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One of the ou·tstanding figures in Jewry during the fifteenth 

century was Don Isaac Abravanel. His ability was not only confined 

to things Jewish for he distinguished himself as a stater1men end 

financier in the courts of the kings of· Spain end P0 rtugal. For many 

years he fulfilled his duties to the satisfaction of the mona.rchs 

under whom he was serving. Rising to prominence in a period of inM 

creasing antt-Jewish feeling his successful career in Spain was cut 

short by the edict of expulsion in 14920 He was A, devoted Jew and the 

thought of apostasy being distasteful to him, he cast his lot with his 

people. 

Three times was he obliged to leavA his adopted coun·try. His 

life was a peculiar mixture of meteoric :rising to success and weal th. 

a.ml, quick falling to poverty and hro·dship. Yet h:ls checkered career was 

not cimsed by personal failing.. It was inev:ttable in Portugal and Spain 

because of the feelings prevalent in those co~ntries. Wherever he went, 

he made quick adjustments and achieved :recognition, only to lose out 

because of forces over which he had no control. He never found peace in 

li.fe, and it might be said that he found tranquility in death. Yet even 

his tomb was desecrated one yea1· after his death! 

His life represented a clash of two forces and we shall see in 

the following :oages 
1 

the struggle for recognition of the statesman and 

the religionist. · 

-------------------·-·---··-..-------...... -.... ·---·-----··---~-"'_ ... ___ ..._ ___ _ 
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The Abravanel family is one of the oldest and most illustrious 

in b):>anish and Portuguese Jewish history. Members of that family a.welt 

in SevilleD as ee.rly as the twelfth centuryt for the Shevet Jehuda, 

written by Ibn Verga, mentions an Abravanel who was a disti.ngi.1ished 

l 
scholar, end who lived during the reign of King Alfonso VI_ This same 

individual, because of his erudition, became fr~endly with a. non-Jewish 

scholar, who in turn obtained for Abre:vanel the personal friendship of 

2 the K:l.ng. The Jewish scholar explained the difference between 

, and '/( , with no defect being attached 

to the satisfaction. of the King and thereafter the le,tter invited him to 

court~ 

From that time and onwards the Abravanels were associated with 

the royalty in some capacity,. As late as the seventeenth century some 

descend.ant of the family officiated i:n a high and impor·tant position for 

some king .. 3 

Don Isaa~en Jehudah ben Shemuel ban Jehudah ben Joseph ben Jehudah 

Abravanel, as he was in the habit of calling himself, though originally of 

Spanish extraction, his ancestors having lived in tha Kingdom of Ca.still.a, 

was himself born in Lisbon. He traced his descent, and the descent of his 

family in a direct line to the royal house of David, He speaks of himself 

repeatedly, usually a.t the beginning of his worb1, with a simple, naive, end 

~i- -~~i~~t- Jehud~- p;~~-~~-;,no~~-;-;~~~55_~).---
3 Jewish Encycl. Vol I, page 129 
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pardon.able prid.e, as 11 Isa,ac of the root of Jesse, the :Bethlehemi.te, 

Ji 
of the holy seed, of the family of the house of David.11 

In his commentary on Zechariah XII 7 he speaks with approval 

of the commentators interpretation of the words as 

meaning 1).r>t3lJJ/ ~ 1;; .N ;:l YJ!J, He conttnu.es and elaborates on the 

Davidic family. Accord.ing to AbrAham !bn Ezra, the descendants of 

the royal house live until the present da.y (twelfth century) in J3e,gdad. 

and. they are the exilarchs. Benjamin of Tudela, also writes in the 

book of his tra,vels that he saw them in :Dagdad, To Spain also. after 

the destru.ction of the Fh·st Temple, wrote Re,bbi Isaac ben Gie.t, there 

came two families of the house of David; 6ne, the frmiily of Ibn Deml 

which settled in Lucena; the other, the family of Abravanel which 

£ settled in Seville. So Isaac .A.bre.venel spoke with :prid.e of his family 

and he would recount them up to the sixth generEi,tion. 

His grMdfather 9 Don Samuel .A.bravanel, who a,lso lived in 

Seville, was one of two envoys sent by the Spanish Jews to Pope Martin Va~ 

A di1:1tingu.ished statesm:-:in, noble in bearing and. comportment. he wa.s re-

CTI.ti ted to the service of Henry II of Ol~stile. 

He was a generous and well known patron of Jewish lee,:r.ning. 

Menachem ben Zara.ch, who had to flee from a. city when the Jews were 

being attacked, found a welcome reception in Don Semuell s house. 1l~·~::.-e 

----------------- ···--- ·---- --------------
Int~oductions to commentaries are usually headed in the 
f ollorving manner 1 r;_ , r ~ 1 [ J 1 

•tt t.")f.fV Jkjit.,~/c 1fl'il?>' JI'~ IC lk")G :J fl~i: I ')(. j':/lc Ji3 (h ' ">tvJC 

2) Zech. 1..2:'hti3• ··., ~·H> ~..})~ 11efc"1 ./l'lJ 1~1b, .. ~ =11~o;i Pll 
.:i1h J.:l .../\nae1x ../lh/rv ~J':l ..A1~i'f .1t1M~e.111 './1'2. tf..:J<!. 'le•<' p 

lc"•f,;i,~;l .,..,~a.·-:ie. J11~..,~l Jr ..hh~t!'(( vo·ft';j ,,~"'-'j(I, 
3) .J.Q,.R. o.s. Vol.TI page 38. 
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The:r.e he wrote 
.,, ,3 l 

, which he dedicated 

to his benefactor. The latter• s position was undermined 'by 

forces over which he hacl no control. !t wa.s doubtless he who 

wi:ts forcefully converted to Ohr'istianity during the persecution 

in Seville on Ash Wednesclay 1391. Thereafter, he dropped the 

tradit1.onal name of .Abravanel and took the name, Juan Sanchez 

de Sevilla.~ 

1) Viz. lntroduction to - J'" f-~ "Provisions for 
the Wt:;y"- a compend.ium f .Tewi.sh law, theoretical and 
practioal. 

2) Encycl$ .Tudaica- Vol. I, page 585. 
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What were the events which provoked. Spa.in and which led 

to the perserutions in 1391? To understand properly the status 

of the Jew in Spain, it i.s necessary first to learn how they 

we:re regarded elsewhere in Europe during the~ med.ieval period. 

The Jew was thought of• by the chu.rch, as an individual without 

any ri.ghts sa;ve that of existence because of the guilt of his 

ancestors. Whenever pr:lveleges were aceorded., or social equeli ty 

admitted, to them, it provoked the severest anima.dva.rsions of 

churchmen. A mortal anxiety overtook some leaders when they 

heard that this people was permitted to hold land and that Chriat .... 

lanl."thad intercourse with these enemieE of God and even rendered 

l 
service to them.. Apparently the relationships between Jew and. 

non-Jew (layman) would be fairl;'.1/" in.tima,te.. For, from time to 

time, the church would ins ti. tute rigorous mee.sures to crea.te he,te 

.<ind evoke violence,. At the council in Paris, in 1212, the church 

forbade, under pain of exconununica.tion, OP,ristien midwiv·es to attend 

. 2 
a. JeweBs in le.bor. In the eyes of the autho:ri ties they were regarded 

as even lower than beasts and as such, not to be considered as objeete1 

'· 

of human sympathy,. 

It would "be a gratuitous task to recount the a.reary catalogue 

of wholesA.le slaughters which, for centuries, took ple.ce in Europe. 
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Whenever fanaticism or the disappearMce of a child grwe ri.l'\e to 

stories of the murcler rite, or a blood-sta:l.ned host suggested 

sacrilege committed upon the sacrament, or any passine.; evil, such 

as an epidemic; it aroused the populace to blood.-shed and rapine. 

Medieval chronicles are filled w:l.th such terri"ble scenes, in. which 

barbaric cruelty and greed asf'\1-lme the cloak of zeal to avenge God. 

When, in rare instances, a high authority-would protect the defense ... 

less, he would be accused of being heavily bribed. It was much 

safer and more profitable to combine piety and plunder. 

The Iberian peninsula, cut off from the rest of Europe 

by the Pyrenees, did not institute the SEime measures until a late 

period,. The anti-Jewish attitude which was fostered by the church 

developed. la.te in S-paint In the nascent Spanish states, the Jews 

formed too large rmd important a portion of the population to be 

treated without consideration. They were used by monarchs who were 

often involved in strur;gles with mutinous nobles or Saracens, -

not particularly for military service but for political and k1.ndrr"ed. 

activity. The:ir shrewd intelligence and practical ability rendered 

their service in public affairs almost indispensable., With 

tolerance, their m:unbers increased u.nti.l they formed a nota.ble 

portion. of the population,. 'l'hey were held with such great respect 

tha.t their Sabbath· and other holidays were declared inviolate; (On) 

--------·------.. ---------.. -··---- ··-----·-----·4 ____ _ 
l) Lea- A History of the Inquisition in Spaint Vol I, 

page 84. 
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on these days they could not be summoned to court or be interfered 

with except by arrest for crime.
1 

1 

This wou.ld seem to indicate a complete absence of hatred 

but this is not entirely true. Before the cru;sading s-pirit was 

organized for the conquest of the Holy Land, ard.ent knights some-

times cmne to wa.ge wa.R with the Spanish Saracen and their religious 

fervor wa.s outra.ged by the freedom enjoyed by the Jew. Soon the 

entire country was pervaded wfth the hate which mot1.vated the rest 

of Christian Europe$ It was a portent of' evil daya in the future .. 

The K~ngdom of Aragon, in northern Spain, was on~) of the 

earHest to in.s~itute stringent legislation against the Jew • 

. A.ltliough CastHe, in the nouth, was slower to rAceive the impulses 

from afar, similar movements were introduced and with no less 

severity. Edicts aga.inst the Jew were be:tng published with increF.1,s-

ing intensity in the fourteenth century4 The end of the mild.er 

attitude and the bee.;inning of i:mti~Jewish feeling and persecution 

was in 1391. 

Oppression and attack against the Jews were teking ple.ce 

elsewhere in Europ_e. The Jew in Germany had been feeling the whip 

of religious zeal for yeRrs. It d.id not affect his abject condition 

--.:;--\·---------------_-----------------------------·--------1, Lea- Vol I, pare 86. 



because he had. conditioned. himself to pain. In Spain it was 

different. There, the Jew had been accustomed to carrying himself 

e:rect, with little or no fear of the non-Jew. He had occupied 

important riosts, attained wealth, poai ti on end honor. What hri,ppened, 

thoroughly cowed his spirit and paralyzed his energy. 

The outbreak against the Jew wns incited by a. fe_na.tical 

ecclesinstic. It arose in Seville, through the agitation of a 

priest p Ferrand Martinez, who seemed to consider implacable hatred 

of the Jew, as the essence of h:l.s religion. His discourses were 

d.evoted to stirrine; the populace age.inst them and. he thund.ered. 

I ·fi' 
against their inftideli ty, their riches, and their :pride.. In Seville, 

he found the people eager to listen to him but he was restrained. 

from violence'because of the King, Don .Tuan I. The latter pi.u1ished 

lawlessness with utmost severity. The c:l.rcumstances of the govern-

ment were favorable to the development of his plans. When Don Juan 

died, the new monarch Henry III Waf1 a boy of only eleven years of 

age, and in the council of regency there was discord. 

One d.ay (March 15, 1391) ... the fanatical priest, preMhing 

as usual against the Jews, deliberately inci.ted the mob to riot in 

the expectation that m~my Jews would abjure their religion. 1The 

passions of the multitude become l.nflrnned, and as the priest hoped, 

burst into wild uproar.. Popular fury was directed against the .. Tews 

--------··-----------·-·---·-------------------
1) Graetz- Vol. IV, Chapt. 5, page 167. 
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and resulted in plunder and bloodshed. but at length the authorities, 

aided, by the nobles, restored order. :But by this time the agitation 

was spreading to Cord.ova, Toledo, Burgos, and other places. Martinez 
~ 

continued his inflammatory harangues a.na. sought to turn to the 

advantage of religion the storm which he had aroused, by procuring a, 

general, :forcible conversion of the Jews. From Seville 
1 

the flame of 

hate spread through the 10.ngdom of Castille. Public authority was 

helpless and in one city after another the Juderias were sa.cked and 

Jews who would not submit to b8pti sm were sla:i.n • 
il 

Three months after the original outbreak the mob resumed. its 

(June 6th, 1391) holy work of massacre by setting fire to the Jewish 
2 

quarter and killing many of the inhabi.tants~ The result we,s that 

the community_ of Seville wa,s sacked; of the three snyagogues two of 

them were transformed in.to churches. Thousands of people were killed., 

3 
but to escape death the majority permitted themselves to be bapti.zed. 

Among the large number who sought refuge from the hostile populace at 

the baptis11,1a,l fO\lnt was Samuel Abravanel, who thereupon adopted the 
4 

name of Jtlan Sanchez de Sevilla~ (Lea wr:l.tes that 11 When Henry 

attained his majority in 1395, and came to Seville he caused Martinez · 

1 
2 
3 
4 

Lea~ ,voi:-r;· page 107. 
Graetz, Vo~ IV, page 169 
Ibid. 

-------------

Encycl • .Judaica- Vol I, page 585 

I 

;I, 



to be a.rrested, but the penalty inflicted must have been trivial, 

for we are told thr-1t it did not affect the high estimation in 

which he was held and, on his death in 140lt, he bequ.ee.thed valuable 
~ 

possessions to the hospital of Santn Maria!O • 

. { .. 

i \ 
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THE .ABRA VJ~NELS IN l)ORTUG.AIJ ·--·-·---.... -·-· --

For reasons not given and yet, not difficu.lili to dAtermine, 

Don Semuel, the grandfather, of Don Isaac Abravanel emig,Tated 
~ 

from Spain to Portugal, around this period, f:lnd. established him-

self. in Lisbon. A well-known :i.ndividual end wealthy, it we.s not 

iliong before he attained honor and considerotlon. But whatever in-

fluence he had was used :i.n fe.vor of h1.s coreligionistse 

Not long after Samuel A.br1wenel 1 s coming to Portu.gPl, Judah, 

his son, was e;ppointed Treasurer to the Infante Don Fernando, The 

Infante, who had a small income, stood in need of the benker 1 s 

:riches. He was very a'Ppreciative of Abra.vrmel 1 s assist/:'lnce end in 

14-r3, bi=ifore. undertl'tking a. journey to Tangiers, and hav'i.ng· a 

presentiment ·of approaching d.ee.th. he rnad.e his will, A.nd ordered thn.t 

11 the Jew Abravanel, inhabitant of Lisbon should be pa:i.d in full the 
1 

sum of 506,600 :r.eis blancos which he had. received from him as a loan." 

While the .Abrav~mel family still occupied. a position of honor 

i.n the king's co1trt, a son was born to Don .Tudah in 11+37 in the ci.ty 

of Lisbon. This son, Isaac .Abra.vaneJ. was destined to pl~y a leading 

role in the life of .Tews and non-Jews in three countries of Europe. 

IsM.C was given a careful education by his distinguished 

father. .Although we a.re not cert~.._in of his teacher, it seems logical 

to e.ssume that he received instructions from Rtlbbi .roseph Chayyun, \Vho 

o.s .. Vol II, page 39 
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was the ra.bbi in Lisbon in Isaac's youth, And yet, from an 

incidental remark of llabbi Joseph Karo, it would appear that 

hf} attended and hegrd lectures of Rabbi Isaac ben AboabII, rabbi • 
of Toledo~ But this would be later in his life. 

In his youth, Isaac Abravanel began to manifest signs of 

intellectual abHity. Vsry early, he begon to interest himself 

l.n Jewish religious philosophy. He was moved by an ardent love 

for Judaism and the Jewish peoplee And this feeling, combined wlth 

a capacity for clear thinking and keen in.sight gave promise of f'nture 

greatness.. He read the works of Aristotle and. he speaks of him as 

" 
1rhe PhHosopher. to .Also the writings of Arr.ibian philosophers, on 

the Stagyr:ite were read; namely, Ibn Roshd., Ibn. Sina, Algazzali and. 

othc~rs. These were a.11 read i:n the Hebrew translE1tion for Isaac 

.Abra.vanel knew neither Arabic nor Greek, He was familiar with 

' 

Maimonicies Mo:reh, with Judah Ifalevy• s Ousari, and w:i.th the philosophy 

2 
of Gersonides. Influenced 'by these men and other writers, he wrote 

his first work on "The Original Form of the Elements, 11 ~ 111 O':;) .../11 '>I j ) . 
This wa.s followed soon a.fter by a. second, and more :l.mportant work, 

m1der the ti.tle of "The Crown of the Eld.ers 11 , ( P 'J f? -" -,("If ) , 

taking for his basis &nd sts,rting point Exodus 23:20.3 

18J3ehold .• I send an anr,el before Thefl, etc 11 , he a.iscnsses 

in 2'5 chapters momentous questi.ons of religion, prophecy, providence 

of God and its special rele,tion to Israel. 



