Chapter 26
R. Yedaya Hapenini and his Commentary on Aggada[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Dedicated with affection and admiration to my friend Professor Altmann, who also contributed to the understanding of the new homiletics in Ashkenaz in his significant article: ‘Zur Frühgeschichte der jüdischen Predigt in Deutschland,’ Leo Baeck Year Book, 6 (1961), 3-59. The quotations in the article are taken from the Escorial manuscript of the Talmud and Midrash Rabba (see below, n. 6).] 


Perush Haaggadot by R. Yedaya Bedersi Hapenini[footnoteRef:2] is a work of significant quality and scope that has been almost entirely neglected, lying untouched and unstudied; no one seeks it or studies it. It was discussed, copied, and debated in the generations closer to his own – apparently until the 16th century – where its reception varied: some quoted and praised it,[footnoteRef:3] while others criticized it.[footnoteRef:4] Some recognized its originality,[footnoteRef:5] while others overlooked it.[footnoteRef:6] Despite this, a considerable number of manuscripts attest to the broad dissemination of his commentaries, which encompass the entire Talmud, Midrash Rabba, Tanḥuma, Pirkei Derabbi Eliezer, and more, representing a vast treasure of aggadic literature.[footnoteRef:7] In recent generations, however, the work’s fortune has declined. We lack scholarly studies on his method of interpreting aggada and his overarching purpose,[footnoteRef:8] and it is clear that no accurate critical editions of his works exist.[footnoteRef:9] This neglect is a distortion that can and should be corrected, the sooner the better. A comprehensive and in-depth study of the Perush Haaggadot would undoubtedly yield valuable insights across various fields.	Comment by JA: He’aggadot?	Comment by Gr Lookjed: In the footnote, I replaced the Zinberg reference - ישראל צינברג, תולדות ספרות ישראל, ב, תל אביב: שרברק, 195 with the English version of the book.
	Comment by Gr Lookjed: In the footnote, Twersky refers to HaPenini as “En Bonet.” My deep research (and quick Google search) led me the wikipedia page - https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jedaiah_ben_Abraham_Bedersi - that includes the information “His Occitan name was En Bonet.” I inserted that in the footnote. [2:  Among the books and articles worth mentioning: Henri Gross, Gallia Judaica, Paris: L. Cert, 1897, 101-103; Ernest Renan and Adolf Neubauer, Les Ecrivains juifs français du XIVme Siècle, Paris 1893, 359-402; Solomon Munk, Archives Israélites, 7 (1847), 62-72; David Kaufmann, Gesammelte Schriften, 3, Frankfort Af/M 1908, 470-477; Heinrich Graetz, Divrei Yemei Yisrael, vol. 5, translated by Saul Pinchas Rabinowitz, Warsaw, 1897, 229-232; Abraham Meir Habermann, Toldot Hapiyut Vehashira, Ramat Gan: Masada, 1972, 139; Israel Zinberg, A History of Jewish Literature, vol. 2, Press of Case Western Reserve University, 1973, 84ff; Schirmann, Pines, and Halkin, below, n. 10-12. ]  [3:  For example, R. Isaac Abravanel, in his commentary on the Torah, Parashat Tetzaveh (Exod. 28:1), when he comes to “explain the symbolism that [the priestly garments] hint at,” sharply rejects the approach of R. Abraham Ibn Ezra and Ralbag (Gersonides), while he accepts the allegorical interpretation of En Bonet (Hapenini’s Occitan name) with a favorable disposition: “This approach to the symbolism of the garments is correct according to the Torah and sound reasoning.” It is noteworthy that Ibn Ezra’s interpretation strives for a naturalistic (astronomical-astrological) basis for the symbolism of the garments, while Hapenini’s interpretation is spiritual-philosophical.]  [4:  For example, R. Isaac Arama, Akeidat Yitzḥak, ed., Amnon Gross, Jerusalem 2014, Parashat Vayeshev, Shaar 28, 445: “And this has already been explained by the Ḥakham Ibn Bonet, of blessed memory... but there is no support for his words, neither from the Scriptures nor from reasoning.” The commentary praises philosophical inquiry and intellectual understanding, which do not align with R. Isaac Arama’s perspective.]  [5:  Abravanel, Yeshuot Meshiḥo, Königsberg 1861, 5: “And the commentators of the Talmud did not explain the aggadot and instead focused solely on explaining the commandments... perhaps they left them to be interpreted later in a hidden scroll, as the author of the Guide planned to do... but may the Lord repay the efforts of the Rashba, who was both a Sinai (extremely erudite) and uprooted mountains (extremely sharp), and also of En Bonet, of blessed memory, because they began this work of the Lord to explain the aggadot...”]  [6:  Shem Tov ibn Shaprut, Sefer Pardes Rimonim, Sabionetta, reprinted: Jerusalem 1968, introduction, mentions “the great rabbi, Rashba, [who] took the initiative to explain some aggadot in a significant matter.” He concludes by stating that he himself will follow in the footsteps of “our great master, Maimonides, of blessed memory, and Ibn Ezra, of blessed memory,” while Hapenini is not mentioned at all.
]  [7:  Meir Benayahu listed the manuscripts in the appendix to his important article on “Rabbi Samuel Yaffe Ashkenazi,” Tarbiz, 42 (1973), 419ff.; see especially page 457, note 3. Also see: Joseph Michael Heimann, Or Haḥayyim, Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1965, 433-436. My work is primarily based on the Escorial manuscript on the Talmud and Midrash Rabbah; a copy is available at the Institute of Manuscripts in the National Library in Jerusalem. My thanks go to Mr. Benjamin Richler, an employee of the Institute; my student Marc Saperstein is preparing a comprehensive research study on Hapenini and his commentaries [His research will be published with important conclusions regarding the authorship of the aggadic commentaries attributed to R. Yedayah. See the appendices at the end of the article].
]  [8:  Leopold Zunz, Haderashot Beyisrael, Jerusalem: Mossad Bialik, 1947, 504, n. 202, fulfills his obligation by referencing the Iggeret Hahitnatzlut. Hanoch Albeck added that “he divides the aggadot into four parts.” Salomon Buber (see the next note) did not properly appreciate the commentary, and his remarks there are conventional and uninspired. See Appendix B to this chapter, regarding the literary comments of R. Jacob Ibn Habib, author of Ein Yaakov.
]  [9:  The commentary on Midrash Tehillim was printed in Venice in 1599 and reprinted by Salomon Buber (Krakow 1891; reprinted: Jerusalem 1967); his remarks on the “nature of the book” on page 8 are general and superficial. The commentary on Pirkei Avot was published in Sefer Pirush Rishonim Le’avot, eds. Moshe Shlomo Kasher and Yaakov Yehoshua Blecherovitz, Jerusalem: Machon Torah Shelemah, 1973, 49-74. The editing of the book is selective and subjective, with the editors shortening or obscuring Hapenini’s commentaries at will. The commentary on Tractate Horayot is included in Otzar Haperushim: Otzar Haperushim Al Massekhet Horayot, edited by Dov Genachowski, Tel Aviv 1969, 12-16. Abraham Neubauer is remembered favorably for having published an important fragment of this commentary on Horayot in Revue des études juives 2 (1881), 245ff., and it was reprinted by Simcha Assaf in Mekorot Letoledot Haḥinuch Beyisrael, vol. 2, ed. Shmuel Glick, New York and Jerusalem: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 2001, 157ff.; see there, note 1. Chaim Brody also published it in Sefer Hahashlamah, Berakhot, Berlin 1893, introduction, p. x (without adding any additional commentary). Regarding Midrash Rabba on Genesis, printed in Roedelheim in 1854, which is said to include Hapenini’s commentary, see Benayahu (above, n. 6), 457, n. 3. ] 

(1) First and foremost, analyzing the commentary and understanding its content, essence, and purpose will allow us to draw a complete portrait of R. Yedaya Hapenini, that “complete scholar”[footnoteRef:10] who is discussed and described as a poet,[footnoteRef:11] a philosopher,[footnoteRef:12] and even as the leading voice in defending philosophical rationalism.[footnoteRef:13] However, he is not yet seen as a fully cohesive and unified personality, rich in nuances and achievements. The complete scholar has been fragmented into disparate parts, and his literary creation has been divided into separate scrolls and fragments.[footnoteRef:14] We are obligated to reconstruct this unity and integrate as much as possible all the different areas of his work, for without a thorough understanding of his commentaries, we will be unable to arrive at a true and balanced assessment.[footnoteRef:15] [10:  This expression is used by Crescas in his Commentary on the Guide for the Perplexed II:30.
]  [11:  See: Hayyim Schirmann, Hashira Ha’ivrit Besefarad Uveprovence, Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1961, vol. 2, p. 489ff. On the numerous editions of Beḥinat Olam, its distribution and impact, see: Isaac Rivkind, “Shiyurei Sefer: Ba’ayot, He’arot, Ureshumot Bibliographiyot” Kiryat Sefer, 13 (1936), p. 238ff. 
]  [12:  See especially: Shlomo Pines, “Hatzurot Ha’ishiyot Bemishnato Shel Yedayah Bedersi,” Sefer Hayovel Lekhvod Zvi Wolfson, Jerusalem: American Academy for Jewish Research, 1965, 187-201. Also, his major article: “Haskolastika She’aḥarei Thomas Aquinas Umishnatam Shel Hasdai Crescas Veshel Kodmav,” Proceedings of the Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, vol. 1, Jerusalem 1966, especially 73ff. Prof. Pines contributes to clarifying Hapenini’s independent work in the field of philosophy, in addition to his achievements in translation, adaptation, and commentary (the manuscripts were described by Solomon Munk [see above, n. 1], 62-72). He attempts to prove that Hapenini had mastery of Christian scholasticism, as there are parallels between his views and those of scholastics such as Duns Scotus. His proof is based on a completely conjectural assumption that thinkers in Provence used Christian sources but avoided mentioning their names, even though they explicitly referenced their Greek and Arabic sources. Yet the contact between Jews and Christians was not hidden. R. Jacob Anatoli frequently mentions Michael Scot in Malmad Hatalmidim. Regarding Gersonides and his Christian colleagues in the field of astronomy, see: Baruch Goldstein, “Al Terumato Shel Ralbag Le’astronomia,” Proceedings of the Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, vol. 4, Jerusalem 1971, 4. On R. Samuel ben Judah, part of the group of philosophical translators in Provence in the early 14th century, see: Lawrence Berman, “Greek into Hebrew: Samuel ben Judah of Marseilles, Fourteenth-Century Philosopher and Translator,” Jewish Medieval and Renaissance Studies, ed. Alexander Altmann, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1967, 295ff; see also above, chapter 24, 548, 562. Hapenini (Escorial manuscript [see above, n. 6], 80) mentions “what I responded to one of the Christian scholars regarding the Messiah,” and on page 16 it is said “that he would learn from any Jewish or Aramean person to the best of his ability.” Ben-Zion Dinur, Yisrael Bagola, Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1972, vol. 2, section 6, 220, cites a passage from Hapenini’s introduction to his commentary on Avicenna’s Canon of Medicine. His extensive engagement with medical texts is an independent subfield within his philosophical work.
]  [13:  See: Avraham Halkin, “Haḥerem al Limud Haphilosophia,” Perakim, 1 (1967), 35-55. Writers opposed to philosophy direct their criticisms against Hapenini but refer only to the Iggeret Hahitnatzlut. For example, R. Yeḥiel of Pisa, Minḥat Kenaot, edited by David Kaufmann, Berlin 1898 (Reprint: Jerusalem: Makor, 1970), and see above, Chapter 21, Section 3; R. Aviad Sar-Shalom Basilea, Emunat Ḥakhamim, Mantua 1730.
]  [14:  See: A. Toynbee, A Study of History, 12: Reconsiderations, London: Oxford University Press, 1961, 8: “The study of human affairs is really one and indivisible. The conventional academic dismemberment of this vast subject into ‘disciplines’ is a convenient, and perhaps unavoidable, educational device, but it is an arbitrary surgical operation, and this makes it a serious impediment to the gaining of knowledge and understanding.”
]  [15:  Remarkably, there are researchers who do not even mention the existence of the aggadic commentaries, including, for example, Berman, Zinberg, and Schirmann in their aforementioned works, n.1.
] 


