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Moses ben Nahman (Lat. Nahmanides, often called by the acronym RaM-
BalN), was one of the most influential scholars that Spanish Jewry produced,
one whose versatility and scope still astonish. e was a penetrating talmudist
and legalist, a mystic whose early training in medieval Jewish philosophy
nevertheless remained a living influence in his thought, an accomplished cour-
tier and communal leader. Withal, he was a prolific writer, producing some 50
works or more, including talmudic novellae, legal and ritual treatises, biblical
commentaries, occasional poetry and sermons, and at least one anti-Christian
polemic which became a classic, an account of his Barcelona debate with Pablo
Churistiani in the presence of the royal court of King James 1 of Catalonia.
Moses ben Nahman, born in Gerona, Catalonia, in 1194, practiced medi-
cine under the name of Bonastiug da Porta; born into the rabbinic and eco-
nomic elite, he received an excellent education, and was one of the first in
Spain to be initiated into the talmudic methods of the tosafists of Northern

Cen ReL e

!

B Y- AT
! /L /W B - N O

Moses ben Nafiman / Nahmanides (Rambar) 417

France; in addition, he was familiar with the works of the schools of Provence.
His disdples included the leading halakhists of the next generation.

His role in public life apparently began in 1232, when he entered the then
raging Maimonidist controversy, attempting to find a compromise between the
two sides. Even at that early stage in his career, he was consulted by the king
on matters affecting the internal life of Catalonia’s Jewish community. He may
have acied as Chief Rabbiof Catalonia after the death in 1264 of his cousin,
R. fonah Gerondi. 1t is certain that in the next year he was forced into a debate
with the apostate Pablo Christiani in the presence of the king and the leaders
of the Dominicans and Franciscans, a disputation he won, receiving 300 dinars
from the king. Despite this, he was eventually forced to leave Spain and ar-
rived ir Fretz Israel in 1267, where he completed his Pentateuchal commen-
tary and was active in the Jewish communities of Jerusalem and Acre until his
death in 1279.

In general, Nahmanides was less an innovator than a remiarkable systemati-
zer who adapted and extended methods and insights which he inherited, and
combined them within a system of his own devising while putting his own
stamp on them. As a Spanish Jew, he was the heir of the Spanish penchant for
systematization, but his teacher R. Yehudah b. Yakar enabled him to become a
master of the newly devised dialectic developed by Rabbenu Jacob Tam (ca.
1100-71) in Northern France. It was apparently from R.Yehudah that be re-
ceived his kabbalistic traditions as well.

2. Aspects of Nahmanides’ Exegetical Method
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As a biblical commentator Nahmanides saw himself as the heir of the Spanish
school of Abraham ibn Ezra (1089-1164), with its emphasis on the plain
meaning and linguistic understanding, along with the more midrashically or-
iented commentary of Rashi (1040-1105), who, though stressing the impor-
tance of the peshat - the plain meaning of the biblical text, included more than
a flavoring of rabbinic non-peshat teaching, both legal and aggadic, in his
commentary. Indeed, Nahmanides’ commentary may be considered one of the
first great super-commentaries on Rashi; according to one study, he adverts to
Rashi in some 38% of his comments in his Pentateuchal exegesis.'
A third major acknowledged source, especially in his more philosophical lo-
“cumbrations is Maimonides (1135-1204). Underpinning all his work is a thor-
ough knowledge of classic rabbinic sources — notonly the Babylonian and Pa-
lestinian ‘Talmuds, but also the halakhic and aggadic Midrashim, geonic
works, as well as such mystical works as Sefer Ha- Bahir, which he introduced
to a wider audience through the mediun of his Pentateuchal commentary.

Despite the close attention to his immediate predecessors of the previ(?us
century-and-a-half, he does not hesitate to differ from any of his major
sources, classic rabbinic literature excepted, though he treats Rashi and Mai-
monides, who were also talmudists and legalists, with noticeably greater re-
spect than he does 1bn Ezra.?

Formally speaking, Nahmanides’ exegetical efforts are mainly to be found
in his mystical / midrashic commentary to the Song of Songs, his commentary
to Job, which blends a linguistically based plain meaning approach leavened
with liberal doses of philosophical and theological discourse, and, above all,
his Commentary on the Pentateuch, beyond doubt his magnum opus in this
area, a work in which both his versatility, insight, and erwudition are on dis-
play. In it his feeling for structure and theme, historical context, psychological
verity, and a balanced theological appreach combining both philosophical and
mystical foundations — all find their metier. The result is a highly nuanced, of-
ten open-ended, multileveled interpretation of the Pentateuch, in which literal
meaning, moral and legalistic exegesis, and eschatalogical and mystical inter-
pretation all find their place.

' “Le-Datko shel ha-Ramban”, Teudah 3, Mchkarim be-Sifint ha- Talmud, bi-leshon llazal
uve-Tarshanut ha-AMikra (Yek Aviv 1983) 227-33, esp. 228-30¢

? See Yenunait Coorrrman, “Tokhahat Megullah ve-Ahavah Mesutteret™, in his collection Li-
Ieshupo shel Migra (Jerusalem 1963/64) 161-86.

e yemiee ey

B Cr AR T AR MG TEESTT L6 W TS w

Moses ben Nahman / Nahmanides (Ramban) 419

2.1. Omnisignificance

To one degree or another, most Jewish commentators both before and after
Nahmanides’ time have followed a program laid out for them by the classic
rabbinic midrashic and talmudic texts. That is, they have been concerned with
questions of meaning and meaningfulness within their restricted rabbinic
sensc.

Recently James Kugrr has proposed the term ‘omnisignificance’ to describe
the essential stance of the rabbinic exegesis of Scripture. According to him,
‘omnisignificance’ constitutes

the basic assumption underlying all of rmbbinic exegesis that the slightest details of the biblical
texthave a meaning that is both comprehensible and significant Nothing in the Bible ... ought
to be explained as the product of chance, or, for that matter, asan emphatic or rhetorical form,
or anything similar, nor ought its reasons to be assigned to the realm of Divine unknowables.
Every detail is put there to reach something new and important; and it is capable of being dis-
covered by careful analysis.?

