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An international religious leader, philosopher, award-winning author and respected moral voice, Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks was awarded the prestigious Templeton Prize in 2016 in recognition of his work in affirming life's spiritual dimension. He was a frequent and respected contributor to radio, television and the press in Britain and around the world.


 


Rabbi Sacks served as Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregations of the Commonwealth from 1991 until 2013 and has held a number of professorships at universities in Britain, the United States and Israel. He has authored over 30 books, including the Sunday Times bestseller Not in God's Name: Confronting Religious Violence, The Great Partnership: God, Science and the Search for Meaning, and The Dignity of Difference: How to Avoid the Clash of Civilisations.   Lord Jonathan Sacks died in November 2020.
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Introduction


A Polymath of Our Age Who Guides Us Still


The untimely passing of Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, of blessed memory, in November 2020 was mourned by people of all faiths and of none. The outpouring of shock and grief spoke volumes about the man he was, the impact he had, and the continued relevance of the legacy he leaves behind.


In bringing together some of Rabbi Sacks’ many broadcasts, writings and speeches, this collection draws on part of that legacy and on the wisdom of a man who was considered, both within and beyond the Jewish community, in Britain and in many countries around the world, as a national treasure, a moral voice of reason, and one of the most relevant and important philosophers and commentators for our age.


I particularly want to thank HRH The Prince of Wales for providing such a heartfelt foreword to this collection, together with Ian Metcalfe, Chairman of Hodder Faith and Rabbi Sacks’ publisher for many years, and Dan Sacker from The Rabbi Sacks Legacy Trust, who worked so professionally and diligently to compile this volume. I also want to acknowledge the support of Lady Sacks and the Sacks family for this project and the ongoing work of the Trust.


Rabbi Sacks once wrote that ‘the choice with which humankind is faced in every age is between the idea of power and the power of ideas’.FN00 His was a life defined by ideas, his own and other people’s. Our physical time on Earth is finite, but ideas live on in the infinite space of time. Reading his writings several years on from when they were originally published, one is struck not only by the clarity of thought, moral wisdom and eloquence they contain, but by the continued relevance of his ideas to our world today.


This goes to the heart of Rabbi Sacks’ genius. He had a wonderful ability to extract the timeless from the timely, to see in current events enduring values and to challenge us and our age when these values slipped. His was a voice that caused us to pause, to stop for a moment and consider our actions as individuals and as a society. Taken together, this collection forms a commentary on our culture and society in recent decades and represents the inspiring and enduring idealism of an individual who spent much of his life in the public eye.


Part One of this collection contains a selection of transcripts from Rabbi Sacks’ Thought for the Day broadcasts on BBC Radio 4. Delivered during Today, the most influential morning radio news programme in Britain, this slot of around two-and-a-half minutes is given to a person of faith to offer their reflections on something in the news. Despite its inclusion sometimes being questioned, in a Thought for the Day broadcast in March 2001FN00, Rabbi Sacks explained that it remained an important space in the Radio 4 schedule because it offered public broadcasting opportunities for faith leaders to speak to audiences beyond the confines of their own religion. He wrote delivering Thought for the Day meant that ‘I have to speak in a way that spans differences and communicates across boundaries,’ which was ‘a habit we all have to learn if we’re going to be true to ourselves and yet make space for the people who aren’t like us’.FN00 Reading these broadcasts today, it is possible to see them in a renewed light and ways which continue to resonate.


Part Two is a selection of Rabbi Sacks’ Credo columns, originally published in The Times. As one of the first four regular contributors to the Credo column, Rabbi Sacks wrote a column every month until he stepped down as Chief Rabbi in 2013. He valued Credo because, like Thought for the Day, it created a bespoke – one might say sacred – space for the religious voice within the day-to-day, fast-paced world of newspaper publishing. A number of his earlier Credo columns were re-worked and published in an earlier collectionFN00; as such, the columns selected here are taken from 2000 onwards. Reading them today does not lessen their impact; on the contrary, they continue to provide powerful examples of how the wisdom of Judaism provides a prism for understanding our world today and the many challenges we face.


