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Michael Pincus 

The Torah is surrounded by a wealth of commentary that has been gathered 

through the ages. The goal of this paper is to look at four biblical commentaries on the 

first two chapters of the book of Genesis and see how they reflect the world in which they 

were written. Four medieval biblical commentators, Rashi, ibn Ezra, Ramban and Sfomo, 

were selected. They span four different worlds over five centuries and are four of the 

most prominent names in today's mirkra 'ot gedo/ot. They were influenced by their 

feelings of security and fear, their wealth and their family, and their interactions with 

Muslim and Christian scholars. 

This thesis is divided into four chapters, one for each commentator studied in 

depth. Each chapter is complete with an annotated copy of their commentary and a 

biography that includes an analysis and examples of how each exegete's life influenced 

his writing. The commentator's primary sources were used as well as many of the limited 

number of secondary resources on this subject. 

If we can learn from this study how our teachers of the past were witJing to speak 

in the language of their time, to challenge long held conclusions, and to cull ancient 

teachings for their contemporary problems, perhaps we too can inspire and continue in 

their sacred endeavor. For truth is contemporary and timeless, relative and universal, and 

perhaps, both simple and incomprehensible. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Torah is the heart of Judaism. the bedrock of its existence. From this sacred 

scroll the Jewish people have fonned a scaffolding of exegesis capturing the seventy 

faces ofTorah. 1 Within these black ink markings. (and some would say the white spaces 

found in between), 2 are recorded cosmic stories, ageless challenges, enduring questions, 

and glimpses of the Divine. It is this belief. if there is one, which is the defining 

characteristic of the three thousand year old Jewish enterprise. 

No pericope better captures these larger-than-life topics than the bible's creation 

story found in the first two chapters of Beresheet. It is both the simplest of stories that we 

teach to our youngest children, and the most complicated story that challenges our 

greatest thinkers. It tells how God created the heavens and the earth, human beings, and 

the Sabbath, and inspires us to questions the origins of space, time, and our purpose of 

existence. 

Yet the story remains bare without its scaffolding of exegesis. "Judaism is an 

exegetical religious culture par exceJlence, and the Miqra, the Hebrew Scriptures, is its 

foundation document and principal text. "3 Exegesis is described as the "one indigenous 

science which Israel has created and developed, after having produced during the first 

long period of its history, the actual subject of this science, the Bible itself.',4 Abraham 

Joshua Heschel offers the analogy that if the Bible were a seed and God was the sun, we 

would be the soil. He suggests that inherit within this system, "every generation is 

1 Hamidhar Rabba 13: I 5 
2 Palestinian Talmud, Shekalim 6: 1. 
3 Michael Fishbane, "Jewish Biblical Exegesis: Presuppositions and Principles", Scripture in the 

.Jewish and Christian traditions: Authority, Interpretation, Relevance, Ed. Frederick Greenspahn. 
(Abingdon: University of Denver, 1982) 92. 

4 Wilhelm Bacher, Kaufmann Kohler, J. Frederic Mccurdy, "Bible Exegesis", Jewish 
Encydopedia. 
<http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=l029&letter=B&search==bible%20ex.egesis> 
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expected to bring forth new understanding and new reali7.a.tions. "5 Already attested 

within the Bible itself, interpretation is an attempt to .hannonize and understand 

"authoritative scriptural pronouncements in the light of changed circumstances. ,,6 

Exegesis has always been the lens through which we have read the text. For more than 

two thousand years the text has been searched for its simple and midrashic meaning. its 

spiritual and moral insight, its legal applicability, and its philosophical theologies and 

mystical theosophies. 7 Without exegesis, the text would become unintelligible and 

archaic. Having a fixed reference and rubric has enabled a people scattered across the 

world to have an ongoing conversation. As poetically swnmed up by Heschel, "Judaism 

is based upon a minimum of revelation and a maximum of interpretatio~ upon the will of 

God and upon the understanding of Israel. ,,s 

Knowing the person who gave the interpretation has always been a value in 

Judaism. Teachings are given b 'shem omro "in the name of'.9 Jewish tradition &owns 

upon one who would present a teaching without attributing its source. Nearly every book 

of commentary that one picks up contains at least a few pages that tell a bit about the 

commentator. And many of the later commentators included introductions to their works 

that captured their purpose and motivations. Perhaps this is what Giddul meant when he 

said, "Whoever says a tradition in the name of the one who said it should imagine that the 

person who said it is standing before him."10 In order to understand a teacher's lesson, 

'Abraham Joshua Heschel, Between God and Man, &J. by Fritz A. Rothschild (New York: Simon 
& Schuster. 1959) 248. 

6 Greenspahn. 91. 
7 Fishbane, 92. 
1 Heschel, 248. 
9 Pirke Avot 6:3 
10 Yerushalmi, Shabbat I :2 
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one must grasp as much as possible a sense of the teacher's life and personality. 11 

Knowing the priorities and circumstances of an author can lead to a greater understanding 

of the text's original intention. 

However, for the historian, what is perhaps more significant, is that without 

intending it, a commentary can reveal a glimpse of the historical, economic, political, and 

social factors that were in play at the time the text was written. In many ways, a 

commentary on a text becomes a Rorschach test, a blank slate, upon which an author 

shares his thoughts ... It is self-evident, on the one-hand that every expression of Judaism 

confesses the primacy of the Scripture's authority an~ on the other, that it also say pretty 

much whatever it wants about scripture ... So the role of Scripture in the communities of 

Judaism is to validate what people want to say anyway."12 

Exegesis is a "cultural product". 13 This is as true of the Mishna and Talmud, the 

midrashim of Rabbi Ishmael and Rabbi Akiba, as it is the medieval (and modem) 

commentators of the Torah. The biblical commentaries then, can be viewed as 

scaffolding to the text; as independent creations built over the text that are filled with its 

own set of beliefs, viewpoints, and purposes. 

While each is an independent literary achievement, it exists only in its relation to 

the Biblical text and the commentaries that preceded it. Each new commentator addresses 

those who have preceded him. Rashi quotes rabbinic tradition. Ibn Ezra quotes Saadiah 

Gaon and Rashi. The Ramban quotes ibn Ezra and Rashi. And Sfomo quotes heavily 

11 Rabbi Charles Chavel, Ramban: His Life and Teachings, (New York: Philip Feldheim Inc, 
1960). 

12 Jacob Neusner, "Scripture and Mishnah: Authority and Selectivity", Scripture in the Jewish and 
Christian 1raditions: Authority, /lllerpretation, Relevance, Ed. Frederick Greenspahn (Abingdon: 
Univ~ofDenver, 1912). 65. 

3 Fishbane, 99. 
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from the Rambam. They will agree with their colleagues on some issues and dispute their 

colleagues on others, thereby creating a dialogue aero~ time. 

This paper offers an introduction, to this dialogue across time - a glimpse at the 

scaffolding that surrounds the first two chapters ofBeresheet. Four medieval biblical 

commentators, Rashi, ibn Ezra, Ramban and Sfomo, were selected. They span four 

different worlds over five centuries and are four of the most prominent names in today's 

mirkra 'ot gedolot. They were influenced by their feelings of security and fear, their 

wealth and their family, their interactions with Muslim or Christian scholars, and by what 

tilled the sections of, if there had been, the New York Times such as metro, business, 

entertainment, and style. 

Rashi, a wine producer, rosh yeshiva. and talmudic and biblical exegete, lived in 

northern France during the eleventh centwy. He lived in a Christian world, spoke its 

language, wore its clothing, and breathed in its cultural milieu. The Christian world in his 

day was focused on the investiture controversy, the first crusade, and their own biblical 

commentary. Rashi's commenwy, filled with rabbinic wisdom and written in a concise 

and elegant style, was written for his students. They would grasp the subtle problems that 

his explanations alluded to and use his commentary as a guide for an oral tradition that 

threatened to be lost. 14 

lbn Ezra was born in the northwestern Iberian Kingdom of Navarre, in the middle 

of the eleventh century. He came from a community ravaged by the Christian Reconquest 

and moved to the Christian world of Italy and France that was facing papal challenges 

and bracing for the Second Crusade. A world that was also experiencing a resurgence in 

14 Barry Holtz W., Back to the Sources: Reading the Classic Jewish Texts, (New York: Summit 
Books, 1984) 228. 
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Karaite activity. Spending his later years on the road, traveling from place to place, he 

taught Ashkenazic Jewry the best of what Sephardic scholars had developed. Well taught 

in the Jud~Muslim culture that emphasized the sciences, Arabic and Hebrew 

linguistics, and philosophy he opened new doors for Ashkenzic Jewry. He employed the 

skills from his Muslim neighbors, particularly their attention on grammar, as a way to 

better understand the sacred texts. While most ofibn Ezra's books were written for his 

students as a source of income, his torah commentary, written after surviving a serious 

illness, was a Sephardi"s record of a tradition that he feared was vanishing. 

Spanish Jewry in the thirteenth century was experiencing a crisis in faith. Many 

were wrestling with how rationalism and faith could co-exist, following the debate 

surrounding Rambam's Moreh Nevukhim. Some were filled with messianic fervor, 

believing that redemption was imminent as the Jewish calendar turned five thousand 

Others, confronted with continual Christian humiliation and persecution, questioned the 

efficacy of their faith. Ramban, a physiciasl, halakhist, and biblical commentator, was 

able to address the community's insecurity with its past and its uncertainty of the future. 

Living at the intellectual crossroads of Catalonia, Provence, and Champagne, Ram ban 

was able to master philosophy, Kabbalah, and Talmud His commentary. filled with 

philosophical treatise, Kabbalistic teachings, rabbinic wisdom, and a personal faith in 

God as the Creator, was able to inspire a people waiting for the dawning of redemption. 

Sfomo was a product of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth century Italian 

Jewry. He lived in a relatively free and open society during the Italian Renaissance that 

enabled him to enjoy a university education and contacts with royalty. Rome was caught 

up in the classic revivals of art and literature, the Humanistic movement. and the 
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scientific discoveries of the day, and the Jewish community wasn't far behind. In Sfomo 

eyes, the Jews had grown comfortable in Italy and had grown to believe that wealth could 

protect them from the ravages of anti-Semitism that surrounded them. He was concerned 

that too many members of his community viewed the Torah as illogical and redundant 

and had been swayed by the arguments of Christianity. His commentary, like that of 

Rashi, ibn Ezra. and Ramban. reflects both his personal concerns and the political, 

philosophical, and scientific influences of his community. 

The Torah opens with the words om~N N-O ri->YJNil. Every major Jewish thinker 

who has commented on the Bible, it seems, has written on these three opening words. As 

they translate and interpret they delve into the fields of linguistics, philosophy, history. 

science, and mysticism to both answer the questions posed by the text as well as use the 

words upon which to frame their own perception of the world. What does the text say? 

Why is it here? What can it tell us about the world in which we live in and about God the 

creator? In the questions they ask and the answers they provide, each of the major 

commentators, Rashi, Ibn Ezra, and Ramban, and Sfomo reflects the agenda in their 

minds and the world and time in which they wrote and lived. They leave behind an 

inheritance rich with intimidating questions and profound answers that continue to 

influence both how we study our sacred text and perceive our existence. It is a window 

into how four of the greatest faces of Torah were formed and influenced. 
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RABBI SOLOMON BEN lsAAC (SHELOMO YITZHAKI) 

Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac, better known as Rashi, 15 lived in the latter half of the 

eleventh century16 in Northern France. The commentaries that he recorded on the Bible 

and the Talmud earned him the title .. Rabbeinu she/ yisraef', 17 "Teacher of Israel", and 

Parshandata, - .. the expounder of the law". Of all the commentators being explored, 

more has been written about Rashi's life and its impact on his commentary than on any of 

the other commentators. Rashi grew up and lived most of his life in a peaceful 

environment studying with some of the greatest minds of his day and being exposed to 

the wide range of ideas in the broader world in the years leading up to the First Crusade. 

Yet ultimately, even with Rashi, the historian is confronted with limited authoritative 

information, and must rely upon legends and suppositions to form a picture of this giant's 

past.18 

Aside from the time spent studying in Mayence and Worms and his legendary 

travels 19, Rashi was born and lived most of his life in Troyes. Troyes was the capital of 

15 An acrostic of his name, although he signed his own name as Shlomo Yitzhaki or just with the 
two letter abbreviation Shai. His students refer to him as Rabbenu or Hamoreh. 

16 While there is no disagreement that Rashi died on Thursday July 13, 1105, corresponding to the 
29 Tammuz 4865, there remains an open question as to the date of his birth. There are some who place his 
birth at I 030 or 1028, but the accepted tradition holds that Rashi was born in I 040 the same year of 
Rabbbenu Gershorn ben Judah's death. Hence the miclrash on Ecclesiastes I :5 "The sun rises and the sun 
goes down" to read, "the sun goes down but the sun also rises," meaning that when the world is never void 
of a great leader. The Jack of early information terminus a quo and the abundance of detail of Rashi' s death 
tenninus ad quem suggests the growth of his significance in his own life time. "The loss of a great man full 
of years may have had an impact on his entire generation, but the birth ofan infant, no matter what his 
potential for future generations, was important only to the child's immediate family; hence, dates of birth as 
a rule were not widely known as dates of death." Esra Shereshevsky, Rashi, The Man and His World (New 
York: Sepher-Hennon Press, 1982) 20. 

7 Usina the first letters ofRashi's name:• and ,121 ,, in Rabbeinu she/ syisrae/ 
18 Salo W. Baron, "Rashi and the Community of Troyes", Rashi Anniversary Volume. (New York: 

American Academy for Jewish Research, 1941) 47-72. 
19 Tradition has Rashi, at the age of thirty-three, traveling to Spain, Italy, Greece, Egypt, Eretz 

Yisrael, and Babylonia. In many of these stories Rashi is portrayed as a sage who wanders anonymously 
posing as a poor student to disseminate his kuntresim and discover the value of his writings. While it is 
unclear if there is any historic truth to these travels, (for example it is said that he went to learn in the 
yeshiva of Rabbi Zerachiah Halevi, the Razah, in Lunel, which cannot be true since Halevi was born 
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the northern province of Champagne in north-eastern France not far from the border of 

present day Germany. The city. ninety miles southeast of Paris, was the meeting point of 

two main trade routes that connected Italy. France and Germany and then led on to the 

North Sea. Its location and its semi-annual fairs attracted merchants from across the land. 

turning Troyes into a cosmopolitan center.20 

It was at these fairs that Rashi was supposedly exposed to the different cultures 

and ideas of travelers from all over the world. It was an opportunity for Christians. 

Muslims, and Jews to share their perspectives, exchange ideas, and learn from each other. 

It is believed that it was here that Rashi's intellectual horizon was broadened and enabled 

him to offer new interpretations of biblical and talmudic passages. 21 

While this theory can be found in most books about Rashi's life, Salo Baron 

disagrees. He questions why if these fairs were so significant does Rashi only make a 

single reference to a fair, and that being a fair that occurred in Cologne. Further, Baron 

points out that while there were indeed fairs in Troyes as far back as 427, there is no 

reference to a fair after that date until 1114, nine years after Rashi's death. In his opinion, 

historic references give the impression of Troyes as a "rural community living on 

viticulture and farming, with very little craftsmanship and commerce. "22 Baron concludes 

that •·while the participation of Jews in the Troyes fairs in the second half of the twelfth 

century appears very likely, it is more than questionable whether there were any large 

twenty years after Rashi passed away), the stories reveal a glimpse of the individual's significance and the 
Jewish world of his day. 
Chaim Pearl, Rashi. (New York: Grove Press, 1988). 13. 

2° F. Bourquelot Etudes sur /es foires de Champagne Vol 5 as quoted in Shereshevsky, 60. 
21 Pearl, 9. 
22 Baron, 50. 
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fairs at all in Troyes before 1 105, and if so, whether Jews took any significant part in 

them."23 

9 

The Jewish community of Troyes in the eleventh century comprised one hundred 

to two hundred people in a general population of not more than ten thousand.24 It was a 

sizeable community for its time and location and had at least two synagogues, one dating 

back to the trade routes of Rome. The Jewish community was cohesive, led as most 

communities of its type, by a few ancient established families from whom came both 

rabbinic sages and leaders of the community and "1o whom the other families willingly 

submitted".25 Religious study continued to be respected in Rashi's day, as demonstrated 

in a hymn about the sages of Torah written by R. Simeon the Grear6: 

Rulers o'er its treasures who advance by its light, 
Doing its work, indeed the very dusty spade work, 
Not enjoying its honour or crown, 
Nor using it as tool or diadem 
But wishing to study, preserve, and teach, 
They keep sleep away from their eyes, 
And teach wisdom according to the Torah. 

Knowledge of Torah, leading by example, and focus on study were the expected 

qualities of individuals such as Rashi who were leaders of the community. This was a 

close-knit community, which would finance the rescuing of captives, educate its young, 

and provide the basic social services. Baron writes, "We may visualize this tiny 

23 Baron. 53. 
24 In 1188 Troyes had a population not more than 1 0, 000, a century earlier it would have been 

sizably smaller Baron, 59. 
2s Yaacov David Shulman, Rashi: The Story of Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki. (New York: CIS 

Publishers. I 993) 4 7. 
26 Herman Hailperin, Rash/ and the Christian Scholars (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 

1963), 178. 
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settlement as consisting of persons living in close quarters around their synagogue and 

constantly marrying among themselves ... "27 

Rashi similarly. was born into a wealthy family that was familiar with the written 

word. Rashi's mother came from a scholarly family. her brother being the famous 

liturgical writer Simeon hen lsaac.28 Little is known ofRashi's father. Some say that his 

father died a martyr's death in his childhood. 29 Another legend suggests that he was a 

dealer of precious stones, who after refusing to hand over a special jewel to the churc~ 

was rewarded by God with a son, Rashi, after ten years being childless. Other than these 

legends nothing else is known. It is believed that Rashi was married when he was 

seventeen or eighteen, had two daughters, Miriam and Jochabed who married students of 

their father. 

Rashi received his early education in Wonns from Isaac Halevi. He then went on 

to Mainz, the great center of Talmud study ,to continue learning with Isaac ben Judah and 

Jacob ben Yakar, disciples ofRebbenu Gershom ben Judah.30 Jacob hen Yakar had a 

profound influence on Rashi. Frequently, Rashi refers to him as "my wise old teacher."31 

Rashi writes, "Indeed I grow from a great tree, Rabbi Jacob ben Rabbi Y akar; and 

although I never actually heard this from him, at all events my heart and outlook and 

understanding come from him. "32 

27 Baron. 60. 
28 Shabbat 8Sa Rashi Commentary 
2' Since the Parma manuscript ofRashi's Torah c::ommentary adds the appellation "the holy one" 

to Rashi's father Isaac's name, it is assumed that he died kldush hashem. Leopold Zunz, Toledot Rashi as 
quoted in Shereshevsky, 21. 

30 Pearl, 12. 
31 Rashi on Gittin 82a, Shabbat 80b, Eruvin 6a 
32 Elfenbein Teshuvot Rashi, New York, 1943, 57. 
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In 1070, Rashi returned to Troyes and founded his own yeshivah. It is believed 

that it was there that he wrote his commentaries33; the Bible first. going in the order of the 

books, and then working on his Talmud commentary, consolidating interpretations and 

homilies from the Mklrash and Talmud and adding his brief comments into a single 

accessible volume. As the owner of a vineyard, Rashi and his family would cultivate the 

grapes. Attending vineyards allow for a great deal of free time, which would be spent 

teaching a few pupils, mostly members of his own family, and discussing with them the 

fine points in Bible and Talmud and, perhaps with their assistance, compiling and 

revising his bulky commentaries. 34 

It was a period of social, political and economic stability and the Jews enjoyed 

comparative tranquility and prosperity. 35 History books note the cropping up of towns 

throughout Western Europe as successful farmers marketed their produce for local 

wares. 36 Troyes, similarly during Rashi's lifetime, witnessed a period oftransfonnation 

as it grew and took on a legal-social fonn with certain rights and individual jurisdiction. 37 

Its inhabitants made their living from money lending, agriculture, working in vineyards, 

keeping sheep, dyeing of cloth, trading, and working in local tanneries38. 

Rashi also records positive interactions between Jewish merchants and their 

Christian counterparts at the fairs of Cologne. Similarly, written documents of period 

33 Shereshevsky, 59. 
34 Baron, 60. 
35 Shereshevsky, 57. 
36 Judah Gribetz, The Timetables of Jewish History: A Chro110/ogy of the Most lmponm,t People 

and Events in Jewish History (New York: Simon Schuster, 1993 ). 
37 Bernard D. Weinryb. "Rashi against the Background of His Epoch". Rashi Anniversary Volume. 

(New York: American Academy for Jewish Research, 1941). 44. 
311 While some say that it is because of these local tanneries in Troyes, with their lower prices 

compared with other communities on writing materials, that enabled Rashi to record such volumes, Baron 
disagrees. Without any evidence prior to 1189 of any ex.isting tanneries in Troyes, and the possession of 
only a single machzor in the synagogues (the assumption is that if writing materials were plentiful there 
would have been more) suggests to Baron that this was not the case. Baron, S 1. 

-1.1111. -i---------------
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note that Christians. such as Anno Archbishop of Cologne39 ( l 056-1175), borrowed 

money from Jews. Emperor Henry IV ( 1050-1106) exempted the Jews and other citizens 

of Wonns from paying tolls in '"recognition of their loyalty to him on the eve of the 

investiture controversy. ,,40 And in nearby Speyer, Bishop Ruediger ( 1084) regarded the 

Jews as an important factor in the affluence and prestige of the city. 

The Jews of Speyer were free to engage in commerce anywhere including the 

harbor area. Jews were even permitted to employ Christian servants and wet nurses. They 

were allowed to sell to Christians any meat that was found forbidden to Jews under their 

dietary laws. They were allowed to defend themselves against physical attack and to 

fortify their quarter of the city which was surrounded by a protective wall.41 There were 

even Christians and Jews who shared ownership of ovens for baking.42 

.. Given the close proximity in which Jews and Christians lived in Rashi's Troyes, 

it may well be surmised that Rashi himself engaged in discussions with members of the 

Christian clergy". There was an expectation that Christians would be familiar with Jewish 

laws and customs.43 "The everyday life of the Jews was not so very different from that of 

their Christian neighbors ... they wore similar attire and enjoyed much the same niceties of 

life.'' Attesting to the Jews' acculturation, French seems to have been the daily spoken 

language. and Rashi in his writings often translates difficult Hebrew terms into French, 

39 "Archbishop of Cologne" Wikipedia E,1cyclopedia 
<http://www.4reference.net/encyclopedias/wikipedia/ Archbishop_ of_ Cologne. html> 

40 Baron, 57. 
41 Shereshevsky, 106. 
42 Norman Roth, ed. Medieval Jewish Civilization (New York: Routledge, 2003). 
43 "Sefer HaOrah II, par. 112: '[An incident involving a Gentile who made the [unintentionalJ 

mistake of removing the stopper from a barrel [of wine] because he was not familiar with things Jewish ... ' 
This statement seems to imply that, as a rule, Gentiles in the area where Rashi lived were familiar with 
Jewish customs ... " Shereshevsky, 68. 
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which he refers to as "our language" or as the "language of these people." In fact, Ras hi 

seems in his commentaries and responsa to be concerned with assimilation. 44 

And yet despite the relative tranquility, in the distance Rashi could not but hear 

the drums of anti-Semitism, the attacks against Jews in distant communities, which would 

continually beat closer and closer to home. In 1049, Peter Damiani, a fervent church 

refonner from Northern Italy, wrote two tracts degrading Judaism. These documents and 

others by subsequent clerics would provide a rationale for Christians to attack Jews 

during the Crusades. In Christian circles, the idea that the New Testament's image of a 

loving God supercedes the severe God of the Old Testament was taking hold. 

That same year, a dispute between the Jewish and Karaite community of 

Thessalonica, Greece over the dates of the festival calendar is settled only after an 

additional tax is placed on the Jewish community which is seen as punishment for 

tolerating heresy. A year later, the Jews of Basra on the Persian Gulf flee from fearful of 

their lives. In l 064, while Rashi was studying in Mainz, thousands of pilgrims were 

joining the bishops of Mainz. Bamberg. Regensburg, and Utrecht to prepare for the trip to 

Jerusalem.45 By 1071, a year after Rashi founded his yeshiva in Troyes, the Jewish 

community of Jerusalem is disbanded when it is overrun by the Seljuk Turks. 

On November 27, 1095, at Clermont, 200 miles from Rashi's town of Troyes, 

Pope Urban II called for a military expedition to recapture Jerusalem and the Holy Land 

from the Muslims. His speech, repeated subsequently at many locations in France, 

electrified the French nobility and common people. and his message spread into Germany 

and Italy as well. There are several accounts of the Pope's words, all recollected some 

44 Shereshevsky, 120. 
45 Weinryb, 42. 
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time after the event. They all stress the theme of "penitential war": a denunciation of the 

audience for its sins and a summons to repent through the recapture of the Holy City and 

the Holy Land. Here is one account of his message46: 

Let hatred therefore depart from among you, let your quarrels end, let wars 
cease, and let alt dissensions and controversies slumber. Enter upon the 
road to the Holy Sepulcher, wrest that land from the wicked race 
[Muslims], and subject it to yourselves. That land which, as the Scripture 
says, "floweth with milk and honey" was given by God into the power of 
the children of Israel [The Church considered itself the "true" Israel.] 
Jerusalem is the center of the earth; the land is fruitful above all others. like 
another paradise of delights. This spot the Redeemer of mankind has made 
illustrious by His advent, has beautified by His sojourn, has consecrated by 
His passion, has redeemed by His death, has glorified by His burial. 

In the May of 1096, members of the First Crusade attacked and killed Jews in 

communities such as Speyer, Worms, Mainz and Cologne. In Ratisbon, the Jews were 

forced to convert. Many choose rather to inflict their own death and die as martyrs. It was 

a grim turning point in the history of European Jewry and ended their peaceful relations 

with their neighbors. By the time that the massacres of the Crusades ended, twelve 

thousand Jews had either been murdered or had committed suicide rather than being 

forced to convert to Christianity. Among the dead were hundreds of scholars, many 

whom Rashi had known, martyred and their books destroyed. A generation of Jewish 

learning had been Iost.47 

A story is told about a visit that Godfrey of Bouillon, one of the leaders of the 

First Crusade who ultimately was named Ruler of Jerusalem, paid to Rashi prior to his 

embarking for Jerusalem. Godfrey asked Rashi if he would be successful on his mission. 

Rashi replied that he would be initially victorious, but that his forces would eventually be 

46 Jonathan Riley-Smith, The Firsl Crusades /095-1131 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1997), 49-64. 

47 Shereshevsky, 57-58. 
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decimated and he would return with only three horses. When Godfrey heard Rashi's 

answer he responded to him that if he returned with even a single horse more he would 

destroy the Jewish community of Troyes. Godfrey returned with four of his horses 

remaining. which he guarded with his life. As he passed through the city wall of Troyes. 

a stone dislodged from the wall and struck one of the horses dead. Rashi's words had 

come true. 48 

The Christian world of the eleventh century itself was in the midst of change. 

Between the conflict of investiture (between Church and State) and the First Crusade in 

I 096. there was great activity in the Church in the field of exegesis. Christian Bible 

exegesis is seen as begjMing in the middle of the eleventh century. 49 Christian 

theologians, confronting both a challenge to its authority and seeking to promote the 

Crusades, turned to the commentaries of Augustine and Jerome as well as the production 

of new ones to legitimize their claims.50 As Christians delved into the Bible seeking 

meaning and proof, verbal polemics on the Bible grew. It is generally accepted that Rashi 

was aware of the interpretations of his Christian colleagues and that his commentaries 

were in many ways a reaction to these interpretations.51 

Rashi's commentary stands in contrast to the Christian commentaries being 

produced around him. One of the defining characteristics of Rashi's commentary is his 

desire for the "pshat" or "literal meaning" whenever possible. Preferring the literary, 

grammatical, philologjc, and historical process over the spiritual, allegoric, moral, and 

48 Weinryb, 40. 
49 Shereshevsky, 61. 
'° Max Manitius, Oeschichte der lateinischen Literatur des Mittelalters, vol III as quoted in 

Weinryb, 39. 
51 Shereshevsky, 119. 
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mystic interpretation, he writes, "A verse cannot escape its simple meaning, its natural 

acceptation. As Liber explains;52 

As a rule, when the Midrash does no violence to the text, Rashi adopts its 
interpretation; and when there are several Midrashic interpretations, he 
chooses the one that accords best with the simple sense; but he is 
especially apt to fall back upon the Midrash when the passage does not 
offer any difficulties. On the contrary, if the text cannot be brought into 
harmony with the Midrash, Rashi frankly declares that the Midrashic 
interpretation is irreconcilable with the natural meaning or with the laws 
of grammar. He also rejects the Midrashic interpretation if it does not 
conform to the context. 'A passage,' He sai~ 'should be explaine~ not 
detached from its setting, but according to the context.' 

16 

This, desire for the literal meaning of the text stands in sharp contrast with the 

method employed by the Christian theologians. "Throughout the medieval ages they 

adhered chiefly to a spiritual, allegoric, moral, and mystic interpretation."53 Christian 

scholars sought to midrashicly and homiletically interpret the Hebrew Bible as referring 

to Jesus and Christendom. Seeking legitimacy, they would interpret the text as 

confirmation of their theological beliefs. The eleventh century biblical commentators in 

the tradition of Ori gen ( 18S-253) saw the text as a shell containing within a timeless 

message. So for example, Genesis 2: 10-14, which speaks of the four rivers flowing out of 

the Garden of Eden, are interpreted by the Church as symbolizing four distinct "senses" 

of Scripture: the 'literal' sense; the 'allegorical' sense, which revealed tenets of faith; the 

'moral' sense, which was intended to guide the deeds of men; and finally the 'mystical' 

sense', which dealt with the world to come. 54 

Therefore, part of the concern of Rashi was to refute Christological exegesis, and 

for that he had to show that the text taken literally would not bear the construction 

52 Maurice Liber, Rashi. Trans. Adele Szold. (Philadelphia: JPS, 1938). I 11-112. 
53 Uber, 109. 
54 Shereshevsky, 61-65. 
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Christians put upon it.55 Similarly, the absence of mysticism in his commentaries. as 

compared to other publications of the time driven by the apocalyptic feelings that came 

with the crusades. are a refutation and defense of the biblical text. 

17 

An apparent exception to Rashi's preference for pshat can be found in the very 

opening verse of his biblical commentary. While providing apshat answer to explain that 

the text does not teach the order of creation, Rashi begins by offering a midrash from 

Tanchwna that is a direct rebuttal in the greatest conflict of his day, ownership ofEretz 

Yisrael. Rashi's comment on Beresheet refutes this Christian claim to the Holy Land. At a 

time when both Christians and Muslims rooted their claims to the Holy Land in their 

most venerated "prophets" --Jesus and Muhammad-Rashi offers his Jewish readers a 

counterclaim rooted in the very creation of the world. It is couched in the best style of the 

time, for in an age that sought the answer to every question in the sacred texts, a 

scriptural citation was the ultimate authority and no citation could be better than the very 

first word in the Bible. 

The Crusades had the Muslims and Christians staking claims at Eretz Yisrael. 

Therefore, in his very first comment. using midrash, he tries to prove that the Holy Land 

does not belong to either the Christians or to the Muslims. And says rather, "The land 

belongs to the Lord, blessed is He; He created and gave it to whom He pleased. When He 

willed He gave it to them, and when He willed He took it from them and gave it to us." 

During the l l th century legends were created with the idea of 
establishing the "rights" of the Christians in Palestine ... This question of 
the right to Palestine was bound up with one of the leading questions in 
the controversy between Christianity and Judaism. There prevailed in the 
Christian Church the theory that Jesus had made the Christians the 
Chosen People in place of the Jews, who were then cast off. The right of 
the Jews to inherit the land was tenninated and transferred to the 

55 Hailperin. 318 n.312. 
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Christians, who became their heirs in accordance with the spiritual 
promise. The Jews could not accept this conception for two reasons. It 
concerned the question of the inheritance of Palestine, but it was also 
connected with the very foundations of Judaism - the belief that the Jews 
are the Chosen People and the hope of redemption from the Diaspora. 56 

Another example of how the current events of the time seeped into Rashi's 

18 

commentary can be seen in Genesis 1: 16 and then again later in Numbers the story of 

Korach. In Genesis, Rashi writes, '•it is impossible for two kings to rule with the same 

crown." In the story of Korach, Rashi suggests that Korach is saying, "If you have taken 

royalty for yourself, then at least you should not have chosen the priesthood for your 

brother." Both of these reflect the investiture struggle between church and state that 

dominated European politics in the eleventh century. 

Rashi's commentary on creation is a product of the eleventh century. Imitating his 

Christian contemporaries, Rashi's commentary applies grammar, uses vernacular old 

French, relies on Masoritic cantilation signs, and deals little with philosophy. Yet, in 

reaction to the Christian use of midrash and allegory, Rashi resorts to pshat to illustrate 

his points. The result is a masterpiece that has set the benchmark for biblical exegesis in 

both communities. 

56 Weinryb, 41-42. 
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(Why begin here? What is the purpose of this text?)1 -n,~M1!l 
Rabbi Yitzchak said57, [If the purpose of the Torah is to teach God's laws, then] "It is not 
necessary to begin the Torah [this way] rather [the Torah should have started with] 'This 
month shall be for you .... '58, this is the first mitzvah that was commanded to Israel. Then 
what is the point of opening with Beresheet? Because [as it says,] 'The power of his 
works he told to his people to give them the inheritance of nations.'59 That if the nations 
of the world would say to Israel they are robbers, that they conquered the land of the 
seven nations by force they [Israel] could respond that all the earth is the Holy One's, He 
created it and gave it to whomever he saw fit. It was his desire to give it to them and it 
was His will to take it from them and give it to us." 

(How do we explain the apparent contradictions?) ii -Mi:i fl'~Mi:i 
This verse does not mean what it appears to say, rather it needs to be expounded, 

like our Rabbis expounded, 60 may their memory be for blessing. "[The world was 
created] for the sake of the Torah which is called' 'the beginning of His 
way,'· i:n1 n,wNi.61 And because [the world was created] for the sake oflsrael who is 
called 'the beginning of His harvest.' mNiJn n,wNi62 

But if you approach it literally, then interpret it as, "At the beginning of the 
creation of sky and earth, when the world was formless and void, and darkness covered 
the deep, God said. "Let there be light." 

This verse does not teach the order of creation - that these were [ created] first. 
For ifit came to teach this, it would have been written, "At first God created the 
heavens ... " ... c,r.,\!Jn l'lN N-0 nll\!JN-U For in the Bible, the word 1l'YJN1 never appears 
unless it is attached to a following word, like in "At the beginning of Jehoiakhim's 
reign,"63 [or] "The beginning of his reign,"64 [or] "The first of your corn crop."65 Here, 
too, you must interpret "In the beginning God created ... " as if [it were written] "At the 
beginning of the creation." -Nl1J l"l''l'N1J. 

57 Tanchuma {Buber) Beresheet 11 
58 Exodus 12:2, i1l\:m ,\:nn, c:>'., Nm lWJN1 c,~nn vN1 o::,'., nm \:.11nn 
59 Psalms 111 :6 : om rom on, m,, ,n)l';:11,ln l'VVl'J n:> 
60 Beresheet Rabbah I :6 • 1: N nw1!:J n::n n,\!.IN1:J 

,011,n ,OYI C>N!I, >J YT' N:,, (\:J >)\>JIJJ ,DI(),, Dlll'l ll MTIP,W ,:,1 Nin ,NmntlD1 Nl"IP,0)1 ,:,1 N1il1 (J :,N•lTJ nn> J1D•U 1.l m,m ,, 
ci•non IN:, o•,nn) ,DlN1 ,11JDDl c,,c ,,noD)1 m,nc) ('1 l'IM'll\?•IOV) il3Nlv ,TT)I Jlll Nmmc, ,:2•n,n P'Dlli'l C, il')l'tl•) 

,,, on>\ll)ID VN mnnoc, ,'MD o•P,D)ll)n •in (\,:) n>ll\?•) 'Nl\11 ,Cl'Y'U'l )vJ Dn>Yl)ID ,:,N ,N!nntll)) Nnp•llll Y,ll Nln N ,,, , 1'l!l ,m:r.i 
,om111)1D 1vnr.u mm (/1:J"::, 1n,yv1>10111) ,1JNJ111 o>)IY1"1 :,v, o~)ID t)N ,N::>'IWTU no VT' ,n~ i•:rro';I (/1.:,":> m•ll\?>t 0111) ,lll'lJ'I) ,O")l'C, 

NJN , .. N ,'1)1 P,"ID }ml ,,N (tll D•~mn) ,ctNl ,mu ,1N:> o•p,,:, n,1N1 tr •~OJ l>n:>"I ,D•P,,ll ,,, Ci"P\!l)ID ON ,N,v n•nv N,,n,, 
Nm ct.7lJI )vJ 'IJ1Wl.l rtml"ID Jltl>t11J m,m 1"N ,NJl~J ,'tll .,,,N >01p {t:1 WW>) 1tlN.I\II n•t>Dn VD 1l N"l\11 mm, N1lnll Nllllltl 

J1N1 ,D•D'D pn::, m,un (D /1il')ltl>/ 0\11) pm W,'!) p,m ,'U'l>!I N:n /Ul o•mN N1'.l Jl'Y/N,::i ,Nmll1'D1 MnP'I.W 1)l 
,Vl'l'!l 1'01,,1N ,n, o•tON 11:JH'l ,'Ill ~it, 1® JlPlll Y,N Nm ,DI() t,vb ,:, (1' :l,,N) pn,- 'Ul'lfl 1:i•m ,1?1'!1 !01 'flNil 

.nc,111:> 11N rn:m, ('Tp o,,nn, vi'!! 1:1m1 
61 Proverbs 8:22 : tNl3 ,,,ll.!>O o,p 1:,11 n,VJNl '"P ,, 
62 Jeremiah 2:3 : ,n, ON> on,'.,N Nln nl11 lOVJN' 1)'.,:::,N :,:, nnz-n:m n•VJN1 nr,., '.°,N1\:n YJ1p 
63 Jeremiah 26: I : 10N, ,,,, nNO mn 1::nn nm n,,n, 1w ,n,\!IN, p o,p,,n, mJ,oo n•\!li-t1l 
64 Genesis I 0: IO : llllYJ ~,zo m,:n 1JNl 11N1 ,n ,n:,',r.,o Tl'WN1 mm 
6$ Deuteronomy 18:4 : ov,\'J '.,r.,mJ 1'., N>\!I N7 Nlnl n)l1 ,,::i::i imn nN n:,, 1\!IN ,n1 no\!/ tnl' 1\!IN mnn 1J1 nn 
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Similarly, this is like [the book of] Hosea, [where the text is written] 
)l\!J1nJ ,, ,:n n'.:,nn "When God began his speech to Hosea he said ...• .r,<,, If you would say 
that [the verse] comes to teach us that these [i.e., heaven and earth] were created first, and 
its interpretation is that at the beginning of everything He created these~ and that there are 
[other] such verses that are elliptical through missing a word, such as, "For [it] did not 
shut the doors of my womb, 1167 not explaining who it is that closes [the womb]~ Or Jike 
"[It] will remove the army of Damascus,"68 not explaining who it is that takes it away; Or 
"does [it] plow with oxen? 1169 and not explaining. "Does man plow with oxen?" And, "He 
relates the end from the beginning,"70 without stating explicitly, "He relates from the 
beginning of something, the end of something." 

If this is so, you must wonder, because [as it happens] water preceded [the 
heavens and the earth,] for it is written, "The spirit of God hovered above the surface of 
the water," But the Torah had not yet revealed that the creation of the water took place, 
thus teaching that the waters preceded the earth. And further (proof of the above is that] 
since the heavens were created from fire and water71 , you are therefore forced [to admit] 
that Scripture does not teach anything about the temporal order of creation:_ 

(Why is the name of God here Elohim?)111 - O'ff»t Ni!I 
It does not say, "Adonay created", because at first He thought to create it with the 
attribute of justice. [Then] he saw that the world could not exist [without mercy] so the 
attribute of mercy God put before and joined it with the attribute of justice. Therefore it is 
written, "On the day when Adonay Elohim made heaven and earth,"72 

n!ln1n o,n,N n,,, o,nn ,3!) ?)) 1wn, ,n::n ,nn n11,n '(1Nn, o> 
: o,nn 'l!> ?)) 

(What does this mean?) - 1n:1, ,nn 
Language of wonder and astonishment. That a person would be awed and astonished by 
its void. In old French is estourdison. 

(What does this word mean?)- ,n:i 
Means desolation and void. 

(What does '>D ~, mean?t - tnnn '2£» ~, 
On the surface of the waters that are on the earth. 

(Does the word m, follow its usual meaning of wind here?)" - J1.onit.> ctn»c n,,, 
[This refers to the] Throne of Glory which was standing in mid-air, hovering over the 
waters at the command of the spirit/voice of the Holy One Blessed be He just as a dove 
hovers over its nest. Acoveter in Old French. 

66 Hosea l :2 ''l':m o,lm n\!IN ,:, np 1) ll\!lm )N i11' 1DN'1 ~ llYJm~ il1' lli n,nn 
: i11' ,,nNY.> ~1Nn mm mt '=> omn 
67 Job 3: IO : ))))ltJ )tJ).! lntni 'l"~ ,n'n 110 N) ,:, 
68 Isaiah 8:4 : lWJN 1:m ,3~, ,no~ 't.ro mo p\!IDi ,m nN N\!1' ,oN, 'JN Nlp 1).!lil .)Ii' 01"J ,:, 
69 Amos 6: 12 : mv:,, np,~ ,,~1 "~\!11::l \!INl? 011:::>~n ,:, o,,p~J \!.Inn, ON o,t,,,:, v,ro ,,~,,n 
70 Isaiah 46: l O : nYJ)JN ,~~n ,:n o,p:n ,n~)J lON l\!1)1) N:, 1YJN 01p0l ,,,,nN n,\!.IN10 "J))O 
71 Chagigah 12a 
m )!:11\'.>l Nln 11ll \!.ll'Tpn lN'JnYJ il::l?l::l .o,o, \!.IN : Nm N!'l)lnr.JJ .o,r.i O\!IYJ : N)))n ,:i ,o,, ,:i, lON ?Oll'.J\:I )KIJ 
.v,p1 1no n\!llll ,mJ 

72 Genesis 2:4 : tm'J\!ll '(1N om)N ,,,, mwY 01,~ ON1:in~ ~Nm o,o\!ln nn:nn n'm 
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(What is the light divided?)- ~:i,, :in,') ,,,u, nN D't1ffl Ni'1 
Here too we need an Aggadic explanation.73 He saw that that it was not fitting that the 
wicked should have the use of it and therefore set it apart for the righteous who wil1 come 
in the future. But according to its pshat meaning [the verse can mean] this: He saw that it 
was good and that it was not fitting that it [the light] and darkness would be used together 
in confusion, and [therefore] established that one would be bounded by the day and the 
other be bounded by the night. 

: inN o,., 1p:i ,n.,, :11)) ,n.,, n,.,, Nip 1wn';n □1'' 11N? o,n,N N1P'' Cn) I 
(What is the meaning of the different structure used for "day one"?)n - inN tl1' 

According to the language structure of this parsha it should have been written - first day -
)WJNi □,, like it is written for the remaining days, second, third, fourth. Why then is it 
written one - -rnN? This is because the Holy One Blessed be He was alone in His world. 
for the angels were not created until the second day. This is the explanation in Beresheet 
Rabbah. 

(Logical Problem - Was heaven created on the 111 or 2nd day?) - ,,;,, 'fl' 
Let the canopy be strengthened. That even though the heavens were created on the first 
day they were, nevertheless, stiJI fluid and were solidified on the second day by the 
roaring command of the Holy One Blessed be He. when He said, "Let there be a canopy!" 
And this is why it is written, 11The pillars of the heavens wavered" the entire first day, and 
on the second 'They were astonished by His roaring command."74 [This is analogous] to 
a person who is startled and bolts upright from the sudden roar of one who terrifies him. 

(Does the word ,,,,2 here mean amongst or in the middle?) • D''->11 "f'S'I~ 
In the middle of the waters. Because the separation between the upper waters and the 
canopy is the same as between the canopy and the water that is on the earth. You may 
learn from this that they [the heavens] are suspended [in space] by command of the King. 

o,nn 1':ll )J'P1~ nnnn 1~N o,nn ,.,:i ,1.J)l )J.,p,n nN o,n,N ~~.,, Cl) 

: ):J 'i1'l ~,p7'.:, ?))1-3 1'l'N 
(Again, were not the heavens created on the first day?) • lW;,in S'IN o,n~ V)t'1 

He fixed it in its position and [that is considered] its creation. [This is] similar [to the 
verse,] "And she made [fixed] her nails. "75 

(Why is there a "t.>" before the word? Why doesn't it say it was good?)·,,;,,~ ~)ttl 
It does not say on/over/above the canopy, but rather from above the canopy. This is 
because they [the waters] are suspended in space. And why doesn't it say "That it was 

73 Chagigah 12a 
l11J l:ITTpn ):mtm, 11'::> , 'l!llU Tlll O,l)lil 'llUO U il!llll 01N - )WN, 01':1 Nln l'n:1 \:.ITiprl N1l\ll 11N : ,l)l)N •J1 ,DN1 , 1W,N >J11:> 

1'llll', o•p,Tlt.1 -1l)l •c,, .01lN 01)1\1111:l )lllJl1 +n"' Jl>N+ 11JNJ\il ,lilD nm 'Tr.)11 - 01::,p,,ptJ Oill\il)l)J\11 i1N1l iU)!)i1111J171JD,, ,,,:i Nln 
,nr.,1:1 D'P,1"!17 lf)ll!J 11N i1N1\\I ,,,:,.:nu>:, p>ill l1!JN +') ljll)IY/1+ 1t1Nl\? ,p,1:ir NJ'N l1U l'NI ,:in,,:, 11NM TIN Oln)N N11l 11Jl'll\ll NJ) 

.MIJ'O> o>p,,ll 11N +l"' 17\!.lll+ 1JON)tp 
74 Job 26: l l : m,,m.:i mnn,, Hl!n,, D'OV )"fl)Jll 
n Deuteronomy 21 : 12 : n,)1!1~ l1N nm,,, mim, nN nn,)1 1ml 1m ,N m,ram 
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good .. on the second day? Because the work involving the water was not completed until 
the third day. although it was begun on the second day. Anything not completed is not 
perfect or good. But on the third day, when the work involving the waters was completed, 
and God began another work which He completed, [the phrase] "That it was good" is 
repeated twice, one for the completion of the work of day two, and one for the 
completion of the work of that [third] day. 

(Why call s,,17, another name?) • D''3VJ »,;,,~ D'n»t Ki;,,, 
[It is a contraction] meaning "carrying ofwater11 , • o,n-N\!:J also "there is water", 
- o,o o'ti:!lBn or "fire and water" OlrJ1 YJN. He blended them with one another and made 
the heavens from them. 

nN1n, inN o,pn ?N a,n~n nnnn □'>nn ,,p, □'>i1?N 11.lN'>l C'-"> 
: ,:, ,;,,, n~:i,n 

(If they were just created why are they gathered?) - D'lln n;,, 
They [the waters] were [at first] spread over the face of the entire earth and He gathered 
them into the ocean which is the greatest of all seas. 

I : :i," ,::, a,n,N N7'l o,n, N1P □'>>:Jn n1pn,1 ~7N nto:i,, o,n,N N1p,, c,, I 
(Why is the word sea plural?) • o,t.,, aici;, 

Is there not but one sea? But [the reason for the use of the plural is] [because] there is a 
difference between the taste of a fish that comes up from the sea at Acco and the taste of 
a fish that comes up from the sea at Spain. 

l)'>l)? '1!> nwy '1!> '()J l'1l )''>1'\'>'J J~l,1 N'01 '(1Nn N~11l o,n;,N 1r.lN'>l (N'>) 
: i:, ,n,, '(1Nn ,y 1J iy1t ,~N 

(What is the difference between :avs, and xv,?) • :iv,, K~1 ,,Mn KVJ1.n 
NYJi is not synonymous with J'l.lY, nor is NYJi synonymous with JYJ}I. And according to 
Scriptural grammar it would be incorrect to say '(1Nn J)'l.l).ll'l because there are various 
species ofNYJi, each individual [specie] being referred to as "that particular JYJY." And it 
,-.,ould be incorrect for the speaker to say: "that particular N'l'i • " because the tenn 
NYJi refers to the [overall plant] covering of the earth when it is full of plant growth. 

(What does this phrase mean?)- ,,Kn K~'TJ'I 
[would be defined thus:] Let it [the earth] be full and covered with a covering of 
individual plants. In Old French NVi is referred to as herbedi= [plant-life], [i.e.,] all 
intermingled [collectively], whereas each individual root is caJled JYJll. 

(Why is this verb in the hiphi/- or causative form?) - )tit ,,it'3 
[Meaning:] that its seed is grown within it so that it can be replanted elsewhere. 

Usually adjeetive is before noun, why here different? • ,,s:, ~ 
This implies that the taste of the tree should be the same as the taste of the fruit. 
However, it [the earth] did not do this, but rather: 11The earth sprouted forth ... a tree 
producing a fruit," but the tree itself was not a fruit. Therefore, when Adam was cursed 
for his sin, it, [the earth] too, was punished for its sin and was [also] cursed. 
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(What does it mean within it?) - ,:a,,,, i\!JM 
These are the kernels of every fruit from which the tree grows when they are p1anted. 

ll l.Y1l 1'VN '1!> il'V.Y '(.Yl lill'>Y.l? )11l )1'>1lY.l l't'.Y N'Vi '(1Nil N~nn, (l'>) 
: ll\) ,:, a,n,N N1'>l lil)'Y.l' 

(Why doesn't it say of every kind of vegetation like it does for tree?) -~iMn M!in'1' 
Though of its own kind was not said when vegetation was commanded to appear 
[ nevertheless.] they heard that the trees were thus commanded and applied it to 
themselves [a fortiori] as is explained in an Aggadah in tractate ChuJin.76 

,,.:n Dl'>n 1'l ''iJ.n, o'>n'Vn y,p,:t n1Nn ,n, o,n,N 1n1--t,, (i') 
: D'>l'Vl o,n,,, 0,1:,,10,, nnN, ,,n, n,,,n 

(How was there light if it was only created on the 4th day?) - niMt., ,r,, 
They [the luminaries] were created from the first day and on the fourth [day} He 
commanded them to be suspended in the canopy. Similarly, all products of heaven and 
earth were created on the first day and each one was firmly fixed [in its place] on the day 
that it was commanded. This is the intent of the scripture: ''[that which was created] with 
the heavens" -- to include their products "[and that which was created] with the earth" -
to include its products. 

(Why does the word n,,m not have a vav?) - niMt., ,n, 
The letter vav is omitted in the word niNtJ because it [the fourth day] is a cursed day 
when children are susceptible to disease. This is what is referred to, "On the fourth day 
they fasted so that disease not befall children." 

(What about the comment in verse 4)? - n~>n ,,:a., u,,n l'!I ~.,:an~ 
After the primal light was stored away. But during the seven days of creation the original 
1ight and darkness served together by day and by night. 

(What signs?)"6 - '1nM~ 1,n, 
When there is an eclipse of the lwninaries it is a bad sign for the world, as it is said: "Do 
not fear the signs from the heavens." 77 I.e., when you do the will of the Holy One Blessed 
be He, you need not worry about retribution. 

