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D av id  B erg er

Polemic, Exegesis, Philosophy, and Science: 

On the Tenacity of Ashkenazic Modes of Thought

R ation a lis t P h ilo so p h y

T h e p resu m ed  ab sen ce o r n ear-ab sen ce o f w h at w e u su a lly  ca ll ra tio n a lism  

in  m ed iev a l A sh k en az raises a se ries o f q u estion s la rge an d sm all: If ra tio 

n a lism  is in  fac t ab sen t o r la rg e ly ab sen t, w h at acco u n ts fo r th is, esp ec ially  

in  lig h t o f recen t sch o la rsh ip  d em o n stra tin g  th a t A sh k enaz ic Jew s w ere ex 

p o sed to  th e w o rk s an d  cu ltu re o f S ep h ard ic Jew ry to  a g reate r d eg ree th an  

w e h ad  th o u g h t?  S h o u ld  th e ev id en ce o f su ch ex p o sure lead  u s to  co n c lud e  

th a t p h ilo so p h ica l ra tio n a lism  w as in  fac t p resen t am o ng  n o rth ern  E u ro p ean  

Jew s, an  ap p ro ach  th a t w o u ld  g reatly  d im in ish  th e cu ltu ra l co n trast b e tw een  

A sh k en az an d  S ep h arad ? In d eed , th e assertio n  th a t n ew  ev id en ce  d im in ish es 

th a t co n trast se rv ed as th e b asis fo r o n e o f E lishev a C arleb ach’s a rg um en ts  

ag a in st G erso n  C o h en ’s th esis th a t d ifferen ces b e tw een S ep h ard ic an d  A sh 

k en az ic m essian ism  are link ed  to  d ifferen t ap p ro ach es to  ra tio n a lism .' If w e  

in sist th at th e co n trast is rea l, sh o u ld  w e assum e in  lig h t o f th e n ew  sch o la r

sh ip th a t A sh k enaz im  w ere in fac t fu lly aw are o f ra tio n a list id eas b u t re

frain ed  fro m  u tiliz in g  o r ev en  ad d ressin g th em  o u t o f m o tiv es th a t th ey  h ad  

a rticu lated  c learly  an d  co n sc io u sly , a t least in  th e ir o w n m in d s? T h u s, as w e  

sh a ll see, sev eral o u tstan d in g sch o lars h av e accou n ted fo r th e ab sen ce o f 

p h ilo so p h ica l a rg u m en ts o r in terp re tatio n s in sp ecific A sh k en az ic tex ts o r 

in te llec tu a l en d eav o rs su ch as an ti-C h ris tian  p o lem ic an d b ib lica l ex eg esis  

b y  p o sitin g  lo cal ex p lan a tio n s  re lev an t to  th o se d iscrete  a reas o r even  to  p ar

ticu la r fig u res . Is th is th e ap p ro p ria te ap p ro ach to  acco u n t fo r w h at ap p ears 

to  b e a  la rg e, m o re o r less co n sis ten t cu ltu ra l p h en o m en o n ? F in ally , sh o u ld  

sc ien ce an d  ra tio n alist p h ilo so p h y  b e trea ted  sep arate ly o r as tw o aspec ts o f 

th e sam e d isc ip lin e  o r m o d e o f  th o u g h t?

L et m e b eg in  w ith  a  w o rk in g  d efin itio n  o f ra tio n a lism  (o r ra tio n alis t) th a t 

I fo rm u la ted  a d ecad e ag o  in  a  fo o tn o te  ap o lo g iz in g fo r th e u se o f th is “ad 

m itted ly im p erfec t te rm :’’ “B y ra tio n a list I m ean  so m eo n e w h o v a lu es th e

1 E lish ev a C arleb ach , B e tw een  H isto ry  an d  H o p e . Jew ish  M essian ism  in  A sh k en az an d  S e

p h arad . T h ird  A n n u al L ec tu re  o f  th e  V ic to r J . S e lm an o w itz  C h a ir o f  Jew ish  H isto ry , N ew  

Y o rk 1 9 9 8 , 3 f. S ee fo o tn o te 1 6  th ere fo r re fe ren ces to  s tu d ies th a t h av e  p o in ted to  th e in 

te rac tio n  b e tw een  th e  cu ltu res .
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p h ilo so p h ica l w o rks  o f  n o n -Jew s o r o f  Jew s in flu en ced  b y  th em , w h o  is  re la 

tiv e ly o p en to  th e p ro sp ec t o f m o d ify in g  th e stra ig h tfo rw ard  u n d erstan din g  

(an d  in  ra re cases re jec tin g th e au th o rity ) o f accep ted  Jew ish  tex ts an d  d o c

trin es in  ligh t o f su ch  w o rk s, an d w h o g rav ita tes to w ard  n a tu ra listic  ra th er 

th an  m iracu lo u s ex p lan atio n .” I h asten ed to  ad d  th a t “ I d o  n o t reg ard  th is as 

a  rig id , im p erm eab le  c lassifica tio n .

If  w e w o rk  w ith  th is u n d erstan d in g o f ra tio n a lism , w e w ill fin d  it v e ry  d if

ficu lt to  en d o rse a fu n d am en ta l reassessm en t affirm in g A sh k en az ic o p en 

n ess to  th e p h ilo so p h ica l cu ltu re ch aracte ris tic o f m ed iev a l S ep h ard ic th in 

k ers. Y es, a  p arap hrase o f S aad y a’s p h ilo so p h ica l w o rk  in flu en ced a  certa in  

secto r o f A sh k en az ic Jew s. Y es, as E p h ra im  K an arfo g e l n o tes in th is v o 

lu m e, o p p o sitio n  to  an th ro p om o rp hism  ch aracte rized  th is  and  a rg uab ly  o th er 

sec to rs o f  A sh k en az ic Jew ry , an d  o n e m ig h t b e in c lin ed  to  d escrib e  su ch  o p 

p o sition  as a  reassessm en t o f th e s tra ig h tfo rw ard u n d erstan d in g  o f accep ted  

tex ts. Y es, o n e can  fin d  re fe ren ces o r fig ures h ere an d  th ere th a t ev in ce fa

m ilia rity  w ith  p h ilo so p h ica l w o rks an d  m ay  ev en  a llu d e to  ch arac te ristically  

ra tio n alist p o sitio n s. B u t th e in stin c t th a t te lls u s th a t th e ra tio n a lis t in c lina

tio n s d e lin ea ted  in  th is d efin itio n  a re fo r th e m o st p art a lien  to  A sh k en az is 

n o t an an tiq u a ted  sch o larly p re ju d ice. E x cep tio n s rem ain ex cep tio n s; a llu 

sio n s rem ain a llu sio n s; re jec tio n o f an th ro p om o rp hism  is n o t in  itself ra tio 

n a lism ; an d  th e read in g  o f a  few  b o o k s d o es n o t n ecessarily  a lte r d eep ly  en 

tren ch ed  m o d es o f  th o u g h t.

A sh k en az ic cu ltu re  w as in itia lly  fo rm ed in  a  n o rth ern  E u ro p ean C h ris tian  

en v iro n m en t la rg e ly  in n o cen t o f  a  p h ilo so p h ica l trad ition , a t least o f  th e so rt 

th a t fits th e m o d el th a t w e h av e b een  u tiliz in g . A s C h ris tian  E u ro p e b ecam e 

ex p o sed to  th a t trad itio n , it b eg an to  ch ang e , a lth o u g h ev en th en th e d o m i

n an t ex p ressio n  o f sch o lastic  th o u g h t rem ain ed  co n sid erab ly  m o re  co n serv a

tiv e th an th e stro n g ly ra tio n alist stra in  o f A rabic an d Jew ish p h ilo so p h y . 

T h e m ajo r fig u res o f  A sh k en azic Jew ry are v ery  u n lik e ly  to  h av e read  L a tin , 

an d so th e in n er w o rk in g s o f n ascen t an d ev en m ature sch olasticism  w ere 

la rg ely c lo sed to th em . M o re to  th e p o in t, w h atev er ex p o sure A sh k en az ic 

Jew s m ay  h av e h ad  to  th e p h ilo so p h ica l w o rks o f S ep h ard ic Jew s in  H eb rew  

tran sla tio n cam e a fter th e ir cu ltu ral p ro file  h ad  b een  la rg e ly  fo rm ed .