Part Three includes a selection of articles written for a variety of newspapers and publications. As a public intellectual and a religious leader, Rabbi Sacks was always careful not to insert himself into the political arena – with a very few exceptions – but rather to go beyond the news and offer a broader perspective in whatever he wrote. The news focused on today. But the great faiths, he believed, ‘remind us both of yesterday and tomorrow’.FN00 They were, he argued, ‘our living dialogue with the past and the future; those two essential things called memory and hope’.FN00 As such, his articles always constructed a bigger picture for the reader, placing current issues in a historical light and drawing from them lessons that could enhance their lives today, and improve the lives of generations not yet born.


Part Four features a selection of his speeches from the House of Lords. Rabbi Sacks took great pride in being a British citizen and was humbled to be raised to the peerage in October 2009. He chose his title as Baron Sacks of Aldgate in the City of London to reflect his love of the country and the city that was home to his mother and offered his father refuge as he fled persecution in Europe. Sitting as a member of the Crossbench – effectively an independent – he never once formally voted, passionately believing in the separation between religion and politics, a theme that appears prominently in many of his writings. Rabbi Sacks’ contributions in the Chamber gave him a voice, not a vote. He wanted to share ideas in the hope they would inform, and perhaps at times influence, public debate, not because he wanted to exert any power.


His speeches focused on national topics such as the state of British society, the importance of education, the role of Britain’s faith communities and the universal right to freedom of religion and belief, and, when required, specifically advocated for the needs or concerns of the Jewish community he represented on issues such as Israel, the religious slaughter of animals and rising levels of antisemitism, among others. Although his participation was limited due to the pressures of his role, his speeches always garnered the attention of fellow Peers. Members of both the House of Lords and the House of Commons would frequently refer to comments Rabbi Sacks made, demonstrating the impact his words had on the public conversation.


Part Five includes a small selection of his many and varied speeches and lectures. In every speech he delivered, Rabbi Sacks proved himself to be a master storyteller and communicator of ideas whose insight and passion for the breadth of subjects he spoke about was internationally renowned. Certain overarching themes are evident across many of his lectures: interfaith relations; the relationship between religion and the state; the nature of society; the meaning of the common good; and the loss of morality suffered during the course of the twentieth century and beyond, and how to recover it and our collective moral sense. He was, once again, accomplished at delivering a universal and particular message; speaking on behalf of, and to, all faiths (for example, when he greeted Pope Benedict XVI on his 2010 visit to the United Kingdom) and being an ambassador on behalf of the global Jewish people (for example, when he travelled to the European Parliament in 2016 to warn Europe’s leaders of the growing dangers of antisemitism).


As a teacher of Torah, Rabbi Sacks dedicated his life to enlightening the world with his insights into the Hebrew Bible and the Jewish faith.FN00 As a moral philosopher and public intellectual, Rabbi Sacks sought to offer his perspective on some of our world’s biggest challenges, always acknowledging the role his religious beliefs played in the formulation of those views, but not being restricted in his thinking by them. In doing so he was able to demonstrate, in an inclusive rather than exclusive way, to both Jews and people of all faiths and of none, the role faith could contribute to the public square or to, as he described it, ‘the conversation of humankind’.


Rabbi Sacks taught us to prioritise the collective over the individual, the ‘Other’ over the ‘Self’. He emphasised that ‘our common humanity precedes our religious differences’, and that society was ‘a conversation scored for many voices’. His voice was but one in this conversation, yet he found a way to balance the timely with the timeless, and to do so with a humility and a grace rarely seen. He was a giant of our age, a polymath, whose ideas continue to resonate and impact our world and inform the challenges we face. May the wisdom found in this collection and Rabbi Sacks’ remarkable canon of work stand as a testament to a life well lived, and as a source of inspiration that will continue to guide us long into the future.