(What holidays is this referring to?) • 1:1,.,y,t.,>'I 
[This is said] concerning the future. For Israel will be commanded concerning the 
holidays, which are reckoned by the new moon. 

(How does the moon mark days?) • 1:1''3'~ 
The sun serving half the day and the moon serving [the otherJ half, make up a complete 
day. 

? viii (How does the sun mark the years.) • C')\!J1 

76 Chulin 60a 
,ni ,N1.li• :7"N ,Nl'l1.l M', :7"1< !il'::1 ?:l110'N :?"I< ,T11:l11 n!llj:'1"1::1 Nr.ii• •;:,7 :,•l;lj;,11< 7TN !:,•';, Kl'Tn 
;-r';, il:lM ! Plll 7.J N? ;u•:Jltl ,;J"J N7:ln0"1<7 Nl'lr.l 1" 11i1'JM 1<i;, 7'i::l Ntznip1 '1'.Jj;, '1'J"i'1 '1171'.Jllll:l 

'i1i''!.ll ?•l(l;ll( ,msl'.l M? :ii'? 1r.lK ! 1:J'il?X? l(l;l:,l :,,; m:rnti Kl'li::I ::i'lln ,::i li'llll:'I' •::i,, io•p 
Nt,"i' •ni• 1<n•w mu ;N1'J7li xn•,,, ,Nn•::i,1 M1'.l7 n•::11 i?l!:l :;,,', i1:i1< !Ki::i•1< :?"M ,:,•m,,•n -

1<1'.J•::i :,,!7:::io Miti•r.i MN - N'ln•o; •m• xn•w nii, ,w.:i•'i :,,wn 1<p•r Nnx. 
77 Jeremiah 10:2 :nonl:l omn ,nnl '=> mm, '.7N o,ny.m mnNl'Jl 110';:ln '.7N omn 111 '.7N ,n, 11'JN n:> 
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After 365 days they complete their cycle in the twelve constellations that attend them, 
which makes one year, (alt. version, i.e., 365 days). Whereupon they begin the next cycle 
revolving in the same cycJe as the first. 

(This seems redundant, unless, it serves as a calendar and as light). - ni,Ntl~ ,,n, 
They [i.e .• the luminaries} serve another purpose, that they provide light for the world. 

n?YJY.lY.l? ?1lil 1lNY.ln nN o,,,ln n7NY.lil '>)W nN O'>il?N w~,, "") 
: o,J:n~n nNl n,,,n n,v,nn, i"Pn 1lNnn nNl o,,n 

Seems contradictory two great lights but one greater than other1X. •• - tl'~)n niNtJM 
They were created equal but then, the moon was diminished because it objected by 
saying: "It is impossible for two kings to rule with the same crown." 

Why there are stars? - c,:,:,\:,1'1 flN1 
Because He diminished the moon He increased her hosts to placate her.78 

?)' '(1Nil ?~ ')~l~'> c·p~l ;,,n 'll~l '(1W O'>t.li1 ,~1v.n O'>i1?N 10N'l (:,) 
: o,nwn }''P1 '>l!> 

(What does this mean?t - n,n vo:, 
That is a living soul. 

(What does this word mean?) - "4(itt.t 
Any living thing that is not much higher than the ground is called ~,YJ~ among winged 
creatures: e.g., flies, among crawling creatures: e.g., ants, beetles and worms, among 
[larger] creatures: e.g., rat, mouse, liz.ard and the like, and so, too, [among] the fish. 

,~N nYJn,n n,nn YJ!JJ ,:, nN, a,,,ln 03,Jnn nN o.,n,N N1J.'' {N:,) 

: ll\:> ,:, O'>n?N N1'l lil)'>)'.)? ')):, 41'~ ,::, nN, Oi1)'>t.)?0'>)'.)jl l~1YJ 
(Why are these specifically mentioned?)1' • 1:1,,,11n 

The great fish of the sea. According to the Aggadah79 this refers to the Leviathan and its 
mate which He created. male and female~ whereupon He killed the female and preserved 
it for the righteous in the World-to-Come. For if they were permitted to propagate the 
world could not exist in their presence. 

(Again, meaning is unclear) • n,n:, tt.tiu 
That is a living soul. 

78 Genesis Rabah 6:4 
1.t.m, m,n:, nl llJll)I ~•r.n ''N1i'1 ,,Dil 11.>N ,mnm ,.,-:,,,, TnNl ,1>)1J "',,, "tnN )>!3111:»!>N 'll? ,, ,,n,, 1:,0:, :,,,IJ NnN 1"N 0'l:llJil nNl 

''N1i'1 il"lyil 1/JN p ,ltl)J ntllJl tmJ•'Tl ,,u Niln O)Jl Nil'l!I mm:11 ,113)1 i\Nlll' NO,JlN :,:, Nil}l N:!11' N1i'1YI i\)11!/l ,,:,)I ')I,( ,m ,1•:11:i 
lil' no,:,) N'ill? il)Jl!ll , ilD.\I J'Nlll> o•JJl:lil ,n,,, 11Nll'' N'111!1 il)Jl?J ,m:,Y 'lN 1 m ,n::n:,J 1'1"711? m,n:, illl:nl ill)ll>D Hil nu,m 

l'llll11' n:n n::n illJ , ,,po:1,1 nN l'\Ji'll il'il'I/ , l\Ji"' U3VI N1J7) no, NnN >J1 11lN , \\JP' ,,nN 01?1 () n>l!l1'nl) il1lllJ'Tl ,ilD)J C't)l:ll c•:i:n:,n 
01?) ilTlll:l'Tl ,nr.,:,, i'IDJ nnN :,ll l'pt'll nN l'IJPD Nlill!I :,i,1, 1:, ,,po:11 nN l'"i'D il'ill!/ ,,, ))I l\JP' CN illll ,m,111 mreil!JO J11'V)l l!J:,,, 

i'ID N:,N ,1'llllil Nlnl!I 01)111> l.lN l'N r,,i:,u,n 10 ,:,, Nlllln lJ11DN ,11:!,lllil N1"1 C•1!lN l!/N1 :,:1,1 nv,, ll•D• nN :,i,c,..,, n,,,,, (MD ✓n•'ON1l/ 
l'pt'll nN 11)1llD Nlil\\l ,,,m m,~:i, il:ll llj:70:!,1 nN 11:!,lllD il'il\:I YJI !1ll 1'llllil ON illll ,mlJl) n:,t ilJl ill:) l'P,,» nN 1l)lll,D il>ill!I ,,lllll'I Nlil 

.NilDJ'lM ,nll:ll ilD:l nnN >ll 
79 Bava Batra 74b 
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Why of all things are these blessed?iB - anM 1,:1,, 
Because they are [constantly] decimated, captured and eaten they required a blessing. The 
animals also needed to be blessed, but since the serpent was destined to be cursed they 
were, therefore, not blessed so that he [the serpent] not be included in their blessing. 

(What does this mean?)• ,.,Q 
,,n is derived from '>1!> -fruit. meaning: produce fruit. 

(Why have both words? This seems superfluous) - ,:i,, 
Had only ,.,!:I -be fruitful been said then one would give birth to one and no more. 
Therefore, "and multiply" was said so that one could give birth to many. 

u,,n, \!In,, nnnl i7)'>):), il'>n \!)!)) '(1Ni1 NSln Olil?N 11.JNl) (i:>) 

: 1:, ,n,, nl'>:J' '(1N 
(Logic- Inv. 14 there was light, how come it talks about this now?)uu • ,,Mn ~S'I 

That is what I have already explained that everything was actually created from the first 
day and required only to be brought forth. 

(Again, meaning is unclear) • n,n vi:u 
[I.e., a soul] which is alive. 

(What does this word refer to?) - Vtli, 
This refers to creeping things that are low and creep upon the ground and seem to be 
dragging because their movement is not discernible. The words wn, and "<1YJ [are 
translated] in our language [O.F.] conmovres. 

\!In, ';,:, nN, n),n';, nnn:in nN, n),o';, '(7Nn n,n nN o,n';,N \9)''>1 en:,) 
: llt> ,:, Qli7?N N1'l 1i1)l)'J? nn iNn 

(The old chicken and the egg question; what came first?)• YJ)f'' 
He made them in their complete fonn. 

~l)':n O'>i1 n:nJ. ,,,.,, l)n1n1:, l))'.)?~J. OiN il'lJ)') Olil?N 7DNl1 (1:,) 
: '(1Nn ,~ \!JD1n \!J>:J1n ',:,:i, '(1Nn ?:>li nnn:i:i, o,n\!Jn 

(Why is it in the plural)?11' - a,N nYJ)t) 
From here we learn about the Holy One Blessed be He's humility. Since man was 
[created] in the image of the angels/his image they were jealous of him. Therefore, [GodJ 
consulted with them. Similarly. when He judges kings, He consults His heavenly court.8 

80 Genesis Rabah 8:3-4; Yalkut. Beresheet 13. 
'l r, l•ilv ,.,n, :ron , 1'm '(1Nm t:l'®i111JN';,m lDN ,,., 'l 01!1::I win• •::11 , 1'.;!w •tu ,CTN nll!.\ll o>i'ON lllN>l l 

,., n>nl!I ,.,o, ,l!ID , ,,m 0,)1 DI•';,::, ilY/lllll iDN )Dru ll 'NlDV •:n , lflllTD '(m llT nvw nm l'Cll ,0,1:n,pm 
N7l il!'llN m,n 7::l'TlN '"ll l'~ illlY/ T,'D7 )VD • ,,m ll)J ,r.)N •DN 'l • minn '(In ll1 il\!ll)I il'il l'Cll ',,,Tr1Plt1 
'".II mmu,., n111)ro 1)n'.:I )\?D 'UN , .. M ,,:i., '.71-! :JlM'l'l >m ,Mrn:ITTN /:i::,nN ',)I M:I oi,nnn';, ,., YI' >c ,.11 ,,, nJi.11 

.1J7 ';,N ::i~n•1 '1i1 ,MnllJ'IM , l'l11lt1n '31 N) Olllnn, ,., w• 'D 7)1 , T'l:'!lm ,'IVlt) 

lmN Nl'l:l 'lN DN ,CM ,llDr.l D•MYl' 0'1)11!1,l o•p,1:1 nN, ll\!11,C,M OTNilnN JUnJ) il"lPil MJ.\!I fl.ll'tll m:ru l''M T 
Tll:lD O'.IIYll 71!1 p1-r l•':l!>il il"J:Pil il\11)1 illJ , lllJD o>NY1' o>p,-t:I iM'n lnlN NiJN M, ONl 'lll'.)D O>N:111 Q1)1\tl"1 

'l11'V1 l>)!) Tll:)D il'TJ>N ,T'.lNrl 01)1\\1, "flTl o>p,-r:t TlT •n 11'11' ,:, Qol o•)nn) T"Mil 1N,J.l O'Dn, mo U 'ln1\!II ,1'.l!l 
,n, 11:ll'<1 m\!ln 1::IN71:l:l ,,m llVN1n OTM 11N nNll) N:11:t n.w,:i N,N , p 11»1 N7 NJl)n 'l , IN1:Jl o,on, mn 1l 

Tl"T •n .1111• 1J l'11:l"T NlM N'Tn , Ulm 0''tD1ll o>P,T:I in, iDN , ll~ nn ill CTN ,, lllJN , umm:, 1>ttll0 OTM n\!l)I) 
UDD 01-rm.11 o•p>TYilYI on, n,•1,onn il'TJ.'N ,1JNn 0•.111111 rn, ,n,vn >:»On'.7 o•p>nn 111 •n ll''Tli1 ,:, 01p,n 

Nl:l•I? run,, l'ln mn nwn N) uo,n OITDl)I 0'1)1\!11il\!I on) n:n 17NYI , UD>n o•TJ:ll)I Q)l,l'l)lil\11 Oil) ;t,11 N)l 
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We find this with Achav when Micah said to him: "I have seen God sit on His Throne 
and all the Heavenly counsel standing by Him on His right and on His left. "~1 But, can 
"right" and "left11 apply to Him? Rather, [we must take this to mean] some are on the right 
[pleading] in favor and some on the left to accuse. Thus, [we find it said}, "This sentence 
is decreed by the Watchers; This verdict is commanded by the Holy Ones."x"~2 By the 
decree of the angels and by order of the holy ones [i.e., angels]. Here, too, He consulted 
with His heavenly court and received permission. [God] said to them: "In the heights 
there is My image. Should there not be below My image? Otherwise there will be 
jealously from my works of creation." 

(Why is made in the plural?) • D'TN 11'Ul'l 
Though they did not help in his creation and may give the heretics an opportunity to 
rebel, [nevertheless,] Scripture does not refrain from teaching courtesy and the attribute 
of humility. That the greater one consult and ask permission of a smaller one. Had it been 
written "I will make man," we would not have learned that He consulted with His 
[heavenly] court1 but only with Himself The response to the heretics is written alongside: 
"God created man" and it does not say "They created. "83 

(Man was created in whose form?) • Ut.3~:t 
[I.e.,] in our fonn. 

To understand and to be creative. 
(What does .,,, refer to here?) - a,n J1)'T:t ,..,,,, 

In this language the meaning can be ruling n,, and the meaning can be descending . .,,,, 
[If he is worthy of] merit, [then] he has dominion over the beasts and cattle. [If he is] not 
worthy of merit [then] he becomes subjugated to them and the beast has dominion over 
him. 

n:ip)i 1:n inN N1:i o,n,N o,~:i itJ,~:t OiNn nN o,n,N N1:i,, Cl:>) 
: O.nN N1:l 

IThis seems to contradict unm in verse 26)n" • ''->"!1 Dffl11 flN D'11)N Mi:i,, 
In the fonn that was made for him. Everything [else] was created by word, but he was 
created by hand, as it is said, "You [God] placed Your hand upon me."84 [Man] was made 
by a die as a coin that is made by impression that is called [in O.F.] coin. Similarly it is 
written, "The die can be varied as clay/ it changes like clay under the seal."85 

81 I Kings 22: 19: )1n-(l:J'Ul:J1 U'l:J'l:J W]ll 11'.l)I 01r.n:m NJ!il ::,:,, 1N0) ,v :l\:n 1111 l1N l]11N11l111J1 llY.>V )::>71Y.>N11 
82 Daniel 4: 14 - ,, 10,, N\!llN N\!ll>N m:,-,,:iJ nN7}) N')V I:''''<' •1 N»n 11.1TT1• ,1 m:n ,v NJtiN'II p111>1p,cN01 ND:m!l ,,,,ll mtu 

83 Genesis Rabbah 8:8 
, n,i, m,v o•p, c>11.1JN >.,v,1 nm,, NJlil' 

)lllnlil ,,,::, ,c,,, o,, ,::i millo Jm:, mn mmn nN in,:, nv.,o n,nv., nll'IIJ ioN lJ1l1' ,:,,, Olill. 1oru ,:i ,NmYI ,:i, n 

,D'l'D' i1!l ,,nM µ,u nnN no o,UJn 11:n 1']!)' ,JlN UJWJ'T:J uo,::1:1 DiN il\il)ll O>n?N 10N>l 11'.lNl'II mn PlO!l? 
'T'IJ)II:) >)N o•,up, D>?1T) N., ,mN"'IJ'Q iltil 01Nn ,ilYID n"Jpil ,, 1DN ,n)I\:,> n,w';, n::11,m :m,:::, ,, 11JN ,NilDnN 
,, 0'101N 1m >)DD 11:'i:ln 10 nw, ;,11::,,, -P,lil •JN iUl ,,:m~ Nlill Ul'.lll 10Pil 10 nl\!11 :,11,,, ,nm NJ> DN'II llDI:) 

r,,-, ,,:, ,,.N ,n,i,n •:n-1,0:i 1,m o-tNn nN nNU, !'0'11111•::, ,cmnnnn '1Nl o,,,,-,)ln nN N1J 1'•11il\!l 1N11JD ,m, 
o,,o,N 1m:i ,ra ilV.,)I) illl ,oN ,n:i,\!111J 'N )'1Y:1l nNi1 ,,.,.., 1•\'.b9 Nl!)J '"IJD n>illil ,~m, :,vo N:,N • 1:,:,0 N:>il 

,J'.))lr.l 'D nmN ilY!lll ')N plTl'Tl>N r,r.in ,IJN ,111Nl:)l>7!) c•11:11N JilDl m•tnr.i,, 
84 Psalms 139:5 : n:iJ:1:> ''l' 11tJm ,m,!1101p111nN 
85 Job 3 8: 14 : YJll7 m:, n!llm11 omn inn:, 1£in1111 
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(Why the incongruity with the text? ,n,~::i .. om,N o,~::i?) • fflN K,2 a•nffl a~2 
This teaches you that the fonn that was established for him [i.e., man] is the form of the 
image of his Creator. 

(Incongruity in number with the te:1t)1"w - QflK K,2 n2i,,, ,:>t 
Later it says, "He took one of his ribs, etc. "86 In Mid.rash Aggadah it says87 , He created 
him with two faces at first, and afterward He divided him. According to the literal 
meaning, the verse is here to infonn you that they were both created on the sixth day. It 
does not explain how they were created, but it is explained elsewhere. 

'(1Nn nN ,N,n, ,:i,, ,,i') o,n,N on, 1'-lN'l O'il?N onN 11l'l (n::,) 
: '(1Ni1 ?)I nwn,n n,n ,:,:n a,nvn "'Jlll.l' a,n nrr.l li1l nv:i:n 

(Grammatical - Why is the word written in the complete form?) - 1111:&,l 
[It is spelled] without a vav to teach you that the male "subdues" the female, [i.e.,] that 
she not be a prostitute. And in addition it teach you that man,. whose way it is to subdue, 
is commanded to be fruitful and multiply. but not the woman.""' 

?::> '>)i') ?)11YJN )11l )11l lYJ)I ?:J nN D:J? ,nnl n.ln o,n,N 1Y.lN'' (t>::>) 
"l')J 7::>?l '(1Nn n,n ,:,,, C,) : n?::>N, il'>n') o:,, )nl' )11l '()I ,,g )l 1Y)N 

.lYJ)' Pl' ,:, nN n,n YJ!)) l.l ,YJN '(1Nn 'l' lt'tll1'(Yn ?:> nNl '(1Nn 
: ':, ,n,, n?:>N? ,:,,1 D'>T.lYJil 

(What connecu these two venes?)0 - ,,,en n•n "~ n",c~ n•n, a:,~ 
What the cattle and animals eat so to will they (humans) eat. And he did not permit man 
and his wife to kill any creature in order to eat meat. whereas they are all permitted to eat 
all vegetation equally. When the "sons of Noah" came meat was pennitted to them as it is 
sai~ "All living creepi~ things, etc., like vegetation" that I permitted for Adam, "I have 
given you everything." 

1p:1 ,n,, :iiy ,n,, iNT.l ~'" n3n, n"-1ll 1YJN ,:, nN a,n,N N1'>l (N?) 
: ,v.,v.,n a,, 

(Why is this the only day, to begin with the letter "n:'?) •vvn a,, 
The letter ••n." was added to the word ",wy/'(meaning •on the sixth day"} at the end of 
creation to say, [your creation] is stipulated on the condition that Israel accepts the Five 
Books of the Torah." 

Another explanation for the letter ·•n": All of creation was pending until "the sixth 
day" referring to the sixth day of [the month] Sivan which was intended for the giving of 
the Torah. 

86 Genesis 2:21 - illnM illr.l il0•11•n11m J'lnN np,, 1111",, D'm:'I 'i37 :-u:,i,n C':t,K ·ni' ?!>'1 
87 Eruvin 18a 

1i01( ,:i,, .,n:IN •J11:t.l • !01(1J nJpll ,:n 'l<tl • lJI ,.m,n 'lf'll'» N7N ,D1'nl n:ipn i:,t (•n ~l('lJ) JlJ1:rT u»n 
c,w, J1'11(1D n:iwnm l'1'.roll rtmnl - '111M HU Clim( o,::o (>::,) (•N r,,v,,nJJ J,n:)l ,o,,nJ IUPJ'I ,:u J,r,:, : ll)11Dl(l '1NID' Km ,rumn 1\\ll 11 

11>1 (•J Jl'W!Ol) l'Jlj'f 'll"i1 - ')lS'l!l ,mo lN!P l<W\\IJ . TT1N N':IN 10::Jl l'O 'ltt1J7~ 
-lll 
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'll'l\Un o,,:i o,n,N ,,,, Cl) : ON:l~ ,:,, 'flNn1 □'J'J'lli1 t,,,, CN) 
: n\UY 1WN u·1::>N~nJ ,:,n ,y,:iwn o,,:in:iw,, nwy 1wN ,n:,N~n.l 

(Did God work on the seventh day?)UI • 'l''3'1tJ tn'3 0'tl»t »''t 
R. Shimon sai~ [man who is] flesh and blood who cannot know his times and moments 
must add from the profane to the holy. 89 The Holy One Blessed be He, [however] who 
knows His times and moments can enter into it by a hairbreadth, and it appears as if He 
concluded [His work] on that very day [Shabbat]. Another explanation: What was the 
world missing? Rest. With the coming of Shabbat came rest, [i.e.,] the work was 
completed and finished. 

1'l1N Ul=>N7D ?=>O nJ.YJ ,:i ,:, lnN W1P'l l)llJ.Vi1 Oll nN o,n,N ,,:i,, Cl) 
nl\UY? o,n,N N1:l 

(Why does it say blessed and sanctified?) • i,ar;,,, ,,-,2i,n a,, ntc a,r,~ 1,2,, 
He blessed it with the manna. During all the days of the week there was an omer [ of 
manna] that descended for them per person but on the sixth day there was a double 
portion. He sanctified it through the manna for it did not fall at all on Shabbat.90 This 
verse is written with reference to the future. 

(Why the repetition and word choice?) :mvi,~ tl'tl»t x,:i iv,ic 
The work which was worthy to have been done on Shabbat He doubled and did on 
Friday, as is explained in Beresheet Rabbah. 

I : o,n\!/1 '(1N o,n?N" niwy o,,:i 0N1:in:i ~Nnl o,nwn n1'T?ln n,N C-r> I 
(Meaning - What does this refer to?.) • n~ 

[
11This" refers to] those mentioned above. 

(Why does ON1.Ji1l have the letter n in it?) • " ffltUS' a,,:i atc,31'1!\ 
This teaches you that they were all created on the first day. Another explanation of 
oNi::in::i. He created them with the letter ··n", as it is sai~ "In God n,, the Lord is the 
rock of the worlds ... 91 Which can also be read "with these two letters of the Name of God, 
He created two worlds. Here it teaches you that this world was create with the letter ''n" . 
(This hints that just as the letter ••n" is open at the bottom, so to is the world open to 
those who return through repentance. And the World to Come was created with the letter 
",0 which is the smallest letter which hints that the wicked will descend below and behold 

119 Beresheet Rabbah 10:9 
, '('TOil 'll ~ ,,,,.,,17.J n:m NtrM nu 20M ,NnDnN , ,,,.3v,n Dl'l o,n>N ):),, um , V-JND nsim, )''N ""' , .. 3 ~ ,3,:, ""'1tYI r.i, u 
»M ,l!rnp;1 ~)TID '1"'1D ,on ,'l'J1l)l'tl k7t 'l'Vli io, i,ro, N)YT'I' 'IJINl!I o-n,10:1 'Nm• p l!l'.,N ,"f\!1n11'l1D mrnrn C'l'Tl)lllJ rrrro1n 
m,,n nm ,m»:,1 m»YI 11!11" 'I) rtvYW pm )wD ,131( ram ,'I0,1 1a•n ,m:nm ,;nn:, u t!DJ ,,.,mro, 1•:mn 1111n llTI' Nm\? M"l:J'il 

90 Beresheet Rabbah 11 : 1 
... JU\? ,m OOllln mn nD p ,n:nn> o,::m'O i'tl:> ;nm, 

n:iio 3i!ll ,,on, Til' mn mvm m.a, !:l:>W lDl tn3 'IDl wrtP, '\M 1:n3 imN >Nl!D'O' •:ii ,'1l1 '»'l'tm oi, nN 0,;mc Tll'l 
'O\l.llpr.D l'D1j71 ,lDJ 1:n3 illl'C i,nY' ,_;i, ,11:nD lYl"TP, , llll 1:n:i ,Dll'C µu ,:i, , ,p,y 7.:113 -,,, ~ lDl lYl"TP, ,C,,D'lll ,ro 

91 Joshua 26:4 : 0'2371V ,,~ m, m:i ,:., TY YTY ,,:i moo 
,'l•'mro l'"\S ,mt Mn :i, ,il!>'l\?)Q 'O'lll 
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the grave like [the letter] '1111 which is closed on all sides and open (only] at the bottom, 
for them to descend there. 

N.7 ,::, nn~, 01" n'lwn :iw)J ,:n 'fl?O n,n, 01" n,wn n,w 7:>l Cn> 
: nn1Nn nN 1::J.)'7 ,,N O'lNl "f'Nn ,y o,n,N .,, ,,"nn 

(What does the word a,o mean here?) ,._ia n,n, a,,:, 
Every time the word "010 11 appears in the Bible it means 'not yet.' It does not mean 
'before' and the word cannot be made into a verb such as the word 0,117n. This verse 
proves this. And another proof: is the verse, "For you do not yet fear.''92 This verse. too 
should be explained thus: [No tree] was as yet upon the earth when the creation of the 
world was completed on the sixth day before man was created. 

(Doesn't this contradict the order in Genesis One?)~ nDX' a,o nwn :i-,)t ~ 
[And all vegetation] did not yet sprout. [The fact that] on the third day it is written: "Let 

the earth sprout forth" [should be interpreted:] they did not protrude but they remained at 
the surface of the ground until the sixth day. 

(What is the connection here, why say it didn't rain?)- ,,,:,on N~ ,:, 
And what was the reason that he did not cause it to rain? Because "There was [yet] no 
man to work the earth," and there was no one to recognize the goodness of the rain. When 
man came and recognized their need for the world he prayed for it and it descended and 
the trees and vegetation sprouted 

(Why are both names used bere?)uH - a,n~ " 
The Lord is His name. Elohim refers to God as Ruler and Judge over everything. This is 
the plain explanation everywhere. The Lord is Elohim. 

(What is the point of the mist?)· n~,, "nn 
It was for the purpose of creating man that He brought up [the waters of] the deep and 
moistened the clouds in order to soak the earth and to create man, like the kneader [ of 
dough] who adds water [to the flour] and then proceeds to knead the dough. Here, too, He 
[first] "moistenedn [the earth] and afterwards "created11 [man]. 

,n,, □"n nnYJl ,.,!)?a nn,l nr.liNn )tJ 19Y 01Nn nN o')n,N ')') ,~,'), Ct) 
: n,n YJ!>l~ o,Nn 

(Why with two yuds?) • ,~,,, 
Two creations. Creation of this world and one creation for when the dead will be 
resurrected. Whereas animals which will not be judged, two yuds are not written [in the 
word]. 

(Why was man made from the dust of the earth?) - 111),,Cff ltl i!))t 

God gathered his dust from all four comers of the earth so that wherever [man] may die it 
[the earth] wiH receive him for burial. Another explanation: God took his dust from the 
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place of which it is sai~ "Make an altar of earth for Me. "93 Would that it be an atonement 
for him so that he may survive. 

(Meaning) - ,,a,c na,, 
He made him from earthy matter and of heavenly matter. His body from earthy matter 
and his soul from heavenly matter. Because on the first day heaven and earth were 
created. On the second day He created a canopy for the heavens. On the third day the 
land appeared on earth. On the fourth day He created luminaries for the heavens. On the 
fifth day the water swanned [to produce creatures] for the earth. It was [therefore] 
necessary that on the sixth day to create [something) from heavenly and earthly matter. If 
this were not so there would be jealousy in creation for these would outnumber those by 
one day's creation. 

(What is a living soul? What makes man different?> • ntn wa,~ 
Animals and beasts are also called living souls. But, the one of man is the most alive for 
he additionally was given intelligence and speech. 

(Is this two stories?) - D~D 
East of Eden was where He planted the Garden. Should you ask, [why say this when] it 
has already been written: "And He created man, etc. "94 [The answer is based on that 
which] I saw in the Baraita of R. Eliezer the son of R Yosi Hagalily. "The Torah is 
expounded through thirty-two principles and one of them is, 'A general statement 
followed by an action are the specifics of the first [statement].'" [Therefore when it says,] 
"He created man" this is the general statement leaving where he was created obscure and 
what was done obscure. It then repeats and clarifies: "God formed ~ etc." and caused 
the Garden of Eden to sprout for his benefit "and placed him in the Garden of Eden" and 
put him into a deep sleep. The one who hears this may think that this is a different act. 
but, in reality, it is the details of the first Similarly, concerning the animals. He again95 

writes: "God created from the earth all animals of the field" in order to explain [the verse] 
"And He brought them to the man so that he may name them" and to teach concerning 
the birds that they were created from the swamp. 

'QJ1 ,:,No, :no, nN1D, iDnl 'O' ,:, nDiNn 1>"J o,n,N .,., n0~,, '"' 
: l.'1i :no nl.'-rn 'Q'l )ln 11n:i onnn 

Meaning? • ntJ~'' 
In the matter of the garden it is written and said. 

(Why the superfluous detail that it was in the middle of the garden?) • tin Tffl2 
In the center of the Garden. 

9l Exodus 20:20-
nN ,,:mt ivM o,p,.:,n ):,~ ,,Pl J1MI lltO nN 1,0,w nN, 1'1P» nN ,,))I nnln )) nv»n m:mc nJlD 
)U1 l':,N N'I.JN ll)'lt 

94 Genesis 1 :27 CIJ'IK K~ :-c;;,J, 'Ot ,me K-0 Cl":11,K tnD 1Z>"1:I DiK:, J'IK D":17fe K~,, 
9' Genesis 1 :2S ::m, ,:, 1:1,;,',K ac,,, i:u"D, :z,acn vm, 7.> nan :u~, ilb,-c., nK'I ;u,z:i, riac:, n,n nK amK wr, 
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: .Jntn OYJ 1YJN n,.,,nn '<1N ,:, nN l:it>n N'ln ,,VJ.,!> 1nNn OYJ (N'>) I 
(Why is it called this?.)• l''U'Q 

This is the Nile, the river of Egypt. It is named because its waters are bountiful and rise to 
irrigate the land it is called Pishon [from the same root as the word i'l/£>i which connotes 
abundance] As in, "His riders increased."% Another interpretation: [It is called] Pishon 
because it causes flax )l"IY.1£> to grow as it is said concerning Egypt, "And the flax workers 
shall be shamed. "97 

: onYJn µNi n,i.Jn Ott' .J'l\J N'lnn '{1Nn :inn (:i'>) 
: 'l,,I):) '(1N ?:> nN l.J'lt>n N'ln ,,n,l '>)'Vil 1il)n OYJ'l ()'>) 

(Why is it called this?) • l''1') 
It is so cat1ed this because it flows and roars and its roar is vety great as like: "If [an ox] 
gores," for he gores and goes on to roar.98 

,y,:i1n 1n.lni 11't'N nn1p ,,nn Nin ,p1n 'YJ'?YJn 1nJn OYJ'l Ci') 
: 111!> N)il 

(Why is it called this?)· );,arn 
It is so called this because its waters are pungent and light. 

(Why is it called this?) - n,.:. 
It is so called this because its waters increase abundantly and are healthy to man. 

(How ean they can be called by these names?) - i1\fN ••. W1!» 
They did not exist yet, but the Bible writes based on [the fact that they will be so called 
in] the future. 

[Means] on the eastern side of Ashur. 
Distinction? - 3"11!> N1n 

It is the most important of all [the rivers] because it is remembered with the Land of 
Israel. - where? 

(What's the tone here?) • np,, 
He "took" him with kind words and persuaded him to enter. 

: ?:>Nn '.,:,N 1)n '(ll 7:>Y.l 7Y.lN? 01Nn ?)) o,n'.,N ')') ,~,, (l\J) 

: n,nn 11))'.J ))Y.))'.J l?=>N or,:i ,:, ))tJY.l '.,::>Nn N? ))11 Jl" 11Yin '{YY.ll (l') 
: )i)):) 1l)) ,, il'l'YN li:t? 01Nn l"ll'Jil :n\? N? o,n,N .,., 1Y.)N'>) en,) 

96 Chabakuk I :8 • ,,:,N, \!In 1w1:, i!lll' lNl' pm10 ,,Y.11!), ,,\!11J> lYJ!'ll J7)1 'JNttl ,,m i,tm, o,•u33n ,,p, 
97 Isaiah 19:9 : i:iYJ, y:i,, !l\!ln,o 1.'17'i'U'l lN7l'□ m,, 
98 Exodus 21 :28 : ,p, 11\!ln ,lm l7\!IJ !1N ,:>N' N~n ,,vn ,po, ,,po no, m.1N m< iN <tmt nN ,,\:Im,,:,, 

-
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(What is the purpose of the w.n,, in D'TN?)nh· - ,u, ,~ ntU»M n:i~ a..,Mn n,,n :in, M~ 
That they [the heretics] would not say that there are two dominions, The Holy One 
Blessed be He, alone in the Heavens without a partner and this one [man], below without 
a partner. 

(Are not these words contradictory?) - n,,:, ,u, 
If he is meritorious then [she is] a helper, if he is not meritorious then [she is] against 
him; to fight him. 

N:l'>l O'>Y.)Wi1 "Pl' ,:, nNl i1i'l'i1 n,n ~:, i1Y.liNi1 ,r.) O'>il?N .,., 1.S'>l Ct>'>) 
: lr.)W Nln il'>n W!)l □1Nn ,, N1P'> 1WN ,~, ,, N1P' ilr.) nlN1? 01Ni1 ?N 

(\Vhy the use of ",Z'!?) - 11tlffl1"1 ltl ,i,, 
The word 11creating" is the same as the word "making11 which was said above: "And G-d 
made the animals of the earth, etc. "99 However, here it comes to explain that the birds 
were created from the swamps. Since above it stated that they were created from water 
and here it states that they were created from the earth. Also. it teaches you here, on the 
day they were created He brought them to man to call them by name. According to 
Aggadah, the word n,,~, means to dominate or control as [in the verse:] "When you will 
besiege a city;" 100 [meaning] that He subjugated them under the hand of man. 

(Meaning?)- :,DtU z-nn n,n v,~, a-,,.n ,?1 N,;,, ,vH ~:,, 
You must transpose [the words] and explain it: All living souls that were called by Adam 
by a name will have that name forever. 

OiN?l iliWM n,n ,~,, o,nwn ')l)J?l Mr.)i1:ti1 ?J? n1nw OiNn N1P'l (:,) 
nnN np,1 )W"l OiNi1 ,y MY.l'11Jl O'>il?N .,., ?!l'l (N:>) : lillJ 1l.)J N.Sr.) N? 

: nlnnn 1w:i 1.lO'l ,,n.)J,.sn 
(Why does one follow the other?) - n,.,..,,,, a,n»t " !,s:,,, ... ,fl' M»tl M!, a-,,.~ 

When He brought them [the animals] before him He brought all types the male kind and 
the female [Adam) said: They all have a mate but I have no mate; and immediately [it 
says]: "And G-d put [Adam] ... " 

(Meaning?) - ,,,,,~,., 
[Has the literal meaning] from his sides as [in the verse) "The sides of the Tabemacle."'°1 

This [ coincides with] what we said: that they were [first] created with two faces. w2 

(Meaning?) - ,,,,,, 
The place of the cut. 

(Connection?) - n;,,, lV"' 
So that he not see the piece of flesh from which she was created and be repulsive to him. 

99 Genesis 1 :25 ::m, ,::, l:l';"l,N N.,,, ,:,1•i':l1? ;"T;J1K:1 w, ?:> nN1 :1l'i':l? :,i':l;-o:, rn<i ;u•r.31, riK:i r1'n TlK c•:i?K lll!1'1 
100 Deuteronomy 20: 19 ,, m:,n N) mN, ):ii-cn UDD ,, 1ru 1•))1 rm) n:1111 nN nm-on N) nl'Jan, n•)ll on,ro o,:i, o•o• 1>)1 )N 11.m ,:, 

IOI Exodus 26:20 ,y,,1p 0•1111.111,a:s l1Nl37 n•,vn l:)l'Jtm )f.)ll:,1 
: 11:on 1'.l!ID NJ) ml'Jil 'QI oiNn 

102 Genesis 1 :27:CnN N1::l :l:lj.'li ,,t ,nK K1::J. !J":1?K C?:t'J li':l?:C D1K:111N C':l?N K,:::i,, 

J 
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(Meaning?) - 1:1'' 
Like a building, broad at the bottom and narrow at the top so that she can carry the child. 
[Just] as a wheat silo which is broad at the bottom and narrow at the top so that its weight 
not be a strain on its walls. 

(What's the purpose here of the lamed?) • 11VN~ 1:1--racn 1"3 n17~ 
So that it should become a woman as in: "And Gidon made it to an ephod,'i1o3 [meaning] 
so that it should become an ephod. 

n't'N N1P, l1Nl7 ,,w:l>'J 1'0:Jl 'Y.l~)'r., 0~)' O)'!)jl nNl 01Nn 1Y.lN'l (l:>) 
: nNl nnp, W'NY.l ,:, 

(Why does the text say this here?)- D)tj)1'1 J1Nt 
This teaches that Adam attempted to find [a mate] amongst all the animals and beasts and 
he was not satisfied with them until he discovered Eve. 

(Finding a connection between these words) :J1Kt nn;,~ V'K1' ,:, 11VN Ki1'' J1N~ 
In the language [both YJ'>N nwN] have the same root. From this [we derive] that the world 
was created with the Holy Tongue. 

(Explains the text) - V'N !1111' l!> ~_s, 
The Divine Spirit is saying this prohibiting to the "sons of Noah" forbidden marital 
relations. 

(Explains the text) - ,nac i-u:i~ 
The child is fonned by both [parents] thereby becoming unified as "one flesh." 

(Explains the text) - ,vv:u,, N~ 
They did not know the ways of modesty to distinguish between good and evil. Although 
he [Adam] was given the wisdom to call [all the creatures] by name, he was not imbued 
with the evil inclination until he ate from the tree and the evil inclination entered him and 
he was able to distinguish good and evil. 
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NOTES 

i In modem society the notion is that once a gift is given, it belongs to the 
receiver, and the giver loses all rights to the item. This can be seen in the derogator; 
name "Indian giver" that the giver is called should he or she take the item back. This 
seems to differ in Rashi's world. There the giver of a gift retains control of the gift and 
can take it back at any time of their choosing, or at least if the giver is the Almighty. 

34 

Rashi' s opening comment may reflect a subtle refutation of the Christian claim to 
the Holy Land as described above. At a time when both Christians and Muslims rooted 
their claims to the Holy Land in their most venerated "prophets11-•Jesus and Muhammad
Rashi offers his Jewish readers a counterclaim rooted in the very creation of the world. It 
is couched in the best style of the time, for in an age that sought the answer to every 
question in the sacred texts, a scriptural citation was the ultimate authority and no citation 
could be better than the very first word in the Bible. 

ii Rashi is saying that verse one should read "At the beginning of the creation ... " 
where the word creation is implied just as in the numerous examples that follow 
demonstrate that often words are left out of verses. By insisting that this word be implied, 
Rashi is trying to convince the reader that this story is not about the order of creation. It is 
interesting to note the number of times and various ways that he goes about trying to 
convince the reader that this story is about the order of creation suggesting both that this 
was the prevailing view at the time and that there was a reason to change it. 

iii Modem biblical scholars addressing Rashi's unasked question will use the two 
different names given for God as evidence of two separate authors of two creation stories 
(Priestly source chapter one Elohim). Others will point out that Elohim is a name for a 
universalistic God while YHVH is the name of a particularistic God. Rashi instead here 
focuses on the idea of God as a God of mercy and God of justice. 

iv Is Rashi simply suggesting that ').!:I ':,)I refers to o,.on '>l.!:l ,l' later in the verse 
clearing up a potential confusion? (Davis,3) Or, is the intent of this comment directed 
towards those who read the text literally, believing that God's face hovered? 

" Should o,n':,N nn be translated as in Genesis 41 :38 
: ,::i om';IN m, ivN '\!J'>N m:, N~nm 1'1'1Jll ?N nY1!> inN,, as spirit of God or as Heavenly 
throne of God as Rashi would have us understand the text? Sama• s JPS com mental)' 
points out that the root !:lni appears as hovering (Deut 32: 11) where an eagle hovers over 
its young, : mi:iN 'l' lnNYI' mnp, l'!:IJ::> YJ1!:1' C')n,, ,,~ml ?l' llP 1'll' iwl::> a meaning it also 
holds in Ugaritic. The other time the root appears (Jeremiah 23:9) it refers to bones 
trembling or shaking. Rashi choosing a less anthropomorphic idea perhaps refers it to the 
imagery found elsewhere in the Bible (Psalm 47:9) of throne of glol)'. 
: ,w,p No:, ';ly :iv~ om,N o,n ';ly om,N 1';:ln 

vi Can it be a response against dualism or trinity? 
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,ii A sign is an '"occurrence or incident regarded as fore-shadowing a favorable or 
unfavorable issue in a certain conjuncture ... Astrology, was practiced by Jews throughout 
the Middle Ages, both as a professional art and as a science. Coming from the East, they 
were looked upon as heirs and successors of the Chaldeans, and, probably for this reason, 
were regarded by the Occidental world as skilful masters of the art of Astrology~ their 
supposed power over destiny tilling the multitudes with awe and fear. Despite its 
prohibition by Judaism. this superstition was so deep-rooted that, it was practiced and 
tolerated from Biblical times to the present time. See Kaufmann Kohler, "Astrology" 
Jewish Encyclopedia 
<http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=6 l &letter=O&search=signs> 

\'iii It is interesting to note that Rashi here is referring to the Gregorian calendar 
and not the Jewish lunar calendar~ another example of how the Jews of France (and by 
this time the whole world) had accepted the calendar system of the outside community. In 
addition, Rashi's comment here, while seemingly obvious to the modem reader, reflects 
the high esteem of the stars ability to reckon times and seasons. 

ix In the eleventh century a struggle concerning investiture broke out when there 
was a disagreement as to the powers of the pope and the Holy Roman emperor in 
installing German bishops; .. The right of a temporal prince to give spiritual power was 
claimed only by the extremists of the imperial party. but there was wide debate over 
canonical election, royal assent, and papal assent." In 1075, Pope Gregory VII forbade 
lay investiture which led to the excommunication of Holy Roman Emperor Henry IV. 
The struggle would continue through the ascension of Pope Paschal II and Holy Roman 
Emperor Henry V. See "Investiture" Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition 
<http://encyclopedia.com/html/i l /investit.asp>. 

Rashi's comment seems a direct response to this political struggle. "'It is 
impossible for two kings to rule with same crown.•• In this struggle for power, one was 
certain to win and the other to lose. 

x The word mn has two meanings; animal and alive. Rashi clarifies that here the 
word's meaning is alive and not the soul of an animal. 

xi CJ'ln:'I often translated as serpent appears numerous times in the Bible (Isaiah 
27:1. Psalm 74:14, 104:26. Job 3:8, and 40:25). Using the language ofBeresheet, God 
commands Moses, in Exodus 7:9. to tell Aaron, '\"pJn? ,:,," "let it become a serpent". 
The Midrash states that it alludes to a pair of particularly great sea creatures, the 
Leviathan and its mate. According to a midrash. the leviathan was created on the fifth 
day (Yal~. Gen. 12). Originally God produced a male and a female leviathan, but lest in 
multiplying the species should destroy the world, He slew the female, reserving her flesh 
for the banquet that will be given to the righteous on the advent of the Messiah (B. B. 
74a). The leviathan is prominent in the haggadic literature in connection with the advent 
of the Messiah. See Emil Hirsch, Kaufmann Kohler. Solomon Schechter, and Isaac 
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Broyde "Leviathan and Bethemoth" Jewish Encyclopedia, 
<http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=275&letter=L&search=leviathan> 

xii The serpent in Genesis 3: 14 is cursed. In the Hebrew Bible the serpent is 
portrayed as a poisonous character (Genesis 49:17. Proverbs 30: 18, Jeremiah 8: 17). In the 
Christian Bible the word takes on the meaning o malicious enemy (Luke I 0: 19) and 
through the Genesis stories as the embodiment of sin itself. How then to explain that God 
blessed all things? (Easton's Bible Dictionary) Rashi, sensitive to how the serpent is 
perceived in his community confirms that the serpent indeed is not blessed. 

xiii This will more emphasized in the commentaries of Ramban and Ibn Ezra, but 
Rashi here is discussing the neo-Platonic view that creation was from something. some 
mass that over the course of creation took form. As Dr. Martin Cohen explains. Rashi 
was living in the age when universities were just beginning to emerge. The notion of 
logic and validation through text were primary tools of academics. 

xi,· From the Christian perspective. the plurality of the word is an affirmation of 
the trinity. To contradict this conclusion, Rashi here is suggesting that God is one, but 
that God had in the creation of humanity the assistance of angels. 

x...- JPS Commentary points out that this phrase seems to have been a common 
pairing. A 9th century BCE Assyrian-Aramaic bilingual inscription on a statue at Tell 
Fekheriyeh in Syria also contains these two terms. 

xvi This is in reference to the philosophic notions of form and body. 

x.."ii The Medieval World was grappling with the question of the nature of human 
sexuality. Perhaps in part due to Pope Boniface IX resignation in order to marry in 1045 
and Pope Gregory VII edict in I 074 demanding that anyone to be ordained must first 
pledge celibacy: 'priests [must] first escape from the clutches of their wives.' 

:1.'\"iii What does this say about Rashi's impressions of the nature of women? He had 
fl ve daughters. 

xix Rashi lives in world where meat, while not a staple in their lives, is a constant. 
Why dredge up the fact that the ideal is to be a vegetarian? 

xx If God finished the work on the 7th day, did He work on that day? 

xxi Why the need to make this comment, already explained from chapter one. Why 
the need to say that everyone knows it as this. If that were really true than Rashi probably 
wouldn't have said it. 

xxii There must have been already people in the audience who questioned the 
repetition in the Genesis story. 

J 
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xxiii The text does not say that "It is not good/or man" which would be the case if 
it said C"TN7, but rather, it says it not good that man, with a hay that it is not good for 
creation. Rashi comment about the two dominions seems to hint at an idea in his 
environment. 
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RABBI ABRAHAM IBN EzRA 

Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra was born in Tudela, in the north western Spanish 

province of Navarre. in the middle of the eleventh century. 104 The product of a highly 

educated community that found itself in an insecure and precarious position, ibn Ezra 

distinguished himself by his reputation as a creative, well learned, and provocative 

author. Steeped in the Judea.Muslim culture in which he grew up, he ventured forth into 

an unfamiliar world enriching the communities he met with his knowledge and 

experience. Familiar with almost every field of study known in his time, religious and 

secular alike, ibn Ezra, late in life, wrote a commentary on the Torah that incorporated his 

knowledge of mathematics, astronomy, philosophy, and language. (ntended for an 

Ashkenazic world that knew little of the treasures of Sephardi Spain, ibn Ezra was able to 

pass on his teachings ensuring that they would survive in a world that seemed to him to 

be collapsing. His commentary, along with the introductions he provides, while outlining 

his unique approach to Torah, offers a priceless window into the influences that shaped 

his commentary. 

The little that is known about ibn Ezra's early life is gleaned from his writings 

and the traditions recorded by his students. His father's name was Merr and their family 

was probably a branch of the ibn Ezra family to which Moses ibn Ezra belonged 105• 

Moses ibn Ezra mentions Abraham by his Arabic name, Abu Ishak (Ibrahim) ibn al

Majid ibn Ezra, which reflects the native tongue that he would have spoken. Tradition has 

Abraham ibn Ezra marrying the daughter of his friend, Judah Halevi, also from Tudela 

104 Books on lbn Ezra offer a varied range of dates ofbinh and death. Nahum Sarna suggests ( 1092-1167). 
Isaac Husik (1055-1167), H. Graetz (IOSS-1167) and the most recently published Irene Lancaster (1089-
1164). 
105 Spanish philosopher, linguist, and poet; born at Granada about 1070 and died after 1138 Jewish 
Encyclopedia 
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and only a few years his senior, after completing a poem that the master poet had been 

struggling with. 106 He had four children, all of them dying early with the exception of 

their son Isaac who converted to Islam and left Spain. !07 It seems that by the time ibn 

Ezra turned fifty, there was no close family to speak of, and little to keep him in Spain. 

39 

Ibn Ezra was properly educated in the curriculum standard for a wealthy Spanish 

Jew. ln addition to studying the Jewish sources including Torah. Talmud, and Hebrew 

poetry, he also learned Arabic poetry, linguistics, science and philosophy. From a young 

age, ibn Ezra earned his living as a poet by providing original works to the patrons who 

commissioned him. Before long, ibn Ezra had earned a reputation for himself as a 

mutakallim, religious philosopher. and as a prolific poet. He liked to call himself "ha

shar ", "the poet". In one of his poems oflamentation he wrote, "Once in my youth I used 

to compose songs with which I decorated the Hebrew scholars as with a necklace. 11 His 

younger contemporary, Abraham ibn Daud, describes ibn Ezra as one who "strengthened 

the hands of Israel with songs and with words of comfort." 108 

Those around ibn Ezra needed the words of comfort. The world that ibn Ezra 

knew was a rapidly changing one. In 1090, around the time ibn Ezra was born, Granada 

was captured by ibn Tashufin, king of the Almoravides, and the Jewish community was 

destroyed. Joseph ibn Ezra and his son Judah. relatives of Abraham ibn Ezra, ended up in 

Toledo,where Judah rose to a high station, only to leave because of the disturbing 

conditions prevailing throughout Castile. In March of 1115, when ibn Ezra was twenty-

106 Yitzhak Baer, A History of the Jews in Christian Spain: Vol. I From the Age of Reconquest to 
the Fourteenth Cemury. Trans by Louis Schoffman. (Skokie:Varda Books, 2001). pg 102 
107 Isaac's conversion was a severe blow to his father; and the latter expressed his grief in two moving 
Eoems ("Diwan," Nos. 203 and 205; Rosin, I.e. pp. 84 el seq.). Jewish Encyclopedia 
08 Irene Lancaster, Decmistnu:ting the Bible: Abraham ibn Ezra·,., introduction to the Torah.(London: 

RoutledgeCurzon, 2003). 
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six years old, Tudela, ibn Ezra's birthplace. which had been in the hands of the Moors, 

was conquered by the Christians as part of the Christian Reconquest. As a result, the 

Jewish inhabitants found themselves in a politically volatile situation. While a few Jews 

were able to take advantage of this situation, most tried their best just to remove 

themselves as far as possible from the conflict. !09 A pact from 111 S reveals that many 

Jews fled the cities during sieges and at the time of capitulation. Once they had gained 

control, the Christian rulers would often expel the Jews from the city and either destroy 

the synagogue or convert them into churches. 110 

Caught in the middle of this struggle between Christianity and Islam, Spanish 

Jewry's donnant messianic hopes were re-awakened. "For the first time since the initial 

stages of the contest between the two great powers in the seventh century there was 

revived interest in the ancient apocalyptic teachings''. i u This messianic fervor can be 

seen in early twelfth century Cordova where crowds of people gathered to detennine and 

hasten the arrival of the Messiah. Using astrological computations and interpretation of 

dreams they believed that ibn Aryeh was the long awaited Messiah. 112 

The increase in messianic activity was a reflection of the deteriorating situation 

faced by the Jewish community. Spain's Jews faced destruction by the plundering 

Christian conquerors and the incoming streams of Jewish refugees fleeing the swords of 

the Almoravides. Israel was caught between "Edom and Ishmael", and no one knew 

109 While later Arab historians write of large numbers of Jews fighting side by side with the Christians in 
the major decisive battles, it seems rather that active Jewish participation in the conflict was limited to the 
defense of their own homes and neighborhoods. On the whole they did not join either side, Bear, 35. 
110 Baer, 51-52. 
111 Baer, 55. 
112 Richard Gottheil and Wilhelm Bacher, "Ibn Ezra, Abraham ben Meir" Jewish Encyclopedia, 
1906 ed. <http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid= l l&letter-I&search=ibn%20Ezra> 
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when the end would come. 113 Moses ibn Ezra. a contemporary of ibn Ezra reflects the 

situation well when he writes114: 

I grieved not for the wealth that was plundered. I cared not that it 
had vanished and gone, I lamented not opulence come to an end. I 
felt not ill over servants deserting ... I can only scoff at the works 
of fate and laugh at its pranks. Throughout my life I have known 
success; but my wealth took flight like a soaring eagle, all the toil 
of my hands took wing. and God's mighty hand thereby became 
manifest. But the tears flow from my eyes as I seek to overcome 
my grief over my loneliness in my native land, without a 
companion at my side. I am like a stranger sojourning therein, and 
I see no man about me of my family and kin. I remain in Granada, 
a city of declining bustle and splendor. like a stranger in the land, 
like a sparrow strayed from its nest, like a bird banished and 
driven; and amongst this generation, wayward and corrupt, there 
is no refuge for me; there remains no one to remember me and 
inquire after my welfare. 

