Tzror Hamor vs. Abarbanel: Where Commentator and Commentary Meet

Rabbi Avraham Sebag/Saba, Author of the Tzror Hamor

History

A preacher in Castile, where he was born in the middle of the fifteenth century. At the time of
the expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492, he took refuge in Portugal, where he met with
further misfortune; for scarcely had he settled in Oporto when King Emanuel ordered all Jews to
be expelled from Portugal, all Jewish children to become Christians, and all Hebrew books to be
burned (Dec. 24, 1496). Saba's two sons were forcibly taken from him, and he fled from Oporto,
abandoning his entire library and succeeding only at the risk of his life in saving his own works
in manuscript. He fled to Lisbon, but before reaching there was told of a new order of the king
decreeing the death of any Jew with whom a Hebrew book or tefillin (phylacteries) were found.
He hid his manuscripts and tefillin under an olive-tree and entered the city.

Rav Sava writes, “I came to Lisbon.. and the decree came to take all the books and tefilin to the
big beit Kenesset in Lisbon at the threat of death. And they already took one Jew for his beloved
book and they beat him with bitter beatings with lashes. And when | heard | stood with great
trembling, and | went with great fear and confusion and | dug under a big olive treee that had a
big root in the ground and I buried the three books I wrote, on the 5 megilot and Avot and Tzror
hakesef (on halachot). On this I mourn and wail and I cry day and night for the fire of G-d ate
it...”

Upon leaving Lisbon he attempted to recover his hidden treasure, but being discovered by the
king's guards, he was thrown into prison, and after a six months' confinement was sent across the
frontier. He went to Fez, Morocco, where he resided for ten years. Soon after his arrival he fell
ill; his great privations and terrible sufferings having undermined his health. On his recovery he
recommitted to paper from memory the following works, the original manuscripts of which had
been lost in Portugal: (1) "Eshkol ha-Kofer" (A Cluster of Camphire), a commentary on Ruth
and Esther; (2) Tzeror ha-ayyim" (Bundle of Life), commentaries on the Song of Songs and the
treatise Berakot; (3) "Tzeror ha-Mor" (Bundle of Myrrh), a commentary on the Pentateuch,
containing interpretations according to both the ordinary sense and the mystical method of the
Zohar; (4) "Tzeror ha-Kesef" (Bundle of Silver), legal decisions (compare "Monatsschrift,"”
1853, pp. 246, 247, and the Leyden Catalogue, pp. 94, 96). A manuscript of his commentary on
the Book of Job was in Jellinek’s library. Saba wrote also a commentary on Pirke Abot.

Autobiographical commentary, Commenatator and Commentary meet..

On shema: to give our lives for the sanctification of Hashem.. for the torah anticipated the end
of all tzarot.. which they will decree on Israel to take us away from torah and that we should not
engage in Torah, as it happened in the expulsion from Portugal that they decreed that one should
not preach in public and not teach the children and they took all the books and the batei knesset
so they could not daven or learn torah, until Torah was almost lost from Israel, for how can they
teach their children without a book or a teacher, and all that was left to teach them was Shema
Yisrael to know that Hashem is one... that is why he gave us one short parasha which covers the
whole torah and if they couldn’t know the whole section they would know shema which is the
main unity and they will teach this verse to the children... and if the bliaal come to take him
away from Hashem, he will teach him to give his life to die for kidush hashem...
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And the idea is that the torah anticipates the end of our tzarot that they will decree against us to
take us from our religion.. as it happened in the expulsion of Portugal, that they decreed not to
teach torah in public and not to teach children and they took all the sifrei torah and shuls so that
no one would pray or learn torah until torah was almost forgotten from Israel for how can you
teach your children without a book or a teacher? And all that was left was to teach them Shema
Israel and they will know there is one G-d and we should love him and give our lives for his
sanctification and therefore Hashem gave Israel for those times, a small section of Shema which
includes the whole torah and if they can’t know the whole paragraph they will know the verse
Shema which is the main idea of one G-d....

Suffering
Kabalistic Expertise, Resilience
End of Vayishlach
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So will be the growth of Israel, going up and up but Edom grew up unnaturally from Esav to
Alufim to Kings but then slipped back to Alufim to Esav, Edom, and so will be their fall.. for
even if the wicked kingdom stands as high as the sky, we trust that they will fall and will not
rise.. and this is what | said in Castile among sages and they praised it but one kabalistic sage
said that it was in the Zohar, and | said that if he would send it to me | would make him a Yom
Tov but I did not hear from him and | searched the Zohar books and did not find it.