 


By Henry Grunwald OBE QC,


Chair of The Rabbi Sacks Legacy Trust


London, August 2021


 


 


The Rabbi Sacks Legacy Trust exists to promote and perpetuate the teachings and ideas of Rabbi Sacks, of blessed memory. To access the digital archive containing much of Rabbi Sacks’ writings, recordings and speeches, or to support the Trust’s work, please visit www.rabbisacks.org. You can also follow The Rabbi Sacks Legacy Trust on social media. Find us on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and YouTube (@RabbiSacks).










Part One


Thought for the Day


The following Thought for the Day reflections were first broadcast on BBC Radio 4’s Today programme.










Religious Tolerance and Globalisation


4 April 2008


‘Our love of God must lead us to a love of humanity.’


Last night Tony Blair gave a major lecture on faith and globalisation, and later this year he’ll be teaching a course on the same subject in America, at Yale University. And it’ll be interesting to compare the responses, because this is one area in which Britain and America are extraordinarily different. In Britain, as Prime Minister, Tony Blair never spoke in public about his religious beliefs despite the fact that he was, and is, a deeply religious man. Famously one of his aides said, ‘We don’t do God.’


In America, despite its principled separation of church and state, the situation is exactly the opposite. Every single American President has spoken about God in their Inaugural Address, from Washington’s first in 1789 to today. So much so that Eisenhower was reputed to have said that an American President has to believe in God – and it doesn’t matter which God he believes in.


Every nation has to find its own way to tolerance. Some find it by talking about God, others by not talking about God. That was the real difference between the French and American revolutions. As Alexis de Tocqueville said in the early nineteenth century: ‘In France I saw religion and liberty marching in opposite directions. In America, I saw them walking hand in hand.’


There is no one way of charting the relationship between religion and public life; but equally there is no way of avoiding the fact that religion has an impact on public life, whether people talk about it or not.


The real question, which has echoed time and again through the corridors of history, is whether we can find ways of living together, despite the fact that we can’t find ways of believing or worshipping together.


That is what the Bible teaches in its very first chapter, when it says that we are all, every one of us, in the image of God. Our love of God must lead us to a love of humanity.


I find it extraordinary that in an age in which globalisation is forcing us together, all too often, across the globe, faith is driving us apart. We should be fighting environmental destruction, political oppression, poverty and disease, not fighting one another, least of all in the name of God whose image we all bear.


That is why I believe the time has now come, even in Britain, to bring a message of religious tolerance into the public square. For if the voice of reconciliation does not speak, the voices of extremism will.










The Age of Greed


3 October 2008


‘The real test of a society is not the absence of crises, but whether we come out of them cynical and disillusioned, or strengthened by our rededication to high ideals.’


Next week in the Jewish community we’ll observe Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, the holiest day of the Jewish year. We’ll spend the whole day in synagogue, fasting, confessing our sins, admitting what we did wrong, and praying for forgiveness.


Something like that seems to me essential to the health of a culture. Often, we see things go wrong. Yet rarely do we see someone stand up, take responsibility and say: ‘I was wrong. I made a mistake. I admit it. I apologise. And now let us work to put it right.’


Instead, we do other things. We deny there’s a problem in the first place. Or, if that’s impossible, we blame someone else, or say, ‘It’s due to circumstances beyond our control.’ The result is that we lose the habit of being honest with ourselves.


In America in 1863, in the midst of the civil war, Abraham Lincoln proclaimed a national day of fasting and prayer. It was an extraordinary thing to do. Lincoln, after all, was fighting for a noble cause, the abolition of slavery. What did he or those on his side have to atone for?


Yet America was being torn apart, so he asked the nation to set aside one day for reflection and prayer. ‘It is the duty of nations as well as of men’, the proclamation said, ‘to confess their sins and transgressions, in humble sorrow, yet with assured hope that genuine repentance will lead to mercy and pardon.’ It was America’s Day of Atonement.


The result was that two years later Lincoln was able, in his Second Inaugural, to deliver one of the great healing speeches of all time, calling on Americans ‘to bind up the nation’s wounds’, and care for those who had suffered during the war and were still suffering.


We’re living through tough times globally, and we’ll need all the inner strength we have to survive the turbulence, learn from the mistakes of the past, and begin again. The real test of a society is not the absence of crises, but whether we come out of them cynical and disillusioned, or strengthened by our rededication to high ideals.