41 

With this feeling of impending destructio~ ibn Ezra wrote about his strong desire 

to safeguard his cultural knowledge and inspiring him "to take upon himself the role of 

planting her [Judeo-Spanish] heritage on the living soil of the Jewish communities in 

Christian Europe. 115 In 1140 he left Spain for Rome, embarking on a twenty-three year 

journey of literary creativity and loneliness through Christian Europe. He was fifty years 

ol~ impoverished and unhappy. Some say that it was marital difficulties, betrayal, or fear 

of an Almohad invasion that ultimately inspired him to embark on this journey. He 

writes, "at fifty, one takes note of one's days of futility, grieves that the days of mourning 

approach. scorns the precious things of this world. fearful that one's time has come.''116 

Perhaps, he saw it as a new beginning. 

113 Gottheil, Jhn Ezra: Abraham hen Meir 
114 Baer 37 
m Landaster, 3. 
116 Lancaster, 2. 
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But his departure from Spain did little to alleviate his situation. Ibn Ezra was an 

unhappy man. His patrons seemed to be unreliable and limited. His works were the 

products commissioned by wealthy patrons for the benefit of their sons. and failed to 

bring him personal success. A believer of astrology, he concludes that the moment of his 

birth happened to coincide with a deviation of the celestial bodies from their fixed paths. 

As a result no matter how much he struggles, he can never succeed. In one poem he 

writes, "woe to the poor man, born to ill fortune". 117 

O'T?J~:l m,m, '?i,l The heavenly sphere and the constellations 
:'nn,~1, c::,1,:,?J::i 1t,J strayed from their path when I was born. 
- ,n,,no miJ ,,';l, ,, If my business were in candles, 

'n1'f:J ''Tl1 'JJ'f:J'Jl ,izm, K? the sun would not set until I died. 

, 1?:>iM ~, n',r.r7 ln'K However I struggle, I cannot succeed, 
,i'jtzl 'J:11::) 'J'U"l1l7 ,::, for my stars have ruined me: 

- ,,::,,,:,n:,. in,c ;J'~K ,, If I were a dealer in shrouds, 
''f:J' '?::>:t O'W"K 11V1l, K1? no one would die as long as I lived 

Always a stranger, a Sefardi (Spaniard) among Ashkenazim, he regarded himself 

in exile. (In one of his best-known poems ("Nedod Hesir Oni") ibn Ezra characterized the 

second period of his life, as one of being a perpetual stranger. He is the only example of a 

wandering scholar who developed an unusually rich literary activity in his roaming 

existence under the stress of circumstances, and who wrote works of Jasting importance. 

Graetz points out that ibn Ezra never felt called upon to write a biblical commentary 

while at home. "As long as he remained in Spain he was only known as a clever 

mathematician and astronomer, not as an exegete. In general, he produced nothing of a 

111 Sama, 2 
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literary character in his native land, except perhaps some Hebrew poems of a religious or 

satirical character. " 118 

The Jewish community of Rome that ibn Ezra found was a community of wealth 

and foreboding. The Second Crusade was imminent, and there was a sense of 

claustrophobia in the narrow alleyways of the city's Jewish Quarter. Yet, at the same time 

there was an openness to new perspectives. In the Christian community, just as ibn Ezra 

was entering Rome, a bold priest, Arnold of Brescia, was asserting that according to the 

Gospels the popes did not have the authority to rule, but rather they should live as "true 

servants of the Church, and act with proper humility." The result was a sincere interest in 

freedom and reform. Brescia's followers threw off their allegiance to the papacy, and 

declared their state a republic ( 1139-1143 ). The young people and men who gathered in 

large numbers to hear ibn Ezra, the great traveler speak, were certainly affected by this 

new openness and freedom. 119 

And while Rome was a highly respected talmudic center, it had not been aware of 

the advances in Hebrew grammar that had been done in Spain. Ibn Ezra stayed in Rome 

for five or six years. There, for money he worked as a tutor for the sons of wealthy 

benefactors. His books were intended for his students and he usually did not keep a copy 

for himself. For example, it was for his student, Benjamin hen Joab, that he composed his 

commentary on Job. It was also in Rome that he wrote a commentary on Kohelet and on 

the Five Megillot. "The reaction of the Jewish scholars in Rome to the grammatical, yet 

philosophical and scientific, approach of ibn Ezra was one of astonishment." It was 

perhaps in Rome more than anywhere, that ibn Ezra gained a sense of the unique 

118 Graetz. 368. 
119 Graetz, 370. 
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approach of Spanish Jewry writing, '"in Edom there is no room for a sage who dwells in 

the land of Kedar 120 

For unknown reasons, in 1145, ibn Ezra left Rome and traveled north to Lucca. It 

seems that here he was appreciated. In contrast to the hostility he attracted in Rome by 

the novelty of his approach, he was admired and supported. While Lucca could not 

compare in stature with the much bigger Jewish center in Rome, it stiU had forty Jewish 

families, consisting of some two hundred people and had a rich history as a center of 

Talmud study. 121 

It was in Lucca that ibn Ezra wrote his first version of commentary on the Torah, 

calling it "Sefer ha-Yashar". He would write a later version in French which would be 

longer, although this first composition is regarded as the standard version and is the one 

that is included in the authoritative Mikra 'ot Gedolot. It was written following a severe 

illness during which he had taken an oath that if he Jived, he would "expound the Law 

given on Mount Sinai." And so, at the age of sixty four, ibn Ezra wrote his masterpiece, 

the torah commentary. 122 

Only a year later ibn Ezra was again on the move heading north east to Mantua in 

1146, and then Verona in 1147. In 1148, he left the Italian states and went to Beziers, 

Provence in 1155, and then Normandy. He left the continent and went to England in 1158 

(and then perhaps back to Provence in 1160). In each place he would write books 

dedicated to his patrons and students. In his last work, Safah Berurah, he wrote that he 

hope it would be a legacy of Abraham the son ofMerr, and will preserve his memory 

from generation to generation." Finally, according to one tradition, while in England he 

120 Lancaster, 6. 
121 Lancaster, 6. 
122 Sama, 3. 
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was fatally attacked by "anarchic English hordes in a forest north of London dying at an 

old age of seventy-five. 123 

Ibn Ezra's most enduring legacy was his commentary on the Torah, Se/er Ha

Yashar. It begins with an introduction that discusses four historic approaches that have 

commented on the Torah. Followed by a fifth approach, the best one of course. ibn' 

Ezra's personal approach. In outlining these approaches, ibn Ezra reveals the historic 

influences that helped influence and determine his own approach. 

The first approach is the one associated with the Babylonian Geonim, "the sages 

of the academies in the Arabic kingdom". From the end of the sixth to the eleventh 

centuries the Geonim were Judaism's most respected teachers. Ibn Ezra calls them "the 

great sages who were yeshivah scholars of the Muslim realms". The Geonim's 

interpretation of the Talmud, their responsa, and their emphasis of pshat had a profound 

impact on later Jewish scholars. Aggadah became seen as a "potential source of trouble 

that had to be neutralized" as Muslims challenged its methodology with logic. Instead, 

pshat became the method of choice as its definition grew from "simple or plain meaning" 

to a term for "authoritative". 124 The Geonim also brought Muslim henneneutics and 

philosophy into Jewish exegesis. They redefined and upheld the importance of Oral 

Torah, and lay the foundation for the Spanish study of philology. Ibn Ezra criticizes the 

Geonim for their wordiness and deviations from the text. Their commentaries, he sees, as 

123 One tradition holds that after England ibn Ezra traveled to northern Africa and Egypt, Eretz Yisrael, 
Bagdad and even India although current academic thinking disputes this. Yet others point to evidence that 
ibn Ezra died in Calahorra-(in northern Spain on the boundary between Navarre and Old Castile), it must 
be supposed that a longing to see his old Spanish home made him leave Rome and that he died on the way 
on Spanish soil. .... as Lancaster points out dying on the road "'derekh on the straight path towards God. 
124 Lancaster. 122-125. 
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diffuse and possessing extraneous matter drawn from the secular science that made them 

too Jong. 125 

The commentary of Saadia Gaon (892-942) •126 one of the most famous Geonim. 

is frequently quoted within the first two chapters of Genesis. Ibn Ezra, with his 

familiarity with Arabic, was able to read Saadia's commentary and introduce it to 

Christian Europe. As Judah ibn Tibbon, a contemporary of ibn Ezra wrote, "the exile in 

France and throughout Christian lands do not know Arabic so that these [Arabic] works 

were a sealed book to them, inaccessible, unless translated into the sacred tongue ... until 

the sage Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra arrived in their lands and aided them with short 

compositions."127 

Ibn Ezra criticized Saadia128 for translating expressions whose meaning was not 

known through tradition. Saadia had done so presumably so that the Muslim reader 

would not think that the Bible contains words which are unintelligible. Saadia, in his 

commentary, offers four proofs for the doctrine of creation. Three of these show the 

influence of Aristotelian philosophy. It leads him to believe that the world was not 

created ex-nihilo. Ibn Ezra was heavily influenced by the Geonic exegesis and values. 

Their respect for knowledge, ibn Ezra subsumed under his term grammar. 129 "Ibn Ezra 

realized that in order to persuade a contemporary Ashkenazi readership of the superiority 

of his 'grammatical· path. emphases other than the purely rationalistic and linguistic were 

to be required." 

m Sarna, 5. 
126 Gaon of Sura and the founder of scientific activity in Judaism; born in Dila?, Upper Egypt, 892; died at 
Sura 942. The name "Saadia," which, so far as is known, he was the first to bear, is apparently an aniflcial 
Hebrew equivalent of his Arabic name, "Sa'id." 
127 Sama, 6. 
128 Genesis 2: 1 I 
129 Lancaster, 141. 

_I 



.. 

Rabbi Abraham lbn Ezra 47 

The second approach that ibn Ezra identifies is the exegesis of the Karaites. The 

Karaites who over the course of centuries had settled in Christian Spain had brought with 

them their large literature of Eastern an Egyptian thought. Their rejection of the Oral Law 

challenged ibn Ezra's personal struggle with the status of commentary in the Jewish 

tradition and the relative importance of Oral and Written Torah. The emphasis placed on 

the Karaite position is perhaps the result of a resurgence in Karaite activity culminating in 

the 1149 book that challenged once again Rabbinic Judaism. It resulted in the Rabbinic 

authorities calling in the secular authorities to persecute the Karaites and ended with 

Jehuda Ibo-Ezra humbling the Karaites so sorely that they were never again able to raise 

their heads."130 

lbn Ezra faults the Karaites for not adhering to the traditional teachings laid down 

in the Oral Torah, for rejecting the tradition and authority of oral law and for their 

willingness to arbitrarily interpret the Torah. 131 He felt that the Karaites were wrong in 

thinking they could understand the Bible without the aid of tradition. In his explicit 

criticism of this group, ibn Ezra is affirming his allegiance to the establishment at a time 

when ambiguity was not permissible. 132 

The third approach that ibn Ezra identified is the Christian's path. Ibn Ezra attacks 

this method for its excessive use of allegories even when perfectly reasonable simple 

explanations could suffice. The Christian church since Jerome's translation. had resulted 

in Christian commentaries carrying as much authority as. Scripture itself. '"Thus 

130 Graetz, 1164-66. 
131 Sama, 5. 
132 In truth, it seems that ibn Ezra's view of the Karaites was ambivalent, even admiring and emulating 
much of their exegetical work. He respected their linguistic skills, but ultimately feared their individualistic 
approach that promoted anarchy and challenged the sanctity of the text by using rational and common
senses to demonstrate apparent absurdities in Oral Torah. Lancaster, 141 . 
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paralleling the attitude displayed towards the Talmud by the Babylonian Geonim.''133 

Seeking to resolve inconsistencies, and justify their practices they resorted to metaphor, 

allegory, and "the spirit of the law". Ibn Ezra, while not rejecting the mystical approach 

says that the text can have two meanings at same time, straightforward and mystical. Ibn 

Ezra accuses the Christian technique of being esoteric, subjective. and allegorical. "The 

Torah was not given to the unintelligent. the intellect must be the intermediary between 

man and his God" In his critique against the Christians in his introduction, ibn Ezra is 

attacking not only Christian exegesis, but Jewish exegetes who threatened to undermine 

the keeping of the mitzvot by espousing philosophical allegory. 134 

Finally, the fourth approach that ibn Ezra criticizes is the midrashic path espoused 

by the majority of the Ashkenazi thinkers of his day. While saying that these thinkers 

must be respected, he then proceeds to ridicule aspects of their midrashic approach that 

are plainly contradicted by science and common sense. We witness here the great divide 

that had been created between Sephardi and Ashkenazi thought. Perhaps, aware of his 

situation, (he is writing this among the Ashkenz.azi thinkers), he writes that this approach 

comes closest to truth. Yet he is insistent on applying the sciences that he is learning and 

challenges the modem compilers of midrashic anthologies who had become too 

literalistic. 

The fifth path that ibn Ezra offers is his own, an approach that he feels is a '"direct 

path to God," It is a path that demands knowledge of grammar, science. and all 

contemporary subjects as well as insight into Written and Oral Torah. Elsewhere he 

writes "understanding the biblical text without being an expert in grammar is like 

133 Lancaster, 60. 
134 Lancaster, 6 I •63. 
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'banging your head against a brick wall': 135 His own system was the plain 

straightforward meaning of the text, detennined by grammatical philological, contextual 

research. lbn Ezra here seems to want, in much the same manner as Rashi, to offer a clear 

simple natural reasonable way but challenges that Rashi had added to the simple sense of 

the passage the fanciful meaning which ibn Ezra disapproved of. 

Delving into Ibn Ezra's commentary and looking at his comments on the opening 

three words, one is struck by his style. His comments, for the most part, focus on 

particular words, rather than verses. He points out a grammatical variance, follows with a 

discussion of how those prior to him have addressed the issue, and then he offer his own 

opinion that explains the contradictions away using numerous biblical references for 

support. This method has been called "philosophical grammar". Behind each grammatical 

error there is hidden a divine lesson. It is characteristically ibn Ezra. He stands out. 

perhaps greater than his predecessors in his search for meaning between the letters of a 

word rather than looking at the word in the bigger picture. 136 

Ibn Ezra begins by questioning the superfluous Jin the opening word as Rashi 

had done. YJnllYJN,J n11,::i::, C)tm J'l"'Jn\!J ,,nN ll't'):::>n. After demonstrating that the bet is 

not used as others had thought it was by using Hebrew grammar. (711l ~DP), ibn Ezra 

writes that he believes lWVN"l:l is in the construct form and, while not quoting Rashi, 

offers the same prooftext137 to demonstrate that the text should read, ""In the beginning of 

God's creating of the heavens and the earth, the earth was-unformed and desolate." 

u.s Lancaster, 9. 
136 This is more in the style of the midrashic school of Akiba than Ishmael. 
137 Hosea I :2 
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Ibn Ezra questions the interpretation of N,J as creation ex nihilo. 

)'>Nr., ~'> N'>~,n~ nN'>,:ln\!.I Demonstrating by examples found elsewhere in the text138, ibn 

Ezra than offers alternative meanings found elsewhere in the bible that it means to urge to 

eat139 or to cut down. 140 While ibn Ezra leaves it at that saying, .. The meaning of hara is 

to cut or to set a boundary. The intelligent person will understand what I am alluding to". 

endowed with fonn". Ibn Ezra seems to be a neo-Platonist who describes that creation 

spoken here was God giving fonn to what had previously been created. Finally, ibn Ezra 

pointing out that the name for God used here, Elohim, is plural. Using his knowledge of 

languages he points out that in Arabic as well as Hebrew there is use of the "royal we". 

Ibn Ezra's comments reflect his knowledge of the biblical commentators before 

him, his focus on the pshat, his use of grammar and language to interpret the text, and his 

"subtle" suggestions at what were in his day radical philosophical ideas. 

Ibn Ezra, was a product of his time. His Jewish learning enriched by his exposure 

to Muslim Spain's linguistic, philosophic, and scientific advances, took on meaning in a 

foreign land that had not been exposed to such learning. With the Christian Reconquest, 

and destruction of the Jewish community of Spain feeling imminent, ibn Ezra was able, 

despite the political upheaval, his troubled family 1ife, the poverty, and the loneliness, to 

leave a transformative commentary on the Torah that would forever change the way Jews 

and ultimately all peoples looked at this sacred text. ,,. 

138 Genesis I :27, Isaiah 45'.7 
139 I. Samuel 12: 17 
140 Joshua 17: 15 
141 I. Husik, Hislory of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, (New York: Dover Publications, 2002). 207 
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Graetz describes ibn~Ezra as "an inexorable critic and a slave of the letter of the 

Law. a rationalist and a mystic, a deeply religious man, and an astrologer. These 

contradictions did not mark successive stages in his life, but they controlled the whole 

course of his existence."142 While saying that his method is grammatical, it is much more 

than that. Striving to bring in God, it is a religious journey paving away for the kabbalists 

who follow him. Perhaps he is, as he describes himself, "a dwarf standing on the 

shoulders of giants". 

142 Graetz, 367. 
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(Why is this word written in this form?) - S'l'~Ni!I 
Our sages taught that the letter ":i" (of .n'WN1J, in the beginning) is superfluous. 

They compare it to the ":,." in the word :,~ie.,x,:i (at the first) 143 • We know the bet in -J 
:ilWK, to be superfluous for we find [examples where the '":l" is unnecessary such as in] 
"they shall set forth first (:1l1WKi)"'144• However, if this were so the bet (of rrwN1::1) would 
be vocalized with a long kamal= [as in the case ofi1l1W'K1JJ. Other scholars maintain that 
the word nwNi:i is always in the construct and its meaning in our verse is: .. In the 
beginning of the evening, or of the night, or of the darkness." However, ther. have 
overlooked [the example of] "And he chose a first part (ntuK,) for himself'. 45 Others say 
that the '":l" of n'WK1J is a preposition. They explain that Scripture intends to preclude the 
thought that heaven and earth were preexisting. Hence it states, "In the beginning". 

In my opinion, M'WNi:I is in the construct, as in "In the beginning of (n'WNiJ) the 
reign of Jehoiakim."146 Don't ask, how can a word in the construct be connected to a verb 
in the perfect.• This presents no problem, for we find that very case in the verse, "When 
the Lord spoke at first with Hosea,"147, and in the verse "the city where David 
encamped. "148 The meaning of n'WK1J will be explained in our comments on the next 
verse. 

(What does this word come to teach?)8- Mi:t. 
Most Biblical commentators explain that the word x,:i ( created) indicates creation 

ex nihilo. [As in] "If the Lord make (N,::l') a new thing (;,K'1:l)."149 However, they have 
overlooked, "And God created (N1J'1) the great sea monsters."150 And the three times the 
word created is used in one verse, "And God created (K1.'.l'1) man [in His own image, in 
the image of God He created (Ni:i) him; male and female He created (NiJ) them]."151 

They also failed to consider "I form the light, and create darkness"152 wherein darkness, 
which is the opposite of light, an existing entity, is described by the prophet as being 
created. 

This is the precise explanation of the word N1J: "Ni::i" has two meanings, one of 
which has been noted above [that is to make]. The second is found in the verse "neither 
did he eat (N1::l) bread with them."153 However, in the latter case, an "N" has been 
substituted for a '"ii". The reason is that NiJ [in I Sam. 12: 17] is similar to mi:i:,7 (to urge 

143 Genesis 13:4 
144 Numbers 2:9 
145 Deuteronomy 33:21 
146 Jeremiah 26: I 
147 Hosea 1:2 
148 Isaiah 29: l 
149 Numbers 16:30 
150 Genesis I :21 
151 Genesis 1:27 
152 Isaiah 45:7 
1'3 II Samuel 12: I 7 
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to eat) ... And aJI the people came to cause David to eat (nii:1i117) bread.',154 The verb 
ni,:i:,; appears in the hiji/ [and its root ends with the letter .. i1"], for if it ended with an 
"K'\ Scripture would have read a,,1ri:iil?, as in "to make yourselves fat (C:)'K1:li11,) with 
the first portions of all the offerings of Israel. "155 

53 

We also find K4i:l conjugated in the pi 'el, as in '"and cut down (llKi:11) for thyself 
(trees).''156 This is not Jike the similar word •1,:i"in tlchoose (ii:,.) you a man for you".'57 

but rather like ''cut them (1ri:n) down". 158 The meaning of K1:l is to cut or to set a 
boundary. The intelJigent person will understand what I am alluding to .... 

(Why is this written in the plural form?t'- o,n~ 
[The Name of God] is plural. We know this because we come across the singular fonn 

":,i',K11 • 159 Elohim is employed stylisticaUy. Every language has honorific terminology. In 
the non-Hebrew tongues when an inferior addresses a superior he employs the plural. In 
Arabic (in the language of Ishmael) it is customary for a dignitary such as a king to speak 
in the plural. In Hebrew (Holy language), too, it is considered a sign of dignity to employ 
the plural when speaking of a superior. Such is the case with the words c,l1N (lords) and 
0,',30 (owners). Thus the Bible says, "a cruel lord (0'l1K)"160 and '"the owner {,,137J) shall 
accept it."161 The terms 1''37 (upon him), 'l'?K (to him), and ,,,tc (till him) are similar [in 
that they all have plural endings yet are used to indicate singulars]. It is for this reason 
that the verse reads "c,;i?tc rtJ" and not .. C'il?K itin:i". 

We know from the study of logic that speech is called :'l!IVI because it is seen to 
come from the lips. Similarly man's highest soul is called heart (J,) even though the soul 
itself is incorporeal while the heart is corporeal. It is referred to in this manner because 
the heart is its first resting place. Similarly God is called o,:,;K because His actions are 
executed via angels who do His wiU and who are referred to as C'i"l?N. I will explain part 
of the secret of God's name when I comment on "for My name is in him."162 

Pay no heed to the opinion of Rabbi Saadiah Gaon who holds that man is superior 
to the angels. I have already explained to you in The Book of Foundation that alJ of his 
proofs are wrong. We know that the prophets are the most exalted human beings. 
Nevertheless. the prophet Joshua fell upon his face and prostrated himself before God's 
angel and said to him, "What does my lord command his servant?"163 The same is true of 
the prophets Zechariah and Daniel. Why should I elaborate when this point is so 
elementary? 

The meaning of"Lord of Hosts (nitor.i 'i17K)" is the same as ''God of gods ( ,:,',x 
tl';'l?M;-t)". 164 The definition ofc,;,',x (lord) is angels. People engaged in the dispensation of 
God's justice are also called C'i1?~. Cl'il?N is an adjective, not a proper noun. It is not 
found conjugated in the perfect or imperfect. 

1'411 Samuel 3:35 
155 l Samuel 2:29 
156 Joshua 17: 15 
m I Samuel 17:8 
158 Ezekiel 23:47 
" 9 Psalm 114:7 
160 Isaiah 19:4 
161 Exodus 22; 10 
162 Exodus 23 :2 
163 Joshua S: 14 
164 Deuteronomy I 0: 17 
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One should not assume that angels are composed of fire and air because the Bible 
states, "He makes the winds His messengers. (fiery flames His servantsf' (Psalms 104:4). 
But this is not the literal meaning of this verse, [God doesn't actually make angels out of 
wind]. David, rather, speaks first of creation, starting with light and s~ing, "He is 
wrapped in a robe of light~ You spread the heavens like a tent cloth,"1 '5 which refers to 
the firmament upon which is water, fire, snow and wind. David next says that the wind 
serves as God's agent~ i.e., it goes wherever God sends it. He speaks in a simi1ar vein of 
fire as one of God's ministers. David then says, .. He established the earth on its 
foundations,''166 which refers to dry land. Similarly it is written, "Stormy wind, fulfilling 
His word. " 167 

(What purpose does this word sen-e?t - rue 
"nN"indicates the very thing. lt signifies the direct object, as in the heaven ( nK 

C'~tVil). However, sometimes it is omitted, as in that "God created man. 168" It is also 
found placed before the subject, as in and when there came a lion, or a bear169. However, 
the latter usage is very rare. Furthermore, J'!K is used in place of with or from. 170 

(Why is this specific?)'. - tl'CWM 
The definite article (ii) is placed before heaven (O'>))\U) to indicate that the Bible 

speaks of the heaven visible to man. Heaven (o,nYJ) is always written in the plural. It is 
possible that "its authority" " in "Do you know the laws of heaven or impose its authority 
on earth?"171 refers to "the authority" by each one of the heavenly spheres. 

The meaning ofO'>)'J\'-1 (heaven) is high and above, as it is in Arabic, a language 
akin in fonn to Hebrew. There is also a "heaven ofheavens". 172 The word o,n\U is never 
written in the singular. It is like the words millstone (c'ni) and noon {c,,:i~). Those who 
are well-versed in geometry will understand these secrets. 

Saadiah Gaon says that the earth may be compared to a point and the heaven to a 
thread circling it. Since the Bible tells us that heaven and earth were created, we deduce 
from this that all their contents, such as fire and water, were also created. Others say that 
the earth includes water and the heaven air. However, in my opinion the heaven and earth 
spoken ofin our verse refer only to the finnament and the dry land. For only one thing 
was created on each day. Thus light was created on the first day, the firmament on the 
second, plants on the third, luminaries on the fourth, and living creatures on the fifth and 
the sixth. This interpretation is borne out by the psalm quoted above (Psalm 104 ). 

It is impossible to maintain that the line circling the dot was created before the 
dot, or the dot before the circle. Hence our sages say that heaven and earth were created 
simultaneously. 173 They offer as proof of their viewpoint, "I can unto them, let them 
stand up together." 174 However, this proof is questionable. The plain meaning of this 
verse is not so, for how could God address that which was not yet created? How could He 
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call to that which was in a chaotic state? The explanation of this verse is as follows: 
'"When I call them, they stand before Me together as servants ready to do My will". The 
meaning of this verse is similar to that of"Your word stands fast in heaven."175 After 
stating this, the Psalmist makes mention of the earth. 176 He then goes on to say that 
heaven and earth stand ready to execute any commands that God will direct to them. 177 

n!>n1n o,n';,N n,,, o,nn '>l!> ';,y ,~n, 1n.Jl ,nn nn,n '(1Nnl o> 
: o,nn '>)£1 ';,y 

(Grammar) • i,,c:,, 
The word ~,i:,,m (the earth) is irregular in that it is always vocalized with a kamal: 

beneath both the;, and the N. It is unlike the word r,'?N:i (the thousand) in "Thou, 0 
Solomon, shall have the thousand (ha-c1ef)" 178; or •·and this stone (lJN:i)."179 

(Meaningt - ,nn 
Saadiah Gaon claims that the word mn (unfonned} is a derivative of "tnnnr.i"(the 

deep). This explanation is not correct because the ''7.,"ofcinnr.i is a root letter like the 
"?J"of 11c1Tr111 ( footstool). 

The Sefer Yetzirah explains inn (unformed) and inJ (void} as foJlows: ,m, refers 
to the green line; i;i::i alludes to the smooth stones. However, the correct meaning of these 
terms is found in the Aramaic translation of the Pentateuch. We similarly read, "And in 
the waste (inn), a howling wildemess,"180 and go after vain things (,nn), 181 which means 
worshipping things that have no substance.59 

(Meaning) - ,n:i, 
,:i:i is a synonym of ,nn. The ''i's" of mn and 1:i:J are in place of a •';'!". They are 

like the "1"in ('lnrnu,,; (and he bowed) and the 11111 of .. ,mf' (reed-grass) in "They fed in the 
reed-grass". 182 The meaning of our verses is this: When the creation of the firmament and 
the dry land took place, the earth was uninhabited because it was covered with water. 
God created the earth in such a way that by the laws of nature it would be below the 
waters. Do not reject this interpretation because of the "i'' that is placed before the words 
"the earth" (fiN,71}, for its meaning is identical to that of the Arabic fa. The,., .. placed 
before the word mist in "but there went up a mist (iNl) from the earth."183 

Our verses are to be so interpreted because Moses did not speak of the eternal 
world, which is the world of the angels; he spoke only of the transient world. How can 
those who say that the word heaven in the first verse refers to the highest heavens explain 
the presence of the earth in the same verse? Intelligent people have reputable proof that 
there is only one earth. As to the Midrash, when it says that there are seven earths it 
means that the area of the world inhabited by human beings is divided into seven 
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sections. 184 The Holy Temple was in the center of the inhabited world.69 It was not in the 
center of the earth because we know that it was far from there. 

(Grammar)"11 - a,n~ n,,, 
ni, (wind) is in the construct with a,:,;K (God) because it was the medium 

employed by God to dry the Land. 70 

(Grammar) - a,t,n 
Waters is in the pluraJ. It does not come in a singular form. It belongs to the dual 

forms. The latter being either masculine or feminine. C'~ is also found used in the 
singular in "the water of sprinkling was not dashed against him. "18.s 

(Meaning) - 11on,,;, 
n!.'lm~ (hovered) means ••blowing above the waters ... Similar to, '"As an eagle ... 

hovers ( i:,n,,) over her young." 186 

(Grammar)'·w .. i?af', 
Saadiah Gaon interprets D'il?K ,~1e1, (and God said), as "and God wanted". 

However, if this were the case the Bible should have stated God wanted (said) light to be. 
Therefore CJ'i17K 17.llM is to be rendered '"and God said."We similarly read. ••sy the word 
of the Lord were the heavens made.,,187 and .. For He commanded. and they were 
created.''188 The Bible describes creation as coming about by God's word because it 
wants to teach us that heaven and earth came into being without any labor on God's part. 
We may compare this to a king assigning certain tasks to his servants. 

(What is this light referring to?) - -nM 
The light spoken of in this verse was above the air. 

(Grammar)b. - ,.,,, 
"Saw'' is to be understood here as perceived. Compare, "Then I saw that wisdom 

is superior to folly." 189 The meaning of"divided" is: He divided them by naming one, 
day and the other. night. 

! : "TnN o,, 1p::i ,n,, ::11l' ,n,, n~:n? N1p l'l'n~n a,, 1,N, o,n,N N1p,, Cn) 
(Grammar) - Ni;,,, 

The .. i1" of;,',,', (night) is superfluous, because the word is pen-ultimately 
accented. It is always a masculine noun. 
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It is close in meaning to ,wn (darkness). ~,vis so called because forms were then 
intenningled (J1!1). The opposite of evening is called 1i?J (morning) because one can then 
distinguish between various forms. 

(Meaning) - in,c a,, 
One day refers to the movement of the sphere. There is a secret meaning to the 

Midrashic statement to the effect that the world will exist for six thousand years. 190 Once 
it is stated that God called the light '"day," it is impossible to maintain that the evening, 
too, is considered part of the day. The correct interpretation of"And there was evening 
and there was morning, one day" is that evening passed and the morning of the first day 
also came. lfthe intention of this verse is to teach that evening and morning make a day, 
then what is the meaning of, "And there was evening and there was morning, a second 
day."191 

(How was it created?t - "tt>N'i 
Saadiah Gaon says things about the finnament that are not so. The correct inte~retation 
of firmament (11,pi) is somethin~ spread out, as in "And they did beat (1l1i'1'1)" 1 2 and 
"Then did I beat them (Cl1ji1K)"; 93 and. "And spread them out as a tent to dwell in."194 

How precious are the words ofhe who said that the finnament begins at the point where 
the sun and the ocean merge. The finnament is the air because when the tight shone very 
strongly upon the earth and a wind dried off from the earth, the flame turned into the 
finnament. Similarly, the Psalmist states, '"You spread the heavens like a tent cloth. He 
sets the rafter of His Jofts in the waters."195 The Psalmist then makes mention of the 
c1ouds and the wind and the establishment of the earth. The latter is above the waters. We 
thus read, ••For He founded it (the earth) upon the ocean,"196 and "Who spread the earth 
over the water."197 Similarly whoever goes to the ocean is said to be going down. 198 The 
meaninf of (He) summons the waters of the sea and pours (c:i!:lvri) them out upon the 
earth. 19 is that God commands the waters of the sea to give birth to clouds, and, 
afterward, (C:J£l'IV'1). 

,,:n y,p,, nnn,:, 7'VN o,nn 1'l ?i.l'1 y,p,n nN o,n,N tt,)',, n> 
: 1=> ,n,1 l''P1? ?Yn 1wN o,nn 

(Grammar) - ~,,, 
Dividing one thing from another is expressed by placing the preposition p 

(between) before the first object and a''?" before the second, as in "And let it divide 
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[between] the waters (o,~ r:i.) from the waters (c,~,)200 and "between the holy ('tznp 1':l) 
and the common (?in,)". 201 It may also be expressed by placing the preposition (PJ) 
before each one of the objects, as in our verse "and divided the waters" (c,~;, p:i) which 
were under the firmament from the waters ((o,~;i l'J1) which were above the firmament." 
And it is found with the word r:i repeated and a ·~" before the second object, as in "But 
your iniquities have separated between you (c:,,J,J) and your God (c:ril,K l':l.7)."202 

(What is the purpose of this phrase?)~ l!t '"'' 
This phrase is connected to the verse which follows it "When it was so, God 

called the finnament heaven." 
! !> : 'Jill o,, 1p:i ,rr,, :n).I '>n-•1 o,n~ ),.,p,, o,n~N Nip,, Cn> 

(Observation) - N"'11''' 
There are five things which God named because there was then no man to name 

them. They are: light, darkness, heaven, earth and the seas. In addition, God named man. 

i1N1l11 inN Olp~ ?N o,nv.,n nnnn O'Y.lil llf'' 0'i1?N 1YJN'1 (\J) 
):> ,n,, n~.l'il 

(Undentanding the order of creation)d - O'n"' i'3N'l 
I believe that this chapter is connected to the one preceding it because the 

finnament did not come into being until the land dried. Proof of this is Scripture's 
statement, "On the day that the Lord God made earth and heaven''.20~ Thus they were 
made on the same day. The revelation of something which had previously been hidden 
(the earth) or the gathering of something which was scattered (the water) into one place is 
not a creation. The meaning of our verse is: now God had said, "Let the waters under the 
heaven be gathered". There are hundreds of similar instances in the Torah. I will offer 
two examples from the fo'lrtion of Beresheet. The first is, "and placed there the man 
whom He had formed." 04 After stating this, the Bible goes on to say, "And out of the 
ground the Lord God ... ". 205 However, God caused vegetation and trees to sprout before 
the creation of man. 

The second example is when God commanded man not to eat from the tree of 
knowledge. 206 However, immediately after this it is written, "And the Lord God formed 
out of the earth. "207. The meaning of fonned thus is had formed. According to this 
interpretation it follows that "And God saw that it was good"208 is connected to the act of 
creation which took place on the second day. The account of the creation which took 
place on the third day thus begins with "And God said: Let the earth put forth grass."209 
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(Meaning) - n;,, 
The meaning or,,p, is to let them come together. Similar to 11;,Ji in "and all 

nations shall be gathered (11PJ1) there".210 Scripture employs the term seas (D'~') because 
there is no one name for the sea that surrounds all of the earth103 

,,n nv.,y ,,n ~ )'1't )''>1'tr.l l~)' N'lJi '(1Nn NW1n o,n.,N 1DNll (N'I) 
: 1=> ,n,, '(1Nn ?)' ,:i urn 1YJN ll'D' 

(What is the purpose of this phrase?) - ~,n»t ,i,ac,, 
It is written [in this verse], .. Let the earth sprout;" "(Let the waters] swarrn";211 "[Let 

the earth] bring forth"_:m This teaches that God placed in the earth and in the water the 
power to bring forth these things at God's command. These are the generations 
( offspring) of the heaven and the earth.213 

(Meaning) - acw,n 
ilWTn is like M"1.3!n (put fonh)Where the seed is in each of the fruit and each one produces 
its own kind. 

n,,,n ,,:i, o,,n 1'J ,,,:in, o,Dv.,n )''>P1J n1ND ,n, o,n.,N inN,, c,,, 
: O'>)V.,l o,r.,,.,, O'>i)'UJ7l J1J1N7 ,,n, 

(Grammar) - it.>N9' 
The word,;,, (let there be) is short for il':"1'. Due to the frequency with which this 

term is used, it is employed before both the singular and the plural. It is also employed in 
Scripture with the feminine as in, "If there be (il'i1") a virgin who is engaged to a man."214 

(Grammar) - a,,.,,,a,~ MN!, 
For minutes, and for seasons. i.e .• for hours. nnl6 may also be interpreted as 

referring to the eclipse of the moon and the sun and also to shooting stars. For the 
shooting stars are to be included among the signs produced by the lights of the firmament 
because they are caused by the stars. This meaning of signs is like signs in "And be not 
dismayed at the signs ofheaven."215 Anyone who explains the'"," nrno (for signs) as 
superfluous is mistaken. 

(Meaning)s.11 ... flnN~ 'r'ffl 
A prominent Spanish sage216 stated that the firmament is divided into eight parts, 

seven for the seven spheres of the seven stars and one for the constellations. However, 
this cannot be so because we know there is no body above the sphere of the 
constellations. Behold, Scripture explicitly states. "And God set them in the firmament of 
the heaven", which clearly indicates that there is a heaven above the firmament "The 
heaven of heavens"217 and 'To Him that rides upon the heaven of heavens, which are of 
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old"21K are similar. Note that the word c,p in the verse quoted above does not mean east 
but ancient. Indeed, Rabbi Saadiah Gaon, may the righteous be remembered for a 
blessing, was afraid to comment on this verse. It appears to me that the sun, the moon and 
other luminaries are called '°lights in the finnament" because they are visible there. 

o,,n l17YJ>'JD7 ,,ln 1iNDn nN o,,,1n n1Nr.ln 'lYJ nN o,n,N YJ)J,, (lt,) 
: O'l:>i:,n nNi n~,n n,YJDn, 1"'P" 1lNr.>n nN, 

(Meaning) - """ 
The sun and the moon are called the great lights in contradiction to the stars. 

Similarly the first three sons of Jesse are called the elders, in contrast to their younger 
brothers. In reality, Eliab, the first born, was the oldest ofthem all. As to the Midrash, 
which states "'One was not greater than the other"219, there is a secret meaning to it. 

(Meaning)'llll - a,,n fl~t\D~ 
The sun rules during the day and not at night because it is not seen. Conversely, 

the light of the moon and stars are not seen during the day. One may ask, do not the 
astronomers teach that Jupiter and all the stars, with the exception of Mercury and Venus, 
are larger than the moon? Why. then, is it written "the great lights"? The answer is that 
the tenn great does not refer to size but to light, and the light of the moon is many times 
greater than their light because of its proximity to the earth. Thus we see that Scripture 
describes them as lights. 

(Meaning) - ,Z,"'i 
Do not be surprised that the Torah states, "And God set" for the Torah also says, 

'·I have set My bow in the cloud."220 

(Meaning) - ,ttt=,, 
The day spoken of in the Torah begins at sunrise and lasts until sunset. Night 

begins when the stars are first visible. Those who say that night begins with the 
appearance of three stars are correct.221 Know that evening begins at sunset and lasts for 
one and a third hours; during which time a light-Hke appearance is seen in the clouds. 
Similarly morning dawns before sunrise. When the light of the sun shines during the day 
and the light of the moon at night, they separate between the light and the dark. 

: o,n\!.ln )',p, 'l!> ;,)' '(1Nil ,)) '1!)1)1' 'l1l'1 n,n 'tl!ll '(1YJ o,r.,n ,~iv.,, c,n,N ir.,z,,c,, (:,) I 
(Grammar) - ,~.,W' Dtn~ ,~a-c,, 
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iiiVi'' (let it swann) is a transitive verb, as is r,w (swarm) in "And the river shall 
bring forth swarms of frogs" (yivn).222 

(Meaning) - 1~111' 
The meaning is that the waters shall produce living beings that will immediately 

fly. 
(Meaning) - s,,;,, 

The verse •·And let.fowl fl'·· i11 the open firmament of heaven" proves my 
interpretation of the flnnament 1 

(Meaning) • ,,., ~JI 
Saadiah Gaon explains 'l:l i,31 (in the open) to mean with the face of. Hence, 

according to the Gaon, the heavens face down. 
(Grammar) - "fl'SJ' 

The "£'"of ll!lil1' (let fly) is doubled like the "l" in lli:,, (till He establish).223 

nwt.lin n,nn W!t) ,:, nz1n o,,iln D)')nn nN o,n!n--t N1l'>l CN:J) 
: :n" ,::, o,n,N N1'>l ln)'t.l' c·p:, 'lll' ,:, nNl on)'D' o,nn l!l&1W 1WN 

(Meanin1) - m.,a31n ... ,c,2,, 
The meaning of rnz,1.3, (creeps) is walks. Some are of the opinion that the '-W" of 

nvm, is in place of a '"o". 

D'D'>:J. O'>rJn nN U-(,rJl tl1l ,,n 1tJN, o,n,N 01lN 11:r>l (:i::,) 
: ~1!0 :11' 'lUlnl 
(Meaning) - 1,2,, 

The meaning of "Be fruitful, and multiply" is, "You shall be fruitful and you shall 
multiply." This is similar to "And die in the mount"224 because it is not in one's power to 
determine the time of one's death [nor is it in one's power to conceive]. 

man. 

food. 

,n,n, \!JD11 nDn.l nl'>D7 n,n W!»l ~,Nn N~u, o,n,N 1DN'l Ci:>) 
: 1:J ,n,, nl,n, '(1N 

(Meaning) - n,r, win ... ,~N'1 
It is a general term for what the fire, water and earth gave birth to. It also includes 

(Meaning)11" - ntln:t 
Domesticated beasts that are utilized by man for their needs, for riding and for 

Small animals that walk upon the earth. 
(Meaning) - ,,,c ,s,,n, 

222 Exodus 7:28 
:m Isaiah 62:7 
224 Deuteronomy 32:50 
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Animals that are in the wilderness where there are no human settlements. The • ., .. 
at the end of,n,n, (and beast of) is sugerfluous. lt is like the ","ofu,v~, (into a fountain) 
in ,into a fountain (U'lm?) ofwaters,2 5, and the ", .. in 11 the son of (ll:l) Beor."226 

o,n l1li:l ,,,,, ,ln)>'Ji:> 1))'J',~:i O"TN il~l') o,n,N 1t.lN'l (l:l) 
: ~Nn ',lJ ~n,n ~n,n 7:lll '(1Nn ,:,:ii nnn:i:no,nYJn 'lll':ll 

(Meaningt'· - trnt f1YJ)J) 
Some are of the opinion that :iw!l'l (let us make) is a nifal participle and is to be 

compared to the same word in "Now that which was prepared (:iWYl) for one day".227 

They further say that "in our image, after our likeness" are the words of Moses. They also 
explain the pronominal suffix "his" in "And God created man in His own image "228 as 
referring to man.and connect God to made rather than to image. They read this verse as 
follows: ·•For God made man in an image," rather than "for in the image of God made He 
man." 

Now this interpretation is absurd. According to it the first quoted verse should 
have read, "Let a man be made." Similarly the Bible should have read. '"He made him in 
his image." Furthermore. how can the "his" in "His image" in verse twenty-seven refer to 
man? If this were the case then man had an image before he was created. Finally, what 
sense would there be to One who spills the blood of man. for the man his blood shall be 
spilt because in God's image He made man"?229 That his blood is spilt because he was 
created with an image? All living things have an image. 

Saadiah Gaon explains "in our image, after our likeness" refers to the dominion 
man exercises on earth. He explains .. His image" as the image that God in His wisdom 
chose for man because He saw that this image was good for man. Saadiah Gaon further 
notes that the Bible connects the image to God (be-tzelem Elohim) to stress man's 
glorified state. Similarly the Bible states, "and are gone forth out of His Iand".230 The 
Bible says this to emphasize the importance of the land of Israel because, in reality, "The 
earth is the Lord's, and the fullness thereof'.231 Saadiah Gaon also says that the word 
i1Wl7l (let us make) has the meaning of the singular even though it is in the plural because 
it is the plural of majesty. He offers as proof, "and we will give you the other also"232; 

and" we will tell the interpretation before the king";233 perhaps I can thus defeat them 
(n~l).234 However, these witnesses are false witnesses. First of all, "and we will give you 
(;imli)"235 is a nifal and its meaning is .. the other will also he given thee." It is like the 
word :1lnl (is given) in .. and the city is given (;illlJ)".236 The vav conversive changes ;iJm 
(she was given) to "she will be given (i1Wi)," as is the case with every verb in the perfect 
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which becomes an imperfect when a vav conversive is prefixed to it. Similarly i:i :i,Ji (we 
may smite them)237 means, "I and my army will smite them." Further, :1Jl may be a pie/ 
infinitive meaning to smite, like :,:,J (destroy) in "But will not utterly destroy you ( N:1;i i1j)l1 

1i'lN)."238 The latter interpretation is supported by the fact that the Bible employs the 
phrase 'Dl K, (were not smitten)239, and a verb cannot come in the pual unless it also 
comes in the pie/. 

Rabbi Moses Hakohen, the Spaniard, errs in his book. The word ,~K) (we will 
tell)2"'0 is Aramaic. For if"we wiJI tell" is a plural of majesty, how would Daniel dare to 
speak in such haughty tenns before Nebuchadnezzar who was the "King of Kings"? I will 
now explain. Note that all the works of creation came into being hy God's command for 
the sake of man. Scripture relates that the earth and water brought forth plants and aU 
living creatures. After alJ plants and Jiving creatures had been created, God said to the 
angels, "Let us make man"; i.e., We. rather than the earth and water, will occupy 
ourselves with his creation. We know that the Torah spoke the language ofman,241 for it 
was given to humans who speak and hear. Now a human being cannot speak of things 
above or below him without emRloying human terminology. Hence Scripture uses such 
tenns as the mouth of the earth, 42 .. the hand of the Jordan"243, and "the head of the dust 
of the world. "244 

Far be it from us to believe that God has an image. Scripture clearly refutes such a 
notion by stating, '"To whom then will you liken Me. that l should be equal. "245 It is 
because man's upper soul is eternal and is compared in its existence to God and because 
man's soul is incorporeal and fills the body, which is a microcosm, in the same way that 
God fills the universe that Scripture states, "in our image, after our likeness". May God's 
name be blessed. He commenced with the macrocosm and concluded with the 
microcosm. The prophet a1so says that he saw God's glory appear in human forrn246• God 
is one. He is the creator of alt. He is all. I cannot explain further. 

Man was originalJy created with two faces; man is thus one but also two. "In the 
image of God" means in the image of the angels. Man was created both male and female. 
The words "Be fruitful, and mu1tiply'' are a blessing not a command,just as they are with 
regard to the creatures brought forth by the waters. Nevertheless. there is in fact a 
commandment to be fruitful and multiply transmitted by our sages, of blessed memory, 
which they attached to this verse in order to remember the commandment.247 

?:> '>)!) ?~ 1YJN ~,, ~,, :J.YJY ?:> nN o:,, ')jln) nln Q')n?N 1r.JN'>1 (\J::>) 

: n?:,N? n,n, OJ? )J1l ~,, '(~ '>1!') tl 1YJN '().'i1 ?:> nN, '<1Nn 

237 Numbers 22:6 
238 Jeremiah 46:28 
239 Exodus 9:32 
240 Daniel 2:36 
241 Brachot 31 b 
242 Numbers 16:30 
243 Numbers 13:29 
244 Proverbs 8:26 
245 Isaiah 40:25 
246 Ezekiel I :26 
247 Kiddushin 35a 
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(Meaning) - Gl~ ,nn> n)tl t:1'11»l it.uc,, 
God pennitted mankind and every living thing to eat all herbs. He also pennitted 

man to eat the fruits of the trees and limited the animals and creeping things to green 
herbs. At this point in time the consumption of flesh was not pennitted. That came after 
the flood. 

1p::i ,;r,, :11.Y '>n'>l iND ll" n)nl n~.Y 1~N ?J l1N O'>n?N N1'' {N?) 
: '>~~n Ol'> 

(Grammar) - ,1,1~n i,,, ... 1e,,, 
Some say that the word 01' (day) is in the construct with sixth, and the meaning of 

''IVW;i 01' (the sixth day) is the day of the sixth sphere. They say the same with regard to 
'!7':JW:i !J1'( the seventh day). However, they are wrong. Proof of their error is found in the 

teaching of the astrologers who tell us who the lord of the sixth day is. The meaning of c,, 
'ilt'W:,, then, is the sixth day from day one. This is also the meaning of the seventh day. We 
similari find ''KilU';"t lU'N (the Israelite man)248' and many such cases, among them Y'j?1;, 
cr~vm,2 9 which should be rendered as '"the finnament which is heaven." 

(Grammar) - '"'' 
t1::m is a pual verb f(!llowing the paradigm of ,o:i,, ( were covered) in "all the high 

mountains ... were covered".Z:'0 It means: "They were finished." The earth includes the 
oceans since they form one entity. 

l)Jl:I'lJil O)l.J, n:IY..J'>) n'lJ)l 1'lJN ,nJN?>J ')J':tVJn 01':t o,n,N ?J'l (:I) 
: n~.Y 1~N 111:lN?D ?JD 

(What is the purpose of the letter =?)'l''!IVn t:11'3 a,nm ):,,1 
Some say that the days are created, and with the creation of the seventh day, 

God's work was finished. However, this interpretation is ridiculous. Others say that the 
":i" may indicate before, as in "Do not muzzle an ox before it threshes 251 (1tu'1J), and 
"But before the first day {11tuNi;i o,,:i) you shall remove all leaven shall from your 
houses. "252 However, why go through all this trouble when finishing work is not work? 
Saying God finished is equivalent to saying God did no work. This is the meaning of 
"God finished" and of "and He rested". His work which He had made refers to the work 

248 Leviticus 24:10 
249 Genesis 1 :20 
2so Genesis 7: 19 
rn Deuteronomy 25:4 
m Exodus 12:15 
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that he had done on Friday prior to the onset of the Sabbath. And He rested on the 
seventh day from all His work pertains to all creations that God brought into being. 

',:,)'J JllYJ l:l ,:, lnN YJiP') '))''>JYJi1 Ol' 11N o,n,N 11l'l (l) 

nlYJ)I? O'>i1?NN1l 1'l'N 111::>N?r.l 

(Meaningt~1 - "'""' 1,.2,, 
A blessing means an increase in well being. And on this day, (Shabbat), there 

comes about in peoples' bodies a kind of power in their nature, and in their souls, an 
increase in ones intellectual and reasoning capabilities. 

