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Maimonides’ Letter on Martyrdom 

 

 

 The letter is referring to a "contemporary" of Maimonides, but the wider target is all the 

Jews who lived under Almohad rule under the time of the persecution at hand, and – it 

became – all Jews in general. It is written as a reaction to a rabbi, who answered the 

"contemporary" originally, an answer that Maimonides clearly did not agree with, and so he 

felt the need to refute the answer the rabbi gave and form one himself. The subject is how 

Jews should deal with the persecution at hand, a forced conversion to Islam. The 

"contemporary" Jew asks the rabbi "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."1 

The Jews who are living under Almohad rule in what is part of the Iberian Peninsula and 

Northern Africa (mainly modern Spain and Morocco), are witnessing harsh conditions 

enforced upon them by the rulers, mainly through forced conversions. The Jews have three 

choices, to convert to Islam, to flee or to accept martyrdom. 

The rabbi, Maimonides' opponent in this question, is an unknown rabbi, who was asked by a 

Jew, what would be the correct thing to do under these circumstances. The Jew, who only 

sees two options, are focusing on either to feign conversion, which would mean that there 

was a risk that the children of the Jews would accept Islam upon them for real, and become 

part of the gentile nations, or to stand strong on their faith and accept martyrdom. 

 The rabbi apparently agrees with the Jew, that there only are these two choices, and to him 

the choice of martyrdom is the only right one, leaving all those who does not choose 

martyrdom as sinners. And not only have that, but double sinners, since all the 

commandments they may fulfill afterwards, only strengthened to their original sin of 

accepting Islam.  

 The problem, when it comes to explaining the rabbi's position to the Jews, is that we only 

know about from Maimonides' reaction to him, so we cannot be absolutely sure that we 

know his position truly. But given the circumstances we have to accept this fact, and accept 

Maimonides' representation of his views, though not necessarily Maimonides' views on him 

as a person. Therefore this representation of the rabbi's view on the Jews will be solely 

based on Maimonides' representation of it, and the reader should be aware of this 

circumstance. 

 We find out that the rabbi holds the view that whoever acknowledges the apostleship of 

Muhammad has disavowed God.2 In this matter there is no difference on he who does it 

volunteering or him who is forced to do it. This he bases on various verses in the Babylonian 
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 Iggeret HaShmad, chapter one, first paragraph. 
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 Ibid, third paragraph. 
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Talmud, for example Nedarim 28a and Kiddushin 40a, which teaches that "whoever 

professes idolatry is as if he denied the whole Torah". 

 Furthermore Maimonides quotes him, as saying; "Whoever utters that confession3 is a 

gentile, though he fulfills the entire Law publicly and privately."4 This mirrors what 

Maimonides' tells about his opinion in the third paragraph. Maimonides continues to quote 

him; "If one of the forced converts enters one of their houses of worship, even if he does not 

say a word, and he then goes home and offers his prayers, this prayer is charged against him 

as an added sin and transgression." This, according to Maimonides, the rabbi supports with 

the Biblical verse: "For My people have done a twofold wrong",5 which by Rabbinic 

interpretation is understood as Jews who committed both idolatry and worshipped God.6 

Furthermore the rabbi asserts that anyone who confesses that Muhammad is a prophet is a 

wicked man, and then is disqualified by scripture from serving as a witness.7 

 It seems that the rabbi wrote a long - and according to Maimonides, too long – letter8, with 

many points that were not directly relevant for the question at hand. He uses proves from 

various commandments, for example "contradicted witnesses"9, one does not respect his 

parents10, and the laws of Tzitzit11, as well as recounting that the Muslims have erected idols 

in Mecca and other places, and that Muhammad killed 24,000 Jews,12 probably to 

strengthen his case that no Jew should acknowledge the apostleship of Muhammad, no 

matter the cost. Furthermore the rabbi rules that he, who openly acts like a gentile, is 

indeed a gentile, even if he acts like a Jew in secret.13 And it could seem, from Maimonides' 

reaction, that the primary focus of the rabbi, is that he who prays to God after 

acknowledging the apostleship of Muhammad, will receive no reward for it, but actually 

instead will be sinning.14 

 So to sum up the opinion of the rabbi, asked how he considers whether a Jew should 

succumb to the forced conversions or accept martyrdom, the answer of the rabbi is that the 

