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\ MEN WHO BURN BOOKS 

THE TE1\ PIE 
October 31, 1965 

Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver 

One of the platitudes of modern conversation is that religion is 

unsettled and frightened by scientific advance and by any change in 

the philosophic climate. Spinoza's excommunication is cited usually 

as the prototype of ecclesiastic repression. Spinoza's trial is set 

alongside the trials of Gallileo and Bruno, the Index and Inquisition, 

the tribulations of the Pilgrim fathers and of Ann Hutchinson and 

Roger Williams as proof of a pattern of clerical suppression. It is 

true that many religious bodies have 8. long and unfortunate history 

of censorship and Watch and .'fard activity. Nor can we say that all 

such activity is medieval, over and done with. I read, just this last 

week, of five Baptist ministers in Binghampton, New York who protested 

to the local High School because its theatre was presentine "Inherit 

the Wind ." The ministers argued that this play ' s espousal of the doc

trine of evolution ran counter to Scripture, and, lo and behold, in 

this grand and glorious year of 1965, the eighth year of the space age, 

the play was cancelled. Newspaper reports emanating out of Rome tell 

of an abortive attempt by some liberal cardinals to do away with the 

Holy Office, the agency within the Roman Curia which has been responsible 

for the control of books and ideas. The point here is that their attempt 

was abortive • 

The vestiges of clerical thought control are still with us. As 

a Rabbi, and as an historian, I need not, even if I could, defend the 
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record of other religious institutions in the area of censorship. 

One of the unfortunate by-products of our ecumenical age has been 

a sloppy togetherness which has led many to assume that all religious 

organizations respond and act in the same way; that we have a single 

set of social ends and a single philosophy of how these ends shall be 

achieved. Nothing could be further from the truth. Each of the grand 

old faiths has its own set of priorities. Sometimes our priorities 

clash and are quite opposite. To cite only the case in point; classical 

Christianity, in both its Catholic and Protestant forms, always has lim

ited rather narrowly man's philosophic options. Christianity, through 

confession and council decision, time and again has set out black on 

white its world view, its philosophic attitude, and even the logical 

system to which believers must subscribe. The profession of correct 

belief is an integral and essential element in the Christian drama of 

salvation . We Jews have traditionally been far more tolerant in the 

aree.s of philosophy and creed. There were many valid theological 

approaches to Judaism and the Rabbis were given great leeway and freedom 

in their choice of approach. In all of our history I know of no synod, 

no council, no group of Rabbis or congregations who banded together and 

said 11You must subscribe to the views of Galileo", or "You must deey the 

Newtonian theories", or "You must subscribe to Aristotelian logic or some 

other philosophy. Only if you do, only if you argue your faith in these 

terms can you be a good Jew·" We Jews, of course, had our particular in

structions. Woe betide the Rabbi who set himself against the concensus 

in a matter of cormnunal discipline. When it came to practice, we drew 
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the line. But in matters of thought and metaphysical speculation, 

Judaism has a remarkable record of tolerance. I know of no Rabbi 

who ever faced down any scholar and insisted that he accept a par

ticular view; t hat he deny, for instance, that the world was round; 

that he deny, for instance, that the sun is the center of the planetary 

system or that he deny that the theory of evolution was in fact, fact. 

What then shall we make of the Spinoza affair? It is unique -

the exception that proves the rule. What explanation can we give? 

History provides an explanation derived from the realities of minor-

ity status. Spinoza was one of the brilliant generation of Dutch 

philosophers who taught deism and pantheism. Spinoza taught of a God 

who was and a God who is but who can have no immediate contact with 

man. Spinoza's God did not listen to prayer nor answer prayer; and 

most crucially, Spinoza's God could not have had an only begotten 

son. Spinoza and the other pantheists drew to themselves a large 

number of disciples; and the divines of the Dutch Reformed Church, 

who saw confusion and disbelief being sown among their congregations, 

brought pressure on the Jewish congregation to silence the most brilli

ant exponent of these new doctrines. The Synagogues of the sixteenth 

century in Holland were made up largely of Jews who but a generation 

before had fled from the horror of the Spanish Inquisition. These 

Synagogues were not prepared to stand against the will of the religious 

leaders of the one community which offered asylum. Recently, historians 

have been studying again the details of the Spinoza episode. Unfortunately, 

their work has been hampered by the adamant refusal of the remnants of 
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the Sephardic congregation of Amsterdam to release the records of the 

