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That is, the greatest attainment of identity, autonomy, or selfhood is itself simultaneously a
transcending of itself, a going beyond and above selfhood. The person can then become

relatively egoless. (Maslow, 1961/1999b, p. 117).
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Abstract

This paper, "Exile and Redemption in Rav Ovadia Sforno’'s Commentary on the Torah:
Shaping the Consciousness of Anticipated Redemption™, aims to clarify key ideas
pertaining to exile and redemption which are presented in Sforno's commentary on the Torah.
Furthermore, it delves into the methods he created and used in the commentary to relate these
ideas to his readers and impact their manner of perceiving and anticipating redemption.
Sforno described four spheres of redemption: personal, national, human, and cosmic. He
emphasized humanity's unique spiritual stature and focused upon its' ability to use freedom of
choice, intellectual study of G-d, and actions ("lyun U'Ma'ase") in order to actualize and fulfil
his mission of imitatio Dei. This process towards a state of completeness is based on teshuva
(repentance), especially teshuva which is built upon man's love of G-d and therefore has the
power to return humanity to Adam's pristine state before his sin, exemplifying personal
redemption. On a national level, exile should be viewed as a catalyst, pushing man toward
teshuva and spiritual perfection, and as such is a revelation of G-d's "Hessed" (loving kindness)
to the Jewish people, a hallmark of the eternal covenant between them. At the time of
redemption, the Jewish people will finally be accorded the honor they deserve as they fulfill
their mission as a nation of priests. Through this role, they will guide humanity to the
knowledge of G-d and thereby forge a path that will lead all of humanity to its own redemption.
The power of humanity's teshuva will, in turn, draw the entire creation toward cosmic
redemption and a return to its pristine state.

The analytical paradigm used in this paper focuses on various methods employed by Sforno to
impart these ideas to readers of the commentary. Analysis of Sforno's commentary sheds light
on his educational goals, including his desire to empower Jewish congregants and to strengthen
their faith in the coming redemption. Sforno's generation needed to negotiate the spiritual
difficulties of exile combined with the intellectual challenges of the Renaissance, and the
messianic fervor prevalent in Italy during the late 15" and early 16™ centuries.

By comparing ideas presented in Sforno’s written commentary on the Torah and the classes he
delivered to the congregation in Bologna, as well as his written commentary on other texts, this
study illustrates how the author chose which ideas to showcase in order create the greatest
impact upon his readers’ spiritual and emotional worlds. Using prooftexts from prophecies of
redemption appearing elsewhere in the Bible, he focused on the positive sides of redemption,
while hiding its harsher sides (such as Judgment Day). He also used prooftexts as a means of

addressing people from different educational and spiritual backgrounds, tailoring his messages



to each audience. Sforno used these and other methods to influenced and shape his readers’
spiritual and emotional conscious and sub-conscious. His goal by sharing these optimistic
messages of hope, was to empower his congregants to believe in the future redemption, and in
their ability to act in ways which would fulfill their spiritual potential and bring about the time
of non-apocalyptic redemption.

This paper is comprised of four sections:

The Introduction encompasses information about Sforno’s life, as well as the Renaissance
period in which he lived, and the challenges facing the Jewish community of that time. Also
included, is a summary of several perspectives regarding the nature of redemption prevailing
in the 15" century, with a focus on Sforno's approach. Placing Sforno's commentary within its
historical context is paramount to gaining a deeper understanding of his goals in writing his
commentary.

Part 1 focuses on Sforno's exegesis methods and includes two chapters, each expanding on a
specific method. The first chapter, “The Theological Significance of the Torah's Inner

Structures”, describes the inner structures of the Torah, which are based, according to Sforno,
on cycles of corruption, correction, and benevolence. These structures seek to teach humanity
the secret of hope that comes in the wake of despair. This concept is based on faith in man's
ability (and responsibility) to mend, and on G-d's intervention which creates new frameworks

for this repair work.

The second chapter, entitled: “The Methods used to Present the Ideas in the Commentary",

deals with Sforno's practice of expanding the scope of the commentary beyond its immediate
context to include optimistic messages, and refer to the upcoming redemption. This approach
is meant to strengthen the reader's capacity to withstand the difficulties of the Galut and is
amply apparent in the commentary on the book of Genesis, showing itself from the moment of
creation. Thus, redemption is portrayed as an integral part of the world's existence. Often, these
comments are interjected at scenes depicting humanity at its lowest points, thereby proving that
there is hope for redemption even at times of despair. This chapter describes the ways used by
Sforno to bring these messages into his commentary, including his use of prooftexts (referred
to in this paper as mxnanox). Through use of prooftexts, Sforno broadened the framework of
his commentary, and sometimes hinted at additional hidden content, which necessitates effort
to discover and may have been directed at select readers. The thesis suggests that occasionally,
mainly for educational reasons, Sforno used esoteric writing methods regarding certain aspects