Ji'ollmving this, at the age of 20 he formed. a plan of e, 

commentary on the Torah, being particularly interested in the ( 

p 1 Jc•~j) who in his estimation had. es.caped sufficient 

e:x:plnna.t:lon ·u:p to his times,. He began this work, ho'vever, with 

a commentary on Deuteronomy. Before proceeding with his work he 

1 referred the p:ro,ject to the sages of his day :for approval~ 

Concurrent with his love o:f' philosophy Is!-1ac AbrnvA.nel 

evinced an interest in statesmanshipG Even as a youth his 

astuteness in finanee and affairs of state was apparent Rnd his 

pol:t tici:tl abilities attracted the attention of royalty .. 

Because of his fp,therf s posHion before-> him and because 

of his natural i:tbility, Isaa.e .Abre,Vanel entered the serv:lce of 

King Alfonso V as treasurer. The latter seemingly had. great 

confidence in .Ab:r.ave.nel for he gave him complete jurisdictfon 

over his financial affairs. His noble d.:l.sposition. devout spirit, 

and pru.denne, secured for him the esteem and affection of the 

Christian grandees. In spite of this friendship, Abravanel re ... 

tained an intense interest in Ms own :people. 

Tho King under whom Isaac Ab:r.avanel served, was a tolerant 

monarch and his reign is described as the Golden Age for the Jew on 

the Pyreanean Peninsu.J.a. 

2) Introduction to Deut. ( I. Abravanel's) 
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He succeeded to the throne in 1l~38. Finding himself with a small 

kingdom he lnunchecl upon a program of conquest. Most of M.s 

fighting took pla~e in Africa and as a consequence he is usually 

referred. to e,s 11The African11 J J '') o Jc?") 1 • Soon after his 

a.scansion to the th1•one he besiege<l and captured. Tangiers. Through ... 

out his entire reign he was occupied w:l.th battles wi.th the J3arb[~.ry 

Moors. And yet, he was a m1ltured individual despite his military 

e:x;pld!,i tse Knowing tht1 value of an intelligent personaHty like 

Isaac Abravanel, he sought to enlist him into his service. The 

wGal thy and, cultured Abravanel was no doubt flattered by the king's 

request; nnd consented to occupy the posi ti.on for which he was selected. 

He was entrusted wi'th the office of the treasurer. The monarch must 

ha·v-e had greet confidence in him, for he consulted him on important 

questions of state • 

.Among Isaa.c Abravanel 1 s closest friends in Portugal Wf)re 

the members of the house of J3raganza; particularly the Duke Fernan<lo 

of Braganza ( and h:t s two brothert'l, the Marq_ui a of Mon.temar, Cons·table 

of Portugal, enCi the Ea.rl of Faro).. The Duke of Brpe;anzp, 
1 

li.ke many 

feu<lal lords, had great estates and wielded a powerful influence~ 

He was lord of 50 towns, boroughs, CRstles, and fortresses; and was 

able, in the event Of an exigency, to bring 10 9 000 foot soldie;rs 

and 3~000 cavalry on the fielrl of b1~.ttleo 2
With such contacts, Isaac 



''j 

'.i. ,-. ,. 

'{ 

, 1 I 

Abravanel became an important figu:ee in l?ortu.euese political life,. 

Princes and. nobles frequented his hornet the learned of YJisbon were 

his friends and compm1ions.. Among them was the scholarly phyniclan 

Joa.o Seziro, a, man of M.gh consid.ere,tion at court and. a warm patron of 
l· 

the ,Tews. 

Isaac Abravant31' s li.fe in Lisbon wes pleasant and. tranquil. 

'../\~Q.'I 

'J\''1l/ 

k1r> 

.. •.' 
.)\ t,.;} r (," 

rr-G---.. ·----·----·····--·-·--·-·----··--·-··------·----·-------·---·-----.. -·-----· 
J raetz, Vol IV, Chapts. 10,11- I. A. was not the only Jew to 

attain distinction in the Portuguese court. The brothers, Ibn 
Yaohya, sons of Don David, were court fa.vori tes a.na received honor. 

(See next naP:e) 
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Written in SpA.-in, following his forced fUght from Portugal, 

this desor:i.bes the nostn.lgic yearning of P.. man for those things he 

will ever hold dear. He could not envisage a better life than that 

1 
which obtained under the rule of the benevolent Alfonso V. There 

he had had friendship, esteem, e.nd under this tolerant ruler his 

people enjoyed liberty and. prosperity,. 

In the ·thirty-third. yea.r of Alfonso• s reign, he fought against 

2 
and captured the town of .A.rzilla in Africa.. In war, no distinctions 

were made between captives, for among them, were two hundred end 

fifty Jews of both sexes, who were sold into slavery. Upon hearing 

of this, Isaac Abravanel, called. representatives of the Iiisbon 

3 
Jewish commun'l ty to formulete a plan for their manumission. A 

committee of twelve leading Jews was selected who set themselves 

to the task of liberating Jews from their ca:pti.vi ty. In a short 

time, ten thousand .gold dubloons ~16,000) were collected with which 

the Hberty of the captives were to be bought.. More money was 

--.. -.. --... ·-----------..-----··~--........ _ ... _.,. __ .. ________ · .. --------""-·-----------· ·-----
Interesting is the story that their fathe1; exhorted them 
not to invest in real-estate. Graetz interprets this as 
a premonition of banishment. 

l) ~ntroduction to comm1¥1ta.ry on Kings,., where I .A,_ m~tions life 
in Portugal~ Hce!/~'Jfll .111...:>)-N.::l 1 1Ne.- d'l' ''f'~ 'J'tl'?'.::i 

~H·---~-LHotsa:r Nechmad, Vol II, page 48- I .. A. claims 10 ,OOO people we._re 
- f ~&> Q__~t___ni;i_kf'l!'--1J_~-~--...--
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obtained by Isaac Abravanel•s writing to a wealthy friend., Jechiel 

of Pisa, to contribute in their behalf. Then, with a colleague, 

Isaac Abre.vanel travelled arou11cl the country and ransomed. the Jewish 

slaves. 

It WA.S not the purpose of this committee of twelve only to 

red.eem the captives. They realized that they were responsible for 

thH Moorish Jews, even a.fter they were freed. ~'he ri~nsomed Jews 

were clothed, lodged, and m1:1,inte,ined until they learned. the langu.age 

of the country, could make contacts for vocation11.l·adjustment, and 

could. s111)port themselves. Then the work of this committee was com-

plete. 

In llt-72, King Alfonso sent c.,..YJ. embassy to Pope Sextus IV, at 

Rome: first to congratulate him u-pon his accession to the Pa:pa.cy 

and also to inform him of the King's conquests among the Moors. 

Included in this group which was to appear before the Catholic leader 

wc.s Joao Seziro. Isaac Abravanel sou.ght him out and a.sked him to 

speak to the Pope in behalf of the oppressed. Jews in other lands• to 

bring before him. requests and. petitions :regarding Jewish communities 

in Portugal and to implore him to regard them benevolently end to 
I 1 

grant good dP-oisions to these questions. He al~o asked the physician 

__________________ ,,.._._,__ _____ ... _____ ~_ ....... --.--·~-·-~--·---...... ----~-,,.-· 

3) Graetz ... Vol I.V, :page 339 

1) Otsar Neohmad Vol II - I .. A.'s letter to Jechiel of Pisa. 



to deliver a letter to his friend Jechiel nf Pisa and some of his 

own and other's works. .At this time, Isaac .Abr~wanel sent his 

book F' jJ1; .J\) ~ and also the commentary to Deba:rim 

as far as he he,d completed it. This letter,· dated 5232, or 1472, 

describes conditions of the Jews and req~1ests Jechiel to con-

tribute money for assisting Jewish captives. It also asked the 

reciilpient to show every consid.eration. to the physic:i.r-.n. 

In. the :tnterim Abravent-11 f s life in JJi sbon was bright and 

cheerful. He had married and his wife had given birth to three sons
9 

J11dah, Joseph, and Samuel, His career was undimmed by any clouds 

until he reached the age of forty-four. Thereupon e. whole series 

of reverses befell him and rarely d.id he find the peace and 

tranquility he had. enjoyed heretofore. 

The King Alfonso V died in 1481 after a successful reign 

of forty-two yea.rs., He was succeeded by his son Joao II• who ruled 

from 11~81 to ll~.95. Unlike his fa.ther, the new King was sullen, 

selfish, and hee,rtless. Following the tactics of his unsc:ru;pulous 

contemporary, Louis XI of Francef he endeavored to rid himself of 

1 the Portugi1ese gr~ndees and strove to create an absolute monarchy. 

His first step was to rid himself of the powerful Dlll~e of BrAganza. 

The unsuspecting Duke was called to court and there charged with 

treason. He and. his brothers were impeached_ for maintaining a 

---------.. ----------·--·---·-·-·-·---------·--·---··-·· 
1) Graetz Vol IV, page 340 



treason<>ble correspondence with Ferdin1md and Isabell a. The 

Du.ke was behea.ded And. his vast estates confiscated by the 

crown (1483)~ His brothers fled abroad, fearing a similar fate. 
l 

Since Isaac Abravanel had been so friendly with the 

house of Braganza, he also incurred the suspicion of the new 

:royal house. The le,tterl s attitude is described by .Abravanel: .h JN ]~ 

:2 ~, C> 0 , _, ft" , , ~ , ~., le "' le / 1.n1 le -" .rJ 1 1 f-r n e..- p .., e. ,.... '.:J p.v 

At this time, Isa,a.c Abra.vanel we.s planning to begin 

his commentary on the four early prophets, Joshua, .rudges, Samuel,· 

and Kings, but his multitudinous duties did. not permit him to apply 

himself completely to this work. 4 1 I iJ .;'>")' c:..J '..::> 

3-" 1 ti /c ~,fc { f :;-...:> Je.' I 
In this simple fashion he interprets his departure from 

Portugal,,. In his commentary on the book of Judges he describes 

a.t length what oceured in Portugal shortly after Joao became ruler. 

Ltke the Duke of Brn.ganza, he was ordered to a:ppe£tl' before the Kin~. 

En route to the royal court, he met a friend at an inn who werned 

him to flee for his life. Without a d.oubt, he was advised that the 

King was jealous of Isaec Abrava.nel 1 s wealth, for the latt,er 

4 
rhetorically rebukes himself for heaping Ul) riches to no avan. He 

Was obliged to flee for his life end leave behind him hts wife and 
5 

children. 

Until midnight of the second day, did he travel 1tntU he 

reached the city of SegurEt ( (' '1; / fc .,.., [;·'1 -;> -,/cf' e.. ) , 

r}-J:Q::·R:-o.~f:V-or--n-,-·-pag(f09'-IT-\2-tinTr-oauoTron--:ro-trn:i-15ook of 
Joshua by I.A. (3) Ibid (4) Introduction to the book of 
Judges by I.A. (5) Ibid- f\'.)1-V -,q,.fc -={l(!./c,,..., 1.J>f'J .Jl/c 'Jle.Gj 

,f ..,11.,/c h1 P"i'f;c µn 1ci-k P':/f,,.., '' 
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On the frontiers of the Kingdom of Castile. He did not 

es.cape too soon, for his flight was made known to the King 

and troops were ordered to pursue him a.cross the desert 

even to the borders of the two kingdoms. FruAt:rated in 

his attempt to get hold. of his person, the King revenged 

himself by confisca.ting not only all of .Abravanel as 

property, including his conunentary on the Book of Deuternomy; 

but also that of his eldest son, Judah Leon, who was only 
~ 

a youtri, but already e. practising physician. From the 

safety of M.s residence in Castile, the ref,ugee addressed a 

letter to 

~~ ~~~~~~ ~v~~ ~~sh~~~ "~~~:---~~-:--~e-;-~h~~:·~~-:-~~ro:--;-~ried 
to him, from the place where I was hidden. In a letter 
I wrot~ him, I cried, 'Save, O, King! Is it right for 
you to oppressj Shall not the judge of an entire country 
be just? Why have you done evil to your servant? Why 
have you thrust me out? Let me know what you have aga,inst 
me, and why you contend.with me? Prove and examine me, 0 
Lord, and all efforts will not succeed in finding any guilt 
in mew 11 • 



All of his pleas were in vain. The King was too suspiciou.s 

and too 'shrewd to permit Abravanel to return to his native lend .• 

It would have me~mt relinquishing thA.t which he had alreaczy 

appropriated. He could not tolerate the continued existence of 

those j.ndivid1:i,als who stood in the WFJY of establishing his 

e_bsolute monR.rchyq As Isa.ac .Abravanel describes him, he was 

deaf to all appeal antl would not witihd.wlaw from his cruel• venge~ 

1 
ful program.,. This wau the first of three banishmen1;s to which 

Abravane], Wr-Hi obUged to submit d.urin.g his career. 

~· 'i 
l: 
I 

•I 

'! 
I 

:1 

;i 
ii 

~ 
I 

I' ,, 



22 • 

. 
From Segura, I sae.c .Abravanel turned toward Toledo• the 

capital of Castille. There he took up his abode in 14811.. His 

fame had preceded him in. that land for he was received with 

honor 1>y his fellow Jews, particularly by the more cultured 

among them. His intellect was soon seen 1md. a. grou:p of leern-

ed men and scholars gathered around him. With them. was most 

of his time occupied$ !J' p frc ",") i 1 } p11 ,,., ~ 1:J:;tf 

l ,:> 1,J'Q...ffY f' 1 ,:;i/) pi;/:/'/ f''N.:JfJ f'~/c 'L~ f 
'.JI ti•Q.., ~,.,.., rt''' ;:) p;ur t~ f\ r:J'~f{ ,,,"'"',/\ ';-, 1,..,1../1 .;,i' f 
Rh con.cJ.u.sion wa.s that God had disapproved. of his pursuit of 

a life of ste.te affairs and. had caused this misfortu..ne to be-

fall him. Therefore he must perforce devote himself to religfous 

work. f,.. fc f,., ' p I~ j'r r OJ/ y • f ,, IV ,,, ~I <i /c , ;:l,:) r p ,.. • ' . 

2 0frc.,., J\1•·,;, 'J'tc:.1f'I ,~,,..,~ 'r(r, /'Jc '.;, 
Among the men whose friendships he cultivAted were the learn-

ed Isaac Aboab and Abre.ham Senior, chief'-ttthe collector in 

Castille. The latter, it seems, later interested Abravnnel in. 

accocia.Ung with him to collect ta,xes. 

In the interim, Joao of Portugal, had permitted Isaac 

Abravanel's wife and two of his sons to join him in Toledo. 

-·----------... ---------~---··------·· ----·-·-- ----~------"--"'<·· --·-·---·--
l) In trod. to J"oshua 
2) Ibid. 
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Free from the e.rduous, duties of state, and thankful that 

his family was once more with him. he began to devote him ... 

he began to write an exposttton of the earlier prophets 

which ha.d been hitherto neglected. because of their apparent 

simnlici ty~ Even while i.n Portugal he ha.d resolved to do 
'Z 

this work,.,) Since he had. given previous thought to the sub-

ject, 'he soon completed his task.. I' is not difficu.lt to 

explain. the dispatch and ease with which he hand.led the 

work. In addition to his knowledge of langur~,ge, he had 

his own experience in statesmanship which gave him the 

insight to underst::i.nd and. unravc::.Jl the political complica-

tions involved in the Israelitish state~ He finished in a 

surprisingly short time. Wi.thln sixteen days, he completed 

his commentary on Joshua.; in. twenty-five days that on Judges 

end in three and a half months. that on the two Books of 

4 
Samuel. 

For only a sho:rt time did Abra.vanel devote himself 

to literary activity. Al'though he was attachecl to his 

people and their literature, life in the court and. political 



a,ctivi ty attracted him even more; so he for·sook one for the 

other. .After n half-year of exegetical writing, during which 

he bed. written commenta.ries on Joshua., Judges and. Samuel, he 

was urged to come to the court of ]1erdinand and Isabella, 

sovereigns of S!>e,in. .At this time he was about to comment 

upon the book of Kings~ He stopped. his work and entered the 

monarchs 1 service, acting as farmer of the royal revenues. This. 

position he held for a period of eie;h.t years, from 148l+ to 

In this capacity his a.cque.intance with Do:n Abraham. Senior 

was intensified. The latter like Abravanel, a.ct ea. a.s chief 

fo.rmer of taxes and seemingly entered into partnership wtth. 

Isaac Abravanel when the latter we,s appointed by the Spanish 

monarchs. 