If we equate Kugel’s “something new and important” with ethical / theological
(aggadic) or legal (halakhic) insights, his definition is a restatement of the rab-
binic interpretation of Deut 32:47 — “For it is not an empty thing for you, it is
your very life, and if [it appears] devoid [of moral or halakhic meaning] — it
is you [who have not worked out its moral or legal significance]”.* Kugel’s
“meaning that is both comprehensible and significant” thus in rabbinic terms
has a sharply limited and highly focused range of admissible interpretation;
omnisignificance is restricted to interpretations which give the text a moral or
legal dimension.

With relatively few exceptions — Ibn Ezra comes to mind, even those who
eschewed the midrashic method in favor of a rationalistic Spanish plain sense
interpretive stance were nevertheless concerned with such questions. The ten-
sion between the biblical text, and its concern for matters historical, geogra-
phical and genealogical, and the rabbinic relegation of such matters to unim-
portance was constant.

‘The comment of the mid-third century Palestinian authority, R.Simon
b. Lakish’s, as recorded in the Babylonian Talmud (Zul, 60b) demonstrates
this tension. “There are verses (miqra’ot) which are worthy of being burnt, but
they are [after all] essential components of ‘Torah”. There follow attempts to
tease moral significance from the geographical and historical data recorded in
Deut 2:23 and Num 21:26, which are explained as demonstrating how God
arranged matters so that Israel could conquer Philistine and Moabite land
while still maintaining the oath which Abraham swore to Abimelekh

* “This term has gained some currency through its use by James Kuart in his 7he Idea of Biblical
Poctry: Pavallclism and lts History (New Haven 7 London 1981) 103-04. Most recently, Riciiarn
Srrunrn has studied one consequence of the principle at “ground level”, and traced its use even
among those exegetes most devoted to “pashtanic” (plain sense) readings. See his “Meaningless-
ness, Meaningfulness, and Super-Meaningfulness in Scripture: An Analysis of the Controversy
Surrounding Dan 2:12 in the Middle Ages”, JQR 82 (1992) 431-50.

* y. Ketub.8:11 (32¢), based on Deut 32:47.
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(Gen 21:23) and the prohibition of “vexing Moab™ at Deut 2:9. It is worth
quoting the talmudic 1edactors’ response to Deut 2:23, which reports on th}e
geographical location of the Avvites’ settlements: “What difference does this
make?”

Thus, ‘omnisignificance’ describes not only a fundamental assumption of
the rabbinic view of Scripture, it also serves to guide rabbinic interpretation
inte certain fairly well-defined channels, and establishes a hierarchy of prefer-
ence in regard to exegetical alternatives. v

Historically, ‘omnisignificance’ reflects a rabbinic view of Scripture rather
than a complete exegetical program. It describes an ideal which was never actu-
ally realized. Not every feature of Scripture has been interpreted either hala-
khically or aggadically. Our collections of Midrashim hardly constitute an om-
nisignificant corpus; not only do they fail to deal with many verses, and even
whole biblical chapters, but features which are considered significant — legally
or morally — in one context are ignored in others. The rabbinic program or
programs do not even attempt to provide a complete commentary, in whatever
mode, to any biblical book, chapter, or passage.®

Despite the ancient grounding of this concern, Nahmanides was :\l)lt.a to
translate his sensitivity to matters of structure, proportion and sequence into
developing and systematizing sporadic rabbinic insights into novel and endur-
ing omnisignificant approaches to the Pentateuch, and thereby adv:mci,\g the
rabbinic omnisignificant program in ways which would have amazed his pre-
decessors, and, despite his vast prestige, cften escaped his successors.

2.2. Structure and Theme

Among the signal characteristics of Nahmanides’ Pentateuchal commentary is
his sensitivity to structure, and his preference for structural explanations of ex-
egetical cruces. To an immensely greater extent than his predecessors, both
Spanish and French, his concern for such matters engendered an ongoing in-
vestigation into the Pentateuch’s choice, order and arrangement of exposi-
tions, incidents and narratives, and into questions of the themes which were
expressed by such structures. ,
Thus, for example, the division of the Pentateuch into five books could not
be taken for granted, but must be given meaning. Itis characteristic of Nahma-
nides that his search for the meaning of each of these books.on its own gave
full weight to the content of each, structure played a role as well. ‘Thus, the
chronological gap between the end of Genesis (the death of Joseph) and the
beginning of Exodus (a resumptive repetition of the descent of the Israclites
into Egypt some seventy years before Joseph’s demise), and that between the
end of Exodus (the descent of the divine Presence, which in reality does not
occur until Lev 9:23) and the beginning of Leviticus. Thus, for Nahmanides,

* "T'he one consistent exception may be Targum, but the relation of this genre in caily times to
the rabhinic movement is still unclear. In any casc, Targum in the strict sense, as represented by
Onkelos, scems relatively unconcerned with the omnisignificantideal.
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these two chronological gaps serve to delimit the contents of Exodus in a way
which expresses the book’s essential theme.

‘The entrance of the Israelites into Egypt is a true “descent”, by which they
lose the company of the divine Presence, which is only regained with the con-
struction and dedication of the Tabernacle. The hetercgenous materials of the
book of Exodus — the enslavement, the plagues, the exodus, the theophany at
Sinai, followed by the civil and criminal code of the Book of the Covenant, an-
other account of the Sinaitic theophany, the construction of the Tabernacle,
interrupted by the idolatrous worship of the Golden Calf, the renewal of the
covenant, additional legisiation and, finally, the actual construction of the Ta-
bernacle — are subsumed under the thematic heading of “exile and redemp-
tion”. The loss of the divine Presence represents for Nahmanides, as it did for
the Rabbis, the essence of exile, and so the construction of the Tabernacle re-
presents the Israelites’ reestablishment of their relationship with God. ‘Thus,
the resumptive repetition at the beginning of Exodus, together with the forsha-
dowing of the future descent of the divine Presence at its end, sound the theme
of the book as a whole.

