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Rabbi Rashi Simon

RABBI MOSHE BEN NACHMAN (NACHMANIDES)—
RAMBAN
1731n7—72n1 12 Awn 29

born: Gerona, Calabria, Spain, 1195

died: Eretz Yisrael, 1270

Commentator, talmudist, kabbalist.

Popularly known as Ramban, the initials of his name,
and as Nachmanides, "Son of Nachman” in Greek.

Scion of a renowned rabbinical family, a relative of
R. Yonah of Gerona, Ramban studied under R.
Yehudah ben Yakar and R. Nassan ben Meir. His
mentors in Kabbalah were R. Ezra and R. Ezriel, both
of Gerona. He also studied medicine, which he prac-
ticed professionally, languages, and physics. Ramban
personifies the best and noblest in Spanish Jewry. His
Milchamot Hashem, which he wrote in defense of R.
Yitzchak al-Fasi (Rif), reflects the greatness of his
talmudic scholarship. He also wrote Torat Haadam, a
compendium of laws of mourning and a number of
halachic treatises.

In 1263, King James of Aragon forced Ramban to
hold a public religious dispute with the Jewish apostate
Pablo Christiani. In the presence of King James and
many dignitaries and clerics, Ramban completely de-
molished his opponent with the logic of his arguments.
In admiration, the King rewarded Ramban with a gift of
300 coins. The Dominican priests claimed that their
side had weon the dispute, whereupon Ramban wrote
Sefer Havikuach, a detailed account of the questions
and his answers. The clerics then charged him with
humiliating the Catholic religion, and he was banished
from Aragon. Ramban began to write his major work,
the commentary on the Torah, in which he offered a
penetrating analysis and exegesis of the text, highlight-
ing the moral and ethical lessons to be derived from it.
On many occasions he introduced midrashic and kab-
balistic expositions, evidence of his surpassing great-
ness in both the revealed and esoteric aspects of the
Torah.

In 1267, at age 72, Ramban settled in Eretz Yisrael.
Finding Jerusalem in utter desolation, in the wake of
the Crusaders’ excesses, he began to rebuild the dev-
astated Jewish community. His commentary on the
Torah is studied widely. It is printed in all editions of
Mikra’ ot Gedolot.'

He set sail for Eretz Israel. Arriving in Jerusalem, he
found a desolate city, bearing the ravages of war and
spoilage. As the Ramban describes it in one of his letters:
“And what shall I tell you of the land for it is deserted and
desolate. The greater the sanctity of the place, the greater
its desolation; Jerusalem more ravaged than all other parts,
and Judea more than Galilee. Yet despite this havoe if is a
good land. The inhabitants of Jerusalem are close to two
thousand in number, of them some three hundred Christians.
who fled before the sword of the Sultan; among the in-
habitants none are of Israel for these have fled since the
coming of the Tartars... Only two brothers, dyers by
profession, carry on their trade here, and to these there
gather up to a Minyen for prayer on the Sabbath. We have
urged them on and found a devastated building with marble
pillars and a handsome dome and turned it into a house of
prayer...”
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I will harden Pharaoh’s heart and I will display

many miraculous signs and wonders in Egypr.
(Exodus 7:3)

Ramban: [ will harden Pharaoh’s heart—The Rabbis
have discussed the question that everyone asks: “If God
hardened his heart, why was Pharach guilty of sin?”
For this there are two explanations, and both of them
are true. One is that Pharaoh, in his wickedness, had,
without grounds, committed such great evils against
Israel that he deserved to be denied the ways of
repentance. It is so indicated in many verses in the
Torah and in the Writings. He was judged according to
the evil deeds that he had originally committed.

The second explanation is that half of the plagues
were brought on him because of his transgressions, for
with regard to these it only says: “Pharach’s heart

remained hard” and “Pharaoh hardened his heart”
(Exodus 7:13,22, Exodus 8:15).% Thus Pharaoh refused
to let the Children of Israel go for the glory of God. But
when the plagues began to overwhelm him and he
could no longer endure them, his heart softened and he
changed his mind and decided to send them out. He did
so because of the impact the plagues were having—but
not in order to do the will of his Creator. Then God
“hardened his spirit and made him obstinate™ (Deuter-
onomy 12:30) so that His name may be declared
throughout the earth.

(These words) shall be a sign on your arm and
an insignia in the center of your head, because
God has brought us our of Egypt with a stron

hand. :
(Exodus 13:29)

Ramban: And an insignia in the center of your
head®—Through the great, well-known miracles. a
person recognizes the hidden miracles that constitute
the basis of the entire Torah. For no one can have a part
in the Torah of Moses, our teacher, unless he believes
that all events and occurrences that happen to us are
supernatural and metaphysical phenomena,* whether
they affect the community or the individual. Now,
when a person fulfills the commandments, his reward
will be success, and if he violates them, his punishment
will be obliteration. All this will come about by decree
of the Most High, as I have already mentioned. The
hidden miracles will become known to the public when
‘the promises of the Torah will come true with regard to
the blessings and the curses, as the verse states, “All
the nations will ask, Why did God do this to the land?
They shall answer, It is because they abandoned the
covenant of God, the Lord of their fathers™ (Deuteron-
omy, 29:23-24). Thus it will become known to all
nations that their punishment came from God. And of
the fulfillment of the commandments it says, “All the
nations of the world will see that God's name is
associated with you, and they will be in awe of you”
(Deuteronomy 28:10). 1 will still explain this, with
God’s help.
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Text of Ramban’s commentary to Leviticus 19:15-16. Ana-



