, and then (bi chashak) loved me." You 

know the difference between the two Hebrew terms that signify "to love," ahab 
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and ḥashak. When a man's love is so intense that his thought is exclusively 

engaged with the object of his love, it is expressed in Hebrew by the term ḥashak. 

The philosophers have already explained how the bodily forces of man in his youth 

prevent the development of moral principles. In a greater measure this is the case 

as regards the purity of thought which man attains through the perfection of those 

ideas that lead him to an intense love of God. Man can by no means attain this so 

long as his bodily humours are hot. The more the forces of his body are weakened, 

and the fire of passion quenched, in the same measure does man's intellect increase 

in strength and light; his knowledge becomes purer, and he is happy with his 

knowledge. When this perfect man is stricken in age and is near death, his 

knowledge mightily increases, his joy in that knowledge grows greater, and his 

love for the object of his knowledge more intense, and it is in this great delight that 

the soul separates from the body. To this state our Sages referred, when in 

reference to the death of Moses, Aaron, and Miriam, they said that death was in 

these three cases nothing but a kiss. They say thus: We learn from the words, "And 

Moses the servant of the Lord died there in the land of Moab by the mouth of the 

Lord" (Deut. xxxiv. 5), that his death was a kiss. The same expression is used of 

Aaron: "And Aaron the priest went up into Mount Hor . . . by the mouth of the 

Lord, and died there" (Num. xxxiii. 38)  

Our Sages said that the same was the case with Miriam; but the phrase "by the 

mouth of the Lord" is not employed, because it was not considered appropriate to 

use these words in the description of her death as she was a female. The meaning 

of this saying is that these three died in the midst of the pleasure derived from the 

knowledge of God and their great love for Him. When our Sages figuratively call 

the knowledge of God united with intense love for Him a kiss, they follow the 

well-known poetical diction, "Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth" (Song 

i. 2). This kind of death, which in truth is deliverance from death, has been 

ascribed by our Sages to none but to Moses, Aaron, and Miriam. The other 

prophets and pious men are beneath that degree: but their knowledge of God is 

strengthened when death approaches. Of them Scripture says, "Thy righteousness 

shall go before thee; the glory of the Lord shall be thy reward" (Isa. lviii. 8). The 

intellect of these men remains then constantly in the same condition, since the 

obstacle is removed that at times has intervened between the intellect and the 

object of its action: it continues for ever in that great delight, which is not like 

bodily pleasure. We have explained this in our work, and others have explained it 

before us. 
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Try to understand this chapter, endeavour with all your might to spend more and 

more time in communion with God, or in the attempt to approach Him; and to 

reduce the hours which you spend in other occupations, and during which you are 

not striving to come nearer unto Him. This instruction suffices for the object of this 

treatise. 

*** 
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