Philosophy and Science in Medieval Jewish Commentaries
on the Bible

James T. Robinson

During the Middle Ages = the age of commentary par excellence = four distinet meth-
ods of Jewish biblical exegesis developed. These methods, formalized in the thirteenth
century, were designated by the acronym PaRDeS. The four methods were peshat, the lit-
(‘1‘;tl/g1’;unmzlli(‘,zll/hisl()1‘i(‘;1l/c()nl(*xluul method of interpretation; remez, the philosophical/
allegorical approach; derash, the method of rabbinic midrash; and sod, the esoteric method
of the kabbalists, who read the Bible through the ten sefirot, the names of God, and leter
permutations. !

This chapter introduces the second of these four canonical methods of interpretation. It
surveys the main philosopher-exegetes and schools of thought during the Middle Ages by
their period and geographical location. These include the rise of philosophical-theological
exegesis in the Islamic Fasg the exegetical raditons of the Islamic West, especially in al-
Andalus; the Maimonidean waditions in Provence, Ttaly, and to a lesser extent Christian
Spain; and the post-Maimonidean developments in Egypt, Iraq, and Yemen. The final section
focuses on anti-philosophical and anti-Maimonidean traditions ol exegesis. These traditions
developed in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, olten as a direct response to the spread
of Maimonideanisin, and continued into the fiftecenth century, when Jews were influenced
by contemporary trends of anti-Aristotelianism.

One preliminary note about ierminology: The survey Tocuses on philosophical exegesis
in general, but atempis to single out examples that relate 1o subjects of scientific interest in
amore marow sense. In the Middle Ages, philosophy included what we call today “science,”
that is, discussions based on or related o empirically observed phenomena. In addition, it
should be noted that a complete survey of the history ol philosophy and exegesis would
need o consider a wide variety ol sources, including philosophical and theological suimmas,
polemical tracts, controversial letters, popular literature, philosophical sermons, and proper
commentaries on the Bible. In this chapter I{ocus primarily on biblical commentaries, with
only occasional reference 1o the cognate literatre. .\ complete study of all the relevant
literature would require a much larger investigation.

1 would like to thank Gad Freudenthal, Angela Jaffray, and Tavi Langermann for many helplol comments and
suguestions. For the history of PaRDeS, see especially B Tabmage, "Apples of Gold: The hiner Mcaning ol Sacred
Tests in Medieval Judaisim,” in . Greened, feeeish Spoituadity: Fron the Bible to the Meddle Ages (New York: Crossroad,
1GSG), pp- 313-55 and most vecentty N Ldel, Absorbing Perfections: Kabbalaly and Tnterpretution (New Haven: Yale

Ennversiny Press, 2oo2), pp. j209-37.
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THE ISLAMIC EAST

The history of medieval Jewish philosophy, science, and exegesis begins in the Islamic East.
Under the influence of Christian and Islamic traditions and in response to the spread of
philosophy, a distinct Jewish commentary tradition developed.

What was the character of early Islam, and how did it contribute to a Jewish exegetical
wradition? During the first three centuries of Islam, a remarkably open intellectual environ-
ment developed. The conquest of Iran, Iraq, Syria, Palestine, and Egypt brought the ancient
centers of learning under the rule of Islam. Arabic became the common language, but sep-
 arate religious groups continued to thrive. In particular, Jews, Christians, and Zoroastrians
were protected and were allowed to continue their traditions. Although Greek paganism was
not tolerated, the classical texts were translated into Arabic and stimulated the development
of an Arabic philosophical and scientific tradition.* ‘

This open cultural and intellectual environment produced some interesting results. Free-
thinkers such as al-Rizi, among the Muslims, and Hiwi al-Balkhi, among the Jews, wrote
critiques of traditional religion and Scripture.3 Philosophical and theological sessions took
place in the mosques and included members from all the different traditions: The only
~ requirement for participation was that one check religious dogma at the door.* In response,
- there developed Islamic theological and exegetical traditions interested in using philoso-
~ phy to explain Scripture, or to defend Scripture against philosophy. Most famous is the
 Mu‘tazilite school of Kalam, which aimed to show that Scripture is not inconsistent in any
way with the findings of reason.

This fluid and open cultural setting is exemplified in the life and work of the first known
Jewish verse-by-verse commentator on the Bible. Dawud M-Muqmn@ inth century) con-
verted to Christianity and studied in the Christian schools before reuirtiing to the religion of
his fathers.5 In addition to his theological summa, entitled Twenty Chapters, he also produced
Judeo-Arabic commentaries on Genesis and Ecclesiastes. Only one fragment of the Genesis
commentary survives, but as a later report testifies, al-Mugammj$ drew extensively from the
Syriac tradition.® Thus this early Judeo-Arabic commentary on the Bible grew out of a direct
encounter with Eastern Christianity. ,

? For background on all these developments, see J. Kraemers, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam: The Cultural
Revival during the Buyid Age (Leiden: Brill, 1986); idem, Philosophy in the Renaissance of Islam: Abi Sulayman al
Sijistini and His Circle (Leiden: Brill, 1986); D. Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture: The Graeco-Arabic Translation
Muovement in Baghdad and Early Abbasid Society ( 2nd—qth/8th—10th Centuries) (London: Routedge, 19g98).

% For ak-Razi and other “heretics” in Islam, see S. Suoumsa, Freethinkers in Islam: Ibn al-Rawandi, Aba Bakr al-Razi,

and Their npact on Islamic Thought (Leiden: Brill, 1999). For Hiwi, see I. Davidson, Saadia’s Polemic against Hiws

al-Batkhi (New York, 1915); J. Rosenthal, “Hiwi al-Balkhi - A Comparative Study,” Jewish Quarierly Review 38

(1047/8): 317-42, 419-30; 39 (1948/9): 79-04-

For reports about the majalis, see, ¢.g., Kracmer, Humanism, p. 5g; Y. T. Langermann, “Saadya and the Sciences,”

in idem, The Jews and the Sciences in the Middle Ages (Brookfield, VT Variorum, 19g9), p. 13 0. 7.

See S. Stroumsa, Dawid ibm Marwan al-Mugammis’s Twenty Chapters (Leiden: Brill, 198g).

b See the report by al-Qirgisani, trans. L. Nemoy, Karaite Anthology (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1952),
p. 54: “Dawid ibn Marwan al-Raqqi, known as alFMuqammis, has written a fine book containing a commen-
tary on Genesis, which he translated from the commentaries of the Syrians.” See also the discussion by S.
Stroumsa, “What is Man: Psalm 8:4~5 in Jewish, Christian, and Muslim Exegesis in Arabic,” Henoch 14 (1992):
28g-g1.

7 In light of this, it is worth suggesting the possibility that Philo of Alexandria, the great Jewish Hellenistic philo-
sophical exegete of Late Antiquity, might have influenced medicval Jewish exegetes indirectly through Syriac
Christianity. For some investigation in this direction, see D. Runia, Philo in Early Christian Literature: A Survey
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1g93), p. 16; B. Chiesa, “Dawud al-Muqammis ¢ la sua opera,” /lenoch 18 (1996):

1317 .
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In the 100 years after Dawud, two related, but hostile and adversarial, traditions emerged,
The Karaites, a Jewish sect that rejected the rabbinic tradition, developed a strongly grame
matical approach to Scripture. Although some of the Karaite exegetes were opposed to
philosophy, others embraced it and cultivated a rationalistic hermeneutic.® For example,
Jacob al-Qirgisani (tenth century) defended the use of reason in the introduction to hig

commentary on Genesis and made use of scientific and philosophical ideas in his explica= =

tion of individual verses.9 His defense of reason in the preface to the Genesis commemdry
reads as follows:

Before beginning this we must prove the validity of rational speculation and philosophical postulates
from Scripture by mentioning some passages in it which point and lead to them. We shall do this
because some of our scholars, upon hearing an interpretation interspersed with matters pertaining to
philosophical speculation, are frightened away from it, regarding it as superfluous and unnecessary;
indeed, some of them consider it improper and even-forbidden. But this is only because of their
ignorance and the poverty of their knowledge. Were the eyes of their mind open, they would have
learned that these things are tools for the understanding of Scripture and ladders and bridges toward
the perception of revealed truth, inasmuch as the truth of Scripture and religion can be comprehended
only by reason. Since the philosophical postulates, too, are built upon rational deductions based in
their turn upon the knowledge of things perceived by the human senses and logical axioms, he who
rejects rational and philosophical opinions thereby denies all data posited by cogitation or sense

perception.'®

The Rabbanites, the heirs of the rabbinic tradition and defenders of midrash, also
embraced the new traditions and methods,'' mainly due to the efforts of Saadia Gaon
(882-942). Saadia hailed from Egypt, but moved to Iraq where he ascended to the position
of Gaon in the ancient rabbinic academy of Sura.'* Writing in Arabic rather than Aramaic
or Hebrew, and borrowing and adapting the philosophical and literary trends of his time,
he managed to completely transform the literary character of Rabbinic Judaism.'3 i

8 For Karaite exegesis, both grammatical and philosophical/theological, see especially D. Frank, Search Sm'ptdkfkr
Well: Karaite Exegetes and the Origins of the Jewish Bible Commentary in the Islamic East (Leiden: Brill, 2004); and see, in
general, Karaite Judaism: A Guide to its History and Literary Sources, ed. M. Polliack (Leiden: Brill, 2003), especially
the chapters by H. Ben-Shammai, “Major Trends in Karaite Philosophy and Polemics in the Tenth and Eleventh
Centuries,” pp. 33g~62, and M. Polliack, “Major Trends in Karaite Biblical Exegesis in the Tenth and Eleventh
Centuries,” pp. 363~418. Note that with the opening of the Firkovich collections in St. Petersburg, a team
of scholars has been organized, primarily in Israel, to edit and translate Karaite commentaries and theological
works. The first fruits are two manuscript catalogues: Judaeo-Arabic Manuscripts in the Firkovich Collections: The Works
of Yusuf al-Basir — A Sample Catalogue, Texts and Studies, ed. D. Sklare, with H. Ben-Shammai ( Jerusalem: Ben
Zvi Institute, 1997) (Heb.); Judaeo-Arabic Manuscripts in the Firkovich Collections: Yefet ben “Eli al-Basvi, Commentary
on Genesis — A Sumple Catalogus, Texts and Studies, ed. H. Ben-Shamnai, S. Butbul, S. Stroumsa, and D. Sklare
( Jerusalem: Ben Zvi Institute, 2000) (Heb.). ;

Y For examples, see Nemoy, Karaite Anthology, pp. 53-68; H. Ben-Shammai, “The Doctrines of Religious Thought
of Abi Yisuf Ya‘aqab al-Qirgisani and Yefet b. ‘Eli,” Ph.D. dissertation, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1977 -
(Heb.); idem, “Studies in Karaite Atomism,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 6 (1985): 243-98. 3

' Nemoy, Karaite Anthology, pp. 54~5.

! For background on the Rabbanites, see in general R. Brody, The Geonim of Babylonia and the Shaping of Medieval |
Jewish Culture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988); idem, “The Geonim of Babylonia as Biblical Exegetes,” in
M. Saebo, ed., Hebrew Bible/Old Testament: The | Tistory of Its Interpretation, Vol. 1, Part 2, The Middle Ages (Gottingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2000), pp. 74-88. ;

'* There is a considerable literature on Saadia. The foundational biography by H. Malter, Saadia Gaon: His Life and
Waorks (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1921), remains extremely useful. See also, in addition to the -

recent studies by Brody cited in the previous note, his Rav Se‘adyah Ga’on (Jerusalem: Merkaz Zalman Shazar,

2000) (Heb.). /

'3 For the literary developments, see especially R. Drory, The Emergence of Jewish-Arabic Literary Contacts al the Beginning
of the Tenth Century (Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University, 1988) (Heb.); idem, Models and Contacts: Arabic Literature and
its Impact on Medivval Jewish Culture (Leiden: Brill, 2000).
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Philosophy and Science in Medieval Jewish Commentaries on the Bible

Saadia was a zealous defender of Judaisim and the rabbinic radition. Much of his timul-
wows career was devated o polemies, THe wrote controversial treatises against freethinking
critics of the Bible and against the Karaites and included attacks on Christianity in his
philosophical work and commentaries on the Bible. Yet his defense of tradition is Fan from
waditional; on the contrary, his work is very innovative. e borrowed the methods of his
rivals in order o develop a defensible rabbinic tradition,

Saadia’s commentaries are long and digressive. 't They include systematic introductions,
Arabic transkation of cach verse, and extensive commentary. In his interpretations of verses
and stories Saadia touches on subjects in every area of learning, from the philological and
poctic, 1o the legal and polemical, o the philosophical, theological, and scientitic.' 1le

justifics the use of reason with his famous exegetical rule: If a verse conlradicts reason, sense

experience, another verse, or tradition, then it needs to be interpreted nonliterally. The first
part of this rule, as it appears in his Book of Beliefs and Opinions, reads as follows:

And so b declare, first of all, that it is a well-known fact that every statement found in the Bible is to be
understood in its literal sense, except for those that cannot be so construed for one ol the lollowing
four reasons: 1 may, tor example, either be rejected by the observation of the senses, such as the
statement: “And the man called his wife’s name Eve; because she was the mother ol all living” [Gen
g:20], whereas we see that the ox and the lion are not the oftspring of womankind. Hence we must
conclude thar the implication ol the statement embraces human descendants only. Or else the lieral
sense may be negated by reason, such as that of the statement: “For the Lord thy God is a devouring five,
ajeatous God™ [Deut gi2q ). Now fire is something created and defecrive, for itis subject to extinction,
Henee itis logically inadmissible that God resemble it We must, therefore, impute to this stalement
the meaning that God’s punishment is like a consuming fire, in accordance with the remark made
clsewhere in Seripture: "For all the earth shall be devoured with the fire of My jealousy” [Zeph 3:8].“"

Like the Mutazlites, Saadia was concerned primarily with biblical anthiropomorphisnis.
Yet the implication for philosophy and science in generalis fusreaching, for sense expericnce
and reason are made the final arbiters of scriptural meaning.

