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Dr Benjamin Blech, MD, presented the Ma i-

monides Aw a rd to two prominent first re-

sponders in New Yo rk, to Dr Douglas King

and Dr Rodney Leibowitz of First re s p o n d e r

Inc. for their important role especially dur-

ing and after September 11.

Dr. Blech re f e r red in his presentation , to
the history of Maimonides and the ve ry
i m p o rtant role it has to play today in the
world of terro r i s m .
The Maimonides Institute, is named after
a ve ry special man. This illustrates the ap-
popriate role of the Institue in today’s chal-
lenges of terrorism and bioterro r i s m .
Maimonides was born in Cordoba, Sp a i n
in 1138 and his family moved several times
in his early years in order to escape forc e d
c o n version by the Moslems. Eventually he
settled in old Cairo, Egypt where he ac-
q u i red a world-wide reputation both as a
doctor (physician) and as a Rabbinic schol-
a r - p h i l o s o p h e r. 
Maimonides is worth examining in detail,
not only because of his intrinsic import a n c e
but because no one illustrates better the
paramount importance of Torah scholarship
in medieval Jewish society. Among the Jew-
ish traditionalists there we re three ingre d i-
ents that we re essential to acquiring author-
ity: the family that mattered, commerc i a l
success and, most import a n t l y, scholarship.
Maimonides had all three. While fame
could be won through family and com-
m e rce, as his family did, scholarship and
learning we re the elements in which the
Jews had unshakable faith. Maimonides re-
v i ved a tradition lost among the Jews since
the second century, even until modern
times, and his efforts we re not left to be lost

in antiquity. Since the dry climate of Eg y p t
f o s t e red the natural pre s e rvation of docu-
ments, the works of Maimonides we re left
intact for later scholars to re c reate the
e l e venth- and twe l f t h - c e n t u ry society which
formed the background to his works and
ideas. He was part of the pre - Re n a i s s a n c e
which affected Jew ry as well as the Arabic
world and Christian Eu rope. Ma i m o n i d e s’
capacity to absorb masses of difficult mate-
rial, sacred and secular, was developed early

in life. He saw his lifew o rk in a two-fold
sense: to reduce the complexity of To r a h
Law to order and to re - p resent it on a thor-
oughly rational basis. To accomplish this he
w rote both a code and a commentary. 

In 1170, he undertook the codification of
talmudic law and the fourteen volumes of
the Mishneh Torah took him ten years to
finish. By this time, the death of his bro t h-
er who had supported him, forced Ma i-
monides to take up the practice of medi-
cine. In 1185, he began his most impor-
tant philosophical work, Guide of the Pe r-
p l e xed, which explained the fundamental
theology and philosophy of Judaism and it
was finished in 1190. 
As an active judge among the Jews, he be-
came the unofficial head of the Eg y p t i a n
Jewish community and was known by Jew s
worldwide as well as by many notables

within the Arab world. He wrote extensive-
ly on diet, drugs and treatment, ten of his
medical works still surviving today. As a
physician, he attended some of the most
i m p o rtant Arabs of that time and was con-
s i d e red by them to be one of the leading
doctors of the world, with particular skill in
t reating psychosomatic cases. An Arabic
verse circulated at that time said: “Ga l e n’s
medicine is only for the body, but that of
Maimonides is for both body and soul.” He
was heroic in the equality of his tre a t m e n t
of both rich and poor. By the year 1200,
Maimonides found it impossible to contin-
ue making visits, but he still held his med-
ical, judicial, and theological court until his
death in 1204 in his sixty seventh ye a r. 
Ma i m o n i d e s’ life was devoted wholeheart-
edly to the service of the Jewish communi-
t y, and to a lesser extent, to the human
community as a whole, in accordance with
the central social tenet of Judaism. 
With this in mind, dr. Blech concluded:
“ It has been said, that the most potent
f o rce for changing the world, is not a mes-
sage, but a model.” The model the Ma i-
monides stands for, is ve ry applicable in
the times that we are living.
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