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CAN YOU ANSWER THESE QUESTIONS?
1. What wasthe name of R. Avraham |bn Ezras father?
2. How did R. Avraham ibn Ezra support himself?
3.  What works did he compose while in England?

4. Give examples of how hecriticized his
contemporaries? Why was he himself the
subject of criticism?

5. Describethelife of hisson Yitzchak?

This and much more will be addressed in the fourth lecture
of this series. "Rav Avraham ibn Ezra - The Wandering
Genius'.

To derive maximum benefit from this lecture, keep these
guestions in mind as you listen to the tape and read through
the outline. Go back to these questions once again at the
end of the lecture and see how well you answer them.

PLEASE NOTE: This outline and source book was
designed as a powerful tool to help you appreciate and
understand the basis of Jewish History. Although the
lectures can be listened to without the use of the outline, we
advise you to read the outline to enhance your
comprehension. Use it as well as a handy reference guide
and for quick review.



THE EPIC OF THE ETERNAL PEOPLE
Presented by Rabbi Shmuel Irons

Series VI Lecture #4

RAV AVRAHAM IBN EZRA - THE WANDERING GENIUS
Presented by Rabbi Shmuel Irons

l. The Spanish Period
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Also, Rabbi Y ehudah Hal evi, who drew pearls [of wisdom] and composed clear parables
and prose, [as well as] Rabbi Avraham ben Ezra who was from the group of distinguished
linguists and poets. They were both from Toledo (or Tudela) and lived afterwardsin
Cordoba. They reached the highest level of lyrical style based on the Arabic system [of
poetics]. ShirasYisrael, Rabbi Moshelbn Ezra
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... R. Yehudah HalLevi and R. Avraham ben Meir ben Ezra were all great scholars and
holy men who strengthened the hand of the Jewish people with songs and words of
comfort. Regarding these people, it is stated in Scripture: (Proverbs 10:7) The

remembrance of the righteous man should be for a blessing. Raavad - Sefer
HaKabbalah
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Rabbi Y ehudah Halevi, of blessed memory, asked me: Why does [the Ten
Commandments begin with the phrase] "I am the L-rd your G-d who took you out from
the land of Egypt" rather than, "I am the one who made Heaven and Earth, and | am the
One Who madeyou" ? Thisiswhat | repliedtohim . . . Rabbi Avraham ibn Ezra-
Commentary to Shemos 20:1
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Wandering has sapped my strength, confounded my thoughts, and has imprisoned my
mouth and tongue in chains. In my youth, long ago, | constructed poems that adorned the
necks of the Hebrews as [a beautiful] necklace. Wherever | dwelled, | composed books, |
clarified the secret lore, [and made it] like a cast mirror. If | would place my lipson
mountains and high places, it would cause horses to fly. They would run like lightening.
However, | have [now] sunk to the dust. | utter my pleato G-d from the depths.  Rabbi
Avrahamibn Ezra

. The Wandering Genius
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I, Avraham bar Meir, from a distant land, was expelled from the land of Spain by the
fury of the oppressors. These seforim [of Midrash] supported my hand through the exile
and guided me to clarify the [ssmple meaning of] Scripture in away sweeter than honey.
R. Avraham ibn Ezra - Prefaceto hiscommentary to Eichah
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Listen to the beautiful sayings of Avraham, the scribe, who wrotethemina  seferina
discerning spirit. Ben Meir, is he called; ben Ezrais his sobriquet. From his Rock, does
his soul ask for help to enlighten his darkness, to make his way successful; for he has
been left up until now like a withered leaf. He has become separated from his land, which
is Sefard [Spain], and has gone down to Rome with a confounded spirit. There he
prepared his heart to explain and articul ate [the Torah] and unto G-d does he present his
plea and to Him does he place his hope that He increase his strength, give him wisdom
and forgive him for any mistake that he makes in his commentary to Koheles. In the
name of He who has supremacy do | begin my commentary to Koheles. R. Avraham
ibn Ezrain hisintroduction to hiscommentary to Koheles
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At the end of the period [of the above mentioned scholars], that great and well known
scholar, Rav Avraham ibn Ezra, did appear. He was greater than all of themin his
understanding, his diligence by the doors [of the entrance to] wisdom and his critique of
heretical beliefsin hiswritings on Torah and Prophets. Our forefathers told us about the
great joy that filled the greats of the land [of Provence], its Chasidim and Rabbanim, to
greet him as he passed through. He began to open the eyes of those in our area. He
composed for them a commentary on the Torah and Prophets. Every place that he felt
[that Scripture alluded to] one of the great secrets, he would point it out. Sometimes he
would completely elucidate it and other times he would make [only] asmall hint, as it
was fitting. Rav Y edayah HaPenini
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Rav Avraham ibn Ezraasked . . . Rabbainu Tamreplied . . . Tosefes Rosh HaShana 13a



