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MUSE

Haggai Ben-Shammai

Saadia’s Introduction to Daniel:
Prophetic Calculation of the End of
Days vs. Astrological and Magical
Speculation”

It has been more than twenty years since Rabbi Joseph Qafih published
a considerable portion of Saadia Gaon’s commentary on the book of
Daniel.! This publication was a most important event, because in the
Middle Ages Daniel was one of the most widely read and studied books
of the Hebrew Bible, in both East and West. There are several reasons
for this popularity, mostly of a general nature, associated with the

This article, based on a presentation delivered at the Eighth Conference of the Society
for Judaeo-Arabic Studies, held in Jerusalem in 1997, is a revised version of an article
published in Hebrew in Sefunot 23 (2003), pp. 13-59 (= Proceedings of the Confer-
ence). I wish to thank my friend and colleague Prof. Bruno Chiesa of the University of
Turin for his generous help and useful suggestions. I read Saadia’s text with students at
the Hebrew University in 2000 and profited greatly from their insights. They are: Yoel
Bin-Nun, Sagit Butbul, Zeev Elkin, Inbal Levy, Ayala Meir, Ephraim Porat, and Zvi
Stampfer. Special thanks are due to Prof. S. C. Reif, director of the Geniza Research
Unit at the Cambridge University Library, and the staff of the photography depart-
ment of the Library for their efforts to produce a high-quality photograph and a
digitized image of the Cambridge fragment, which was of great use in deciphering it. I
am also indebted to my friend and colleague Dr. David Sklare, of the Center for the
Study of Judaeo-Arabic Culture and Literature at the Ben-Zvi Institute, who helped
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subject matter of the book, the hardships of exile, and the longings for
Redemption. Other reasons, specific to Saadia’s time and place, will be
discussed below. In those circumstances, it is not surprising that Saadia
decided to write a commentary on the book, as he did for other biblical
books that attracted the interest of the community as a whole or of
individual members. It had long been known that Saadia wrote a
commentary on Daniel;? hence the publication of these fragments was a
laudable undertaking and an important contribution to the restoration
and study of Saadia’s cenwvre.’

In any commentary by Saadia, the introduction occupies an im-
portant place. It is where he lays the foundations of the subject that he
considers to be the focus of the book in question. In the introduction he
also formulates his conclusions, derived from the book, regarding
questions that were of topical significance in his own time and place.
Unfortunately, the long remnants of the commentary that Rabbi Qafih
published from an Oxford manuscript include only a few disconnected
fragments of the introduction, from which it is almost impossible to
elicit any systematic theory.* Later, Y. Ratzaby published an additional
fragment of the introduction.” The latter includes some details about
the calculation of the End of Days as well as a clear statement of
Saadia’s division of Daniel into chapters. Nevertheless, these fragments
still fail to produce a systematic theory of the type one expects in
Saadia’s introductions.

Several years ago, in Cambridge, I came across a Geniza fragment
that was quite difficult to decipher and read. Ultimately, its title in-
dicated that it is part of the aforementioned introduction (Fragment p,
see below). Later, my friend Bruno Chiesa drew my attention to an
article that he had written about the manuscripts of Saadia’s com-
mentary on Daniel,® in which he surveyed numerous fragments of the
commentary, preserved in various libraries. At the end of the article,” he
mentioned a fragment of the commentary, preserved in the Antonin
Collection at the Russian National Library (Fragment v, see below). In
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me by locating a fragment of Saadia’s commentary on Daniel in the Firkovitch Col-
lection and producing a photocopy of it. In addition I am much obliged to Prof.
Bernard R. Goldstein and to the anonymous reviewer on behalf of Aleph, as well as
Dr. Gad Freudenthal, for their remarks and erudite suggestions, which contributed
considerably to the improvement of this article. I am also much indebted to David
Luvish, who translated the Hebrew version into English. As a rule, translations of
biblical quotations are given here according to Tanakh: A New Translation of the Holy
Scriptures According to the Traditional Hebrew Text (Philadelphia, New York, and
Jerusalem: The Jewish Publication Society, 1985), slightly modified where necessary.
Saadia Gaon, Daniel with the Translation and Commentary of Saadia ben Joseph al-
Fayyami, [Arabic] edited with Hebrew translation by Joseph Qafih (Jerusalem, 1981).
References below to page and line numbers in the commentary follow that edition.
M. Steinschneider, Die arabische Literatur der Juden (Frankfurt a. Main, 1902), p. 59;
H. Malter, Saadia Gaon: His Life and Works (Philadelphia, 1921), pp. 325-326.
Suffice it to mention here E. Schlossberg, “Concepts and Methods in the Commen-
taries on Daniel by R. Saadia Gaon and Karaite Authors,” Ph.D. Thesis, Bar-Ilan
University, 1988 (Hebrew).

Saadia, Daniel, pp. 13-15; see below on MS X.

See below on MS 1p.

B. Chiesa, “Appunti per la Recensio del Commento a Daniele di Saadia Gaon,” Annali
di Ca’ Foscari 22(3) (1983):91-99. This article was supposed to be the final word on the
manuscripts, but I am not sure that it really was. A doctoral thesis by A. Cameron,
“Saadia Gaon’s Arabic Version of the Book of Daniel” (University of Utrecht, 1988),
mentions (p. 3) at least one fragment, namely RNL, Yevr.-Arab. 1:4007, that Chiesa
does not mention. I do not know what kind of photocopy was available to Cameron. In
any case, he felt free to ignore it, on the grounds that it was mostly illegible. Checking
the microfilm now available at the Institute of Microfilms of Hebrew Manuscripts, at
the National and University Library in Jerusalem, I found that the manuscript, written
in different hands, contains 16 leaves, constituting two consecutive fragments (fols. 1-7,
8-16), and includes large sections of Saadia’s translation and commentary on Daniel 2-
4. Most of the MS is quite legible, with the exception of damaged parts. While Cameron

did mention the Antonin fragment, he did not realize its importance.
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the course of his detailed description of the fragment, Chiesa also
quoted the beginning of the commentary, which, he remarked, was also
mentioned in a list of books published by J. Mann.®

Examination of the Cambridge and St. Petersburg fragments made
it clear that they contain most of the missing parts of the introduction.
Combined with the two earlier published fragments, we now have most
of the introduction and thus a clear idea of its contents. Somewhat
anticipating, I would like to state briefly at the outset that the in-
troduction reveals a new and hitherto unknown facet of Saadia’s
thought. In addition to certain details of the calculation of the End of
Days and the structure of the book of Daniel, found in the previously
known fragments, the almost-full version of the introduction presents
Saadia’s theory about a subject that he does not discuss systematically
anywhere else in his writings: the relationship between various tech-
niques for foretelling the future, mainly astrology, and biblical
prophecy. In this paper I shall describe and interpret the introduction
and offer a full version of the Judaeo-Arabic text with an English
translation. This should make it possible to clarify Saadia’s attitude to
astrology, based no longer on conjectures and allusions but on un-
equivocal textual evidence: Thoroughly familiar with astrology, Saadia
rejected it and absolutely denied its legitimacy and scientific validity.

Contents of the Introduction

In keeping with Saadia’s usual manner in the introductions’ to his Bible
commentaries, the introduction consists of three parts.

First comes the Arabic title of the Biblical book; this aims to convey
the gist of its contents in a few words. The title may be understood as
part of the translation of the book, for just as the whole translation is a
commentary, the Arabic title is an interpretation of the Hebrew name of
the book, which in many cases says nothing of its content.
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The second part is a very short introductory paragraph (a few
lines), mainly praises of God in flowery language, in a style quite
similar to similar passages in Islamic literature.'® A close reading of
these extravagant praises reveals, however, that they are very carefully
worded; in positive, laconic, and categorical language, devoid of ex-
planations, they allude to the main ideas of the book of Daniel. There is
clearly no room in this part of the commentary for polemics against
deviant views; that will find its proper place in the main part.

Last comes the long introduction proper, which points out the main
ideas of the book and discusses and explains them, both in themselves
and in relation to different or contrary views. Also considered in this
part are specific exegetical problems and the structure of the book.

The Arabic Title
According to the opening phrases of the introduction, the title of the
book is “The Book of Kingdoms and Visions [concerning] what will
Come to Pass after 1386 Years.”"'

This is perhaps the longest title that Saadia ever gave to a book of

Chiesa, “Appunti,” pp. 97-98.

J. Mann, Texts and Studies 1 (Cincinnati, 1932), p. 645, according to Geniza fragment
T-S Misc. 36.149, 1. 27-29. On Mann’s erroneous interpretation see Chiesa,
“Appunti,” p. 98. Indeed, Mann’s index lists the work as tafsir (= translation/com-
mentary of/on) Daniel.

H. Ben-Shammai, “Saadia’s Introduction to Isaiah as an Introduction to the Books of
the Prophets,” Tarbiz 60 (1991): 371-404 (Heb.), on p. 372.

It is generally agreed that such paragraphs are imitations of Islamic models (see re-
cently J. Blau, “The Status of the Classical Arabic Layer of Medieval Judaeo-Arabic,”
Te‘udah 14 [1998]: 47-56 [Heb.]). However, it is no less important to identify the
unique subject of every such introductory paragraph.

v, 1°2; references to the original indicate the page numbers of the manuscript as

marked in the edition.
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the Bible. That it is the title is indisputable, since it is referred to as such
at the end of the introduction.'” Tt comprises two parts. The first
presents the general idea of the book of Daniel—the kingdoms of the
past, present, and future up to the age of Redemption, and the visions,
or predictions, of events that will take place then (see below). Saadia
considers the order of the kingdoms to be one of the main topics of the
book."?> The second part of the title offers the result of Saadia’s own
calculation of the End of Days, as inferred from the book of Daniel."
The kingdoms will be followed by the eschatological events described
in the visions or predictions (malahim); that will take place after “1386
years.” This figure seems to have been so important for Saadia that he
included it in the book’s title.

The term malahim (sing. malbama) is a typically Muslim term,
perhaps of Hebrew or Aramaic origin. It refers primarily to wars or
other calamitous events that will take place before the End of Days or
the Day of Judgment and essentially herald it—a kind of parallel to the
“birthpangs of the Messiah” in the talmudic and midrashic tradition.
Goldziher already noted this connotation of the term, quoting a saying
attributed to Muhammad ibn al-Hanafiyya'® concerning the death of
Husayn, which he refers to as a malhama that happened to him—that is,
a severe ordeal heralding the Redemption.'” In time, the meaning of the
term expanded to cover primarily not the events themselves but the
prediction of their occurrence, or even the literary genre in which they
are described or recorded (see below).

The relevant information in M. Ullmann’s Worterbuch essentially
reflects this development.'® The first meanings listed for the term are
“fierce struggle, bloody battle, carnage, massacre, battlefield.” These
resemble the meaning of the cognate term in biblical Hebrew. Ullmann
then cites further meanings from the Adab, historical, etc., literature,
mainly for the plural: “prediction, eschatological prophecy, apocalypse,
vision of the future.”” The latter refer to semantic fields quite distinct
from those of the term in biblical Hebrew, relating primarily to

15
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“historical” predictions: eschatological visions, magical divination, and
astrology. The genre of Muslim literature that goes by this name is
concerned exclusively with such subjects and relies on a variety of
sources (see below). It developed to a significant degree from the end of
the Umayyad period (mid-eighth century) and after, concurrently with
frequent political upheavals in the Muslim world. It was associated
largely with the name of Daniel.

It is no accident that Saadia used a term so pregnant with meaning.
Significantly, the word malahim is used again at the end of the in-
troduction, in Saadia’s summary of the book’s major concerns.”® It may
also be found in others of his works. For example, in his introduction

Saadia, Daniel, p. 31. Qafih translated “unwan as “the beginning of the book,” since

the title was not at his disposal and he presumably did not think that such a long,

detailed sentence could be the title of the book.

> Ibid., pp. 190-191; see Schlossberg, “Concepts and Methods,” pp. 147-151.

The title is a response to the alternative interpretive approach of the Karaites; see ibid.,

pp. 147-195.

5 See T. Fahd, “Malhama,” Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2" edition (hereafter EI?), vol. 6

(Leiden: Brill, 1991): 247; “Djafr,” EI%, vol. 2 (1965): 375-377 (much of “Jafr” liter-

ature is concerned with malahim, apocalypses). The author discusses primarily as-

trological calculations or visions of the End of Days (in Islam: the advent of the

mahdi), entirely ignoring the importance of the term in the hadith literature.

€Al’s son by a woman of the Hanifa tribe, that is, Husayn’s half-brother. He was

venerated by certain groups in the early Shi*a. See F Buhl, “Muhammad ibn al-

Hanafiyya,” EI%, vol. 7 (1993): 402-403.

7" 1. Goldziher, Mubammedanische Studien 11 (Halle, 1890), p. 73 (= Mohammedan
Studies, trans. S. M. Stern, vol. 2 [Oxford, 1971], p. 77).

18 M. Ullmann, Worterbuch der klassischen arabischen Sprache 11 (Wiesbaden, 1970), p.
370.

19 Ibid., p. 371; see also “Malahim,” EI* 6:216.

1p, verso, line 5.
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to Psalms®! he uses it in the sense of “historical wars,” albeit wars that
were supposed to herald a kind of ideal peace, after David had com-
pleted the conquest of the Land of Israel. A similar association emerges
in his commentary on Psalms 60:3,% in relation to David’s wars with
his foes outside Israel, after he had consolidated his kingdom. We find
the term again, in a different and perhaps eschatological context—per-
taining at any rate to a prediction of the future—in Saadia’s translation
of Isaiah 3:25: “Your men shall fall by the sword, your fighting man-
hood in battle”—“By the fall of their men by the sword, and their
heroes in the malahim.”*

An interesting insight into the transformation in Saadia’s under-
standing of the meaning of Hebrew milbamah from “war” to
“eschatological event” (or perhaps to “political changes/upheavals”) is
found in his commentary on Daniel. Commenting on chapter 10,
specifically on v. 13, he discusses, among other things, the role of the
angels referred to in that verse:

The combat (mubaraba) between the angels is not a contest for
control, so that one party gains victory over the other. Rather,
one of them removes the other by God’s command, so that the
displaced nation is left without an angel to support it, its affairs
finished and its government abolished. This is called “war”
(Heb. milbamah) only in a figurative manner, as a borrowing
from the actions of kings and rulers. Know that similar things
have been said of God’s actions, some of them in Egypt, as
“The Lord will battle for you” (Ex. 14:14); and in Joshua’s time,
“For the Lord fought for Israel” (Josh. 10:14). Nehemiah said,
“Our God will fight for us” (Neh.4:14); and Zechariah said,
“Then the Lord will come forth and make war on those nations
as He is wont to make war on a day of battle” (Zech. 14:3). God
said about the time of our expulsion from the Land [of Israel],
“and I Myself will battle against you with an outstretched
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mighty arm, with anger and rage and great wrath” (Jer.21:5).
Just as these wars that are ascribed to the Creator do not
constitute fight or combat, but the essence of their meaning is
rather discarding one people and establishing another firmly, so
too those wars (Heb. milhamot) that are ascribed to the angels
are merely discarding one nation and establishing another one
firmly, as we have made plain.**

Quite typically, Saadia here extends the literal meaning of the biblical
Hebrew milhamah, in order to bring it as close as possible to its Arabic
cognate as used in his day. At any rate, it is clear from all these examples
that Saadia’s use of the term is quite deliberate and calculated. Below,
when I discuss the historical background of the introduction, I shall try
to determine his exact intention in so doing.

