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Rabbi Yaakov Zvi Meklenburg (1785-1865) composed this commentary in defense of traditional
exegesis against the incipient Reform tendency to regard rabbinic Midrash as inferior to historical-

In an introduction to the commentary, AbrahafflmBgl:iir'l.é;,mlulc.;";tranger to the history of Biblical
exegesis, wrote:

//////////

the tradition] go together perfectly: harmonious and inseparable.

This commentary 1s held in special affection, and it spread rapidly amongst scholars
and men of understanding who brought this book into their classrooms, rejoicing in it as in
discovering a great treasure.’
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Text and tradition, Torah and convention, are
twins.
What purpose 1s served by the body of Scripture,
without the soul [inspired by] tradition?




Preamble:
Said Yaakov Zvi ben Gamliel Meklenburg:

I have seen fit to place that which follows [1.e., the introduction] into this commentary
on the Torah, in order to carry the word on 1ts lips and give public voice to people [to
understand] why the words [of Torah] are so sparse 1n its written form, inexplicable without
the oral tradition preserved by the sages of each and every generation. Why was everything
not written explicitly in the Torah, obviating the oral tradition of its interpretation? [This
introduction] will also instruct them in its interpretation, plowing through the depths of the
roots of its language and paying careful attention to its manner of figurative speech until,
by these means, they will open the luminous gates of the oral Torah and the "7ext and
Tradition" [emphasis 1n the original] will be unified 1n the hands of those who have made
a covenant with them.



Do you not know, Children of Israel, have you not heard, Community of Yeshurun;
there 1s a great advantage to the spoken word over that which is only written. Orally, one
may speak words of wisdom and communicate erudition, articulating his thoughts
externally; speaking sometimes loudly, sometimes softly, sometimes whispering;
sometimes hinting with his eyes, sometimes gesticulating with his fingers; moving his head
to and fro; even scraping his feet. There 1s no limb from head to toe that cannot shed light
on his unilluminated thoughts. Such movements as these are like a beacon to all who see
them; the speaker's manner of discourse, his posture while speaking, the tensing and
relaxing of his elocution; these all are keys in the listeners' hands to open the chambers in
which the speaker's thoughts lie dormant. They are like a yardstick in the hands of the
audience to penetrate and gauge the depths of his 1deas; to ascend and evaluate the loftiness
of his heart and the extent of his comprehension. He can look them over, one by one,
measuring the length of the boughs of his wisdom and the breadth of his understanding;
searching, probing, getting to his ultimate truth.
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* The first principle of the exegesis of Holy Scripture is, YVTIPN 2N YV NMIYIaY NYRIN MO

without doubt, tradition. The Bible was written in a WY AN 7NN NN PAD RHY RIN
language that died many centuries ago and is no longer 727N PRYI LDV MY NIRN NaY INNY
spoken by any known nation.Whatever we presume to 93 195 .15 DYITN DNIYN N THR 4R 12
know about it today relies upon the information DY TPNON 1YY DN NYTH TWARY N
provided orally by our ancestors, father to son.Without aRN ,NA HP2H1NNTP 1Y 1OHY MY*TN
this information, the Bible would be sealed off to us; even 700 927 1Y PR OR MY*T YA 0ad
the alphabetic characters are unknown to us through any W DNRY DNINON IPAR RHN ;DINNN 190
medium other than tradition... TWRN NINR TIT2 1Y DIYIT DR NYAAORN
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* (Here, Shadal relates the story of Hillel and the
prospective convert. )




* It is true that the passage of many DAWHN NIRD NYYNW 927N NJ) e
hundreds of years has dulled the traditional Y770 NR 127902 INYNIY

understanding of our language considerably, 45 5w 1
and this is acknowledged by our most DINR AT ,1NYY YV IPDN0ONN

renowned authors—including those of the 1’7AW N1 DXNONONN DTN
Talmud... It is reasonable to assume that LTIMONN 9P 19Ny AN
at least those words that occur in the MINan $95% NINY NYTH NN
context of the commandments that our

