EXEGESIS VI

PROVENCE: RADAK, RALBAG, IBN KASPI




David Kimhi (1160-1235) was the first of a series
of Provencal exegetes during the 13th and 14th
centuries who rewrote some of the key chapters
in the textbooks on biblical exegesis (e.g., Ralbag
[Gersonides] and Joseph Ibn Kaspi). He was the
scion of an illustrious father, Yosef, himself an
accomplished grammarian and exegete, and
younger sibling to an equally illustrious brother,
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[The Ark and the Kohanim] did not [cross] as
the others had crossed. Rather, as explained
below (verse 18), the Kohanim stepped
backward onto the dry land of the bank from
which they had entered it [i.e. the eastern
bank], next to which they were standing.
[Then] the waters resumed their normal
course, leaving the Ark and its bearers on
one bank and all Israel on the [opposite]
bank, whereupon the ark bore its bearers
[aloft] and crossed.
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* That is to say:The ark and the Kohanim, 7"
who had been in front of the people

. . . | 195 PRV DINIM NIND 19 0PN NAY
prior to the completion of their crossing,

crossed after the people had crossed. N2Y NN Y ,'1131?'? NNV OTp DYN
Alternatively: The people, after their own 0y

crossing, waited on the [western] bank of 59 1NN NP5 BYN 93 DN TWRI "8 IN

the Jordan until the Ark had crossed and SNSRI, Moyt
gone before them, and [then] they Vi 177, IND 2PV TY 77

followed it. Alternatively:“Before the MINR12OM

nation” means “in full view of the 0Yn YY--0pn NaY "4 N IN
people.”




Our rabbis explained this entire matter differently, interpreting
“up to the edge of the waters of the Jordan, you shall stand in

the Jordan” (3:8) as referring to the bank whence they had
entered, such that the Kohanim and the Ark were stationed
there until the people had crossed over.They also interpreted
“the feet of the Kohanim were removed to dry land” (4:18) as
referring to the bank on their side, i.e. the bank whence they
had entered, meaning that they withdrew to the dry land of that
[same] bank.This is in accord with its saying, “they shall ascend
from the Jordan” (verse |6): it signifies their withdrawal to dry
land so the river could resume its course before the Ark crossed,
in order to display another miracle. In effect, then, the ark with
the Kohanim was on one bank, and all Israel was on the other

bank—with a full-flowing Jordan separating them—[whereupon]
the Ark bore its bearers [aloft] and crossed, as the verse says:
“the Ark of the LORD crossed before the people.”
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| find this homily (derash) perplexing:What forced [the
rabbis] into [this interpretation] of these verses? We have

already provided [an effective] explanation of them on
our own [see the first paragraph]! Even if we were to
grant their premise, i.e.“the edge of the waters of the
Jordan” refers to the bank whence they had entered, [it
would mean that] “when all the people had crossed”
(verse | 1), the Ark followed them across to dry land, and
when “the feet of the Kohanim were removed to the dry
land” on the other [western] side the waters resumed
their course.Where did they ever get [the idea] that the
Ark and the Israelites were on opposite banks? VWWhat
need is there to have the Ark bear its bearers and cross?

And if such a miracle did actually occur, would not the
verse say [explicitly] that the Ark bore its bearers aloft
above the water?
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Nevertheless, why does this have to be miraculous?
Is it so difficult to explain that the Israelites waited
for the Ark to pass before them, as we ourselves
explained, or to interpret “before the people” as in

full view of the people, as we explained?

[As for the rabbis], they knew what they were
saying, because their knowledge was more

extensive than our own.
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RALBAG 37254
Levi ben Gershon (1288-1344), known as @@ggiggs,

was a philosopher, Talmudist, mathematicianand
astronomer/astrologer, born in Provence, France.




NI RONRD VRRO\ DRI THY N WRvn o) () yvuiw
:DRR D12 RI2Y PRND) DINYN XN WEYD THYN TYD 19DHY

OJPS
And the sun stood still,
and the moon stayed

until the nation had avenged themselves of
their enemies.

Is this not written in the book of Jashar?

And the sun stayed in the midst of heaven
and did not hasten to go down about a
whole day.

NJPS

And the sun stood still
And the moon halted,
While a nation wreaked judgment on its foes

—as is written in the Book of Jashar.

Thus the sun halted in midheaven, and did
not press on to set, for a whole day.