two confrontations between Spinoza and the Kehillah. Proof again, if 

proof be needed, that one suppression, even if it is buried in the dim 

past, leads to another, till even today, a community is afraid to re

veal events which occured three hundred years ago. 

Reading this literature, my interest was peaked by another in

stance of Jewish thought control. History tells us that in the year 

1232, in the small walled-city of Montpellier in the Province of 

Southern France, a Papal Inquisition, led by Dominician monks, whose 

job it was to censor heresy and preserve orthodoxy, put the torch 

to the philosophic works of Moses Maimonides at the request of three 

Rabbis of that cormnunity, Solomon ben Abraham, David ben Saul, and 

Jonah Gerondi by name. We, who call ourselves the people of the book, 

have been remarkably respectful of the book and, indeed, of all books 

throughout our history. This episode is the only known incident in 

which Jews sought the destruction of books. No Jewish book ever bore 

a Jewish Nihil 0bstat, an official certificate that it was free from 

religious and doctrinal error. We have respected the Word. We have 

respected the written word. We have respected the thoughtful word, 

whether it be in Scripture or in any literature. How then, explain 

this one falling from grace. 

The familiar retelling of this episode is as follows: Moses 

~aimonides was the pre-eminent genius among medieval Rabbis. Around 

the year of 1198 or 1200, Maimonides completed the third and the last 

volume of his philosophic masterpiece - The Guide to the Perplexed. 

Maimonides lived most of his adult life in Egypt. The young Jews of 
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Egypt, the brightest among them, as the brightest of their young Arab 

compatriots routinely were taught by their tutors, the sum and sub

stance of Greek philosophy and Greek science. They read .Aristotle, 

Plato, and Hippocrates, and their own philosophers Avicenna and Averroes 

based their systems on this legacy. They were familiar with the in

tricacies of Greek thought. This thought was second nature to them 

and inevitably it raised questions as to the truth of their Moslem 

or Jewish tradition. How, for instance, could the Bible speak of a 

creation in time? Had not Aristotle taught, and Aristotle was the 

ma.ster philosopher, that matter is eternal. If God, they asked, is all 

wise, all knowing as the philosophers insist, and indeed as the Bible 

insists, how can religion insist that man has freedom of will? Must 

not God know man's choice of good or evil even before he makes it? 

Tradition, Muslim and Jewish, promised a glorious reward for the good 

man and a paradise beyond ., but the philosophers insisted that the 

world beyond was af a purely spiritual nature. God is pure being. 

God is pure spirit. How then, can the Bible speak of God as talking 

directly to Moses and to the Prophets? These were the questions 

routinely raised by the brightest of the Jew.sh youth of Egypt. These 

questions required an answer. Moses Maimonides wrote his three vol-

u.rnes of philosophy in defense of his faith to show what was the most 

profound teaching of scripture and how, in fact, this deepest and truest 

of scriptural meanings was wholly congruent with the best of Greek thought. 

There was no argument between science and religion, between philosophy 

and religion, in fact they taught a single truth - they only approached 
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it from different angles. Such was Maimonides• fame that within two 

years after the comoletion of the Guide ... it had been translated from 

Arabic into Hebrew and it had been transported from the eastern reaches 

of the Mediterranean, west to Spain and to southern France. France had 

a quite different cul~ural climate than Egypt. In Egypt men read Aristotle. 