Saadia had extraordinary influence on the later rabbinic exegetical tradition. In the
Islamiic East, his imprintis found in the work of Sanuel ben Hofni and othiers.'7 Tis writings

VEOAD his extant conmmentaries have been edited and translated into Hebrew. See Saadya’s Commentary on Genesis,
. and trans. M. Zocker (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1981); Saadia’s Commentary on
Praalms, e, and tans, Yo Qalile (Jerusalem: Qeren ha-Ray Yehudahy Leyb ve-shio Menubah 1lanah Epshiaim
she-tal vad ha-Aqadenyah ha-Amerikanig e-mada'e ha-Yaladut, 1966); Saadia’s Commentary on fob, ed.and trans.
Yo Qalh (Jerusaleny: NaVicad le-Hotsa at Sifve Ruasag, 1973); Suadiu’s Conmenleary on Proverhs, ed. and trans.
Yo Qufih ( Jerusalem: FlaVa'uwd le-Hotsa’a Sitve Rasag, 1975)0 Saadu’s Commentiary on Daniel, ed. and trans. Y.
Qalih (Jerusalem: TaVa‘ad e-Hosa’ne Sifre Rasag, 1g81); Rav Saadya s Commentary on Lixodus, collected, ed.
and tans, Y, Ratzaby (Jerusalen: Mosad ha-Rav Kook, 19g%); Rav Saadya’s Commentary on Iseiah, collected, e
and tans. Y. Ratzaby (Qirvat Ono: Mekhon Mishna ha-Rambam, 199.1); Y. Razaby, "Excerpts from Rav Saadsa’s
Comtmentary on Lamentations,” Bar-lan Anal 2o-y (198332 31081 (Ileb.). See also the English ranstations by
M. Sokolow, “Satadva Gaon's Prologomenon o Psalms,” PAAR 51 (198.4):131-7.13 L.. K. Goodman, The Book of
Theodicy: Franslation avd Contmentary o the Book of foli by Saadiale Ben foseph al-Fayyum {New Haven: Yale University
Piess, 1gg8); 1L Ben-Shamnia, “Siadia’s Introduction o Danicl: Prophictic Calculation of the End of Dayvs vs.
Astrological and Magical Specutation,” Aleph g (200 ) 11-87.

For examples, see G, Freudenthal, “Stow Physics in the Wiitings ot Rabbi Sa’adia Gidon al-Favvami and s
Atternsath in Medieval Jewish Mysticism,™ vabie Sciences and Philosophy 6 (194g6): 1 1g=3t; Langenmann, “Saadya
and the Sciences™ iden, “A Citation from Saadiacs Long Commentary to Genesis, in Hebrew Transtation,” Nlepls

{ (200} 2g3=7.

WoSdia Gaon, The Book of Belivfs and Opinions, trans. S, Rosenblatt (New Haven: Yale University Press, 10.13),
pp. 205-6.

YoSee AL Greenbaum, The Biblical Commentary of Rav Samnel b, Hofui Gaon ( Jerasalem: Mosad ha-Rav Kook, 1g78);
1. Sktare. Sanuel ben Hofne Gaon and 11y Cualtural Woald (Leiden: Brill, 19y6).
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spread west as well, to North Africa and Islamic Spain, where they were read, used, and
surpassed by a new generation of philosophers, exegetes, and philosopher-exegetes. ‘

ISLAMIC SPAIN

The second major development in the history of medieval Jewish philosophical exegesis
took place in Islamic Spain. There, during the tenth and especially eleventh and twelfth
centuries, a very diverse Judeo-Arabic culture emerged. Itincluded original contributions in
legal scholarship, grammar, poetry, philosophy, theology, and biblical commentary. ;
The Spanish school of biblical exegesis was primarily concerned with grammar, rhetorie,
and history; its members developed what is now called the Spanish school of peshat.'® Yet
they were interested in philosophy and philosophical exegesis as well. Thus Solomon Ibn
Gabirol wrote Neoplatonic explications of the Garden of Eden and of Jacob’s ladder; Moses
Ibn Ezra devoted part of his Magalat al-Hadiga fi ma‘nd al-majaz wa-"l-hagiga (Treatise of
the Garden on Figurative and Literal Language) to the philosophical discussion of biblical
words and stories, and exegesis is found throughout the philosophical-theological writings
of figures such as Bahya Ibn Paqudah and Jiidah Halevi.'"? Even the grammarians and
grammarian-exegetes per se, such as Judah Ibn Bal‘am and Moses Ibn Giqatilla, were not

averse to introducing philosophical or scientific ideas into their biblical commentaries.* Yet -
there were two exegetes in particular — Isaac Ibn Ghiyath (1038-89) and Abraham Ibn Ezra
(108g-1164) — who embraced both peshat and philosophy. These two figures are the focus

here.

poetry and exegesis. His only commentary is a long Judeo-Arabic explication of Ecclesiastes,
which (like Saadia’s commentaries) includes a systematic preface, an Arabic translation
of each verse, and a verse-by-verse interpretation of the text.*' The commentary includes
detailed grammatical and rhetorical explications, as well as philosophical interpretations and
digressions. According to Ibn Ghiyath, the use of philosophy is necessary because Solomon
himself was a master of all the sciences and subtly alluded to every discipline in his work.
As enumerated in Ibn Ghiyath’s preface, the expertise shown by Solomon in Ecclesiastes

13 For the development of Spanish peshat, see especially the work of Uriel Simon, of which a bibliography is available
in Studies in Bible and Exegesis 5 (Ramat Gan: Bar-ilan University Press, 2000), pp. 219 (Heb.).

19 For a survey of these developments, see S. Klein-Braslavy, “The Philosophical Exegesis,” in [lebrew Bible/Old
Testament: The History of Iis Interpretation, Vol. 1, Part 2, pp. 302-20; M. Cohen, “The Aesthetic Exegesis of Moses
Ibn Ezra,” ibid., pp. 282-301; and P. Fenton, Philosophie et exégése duns le jardin de la métaphore de Moise lbn kzra,
philosophe et poele andalow du XIF siecle (Leiden: Brill, 1997).

20 See, e.g., the editions and Hebrew translations by M. Perez: Rabbi Judah Ibn Bal‘am’s Commentary on Isaiah (Ramat
Gan: Bar-llan University Press, 1992); Rabbi Judah lbn Bal'am’s Commentary on Fzekiel (Ramat Gan: Bar-llan
University Press, 2000); Rabbi Judal Ibn Bal'am’s Commentary on Jeremiah (Ramat Gan: Bar-llan University Press,
2002).

21 The commentary was edited and translated by Y. Qafih, in Hames megillot ( Jerusalem: ha-Agudah le-hatsalat
ginze Teman, 1962}, pp- ! 57-296. For proof of Ibn Ghiyath’s authorship, see S. Poznanski, “Aus Abu-l-Barakat
Hibat-Allahs arabischen Kommentar zu Kohelet,” Zeitschrift fir ebraeische Bibliographie 16 (1913): 32-6; S. Pines,
“Toward the Study of Abl al-Barakat al-Baghdadi’s Commentary on Ecclesiastes: Four Texts,” Tarbiz 33 (1964):
198-213 (Heb.); Sh. Abramson, “Toward a Study of Isaac Ibn Ghiyath’s Commeniary on Ecelesiastes,” Qiryat Sefer

52 (1g77): 150-72 (Heb.); H. Mittelman, “A Commentary on Ecclesiastes in Judeo-Arabic Ascribed to Isaac

Ibn Ghiyath,” Ph.D. dissertation, Hebrew University, 1999 (Heb.); idem, “Asceticism in the Commentary on

Ecclesiastes Attributed to Ibn Ghiyath, with Comparison to Islamic Mysticism,” Da‘at 48 (2002): 57-80 (Heb.).

Isaac Ibn Ghiyath was a scholar of varied talents; indeed, he is a perfect example of 2
the diverse Jewish culture of Islamic Spain. Legal authority, poet, and biblical exegete, he -
introduced scientific and philosophical themes, mainly of a Neoplatonic orientation, into his -
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Viedivoal Jrvish Commenlaries on the Bible {59

Philosophy and Science ti
includes arbthnneic, geomelry, astyonony, natural science, music, medicine, logic, grammar,
thetoric, poetcs, and 111('l;x|)|1’\'si(‘sf’"’

Perhiaps the most nuport, and certainly the
traditon was Abraliam Ihn L Although he
unnph'lv(l his works outside of Islaniie Spaii, his writings re

most influental, exegete of the Andalusian
wrote in Hebrew raher U Arabic and
present the final owering ol

Sp;mish peshal.

Ihin Fsrawas a prolilic author He compos
nathematics, astronoy, and astrologys;
text. His extait biblical conmnentaries include explica-

cd poetry; works of granmunar and |)llil()su])hy;

introductions ot wid biblical commentarices, often

produding (wo versions ol the same
tions ol the Pentateuch, Isaialy, the twelve Minor Prophets, Psabins, Job, the Five Scrolls, and
Danicl. Most of these conmnentuies include |)11ilus<)|)lli<‘;\l and scientific digressions. 1Iis

neih interestis in mathematics, astronony, and astrology, but lie touches on other subjects
;23

as well, especially Neoplatonic |)llil(>su])ll).

The most fumnous excursus i Ihbn Ezra’s commentarice
I xodus. Alter a brick exphication ol Exod. g9:20—1 ("And e said, Thou canst not see my
face: Tor there shall o i see e, and live: And the Lord said, Behold, there is a place
by me, and thou shalt stand upon i rock™), hie proceeds with o detailed explanation ol the
s of God, i light ol arithmetic and arithmology; he then

anes ol God and the knowledg
Preseits i lengthy introduction o astrology and astronomnty, including discussion of the 1
120 CONjuNcions, and 7 climes andd ol the relationship

cients. e ends his excursus with an 1lll(‘ll)|)l(‘(|
1 beings can overcome celestial
ps horrowed from

s is i his long commentay on

9

constellations, 7 planets, 48 torms,
between celestial movements and the Tour el
resolution o the ln‘ul)lvm ol astral deterniinisin — thaat hany

causation through propheey.®! This he supports with a parable, perhe

Hkdrwan al-Safa’;* and concludes as Tollows:
1g stars are like horses that run along a path. They donotrun

Imagine the following: The seven movi
with the intention of doing good or back. They act in accordance with their nature. Now imagine thal

4 blind man is in their path. The blind man does not know how the horses act. [1¢ does not know

22 See Hames megilof, p. 163, For examples of science in the commenty, see Go Vagda, “Quielques observatois
b Ghivatly sur PEcclésiastes,.” Seventy-Lifth Asoniversary Volume of the Jrwish

“Fecésinstes NI, 2—7 interpréte par un auteur juit

en nige ducommentaive d'lsaac
Ouarterly Review (Philadelphia, 1967). pp- Hr¥—27adem,
¢ Adalousie du X1 siccle,”™ Journal of Semitic Studies 27 (1082)2 3310,
S For mathematics, sttonomy. and astrology in his commentaries, see YT Langermanty, “Sone Astrological
I'hemes in the Thought of Abrabam Ihn Eag," in L Twersks and J. 1 urvis. eds., Rabbi Xl Ihn Frra: Studies
oo the Wastings of a Tivelfth-Ceuntury Jerish Polymatl: (Cambricddge, MA: Thavand Uiniversity Press, 1g93), pp. 28-85:
D Schwittz, Astodoey aed Magie i Medtes al Jerwnsh Thowght (R Gan: Ban=llan University Press, 19g4) (1leb.):
Medwval Jewish Thowght (Leiden: Brill, zoo5)0 5. 5ela, Astrology atned Exegeses 11 the

denn, Studies i Astral Magie i
1990) (Heb.)sideny, Nbvehem th Ezra and U

Thought of Xbvadan thi Jern (Ramat Gane Buslhan Unhersity Press,
Rise of Meduwval Helow Science (Leiden: Btk zo03); M. Gomer-vranda, "Fel p2a=7 interpretado por Abrahan
b Fzaa,” Sefarcad 52 (ryg)s nig=21, ident, ed. and wans., B Comenterio de Nweddvem P Ezve al Libno del T Jesicrstes
(OMadh ik Instituto de Filologia det CS1C, Departamento de Filologia Biblica v de Oniente Antiguo, 1995 iden,

1 Comentario de Abrahaan [hi Fara Al Libro del Eclesiastés,” Sefarad 55
io de Abraham 1bn Ezraal Libro de Job,™ Henocle 2,

o Astrologia en b Exégesis de Abrabiun [bn Eaval”
), has singled out alb oramost ol the astological

Lo s astronomicas vastrologicas ¢n ¢
(rgan ) 2n7=7u dem, “Aspectos centiticos en cleomental
(2001 S =gb, Most e enthy, Josetina Rodrigues Arribas (71
PhD. dissertation, Universidad Complutense de Madvid, 2oo.g
aashied them o Spanish. and provided brief commentary. [ thank her oy sending me a copy

digresstons,
iitosophy more generally, see J. Cohen., The Philosophical Thought of Ihn Fara

of her disscrtanon. For Thn Esas pl
(Rishion le-Zion: Shaa, 1oty (Hebo.
Fhis excursts has bheen discitssed most fulh by Seka,

s ko G T Manckin, “lreedom within Reasor
ark: University Press of Marvland, 1OuT), pp 10020

Astiology and Fxegesis, Pavt 1 For the discussion of astial

¢ Gersontdes on Thanan Chotce,” e Co L

deternnnsit,
Manckin, cdo Frecdonm daned Moral /(t‘\/ml/\//i///l\', {College I’

Ceapecialhy the appendis.