For eight yea.rR .Abravanel occupied the position. He seem-

ed to be relat:l.vely h~ppy during the time of this period, for 

he writes that he received considerati.on and honor from the 

Spanish grandees and that he grew rich end was able to buy land 
. ?. 

end estates- ....,Vo P ~. F' J<l- -,JNe, f../l 'I r:>'Y ;J 

I,.., f p:ifc.;i p.fl1/c ,,t,..Y' -,e/c 

f' ../) I '"') I G I p .,., I ") !] " ;J ,f 

-·--··----------------- ------- ·-------;---r-------
1) Inµ-oa. .. to th~.book of Kfngs - e,n'~ri l 1hJ1;iJ 1.111J1~1 

J Lv /cm ( )M-i .A '.=3 J/c fc1~f ',11/t.i j'J ,. 'J [N ")c) 0 

2) Ibia }.,k '..::>rJVr ,,.ft "";ao 
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He must have entrenched himself quite securely and 

convinced the royalty of his sincerity and devotion, in 

view of the fact t.he Sovereigns• goaded by the M::ilignant 

Torquemada, issued canonical decrees, forbidd.ing Jews to 

hold office in the government.. His e.ctivity must have render ... 

ed him indispens:i.ble for at no time cloes he mention encounter-

ing difficulties untn the conquest of Granada in 1l+92. 

Nevertheless, his people must have been suffering from 

the anti-Jew:l.sh feeling which WA.s becoming more intense in 

the Spanish penisula and which. resulted in the expulsion in 

1~·92~ As a weal thy and :tnfluentie.1 Jew, it does seem likely 

that .he must hPve rendered invalue.ble asf1istl1nce to his people 

even before the expulsion though he, himself may- neve'I:' h1,we 

felt the 'barbs and. shafts of a.nU-semitic prejudices., 

The i.nquisition, which had been introduce<'!. in Spa.in years 

before Abr•avflnel CR.!lle there from Portugal, was not o:pe:t•at 1ng 

in the manner which some of the lay And religious leaders 

would. have it operate. It had been effective elsewhere in 

Europe in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries but it need-

ed more organization and centralization in Spain. Its judges 

----... ___ ....,. ________ ·-----~-------·-------·---·--
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were appointed by the Dominican and Franciscan leaders who 

used. e. course of procedure and obeyed the ru.les and instruct-

ions whi.ch emanated from the Holy Seea They were responsible 

to Rome only, and with Hn u.n:fbced. and poorly orge.ni'.;ed office
0 

it i. s readily seen that the .:J.ndi vid:ul'!l inqui. si tors were to a. 

great extent independent. Not being su11ject to regi1ler 

inspection, it was rather difficult to call them to account · 

fo:r. the manner in which they disch8,rged their functions. 

However, Ferdinand and ,Isabella., who desired. to break 

down all of the loose ore;anizat:ton prevalent in tht~ir K:!.ngdom, 

could never coun:henance such an. important orgA.niza.tion or 

office as the Inquisition, to take instructions from Hnyone 

save tlrn monarchs themselves. They wished. the Inquisition to 

becor.ie a national ins ti tut ion and. the mei1.s11res they resortecl 

to 1 with this obj 1:ict in view were saga.cioi.rn, and carrietl out with 

i.musual success .. 

The man Ul)On whom their choice fell to assume the duty o:f. 

reorganize,t:lon end centralization was Thomas d.e Torquemada. The 

confessor of the soveretgns, he was also one of seven inquj,sitors 
1 

commiasionecl by the pe,pal letter of Febl'."ut--try 11, 1482. His 

----..-...__ _____ ..._ ______ __..... ......... ___ . __ .. _.,.__ .......... _..._..._. . ...,._ ... ____ ·--~---·---~--.....- -----~----·---- -·--

l) Lea Vol I, page 1?3 
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appointment mf!de, the fondest hopes of the King and. Q;ueen 

were real:l.zed., With a cold, deliverate zeal, he developed 

orcler i.n the chaotic institution and d.ischarged hi1:1 duties 

with pitiless assiduousness., His views were fixed, his 

character unchanging. He wo11la. heed no plee. for mercy; nor 

listen to MY compromise of whnt ho regarded as his duty. 

Under Torquemada, the Inquisition developed rapidly end was 

extended. throughout Spa,:l.n. It soon became an effective 

organization, di.scovering and pnn:!.shing apostates. As the 

institution a.eveloped. those people who felt that they would. 

be subjected to punishment because of it, were disposed to 

aeek safety at eny si~,crifice. r.frmy succeeded in doing this. 

for the statistics of tb.e eArly e:utos de fe show thl'lt the 

1 living victims are outnumbered by the effigies of the obsente 

The ev~mts which led to the expulsion of the Jews in 1492 

;vere the fr-matical preFJ,chd.ng of the Dominicans, the zeal of 

the monarchs themselves and the machine which Torquemada hed 

established, Among the incidentR which were res:r.ionslble for 

a.nti-Jmvirih feeling was the cn:nrrn c'6l~bre of the child of La 



l. 

·,, 
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Guardie.. 11 In June, 1490, e, converso named Benito Ga.rcia, on 

hi.s return from a pilgrima.ge to Compostellp. wn.s arrested at 

Astorga on thf.3 chf:l.rge of having a consecr"1tea. wafer in his knap-

sack. The S!li.scopal vice.r, Dr. Pedro de Ville.da, tortured him 

repeatedly until he obtaj.ned a confession implicating five other 

converBOs nnd six Jews in a plot to effect a conjuration with a 

human heart and a consecrated host, whereby to cause the m~~.a.ness 

ancl death of all Christians, the destructio;n of all Christienity, 

l 
and the triw.nph of Judaism.'° From this emerged the crucifixion 

of the child of La Gue.rd.:ia, whose heart had been cum out for 

this very conjuration. The account was obviously provolced. by 

th13 to:r~ures o;f the Inquisition for the confessions· of the ace·· 

used are contrary and contradictory. Tho1rn implicated were 

put to deRth* What is signif:tc11,nt, however, is the purpose of 

the auto de fe. .According to I1ea in M.s "History of the 

Inqu.isHion in Spa:i:n 11 , the underlying purpose we.s revee.led in 

the flentence read. EJ,t the death of the convicted; namely, to 

2 bring into prominence the efforts of the Jews to proselytize. 

This Pentence was brought before the entire populntion. As a 

result. th1:i cult of the Saint-Child of Le, Guardie.-E1 Santo Ni.no 

de la. Gua.rrlia,-\vas stArted with mj.racles and has been kept to 

the present al though the sanctity of the supposed mB.rtyr has 

-·-~ --------.. ·----~---.. ---·---.. -·-----~---.. -·----.. ----·-· . ----.... ---- .. 
1 Lea- page 133ff1 Vol I 
2 Ibid 

-· ---·--------··-----
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never been confirmed. by the Holy See., Torqu.emeda' s object, 

the effect upon the King tow~d legislating an ed1.ct of ex-

pulsion because of the conversion propensities of the Jews 

was not gained but it is not unUkely that the inci<'l.ent must 

have made a great impression upon him. 

Be it remembered that Ferdinand end Isabella had 

:pledged themselves to unify the Iber:lan peninsula. For ten. 

yeers, at intervals, Spain had. been fighting the Moors :for 

Gr1"nada., Fine.Hy, ~,fter a long e.nd .bloody struggle, the city 

fell into the hands of the SnnniRrd.s in Jp.nuFirY. 1492. The 

hopes of the monnrchs had been achieved. Among those who hA.d 

contributed to the Spanish c1~11se were the Jewsot But with the 

accession of a rich terT'i tory and pn industrious Moorish 

populr1.tion; with the absence of war and i.ts drain on his 

treasury, Ferdinand was persuaded that the Jews were no longer 

financially indispensable. Besj.des, popular ff!nat.icism re-

au.ired. constant repression to keep the pen.ce; 11 the operations 

of the Inquisition destroyed the hope that gradual conversion 

would bring about the desired unity of faith and the only 

alternat:ive was the removal of those who could not, wi.thout a 

miraculous nhange of hee,rt, be e:icpected to encounter the terrible 

•• 1 
risks a.ttendant upon bapUsm. And more, not only would the King 

be acting in consort with the reli.gious leaders of his day, .... 

--) ---------·-------·--------··-·---------·--·----···-·---·----·----·----1 Lea- Vol I , page 135 



but the great wealth of the J 0ws in real estate, etc., 

would perforce go to the popule.ce end in this manner, 

they, too 9 would be arrpes,sed,. In this m1mner the ex-

pulsion of the Jews from ell of Spenish possessions was 

resolved. upon., Isac-10 A.bravanel descri"bes the thinki.ng 
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The people were given the choice of accepting 

Christianity or lee:ving Spftin., Abrah?m Senior ana 

Isaac Abrtwl:mel offered g large sum to avert the de-

cree. Fer(linand, who seems to hrwe befm e~sily moved 

by the a~ppear~mce of money, Wl'ls inclined to accept i t 11 

but Isabella was f:l.rm. There is a story to the effeet, 

that when the offer was being consid.er~~d, Torquemada 

forced his We;J into the royal presence end holding a 

crucifix p,loft, e:x:cle.imed to the sovereigns, "J3ehold, 

the cruc:i.fi.ed whom the wicked Judas sold for thirty 

pieces of silver. If you e,pprove that deed, sell him 

for thi.rty thousand pieces of silver. I resign my power; 

nothing shall be imputed to me, but you will answer to GodJta
1 

Whether this be true or not. the offer was not accented. 

nnd on March 30, 1492, the d.ecree of expulsion or the 

Edict of Granada, was signed. It was published on May lEit, 

and it gave the entire .Jewish population until J 11ly 3l.Rt 

in which to accept Christtenity or leave the country, under 

2 
uenalty of de11lth,. The effect upon the people of the lend is 

described. by Isaac Abravanel, .... _/I le 

~·--------·~-- .. ----·-· ----..----- ----·-·-------·---·~·-------~---·~-·-- ~---·---------
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Even after the decree had been published, Isaac 

Abra.venel implored the King at three different times to 

reconsider, 'but he was adnmant. 

The time drew near for the departure of the J~ws .. 

Some of them i.n desperation aecep·ted Christianity,, Among 

them was the rich tax ... collector, Abra.hmn Senior. He and. 

2 
his frJriily w·ere baptized and took the fF.1mily name of Coronel" 

But the bulk of J' 8 wry prepared itself for the dep1:1rture,. The 

aged. rabbi, Ise,ac Abo ab• the friend of Abravanel, went with 

thirty Jews of rank to Portugal to negotiate wHh King Joao II~ 

for the settlement of the Jews in that country, or for their 

safe passage through it. ~1hey succeeded in making tolerably 

favorable conditions~ The pain of leaving their homelnnd 

could not be af!SU!'lged;. The nea.rer the day came, the more Un.-

ha.p'Py and terror stricken did the -people become. 

--------------------···-~-------·--------··---.._~--

1) Introduction to the book of Kings- In the introduction 
to Deut., I.A. describes the security felt by the Jews 
in Spain and their pain at being forced to leave; he 
also recounts the suffering dm·ing the exodus. 

2
3

) Graetz Vol IV, page 351 
) Lea Vol I page 13?- A cruzado a head for permission 

to enter and reside for 6 months, was demanded. 
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At last the day arrived upon which the Jews h8d to 

deport,.· According to Graetz, they were accord'ed two extra 

days beyond July 31st. Their d.eparture fell, ironically 

enough, on the anniversary of the ninth of Ab. The terror 

and distress of the exodus were greatly increased by an 

edict of Torquemada, forbidding a Christian. after August 

ninth, to give vny Jew food or shelter. The sacrifices 

of the exiles were tremendou~~ Their nonportable prop-

erty had to be sold for a tr:i.fle,. Worse, they could not 

fiµd buyers, and had to take en ass in tra,de for a house, 

a vineyard, was sold for a p:lece of linen, Their 

~.gogues were confiscated and converted into churches,,. 

As they left Spei.n, they were at the mercy of the people 

1.n whose lMd they found themselves. They were robbed• 

murdered, violated, and sold into slavery. Many wandered 

back to Spain, naked, starving 1md lousy, to be b::i.pti zed 

Christians. The number of the exiles ;.s not known exactly .. 

1 
According to .tl.bravanel there were 300,000 who left Spa.in. 

Some i:iay there were as ma.ny e.s 400,000, but IJea conclud.es . . . 

--·-------~----·----·--·-···-~--··----,·--·-·· .. . 
1) Introduction to the('book rf Kings- tlrl f.)) 11 

P -o ~ ' Jc' J fk. J1} ):,N e k h .:J 
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1 
that even 235,000 is too large an estimate. 

In the group thnt left Spain was Isaac Abrev8ll.el. 

He states in his introduction to the Book of Kings, that 

the exiles went to dj.fferent lands; some wen·t to Portugal t 

Navarre, Provence, to Afr1.ca, Turkey, Greece, and Italy,. 

The bitter suffering of the unfortunate cast-offs is also 

described. by the Jewish leader. Together with his family .• 

et the age of fifty .... thre~, he took a ship to N~les: J/cJ 
f' j""'"'"1 'JI'~ >-~ po !J'llcr.> ,..,., J1ef,., {'.ll;:J 
. . . . . .f u;i ('j .., 'Y ,, 0 , a :J'<3 / le J,, :; iJ 

This was his second exile. 

--------·------·------------... ,--·----------
1) Lea Vol I, page 142 
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For the second time Abrnvanel•s brillient career 

as a statesman was interupted by political event fl-. His 

lp,st desparate attempt to dissuade the mono.r.ch having feiled, 

he cast his lot with his people. With his three eons and 

his wife, he embarked, for Naples and arrived there in 1493-

Naples was then u.nder the rule of King Ferd:i.nand I., The 

latter had apparently been informed of A'bravenel rs ability 

for he was asked to enter his service., The exile seemed to 

be pleased with his welcome, for he writes in his introduction 

to the Book of K1ngs: F,-' ~ 0 h 1..)r,N (Naples) _.,') I..:> f JV •<!> 

He was entrusted with an office in the cou.rt, probably that 

of finances, ~'dnce this was a field. with which he was 

particularly skilled. While the humane and 'benevolent King 

Hved,,Abravanel ~joyed honoyand. fam~ rest and pe.,ce~ 1 

,~~n·a (J""' ,,,, J_, 0 ,Je1 J., r ,,J. ;,(,•/ 
At this time, lie wrote his commentary on the Book of Kings, 

finally completing the work he had envisioned as a young man 

2 
in Portugal. Not for long, however 1 was he to en,joy un ... 

disturbedJ this new tranquiU ty ano. prosperity., For the 

following year, 14941 Ferdinand d:ied and was succeeded by 

.. -----·-··----------------~----------·----·----~-------..--·----·----

l~ Otsar Nechmad- Vol II page 51 
2 Ibid - p I _j f N .., ~ 0 f--ir I e, I .., '~ 

f; fie fi,;;i f\ N /'.., f'f,.,1 P )' 



his son Aifonso II. He, too, had his fatherts res~ect for 

.A.bravanel•s ability and permitted him to retain the position 

to which he had been appointed by his pe,rent 0 

When Naples was invaded in ll.~95 by Charles VII of 

France, the new king was forced to flee~ With him went 

Isaac Abravanel who, Rlone, of all his ministers haa_ re ... 

ma.ined true to him in his m:lsfortune,.l He stayed with him 

until the King fell ill with a fatal malady in 1495. At 

this time Is.aac Abra.vanel was fifty ... seven r-ind this was his 

third and last exile. 

So he returned to the mainlnnd forlorn and unhFJppy. 

His grief was not so much over the loss of his roynl l)f>,trons, 

lo'erdinand Rnd .Alfonso of Naples, RS it was ovt'r his property 

:i.n Naples and his library of pr~cious boolrn,2 For while he 

had been with King Alfonso the French had plundered. his house 

and,Hll his property; books etc., were all tBken awp.,,y. Weary 

of hea.rt, He turned toward the isle of Corfu,. He must have 

been all but crushed in spirit because of' this third forced. 

3 e::d.le,. With no :political act.ivHy to demand his time he 

-----·--------··~·------_ .. _,.__. __ .,. _____ ....,..~---------·-------------.._ ____ _ 
1) According to Carmoly, in the article in Otsa.r Neohmad 
Vol II, :page 51, the king fled to Messina. on the island 
of Sicily • With hi.m also went I.A. Dr. Mann believes 
this is unlikely, and rightly so, for Sicily belonged to 
Ferdinand of Spain, and I. A. would iurt have been tolerated 
there. 
2) Introduction to Ma,ltene HaYeshuah- 1•-,ao r..> pfcJ 

_/'\ 1;.,~~ JN /N..il . tC>O fol';.)!~ f':://VhN/ 

3) In I.A.'s preface to Zevach Pesach written in 1496 
he writes-- my wife a.nd my sons are far awe,y from m;, 
and in another country, and I am left alone, an alien in 

... lllliiilill ___ si.a str::i.n.Cl'P i <=>V'lrl · 
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agai.n devoted himself to literary pursuits,. In. the month 

of Av, ll+95 he beg;m his commentary on Book of Isaiah. His 

work was suspended end laid. asid.e becai.i.se of a FJpedal 

circumstance. To his joy, there was found in Corfu, his 

commentary on the Book of Deuteronomy, begun in his youth, 

ancl taken from him when he was obliged to flee from the cruel 

King·Joao II. Long ago, he had given it up as lost but now 

hi;.) d.etermined to complete it and on n l~.:rge sea.le,. He him ... 

self' w:ri tes in. his introduction to JJeuteronomy! 

i"Jv' ,.;ia 
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Abravanel did. not stay in Corfu. for a. sustained :period. 

