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Dear Friend,
It is with great pleasure that I introduce to you our latest project.
In our quest to provide a first-class learning experience to you, one
that you will find enjoyable, satisfying, and leave you coming back for
more.
We have decided to create a Curriculum from scratch.
We have incorporated the following features:
•
•
•
•
•

Exciting and stimulating topics
An overview describing what you will be learning
Learning material in English appropriately measured to fit into a 40
minute session
A Language and layout that will not leave you struggling with the
text.
A summary at the end

At the end of the booklet you will find a challenging question to be
answered by you
It is our hope that this project serves to broaden your knowledge of
key Jewish understandings and inspires you to search for more.
We look forward to providing you with more cutting edge learning
experiences in the near future.

Sincerely,
Yehoshua Werde
Director

For all comments and suggestions please feel free to email me:
Director@Torahlp.com
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Lesson Overview
Introduction
• Introduction to the Series
• The History of Jews in Spain
• Jewish Leadership During the “Golden Age”
Politics
• Chasdai ibn Shaprut
• Chasdai’s Rise to Greatness
• Chasdai’s Fame
• Chasdai’s Jewish Contribution
• The Jewish Kingdom of the Khazars
• Shmuel Hanagid
• Shmuel Hanagid’s Rise to Fame
• Shmuel Hanagid’s Jewish accomplishments
Poetry
• Rabbi Yehudah Halevi
• Yehudah Halevi and The Land of Israel
Halachah
• The Rif
• Rambam’s Teacher: The Ri Migash
• Responsa: Ibn Migash and Honey in Wine
The Rambam
• The Rambam’s Yichus
• The Rambam’s Birth
•

The Rambam’s Youth

Introduction
Introduction to the Series
This series is divided into three parts. In the first part, we explore
the culture and the Jewish leaders of Andalusia - Muslim Spain that
lived there and developed the Jewish culture of poetry, politics, the
sciences, and the enter of Torah study in the land where the Rambam
was born. While this part will not tell us about the Rambam directly,
it will give us background insight into Sefardic culture and the great
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culture and the great legends of the Sefardic world that shaped the
Rambam’s life.
In the second part, we will learn more about the Rambam’s life
under Muslim persecution, and his revolutionary approach to forced
conversions to Islam and the difference between Islam and Chris. We
will also be introduced to the Rambam’s early works such as his book
on logic and commentary to the Mishnah.
In the third and final part, we will learn about the Rambam’s life
in Egypt, his medical practice, and his service as Saladin’s Court
Physician. We will also explore the controversy surrounding his
approach to Greek philosophy and what led to his books being burned
shortly after his passing.

The History of Jews in Spain
We cannot really understand the story of the Rambam without first
gaining a familiarity with the country and environment in which the
Rambam was born, and without first understanding the rich history
and culture of Sefardic Jewry and its leaders.
The first time we find mention of Jews in Spain is in a posuk in the
vision of Ovadiah about how the Yidden who were taken into Golus to
Spain will return and inherit the cities in the South of Eretz Yisroel:
OVADIAH 1:20

:וְ גָ לֻ ת יְ רו ׁ ָּש ַ ִלם ֲא ׁ ֶשר ִ ּב ְס ָפ ַרד יִ ְר ׁש ּו ֵאת ָע ֵרי ַה ֶּנגֶ ב

And the captivity of Yerushalayim, that is in Sepharad,
shall possess the cities of the South.
It is interesting to note that nowadays we already see posuk being
fulfilled. If you visit the cities in the south of Israel you will see how
they are full of Sefardim!
The Gemorah refers to Spain as Espamia and views it as being the
furthest part of known civilization. In fact, the reason why a Chazakah
requires three years (i.e., you need to live on a property uncontested
for three years in order to claim ownership) is because of Jews who
would travel to Spain in the times of the Mishnah:
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MISHNAH, BAVA BASRA , 3:2

אמר רבי יהודה לא אמרו שלש שנים אלא כדי שיהא באספמיא
:ויחזיק שנה וילכו ויודיעוהו שנה ויבא לשנה אחרת
Rabbi Yehudah says: [The reason] they said three years
[is a chazakah] is only in case [the land owner] was in
Spain and [someone] held onto [the land] for a year, and
they went to inform him for a year, and he returned the
following year.
Spain was considered the furthest place a person would travel to, in
fact, from the Mishnah we learn that it was possible to take a year of
travel to reach Spain from Israel or Bavel.
Who were these fathers of Sefardic Jewry? What made them move to
Spain? And what type of lifestyles did they lead?
There are stories of Jews in Spain as far back as the times of Shlomo
Hamelech. One story tells how Shlomo Hamelech’s treasurer
Adonirom died in Spain.
Following the destruction of the second Beis Hamikdash, the Roman
emperor Vespasian (9-79 CE) who destroyed the Beis Hamikdash and
later Hadrian (76-138 CE), who fought Bar Kochba, transported Jewish
prisoners to Spain.
Jewish coins that were found in the ancient Spanish city of Tarragona,
clear evidence of a Jewish presence there in early times.
The Jews lived in peace alongside their non-Jewish neighbors until
the Roman Empire accepted Christianity as its official religion (in the
fourth century). The newly Christian rulers of Spain first decreed laws
that forbade Christian Spaniards from mingling with Jews and later,
in 586-589, King Recared demanded that the Jews either convert to
Christianity or be expelled from his lands. (This should not be mistaken
with the expulsion from Spain during the Spanish Inquisition that
happened almost one thousand years later).
Several years later the Jews were allowed to return and remained in
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a state of persecution under the Christians until the Arabic Muslims
conquered Spain in 711.
During the conquest, the Muslim’s used the Jews, who welcomed their
arrival, to hold on to the cities they conquered while they went on to
conquer the rest of Spain. When they arrived in a city they were quick
to arm the local Jewish population with weapons to defend the city
and to take charge of it until they returned from their conquests.
With minor exceptions, Jews lived well under their Arab rulers. In fact
many Jews rose to positions of prominence within the Arabic courts.