S For diis suggestion, see Langemann, “Sonre Astrological Themies.” p. 8o 07F.
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when they go to the right and when 1hey go to the left. The blind man depends on a person with
sight who knows the way the horses run. Now the person with sight will guard the blind man. When
the horses run (o one side he will lead the blind person 1o the other side. The course of the horse's
running does not change but the blind man is saved. It is because of this that Scripture states: “The
sun and the moon and the stars even all the host of heaven which the Lord thy God has allonted unto
all the peoples under the whole heaven” | Deut g:1gl.. .. This is what the Rabbis mean by “Israel has
no constellation” as long as they keep the Torah. I Israel does not keep the Torah, then the star rules
over them, as has been proven, for any conjunclion combined with Aquarius is an evil arrangement. It
results in harm befalling Isracl. This is admitted by the astrologers.*

Ibn Ezra’s commentaries were read widely in Christian Europe, where lHebrew rather
(han Arabic was the language of Jewish culture. In many cases, Jews in Europe had their first
taste of the sciences through his commentaries on the Bible. Beginning in the thirtcenth
centiry and continuing into the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, a supercommentary
tradition developed as well. The supercommentators generally focused on the philosophical
and scientific exegesis. They provided relevant scientific background and explanation in

their efforts to decode Ibn Ezra’s unstated “secrets.”7

MAIMONIDES AND MAIMONIDEANISM

A turning point in the history of excgesis, as in so mary other areas, came with the work of
Moses Maimonides, the last inajor Jewish scholar from Andalusia. Maimonides was born in
Cordoba in 1138, tled the Muwahhid persecutions in 1 148, and settled in Egypt, where he
died in 1204.

Although Maimonides did not write a proper biblical commentary, his Guide of the Perplexed
is largely concerned with exegesis. It presents a well-developed theory of philosophical inter-
pretation, sets forth an allegorical lexicon, and gives model explications of key biblical texts.
These texts include the story of Jacob’s ladder (Genesis 28), Moses’ request for knowledge of
God (Exodus 83), the story of creation and the Garden of Eden (Genesis 1-), the chariot
visions (Isaiah 6; Ezekiel 1 and 10}, the Book of Job, the binding of Isaac (Genesis 22), and
Jeremiah g:22-3, which he explains in relation to philosophical debates about the final aim
of human existence, whether active or contemplative. e also singles outand discusses other
verses and stories in relation to miracles, prophecy, divine providence, and the problem of

evil.#®

26 Apeaham Won Ezra, e Eza’s Commendary on the Pentateuch, trans. and annot. H. Norman Strickiman and A. M.,
Silver, Vol. 2, Exodus (New York: Menoral, 19g6), p. 702 (Long Commentary on Exod. 33:21).

#7 For the supercommentarics, see U, Simon, “Interpreting the Interpreter: Superconunentaries on Ibn Ezra's
Commentaries,” in Rabbi Abraham e Ezva, pp. 86-1 28: D. Schwartz, Old Wine in New Bottles: The Philosophy of a
Fourteenth-Century Jewish Neoplatonic Cirele ( Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 19406) (Heb.); iden, “On the Philosophical
Interpretation of Abraham b Ezra’s Commentaries,” Alet Sefer 18 {1990): 11471 (Heb.); idem, Astiology and
Magic in Medieval fewish Thoughs; idemy, Aaulels, Properties, and Rationalisn in Medieval Jawish Thought (Ramat Gan:
Buar-1lan University Press, 200.4), pp- 67-93 (Heb.); idem, Studies in Astral Magic; T. Visi, “The Farly Ibn Ezra
Supercommentaries: A Chapter in Medieval Jewish Inteltectual History,” Ph.D. dissertation, Cenual European
University, Budapest, 2006,

2 There is a large scholarship on Maimonides as exegete. See especially S, Klein-Braslavy, Maimonides' Interpretation

of the Stories about NAdeam/Mur in Genesis (Jerusalem: Rubin Mass, 1987) (1leb.); idem, Muimonides’ Iiterpretation of

the Story about the Creation of the World ( Jerusalem: Rubin Mass, 1988) (Hleb.); idem, “Maimonides’ Interpretations
of Jacob’s Dream about the Ladder,” Bar-llan Year Book 223 (1988), 320—19 (Heb.); idem, “Maimonides’
Commentaries to Proverbs 1:0,”7 in M. Hudlamish, ed., ‘Al Shefer, {Ramat Gan: Bar-ltan University Press, 1gOo),
pp- 12t=42 (Heb); idem, King Solomon and Philosophical Exotericism in the Thought of Maimonides ( Jerusalem:
Magnes Press, 1096) (Leb.). For carlier research, see | Dienstag, “Biblical Exegesis of Maimonides in Jewish
Scholarslip,” in G. Appel, ed., S K. Mirsky Memonial Volume (New York: Yeshiva University, 1970}, pp. 151-90;
idem, “Bibliography of Maimonides as Exegete,” in B.Z. Luria, ed.. Sefer Hayyim Gevaryahu: Mehqarim ba-migra’
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Maimonides identified problematc texts but did 1ot explain them in detail. In addidon,
Although he introduced a method of interpretagon, he did not apply it to the Bible as a
whole. Instead, he left this task 1o his tollowers in Provence and laly, who devoted them-
selves to tinishing what the master had begun. His inpact is felt throughout the exegetical
developments in Christian Spain and the later Islamic Fast as well. Each of these four areas —
Provence, Tealy, Cliristian Spain, and the Islamic East —are surveyed here.

The Provencal Tradition

The history of Jewish philosophy and philosophical exegesis in southern France (called
sprovence” in jewish sources) is especially interesting. Over the course of 150 years, from
around 1150 10 1800, this ancient center of talmudic and midrashic learning was (rans-
formed into the most active center of Jewish philosophy of the time. Supported by the
patronage of local scholars and helped by the arrival of refugees from Istamic Spain, Judeo-
Arabic and Arabic works were pranslated into Hebrew and served as the basis for encyclope-
dias, philosophical summas, and scientific and philosophical explications of the Bible and

24

rabbinic literature.

The first major philosopher-exegete in southern France was Samuel Ibn Tibbon (ca. 1105—
12492), the translator of the Guide of the Perplexed into Hebrew. Building on Maimonides, Ibn
Tibbon wrote a conunentary on Ecclesiastes, in which he discussed several philosnpllicul and
scientific ideas. He also wrote @ |)l1il()sophi(‘,;ll-(*xt’gcli(‘,ul wreatise entitled Md amar Yiggawu
ha-mayim (Treatise on “ et the Waters be Gathered™ [Gen. 129 1) and planned two additional

COIMICNLATICS: one 01 the internal meanings of Proverbs and an esoleric cxplalm[i()n of

Genesis, entitled Ner ha-Hofes (A Candle for Iim Who Searches; of. Prov. 20:27).%

w-e-nuatlisevel yisia'el, nuggas lo be-haggi‘o leseval, ed. (Jerusalem: ha-Hevral le-heker ha-Mikra be-Yisra’el, 1983~
g1), pp- 4.1 6-613. See also: L. V. Bermian, “Maimonides on the Fall of Man,” AJS Review 5 (1980): 1-15; W. Z.
1 Larvey, “Mahmonides’ Interpretation of Genesis g:22,” Da‘at 12 (198.4): 15-21 (Heb.); idem, “Maimonides and
Aquinas on Interpreting the Bible.” Proveedings of the American Academy for fewish Research 55 (1088)1 59-77 idem,
“Maimonides on Job 1 gzoand the Story of the Garden of Eden,” in S. Nash, ed., Beiu Jistoriyal la=sifrul, Lestschiift
Jor Bsawee Barzilay (Tel Aviv: ha-Kibbuts ha-Me ubad, 1gy7) (Heb.), pp- 1.43-8; idem, "On Maimonides’ Allegorical
Readings ot S(‘ripunt'," in J. Whitiman, ed., Duterpretation and AMlegory: Antiquity lo the Modern Period (Letden: Brill,
2000}, pp. 181=8 5 Rosenberg, "Notes on Biblical and Aggadic Exegesisin The Guide of the Perplexed,” in S. Pines,
e, Yacagou Predinan Memoial Volume ( Jerusaleny: 1Lebrew University Institute for Jewish Studies, 1497.4) (Lebo),
pp. 2ia-2 i idom, O Biblical Exegesis inthe Guide of the Perplexed,” Jor wsalem Studies in Jewish Thought 1 (1y81):
Sa-175 (Heb)idan, “Philosophical Excgesis ol Song of Songs: Introductory Remarks,” Tuibiz 59 (1990):
1351 (eb). Al see the recent sty staiements by S. Klein-Braskay, “The Phitosophical Exegesis”;
idem, “Bilile Commentary,” i K. Sceskin, cd., The Cambrudge Compuinion (o Maimonides (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 20053, ppe 34577 G. Freudenthal, “Maimonides’ Philosophy of Science,” ibid., pp. 13460,
on pp. 50
On this tansformagion, see espediathy 1 Twersky, “Aspects of the Social and Cultural History of Provengal Jewry,”
Jorrstad of World History 11 (1gHB): 185207, rept i 11 HL Ben-Sasson and S. Eainger, cds., Jeawvish Sociely ihrougl
the Ages (New York: Schocken Books, 1971). For the pranstations, see G. Freudenthal, “Les sciences dans les
COMIMURAULCS juives wédiévales de Provence: Leur appropriation, leur role,” RE[ 152 (1903): 2q~130; ident,
“Seience i the Medieval Jowish Cullure of Southern France,” History of Seienee 33 (1995 ag-58; M. Zonta, La
Jlosofra anteca nel Medinevo ehvaico: La braduzion ehraiche medievali dei lesti Jilosofict antichi (Brescia: Paideia, 1990);
J. Robinson, “I'he thn Tibbon Family: A Dynasty of Transkators in Medieval Provence,” in J. 1 Lartis, cd,, Be'erof
Vitshek: Studies in Mentory of Iadoie Teersky (Cambridge, MA: 1 larvard University Press, 200n), pp- 1037221
For b Tibbon's lite, philusuphy, and exegesis, see A Alunann, “The Ladder of Ascension,” in EoE. Uirbachy,
R.j. 7. werblowsky. and Ch. Wirszubsky, eds., Stuelies i Mysticism and Religion Presented to Gershon G Seholen on Hhs
Seventieth Birthday (Jerusadem: Magnes Press, 1g67), pp- 1-3% R. Ben-Meir, “Samuel Ibn Tibbon's Preface to the
Conumentary on Feclesiastes,” Maimontidean Studies 4 (2000): 13—14 (Heb. section); R. Eisen, The Book of ol in
Medieval Jernsh Plifosopliy {Oxford: Oxtord University Press, 200.4), Pp- TY~LLO] C. Fraenkel, From Muaimonides o
el b Tibbore: The Transformation of the Dalalat al-la o indo the Moseli ha-Nevukim ( Jerusalem: Magnes Press,
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462 James T. Robinson
In what way was Ibn Tibbon's exegesis Maimonidean? The best example is his interpre-
tation of verses from Genesis 1. Following Maimonides’ hint in Guide 2.30 — that Aristotle’s
Meteorology is the key to understanding the “Account of the Beginning” — Ibn Tibbon trans-
lated that work into Hebrew and used it in his interpretation of Genesis.3' He also used it
in the explanation of several additional biblical texts, especially Psalm 104 and (as is seen
later) verses from Ecclesiastes. i
Here are several other examples of philosophy and science in Ibn Tibbon's
commentaries.3* He explains Ecclesiastes 1:3 and the locutions “under the sun” and “under
the heavens” in terms of meteorological theories about light and reflection. The phrase,
“a generation comes and a generation goes” (Ecc. 1:4), he interprets in relation to the
eternity of matter. He explains the going and coming of the sun (Ecc. 1:5-6) in light of
the rival astronomical models of Ptolemy and al-Bitruji. The sea that never fills (Ecc. 1:7) is
expounded through a meteorological discussion of rivers and evaporation. He interprets the
pairs of “times” (Ecc. 3:1-8) —as Ibn Tibbon calls them - in terms of the Aristotelian notion

of time, motion, and celestial influence on generation and corruption. He discusses “man

has no preeminence above the beast” (Ecc. 8:19) in light of Aristotelian embryology, citing
and explaining Aristotle’s rule that “man comes from man and the sun.” He understands
the image of the crackling thorns under a pot (Ecc. 7:6) in relation to thunder and light-
ning. Finally, in his explication of Ecclesiastes 7:10 and the asking of improper questions,
he discusses the unusual properties of limestone, which can be heated by cold water. Ibn