As soon as 1;he Jfrench departed from Nee,poli tan territory he 

went to the ci.ty of Monopoli in the d.istri.ct of Apulia, in 

the kingdom of Naples. There he sµ9nt eight years, probi~bly 

the most active in his literary career, for there most of 

his works were written or rewritten. 

His commentary on the Book of Deuteronomy was finished 
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there on the twentieth of Shevat in 1496,. Shortly 

thereafter, he compiled h ;3? on the 

Hagged.ah of Passover. On the eleventh of Tammuz 

in the same year, at the request of M.s youngest son, 

Don Samuel, he completed .h I ;ofc j, ~ j 
Ethics of the l!,athers, end in. 1~.9~( his work on the Book 

of Daniel ,..., Y IQ,•.,..., J'oN , a work of which he wa.s very 

proud, was done,, His 1.i terary a.ctivi ty continued b 1498~ 

with the Book , his discussion 

of Maimonidea.n philoso:phy based on the Moreh;.;i-r1e1 Y'ftl(l.N
1 

his discussion of prophecy, the Massi.ah, Redemption, also 

·f/'>'fl-/V _Al-YI~'~ These last three works he 

labelled -'\ I 'YI V r, :J (f (V ,,, li'urthermore, he also finished 

in thnt city his commentary on Is1aiah in 1~·98. 

J3etween 1498 end. 1502 1 Isaac wrote J:losh .Amnna and 

'f''~fJc Jl/h-~N ,. In 1503, he went, at the suggestion 

of 11.is second son, Don ,Joseph, from Monopoli, to Venice, 

where he was to pass the last years of his life. Here, onee 

again, he was to be drawn into the political arena,~ IJ.1he city 

council, being aware of his 13ble Hnd clever statesmanship 

asked. him for counsel ·in. a problem they had, regarding flea 

t:r.ade,. He was employed to effeet a treaty between Portugal., 

---~---·------.---.. --··-------·--·----·--~-~-....... _ .... ____ _ 
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his ri.attve country, and thA Republi.c of Venice, respecting 

spice trade,. His work was successful And he recei.ved honor 

from the leadeni of the republic. Soon i:i.fterwa.rds, with his 

position secure in that land, hii:i oldest son, Don Judah, 

joined him there,. 

His interest i.n literary .and theological work was again 

manifest 1 for he began to wr:i te o.. comrnentHry on the Book of 

Jeremiah. This was finishAd by Jilrev She.buoth in 1501~. He 

alSo ·bc~gan_ a commentary on the Book of J!lzekiel And. on the 

twelve minor Prophet Fi, a.s well af'l on the first four Books of 

the :Bible,. They were all written or rewritten before his 

death, al though ·the exact date of completion is 
1 

not known11 

In 1507, when he was sixty-eight year old., Isaac re-

ceived a comm1111icr>.tion from Candie., from a learned Jew, Rabbi 

Saul Hncohen. The latter asked twelve questions pertaining 

to philosophical matters,. These were answered. shortly there ... 

aft~r,. in a graceful and charming mRnner. To the very le.st 

he worked zealously at his studies. Before his deA.th he wrote 

a book cal.led I OJ L ,J ., ,., IV to contradict the reasoning 

of Ma,imonj_des. However, the book has never been found.,,. S8 veral 

other works were begun or comtemplated but were never completed. 

__ ... __._._~·-------------·--------.....;. __ _ 
1) But a.t the end of I .A.' s oornrnen ta.ry on the book of 

Shernoth, he writes that it was finished in Venice 
on the first of Me,rcheshvan in 1505. 

2) 1!.g. Lahakath HaNebiirn 

2 
! I 
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In the summer of 1509'* at the pge of seventy-one, 

he died., He was esteiemed by non-Jew. as well as J 8w, 

and all paid homage to him in death,. His body was taken 

to Padua and. there in nn. ancient burial groun(l he was in-

terred.. Five days later, the learned Habhi Jud.ah Menz of 

Pr:i,dua. passed aw""y, and he was buried besj.de I spac Abravanel. 

Yet the unfortunate .Abravanel did. not find peace even in 

death for the following year 1 Padua was besieged and the 

battle occured near the grave yard.. The city walls were 

destroyed end the graves of the learned Jew£ suffered the 

same fate so that~ the site of I sa,ac 1 s burial plot was 

comPletely obliterated. 

It is interesting to observe that in spite of his 

~ooli ti.cal career which seemed to be moAt important to him 

in early life, Isaac .A:bravanel foun<'l time to write at all, 

an.d that his literary a.ctivi ty should I'(wolve about his 

people., His enthusiasm for the Jews never abc:,ted in spite 

of the honor and wealth he attained in Portugal, Spain and 

Italy .. 1 Most of his works, as we have seen. were written after 

his exiles and troubles had huml)led him and_ deprived hlm of 

his lofty station. In his answer to H.A.bbi Seul Ha.Cohen, 

-·---
1) An elegy written in the Kovetz al Ya.d, Vols VIII, 

IX (1899)- page 7-- desciribes I.A.'s ability and 
interest in p..is :people.., ( 

_,, ,n I 1e ~ p,, h - p >~ . L,, . ':J'" . .,'YC J_,..., ~ "::!· 
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Ise.ac Abravanel confesses tha.t H was only after he hfJd 

experienced pain and sorrow that he recognized his tri.te 

destiny~ as theologian and exegete, and not a.s statesman 

and poli ticip...n; yet as one leaves the work of this great 

per.sonality, one cannot help but feel that primarily he 

was n, statesman and that this confession wa~1 simply e, 

rationalization end A,d.justment of a frustrated , holpless 

man~ 

i 
' : .. , 

i 



-Abravanel 1 s children wt•re worthy sons of their 

father for they distinguished themselves as he had be-

~ 1 -. 

fore them. They had attr-d.ned thei.r maturity in It1:i.ly 

( although they had even distinguished themselves 

ei:1rlier) and soon began to plfl,Y a vital role i.n TtaliAn 

Jewish life. IAaac himself, was becoming too old and 

infirm to eonti.nue his previous active existence. 

Furthermore, he apparently could not a,d.just himself a.s 

easlly as his sons did to his new homeland. lfor the 

latter ha.a. ma.de an easy e.nd rt=1pid. adjustment to this new 

milieu.,. 

The best known and most outstanding of ~11 was the 

oldest, Judah Leon 11..bravanel. He we.s born in !1isbon in 

l~-60 and died in Venice in 1535~ With his death a. long 

chf!i:n. of profound philosophical intellects isterminated·~-

and is not lin'ke<'l. ngB,in or re.born for many years., An 

astute m1d capable individual; gifted with a. charming 

personalit;y·, he rose quickly into prominence., His think-

ing, however, had.more of en effect upon the non-Jewish 

world than H did upon his own people. He occu:pied him ... 

self little with the work of bi.blicA.l and Te.lmudj_c 

., ________________ ...... ___________ ~------------tt~·---· --



character; his chief interest bejng in philosophic 

thought. 

Vihen hif.I father returned_ to Italy from Messina a.nc1 

settled upon the isle of Corfu~ .rudah remained. in n-enoa 

where he prectised. medicine. But his other interests in-

trigues him more and. he devoted himself to the study of 

philosophy, mathematics, p.,stronomy, and poetry. Judah's 

intellect soon began to impress the non-Jewish world and. 

he g:-:>ined the acqualntance of a nuJUber of cul tu.red. Italians'., 

among whom WHS the great thinker, Pico della Miro.ndola.. 1 

In Judah's excursions into astronomy he developed an 

A,Stronomical instrument Or device and also wrote a book 

about. "Heavenly Harmony11 (which unfortunately was lost)• 

The diversity of his interests ste.mps him as a true child 

of the renaissMce and a foreru.nner of tho!'le who began to 

rebel against the p,utocracy of the Catholic church. 

Like his father, Judah, when the family resided in 

Spoin
9
had. hac1. many friends among the Spanish grandees°' It 

is not unlikely thnt through their influence he could have 

stnyed in Spain and been unharmed. While he was there his 

--'-'~ .. ,: .. ;;---"'· ----------·--·--------------··------
1) J6disches Lexikon- page 51--Art. on Abravanel and 

Sons- Vol I 



·. n 

41~ 

acquaintrmces secured for him the po si ti on of phys id.Ill 

to General Gom~a1ve de Cord.ova..1 The latter was a benevolent 

man al1d. friendly to the Jews.. He had. occasion to demonstrate 

his fine charf.',cter "by tacitly refraining from carrying out 

an or<for of l!,erd.inand, king of Spain., The latter had ordered. 

thA.t the inouisi tion be insti t;llted in Naples, which had become 

a Spanish possession.. His purpose Wl'l,S to ce.ptu:re many Spani.sh 

and Portugu.e se Marrano s who had escaped there. '.Phe .r eWS 

uncler fire were Rllowea to flee to other I tali fin cities: 

Judah was permitted to remain in the community and was un-

touched by the royal ruling,. He continued in his capacity 

as physician to the e;eneral. until 1507 and. even stayed in 

-Na:ples when the city was visited by Ferdinand* But when 

th.El general was remov·ed from hi.s position of responsibility 
1 

Judah went tio Ven:l.ce where his fa.ther and brother, Joseph 

(also a physician) were livl.ngi> 

J3ecanse of his literary and phi.J.osophic pursuits 

and his experiences in Na,ples, Judah had mastered. the 

Italian language Pnd. he set himself to the task of writing 

a book on 101re in Italian. In 1502 he published his 

---------------------·-·-·--·-·-·------------
1) .Tt\disches Lexikon- page 51, Vol I-- Art. on Abra.vanel 

and Sons. 
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'Di.nloghi dell' Amore 1or Sichot HoAhavah, a work which is 

considered a masterpiece in Italian literature. 

This book j,s a philosophic discussion between a man 

and a womi:m about love and. the problems of life. In this 

book Jndah declares, that one of the most important things 

in l_ife, is love or t;b.e a.esire to attach oneself to some-

thi.ng, t:>_nd be one with it. God, he goes on to stl:i,te, has 

created the world out of love and. through this principle 

the spi.ri tu~l world is uxd ted with the mn.terial world. Man 

too, must be filled with love Rnd approach (fod in that 

spirit. His character becomes finer and better by the 

presence of this force within him. J\1de.h discusses very 

little the matter of reHgion; nevertheless e he takeR pains 

to prove that the world was created. in accordance with the 

biblical account in Eereshitb and not in accordance with 

the philosophic reasoning of A.ristotle or any of the other 

philosouhers. 

More Christians were familiar with Judah's book 

than Jews. Cultured Itnli~ms were 'J)roud of the f[>.ct that 

such a fine piece of w:ri ting had been done in their tongne. 

So the book became popular and Wt~,s read_ widelyo It was not 

·----·~ .. -----------------------·------------------~-------
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long before it was trw.slated into French --and later into 

IiFJ_t:l.n end. Spanish. The latter trnnsJ.ation was made by n. 

.rew » who also dedicated the work to the Spanish monarch. 

Many things were written by JudFih in Hebrew, partic ... 
l 

ularly a poem to his son, who had been forcibly held in 

Portugal when Judah left, Md raised. as a Christian. In 

the poetry he pouredout his cup of sorrow and. lemented over 

what had ha.ppened to his offspring. He beseeches hhl son to 

remember tha.t he is a .Tew, to study the Hebre"' language and 

literature and not to forget the heartache a.ncl pain his 

parents suffered. beca.u.se of this separat:i.on,. 

One of Judah's poems r-; 
describes in verse t,he events whfoh occured during his life~ 

time; his exHes and all the trouble he was obliged to under-

go., Many times the family was separatecl and Judah writes 

while in Na.oles, of the pa.in of not being together with the 

I c [, ,,.., /c ")le le~ other members of his fe1nily; 

'O" ~/'IY 

,., 1 I :/ "'ri N 1 1 .;) I ' ,0 fc f ' 0 le ..Jl r c I I IV le -'> k I 

1) -IN 9,~-t,----~11:A- --- ---1~~~-----··-----------~-··--·-·--·· 
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]Jgrlier in his life he w1-3s also sep~Jrntea from them. 

The family had movecl to Spain bu.t he had remained in 

Portug1::1l. But fnmily ties drew him to his parents and 

brothers; so he too went to Spain~ For Et time he lived 

in peace. He probably pract:tsed med.icine in the new land. 

When the d.ec:r.Ern of expulsion was announced in 1L~92, he 

sent hiA little son to P0 rtugH.l to sove him from forced 

baptism.. The child was seized by the soldiers of Jo1:1.o u. 

the Portugll.ese mons.rch., Judah never stop:i;>ed grieving for 

his son. Wlmt ult imo.t ely bee13.me of him is not known,. 

Isa.?.C Abrfi.rnnel is youngest son, Se.mu.el was born in 

ll~73 at J..iisbon. Ho was comnletely 11nJ.ilrn his old.er brother, 

for he was not interested in philosophy o:r :;:oetry., A good 

Talmudist, he played. an important part in the life of. Ital~ 

ian Jewry,. His ~folmudic studies 1 a.s a youth, were obtained 

at the ft~mous Yeshibah of Sa.lonica,. There he distinguished. 

himself under the able guidance of Joseph Fasi. Samuel was 

considerably like his father in his .Jewish J.iterp_ry interest~ 

(A.1 though he was not lnterested in philoscmhy) and :l.n his 



l~g 

financia.l ability. Sometime after the Abravpnel f!"mily 

""'"e. moved to Naples he was called to l\Neay,ioli tnn court as 

finance mini<!ter to Don Pedro d.e Toledo. Through hla 

position and. contacts he amassed. a great fortune ($450,000). 

The poet Samuel Usq_ite said that he deserved the ai;melation 

11 Tremegisto 11 , thrice great, for he was great j.n scholar-
1 

ship, great in ancestry, and great in weal th. He was very 

genin·ous and used his weal th to promotA the welfare of his 

people, Many orphans were enablecl to marry be<~ause of his 

philanthropy; h~~ su}Yported the need.y 1 t'edeemed crtnti ves, 

Hnd embodied., as a whole, the charn.cteristics of the 

prophet. H:ls home Wl:'l,s a meeting place for the Jews, 

:particularly for scholars and stud.ants. He was a patron 

of FJny Jewish literary encleavors. Among his friends were 

the·Portugaese refugee David ben Yahya, who became rabbi 

of Naples nnd the CA,balist 1 ]e.ruc~h of Benevento.,, 

When Charles V issued en edict to expel the Jews 

from Naples, Benvenide., wife of Semuel, e.n intimate of 

Leonora, the Dnchess of T11scany, was able to have the edict 

revoked through the asslstance of the latter. Several yeors 

later when Charles V told the Jews to either leave the land 

1) Jewish Encyclopedia-- Vol I, page 129 
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o:r weri,r a bri.dge 9 Samuel ~tnd his family mo,red to Ferrnra. 

There S11muel lived until his death :ln 1551. Many of the 

other Jews who left Naples went to Turkey. 

In the home Samuel there gathered not only prom

inent Jews but el!'lo many learned OhristieJ1R. Ttilmud was 

studied. there nnd Jewil';h literature in general, Itali".U'l 

Jews who were Cabba,lists ceme there to expound the Zohar. 

Among the ChriAtiens was the le~~,rned Johan Wiedmanstndt, 

a disciple of Heu.chlin, who came there to learn Hebrew. 

Other non ... Jews who visited S1-1muel cmne in contact with 

the proponents of' the Cabbt=tla and were influenced by their 

tenching. 

The other son of Isaac AbrHvs.nel, Joseph, was also 

born at Lisbon in 1471. He, too, was a physician and 

when the Abravanel family moved to Italy, he esk1blished 

himself in Ven1.ce where he Wees very successfulo Later in 

life h(~ moved to Ferre,ra Md joined his "brother, Semuel. 

He died in J.552. 

Some descend.nuts of the fAJnily were to be found in 

.Amsterdam in the s13venteenth century. 

~ .. _..__ ... __________ ...... -~------·- ·-------- ___________ ,,.,. ____________ . _____ .. ________ .. __ ____ 
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Di!3tinguished as Ab:r~wr-inel was e,s a statesman~even 
.f 

so w~1.s he RS a writer. Though not entirely original or 

rich with ideas, his writine;s contain much interesting 

materin_l based upon his cultural end religious j,nte:rests, 

and. also upon his worldly experiences, which merit read-

ing. A convenient division of his work is sug~ested by 

the author of the article in the Jewish Encycloped.ie.. It 

is divided into three classes. ~rhe first is exegesis, 

consisting of his commenta.ry on the Bible, with the e:x:-

ceptinn of the Kesubim; the second is phiUsophy; and the 

last is in the nature of apoloF,etics, written in defense 

of the Jewish d.octrine of the Messiah. 

