
In late 1412, Pope Benedict XIII of Avignon summoned 
prominent Jewish scholars and leaders to the Aragonese 

city of Tortosa, Spain.  The summons required them to 
defend their faith in a disputation devised, according to 
historian Yitzhak Baer, “to convert the Jews, not against 
their will but by their own volition; not by force, but after 
due deliberation and in perfect freedom … The Jews were 
the lost ewes whom the pope would lead back to the flock.” 
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This, of course, was not an innocent invitation. 
Pope Benedict wished to see the heavyweights 
of Jewish theology torn to shreds in the ring 
of intellectual debate by one of their own - 
Hieronymos de Sancta Fide, a baptized Jew 
eager to please the Church.   In a carefully 
staged event, the Jewish participants were to 
respond to Christian accusations in the presence 
of Pope Benedict and a hostile audience, 
knowing full well that any “inappropriate” 
criticisms of the Christian faith would have 
dire consequences. 

Among the Jewish delegates was one Rabbi 
Mattityah Ha-Yitzhari, a scholar representing 
the community of Zaragoza.  Highly regarded by 
his peers, Mattityah stood out at the polemic, 
at least according to one Jewish account, for 
having enraged the Pope and the chief Christian 
debater with shrewd and witty argumentation.  
The 16th century chronicle Shevet Yehudah 
(literally: the Tribe of Yehudah), tells that 
Hieronymus brought proof from the Talmud 
that the messiah had already come: “Elijah 
said to Rav Yehuda: ‘the world will not be less 
than eight-five jubilees, and in the last jubilee, 
[the son of David] will come’” (BT Sanhedrin 
97b). In refutation, Mattityah quoted a famous 
saying from the same passage: “Blasted be the 
breath of those who calculate the end,” which 
meant, as he explained to the Pope:

We have no interpretation [of this saying] in 
addition to its plain meaning, that a curse is 
pronounced on him who makes reckonings 
and says when the Messiah will come. For 
this will result in great harm to the people, 
for when the predicted time arrives, and the 
Messiah does not come, they will despair … 
Moreover, this constitutes a transgression, 
for God has hidden this matter from all 
the peoples and from all the prophets, 
and yet this man attempts to reveal it [by 
calculation].

 
This response required considerable effort on 

the part of another Jewish delegate, Don Vidal, 

to appease the Pope after he “…was strongly 
enraged, and said, ‘O people of madmen! O the 
rejected ones! O foolish Talmudists!’” 

Little else is known, however, about 
Mattityah: no record of his place of birth or 
death exists, nor of his approximate lifespan.  
Most of his writings, which we know were 
circulated among his learned peers, remain 
only in manuscript (some complete and some 
fragmentary).  But two commentaries that 
Mattityah composed - on Psalm 119 and the 
Mishnah's Tractate Avot - have been salvaged 
from obscurity in recent decades and published 
in critical editions in the original Hebrew.  
From these texts emerges an insightful mind 
that is deeply troubled by Jewish exile and its 
implications.  

No Such Dogma
In Mattityah’s lifetime, the political conditions 
and intellectual climate framed a contentious 
debate on the ikkarim, or principles, of Jewish 
faith.  The disputation at Tortosa underscored 
the fundamental difference between Christian 
and Jewish approaches to religion: while the 
power-wielding Church relied on dogma - a 
set of fundamental principles that every 
believer must embrace and adhere to - the 
rabbis were divided among themselves as to 
whether Judaism even needs a credo.  This 
fascinating conflation of politics and theology 
at the Tortosa disputation, however, is not fully 
reflected in the Jewish or Christian transcripts 
of the debate, owing to political and other 
extraneous interests.  Thus, in order to glean 
some of Mattityah’s insights on the subject of 
ikkarim, one may turn to his commentaries on 
the Mishnah and the Psalms, a few samples of 
which comprise our Afikoman text. 

According to Church records of the 
Tortosa disputation, the Pope’s representative 
Hieronymus, formerly a Jewish physician 
named Yehoshua Halorki, accused Judaism 
of inconsistency: it embraced the coming of the 
Messiah as one of its tenets and yet rejected 
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Jesus as Messiah. According to Yitzhak Baer, 
Hieronymus argued “that faith in the Messiah 
was one of the thirteen principles of Judaism, 
and that it was unthinkable that the Talmud 
would allude to it in obscure and uncertain 
terms.”  Since the Talmud is characterized by 
discussions of concrete minutiae, he reasoned, it 
made no sense for them to refer to the Messiah 
only in abstract terms.  

