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Forward

Two of the most rationalistic Jewish Bible commentators, Abraham ibn
Ezra and Moses Maimonides, were similar in their interpretations of
Scripture, but also different in some respects. This book will explore the
similarities and differences and address the question: Did Maimonides
draw his ideas from Ibn Ezra?

In 1993, Isadore Twersky asked, “Did R. Abraham ibn Ezra
Influence Maimonides?”* He listed half a dozen scholars who stated that
Maimonides’ works contain ideas contained in Ibn Ezra’s writings.
These scholars cited some similarities but did not present a
comprehensive list or analyze them. Twersky presented a dozen parallels
between the pair's ideas and cited eleven other instances without
explaining the citations. He also described five instances and provided
five citations in which the two appear to differ. He concluded that there
is no way to ascertain with any certainty that Ibn Ezra influenced
Maimonides.

The following chapters will present numerous new examples of
similarities and differences between Ibn Ezra and Maimonides. It will
also describe some unusual, indeed radical, views of Ibn Ezra. Its
conclusion supports those of Twersky: despite similarities, Ibn Ezra is
not as rationalistic or as systematic as Maimonides, and it appears that

he exerted no influence upon the ideas and writings of Maimonides.

dkokok

' “Did R. Abraham ibn Ezra Influence Maimonides?” in Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra: Studies in
the Writings of a Twelfth-Century Jewish Polymath, ed. by 1 Twersky and JM Harris,
Harvard University Press, 1993, pp. 21-48.



We are not told the truth.

When we read what scholars such as Maimonides and Ibn Ezra say about
God and the world, we should recognize that their statements may not be
accurate. There are several problems. (1) We can know nothing about
God. (2) We know very little about things on earth, and the little we do
know may be misleading, and possibly even wrong. (3) Most of what we
know, even science, is based on statistics, and statistics only indicate
what “might be correct.” (4) Scholars often tell us things they think we
need to believe, even though the idea may not be accurate. Plato called
them “noble lies” and Maimonides “necessary truths.”

People are told by priests, ministers, rabbis, and others to believe in
God and to believe in things about God, such as God knowing everything
and that God punishes people who act improperly. They do not realize
that what they “believe” may not be the truth. A definition of belief is “a
conviction or opinion that people accept as true even though there is no
proof that what they believe is true.” They are presented with a
proposition or idea as fact, without proof, and the belief influences their
values, behavior, and worldview, ranging from personal ideas to
religious tenets.

In the Apology, Socrates’ student, Plato (roughly 428-348), reports
on Socrates’ trial, defense, and death for allegedly corrupting Athenian
youths. Socrates tells how his friend Chaerephon asked the Oracle at
Delphi if anyone was wiser than Socrates. The Oracle replied that no one
was.

Socrates, believing he was not wise, was perplexed by this

proclamation. He set out to find someone wiser than he to prove the



Oracle was wrong. He questioned the wise and discovered that they
believed they knew things, but did not actually know them. He concluded
that while he, too, lacked proper knowledge about things, he was slightly
wiser in one respect: he was aware of his own ignorance.

He states in the Apology: “1 am wiser than this man, for neither of us
appears to know anything great and good; but he fancies he knows
something, although he knows nothing; whereas I, as I do not know
anything, do not fancy I do. In this trifling particular, then, I appear to be
wiser than he, because I do not fancy, I know what I do not know.”

He then understood that the Oracle wasn’t praising his knowledge,
but rather saying that the wisest human beings are those who, like
Socrates, recognize the limits of human wisdom.

Humans can learn much, but not everything, about what they are
thinking or talking about.

Once we also realize that knowing the “truth” means knowing
everything about a subject and requires us to reveal “all” that exists about
what we are describing, and that we are unable to do that, we will
recognize that it is impossible today to say that anything is “true” simply
because even in the twenty-first century, there is much that we do not
know about the universe.

For example, we can know that a table is a structure we can write and
eat on, and much more, but we know very little about its molecular
interior. So, our definition is not the entire truth.

Doctors “practice” medicine. They do not provide their patients with
adequate care because physicians lack sufficient knowledge of the

human body. In fact, scientists recognize that all science is based on
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statistics, which does not reveal what a thing actually is but what it
“might be.”

It is the same with history. The historian cannot know everything that
happened in the past. At best, history, like statistics, is about what might
have happened.

It is the same with God. Despite people’s belief that they know things
about God, the truth is that we don’t know anything about God. All that
we can know is what we think God created or formed.

Maimonides tells us this in his Guide for the Perplexed 2:48.

Moses requests to see and understand what God is in Exodus 33:18.

Following the Golden Calf incident, Moses requests that God reveal
to him what God is. God responds, “You cannot see my face, for humans
cannot see me and live” (Exodus 33:20). God places Moses in a cleft of
arock and, after covering him, God allows Moses to see only His “back.”

What is God’s “back™?

It is what follows God, God’s footprints, what God left when God
created or formed the world.

We can only know what we think God created or formed, but nothing
about what God is.

Thus, when we read the thoughts of scholars such as Maimonides
and Ibn Ezra, we should recognize that we are generally not told the
absolute truth. We are just told what we think, or what we like to think,

which may be wrong.
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Letter of Maimonides

In his letter of moral instructions to his son Abraham, Maimonides urged
his son “not to pay attention or divert your mind on commentaries,
treatises and books other than those of Ibn Ezra’s, which alone are
meaningful and profitable to all who study them with intelligence,
understanding and deep insight.”> Abraham, Maimonides’ son, later
listed Ibn Ezra among the several rational Bible commentators to whom
one should pay attention.? and quoted his ideas in his own Bible
commentary.* Abraham’s great, great-grandson, David, the last of the
five generations of Maimonides’ descendants who served as Nagid
(religious leader) in Egypt, encouraged Joseph Bonfils to write a super-
commentary on Ibn Ezra.s

Maimonides’ letter seems to show the enormous esteem that he had
for Ibn Ezra. It has been suggested® that Maimonides drew ideas from
Ibn Ezra, but this conclusion is unwarranted. Maimonides only mentions
Ibn Ezra’s biblical commentary and does not seem to know of his other
writings. Maimonides himself states in the same letter that he was not
“aware of the many observations made by ... Ibn Ezra ... before I wrote

... Mishneh Torah and Moreh Nevukhim ...” Furthermore, as Twersky

Letters of Maimonides translated and vuedited by L. D. Stitskin, Yeshiva University Press,
1977, p. 156.

3 Milchamot HaShem, Mosad Harav Kook, ed. R. Margoliot, undated, p. 49.

4 Hidush V’Likut, in Milchamot HaShem, supra, p. 32.

Milchamot HaShem, supra, p. 44. The super commentary is Sophnath Paneah, mentioned
later in this article.

¢ See Twersky’s article.



points out, many scholars deny the authenticity of Maimonides’s
statements to his son.’

Twersky’s view that Maimonides did not know about Ibn Ezra is
supported by the fact that the letter is not mentioned in Maimonides’
Guide for the Perplexed.

Maimonides makes many references and allusions to non-Jewish
philosophers in the Guide, but Jewish sources are scarce. He frequently
quotes from the Bible, Talmuds, midrashim, and kindred texts, but, aside
from citing Onkelos, the only other post-talmudic authorities he cites are,
according to Shlomo Pines,® the Gaonim, Abraham ibn Daud, Saadiah
Gaon, Judah Halevi, and Moses ibn Ezra. Abraham ibn Ezra is neither
mentioned nor alluded to. He is also not mentioned in Maimonides’ letter
to Ibn Tibbon, a letter in which he names the philosophers who
influenced him.

Nevertheless, there is a striking similarity between many, but not all,

of the ideas of these two intellectual giants.

Stitskin, p. 156. The only certain reference to Ibn Ezra in Maimonides’ writings is the
mention of his name in his letter to Samuel ibn Tibbon (Stitskin, p. 131). Maimonides does
not praise Ibn Ezra in this letter or state that he read any of his works. Abraham’s and David’s
mention of Ibn Ezra, of course, proves nothing concerning Maimonides.

8 Introduction to Guide, pp. CXXXII-CXXXIV

vi



Origins of Ibn Ezra and Maimonides

Ibn Ezra and Maimonides were two excellent, original, and influential
authors of Spanish Jewry, often linked by scholars.® They began their
lives in a common culture, in a similar milieu, shared the same religion,
faced the same problems, were acquainted with the philosophical debates
of twelfth-century Spain, and relied on at least some of the same Arabic
philosophers.

The Jews enjoyed comparative peace in Muslim countries from the
eighth to the middle of the twelfth century, when the Almohads, or
“Unitarians,” brought an end to the golden age of Spanish Jewry and the
peaceful lives of Ibn Ezra and Maimonides. The founder of the
Almohads was a short, ugly, misshapen son of a lamplighter, Ibn Tumart,
who sought compensation for his physical defects and poverty in piety
and power. He forced Jews and Christians to choose between conversion
to Islam and death.

Abraham ibn Ezra, a Bible commentator, philosopher, physician, and
scientist, was born in Tudela, Spain, in 1089 or 1092 and died at the age
of 75. He left Spain in 1140 due to religious persecution. He was not a
systematic philosopher and wrote only two brief philosophical treatises
and a philosophical letter; philosophical problems were central to many

of his ideas. He generally expressed his views in his non-systemic

°  Basil Herring, Joseph ibn Kaspi. Joseph ibn Kaspi’s Gevia Kesef, Ktav, 1982, p. 233. A
biography of Ibn Ezra is contained in the Introduction to Michael Friedlander, The
Commentary of ibn Ezra on Isaiah, Philipp Feldheim, Inc., 1873. Yitzhak Baer, a History
of the Jews in Christian Spain, Jewish Publication Society, 1961, speaks about Ibn Ezra on
pp- 245 and 344 and Maimonides on many pages. See his index on p. 459.
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biblical commentaries® in an enigmatic, elliptical, and frequently
obscure style, stating that “the intelligent will understand.” His biblical
commentary has both lower and higher biblical criticism. He is
somewhat conservative with the former, dealing with wording, but
radical and innovative concerning the latter,'" on who wrote Scripture, as
we shall see. His philosophical orientation was Neoplatonic, although
Avicenna and other Muslim Aristotelian philosophers influenced him, 2
and his thinking was generally rationalistic.

Moses ben Maimon, Maimonides, was a commentator on all areas of
Jewish studies, a codifier, a philosopher, a royal physician, and a
scientist. He was born in Cordoba, Spain, in 1138 and died in 1204. He
left Spain eight years after Ibn Ezra, when the religious persecution
reached his city. Unlike Ibn Ezra, his writings are written in clear
language. His ideas are presented logically, with frequent definitions and
explanations. He hides his views on controversial subjects, but does so
more subtly than his predecessor. Maimonides is regarded as the
supreme rationalist, but was also influenced by Neoplatonism and by
Avicenna.’

Spain, the country they shared, had other rational thinkers.
Maimonides states that whereas people of other nations have different,

indeed erroneous ideas, Spanish Jews have clung to the truths of the

10" As did others during his time. H. A. Wolfson, Philo, Foundations of Religious Philosophy
in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, Mosad Harav Kook, 1947, p. 68.

Uriel Simon, "The Exegetical Method of A. Ibn Ezra, as Revealed in Three Interpretations
of a Biblical Passage," Bar-Ilan Annual 3 (1965), and Ibn Ezra, Abraham. Yesod Moreh Ve-
Yesod Torah, ed. Jack Cohen and Uriel Simon, Ramat Gan Jerusalem: 2002.

His Igeret Hai ben Mekitz is based on Avicenna.

Maimonides reliance on Avicenna is discussed in S. Pines’ Introduction to The Guide of the
Perplexed, University of Chicago Press, 1963, pp. XCII-CIII. The influence upon him of
Neoplatonism is in L. Strauss’ article in The Guide on p. L.
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philosophers insofar as they do not run counter to Jewish law. Spanish
Jews, in short, have “approximately the same doctrine that we outlined

in this Treatise.”'

14 Translation of S. Pines, Guide of the Perplexed, 1:71, p. 177.
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PART I: AGREEMENTS






Agreements in Basic Concepts

1. Ibn Ezra and Maimonides agree that the essence of a
human, what people call “soul,” is the intellect.’s They
emphasize that the improvement of the intellect and
intellectual pursuits is the obligation of all.' Ibn Ezra
states that God gave the Torah only to knowledgeable
people, and he who has no knowledge has no Torah.!” He
divides the Torah into three parts: commands of the heart
(i.e., intellect), of the mouth, and of action.”* The first, he
says, is paramount.® The most important of all
commands, and the basis of all of the rest, is the
introduction to the Ten Commandments, and the

knowledge of God.> But before one can know God, one

20

Long Commentary to Exodus 23:25, 26. Mishneh Torah, Yesodei HaTorah 4:8.

1. Levin, Igeret Hai Ben Mekitz, by Abraham ibn Ezra, Tel Aviv, 1983, p. 51, n. 16. Yesod
Mora. Prague 1833, pp. 27-32. It may be that the pair agrees that one must train oneself not
to have evil thoughts because of their emphasis upon the use of a developed mind. Ibn Ezra’s
commentary to Deuteronomy 5:18. Maimonides’ second chapter to his Eight Chapters. Baer,
supra, p. 245, points out that Nachmanides, the mystic, wrote his commentary “to refute the
opinions of Abraham ibn Ezra and Maimonides, on whom the rationalists leaned for
support.”

Long commentary to Exodus 20:1. He lamented that unfortunately, “one cannot find even
one (intellectual) in a thousand.” Commentary to Ecclesiastes 3:21.

In Sefer HaMitzvot, Mosad Harav Kook, ed. Charles Ber Chavel, 1981, Shores 9, pp. 97—
125, Maimonides adds a fourth idea. Ibn Kaspi agrees with Ibn Ezra, B. Herring, Joseph ibn
Kaspi'’s Gevia Kesef, Ktav, 1982, p. 171.

See his commentary to Deuteronomy 30:14, Yesod Moreh 7, etc. In Igeret Hay, supra, p. 83,
Ibn Ezra states that the human duty is to see God with the “inner eye,” i.e., through
understanding.

Maimonides’ view on this point is repeated frequently. See e.g., Guide of the Perplexed 3:51
and his comment of the first of the positive commandments in his Sefer HaMitzvot. In his
hasagot on Maimonides, Nachmanides agrees that this command is fundamental and the
basis of all other commands. Therefore, he states there are views that for this reason it is not
a separate command.



has to understand oneself, for how can one know God if
one does not understand oneself?!

2. Actions and speech are essential to both, but only insofar
as they aid thinking. No one can truly serve God without
knowing as much as possible about the functioning of the
world and about God. Thus, says Ibn Ezra, Moses’s stay on
the mountain for forty days was to learn; but this period,
even for a man with Moses’s intellect, was far too short,
as Moses himself acknowledged in Deuteronomy 3:24: “O
Lord God, You who let Your servant “begin: to see the
works of Your greatness.”>

3. Humans have both good and evil inclinations. But the
good inclination, according to Maimonides,® is the
intelligence that the individual acquires after years of
study, while the evil inclination is the desires and
appetites with which a person is born.

4. Their emphasis on the intellect led them to state that,
contrary to what many people think, there are
understandable reasons for the chukim (laws that seem
irrational) and that people are obligated to understand

them.>

21

22
23
24

Long commentary to Exodus 31:18 and Yesod Moreh, supra, 1. In Igeret Hai, supra, p. 86,
Ibn Ezra states that one will know God through being all one can be intellectually.

Long Commentary to Exodus 31:18.

Guide of the Perplexed 3:22.

Chukim were generally understood by the rabbis as divine decrees that humans were
incapable of understanding, such as the law of the red heifer. See, for example, Rashi’s
Commentary to Exodus 15:25. However, Maimonides explains this law in the Guide of the
Perplexed 3:49.



5. Each advises people to follow Aristotle’s advice to
develop habits of behavior in accordance with the golden
mean. Thus, for example, each speaks against
asceticism.”

6. Maimonides listed thirteen fundamental principles of
Judaism.>* Many scholars feel sure that he wrote them for
the uneducated Jews who needed to think that all of these
principles are true, as “necessary truths,” even though
they are not all true. Others see that the principles could
reflect Maimonides’ accurate view if they are not
understood literally. If the second understanding is
correct, they can be understood as follows. The first is the
obligation to know.”” God, who created this world. Ibn
Ezra also articulated this basic concept: God “is all and all
is from him.”2 He is the One for He is all ... all was created
from Him."»

