
' ' ' . : . ' •. : 

MALBIM'S SECULAR KNOWLEDGE 

AND HIS RELATIONSHIP .. 

TO THE SPIRIT OF THE HASl<ALAH 

David. Berger 

Rabbi Meir Loeb ben Yehle! Michel (1809--1879); who became 
!mown by his initials as Ma!bim, was a fascinating and significant 
figure on the orthodox Jewish scene in tµe nineteentli cenrury. 
Born in Volochisk, Volhyni� and troµbled by ,a stormi Rabbinical 
career in a half-dozen Jewish communities, Malo11D • wrote a large 
number of books, many of which had a powerful influence upqn 
the intellecrual life of those Jews who remained opposed to the 
Haskalah movement, even rejuvenating the much neglected srudy 
of the Bible to a considerable extent.' The degree of his infl.uence 
may be partially gauged by two quite divergent sources which yield 
the same impression - that the admiration for Malbim was 
almost boundless. Tzvi Hirschfeld, in an article in Zion 1841, which 
will be discnssed more fully below, wrote of Malbim, ·"I know 
very well that the Jews who live in Eastern lands, upon whom 
the light of wisdom has not yet shone, have decided to raise 
him up and exalt him." Many years later, the famous Rabbi 
Yitzchak Isaac of Slonim said, "He is matchless in our generation 
and is as one of the great scholars of medieval times (Rishonim), 
and one page of his books is as beloved to me as any treasure 
and is dearer than pearls."2 

Yet Malbim, the champion of orthodoxy, was imbued. with a 
very wide range of secular knowledge; indeed, as we shall see, 
he could never have exercised such influence without it. It is the 
purpose of this paper to examine Malbim's secular learning and 
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to deoonnitre how he related it to his faith and to the religious, intel
lectual, and social developments of his time. We shall thus gain 
insight into the world view of a very influential rabbi who, while 
remaining within the orbit of the Strictest orthodoxy, grappled with 
the manifold problems of the age of Haskalah. 

Let us turn first to a central issue, MalbiJn's attitude toward 
the Jewish Enlightenment and toward religious reform, problems 
which were closely intertwined in his mind. This subject is best 
approached through an analysis of perhaps the most painful ex
perience of MalbiJn's life, his tenure as chief Rabbi of Bucharest 
from 1860 to 1865. Here he suffered intensely from people sympa
thetic to religious reform who accused hiJn of obscuranrism and 
who eventually had hiJn thrown into jail, from which he was 
released only through the intervention of Moses Montefiore. His 
reaction to these events, derailed in a long article he wrote in 
H,ilev,mon II,� is of great value in giving us an understanding of 
his feelings on these questions. We must constantly keep in mind, 
however, the circumstances under which this article was written. 
MalbiJn was very angry and bitter; his negative feelings will thus 
be exaggerated and the picture of his enemies will approach 
caricature. Yet exaggeration is often valuable, for it clarifies beliefs 
and emotions that might otherwise have remained vague. 

• MalbiJn's article, iJnportant for social and economic as well as 
intellectual history, divides the Jewish population of Bucharest into 
three groups: 1) artisans, 2) peddlers and storekeepers, and 3) the 
upper class. His attitude toward the first two groups is friendly, 
for despite their ignorance they were responsive to his preaching 
and careful in religious observance.• This friendliness toward the 
ignorant masses is found elsewhere in Malbim's works as well; 
he says, for example, that "the masses can reach the (religious) 
level of a scholar by supporting him.''" These Jews apparently 
returned his affection, for he relates that many made valiant 
physical efforts to prevent his arrest, 6 and at his funeral the crowds 
were so large that the city administt-ation of Kiev had to supply 
a special guard.' 

The upper class, however, was viewed by their rabbi with 
dislike and contempt. Malbim, as we shall see presently, felt that 
genuine enlightenment and religious belief are inseparable; the 
rich lacked the latter and, Malbim maintains, did not, despite their 
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pretenses, possess· the former: When asked by- his fictitious ques
tioner about the· philosophital position of his opponents, Malbim 
answers that previous philosophers based their systems upon knowl
edge obtained through the·mind, the eye, and·the e:ir, .. while these 
"philosophers" depend upon taste, • touch; and smell. "Their taste 
gains. wjsdom ( ;, :ltu') in . understanding the nature of .all .. sons 
of animals about wl]lch no Jey, has ever gained wisdom; it .inves
tigates. 'all animals that .go on all foun; and that have many feet ' 
and all 'that have_ no fins or scales in the waters.' The sense of 
touch looks into the nature of the generative faculty ... and in
vestigates prohibited . wofl!en for three_ of these philosophers. And 
the sense of smell, because it is a spiritual faculty, was not privileged 
to_ reign on weekdays but only oq. the Sabbath, for those_ :;vho do 
not smoke all week 'have their smpke cise' e>n Sabbath in all streets.''' 

Now· Malbim, we • know, dld llQt 'care· much. for rich peop.le 
generally. This dislike goes back to his unpleasant .,;.,perierices _with 
his first wife, of a very rich family, whom °i1e divorced largely 
because she wanted him to give up his studies and enter the world 
of business.• Thus, Malbiin may well have antagonized these people 
by not treating them respeccfully. But there can be little doubt 
that their religious observance was minimal and that this was a 
major factor in the development· of antagonism. Malbim, as we 
shall see, was exaggerating when he said that their opposition was 
based solely on his preaching, which emphasized religious observ
ance, but there is surely some basis for his assertion.10 