Jewish Leadership During the “Golden Age”
More than we can learn from the political history of Spain and how
it affected the Jews that lived there, we find exhibited by the great
Jewish leaders of Spain who preceded the Rambam and who set the
stage for the culture into which the Rambam was born.
If you were raised in Jewish Spain one thousand years ago, in addition
to Torah you might be taught poetry, logic, mathematics, philosophy,
medicine, and astronomy. This was because Spain was then the
world’s center for wisdom and Jews had free access to the greatest
libraries in the world.
The “Golden Age” was a time when it was common for Jews to hold
some of the highest positions of political power in the land. From
Vizier, to Court Advisor or Court Physician, these Jews achieved
ranks second only to the Caliph himself. This was a time when people
communicated their ideas and sentiments through poetry.
Many of the Piyutim (poems) we recite in our davening nowadays
comes from this time period, many of which were written by
personalities we will learn about.
One leader who was responsible for creating much of the good
relationships with the Muslim leaders was Chasdai ibn Shaprut, who
was the first of several courtiers to the Arabic and later Christian rulers
of Spain.

Politics
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Never in Jewish history was there a time when the Jews enjoyed so
many positions of high office in the royal court than during “Golden
Age” in Spain.
In the Muslim world, the ruler was called the “Caliph”, which means
the chief Muslim civil and religious ruler who was considered the
successor of Muhammad.
High officials were considered viziers. Two such Jewish viziers who
were also known for their greatness in Torah, were Chasdai ibn
Shaprut who can be credited for transforming Spain into a blossoming
center of Torah Jewry, and Shmuel Hanagid who acted as the ruler of
Muslim Spain for the Caliph and was considered the most powerful
person in the land.

Chasdai ibn Shaprut
(915-975)
Of the great Jewish leaders of Spain, none was as instrumental
in transforming Spain into a flourishing Jewish center as Chasdai
ibn Shaprut. His high-position in the royal court and his efforts to
transform Spain into a world center for Torah study set the stage for
what is known by historians as the “Golden Age” of Jews in Spain.

Chasdai’s Rise to Greatness
(This biography as well as the ones that follow were adapted from
Talks and Tales by Nissan Mindel)

Under the care of his father, Yizchok ben Ezra , the
young Chasdai studied the Talmud, and later also the
Hebrew, Arabic and Latin languages, in which he became
very proficient. Chasdai displayed a special interest in
medicine and became a famous physician.
Chasdai’s great scholarship, and especially his fame as a
physician, attracted the attention of Caliph Abarrahman
III, in Cordova. The Caliph appointed Chasdai to be his
court physician. When the Caliph became more closely
acquainted with his Jewish physician, and saw that he
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was also a man gifted with great organizing ability and
statesmanship, he appointed

Chasdai Inspector General of
Customs, and his chief diplomatic adviser. In this capacity,
Chasdai continued to serve under the Caliph as well
as under his successor, Hakam II, who took over the
Caliphate.
Chasdai’s Fame

Chasdai rendered great service to his land by establishing
good diplomatic and commercial relations between

Arab Caliphate and the Christian kingdoms, as far
as Byzantium (Constantinople/Istanbul in modern day
Turkey). The foreign diplomats who had occasion to
meet Chasdai, thought very highly of him, and praised
him to their courts. Emperor Romanus II of Byzantium
sent Chasdai a medical text book written in Greek, which
Chasdai with the aid of other scholars translated into
Arabic.
the

Chasdai’s Jewish Contribution

Owing to his great wealth, wisdom, and high rank,
Chasdai was in a position to offer great help to his
brethren. He was the Nassi (head) of all the Jews of
Spain, and did all he could to improve their economic
and cultural position. A great Talmudist himself, Chasdai
built schools and academies to spread the knowledge of

Torah, and invited Talmud scholars of renown to teach
there, supporting both the schools and the scholars
from his own means. Chasdai also supported the great
Babylonian academies in Sura and Pumbadisa, and kept up
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a regular correspondence with the

Gaonim in Bavel and

North Africa.
Chasdai surrounded himself with many famous Hebrew
scholars and poets such as Menachem ben Saruk, and
Dunash ben Labrat. Menachem ben Saruk, the famous
Hebrew Grammarian, was in charge of Chasdai’s Hebrew
correspondence. Under Chasdai’s influence and with
his support, Hebrew poetry and scholarship began to
flourish in Spain, marking the beginning of the Golden
Era, which produced such outstanding philosophers and
poets as Rabbi Yehuda Halevi, Ibn Ezra, Ibn Gabirol, The
Rambam, The Ramban, and others.
It was during the life of this great Jewish leader, that
the famous Gaon Rabbi Moshe ben Chanoch one of the
“four captives,” reached the shores of Spain. Many of
our readers may be familiar with the exciting story of

Gaonim from Babylon, who, by the hand of
Divine Providence, were taken prisoner by pirates on the
Mediterranean Sea, and subsequently held for ransom
in the leading Jewish communities of those days, namely
Egypt and Kairwan, Italy and Spain. These famous Jewish
scholars were quickly redeemed, and they set up Jewish
centers of learning in their new places of refuge. Thus,
when the famous Babylonian academies, were eventually
destroyed, the Torah had already established itself in
four new centers.
the four