of redemption and repentance, as part of his strategy to fight the dangerous influence of those



who tried to calculate the date of the upcoming redemption (2°%°p *awnn). This chapter also
focuses on Sforno's strategy of removing verses from their context by reframing them in a
different time or place (Pny»). This enabled him to transform potentially adverse or pessimistic
verses into verses of hope, while maintaining their literal meaning. This approach also allowed
Sforno to discuss painful topics such as the relationship between the Galut, G-d's love, and the
Divine Covenant by creating a prism of hope which portrayed the exile as a passing existence.
By incorporating the redemption into his commentary on the Torah, Sforno reinforced belief

in the possibility of redemption based upon the certainty of a concrete historical past.

Part 2 is comprised of two chapters, each discussing a concept which is at the core of Sforno's

philosophy regarding exile and redemption. The first, entitled “The Significance of Repentance

in Sforno's Doctrine of Redemption, and the second “The Significance of Human Action in the

Process of Redemption”. Repentance occupies a central place in Sforno's commentary and is

based on his perception of humanity's dynamic nature. Man, according to Sforno, was not
created as a perfect completed being, and his mission in life is to use his freedom of choice (a
quality shared only by man and G-d) to strive for imitatio Dei, perfecting himself and his 0%z
o°p178. This process of striving for perfection is based on the understanding that although G-d
makes perfect choices, man is inclined to blunder and sin. This concept presents repentance as
a corrective tool, which humanity must use in its perpetual quest for spiritual perfection.
Sforno emphasized that the highest level of Teshuva is repentance based on man's love of G-d
and his desire to cleave to Him. The relationship between repentance and redemption becomes
clear when examined in light of Yehuda Abravanel's "Circle of Love", which describes a
dynamic process that enables the world to return to its pristine state: When G-d, motivated by
love of his creation, nudges man toward repentance, a cycle of love comes into being. Man
motivated by love, strives to emulate the Creator, and pulls the rest of creation in an upward
movement toward perfection. This ultimate perfection is an embodiment of the world’s pristine
existence at the time of redemption.

This essay analyzes two possible paths to redemption which are outlined in Sforno's
commentary, one passive, and the other active. In the passive path to redemption, redemption
arrives in due course, as part of a wider historical movement in accordance with G-d's
considerations. It comes irrespective of man and his efforts, leaving humanity as a passive
bystander in the wake of this great cosmic change. This model of redemption comes at a high
cost: The great day of judgment for all humanity (Jewish people included) is heralded by the

war of Gog and Magog which will take place in the land of Israel. Only “remnants" who have



been exonerated and proven to be on a high spiritual level will merit to be a part of the
redemption and live with the spiritual closeness to G-d which redemption promises. In the
second path to redemption, the Jewish people take an active role in creating conditions which
in themselves manifest redemption. A return to G-d which is motivated by love and a desire to
fulfill G-d's will initiates a process (like the process described in the cycle of love) which
elevates creation so that many of the harsh sides of redemption become unnecessary. For
instance, since the Jewish people have already repented, the entire nation will merit
redemption, instead of only the remnants who survive the day of judgment.

The importance of repentance forms the basis for the second chapter in this section, “The

Significance of Human Action in the Process of Redemption”. This chapter discusses two main

ideas: First, man's ability, through action, prayer and more, to bridge the gap between spiritual
and physical worlds. This idea is expanded upon in the second part of the chapter to discuss
our forefathers’ role in shaping the Jewish people's redemption at the end of days. Sforno used
the principle of "Actions of fathers as signs for their children™ in his commentary on the book
of Bereshit, though almost exclusively in context of exile and redemption. He differentiated
between two ways in which this principle reveals itself: Actions which do not include a
"forward movement", and actions which do include "a forward movement" (also referred to as
"yere va'yor"). In the first paradigm, forefathers take a passive role in shaping their children's
redemptive future. In the second paradigm, that which includes "a forward movement",
forefathers take an active part in shaping their children’s future redemption, since their deeds
serve as the beginning of the fulfillment of the redemptive prophecy. This is based on the
principle that prophecies which have started to become fulfilled cannot be recanted.
Discussion and Conclusions. The research findings emphasize the prominence of exile and
redemption motifs in Sforno’s commentary - especially in the book of Bereshit, in Yaakov's
words to his children before his death, in Vayikra 26, in the Ha'azinu song, and in Moshe's
blessing to the tribes before his death. Understanding the connection between these key
concepts and the methodology used to present them, can help us gain deeper insight into
Sforno's possible goals in shaping his commentary.