Jews should accept martyrdom, and everyone who does not and instead acknowledge the 

apostleship of Muhammad, even if forced to it, is considered a gentile and a wicked person, 

who is cut off from Israel. To further strengthen his case, he compares to the practice of the 

heretics and the Christian, who – when faced with forced conversion – rather choose 

martyrdom than to succumb, something that in the eyes of the rabbi only enforces the 

demand of the Jews to do the same. The rationale seems to be that when even the heretics 

and Christians will go so far as to choose martyrdom, so much more should the Jews do it. 
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 The "confession" is the Muslim declaration that there is no God but Allah, and that Muhammad is 

His prophet. 
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 Maimonides has two approaches in the letter, one towards the rabbi's answer, and one 

towards his own answer. The first three parts of the letter is basically a refutation of the 

rabbi's view, proving that preexisting examples of Jews turning to idol worship, was dealt 

with differently than the rabbi's approach. Hence Maimonides presents the well known 

example of the Jewish people's rebellions to God in the Jewish Bible,15 as well as presenting 

two examples of big Sages doing what could be understood as idol worship and heresy.16 

Furthermore he presents the reader to three examples of sinners, Ahab son of Omri, Eglon, 

king of Moab, and Esau, that were forgiven and even given reward, despite their great sins.17 

 The refutation of Maimonides is very insightful. First he refutes the rabbi's argumentation of 

the wrong in acknowledging Muhammad, by proving that he does not differ between one 

who chooses to do idolatry volunteering and who is forced to do so, for example when he 

writes: 

 "This 'clear-headed man' evidently sees no difference between one who does not observe 

the Shabbat out of the fear of the sword and one who does not observe it because he does 

not wish to."18 

 Maimonides differs. For him the confession is empty if it is done by the end of the sword. 

Also the rabbi's comparison with the heretics and the Christians is refuted by Maimonides. 

He asks rhetorical that "if an idol-worshiper burns his son and daughter to his object of 

worship, do we even more certainly have to set fire to ourselves for service to God?"19 For 

Maimonides this proves his suspicions that the rabbi indeed does not know what he is 

talking about: 

 "Considering that he began by finding support in something irrelevant to his argument, and 

concluded by approving the thinking of heretics and Christians, I decided that God's 

judgment is right: his talk begins as silliness and ends as disastrous madness."20 

 Maimonides find this an opportunity to make a statement, that a person who wants to 

share a point of view publicly, has to rehearse and try that point of view up to four times, 

but if it is a legislation, then it should be tried a "thousand times", before it is made publicly, 

something that the rabbi – in the eyes of Maimonides – clearly did not do: 

 "He reduced all this important advice to writing, and did not think it necessary to prepare a 

first draft and then revise it. Evidently he considered his remarks free from doubt, in no need 

of correction."21 

 For Maimonides this is a sin in itself that will bring no good with it. On the contrary, as he 

states it, the rabbi wrote these teachings and "handed them to someone who was to convey 
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them in every city and town, and in this way brought darkness into the heart of men. He sent 

darkness; it was very dark!22 " 

 Now that Maimonides have made it clear that he absolutely does not agree with the rabbi, 

he begins to explain why the conclusion of the rabbi does not hold water. First he focuses on 

the deep mistake of the approach to the Jews of the rabbi. That a man can talk so harsh to 

people in a situation like theirs has no basis in scripture according to Maimonides. As he 

states it: 

 "I shall now undertake to define the magnitude of the error that misled this poor wretch, 

and how he hurt himself unknowingly. He thought he was doing one kind deed, but instead 

became guilty of many wrongs, marshalling much irrelevant evidence, spouting words, and 

becoming the slave of his pen."23 

 Maimonides begins recounting the situation of the Israelites in Egypt, how they were fallen 

so low that even the circumcision was forgotten, only practiced by the Levites. It was not 

before the commandment for Passover was given that the ritual was again practiced. Yet, 

despite the people's low spiritual state, Moses was rebuked by God24 for insinuating that 

they would not believe in him.25 He continues with an account of a supposed dialog between 

Elijah and God, based on 1. Kings 19:10: 

 "Notwithstanding, when he was about to hurl accusations against Israel at Mt. Horeb, the following 

dialogue was carried on between God and him. God: Why are you here, Elijah? Elijah: I am moved by 

zeal for the Lord, the God of Hosts, for the Israelites have forsaken Your covenant. God: Is it your 

covenant by chance? Elijah: Torn down Your altars. God: Your altars perhaps? Elijah: And put Your 

prophets to the sword. God: But you are alive!? Elijah: I alone am left, and they are out to take my life 
26

God: Instead of hurling accusations against Israel, would it not have been more reasonable to direct 

them against the gentile nations? They have maintained a house of prostitution, a house of idol 

worship, and you plead against Israel!" 

