Much Misery, Much Accomplishment:
The Life and Literary Approach of the Malbim

Leib Zalesch, SHAWL, August 11, 2018
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Biography

1809-1825 — Early Struggles
1809 — Born right after Purim; only child

— Born in Voloschick, in Galicia — Poland-Austria border — Aus-
tro-Hungarian Empire

— “Meir Leibush ben Yechiel Michel” Weiser

— Malbim = “Weiser;” Romanian docs — Malbin ("whitener")

— Father is well known around town, scholar
| 1815 — Father dies; mother marries Rav of town, Yehuda Leib, who
learns with Malbim, but poor relationship

— Yehuda Leib has Rav Moshe Horowitz learn with Malbim
1822 — Age 13 — publishes book of poetry

— Read and wrote philosophy, drama, mathematics, philology

— Loved to write poetry as polemic; no one to learn with in town

— Genius — Great memory — Known as “Iluy of Volin” — “chev-

ruta was my pen”
1823 — Age 14 — Marries widow Sarah, daughter of richest man in town
1825 — Age 16 — Divorced with son and daughter — leaves Volin out of shame — social stigma

1825-1840 — Early Wanderings — Ukraine, Wreschen
1825-1827 — Ukraine — Learns under Chassidic Rebbes, esp. Ziditchoiver Rebbe; father figure;
learned Kabbalah — Rest of life, “whenever I had problems, I saw the Ziditchoiver”
1827-1828 — Wrote Artzot Hachaim, commentary to Orach Chaim section of Shulchan Aruch
— Three sections — a) Summaries and extensions; b) sources; c) analyses
— Went personally to Rav Akiva Eiger and Chatam Sofer and others for approbation,
Receives them lavishly; they extol his greatness (See P. 13 of this packet)
— Chatam Sofer letter to Triest (“Don’t let the Malbim go!™)
1837 — Published Artzot Hachaim in Breslav, headquarters of early Reform
— Abraham Geiger wants to be on Beit Din; Malbim beats Geiger, becomes orator
1837-1840 — Needs livelihood to marry, so becomes Rav of Wreschen, near Posen
1837 — Marries 2" time — Chaya Opochinsky — Daughter of wealthy businessman from Lunshitz
1839 — Raise incident — Breslav Maskilim make trouble; writes angry resignation letter, leaves
1839 — Publishes nine sermons as Artzot Hashalom

1840-1858 — Kempen — Tanach Commentary
1840-1858 — Chief Rabbi of Kempen in Prussia
1845 — Began “Mikraei Kodesh”commentary on Nach with commentary to Esther
— Felt that Tanach is the Aleph-Bet of being a Jew — Jews are ignorant of our own history
e Tier 1: Vocabulary — how to read Tanach, sentence structure, philology, grammar
e Tier 2: How Chazal’s words are built into the words themselves
e Tier 3: Philosophical ideas — VValues — “How does G-d look at the world” (Wein)
— Disproof of Reform and Christianity
1849 — Published commentary to Yeshayahu, followed by Iyov and Shir Hashirim
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1858-1864 — Chief Rabbi of Romania
1858 — Chief Rabbi of Romania (Bucharest)
— Received enthusiastically at first — Imposed new Halachic standards
— Trouble with sermons — “arms, cheeks, stomach;” “VVows usually paid by hands and
Torah kissed with mouth, but you make vows with mouths and kiss Torah with hands.”
— Shochtim banned from slaughtering for Maskilim; two do anyway — Cherem
— Eruv incident (pots)
— Mishloach Manot incident
— Government stops recognizing the community; Malbim banned from preaching
— Always supported by Orthodox — Dr. M. Wertheimer convinces community to re-elect
him as Chief Rabbi for two more years.
1860 — Publishes second volume of Artzot Hachaim, on Yoreh Deah
1862 — Only son from second marriage dies in childhood
1864 — Isaiah controversy; Erev Shabbat Parshat Zachor — arrested, brought in wagon to prison
March 18, 1864 — Maskilim persuade PM Michay Koglenitzeanu to deport him from Romania
— Policemen surround house, arrested him, placed him in a wagon — to prison in Georgiu
— After Shabbat — placed on ship sailing on the Danube and released at Bulgarian border
in city of Ruschuk (Ruse) on condition he would never return to Romania
— Ruschuk — stayed with sephardic Hacham, Avraham ben Yisrael Rosanes
— Journeys to Constantinople to unsuccessfully protest injustice done to him
— Paris — pleads case before Adolphe Cremieux and Alliance Israelite Universalle
— Moses Montefiore petitions Romanian government to repeal deportation

