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MAIMONIDES ON THE TORAH PORTION
37 1'7: ABRAHAM’S CALLING
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Maimonides’ Code, Laws of Idolatry, Chapter 1

(2) . .. Thus, these practices spread throughout the world. People
would serve images with strange practices - one more distorted
than the other - offer sacrifices to them, and bow down to them. As
the years passed, [God's] glorious and awesome name was
forgotten by the entire population. [It was no longer part of] their
speech or thought, and they no longer knew Him. Thus, all the
common people, the women, and the children would know only the
image of wood or stone and the temples of stone to which they
were trained from their childhood to bow down and serve, and in
whose name they swore. The wise men among them would think
that there is no God other than the stars and spheres for whose
sake, and in resemblance of which, they had made these images.
The Eternal Rock was not recognized or known by anyone in the
world, with the exception of a [few] individuals: for example,
Chanoch, Metushelach, Noach, Shem, and Ever. The world
continued in this fashion until the pillar of the world - the Patriarch
Abraham - was born.

(3) After this mighty man was weaned, he began to explore and
think. Though he was a child, he began to think [incessantly]
throughout the day and night, wondering: How is it possible for the
sphere to continue to revolve without having anyone controlling it?
Who is causing it to revolve? Surely, it does not cause itself to
revolve. He had no teacher, nor was there anyone to inform him.
Rather, he was mired in Ur Kasdim among the foolish idolaters. His
father, mother, and all the people [around him] were idol
worshipers, and he would worship with them. [However,] his heart
was exploring and [gaining] understanding. Ultimately, he
appreciated the way of truth and understood the path of
righteousness through his accurate comprehension. He realized that
there was one God who controlled the sphere, that He created
everything, and that there is no other God among all the other
entities. He knew that the entire world was making a mistake. What
caused them to err was their service of the stars and images, which
made them lose awareness of the truth. Abraham was forty years
old when he became aware of his Creator. When he recognized and
knew Him, he began to formulate replies to the inhabitants of Ur
Kasdim and debate with them, telling them that they were not
following a proper path. He broke their idols and began to teach the
people that it is fitting to serve only the God of the world.
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To Him [alone] is it fitting to bow down, sacrifice, and offer libations,
so that the people of future [generations] would recognize Him.
[Conversely,] it is fitting to destroy and break all the images, lest all
the people err concerning them, like those people who thought that
there are no other gods besides these [images]. When he overcame
them through the strength of his arguments, the king desired to kill
him. He was [saved through] a miracle and left for Charan. [There,]
he began to call in a loud voice to all people and inform them that
there is one God in the entire world and it is proper to serve Him.
He would go out and call to the people, gathering them in city after
city and country after country, until he came to the land of Canaan -
proclaiming [God's existence the entire time] - as [Genesis 21:33]
states: "And He called there in the name of the Lord, the eternal
God." When the people would gather around him and ask him
about his statements, he would explain [them] to each one of them
according to their understanding, until they turned to the path of
truth. Ultimately, thousands and myriads gathered around him.
These are the men of the house of Abraham. He planted in their
hearts this great fundamental principle, composed texts about it,
and taught it to Isaac, his son. Isaac also taught others and turned
[their hearts to God]. He also taught Jacob and appointed him as a
teacher. [Jacob] taught others and turned [the hearts] of all those
who gathered around him [to God]. He also taught all of his
children. He selected Levi and appointed him as the leader. He
established him [as the head of] the academy to teach them the
way of God and observe the mitzvot of Abraham. [Jacob]
commanded his sons that the leadership should not depart from the
descendants of Levi, so that the teachings would not be forgotten.
This concept proceeded and gathered strength among the
descendants of Jacob and those who collected around them, until
there became a nation within the world which knew God. When the
Jews extended their stay in Egypt, however, they learned from the
[Egyptians'] deeds and began worshiping the stars as they did, with
the exception of the tribe of Levi, who clung to the mitzvot of the
patriarchs - the tribe of Levi never served false gods. Within a short
time, the fundamental principle that Abraham had planted would
have been uprooted, and the descendants of Jacob would have
returned to the errors of the world and their crookedness. Because
of God's love for us, and to uphold the oath He made to Abraham,
our patriarch, He brought forth Moses, our teacher, the master of
all prophets, and sent him [to redeem the Jews]. After Moses, our
teacher, prophesied, and God chose Israel as His inheritance, He
crowned them with mitzvot and informed them of the path to serve
Him, [teaching them] the judgement prescribed for idol worshiper
and all those who stray after it.
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