In the case of Numbers, however, theme and structure are somewhat at
odds. Nahmanides notes another chronological inconnicity at the beginning of
Numbers, which is dated to [irst day of the second month of the second year
since the exodus, while Num 9:1 is dated to the first month (see below, 2.4. Se-
quence). Nahmanides sees these chapters as a sort of appendix to Leviticus,
complementing that book's exposition of ritual law with matters dealing with
the encampment in the wilderness. The question of why, then, these chapters
are placed in Numbers rather than Leviticus becomes urgent, and Nahmanides
provides an response of a sort in hisintroduction to Numbers.

Nunbers is devoted, on the whole, to matters which concern the Israelites
in the wilderness, rather than providing legistation for future generations.
‘These timely, rather than timeless, rules regarding the encampment therefore
fall under this rubric and properly belong in Numbers rather than Leviticus.

Thus, the introductions he composed for three of the books of the Penta-
teuch (Fxodus, Numbers and Deuteronomy) express his view of the purpose
of each of them in terms of content and theme. In contrast, however, he also
discerned an overarching theme of divine revelation within the last four books
of the Pentateuch, coalescing into three great periods — that of the Sinaitic
theophany and the giving of the Book of the Covenant, that which took place
after the incident of the Golden Calf and the subsequent renewal of the cove-
nant, and the law code revealed in the Tabemacle and encapsulated within
Exodus 33-Numeri 31, and the final covenant concluded with the new genera-
tion about to enter the land of Canaan, that of Deuteronomy. The subsequent
tension was never altogether resolved and the two views of the Pentateuch
were not entirely integrated.
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2.3. Patterning

Closely related to Nahmanides’ concern with structure is his sensitivity to re-
‘current narrative patterns; these are often related to matters of chronology
and sequence. For example, in rejecting the midrashic explanation (as adopted
by Rashi ad loc. and to be found in Genesis Rabba 39:7) of why 'l'er:lles death
is recorded in Gen 11:32 rather than in its proper chronological place in Gen-
esic 22, he notes that “this is the custom of all recorded { Pentateuchal history
to narrate the life of the father, his begetting a son and [then] dying, and after
that to begin [the narrative] regarding the son[’s life]” (Gen 11:32).

Again, he rejects Rashi’s midrashic explanation for the repetition of the
word ve-hayn in Exod 4:9, “take some water from the Nile and pour it on the
dry ground, and it will become (ve-hayn) — the water that you ta_ke from lhc.
Nile — it will become {wve-hayn) blood on the dry ground”. According to Rashi
ad loc., the repetition of this verb indicates that the water did not turn to blood
until it had hit the dry gronnd. In contrast, Nahmanides notes that:

The meaning is not as the Master gives it, and there is no need for his midrashic comment, for

the masters of language [study] have already discovered that it is the custom of many verses to

repeat (likhpol) words for need (le-nahaz) and for stren%lhening (le-hizzuq) or because of the
lengthy space (mitsu’a arokh) which comes between them.

Nzhmanides offers other examples of this syntactic “resumptive repetition”,
and cites Lev 27:3; Deut 18:6; Exod 1:15-16; and Gen 46:2 as examples.

Likewise, at times he employs the existence of a small-scale, though not
purely syntactic repetitions, in furthering his larger — halakhic-exegetical
aims. In his commentary to Num 7:1 he does not explicitly note that the clause
“[When] he had anointed and consecrated them” at the end of the verse, may
be seen as a resumptive repetition of “he anointed and consecrated it and all its
furnishings™ at its beginning, but he clearly recognized it as such. He uses the
repetition as proof against Ibn Ezra’s contention that the consecration was by
blood and not oil, since both clauses refer to the same action, the object of
which was the ‘Tabernacle in both cases; Ibn Ezra’s proof-text requires that we
see Lev 8:15, which mentions the blood of the sin-offering in this connection,
as a parallel. ‘This may be the intent of Nahmanides’ phrase le-nahats (“for
{explanatory?] need™) in his comments on Exod 4:9, just cited.

Thus, his recognition of narrative and linguistic patterning serve to support
a plain-sense reading of the text even against his midrashic and exegetical
sources. In particular, his great respect for Rashi never impelled him to with-
hold his criticism or to soften his rejection of Rashi's interpretation. Iis com-
mentary is sprinkled with responses such as “it [=his interpretation] is not
correct”.

% So too in his comments on Gen 6:9. As to the “masters of language study” (ba‘alei ha-lashon),
sce 1bn Janah, Sefer ha- Rikmah (ed. Wilenski) 296: lines 18 f, and see Chavel ad loc., n. 27.
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2.4. Sequence

A long-standing consensus counterposes the views of Rashi and Nahmanides
as to the degree to which chronology governs the order of Pentateuchal narra-
tives. Like much of medieval exegesis, the roots of this issue lie in the past, in
the midrashic / talmudic observation that ein mugdam u-me’suhar ba- Torah,
“the Torah departs from chronological order”.

‘the locus classicus for derivation of the rule is to be found, inevitably, in the
Babylonian ‘Talmud, and no justification for the asequentiality is presented.
‘The Talmud’s only proof is drawn from an instance which is beyond dispute,
the relation of Num 1:1-19 and succeeding passages to 9:1-8. ‘The date of the
first is “the first of the second month of the second year” (1:1) of the Ezodus
era, while the second is dated sometime in “the first month” (9:1) of the same
era.

As far as the rule itself goes, no one can deny that this example illustrates
the pcint. It is the conclusion to be drawn from this case that is at issue. s this
typical, or is it the exception that proves the rule, as Nahmanides contends?