(2) Based on a preliminary examination, it seems justifiable to assert that these commentaries represent the pinnacle and most original achievement of his literary endeavors. Scholars of various fields will find significant interest in them if they engage with the work. Those focused on aggada will find ample material for exploration, halakhists will discover a novel approach to halakhic interpretation, and philosophers will uncover important perspectives. Historical material is also embedded in the text, although to a relatively modest extent.[footnoteRef:16] Indirectly, the connection between poetry and philosophy during this period is revealed through the commentary. Hapenini began as an enthusiast of Hebrew poetry – authoring works such as Baḳashat Hamemin, Sefer Hapardes, and Ohev Nashim – from the ages of fourteen to eighteen, before transitioning to both professional and folk philosophy.[footnoteRef:17] This phenomenon of turning away from poetry, which is very familiar to us, holds significant meaning and reflects the tension inherent in pre-modern literary creation. Following Maimonides, he perceived aggada as “a figurative expression of poetry,”[footnoteRef:18] and this identification between aggada and poetry is both significant and illuminating. In summary, this is a small world that faithfully mirrors Hapenini’s larger world – his adventures and uncertainties, achievements and shortcomings, aspirations and frustrations. [16:  I will mention, for example, his description of the parnas, an influential court figure (Perush Le-avot, manuscript [see above, n. 6], 8); messianic polemics (80); the participation of Jews carrying the Torah scroll in the king’s coronation ceremony (148); interest-bearing loans (152); and the description of the yeshiva in a section published by Neubauer (see above, n. 8). At the beginning of Tractate Horayot, he also engages in polemics against Christian asceticism.
]  [17:  His contemporaries, R. Shem-Tov Ibn Falaquera (Hamevakesh) and Kalonymus ben Kalonymus (Even Boḥan), justify their withdrawal from poetry after having devoted themselves to it unreservedly in their early years. The statements of these individuals and the actions of Hapenini are interconnected. 
]  [18:  See, for example: Be’urim Al Maamarei Ḥazal Bemidrash Tehillim, ed. Salomon Buber, Krakow 1891, 34; Maimonides, Guide III:43. ] 


(3) These interpretations will complete the historical portrayal of aggadic exegesis, encompassing its various trends, schools of thought, methods, and approaches during the Middle Ages. In many respects, it can be said that this period – the late 13th and early 14th centuries – represents a peak in aggadic commentary,[footnoteRef:19] characterized by philosophical, polemical, and exegetical engagement. R. Yedaya Hapenini contributes a significant layer to this tradition, establishing his own unique and independent contribution. [19:  We will mention only R. Moses Ibn Tibbon (see: Graetz [above, n. 1], 109; Sefer Hape’ah, Kitvei R. Moshe Ibn Tibbon, eds. Howard Kreisel, Colette Sirat, and Avraham Israel, Be’er Sheva: Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, 2010, which is of great interest); the Rashba – see: the main appendix to Joseph Perles, R. Salomo B. Abraham B. Adereth, Breslau, 1863, 24ff.; Ḥiddushei HaRashba, Pirush Ha’aggadot, ed. Aryeh Leib Feldman, Jerusalem: Mossad HaRav Kook, 1991; Shem-Tov Ibn Shaprut, Pardes Rimonim (above, n. 5); the introductions to the Torah commentaries of the Nachmanides and R. Bahya ben Asher (and compare with the introduction of R. Isaac Abarbanel to Joshua) and the introduction of Ralbag to his commentary on Song of Songs; R. Menachem Hameiri, Beit Habeḥira al Massechet Berakhot, ed. Shmuel Dickman, Jerusalem: The Israel Institute of Talmudic Research, 1965, introduction, 15; Magen Avot, ed. Yekutiel Cohen, Jerusalem 1988, 47; polemical literature from the Vikuaḥ Haramban to Ezer HaEmunah by R. Moses HaKohen of Tordesillas, ed. Yehuda Shamir: Yehuda Shamir, Rabbi Moses ha-Kohen of Tordesillas and His Book Ezer Ha-Emunah, Coconut Grove, Florida: Field Research Projects, 1972. The introduction to Mikhlal Yofi by R. Samuel (Tzartza) Avicenna was published in Otzar Hasifrut, vol. 2 (1888), part 3, 21ff. Compare with our comments at the end of the chapter and the bibliographical references there.
] 


(4) Finally, understanding this exegetical work will aid in comprehending the intellectualism of the early 14th century (and the Middle Ages in general), its trends and challenges, the consciousness of separation from the masses, and the ongoing connection with them to “benefit and enlighten them with the knowledge of the Divine.”[footnoteRef:20] Indeed, the sharp polarization characterizing the stance of intellectuals during this period is fully reflected here: dissatisfaction with the common folk engrossed in materialism, as well as with the scholar who turns away from spiritual pursuits. The intellectual – specifically R. Yedaya Hapenini – struggles to preserve the religious uniqueness and spiritual mission of the people. The educational purpose of these interpretations stands out, shedding light from a unique vantage point on the tensions and divisions within the Jewish communities of Provence and Spain. [20:  This is the language of Hapenini, MS (above, n. 6), 66, on “And to the sons of the concubines whom Abraham had, Abraham gave gifts.” His commentary emphasizes that Abraham made efforts to influence them, to perfect “the souls of his generation to the best of their ability.”] 

The goal of my article is to characterize this substantial work in general, literarily and analytically, to situate it within the framework of medieval midrashic exegesis, and to assess its historical significance. It is not my intention to outline Hapenini’s worldview,[footnoteRef:21] nor is there a need at this time to revisit his role in the controversy and ban on the study of philosophy.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  Compare, above, chapter 24, part 5. ]  [22:  See: Charles Touati, “La controverse de 1303-1306 autour des études philosophiques et scientifiques,” Revue des études juives, 127 (1968), 21-37.
] 
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At the conclusion of the Iggeret Hahitnatzlut, Hapenini categorically rejects, without equivocation, the accusation that the sages of Provence are inclined toward allegorical interpretations that nullify the plain meaning of Scripture.[footnoteRef:23] Simultaneously, he proudly and with deep satisfaction affirms Rashba’s claim that Greek wisdom is prevalent among the sages of Provence. In a different tone, he offers a robust defense of this wisdom, enumerating its virtues and achievements, as well as its intellectual influences and implications – likening it to “the words of the wise are like goads, like pointed nails.” He demonstrates a keen historical sense in his assessment of Maimonides’ decisive and invigorating contribution to the restoration of philosophy and the reinstatement of this crown to its former glory in the history of the Jewish faith.[footnoteRef:24] He argues that the knowledge of philosophy and its foundations stimulates and guides scholars toward a true and profound understanding of Scriptural verses and aggadic statements while also eradicating misguided beliefs from among the people.[footnoteRef:25]	Comment by Gr Lookjed: I am not sure what to do with כלפי לישנא אחרינא  [23:  No one disagrees that the issue is not with allegory itself but with the nature of the allegory. R. Yeḥiel of Pisa, who delved into the depths of the controversy, noted that everyone agrees that “we do not take things at face value but rather in a concealed manner” (Minḥat Kenaot [above, n. 12], 14). However, the position of R. Moses Taku, author of Ketav Tamim, is well-known. Compare: R. Samson of Sens, Kitāb al-Rasā'il, Iggerot haRamah, ed. by David Zvi Hillman, Sefer Zikhron Beit Aharon, Bnei Brak 2003, 104: “And how could it enter a person's mind to say that we do not take the words of the aggada according to their plain meaning?”
]  [24:  After providing a well-crafted survey of the history of philosophy from Saadia Gaon onward, he concludes about Maimonides: 
In short, he ascended the heights of truth more in a calm and straightforward manner, more than we have observed of anyone else from the closing of the Talmud until now. In human philosophy he truly understood all that Aristotle and all the commentators on his works comprehended. He grasped in geometry, arithmetic, and their applications everything that Euclid and his colleagues understood, and in astronomy, he knew all that was revealed in its mysteries to Ptolemy, known as Megisti (see: Moritz Steinschneider, Die Hebräischen Übersetzungen des Mittelalters und die Juden als Dolmetscher, Berlin 1893, 519ff.), and his followers. He mastered the art of medicine as thoroughly as Galen, Hippocrates, and their schools. His intellect encompassed the entirety of Torah knowledge that had been revealed and developed up to his time. He inscribed and refined in its secrets and mysteries, and in the truths of prophecy, more than any author who existed until the day of his passing (Iggeret Hahitnatzlut, She'elot Uteshuvot Harashba, vol. 1, Jerusalem: Machon Yerushalayim, 1997, 217). 
Compare with his well-known remarks at the end of Beḥinat Olam, Podgórze 1902, 50:
In conclusion, whether you turn to the left or to the right, believe in everything that the last of the geonim in time, the first in importance, the great teacher, R. Moses ben Maimon, of blessed memory, believed, for there is no equal to him among all the sages of Israel after the closing of the Talmud.
These words are not merely rhetorical; they reflect a historical perception and a spiritual stance. 
]  [25:  One of the “wonderful benefits” of wisdom is the eradication of the belief in anthropomorphism. See: Iggeret Hahitnatzlut: 
And it nearly happened that anthropomorphism spread to many corners at the beginning of the dissemination of his holy books in various lands. We have seen in many writings from the time of the first controversy, letters sent against him from the ends of the earth, criticizing and condemning his books for asserting that the Creator has no measure or form. We also saw a letter sent by the esteemed sage, Naḥmanides, of blessed memory, to the great rabbis of France, arguing before them... against the belief in anthropomorphism for which they accused him. It seems, therefore, that there were public promoters of anthropomorphism at that time... And today, thank God, that evil belief has been completely uprooted from all our groups... Therefore, even if no other benefit had been achieved from our great teacher’s philosophy but this alone, it would have been sufficient, and we would be obliged to acknowledge and glorify his broad wisdom that led him to the truth.
Compare: Simon Rawidowicz, “Be’ayat Hahagshamah Lerasag Velarambam,” Iyyunim Bemaḥshevet Yisrael, Jerusalem: Reuven Mass, 1969, vol. 1, 171ff., especially 230ff. Additionally, compare: Harry Wolfson, “The Jewish Kalam,” The Seventy-Fifth Anniversary Volume of the Jewish Quarterly Review (1967), 569-573.
] 

In this context, Hapenini outlines a systematic conceptual framework that establishes clear guidelines for the interpretation of aggada, specifying when it is permissible and even necessary to resort to allegorical interpretation and philosophical exegesis. He argues – and in doing so defends himself against Rashba’s harsh criticism – that all the stories in the Torah should be interpreted according to their plain meaning, even in cases where they defy natural law,[footnoteRef:26] as long as they do not contravene the laws of God’s capability. Since all miracles fall into this category, there is no need to deny them or deviate from their straightforward interpretation. There is only one exception: when the literal interpretation of a concept or narrative is impossible, even under divine law – such as when it involves erroneous beliefs or the combination of two contradictions in a single element – then the gates of interpretation should be opened widely. Overall, his approach is measured and restrained. [26:  This is a fundamental point in the entire debate. See: Guide II:15. Compare: R. Isaac Albalag, Tikkun Hadeot, ed. Yehuda Aryeh Vida, Jerusalem: The Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 1973, 12, 24, where he offers a different explanation regarding the concept of impossibilities. Hapenini’s position is frequently referenced throughout the generations; see, for example: Minḥat Kenaot by R. Yeḥiel of Pisa, (above, n. 12), 114; R. Joseph Solomon Delmedigo, Matzref Laḥokhma, ed. Y. Becker, Jerusalem 2007, 41; David Conforte, Koreh Hadorot, Modiin Illit: Ahavat Shalom, 2008, 80.
] 

Regarding aggadot – and in contrast to the aforementioned – Hapenini identifies four categories:
1. Statements that do not contradict the laws of nature should be accepted according to their plain meaning, even if they involve elements that are distant from ordinary experience (“remote possibilities”). The rationale for this is noteworthy, as it surfaces in other contexts as well: “It is appropriate to rely on the complete sage who made the statement, trusting in his wisdom.”[footnoteRef:27] [27:  A careful preservation of the authority of the bearers of tradition is a consistent theme in our literature, with Maimonides’ statement in the introduction to Perek Ḥelek of his commentary on the Mishna serving as a foundational principle; see Maimonides’ Introductions to the Mishna, Shilat edition, 133-134. Compare: Kerem Ḥemed, V (1841), 13: “If their explanations are obscure, it is due to the limitations of our knowledge and understanding, not from any deficiency in the wisdom of those who stated them. And how strongly the Rabbi, of blessed memory, warned in his work against casting aspersions on the aggadot or their authors.”] 