Hieronymus knew full well that there is no 
such thing as official Jewish dogma.  His reference 
to the thirteen ikkarim of Maimonides, which 
the great 12th century philosopher stipulated as 
the principles that every Jew must uphold, was 
not coincidental. These principles made it easier 
for Hieronymus to stigmatize his opponents 
and to enumerate the “falsities” of their faith 
point by point. The rabbis, however, refrained 
from addressing these specific charges directly, 
opting instead for a broader approach that drew 
on the multivalence of Talmudic lore. 

One would think that clearly formulated 
ikkarim might have benefited the Jewish 
position in the debate, particularly given the 
rationalist nature of such medieval polemics.  
But the concept of ikkarim could not be of use 
to the Jewish delegates because of their heated 
internal debate.  For example, Rabbi Yosef Albo, 
Mattityah’s colleague at the disputation, was 
the author of The Book of Ikkarim, a treatise that 
argued for a formulation of the tenets of true 
religion, yet he criticized the Maimonidean 
conception, stating that faith required only 
three principles: God's immutability, reward and 
punishment, and the Torah.  In his introduction 
to the treatise, Albo writes:

[T]he human intellect alone cannot arrive 
at the true and the good, because it fails 
to comprehend things as they really are 
…. Thus, by necessity, there is a thing that 
transcends the human intellect by means 
of which the good can be defined, and the 
true apprehended clear of any doubt. ... And 
this is possible only through knowledge of 
the ikkarim without which divine law cannot 
exist. Thus, the purpose of this work is to 
elucidate the principles essential to the 
divine law … and for this reason it is called 
The Book of Ikkarim. 

While Mattityah does not voice a clear 
objection to Albo's notion of ikkarim, he does 
not advocate it either.  In his commentaries, 
he refers only implicitly to the Jewish debate 
on ikkarim.   In the texts excerpted below, he 
comments on two well-known passages from 
Pirkei Avot, the Mishnaic tractate also known 
as Ethics of the Fathers:  

Shimon the Just was one of the last members 
of the Great Assembly. He used to say: upon 

The rabbis were divided 
among themselves as to 
whether Judaism even 
needs a credo.  
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three things the world stands: on the Torah, 
on [Temple] worship, and on deeds of loving 
kindness (Avot 1:2)

Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel says: By three 
things the world is sustained: by judgment, by 
truth, and by peace, as it is written (Zachariah 
8:16) “make in your gates judgments of truth 
and peace.” (Avot 1:18)

For any advocate of ikkarim, these two 
mishnayot could serve as proof that the 
rabbis of antiquity had sought to distill the 
Jewish religion into core values.  But as we 
will see, Mattityah reads these passages as 
complementary descriptions of reality, rather 
than as statements of basic principles.  This 
reading is particularly striking in light of 
Mattityah’s great admiration for Maimonides, 
to whom he refers both explicitly and implicitly 
throughout his own writings.  

Like his role model, Mattityah maintains 
that a Jew’s ultimate goal is to unite with 

the mind of the Divine, known in medieval 
philosophy as the Active Intellect.  The means 
for achieving this end is through learning 
Torah.  Still, Mattityah refrains from positing 
either learning or faith as a core principle, nor 
any other activity or concept.  Rather, he sees 
Judaism as an organic system comprised of 
the mitzvot, study of the Torah’s secrets, and 
moral conduct:

And I interpret all of this as instructing that 
all of the [rabbis’] maxims are founded on 
the building blocks of the intellect. Thus, it is 
true that the entire reality is interconnected - 
one part is bound up with another, and [with 
reality’s] foundation and root (Commentary 
on Avot 1:2)

If Mattityah were to follow Maimonides’ 
formal conception of ikkarim, he would have 
had to explain why Pirkei Avot presents two 
separate sets of “three things.”   Instead, he 
claims that the two rabbis - Shimon the Just 
and Shimon ben Gamliel - are referring to 
two different realms:  theory and practice.  
He also demonstrates how within each realm, 
the three elements come together to form an 
organic whole. This approach is most evident 
in Mattityah's interpretation of Avot 1:18, 
where he contrasts the lofty notions of truth, 
judgment, and peace with the imperfections 
of the real world, and leaves it up to the wise 
community leader to decide how these ideals 
might be applied in a given situation. 