A t th is p o in t, it is w o rth  tu rn in g  to  th e co n tro v ersy  su rro u n d in g a  b o o k  to  

w h o se fu n d am en ta l in sig h t 1 su b scrib e ev en as I rem ain u n certain  ab o u t its 

co n cre te th eses. In 1 9 8 5 , C h arles R ad d in g p u b lish ed a stu d y en titled A 

World Made by Men th a t a ro u sed  a  b rief  b u t v ig o ro u s tem p est. H is essen tia l 

a rg u m en t w as th a t E u ro p ean s in  th e early  M id d le  A g es th o u g h t an d  ac ted o n

2 D av id  B erg er, Ju d a ism  an d  G en era l C u ltu re in  M ed iev a l an d  E arly  M o d em  T im es, in : Ju 

d a ism ’s E n co u n ter w ith  O th er C u ltu res . R ejectio n  o r In teg ra tio n ? , ed . Jaco b  J . S ch ac te r, 

N o rth v a le , N . J ./Je ru sa lem  1 9 9 7 ,5 7 -1 4 1 ,6 2 f.
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a  m o ra l lev e l th a t co rresp o n d s n o t to  th a t o f m o d em  ad u lts b u t to  o n e o r an 

o th er o f th e lev e ls th a t Jean  P iag et ascrib es to  ch ild ren . In ter a lia , h e n o ted  

th a t th ey  d isreg ard ed in ten t in  ev a lu a tin g  th e serio u sn ess o f a  c rim e . S o m e 

o f h is c ritics a rg u ed  th a t it is s im p ly  im p ossib le  fo r ea rly  m ed iev a l C h ristian  

leg isla to rs to  h av e d ism issed th e sig n ifican ce o f in ten t s ince th ey read an d  

rev ered  th e B ib le , w h ere in ten t is an im p ortan t e lem en t in  d e term in in g  th e  

g rav ity o f a crim e an d its ap p ro p ria te p u n ish m en t. M o reo v er, as R ad din g  

h im se lf p o in ted o u t, A u g u stin e an d  o th er p a tris tic fig u res w h o m  th e m ed ie

v a l leg is lato rs co n sid ered  au th o rities a lso  ascrib ed  sig n ifican ce to  in ten t.

It seem s to m e, h o w ev er, th a t th is a rg u m en t, w h ich  affirm s th a t p eo p le  

w h o b e liev e in  certain  b o o k s w ill n ecessarily  in tern a lize th e v a lu es in  th o se 

b o o k s, d o es n o t acco rd w ith p sy ch olo g ica l reality . P eo p les th a t d ev e lo p ed  

certain  m o d es o f th in k in g d u rin g  a leng th y  fo rm ativ e  p erio d d o  n o t q u ick ly  

u n d erg o a fu n d am en ta l tran sfo rm atio n b ecau se th ey em b raced a b e lie f in  a  

tex t th a t reflec ts a d iffe ren t p ersp ec tiv e . It is m u ch easie r to  ad o p t a n ew  

d o c trin e th an a n ew  co n cep tio n o f reality , o f th e w o rld  o rd er, an d  o f m o d es 

o f th in k in g an d arg u in g . T o th e d eg ree th a t R ad d in g  su cceed ed  in  p o in tin g  

to  d a ta d em o n stratin g th a t th e mentalite o f p re -tw elfth -cen tu ry  E u ro p ean s 

rea lly  ex em p lified  th e m o ra l p ercep tio n th a t h e a ttrib u tes to  th em , th e fact 

th a t th is p ercep tio n  is n o t co n sis ten t w ith th a t o f th e B ib le o r o f A u g u stin e 

d o es n o t u n d erm in e  h is th esis.

If th is p o in t is co rrec t w ith resp ect to  C h ri.stian w o rk s th a t w ere seen as 

tran scen d en tally  au th o rita tiv e -  an d  I realize  th a t I h av e essen tially  asserted  

th e  p o in t ra th er th an  p ro v en  it -  it fo llo w s th a t w e sh o u ld  n o t resis t th e  p o ssi

b ility  th a t A sh k en az ic Jew s co u ld  h av e b een  ex p o sed to  S ep h ard ic p h ilo so 

p h ical tex ts, n o d d ed in  ag reem en t w ith so m e th o u g h su rely  n o t a ll o f th e ir 

a rg u m en ts, an d  co n tin u ed  to  th in k  a lo n g  lin es th a t rem ain ed  en tire ly  a lien  to  

th e sp irit o f th o se tex ts. I n o te in  p assin g th e ev en  m o re fa r-reach in g arg u

m en t b y  H ay m  S o lo v e itch ik  th a t a t least in  th e ir p ie tistic  m o d e , hasidei Ash

kenaz so m eh o w  m an ag ed to  rem ain u n affec ted  b y  th e m o st b asic co n cep ts 

o f th e m id rash ic w o rld v iew  th a t p erm eated th e litu rg y  an d  th e essen tia l co n 

struc tion  o f co llectiv e  Jew ish  id en tity .^ T o re tu rn  to  o u r co n cern s, a  h ig h ly  

in stru c tiv e case in  p o in t em erg es in  tw o artic les b y th e p reem in en t sch o la r 

o f th e m ed iev a l p h ilo so p h ica l d eb a te b e tw een Jew s an d C h ris tians o n th e  

n early  co m p le te  ab sence o f p h ilo so p h ica l p o lem ic in  A sh k en azic w o rks  p re

ced ing  th e  en d  o f  th e  th irteen th  cen tu ry .

3 H ay m  S o lo v e itch ik , T h e M id rash , Sefer Hasidim an d  th e  C h ang ing  F ace o f G o d . in : R a

ch e l E lio r/P ete r S ch afer (ed s.). C reatio n  an d  R e-C rea tio n in  Jew ish  T h o u g ht. F estsch rift 

in H o n o r o f Jo sep h D an o n th e O ccasio n  o f H is S ev en tie th B irth d ay , T u b in g en 2 0 0 5  

1 6 5 -1 77 .
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P h ilo so p h ica l P o lem ic

In  th e  first o f  th ese  a rtic les, D an ie l L ask er se ts  fo rth  th e  ev id en ce  fo r th e  ab 

sen ce o f su ch p o lem ic w h ile  sim u ltan eo u sly d em o n stratin g th a t so m e an ti- 

C h ris tian  p h ilo so p h ica l a rg u m en ts w ere k n o w n to  A sh k en az ic au th o rs ev en  

in  th e  early  p erio d . T h u s, th e p arap h rase  o f R . S aad ya’s w o rk  w as av a ilab le , 

b u t its  p h ilo so p h ica l a rg u m en ts ag a in st C h ristian ity  leav e  n o  trace  a t a ll.'*  Se- 

fer Nestor Hakomer (T h e B o o k  o f N esto r th e P riest) w as m in ed , b u t its p h i

lo so p h ica l m aterial, to  w h ich  w e sh a ll re tu rn , u su a lly  w as n o t. In  h is firs t a r

tic le, L ask er ex p lain ed  th e p h en o m eno n  w ith  a  fo rm u la tio n  th a t I en d o rse :

“M o st A sh k en az ic Jew s w ere n o t fam ilia r w ith ‘G reek  w isd o m ’; ev en  th e in te llec tu a ls 

am o n g  th em  w ere g en era lly  n o t flu en t in  p h ilo so p h y . T h ere is  n o  rea .so n  to  b e liev e th a t 

a  p o lem ic is t, w h o ad d ressed  h is b o o k  to  a  Jew ish  au d ien ce w h ich  itse lf w as n o t p h ilo 

so p h ica lly so p h istica ted , w o u ld u se arg u m en ts w h ich ev en h e w o u ld reg ard as fo r

e ig n .” ^

A t th e en d  o f th e a rticle , h e su cc inc tly  cap tu res w h at I see as th e k ey p o in t, 

a lth o u g h  I am  u n co m fo rtab le  w ith  th e lev e l o f  fam iliarity  w ith  p h ilo so p h ica l 

a rg u m en ts th a t h e ascrib es to A sh k en azic Jew s. “T h e lack o f a S ep h ard i 

s ty le fu ll-sca le p h ilo so p h ica l c ritiq u e  o f C h ristian ity  in  A sh k en az w as n o t a  

fu n c tio n , th en , o f A sh k en az i ig n o ran ce . It w as a  resu lt o f a  to ta lly  d iffe ren t 

in te llec tu al o u tlo o k .” ® I d o n o t th in k th a t A sh k en azim  h ad th e k n o w led g e 

n eed ed  to  lau nch  a  fu ll scale p h ilo so p h ica l c ritiq u e , b u t I d o  th in k  th a t th e ir 

d is tin c t in tellec tu a l o u tlo o k  acco u n ts fo r th e a lm o st to ta l ab sen ce o f  p h ilo so 

p h ical a rg um en ts .''