2007) (Heb.); G. Freudenthal, (Al-)Chemical Foundations for Cosmological Ideas: Ibn Sina on the Geologj of
an Eternal World,” in S. Unguru, ed., Physics, Cosmology, and Astronomy, 1300~1700: Tension and Accommaodation
(Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1991), pp. 47-73; J. Kugel, “Some Medieval and Renaissance Ideas
about Biblical Poetry,” in I. Twersky, ed., Studies in Medieval Jewish History and Literature (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1979), pp. 57-81; A. Ravitzky, “The Thought of Rabbi Zerahyah b. Isaac b. She’altiel Hen
and Maimonidean-Tibbonian Philosophy in the Thirteenth Century,” Ph.D. dissertation, Hebrew University,
1978 (Heb.); idem, “Samuel Ibn Tibbon and the Esoteric Character of The Guide of the Perplexed,” AJS Review
6 (1981): 87-123; idem, “The Secrets of the Guide of the Perplexed: Between the Thirteenth and the Twentieth
Centuries,” in L. Twersky, ed., Studies in Maimonides (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1990), pp- 150~
207; idem, “Aristotle’s Meteorology and Maimonidean Exegesis of the Account of Creation” (Heb.), Jerusalem
Studies in Jewish Thought g (19g0): 225-50; idem, ‘fyyunim maimoniyim ( Jerusalem: Schocken Books, 2006); J.
Robinson, “Samuel Ibn Tibbon's Commentary on Ecclesiastes and the Philosopher’s Prooemium,” in I. Twersky and

J- M. Harris, eds., Studies in Medieval Jewish History and Literature, Vol. g (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,

2000), pp. 83-146; idem, “The First References in Hebrew to al-Bitruji's On the Principles of Astronomy,” Aleph §
(2003): 145-63; idem, “The Ibn Tibbon Family”; idem, “From Digression to Compilation: Samuel Ibn Tibbon
and Immanuel of Rome on Genesis 1:11, 1:14, 1:20,” Zulot 4 (2006): 81~g7; idem, “Maimonides, Samuel Ibn
Tibbon, and the Construction of a Jewish Tradition of Philosophy,” in J. Harris, ed., Maimonides after 800 Years:
Essays on Maimonides and His Influence (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), pp. 2g1-go6; idem,
Samuel Ibn Tibbon's Commentary on Ecclesiastes, The Book of the Soul of Man (Tibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007); idem,
Samuel Ibn Tibbon's Commentary on Ecclesiastes: Critical Edition of the Hebrew Text with Commentary and Introduction
(Jerusalem: World Union of Jewish Studies, forthcoming); idem, “Samuel Ibn Tibbon's Perus ha-Millot ha-Zarol
and al-Farabi’s Eisagoge and Categories,” Aleph 9(1) (200g): 41~76; J. Sermoneta, “Samuel Ibn Tibbon's Critical

Remarks on Maimonides’ Theory of Intellects,” Proceedings of the Sixth World Congress of Jewish Studies ( Jerusalem,.
1977), 8 315-19 (Heb.); G. Vajda, “An Analysis of the Ma’amar Yiggawu ha-Mayim by Samuel b. Judah Ibn:

Tibbon,” Journal of Jewish Studies 10 (1959): 137-49.

3t For an edition, translation, and general discussion, see R. Fontaine, Otot ha-Shamayim: Sumuel Ibm Tibbon’s Hebrew:
Version of Aristotle’s Meteorology (Leiden: Baill, 1g95); idem, “Samuel Ibn Tibbon’s Translation of the Arabie
Version of Aristotle’s Meteorology,” in G. Endress and R. Kruk, eds., The Ancient Tradition in Christian and Islamic.
Hellenism (Leiden: Brill, 1997), pp. 85-100; and see Fontaine’s contribution to the present volume, Chapter:..
12. For the use of meteorology in exegesis, see A. Ravitzky, “Aristotle’s Meteorology and the Maimonidean Modes
of Interpreting the Account of Creation,” Aleph 8 (2008): 361~400. For its influence on the later tradition, see
Schwartz, Old Wine, esp. pp. 63~116. See also Y. T. Langermann, “*The Making of the Firmament’: Rabbi Hayyim
Israeli, Rabbi Isaac Israeli, and Maimonides,” Shlomo Pines Jubilee Volume, Part 1: Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought

7 (1988), 461-6 (Heb.).
32 For the examples listed, see Robinson, “The First References”; idem, Ibn Tibbon's Commentary on Ecclesiastes.
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Tibbon also introduces considerable medical material into his connnentary, although it iy
mostly ])hilusnl)lli(‘;ll and cthical rather than scicnuhc; e focuses on standard themes of

det,

exercise, and l)xy('lms‘()ln;xli(‘ illness. Sull he does present some interesting material in

thie commentny on Foclesiastes 12:2—7. Drawing on the rabbis, Ibn Glliy:llll, and Tbn Ezra,

he adds some novel remarks about the different functions of veins und arteries.

i Tibboiu was the founder ofa Maimonidean tradition of philosophical exegesis in

Provence.t He was followed by his son Moses (it 1244-83), who wrote a philosophical

" pexplication of Song ol Songs, as well as several short phil()suplhi(‘;ll—cxvgcli(‘;ll monographs. !
o W son-in-law Jacob Anatoli (ca 11941 250) produced a collection of sermions, Malmad
(’G« he-talmidim (A Goad for the Students), which contains dozens of l)llil()suplli(‘;\l explicatons

ol Psalims and Proverbs.

v This tradition Sl)l'(".l(l outside the family as well. For example,

Samuel Ibn Tibbon's contemporary David Kimhi (ca. 1160-1235) wrote Maimonidean
conunentries on Genesis 2:7-5:1 and Ezekiel 1and used pllilusophi(‘ul ideas in many of his

/

commentaries. Levi ben Abraham (ca. 1235-alter 1305) wrote Liwyat hen (The Gracelul
Gooland: ¢, Prov. 1:g7 419), an encyclopedia of philosophy and religion, which includes

several chapters devoted o l)hil()S()l)lli('lll excgesis Sk

'ven Menahem ha-Meiri (1249-131 50,

the leading legal schiolar of thirteenthe and carly fourteenth-century Provence, was bitten by
the Maimonidean bug. s commentaries on Psalins and Proverbs include l)llilusnphi(‘ul and
scientilic ('xpl;umliuns horrowed from Maimonides, Ibn Tibbon, and cspc(‘iully Anng()li.i‘x

B

For this tradition, see especially Ravitzky, “Zevaliyah b lsaac b. She’altiel Llen.” See also J. Robinson, “We
Drink Only from the Master's Water: Maimonides and Majimonideanism in Southern France, 1:044300," in
Sh. Berger and 1L Zwiep, eds.. Studia Rosenthaliana jo: 1'.’/)iguui,sm i Jewish Cilture (2007-8), pp- a5-00; idem,
“Maimonides, Samuet b Tibbon, and e Construction of a Jewish ‘Tradition of Phitosophy,” in J. Hagvis, ed,,
Maimonides after Soo Yeas: Exsays on Muaimonides and his Influence (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007),
pp. 201=-300.

See C. Sirag, “La pensée philosophique de Moise 1bn ‘Tibbon,” RE[ 138 (1079)1 5057155 Q. Fraisse, Moses Ihy
Fibins Kewmendear <wn Hohenlied wnd sem /Jm»lulug[‘\'r‘//-///1/‘lum/:/z/'.w/ms Progranun {Berhn: Walter de Gruyter, 200.4).
On Anatoli, see in general M. L. Gordon, “The Rationalism of Jacob Anatoli,” Ph.D. dissertation, Yeshiva
University, 197 15 A Mekamed, “Political Thought in Jacob Anatoli’s Malutad hra-talmidin,” Da’atl 20 (1938): 91—
1y (Leb; . Sirag, Tles taducteurs juils a ka cour des rois de Sicite ¢t de N;\ples," in G. Contamine, ed,,
Preaduction el Gaduclenrs @ moyen dge (Paris: Editions du CNRS, 1680). pp. 106-91; M. Saperstein, “Christians
and Christianity in the Sermons of Jacob Anatoht,” fewish Tistory 6 (1QG2) 22525 vePh in Your Voice like a Raon’s
Horn: Themes and Texts in Traditional Jewish Preaching (Cincinnati: UG Press, 1ggt), pp- 55716 - Robinson,
“Secondary Forns of Transmission: Teaching and Preaching Philosophy in Thirteenth-Century Provence,” in
11, Ben-Shaimai. S. Shaked, and S.Suonmsa, eds., Exelange and Transmission across Cultwral Bowndasies: Philosoply.
Mystiwism, wd Scieneee s the Mediterranean Winld (forthcoming).

1 he allegorical conpmentary on Genesis was publishedas an appendix o The Commerdary of David Kimhton [santh,
1. Finkelstein, ed. (New York: Columbia University Iress, 1920). pp- liii-Ixxiv. The ;lllcg()ri(;\l CoOmmMenLry on
Frekiel is mctuded as an appendix in Migsa ol Gedolol li-Keter. For philosophy and science i his commentries,
we F. Tatmage, "David Kinthi and the Rationalist Tradition,” HUC Asratual 3y (1gH8) 1772138 idemn, “David
Kimhi and the Rationahist [vachtion T Lievany Soutces,” in C. Berlin, ed., Studies /'u‘/mm‘\// Bibliography, IHistory,
i Latevatwre i Honor of 1 Edwward Kiev (Loboken: Ky, 1072), pp- 15378, For his work in general, seen F
Tatmage. Davel Kinhi: The Man and the Commentaries (€ ambridge, MA: Tarvard University Press, 1975) M.
Cohern, “The Qinbi Family,” in [lehrew Bible/Old Testament, Vol. 1, Part 2, pp. g8B—115; ey, Thee A\/;/umu‘/m {o
Biblical Metaphor: From Nbreahanm T Ezra ad Mammonides (o David Kimhi (Leiden: Brill, 2003}

T oSee 11 kacisel, Levi b Mt b. Hayyom, Laeyal Len 6:3. Matasel bere'Sit ( Jerusaleny: Wworld Union of Jewish

Studlies, zoo ) den, 1 ovi bews Noadiam's Livyal [len: The Quality of roplicey and the Secrets of the Joral (Beer Shesa
BenGurion University of the Negey, 2007) (Heb). Fora general suvey of the work, sce W7 Harvey, Sl
hen Abraham of Villefranehe's Controversiat l‘:l](')(\l()l)(‘(lill," in S Harvey, ed., The Medivval Hebiew lt‘ll(l\‘l'll'/ll‘ll/ll\
of Sceenier el Plulosophy (Dordrecht: Kluwer A ademic Publishers, 2000), pp. 1717100

For background on Menahem haMeirni, see Go Stern, “Memahen ha-Me i and the Second Controversy over
Philosophs.” Phub). dissertation. Harvard University, 16655 M. Valbertal, fetwren Totali and Wisdom: Menahem
LM i the Marmonsdeait [ hedaddists in Provence ( Jerusalem: Magnes Press, s000) (Teb.). For his CXCQeSES

o inttoenee of Anatoli on it see Robinson, “Scecondary Forms of Transmission.”
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One example can illustrate the way these writings respond to and build on one another,
In the first sermon of Malmad ha-talmidim, Anatoli presents a full verse-by-verse explication
of Proverbs 30. Borrowing ideas from Guide 1.31—4 and 2.30, he explains the chapter in
Proverbs as a commentary on the account of creation in Genesis 1. Following Anatoli’s lead,
Levi devotes one chapter to Proverbs 30 in his explication of the “Account of the Beginning® 8
in Liwyat hen (Part 2, 6.3.9), whereas ha-Meiri incorporates passages from both Anatoli and :
Levi in his verse-by-verse explication of Proverbs o in his commentary on that book. -

Provence in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries

The most creative period of philosophical exegesis in Provence was the thirteenth century, Py |

but the tradition continued into the fourteenth as well. Thus Gersonides (12881 344) the
most original Jewish philosopher of the later Middle Ages, wrote commentaries on several
biblical books, including the Pentateuch, Joshua, Judges, Kings, Isaiah, Job, Proverbs, the
Five Scrolls, Daniel, Ezra-Nehemiah, and Chronicles. In these commentaries, Gersonides

borrows from Maimonides and others, but starts to move in new directions as well. Thus he
incorporates into them many of his own novel ideas from the Wars of the Lord and develops e
a new style of presentation, dividing his commentaries into exegetical, grammatical,ﬁ_'and s
philosophical insights.?Y "fb_
-One example of this interface between the commentaries and the Wars is his explanation B X
of Genesis 1.1 According to Gersonides, the “Account of the Beginning” in Genesis 1 s
represents the creation of the upper world and the lower world, but not from nothing. f:‘
o) j?

