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Ralbag (Gersonides): Scientist, Philosopher and Rabbi

Commentary
Milchemot on Shir
Ralbag born: Hashem: HaShirim:
1288 1317 1325
Avignon Commentary Ralbag dies:
Papacy 1309- on lyov: 1325 (April 20)
1376 1344

e Spent his entire life in Provence (Orange and Avignon)

e Avignon Papacy 1309-1378

e Many of his scientific and philosophical works were translated into
Latin and his astronomical tables were sought after by Johannes
Kepler.

e Invented ‘Jacob’s Staff’ (Megaleh Amukot)

Jacob’s Staff: The study and mapping of the heavens began before Galileo,
with the Jewish people making a unique contribution
in the form of ‘Jacob’s Staff’ - an ancient measurement
tool for mapping stars, which was first described and
in all likelihood invented by Gersonides (Rabbi Levi
ben Gershon, France, 1288-1344). The staff was 1.4
meters long and notched with scale graduations along
its length. Up to seven cross-pieces of varying lengths,
called ‘“transoms’, slid up and down along the main
piece. By aiming one end of the transom toward a star
and sliding the transom along the notched main staff
until its other end lined up with another star, one could measure the angular
distance between those two stars. Navigators also made use of Jacob’s Staff to
measure the altitude of the North Star above the horizon in order to
determine their latitude.

1. Rav Moshe Feinstein’s haskama for Yaakov Shurkin’s printing of
Ralbag on Torah

PWWNY NYP 120 WX NN OWMIN TWNN DY 17970 W19 NN DTN N7INY NN SNNNY
TPTT NIV NHYID NPHN 1991 DNMYNIN 1M 2127 MINIY WOPY D7D MDY NN ONTID
79090 Y’ 3729910 MO NNNYIA XDN G0 NN 190 DX MPY TAN DO NN MPN) 97'Y»

P0WINS NYN TRD YPPIN 27 YT NI PYYN DI NHOUN INNINY

I was pleased to see that the honourable Torah scholar printed the
commentary of Ralbag on the five books of Torah. It has been difficult to find
this, and it is certainly a merit to the masses that they will be able to see the
words of our Rabbis the Rishonim. Therefore I say to the good worker may he
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go from strength to strength and I hope that everyone will purchase this book
at full price and with happiness. May the merit of the Ralbag stand for the
Torah honourable Torah sage, may God grant him success in all his
endeavours, with the blessings of a friend and relative who values him
greatly. Moshe Feinstein.

2. Kellner: Torah in the Observatory p. 15-16

Jacob Marcaria, a physician who received permission from Cardinal
Cristoforo Madruzzo, bishop of Trent, to establish a Hebrew printing press in
Riva di Trento in 1558. In the four years of its operation, the press published
about 35 Hebrew titles, including three by Gersonides.

Controversial Opinions
3. Husik A History of Mediaeval Philosophy p. 346
His theory of divine knowledge is “a theological monstrosity”
4. Sirat A History of Jewish Philosophy on the Middle Ages
It “radically destroys the whole of history as told in the Bible”

5. Introduction to Milhamot Hashem by Jacob Marcaria

oY 92T DI TY NYY NIV WK 7DD W )2 D 237 2970 ONOND PIDVIN
2 NNNY DN NNPNDNAN HIYIPNNIN MM IPNNNY OIMD PIAT PRI I 9N, DIN
AT PRIOINTTINDR,TIND XINDIVI M2TY TIND NN 12T D DWN PN

... the divine philosopher, the Master, Rabbi Levi ben Gershom, may his
memory accompany him for life in the world to come, who in his philosophy
ascended on high, and spoke about God. And even though some of his words
appear to contradict our Torah and the Sages of our nation, it is for God that
the battle is before and behind (II Chron. 13:14)... We saw there that the words of
the Torah stand to one side, the words of philosophy, to another - “they deal
with what is theirs and we deal with what is ours” (Berachot 8b).