The militant non-observance of some of Malbim's dettactors is 
illustrated by .the well-known• story that on Purim one of them 
sent him a sugar pig as mishloach manol, whereupon he paid the 
messenger and sent back his own picture "saying . that Malbim 
thanks the sender for his image. which the respectable .gentleman 
was kind enough . to send the rabbi, and that in return he sends 
his own likeness."11. It is also cold of Malbim that a. non-observant 
Jew asked him whether smoking was permitted on Sabbath; the 
answer: yes, if it is done with some change (''i.l'tu ,,, ?))) , that 
is, by putting the burning side into one's mouth." The fact that 
such incidents are related about Malbim indicates that there was 
strong. antagonism which at lease manifested itself in the fotm of 
militant opposition to religious observance and which, as we shall 
see, ·was justified on the basis of enlightenment. 
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Malbim's preaching, then, was a major factor in the develop
ing animosity. Still, it is clear from his writings that he felt that 
a preacher must not admonish people with unmitigated harshness 
a!!d severity. "One ·who admonishes .the people . . .  mUSt be one 
of the sons of Aaron . . .  to love peace and pursue peace, to love 
people and bring them· closer to Torah."13 Elsewhere, he emphasizes 
the fact that the reprover must see to it that he does not embarrass 
the person being admonished." -In his commentary on GenesiJ,15 
Malbim attributes to God an approach which he is likely to have 
followed himself: "This was God's custom in most of the pro
p.ibitions: to first mention what was permitted; e.g., "Six days thou 
shalt_ work" .. : ''.Six years thou shalt sow thy- land" . . . intending 
to show that the prohibitions of the Sabbath and of the Sabbatical 
year are not • impossible to observe. Here too he meant to say 
( ;o Adam), 'After all, I haye prohibited only one tree; I have 
prohibited only luxuries . and the pleasure which causes evil, and 
I have not commanded that you refrain from enjoying food.'" 
Such a man. is unlikely, despite the frequent difference between 
µieory and practice, to have been unrestrained in the violence of 
his attack against the practices of the people of Bucharest. Still, 
the troubles he experienced in other cities as well tends to indicate 
µtat he was perhaps short-tempered and somewhat intolerant of 
those with wl)om he differed, although it should be recalled that 
these incidents were· all after his bitter experience in Bucharest. 
Earlier, he had had a long and successful rabbinical career without 
such friction. In any event, he tells us thaG ren days before his arrest 
he came to an agreement with his opponents permitting him, as 
he puts it, to preach about th" Sabbath and prohibited foods oniy 
to those who would willingly listen.16 Malbim probably agreed to 
this compromise or at least rationalized his agreement on the basis 
of a realization that admonitions to his opponents would go un
heecled, and one of the necessary components of the commandment 
"Thou shalt rebuke thy· neighbor" is that he be a person_ who might 
accept reproof." In any case, the agreement was broken by Mal
bim's enemies, and his tlnha1>py years in Bucharest were brought 
to an end.'" 
. At this point, we must e,,arnine the charges made against Malbim 

by his opponents. S. Sachs, ,in an article defending Malbim in 
HaLei,anon, 19 says that he was. blamed for three reasons: 1) preach
ing in Hebrew, 2) inabili.ty to represent -the Jewish community to . . ' . . . . 
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the. government because of inability to speak languages ( Gennan, 
French, or Rumanian) well, 3) lack of supervision of the schools 
to see to it that secular subjects and languages ( 111l1V/1 c•i!lc) 
be taught. There is unquestionably much truth in all these allega
tioris. It should, however, be pointed out that even if Malbim did 
not speak these languages fluently, he could read at least German 
quite well. • This is clear from his treatise on logic ( Y esodei 
Hokbmal HaHigg"'Jon) where he refers, in frequent parentheses, 
to many difficult German philosophical terms which he has trans
lated into Hebrew. •0 

The third charge is more serious and more si!lnificant. On 
December 7, 1864, the.Rumanian government passed a law requir
ing elementary education of all children between eight and twelve 
years of age." That there was strong Jewish opposition to this law 
is crear from a letter from the Minister of Public lnsrruction sent to 
Jewish communities in 1865. "I have been receiving requests," 
writes the minister, "from several Israelite communities to continue 
to tolerate the old, unsystematic schools." This he refused to do and 
proposed instead a sort of "released time" program for Jews. He 
ends: "The separation of schools will perpetuate the Jews' separation 
from the nation, for they will not become accustomed to the life 
of Rumanians and will accustom themselves, from infancy, to the 
idea of a separation between Jews and Christians.".. Thus, some 
degree of Jewish assimilation was the avowed aim of this program. 
Malbim probably felt that national and cultural assimilation of 
this 'sort was but the first step toward religious assimilation, and he 
was surely familiar and probably in sympathy with the cry of many 
Russian Jews, "No secular schools! "23 It is true that he himself had 
broad secular knqwledge, but he had not obtained it in an assimi
lation-oriented, government-sponsored program. • Furthermore, there 
was long-stanll11g Jewish precedent for permitting 1111ch studies to 
people of more advanced age and knowledge while prohibiting it to 
youngsters.•• 

\Malbim's �perience in Bucharest aroused within him powerful 
feelings of distaste for what he regarded as pseudo-enlightenment. 
He expressed these feelings in poetic form in "Shenat Ha Y ovel": 
"The .darkness is dispelled, you say,. the light has come; you say, 
'E_thics and justice were born in my time, religion and faith are 
slaves of my light'; you say, 'I have grown wise though my fathers 
were fools .. .' 0 pure and ·enlightened generation! When the light 

' 
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descended, darkness ascended from beneath it . . . So has darkness 
turned· to light! .. ; What is to be done to the shepherds ·of Israel 
who say that there are still Torah and commandments for Israel? .. 
What is to be done to obscurantists who say that 'a commandment 
is a candle and· Torah light' and whose ear is deaf to the voice of 
the times that cries, 'There is no Torah for liberty has come.' "25 

In, m,ith, Malbim believed in ha.rka/fW - in his own way. In the 
introduction to his commentary on Levilictn and Sifra, he says that 
his book is intended for wise or enligh,ened people (llV ''i':lWO), 
and h� is fearful lest it be seen by pbscurantists ( 1lK '1110). The 
�arl.delabrum in the sanctuary is a symbol of the light of wisdom 
and knowledge ( nv,m n'i:iwiin 1lK) .2• To :Malbim, however 
ha.rkalah means . either knov,:Jedge and understanding of God and 
Torah or the use of linguistic, logical, and even scientific tools to 
buttress faith or to explain it. 