The Short Introduction
Saadia enunciates two principles in this brief, flowery introduction.”
The first is the existence of esoteric knowledge, concealed from human
eyes, which only God possesses: knowledge of what will happen or of
what will be before it actually happens or is. The second principle is

5

21 Saadia Gaon, Psalms with the translation and commentary of Saadia ben Joseph al-

Fayytmi, edited with Hebrew translation by Joseph Qafih (Jerusalem, 1966), p. 26:33.

22 TIbid., p. 150:4 (in the commentary).

2 Saadia on Isa., p. 10: DXY0YK 8 [INM2Y ¥ GO9X3 10m vpr ’na. The Hebrew singular
form (battle) is translated into Arabic as a plural, to emphasize that the text is concerned
with a series of events, spread over a whole period, not with a single, isolated event. The
plural is the usual form in this specific connotation of the word in Arabic. The second-
erson singular feminine suffixes (“your men”) are turned in the translation into the third-
p & y
erson plural feminine (“their men”).
p p
2* Saadia, Daniel, p. 187.

%y, 1P4-6.
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that God may reveal some of that hidden knowledge to His favorites or
His followers if such revelation is likely to be of use or benefit (salah)
to them. Saadia uses the Arabic word awliya® (plural of wali) for God’s
favorites or followers—a term that in his parlance is a synonym for
“prophets.” The interchangeable use of the terms wali and nabi in
Saadia’s works is so common as to need no demonstration here.*®
Without Saadia’s having to go into detail, the reader adept at deci-
phering the secrets of his style will understand that the hidden
knowledge (that is, knowledge of the future), God’s exclusive pos-
session of that knowledge, and prophecy as the exclusive channel for its
revelation to humanity are the main subjects to be discussed in this long
introduction and that they are the focus of the book of Daniel. The
experienced reader will also presumably be able to guess that the book
of Daniel is the sole prophetic revelation of that knowledge to the
Jewish nation—or, more precisely, to that part of the nation for which
the knowledge is of use.

The Long Introduction
As is Saadia’s custom, this introduction presents an extended, system-
atic exposition of the brief allusions in the short introduction. This is
where he sets out his definitions and expounds his lengthy arguments
against other theories, which, he claims, are refuted by the prophetic
message of Daniel. The main targets of these arguments are astrological
predictions (malahim).

Let us first summarize the content of the long introduction.

Knowledge of the future (al-ka’inat; lit. “things that come into
being”—the participle is used here as a present tense implying an in-
evitable imminent event) is concealed from human beings, that is, from
their knowledge and their ability to acquire knowledge. Human
knowledge is based primarily on sense perception in the past or the
present.”” Since the future is not accessible to the senses, it cannot be
categorized as human knowledge. Many humans endeavor to discover

20

Haggai Ben-Shammai

the future; when their efforts are in vain, they wax apologetic rather
than admit that this realm of knowledge is beyond their apprehension.
The various human methods for predicting the future may be
ranked hierarchically. The most inferior is observation of earthly things,
such as the liver (hepatoscopy), the shoulder blade, eggs, letters ran-
domly inscribed in the sand, various random sights and sounds, and
different kinds of oracles (see below regarding hsmrg’t). Saadia sees no
point in disputing such techniques at any length. The same holds true
for the next level: predicting the future from the speed of the planets’
motions, the shape of the halo around the moon or of the rainbow, and
so on. Saadia’s principal argument is with the astrologers, who are well
acquainted with the course of the stars and their influence on natural
phenomena on earth, such as heat or cold, dampness or dryness, and
draw conclusions from this knowledge concerning the fate of human
beings. It is these “conclusions” (judgments, sentences, ahkam) that
constitute Saadia’s main bone of contention with the astrologers, for he
does not deny what he considers to be the real scientific aspect of
astronomy, namely, knowledge of the stars’ courses and their influence
on nature (mainly meteorology and all its related bodies of knowledge).
On the contrary, a familiarity with astronomy itself is conducive to true
26 At any rate, examples may be found in the introduction itself: v, 1°25 (referring to the
messiah of the House of David, who will surely be a prophet); 2°28 (referring to David
himself as the author of Psalms; David’s status as a prophet is an important topic in
Saadia’s introduction to Psalms; see H. Ben-Shammai, “On a Polemical Element in R.
Saadya’s Theory of Prophecy,” Shlomo Pines Jubilee Volume (Jerusalem, 1988), pp.
127-146 (Heb.).
This is a familiar principle in Saadia’s thought, repeated frequently in his works. See,
e.g., Saadia Gaon, (al-Mukhbtar fi °I-) Amanatr wa-"l-i‘tiqadat, edited with Hebrew
translation by Joseph Qafih (Jerusalem, 1970) pp. 77:29 ff., 112:9-20 (= Saadia Gaon,
The Book of Beliefs and Opinions, translated from the Arabic and the Hebrew by
Samuel Rosenblatt [New Haven, 1948] pp. 89, 132).

27
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piety (v, 2a:26-28). What Saadia rejects is astrologers’ predictions of
human fate and behavior. Elsewhere he complains that people ignore
the correct scientific aspect of astronomy because the astrologers en-
tice—or “force”—them to concentrate on their predictions, which are
nothing but “things that they have created and they have no evidence
thereof.””® In this context Saadia reveals his acquaintance with the
various techniques. He has clearly read at least introductory texts or
general surveys, such as Aba Ma“shar’s Introduction (see below). He is
familiar with the terms defining the different techniques of prediction:
mawalid, ikhtiyarat, masa’il (nativities, elections, questions).”” The
astrologers foretell the future not only of individuals, but also of na-
tions and kingdoms: here is the link with the book of Daniel.

In the latter context, astrologers base their predictions primarily on
the cycle of conjunctions of the orbs of Saturn and Jupiter and on a
complete theory, cited by Saadia in their name, of the fixed relation
between the length of the conjunction cycles and predictions relating to
individual kings, entire dynasties, or the fate of nations. He is con-
cerned essentially with “historical astrology,” that is, the attempt to
reproduce the fixed relationship between the cycles of the celestial
bodies’ movements in the past and political events of the past, and on
that basis to predict a similar relation in the future and its implications
for future political events (mainly the succession of rulers, dynasties,
and world powers). More specifically, the theory of astrological his-
tory”° is based on cycles of recurrences of these conjunctions every
twenty years. During eleven such conjunctions, they reoccur in the
same triplicity. These conjunctions determine the fate of individual
political leaders. The cycle is completed every 240 years (according to
Saadia, 238 or 258 years), with the twelfth recurrence, when the con-
junction shifts to another triplicity. At that point the fate of dynasties or
ruling nations (i.e., empires), or rather their change, is determined. The
sum of four such cycles—about 960 years (according to Saadia, 944 or
964 years)—makes the “largest cycle,” during which the conjunctions
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pass through all four triplicities. The completion of this cycle signifies
or determines the coming of a “new prophet”—i.e., a new religion or
revealed law. The “largest cycle” may be associated with the notion of
the millennium. In short, this theory could ostensibly serve as a basis
for predicting “future history,” which, in Jewish terms, could include
the coming of the Messiah and the ultimate Redemption.

According to Saadia, though, these theories, despite their scientific
trappings, have no more authority than hepatoscopy or the like, since
all these techniques essentially base their supposed validity and justi-
fication on empirical rather than rational proofs. Only God knows the
future, just as He is alone in His ability to create ex nihilo. The link
between the two topics follows from Isaiah 44:24-26:

2 Saadia Gaon, Job with the Translation and Commentary of Saadia ben Joseph al-
Fayynmi, [Arabic Text] edited with Hebrew translation by Joseph Qafih (Jerusalem,
1973), pp. 194:29 ff. (in the context of his summary of chapters 38-39; for an English
translation see L. E. Goodman, The Book of Theodicy: Translation and Commentary
on the Book of Job by Saadiah ben Joseph al-Fayyumi [New Haven, 1988], p. 394). On
this statement, in the more general context of the negative attitude of most Jewish
thinkers in the Middle Ages towards astrology, see Ron Barkai, “L’astrologie juive
médiévale; aspects théoriques et pratiques,” Moyen Age 93 (1987): 323-348, on p. 327.
The Karaite commentator Yefet b. “Eli, who lived one generation later than Saadia
Gaon and Qirqisani, considered even astronomy to be a technique of divination; see G.
Vajda, Deux commentaires Karaites sur ' Ecclésiaste (Leiden, 1971), p. 131 n. 2. As in
many other cases, Saadia thus occupies an intermediate position, between those who
utterly reject any science, “true” or otherwise, and the convinced advocates of the
secular sciences.

2 For the meaning of these terms see below, in the notes to the translation of the
Introduction.

*° For the following explanation see B. R. Goldstein and D. Pingree, “Levi ben Gerson’s
Prognostication for the Conjunction of 1345,” Transactions of the American Philo-
sophical Society 80(6) (1990), esp. p. 1.
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Thus said the Lord, your Redeemer, Who formed you in the
womb: It is I, the Lord, who made everything, Who alone
stretched out the heavens and unaided®® spread out the earth;
Who annuls the omens of diviners and makes fools of the au-
gurs; Who turns sages back and makes nonsense of their
knowledge; but confirms the word of His servant and fulfills
the advice of His angels.

The connection is obvious: knowledge of the future is likened to cre-
ation. Both abilities are unique to the Creator, Who acts according to
His angels” advice; all the predictions of the diviners and augurs come
to naught. The fates of individuals, nations, and kingdoms are in God’s
hands, not determined by the stars or, a fortiori, by sorcerers. God,
explains Saadia, reveals some of this knowledge to make us fully aware
of His power and His abilities, to give us the ability to face the nations
and demonstrate that our knowledge is superior to theirs; and to assure
us that, just as past prophecies of our ascendancy and restored honor
came true, so will similar prophecies in the future. This knowledge can
help us endure our present hardships. There follows a list of a whole
series of future events revealed to us through prophetic revelations in
the past, beginning with the “Covenant between the pieces” [Genesis
15]. At this point, Saadia begins the calculation, which will occupy him
in much of the commentary, of the time that must elapse from Daniel’s
vision until the Redemption is complete. The narrative in Daniel is not a
detailed account of future events, but only a forecast (ramudhaj), or
perhaps rather a model,”® of this kind of event. When similar pre-
dictions came true in the past, they buttressed our faith and confidence
that as-yet unfulfilled prophecies will still come to pass.

In sum, Saadia erects an interesting classification of the “sciences”
that links astrology with a variety of magical techniques; the criterion
underlying the classification is not the sophistication of a particular
technique (or branch of science) but its purpose. Since prophecy is the
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only way to arrive at knowledge of things that are normally concealed
from human beings—although they themselves are not concealed—it
follows that any other method, however clever, that attempts to un-
cover this hidden knowledge is doomed to failure. Prophecy is the only
way to attain correct knowledge of things that are not accessible to the
senses. Astrology seems to be scientific, because it is allegedly based on
observations of measurable natural phenomena or events (hence on
things accessible to the senses). But only the numbers that the prophet
received from God through the angel Gabriel—who occupies a central
place in the book of Daniel—will enable one to apprehend the End of
Days, provided those numbers are properly interpreted.

The introduction ends with a list of the general and detailed lessons
to be learned from the book, for which Saadia uses the term manafic,
“benefits.” There are ten of these, providing Saadia with the basis for
his division of the book into ten parts.”

31 See below in the notes to the translation, b, 3%.

>2 For the perception of biblical narratives of past events as a model of future events, see
H. Ben-Shammai, “Prognostic Midrash in the Works of Se‘adya Gaon as Exemplified
in his Introduction to the Commentary on the Song of David (2 Sam. 22),” in E.
Fleischer et al., eds., Me’ah She‘arim: Studies in Medieval Jewish Spiritual Life in
Memory of Isadore Twersky (Jerusalem, 2001), pp. 1-19 (Heb.). It may be suggested
that the word namudbaj is really namndhar/namudhar, an astrological term of Persian
origin, for a technique of calculating a birth-horoscope when the client does not know
the exact time and date of his birth. This would seem to be an appropriate term for an
‘approximate technique’ for working out a horoscope for historical events, as in
Daniel. On the namiudhar, see al-Birani, al-Tafbim li-awa’il sina‘at al-tanjim—The
Book of Instruction in the Elements of the Art of Astrology, facsimile reproduction with
English translation by R. R. Wright (London, 1934), pp. 328-329, #525.

> There is a similar list of “benefits” at the end of Saadia’s introduction to his com-

mentary on Isaiah. See Ben-Shammai, “Introduction.”
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Background of Saadia’s View of the Relationship between
Astrology and Prophecy

As already noted, the main topic of Saadia’s introduction to Daniel is
the relationship between astrology and prophecy. His practice in all the
introductions to his biblical commentaries was to point out the main
ideas of the book, discussing and explaining them both in themselves
and in relation to other, possibly conflicting, ideas. These discussions
generally relate to important issues that were of interest to Jewish in-
tellectuals of the time, and especially to controversial questions. Saadia
considered it necessary to present an authoritative Rabbanite position
on such issues, in language and terms comprehensible to anyone well
versed in the surrounding Arabic culture. Such discussions introduce
many of his commentaries. His main subject in the opening sections of
his commentary on the Torah, for example, is the authority of talmudic
tradition (contra the Karaite position).”* At the beginning of his com-
mentary on Psalms he deals with the role of the psalms in the Temple
ritual and the synagogue liturgy (here, too, in opposition to the Karaite
position).”” His commentary on Job is introduced by an exposition of
the problem of theodicy (a central issue in theological debates in
Saadia’s time).”® And his commentary to Isaiah begins with a discussion
of the educational and political role of the prophet (against the back-
ground of early stages in the development of Islamic political philos-
ophy).”’