The age of greed is over. Will the age of responsibility now begin? That will depend on whether we are capable of admitting our mistakes and renewing our commitment to the common good. Atonement, the capacity for honest self-criticism, is what allows us to weather the storm without losing our way.










Holocaust Memorial Day


30 January 2010


‘Faith in God after the Holocaust may be hard; but faith in humanity is harder still, knowing the evil people do to one another, and the hate that lies dormant but never dead in the human heart.’


Today is National Holocaust Memorial Day, and this year the focus will be on one small group of people in the Warsaw Ghetto and the astonishing task they took on themselves for the sake of future generations.


The Warsaw Ghetto, into which hundreds of thousands of Jews were herded, was not some remote spot far from public gaze. It was near the centre of one of Europe’s capital cities. There 100,000 Jews died of starvation and disease; 270,000 were taken in cattle trucks to Treblinka and other camps to be gassed, burned and turned to ash. Eventually in April 1943 the Nazis gave the order that everyone left should be killed and it was there that the ghetto inhabitants mounted an extraordinary act of resistance, keeping the German army at bay for five weeks until they were overcome.


But by then a quite different act of resistance had taken place, and it’s this we’re going to remember this year. It was the brainchild of a Jewish historian, Emanuel Ringelblum, who realised that the Nazis were unlike any previous group bent on conquest. All others had preserved a record of their victories for posterity. But the Germans were intent on obliterating or falsifying every trace of their mass exterminations of Roma, Sinti, homosexuals, the mentally and physically disabled and the Jews.


Ringelblum understood that they were preparing a systematic denial of the Holocaust at the very time it was taking place. So in the ghetto he brought together a group of academics, teachers, journalists, religious leaders, artists and the young to gather testimonies from people in the ghetto, so that the world would one day know what happened. Unbelievably, they gathered 35,000 documents, stories, letters, poems and records. They hid them in tin boxes and milk churns, where they lay for years until the handful of survivors led the way to their location.


What an astonishing act of faith: that evil would ultimately be defeated, that the documents would be found and not destroyed, and that truth would win out in the end. Faith in God after the Holocaust may be hard; but faith in humanity is harder still, knowing the evil people do to one another, and the hate that lies dormant but never dead in the human heart.


Ringelblum and his friends had faith in humanity, and they left us a legacy of hope preserved intact in the very heart of darkness. In our still tense and troubled age, may we be worthy of that faith, that hope.










Interfaith Relations


19 November 2010


‘. . . tolerance was born when people with strong beliefs recognised that others who disagreed with them also had strong beliefs and they too should have, as far as possible, the right to live by them.’


Starting this Sunday, the various religious communities in Britain will be coming together in a series of events to mark Interfaith Week, the latest chapter in the history of British tolerance. But it wasn’t always so.


Britain was the first country to expel its Jews, in 1290. They weren’t allowed back until 1656. And the Pilgrim Fathers who set sail from Britain to America in the early seventeenth century were Calvinists, fearing persecution here and seeking liberty there.


What changed Britain, leading it to become the birthplace of the doctrine of religious liberty, was one transformative insight. For years Catholics and Protestants had fought each other throughout Europe, each convinced that it had the truth, each seeking the power to impose it. The destructiveness of this was immense.


Eventually people realised that instead of saying, ‘Religious convictions are important, therefore everyone should have the correct ones,’ you could draw a different conclusion. ‘Religious convictions are important; therefore, everyone should have the right to live according to his or her beliefs.’


That one move led John Locke to the idea of toleration that eventually inspired Thomas Jefferson in America and Jean-Jacques Rousseau in France.


In other words, tolerance was born when people with strong beliefs recognised that others who disagreed with them also had strong beliefs and they too should have, as far as possible, the right to live by them.


That was one of the transformative moments of the modern world. And it’s important that we continue the story into the twenty-first century now that there is greater religious diversity in Britain than ever before.