(BTW many say that this is the purpose of Rashi and Ramban too, to encourage the exiled Jews)

Nitzavim, encouragement in hard times
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These are the words of the berit, the covenant which are the afflicions which he made with us...
as the Rabbis say, He made a covenant with us with afflictions.. and since afflictions hold the
person up (strengthen you), He said, you are standing here today, nitzavim, you have an
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existence... and just as salt preserves.. so don’t be afraid of the covenant and what it says... for all
this is to make you a nation...

Abarbanel

Abarbanel was born in Lisbon, Portugal, into one of the oldest and most distinguished Iberian
Jewish families. the Abravanel or Abarbanel family, had escaped the massacre in Castile in

1391. A student of the rabbi of Lisbon, Joseph Chayun (perhaps), he became well versed in
rabbinic literature and in the learning of his time, devoting his early years to the study of Jewish
philosophy. At 20 years old, he wrote on the original form of the natural elements, on religious
questions and prophecy. Together with his intellectual abilities, he showed a complete mastery of
financial matters. This attracted the attention of King Afonso V of Portugal, who employed him
as treasurer.

He used his high position, and the great wealth he had inherited from his father, to aid his
co-religionists. When his patron Afonso captured the city of Arzila, in Morocco, the Jewish
captives faced being sold as slaves. Abarbanel contributed largely to the funds needed to free
them, and personally arranged for collections throughout Portugal. He also wrote to his learned
and wealthy friend, Vitale (Yehiel) Nissim da Pisa, on behalf of the captives.

After the death of Afonso, he was obliged to relinquish his office, having been accused by King
John Il of connivance with the Duke of Braganza, who had been executed on the charge of
conspiracy. Abarbanel, warned in time, saved himself by a hasty flight to Castile in 1483. His
large fortune was confiscated by royal decree.

At Toledo, his new home, he occupied himself at first with Biblical studies, and in the course of
six months produced an extensive commentary on the books of Joshua, Judges, and Samuel.
Shortly afterward, though, he entered the service of the house of Castile. Together with his
friend, the influential converso Don Abraham Senior, of Segovia, he undertook to farm the
revenues and to supply provisions for the royal army, contracts that he carried out to the entire
satisfaction of Queen Isabella I of Castile.

During the Reconquista, Abarbanel advanced considerable sums of money to the king. When the
Jews were ordered banished by the Catholic Monarchs of Spain with the Alhambra Decree, he
did all in his power to induce the king to revoke the edict. He unsuccessfully offered the king
30,000 ducats (approximately £60,000 at the time). He was offered to stay in Spain as a Jew. He
refused. He left Spain with his fellow Jews and went to Naples, where, soon after, he entered the
service of the king. For a short time, he lived in peace undisturbed, but when the city was taken
by the French, bereft of all his possessions, he followed the young king, Alfonso, in 1495, to
Messina, and then he went to Corfu. In 1496, he settled in Monopoli, and lastly in 1503 he
settled in Venice, where his services were employed in negotiating a commercial treaty between
Portugal and the VVenetian republic.

Several times during the mid to late 15th century, he personally spent large amounts of his
personal fortunes to bribe the Catholic monarchs to permit the Jews to remain in Spain.
Abarbanel is claimed to have offered them 600,000 crowns for the revocation of the edict.
Ferdinand also is said to have hesitated, but was prevented from accepting the offer by Tomas de
Torquemada, the Grand Inquisitor, who dashed into the royal presence, and throwing a crucifix
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down before the king and queen, asked whether, like Judas, they would betray their Lord for
money. In the end, he managed only to get the date for the expulsion to be extended by two days.

He died in Venice in 1508 and was buried in Padua next to its rabbi, Judah Minz. Owing to the
destruction of the Jewish cemetery there during the Siege of Padua in 1509, his grave is now
unknown. Bones from the cemetery were reburied in 1955, and there is a tradition that the
remains of Abarbanel and Minz are among them. (Wikipedia)

Intro to Devarim
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His wrath was against me, they tried to take my soul. They took all my possessions. | escaped
just myself from Castille for | was fearful... and with this it was the end of all my books.. for
everyone was my enemy.. and they came into my house and my study and took all that was
beloved to me, and also what | had done in this book, (Deuteronomy) was broken or taken and
did not come to my hand and I ddi not see it till now.
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And | entered a boat in the sea and with G-d’s mercy | came to the island, Korfu and I dwelt here
and G-d chanced it upon me in front of me what | had done as commentary on this book and my
soul was glad, I held it and kissed it. And I said | will add to it....

