Meet and Greet the Exegete
Ibn Ezra — Does What the Rabbis Say Ever Matter?

R. Abraham ben Meir ibn Ezra was born in Islamic Spain, in Tudela (1089), and he died circa
1164 (apparently in London) . A versatile scholar, his influence was felt widely both during his
lifetime and after his death. He was a poet, grammarian, Biblical commentator, philosopher,
translator, astronomer and physician. He spent the first fifty years of his life in Spain and North
Africa, and the rest of his life, from 1140 onwards, he wandered throughout Europe, mainly in
Italy, but also in France, England, and other places. His biblical commentary explains the text
according to its plain meaning. This commentary is famous for its concise style and its linguistic
orientation. It includes the views of leading scholars who were contemporaries of the author,
though ibn Ezra frequently disputes them. He also polemicized against various heretics.

1. lggeret Hashabbat

It was mid Friday night, the fourteenth day of the month of Tevet, in the year 4919. I,
Abraham the Spaniard, known as “Ibn Ezra,” was in one of the cities of the island that is called
“Edge of the Earth,” which is in the seventh zone of the inhabited zones of the earth. I was asleep
and my sleep was sweet to me. | dreamt that what appeared to be a man stood before me with a
sealed letter in his hand. He spoke up and said to me: “Take this letter that the Sabbath sends
you.” I prostrated myself and bowed before God and I blessed the God who gave us the Sabbath
for honoring me so. | took hold of the letter with both my hands and my hands dripped with
myrrh. | read the letter and it was sweet as honey to my mouth. However, as | read the last lines
my heart became agitated and my soul almost failed me. | asked the one who stood before me:
“What is my iniquity and what is my sin? From the day that | knew the revered God who created
me, and | learned his commandments, | have always loved the Sabbath. | would go out to greet
her with a full heart even before she arrived, and | would send her forth when she departed with
joy and song. Who among her servants is as faithful as I[? Why did she send me this letter?” It
read as follows:

“I am Sabbath, the crowned law for the dear ones, fourth of the Decalogue. | am a sign of
an eternal covenant between God and his children. With me the Lord concluded all of his
tasks, as it is written in the first of the books. Manna did not fall on the Sabbath day in
order that | serve as a sign for forebearers. |1 am a joy for those living on earth and
tranquility for those who dwell in graves. | am a pleasure for both male and female; old
and young rejoice in me. Mourners do not mourn in me nor eulogize the death of the
righteous. Male-servant and maid-servant find quiet in me, and the strangers who are
within the gates. All domesticated animals rest, as horses, donkeys and oxen. Every
intelligent person sanctifies me over wine, the lowly perform the Havdala service as do
Nazarites. Gates of understanding exist on any day, but on my day a hundred gates are
opened. My day is honored by not traveling, seeking one’s needs, nor speaking words. |
protected you all the days so that you would carefully observe me from the days of your
youth. In your old age a fault has been found in you, for books were brought into your
house in which is written to profane the seventh night. How do you remain silent and not
vow to compile letters of truth and send them in all directions.”

The messenger of the Sabbath responded and said to me: “She was told that yesterday
your students brought books of Biblical exegesis into your house in which is written to violate



the Sabbath. Therefore, gird yourself on behalf of the Sabbath’s honor to fight the Torah’s battle
with Sabbath’s enemies. Do not favor any person.” | awoke with my spirit pounding within me
and my soul very troubled. | arose and my anger burned within me. I dressed, washed my hands,
and took the books outside to the moonlight. There was written the following interpretation for
the verse “there was evening and there was morning” (Genesis 1:5): “With dawn of the second
day one full day ended, for nighttime follows daytime.”

I almost tore my garment and also that commentary, saying: “It is better to violate one
Sabbath so that Israel will not violate many Sabbaths, if they should see this evil interpretation.
We would also all be a mockery and a scorn in the eyes of the uncircumcised.” However, due to
the honor of the Sabbath I restrained myself.

| vowed that | would not allow sleep for my eyes after the conclusion of the holy day
until I wrote a lengthy letter explaining when the Torah’s day begins, thereby removing a
stumbling block, a snare and a trap. For all of Israel, both the Pharisees and the Sadducees
(Karites), know that the only reason for writing the portion of Creation relating God’s actions
each day is so that adherents of the Torah will know how to observe the Sabbath. They should
rest as revered God rested, counting the days of the week. Now, if the sixth day ended with the
morning of the seventh day, we should observe the following night. This interpretation will
mislead all of Israel, those in the east and those in the west, those near and those far, both the
living and the dead. God should avenge the Sabbath from one who believes this disturbing
interpretation. The tongue of one who reads it aloud should cleave to his palate. Also, the arm of
the scribe who writes this commentary to Scripture should wither and his right eye weaken.

