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The Funnest Medieval Commentator:

Highlights from the Ba’al HaTurim

R. David Kasher - kasher@hadar.org
Rabbinic Yeshiva Intensive 5786/2026

Rabbi Ya’akov ben Asher (a.k.a, the Ba’al HaTurim, or just, the “Tur,” after his great four-sectioned
halakhic work, the Arba’ah Turim, ‘The Four Columns.’ 1269, Cologne - 1343, Toledo)
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Introduction

Behold, | have ventured to speak, though | possess no
human understanding nor the strength of a man; neither do |
have the words to compose a work. For | am more boorish
than any man and have not learned wisdom; | possess
neither knowledge nor discernment, and | know nothing at
all.

However, my soul thirsts and my flesh yearns for it, even
though it is hidden and concealed from me. For it is the work
of Heaven, and all its words are perfectly set. It can be
interpreted by all who inquire after it, and by all who incline
an ear to it. For it is not across the sea, norisitin the
heavens. For it is very near to all who approach it with the
heart and the lips....

My intent in writing this is only because the words of the
Rabbi [Nahmanides] were too wondrous for me and his
statements are impenetrable; so | said to myself: | shall glean
from them the "plain" matters (pshat) and leave aside the
"sealed" matters (stumim), for my soul has not entered into
his secret counsel. | do this so that it will be easier for me to
study. And if | found a pshat or an explanation from another
place, | joined them to his words - though these were justa
few things....

| also saw fit to write at the beginning of every Torah portion
(Seder) a few "appetizers" (Parperaot) consisting of
Gematriot and the reasons for the Masoretic notations - in
order to draw out the heart.
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The Method
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Genesis 1:1
In the Beginning, God created the Heavens and the Earth -

There is a midrash (Bereishit Rabbah 1:14), that the reason why
[the Torah] opened with a "bet" and not with an "aleph", is
because the "bet" has a connotation of blessing ("B"rakha), and
"aleph" has a connotation of cursing ("A"rirah). The Holy
Blessed One, said: | will open with a "bet", with the language of
blessing - and would that it should be fulfilled!

Another possibility: Because of the two worlds that were
created: this world and the world to come.

Another possibility: Because of the two Torahs, the written
Torah, and the oral Torah - to teach you that the world was
created in the merit of the Torah and its learners.

“Bereishit” has the same letters as "Bayit Rosh" [="first house"],
meaning the first Temple, as it says (Jeremiah 17:12) "An
honorable throne, exalted from the beginning, the place of our
Temple."

Another possibility: The [same Hebrew] letters as "Alef’
B'Tishrei" [="1st of Tishrei"], which was when the world was
created.

Another possibility: The same letters as “Bara Shtei” [="Created
Two”], because God created two Torahs.

Another possibility: The same letters as "Yirei Shabbat" [="Awe
of the Sabbath"], to tell you that the world was created in the
merit of Shabbat.

Another possibility: The [same Hebrew] letters as "Brit Aish"
[="Covenant of Fire"], that in the merit of "covenant", which is
circumcision, and in the merit of fire, which is the Torah, we will
be saved from the judgement of Gehinnom.

Another interpretation: The [same Hebrew] letters as "Briat
Yesh" [="Creation of something/310"], for 310 worlds were
created for every righteous individual.
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"Bereishit Bara": Has the gematria of: "On Rosh Hashanah (the
world) was created."

Another possibility: “Bereishit” Has the gematria of, "Formed
with the Torah", because the world was created because of the
Torah which is called "Reishit," primary.

Another possibility: The gematria of, "Six Orders [of the
Mishnah]".

Another possibility: The gematria of, "Israel is chosen among
the nations", and also the gematria of, "Formed with 613", for
God created the world for the sake of Israel keeping the 613
commandments.

"Bereishit”: As an acronym: Created (1) firmament (1), land (K),
heavens (W), sea (), abyss (D).

Another possibility: It stands for: From the Beginning (1),
Foresaw (1), God (X), That They Would Accept (V), Israel (?),
The Torah (N).

