
Foundations of Halacha 8.6 ‐ Modern Day Responsa  ‐ Printed Sefarim 

  

Excerpts from Igrot Moshe OC  4:29 
 
Printed Sefarim: Is it Permissible to place them in 
receptacles from which they take the books, grind 

them and erase them to make new [recycled] 
paper? 

  

1. I have already demonstrated in OC 1:4 that …the 
prohibition of destroying Holy Writings does not apply 
solely to burning; rather, it is prohibited to destroy them in 
any fashion of destruction.  The source for this prohibition 
is from the [caveat] “you shall not do such to Hashem your 
G-d” which follows the commandment to wipe out 
idolatry. 

  

2. In Makkot 22: One who cooks using wood 
belonging to the Temple receives lashes.  The prohibition 
he transgressed is from “Their sacred trees you shall burn 
[followed by] “you shall not do such.”  This is because the 
verse “you shall not do such” refers to all types of 
destruction mentioned in the above verse. 

 

3. I also wrote there that it is forbidden to destroy  
Holy Writings even through causality, for since we are 
obligated to save them from a fire – in which not saving 
them definitely cannot be considered more than causality, 
and it really seems obvious that it should not even be 
considered causality – certainly to cause their destruction is 
prohibited. 

 

4. Nowadays, that [the Sages] have permitted to 
write the Oral Torah, we would save from a fire even books 
of the Oral Torah, even though they were written on paper 
or on anything, as is explained in Shulchan Aruch OC 
334:12  who writes Nowadays, all Holy Writings should be 
saved from a fire, and this means even Oral Torah as 
explained by Magen Avraham This is from the Rosh and 
Ran, and no one argues. 
 Therefore it is certainly prohibited to cause  
destruction to Holy Writings.  Really, however, there is no 
need for this reasoning, because [placing it in a recycling 
bin] is considered active destruction. 

 

5. However, one must ask about a case where the 
books are not fit for use because they are worn out and/or 
torn.  Even in the case of a Torah Scroll, there is an 
instance when its sanctity is removed: when it is erased to 
the extent that eighty-five letters cannot be gathered.  In 
Shabbat 116a, it says that the holiness of the parchment on 
which the letters are written is due to the holiness of the 
letters; when the letters are lost, so is its  holiness.  One 
must say that when one can gather eighty-five letters, it is 
considered as having writing, even though it is not possible 
to learn from this scroll. 



 

6. This is because in a Torah Scroll that was ordained 
to be written, the writing is innately a Holy Object and [its 
holiness] is not dependent on whether people will read from 
it.  Just the opposite - the mitzvah of learning, since it 
involves reading the text, is dependent on having a Torah 
Scroll written.  Even though one who does not possess a 
Torah Scroll is not exempted from learning Torah, this is 
because he is obligated to write a Torah from which to 
learn…. 
 

 

7. However, in the case of other Seforim, there is no 
Mitzvah in terms of the writing itself, but only in terms of 
the Mitzvah of learning the Written Torah – which entails 
an obligation to learn specifically from scrolls written 
according to the [laws of a Sefer Torah].  However, the 
Sagesa saw that this was a matter which the majority of 
people could not fulfill and, based on the verse “it is a time 
to act for G-d…”, they permitted to write in bound, paper 
books in order to learn from them.  Also, the mitzvah of 
learning the Oral Torah, which was virtually impossible to 
an even greater majority, they made it permissible to 
transcribe the Oral Torah. 
 It is apparent that the entire Mitzvah of writing 
these books is for the sake of learning, for without the need 
for learning, it would actually be forbidden to write this… 
 
 
 
 
 
 Therefore, certainly, the Holiness that befalls these 
books is also solely from the fact that they were made to 
learn with.  Therefore, it follows that when it is no longer 
practical to learn from them, we should say that their 
Holiness leaves them. 

 

8. For practical purposes:  it is clear to me as I have 
written.  [Recycling] is prohibited in the case of 
Chumashim and books of Tanach, and Siddurim that are 
printed with the actual names of G-d.  However, in the case 
of books of the Oral Torah….when they are torn, and is not 
feasible that they will be learned from – even if it is feasible 
that they will use them from time to time, but it is clear that 
they will not delve into these books as they would one with 
whole pages - it is permissible. 
 
 However, to follow this on a practical level, one 
should first consult other authorities. 

 
 


