This week’s text is from the 13-14™ century Spanish exe/eisegete Rabbeinu
Bachya ben Asher, not to be confused with the author of Chovot HalLevavot. His
commentary has two features that bear discussion here (please note that my comments
are based on an extremely limited acquaintance with his work, and I welcome corrections
or deeper insights).

1) Each parshah is prefaced by an essay on a relevant theme organized around
citations from Sefer Mishlei. This week’s citation is from the preface to Parashat
Pekudei. The preface follows the form of the midrashic Petichta, i.e. it begins
with the verse from Mishlei and concludes by citing the opening verse of the
Parsha

2) His overall introduction sets up a four-level framework of interpretation that
differs significantly from Ramban’s famous PaRDeS, or pshat derash remez sod.
His four levels are:

a) Pshat

b) Drash

c) Sekhel

d) Derekh Hashem

Based solely on the Introduction and the text below, pshat, sekhel and Derekh Hashem
seem very explicitly to diverge on the basis of intellectual context rather than on lexical
or syntactic approach. Pshat derives readily a rational ethical lesson from the text, sekhel
assumes that the text is concerned with philosophic issues accessible only to intellectuals,
— that it is a text about epistemology rather than about behavior - and Derekh Hashem
addresses mystical issues. The nature of derash is less clear, and I suggest is more
parallel to what we today call derush — inspiring and/or amusing but not convincingly
related to the Biblical text, although possibly convincingly related to one or several
Rabbinic texts. His introduction states that derash’s purpose is to entertain edifyingly.

My question is whether his plainly eisegetical notion of derash casts doubt on
whether he saw sekhel and Derekh HaShem as exercises in exegesis rather than eisegesis.
I am in the process of reading Leon Kass’ The Beginning of Wisdom, which reads
Genesis in a philosophic key. That book clearly perceives itself as engaged in exegesis,
as I believe Rambam’s Moreh Nevukhim does, but neither would see that as distinct from
pshat. It is not clear to me whether Rabbeinu Bachyah believes that the text is
deliberately constructed so as to be genuinely meaningful on multiple levels (following
Rambam’s metaphor of “golden doves in silver filigree”), or whether the
exegesis/eisegesis distinction is simply not interesting to him. I welcome comments and
suggestions as always.

Shabbat shalom
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Rabbeinu Bachya (traditionalistally Bechayei)

Better a little with awe of Hashem than a vast storehouse containing upheaval
Better a meal of vegetables, with love there, than a well-fed ox with hatred
(Proverbs 15:16-17)

King Solomon, peace be on him, wrote these two verses with reference to the trait of
satisfaction, and admonishes in them against robbery.
It is plausible to explain them via three methods: pshat, midrash, and sekhel.

Pshat — “Better a little with awe of Hashem” — Here Solomon admonishes a person
against robbery, because that is a rationally apprehensible commandment . . . that a
person should not have pity on his silver and gold, asking how he can distance them from
his hands, for “a little that stays with him righteously is better than much grain without
justice” (Proverbs 16:8), and regarding this Scripture says “Better a little with awe of
Hashem” and His love . . .

and he brings regarding this as evidence and testimony the second verse, following,
“Better a meal of vegetables with love there”, i.e. after admonishing about robbery which
is a rational matter, he brings a parable from nature as a demonstration, that the nature of
human beings is such that they prefer to eat a small and light meal, such as a meal of
vegetables and the like, in a conclave of friends, to eating fatted oxen in a conclave of
enemies,

and from this nature can understand and comprehend a fortiori from what is public and
visible:

If for love of flesh and blood a person would choose and find sweeter a light meal over a
rich meal of delicacies in an enemy conclave, all the more so that he should choose “a
little with awe of Hashem™ and His love, which should be better for him than the love of
any human being and all vast storehouses and all the money in the world.