4  u p o n  read in g th e ty p escrip t o f th is a rtic le , Y eh u d a G alin sk y rem ark ed in  an  em ail m es

sag e , “A  trace  th ere is , ev en  if  b a re ly .”  p o in tin g  to  R . M o ses o f  Coney'sSeferMitzvotGa- 

dot, p o sitive  co m m an d m en t n o . 2 , w h ere w e fin d  a  c itatio n  fro m  S aad y a o f  a  p h iloso p h i

ca l arg u m en t ag a in st m u ltip lic ity in G o d . W h en I b ro u g h t th is to D an ie l L ask er’s  

a tten tio n , h e w as g ra te fu l fo r th e re fe ren ce b u t n o ted  th a t th e p assag e c ited  is n o t am o n g  

S aad y a’s m o re so p h istica ted  a rg u m en ts . 1 w o u ld  ad d  th a t R . M o ses o f C o u cy, u n lik e th e  

v ast m ajo rity  o f A sh k en az ic rab b is , sp en t s ig n ifican t tim e am o n g  S ep h ard ic  Jew s. In  an y  

ev en t, th e p assag e is su re ly  o f in te rest, b u t, as G alin sk y ’s ca re fu l fo rm u la tio n in d ica tes , it 

d o es  n o t ch an g e  th e  la rg e r p ic tu re .

5  D an ie l J. L ask er, Jew ish P h ilo so p h ica l P o lem ics in A sh k en az , in : O ra L im o r/G u y  

S tro um sa  (ed s.). C o n tra  lu d teo s. A n cien t an d  M ed iev a l P o lem ics b e tw een C h ris tian s an d  

Jew s. T u b in g en 1 9 9 6 , 1 9 5 -2 1 3,1 9 7 f.

6  Ib id ., 2 1 2 .

7  I m ad e a  b rie fe r v ersio n  o f  th e  a rg u m en t in  th e p reced in g  p arag rap h s (b eg in n in g w ith  th e  

d iscu ssio n  o f R ad d in g ) in : H a-M esh ih iy y u t h a-S efarad it v e-h a-M esh ih iy y u t h a-A sh k en a- 

z it b i-Y em ei h a-B ein ay im . B eh in a t h a-M ah lo q e t h a-H isto rio g rafit [S ep h ard ic  an d  A sh k e

n az ic M essian ism  in  th e M id d le A g es. A n E x am in a tio n  o f th e  H isto rio g rap h ica l C o n tro 

v ersy ], in  a  fo rth co m in g F estsch rift.
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S ev era l y ears la te r, h o w ev er, L ask er ex ten d ed a  g reate r leve l o f  g en ero s

ity  to  A sh k en az ic p o lem ic is ts , an d  h ere th e ten d en cy to  assu m e th a t fam il

ia rity  w ith tex ts m u st p en e tra te an in d iv id u al’s p sy ch e lead s to  a p o sition  

th at g ran ts th e au th o rs o f th ese w o rk s a g reate r p h ilo so p h ica l o rien ta tio n  

th an I tliin k th ey h ad . In th e secon d artic le , h e re ite ra ted  so m e o f th e ev i

d en ce su rv ey ed  in  th e first, b u t th is tim e h e a rg u ed  th a t it w as p rim arily  th e  

A sh k en az ic audience th a t h ad “a to ta lly  d iffe ren t in tellec tu al o u tlo o k fro m  

th a t o f  S ep h ard ic  Jew s.” B ecau se o f  th is d iffe ren t o u tlo o k ,

“ th e  Jew ish  p o lem ic is ts fe lt th a t th e ir au d iences w o u ld  n o t h av e  resp o n d ed  w ell to  th e  

sam e ty p e o f p h ilo so p h ica l a rg u m en ta tio n  th a t ap p ea led to th e S ep h ard ic Jew s (...1  

T h e c lassics o f A sh k enaz ic  p o lem ic [...] a ll p lay  d o w n an y  p o ssib le p h ilo so p h ica l c ri

tiq u e  o f  C h ris tian ity . T o  a  g rea t ex ten t, it w as th e  au d ien ce , an d  n o t so  m u ch  th e  au th o r, 

w h ich  d e te rm in ed  th a t fac t.” ®

In ligh t o f m y v iew  th a t d eep stru c tu res o f th o u g h t a re n o t read ily u n d er

m in ed  b y  ex p o sure  to  a  few  b o o k s, I d o  n o t see co n v in c in g  ev id en ce fo r th is  

d istinc tio n . T h e A sh k en az ic p o lem ic ists an d th e ir au d ien ce in h ab ited th e  

sam e cu ltu ral w o rld , an d  v ery  little in  it reso n a ted  w ith  S ep h ard ic -sty le  p h i

lo so p h ica l a rg u m en t. It is fa r fro m  c lear th a t an in te llectu a l ch asm  sep arated  

th e co m p o sers o f  p o lem ica l w o rk s, w h o  sto o d  a  cu t o r m o re  b e low  th e in tel

lectu al e lite  o f A shk en az, fro m  th e ir lite ra te read ers, an d so m e m em b ers o f 

th a t au d ien ce sto od  ab o v e th em . M o reo v er, n u m ero u s p assag es in  A sh k e

n az ic  p o lem ica l w o rk s m ake it c lea r th at th e  au th o rs w ere n o t w ritin g  so lely  

to  b o lster th e m o ra le o f th e ir Jew ish  read ers. T o a sig n ifican t d eg ree , th ey  

w ere p ro v id in g  m an u als to  b e u sed  b y  Jew s in  rea l co n fro n ta tio n s. A  Jew ish  

p o lem ic is t w o u ld  h av e to th in k tw ice o r th rice b efo re d ep riv in g th e m o st 

cap ab le seg m en t o f h is au d ien ce o f a rg u m en ts th a t w o u ld  h av e th e g reatest 

e ffec t in  an  ac tu al ex chan g e w ith  C h ris tian s. O u r firs t assu m p tio n  sh o u ld  b e  

th a t th e p h ilo so p h ica l arg u m en ts in q u estio n d id n o t reso n a te w ith th e  

au th o rs an y  m o re th an  w ith  th e ir au d ien ce.

