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Shir haShirim Week 8: Philosophy Lessons

R’ Mordechai Torczyner - torczyner@torontotorah.com
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Ralbag’s approach (continued)
1. Ralbag, Introduction to Commentary on Shir haShirim
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It is explicit and evident from the Torah and Prophets, and from logic, that the ultimate success intended for a person is
when he gains insight and knows Hashem as he is able. This will become complete for him when he examines that
which exists, its order, and Divine wisdom in making them as they are. These lessons will direct him to knowledge of
Gd on some level. For the action teaches about the Actor, on some level. Meaning, the action which is perfect teaches
about the most perfect Actor, as the Actor. And through this we may learn and know Hashem...
And it should not be lost upon us that in achieving this great success for which we are prepared there is great difficulty,
to the extent that reaching that goal is very remote for people, and even a great portion of it will be achieved only be
a very small number of people. This is for two reasons: 1) The difficulty of grasping perfectly that which exists, and 2)
the many obstacles we have in trying to grasp this appropriately...
The Torah is perfect for individuals and for the masses in guiding toward this goal. If we wished to explain this [guidance]
from the Torah’s words, we would need an extensive treatise. But we will abbreviate... And we will say that what we
should first guide ourselves towards is perfection of character traits. The Torah guided us toward this perfection explicitly
with many of the mitzvot. But that which comes to perfect the spirit is hidden, remote from the masses. ..
But this book, the Song of Songs, directs only individuals to the path to achieve success. Therefore, its visible layer was
not presented for the masses. As it appears fo us from its words, it first pointed to removal of the obstacles which come
from deficient character... And then it pointed to removal of the obstacles which come from an inability to distinguish
between truth and falsehood. And then it pointed to guidance in insights, according to the proper order...

2. The six sections of Shir haShirim, according to Ralbag

1> 1:1-1:7 Introduction to the book, with key ideas

2> 1:8-2:7 Removing the obstacles which involve deficient character
3> 2:8-2:17 Avoiding intellectual error

4> 3:1-4:7 How to achieve the wisdoms which are learned

5> 4:8-8:4 How to understand the universe Hashem created

6> 8:5-end Understanding Divine wisdom

3. Who's Who (Ralbag, Introduction to Shir haShirim, and commentary to Chapter 1)

The beloved female (7°37) The hylic intellect

The beloved male (117) The Active Intellect

King Solomon The Active Intellect
Jerusalem The complete human being

The daughters of Jerusalem  The powers of the soul
The daughters of Zion The powers of the soul that most closely serve the intellect
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Dawn The banishing of intellectual darkness

Flowering, bearing fruit Development of intellect
Spices and oils Insights — natural or Divine
Praises for the beloved Some point to the hidden layer, some hide the hidden layer

4. Avristotle's "Active Intellect" — http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-psychology/active-mind.html

5. Rambam, Moreh haNevuchim 2:4
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Gd created the first intellect, which set in motion the first sphere, as we have explained. The intellect which would move

the second sphere was caused and begun by the first intellect, and so on, until the intellect which moves the sphere

closest to us is the cause of the Active Intellect and its beginning. With this, the entirely separate entities end.

6. Ramban, Commentary to Vayikra 17:11
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The Greek approach, as its philosophers see it, is that a radiance and a very pure, shining light sparked from the Active
Intellect, and from that emerged the spark of the animal nefesh. It is a complete nefesh in its way, and so the animal has
the comprehension to flee harm and to go to that which suits it, to recognize that to which it is accustomed, to feel love
like that of dogs for their masters, to have great understanding of the people in their owners' homes...

7. Rabbeinu Bechayye, Commentary to Bereishit 32:30
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Following an intellectual approach: "And an ish battled him" — This is Gavriel, and he is the Active Intellect, per the
philosophers, and he is the tenth level of the malachim who are called /sh. Yaakov wished to know whether he could
have an intellectual soul, on the level of the Active Intellect which is free of all material, while still attached to the material
world. The ish informed him that this would not be possible until the morning rose, meaning, until he would leave the
darkness of the body, for the pure light, identified as "morning".

8. Ralbag, Commentary to Shemuel Il 22:11
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"And He rode a cherub, and flew" - It stated that Gd rode a cherub; this is the Active Intellect, which is His malach,

sent by Him to oversee humanity. Gd instructed it to oversee David...