7. Maimonides’ second principle requires the Jew to know

that God is one.* Ibn Ezra also stresses this idea. “God is

25

26

27

28
29
30

Ibn Ezra’s commentary to Leviticus 18:3 where he warns against repeated bad behavior, for
bad habits become the rule, and his commentary to Kohelet 7:16 and Igeret Hai, supra, p.
55. See also Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah, Daot 3:1.

Introduction to chapter Chelek. See Hakdamot LePerush Hamishna, ed. by Mordekhai Dov
Rabinowitz, Mosad HaRav Kook, 5721, pp. 136-150.

On the erroneous idea of “‘belief” in God,” see Rabinowitz’s comment in note 6 on p. 136.
He states, among other things, that the word “belief” is not in the Arabic original. See also
Mishneh Torah, Yesodei HaTorah 1:1-6. God is perfect in every way. God is the cause of
all beings and everything derives its continued existence from God.

Long commentary to Exodus 23:21.

Long commentary to Exodus 33:21.

See also Mishneh Torah, Yesodei HaTorah 1:7 and Deuteronomy 6:4.
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One. He created all, and He is all.”' He is the One, and
there is no second to Him. He also has no son or brother.”*
8. His third principle requires the Jew to understand that
God is incorporeal.® Ibn Ezra states this as well. “God has
no body.”* God has neither “body nor form.”s Ibn Ezra
reproves those who imagine God anthropomorphically in
Genesis 1:26 and Deuteronomy 32:1, and
anthropopathically in Genesis 6:6. Like Maimonides, he
explains that descriptions of God in human form or with
human emotions are mere metaphors. The Torah avoids
philosophical abstractions and speaks in the language of
ordinary people. As Maimonides and Ibn Ezra shun the
anthropomorphism in Genesis 3:8, for example, by
translating “And they (Adam and Eve) heard the voice of
the Lord walking (i.e., moving or sounding) in the garden”

as “And they heard the ‘sound’ of the Lord God walking

"36

31

32

33

34

35
36

Commentary to Genesis 1:26. The phrase “He is all” could mean that God is the source of
all that exists. It could also have other meanings, as shown by Raphael Jospe, Jewish
Philosophy in the Middle Ages from Saadiah Gaon to Maimonides, Unit 5, the Open
University of Israel, 1996, pp. 86-91.

Igeret Hai, supra, p. 84. See also his long commentary to Exodus 20:1 and his commentary
to Deuteronomy 32:4.

See also Guide of the Perplexed 1:26, Mishneh Torah, Yesodei HaTorah 1:7-12, Isaiah
11:14, 40:18, Deuteronomy 4:15, and Babylonian Talmud Hagiga 15a.

Commentary to Isaiah 44:24.

Igeret Hai, supra, p. 84.

See also his commentaries to Exodus 24:10.
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9. Fourth: Maimonides emphasizes that God is first and
last.” Ibn Ezra remarks: “time did not precede Him.”3

10. Fifth: Jews must pray only to God.* Ibn Ezra writes: “all
hearts are insufficiently able to tell his greatness, and
tongues have difficulty to speak His praise.”

11. Sixth: The two agree that prophecy is obtained naturally
by developing the intellect.*

12. Seventh: They are in accord that Moses is the best of the
prophets.#2 Maimonides lists four ways in which Moses’s
prophecy was superior to that of other prophets: (1)
there was no intermediary, (2) He was the only prophet
who could receive prophecy while awake, (3) he was
undaunted by the experience, and (4) he could receive

visions at will.

37
38
39

40

41

42

See also Deuteronomy 33:27 and Guide of the Perplexed 1:57, 58.

Igeret Hai, supra, p. 84.

See also Exodus 20:3 and Mishneh Torah, Yesodei Halorah 1:6 and Avodat Kochavim,
chapter 1.

Igeret Hai, supra, p. 84. Maimonides also warned against adding words of praise that did
not originate with the sages because God’s essence cannot be perceived and any description
by us, no matter how well intentioned, must be false. Guide of the Perplexed 1:54.

Ibn Ezra in his long commentary to Exodus 3:15 and 20:1. Maimonides in Mishneh Torah,
Yesodei HaTorah 7:1-5 and Guide of the Perplexed 2:32: “if a person, perfect in his
intellectual and moral faculties, and also perfect, as far as possible, in his imaginative
faculty, prepares himself in the manner which will be described, he must become a prophet;
for prophecy is a natural faculty of man.” Michael Friedlander translation, p. 220. See also
Guide of the Perplexed 2:36-46 and Alvin Jay Reines, Maimonides and Abravanel on
Prophecy, Hebrew Union College Press, 1970.

Maimonides in The Guide of the Perplexed 2:35. See also Reines, supra. In his long
commentary to Exodus 6:3, Ibn Ezra writes: “Moses was able to see what others could not
see. He was not bound by the limitations of the human flesh.” See also his commentary to
Exodus 33:12 and Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah, Yesodei HaTorah 7:6 and 8:1, as well as
Numbers 12:8.



13.

14.

Maimonides’ eighth principle is that the Torah, both
written and oral, is from heaven. This concept is
ambiguous. Although Maimonides does not identify any
parts of the Torah as not originating from Moses, it is
possible that he did not mean that Moses wrote every
statement in the Torah. It is conceivable that Maimonides
merely wanted to emphasize that the entire Torah has a
divine origin. Parts, such as the last twelve verses of
Deuteronomy, may have been written by Joshua, but by
means of prophecy or an intellectual understanding. Had
Maimonides mentioned the idea of “Torah from Sinai,”
which is distinct from “Torah from heaven,” he would
have clearly meant that the entire Torah now in our
hands was given to Moses and written by him.# Ibn Ezra
also apparently believed that the Torah was at least
partially transmitted prophetically. The details of his
views will be discussed later in this article in the section
regarding the “secret of the twelve.”

Maimonides’ ninth principle is that nothing may be added

to or diminished from the Torah.* Ibn Ezra agreed.*

43

44
45

The issue of whether the entire Torah was written by Moses is discussed in Babylonian
Talmud Bava Batra 15a, Babylonian Talmud Menachot 30a, and Sifrei. See also Babylonian
Talmud Sanhedrin 99a, b. Whether Maimonides believed that the entire Torah was given to
Moses, see S. Rosenberg, “Bible Studies in Modern Jewish Religious Thought” (Hebrew),
in U. Simon, ed., The Bible and Us, Tel Aviv, 1979, pp. 88-91, and J S Levinger,
Maimonides as Philosopher and Codifier, Jerusalem, 1990, pp. 54-55. See also Numbers
16:28 and Mishneh Torah, Teshuvah 3:8. The concept is not discussed in Yesodei HaTorah.
See also Deuteronomy 13:1 and Mishneh Torah, Yesodei HaTorah 9:1 and Melachim 11:3.
Joseph Bonfils (also known as Tov Elam) states that Ibn Ezra believed that all the “laws”
are from God and they may not be added to or diminished. One may add to the rest of the
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15. Maimonides’ tenth dogma is that God knows all.* Ibn Ezra
comments: “He knows the secret things, even like those
that are revealed, those that are hidden like those that are
seen. He searches the hearts...”

16. Like Maimonides, Ibn Ezra denies divine knowledge of
human particulars. In his commentary to Genesis 18:21,
he records: “for it is the truth that the All (namely, God)
knows every particular (only) in a general manner, but
not in a particular manner.”

17. Ibn Ezra,® Maimonides,® Abraham ibn Daud’ and
Gersonides” maintained that divine providence, meaning
divine help, reaches only some individuals, but not all

people.s

46

47
48

49
50
51
52

53

Torah, and this indeed occurred. Sophnath Pan’eah, edited by D. Herzog, Heidelberg, 1930,
Genesis, pp. 91-93, and Deuteronomy pp. 65, 66.

R. Samuel Eliezer (Maharsha), among others, addressed the reason why the rabbis added
laws: to establish fences around the biblical laws to assure that they would not be breached.
(Chiddushei Halakhot, Mahadura Batra, Eruvin 21b.) “One should not say that it is evil in
the sight of God that a man should, of his own mind, add laws and fences which are not
written in the torah He gave us... To the contrary! ... He desires that man should...add to
His Torah so that man should be righteous in God’s commandments. (See also Ephraim E.
Urbach, The Halakhah, Its Sources and Development, Massada, 1986, p. 357.)

See Genesis 6:5, 18:20, Ezekiel 8:12, and Jeremiah 32:19 for examples of this concept being
stated in the Bible. See also Guide of the Perplexed 3:17 and 19, and Mishneh Torah, Yesodei
HaTorah 2:9-10 for further statements by Maimonides on this subject.

Igeret Hai, supra, p. 85.

This is the view of Maimonides (in Guide 3:18): divine providence only extends to the level
of the species. This is also the view of Aristotle. It is contrary to such others as Shem Tov
ibn Falaquera (circa 1225-1291), who maintains the traditional view that providence
extends to human individuals. See Raphael Jospe, Torah and Sophia, Hebrew Union College
Press, 1988, pp. 164—-171.

Commentary to Exodus 23:25, 33:21.

Guide of the Perplexed 3:17 and 51.

Ha’emunah HaRamah 97-98.

S. Feldman, The Wars of the Lord, JPS, 1987, vol. II, pp. 139-209, and Gersonides’
Commentary on Job, chapters 11 and 42.

Divine providence extends over those people who have reached intellectual perfection.

9



18. Seymour Feldman points out this similarity between Ibn
Ezra and Maimonides regarding divine knowledge of
individuals.** Maimonides relates:* “Some thinkers have
been inclined to say that God’s knowledge refers to the
species and uniformly encompasses all members of the
species.”

19. Abraham ibn Ezra was of this opinion, for in his
Commentary on the Torah,* He says: “The truth is that He
knows every particular generally, not as a particular.”

20. As the eleventh principal, Maimonides speaks of divine
reward and punishment.’’ So, too, does Ibn Ezra. “His rule
is justice and law.”s

21. Both stress the importance of the belief in the Messiah
(principal 12), although they may differ in details. In
Mishneh Torah (Hilchot Melachim 11:1), Maimonides
states that the idea is contained in the Torah and that he
who denies it denies the Torah.* He may mean that the
Torah’s goal is to create a world of peace where people

can learn to be all that they can be. Ibn Ezra (in his

54
55
56
57
58
59

Gersonides, The Wars of the Lord, JPS, 1987, vol. 11, pp. 136-137.

Guide 3:20, See also 3:21

Genesis 18:21.

See Exodus 32:32-33, Mishneh Torah, Teshuva 5, and Guide of the Perplexed 3:20, 21.
Igeret Hai, supra, p. 85.

In addition to Shemoneh Perakim, see also Numbers 24:17—18, Habakkuk 2:3, Babylonian
Talmud Sanhedrin 97b and Maimonides’ Igeret Teman. Interestingly, Nachmanides (to
Deuteronomy 30:6) predicts that humans will not have free will during the messianic age.
They will be compelled by their nature to only do good. It therefore follows that the Torah
will be inapplicable during this period. This view is also expressed in Kohelet Rabba and
Leviticus Rabba as an interpretation of Kohelet 12:1.

10



22.

23.

24.

commentary on Numbers 24:17) cites Daniel and
Deuteronomy 30:4-5 and warns that those who dismiss
this biblical concept lack understanding.

Ibn Ezra’s rationalistic understanding of the world to
come (principle 13) reflects the later Maimonidean. Life
after death is reserved for those people who develop their
intellect to know God. Their knowledge joins the divine
and lives forever with the divine.® By “joins the divine,”
he means exists after the body dies.

Thus, in Genesis 5:22 and 24, which state that “Enoch
walked with God,” Ibn Ezra explains that this indicates he
developed his intellect. And the words, “he was not, for
God took him,” are a way of saying that his body ceased
functioning, but his intellect continued to exist.

The tree of life in Genesis 3:1ff also hints at this.
According to Ibn Ezra, the tree is the intellectual ladder
that humans should climb to achieve everlasting life.
Humans can overcome the cherubim that guard the tree

of life (3:24).%

60
61

See his commentary to Deuteronomy 32:29.

See also his commentaries to Psalms 49:2, 16; 73:24; and the story of the ascent of Elijah
in IT Kings 2:1-11. See also the super commentaries on Ibn Ezra to these verses which
confirm this interpretation. See also Yesod Moreh, shaar 10; Introduction to Kohelet; and
Ibn Ezra’s commentaries to Genesis 3:6, Leviticus 18:5; Numbers 20:8; and Deuteronomy
32:39. See J. Finkel, “Maimonides’ Treatise on Resurrection: A Comparative Study,” Essays

on Maimonides, ed. S W Baron, New York, 1941, pp. 93ff.

Yehezkel Kaufman, Toledot ha-Emunah HaYisraelit, 11, Book 2, pp. 544 ff., shows that it is

impossible to prove the existence of a belief of life after death from Scriptural sources.

11



25. Maimonides states that the talmudic statement® “The
souls of the righteous ones, and the souls and the spirits
that shall be created in the future” reflects the idea that
“the souls that remain after death are not the soul that
comes into being at the time he is generated.”s* The soul®
that came into being at birth is part of the body. The thing
that exists after death is something that has become
actual, and it is separate from the body. It is the
intelligence.ss

26. Maimonides’ son, Abraham, explained that his father
believed that the Garden of Eden and Gehinnom (Hell) are

nothing more than parables.é

62

64

65

Babylonian Talmud Hagigah 12b.

Translation of Shlomo Pines, Guide 1:70, p. 173.

By soul, Maimonides does not mean what the term is commonly thought to mean. It is the
intelligence, “the thing that remains of man after death.” See Guide 1:41, Pines p. 91.
Regarding resurrection, see Daniel 12:2—13. Maimonides does not mention the subject in
his Guide. Twenty-five years after writing the Guide, he wrote Treatise on Resurrection to
explain his position. See the volume translated and annotated by Fred Rosner, Ktav, 1982.
Rosner discusses, among other things, the debate as to what Maimonides really believed
concerning this issue.

Milhamot HaShem, ed. by Reuben Margoliot, Mosad Harav Kook, undated, p. 68.

12



Agreements in How to Interpret the Bible

Ibn Ezra describes five ways to interpret the Bible. The first, according
to the order in his second introduction, is the allegorical method.s” The
second is the way of the Karaites, who refuse to accept interpretations
from Judaism’s oral tradition.®® The third is the introduction of non-
biblical and non-Jewish concepts and philosophies into the
commentary.® The fourth is the interpretation of derash, exegeses that
generally conflict with the text’s true, simple meaning.” The fifth, which
he prefers and calls the “straight (or right) way,” is his method of
peshat:"" to interpret the Hebrew verse rationally in accordance with its
grammatical rules. However, if there are two possible interpretations of
a passage concerning halakhah, the rabbinical view, one should choose
the latter,”” A Jew must follow the halakhah.

Rashi,” for example, understands Leviticus 8:3, “assemble all the
congregation at the door of the tent of meeting,” literally. This is an
instance, presumably miraculous, in which a small area could contain the

entire congregation of several million people. Ibn Ezra rejects this

67 Ibn Ezra, Peirushei HaTorah LeRabbeinu Avraham ibn Ezra. Ed. Weiser, Asher. Mossad

HaRav Kook, 1977.

Weiser, supra, p. 138.

9  Weiser, supra, pp. 138, 139.

0 Weiser, supra, pp. 139, 140.

71 Weiser, supra, pp. 141, 142. See also Ibn Ezra’s long commentary to Exodus 21:24.

72 His acceptance of the fifth method is not absolute. Ibn Ezra incorporates interpretations that
are allegorical (e.g. Garden of Eden), contrary to Judaism’s oral tradition (e.g. Genesis
28:11), and non-biblical (e.g. astrology). Although he strongly opposes the insertion of
derash, he recognizes that commentators added it in their commentaries to spice or flavor it
and frequently does so himself (e.g., Genesis 27:45, Numbers 17:23, 23:24, Deuteronomy
16:18, 18:1 and 21:7.)

73 Based on Leviticus Rabba 10.

68

13



interpretation as derash. He states that the verse refers only to the
people’s representatives: the tribal leaders and the elders.

Ibn Ezra emphasizes the need to interpret the “secrets” of derash.™
For example, when the sages tell us™ that Caleb married Moses’s mother,
it means that a descendant of Caleb married a descendant of Moses’s
mother. Perhaps Ibn Ezra and the Talmud are informing us about the
ways of history and psychology: we see that, over time, various nations
intermix, and even the descendants of their leaders intermarry.