Nahmanides and, following him, Don Isaac Abarbanel,® reject the hitherto
traditional understanding of the talmudic / midrashic view that the Torah of-
ten violates strict chronological order, while Rashi and Ibn Ezra accept this
rule, extending its application beyond its historic bounds (see below). More-
over, implicit in the consensus-view is the assumption that Rashi and Ibn Ezra
represent a plain-sense view of Scripture.’

Like most matters of consensus, there is considerable truth to this simplified
view of Nahmanides’ position. Still, such a view overstates matters and thus
overlooks the complexities which such statements mask, remaining satisfied
with less than a full account which a more complete analysis of the data al-
lows.

"t'o begin with, Nahmanides and Abarbanel do not reject in toto the princi-
ple of ein mitgdam. There are a number of instances in which such rejection is
simply impossible, since the framework of the Toral'’s narrative makes the de-
partute from sequentiality abundantly clear.

Nahmanides argues that the Torah clearly shows its concern with dating
and chronology, since it does “inform” us of its departure from sequential or-
der, as in the case of Num 1:1 and 9: 1. In essence, he reinterprets the Talmud's
proof. Rather than applying to the general principle of asequentiality — ein
mugdam u-me’uhar ba- Torah, the Talmud's proof applies not to the principle
itself, but to a proviso thereof: that the narrative and exposition do not depart
from chronological order snless the reader is explicitly informed of this, either

7 Idesh here may refer to Rosh Hodesh, the first of the month; see the commentary of R. Jo-
seph Bckhor Shor, ad loc. The talmudic passage ist at Pesah. 6b.
* On this spelling of the name, see S. Z. Leiman, “Abarbancl and the Censor™, J/S 19 (1968) 49,
nt.
? Or Nahmanides’ view of the matter, see EncBibl VI (Jerusalem 1982) 686-87; E.Z. Mg-
LAMMED, Mefarshei ha-Mikra, 434-35, 539-42, 939-40. To Meramnen's list of instances in which
Rashi daims “ein mukdam u-me'uhar ba-Torah” add Gen 6:3; Exod 4:20, and 19:11; o his fist of
Ibn Ezra’s, add Num 16:1 and 16:16.
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by means of dates, asin Num 1:1, or by means of chronological data of some
other type, such as genealogical data regarding births and deaths, etc. His par-
ade example of the latter is Gen 11:32, where Terab’s death is “prematurely”
. recorded, as can easily be demonstrated in light of the chronological data re-
garding Abram’s birth. If Terah was 70 at Abram’s birth (11:26), Abraham
was 135 at his death, which therefore should have been recorded in Genesis
22. In his response to Ibn Ezra’s claim that this reflect’s the Torah’s achronolo-
gical order, Nahmanides suggests the Torah will complete a genevational nar-
rative — or, we may add — an exposition, before continuing on to the next
generation’s history, even at the expense of some chronological inconnicities.
Applying this insight to the text of the entire Torah, Nahmanides thus re-
quires that every narrative be approached with the assumption that the Torah’s
order reflects the order in which the events recorded took place, when there is
nc compelling evidence to the contrary. He writes:
In my opinion, the whole ‘Torah is in order, for in all places in which it postpones [narrating]
the earlier {event] it explains [the matter], as for example *God spoke to Moses at Mount Si-
nai” in this book | = Lev 25:1], [or], for examyle “On the day Moses completed sciting up the
Tent” {Num 7:1] in the second book, and similar cases. That is why it states here “after the
death”, 1o tell us that this occurred immediately after their death.'®

'Thus, those cases in which the narrative signals its violation of the rule of se-
quentiality serve as a point of departure for Nahmanides. From these cases he
applies his insight to the rest of the Pentateuch, albeit with varying degrees of
success. By focusing on these cases, Nahmanides raises the question of when
ard why these departures take place, a matter to which Rashi does not always
attend.

It is important to note that, in taking the positicn he does, Nahmanides goes
counter to his own exegetical tradition on this issue; not only do Rashi and Ibn
rra assert the contrary, but the thrust of the Talmud’s short discussion, espe-
cirlly in light of R. Papa's caveat, seems to support them as well. In the light of
all this, his rejection of the rule assumes greater importance.

The dispute between Nahmanides and Abarbanel, on the one side, and Ra-
shi and 1bn Ezra on the other, centers about the question of dating those pas-
sages or events whose relation can be determined only by inference. How
strained do we allow our reading to become in attempting to interpret the or-
der of narrative as reflecting the historical order?

Furthermore, even when such departures frem sequential order are ac-
knowledged, how do we account for them? Or need we account for them at
all, or account for all of them? Here, the matter of omnisignificance obtrudes,
and this is often the real ground upon which the debate takes place.

For example, the proper interpretation of the dates contained within the
self-contained Flood narrative are an issue between Rashi and Nahmanides.
Rashi forces each date into the framework demanded by the midrashic state-

10 See his commentary to Lev 16:1; the Jast sentence means that the following scction is dis-
phced, and that its place is really between Lev 10:20 and Lev 11: 1. He too seems to have seen this
as a programmatic statement, and refers to it in his animadvessions against 1bn Fzra at Num 16:1,
as the similar wording would indicate.
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ment that the Flood lasted a year.'' To do so, he interprets “the seventh
month” of Gen 8:4 as “the seventh month from Kislev, in which the rain
ceased”.'? As a consequence, he must add the 150 days during which the
floodwaters receded to the forty days of the Flood proper rather than taking
the entire 150 day period as including the forty days during which the rains
fell.

This is problematic, since the date of the beginning of the forty days is the
seventeenth day of the second month (2/17), and the end of the 150-day peri-
od is thus the seventeenth day of the seventh month (7/17). Nahmanides, as-
suming months of thirty days each, calculates the 150 days as beginning 2/17,
with the start of the Flood, and ending 7/17.'* Moreover, he notes that in or-
der to sustain his interpretation, Rashi must continually change the dating sys-
tem in use, taking the date given in 7: 11 as referring to start of the Flood, that
of 8:1 to the end of the rain, and that of 8:5 (the very next verse!) once again
to the start of the Flood."