Midrash - “Better a little (me’at) with awe of Hashem” — that Israel are better before
Hashem, as Scripture says regarding them “for you are the least (hame at) of all the
nations”, “with awe of Hashem”, that they accepted the Torah so as to have awe of
Hashem the exalted . . . “than a vast storehouse” — meaning the seventy nations of star-
and-planet-worshippers, who are compared to a storehouse of wine, as the Rabbis
interpreted “He brought me to the winehouse™ . . .

They said in the Midrash: When Solomon descended from his reign (i.e., was deposed by
Ashmodai, King of the Demons), he was circulating door-to-door and saying “I am
Kohelet: I was king over Israel in Jerusalem!”. He was met by two men who recognized
him.

One prostrated himself before him and said: “My lord the king! If you wish, go around
with me today”.

He went with him to his house, where he brought him up to his upper level, brought him
a well-fed ox, made several delicacies and brought them before him, and reminded him of
his kingship, saying to him: “Do you remember that when you were king you did such-
and-such on such-and-such a day?

Reminded of his kingship, he broke out in tears and did not eat of that meal, and did not
cease crying until he arose from that meal sated with crying.



The second person met him, prostrated himself before him, and said: “My lord the king!
Is it your wish to go around with me today?”

He said to him: “Is it your wish to do to me as your fellow did yesterday?”

He said to him: “I am a poor man — if you wish, go around with me today sharing the
small amount of vegetables that I have.”

He went to his house. When they reached there, he washed his hands and feet and
brought him a small vegetable dish. He began comforting him: “My lord the king! The
Holy Blesses One swore to David your father that the kingdom would forever not be
interrupted from his descendants, as Scripture says “Hashem swore truly to David, and he
will not go back on it”, but the trait of the Holy Blessed One is this, that he rebukes a
person and then goes back and reconciles, as Scripture says “for whom Hashem loves He
rebukes, and like a father to a son will be reconciled”, so in the future the Holy Blessed
One will restore your kingship.”

When King Solomon heard this, he was clamed, and he rejoiced in that meal of
vegetables, and arose from it joyous and of good cheer.

When he returned to his kingship he wrote in his wisdom: Better a meal of vegetables,
with love there, than a well-fed ox with hatred” . . .

Sekhel — ““Better a little (me’at) with awe of Hashem” — Solomon admonishes a
person to meditate on intellectual matters in accordance with his intellectual capacity in
the area of the possible, but he should not seek to become wise and distract his intellect in
the impossible area, regarding which Scripture says “Do not become overwise” . . .like
honey, which is sweet to the body in small amounts, but a lot of it is damages the body ...
After he directs one to understand and investigate in the possible area and not investigate
in the impossible, he speaks within the area of the possible, and admonishes that one’s
comprehension should be smelted and purified without dross, which is the meaning of
“Better a meal of vegetables, with love there” — this says that it is better to
achieve a small comprehension together with faith in the Shekhinah, which is
called love, as Scripture says “if you awaken or if you arouse the love until she
desires’ . . . than to achieve a great comprehension that causes a person to err, like that
comprehension that the Jews comprehended in the Wilderness, which led them to make
the Golden Calf and exchange their Honor for a constructed ox, and “Hatred” refers to
the Trait of Judgment”, which Moshe refers to in saying “why Hashem should Your
anger be kindled against Your nation”.

So the overall meaning of this verse on this approach is to praise service of the Shekhinah
and denigrate that sin.

But since their intent was not for avodah zarah, rather they sought the Calf as a leader,
the sin was forgiven them.

The evidence that the sin was forgiven them is that the Shekhinah immediately occupied
the Mishkan, and this was the demonstration and testimony that they were forbidden,
and thus the Tent of Meeting in the Wilderness was called “Mishkan”, from
“Shekhinah”, and the Mishkan was called “Mishkan of the Testimony”,

And the Sages midrashized; “They sinned with “These are your gods O Israel’,
and were reconciled with “These (are) the pekudim of the Mishkan”.