 Elijah was upset about the state of the people, who willingly succumbed to idol worship, but 

yet God did not accept his rebuking of the people. Also Isaiah was punished for his attacks 

on the people, who also as his time had sunk to a low spiritual level. His punishment for 

stating that the people were a people of "unclean lips"27 was the death of the hands of 

Manasseh.28 Finally Maimonides recounts about the angel29 that accused the High priest 

Joshua for the marriage between some of his descendants and some non-Jewish women, 

who was rebuked by God for doing this.30 
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 These examples mentioned by Maimonides is supposed to counter the rabbi's rebuking of 

the Jews, by showing that when even these great figures were not allowed to rebuke the 

people, even in circumstances where the people certainly had deserved it, then who is the 

rabbi to do it under these circumstances, where the people is under force to acknowledge 

the apostleship of Muhammad?  

 

As said earlier the letter has two general parts, the first consisting of the first three chapters, 

where he deals with the refutation of the rabbi's answer, and the second part, consisting of 

the fourth chapter, where he outlines his own answer to the question at hand. 

 His answer is dealt with in five themes: 

1. The class of laws related to the time of forced conversion. 

2. Definitions of the desecration of God's Name and the punishments related to it. 

3. The ranks of those who die as a martyr, and those who are forcibly converted during 

a time of persecution. 

4. How the present persecution31 differs from others earlier persecutions and what is 

to be done in relation to it. 

5. A discussion of how advisable it is for one to be careful in the present persecution. 

 

The first theme, the class of laws related to the time of forced conversions, is split up in 

three classes: 

1. Laws concerning idolatry, incest, and bloodshed. 

2. Forced transgressions based on the oppressor's benefit. 

3. Forced transgressions forced by the oppressor to make the Jew sin, with no benefit 

for the oppressor. 

1: If one is forced to break any of the commandments related to idolatry, incest, or 

bloodshed, he is to accept death rather than transgress. There are no exceptions to this 

ruling.  

2: All other commandments that the Jew is forced to transgress, and it is for the benefit for 

the oppressor, the Jew is to transgress and not chose death. 

3: All other commandments that the Jews is forced to transgress, and there is no benefit 

whatsoever for the oppressor, the Jew should always accept death if it is in public32. If it is in 

private he is allowed to transgress if it is not in a time of persecution, but if it is in a time of 

persecution, he must accept death. 

 As is seen the first theme deals with the background for the forced transgressions and how 

to deal with them. There are three groups of commandments that are not allowed to 
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transgress under any circumstances, namely the ones dealing with idolatry33, incest, and 

bloodshed.  

 The rest of the commandments are dependent on the motive of the oppressor. If he forces 

the Jew to transgress in order to make the Jew sin, the way to react is dependent on 

whether it is done in public or in private, and whether it is during a time of persecution or 

not. 

 Maimonides uses two sources from the Babylonian Talmud for his decision in theme one, 
namely Tractate Yoma 82a, and Tractate Sanhedrin 74a-b. The background for the discussion 
in Yoma 82a, is the question of how to deal with a pregnant woman's cravings for food, 
which leads to the conclusion that nothing should be above the saving of lives, except – as is 
mentioned by Maimonides here – idolatry, incest, and bloodshed. Tractate Sanhedrin 74a-b 
lays basis for most of the discussion in theme one, both class two and three, as well as 
mentioning the same as Tractate Yoma 82a, that the commandments concerning idolatry, 
incest, and bloodshed may not be transgressed. Maimonides relates to the account of Ester, 
who accepted to be married to Ahasuerus, the Persian king, as an example where the Sages 
deem that transgression is accepted, since she did not do it for any other reason than for his 
benefit. Maimonides' decision reflects Rava's statement "When they demand it for their 
personal pleasure it is different." That is, when the oppressors demand the Jew to transgress 
and it is for their benefit, not to convert the Jews, then transgression is accepted. And 
Maimonides states that his view follows that of Rava, also when it comes to class three, that 
the Jew should transgress, if the non-Jew wants him to transgress without benefitting from 
it. 
 