Nahmanides himself interprets all dates as referring to the same era (=
Noal’s life, as is evident from 7:11'®), a procedure more in keeping with the
plain meaning of the text.'®

‘I'here is more involved here than the use of a midrash, however, for the po-
sitions taken by Rashi and Nahmanides here reflect their sense of narrative
time. Since Rashi does not expect sequential order, he is not dismayed when
successive dates in the same passage refer to different starting points; Nahma-
nides is much more concerned in providing a unitary reading of the sequence.

Moreover, Nahmanides’ sensitivity to matters of precedence and sequence
impelled him to the view that expesitory prose obeys the same rule of sequenti-
ality as does narrative. Again, and in contrast to Rashi, he insisted that se-
quentiality within a section must be maintained, and an exegete must account
for departures from it."” Examples of this tendency involve descriptions of ri-
tuals which acquire a narrative character, such as Leviticus 16 on the high
priest’s temple service on Yom Kippur, or the procedure due on the appearance

"' A solar year; see Rashi to 8:14 s.v. be-shivah. The source of this opinion is Misknah Ed.
2:10 and Genesis Rabbah 28:9. )

125 v. ba-hodesh ha-shevi.

"% See his lengthy comments on 8:4 s.v. va-tanah ha-teivah,

:' See Rashi’s (midrashic-style) defense of this procedure in hiscomments to 8:5.

* And not Anno Mundi, as Chavel remarks in his notes to 8:4, unless, of course, Noah was
born on Rosh Hashanah. Since thercalendar consisted of twelve months of thirty days each and
could thercfore hardly have been a lunar calendar, or even a lunisolar one similar to the one inau-
gurated just before the Exodus, identifying this calendar with any of the historical Anno Mundi
caleadars perpetrates the very anachronism Nahmanides is at pains to disavow.

¢ Nahmanides’ justification for doing so is significant: “since Rashi {himself] in other places
subjecis midrashim to searching examination (medagdeq ahar midieshei ha-haggadat) and hbors to
explain the plain meaning of the Scripture, he has permitted us to do so as well, for there are sc-
venty facets to Torah, and there are many conflicting midrashim in the words of the Sages”.

7 Sce, for example, Nahmanides' trenchant comments regarding (at least by implication) Ra-
shi's inderstanding of the Sifi's midrashic handling of Lev 14:43-44 in his commentary 01 14:43,
in which he asserts, i.a., that “it is impossible to cut them [= these verses] with a knife, to move
them backward and lorward (lehakdim u-le’aher) in 2 matter which is not at all their meaning
(mashma‘am)”.




426 Yaakov Elnan

of a house fungus in Leviticus 14. But, his attention to matters of sequence is
far more pervasive than that. Far more than Rashi, he traces the order of topics
within a passage, or the sequence of passages within a greater whole. Among
s most characteristic phrases in this endeavor are (ve)-hazar ve-amar / u-
feresh / u-ve‘er / ve-hizkir / ve-tsivvah and the like, and they appear more
than a hundred times in his commentary. In some instances he is most con-
cerned with sequence pure and simple, but most involve some sort of repeti-
tion; it is significant, however, that his account of these repetitions nearly al-
ways involve some sort of sequence, narrative or expositional.

Fer example, we may illustrate his concern for sequence pure and simple by
pointing to his discussion of the order of laws in the Book of the Covenant
(Excdus 21-23), in which he demonstrates that the sequence is not arbitrary.

“The first exposition (mishpap) begins with [the topic] of the Hebrew slave, since it involves the
matter of frecing the stave in the seventh year, a reminder of the Exodus frem Fgypt, mentioned
in the first Commandment ... And when he completes the exposition (mishpat) of this mitsvah
regarding Hebrew slaves, he begins the exposition (mishpat) of “you shall not murder”, since
it[s prohibition} is the most severe, and [continues| with honor of parents, and stealing, and re-
tums to the exposition (hazar le-mishpat) of one who strikes [another] non-fatally, and after
that 1o murder of a slave, which is more heinous than killing embryos {as a result of a mistaken
blow which leads to miscarriage), and alter that to the [injury} of the limbs of Israclites and
slzves, and after that to damages to livestock by death — and all the passages are in erder and
proper intent (kavvanah )"

As to the second category, where his attention to sequence comes about as a
result of the need to account for repetitions of all sorts, see his remarks regard-
ing Pharaoh’s double-barrelled accusation of impropriety against Abram in
Gen 12:11-13.
Jt would seem that the exposition of the verses is that Sarah did not accept upon herself to say
so [i.e., to claim sisterhood rather than a marriage-tie with Abraham] ... She remained silent,
and did not tell that {she was] his wife, [but] Abraham told of his own that she was his sister,
and therefore he was bencfitted because of her. And this is [the reason] the verse states “What
is this you have done to me? Why did you not tell me that she was your wife?”. First be blamed
him in not telling Pharaoh that she was his wife vhen he saw her being taken, and blamed him
as well (hazar ve-he‘eshim) him for saying to the nobles after this that she was his sister. He did
ot blame the woman at all, for it is not fitting that she contradict her husband ...

It may be noted that the essential purpose of this comment is to account for
the fact that Pharaoh did not blame Sarah for the deception; despite this,
Nahmanides cannot forbear explaining the sequence of Pharaoh’s claims
against Abraham. '

Nahmanides' keen attention to the matters of order and sequence goes be-
yond the expositional or narrative progsess. Far more than his predecessors,
he views the order of elements in all manner of sequences as significant. As a
result, he formulated an impressive array of hierarchies to interpret such lists.

I1e thus employs no fewer than fourteen of these hierarchies: birth order
when siblings are listed, either in genealogical contexts or otherwise;'? order

" From his comments on 21:2. Such commeats are common, though Num 5:§ should be
singled out for mention, because it accounts for theincorporation of ritual material within a narra-
tive context.