The introduction to Daniel presents Saadia’s most concentrated and
focused argument against astrology, though his standpoint on that
question is clearly expressed elsewhere as well. An explicit con-
demnation of astrology may be found in his commentary on Daniel
11:35, where he shows that the astrological explanation of the poverty
of scholars may be refuted on the basis of historical experience.*® Saadia
explicitly deplores any kind of divination, adducing rational and ha-
lakhic reasons for his objections, in two fragments of his commentary
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to Isaiah. One relates to 2:6, where the different forms of divination are
categorized as equivalent to the most serious forms of heresy and
idolatry.”® The other fragment comes from the commentary on chapter
49, where, in addition to his rational argument, he refers briefly to the
major techniques of divination and the main biblical grounds for their
prohibition: Deut. 18:10 and Ezek. 21:26. Saadia explicitly forbids use of
these techniques, though he permits their theoretical study (al-wugaf
“alaybha faqat).*® Biblical arguments against divination, relating to
biblical proponents of such techniques—false prophets, the astrologers
of Egypt and Babylon—are cited in his commentary on Proverbs 27:1.*!
I have already mentioned Saadia’s explicit reference to astrology in his
commentary on Job.*

In the introduction to Daniel, however, he proceeds differently.
Nowhere in this text does he explicitly mention the halakhic prohib-
ition of astrology, but only the prophets’ scorn for it and denial of its
> Saadia Gaon, Saadia’s Commentary Genesis, ed. with introduction, [Hebrew] trans-
lation, and notes by M. Zucker (New York, 1984), esp. pp. 13-17 (Hebrew translation:
pp. 181-184).

See Uriel Simon, Four Approaches to the Book of Psalms, trans. Lenn J. Schramm
(Albany, 1991), esp. chaps. 1-2.
See Goodman, Theodicy, pp. 28-92. Goodman, however, digresses considerably,
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discussing topics that are hardly relevant.
¥ See Ben-Shammai, “Introduction,” pp. 372-379.

8 Saadia, Daniel, p. 205.
** Saadia Gaon, Saadia’s Translation and Commentary on Isaiah, ed. with [Hebrew]
translation by Y. Ratzaby (Qiryat Ono, 1993) p. 161; Hebrew translation, p. 258.

40 TIbid., p. 218; Hebrew translation: p. 329.

' Saadia Gaon, Proverbs with the Translation and Commentary of Saadia ben Joseph al-
Fayynmi, ed. with Hebrew translation by Joseph Qafih (Jerusalem, 1976) p. 218 (and
see below, nn. 68 and 276).

42 See above, n. 28.
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validity. This contrasts with Maimonides’ approach in his anti-astro-
logical epistle, where he delineates the halakhic position at the very
beginning, referring the reader to the relevant section in his Mishneh
Torah, before proceeding to a discussion of astrology per se.*’

The main point of the introduction seems to be a rational refutation
of the magical substitutes for prophecy and a rejection of the scientific
pretensions of methods for foretelling the future in general, and cal-
culating the End of Days in particular, based on observation of the stars
or other techniques of divination or sorcery. Saadia is willing to admit
that there are different levels of magical techniques; he even ranks
different types of “scientific” astrology according to the proportion of
“nonsense” in the beliefs of their adherents.** But some techniques are
superior to others only in respect of their sophistication, not their
ethical level. Prophecy itself teaches us that magical techniques are
unfounded. Here Saadia incorporates a commentary on the long pas-
sage in Isaiah 44 in which the prophet ridicules magical techniques and
stresses the exclusive nature of prophecy.”” According to the Jewish
faith, as expressed by the prophets, malahim, predictions of the events
at the End of Days, are special prophecies devoted to such matters; of
these, Daniel’s prophecy is particularly important.*®

The polemical nature of Saadia’s writing here is unmistakable. As a
point of departure for understanding the argument, we may assume that
it was directed against Jewish proponents of astrology, especially as
they related to the book of Daniel and the prediction of a timetable for
the ultimate Redemption (as Abraham bar Hiyya did later; see below).
Thus we must consider the following questions: What is known of a
Jewish malahim literature and of Jewish advocates of astrology in or
just before Saadia’s time? What is the connection between such con-
cerns, or contemporary astrology in general, and the book of Daniel or
the figure of Daniel?

Saadia’s Karaite contemporary, Aba Yasuf Ya“qab al-Qirqisani,
devoted a whole chapter of his great halakhic work, in the section dealing
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with idolatry, to astronomy and astrology,*” following a chapter on
sorcery.*® Some of the techniques mentioned by Qirqisani are also dis-
cussed by Saadia and can also be found in the literature on divination.*’
A, Marx, The Correspondence between the Rabbis of Southern France and Maimo-
nides about Astrology (New York, 1926), p. 43; Maimonides, Epistles, ed. Y. Shailat
(Maaleh Adumim, 1988), 2:478 (English translation in R Lerner, “Maimonides: Letter
on Astrology”, in R. Lerner and M. Mahdi [eds.], Medieval Political Philosophy: A
Sourcebook, [Glencoe 1963], p. 228 [repr. in 1. Twersky (ed.), A Maimonides Reader
(New York, 1972) 464], and see the comments of R. Lerner, “Maimonides’ Letter on
Astrology”, History of Religions, 8 [1968]; 144); Maimonides returns to his Halakhic
justification for rejecting astrology on p. 49 (Marx), p. 487 (Shailat). See also: Y. Tzvi
Langermann, “Maimonides’ Repudiation of Astrology,” Maimonidean Studies 2
(1991): 123-158; S. Sela, “The Fuzzy Border Between Astronomy and Astrology as
Reflected in the Thought and Work of Three Twelfth-Century Jewish Intellectuals,”
Aleph 1 (2001): 59-100.
v, 2% ff,
B, 3%4-22.
# As far as Saadia is concerned, Daniel is unquestionably a prophet, for all books of the
Bible are prophetic; see Ben-Shammai, “Polemical Element,” esp. pp. 127-131. For a
special discussion of Daniel’s status as prophet in Saadia’s teachings, against the
background of talmudic-midrashic tradition, see Schlossberg, “Concepts and Meth-
ods,” pp. 196-215.
¥ Yac‘qub al-Qirqisini, Kitab al-Anwar wal-Maragib: Code of Karaite Law, ed. L.
Nemoy, vols. 1-5 (New York, 1939-1945), chap. 11, pp. 590-593. This chapter was
surveyed in a brief discussion of the attitude of the Mutakallimun to astrology by G.
Vajda, “Une réfutation inédite du déterminisme astral,” Mélanges d’ Université Saint
Joseph 50 (1984):721-729. The Karaites may have been interested in astronomy for
calendrical calculations based on observation, but that was no reason for them to
believe in astrology, actively or otherwise; see B.R. Goldstein, “Astronomy and the
Jewish Community in Early Islam,” Aleph 1 (2001): 17-57, on 34-36. This is precisely

Qirqisant’s distinction between the two fields.
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Since Qirgisani’s work is concerned with halakhah, he combines his
account of the halakhic prohibitions with his own polemic against the
scientific value of astrology. Like Saadia in his commentary on Isaiah 49
(see above), Qirqisani writes that there is nothing wrong with studying
astrological divination; what is forbidden is using it. But why, he asks,
should one waste one’s time on such nonsense, instead of devoting all
efforts to studying the Torah? While Qirqisani’s terminology is some-
what different from Saadia’s, the similar thrust and content of his writing
is obvious. Even were there no evidence other than these parallels, they
clearly attest to their authors’ polemical position and objection to what
was presumably a fairly common phenomenon among Jews. In fact we
possess more direct evidence of Jewish astronomers and astrologers—
predating Saadia (that is, from the early stages of Judaeo-Arabic culture),
contemporary with him, and after his time.

Before reviewing some of the evidence, I would like to point out
that this profession was not unique to Jews. On the contrary, the
number of people engaged in astrology was very large and Jews ac-
counted for at most a small part.’® Astrology enjoyed considerable
prestige; it was supported by rulers for their own needs, widely be-
lieved to be a legitimate science, and developed on the basis of trans-
lations from classical literature in parallel to the development of general
science and philosophy. Al-Kindi, the so-called “philosopher of the
Arabs” (mid-ninth century), who was proficient in almost every branch
of science, wrote many astrological treatises, as indicated by the known
titles.”! Several astrological works were attributed to Ptolemy,” in-
cluding two entitled malbama; one of these was said to have been
transmitted in Daniel’s name.”® The Epistles of the Brethren of Sincerity,
one of the most typical representatives of Neoplatonist thought (in a
syncretistic sense, with links to Isma“ili thought) in Saadia’s era, assign a
prominent place to astrology,”* although its authors, too, conduct a
debate about its religious validity and try to limit its study to prophets
and saints.”
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In the middle of the ninth century, astrology was a major philo-
sophical issue in Baghdad. While some contemporary philosophers set
* Not sorcery in the sense of causing changes or miracles, but as a technique for pre-
diction of the future; Qirqisani, Anwar, pp. 587-589: fi ’I-fa’l wa-durabibi.

# As follows from T. Fahd, La divination arabe (Leiden, 1966; repr. Paris, 1989). Since
its publication, however, important sources and studies relevant to our subject have
been published; some of them will be mentioned below.

% Cf. the impressive extent of the section devoted to the subject in F. Sezgin, Geschichte

des arabischen Schrifttums (Wiesbaden, 1967-1984), vol. 7. See also: M. Ullmann, Die

Natur- und Geheimwissenschaften im Islam (Wiesbaden, 1970), pp. 271-358; the

survey in K. Yamamoto and C. Burnett, eds. and trans. Aban MaSar on Historical

Astrology (Leiden, 2000), 1: 573-609; T. Fahd, “Ahkim al-Nudjam,” EI%, vol. 8

(1995): 105-108.

Sezgin, Geschichte 7:130-134; one of al-Kindr’s astrological works was published in

Yamamoto and Burnett, Ab#z Ma‘sar, 1:527-543.

Sezgin, Geschichte 7:49-41, defines their subject as “astrological geography.” Ptolemy
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was a major authority for astrologers as well as astronomers. His authentic work, the
Tetrabiblos, is an extensive treatise on astrology.

> TIbid., p. 46.

> The last epistle in Rasz’il Tkhwan al-Safa’ (Beirut, 1983), 4:283-463, is devoted to
magic in general but treats mainly astrology; see I. R. Netton, Muslim Neoplatonists
(London, 1982), pp. 50-52. Rasa’il [khwan al-Safa’ (1, Epistle 3, pp. 114-157) contains
many sections on astrological topics. Note especially the last chapter: “The astrologer
does not claim, by announcing future events, to know what is concealed” (pp. 153-
157). The polemic aim of this chapter becomes clear in the concluding paragraph,
where the authors mention that “the jurisprudents, the scholars of tradition, the pious,
and the ascetics have prohibited the study of the science of the stars.” They argue,
however, that this prohibition is due to the fact that “the science of the stars is part of
the science of philosophy.” The concluding chapter is thus aimed against thinkers like
Saadia and ignores the fact that a majority of the philosophers (falasifa) had also been
opposed to astrology.

31



great store by it, others (such as al-Farabi) were undecided whether it
should be entirely rejected or credited with at least some scientific value.
It should be noted that most scientists and thinkers since the time of
Ptolemy had agreed, though with varying degrees of emphasis, that the
scientific validity of astrology was inferior to that of astronomy.’® The
rational theologians—the Mu°‘tazilites—decried astrology, but not as-
tronomy.”” In what follows, I would like to show that the Jews were no
strangers to this subject; they were fully involved in the various currents
within their cultural environment and even left an imprint on them.

One of the first astronomers and astrologers to write in Arabic, and
one of the most important, was an Iraqi-born Jew named Masha’allah
(d. ca. 810).>® He was probably well versed in ancient astrological
sources in Persian and Syriac, and perhaps also in translations from the
Greek. He is said to have placed his knowledge at the service of the
government, among other things helping the second “Abbasid caliph,
al-Mansur, decide upon the most auspicious date for founding the city
of Baghdad (in 762).”” Two of his works concern us directly: Kitab fi °I-
giranat wa-"l-adyan wa-l-milal (Book of conjunctions [of the stars],*°
religions, and faiths); and al-Mawalid (Nativities). The first book has
survived in an abbreviated version by Ibn Hibinta; a manuscript was
recently published with an English translation and commentary.®' Tt is
directly relevant to our subject, as it links the movements and location
of the planets and the constellations with religions and religious groups,
as representatives of political entities, and also treats of the lifespan and
political power of those entities. It is a perfect example of what Saadia
calls an “astrological history” (see above). This was a highly respectable
branch of astrology, to which the most important astrologers devoted
substantial attention in their works. Saadia could well have been
thinking of works like those of Masha’allih—if not indeed of this
particular one.

The second book is an exposition of one of the most popular
branches of astrology®®—predictions of the future based on the posi-
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Ikhwan al-Safa’, 4:369.

See G. Saliba, “Astronomy and Astrology in Medieval Arabic Thought,” in R. Rashed
and J. Biard, eds., Les doctrines de la Science de Pantiquité a I’age classigne (Leuven,
1999), pp. 131-164, with an emphasis on al-Farabi, Ibn Sina, and others. This agree-
ment included even practicing astrologers like Abi Ma“shar and al-Birani; on the
latter, see S. Pines, “The Semantic Distinction between the Terms Astronomy and
Astrology according to Al-Biruni,” Isis 55 (1964): 343-349 [=S. Pines, Studies in Arabic
Versions of Greek Texts and in Mediaeval Science (Jerusalem and Leiden, 1986), pp.
387-393].

J. L. Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam (Leiden, 1986), pp. 150-162. See
also above, n. 47. For the exceptional case of al-Ghazali see Saliba, “Astronomy and
Astrology,” pp. 150, 154-156. For an important contribution to the general and Jewish
background of Saadia’s introduction to Daniel, see Goldstein, “Astronomy and the
Jewish Community.”

Steinschneider, Die arabische Literatur, §18; Sezgin, Geschichte 7:102-108; Ullmann,
Die Natur- und Geheimwissenschaften, pp. 303-306; J. Samsé, “Masha’ Allah,” EI?,
6:710-712. For a brief account with an extensive bibliography see M. Gil, In the
Kingdom of Ishmael (Tel Aviv, 1997), 1:294-295; Goldstein, “Astronomy and the
Jewish Community,” p. 24.