Maimonides agrees that the Torah is rational and must be understood
rationally.” Indeed, Maimonides comments” that those who accept
derash literally are fools. They destroy the Torah. Derash must be
understood figuratively, as hints to prompt one’s thinking.

Maimonides was careful to retain the plain meaning of a verse,
except where blatant anthropomorphic or anthropopathic expressions
were used to refer to God, or where the plain meaning of a verse would

lead to a belief that “destroys the Law in its principle.”™

74 Short commentary to Exodus 2:10.

75 Babylonian Talmud Megillah 13a.

76 Isadore Twersky, Introduction to the Code of Maimonides, Yale Judaica Series 1980, p. 437,
and the sources cited by Twersky.

71 Perush al HaMishna to Sanhedrin, ch. 10.

8 Guide of the Perplexed 2:25. See also 2:29; Willhelm Bacher, HaRambam Parshan Ha-
Mikra, Tel Aviv, 1932; Joseph ibn Kaspi, Maskiyyot Kesef in Sheloshah Kadmonei
Mefarshei Ha-Moreh, Jerusalem, 1961. Ibn Ezra speaks about anthropomorphisms in
several places, including his commentary to Exodus 20:4.
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The Torah Speaks in the Language of Men»

Ibn Ezra argues that certain apparently inaccurate biblical statements
resulted from popular errors and misconceptions. Thus, for example,
Joshua 2:7 states that “the men pursued after them” does not mean
physically; rather, they thought of the pursuit, for the “pursued” spies
were still hiding in Jericho. Additionally, Exodus 20:3 says, “You shall
have no other gods before Me,” even though no other gods exist, because
the masses mistakenly believed in them. Similarly, Exodus 20:2 explains
that God brought the Israelites out of the land of Egypt, and does not
mention the loftier concept of creation because the masses who were just
freed from slavery would understand this fact better.®

Maimonides is similar. For example, he emphasizes that the Bible

describes God in human terms because of the masses' limited education.®!

79
80

Babylonian Talmud Yevamot 71a, Babylonian Talmud Bava Metzia 31b.

See Ibn Ezra’s commentaries to Exodus 20:2 and 20:3.

81 Guide of the Perplexed 1:26. Thus, in 1:66, he explains that the phrase “written by the finger
of God” is equivalent to the Bible saying “by the word of God or by the will of God.” See
also Basil Herring, Joesph ibn Kaspi's Gevia Kesef, Ibid, p. 57-63.
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Divine Providence

Both Ibn Ezra and Maimonides agree that God is the knower, the
knowing, and that which is known.22 In Daat,® Raphael Jospe
demonstrates the formal parallelism on the subject of divine providence
between Ibn Ezra and Maimonides.* Divine providence applies to the
species generally, but not to the specific item or being. This is true for
all beings other than humans. To the extent that humans develop their
intellect, they transcend human limitations and become part of the
general knowledge known by God.*

While this idea may strike some as strange, Judaism is tolerant of
differences in beliefs but intolerant of differences in practices. The
“manifestation of (even complete) unbelief is more pardonable (to
rabbinic Judaism) than a display of (even petty) differences in the

observance of holidays.”#

82 Commentary to Genesis 18:21, 22:1, and long commentary to Exodus, 33:12, 33:21, 34:6.

Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Yesod HaTorah, 2:10, Guide of the Perplexed 1:68, 3:19-21.
Commentary to Mishe, Shemone Perakim 8. Introduction to the Guide, p. XCVIL

8 A Journal of Jewish Philosophy and Kabbalah, Bar Ilan, volume 32-33, 1994, in an article
entitled “HaTorah v’Haastrologia ezel R’Avraham ibn Ezra” (The Torah and Astrology
According to Ibn Ezra”).

8 Guide of the Perplexed 3:17 and 51.

85 See also S. Pines, Guide of the Perplexed, Introduction, pp. LXVI, LXVII; human’s share

in providence is in proportion to their intellectual powers.

D J. Lasker, “Rabbanism and Karaism. The Contest for Supremacy, “in Great Schisms in

Jewish History, eds. R. Jospe and S M Wagner, Ktav, 1981, p. 47.
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Angels

Ibn Ezra’s writing style is relatively concise, even cryptic. As a result,
some of his commentaries are obscure. He seems to state in Numbers
22:221f that the being that confronted Balaam’s mule was a heavenly
angel visible to humans. However, the fourteenth-century super
commentator of Ibn Ezra, Joseph ben Eliezer Bonfils,*” argues that Ibn
Ezra actually concurs with Maimonides’ view®® that the angel’s
appearance was not real but only a vision or a dream.® Accordingly, Ibn
Ezra translates.” “you ‘strove’ (sarita) with God (meaning an angel),”!
as “you became a prince with God (an angel),” from the word sar,
“prince.”? For one cannot wrestle with incorporeal angels, but one who
develops himself can rise to the intellectual level of the angels.*
Maimonides explains** that whenever an angel is mentioned in the
Bible as being seen or speaking, “this has happened only in a vision of
prophecy or in a dream, whether this is explicitly stated or not.” Thus,

13

for example, Jacob’s “wrestling and the conversation happened in a

vision of prophecy.”™s So, too, the story of Balaam and the she-ass

87 Sophnath Pan’eah, supra on Numbers 22:28, pp. 54-55.

8 Guide of the Perplexed 2:42.

8 This is consistent with Ibn Ezra’s interpretation that the children of the prophet Hosea (1:2ff)
were only visionary figures. See M. Friedlaender, Essays on the Writings of Abram Ibn Ezra,
London, 1877. See also Ibn Ezra to Job 1:6, Genesis 1:1, 2:12, 18:1, 32:2, 32:25, 32:33,
Exodus 3:15, 23:21, 23:29, Numbers 11:21 and Deuteronomy 13:3.

% In Genesis 33:10. This translation is in Genesis Rabba 77, and Babylonian Talmud Chullin
92a.

o1 Genesis 32:29.

2 Tbn Ezra parallels Targum Onkelos and Pseudo-Jonathan.

9 See also his commentaries to Exodus 23:20.

% Guide of the Perplexed 11:42.

% Genesis 32:25f.
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speaking,’ Joshua beholding “a man over against him,”” Daniel’s vision
of an angel,” etc., all occurred in a prophetic vision. “It should by no
means happen to your thought that an angel can be seen or that the speech
of an angel can be heard except in a vision of prophecy or in a dream of

prophecy.””

% Numbers 22:22.

97 Joshua 2:1.

% Daniel 9:21.

9 Guide of the Perplexed, translation by Shlomo Pines, pp. 388-390.
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Circumcision

Ibn Ezra® disagrees with those'® who interpret Genesis 17:14 as
requiring a parent to circumcise a male child who died before reaching
the age of eight days. They say that the uncircumcised child does not
have everlasting life because the verse states his “soul shall be cut off
from his people.” Ibn Ezra explains that the biblical word “soul” means
“person,”2 and the verse speaks of an adult who did not circumcise
himself upon learning that his parents had not done so.

Maimonides'” interprets the verse as Ibn Ezra. He states that the
uncircumcised child must circumcise himself when he becomes an adult.
He is cut off only at the end of his life if, during his lifetime, he purposely
refused to circumcise himself."* Maimonides does not include a

requirement to circumcise a dead child as a law in his Mishneh Torah.

190 Commentary to Genesis 17:14.

01 Tosaphot Yom Tov to Midrash Nidah 5:3 and Yoreh Deah 263:5. The latter explicitly requires
the dead uncircumcised child’s father to circumcise him to assure the child everlasting life.
See the commentaries on Yoreh Deah. Some even require disinterring the child from his
grave and circumcising him if his parents failed to do so before burial. However, Vilna
Gaon, in his commentary, states that the circumcision is not mandatory. It is just a custom.
Therefore, no blessing is made.

102 As also translated by Targum Onkelos.

103 The commandments, translated by Charles Ber Chavel, p. 230-231, and Mishneh Torah,
Hilchot Milah, 1:2. This is also the interpretation of Rashi and Radak. See also The Guide
of the Perplexed 3:49.

104 Ravad and Tosaphot on Babylonian Talmud Makot 14a and others state that the child is
punished with karet, being cut off, as soon as he becomes an adult. They do not have the
interpretation of Tosafot Yom Tov (Heller) and Yoreh Deah (Jacob ben Asher). The Talmuds
also lack this idea: Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 108a, 113b; Yevamot 72a; Kiddushin 29a;
Sanhedrin 38b, 44a, 59b; y. Shabbat 19:3, 51; Yevamot 8:1, 37.
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Prophecy

In Genesis 27:13, Ibn Ezra disagrees with those who claim that Jacob
could not have lied to his father, Isaac, when he disguised himself as
Esau to secure a blessing. Jacob, they say, was a prophet, and a prophet
never lies. Ibn Ezra shows us that prophets do lie and gives examples
from David,'s Elisha,'®¢ Micah,'” Daniel,'® and Abraham.!® In each
instance, the circumstances of the time demanded the lie.!

Similarly, Ibn Ezra asks how it is possible for Isaac, a prophet, to be
misled by Jacob’s disguise and think that he is Esau in Genesis 27.
Furthermore, even if he was fooled, he clearly intended the blessing for
Esau; how, then, could Jacob benefit from it? Ibn Ezra’s answer is
simple: even the prayer of a prophet is no more than a prayer. [saac was
beseeching God on behalf of his son. He was not articulating a prophecy.

Moses ibn Chiquitilla'" argued that the biblical prophets spoke only
of events that occurred during the First Temple period. Joseph ibn Kaspi
states that Ibn Ezra and Maimonides accepted this doctrine and did not
believe that the prophets were speaking of anything other than near-
future events. It is for this reason, though not the only one, that Ibn Ezra

and Maimonides agree that there is no rational basis for interpreting the

105 T Samuel 21:6.

106 I Kings 8:10.

107 [ Kings 22:15.

108 Daniel 4:16.

109 Genesis 20:12 and 22:5.

110 For example, Abraham said in 20:12 that Sarah was his sister to save his life. He deceived
his attendants in 22:5, when he took Isaac to be a burnt offering by telling them that he and
Isaac would return, so that they would not stop him from fulfilling what he though was
God’s command.

"1 S, Poznanski, Moses Ibn Samuel Hakkohen Ibn Chiquitilla, Leipzig, 1895, pp. 27-31.
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Hebrew Bible as referring to the messianic claims of Mohammed'? or

Jesus.!3

12 Maimonides Epistles, ed. Morderkhai Dov Rabinowitz, Jerusalem, Mosad Harav Kook,

1959, p. 144.
113 Tbn Ezra’s introduction to the Torah.
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Miracles

Joseph ibn Kaspi'* interprets Ibn Ezra and Maimonides as preferring to
explain biblical miracles in a way that would not contradict the laws of
nature. Yet, each believes that certain events were unusual suspensions
of the natural process."s It should be recognized, however, that Ibn
Kaspi’s view is not accepted by all, for the various writings of
Maimonides on this subject are ambiguous and sometimes seem to be
contradictory. There are different interpretations of his intent. Some, for
example, wrote that he ascribed to the Aristotelian view of the
immutability of nature, but, as he did in other instances, hid his true

intent.!

114 Basil Herring, Joseph Ibn Kaspi’s Gevia Kesef, Ktav, 1982, pp. 99-122. Kaspi was born in

1279 or 1280. For an understanding of the rationalist Ibn Kaspi, see I. Twersky, “Joseph ibn
Kaspi, Portrait of a Medieval Jewish Intellectual,” in Studies in Medieval Jewish history and
Literature, ed. by 1. Twersky. Harvard University Press, 1979, pp. 231-257.

Ibn Ezra’s view is discussed in detail by Michael Friedlander, Essays on the Writings of
Abraham Ibn Ezra, London 1877, pp. 74-86. See also Ibn Ezra’s commentary to Exodus
3:15 and 6:3.

116 Such as Leo Strauss, “Maimunis Lehre von der Prophetie und ihre Quellen,” Philosophie

und Gesetz, Berlin, 1935, pp. 87-122.

115
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Psychology Explains Blessings and Curses

Joseph ibn Kaspi held that some biblical miracles were supernatural,
others were natural events, and still others were biblical reports of
mistaken perceptions of natural phenomena in which people are
psychologically led to distort what they see and to believe it is a
miracle."” Kaspi extends his psychological insight to explain the efficacy
of blessings and curses. Blessings and curses are not produced by
persuading God to change natural laws. Any change that is made is the
result of self-fulfilling prophecies. Being certain of God’s help, the
Israelites, for example, felt that the sun miraculously stood still at
Gibeon,* while in truth nothing supernatural occurred. Similarly, on a
personal level, a person expecting a blessing of good health could,
through psychosomatic mechanisms, recover. The Bible cultivated the
belief of the masses in the efficacy of blessings and curses so that the
general public would accept the rules of their leaders and behave because
of the fear that they could be harmed or helped by their leader’s words.!*

Kaspi’s view is rational. Reason would compel us to think that the
Torah promises rewards and punishments according to what is deserved
and not because of words spoken by some human. Ibn Ezra and
Maimonides do not address this subject at length, but their comments

suggest agreement with the Kaspian view.

117

Basil Herring, supra, pp. 114-122.

118 Joshua 10.

19 Maimonides has a similar idea in his Commentary on the Mishnah, ed. Mordekhai Dov
Rabinowitz, Jerusalem, Mosad Harav Kook, 1962, pp. 791f.
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Ibn Ezra contends, as we have seen, that the Bible expresses itself in
accordance with the mistaken notions of the masses.!2

Maimonides also appears to agree. He states, for example, that “in
the opinion of the multitudes, the injury resulting from curses is greater
than that which may befall the body” (from flogging). This means that a
curse has no metaphysical effect, and the masses are mistaken in
believing in its efficacy, even though the Bible seems to confirm it.
Similarly, when speaking of cursing the deaf,'>’ Maimonides states that
there is a deleterious effect of the curse on the moral personality of the

cursor, even though curses do not work.

120 See section on “The Torah Speaks in the Language of Men.”
121 Leviticus 19:14.
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Secular Study

They share the view that a secular education is necessary, including a
knowledge of the physical sciences, logic, and philosophy. Ibn Ezra
suggests that God may have arranged for Moses to be raised by the
Egyptians so that he would require the necessary superior education and
regal habits.’2 Maimonides states that God began the Torah with an
account of creation, not with laws, to make it clear that we must
understand the natural sciences before we can understand the rules.’>» He
emphasizes that even a great talmudic scholar cannot enter “the castle,”
the ultimate goal of humans, without knowledge of physics and
metaphysics.”* Joseph ibn Kaspi, influenced by Ibn Ezra and
Maimonides, articulated their views. He emphasized that “the
knowledge of God is the primary precept of all our 613 laws ... It is the
basis of the four precepts enumerated by Maimonides at the beginning
of His code ... they are at once the purpose and the root of all the
commandments, the observance of which is the whole end of man.”1s
These can only be achieved through the study of physics and philosophy,
not by accepting teachings handed down by tradition. Even a prophet
requires specialized training in the theoretical sciences to attain his

position. 26

122 Long commentary to Exodus 2:3. Ibn Ezra adds a second possibility. His Egyptian rearing

gave him greater status among the Israelites and prompted more respect. He also informs us
that Moses’ name is a Hebraized version of an Egyptian name.

123 Guide of the Perplexed 1:34 and 1:55, Igeret Hai, p. 52. Yesod Mora, ch. 1.

124 Guide of the Perplexed 3:51.

125 Israel Abrahams, Hebrew Ethical Wills, Philadelphia, 1926, pp. 128-129.

126 Guide of the Perplexed 1:34.
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Talmud Study

Neither Ibn Ezra nor Maimonides openly criticizes the practice of many
Jews of spending a large portion of their time studying the Talmud.
However, their emphasis on the importance of philosophy and secular
subjects, as well as some of their comments, seems to advise against this
practice. Ibn Ezra remarks: “If all men are righteous, there would be no
need for the tractate concerning torts.”'2” Maimonides was more explicit.
He wrote that he composed his Mishneh Torah “so that a person will not
need any other text ‘at all’ regarding any Jewish law.” His text would
include “the entire oral law ... until the completion of the Talmud ... A
person should study the written Torah first. Then he should study this
work. He will know the entire oral law from it. And he will not need to
study any other book between them.”2

Ibn Kaspi, who drew his ideas from the pair,'® It is more explicit in
its lack of appreciation for the emphasis on Talmud study. He admitted,
for example, that he was limited in his knowledge of all the rules of
kashrut. “In this, I lack skill, but I have skill in another craft. Is not the
faculty of expounding the existence and unity of God as important as

familiarity with the rule concerning a small milk spoon?”’13

127 See Isadore Twersky, “Joseph ibn Kaspi: Portrait of a Medieval Jewish Intellectual,” in

Studies in Medieval Jewish History and Literature, ed. by Isadore Twersky, Harvard
University Press, 1979, p. 245.