2. Statements that contradict the laws of nature (deviating from “the natural order and logical structure”) but reinforce the principles of the Torah and the foundations of faith. These should also be accepted in their literal sense as long as they do not contradict or undermine an agreed-upon and fundamental belief. When a specific detail clashes with a general principle, the detail must be set aside in favor of the principle. For example, a literal, non-allegorical interpretation of statements about physical rewards and changes in the natural order, such as “In the future the Land of Israel will produce cakes [geluskaot] and fine wool clothing [meilat]” (Shabbat 30b), would contradict and weaken the fundamental principle that “The only difference between this world and the days of the Messiah is with regard to servitude to foreign kingdoms alone” (Berakhot 34b), or that “in the World-to-Come, there is no eating or drinking” (Berakhot 17a).[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Compare: Iggeret Teḥiyat Hametim, in Iggerot HaRambam, Shilat edition, 348-349] 


3. Statements that contradict the laws of nature and do not contribute anything to reinforcing faith, such as the aggadot of Rabbah bar bar Ḥana, require us to distance ourselves from their literal meaning (“from their surface”) and interpret them allegorically. Yedaya adds that he is convinced these aggadot were originally intended as humorous anecdotes, meant to entertain the students and provide relief from the burden of deep study and intense learning. Nevertheless, despite the clear conclusion that these statements lack serious content, we are still obligated to strive for an allegorical interpretation for three reasons: (1) to remove the oddities from the teachings of the Sages and “to prevent those studying them from thinking poorly of them”; (2) to preserve the unique and extraordinary nature of miracles so that they do not become trivial in our eyes, as if they were ordinary occurrences; (3) to emphasize that a miracle should always have a specific purpose and not be merely for show. This third category is particularly challenging. On the one hand, Yedaya, following Ibn Ezra[footnoteRef:29] and Maimonides,[footnoteRef:30] asserts that these teachings have no serious meaning; on the other hand, instead of allowing them to be dismissed lightly, he demands that we create a worthy and dignified interpretation for them. In this case, rather than merely grappling with the statement to uncover the hidden intent of its author, the interpreter wrestles with his own concepts and beliefs, ultimately crafting an interpretation that may never have crossed the author’s mind. [29:  See: Introduction to the Commentary on Megillat Eikha; Levi ben Avraham, “Batei Hanefesh Vehaleḥashim," Yediot Hamakhon Leḥeiker Hashira Ha’ivrit, vol. 5 (1939), 37.
]  [30:  Shemona Perakim, Chapter 8. Compare: Kuzari 3:68-73. See also: R. Saul Lieberman, Sheki'in, Jerusalem, 1939, 82. Additionally, see: R. Yosef Ibn Kaspi, “Sefer Hasod,” in Mishneh Kesef, ed. Y. Last, Pressburg, 1905, 2: “They thought it contained either excess or trivialities or humorous matters.”
] 


4. Aggadic statements that are inherently impossible – such as “Anyone who knows the exact measure of the Creator is assured a place in the World to Come” (Berakhot 3a) or “The Holy One, blessed be He, dons tefillin” (Berakhot 6a)[footnoteRef:31] – although they may serve to benefit matters of faith and strengthen the belief of the common people, must never be taken literally. These must only be accepted if they are interpreted allegorically, in a manner that aligns with the fundamental principles of faith “with utmost clarity and precision.” In such cases, the commentator’s role is clear: he must decipher the hidden meaning and reveal a reasonable and enlightening interpretation. In these instances, it is not merely a matter of adding a layer of interpretation. The commentator must uncover the intended meaning, which lies concealed like a kernel beneath a thick shell. Anyone who adheres to the apparent literal meaning misses the mark, as the literal interpretation was never intended from the outset.	Comment by Gr Lookjed: I did not find this in the Gemara (A Sefaria search has it in Kabbalistic works)	Comment by JA: I could not find it either [31:  It is not possible to determine whether these statements were chosen randomly due to their presence in Massekhet Berakhot, or if there is an anti-Kabbalistic tone, as will be further examined at the end of the article. Compare: Iggeret Teḥiyat Hametim, in Iggerot Harambam, Shilat edition, 340-341; Hakadmot Harambam Lamishna, Shilat edition, 133 (“Derashot Berakhot U’ferek Ḥelek”). See also: Abraham Halkin, “Sanegoria al Mishneh Torah,” Tarbiz, vol. 25 (1956), 419.
] 
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Anyone who moves from these foundational principles to Hapenini’s actual commentary observes immediately the vast disparity between them: the framework outlining the foundational principles suggests that only particularly difficult matters should be interpreted allegorically, yet the commentaries themselves cast the net of free interpretation and philosophical exegesis broadly – not only over the difficult, strange, and unbelievable matters but also over statements where the plain meaning is logical, and the allegory seems forced. Moreover, even straightforward statements rooted in halakhic matters are transformed into material for philosophical and intellectual exegesis. As will be demonstrated, these interpretations are offered from a consistent perspective, a unique approach to statements made by the Sages that encompasses both halakha and aggada. A few examples will illustrate this approach, highlighting both the novelty of his interpretations and their general direction.
1. “All the sacred vessels that Moses fashioned, their anointment consecrates them. From that point forward, their use in Temple service initiates them” (Sanhedrin 16b). While the subject of the anointing oil is complex and problematic, the halakha is simple and clear. Maimonides summarized the halakha as follows:
All of the vessels of the Sanctuary that were fashioned [at the command] of Moses were sanctified only by being anointed with the anointing oil, as [Num. 7:1] states: “And he anointed them and sanctified them.” This practice was not followed in the coming generations. Instead, all of the utensils became sanctified when they were used for their purpose in the Temple, as [implied by Num. 4:12] “...that they will serve with them in the Sanctuary,” i.e., through service, they are sanctified.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Kelei Hamikdash 1:12.] 


R. Yedaya, as is typical for him, interprets this to mean that everything depends on intellectual attainment, and the laws concerning the Temple vessels reflect the level of wisdom and the philosophical understanding of the people of that generation. The anointing oil, according to him, is a symbol for the preparation and purification of the hearts toward pure and exemplary faith, for the correction of beliefs:

The Sages, of blessed memory, teach that during the time of Moses, the people as a whole were believers in the eternity of the universe, and they did not comprehend the existence of a First Cause beyond the celestial spheres. Consequently, they would deify the celestial spheres and construct altars to offer sacrifices to the objects of their choice. [Moses], master of the prophets, was then commanded regarding that construction [of the Tabernacle] to guide the people, to make them aware of the nature of reality as a whole, so that upon understanding reality, they might apprehend what necessarily follows from it... To teach them about creation and to distance them from the belief in the eternity of the universe, this noble structure was given to them... The Sages said regarding the structure made by Moses that its sanctification came from the anointing with oils. You are well aware that in the Torah and the Prophets, anointing is metaphorically used for the softening of the heart, as when it is uncircumcised and then humbled, just as it is known that anointing with oil externally softens the flesh; similarly, the metaphor is applied to the softening of the heart if it is uncircumcised...	Comment by Gr Lookjed: My translation
The implication of this interpretation is that the use of anointing oil is a negative attribute, not a positive one. Moses, the master of the prophets, was compelled to use it not as a special virtue but due to the degraded state of the people, their beliefs, and their views. In contrast, pure faith reached a peak during the days of Solomon. Here, Hapenini employs a literary topos particularly common among the sages of Provence,[footnoteRef:33] describing Solomon’s era as a brilliant period of wisdom and intellectual pursuit: [33:  R. Jacob Anatoli in his commentary on Ecclesiastes (MS); R. Moses Ibn Tibbon’s commentaries on Song of Songs, Lyck 1874; Ralbag, ed. Menachem Kellner, Ramat Gan: Bar-Ilan University, 2002; Immanuel of Rome, S. B. Eschwege edition, Frankfurt am Main 1908, and others. See: Saadia Gaon, Perush Tehillim, Kafiḥ edition, Jerusalem: The American Academy for Jewish Studies, 1966, introduction, 24-25: “And know... that this book, due to its great value and because it is the word of God... was given by God only when the nation was in the utmost state of perfection and purity.” Ralbag, Bereshit 1:1 (Biur Ralbag Latorah, Sefer Bereshit, eds. Baruch Brener and Eli Freiman, Maale Adumim: Maalot, 1993, 30): “In the days of our teacher Moses... philosophy was very much lacking.’
] 

Their eyes were opened... and their hearts perceived all true wisdom. They did not require that anointing at that time because their hearts were already softened on their own... The Sages, of blessed memory, sought to teach about the people who left Egypt under Moses, by the command of God. These people were of little faith and lacked true knowledge of the Divine. Therefore, they required the anointing with oil to soften their uncircumcised hearts. But in the days of Solomon and all the wise-hearted among the people, after the Torah had been given to them... they no longer required that anointing because their hearts were already softened.[footnoteRef:34]	Comment by Gr Lookjed: My translation [34:  Compare: Otzar Haperushim, Horayot, ed. Genachowski (above, n. 8), 13: “That anointing came to soften and humble their hearts if they were uncircumcised of heart... and they said, ‘And that oil will exist in the future,’ meaning that the purpose of the oil, which was to soften his heart and revive his soul, will endure in the future... the anointing of the oil softened him so that his heart would not be lifted above his brothers... and that anointing came with the intention to soften his heart if it was uncircumcised, just as the anointing with oil softens the flesh from the outside.”
] 

2. The distinction between true intellectuals and the lowly masses – those deprived of intellectual understanding and sensitivity, who drain the essence of a refined spiritual world – is reflected by Hapenini in the halakha that states the Tetragrammaton is pronounced explicitly in the Temple but referred to by an appellation outside of it. This basic halakha applies to the service on Yom Kippur, the priestly blessing, and similar matters.[footnoteRef:35] Moreover, in Midrash Tehillim (Ps. 87:3, Buber edition) on the verse “Glorious things are said of you” we find:  [35:  See: Sota 34a; Kiddushin 71a; Ta’anit 16b, among others.] 

R. Huna said in the name of R. Idi: Why did Israel express God’s name explicitly in the Holy Temple and use a cognomen outside of the Temple bounds? Because it is written, “…to fear this glorious and awesome name, the Lord, your God.” (Deut. 28:58) This is ‘glorious things are said about you.’ And where is it said? In the city of God, in the city of Zion. And where? “…the city of God, forever.”	Comment by Gr Lookjed: I took this translation from Sefaria - https://www.sefaria.org.il/Psalms.87.3?lang=bi&p2=Midrash_Tehillim.87.4&lang2=bi
Not sure about the use of cognomen (I used “appellation”)
Once again, Hapenini finds a halakhic topic into which he can introduce his own innovation:
Therefore, it is proper for any perfect person to refrain from explaining and revealing profound truths to the masses, as their understanding cannot bear them. This is the strict restriction that the Sages placed on teaching the Account of Creation (Maaseh Bereshit) and the Account of the Chariot (Maaseh Merkava) to the public, reserving them instead for an individual who shows signs of success in contemplation and is perfect in his character traits, having renounced worldly affairs and physical needs. However, to the masses, certain truths should be transmitted through tradition, specifically those essential[footnoteRef:36] for organizing their beliefs in the existence of God, as well as the detailed contemplation of reward and punishment, so that they may fear and revere God. All these matters are understood through the Divine, described by the prophets with attributes, which are appellations. Therefore, it is said that God is to be referred to by appellations outside the Temple which is filled with people and a great multitude, to awaken this intention – namely, the fear of God. However, in the Temple, He is referred to without an appellation, as it is a place of seclusion and instruction of all perfections, and where its inhabitants are the elite of the nation, who possessed great understanding... it is fitting that truths be transmitted to them without concealment or riddles, but through rational demonstrations devoid of any imagery.	Comment by Gr Lookjed: My translation [36:  Guide III:28.] 

In the Temple, where the “pure of faith and those with refined beliefs”[footnoteRef:37] are found, the Tetragrammaton is pronounced explicitly. However, elsewhere, “the truth is disseminated among the lowly, and discourse is conducted with the masses... and it is impossible to speak except in terms that their imaginations can bear, in order to bring them closer to the truth as much as tradition allows,”[footnoteRef:38] only an appellation is used, for the gap between the masses and the individuals is vast. [37:  Beurim al Maamarei Ḥazal Bemidrash Tehillim (above, n. 17), 20. ]  [38: Beurim al Maamarei Ḥazal Bemidrash Tehillim (above, n. 17), 35. See also his commentary on Sanhedrin (MS [above, n. 6]. 45) on “Hidden things…as for overt acts – it is for us and our children.”] 