Rather, everything, in both the celestial and sublunar realms, derives from a preexistent
something, what he calls a “body with no form” or a “body that does not retain its shape.”
The original state of chaos, of tohu and bohu, refers to this antemundane unformed stuff,
whereas the verses that follow describe the causal relation of all things that come into
existence from it: “Light” refers to the celestial intelligences, the “frmament” to the celestial

bodies, the water above and below the firmament to celestial and sublunar matter, and so \ i
on. The question is, What is this preexistent stuff? Is it the Platonic receptacle? Aristotelian { 3?
A 2 s Zij

39 A full bibliography on Gersonides is now available: M. Kellner, “Bibliographia Gersonideana: An Annotated List
of Writings by and about R. Levi ben Gershom,” in G. Freudenthal, ed., Studies on Gersonides (Leiden: Brill, 19092)
pp- 367-414; updated in Aleph 3 (2008): 345-74. For his exegesis, of special note are the two commentaries oo
translated into English — A. Lassen, The Commentary of Levi ben Gerson (Gersonides) on the Book of Job (New York: - g

Bloch, 1946) and M. Kellner, The Commentary on Song of Songs by Levi ben Gershom (Gersonides) (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1gg8) —and the following studies: S. Feldman, “Gersonides and Biblical Exegesis,” appendix to ¥

The Wars of the Lord, trans. S. Feldman, Vol. 2 (Philadelphia, PA: Jewish Publication Society, 1987), pp- 213-47; ‘ ?

M. Kellner, “Maimonides and Gersonides on Astronomy and Metaphysics,” in F. Rosner and S. Kottek, eds., .15
Moses Maimonides: Physician, Scientist, and Philosopher (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 1993), pp- 91-% idem, - -
“Gersonides on the Song of Songs and the Nature of Science,” Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy 4 (1go4): i
1-21; idem, “Gersonides on the Role of the Active Intellect in Human Cognition,” 1IUC Annual 65 (1994 Y

243-50; idem, “Gersonides on Imitatio Dei and the Dissemination of Scientific Knowledge,” fewish Quarterly
Review 85 (1995): 275-96; R. Ben-Meir, “Gersonides’ Commentary on Ecclesiastes: Analysis and Text,” Ph.D.

dissertation, Hebrew University, 1993 (Heb.). The question of Gersonides’ method of exegesis and its relation ol

to Christian scholasticism has been discussed recently, with contradictory results. See S. Klein-Braslavy, "Les ".'Pj
introductions” in C. Sirat, 8. Klein-Braslavy, and O. Weijers, eds., Les méthodes de travail de Gersonide et le maniement kY
s savoir chez les scolustigues (Paris: J. Vrin, 2008), pp. 193-215; C. Sirat, “Méthode de travail et liberté de penser,”
ibid., pp. 287-99; G. Freudenthal, “Gersonide, génie solitaire,” ibid., pp. 291-317-

19 See C. Touati, La pensée philosophique el théologique de Gersonide (Paris: Gallimard, 1992); J. Staub, The Creation of =
the World according to Gersonides (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1982); The Wars of the Lord, trans. S. Feldman, Vol. § 4
(Philadelphia, PA: Jewish Publication Society, 1999), pp. 428-69; idem, “In the Beginning God Created: A
Philosophical Midrash,” in D. Burrell and B. McGinn, eds., God and Creation: An Ecumenical Sympostum (Notre ;-
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), pp- 3-26; G. Freudenthal, “Cosmogonie et physique chez '

Gersonide,” REJ 145 (1986): 295-314-
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princ matter” Gersonides rejects both possibilities, arguing instead that it is the same quasi-
matter e had |1}'|)<>llx<‘siz(-(l in his astronomical investigations; namely, he had established
the existence ol an inl('rsl)lu'ri(‘;\l quasi-matter that is 2 residue of the original “body that
Joes not retan is shape.”

Another interpretation worth mentoning is Gersonides” explanation of Joshua 1o - the
aan's standing sull in Gibeon = which cansed particular ire in the later taditon. t' i his
commmentary on the relevantverses he rejects the simple reading of the textand argues that
the mincle was 1ot astronoical but l)olili(‘;ll or military: The Israclites’ victory was so swifl
that it only seemed as if the sun L stood stll. For Gersonides, had the sun really stood stll
the results would have been catastrophic: The lower world, the existence of which (lcl)(-n(ls
on celestial motion, would have been immediately destroyed. A literal reading of the story
would violate his conception of miracles as well, for he considers miracles to be the product
of the Active Tntellects yet the Active Intellect, the lowest ol the celestial intelligences, cannol
operiate on superior hodies or mtellig

Several other philosopherexegetes ol fourteenth-century Provence are worthy of note.
Nissin ben Moses of Marscilles (11 1315-30) wrote Ma‘aseh nissim, which includes philo-
sul)hi(;tl explications of biblical pericopes, |)rc(‘v(lc(l by a systematic discussion of several key
philosophical and theological problems. Joseph Ihu Kaspi (127¢/80-1447) wrote com-
mentaries — sometimes i duplicate or even triplicate = on most of the Bible, in which he
mtroduces l)hil()snphi(\nl ideas and uses logic 1o unravel the mysteries of Holy Writ.? Later
i the fourteenth cennry, Moses Narbomi (13()()—(34), who, despite his naune, seems to lave
lived more in Spain than P'rovence, also l)m(luu-(l l)llilosc)l)hi(‘ul comnmnentaries on the Bible
as well as Sll])(‘\‘(‘()llllll(’lll;\l‘i(fs, inchuling a peculiar explication ol Ibn Ezr’s connmentary on

C11CeS.

Fxodus 39:20-1.1

Much less is known about fiftcenth-century Provence, but one important school of comn-
mentitors is worth mentioning. 7 1ts members did not write biblical COMMCNLANIcs Per se,
but rather commentaries on Judah |l Ladevi's Kuzari and Levi ben Abraham’s Liwyat hen and
philosophical poemn Baite ha-nefesh ve-ha-lehashim. They explained all of (hese texts, even the
Kiuzari, i light of Maimonides, Ihn Tibbon, and Anaolic Morceover, the emphasis in thewr
writings is not only on plitlosophy but also on philosophical exegesis; they aimed o fully
explain the exegesis found in the work of their predecessors.

The philosophical content of these writings is generally not original or creative. Yet 1t is
precisely for this reason that the writings are important. They represent something like a

0 Yor discussion of this interpretation and the Pater criticisms of i, see Mo Rellner, “Gersontides and Tis Culared
Despisers: Arama and Abravanel,” Journal of Medivval and Renaissance Studies 6 (1976): 26g=gb. See abso 5.
Feldiman, “Sun Stand Sull: A Philosophic abAstronomical Midvash,” Proceedings of the World Congress of Jreish
Staeees 0, G CJerusaleny, 1g86): 77-8.: B R Goldstein, “Galileo’s Account of Astronomical Mirackes iy the Bible:
A Confusion of Sowrces,” Nunerus 5 1Ggo): =165 DL Schwartz, “Didk the Sun Stop for joshuar A Chapter in the
Theory of Mirackes in Medieval Jewish Phitosophy.” Da‘at 42 (1999): 33-62 (eb).

12 See 11 Kreisel, edo, Metasel misvam: Per ws la-Toral  Jerusateny: Mckize Nirdamim, 2000).

1 See, e.gn 1 Twersky Tjoseph 11 Kaspi: Portrait ol a Medieval Jewish InteHectual,” i idem, Studies o Medieval
Jewonsh Hostory and Lideralure (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979), pp- 231757 B. Lierving, foseph Hhn
Keasfis Gevaa Kesf: A Stuedy i Mrddieval Jevosh Phidesophie Bible Commentary (New York: Ky, 1g82); S. Rosenbery,
“Logic. Language. and Fxegesis i the Writings of R. Yoset Ibn Kaspi,” in M. | Eadbamish and A Kasher, cds.,
Feligron and Langnage (lel Awive Miladim universita’ivim le-hosa’ahle-or 1931y (Heby, pp. 1o5-13; 1. Kasher,
el Joseple Hh Kesp, Suthatn kesef (Jerusaleny: Ben-7Zvi Institute, 1996) (Hebo).

0 See AL Auuani, “Moses Narboni's Epistle on Shitwr Quma” in adem, Jeavish Medieval and Renaissanee Studies
(Cambridge, MAD lanvad University Press, 1073, pp. 22504, See also M. R Fhwvoun, La plidosophie of fu
theolowie de Moise de Narborne (1 300=1 362) (Pabingen: J. G B Moln, 198g).

1 See D SChwaty, “he Awzan Renassance in Jewish Philosopin” pp- 17 o° (Heb. section) in 1. Bwershs and .
(11 Farris, eds.. Stuedies o Medwvad Jewonsh L story and Plidosphy, Vol 3 (Cambridge. MA: Hanad University Press.
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scholastic tradition of Maimonidean philosophy and philosophical exegesis in later medieval -

Enrope.

The Ltalian Tradition

Maimonides and Saimel Ibn Tibbon, along with Jacob Anatoli and Judah ben Solomon ha-
Kohen (ca. 1215—-after 1247), stand at the beginning of the [talian tradition of philosophy
and philosophical exegesis. In l)zu‘(icnlar, Anatoli, who spentseve ralyears at the courtof Fred-
erick 11, was resp()nsil)lc for spreading the methods and ideas of the Provencal Maimonidean
radition on Ttalian soil. The writings of these figures, together with those by Averroes and
Latin scholastics (Albertus Magnus, Thonias Aquinas, and Giles of Rome}), contributed to
the emergence of a distinctive school of philosopher-exegetes, including Zerahyah ben Isaac
ben She’altiel Ten (1. 1277-91), Lmmanuel ben Solomon of Rome (ca. 1261-before 1336),
and Judah ben Moses ben Daniel Romano (ca. 12g2-after 1330).

Judah ha-Kohen was originally from Toledo but moved to Ttaly, where he transtated his
cncycl()l)e(lia of pllil()sophy and science, Midrash ha-FHokmah (Search for Wisdom}, into
tHebrew.!” In this encyclopedia, Judah incorporated exegetical sections, including philo-
sophical commentaries on selectverses from Genesis, Psalns, and Proverbs. Later figures in
the Italian tradition cited and developed these sections. 7

Like Judah ha-Kohen, Ze rahyah Hen was from Spain; he was born in Barcelona, but moved
early to Rome, where he was active as a trauslator, l)hilosol)he 1, and exegele."H His translations
include works by Aristotle, Themistius, and Averroes, as well as the pscudo—Arilet.clian Liber
de causis — a text that wonld become particularly popular among the Italian philosopher-
exegetes. Zerahyah wrote a commentary ou the Guide and two phitosophical commentaries
on Scriptire — on Proverbs and the book of Job. 1 Both commentaries draw heavily from
the Provencal tradition, but start to introduce Neoplat()uic ideas as well, especially from the

Liber de causis.™’
The most creative of the Italian philosopher-exegetes was Judah Romano.?' Like
Zeralyah, he was a translator, but of Latin scholastic rather than Arabic texts; these he

1% See in general R. Fontaine, “Judah b. Solomon ha-Cohen’s Midrash ha-lokfumals: 1ts Sources and Use of Sources,”
in The Medieval 1 lebrew Encyclopedias, pp. 191-210.

17 See D. Goldstein, “Fhe Commentary of Judah b. Solomon Hakohen Ibi Matqah to Genesis, Psalms and Proverbs,”

TG Annual 52 (1081): 208-52.

See Ravitzky, “Zerahyah b. [saac b. Shealtiel Hen.”

19 The Guide commentary remains in manuscript form, but both biblical commentaries have been publishcd. See
Tikvat Enosh, ed. 1. Schwarz (Berlin, 1868), pp- 16¢-293; lmre Daath: Commentar iiber die Spr jiche Salomo’s von R.
Sevachja ben Isaac ben Shealtiel ans Barcelona, ed. L Schwartz (Vienna, 1871). The most recent discussion of the
commentary on Job is Eisen, The Book of Job, pp. 111-45-

5 See, ¢.g., A. Ravitzky, "The Hypostasis of Divine Wisdom,” lalia 3 (1981): 7-88 (Heb.).

On his work see |. Sermoneta, “Judah Romano’s Commentary on the First Parashah of Genesis and its Sources,”

Proceedings of the Fourih Wonrld Congress of Jewish Studies ( Jerusalem: World Union of Jewish Studies, 1g69), 2:

g41-2 (Heb.); idem, “Judah and Immanuel of Rome: Rationalism which in the End is Mystical Faith,” in M.