(Meaning) - ,n,c 'U-rp,, 
No work was done on the Sabbath, in contrast to the other six days. 

(Meaning) .. m11,~ tl'tt»c ,ci:i ,v,c 
Its meaning is: God placed in the root of all the species the power to reproduce 

themselves. I disagree with the person who explains mwY1? (had made) as having the same 
meaning as ~tuli' (made)and likewise nw11 to be in place ofNi:i {create). Saadiah Gaon 
explains that the blessing and the holiness spoken ofin this verse refer to those who 
observe the Sabbath, i.e. that they will be blessed and sanctified. 

I : D'DYJ1 ~1N o,n,N,, nl\?JY o,,:i ON1ln:i ~1Nni OltJ'Vn nli?1n n,N ('T) I 
(Meaning) .. s,n~ n»c 

Meaning what they brought forth. 
(Meaning) - mc,:111.:i 

When the finnament had come to be and the earth became visible. 
(Meaning) .. a,n»c " ,,,~, a,,:i 

mvn1 means fixing. The proof of this can be seen in "and He hastened to fix it",253 

and in ""Whom I have created .. I have formed him .. I have made him." 254 

N7 ,:, nY.l.s'> 01\J ni\Un l YJY ,:,, ~l'O n,n, o," ni'Vn n,YJ ',:,1 Cn> 
: i1Y.liNn nN -r:iy:, ,,N 04TNl ~1Nn ?)I O'>n7N .,., 1'>\.?Di1 

(Meaning) ... n,'ll 
n'iV (shrub) means a tree: so, too, in "Among the bushes" (O'n'w;-r) they shalJ 

bray".255 In my opinion n'TZl refers to a fruit-bearing tree, because the Bible compares man 
to a tree. Behold, the Bible employs such tenns as tree (n''IV), fruit256, bough,257 )imb,258 

top of a tree, 259 and branch260 when speaking of man. 

253 Genesis 18:7 
254 Isaiah 43:7 
mJob 30:7 
256 Malachi I: 12 
257 Psalm 119: 113 
m Job 18:13 
2~9 Deuteronomy 26: J 8 
260 Psalm 94: 19 
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(Meaning) - --rM 
iM (mist) means smoke or cloud. Similar to this is: ··1n thee day of their doom 

(Di'K)261• A bad day is called a cloudy day and a day of thick darkness. The meaning of 
our verse is that a mist arose from the earth by means of the luminaries, watered the 
ground, and caused it to sprout. However, Saadiah Gaon explains as follows: '°And no 
mist yet went up from the earth." 

11t.lW) ,,!>N.l n!>,1 nn,Nn ,n 1!>ll oiNn nN o,n,N ,, ,~,,, Ct) 
: n,n YJ!>l70iNn ,n,, onn 

(Grammar) - ,~,, 
And he created by the power of the lights. The verb ,:s:,,, (formed) has a • .,., as its 

first radical. It belongs to the simple conjugation like '7ii'''1 (And Noah awoket.262 The 
meaning of"and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life" is that man lives through the 
nostrils for they bring in other air. The meaning of"and he became a living soul" ( TVDl 
i1'n) is that he was immediately able to walk, and thus differed from babies subsequently 
born. 

(Grammar) - "7"l 
God had previously planted a garden in the eastern section of the world in a place 

caJled Eden. He now placed the man there. The •~"of l"ml (in Eden) the garden of 
God"263 governs not only Eden but also garden. Its meaning thus is, in Eden, in the 
garden of God. This is similar to the verse, "Even by the God {';,ter.,) of your father, who 
shall help you and by the Almighty, who shall bless you, "264 and there are many other 
such instances. 

(Meaning)uil - 1:nMff 
There is a secret meaning as to why the definite article '':'I" has been placed in 

front of Adam. The definite article is also found prefixed to Menasheh in "the half tribe of 
Manasseh (i1WJ?J;"I OJW)"265 and before the word i1J11K in ":il11Mii the Jebusite.266 It is also 
possible that the definite article is placed before Adam because the word D1M is derived 
from the word used for ground (i11J1K). Hence the name Adam may be a proper name or 
an adjective. 

~1 ?:::>Nt.l~ :n", nNi>J, iDnl ~ ,::, nD,Nn ,n c,n,N ,, nD~.,, '"> 
: ))11 :ii" J"l))-rn '0'11ln 1,n:i D"nn 

261 Deuteronomy 32:35 
262 Genesis 9:24 
263 Ezekiel 28: 13 
264 Genesis 49:25 
26' Deuteronomy 3: 13 
266 II Sam. 24: 16 

(Meaning) - r,t,i,, 
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When God made the trees grow from the ground throughout the world he did the 
same in the Garden of Eden, but there he placed two trees not found anywhere else in the 
world. 

(What is the purpose of this phrase?) - '11'1:1 '(»l 
In my opinion the phrase "and the tree of the knowledge of good and eviP' is to be 

understood as if written, "And the tree of the knowledge. knowledge of good and evi I." 
because the word knowledge has a definite article prefixed to it and thus cannot be in the 
construct. Such as in .. The ark of the covenant" 267 and '"even the prophecy of Oded the 
prophet"268 among many others. 

(Grammar) - ,n,, 
Before man was created the river watered the garden on all sides. The "N" in the 

word C'tvN1 (heads) is part of the root and is visible in the word c:rmtvNi~ (headdress). 269 

(Meaning)nw - 'TnNrl DV 
Saadiah Gaon identifies Pishon with the Nile. But it is known that the Gihon is 

close to the land of Israel, for the Bible states. "and you shall lower him down to 
Gihon"270• It (the Gihon) flows from southeast of the land of Israel. The same is true of 
the Euphrates (Perat), which marks the furthermost eastern boundary of the land oflsrael. 
The commentaries also tell us that the Tigris (Chiddekel) is the second river, in addition 
to the Euphrates, that flows through Baghdad. Thus these three rivers (the Gihon, the 
Euphrates and the Tigris) lie east of the land oflsrael. However. the Nile of Egypt comes 
out of the mountains of the moon, which are far south of the equator. Proof of this can be 
seen by the fact that its waters swell in the summer. We know that the Garden of Eden is 
at the equator where day and night are always equal. Fools question this and ask, how is 
this possible? However, there is positive proof that this is so. Thus according to Saadiah 
one must believe that the Pishon (the Nile) flows from the Garden of Eden, which is in 
the east, toward the mountain of Frankincense, which is in the southwest, and then flows 
north. There is, in fact, no proof that the Pishon is the Nile. Indeed, Saadiah translates the 
"land of Havilah '' to suit his need<,, since he had no tradition. He did the same with 
families, states, animals, fowl and precious stones. 45 Perhaps these things were revealed 
to him in a dream. He definitely erred in a number of them as I will point out in their 
proper place.46 So we will not rely on his dreams. Perhaps he did so out of respect for the 
honor of God, for he translated the Torah into Arabic language and script and he did_not 
want the Arabs to think that there are parts of the Bible which we do not understandxix_ 
The Bible mentions that there is gold in the land of Havilah in order to glorify the river 
coming out of the Garden of Eden. 

267 Joshua 3:14 
268 II Chronicles 15:8 
269 Jeremiah 13: 18 
210 I Kings 1 :33 
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(Meaning)- ~nn 
Saadiah Gaon renders n1?1-o as small round stones that emerge from the water 

(pearls?). He compares manna to them. However, the Bible merely says that manna had 
the color of271n1?,1:i. The Gaon also says that c;iw is a precious clear white stone(onyx?). 
The fact of the matter is that we do not know the precise meaning of either of these two 
items. 

,y,~1n 1nlnl 11'l'N nnip 1,nn N1n ?pin ,w,,'Vn 1n.ln O'Ul (i') 

: n1!l Nin 
(Meaning) - ,,11N S'lt.>1;:, 

The "n" of m.:i1p (toward the east of) is in place of a ''7r". The difference between 
c1p and nr.,iv is that the "ii'' suffixed to il?;l1i,' is in place of the preposition "to" (?N), which 
is vocalized with a sego/. Similarly in "and Abram went down into Egypt", :1~'7:!tr., means 
"to Egypt". 272 And 11\IJN r,r.np thus means ''toward the east of Ashur." 

Note that from the first verse of the Torah until the word mWl7?273 , Scripture refers 
to God as C':"l?~t Afterward, the honored and revered name (the Tetragrammaton) is 
coupled with it. How precious are the words of the ancients of blessed memory who said 
that the complete name of God is used over a complete world. Prior to the completion of 
creation there was no power to receive this name. If God grants me life I will explain the 
secret of the Tetragrammaton when I comment upon the first Torah portion of the book 
of Exodus. I will then explain its meaning in the absolute and in the construct. 

Note that the location of the ground from which Adam was created was close to 
the Garden of Eden. I note this because some say that Adam was created out of the 
ground of the land of Israel. 274 They have overlooked "And it came to pass, as they 
journeyed east. " 275 

(Grammar) - 1):1 
p, (garden) can be both masculine and feminine and so are its plural fonns C'.w'Inll. Now 
for those who say that "to till if' and "to guard it" refers to the ground, how it is possible 
to till and watch a larger area from a smaIJer one? Furthennore, after Adam sinned God 
expelled him from the garden and commanded him to till the soil. But according to their 
interpretation he was already tilling the soil while he was living in the Garden of Eden. 
"To till it" (m:n11;!) therefore refers to the garden of whose fruit he ate. It was only after he 
sinned that he had to eat the grass of the ground, (i.e., bread). "To till it" means to water 
it. "To guard it" means to guard the garden so that no animals enter therein and befoul it. 
Some say that :11:iih means to serve God's commandment, 59 but this is not work. 

271 Numbers 11 :7 
272 Genesis 12: I 0 
273 Genesis 2:3 
274 The Kuzari, 2: 14 
275 Genesis 11 :2 
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(Grammar) - tlffl1'1 ~ ctn»&" ,¥,, 
The verb ,,,i (command) with the preposition ?!i (upon) means to prohibit as in, "I 

will also command (:'i'l!N) the clouds (D':lll:1 ?ll). 276 

(What is the purpose of this phrase?l',~NJI M~ 
Even though I (God) pennitted you to eat of the fruit of the trees of the garden, do 

not eat of the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge. However, once the Bible has stated, '"From 
the Tree of Knowledge you should not eat, what is the purpose of adding "from it" ('ll-'!)?J )? 
The answer is that the Bible is elaborating. We find a similar case in "And she opened it, 
and saw it, even the chi)d".277 It is also possible that the term iJ?:l?.l ''of it" means even a 
part of it. You wilJ find the exact grammatical explanation of the term iJr.,r., in the Sefer 
Ha-Yi.md. 

You should know that Adam was an intelligent being, for God would not direct 
commands to one who is not intelligent. He just did not know in one aspect [the 
difference between] good and evil. Do you not see that Adam named every animal and 
fowl according to their nature? Thus he was extremely intelligent for if Adam was 
unintelligent, God would not have brought His creatures to him to see what name he 
would give to each one of them. God also showed Adam the tree of knowledge, for his 
wife knew that it was in the midst of the garden. 

(Meaning) - 2,u M~ ... it»t,, 
"It is not good" means it is not good for the man. 

(Meaning) - it» 
Helper should be understood in the light of Two are better than one".278 

zo.,, o.,DVJn "Pl' ',::, l1Nl n1\Un n.,n ',:, nr.rrNn )Y.l o.,n,N ,., ,~.,, '".,' 
: ,nw Nln n,n VJn) 01Nn ,, Nip, 1YJN ,:,, ,., N1P' nn l1lN1? 01Nn ?N 

(Grammar) - a1ttn ,~ Ni;,, itUtt 
The•.:," [in the word,,] in this verse elliptic. [It should read" ... and what ever the 

man would call to it, to every living creature, that was to be the name of it."] This is 
similar to "And she opened it, and saw it, even the child." 279 There are many other such 
instances. 

n1vn rr>n ,:,,, o,nwn rpy,, nnnln ,::,, 1llr.3VJ o-rNn N1P'' (:,) 
: l1lJ:> 7l.)I N~r.3 N? 01N?l 

276 Isaiah 5:6 
277 Exodus 2:6 
278 Kohelet 4:9 
279 Exodus 2:6 
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(Grammar) - nl:)n:Sn ~:,!, 
,:>, (to all) is also elliptic for it governs two words. The meaning of our verse is: 

.. And the man gave names to all cattle, and to all the fowl of the air." This is similar to 

.. In that his men become tew,"280 and the verse ·•t have not learned wisdom."281 

(Meaning) - ~~ N!, a"'fK~ 
The meaning of•·but for Adam he did not find" is that Adam was not able to find 

a helpmate for himself. This is the way of the Hebrew language. Thus we find Samuel 
saying, "And the Lord sent Jerubbaal, and Baddan, and Yiftah, and Samuel".282 It appears 
farfetched to me that [the phrase] "he did not find a helpmate" refers to God. It states here 
that birds were created from the ground, while above, from the water, because the birds 
were created from both earth and water. 

1Y>l iltn, ,,nl',~Y.l nnN np,, ,w,,l 01Nn ?)' nY.l11n o,n,N ,., ,n,, CN:>) 
:nlnnn 

(Grammar) - ~,, 
?!>'1 (caused to fall) This is a hijil. as is :,w,i (drove away) in "and Abram drove 

them away".283 

(Meaning) - n~,,s, 
:i~Tin is a deeper sleep than :,l,w, and :,rw is a deeper sleep than i1~1l1l.80 The 

"n"of:,1-31,n is not part of its root. 
(Grammar) - ,,n,~~ ftnK 

Adam had two sidess,xhere is like in "and for the second side (3hx) of the 
tabernacle. "284 37?! is a feminine noun. lt means a side. 

(Grammar) - n,nnn 
:ilnnn means "in its place" :,mm, is singular and the "l" is superfluous, while 

:,,nnn is its plural fonn. So also 'l11Mn and 'nnn. 

: oiNn 7N nNl,, nwN, OiNn )ti np, 1wN .l',~n nN o,n,N ,., µ,, CJ:,) I 
(Grammar) - ~,, 

l!l'1 (made me) is a htfil conjugation (actually it is a kal co~jugation). We find similar 
instances with the kal conjugation in l~,, (and he tumed}28' and 1P'1 (and he bought)286. 

(Meaning) - nM:i,, 
When Adam awoke from his sleep, upon seeing her, he thought that she had been 

brought to him like the animals. The Bible speaks of Adam's thoughts. This is similar to, 
"And the men pursued after them. ''287 It is also possible that the woman was created 
outside of the garden and then was brought to Adam. When he looked around he knew 

210 Deuteronomy 33:6 
281 Proverbs 3 0: 3 
2112 I Samuel 12: l l 
283 Genesis 15:11 
284 Exodus 26:20 
285 Exodus 7:23 
286 Genesis33:19 
287 Joshua 2:7 
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that she had been cut from him. for one of his sides with its flesh was missing and he felt 
that it had been closed with other flesh. 

,:, nwN N1P' nNt, '1'l'Jt.:) 1VJJ, '1.l.S)))'J 0~)) 0))!li1 nNl O,Nn 1t.lN', Cl:>) 
: llNl nnp, VJ'>Nt.:> 

(Meaning) - i'3M'1 
Then Adam said, "This time I have found a help mate in counterpart to me and 

like me since this being came out ofme.'' The tradition concerning Lilith is a homily21111• 

nNt, means .. because of this·•. as in ··say of me:(,,) ·He is my brother:·211<> 

(Grammar) - 111'k 
The ·,z,•"in the word :,i•M (woman) receives a dage.'ih in place of the inaudible,.,,, 

which is found in the word Vl'K (man). However, it is possible that :iwN receives a dage.,·h 
to distinguish it from ;ivrK (her husband) for at times the dagesh in the suffixed 
pronominal •71" in i'1ttrN is not pronounced. The plural crwl (women) is derived from the 
words ilnJK (man} and C'VllK (men). 

(Grammar) - Mi;,, 
Nir,, (He called) -This refers to the name of the woman. 

(Grammar) - 11n;,!, 
The dagesh is omitted in the "p" of:,np, (she was taken) in order to make 

pronunciation easier. It belongs to thepiel conjugation although thepual conjugation 
does not exist. 

(Meaning) - ffiM i'l.':l~ 
This means they shaH live together as if they were one flesh, or let them once 

again be one flesh. Some say they will be one flesh through the child they will produce. 
However. this interpretation is farfetched. 

(Meaning) .. a,,.,,,,, 
C'~i,Y (naked) is an adjective as in, .. And the clothes of the naked (c~;i:n,r) you 

shall strip:'290 Some say that Cl1l1 (prudent) in "A prudent man (C11Y) sees the evil and 
hides himseJf,''291 has essentially the same meaning, that the mind of the wise is 
uncovered (ci,v) and open to everything like the eye. 

(Grammar) • 1tUtU211' M~ 
,ww::ur (ashamed) is related to the word nw~ (shame). The last letter of the root is 

doubled. It is like the verb ,m:in, (he will consider).292 A kamal= is placed beneath the 
first shin because the word ends a verse. 

zts Ginsberg Legends of the Jews Vol I p.65 
289 Genesis 20: 13 
290 Job 22:6 
291 Proverbs 22:3 
292 Job 11:11 
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NOTES 

1 Ibn Ezra begins his Torah commentary by quoting those before him (presumably 
Rabbi Saadiah Gaon and later lbn Janah) then articulating his own interpretation based 
heavily on linguistics and source quotes. So for example, with the word NlV1l, it seems 
that ibn Ezra uses this root in the sense of its Arabic equivalent =mn. which means either 
'carry' or ·convey'. 

ii lbn Ezra is not explicit in his comments here. His comments here address the 
very core question of creation. It would seem here that ibn Ezra is suggesting that while 
from and matter of the intelligible world emanated from God. terrestrial matter was pre
existent and uncreated. Where Ni:::i mean "He limited". Darkness comes about from light, 
an existent form, not from nothing. This is contrast to what a number of Karaites, such as 
Yeshua and Ali ben Sulaiman, maintain. They say that darkness is an actual substance 
citing the same proof-text as evidence. See Linetsky. 5. 

iii The second person plural is used as fonnat speech in a number of languages. 
lbn Ezra probably here is referring to Italian and French demonstrating his proficiency in 
multiple languages. Like most philosophers of his day, ibn Ezra adopts Aristotle's 
"casual model of the universe" in which God moves the intellects (or angels) who, by 
means of the sphere in tum move the terrestrial regions. See Linetsky, 9 

i,· lbn Ezra's comment here on the word .nN reflects his emphasis on linguistics and 
grammar to explicate the text. 

,. The reference here to C'~w;, in Arabic and his quoting of Saadia again 
demonstrates ibn Ezra's use of Arabic and reliance on resources of his Sephardic 
background in his exegesis. 

\i lbn Ezra is willing to use multiple translations in his commentary. 

,ii Like Rashi, ibn Ezra might be eager writing this in a Christian environment to 
establish what this text was not about. 

,·iii lbn Ezra, who is often see as a follower of the Aristotelian model, understands 
speech to be am anthropomorphic expression for God's decree to the angels. See 
Linetsky, 24. 

ix Another example of Maimonidian influence. 

x lbn Ezra here seems to be presenting his theory for the formation of the world, 
probably reflective of his time. Originally, the elements were collected in their natural 
places, the light from the sun and stars blocked from the Earth by the water surrounding 
the earth. Then the light was able to seep in after the wind came and was able to warm up 
the atmosphere and clear away the mists of water. (Linetsky, 28) 
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xi Interesting that lbn Ezra here begins his statement with, "I believe". This may 
be a reflection of his idea expressed in his introduction of the obligation of the 
commentator to not merely quote past thoughts but to offer new ideas as well. He writes 
in his introduction, "It is right in my eyes in the sight of the Lord, who is the only One I 
fear. I shall be no respecter of persons when I explore the Torah text ... " Lancaster, 171. 

xn The Arab astronomers of ibn Ezra's day had also added a ninth sphere. His 
comments concerning Saadiah are an example of how he believed Saadiah had made up 
explanations to impress the non-Jewish community. 

s111 An example of ibn Ezra's knowledge of astronomy; a science well known for 
the Sephardi Jew. 

xi\' When this text was written, cattle probably referred to animals that were 
herded. lbn Ezra, living mostly in cities, sees cattle now as domesticated beasts used for 
riding and food. 

s,· There is no reference here to the notion of free will or choice that wi11 appear in 
Italy only a few hundred years later in Sfomo. Ibn Ezra is focused on the grammatical 
inconsistencies and raises a question asked by all the commentators~ what makes 
humanity distinct from all the animals? 

~i Interesting definition of what is a blessing. I think Maimonides would agree. 

:-.--.ii This is another example of ibn Ezra hinting at something without being 
explicit. Adam is a proper noun and a proper noun does not have a definite article placed 
in front of it. Abravanel interprets ibn Ezra's hint to refer to, the notion that Adam should 
be understood as a noun '"designating the genius of mankind rather than an individual.., 

:-.--.iii Ibn Ezra thought that the Gihon was a river, actually it is a spring. It reflects 
his lack of geographical knowledge of the land of Israel. 

xix Abraham ibn Ezra writes that Saadia planned his translation of the Bible for 
Mohammedans as we11 as for Jews, and that he used Arabic script for this reason. He 
explains the fact that Saadia translated even those expressions whose meaning was not 
known through tradition, as being due to a desire that the Mohammedan reader might not 
think the Bible contains words which are unintelligible. 

s." Ibn Ezra wrote numerous books such as Sefer ha Yisod that were lost. 
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RABBI MOSF.S BEN NAHMAN (NAHMANIDES) 

Rabbi Moses ben Nahman. better known as the Ramban.293 was perhaps the 

greatest Jewish mind of the thirteenth century. ln his own lifetime he was acclaimed as 

the foremost halakhist of his day. a Torah scholar, and the "defender of the faith". He is 

considered a "genius at the intellectual crossroads,''294 mastering the Spanish 

philosophical writings of Rambam, the kabbalistic teachings from Provence by his 

teachers Azriel and Ezra, and the halakhic and talmudic teachings of Champagne by his 

teachers Judah ben Yakar and Meir ben Nathan ofTrinquetaille. The author of many 

different works, his most famous. is his commentary on the Torah. which would later 

detennine the contours of the "Rabbinic Bible'\ the mirkra ·ot gedo/ot. 295 Ramban lived 

during both periods of great freedom, serenity, and prosperity and periods of fear and 

despair. As the leader of his community he was confronted by the anti-Jewish stances of 

the Church and the Jewish community's own internal struggle of faith following 

Maimonides teachings. Feeling that redemption was just around the comer,296 this 

talmudic scholar and biblical exegete was able to find a ~ediating position in this 

polemical battle which raged around philosophy, and developed a unique and vigorous 

conception of Judaism that utilized some philosophic ideas in its detail but sought to 

escape philosophic rationalism. "297 

293 This is an acrostic of his name. He was also referred to as Rabbenu Moses Gerondi or Yerondi, after his 
gtace of birth. and by his Spanish name, Bonastruc de Porta. 
94 Bernard Septimus. "Open Rebuke and Concealed Love··, Rabbi Moses Nahmanides (Rgmba,1): 

Eg,loratio,u in His Relifious and Literazy Virhlosi!>', ed. Isadore Twersky (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1983) 12. 
m An argument is made that had it not been for Ramban's quoting ofRashi and lbn Ezra., the printers of 
the 1611, century might not have selected this triumvirate. Isadore Twersky, Rabbi Moses Nahma11ide.'i 
(Ramban): Exploratio11s in Hi~· Religious and lilerary Vinuosity,. ed. (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1983) 4. 
296 Charles B. Chavel Rabbi, Ramban His Life and Teachings, {New York: PhiJipp Feldheim Inc. 1960) 15. 
297 J. Guttmann, Philosophies of Judaism as quoted in Twersky 7. 
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There is little infonnation available about Ramban•s early life. Born into a 

prominent rabbinical family. Ramban was a descendent ofYitzhak hen Reuben 

Albargeloni. the famed poet and talmudic commentator.298 He was the grandson of Isaac 

hen Reuben of Barcelona (Simeon ben Zemah Duran), the brother of Benveniste da 

Porta, the bailie of Barcelona, and the cousin of Jonah Gerondi.299 Ramban was born in 

1194 in Gerona, a fortified city in Catalonia,300 and lived there until at the age of seventy 

he set sail for Eretz Yisrael. dying in Acco in 1270. 

Jews had been living for centuries in Gerona301 in the Jewish quarter, Juderia. 302 

There is little known about the inner life of this Jewish community during Ramban's life. 

Historian, Yitzhak Baer suggests that while the Jews of northern Spain 44enjoyed sound 

economic conditions, which gave them opportunities to develop their native talents, they 

possessed neither the high level of secular culture of Andalusian Jewry nor the traditional 

298 Chavel 15. 
299 Joseph Jacobs, Wilhelm Bacher, and Isaac Broyde, "Moses ben Nahman" Jewish Encyclopedia 
<http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=l64&letter-G> 
300 Catalonia (Spanish Cataluna) is an au:onomous region in northeastern Spain, comprising the provinces 
of Barcelona, Gerona, Lerida, and Tarragona. The shape of an inverted triangle, Catalonia is bounded on 
the north by the Pyrenees Mountains, on the west by the region of Aragon, and on the east by the 
Mediterranean Sea. Because of its mountain ranges and proximity to France, European influence in 
Catalonia has contributed to the development of a distinct Catalan culture. In 1137, Catalonia was united 
with the kingdom of Aragon and later was included in the kingdom of Spain. "'Catalonia," Microsoft 
E11carta El,cyclopedia 2003 ed. 
301 Mention to the presence of Jews in Girona is first made in a document that says that 25 families of Jews 
settled in the city in the year 888 CE. See "Sephardic Sages: Past and Present" 
<http://www.sephardicsages.org/girona.html>. 
302 The quarter was situated at the outennost end of the fortifications on the right bank of the River Onyar, 
which intersected the city. The quarter included a rather long lane called Carre de S. Lorenzo, or Calle de la 
Forsa, north of which was the real Calle Judaica; From this opened a narrow street which led to the 
synagogue and extended to the Carre de S. Lorenzo. The Calle Judaica with the market-place fonned the 
center of the Juderia. At the end of the Calle de la Forsa stood the Jewish assembly-hall or communal 
house. The Jewish cemetery, as in Barcelona, was on the Monjuich, a hill near the city, called "Monte 
Judaico• in the old records. See Richard Gottheil and Meyer Kayserling .. Girona" Jewish F.,,cyc/opedla 
<http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=164&1etter-G>. 
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learning cultivated in the talmudical academies of France". He points out that in Moses 

ibn Ezra writings those in the north were referred to as the "barbarians" of the north.30:l 

76 

Aside from this characterization, the Jewish population consisted of two strata, a 

small but influentiaJ aristocracy, high in the favor of the court, and the general populace. 

While the masses went on with their way, the elite were valued by the Christian nobility 

as envoys to the Arab world and as their primary financers. They served as tax collectors, 

went on diplomatic missions to the Arabs, served as physicians and leaders in the 

community, and in return were removed from the jurisdiction oflocal administrative and 

judicial authorities. Their status was of the highest nobility in the realm, and their 

signatures on state documents. alongside the signatures of the king and other dignitaries 

testify to their high rank. 304 

For most ofRamban's life, the Jews ofGerona lived under the reign of King 

James 1,305 who treated the Jews, for the most part, benevolently when not influenced by 

the Church. For example, King James's Edict of Valencia of March 6, 1239 validated the 

privileges of the Jewish courts of Aragon to try all cases except capital offenses and 

forbid any harassment of Jews except for financial debts. In 1247, King James invited 

Jews to come and settle in Catalonia, Valencia, or Majorca guaranteeing them automatic 

citizenship. 

Yet, anti-Jewish pronouncements and violent like book burnings instigated by the 

Church caused great alann to the Jewish community. In 1250. a blood libel, the first in 

Spain, was spread throughout Saragossa. In Gerona., the seat of a fanatical bishop, Pedro 

303 Yitzhak Baer, A History of the Jews in Christian Spain, Vol. I. 90-92. 
304 Baer, 90-92. 
30' James I (of Aragon), (1208-1276) was often called The Conqueror. Son of King Pedro ll, he was born in 
Montpellier, France and succeeded his father as king of Aragon in 1213 until his death in 1276. See "James 
I" Microsoft &lcarta F,ncyclopedia, 2003. 
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de Castellnou, was bent on convincing the Jewish community that Christianity was the 

answer. Medieval Europe continued to use the Jewish community as a pawn in their 

continued power struggle between crown and church. In thirteenth century Gerona, the 

Church had a heavy hand in the daily lives of the Jewish community. There were constant 

reminders of how precarious the Jewish community's situation was. For example, each 

week, the entire Jewish community was forced to hear a sermon in their synagogue by the 

church about why the Jews were wrong and how the Messiah had already arrived. 

In 1263, Ramban was ordered by King James of Aragon to engage in a religious 

disputation with the Jewish apostate, Pablo Christiani, under the supervision of Raymond 

of Pennaforte, chief agent of the Inquisition. 306 The debate started on July 20, 1263 and 

would last for four days in Barcelona, the capital of the Kingdom. Before the King, court, 

and Church officials, Ramban and Christiani debated whether the Messiah had indeed 

arrived and whether the Hebrew prophets had predicted a Messiah of divine or human 

birth. It ended with King James awarding Ramban three hundred coins and his expulsion 

from the Kingdom of Aragon. Ramban, forced to leave his home then set sail for Eretz 

Yisrael knowing he would never be safe on Christian land again.307 

It is unclear what Ramban took away from these experiences. During the debates, 

when Christiani had sought to prove the tenants of Christianity using aggadic and biblical 

teslimonia, Ramban argued that aggadah does not have authority. However, this seems to 

contradict his later torah commentary.308 The church's polemics, insults and 

humiliations, culminating in this debate challenged the community's faith. In response, 

306 Raymond da Penaforte had established an academy in Barcelona where priests could learn Hebrew and 
Jewish texts to better prepare for their missionizing efforts. See Shulman, 158. 
307 Chavel 55-56. 
308 Septimus concludes that in this case Ramban was arguing under polemical pressure, even sometimes 
against his own profound beliefs. See Septimus, 15. 
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Ramban wrote two works. Shaur Hag.emu/ and a commentary on Job. as possible answers 

to the existential questions of suffering and life's purpose. They reflect how profoundly 

the communjty's fajth was being challenged. 

Aside from the forty year period when the Moors occupied Gerona, Gerona had 

always had a closer connection with northeastern Christian Europe than with the Arab 

world. Septimus argues that, ••Nahmanides' Gerona. at the beginning of the thirteenth 

century, was as remote from Arabic influence and as close to the Jewish cultures of 

northern Europe as any community in Spain had ever been.''309 Despite his occasional 

mention of individual Arabic tenns, Ramban was not fluent in Arabic, having to read 

even the basic Andalusian310 works such as the Guide to the Perplexed in translation. 

This seems to have been the case for all of Cataloni, in the generation following 

Ram.ban. R. Solomon ibn Adret could not find anyone in Barcelona to translate 

Maimonides' commentary on the Mishnah from Arabic into Hebrew and had to assign 

the task to scholars in Aragon.3u Still, reading about Ramban's academic strengths, one 

sees a high corroboration between this Jewish son from a prominent family's skills and 

what was popular in Moorish culture. 

From a young age Ramban was schooled extensively in philosophy and the 

sciences. He learned medicine and was able to earn his living as a physician. His medical 

advice rehed upon the emerging "sciences", astrology, and spirits which reflects the 

Moors impact on Spain. Medical texts generally were generally written in Arabic and 

while it is possible that he learned this trade in one of the few medical schools in France 

and Italy, there is no record ofRamban ever attending medical school and he probably 

309 Septimus. 12. 
310 Located in the south of present day Spain. 
311 Septimus, 12. n4 
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learned from locals. •·Medicine .. , writes Ramban, ••is a dangerous profession. That which 

heals one person kills another. That is why our sages said that 'the best of doctors goes to 

Gehinnom ... but if one conducts oneself properly, one brings himself merit, for medicine 

is in general practiced by thieves - and he has avoided being like them."312 

In addition to his science and philosophic background that was highly prized in 

the Arab world, Ramban also wrote poetry and pyulim, in the style of his Spanish 

compatriots. The high regard for language that he shows in his Hebrew poetry is also 

reflective of the value oflinguistics and grammar that can be found across the spectrum 

of Muslim, Christian, and Jewish medieval writers. 

Perhaps it was his unique ability to comprehend a varied field of study, his 

geographic proximity the various schools of thoughi or perhaps it was what was called 

for that moment, but Ramban's uniqueness stems from his education being finnly rooted 

in the three great centers of learning of his time - Spain, Provence, and northern France. 

For a long time, there was little interaction between the Spanish and French-Gennan 

schools. For example, Rabbeynu Yitzchak Alfasi of northern Africa and Spain and Rashi 

of France, two contemporaries never knew of one another. With communication difficult 

and most scholars not traveling extensively, there was little exposure to learning 

occurring in other lands. Ibn Ezra's trip in the mid-twelfth centwy to southern and 

northern France was the exception of the day. 313 

It is starting with Ramban that a new period begins in which the three great 

streams of Jewish learning are united. From Ramban quill will combine the writings of 

the Rambam from Spain, the thinkers of the Provence, Rabbeynu Jonathan ofLunel and 

312 Torat HaAdam as quoted in Yaacov Dovid Shulman., The Ramba,1: The Story of Rabbi Moshe be11 
Nachman .. (New York: CIS Publishers. 1993) 43. 
313 Chavel, p. 16. 
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Rabbi Abraham ben David (Ravad) of Posquieres, critics ofRambam's work, and the 

rabbis of northern France and Gennany who had centered their work around Rashi and 

the Tosafot.314 

80 

Ram ban was not far beyond the age of puberty when his name began to be 

counted among the Talmudical authorities of his time.315 From a young age, Ramban was 

trained in the halakhic and talmudic teachings of the Champagne by his teachers Judah 

ben Yakar and Meir hen Nathan ofTrinquetaille.316 From them he gained an impassioned 

love of the sacred text, a critical eye for analysis in the conceptual-dialectical method of 

Talmud study,317 and an .. unbounded respect for the earlier authorities''. He was even 

willing to challenge Rambam's conclusions in order to protect the word of the ancient 

teachers of Judaism.318 By the age ofsixtee~ Ramban began his literary career by 

coming to the defense of Alfasi's halakhic work against the criticism of Rabbi Zekharya 

Halevi and Ravad. 319 

From his teachers, Rabbi Ezra ben Solomon320 and his younger colleague 

Azriel,321 Ramban was introduced to the world of kabbalah. They had been the best 

314 Chavet, p. 16. 
m Jewish Encylcopedia. Ramban 
316 French Talmudist and Biblical commentator; flourished in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. See 
Herman Rosenthal and M. Seligsohn, "Nathan hen Meir ofTrinquetaille" Jewish E11cyc/opedia 
<http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=l l3&letter=N&search=Melr%20ben%20Nathan>. 
317 Twersky, 2. 
318 Chavel, 22. 
319 Chavel, 20. 
320 Chavel 16 
321 Azriel (E~a) ben Menahem (Ben Solomon) was the founder of the speculative kabbalah. Called "The 
Saint", he was born in Gerona in 1160 and died in 1238. Attracted by the mystical studies that had begun to 
spread in Spain, Azriet went early to southern France, and became there a pupil of the celebrated kabbaJist 
Isaac the Blind. the son of Abraham of Posquieres. Later he left France and traveled all over Spain, 
teaching kabbalah. He endeavored to win the philosophers over to his mystic views, but did not succeed, as 
he himself confesses in the introduction to his commentary upon the Ten Sefirot. "For," says he, "the 
philosophers believe in nothing that can not be demonstrated logically." He came back disappointed to 
Oerona, and there founded a school in which Nahmanldes received Azriel's kabbalistic instruction. See 
Kaufmann Kohler and Isaac Broyde .. Azriel ben Menahem", Jewish E,,cyc/opedia. 
<http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=2224&letter=A&search""Azriel>. 
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students of Rabbi Isaac the Blind and were responsible for the largest body of kabbalistic 

works that predate the ""discovery" of the Zohar by Rabbi Moshe de Leon. It was said, 

'"these two mystics, and their disciples, laid the foundation for all future kabbalistic 

speculation; for example, much of the tenninology and basic ideas that prevailed in the 

kabbalah for the next seven hundred years were fonnulated in Girona. ••322 Ramban may 

have been influenced by his two teachers who believed in the Neo-platonic conception of 

God as the .. Ein Sof' "the endless one", their thoughts about creation, and the sjirot as 

can be seen in his commentary. 323 Ramban, Rabbis Solomon, and Azriel were among the 

first to commit the fonnerly oral kabbalistic teachings to writing. However, this was not 

universally accepted as a positive development by other kabbalists. Their teacher, Rabbi 

Isaac the B1ind, for example, wrote them an angry letter demanding that kabbalistic 

teachings be kept secret and protected from the public forum. Gratz. commenting on 

Ramban as a kabbalist writes with clear bias/24 

The labors of Azriel and Ezra in behalf of the secret science might 
have had but poor results, if Nahmani had not ranged himself under their 
banner. At first blush, it is indeed hard to conceive how this clear, keen
witted, subtle thinker, who, in the province of the Talmud, had the ability 
to shed light upon every obscurity, could be induced to join the votaries of 
the Kabbala, and pennit himself to be blinded by the false light of the 
Bahir. But on deeper examination of his way of thinking, this 
phenomenon ceases to be a paradox. Nahmani belonged to that numerous 
class of men who can form a correct judgment on single objects, but are 
unable to comprehend a great whole. Maimuni's philosophical line of 
argument repelled him on account of its prosaic nature; the Kabbala, on 
the other hand, attracted him because his belief in miracles and respect for 
authority found nourishment therein. When he, a pious rabbi and deep 
Talmudist, had acknowledged the truth of the Kabbala, its authority 
became established; where Nahmani believed unconditionally, those less 
gifted dared not doubt. 

322 http://www.sephardicsages.org/girona.html 
323 Kohler, "Azriel ben Menahem" 
324 Gratz, 557. 
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Ramban 's third great exposure was to Andalusian medieval philosophy which 

relied heavily upon Greek Aristotelian and Platonic thought that the Moors had brought 

back to Europe. Maimonides. (1135-1204), the Andalusian's greatest Jewish philosopher, 

strove to reconcile the "new" knowledge of the sciences and Greek thought with Judaism. 

As Jews were learning secular subjects such as astronomy, mathematics. music and 

philosophy they wrestled with how to comprehend their Torah learning. Some couldn't 

accept their elders advice to just have faith in the sages. They started questioning the 

importance of Torah and focused their attention on books of science that seemed to so 

logically defend their positions. 

In 1230, lbn Tibbon's translation of Maimonides' Moreh Nevuhim "Guide for the 

Perplexed" from Arabic into Hebrew became available to the populace and provided an 

answer to these people. 325 In Moreh Nevuhim, Maimonides attempts to reconcile science 

and philosophy with Torah. In so doing, he rejects the literal interpretation of Scripture, 

seeing it as limiting knowledge, inquiry and understanding. In Rambam's view, there is 

no conflict between truths reached by reason and those taught by religion. He teaches that 

God is incorporeal- having no body- no part or nature of the physical body. All 

passages of the Bible then in which God is referred to in a corporeal sense must be 

interpreted not literally, but as having an allegorical and inner meaning.326 Greatly 

influenced by Aristotle's philosophy, he strove for a Judaism that was more "rational and 

philosophical" and less based on faith and tradition. He questioned the very tenet of the 

orthodox that "all that is worth knowing can be found in the scriptures" and that all of 

325 Ramban had used an earlier less perfect translation made by Yehudah Al-Charizi since he too could not 
understand Arabic. 
326 Chavel, 32. More information on this can be found in Daniel J. Silver and Bernard Martin's History of 
Judaism from Abraham to Maimonides Basic Books; June 1974. 
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Torah is an allegory. Five years later in France, visitors of Spain reported that masses of 

people had abandoned wearing Tefillin and fastening Mez.zozot on their doorposts. 327 

While even during Rambam's own lifetime there was opposition to his writings, it 

was only after his death as copies of his writings became more accessible that real 

controversy surfaced over his philosophical work. "In Spain where Jews enjoyed political 

and civil liberties and shared in the prosperity and culture of the land. philosophy had of 

course been known for a great time" and was well received. Here, with prosperity and 

security, Dr. Kravitz explains, the people could afford to take on an intellectual view of 

their beliefs. However, in France, where anti-Semitism was running high and the only 

thing that kept the people going was their Torah study, to be told that their greatest 

possession was a meaningless allegory, was too much. In Provence, the followers of 

Maimonides called Maimunists and those who opposed called anti-Maimunists clashed. 

In the city of Montpellier, Rabbi Shlomo min Hahar along with his two pupils Rabbi 

Yonah hen Abraham ofGerona (Ramban's uncle) and David hen Shau'ul urged for the 

ban on the Guide. In reaction a ban was issued against these three men in all cities of 

Provence. Northern France responded by issuing an official ban against the study of the 

Guide. The communities of Provence rose in protest, led by Rabbi David Kimchi a 

Maimunist, he urged a counterban against aH who dared question the writing of 

Rambam ... Maimunists and anti-Maimunists were in a tug ofwar.328 

In two letters, Ramban reacted to this, appealing for reason to heal the rift that 

was threatening to split the Jewish community in two. Here again we see Ramban writing 

a defense for peace. His words calmed the storms. While not agreeing with all that the 

327 Chavel, 33. 
328 Chavel, 34. 
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Rambam had written, his letters argued that the all the works ofRambam were 

acceptable. Ramban contrasts the conditions in Spain and those in France~ 

You [leaders of the French communities] have been taught 
reliance upon tradition from infancy~ you have always been planted firmly 
in the house of the Lord. But because of this, will you not recognize that it 
is he (namely Rambam) who has brought back the dwellers in the far ends 
of the earth to the fortress [of the Torah]? Were it not for his words and 
the teachings of his books by which they live, they would have long ago 
faltered on the path [of truthj. ls it for you. 0 masters of the Talmud, that 
he has toiled? What he did was to prepare a haven of refuge where one 
might flee for protection from the storms of the Greek philosophers, to 
save them from Aristotle and Galenus. Have you heard of their teachin~? 
His books were not intended for you, 0 our masters!"329 

84 

Looking upon the Maimunists as heretics, Solomon ben Abraham of Montpellier 

went and asked the Dominican and Franciscan inquisitors who were busy against the 

enemies of the Catholic Church, to proceed against Jewish heretics also. In 1233, they 

burned in the public squares of France works of Rambam.330 And then to the chagrin of 

all Jews, forty days later the friars of the Inquisition searched Jewish homes for copies of 

the Talmud and burnt them upon the same heap. Many Jews saw the Talmud burning as a 

sign from God - a form of punishment meted out for the sacrilege done to ·,he holy 

books ofRambam".331 

Much ofRamban's commentary can be seen as a reaction to Maimonidian 

theology that had swept through Spain and Europe. For example Baer writes, "the attack 

against rationalism in the name of faith is typical of all the cabalistic works produced 

during this period. It is most pronounced in Nahmanides' commentary to the Pentateuch. 

329 Chavel, 37. 
330 Richard Gottheil and William Popper. "Confiscation of Hebrew Books" Jewish En<:yc/opedia 
<http://www.jewishencyclopedia.eom/view.jsp?artid=719&letter=C&search=bumingo/a20Talmud> 
331 Chavel, 40. 
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His vigorous opposition to the allegorical interpretations of the Torah is expressed on 

every page of this work .... "332 

85 

In addition to Ramban living in a geographic crossroads. Ramban also lived at a 

historic crossroads. The year 1240 marked the 5000th year in the Jewish calendar. This 

was the year, believed by many, to have been the year that the Messiah would come. 

Many of the catastrophes and political events that occurred in the years preceding this 

date and immediately following were seen through the lenses of an imminent redemption. 

When the year came and went without the arrival of the Messiah some started to despair. 

Ramban held that according to his calculation, Israel's redemption was to begin in the 

year 5118 (1358) and culminate in 5163 (1403). People could take comfort in thinking 

that while the Messiah had not arrived yet. and wouldn't arrive in their lifetime, at least it 

would arrive in the time of their grandchildren. 

Perhaps it was the messianic fervor that inspired Ramban to choose Eretz Yisrael 

as the place to go when he was expelled from Gerona. Or perhaps it was the reports of 

other Rabbis making Aliyah such as Jonathan Cohen of Lune) who was amongst three 

hundred rabbis who in 1211 left England and France and went to the Holy Land from 

escaping their own persecution. 

On the 9th day of the month ofEllul 5727, (September 8, 1267) Ramban arrived at 

the gates of Jerusalem and recited a prayer. 333 He found there a land devastated and 

devoid of life after years of invasions. In a letter to his son from Jerusalem he writes, 

" ... many are its forsaken places, and great the wastes. The heart of the matter is: the more 

332 Septimus. 14 
m Chavel, 14. 
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sacred the place the greater the devastation it has suffered. Jerusalem is more desolate 

than all [the country]. Judea more than Galilee ... only two Jews ... brothers." 334 

86 

Ram ban would spend the last three years of his life there, finishing up his 

commentary of the Torah. his last and greatest work. Filled with the memories of his 

friends and family left behind in Christian Gerona, thinking of the imminence of the 

Messiah, and finding himself in the promised land Ramban's torah commentary is 

considered one of the greatest sacred works oflsrael's literature.33s His commentary 

reflects a willingness to use midrashic and aggadic sources "in service of pshat" in order 

to convey his message. It demonstrates a willingness to quote narrative and scriptural 

explanations so that a plain authoritative reading is possible. His comments interact with 

those of Rashi and lbn Ezra holding them in high regard, and yet at the same time willing 

to challenge their ideas and conclusions. In his introduction he writes, "I will take as my 

guiding lights the maps of the pure Menorah-the Commentary of Rabbi Shelomo, "the 

beautiful crown and glorious diadem.' The right of the firstborn belongs to him. His 

words will I meditate, and in their love will I continually be ravished ... And for the words 

of Rabbi Avraham ben Ezra I will have 'open rebuke and hidden love."336 

Often implicitly and occasionally explicitly, his comments reveal the kaballah that 

he had learned from his teachers; teachings that before had never been recorded down. 

Ramban's commentary reflects his Spanish world, a milure that respected reason, logic, 

and rationality. 

Unlike Rashi and lbn Ezra, Ramban argues that it was essential that the Torah 

begin with creation because creation is the root of our faith. If a person does not believe 

334 Chavel, 63. 
335 Chavel. 44. 
336 Chavel, 44. 
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in creation. but believes that the world is eternal as some people thought in his day. he 

was denying an essential Jewish belief. Ramban explains these opening words in a 

kabbalistic way, suggesting that only through the oral tradition can these words be 

properly understood. "II itr not possible to tell about the works of the creation to a 

human" ~'N 'N c,, ,tro, n,wN,l n~r., n:, i,:m, .... even a hint is dangerous since people 

might have untrue thought.'i." nr.,N en:,, )'N milt, l::l ,,:n,, ,:, He only wil1 say that the 

word J'l'WN1l is alluding to the ten mi,!lo particularly n1'.l:m, the foundation of 

everything. Then says, "all these midrashim have one meaning " 

This idea is expressed in Ramban's sermon on Temimah where he explicitly 

expresses his belief that the very existence of the universe rests with humanities 

awareness of a God external to the universe who created it out of nothing. He writes: 

"Consider it in your heart that the Holy One, blessed be He, has 
created it in your heart that the Holy One. blessed be He, has created all 
lower creatures for the benefit and use of man. since we know of no 
purpose for the creation of all objects who have no recognition of the 
Creator, except this - that they serve man. Now man has been created for 
the prime purpose that he recognize his Creator. Should he fail to know 
his Creator altogether, and what is even worse, should he fail to gain a 
realization of the fact that certain deeds are pleasing to God and others are 
displeasing, then man becomes as the unknowing beast, and the whole 
purpose of Creation is lost. This is what the Sages meant by saying. that if 
Israel would not have accepted the Torah God would have caused the 
whole universe to return to a state of void and emptiness. Their true intent 
was to say that if man shows no desire to acquire a knowledge of God, 
and the realization that there is a difference between good and bad, the 
whole purpose of the world is lost.337 

Deep into his lengthy commentary on these opening words Ramban restates the 

text. then quotes Rashi and Ibn Ezra and then suggests a better explanation. "Now hear 

an explanation of the bible that is correct, clear and simple." Just as one should always 

337 Ramban's sermon Tora/ Hashem Temimah as quoted in Chavel, 75. 
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be suspicious when one writes "clearly" at the beginning of a sentence since ifit was it 

wouldn't be necessary to begin the sentence with. Ramban in his simple explanation 

brings forth philosophy and metaphysics. What seems essential here is that God is the 

creator. That the heavens are made of one substance and the earth another and that they 

were created from nothing. 
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With influence of Franco-German Talmudic culture and Provencal Kabbalah, and 

philosophic Spain, Ramban is the product of a confluence of divergent traditions that 

resulted in a remarkable level of creativity that could be found in his commentary. He 

perceived himself as his people guide, taking them from one era to another, from the 

millennium of Torah in Exile to the gradual beginnings of Israel's return to the land of his 

ancestors using every possible tool available to him.338 The constant in all of this was his 

absolute faith in the sanctity of his text, his belief of God as the Creator, and the 

determination that through revelation hwnanity can be redeemed; ideas that are 

themselves, a reflection of his world and time. 

338 Chavel, 15. 
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(Why begin here? What is the purpose of this text?) -D'n~ ,c,2 s,t1t,c,2 
Rabbi Yitzhak said, "[If the purpose of the Torah is to teach Ood1s laws. then] It is 

not necessary to begin the Torah Jthis way] rather [the Torah should have started with] 
'This month shall be for you ... .'33 , for this is the first mitzvah that was commanded to 
Israel. Then what is the point of opening with Beresheet? Because [as it says,] 'The 
power of his works' he [God] told to his people [to give them the inheritance of 
nationsf40 That if the nations of the world would say tto lsraelj, 'you are robbers, you 
took [for yourselves] the land of the seven nations by force,' they [Israel] could respond 
"that all the earth belong to the Holy One Blessed be He. [He created it] and gave it to 
whomever he saw fit. It was his desire to give it to them and it was His will to take it 
from them and give it to us." This is the tradition341 that was recorded by our Rabbi 
Shlomo (Rashi) in his commentaries. 

But there are those who question this [and say] that it was really necessary to 
begin the Torah with cm~N N,l J"l'WN1J., for it is the source of faith. He who does not 
believe in this and thinks that the_:world always existed denies the essential teaching [of 
Judaism] and has no Torah at all.11 The answer [as to why the Torah begins with the story 
of creation] is that the work of creation is a deep mystery that is not to be understood 
from the [biblical] verses. nor from knowing his creations, but rather from the traditions 
as passed down from Moses our teacher [who received it] from the mouth of the 
Almighty, yet those who know it and understand it are obligated to hide it.342 

Therefore Rabbi Yitzhak said that it was not necessary to begin the Torah with 
NU l'l'WNU and tell what was created on the first day and what was created on the 
remainder of the days, the lengthened [account] of the creation of Adam and Eve with 
their sins and punishments, the story of the Garden of Eden. and man's expulsion from it 
because all of this cannot be completely understood from what was written. 

Nor was it necessary to tell the story of the generation for the flood and the 
dispersion for there is no great need for these nanatives for the people of the Torah it 
would have been sufficient without these verses. They would have believed in the general 
principal mentioned to them in the Ten Commandments: "For in six days God created the 
heavens and the earth, the sea and all that is within them, and rested on the seventh 
day."343 And the knowledge [of the creation process] would remain with the few as a 
teaching of oral Torah of Moses from Mount Sinai. 