Series VI 4 Lecture #4

E.
OYITI PR OV 1°aR HY 11937 * PHYD ITIOWS 2TV YAR * W N33 "npaxh X0am ¢
Oy *113 HX 2N5m3 WX 0wnY * PDIR 172 IPT NI WK ¥ 0N WITR 2R 177 73
DOPORT RONY 72950 ¥ 73PN 0ARD TaV IR F 11 M3 pRn® Apys 1w 19
Qyah mnnw 1 TR0 AWK * LPDRY MINNWRI TIPRIF 0N WA O WHY IR
N7 Y7RXI YRRI? N7 N7 Y7RXI

Who brought the Frenchman (Rabbainu Tam) into the house of poetry. He has passed by
this holy place and stepped over it. To Yaakov (Tam) is poetry. It is sweet as manna. | am
the sun and the sun has warmed and melted [the manna]. Rav Avraham ibn Ezra's
reply to Rabbainu Tam

My father [teacher], [R. Avraham ibn] Ezra has [graciously] replied to the vain thoughts
which hisfriend has shared with him. | am the purchased servant of Avraham and | will
bow and prostrate myself before him.  Rabbainu Tam replying to R. Avraham ibn
Ezra

Isit right for the most esteermed member of the nation of G-d and its shepherd to lower
his head in a humiliating manner in writing. It is sacrilegious for an angel of G-d to bow
down and prostrate oneself to the likesof Balaam.  Rav Avraham ibn Ezrareplying
back to Rabbainu Tam
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And you shall make a lampstand of pure gold; of hammered workmanship shall the
lampstand be made (Shemos 25:31) | have seen seforim that were checked by the
scholars of Tiberias, that fifteen of their elders swore that they carefully looked through
each and every word and vowel three times, including every malel and chasser. Behold
[in those seforim] the word 1wy n was written with a yud. | have not found thisto be so

in the seforimin Spain, France, and England [literally acrossthe sea]. R. Avrahamibn
Ezrain hiscommentary to Shemos 25:31
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It seemsto me that Rav Avraham ibn Ezrawent to the land of Israel only after he had
composed his commentary tothe Torah ... R.Yosef b. R. Elazar (Tuv Elem), author
of the Ohel Yosef - Tzafnas Panaiach
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One of my students, who had heard that | had made these [previously mentioned]
comments regarding one of the poets, asked me to compose awork on Hebrew grammar.
The request was one that was difficult for me to comply with because | had already
composed awork on grammar in Rome, Sefer HaMoznaim. In the city of Luccal had
composed Sefer HaYesod and Sefas Yeser and in the city of Mantua | had composed Sefer
Tzachos. Hereplied [to my hesitancy] and told me that not one of those people that had
those works in his possession was willing to loan them to him. [, [unfortunately,] did not
have those works in my possession. It is my custom to write down the thoughts and ideas
that occur to me at the time of writing [without preparation]. There are also many times
that | can't free my mind of distracting thoughts [that intervene with the creative process)].
Thisistruetoday [as | write]. Because this student, [Shlomo,] pressed me, | relented and
agreed to comply to hisrequest [to write thiswork]. Preface to Rav Avraham ibn
Ezra'swork, Safah Berurah
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And Moses stretched out his hand toward heaven; and therewasathick darknessin
all theland of Egypt for threedays. (Shemos 10:22) The Egyptians themselves did not
know that three days had passed. They only became aware of that fact through the Jews,
for whom there was aways light. In the Atlantic ocean there comes a darkness that is so
thick that a man cannot tell the difference between day and night. Sometimes it can last
aslong asfive days. | was there many times [and experienced it]. R. Avraham ibn Ezra
in hiscommentary to Shemos 10:22