When Rabbi Moshe ben Chanoch was brought
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Cordova, he was redeemed by the local Jewish
community. Discovering that the refugee was the famous
Gaon, Moshe ben Chanoch, Chasdai set him up as head
of a great Talmudic academy in Cordova. To foster
Jewish Talmudic studies, Chasdai procured manuscripts
of the Talmud from the Babylonian academies, and gave.
them to the students of the Cordova academy for study.
For many years, Spain was one of the leading Torah
centers in the world.
to

The Jewish Kingdom of the Khazars

A very interesting historical document was left by
Chasdai in the form of his correspondence with the
Jewish King of the Khazars. For hundreds of years,
the Khazars were a mighty people who lived on the
Steppes between the Don and Volga Rivers. Their realm
stretched westward as far as Kiev. The kings of the
Khazars were powerful rulers who intermarried with the
families of the Byzantian and Arabic monarchies. It is not
clear when the Khazars decided to give up their heathen
ways and accept Judaism as their faith. The Khazar Jewish
kingdom captured the imagination of the Jewish people of
those days. Chasdai was eager to learn more about them,
for he had only scant reports of the Khazar kingdom
which he received through diplomatic channels. Chasdai
decided to make personal contact with them. In those
days distance made it very difficult to make or maintain
contact with remote countries, and being that the

Khazar kingdom was at the easternmost end of Europe, it
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seemed almost an impossible task.

Chasdai, however, was a man of determination. He
addressed an affectionate letter in Hebrew to Yoseph,
the King of the Khazars, and sent it to him with a special
emissary, Yizchok ben Nasan. When Yizchok reached
Constantinople, he was detained by the Byzantian
authorities, who feared a direct alliance between Spain
and the Khazars. On the pretext that the roads were not
safe, Chasdai’s emissary did not obtain the facilities to
continue his journey to the capital of the Khazars.
Chasdai was not discouraged. He sent another emissary,
Yizchok ben Eliezer, but this time by way of Hungary and
Russia. Aided by the Jews of those countries, Chasdai’s
second emissary made his way to Itil, and delivered
Chasdai’s warm greetings to Yoseph.
King Yoseph of the Khazars replied in Hebrew, answering
all of Chasdai’s questions concerning the history of the
Khazars and their acceptance of Judaism. King Yoseph
told him how his ancestor, Bulan, decided to give up
his heathen beliefs in order to accept one of the three
leading faiths,

Judaism, Christianity, or Islam. King Bulan

then arranged for theologians of each of the three
faiths to participate in a debate in his presence, in which
each of them was to prove why his faith was the true
one.

When the debate was over, Bulan was convinced
that the Jewish faith was the true faith; and he, together
with his entire family, and four thousand Khazar nobles,
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Judaism. Gradually, the majority of
the Khazars followed the example of their king, and
accepted the Jewish faith.
formally accepted

Unfortunately, about the time when Chasdai’s letter
reached King Yoseph (about 4710), dark clouds appeared
on the horizon of the Khazar kingdom. The Russian and
Byzantian rulers combined to destroy the Jewish kingdom
of the Khazars, and about 15 years later, Sviatoslav
of Russia defeated the Khazars and devastated their
land, including their capital of Itil. Nevertheless, the
Khazars continued to play an important part in that
section of the world for another century. Thereafter,
their fortunes waned altogether, until their fate became
unknown.
At any rate, the exchange of epistles between Chasdai
and King Yoseph of the Khazars throws much light on
the history of the Khazar kingdom which might have
otherwise remained quite obscure.
Chasdai died in Cordova at the age of about sixty, sadly
mourned by all Jews, and by all those non-Jewish friends
who were privileged to know him.
Shmuel Hanagid
(982-1055)

Shmuel, the son of Yoseph ibn Naghrela, or better
known as Rabbi Shmuel Hanagid (the ruling prince) was
born in Cordova, Spain, in the year 982 (18 years before
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10th century of the c.e.) He was a pupil
of the great Rabbi Chanoch, who had been brought to
Cordoba in a miraculous way among the “Four Captives.”
Shmuel also studied languages, mastering Arabic and
Latin in addition to Hebrew.
the close of the

Shmuel Hanagid’s Rise to Fame

In the year 1013, when civil war in Cordoba caused
widespread persecution of the Jews, Shmuel was forced
to leave Cordoba together with numerous other Jews,
and settled in Malaga. Thus the great economic and
cultural Jewish center of Cordoba was all but destroyed
at that time, but simultaneously another great Jewish
center was coming up that of Granada, the new capital
of the Arabic Kingdom. Shmuel made his way there, and
settled down in business in that city. At the same time
he never gave up his studies, and was hard at work in the
study of the Talmud and sciences whenever he found
time for it. Soon he became known as a great poet and
writer, not merely in Hebrew but also in Arabic. His
perfect mastery of the Arabic language, grammar and
literature became known to the Vizier Abu-al-Kassim-ibnal-Adiph. The Vizier invited him to his, house to make his
acquaintance. He was so impressed by his scholarship and
wisdom that he appointed him as his personal secretary
and adviser.

The more the Vizier knew his Jewish friend

the more he became convinced of his great statesmanship
and great political astuteness, as well as of his honesty
and reliability.