Rabbi Yitzhak then gave a reason for this: The Torah begins with 
cm,N N,J 11,wN,J and tells about an the matters of creation through the creating of man, 
how God granted him dominion over the works of his hands and all that was under his 
foot; and how God chose the Garden of Eden of all places in the world that were created 

339 Exodus 12:2 
340 Psalms 111 :6 : cm :n,m on, ru,, ll'J}I, ,,ln l'~}ll'J n::, (Ramban leaves off the end of the verse, "to give 
them the inheritance of nations"). 
341 Tanchuma (Buber) Beresheet J I. 
342 Chagigah 1 lb. "The process of Creations may not be expounded before two." 
343 Exodus 20: 11 
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as the place of his [man's] abode until his sin caused his expulsion from there. Then how 
the people of the generation of the flood were expelled from the world on account of their 
sin, while the righteous and his children were allowed to escape. And then the sin of their 
descendants caused them to be scattered to different places and their seed to different 
lands and how subsequently they took for themselves places for their families, in their 
nations, as chance permitted. 344111 

If this is so, it is proper that when a people continue to sin they should lose their 
place and another people should come to inherit its land, for such has been the rule of 
God in the world forever. This is true of all the more regarding that which is related in 
Scripture namely that Canaan was cursed and sold as a slave forever. 345 Therefore it 
would not be proper for them to inherit the choicest of places of the civilized world. 
Rather, the servants of God the seed of His beloved One Abraham346 -should inherit it 
even as it is written, "And he gave them the lands of the nations, and they took the labor 
of the peoples in possession; that they might keep His statutes and observe His laws. "347 

That is to say, God expelled those who rebelled against Him and settled there 
those who served Him so that they know by serving Him they will inherit it, whereas if 
they sin against Him, the land will vomit them out.just as it vomited out the nations 
before them. 348 

Explaining the interpretation that I have written are the words of [ the Sages] in 
Beresheet Rabbah:349 ""Rabbi Yehoshua of the city of Siknin, in the name of Rabbi Levi 
opened [his discourse on this chapter of Creation with the verse]: '•He revealed to His 
people His powerful works. "350 Why did the Holy One, blessed be He, reveal to Israel 
that was created on the first day and what was created on the second day? It is on account 
of the seven nations [who inhabited the land of Canaan], so that they should not taunt 
Israel and say to them: • Are you not a nation of robbers?" [Because if they did then] 
Israel could then reply to them: "And what about you, is it not money in your hands? 
Have not the Caphtorim that came forth from Caphtor destroyed them and dwelt in their 
steed?351 The world and the fullness thereofbeJong to the Holy One. blessed be He. 
When He willed it, He gave it to you, and when He wi11ed it, He took it from you and 
gave it to us.' As it is written, '"To rve them the heritage of the nations, he revealed to 
His people His pow~rful works . ., 35 In order to give them their portion God told them the 
account of creation. w 

There is yet another source for the subject that I have mentioned: the mysteries in 
the process of creation.353 It is what our Rabbis of blessed memory have said: ••He 
revealed to His people His powerful works."354 To declare the power of the process of 
creation to a mortal being is impossible. Therefore, Scripture closed the matter: [simply 

344 Genesis 10:5 
345 Genesis 9:25 
346 Isaiah 41 : 8 
347 Psalm 105:44-45 
348 Leviticus 18:28 
349 Leviticus 1 :3 
3~0 Psalm 111 :6 
351 Deuteronomy 2:23 
m Psalm 111 :6 
m Opening ofMoreh Nebuchim 
m Psalm 111:6 
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writing] "In the beginning God created.·· Thus elucidating what we have said on this 
subject. 
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(What is the nature of God?/ Mysticism as an answer)' -a,nffl N"'t2 fl't1N,2 
Rashi wrote, "'This verse does not mean what it appears to say, rather it needs to 

be expounded, like our Rabbis expounded,355 [may their memory be for blessing]. "[The 
world was created) for the sake of the Torah which is called' 'the beginning of His 
way,'- ,:i,, :1'1"0Ni. 3 6 And because [the world was created] for the sake of Israel who is 
called 'the beginning of His harvest.' lJ'IN1::1.:n n,wN,157 ' 4 

This midrash of our Rabbis is very hidden and secret, because there are many 
things that [the Rabbis] found that arc called :n,wN, and aJI of them they gave offered 
interpretations. and those with little faith count their numher:J". [Our Rabbis] have said,358 

"On the merit of [fulfilling the commandments associated with] three things has the 
world been created: for the merit of the Dough-offering. for the merit of the Tithes and 
for the merit of the First-fruits. om~N Ni:,. n,wNi::1. n,wN, surely signifies the Dough
offering, as it is said, "The first of iour baking."359 Jl''l'Ni surely signifies the Tithes. as it 
is said, ""The first of your grain." 60 n,wN, surely signifies the First-fruits, as it is said, 
"The first fruits of thy land."361 The Rabbis have further said: "For the merit acquired by 
Moses [the world has been created], as it is said. "And he chose a first part for 
himself. ,,362 

Their intent in this [offering these midrashim is to allude to the real reason for the 
creation text]. The word n,wN-o hints at the creation of the world by Ten Emanations363, 

and hints in particular to the emanation called Wisdom, which is the foundation of 
everything, even as it says, "The Eternal has founded the earth by wisdom. "364 This is the 
Heave-offering, and it is holy~ it has no precise measure/65 thus indicating the little 
understanding created beings have of it. Now just as a man counts ten measures- this 
alludes to the Ten Emanations- and sets aside one measure of the ten as a Tithe, so does 
the wise men contemplate the tenth Emanation and speak about it. The Dough-offering. 
which is the single commandment pertaining to the dou~ alludes to this. Now Israel 
which is called :n,YJMi as mentioned above, is "the congregation of Israel," which is 
compared in the Song of Songs to a bride and whom Scripture in tum calls "daughter," 
"sister/' and "mother". The Rabbis have already expressed this in a homiletic 
interpretation of the verse, "Upon the crown wherewith his mother has crowned him366, 

and in other places. Similarly, the verse concerning Moses, '"And he chose a first part for 
himself'367, which they interpret368 to mean that Moses our teacher contemplated [God] 

m Beresheet Rabbah 1 :6 
356 Proverbs 8 :22 
357 Jeremiah 2:3 
351 Beresheet Rabbah 1 :6 or 1 :4 in Hebrew 
3511 Numbers 15:20 
360 Deuteronomy 18:4 
361 Exodus 23:19 
362 Deuteronomy 33:21 
363 Sefer Yetzira 1 : 14 
364 Proverbs 3: 19 
365 Kiddushin 58h 
366 Song of Songs 3: 11 
367 Deuteronomy 33:21 
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through a lucid speculum and he saw that which is called 1l'VNi (the first) for himself, 
and therefore he merited the Torah. Thus all the above Midrashim have one meaning. 
Now it is impossible to discuss this explanation at length in writing, and event an allusion 
is dangerous since people might have thoughts concerning it which are untrue. But I have 
mentioned this in order to close the mouths of those wanting in faith and of little wisdom, 
who scoff at the words of our Rabbis. \l 

(Balancing Greek science with the Bible) - C':t"' Ni!l s,,~,c,2 
Rashi writes, "But if you approach it literally, then it should be interpreted as, "At 

the beginning of the creation of sky and earth. when the world was formless and void, 
and darkness covered the deep, The Holy One BlesSl:<l Iie He [God] said, "Let there be 
light." If so, the whole text leads to the creation of light\11 

Rabbi Abraham [lbn Ezra] explained it in an identical way. However, he 
established that the letter ·1" in the word ,,,cm (and the earth) does not serve as a 
[ connecting letter as it normally does and which would mean "and" but it serves rather as 
the word ·•when"] There are many such examples in the Bible. The meaning then 
[according to lbn Ezra would be] at the beginning of the creation of heaven and dry land, 
there was no habitable place on earth; rather it was unfonned and void and covered with 
water, and God said, '"Let there be light". According to [lbn Ezra's] opinion, nothing was 
created on the first day except light. '111 

The difficulty for our teacher, Rabbi Shlomo (Rashi),369 which had led him to the 
above interpretation, was that, "if [the Bible] came intending to teach the order in which 
the acts of c~tion took place, it should have said what came first. It should have written 
:-tl11VN-i:t [instead of n,vz,,ci:i], since wherever the word n,wz,,c, occurs in the Bible it is in 
the construct state. But here in the verse, "I foretell the end from the beginning ... ''370 [the 
word zi,TVN'i?J is not in the construct state]. And if one will connect it with the missing 
word, thing - ,:n [thus making the verse read: "Declare the end of a thing from the 
beginning of a thing;"] here too it could be connected to a missing word. Further, there is 
also the verse "And he chose 1l'>VN1"371 (which can be translated as '"a first part for 
himself' where the word n,wNi is not used in the construct state). And Rashi raised other 
objections. . 

Now listen to the correct and clear explanation of the verse in its simplicity.1:1:: The 
Holy One, blessed be He, created all things from absolute non-existence. Now we have 
no expression in the sacred language for bringing forth something from nothing other 
than the word '';11::i". Everything that exists under the sun or above was not made from 
non-existence at the outset. Instead God brought forth from total and absolute nothing a 
very thin substance devoid of corporeality abut having a power of potency, fit to assume 
fonn and to proceed from potentiality into reality. This was the primary matter created by 
God; it is called by the Greeks hyly (matter). After the hyly, God did not create anything, 
but He formed and made things with it. And from this hy/y God brought everything into 
existence and clothed the forms and put them into a finished condition. Know that the 
heavens and all that is in them consist of one substance, and the earth and everything that 
is in it consist of one substance. The Holy One, blessed be He, created these two 

3611 Yebamoth 49b 
369 Rashi comments on Genesis 1 :5 
370 Isaiah 46:10 
371 Deuteronomy 33 :21 
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substances from nothing: they alone were created, and everything else was constructed 
from them.x 
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This substance, which the Greeks called hy~v. is called in the sacred 
language.",~nn". The word is derived from the expression of the Sages372 "N:,110 (when 
the wicked thinks to himself) of his doings in the past." If a person wants to decide a 
name for it [this primordial matter], he may think to himself, change his mind and call it 
by another name since it has taken on no form to which the name should be attached. The 
fonn which this substance finally takes on is ca11ed in the sacred language. "1;,J'', which 
is the composite word made up of the two words lJ N1;J (in it there is substance). [This 
may be compared to the verse]. "You are not able '1;,w31" (to perfonn it)". 373 ln this case 
[the word "1:iw!1"] is missing a 11111 and an "N" and is a composite of two words: N1:-i 1wv. It 
is this which the Bible writes. "He shall measure it with a line ofi;nn (chaos) and the 
stones of171J (emptiness):w The "1:,,n"in Hebrew, or hyly, in Greek is the line by which 
the craftsman delineates the plan of his structure and that which he hopes to make. This is 
derived from the expression ";np""hope to God. " 375 The stones are fonns in the building. 
Similarly it is written, "He accounts them as less than nothing. "376 Just as "1i11n" come 
after nothingness and there is nothing yet in it, so have the Rabbis said in Sefer 
Y etzirah377 He created substance from imn and made that which was nothing something.•• 

Rabbi Berachyah in Midrash of Rabbi Nechunya hen Hakanah378 asked, "Why is 
it written 'and the earth was i;i,n (without fonn) 1;o; (and void)'? What is the meaning of 
the word il1ril •was'? lt had already been without form. And what is 'without form'? It is 
a thing which astonishes people. It was then turned into 1i'IJ. And what is i:,J? It is a thing 
that has substances, as it is written: 1(1;-r 1:::i [a composite of the two words in it there is 
substance]." 

(Explaining the nature of God) - c,rr,M -,,:M"i 
The word C'il?N means "the Master of all powers," for the root of the word is ?N, 

meaning power, and the word D':1?N is a composite consisting of the words "?N "c;," as if 
the word 1,N is in a construct state, and c;,, [literally] "they", hints to all other forces. 
Thus O'il7N means "the Force of all forces." A secret will yet be disclosed in connection 
with this. 

If s_o, the simple explanation of the verse is the correct one. The verse "In the 
beginningxi God created the heavens" means God brought forth their matter from nothing. 
The "earth" means that He brought forth its matter from nothing. And the [meaning of the 
word] earth, includes alJ four elements,379 [not merely the land,] as in the verse; "The 
heavens and the earth were finished, and [so were] all their array,"380 which includes the 

372 Kiddushin 40b 
m Exodus 18:18 
374 Isaiah 34: 11 
m Psalm 27: 14 
376 Isaiah 40: 17 
m Sefer Yetzirah 2:6 
378 Sefer Habahir Book of Bright Light Vol 2. 
379 Fire, wind, water, and earth 
380 Genesis 2: I 
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entire lower sphere, and [in the verse from Psalms] "Praise the Lord, 0 You who are on 
earth, al) sea monsters and ocean depths ... "·'111 and as in many other verses. 

Now with this creation, which was like a very small point having no substance, 
everything in the heavens and the earth were created. The word mt [in the phrase m<] 
ritit:i m<, o,~w:, is like the essence of a thing. The Sages have always explained that this 
was included, since it is derived from the expression, "The morning came and so did the 
night. "382 And so did our Rabbis say310: [The word] nN includes the sun, moon, stars, and 
constellations. And [the words] riK:i nKl includes the trees, herbs, and the Garden of 
Eden. These include all created things which are physical. 

Now after having said that with one command God created at first the heavens 
and the earth and all their hosts, [the Bible] returns and explains that the earth after this 
creation was ''1:,,n", that is, matter without substance. It became "1;,:" when He clothed it 
with form. Then it [the Bible] explains that in this form was included the form of the four 
elements: fire, water, earth. And air. The word yiN:i the earth includes these four 
elements. [In this verse] the element of fire is called "darkness", because the elemental 
fire is dark. Were it red, it would redden the night for us. The element of water with 
which the dust was kneaded is here called "deep." This is why the waters of the oceans 
are caBed ·'the deeps" as it is written, "The deeps covered them"; "The deeps froze"384, 

··the deep was round about me. "385 The bottom of the ocean is also referred to as "deep'\ 
"'He sent His blast against the Sea of Reeds; it became dry; He led them through the deep 
as through a wilderness. "386 "Who led them through the deeps so that they did n,ot 
stumble-as a horse in a desert ... "387 And the element air is here called "spirit."xi1 

Now it is already known that the four elements fill up the whole space with 
matter. xiii That which stands still is the sphere of the earth. The waters surround the earth, 
the air surrounds the waters, and the fire surrounds the air. [The Bible] states that the 
earth took on form, and the fire above surrounded the intermingled waters and dust, and 
the wind blew and rose in the darkness and hovered over the waters. It appears to me that 
this point, [ which God created out of absolute nothing] which took shape and became i:,:i 
is what the sages called "the rock of foundation" from which the world was founded. 38s 

Here is the lesson of these verses~ in the beginning God created the heavens from 
nothing, and God created the earth from nothing. The earth, when created was and i;i,n, 

and then 1:i::i, and in these there was darkness [fire as explained above], water, dust, and 
the wind blowing upon the water. Thus everything was created and made. The reason 
why wind is attached to the name of God [as it says, and the spirit of God] is that it is the 
least substantial of all elements and is above them, hovering upon the face of the waters 
only by the command of the Holy One Blessed be He. If you search [for information] on 
the creation of the angels those without bodies, it will not be found in the Torah. The 
explanation [from the sages] is that they were created on the second day, that you would 

3111 Psalm 148:7 
382 lsaiah 21 : 12 
383 Beresheet Rab bah I : I 9 
m Exodus 15:8 
3115 Jonah 2:6 
386 Psalm 106:9 
3117 Isaiah 63: 13 
388 Yoma 54b 
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not say that they assisted in the creation of the world.J89 But if you wiIJ merit and 
understand the secret of the word n,WK1:J and why the Bible does not begin by saying, 
n,vnc,:::i Ki:i c,i1,tc (God created in the beginning), you will know that, in the way of truth. 
[it is written in] the bible about the lower creations and hints about the higher ones and 
that the word n'Wtci::i hints at wisdom, which is the head of all beginnings, as I have 
mentioned. This is why they translated in the Jerusalem Targu.m [n,wK1J] as wisdom, and 
the word is adorned in the Torah with a crown on the letter :i_:u,· 

(Creation a product of will and thoughtt'· - 'TIM .. n" c-.;-r',N 9\>.,tt.,, 
The word ·'il,'7.>N" means here .. will ... as in [the verse] .. Whatever you want. I will 

do it foryou."390 [Which meansJ "What do you want and desire?" Similarly, [it is 
writtenJ ·'take her and go, and let her be a wife to your master's son, as the Lord has 
spoken."391 [Which means] as he willed. For such is the Will before him. Or, it may be 
[that the word .. saying" here means thinking, as in the verses, "you say to yourself'392 

'"And the clans of Judah will say to themselves ... "3113 The matter is to state that the 
creation was not done without toil. And this a1so our Rabbis calted "thought". They have 
said, .. The thought [concerning what was to be created on a particular day] was during the 
day, the deed itself was at sunset,"394 This teaches that creation was thought out, that 
there is .a reason for everything created, that creation was not simply a product of Will 
alone.x'1 

The word il'i;, teaches a deed fir the present time.just as" ... that you are to be 
their king ... "395 Therefore, it is written, when God created the substance of the heavens, 
He said that from that substance there should come forth a shining matter called .. light''. 

(Discrepancy in te:xt: When was light created) - ,~ac ,;or-., 
[The verse] does not say 1:i ,:,,, (and it was so}, as it is said on other days, because 

the light did not remain in this state al1 the time. as did the other creations. On this, the 
Rabbis have a midrash with a big secret. Know that the tenn "day'' as mentioned in the 
story of creation was, in the case of the creation of heaven and earth, a real day, 
composed of hours and seconds, and there were six days like the six days of the 
workweek. as is the plain meaning of the verse. 

In the pr~founder sense, the days from come from the Most High, for every 
Divine Saying""'11 which an existence is called .. day." These were six. for "Yours, Lord. 
are greatness, might. .. "396 The Sayings, however are ten because regarding the first three 
Emanations, the term .. day" does not apply at all. The explanation of the order of the 
verses in terms of this profound interpretation are sublime and hidden, our knowledge of 
it Jess than that of a drop from the vast ocean. 

(God doesn't change God's mind)1'·111 - ~"' ,:, iutn nM a,n!n( Ni,, 

389 Beresheet Rabbah 3:11 
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391 Genesis 24:51 
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Our teacher Shlomo (Rashi) wrote, .. Here too we need an Aggadic explanation.397 

He saw that that it was not fitting398 that the wicked should have the use of it and 
therefore set it apart for the righteous who will come in the future. But according to its 
pshat meaning [the verse can mean] this: He saw that it was good and that it was not 
fitting that it [the light] and darkness would be used together in confusion, and [therefore] 
establis~ed that one would be bounded by the day and the other be bounded by the 
night. .. xix 

And Rabbi Abraham { lbn Ezra) said, ··The word 'N,,,. (and He saw)399 has the 
same meaning here as in ''lN '1'1'N11' (and I saw), which refers to the thought in the heart. 
•,~,,• (and He divided) refers to His giving thc:m different names.":'(.'i 

But neither of these two words [ofRashi or lbn Ezra] are correct, for if they were, 
it would appear that the Queen (God) had new counsel, as ifto say that after God said, 
"Let there he light, " and there was light, and God saw that it was good " and then divided 
between it and darkness (as if God wouldn't know beforehand the result) just as a human 
being who does not know the nature of something until it comes into existence. ""xi 

Rather, the order [followed] in the process of creation is that the bringing forth of 
things into actual existence is called iii"7.!N (saying) such as "And God said, ·Let there be 
light'", "And God said, •Let there be a firmament",400, "And God said, "Let the earth put 
forth grass. 401 ''And establishing something is calJed i1'N1 {seeing) as in, •·And I saw in 
Ecclesiastes, and similarly, "And the woman saw that the tree was good for food." And 
this can also be found in the language of [the Rabbis] ... I see the words of Admon.',4°2 

And also in ""The king said to Zadok, the priest, "Do you see? Return to the city in 
peace. ,,4o3 The use of the word "seeing" then indicates that their continuing existence is at 
His Will, and if that Will should for a second depart from them, they will tum into 
nothing. Now just as Scripture says in connection with the work of each day, "And God 
saw that it was good", and on the sixth day when everything was comfeted it says, .. And 
God saw everything that He had made, and behold it was very good," so to does it say 
on the first day when light came into existence, "And God saw that it was good", 
meaning God desired its existence forever. 

The verse adds .. the light" because had it just said that "And God saw that it was 
good .. , it (the judgment that it was good) would have referred to the creation of the 
heaven and the earth, and at that time God had not yet decreed for them permanence, as 
they did not remain as they were. Instead, from the substance created on the first day, the 
firmament was made on the second day, and on the third the waters and the dust were 
separated and the di)' land - which God called .. earth" - was fonned. He then decreed for 
them pennanence, and said concerning them, .. And God saw that it was good."405 

(What is the "light" and "darkness"?) -i'l>nn ,,::1, ,u-tn 1'2 D'M»t ~:i,, 

397 Chagigah 12a 
398 The Rashi text doesn't use the word '1K1 instead it has the word ~Ki:,. 
399 Daniel 10:7 
400 Gen 1 :6 
401 Gen 1: l l 
402 Ketubot 109a 
403 II Samuel 15:27 
404 Genesis 1 :3 t 
40' Genesis 1:10 
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This is not '"the darkness" mentioned in the first verse which, as exp1ained above, 
refers to the element of fire; rather. the "darkness" mentioned here means the absence of 
light, since God gave a length of time to the light and decreed that it be absent afterwards 
unti1 it returns. 

A few commentators406 have said that this light was created in front of the Holy 
One Blessed be He, that is to say, in the west, and He immediately caused it to disappear 
for the period of the night, and afterwards it gave light for the period of the day. This is 
the reason for the verse, '"'Ami there was evening and there was morning," since the night 
came first and afterwards the day, and both of them came after the existence of the light. 
And this is not correct at all, for in this way they rnight add a short day to the six days of 
creation: 

But it is possible, however, to say that the lightx.xii was created in front of Him, 
blessed be He, but did not extend over the [four] elements mentioned [ in the second 
verse, as explained above] and then He divided between it and the darkness by assigning 
to each a certain period. Light now remained before Him for the length of night, and then 
in the morning, He caused the light to shine upon the elements. In this way night 
preceded day. 

It is further possible that we should say that when the heavens and the earth came 
forth from nothing into existence, as mentioned in the first verse, time came into being, 
for although our time consisting of minutes and hours is measured in light and darkness, 
yet from the moment some substance came into existence time was already part of it. If 
so, after the heavens and the earth were created they so remained for the length of a night 
without light. Then He said, "Let there be light". and there was light, and He decreed that 
it remain the same period as the first, and that after that it be absent from the elements. 
Thus, "there was evening and there was morning." 

: ,nN 0)') 1p:i ,n,, :11)1 ,n,, n,,., N1P 1\!Jn~n 01' 1)N? O'>iJ?N N1P'' (n) 
(What does it mean that God called?) - Dl' ilN~ D'n»t ,c,;,,, 

The verse states that time was created, and God made the length of the day and 
the length of the night. The purpose of the word K1P'1 (and he called) is to [indicate that] 
since Adam later gave names [to all the animals] it states that those things which were 
made before his existence were given names by god. This is the opinion of Rabbi 
Abraham [ibn Ezra].407 

The correct interpretation [ of the word] K1i''1 is that calling a name here indicates 
the division which bounded them when they assumed their fonn. Thus did the Rabbi 
say408, "God said to the light, 'The day shall be your boundary,' and to the darkness, He 
said, 'The night shall be your boundary.'" 

(The measurement of a day) - ,;,2 ,:,,, 3-,y ,:,, 
There was evening and there was morning of one day. The beginning of the night 

is cal1ed .'.J1Y, [which also means mingling] because shapes of things appear confused in 
it, and the beginning of the day is called ip::i [which also means examining] because then 
a man can distinguish between various forms. This coincides with the explanation of 

406 Reference here is to Yehuda Halevi, Al Khazari 2:20 
407 In Verse 8 
408 Beresheet Rabbah 3:7 
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Rabbi Abraham [ibn EzraJ. By way of the simple explanation of Scripture, it could not 
have said, "the first day" because the second had not yet been made, "the first" precedes a 
.. second" in number or degree, but both exist, where as, ·•one" does not connote the 
existence of a second. 

Some scholars409 explain that [one day is a] hint at the rotation of the sphere upon 
the face of the whole earth in twenty-four hours, as at every moment it is morning in 
some different place and night in the opposite place."-'tiii If so the verse alludes to that 
which will take place in the firmament after the luminaries will be placed in the 
firmament of the heavens. 

(Explaining the firmament) - ,,;,, ,n, 
God said now that the substance which had come into being first- that which He 

created from nothing - should be a firmament, stretched as a tent in the midst of the 
waters, separating between waters and waters. It is possible that this is what [the Rabbis] 
intended by their saying410, "Rav said, •The Heavens were in a fluid form on the first day, 
and on the second day they solidified.' Rav therefore sai~ that 'Let there be a firmament' 
means let the firmament become strong.• Rabbi Y ehuda, the son of Rabbi Simon said, 
'Let the 31,p, (finnament) become like a plate,just as you say in the verse, "And they did 
beat 1!1;;,,,, into thin plates. ,,,4 11 

(Creation is occurring continually) .a,an 11113 
[This means] in the middle of the waters, between the higher waters and the lower 

waters. For there is the same distance between the finnament and the waters upon the 
earth as between the higher waters and the firmament. Thus you may infer that the upper 
waters are suspended in space by the command of God. Thus it is explained in Beresheet 
Rabbah412 and in Rashi's commentary. This is part of the process of creation [which 
those who know it are obliged to conceal]; so do not expect me to write anything about it, 
as the subject is one of the mysteries of the Torah, and the verses in their plain meaning 
do not require such an interpretation since Scripture itself did not go into it at length, and 
to give.the interpretation is forbidden even to those who know it, and so much the more 
to us.xx"· 

O'>Y.ln ,,:n )np,, nnnn 1\UN a,nn ,,:i ,1:r,, ~.,p,n nN o,n,N YJ~'>l Ct) 
: 1:, ,;,,, .l''P1? 'l'Y.l 1\UN 

(Meaning) - s,,;,,n flN tl'n* 1'1'1 
The word il"W!1 (doing) in all places means "adjusting something to its required 

proportion". 
(Why is this here?) -l:t '"'' 

It is written first, .. And there was light" and afterwards, "and God said, 'Let there 
be light"', in order to explain that after the command of God. it [the light] came forth into 
actuality and was as decreed it to be. But here, after the command, "Let there be a 

409 Rambam, Moreb Nebuchim II, 30. 
410 Beresheet Rabbah 4: l 
411 Exodus 39:3 
412 Beresheet Rabbah 4:2 
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firmament," it is written, "'And God made the firmament and divided it ... "Why then is it 
added here "And it was so" if not to tell us that it was to be ever so~ for all times. But 
Rabbi Abraham (ibn Ezra] explained that the expression ''and it was so" is attached to the 
verse which follows, meaning when it was so, God called the finnament heaven. This is 
not correct. 

In Beresheet Rabbah,413 the Rabbis said [concerning the words], '"And God made 
the firmament." That this is one of the verses which Ben Zoma found difficult: "And God 
made, etc ... But was not [the world created] by command, as it is written, "By word of 
the Eternal were the heavens made?414 Now Ben Zoma's difficulty was not only on 
account of the word w31,, (and He made). since on the fourth, fifth, and sixth day, W~Pl is 
also written. Rather, his difficulty was, as I have said, is that on the other days, 
immediately after God's command, it is written, "and it was so", indicating that it came 
into being immediately after the command, but here on the second day, after it says "And 
God said" - W'J'i, "and He made" is written( This was his difficulty. Maybe Ben Zoma 
had some secret interpretation which he did not want to reveal. This is the explanation of 
the cause of his difficulty. 

(Creation from nothing and something) - O't>W ,.,;,,~ 1:1'11* Mir,,, 
On the second day He gave them this name when He clothed them with the form 

of the firmament for on the first day the heavens were still in the process of creation. but 
the name was not attached to them until they took on this form. The meaning of this name 
[O'?J'tll- heavens] is as if it had the nikud of a sego/ under the letter 'tll as in the word 71~?'tll 
"For why should I be as one that covers herself?"415 As if He said that they [the heavens] 
are waters which have congealed and stretched like a tent in the midst of the upper and 
lower waters. By this name He has made known the secret of their creation. 

In the Gemara416, the Rabbis have said, .. What is the meaning of the word c,;,;,,z;? 
It means C'r.> ow. If so, there is one~ missing here in the word o,r.nv on account of the 
adjoining of two similar lettersfjust as in the word,~,,, [which stands for l;i!l':Jil ,::i ::i,, -
"let Baal contend with him"].4 [The word tP~tu is as if it] said, c,~ cw, as if to say this is 
the name given to the waters when they took on a new form. This is the plain meaning of 
the verses in accordance with the way of Rashi's writing, and it conforms with the 
opinion of Rav which we have mentioned.418 Thus the names "heaven" and "earth" 
mentioned in the first verse point to the names by which they would be called in the 
future, as it would be impossible to make them known in any other manner. 

It is, however, more correct in accordance with the plain meaning of the verses 
that we say that the heavens mentioned in the first verse refer to the upper heavens. which 
are not part of the lower spheres but are above the :,:::i.::'),~ (the Divine Chariot), just as it is 
stated, "And over the heads of the living creatures there was the likeness of a firmament, 
like the color of the transparent ice, stretched forth over their heads above.',4 19 [It is on 

413 Beresheet Rabbah 4:7 
414 Psalm 33 :6 
m Song of Songs I: 7 
416 Chagiga 12a 
417 Judges 6:32 
418 In verse 6 
419 Ezekiel I :22. 
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account of these higher heavens] that the Holy One, blessed be He. is cal1ed "He who 
rides through the heavens''. -no The Bible, however. did not relate anything concerning 
their creation, just as it did not mention the creation of the angels, the living chariots, and 
all separate inteHigences without a body, just concerning the heavens, it mentioned only 
in a general way that they were created, meaning that they came forth from nothing. 

He said on the second day that there should be a finnament in the midst of the 
waters, meaning that from the waters, the creation of which had already been mentioned, 
there should come forth an extended substance separating them [into two distinct waters]. 
These spherical bodies He also called "heavens" by the name of the first upper heavens. 
This is why they are called in this parsha "the firmament of the heaven"-12 [rather than 
"heavens"] ''And Ood set them in the firmament of the heaven" in order to explain that 
they are not the heavens mentioned by that name in the first verse but merely the 
firmaments called "heavens." 

This likewise is the opinion of our Rabbis mentioned in Beresheet Rabbah,422 

who state, "All Rabbis say it in the name of Rabbi Chananyah the son of Rabbi Pinchas. 
and Rabbi Yaakov the son of Rabbi Avin says it in the name of Rabbi Shmuel the son of 
Rabbi Nachman: "At that moment the Holy One Blessed be He said, 'Let there be a 
firmament in the midst of the waters' - the middle drop of water congealed, and the 
lower heavens and the highest heaven of heavens were formed." This saying of the 
Rabbis refers to the plain spherical bodies in which there are the lower heavens and the 
upper ones, called "the heavens of heavens," as it is written: "Praise Him, sun and moon; 
praise Him, all stars of light. Praise Him, highest of heavens, and you waters that are 
above the heavens. ,,4zJ But the heavens mentioned here in the first verse, in which is the 
Throne of the Holy One, Blessed be He, as it is written, "The heaven is My throne·,424. 
are the ones mentioned in the beginning of that Psalm, "Praise the Lord from the heavens; 
praise Him on high. Praise Him. aH His angels. ,,425 

This interpretation is correct as far as the plain meaning of what is written. But 
there is yet a sublime and hidden secret in the name "the heaven" and in the name "'the 
throne" for there is a heaven to the heavens, and a throne to the throne. Based on this, the 
Sages said, "'In order that a man may first take upon himself the yoke of the kingdom of 
Heaven, ,,426 and "'the fear of Heaven. ,,427 The Bible likewise says, "Know that the 
heavens are sovereign".428 The Sages also have a remarkable Midrash429 on the verse, 
'"hear in heaven.',430 The worthy one will see all this a11uded to in the first verse. 

Thus the verses have explained that the first created things were from nothing, 
and the rest were derived from the first created substance. See no objection to this 
explanation from the saying of Rabbi Eliezer the Great;B 1 who states. "From where were 
the heavens created? From the light of the garment of the Holy One, blessed be He." 
[This would apparently indicate that the heavens were not created from nothing but from 

" 10 Deuteronomy 33 :26 
421 Genesis I: 17 
422 Beresheet Rabbah 4:2 
423 Psalms 148:3-1 
424 Isaiah 66: I 
423 Psalms 148: 1-2 
426 Berachoth 13 a. 
427 Berachoth 7a. 
428 Daniel 4:23 
429 Sefer Habahir, 100, and found in Zohar 2, p.271 
430 I Kings 8:32 
431 Found in Pirke d'Rabbi Eliezer, 3. 
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another preceding substance.) This opinion is also found in Beresheet Rabbah.432 Since 
the Sages wanted to elevate the first substance to the utmost and make it ethereal, they 
did not find it feasible that the heavens, which are moving corporeal bodies possessing 
matter and form, were created from nothing. Instead. they said "the light of the garment" 
was created first, and from it came forth the real substance of the heavens. And to the 
earth He gave another substance, not as minute as the first [substance from which the 
heavens were formed], and that is "the snow under the Throne of Glory," for the Throne 
of Glory was first created, and from it came forth "the snow" under it, and from it (the 
"snow''] was formed the substance of the earth, which was third in the order of 
creation. xx,· 

i1N1111 inN a,pt.J ?N 0'r.J'l'i1 nnnt.J Olt.Jil ,,p, o,n,N 1t.JNl) (\J) : ,j ,n,, n'0:1.'n 
(Clearing up an ambiguity in the text) - O'tlVn s,nntl i:,,t.,n W,,' 

The deep, which is water and sand, was like turbid waters, and He decreed 
concerning the waters that they be gathered together in one place, surrounded on all sides, 
and He further decreed concerning the sands that they rise up until they be seen above the 
waters and that they become dry, so that there be a stretch of dry land suitable for 
settlement thereon. And so it is written: "Who spread the earth over the water''.433 Or 
perhaps God's decree was that the earth be spherical, partly visible and mostly 
submerged in the waters, as the Greeks imagine in their proofs, apparent or real. 

Thus there were two decrees, that is, two matters done by the Will of God that are 
contrary to their natural inclination. For in view of the heaviness of earth [ which would 
cause i1to sink] and the lightness of the waters [which would cause them to rise], it would 
have been natural that the pillar of the earth be in the center and that the waters should 
cover it, thus surrounding it from all sides. xx,, Therefore, He said, "Let the waters under 
the heaven be gathered together", that is to a lower p)ace, and then He said, "And let the 
dry land appear". He gave them names as they assumed these forms, for at the beginning 
their collective name was "the deep." 

I : :n'J ,:, o,n,N N1'1 o,n, N1P o,nn n,pn,, '(1N n'l'J.'' o,n,N N1p,, ,.,, I 
(What is the purpose of our existence?) :u.~·u • ,,K nv.:i,, a,:,"' Ki;,,, 

The verse states that the proper name for it would be ;iw:P ( dry land) for as the 
waters are separated from the sand it becomes dry. However, He ca11ed it riK (earth) as 
the name which included the four elements created on the first day. The reason for this is 
that they were all created for the sake of the earth in order that there be a habitation for 
man, since among the lower creatures no one but man recognizes his Creator. And the 
gathering together of the waters God called C'?:l' (seas). As if [the word Cl'~', (seas) 
combines the two words} C' and C';,j (sea of waters), for the bottom of the ocean is 
called Cl', as it is written, "As the waters cover the sea",434 and likewise, "And he took 
down the sea from off the brazen oxen."435 It is called '"sea" because there was a large 
gathering of water in it. 

432 Beresheet Rabbah t 2i. 
433 Psalms 136:6. 
434 Isaiah 11: 9 
43 ' II Kings 16: 17 
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(Clearing up an ambiguity in the text)• :m, ,:, a,n~ Ni,, 
This means that their continued existence was by His Will, and the purport is that 

when He clothed them with this form He desired them to be so and their existence was 
thus established as I have explained.436 This conforms to what our Rabbis have said,437 

"Why does it not say, in reference to the work of the second day, that it was good? 
Because the work associated with the waters was not completed until the third day. 
Therefore on the third day, [the words :m:, '~~that it was good] are repeated twice, once 
in reference to the completion of the work associated with the waters, and once in 
reference to [the completion of the other work of] that day." 

'>1!) ntt>)) '>1!) '<Y ).11t ).1'>1tr.) :l'V).I N't'i '(7Nn N'lli!l o,n,N 1Y.lN'>1 (N'>) 
: ,:. ,n,, '(1Nn ,~ l:l l)J1l 1-0N l)'>Y.);7 

(What is meant by this?) -M~1' ~"!N1'1 N~"t'n 1:l'fl~ "ltlM''I 
He decreed that there be among the products of the earth a force which grows and 

bears seed so that the species should exist forever. It is possible that the name "earth" 
mentioned in the first verse already contains a hint that a force which causes things to 
grow should spring up from the earth, and it was from this force that the foundations of 
all vegetations according to their kinds emanated. From them sprang the grass and trees 
in the Garden of Eden, and from them crune those in the world. This is what the Rabbis 
have said:438 "On the third day He created three creations: trees, grass, and the Garden of 
Eden." They have also said:439 "There is not a single blade of grass below [that does not 
have] a constellation in heaven that smites it and says to it, 'Grow.' It is this which the 
Bible says, "Do you know the laws of heaven - or impose its authority on earth?"440 

[nowr.i being derived from the root] ,~,ill (executive officer). And He said that all this 
vegetation should be "after its kind". This is [the basis] of the prohibition of soY.ing 
mixed kinds of seeds,441 since he who sows them works contrary to the power of the work 
of creation. I will yet explain this with the help of God. 

Rabbeinu Shlomo [Rashi] wrote: Jill!l ;,1zn (grass. herb). :iw, does not mean the 
same as ::ttUll and ::ttll:U does not mean the same as ;iw1, for by ;'llll1 is meant that which 
forms the covering of the ground when it is filled with vegetation, and it is not 
linguistically correct to say 'this or that :"lill1. • Each by itself is called this or that Jill~. " 

This interpretation ofRashi is not correct. For if it were so, the word ;·nv, could 
have no plural, and yet we find the Sages saying442 , "If a person grafted together two 
kinds of c,Ntlli, what should the law be?" And the Rabbi himselfmiii mentions O'Ntzn. 

Rather, ;iw, is the young growing plant, and JW!.' is the mature product which produces 
seeds. This is why Scripture says, 'f7N;"T Nt?nn • (let the earth put forth) 71ill1' (young 
plants), and it would not be correct usage to say ''ill:sm" [for the word Jili!l applies to 
mature products which produce seeds]. And every young thing that grows from the earth 
is called ;iwi, even trees. Therefore 'r7K;-t Nt.U1.n 'in the verse extends also to the 

436 In Verse 4 
m Beresheet Rabbah 4:8. 
438 Pirke d'Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 3. (The source is not definite.) 
439 Beresheet Rabbah 10:7. 
440 Job 38:33. 
441 Leviticus 19: 19 
-Hi Chullin 60a 



Rabbi Moses Ben Nahman 103 

expression '1£l ru (the fruit.tree). [This interpretation is necessary] since He did not say, 
"Let the earth put forth ::iws ;-i-e-•, and "let it bring forth" the fruit-tree." The word :,,zrr thus 
has the same meaning as ;,n'?.Ji (bJJ'Owing). Similarly we find: "For the pasture of the 
wilderness are clothed with grass, the trees have borne their fruit. ,,443 

I wonder why the Bible did not mention the creation of fruitless trees, and how is 
it that He commanded only concerning fruit-trees? Perhaps this is what induced our 
Rabbis to say ,'144 "Even the presently barren trees at first bore fruit." If so, we must say 
that since the curse [which was visited upon Adam for his sin]-"Cursed be the ground 
for thy sake'..i4s - barren trees came into existence. But it is possible that the explanation 
of the verse he fore us is as follows: "Let the earth bring forth growing things, and herbs 
which yield seed and trees which bear fruit." Thus He decreed at first the creation of 
barren herbs and barren trees in general, and then He specified herbs which yield seed 
and trees which bear fruit. From what He said later on, "bearing fruit with the seed in it" 
we may derive that all trees were to grow from their seed although it is the custom with 
some trees are propagated by planting a branch. 

lJ, lY1l 7'VN '1!:l n'VY ~l li1)'>Y.)? )J1l )J'>1U) J,'lJ)J N'lli ~7Nn N~lTil 0') 
: :n" ')J o,n1;1N N7'l li1)'r.l? 

(Why is it good?)-21\1 ,:, a,n~ H,,, 
This affirms the existence of the various kinds forever. There was no special day 

assigned for this command for vegetation alone, since it is not a unique work. The earth, 
whether it brings forth anything or is salt land, is one. 

1'J.l a,,n 1'l ';,,;:i,n, o,n'lln )J,p,:i n1Nr.:, ,n, o,n,N 1r.:,N,, Ci') 
: O')'lll Ql)'Jl?l O''1)Jl>'J?l 11l1N? ,,n, n?'>?n 

(What is meant by this?) -niHb ,:,, 
Now the light was created on the first day, illuminating the elements, but when on 

the second day the firmament was made, it intercepted the light and prevented it from 
illuminating the lower elements. Thus, when the earth was created on the third day there 
was darkness on it and not light. And now on the fourth day the Holy One, blessed be He, 
desired that there be in the firmament luminaries, the light of which would reach the 
earth. This is the meaning of the words, "'in the firmament of the heaven to give light 
upon the earth'"'"'6, for there was already light above the finnament which did not 
illuminate the earth. 

The meaning of the words, m11M~ ;,:,, (Let there be lights), is as follows: He 
decreed on the first day that from the substance of the heavens there should come forth a 
light for the period of the day, and now He decreed that it become corporeal and that a 
luminous body some forth from it which would give light during the day with a great 
illumination, and that another body oflesser light [should come into existence] to 
illumine at night, and He suspended both in the firmament of the heavens in order that 
they illumine below as well. 

443 Joel 2:22. 
444 Beresheet Rabbah 5:9. 
44' Genesis 3: 17 
446 Genesis l: 17 
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It is possible that just as He endowed the earth with the power of growth in 
certain places thereof, so He placed in the finnament certain areas that are prepared and 
ready to receive the light, and these bodies which receive the light reflect it.just as 
window-panes and onyx stones. This is why He called them m1uc1Jand not D'1Ut [D'1iN 
would imply that they have their own light, miiK1.l on the other hand implies that ther, 
reflect the light which they receive]. even though they are called 0'11K. in the Psalm. 47 

(Light) - n~ffl ,,2, a,,n l'2 ~.,2n~ 
Rashi wrote: •'This took place after the primeval light was concealed for the 

righteous, but during the six days of creation the [primeval] light and darkness 
functioned, one by day and one by night. m:roi; 

Now I do not see that this is the opinion of our Rabbis who mention concealment 
in connection with the primeval light. In their opinion, rather, the primeval light 
functioned for three days, and on the fourth an emanation took place from which was 
fonned these two luminaries, just as the Rabbis have said,448 "The sphere of the sun is an 
offshoot of the upper light." For since this world was not deserving of being served by 
this primeval light without an intermediary, He concealed it for the righteous in the 
World to Come, and He made use of this offshoot of the upper light from the fourth day 
on. Thus the Rabbis said in Beresheet Rabbah:449 "It was taught: The light which was 
created during the six days of creation could not give light at daytime because it would 
then dim the sphere of the sun; at night it could not give light, since it was created to light 
only at daytime. So where is it? It was concealed. And where is it? It is prepared for the 
righteous in the hereafter, as it is said, .. And the light of the moon shall be as the light of 
the sun, and as the light of the seven days.',4so 'Seven?' I wonder! Were they not three? It 
is like a man who says thus: ·1 am keeping this for the seven days ofmy wedding feast.• 
'"That is to say, it is common parlance that one say: '"I am keeping and guarding this meat 
for the seven days of my wedding festivity." It is not that this would suffice him for all 
seven days, only that he will use it during that time. In the same way the Rabbis 
explained the expression seven days, meaning as the light which functioned during some 
of those days. 

In Beresheet Rabbah451 the Rabbis also said: .. And He separated the light.',452 

Rabbi Yehudah the son of Rabbi Simon said, 'He separated it for Himself.' And the 
Rabbis say, 'He separated it for the righteous in the hereafter.,,. Now if you could know 
the intent of the Rabbis in their saying in the Blessing of the Moon,453 "A crown of glory 
to those borne by Him from the birth," you would know the secret of the primeval light, 
the conserving thereof, and the matter of separation mentioned [in the words of Rabbi 
Yehudah the son of Rabbi Simon] - i.e .• "He separated it for Himself' - as well as the 
secret of "the two kings making use of one crown,'~54 as will indeed be the case at the 

447 Psalms 136:7 
448 Beresheet Rab bah 17: 7. 
449 Genesis 3 :6. 
450 Isaiah 30:26 
451 Genesis 3:7 
m Genesis I :4 
453 Sanhedrin 42a 
m Chullin 60b, and mentioned in Rashi. 



. 
Rabbi Moses Ben Nahman 105 

end when "the light of the moon shall be as the Jight of the sun after the light of the sun 
shall be sevenfold. ,-,-1-ss 

(Meaning)- flJ'IN~ ,,n, 
These are the changes which they will bring forth, making sih,111s and wonders "in 

the heavens and in the earth, blood, and fire, and pillars of smoke.',4 6 This is similar in 
meaning to the expression, "And be not dismayed at the signs of heaven. "457 

(Meaning)- a,-,,_,.,~,, 
This means seedtime and harvest, and cold and heat, and summer and winter. 458 

(Meaning) - a,c,~ 
This means the length of day and the length of night. 

(What is a year?) - C')'t'' 
The luminaries are to complete their orbit and then traverse again the same course 

they followed, thus making the solar year consist of 365 days and the lunar year consist 
of [lunar cycles, each approximately] 30 days. 

(Why add "on the earth"?) - ,,Mn ~)I ,,Nn~ tl'tl't'TI ll'?,~ ,,,,N~~ ,,n, 
He added here that their light should reach the earth since it is possible for the 

light to be seen in the heavens and perform all mentioned functions without lighting upon 
the earth. Hence He said that it "be for Jights in the finnament of the heaven", directed 
toward the earth and shining upon it. 

?i)n i)NY.ln TIN o,,,ln Tl7NY.ln )Jtt, nN o,n'.:,N 'VY') Cl'-') 
: o,J:n:,n nN, n,,,n n,vntJ';, 1upn 11Non nN, o,,n n'.:7'Vnn'.:7 

:yiN;i 1,l11"N~1, lJ"?jf.li:1 31"P1J 0";"11,N C11N 111"1 (T") 
(What does this refer to?) -Cl"l='f',N z:u,,ic 1n11, .o,n~ 'U)''' 

This teaches us that these Jights were not made from the body of the firmament, 
rather, they were bodies set into it. 

(What does it mean by authority?) - :t',11',:i, ci,.,: ',lt77;)1,, 
The matter of authority is a different matter from the function of light which God 

mentioned, since it includes that which He stated at first, "And they shall be for signs, 
and seasons. ,,.,j9 Their authority over the earth comprises the changes which they cause in 
it and the power of bringing about the existence and deterioration of all things in the 
lower world since the sun, by its rule during the day, causes the sprouting, the 
propagation and the growth of al1 the warm and dry things, while the moon by its rule 
increases the springs and the oceans, and all liquid and cold things. Therefore God said in 

455 Isaiah 30:26 
4S6 Joel 3 :3 
457 Jeremiah I 0:2 
m Genesis 8:22 
4~9 Genesis l : 14 
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a general way. '"And to rule over the day and over the night," because theirs is the 
dominion over things in the lower world. 

I06 

It is possible that the authority given to them contains also a power of emanation 
for they are the leaders of things in the lower world. and with their power, every ru1ing 
power in nature holds sway. Thus the constellation which comes up by day rules during it 
as it is written, "'[these, the sun, moon and stars Adonai] allotted to all peoples 
everywhere under heaven". -160 And this is what the Bible means when it says, ''He 
counted the number of the stars; to each He gave its name.'..i61 Likewise, "He called them 
each by name"."61 For the calling of names signifies the differentiation in their respective 
powers, giving to this one the power of justice and righteousness, and to that one the 
power of blood and the sword, and similarly all other powers, as is known in astrology. 
And all is done by the power of the Most High and in accordance with His Will. 
Therefore it says, "Great is our Lord, and full in power", "63 for He is greatest of all and 
mightiest in power over them. And similarly it says, Because of His great might and vast 
power. ,,-16./ In accord with the secret 1 have hinted to you, the matter of authority is 
completely true. 

(Meaning)~ iimrr ,~,·me:,,,: ,.,,:n,, 
Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra said: "By the coming forth of the sun at daytime and the 

light of the moon at night, they shall divide the light from the darkness." In my opinion, 
the light mentioned here refers to the day, and the darkness is the night for such are their 
names, as it says, "And God called the light Day, and the darkness He called Night." 

Now in connection with all the works of creation, Scripture mentions the Divine 
command and then tells of the deed. And here too He commanded, "And they shall be for 
lights,',465 and then it relates, "And God set them. ,,466 He further said, "And to rule over 
the day and over the night'"'67, meaning that one is to rule by day and the other by night, 
the authority being that which He commanded when He said, "And they shall be for 
signs, and for seasons". And now He related that the authority of the two is not alike but 
instead consists of dividing the darkness from the 1ight. The greater luminary will rule by 
day and light will be everywhere, even where the sun does not reach, and the smaller 
luminary will rule by night, and there will be darkness except that the moon will lighten 
its darkness. This then is the command He gave in order to divide the day from the night, 
as it says, "And God divided the light from the darkness." 

?)) '(1Nn ?)) ')!>))r> ')1))) n,n ~n., '<1~ o,nn 1~1'V" o,n,N 1nN,l (:,) 
: Qlr.)'lJjl )J'>f}1 l.)!) 

(What does this refer to?) - ~itl tl''->fl ,~,ti' 
Rashi wrote: ''Every living creature that does not rise above the ground is called 

"<7'l', [species] of winged creatures such as flies~ of abominable creatures such as ants and 

4W Deuteronomy 4: 19. 
461 Psalms 147:4 
462 Isaiah 40:26 
463 Psalms 147:5. 
464 Isaiah 40:26 
¼' Genesis 1: 15. 
466 Genesis 1: I 7. 
467 Genesis 1: 18. 
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worms; of larger creatures such as the mole and the mouse and others of the same kind. 
and all fishes . ., But what will the Rabbi say of the verse, "Be fertile, then, and increase; 
abound on the earth and increase on it. ,..:6M which was said to Noah and his sons? 
Likewise, the verse stating, "which the waters brought forth in swarms '"'69 should, 
according to Rashi, be read: ·•Which swanned in the waters," (where instead ofo,~;, we 
have c,~:i). Again there are many winged creatures that do not rise in height above the 
ground even as much as the mole and mouse. and the bat has very small legs, so why 
should it not be called ''c,i11:, riw" (a winged swarming thing)? 