His commentary is more ve1uable thnn some written 

'hAfore him because of his accurate estimation of the 

hhto:rice,l viewpoint in the life of the Jewish people. 

Those biblical schoJ.p,rs who preceded _him we:r1~ too far re-

moved from the actual conditions of the work to have a proper 

pe:rspective of the hifltor:lcal epochs· and episod.es describc:id 

in the J3ible- .Abra.van el, who had himself been identified 

with the politics o.f the day, correctly perceived that a mere 

-.-......:... .. ·--· .. -·---~-----·~----· .. ·"--~--------- .. --------.._..,._,. __ ··--·-
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considera.tion of the literary aspects of the Scriptures would 

not suffice, but that the social and political life of the 

people must fl,lso be taken into account.. Moreover he recognized 

the value of prefacing the individual Books of the Bible with 

r-i, general introduction concern1.ng the character of the Book, 

its date of composition, Md the au:thors 1 intentions. The 

virtues of Abrav1mel1s comrnentRries were expeciRl ly e;ppreciated 

by Christian scholars of the succeeding c<:mturies~ Men like 

Buxtorf (the younger),, J3uddeus and Carpzov 1 scrutinized. 

Abrava.nel's blblical wriUng closely; condensed it and trfl.ns

lated it, thereby introducing it to the world of Christian 

scholarsM.p. Perhaps Et gr£-3at deal of their ap:nreclri,ti.on wn£ 

due to Abravenel 1 s tolerant attitude towAXd the Christian 

exegAtes Jerome,. Augustine, and Nicholas de I1yra 1 all of whom 

he studied and quoted.,, 

Important in IsaRc's commentqry on the Tornh is hi8 

writing npon the Book of Deuteronomy. Ori.gj n!'l.lly planned whHe 

he was a youth in Portugal, it was not finished until he was 

in Itf1ly. He had become interested with the problem of 
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Deuteronomy even when he lived with his f.qther. In his 

introduct:ion he states the.t he placecl questions before 

some of the well-known men of his time regarding Deuter-

onomy and_ each man nnswered according to his own exper-

ience. In short• there was no general ex.plP.nation of the 

l 
booklf lUs purpose was to point out the fundarnrmtal teach ... 

ings of the book, which old and contemporary commentators 

had never pointed out. 

A tra.d.itionali st in his outlookfl .A.brevanel believed 

in the di vine or:lgin of the Torah. He writes thqt 

(, 

everything is the word of God, without a.evie_tion or change; 

only it was written by Moses under divine inspirqtion or 
3 

@ii.dance- He quotes Nachmanides 1 opening comment on thh 

work to 1.ndica.te the purpose of the Book, only to disagree 

with it~ 

'I' 
I 

' . ! 

.ii I 1i 
~ 



53 

For Nachrnenides it was threefold.. Firstly, to warn 

tl1.A people and to :remind them of their sins, how they re-

belled e.gainst Moses in the wilderness and how they were 
1 

treated mercifully despite their murmurings; - secondly, 

to inform them of new commandments which were not stipu-

lated in preced.ing books and last was, to repeat some of the 

laws for those who were to enter Cenaen and. to n.dd some 

explane,tion of them, inasmuch a.s many of' those who en·ter-

ed Ca~aan were not present et Mount Sinai. With a shrewd 

eye, .Abravanel attempts to see everything logically 1>.nd 

he grouped all argwnents. for and against, in one. two and 

three, order, In answer to the earlie exegete, Abrsvanel 

writes that Debarim would. be a weak book if its pu.rpo se 

were only to comfort the :people and tell them their sins 

would be forgiven. His rejoinder to the sflcond And third 

_______ .. __ ..,.... ___________ .....__.. .. _. ---~ .. -........ ~ .. ~,-,-----~ ... ·------·----·---
from -i' <tN .f\/v'I and following, God d icta.ted and 
Moses wrote; the latter continued writing while the 
Lord said'Moses died'. 

~) Introduction to the book of Deut. 

U
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arg;u:ments is that all the laws were explicit or implicit 

on Mount Sinai. 

Then I sai~.c goes on to declare that it was not 

Moses• idea in this book to we.rn Israel, nor did God utter 

new Mi tzvoth which were not declared previously but it was 

his pur:oose to expletin lA:WS and commandments which required 

explan.at ion. 
1 

This alone was its intent. He did not feel 

i't necessary to expli:dn tho!'le laws which are treated. at length 

elsewhere but did elucidate upon that which WP.s implicit or 

discussed briefly previously. 

His comments on the book proper are very verbose 

and unwieldy because of their leneth. Yet they are in ... 

teresting because of Abravanel 1 s unusual approach. He ex-

amines each Parasheh closely, and sees questions which might 

vex a rea<ler. lPor example in Parshas f' ") ;lt/ '}., ,,., f7c 
' 

he find!.'1 fourteen _/I ' r Cl 0 " He enumerates them 

and answers them in detail: With these obstacles removed he 

ca.n continue with his interpretatton end. comment on verses 

and words. In this manner he d.iscusses every o·bsta.cle which 

confronts him. Endeavoring first to discover the outstanding 

··~)i~ trod u ct i o~-- -~~~-~--b o-ok·--~;.--~~·~·~-~-~ -------;,-;:~.,-~ ·-· J;;f .. -
J''i>e p.11,/c .111gf'f?l1 ;i;1.A?' ./lie ..,t;~[ ~~f,.a 

.1'/c ">fc~ .yeN f..!:f\> "";JV(CQ... llY :::>/ -,;fc.1~ 
2) Ibid ... ,/) k 1,,,, 

'.llj /_;) 
.A1..:> 1 ')3 
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difficulties, he lists them; then follows a discussion and. 

explanation of each,. Many times in an effort to explain one 

thing, ht~ simplifies and. breaks the subject down so complete-

ly that the reader is lost in a labyrinthian maze~ For ex-

Bml)le, in commenting upon the Shema in Deuterononmy 6: 4 is 

indicative of· his exegesis. He writes: 
1~1 lrc-,t,> T/VG 

~ ,,J.,a "1(1 I 1 f:: ';:,' '.:> H "t I!. I ~!>le ~' j'i' fk 
I /1'1it.-1f 1 nk 1k;;:>Q...., 4l 0c-/> .JlJ'fl;,.,,,.., .J1a...Nh 

:J re , .11 • 1c .., p J J'Y 1 1.1 J= , , Jl , ~ , 2, JI , ., N OJ.,, 
, p II ") "'\ r J1 , G .h o ;> ,,..., ...., ,, 1c 

•/c,(1'1/ .;:>~.,") 11:/~ ·i">..J\'Y ""'C! 

fir 1 11,, ) I n • J'o' f :J 'JI 9 (c (I Q. fY .llj I.::> ,/\/ '.;> re, 
P-"'lrc ..,_,; ,-,--,1;:.icf,.,.., 'dN f'"'((VQ, )<l/c J\J/JN~<L 

. . . . j'O;:J t)" rva... ") t...fc 
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First he accociates the Shema with the Ten Cornman .... 

ments; then he polnts out that in the verses of the 

Shema there e_re embodied five important principles which 

requ:i.re explanation. He cites one• which is unity, then 

points out that there are two kinds of unityo Before long 

he is lost in a philosophic discus8ion and he spends two 

uages in discussing various aspects of the problem. Be it 

remembered, however, that the S1un of his conclusions is by 

no means to be lFtugheil at,. His difficulty was one o:f 

expression. He could not express himself with the lucid-

ness_ of a, Rashi; nor could he "be as concise as the ]1rench 

Jewish commentator.. But his views are SO"IJ.Ild. and intelligen-t • 

.And for his day, his historical approach, a.s we shall see 

soon, was something new and a distinct contribution. 

It was most evident in his commentary on the I"' f 1 :J 
fjl<Z (,..,, the earlier prophets which was written in Toledo short

ly a.fter his flight from Lisbon.. Here is clearly evidenced 

his political insight. Seeking to descri'be the political 

intrigues and events in Palestine of the biblical period, his 

e:.tper.ience as minister end id.enti.fication with wt1'.1.dly A,ffatrs 

- ... -------- __ ... ______________ . ___ .. _______ ·~--- .. -~ ...... -· ... M----~-------·------..... ----·--
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and. foreign J.pnguages and literature, helped him considerably. 

Previous to him, exegetes had done little work on the early 

prophetB and the l:i.fe of I sraAl when it first settled in 01.maan. 

His was one of the n.rst adequate treatments of that period, 

In. spite of his keen perception of the life of his people and. 

his knowledge of philosophy he nevertheless, mainte.ined in 

his Perush a strong conservative point of view. He was a 

fundamentalist in his outlook when t11e sub,ject was the Bible 

and. he would not cou.ntene.nce any dimuni tion o:r. addition o:f 

it as advocated by some Jewish philosophers,. He excoriated 

.Apikorsus and his feeling was that the Spanish Jews suffered. 

the Inquisitlon encl the JDxodus because of this very failing,. 

Abrfwanel • s commentary on the Book of Joshua is most 

interesthig l)ecause of the auto-biogrnphica.l matter con

l 
ta.ined :i.n the introduction. Following this, he launches into 

a discmssion of the book proper., His d.esire, at the outset, 

is to point out why the Holy Books are divid.ed into three 

classes; namely, Torah, NebHm, end Kesuvim. The rabbis 

made this distincUon to indicate the perfec'tion of a. 

certain sect1on. ~1he first section was called Torah, to dis-

Unguish the book of the teaehing of God from the other holit 

------·--------·------·-·-----------~-~-----·-~--------------- --·---·~-~·-·--·--·-·----

1) See autobiographical refs. on previous pages 

i 
I. 



bookf;, because of its noble category. It containc~d 

Jll''flflc..,1 .JllfJ,N as dist:lnguished from the other books. The 

next book is called Nebiim 1 not to distinguish .it from the 

book of the Torah, for the latter is in a class by its elf 

by vfrtue of its being 1.Vo:r.ah, but to show its high category 

as distinguished from the Kesuvim, so that all would know 

that its (N8biim) authors were pror)hets Bnd that those who wrote 

the Kesubim were not, but only individuals who spoke through 

tbe Hgly Spirit~ 

~1hen Abravanel tren.ts the Christian division of 

1 
SQriptures into four sections. The first WP!'! celled 

''){.A , the Legal 8ecti.on, the Torah or the five Books of 

Moses: the second was "")IC> 0 , the Historical Section, 

the Books of Joshul., Ruth. Samuel, ICings, Chronicles, Dan:i.el, 

Ezra, Esther; the third> " t 1:) , the Prophetical Section, 

consisting of Isainh, Jeremiah, Le.menta'tions, Ezekiel, the 

twelve minor prophets (HoRea, etc.), end of book of D~iel, 

Psalms; thfl last, ""'fi' IV' , consisting of wisdom 

litEirature;; the Books of Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastlcs. e.nd the 

Son.gs of Songs, 

1 ) 1 n t ;~-au;.; ion t,-;--J-;;ti~a :--·- --------p-;;j!J,,., ----;-,;;jt;- Pj;1;1·-
.'' "''~v 

1
"lf..A .... p?jh ~.., r;~pfcf lt~f.V '?dO fj'rh 

"~°;/N ,"kt:] 

------------------------------
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.Another three fold cla.ssificetion of Scriptures 

is described by the exegete. ThiA one is in reference to 

the time of writing. In the first division is agein the 

TOl!P,h, .... those books wrH·t;en before Israel was in. 

Palestine; the second contai.ns the group of books written 

whi.le the J(~Ws were in Palestine before the exile P,nd the 

destruction of the Temple.- they are the books of Joshua, 

Judges, Ruth, S151111uel, Kings. Isaiah, Jeremiah, Uegilloth, 

LamentPtions, Hosea, Joel. Amos, Obadiah, Johah, Micah, 

Nahum, Ifabbakuk, Zephanb_h (these men prophes:i.ed in the days 

of the kings of Jndah end Israel) 1 Psalms, Proverbs, Song 

of Songs, lllcclesiastes (which David and Solomon collected): 

the last group is comi;:)Qsed of those books collected and 

written after the destructton of the Temple an(l the exile 

of Israel,- they are Ezekiel, Esther, E?.:rG,9 Chron~icles, 

the prophectes of Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi~ 

The writing of the book of Job is difficult to 

determine. Abrlwanel writes, if it were written by Moses, 

as the Sftges believe it wa~, it should be placed into the 

1 
first di vision. If Job lived. tn the days of tllfl Jud.ges, 

1) Baba Bathra -

i 
I' 
I. 
i 



·. n 

60 

1 
as rabbi 11::1iezer believes, the book should be plrced into 

the second section. If he lived in the days of Esther, as 

rabbi Joshua ben KorchA. thinks.,or if he were one of those 

who returned from exile and. he lived in Tiberie.s, as rabbi 

JochanAn believes, his book should. be pla.ced in the third 

divi.sion? 

The author, after the introductory remarks as re-

gR..rcls the division of the Scriptures, },lOceeds to d.iscuss 

the four books (Joshua, Judges, Se.muel 1 Kings.) Four things 

interest him in each book; the writer, the forJTt, the eibhice,l 

prin,ciples 1 and the purpose of each book, The last point 

:i.s examined first. A general statement is made abOilt the pur-

µose of the four books which is to tePch us to use !!lnd learn 

the noble find. exalted truths uttered in them. The purpose of 

the book of Joshua is to describe the entrencA of Israel into 

the land of Canea.n, how it conquered Md posP.essed it (in 

short~ to fulfill the promi~es of God uttered in the 'l'orah). 

The remaining books purpose is to show thPt, when the 

Israelites were bad and sinned against God, they were defeated 

---------- --·-----------~( ______ , __ --------·-
1) Baba Bathra- /,·~ T · 
2) Ibi.d 
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by their enemies ·but when they obeyed God they would. pre·-
1 

vail over them,. When Abr1.wenel comes to regard the RUthor 

of the book of Joshua he departs from the tradition that it 

was written by Joshua himself. The rabbis of the Talmudic 

period believed that he did. but Isaac advances rea.sons for 

not mak:in~ a similar statementD For example, at the con-

clusion of the book it $ays~ ../1/V'/ 

Morr->.over it is written. regardtng r/J\~ PJr:>kv JlJV J"'J 
'.;>/',,} 1 this statement (Joshua 4;9) -?1" pe, 'JI' I 

1" 1)1' f'l'?l Many other discrepancies and anachronisms are 

c.i ted whi.ch would prove that the Book of Joshua was written 

e.fter his death.. The same criticism is appUed to the Book 

of Samuel ana.,to AbrR.Va.nel, it is patent that Samuel a.id.nit 

write his book. In the incident of the ark of the covenant 

in the lfl.nd of the PhH:lstines, it 

,., , fc~; ~_,, 
is written (I Samuel 5;5). 
,~.,,) bf f rl" 
/"' c;)fV fir /Id~ 1' I~ 

I I ct ~ 'J ,,.,.....) 
., ,~fl.b~ ) ld:.:J 

The phrase 11unto this day, 11 show1:1 that H was written 

Hfter the actual incident. Another example 1:$ that of Sauls' 

e:x:perlence wlth Samuel ( I Samuel 9;9) ~y ..,,..;> S, ,_, r 
PJC)} (c 1 r' '''jr . v kf...,,,., p , • ..,, '.:J v }c J'1 ,,., 

All this would seem to show that the book of S0muel 

wn.s written "l.t a time when the seer was no longer alive. 

-----·-------·-·---··-------
l) Abra.vanel raises this question- since Samuel was 

also a judge, why was not this book included in the 
book of J"udges. A separate book of Samuel,decla.res 
the author, as a token of Samuel's greatness. 

:' 

i' 
i 
i 
i 
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.Abravf!nel' s conclusion, al though unsup::)ortea. by :proof, 
1 

is that Samuel wrote the books of ,Toshua end Judges, for 

it never se.ys (as it says in the Torah, that Moses wrote 

it), that Joshua wrote the book of Joshua. As for the 

book of Samuel, Abravnnel believes that some stntements 

of David. were undoubtedly written by SeJTtuel and. others 

were written by Na.than and. Gad: that is, Samuel began his 

book but it was completed by the two last namecl prophets. 