The Vizier did nothing without first
consulting Shmuel.
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One day the Vizier became very ill, and Caliph Habus
came to visit his dying Vizier. The Caliph told the Vizier
how sorry he was to see his able and devoted minister go,

Vizier confessed to him that he owed all
his success to his able Jewish secretary and adviser. And
so when the Vizier died, the Caliph appointed Shmuel in
his place.
whereupon the

The office of Vizier was that of Minister of State, the
highest office next to the Caliph himself. At the same
time Rabbi Shmuel retained his position as the rabbi of
his great and flourishing community, and also as the
director of the Talmudic academy of Granada. He never
stopped for a moment to care for his brethren, as well
as for his land, and served both with equal devotion.
As communal rabbi and director of the academy, Rabbi
Shmuel Hanagid (as he was now called by all his devoted
brethren) encouraged the study of the Torah, and
Granada became a great Talmudic center.
As to his attitude towards his enemies who envied him the
honor and esteem he enjoyed, it can best be seen from
the following story: One day, when Shmuel Hanagid
accompanied the Caliph through the streets of Granada,
a wicked Arab perfume vendor called some insulting
words in the direction of the Jewish Vizier. The Caliph
became furious. He ordered the offender brought before
him, and urged the Vizier to have his tongue cut out
in accordance with the law of that time. Instead of
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punishing him in the way the

Caliph urged him to do,

Rabbi Shmuel gave the offender a present and said to the
Caliph, “Not merely have I cut out his bad tongue, but I
have given him a good one instead.”
When Caliph Habus died and his son Badis succeeded him,
Rabbi Shmuel retained his Viziership. In fact the Caliph
entrusted his able Vizier with managing all the affairs of
state, as he himself wanted to enjoy himself fully, without
carrying the burden of any state matters whatever.
Shmuel Hanagid’s Jewish accomplishments

Rabbi Shmuel’s fame grew daily, but at the same time he
remained as modest and as affectionate as always. He
was particularly kind to scholars, and many Jewish
Talmudists, philosophers and poets were his constant
guests, receiving their full support from his own means,
so that they could engage in their studies and creative
work undisturbed.

Among them was the famous Jewish
poet Rabbi Shlomo ibn Gebirol. He also maintained many
scribes to copy important Hebrew books, and generally
did everything possible to further the cause of the Torah
and Jewish culture. Rabbi Shmuel is also the author of
a work entitled “Mevo Hatalmud” (an introduction to
the Talmud) that was later published with most editions
of the Talmud at the end of Meseches Brachos, and was
even translated into Latin.
Shmuel Hanagid died in Granada in the year 1055, sadly
mourned by the Jewish and Arab population alike. He was
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succeeded by his son

Rabbi Yoseph Hanagid.

Poetry

One of the distinguishing features that sets the Golden Age in Spain
apart from other periods in Jewish history, is the emphasis on poetry.
Poetry was the way people communicated with each other, it was
today’s idea of creative writing.
So many of the Piyutim we say in davening come from this time
period, and most notably from one scholar who lived in the Rambam’s
hometown of Cordoba in the years just prior to the Rambam’s birth:

Rabbi Yehudah Halevi
(c. 1080 - 1141)
While Ibn Shaprut and Shmuel Hanagid were instrumental in the
political realm, much of what we have from Jewish scholars in Spain at
that time comes to us in the form of poetry. None was as well known
for his poetry as Rabbi Yehudah Halevi who lived shortly before the
Rambam was born and who wrote many of the poems we still recite
in our davening today.

In the history of our people, we find a name that may
well have been written in giant type a foot high-Rabbi
Yehudah Halevi.
Little is known of his life and personal history, for he
left no actual record of his life. He was born in Toledo
about 1080. His father, Shmuel, recognized his son’s
genius when the boy was still young, and provided him
with all the necessities of life, so that the boy might
study and write, untroubled by any financial burdens.
Here in Toledo he spent his days in intense study of the
Talmud and in various secular fields, such as, Arabic
poetry, which was very complicated, Hebrew grammar,
philology (study of language), philosophy and medicine.
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Yehudah Halevi lived in very chaotic times. In Spain, there
was a constant struggle for power between the Church
and the Moors (Muslim Arabs). Seeking peace and quiet,
Yehudah set out for Andalusia (a province in Spain which
the Christians had not yet conquered). Here, Yehudah
studied with the great Rabbi Yizchok Alfasi (the Rif) and
continued to write poetry. Although still very young,
Yehudah attracted much attention from great scholars
and poets. Here, too, he began a lasting friendship with
the poet Moshe ibn Ezra who greatly admired the young
man’s genius.
From city to city Yehudah wandered, making the
acquaintance of great men wherever he went, winning
their admiration and writing odes in their honor. Finally,
he settled in Cordoba. But he did not earn his livelihood
through writing poetry. He practiced medicine and thus
he was able to support himself.
Yehudah Halevi and The Land of Israel

All through Rabbi Yehudah Halevi’s poetry one feels the
strong current of his great love for the Land of Israel.
Witnessing the suffering of his fellow Jews, his heart
was heavy with sorrow and grief. If only the Jews would
return to Hashem and win His favor that He might
return them to their homeland to dwell there in peace
and tranquillity!

Many of his most beautiful- poems are
expressions of his great love, and longing for the Holy
Land. As the years went by, his desire to go to the Land
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of Israel grew, and finally

Rabbi Yehudah decided to

undertake the long journey which was difficult and full
of peril.

Although many of his friends tried to dissuade
him, it was of no avail.
Once again, Yehudah took his rod and set off on his
travels, but this time the goal was his beloved Zion. Once
again, he won the friendship and admiration of everyone
he met. Everywhere he was welcomed by great scholars
and distinguished statesmen. But each moment he spent
gaining new strength for his journey, made him impatient
and eager to proceed on his way. Finally he arrived in
Cairo. Only one more step and he would be in the land
of his dreams. All his life he had waited for this moment.
There, where the spirit of Hashem rested, he would spend
the rest of his days, studying His law, praising His name.
Though he enjoyed his stay in Egypt, he could scarcely
await the moment of his departure.
The Holy Land at last! There it lay before his eyes. The
gates of Yerushalayim rose before him... Legend has it that
seeing the desolation of his beloved land, Rabbi Yehudah
Halevi was overcome with emotion and love. He tore
his robes, and walking barefoot, sang his “Tziyon Halo
Tish’ali.” An Arab horseman, jealous of Rabbi Yehudah’s
love, which he knew he could never emulate, rode him
down. And so, Rabbi Yehudah died, on the beloved soil
of the land of our forefathers and prophets, singing her
praises with his last breath.
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Rabbi Yehudah Halevi’s poetry is timeless-still as beautiful
and fresh today as it was hundreds of years ago when
it was written.