1865-1879 — Later Wanderings and Death
1865 — Paris; publishes autobiography, including account of struggles in Bucharest
1866 — Left large wine business from relative — moves to Lenchitz — wife Chaya runs business
with cousin, who soon embezzles business and flees (“I forgive him for the embezzle-
ment, but not for making me have to go back into the Rabbinate™)
1867 — Publishes Mashal U’Melitzah, an allegorical drama in which piety beats wisdom
1867 — Started “HaTorah V’HaMitzvah” comm. on Chumash with Vayikra, finished set by 1876
— Mostly super-commentary on Midrash Halacha (Mechiltah, Sifra, Sifrei)
— Methodological introduction against Reform; Ayelet Hashachar — 613 grammar rules
1869-1870 — Back in Rabbinate — Kherson in Russia — Driven out by Maskilim
1870-1871 — Lunshitz in Poland — Fought with Chassidim and Maskilim
1872 — Smolensk — Driven out by Maskilim
1872-1875 — Mohilev in Russia
— Now expert in Agunot and divorce
— Spoke to large crowds; informed by Maskilim, warned by gov’t to stop preaching
— Blintzes story
1875-1879 — Rav in Koenigsberg in Prussia (Germany)
— Etrogim incident (demanded all come from Land of Israel)
1879 — Offered post of Chief Rabbi of New York — declines
— Refuses posts in Amsterdam, Paris, Uhal in Hungary, Grodno in Poland and Vilna
1879 — Accepts rabbinical post in Kremenchuk in Russia
— Falls ill, dies in Kiev on way to Kremenchuk on 1 Tishrei 1879 at age 69 — buried there
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Hallmarks of the Malbim’s Commentaries

1. Individually named commentaries for each book of Tanach
2. Two (or more) simultaneous commentaries (on Nach)
3. Integration of text and commentary (Bold/Non-bold)
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4. Relevance to Contemporary Society
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The nation refused to listen to the voice of Shmuel, and they said, “No! For he will be a king
over us.”

¥S P05 7 275 N INIAW 9509 2''5a%nn wID

“And they refused.” Shmuel had hoped that they would 7907 DY X DRI RN
retract their idea and not want a king. But they said, “No,” 1R ¥ KDY ,QNYTA DWW
meaning, “Not like your words, that the king will be a W 71273 KD, me RO
despotic ruler who doesn’t submit himself to the religion 77N N2 Y121 °092 7Y Ywn
of the Torah and its laws.” For such a person is not called "1on" awa RIP° RY TV ,7°0DWA)
a “king” but rather a “despotic ruler.” The definition of a Tont Ta v Ly Sun" awa ;)
king is that he is chosen from the nation, and the defini- DWYRT NTA aYT IR MR XY
tion of a ruler is someone who rules over them with force. X7 X170 .PI772 272 7707 R
Their leader would not be a ruler but rather a king — “we RY 7 T9n 0K 00 huwnm
will not be subservient to him like slaves, but rather he 1HR 2TV 7T MR
will be subservient to us, to lead us according to law and J9OR TAWR 7T PN L, 20T
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5. Response to Christianity
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(17) Those who prepare and purify themselves to go to the gardens (to serve idols), one group
after the other into its midst, and those who eat from the meat of the pig, and the disgusting crea-
tures, and the rodent — they will all perish together, so says Hashem. (18) And as for me, their
actions and thoughts have come to me, so that all the nations and langugages will be gathered;
they will come and see my glory.
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(17) Those who prepare themselves. Who appear to pre-
pare and purify themselves, and yet they engage in reflec-
tion in gardens about one who is a form of idol worship
who stands among them, whom they think is an intermedi-
ary who is imbued with G-dliness. (18) And as for me.
The actions of those who have this belief, and their
thoughts and their belief systems which are lacking, have
come (to me), in order that by this there will be gathered all
idol worshipers and languages, and then they will see My
glory and recognize the unity of Hashem — because His
name will be raised up by itself.