Science and Torah

6. Milhamot Hashem VLii.l p.419 Wars, p. 428 (Translation Feldman)

NoYIN NN D127 MUY DYPTIN YN D127 PRNNY NNYIDNY NN DINI MPN MN 9952
Y9290 MPYIPAD ININOYW NI ,MNOVN NYDOND DYV DIYD) NN YON ,)NINN NV 1D ,0Na
N3 MM ,DYYN DX0IN M2 NIMY DN PIYND DXWIND N N2 WX MDOYNVY Y, NPNN
N 929 NN NXY INHND NI L) NIYD NPNDY *NDIVAN INIY D ,00¥N DIDIN 1M

19) ) PIIN TU/IM 12 MDNNN IN IMDSY N XD 2N XYW NN ¥, 210 NINYW ND PONNID
NIV 1 D2 97100 291 N2 N 90T )PYN ON MINOY 19IND 1NN NAY NHD NIY NINI
7990 INANNY NN INDY ROW J9INI DY) HYI TIAn> DWN Y 1IN NODYW NDL NTINA
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NI 720V, PPYN 1IID DDWN NTDIP 21N ININD MN DXRY ION P DI .792070 NNIOT YN
APYN ON MINOY 19IN NYIN 13 DY POIN NNV NN XY D w9

In general, the Torah is not an imposed law that forces us to believe false
doctrines and to perform useless actions, as the masses believe. Rather, it sit
he most perfect law, as has been explained in our Commentary on the Torah.
Indeed, its perfection leads men to want to live according to this perfect law,
and this is the definition of a perfect law, as Aristotle has pointed out.
Accordingly, there is obviously nothing in the Torah that would lead us to
believe something false; for whatever is false does not itself induce belief in
and adherence to it. Hence, it is necessary that we posit what the Torah
teaches in such a way that it is in agreement with philosophical inquiry. For
this reason Maimonides interpreted anything in the Torah that suggested the
corporeality of God in such a way that it did not contradict the teachings of
reason. Similarly he said [Guide 11.25] that if philosophy could prove the
eternity of the universe, he would be obliged to interpret those passages in the
Torah that seem to differ from this doctrine in such a way as to be agreement
with reason.

7. Milhamot Hashem V1.ii.1 p.419 Wars, p. 428 (Translation Feldman)

IN MINY J9IND IV YD NN NIV TN INID NOSY YNOD 15708 ROW MINT ,Ivn Nt ToN
,70) .Y TIN0 NN NORN 1Y WPY DN NN J9IND N2 NIH NN XOVW ,10 7PN AN 1PN
5,021 ¥IINA DA NXAY ,70 IINID DY ININIVY .0 NPPNN NNND NORD XN NPYN 125V
125,12 NNRD RYNY NPPNIN DRI IPIND TRHD PYN 19IND XD PN N30 N D0V N
12 NN TNPY PN INT LDV WNN PIY N2 TN IUR YT 9 N NNTD 1IN0 ININNY
1INV 1N, )INNRD INMNOY NP ONR DIND 12 TITY DID) NNV NOD ,N7NNN 2 NN ,NMNa
NYPY IWN DYPIDYN DOYNIL NOND NYIND DTND NI PNNY 2TN,NNNN 21272 Y1
Y Oy NIYMM NYAPN TIT DY DN NONN NYIWI DIWITITH YN 1D N ,DMIN NYINND IND
IUNOVIPNN TR PO 1IN ,UNIN NT NNDNRY DTND 19°2P JWR D272 NH 19INA IYPN

. DYON NYINA

It should be realized from what has been mentioned in the Torah concerning
the creation of the world that the opposite has in fact happened to us; i.e. we
need not force ourselves to explain the Torah with respect to this topic [i.e.
creation] in such a way as to be in agreement with reason. Rather, what the
Torah teaches on this topic has in some sense been a cause of our having
arrived at the truth on this issue by rational means. For what has actually
stimulated us to find the truth on this topic was that which was indicated to
us explicitly in the Torah about creation. [Indeed] that which the Torah
records about this subject is especially helpful to the inquirer in his search for
the truth on this question, as we have pointed out in our Commentary on the
chapter dealing with creation. And this is what we should expect of the
Torah. Since the Torah is a law by means of which man attains his ultimate
perfection, as we have explained in our Commentary to the Torah, it is
necessary that the Torah lead men to the attainment of the truth on those
topics that are especially obscure and difficult. For when the truth concerning
these questions is revealed by tradition and in addition [our] knowledge is
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guided in some way by matters that lead man to the truth on this topic, then
much of the difficulty in the attainment [of the truth] on these questions will
be removed.