Although he wrote of many things, his
love for Hashem, the Torah and the Land of Israel far
outweighed his other interests. His true piety was evident
in everything he wrote. Many of his poems, written for
the holidays and fasts, were included in the Machzorim.
His Odes to Zion, or Zionide, a series of moving dirges
bewailing the fate of Zion, each one beginning with the
word “Zion,” form the concluding dirges of the “Kinoth”
which we say on Tisha b’Av.
Rabbi Yehudah is famed not only for being the greatest
poet of the Middle Ages but as an outstanding
philosopher as well. His great work, the Kuzari, originally
written in Arabic and later translated into Hebrew, is a
masterpiece of Jewish philosophy. In his praise of Judaism,
Rabbi Yehudah shows his deep-thinking mind and his great
intellect.
Throughout the ages, Rabbi Yehudah has lived through
his poetry and other work. And he will continue to be
immortal - a spring that will never dry for all those who
come to drink at his fount seeking spiritual beauty and

Godly wisdom.

Halachah

While the Rambam’s story is set amidst a culture in which poetry
and politics played a big role in Jewish life, the Rambam’s greatest
contribution was in the area of Halachah. We therefore cannot fail to
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mention the stories of his teachers, teachers he may not have seen
in his physical life, but ones who gave the Rambam his approach to
Torah and Halacha. These are the Rif and his disciple, the Ri Migash:

The Rif
(1013 - 1103)

Rabbi Yitzchak Alfasi, one of the greatest of the early
codifiers of Jewish Law, whose name is familiar to all
stud
 ents of the Talmud, was born in Kalat ibn Hamad,
a village near Fez, in North Africa, in 1013 of the
Common Era. His name “Alfasi” (or Alfes) means (in
Arabic) a native of Fez. He is also known as RIF (from the
initials of Rabbi Yitzchak Fasi).
The RIF studied the Talmud under the famous Rabbinical
authorities Rabb
 enu Nissim and Rabbenu Chananel in
Kairwan, a city not far from Fez, which, by virtue of
these two great luminaries, was then one of the leading
centers of Talmudic learning. Afterwards he returned to
Fez, where he became the head of the Jewish community.
When his two great teachers passed away (about the
year 1050), Rabbi Yitzchak Alfasi became the greatest
recognized Talmud authority of his day, which was the
second generation after the period of the Geonim came
to an end, with the closing down of the great Yeshivoth
in Bavel.
In 1088, at the advanced age of 75, Rabbi Alfasi was
forced to flee from his native land, because two wicked
men, a father and a son, denounced him as a traitor to

T h e R a mba m ( Part O n e )

21

the government.

What the charge was is unknown, but
since it was the time when the Moslem Moors of North
Africa were fighting the Christian kingdoms of Spain
and taking over the Iberian Peninsula, it may be assumed
that the RIF was accused by the two scoundrels of some
political offense, which endangered his life.
The RIF fled to Spain, where he was received with
great honors at Cordova and Granada. A year later
he went to Lucena, where he succeeded Rabbi Yitzchak
ibn Ghayyat as head of the community. Here the RIF
established a Yeshivah which soon became most famous,
and attracted distinguished scholars.
One of the youngest of his students was Rabbi Yoseph
ibn Migash, who came to Lucena at the age of twelve
and fourteen years later succeeded the RIF as head of
the academy. Rabbi Alfasi himself appointed him as his
successor, although his own son Rabbi Yacov was also a
great scholar. Among his students are believed to have
been also the famous poets and scholars Rabbi Yehudah
Halevi and Rabbi Moshe ibn Ezra, who composed poems in
honor of their teacher.
Rabbi Yitzchak Alfasi’s great and monumental work
is his Halachos, better known as the Alfes, or RIF. It
is a “digest” of the Talmud, following the order of
the Talmudic Mesechtos, but leaving out much of
the discussion and Aggadic material in order to give
the precise and definite Halachos. In ascertaining the
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final decisions, he relied on the authority of his great

Rabbeinu Nissim and, especially, Rabbeinu Cha
nanel, and on his own vast knowledge of the Talmud,
both the Talmud Bavli and Yerushalmi, and the Talmudic
literature of the Gaonim and all other Rabb
 inic
literature that had been written before him.
teachers

The work was at once accepted by all Jews as a work of
the highest authority, and it became the basis of future
codes of Jewish Law. It was said of this great work that
“It could have been written only with Divine inspiration.”
The Rambam, who was a pupil of the RIF’s pupil, Rabbi
Yoseph ibn Migash, called the RIF “my teacher,” and
said that the work was almost perfect. He advised his
students to study it carefully together with his own

Yad

Hachazakah.
When Rabbi Yoseph Caro, several hundred years later,
compiled the Shulchan Aruch, which became the
standard Code of Jewish Law, he used the Alfes together
with the codes of the Rambam and Rabbi Asher ben
Yechiel (Rosh) as the three pillars of his work. Rabbi
Yitzchak Alfasi passed away at the ripe old age of 90
years in Lucena (Spain), on the 10th day of Iyar (or
Sivan), in the year 1103.
In his Commentary to the Mishnah, the Rambam writes of the Rif’s
Sefer Halachos:
RAMBAM, INTRODUCTION TO COMMENTARY ON THE MISHNAH

,ההלכות שעשה הרב הגדול רבינו יצחק זצ”ל הספיקו במקום כולם
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לפי שהם כוללים כל תועליות הפסקים והמשפטים הנצרכים
 וכבר בירר בהם כל השגיאות שנפלו,בזמננו זה כלומר זמן הגלות
,בפסקי קודמיו
The Halachos that the great rabbi, Rabbeinu Yitzchok
OBM suffices in place of all of [the previous writings of
the geonim], because they include all the conclusions in
Halachah and the laws that are needed in our times, i.e.,
during exile. He clarified all the mistakes that fell into
the halachic conclusions of those who preceded him...