Onkelos' opinion is that the term :,x,,w (swarming) has an implication of 
movement. Thus hi:: says of both riw and ?0?.,1:l '"t.Zrn,1 Kwn,," (moving things that 
move).x.x." He has a nice explanation. c,~,w are so called because of their constant 
movement. It is possible that it is a composite word: riiv. ri Kl;tW (that which runs) . 
.. w~,., is so called because it creeps upon the earth and is never quiet or at rest. Know that 
every winged creature that has four legs is called "C,1!7il yiw" (a winged creeping thing470) 

because it leans on its legs and moves like D'i1W, and a winged creature which is not so is 
called r,:c r,111 (winged fowl) because its main method of movement is flying. The 
meaning of the verse. •••,x,w,• and let them swarm on the earth and be fruitful and 
multiply on earth.'.471 is thus: that they may walkx.,oo upon the entire earth, and be fruitful 
and multiply upon it. "Abound on the earth and increase on it.'"'72 Means move about the 
entire earth and multiply._" This is the reason for the repetition of the word 'IJ11 (and 
multiply) in the verse.xx.'Qi This being so, we will explain the expression, which the waters 
•,x,w. · as meaning "which the waters have moved and brought forth." Similarly, the 
expression, "the river will swarm with frogs473 [means that the river moved and brought 
forth frogs]. Also,"but the Israelites were fertile and prolific; they multiplied and 
increased very greatly. " 474 means that they were fruitful and they multiplied and moved 
about because of their multitude until the land was fi11ed with them. 

Onkelos, however, interpreted the verse, Y,K:l ,riw::1, as having reference to 
propagation. He thus translates it as "propagate in the land", since he understood the 
word ,xiw- a verb- as being borrowed from the noun c,i,w (reptiles). [The verse, 
according to Onkelos, thus states:] "And you, be ye fruitful and multiply, as the prolific 
creatures in the earth, and multiply therein." Similarly, "And the children of Israel were 
fruitful '1lt:1W'1 iiD" means they brought forth progeny abundantly as the prolific creatures. 

(Expiaining an ambiguity in the text) ~ ,,,en ~Sf ,,a,,, -,,,, 
On this [fifth] day the command of creation was given to the waters, and on the 

sixth day it was given to the earth. If so, the expression, .. and let fowl fly above the 
earth", must be interpreted as being connected with [the beginning of the verse which has 
the following meaning]: "Let the waters swarm with swarms of living creatures and with 
fowl that will fly." And the verse stating, "And the Lord God formed out of the earth 
every beast of the field and every bird of the sky,''475 [which seems to indicate that the 

468 Genesis 9:7. 
469 Genesis 1:2 l. 
470 "Creeping," according to Rashi, would be "swarming." 
471 Genesis 8: 17 
472 Genesis 9:7 
-m Exodus 7:28. 
474 Exodus I :7 
475 Genesis 2:19 
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fowl were created from the ground, not from the water, must be understood] as ifit said: 
"And the Eternal God fonned out of the earth every beast of the field, and He also formed 
every fowl of the air out of the water." There are many verses like this. So also is the 
opinion of Rabbi Eliezer the Great in his Chapters,476 where he says: .. On the fifth day he 
caused all winged fowl to swann from the waters." 

However, in the Gemara/77 the Sages differ on this point. Some, agreeing with 
the previously mentioned interpretation, say that all winged fowl were created from the 
waters, and others say that they were created from both- in their words, "they were 
created from the swamps." If so, since the fowl sprang from the waters, and the swamps 
are at the bottom of the ocean, this is why the command concerning their creation took 
place on the fifth day. 

Similarly God said. "Let the waters swarm with swarms of living creatures", 
since both the body and sou) of fish come from the waters by word of God Who brought 
upon them a spirit from the elements, unlike man, in whom He separated the body from 
his soul, as it is said, "And the Lord God fonned man of the dust of the ground, and 
breathed into his nostrils the breath oflife.',..78 On the third day of creation when the 
plants came into being, He mentioned nothing at all concerning a soul because the power 
of growth which resides in plants is not a "soul;" only in moving beings is it a "soul." 

And in the opinion of the Greeks, who say that just as in moving beings the 
power of growth is only through the soul, so also in the case of plants is the power of 
growth through a soul. The difference between them wilJ be that the one [the moving 
being] is a ;,,n e'!).l (a living soul), that is. a soul in which there is life, for there is a soul 
which has no life and that is the soul of plants. Our Rabbis have mentioned "desire" in 
connection with date trees. 419 Perhaps this is a force in growth, but it cannot be called «a 
soul." 

n\Vn,n n,nn 'V!>) ,:, nNl o,,1ln O)'>lnn nN o,n,N N1:r,, (N:>} 
: Jlt) ,, o,n,N N1'>l li1)'>t.)? ')):> ')llJ ';,:, nNl Oi1)'>>J? O'>r.li1 l~1'V 1\VN 

(Why doesn't it say p m,1?) - a,~,11 a,,,nr, nK a,n»t 2<,:1,, 
Because of the great size of these creatures, some consisting of many Persian 

miles - the Greeks in their books even relate that they knew some of them to be 500 
Persian miles long, and our Rabbi likewise spoke of them in magnifying tenns 480 - on 
account of that, the Bible explicitly ascribes their creation to God for He brought them 
forth from nothing from the beginning, as I have explained the expression N.,l,, 
(creation). Similarly, Scripture does so in the case of on account of his exaltedness, thus 
infonning us that man, with his mind and reason, also came forth from nothing. I wonder 
why it does not say · 'and it was so" on this day? Perhaps it would not have been possible 
to mention "And He created" after saying, "and it was so," since it refers to the 
preceding. 

476 Beginning of Chapter 9. 
477 Chullin 27b. 
47& Genesis 2:7. 
479 Beresheet Rabbah 44: I . 
480 Baba Bathra 73b. 
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Our Rabbis have said -1s r that the b'Teat sea-monsters are the Leviathan and its 
mate which He created male and female. He then slew the female and preserved it in salt 
for the benefit of the righteous in the hereafter. It is possible that on account of this it 
would not have been appropriate to say concerning their creation, "'and it was so," since 
they did not continue to exist [in the fonn in which they were created]. 

'l'}ln, O'>):)'>J. C'>Y.ln nN iN?Y.3' ,:i,, 11!> 7>'JN? O'>n?N onN 17J.'>1 (J.:>) 

: ~7NJ. J.1'> 
Why of all things are these blessed? - tl'1N ,.,~~, 

He decreed the blessing on them and said of them that they should be fruitful and 
multiply, meaning that they should bring forth abundantly, that one creature should bring 
forth many like itself. The purport of the blessing is procreation, even as it says, "And I 
will bless her, and she shall be a mother of nations.',.,82 In connection with plants also, the 
tenn '"blessing" applies: '"Then I wilJ command My blessing upon you in the sixth 
year.''483 However, it does not say so on the third day [when the plants and trees were 
created} because all created living beings were only a single pair, male and female, 
according to their kind, and therefore they were in need of a blessing to bring forth 
abundantly but in the case of plants, they sprang up over the face of the entire earth in 
great abundance, just as they exist today. Nor did He mention a blessing on the sixth day 
for cattle and beasts because in the decree of abundancy which He decreed for the 
moving souls in the waters there were included the moving souls on the earth, as all 
living souls that do not speak are in the same class of creation. And our Rabbis have said 
484 that they [the fish and fowl] were in need of a blessing because people hunt them and 
eat them. 

(Why say both a,~ and a,~.,:i?) - 1:J't>'2 a,cn flM ,M~t>, 
He blessed them that in their abundancy they would fill the seas, the streams and 

the pools. Or it may be that their "'filling" is to be in the seas only for in the streams they 
are few. 

(What is the connection with the preceding phrase?) - '(iN:i 2,, "un,, 
Although the fowl were created out of the waters, their blessing- that they be 

fruitful and multiply- was to be on the earth for there is no fowl that Jays its eggs in the 
waters and has them grow there. Even those fowl which abide always in the waters and 
derive their food from them lay their eggs on the earth, and there they are born. 

'(1N ,n')n) \!Jn11 nnn:i n)'>Y.l? n,n \!J~l "'(1Nn N.s,n o,n1JN 1nN,, (-r:,) 
= 1:, ,n,, nl'>Y.l? 

(Meaning) - 1'l~11:l 
These are the species that eat grass, whether domestic animals or those of the 

wilderness. 
(Meaning) - "i,N ffl'M1 

Those which eat flesh are called n,n (beasts), and they all seek and seize prey. 

481 Baba Bathra 74b. 
482 Genesis 17: 16. 
483 Leviticus 25:2 l. 
4S4 Beresheet Rabbah 11 :2, and quoted in Rashi 
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(Meaning) - Vtl,, 
Rashi wrote: "'These are creeping swarms that creep low upon the earth, appearing 

as though they are dragged along." N~w in this chapter we find: "And over every animal 
ntv~i,:,'(that creeps) upon the earth~48' and it is further written, "And a11 flesh wr.,,,:, (that 
moved) upon the earth perished, both fowl and cattle, and beasts, and every swarming 
thing that swarms upon the earth:"'!«', Also, .. when all the beasts of the forest w,~,n 
(stir).'..t87 But the meaning of :,w,~, is as if it were written with the letter"o", as in the 
,:., :,Jo~,n (the foot shall tread it down),488 and other related expressions. God therefore 
says of beasts and cattle, ''riNil 1?!1 w~,,•• "that tread on the earth", 489 and of creeping 
things that drag along, ';-rrJ1N;i tvr.i, (that creep upon the ground}, 490 becaus~ they tread on 
the ground with their entire body. 

('J))JJ.) Q')n llliJ. ii7"l i)nl>'Ji:> )JY.)?~:1 OiN n'lJ)J) Q')n?N 7Y.lN') (t)) 
: '<7Nn :,y 'lJn1n wn,n :,:,J.1 '<7Nn :,:,:n nnnJJ1 o')n'lJn 
(Why is this mentioned separately?) - a,H nwv, a'""' it1H'1 

There was a special command dedicated to the making of man because of his 
great superiority since his nature is unlike that of beasts and cattle which were created 
with the preceding command. 

The correct explanation of ;"ITZll7l (us make) [which is in the plural form when it 
should have been in the singular] is as follows: It has been shown to you that God created 
something from nothing only on the first day, and afterwards He formed and made things 
from those created elements.491 Thus when He gave the waters the power of bringing 
forth "a living soul",492 the command concerning them was, "Let the waters swann". The 
command concerning cattle was "Let the earth bring forth".493 But in the case of man 
God said, «Let us make", that is, I and the aforementioned earth, let us make man, the 
earth to bring forth the body from its elements as it did with cattle and beasts, as it is 
written, "And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground",494 and He, blessed be 
He, to give the spirit from His mouth, the Supreme One, as it is written, "And He 
breathed into his nostrils the breath of life." 

(The distinction between unu,-,, and 1)t.l~!1)- unu,,:, u,:,~:i ,~H'' 
And God said, "In our image, and after our likeness", as man will then be similar 

to both. In the capacity of his body, he will be similar to the earth from which he was 
taken, and in spirit he will be similar to the higher beings, because it [the spirit] is not a 
body and will not die. In the second verse, He says, ··in the image of God He created 
him",495 in order to relate the distinction by which man is distinguished from the rest of 

485 Verse 28. Here Rashi's interpretation could not apply to animal. 
486 Genesis 7:21. 
487 Psalms 104:20 
488 Isaiah 26:6. 
489 Genesis I :26. 
490 Genesis 1 :25. 
491 Fire, wind, water, and earth 
492 Genesis I :20. 
493 Genesis I :24 
494 Genesis 2:7. 
m Genesis I :27. 
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created beings. The explanation of this verse I have found ascribed to Rabbi Joseph the 
Kimchite, and is the most acceptable of all interpretations that have been advanced 
concerning it. 

The meaning ofo,i is as the word 1Nn (appearance), as in 'ii11t:nm' "(And the 
appearance) of his visage was distorted"/'° similarly, ''Man walks about as a mere 
shadow" ~c,x:, as a mere appearance}197 When You are aroused You despise their 
image,''"'9 And the meaning of the word mt.n is similarity in form and deed, as things that 
are akin in a certain matter are called similar to each other. Thus man is similar both to 
the lower and higher beings in appearance and honor, as it is written, "And You have 
crowned him ,vith glory and honor",499 meaning that Lhe goai before him is wisdom, 
knowledge, and skill of deed. 500 In real likeness his body thus compares to the earth while 
his soul is similar to the higher beings. 

(What is the connection with the preceding phrase?) - a,n n)1:I ,..,,,, 
On account of his [man's) being male and female, he said, '"And let 'them' have 

dominion over the fish of the sea", in the plural. 
In Beresheet Rabbah:5°1, the Rabbis have said about: "'Let the earth bring forth a 

living soul after its kind'. Rabbi Elazar said, "A living soul - this has reference to the 
spirit of the first man." Now it is impossible that Rabbi Elazar should say that the 
expression, 'Let the earth bring forth'. be explained as having reference to the soul of the 
first man at all. Instead, his intent is to say what I have mentioned, that the formation of 
man as regarding his spirit, namely, the soul which is in the blood, that was done from the 
earth,just as in the command of formation of the beasts and cattle. For the souls of all 
moving things were made at one time, and afterwards He created bodies for them. First 
God made the bodies of the cattle and the beasts, and then the body of man into whom He 
imparted this soul [which resides in the blood, and is akin to that of the cattle and beasts], 
and afterwards, God breathed into him a higher soul. For it is concerning this separate 
soul that a special command was devoted by Go,~ Who gave it, as it is written, .. And He 
breathed into his nostrils the breath of Jife.502=111 

The way of truth in this verse [as to why Scripture begins with "man" in the 
singular - .. let us make man" - and then uses the plural, "let 'them' have dominion"] 
will be known to him who understands the following verse [verse 27, where the same 
change appears. It begins by stating, "in the image of God He created 'him"', and then 
uses the plural: male and female He created 'them'.] 

It is possible that Rabbi Elazar meant to explain the expression "Let the earth 
bring forth" as meaning "the earth of eternal life," that it bring forth a living soul after its 
kind that will exist forever. Similarly, [we explain that when the Bible] said, "male and 
female He created them", it is because man's creation at first was male and female, and 
His soul was included in both of them. However, in the formation, man was formed first, 
and then He built the woman from the rib of man, as the Bible tells later. Therefore the 

496 Daniel 3: 19 
497 Psalm 39:7. 
m Psalm 73:20. 
499 Psalm 8:6. 
500 Ecclesiastes 2:21; 4:4. 
501 Genesis 7:7. 
502 Genesis I :24 
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Bible mentioned here the tenn •·creation," and in the chapter below it mentioned 
••fonnation."The person learned [in the mysteries of the Torah] will understand. 

(Meaning) - n,,, 
The meaning of "let them have dominion" is that they shall rule vigorously over 

the fish, the fowl, the cattle, and all creeping things '"the cattle" here includes the beast. 
(Meaning) - .. ,,u, 

And He said, "And over atl the earth", to indicate that they are to rule over the 
earth itself, to uproot and to pull down, to dig and to hew out copper and iron. The term 
"ii,,,, .. applies to the rule of the master over his servant. 

'(1Nn nN ,N,r.n ,:i,, 11!> o,n,N on, inN,, o,n,N onN 1,::1,, en:,) 
: '<1Nil ',)' n~r.:nn n,n ',:,:11 a,ov.,n ')l)':n o,n l1l1:l ,,,, nv.,:1:,, 

(What does it mean to bless?) - O'Tl»t anM 1i:it1 
This is an actual blessing [unlike Verse 22 where the blessing of the fish and fowl 

consisted of bestowing upon them the power of procreation]. Therefore, it is written here, 
"And God blessed them, and God said unto them." But above in Verse 22 it is written, 
"And God blessed them, saying," [the word "saying" indicating] that the blessing is the 
command of procreation, that He gave them the power of bringing forth offspring, and no 
other command with which they are to be blessed. [But in the case of man, in addition to 
the power of being fruitful, he was also blessed that he have dominion over the earth, 
hence the Bible continues, "and God said to them".] 

(What is the connection with the preceding phrase?) - ,i,cn 11M '"~' 
This is a blessing that they fi11 the earth because of their numbers. In my opinion, 

He blessed them that they fill the whole earth, and that the nations should disperse 
according to their families and should populate the far ends of the world because of their 
numbers and not be concentrated in one place, as was the thought of the men of the 
generation of the dispersion. 

(Meaning) - n11:i:n 
He gave them power and dominion over the earth to do as they wish with the 

cattle, the regtiles, and all that crawl in the dust, and to build, ·•and to pluck up that which 
is planted",5 3 and from its hills to dig copper, and other similar things. This is included in 
what He said "and over aH the earth".504 

(Meaning) - c,,n n,,:i ,.,,, 
He said that they should also have dominion over the fish that are concealed from 

them, "And over the fowl of the heaven" which are not on the ground, and also over 
every wild animal. He thus mentioned them in the order of their creation: first the fish 
and fowl, and afterwards the animals. So likewise the Bible says, "You have made him 
master over Your handiwork, laying the world at his feet, sheep and oxen, aJJ of them, 
and wild beasts too; the birds of the heavens, the fish of the sea, whatever travels the 
paths of the seas."505 Our Rabbis, howev~r. have made a distinction between ;nrr:i:i 
{subduing) and:,,,,, (having dominion).:,06 

503 Ecclesiastes 3:2. 
' 04 Genesis l :26 
' 0' Psalms 8:7-9 
506 Beresheet Rabbah 8: 12 
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,:, ')!> ?)' 1WN )'1't )'1't :lW)J 7J nN OJ? ,nnl n1n o,n,N 1t.lN'' {OJ) 
: n1=1:>N? n,n, o:,', l11t l11l ~ ,,n ,:i 1VN'Om ,:, nN, '(1Nn 
(Contradictions and Vegetarians)-.»,t !lVJ» » nM a,~ 'Ml n.>n 

He did not pennit Adam and his wife to kill any creature and eat its meat, but all 
alike were to eat herbs. But when the era of the Sons of Noah came, He permitted them to 
eat meat. as it is said, "Every creature that lives shall be yours to eat; as with the green 
grasses. l give you all these."507~ even as the green herb that I pennitted to the first man, 
so do I pennit you ever,1hing. This is the language ofRashi. And so did the Rabbi 
(Rashi) explain it in Tractate Sanhedrin:508 .. And to an the animals on land ... [I give to 
you] all the green plants for food.''509 

But if so, then we must explain the expression, .. every green herb for food", 510 to 
mean "and every green herb." But this is not so. Rather, He gave to man and his wife 
every herb yielding seed and all fruit of the trees [as mentioned in Verse 29], and to the 
beasts of the earth and the fowl of the heaven He gave all green herb [as mentioned in 
Verse 30] but neither the fruit of the tree nor the seeds. The food of all of them was thus 
not the same. However, meat was not permitted to them until the time of the "Sons of 
Noah," as is the opinion of our Rabbis. And this is the plain meaning of the verse. 

The reason for this [prohibition of eating meat] was that creatures possessing a 
moving soul have a certain superiority as regards their soul, resembling in a way those 
who possess the rational soul: they have the power of choice affecting their welfare and 
their food, and they flee from pain and death. And the Bible says: .. Who knows if a man's 
life breath does rise upward and if a beast's breath does sink down into the earth?"511 

But when they sinned, and '·an flesh had corrupted its way upon the earth",512 and 
it was decreed that they die in the flood, and for the sake of Noah He saved some of them 
to preserve the species, He gave the sons of Noah permission to slaughter and eat them 
since their existence was for his sake. Yet with all this, He did not give them pennission 
regarding the soul thereof, and He prohibited them from eating a limb cut off from a 
living animal, and in addition He gave us [the children oflsrael] the commandment 
prohibiting the eating of all blood because it is the basis of the soul, as it is written: .. For 
the life of all flesh- its blood is its life. Therefore I say to the Israelite peoJl:le: You shall 
not partake of the blood of any flesh; for the life of all flesh is its blood." 3 Thus He has 
permitted the eating of the body of dumb animals after death, but not the soul itself. 

This indeed is the reason for the commandment of killing [animals in the 
prescribed manner before eating their flesh], and for the saying of the Rabbis:514 "The 
duty of relieving the suffering of beasts is a Biblical requirement." And this is the 
meaning behind the benediction which we make before killing animals: "[Blessed are 
You God, Ruler of the universe] Who sanctifies us by commanding us concerning the 

507 Genesis 9:3. 
508 Sanhedrin, 59b 
5119 Genesis I :30 
510 Genesis I :30. 
'1 1 Ecclesiastes 3 :21. 
m Genesis 6; 12. 
m Leviticus 17: 14 
514 Shabbat 128b. 
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killing [of animals]. "I will yet discu~s the purport of the commandment prohibiting the 
eating of blood when I reach thereto/is if God wilJ reward me. 

The meaning of the expression, '"every herb yielding seed .. , and every tree, in 
which is the fruit of a tree yielding seed; to you it shall be for food", is that they should 
eat the seeds of herbs, such as the grains of wheat, barley, beans. and the like, and that 
they should eat all fruits of the tree; but the tree itself was not given to them for food, nor 
was the herb itself until man was cursed and he was told, "But your food shall be the 
grasses of the field."516 

.,n.,, :ii)' .,n,, iNn J.l\J nlni nwll iwN ?:> nN o,n,N N,,, (N7) 
: '>VJVJil o,, ,p:i 

(Meaning) ~ fflD ~n, n,rn 
The meaning of the word 'TNO (very) is "mostly." On the sixth day God added this 

word because he is speaking of creation in general which includes evil. Thus He said that 
"it was very good", meaning its 1NO mostly good, thus conveying the thought that even 
the small part of it which is evil is basically also good, as is exp]ained further on. It is this 
thought which is the basis of the saying of the Rabbis in Beresheet Rabbah:517 "And, 
behold, it was very good. And, behold, it was good-this refers to death." Similarly the 
Rabbis mentioned, "This means the evil inclination in man," and, .. This means the 
dispensation of punishment." Onkelos a]so intended to convey this thought for he said 
here, "And, behold, it was very orderly," meaning that the order was very properly 
arranged since the evil is needed for the preservation of the good.just as it is said, "To 
every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven."518 Some 
Rabbis explain519 that on account of the superiority of man, He added special praise on 
his formation, i.e., that he is "very good." 

(What does it mean all?) - ON~ ~31 
"The hosts of the earth" are those which have already been mentioned: beasts, 

creeping things, fish, all growing things, and also man. "The host of the heavens'' refers 
to the two luminaries and the stars, mentioned above.just as it is written: "And when you 
look up to the sky and behold the sun and the moon am:~ the stars, the whole heavenly 
host ... "520 It also includes the Separate lntelligences,x.x.xi\· just as it is written: .. I saw the 
Lord seated upon His throne, with all the host of heaven standing by Him",521 and also, 
"The Lord v.-ilJ punish the host of heaven in heaven. "522 It is here [in the expression, "all 

m Leviticus 17: 14 
516 Genesis 3:18 
517 Beresheet Rabbah 9:5 
m Ecclesiastes 3: I 
mi Beresheet Rabbah 9: 14 
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521 I Kings 22: 19 
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the host"], that He has hinted at the formation of the angels in the work of creation. 
Similarly, the souls of men are included in the host ofheaven.x.x.xv 

1'l.lN u1:,N,YJ :,:,n :n.::i'lJ l:J. '):) lJlN 'l'1j?')l ')_)j'>:J.'l.ln Ol'> JlN o,n,N 1,.::i,, ()) 
!ll'Vl'7 O.,il7N N1:l 

(Why both words?) - 'lJ"f1''' • 1,:,.,, 
Rabbeinu Shlomo [Rashi) quotes from Beresheet Rabbah,523 He blessed it through 

the Manna. [On all other days of the week there fell one portion per person, whereas on 
the sixth day- the eve of the Sabbath- a double portion fell.] And He sanctified it 
through the Manna Lby not having it fall on the Sabbath]. The verse is written here with 
reference to the future. In the name of the Gaon Rav Saadia524 they have said that the 
blessing and sanctification refer to those who observe the Sabbath, meaning that they will 
be blessed and sanctified. However, from the intimation of the verse it does not appear 
that it refers to something which will happen in the future. Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra said 
that the blessing signifies additional weJJ-being, that on the seventh day there is a renewal 
of procreative strength in the body, and in the soul, a greater capacity in the functioning 
of the reasoning power. "And He sanctified it'' by not working on it as He did on the 
other days. Now Ibn Ezra's interpretation is correct to those who believe in it for this 
additional well-being he speaks of is not perceptible to human senses. 

The truth is that the blessing on the Sabbath day is the fountain of blessings and 
constitutes the foundation of the world. '"And He sanctified it" that it draw its sanctity 
from the Sanctuary on high. If you will understand this comment of mine you will grasp 
what the Rabbis have said in Beresheet Rabbah525 concerning the Sabbath: ["Why did He 
bless the Sabbath? It is] because it has no partner,"526 and they have further related [that 
God said to the Sabbath]: "The congregation of Israel will be your partner." And then you 
will comprehend that on the Sabbath there is truly an extra soul. 

(Why both words?) - n,YJjf~ 1:J'11»l Ni!l ,'lJN 
Rashi, quoting Beresheet Rabbah527• explains that the work, which should have 

been done on the Sabbath, was done on the sixth day by God doing double work. Rabbi 
Abraham ibn Ezra, however, explained simply that 111:lN?r.l ('"His work") refers to "the 
ability of all species to which He gave the power 'to make' [i.e., to produce) after their 
own kind. [The verse then would translate as, "Which God had created in order miVK? (to 
make it)."] 

To me, the explanation appears to be that [on Shabbat] God rested from al1 his 
work that He created out of nothing; mtvN? 10 make from it all the works mentioned on 
the six days. So this verse is stating that God rested on Shabbat from creating and 
fonning the creations that He had created on the first day, and from the fonnation He 
fonned on the rest of the days. And it is possible that the word ZWZ?N'? (to make) is 
connected with the expression above in the verse, "because on it God ceased from all his 
work which He created from making"528, [ understanding the word 1'11iVN? as mwN,~ (from 

523 Beresheet Rabbah 11 :2. 
524 Mentioned in Ibn Ezra here. 
525 Beresheet Rabbah 11: 9. 
526 Beresheet Rabbah 
m Beresheet Rabbah 11 : 10 
sis Genesis 2:3 
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making}]. Interpreting the construction ofth~ word this way can also be seen in other 
verses: "Until he ceased to measure it 1!>0?."'29 "And they stopped building m:c'? the 
city .. ,530 which should readm:c1,r.i (from building);" Beware of going up m?l.' the 
mountain"531 (which should read .n,',31r.i from going up) ·•And they did not depart from the 
commandment of the king."5·u which should read n,:i.~7.3 (from the commandment). There 
are many other examples of this. 

Know that in the word n1WN7 (to make, to do) is also included a hint that the six 
days of creation represent an the days of the world, i.e .• that its existence will be six 
thousand years. For this reason the Rabbis have said:533 "A day of the Holy One, blessed 
be He, is a thousand years." Thus on the first two days the world was ali water, and 
nothing was perfected during them. They allude to the first two thousand years when 
there was no one to call on the name of the Eternal. And so the Rabbis said:534 ·vrhe first 
two thousand years there was desolation." However, there was the creation of light on the 
first day corresponding to the thousand years of Adam who was the light of the world535 

and who recognized his Creator. Perhaps Enosh did not worship idols until the death of 
the first man. 

On the second day God said, "Let there be a firmament... and let it divide", 536 for 
on that '"day" [i.e., the second thousand-year period] Noah and his sons - the righteous 
ones -were separated from the wicked. who were punished in water. 

On the third day, the dry land appeared; plants and trees began growing, and fruits 
ripened. This corresponds to the third thousand-year period which begins when Abraham 
was forty-eight years old, 537 for then he began to call the name of the Eternal. "A 
righteous shoot"538 did then spring forth in the world for he attracted many people to 
know the Eternal, iust as the Rabbis interpreted the verse: "And the souls that they had 
gotten in Haran"53 - and he commanded his household and his children after him, "and 
they shall keep the way of the Eternal, to do righteousness andjudgment".540 This course 
continued until his descendants received the Torah on Sinai and the House of God was 
also built on that "day," and then all commandments - which are "the fruits" of the 
world-were affirmed. Know that from the time twilight falls it is already considered as 
the following day. Therefore. the subject of every "day', begins somewhat before it, just 
as Abraham was born at the end of the second thousand years. And you will see similar 
examples for each and every day. 

On the fourth day the luminaries - the large and the small and the stars - were 
created. Its .. day," in the fourth thousand-year period, began seventy-two years after the 
First Sanctuary was built and continued until one hundred seventy-two years after the 

529 Genesis 41 :49 
' 30 Genesis 11 :8 
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destruction of the Second Sanctuary. Now on this "day," but all the _Israelites enjoyed 
light"541 , .. for the Presence of the Lord filled the house of the Lord"'42 and the light of 
Israel became the fire upon the altar in the Sanctuary, resting there like a lion consuming 
the offerings. Afterwards their light diminished and they were exiled to Babylon just as 
the light of the moon disappears before the birth of the new moon. Then the moon shone 
for the_m all the days of the Second Sanctuary, and the fire upon the altar rested on it like 
a dog. ' 43 And then the two luminaries disappeared towards evening and the Sanctuary 
was destroyed. 

On the fifth day the waters swarmed with living creatures and fowl flying above 
the earth. This was a reference to the fifth thousand-year period which began one hundred 
seventy-two years after the destruction of the Second Sanctuary since, during this 
millennium, the nations will have dominion, and man will be made "like the fish of the 
sea, like creeping things that have no ruler, He has fished them all up with a line, pulled 
them up in his trawl. and gathered them in his nef'544 and no one seeks the Eternal. 

On the sixth day in the morning, God said: 'Let the earth bring forth the livin8 
creature after its kind, cattle and creeping thing, and beast of the earth after its kind." 45 

Their creation took place before sunrise, as it is written, "When the sun rises, they come 
home and couch in their dens. "546 Then man was created in the image of God, and this is 
the time of his dominion, as it is written, "Man then goes out to his work, to his labor 
until the evening."547 AU this is an indication of the sixth thousand year period in the 
beginning of which the "beasts," symbolizing the kingdoms that knew not the Eternal 
will rule. but after a tenth of it - in the proportion of the time from the first rays of the 
sun to the beginning of the day548 - the redeemer will come, as it is said concerning him, 
'"And his throne is as the sun before Me."549 This is the son of David, who was formed in 
the image of God, as it is written, "And behold, there came with the clouds of heaven, 
one like a human being; He reached the Ancient of pays and was presented to Him. 
Dominion, glory, and kingship were given to hirn.""0 This will take place one hundred 
eighteen years after the completion of five thousand years, that the word of the Eternal by 
the mouth of Daniel might be accomplished: "From the time the regular offering is 
abolished, and an appalling abomination is set up-it will be a thousand two hundred and 
ninety days."551 It would appear from the change of days - from the swarms of the 
waters and the fowl created on the fifth day to the beasts of the earth created on the sixth 
day - that in the beginning of the sixth thousand-year period a new ruling kingdom will 
arise, "fearsome, dreadful and very powerfur•xicm, and approaching the truth more than 
the preceding ones. 

541 Exodus I 0:23 
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The seventh day which is the Sabbath alludes to the World to Come, ••which will 
be wholly a Sabbath and will bring rest for life everlasting." 552 And may God g~_ard us 
during all the days and set our portion with His servants, the blameless ones. x."x,u 

: o,>Jv.11 '(1N o,n,N .,., nlW)J o,,:i oN1lnJ ~1Nn, O'>JYJn n,1~"n n?N (1) I 
(What is the purpose of this verse?) - a,c,2112 ,,,c111 D''-3111'1 s,n~ nm 

The Torah tells us here about the heaven and the earth, the rain and the growth 
after they had been created and put in proper order,. The heavens shall give their dew and 
rain, and the ground shall give her increase/53 and they will make possible the exish:nce 
of all living beings. 

The word CK1J:'TJ ( when means they were created) can hint at two words K'':1:l 
CNi::i Meaning Go~ created them with the letter:, [the last of the four letters of the 
Tetragrammaton]5'4 It is for this reason that Scripture until this point mentioned onl~ the 
word C'i1?K. This is explained in the verse, "For all these things has My hand made" 55 

and so did Job say, ••Who among all these does not know that the hand of the Lord has 
done this?"556 This being so, the expression, "in the day that the Eternal God made", 
refers covertly to the word n'Wtt1J (in the beginning). 

,::, ncs, 010 n1wn J.VJY ',::,i i,zro n,n, o,o n11t1n n,"-' ,::,, Cn) 
: nn1Nn nN 1J.)J', )'N 01N, ~,Nn ',y o,n,N" ,,otln N, 

(Clearing up an ambiguity in the text) - nflln n,w »1 
Our Rabbis557 believed that every herb of the field that was created on the third 

day did not come forth above the ground then, but remained just below the surface of the 
earth until the sixth day when God caused the rain to fall on them causing them to grow. 

In my opinion, following the plain meaning of the text, on the third day the earth 
did bring forth the grass and the fiuit trees in their full-grown stature and quality as He 
commanded concerning them. [Verse five comes to tell us here that] there was no one to 
plant and sow them for future purposes, and the earth would not produce until a mist 
would come up from it and water it, and man was formed who would work it - to seed, 
to plant, and to guard. This is the meaning of the '"shrub of the field ... had not yet grown ... 
It does not say "the shrub of the ground" for only a fslace which is cultivated is called 
••field," as in "Which you have planted in the field" ' 8 and .. We will not pass through 
field or through vineyard". 559 

This is the course of the world that was to be following the six days of creation 
and forever after, that due to the mist the heavens will bring down rain, and due to the 
rains the earth will make the seeds that are sown in it to spring up. 

m Tamid VII, 4 
m Zechariah 8:12. 
,,.. Menachoth 29 b. 
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: n,n w.ol, o,Nn '"'' onn nnYJ3 ''!lN:1 n!>,, nniNil iD 1!>)1 01:Nn nN o 
'T17N n 7~"' (l) 

(What was breathed in?) - onn J1t)IU ,,o,c:s no'l 
This alludes to the superiority of the soul. its foundation and secret, since it 

mentions in connection with it the full Divine Name. And the verse says that He breathed 
into his nostrils the breath of life in order to infonn us that the soul did not come to man 
from the elements, as He intimated concerning the soul of moving things, nor was it an 
evolvement from the Separate Intelligences. Rather, it was the spirit of the Great God: 
'"out of his mouth comes knowledge and discemment."56(> For he who bn:athes into the 
nostrils of another person gives into him something from his own soul. It is this which 
Scripture says, "And the breath of the Almighty gives them understanding;"''1 since the 
soul is from the foundation of understanding by way of truth and faith. This corresponds 
to the saying of the Rabbis in the Sifre; "Vows are like swearing by the life of the King 
oaths are like swearing by the King Himself." Although there is no proof for it in 
Scripture. there is an allusion to it: '"By the living God, and by the life of your soul. "562 

And in the Midrash of Rabbi Nechunya ben Hakanah we find:563 '"What is the meaning of 
the word tv!IJ'i (and He rested)?564 It teaches us that the day of the Sabbath preserves all 
souls, for it is iV!lri•• [i.e., from the word nefesh, soul]. It is from here that you will 
understand the expression. "speaking the oath of God". 565 The person learned in the 
mysteries of the Torah will understand. 

Know that those who engage in research have differed concerning man. Some say 
that man has three souls. One is the soul of growth, like that in a plant; or you may call 
this "the force of growth." Then there is also a soul of movement in him, which Scripture 
mentioned concerning fish, animals, and everything that creeps upon the earth. The third 
is the rational soul. And there are some philosophers who say that this soul in man which 
comes from the Most High comprises these three forces while the soul is but one.,oc~,11 

This verse in its plain meaning so indicates for it states that "God formed man of 
the dust of the ground", but he lay there lifeless like a dumb stone, and the Holy One, 
blessed be He, "breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and then man became a living 
soul", able to move about by virtue of this soul, just like the animals and the fish, 
concerning which He said: "Let the waters swarm with swarms of living creatures, 
"S<16and "Let the earth bring forth the living creature. "567 This is the meaning of the 
expression here, iPn tv£1l? (into a living soul) man was made, meaning man turned into a 
sou) in which there is life, after having been as a potsherd with the potsherds of the earth. 
For the letter, in the word VlDl; indicates the opposite, [namely, that from being a 
potsherd he became a living soul]. And so it is in the verses, "And the water shall turn 
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c,, (into blood) upon the dry Jand" 5611 And it turned (into a snake)~ And He made the sea 
;,:nn'i ( into dry land). 569 

Onkelos, however, said: ""And it became a speaking soul in man., From this it would 
appear that his opinion coincides with those who say that man has various souls and that 
this rational soul which God breathed into his nostrils became a speaking soul. 

It appears to me that this also is the opinion of our Rabbis, as we may deduce 
from what they said:570 "Rava created a man. He sent him to Rabbi Zeira who spoke to 
him but he did not answer. Said Rabbi Zeira to him: 'You are created by one of the 
colleagues; return to your dust."' In Vayikra Rabbah571 we find written; "'Said Rabbi 
Avin: When a man sleeps, the body tells the ;,;,:;,,:i (the moving spirit), and the il~WJ tells 
the W!JJ (the rational soul), and the W~J tells the angel." So also the verse, "He gathers unto 
Himself his spirit and his breath,"572 indicates, according to its plain meaning. that "his 
spirit" and "breath" are two distinct things. 

(What does it say that God created man again?) - tt1N11 JUC a,n»c " ,~,,, 
That being so, the verse, "And the Lord God fanned man", states the formation of 

movement, that man was formed into a creature capable of movement since "formation" 
denotes life and perception by virtue of which he is a man and not a kneaded mass of 
dust, just as it is said, "And the Lord God formed out of the ground every beast of the 
field, and He brought them unto the man. "573 And after He formed him with the power of 
perception, He breathed into his nostrils a living soul from the Most High, this soul being 
in addition to the formation mentioned, and the whole man became a living soul since by 
virtue of this soul he understands and speaks and does all his deeds and all other souls 
and their powers in man are subject to it. The letter, in the word TV~l, is thus the ? 
indicating possession, just as in the foHowing verses: '"My lord, 0 king, 'lK 71;, (I am 
yours), and all that I have~574 ;mp; (to him that bought) it, throughout his generations; 575 

'JK 1? (I am yours), save me.576 Or, it may be that the verse is stating that man wholly 
became a living soul and was transformed into another man, as all His formations were, 
from now on, directed towards this souJ. 

(Meaning) - a.,;,,, jt)ll 1) a,n»c " ""'1 
Rashi explained that "in the east of Eden He planted the garden." But Onkelos 

translated Oip~ to mean "previousJ;f' [that is, before man was created. And so have the 
Rabbis said in Beresheet Rabbah,' 7 and this is the correct explanation. The meaning of 
l1'0'1 (and He planted) is not that He brought the trees from another place and planted them 
here for it was from that place that He caused them to grow, just as it is said, "And out of 
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"78 the ground the Lord God caused to grow every tree.,,, But the purport of the exfression, 
"and the Eternal God planted", is to state that it was "the plantin~of the Lord",57 for 
before He decreed upon the earth, '"Let the earth put forth grass, He had already 
decreed that in that place there be a garden, and He further said: "Here shall be this tree, 
and here that tree," like the rows of planters. It was unlike the rest of the places on the 
earth concerning which He said, "Let the earth put forth grass ... and fruit-tree", and it 
then grew without order. 

Now concerning the trees of the garden of Eden He decreed that they grow 
branches and bear fruit forever, the root was never to wax old in the earth, and the stump 
was never to die in the ground. 581 These trees were not to need any one to tend and prune 
them. For if they were in need of cultivation, who would have tended them after man was 
driven from there? This also is the meaning of the expression, "And the Eternal God 
planted", that they were His plantings, the work of His hands/82 and existing forever, 
even as it is said, "Its leaf shall not wither, neither shall the fruit thereof fail ... because 
the waters thereof issue of the sanctuary." 583 If so, what then is the meaning of the verse: 
"And He put him into the garden of Eden to cultivate it and to keep it?" He put him 
[man] there so that he should sow for himself wheat and all kinds of produce, and every 
herb bearing seed, and rows of spices, reaping and plucking and eating at his will. This 
also is the meaning of •"to cultivate it and to keep it"584 - to cultivate the ground of the 
garden by the rows he [man] would make there, for the part of the garden where the trees 
were was not to be cultivated. It is possible that [in the words i11~tv?i i11:J3l? - literally, to 
cultivate her and to keep her,] He refers to the garden in the feminine gender, just as in 
the verses: "And as the garden causes the things that are sown in her to spring forth"/85 

"And plant gardens". 586 

Our Rabbis noted this use of the feminine gender, referring in Beresheet 
Rabbah587 to i11~tv?, n7Jli'7- they say, "these W(?rds refer to the sacrifices, as it is said, 
l'Uli'n (Ye shall serve) God upon this mountain.,88 lt is this which Scripture says, ,,~tun 
(Ye shall keep) to offer unto Me in its appointed season."589 The intent of the Rabbis in 
this interpretation is that plants and all living beings are in need of primary forces from 
which they derive the power of growth and that through the sacrifices there is an 
extension of the blessing to the higher powers. From them it flows to the plants of the 
garden of Eden, and from them it comes and exists in the world in the fonn of"rain of 
goodwill and blessing,"590 through which they will grow. This conforms to what the 
Rabbis have said:591 "The trees of the Eternal have their fill, the cedars of Lebanon, 
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which He hath planted.5''2 Rabbi Chanina said: Their life shall have its fill; their waters 
shall have their fill; their plantings shall have their fill?' "Their life" refers to their higher 
foundations; ''their waters'' refer to His good treasure59;\ which brings down the rain~ and 
"their plantings" refer to their force in heaven, just as the Rabbis have said:594 "There is 
not a single blade of grass below that does not have a constellation in heaven that smites 
it and says to it, 'Grow.' It is this which Scripture says, "Do you know the laws of heaven 
or impose its authority on earth?"595 

'(l-11 ,:n•-to? :n\J, nN10':J ;on:, 'O' 1,::, no1Nn 10 o')n?N n nr.,~,, (\Jl 

: ~,, :n\J :n~,n 'O)i )ln 1ll1J □"nn 
(What does middle mean?) - ,,, :n\:J ni,-rn ,,,, 1,11 ,,n:s tt"n1'1 '(»' 

Since the Bible says, "And the tree of life in the midst of the garden", and does 
not say "in the garden;' and, moreover, since it says, "But of the fruit of the tree which is 
in the midst of the garden, God said: 'Ye shall not eat of it,'"596and does not mention it or 
refer to it by another name, we must say, according to the simple meaning of Scripture, 
that it was a known place in the garden which was "in the midst" thereof. This is why 
Onkelos translated: "in the middle of the garden." Thus according to Onkelos the tree of 
life and the tree of knowledge were both in the middle of the garden. And if so, we must 
say that in the middle of the garden there was the likeness of an enclosed garden-bed 
made which contained these two trees. This "middle" means near its middle for with 
respect to the exact middle, they have already said that no one knows the true central 
point except God alone ... And the tree of life." This was a tree the fruit of which gave 
those who ate it Jong life. 

(Man's original nature)-,,, .2,\:J .n.nn ~ 
The commentators have said that the fruit thereof caused those who ate it to have 

a desire for sexual intercourse, and therefore Adam and Eve covered their nakedness after 
they ate of it [the fruit]. They quote a similar expression [where "good and evil" refers to 
such desireJ7 the saying of Barzillai the Gileadite, "Can I tell the difference between good 
and badT5 meaning that this sexual desire was already removed from him. But in my 
opinion this interpretation is not correct since the serpent said, "And you shall be as God. 
knowing good and evil." And if you will say that the serpent Jied to her, now [Scripture 
itself attests to the truth of his statement in the verse], "And the Eternal God said, 'Behold 
man has become like one of us knowing good and evil."598 And the Rabbis599 have 
already said, "Three stated the truth and perished from the world, and these are: the 
serpent, the spies, and Doeg the Edomite.600 

The proper interpretation appears to me to be that man's original nature was such 
that he did whatever was proper for him to do naturally, just as the heavens and all their 

592 Psalm 104: 16 
593 Deuteronomy 28: 12. 
594 Bercshith Rabbah I0:7 
595 Job 38:33 
596 Genesis 3:3 
597 II Samuel 19:36. 
598 Genesis 3 :22 
599 In Pirka D'Rabbeinu Hakadosh, Section 3 
600 I Samuel 22:9-10. Sanhedrin 90a 
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hosts do, ••faithful workers whose work is truth, and who do not change from their 
prescribed course, ,.wi and in whose deeds there is no love or hatred. Now it was the fruit 
of this tree that gave rise to ,viii and desire, that those who ate it should choose a thing or 
its opposite, for good or for evil. This is why it was called 11,, :nt:1 n111;, yy (the lree ufthe 
knowledge ofgoud and evil), for r,111;, in our language is used to express will. Thus in the 
language of the Rabbis: "They have taught this only with regards to one ,n111w (whose 
\viii) is to retum;',o02 and "his wiU is to clear" [the produce in the store-room in his house 
before Passover] And in the language of the Bible,,. What is man that Jou should care for 
him?"603 meaning that "You should desire and want him OWJ 7'nl11',60 meaning '"I have 
chosen you uf all people." Similarly, Barzillai's expression, !liN:1 "'Can I distinguish 
between good and bad?"605 means that he lost the power of thought, no longer choosing a 
thing or loathing it, and he would eat \vithout feeling taste and hear singing without 
enjoying it. XXXIX 

Now at that time sexual intercourse between Adam and his wife was not a matter 
of desire; instead, at the time of begetting offspring they came together and propagated. 
Therefore all the limbs were, in their eyes, as the face and hands, and they were not 
ashamed of them. But after he ate of the fruit of the tree of knowledge, he possessed the 
power of choice; he could now willingly do evil or good to himself or to others. This, on 
the one hand, is a godlike attribute; but as far as man is concerned, it is bad because 
through it, he has a will and desire. It is possible that Scripture intended to allude to this 
matter when it said, That God made man upright, but they have sought out many 
inventions. 606 The "uprightness" is that man should keep to one right path, and the 
"seeking out of many inventions" is man's search for deeds which change according to 
his choice. Now when the Holy One, blessed be He, commanded Adam concerning the 
tree, that he should not eat of its fruit, He did not infonn him that it has this quality. He 
told him without any qualification, But of the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the 
garden,32sthat is to say, the one that is known by its central position, you shall not eat 
thereof. And this was what the woman said to the serpent. And the verse which states, 
But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, you shall not eat of it,6°7 mentions it to 
us by its true name. 

(Which lands are being referred to here?) - :intn av, iv.IN n~t,nn '(iN 
This is to explain that it is not the Havilah of Egypt, concerning which it is said, 

'"And they dwelt from Havilah, by Shur, which is close to Egypt",608 for this one [referred 
to here] is in the extreme east. The verse mentions also, '"there is the bde1lium"609, in 
praise of the river, that in the sand that is in it and on its bank there is found that good 
gold, the bdellium and the onyx stone. For these things are found in rivers; in some, silver 

601 Sanhedrin 42 a. 
602 Pesachim 6a 
603 Psalms 144:3 
604 Exodus 33:12 
60' II Samuel 19:36 
606 Ecclesiastes 7:29 
607 Genesis 2: 17. 
608 Genesis 25: 18. 
609 Verse 12. 



Rabbi Moses Ben Nahman 124 

can be found. Similarly. the bdellium and precious stones are found mostly in rivers. In 
the opinion of fonner scholars,610 Pishon is the Nile of Egypt; it compasses this entire 
!and ofHavilah. and comes from there and passes the whole land of Egypt until it fal1s 
into the great sea at Alexandria in Egypt. 

(Meaning) - ,,,.,,., ~ N~ 
He admonishes him against eating the fruit. for the tree itself is not edible. And so 

it says further on: "But of the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the garden." 
Similarly, ""And ~ou may eat from your vines and your fig trees.',6 11 Likewise, '"In toil 
shall you eat it61 ~ means "eat its fruit." 

(When were they supposed to die?) - ,,,,.,,, JIU) ,,,.,,., ,~,,c tn'2 
At the time you eat of it, you will be condemned to die. Similarly, we find: On the 

day you go out, and walk anywhere else. you can be sure that you will die.613 This does 
not mean that he [Shimei] is to die immediately on that day; nor does it refer to his mere 
knowledge thereof, namely that he is to know that he will die eventually for aH the living 
know that they shall die.61" But it does mean that at the time he [Shimei] goes forth from 
Jerusalem, he is liable to death at the hand of the king, and he wil1 slay him when he 
pleases. [Similarly, in the verses:] "But they shall not go in to see the dismantling of the 
sanctuary, lest they die'..6ts "And they shall not bear sin for it, and die thereby.'.616 Their 
intent is [not that those who transgress against these prohibitions wilJ die immediately], 
but only that they will be liable to death and will die on account of this sin of theirs. 

Now in the opinion of men versed in the sciences of nature, man was destined to 
die from the beginning of his formation. on account of his being a composite [of the four 
elements, and everything that is composite must revert to its original components]. But 
now He decreed that ifhe will sin he will die on account of his sin, like those who are 
liable to death at the hands of Heaven for such sins as a non-priest eating the Heave
offering, or a priest who has drunk wine or who does not wear the [required nwnber of 
priestly] garments when performing the Service in the Sanctuary, and other cases. There 
the intent is that they will die prematurely on account of their sin. This is why in stating 
the punishment [after Adam ate of the fruit of the tree of knowledge] He said, "Until you 
return to the ground- for from it you were taken. For dust you are. and to dust you shall 
return.'"'17 by your nature. In the beginning before he sinned, Adam also ate of the fruit of 
the tree and of the seeds of the earth; and if so, there was bound to be depletion in his 
body, and he was subject to the cause of existence and destruction. 

But in the opinion of our Rabbis,618 if Adam had not sinned he would have never 
died, since the higher soul bestows life forever, and the Will of God which is in him at 

610 Rabbeinu Saadia Gaon and Rashi 
611 II Kings 18:31. 
612 Genesis 3: 17 
613 I Kings 2:42 
614 Ecclesiastes 9:5. 
615 Numbers 4:20 
616 Leviticus 22:9. 
617 Genesisl:19 
618 Shabbath 58b 
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the time of his formation would always cleave to him and he would exist forever, as I 
have explained in the verse, "And God saw that it was good".61 !> 
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Know that composition indicates destruction onJy in the opinion of those wanting 
in faith, who hold that creation came by necessity. But in the opinion of men of faith who 
say that the world was created by the simple Will of God, its existence will also continue 
forever as long as it is His desire. This is clear truth. That being so, "for as soon as you 
eat of it, you shall die" means that then you will be condemned to die since you will no 
longer exist forever by My Will. And the matter of eating [from the other trees) was to 
Adam at first only a source of enjoyment. And it is possible that the fruits of the garden of 
Eden were absorbed in his Jimhs as the Manna, and they sustain those that eat them. But 
when He decreed upon him. "And you shall eat the grass of the field',620 and with the 
sweat of his face he shall eat bread of the earth. this [the food] became a cause for 
decomposition since he is dust, and dust he eats, and unto dust he shall return. 

(Why is it not good?) - ,.,:i~ tl'TMn n,,n 2'" N~ 
It does not appear likely that man was created to be alone in the world and not 

beget children since all created beings - male and female of all flesh - were created to 
raise seed. The herb and trees also have their seed in them. But it is possible to say that it 
was in accordance with the opinion of the Rabbi who says:621 .. Adam was created with 
two faces [i.e., male and female persons combined]. and they were so made that there 
should be in them an impulse causing the organs of generation to produce a generative 
force from male to female, or you may say 'seed,• in accordance with the known 
controversy concerning pregnancy, and the second face was a help to the first in the 
procreative process. And the Holy One, blessed be He, saw that it is good that "the help'' 
stand facing him, and that he should see and be separated from it or joined to it at his 
will. This is the meaning of what He said in the verse, 'I will make him a helper opposite 
him."' 