See also H. Ben-Shammai, “Jerusalem in Early Medieval Jewish Bible Exegesis,” in L.
1. Levine, ed., Jerusalem: Its Sanctity and Centrality to Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam (New York, 1999), pp. 451-452. There I suggested that when Saadia chose to
translate “Jerusalem” as Dar al-salam he was reacting to al-Mansiir’s messianic pre-
tensions as reflected in the establishment of Baghdad or, at least, in al-Mansir’s choice
of the name Dar al-salam for his new city.

For this term see below in the translation.

E. S. Kennedy and D. Pingree, eds., The Astrological History of Masha’allah
(Cambridge, MA, 1971). Fragments or reworked versions of other works are in-
cluded in that edition as appendixes, including Kitab al-mawalid. A fragment of
another work by Masha’allah was published in Yamamoto and Burnett, Abz Masar,
1: 545-553.

See v, 26 ff.
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tions of the heavenly bodies at the time of a person’s birth. Such pre-
dictions were concerned primarily with individuals’ fates and plans.
Masha’allah himself is an intriguing phenomenon, as he attests to the
degree to which Jews were integrated into the surrounding culture at
the very earliest stage of Islamic rule. We do not possess clear-cut
evidence of other Jewish astrologers contemporary with him, but the
long list of those active a short time later is sufficient indication that he
was no exception. While his contribution to astrology does not seem to
have any distinctly Jewish characteristics, the fact that he and his col-
leagues were involved in this area must have influenced or left some
imprint on the Jewish community.

Sahl ibn Bishr was an Iraqi Jew who lived in the first half of the
ninth century.®> The titles of his works all relate to astrology and dif-
ferent predictive techniques, most of which Saadia mentions in his in-
troduction: Masa’il al-ahkam (The questions of judgments),** al-
Mawalid (Nativities), al-Tkbtiyarar (Elections), al-Awqatr (Times), al-
Masa’il wa-"l-abkam (Questions and judgments).®

Another Jewish astronomer-astrologer was Ibn Saymiya, who
probably lived in the ninth century.®® The names of two of his works
are known. One is al-Madkhal ila “ilm al-nujum (Introduction to the
science of the stars), which presumably combined astronomy and as-
trology. The other is al-Amtar (Rain), whose subject was apparently
astrological prediction of rain in the context of what is known as
“astro-meteorology” (see below).

A particularly interesting figure is the astrologer Aba Da’ad, who
was also probably Jewish.®” As reported by the historian of science Ibn
al-Qifti, he was active in Baghdad, where he was killed in the year 300
AH (912/3 CE). He was proficient in “ilm al-hadathan®® wa-"l-akhbar
al-ka’inat (the science of future happenings and events). His pre-
dictions were quoted and people expected them to be fulfilled.®” Hajji
Khalifa, the famous Turkish bibliographer, mentions a certain Abta
Da’ad who wrote a book entitled Kitab al-malahim.”® Steinschneider
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suggests identifying the astrologer mentioned by Ibn al-Qifti with the
author of that book,”" thus creating an explicit connection between
astrology and the malahim literature through a Jewish intermediary.
Steinschneider’s proposal is quite attractive and ingenious; moreover, a
study of general histories of Arabic literature reveals that such titles are
specifically associated with our present area of interest, almost never
with some other topic. Nevertheless, conjectures, however plausible,
cannot replace proper bibliographical or textual proof; in the absence of

¢ Steinschneider, Die arabische Literatur, §19; Sezgin, Geschichte 7:125-128; Ullmann,
Die Natur- und Geheimwissenschaften, pp. 309-312. For a brief account with an
extensive bibliography see Gil, Kingdom, 1:311-312; Goldstein, “Astronomy and the
Jewish Community,” p. 26.

% For all these terms, see below in the translation.

5 Perhaps the same as the first work in this list.

6 Steinschneider, Die arabische Literatur, §63. Sezgin, Geschichte 7:172, classifies him as

an astronomer, based on the first work listed here; but on p. 326 he calls him an “astro-

meteorologist,” on the basis of his second work. See also Gil, Kingdom, 1:328.

7 Steinschneider, Die arabische Literatur, §27; Sezgin, Geschichte 7:330, also p. 18,

concerning the astronomer “Da’tid al-yahiidi,” mentioned in a ninth-century work as

an important astrologer.

8 For this term in the sense of “future events, visions of the future, apocalypses” (i.c.,

synonymous with malbama/malahim) see R. Dozy, Supplément anx dictionnaires

arabes (Leiden, 1881), 1:258b. Dozy notes that de Sacy, the first scholar to point out

this meaning, read the term as hidthan. Dozy himself held that the correct reading is

hadathan. In addition to the sources cited by Dozy, one might cite also Saadia,

Proverbs, p. 218:27 (in the commentary).

¢ Jamal al-Din b. al-Qifti, Tarikh al-hukama’, ed. J. Lippert (Leipzig, 1903), p. 407.

7% Hajji Khalifa Katib Chelebi, Khashf al-zunan “an asami ’l-kutub wa->l-funan, ed. G.
Flige) (London, 1850), 5: 157, no. 10521.

7t Steinschneider, Die arabische Literatur, §27; see also Gil, Kingdom, 1:341-342 (where

there is a reference to Sezgin, Geschichte 5:337-338; 6:170-171).
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such proof, we must leave the question in abeyance.”” Steinschneider
sought to link the whole affair with an astronomer named Da’ad who
was active at the time of Buwayhid rule in Iraq; that is, after Saadia’s
time.”” This Da’ad died, as Ibn al-Qifti reports, in the year 430 AH
(1038/9 CE). He was an expert (muqaddam) in the science of the
meanings of the planets, in the solution of (astrological?) tables, in the
courses of the planets and their judgments (ahkam; may be rendered as
“decrees” [of the stars]), and in predictions of the future (bhadathan).
However, Ibn Qifti does not say that he was Jewish. Steinschneider
associates him with Judeo-Arabic literature on the basis of a reference
to “David the Jew” in a manuscript source.”* Since a person of this
name was indeed referred to as a ninth-century astrologer,” perhaps he
was the author mentioned in the manuscript, in which case the elev-
enth-century astrologer Da’id would be of no interest here. It is clear
that much material remains to be studied and many questions to be
researched in this area, but the existing proven information provides
sufficient evidence of Jewish interest in astrology during the Geonic
period and of the prominence of Jewish astrologers in general society.

A list of books from the thirteenth century (?) discovered in the
Geniza includes the title Kitab al-malahim.”® This may be a reference to
Saadia Gaon’s commentary on Daniel, however, so it cannot be con-
sidered further evidence of Jewish works of this type. There is also
evidence from the Cairo Geniza of astrological materials, mainly
horoscopes or predictions. Several such Geniza documents have been
published and interpreted.”” Others have not yet been fully discussed.”®
These, along with various documents in daily or literary language,
testify to a widespread acquaintance with, reliance on, and appreciation
of astrological predictions and practices,”” even among members of the
rabbinic establishment.’® However, the Geniza materials and termi-
nology refer mostly to Muslim dates and concepts and do not have
specifically Jewish associations.®’ Sometimes they even reflect some
skepticism towards astrology.®?
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Nowhere does Hajji Khalifa state that this Da’id was Jewish. Suffice it to note here that
a celebrated compiler of hadith, Abt Da’td al-Sijistani (d. 889), called the section of his
book (Sunan) dealing with eschatological visions and related matters Kitab al-malahim
(see above, n. 15). Other compilers of canonical hadith did not choose that title.
Steinschneider, Die arabische Literatur, §64.

MS Leiden 1108 (III, f. 117:5), referring to his own article in Zeitschrift der deutschen
morgenlindischen Gesellschaft 24 (1870):386.

Above, n. 67.

Cambridge University Library, T-S 16.19, published by S. Assaf, “Ancient Book Lists”
(Hebrew), Kiryath Sefer 18 (1941-42):277-280 (to be published again by the Ben-Zvi
Institute, Jerusalem, in N. Alloni, The Jewish Library in the Middle Ages [Hebrew],
list 8:100). The book is listed there on p. 278, 51. Assaf, ibid., n. 34, translates the title

»

into Hebrew as “Book of Wars at the End of Days,” referring to Mann, Texts and
Studies, 1:645:28. As remarked above, however (n. 8), the work in the list that Mann
published is different and is indubitably the commentary on Daniel by Saadia Gaon.
See the following articles by B. R. Goldstein and D. Pingree: “Horoscopes from the
Cairo Geniza,” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 36 (1977):113-144; “More Horo-
scopes from the Cairo Geniza,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society, 125
(1981): 155-189; “Astrological Almanacs from the Cairo Geniza,” Journal of Near
Eastern Studies 38 (1979):153-175, 231-256; “Additional Astrological Almanacs from
the Cairo Geniza,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 103 (1983):673-690. On
these documents see further S. D. Goitein, A Mediterranean Society: The Jewish
Communities of the Arab World as Portrayed in the Documents of the Cairo Geniza
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967-1993), 5: 625, n. 28.

See ibid., 292, about a booklet of horoscopes written by the “experienced and highly
esteemed court clerk Hillel b. Eli”; see also the preceding note.

See ibid., pp. 329-332, and the publications quoted in n. 77.

See ibid., pp. 420-421, on the prestige of astrology and astrologers in the “Geniza
society.” Goitein’s statement (ibid., p. 422), “Only Maimonides condemned this sci-
ence as a fake,” may be qualified in line with the present discussion.

An instructive exception is quoted in ibid., p. 421.

As in the case of Hillel b. Eli, see n. 78.
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Mention should also be made of the many contemporary works
linked with Daniel, as a character or ostensible author.?> These works,
which constitute a major category in the malahim literature, are con-
cerned primarily with the relationship between meteorological (and
astronomical) phenomena and predictions of the future. The relation-
ship is quite clear: The End of Days will be heralded by unusual natural
events, mostly of a meteorological nature, such as torrential rains,
variations in the regular seasons, and eclipses. Sezgin lists all such books
in the section on “Astro-meteorology.” Several bear titles like Malha-
mat Daniyal®* or just Malhama.®> Many persons involved in astrology
contributed works linked with Daniel, some exclusively so. Among
them were the philosopher Al-Kindi (see above)*® and, of course, Aba
MaCshar, perhaps the most famous astrologer of his time (d. 886).*

A few terminological remarks are in order. I have already men-
tioned Saadia’s thorough acquaintance with the relevant professional
terminology. He used it freely even where no polemical motives were
involved and it proved necessary, as in his commentary on Sefer
Yesirah, which includes a horoscopic diagram of the positions of the
planets and the constellations (describing a horoscope for a specific
date), with all the relevant technical terminology.*® Saadia’s works often
provide an early and reliable source for the use of important terms and
concepts in the sciences and in religious thought, thereby making an
important contribution to the history of Arabic culture in general. Two
good examples of this can be found in the introduction being published
here.

One of the terms that Saadia uses to denote techniques of divination
is hsmrg’t.®” Some Arabic dictionaries list the root SMR] with the
meaning “loose stitches, improperly sewn clothes.”® This evolved into
the meaning of a mixture of truth and falsehood, or false and senseless
words.”! Fahd, in the chapter on Persian divination in his La divination
arabe,”® mentions the Persian term hasmirce, which, he says, refers to
divination based on various oracles, such as randomly leafing through
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Sezgin (Geschichte 7:312-317) devotes five pages to Daniel literature. See also G.
Vajda, “Daniyal,” EI* 2:112-113.

Sezgin, Geschichte 7:312-317, Nos. 5 and 15. A new popular Shiite edition of a book
of this type was published in a facsimile edition and translated into English by A.
Fodor, “Malhamat Danial,” in Gy. Kaldy-Nagy, ed., The Muslim East: Studies in
Honour of Julins Germanus (Budapest, 1974), pp. 85-159. For some important
comments on this work and the genre as a whole, see G. Vajda, “Quelques ob-
servations sur la Malhamat Daniyal,” Arabica 23 (1976): 84-87.

Sezgin, Geschichte 7:312-317, No. 6.

Ibid., 7:326-327.

J. M. Millés, “Aba MaCshar,” EI%, vol. 1 (1960), pp. 139-140; Sezgin, Geschichte
7:139-151; ibid., pp. 328-329 for his astro-meteorological works, including, as ex-
pected, Kitab al-malahim. On meteorological divination, see also Fahd, La divination
arabe, pp. 407-417.

Saadia Gaon, Sefer Yesira [Kitab al-mabadi’] with the Translation and Commentary of
Saadia ben Joseph al-Fayynmi, [Arabic Text] ed. with Hebrew translation by Joseph
Qafih (Jerusalem, 1972), pp. 86-87; for an English translation of the passage see
Goldstein, “Astronomy and the Jewish Community,” pp. 50-54. Saadia’s close fa-
miliarity with the relevant techniques and his ability to compose a passage that is
astrologically sound do not necessarily mean that he was favorably inclined towards
astrology or that he was opposed to it. What is relevant to the question of his position
on astrology is his consistent opposition to it in other works as well (his commentaries
on Isaiah and Job as mentioned above), probably over a long period of time. In
addition, notwithstanding his high esteem for Sefer Yesira, he was also critical of it: he
considered the doctrine of creation expounded in the book to be second only to the
true doctrine of the Torah (Introduction, pp. 30-31). Like many serious medieval
authors, Saadia thoroughly studied the theories and doctrines he wrote against, so
there is nothing unusual about it. As mentioned above, he, like al-Qirqisani, was not
opposed to the theoretical study of astrology (perhaps in order to combat it effec-
tively), but only to the practical application of it to divination.

v, 2*12; p: *$tmrg’t. The reading of v is closer to the Persian form, so that manuscript may

be closer to the original work.
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books by epic poets (such as Homer or Virgil) or the Holy Scrip-
tures.”> Fahd notes the corresponding Arabic terms al-gar‘a and al-
fa’l, terms treated in detail by Qirgisani (see above), as well as games
of chance whose outcome is determined by drawing lots (musahama).
That is probably the meaning intended by Saadia, rather than nonsense
in general. To the best of my knowledge, this meaning is not docu-
mented in Arabic dictionaries. Fahd found the term in a work by al-
Jahiz, entitled al-Tarbi® wa-"I-tadwir.’* In the glossary that the editor,
Pellat, appended to that work,”® he states that the term also occurs in a
book about divination attributed to al-Jahiz, Bab al-“irafa, 5:12: hisab
al-hismirj wa-hiya °l-qara (“calculation of the hsmyrj, that is,
belomancy”). Pellat cites Ibn al-Nadim’s al-Fibrist, which lists nu-
merous works about belomancy, including some attributed to Dan-
iel.”® As it turns out, Saadia is one of our earliest and few sources to
use this term; his use of it provides interesting evidence of the sources
of divinatory techniques among the Arabs. Saadia’s familiarity with the
term may indicate that he found it in one of the professional works on
the subject that he had read prior to writing the introduction to
Daniel.