In a sense, the Rif brought the geonic period to a close—the last of the
Babylonian geonim, Rav Hai Gaon, died when the Rif was 25 years old;
the Rif himself was called Gaon by several early halachic authorities.

Rambam’s Teacher: The Ri Migash
(1077-1141)

Rabbi Yoseph ibn Migash was fortunate to be born
into one of the noblest Jewish families of Spain. His
grandfather, also called Rabbi Yoseph, had played an
important role at the royal court of Granada, as one
of the associates of Rabbi Shmuel Hanagid. Yet the same
political catastrophe that befell this great man’s son,
Rabbi Yoseph Hanagid, drove Rabbi Joseph away from the
court of Granada to Seville, where he was soon again
one of the favorites of the Caliph.
Rabbi Yoseph’s father, Rabbi Meir ibn Migash, was a man
of great knowledge and influence among his Jewish
and non-Jewish community members. The young Joseph
was therefore brought up with all the care and the
education possible in those days.
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He was only a youngster
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when his great rabbi,

Rabbi Yitzchok ben Boruch Alfasi

(the Rif), recognized the extraordinary gifts of the child
and influenced his illustrious father that he encourage

Torah,
promising that his son would accomplish great things.
him to concentrate exclusively upon the study of

Rabbi Meir ibn Migash, himself a Talmud scholar, lent a
willing ear to this suggestion of his son’s teacher, and
he sent Yoseph, then hardly twelve years old, to Lucena,
where the scholar of the time, Rabbi Yitzchok Alfasi
(the Rif), headed the Talmudical Academy. This famous
scholar was the first one to extract the Halachos (law
decisions) from the discussion of the Talmud, in the
monumental work, known after his name, as the “Rif.” He
was also the fully recognized head and supreme authority

Jewish law for the Jewish centers
of the world. In his Yeshivah studied the future “giants”
of Israel. Rabbi Yitzchok befriended the young child as
if he were his own son, and gave him everything he had
and knew. Fourteen years, day and night, the two studied
together.
on all questions of

When the Rif felt that the end of his days had come, at
the ripe age of ninety years, he did not appoint any of
the older scholars, or even his own worthy son Yacov
as his successor, but the twenty-six year old Rabbi
Yoseph ben Meir of Seville. In the message to the Jewish
world, he acclaimed his young disciple as “a scholar who
would have been outstanding even in the days of Moshe
Rabbeinu.”
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As was to be expected, the wide world did not know too
much about the young man and thought his appointment
improper for such an eminent position, previously held
by his great master.

Yet, within a short time the young
scholar was able to gain the deep respect and worldwide recognition of the Jewish community leaders, and
he was officially instituted as the successor to Rabbi
Yitzchok Alfazi, as the head of the academy of Lucena,
and with it, as the supreme authority of the Jewish
world.
Rabbi Yehuda Halevi, the greatest Jewish poet, who
had already written a poem in honor of Rabbi Yoseph’s
wedding, exclaimed on that day: “Today the hand of
truth remained victorious, and justice stood by his side. . .
. Hashem Himself in His Divine decision selected you.”
The great confidence which the holy Rif had in his
disciple was fully justified. Lucena became the center of
Talmud study; and the Jewish communities of Europe, as
well as of Bavel and Egypt, called upon Rabbi Yoseph ibn
Migash to decide their religious and communal problems.
The young scholar was indeed fully grown to such an
immense task, as we can see from Yehuda Halevi’s line:
“The searchers for Torah wandered from city to city to
learn the law. . . . Go to Yoseph, said a Divine voice; He
will tell you the proper way.”
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Among the thousands of students who followed this
call was Rabbi Maimun, -the father of the Rambam. He
became one of the great disciples of Rabbi Yoseph, and
long after he had left Spain to live in Egypt, he was an
ardent admirer of his teacher. He imbued his own son
with this respect and admiration for the work of Rabbi
Yoseph ibn Migash, who speaks of him with the greatest
possible reverence.
Besides teaching many generations of future scholars,
and besides responding to thousands upon thousands
of questions about the interpretation of the

Jewish

law,

Rabbi Yoseph ben Meir wrote a commentary on the
Talmud. Unfortun
 ately most of the manuscripts were
lost during the centuries of turmoil and pers
 ecution
in Spain. However, the comm
 entary on two Mesechtos
(the tract ates Baba Basra and to Shavuos) that have
been preserved, show how great is the loss of the missing
work. For they are full of the deepest knowledge, which
is almost encyclopedic, of the various sources and
development of the Halac
 hah. He always tries to enter
ever deepe
 r into the meaning of the various opinions of
the Tanaim and Amoraim, and bases his own decisions
upon the most reliable sources. Many of the Halachos
of the “RI Migash” are contained in the Teshuvos of the
Rambam, in the “Baal Hama’or” of the eminent young
scholar Rabbi Zerachya Halevi of Gero
 na, and in the
famous collection “Shit
 ah Mekubetzes” of Rabbi Betzalel
Ashkenazi. All of these fragments of the monumental
spiritual work of Rabbi Yoseph ibn Migash give evidence ‘
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of his amazing scholarship.