[1. Poverty and Indignity

A.
02 *31° 237 K2 ORI DPIW OYY ,7TP 12 NPTRI L7T XIT 0o 99% ,797 1K 097X
MWIR NRT? ,XIPM SYTI° 997 ,7790 12 597 ... .0PIYD 2wna 23 95 HY NaoT 23w

DRI YW 557 D°3IRAT D°T°0N @3RI 02120 0°n X9 X7 D°PWw2 0°0107 RN
XITY 72X O772XR 7



Series VI 6 Lecture #4

In Italy, none of the honor that is normally given to a scholar who livesin the Arab lands,
is shown to us. [Rather,] they show usdisdain (lit. make the sound of the shuruk "ooh™).
However, when a Greek grasshopper comes to them and alights and rides upon their
backs, it istreated asiif it were a giant. They denigrate Torah scholars, those that know
Scripture. For this, G-d fearing people are covered in sack cloth. How can they refer to
faithful sons, Chasdim and Geonim, as heretics, and [yet] all that hear it are quiet [and
don't respond in our defence]. R. Avraham ibn Ezra
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The heavenly sphere and the consellations strayed, to usher in my birth.
If my business were in candles, the sun would not set until | |eft earth.
However | struggle, | cannot succeed, for my stars have caused me strife.
If | were adealer in shrouds, no one would die throughout my life.
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When | cometo the patron's house early in the morning, they say, "He has already driven
away."

When | comein the evening, they say, "He has aready gone to bed, down to lay."

He either climbsinto bed or into a car.

Woe to the poor man, born without a star.

V. Family
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Theterm chanichaso refers to afamily name used as a secondary name. . . . An example

of thiswas Rabbi Avraham ibn Ezrawhose entire family was called by the name, [ibn

Ezra]. Tosefos Meseches Taanis 20b
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Someone who knows the time of conception can predict the time of birth. [Similarly,] one
who knows the time of birth, can calculate the time of conception. It was something that
the ancients tested and proved. Fivetimesdid | also test this. R. Avraham ibn Ezrain
hiscommentary to Shemos 2:2
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Yitzchak, Rav Avraham ibn Ezra's son also drew from the well springs of poetry. The
luster of the father is evident in the son's poetry. However, when he came to the lands of
the east (Baghdad) the glory of G-d did not shine upon him. He removed from himself
the precious robes of the Torah. He removed his old clothing (Judaism) and attired
himself anew (Islam). Rav Yehudah al Charizi - Tachkemoni Section 3
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Those that forsook G-d's covenant argued against me, when | went away from the
righteous covenant unto wickedness. Behold the son of Amram (Moshe), in his anger,
broke the two tablets, that were written in an awesome script. [However, you should
know that] | never ate treifa and | considered it to be an abomination and carrion. And
even though the madman [Mohammed] said that he was a prophet and | thanked him at
the beginning of every prayer, | only gaveit lip service. In my heart | responded, "Y ou
are aliar and your testimony isinvalid." | have already returned to the protection of the
wings of the Shechinaand | ask from Y ou, Oh G-d, forgiveness. R. Yitzchak ibn Ezra
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The father of the son draws close to deliver a eulogy, for G-d has distanced you from
your only son which you loved, Yitzchak. | am the man who has seen the destruction and
loss of joy. | [always] kept in mind the fruit of my innards [Yitzchak]. | never thought
[that this would happen]. | hoped that in my old age | would experience relief and
deliverance. My labor has only been in vain and | gave birth for trouble. For how can my
heart rejoice when Yitzchak has expired and died. | will continue to cry every moment
and | will raise my voice in adoleful lamentation as | recall that three years have passed
since he died in astrange land. | traveled from place to place as my soul yearned that |
bring him back to my house. Night and day do | cry for all the travails that have befallen
me. And now [do | cry for] what has happened to [my son] Yitzchak. R. Avraham ibn
Ezra

V. The Gifted Poet
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Rav Saadyah Gaon was careful not to violate any of these four principlesin histwo
prayers. Hiswork isincomparable. They are in the language of Scripture following the
grammar of the tongue without the use of riddles, parables or homiletics. . . .
Commentary of R. Avraham Ibn Ezrato Koheles5:1
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The poems of Rabbi Avrhaham Ibn Ezra are pure. They shinein the heavens. . .. The
poems of Rav Avraham Ibn Ezra provide help in time of need and bring refreshing rain in
time of drought. All of his hymns are lofty and awesome and amazing in their content.