nation fulfills ubiquitously can be regarded NNMIRY ,NNXNY MIPVN DHNN
as understood and comprehended with W YV 55121 NY Y32 1MIR nMp
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The third rule of exegesis is the same principle that governs all human activity: common sense (haseikhel
hayashar).
Among the “deviations” from common sense that he enumerated, is: D'9nN YV VNOYH MYNWYNI PANDNAY 'N; i.c.,
Whoever is satisfied with the superficial meaning of the words, such as the Karaites. He then continued:
NPRIIN DYYNN MYNwn ,YWTIPN 7902 TIiN”»2) 790 %52 may omya (1) RMNpP L,DNONN MAwnn DYYNI DR 1DAR ) e
NIR NN2IN DNIANOY 1IWNOW M TP 1anad H1m DNY v IRTIAY L.I010 Vawnn YW mMynwnn BRAN &Y prH anvim
PR 200 YV MITINRRM NNIPNRN MYNVNIY PAPY RIDR 021 NIR ...NTT2 1510 Y YW MYNVND NP1 ROR IWVITT
D’2952) AT DIPNA ...DATNDY NYLVIN DNYAY RN NYINMN MYNVYNI ,N2ITRY .0YNPN WI71°ah Inya NP NIRIIN DIRT T'IN
LDINR 792 TPINRY PVRN DNRY ,ANMITNY IPNVY NNRA RN ,11PN%M NNR 19195 Mynwn vw 33ann 3% o
7252 NNR MYNYN RHR ,MINY NINMYNRYN DY 1VYNRY J1R NHRY
Even if we were to ignore the importance of the Tradition (hamasoret), it occurs frequently in every book—and
Scripture in particular—that the apparent meaning of [individual] words is not the meaning of the entire
sentence... Whoever thinks that to understand Scripture correctly requires only the understanding of the definition
of each individual word commits a great travesty towards Scripture... We are able, then, to determine that the
original and authentic meaning of a verse is not always that which appears closest to the definitions of its words.
Au contraire, the literal sense (hamashma ‘ut hamilulit) is often misleading and inaccurate... In such a case, and in
many others that resemble it, it appears that there is a double meaning: The literal one (milulit), which is truly
superficial and contrived, and the substantial and authentic one. It is clear, however, that these are not two
different meanings but one and the same.
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V. 27. "w ¥, Our sages, who never objected to draw attention
to the small and great mistakes and weaknesses in the history of our great
forefathers, and thereby make them just the more instructive for us (see
remarks on Ch. XI1,10), here, too, on 1¥Tan make a remark which is indeed
a “signpost” for all of us. They point out that the striking contrast in the
grandchildren of Abraham may have been due, not so much to a difference
in their temperaments as to mistakes in the way they were brought up.
As long as they were little, no attention was paid to the slumbering dif-
ferences in their natures (see on V.24), both had exactly the same teaching
and educational treatment, and the great law of education 0 %3 =3% n
"M 1377 “bring up each child in accordance with its own way" was forgot-
ten: — That each child must be treated differently, with an eye to the
slumbering tendencies of his nature, and out of them, be educated to
develop his special characteristics for the one pure human and Jewish life.
The great Jewish task in life is basically simple, one and the same for all,
but in its realisation is as complicated and varied as human natures and

tendencies are varied, and the manifold varieties of life that result from
them.
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" Had Isaac and Rebecca studied Esau's nature and character early
enough, and asked themselves how can even an Esau, how can all the
strength and energy, agility and courage that lies slumbering in this child,
be won over to be used in the service of God, and the future 13% be
trained to become, not a ¥ 923, but in truth a "7 2199 123, then Jacob and
Esau, with their totally different natures could still have remained twin-
brothers in spirit and life; quite early in life Esau's “sword” and Jacob's
“spirit” could have worked hand in hand, and who can say what a dif-
ferent aspect the whole history of the ages might have presented. But,
as it was, D37 197, only when the boys had grown into men, one
was surprised to see that, out of one and the selfsame womb, having had
exactly the same care, training and schooling, two such contrasting persons
emerge.




V. 28. A second factor, which could only have a pernicious effect
was the difference of the feelings of the parents towards the children
Unity and complete agreement of parents in the education, and the same
feelings and love to all their children — even to those who are not so
good, yea, just those require most of all, even more than those who are
physically weak or ill, loving care and consideration and sacrifice — that is
the first fundamental condition and the corner stone of every education
— That Isaac’s sympathies were more inclined toward’s Esau, Rebecca’s to
Jacob can moreover easily be explained by the attraction of opposites,
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This commentary rests upon three pillars:

A. We shall not encounter in prophetic lyricism (melizot ha-nevi’im)
repetition of a matter through different words (kefel ‘inyan be-millim
shonot; i.e. parallelism)—not the repetition of an entire topic, a whole
statement, or a lyric; not two sentences with the identical meaning;
neither two parables (mashal) with the same intended subject (nim-
shal); nor even two repetitious (or: synonymous) words.*3
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B. The lyricisms and statements of the prophets—repetitive [or: syn-
onymous| or otherwise—do not contain nouns or verbs that appear
accidentally, without any specific intent. Not only are all the words—
nouns and verbs—from which these statements are compounded de
rigueur for those statements, but the Divine Lyricist could not have
used substitutes. All the words in a divine lyric are weighed on the
scales of wisdom and knowledge; set, preserved, counted out, and
calculated by the attribute of sublime wisdom that has the exclusive

- ability to speak so exaltedly. -
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C. Prophetic lyrics do not contain husks bereft of content, bodies
without souls, garments not worn, an utterance devoid of an exalted
idea, a thoughtless statement, for they are all the living words of God,
suffused by the living God, inspired by a living breath; an awesome,
majestic, grand, and inspiring spirit.