In France there were probably not half a dozen men who had ever opened 

a single page of Aristotle. Egypt had just passed the climax of the 

long and brilliant .Arab medieval civilization. France was just emerg-

ing from the darkest of the Dark Ages. Maimonides brought answers to 

the questions raised by Aristotle. In Marseilles and Montpellier men 

had not even heard of the questions. Students read the questions which 

Maimonides stated in order to answer, and they raised these questions 

to their teachers and many of these lacked the philosophical background 

to provide decent answers. There was great confusion. There was a 

certain sowing of disbelief. 

Let me give you a modern analogy. In 1953 the Missionary University 

in Tokyo invited the famed European Protestant theologian Emil Brunner 

to deliver a series of lectures. I was privileged to attend. The audi

ence was composed largely of U.S.Army chaplains and Arnerican mission

aries, decent young men and women, but academically innocent. Brunner's 

philosophy is based on the newest insights in psychology, in sociology 

and in philosophic thought. He is one of the most orthodox of the cur

rent crop of Protestant theologians,yet I remember leaving that hall 

and overhearing the conversations of these chaplains. They wondered about 

Brunner• s orthodoxy. Was he not preaching and teaching heresy? How 

could he believe this and that? They misinterpreted the bulk of his 
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teaching, lacking the learning with which to digest it - lacking 

even an understanding of t he problems with which he was wrestling. 

So it was with the Guide for the Perplexed. In France it did not 

guide men from their confusions but into confusion. Our histories 

tell us that there were a number of Rabbis who would not brook patient

ly t his kind of dissent and the most fanatic of these, Solomon, David 

and Jonah, whom I have cited, finally denounced The Guide For the Perplexed 

to the heresy hunters in their city arrl it was burned by church author-

ity. 

So goes the history. Frankly, the fact that it stands out as 

a unique episode makes it suspect. I began to wonder whether, in 

fact, these Rabbis would have acted in this way. I had read the liter

ature of the period. I knew the caliber of the men who were Rabbis in 

t his age and they were not obscurantists, nor fundamentalists nor fanatic. 

They were decent people al though la.eking the Aristotelian disciplines. 

I began to research the literature. I asked myself whence came the first 

report that these men, in fact, did denounce The Guide •.•• to the In

quisition? I found to my surprise that the first report of this act was 

not made in Montpellier, nor in the month and year of the burning of 

the book, but several months later and by a traveler six hundred miles 

distant. To understand the importance of this fact you must understand 

the cr:i.me of Malchinut. Malchinut is the crime of treachery. It is 

the crime of denouncing a fellow Jew to Christian authorities or of 

denouncing to Christians the teachings of our faith. Malchinut was a 

capital offense. Malchinut 1s treason jeopardized the safety of an en

tire Jewish community. At the very least, MalchinF-t. would expect vilifi

cation and excommunication, his name would be erased from every communal 
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record and every document. No one would dare base an argument on a 

Malchin's opinion. Yet, I discovered t hat each of these Rabbis, 

whom history l abeled a Malchin, was, in fact, cited as a competent 

and dependable authority long after the event. Imagine if Benedict 

Arnold were cited by a nineteenth century jurist in support of his 

constitutional views and you will have the improbable situation 

which I found. There was more. I found that one of these men, Jonah 

Gerondi, was appointed twenty years later to the most influential 

and important pulpit in all of Europe, that of the illustrious Aljaman 

of Toledo. Imagine, if you will, Benedict Arnold being elected the 

second president of the United States. It simply was not probable. 

These men were declared innocent on the testimony of their contem

poraries. Our history had been written largely on the basis of one 

ma.n's hearsay, which no one had bothered to check carefully. Frank

ly, I felt that I had performed a Mitzvah by freeing the memory of 

these three men from the cloud of disrepute and dishonor which had hung 

over them lo these many years. 