3. “They place on the Great Sanhedrin only men of high stature, and of wisdom, and of pleasant appearance” (Sanhedrin 17a). The simple meaning of this halakha emphasizes the value of external appearances, as stated by Maimonides: “Just as the judges of a court must be on the highest level of righteousness; so, too, must they be unsullied by any physical blemishes.
An effort should be made that they all be white-haired, of impressive height, of dignified appearance, men who understand whispered matters…”[footnoteRef:39] However, this physical interpretation was unacceptable to the intellectual and spiritual approach of Yedaya Hapenini:	Comment by Gr Lookjed: This is Touger’s translation. It is just 4 lines so I didn’t indent it. [39:  Hilkhot Sanhedrin 2:6. See: Rashi, Sanhedrin 17a, who explains the need for impressive height “so that their fear will be upon the people.” Compare: Menaḥot 65a; Bekhorot 45b.] 

And when they said “of impressive height” they meant that they had perfected themselves and refined their ways to ascend the rungs of the ladder to apprehend their Creator who stands above it. For this reason, they called them “of impressive height,” meaning that they are superior in rank and level, attaining that which is abstracted from matter.	Comment by Gr Lookjed: My translation
He was not content until he dispelled the literal interpretation from the minds of those who adhered to it, explaining: “And they did not call them ‘of impressive height’ because of their physical stature, like the children of the giants, for the Blessed One does not choose human beings based on their physical form...”

4. At times, it seems that Hapenini becomes entangled and overly elaborate in his expression due to his spiritualist-philosophical agenda. The Mishnah in Pirkei Avot states, “Beloved are Israel in that they were called children to the All-Present. Especially beloved are they for it was made known to them that they are called children of the All-Present, as it is said: ‘you are children to the Lord your God’ (Deut. 14:1).” Hapenini offers an explanation that is somewhat peculiar and convoluted, weaving the philosophical perspective on death into the laws of mourning:	Comment by JA: Till here	Comment by Gr Lookjed: Translation from Sefaria
We see the intention of the Torah in its compassion for the priest, the Nazirite, and any Israelite who strives to follow their path of holiness. The commandment was given to them that they should not come into contact with a dead body... and that they should not witness the death of others, nor mourn and lament for them, as it would harm them and deprive them of much good and true perfection. They would be unable to attain closeness to their Creator amidst a broken heart and troubled spirit. The Lord had compassion on their souls, preventing them from being destroyed by grief, which would melt them from within due to sorrow. This prohibition was not extended to the general population, as they could not restrain themselves in the face of death – whether of a father, mother, brother, or sister – without mourning and lamenting for them... A directive was given specifically to the priest and the Nazirite: if they wished to follow the same path regarding mourning and to conduct themselves as scholars, they were permitted not to mourn for the dead. The master of the prophets instructed the entire nation, saying, “Do not lacerate yourselves or make bald patches in the middle of your heads or the dead.” He did not forbid them from weeping altogether. If one wishes to refrain from mourning, he is permitted to do so, for the intention of the Divine concerning humanity is not focused on the perishable physical form. Mourning over it does not benefit us, nor does it save us from death... Concerning this, the master of the prophets instructed and warned them about mourning, saying, “You are children of the Lord your God.” He taught them that the Father who gives form to the soul will never die, and if the soul is perfected, it will live eternally and not perish. Therefore, one should not grieve over the separation of the soul from its material body, for there it will find rest, and then it will delight in the Lord.	Comment by Gr Lookjed: My translation. The pesukim are from the Mangerman edition.
I described these ideas as strange because the philosophical perspective, which is almost dualistic, seems to conflict with halakhic obligations. First and foremost, the prohibition against impurity from contact with the dead for a priest and a Nazirite is not based on the principle of holiness, but rather on a philosophical notion that glorifies death by rejecting the material and emphasizing the ultimate goal of attaining knowledge and truth.[footnoteRef:40] Furthermore, the idea that every person is permitted to exempt themselves from observing mourning practices is presented here. Any person can make themselves like a Torah scholar – essentially, like a priest or a Nazirite, that is, like a philosopher who withdraws from worldly concerns and its vanities – and thereby nullify the laws of mourning. This is perplexing! Even a priest whose relative dies is only prohibited from becoming ritually impure through contact with the dead. As is well known, Maimonides distinguished between two domains: death as a “kiss,” the culmination and pinnacle of life, and death as a tragic, destructive event that leads to despair, sorrow, and anguish. There is death “that, in truth, rescues one from death,” for which the Sages “used a well-known trope, calling it… a kiss.”[footnoteRef:41] In contrast, Maimonides established a firm halakhic principle that “Whoever does not mourn over his dead in the manner which our Sages commanded is cruel.” Although one must not mourn excessively – for that is the way of the world – the obligation to mourn remains in its place.[footnoteRef:42]	Comment by Gr Lookjed: Translations in the footnote are mine.	Comment by Gr Lookjed: Translation is Goodman’s	Comment by Gr Lookjed: Touger’s translation [40:  See also: Perush Le’avot, 15 (MS), where asceticism is praised as a tested and even desirable means “so that one may come to know his Creator through abstinence”; Perush Le’avot, 53: “The pious of the nations of the world... were called pious because of their abstinence... the matter of the Nazirite in the Torah applies to any person of Israel who abstains even from what is permitted to him, for he is holy.” It is important to emphasize that while Hapenini offers harsh and continuous criticism of excessive materialism, which he views as detrimental to intellectual attainment, he does not advocate extreme asceticism or seclusion. His remarks at the beginning of Tractate Horayot (“A decree is not imposed upon the public unless the majority of the public can bear it”) are significant in this context: 
For the commandments were not given to humanity so that the service would be overly burdensome upon people, Heaven forbid, but rather they were given in a moderate and balanced way that brings glory to those who fulfill them. Just as you find that the Torah does not command – like the verse in Job 33:29, “God intervenes two or three times with a man” – to afflict oneself through fasting day after day, as the Christians, who emulate us, do, fasting for the majority of the year, as if they were required to do so by the words of fasting and their cries – Heaven forbid! For He, blessed be He, chose them above all other nations and gave them His Torah, which provides them with a straight path and does not burden them to cross the sea or wander the land to go to desolate places... 
The idea that there is no excessive burden in the Torah is found in Guide III:30,47. See also: R. David Kimḥi on Hosea 11:3. Compare: R. Judah Halevi, Kuzari II:50; Ibn Ezra on Ecclesiastes 7:3. Further references: Guide II:39; Hilkhot Issurei Bi’ah 13:14.
]  [41:  Guide III, end of chapter 51. Compare: Introduction to the Mishna, in Hakdamot Harambam Lamishnah, Shilat edition, 28: “And his death was for us, because we miss him, yet it was life for him, for what he ascended to...”; Ralbag, Commentary on Song of Songs 1:2 (above, n. 32), 77 (kiss = cleaving).
]  [42:  Hilkhot Avel 13:11-12. R. Baḥya ben Asher (Kad Hakemaḥ, Kitvei Rabbenu Baḥya, ed. Chaim Dov Chavel, Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1970, entry “Avel,” 51) emphasizes the “inferiority of this world, which is entirely utter vanity and nothingness,” but this leads him to elevate the value of the laws of mourning. Nevertheless, see: Nachmanides’ commentary on the Torah, Deut. 14:1.] 

It is likely that Hapenini exaggerated here and, in his great enthusiasm, expanded the scope and application of Maimonides’ words. These statements, made in a different context and without any conflict with Jewish law, assert that any individual who aspires to a world of pure goodness can elevate and sanctify themselves like the priests and Levites:
Not only the tribe of Levi but every single individual from among the world’s inhabitants, whose spirit moved him and whose intelligence gave him the understanding to withdraw from the world in order to stand before God to serve and minister to Him, and to know God, and who walked upright in the manner in which God made him, shaking off from his neck the yoke of the manifold contrivances which men seek – behold, this person has been totally consecrated, and God will be his portion and inheritance forever and ever. God will acquire for him sufficient goods in this world just as He did for the priests and the Levites.[footnoteRef:43]	Comment by Gr Lookjed: Taken from Twersky’s Intro to the Code. [43:  Hilkhot Shemita Veyovel 13:13. Compare: Perush Horayot, 14b (MS) [the printed version in Genachowski (above, n. 8) ends at 14a, and it appears that the continuation was censored]. ] 

5. Hapenini discusses the story of Elazar ben Dordaya – the great sinner who turned to the mountains and hills, the heavens and earth, the sun and moon, asking them to seek mercy for him. Ultimately, he concluded, “The matter depends on me alone.” He placed his head between his knees, wept bitterly, and his soul departed. A heavenly voice proclaimed: “Rabbi Elazar ben Dordaya is destined for life in the World-to-Come.” [footnoteRef:44] Using this story, Hapenini engages in polemics with his contemporaries, who turn in prayer to intermediaries rather than casting their trust directly upon God: “There is no need for other intermediaries between oneself and one’s God, for all are subordinate to Him.” [44:  Avoda Zara 17a, and his commentary on the passage.] 

Some of the common folk of the Torah have erred in this matter, placing an intermediary between themselves and their God to appease Him… This error stems from the root of divination and a misguided belief that approaches dualism. This was once found among Israel, and its traces are still recognizable within our people when, during the ten days from Rosh Hashana to Yom Kippur, they rise in the early morning hours to pray and say, Makhnisei Raḥamim (“Conveyers of Mercy”) and beseech intermediaries to pray on their behalf. This is a grave error, leading them toward dualistic beliefs, for the Blessed One has no need of an intermediary…
A new, sharp testimony has emerged, piercing as a sword, regarding the practice of reciting Makhnisei Raḥamim – a custom that has stirred controversy well into the modern era. [footnoteRef:45] This is a prime example of Hapenini’s polemic against popular religiosity, which he views as flawed. He does not advocate a passive “leave them be” approach, but rather a proactive “go and descend” stance.	Comment by JA: Perhaps insert here a reference to Shemot 32:7?
Otherwise, perhaps forgo the allusion and write simply “a proactive stance.” [45:  Compare: Dov Flattau, “Malakhei Elyon Vesheliḥutam Ledarei Mata,” Eder Hayakar, Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1947, 81–87. On the custom in Provence to receive blessings from elders and pious men, see: Kalonymus ben Kalonymus, Iggeret Mussar, ed. Isaiah Sonne, Kovetz al Yad, 1 [11] (1936), 107; R. Joseph Ibn Kaspi, Tam Hakesef, London, 1913, 32, among others.
] 

6. His interpretation of the first mishna in Pirkei Avot adds a crucial layer to his system of interpretations and ideas. First, “Moses received the Torah from Sinai and transmitted it to Joshua.” The meaning here is “the concealment of that precious thing, abstract and immaterial, which is not grasped by the senses, but only by the clear and pure intellect. They say that Moses transmitted these truths to Joshua…” Thus, Torah is not merely the Written Law, nor even halakha, but rather “that special portion of it relating to the knowledge of God and His angels, who are separate from matter.” The order of transmission – Joshua to the elders, and the elders to the prophets – demands interpretation, for this sequence seemingly inverts the hierarchy of the higher and the lower. After all:
The prophet is more perfect and wiser than the elder... The prophet’s perfection surpasses that of the elder by far, as light exceeds darkness. Because of the prophet’s superior wisdom and greater moral virtues, the Divine Presence rests upon the prophet more than upon the elder, who has acquired wisdom.
He poses the question and offers a daring response rooted in a Maimonidean conception that reverberates throughout this period:
And in placing the elder before the prophet, the Sages, of blessed memory, only spoke according to the view of the common people of the Torah, who believe that prophecy can rest upon a person who is mistaken or foolish, and that even without wisdom or knowledge, one may prophesy if God chooses him.[footnoteRef:46] It is a well known, evident, and fundamental truth that prophecy is impossible for any person who has not first acquired wisdom. How could the Blessed One reveal Himself to someone who neither recognizes nor understands what He is…? Yet, they placed the elder before the prophet according to the understanding of the common people of the Torah. Although this view is misguided, they prioritized the elder due to the opinion of the multitude. [46:  Compare: Guide II:32.] 