6. Attention to Contemporary Science

And when it says on the fourth day “they will be lumi-
naries,” this is because the luminaries weren’t created on
the first day, rather their creation was on the fourth day.
And my mind is not settled by this either. Because this is
only correct according to the earlier astronomers who
said that there are disks which all of the stars of the sky
are attached to, and therefore it would be possible to say
that when it says “the sky,” these are the disks which
were created on the first day — and the sun, moon, and
stars were created on the fourth day — and they are at-
tached on their disks which is called “the firmament of
the sky.” But the later astronomers have explained that
there is no single disk at all, and rather the whole “army”
in the sky goes around on their own disks spherically in
the air, which is called “ether,” which fills up the whole
physical world. And if this is so, then if He hadn’t yet
created the stars, he hadn’t created anything, because
there was nothing there that was created other than them!
Furthermore, it has also been explained by the latest as-
tronomers that even the stars of the sky and their “Ori-
ons” (?) are not made of a 5" element, as the earlier as-
tronomers thought; rather those things which are not
bright, like the moon and things similar to it, are com-
posed from the same four elements as Earth. And if so,
why was Earth created on the first day, and it was void
and empty and dark, and the rest of the stars — their
friends — were not created until the fourth day?!
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7. Integration of Derush into P’shat
8. Integration of His Own Life Experiences

Woman — The commentaries have already come to an
agreement that there is in this section parable and poetry,
and most of them interpret it about the soul (nefesh), and |
agree with this. But in my opinion, it is speaking about
the Hellenistic soul (nefesh), not the exalted soul (nesha-
ma) which rises up from the eternal world. | have already
explained in the commentary to Tehillim (45) that, in the
poetry there, it describes intelligence as a King who rules
over a corpse, and the Hellenistic soul (nefesh) is com-
pared there to a woman from Tzur who becomes engaged
to the King “because she is a daughter of Tzur,” meaning
to say she is of the substance that is foreign to spirituality.
And when she begins to pay attention to the intelligence,
she beomes engaged to it to be a wife. For she (the
nefesh) is sometimes a good woman — if by her good na-
ture, or through effort — and if she becomes prepared to
accept the formations of wisdom and goodness and to go
in the ways of wisdom and happiness, then she will be a
woman of valor which the Pesukim praise and whom the
Torah describes. But sometimes she is a bad woman, be-
ing someone whose inclinations lean toward every bad
trait, and yet the intelligence is her master, meaning that
there is always an internal struggle in her, and the two of
them quarrel and fight in their tent because her ways are
mixed up because of her bad tendencies in contrast to the
advice of the honorable intelligence. There are those
whose soul (nefesh) is prepared for good traits and char-
acteristics from their birth, and some people learn to in-
culculate these positive traits through learning and prac-
tice. Concerning the first of these it says, “A woman of
valor, who can find?” Because this is similar to finding a
lost object without any hard work. And about the second
it says, “And more than fine pearls is her value,” because
someone who wants to purchase it through hard work and
effort will find that it is more valuable than pearls, whose
place is in the depths of the sea far away, and can only be
found by going far away and going down into the depths
of the waters. So too this takes a lot of time and much ac-
tivity and to go deep down into the depths of the soul
(nefesh) to bring out the praiseworthy powers which are
hidden there in the depths and to draw them out to the
outside.
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9. Open Cannon — Tanach Bikiut (boxed words below point elsewhere)
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And in the first year of King Koresh of Persia, when the word of Hashem spoken by Yirmiyahu
was completed, Hashem aroused the spirit of King Koresh of Persia to issue a degree throughout

his kingdom by word of mouth and in writing as follows.

Questions: (1) What is the connecting ‘v of the word “and in
the year” trying to teach us? How did Hashem light up his
(Koresh’s) spirit? And why both orally and in a letter?