A n  ex am in a tio n o f o n e o f th e  few  ex am p les o f  A sh k en azic p h ilo so p h ica l 

p o lem ic b efo re th e fo u rteen th cen tu ry w ill, I th in k , re in fo rce th is assu m p 

tio n . T h e au th o r o f  Sefer Nizzahon Yashan (T h e N izzah o n  V etu s), w o rk in g  

w ith  an  a rg u m en t reflec tin g  th e d irec t o r in d irec t in flu en ce of Nestor Hako- 

mer, ad d ressed  th e q u estio n  o f w h eth er Jesu s w as th e in carn a tio n o f  ju st o n e  

p erso n  o f th e trin ity  o r o f a ll th ree . N esto r an d  o th er Jew ish  p o lem ic ists o b 

jected to  th e p o ssib ility  th a t a ll th ree p erso n s w ere in carn a ted  b y in sis tin g  

e ith er th a t th is w o u ld  co n stitu te  an im p erm issib le sep aratio n in  G o d —  as-

8  D an ie l J. L ask er, P o p u lar P o lem ics an d P h ilo so p h ica l T ru th in th e M ed iev a l Jew ish  

C ritiq u e o f C h ristian ity , in : T h e Jo u rn a l o f Jew ish T h o u g h t an d P h ilo so p h y 8 (1 9 9 9 ) 

2 4 3 -2 59 , h ere  2 5 4  f.
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su m in g  th e partial in carn a tio n o f each  o f th e th ree  -  o r, in  th e ev en t o f  th e  

co m p lete in carn a tio n o f a ll th ree, th a t it w o u ld m ean th a t G o d is lim ited .®  

F o r th e last a rg u m en t fro m  th e in fin itu de  o f G o d , th e  Nizzahon Yashan su b 

stitu tes th e a lm o st am u sin g q u estion , “W h o w as in  h eav en a ll th a t tim e?” 

su p p lem en ted  b y  “W h o ran  th e w o rld  d u rin g  th e th ree d ay s w h en th ey  w ere 

b u ried  an d  n o n e o f th em  w as e ith er in  h eav en  o r o n  earth ?” "* 1 su p p o se  th a t 

o n e co u ld  a rg u e th at th e au th o r in ten tio n ally  ch an g ed th e a rg u m en t b ecau se  

h e d id  n o t b e liev e h is readers w o u ld  u n d erstan d th e p o in t th a t th e in carn a

tio n  o f  a ll th ree p erso n s w o u ld  lim it G o d . T h is is n o t, h o w ev er, su ch  an  in te l

lec tua lly ch a llen g in g  arg um en t; a T o safo t p assag e o f av erag e d ifficu lty  is 

co n sid erab ly  m o re d au n tin g . I am  m u ch m o re in c lin ed to assum e th a t th e  

au th o r h im self, w h o  sh o w s n o  sig n s an y w h ere in  h is len g th y w o rk  o f th in k 

in g in p h ilo so p h ica l te rm s, n a tu rally sh ifted in to lan g u ag e th a t w as m o re 

co n g en ia l to  h is in stin c tiv e p a ttern  o f  th o u g h t.

W isd om , T o rah , an d  Ratio

W e tu rn n o w  to  a v ery recen t a rticle reg ard in g b ib lical ex eg esis b y  o n e o f 

th e to w erin g sch o lars o f m ed iev a l A sh k en az ic Jew ry w h ere I th in k w e en 

co u n te r an  u nw arranted  re lu c tan ce to  ad o p t a  s tra ig h tfo rw ard  ex p lan a tio n  o f 

a  p h en o m eno n  ro o ted  in  th e trad itio n a lis t rab b in ic m en ta lity  o f th a t cu ltu re . 

A v rah am  G ro ssm an  h as a rg u ed  th a t R ash i’s co m m en taries to  P ro v erb s, E c

c lesiastes , an d  Jo b 2 8 ev in ce a strik in g , ten den tio u s co m m itm en t to  u n d er

s tan d  “w isd o m ” (hokhmah) a s  T o rah .'' T h is is  th e  case , h e say s, ev en  th o u g h  

th e  p la in  m ean in g  g en erally  p o in ts  to  s tra ig h tfo rw ard  h u m an w isd o m . S in ce 

R ash i’s ap p ro ach p resu m ab ly  req u ires ex p lan a tio n , G ro ssm an  su g g ests tw o  

p o ssib ilities . T h e first b eg in s w ith th e co n ten tio n th a t R ash i’s fam ilia rity  

w ith  th e w o rks o f S ep h ard ic g ram m arian s m ak es it d ifficu lt to  assum e th a t

9  F o r an  ex ce llen t su rv ey an d an a ly sis o f th ese arg u m en ts , see id em , Jew ish P h iloso p h i

ca l P o lem ics A g ain st C h ris tian ity in th e M id d le A g es, O x fo rd /P o rtlan d , O reg ., ^2 0 0 7, 

1 2 1 -1 25 .

1 0  D av id  B erg er, T T ie Jew ish -C h ris tian D eb ate in  th e H ig h  M id d le A g es; A  C ritica l E d itio n  

o f th e Nizzaon Veius w ith an In tro d u c tio n . T ran sla tio n , an d  C o m m en tary , P h ilad e lp h ia  

1 9 7 9 , E n g lish sec tio n , 1 3 7 . S ee to o m y d iscu ssio n in A p p en d ix 5 (“W h o W as In car

n a ted ? ’’). 3 6 6 -3 6 9.

1 1  A v rah am  G ro ssm an , H a-M etah b e in  T o rah le -‘H o k h m ah ’ b e-P eru sh R ash i le -S ifru t h a- 

H o k h m ah sh e-b a-M iq ra [T h e T en sio n b e tw een T o rah an d ‘H o k h m ah ’ in  R ash i’s C o m 

m en tary  to  th e  W isd o m  L ite ra tu re  in  th e  B ib le ], in : M o sh e b ar A sh er e t a l. (ed s.). T esh u r- 

ah  le -A m o s. A su fa t M eh q arim  b e-P arsh anu t h a-M iq ra  M u g g esh e t le -A m o s H ak h am  [T e- 

sh u rah le -A m o s. C o llec ted S tu d ies in B ib lica l E x eg esis P resen ted to A m o s H ak h am ], 

A lo n  S h ev u t2 0 0 7 , 1 3 -2 7 .
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h e w as n o t a lso  fam ilia r w ith  th e id eas o f S ep h ard ic th in k ers an d  th o se B a

b y lo n ian  G eo n im  w h o  en g ag ed in  sp ecu la tiv e  p u rsu its, ev en  th o u g h  su ch  fa

m ilia rity  is n o t a ttested in  F ran ce u n til th e w o rk s o f  R ash b am  an d  esp ec ially  

o f  B ek ho r S h o r. T h u s, R ash i m ay h av e b een a ttem p tin g  to  g u id e h is read ers 

aw ay  fro m  su ch p h ilo so p h ica l ratio n a lism . T h e secon d ex p lan a tio n , w h ich  

G ro ssm an co n sid ers m o re p lau sib le , is th a t C h ristians, a t a tim e w h en p o 

lem ic h ad  reach ed o n e o f its p eak s, w ere b eg in n in g to  u se a rg u m en ts fro m  

reaso n in  th e ir ex ch an g es w ith Jew s, an d R ash i w an ted  to  k eep  h is read ers 

aw ay fro m  an  en terp rise  th a t co u ld  lead  th em  to  re lig io us  d o u b ts.

F o r G ro ssm an , th e reaso n  fo r p re fe rrin g th e secon d  ex p lan a tio n is n o t b e

cau se o f an y  d efic ien cy  in  th e first. R ath er, it fo llo w s fro m  th e em p h asis in  

th e u n cen so red  v ersio n  o f R ash i’s co m m en tary o n  P ro v erb s o n  th e d an g ers 

o f C h ristian ity , w h ich  h e id en tifies as th e sed u c tiv e w o m an w h o ap p ears so  

freq u en tly  in  th a t w o rk . S in ce th e co m m en tary  fo cu .ses so  o ften  o n  th is d an 

g er, an d since w isd o m  u n d ersto o d  as T o rah  is p resen ted  as th e an tid o te to  

th e b lan d ish m en ts o f th e sed u c tress , it is reaso nab le to  assum e th a t co n cern  

w ith th e C h ris tian ap p eal to  ratio is w h at m o tiv a ted R ash i’s in sisten ce , in  

the  face  o f  th e p la in  m ean in g  o f th e tex t, th a t w isd o m  in  fac t re fe rs to  T o rah  

w ith  ab so lu te  co n sis tency .