Malbim felt that the non-belief or "heresy" of his time was 
a result of a perversion of the intellectual process. He discusses 
the person "who sins because of disbelief and comes 'with a high 
hand' to deny the Sinaitic revelation as did Menasseh hen Hezekiah ... 
who equated the words of the Torah with those of men." There is 
no... qoubt that· he has in mind the reformers of the nineteenth 
�ntury, for in the introduction to his commentary on Le-viticll!, 
lie acqises those who gathered at Brunswick of. comparing the 
Torah to other ancient_ stories and its poetry to that of Horner and 
the Greeks. The passage . about Menasseh continues: "There is a 
difference between one who. sins through passion - for he will 
hirer repent - and one who sins through disbeiief, for he will never 
,;epent. The first act is. called sin (Kt!lil) ; the second - an act of 
perversjty (l)lj}) because it is a perversion of intellect ( n1lV 
�:iwn) ."21 Malbim's pessimism about repentance is qualified some
what in his eschatological specularions, but it is clear here that he 
considers the non-believer. hopelessly lost. In any case, the idea 
that. certain manifestations of the ha.rkalah, viz. the anti-orthodox 
developments, are perversion5: nor only of faith but also of intellect is 
a central one ,in Malbim's thought. Examples of this conviction can 
'?C -easjly multipliecl;28 we shall see later that he considered certain 
aspects of disbelief in orthodoxy to be absolutely unr.enable philo
sop,�cally: 

, . .-Malbim, -in fact, wrote a _long.poem called Ma.rhal U-Melitzah 



30 nm. YAVNEH R1!VIBW 

to emphasize the interdependence of wisdom and faith. It has been 
suggested that this poem was written as a response to Emet VeEfnflnah 
of Adam HaKohen. Klausner points out that the two books appeared 
in the same year but adds that Malbim may have seen the other 
work in manuscript form.•� This seems far-fetched. It is much 
more likely that this poem, which was first given to the editor of 
HaLe11anon, is the result of Bucharest; it is a poetical expression 
of the ideas of the unfinished "Shenat Ha Yovel." The latter 
appeared in 1865 and the former in 1867; the essential idea of both 
is that enlightenment without faith is folly. The fact that the 
chief protagonist, a man in love with Wisdom ( nc:in) but repelled 
by her sister Fear of God ( i1K"l'), is named Rich ('1'lt'))) lends 
funher plausibility to this conjecture. The central point, that Wis
dom and Fear of God are "twin sisters," is made over and over 
again.80 It is significant that Malbim used the poetic form to express 
this idea; he was interested in proving that technical skill in 
language can and does go hand in hand with strict fidelity to 
religious tradition. This too, as we shall discover, was a basic 
approach in all Malbim's literary endeavors. 

One of_ the clearest examples to Malbim of the use of intellect 
for perverse purposes was the discovery of rationalizations to justify 
the abandonment of cenain biblical injunctions. These rationalizations 
usually took the form of discovering a reason for the commandment 
and showing how that reason is no longer relevant. In discussing 
Eve's encounter with the serpent, Malbim writes, "Here we learn 
the serpent's method of seduction and leading astray which exists 
to this very day. For if people investigate the reasons for the 
commandments as do those of our nation who are breaking away, 
they ask why God prohibited five impure animals and try to 
discover as the reason the fact that they do damage to the body of 
the one who eats them. Then, when they discover that the foods 
are not harmful to the body, they throw away the commandment."81 

In his homiletical work, Artzot HaSbalom, Malbim blames Maimo
nides • for laying a trap into which many have fallen by saying 
that the reason for prohibited foods is medical.82 Finally, he says 
that people who indulge in such speculation should at least be 
uncenain as to the reasons they advance and therefore not abandon 
religious observance .•• 

Thus far, we have sketched Malbim's attitude toward the Enlight
enment, particularly as it affected religious reform. Later, we shall 
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discuss other aspectS of his approach aod the scope aod application 
of his secular knowledge. First, however, we must examine his 
attitude as reflected in his life work: biblical exegesis. 

In 1839, a book of sermons by ·Malbim called Arlzot HaSbalom 
appeared. Tzvi Hirschfeld, in Zion 1841,3' reviewed the book aod 
asked Malbim to abandon far-fetched, homiletical interpretations of 
Scripture aod to write a commentary based on the simple, true 
interpretation (pe,hat). Hirschfeld notes the fact that Malbim is 
greatly admired by the Jews of Eastern Europe aod can thus influ
ence them profoundly; he points, furthermore, to the H11Ket11v Veha
Kahbakh of Rabbi Jacob Meklenburg as a work worthy of emula
tion by Malbim. In turning to Malbim's commentaries, we see an 
attempt to fulfill Hirschfeld's request by explaining the Bible 
according to the plain meaning, though Malbim's idea of pe,baJ 
and that of Hirschfeld were undoubtedly quite different. But there 
was much more to motivate Malbim thao a single review of Artzot 
HaShaJom. There was one of the overriding ambitions of his life: 
to prove that modern attacks on the divine authorship of the Bible 
and the oral law are not based oh genuine scholarship and that, on the 
contrary, a more profound understanding of grammar and logic can 
demonstrate the validity of tradition. Thus, Malbim decided to use 
the tools of the Enlightenment to oppose its anti-orthodox tenden
cies. It should be stated at the outset that his command of the tools 
and the spirit of modern scholarship was far more restricted than 
that of a man like David Hoffmann, for example, whose goals were 
quite similar. Yet Malbim's influence was much wider, and his 
approach, both in its successes and failures, merits careful study. 

Malbim tells us in his introduction to Leviticu, that what really 
motivated him to write his commentary was the conference of 
reform-minded rabbis at Brunswick in 1844, although it is quite 
clear from the same introduction that he himself was deeply con
cerned· with the basic problems involved aod did not want to 
neglect the plain meaning of either the written or oral Torah. 
Thus, the commentary is avowedly a reaction to the times, a 
phenomenon which we see in the case of Artzot HaShaJom" and 
Artzot HaHayyim ( which, says Maiman,"' was to be a commentary 
cm. the entire Sbulhan Amcb) as well. The reaction, in the case 
of the commentary to Lev/Jicu,, was to unite the oral and written 
1�,w, . lt is . . interesti:)-g that Malbirn . uses the phrase bakelav 
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11ehttkabbalah in this context, yet does not refer explicitly to Meklen
burg -at all, perhaps because • his own methods were to be novel. 

