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ENGLISH ABSTRACTS

THE DISPUTES BETWEEN RAMI BAR HAMA AND RAVA:
NEW PERSPECTIVES

Shira Shmidman

Rami bar Hama was a Babylonian amora active during the third and fourth generations of
Babylonian amoraim. Although he only appears 167 times in the Talmud, his perplexing
statements and questions have drawn much attention, from his disputes with his colleague
Rava, through the discussions of medieval commentators, to modern scholarship. To explain
his unconventional positions, modern scholars have suggested that Rami bar Hama’s
positions resulted from his unique approach to halakhic analysis which relies on reasoning
alone to the exclusion of Tannaitic sources and traditions. Accordingly, Rami bar Hama’s
methodology supposedly led him to gross errors in Halakha, which Rava had to correct
time and again. However, this view is based principally on Rava’s criticism of Rami bar
Hama and the depiction of Rami bar Hama in the Stammaitic layer of the Talmud, while an
examination of his actual statements reveals an entirely different picture. I therefore suggest
a new approach to understanding the puzzle of Rami bar Hama’s ostensibly unconventional
positions.

Although Rami bar Hama seems like a maverick with unconventional ideas and Rava
appears to be the conventional one, faithful to Tannaitic sources and traditions, quite the
opposite is true: Rami bar Hama is the conventional one and Rava is the innovator. Indeed,
many of Rami bar Hama’s disputes with Rava involve cases in which Rava is initiating
a change in the halakhic system. In these cases, Rami bar Hama’s position is in line with
existing traditions and modes of thought, while Rava rejects these positions and suggests
new modes of abstract thinking and proposes new global Talmudic rules. Consequently,
the representation of Rami bar Hama as an innovator by the Talmud is agenda-driven,
intended to persuade the reader to dismiss the traditions he represents, firmly establishing
the innovations of Rava as the accepted norm.
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DaviD BEN SA‘AD AL-SA‘ADI AND THE INTENSE POLEMIC
REGARDING ALLEGORY IN YEMEN

Ariel Malachi

This article seeks to establish the identity of the author of the Defense of the Sages of the
City of Sa‘dah, written against the Sages of the city of Sana‘a, as part of the intense polemic
regarding allegory in Yemen. The author of this article reconsiders an important passage in
the ‘Lamp of Wisdom’ by R. Hoter ben Shelomo, which several major scholars have already
discussed, in connection to the polemic regarding allegory in Yemen. The main argument is
that analysis of this passage reveals that the author of the ‘Defense’ is probably David Ben
Sa‘ad Al-Sa‘adi, one of the sages of the community of Sa‘dah, active in the second half of
the fourteenth century (at the latest, in the first half of the fifteenth century). Moreover, it
is argued that this David Ben Sa‘ad was probably the teacher of Rabbi Amram Alkefa‘i (the
author of the allegorical commentary to ‘Gather, O sages’ by Maimonides), who composed
a famous treatise on logic, as Rabbi Amram Alkefa‘i himself attests. The author also argues
that this David Ben Sa‘ad might have been the Yemeni poet known as David Ben Gad.

KEeTER SHEM Tov oF R. SHEM Tov IBN GAON:
A CHAPTER IN THE HISTORY OF NAHMANIDES’ KABBALAH
IN THE 13™-14™ CENTURIES

Oded Yisraeli

Rabbi Shem Tov Ibn Gaon lived in Soria (North Castile) in the late thirteenth and early
fourteenth centuries. His work ‘Keter Shem Tov’ was the first commentary on the ‘Secrets
of Nahmanides’ (who died circa 1270), i.e., to the corpus of Nachmanides’ Kabbalistic
commentaries on the Torah. Although Nahmanides forbade written transmission of his
secrets, not only did Ibn Gaon publish the commentary in writing in ‘Keter Shem Tov’, but
this composition was one of the most important vehicles for disseminating Nahmanides
Kabbalah in the following generations. This paper presents a comprehensive examination
of manuscripts of ‘Keter Shem Tov’ and other related documents and shows why this genre
appeared. It also examines the changes that took place in its form, developments in the ways
it was copied and transmitted, and the historical context in which all this must be understood.
The history of the early stages of this work is of great importance beyond biographical
and bibliographical issues, making a significant contribution to our understanding of the
reception of Nahmanides’ Kabbalah in the decades after his death.
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RaBBI CHAIM OF VOLOZHIN AND THE
RECONTEXTUALIZATION OF HASIDIC INNOVATION