128 End of his introduction to the Mishneh Torah.

129 Although he did not always agree with them.

130 Tbn Kaspi’s Will. See I. Twersky, supra, p. 245. Twersky cites the contrary view of Maharal
of Prague who vehemently denounced those who ridicule the study of the Talmud tractate
Nezikin, which deals with torts, while revering the study of physics.
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Astrology

Ibn Ezra believed in astrology, namely, that heavenly bodies influence
human behavior and that humans should study and understand how this
occurs. Humans are unable to effect changes in the celestial bodies, but
they can make decisions on how to act based on their knowledge.s' He
interprets numerous biblical passages in light of this belief. Thus, for
example, in his commentary on Genesis 31:19, he informs us that Rachel
took her father Laban’s teraphim (a type of image) because, had she not
done so, Laban, an astrologer, could have used the teraphim to determine
the direction in which Jacob fled. The taking of the teraphim prevented
Laban from knowing which way he went.

Astrology is also the basis of Ibn Ezra’s explanation of Genesis 6:2—
4, which states: “the sons of Elohim saw the daughters of men that they
were fair. They took them as wives ... and they bore children to them.
These were the mighty men of old, men of renown.” Ibn Ezra interprets
Elohim, usually translated as “God,” as outstanding beings, in this case,
wise men who understood astrology. They found excellent wives with
their skillful examination of the stars and, as a result, had outstanding
children.

Ibn Ezra also uses his understanding of astrology to explain Exodus
8:15’s statement that the Egyptian advisers informed Pharaoh that the
plague of lice was the “finger of God.” The lice, according to Ibn Ezra,

were not produced by Moses and Aaron, but were an astrological

131 Although Maimonides strongly rejected a belief in astrology and considered it idolatry

(Guide 3;17 and 51), he tells us that humans can, and should control natural forces, both
heavenly and earthbound, through their intellect. The intellect differentiates humans from
animals who are controlled by these forces. In this sense, he agrees with Ibn Ezra.
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phenomenon. Thus, the advisers said, you, Pharaoh, need not be
concerned about Moses and Aaron. They did not create the lice, and you
do not have to comply with their demand. !

He explains, in his commentary on Numbers 22:28, that Balaam was
an astrologer who used this skill deceptively. He consulted the stars, and
when he saw that evil would befall a person, he would curse him.
Although he did not commit the evil, people believed he had, and his
fame grew.'s

Ibn Ezra’s view on astrology led him to some unique, and perhaps
strange, ideas: animal sacrifices are designed to overcome astrological
forces,** holidays were biblically set on specific dates for the same
reason,'s the “secret of intercalation” assures that Jews offer saving
prayers at the proper astrological time,*s the Yom Kippur scapegoat was
sent outside the Temple to appease such powers,”?’ Jews were given
Israel and especially Jerusalem because of its astrological geographic

power. '3

132 Tbn Ezra’s comment is also based on the fact that the word Elohim, used for God, also means

something with power.

The phrase “finger of God” also appears in Exodus 31:18 in respect to the writing of the Ten
Commandments. There Ibn Ezra states that since people generally write with their fingers,
therefore, the Torah uses the finger metaphor to inform us that the Ten Commandments
came from God.

See also his long commentary to Exodus 23:25, 26; 32:12, 21; and Yoseod Moreh, supra,
shaar 7. Ibn Ezra wrote books on astrology. See Yitzhak Tzvi Langermann, “Some
Astrological themes in the Thought of Abraham Ibn Ezra,” in Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra:
Studies in the Writings of a Twelfth-Century Jewish Plymath, edited by 1. Twersky and J. M.
Harris, Harvard University, 1993, pp. 28-85.

Langermann, supra, pp. 35-37.

Langermann, supra, pp. 38-39.

Langermann, supra, p. 38.

Langermann, supra, pp. 39-42.

Langermann, supra pp. 42—49.

133

134
135
136
137
138
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Ibn Ezra interpreted Deuteronomy 4:19, 20, which states that the
stars were “allotted to all the peoples,” literally.’* He wrote that every
nation and city, except Israel, has its own star and constellation to watch
over it. Jews, however, are assisted by God. This interpretation, which
suggests that non-Jews may worship stars, is strongly denied in the
Talmud.' The Talmud adds that the Greek Septuagint translation was
purposely changed to “which the lord your God set aside to give light
unto the entire world” to avoid this idolatrous misunderstanding.'#!

When the Talmud'+> states that “Israel has no Mazal,” Ibn Ezra
explains that it means that as long as Jews observe the divine commands,
God will make sure that the astrological forces will not affect them. He
will find a way of saving them from harm without altering the
movements or powers of the stars.'* Thus, when the Israelites rejected
God and worshiped the Golden Calf, God did not protect them, and the
stars caused them significant harm.!+

There are different Jewish halakhic views concerning astrology.

Leviticus 19:26 states: “You shall not practice divination.” Rashi, ad
loc., explains that the term translated “you shall not practice divination”
actually denotes “times or hours; (e.g.,) one says ‘a certain day is

auspicious for work, or a certain hour is bad for departing.”” Rashi

139 Abravanel, Don Isaac, Rabbi. Rosh Amanah. Trans. Kellner, Menachem. Associated
University Press, 1982, p. 121.

140 Babylonian Talmud Avoda Zara 55a and Babylonian Talmud Megillah 9a, b.

141 See also y. Megillah 1:19, Sopherim 1:8-9, Mekhilta pisqa 14 and Amalek 1. For the
targumic treatments of the verse, see Israel Drazin, Targum Onkelos to Deuteronomy, Ktav,
1982, pp. 88-90.

142 Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 156a.

143 Long commentary to Exodus 6:3. Tosaphot on Babylonian Talmud Nidah 16b, s.v. hakol
states “God does not want to change the movements of the constellations.”

144 Long commentary to Exodus 33:21.
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derived his interpretation from Rabbi Akiva’s view in the Babylonian
Talmud, Sanhedrin 65b. This view is also in Sifra.

Deuteronomy 18:13 states: “You shall be whole-hearted with the
Lord your God.” Rashi, ad loc., explains that this requires one to depend
only on God, and not seek to know the future, but whatever befalls you,
accept with whole-heartedness.” Rashi took this interpretation from
Babylonian Talmud Pesachim 113b, where Rabbi Yosi of Hutzal derives
the prohibition “to inquire of Chaldeans” from this verse.

The Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 156b, Moed Katan 28a,
Sanhedrin 49a, and Ta’anit 25a, record the views of over a dozen
Talmudic sages who believed in the power of astrology. However, many
of them felt that astrology has no control over Jews.

There is no indication in the response of Hai (Sherira) Gaon that
astrology should be equated with Leviticus 19:26. They accept the
Talmudic conclusions, which acknowledge the efficacy of astrology, and
that an individual can induce God through the merit of their behavior to
alter the astrological phenomenon. The Gaonim do not comment on
Babylonian Talmud Pesachim 113b. Thus, it is unclear whether they
believe one can consult astrologers.

Maimonides strongly prohibits the use of astrology and states that it
is a lie, it does not work, and one who believes in it is feebleminded. See
Sefer HaMitzvot, negative command 32, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Avodat
Kochavim 4:16, 11:4f, and Guide 3:29.

In contrast, Nachmanides (Sefer HaMitzvot, command 8§ and

Response of the Ramban 282) believed in the power of astrology. One is
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biblically prohibited from consulting astrologers. Yet, if one learns of an
astrological danger, they should heed the warning.

The Tur in Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 179:1, states that the law
follows Maimonides' opinion. The Bet Yosef and Ramo (ad loc.) disagree
and decide the halakhah according to Nachmanides. The latter do not
stand alone. Others that agree include Nimukei Yosef (Sanhedrin Chap.
7), Ravad (Hilchot Teshuva 5:5), and Rashba (Responsum, vol. 1, 413).

While at first blush the ideas of Ibn Ezra and Maimonides regarding
astrology are opposed, it is possible to realize that both were expressing
the same thought, albeit from different paradigms. Studies by Yizhak
Tzvi Langermann have shown that Ibn Ezra lived in a worldview that
combined rationalism and astrology.'** One studied the stars, as he did
other natural phenomena and science generally, to understand nature’s
influence on humans. This was not idolatry or magic, for the stars, as
everything else, Ibn Ezra believed, were controlled by God.* Indeed, the
stars have no independent will of their own. The Torah, according to Ibn
Ezra, provides those who adhere to it with insights into the nature of the
stars and all reality, thereby enabling a person to take the necessary
precautions to avoid harm. Astrology, therefore, was a framework

through which Ibn Ezra understood the world. Aside from this

145 See Yizhak Tzvi Langermann. Ibn Ezra’s interest in and acceptance of astrology was not
unique. It was shared by Jewish philosophers such as Abraham Bar Hiyya and Gersonides.
Yizhak Baer points out that some 50 years after Maimonides’ death, Rabbi Jonah ben
Abraham Gerondi was still challenging “the belief in astrology, which was then an essential
part of the creed of the rationalists,” A History of the Jews in Christian Spain, JPS, 1978,
vol. 1, p. 258.

Ibn Ezra cautions against the worship of stars in his commentary to Exodus 33:21. He
considers idols and magic as false in his commentary to Leviticus 19:4 and 19:31.
Maimonides agrees in Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Akum 11:16.
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worldview, both Ibn Ezra and Maimonides'¥’ attempted to present a
rational or scientific interpretation of reality. Both inform us that a
knowledgeable person can take advantage of phenomena he has learned
to understand by taking the necessary measures to avoid their harmful
effects.'s Briefly, as we have seen earlier, each, through his own
framework, stresses the need to understand the world and to improve the

intellect.

47 Guide of the Perplexed 3:17 and 3:51 and elsewhere.

148 Raphael Jospe, Daat, supra, 32-33. See also R. Jospe, the Torah and Astrology According
to Abraham ibn Ezra, Proceedings of the Eleventh World Congress of Jewish Studies, Div.
C, vol. II, pp. 17-24. See also S. Lieberman, Greek in Jewish Palestine, JTS, 1994, pp. 97—
100.
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Allegory

Both permitted allegorizing of the biblical text.”* Thus, for example,
both recognize that the allegorical method is necessary in stories such as
the Garden of Eden.’s* This methodology was rejected by some rabbis in
1306. They issued a herem, “ban,” against the study of philosophy by
anyone under age 25 because they might use allegory in explaining

Scripture.’s!

149 See Amos Funkenstein, Perceptions of Jewish History, University of California Press, 1993,

p- 93. See also Ibn Ezra’s Introduction to the Torah and Maimonides’ Guide 2:29, 30, 46;
3:11f.

Ibn Ezra’s commentary to Genesis 3 and Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed 2:30.
Interestingly, the rationalist and Maimonides follower Joseph ibn Kaspi believed that a
Garden of Eden existed as described in Genesis, Job lived, and his story is not a parable,
and the incident of Balaam occurred as recorded in Numbers. In contrast, he interpreted the
visit of three strangers to Abraham in Genesis 18 as an allegory. Herring, supra, pp. 36-38.
151 Joseph ibn Kaspi, supra, pp. 6, 7.

150
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Divine Names

According to Ibn Ezra, all words used to describe the divinity, such as
Elohim and Shadai, are adjectives. Elohim describes the divinity as well
as God’s messengers (angels) and human judges.’> Only the
Tetragrammaton, the Bigrammaton, and ehyeh are proper names.'s
Bigrammaton, the two-letter (Yod-Heh) abbreviation of the
Tetragrammaton Y-H-W-H, is a description of God existing in the past,
present, and future. It is often used in combination with names or phrases
(e.g., hallelujah).

Gersonides points out that Maimonides’ view is similar.'®
Maimonides also contends that the three proper names of God possess
philosophic meaning, the notion of necessary existence. The
Tetragrammaton is underived, and gives “a clear, unequivocal indication
of His essence,” and “perhaps it indicates the notion of a necessary
existence.”s The other two are derived terms. Ehyeh indicates “the
existent that is the existent, or the necessarily existent.”'s Like Ibn Ezra,

Maimonides explains that Elohim refers not only to God but also to

152 See the long commentaries to Exodus 3:15, 4:14-16, 6:3, 21:6, 22:19, 23:20, 32:1, 33:23,
Leviticus 24:15, and Daniel 11:2, and the shorter commentaries to Exodus 3:13,
Deuteronomy 14:22 and Ecclesiastes 7:19. Ibn Ezra’s view conflicts with the Documentary
Hypothesis that takes Elohim as a noun and ascribes sections in which it appears to a
different author than sections containing the Tetragrammaton. It also differs with the view
the Elohim is a more inclusive noun that includes all gods, whereas the Tetragrammaton
applies only to the Israelite divinity. Ibn Ezra’s view is reflected in the super-commentary
of Samuel ibn Seneh Zarzah, “Mekor Hayyim,” in Margaliot Tovah on Avraham Meir Ibn
Ezra, Amsterdam, 1722, p. 5a; and the Bible Commentary of Shem Tov ibn Falaquera, see
Raphael Jospe, Torah and Sophia, HUCA, Cincinnati, 1988, pp. 468, 469.

133 Sefer Hashem, in Yalqut Avraham ibn Ezra, ed. by 1. Levin, New York—Tel Aviv, 1985, p.
421, and Yesod Mora, Jerusalem, 1970, Chapters 11 and 12.

134 Gersonides’ Commentary to The Torah, New York, 1958, pp. 13b, 54b.

155 Guide of the Perplexed 1:61-64.

156 Tbid. 1:63.
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anyone with superior authority, such as judges or individuals with
exceptional intelligence.'s?

Ibn Ezra and Maimonides disagree as to the meaning of the divine
name Shaddai. The former states that it is derived from shoded,

“destruction.”® The latter, that it comes from she-dai, “sufficiency.”s

157 Ibid. 2:30.
158 Commentary to Isaiah 13:6 and Joel 1:5.
159 Guide of the Perplexed 1:63.
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Sacrifices

Maimonides and Ibn Ezra agree that God has no need of sacrifices and
that they were instituted to satisfy human needs. They differ, however,
in how they describe these needs.

Maimonides maintained' that sacrifices were a concession to the
primitive and immature mindset of the Israelites, who were only recently
delivered from Egyptian slavery. They were limited to Jerusalem and
had many restrictions to wean the people from the practice.

Ibn Ezra explains that one of the purposes of sacrifices is to
distinguish the Israelites from the vegetarian Egyptians, and thereby
prevent the former from adopting the latter’s worship practices.'®!

Saadiah Gaon suggests that God commanded Abraham to sacrifice
Isaac to teach Abraham’s contemporaries who would learn from his
example. Both Ibn Ezra'® and Maimonides's® disagree as the event was
known only to Abraham and Isaac, or, more likely, only to Abraham,
since the story is a depiction of Abraham’s inner struggle showing his
love to God by sacrificing what was most important to him: his son,

[saac.

160 Guide of the Perplexed 3:32. See also the Introduction to the Guide, p. XCVII.

161 Long Commentary to Exodus. 8:22.
The Egyptians, according to Ibn Ezra, refrained from all products derived from animals,
including milk and eggs. They considered meat eaters disgusting and, therefore, would not
allow Joseph to touch their food in Genesis 39:6, and would not sit with Joseph’s brothers
in Genesis 43:32. They required Joseph’s brothers to live in a secluded area because they
handled sheep in Genesis 46:34. They demonstrated their lack of fear of the Egyptians by
putting animal blood on their doorposts in Exodus 12:7.
Commentary on Genesis 8:20, Falaquera states that ancient people did not eat meat, kill any
living thing or even ride on it. They considered people who did so abominable. He, as Ibn
Ezra, mentions that this belief persists in India, but he does not mention the Egyptians. See
Zarzah, supra, p. 16a and Jospe, supra, p. 472.

162 Commentary to Genesis 22:1.

163 Guide of the Perplexed 3:34.
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Translation

Ibn Ezra and Maimonides both translate Exodus 4:6’s indelicate,
bechakecha, “bosom,” with the euphemism “sleeve,”'* showing a
similar sensitivity.