G ro ssm an  o f co u rse p o in ts to  A n se lm  as th e p rim e ex am p le o f a co n tem 

p o rary  o f R ash i w h o  u tilized  d ia lectic  in  a  th eo lo g ical co n tex t, b u t th e  ex am 

p le th a t h e  su p p lies illu stra tin g  th e p o lem ical ap p eal to  reaso n  b y  C h ris tian s 

is th e  assertio n  th at th e ex ile  d em o n stra tes th a t th e Jew s h av e b een re jec ted  

in  fav o r o f th e T ru e Israe l. T h ere is rea lly  n o th in g p articu la rly n ew  ab o u t 

th is, an d if I w ere to  arg u e fo r th e la te -eleven th  an d early tw elfth -cen tu ry  

u tiliza tio n  o f ratio in  a sp ecifica lly an ti-Jew ish p o lem ical co n tex t, I w o u ld  

b e  m o re in c lin ed  to  c ite O d o  o f T o u rn ai’s (o r C am b ra i’s) Disputatio contra 

Judaeum Leonem nomine de adventu Christifilii Dei, w h ich  rep o rts w h at is 

lik e ly  to  b e  a  rea l ex chan g e in  w h ich  O d o  a rg u ed fo r th e lo g ica l n ecessity  o f 

Jesu s ’ sacrifice fo r th e fo rg iv en ess o f s in .'^  T h is w o rk , v irtu a lly  a lo n e, p ro 

v id es a  se rio u s ev id en tia ry  b ase  fo r th e se lf-co n scio u s, ex p licit ap p eal to  ra

tio b y a C h ris tian p o lem ic is t in F ran ce w h o en g ag ed in ac tu al ex chan g es  

w ith  Jew s m o re o r less co n tem p o rary  w ith  R ash i.

B efo re p ro ceed in g , le t m e n o te  th a t th e issu e b efo re u s, as I h o p e w e sh a ll 

see, h as co n sid erab le m eth o d o lo g ica l sig n ifican ce b ey o n d its sp ecific  co n 

tex t. M o reo v er, h is to rian s in th e last several d ecad es h av e ascrib ed m an y  

cu ltu ral p rac tices an d lite ra ry p h en o m en a in la te an tiq u e an d m ed iev a l 

Jew ry to  th e in fluen ce o f th e Jew ish -C h ris tian co n fro n tatio n . T h ese ran g e

1 2  S ee O n O rig in a l S in an d A  D isp u ta tio n  w ith th e Jew , L eo , C o n cern in g  th e A d v en t o f

C h ris t, th e S o n  o f G o d . T w o T h eo lo g ica l T rea tises b y  O d o  o f  T o u m ai, tran sla ted  w ith  an

in tro du c tio n  an d  n o tes b y  Irv en  M . R esn ick , P hilade lph ia 1 9 9 4 .
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fro m  m id rash ic p assag es to  sig n ifican t e lem en ts  o f th e P asso v er H ag g ad ah  

to  th e  ev o lu tio n  o f life -cy c le ritu a ls  to  th e m o tiv a tio n  o f  peshat ex eg esis as a  

w h o le  to  sp ecific  ex eg e tica l o b serv a tio n s, an d  th e assessm en t o f  th ese  asser

tion s h as in  so m e cases p ro d u ced  a m in i-lite ra tu re.'^ A v rah am  G rossm an ’s 

ceu v re is g en erally  a  p arad ig m  o f cau tio n  an d  so b er  ju d g m en t, an d  h is essay  

o n  th e in fluen ce o f th e C h ristian  co n tex t o n  Jo sep h K ara’s co m m en taries is 

o n e o f th e m o st co n v in c in g  an d in sig h tfu l s tu d ies in  th is sch o la rly g en re . 

T o  th e  d eg ree  th a t m y  reserv a tio n s ab o u t h is p o sition  in  o u r case  a re p ersu a

siv e , th ey  m ay serv e as a  sa lu ta ry  rem in d er o f  th e n eed  to  k eep  o n e’s sk ep ti

cal facu lties a t a  h ig h  lev e l o f a le rt in  th e face o f th e sedu c tiv e  a ttrac tio ns o f 

a  v a lu ab le sch o larly  ap p ro ach w h o se s iren  so ng , p recise ly  b ecau se it is  o ften  

o n  ta rg et, can  so m etim es lead  ev en  th e g rea test an d  m o st resp o n sib le h is to r

ian s astray .

It seem s to  m e th a t in  ev alu atin g  a  th esis p ro p o sin g  an  ex tran eo u s m o tiv e  

fo r a  p articu la r ex eg e tical p o sitio n , w e n eed  to  b eg in  w ith  tw o  fu n d am en ta l 

q u estio n s. F irst, h o w  co m p ellin g  is th e a rg u m en t fo r seek in g  su ch  a m o tive?  

P u t d iffe ren tly , can th e ex eg e tical p o sition  b e acco u n ted  fo r w ith o u t u n d u e  

s train  b y  stra ig h tfo rw ard co n sid eratio n s em erg in g o u t o f th e ex eg ete’s cu l

tu re an d  ap p ro ach  to  tex t?  S eco n d , h o w  p ersu asiv e is th e  ex tran eo u s m o tiv e?  

T h ese  co n sid era tio n s w o rk  in  tan d em . If th e  p ro p o sed  m o tiv e is h ig h ly  p lau 

sib le , w e m ay en te rta in  it se rio u sly  ev en  if th ere  is little reaso n to  seek it. If 

it is n o t p articu larly  p ersu asiv e, w e m ay d ec id e th a t in te rn a l co n sid era tio n s 

su ffice  ev en  if  w e b eg an  w ith  a  sen se  o f d issa tisfac tio n  th a t sen t u s search in g  

fo r ex tern a l m o tiva tio ns.

In  o u r case , I am  n o t in c lin ed to  g o far a field . W ith resp ec t to  th e firs t 

q u estion , R ash i’s p o sition  can  b e ex p la in ed  to  m y sa tisfac tio n  o n  th e b asis 

o f  trad itio n a l A sh k en az ic mentalite w ith o u t reco u rse  to  o th er co n sid eratio n s. 

W ith resp ec t to th e seco n d q u estion , I am  n o t p ersu ad ed th a t R ash i w as 

lik e ly to h av e b een m o tiv a ted b y co n cern ab o u t S ep h ard ic hokhmah o r 

C h ris tian  ratio.

Is R ash i’s em p h asis o n  hokhmah as T o rah  rea lly  p ro b lem atic? It in d eed  

s tan d s in  so m e ten sio n  w ith  w h at m o d em s an d  ev en  so m e Jew ish  m ed iev a ls 

co n sid ered  peshat. R ash b am  (o r th e co m m en tary to  Jo b th a t in co rp o ra tes 

m ateria l fro m  R ashb am ) p o in ted ly  co m m en ts th a t acco rd in g to  th e peshat, 

th e te rm  hokhmah in Jo b 2 8 :1 2 re fe rs to  hokhmah mammash (lite ra l w is-

1 3  I h av e co m m en ted  o n  so m e o f th a t lite ra tu re  in : A  G en era tio n  o f S ch o la rsh ip  o n  Jew ish - 

C h ris tian In te rac tio n in th e M ed iev a l W o rld , in ; T rad ition 3 8 (S u m m er 2 (X )4 ), n o . 2 , 

4 -1 4 .

1 4  A v rah am  G rossm ann , H a-P u lm u s h a-Y eh u d i-N o zri v e-h a-P arsh an u t h a-Y eh u d it la -M iq ra  

b e-Z arfa t b a-M e’ah h a-Y o d -B et (le -Parash a t Z ik a to sh e l R i Q ara e l h a-P u lm u s) [T h e 

Jew ish -C h ris tian P o lem ic an d  Jew ish B ib lica l E x eg esis in  T w elfth -C en tu ry  F ran ce (O n  

th e  A ttitu d e o f  R . Jo sep h  K ara  to  th e  P o lem ic)], in : Z io n  5 1 (1 9 8 5 /8 6 ), 2 9 -6 0 .
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d o m ) an d  n o t to  T o rah .F o r R ash i, h o w ev er, w h o se im m ersio n  in  th e  w o rld  

o f m id rash w as d eep er an d in  la rg e m easu re tak en  fo r g ran ted , w e n eed to  

ask w h eth er th ere w ere p o w erfu l en o u g h reaso n s in  th e tex t itself to  im p el 

h im  to w ard  o th er in terp re tatio n s.