Yet at the same time they bear

the earmarks of his modesty and respect for the opinions
of other people.

Rabbi Yoseph ben Meir ibn Migash concentrated entirely
on the study of the Talmud, to which he devoted his
life’s work. His only other interest lay in composing
“Piyutim,” poetic prayers, glorifying Hashem and His work,
or pointing out the importance and historical role of
the various Jewish holidays for which they were written.
When Rabbi Yoseph ben Meir ibn Migash died (on the
30th day of Nissan, 1141) at the age of sixty-four years,
there was no one to step into his eminent place. The
center of Talmudical study moved from Spain northward
to France and Germany, where Rashi and his succ
 essors
created their master works of Talmudic scholarship.
RAMBAM, INTRODUCTION TO COMMENTARY ON THE MISHNAH

אספתי מה שנזדמן לידי מהגהות אבי זצ”ל וזולתי בשם רבינו
 וחי ה’ כי הבנת אותו האיש בתלמוד מפליאה כל מי,יוסף הלוי ז”ל
 עד שאפשר לי לומר עליו לפניו לא,שמתבונן בדבריו ועומק עיונו
היה מלך כמוהו בשטתו
I collected all that I found from the notes of my father
of saintly memory and others in the name of Rabbeinu
Yosef Halevi [ibn Migash], and as Hashem lives, the
Talmudic understanding of the man amazes everyone who
understands his words and the depth of his profound
spirit.
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Responsa: Ibn Migash and Honey in Wine
We find that the Rambam often quoted the Ri Migash in his Teshuvos.
In fact, in one teshuvah we learn that it was common practice for Jews
to wine and dine with their Muslim neighbors. A question was asked
of the Rambam whether a Muslim (Islam isn’t considered idolatry) who
touches the wine of a Jew prohibits the wine.
The Rambam answered that while Muslims do not practice idolatry,
nevertheless the Chachomim prohibited any wine touched by a nonJew, even by a little baby. However, the custom by the great sages
of Spain is that when a Muslim enters and they are in the middle
of drinking wine, they add a little honey to render it unfit for the
Mizbeach, and thus it can no longer become Yayin Nesach.
What is interesting about this Teshuvah is that it tells us about the
Golden Ages that is was a time that great Jewish sages would often
drink wine with the Muslims, The Rambam says that ever the Ri Migash
would often drink himself wine with Muslims and would add honey so
as not to prohibit it.
RAMBAM’S RESPONSA, 269

 ושתיית היין שדורכים.’שאלה בדבר השתייה על מיני זמר וכו
. יורינו רבינו ושכרו כפול מן השמים.הישמעאלים
 ואלה.’ שעצם הזמר והניגונים כולם אסורים וכו,התשובה ידוע
הישמעאלים אינם רחוקים מעבודה זרה כמו שהזכרתם יותר מקטן
 והלכה כמותו ותכלית מה שהקלו, שאמר רב שהוא מנסך,בן יומו
 אבל, ותו לא, (שיהיה) מותר בהנייה,כל הגאונים ביינם של אלו
 והלכה. לא נשמע זה משום בעל הוראה,(שיהא מותר) בשתייה
 שנוגע ישמעאלי ביין, כאשר קורה,למעשה בפני כל גאוני מערב
 שאוסרים לשתותו ומתירים למוכרו,שלנו נגיעה המחייבת ניסוך
 שנכנס גוי או ישמעאלי, וכאשר קורה.כדין יין הישמעאלים עצמן
 הם ממהרים לערב קצת דבש,אצל אנשים בשעה שהם שותים
 כבר נפסל לגבי המזבח: ואמרו,ביין אשר לפניהם ושותים עמו
 והעיקר (אצלנו שאין) מנסכין לעבודה זרה,והיה בכלל מיני השכר
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 כך הורה רבינו יוסף הלוי.אלא יין הראוי ליקרב על גבי המזבח
 הוא וכל גדולי, וכך עשה כמה פעמים הלכה למעשה,זצ”ו לברכה
’ספרד וכו
Question about drinking over song etc. and drinking
wine crushed by Muslims, guide us out rabbi and your
reward will be doubled from heaven.

The answer is known, that music and song are all
forbidden etc. and these Muslims are not far off from
Avodah Zarah as you mention any more than a child of
one day old that Rav (Avodah Zarah 57a) prohibits the
wine he pours, and the Halachah is in accordance with
him. And the leniency of the Geonim about the wine of
these [Muslims], is only that it should be permitted to
benefit from it, and not more, but to say that it should be
permissible to drink, this was not heard from any teacher.
And the custom in practice before all the Geonim of the
West [i.e., North Africa and Spain], that when it happens
that a Muslim touches our wine in a way that prohibits it,
we prohibit to drink it and permit selling it, as is the rule
is with all Muslim wine.
And when it happens that a Christian or Muslim enters
when people are in the middle of drinking, the quickly mix
in some honey into the wine that is before them and drink
with them.

The [sages] said: [by adding honey] it becomes
invalid for pouring on the Mizbe’ach and become like all
types of beer. And the main thing is that (here, where
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they don’t) pour wine for

Avodah Zarah, unless it is wine
that is suited to be brought on the Mizbe’ach.
This is what Rabbi Yosef Halevi of righteous and holy
memory taught and this is what he practiced himself on
many occasions, him and all the great sages of

Spain.