Malbim based his • c;,mmentary on a very • thorough study of 
Hebrew grammar," a pursuit very popular among the maskilim. 
His central purpose in this pursuit was to demonstrate that "none 
of the grammarians have reached even the ankles of the first 
generation," a demonstration which will give "ammunition . . .  against 
any heretic . .. denier,' or critic."38 The method .Malbim employs co
effect this demonstration is the bringing .  of proof that previous 
attempts to explain grammatical phenomena have been inadequate 
and that only the rabbinic m«lrash provides a full expianation. To 
do this, he conveniently assumes that fixed rules foe all phenomena 
must be preserved at all costs, ignoring the fact that languages 
develop through use.•• He wonld justify this assumption, of course, 
on the basis of the special sanctity of Hebrew. When Malbim 
cannot establish the accuracy .of a rabbinic statement, he tries to 
show its probability and the impossibility of contrary demonstration. 
When dealing, for example, with certain rabbinic comments on 
the compound nature of some Hebrew words ( e.g. J:jK inn = J:jKln; 
�K ,, = �•:ii; J:jK in•. = q•Jn') ,  Malbiro shows that many words 
probably are compounded, "and we do not know how. The Rabbis, 
however, who were near the source and knew the language and its 
origin knew how the development took place. "'0 This exaggerated 
agnosticism as to liguistic development ignores the role of compa
rative Semitic philology of which Malbim may or may not have 
been aware, but it aids him in making his point in an area where 
proof of .abbinic accuracy would be well-nigh • impossible. 

Malbim, in using grammatical and logical principles, is allegedly 
seeking the simple meaning of • the text. In his introduction to 
Jo1bua, _ Islfi,th, and the So;ng of Songs, he explicitly difl;erentiates 
between pe1ht1J and derash and ,says _that he seeks only the former. 
In his commentary to Gene1is" _he begins ·in one place by quoting 
his homiletical Artzot HaShaloin and then says, •:But according 
to out _pres,,rit meth,;xl . . .  " and gives another explanation. Despite 
the fact that Malbim ordinarily •insists that the simple meaning and 
the rabbinic interpretation are identical, there are passages where 
he distinguishes. the two ,in4 feels impelled to explain the ;imple 
meaning sep:µately. "'fhis, " he writes, .  '.'is in accordance ·with. tl:)e 
simple meaning (til\l'!l). And now !er us explain the verse� 
according . ro the interpretation of the. Sifre and Talmud.''42 "Till 
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her�... he writes elswhere; ' "we have· interpreted according- . to the 
Mishriah ( ch. 5 of Md tJJer Sheni) • arid the Sifre, and ·now let us 
explain according to the pe1haJ.'"' He feels it necessary to explain 
the lex taJwniJ according to its biblical formulation and therefore 
says that "in the hands · of heaven" thete is theoretically such pun
ishment and payment is to be regarded as ransom money (1!l!l).44 

In Bretz Hemd4h,40 he mentions a rabbinic explanation of a non
halachic matter togethet with one from the Kuzari as if they had 
eq�al weight. Malbip,'s. theoretical recognition of the primacy of 
the simple interpretation is present . in his Artzot HaHayym, as 
well, •• although we shall later see that Malbim often lost sight 
of the simple meaning completely and indulged in the most fanciful 
homilies in his commentary. 

We must now examine a vitally important question with regard 
to Malbim's biblical exegesis, and that is the extent of his familiar
ity :with biblical criticism, both historical and textual. Probably 
the most significant passage in Ma!bim' s writings which deals with 
higher criticism is in his introduction to P1alrm. Here, he confesses 
chat certain psalms were wri= unde� divine inspiration as late as 
the tim_e of Cyrus and tries to adduce Talmudic authority for a similac 
opinion. He adds that he' admits tlus "to remove from m the arguments 
of 5foffers who ask how it is possible that in the time of David, when 
the monarchy was still powerful, Israel was on its land, and the decree 
was • not yet made, that tj,.e priests shouid have sung about the 
end of the monarch}' and the .exile in the time of Zedekiah.''. Mal-
1;,im, in other words, is willing to grant a small concession in order 
to strengthen the foundations of the faith; he is attempting to show 
that the divine inspiration of P1aJ,m can be defended without far
fetched reasoning that insists upot_i Davidic authorship. 

Malbim, however, always had a double audience in mind, and 
to his orthodox readers he supplied the necessary far-fetched reason
ing. The Bible, he explains, traditionally has four levels of meaning 
(pe1hat, remez, dertJJh, wd.. [or Kabbalah, as he puts it] known as 
PaRDeS) and· as· many as· seventy different valid interpretations 
(niin, O'l!) ·'V). Malbim - is interpreting according to the simple 
meaning, but the traditional view may be correct on some other 
level. Here he. is in · seJSious logical .difficulty. -The principle of 
PaRDeS makes sense in some areas of exegesis; an author, especially 
if. that . author is. God, . cap. intelld to s:onvey various nuan<;es and 
even Jeveis of' niearlirl'g. '·B'ut lt

. 
makes little s� in this case. Even 
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if "the Torah has seventy faces," how can both David and a priest 
of Cyrus' time have written the same Psalm? Malbim was quite aware 
of this difficulty and suggests that the Psalm may have been written 
early, transmitted secretly by a few select individuals, and _finally 
made public in the time of Cyrus. While this is hardly derash, 
remez or sod, it is an interesting attempt to solve a problem which 
obviously petplexed Malbim and troubled him considerably.47 

A striking parralel to this reasoning, one, in fact, which may have 
influenced Malbim, is found in an article by S. D. Luzatto on 
Isaiah published much before Malbim wrote his introduction to 
Psalms.•• Luzzatto, in defending the unity of Isaiah, wrote, "Those 
prophecies which refer to the distant future Isaiah did not proclaim 
publicly . . .  but he wrote them down to be preserved for future 
generations." 

It is significant that Malbim scarcely mentions the critical dissec

tion of Isaiah and Clertain.l y does not enter into a careful polemic 
against it. That he knew about it is clear from his introduction 
to Ezekiel where he says, "This well ( of Ezekiel's words) . . . has 
been left undisturbed by the commentators and critics of the last 
generation, unlike the books of Isaiah and Job and other wells of 
holy water which come from the sanctuary which they have 
disturbed; and some of rhem have come to Marah and thrown in 
their trees and made the water bitter, while others closed up the 
wells and filled them with dust." He was well aware of the 
critical approach to the Song of Songs as well, and writes in his 
commentary, "You see that God. . . has closed the eyes of some 
of the commentators and translators of the German Bibles . . . who 
have profaned the sanctity of this song, for they have explained it 
according to its outer form, according to its husk, and have con
sidered it like the song of a harlot . . . They liave therefore cut 
it iri pieces and torn it to shreds . . . and considered it a combination 
of many songs - a wine song, a song of friendship, a song ·of 
Spring, a song for the dance, etc."49 In the case of Job, it is fairly 
clear that Malbim believed it was written by Moses, for he says 
in his introduction, 11Its value, order, character, and wisdom are 
evidence that there is divine wisdom in it and that it was composed 
through divine inspitation by a man unique in the history of Israel 
(lmr.,::i ?N"IW':! cp' N? ll"N)." 