The second term involves an emendation of the manuscripts, but I
believe the emendation is quite sound. The term nawbahrat” (sing.
nawbahar) is found in the astrological literature, but not very fre-
quently.”® The word, of Persian origin, is apparently a compound of
nw, “nine,” and bahr, “brightness, sunrise,” etc. Drawing on an Indian
method of calculation, it denotes one of the nine equal divisions of a
zodiacal sign, assigned in turn to the seven planets; the figure or
manifestation of inanimate matter (such as metals) or a thing (such as
animals) observed in each of these allows predictions to be made.”
According to Ullmann, the term reflects the Persian (inter alia) origins
of early Arab astrology.'® Like hsmrg’t, this term attests to Saadia
Gaon’s proficiency in the subject and the importance of his works for
the general history of Arabic thought and science.
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Conclusion

As additional new fragments of Saadia’s works come to light, he con-
tinues to astonish us. In his introduction to Daniel he classifies and
discusses divination techniques, arranges them in a hierarchy, and then
refutes their validity. The technical terminology he employs indicates
% Thus Lisan al-“Arab and subsequently al-Munjid. Lane does not cite the word at all.
In al-Munjid: Jiald ,as)l AU (o Lalsll,

Fahd, La divination arabe, p. 32.

91
92

> Possibly this produced the sense “meaningless words” found in the dictionaries.

Divination by leafing through the Qur’an is known in Arabic as istikhara.
% al-Jahiz, al-Tarbi® wa-’l-tadwir, ed. Charles Pellat (Damascus, 1955), p. 81:1.
% Ibid., p. 207.

% See also s.v. “qara” in the index of works in Sezgin, Geschichte 7.

%7 v, 2°3; see note to Arabic text.

% For example, Ikhwan al-Safa®, 4:350-351, 361. I have not found it in general texts of
Arab astrology such as Abi Ma“3ar, The Abbreviation of the Introduction to Astrol-
ogy: Together with the Medieval Latin Translation of Adelard of Bath, ed. and trans.
by Charles Burnett, Keiji Yamamoto, and Michio Yano (Leiden, 1994); see next note.
Neither have I found it in this form in Persian dictionaries. I have found nawbahar
with the meaning of the beginning of spring, as well as bahr alone in the sense of
spring, sunrise, or brilliance, and the like, as noted here in the text.

9 See: Tkhwan al-Safa’, 4:350-351, 361; and al-Birani, al-Tafhim, pp. 266-267, #455.
The latter has the form NHBHR, vocalized by Wright nuhbahr. The Latin version of
the Abbreviation of Abt Ma“3ar’s Introduction (pp. 138-139, chap. 7, VII, §§22-24)
mentions a ninefold division of the houses of the zodiac and includes the Persian term
in a corrupt and Arabized form: e/nowarat. The term may be related to the “ninth
power” mentioned by Abraham Ibn Ezra, Sefer ha-Te‘amim, ed. N. Ben-Menahem,
(Jerusalem, 1941), p. 13. Various other astrological systems that Ibn Ezra discusses also
use the term “ninth house”; see Sela, “The Fuzzy Border,” p. 295.

19 Ullmann, Die Natur- und Gebeimwissenschaften, p. 297, transcribing nawbabrat.
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that he had read at least the basic literature on the subject. This is the
main topic—or, more precisely, the main polemical topic—of the in-
troduction. As noted above, his argument against all forms of divination
is not based on halakhah. He does not associate the techniques dis-
cussed with the Torah’s prohibitions of mantic practices, some of them
quite detailed. His object is to prove that, in the conflict between sci-
ence and prophecy, prophecy is victorious. The Torah prohibitions are
irrelevant to his argument. On the other hand, Isaiah’s prophecy (chap.
44) is relevant, because for Saadia it can be interpreted as expressing a
philosophical system. His argument is aimed most probably at Jews
who were attracted to those techniques of divination, especially as-
trology, which they considered to be well-founded scientific methods.
Saadia set out to prove that these Jews’ efforts were worthless and
hopeless and had nothing to do with science: the sciences deal with
knowledge that can be observed and corroborated by the senses, a
condition that the future clearly cannot fulfill. Saadia contrasted as-
trology with a philosophical-Rabbanite theory whose similarity to
Muc‘tazilite or philosophical positions of his time is presumably no
accident. In other words, Saadia’s message to educated Jews who had
absorbed much of Arab culture and were eager to follow the scientific
fashions of their time was that astrology should be rejected not only
from a religious standpoint, but also from a theoretical and scientific
one. This is the central polemical thrust of the introduction and the
main interest of Saadia’s commentary on the book of Daniel.

We may assume that Saadia was also interested in disassociating the
man Daniel, the prophet sent to the Jewish people, from all the dubious
theories that had been linked with his name, most of them somehow
related to astrology. All the non-Jewish books predicting the events of
the End of Days and explicitly associated with Daniel or other persons,
and which belonged to the genre known as malahim, were worthless.
The Jews had only one book of malahim, whose association with
Daniel could not be stronger: the biblical book of Daniel; there was no
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other. There are, indeed, other polemical motifs in the commentary,
such as the argument against the view that Redemption had already
occurred in the time of the Second Temple'®" and various anti-Christian
and anti-Karaite claims.'®® These arguments, however, are not unique to
the commentary on Daniel and can be found in other works by Saadia
that deal with the Redemption.

The introduction to Daniel reveals a motif or aspect that is unique
to it and which made it for later generations, too, a kind of definitive
summary of the Rabbanite position on calculations of the End of Days.
This is why it was important in, for example, the thought of the
twelfth-century Spanish philosopher Abraham bar Hiyya. We should
note that Bar Hiyya created a mistaken impression of Saadia’s attitude
to astrology. Because he referred to Saadia, explicitly citing the com-
mentary to Daniel (presumably also its introduction) as part of his
justification of the study of astrology and its use to calculate a
“timetable for the ultimate Redemption,”'® many thought that Saadia
supported such a position in the commentary.'® The introduction to

191 A view explicitly mentioned in Saadia’s introduction.

192 These motifs have all been discussed at length by Schlossberg, “Concepts and Meth-

ods.”

19> Abraham bar Hiyya, Megillat ha-megalleh, ed. A. Z. Poznanski, (Berlin, 1924), p. 110.
On Abraham bar Hiyya’s astrological oeuvre see Barkai, “L’astrologie juive méd-
iévale,” 332-334. An epistle defending the legitimacy of astrology attributed to
Abraham bar Hiyya, published by Z. Schwarz in S. Krauss, ed., Festschrift Adolph
Schwarz (Berlin and Vienna, 1917), Hebrew section, pp. 23-36, discusses the matter
only in relation to talmudic statements and does not mention Saadia at all.

194 As understood by Poznanski, see his introduction to Megillat ha-megalleb, p. xix. An

interesting parallel is worthy of note here: Sezgin, Geschichte 7:151-152, classifies the

well-known scientist Thabit ibn Qurra (d. 901) as an astrologer (though most of the

writings he lists are certainly astronomical). Sezgin (ibid., p. 329) refers to this clas-

sification as a fact and adds Thabit ibn Qurra to the “astro-meteorologists” (I doubt
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that commentary, published here, proves conclusively that this was not
the case. Moreover, it is one of the earliest documents from the milien
of medieval Arabic culture that attests to the systematic rejection of
astrology by a religious thinker.

The inclination to astrological divination evinced by many of
Saadia’s contemporaries is probably “the many opinions and dis-
tortions” that almost brought about the loss of the Torah and that, in
Maimonides’ view, justified Saadia’s eschatological computations.'®
Maimonides must have been familiar with the astrological literature that
was the butt of Saadia’s attack. He may even have known Saadia’s
introduction to the book of Daniel; if so, this may well explain why the
great sage of Fustat upheld Saadia’s position in relation to eschato-
logical calculations.

Any future account of the history of Jewish astrology'® in the
Middle Ages should begin with its earliest stage—Saadia Gaon'®” and
his predecessors, from whom he derived the inspiration for the essay
published here. The fact is that information to that effect has long been
available. Saadia’s introduction to the book of Daniel will no doubt
contribute to the formulation of a complete, coherent chapter in the
aforesaid history.
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whether the one work mentioned there fits the definition of this term, strictly
speaking). Qirqisani, in his anti-astrological chapter (Anwar, p. 591; see above, n. 47),
quotes Thabit as explicitly rejecting the scientific validity of al-abkam (the judgments
inferred by astrologers from the positions of the planets and the constellations). Whom
should we believe? Other scholars have concluded, from other statements by Saadia,
that he did believe in astrology. Goldstein, “Astronomy and the Jewish Community,”
pp- 39-40 and 50-54, bases that conclusion on Saadia’s commentary to Sefer Yesira
(ibid., n. 80). Alexander Altmann also held that Saadia believed in astrology; see A.
Altmann, “Astrology,” Encyclopedia Judaica 3:791, quoted by Goldstein,
“Astronomy and the Jewish Community,” p. 41 n. 57.

Epistle to Yemen, ed. Shailat, 1: 100 (Arabic text); pp. 144-145 in Samuel Ibn Tibbon’s
Hebrew translation; Engl. tr. in Abraham S. Halkin, ed., Moses Maimonides’ Epistle to
Yemen, with an English translation by Boaz Cohen (New York, 1952), pp. xii-xiii
(repr. [slightly revised] in D. Hartman and A. Halkin, Crisis and Leadership: Epistles of
Maimonides [Philadelphia, 1985], p. 117). It should be mentioned that the addressee of
the Epistle, which was written in reply to his query, was especially interested in
astrology and favorable towards it. Therefore the Epistle includes a detailed discussion
of astrology, see Halkin, Epistle, pp. xxi-xxvi; and see I. Twersky (ed.), A Maimonides
Reader (above, n. 43), p.23.

And indeed of the history of magic—but that would be beyond the scope of the present
discussion. Goldstein indeed took up the challenge as formulated here, but lacking
precise documentation there was no way he could reach the same conclusions.

As did Barkai very briefly; see above, n. 28. See also above n. 80.
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Saadia’s Introduction to Daniel: The Judaeo-Arabic Text

The Manuscripts
v = St. Petersburg, Russian National Library, Antonin 476; identified
by Bruno Chiesa.'® Six large parchment leaves, 32 lines per page; a
few lines are missing at the bottom (hence I have not indicated textual
variants in these lines; the text has been restored here, as far as pos-
sible, according to p). Very fine square script. The first three leaves are
from the Introduction. There is an interesting feature in this passage,
which recurs several times: the scribe divided words between two
lines, splitting them in the middle: 1b17-18 (‘rixn onbx); 2a29-30 ([37]
nx); 2b3—4 (ormmx anx); 2b7-8 (nxax nax5x1); 2b10-11 (5ma m); 3a10-
11 (pam nnbx); 3a11-12 (axn ¥x); 3a14-17 (p5x xn axy pSx nrnbx
nxax1). A similar phenomenon is known in Arabic manuscripts written
by Muslims.

As stated on fol. 1a, the manuscript was in the possession of one
Joseph b. Yeshu“ah.'®” We know of several persons of that name in the
eleventh century, all associated with the history of the Land of Israel in
that period."'® Another Joseph b. Yeshu‘ah served as a judge in Alex-
andria for many years in the first half of the century, as amply docu-
mented in the Geniza.'"!

» = Cambridge T-S Ar. 33.33.""? One parchment leaf, of an unusual
shape: its width (direction of writing in the line) exceeds its height. A
noteworthy feature of the script is that the alif al-wiqaya/al-fasila is
preserved as a rule, while in v it is not written at all. This may attest to
the date when it was copied.'"? Other leaves of this manuscript are in
MS Oxford, Bodl. 2629, fols. 42-43; but they are from the body of the
commentary, not the introduction.''* They are not the same size as
fragment p and differ from each other as well. From this, as well as the
unusual shape of the first leaf, we may conjecture that the scribe used
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leftover scraps from a parchment workshop to write his own copy of
Saadia’s commentary on Daniel.
& = Oxford 2486; published in Saadia, Daniel, pp. 13-15.

108 See above, Introduction, n. 6.

199 The words “Semaro suro” after his and his father’s name probably indicate that his
father was still alive.

19 See M. Gil, Palestine during the First Muslim Period (634-1099) (Tel Aviv, 1983)

(Heb.), index.

"1 On this Joseph see M. Frankel, “The Jewish Community of Alexandria in the Fatimid
and Ayyubid Periods: Portrait of a Leadership Elite” (Hebrew), Ph.D. dissertation,
The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2002, pp. 63-66. The index of J. Mann, History
of the Jews in Egypt and Palestine under the Fatimids (Oxford, 1922; repr. 1969 and
New York 1970), contains several more references to Joseph b. Yeshu“ah; all the
documents involved were republished in Gil, Palestine. One particularly interesting
document was also published by S. D. Goitein, The Jewish Community in Palestine
around the Beginning of Islam and in the Crusader Period in Light of the Geniza
Documents (Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1980), p. 114; but its writer signs as “Joseph bar
Yeshu“ah.” The matter requires further study. For the date of the manuscript see
further above, n. 89.

12 This identification is already recorded in the new catalog, C. F. Baker and M. Polliack,
Arabic and Judaeo-Arabic Manuscripts in the Cambridge Genizah Collections: Arabic
Old Series [T-S Ar. 1a-54] (Cambridge, 2001), no. 3240.

'3 See J. Blau, A Grammar of Judaeo-Arabic (Hebrew), (Jerusalem, 1961; 2°¢ ed., 1981)

§§42-44.

1% The two leaves are part of a group described briefly in the Bodleian catalog (and by
Chiesa, “Appunti,” p. 95) as coming from the commentary on Daniel. Fol. 37 is not
relevant, being a commentary on Isaiah 10:15 published by Y. Ratzaby in Sina: 109
(1992):97-99 (and see Saadia, Isaiah, pp. 169, 268). The remaining leaves belong to

various manuscripts of Saadia’s commentary on Daniel.
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1p = Cambridge, T-S Ar. 26.54; 2 leaves, 22 lines per page. Fine
square script.''®> Part of this fragment was published in Saadia, Genesis,
p. 174 n. 44. The whole fragment was published by Y. Ratzaby, “R.
Saadia’s Commentary on Daniel (Supplements and Addenda)” (He-
brew), Sinai 104 (1989): 98—101. The first leaf includes the end of the
introduction (to verso, . 8).