ISAIAH 1:3
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“An ox knows it owner and a donkey [knows] its master’s trough, yet
my people knows not, Israel does not comprehend.”
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Knows: We have evidence of two kinds of recognition, even in the
nature of dumb animals. An ox will recognize its master simply by
his purchase of it, while a donkey—which has no recognition to that
extent—will recognize him, nonetheless, by his placing fodder in the
trough for it to eat.

Israel does not know: 1.e. When I call them by the name “Israel,” it
is a sign that they are My lot, My acquisition, and My servants (this is
parallel to “I raised children,” verse 2), and they ought to recognize
their master as an ox does. Nevertheless, they did not want to know.

My people, too, when I elevated them above all the other peoples
by calling them My people, and My inheritance (parallel to “I raised
children and elevated them,” verse 2), they ought to have recognized
this special favor as a donkey does. Nevertheless: does not compre-
hend: They declined to understand.
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In this polished mirror, we may see several things [reflected]:

(a) Man’s nature and attributes: Even though every gift a father be-
stows upon a child is worthless in comparison to the fundamental
favor of causality—that he brought him into existence, nurtured him,
and raised him—in any event, we have seen that it is the nature of
man that his love for his parents grows as they continually grant him
property and wealth and elevate him above his siblings, more so than
if they do not bestow these favors on him. As Rachel and Leah said:
“He has treated us like strangers” (Genesis 31:15).

(b) This figure (ziyur) finds a nesting place within a person of deep
feelings with regard as well to the debt of gratitude he owes to his
Creator, his Initiator, his Father, his Owner.
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Behold! The text of this prophecy is nearly identical to that of Obadiah. How can this be?
Did not our Sages teach that “no two prophets use the same style”?3%

Rather this means that the other prophets did not prophesy in the same manner as Moses.
For Moses received, prophetically, from God, not the subjects alone but the actual words
as well. Just as he heard them, so he wrote them, verbatim, in the Torah.3*

Other prophets, however, 1n their prophecies, would see only the general outlines that God
instructed them, and they would transmit and record them in their own words.
Consequently, upon witnessing the same phenomenon they would often knowingly phrase
it in the same words and style as had been employed by other prophets.



In his Introduction to Jeremiah, Malbim disagreed with Abrabanel, and maintained that God
adapted His word to suit the abilities and personality of each prophet. That, he explained, 1s why
the same measure of prophetic inspiration produced such disparate literary results as exist among
the prophets. In so doing, he deliberately blurred some of the distinctions that others (particularly
Maimonides) had held between all later prophets and Moses.
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Not only 1s the essence of prophecy that the prophet perceived the word of God truly
without error or foolishness or doubt at all, but also that the language in which the prophetic
matter was addressed to the people—the beauty of poetry and lyric—as well as the precise
wording 1n which these matters were recorded in writing, were not invented by [the
prophet] based on his intelligence and wisdom, but they were placed in his mouth and pen
through divine inspiration.



Omnisignificance

Elman assigned Malbim’s “bold theological claim” an avowedly polemical purpose: Just as
Se'adyah adopted his unique position on Psalms 1n response to the view of the Karaites, Malbim’s
singular position on the prophetical writings was a rejoinder to the increasingly critical attitude
taken by the Reform movement and modern biblical scholarship.

Thus, 1n order to shore up the authority of the Bible, including the Prophets, Malbim
“promoted” the prophetic authors to the grade Maimonides assigns—uniquely—to Moses,
that 1s, the twelfth degree of prophecy, in which he receives God’s revelation with
marvelous exactitude and without any human admixture... Malbim, in his need to set the
Prophets and Writings alongside the Pentateuch (at least for an Orthodox audience)
ascribed to the prophets precisely those qualities that Maimonides ascribed to Moses alone.
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The Netziv, like Malbim, agreed to the proposition that peshat and derash are complementary
rather than antagonistic. Regarding Deuteronomy 31:19 (nRtn 77990 NR DY 1ans any); “now,
write down this poem,” he asked, rhetorically:

27771 SW WY NaANI RY RYM NPV AN SO RIPI RN @
How can the entire Torah be called a poem when it is not written in poetic form?!%
His reply:
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Au contraire! [The entire Torah] possesses the essence and properties of poetry, which 1s
lyrical speech. It is understood by all educated people that prosaic language differs from
poetic narrative in two essential ways. One: In poetry, the subject 1s not as well defined as
in prose and one needs to provide marginal notation indicating that this line alludes to this
story and that line to another. This 1s not termed “homiletics” (derash); rather this 1s the

nature of poetry, even that of an ordinary mortal... Such 1s the essence of the entire Torah,