In the case of Isaiah and the· Son!{ of Songs, it was religiously 
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crucial to reject higher criticism. In Job, Malbim thought the 
objective evidence to be clearly in favor of traditional views. His 
general feeling was, as he relates at the end of his introduction to 
Joshua, that recent commentators had either repeated what had 
already been done before or had gone dangerously astray. In the 
one case where the core of the significant religious assertion could 
be preserved even after the acceptance of certain critical conclusions 
and where the objective evidence favored such conclusions - the 
case of Psalms - we see Malbim torn by a number of opposing 
forces: his desire to show that one did nor require far-fetched 
reasoning to affirm divine inspiration, his adherence to tradition, 
his orthodox audience, his common sense. He finally arrived at an 
unoriginal but instrnctive compromise trying to preserve all elements 
and satisfy all his readers. 

Malbim's position on textual criticism is wholly negative. It 
may even be probable that his opposition to lower criticism caused 
him to adopt a position which profoundly affected his most basic 
exegetical method. In his introduction to Jeremiah, he carries on a 
polemic against Abravanel who had dated criticize the stylistic skill 
of the prophet. Malbim maintains that God dictated the specific 
language of each prophet word for word, for if we do not affirm 
this and assume instead the fallibility of the prophet in transmitting 
the content of his prophecy then we are opening the door to an 
unusual sort of lower ctiticism (stylistic improvement rathet than 
restoration of a corrnpt text) . "Then," writes Malbim, "a person 
would dare to add and subtract from Holy Writ according to his 
stylistic preference, and the holy books will be like an open, un
walled city which 'little foxes that destroy vineyards' would enter 
to damage and destroy . .. And we are commanded not to change 
even one letter." In his introduction to Leviticus, Malbim refers to 
those who gathered at Brunswick as "little foxes " bent on destruc
tion, a parallel which indicates that he is not merely referring to a 
theoretical danger here but was quite well aware of the growing 
tendency toward conjectural emendation even, to a limited extent, 
in a man as religious as Luzzatto. He may have felt that by raising 
the sanctity of each prophetic word to that of the Pentateuch itself 
he would prevent this tendency. Luzzatto, for example, did not 
emend Pentareuchal passages. In light of this conviction, the prin
ciples he laid down in his commentary to Isaiah that prophetic 
writings can contain no redundancy or superfluity in style takes on 
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new meaning, for the style too is not the prophet's but ·God 's. Thus, 
in an indirect and perhaps subsidiary way his reaction against lower 
criticism is responsible for the principles underlying a major part 
of his exegetical works. 

Malbim, as we have seen, maintained that his sole quest was 
for the simple meaning. Yer, despite Hitschfeld's request and 
despite his own resolution, he very often lapses into a homiletical 
excursus. T01'ah Or is replete with them, but there they are at least 
labeled. In Hdl'orah VehaMitz11ah (the commentary proper) as 
well, we find him explaining that land cannot be sold forever 
because the human soul is merely sojourning on earth.•• This sort of 
lapse is excusable and even welcome because of its brevity and 
beauty, and it justifies Glicksburg's comment that Malbim introduced 
some very appealing horniletical ideas into his commentary which 
do not stray too far from the plain meaning." 

There are instances, however, where the homiletical passage 
is longer and flagrant! y violates the plain meaning of the text. In 
Artzot HaShalom, Malbim explained that the true test of Abraham 
was not in the command to sacrifice his son but rather in the 
second command - to spare him! The rest was to discover whether 
Abraham would feel the joy that a father naturally experiences 
when his son is saved or whether his only joy would be that of 
fulfilling "a positive commandment " ( i1lt')) nl::Ct:>). The latter was 
true, and Abraham thus passed the test. This explanation is 
repeated at length in the commentary to Genesis and in Bretz 
H emdah. •• The dehumanization of Abraham had its precedents -
in Abravanel, for example, upon whom Malbim often relies heavily, 
Abraham begs God for permission to sacrifice Isaac - but Malbim 
completes his interpretation with the following far-fetched exegesis 
of Gen. 22.12 ( "And thou hast not withelc[ thy son, thine only 
son, from Me") : "Thou hast witheld" him "not" because he is 
"thy son, thine only son" but only because you heard a command 
"from Me." This type of interpretation is, unfortunately, not rare 
in Malbim's commentaries.•• 

We have seen, then, that Malbim's entire commentary was a 
reaction to the developing world of haskalah and reform. It was 
the work of a inan who wanted to fight these tendencies with their 
own tools arid to prove that a proper understanding of the texts 
refutes almost all • the major conclusions of both historical and 
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textual criticism. But the task of ttying to completely satisfy his 
extremely orthodox audience and to employ fully the tools of 
niodetn linguistics and research was a task too great even for a 
man with as fine a mind as Malbim. Hence the numerous short
c6mings of a work which is, nevertheless, a valiant and valuable 
effort to accomplish a monumental task. 

After this disrussion of Malbim's attitude toward the Haskalah, 
biblical criticism, and reform in his great works of scholarship, 
we can now turn to his position on some more practical matters. 

The two most important political developments among Jews 
during Malbim's lifetime were emancipation and the rise of proto
Zionist activity. His practical attitude toward emancipation is not 
quite clear, although we know of his opposition to government
sponsored schools. One fact, however, is clear and instructive. Mal
bim succeeded in placing emancipation within the framework of a 
religious philosophy of history. "In this exile, " he writes, "and 
especially in the last generation, many states have given Jews the 
rights of citizens (Burge"echt), and their fortune and honor have 
risen to the extent that there is no difference between the period 
of exile and the time of redemption except observance of the 
commandments connected with the land of Israel and the Temple. 
Why has God done that in this last generation?" The answer: it 
is a test to determine whether the desire to return to the land of 
Israel and to repent is based only upon suffering. If the Jews are 
wise, they will not be sati sfied with the temporal good to be obtained 
in exile; if they are foolish and remain content, God may leave 
them in exile indefinitely." Thus, emancipation is the final, crucial 
test for the Jewish people, and it is a test Malbim expected them 
to pass. For in his commentary on Daniel he calculates that the 
complete redemption will cake place in 1927-28; thus, according 
to the Zohar in Shemot, "an awakening for' redemption" should 
begin in 1867-68. Malbim expected just such an awakening. 