Deut. 4
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They will seek from there- from the worship which they do out of coercion, they will seek
Hashem and believe in him and his torah. And He promised them that they would find Hashem if
they seek him with all their hearts... and how good it is that it says, with their mere hearts, telling
us that if they seek him so they will find him in their troubles, not if part of their heart is with
G-d and part with idolatry, but wholly, even they they do bad deeds (worship Christianity) due to
coercion...
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Deut. 28
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And also among the sages of the gentiles | saw someone say this that the first rebuke (end of
Vayikra) were about the Babylonian destruction and therefore it has consolation at the end which
is the Second Temple, but the curses in this parasha, (Ki Tavo) are about the second temple and
have no consolation because there will not be another redemption. And this idea wants to say
that there is nothing in the first covenant about the second temple destruction, our current exile
and that there is nothing in the second covenant that is about the first destruction and the
Babylonian exile and to me this is not true.
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If we say that there wree two exiles then we have to say there were two redemptions and who
would say that the second temple was a complete redemption? It did not have complete
ingathering of the exiles only 40,000.. and from many countries they did not come.. and even in
Jerusalem they were not free for they worked for Persia and later for the Greeks and then the
Romans, and the Hashmonaim were not from the house of David.. there was no Aron or cherubs
or urim v’tumim (functionally) or seeing the Shechina or Holy spirit, annointing oil, fire from
heaven, and with this can you say it was a geula or a beit hamikdash, just mercy from G-d.. as if
if the king of the Muslims who rules now in Jerusalem would give permission to build a house to
G-d on condition that they are subject to him, and then maybe shortly afterward they would rebel
against him, so is the second temple. Rather, they remained in the first exile (and still waiting for
redemption)

Christians said our prophecies were already fulfilled in Bayit Sheni, the Second Temple

Ovadia 1: 10
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Our exile is in the hands of Rome until G-d will see from Heaven... and those who are Muslim
today were under Rome and are considered Roman and they all accepted the religion of Jesus of
Nazareth by the decree of Constantine and Ibn Ezra already told of this in his commentary to
Daniel and therefore all of Israel today under Muslims and Christians, are considered under
Roman and Edom exile and when Edom is destroyed it will be the redemption of Israel.

Perush on Daniel

Abravanel predicted the Messianic redemption for the year 1503, but he died in 1508 without a
fulfillment of his dream. He does not claim absolute knowledge of this date, but he uses the
notion of atime, times and a halfs of Daniel (XII, 7) which is when the redemption is to arrive.
He says the number which one must multiply 3 and a half times is 410. The first Temple lasted
410 years, and 410 times 5.3q timess equals 1435. 1435 years since the year 68 CE when the
Temple was destroyed is the year 1503 CE. 1503 would be 2,300 years away from the time of
the split of the 2 kingdoms of Israel in around 797 BCE.

Itis like a plague.. their spirit is sad.. wondering, why is ben Yishai not coming? ... our hope is
lost.. Moshiach will
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I have called in your name, you are Mine- ie. after | called you in your name, Jacob and Israel to
be my people, | am with you, which is a hint to the treacherous waters which are people who are
baptised when they accept their religion and faith, but even when you go through such waters,
you will not leave from under my hand, for all the rivers of the world will not wash you away
from my providence.
And we see that they taunt the conversos in our time that they don’t keep their religion and they
judge them to be burned (at the stake) to hundreds and thousands.. and the prophet promised that
the righteous among them will escape and so it is that they ran to the lands of Yishmael
(Muslims) and Turks and repented, and this is what it says, if you go in fire you will not burn ..
for the Holy One of Israel will save you, and those left from the those burned will take revenge...
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And there will be a gathering of the Jews who are called with the name Jacob, even the
conversos.. anyone called by my name or his children, even if he sits among the gentiles..

Devarim 17, 14 On Kings
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Did you not know, did you not hear that a great land governed over the whole world, consumed
the whole earth — search it and note it — while its leadership was through the Councils, that were
wholesome and many and their leadership was temporary. However, afterward they were made a
tributary. And also today, the Commonwealth of Venice, that great mistress among the nations,
the rulers over states; and the Country of Florence, the beauty of all the lands; and other
countries small and large are run by the mouth of leaders elected for set periods of time. And
behold, the elected governments have ‘in them nothing perverse or crooked' — no one raises his
hand or foot to [do] a wrongful thing — and they conquer lands that are not theirs with wisdom,
understanding and knowledge. And all of this shows that the presence of a king is not necessary
for a nation, and like the teacher of the Guide (Maimonides) mentioned. And it is a wonder about
this supposed opinion, that compares the unity of a [human] king over the control and will of
people to the unity of the ancient necessary First Cause, may He be blessed.
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