Each man wrote e,bout whe,t took place in his d£i,y., ~~hen 

Jeremiah collected the writings of these men and edited 

the books, e,dding whereYer he thought H was necess1.1.ry.2 

H'e may even have edited. the book of Joshuaa 

These four books are written in the same monner as 

the prophetic literature,. The reasons given are,- becauBe 

Samuel and Jeremiah were prophets, the writers were com-

manded by God to write these bookR; God r(3vealed things 

to them which were only revealed to pro:phets. The ethical 

utterances are embodied, more or less, in the purpose of' 

1) Introduction to the book of Joshua ,,?j J~Nt 
fr>/c '·J(>'ao ~.11_, fc[ 't't1,,1·e ·1fc ':./\Na." ,r~ 

fl' (~1<Z... -,~o .,:)"~ ~.A.;,/ rAX:> ft=·~,,., flc:1fia 

2) Introduction to the book of Judges f''rJ/./tJ,,H" 

')..)O.,., .,,o, ~,..,, P'~1>1 PE~r re,,~~' ,..,,.,.r,, ,,,ft~ 
Lh, I .;> s.., t', . .,., :;""" I ')JV / lc fc..v .,., !SI • P)) ·~ h- I G 

.... 'i,/t ' C'k"')e,•~ P]~r M .:::><Z ~-,IV .Y'.;l 

·j 
\ 
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the books, and involve, of course, faithfulness to God. 

and adherence to his commPnds, 

rrhe :l.ntroduct ion to the book of Judges deals with 

the differences between judgeship and kingshiI)• Before 

the commentary proper, Abra:nmel divides the book into 

twelve parts; the battles of each tribe after the death 

of Joshue; a general description of how Israel forsook 

God. on numerous occasions and the punishment wbich 

followed; the pronhecy of :Deborah and the war of ]a:rak 
•.;..;,I 

with Sissera and salvation through God. and. Song of 

Deborah; activities of Gi.deon before his battles, the 

"k 
' wi:trs of Gideon with the· Midiani tes; the activities of 

the sons of CHdeon; Jephthah Md. the .Amonites 1 ; vision 

of Mtrno . .,,ch; battles of Samson; incident of Micah and the 

Levite; story of ·the concubine a.t Giboh Md what Israel 

did- to the men of Yabesh Gilead. There follows a number 

of questions and before each new chapter Abr1wanel raises 

problems which are answered. in the course of the commentary 

upon the chapter .. 

I I 

! I 
I 

' :! 

J
:1 

I 
' 
I 
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The introduction to the 1)ook of Samuel contains no 

biographical mF.tterial but is devoted to th(~ m.1bject ex-

elusively. Since .Abravanel hP.S declared. that Samuel did. 

not write the entire book of Samuel, he must now answer 

a doubt o:r question wh:i..ch might a.rise in the mind.s of his 

reader, .... why the book is called. by his name. Moreover, a 

deed is usually accredited. to the person who completes a 

task,. Moses brought the bones of Joseph out of Egypt, but 

th.1~ credit for the work gof~s ·to the child.ren of I sra.el who 

ACtu~1lly completed the task,. According to this reasoning, 

No.than or Gnd., who completed Samuel should. have their names 
1 

on the book. l3ut there were two reasons which operA.ted in 

favor of calling this book Samuelo The events e.nd activi.ties 

all bear the imprint of So1nuell s thi.nking and. power (Saul 

end. David anointed through him). It would. hs.ve been fitting, 

true, to incorpore,te the stories of Eli and Samuel, in the 

book of Judges and those of Saul and David, in the book of 

Kings,, Alth01,:tgh the kingshi!J of Davi.cl is the ultimate concern 

1) Introduction to the book of Samuel- I .A. quotes 
Jerome's organization of the Bible , in which the 
book of Samuel is included in the book of Kings. 
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of Serauel, the book is named after the J.i=i.tter because of 

his holiness ~mcl consecration (story of Hennah) Rnd. be-

1 
cause he prepared the way for David. Furthermore, e 

book is usually acc:r.edi ted to the tEiacher or father, e.nd 

not to the eon or dhclrile,- and since David. stood in 

relation to Snmuel as a Ron to a father, thA hook bears 

the sl'lme o:f the seer ( fr, 1 N ~ .}1 J'.Y;:, J..:>Q... f_;, 
,~.,1 f J..;) ,,~, 

~y , , I ,., Q. NJ .,..., 
I IV Q.,,, f o ') C) ().,., '€.,re., 

;::)/c-,1 £1 ;> 

k ,,,..., 
11(c 1 v ,,.., 

;;\ 1 .,, 

01 1NG ;1 

r~.,.., 

fc ,.,., 
f ,.,.., 

'd.:; a.. 

Another questi.on is brought forward. llWhy is it 

tl"rn.t' SemueJ. dia_ not recount nll of the acts of DA.vid; 

why di.d he omit some, ( e. g,. ,,. I ., /j::jtf ··P 

·~, 'k v"~ , the song o:f David 1 the words spoken by De.vid 

unto Solomon. the Levites and their duties, the or-

ganization of the a.rmy, the treasury, egri.cultural 

legislation, pastoral life, the build.ing of the Temple),. 

This }Jroblem provokes another. Why does Ezra 

the Scl'ibe (whom Abravanel credits with writing the book) 

rer,eat in the book of Chronicles what had alreedy been 

-------------·-···--··-·-·---.. ·---·-·-·------ --·---- -·--- ·------
1) In the introduction to Samuel,Abravanel discusses 

the tliff erence between Samuel etnd David. To his 
mind, Samuel was greater because h~ reached the 
heif!hts of prophecy r ,., lc1~),., ~eHi;l but _Dcivid o1;11Y 
merited <i-:tr ... 1 ,,,., .l'lh'Nf • This 1s an interesting 
sicleJir;ht on the exegete's evaJuation of 13iblics.l 
figures and his religiosity. 
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said in the l>0ok of Samuel? And. why does he omit some 

thj_ngs mentioned in Samu.el tf he d.oes repeat some. For 

e:x:runplo, there is no cttation of the Jews in Egypt or 

II' in the wilderness~ the works of Moses)even though Ezra 

began with the generations of Adam: nor is there any 

mention of the books of Joshua anc1. Judges. Also omitted 

Are the story of Eli, the priest., Samuel, the Seer, 

Goliath, Bathsheba, and Uriah, Amnon, ancl Tama,r, the 

fa.mine in the da.ys of De,via., rule of Jeroboam, and. other 

Kings. 'I1here must have. been H ref.tson for Ezra's 

a.eliberate om:hssion of these. events e.nd. individuals~ 

Ab:ravp..nel answers the first question in the follqw ... 

ing mpnner~ The book was interested in the deeCl~s of 

David only c..s they were relat1:.1d to the purpose of teach

ing the worship of God.l It was i.nterE)sted in hiR sins, 

his punishments, his wrath, but not iri those acte which 

did not comp within the realm of religion. The story of 

the return of the Ark is rfllnted becHuse it describes 

l) Introduction 
.... P'Nf(.."),,"l f'<t:YN/ 

-------··-----··-
to the book o,;f Sa.muel. 

G/ly ')J' ...,,_,~ ~ J'Y' .,,,..i) r,,.,.. II:~ _,, •. ~ • ,,,, r. 
"1 N/ fc/ 

k·.:>j~ ~ 
..ll· r;.f>r 
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David.• s perfection and saintliness. '11herefor e, the 

incident of the Levites end their song iR not men ti.on-

ed because they do not testi.fy to David 1 s perfection. 

The manner of building the Temple is not written :in ord.er 

to cre<'U t the buila.ing to Solomon since God w:i.shed it to 

be 'built by himl( I Samuel. VII kr-,1 "';vfe., fy 'J{VfCI 

, "t, r .l'I • ;:J ,,,~F;) I ) .. 

The answer to the second. question follows. In the 

preface to the book of Joshne,, .Abravanel tells us that the 

books which follow the Torah were written by prophet~' in-

s,pired by the word of God. They included. certa1.n things 

and. omitted others for a purpose. Ezra hed no such d.ivine 

commend. to write the book of Chronicles. Hence, he wrote 

a. great m11ny details of the reign of David but the book of 

Samuel is dide,ctic in pu.rliose, - endeavouring to teach the 

people the knowledge rnd fear o~ God. 

_Jdr~ p~fc Jtl ~/V}J 'f Jfcf> 

.. .,., JI (n., I o Many his·borice..l events are left untold by 

_ Ezra bedause he was interested in leo,ding nr to the growth 

of the Da.vidic dynasty; in discussing its past, its pref'ent, 

1) The rabbis said that the Temple was said to have 
been built by Solomon, because it was lmown that it 
was destined to be destroyed c:md God did not wa.nt other 
nat j.ons to say it was d estroyec1 because it was bu i 1 t 
out of the money realized from the plunder and robbery 
of David. This, however, is a weak argument, Abre,vanel 
rightly observes. 



and its future~ ~1ha,t which was unrelated to this pur.-

no st wa.s intentionally overlookeo.. Ezra a1so described 

Davicl's perfection and nobility, 1mt not his slns and 

wrong doings becaune tho latter did. not fi't into the 

picture he wished. to portray f I ") N ,,,., ')le~/ 

(c11'Y ::,>/c1 ff I 'J:J' le_}ol ilc<r> ft' 
r-;<:>of 

Similarly tho~1e titories diflregarcled in Chronicles 

ha.d to be, bece;use they d:td not lead up to David' El great-. 

ness. 

The introduction to the book of Kings is 13gain 

1 
antobiogra.Phical in charactP.r. Following the personal 

narrf:l,tives, the author begins a study of the Kings of the 

J 8ws Md concludes ten things rega.rdi.ng them. All the 

Kings after Jerobosm were idolaters a.nd false worshippers 

of God;2 the Kings of Judah were superior to the Kings of 

! sreel • bece,use they were lineal d.escendants from the stem 

of Jesfle, while the Kings of Isra.el were recru.ited from 

any tribe,. In addi tion 1 the Ki.ngs of !srE1el were not 

anointed while those of JudBh were. The third f~ct is the 

righteousness of the Kings and their wickedness. The Kings 

1) See biography in pa.rt I 
2) Introduction to the book of 

~ 'y • "elNl"Y 

Kings - ..,.., k i:.A ~ .11 le1 
f''f' p [,<l.. p ,., • ita o ~ 



, . 

of J:g.dah were both good and bad but those of IsrEi,el were 

all bad.1 Th~re were nineteen Kings fun Juclah and. Israel 

after the division of the kingdom. rrhis conclusion is 

strange for Abravenel, - thA.t eP.ch kingdom should h1we had. 

the si:ime number of kines.. Yet the kings of Judah ruled 

one hundred and fifty-two years longer than the Kings of 

Isrs.el. This was no accident, nor inexplicable, d.ecla.res 

the exegete. This WA.s the word of God. It showed that fear 

The exiles sustained by Judah e.nd If\rA.el were seven. 

The first one was carried out by Pul, King of Assyria.; then 

came the exne of Tiglath P1lesser, followed by Shelmaneser, 

Sennacherib, Nebuched.nezza.r (twice), and the la.st took }Jlnce 

when Gedalie.h was governor. Ie.b.nrn.el ben Nathe.niah slew the 

ap!)ointed head of the Jews and. exiled some people to .tunon .. 
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Another exilo took place in the days of the second Temple. 

Accord.ing to .A"bre.vanel, this TE~m-ple J.a.sted. for four hundred 

and twenty yearfl. Then Vespasian and Ti tu.s, his son, besieged 

and destroyed Jerusalem, and exiled mtmy Jews to Romea 1 They 

were lateir exiled by Hadri1m to ( ..,.., 'IV C> Ole ) Spp,in., There 

were two other exiles, m~Jking a total of ten~ Abra.vanc~l then 

describes the nature of the exiles, and the similari t:i.es be-

tween Judah end I~raela The difference in the exiles is alco 

ci tad e .. g. Israel was sent to the river Chebpr an<'t not Judah; 

Israel was sent far awa;y but Jurlah wn.s sent to Babylonia. to 

ICgypt, to Ar:ion! Israel was exiled one hn.ndred and thirty-

four yenrs befo1·e Judah; Judah returned. from its exiles but 

not Israel, The ninth matter deals with the men who prophesied 

during the reigns of the Kings of Israel and JudAh. Abre,venel 

foun<l there were morE":1 prophets in Judah than in Israel ancl he 

comes to the conclu~Jion that this o"bta.ined since the men in 

Judah ha.a. Jerusalem as a fount of inspiration. The last treats 

of the appea.rance of the Messiah; when Israel will be gathered 

t.ogether and returned. to their 1E1nd. and. a Ki.ng ( of the seed 

of J~sse) will ru.le over them. To substt'tntiate this~ he quotes 

-- ~ -- ----··-··------· .. ---·-----·--·-------··---i---·------?--
1) Introduction tothe book of Kings aj'tc•oc') o'Cl .,, h 

·~ -"'r:.'I 1 ;} 1 a. 1 p•k11' 1~·1flrt J ()';(,(, "'o'f 

'fVl1f r{c.,q, . ../'lie /~/ 
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from Ezekiel: \"'> (c~ :, n le •tc! r p..Jl / lc 'Jl I q, 1' I 

1 r"' r pr.) r ,., ''I"), If f' fc r r/V/ fi, '") e,, I J .;') ;J 

~('( ,Jn· kft p 'Id ]e,~ :, IY -}) •.,") I ff 
r .o•h (' .fil ..::> frtN 'J\ G J-" iii'' ·~ ~-.1 ::/ 1 r 

This was not merely a perfunctory ste,tement of a generfl1 

way of concluding a su.bject. This was a pious wish of 

Abravenel Bnd a number of his works, as we shall soon observe, 

were devoted to the Messiah, the literature written abou.t him 

and' what the author himself thought of the possibilities of 

his ap:oearRD.ce. 

This introduction ends wHh a CA.lendal' of the Kings of 

Israel and Judah, the manner of succession to the throne, the 

length of their ru.le, and the priests who officiated in their 

times. 

There :ts a. second introduction to the book of Kings. 

Here is mentioned the fact that the information for these 

two books was gleaned from the Chronicles of the Kinp;s of 

l1srael and Judah. The reasons for the prophet• s (Jeremiah) 

----------------------.... ______ ,.., _____ ,, ___________________ _ 
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wri.ting the book 11t all, WEtS a,s follows: Jeremiah wanted 

a book free from the uimecessa.ry impedimentia which were 

conte,ined in these Chronicles. He we,s not interested. :l.n 

details except i.:ts they descri'bed the reign of 1;he Kings in 

so :far as ·they were related. to goodness and wickedness. 

____ .., _________ ... ____ .. ________ ..... _________________ .. , _ _... __ . __ 

~.:1 
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Although we cannot say that IsaPI} .Abravanel was an orie;in81 

thinker, a profound pbilosopher or that he introduced anything 

new, "'e m1uit, however, admit that his thinking dirl exert a wide 

influ.ence in the 8i 11:teentb. and seventeenth centuries. As we h~we 

intimated ;irevtously, he l:H:i1 ieved completely in the Tornb and would 

not ndmit e.ny liberal int erpretD,t ion of it. One of' his best phil-

oso}1hical works ,~,.~ !1 f' , ,_,~ h p 'N'L-
' 

In this book. 

he end.eavours to point out tha.t the world '.'rgs created ex nib.Ho • 

. . 
The question as to whether the wo·rlcl wros created or not, was d.e .... 

bated constantly by the nhilosophers of the M~ddle Ages. With 

.Aristotle as an authority, many o,dhf'lred to the St.f),gyrite•s bt-:iltef 

in the e·terni ty of the worlcl. For .Abravanel, this would lee,n_ to 

nll, sorts of metaphysical problemsj so he rejects it and clings 

to the bfblica.l interpretation of f' (,,... .,...., _h le I "') ,.:::) 

with the implicAt:i.on thHt God weR the creator, 

- ' ·~: .Another work which shall be trei~ted more fully is ind_ice.-

ti ve of Ab-ro.vem~l 1 s philosophy is J JVfc ll. /c ") Here 

he takes issue w:i.th the liberal philosophers ( espec:l.ally Maimonides) 

and point~ out \•rhere they erred. The bo0k consists of twenty-four 

chA.pters !ln<t deals with what A.bravanel rAg~i.rd.s e,s the ce.rdinp,1 

princj_plos of religion, But first are enumerated the funaammttri.l 

doctrines ancl p:rinciple1:1 of Maimonicl.es. Then follow the views of 

other philoRophers. 

----· .. ··----·....,,,.--...... ~----------~· .. ·--·--··~-_..,,,, ..... --......... .,..___.,. ... ,_~ .... -~-""·--....--·--~--··----~---.... --~-~...........,..~--...- .. ..,. .. ",..,.~--~--.. 