Hallamish and M. Schwartz, eds., Revelation, Faith, and Reason (Ramat Gan: Bar-llan University Press, 1976)

(Heb.), pp. 54-70; idewm, “Jehuda ben Mosheh ben Daniel Romano, traducteur de Saint Thomas,” in G. Nahon

and C. Touat, eds., Hommage d Georges Vajda (Louvain, 1980), pp- 235-02; idem, “Prophecy in the Writings

of R, Yehudah Romano,” in I. Twersky, ed., Studies in Mwlimal_/mrzﬁ\‘/t History and Literature, Vol. 2 (Cambridge:

Harvard University Press, 1g84), pp. 33776 idem, " Thine Ointments Have a Goodly Fragrance': Rabbi Judah

Romano and the Open-Text Method,” ferusalem Studies in Jewish Thought g (1990): 77113 (Heb.); idem, “Light:

Its Substance and Function in Genesis according to Judah b. Moses b. Daniel Romano,” in M. Oron and A.

Goldreich, eds., Massuol: Studies in Kabbalistic Literature and Jewish Philosophy in. Memory of Prof. Lphraim Goltlieh

(Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 190.4), pp- 34300 (Heh.); C. Rigo, “Judal Romano's Gommentaries on the Bible:

His Philosophical System as Contained in them and his Sources in Jewish Thougin and Christian Scholasticisim,”

PhD dissertation, Hebrew University, 1yt (Heb.); idem, “uman Substance and Erernal Life i the Philosophy

of Rabbi Judah Romano,” Jerusalem Studies i Jewish Thought 1.4 (1998): 181-222 (Ieb.).
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used i liis comnentaries on the Bible.”* In general, his exegetical method represents
an opel encounter witli the hiblical text in light ol the latest works of Latin science anndd
In Rontano’s ophion, the Bible is the product of the divine intellect; thus 1t

|)I1il¢>>u|)l\/\x
al development, past and future. This premise leads 1o

contains every possible philosophic
result that Romano’s commeinttaries are (luid and evolving, offering several

the In't‘uli;n‘
CSPOHSC 1o contemporary (lv\'vl()l)lm'nls

different interpretations of the siane verse, all i
in science and |)llilusu|)ll)’. ln a sense, then, the biblical commientary develops together
with scicnee; they are interrelated processes contributing to the gradual untolding of divine
wath,

Bnmanuel of Rome was far less creative and original than his younger cousin Judaly, but
he is 1o less interesting a figure in the history ol philosophical exegesis.?d Although he is
known primarily for his poctry = e is called the “Tlebrew Dante”™ for his llebrew sonnets
and short imitation ol the Diwvine Comedy — Inmnanuel was also an exegete who produced
voluminons commentaries on the Bible. These are mostly compilations rather than original
works; they are composed of texts borrowed from his predecessors, including Ibn Fzra,
Maimonides, Samuel Ibn Tibbon, Anatoli, and Judah ha-Kohen, as well as Zerahyah and
Judah Romano.st Teseems that Immanuel was interested not only in linding science and

l)llil()snl)hy iin the Bible but also in disseminating what had already been found. Through the

collection and compilation of these sources he aimed to create an authoritative framework
for the l)hilusuphi(‘;ll and scientific approacl o the biblical text.

One final |)llil()su])h(*r—cxvgcl('~;mlh()l()gisl is worth mentioning. Hanoch ben Solomon
Alconstantini’s Mar'ol elohim (Visions of God; fonrteenth century), a l)hil()snl)hi(ul explica-
tion of the chariol visions of the Bible (Isaiah 6; Kzekiel 1 and 10; and Zecharialy), collects and
clevant passages from Mainmonides' Guide and Ibn Tibbon’s M amar Yiggawt

svnthesizes
with texts from Averroces and other l)hil()snph(rrs, deriving from both

ha-mayim, 1wgether
Latin and Arabic sources.??

Chiristian Spain
Although Jewish scholarship in Christian Spain was often mystical, kabbalistc, and anti-
philosophical (see the Later discussion), there were important philosophical developments
as well A few examples are given in s section.

Abready i the carly thirteenth century, Jewish scholarship in Spain was tending toward
kabbalah instead of |)I1il<>5(>|)hy. Gerona, Barcelona, Toledo, and Burgos were carly centers

3 For Judah Roniao’s sources and tanslations, see especially the articles by C. Rigo: "Un antologia filosolica

I Yehuda b Mosheh Ronino,” Halw 1o (1432 73104 “Yehudah b. Mosheh Romano traduitore i Alberto
“Le traduziont dei copment scolustivi

Magno (conumcito al De Nusiva HE 1L 16y, Henoch 15 (190330 O5=015
aico-itatiana det secol NII-XIV, " i

Al De Anima eseguite da Yehudah b Mosheh nella tradizione Glosofica ebr
F A\ attiont. el Vi della VIE settimana: Sangtie o antrofodogier el Medivero (Romes Prinivera, 1gg3). pp. 10737

a5 “Fadio Rontano nella et ebraicas e versiont di Yelradal b Mosheh Romano,” Docintenti e studi sulla

tradone filosofrea wedwvale 5 C0GO 11397137 “Yehudah b, Mosheh Romano taduttore degli Scolastics Lating,”

ool 15 Cigyado e o

see DL Goldsiein, TThe Commoentany of Immanuel ben Solomon of Rome on Chapters =X ol Genesis: Into-
“PLUDY. dissevtation, Universiny of London, 1966 idem, “Longevity, the Rainbow,
1 Philosoplin of himmanuel of

duetion, Hebiew lext, Notes,
and bmmsmnel of Rome,” HEC Al g2 (171 3o 2 500 DL Schechierman, “Tl
* PhoD. dissertation, Tiebrew University, 18 (1 leb.).
arlien DL Goldstein, inttoduction to The Book
1) (Heba:

Rome i bight of his Conunentay on the Book of Genesis,

For Tumnanuel’s souces see. i addition o the references cited ¢
of Proceibs with the Commentany I Bnsmanuel of Rome, Naples, cao 1874 Jernsaem: Magnes Press,
AL Ranitzhy, "On the Sowces of Pmmanuel of Romes Proverbs Commentans,” Qmyat Sefor 56 (1g81): Teb-gy

(Heb. 1 Robinson, “From Digiession ot ompilation.”
o See O Sirat Loy o diores HLanokheb. Salormon a-Qonstantin. Pntroduction, taduction at notes (e usalen,
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of kabbalah. Moreover, it was in these cities where the most vocal opponents of philosophy
and philosophical exegesis were found. Yet the situation in Spain was in no way neat and
uniform. Thus Isaac Albalag (thirteenth century), an Averroist, incorporated philosophical
explications of Genesis 1 and Genesis 28 into his Tigqun ha-de‘ot (Improvement [or Correcs
tion] of the Opiuions),f"" whereas Shem-Tov Falaquera (thirteenth century) seems to have
produced a philosophical commentary on at least select passages from the Bible.57

Even those who tended toward kabbalah made use of philosophical and scientific ideas
in their coinmentaries. For example, Isaac Ibn Latif (ca. 1210-80) drew extensively from
Maimonides and the Mainonidean tradition in his commentary on Ecclesiastes, Sa‘ar ha-
samayim (Gate of Heaven), and other works.’ Nahmanides (1194-1270), the great critic of
Maimonides, himself used philosophy in his explication of creation and other texts, whereas
Bahya ben Asher (thirteenth century), who would beconie the authoritative exegete in the
tradition of Nahianides, included notonly literal, midrashic, and kabbalistic interpretations
in his Torah commentary but also explications by way of philosophy.”® Indeed, a major
desideratum in scholarship is to systematically examine all of Bahya’s philosophical exegeses
in relation to his predecessors and in the context of the history of philosophy.

In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries there were (wo other important developments in
Spain and also in Provence and Italy: commentaries on the Guideand, as already mentioned,
supercommentaries on Ibn Ezra. Many of the commentaries on the Guide focus not only
on its philosophical content but also on its exegesis; they explain, expand, and develop
Maimonides’ interpretations of key biblical texts. The supercommentaries on Ibn Ezra show
interest primarily in science and philosophy. Their authors were especially attracted to the

astrological interpretations, providing fuller discussion, identifying relevant sources, and

revealing the secret knowledge that Ibn Ezra had so carefully concealed.

Iraq, Egypt, and Yemen

All of the post-Maimonidean developments discussed thus far took place in Europe and in

Hebrew. Exegetes and philosophers responded to and built on the commentaries of Ibn
Fzra, which were written in Hebrew, and the Guide of the Perplexed, in its Hebrew translation.

Yet during Maimonides’ lifetime and after his death, a Judeo-Arabic exegetical tradition
continued to develop in the Islamic East as well. This was especially the case in Iraq, in Egypt,
and in Yemen.

5% Or, more fully: Improvement/Correction of the Opinions of the Philosophers Presented in al-Ghazali's Maqasid
al-Lalisifa. For Albalag’s work, see G. Vajda, Isaac Albalag: Averroiste Juif, traducteur el annolatenr d'al-Ghazali (Paris:
J- Vrin, 1960); fsaac Albalag, Sefer Tigqun ha-de‘ol, ed. G. Vajda ( Jerusalem: Israel Academy of Sciences, 1973). For
a discussion of Albalag’s exegesis, see S. Feldman, “In the Beginning God Created: A Philosophical Midrash,” in
God and Creation: An Ecwmenical Symposim, pp. 3—26.

57 See R. Jospe, Torah and Sophia: 'l he Life and Thought of Shem Tov Ibn Falaguera (Cincinnati: HUG Press, 1988},
pp- 459-84; R. jospe and D. Schwartz, “Shem Tov Ibn Falaquera’s Lost Bible Commentary,” /11U Annual 64
{1ggg): 167~200.

38 See S. Heller Wilensky, “Isaac ibn Lauf’s ‘The Gate of Heaven’: A Mystical Guide of the Perplexed,” in M. A.
Shulvas, Perspectives in Jewish Learning, Vol. 2 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1 966), pp. 17-25; idem, “Isaac
Ibn Ladf - Philosopher or Kabbalist?” in A. Alunann, ed., fewish Medieval and Renaissance Studies {(Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1967), pp. 187-228; idem, “Towards the Study of Isaac lbn Latif’s Sources,” in
Proceedings of the Fourth World Congress of Jewish Studies (1959), 2:4, pp- 417-26 (Heb.); idem, “The ‘Guide’ and
the ‘Gate’: The Dialectical Influence of Maimonides on Isaac Ibn Latif and Early Spanish Kabbalah,™ in R.
Link-Salinger, R. Long, and G. Manekin, eds., A Straight Path: Studies in Medieval Philosophy and Culture in Honor of
Arthur Hyman (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1988), pp. 266—78, See also the discussion
of the anonymous Dores resumot (Seeker/Explainer of Traces/Mysteries) by Y. T. Langermann, “Cosmology and
Cosmogony in Dovesh Reshumoth, A Thirteenth-Century Commentary on the Torah,” TR g7 (2004): 199-227.
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Maimonides” near contemporary Abn al-Barakat (k. after 1164), the maverick philoso-
pher and physician of Baghdad, wrote a full philosophical commentary on Ecclesiastes,
which he introduced several of the orviginal ideas found in his Kitab al-Mu'tabar." For exam-
ple, in the commentary on Ecclesiastes 3:8 and 3:16, he discusses at length problems of
fate and astral determinisin. In the commentary on 57 he explains the limits of hnman
knowledge and the need for tradition and anthority, citing not religious traditon as the
proper model but the a priori method of Enclid’s Elements. In the conunentary on 7:10 he
considers the unreliability of secondhand reports and compares them to the inconsistent
nature of nataral phenomena. In the commentary on 10:4 he criticizes the astrologers ol
his time and people who make decisions based on horoscopes. And in the comimentary
on 12:g he speculates about the literary history of Ecclesiastes in relation to other wisdom
collections.

In the tollowing century, Abraham ben Mainmonides (. 1297) and Taulnum ha-Yerushalmi
(d. 12g1), the “Ibn Ezra of the East,” wrote counnentaries on much of the biblical cor-
pus, building on the grammatical insights of Ibn Ezra and the philosophical insights of
Maintonides.” In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the writings of Maimonides stim-
alated the emergence of a rich radition of philosophy and exegesis in Yemen as well. Tt
ook the form of Judeo-Arabic commentaries on the Bible as well as midrashic collections
(in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Judeo-Arabic) that include many philosophical and scientific
explanations, homilies, and digrcssinnsf”"

All of these Eastern figures and movements had somewhat different philosophical interests
than the Jewish scholars of Christian Europe. In particnlar, they gave more attention to
Avicenna and post-Avicennan philosophy than 1o Averroes and had a stronger tendency
toward Neoplatonic, LLermetic, Sufi, and Ismaili ideas and doctrines than to Aristotelian
concepts. However, stricturally they represent the same tradition of phil()ﬁ()phi(‘ul CXegesis,
which began in the carly Middle Ages and continued throngh the fifteenth century and into

the Renaissance.