' See his commentary on Num 32:2.
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of importance, whether of person, ritual object or other;?® order of preference
or love;?' order of greater population when clans are listed?? or otherwise.??
Likewise, prohibitions and sins will be listed in order of (decreasing ot increas-
ing) severily;“ elements in order of place in the chain of causation;?* number
of people affected;?® or fearsomeness as perceived by a biblical character.”?
Rules which obtain for the indefinite future (fe-dorot) precede those which are
of temporary validity.?® Precedence may also indicate initiative, ? high motiva-
tion,*® or frequency.®’ Finally, as noted above and as a fifteenth category,
temporal or narrative sequence may be indicated.’? In short, secquence almost
always has a substantive significance for Nahmanides; it is hardly ever hapha-
zard or mechanical: such is the omnisignificant imperative. While concern for
these matters surfaces in midrashic texts, to some extent, they are far more
prominent in Nahmanides’ commentary.

2.5. Proportion and Placement

Nahmanides’ sensitivity to structural concerns carries over to another realm;
that of proportion. For example, in his comments on Exod 37:8, he enumer-
ates the five-fold appearance of descriptions of the Tabernacle in Exodus 25-
30 and 35-40 and ascribes them to the Tabernacle’s importance to God (derckh
hibbah ve-derekh ma‘alah), explicitly comparing it to Fliezer’s re-tetling of his
journey to Padan Aram in Genesis 24. He quotes the midrashic statement
quoted above:

2 Gep Gen 6:10; 36:12; 46:18-19; Exod 25:1 (the order of the Taberacle vessels, with the
most important first), Lev 23:40 (the citron mentioned first of the “Four Species™); 26:4 (rain is
the most crucial of all blessings); Num 1:37 (the tribe of Ephraim before that of Menasseh; see
Gen 48:17-20). But compare his discussion of the placement of Japhet as fast of the brothers in
Gen 6:10; he was the first-born, but second to Shem in rank, and his status as first-born wasinsuf-
ficient to overcome his inferiorily to Shem. The result was that Shem was listed first, Ham, the
youngest, second, and Japhet brought up the rear. Such is the power of sequentiality!

2 Deut 28: 41,

22 Gen 46:18-19 or Num 1:32.

B Lyod 35:22, where those who brought shittim-wood are mentioned after those who donated
blue and purple wool, since the former were fewer in number.

* Exod 20:3 and Deut 23:5, respectively.

25 Jis comments on Lev 26:4 may be interpreted in this way, though in this case its placement

may be connected with the importance of rain, but sce Deut 2:24, where God's role is adumbrated
before the action which e causes is detailed.

% See on Lev 16:1, where the sections dealing with the issue of the prevention of the conse-
quences of ritual impurity for the general community of Israel are placed before those which affect
on|¥ one individual, in this case, Aaron.

7 Gen 39:8-9, where Potiphar's wife shows greater fear of her husband than of God.

2" Num 8:4.

29 Num 14:24.

0 Gen 17:26.

31 See Lev 15:54, where he surveys the sequence of sections in Leviticus 13-14, and explains

_ their order in terms of frequency of occurence.

2 pixod 25:1, Lev 8:30. Of course, birth order and initiative (see Num 14:24) may be consid-
ered under this rubric, as may causation.
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‘The conversation of the servants of the patriarchal households are more pleasing to God than
the Torah of their descendants, for the section [detailing) Eliezer(’s journey takes] twoor lhrc.c
columns [of text] while {the important rule} that the blood of a dead creeping thing causes ri-
wal impurity is derived from one letter.™

Nahmanides’ keen sense of proportion shows itself in these matters, and he
will inquire as to why Scripture devotes more or less attention than he deems
proper to one or another matter. In the cases just discussed, his solution,
which relates importance to repetition, provides a more plohal solution,
though one not less omnisignificantly oriented. As noted above, for Nahma-
nides, the number of repetitions a topic reccives testifies to that topic’s impor-
tance.

In discussing the function of Lev 8:1-3 within the complex of sections de-
voted to Aaron's induction into the priesthood, Nahmanides in his comments
to 8:2 refers to the ma‘alah and hibbah of Aaron and his sons “before God” —
the same words he used in his comment regarding the Tabernacle in
Exod 37:1.

The short section then is part of the five-fold series of repetitions, in general
and in particular, which Nahmanides mentions in his comments on Exod 37:8.
‘Ihere his enumeration includes: (1) the detailed instructions of Fxodus 25-27;
(2) the general summation of Exod 31:6-11; (3) “at the time of construction
(bi-she‘at ma‘aseh) he mentioned them in general terms”, to Txod 35:10; (4) a
detailed exposition “which is missing in the Torah, but certainly Moses had to
tell the skitled craftsmen who carried out the work” what needed to be done in
detail at the time the work commenced; and (5) the general summation of the
work done in Fxod 35:5.2* In any case, this short section is part of the larger
complex which serves to emphasize the importance of this project to God’s
plan of restoring the spiritual fortunes of the Israelites, whichis akin to the du-
plications of the story of Lliezer’s getting a wife for Isaac, a mission which
would determine the destiny of the Israclite nation to be, which Nahmanides
alsc mentions in this connection,

Thus, once again, asin the Eliezer narnative, the importance of the matter is
in direct proportion to the number of repetitions it warrants.

Importance need not be measured on a cosmic scale. Tor example, the
twelve-fold enumeration of the dedication offerings of the princes, each one
identical with the other, is an index of the importance of each prince. Why
not, asks Nahmanides, summarize all but the first?

The correct understanding of this passage is that the Holy Cne, blessed bt He, wished to give

honor to those who fear Him. ... Behold, the princes all brought this offering ppon which they
had agreed, on one day, and it is impossible but that one must precede his feliow. ... ** But

Y Genesis Rabba 60:8; sce Rashi on Gen 24:42 s.v. va-avo ha-yom.