Central findings of this essay are examined through three new perspectives: the rhetorical, the
psychological, and the sociological. Rhetoric, as a "techné" is one of the most powerful
motivational tools employed by leaders in an effort to move their congregation toward concrete
achievement, and as a leader, Sforno also used rhetoric elements in his commentary to impact
his audience and to empower them. He wished to inspire them to realize their spiritual potential

through "lyun” (intellectual study of G-d) and "Ma'ase™ (mitzvot, and actions emulating G-d),

iv



in order to create a concrete evolution toward "tikkun" and redemption. Aristotle presents a
tripartite division of the means of persuasion used by rhetoric: logos (arguments grounded in
reasoning), ethos (arguments grounded in credibility), pathos (arguments grounded in the
emotions and psychology of the audience). The thesis uses this approach to analyze Sforno’s
presentation of exile and redemption. In the logos of the commentary are included the simple
exegeses of the text, halacha, plot, etc. In the ethos context, the thesis analyzes Sforno's focus
on Hashem, Moshe's prophecy, and the Torah as the credible basis for the ideas presented in
the commentary. Finally, through the context of pathos, we can observe various components
used to induce emotional stimuli intended to prompt action. Sforno used three main tools to
create pathos: he erected thematic structures within the text, made careful choices regarding
the content he gave over, and presented ideas in ways that evoke hope. Sforno's thematic
structures resonate throughout his commentary and emphasizes positive dimensions of tikkun,
hope, and faith in redemption. What is singular in these structures is that they also provide tools
for dealing with the spiritual difficulties of the present by giving meaning to the imperfect exilic
reality. The reader is left with the understanding that the exile expresses G-d's benevolence to
the Jewish people, a means to push them towards spiritual growth, and is proof of the eternal
nature of the covenant between G-d's and Jewish people.

Examining the rhetoric through psychological and sociological lenses: The overall impression
of redemption depicted in the commentary is a very positive one, since Sforno omits mention
of its more sinister aspects (such as Judgement Day). Despite the centrality of teshuva in
Sforno's eyes, he did not promote it using fear tactics or preaching. This approach, combined
with Sforno's thematic structure of the chumashim, and his encouraging messages, leave the
reader hopeful and optimistic. These emotions, according to Fredrickson, broaden a person’s
cognitive and motivational scope beyond the basic needs of the present, foster growth, and
enable greater resilience in times of crisis. Viewing the positive statements threaded throughout
the commentary through the lens of Snyder's "Theory of Hope" (which focuses on deriving
pathways to desired goals) and Burn's "Transformational Leadership Theory" (which focuses
on transformational leaders' efforts to empower followers) we can detect what may be an
additional goal Sforno set for his commentary: To empower his community to elevate their
spiritual self-expectations and realize their "Tzelem Elokim".

The commentary may have also had a sociological impact. In contrast to many apocalyptic
visions and messianic movements which were prevalent in 16th century Italy, Sforno's

portrayal of redemption is rational. Shils' theory of "Centre and Periphery" gives us the tools



necessary for examining the social influence of the commentary as an alternative ideological

center to the prevailing one.

The uniqueness of the ideas and concepts expounded on in Sforno’s written commentary on
the Torah are highlighted when compared to his ideas expressed verbally in the weekly Torah
classes given in Bologna (now printed under the title "So Said the Gaon"), and his other
commentaries on the Bible. In his commentary on the Torah, Sforno chose to concentrate
almost exclusively on the positive aspects of redemption while his other commentaries also
include its negative aspects. This difference reveals the care with which he crafted the messages
conveyed in his Torah commentary. Sforno tailored this work to fit his educational goals and
presented his ideas in ways that were suitable both for the unsophisticated student and the more

educated man of the Renaissance.

In conclusion, Sforno's commentary delivers its messages using diverse methods. On one level,
most ideas are presented straightforwardly and can easily be understood by the layman, while
other ideas lie hidden just below the text, waiting to be uncovered by a more learned populace.
Empowering messages are threaded into the commentary, some direct, written into the words
of the text, while others are crafted into the rhetoric of the text in order to affect the reader
subconsciously. Sforno used these ideas and messages to strengthen his community and to
teach them to believe in their own abilities to actualize their "Tzelem Elokim™ thereby hastening
the ultimate redemption. In that future Jews will merit to guide humanity to faith in the one
true G-d and will teach the art of living on the spiritual level of Adam in a world returned to its

unimpaired pristine state.
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