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An epistle from our revered teacher Maimon ben Yosef,
written in the city of Fez in the year 1,471 to the
Seleucid era [=1160]. He sent it to one of our brethren
to provide relief and consolation to distressed souls
who are in pain on account of the evils of the exile and
suffer on account of the remoteness of the salvation, its
promises and expectations, and who are persecuted
day and night and are slain in sanctification of His name
by performing His commandments.
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Know that it has already been clarified and proven in the prophetic writings, rabbinic
commentaries, and communal traditions—a veritable and immutable truth—that God
has foreknowledge of all that will come to pass; that He changes nothing; that He does
not esteem something and subsequently disparage it. It is man, however, who lacks
hidden knowledge, who is variable, who first desires something and subsequently
rejects it, first esteem sit and later denigrates it...

He, however, is unlike this. He saw fit to choose a particular nation to be His, elevated it,
favored it and drew it near to Him in an unprecedented manner. We understand that He
had foreknowledge of them; that they would serve Him and keep His commandments
from start to finish and any interruptions [in that worship] are merely transitory and not
lasting.

Just as a healthy person grows steadily to stability, stays that way for a while, and will
later succumb to weakness and illness that damage his health and alter his appearance
may look as though he was never healthy at all—eventually his health will steadily
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Therefore, we are obliged to trust in God and
have faith in Him; not to doubt His promises
just as we do not doubt His existence; not to
fear that He might reject us because He has
promised to keep us close [at times of anger as
well as in times of contentment].

Let not the seeming advantages of other
nations—their longevity, numerical superiority,
deeds and plans—frighten us, because we trust
in God and believe in His promises. Even if they
are ruling over us with a heavy hand; even if
they subjugate us and oppress us; even if we
suffer day and night...

Despite all this, we must be firm in our trust
and hope...




The impetus for Maimonides to write Igeret HaShmad was that a particular rabbi living
outside Spain wrote a letter condemning the Spanish Jewish community for converting
to Islam. The letter was written in response to a question by a secret Spanish Jew on
the status of forced Jewish converts to Islam. The rabbi showed insensitivity to the
Jewish situation in Spain and failed to express sympathy and encouragement.

The rabbi wrote that belief in Islam and its teachings is considered idolatry. Therefore, a
Jew who is forced to convert to Islam is first obligated to give up their life rather than
convert. Failure to do so renders the person an apostate, excommunicated from the
Jewish community, unfit to testify in a Jewish court of law and invalid to be a witness in
a marriage or divorce. This is the case even where the person secretly practices Judaism
at home.

Furthermore, he wrote, if one entered a Mosque, even without praying, that person is
considered an apostate. If, after attending prayers in a Mosque, one prays to G-d at
home, the prayers are despised, hypocritical and considered a sin. In conclusion, he
wrote, every Jew is obligated to give up his life rather than accept Islam.
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contemporary of mine' inquired regarding this persecution®
in which he is forced to confess that that man® is God’s
messenger and that he is a true prophet. He addressed his
query to one whom he calls a sage* and who was not touched by the
tribulations of most of the Jewish communities in this violence, may
it pass soon, and he wished to leam whether he should make the
confession in order not to die, although his children will be lost among
the gentiles, or should he die and not acknowledge what he demands,
seeing that in this way he does what he is required by the Torah of
Moses, and that the confession leads to the relinquishment of all the

commandments. >
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[ think it right to divide what | have to say on this subject into five
themes: 1. the class of the laws related to the time of forced conversion;
2. definitions of the desecration of God’s name and the punishment;
3. the ranks of those who die a martyr's death, and those who are
forcibly converted in a persecution; 4. how this persecution differs
from others, and what is to be done in relation to it; and 5. a discussion
of how advisable it is for one to be careful in this persecution, may

God soon put an end to it. Amen.
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Theme one, the distribution of the precepts during a time of duress,
is divided into three classes: A. One class of precepts, those concern-
ing idolatry, incest, and bloodshed, requires that whenever a person
is forced to violate any of them, he is at all times, everywhere, and
is obliged to die rather than transgress.!'' B. All the other command-
ments, any of which an oppressor may compel him to transgress, he
is to judge. If the tyrant does it for his personal satisfaction, be it a
time of persecution or not, privately or publicly, he may violate the
Torah and escape death.!'? Support of this procedure is found in the

of a persecution.''” C. If it is the aim of the oppressor to have him
transgress, it is for him to deliberate. If it is a time of persecution he
is to surrender his life and not transgress, whether in private or in
public, but if it is not, he should choose to transgress and not die if
it is in private, and to die if it is in public.''® This is how the sages
formulate it: When R. Dimi arrived he ruled in the name of R. Johanan
that even if it is not a time of persecution, he may transgress rather
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Profanation of God’s name is a grievous sin for which the inadvertent

sinner and the deliberate sinner are equally punished. The rabbis rule

is a more serious sin than any other. Neither the Day of Atonement,'*

nor suffering, nor repentance procures forgiveness. This is the dictum

As profanation of God’s name is a grievous sin, so is sanctification
of His name a most meritorious deed, for which one is generously
rewarded. Every Jewish individual is required to sanctify God’s name.
a person fulfills one of the commandments, and no other motive impels
him save his love of God and His service, he has publicly sanctified
God’s name.'* So also if he enjoys a good reputation he has sanctified
God’s name. The rabbis phrase it this way: “When a person has studied
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A person to whom God grants the privilege of ascending to this high
rank, in other words, to suffer a martyr’s death, even if he is as sinful
as Jeroboam ben Nebat and his associates,'® is surely one of the
members of the world-to-come, although he may not be learned.'*®

Now, if he did not surrender himself to death but transgressed under
duress and did not die, he did not act properly, and under compulsion
he profaned God’s name. However, he is not to be punished by any
of the seven means of retribution.'® Not a single instance is found in

by the Torah.'®® He is not dubbed a transgressor, nor a wicked man,
nor is he disqualified from giving testimony, unless he committed a
sin that disqualifies him from serving as a witness.'®* He simply did
not fulfill the commandment of sanctifying God’s name, but he can
under no circumstance be named a deliberate profaner of God’s name.'®

guilty.i"6 Even if he worships idols under duress his soul will not be
- cut off, and he is certainly not executed by court order. This principle -



Theme four deals with the difference between this persecution and
others, and what a person should do. Remember that in all the diffi-
culties that occurred in the time of the sages, they were compelled to
violate commandments and to perform sinful acts. The Talmud lists
the prohibitions, that they may not study Torah, that they may not
circumcise their sons,'” and that they have intercourse with their
wives when they are ritually unclean.'” But in this persecution they
are not required to do anything but say something, so that if a man
wishes to fulfill the 613 commandments'” secretly'™ he can do so.
He incurs no blame for it, unless he set himself without compulsion
to desecrate the Sabbath, although no one forced him.'”” This com-
pulsion imposes no action, only speech. They'™ know very well that
we do not mean what we say, and that what we say is only to escape
the ruler’s punishment and to satisfy him with this simple confession.



Anyone who suffered martyrdom in order not to acknowledge the apos-
tleship of “that man,”'™ the only thing that can be said of him is that

he has done what is good and proper, and that God holds great reward
in store for him. His position is very high, for he has given his life for

the sanctity of God, be He exalted and blessed. But if anyone comes

to ask me whether to surrender his life or acknowledge, I tell him to
confess and not choose death. However, he should not continue to live
in the domain of that ruler.'® He should stay home and not go out,
and if he is dependent on his work let him be the Jew in private.
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