F irs t w e n eed  to  co n sid er th e w eig h t o f th e m id rash ic trad itio n . G ro ssm an  

refers  to  M id rash im  th a t u n d erstan d  hokhmah a s T o rah  in  P ro v erb s an d  e lse

w h ere, b u t h e  a rg u es th a t R ash i co u ld  h av e ch osen o th er M id rash im . T h is is 

a fam ilia r an d o ften v a lid arg u m en t, b u t in th is case , ev en a casu a l lo o k  

th ro u g h  th e m id rash ic an d  o th er rab b in ic m ateria ls rev eals  th a t th e eq u atio n  

o f T o rah  an d  hokhmah is s im ply  o v erw helm in g . It m ad e its w ay in to  th e li

tu rg y  an d  is trea ted  as v irtu ally  self-ev id en t.

M o reo v er, k ey  p assag es in  P ro v erb s d iscu ss T o rah , co m m an d m en ts  (mitz- 

vot), an d  w isd o m  (hokhmah) - a s w ell as th e rig h teo u s an d  th e w ise  -  in  c lo 

se ly link ed  co n tex ts . “T h e m o u th o f th e rig h teo u s p ro d u ces w isd o m  (hokh- 

mah)" (P ro v . 1 0 :31 ). O n e  esp ecia lly  in stru c tiv e ex am p le  is 7 :1 -5 .

“M y so n , h eed  m y  w o rd s, an d  s to re  u p  m y mitzvoi w ith  y o u . K eep  m y  mitzvoi an d  liv e , 

m y  T o rah , as  th e  ap p le  o f  y o u r ey e . B in d  th em  o n  y o u r fin g ers; w rite th em  o n  th e  tab le t 

o f  y o u r m in d . S ay  to  W isd o m  (hokhmah). ‘Y o u are m y sis te r.’ an d  ca ll U n d erstan d in g  

a  k in sw o m an . S h e w ill g u ard  y o u  fro m  a  fo re ig n  w o m an w h o se  ta lk  is  sm o o th .”

M o d em  b ib lica l sch o la rs w ill say  th a t T o rah  h ere an d  e lsew h ere in  th e W is

d o m  L ite ra tu re re fe rs to  th e  teach in g  o f th e sag e an d  th e mitzvot to  h is d irec

tiv es. B u t to  m ed iev a l Jew s -  in c lud in g ratio n alis ts -  T o rah  is T o rah an d  

mitzvot a re  mitzvot. R a lb ag  o n  th is  p assag e w rites as fo llo w s:

‘“M y so n , h eed  m y w o rd s’ in  y o u r h eart. T h ese are th e sto ries o f th e T o rah an d th e  

co m m an d m en ts  o f  th e  T o rah . P u t th em  aw ay  w ith  y o u  to  o b serv e  th em . ‘K eep  m y  mitz

vot an d  liv e ;’ T h e  mitzvot o f  th e  T o rah , so  th a t y o u  w ill a tta in  e te rn a l life . A n d  k eep  m y  

T o rah  as y o u  k eep  th e ap p le o f y o u r ey e . It is , m o reo v er, n o t su ffic ien t th a t y o u k eep  

th e  mitzvot in  y o u r h eart; y o u  m u st b in d  th em  o n  y o u r fin g ers to  d o  th em .”

N o w  it is tm e th a t w h en  R alb ag  co m m en ts o n  th e n ex t v erse ab o ut w isdo m  

h e d o es n o t co n tin u e to  sp eak  o f T o rah , b u t th e co n n ec tio n  b e tw een th e tw o  

in  th is p assag e is so  in tim ate th a t w e can h ard ly  ex p ect R ash i to  h av e fe lt a  

peshat-driwen im p ulse to  seek  a  d iffe ren t in terp re ta tio n . T h u s, w h en  th e p as

sag e  p ro ceed s to  sp eak  o f h o w  w isd o m  p ro tec ts ag a in st a  fo re ig n w o m an , it 

is  m o re th an  n a tura l fo r R ash i to  id en tify  th is w isd o m  as T orah .

A n d so w e co m e to tw o rev ealin g p assag es th a t G ro ssm an c ites. P ro v . 

2 :1 0 -1 6  asserts th a t w isd o m  can  sav e  its  b earer fro m  an  a lien  w o m an . R ash i 

a ffirm s th a t th e fo re ig n  w o m an  is

1 5  S ara  Jap h e t. P eru sh  R ab b i S h m u el b en  M eir (R ash b am ) le -Sefer ly y o v  [T h e C o m m en iary

o f  R ab b i S am u el B en  M eir (R ash b am ) to  th e  B o o k  o f  Jo b ], Je ru sa lem  2 0 0 0 , p assim .
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“a  g a th erin g  o f id o latry , i.e . h eresy . It is  n o t p lau sib le th a t th e  v erse  sp eak s o f an  ad u l

te ress lite ra lly  u n d erstoo d , fo r h o w  is it th e p ra ise o f T o rah [...] th a t it p ro tec ts y o u  

fro m  a fo re ig n  w o m an an d n o t fro m  a d iffe ren t tran sg ressio n ? R ath er, th is re fe rs to  

h eresy an d id o la try , w h ich co n stitu tes th ro w in g o ff th e y o lk o f a ll th e co m m an d 

m en ts .”

S im ila rly , o n  P ro v . 6 :2 4 , w h ich  say s, “ It w ill k eep  y o u  fro m  an  ev il w o m an , 

fro m  th e sm o o th  to n g u e o f a  fo re ig n  w o m an ,”  R ash i rem ark s,

“T h e T o rah w ill k eep  y o u fro m  an  ev il w o m an |...) W e m u st co n c lu d e th a t S o lo m o n 

w as n o t sp eak in g  o f an  ev il w o m an b u t ra th er o f h eresy , w h ich is as w eig h ty  as ev ery 

th in g . F o r if  y o u  w ill say  th a t th is re fe rs to  a  p ro stitu te in  th e lite ra l sen se , is  th is th e  en 

tire  p ra ise  an d  rew ard  o f  T o rah  th a t it p ro tec ts ag a in st a  p ro stitu te an d  n o th in g  e lse?”

T h ere is , h o w ev er, a  k ey  d is tin c tio n  b e tw een th e p assag es. In  th e first case , 

th e v erses sp eak  o f w isd o m , b u t in th e seco n d th ey sp eak o f T o rah . T h e 

v erse p reced in g 6 :2 4 read s, “F o r th e m itzv ah is a can d le , an d T o rah is a  

lig h t,”  w h ich  o f  co u rse  ev en Ib n  E zra an d  R alb ag  u n d erstan d in  acco rd an ce  

w ith  w h at an y  m ed iev a l Jew  w o u ld  h av e co n sid ered  th e  peshat. It is a lso  n o 

tew o rth y  th a t Ib n  E zra, th o u g h  h e u n d erstan d s T o rah  h ere  as T o rah , in serts a  

re fe ren ce to  w isd o m  w ith o u t an y tex tu al b asis . T h e T o rah , h e say s, g iv es 

lig h t, w h ile  th e  fo o l w alk s in  th e d ark ; th u s, th e w ay  o f life  re fe rs to  w isd o m . 

In  th is p assag e , a t least, T o rah  an d  hokhmah a re in tertw in ed , v irtu a lly  id en ti

fied  w ith  o n e an o th er, ev en  fo r Ib n  E zra. E v en m o re strik in g is a  p assag e in  

R a lbag ’s co m m en tary  w h ere , as R ich ard  S te in er n o ted  to  m e, th e ra tio n a list 

ex eg e te te lls u s th a t w isd o m  in a series o f v erses (P ro v . 3 :1 5 -1 8 ) th a t th e  

R ab b is h ad fam o u sly u tilized in th e ir en co m ia to th e T o rah v ery lik e ly  

m ean s p rec ise ly  w h at th e R ab b is assum ed ."^

T w o h ig h ly  re lev an t p o in ts em erg e fro m  th is d iscu ssio n . F irst, th e p ara l

le ls b e tw een p assag es o n  w isd o m  an d  o n  T o rah  a re so  c lo se th a t an  ex ege te  

w ith a stro n g p red isp o sitio n to  fo llo w  rab b in ic p reced en t w o u ld  h av e little 

reaso n  to  seek  an  u n d erstan d in g  o f w isd o m  d iffe ren t fro m  th a t o f  th e R abb is. 