Two years ago, we all marched together – Christians, Jews, Muslims, Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists, Jains, Zoroastrians and Baha’i – to draw attention to global poverty. A few months later we travelled together to Auschwitz to remind ourselves where hate can lead. This summer we came together to commit our respective communities to strengthening civil society.


I don’t know any other country in the world where the leaders of the faith communities have such strong personal friendships. And the idea of Interfaith Week is to take this to the grass roots, because that’s where it counts. The good news about faith is that it builds communities. It takes a lot of ‘Me’s’ and turns them into an ‘Us’. The bad news is that it can divide communities, into a ‘Them’ and an ‘Us’. So next week extend the hand of friendship to someone who is not of your faith. That really is a transformative act.










A Royal Wedding


29 April 2011


‘Love, like faith, is the redemption of solitude, the slender bridge joining soul to soul, inspiring us to deeds of selflessness and sacrifice.’


Well, it’s finally arrived, the Royal wedding that’s captured the imagination not just of Britain but of much of the world. I’ve just come back from a week in America, and there wasn’t a day without a blizzard of stories about Prince William and Catherine, almost as if 1776 and the Declaration of Independence hadn’t happened at all. Somehow their joy has been contagious; their manner exactly right for our time, relaxed, informal, their acclaim lightly worn, as if it really didn’t matter that 2 billion people will be watching, making it the most viewed ceremony in history.


That is Britain and royalty at its best, the glittering scene and elaborate ceremonial serving as the setting for something universal that transcends the boundaries of custom and culture: the simple moving sight of two people pledging themselves to one another in a bond of loyalty and love, setting out on a journey together to that undiscovered country called the future, knowing, in the words of the psalm, that ‘I will fear no evil for you are with me’ (Psalm 23:4).


Since the dawn of civilisation marriage has been more than the private agreement of two people. It’s been a moment of collective and communal celebration, often invested with the solemnity of a religious ritual. And there are few ideas in the history of faith more beautiful than the prophetic insight that the love of husband and wife is as close as we will get to understanding the love of God for humanity.


‘I will betroth you to me for ever,’ said Hosea, ‘I will betroth you in righteousness and justice, love and compassion. I will betroth you to me in faith, and you will know the Lord’ (Hosea 2:21–22). ‘Though the mountains be shaken,’ said Isaiah, ‘and the hills be removed, my love for you will not be shaken nor my covenant of peace be removed’ (Isaiah 54:10). Those were the blessings I had in mind when I officiated at the weddings of my children as I wished them mazal tov. And they’re the blessings we would surely wish Prince William and Catherine today.


For there is something sacred about the joy we feel at a wedding, as we sense the power of love to bathe human beings in its radiance and make gentle the life of this world. Love, like faith, is the redemption of solitude, the slender bridge joining soul to soul, inspiring us to deeds of selflessness and sacrifice. May God bless Prince William and Catherine, and may they be a blessing to one another and to us all.










The King James Bible


6 May 2011


‘In the beginning was the word, and whether spread by printing or the internet, it still calls us to create the freedom that honours all equally as the image of God.’


This week sees the 400th anniversary of the book that changed the world, the King James Bible. Not exactly, you might think, a scoop to tweet about. But I want to suggest that that moment is extraordin-arily similar to what’s happening today throughout the Middle East.


What had happened, centuries ago, was the invention of a new form of information technology – printing, developed by Gutenberg in Germany and Caxton in England. This suddenly made books cheaper and opened up, to whole populations, knowledge that previously had been the prerogative of an elite.


Then came the Reformation and the democratising idea that it was each individual, not just the religious establishment, who had a personal relationship with God.


Putting these two developments together, people started translating the Bible into the vernacular so that everyone could read it. In England, this was done most famously by William Tyndale. The authorities tried to put a stop to this. Tyndale was arrested and put to death.


But it’s hard to stop the tide of information once it starts flowing. English scholars fled to Geneva and produced their own version which sold in huge numbers until King James realised that what he couldn’t stop he could at least control. So he assembled a team of scholars who produced their own version, a masterpiece of English prose that owed much to Tyndale.