The second theme, definitions of the desecration of God's Name, is divided in two classes: 

1. General 

2. Particular 

The general class has two subdivisions, namely the commission of a sin for spite, and the 

commission of a sin for neglectfulness. The sin for spite is when a person does not desecrate 

the Name for pleasure or satisfaction, i.e., when he does not get anything out of it. If it is 

done in public, he profanes the Name.  

 The sin for neglectfulness is when a person does not improve his behavior, so people will 

hold a grudge against him. Even if the person has not committed a sin, he has still profaned 

the Name by his behavior. 

 The particular class is of two kinds, both connected to the learned or important person (e.g. 

a rabbi), a: when he does something that might be generally accepted, but he should be 

above it, e.g., when he buys something on credit. Though it is an accepted practice, he 

should still only buy what he can pay for, or b: when he behaves "disgustingly" in his way or 
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 One may ask himself if Islam is considered idolatry in Maimonides' eyes or not. Based on a swallow 
reading of the text here, it would seem that he thinks not, though he clearly does not think it right to 
convert to Islam, and neither does he think that Muhammad really is a prophet, even a lesser 
prophet. More to read and comment on this one it seems like. 
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relating to other people, e.g., when he treats people disrespectful, cheats in his business, 

and the like. 

 Many of the sources in the discussion of theme two is based on Biblical sources, such as 

Leviticus and Numbers, but most of it is again based on Talmudic material, primarely on 

Tractate Yoma 86a, but also Tractate B'rachot 19a and other places.  

 The prohibition against profanation is found in Leviticus 22:3234 as well as other places. The 

prohibition of profanation has later played a center part of the understanding of "Hillul 

HaShem" and "Qiddush HaShem", to profane and to sanctify the Name of God.  

 The "sin for spite" is based on Leviticus 19:12, which tells the reader not to swear falsely in 

the Name of God.35 If there is no benefit from doing this, it is done in spite of the Name. The 

rationale is that in doing this publicly without any benefit, what is the reason for swearing 

falsely, if not the act itself? The other subdivision, sinning by neglecting one's commitment 

to God, is based more on behavior than on actual acts per se. As Maimonides states, "they 

may not have committed a sin, but they have profaned the Name of God."36 He gives two 

examples, which he relates to Numbers 32:2237, namely the ones of R. Nahman b. Yitzhaq 

and R. Yitzhaq, a disciple of R. Yannai, who relate to the behavior of a person in the eyes of 

others.38 

 When it comes to the particular kinds, Maimonides focuses on the learned or the men of 

"importance". He finds two kinds of profanations; a) when he does something that others 

might find natural (Maimonides gives the example of Rav who define profanation of God as 

being if he buys meat at the butcher on credit),39 but which the learned man should not do, 

and b) when a learned man deals with other with a bad attitude and disrespect for the 

individual. Maimonides relates heavily to Tractate Yoma 86a, in his dealing with this subject, 

since it deals with the discussion of the definition of profanation of the Name of God. His 

conclusion is based on the part, where it is stated that when a learned person behaves in a 

good manner, the observer of the person will base it on his studies and upbringing and then 
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 The verse goes: "Neither shall you profane my holy name; but I will be hallowed among the people 
of Israel; I am the Lord who hallows you." The root of the Hebrew word for "profane", תחללו, literally 
means "to let someone down," though the more correct understanding here is "to desecrate." 
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 Again, the literal translation of the verse shows an interesting understanding of what it means to 
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 Iggeret HaShmad, chapter 4, fourth paragraph. 
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person's behavior, then he profanes the Name of God. 
39

 BT Yoma 86a. 
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praise the man who raised him, as well as praising God (and in that way the learned man has 

made a "Qiddush HaShem", sanctified the Name of God), but if he behaves in a bad manner, 

the observer will likewise blame his religion and the person raising him, which is a "Hillul 

HaShem", a profanation of the Name of God.40 

 Maimonides takes the advance of the discussion to show that as well as these 

circumstances are a profanation of the Name of God, so is the opposite sanctifying the 

Name of God. As well as one who profanes the Name of God with anything to benefit from it 

is profaning the Name of God, so is one who fulfills the commandments without any benefit 

from it, but only doing it out of love for God, one who sanctifies the Name of God.41 These 

persons Maimonides relates to Isaiah 49:3, the true servants of God, in whom He finds 

pleasure, as is also seen in the concluding part in Tractate Yoma 86a. 