Next page for quotr:l't; ion 
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I) Rosh Am1:ina ~-- Ohe.pter I The existence of a c:rer-i,tor 

who is a perfect essence in all 2.S:'.)ects, the ceu.se of Hll 

existences and. their continuing existence; His oneness, is 

not unity of a general kind, nor a oornpoung un1ty c~i,:pable 

of being divided, nor a simple unity which may be susceptible 

to infinite division; L~,ck of corpor~Hlity, the Deity is no 

body or force within o. 'body nna. has no attributes of bod.y as 

motiont rest etc. either in essence or in accident; God is 

the Jt1irst truth; God only to be worshipped by man ~1nd. there 

iR no mediator between Goa. and man; Prophecy, every person 

should. understa.nd that man possesses many qu.a1ities and 

potential.Hies, so that his soul can be purified to such a 

degree that he becomes susce:)tible to the most abstract i.ntel-

ligence and the lru.man intellect CM be ,joined with the a.ctive 

intellect, b;r which exercise he attains an exalted quali'ty of 

discrimination Hnd. :penetration; Prophecy of Moses -- we should 

"believe he was the father of all prophets, of those who preceded 

~d followc~d him (Moses 1:prophetic power, se.ys Abrs,v.rmel 1 was dis~· 

M.n{,li shed. from the other prophets in four ways; they were :tn-

~-

sp:lred by intermed.iarieR; Moses was inspired directly by God., 

lie _.,, d a.s it is written -·· • They ,~ 

:• . They prophosj.ed only in drem1rn, in 11isions when corporenl sensation 

-·----·-·------·-·_, ________________ ..,, ______ --·····---·---- ------- ·- ·- _____ ,.. ____ ....,... . -- -·~· - -·-- .... -..... ·-----·---------... -· 
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was suspended but Moses received the word of God dur:l.ng the 

d.ay as he stood between ·the two Cherubim as God promisea_ him 

re_ rf 'J>T ~!)! , The propheto were overawed by 

their vision; their bodies trembled and shook so that some-· 

ttmes they A.lmost a i eel. As Doniel wrote ·~ 1/ce.; fc [, 

, P~1j '.f\ "v :_;k1 'ir1 JllhQ.Nr ,}y 
7~:; ':j/')I/ h.:::> 

Not so Moses., He never trembled bec.s..use hi.s i.ntellect Wf\S 

closely connected with the universal. intellect. The prophet8 

fl.id. not receive clivine messe,g;es whenever they wanted them but 

only wlH3n God desired to commnnica.te through them, ~foses, how-

oyer, could. prophesy whenever he wished, as it is written, 

( ?J ,') ,J, .,1 N ) j The 

Torah is divine, everyone should. believe that the Law wa(l ~ivGn 

to Moses by G·od; that is, that the entire Torah was givn:n to 

M.m p,nd he wrote it down; the peMroanence of the Bible-·- the Law 

in our posr;ession is the Lnw of Moses r~ncl. no other TorD_h will be 

e:i ven to maxi; God knows all the acts of man; God rewards those 

who observe his commandments oncl punished. those who neeleet end. 

trespass them; The coming of the Messiph --· we must believe in 

it 8J.though it is improper to fix a date for his coming or attempt 

to exple,in biblj_cal passages for th:ls purpOl':\e, '!'he rabbis wrote 

I .J. r , " a, ~"' ~e, J"' '.].. fl OJ.JI whoever 

--...-. ...... _. ____ .., _____ . ___ ....,.,,_~-·· ___ .,,......., _____ .. _ __,_ .... ,.._ .. ________ _.,. ___ ,.._~--- ----·-·----··---,.._ .. _..,_ ____ . .._..._ - __ ,. __ _ 

' 
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d.oubts the Messiah denies the Law which testifies to his 

coming; Hessurection -- if e. man believes these things· he 

bt3longs to the comnnmi ty of I srA.el; if not, he excludes 

himself' from the community$ 
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Crenca.s stR.tea. in contrad.istinction to Maimonides th~i,t 

there were funa.an1ent,,1 doctrinen for Revealed Religions i these 

nre, thEc1 e::d stenco af the deity, (which contains two other 

doctrines i namely the unity of God and lack of corporet~lity 

1 
in G·od.) The Revealed dogmas are, -- the omniscience of God, 

His Providence, Omnipotence, Prophecy, Moral Freedom of man, 

Obj(~ct of existence. NeJct come the principles we believe nnd 

whoever denj.es them is a I 'N • 

creat:l.on of the world by Goel, immorta,lity of the soul, rewara. 

and punishment 8 resurrection, eternity of the Law, hir,hest de-

gree of proph13cy in Moses, Urj.m end Ttunim reno.ered divine 

~'ne1rnages, the comin~ of the Messiah. There att fimdamental 

truths which are based upon particular commanaments, which con-

sist of pl•ayer, :repentance, Rosh HFtshonah and. the four sea.sons 

of the year. Oresca.s cites twenty attrfbutes. Albo reduces 

them to three in hiR Ikkarim; these comprise, existence of the 

cleity (including unity and. spirituality), the Law revealed by 

God includ.ing a bt:il:lef :tn pro:ohecy P.nd the superiori.ty of Moses 

pnd the cloctrine of rew1.=t,rd a.nd punishment which includes God's 

1) Hash Arnana- Chapter 2 
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omniscienee, providence, the MeRsiah n.nd rem1rrection. 

In the third. cha;\)ter of Ro::ih Amri.na, Abre.vanel re-

peats the criticism of Ma,imonides fundamental principles 

by Albo end Crescas e,nd. also cites his own. Abrav:mel de-

clares thR.t the fifth p:r.inci:ple of worsM.pping God is not 

fundrnnentel but Et particular commend; the Hesdah too, 

is not esst:mtia.1. He tpkes Maimonides to tRsk for failine; 

to mention certB.in :principles Hke belief in miracles, the 

revelation on Mount Sinai, m()rpl li'borty, immo:rtali ty of 

1 
th~~ soul, etc. Then too, he wishes to know why the nu thor 

, of the Moreh stopped a.t thirteen attributes. Surely, he 

snyi:1, nnt 1)ecause of the ..A 1~1v 

Later Abravanel 

and the 

describes 
2 

•:J <t,N • 

.{.. f cz, 0 

his study of 'Y ZI fef.,1 ') e>n 

He finds in :porusing theRe 

works thPt there is a lt>.ck of consistency on Maimonid.es part; 

thnt is, in the ., ~ 0 ho breaks up the 

fundamental principles r-md in the fi.rst chapter he (Me.1.monides) 

d.ecl81'es there are only ·three~ In B.nother chapter he mentions 

three more 0 Fint'1,lly a later cha1)ter reveals still one more 

cloctrine or seven in all. How then, cen we correle.te these 

___ .. _, ________ .. _______________ , ____ ~----·-------~-----··~----.., ______ ..,,, ___ , ____ .., 
1) Seventeen objections are listed containing not 

only Abravanel's criticiem,hut also Crescas' and 
Alba's 

2) Rosh AP1e.na, Chapter 5 
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with the thirteen ca.rdine.l principles. The same crttici sm 

is given to the Mishneh Torah. Several d.oct:rines are OllJ,itted 

here like love of God, fear of Him, e1;c. But most ::>ointed o:f 

Abravwrnl Is criticism is hh remnrk that Maimonides lo.eked 

religiosity. He began wHh the Se:fer Hamada by uttering the 

first cloctrj.ne as the 11princi:ple of 1:111 principles 11 , when he 

should have snid there is no such thing as principle of 

principles. \t1he whole Torah WRS given by God.. everything in 

it is fundamental and we can not say some things nre more 

i.m11ortant and others are not :i.mportant. Another criticism 

is the proof of Maimonides for resurrection. The latter ob-

tained. his from the Mishneh. To this Abravanel objects be-

cause the same doctrine is embodied in the ~forah. 

.A.lthough Abravanel criticised others for their theories 

about Goa. we do not have e.ny particular series of ag"91ments of 

proofs for the attri'butes of God "by the author himself. His 

commentary on ~!aimonides 9 Moreb., I, is composed of only six 

chapters in which he expresses his agreement with the opinion 

' 1 of Maimonides and d.efends the latter e,geinst Cresca.s ob,j ections
111 

----·-----·-.. ~------.......__ .. _____ .. ·-----·----- ._ ... _____ .. _. ----------·--·----------
1) Guttmann- I.e:hren d. Isaak Abravanel-Cha:pter 3, :p2ges 

48-50, discusses the argument 
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His argument is the..t no human being can penetrate to the 

being of God for He can only be known by his effects. When 

Moses says 19 God, show me your ways"• it meant the.t he wished. 

to com1)rehencl God., through his actions. The phrase, God's 

existence, for Abravrmel as it was for Maimonid.es 1 was not O.\'\. 

rurrphibolic, but a homonymic d.esigntttion, Moreover, we can-

not apply attri1m·hes ( in the sense of quaHties), to the 

Deity beeause these vrnuJd im:ply plurB1i ty., But thA concept 

of the ten Sefiroth does not show anything but the actions or 

effect of God1 s work and do not mtpply u.s wHh ~n insight into 

his being. The cltfference between the various spheres do not 

n~cessarily mean plurality in God, :for they are dissolved in 

his being where they become an absolute un1.ty (not D, unit in 

the sense of number for God is beyond number). 

Abra.van el 1 s remarks about d4lvlne providence a.re 

interesting$ IJ.1hey also :proceed along Maimonide~ inter-

pretation of the srone asubjeot., It is bound up wlth the as-

trologicel and. philosophical ·thinking of his day., Gutmann 

writes, 11 Es ist eine elte, allf.1Ai.t1.g anerkarmte Wahf"hei t, 

dass die Schicksale der Volker von den Gesternen bestimmt 

werden und dass jades Volk unter der I11=-it11ne; eines bestimmten 

1 
sternes stehe. II The fate of every people, as well as the fate 

--·-----·--'·--·--·-·-···-----·-·----.. ---'"·-----------·---
l) Guttmann- page 51 
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of every individual is determined by the course of the stars. 

Their movements cause the elements to combine and take form. 

The differences between people have their basis in the heavenly 

constellations., Man, says Abravanel, is di via ea .. into two pa.rts; 

namely, the sensual world of corporeality and the intelligible 

world~[spirituality. In lb.:is corporeality he stands like the dumb 

animal under the influence of the stars. But in his spirituality 

he is subjected to the influence of the spirits of the spheres 

or to the separate intelligences. Since Israel 1.!'1 excellent 

bo+bh in body and. soul, he stancls directly under the hand of God 0 

without the mediP.tion of the spheres,- "Das israelHische VoJ:k, 

dm·ch ko'rperliche und seelische Vollksommenhei t benonaers 

a:usgezeichnet, untersteht 9 of.me Vermi ttlu.ng einer Himmelssphi=ire 

oder eines Sphfirengeistes der unmi ttelbaren.l FUhl'."lmg Gottes., 
1 

In ea.ch one of the three spheres there is a pe.rticular portion 

which is capable of receiving Providence,. Among tha three spheres 

iR the u,ppermost one which emanated directly from God and which 

· was directly moved by God, And Isra.el is like the uppermost 

intelligence or sphe1·e among the n1:i.tions. As Abravanel writes hJ 

1) Guttmann- page 52- In needs of the body, mankind as 
a whole depends upon the stRri; in needs of the spirit, 
mankind depends upon the leadership of the intelligences. 
Biblical verses in proof- Deut. 4:J9; Exodus 12:12 
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~)"J(,1 -{'NC,;/ ~~Ice.. -i'r'l)'ke.. /J p le ~~., 

Jlc..., fl' ,;) ,,,,f.j'\ r f,,. .,..., Jl !c " 
i'~j'~ 

Indeed Israel is subjected to the will of God vrith-

out r-:11.y restriction even as it was at Sinai when the entire 

nation, even though it was unpre::?ared, received the revelation 

from God. The connection of a human being wi'th God is possible 

only when an individual has risen to the splendo~ of the first 
1 

sphere or intelligencea 

And just as the ultimate purpose of man as a rational 

being differs from that o:f mr-i.n as e, creature of nature, in the 

same way, the ult lmate purpose of a Jew as a. Jew differs from 

hl.fl purpose as a. human being. Because of this point of view, 

the ~Por!'l.h cloes not offer a speculative IJhilosophy, for ha.ppi-

ness is not achieved by logical deductions, nor is a higher 

stage in the humEJn intellect achieved by logicaJ. a_enuctions 

but by belief, by goa_ly deeds ---------i-r.nd by the 
~ 

medipt1.on of the teachings of the Torah. Thi.s point of view 

differs sharply from tha.t of the :ph:i.losophy of Averroes. The 

l) Guttmann, pe:ie;e 55- This, too, is port of Maimonides 
argument regarding Providence. 

2) Guttmann, page 5 5 
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latter declared that he:ppiness is only possible through 

philosophical study. Continuing the a.rgument for the 

hypostization of me.n, the statement is made that earthly 

goods are only given by Providence to man so that he may 

attidn greater spiri tuF.11 perfection. A pla.ce th11t is 

especially fit for Providence is the Holy Land. Those who 

live there axe fortunate because they are connected directly 
l 

with God. Nevertheless, providence watches and will watch 

Israel forever. 

From Providence we come to God 1 s prescience and free 

will. All these matters, nature1ly, are bound up with 

theodicy. God is perfect; eJl perfect things !.'Ind the know-

ledge of all things is united in him. The misfortune which 

comes upon man and does not seem to f:i.t :i.nto his conception of 

Justice and God's knowledge of all things has it origin in man's 

lack of will and deed. There is a difference between the wisdom 

of the author of things and the wisdom of man. This argument, 

of coursew is no argument ~.t ~11, but an eveflion. In smn, it 

means that man can never t'.chieve the intelligence to u.nderstancl 

1) Abravanel is in accord' at this point, with Halevy
vide Kusari II 2'-15 
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the pnJn or woe which comes upon him. Man cr:m only know 

things through sensuA.l :perception but God's knowledge is 

different. Though He is a s~iritu.al being, He knows all 

material things. His knowle(lge does not depend w10n e:ldsti.ng 

matter nor can it learn anything through it. It is lmpossible 

to answer the question of how man obtains frfie will if God 

knows everything, . because we can never se,y anything definite 

aoou.t G·od.I s knowle(lg~). For the teaching of (fodi s extstence 

and God• s unity• are axioms which are not to be doubted. A 

loop hole h1 provided by Isaac Abre:vanel, following the 

teaching of the Moreh; the.t although there is an e:bsolute 

lrn'owledge of God o:f Hll things, -~-.. there stHl remains e..n 

1 element of possibility or potenti.alitye 

The matter of freed.om of the wHl is restri.cted even 

furtlrnr. OnlY rational beine;s h11ve the right to freedom of 

the will. :&1 reed.om of the will And. the realm of the :possible 

allow thenrnelves two aspects; namely, th1~ urinciples of 

goocl and. evi.1. Even 1;hough the stars dis-pose man to re-

ceive certHin impressions, he is not completely a.et ermined 

by them,, He has the possibility, through re~son, to counte:r-

~tct these dhpositions imd to choose freely. Scriptures 

---------·-----·-·---. ·---.. ------·--------·--.. ---·--·-·---------------------·- r,· 
1) I .A.' s comment upon Psa.lm 139- ,,f.,4 ;w f' t 

1 [[,_,11 ..J\•L.11t1... 1c,,p ~,v.;.., !'"""' ·a..:> .,..,')~ itvfc''l-
P""J"il P'~A~,,.., PJfvfc- ,'"°'..)..,.., fc1,-.. .)\'.vfk..,-, 'i'>'l?~'P ·~.;, 

I ...,, '?' .. ..::> ../I rv /dl r " 1 • n N ~ 1 
• , Q-6 fc ".,., 11 ftc f ' h~tv.;l 

f>Ji)lt~ "..h' l'\df 'JI 1 cf.,"> JI '}...)./1-j) f .. /\l/c '<!..N'(l, .., '1J~Jc 
I r :;u.r) ~ nlc r h.., .::> ~., ef• e. le fi p/1$ fn JI IV p. ,;)"") 
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tencheG freedom of the will (viz. Dt. 30;15,19).. Only re-

war'l and pru1ishmEmt a.re predesti.ned by God. Guttm~nn wri tea, 

" Vfos von Gott vo:rherbestimmt ist, das si.nrl die Folgen des 

Menschlichen Ha.ndlungen, der Iiohn und die Strafe, die durch 

sie herbeigefuhrt werden uncl die sich, -es se1. denn durch Reue 

und Busse, der Einwirkung des Menschen en.tzi.ehenl' 
1 

.Abri.:tvanel' s work M;_falo t .Adonoy deals with thP 

problem of the temporali ty of thEi created world. M1:'J.monides 

hacl written before him that God. wp,s eternal, e.nd if the worla. 

were the svme, then whet would be God 1 s position? He would 

not h1we any influence nnd. we could not believe the mirpcles 

of which Scri'ptures info:rms us; nor 1.n reward and. punishment 

which presuppose God1 s power over natu.ree Therefor~' the temp-

oraUty (e;enerf'!,tion and. decay) of nature is one of the fundA.-

mental d.octrines of Judaism. PJ.nto' s concApt of matter ex-

isting before creation is rejected. Thir. for Maimonides would 

have cons ti tu.ted two first causes, So too Abravanel. Then to 

uphold his statement of tempore,li'ty, the latter res©rts to 

trad.ition,. God created the world through free will. This means 

1) Guttmann, paCTe 69 
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that creation was done with consciousness aml that an effect 

that ensues from free will, can bring about two contrasting 

things. (It cr.m cause fire to burn and to cool.) Goel is not 

only the creator of 'tl1e world, but also He who u:pholds it. 