No one has ever seen their like. He a'so composed a prayer service for Yom Kippur
which was formed with the crucible of the intellect and is engraved on the hearts. Rav
Y ehudah al Charizi - Tachkemoni Section 3

VI.  R. Avraham Ibn Ezra's Legacy

A.
10 7DD o> 2n TIY . L L IPWA YT RTY 12 ©773AX "27 597377 0N Y737 001039

TI0 TIN22 QW ID0 TIVT LAIZP 172 DOIATT DAV NIZHT YDA RN TI0° IRP
TV .0YD 901201 DY pwm NIAWNTY 50NN DWW DY 12 wbnt own
0°IDD TV .PANT OMON MAPYA o732 TP 21K NDIPa /RITY 13 0T7aR/ wITD
TIRIT PITRTN CTION D027 DY WA Anonn n oomph oonyv ona (e pITRTa
3V 71027 1901 NMAWNAT DN O°I¥P OUINR O°ID0 O3 LNPNIRT NTIX
X P97 X72WIT D73 X217 WA 1D 0TI 12 YT 7 DR 1I9XINT DR

N 1770



Series VI 9 Lecture #4

At the end of the period [of the above mentioned scholars], that great and well known
scholar, Rav Avraham ibn Ezra, did appear. . . . He also composed asmall work for them
which he called: Yesod HaMoreh which concisely discussed the rationale of the mitzvos
and makes note of their hidden meaning. He also wrote Sefer HaShem which explains the
secret of the Shem HaMeforash built upon mathematical and geometrical principals with
an eye to some of the ideas of the philosophers. R. Avraham ibn Ezra also composed
commentaries to Koheles and Job which are based upon the thinking of the rational
philosophers. He also composed works on grammar and based his reasoning for many of
the principals of grammar, vocalization, and the forms of the letters on human wisdom. In
addition he composed other small works on science, geometry, mathematics, and Sod
Halbbur, the secret of the intercalated year. Rav Y edayah HaPenini
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In the name of the great and awesome G-d, | now begin to explain the [true] explanation
of the Torah. Please, Oh G-d of my father Avraham, bestow kindness to your servant
Avraham. May the beginning of Y our words enlighten your servant, the son of your
servant Meir. From the salvation of Y our face let the help come to the son of your
maidservant who iscalled, ibn Ezra. Thisisthe Sefer HaYashar (Genesis) of Avraham
the poet. It istied together with cords of grammar. It is correct in the eyes of the
knowledgeable and happy is every one who holds her fast. The following statement is
made by the aforementioned Avraham of Sefard: The commentariesof the Torah use
oneof fivedifferent approaches ....Theangel between man and G-dishis
intelligence.

Prefaceto Rav Avraham ibn Ezra's commentary to the Torah
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Our predecessors, of blessed memory, the transmitters of the  mitzvos explained [whole]
portions of the Torah aswell asindividual verses, words and |etters, using a homiletic
approach (drush). Thisis also true of the Mishna, the Talmud, and the Braiisos. Thereis
no doubt that they knew the straight path asit [truly] is. That is why they made the
statement: A verseis never to be understood in away that contradicts its simple meaning
(Shabbos 63a). The  drash, [the homiletic explanation,] is an additional facet of
understanding. The most recent generations have made the drash the essential approach.
For example, Rabbi Shlomo (Rashi), of blessed memory, explained Tanach in a homiletic
manner, [even though] he thought that he was following the simple explanation ( peshat).
Only onetenth of one percent of the explanations contained in his works are based on the
true smple meaning of thetext.  Preface to Rav Avraham ibn Ezra's grammatical
work Safah Berurah
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The fifth approach, the explanation of the correct ssmple meaning of the text, isthe basis
of my commentary. However, regarding the explanation of the mitzvos and chukimwill |
rely upon our predecessors. According to their words will | refine the proper grammar of
our tongue. . . In those areas of Scripture that do not contain mitzvos, | will mention
those commentaries that [I consider to be] correct, whether they be from the earlier
commentators or from the latter ones. | only fear from the L-rd and | will not show favor
in explaining the Torah. | will mention at the beginning of every portion the proper
grammar of every word that contains some difficulty. Afterwards will | mention the
commentaries in order. May G-d strengthen me to complete my vow. Because the
scholars of our generation have not involved themselves with grammar, | will mention its
rules, structure, ramifications and related issues to be used as akey to opening its locked
secrets for he who has been standing by its footsteps. Preface to Rav Avraham ibn
Ezra's Shita Acheres, hisalternate commentary to Beraishis
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Not only do these [Karaim] lack understanding, for they don't have faith [in the