The punishment for the profanation of God's Name is equally hard for both the conscious as 

well as the unconscious sinner.42 This he bases on BT Kiddushin 40a, which has a discussion 

about merits and punishments, where it is concluded that there is no difference whether the 

profanation is made intentionally or not. Furthermore, based on Tractate Kiddushin 40a and 

Pirqei Avot 4:4, the punishment cannot be forgiven.43 

 And in the same manner, one who is sanctifying the Name of God, as far as it is in public, 

will receive a great reward. These, who sanctifies the Name of God, Maimonides relates to 

Leviticus 22:32, as those who will sanctify the Name among the Israelites. 

  

 The third theme, the ranks of the martyrs and those forcibly converted during times of 

persecution: 
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 See the whole discussion in Tractate Yoma 86a, where it is concluded with the following statement: 
"And thou shalt love the Lord thy God, i.e., that the Name of Heaven be beloved because of you. If 
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profanation "tips the scale". Maimonides bases his decision on Tractate Yoma 86a, which states that 
"…if he has been guilty of the profanation of the Name, then penitence has no power to suspend 
punishment, nor the Day of Atonement to procure atonement, nor suffering to finish it, but all of 
them together suspend the punishment and only death finishes it." 
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 In all incidents when the Sages rule that one is to surrender his live instead of 

transgressing, the person who chooses to sacrifice his life has sanctified the Name. 

 Any person, no matter how big a sinner, who sanctifies the Name this way, has a 

place in the World-to-Come. 

 A person, who did not sanctify the Name under duress, is not to be punished, since 

he was forced to transgress. 

 A person who transgresses volunteering is to be punished. He, who profanes the 

Name volunteering, will have his soul cut off. 

 One who swears falsely volunteering has profaned the Name. Not so with one who 

does it under duress. 

In the third theme Maimonides attempts to deal with those who accept martyrdom and 

those who succumb to the forced conversions. Naming several examples of people who 

accepted martyrdom and by that sanctified the Name of God, such as Daniel and his 

comrades,44 Hannah and her seven sons,45 and others, Maimonides uses them to teach that 

people who accept martyrdom, even if they are sinners on the level of Jeroboam b. Nebat,46 

has a place in the World-to-Come.47 Should it be that the person does not accept 

martyrdom, he will still not be punished by any of the seven punishments,48 as far as he 

profaned the Name of God under compulsion. 

 

The fourth theme, how this persecution differs from the earlier persecutions: 

 Former persecutions involved violating commandments and performing forbidden 

acts. 

 This one "only" demands the Jews to say something they do not even have to mean, 

so they can perform the commandments secretly, even after acknowledging the 

apostleship of Muhammad. 

 Anyone who still chooses martyrdom has done a great deed, and will receive a great 

reward in the World-to-Come. 

 It is recommended to pronounce the Muslim creed instead of accepting martyrdom, 

but then to leave the place for a place where it is possible to live as a Jew openly if 

possible. 

 If one is not able to leave, then one should stay in the private and not move in public 

space, in order to be able to fulfill as many commandments as possible. 

 A victim of this persecution should observe as many of the commandments as 

possible, most importantly the commandments of Shabbat. 
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 See Maimonides' Essay on Resurrection for a deeper understanding of his thoughts on the World-
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 Everyone not choosing martyrdom should leave the lands under Almohad rule, and 

go to a place where they can practice the religion openly. Even without the family, 

and even if it means that they will expose themselves to danger. Everyone who stays 

should see themselves as transgressors who profane the Name. 

 

The fifth theme, a discussion about how one should behave in this persecution: 

 One, who cannot leave, no matter the reason, must see himself as one who 

profanes the Name, though not exactly willingly then still as almost so. In the same 

time, every time one fulfills a commandment, he will be rewarded doubly, since 

there is a danger of getting exposed and then be killed. 

 One should consider how to leave this area no matter how many commandments he 

fulfills, until he finds a way to leave. 

 If a sinner comes to the synagogue, no matter what he has done, even if he has 

desecrated the Shabbat, people should still greet him and invite him into the 

synagogue. No one should insult him or prohibit him to enter the synagogue. 

 

 

 

 