Oz Bluman

Scholars from many fields have investigated the conception of God and the kabbalistic
idea of tsimsum (Godly contraction) as expressed in The Soul of Life (Nefesh HaChayim)
by Rabbi Chaim of Volozhin (1749-1821). They have noted especially the influence of
Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, the author of the Tanya. Scholars have also probed Rabbi
Chaim’s view on the importance of Torah in the life of a Jew, emphasizing the influence
of Rabbi Meshullam Feivush Heller, author of Yosher Divrei Emet. Among other limited
issues, they have inquired into his conception of the relationship between act and intent.
In a more general way, scholars have debated whether Rabbi Chaim’s work is a polemical
rejection of Hasidism or, on the contrary, does he accept and even internalize many of its
seminal innovations.

However, scholarship has mainly ignored the presence in Nefesh HaChayim of abundant
allusions to ideas, idioms, ‘teachings’ (‘forot’), or even Hasidic homilies known as ‘vorts’
taken from the work of the early Hasidic masters. The present article is based on two
assumptions, which it demonstrates at length. First it shows that Rabbi Chayim mentions
Hasidic ideas in a polemical context, and he certainly does not adopt them wholesale.
Additionally, these ideas do not stem mostly from Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi’s work,
but rather from earlier Hasidic works. This second point finds support in recent work in
collecting original statements from the Baal Shem Tov.

Rabbi Chayim went beyond emphasizing the points he valued. He recontextualized the
ideas and concepts he found in Hasidic literature, blunting their impact, and altering their
application. By recontextualizing these ideas, Rabbi Chayim was attempting to restore them
to their original context and reveal their original meaning, as it arose from the kabbalistic
texts in which they first appeared.

This is a masterwork in unraveling and reweaving — a methodological exegesis that
includes both thinly veiled hints and frequent sharp attacks against its competitors. The
apparent adoption of a moderate strategy was a clever way of disarming his opponents.
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‘MA‘ASSEH NIsSIM’. SALOMON BEN-JOosHUA (MAIMON)’S COMMENTARY
ON THE HoMILIES OF HARAN (R’ NissiM BEN-REUBEN GERUNDI).

Gideon Freudenthal

‘Ma‘asseh Nissim’ is Salomon Ben-Joshua’s (later named Salomon Maimon, 1753-1800)
commentary on the first five (of twelve) Homilies of R’ Nissim Ben-Reuben Gerundi
(1310?7-1376). It is the first text in Hesheq Shlomo, an autograph of early Hebrew works by
Ben-Joshua, dated 5538 (1778). The text appended is its first publication.

A major concern of The Homilies of Haran is the reconciliation of the laws of nature
with the possibility of free action, be it of God or of humans. Creation and miracles are
seen as exceptions to natural law. Ben-Joshua further develops and radicalizes Haran’s
naturalism, and practically denies miracles. An exception to the normal course of nature
is possible only due to human intervention, i.e. the application of techniques which enable
objects in our world to receive the influence of supernal worlds.

Ben-Joshua’s conception of creation is diametrically opposed to that of his predecessor.
Haran began his Homilies with creation ex nihilo, the creation of first matter by God,
whereas Ben-Joshua begins with the creation of the world from pre-existing primal matter.
This primal matter is the very substance of God himself, viz. space! Based on a number of
properties common to God and space (necessary existence, eternity, immutability, being
a necessary condition for the existence of bodies etc.), and on the meaning of the name
Makom (place) given by the rabbis to God, Ben Joshua maintains that ‘a portion of Makom
(space) received the form of the world, and Makom is the subject of this form, and the
infinite remainder of Makom persists as it was, and this is the meaning of the words of
the Kabbalists that the Einsof (the infinite) contracted Himself and created the world".
Pantheism or Panentheism immediately follow from this position.

In support of his views on various issues, Ben-Joshua adduces knowledge of different
kinds with the words ‘It has already been established’ or ‘it is known’. These expressions
refer to natural phenomena or to explanations of such phenomena, as well as to knowledge
of metaphysics or religious lore, aphorisms of the rabbis, exegesis of Biblical verses and
more. Because Ben-Joshua lived in a world of texts and disregarded their extra-textual
meaning, he did not distinguish between these kinds of knowledge, nor did he evaluate
their relative credibility.