S eco n d , it is ex trem ely rev ealin g th a t in h is co m m en t o n th e p assag e in  

ch ap te r 2 w h ere th e b ib lica l tex t sp eak s o f hokhmah, R ash i d em o n stra tes 

th a t th e fo re ig n  w o m an is id o la try  o r h eresy , u sing  th e sam e arg u m en t th a t 

h e  d o es w h en  th e tex t sp eak s o f  T o rah : “Is th is th e  p ra ise  o f T o rah ,”  h e  ask s, 

th at it sav es y o u  fro m  a  h arlo t? B u t y o u  d o  n o t p ro v e so m eth in g  o n  th e b asis 

o f an  in terp re ta tio n  th a t itself req u ires p ro o f u n less y o u  h av e so  in te rn alized  

th a t in te rp re ta tio n th a t y o u  sim p ly  tak e it fo r g ran ted . It ap p ears th a t R ash i 

d id  n o t ev en  co n sid er th e p o ssib ility  th a t th e read er m ig ht say , “W ait a  m o 

m en t. H o w  d o  y o u  k n o w  th a t th e v erse h ere is re fe rrin g  to  T o rah ?” R ash i’s

1 6  S te in er a lso  n o tes th a t th e id en tifica tio n o f w isd o m  an d  T o rah  is a lread y p resen t in B en  

S ira  2 4 .
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assu m p tio n  co u ld resu lt in  p art fro m  th e sim ila rity  b e tw een ch ap te rs 2  an d  

7 ; as w e  h av e seen , 7 :2  re fe rs to  “m y T o rah ,”  w h ich  R ash i w o u ld  h av e tak en  

in  th e trad itio n a l sen se. S till, fo r R ash i, th e eq u atio n  o f w isd o m  w ith  T o rah  

ap p ears to h av e b een fo u n d a tio n a l, n o t ju st id eo lo g ica lly b u t p sy ch o lo g i

ca lly . If  th is is true , as I th in k  it is , w e n eed  to  b e v ery  h esitan t ab o ut assu m 

in g  th a t h e  re jected  th e n o n -T o rah  ex p lan a tio n in  an  ex eg e tical cam p aig n  in 

sp ired  b y  ex tern al co n cern s.’’

L e t u s n o w  tu rn v ery b riefly  to  th e p ro po sed  ex tern al co n cern s. T h ere is 

little  o r n o  ev id en ce th a t R ash i w as su ffic ien tly  aw are o f S ep h ard ic  ra tio n a l

ism  fo r h im  to  h av e p ro v id ed  a  ten d en tio u s in te rpre tation  o f hokhmah in  o r

d er to  p ro tec t h is read ers, w h o  p ro b ab ly  n eed ed n o  su ch  p ro tec tio n , fro m  its 

b an efu l in flu en ce. W h at th en o f th e d an g ers o f th e C h ris tian u se o f ratio? 

D esp ite  O d o  o f T o u m ai, th e  ev id en ce th a t th e recen t in tro d u c tio n  o f th is ca

teg o ry  in to  th e lex ico n o f C h ris tian  p o lem ic ists h ad  co m e to  R ash i’s a tten 

tio n  is ten u o u s a t b est. E v en th e la te r A sh k en az ic p o lem ics d o  n o t ad d ress 

ratio as a  categ o ry . W h en th e au th o r o f th e Nizzahon Yashan, w ritin g  tw o  

cen tu ries a fter A n se lm , ad d resses th e C h ristian  ex p lan a tio n fo r th e in carn a

tio n , h e  d ea ls  o n ly  w ith  th e an tiq u a ted  ran so m  th eo ry in  ap p aren t b lissfu l ig 

n o ran ce o f th e sa tisfac tio n th eo ry in Cur Deus Homo?'^ M o reo v er, w h en  

Jew s in  S p a in  an d  P ro v en ce d id  co n fro n t a rg u m en ts fro m  ratio, th ey  u su a lly  

to o k th e o ffen siv e , m ain tain in g  th a t it w as p rec ise ly  C h ristian  d o g m as th a t 

w ere u n reaso n ab le ; it is n o t c lear w h y  a  Jew  w h o  w as th e  p ro d u c t o f  an  o ften  

assertiv e A sh k en azic cu ltu re w o u ld  ch o o se to  reac t to  th e ch a llen g e n o t b y  

u tiliz in g  th e  categ o ry  b u t b y  flee in g  fro m  it.

T h is A sh k en az ic assertiv en ess an d se lf-co n fid en ce -  ak in to  th e se lf-im 

ag e n o ted in th e title o f H ay m  S o lo v e itch ik ’s stu d y o f th e law s g o v ern in g  

th e tak in g  o f in terest'^  -  m ay  w ell p lay  a  ro le in  th e la rg er p h en o m en o n  th a t 

w e are ex am in in g . L im ited  ex p o su re , p erh ap s ev en  su b stan tia l ex p o su re, to  

b o o k s rep resen tin g a ltern a tiv e w ay s o f th in k in g w o u ld  n o t easily  tran sfo rm  

th e p sy ch ic w o rld  o f p eo p le co n fid en t ab o u t th e ir m o d e o f u n d erstan d in g  

G o d an d th e w o rld . In d eed , it is b y  n o  m ean s c lear w h y w e sh o u ld  tak e fo r 

g ran ted  th a t th ey  should h av e ad o p ted  th e n ew  ap p ro ach . A re th e w o rk in g s

17  N o n e o f  th is  m ean s th a t R ash i w as u n aw are  o f th e fac t th a t th e  p la in  m ean in g  o f th e  w o rd  

hokhmah is w isd o m  an d  th a t it so m etim es sig n ifies n o th in g m o re th an  th a t. T h u s, h e is  

u n p rep ared  to  re ly  o n  an  o v erarch in g in tro d u c to ry o b serv a tio n  an d  in stead  p o in ts o u t to  

h is  read ers  o n  rep ea ted  o ccasio n s th a t th e ir u n tu to red  in stin c ts  em b rac in g  th is  u n d erstan d

in g  a re  in co rrec t.

1 8  S ee D av id B erg er, T h e Jew ish -C h ris tian  D eb ate in  th e H ig h M id d le A g es, E n g lish  sec

tio n , 1 9 5  f., an d  see  th e  rem ark s in  A p p en d ix  2 , 3 5 3 .

