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“Banned Books Part 3: Maus” 

My original plan was to leave the graphic novel “Maus”, which was banned in 

January by a Tennessee school board, for last. But after watching the PBS/Ken 

Burns’ documentary “The US and the Holocaust”, I felt I had to move it up. If you 

didn’t watch the 3-part series which aired last week, I highly, highly recommend 

that you do.  It’s heart-wrenching and graphic, sad and compelling. It was also 

challenging, terribly challenging. We think of the United States with the Statue of 

Liberty poem “give me your tired, give me your poor”, but in moments of crisis, in 

that moment, we failed.    

What struck me throughout the series was how much we knew about what was 

happening (to Jewish people), and we still chose to do nothing. Many times we 

had a chance to help someone, anyone -- but we turned them away; closed our 

borders; and took an “America first” position. The documentary records that at 

one point even Hitler supposedly said of the United States and every other 

country that turned away Jewish people, “See, no one wants them. Germany isn’t 

alone.” 

The banned book Maus (which is German for mouse) is a Pulitzer-prize winning 

graphic novel about the Holocaust. Art Spiegelman is the author and illustrator. 

Maus tells the story of Art’s father who was a survivor of Auschwitz, and his 

mother, also a survivor who committed suicide in 1968. One of the reasons the 

book is banned is because Art drew his mother’s body naked in the bathtub after 

she killed herself. Art draws the Jews as mice and the Nazis as cats. At first I 

wasn’t sure I was going to care much for Maus because I stay away from graphic 

novels – which are like adult comic books, for those of you not familiar with the 

genre. But I felt myself drawn into Maus because it perfectly succeeds in shocking 

us out of any lingering sense of familiarity with the Holocaust precisely because of 

its drawings.  

In January a TN school board voted unanimously to ban Maus because the school 

board said it contained material that was inappropriate for students; that material 



being the drawing of Spiegelman’s mother – who is drawn with the head of a 

mouse, keep in mind – and its rough language. Spiegelman said he was baffled by 

the board’s decision. “This is disturbing imagery,” he said, “But you know what? 

It’s disturbing history.” After reading minutes from the school board meeting, 

Spiegelman said he got the impression that the board members were asking, 

“Why can’t they teach a nicer Holocaust?” 

Representative Steve Cohen, Tennessee’s first Jewish congressman, said that 

censoring books about the Holocaust, or about slavery and lynchings or other 

atrocities, was a way to purge one’s understanding of the horrors of what 

humanity is capable of. History teacher Ms. Alexis Stern said “if we’re not going to 

learn from this history, it will continue.”  

And the U.S. Holocaust Museum said in a statement that using books like Maus to 

teach students about the Holocaust could inspire students to “think critically 

about the past and their own roles and responsibilities today.” 

Dare I suggest that one of the unspoken reasons for banning Maus is that people 

don’t want to take responsibility for what happened or what could happen. Which 

leads me to today’s parable about a rich man who did nothing. Who absolved 

himself of all responsibility and wound up in hell for it. This is one of the few 

parables Jesus told that is crystal clear in its meaning: you want to be indifferent 

to the suffering of another person? No problem. But when you wind up in hell 

after you die, don’t come crying to me. Because you were warned. 

Today’s parable has a small cast; there’s a rich man and a poor man named 

Lazarus. The rich man lived in a house with gates. We had gated communities in 

St. Louis, and behind those gates sat some of the city’s most beautiful homes. I 

loved to drive around and look at those homes and imagine how beautiful and 

warm they were inside. In my mind’s eye I picture those homes as the type the 

rich man lived in – a beautiful home with a gate at the end of the lane that is for 

privacy or protection or to keep the beggars out. 

The rich man feasted sumptuously every day. Can you imagine the wonderful 

food he must have eaten for the Bible to say he “feasted sumptuously”? Those 

are decadent, rich words used for decadent, rich food that cap off a decadent and 

rich life. 



The other character in our play is just the opposite of the rich man. His name is 

Lazarus and he’s very, very poor. His name means “God helps”, but tragically the 

rich man doesn’t help Lazarus even though Lazarus sits at his gate. Perhaps he 

hoped for some scraps of the rich man’s food. But the only thing we know about 

Lazarus is that he’s covered in sores that the neighborhood dogs lick.  

Upon his death, Lazarus is taken by angels to the bosom of Abraham. At last he 

finds comfort and warmth. The rich man, however, winds up in Hades where he is 

tormented. From his torture he looks up to see Lazarus with Abraham. Shocked, 

he orders Abraham to send Lazarus to him so that Lazarus may give him some 

water. But Abraham doesn’t oblige. The rich man had his life of comfort; now it’s 

Lazarus’ turn. But the rich man can’t take no for an answer, so he demands that 

Lazarus be sent to his brothers to warn them of what could happen to them. But 

Abraham once again says no. They’ve had their fair warning; they have been 

warned throughout the scriptures of what will happen to them if they ignore the 

needs of the poor. 