9. Rabbi Yehudah Halevi, Kuzari 1:1 (Hirschfeld tr.)
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In the perfect person a light of divine nature, called Active Intellect, is with him, and its Passive Intellect is so closely
connected therewith that both are but one. The person [of such perfection] thus observes that he is The Active Intellect
himself, and that there is no difference between them. His organs-I mean the limbs of such a person-only serve for the
most perfect purposes, in the most appropriate time, and in the best condition, as if they were the organs of the Active


http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-psychology/active-mind.html

Intellect, but not of the material and passive Intellect, which used them at an earlier period, sometimes well, but more
often improperly. The Active Intellect, however, is always successful. This degree is the last and most longed-for goal for
the perfect man whose soul, after having been purified, has grasped the inward truths of all branches of science, has
thus become equal to an angel, and has found a place on the nethermost step of seraphic beings. This is the degree of
the Active Intellect, viz. that angel whose degree is below the angel who is connected with the sphere of the moon...

10. Professor Menachem Kellner, Introduction to translation of Ralbag on Shir haShirim, page xxi

In his commentary Gersonides reads the text not as a dialogue between two physical lovers nor, as the talmudic rabbis
had read it, as a dialogue between G-d and the House of Israel, but as two dialogues. In Gersonides’ view the first
dialogue is between the human material intellect and the Active Intellect, a kind of conjunction with which is a human
being’s highest perfection and greatest felicity. The second is between the faculties of the soul and the material intellect.
These are not dialogues in the true sense, since in most instances Gersonides construes the participants in this discussion
as talking about and not to each other. In any event, the main thrust of the these discussions relates to the overwhelming
desire of the material intellect to approach the Active Intellect and its attempts to enlist the (willing) aid of the other
faculties of the soul in this quest.

11. Professor Menachem Kellner, Introduction to translation of Ralbag on Shir haShirim, page xxi

The most amazing thing about this commentary, at least so far as this reader is concerned, is the way in which
Gersonides’ approach, absurd on the face of it as an attempt to explicate the true meaning of the text as intended by
its author, becomes more and more convincing as one goes along.

Malbim: Mashal and Melitzah
12. A Love Triangle

The beloved female (7°37) The soul, in love with Hashem

The beloved male (117) Hashem, who shepherds His creations

King Solomon The desires of the body, inside the royal palace which is the body itself

Guards The powers of the body, which restrain the soul from growing away from the body
Daughters of Jerusalem The powers of the body, which restrain the soul from growing away from the body
Daughters of Zion The powers of the body, which restrain the soul from growing away from the body

13. Five and %8 (Melachim | 5:12)

14.The six songs

1:1-2:7 First separation from the body via the dream in Givon

2:8-2:17 Second nevuah when he is going to build the Beit haMikdash, but that isnt a full prophecy
3:1-5:1 Third nevuah when he has completed the Beit haMikdash, preparing himself for full prophecy
5:2-5:16 Shlomo has become distant via his wives, and Hashem rebukes him; he wants to repent
6:1-8:7 Shlomo will reunite with Hashem when he dies, which his body seeks to prevent

8:8-end The soul appeals to Hashem to save the hylic spirit and not leave it in the dying body

15. Malbim, Introduction to the Melitzah
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This poem is divided into five poems. The poem tells of King Solomon, meaning the yetzer and the awakening force of
Solomon'’s body, loving a ra’ayah, daughter of Heaven, his spiritual, Divine soul that is sealed in his body, the place of



the reign of the yefzer and his authority. And he placed the “daughters of Jerusalem”, the material powers in their
various kinds, as guards around her, to immerse her in the material and to draw her to his will, to be his concubine. But
she was tied with ropes of love to her Beloved in Heaven, who shepherds His multitudes He created.

Five times, she left the body, the palace of the yetzer who reigns there, and joined her beloved in the Heavens. On the
first four occasions she separated from the body while Solomon lived, via manifestation of the Divine spirit in Divine
visions four times. Each time, she returned to the body when the vision left, and the daughters of Jerusalem — the material
powers — were roused from their sleep. On the fifth occasion she left and separated from the body when Solomon was
gathered to his nation, and she clung to her Gd in the bond of life eternally. Each poem tells how she separated from
the material and clung to her beloved, face to face.

Malbim: The First Song

16. Malbim to Shir haShirim, Melitzah 1:1
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This tells how the Heavenly ra‘ayah separated from the body the first time, via the first vision in which Hashem appeared

to Solomon in a dream of the night in Givon, as mentioned in Melachim | 3 and Divrei haYamim Il 1. And it tells how

this vision happened, and how she joined with the holy and the spirit settled upon her, and how she returned to the

body, and Solomon awoke and it was a dream.

17. Malbim to Shir haShirim, Melitzah 1:4
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“Draw me” and take me out of this prison of the material, which obstructs between me and Divine visions. This is by
having prophetic influence manifest upon her...

18. Malbim to Shir haShirim, Melitzah 1:6
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19. Malbim to Shir haShirim, Melitzah 1:8
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20. Malbim to Shir haShirim, Melitzah 2:7
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