1 9  H ay m  S o lo v e itch ik , H alak h ah , K alk a lah v e-D im m u y A zm i. H a-M ash k o n a’u t b i-Y em ei 

h a-B ein ay im  [P aw n b ro k in g . A  S tu d y in  th e In te r-R ela tio n sh ip  b e tw een H alak h ah , E co

n o m ic A ctiv ity  an d  C o m m u n al S e lf-Im ag e], Je ru sa lem  1 9 8 5 .
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o f th e  A ctiv e  In te llec t rea lly  so  in trin sica lly p lau sib le  th a t an y o n e w h o  h ears 

ab o u t th em  sh o u ld  n o d in au to m atic assen t? S e ttin g th is last p o in t asid e , I 

su sp ec t th at th e se lf-co n fid en ce th a t ch arac te rized A sh k en az ic Jew ry  p lay ed  

a  ro le in  its resis tan ce to  th e ab so rp tio n  o f n o n -A sh ken az ic w o rks an d  in flu 

en ces in  th e rea lm  o f T o rah  as w ell. T h e  Jew s o f  so u th ern  F ran ce  w ere m o re 

recep tiv e -  p erh ap s o n e sh o u ld  say m o re v u ln erab le -  th an n o rth ern E u r

o p ean  Jew ry to  S ep h ard ic ra tio n a lism  fo r v ario u s reaso n s. F irst, th e ir self- 

im ag e in  th e a rea o f h a lak h ic o b serv an ce stu d ied  b y S o lov e itch ik  w as less 

secu re, an d th is m ay m ean so m eth in g fo r th e ir o v erall se lf-co n fid en ce as 

w ell. S eco n d , th e  cu ltu re o f  P ro v en ca l C h ristian  so c ie ty  d u rin g  th e  fo rm ative  

p erio d  o f  th e  reg io n ’s Jew ry w as itse lf m ark ed  b y  g reate r so p h istica tio n  th an  

th a t o f  th e N o rth , so  th a t th e  Jew s o f th e S o u th  m ay h av e d ev e lo p ed a  so m e

w h at m o re o p en cu ltu ral o rien ta tio n , a t least in potentia. M o st im p o rtan t, 

w ith  th e im m ig ra tio n  o f S ep h ard ic Jew s in to  L an g u ed o c in  th e seco n d  h a lf 

o f  th e  tw elfth  cen tu ry , P ro v en9 a l Jew ry w as ex p o sed n o t ju st to  b o o k s b u t to  

p eo p le. S u sta in ed  in te ractio n  w ith  h u m an  b e in g s is fa r m o re p o w erfu l th an  

read in g  a lo n e . Y o u  can n o t se t asid e  p eo p le  th e w ay  y o u  can  se t asid e  b o ok s.

S cien ce  an d  P h ilo so p h y

F in a lly , a  w o rd  ab o u t sc ien ce th a t w ill re tu rn  u s to  th e su b ject o f  hokhmah in  

m ed iev a l A sh k en az ic ex eg esis . A  d ecad e ag o , I w ro te a  p iece o n  th e u n d er

s tan d in g  o f S o lo m o n’s w isd o m  b y  Jew ish  ex eg e tes .^" In  th e ir co m m en ts o n  

th e p assag e in  K in g s d escrib in g  th a t w isdo m , b o th  R ash i an d  R . Jo sep h  K ara 

g av e p rid e o f p lace to  S o lo m o n’s co m m an d o f th e scien ces an d o n ly th en  

w en t o n  to  m en tio n  a “m id rash  h ag g ad ah” th at u n d erstan d s th e k in g ’s d is

co u rses o n  trees, b ird s , an d  fish  as h a lak h ic d iscu ssio n s. I n o ted  th a t in  P ro 

v erb s an d  E cclesiastes, trad itio n alist  co m m en tato rs ro u tin ely  id en tified  w is

d o m  w ith  T o rah , b u t in  th is in stan ce th ere  w ere p o w erfu l tex tu a l reaso n s to  

m arg in a lize th is u n d erstan d in g . L e t m e ad d h ere th a t if R ash i really  h ad a  

d riv in g id eo lo g ical m o tiv e fo r av o id in g  an  u n d erstan d in g o f w isd o m  as h u 

m an u n d erstan d in g , h e sh o u ld h av e av o id ed it in  K in g s as w ell as in P ro 

v erbs, Jo b , an d  E cc lesiastes d esp ite th e fact th at th e  lo cal co n tex t o f  th e p as

sag e ab o u t S o lo m o n m ilita ted ag a in st th e id en tifica tio n o f w isd o m  w ith  

T o rah . In d eed , th e v ery  fact th a t R ash i d o es reg ard  th e id en tifica tio n o f S o -

2 0  D av id B erg er. “T h e W isest o f A ll M en .” S o lo m o n’s W isd o m  in M ed iev a l Jew ish C o m 

m en taries o n  th e B o o k  o f K in g s, in : Y aak o v E lm an /Jeffrey  S . G u ro ck  (ed s.), H azo n  N a

h u m . S tu d ies in  Jew ish  L aw . T h o u g h t an d  H isto ry  p resen ted  to  D r. N o rm an L am m  o n  th e  

O ccasion  o f  h is S ev en tie th  B irth d ay , N ew  Y o rk 1 9 9 7 ,9 3 -1 1 4 .
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lo m o n ic w isd o m  w ith  m aste ry  o f h a lak h ah as a  v iab le p o ssib ility  m ak es h is 

p rim ary  in te rp re ta tio n  a ll th e m o re d ifficu lt to  ex p la in  if  h e  h ad  an  o v errid 

in g  co n cern  w ith  p rev en tin g  h is read ers fro m  u n d erstan d in g  hokhmah as h u 

m an  w isdo m .

B u t m y  p rim ary  reaso n fo r c itin g  th is a rtic le is th e fo llo w in g  a rg u m en t fo r 

d is tin g u ish in g th e a ttitu d e o f A sh k en az ic Jew s to w ard  sc ien ce fro m  th e ir a t

titu d e to w ard  p h ilo so p hy :

“W e sh o u ld  n o t w o n d er ab o u t th e  p o sitiv e assessm en t o f  p rac tica l sc ien tific  k n o w ledg e  

ex p ressed  in  [th e] co m m en taries o f th e [N o rth ern ] F ren ch ex eg e tes . A s I h av e arg u ed  

e lsew h ere ,^ ' th e  p u rsu it o f  n a tu ra l sc ien ce  co u ld  b eco m e th e  su b jec t o f  co n tro v ersy  p re 

c ise ly  in  th e S ep h ard ic o rb it, w h ere it w as cau g h t u p  in  th e w eb o f p h ilo so p h y . If th e  

n a tu ra l sc ien ces w ere p art o f th e ‘p ro p aed eu tic stu d ies* lead in g to th e q u een o f th e  

sc ien ces, th ey  co u ld  b e  ta in ted  b y  th e u n sav o ry  rep u ta tio n  o f th e  q u een  h erse lf. W h ere  

th ey  sto o d  o n  th e ir o w n , it is h ard  to  im ag in e an y  g ro u n d s o f p rin c ip le  fo r d ism issin g  

th em  o r fo r fa ilu re to  ad m ire  o n e w h o  h ad  m aste red  th e ir secre ts . T h e v ery  in d iffe ren ce  

o f  A sh k en az ic  Jew s to  p h ilo so p h ica l s tu d y  lib era ted  th em  to  ex am in e th e  n a tu ra l w o rld  

w ith  k een , u n se lfco n sc io u s in te rest."^^

In  su m , I see n o  reaso n  in  p rin cip le fo r A sh k en az ic Jew s to  h av e resisted  an  

in te rest in  sc ien ce. B u t th e ra tio n a lis t sp irit o f  S ep h ard ic  p h ilo so p h y , w ith  its 

q u estio n in g  o f  th e p la in  m ean in g  o f b ib lica l tex ts an d  rab b in ic  h ag gad ah , its 

v a lu in g  o f p h ilo so p h ica l in q u iry  as an  en terp rise a t least o n  a  p ar w ith  trad i

tio n a l s tu d y o f T o rah , its su sp icio n  o f m irac les , an d  its p u rsu it o f th e w o rk s 

o f n o n -Jew ish th in k ers , w as d ec id ed ly a lien  to  th e m o st d eep ly  em b ed d ed  

in stinc ts o f A sh k en az ic Jew s. W h en w e fin d  an ap p ro ach in  an A sh k en az ic 

w o rk  o r se ries o f w o rks th at acco rd s w ith th e trad itio n a lis t in stinc ts o f th a t 

cu ltu re , w e  n eed  n o t lo o k  an y  fu rth er in  an  a ttem p t to  ex p la in  it.

2 1  B erg er, Ju d a ism  an d  G en era l C u ltu re  in  M ed iev a l an d  E arly  M o d em  T im es, 1 1 8  an d 1 3 4 , 

fn . 1 3 1 .

2 2  B erg er, “T h e  W isest o f  A ll M en .”  S o lo m o n’s  W isd o m  in  M ed iev a l Jew ish  C o m m en taries 

o n  th e  B o o k  o f  K in g s, 9 5 .
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