Matt it yah ex pla ins the apparent 

contradiction between the maxims of the two 
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moral conduct.
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rabbis: one discusses the theoretical intellect or 
the realm of pure reflection (where the world 
stands upon three philosophical principles), 
while the other discusses the practical intellect 
or concrete reality (where the world is sustained 
by principles).  Mattityah shows that theory and 
practice inevitably clash, and hence any attempt 
to posit ikkarim that encompass both is risky.  
The bridge between the two has been bestowed 
by God Himself, in the form of the Torah. There 
one will find the commandments by which one 
must live, and the secrets that one must pursue 
by relentless study and reflection.  

When Will the Righteous 
Prosper? 
In his commentary on Psalm 119, Mattityah 
devoted an entire passage offering guidance 
on how to rebut the detractors of Judaism, 
asserting that “there is a decisive answer to 
them.”  Such diatribes as that of Pope Benedict 
against the “foolish Talmudists” and the 
“rejected ones,” for example, derived from the 
basic premise of Christian polemicists: if the 
God of the Jews is so great, it was typically 
argued, and they are indeed His chosen people, 
why were they dealt such a lousy hand in 
history’s card game?  Why have they been 
exiled, scattered, persecuted?   How can such 
a fate be reconciled with faith in the goodness 
of the Lord of the Universe?  In having to make 
sense of this paradox, Mattityah was coming to 
grips with the time-honored question of “the 
wicked prosper and the righteous suffer.” In 
his Psalm 119 commentary, he writes of: 

. . . the completely wicked, who in their 
waywardness and bad choice abandon 
the Torah, despite understanding and 
acknowledging [its] perfection, and yet enjoy 
strength and health so that “great fury has 
seized me” at them. And this is the difficult 
quandary that “the wicked prosper” poses. 
(Commentary on Psalm 119: 53)

Psalm 119, like many other psalms, is 
arranged as an alphabetical acrostic, but it is 
the longest in the book (and the longest chapter 
in the Hebrew Bible.)  Each letter has a stanza 
of eight verses; Mattityah identifies each with 
a different theme.  In his commentary on the 
7th letter, Zayin, Mattityah seeks to explain the 
Jews’ political-social reality, and to share his 
rich experience in defense of the faith.  Since 
no fault can be found in God and His plan, he 
reasons, the imperfections of this reality must 
be the fault of His believers.  

Mattityah's discussion is quite clearly based 
on Maimonides’ analysis of the very same 
problem in Guide for the Perplexed (III:12), where 
he asserts that all the evils that befall humans 
are related either to human physical frailty, 
their relationships with other humans, or are 
self-inflicted.  In other words, he leaves God 
completely unaccountable for human misery.  
Thus, Maimonides concludes, “The error of the 
ignorant goes so far as to say that God's power 
is insufficient, because He has given to this 
Universe the properties which they imagine 
cause these great evils …”

Mattityah infers from Maimonides that 
if righteous Jews continue to suffer, it means 
that they aren’t righteous enough to give God 
reason to punish the wicked who oppress 
them.  And in contradistinction to Albo’s self-
confident assertion that “it is incumbent upon 
every person to discern the one divine law 
that gives this guidance out of other laws,” 
Mattityah doubts the ability of humans - the 
Psalmist included -  to discern divine law, 
and is pessimistic about a prosperous Jewish 
existence: “I understand nothing from the 
stories of the Torah that contain its secrets 
[…] and for this reason I am not a completely 
righteous person, whose virtue would justify 
punishing the wicked."  

He could draw more optimism, however, 
from the Jewish delegation’s achievements 
in the disputation.  By its final session in 
November 1414, the Christian hosts were 
forced to terminate the two-year long encounter 
without having succeeded to either persuade 
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the Jews to acknowledge Christianity’s 
truthfulness, or to outlaw the Talmud on 
grounds of “heresy.”  And indeed, a hint of a 
victor’s confidence does accompany Mattityah's 
Psalm 119 Commentary, written many years 
after Tortosa.    