Mesorah,] but because of their ignorance of the rules of grammar, they tend to
misconstrue the meanings of words. In fact, in the lands from which they come, they
never even heard. [of theserules]. An example of thisisBen Zuta. In al of his
commentariesdoesheerr.  Prefaceto Rav Avraham ibn Ezra's  Shita Acheres, his
alternate commentary to Beraishis
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And if oneman’sox hurtshisfriend[’s] ox (Shemos 21:35) Ben Zuta said that the word
my1 [hisfriend] refersto afellow ox. He didn't see that the phrase WX 91w [man'sox] is
possessive. Similarly, theterm 3799 9w [friend's ox] isaso possessive. An ox has no
friend with the single exception of Ben Zuta. Rav Avraham ibn Ezra - Shemos 21:35
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These are the kings [of Edom] (Beraishis 36:31). There are those that say that this verse
was written as a prophecy. Yitzchaki said in his work that this section was written at the
time of Y ehoshaphat. He explained the generations according to his whim. That iswhy
heiscalled Yitzchak (literaly: he will laugh), because everyone who listens to him will
laugh at him. He equated Hadar (verse 39) with Hadad, the Edomite (Kings| 11:14). He
also equated Mehetabel (verse 39) with the sister of Tahpenes (Kings| 11:19). G-d forbid
that it should have been written, as he said, in the time of Y ehoshaphat! Hiswor k
should be burned! Why does he have a difficulty with eight kings ruling [between the
founding of Edom until the time of Moshe as being too excessive?] Behold, the number
of the kings of Israel are double that, and the length of time of their kingdom is roughly
the same! Even the kings of Y ehudah are relatively greater in number than those of Edom
in the equivalent period before the days of Moshe. The truth is, that the explanation of the
phrase: before the reign of aking, refersto Moshe who was king of Israel. Similarly, the
verse (Devorim 33:5) And he was king in Y eshurun, refers to Moshe. Rav Avraham ibn
Ezra Beraishis36:31
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And the Canaanite was then in theland. It's quite possible that Canaan conquered the
land of Canaan from some other nation. If that is not so, there is a secret [that the
Scriptureisadluding to.] . Rav Avraham ibn Ezra Beraishis12:6
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And M oses went up from the plains of M oab to the Mountain of Nebo, to the top of
Pisgah, that is opposite Jericho. (Devorim 34:1) In my opinion, this verse was written
by Y ehoshuah, because, after Moshe went up to the mountain, he didn't write. Y ehoshuah
wrote thisin the spirit of prophecy. The proof isfromtheverse:  And theL-rd showed
him (ibid.) and the verse: And theL-rd said to him (ibid. 4) and also from the verse:
And Heburied him in avalley in theland of Moab (ibid. 6). Rav Avraham ibn Ezra
Devorim 34:1
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But no man knows his gravetill thisday. (Devorim 34:6) These are the words of
Y ehoshua. It islikely that Y ehoshuawrote it [as an addendum to the Sefer Torah] at the
end of hisdays. Rav Avraham ibn Ezra Devorim 34:6
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Don't pay any attention to the words of [Rav Saadyah] Gaon who said that a personis
more esteemed than the angels. | have already explained in " Sefer HaY esod" that al his
proofsreally run contrary to histhesis. 1bn Ezra Beraishis Chapter | Versel
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Y ou should know that even though connecting theleg of the  kuf toits roof may be a
mistake, it is a mistake that dates back to antiquity. Behold, Rav Avraham ibn Ezra, of
blessed memory, wrote in hiswork titlted Tzachos the following: Y ou should know that
every letter hasa single form and that is the reason that the parts [of each letter] are
connected with the exception of the hei . . . . According to hiswords, the leg of the kuf is
not separated.. . . .. Even though this scholar was not a Rav who was an expert in
dinim, he was, however, avalid witness, and from his testimony we learn that that was
the state of the ancient seforim. Responsa of the Tashbatz 1:51
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[One mgjor critique on Rambam] isthat in a letter to his son he wrote and ordered him to
learn the works of the scholar, R. Avraham ibn Ezra, who was not a Talmudic scholar. [In
fact,] the mgjority of his compositions and commentaries are based on nature, science and
foreign traditions. In many instances, he sharply criticized the Sages of the Torah and
Talmud, either because of alack of oversight or because of alack of knowledge. His
place of honor is still well deserved, for he was a great scholar.. However, one should not
defend thislion by saying that [his statements are of no consequence since] we don't
follow his commentaries to decide issues of guilt and innocence or issues of illegalities
and legalities. [That is simply not true]. Countless times did he go against the halacha
and even against the Sages of the Mishna and the Sages of the Talmud. It istruethat |
have heard people say about him that he would [regularly] announce and inform the
public that he does not want to show favoritism [to any Sage] in his commentary. Rather,
he only came to explain Scripture to the extent of his rational intellect, had there not been
a Rabbinic tradition to the contrary. He hintsto thisin afew placesin his commentary on
the Torah, "Had there not been a Rabbinic tradition, | would have said the following

