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Moses Mendelssohn’s Introduction to his
Torah Commentary
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Rabbi Solomon Dubno did as | had
instructed him. He gathered together the
peshat explanations of Scripture . .. from
the works of the earliest practitioners of
peshat exegesis:

From the works of the great luminary Rashi,
who has, when he offers a peshat
explanation, no equal.

From the works of his grandson Rashbam
who delved into the peshat meaning of the
text deeply, in fact sometimes more than is
appropriate. So much so that it happens
that due to his great love of peshat he
occasionally misses the truth.

From the works of ibn Ezra who was an
expert in all the sciences . . ..



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
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Rashbam began his commentary
on this profound and wide-ranging
Torah portion by writing: “Let
those who love wisdom know and
understand that my purpose, as |
ex?lained in Genesis, is not to offer
halakhic interpretations, wherein
haggadot and halakhot are derived
from superfluities in Scriptural
language, even though such
interpretations are the most
essential ones. Some of those
explanations can be found in the
works of my mother's father, Rashi.



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
[cont.]
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[Continuing to quote Rashbam’s intro]. “But

my purpose is to explain the p

ain

meaning of Scripture. | will explain

the laws and rules [of the Tora

]

in @ manner that conforms to the

[natural] way of the world.

Nevertheless, it is the halakhic

level of interpretation that is the
most essential one, as the rabbis

said (Sotah 16a) "Halakhah

uproots [the plain meaning of] the

biblical text."



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
[cont.]
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We too will hover under the wings
of the great eagle [Rashbam] and
not depart from the plain
meaning of Scripture to the right
or to the left. But we have not
forgotten the principle which we
laid down in the introduction to
this work about the difference
between “contradictory
explanations” and “differing
explanations.”



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
[cont.]
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It is acceptable for the peshat to
differ from the traditions of the
rabbis, but it cannot contradict
the rabbis in halakhah or law. It is
still possible for “differing
explanations” to both be true.

But with “contradictory
explanations,” if one is true the
second is certainly false.



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
[cont.]
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So whenever uncovering the
peshat of Scripture contradicts the
traditions of the rabbis in
halakhah or law, the commentator
must totally abandon the peshat
and follow tradition, or, if
possible, explain how the two
explanations can be reconciled.
We have made this the guiding
principle of our commentary and
we will keep to it, with God’s help.
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Rashbam: According to the plain
meaning of Scripture, D71Y7 means
all the days of his life, as it says
concerning Samuel (I Sam. 1:22), "he
must remain there for good” ( TV
n71y).

Mendelssohn: We know that in
[biblical] Hebrew D71y refers to time
... [D71V7 here means] up to the
time of the Jubilee year; there is no
longer period of time in the Jewish
calendar. Furthermore, when the
slave goes free, it is as if his world
has been renewed. (ibn Ezra)



https://mg.alhatorah.org/#!Shemuel%20I/1.22
https://mg.alhatorah.org/#!Shemuel%20I/1.22

mnw) .32 7270 NRmY 1PHYaY 20U A0 oY 1ian Hya
(77 R

0YON '97 — 17 N'N' NNl .n"awn
NNNY XIN |'TA,I'T 70 D7vnyY 1D
IYI'D 0D'MDN 72N .2'TN7 e

(" "2 220 7N ninw kN7'n)
RTALhY,

w217 "17 2 nnnl” o1 mn
P71 "M 17 NdIMI N721n M

Rashbam: According to the plain
meaning of Scripture, since the
person who is responsible for the
damages pays the entire price [of the
dead animal], the carcass now
logically belongs to him. However,
the rabbis interpreted the verse to
mean “to the damaged party.”

Mendelssohn: “The dead animal
shall be his”: shall belong to the
damaged party. We estimate the
value of the carcass and deduct that
amount from the payment due.



On the sale of Joseph (Gen 37)
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Although it is permitted for peshat
commentators to stray from the
midrashic explanations of the
rabbis and to explain the plain
meaning of Scripture in another
way, this is only when they can
offer an explanation of the verses
that better conforms with the
language and the context. In the
verses here, the opinion of the
classical rabbis does a better job of
solving the difficulties.