This sensitive translation is somewhat similar to Tikkunei Soferim,
“corrections of the scribes” or “scribal emendations.” It refers to a
tradition in Rabbinic literature that identifies 18 instances in the Tanakh
(Hebrew Bible) in which ancient scribes intentionally altered the biblical
text to avoid anthropomorphism or euphemism, or to preserve the honor
of God. The changes were made to prevent “disrespect” to God. For
example, a verse that might literally read “He cursed God” was adjusted
to a more respectful, euphemistic phrasing.

The alterations are traditionally ascribed to the Anshei Knesset ha-
Gedolah, the Men of the Great Synagogue, generally understood as Ezra
and his court, during the Second Temple period, around 450-350 BCE.

While the tradition lists 18 primary instances, some rabbis and
scholars contend that the scope of these changes was broader.

One example mentioned in Midrash Tanhuma is in Zechariah 2:12,
where it is argued that the text should have read “My eye” (referring to
God’s eye), but was altered to “His eye” (third person) to avoid an

improper description of God. Another is Genesis 18:22, which suggests

164 Saadiah also has “sleeve.” The word is found in four other Pentateuchal sections. Targum

Onkelos avoids the indelicate translation in Exodus 4:6 with “garment,” in Genesis 16:5 by
dropping the word entirely in Numbers 11:12 with “strength,” and in Deuteronomy 28:56,
57 with “covenant.” The Targum Pseudo-Jonathan, Targum Neophyti and the Samaritan
Targums are insensitive to this problem and are literal. See 1. Drazin, Targum Onkelos to
Exodus, Ktav, 1990, p. 66.
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a scribal change that makes it say Abraham was waiting for God rather
than that God stood before Abraham.

Maimonides, in his Thirteen Principles of Faith, emphasized that the
entire Torah in our possession is the exact, unadulterated word of God.
This is clearly contrary to the understanding of Tikkunei Soferim.
However, as mentioned in the Forward to this volume, not all statements
by scholars are factual. Many scholars recognize that Maimonides wrote
the thirteen principles for uneducated Jews as “necessary truths” that
they needed to know, what the Greek philosopher Plato called “noble
lies.” Ibn Ezra would agree with Maimonides on “necessary truths,”

although we have no explicit statement of his on the subject.
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Succoth

The Talmud and Midrash'ss give two reasons for dwelling in the Succah
during the Succoth festival: it either reminds us of the miraculous clouds
of glory that protected the Israelites during their forty-year desert
sojourn,'s or of the actual humble huts they dwelt in during this period.
Ibn Ezra and Maimonides share the rational, more miraculous
explanation.'s” The former states that Succoth is celebrated in the fall,
rather than in the spring when the exodus occurred, because the Israelites
needed the huts only when the weather cooled.'s® The latter explains that
we dwell in Succot to humble ourselves. The simple booths remind the
Jew of his humble national history. This reminder, in turn, makes him

more grateful for his current situation.'®

165 Babylonian Talmud Succot 11b and Sifra 17:11, 12.

166 This is also the view of Saadiah, Rashi, Chazkunee, and the preferred interpretation of
Nachmanides.

167 As does Rashbam.

168 Commentary to Leviticus 23:42.

19 Guide of the Perplexed 3:43.
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Magic

Both Maimonides and Ibn Ezra explain that the Torah forbids magic
because it does not work,'” thereby encouraging people to be rational
and active in addressing their difficulties rather than relying on God or

superstition.

170 Tbn Ezra’s commentary to Leviticus 19:31. Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Akum

11:16.
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Isaac’s Age

Ibn Ezra and Maimonides disagreed with the traditional view'” Isaac was
37 years old when his father, Abraham, thought of sacrificing him. If this
were true, states Ibn Ezra, Isaac’s merit would have exceeded that of his
father. Ibn Ezra estimates the age at approximately 13.'2 Maimonides’

view is attributed to him by his son Abraham.'”

171" Babylonian Talmud Bava Batra 120a, 123b.

172 Commentary to Genesis 22:4.

173 Salo Baron, 4 Social and Religious History of the Jews, NY, Columbia University Press,
1958, vol. 6, p. 480, n. 90.
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Gematriot

The two reject the idea of interpreting the Torah by gematriot; i.e., by
deriving a lesson from the numerical value of the letters in words.!” They
restate that there is no end to this sport, since one can prove anything
with it."”” “God forbid,” he exclaimed, “that a prophet should speak with
gematrias.”'

Although Maimonides opposed gematriot, he employed them in his
“Letter to the Jews of Yemen” to foretell the date of the Messiah’s
coming (1210 CE). David Kaufmann states that this passage is an
interpretation of an audacious falsifier since it is counter to the overall
spirit of the “Letter” and to everything that is known of Maimonides.!”

It is also possible that Maimonides used gematriot in this passage
and predicted a date for the Messiah’s arrival solely to appease the
Yemenites—who were in dire straits—even though he did not believe
his statements were factual. There are other insincere statements in the
“Letter”: for example, his statement, in the next section, that the Messiah

will perform miracles and it is through these acts that you will know him,

174 Gematria is one of 32 hermeneutical rules for interpreting Scriptures aggadically. For

sources and examples of its uses, see Encyclopaedia Judaica, second edition, vol. 7, pp.
369-374.

Commentary to Genesis 14:14. The verse states that Abraham took 318 men. Since the name
Eliezer equals 318, those who use gematriot claim that Abraham went to war with only his
servant Eliezer. See also short commentary to Exodus 1:7. Although Ibn Ezra does like this
device, he does use it himself on several occasions. For example, he says in his interpretation
of Numbers 6:27 that the threefold priestly benediction contains sixty letters equal to the
numerical value of “Behold, bless the Lord” in Psalm 134:1. He also uses it in connection
with the Tetragrammaton in his long commentaries to Isaiah 21:8, Zechariah 3:8, and in his
long commentary to Exodus 20:2.

Short Commentary to Exodus 1:7.

177 David Kaufmann, “A falsification in the letter sent by Maimonides to the Jews of Yemen”

in Revue des Etudes Juives XXIV, p. 112-17.
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is contrary to his statement in Mishneh Torah'" that the nature of the
world will not change in the messianic era, nor will there be any

innovations in the world.

178 Hilchot Melachim 12:1.
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Anthropomorphisms

Both philosophers explain that the Torah employs anthropomorphism
and anthropopathism'” to help people. It is what the Greek philosopher
Plato called a “noble lie,” and Maimonides a “necessary (or, essential)
truth.” People with little or no philosophical understanding need to think

that God looks like humans, has the same feelings, and acts like them. s

179 An anthropomorphism is a statement that describes God performing human-like acts, such
as walking, speaking, have a hand, etc. An anthropopathisms is the same with emotions,
such as God being angry.

180 Maimonides spends the entire first book of the Guide of the Perplexed on this subject. Ibn
Ezra discusses it in his long commentary to Exodus 19:20 and 33:21.
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Forbidden Sexual Relationships

Yeshayahu Leibowitz'®' points out that Ibn Ezra and Maimonides agree
that the reason why certain sexual relationships were forbidden was to

limit sex, which they thought was animalistic if overused.'®

181 Seven Years of Discourses on the Weekly Torah Reading (Hebrew), Israel, 2000, p. 508.
Leibowitz is quoting Nachmanides to Leviticus 18:6.
182 Guide 3:49. Ibn Ezra to Leviticus 18:6 and Deuteronomy 23:10.
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Life After Death

Ibn Ezra appears to parallel Maimonides’ view's? that only the intellect

exists after death. 15+

183

184

In his Guide and Introduction to Helek, Maimonides rejected the notion that the human body
would be recreated after death. He also refused to accept the idea of a separate entity known
as the “soul.” (The term nefesh in the Bible means person. The concept of “soul” is Greek
in origin.)

See Torat Chaim, Mosad Harav Kook, Jerusalem, 1993, book 5, page 98, note 63, of Charles
Ber Chavel to the commentary of Nachmanides. Chavel highlights the similarity between
the two rationalists and notes that Nachmanides disagrees with them.
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Rewards After Death

Ibn Ezra and Maimonides agree that the physical rewards mentioned in
the Bible for good deeds are not to be taken literally. The Torah was
written in a way that people with learning would derive one message,
while the unlearned would see a message that, while untrue, would make
them feel good. This was for the masses who would find it difficult to
understand the genuine concept of reward and punishment and of an
afterlife.'s

An example is Abraham ibn Ezra, who, in his commentary on the
Decalogue (Ten Commandments), explains that the promise of long life
(“that your days may be long upon the land”) in Exodus 20:11 for
honoring one’s parents refers to a longer, physical life in this world.

While the Talmud emphasizes that the “world to come™ is the reward
of this commandment, Ibn Ezra’s commentary frames this
commandment as a “reward in this world” that strengthens the stability

of human life and society, rather than only a promise for the afterlife.

185 Tbn Ezra to Deuteronomy 32:39, Maimonides in Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Teshuva 8:7, 9:1,
and his commentary to Helek.
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PART II: VIEWS THAT
MAIMONIDES MAY NOT HAVE
SHARED WITH IBN EZRA






Azazel

While Maimonides is consistently rational, Ibn Ezra, as we have seen, is
not. Additionally, while Maimonides is careful to state and defend the
traditional interpretation of Scripture, Ibn Ezra will frequently present a
rather radical view.

Maimonides did not believe in evil beings or in serving angels,'# but
Ibn Ezra apparently did. Opinions vary widely regarding the meaning of
azazel in Leviticus 16:8f, and any statement about it is pure
speculation. s

Nachmanides states that this second goat was offered to the angel
Sammael, who was assigned power over the Israelites on the Day of
Atonement if they sinned. The goat was let loose in the wilderness, and,
in essence, sent to Sammacl.!s8 Ibn Ezra has the same or a similar view.
He says it is not a sacrifice. Its true meaning is a secret, which will be
revealed “when you are 33 years old.”

The number is a hint to the 33™ verse following 16:8, namely 17:7,
which states, “They must cease sacrificing their sacrifices to the

demons.”'®

186 In Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Avodat Kochavim 2:1, Maimonides states that the prohibition
against serving idols includes angels.

See Nachmanides to Leviticus 16:8. See Israel Drazin, Targum Onkelos to Leviticus, Ktav,
1993 pp. 148, 149, for talmudic, midrashic targumic and medieval and modern
commentaries on the word.

Chazkunee, ad loc., agrees. He calls it a bribe. The source for this folk legend is the Beraita
d’Rebbe Eliezer 46. Saadiah Gaon rejects this interpretation.

Asher Weiser explains Ibn Ezra’s cryptic remark on Leviticus 16:8, Torat Chaim, p. 147, n.
25.

Both Ibn Ezra and Nachmanides agree that Leviticus 17:7 prohibits sacrificing to demons
or even believing in them. Why then do they say that the azazel goat was sent to Sammael?
It is possible that they did not consider Sammael a demon. He was an angel.

There is another possibility. According to A. Epstein, Mi-Qadmoniyot Hayehudim, Mosad
Harav Kook, 5717, p. 9, and the sources that he cites, the azazel goat was a modification of
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In total contrast, Maimonides sees the goat as only a symbol. It

reminds people to behave appropriately.'

190

the ancient Israelite idol worship. Although the practice was continued, it was radically
changed to reflect the Torah’s anti-idol stance, and the biblical prohibition in 17:7 was added
to highlight this prohibition unambiguously. The present author believes that this may be to
what Ibn Ezra was hinting.

On why the word “goats” means “demons,” see Israel Drazin, Targum Onkelos to Leviticus,
supra p. 158, n. 11.

Guide of the Perplexed 3:46. A similar rationalistic view is in Yehezkel Kaufmann, Toldot
HaEmunah, vol. 2, pp. 428 and 544. many have seen the similarity between this goat and
the kapparot ceremony of Erev Yom Kippur (See sources in Bernard Salomon Jacobson,
Netiv Bina (Hebrew), 1989, vol. 6, pp. 173-178.) In the kapparot ceremony, a rooster is
taken on the eve of the Yom Kippur holiday and is circled seven times around one’s head
while the Jew recites a prayer petitioning that the rooster should serve in his/her place for
any sins that were committed. The rooster is then killed. Interestingly, Jacobson informs us
that Nachmanides, the non-rationalistic mystic who accepted the former practice, joined
those who condemned the latter as darke emori, the ways of the Amorites, i.e., tantamount
to idol worship.
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Leaven and Salt on the Altar

Maimonides®! explains that leaven and honey were prohibited on the

Tabernacle altar'> because they were used in pagan worship, thus the

Israelites were not to imitate them.!® Similarly, salt was placed on the

altar because pagans avoided it."* Ibn Ezra gives no reason for the

prohibition of leaven and honey other than to comment that both cause

leavening. He explains that salt is added to avoid offering a tasteless

sacrifice, seemingly stating that God requires tasty food.!’

191
192
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Guide of the Perplexed 3:46.

Leviticus 2:11.

Deuteronomy 16:22. See also Babylonian Talmud Menachot 58a, Babylonian Talmud
Pesachim 43b, Sifrei Shoftim 146, and Nachmanides to Leviticus 2:11.

Leviticus 2:13.

Ibn Ezra to Leviticus 2:13. Nachmanides gives both explanations attributing the first to
Maimonides and offers the second without attribution.
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Biblical Criticism

Ibn Ezra may not have been as conservative as Maimonides in his belief
in the Mosaic origin of all sections of the Pentateuch, or in the sanctity
of all of its wording.

Jewish tradition states that God gave the entire Torah to Moses."*¢ Ibn
Ezra informs us of the “secret of the twelve.”?” He identifies a half dozen
biblical sections that Moses could not have written.%

The “secret of the twelve” notwithstanding, Ibn Ezra refused to
accept the idea that parts of the Pentateuch were written during a late
period. He passionately rejected the interpretation of Yitzchaki, a
contemporary of Saadiah Gaon (ninth-tenth century), that the Edomic
lineage in Genesis 36:31 was written during the days of King
Jehoshaphat (second-third of the ninth century BCE) and was later
inserted into the Pentateuch.

Baruch Spinoza argues that Ibn Ezra was the pioneer of biblical
criticism and the first to hint that Moses did not write the entire Torah.'”

According to Spinoza, once Ibn Ezra was able to identify these half

1% This rabbinical view is contained in Babylonian Talmud Bava Batra 15a, Babylonian

Talmud Menachot 30a, and Sifrei. R. Yehuda (or some say R. Nehemiah) recognizes that
the last twelve biblical verses were written by Joshua since they tell of Moses’ death and
burial. R. Shimon disagrees and states that Moses wrote even these verses from divine
dictation. Maimonides (in his Commentary to the Mishna of Sanhedrin, Chapter 10)
includes as the eighth of the Thirteen Principles of Faith: “that the entire Torah that is now
in our hands is the same one that was given to Moses our teacher, peace be upon him.
197 A reference to R. Yehuda’s view concerning that last twelve biblical verses. See prior note.
198 Genesis 12:6, 22:14, Deuteronomy 1:1-5, 3:11, 31:9, and 34:1-12. See Joseph Bonfils’,
Sophnath Paneah, edition of David Herzog, Heidelberg, 1930, especially Genesis, pp. 91—
93, and Deuteronomy, pp. 65, 66.
Tractatus theologico-politicus, 1670, chapter 8. However, see above statement regarding
Yitzchaki. Additionally, the Talmud itself raises questions about the Bible text. Furthermore,
Ibn Janah, who lived before Ibn Ezra, made over 200 textual emendations in Scripture.
Nachum Sarna, “Hebrew and Bible Studies of Medieval Spain,” The Sephardic Heritage,
ed. Richard D. Barnett, London, 1971, pp. 348-349.

53

199



dozen anachronisms, all the rest of the Pentateuch was similarly
composed at a later period. Spinoza argues that the “secret of the twelve”
refers to the tradition drawn from Deuteronomy 27:3. Still, these verses
do not explicitly state that Moses wrote the entire Torah on twelve
stones. Thus, the Mosaic Torah must have been much shorter than the
version in our hands.2®

Although Nachum Sarna! appears to reject them, he adds that Ibn
Ezra’s frequent mention of other radical views was included in his
commentary because of his affinity for their opinions.

On the other extreme, Samuel ben Saadiah ibn Motot,>*> Samuel ibn
Seneh Zarzah,*> Solomon Zalman Netter, and later Yehuda Leib
Krinsky,* rejected the idea that Ibn Ezra even believed that the last
twelve Deuteronomy verses were written by anyone other than Moses.2s

Similarly, Michael Friedlaender> opined that Ibn Ezra believed that

only the last twelve verses were written by anyone other than Moses.2?