..." Evenso, in my eyes, | don't consider his words as being correct. In my opinion, he
has already been [harshly] judged [by G-d], for he has given power and justification for
heretics, Karaim, and those of weak faith. | bear witness as a man who has seen the
[spiritual] impoverishment of hispeople... Maharshal in hisprefaceto Yam Shel
Shlomo on Bava Kama
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This Midrash is extremely cryptic, for there are many things which they found to be
referred to as Raishis (first or primary) and all of them have such  Midrashim. Those of
minimal faith speak about their ubiquity. Ramban Beraishis1:1
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If that per son who always exultsin hissecrets  would know this, hislips would be
muted from heaping scorn on the words of our Rabbis. The reason why | wrote this
explanation is to close the mouths of those that speak against the righteous [ Sages] of
antiquity. Ramban Beraishis24:1
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Commentaries: A concise commentary to the Torah, an expanded commentary to Exodus,
and an alternate commentary to Genesis. Commentaries to the Twelve Minor Prophets,
Psalms, Job, Daniel, Proverbs?, Ezra?, Nechemiah? (some scholars attribute these last
three works to R. Moshe Kimchi). In addition, he hinted at commentaries to other works
that are now lost: Joshuah, Judges, Samuel, Chronicles, Jeremiah and Ezekia.
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Grammatical works. Moznaim, Sefer Yesod, Sefer Tzachos, Sefah Berurah.  1n addition
hetrandated the grammatical works of R. Y ehudah ibn Hayuj from Arabic into Hebrew
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Philosophy: Yesod Mora, Arugas HaChachmah
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Mathematics: Sefer HaEchad, Sefer HalL uchos, Sefer Halbbur, Kelei Nechoshes
Q7N5M7 07w 260 970 — 19°7 0w
Poems: Divan of R. Avraham ibn Ezra includes 260 songs and poems
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Additional works. Sefas Yeser - A defense against Dunash ibn Labrat's critique of Rav
Saadyah Gaon, Sefer HaShem, |geres HaShabbos, Yesod Mispar, Chidah Al Osios »7971x
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The number of hisdays are [presently] eight times eight (sixty four) . .. When | was sick,
| made avow unto the L-rd to elucidate the Torah that was given at Mount Sinai. R.
Avraham ibn Ezra - Shir Yivareich Shem
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| finished [this commentary to the Torah] in theyear 1167. R. Avraham ibn Ezra - Shir
Dor Dorim
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On Monday, on thefirst day of thefirst Adar, in the year 1167, Rav Avraham ibn Ezra,

of blessed memory, passed away. He was seventy five years old. He wrote something in
his own handwriting at the time of his passing as a mnemonic to indicate his age.
[Paraphrasing the versein Genesis 12: 4, he wrote:] Avraham was seventy five yearsold
when he left Charan Aff (the anger that G-d had shown to him on this earth). May his
soul be bound in the bond of life. ~ Addendum written at theend of hiswork, Sefas
Yeser