Y As he remarks in his comments on 35:5, “Behold, Moses had to tell the whole conpregation
fabout] afl the work which God had commanded him {10 have done], in order to inform them of
the necessity of bringing lage donations, for the famount of) work fto be done) was great. And
therefore he told them: ‘the Tabernacle and its tent, and its cover, etc.’ — he mentioned all of it in
general terms”™.

% Since they could not be brought simubltaneously, by God'’s command; see his comments be-
low,
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[God| wished to mention them by name and [give] their offerings in detail, mentioning each
one’s day separately, and notto mention and honor the first — “this is the offering of Nahshon
son of Aminadav” — and then state: “and thus the princes, each one on his day, brought [kis of -
fering)”, for this would infringe on the honor of the others (gitstsur bi- khevod ha-aherim).®

"Thus, the importance of proportion is also related to the rabbinic concern with
repetition. Here the impossibility of giving each tribal head his proper due
within a twelve-day ceremony impelled a long and repetitious account of the
offerings. In contrast to his usual practice, Nahmanides negates the signifi-
cance priority is usual given by balancing that with the equal treatment ac-
corded each offering. In this case, proportion thus counters sequence.

The role of proportion or repetition in indicating intensity appears in his
comments on legal passages as well. In most cases, repetition serves as an alter-
nate means, alongside priority in sequence, of indicating relative importance.
A heinous sin will be mentioned before a less heinous one; tikewise, a heinous
sin will be mentioned more often. ‘Thus, the prohibition, once again, of idola-
try in Exod 23:24, prompts this comment: “The ‘Torah repeatedly warns
[against idolatry], and even though these verses are redundant (meyuttarin),
there is no [need] to be cancerned with this, because of the severity [of the sin
of idolatry}”.

Proportion, or repetitiveness, serves other functions which the classic rabbi-
nic system did not necessarily acknowledge. In his comments to Lev 26:8,
Nahmanides explains the parallelistic structure of 26:7-8 (ABA’A"B) as occa-
sioned by the need “to give them [ = the Israelites] courage and valor to pursue
five hundred”. 'The need to encourage and condole provided a rationale for
juxtapositions which were otherwise difficult to explain, as in his remarks re-
garding the placement of the section on drink-offerings in Numeri 15. Since
drink-offerings, like the additional festal sacrifices of Numeri 28-29, were to
be brought only in the land of Israel, the giving of this section after the debacle
of the spies episode, served “to console them and to reassure them (lehavti-
ham), since they were discouraged, saying: “Who knows what will be after
forty years?” ... And therefore the Holy One, blessed be He, saw fit to console
them, for by instructing them regarding the mitsvot which depend on [resi-
dence]in the land He reassured them that it was revealed before FHim that they
would come and take possession of it” (Num 15:2).

As roted above, Nahmanides' sense of proportion led him to inquire into
either the length at which Scripture dilated on various points, or even into why
the passage was included in the Pentateuch altogether. At times the dispropor-
tionate amount of attention a particular matter garners in Scripture leads Nah-
manides to prefer a typological interpretation for the narrative. Thus, his well-
known discussion in his comhentary to Gen 27:20, regarding the disputes be-
tween Isaac and the Philistines anent the wells Isaac had dug, opens with the
inquiry: “Scripture dwells at length in regard to the matter of the wells,
[though] there is no [moral] utility nor great honor to Isaac in the plain sense
of thisnarrative ... but there is in this thing a hidden matter, for it comes 1o in-

¥ oy :
From his comments on Num 7:2.
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form [us) of future matters.” Thus, the very narrative of such apparent incon-
sequentals impells a deeper meaning to the story.>’

Conversely, his sense of proportion plays a central role in his disagreement
with Rashi over the identity of the “king in Israel” mentioned in Gen 36:31, in

" connection with the “kings of Edom who reigned before a king reigned for the
children of Israel”. Rashi identifies the king as Saul, and thus categorizes the
passage as a prophetic “future history”, while Nahmanides identifies this un-
named king with Moses, and thus sces it as history plain and simple. Vis vea-
son is that “why should prophecy mention these?” n other words, though it is
important to list these kings as evidence of the fullillment of Isaac’s blessing to
Esau, such an intention is not sufficient reason for providing a prophetic his-
tory. Nahmanides’s sense of proportion thus provides us with a sort of “Law
of Conservation of Prophetic Energy”.

In the same vein, Nahmanides will inquire into the reason for the repeating
of information already given, as in his comment to Num 10:14, where the list
of the tribal princes, already provided in chapter 2, arouses his interest. His
quasi-casuistic explanation, that this repetition informs us that they actually
led the tribes on their march through the wilderness, and that the same princes
remained in office throughout this period, seems to have been unsatisfactory
to him, since he prefaces it with a “perhaps”.

2.6. Historical Sense

The combination of Nahmanides’ sensitivities to sequence and chronology,
along with his appreciation of the proportion of space the Pentateuch devotes
to matters which, from the rabbinic point of view, were evanescent, led him to
a recognition of the historical context of the Pentateuchal narrative. He points
out that no detail regarding the production of the golden hcoks for the court-
yard hangings around the ‘Tabernacle is provided, nor of the rings used to join
the wall-boards together — all because they were familiar to the crafismen of
that generation.”® Nahmanides suggests that the very selection of rules of in-
heritance to appear in the Pentateuch, in Num 27:6-11, was predicated on the
demographic situation of the generation of the wilderness. The very shape of
the Pentateuch as a whole is therefore depentant on the demographic, techno-
logical, cultural, etc. situation into which it was introduced. This is of course
not far from Maimonides’ understanding of the purpose of many of the com-
mandments.?

7" On Nahmanides' typological interpretations, sce Amos Funkenstrin, “Parshanuto ha-Tipo-
logit shel ha-Ramban”, Zios 45 (1979/80) 35-49; a condensed English version appeared in Josrrm,
Dan 7 Urank Tarniace (eds), Studics in Jewish Mydicism: Proceedings of Regional Conferences Held
at the University of California, Los Angeles, and McGill University in April 1978 (Cambridge, MA
1982) 129-50, and sec Davin Lirsrr's response on pp. 151-52.