8. Kellner Torah in the Observatory p. 17

Gersonides... was a working scientist and one who was convinced that many
of the sciences had or were about to reach completion. The construction of the
Tabernacle, for example, really and truly does express symbolically the
structure of the universe. Unfortunately, that universe is Ptolemaic. Since we
no longer live in a Ptolemaic universe, Gersonides’ extended interpretation of
the significance of the Tabernacle is reduced to an historical curiosity.

Midrashim

9. Introduction to the Commentary on Shir HaShirim: Kellner
translation (Gersonides on the Song of Songs p. 3)

Said Levi ben Gershom: We have seen fit to comment on this scroll, the scroll
of Song of Songs, as we understand it, for we have not found any other
commentary on it which could be construed as a correct explanation of the
words of this scroll. Rather, we have seen that all the commentaries which our
predecessors have made upon it and which have reached us adopt the
midrashic approach, including interpretations which are the opposite of what
was intended by the author of Song of Songs.

10. Introduction to Commentary on Iyov: (Lassen translation in Kellner
Observatory p. 250)

This is the reason which prompted us to explain this book, because among
earlier commentators we have not found one who stated the real meaning and
content of the book. They concentrated on textual exegesis and as a result
missed the right method which should be employed in a commentary on a
book of this nature. What behoves the commentator is to direct the
explanation of the words in accordance with the meaning of the contents; for

the words are not isolated, but integrated even as are the subjects discussed in
the book.

Miracles

11. Milchamot Hashem V1.ii.12
12 WM XY AWUN IEPN YT NI PN O NHPI DIYNY N KINY 7PN YLIN> DM MM

NI PDIN ) DI TY TY NI wHvn DIT INK XN ,DYIYN XN INPNA NP wavd
10N DD NAY N NDY DMV I8N WY TINN W1 990 DY N2IND NN
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The miracle of Yehoshua was that he said the fighting against the enemy
would be finished in such a short time that the movement of the sun would
not be noticed from its position I the middle of the sky. This is the meaning of
“the sun stood still and the mood until they wreaked vengeance on their
enemies, behold it is written in the book of the upright that eh sun stood in
the middle of the sky and did not move like on a complete day.

12. Kellner Observatory p. 311

It means to say by this that the sun moving away from opposite Gibeon was
not noticed by the eyes of Israel and the moon did not move from opposite
the Valley of Ayalon until revenge was completed upon the enemy nation.

13. Melachim II 20:19

MOYPIponlyp damyaampn npyr s n R mRplsng Ny YN PN
DY M Ym0 N

And Isaiah said: #This shall be the sign unto thee from the LORD, that the
LORD will do the thing that He hath spoken: shall the shadow go forward ten
degrees, or go back ten degrees?