“BereishiT BarA ElohiM” - the ending letters form, “EMeT,”
[“Truth”]. This teaches that the Holy Blessed One created the
world with Truth - as it says (in Psalms 119:160), “The beginning
of Your word is truth.”
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Highlights
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Exodus 20:13

Do not murder - This is the sixth commandment, and it
contains six letters, to tell you that the Human Being was
created on the sixth day.
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Exodus 27:20

And you, command - Moses is never mentioned by name in
this portion, whereas he is mentioned in every parshah since
he was born for the rest of the Torah (until Deuteronomy). The
reason is that he said to God, “Erase me from Your
Book.”(Exodus 32:32) And even though Moses had only said
this conditionally, the curse of a sage, even if uttered
conditionally, is fulfilled.

Other commentators say it was because this is about the
clothing of the High Priest for Aaron, and originally, Moses
himself had been slated to be the High Priest. So mentioning
his name while talking about the clothing might have caused
him anguish - for they were originally meant for him, and then
were taken away from him.
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Genesis 38:15

[Judah took her] for a prositute - This word (N)1r) appears
twice in Tanakh. Here, and (in Isaiah 1:21), “How has she
become like a prostitute (NNT2).” Just as Tamar was disgraced
and in the end was glorified, so will Jerusalem come in the
end to glory, as it says (in Zekhariah 2:9), “l will be Glory init.”
And that is what it means (in Song of Songs 7:8), “Your stately
form (or, “your rise”) is like a palm tree (tamar).”
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Curious Cases
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Genesis 23:2

And to cry for her - The small "kaf" signifies that Abraham
cried, but not too much, because she was already elderly.
Alternatively, because she caused her own death when she
passed judgment for her own deeds onto another (Talmud

Rosh Hashanah 16b) and therefore was punished first. And one
does not eulogize someone who intentionally commits suicide.
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Rosh Hashanah 16b

Rabbi Avin said: Anyone who passes a case against another to
God is punished first, as it is stated: “And Sarai said to Abram: My
anger be upon you; | have given my maid into your bosom, and
when she saw that she had conceived, | was despised in her eyes;
let the Lord judge between me and you” (Genesis 16:5), and it is
written afterward: “And Abraham came to mourn for Sarah and to

weep for her” (Genesis 23:2).
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Deuteronomy 24:5-6

(5) When a man has taken a bride, he shall not go out
with the army or be assigned to it for any purpose; he
shall be exempt one year for the sake of his household,
to give happiness to the woman he has married.

(6) He must not take in pawn a hand-mill or a millstone,
for that would be taking someone’s life in pawn.

He must not take in pawn a hand-mill or a millstone -
this is an abbreviated verse, for it fails to tell us who the
subject is. It is the creditor, who after the loan is
overdue, wants to secure his loan with some collateral.
But by way of drash, the words flow better, because it
refers back above, to the directive for the newlywed
husband to devote himself to making his bride happy -
do not take this in pawn! Meaning, do not withhold sex
from her as collateral, as if he was just “grinding.”
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Deuteronomy 13:2-6

If there arises in your midst a prophet or a dreamer,
who gives you a signh or a wonder.

If there arises in your midst - “B’kirb’kha” (324) has the
gematria of: “This is the woman.” (324)
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Sifrei Devarim 83:3

"in your midst" - to include a woman.

1221,/ and her son. (63)

Tur on the Torah, translated and annotated by Eliayhu Munk (2005)

There is a bracket by the publisher in my edition that calls attention to a gematria our author left out
of his commentary: X2) /prophet, (63) are shown to have the same numerical value as the word

(.7"nn . TAR 2N 'MynY .N1al 'Monaa X1 :0Y 10N1 1ANAN 1127 7Y NIRMLVNA 'Y .NNAN)

The author did publish the other half of this, i.e. that the word 727p2 is equivalent in numerical
value (324) of the words NWNNT “this is the woman,” i.e. the woman experiencing the immaculate
conception, who gave birth to the founder of Christianity who was halachically a Jew. Clearly, the
author, living as he did in Christian Spain in the 14th century where the Inquisition held sway, did
not want to expose himself to the accusation by the Inquisition that he had labeled that man as a
false prophet. Chumash editions printed in predominantly Christian countries either omit the
author’s comment on this verse altogether or present it in an entirely unintelligible form i.e. that the
numerical value of the word 721p2=the numerical value of the word 11. Ed.
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Birkat Asher (R. Asher Wassertheil, Israel 1922-2008), on
Deuteronomy 13:2

In my humble opinion, itis unreasonable to assume that
the Ba’al HaTurim tried to find a hint here in the Torah
referring to that man.
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