There are many problems with this episode that
bear investigation. First: If the sun stopped moving,
this would be an immeasurably greater wonder
than any performed by Moses.Those altered the
nature of lower-order essences, while this is
immeasurably greater since it affected higher-order
essences, changing the way they govern those of a
lower-order...

If that were the case, it would contradict the
Torah’s declaration: “There never arose another
prophet like Moses... for al the wonders he
performed before all Israel.”
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The meaning, then, is that the sun stood still in
Gibeon and the moon in the Ayalon Valley,

Until the act of retaliation was completed.

This was wondrous, because not only did it
enable Israel to avenge the attack launched

against them,

But it enabled it to be completed in such a

short time.
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* Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses RDOR POY HY NYHA 1I0R) 0N NYHm °
because of the Cushite woman whom he 2017 RNTPAY RDOR IR 27DIT RNPAY
had married; for he had married a P

Cushite woman.
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- BECAUSE OF THE [CUSHITE]
WOMAN - because of her having been
divorced




Yosef [Ibn Kaspi] said: | am amazed at my predecessors, all
more complete than |, who barely rises to the height of
the soles of their feet. How could they ever have imagined
explaining something in the Torah in a manner that is the
antithesis of the text, either by using contradictory nouns,
or by adding contradictory words? This is exactly what
Onkelos has done, yet our Master Moses [Maimonides]
has told us that Onkelos was a great sage. On what
authority does he interpret "Cushite" as "beautiful," when
the two are as contradictory as black and white?
Moreover, on what authority does he add contradictory
words after "for he had taken a Cushite woman," as

had taken, he abandoned or estranged"? If this were the
[real] intent of the Torah, why did it not just write that?
Why did it write the opposite?
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Furthermore, why is this permissible? =~ What gives
Onkelos the right to do this, or the Sages of the Talmud,
or Ibn Ezra, all of whom concurred in this? Why should
we not practice this ourselves as we see fit, to the extent
that we could replace, "You shall love the LORD, your
God," with—forbid!—You shall revile the LORD, your
God? Or [alter the verse until it reads], "Whoever the
LORD loves, you shall despise"? If you were to reply:
When [Moshe], who received the Torah at Sinai, passed it
along to Yehoshua, he informed him, orally, that this was
the meaning of the verse, we would respond by returning
to our first argument: Why does it not say so explicitly in
the text rather than using one word while intending its
opposite?
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Does the substitution of antonyms constitute exegesis?
Exegesis consists of interpreting words literally, as they are
understood [conventionally], as [the Sages| did in regard to
"kindle no fires," or, "do not eat in the presence of blood,"
whose [rabbinic] interpretations are still consistent with
[the literal sense of] the text. To do otherwise, is to engage
in substitution, contradiction, erasure, uprooting, and
tearing down in any language one uses. Why should we
not say that the verse, "God took you" (Dt. 4:20) means that
He rejected you? Or that, "he and his neighbor shall take"
(Exodus 14:4) [means they shall discard|? What difference

is there between these [examples]| and this verse?

790 M5NN NINH vI1Ne RIPN
WDV W1 RIP Har 27903
M VN PR DYNVNI MHNN
RS” WK 19Yan RY” 1wIaw
,DYPIMY DWIN92 ,"DTN YY 19ORN
19w Y5 ,0n% Y210 20N

NT N9 Har .Mnoan Dha PRY
,APMNY ,N129M ,N7INN R
1YY H5a NN ,nmon

D INRI RY PITNY YNNIV INRY
221V W19 ™ NpH DONRY” 1NN
19N N L,"MI5WY RIN NpHY” 1)
Y N pand




As God lives!

coming with the recommendation of our predecessors,
pillars of the universe and of the faith and supporters of
the Torah of Moshe—I cannot bear it. God forbid that I
should do something like this. I can abandon the Torah of
Moshe entirely and believe, God forbid, in a new Torah

As sublime as this approach may be—

already in existence, or I can do as these others have done,
God forbid. I therefore say that the explanation of that
which is written here, according to the necessary meaning
of the Hebrew language, is that a "Cushite woman" is a
woman from the land of Cush, and that the meaning of
"for he had taken a Cushite woman" is that he had kept
her. This is the meaning of the verbal root /-k-4, and the
verbal root '-z-bis its antonym. This is all part of our
linguistic convention.
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Zipporah, took a Cushite woman as his second wife for
whatever reason he had. It is not for us to question his
actions, because they were undoubtedly motivated by
wisdom. We do not know exactly when this marriage
occurred, whether it was at this moment in their travels
or a while back, because it is not mentioned previously in
the Torah, as many things that [probably]| transpired then
are not recorded. Because there is no other record of this
activity, however, and lest we become bewildered over
the reference to "on account of the Cushite woman he had
taken"—because we never heard of such a thing before—
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the verse immediately added, "for he had taken a Cushite
woman," as though to say: "Be informed that he had
indeed taken a Cushite woman," despite the absence of a
previous reference.