Now what actually happened? I discovered that in Montpellier 

in the twelve hundred and thirties, there was an adtive and fanatic 

Catholic Inquisition busy impounding foreign ideas before they could 

enter Europe and contaminate Christendom. This was a century in which 

the culture of Greece, translated and refined by the Syrians and es

pecially by the Arabs and the Jews, was being transhipped into Europe, 

which had heretofore known nothing of Aristotle and of his successors 

and predecessors. Churchmen in Montpellier, which was close to the 
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sea coast,had set themselves up as custom officers to see that none 

of this literature would come into Europe because all of it, they 

believed, sowed confusion. Maimonides' Guide to the Perplexed was 

cast into the flames along with Aristotle, along with Avicenna, along 

with Avveroees - as another dan gerous and suspect tome. 

There is a paradox here worth noting. Within fifty years of 

the ~urning of these books, the Catholic Church would turn around and 

declare the doctrines of Aristotle pre-eminent. Through the work of 

Thomas Aquinas, Arisotelian philosophy was declared to be the only 

adequate undergirding of Christian thought, and, indeed, it has remained 

so almost to our day. There is a second paradox worth noting. Again 

within fifty years, the Pope would give to the Jewish Community of Rome 

a certificate which stated that he or some of his cardinals had read 

Maimonides' Guide to the Perplexed, and that with one or two exceptions 

they had found this book to be helpful to anyone who would adopt a seri

ous and advanced faith. 

Now to unravel one historical riddle, is to expose another. A 

second question inevitably comes to mind. Why did this traveler, eight 

hundred miles away from Montpellier believe, on hearsay evidence, or con

ceive the idea that Solomon, David and Jonah had denounced the Guide to 

the Inquisition? An answer is readily available. For some yeaxs before 

1232 Solomon and his two younger disciples had been busy seeking to re

move The Guide .•• from general circulation among Jews, to see to it that 

it was chained to a reserved book shelf from which it could be taken 

only by graduate rabbinic students; men who would know what Maimonides 

was seeking to do; men who had had the constancy of faith not to be 
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unsettled by the questions that Maimonides raised. Solomon's 

activity has been described as fanatic, bigoted, obscuretist. I 

doubt it. Unfortunately, Solomon and David have left us little by 

way of a literary inheritance, but such as we possess show us decent, 

honest men, honorable, if timid in their intellectual horizons. Jonah, 

on the other hand, has left us a rich literature and as I read it I 

found a. man who was not only wise and tolerant, a keen moralist and 

fine preacher, but a man who wa.s at least aware of most of the phil

osophic currents of his day. As I read more of the literature I 

found that some of the Rabbis of Spain were men who were fully grounded 

in the Greek thought and yet agreed with Solomon that these books should 

be ta.ken out of general circulation. If he was not a simple-minded fanatic 

what was the basis for Solomon's activity? The answer, I believe., is to 

be found in a crisis of survival which faced the Jewish conmuni ty. The 

Jewish cormnunities of Spain and of southern France led a rather tranquil 

and settled existence in the tenth, eleventh, twelfth and early thirteenth 

centuries. Then their world opened up under them. These years just 

before the burning of the book, were the years of the Catholic reconquest 

of Spain. These were the years in which a brutal suppression of Provencal 

civilization by the Catholic Church, the so-called Albigensian Crusade, 

undercut and destroyed a thriving and humane civilization in southern 

France and eastern Spain. This was the age of the militant church, belliger

ent in its theology, belligerent in its missionary activity. In 1215 

another Vatican council, not unlike the present one in structure, but quite 

unlike it in spirit, the fourth Lateran, ordered that every Jew must, here

after, wear upon his garments a yellow badge of shame. Jews were ordered 
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by that same council of 1215 to cease and desist from all cultural 

and social contact with their Christian neighbors and to open their 

synagogues once 8 week to a Christian missionary who would address 

the congregA.tion. It was a command performance and a fine opportunity 

of a cleric to fish for souls. There were created at that time, 

especially in Spain, a number of schools, designed primarily to train 

Dominican and Francisician missionaries to catch the Jewish soul and 

bring it to the baptismal fount. Whom did they catch? They caught 

clever but not profound young men . Those who are quick to question 

but lazy about finding answers. Those who were eager to belong and 

careless of loyalties. Some of these too clever men became converts 

a.nd turned with vengence against the birth community. They spread 

terrible lies about the Jew. Some became teachers in the missionary 

schools. nd, so it was, that men of the caliber of Solomon sought 

to protect the Jewish conununity from itself. 1'1hat happened? 