ANTI-MAIMONIDEANISM

Although opposition 1o philosophical exegesis existed already in the early Middle Ages, it
continued and gained increasing intensity in response to the spread of Maimonideanism. A
series of “Maimonidean” controversies divided communities between those who defended
and those who opposed philosophy and philosophical exegesis, and mystical-pietistic exeget-
ical raditions that took the undermining of Maimonides and the Maimonidean tradition as
their point of deparuire enmerged. In the fifteenth century, this anti-philosophical tradition
crystallized into a tradition of its own, with strong connections to contemporary trends of
late medieval and Renaissance anti-Aristotelianisin. All of these developments are surveyed

here.

B0 Gee Poznanskd, "Aus Abu--Barakat Hibat-Allahs arabischen Kommentar™; S. Pines, "Studies in Abu'l-Barakad al-
Baghdadi's Poctics and Metaphysics,” in Studies in Abul-Barakat al-Baghdade: Physics and Metaphysics ( Jerusalen:
Magnes Press, 1979), pp- 320735 especially no. 2o7-208; idem, “Toward the Study of Abui al-Barakit al-
Baghdadi's Commentary ou Foclesiastes. Four Texts,” Tarbiz 33 {1961 198-213 (FHeb.y: S, Stoumsa, “On the
Muimonidean Controversy in the Fast The Place of Abi al-Barakat al-Baghdadi,” in FHL Ben-Shammai, ed.,
Hebmew and Avabie Studdies in Honor of Joshwa Blau (‘Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University Flumanities Faculty and Jerusalen:
FHebrew University Department of Asian and African Studies, 19y3) (Hebl), pp. g15-22.

T See PB. Fenton, “The Post-Maimonidean Schools of Exegesis in the East: Abrahiam Maimonides, the Pietists,
Tanhwin haYerushahmi and the Yementte School,™ in {ebrew Bible/Old Tesiament: The History of Is Interpretation,
Vol 1, Part 2, pp. |33-55-

Be o\ B T omimerneann Youmenite Midvash: Philosophical Commentaries o the Torah (New York: HarperCollins, 1GOL).
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The Maimonidean Controversies

Near the end of Maimonides’ life and after his death there were four major controversies —
one in the East and three in the West —in Christian Spain and Provence. There were several
smaller skirmishes as well. All of these controversies related, in one way or another, to the
legitimacy and permissibility of philosophical exegesis.

During his lifetime, in the 1180s, Maimonides was accused by the Gaon Samuel ben ‘Eli
and others of denyiug the religious dogma of resurrection.”™ Samuel seems to have based
this accusation on some reports from Yemen and on the philosophy of his contemporary
in Baghdad, Abn al-Barakat. It seems that it was an unsuccessful reply to Samnuel by Mai-
mouides’ pupil, Joseph ben Judah Ibn Shim’on, that prompted Maimonides himself to issue
a statement on the subject. This took the form of his Treatise on Resurrection (1191), which is
not only a defense of his position on resurrection but also an apologia pro vita sua. Among
other things, he discusses and defends his method of allegorical exegesis.

The resurrection controversy repeated itself in the West." Beginning with a query by Meir
ben Todros Abulafia to the scholars of southern France (ca. 1202), it developed into a full
intercommunal controversy: Abulafia suggested that Maimonides had denied resurrection,
whereas Aaron ben Meshullam, the designated Provencal apologist, defended the master’s
orthodoxy. Like the controversy in the East, this one, too, ended with the publication of the
Treatise on Resurrection — this time in Hebrew translation. T he news of Maimonides’ death in
1204 also seems to have contributed to a (temporary) cessation of hostilities.

Controversy broke out again in the 12508, when Solomon ben Abraham of Montpellier
and his two disciples - Jonah Gerondi and David ben Saul — attempted to suppress the study
of Maimonides and of philosophy among the Jews of southern France. Solomon appealed
to the sages of northern France for support; when they issued a ban against the study of
Maimonides, a local dispite wrned into an international cause céléebre. At the center of
the debate was the legitimacy of allegorical explications of the Bible and rabbinic literature.
The dispute came to au end with the public burning of the Guide and Book of Knowledge in
Montpellier around 1235.

The final “Maimonidean” controversy, in 1308-0, was most directly concerned with the
dangers of philosophical exegesis.”’ Maimonides himself was no longer a target; instead
it was his disciples and enthusiasts who were singled out for reproach and censure. This
controversy began with the agitations of Abba Mari, a conservative Maimnonidean who feared
the public teaching of esoteric doctrines; it peaked with a ban by Rashba (Rabbi Solomon
ben Abraham Ibn Adret) on the study of philosophy in 1305 and ended with the expulsion
of the Jews from Frauce in 1306. In the intervening years, many letters were sent between

3 For background, see Stroumsa, "On the Maimonidean Controversy in the East™; idemy, “Twelfth-Century Concepts
of Soul and Body: The Mainnonidean Controversy in Baghdad,” in A. Baumgarten etal., eds., Self, Soul, and Body
in Religious Experience (Leiden: Brill, 1998, pp- 31584 idem, The Beginnings of the Maimonidean Controversy in the
Last: Yosef Hn Shim‘on’s Silencing Fpistle concerning the Resurrection of the Dead ( Jerusalen: Ben-Zvi Institute, 1999)

(Heb.); Y. T. Langermann, “Samuel b. ‘Eli’s Epistle on Resurrection,” Qovez al yad 15(25) (2001): 41-04 (Heb.).

51 For background, see especially B. Septimus, Hispano-fewish Culture i Transition: The Career and Controversies of
Ramah (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982).

65 For this controversy, see ibid.

66 For this controversy, see especially G. Stern, "Menahem ha-Me'iri and the Second Controversy over Philosophy,”
Ph.D. dissertation, Harvard University, 1995; idem, “The Crisis of Philosophic Allegory in Languedocian-jewish
Culture (1304-6)." in Jon Whitman, ed., Interpretation and Allegory: Antiquity lo the Modern Period (Leiden: Brill,
2000}, pp. 187-207; idem, “Philosophy i Southern France: Controversy over Philosophical Study and the
Influence of Averroes upunjcwish Thought,” in D. Frank and Q. Leaman, eds., Cambridge Companion to Medieval
Jewiish Philosophy (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 2003). pp. 281-303. The last two articles include

references to earlier studies.
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Provence and Spain supporting and attacking the study of philosophy and the practice of
philosophical exegesis. Most famous is Rashba’s critique of philosophical preachers, who
say that Abralim and Sarah represent matter and form, and the welve tribes the twelve

constellatons.

Anti-Philosophical Exegesis

The controversies were never completely resolved; nor did the bans and censures prove o
be an effective deterrent. Philosophy and philosophical exegesis continued unabated into
the fonrteenth and fifteenth centuries. However, there developed a move subtle and more
cffective way (o combat philosophy, science, and philosophical exegesis. This was through
the writing of mystical, non-philosophical, and anti-philosophical conmentaries on the
Bible. "7

[ fact, a kabbalistic and anti-philosophical tradition of biblical exegesis began to develop
already in the canly thirteenth century. Atexactly the same time that Sanel Ibn Tibbon and
Jacob Anatoli were promoting Maimonideanisi, kabbalists in Provence and Catalonia were
beginiting to write kabbalistic and anti-philosophical commentaries on the Bible. Many of
the early kabbalists = such as Azriel of Gerona, Ezra of Gerona, and Jacob ben Sheshet —
also incorporated anti-philosopliical readings into their systematic works and exegetical
monographs.

The most important developments in anti-philosophical exegesis were the writings of
Nalimanides and his followers in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries and the writings of
Isaac Arama, lsaac Abarbanel, and other anti-Aristotelian exegetes in the fiftcenth century.
These figures and their writings are the focus of this section.

Nahmanides and the Barcelona Tradition. Nahmanides — legal scholar, communal leader, kal»
balist, poct, and exegete —was the second major influence on later Jewish thought. He was
bort in 1194 in Gerona, spent most of his life in Gerona and Barcelona, and died in Acre,
where he completed his connentary on the Torah. Although during the controversy of the
12508 he defended Maimonides, he spent much of his later lite criticizing and undermining
the work of his predecessor in law and in philosophy. This is evidentin his critical glosses on
the Book of Commandments and throughout his commentary on the Toral"®

Nahmanides’ commentary on the Torah, like Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed, repre-
seuts a turning point in e history of exegesis. Building on and criticizing the midrashic,
grammatical, and philosophical interpretations of Rashi, Ibn Ezra, and Maimonides, and
drawing [rom kabbalistic traditions to introduce explanations “by way of wuth,” Nahinanides
developed a rich and detailed, yet often enigmatic, exegetical style." Throughout the com-
mentary he is generally eritical of philosophy and science; yet, as indicated carlier, he does
cite philosophers, scientists, and physicians in positive ways as well — 1o help explain a dif-
ficult point in the text or to agree with their evaluations of natue. This “acceptance and

7 For the history of kabbalistic exegesis, see in general M. Ldel, Absnbing Perfections: Kabhalal and Interpretation
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002},

ot hackground on Nahmamides in generad, and additional bibliography, see Y. Flman, “Moses benn Nahnan [/
Nahmanides (Ramban),” i Helwew Bible Old Testament: The History aof his Interpretation, Vol. y, Part 2, pp. p10—32.

"0 For Nahmanides' exegetical method, see especially B. Septimus, “Open Rebuke and Concealed Love™:
Nahmanides and the Andahisian Tradition,” in L Twersky, ed., Rabbi Moses Nalmanides ( Raomban): Explorations in
s Beligians and Literary Virtuosity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983), pp. 11-5.4; E. Wolfsou, "By Way
of Truth: Aspects of Nahmanides” Rabbalistic Hermeneutic,” AJS Review 1y (198g): 103-78; M. Halbertal, By
Wy of Truth: Nalimanudes and the Creation of Tradifwn ( Jerusalem: Shalom Flartman Institute, 2003) (Heb.).
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devaluation™ of science™ gives the commentary an interesting dynamic. There is a constang
tension between the miraculous and the natural, between a dogmatic call tor total resignation
1o divine will and the admission of evidence for the workings of natural Taw.

This tension is particularly evident in Nahmanides” discussion of miracles. Thus he writes
(commentary on Exod. 13:16) that "a person has no portion in the Torah of Moses unless he
believes that all things that happen to us are miracles; they have nothing o do with name
or the customary order of the world.”7" This and similar proclamations are modificd and

moderated inseveral places in the commentary. Forexample, he does admit the usefulness of

medicine as well as other practical sciences, Nevertheless, the view that science is subordinage
to religion generally prevails in his wiitings. Inhis opinion, the Torah contains all the wisdom
of the philosophers and more; it teaches aspiritual science that links direetly to the divine,
a spiritual medicine that gives the righteous and pious special power with whiclt they can
trinmph over the evil effects of this unredeenied world of matter.’?

The tendency away (rom science and philosophy and toward the magical is evident in
Nahmianides’ discussion of sacritices. Contrary to Maimonides’ Lunouns historicist reading,
Nalimanides claims that the sacrificial cult was not instituted for the purpose ol weaning
the Istaclites from ancient pagan practices but has value inits own right. Sacritices help
realign powers in the upper sefirotic world and also, icseens, bring down spiritual forces
into the sublunar realm. His “seeret of sacrifice” was particularly appealing to later students
and supercomimentautors; some interpreteditin the direction of the theurgic, whereas others
cxplained itin relation to hermetic taditions, linking the sacrifices 1o notions of talisinanic
niagic.

The anti-Maimonidean and anti-philosophical influence of Nahmanides is felt through-
out the thirteenth and fourteenth cennuies, especially in Catalonia. Li¢ was snccecded by
Rashba — who proclaimed a ban against philosophy in 1305 - followed by two generations
ol legal scholars, exegetes, and kabbalists. Of particular note are R, Yo Tov ben Abraham
al-Ishbili (the Ritha), whose Sefer Zikkaron (Book of Remembrance) attempted to harmonize
the teachings of Maimonides and Nahmanides; Babya ben Asher, whose commentary on the
Torah anthologized many of Nalmunides™ interpretations; Isaac of Acre, whose superconr-
mentary on Nahmanides” commentary on the Torah explains and emphasizes its kabbalistic
as well as its uni-Maimonidean elements; and Joshua Ibn Shuayb, the first preacher to

" See Yo L Langermann, "Acceptance and Devahdion: Nahimanides™ Attitude towards Science,” Jorrnal of Jewish
Thonghi and Philosoply 1 (vgo2): 22a—1(5.

T Trans. D). Berger, "Mirackes andd the Natatd Ordevin Nabmanides, " in BRathbi Moses Nalonides (Reonhan ), pp. 107~
28, 0onp.o kg

~1
fi,

Several recent studies of Nalmenides” theory of mivacles have attempted o mininize the miracutousand empha-
size the rational, See, c.g., Berger, “Miracles and the Natural Order in Nalimanides™; M. Nehorai, "Nalmmanides’
Theory of Miracle and of Natre and its Connections to Rabbi Yehudah faclevy,” Da'al 15 (1986): 23-31,
with a reply by Berger, in Da‘at 1 (1987}, 16g=70; . Novak, |/ B Theology of Nafimanades Systematically Presended
(Athante Scholars Press, tgg2); Langermann, “Acceptance and Devaluation™: M. Tdbertal, “The Theory of
Miractes which Underhies the Conecaded Mivacke: Aspects of the Chain of Being in Ramban’s Fhought,” Kal-
balah = (2o02): 25780, CL ] Feldman ("The Power of the Soul over the Body: Corporeal Transfornnation and
Attitudes towards the Body in the Thought of Nahonides,” P dissertaton, New York University, tggg). who
cimphasizes the spirituabistic.