Hapenini bases his interpretation on a hermeneutical principle that allows for surprising interpretations and opens the door to various unconventional explanations. According to him, the Sages gave consideration to popular beliefs, even if they were erroneous and baseless. In other words, the Sages preserved flawed and distorted opinions due to their widespread acceptance; the mistaken voice of the masses was, in effect, to be taken seriously. This approach appears rooted in Maimonides’ explanation of the prohibition against cursing. Why should one receive lashes for cursing – a prohibition lacking an action – when such prohibitions generally do not incur lashes because they “cause little harm and, being verbal, are scarcely avoidable?” As is well known, there are three exceptions: vain oaths, substitution (of another animal for one reserved for sacrifice), and cursing in God’s name. Maimonides explains the reason for each: “(i) vain oaths, given the reverence that is God’s due; (ii) substitution, to avoid trifling with the offerings consecrated to Him; and (iii) cursing someone in God’s name, for a curse is popularly believed to be worse than bodily injury.”[footnoteRef:47] In truth, the curse has no actual effect – it is mere words. However, for the masses, these words hold significant peril.[footnoteRef:48] According to Maimonides, the Torah takes psychological factors into account, acknowledging popular, even mistaken, beliefs. According to Hapenini, the Sages followed this path, sometimes crafting their statements in accordance with widespread – yet erroneous – views. Consequently, one can easily dismiss difficult or uncomfortable statements. One can lift the magic wand and declare: this reflects a popular, entrenched belief that has been recorded in the texts. 	Comment by Gr Lookjed: This translation and the lines following are from Goodman. [47:  Guide III:41. Compare: Teshuvot haRambam, ed. Blau, Siman 218 (regarding katlanit).
]  [48:  Tam Hakesef (see above, n. 44) develops this view: “In truth, there is no substance in his words, and they are not inherently causative. However, they may still serve as an incidental cause, due to their belief that one who blesses will bring light, and this will act on their imagination in most cases.” The Torah addresses blessings and curses, despite their lack of inherent influence on reality, because widespread popular belief attributes significance and influence to them. For a contrasting perspective, see: Sefer Haḥinukh, Mitzva 239. See also above, Chapter 25, 583.
] 
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The stark contrast between the restrained tone of the Iggeret Hahitnatzlut and the more radical interpretations in Hapenini’s commentaries is easy to understand. This divergence cannot merely be attributed to the conservative stance expected in a letter such as the Iggeret, as opposed to the greater freedom for allegorization in commentaries, particularly regarding puzzling passages. Nor can it be explained by the plausible assumption that in the Iggeret Hapenini wrote as a representative of the sages of Provence, or possibly even composed it in collaboration with the scholars of Montpellier.[footnoteRef:49] Rather, Hapenini sought to disseminate his philosophical ideas broadly. His commentary represents an ambitious educational-literary project, aiming to introduce philosophical notions, spiritual inclinations, and rational patterns of thought into the realm of aggada and rabbinic discourse in general. It is well known that philosophers frequently linked their ideas to rabbinic teachings, but Hapenini goes further by grounding his views in halakhic concepts as well. While earlier commentators toiled in their efforts, they did not exhaust the potential of these texts. Hapenini aspired to demonstrate that the teachings of the Sages are imbued with philosophical depth and rest upon spiritual and intellectual foundations. [49:  R. Yeḥiel of Pisa, Minḥat Kena'ot (see above, n. 12), 6; R. Moshe Isserles, Shut Harema, ed. Asher Ziv, Jerusalem 1971 (reprint: Jerusalem: Mossad HaRav Kook, 2018), Siman 7, 32. They assume that Hapenini wrote the Iggeret as a consensus document, with the agreement of all the scholars of Provence. Graetz (see above, n. 1) speculates that the letter is the result of collaboration among them. ] 

The emotional declaration at the conclusion of the Iggeret Hahitnatzlut applies equally to Hapenini’s commentaries: “For they believe they are defending the honor of the great rabbi, may his memory be blessed, and his writings, and for the sanctity of his Torah they are willing to sacrifice their wealth, their progeny, and even their very souls as long as they live.” Not only does Hapenini seek to defend Maimonides’ honor and teachings, but he also seeks to deepen and extend the scope of Maimonidean thought while making the effort of extracting it from the words of the Sages. Hapenini’s reliance on Maimonides is explicitly stated at the outset of his commentary on Pirkei Avot:
I did not come to explain what he [Maimonides] has already explained, for to add to his words would diminish them, as he spoke of great and weighty matters in his commentary on the tractate, and there is nothing to add to his excellent words. What person could come after the king?[footnoteRef:50] Therefore, on this entire tractate, I have come only to explain what the prophet has not commented on. [50:  Compare: Maimonides’ letter to R. Jonathan Hakohen of Lunel, Iggerot Harambam, ed. Shilat, 503: “And let not the reader of my work say, ‘What is man that he should come after the king?’ (Ecclesiastes 2:12), but rather, I have permitted it, and the king has invited him to come forward.”
] 

From this point forward, Hapenini feels free to elevate the spiritual tension and seek further support for his philosophical views. Beyond the explicit declarations, Maimonidean ideas, even without explicit attribution to the master, underpin much of the commentary’s foundations.[footnoteRef:51]	Comment by Gr Lookjed: Translation in the footnote are mine, aside from the excerpt from Sanhedrin (Sefaria) and the Guide, which is from Goodman. [51:  One clear example: the passage in Sanhedrin (87a), “this teaches that the location [chosen by God for the Sanhedrin to convene] causes [their rulings to be authoritative],” provides Hapenini an opportunity and stimulus to summarize Maimonides’ view on sacrifices and to interpret it in a radical manner. The entire goal of the law and the wisdom of the Legislator is “to minimize sacrifices.” “His wisdom decreed to command the people not to offer a sacrifice unless it was in a single place within Israel’s borders, designated for all their sacrifices, in order to reduce their offering of sacrifices and not to have them offered day after day... Moreover, that place was too small to contain the multitude of sacrifices... All of this, His wisdom decreed in order to reduce the sacrifices from them, and if only the people would refrain from offering them, whether few or many.” Still unsatisfied, he continues: “That place was higher than all other parts of the settled world... and the air was very pure... and it would purify the minds of those who came there so that they would understand, from their own reasoning, that the sacrifice was not the true intention of the Blessed One...” Compare Guide III:32: “All this was to delimit worship of this sort, preserving only as much of it as His wisdom determined must not be wholly abandoned.”] 

Since Hapenini found an opportunity to promote his positions, he addresses anything that can be interpreted according to his method or supports his ideological agenda. Thus, the question of selectivity in his commentaries is naturally resolved. At first glance, it may be difficult to discern the principles guiding his choice of material for interpretation. Hapenini is not a conventional commentator but a polemical one, with a transparent agenda: the integration of philosophical principles into the rabbinic midrashic formulations. Continuity in interpretation is not his primary concern; the philosophical emphasis is. The ideological debate shapes the character of the work, and the intellectual propaganda leaves its imprint on the commentary’s style. It gives the impression that Hapenini is an intellectual peddler – he possesses a certain stock of foundational ideas and is ready to repeat them endlessly, inserting them into various frameworks..
While one must always be cautious of imposing excessive systematization where there are merely interpretive insights, isolated comments, and fragmented ideas clothed in midrashic form, it is nearly possible to create a conceptual index of Hapenini’s commentary. The reader, through deductive reasoning, could almost predict the forthcoming interpretations. Hapenini’s approach to interpreting rabbinic sayings is highly consistent; at times, he explicitly declares the principles underlying his interpretation, while at other times, the consistency is self-evident. For example, he states, “We have already explained in many places that our Sages, of blessed memory, compared human virtues to bread, for they sustain the soul and lead it to its desired destination.”[footnoteRef:52] Such a statement encourages us to make broader generalizations and to extend the interpretive framework to areas where he did not explicitly outline his method. [52:  Escorial manuscript (above, n. 6), 49. ] 

 1. Every tradition or Torah ultimately directs toward philosophy and the esoteric aspects of the Torah. Torah and wisdom are synonymous, and that relationship is consistently emphasized.[footnoteRef:53] [53:  See, for example, Escorial manuscript, 5, 24, 56. Torah commentary – “the special part of it,” “knowledge of God and His holy angels,” “the purpose of the commandments, which were given to reveal the existence of God and His angels, who are separate from matter.”] 

2. Any admonition against verbosity – simple statements like “I have found nothing better for the body than silence” or “the more words, the more sin” – is aimed at those who engage in anthropomorphism or use descriptors carelessly and imprecisely.
3. Every statement concerning Torah and derekh eretz, or wisdom and commandments, presents the hierarchy of values of the perfection of virtues and intellectual perfection, or the perfection of the body and the soul.
4. Prayer or worship of the heart is equivalent to intellectual apprehension.[footnoteRef:54] [54:  See Biurim Lemidrash Tehillim (above, n. 17), 21; MS on Avot, 11 (the recitation of Shema and prayer are rational commandments, and “if one directs their heart toward them, they will recognize their Creator through them and live before Him forever”).
] 

5. Praise and glorification of God refer to the acknowledgment and understanding of the natural order correctly.[footnoteRef:55] [55:  Bi’urim Lemidrash Tehillim (above, n. 17), 26, 33, 39; Escorial manuscript (above, n. 6), 66: Anyone who recites shira every day... “that they endeavor to recognize and investigate [God], to give honor to His name, and to distance from Him anything impossible in His nature.” ] 

6. Holiness signifies the negation of materiality and the sense of touch, “which is a disgrace to us.”[footnoteRef:56] [56:  Escorial manuscript 9, 11, et al.] 

7. The term orla (foreskin) metaphorically refers to anything within a person that prevents him from achieving perfection.[footnoteRef:57] [57:  Escorial manuscript 36.] 

8. “Erva (nakedness) and orla (foreskin) are figurative terms used to describe any shameful matter.”[footnoteRef:58]	Comment by JA: That is Goodman and Lieberman’s term for שמות מושאלים [58:  Escorial manuscript 37.] 

9. “The Sages spoke in a concealed manner about the king, referring to the king as one who controls his spirit and physical desires.”[footnoteRef:59] [59:  Escorial manuscript 42.] 

10. The am ha’aretz is “someone who conducts himself properly with others, maintaining social order, as all humans are social by nature and require assistance from others. The person who behaves in this way is called am ha’aretz because he understands societal and communal leadership, even though his heart has not attained wisdom and knowledge.”[footnoteRef:60] [60:  Escorial manuscript 14. On page 148, in connection to the rabbinic saying (Makkot 22b) “How foolish are those people who stand up for a Torah scroll but do not stand up for a great person,” Hapenini adds: “Their reference to ‘those people’ was directed at the masses and the ignorant who are not students of Torah and do not honor its scholars, and it is to them alone that this warning was addressed. The enlightened will shine forth to seek words of desire, and they do not need further warning... The masses, called ‘those people,’ were referred to as such because they are formed from the impure earth, molded from matter, and possess only their humanity without their hearts perceiving wisdom and knowledge... And of the best of the people, it was said ‘he is not a human being,’ indicating that they are divine intellects even in their lifetime, making use of matter only when absolutely necessary.”
] 

In brief, Hapenini integrates a consistent set of ideas into a canonized and influential literary corpus – especially in Provence, where aggadic literature was widely disseminated since the days of R. Moshe Hadarshan.[footnoteRef:61] His educational and religious objective is to train readers to understand aggada through its spiritual content, philosophical allusions, and rational directives: “We have already explained a similar idea in Tanḥuma, Part II”; “We have already explained this statement in Tanḥuma”; “The intention of this statement we have already explained through a similar one in Part V...”. In his commentary on Tractate Sanhedrin, after citing a series of statements regarding a man’s wife – such as “Anyone whose first wife dies in his lifetime, it is as though the Temple was destroyed in his days,” “Anyone whose wife dies in his lifetime, the world is darkened for him,” “A man finds no true contentment except with his first wife” – he explains that these statements refer to a person’s relationship with material and physical matters (“Our Sages did not speak of these things literally, but rather allusively, by way of metaphor, allegory, and riddles”).[footnoteRef:62] He then offers an insightful observation that reveals his broader interpretative method: [61:  See: Isadore Twersky, Rabad of Posquieres: A Twelfth-Century Talmudist, Philadelphia: Jewish Publishing Society, 1980, 252. See also above, Chapter 24, n. 3.
]  [62:  MS, 45. This is a significant principle upon which much depends. On page 49 (regarding Proverbs 12:11: “He who works his land will be sated with bread”), he again establishes a fundamental approach: “And they, of blessed memory, did not speak here according to the revealed meaning of their words, for it is already known about Solomon, and well-known in the nation, that he spoke his good words through divine inspiration on two levels, revealed and concealed. And they, of blessed memory, followed in his path and came to explain his good words according to the concealed meaning, not only the revealed. For what would they have taught us about the revealed meaning of their words, if they came only to instruct about the diligent worker of the land, who plows all day to sow...?” There is no difficulty in the revealed, but one must delve deeper to uncover the hidden. It is not the apparent strangeness that drives his interpretation, but rather the profound hidden meaning implicit there.
] 

All the other things they spoke at length about regarding women also follow this same intention, which is doubly true. From the statements we have explained, one can infer the meaning of the others, as they are all connected to one another and share a common intent. Mentioning and explaining them further is unnecessary.	Comment by Gr Lookjed: This is my translation
Hapenini builds foundational examples and relies on the reader to infer and connect various teachings, applying his interpretative principles across different literary contexts with precision and near-scientific rigor.[footnoteRef:63] [63:  See his note (Horayot, Genachowski edition [above, n. 8], 14): “The prophets and every intelligent person in the nation likened [wisdom] to living, flowing waters that do not fail in summer or winter... as we have explained in many places in our investigation of this matter.”] 