And in the first year of Koresh the King of Persia. Ezra,
who wrote his own book and Divrei Hayamim (Chronicles),
concludes at the end of Divrei Hayaim (11 36:20-23), “And he
(Nevuchadnetzar) exiled the remaining people to Bavel, and
they were for him and for his sons as slaves until the rise of the
Persian Kingdom, until the end of what Hashem said to Yirmi-
yahu — “until the land pays back its Shemittah years.” As long
as it lay desolate, it kept Shemittah, until seventy years were
completed. And in the first year of King Koresh of Persia he
passed his voice throughout his entire Kingdom and also in a
letter, saying, “So says Koresh, King of Persia — all the King-
doms of the Land Hashem, G-d of Heaven, has given to me,
and He has appointed me to build for Him a house in
Yerushalayim which is in Yehuda. Whoever among you is
from His nation — Hashem should be with him; go up!” It is
clear that the book of Ezra was written after Divrei Hayamim,
and therefore he (Ezra) began his book with the same two
Pesukim with which he had ended his previous book. That is
why it says “And in the first year,” with a “2,” because this is a
continuation of Divrei Hayamim. This means to say that the
prophecy of Yirmiyahu was explicit that the end would be the
destruction of Bavel, which is 70 years into the Kingdom of
Bavel. However, due to the punishment that we would be ex-
iled in Bavel for 70 years because we had been lax regarding
Shemittah, the count needed to begin from the exile of Tzid-
kiyahu, which was 18 years after the beginning of the Kingdom
of Nevuchadnetzar, because from then the land was desolate,
and it “paid back its Shemittah years.” This is what the angel
revealed to Daniel in the third vision (9:24) by writing, “Seven-
ty weeks have been decreed upon your people,” as we ex-
plained there. And that was why Daniel understood in his book
that the calculation needed to reach the end of Yerushalayim’s
period of destruction, as we explained there (9:2).
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And both of them were fulfilled, because when Hashem
finished speaking through Yirmiyahu, Hashem aroused the
spirit of Koresh, in the first year of his Kingship, and he
gave the command that they should return to Yerushalayim,
and build the Beit Hamikdash, but it was only a command
to fulfill what Yirmiyahu had written, that after 70 years in
Bavel “I will establish on all of you my good word to re-
turn you to this place.” However, he did not say that he
would build the Beit Hamikdash at that time, as that was
still not the right time, but only after 18 more years, to
complete 70 years since the destruction of Yerushalayim,
because then it would be finished with its atonement for the
sin of the lapsed Shemittah years. But if he (Koresh) had
not given permission to build the Beit Hamikdash, they
would not have gone back from the exile (Bavel), so Ha-
shem inspired him to tell the Jews that they could rebuild
the Beit Hamikdash, and that was what led many of them to
return from Bavel in fulfillment of the words of Yirmiyahu.
And then the building was suspended until the second year
of Daryavesh, who renewed their permission, and “until the
land paid back its Shemittah years” had been fulfilled.
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(12) 1t will be after 70 years (of serving Bavel as slaves), | will punish the King of Bavel and that
nation, says Hashem, for their sins, and the Land of Kasdim, and it will be desolate forever.
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(10) For so says Hashem, when 70 years of Bavel are completed, | will revisit you and fulfill for

you my good words to return you to this place.
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(2) In the first year of his (Daryavesh’s) Kingdom I, Daniel, examined in scrolls the number of
years Hashem told Yirmiyah the Navi, to complete after Yerushalayim’s destruction 70 years.

Source Beginning of 70 years End of 70 years
2200 7N Nevuchadnetzar ascends to power Belshatzar dies; Destruction of Bavel
02 7Y Nevuchadnetzar ascends to power Return of the Jews (=Beit Hamikdash)
210 OR017 Destruction of Yerushalayim — 18" Rebuilding of the Beit Hamikdash

yr. of Nevuchadnetzar
1 18 70 88
Nevuchadnetzar Tzidkiyahu exiled; Belshatzar dies; Beit
in power Land desolate Jews return Hamikdash
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When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the Jps
mountain, the people gathered against Aaron and said to him, “Come, make us Kitzur Baal Haturim (2)
a god who shall go before us, for that man Moses, who brought us from the
land of Egypt—we do not know what has happened to him.” Kli Yakar (9)
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From Malbim’s Introduction to His Chumash Commentary
(Appears at the beginning of Vayikra)
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B Reclaiming the Veracity of Torah Sheb’al Peh
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