The awakening that did take place was proto-Zionist agitation 
for a retutn to Palestine. Chaim Heshel Braverman, in Knesset 
Yisrael of 1888,"" writes as follows of Malbim's attitude toward 
this movement: "Malbim was a true lover of Zion . . .  who approved 
of the intention of the 'Lovers of Zion ' (11'� ,:i,:i,,n) . . .  to trans
port a number of Jews who find it extremely difficult to make a 
living . . . to the desolate land of our fathers, to develop and till 
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its soil and take bread out of our fatherland that has remained 
as a living widow for two thousand years." It is particularly 
interesting that Malbim, in a number of passages, emphasizes his 
belief that the redemption will take place in stages, the first stage 
expressing itself in a state with only a small amount of power.•• 
Malbim's nationalistic feelings left little room for universalism, 
and even the book of Jonah and a verse like Amos 9.7 are inter
preted - in the latter case with total disregard for the plain 
meaning" - in a manner not at all complimentary toward Gentiles. 

In other practical matters of less significance we find Malbim 
defending old customs which had been ridiculed by maskilim. He 
defends, for example, the method of arranging marriages in which 
bride and groom do not see each other till the wedding. His 
defense is based first on biblical precedent ( Isaac and Rebecca) , 
but he then adds the following psychological observation: 
"According to the modern custom, children learn to show each 
other love which does not exist in real life but only in parables 
and stage performances; therefore, when they later discover that 
they deceived each other, their love cools off unril it might dissolve 
into nothingness."58 Thus, Malbim defends a much-attacked custom 
not only on the basis of the Bible, but on grounds that no maskil 
could challenge: the perpetuation of love. The conservatism in 
dress which characterizes nineteenth century orthodoxy is reflected 
in Malbim, •• yet in his commentary to Orab Hayyim he defends 
the opinion of R. Solomon Luria that covering the head is a sign 
of special piety and not a legal requirement.•• 

At this point, it should be mentioned at least in passing that 
Malbim studied kabbalah from his youth, but he was opposed to 
the Hasidic movement, an opposition which caused him serious 
trouble in at least two towns where he was Rabbi.61 Maiman 
maintains that Malbim eventually became mote sympathetic to 
Hasidism,62 but this never became very apparent. 

Finally, we must examine Malbim's secular knowledge in 
philosophy, science, and history - and discover how he used this 
knowledge in his wcirks. 

Malbim's early education, under R. Moshe Halevi Hurwitz, 
included the classics of medieval Jewish phi!osophy.63 Later he 
was to write a commentary on Behinat Olam and a treatise of 
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more than one hundred pages on the principles of logic. Malbim 
insisted on the validity of logical and philosophical reasoning 
and argued against the contrary claims of skeptics. He writes in 
his treatise on logic that the first step in philosophy is "to clarify 
the fact that it is in our power to attain knowledge through syl
logistic reasoning . . . for the Skeptics denied this, and decided that 
a man cannot deduce matters through scientific reasoning but only 
through sense-perception and common sense. And for this a special 
study is needed called a critique of pure reason_"64 Malbim, then, 
maintained the possibility of reaching fairly certain conclusions in 
philosophical discourse. 

This certainly is reflected in metaphysical questions taken up by 
Malbim in his other works. Knowing of Kant, Malbim nevertheless 
considers the belief in God to be philosophically demonstrable 
through the argument from design_ He says, in fact, that it is 
almost impossible to conceive of "a fool who could think that the 
world came about by chance."65 Occasionally Malbim displays an 
exaggerated feeling of certainty even when his argument is not 
particularly convincing. He writes, for example, in his discussion 
of God's reply to Job, that it is a "foolish question" ( n'l:lD i1'1Kto) 
to ask why God created predatory animals, because it would not be 
in accordance with God's glory to create "only worms and ants. 
His glory is shown by the fact that there are powerful animals . . .  
which He subdues with His might." Sometimes, on the other hand, 
Malbim argues against non-believers by insisting upon the limita
tions of human knowledge: "Do you know God, and do you 
weigh your knowledge on the same scales as His?"67 

Malbim, though he read modem philosophers, was completely im
mersed in the problems of medieval philosophy in general and medi
eval Jewish philosophy in particular. He discusses hylic matter and 
the question of man's soul whether it is one with three functions or 
whether there a.re distinct souls;•• he constantly operates with the 
Nachmanidean concept of the hidden miracle;" he deals with the 
opinion that angels "are made up of matter and form, their matter 
sometimes being of fire and sometimes of air, as is the opinion of Ibn 
Ezra, the Kuzttri, and Ibn Gabirol ";76 he accepts the idea that Jews are 
uniquely receptive to divine inspiration ('P?Ki1 )'ll)i1) straight out 
of the Kuzttri;" he frequently discusses man as a microcosm (C'lll) 
)l!lp) and the world as a large man; 72 he accepts the opinion that 
elemental fire is dark. 73 
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Malbim often opposes Maimonides in philosophical matters, 
though he occasionally comes to his defense.74 Malbim maintains, 
against Maimonides, that man is the prupose of all creation; 75 he 
opposes Maimonides on prophecy in two major areas;76 most 
important, he maintains that modern logic has re-established the 
philosophic probability of r:rel1Jio ex nihito.'1 This assertion is 
repeated in his commentary on Exodus18 with an argwnent that is 
most interesting in the age of the controversy over Darwin: "I 
chink that the principal testimony for ex niliho is the fact that 
we see that for thousands of years no new species has been added 
to the world, while according to those who believe in the eternity 
of the world, it would be necessary that new creatures appear from 
time to time as they did in the past." Here is another example of 
Malbim's philosophical certainty in complicated matters. 

The philosophical know ledge that Malbim possessed was put to 
use for ethical and exegetical pruposes as well as for philosophical 
ones. He explains, for example, that success or suffering in this 
world is not very important and scarcely even exists, for it is 
predicated upon things which are merely contingent and haven't 
any necessary, intrinsic existence, "as has been explained in philoso
phy."79 Malbim explains the Talmudic statement that the Septuagint 
began, "God created in the beginning" by saying that since the 
Greeks believed in the eternity of the world, the biblical order could 
have been misunderstood as implying hylic matter co-existent with 
God. •0 This is a remarkably perceptive comment by a person who 
did not even know the philosophical uses of the Greek ,:rche. 