After the completion of the editorial work on the article Mr.
Ephraim Ben-Porat brought to my attention an additional Geniza
fragment of the Introduction. He identified it recently in the course of
his work on Biblical exegesis in the Geniza, in association with the
Friedberg Geniza Project (at the Center for the Study of Judaeo-Arabic
Culture — Ben-Zvi Institute). It is Cambridge University Library, T-S
NS 182.66. It consists of one leaf, 16 lines per page. It is written in
square oriental script. All numbers indicated in the text by Hebrew
letters, and also abbreviations, are given on the margins (by a different
hand?) in full Arabic words. I gave it the sign 2p. It parallels in v fol. 3b,
1. 8-29. It has several variant readings. All of them are already docu-
mented in P. None of them offers any significant new meaning.

Text of the edition and translation

None of the manuscripts seems to be better than the others. p was
copied for his own use by a reader (perhaps a scholar), who made
numerous alterations and “emendations” in the text. It includes many
linguistic changes that do not affect the meaning (see, e.g., v.. in v, fol.
1b7-14). There are a fair number of omissions, but this is also true of v.
The latter is surely earlier, so that wherever it exists I have taken it as
my copy-text, emending it in accordance with p when that seemed
necessary. The text is therefore somewhat eclectic where there is more
than one MS. Wherever v is my copy-text but that MS is defective, I
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have filled in from p (or X), indicating this by square brackets (see
above in the description of v).

The following textual variants are ignored in the apparatus: full or
abbreviated quotations of biblical verses (except where the change is
significant); formulas used to introduce quotations (5xp xn3, 'p3, P,
'p). Diacritical points are always indicated by apostrophes, whatever
the notation used in the manuscripts. For technical reasons, my notes to
the Arabic text are in Hebrew.

My own additions in the English translation (for linguistic and
contextual clarification) are enclosed in parentheses. Restored text,
marked in the original text by square brackets, is similarly indicated in
the translation; the same applies to biblical references.

15 Recorded in Baker and M. Polliack, Arabic and Judaeo-Arabic Manuscripts, as no.

2023.
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Saadia’s Introduction to Daniel:
English Translation

v

la

Translation of Daniel with the interpretation of its topics®
by our Master Saadia...

[property] of Joseph son of Yeshu“ah, may his Rock protect him*®®
may he live and be granted merit

65

1b
[1] [In the name of the Lord] may we do and succeed, a good [sig]n*®’
[...%%%] Israel

[2] The book of kingdoms and apocalypses concerning what will
come to pass after 1,386 years. Says he who is engaged in

[3] the rendering of the words (of the book) into the language (cur-
rently) used®®” and in clarifying its topics:

[4] Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, Who alone knows what will be
before it is, Who reveals

[5] to those close to Him (that part) of (the future), knowledge of
which will benefit (them), and praised and magnified be He for ever

265 “Tafsir with the interpretation of its topics” is a common term in book lists for works

that include both a translation (in the strict sense of the word) and a full and detailed

commentar y.

266 See above in the description of MS v.

267 See note to original text.

268 See note to original text.

269 That s, the language used in practice, Arabic. The entire sentence means that the author

intends to translate the book into Arabic and then to add a commentary on its content.
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[6] and ever. So after we have extolled Him with these attributes, we
say

[7] that events that will take place in the future are called “concealed
things” in relation to those who speak (= human beings), for

[8] since we find that they do not know them (= the events), we state
confidently that they (= those events) are precisely those knowledge of
which is concealed from them (= the speakers).

[9] But in relation to the Creator nothing whatsoever is concealed, as
it is said, “Behold I am the Lord,

[10] the God of all flesh. Is anything hidden®”® from Me?” [Jer. 32:27].
Similar, one calls the decisions

[11] that are in (people’s) minds concealed in relation to created beings,
since we see that no man

[12] knows what is in his fellow’s mind. However, in relation to our
Lord, nothing

[13] whatsoever is concealed for him, as it is said, “for You alone know
the hearts of all men” [2 Chron. 6:30].

[14] Similarly, one does not call what darkness hides or what is buried
underground concealed, save

[15] in relation to the knowledge of created beings; but when it is in
relation to the knowledge of the Eternal,

[16] there is nothing concealed (from Him) in any way, as it is said,
“darkness is not dark for You” [Ps. 139:12]. And it is said further,
“Exposed is

[17] Sheol*”! before Him, Abaddon has no cover” [Job 26:6]. Now that
we have prefaced these details, which are said to be

[18] concealed in respect of people’s knowledge but not in respect of
their Creator’s knowledge, we shall mention that which causes them
(= the details) and all

[19] their kind, and say: Since people do not know something unless
[20] they have perceived it through one of their senses, whether
through hearing or through sight or through another sense,
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[21] it is impossible for them to know what is concealed, since the five
senses have no connection to it (or: effect on it). But as for the Creator,
[22] may He be magnified, Who does not know things by means of one
of these agencies?’” or by other (agencies), it is not impossible for Him
[23] to know the future; for, according to the accepted terminology,
His essence is a knowing essence, that is, He knows

[24] by virtue of His own essence.”””> And since it was not appropriate
for the prophets to speak of His knowledge of things as if it did not
involve these senses, they spoke as if it did not involve these senses (of
the knowledge)

[25] of one of those close to Him in relation to what [He]

(= God) taught him, and [Scripture] says, “He shall sense the truth by
his reverence for the Lord: He shall not [judge] by what

[26] his eyes behold, [nor decide by what his ears perceive]”
[Isa.11:3].*”* We further say: Many people have tried to discover what
[27] [will be before] it is and have not been successful at that. Their
state in that respect is like the state of the person who said,

[28] “[So I applied myself to understand this,] but it seemed a hopeless
task” [Ps.73:16].>”> Therefore, the most important among them have
avoided dealing

270 Saadia probably understood Heb. yippale® according to the Aramaic translation
yitkasse’ = covered, hidden; Tanakh has here “wondrous.”

#71 As Saadia understands it, “Sheol” refers to anything or anyone buried underground.

272 T.e., the senses.

273 See Saadia, Amanat, p. 91= Beliefs, p. 104.
7% Cf. Saadia, Isaiah, p. 26: “The Lord will reveal His worship to him through prophecy,
and he (=the prophet) will be such that he shall not judge by the sight of his eyes alone,
nor by what his ears hear.” Instead of “the Lord will reveal to him” one might also
translate, “the Lord will inspire him.” The word yulbimubn is fraught with con-
troversial meanings; see Ben-Shammai, “Polemical Element.”

75 Cf. Saadia, Psalms, p. 175: wa-in kuntu fakkartu fi marifat dbalika min al-kbatar [sic;
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[29] [with this, as the sage forbade them them,] when he said, “Do not
boast of tomorrow, for you do not know what the day will bring”
[Prov.27:1].27° He made [...]

[30] [...when it happens to him, for] man does not know the extent to
which

[31] [one of the elements of his temperament] will [prevail over the
otherzs], nor which of his powers will grow weaker or stronger, just as
L.

[32] [. . . concerning the guidance of his Lord] and what He will
generate”’® in His world in the course of time,

[33] [as he said, “Just as you do not know] the way of the spirit, like
the faculties(?) in the physical body” [after Eccl. 11:5]. In saying “like
the faculties” he meant

[34] [....J*"° which branch off from the [...]. The word ka- asamim
(faculties)*° is derived from “He will have great

[35] strength (we-‘asam)” [Dan.8:24]. And when he says “the way of
the spirit” he meant the soul itself. I have investigated those matters
precisely. And these [...]*"'

2a

[1] in two ways: (1) because they left the knowledge of the concealed
and unknown to its O[wner],

[2] blessed be He; (2) because they did not concern themselves with it,
and so it did not distract them from what it is to be hoped

[3] that they will achieve, as it is said, “O Lord, my heart is not proud
nor my look haughty; I do not aspire to great things or to what is
beyond me” [Ps. 131:1]. But others besides these (persons)

[4] proposed to know what would be before its being, and strove in
that respect for the most difficult,

[5] and took thereby the most difficult path. When they had ex-
hausted their efforts and failed to achieve their goal,
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[6] they attributed their inability to an error in their calculations or
(made the excuse) that (adequate) precision was not

[7] followed in their observations. They were content with these at-
tributions®®” and with making excuses. Those

[8] whose pretensions were more modest, who used for that purpose
terrestrial things, that is,

[9] observation of the organs of animals, such as the liver and the
shoulder blade,”®? of eggs,?®* [and the like], without number,

read al-khatir?] fa-idha bibi ta®h wa-shaqa’ = Indeed, I thought to know this through

my thought, but it involves labor and difficulty.

¢ One of the meanings Saadia associates with this verse (Saadia, Proverbs, p. 218) is the

refutation by history of the astrologers’ pretensions, as attested by Scripture in Isa.
47:13 and 19:12; see above, n. 41.

#7 The words missing here probably also refer to human ignorance of the areas of

knowledge enumerated below.

#78  Understanding the verb as the fourth form; it may also be read in the first form,

meaning “what will take place/occur.” For the verse quoted from Ecclesiastes, see
Saadia, Sefer Yesira, p. 101. Is there some connection between his interpretation there

and the quotation here?

279 As suggested in the note to the text, perhaps the text may be restored as “[the

separate faculties] (of the soul).” The comment in Saadia, Daniel, p. 159, is of no
help here.

280 _
ka-“asamim.

281 One should presumably restore here some clause like “the prophets/those close to
God are worthy of praise” or “had the correct intention,” etc.

282 Of the error to the method of calculation, etc.

283 On scapulimancy, see C. Burnett, “Scapulimancy (Divination by the Shoulder-blades
of Sheep),” in C. Burnett, Magic and Divination in the Middle Ages (Aldershot, 1996),
article XII.

284+ MS p adds here: “and the like, and of plant seeds such as (grains of) barley and date

stones and the like, and of drawings that they draw in the earth.”
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[10] and of letters that they write in random fashion, and of sounds that
they hear

[11] as they happen, and of sights that they see as they come.”® And
(they use) methods of

[12] divination that they invent in various ways. We do not see fit to
concern ourselves with explaining

[13] their crafts and refuting them. So too with regard to people whose
pretension is at a level

[14] higher than that of the aforesaid: they observe meteorological
phenomena,”® that is, the positions

[15] of the moon and the rays of the stars, to see which of them ends
quickly and which of them

[16] tarries and endures. They examine the shape of the arc®®” of the
moon’s light and the shape of the rain-

[17] bow, and the shape of the staff,*®® redness,”® and the sounds of
thunder.””

[18] From all these kinds (of divination) they have historical in-
formation that they relate?”! and judgments

[19] that they make, and we have no need to record what

[20] they say, nor to commit to writing”” the counter-arguments. But
we shall direct

[21] our discussion to the people who have the highest pretensions.
They say that they have spent

[22] many of the days of their lives in the art of judgments (that they
deduce

[23] from) the course of the stars. We describe with the utmost praise
those of them who have devoted themselves to the knowledge

[24] of the shapes of the spheres”” and their composition, and the
motion of each planet

[25] in longitude, latitude, depth and altitude,

[26] insofar as this wondrous art overpowers people with its light and
they
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On the last two techniques, see C. Burnett, “A Note on Two Astrological Fortune-
Telling Tables,” Revue d’histoire des textes 18 (1988):257-262 (= Magic and Divi-
nation in the Middle Ages, article XVIII).

MS v: “the celestial positions.”

MS p: “the circle.”

According to Dozy, Supplément 2:135b, this is a star in the constellation Boétes (the
Herdsman).

A red color was observed on the bodies of certain people born in years that had a
certain nativity; in this case it might symbolize a certain sign of the zodiac in males; see
Abt Ma‘3ar, Introduction, p. 38, §7. A red color in the air symbolizes future wars
between the Arabs and Byzantines; ibid., p. 132, §14.

I have not found any documentation for the Arabic word “hadat/haddar” as
“thunder(s).” The closest equivalent seems to be the form hadda in Hava’s Dictionary.
There is an interesting parallel in the table of contents of a work on “The Apocalypse
of Daniel” reported by Fahd, La divination arabe, p. 408, which also refers to thunder
in close proximity to the halo around the sun and the moon.

These are the “experiments” (or “experiences”) treated below; that is, the historical
precedents that prove their calculations.

Or to establish.

If the spelling HYAT represents the plural hay’at, then this would mean the config-
urations of the orbs; it may also indicate a singular form, as a non-classical spelling
(Blau, Grammar, pp. 40-41). At any rate the reference here is to the science of as-
tronomy; cf. D. Pingree, ““Ilm al-Hay’a,” EI?, vol. 3 (1971), p. 1135. Saadia’s term is
thus a kind of abbreviation. In Saadia’s contemporary works “ilm al-hay’a may refer
specifically to certain branches of astronomy, i.e. the arrangement (tarkib; lit. com-
position) of the orbs (aflak) and their configuration (bay’a), to the exclusion of
mathematical astronomy and astrology. By the first half of the eleventh century, with
Ibn Sina, the term had come to designate a wider range of meanings that had been
covered previously by “ulm al- nujams; see F. ]. Ragep, Nasir al-Din al-Tusi’s Memoir
on Astronomy (New York and Berlin, 1993), esp. 1:29-35. According to the con-
clusion of Saliba, “Astronomy and Astrology,” p. 163 (see also p. 137) the term hay’a

was first used “sometime during the tenth century,” as a result of the “separation of
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[27] are guided (by it) in the worship of their”* Creator and the ob-
servance of His commandments, in keeping with the

[28] prophet’s saying, “When I behold Your heavens, the work of Your
fingers”>”> [Ps.8:4]. Next to them

[29] in respect of praise?”® are those who discuss the influence of the
motions of

[30] [the stars in the realm of nature, I mean heating]

[31] and cooling and wetting and drying, [since*®” of necessity]

[32] [one must admit the heating (effect) of the sun and the wetting]
[33] (effect) of the moon, but their influence over life and death, or over
one’s livelihood and liberation]

[34] [...or birth or barrenness, or happiness and misery: now]

2b

[1] itis precisely these judgments
reasons.”® First,

[2] because they (i.e. the diviners) have no (rational) proof of (the
truth of) its (their craft’s) laws, that is, the houses®®" and exaltations and
dejections (or: falls) of the stars’® and their perigees

[3] and the terms®® and the faces’®* and the triplicities’® and the
ninths,’® from which they deduce

[4] their judgments—other than their argument “so have we tried and
examined”—but that is like the argument of those

[5] inferior to them in level, whom we mentioned above. And we have
found that they themselves are divided into three:

[6] (a) Those who maintain the judgments of the nativities and reject
the judgments of election®®’

[7] and of questions®*®*—they are the ones who speak the least non-
sense.”®” (b) Others maintain the judgments of the nativities of elec-
tions

[8] and remove the questions; and their absurd words are more nu-
merous. (¢) Others maintain everything

> that we reject,”” for two weighty
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astronomy as a distinct discipline” (i.e., distinct from astrology). It may thus be that
Saadia’s use of the term is one of its earliest attestations.