The world. was created. ex nihilo. After a time which wHJ. be 

set by God, it will again return to nothingness., ~'he ul ti.-

mate pur9ose of the world. is Goa.. The strongest proof for 

t}rn temporali ty of the world., accord.ine to AbraV'anel, comes 

from J 0 hn.nnes Grammaticus, a proof which is based upon 

.A:r:i.r,itotles 1 teaching of the finality of things~ 

WitM.n the mechanism of nature, there :i.s necessary at 

· timeB, rftc'iicnl change or miracle.. Miracles and prophecy e.re 

not en.used by intelHgence but by Goa.. God.Is will causes good 

nnd therefore miracles tlo not cause a change in his will or 

being. Prophecy is a direct :revelation from God.. Sometimtis 

it touches reap.on :l.n a clear manner; sometime!'\ it revenls it-

r.elf to the imagination but in a qui:ili ty different from the 

revelation, which the philosopher exper:l.ences. :Prophecy is 

independent from the bra.in or other mental qualities. It has 

nothing to a.o with drea.•1u1 bece.use it is divine inspir9,tion. 

____ .. __________________ _. ............... ,-.. .... --..........-.-..... -·-·-----
1) Guttmann, Chapter 7- pp 6~~-e2 
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Wisdom does not mnke a prophet b•it :purl.ty of morals. More-

over prophecy is not determined. by age or weakness_ There 

are four aspects to ~rophecy;- where God enlightens one's 

reason as He d.id with Moses; when Goa. gives :pictures unto the 

ima.gination of the :prophet; inspired reason and ime,gination, 

1 end inspiration of the '1enses. 

11,or Abrav..,nol, as for mfany philoso:r>hers before him the 

r~lti.onal sou.J. was a spiri tu.al thing ape.rt from the materie,l 

soul. Every human soul existed before the creation o:t' the 

body, being created. like the other independent beings, the 

inteilligences. It is to be connected from :l. tti incipiency with 

something like air. God created a. certain number of souls, 

corresµond.ing to the number of huma.n beings~ ~~hrough divine 

reRson wM.ch is potential in the soul, man comes to recognize 

God., 

Following the death of the body, every soul lives its 

incUvicluel li.fe with Goo. but its immo:rtnUty depends on the 

observr-tnce of Torah and 2 

Ha:opiness in the world to come depends on complete recognition 

of God. Punislunent does not mean there wHl be no immo:rt8li ty. 

~ Abravanel believes in resurrection 1md stHtes that 1.ts 
~~ 

·--------------···--·--·-----·--------·--·-----·----· 
l) Guttmann, p8.getoi92, hesed upon I.A.'s commentary 

on Deut. ~54:1 (M8yene HaYei:<huah III 3) 
2) RoBh Ams.rm.- Cfl.p. 21 s. 28 b. 
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purpose is to give messianic ha:priness to Israel and to 

convince the other people and religions that they erred 

1 
not to acknowledge I srafJl Io llelief and Israel Is God. The 

:r.egenerl'!,tion will be directly after the com:lng of the 

Mesdah, For Abravanel 1 messiAAism was the endine; of the 

history of the world.. .All men would become as Adam be-

fore he fell into tempta.tion. He thought tha.t the Messiah 

was born already and that he would Mon appear. 

_____ ...___ .. ___ ·-·------·------·--------- ---
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From the religious philosophy of Isae,c Abravanel 
1 

we 

pass to his writings about the Messiah Rnd the coming of 

the Messianic period. Although his exegetical activi.ty 

indicates his deep relte;ious spirit e.nd his ffrm belief in 

a member of the family of Jesse coming to ElCt a.s the redeemer, 

there is little o:rgRnized. writing by Isna.c abou.t ·this subject 

until he completed his commentary upon the book of DjlUiel. 

The introduction to this work is in rhymed prose and ifl wrHten 

;i.n an ela'borate and. flowery style. There follows a depiction 

·of the trials and. tribulaHons of his people and their com-

pJ.ete faith :l.n God. Sincf:l the Jews ti.re in the depths of 

despair 'becaufle of their many exiles and oppressions, he has 

undertpken to write this book to oncou.r~"ge and. hearten the 

wea.ry.l It was called :J.' r N The 

commentary proper is :preceded by 1'1. description of the book. 

It is dj.vided into three parts; the first contains the 

divisions (by subject); the next, its mee.ning ana. the last, 

deals with the lenguAge of the book. There were ten divisions, 

.. ___________________ __,_________ ---------·~---·------

f'1' NI 
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namely, how Daniel, Hananiah, Micha.el 9 and Aze:r.ieh came to 

:Babylon, when they carne, who brought them and their descent; 

thH n.'.\rrA.tion of the first dream of N8 buchednezza.r, whe.t his 

0 
interpreteri:; snid, the coming of Daniel, and his interpreta-

tion through divine knowledge; a description of the golden 

1.mA.ge which Nebuchednezzar !:;et up Mel how Hanninh, Michael, 

and Aza.riah refused to bow down to 1.t, their subsequent ex-

uerience in the fiery fu.rnace and redemption by God; the 

second dream of Nebuched.nezza.r and its interpretation by 

Dnniel; the subject of J3Hlsh11,zzar and the wri tine; on the 

wall as interpreted by Daniel i the rule of DariiHi and 

Daniel's status in his court, how he was CA,st into the lionls 

d(m and his salvP.tion; the dream of Daniel rege.rding the beasts; 

the vision of Daniel j_n the third year of J3alshazzar' s reign 

and what Gr>.briel., the angel, said; the prayer of Daniel and 

:f.:1.nally, the vis ion of D:mi el by the ri.ver H~,d.ekel and what 

he envisaged. 

In the second part of the book AbreYA.lWl informs us 

the.t he is not going to describe the rule of the kings of 

PerHia and Babylon; nor delineate any historical events. The 

-----------
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latter are more adequately treated in a book like Chronicles. 

To the author's mind, the book of Daniel was written to indi-

cate the subject's great wisdom and saintliness
1 

to demon= 

strate that which was to befa11 Israel; the troubles, the ex:-
1 

i.les, the redemption~, l'Tld salvations, Daniel is was a, message 

of hope, lending courage to a ha:pless, despairing people. Thi~ 

ir, the smne ap:oroach pr1:rntised by the other prophets, 

The last section analyzes the language of the book. 

Abrovanel wishes to determine the reason for the use of both 

Aramaic and Hebrew. He conclud.es that those wora.s of Deniel, 

ad.dressed to the Jewish people, were written in Hebrew while 

tho !'.le employed in conversa.t ion with the Chald.ean.s were spoken 

in Aramui c. 

In the conclusion of the book, Abravanel traces the 

many r,>rophecies ri:f DF.trdel (70) l and. attempts to point ottt 

how they were substantif•ted by the passe.ge of time e, g, Darius 

end his conquest, Alexander the Great, rise of Home, Jesus, 

spread of Christianity, the Crusades. Sixty of the prophocies 

2 been fulfilled and of' the :remaining ten, Abra.vanel writes: 

fra· fcfr 

-

'i 

I' 
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The redemption is yet to come but come it su 't'ely will: 

fc ;;> I P'tdi'> f _, f-r ·:,.., p J' f;j I ') j" '.:J 

u'"f'<l' i°) ;::,1-, T' .., ,., f1 kit k~· 
:~ 

1 dONN f•J,~ r /NI-, p p 1" f tc., <Z..' (~ k~r 
1 "tdl ')I olc 

Cl 
Two other books, apologetic in nature, were written 

by Abravanel. They nre and T' /I/ e. N 

1Y/r/ Cl,, 1 
.. The former deals with the remarks of the '11almucl 

1>nd the Midrash, regarding the Messiah. Here too, the author 

describes the languor ena. sorrow which has overt~1ken Israel 

a;rid how the Jews despeJ.r of succor. Declaring tha,t he has 

' 
unilert.Bken the task of finding nn answer to his people 1 s prob-

lem, .11..bravanel searches through Jewish literature for a hope-

ful answer. The Tolm1ld. end Mid.rA.sh t=tre filled. w:i.th answers F.HI 

well as the Pirke d.•Rabbi E1iezer, He searches through these 

to find the JN1 • The con-

clusions reached in .Perek Helek and other places;the author 

rejects. The writers who made those studies believed the.t the 

Messioh had eJ.rea.dy come, but that our .-:incestors h~.d not re-

cognised him. .Abr:;i"rpnell s rejoinder is quite week. If that is 

so. he declares why ere we still i!'IJ,relling i.n exilo ana. waiting 

_____ ,_,,__,._. ______ . _____ , ____ ·--------------··------~---·----··-· 

1) Ma.yene. HnYeshun.h, p~1 E~e 60 d 
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for him. Howei.rer, this remark is only another jndice,tion 

and proof of his devoutness n.nd. faith. He also states that 

his feeling is that the Messiah will be a man, as the pronhet1:1 

ta;ught, 

In the book proper, .Abravanel discusses the great figures 

o,f the Bi1>le, how God ap:pearea. to them, and. what the signifi-

cance of that a:rrpep_rance was 1 ee g. 1 the incident of /' ~ 

p I ")jl ;:J ,.,1 is mentioned. to describe the emergence of 

Rabbi Eliezer 1 s statement: 

1'·(V 

1 
fonr e:rea1; kingdoms,- their dominion and decline. Hei discmsses 

p ,, 1 ;:, le f ;i ~ /'' 
-1\I '..:> rN 

v le .,,,'1 

The reason for showing these pictures, it is declared, 

is not for the sake of redemptfon, but to test Abr•:ih::~.m, and 

to observe how he would accept the enslavement of his people~ 

Further on, Abravanel gives ten proofs for the coming 

of the Messh1h and substn,ntiates them ·b;v Bihlicrl ver8es. 

In the bst work, he conEd.ders 

all of the passages which consider the M0 ssj_ah. To th~, he 

attaches his own opinion and comment, together with a sharp 

criticism of Christian interpretation of those :passages. ltS; 

--.. -... ~------------·-----·-- -------------·------·""'O-T~..O .. _.._._ .. -~-.,, 
1) :..'."e~huos J'Jeshicho, pcipe 9 
2) Ibid- pnees 26 a,b. 
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scope is to illustrate the oracles of the seventeen prophets, 

which spep]{ of the future redemption of the Jews. ThetH~ cei.n·· 

not bP, u.nd.erstood in the spiri tuHl sense as is usuA.lly i.nter-

preted. This is conddered r. splendid com:pandiurn of the 

medieva.l Jewish attitude townrd the Messiah, as opposed to 

the ChristiNL sttmdpoint 0 
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It has been intimated upon several occasions in the 

preceding pages that Abravr>nel W<J.B pri.marily a statesman 

and it is the writers feeHng thgt this may have been 

stressed too strongly. In e~ite of his political 

ncti.vi ty, Abravanel always :retained hie interest in his 

neople and their fate.. It is this wh1.ch :prompted him to 

choose the rocky, thorn-strewn path of exile,. Fo:r. he 

r13a.J.ized the fu.tili ty of doing otherwise. He only re-

tired from ac'tive y.rublic life when he was forced. tom 

Poli ti cal actiiri ty always c.ttrected Mm and. he was will-

ing to forego his literary interest as soon as he was ask-· 

ed., Th:ts is clearly evidenced. by his work ln Spain, Nar)J.es, 

ancl Ven1.ce.. He must have been an unua.ual minister for where-• 
l 

ever he went, his fame preced.ed him. His personality, too, 

mtrnt have 'been magnetict for his friendship.!51 among non-Jews 

was wid(~ in Portugal, ~r: in imd. Italy. His funeral was e,ttend-

eel by the Me;h dJ.e;nits,rief,~ of the Venetian republic. Both 

Sew and non Jew rend.erecl homage to this statesman and. sth.olr'.r. 

:Secense of his position he amassed c large fortune in 

thE~ countries in which he hgnuened to be. And his use of this 

money :i.nd.icates how A.ttiached he was to his people. Through his 

-·w·~•-· •• ,_ .. .,. .. ,.,. .......... -~- _ .. ___ --.. _..,. ___ ,.•Or--~-.... ,-~ ... -••-· -~-·- -..O··- -,..·----··-·---.... ---.... ~-~ .. •--- --- ---- • ~ ·-·-..- --··--.. -~---~-·-<-• -~- •• 
1) His perspicacious political outlook is clearly 

evidenced in his com~entary on Deut. 17:14, where 
he speaks of the rerublic as the best form of 
c;overnment. 
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organizc-3d philt..mthro:py, several humlred enslave<l Jews were 

redeemed. Together with other :pl'01ninent Jews he helpecl 

organize the Lisbon Jewish community for that pur~ose,. 

Thi.s ri~.tional e.tti tucle ':'l'rts not a constR,nt f8.ctor in 

his thinking.. On religious matters he drew the line. He 

was interested in exegesis ri.nd ph:llosophy end oftlmes he 

did not distinguish between the two. Hh1 fr?.:eget1cal method, 

we ho,ve alre£•,dy mentioned. He was influenced by the 

scholastics in this regt~rd• by starting with argumer:ts pro 

and. con.tr a,~ and. concluding with thl'3 deciaiorrsolutio. He put 

questions before the explanation of a certain section of the 

Bible, questions which showed the difficulties of the text 

and whinh were later resolved by the comment:'l.tOra 

Abravtmel is sometimes criticised for being a plag-

iarist$ Thie is not exactly true. WhUe we mi.u-it udmit that 

he was not an original thinker, either in philosophy or in 

exegrrn:l.s, he wo.s familiar with thP. literature of Arabic or 

AriBtotelian philosophy, as well as patristle nnd. Jewii:ih 

apologet;ics. Ilecognizec1 as a con8erv8,tive, his Rosh Amana, 

wae probably read by a wide e;roup of men who shored sentiments 

------·-"---~--------·-·'4·--.. ---... --.--- .. -· .... ··------.. ·-·----., .. -... .._. ......... _. ___ _ 
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similr-ir to hiw own, and incidentally, mA.de Maimonides ace es-

sible to these people. .Although he respected the author of 

the Moreh, he was wont to disagree with him in many res:oects. 

He did not like Maimoni<'tc·rn 1 theory o:f creation ~:ind treats it 

as an allegory, nor d.id he care for the Eg.,r>tian Jff3WS' inter

prete.tion of prophecy. He used to conclude his lectures 

about him with the word.s- the9f~ are the words of rab.bi Moses 
1 

but not of our teacher Moses. For Gersonides, he also ha,d 

grea·t respect, particularly because of his astronomical con-

tribu.tions, but h£~ felt that his philosophy was tangential to 

~Tudaism. Crescas too, he recognised an a. remarkable thinker, 

but he defends Maimonides against him. He poin·ts out how 

Crescas was indebted to Algazzali. 

The formerD s work, Or Adonoy, was translated_ into 

H8 brew by Joseph ibn Shem Tov$ This translation was used by 

Abravanel in a pamphlet against Christianity. 

Toward. the Kabbelr:i. 1 his attitude was somewhat re-

served., but not unsympathetic. It is easy to see how his 

Messianic belief would fit j.n with Kabba1istic con,jectures. 

His value to posterity was in the field of exegesis. Unlike 

his t4ewish predecessors, his studies included Christian 

1) Guttmann - pP~e ? ff 
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interpretation of Scripturos. This opened an avenue of 

study and investigation heretofore neglected by Jewish scholars. 

Moreover, it disposed Christian stud.entR to be more interested 

l 
in this type of Jewish schola.rship. His commentaries were ver-

bose, unwield.y, and even uninteresting, but as en expositor of 

the purely historical 1)ooks of the Bible, of the Nel:iim Rishonim 

in particular, he stonds M.gh and with few equals. His know-

ledge of Jewish li terpture, religious Dnd philosophic, n.n.d his 

keen insight into politicHl dtuations e.nd crises, made his 

comment on these bnoks iniraluablee H9 represents the end of 

a period in Spo..nish Jewish history., IB: him was found not one 

distinctive f'c)rce, but two. He wa.s not only a master of ex,-

ee;esis, a student of' philosophy, and. apologetics, but Hlso a 

great statesman and loader., 

Al though he himself, was not sure of his mission and 

in his Ital.ian exile regarded h:ts true destiny as theologian and 

e:xeget e, as we turn from his work ant'l activity, we cannot (bU\, 

h~ feel that he executed wh1>.tever he did with unu.sunl ability. 

A well rounded man, his activity ::i.s statesman and poJ.i ticie.n 

never impai::r.ed the quality of his other work, nor did his j_nter-

est in 1Tewish liter..,,.tu:re act as a hindranoe to the quality of 

his stHtesmanship. Of him it may truly be said; '1 <i le 

~ ") /.JT ~ I r./VO/ :Y -, J../'l ~ f c;id<L 'N 
' 

~I((' f Q,~ [e? c'I 112 1
} fl/-, ..A '2_j 11 (/_/)"/ ! 

________________ :__~~- r, :~)-···--~L~~=~-,-~---~--~ ~- --~--~1~- . 
1) Christianity, as a whole, Abrovanel thought, could 

not be resolved ~ith reason. 
2) Berochoth 17 a 
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