The Rambam’s Yichus
The Rambams yichus dates back to Rebi Yehudah Hanasi and
ultimately to Dovid Hamelech. In the conclusion of his commentary
on the Mishnah, the Rambam lists his family Yichus that includes seven
generations of Dayanim, Chachamim, and Rabbonim:
CONCLUSION TO RAMBAM’S COMMENTARY ON THE MISHNAH

אני משה בר’ מימון הדיין בר’ יוסף החכם בר’ יצחק הדיין בר’ יוסף
הדיין בר’ עובדיהו הדיין בר’ שלמה הרב בר’ עובדיהו הדיין זכר
.קדושים לברכה
I, Moshe, the son of Maimon the Dayan, the son of Rabbi
Yosef Hachacham the son of Rabbi Yitzchok the Dayan,
the son of Rabbi Yosef the Dayan, the son of Rabbi
Ovadiahu the Dayan, the son of Rabbi Shlomo the Rav,
the son of Rabbi Ovadyahu the Dayan may their holy
memories be blessed.
The Rambam’s Birth

ואני מצאתי בספרים קדומים שנולד בערב פסח יום שבת שעה
 וא”כ היה בן ששה,ושליש אחר חצי היום שנת תתקצ”ה ליצירה
,שנים כשנפטר ר’ יהוסף הלוי
I found in ancient books that [the Rambam] was born on
the eve of Pesach on Shabbos at 1:20 p.m. in the year
4995 to creation, if so, he was six years old when Rabbi
Yosef Halevi (ibn Migash) passed away.
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The Rambam’s Youth
The fact that the Rambam was only six years old when the Ri Migash
passed away, nevertheless, in Shalshelles Hakabalah, R’ Gedaliah ibn
Yichya (1515-1587) tells a legend of how the Rambam was born with
learning disabilities but was miraculsly transformed and escaped his
home-town to learn under the Ri Migash.
SHALSHELES HAKABALAH

קבלתי מזקן א׳ ואמר לי שזה המעשה ראה כתוב בקוגטרס ישן
והוא כי זה ר׳ מיימון לא היה רוצה לקחת אשה ויהי כמו בחצי ימיו
בא לו בחלום איש אחד וצוה לו שיקח לו לאשה בת קצב פלוני
שהיה עומד בעיר אחרת קרובה לקורדובה .והרב היה מהתל מזה
החלום ויראה לו זה החלום פעמים רבות עד שבחר ללכת אל העיר
ההוא וגם שם חלם לו פעמים רבות זה החלום עד שלקחה ותהר
לו והוליד ממנה הרמב״ם ותקש בלדתה ותמת .ואח״כ לקח לו הרב
אשה אחרת ויהי לו בנים אחרים וזה הרמב״ם היה קשה ההבנה
מאד ומעט רצון היה לו בלמוד ואביו היה מכהו עד כי נואש ממנו
וקוראו בן הקצב ויגרשהו מביתו והרמב״ם הלך לו לבית הכנסת
וישן .ויקץ ומצא עצמו נהפך לאיש אחר .וברח מפני אביו וילך אל
עיר שהיה שם הרב ר׳ יוסף ן׳ מיגאש והתחיל ללמוד ממנו והפליג
להתחכם אחרי הימים הרבים שב אל קורדובה ולא הלך אל בית
אביו אך ביום השבת התחיל לדרוש ברבים דברים נוראים ואחר
הדרשה קמו אביו ואחיו וישקוהו ויקבלוהו בסבר פנים יפות ע״כ.
I heard from an elderly man who told me that he saw
this story in an old booklet that Rabbi Maimon [the
Rambam’s father] didn’t want to marry, and when he

was about middle aged a certain man appeared to him in
a dream and instructed him to take the daughter of a

Cordoba as a

certain butcher who lived in a town near

Rabbi [Maimon] was sceptical about the dream until
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wife.
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it was shown to him many times until he chose to travel
to the town and there he again dreamed the dream many
times until he took [her as a wife].

She became pregnant
and gave birth to the Rambam, However, she died in
childbirth. Rabbi [Maimon] later married a different
woman who gave birth to other children.
The Rambam had difficulty with comprehension and had
little interest in learning. His father would beat him until
out of desperation he would call him “The son of the
butcher” eventually he kicked him out of the house and
the Rambam went to the Shul to sleep. When he awoke,
he found himself transformed into a different person.
He ran away from his father and went to the city where
Rabbi Yoseph Ibn Migash was and began studying [under
him]. [The Rambam] was quick to learn wisdom and after
a while he returned to Cordoba. He never went to his
father’s home and instead on Shabbos he lectured in
public wonderful things. After the lecture, his father
and brother arose and kissed him and received him with a
glowing face.

In the next part, we will learn how, at a young age, the Rambam was
forced by extremist Almohad Muslims to leave his home town of
Cordoba and ended up wondering from place to place across Spain
and parts of North Africa. We will learn about the Rambam’s opinion
on conversion to Islam and about the Rambam’s early works.

Concluding Question:
Based on the above description of Jews in Spain during the “Golden
Age,” why do you think it was called the “Golden Age” of Spanish
Jewry?
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Main Points
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Jews lived in Spain since the destruction of the Beis Hamikdosh
(and perhaps earlier)
For several hundred years Jews were treated with some degree of
Tolerance by their Muslim Rulers
Several Jews including Chasdai Ibn Shaprut and Shmuel Hanagid
rose to positions of prominence in the Spanish Muslim court
Poetry was the method of communication of the day, in fact,
many of the piyutim that we recite in our davening were written
by Spanish poets most notable of which is Rabbi Yehudah Halevi
Following the decline of the Yeshivos in Bavel, the world’s center of
Jewish learning moved to the Yeshiva in Lucena, Spain under the
leadership of the Rif and later the Ri Migash
The Rambam descended from Rabi Yehuda hanasi and a long live
of dayanim and rabbis of Cordova
The Rambam may have been born with learning disabilities and
later miraculously transformed
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