Solomon failed, as all who seek to sup9ress knowledge, must 

fail. He failed to win the assent of the majority of the Jewish 

communities of the day. They said 'if you repress knowledge, if you 

seek to suppress as fine a book as is The Guide to the Perplexed 

by as fine and pious a man as Maimonides, you will unleash far worse 

devils than any that now stalk across the land' . The Jewish community 

is imperiled, it must protect itself, but suppression is not the way. 

The issue was never resolved. The tragedy of 1232 taught the Jewish 

connnunities that they could not afford a battle between free speechers 

on one side and suppressionists on the other. There was a far greater 
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danger without, a violent c~urch a violent community seeking to 

destroy the very existence of the Jewish corrnunity and Judaism. 

Ju aism in southern France and Spain fell to the elemental business 

of survival. Such is the history. 

Has this history any meanin ~? I .em not one who believes that 

history repeats itself. Our world is uite ano her world from th t 

medieval w 11 d-in, narrow, religiously turbulent ·world of the twelfth 

a d thirteenth ce 1turies. Thank God tha it is . But I wonder if every 

rrbbi does not at one ime or another, fa.ce the? edicamen of Solomon. 

After all , what sh 11 we teach in the curricul m of our religio s schools? 

Shall we teach only tha.t wtich is wholesome, self-evident in the Jewish 

traditioh, or must we not play the devil's advocate and raise the ques

tions as to the efficacy of pra er, as to the reliability of Scripture, 

as to the meaning of the ancient prayer form la, which will ~e r~ised 

by philosophy courses and by the general culture? Our instinctive 

answer is that we must show our young people the depth and the sophistica

tion and the subtlety and the modernity of Judaism to guide them from 

their ~erplexi ties. But, what shall we do with the young people, a d 

there are many of them, who lack a philosophic turn of. ind, whose minds 

cannot grasp conceptual thoughts? How many questions shall be raised 

and what kind of answ rs shall we r ive? 

I wo~der if each us as par nts does ot face the oredicam nt 

of Solomon? e raise our yo people in wholesomeness, we t Pel them 

to be well-behaved ad to be well-mannered ad then they le ve home and 

they€ome back unshaven, unkem_ t, pro hets of the most extreme doctrines. 

e hardly recognize them. Most of us, I believe, are tempted to play 

Solomon to attack and damn every element in our modern society which has 
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led to this beatnik, this strange almost unrecognizable young 

man and young woman - the theatre of the absurd, existentialist, 

philosophy, the marches and the counter marches, the picketing 

and the placarding. We make vacati on time a lecture and fineer

pointing session. We tell them what we think of what they are 

doin · and that if they do not straighten up, their future will be 

ruined. And of course, we only succeed in driving them further 

into their passion. If Solomon's concern has any meaning, it must 

lead us to the understandin that reason must be its own remedy. 

That we must somehow have faith in the mystical power of truth. 

ow morality is not an infinitely plastic thing. When our 

young people or anyone violates what we consider to be right, we 

have our own judgments to make. Religion is not an infinitely plastic 

thing. Judaism is not all things to all men. Judaism cannot accept 

all that is reported today as philosophical, or as believable . But 

must we not go out and understand the world to which these young people 

are reacting? Must we not at least winnow the wheat from the chaff, 

grasp the questions that they are asking, talk, debate, engage in 

dialogue not monologue, help these young people and ourselves come to 

a fuller and wiser understanding of the meaning of life . 

/1. .J ·i :> f Come now and let us reason together . 

This was the good advice of the prophet of Israel. This is the advice 

of Solomon's history. I give it to you again this morning as good advice. 

Amen. 
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