Malbim's knowledge of the sciences, particulady astronomy, 
was extensive if not systematic. His major use of science, as we 
have by now learned to expect, is in the service of religion. He 
shows, for example, chat it is implied in Genesis that the sun, 
already created as a sphere, was invested with light • by God on the 
fourth day. He continues: "Scientists have all been confused as to 
the light which comes from the sun and why its source is not 
depleted. Actually, its source can never be depleted, for it comes 
from the hidden light that has no end."81 Malbim refutes an 
interpretation of Abravanel with a refutation based on the modern 
sciences,82 yet he seems to have believed in celestial intelligences.• • 
H, expresses belief in astrology in many passages, though in others 
the belief is qualified or denied,•• and in one place implies chat he 
might believe in alchemy.•• He uses his scientific knowledge 
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extensively for biblical exegesis;88 occasionally, however, his infor. 
mation is very dubious, and he relies on as old a source as Shevilei 
Emunah for medical information. 87 

This knowledge of science impelled Malbim to engage in natura• 
listic interpretations of some miracles. The fact that the rainbow 
was not seen before the flood, a problem that disturbed R. Saadyah 
Gaon and Nachmanides, is given a scientific explanation by Mal
bim.88 So, too, he gives a scientific analogy to Abraham's seeing 
of stars during the day.•• 

Despite his extensive scientific knowledge, and despite his 
assertion that it is not the purpose of the Torah to teach science,"0 

Malbim insists that the Rabbis had literally superhuman knowledge 
of scientific facts. "Although the power of inquiry is insufficient to 
clearly ascertain the nature of that thin air ( of the upper atmo
sphere), still the Rabbis, who viewed, through the holy spirit 
( tuipn nii:i.) places that investigation cannot reach, told us .. .''91 
When Malbim was younger, he was critic�d in a letter by R. 
Ephraim Horowitz of Volochisk for implying that in a rabbinic dispute 
one opinion was that what we now call the Western Hemisphere 
is unpopulated. R. Ephraim exclaims, "Even if the Gentile scholars 
erred, is the Jewish people like all nations? ! "  Malbim answers by 
pointing out that in every dispute one opinion is erroneous; however, 
in deference to the principle that there must be an element of 
truth in both views (tl"i1 tl'P?K 'i:l.1 i,Ki i?K), he constructs a 
defense for the other opinion as well.92 Thus, we see that there were 
powerful social as well as intellectual pressures upon Malbim to 
defend the scientific infallibility of the Rabbis. 

Malbim read historical works as well, particularly on ancient 
history. He knows that early civilizations sprung up near rivers•• 
and indicates a familiarity with mythology and ancient idolatory.•·• 
Occasionally, he is somewhat credulous in historical matters, but he 
certainly read a great deal in the field. 

It is clear, then, that Malbim's secular knowledge was quite 
extensive, and he put it to use for his central goal, the defense of 
his tradition. 

We have seen that Malbim did not reject the pursuit of philo• 
sophy, the sciences, and other intellectual endeavors, although he 
was wary of including them in elementary education. He believed 
in haskalah in hi� own way. What he did oppos,,, hov,ever, -was 
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what he considered the perversion of intellect that led to the anti
religious manifestations of the enlightenment This feeling was 
strengthened by his position on the ability of the intellect to 
attain philosophical certainty. 

Malbim could never have exercised the influence he did without 
his secular learning, for his life's work expressed itself in the use of 
science, logic, philosophy, grammar, and poetry to further and 
defend religion. This use, however, is often uncritical, because 
Malbim is caught in the dilemma of trying to satisfy completely 
his own orthodoxy and his orthodox readers and yet remain within 
the framework of secular scholarship. Given the approach of many 
of his readers on the infallibility of the Rabbis in all areas, this 
was an impossible task. Malbim himself often gets carried away by 
homilies and loses sight of his resolution to approach texts in a 
straightforward manner. 

Still, Malbim is a fascinating example of a brilliant individual 
who could not close his eyes to the Haskalah and to secular 
]earning and who was yet unwilling to compromise his orthodoxy 
by one jot or tittle. His solution was to use his learning to defend 
religion, a solution which gained him enormous influence and which, 
whatever its failings, was a courageous effort to turn two worlds 
into one. 

N O T E S  

The following abbreviations are used in the notes: 
Ar. H. = Artzol HaH.ayyim, a commenwy to Orab Ht>yyim, 

divided into M.L. = HaMei, Le,Aretz and E. Y. = Bretz Yehudah. 
Ar. Sh. = Artzot HaShalom, a homiletical work. 
Com. = Commentary. 
EH. = Bretz Hemdah, comments on the Pentateuch. 
T.O. = Torah Or, notes, often homiletical, to HaTorah VehaMitzvah, 

the commentary to the Pentateuch. 
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2. Quoted by Isaac Danzig in his Alon Bachut, Eve/ K@ed 'al HaRav 
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S. Manuscript notes published in E.H. on Deul,, p. 170. 
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32: Ar. Sb., ·sermon III, p. 18a. 
33.· Com. to Gen. }. i6-17. 
34. Pp. "59-62, 73-75. -
35. Introduction to •Ar: Sh., pp. 3a-b: wv,y R> , • •  ! n'ny ny,,n •01• 7M. 

nnn 1wy1 iwK c,wYllil 7:, mt ,::::i::::i7 nKi n�i,n ,,,m t517n:i 1K • • •  i11)11W ?:, 
#mK1 :i:,v,x, . . .  n,, ,i;, 1::i!ln i'zix :"O!l:-n:i;r ;:, iix, TDnwn. 