The meaning of the expression, "it is not good", is that it cannot be said of man 
that "it is good" when he is alone for he will not be able to so exist. In the work of 
creation, "the good" means existence, as I have explained on the text, "And God saw that 
it was good." 

NJ)1 o,nwn ')1Y ,:, nNi niwn n>n :,:, nniNn 1r.:, o,n7N ,., ,.s,, {t,'>) 

: )>:)\!) N1i1 n->n \!)!)) OiNn 17 N7p'> 1VJN :,:,1 ,, NlP' nn J11N1? OiNn ?N 
(Meaning) - n,n WD> tl.,Nn ,~ Ni;,, i\!IN 

Rashi comments: "Invert [the phrasing of the sentence] and explain it thus: and 
every living creature to which Adam would give a name, that should remain its name 
forever." And Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra said that the letter 7 of the phrase. that the man 
called, is carried forward [to the word WOJ, making it tu::iJ1;, (to the creature). and whatever 
the man called to every living creature, that was to be its name. 

619 Genesis 1 :10 
6211 Genesis 3: t 8 
621 Berachoth 61 a 
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It is possible that the phrase be explained in connection with the matter of "the 
help" that God gave to Adam, and the meani~ is that i1'n W!>l c·n<:i (man is a living soul), 
as it is said, .. And man became a living soul,' 2 and it is as I have explained it there. And 
He brought before him all species so that every one of them unto which Adam would 
give a name and say that it is a living sou] like himself, that would remain its name and 
be a help to him. So Adam gave names to all, but as for himself he found no help which 
he would be able to call "a living soul" like his own name. 

ni~n n,n ?:>?l o,n'Yn ')l))?l nnn:1n ,:,., nir.,w CiNn Nip,,(:,) 
: )i)):, 7ll' N.Sr.J N? OiN?i 

What is the connection of these two phrases?)- ,-,13:, ,11' MXD M~ ti™~ 
Rashi comments: "When He brought them, He brought them before him as male 

and female. Thereupon Adam said, 'All of them have a mate, and I have no mate!' 
Immediately, the Eternal God caused a deep sleep to fall upon him." Rashi explained it 
welt for by Scripture's bringing the verses concerning .. the calling of names" into the 
matter of "the help" that God gave Adam, it proves that this interpretation mentioned 
above is correct. 

''The calling of names," in the opinion of the commentators,623 is to be understood 
in its plain sense, namely, that everyone should have a name for himself so that they be 
known and recognized in their progeny by the names Adam would call them, names 
which would be valid forever. Now when the Holy One, blessed be He, wanted to make 
"the help" for Adam He brought atJ species before him since He had to bring them before 
him in pairs so that he should also give a name to the females of the species~ for in some 
[species, both male and female] are called by one name, and in others they differ, such as 
bull and cow, he-goat and she-goat, sheep and ewe, and others. When Adam saw them 
mating with each other, he had a desire for them. but as he found among them no help for 
himself, he was saddened and fell asleep. God then caused a deep sleep to fall upon him 
so that he should not feel the removal of a rib from his body. 

In my opinion, however, "the calling of the names" is identical with "the help" [as 
I explained in the above verse], and the purport thereof is as follows: the Holy One, 
blessed be He, brought before Adam all the beasts of the field and all the fowl of the 
heavens, and he, recognizing their nature, called them names, that is, names appropriate 
to them. By the names it was made clear who is fit to be the help for another, meaning, flt 
to procreate with one another. Even if we are to believe that names are merely a matter of 
consensus and not of nature, [i.e., that they do not reflect the essence of the object bearing 
the name], we can say that ''the calling of the names" means the division of the species 
as - male and female - they passed before Adam and he contemplated their nature as 
to which of them would be a help to each other in procreation so that they should beget 
offspring. Thus he called the large creatures by one name and the beasts by another so 
they would not beget offspring from one another, and so on for all species. And among 
them all he did not find a natural help for himself so that it could be called by his name 
for "the calling of the names'' signifies the division of the species and the separation of 
their powers from each other, as I have explained above. Now it does not mean that it 

622 Genesis 2:7. 
621 Rashi and R'dak. 
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was in Adam's power to find a help for himself among them since they were all created 
with natures [different from that of man}. But it means that if Adam was to find 
satisfaction with one of the species and he would choose it for his help. the Holy One. 
blessed be He, would adapt its nature to him, as He did with the rib, and He would not 
have found it necessary to build "a new structure. "624 This is the meaninJ of the verse, 
And whatsoever the man would call every living creature, that was its62:i name; that is to 
say, that was to be its name, for the Holy One, blessed be He, would so preserve it along 
the lines which I have explained. 

ln my opinion it is correct to say that it was His will, blessed be He, not to take 
Adam's rib from him to make him a wift: until he himself would know that among the 
created beings there is no help suitable for him and until he would crave to have a help 
suitable for him like her. This was why it was necessary to take one of his ribs from him. 
This is the meaning of the verse, "But for Adam there was not found a help meet for 
him"; that is to say, but for the name Adam (man), he found no help suited to be opposite 
him and to be called by his name so that he should beget children from that .. help''. We 
need not resort here, therefore, to the words of the commentators626 who say that the 
name "Adam" comes here in place of the reflexive pronoun ["himself." The verse would 
thus read: "But for himself] he found no helg meet for him," just as, "My wives of 
Lemech",627 "And Jephthah, and Samuel",6 8 [which should read, "and Jephthah and 
myself']. This is the meaning of Adam's saying: "This is now bone ofmy bones"; that is 
to say, "This time I have found a help for me which I did not find till now among the 
other species. for she is '"bone ofmy bones, and flesh of my flesh",629 and is fit to be 
actually called by my name for we shall propagate together." 

In the word rm (this, this time) there is a secret; it will be made known from our 
words in the sectionil::>i)il mm ,630 ifmy Rock will bless me, enabling me reach thereto. 
This is why Adam repeats, "because mu (this) was taken out of man". [Delve into it] and 
understand. 

(Meaning) - ,nN i'l12!, ,,r,, ltl'llM2 ;,:i-n ,,,J( nic, '':IN "" "''" :lt»' ll ~,, 
The Divine Spirit says this, thus prohibiting immoral relationships to the Sons of 

Noah. 
(What is the point ofthis?)-inN ,v~~ \'t1' 

Rashi writes, .. The child is created by both parents, and there in the child, their 
flesh is united as one." But there is no point to this since in beast and cattle too, their 
flesh is united into one in their offspring. The correct interpretation appears to me to be 
that in cattle and beast the males have no attachment to their females. Rather, the male 
mates with any female he finds. and then they go their separate ways. It is for this reason 
that Scripture states that because the female of man was bone of his bones and flesh of 

624 Eruvin I Sa 
62' Genesis 2: 19. 
626 lbn Ezra and Radak. 
627 Genesis 4:23. 
628 I Samuel 12: 11 
629 Genesis 2:23 
630 Deuteronomy 33: I 
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his flesh, he therefore cleaves to her and she nestles in his bosom as his own flesh, and he 
desires to be with her always. And just as it was with Adam, so was his nature 
transmitted to his offspring, that the males among them should cleave to their women, 
leaving their fathers and their mothers, and considering their wives as if they are one 
flesh with them. A similar sense is found in the verses: "For he is our brother, our 
flesh";6°' 1" to any that is near of his flesh.632 Those who are close members of the family 
are called "near of flesh". Thus man will leave '"the flesh" of his father and his mother 
and their kin and will see that his wife is nearer to him than they. 

631 Genesis 37:27 
632 Leviticus 18:6 
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NOTES 

i By beginning with Rashi's comment, Ramban illustrates the preeminent position 
that this eleventh century Northern French commentator has earned in the Jewish 
community ofGerona. It seems that Rashi's commentary had to be addressed prior to any 
alternative perspective being offered. Rashi had already become the lens through which 
Torah was being read. Ramban picks up Rashi's opening question, "What is the purpose 
of this text?" He agrees that this is a valid question but then goes on to forcefully argue a 
theological answer that affinns God as creator. This is a timely outspoken rebuke directed 
abrainst the Maimonidians and it is an answer that Ramban will continue to develop 
throughout his commentary. 

ii Ramban called the belief that the world was created by a creator (God), the w,,w 
:-tl1?:3Nn .. the source of our faith". It was the central belief for him, the foundation of 
Judaism upon which the power, authority and providence depended. Elsewhere (Exodus 
3:16), Ramban writes that the purpose for the prayers that we say and the gatherings that 
we hold are an opportunity to express "our inner conviction that He is our Creator and 
that we are His creatures." His emphasis on this point needs to be seen in light of both the 
rise in prominence of Aristotelian thought in the Christian world as well as its popularity 
by the Maimonidians. 

Early in the 13th century the major works of Aristotle were made available in a 
Latin translation, accompanied by the commentaries of Averroes and other Islamic 
scholars. Thomas Aquinas, (1225-1274) an Italian philosopher and one of the leading 
Roman Catholic theologians, sought to reconcile Aristotelian philosophy with 
Augustinian theology employing both reason and faith in his pursuit. Christianity was 
being confronted with Aristotelian thought promoted by the philosophical school of 
A verrroism that asserted that philosophy was independent of revelation. Aquinas seeking 
to reconcile the Augustinian emphasis of faith with the Averroist desire for knowledge 
derived from the senses, Aquinas insisted "that the truths of faith and those of sense 
experience, as presented by Aristotle, are fully compatible and complementary." See 
"Aquinas" Microsoft Encarta, 2003. 

At the same time that Aquinas's work was reflecting the Christian world's 
confrontation with Aristotelian philosophy, Maimonidians in the Jewish community were 
challenging long accepted beliefs as well. In their view, the universe is eternal and 
therefore never was created. It was a theory that offered a universe that was constant and 
unchanging. In Maimonides Guide (2:22), Maimonides maintained that according to the 
Aristotelians, God cannot intervene in a matter so small as changing the size of a fly's 
wing. See Seeskin's Maimonides A Guide For Today's Perplexed, 45-46). 

Ramban's statement therefore, that "'this is the essential teaching" of Judaism 
chaJlenge the competing schools of thought at the time, challenging the ethical 
philosophy of Maimonides and Aristotle and elevating God as an active participant in the 
universe. 

iii In this comment, Ramban is commenting on the active involvement of God in 
history. As Rashi had commented, if God is the creator, then he has dominion over his 
creation. God may determine who will dwell where. As the biblical account attests to, 
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God banishes people from the land when they sin. The notion of an active providence 
was view held by the Christian world as weH and was discussed in depth in Aquinas's 
work. See <http://wwv.r.medievalchurch.org. uk/p _ thorn as. html> 

I\ Psalm 111 :6 text has been reversed to offer an explanation for the creation 
story. It seems questionable if this was the Psalmist's original intention in this line. 
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,· Moshe Idel Mites that Ramban while he hesitated to present the Kabbalah as an 
ultimate answer and did not accept philosophy as an adequate interpretation of Judaism, 
'•nevertheless, he undertook no serious and complete critique of it as a harmful way of 
thought. His attitude toward philosophy is ambiguous ... " (ldel 69). The mysticism that 
Ramban offers is not anti-philosophical. Rather, it is a way of combinging the 
philosophical knowledge with the esoteric neo-platonism. While little is known about 
Ramban's kabbalah (with much of the work attributed to him questioned), there seems a 
high degree correlation between his comments about sfirot and the teachings of his 
kabalististic teachers. 

'"' Ram ban is one of the first to write down the Kabbalistic teachings. His attitude 
towards philosophy was ambiguous but his opinion of Kabbalah was not. Ram ban 
believed there was a limited corpus of secrets that had been transmitted esotericaJly and 
could not be expanded. Although conscious of the problems and quandaries of the 
Spanish Jew, Ramban was hesitant to present openly the Kabbalah as an ultimate answer. 
His kabbalistic teachers had warned against this. Ramban's conception of Kaballah is of a 
limited corpus of secrets consisting of"theosophic explanations" of biblical verses that 
was received by Moses and transmitted orally until the Ramban. He taught his kabbalistic 
traditions only to his intimate students. This hesitancy can be reflected in the comment of 
his student, R. Isaac of Acre, "My teacher told me that towards the end of the Rabbi's 
[i.e.Ramban's] days, R. Sheshet went to him in Acre and asked the secret [explanation] of 
the giants in Genesis and Nachmanides said [to him] that ... he did not care to hint it in 
writing." (ldel, p. 61-71.) 

,ii While Ramban quotes Rashi to prove his point that the whole text leads to the 
creation ofJight, it seems less clear that this was Rashi's intention with these words. But 
rather to demonstrate that the text does not strive to list an order of creation as would 
appear. 

,iii Rashi in verse six suggests the sun among other things were created on this 
day. 

i:o: Ramban having now discussed his predecessors comments goes on to make his 
own statement. Notice the high respect still maintained for simplicity/literal meaning or 
pshat. 

x This is also the theory of Rambam, "All things on earth have one common 
substance; the heavens and the things in them have one substance different from the first" 
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(Moreh Nebuchim II. 26) It seems also that Ramban is making a polemical statement 
with his repetition of the ideas that all from one source. 
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xi Raman, by using the word ~,nn::i, indicates his opinion that the word beresheet 
is not in a construct state as Rashi holds. 

xii Spirit of God hovered over the face of the waters distancing from the 
anthropomorphic identity of God 

xiii '"This sphere in its totality is composed of the celestial orbs, the four elements 
and their combinations; there is no vacuum whatever therein. but the whole space is filled 
up with matter." (Guide of the Perplexed Friedlander' s translation I, 72.) 

-;i, The adornment on the top of the letter :i hints at the Crown above, from which 
all emanations issue. It is also ref erred to as Ein S~f 

x, God, according to Ramban has will and thought. To the Maimonideans, this 
cannot be possible as they view God as unchanging. To have a thought implies the ability 
to change and their concept of God precludes this. 

"\1 A polemic against those who wou]d say existence is by chance alone 

x\ii Ten times the phrase "And God said" is used in the chapter of Creation. 

:\'\iii For the Maimonists Torah is an allegory. It didn't happen but it is a nice 
story. Ramban says not only did it happen, but that beyond the literal meaning there is 
meaning. While the Maimonists would argue that God doesn't do anything, Ramban 
writes here that God is the primoral creator that brings forth things into existence. 

xix Rashi seem to be addressing here the problem as to what this verse is doing 
here. There already was a separation between light and darkness. What does it mean then 
that God divided the light from the darkness? Further, why in this verse does the 
declaration that it was good by God appear prior to the act of creation? The Agadah that 
Rashi quotes suggests that vayavdel means here that He set apart the light for the 
righteous in the world to come. Thus ki tuv cou]d not have been written after the 
separation of the light for the righteous from the ordinary light, since the remaining light 
was no longer perfect, so it is mentioned before the separation, before the righteous light 
is set aside. 

xx Ibn Ezra opininion is that the division was not because it was unseemly that the 
light and darkness function in a confused manner, but it was for the purpose of assigning 
each one a separate name. 

xxi There is a theological problem if God is not all knowing. 
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xxii Light, is the closest physical emanation and was a common image for the neo
Platonists. 

sxiii One day then means the entire day consisting of evening and morning that are 
occurring simultaneously in different places. 

xxi, Ramban here suggests here an ongoing act of creation that is responsible for 
the continued suspension of the rakiah, then stops abruptly and feigns ignorance and 
mystery. In his sennon on Temimah, Ramban writes, "But the matter of Ma'aseh 
Beresheet is obscure, and I do not know it, and even if I did know it, I would be 
forbidden to reveal it publicly." Ide) suggests that the these passages indicate Ramban's 
acknowledgement of his ignorance on the real kabbalistic meanings of creation and 
therefore '"probably, he did not write a kabbalistic commentary on this issue." It may be a 
hidden critique of his contemporary kabbalists. See Idel, p. 52, 58. 

xx, See also Moreh Nebuchim II, 26, where Rambam discusses this saying of 
Rabbi Eliezer and concludes that he is not able to explain it sufficiently. Ramban, 
however, explains it further on in the text in a way which makes it consistent with the 
theory of creation from absolute nought. 

x.x~i But instead He decreed that the waters which filled the whole world should go 
dovm as would be natural for the earth, and that the earth should come up as would be 
natural for the water. 

x.-..,ii Again this is the major thought of Ram ban, all existence is to acknowledge 
our creator, "We have no other reason for the Creation" Seder Bo in Exodus. 

xx•,iii Rashj. The title Harav (the Rabbi, the Master) without specification of the 
name is used by Ramban only with reference to Rashi or Rambam. It is the highest mark 
of respect. Precedent for it is found in the Talmud where just the title Rabbi meant Rabbi 
Yehudah Hanasi, redactor of the Mishnah, and the title N..ay was a reference to Abba 
Arucha. founder of the Babylonian Academy of Sura. 

xxix In our text of Rashi: "functioned together both by day and by night." 
However, during the seven days of creation it was the primeval light that functioned, its 
concealment taking place on the eve following the Sabbath (so clearly explained in 
Maharal's commentary on Rashi - Gur Arych). Light being concealed for the rightoues 
311,r i,K is a powerful image for a people waitng for miraculous interventions 

x.xx This expression of Onkelos is found in Leviticus 11 :44, where the Hebrew 
reads, hasheret= haromes, which Onkelos translated, richasha d 'rachish. Thus it is 
obvious that Onkelos understood both words (.vheret:;; and remes) as conveying a sense of 
movement. 
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x.xx, Translations which read ·'that 'they may swarm' in the earth" are thus 
according to Rashi's interpretation. Ramban, as here explained, understands the sense of 
the verse to be:" 'that they may move about' the earth." 

xxxii Quoted above: And you he ye jruilji1/ and multiply. 'shirt=u' zn the earth and 
multiply therein (9:7}. Thus the first expression and multiply establishes the 
commandment of procreation~ the second refers to the duty of making the whole earth 
habitable for people. 

xxxiii Ram ban, a physician was trained in the sciences of the Arab world. His 
description here of blood hints at his medical expertise. 

xxxiv Intelligences without matter, generally referring to the angels and spheres. 
See Rambam, Hilchoth Yesodei Hatorah 3:9. Also Moreb Nebuchim, I, 49: "The angels 
are likewise incorporeal; they are intelligences without matter, etc." (Friedlander's 
translation. 

xx.x\· Ramban is thus inferring that the souls of all men of all generations were 
created at the beginning of creation. This thought is clear1y expressed in the other 
writings ofRamban. (See Ramban's Jetter to Rabbeinu Yonah, Kithvei Haramban, Vol. 
I., .383. See also in same volume his Commentary to Job 38:21, p. 117). 

x.x.wi Ramban is referring here to rise of Islam. See Idel, 58. 

x.x.wii The six days of creation that are described in the Torah foreshadow the 
coming events of the world. The sixth day, which commenced in the year 1240 (when 
Ramban was forty-five years old) marked two creations. The beginning part of the day 
God created beasts, symbolizing the nations of the world, the second creation was man, 
the ultimate redeemer. The seventh day is the World to Come. (Chavel, p. 76). 

x.m-iii The division of opinion among the philosophers as to the nature of the soul 
is clearly marked in Jewish philosophy. lbn Ezra (Ecclesiastes 3:7) writes at length to 
prove that the soul in man consists of three parts. He quotes Saadia Gaon to be of the 
same opinion. The poet-philosopher Solomon ibn Gabirol (M'kor Chayim 5:20) also held 
this theory. Rambam, however, in his Sh'monah P'rakim, Chapter 1, holds that man's 
soul is but one. 

x.x.xix According to Ramban, prior to eating the fruit, Adam did naturally that which 
is just and proper. He had no win to disobey because he had no will. Like the planets that 
follow their path, Adam could not make choices. It was the fruit of the tree which Adam 
ate that gave rise to will and desire. The power of will and freedom, Ramban says is 
Godlike because it can lead to good or bad depending on how it is used. Later 
commentators will ask of Ram ban how he was then able to "fall" if he didn't have free 
will prior. See Safran, 86. 
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RABBI OBADIAH SroRNo (THE SFORNO) 

Rabbi Ovadiah Sfomo. born in 1470 in Cesena Italy and dying in Bologna in 

1550, was a product of the Italian Renaissance.633 An Italian physician.judge, and 

biblical and talmudic exegete, he left behind a timely and relevant commentary on the 

Torah addressing the needs of the people of his day. His work reflects his diverse 

interests, the philosophical, aesthetic, and scientific advances of his time, and the cultural 

and political environment oflate fifteenth to early sixteenth century Italian Jewry. Sfomo 

lived, for most of his life. during a period of immediate peace and tranquility, amidst 

distant storms of anti.Semitism that eventually would envelop his own community. In his 

introduction, he explains that his goal is to provide access to the wisdom of the Torah to a 

people who no longer understand nor appreciate its worth. They were a people, in his 

eyes, who were dwelling in a foreign land, learning Christian teachings, and 

concentrating their efforts on the accumulation of wealth rather than on Torah; which 

they no longer understood. Sfomo's commentary, relying on pshat and avoiding mystical 

interpretations, was intended to change these misconceptions. 

There are few facts known about Sfomo's personal life. He revealed little about 

himself, his family, or his life in his writings. The limited infonnation we do have is 

gleaned indirectly from letters that have survived to his brother Hananel and to his 

colleagues and students. There are no details of his father, Jacob Sfomo634• nor do we 

have any infonnation about his mother or his wife. Even his rabbinic teachers are 

unknown, leaving an air of mystery surrounding this Torah scholar. 

633 While most accounts of his life date his life as 1470 (S230)- 1550(S310), there is another tradition that 
has him born in the year 1475 (5235). 
634 lt is interesting to note that this commentator has and goes by a first and last name, in contrast to the 
commentators that preceded him. 
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Growing up in Cesena, in northern Italy, in the late fifteenth century. Sfomo was 

fortunate to live in a stable and peacefuJ environment. The Jewish communities of Italy 

were among the oldest in Europe and served as a cultural bridge between the Middle 

East, Spain, and Ashkenazic Jewry. Traveling teachers. such as ibn Ezra. had brought 

over the intellectual treasures of their communities to these Italian cities. And while the 

Jewish communities in the southern cities had experienced decline in the fourteenth and 

fifteenth centuries because of persecution and forced conversion. the Jewish commW1ities 

in the northern Italian cities were prospering. Jews were coming from southern France, 

Germany, Spain, and Portugal for economic opportunity and to avoid religious 

persecution. Many Marranos settled in Italy following their expulsion from Spain. Jews 

were invited to serve as bankers for the lower and middle classes which the Italian 

bankers were not interested in servicing. Besides being bankers, they worked as 

pawnbrokers, traders, arti~ and doctois, some even being employed by the court and 

papacy. By the early 1500's, the Jewish communities ofltaly such as M~ Venice, 

Padua, Florence, and Rome, though not large, were thriving. 

In Cesen~ Sforno seemed to have excelJed in both his Jewish and secular studies 

based on his later writings. As a young boy in an Italian city, Sfomo would have been 

educated in subjects such as mathematics, literature, philosophy. and the sciences. 

In Rome, he continued his studies at the W1iversity, ultimately receiving a medical 

degree in I 501. While a student, he was supported by his brother and by the money he 

earned teaching Torah and Hebrew. His learning earned him a prominent place among 

scholars. When Johann Reuchlin, the well known German scholar and humanist was in 

Rome (1498-1500) and desired to perfect his knowledge of Hebrew literature, Cardinal 
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Domenico Grimani advised him to apply to Sfomo. Reuchlin is said to have been so 

impressed with Sfomo that later, when the Jews were under attack by the Church. he 

became a spiritited defender of the talmud and the Jews. 

136 

Sfomo compiled a grammar book of Hebrew which he translated into Latin. It 

was most probably used by him to help the students that he was teaching. Sfrono also 

wrote a commentary on Song of Songs and Ecclesiastes as well as a philosophical work 

refuting Aristotilian philosophy entitled, Ohr Amim "Light of Nations", which he 

translated into Latin and dedicated to Heruy II of France ( indicating that there was a close 

relationship between the two of them). 635 

After thirty years in Rome, Sfomo left and for a while led a life of wandering. 

From letters addressed to his brother Hananel, it would appear that he was in .. poor 

circumstances." Finally, he moved to Bologna where he continued his studies of 

medicine and eventually became an outstanding doctor. Outside of medicine, he earned a 

reputation as aposek. a "Jewish law decider", and officiated as ajudge in the Jocal Jewish 

court. He assisted in the reestablishment of printing in Bologna, where some of his 

writings were published, and also established an academy of Torah study which he 

headed until his death in 1550. 

Sforno lived in a relatively free and open society. The fact that he was able to 

attend the university and associate with prominent men and even kings indicates it was a 

period of"intellectual openness and tolerance".636 The popes who headed the Church at 

that time protected the Jewish community and it prospered. During the reign of Julius B's 

successor, Leo X. (1513-22), the Roman Jews enjoyed uninterrupted quiet, so much so 

635 Pelcovitz ix 
636 Ix Pelcovitz 
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that they inquired in Jerusalem if the advent of the Messiah were not drawing near. 

Another sign of the Jewish community's prosperity can be seen in a 1514 document that 

shows the people of Rome fearful that the Jews had accumulated too much money. Pope 

Paul III (1534-S0) was also very favorable to the Jewish community. Paul permitted all 

the Jews who had been banished from Naples, as wen as those coming from Palestine and 

Africa, to settle in Rome. He abolished the passion-plays in the Coliseum, where Jews 

had often been murdered, and granted pennission in 1545 to Antonio Blandao, Isaac ben 

Immanuel de Lattes, and Benjamin ben Joseph Arignano to establish a Hebrew printing

press in Rome. 

The Jewish community felt at home in the Italian Renaissance and much 

acculturation took place. Jewish preachers wove quotations from Greek and Latin 

literature into their sennons. Jewish commentators used classic rhetoric in their study of 

the Bible. Jewish music composers, such as Solomone Rossi of Mantua, wrote music for 

the synagogue in the Renaissance style. A Jewish theater was established by Leone 

de'Sommo that produced Hebrew dramas. Jewish authors, such as Judah Abravanel. 

wrote works on cosmic love in the Neo-Platonic tradition. As one historian puts it, "The 

Italian Jews of the Renaissance were comfortably Italian in language and culture. 

Renaissance Jewish bankers adopted the style of the Italian upper classes and cultivated a 

taste for art, literature, and affluent living. ,;6J? This free exchange of ideas enabled 

Christians to become acquainted with Jewish Kabbalah and use the Zahar to confirm 

truths in Christianity, while Jews became familiar with the Humanist movement 

sweeping across Europe. 

637 Ben Sasson, 497. 
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Yet at the same time, storms of anti-Semitism were raging all around. In the 

north, in 1475, a Franciscan monk accused the Jews of a ritual murder in the city of 

Trent. The entire community was arrested and subjected to torture ending in executions 

and expulsions. To the west and south, the 1492 expulsion from Spain affected the Jews 

in Sicily and Sardinia who were also under the rule of Aragon. As large numbers of 

Spanish Jews fled to Italy, Sfomo must have been aware of the deteriorating Christian

Jewish relationship that seemed to be occurring everywhere, even in Italy. In 1510 the 

kingdom of Naples, under Spanish rule, expelled the Jews. In 1516 the Venice ghetto was 

established638. Even in Rome, "despite good personal relations between Renaissance 

princes and humanists and some Jews, the Renaissance remained deeply attached to the 

traditional Christian image of the Jew as a deliberate disbe]iever.',639 

In I 549, a new pope, Pope Julius Ill, took charge of the Church. His ascension 

marked a new series of persecutions for the Jews of Italy. Three years after Sftono's 

death a quarrel broke out between the two Hebrew printing-houses in Venice, those of 

Bragadini and Giustiniani; the wrangle went so far that both parties complained to the 

Pope. The result was a public burning of the Talmud by papal edict issued August 12, 

1553. The burning took place in Rome on Rosh Hashanah followed for a while by 

Church censorship on all Jewish writing. In 1555, all Roman Jews were forced into 

overcrowded ghettos and barred from most economic opportunities. Marranos who had 

returned to Judaism were burned at the stake. In large section5 of Jtaly. Jews were being 

driven out. "Although the serious persecution of Jews in ltaly did not begin until after his 

638 It is important to point out that the tenn ghetto which originally designated the section of Venice to 
which Jewish residence was restricted did not at that time mean a walled-in impovished Jewish quarter. In 
fact, the Jews in Venice continued to intermingle socially with non•Jews. See Seltzer, 800. 
639 Ben Sasson, 498. 
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death, his later years were clouded by the many difficulties that confronted the Jewish 

population. ,,64o 
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In 1567. seventeen years after Sfomo's death. his short commentary on the Torah 

for which he would become most famous, was published in Venice. It reflects his 

background in medicine, his concern that the Torah not be seen as illogical or redundant, 

the influence of Christianity, and a reaction to the scientific developments. the Italian 

Renaissance and Humanism. In his introduction. Sfomo writes that his commentary 

comes in defense of those who "discredit and give blemished explanations to the 

reasoned words, stories and order of Torah, (which in reality is} a wholly precious 

treasure. straightforward to an who discern (and understand) and there are none to say, 

Restore! (did) awaken and convince me to find desirab1e words which wou]d relate 

(Torah} in a straightforward manner. removing all obstacles so that its righteousness 

might shine forth brightly ... ,Ml 

Sfomo's background in medicine and the sciences is reflected in a number of his 

commentaries throughout the Torah. This can particularly be seen in his comments on 

skin ailments where he refers to doctors explaining that once the natural skin is destroyed 

it is replaced by something similar to skin.642 In our pericope, this can be seen where 

Sfomo, commenting on the word ~,1.>w,, suggests that "to guard it" refers to his soul that 

it not be sustained by therapeutic fruits. 643 It can also be seen in Genesis 1 : 14 where he 

suggests using one's own senses to prove the validity of a biblical verse. 

640 Pelcovitz. Raphael Rabbi, Sforno (New York: Mesorah Publications, 200 I) x. 
641 Sfomo's introduction see Pelcovitz xvi. 
642 Leviticus 13: 19 
643 Genesis 2: 15 
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For the most part Sfomo sticks to the pshat, seeking to explain in a few words the 

JX)SSible ambiguities, inconsistencies, or obscure references of a particular verse. He 

tends to be more interested in elucidating the sense of a complete passage rather than a 

particular word. By interpreting the verse according to the "grammatical and linguistic 

connotation of the words,'' and avoiding any mystical or esoteric interpretations, Sforno 

hoped to demonstrate that the Torah was logical, reasoned, and relevant. In the 

introduction to his Torah commentary Sfomo writes, " ... because our people dwell in an 

alien land and concentrate their efforts on the accumulation of wealth, feeling that this 

will protect them from the exigencies of their time. This in turn results in a condition 

where they have no proper time to consider the wonders and wisdom of our Torah, and 

even brings them to question the importance of our holy Torah, becoming critical of its 

teachings, for they do not understand it properly."644 In Sfomo•s eyes, the Jews had 

grown comfortable in Italy and had grown to believe that wealth could protect them from 

the ravages of anti~Semitism that surrounded them. To counteract this trend and to refute 

claims that the Torah was illogical and redundant sought to demonstrate that the Torah 

was meaningful and relevant to sixteenth century Jews. 

Yet often. Sforno will go beyond the simple and straightforward meaning of a 

verse and offer a scientific or ethical explanation that related to the current world around 

them. For example, a moral lesson can be seen when Sfomo comments on the Tree of 

Knowledge advising, "To choose the sweet even it is harmful and reject the bitter even 

when it is beneficiaJ".645 

644 Sfomo's introduction see Pelcovitz, xvi. 

64' Genesis 2:9 
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Living in a city under the authority of the Pope. it is not surprising that Sfomo 

would have been influenced by his Christian neighbors. He had personal relationships 

with members of the Christian clergy and nobility. Further, living in Italy Sforno would 

have been exposed both to the refugees flooding the city and the theological crisis that 

Europe was experiencing with both Humanism and the start of the Reformation. His 

comments to Genesis {25:26) and (32:29) seem to aJJude to the difficult conditions of his 

fe1low Jews. He strives to encourage them with words of hope and faith in the ultimate 

triwnph over Essau, which is synonymous with Rome. Similarly, his experience with the 

court may have influenced his comments in Exodus (22:27), where he comments that 

·'The evil which befalls the king will, in most cases, cause great evil and hann to the 

community as well." In his pericope, Sfomo's emphasis on Shabbat as a reward in 

Genesis (2:3) can be seen as a refutation to those who would argue that the Torah speaks 

little of the eternal reward as opposed to the Christian faith which has a heavy emphasis 

on it.646 

The fifteenth and sixteenth centuries were also rich with new scientific 

understandings of the universe that managed to find its way into academic circles of 

discussion. In Sfomo's commentary on the word 0'7-''!Vi1 in the opening verse which is 

usually translated as .. the heavens" one can see an example of how Sfomo incorporated 

the ideas of his day into his Torah commentary647• Sforno points out that the word c,7.lv.r 

is in actuality the plural of the Hebrew cw or '"there". He comments that this word 

indicates ••an object far removed from our point of perspective. on two sides, both 

equidistant from all sides. This can only be true of a sphere which revolves around a 

646 Pelcovitz, xi. 
647 Shlomo Riskin, Rabbi "Shabbat Shalom: Welcoming the Future" Jerusalem Post. 
<http://www.jpost.com/Editions/2000/10/26/Columns/Columns.14373.html.> 
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perfect circle.',648 Sfomo is explaining here that every point on the planet is equidistant 

from the heavens, and for this phenomenon to be true. the world must be moving in a 

spherical pattern. 

Sfomo's comment echoes the heliocentric Copernican position that the earth 

rotates daily on its axis and revolves yearly around the sun. 649 Copernicus ( 14 73• l 543) 

spent a considerable amount of time in Italy. studying at the University of Bologna and 

even giving a lecture on astronomy in 1500 in Rome while Sfomo was living there. 

While there is no evidence to suggest that these two minds ever met up, it is not 

i\ unreasonable to suggest that Sofrno, a respected intelJectual, had heard of the theories of 

Copernicus and accepted his vision of an earth revolving around the sun. While this 

scientific theory would be rejected as blasphemous by most Christian theologians of the 

period, Sfomo seems to accept it and suggests that from this fact the human being is 

placed right at the center, equidistant, from the two 1'theres". 

In addition to advances in the sciences, sixteenth century Italy was home to great 

advances in the arts. Renaissance painters turned from the purely religious subjects of the 

Middle Ages to a depiction of the natural world. There were technical advances in the 

representation of perspective, anatomy, and light. The fact that the Torah says that man 

and woman were naked but not ashamed (Genesis 2:25), prompts Sforno to say that at 

one point every limb was just like every other. Something that Miche1angelo might 

concur with. 

Literature began emphasizing man's emotions and sensitivities. Sfomo, writing 

for the readers of his time, sought to speak to topics that concerned them. So when he 

6411 Sfomo Genesis 1 : 1 
649 "Copernicus" Micosoft E11carta 2003. 
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comments on the Tree of Knowledge. which the Torah describes as •'pleasant to look at" 

Sfomo comments that it would .. expand man's heart and sensitize his mind to receive the 

intellectual flow emanating from high .... "650 

The greatest influence, however, on Sfomo's commentary was the Humanist 

movement. It emphasized the dignity and worth of the individual. Its basic premise of 

was that people are rational beings who possess within themselves the capacity for truth 

and goodness. The hwnanist movement, which started in Italy, greatly influenced the 

fields ofliterature and art. It emphasized the value of the classics for their own sake, 

rather than for their relevance to Christianity. The invention of printing with movable 

type, around the mid-15th century, gave a further impetus to hwnanism through the 

dissemination of editions of the classics. German scholar Johann ReuchJin, who had 

coincidently studied under Sfomo, extended humanism into the field oftheology.651 

The imprint of Humanism can be seen all over Sforno's commentary. In Genesis, 

the Torah tells us that man was created in "the image and form of God." Sfomo in his 

commentary explains that "in God's form" means that just as God has the power to 

choose as He wishes (which is always Good) so too does man have the power of choice. 

What makes humanity unique among all of God's creations, and what makes humanity 

occasionally "God like", is the ability of human beings to choose. Free will is our 

defining characteristic. Humanity has the ability to acquire knowledge and then to make 

decisions. Sfomo holds that unlike the angels, man has freedom of choice, which is a 

power equal to that of the Creator Himself But man does not always choose well, which 

6~0 Genesis 2:9 
6~1 "Johann Reuchlin" Microsoft Encarta 2003. 
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is what distinguishes us from the Divine.652 Sfomo, capturing the ideals of Humanism. 

suggests that "man can choose to attain this perfection. by striving to delve into the 

aforementioned wisdom ... ,,6SJ 

Sfomo was one of the great luminaries of medieval Italian Jewry, he lived during 

a period of volatile change in the relationships between Italian Jewry and the general 

Italian population, characterized by the trauma of the Spanish Inquisition. the institution 

of anti-Jewish laws in Italy, and Papa) enmity. His commentary reflects his background 

in medicine, his concern that the Torah not be seen as il1ogical or redundant, his desire to 

show its attributes against Christianity, its relevance to science, and a reaction to the 

Italian Renaissance and Humanism. 

652 Genesis l :26 
653 Genesis l :27 
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(When did time begin?)' - J'l'VNi2 
[This means] at the beginning of time. the very first moment which could not be a 

part of time, since time did not exist prior to it. 
(What was the univene made of?)ii - Mi2 

He made "something" from "nothing"; hence the concept of time cannot apply [to 
this] at alJ. 

(What does this word connote?)lli - tl'Tl»l 
The word m17N denotes the eternal, and this is why the D''TW (demons) who are like 

human beings, and can die, as our sages testify654, are called jn?K K1, C'W, "to demons, no 
gods'.655 whereas God, the Blessed One, is called i'Tl?R for He is surely eternal as it says, 
"and he forsook God Who made him".656 He is called C':'17K in the plural form to teach us 
that He is the form of all fonns be they everlasting or otherwise, as it says. "the whole 
earth is full of his glory;.657 for nothing can exist except that which is reserved from His 
existence; and there can be no being without His Being, as it says. "and You preserve 
them all..,,6Ss In a similar sense, all who are separated from matter {i.e. the angels) are 
called c,;,1,N. Expert judges are also called c,;,,M, when they judge (guided by) the "image 
of God". The idea that God's superior Being as the Eternal, from whom emanates the 
everlasting power of others, and who are separated from matter &i.e., the angels), is 
indicated in the expression c,;,1,N;;, ,;,;K .. He is the God of gods'..6 9• 

(Where is our world in relation to the univene?t'- a,n'Un flM 
The word aw there denotes a far, distant place. Whenever a word is changed from 

the singular to the plural (i.e. by adding the letters' and c) preceded by a nn:.1 it indicates 
two that are equal. Therefore the word 0'7.lW indicates an object far removed from our 
point of perspective. on two sides, both equidistant from an sides. This can only be true 
of a sphere which revolves around a perfect circle. Therefore, [the Torah states] that 
[God] created this object which is now equidistant [to our naked eye] from all sides. This 
is the 171,1 the celestial sphere (the sphere of the Zodiac) and that is why it does not say 
C'7.lW Ki:i "He created heaven .. , rather D'7.)vr.1 me for the (tenn 0'7.lW) is not one that can be 
expressed independently by itself but only in relationship to our place (i.e., the earth). 

(Meaning) - '(.,NTI n>n 
The Torah then says "and the earth" meaning the central point which is fitting for 

the celestial sphere. 

654 Chagigah l 6a 
655 Deuteronomy 32: 17 
656 Deut 32: 1 s 
657 lsaiah6:3 
6' 1 Nehemiah 9:6 
659 Deuteronomy 1 O: 17 
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nnn,n o,n'.;n•-{ n11l 01nn ')!.l ,y l'Vnl 1n:n inn nn,n '<1Nni o> 
: o,r.,n ,.3~ ,y 

(Creation from nothing and actualized) v - ,n~, u,s, ns,,n ,,Mn, 
That earth, which was created. was a combination of primeval matter called ,:m 

and primeval form calJed 1n:i. for it would not be suitable (possible) for primeval matter 
to exist without being clothed in some fonn. This then, was the first combination by 
necessity, of matter and fonn. The Torah is explaining that primeval matter was a totally 
new creation (there being no •matter' preceding the world's creation). The matter in this 
initial combination is called i;,n for it only possesses potential but no actuality, as it says 
"for they are vain',66(), that is, something not existing in reality, only in the imagination. 
The form of that initial combination is called 1:,:i for in it the 1:m is found, in actuaJity. 
The prophet calls 1;i:i ,JJM "stones sunken in the primeval mire'.661• any object which does 
not remain in a given form for an appreciable period of time, just as we call the initial 
form i:i:i which immediately clothed itself in a variety of fonns (namely the four 
elements). 

(The creation of darkness) - 1'1nt 
The dark air which emanated from the first combination was on the surface of the 

two lower elements (water and earth) which also emanated from the first combination; 
these encircled one another. 

(Meaniugti - tl'tln ,,s:, ~ s,s:,nitl o,n~ n,,, 
The [angels] that moved the spheres who are called m, '"wind" as it says, "Who 

makes wind His angels (messengers)'.662 moved the dark air over the surface of the water, 
which then encompassed the foundation of the earth. As a result, the iMer part (of the 
dark air) close to the orb overheated through the friction of its movement and that became 
the element of fire, while that part (of the dark air) close to the water was cooled by the 
water, except for a portion thereof which became heated, thereby forming sparks which 
gave forth light. 

(Light is sown for the righteous)-,._ ,;r,, 
This is the light of the seven days [ of Creation] for the purpose of generating 

growth without the benefit of seed. This [phenomenon] will also come to pass at the end 
of days (literally the future) for our Sages tell us that this hidden light will be used for the 
purpose of bringing forth cakes and woolen robes without the mediwn of planted 
seeds_66J 

(What does it mean for God to see?)" - :m, ,, ,utn S,K u,n"' K.,,, 
And so it was, for God saw (comprehended) (that light was good) and He chose 

its existence toward the end of the achievement of good, and He brought it (Jight) into 

660 I Samuel 12:2 I 
661 Isaiah 34: 11 
662 Psalm 104:4 
663 Shabbat 30b 
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being through His knowledge which is the efficient cause' (that alone brought it into 
actuality). 

(Explicating the text) - ,~nn 1'2l ,,zri&n l'!a D'M~ n:a,, 
During those days that the primeval light served the world, there were period of 

light and periods of darkness without the revolution of the spheres. It was so only through 
Divine Will which separated between the 'time' of light and the 'time' of darkness. 

: inN o,, 1p:i ,;,,, :11.Y ,;,,, i17'>? N1P 1~n!n o,, 71N? 0'>n7N N1P'l (n) 
(Bow can there be day before the sun was created?t11 - Dl' -,m~ 0'11»t K,;,,, 

Although the periods oflight and darkness did not function at that time in the 
same manner as they do today, when we call (these periods) by their names of day and 
night, nonetheless .... 

(Explaining the meaning of the text)- "'l;,_:a '11'l :ii» ,11,, 
Although God separated light and darkness so that they might serve at different 

times, without benefit of the revolution of the spheres. nonetheless He separated (these 
periods of light and darkness) in a gradual manner so that there was a time called 
'evening' as night arrived and a time called 'morning' as day came. 

(How is this happening?) - D't.)1'1 ,m:i ,,;,, ,,.,, 
Let the nature of the elemental waters become as though the fonn of a wheel is 

girdling i~ separating one part from the other, in such a manner that a portion of the 
upper waters adjacent to the air mass charge once again to the nature of vapor. In this 
manner, they will be elevated to a (higher) area of the elemental air. This air will now 
perforce somehow be made into a place for that portion ( of water) which changed to 
vapor. It will expand considerably into a larger area than it was originally ( and become 
the finnament). 

,,:i, )1,p,~ nnnn 7WN o,nn 1':l ?i:>..,, )',p,n nN o,n,N Wll.,, Ct) 
: 1:, ,n,, Y'P17 ?YD ,~N o,nn 

(How is this happening?)- s,,17,;, nN tl'1'1~ w,,, 
Now. since the rest of the foundation waters which remained below those waters 

that vaporized, gathered together, as it says, "let the waters beneath the heaven be 
gathered, it should follow that the upper waters which become vapor would have filled 
the vacuum left by the departure of the waters. However, He made the Y'v7 which 
separated (the higher and lower waters), in such a manner that it (the lPv7) was given the 
power of restraint, preventing the vapor portion - that is the water which was above the 
finnament -from descending; in a maMer that the (newly) fashioned atmosphere did fill 
the void while the vapor remained in its initial position. Now when the moist vaporized 
water becomes dense, it brings forth rain, snow and hail as it becomes laden heavily (with 
water) and descends (to the earth), as it says, "At the sound of His giving a multitude of 
waters in the heavens".664 Since the elemental waters, which are denser, are above the 
light air, this condition, is contrary to nature, indicating that it is an act performed by 

664 Jeremiah I 0: 13 
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God's Will, directed without a doubt toward a (good) purpose and end. as it says, "the 
finnament shows His handiwork".665 

148 

(Meaning) - l:t '"" 
It remained so contrary to it own nature. 

(Meaning) • Dtt,W .,,,,~ D'ff»& ic,p,, 
Because the heavenly functionaries reach the earth through the mediwn (of the 

ll'vi) as it says, "And God set them in the firmament of the heaven to give light upon the 
earth, to dominate by day and by night, and to separate, etc ... ".666 

ntoJ'n nN1nl ,nN 01pn ,N o,nYJn nnnr., D'>Dn "P' o,n,N 1>'.lN'l (\:>) 
: 1=> ,n,, 

(EI plaining tbe meaning of the textt - fflN D,;,"3 ~ 1:l'~llff ftnnD DtDn npt 
This drying [process] by which the exposed (dry] land occurred, was not due to 

the effect of the conste11ations C'7.lWil n'Diw as many may think. rather (God) 
commanded that (the waters) be gathered in order that they not transgress (their bounds). 
Therefore, though they are higher than the earth they do not descend upon it, as our 
senses testify, as it says, .. You set a bound which they do not pass over, that they may not 
return to cover the earth.',667 

I : :ii\:>,:, o,n~N Ni,, D'D' Nip o,r.,n nipr.,,, ~,N nYJ:i,, o,n,N Nip,, c,, I 
(Why is this taught a second tiae?) - TtM nw:i,~ D'ff* MiP" 

He called that specific area (i.e. dry land) by its [original] general name (i.e. n~ 
earth) since that area was the principal intended part of the entire earth, as it states: "He 
fonned to be inhabited',668 

(What is the meaning of "saw"?) - 2"' ,, D'"* Ni" 
He so wanted it, toward the intended end which was good. 

'1!'> i1'll)I .,,!') 'OJ )11l ll'1l)'J JVJ),I NVJ, ~7Nn NVJ,n O'>n7N 11.)N'>l (N'>) 
: ':, ,n,, ~,Nn 7l' ,:i l)J1l 1'l'N l)'t3~ 

(Meaning) - N~1 
This refers to a variety of herbage fit for animals as it says, "For the pastures of 

the wilderness spring forth abundant growth.',669 

(Meaning) - '1t s,,,u, :SI'S' 
For man to eat. 

A hybrid of two kinds will not reproduce. 

665 Psalm 19:2 
666 Genesis 1: 17, 18 
667 Psalm 104:9 
668 Isaiah 45: IS 
669 Joel 2:22 
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(Meaning)11 - p ,n,, 
So it was established (and remained) that it not be able to accept less than its 

[inherent nature] or more [of a different species] so that if perchance there be a hybrid 
from two kinds, it will not reproduce. 

,,l, o,,n )'l ,,-rJn? o,r.,vn )''P1J n1Nn ,n, o.,n,N 1Y.lN'l c,,, 
: D'l'L'l o,n,,, 0'1)1UJ,, nnN, ,,n, n,,,n 

(Where is tile source of light?) ... - t:1'1.»Yln s,,p,2 fflMll tn, 
Let there be the spark oflight from the lwninaries in that firmament created on 

the second day, and let it increase and refract so as to work upon the tower land, as 
related in this chapter. We see through our own senses that there is an increase oflight 
when it passes through clear {pure) water. 

(Meaning) - ,,,en ~» ,,,cn~ 
That blended light shall shine [upon the earth in a manner] suitable for its 

inhabitants. 
(Meaning) - p ,n,, 

That blend [oflight filtered through the firmament], which came about perforce 
by God's command, was established and remained (for all time). 

n?VDD? 7Tln 11NDn 11N 0'?1ln n,NDn 'lW nN o,n,N W)l'l (lo) 
en~ 1n,, (r) : o,.l:n:>n nNl n,,,n n,wnr.,, iopn 11Nnn nN, o,,n 

:yitc;, ,11 ,,Kil? c,~w;, 37,p,:i c,;,;N 
(Why were tltey made differe■t?)w - '"* ll»tt 

Regarding the luminaries and other stars [the word used is] VIJM (and he made), 
for they were already [created] as part of the spheres, or of the heavens, the creation of 
which the Torah already related (in verse 1 ), therefore the verb "create" is not used, but 
"vnr," (make). 

Now the reason why they were made [different than the other spheres and orbs] in 
round fonns and as shining ones, is because, :ni:, ,:, '"that it was good", i.e., God's intent 
was for the good ( of mankind) which was the proper ultimate purpose of His act. 

(Meaning) - n1,,;~, a~ ',vn.,1,, 
[They rule by] generating existence (creatures) in the lower world. This [light] 

was necessary to function with the primeval light to bring living creatures into being, for 
they are more important (and complex) than the plant world. 

(Meaning) - ,wnn ,~, -,,acn r■:a ;,'Dt.,;, 
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[This means] to separate. in the lower world. through its rising and setting. 
between the period of light which was called day and the period of darkness which was 
called night, as it says above to .. separate between the day and the night".670 

,y '(,Nn 71' 'l!>,l'' ciil', n,n YJ!ll 'flYJ o,r.,n ,~,v,, o,n,N 1r.JN'1 (::,) 
: o,DYJn l''P1 '>l!> 

(What is there purpose?)- D'ttl'n ,,.,, 'JO ~ TtNn ~ 't01»' 
They cleanse the air of the earth, on behalf of its inhabitants. of extraneous 

moistu..re coming from the finnament, which was created on the second day, through the 
medium of the sparks which worked upon it. 

nYJn1n n,nn YJ!ll ,::, nN1 o,,-rln Dl'lnn nN o,n,N N1:::i,, (N::>) 
: :no ,::, o,n,N N1'l '113'1.l' ,p:, "Ill' ,, llNl 0i1l'>D? O'Dil ,~,VJ 7YJN 

(What is there purpose?)- a,,u,n nK D'n* K,:a,, 
The generative potential which was present in the water (as endowed by God), 

was not sufficient (in power) to bring forth the first sea-giants without seed, until God 
created at that time sufficient potential power to do so. 

: '(1N:l :::i,, 'll)Jill o,n,:::i O'>Dn l1N lN?r.n ll11 11!) 1r.lN? o,n,N onN ,,:i, 
, o=>> 

(What is there purpose?) - Q'ff* amt ,,:a,, 
Their end purpose would not be realized unless they were numerous. 

: i:, ,n,, n,,r.,, '(1N ,n,n, wn,, nnnl nl'Y.l' n,n YJ!>l '(1Nn N~ln o,n,N 
1DN'>l (U) 

(Meaning) - n,n IID> TtMn JCnfl 
A living soul in addition to the living plants which grow. 