IPD HOWID NVRY YT IR DR
J2TY 95T RY DR

_ "




This is what the others were attempting to describe.
Because the motive behind taking another wife eluded
them—perhaps Zipporah had a gynecological problem, or
rebelled against him, or some other unspecified reason.
Therefore, they spoke [critically] of Moses’s taking
another wife because [they assumed] that one wife is
enough for an [otherwise| perfect man.
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There are many hAaggadot whose literal wording posits ideas that are rationally inadmissible, or
attributes to God corporeality, change, or another affection. Perchance thou mayest eat to satiety
from these evil viands, these deadly poisons—I refer to the before-mentioned Aaggadot as literally
interpreted. God deliver thee! Therefore my son, understand that most of the Aaggadot found in
the Talmud and other rabbinic books, which on the surface seem to imply the ideas I have named,
are figures of speech, with an inner meaning, which we can sometimes discern, sometimes not...
Should any of the rabbinic teachers desire to explain literally and not metaphorically any of the
haggadot that are opposed to reason, or attribute corporeality or other inadmissible quality to God,
as in the instance when "the children of Israel did impute things that were not right unto the Lord
their God" (2 Kings 17:9), do not assent to such a teacher, accept not the saying or its utterer, for it
is the opinion of a single unsupported authority.!



* Nahmanides (Ramban) stood at a critical juncture in
the history of medieval parshanut.The era of
NAHMANIDES rationally inspired, philologically guided interpretation
(MO.SHE BEN epitomized by Ibn Ezra had come to a bitter end with
NAHMAN: SPAIN the launching of the Reconquista, the Christian re-
AND LAND OF conquest of Spain and Portugal, and in northern,
ISRAEL, | 194— Christian Spain, the influence of the talmudically
1270) inclined French Ba'alei ha-Tosafot was growing.
Provence, situated between France and Spain, was the
locale in which the controversy over the
philosophical writings of Maimonides began in 1233
with the burning of parts of the Guide for the
Perplexed, and Kabbalah was about to debut with the
appearance, in Northern Spain, of the Zohar.




[ shall set as my guiding light
the flames of the pure menorah,
the commentaries of Rabbi
Shelomo [Rashi], an ornament
of beauty and a diadem of
splendor.

He wears the crown of Bible,
Mishnah and Gemara; his are
the rights of the firstborn.

[ shall contemplate his words
and grow in my love for them;
with them I shall negotiate and

I shall investigate every use of
peshat and derash and every
collected Aggadah cited in his
commentaries.
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* With Rabbi Abraham Ibn Ezra, we shall 119 7°PN .RITY 12 DHYaAR 27 DYy ¢

Iconduct an open rebuke and secreted .A1I0N NaAARY YN NNOIN
ove.
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from the day of wrath, spare me from 2301 MRAVN NIVN’ 171Y DN
error and all manner of sin and offense, 12V RON
* lead me on the true path, open before PV 119 NN AW 71T 09T ¢

me the gates of illumination, and make
me worthy of the day of glad tidings.
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“He was a valiant hunter before God.” He would ensnare the
minds of men with his speech and corrupt them to rebel
against God. “Therefore, it was said.”‘ Of every arrogant
sinner who recognizes his Creator and intentionally rebels
against Him, it was said: “This one is like Nimrod.” This is

the language of Rashi, and it is also the opinion of our Sages.
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Rabbi  Avraham, however, interpreted the matter
contrariwise according to the way of peshat, [saying| that
[Nimrod| began to exhibit valor over animals by trapping
them. He also interpreted “before God” as “He would build
altars and offer those animals as sacrifices before God.”
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His opinion does not have the appearance [of truth].
Moreover, he is vindicating a villain, because our Sages were
aware of [Nimrod’s| villainy via tradition.