* See his comments to Exod 26:24.

" In Guide of the Perplexed, 111, 34-49.
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3. Aspects of Nahmanides’ Thought

Studies on Nahmanides’ thought: D. Brrcer, “Miracles and the Natural Order in Nahmanides”,
Rabbi Moses Nahmanides (Ramban): Explorations in His Religions and Literary Virtuosity (cd.
L'Twersky; Cambridge: Harvard UP 1983) 107-28; H. Hanoch, Haramban Kehoger Umequbbal :
IHagntc Hatoranit Mitokh Parshanuto Lemitzvot (2nd ed.; Jerusalem: Makhon Harry Fischel 1978);
M.Toer, “R. Moshe ben Nahiman — Qabbalah, Halakhah Umanhigut Ruhanit®, Tarbiz 64 (1995)
532-R0; 1. Novak, The Theology of Nahmanides Systematically Presented (Atlanta: Scholars Press
1993); B. Sarran, “Rabhi Azricl and Nahmanides: T'wo Views of the Fall of Man”, Rabki Moses
Nahmanides (Ramban) (ed. L'Twersky; 1983) 75-106; J.Svern, “Nachmanides’ Conception of
Ta‘ame Mitzvot and Tts Maimonidean Background”, Community and Covenant: New Essays in
Jewish Political and Legal Philowophy (ed. D. Frank; Albany: SUNY Press 1995) 141-72.

3.1. Theological Principles

Nahmanides cleatly saw his Pentateuchal commentary as a vehicle for provid-
ing theological and legal guidance for laymen whose time for study was lim-
ited, but who made it a practice to review the weekly Torah reading with an
appropriate commentary. With this pragmatic view in mind we may under-
stand Nahmanides’ long excursions on such matters, even when they do not
necessarily contribute greatly to the understanding of the verse(s) at hand.

Pethaps the most thoroughgoing and elaborate series of discussions Nah-
manides carries on in this manner concerns his understanding of the workings
of divine Providence and the question of “hidden miracles” within a natural or
essentially occasionalist context (e.g., see his comments at Gen 18:19, Deut
11:13 and Exod 13:16). Indeed, the difference in the thrust of his discussion in
his Pentateuchal commentary and that in his commentary on Job, which is
more Maimonidean, may perhaps inhere in the audience to which each was di-
rected (or, alternatively, the change he perceived in his audience between the
time he composed the one and the completion of the Pentateuchal commentary
at the end of his life).

Among the many discussions contained in his exegetical works, three stand
out: his denial of the appropriateness of the role of natural law to a believing
Jew in his long comment on Exod 13:16 (“for no one has a portion in the Tor-
ah of Moses our Master until he believes that all our activities and all that hap-
pens to us are all miracles {[which] have no natural law or ‘way of the world’ in
them™), contrasted to the elaborate scheme which he offers in his comments
anent Job 36:7, where he allows for an admixture of natural law and “minor
miracles” for an intermediate group of humans who cannot maintain a contin-
uous state of “cleaving” to God; and his comments on Lev 26: 11, where he as-
serts that “all these blessings [of Tev 26:3-13] are all miracles — it is not nat-
ural that rains should come and that we will be at peace from enemies ... And
though they are hidden miracles by which the world operates, they become
known by their constancy”.
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3.2. Psychological Insights

“Because of his openness to varying exegetical approaches, and his keen insight
into the vagaries of human nature, his views of biblical characters are often
more rounded than those of his predecessors, who refied more on the mid-
rashic principle of attributing wickedness to the wicked, and righteousness to
the vighteous (8. Bat. 1190). Thus, for example, he rejects Rashi’s pejorative
understanding of saac’s comment on the disguised Jacob’s vn-Fsau-like
speaking style (“the name of Heaven is not common in his mouth”) by noting
that, in Isaac’s view, Esau was indeed a pious person (Gen 27:21). He does not
hesitate to condemn Abraham for his duplicity and lack of faith in claiming
Sa-ai as his half-sister without her permission (Gen 12:8). tlis delicate and
nuanced understanding of the difficult relationship between Jacob and his sis-
ter-wives, where guilt and blame, jealousy and passion all intertwine is a parti-
cularly good example of his technique (see his comments Gen 30:1 and 15),
especially when contrasted with his legal views of the permissibility of concubi-
nage in his own time (JQR OS V [1892) 116f). His openness to alternate in-
tetpretations of the same passage serves him in gond stead in this aspect of his
commentary; see for example his comments on Gen 30:30.

3.3. Esoteric Interpretations

As Ernor R. Worrsox has remarked, “Perhaps no one figure is more responsi-
ble for the legitimization of kabbalah as an authentic esoteric tradition of Ju-
daism than [Nahmanides}”.*® While it has been estimated that only about 8%
of Nahmanides' comments include matters of kabbalistic excgesis, he un-
doubtedly intended the readers of his commentary to become aware of the
mystical reading of the Pentateuch. The method he emplcyed was symbolic:
“Know that in the true sense Scripture speaks of lower matters and alludes to
4 .
supernal matters”.*' As Wotrson notes, Nahmanides relates the ten days be-
tween Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur to the ten sefirot, and, more particu-
larly,
the dynamic of these days involves the unification and balancing of the attributes of mercy and
judgement, the mascutine and feminine aspects of God: ‘Rosh Hashanah is the day of judgment
in mercy, and Yom Kippur the day of mercy in judgment’. This kabbalistic truth is alluded to,
morcover, hy the astrological fact that the sign of this month is Libra, depicted by the scales of
balance. Tence, the cosmic phenomenon structurally parallels or mirrors the theosophic rea-
liy.*?

0 Sce Wolfson, By Way of Truth (1989) 103-78; the quoteis from p. 103.
‘! See his comments toGen 1:5 (ed. Chavel) p.15.
2 Wolfson, ibid. 114-15.