Le. of the stars.

Saadia, Psalms, p. 64, translates “the work of Your fingers” as “‘amalak al-bahir, which
Qafih renders as “Your wondrous work.” Here Saadia is using the Arabic root bhr to
describe astronomy’s influence on human beings: it floods them with light and thus
overpowers them and enhances their piety.

That is, one level lower than the previous ones.

According to the emendation suggested in the note to the original text. For the matter
discussed here cf. Saadia, Sefer Yesira, p. 60:20-22, regarding the beginning of the
zodiacal circle from the sign of Aries, “because the plants begin to grow when the [heat
of the] sun resides in it (= under the sign of Aries, in the month of Nisan).”

Or decisions, observations, matters.

Or deny, condemn.

The text that follows seems to present only one reason. Possibly the second reason is
that discussed on f. 3*18, according to which concealed (or future) things can be known
only through prophecy, as may be proved from Scripture. Two reasons are mentioned
in very similar wording, but incompletely, in a fragment of a commentary on Isaiah 49;
see above in the introduction. Explaining the first reason, Saadia expands at length while
describing and refuting details of astrology, concluding with the superiority of
prophecy in f. 3°2. He then goes back to the same subject from the start, as stated.
For the astrological terminology in this passage, see W. Hartner [& P. Kunitsch],
“Mintakat al-buriidj,” EI? 7: 81-87. For Saadia’s use of this terminology elsewhere, sce
above in the introduction, text at n. 88. The “houses” refer to astrological houses along
the ecliptic, set up in a horoscope by one of several methods, starting from the point
where the ecliptic crosses the eastern horizon. See al-Birtni, al-Tafbim, pp. 149-150,
#246-248. Another possibility is that they refer to the domiciles of the planets: see
ibid., p. 256, #440. According to MS v: “death.”

See Fahd, La divination arabe, p. 489—chapter headings from an astrological text,
including one referring to the astrological meaning of the positions of the stars. The
term used here is asraf, the plural of saraf, which is a synonym of su“ad; see also “Abd
al-Haqq al-Tahanawi, Kassaf istilahat al-funun (Cairo, 1963-1977), 11: 1736-1737.
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[9] and their confusion in this matter thereby increases. Indeed, things
have come so far as the claim that the nations

[10] in their countries and the people of every kingdom they rule—their
fate is determined

[11] by the judgments of the stars. They have relied in all this on the
conjunction of the two superior

[12] planets, I mean Saturn and Jupiter. For they find that both of these
(planets) [p verso] are in conjunction once

[13] in a period of approximately twenty years.”'° Since they have not
succeeded in determining the ascendant’'’ at the very moment

[14] of their conjunction, they took the easy way and determined the
“ascendant” of the (whole) year in which

[15] the conjunction occurs. From this minor conjunction they claim to
deduce

[16] (knowledge) about individual kings. And a larger (cycle) of the
conjunction, which amounts to 238

[17] years, or perhaps 258 years, in which governance will be in the
hands of a certain family, is

[18] the period in which the position of the conjunction passes from
triplicity to triplicity.

[19] And from one (cycle) larger than that, which amounts to 944
[20] years, or perhaps 964 years or more, (they deduce) the passage of
governance

[21] from one nation to another. That is the period in which the con-
junctions go around

[22] all the constellations of the Zodiac. (They rely upon) all this, to-
gether with what they appeal to

[23] that we have already mentioned above, that is to say, the principles
and the signs of the Zodiac,

[24] whether fixed or variable, and the like, which it is not possible
for

[25] the (rational) mind to rely upon as a proof.
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The translation is based on the emendation suggested in the note to the original text. In
each sign of the zodiac there are “terms” (the medieval Hebrew term was gevulim) that
divide the sign into five unequal divisions, each assigned to a planet (without the Sun
and the Moon). There were different methods of dividing the signs into terms; see A.
Bouché-Leclercq, L’Astrologie grecque (Paris, 1899), pp. 206-215. One of them was
used by the Egyptians; see Abt Ma“Sar, Introduction, p. 12, §1; p. 50, §§52-54. This
source indicates that the term was part of the basic terminology of this discipline and
may therefore figure in introductions to the field or general accounts thereof (see also
al-Birani, al-Tafhim p. 265). For example, depending on the position of the stars
relative to such a border at the time of a ruler’s birth, one could predict whether he
would rule justly or unjustly; see Yamamoto and Burnett, Abz Ma‘sar, p. 76, §11.
Other methods were used by the “Chaldeans” and by Ptolemy.

The astrologers divided the section of each sign of the zodiac into three “faces” (or
“decans”), each of 10 degrees. Each one of the 36 faces/decans is assigned to a planet in
order (including the Sun and Moon). The presence of these bodies in the faces pos-
sessed significance in astrological calculations; see Dozy, Supplément 2:785b.

Arab astrology divided the zodiac into four triplicities, each containing three signs and
each associated with one of the four elements. These three signs were situated in the
plane of the triplicity (cwtis). The term was also used in astronomy (didi &sy<s),
somewhat like the “North Star,” but that was presumably not the intention here. For
the terms see Dozy, Supplément 1:162-163; W. Hartner, “Muthallath,” EI* 7: 794-795.
Translated in accordance with the emendation suggested in the note to the original text;
for the meaning of the term see above in the introduction.

One of the most important branches of divination is known in Arabic as “elections,”
that is, election or choice of the most suitable time for some action, mainly on the part
of a ruler; see Fahd, La divination arabe, pp. 483-495; al-Tahanawi, Kassaf, 1:121; T.
Fahd, “Thktiyarat,” EI* 3: 1063-1064. This choice of course involved observation of the
positions of the stars, particularly in the position of exaltation (see above). The me-
dieval Hebrew term for this branch was mivharim. For Abraham Ibn Ezra’s writings
on this subject and about “questions,” see Sela, “The Fuzzy Border,” pp. 374-375.
Another branch of the art of divination; see Ullmann, Die Natur- und Ge-

heimwissenschaften, p. 358.
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[26] They rely upon them solely on the basis of experiences in which
their status

[27] equals the status of the proof of those who divine according to the
shoulder blade. However, the Lord, may He be exalted

[28] [and magnified, has made it known in His books that none of the
wise men

[29] know] anything about the duration of the kingdoms and their ends,
[30] [and just as He tested the] the sages of Egypt, who did not know
[31] [anything about their king,’'? as it is said, “Where, indeed, are
your sages? Let them tell you, let them discover what the Lord of Hosts
has planned against Egypt”] [Isa. 19:12].

[32] [And as He threatened the Babylonians, for their sages]

[33] [and astrologers learned nothing in the matter of]

[34] [their kingdom, and were of no avail to them’'? concerning the
situation of their rulers,]

3a

[1] asitis said, “You are helpless, despite all your art. Let them stand
up and help you now, the scanners of heaven, the star-gazers, who
announce, month by month, whatever will come upon you”
[Isa.47:13]. And when He wanted to announce to His nation the en-
throning of

[2] Cyrus, He said, before the beginning of the prophecy,
is no way to know concealed things®'> save

[3] through Him, just as the large bodies, that is, the Heavens and the
Farth,’'® were created

[4] by Him, as He said, “Thus said the Lord, your Redeemer, Who
formed you in the womb: It is I, the Lord, who made everything, Who
alone stretched out the heavens and spread out the earth from Myself”
(Isa.44:24). He did not

[5] wuse in this context, that is, the Creation, (the expression) “from
Myself” anywhere but here, and He meant to say thereby

314 that there

74

309

310

311

312

313

314

315

316

Haggai Ben-Shammai

The term hasw has numerous meanings, generally of a derogatory cast. Its literary
meaning is “filling,” either as the action or as a material (in pillows, cushions, saddles,
or mutton used as a stuffing); see E.W. Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon (London 1863
1893), p. 578a, s.v. This led to the meaning “things of secondary importance” or
“things lacking real content,” such as “filling words” in the technical terminology of
the rhetorical arts; Lane, ibid., also cites the use of the term to denote a particularly
inferior person. In Islam, adherents of tradition (ahl al-hadith) are known to their
rationalist rivals, particular the Mu“tazilites, but also the Ash“arites, as ah! al-hasw or
haswiyya (see “Hashwiyya,” EI* 3:269). Saadia uses the term in its rhetorical con-
notation. See Y. Blau, “A Remark on G. Vajda’s ‘Glane d’exégese Karaite’,” Tarbiz 42
(1973):502 (Hebrew), who cites examples from Saadia’s introduction to Job, p. 20:2-7
(where one finds the rhetorical terms kalam mu‘tarid, tashbib wa-tashyi wa-hashw
“ala °l-kalam). These terms are mentioned again in the Introduction to Job, p. 21:6-7;
see R. Drory, The Emergence of Jewish-Arabic Literary Contacts at the Beginning of
the Tenth Century (Hebrew) (Tel Aviv, 1988), pp. 115-116. The reference to
“Hashwiyite astrologers” in al-Birtini, al-Tafhim, p. 259, probably reflects the fact that
the term, which originated in the controversy between rationalist theologians and
orthodox followers of hadith, had been adopted as a derogatory term by scholars who
engaged in other branches of knowledge,.

See D. Pingree, “Kiran,” EI?, vol. 5 (1986), p. 130; Saadia’s description of historical
astrology is discussed above in my introduction.

The part of the zodiac that is above the eastern horizon on a certain day. If this is the
time of birth of a certain person, or at an important time for an individual, family, or
the like, this is their zali° or “ascendant”—their sign of the zodiac; see al-Tahanawt,
Kassaf 2:1139. Saadia argues that precise knowledge of the correlation between the
conjunction of the two and the appearance of the “ascendant” is a difficult matter.
Or their kingdom.

They have no further knowledge for the people of the kingdom.

That is, Isaiah 45.

In a relative sense, as defined previously.

The heavens and the earth are contrasted in several of Saadia’s proofs that the world

was created with “small bodies”; in those proofs, too, one sees that they are con-
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[6] that Creation ex nihilo®" is from Him,>'® and no one can un-
derstand how it was; just so

[7] the enthroning of rulers is from Him, and no one can understand
how that comes to pass.

[8] After that He denied (the possibility) that one of the three groups
we have mentioned®!” should know this,

[9] and taught us that if they have the audacity’*° to judge some aspect
of it,’*! He nullifies it and brings it to naught, as it is said,

[10] “Who annuls the omens of the lone ones and makes fools of the
augurs; Who turns sages back and makes nonsense of their knowl-
edge” [Isa.44:25]. The truth is that the “lone ones” [Heb. baddim],
that is,

[11] those who are alone, is derived from “alone” [Heb. levad] and “by
themselves” [le-vaddam], and He was thereby alluding to the middle
ones,>?? that is,

[12] those who engage in meteorology. And “makes fools of the
augurs” alludes to those who engage in (observations of) the liver
[13] and of arrows and graven images,’* as Scripture says of them, “to
perform divination, he has shaken

[14] arrows, consulted terafim, and inspected the liver” [Ezek.
21:26].°** “Turns sages back” alludes to

[15] the so-called wise men®*® who claim to engage in the art of the
stars by judgments based on the nativities and elections of

[16] beginnings**® and on questions. “And makes nonsense of their
knowledge” alludes to judgments based on

[17] the three conjunctions®®” and their assertion that (the stars) in-
fluence the governance of individual kings and dynasties

[18] and nations. After that he said that these matters can be understood
[19] only through prophecy, for He said, “(He) confirms the word of
His servant and fulfills the prediction of His messengers” [Isa.44:26].
[20] He made His announcement to them concerning the end of the
kingdom of Babylon and the rise of the kingdom of Persia an example
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sidered “large bodies.” See mainly Saadia, Amanat, pp. 36:6-29, 37:12-25 = Beliefs,
pp. 41-43.

Added here in p: just as it.

Saadia interprets the verse in Isaiah according to the qere me-"itti rather than the
kethib mi 2itti (= “who was with me?”). He offers a similar interpretation in Amanat,
p- 35:7 (and see Qafih’s comment, n. 19 to the translation) = Beliefs, p. 40. Saadia,
Genesis, p. 52 (translation, p. 255, with references to rabbinic sources of this inter-
pretation), interprets the same verse in Isaiah according to the kethib. According to
Saadia, the point of the latter reading is to stress that the Creator is “Eternal,” i.e., not
created at any point of time, and that He was alone at the time of Creation.

The three classes of diviners.

MS v if they act with arrogance; see note to original text.

Of knowledge of the future.

Of the three classes.

This is Saadia’s interpretation of terafim; in Gen. 31:19 he translates in the singular,
timthal, without the adjective “graven”. Interestingly, David b. Abraham al-Fasi, the
tenth-century Karaite lexicographer of Jerusalem, explains *efod terafim (Judg. 17:5) as
asturlab al-munajjimin (= the astrolabe of the astrologers). See S. L. Skoss, The He-
brew-Arabic Dictionary of the Bible known as Kitab Jami© al-Alfaz (Agron) vol. 2
(New Haven, 1945), p. 753. See ibid., notes and glosses by the eleventh-century
Rabbanite commentator Eli b. Israel about the distinction between this term in the
sense of idolatrous images and in the sense of the astrologers” instrument.

The selection of this particular verse may constitute an allusion to Saadia’s inter-
pretation of the current political situation in an eschatological context; see H. Ben-
Shammai, “The Judaeo-Arabic Vocabulary of Saadya’s Bible Translations as a Vehicle
for Eschatological Messages: The Case of Saadya’s Usage of the 8th form of Arabic
QDR,” Proceedings of the Ninth Conference of the Society for Judaeo-Arabic Studies
(Atlanta 1999), section D (forthcoming).

Mubtalin may mean those who resort to various kinds of devices, evasions, tricks,
deceit, and the like.

That 1s, choice of the precise time for beginning certain actions. See above, n. 307.

The three conjunction cycles listed above.
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[21] to the other kingdoms, for He said afterwards, “Who said to the
deep, ‘Be dry; I will dry up

[22] your floods,” Who says of Cyrus, ‘He is My shepherd; He shall
fulfill all My purposes!” ” [ibid. 27-28]. It is not the governance of
nations alone that is from Him,

[23] but also life and death, for He says, “The Lord deals death and
gives life” [1 Sam. 2:6]; and also wealth and poverty,

[24] for He says, “The Lord makes poor and makes rich” [ibid. 7], and
birth and barrenness, for He says, “Shall I [Who bring on labor] not
bring about birth?” [Isa. 66:9].