2. Ibn Ezra’s introduction to the Torah
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Five ways that people understand the Torah.
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The first way is long and wide, used by many of our generation. And if the truth is like a dot in a
circle, this is a wide line that goes around the dot. This is the way that many great ones went,
they are the sages of the schools in among the Ishmaelites, like Rav Yitzchak who wrote two
books on the first chapter of Genesis, and still didn’t finish... On this path is Rabbi Saadia Gaon
who on his explanation of Genesis 1:14 brought in external ideas... One who wants to learn
external wisdom, should read the books of the men of understanding.
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The second way is chosen by the twisted ones, some of them Jews, that believe they are standing
on the point itself, but they don’t even know where it is. This is the method of the Sadducees. ..
Everyone says whatever they want about the verses, and even when it comes to laws. ... For you
will not find a single law explicated completely in the Torah. | can mention one obvious one,
such as eating on Yom Kippur, or Chametz on Pesach, or resting on the 7w day, sacrifices,
sukkah, shofar — there is nowhere in the Torah the laws of the calendar and how months are
established... All of these laws require traditional understanding.
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The third way is darkness, and that is outside of the circle... they believe that the Torah and laws
are all metaphoric. 1 will not address them at length, for they are mistaken of heart. The one
thing that they have correct is that anything, a big mitzva or a small one, is weighed in the heart,
for a person has wisdom in his heart. And if reason cannot support a matter, or it is contradictory,
then one should seek out what is hidden, for the Torah was not given to one without
understanding... But anything that reason does not contradict, we will understand it as it is
written... for example, circumcising flesh and the foreskin of the heart.
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The fourth way is close to the point, and many chase after it. This is the way of the Sages in the
Greek and Edomite lands. They don’t look to weigh the ideas, they just rely on the collections of
Midrashim like Lekach Tov and Or Eynayim. And, now that these books have been written,
why should we write them again? ... Ultimately, there is no end to the amount of drash one can
give.
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The fifth way, this is the basis on which I write before God, only Him I will fear and I won’t
favor anyone in Torah. | will search well the explanation of very word with all my strength, and
I will explain to my best ability every word in the first place you find it. Like the word
“heavens” will be found on verse 2. I will not give explanations for the mesoret, why one word is
written with a letter or without it, for all those explanations are drash. Because the truth is that
sometimes it is written in long form and sometimes in short form... and the drash never pushes
away the peshat, for there are 70 faces to the Torah. Just when it comes to the laws, if we find
two explanations for the first, one is like the Sages who were all righteous, we will rely on the,



without concern. God forbid that we mix with the Sadducees, who say that the Sages contradict
the text and its explanation. Rather, our predecessors were true, and all their words were true,
and the true Lord God should guide his servant on the way of truth.

Example of Halacha
3. Ibn Ezra to Exodus 13:9
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There are those who dispute our holy ancestors, and say that it means to be a sign and a
reminder... However, this is an incorrect approach. For at the beginning of the book of Proverbs
it states “The Proverbs of Solomon.” Behold everything mentioned in the book is a prover. But,
the doesn’t say that it is a proverb, God forbid. Itis as it is and we will not remove it from its
peshat. For its literal meaning doesn’t contradict any logical principle, as is the case for “and you
shall circumcise the foreskin of your hearts” the understanding of which needs to be adjusted.
And, Rabbi Moshe HaKohen writes that “hand” in the Torah is the left hand, as it says “My hand
established the land, my right hand creaed the heavens.” And “her hand reached for a peg [her
right hand for a workman’s hammer].” The traditions are strong and they don’t need
fortification.

Example against Midrash
4. 1bn Ezra to Genesis 46:23
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There are those that say that the number 70 is a rounder number than 69. And, this is a mistake
because it also counts 33 as the numbers of children of Leah, when it actually is 32.
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According to the midrash, Yocheved was born in between the walls. And this is wonderous,
why doesn’t the Torah mention this miraculous birth that she had Moses at the age of 130. Why
would it mention Sarah giving birth at 90? And, it’s bad enough that we have poets writings
songs for Simchat Torah, “Yocheved my mother consoled me and she was 250 years old”...
What is correct in my eyes is that Jacob is included in this count, it is as if it says the numbers of
children of Leah, including Jacob, is 33. And the proof is that the Torah mentioned Jacob’s
name at the outset of the count.

Ibn Ezra’s secrets



5. Deuteronomy 1:1
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These are the words that Moses addressed to all Israel on the other side of the Jordan through

the wilderness, in the Arabah near Suph, between Paran and Tophel, Laban, Hazeroth, and Di-

zahab.

6. Rashbam there
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On the side of the Jordan — and on which side of the Jordan?
DRI PR 22AWPH 177 02V 1P RITW LTI 1 PRIWY 12 VAW D272 XD XITW 1777 12V IR - 72712
ORI 12 P 277 9090 177 02V P RIT Q3L ORIW PR TEY RITW 17777 02v2 X
In the desert, on the bank of the Jordan facing the desert in which the Israelites had spent the last
40 years, which is known as the “other side of the Jordan” to people in Israel, but not considered
“the other side of the Jordan” to people who are next to Israel. For Israel is also called “The
other side of the Jordan” for people in the desert, like where Israel was.

7. 1bn Ezra to Deuteronomy 1:2
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If you understand the secret of the twelve, and also “and Moses wrote” (in 31:22) and “And the
Canaanites were then in the land” (Genesis 12:6) and “The Mountain where God is seen”
(Genesis 22:14) and “behold his bed is a bed of iron (Deuteronomy 3:11)

8. 1bn Ezra to Deuteronomy 34:1
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In my opinion, Joshua wrote from this verse on, because once Moshe ascended, he wrote nothing
further. And Joshua wrote prophetically, and proof is “God showed Moses the land” and “God
said to Moses” and “He buried him.”