Exodus 20
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God spoke all these words, saying:

| the LORD am your God who
brought you out of the land of
Egypt, the house of bondage. You
shall have no other gods besides
Me. You shall not make for
yourself a sculptured image,
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imparts them by an utterance or statement must first believe that he 1s a fruss

worthy soul (Prov. 1 1:13) who does not deceive: and if the one who imparts thes
is God Himself in His glory, the listener must [first] believe that he is truly Gog
(Jer. 10:10)."®

It would appear that this is truly how it was: that [the children of] Isracl—
descendants of a long line of believers®—knew and believed in the existence
of God and His unity, some of them by means of intellectual discernment, a7
some as a received tradition from trustworthy ancestors or from the leaders ar
sages of the generation. This statement [in v. 2] only intended to single them
as a special possession among all the nations so that they become a oly people
God (Ex. 19:5-6) from among all the nations of the earth, as I will explain. Th
is because with regard to all the speculative intelligible propositions that we
mentioned, the children of Israel are neither different from nor have an advan-
tage over the other peoples; all acknowledge His divinity, may He be blesse
and even those who worship other gods acknowledge the great power and the
unqualified might of the God most High, and likewise our Sages said, “The
call Him the God of Gods.”™ Likewise, Scripture states From where the sun ris
10 where it sets, my Name is honored among the peoples, and everywhere incense ans
pure oblation are offered to my Name °(Mal. 1:11). And it would appear that th
is what the Psalmist was also referring to when he said The heavens declare 5
glory of God, etc. (Ps. 19:2), No teaching, no words, without a voice being hears
°(Ps. 19:4). The intended meaning is that that notion [of God’s existence] wou
become known in the world without utterance and speech, for every utterance
and speech is known only to one who understands that [particular] languags
while the declarations of heaven and the works of God’s hands can be under-
stood by all the world’s inhabitants. With these, there is neither speaker n
words that won't be heard and understood by everyone, for their chord is soundec
over the entire earth, their instruction reaches as far as the habited world (Ps. 19:5

18. The phrase from Jeremiah can also be translated adjectivally, as God is true, in the sens
that God is faithful and trustworthy. Mendelssohn articulated this argument in the same terms ==
Jerusalem. After stating that Judaism contained no exclusive revelation of eternal truths, and t=
o “universal religion of mankind” was revealed at Sinai, he wrote: “In reality, it could not ha
been revealed there, for who was to be convinced of these eternal doctrines of salvation by =
voice of thunder and the sounds of trumpets? Surely not the unthinking, brute-like man, wh
own reflections had not yet led him to the existence of an invisible being that governs the visibic
The miraculous voice would not have instilled any concepts in him and, therefore, would nos
have convinced him” (JubA, 8:164).

19. Lit.: believers [who are] the sons of believers, a popular saying that originated in rabbinic
literature.

0. Men. 110a. The latter part of this sentence, from “[they] acknowledge the great power
and the rabbinic citation, was drawn from Ramban’s commentary on v. 3. The phrase “God mos:
High” (el ‘elyon) was apt here, since it alluded to Gen. 14:18—20 and a pre-Israclite acknowledg-
ment of divine power and authority.

21. The argument and prooftexts offered here were repeated in Jerusalem; see JubA, 8:191—02
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nly] afterward did [the Psalmist] point out the superiority of the Torah,”
hich is a heritage of the congregation of Jacob (Deut. 33:4) [and] exclusive to a
ccial people; through [the Torah] they are distinguished from the other na-

ns of the earth, o set them high above all the nations (Deut. 26:19).

Although the peoples of the world acknowledge the existence of God and
~1s power over everything, they nevertheless also worship a being other than
~im. Some worship ministering angels, thinking that God gave each of them a
wation or state or province to rule and that [ministering angels] have the power

bring harm or benefit [to them] at will. They are referred to in the Torah and
_ 2 all of Scripture as other gods, as Ramban explained in [his commentary on]
| wis section, and likewise they were referred to as the gods of the peoples (e.g.,
Deut. 6:14), for angels were referred to as gods [elohim]. Others worship the
clestial stars or demons or humans; they construct images and idols and bow

wn to them, as is known.”

Now, rational judgment would not compel one to prohibit worship of this
«ind to a descendant of Noah,” as long as he does not think to remove himself
rom the domain of the God most high,” for what would obligate him to direct
. “ | worship and prayer to the Eternal alone (Ex. 22:19)? If a person should hope

“or good and fear evil from a being other than Him, and acknowledges that such
being is also subservient to the hand of the God most high, it would not defy
-eason were he to sacrifice, offer incense and libations, and pray® to that being,
»< it an angel or spirit or a person, a mighty warrios, officer, and ruler (2 Chron.
:2:21).” Who would tell us that all these forms of worship are properly directed
the Eternal alone were it not that the Holy One, Blessed be He, warned us
gainst it in His Torah? And indeed, the Sages stated that the descendants of

22. Mendelssohn was referring ahead to Ps. 19:8, God’s teaching [torah] is complete, etc.
23. Much of this paragraph was drawn from Ramban’s commentary on v. 3; Ramban delin-
:ted three categories or forms of idolatry, and it was only in the context of the first category—the
orship of celestial guardian angels—that he explicitly linked such idolatry with the acknowl-
-dgment of a supreme God. Mendelssohn, however, suggested that all peoples, regardless of their
rodes of worship, still acknowledge God as a supreme being; he notably avoided the use of the
vord idolatry in this context, since he will take the position (in what follows) that for gentiles,
the worship of other gods in tandem with the God of the Bible does not constitute idolatry and is

therefore not prohibited.