[25] And all happiness and misery (is from Him), for he says, “For in
God there is power to help one [or make one fall]” [2 Chron. 25:8].
[26] In sum: (He is the source) for everything that His wisdom re-
quires, as it is said, “Whatever the Lord desires [He does” [Ps. 135:6].>*
And we say further: What is]

[27] the aspect of wisdom®®? in His informing us of some of [the future
before it comes into being? We find]

[28] several aspects™® in that act. One is: To further explain to us [this
(future) and His power, when]

[29] we see the events that have been, that indeed took place just [as He
announced in advance, no more]

[30] and no less. Another aspect: [that they (= people) should respect. ..
His commandments and prohibitions.]

[31] [Another aspect: That we should pose a challenge to the nations
and their idols and their prophesying,®" for they have no]

[32] knowledge of what is concealed, as He said to them, “Foretell
what is yet to happen, That we may know that you are gods!”
[Isa.41:23] and just]

[33] as He informed us of what He had prepared for us in those events,
that is, concerning the success of

[34] our cause and our power and our prestige and the like. [Until that
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should happen we shall endure what He has decreed for us, that is, our
inability]

3b

[1] and our wretchedness and the like, and just as he (= the prophet)
said of us, “I must bear the anger of the Lord, since I have sinned
against Him, until He champions my cause and upholds my claim. He
will let me out into the light; I will enjoy vindication by Him”
[Mic.7:9]. And now that we have set out

[2] these reasons, we should set forth which concealed things have
come to our knowledge from the beginning

[3] of our existence to its end, and say: The first piece of knowledge is
the announcement to Abraham that we would sojourn 400

[4] years as strangers, enslaved and oppressed, as I have explained in
the episode of “Know well” [Gen.15:13].%* Then came the an-
nouncement

[5] to Jacob concerning our return to the land and the apportionment
to each tribe of a part in the government and the right of possession in a
certain district

28 Here Saadia is identifying God’s will and intentions with His knowledge and decision:
These all have their source in Him and he cannot have any partners in them.

329 That is, how is God’s wisdom revealed in ...

% Oy purposes.

1 Their pretensions to prophecy.

2 Some of this is expounded in parts of Saadia’s commentary on Genesis (Saadia,
Genesis, pp. 115-116; translation, pp. 359-361), where he says that the calculation of

four hundred years begins with the birth of Isaac.
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[6] of the land,’> as I explained in the passage of “And Jacob called
his sons” [ibid. 49:1].** Then came the revelation

[7] to Moses our Master that we would sojourn in the Land of Israel
850 years. Of those, 400 years were like compensation for the years of
slavery in Egypt, and 450 that were decreed to us in the land from
before

[8] our arrival therein, and that is what was said, “When the Most
High gave nations their homes and set the divisions of man, He fixed
the boundaries of peoples in relation to Israel’s numbers”
[Deut. 32:8].>> And from that time until

[9] we came out of Egypt (there elapsed) 452 years.”*® If we take what
was decreed for us separately, and what was given us as compensation
[10] separately, the total amounts to 850 years. Therefore, He said, “I
have taken note of you and of what is being done

[11] to you in Egypt” [Ex.3:16]. Then He announced to Moses that
our sojourn thereafter in exile in Babylon would be seventy years,
which

[12] correspond to the number of sabbatical years and jubilees in the
years that we rebelled (and did not observe them). The years of our
sinning

[13] were 436 years, as Ezekiel explained: “390 days, corresponding to
the number of the years of their punishment” [Ezek.4:5]. And sim-
ilarly

[14] “forty days ... the punishment of the House of Judah, ... one day
for each year” [ibid. 6]. To this were added six years, for he was told of
[15] this matter before the destruction of the Temple. If one takes for
every hundred years sixteen

[16] sabbatical years and jubilees, and a further (number of years)
corresponding to the thirty-six in the proper proportion, this amounts
to exactly seventy years, just

[17] as we have explained in the passage of “If you follow My laws”
[Lev. 26:3%*7]. Therefore, in the verse “Then
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[18] shall the land make up for ...” [ibid. 34] He said twice “its sabbath
years,” once for the sabbatical and once for the jubilee.

[19] In Jeremiah’s prophecy this was stated explicitly: “When Bab-
ylon’s seventy years are over, I will take note of

[20] you” [Jer.29:10]. After (the 70 years) had been completed, the
prophet wrote them explicitly in detail: “As long as it lay desolate
[21] it  kept sabbath, wll seventy years were completed”

>33 Jacob (in his blessings?) conveyed to his sons that knowledge he had received, pre-

sumably in a prophecy that they should ultimately return to the land, etc.

»* Tt is thus evident that Saadia wrote a commentary on Jacob’s blessings, presumably

together with Moses’ blessings in Deut. 33. Independent commentaries on the two

chapters of blessings (in Genesis and Deuteronomy) constituted a kind of sub-genre of

Pentateuch exegesis in the Geonic period and later; but that question is beyond the

scope of the present study.

>3 See Sifri Deuteronomy, ed. L. Finkelstein (Berlin, 1939; repr. New York, 1969), §311,
p- 352: “When the Holy One, blessed be He, gave the world to the nations, he defined
the territory of each and every nation so that they should not be mixed. Thus he sent
the sons of Gomer to Gomer [...] so that they would not enter the Land of Israel.” A
more explicit expression of this idea, with its numerical significance as implied by the
words “in relation to Israel’s numbers” in the above verse from Deuteronomy, may be
found in various midrashim, notably Pseudo-Jonathan on Deut. 32:8. Other homilies
are: Canticles Rabba 6:15; Numbers Rabba 9:12; Leqah Tov ad loc.; Yalqut Shim‘oni
1:942, on Deut. 32:8.

3¢ See Seder “Olam Rabba, ed. B. Ratner (New York, 1966), text, p. 6: “It turns out that
from the Dispersion (of the nations who built the Tower of Babel) to the birth of the
Patriarch Isaac there were 52 years.” See above, n. 332, for the 400 years of the
covenant “between the pieces” as calculated from the birth of Isaac. Thus we find that
the verse in Deut. 32:8 alludes (retroactively, as it were) precisely to the Dispersion,
when God assigned the nations their territories. Thus the sum total is 452.

7 Seder “Olam Rabba, p. 15.
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[2 Chron. 36:21°%%]. After that He informed us that we would return to
the land

[22] and that the mode of our settlement there would be as subjects to
kings, as was the situation of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in their time,
[23] that is, that the land was assigned to them but not (actually) given
to them,”” as it is said, “They were then few in number, a mere
handful, sojourning there” [Ps. 105:12].

[24] He therefore said, “Then will I remember My covenant with
Jacob” [Lev. 26:42],>* that is to say, I shall place them in a situation like
the situation

[25] of the three Patriarchs. Thus the people of the Second Temple
(period) said that they were in exile and slavery,

[26] and that God had had mercy upon them only to a small degree, in
the construction of the Temple, “For slaves

[27] we are, though even in our slavery God has not forsaken us” [Ezra
9:9]. And the more that they spoke at length of this matter and ex-
panded upon it,

[28] the better it is for our own souls, for we see that the people of the
Second Temple (period) declared

[29] that they were in exile and that redemption had not yet reached
them; it is (therefore) ordained for us, for indeed they were

[30] [more knowledgeable about their situation, as they said,] “Today
we are slaves, and the land that You gave our fathers to enjoy its fruit
and bounty—here we are slaves on it!” [Neh. 9:36].°*" [...>**]

[31] [Moses informed us in secret] that the length of the existence

N

of the Second Temple was 420 years, that is the number”™ of years (in
the lives of) Jacob, Isaac, and Abraham. He therefore arranged their
names in order from the last to the first: Jacob’s years were all (subject
to) the covenant, and they were 147 years; Isaac’s years were also all
(subject to) the covenant, and they were 180 years. But Abraham’s

343
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years were not all (subject to) the covenant, for there is no mention of
covenant with respect to him in the passage “Go forth” [Gen. 12:1-3],
nor in the passage “And He said, To your heirs...” [ibid. 7], nor in the
passage “[after] Lot had parted ...” [ibid. 13:14-17].>** But when He
spoke to him in the chapter on the “Vision between the Pieces,” then
He said, “On that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying,
“To your offspring I assign this land,” etc.” [ibid. 15:18], [...?*’] Ishmael,
for we see that he says in that passage “Since You have granted me no
offspring, my steward will be my heir” [ibid. 3]. Abraham was 86 years
old “when Hagar bore Ishmael to Abram” [ibid. 16:16]. There was a
year of pregnancy, and this event took place two years before that.*® So
there remain of Abraham’s years 93 years to reach 175. If we add (the
years of) Abraham’s covenant, 93 years, to Isaac’s covenant—180 years,
and Jacob’s covenant—147 years, the total will amount to four hundred
and twenty years.

3% The first half of the verse ascribes this prediction to Jeremiah.

339

That is, they did not rule the land.
40 This verse refers to the Jews’ return to the land after exile, but says nothing of the
renewal of political independence.

**1 This is an obvious polemic against those who believed that the Second Temple period
was the age of Redemption; see Schlossberg, “Concepts and Methods,” pp. 172-173,
323ff.

**2 Perhaps one should restore here: To this one should add what Moses informed us ...

(see note to original text).

**3 " Translation based on emendation proposed in note to original text.

*** Al of these are passages in which God spoke to Abraham but no covenant was
mentioned.

345 Restore here: And this was before the birth of ..., etc.

*#¢ Thus, according to Saadia, the Covenant “Between the Pieces” was concluded two

years before Hagar conceived Ishmael.
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That is the most important reason for the inversion in the order of the
patriarchs, that the covenant was made only in Abraham’s years,>*” not
in (the years of) the others. The verse therefore began with (Jacob and
Isaac,) in all of whose years there was a covenant, and added to them
the latter part of Abraham’s life, which was “covenant” as we have
explained.

Then Moses revealed to us that after the destruction of the Second
Temple there would be exile and the land would be empty, because after
(the verse) “Then will I remember My covenant with Jacob,” etc., he
said, “For the land shall be forsaken of them, making up for its sabbath
years by being desolate of them” [Lev. 26:43°*%]. That is an allusion to
[...] that amounts to 896 years, for he says, “for the abundant reason”
[Heb. ya‘an wu-ve-yaan, lit. “because and because”], the word
“because” signifying retribution. This is intended to teach us that the
length of time shall be equal to our first years of sinning, which are 436
years, [...], and with them 380 years, and the second period of sinning is
380 years from the end of the Second Temple period,**? for thirty years
had passed from its beginning [...]. As it is said, “until the thirty-second
year of King Artaxerxes” [Neh.5:14] ...

1P, recto

[1] Israel and their Messiah, for he said, “Thus said the Lord to Cyrus,
His anointed one,” etc. [Isa.45:1]

[2] and the whole chapter. And when Cyrus became king and com-
manded that the Temple be built, they were obligated

[3] to believe in all the elements® of the Redemption.”®" Similarly,
the information about the King

[4] of the North and the King of the South and whatever other
(omens) were added to them are signs for us

[5] in a general sense of the Redemption, and as to the details, (they
are signs) that attest to that.
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[6] And since the first event’? has taken place in accordance with
what the angel said, this attests

[7] to the truth of the other events (in the future) and the Redemption.
When the second event too

[8] brings about what (the Scriptures) predicted, we shall have two
proofs of

[9] the events and the Redemption. When the third event is com-
pleted, this will be evidence

[10] by three proofs of the other events and the Redemption. As time
elapses

[11] there will be more (signs) attesting to the Redemption, until it
arrives itself,

[12] and everything that has been mentioned, as well as the Re-
demption (itself), will be proofs

[13] of what will be in the World to Come, together with the signs to
take place during the Redemption,

[14] as it is said, “The sun shall turn into darkness and the moon into
blood before the coming

37 T.e., split into the first eight-two years of his life, when God had not made a covenant
with him, and the last ninety-three, as explained here.

**% This verse occurs after the reference to the covenant in the previous verse, which
alludes, as explained above, to the Return to Zion in the Second Temple period.

**9° Probably counting the years in reverse from the end of the Second Temple period, that
is, 380 years of the total length of the Second Temple period. Since the text is frag-
mentary, it is not clear where Saadia gets a further eighty years.

3% Or modes, etc; the articles of faith in Saadia’s commentary on the Song of David
(2 Sam 22) are also defined as funun. See H. Ben-Shammai, “Saadia Gaon’s Ten
Articles of Faith,” Da‘at 37 (1996): 11-26 (Heb.).

31 That is, the fulfillment of that part of Isaiah’s prophecy concerning the rise of Cyrus
obligates them to believe the other parts of the prophecy, which concern the future.

32 Of the Redemption.
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[15] of the great and terrible day of the Lord” [Joel 3:4]. It has been
shown, therefore, that the benefits

[16] of this book cannot be fully counted quickly.’>® The text of the
book may be divided into ten parts:

[17] Five of them in matters of the kingdom,?®* and the other five in the
matter of benefits

[18] and advantages for the nation. We have therefore fixed them in ten
parts. The first part concerns

[19] the nature of Exile and food and drink provided by the Gentiles.
And the second part

[20] concerns what (Daniel) revealed to Nebuchadnezzar in the matter
of the Four Kingdoms and their representation as a figure>

21] fifty-two years before [God] revealed to Daniel what concerned
him. And the third part

[22] concerns the avoidance of idolatry. And the fourth part concerns
the nature

1P, verso

[1] of the disaster visited upon Belshazzar. And the fifth part concerns
the way of slaying

[2] Belshazzar. And the sixth part concerns the strict observance of
prayers in exile. And the seventh—

[3] general conclusions from the likening of the kingdoms to animals.
And the eighth part—

[4] general conclusions from that matter. And the ninth part—details
of the seventy weeks between [??]

[5] [???]and the second period [?].>*® And the tenth part—concerning
the eschatological wars between the kings and the other measures of
(6] the End. The four parts from the second to the fifth

[7] are those of the kingdoms. And the other five concern quests for
explanations of (the visions) and the benefits to us.
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[8] And since I have already listed their headings, I shall begin to
interpret the verses, with the Lord’s help.

3 Or easily.

** " Perhaps kingdoms (see note to the original; this conjecture seems probable from the
sequel).

%5 T.e., an image or idol.

3¢ Or and the Second Temple; the text is unclear here. Saadia probably meant all the

matters that he discussed in detail in the commentary to Daniel, pp. 172-179.
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