T5See DL Schwartz, “From Thewrgy 1o Magic: The Evolution of the Magical-Tabismanie Justification of Sacrifice
in the Girele ol Nabunanicdes and his Taterpreters,” Aeph 1 (2000): ths-213. For a discussion of the philo-
sophical hackground, sce also | Steva, Problens aoil Pevables of Law: Maimonules aud Nalianides on Reasons for
the Commandments ¢ amer HieMitzvoty (Abany: SUNY Pressc 10g8). chapter 6. For the supcrecommentators
on Nahmanides in generals see D Abrans, "Orality in the Kabbabistic 8¢ fiool of Nahmanides: Preserving and
Interpreting Fsoteric Traditons and dexis,” feiends Studin Ouarterdy 5 (1996): 85-102.
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introduce extensive kabbalistic material into his sermons.”t The tradition continued into
(he fitteenth cenry as well. Atter the Black Death, in the mid-fourteenth century, Rabbenu
Nissint ben Reuben Gerondi (the Ran) reestablished Barcelona as a major center of halakhic
scholarship and anti-rationalisi. Yet he, and his most famous disciple, 1Lasdai Crescas, started
10 move i a different direction as well. They drew on the emerging anti-Aristotelian philos-
ophy of the Luer Middle Ages to undermine Aristotle and the Aristotelians with Aristotle’s

owil 10ols. 77

The Fifteenth Cenlury. Rabbenu Nissini, Crescas, and the apostate Abner of Burgos (Alfonso
de Valladolid) ™ are the first major figures of late medieval Jewish anti-Aristotelianism. Yet
they were followed by many others, especially in fifteenth-century Spain, when disputations
and increased conversionary pressures forced Jews to learn the ideas and techuiques of
Christian scholasticisinn. The two most famnons and influential late-fifteenth-century Jewish
anti-Aristotelians were Isaae Arama (ca. 1.420~04) and Isaac Abarbanel (1437-1508). A few
remarks about cach of these figures are tollowed by one illustration of their anti-philosophical
CXCEESIS.

Arama was the ast great Jewish preacher of Christian Spain.77 His magniun opus is Agedat
yishag (Binding of Isaac), a collection of sermons on thie weekly Torah portion. The sermons
are long and detailed and generally follow a formal pattern. Fach begins with the citation of'a
rabbinic dictum or aggadah, presents asystematic discussion ofa philosophical or theological
problem, explains the verses in the pericope, and then retrns to the rabbinic dicoun.™
Throughout his sermons Arama foments against the philosophers and nses philosophy, in
quite remarkable ways, to widermine philosophy. In many cases, he shows greater knowledge
and mastery of philosophy than do the philosophers he criticizes,

71 For background on Bahya b, Asher, see E. Goulieb, Kabbalal in the Writings of R Balya ben Asher Thu Halawa
(Jevusalem: Quyal Sefer, 14y70) (Leb.); for Isaac of Acre, see A. Goldreich, "Sefer Me'ival Einayim by R. Isaac of
Acre: A Critical Edition,” PL.D. dissertation, Hebrew University, 1981; for Ibn Shuayb, see C. Horowitz, The
Jrwish Sermon in Fowrteenth-Century Spain: The Derashot of R. Jostua thn Shuceib (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1980).
5 For Rabbenu Nissit b, Reuben (the Ran), see especially the editions of his sermons and biblical commentary
by L. Feldman Derasot ha-Ran ha-salem ( Jerusalem: Mosad ha-Rav Kook, 2004); Perus ‘al ha-Torah ( Jerusalem:
Makhon Shalem, 1968). See also S, Klein-Braslavy, “Vérité pmphélique et vérité philosophique chez Nissim de
Gérone: une interprétation du Réct de fa Création et du Récit du Chariot,” Revue des etudes juives 134 (1075):
=5-qg; idem, “The Gathering at Mount Sinai in the Thought of Rabbi Nissim b. Reuben Gerondy,” Sinai 53
(1977): pp- 206=437 (Tleb): A Ravitzky, "Kings and Laws in Late Medieval Jewish Thought: Nissim of Geronavs.
lsaute Abrabanel,” in L. Landman, ed., Selolars and Scholarship: The Interaction between Judaism and Other Cultures
(New York: Yeshiva University Press, 19g0), pp. 67-g0; W Z. Harvey, "Nissim of Gerouna and William of Ockham
on Prime Matter,” Jewist History 6 {1992): 88-98; idem, “Liberal Democratic Themes in Nissim of Girona,” in
Studies in Medieval fewish History and Literature, Vol. 8, pp. 197-211; M. Lorberbaum, Politics and the Limits of Law:
Seculwrvizing the Political in Medieval Jewish Thought (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, zoot). For Crescas
and his anti-Anstorelianisim, see [ A, Wolfson, Cresras’ Critique of Avistotle (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, tg20); W. 4 Harvey, Pliysics and Metaphysies in Hasdai Crescas (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers,
1908).

™ For Abner's anti-Aristotelianisin, see, ¢.g., J. Hecht, “The Polemical Exchange between Isaac Pollegar and Abner
of Burgos/Alfonso of Valladolid according 1o Parna MS 2440, Ph.D. dissertation, New York University, 1993,

~1
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77 For background on Arama, sce especially S, Helle-Wilensky, Isaae Arama and lus Philosophical System (Jerusalen:
Mosad Biadik, 1956) (Leb.); idem, “Isaac Arama on the Creatton and Structure of the World,” Proceedings of the
American Academsy Jor Jewish Researcli 22 (1953)1 131-50; B, Septimus, “Yizhaq Arama and Aristotle’s Ethics,” in
Yom Tov Assis and Yosef Kaplan, eds.. faos and Conversos at the T'ime of the Expulsion (Jerusatem: Merkaz Shazar,
1GY0), pp. =2 .

M For the formal mature of the kue medieval sermon, see M. Saperstein, feonsh Dreaching 1200—1800, An Anthology

(New Haven, C1: Yale University Press, 1939), pp. 6O-79.
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If Arama was the most creative exegete and preacher in late medieval Spain, Abarbane]
was the most refined.” He was the last in a long history of Hispano-Jewish statesmen,
was the leader of Spanish Jewry at the time of the expulsion, and was also a philosopher,
exegete, and messianic theorist. His massive commentaries on the Bible were completed
after the expulsion, in Italy and elsewhere, but they represent — sometimes literally ~ the
intellectual developments of pre-expulsion Spain. In his commentaries, Abarbanel cites and
criticizes Maimonides and Gersonides, undermining their Aristotelian positions in every
area of philosophy and theology - from the theory of knowledge and the Active Intellect
to the arguments regarding the origins of the world. In response, he introduces ideas that
would become standard doctrines of later anti-Aristotelian thought.

One fairly simple and straightforward example of Arama’s and Abarbanel’s anti-
philosophical and anti-Maimonidean exegesis is the story of Jacob’s dream of the ladder
in Genesis 28, which was one of the key texts singled out by Maimonides.* In the preface
to the Guide, Maimonides identifies it as a paradigmatic example of a biblical allegory and
then explains it in two different ways in two chapters of the Guide. In Guide 1.1 5 he explains
it politically: The angels ascending are the prophets, who ascend to God through study and
then descend to rule the people. In Guide 2.10, by contrast, he hints at a cosmological expla-
nation. Every part of the dream corresponds with some aspect of the natural world: The
ladder itself represents the cosmos or chain of existence, which extends from the sublunar
world into the celestial world; the rungs are the planets and spheres; the angels of God
ascending and descending are celestial intelligences; and the Lord above is the first cause
or prime mover. ’

- These different interpretations were combined, expanded, and modified throughout the
later Middle Ages by Samuel Ibn Tibbon, Jacob Anatoli, Isaac Albalag, Gersonides, Ibn Kaspi;

Nissim of Marseilles, and many others.®' They understood the dream as an injunction of
sorts to ascend the ladder of wisdom toward knowledge of God. In the fifteenth century,
in contrast, Abarbanel and Arama set out to sever any connection between Jacob’s dream
and the claims of philosophy. Abarbanel did this by means of philosophy itself.?* How can

the philosophers associate cosmological ideas with Jacob’s dream, he asks, when Aristotle
himself had shown that dreams are not a legitimate source of theoretical knowledge? For
his part, Arama took an indirect exegetical approach.®3 Even if the dream is cosmological,
he argued, its lesson is not philosophical but anti-philosophical. For no matter how far one

ascends the ladder of wisdom, no matter how much one masters knowledge of the cosmos,
God is still above the ladder. In other words, reason, no matter how well developed, will

always remain subordinate to the inscrutable wisdom of God.

79 For Abarbanel, see especially E. Lawee, “Isaac Abarbanel’s Intellectual Achievement and Literary Legacy in
Modern Scholarship: A Retrospective and Opportunity,” in Studies in Medieval Jewish History and Literature, Vol. g,

pp. 213-48; idem, lsaac Abarbanel’s Stance toward Tradition: Defense, Dissent, and Dialogue (Albany, NY: SUNY

Press, 2001); S. Feldman, Philosophy in a Time of Crisis: Don Isaac Abravanel, Defender of the Faith (London:

RoutledgeCurzon, 2003).

For the interpretation by Maimonides, see S. Klein-Braslavy, “Maimonides’ Interpretations of Jacob’s Dream

about the Ladder,” Bar-llan Year Book 22-3 (1988): 32049 (Heb.); J. Diamond, Maimonides and the Hermeneutics

of Concealment: Deciphering Scripture and Midrash in the Guide of the Perplexed (Albany: SUNY Press, zooz2), pp. 29~

130.

81 For the history of exegesis of the ladder, see especially Altmann, “The Ladder of Ascension”; M. Idel, Ascensions on
High in Jewish Mysticism: Pillar, Lines, Ladders (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2005), pp. 167-204.

®* See Don Isaac Abarbanel, Perus ‘al ha-Torah (Jerusalem: Torah ve-Da‘at, 1964), commentary on Genesis 28
(pp- 313-20).

"3 See Isaac Arama, ‘Agedat Yishag (Pressburg, 184g), Vol. 1, pp. 184b~gob.
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CONCLUSION

During the Middle Ages, philosophy and exegesis were closely linked: Philosophical ideas
were taught and developed in relation to biblical texts, and biblical texts were explained
in light of philosophy. This symbiotic relation between science and Scripture developed in
response to a basic epistemological and theological problemn: the need to resolve or harmo-
nize contradictions between reason and revelation. In the later centuries, though, especially
in Christian Europe, philosophical exegesis had practical functions as well. In particular,
writing philosophy as exegesis helped create an authoritative framework for philosophy; it
helped legitimize, defend, and even “naturalize” the study of “foreign” ideas and principles.
Moreover, because the Bible was read by all, philosophical exegesis was a powerful pedagogi-
cal wol, an instrument of mass media, as it were, by which novel ideas and opinions could be
introduced to the general public. Indeed, in many cases Jews had their first encounter with
the sciences not in straighttorward philosophical works but in commentaries on the biblical
Lext.

These different iotivations and functions of philosophical exegesis were active, i various
degrees and combinations, in all the main periods and centers surveyed in this chapter,
including the Islamic East, Andalusia, Provence, Italy, and Christian Spain. They apply in
other areas as well, such as Byzantium during the fourteenth and fifteen centuries and
Italy and Salonika during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.* Indeed, philosophical
exegesis, with all its problems and concerns, continued to flourish into the seventeenth
century. However, by the carly modern period, the critical opinions and approaches of
Arama and Abarbanel regarding philosophy itself and the relationship between philosophy
and Scripture were beginning to predominate. In fact, there is a directlink between Crescas,
Arama, and Abarbanel, on the one hand, and Benedict Spinoza, the founder of the modern
critical study of the Bible, on the other. Thus with Arama and Abarbanel we can recognize
the beginning of the end for philosophical exegesis. The Middle Ages were coming to a
close; the interactions between philosophy and Scripture were moving in new directions.

1 For Byzantiuin, see, e.g., D. Schwartz, “Conceptions of Astral Magic within Jewish Rationalism in the Byzantine
Empire,” Aleph 3 (2003): 165-211; D. Lasker, "Byzantine Karaite Though,” in Karaite Juduism, pp. 505-28; D.
Frank, “Karaite Exegetical and Halakhical Literature in Byzantium and Turkey,” ibid., 529-58. For Salonika, see,
e, . Sermoneta, “Scholastic Philosophical Literature in Rabbi ‘Taitazak’s "Portat Yosef,” Sefunot 11 (1971-7):
135-85 (logether with the other articles on Saloniki in the same volume); K Bland, “Issues in Sixteenth-Century
Jewish Exegesis,” in D. Steinmetz, ed., The Bible in the Sixteenth Centwry (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
1GG0), pp- 50-67; Y. 'T. Langermann, "David ibn Shoshan on Spirit and Soul,” LEuropean Journal of Jewish Studies

1 {2007} O3~86.