There are several prominent motifs that serve as a central thread throughout his writings. A fundamental idea that stands out is the persistent effort to purify the beliefs of the masses, to remove misconceptions from their hearts, and to gradually elevate them, slowly but surely, without deviations or compromises.
The masses are immersed in physicality, and there is a need to be compassionate toward them, as they are akin to those “walking on the path” – “for they [the Sages] referred to ‘walking on the path’ as a metaphor for a person throughout their life” – who interrupt their study. Here, we encounter the great contradiction in the scholars’ relationship to the common folk. On one hand, they are strict about maintaining secrecy and erecting a barrier between their own beliefs and the faith of the masses. The secrets of the Torah are reserved only for kings – and who are the kings? The wise philosophers. There is a vast chasm between the masses and the elite, and the two do not draw near to one another: “Most of the errors and doubts have arisen from the words of those who try to explain deep matters to the masses – concepts that most scholars cannot bear, let alone the minds of the masses.”[footnoteRef:64] [64:  R. Shem-Tov Falaquera, Moreh Hamoreh, Pressburg 1837, 5. A striking expression of this, which can serve as a paradigmatic example for all that has been said on the gap between the masses and the sages, can be found in Maimonides, Mishneh Torah Hilkhot Shevuot 5:22. ] 

On the other hand, anyone who attains true knowledge and intellectual understanding of the secrets of the Torah and its foundations desires, and is even obligated, to share their insight with others. It is obligatory to make it known. As a result, the individual turns toward the masses, gradually and carefully revealing aspects of their true beliefs, seeking to influence them – like “one who sits and teaches, with the fire burning around him.” Thus, on the one hand, the sage draws a circle and stands within it, but on the other hand, he yearns to break through and step into the public domain. In this case, the problem is less severe, as Hapenini is not engaged in professional philosophy – mysteries or metaphysics – but rather in folk philosophy, that is, a spiritual conception of religion and the spiritual direction of religious practice and aspiration. Nevertheless, he stirred controversy.
Hapenini also engages in a vigorous polemic against Talmudic scholars who neglect the sciences and confine themselves to the four cubits of halakha. He creates opportunities to criticize those scholars who spend their days exclusively on Talmud study without engaging in matters of faith, wisdom, or the experiential content of performing the commandments. He goes so far as issuing a harsh judgment: exclusive Talmudism leads to spiritual disorientation or dullness. This is the meaning of the enigmatic statement (Sanhedrin 24a) “‘He has made me dwell in dark places, as those that have been long dead’ (Lam. 3:6), R. Yirmeya says: This is the Talmud of Babylonia.” Hapenini explains, “They [the Sages] came to teach that anyone who devotes himself solely to that wisdom (i.e., Talmud) and has not studied any other wisdom dwells in dark places.”[footnoteRef:65] His engagement with aggada demonstrates his position and intertwines with his broader cultural-religious critique of the Talmudic scholars. This critique echoes the sentiments of the author of Yalkut Hamakhiri,[footnoteRef:66] whose statement aligns with Hapenini’s agenda: “And due to their preoccupation with the Talmud, with its laws of what is permitted and forbidden, they are unable to grasp the homiletical teachings required by each verse.” Hapenini laments that the scholars’ intellectual strength has diminished, and their vision has dimmed due to their lack of philosophical education. [65:  See above, Chapter 20, particularly page 475.]  [66:  Yalkut haMachiri, Psalms, ed. Salomon Buber, repr. Jerusalem 1964, 3.] 


4
In this purposeful approach, Hapenini distinguishes himself from all his predecessors, from Rav Hai Gaon and R. Samuel ben Ḥofni onward. In his discussion of aggada and review of its interpretative development, Azariah dei Rossi writes:[footnoteRef:67] [67:  R. Azariah dei Rossi, Me’or Einayim, ed. David Cassel, Vilna 1866 (repr. Jerusalem: Makor, 1970), Imrei Bina, ch. 15, 205. See also the characteristic remarks of R. Nachman Krochmal, Moreh Nevukhei Hazeman, Kitvei R. Nachman Krochmal, ed. Simon Rawidowicz, 2nd ed. with corrections and additions, London/Waltham, Mass.: Ararat, 1961, 246-247. On R. Samuel ben Ḥofni Gaon’s position regarding the interpretation of aggada, see Moshe Zucker, “Lifetaron be'ayat lamed-bet middot umishnat R. Eliezer” Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research 23 (1954), 13-14.
] 

Like Rabbenu Nissim Gaon, the Rashba, and others of discerning mind, who took upon themselves the task of interpreting the aggadot and narratives of the Sages, which appear to contain intellectual difficulties, and sought to align them beautifully, “like golden apples in silver settings.”[footnoteRef:68] [68:  This refers to Maimonides’ introduction to his Guide for the Perplexed.] 

These words provide a succinct and fitting summary of the challenge of interpreting aggada in general, especially the task of addressing difficult texts. This can be further corroborated and illustrated through testimony from those directly involved in this endeavor. R. Abraham Maimonides emphasizes: “In this way, one saves oneself from attributing improper accusations to the Sages, as do the Karaites, fools, and the like; or from sinking into the abyss of folly, imagining that impossible events took place, and believing that something happened which never existed, thus leading one to heresy by anthropomorphizing God and similar errors.”[footnoteRef:69] The interpreters of aggada, therefore, have a twofold goal: first, to prevent critics from finding fault; and second – an equally important goal in its own right, independent of external provocation – to avoid the pitfalls of anthropomorphism and superstition. [69:  Milḥamot Hashem, ed. Reuvein Margolies, Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1953, “Ma’amar al Odot Derashot Ḥazal,” 98.] 

This emphasis resurfaces among the contemporaries and countrymen of Hapenini. We will mention a few of them. R. Hillel of Verona writes:
And all that is similar to these, which are foreign and far removed from the interpretation they gave them, must certainly be understood metaphorically, for they are “like golden apples in silver settings” as explained by Maimonides... and whoever understands them literally is, in my view, a pious fool.[footnoteRef:70]	Comment by Gr Lookjed: My translation [70:  Sefer Tagmulei ha-Nefesh LeHillel ben Shmuel M-Verona, ed. Giuseppe Sermoneta, Jerusalem: The Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 1981, 184.
] 

R. Joseph Ibn Kaspi elaborates on this matter in his ethical will to his son: 	Comment by Gr Lookjed: The source for this is Abrahams Hebrew Ethical Wills which appears in Hebrew and in English (side-by-side) in a single volume (actually, it is in two volumes). I changed the footnote to English. Before I realized that Abrams translated it into English, I did so. My translation appears in the main text. If you think it better to use Abrams translation, I am pasting it here -
...Yet I will call to thy mind one matter, which must never be forgotten, seeing that, whilst still a boy, thou hast read the Talmud, and particularly the opening tractate. There are many haggadot the literal wording of which posits ideas inadmissible rationally, or attributes to God corporeality, change, or any other affection. Perchance thou mayest eat to satiety from these evil viands, these deadly poisons - I refer to the before-mentioned haggadot as literally interpreted, God deliver thee! Therefore my son understand that most of the haggadot found in the Talmud and other rabbinic books, which on the surface seem to imply the ideas I have named, are figures of speech, with an inner meaning, which we can sometimes discern, some times not. Ours it is to realize that he who is of the seed of Abraham our father, who endangered his life to dissociate himself from all the people and the king of his country, believers in the corporeality of God, we who are of Abraham's seed must share Abraham's principles! Whoever believes the contrary, who regards God as corporeal, testifies of himself that he is not of the seed of Abraham, but of the seed of Nimrod or the other Chaldean disputants with Abraham. Should any of thy rabbinic teachers desire to explain literally and not metaphorically any of the haggadot which are opposed to reason, or attribute corporeality or other inadmissible quality to God, as in the instance when "the children of Israel did impute things that were not right unto the Lord their God," do not assent to such a teacher, accept not the saying nor its utterer, for it is the opinion of a single unsupported authority. 
... I will also remind you of one more thing, lest you forget, due to your childhood immersion in the Gemara, particularly in Tractate Berakhot, which serves as the starting point. In it, several aggadot appear, which, when taken literally, suggest matters that are logically impossible or attribute corporeality, change, or emotion to the Divine. Lest you indulge in these poisonous “foods” – by which I mean these literal interpretations – may God save you! – Therefore, know, my son, that most of the aggadot found in the Gemara and in other texts, whose literal meaning involves the aforementioned issues, contain depth and hidden meaning. They are all allegories, whether we comprehend their deeper meaning or not. We must understand that anyone descended from our father Abraham– who risked his life to oppose all the people of his country and their king, who believed in God’s corporeality – follows his faith. But whoever believes the opposite, in a corporeal God, testifies about himself that he is not from the seed of our father Abraham, but from the seed of Nimrod or from the other Chaldeans, who opposed Abraham. And if, in any case, one of your rabbinic teachers insists that some aggadot have no depth and are to be taken literally, even though they speak of impossibilities or attribute corporeality or something remote to the Blessed One, do not agree with him, nor listen to the words of that statement or to the one who said it, for he is a lone voice...[footnoteRef:71] [71:  Israel Abrahams (ed.), Hebrew Ethical Wills, Vol. 1, Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1926, 155-156. The phrasing regarding “the seed of our father Abraham” echoes Maimonides’ language, Hilkhot Issurei Biah 19:17. See also: Ibn Kaspi, Sefer Hasod (above, n. 29), Vol. 1, 2.
] 

Here, too, Ibn Kaspi seeks to guide his son in confronting strange aggadot and to reject a literal understanding of them. However, in this case, the polemic is directed primarily inward: it is forbidden to submit to those Talmud-focused rabbis who oppose allegorization. R. Yaakov ben Makir writes in a letter included in his Minḥat Kena’ot: “When we encounter many aggadot that appear obscure or implausible in their literal sense, even to the point of being mocked by other nations, we should be grateful to anyone who finds a way to clarify or interpret them in a manner that makes them acceptable and meaningful to their audience.”[footnoteRef:72] Rashba confesses: “I was compelled to write the explanations of these aggadot because they collect the aggadot of the Talmud against us in order to magnify their arguments and accuse the true Sages of falsehoods, Heaven forbid. Likewise, I will have to address the subsequent aggadot in the Talmud, and I see it as my duty to persist in them so that we may respond to those who challenge the work of Heaven.”[footnoteRef:73] His student, R. Shem Tov ben Shaprut, identifies with Rashba’s aims, which motivated him to compose his Pardes Rimonim: “I was zealous against the fools who mock the words of our Sages; they compiled books and gathered in them aggadot, and they interpreted them as defective teachings.” However, he distances himself from Rashba’s approach, in which philosophy and Kabbala are mixed, and chooses a different path. [72:  R. Abba Mari of Lunel, Sefer Minchat Kenaot, Teshuvot ha-Rashba, Part 1, Vol. 2, ed. Ḥaim Zalman Dimitrovsky, Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1990, Chapter 58, 511.
]  [73:  Rashba, Perush Hahaggadot (above, n. 18), 27.
] 

I will strive with all my soul and might, to the best of my ability, to explain and interpret the teachings of the aggadot that seem to me to require explanation, in accordance with the Torah views made known to us by our great master, Maimonides, of blessed memory, and by R. Abraham Ibn Ezra, of blessed memory. For their opinions are close to philosophy, and one can speak of them openly before all the nations in the marketplaces and public squares.[footnoteRef:74] [74:  Pardes Rimonim (above, n. 5), Introduction, 2a.] 