14. Ralbag commentary 2 Kings 20:10

YD YYD AN WYV TN NP PIDIN N 7N - MOYN WY MLIY DND D) IPIN NN
INY2ND DT VYN VYN INN NV VYD VYN YHRYN YN 29D WNIYN YN T80 NN HNN V)
5P PPIN AWN PR MOYN WY MLIY DX D) 1PIN IDRY DT DN JD PIVD NPNY 18y
955 71N DP KD QWUNR NYNY 1PN TINAD 1NN IPNT XD TN NI NNMNNN NINY NN
INY NI DVAYN DTN VX ITO NNIYY 1N DNN DINNIN 2D NYY IWN DINMNMI MIMIND
NN DT TP N 1D PN NPNDY DNPOYN DMINDN ITO 12 NINYOIY NN WY PRY RIA)
1IN DN PIATH INVN IMNOY OY POY NT 1IWNIY MIRT XY MPI0N MYONA PPINN
W HONON DY DN 2T 1902 WINY NN NYPS NNXYI YHYD NYNNL NN DY PN NOY
Y95 PON 92T DY 1PN NOMIN NTY DIPHNN NI NNTD 1 NIND 7PN YN NOMNIN WITNTY INaY Daa
ND DN2 7PN NN NI NT 9D 290 Y)Y IRV IPPIN NN D YNY 1 IIN DIPNN NI
NOI2 WHIYN NI HHYab 1N WHRYD NN DOYYNINND DMIYN 72 NYT 929 1INV wnva
DYPR N¥PY IN MAN NYNNND PPIN INIY 2891 1270 YIN2 XYY T35 DT 1D IINRIN INIPH
DTN TN INMNL D MOYN WY D8N DYND NPNNN DNYNNA DNY HPOY wHvn Nnn PNv
N>231 HH9NN MM TIAN> OWN NN 1D 1DPY YD NT TONA PIVN MY NIYYIN YPa DNYNN
YN WTNYA TITIY 1IN NOMIN N3 PPIN DNYY 1N MDY WY MINNN I8N 2w 7Y HN
DNYNN IMNAN YHYN NI DN DY NIND T DWYNNHD DYDX NN TIT DY

195N N PN 920V TY NI DIPNN IN NI MPNNa

15. Abarbanel on Yehoshua 10

ININYNNND INNNI N DVIAMY ,MNMIYN D)X DIN M DORN,0IN N 1IN IYHYN NONYN
NWI9N 7921 79901 ININA AN [37257] 191N DINN NT PNXIN MPNNY NHNYHRN NIYNI 7PN
22)93N 1IN XD ,NNNDNN MPNNL OIN DIV I7)
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Hashgacha

16. Commentary on Bereishit p. 28d (16t to’elet)/136/272-273 (Feldman
translation)

DMITIPN Y91 DY YD) 92T DTN YN DY DY TNNTADD NINYMYTA NIN 1D NONNN
NI YAV ODIWYN NI IR MVIWANN NOYNS DYN YTV NNY NIN) DNPI2T IPHN IWIN IWN
DN DI PDINY NN Y DMININ DIVIND NWYHD YT XINY 111 DIVIRD MUY NN N9 92T
YYOINI NIYHD NNIYN DNV DN NHYNY DYN DY IUN DMWY DN NN DNION
NINRGND OIPMIIYHA ITIDNN NTON N DY NOVIN NIVNIND MPNIN NN SYNRD PHN
DNYMIYY INDN YN YYD N HYIRDMYOY NN MY 1DNINTNDY D»DYNIYN DINDNN
MITIDN 12 DN IR TN NIN NYTON DN VAR TUN TYNN DM YT XN YD NN
DY DN JPNNY DNN DRY NN 0N JIPNNNRDPIVANID DN IWN TYN DIINY 190103
DYTO WIN WYDNITOYN DYN NN 92OY DWN TIT N 11D /NPIVAN MIPNNYI»PNS N
DY YV NN DO MUYV NN NPTPY 1ONY 100V 9D DNND RN YDV NN 1IN MYTHN NN
DV NINQY /N NINNDNRN SYIOYA DTN /N DYN DWW PRYN NT DIN 19D) 0NN 1Oy’
.INN TN POV TYN INHD NN NYTD NI

Sixteenth Lesson: Concerning doctrines. The Torah teaches us here something
remarkable about God’s knowledge of things, a point that has eluded all our
predecessors whose writings are accessible to us. It is this. Whatever God
knows of [human] deeds here on earth may be different from what men
actually do. For what God knows of human actions is that which is
appropriate for them to do according to the astral patterns that He has
arranged, which govern their original births and provide general supervision
throughout the human species. However, human choice prevails over this
pattern in their actions deriving from the heavenly patterns. Therefore it is
possible that what men do may be different from what God knows about the
pattern ordering their actions; for He knows these deeds insofar as they are
knowable, and this is in their being ordered and determinate. However, in the
sense in which they are contingent, there cannot be any knowledge of them,
for if there were knowledge of them, they would not be contingent.
Accordingly, Scripture narrates symbolically that God was about to see
whether the people in Sodom and Gemorrah had actually done those evils
which He had already known they would do [if they had not chosen
otherwise]; for it was possible for them to do otherwise than what God had
known of them...