24. ben noah, or Noahide, referred to the peoples of the world, a designation informed by the
rabbinic notion of misvot bene noah, the seven injunctions that applied to all humans. The first

f these injunctions was the prohibition against idolatry, and Mendelssohn’s discussion sought to
:rticulate the precise bounds of that prohibition.

25. On Mendelssohn’s choice of this appellation, see above, n. 20.

26. This use of the phrase “to sacrifice, offer incense and libations” is highly suggestive here,
since it was drawn from midrashic sources with reference to two non-Israelites, Pharaoh and
Yitro, and their idolatrous practices; see Mekh. Be-Shallah, section 2, and Yal. Sh. § 232; and
Mekh. Yizro, section 1. See also M. San. 7:6.

27. Cf. Ramban’s comment on Deut. 32:12.



Maimonides, Laws of Avodah Zarah

In the days of Enosh, the sons of man erred exceedingly, the advice
of the wise men of that generation was nullified, and even Enosh
himself was among the victims of that folly. Their mistake was this:
Seeing, said they, that God created these stars and planets to rule
the world, that He placed them high above to share honours with
them, for they are ministers who render service in his presence, it
is proper that they be praised and glorified and honoured. This is
the will of God, to exalt and honour him whom He exalted and
honoured, even as a king desires to honour those who stand in his
presence, for such is the honour of the king. As soon as this matter
was rooted in their heart, they commenced to erect temples in
honour of the stars, to offer sacrifices to them, to praise and glorify
them in words, and bow down to them—their purpose, according
to their perverse notions, was to obtain the Creator’s favour. This
was the root of idolatry and this was what the idolaters, who knew
its fundamentals, said. They did not, however, maintain, that there
was no God other than a particular star [that they were
worshiping]. This is as Jeremiah says: "Who would not fear You, O
King of the nations? For it befits You; forasmuch as among all the
wise men of the nations, and in all their royalty, there is none like
unto You. But they are altogether brutish and foolish; the vanities
by which they are instructed are but a stock" (Jer. 10.7-8). As if
saying: Everyone knows that You alone are God; but their mistake
and foolishness is in supposing that this vanity is Your will.



In the long process of time, there arose among the sons of men
false prophets, who asserted that God commanded them saying:
"Worship that particular star, or all of the stars, and offer sacrifices
to it, and pour out for it such and such libations, and erect a temple
for it. Make an image of it so that all of the people, women and
children and the rest of the populace shall bow down to it". The
false prophet pointed out to them the form which he invented and
told them that this was the image of the particular star which was
pointed out to him in his prophecy. In this manner they started to
draw images in temples, beneath trees, upon mountain-tops and
elevated places, where they congregated to bow down to them.
They spoke to the people, saying: "This image has it in its power to
do good and evil, and it is proper to worship it, and be in awe of it."
Their priests, moreover, would say to the people: "By this worship
you will increase and succeed; do thus and such, but not that and
this". Then still other imposters rose up to assert that the star itself,
or the planet, or the angel spoke to them and instructed saying:
"Worship me thus and such"—thus making known to the people
the ways of worship—and taught the people, "Do so but do not do
so." So gradually the custom spread throughout the world, and the
worship of images with varied ceremonies, to sacrifice to them and
to bow down to them was inaugurated. After the lapse of a long
time the honoured and revered Name of God was forgotten by
mankind . ..
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Noah were not warned against shittuf,”® since with regard to [Noahides] these
deeds are not considered to be a rebellion against divine honor—as long as it is

not their intention to remove themselves from the domain of the God of gods and
the Lord of lords (Deut. 10:17).