36. ·so/,; 'HaMea� Vl, pp. 109-11(_). 
37.' Ihtt6duction to Isaiah: 
38. lnfioduc'tion to Lev. 
39. <:om. to uv., Tam'a no. 17: 

... ,,,,, iW1n flK nni!l. 
46.' Cam: . io -1ev., VaY;k:ra, no. 152; Qedoshim no. 40. 
41. 12. 22-23. 
42.'Convto:Deu1."t4. ·1. 
43': ··Coni,;-·to Ddtlt. t6: 15. 
44: <'llln.' to' w(Bmor· lio. '249 . . .  · -
45. Gen.,:•.rJ,: 55, ; ,,:,,, • • • · ' • 

. .. ·. 
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46. Ar. H. on Orab Hayyim I. 6, Ml. no. 73: • •nln)- M")l:1' rill:l·l"11• 
.,,,,na 7iil pi Kim .,,nK 7iil: Cf. aJso, .. the 'introductory comment 

. of Rabbi Moses Sofer: ,., aM�> c•li,;>1 .,�wa 'l,K ·>Y C"Ul c,,�a. 
•i,aia ,ig,ca ,,,� K> ,mm. 

47. Following are selections from this passage: my� ii•,yc ,u, •nln,i. 
w,,,n ,,, 'ti�, n,,n, C'lD tl'Yltu ,:, 10,1e i1li?:lR u'mc: D?'IK .. . .  C'l'Y'm., 
wn . . .  c,,iitu0:n C'K':u:t mn0::2 ,1:11 JD n7Krr c,,u:)mi1 ;:, ,.mp:n . n:l,m 
iit.llU TKl ,Y1tli1 � ,::i,n Nl'W' ny ,, ,,, ,,, n,,n ,�mt ,,:,, D'l1C'Sl D'f1l1 
•ci >ipl. 

48. Kerem Hemed VII. Reprinted in Mehqersi HaY ahlKUII, Vol. I, 
part 2. The relevant passage is on p. 30. 

49. "HeHarash VehaMasger," an epilogue to the commentary on 
Song of Songs, vol. II (Jerusalem, 1956 ed. of Malbim), p. 1730. 

50. Com. on Lev., Behar no. 39. 
51. HaDerashah BeYisrael, p. 406. 
52. Ar. Sh., Sermon II, p. 14a; Com. to Gen. 22. 12; R H. on Gen., 

'p. 69. 
53. a., for example, his almost incredible explanatioo of Numbers 

11. - 5. 
54. Notes published in R H. to De,,I., p. 173. It should, however, 

be noted that the implication concerning indefinite exile is 
questionable, because in many passages Malbim -says that the 
final date cannot be delayed. 

55. Sefer 3, p. 212. 
56. Com. to Micah 4. 8 and see Malbim' s own references there. 

Pointed out by Ephraim Wites, Evel Y ahid, pp. 44-45. 
57. Com. to Amos 9. 7: c,-,,o, .Cl'l1'1tD Ci1'D "tl:"tv'l:I 'l�.; ,i,, tl'1nl'l1i •DnK .. 

,,nv,, nK x,a. ar, :,,,n lt':m, . .. cnx p .. . c,,y m,mv ••y . .. i•cn 
, , . ?KilO' nN ,n,7Yil1 D"iltlii DY Dl'l:iiynn N7'1 , , , "D,,V-l r,K1' ,,n,;,;i 
t il'�n:i .,,,p� c,x, "'Y'll'ID�I)... ('n',Y:1) 4:l'l'ltt?D. ,:.,,, 7::i.K 

58. Com. to De,,;. 24. 1. 
59. Com. to Gen. 48. 8-9. 
60. Ar. H. on Orab H,r;y;m VIII. 2, E. Y. no. 4; on II. 6, M. L. 

no. 43. 
61. Maggid - Steinschneider, Ir Vuna, p. 234 note. Also Macht, of>. c#., 

p. 12. 
62. Sare; HaMeah IV, p. 177. Malbim even wrote a treatise on 

kabbaJah called c•ino n?l.� (not c•,no n,,io as Macht quotes it). 
63. Macht, of>. cit., p. 5. 
64. Y esode; Hokhmat HaH;ggayon, p. 95. Occasionally, Malbim uses 

technical ptinciples of this treatise in his commentaries. Cf. 
Deut. 4. 32. 

65. Com. to Gen. l. 1. a. also Ar. Sh. pp. 43b-44a for a more 
elaborate philosophical discussion. Also E. H. on Gen., p, 15. 

66. Com. to Job, 40. 7. 
67. Ar. Sh., Sermon 5, p. 25a. 
68. Com. to Gen., 2. 7. 
69. Com to Gen. 17. 3; Exod. 3. 13, 6, 2; Deul. 3. 24 and f>asnm, 
70. Com. to Gen, 18. 3. 
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71: Com.. to ExDd. 19. 1. 
72. Com. to Lev., Qedoshim no. 2; Com. to Psalms 104. 1 and passim. 
73. Com. to Dent. 4. 11. Cf. Nachmanides at the beginning of Gen,m. 
74. Cf. com. to Exodus 20.2 for a defense of Maimonides against an 

important criticism by Crescas. 
75. E.H. on Ge,.,, p. 12. 
76. E.H. on Exod., pp. 10-11. 
77. E.H. • on Gen., p. 17. 
78. 20.8. 
79. Com. to Psalms 73.20. 
80. E.H. on Gen., p. 5. 
81. Com. to Gun. 1.14. 
82. Com. to Gen. 1.1 and 6. 
83. Com. to Psalms 89.3. 
84. Belief: Com. to Gen. 12.1, 15.5 and elsewhere. Qu""ification, 

doubt or denial: Com. to Dent. 4.19 and especially com. to Job, 
inttod. to chs. 4 and 6. 

85. -ER. to Gen., p. 25. 
86. Cf. com. to Gen. 1.6 ( on electricity and the attnosphete) ,  1.25, 

3.1; E.H. on Gen., p. 15 (on gravity) and elsewhere. 
87. 'A/eh uTerufah, a commentary on ch. 4 of Hilchot Deot, pub. 

in E.H. on Number,; p. 62. Cf. com. to Gen. 6.1 and 30.1 for 
dubious information. 

88. Com. to Gen. 9. 13. 
89. Com. to Gen. 15. 11: 
90. T. 0., note 2 to Gen. ·l. 1. 
91. Com. to Gen. 1. 6. 
92. Letter published as epilogue to Ar. H. 
93. Com. to Gen. 2. 10. 
94. Com. to Gen. 4. 22, where he makes a statement that anticipates 

the methodology of Cassutto and Kaufmann; Gen. 6. 2, 4; 
Exod. 2. 23; Isaiah 9. 7; E. H. on Gen., p. 59. 
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