














FAITH VERSUS REASON

SOLOMON IBN ADRET TO JACOB BEN MACHIR

‘A complete peace between philosophy and revealed
religion is inconceivable’

[Barcelona, 1304]

. . . I'see that you, my former friend, whom I held in high
estcem, do not know any limit to your indignation against me.
... I thought that you were accustomed to weigh your words,
and that you therefore would not direct them against anyone
heedlessly. Instead, you trumpet forth words without salt and
spice into the world. This bitter remark is suggested to me not
by any feeling for my own offended honour, but by quite a
different reason: I am sorry for your dignity, which you your-
self endanger by stooping to practices unworthy of the height
to which you have rightly been elevated by your con-
temporaries on account of your scholarship, and by joining the
boys who are hardly able to cry, My father, and my mother,?
who throw themselves into the arms of secular science and make
a hobby of astrological reveries and over-hasty syllogisms. It
is true that such studies may be of profit to experienced men,
whose hair has grown grey while they studied Torah, and that

they offer to reasonable people a rather deeper insight into the.

essence of religion, of which no better evidence can be found
than Maimuni himself. Besides, mathematics and medicine do
not at all belong to the sciences interdicted by me. But a
complete peace between philosophy and revealed religion is
inconceivable.

And now, my friend, tell me what great crime we committed
when we drew your attention to the excesses of some hot-
heads in your communities? Was this any detriment to your
dignity? . . . May God forgive you for your veiled allusion to
my pride. It is not unknown to you that my name is held in
honour in France, Germany and other countries. It is, how-
ever, certainly also known to you that I was never puffed up
with self-esteem because of this, and never made a show of my
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dignity. From the bottom of my heart I forgive all your col-
leagues who signed together with you. Most of them have
probably been misled more by ignorance of the facts than by
the wish to oppose. The friendship maintained between us shall
not be altered by this. . . .

About your accusations with regard to my attitude to
Maimuni I do not want to waste many words. The man into
whose spirit you are able to penetrate as nobody else needs no
special defence. Besides, everybody will tell you how devoted I
am to Maimuni and his living grandson [David]. The passage
in your letter that you yourself disapprove utterly of a com-
plete allegorization of the Bible offers the best comment on
your irresponsible behaviour towards me, because I asked for

nothing else but the abolition of this evil. . . .

3. The Ban is proclaimed and refuted

The struggle reached a climax with the proclamation at Barcelona on the
Sabbath of Lamentations, Ab 4th (26 July), 1305, of 2 Herem (ban) declaring
that no member of the Jewish community under the age of twenty-five
years should be allowed to study the books of the Greeks on natural science
or metaphysics, either in the original or in translation. The study of medicine
was, however, expressly, and that of Maimonides and other Jewish philo-
sophers by implication, exempted from the interdict. Solomon ibn Adret
defended this procedure in three open letters to the communities of Spain,
France and Germany, of which the second, considerably abridged, runs as
follows:

SOLOMON IBN ADRET TO THE COMMUNITIES IN
SPAIN, FRANCE AND GERMANY

‘Has such a thing ever been heard that men should reduce
everything to chaos?’

[Barcelona, 1305]

It is now some time since our attention was drawn by people
from the land of Provence, the chosen remnant, who were
jealous for the faith of Moses and the Jews, to the fact that there
are men there who falsify the Law, and that he is regarded wise
who sits down to demolish the walls and who destroys the
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