Finding the Center of 
gravity
Uncertainty can be scary.  How can we arrive 
at the essence of the ideas that are dearest to 
us?  Can we feel confident at all about what 
we think is our identity?    Naturally, these 
uncertainties become a greater liability when 
our identity is being questioned by an outsider.  
In the Middle Ages, Jews had to endure harsh 
criticism from their Muslim and Christian 
neighbors, who sought to eliminate the Jewish 
faith by undermining the confidence of its 
adherents in their beliefs.  Of course, such 
an attack on Judaism was made possible by a 
political reality in which the Jews were living 
on the margins of society, and their survival 
depended upon the whims of their gentile 
rulers.  To make things worse, in the theological 
jousting of public polemics, the hosts came 
equipped with a weapon that their Jewish 
counterparts lacked: dogma.  And yet, even 
without dogma, throughout history Jews have 
proved resilient in the face of such attacks.  

Are we facing a similar threat today?  Hardly.  
The enemies of Judaism are not interested in 
theological argumentation or forced conversion.  
The central challenge to Jewish life lies in 
the multitude of options for Jewish identity 
and practice, and in the permeability of free 
societies, where Jews are welcome to assimilate 
to whatever extent they wish. The decision to 
lead a modern Jewish life means that one has 
to construct or choose the center of gravity of 
one’s Jewish identity.  

Unfortunately, there are no hard and fast 
rules telling us how to do that.  If Mattityah 
Ha-Yitzhari can offer any inspiration, it would 
be through his dedication to a relentless search, 
which in the end is its own reward: 

And I have said only this: I shall demand and 
get my reward, and should I aim for the truth, 
it shall be my reward from He who teaches 
knowledge to man and from the young who 
have gained some useful elucidations from 
my studies. And should [my commentary] 
stray from the Psalm's original meaning, I 
shall get my reward from the blessed Creator, 
for my intention is good, and I have opened 
up the hearts of the learned. They should 
study it, for they will undoubtedly aim for 
the truth, and from God I will ask for the 
help to gain His mercies. (Introduction, 
Commentary on Tractate Avot)
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* * *
Mattityah  

Ha-Yitzhari
COMMENTARY ON 
TRACTATE AVOT

AVOT 1:2
Shimon the Just was one of the last 
members of the Great Assembly. He 
used to say: upon three things the world 
stands: on the Torah, on worship [in the 
Temple], and on deeds of loving kindness.  

Shimon was a high priest and a very perfect 
man … and [he] was accustomed to admonish 
the people and awaken them to follow the Torah 
and its mitzvot . . . 

These are the two parts of the Torah: Temple 
worship, which includes all matters between 
man and God; deeds of loving kindness include 
all matters between man and his fellow . . . This 
is also gleaned from Maimonides [Commentary 
on the Mishnah, Avot 1:2]: “[Shimon the Just] 
said that with wisdom, which is Torah, and with 
virtues, which are deeds of loving kindness, 
and with observing the commandments  of the 
Torah - namely, sacrifices - the world is kept 
running smoothly . . ." 

I interpret all of this to indicate that all of the 
[Rabbis’] maxims are founded on the building 
blocks of the intellect. Thus, it is true that all 
of reality is interconnected - one part is bound 
up with another, and its foundation and root 
contain its purpose, as the Rabbi [in Yehuda 
Halevi's Kuzari] said: “the primary thought 
includes the final deed.”  And the intention 
of reality is Him and His glory, may He be 
blessed, as the prophet has said: “I have created 
[humankind] for my glory” (Isaiah 43:7) 
Reality is divided into three parts . . . By this 
I mean that "on the Torah" is the first part: 

deriving the secrets and foundation stones of the 
Torah from God’s existence, may He be blessed: 
His creation of beings from nothingness; His 
knowledge of them - as nothing is hidden from 
Him - and His providential care for them, as He 
rewards and punishes them according to their 
imperfect deeds as His wisdom dictates.