200 Spinoza either did not know or he ignored Ibn Ezra’s (and Saadiah Gaon’s) interpretation to

27:3 that only the commands were written on the stones. He also ignored the fact that Ibn
Ezra does not like to rely on derash, and the pinpointing that there were twelve stones in
derash.

201 “Hebrew and Bible Studies in Medieval Spain,” in The Sephardi Heritage, London, 1971,
pp. 349-350. This view is also shared by U. Simon, Encyclopedia Mekorit, supra. Similarly,
Samuel David Luzzatto, the 19" century Bible scholar disliked Ibn Ezra not because he
departed from tradition, but because of his insincerity (see his Letters numbers 83,242, 272,
275 and 543.

202 Megillat Setarim, in Otzar Mefarshe Hatorah, Sefer Margaliot Tovah, Amsterdam, 5482.
Commentary to Deuteronomy 1:2, Motot lived circa 1370.

203 Mekor Hayim, in Otzar Mefarshe HaTorah, supra, Zarzah was a contemporary of Motot.

204 Mechokekei Yehudah, Pietrokov, 1907, to Deuteronomy 1:2.

205 Netter’s and Krinsky’s views cannot explain Ibn Ezra’s clear wording; “I think that Joshua
wrote from this verse (34:1).”

206 Essays on the Writings of Abraham Ibn Ezra, London, 1877, pp. 63, 66—67.

207 Tbn Ezra’s questioning of the biblical text is not as radical as it may appear at first blush. A
modern Orthodox Jewish rabbi Baruch HaLevi Epstein (in Tosefet Bracha, Pinsk, 5697, pp.
167-168) points out, for example, that our text of the Torah occasionally has a resh instead
of the daled of the original Torah: e.g. Genesis 22:12; Genesis 10:3 vs. I Chronicles 1:6;
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As we stated earlier, it is possible that Ibn Ezra believed that God
gave the entire Torah through prophecy: virtually all of it, except the
above-mentioned verses, directly to Moses, and the rest to Joshua, but
not later, and not without prophecy.

It is also possible to speculate that Ibn Ezra believed that God did not
dictate the Torah to Moses. Numbers 33:2 states: “And Moses wrote
their (the Israelites) breaking up of the (desert) camp for their journeying
forth at the word of God.” Ibn Ezra states that “at the word of God” refers
to ‘their journeying,” meaning that Moses did not “write” as a result of
God’s dictation. Nachmanides, in his commentary to this verse, mentions
the words of Ibn Ezra and disagrees. He states that “at the word of God”
refers to “And Moses wrote,” teaching that all parts of the Bible came
from God.

Contrary to those who insist that there is no extra word or even letter
in the Pentateuch, Ibn Ezra repeatedly points out words and letters that
were added for the elegance of style, to beautify the sound of the text, or
simply because people spoke that way.2®

In other instances, Scripture is literally wrong: words were added as
an exaggeration. Joseph did not collect “all” the food as stated;>®

otherwise, the people would have starved. Similarly, not all the people

Genesis 10:4 vs. I Chronicles 1:6; Numbers 1:14 vs. 2:14; II Kings 25:6 vs. Ezekiel 6:14,
etc.
Raphael Jospe discusses the issue of “the secret of the twelve” in “Biblical Exegesis as a
Philosophic Literary Genre: Abraham ibn Ezra and Moses Mendelssohn,” in Jewish
Philosophy and the Academy, ed. by Emil L. Fackenheim and Raphael Jospe, Fairleigh
University Press, pp. 48-92.

208 See, for example, Genesis 41:10, Exodus 22:5, Numbers 12:2, Deuteronomy 4:32, 9:7, and
his comments, mentioned earlier, on the two versions of the Ten Commandments.

209 Commentary to Genesis 41:48.
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appeared before him,2® for such a crowd would have been
unmanageable, and a single family member could bring food for the
family.

The Torah is divided into sections called peticha (open) and stetuma
(closed). These are similar to paragraph and chapter endings. Ibn Ezra
questioned the sense of many of these divisions,?! and questions the
rationality of many of the current chapter divisions in the Bible.2

He disagrees that all sentence endings are correct.2’* For example, he
disagrees with the traditional taamei hamikra*'* to Numbers 26:10, which
divides the verse at haeda. He divides it at otam.?'

Ibn Ezra appears to have believed that there was an editor, or
redactor, who arranged the order of biblical verses. In his commentary
on Exodus 6:28, he states: “We are surprised at the editor: why did he
connect this verse with those that follow?”

He attached no exegetical significance to the plene and defective
spellings of biblical words, even though orthography is crucial to the
development of halakhic and midrashic interpretations.’¢ He insists,

instead, on interpreting the text according to its peshat.?"

210 Genesis 41:57.

211 For example, Numbers 3:10, 3:12, 17:15, Deuteronomy 2:16, 5:5, 31:24, and Exodus 6:28,
where Rashi agrees but Nachmanides does not.

212 For example, he does not consider Exodus 7:1 and Numbers 12:1 as a proper chapter
beginning. See also his commentaries on Exodus 12:51.

213 In his long commentary to Exodus 16:6, 7, 12, he states that the first word of 16:7 belongs
with 16:6.

214 The tradition that divides the sentences also disagrees with the Babylonian Talmud
Sanhedrin 110a. See also Ibn Ezra to Numbers 16:35.

215 Ibn Ezra to Numbers 16:35 and Weiser’s note 64 in Torah Chayim, p. 148.

216 Babylonian Talmud Menachot 29b, Babylonian Talmud Makkot 7b, Babylonian Talmud
Sanhedrin 4a, Babylonian Talmud Pesachim 86b, Babylonian Talmud Kiddushin 18b and
Babylonian Talmud Eruvin 13a.

217 See his Introduction, Weiser, supra, p. 10 and his long commentary to Exodus 20:1. See also
his commentaries to Exodus 25:31, cf. Rashi and Chazkunee. David Kimchi has a similar
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Ibn Ezra accepts the idea of scribal errors creeping into the biblical
text,>’® as in 1 Chronicles 28:17, but believed that the author of the
chapters beginning with chapter 40 of Isaiah was different from the one
who wrote the earlier parts of the book.

He states that the Bible contains hyperbole, as in Daniel 10:17, when
Daniel is said to have been left with no strength whatsoever.

The Bible is sometimes inexact. For example, it states that Jacob
went to Egypt with seventy family members (Deuteronomy 10:22), even
though Jacob was counted among them alongside Joseph and his sons,
who were already in Egypt.2?

Similarly, Ibn Ezra passionately rejects the derash? derived from the
dots placed over every letter of “and he (Esau) kissed him (Jacob).”
According to the midrashim, the dots indicate that Esau did not kiss
Jacob wholeheartedly.?2 He calls this view infantile, the idea of “those
still drawing from the breasts,”? for the text explicitly states that Esau
wept. Thus, the dots may indicate that the ancients were informing us of
a possible textual error.

Despite the above-mentioned critical approach to the biblical text, it

is notable that Ibn Ezra dismissed the concept of tikkunei soferim,

view: “We cannot provide reasons for all the deficient and plain spellings. There are too

many of them.” Commentary to Genesis 24:39. See Frank Ephraim Talmage, David Kimchi,

The Man and the Commentaries, Harvard University Press, 1975, p. 75.

See his long commentary to Exodus 25:29.

Commentary to Genesis 46:23.

220 In Sifrei, ed. Friedman, p. 18; Genesis Rabba. ed. Wilna, p. 149; Pirke deRabbi. Eliezer 37,
and Rashi, ad loc.

221 Genesis 33:4

222 Avot deRabbi Natan, 1 (34, 100f) mentions that there are ten biblical verses with diacritical

points above some letters. The dot indicates an error, “the word is to be omitted.”

A reference to Isaiah 28:9.

218
219

223
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“scribal corrections,” mentioned in the midrashim.?* The late midrashim
state that changes were deliberately inserted into eighteen biblical texts
by pre-common-era rabbinic scribes, called soferim, in verses that the
soferim deemed disrespectful to God. Ibn Ezra maintains that each verse

can be understood without emendation.??s

224 Mekhilta, Shira 6; Sifiei, Numbers 84; Tanhuma, B’shalach 16; and Midrash Rabb. Rashi,
born 1040 CE, lists eight such changes in his Bible commentary. See Rashi to Numbers
11:15 and Genesis 18:22.

See his Introduction, Weiser, supra, p. 10 and the end of his Sefer Zachot. See also his
commentary to Genesis 18:13 where he rejects the interpretation of Babylonian Talmud
Bava Metzia 87a and Babylonian Talmud Yevamot 65b that God changed Sarah’s words for
the sake of family peace. See also S. Lieberman, Hellenism in Jewish Palestine, 1994, pp.
28-37, who does not mention Ibn Ezra, but quotes others who felt that the Soferim did not
change the biblical script. “The explained the midrashic passages to mean that the Bible
itself employed euphemistic expressions.”
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Creation from Pre-existing Substances

Maimonides?¢ identifies three theories concerning the origin of the
world: (1) the traditional Jewish view of creation from nothing, (2) the
Platonic idea of the pre-existence of some substance from which the
present world was formed, and (3) the Aristotelian concept of the eternity
of the universe. Maimonides appears to accept the first, Ibn Ezra the
second.”” However, Herbert A. Davidson®* argues persuasively that
“Maimonides may have secretly countenanced or embraced the
(Platonic) doctrine of creation from a preexisting matter... that matter is
eternal and that at a given moment God, through an act of will, emanated
the incorporeal part of the universe... into the physical part of the

universe.”” Thus, the two may be in agreement.

226 Guide of the Perplexed 2:13.

227 Commentaries to Genesis 1:1 and Isaiah 40:28. He bases his conclusion upon the meaning
of bara, “created.”

228 See “Maimonides’ Secret Position on Creation,” in Studies in Medieval Jewish History and
Literature, ed. by 1. Twersky, Harvard University Press, 1979, pp. 16-40.

229 Davidson does not discuss Ibn Ezra’s view.
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Holiness of Israel

Ibn Ezra repeatedly asserts that the land of Israel is uniquely holy.>°
Ownership of land in Israel is like having a portion in the world-to-come
(Genesis 33:19). Behavior that was allowed outside of it was not
permitted in Israel. Thus, Jacob required his family to “put away the
strange gods” before entering Israel (Genesis 35:2). Jacob could marry
two sisters (Genesis 29), and Amram, his aunt (Exodus 2:1), because
they were not living in the land.?! Similarly, the Israelites and even non-
Israelites were warned about unlawful marriages, unchastity, Molech
worship in Israel (Leviticus 18:6 and 26 and Deuteronomy 31:16), and
against taking idols (even if they only used them for astrological
purposes) (Genesis 35:2) into the holy land. Non-Israelites had to eat
only kosher food in Israel because of the country's holiness (Leviticus
20:24, 25). In fact, generally, non-Israelites living in Israel must live a
holy life because of the land (Leviticus 20:7). Non-Israelites living in
Israel must be careful not to incur ritual uncleanness; they are subject to
the rules of the Red Heifer (Numbers 19:10,11). The law stating that a
house could be struck with the plague of leprosy (Leviticus 14:34f) only
applies in Israel because of the “sanctity of the land: for the Temple is in

it, and the Honored One (God) is in the Temple.”»2

230 For example, Genesis 28:16, Deuteronomy 31:15, and 32:8. In the post-biblical period, Jose

ben Joezer and Jose ben Johanon (circa 160 BCE) ordained impurity on all countries outside
of Israel, Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 14b and y. Shabbat 1:4, 3d.

Nachmanides has the same view as Ibn Ezra in his commentaries to Genesis 26:5 and
Leviticus 18;25 (in more detail). However, Nachmanides adds the rather strange idea that
Rachel died when she entered the holy land to avoid causing Jacob to sin by living with two
sisters.

See Raphael Jospe, Daat, supra, p. 50.
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The biblical prohibition disallowing a corpse of an executed criminal
to hang after nightfall is not to protect the dignity of the deceased, but
for the sake of the sanctity of the land. (Deuteronomy 21:23). The land
of Israel is suitable for both the living and the dead, for otherwise, why
would Abraham pay such an exorbitant sum for the burial of his wife
Sarah (Genesis 23:19).

Maimonides’ exact feelings about Israel are unclear. He had the
opportunity to live in Israel, but chose Egypt instead. He did not include
living in Israel among the 613 biblical commands.** He agreed with the
statement about destroying idol worship,»* but not the rationales for

burial?*s or incest?¢.

233 His reason may be that living in Israel is a prerequisite for many commands and is therefore

not a separate command in itself. This category is excluded as a separate command in his
introductory principles to his Sefer HaMitzvot. Additionally, there is no explicit biblical
command to live in Israel. Ravad criticized Maimonides for the absence of this mitzvah in
his Hasagot.

See positive command 185 in The Commandments, Chavel, supra, pp. 197-198.

See positive command 231, supra.

See negative commands 330-348, supra.
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Circumcision

The differences between Ibn Ezra and Maimonides are evident in their
interpretations of the purpose of circumcision. Ibn Ezra relies more on
the literal interpretation of Scripture. He explains?’ that circumcision
makes the body whole because the Bible states this.»® If one can argue
that the removal of the foreskin diminishes the body, one can see that
male animals have no foreskin. If one claims that it is illogical to remove
something that God created, one should remember that the placenta is
also cut off at birth.2

Maimonides, on the other hand, follows his philosophical bent and
introduces the concept of the Golden Mean. He argues* that
circumcision was not “prescribed with a view of perfecting what is
defective congenitally, but to perfecting what is defective morally.” He
felt that the foreskin was “ functional,” for it increased a woman’s
pleasure, but circumcision weakens the organ and is another way of
teaching moderation. Circumcision also joins the Jew to Abraham’s
covenant, and this covenant “imposes the obligation to believe in the
unity of God.” Maimonides, ever the philosopher par excellence,
concludes that this philosophical rationale is “perhaps ... even stronger

than the first (moral reason).”

7 Genesis 34:14.

238 As stated in Genesis 17:1.

239 In the author’s opinion, the female’s hymen would have been a better example.
240 Guide of the Perplexed 3:49.
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The Number Seven

Ibn Ezra repeatedly interpreted the oft-occurring number seven as a
symbol of completeness.*! Three, on the other hand, is “always bad
because it is half of seven.” It is the turning point to the change that will
reach its climax at seven.? The idea that seven signifies completeness is
also found in other writers, such as Samuel Raphael Hirsch and Baruch
HaLevi Epstein.>

Maimonides saw no significance in numbers. He states, for example,
that the number mentioned in the Torah regarding sacrifices is
unimportant, because “one particular number had necessarily to be
chosen.” He sees seven as a mean rather than a symbol of
completeness. He states that the number seven, as in the seven days of
Passover, was chosen simply because it is the “mean between the natural
day (which is too short a period for the celebration) and the lunar month”
(which is too long). It has a “great role in natural matters” (presumably

the week) and “in matters about the Law. For the Law always tends to

241 Qee, for example, Exodus 7:25, Leviticus 22:27, 23:24, 26:18, Numbers 23:1 and

Deuteronomy 28:7. Similarly, Joseph ibn Kaspi states that the number “seven” connotes

“many.” Thus, Noah did not take seven of every clean animal unto the ark, but many of

them. Ibn Kaspi, however, as Aristotle before him, did not consider seven as the symbol of

completeness. Three is the complete number because it has a beginning, middle, and end.

B. Herring, Joseph Ibn Kaspi's Gevia kesef, supra, p. 158.

Genesis 34:25, where the people of Shechem were sickest on the third day. See also Genesis

7:4, Weiser n. 3; 8:5, Weiser n. 13; and Exodus 3:15.

243 Tosafot Berachah, Pinsk, 5697, pp. 87-89 and Mekor Baruch, Wilno, 1928, part 3, Chapter
26. Epstein has a list of where the number seven appears in Jewish holidays and practices.
This concept of completeness, however, in the present author’s opinion is not the
fundamental reason for the repetition of seven in Judaism. I believe that the number seven
is used repeatedly in Judaism to remind the Jew of the basic concept of seven: the seven
days of creation, stressed also in the very beginning of the Bible as an important concept.
The seven days of creation, in turn, remind the Jew of three basic concepts: there is a God,
God created the world, God can communicate commands to us (just as the Sabbath was
communicated).

24 Guide of the Perplexed 3:26.
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assimilate itself to nature, perfecting the natural issues in a certain

respect.2

245

Guide of the Perplexed 3:43, Pines, supra, p. 571. See also 2:29. the latter sentence
apparently means that the number seven is used for Passover, for example, because it
associates Passover with all other Jewish religious observances that have a connection with
the number seven; and all of these observances, in turn, are connected with nature.