(Meaning) - ,=- ,n,, 
Nothing was added or diminished; and if a new hybrid by crossbred from two 

species it will not be capable of reproducing. 

,:, nN1 nl'D? nY.ln:u, nN, nl,n, '(1Nn n,n nN o,n,N ~)l'l (n:,) 
: J.l\:> ,:, O'il?N x,,, lnl'D' nn-rNn YJY.>1 
(Meaning) - n>''-»~ ,,Mn n,n me a,n* 11»,1 

He endowed each species with whatever senses and facilities were required by 
that species. 

c,111:.n o,n nl-r:i ,-r,,, lll'lit.)1':> ll)'.)?SJ. o-rN nYJl'l o,n,N 1r.lN'>l (l:>) 
: T)Nn ?l' YJn1n YJnin ~:n '(1Nn ?:>ll n>'Jnl:tl o,nYJn 

670 Genesis I: 14 
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He then endowed His K,?r.,!:l "His heavenly host", with the power to impart the 
heavenly image to the subject which was prepared for it (i.e., man). 

(Meaning) .. C"tM 
[Man is] a species of the "living being" species, which I formed, whose name is 

"Adam", as it says, "And man became a Jiving creature". Let us make him ... 
(Meaning) - U'-l~!I 

Who shall be one that is everlasting (,mtJ} and endowed with reason (,i,:,w} and 
this God, the Blessed One, gave man an opening in His Torah to acquire knowledge 
regarding those separated from matter (i.e .• the angels) through the intuitive knowledge 
of our souls. 

(What is the distinction here made by the ":)"?) - Uffl"31:, 
Indeed. that he be in a small way like the Heavenly host, insofar as they function 

with knowledge and recognition. However, their actions (the angels) are [performed] 
without [freedom] of choice, and in this sense man is not like them. In a limited manner, 
man is also like God the Blessed One, Who acts with choice. However. God's choice is 
always to do good, but man's choice is not [always] so. In this area the Divine (freedom 
of choice} is afar superior to man• s freedom of choice. Therefore it says un1zrr.:1 "as our 
likeness". not unv.ro "in our likeness" [ which would mean it is so J in truth. 

n:ip)l 1:n lnN N1l. 0'il7N 07.S:t lt.17~:t O,Nn nN o,n,N N7:l'l (l:,) 
: Ol"lN N7l. 

(How is man made in the image of God?) - t1'11»c tlffl 
The tenn D'mM used in a comparable sense ( or as a counterpart} can be applied to 

every intelligent force (object) separated from matter which is perfect (complete) and 
(can function) in actuality and as such, is perforce everlasting. Therefore (this term) is 
used regarding God. the Blessed One, and His angels. It is also applied to judges 
(reflecting) their power of reason which is suitable for them. However, even though 
human reasoning functions without any material medium, expanding to the extrasensory 
and to a limited extent, even into the future, nor does this power weaken through much 
use or with age but increases in strength, which demonstrates that man· s reason is also 
without a doubt separated from matter - seeing that the opposite is true of all physical 
material powers- nonetheless, before man contemplates and thinks deeply, lacking the 
perfection and completeness prepared for him, he cannot be called cr;,17~. but can only be 
called the "image of ci;il;,l(" until he attains perfection. This is especially (so until he 
attains) the wisdom which brings to the love and awe of God. Only then will he become 
one who is intellectually apprehensive in deed (action); perfect and separated from 
matter, resulting in immortality, existing even after the death of his body. Now since man 
can choose to attain this perfection, by striving to delve into the aforementioned wisdom 
(it follows) that if he restrains himself from this perfection) his intellectual powers will 
remain only potential, deprived of all perfection in the actual (as it was in the beginning), 
resulting in his desolation and destruction, as it says "Man is in his splendor but does not 
understand, he is like the beasts that perish',671 All this God, the Blessed One, taught us in 
these two words, saying a,:,',l( C?XJ "in the image of God". 

671 Psalm 49:21 
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'(1Nn l1N ,N,nl )l1) ,,!) O'>n7N on, 1Y.lN,, o,n,N OJ1N ,,::i,, (n:,) 

: '(1Nil ?)' J1VJY.l1il r,,n 7:Jll o,n\'Jn Ct))>ll o,nnlil li1l n\'Jl:,) 
(Meaning) - n,, nYJ~ 

To protect it with your intelligence, and prevent the beasts from entering your 
limits (boundaries), for you will rule over them with nets and snares, to subject them to 
your service. 

7:, ')~ ?)J 1YJN )J1l )nl l\'J)J 1;,::, nN o:,, 'l1Jll nln o,n,N ,nN'>l (u,:,) 
: n,:>N? n,n, o:,, ~nt )J1l '<)' ,,~ 1:i 1VJN '())n 7:> n11n '(1Nn 

(Meaning) - a,~ ''"" n,n 
For human consumption. 

,::i 1\'JN '(7Nn ?)> \'JY.ll1 ?:J?l O'>n\'Jn ')l)J 7:'.l?l '(1Nn n,n 1;,::,~n (?) 
: 1=> ,n,, n,:,N, l\'J)' p,, 1;,::, nN n,n tvi1l 

(Meaning) - 'i,Nn .s,,n »"1 (~) 
But for all the beasts of the earth, and the animals and birds I have given ... 

(Meaning) - n",c~ :lYJ)t ;,,, » s,,c 
Species of herbs which are not planted by seeds. 

,p::i ,n,, ::11),t '"'' iNY.l :n" nlnl n'l'l' 1\'JN ,:, nN o,n,N N1'>l (N?) 
: ,v.,wn o,, 

(What is there purpose?) - mvffl,;, :m, n,n, nwi, iYJN " 
The end result of existence in toto was far greater than the end result of each 

particular part which was intended for the general purpose. 
(Meaning) - 'WYl:"1 a,, 

The first (sixth day) which was the beginning of all sixth days (erev shabbos) 
when all deeds are completed so as to rest on Shabbat, as it says, "And do all you 
work',672 followed by, "But the seventh day is a Shabbat',673 

(Why did creation finish?) - '"'' 
Having reached the end purpose of existence (Creation) in general. 

1;,:,n 'll'lWn o,,:i n:iw,, nwy 1'l'N ln:>N,n 'l'':l\'Jn o,,:i o,n,N ,:,,1 c:i> 
: n\!J)l l'l'N ,n:>N'.7)'.) 

6n Exodus 20:9 
673 Exodus 20: J 0 
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God completed all creative activity at the (exact) beginning of the seventh day at the 
indivisible moment which marked the inception of the future time. but yet was not part of 
it, as our Sages said674, .. He entered into it by a hair's-breadth". 

(How was the day distinguished?) - 'l''21'1'1 tll':1 Jl21f'l 
That entire day was distinguished from the first six days by abstention (from creative 
activity). 

1n:,N',Y.) ',:,r., 11JYJ )'.] '>::) lnN YJ'TP'l 'Y'lYJn Ol' nN O'>n?N 17J'>l ()) 
11lYJ))', o,n,N N,:i 7YJN 

(Meaning*) - 'Sf':1111'1 Cl' flN 1:J'1'1»l 1,2,, 
Every future seventh day was blessed with an "added soul" so that I be more prepared 
than any other day to be "illuminated by the Jight of life"675 as our Sages state, ,,, n:iw 
wgJ ;11.:iN "When Shabbat ends, woe! The additional soul is lost".676 

I : O'>t.lYJl '(7N □'>n,N ,, nlYJl' Ol'>J. □N1:in:i '<1Nnl o,nwn 11,;,,n n,N c,> I 
(lnpotontia and form) xv - t1z-ci:in:i '(iMm u,,:,11n Jlt't~n n~ 

These plants and living creatures which we have already mentioned. were the products of 
heaven and earth inpotentia, and were contained within form from the time of their 
creation, from which time (all) active and passive, eternal and perishable powers were 
present, as it says (in verse I) C'?:lW:'1 M (the heavens) (proceeded by the indefinite article 
m<). This is to be understood as an amplification, i.e., including its "offspring heavenly 
bodies and constellations. rue;, nic, "and the earth" which similarly is an amplification 
including its "offspring" (the trees, herbage, and living creatures). However, all these 
only became actual ... 

(Explaining the dual names of God used) ~ 1:J''3W1 ~,,c 1:J'fl~ " n,~~ a,,:i 
On that day He set in order. from heaven, the pennanent natural laws of the earth and its 
"offspring". This was after the six days of creation. He is then called D';'71N ,:, for by 
setting this order, He made its existence pennanent. 

N? ,:, nn.s, 01" n;v.,n ~VJ)J ?:.,1 'flN:1 n.,n, O1\J n"T'l'n n,v., ~:n en> 
: nn"TNn J1N "TJ)J', ,,N OiNl '(1Nn 7~ o,n',N n 1'>"Dn 

(Potential and Actual State) - ~1N2 :,,:,, tiit, 
The reason that the trees were only in their potential and not actual state when they were 
created. in such a manner that there were as yet no trees of the field. and so also ... 

(Meaning) - n--ran 3.11» "' 
Had as yet sprouted. 

(Meaning) - 1'"~n M~ ,:, 
Hence the "material" was not prepared to realize its complete potential. for it lacked rain 
and work of the soil (by man). 

674 Beresheet Rabbah 
675 Job 33:30 
676 Beitzah 16a 
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(Dew) - 1i,cr1 1'-3 n~JI' .,,C, 

When God established as a continual order plant life. a mist came up from the earth 
which caused dew, as a blessing, to water the earth, bring forth and bud, without benefit 
of rain or (man's) working of the soil. 

o,,n nnwl ,,9zo n!>'l ntYTNn 1n 1!>)J O'lNn J1N o,n!7N ,, ,s,.,, Ct> 
: n,n VJ!ll7 DiNn ,n,, 

(How did God create man?)- D'"* '' i»tt1 
However. to bring forth living creatures, it was not sufficient (to use the earlier method 
and powers}. The Creator utilized different ways and methods (to create all living 
creatures). 

(Meaning) - nt.mcn lD io» 
A distinguished part ( of the ground). 

(Meaning) - "n ftD1'3 ,,o,a nr.,, 
A vivifying soul ready to receive the ·•image of God" as it says, "And the breath of God 
that gives them understanding. ,.677 

(Meaning) - n,n 110,~ tmen ,n,, 
In spite of all this (his special forming by God). he was still only a living creature, unable 
to speak, witil he was created in God's image and likeness. 

(Meaning)- ,»t ,11,c 
After He formed him in the distinguished manner already mentioned, He placed him 
there (in the garden). being a place suitable for man to receive God~s image and acquire 
intellectual reasoning (functioning) powers, through its atmosphere and food. 

~' 7:n-(D7 ll"' nN10, 10nl 'O' ,:, nn1Nn in o,n,N ,, nns,, '"> 
: )J1' :n" n)J1n '0)1 1ln 1111:1 o,,nn 

(Meaning) - " nn~,, 
His food, without suffering. 

(Meaning) - nNiD~ 1tln) 
Gladdening and broadening the heart, preparing it and making it receptive to the flow of 
intelligence, as it says, "And it came to pass when the minstrel played that the hand of 
God came upon him.',678 . 

(What made this tree a Tree of Knowledge!)X\1 - """ ~ 
Knowledge is given one's attention to and focus one's heart on what is good and evil. 
From this (source of the word n:sn) we also find, ••and Adam knew•,679 meaning that he 
became aware and concentrated his heart on her. This is also why we call a relative ll'Tlr.) 

677 Job32:8 
678 11 Kings 3:15 
679 Genesis 4: I 
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as it says, "a relative of her husband',<'80 for it is natural that one concerns himself for the 
needs of his relative, as it says, "And a brother is born for adversity"681 

(Why have both words?)nu - )ti4t :141" 
To choose the sweet even when it is harmful and reject the bitter even when it is 
beneficial. 

(Meaning) - l'T)tt> 2a' ,n,, 
Without need (lit, pain) of rain or the labor of man. 

(Why give the name of the river?) - l''1'0 1nNn Oto 
The Torah tells us how praiseworthy was the river that watered the garden, the name of 
which is unknown to us, by informing us of the names of the rivers branching out from it, 
which are well known to us as commendable for their size and the quality of their waters 
and fruits. 

(Meaning) - n1:ut~ 
To work, to perfect, his soul of life, as it says, "And He blew into the nostrils the soul of 
life.'.682 

(Bow was it kept!) - niJ21''11 
That it, his soul oflife, not be diminished through the impact of nature's heat upon his 
fundamental vitality; this therapeutic aid coming from the esteemed fruits which 
constantly replaced what man's constitution lost, for these fruits never rotted. 

(Meaning) - 1)11 '(» !:P,t, 
According to the changinff seasons, as affected by the stars as it says, '"It shall bring forth 
new fruit every month. ,,6S 

(Where was the tree?) - n.v-rri ~,.,, 
Which was situated in the midst of the garden near the tree of life mentioned above, as it 
says, ••a tree of life in the midst of the garden',684 This is in keeping with ••1 have set 
before you life and death. ,,6SS 

680 Ruth 2:1 
681 Proverbs 17: 17 
682 Genesis 2:7 
683 Ezekiel47:12 
684 Genesis 2:9 
685 Deuteronomy 30: 19 
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(Why is it not good for man to be alone?) - Yr3~ D"tMn n,,n 2," M~ 
The goal and purpose intended in his being in the likeness and image of God will not be 
realized if man wi11 have to occupy himself alone. to supply the needs of life. 

(What does it mean to be "opposite"?) - tt)J:, iu, 
This means a helper that will be, as it were equal to him in image and likeness. This was 
mandatory so that the helper would appreciate his needs and meet them at the proper 
time. The word nm (opposite him) implies that when an object is placed on one side of a 
scale it will be even with the object on the other side providing they are both equal in 
weight. Only then is it 11lJ (opposite) one another on a straight line. rather, one will go up 
and the other down (higher or lower). This is what is meant by our Sages when they 
"Moses was equal to all ofisrael.'' It would. however, not have been proper for the helper 
to be completely equal to him for then one would not be properly able to work for and 
serve the other. 

N:l'' O)DYJn "'Jl)' ,.:, nNl n1wn n,n ,.:, nn1Nn 1n a,n,N ,, ,~,, cu,) 
: ,niv Nli1 i1)n VJ!)) OiNi1 ,, N1j7> 1VJN ?:>l ,., N1j7> nn nlN1? OiNn ?N 

(Meaning) - n-n,n n,n » nt:2-rKn ,1:2 Utn~ " ,~,-. 
He gave them a complete form as feeling creatures; the heavenly force not being 
sufficient to do so without the help of the natural reproductive force. 

(What is meant by this vene?) - a1Kn ~ IC" 
So that man might recognize that he needed a new creation (as a mate) seeing that there 
was none among the living creatures to serve him suitably. 

(What does is the connection between seeing and naming?) - ,~ Ki;,, ntl n,M,~ 
So that he might see and discern what name was proper for each one of them, according 
to the fwiction most suitable to its form. 

(Why is this name specified?) - ,tlw i-nn n,n W!U 
The particular name by which it was called indicated the form of that living creature 
meaning the essence of its living soul which represents its actuality in existence. 

n,wn n,n ,:,,1 o,nYJn C'Jl)'?l nnn::in ':J·:l:J JllDYJ OiNn N1P'l (:,) 
: l1ll:'.) 1l~ N~>'J N':J 01N?l 

,,n~'.:J~o nnN np,, )'l'''' 01Nn ?)' no11n o,n,N ,., ,~,, (N:>) 
: n)nnn 1w.:i 1l'O'l 

(Meaning) - a""Den ~lf ntt,,n a,n* " "'' 
So he should not be afraid or experience pain. 

(What is the significance of this verse?) - ,,n»~b nnM n;,,, 
Since the choicest dust had been gathered and alJ proper material went into man's living 
form, therefore when God wanted to fashion the female fonn, which was almost similar 
to him (Adam). it was fitting to take some of his material being (body). name1y one of his 
sides. 
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(What is the difference between man and woman?) - l'~n ftN a,:,"' " 1:1.,, 
That she may have the fonn of man and his faculties differing from only in the physical 
vessels (i.e. sex)-this being the difference between them, (otherwise) both have the 
possibility for the attainment of perfection. (be the measure) abundant or meager. 

,::, nwN N1P' llNl? ,,v.,:u.'.l 1VJl1 ')1.)~)11.l OS)I OY!>i1 l1Nl OiNn 1tJN'' {)::,) 
: llNl nnp, YJ'N.1.l 

This female 

This time it is ... 

(Referring to what?) - J\Nt 

(Referring to what?) - as,1:m 

(Meaning) - ,,v,.:at, ,v,.:a, 't1Vitb avs, 
Henceforth, however. the femaJe of the human species will not be so (she will be formed 
separate]y from man). 

(Referring to what?) - ftN~ 
This. Every female woman, in the future .... 

(Pointing out the similarity in words) - nwN Ni17, 
Even though she will not be a part of man. 

The first one of all (women). 

[ ~ : ,nN 1v.,.:i, ,,n, inYJN:l p::iii UJN nN, ,,::iN nN ~nN :ny, ,::, ,~ Ci:>) I 
(Why is it a result of that?) - ll "' 

Since the first woman was intended by God to be similar to man as much as possible to 
such an extent that He formed her from (man's) body. 

(What is the connection of this verse?) - mY.t!O 17:ii, 1tlM flMl 1':»t S'IN W'N 3t)t' 
It is proper that man should attempt to marry a woman suitable for him and suitable to 
cleave to him. This he shall do even though it may be necessary to leave his father and 
mother; there can be no authentic cleaving among those who are not alike; it can only be 
among those who are similar, for only then can they be of one mind. 

(What is meant by one flesh?)- in,c ,w3~ ,,~, 
In all their actions they will aim to attain the perfection intended by man's creation, as 
thought he two were as only one flesh. 

(What is the sigoficaoce?)n - tl'n,,s, 
At that time, all their organs, limbs and actions were used for the purpose of fulfilling 
God's will exclusively not to attain physical pleasure at all. Consequently the act of 
sexual congress was to them nonnal as that of eating and drinking; therefore their 
reproductive organs were regarded by them as we regard our mouth, face, and hands. 
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Notes 

i Sfomo, disagreeing with Aristotelian thought, accepts perspective offered by 
Rambam (Guide ll:30), '"that the world was not created in a '"temporal beginning" for 
time belongs the created things." That the doctrine of the "eternity of the world" is 
rejected because time didn't exist, time was created at this instant. In a work entitled Or 
Ammim (Bologna 1537) Sfomo writes a lengthy argument against the theories of 
Aristotle on the eternity of matter, on God's omniscience, and on the universality of the 
soul. 

ii Sfomo rejects the Aristotelian notion of a pre-existing universe or even pre
existing stuff. Similar to Ramban, Sfomo interprets the word K7J to mean creation from 
nothing - PM W'. 

iii God is not only the creator but the sustainer as well. Further, the word is 
descriptive, signifying the eternal and the everlasting separated from matter that can be 
applied to the angels and those who exhibit divine intelligence. 

i\· Sfomo points out the word o,~w:, is plural, referring to two 'theres' to two 'far 
aways' (as the Hebrew word hayadayim refers to two hands) that can only be if the world 
is moving in a spherical pattern. In proposing this theory, this fifteenth century thinker 
(1470-1550) who lived for a while in ltaly, seems to be picking up on the scientific 
thinking of Copernicus (1473-1543) who was proposing a revolutionary, and in some 
circles blasphemous theory, that contrasted with the long held acceptable of the earth 
being the center of the universe. Having a spherical rotation, delegates the earth from the 
center of the cosmos to merely revolving around the sun. Sforno deduces "a crucial moral 
lesson from an earth constantly revolving on its own axes, as it revolves around the 
sun ... It means, for him, that the human being is placed squarely at the center of the earth, 
equidistant from the two "theres11 or "far.aways" of the heavens." Rabbi ShJomo Riskin 
http://www2t.bi globe. ne.j p/-BokerT ov/rbranch/r5760/r60gen0 I . htm 

,. Similar to Ramban, Sforno wrestles with the ancient debate of Aristotle and 
Plato. 

vi Rambam refers to forces of God as angels (Guide 11:6). We can see here another 
example of how Sfomo was influenced by Rambam. 

,ii Like Rambam, Sfomo Distancing himself from anthropomorphism. 

mi Sfomo confronts what seems to be a contradiction in the text by explaining it 
beyond the literal meaning of the text. 

i" Sfomo here is referring to water wheels and water pressure a reflection of the 
time period in which it was written in. 
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" Sforno' s reliance on the senses reflect the science of the Renaissance that 
suggests that one can learn natural phenomenon of the present and past through careful 
observation. 

xi The notion that two species from mixed seed will not reproduce was within the 
scope of scientific reasoning of the sixteenth century. 

xii This is another example of the use of empirical science "We see through our 
senses ... " 

xiii The notion that creation was for the purpose of man was not a novel idea of 
Sfomo's. However, the emphasis which he placed on this notion is reflective of the 
popular thinking of the time. 

xi,· Rabbi Joshua Levine Grater suggests that this comment should be interpreted 
as a proverbial piece of advice. Noticing that while God concludes each day by saying .. it 
was good'' but at the end God says it was '"very good", Grater is suggesting that while the 
micro picture may only be ok, the macro picture is wonderful. As he puts it, '"While the 
details of our lives might bog us down and impress upon us that life is hard, filled with 
suffering and devoid of daily joy, the big picture of our existence, the overall reality of 
our lives can be seen as very good, very blessed, very joyous." This is another example of 
how Sfomo will offer proverbial advice occasionally as he deviates from the psha1. 
Rabbi Joshua Levine Grater Bereshil and Goodness October 24, 2003, 
<http://www.pjtc.net/Bereshit%20and%20Goodness.htrn>. 

"'' Also This can be seen in his use ofneo-platonic explanation in (Genesis 2:4) 
where he explains away the seemingly redundancy of the text by suggesting that the 
plants and living creatures already mentioned were created in potent ia. 

x,, It is interesting to note that we have knowledge of how Sfomo's brother 
helped support him while in school. 

:\"'ii Here is another example of how Sfomo offers proverbial advice another than 
sticking to the pshat. 

xviii Sfomo·s comment here notion of the human body during the Italian 
Renaissance. The human body was appreciated for its natural beauty. Artists strove fore 
realistic depictions of the human figure. 
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CONCLUSION 

The creation story told in Genesis. chapters one and two, inspires more questions 

than it provides answers. Its fifty.five verses have challenged our greatest thinkers to 

posit on the fundamental questions of existence. How did it start? Why was there a 

creation? Who is the Creator? What is the purpose of human existence? While these 

existential questions are not explicitly found in the Torah, they are raised explicitly by 

Judaism• s biblical commentators who have fonned a scaffolding of exegesis that helps 

uncover meaning in a text, which as Rashi suggests, is "nothing if not mysterious." 686 

Each biblical commentator offers a perspective that reflects the societal lens through 

which he sees the world. This can be seen in the opening three words of the Torah. 

Why. Rashi asks, does the Torah begin with creation and not with the first 

commandment directed towards Israel? One answer that he provides is that the pwpose 

of the creation story is to teach that the land of Eretz Yisrae/, which in his time was being 

fought over by the Christians and Muslims, belonged to the Creator who ultimately 

decides who may dwell in it. 

For Ramban, the purpose of this text is very much influenced by the Maimonidian 

Aristotelian thoughts that were popular in his day which challenged the idea of creation 

from nothing. Ramban held that the purpose of this opening text was nothing less than to 

teach the very root of Jewish faith. The belief in God, the creator. He writes that ··He who 

does not believe in this and thinks that the world always existed denies the essential 

teaching of Judaism and has no Torah at all." Relying on his teachings of Kabbalah, that 

686 Translation from Avivah Gottlieb Zomberg, Genesis: The Begin11ing of Desire (Philadelphia: JPS, 
1995). 
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before had never been recorded, Ram ban hints that the explanation of Creation cannot be 

understood merely from the Biblical account. 

lbn Ezra, focuses on the linguistics of the opening verse and avoids offering a 

rationale for creation here. Instead, like Ramban who will later agree with him, he 

suggests that the text supports his neo-Platonic view that creation was ex-nihilo l'N?.:l trr. 

He points out that the etymological meaning of the verb Ni:J is to "cut out and put into 

shape" thereby assuming matter. By using his knowledge of the language learned in 

J udeo-Muslim Spain. ibn Ezra is able to offer an interpretation that would resonate with 

many in his community. 

Sfomo, sees in this opening verse of Torah, s description of the beginning of time. 

And ifthere is a beginning, then one must accept that the universe is not eternal, that it 

was created by a creator. In the world of the Italian Renaissance. this confirmation was 

in itself a significant idea. 

Another illustration of how these four commentators approach the text from 

different perspectives can be seen in their comments to llmr.n::> ml,~l 01K n1t1lll, "Let us 

make man in our image. after our likeness.',687 Sfrono, influenced by the Humanist 

movement. Sfomo suggests that what makes humanity "made in the image of the divine" 

is humanities capacity for free choice. Rashi, wonders why two words are used here, 

which seems superfluous. He suggests that we are similar to the divine in our ability to 

understand and to be creative. lbn Ezra, finds it important to write that white it might 

seem that God has an image, what the verse is really referring to man~ soul which is 

incorporeal. And Ramban. suggests that while man's body can be compared to the earth, 

687 Genesis I :26 



his soul can only be compared with the divine. This distinction between body and soul 

was popular in Medieval Christian Europe. 
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These commentators come to this Torah as products of their environment. They 

are indebted to the Muslim and Christian hermeneutics that they learned from their 

neighbors. They employ in their commentaries the secular knowledge of grammar, 

philosophy, and science. And many of their comments are influenced by or responses to 

the Karaite. Christian, and Muslim communities. Studying how biblical commentators 

were influenced by the world around them teaches how new spiritual or philosophic 

developments or crises can result in new views of Torah, revelation, and exegesis. 

Thinking what motivation drove each comment helps one to better understand these 

Jewish thinkers words by placing them in context. For while the commentaries may have 

originally been intended for a particular community its value has become timeless. 

Applying these same ideas to the commentaries used by the Jewish community 

today challenges the reader to take a critical took at scaffolding that currently surround 

the Torah. Three commentaries, Hertz, Plaut688, and Etz Hayim, stand out as exegesis that 

reflects the religious, literary, and scientific development of the twentieth century. 

The Hertz chumash was first published in 1936 under the direction of the Chief 

Rabbi of the Great Britain, Dr. Joseph Hertz. It cited freely from both classical and 

modem biblical exegetes. In its introduction it states as its aim, ••the elucidation of the 

text and the exposition of the spiritual and ethical teachings of the Torah. Published in the 

thirties many of its comments seem a response to both source criticism and scientific 

secularism. For example, in the opening words of Genesis, Hertz writes, "Ages untold 

611 While this commentary is generally referred to as the Plaut commentary after its main editor. Bernard J. 
Bamberger was responsible for the book of Leviticus. 
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may have elapsed between the calling of matter into being and the reduction of chaos to 

ordered arrangement." A comment that seems targeted at those who would discount the 

sanctity of the text by taking a literal reading. 

In 1981, seventeen years after the project was conceived, the Reform 

movement's commentary entitled The Torah: A Modern Commentary, but referred to as 

the Plaut commentary after its main editor Rabbi, Gunther W. Plaut, was published. It 

was the first major commentary published after the Holocaust and after the creation of the 

State oflsrael. It was the first one that was influenced by the rush of Biblical archeology 

discoveries following the six day war, and it was the treat the Torah as a composite 

document produced by many hands over many ages. It relied on the Documentary 

Hypothesis, quoted freely from Christian and Muslim religious sources as well as 

contemporary observations by scientists, historians, and non-religious thinkers. Its 

comments reflect a Jewish community that was wrestling with its understanding of God 

but which had great faith in modem man. It reflects a secure liberal Jewish community 

accepts truth from any source. In its comments to the opening words of Genesis, we read, 

«The Book of Genesis does not appear to tell of human growth and development in a way 

palatable to modems, schooled in the principles of evolution ... " This is a commentary 

that addresses a community for which Torah is secondary to secular science. 

The Etz Hayim commentary was published in 2001 by the Conservative movement. 

It contains apshat commentary that strives for a contextual meaning of the text using 

contemporary scientific scholarship based on the JPS five volume commentary edited by 

Rabbis Lieber and Potok. A drash section of commentary, edited by Rabbi Harold 

Kushner, follows offering traditional commentary and contemporary thinkers. Finally it 
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also includes a section on how Halakhah is linked to the biblical text. While there was 

much uproar when it first came out concerning the authorship of the Bible. the actual 

commentary says little explicitly to challenge one who believes that the Torah is divinely 

written. It reflects a need for more spirituality combined with the historical knowledge of 

today. I would suggest that it reflects the spiritual movement now being experienced in 

the United States filled with a return to meditation, God, and ritual as well as 

Conservative Judaism's continua] struggle to identify itself. In is opening comment on 

the opening words of Genesis one can see how this commentary distinguishes itself from 

the Plaut commentary. '"The Creation narrative in the Bible is a document of faith. In its 

quest for meaning it give expression to the fundamental premise of the religion of the 

people lsrael: The universe is entirely the purposeful product of the one God, a 

transcendent being, beyond nature, and sovereign over space and time.,, How historians 

will interpret this commentary awaits us. 

These three commentaries, Hertz, Plaut, and Etz Chaim, I believe join the 

medieval commentaries of Rashi, ibn Ezra, Ram.ban, and Sfomo in adding to the 

scaffolding surrounding the Torah. Future generations will benefit from their teachings 

and will continue to ponder the societal influences that shaped these commentaries. 

If we can learn from this study how our teachers of the past were willing to speak 

in the language of their time, to challenge long held conclusions, and to cull ancient 

teachings for their contemporary problems, perhaps we too can inspire and continue in 

their sacred endeavor. For truth is contemporary and timeless, relative and universal. and 

perhaps, both simple and incomprehensible. 
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Beresheet: My Translation 

In 1 the beginning of God creating2 the 
heavens and the earth. when the earth 
was formless and void, and darkness 
covered the deep3, and the spirit of God 
hovered over the waters, and God said, 
"Let there be light!" And there was light. 
God saw that the light was good, and God 
separated the light from the darkness. God 
called the light day and the darkness He 
called night. And there was evening and 
there was morning on day one. 

God said, "Let f here be a canopy4 in the 
midst of the waters that will separate the 
waters from the waters." And God made 
the canopy and separated the waters 
under the canopy from the waters above 
the canopy. And it was so. God called the 
canopy sky5 and there was evening and 
there was morning the second day. 

::r,;:p;:t n1< ::r:-r~1< wr;, · n,::.:r<, = 
·,:-r:>.1 ~:,n :,.i:t,i'J r,~~ :: : 'ti~:".f nx, 

, , 
:::i~il?'X 11, ... , o·,i1.n ,Jo--,~, 7:vn, 

, , 
:::i~:i.,1< ""J.:Jl<,,: : c,~J:, "J~-.,?! non--,:. 

• .. r- .. - .. , ·n1< ::J'!:,-,l( J.':1"!1-' : .. ,1":.,:,,, ... ,K ,i'T~ 
. - . ... 

ilx~ r:. ::i-::-r':,~ ':,-::.:, :m:-~:) ,~x::i 
, , . 

:,r -tK? 1 c,;r7K K-::,,J :- : 7tt.•~;:i- T,:i, 
, 1-::::-,n-:i ::-:r~:,,, :,',,r, x,., 7:vnr,, ... ,.. . ,. .. ., .. 

, 
:,-:i;,;::r 71.n:i ~-:p-: ,:,-: ::i-::,-,~ i}JX''1 •· 

, , 
V¥:F : ::i-:l~? :::i-:?~ ,,:i -,-:,::n; ,:,,, 

i;...:. ' :n~0 p~ ,· .:.~J ~,?10-.nN ::1-:;i.,~ 
, ·•·!.!' -.•,."\:, lw.,, ·•---L. .nnn,.. _,,.~ 

w",1, -·•:''- ·- --- ·1--· .. ;' - - • ., ..... ,, , , , 
:::i-:;,-,~ x77,1 ,. : p-o:iP) !.~,777 .,~n::. 
::>i"! :?Ym,1 ::i.,!1-~:·pl ::i~,;~ ~"!P■:? 

!) ; "!J'V 
' 

1 The text is believed to be written by a sixth c.:entury BCE priestly author. Compared to other ancient middle eac;tem texts, it is 
a radical change ( demythologized) origin of the cosmos compared to the Ugaritic Baal epic or Babylonian Enuma. The 
structure of the story has the first three days describing the creation of the habitat, and the last three days describing the 
creation of its inhabitants. God names the things on the first three days and leaves Adam to name things on the remaining days. 
"Creation", Harper Collins Bible Dictionary. ed. Paul Achtemeier (New York: Harpercollins, 1996) 209. 
2 The verb 1-1,::2 ''bara" is used exclusively for divine creativity. It is the subject of much discussion among the commentators. 
Interestingly, the verb is only used on the odd days ofcrealion. The parallel verb ;,117~ is used on the even days. However, both 
are used in the context of the creation of man and woman (I :26-27) and Shabbat (2:3). 
3 Deep -01nn- Deep sea/abyss ... the deep that couches below. The word is also found in Genesis 7: 11, 8:2, 49:25, Exodus 
15:5, Deuteronomv 33: 13 Isaiah 63:1,3, Jonah 2:6, Proverbs 8:28, and Job 28: 14. It refers to the cosmic abvssal water that 
enveloped the earth. It is treated as a Hebrew proper name. While at one point the word may have referred to a mythical being 
like the Mesopotamian Tiamat, in this case the term is demythologized. Nahum Swna JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 
(Philadelphia: JPS, 1989) 6. 
4 Canopy/Firmament - ll'p,- One must imagine here a flat earth and a domed expanse of heavens holding back celestial waters 
from terrestrial. The word suggests a thin sheet of beaten metal (Exodus 39:3, Numbers 17:3, Jeremiah 10:9, Job 37:18). 
Similar melaphors for sky are foWld in Homer. Job 26: 13 depicts God's breath as the force that calmed or spread the heavens. 
The ancient Hebrews imagined the world as flat and romui, covered by the great solid dome of the firmament which was held 
up by the mountain pillars (Job 26: 11, 37: 18) Above the finnament and under the earth was water, divided by God at creation. 
(Oen I :6, 7 Psalms 24:2, 148:4). The upper waters will join with the waters of the primordial deep during the Flood. The rains 
were believed to fall through windows in the firmament (Genesis 7: 11, 8:2). The sun, moon, and stars moved or are fixed in 
the finnament. Within the earth lay Sheol the realm of the dead. (Numbers 16:30-33, Isaiah 14:9) Harper Collins Bible 
Dictionary. 



God said, "Let the waters under the sky 
be gathered into one place, that the dry 
land may be seen. And it was so. God 
called the dry land Earth and the gathering 
of the waters, He called "seas". and God 
saw that it was good. God said, "Let the 
earth sprout grass.6 seed bearing plants,7 
fruit trees of its own kind, with its seeds 
within it. upon the earth." And it was so. The 
earth brought forth grass, seed bearing 
plants, and fruit trees of its own kind with its 
seeds within it. And God saw that it was 
good. And there was evening and there 
was morning the third day. 

God said, "Let there be lights8 in the 
canopy of the skies that will distinguish 
between the day and the night, and they 
will serve as signs for seasons, for days and 
for years. They will be for lights in the 
canopy of the sky to light up the earth. And 
it was so. God made two great lights, the 
greater light to rule the day, and the 
smaller light to rule the night and the stars. 
And God set them in the canopy of the 
skies to light up the earth to rule in the day 
and the night and to separate between 
the light and the darkness. And God saw 
that it was good. And there was evening 
and there was morning the fourth day. 
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God said, "Let the waters teem with 
swarms of living creatures and let birds fly 
above the earth, in the open canopy of 
the skies." God created the great serpents.9 

and every living creature that creeps. with 
which the waters teem, and every kind of 
winged bird. And God sow that it was 
good. God blessed them saying, "Be fruitful 
and multiply, fill the waters of the seas and 
let the birds multiply on the earth.'1 And 
there was evening and there was morning 
the fifth day. 

God said, "Let the earth bring forth every 
kind of living creature: cattle, creeping 
things, and animals of every kind." And it 
was so. God made animals of every kind, 
cattle of every kind, and everything that 
creeps on the ground of all kinds. And God 
sow that it was good. 

God said, "Let us make man in our 
image, after our likeness. They shall rule the 
fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, the 
animals, the whole earth. and all the 
creeping things that creep on earth." And 
God created man in His image. In the 
image of God, He created him; male and I 

I 
t 

female, He created them. God blessed 
them and said to them. "Be fruitful and 
multiply, fill the earth, and master it. Rule 
the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, and 
all the living things that creep on earth." 

t 
i, God said, .. Behold, I have give you 

every seed bearing plant that is upon the 
earth, and every tree that has seed 
bearing fruit, they shall be yours for food. 
And for all the animals of the earth, for all 
the birds in the sky, for everything that 

' 

, creeps on the ground, which has the 
1 breath of life, all the green vegetation shall 
r be their food.'' And it was so. God saw all 
t that He had made, and found it very good. 
t: [. There was evening and there was morning, 
;; the sixth day. 
~ 
~ • Lights-lwninary-n"'IND- Proverbs lS:30 Nwn 4:9, 
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The heavens and the earth were 
finished. and [so were] all their array. God 
completed by the seventh day His work 
that He had made. and He ceased on the 
seventh day from all the work which He 
had made. God blessed the seventh day 
and made it holy, for on it. God abstained 
from all His work, which He had created to 
do. This is the story of earth and sky when 
they were created; 

On the day when the Eternal God made 
earth and sky. 10 All the shrubs of the field 
were not yet on the earth. and no greens 
of the field had yet sprouted, because the 
Eternal God had not sent rain upon the 
earth and there was no man to work the 
soil, but a flow would well up from the 
earth, and it watered the entire surface of 
the land. The Eternal God formed man 
from the dust of the earth. He blew into his 
nostrils the breath of life, and man became 
a living soul. 

The Eternal God planted a garden in 
Eden, in the east and placed there the 
man whom He had formed. The Eternal 
God caused to grow out of the soil every 
tree that is pleasant to look at, and good 
for food, the Tree of life in the middle of 
the garden, and the Tree of Knowledge [of 
what is] good and bod. 

A river went out from Eden to water the 
Gorden. and from there it separated and 

i" becomes four branches. The name of the 
~ [ first is Pishon which surrounds all the land of 
l Chavilah, where there is gold. The gold of 
i: that land is good. Also found there is 
[ bdellium and lapis lazuli stones. The name 

of the second river is Gichon. It surrounds all 
the land of Kush. The name of the third river 
is Chidekel (Tigris), which flows to the east 
of Asshur. The fourth river is P'ras 
(Euphrates). 

;: 
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I 

The Eternal God took the man, and 
placed him in the Garden of Eden, to work 
it and to preserve it. The Eternal God 
commanded the man, "Of every tree of 
the garden you are free to eat, but from 
the Tree of Knowledge of what is good and 
evil, you shall not eat from it, for on the day 
you eat from it, you will certainly die." 

The Eternal God said. "It is not good for 
the man to be alone. I will make a helper 
for him." The Eternal God formed from the 
ground, every beast of the field. and every 
bird of the heaven, and brought them to 
the man, to see what he would call them. 
Whatever the man called each living 
creature, that is its name. The man gave 
names to every animal. to the birds of the 
sky, to all the animals of the field, but the 
man did not find a helper for himself. 

The Eternal God caused a deep sleep to 
fall upon the man and while he slept. He 
took one of his ribs and closed up the flesh 
in its place. The Eternal God fashioned the 
rib that He took from the man into a 
woman. and He brought her to the man. 
The man said 

"This one at last is bone of my bones 
and flesh of my flesh. 
This shall be called Woman, 
for from Man was she token." 

Therefore, a man shall leave his father and 
his mother, and cling to his wife, and they 
shall become one flesh. 

170 
·.:in:.:, :i1r:-1;-:1r:: O"i17K :i1;i" n~,1 1:• 

il1i1~ 1.¥~1 1,. : ;";')tl!!,~~ :-t1,:1/', 'fi!rn.:i 
1. --v··~ i:... ... , ... , ... U'L, !"'\, .... --L,•t ....... i:... .... • •11 _,, .,_,,..J .• IJ"'tl' 1.,1 1,, I _,,,,,,. -'·•, /J.-, 

T • I ~ ~ 1• ., , 

•t• .. , .... ,t: n10-:, .. ,,,.:r ,- .t.. ... ,...:, t.,..,U' 
~ -J .. -! !'.. I.,,, I • "r-J""• ;~1-:--

0.J'", .. '='!...,K u·~:l ~-:i 1J1" 1"' ~ ... t-::n K~ .~r• I"~ • - •-'•-' ,':"'i .,. 

: n, !Jr. .n ·, ?.:. 
I • 

-r,:; m~1x::r-1i.: o,:-,1,K i11:i-: 1.l.,11·• 
I 

.K:l"'l o,?.J'..!:i1 r-,l,•--,: nK, il,t.T;r n,n 
T• -'!" - I • • • •• 

',:,, 17-K""""-m:i nix-7 o,x:-i-7.K 
•• • T ":' • 

1<1:, ;,:r:r t:'OJ 01~r.r ~'rx7p'I -:a, 
-7::3':, ni!~'.!i 07Ki1 K.:.-,,, ~·• : 11Jtl 

":' ":'" .. -~ - t 

n:r:t ':-:J';,, u"i~t;;;:t r-,,!i,·, :-n;i;i:i~ 
. ·-· ... ""t't 1.•,-,-- ... ~ .... , ..... ~, --l'I'-
• • I ✓-~-· _,. J,_ ,., .l'- ., - I" , • I I\,:..• I ' 

I • ... I • • • • 

, . 
, t•?- -· ,.,..., ,·n,-~u,.. ...n .... n.,,, 1•et,.., 

':' ~ -• .., • ~ " T _,, ; 'f ,_, .,J I ., J.~ r! • .';' .. 

-Jif( 1 o,;r',K :i1il., 1.:.-ri ~~ : n~r,nr. 
L, I t 

i1:V?<., :)1~J:1-TJ~ ni::7--.:_.•.tc :l?::;:t 
07.K:"'1 -1:,1<,1 ~! : :JiK-:,-',l( 'i1lClT! 

":' 7 I"' .. IT • IT • -

"1W:l,: --:;,·.;, 
I 

':"1';.K .K1j;-: .nxr, 
' : n1-q-;;r:ip7 v,x1.:. ~~ 

•\•,!.."-n"'1 ,,.,._,.-n._,. ~•••v--.•H• 1-.-L,-, •,, ,,_,~..,_, 1, _,1, J l"- .,;,; •j"\ ,..1.,,,. ,_; ,;.,; -"I' .. . ,... -
]! · ,n..,. ,·!•-..~ 1~iT1 ·-·~·,.,. ... -: ... ,, . ,. l'lo '°:" 'f'. '· '•, ..,.1, ... I·-:- , 

11 Hebrew taken from lhe Jewish Publication Society Hebrew English Tanakh, Second Edition. 2000. 



---------------------·· 
8JBLIOGRAPHY 

Achtemeier, Paul, ed., "Creation", Harper Collin.,; Bible Dictionary. New York: 
Harpercollins, 1996. 

Alter, Michael J. Ed. What is the Purpose of Creation Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson Inc. 
1991. 

"Archbishop of Cologne" Wikipedia Encyclopedia 
<hupJ/www .4reference.net/encyclopedias/wikipedia/ Archbishop_ of_ Cologne.hbnl> 

Artscroll Series. (1989). Mesorah Series Vol J BereishisSh'mos Genesis Brooklyn, NY: 
Mesorah Publications 

Baer, Yitzhak, A History of the Jews in Christian Spain: Vol. I From the Age of 
Reconquest to the Fourteenth Century. 1rans by Louis Schoffman. Skokie:Varda 
Books, 2001. 

Bacher, Wilhelm, Kaufmann Kohler, J. Frederic McCurdy, ·•Bible Exegesis",Jewish 
Encyclopedia. <http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid= 1029&letter= 
B&search=bible%20exegesis>. 

Baron, Salo W .. "Rashi and the Community of Troyes". Rashi Anniversary Volume. New 
York: American Academy for Jewish Research. 1941. 47-72. 

Chavel, Charles B. Rabbi, Ramban: His Life and Teachings, New York: Philipp 
Feldheim Inc, 1960. 

Chazan, Robert, Medieval Jewry in Northern France: A Political and Social History, 
Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1973. 

Elbogen, lsmar. "What does Rashi Mean to Us Today?". Rashi Anniversary Volume. 
New York: American Academy for Jewish Research, 1941. 31-38. 

Fishbane, Michael, «Jewish Biblical Exegesis: Presuppositions and Principles", Scripture 
in the Jewish and Christian Traditions: Authority, Interpretation, Relevance, Ed. 
Frederick Greenspahn. Abingdon: University of Denver, 1982. 91-110. 

Furay, Conal and Salevouris, Michael J., The Methods and Skills of History: A Practical 
Guide, 2nd edition, Harlan Davidson, 2000 

Gottheil, Richard and and Wilhelm Bacher , "lbn Ezra, Abraham ben Meir" Jewish 
Encyclopedia, 1906 ed. 
<http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.j sp?artid= 1 I &letter=I&search=ibn%2 
OEzra> 



-----------------------
Gottheil, Richard and Meyer Kayserling "Girona" Jewish Hncyclopedia 

< http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid= l 64&letter-G> 

Gottheil, Richard and William Popper, "Confiscation of Hebrew Books" Jewish 
Ene,yc/opedia, <http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=719&letter
C&search=buming%20Talmud> 

Graetz, H., Hi.,·tory of the Jews, Skokie: Varda Books, 2002 

Greenspahn, Frederick. E., Ed. Scripture in the Jewish and Christian Tradition.,·: 
Aulhority, Interpretation, Relevance Abingdon: University of Denver, 1982. 

Gribetz, Judah. The Timetables of Jewish History: A Chronology of the Most Important 
People and Events in Jewish History. New York: Simon Schuster, 1993. 

Hailperin, Herman, Rashi and the Christian Scholars. Pittsburgh: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 1963. 

Hirsch, Emil, Kaufinann Kohler, Solomon Schechter, and Isaac Broyde "Leviathan and 
Bethemoth" Jewish Encyclopedia, 
<http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=275&letter=L&search=levi 
athan> 

Holtz, Barry W., Back to the Sources: Reading the Clas:1icJewish Texts, New York: 
Summit Books, 1984. 

Husik, I, History of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, New York: Dover Publications, 2002. 

"Investiture" Columbia E.ncyclopedia, Sixth Edition 
<http://encyclopedia.com/html/i 1 /investit.asp> 

Jacobs, Joseph, Wilhelm Bacher, and Isaac Broyde, "Moses hen Nahman" Jewish 
Encyclopedia 
<http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid= l 64&letter=G> 

"James I" Microsofi Encarta Encyclopedia ed 2003. 

Jewish Publication Society, Hebrew English Tanakh. Second Edition. 2000. 

Kohler, Kaufmann, "Astrology" Jewish Encyclopedia 
<http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=6l&letter=0&search=signs> 

Kohler, Kaufmann and Isaac Broyde •·Azriel ben Menahem" Jewish Encyclopedia. 
<http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=2224&letter=A&search=Azriel> 

Lancaster, Irene. Deconstructing the Bible: Abraham ibn Ezra's introduction to the 
Torah. London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003. 



J,angermann, Y. 1'::vi, "Some Astrological Themes in the Thought of Abraham Jbn H=rd', 
Rabbi Abraham Jbn l!."=ra: Studies in the Writings ofa Twelfth-Century Jewish 
Polymalh. Isadore Twersky and Jay M. Harris. ed. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1993. 28-85. 

Lieber. David L., senior ed. 1-.:t= Hayim: Torah and Commentary. New York: The 
Rabbinical Assembly, 2001. 

Linetsky, Michael. Rabbi Abraham Jbn Ezra's Commentary on the Creation. Northvale, 
NJ: Jason Aronson, 1998. 

Liber, Maurice. Rashi. Trans.Adele Szold. Philadelphia: JPS, 1938. 

Marx, Alexander. "The Life and Work ofRashi". Rashi Anniversary Volume. New York: 
American Academy for Jewish Research, 1941. 9-30. 

Neusner, Jacob, .. Scripture and Mishnah: Authority and Selectivity", Scripture in the 
Jewish and Christian Traditions: Authority, Interpretation, Relevance, Ed. 
Frederick Greenspahn Abingdon: University of Denver, 1982. 64-86. 

Pearl, Chaim. Rashi. New York: Grove Press, 1988. 

Pelcovitz, Raphael Rabbi, Sforno New York: Mesorah Publications 2001. 

Plaut, Gunther W., ed. The Torah: A Modern Commentary New York: UAHC, 1981. 

Riskin, Shlomo, Rabbi, "Shabbat Shalom: Welcoming the Future" Jerusalem Post. 
<http://www.jpost.com/Editions/2000/10/26/Columns/Columns. 143 73. html.> 

Rosenthal, Hennan and M. Seligsohn, "Nathan Ben Meir of Trinquetaille" Jewish 
Encyclopedia < http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view .jsp?artid = l l 3&letter= 
N&search=Meir°/«,20ben%20Nathan> 

Roth, Noonan ed. Medieval Jewish Civili=ation. New York: Routledge, 2003. 

Sama, Nahum. JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis., Philadelphia: JPS, 1989. 

Sama, Nahum. "Abraham Ibn Ezra as an Exegete". Rabbi Abraham Ibn E::ra: Studies in 
711e Writings of a Twelfth-Century Jewish Polymath. Isadore Twersky and Jay M. 
Harris. ed. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993. 1-27. 

Sasson, Ben H.H. ed. History of the Jewish People. Cambridge: Harvard University Press 
1976. 

"Sephardic Sages: Past and Present" http://www.sephardicsages.org/girona.html. 



Seltzer, Robert M . .Jewish People Jewish Thought: 11ie Jewish 1~:rperience in HiMory 
New York: Macmillan Publishing Co, Inc. 1980. 

Septimus, Bernard, "Open Rebuke and Concealed Love: Nahmanides and the Andalusian 
Tradition" Rabbi Moses Naltmanides (R.amban): Exp/orations in Hi.,· Religious 
And Literary Virluosily, Ed. Isadore Twersky Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1983. 11-34. 

Shereshevsky, Esra. Rashi, The Man and His World. New York: Sepher-Hennon Press, 
1982. 

Shulman, Yaacov Dovid. The Ramban: The Story of Rabbi Moshe hen Nachman. New 
York: CIS Publishers, 1993. 

Shulman, Yaacov Dovid. Rashi: The Story of Rabbi Shlomo Yit:::chaki. New York: CIS 
Publishers, 1993. 

Smith, Jonathan Riley, The First Crusades 1095-113/. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997. 

Twersky, Isadore, ed., Rabbi Moses Nahmanides (Ramban): Explorations in His 
Religious and Literary Virtuosity, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983. 

Twersky, Isadore and Jay M. Harris ed. Rabbi Abrahum lbn E=ra: Studies in the Writings 
ofa Twelflh-Century Jewish Polymath. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1993. V-1. 

Weinryb, Bernard D .. "Rashi against the Background of His Epoch". Rashi Anniversary 
Volume. New York: American Academy for Jewish Research, 1941. 39-46. 

Zomberg, Avivah Gottlieb, Genesis: The Beginning of Desire (Philadelphia: JPS, 1995 ). 

THE KLAU LIBRARY 
HEBREW UNION COLLEGE 

JEWISH INSITITUTE OF RELIGION 
BROOKDALE CENTER 

ONE WEST F 1:URTH STREET 
l:E\VYO':· ~•·' 1fll'!12 .. . ,, ., 1 • ,,\.t 