These remarks remind us of R. Moses ibn Tibbon’s purpose in writing his Sefer Hape’ah, where he aimed “to respond to the Christians who mock the stories of the aggada.”[footnoteRef:75] Further, we can cite the words of R. Isaiah di Trani the Younger, a contemporary of Hapenini, who writes in his volume of rulings on Tractate Sanhedrin: [75:  Sefer Hape’ah (above, n. 18), 83.] 

Since I have seen among the transgressors of our people those who mock and scorn the words of the Sages, and teach the midrashim to the priests of other nations to mock and ridicule our Torah, I have come to explain the matter of the midrashim and what the intention of our Sages was in them...
He enumerates three types of midrash:
(1) “Some of them are exaggerated, as they said... the Sages spoke in hyperbole...”; (2) “There are also midrashim that are about miraculous events, where the Holy One shows His power and strength to His pious ones...”; (3) “And there are midrashim where the intention of the Sages was to expound Scripture in any manner possible.”
He concludes: “And those who mock their words, about them it is said (2 Chron. 36;16), ‘They continued to scorn God’s messengers… and ridicule His prophets,’ and in many places, people were severely punished for mocking the words of the Sages.”[footnoteRef:76] [76:  This appeared in Ohel Dawid, Descriptive Catalogue of the Hebrew and Samaritan Manuscripts in the Sassoon Library, 2, compiled by David Solomon Sassoon, London: Oxford University Press, 1932, 742-743 (=Piskei Hariyaz by R. Yeshaya Aḥaron on Tractate Sanhedrin, ed. Avraham Yosef Wertheimer, Jerusalem, 1994, 193-195). R. Shaul Lieberman referenced this in his Sheki'in (above, n. 29), 82. See also: Responsa of Radbaz, vol. 3, Warsaw 1882, Siman 1006 (1881), 66b, where he complains that Radak’s statement regarding aggada is far from reason, saying “It would have been better for the late rabbi to remain silent and not mention the words of the aggada since he did not know how to reconcile them.” 
] 

The common thread running through this intense and focused engagement with aggada relates to its problematic nature. The commentators, serving as defenders, primarily dealt with sources that allowed various detractors to mislead the Jewish people or with statements requiring special effort to remove any trace of anthropomorphism. The central term that recurs, almost as a refrain, in declarations and assessments, is la’ag, “mockery,” or liglug, “ridicule.” This dual tendency – polemics and apologetics directed both externally and internally – runs like a central thread through all the interpretive efforts of the Jewish commentaries. It is therefore no surprise that a particular collection of sources accumulated, with nearly all scholars grappling with them and attempting to interpret them in a way that distances them from any perceived peculiarity. The perceived peculiarity, rooted in misunderstanding, leads to ridicule.
Not so with the Hapenini. The classical sources, the aggadot that “confuse the mind,”[footnoteRef:77] the fantastical midrashim which scholars and sages of all camps dealt with in order to respond to Karaites, Christians, and other critics, do not receive special attention from the Hapenini. The outward-facing direction emphasized by Maimonides, which is given theoretical grounding and new impetus in his interpretation of the verse (Deut. 4:6) “for this will be your wisdom and understanding in the eyes of the people,”[footnoteRef:78] is not central to Hapenini’s interpretive approach. He is not concerned with the collapse of faith, nor does he rush to defend the aggadot of the Sages against attacks and denigration. His interpretation is not meant “to respond to the scoffers,” even though he occasionally polemicized with “Christian scholars.” His focus was on strengthening the precarious position of philosophical enlightenment and promoting it within the people. In his commentary, there is no engagement with fantastical passages that require intellectual scrutiny, but rather an emphasis on rational elements that, in his view, shine forth from within both aggada and halakha. Because of this, he is compelled to turn away from the plain meaning of aggada, even when it appears reasonable, and instead ventures far into allegorical interpretations. Hapenini emerges as a force that establishes and strengthens the aggressive philosophical stance, one that neither defends nor apologizes but rather attacks and accuses. He could easily align with Joseph Ibn Kaspi motto: “Truth should neither be timid nor ashamed.”[footnoteRef:79] 	Comment by Gr Lookjed: Abrahams translates this as “neither timidity nor diffidence is in place where truth is concerned.” I like my translation better.  [77:  Hasagat Hara'avad, Hilkhot Teshuva 3:7. Compare: Sifrei on the Ra’avad (above, n. 60), 282ff.]  [78:  Guide III:31; Hakdama Leperek Ḥelek, Hakdamot Harambam Lamishnah, Shilat edition, 133.]  [79:  Hebrew Ethical Wills, (above, n. 70), vol. 1, 152. R. Jacob Anatoli, Malmad Hatalmidim, Lyck 1866, Parashat Va'etḥanan, 159, had already coined the phrase: “It is not proper for truth to be bashful.” This reflects an issue relevant to many matters in Jewish history. On one hand, philosophy became widespread and was taught publicly, a situation that incited the anger of R. Abba Mari, Rashba, and their followers. They vehemently protested against the scholars who lectured openly before the public, “as many preachers do in our time” (Minḥat Kena’ot [above, n. 71], ch. 4, 236). One can point to interesting literary facts: in the introduction to his significant halakhic compendium, Orḥot Ḥayyim, R. Aharon HaKohen of Lunel quotes Anatoli’s words from Malmad Hatalmidim. Yet, on the other hand, philosophers were dissatisfied and felt compelled to publish their views and beliefs to preserve the religious identity of the people according to their outlook. For example, Ibn Kaspi laments the decline of wisdom (Hebrew Ethical Wills, 154), particularly bemoaning the neglect of studying Maimonides’ Guide, while philosophy was gaining prominence. ] 

This also explains why Hapenini did not shy away from this difficult task. After all, Maimonides himself wrestled greatly with the idea, ultimately reconsidering his intention to compose a commentary on the aggadot of the Sages:
In commenting on the Mishna, I promised to explain certain puzzling ideas in a Book of Prophecy and a Book of Correlation, the latter explaining all the troubling midrashim – all of them poetic, irrational, and much at odds with the truth if taken literally. But when I began these books years ago and had written parts of them, I did not like how the explanations were coming out. If I stayed in the poetic mode, veiling what should stay hidden, I could see I would preserve the intent but just exchange one image for another, as it were. But if I explained what calls for explanation, the end product would ill suit a popular audience…Besides, I saw that to some numbskull from the rabbanite masses, these midrashim present no trouble at all…[footnoteRef:80]	Comment by Gr Lookjed: This is Goodman’s translation. I don’t think I would have used the expression “numbskull.” [80:  Guide, Introduction. Interestingly, the Rema also prepared a commentary on the aggadot, which he kept private: “My concealed scrolls are a commentary on the aggadot” (see Asher Ziv, Ha-rema, Jerusalem: Mossad HaRav Kook, 1957, 66). Compare this with Abravanel’s language (above, n. 4).] 

Maimonides testifies that he labored over this issue, struggled considerably, and ultimately sought to withdraw rather than write his commentary. In contrast, Hapenini overcame all obstacles, impediments, and contradictions. Maimonides focused primarily on material that “deviates from rational understanding” and inevitably found himself at an impasse. Hapenini, on the other hand, concentrated on material that could be interpreted philosophically. He does not fear the confusion of the masses or the “some numbskull from the rabbanite masses” but rather focuses on their education and elevation. He seeks a hook on which to hang this activity, and the aggada offers that to him.
Here, it seems, one can draw a parallel between the Hapenini’s work and the exegetical project of the Kabbalists of Gerona before him, specifically the Perush Haaggadot of Rabbi Ezra and Rabbi Azriel. According to the balanced summary of the editor of the edition of that work they delve deeply into the teachings of the Talmud and midrashim, uncovering within them a treasure trove of Kabbalistic ideas, concepts, and symbols.[footnoteRef:81] Their goal is clear: to embed the Kabbalistic tradition into the rabbinic sources until they are entirely unified. Similarly, Hapenini seeks out sources, parallels, supports, and hints – of which there are many – for his intellectual ideas and philosophical beliefs within the teachings of the Sages, including halakhic texts, and aims to establish an absolute identity between them. He demonstrates that his ideas are rooted in the teachings of the Sages and embedded in their traditional worldview.[footnoteRef:82]	Comment by Gr Lookjed: The translation of Minḥat Kena'ot  in the footnote is mine. I am guessing that הרב הגדול נחמני ז"ל is Nachmanides. [81:  See: Isaiah Tishby, “Aggada Vekabbala Beferushei Ha-aggadot shel R. Ezra ve-R. Azriel Mi-gerona,” Hekrei Kabbala Usheluḥoteha, 1, Jerusalem: Magnes, 1982, 31ff.
]  [82:  The question arises – but is difficult to answer – how much this is even a response to the Kabbalistic attempt to anchor the esoteric teachings in the words of aggada. In his Iggeret Hahitnatzlut, Hapenini notes that one of the benefits of philosophy is the refutation of the erroneous belief in the doctrine of reincarnation – a distinctly Kabbalistic belief (and it is no coincidence that R. Aviad Sar Shalom dealt with this extensively in the introduction to Emunat Ḥakhamim [see above, n. 12]). In the description of R. Meshulam’s yeshiva, there is no doubt that Hapenini uses Ma'aseh Merkava as a reference to philosophy rather than Kabbala. Nevertheless, it seems that in southern France, Kabbala did not pose a serious challenge to philosophy during this period, when philosophy was flourishing in Spain. It is interesting to note that R. Yeḥiel of Pisa, in his Minḥat Kenaot (see above, n. 12), sensed the issue and juxtaposed philosophy and Kabbala in a distorted historical mirror: “The truth is that neither the aforementioned colleague who explained this aggada, nor the sage R. Yedaya who praised him, should be blamed, for the true accepted opinions had not yet spread in their lands, nor had their secrets been revealed to them, and the books of the great Nachmanides had not yet been published, in which he alludes to the teachings and riddles of the Sages.”] 

It is worth pausing briefly to examine his intellectual and spiritual interpretations of matters of halakha. First, they demonstrate his intentional blurring of the boundaries between halakha and aggada, which, in any case, are not entirely clear. Moreover, these halakhic interpretations, which emphasize the spiritual and philosophical dimension inherent in certain commandments, carry antinomian potential—as if the restraints of halakha are loosened. The halakha regarding “a king shall not take many wives” is not problematic at all, and yet Hapenini comments: “The Sages spoke about the king in a concealed manner and called the king one who rules over his spirit and his physicality.”[footnoteRef:83] Anyone who closely examines Hapenini’s discussions regarding the anointing of a king could easily reject the literal interpretation of the anointing ceremony itself: [83:  MS to Sanhedrin, 42.] 