However, we [are] the people close to him (Ps. 148:14), since He brought us out
of Egypt, the house of bondage (Ex. 13:14), and did all these wonders for us in or-
der to be His very own treasured people from among all the peoples (Deut. 4:20, 7:6);
[and on account of] His ruling over us in His glory directly, without the means
of an angel or [celestial] minister or star, we, his servants, are obligated to accept
upon ourselves the yoke of His kingship and rule, and to fulfill His decrees. He
decreed upon us not to worship anything other than Him; and He specified the
forms of worship that are appropriate to Him alone, [but] not to any being other
than Him, and it is thus not appropriate to conjoin another god to Him with
any of these modes of worship. Thus Scripture said:* Or when you look up to the
sky and see the sun, the moon, the stars, the whole host of the heavens, and you are
misled to venerate them and worship them; since, indeed, the Eternal your God has
surely permitted them for all the other peoples under the sky. But the Eternal took you

Jfrom the iron furnace, that is, he led you out of Misrayim, that you might become H:
treasured people, as you now truly are *(Deut. 4:19—20).% “

As such, our verse may be restated as follows: I *(the speaker and commander :‘r"—‘
am the Eternal °(who was, is, and will be, the source of all existent things, wh i
is provident and present at the time of their troubles to those who love me) your
God “(mighty and powerful, from whom all good is hoped and all bad is feared

28. The word shiztuf (lit.: partnership or association) appeared in medieval sources with refes
ence to the notion that Noahides were not prohibited from believing in deities other than God
long as those deities were associated with—and secondary to—the true God of Israel. Mends

sohn was thus arguing that as long as gentiles recognized the ultimate supremacy of God, ==
worship of an associated star or celestial being or even a human did not constitute idolatry
was therefore permissible. The source of this position, however, was not in the writings of ==
Sages, as Mendelssohn suggested, but Tosafot to San. 63b, later codified in the gloss of R. M
Isserles to Shulhan ‘Arukh, Orah Hayyim § 156(1).

29. The verses preceding this citation reiterated the warnings against worshipping idc
sculpted images of any sort. Verses 19—20 served as a deuteronomistic addendum that articulz:
Israel’s unique obligation to uphold a “pure” monotheism, thus proscribing the worship of he
enly bodies even though they were divinely created.

30. In the Be’ur to Deut. 4:19, Mendelssohn cited Rashbam and inserted two parenthes
comments that reinforced his point here: “Since, indeed, the Eternal your God has surely pern
them for all the other peoples: . . . According to the true peshat, the words mean that indeed.
allowed them [= heavenly bodies] to all the nations to worship because He is not concerned ==
them [engaging in such worship] °(as long as they recognize and acknowledge that God
cause of all causes, the supreme Provident; for shitzuf was not prohibited to the descendant
Noah). But the Eternal took you . . . and led you out . . . that you might become His treasured =
and to worship Him, and thar He will be for you a God (Deut. 29:12) *(without any interms
or shittuf).”
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and to whom it is fitting to direct all prayer and worship), who led you out of
the land of Misrayim, out of the house of slaves °(that you might become His
treasured people [Deut. 4:20], as we have said, and it is proper for you to dedicate
all worship to the Unique Name). You will understand from this why He did
not say “I am the Eternal your God who created the heaven and the earth and
who created you.” This was the question that the scholar Judah ha-Levi, may
his resting place be an honor, asked Ibn Ezra and [which] is also raised in his
Kuzari, but his answer is inadequate.’’ Whether a belief in creation and pro-
duction [of the world] in time could be sustained by decisive rational demon-
stration, as some scholars think, or whether reason cannot determine between
this view and the belief in the eternity of the world, as per Maimonides in the
Guide—this belief, in any event, is not unique to God’s treasured people alone,
and is not a reason for the acceptance of the exclusive yoke of His sovereignty
and a rejection of.c/ziituf. But being taken from the house of slaves, from slavery
to freedom, is the correct reason for this.” It likewise applies to the observance
of the other commandments in the Torah such as that of the Sabbath; and al-
though [this precept] serves as a sign for the creation of the world, for in six days
the Eternal made heaven, etc. (Ex. 20:11), the descendants of Noah are not com-
manded to desist from all work on this day, and this is what is indicated in the
second Decalogue, for you were a slave, etc., . . . therefore the Eternal your God has
commanded you to observe the sabbath day *(Deut. 5:15), as we will mention there
in [the commentary], with the help of heaven. God, may He be exalted, gave the
Torah and the commandments, the statutes and laws, to us alone; He is our king,
our lawgiver (Isa. 33:22), and it is incumbent upon us to observe His statutes and
precepts, whether as children or slaves;* and likewise, in the Mekhilta, the Sages
said with regard to the verse who led you out [of the land of Misrayim]—"the
exodus would be reason enough for you to be subjugated to me.”®

out of the house of slaves [mi-bet ‘avadim]: [do you interpret these words to
mean that they were removed] from the house of Pharoah to whom you were
enslaved, or do you take the words out of the house of slaves to mean that they
were the slaves of slaves? When Scripture says [He]| rescued you from the house
of slaves, from the hand of Pharoah king of Misrayim °(Deut. 7:8), we may answer

31. See Ibn Ezra’s commentary on Ex. 20:2, in which he recounted the question and offered
his response; and Kuzari I:12—25. Mendelssohn’s gibe that “his answer is inadequate” referred to
Ibn Ezra.