And "on worship" is the second part: 
these are the practical commandments that 
may not seem necessary to everyone.  Such 
commandments include sacrifices, days of 
rest, forbidden foods, and forbidden sexual 
relations. For this reason they are called 
commandments between man and God. The 
rabbis have said “The God of [the Israelites] 
hates lewdness” (BT Sanhedrin 93a), that is, 
engaging in these prohibited activities is a sure 
way to distance one’s self from perfect virtue. 
But he who is careful in those matters draws 
closer to God.

And "on deeds of loving kindness" is 
the third part, which is the conduct that all 
persons should adopt with their fellow beings. 
By maintaining a stable coexistence with them, 
one will secure life's necessities and appropriate 
wishes, according to the proper limits and order 
that Divine wisdom has established in the 
perfect Torah. 

The first part of the three shall be grasped 
by the theoretical intellect, and the two other 
parts shall come under the practical intellect. 
And thus the above maxims shall become clear 
to the reader. And the meaning of "upon three 
things the world stands" can be likened to a 
fortified tower supported by three pillars. 

AVOT 1:18
Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel says: By 
three things is the world sustained: by 
judgment, by truth, and by peace, as it is 
written (Zachariah 8:16), “make in your 
gates judgments of truth and peace.”  

Shimon the Just discussed the purpose of 
reality, which consists of three pillars and 
foundations. The first is the foundation stones 
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of the Torah; the second is man’s relation with 
God, and the third is man’s relation with his 
fellow. As already observed, the Torah pre-
existed the world, as the Rabbis have said. 
(BT Nedarim 39b) And this perfect Torah has 
been supporting reality since the world came 
into being.  But according to Rabban Shimon 
ben Gamliel, sometimes the perfect leader 
must lead his flock according to the letter of 
the law, even if it contradicts the truth. And 
sometimes the truth must be followed even if 
it contradicts the law, if it benefits the society 
and the upholding of the Torah, according to 
need. And sometimes one must turn a blind 
eye on both and pursue peace, in accordance 
with what his intellect discerns that faith and 
the law require. And this is why Shimon the 
Just has said “stands,” and Rabban Shimon 
ben Gamliel said “sustained.”  

COMMENTARY ON PSALMS 119  
(THE LETTER ZAYIN)

This letter provides guidance for handling the 
detractors - the nations and proponents of 
wicked and contrary beliefs and our rebuttal 
of them … And it instructs us to contemplate 
and study the Torah, for there is a decisive 
answer to the detractors.  

Psalm 119, 49-56
[49] Remember your word to your servant, 
whereby you have made me hope.

This verse answers those who say that 
everything is accidental. When the Blessed 
One promises His servant a beneficent destiny, 
and His servant prays to God so He remembers 
His promise and fulfills the heart’s desires 
of His servant, then he will see that divine 
providence indeed reigns supreme, and he will 
silence the detractors.  

[50] This is my consolation in my affliction 
for your utterance has given me life.

This instructs us how to rebut those who say 
that evils outnumber the good, for most people 
will not escape grief and vexation and travails, 
even “kings and counselors of the earth” (Job 
3:14). And for this reason, they decry Creation, 
or say that the world came about by accident. 
And when replying to them, one will say, “this is 
my consolation in my affliction,” in my austerity 
and travails and grief, “for your utterance has 
revived me.” That is, the divine word inheres 
in reality, and we shall find it through study, 
and therefore “your utterance” gave me life 
before speech was even possible. And the sage 
[i.e. the Psalmist] goes against the opinions 
of all others; yet his contention is as basic as 
saying that air, water, and essential foods are 
the building blocks of nature. The structure 
of causes and effects will not be dismissed by 
the majority opinion . . . And such grief is an 
unattainable reward for those who do not grasp 
these truths, because they are not led by the 
directions of the pure intellect, but are led on 
by beastly appetites. 

[51] The malicious have befooled me verily, 
but I have not strayed from your teaching. 
[52] I have remembered your rewards of 
old, O Lord, 
and took consolation.