The Sages spoke in a concealed manner and allegorically, suggesting that their kings be anointed by a spring to teach them not to appoint a foolish person as king... and that his reign will continue, be preserved, and established forever... The Sages did not intend, based on the literal meaning of their words, to command that the people anoint their king by the riverbank, believing that this would ensure his dynasty for generations, and if he is not anointed by the water his reign will not continue. For any rational thinker, this would appear as foolishness, tricks, and empty nonsense. Heaven forbid that they would engage in such trivial matters! For how could the monarchy of a king anointed by a river flowing to the sea be extended? What mystical property could be found in a spring to extend the reign of a king anointed there, except in the manner we have explained, and no other.[footnoteRef:84]	Comment by Gr Lookjed: This is my translation [84:  Horayot, Genachowski edition (see above, n. 8), 14. A clear example of tension can be found in his commentary on Makkot 22b: “How foolish are the rest of the people who stand before a Torah scroll and yet do not stand before a great man.” He goes on to emphasize the superiority of the sage who interprets over the interpreted book: “That book, sacred and revered in the eyes of the Blessed One, was not commanded to the people to stand before it, nor was the whole nation burdened by this...” Nevertheless, at the end of his words, he adds: “It was not intended to disparage (!) a person who stands before a Torah scroll, Heaven forbid, for it is required of every Jew to honor it...” See also: Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Sefer Torah 10:9.
] 

Hapenini, who was educated in R. Meshulam’s study hall and testified to his early immersion in Torah study (girsa de-yankuta), explicitly affirmed the centrality of halakha: the Talmud stands at the heart of Judaism, with everything revolving around it. It is the foundation in practical, educational, and spiritual terms. The goals Hapenini pursued in spreading his ideas necessitated that he not confine himself solely to aggada but also address matters of halakha. In doing so, he engaged in far-reaching spiritualization. He does not explain the reasons behind the commandments, as the purposes of material and spiritual refinement do not negate the performance of the commandments, as is well known. Rather, he developed the symbolic dimensions of halakha. The scholars of midot and kelalim had already established: “Metaphor – this measure applies only to divrei kabbala, but with regard to Torah and mitzvot, you cannot interpret them in this manner.”[footnoteRef:85]	Comment by JA: אינן מבטלות את המעשה, כידוע, והדברים יגעים –
I did not understand what he meant by הדברים יגעים	Comment by Gr Lookjed: This is my translation. I am not sure what the sentence means or whether I properly understood בעלי המדות והכללים in transliterating those words.	Comment by JA: Perhaps: the expositors of hermeneutical principles	Comment by JA: Since it is at least a geonic work, this is clearly not Kabbalah in the modern sense.  Perhaps in the Rambam’s sense of prophetic works?  [85:  Mishnat Rabbi Eliezer or Midrash Sheloshim Ushtayim Middot, ed. Hillel Gershom Enelow, New York: Bloch, 1934, 35, and the note there.] 

Folk philosophy and its spiritualist tendencies burned within him like a consuming fire, creating significant tension filled with challenges and contradictions.[footnoteRef:86] His commentaries embody a unique formulation of the spiritualist tendency. With great skill, sometimes by force or necessity, he redirects the content of halakha and its practical rulings into entirely spiritual channels.[footnoteRef:87] This, once again, explains why his spiritualism stirred such strong reactions. [86:  In the manuscript on Makkot, page 147, Hapenini reflects on the law of conspiring witnesses (edim zomemim), expressing a well-known rational concern: “I have not grasped their reasoning nor understood their intention in this matter, which seems to go against the other punishments written in the Torah of Moses, the master of prophets. But their words are the words of the living God, for they have understood the intention of the Torah and comprehended it fully. This ruling was revealed to them through tradition, and one must not question their words...”
]  [87:  On the methods of spiritualization in Kabbala and its relationship to the “rampant spirituality” of the philosophers, see: Gershom Scholem, Reshit Hakabbala, Jerusalem: Schocken, 1948, 135-136.
] 

In light of everything discussed, we must also understand why there is no trace in his work of the longstanding distinction, dating back to Rav Hai Gaon,[footnoteRef:88] between aggadot found in the Talmud and those found in extra-Talmudic midrashic literature. According to this distinction, the aggadot of the Talmud have a certain precedence, requiring one to make every effort to fully grasp their meaning, whereas aggadot outside the Talmud, if they appear reasonable, are worthy of interpretation, and if not, they can be set aside without guilt or hesitation. Consequently, it is clear that Hapenini felt no obligation to engage in critique of aggadot in any way. He did not feel the need to dismiss difficult or problematic passages as minority opinions, or the like. His task was to interpret in order to disseminate, and he selectively interpreted those passages that could align with and reflect his spiritual worldview. [88:  See: R. Avraham ben Yitzhak Av Beit Din, Sefer Ha-eshkol, vol. 2, Halberstadt, 1869, 47. Both Hillel of Verona and R. Menachem Hame’iri uphold this distinction. ] 

In general, two possibilities or approaches have existed with regard to interpreting a difficult and challenging aggada. A shared assumption among all commentators is that it should not be understood literally, rather, one must grapple with its mysteries and wonders:
1. Attempt to decipher it and bring it closer to rational understanding;
2. Disregard it as an incomprehensible or non-binding opinion – either as a minority view (as in Maimonides’ letter to the sages of Marseille), a jest, or simply as a non-normative statement.
Regarding the dual tendency noted earlier – polemic and defensive – both approaches are valid and effective, and each, in its own way, achieves its aim. If a matter cannot be interpreted in a rationally satisfactory manner, then one is permitted to distance oneself from it and reject it. In other words, derision becomes a method of defense and a response to the heretics. R. Menaḥem Hame’iri summarizes this regarding midrashim: “Rather, whoever wishes can accept it and whoever does not, it is not necessary.”[footnoteRef:89] This statement pertains to a halakhic ruling, yet the principle remains the same. These are precisely the words of R. Yeḥiel of Paris: “There are also aggadic statements to draw the heart of man; if you wish to believe them, you may, and if you do not wish to believe them, you need not.”[footnoteRef:90] Nachmanides followed this view: “We have a third book called midrash... and whoever believes in it, it is good, and whoever does not believe in it, it does no harm.”[footnoteRef:91] [89:  Magen Avot (see above, n. 18). On the matter of minority opinions in aggada, see also: Maimonides’ letter to the sages of Montpellier, Iggerot Harambam, ed. Shilat, 488. See also R. Isaac Abarbanel, in his introduction to his commentary,Sefer Yehoshua, Jerusalem 1955, 13: “I will not refrain from pointing out the weaknesses in their words in places where their interpretations were given as explanations and were not received as tradition.” See also Isaac Pulgar, Ezer Hadat, ed. Gershon Bilasco, London 1906 (reprint: Israel, 1970), 27. ]  [90:  Vikuaḥ R. Yeḥiel mi-Paris, ed. Reuvein Margolies, Lemberg 1928, 13.]  [91:  Vikuaḥ Haramban, Kitvei Haramban, ed. Chaim Dov Chavel, vol. 1, Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1963, 348. ] 

It is clear that such a division would not serve the educational and explanatory aims of Hapenini as they are presented to us. It is even possible to trace the development of Hapenini’s thought. In the remarkable work of his youth, Hapardes, Hapenini states regarding aggada: “From the standpoint of naiveté we will believe in the aggadot, and from another standpoint, we will discredit them.”[footnoteRef:92] In this statement, one can still hear the echo of the conventional view, with all the complexities involved in interpreting aggada and the educated person’s relationship to it. However, his interpretation calls out and declares: aggada as a whole is beautiful and praiseworthy, and a skilled writer who senses the dual danger of “sitting in the synagogues of the ignorant” and “He sat me down in darkness like those forever dead” will know how to extract precious pearls from it.	Comment by Gr Lookjed: Not sure I get these lines [92:  Halevanon, vol. 5 (1868), 472, mentions the matter only in passing. See also the remarks of Hillel Gershom Enelow (ed.), Sefer Menorat Hamaor by R. Israel Alnakawa, New York: Bloch, 1929 (reprinted Jerusalem: Makor, 1972), vol. 4, English introduction,14.] 


Appendixes

Appendix A
My student, Marc Saperstein, who is engaged in the study R. Yedaya Hapenini’s commentaries on the aggadot, informed me that based on a meticulous examination of the manuscripts and a stylistic and conceptual analysis, he is inclined to surmise that the aggadic commentaries on the Talmud and the aggadic commentaries on Midrash Rabba, Tanḥuma, etc., are not by the same author. He believes – based on reasons and arguments he has articulated – that the aggadic commentaries on Midrash Rabba, etc., were authored by R. Yedaya Hapenini, while the identity of the second author remains, for the time being, a mystery. The entire issue requires further investigation and clarification. However, if this theory holds weight – and for several reasons, it seems plausible – it could help resolve certain perplexities and clarify two important matters.
(a) One must not hastily rely on unfounded assumptions by attributing error or inaccuracy to R. Jacob ibn Ḥabib. It is likely that he indeed used a different commentary that was not attributed to R. Yedaya Hapenini at all. 
(b) If we assume that R. Isaac, son of R. Yedaya, the author mentioned (see below, Appendix B), is not the son of Hapenini but rather a figure from the previous generation, then the complicated issue of the timeline in the famous description of R. Meshullam’s yeshiva would be resolved. If R. Meshullam was born in 1190 and R. Yedaya was born around 1270 (see, for example, Assaf-Glick [above, n. 8], 158, with much debate about this matter), we find that R. Meshullam would have been of an extremely advanced age yet still active in the yeshiva. However, if this description had been written in the previous generation (R. Isaac ben R. Yedaya), everything falls into place smoothly.
It seems to me that the essence of my article, which attempts to characterize the philosophical interpretation of aggada, its methods and trends, and to determine its place within aggadic interpretation in general, remains intact. Indeed, it is clearly demonstrated that among all the interpretations, there is a significant and even decisive commonality. The fact that Ibn Ḥabib’s teachings apply equally to all the interpretations shows that we are dealing with an exegetical school founded on clear fundamental principles and common values, that aspired to specific cultural and educational influences.
It is clear that with regard to the systematic treatment of foundational ideas and historical-philosophical perspectives, we are compelled to distinguish between the works rather than treat them as a later literary unit. This work is being meticulously undertaken by Marc Saperstein.	
[See: Marc Saperstein, “R. Isaac b. Yeda’ya: A Forgotten Commentator on the Aggada,” Revue des études juives, 138 (1979), 17-45; and Decoding the Rabbis, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980. In his article, he asserts that the commentary on the midrashim, particularly on Midrash Tehillim, were authored by R. Yedaya Hapenini, while the commentaries on the Talmud and Midrash Rabba were penned by R. Isaac ben Yedayah. His book provides a systematic description and analysis of the works of R. Isaac ben Yedayah. Furthermore, Saperstein clarifies the differences between the two in two additional articles: “The Earliest Commentary on the Midrash Rabbah,” Studies in Medieval Jewish History and Literature, ed. Isadore Twersky, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979, 283-306; and “Selected Passages from Yedaiah Bedersi’s Commentary on the Midrashim,” Studies in Medieval Jewish History and Literature, 2, ed. Isadore Twersky, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984, 423-440.]

Appendix B: Addition to Note 8
Joseph Perles, in his German book on Rashba (above, n. 18), 74, n. 100, mentions the comments of R. Jacob ben Ḥabib, the compiler of Ein Yaakov, regarding a new book, Perush Laaggadot by R. Isaac ben Yedayah. Ibn Ḥabib later speculates that the author is the son of Yedayah Hapenini: “Surely this attests to his great eloquence, for perhaps he is the son of R. Yedayah, who composed the treatise Beḥinat Olam.” We are not familiar with this work, and perhaps this is the commentary under discussion – after all, how many commentators on the aggada were there in the fourteenth century? In any case, Ibn Ḥabib’s words aptly characterize Hapenini’s commentaries, and it is worth quoting a few sentences:
I have seen a new book attributed to the philosopher, R. Isaac ben Yedayah, which interprets aggadot in several tractates... Most of what he wrote in his commentary is in the manner of allegory, focusing on matter and form. In many places, he does not concern himself whether the Talmudic discussion directly contradicts his interpretation. And he includes flowing statements that are pleasant but that do not at all align with the intent of the authors of the original statements, whose clear meaning is entirely different from his interpretation (Ein Yaakov, Berakhot 55b, Jerusalem 1965, 172).
At the end of the tractate (p. 216), he quotes from him “a pleasant and pleasing interpretation regarding the quality of abstinence”:
The benefit I derive is that at first glance, it appears to be a pleasant matter... but it does not align with the true intent of the statement... Moreover, I had a second intention in writing his words here so that it may be seen how he is verbose in his commentary... but there is not much substance to it, for most of what he wrote is unnecessary. I had a third intention to show how his approach contradicts the verified principles of the Sages, such as the harm caused by the evil eye, which they affirmed in their teachings. His intent is to refute the belief in the existence of demons...
Later, he compares the approach of R. Abraham Bibago to that of R. Isaac ben Yedayah. “Both wrote philosophical discourses, which they themselves would admit were not the intention of the author of the statement” (p. 217). These observations draw our attention to the selective process, the verbose and flowing style, and the nature of the interpretation that makes its impact despite the clear literary context; the intellectual tendency prevails. As R. Samuel ibn Tibbon already stated in Ma’amar Yekavu Hamayim, Bratislava, 1837, 17: “Even though we depart from the plain meaning of the phrase ‘when were the angels created,’ as commonly understood by the masses, it is better to strain the language than to strain reality.”
(I discussed this matter extensively with my students even before I began examining the manuscript, and I would like to express my appreciation to them. Professors Bernard Septimus and Bernard Cooperman even wrote seminar papers on the subject.)