32. See, e.g., I1:16 and 25.

33. Le., for the acknowledgment of God’s exclusive sovereignty over Israel.

34. This phrase was taken from the New Year liturgy.

35. The version of the Mekhilta from which this was cited had not yet been printed; Mendels-
sohn’s immediate source was Rashi.
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ffering should not be left overnight, etc. [ve-lo yalin helet
f it is placed on the wood pile it 1s not rendered
[that remains| upon its fire-place on the altar all

the fat of my festival 0
haggi): off of the altar, since 1
invalid at night, as it is written,

night “(Lev. 6:2)."

.

| bring the first of the early fruits of your land to the house

19 You shal
your God; do not boil any young animal in its mother’s

of the Eternal
milk.

Commentary

19. the first of the early fruits of your land [re shit bikkure admatekhal: [this ap-
plies to the first-fruits of] the seven species mentioned in Deuteronomy, [asitis
written] #hen you shall bring from the first fruit of all the species *(Deut. 26:2).%

[prohibition] applies to all meat with milk, as the Sages

young animal [gedi]: this
ritten three times in the Torah, anc

have explained in the tractate Hullin.” Ttis w
the Sages have expounded it [to include three separate actions]: one for the pro-
hibition of eating [meat cooked with milk], one for the prohibition of deriving
benefit [from such an admixture], and one for the prohibition of cooking [them
ot ponder why the Holy One prohibited meat with mils | ‘
andments for us without revealing their rationaic o
However, it should suffice for us to know that they are commanded from Hi= |
may He be blessed, and inasmuch as we have accepted upon ourselves the yoss
of His kingship, we are obligated to do His will. The benefit [of such cor
mandments] lies in their performance, not in knowing their reason. [ say
not, heaven forbid, as one who denigrates the honor of the great Torah scholz
speculations and sought to understand the reasons e

were not revealed, for we know that the ; , n
5 However, it is patently clear that £ ]
k reasoning with # :

together]
Now, one should n
for God decreed many comm

who endeavored in such
the commandments whose meanings
intention was only for the sake of heaven.
all the breadth of their understanding they offered only wea

41. Based upon Rashi.

42. Rashbam. The source for the limit
ecies enumerated in Deut. 8:8 was Sifre § 297

43. Rashbam.

44. Rashi.
45- Mendelssohn referred here to the legacy of some medieval scholars, including Maimor E

who sought to articulate the reasons behind the commandments (ta‘ame ha-misvot). Althoug? | Ll
wisdom and efficacy of their endeavor had long been questioned, Mendelssohn was caref E
express respect for their stature despite his negative assessment of their quest. ]

ation of the commandment of the first fruits to the s i

sp

o

T
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hasis; they were unconvincing, and in the end 1t was possible for the evil inclina-
sion to refute their words and for the gentiles to use them to taunt Israel, as the
Sages said with regard to the commandments whose reasons were not revealed.
To us, believers in God and his Torah, the Sages put it well: “can one perhaps
say that they were empty commandments? Scripture therefore states I am the
Esernal (Lev. 18:4—1 decreed them, and you have no right to question them.”

16. The passage appeared with some variation in 2 number of rabbinic texts, although Men-
:-1ssohn seems tO have prcferred a later variant included in Tan. Mishpatim [§ 7). Mendelssohn’s
—<chewal of the rationalization of the commandments is consistent with other pronouncements

ding the nature of the commandments. His comment, in fact, touched on two long-standing
i related concerns: the emphatically particularistic practices enjoined by the Torah, and the
nits of human comprehension. Mendelssohn did not regard the commandments as a means of
aveying abstract truths, at least not directly. The Decalogue, as he explained at length, did not
1, abstract truths about God’s existence but rather that Israel was “Hjs treasured people” who

3 accepted, and were irreversibly subject O the yoke of the commandments. Particular com-

iments thus referred to the particular historical experiences of the Israelites, or to the need to

¢ oneself to God’s kingship. In Jerusalem, Mendelssohn asserted that while Jews were wel-
—e to reflect on the commandments and surmise their reasons, such speculation was second-
:o the obligation to observe them: “reverence for God draws a line between speculation and
-actice that no conscientious man may cross.” See JubA, 8: 198-99; Arkush, Jerusalem, 133=34:
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