Verse 51 is the answer to those who distance 
divine providence and God's knowledge from 
their individual lives. “Befooled” refers to a 
deceptive use of language whose content may be 
objectionable; like a counterfeit coin, which has 
been doctored to appear like a good, legitimate 
coin. Therefore their sophistry is described as 
“befooling;” in saying “have befooled me,” the 
Psalmist wishes to say: have misguided me . . . 
And indeed, their intentions are malicious, for 
they are estranged from human nature, to be 
able to follow the arbitrariness of their wicked 
hearts, like the one who says, “there is no law and 
there is no judge” (Genesis Rabbah 26:6) . . .  
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“The righteous suffer, the wicked prosper.” 
The prophets and sages have already spoken 
of this problem. And the Psalmist said, though 
they tempt me with arguments that estrange 
divine providence and knowledge from our 
individual lives, and though those arguments 
may initially appear to be true - I have not 
strayed from your teaching “and my ankles 
have not wavered” (Psalm 18:36) . . . 

[53] Fury has seized me,
because of the wicked who forsake your 
teaching.

That is, “great fury has seized me” because of 
the utterly wicked people who enjoy strength 
and health, yet abandon the Torah due to their 
waywardness and misguided decisions, even 
though they understand and acknowledge its 
perfection. And this is the difficult quandary 
that “the wicked prosper” poses. However, the 
righteous -  completely righteous persons - are 
few and far between, and the judgments found in 
the Bible that I can remember serve as powerful 
testimony and true evidence of the worldly 
presence of divine knowledge and personal 
providence. Therefore, I am consoled by the fury 
at the wicked that has seized me. The Psalmist 
gave the following reason why the wicked prosper: 
the imperfections of the righteous. 

[54] Your laws have been like songs to me 
in my exile. 

That is, I understand nothing from the stories 
of the Torah, wherein its secrets are contained. 
And therefore those secrets are inscrutable 
commandments in my exile and lowliness: they 
make no sense to me and yet I follow them. 
And this is why the Psalmist says “in my exile."  
Like the songs of the nightingale, those songs 
are to me “a commandment of men learned 
by rote” (Isaiah 29:13): men who learn a song 
without being able to understand what it means, 
as the rabbis have said: “Should one learn a 
tradition as if it were [merely] a song?” (BT, 
Shabbat 106b). That is, I learn by way of song, 
and not by way of genuine understanding, and 
for this reason I am not a completely righteous 

person whose virtue would justify punishing 
the wicked. 

[55] In the night I have remembered your 
name, O Lord, 
and would keep your teaching.

That is, if I will remember Your name even in 
dire times, I will know how to dismiss all of 
the claims and accusations the detractors make 
against my faith. This is why the Psalmist says, 
“In the night I have remembered your name, 
O Lord.” “Your name” means understanding 
the secrets of Creation, which will allow me 
to wholly “keep your teaching.” The Psalmist 
implies that dismissing divine providence and 
knowledge will be an affront to God, may He 
be blessed. And one’s answer to the detractors’ 
claims is God’s perfection, may He be blessed, 
which stretches immeasurably beyond the 
perceptible world, as I have already explained. 
And this is what remembering His blessed 
Name means. The Psalmist is telling us that 
when we remember God’s name He will make 
personal providence manifest by punishing 
the wicked and benefiting us.

[56] This has been my lot, 
for I have appreciated your precepts.

The Psalmist confesses: my predicament has 
been that I cannot find a justification for “the 
righteous suffer.” I have dedicated all my energy 
and study to the precepts of the Torah: the 
mitzvot concerning worldly matters that 
are directed at the human intellect. But no 
one can comprehend by one’s own accord the 
Torah’s mitzvot, and certainly not the Torah’s 
stories and judgments, wherein it prescribes 
punishments . . . So it is that young men like to 
learn civil law in order to learn false arguments 
and deceptions, in order to be like attorneys; 
and they make do with learning the laws of 
animal slaughter and food inspection, or the 
laws of prayer and the benedictions and the 
prohibitions imposed by religious law. 

Translated from the Hebrew  
by Orr Scharf

Orr Scharf  
is associate editor of 
Havruta. His English 
translation of The Rite 
that Was Not: Temple, 
Midrash and Gender 
in Tractate Sotah, by 
Ishay Rosen-Zvi, is 
forthcoming from 
Brill Press. Orr is 
writing a doctoral 
dissertation on 
Franz Rosenzweig 
and the Bible at 
the department of 
philosophy, Haifa 
University. 

72 | Winter 2011 