For the Significance of the number seven in antiquity, see Julius Lewy and Hildegard Lewy,
“The Origin of the Week and the Oldest West-Asiatic Calendar,” HUCA XVII, 1942, p. 22.
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The Ancient Jewish Calendar

Abraham Epstein?* points out that Ibn Ezra, in his commentary on
Exodus 12:2 and in his book Sefer Haibur, states that the Israelites
originally used a solar calendar.2” Epstein also quotes Yefet ben Ali, who
said that the Sadducees used the solar calendar.># Epstein may be
suggesting that the Sadducees were conservatively continuing the
ancient practice. Later, when the Israelites adopted the lunar calendar,
Ibn Ezra believed that they celebrated the new month for two consecutive

days.>® Epstein rejected Ibn Ezra’s opinion.

246
247
248
249

Mi-qadmoniyot ha-Yehudim, Mosad Harav Kook, Jerusalem, 5717, p. 2, 3.

See also Ibn Ezra’s commentaries to Exodus 40:2, Leviticus 11:24, 23:3, and 25:9.
Epstein, ibid, p. 3

Epstein, ibid, p. 5.
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Did Judah Act Properly with Tamar

Ibn Ezra states that the story of Judah and Tamar>* was inserted in the
middle of the story of Joseph,>' to contrast the behavior of Joseph, who
avoided having a relationship with the wife of his master, and Judah, who
acted in a contrary fashion with Tamar.

Maimonides, on the other hand, finds no fault with Judah. His was
“noble conduct, and uprightness in judgment ... For before the law
giving, intercourse with a harlot was as lawful as cohabitation of husband

and wife.”?5

250 Genesis 38.
251 Genesis 37, 39-50.
252 Guide of the Perplexed 3:49.
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Soul

While Ibn Ezra and Maimonides describe the soul similarly, they differ
in detail. Ibn Ezra’s tripartite soul is derived from Plato. He writes that
humans have three spirits.>* The neshamah, “knowledge whose seat is
the brain,” ruach balev, “a spirit in the heart” that desires dominion, and
which is the seat of anger, and nefesh b ’chaved, ““a spirit in the liver,” the
course of the appetite for food. Since one, two, or three of them can be
strong or weak, there are 27 different temperaments. The Torah was
given to strengthen the neshamah so that the body would not control it.
Maimonides speaks of a two-part soul: the neshamah is intelligence,
the part of a human that exists after the death of the person. There is also
a nefesh. This is what distinguishes humans and animals from vegetation.
It causes one to eat, drink, procreate, and feel. It dies with the body.>*
Maimonides states that nouns are used interchangeably by people who
do not know how to distinguish them, and one must be careful to see

what is meant.

253 Long commentary to Exodus 23:25, 26.

254 Mishneh Torah, Yesodei HaTorah 4:8, 9 and Guide of the Perplexed 1:41, book 2
introduction, 2:4, 3:22.

67



King

The two disagree as to whether the Bible requires Jews to have a king or
if Deuteronomy 17:14f only permits the nation to have one. Maimonides

takes the former position?s and Ibn Ezra, the latter.2s

255
256

Sefer Hamitzvot, positive command 173.

Commentary to Deuteronomy 17:15. See also Saadiah and Sforno, as well as Babylonian
Talmud Sanhedrin 20b. Nachmanides held the medieval view that once a king is crowned,
he is the one whom God selected. In contrast, Sforno states that the entire idea of kingship
is abhorrent to God. Compare I Samuel 8:18. See Seven Years of Discourses on the Weekly
Torah Reading, by Yeshayahu Leibowitz (Hebrew), Israel, 2000, 840—847, for a discussion
of a number of other views on this subject.
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PART III: SOME INTERESTING IBN
EZRA INTERPRETATIONS






Obscurity in Scripture

Ibn Ezra notes®’ that there are many obscure instances in Scripture. For
example, the numbers cited in some verses do not seem to tally. II
Samuel 15:7 states: “And it came to pass after forty years that Absalom
said to the king ...” Yet Absalom was not forty years old. Similarly,
Ezekiel 1:1 states: “Now it came to pass in the thirtieth year... that the
heavens were opened, and I saw visions of God.” These thirty years are
interpreted differently by different scholars: some say they are thirty
years old, others that they are thirty years from the jubilee year, and still
others that they are thirty years from the day the scroll of the Torah was
found by the priest Hilkiah. Another example appears in Isaiah 7:8:
“Within 65 years Ephraim shall be broken.” Yet the exile occurred in a
much shorter period. Additionally, Genesis 41:1 states, “it came to pass
at the end of two years,” but it is unclear when the two-year period began.

Exodus 12:40’s statement: “the Israelites lived in Egypt 430 years”
presents a similar problem because the duration of the stay from Jacob’s
entrance into Egypt until the Israelite exodus was far short of the 430-
year figure.?s®

The difficulty was resolved in various ways. The Septuagint, for
example, states that the 430 years include sojourns in other lands. The

author of Seder Olam?* explains that the 400 years mentioned in Genesis

257 In his commentaries to Genesis 45:22 and Exodus 12:40, he states that there are more

ambiguous biblical statements than are identified by Babylonian Talmud Yoma 52a, b; e.g.
Genesis 4:7, 45:22, 49:7, Exodus 17:9, 25:34, Deuteronomy 31:16, and Ruth 4:8.

258 And the enslavement was only 210 years, as stated in Genesis Rabbah 91:2.

259 Jose ben Halafta, Seder Olam c. 160 CE.
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15:13 begin with the birth of Isaac, 30 years after the incident of Genesis
15:13. Hence, the total is 430 years.

Since Genesis 12:4 states that Abraham entered Canaan at age 75,
the author of Seder Olam claims that Genesis 15:13 occurred when
Abraham was 70 years old. He left Canaan and remained in Haran for
five years, and later returned at 75.

Ibn Ezra, on the other hand, resolves the latter problem: the 30 years
began not from the Genesis 15 incident, but from the date of Abraham’s
departure from his birthplace, Ur of the Chaldeans. He remained in
Haran for five years and, at 75, entered Canaan without returning to

Haran.
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Is the use of Physicians Allowed?

Ibn Ezra had a somewhat restrictive idea as to whether Jews are allowed
to use physicians. Exodus 21:19 states veropai yerapai, “and shall cause
him to be thoroughly healed.” The Talmud (Babylonian Talmud, Bava
Kama 85a) reports that the school of Rabbi Ishmael derived from this
verse the conclusion that the Torah permits Jews to be healed by
physicians. The Tosaphists explain (s.v. shenitnah) that we do not say
that this is a rebellion against the divine act of the illness. Rashi (ad loc.)
and Nachmanides add that in the case cited in Exodus, where one
individual strikes another, the physician’s fee is only paid to a doctor,
and not to the person who was hurt, whether he heals himself or whether
he wants to pay the doctor.

Ibn Ezra, in his extended commentary on this verse, states that
permission to use a physician is limited to external wounds, but internal
wounds must be left to God to heal. Tov Elam (Bonfils), in Sophnath
Paneah (ad loc.), explains that Ibn Ezra interprets the verse to allow only
the healing of wounds, not illnesses. In his short commentary on this
verse and his extended commentary on Exodus 23:25-26, Ibn Ezra is
more restrictive. He states that the talmudic view is the opinion of a
single individual. The truth, in his opinion, is that Jews, or at least Torah-
observant Jews, should never use physicians. They should rely only on
God, for the Torah states (Exodus 15:26): “I, the Lord, am your doctor:

and Exodus 23:25 promises health to the observant.2

260 Rashi in Babylonian Talmud Pesachim 56a and Babylonian Talmud Berakhot 10b seems to

agree with Ibn Ezra’s view: King Hezekiah hid a book on medicine because the sick should
not have relied on doctors. However, in his commentary to Exodus 21:19, Rashi allows the
use of doctors. He probably meant that Hezekiah felt that the Israclites had gone to an
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extreme with their idol worship and the hiding of the medical book was one of several
methods the king utilized to help them move in the proper direction. Maimonides, in his
Perush HaMishna has a lengthy explanation why this book was hidden.
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Mixing Meat and Milk

In his commentaries to Exodus 23:19, Ibn Ezra explains that the reason
why the Torah prohibition: “Thou shalt not seethe a kid in its mother’s
milk” may be because the Torah wants to remove us from cruel behavior
(as it does in Leviticus 22:28, prohibiting slaughtering a cow and its ewe
in a single day, and Deuteronomy 22:6, 7 forbidding the taking of a
mother bird with its young). The ancients*!' extended the biblical
prohibition to include mixing any milk product with meat because the
milk that is being used “may” be, at least in part, the milk of the animal
from which it was taken.

Maimonides explains the prohibition against mixing milk and meat
in The Guide for the Perplexed 3:48 as a measure intended to distance
the Jewish people from ancient pagan, idolatrous practices, which
involved cooking meat in milk as a fertility rite. He argues that the
Torah’s restriction is linked to a likely Canaanite practice of boiling a
young animal in its mother’s milk to secure agricultural or pastoral
prosperity. He presents a rational, historical approach rather than a

mystical one.

261 See Babylonian Talmud Chullin 113a.
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Did Aaron Sin with the Golden Calf?

In his commentaries on Exodus 32:1, Ibn Ezra explains that Aaron did
not sin when he made the Golden Calf. Moses ascended Mount Sinai and
did not tell the Israelites when he would return because God gave him
no timetable. When the Israelites saw that Moses had been absent for
forty days without food, because there was no manna on the mountain,
they assumed he was dead. They requested Aaron to make a figure to
lead them, somewhat like the figure that led them for a short period after
the Red Sea crossing. Aaron chose a calf for astrological reasons. He
then arranged for a service to pray to God. Unfortunately, a small
minority of people regarded the calf as an idol and worshiped it. God
was angry at Aaron for indirectly leading the people to sin, but when

Moses prayed on his behalf, God forgave Aaron.
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Miracles

Rejecting miracles, Ibn Ezra understands Exodus 32:15 figuratively.
Moses was human and, therefore, incapable of literally carrying two
huge stone tablets of the Ten Commandments in “his hand.” The word
“hand” means in his control. In contrast to the talmudic view in the
Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 104a, he reads “written on both sides”
literally. There was no miracle: the words were carved into the stones
and could be read on the reverse without being reversed—the Torah
means what it says and no more. Moses wrote the Ten Commandments
twice, once on each side of the two stones.

Similarly, he rejects the Mishnaic view (Avot 5:6) that God
miraculously created the first version of the Ten Commandments before
the creation of the world.>? He interprets “a work of God” in Exodus

32:16 as “done perfectly.”

262 A view also maintained by Saadiah Gaon.
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Reactions to Rabbinic Interpretations

Ibn Ezra rejects the talmudic view? that Moses’s mother was born when
Jacob arrived in Egypt, for this would make her an unbelievable 130
years old at Moses’s birth.

In an uncharacteristically long narrative, Ibn Ezra tells us of his
encounter with a Karaite who, like other members of his sect, believed
that Exodus 35:3 prohibits any use of fire throughout the 24—hour
Sabbath.2ss Ibn Ezra pointed out to him that, if one reads the verse
literally, it limits the prohibition to daytime hours: “You shall burn no
fire throughout your habitations on the Sabbath day.” Thus, a literal
reading would not prohibit the fire for the entire Sabbath. Ibn Ezra
counters every attempt by this Karaite to prove by a host of other biblical
verses that this verse’s “day” includes the evening. He concludes by
informing his readers that he relates this story to show that, without the
interpretive traditions, we would be unable to understand the Bible
correctly.

Ibn Ezra frequently mentions Karaite interpretations and those of
others that he rejects.® He also often states that one must accept the
rabbinic view. Many scholars have reacted by saying, “He protests too
much,” and believe that he cites the views that he apparently rejects
because he actually agrees with them. He states the opposite to avoid

incurring the wrath of his coreligionists.2

263 Babylonian Talmud Bava Batra 120a, 123b.

264 Short commentary to Exodus 35:3.

265 They, therefore, forbade the lighting of Sabbath candles. See also Saadiah, quoted in Ibn
Ezra’s commentaries to this verse, who countered the Karaites on this point.

266 See, e.g., commentary to Leviticus 7:20.

267 See, for example, Nachum Sarna, supra.
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Preferential Treatment

When Moses led the Israelites out of Egypt, preference was consistently
given to the tribal leaders and elders. Thus, they were camped closest to
Mount Sinai.2® Similarly, when the Ten Commandments were given, the
firstborn were placed closest to the mountain, followed by the tribal

leaders, the elders, the shotrim, and the Israelites.2®

268 Long commentary to Exodus 19:2. Scripture uses the singular (he dwelt) to signify the small

grouping. Rashi, in contrast, draws from the Mekhilta and states that the singular denotes “a
single heart,” but the rest of the settlements were filed with divisive strife.

Long commentary to Exodus 19:17 and short commentary to 19:22. On the idea that the
“elders” means all older men and not wise men, see A. Epstein, supra, pp. 34-37.
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Translation of Priest

The word kohen (“priest”) means shamas (“server”).?® They serve

God.?” One of their duties, outside the Temple, is to teach the people.2”

270 Short commentary to Exodus 19:6.

271 Commentary to Leviticus 21:1.
272 Ibid.
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Swearing Worse than Murder

The “sin” of swearing is worse than murder. The latter occurs
infrequently, whereas the former is repeated daily. When you chastise a
person today for swearing too much, he ironically swears that he doesn’t
do so because he is so habituated in this practice. Thus, the terrible

practice of swearing is worse and more frequent than murder.>”

273 Both commentaries to Exodus 20:6.
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Marriage

Ibn Ezra rejected the idea that marriage between close relatives is
injurious. After all, Moses’s parents were an aunt and a nephew, and they

had three remarkably successful children—Moses, Aaron, and Miriam.>

274 Long commentary to Exodus 2:1.
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Consistency

Ibn Ezra is not consistently literal. For example, he interprets
Deuteronomy 34:6’s “And he buried him (Moses) in the valley” as Rabbi
Ishmael in Sifrei, Naso 32, who holds that Moses buried himself. Sforno
points out (in his commentary to 34:6) that if this were true, it must have
been his disembodied soul that buried Moses’s body. Verse 5 states that
Moses died on the mountain top, while verse 6 informs us that he was

buried in the valley.
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Interpreting the Ten Commandments

In his extended commentary to Exodus 20:1, Ibn Ezra accepts the general
rabbinic view that “I am the Lord your God” is the first of the Ten
Commandments.?’> However, in his commentary on Deuteronomy 5:6,
he states that while he recognizes the rabbinic view, he prefers to see the
conventionally understood first two commands as a single command.
The latter is consistent with the opinions of Hasdai Crescas and the
Masoretes, who divided the Torah into sections.?

In his extended commentary on Exodus 20:1, Ibn Ezra explains the
differences between the versions of the Ten Commandments in Exodus
and Deuteronomy. He states that the significant part of the divine
communication is not the words (“the body”), but their meaning (“the
soul”). He reminds us of the frequent instances in which the Bible repeats

the same command or incident in different words, sometimes adding

275 See Don Isaac Abravanel, Rosh Amanah, 5718m, pp. 104—111. He lists the various Talmudic

and midrashic statements regarding this issue and shows that virtually all, but not all,
consider “I am the Lord your God” as the first command. Maimonides (Mishneh Torah,
Sefer Hamada 1:1) not only agrees but considers it the basis of the thirteen principles of
faith.

There are many difficulties regarding the Ten Commandments. We can mention a few. There
are not ten commands, but thirteen by Abravanel’s count, and fourteen according to
Maimonides and the Aruch. Abravanel states that they are called “Ten Statements” in the
Bible (in Exodus 34:28, Deuteronomy 4:13, and 10:4) because the Israelites heard them as
ten statements, with pauses between them. Abravanel places the first pause at the end of
Exodus 20:2 and Deuteronomy 5:6, and the tenth is after Exodus 20:13 and Deuteronomy
5:17. Yet, the Masoretic apparatus sets the first pause after Exodus 20:6 and Deuteronomy
5:10 and the last in the middle of Exodus 20:14 and Deuteronomy 5:18. Thus, the Masoretes
combined the “traditional” first two “Commandments” and divided the final one. Ibn Ezra
explains that the Ten Commandments were written on two tablets: the first contained
commands between humans and God, while the second addressed commands between
humans. The sequence of each tablet was from most to least important: belief in God was
the most significant in the first tablet, and murder was the second. See Bernard Salomon
Jacobson, Bina Bamikra (Hebrew), Sinai, 1993, pp. 79-83.