And there our story ends. 

On its face, this parable is about many things: wealth and the insular qualities it 

can create; and the dangers of material comforts that can blind us to other 

people’s needs. But the message that reverberates for me, is the same message I 

heard in the documentary and the reason we need to watch it and read Maus: we 

have a fundamental inability to see human need, human suffering, human dignity, 

and human worth, as real. And that creates moral apathy and indifference. What 

was it Elie Wiesel once said? Ah, yes . . . “The opposite of love is not hatred. It’s 

indifference.” And, “Indifference is not a response. Indifference is not a beginning, 

it is an end. And, therefore, indifference is always the friend of the enemy, for it 

benefits the aggressor—never his victim, whose pain is magnified when he or she 

feels forgotten.” 

The rich man as far as we can tell felt neither love nor hatred towards Lazarus. He 

just felt . . . nothing  . . . so therefore he did nothing. He chose not to see what – 

who – was literally sitting right in front of him. Though Lazarus is perfectly visible, 

the rich man neither acknowledges Lazarus’ presence nor alleviates his suffering.  

Why? I don’t know. Maybe for the same reasons we look away. It’s tiring to 

acknowledge how bad things are. It’s exhausting to stay engaged in a worlf full of 



risk, loss, brokenness, and suffering. In a struggling economy where prices are 

high and many of us feel burnt out personally and professionally from the ongoing 

effects of the pandemic, its hurts to see what God wants us to see. 

But friends, this story is urgent and the stakes are high. It doesn’t mince words; it 

doesn’t pretend that our years are limitless and our options infinite. This is a story 

about time running out. About alternatives closing down. This is a story for us. 

We can’t go through life ignoring the needs of others and call ourselves a 

Christian, we can’t go through life clinging tightly to our money and possessions 

and call ourselves a Christian, and we can’t go through life keeping those in need 

at arm’s distance.  Well, we could, but I don’t want to suffer the same fate as 

Lazarus.  Do you? 

This parable is a call to action.  It’s a call to all of us and to all churches to step out 

of our places of privilege, and to see -- to look into the eyes of the hungry and 

homeless, to see them as children of God, and then to do something. 

After liberating the concentration camp Buchenwald, Supreme Allied Commander 

General Dwight Eisenhower flew in to see it for himself—and he didn’t look away, 

he wasn’t indifferent. When Eisenhower sees it, he orders a congressional 

delegation be brought there and American newspaper editors to be brought there 

so that any lingering doubts people had about what happened could be made 

real. And to make sure Americans understood the depths of Nazi depravity, and 

to make sure future generations could not deny what happened, Eisenhower 

insisted that all military personnel in the area come and see for themselves what 

the Nazis had done. “We are told that the American soldier does not know what 

he is fighting for; now, at least, he will know what he is fighting against.” 

A GI named Joseph A Wyant used his off duty time to visit Buchenwald, and then 

wrote home to his father: 

“This particular crime has been uncovered, Pop. But a worse crime to me seems 

to be the spreading of the thought that leads people to do this type of thing. It 

has happened in mass proportions here in Germany, but who knows how far the 

ideas have spread or where else it may break out. I tell you, Pop, even more 

important than the punishment of the criminals here is the stamping out of their 

philosophy. As I wrote you once before, this is not a war between nations but 



humanity’s struggle for the right to exist. If you see fit, I wish you would show any 

of your friends this letter. Your devoted son, Joe.” 

At the conclusion of “The US and the Holocaust”, a historian says: 

“The institutions of our civilization are under tremendous stress. They’re not 

necessarily going to go in the same direction but they could go in the same 

direction because institutions are just conventions – (are made up of people). The 

fragility of civilized behavior is the one thing you really learn. These people that 

we see in the photographs – the photos of Nazi Germany -- they’re no different, 

no different, than us. You look at your neighbors, the people at the dry cleaners, 

the waiters in the restaurant . . . that’s who these people were. Don’t kid 

yourself.” 

This parable about the rich man and Lazarus is a wake-up call from our 

complacency towards other’s need and sufferings that can srttle into even the 

most faith Christians and Christian communities. And it is an urgent parable to do 

something now. All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is for good people to 

do nothing. 

But over and over again we hear the stories of Jesus offering a way of selflessness, 

a way of sacrifice, and a way of losing our lives in order to gain them. 

Have we been listening?  

Like the rich man in the parable, we have everything we need in order to repent, 

find grace, and offer healing love to the world. So we are without excuse as we 

stand inside the gate.  

What will we do next? 

Where will our gaze linger? 

What will we dare to see? 

Amen. 
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