Imitatio Dei - Spreading Scientific/Philosophical Knowledge

17. Kellner Observatory p. 238 Translation Feldman.

Moreover, it is not proper for someone to withhold what he has learned in
philosophy from someone else. This would be utterly disgraceful. Indeed, just
as this entire universe emanated from God for no particular advantage to
Him, so it is proper for someone who has achieved some perfection to try to
impart it to someone else. In this way he is imitating God as best he can.
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Ralbag and Misogyny
18. Aristotle Politics 1.5 1254b 10-16

Again, the male is by nature superior and the female inferior; and the one
rules, and the other is ruled; this principle, of necessity, extends to all
mankind.

19. Commentary on Bereishit 7:13 (19¢) in Kellner Observatory p. 285

DNTIAYY PN DN DOWITY NN IPYN DN HAYIND NPNY DNIWID 1PI2) XN DITPN DINN)
PHRN DYPN

He and his sons were mentioned before their wives, as men are the
fundamental point [ikkar] of creation, while women were made to serve them
and preserve the species.

20. Bereishit 14d (in Kellner Observatory p. 286)

INTIAYD NNID) NOIW D NNININNA NADN XNW 9D YINN 19 NYND NN 7N DINNY
NAYY PHN NYNYI AN TOINNY YT 1NN NNNOIA NTRVIN NY NONNDNN NXITHI RINY NMND)
A9 NOMIND NOYN

Woman was created from man, “since he is the reason for her existence; that
is, she was created to serve him.”

21. Bereishit 14b (in Kellner Observatory p. 286)

It is also clear that the female of the human species is distinguished from the
female of animals, since she was created to serve the male so that he have the
leisure to apply himself to the acquisition of intelligibles in order to achieve
his felicity; but among the other animals, the male does not have this same
superiority over the female.

22. Bereishit 16a (in Kellner Observatory p. 286)

The man called his wife ‘Eve” when he comprehended the weakness of her
intellect, i.e. that she was not much superior to other animals, even though
she has an intellect. This is so because most of her utility was prepared for her
on a physical plane, because of the weakness of her intellect, and because she
was created in order to serve man. It is therefore unlikely that she achieve any
intellectual perfection. But she is withal more worthy than the other animals,
and they all exist to serve her. That is why she is called the mother of all living.

23. Bemidbar 188a (in Kellner Observatory p. 287)

We have learned that women are not obligated to put fringes on their
garments; this is appropriate, since the matter indicated by that
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commandment is very deep and it is not possible that it be apprehended by
the female intellect because of their kalut daat.

See Bereishit p.33a (11t to’elet)

N9 YD TNV NNYTO KD ON NWR NOWNY MINT PRY X Y MITH NN NIWY TORD NONNN
YN DYTDINN INY DYNYOIR 1D NNTD NTNNIDY 990¥ NTHNMIYIND XDV NN NNMIONITIND
79 NN NONWY NIVIY NOPI YININ NI 7N PPN PRIYN NN 1DV

regarding mourning wives. See also Ramban Kitvei Ramban vol. 2 p. 52
“therefore one tears one’s clothing [in mourning for any Jew, even a woman.”

Commentary on Torah 2c/4/5 cites Aristotle

9a/20/30 informs the reader that without knowledge of the notion of formal
cause it is impossible to attain any perfection of the soul at all.

Attacks on Ralbag;:
Rlvash teshuva 45 and 118

Rashbatz wrote two books defending Ralbag: Leviyat Chen and Ohr Ha-Chayim
(both lost).

Chasdai Crescas attacks Ralbag. Ohr Hashem was written to refute Rambam
and Ralbag.

Shem Tov ibn Shem Tov Sefer Ha-Emunot (see Peleg Shem Tov)

See Alashker Responsum 117 p. 311 (on Bar Ilan cd) where he attacks Shem
Tov.

Arama (Akeidat Yitzchak) and Abravanel attack Ralbag
Spinoza was influenced by Ralbag (see Wolfson Spinoza)

and Treatise X chapter 9 of Mifalot Elokim (Venice 1592)
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