276 Tbn Ezra did not always agree that the traditional Masoretic division was logical.
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ideas. This is the biblical style.”” For example, who find significance in
the spelling of words, whether they are written with or without a vav or
a yud, are wrong. So, too, are those who find meaning in whether or not
a vav is placed at the beginning of a word or sentence—also, those who
read an unwarranted message in the changing of tenses. Thus, when the
first two commands are in the first person (“I”’) while the remainder are
in the third person, it is a mistake to assume that the Israelites only heard
the first two directly from God.

Ibn Ezra explains that the commands in Exodus were the words
Moses heard from God. The Deuteronomy version (5:6ff) is Moses’s
restatement, sometimes in his own words with an explanation. Moses
states this himself when he says twice: “as the Lord your God
commanded you.” In short, those who are startled by the differences
between the two versions are unfamiliar with the Bible's style and
biblical Hebrew. And those who read meaning in such differences are
compounding the error.

Without mentioning him, David Kimchi (Radak) agreed with Ibn
Ezra that Scripture preserves the sense, but not the words. “It is the
custom of Scripture that in repetitions, the sense, if not the words, is
preserved. Even in the Ten Commandments, the foundation of the Torah,
the words are changed in the repetition in Deuteronomy, but the sense is

the same.””?7

277 See also his long commentary to Exodus 11:5. Ibn Kaspi, supra, p. 264, agrees. He states

that both versions were from Moses who was given the divine message. This is like someone
who says today, “the wine is good,” and tomorrow says, “the port is good.” The
representation is one.

Frank Ephraim Talmage, David Kimchi, The Man and the Commentaries, Harvard
University Press, 1975, p. 107. The quote is from Genesis 24:39; cf. Genesis 18:13, 20:1,
21:1, 32:10, 41:17; Jeremiah 8:10.

278
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The Meaning of Meketz

Ibn Ezra interprets Deuteronomy 31:10°s meketz sheva shanim as “the
beginning of the seventh year,” not the end. The latter is the rabbinic
view as attested in the Babylonian Talmud, Succot 41la; Targum
Onkelos; Targum Pseudo-Jonathan; Rashi; and others. Thus, Ibn Ezra
states that the Jew is to spend the entire Sabbatical year studying, just as

he devotes the seventh day, the Sabbath, to study.?”

279 See also Ibn Ezra to 15:1, 15:18 and Exodus 20:8. However in his commentary to Numbers

13:25, he states that meketz can also mean “end.”
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Why “Stranger” was Inserted into the Verse

Ibn Ezra alone states that Deuteronomy 31:12°s command to “Assemble
the people, the men and the women and the little ones, and “your
stranger” that is within your gates, that they may hear, and that they may
learn, and fear the Lord your God, and observe to do all the words of the
law” at the beginning of the Sabbatical Year: the stranger is included

because “perhaps he will convert” when he hears the Torah.
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Is the World-to-Come Mentioned in the

Pentateuch?

While other commentators see none, it is notable that the literalist Ibn
Ezra identifies frequent references to the world-to-come in the

Pentateuch.2s

280 Don Isaac Abarbanel (Rosh Amanah, Tel Aviv, 5718, pp. 85, 86) also sees the messianic

idea in the Pentateuch. So, too, the Palestinian Targums. See 1. Drazin, Targumic Studies,
University Microfilms International, 1982, pp. 112-16.
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Interpretation of Deuteronomy 26:5

Ibn Ezra interprets Deuteronomy 26:5’°s “A wandering Aramean was my
father, and he went down into Egypt, and sojourned there, few in
numbers,” as Sforno, Targum Pseudo-Jonathan, and others, contrary to
the Passover Haggadah, Targum Onkelos, Targum Neophyti, Sifrei, and
others. The Haggadah renders it “An Aramean (i.e., Laban) wanted to
destroy my father.” Rashbam identifies the Aramean as Abraham. Ibn
Ezra states that the verse refers to Jacob. The individual bringing the first
fruits thanks God by saying, in essence, “I did not inherit Israel from my
parents because Jacob was poor when he arrived in Aram; he was also
only a sojourner in Egypt with a small family. It was you, God, who

delivered us from slavery and gave us this good land.”*!

281 See I. Drazin, Targum Onkelos to Deuteronomy, Ktav, 1982, pp. 228, 229.
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Did the Israelites Offer Sacrifices in the Desert?

Ibn Ezra opines that the Israelites observed the Passover in Egypt and at
Mount Sinai, but not at any other time during the forty years they were
in the desert with Moses, because they had no cattle. They also did not

circumcise their children in the desert.??

282 Commentary to Leviticus 7:38. See Numbers 9:1-5 for the dessert Passover and Joshua 5:2—

10 for the resumption of circumcision.
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Reason for Certain Laws

Ibn Ezra states that the Torah prohibited the eating of fruits from trees
during the first three years of their growth because these foods are
harmful to one’s health.2 Maimonides explains that fruits were
prohibited to avoid the practices of idol worshipers, and the kosher
laws were instituted to teach people to curb their appetites and cultivate
habits of moderation.? The two agree that blood was enjoined because
of the ways of idol worshipers,2¢ and one may not round the corners of
his head, or mar the corners of his beard, because these are imitations of

pagan practices.”

283 Commentary to Leviticus 19:23.

284 Guide for the Perplexed 3:37.

285 Guide for the Perplexed 3:33.

286 Commentaries to Leviticus 17:7 and 19:26. Guide for the Perplexed 3:46.
287 Commentary to Leviticus 19:27. Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Avodah Zara 12:1.
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The Creation Story

According to Ibn Ezra, the Bible informs us only of the creation of the
known world and reveals nothing about the external, unknown universe.
This is emphasized by the definite article “the heaven,” in Genesis 1:1;
1.e., the observable heaven.

Ibn Ezra accepted the aggadic view, attested in the Babylonian
Talmud (Berakhot 61a; Eruvin 18a) and in Genesis Rabba 8:1, that the
first human was a single being with both male and female attributes.
Thus, when Genesis 2:24 states, “Therefore a man should leave his father
and mother and cleave to his wife, ‘and they shall be one flesh,”” it means
that they should be similar to their original state of being a single entity
(Commentaries to Genesis 1:26 and 2:24).

He accepted the idea in the Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 97a, that
the world will exist for only six thousand years. He states that the fruits
of the tree of knowledge of good and evil and the tree of life were,
contrary to Babylonian Talmud Berakhot 40a, of a kind unlike those
known today to us. Therefore, they are not identified in the text. Adam
was wise before he ate the forbidden fruit, and after he ate the fruit, he
had sexual intercourse with Eve. The latter tree could not have given
humans perpetual life, only a longer life, because the human body is
unable to endure for too long . Although God stated that “on the day that
you eat of it you shall die,” they did not die because they repented.
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Moses

Ibn Ezra’s depiction of Moses is not the one generally accepted by Bible
readers. Moses appeared before Pharaoh with a staff, a cane he needed
because of his advanced age of 80. It could not have been a shepherd’s
staff because it would have been unseemly to appear in such pedestrian
garb at the luxurious palace.?s

Moses was not fluent in Egyptian because of his prolonged absence
from Egypt, during which he spoke another language.® He also had a
congenital speech defect, which he hoped, unsuccessfully, that God
would cure.? Aaron was a suitable candidate to speak to the people in
Moses’s stead since he had prophesied in Egypt, along with others,
before Moses received his divine mission.”' Miriam also did so before
women.?? Thus, Moses never spoke directly to the Israelites throughout
his entire ministry, but only through Aaron or Aaron’s son Eliezer upon
Aaron’s death.?

Moses and Aaron were the only prophets who performed this
function in their old age.?* They were also unique in that the Torah was
given only through them, and only through them can one inherit the
world-to-come, while all the (other) prophets are prophets of rebuke or

foretellers of future events.?’

288
289
290
291
292
293
294

Long commentary to Exodus 4:2.

Both commentaries to Exodus 4:10. Rashbam is the same.

Long commentary to Exodus 4:13.

Long commentary to Exodus 4:13, referring to Ezekiel 20:5.

Long commentary to Exodus 4:27, referring to Micah 6:4.

Short commentary to Exodus 4:16 and long commentary to Exodus 4:30.
Sforno to Exodus 7:7 agrees that 80 years was old age during Moses’s time.
2% Long commentary to Exodus 7:7.
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Despite being a prophet, Moses made a mistake. He should not have
planned to bring his family with him to Egypt. The Israelites would not
believe that he could take them out of Egypt if he brought his family to
live there.?%

Moses was weaker and had more difficulty holding his hands aloft

during the battle with Amalek than an average older man.2”

296
297

Both commentaries to Exodus 4:20.
Both commentaries to Exodus 17:12.
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Elders of Israel

Whenever the Torah mentions the Israelite elders, as in Deuteronomy
27:1, “And Moses and the elders of Israel commanded the people, saying
...~ God is easing Moses’s burden by having the elders perform the time-
consuming and arduous task of communicating the command.>*

Maimonides also makes a remarkable statement about the elders.>”
He says that all but a very few of the Israelites during the Egyptian
bondage were aware of the existence of God. He states that the utmost
that the masses knew was some knowledge of the spheres. Only a few
knew of God, and it was to them, the “elders,” that Moses and Aaron
were first sent. When Moses wanted to inquire of God how he could
reveal God’s existence to the ignorant, he was embarrassed to say that
such people existed. Thus, instead of asking directly, he made out as if
they were only ignorant of His name.

Maimonides also states that although Jews once knew the truth about
God, in that they had a philosophical understanding of the deity, the vast
majority of them forgot the truth because of the length of time they spent
in exile being dominated by pagan nations, and because the few who
knew the truth felt it best not to discuss it with the insufficiently educated
people.

2% Exodus 12:21 is similar. Mekhilta to this verse agrees that the elders performed the

communication. In Deuteronomy 27:9, it is the priests that lighten Moses’s burden.
While commenting upon Exodus 3:13 in his Guide 1:63.
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Life Expectancy

The priest’s mother is listed before his father because, unlike today,

women in ancient times did not live as long as men.3®

300 Commentary to Leviticus 21:2.
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Esther

Ibn Ezra explains that God’s name is absent from the biblical book of
Esther because Mordecai wrote it, knowing that the Persians would copy
it for their chronicles. Since they would substitute their god’s name for
the true deity, Mordecai showed respect for God by leaving out all
references to the deity.?*

Ahasuerus held his party because he had just married Vashti.>

Mordecai instructed Esther to conceal her origins so that she could
observe the Sabbath and keep kosher while living in the palace. If it were
known that she was Jewish, the king might compel her to violate Jewish
law or even kill her.3 In contrast, Rashi focuses on the pre-selection
period. The plan was for the officials to assume she came from a low
pedigree and to reject her. If they knew that she was a descendant of King

Saul, they would prefer her as their queen.

301 Commentary to Esther, Introduction.
302 Commentary 1:3.
303 Commentary 2:10.
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Covenant

Numbers 18:19 states, “it is an everlasting covenant of salt before the
Lord.” Saadiah, Rashi, Rashbam, Chazkunee, and others understand the
word “salt” as a metaphor for “lasting,” since salt preserves food. This is
consistent with its use in I Chronicles 13:5. Ibn Ezra states that it denotes
the opposite, caret, “cut off, cut down, to cause to perish, destroy,” and,

in this verse, it means “to make (or cut) a covenant.”*

304" This is consistent with the use of “salt” in Deuteronomy 29:22 and Psalms 107:34.
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Tzitzit

Ibn Ezra offers an insightful comment on Numbers 15:37-41. The
current practice is for males to wrap themselves in a tallit with #zitzit, its
fringes, during the Synagogue service, in fulfillment of the command to
wear #zitzit in Numbers 15:37—41, since this passage is read as part of the
synagogue service.

I disagree. It appears to me that one should be more obligated to wrap
oneself in the #zitzit at times other than the hours of prayer, and to
remember these times, in order not to err and act improperly. Men need
not remember to behave appropriately while in the synagogue; they need

only find a place to do so after they leave the building.
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Humor

Abraham ibn Ezra (1089-1167) was recognized for a distinctive style of
humor characterized by biting satire, deep irony, self-deprecation, and
sharp wit aimed at others’ ignorance. His humor often reflected his life
of poverty, wandering, and personal bitterness.

Examples include his satire on his bad luck: He wrote that if he were
to deal in shrouds, no one would ever die, or if he were to sell candles,
the sun would never set. He described his worn-out, tattered clothing as
“I have a mantle; it resembles a sieve for sifting wheat or barley.” In a
poem often called “The Flies,” he complained about being plagued by
flies in his home, noting that they “devour my bread when I’'m eating
alone,” treat him like a friend when they shouldn’t, and “take what they
want on their own.”

He used sharp wit even in his Bible commentaries: When addressing
the midrashic opinion that Esau’s neck turned to marble to prevent him
from biting Jacob, Ibn Ezra rejected it stating that it is “good for those
who have just been born” (meant that it is childish). Commenting on the
Egyptian name Zaphenath Paneach given to Joseph, he joked that if it is
an Egyptian word, we don’t know its meaning. If it is translated to
Hebrew, we don’t know what his actual Egyptian name was anyway.

Ibn Ezra’s work indicates that he regarded himself as a sophisticated
thinker, surrounded by, or compelled to confront, the foolishness of

others and the arbitrary cruelty of fate. 5

305 See Uriel Simon, “Ibn Ezra’s Harsh Language and Biting Humor—Real Denunciation or

Hispanic Mannerism?”” 1990, pages 325-334. It appeared in the volume Abraham Ibn Ezra
y su tiempo, edited by Fernando Diaz Esteban.
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In contrast, Maimonides is always serious. We have no record of him

showing a sense of humor.
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Conclusion

Maimonides did not borrow from Ibn Ezra. While it is true that both are
rationalists, Maimonides is more so than Ibn Ezra. There is nothing to
indicate that Maimonides drew his philosophy, or even any material from
Ibn Ezra. He never refers to Ibn Ezra in his halakhic or philosophical
writings, and overtly states in his letter to his son—a letter that may be
spurious—that he did not see the writings of Ibn Ezra before he wrote
his own. Ibn Ezra’s writings are based on an exegetical approach to the
text, seeking to derive its simple meaning.

In contrast, Maimonides’ approach is philosophical and moral, and
he derives these lessons from the text even when it does not state them
explicitly.> Finally, Ibn Ezra is brief, cryptic, and non-systematic.
Maimonides, on the other hand, although also reluctant to disclose
esoteric information that might threaten the fundamental ideologies of
the masses, was more vocal and more systematic. It is hard to believe
that Maimonides would have built such a beautiful, logical and
magnificent structure from the brief, isolated, and cryptic comments of

Ibn Ezra.

306 Tn this sense, Maimonides falls under the four categories of interpretation that Ibn Ezra
rejects.
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Education: Dr. Drazin, born in 1935, received three rabbinical degrees in 1957, a BA
in Theology in 1957, an MEd in Psychology in 1966, a JD in Law in 1974, an MA in
Hebrew Literature in 1978, and a PhD. with honors in Aramaic Literature in 1981. After
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graduated from the US Army’s Command and General Staff College and War College
for Generals in 1985.

Military: Brigadier General Drazin entered the Army Active Duty at age 21 as the
youngest US Chaplain ever to serve on active duty. He served on active duty in
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challenging the constitutionality of the Army Chaplaincy. The military chaplaincies of
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Administration, were attacked on constitutional grounds and could have been
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the Army Chaplaincy, with the rank of Brigadier General. He was the first Jewish
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revolutionized the role of military chaplains, making them officers responsible for the
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of duty with honors in March 1988, marking the culmination of 31 years of military
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Attorney: Israel Drazin graduated from law school in 1974 and immediately began a
private practice while still working for the Civil Service. He handled a wide range of
cases, including domestic, criminal, bankruptcy, accident, and contract matters. He
joined his son in 1993 and formed offices in Columbia and Dundalk, Maryland. Dr.
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service employee, with occasional military duty, until his retirement in 1990. At
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Philanthropy: Dr. Drazin served as Executive Director of the Jim Joseph Foundation,
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September 2000 to November 2004.

Author: Israel Drazin is the author of over seventy books, more than 500 popular and
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several bar associations for attorneys and the Rabbinical Council of America. He was
honored with military awards, the RCA 1985 Joseph Hoenig Memorial Award, and the
JWB 1986 Distinguished Service Award. Mayor Kurt Schmoke of Baltimore,
Maryland, named February 8, 1988, “Israel Drazin Day.” A leading Baltimore
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