But the turbulence continued, eventually becoming a full-scale revolution. James’ son Charles I was executed, and it wasn’t until the Restoration in the 1660s and the Bill of Rights in 1689 that the political storm subsided, the face of English politics permanently changed.


The similarities between that and the Arab Spring that’s led to uprisings in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Syria, Bahrain and Yemen, are many. Again, the driver has been new information technology – the internet, smartphones and social networking software. There’s been a religious revival and a challenge to the ruling elites, who find that they can no longer control the flow of information or the democratisation of power.


Right now, we’re at the beginning of the process, and if the events of four centuries ago are any guide, we’re in for a period of turbulence that may last for decades. The outcome is likely to be, as it was then, greater liberty and more effective limits to the use of power. In the beginning was the word, and whether spread by printing or the internet, it still calls us to create the freedom that honours all equally as the image of God.










The Council of Christians and Jews


18 November 2011


‘Today we take interfaith activity for granted. We forget what a leap of imagination and courage it took in those early days.’


Seventy years ago, in the midst of one of humanity’s darkest nights, Archbishop William Temple and Chief Rabbi Joseph Hertz came together to light a candle of hope. Jews were being massacred in vast numbers by the Nazis, and Temple believed that Christians had to take a stand. Hertz concurred, and thus was born the first national interfaith organisation in Britain, the Council of Christians and Jews.


Today we take interfaith activity for granted. We forget what a leap of imagination and courage it took in those early days. For the better part of 2,000 years the relationship between the church and the Jews had been marked by a hostility that added a whole series of words to the vocabulary of human suffering: disputation, forced conversion, inquisition, auto-da-fé, ghetto, expulsion, and pogrom.


For Jews and Christians to come together, both sides had to overcome deeply entrenched attitudes of suspicion and fear. Yet they did. Temple used the BBC World Service to make a broadcast to the Hungarians to rescue Jews wherever they could. He delivered an impassioned address in the House of Lords in 1943, saying that Christians stood before the bar of history, of humanity and God. This was religious leadership of a high order, and we still benefit from it today in the form of the hundreds of interfaith organisations that now exist throughout Britain, creating friendship across the boundaries of faith.


A simple example: A synagogue in Swansea was vandalised and its holiest objects, the Torah scrolls, were desecrated. As soon as people heard about it, a local Christian group came together to help the Jewish community repair the damage. When I officiated at the reconsecration, more than half of the congregation in the synagogue were members of local churches.


And of course the work has spread beyond Jews and Christians. The day after 9/11 one of our rabbis, the late Leonard Tann, went to the Imam of the largest mosque in Birmingham and said, ‘These will be difficult days for Muslims, and I want you to know that the Jewish community will be standing with you.’ Birmingham became a role model of how the leaders of all faiths worked together to promote good relations.


There are places in the world where religion is still a source of conflict. In Britain, not always but mostly, faiths estranged for centuries now meet as friends. We owe much of that to the pioneering work of the Council of Christians and Jews, whose example continues to inspire today.










Leadership


29 December 2011


‘Not all of us have power. But we all have influence, whether we seek it or not.’


This programme has focused on leaders and leadership, and there’s an insight in the Bible I find fascinating and it’s still true today.


The Hebrew Bible tells the stories of two kinds of leader: prophets and kings. The kings were always fighting each other, waging war against external enemies or facing plots and threats from their enemies within. Kings had power, and people fight for power.


The prophets were leaders of a different kind altogether. They led almost against their will. When God summoned them, Isaiah said, ‘I am a man of unclean lips.’ Jeremiah said ‘I can’t speak; I’m just a child.’ Jonah tried to run away. As for Moses at the burning bush, when God said ‘Lead,’ Moses kept saying ‘No. Who am I? They won’t believe in me. I’m not a man of words. Send someone else.’


Yet who do we remember all these centuries later? Most of the kings are long forgotten, yet the words of the prophets continue to inspire. Which is odd, since they had no power at all. They commanded no troops, headed no government, didn’t even have legions of disciples. What they had was more enduring than power. They had influence. And as Kierkegaard once said: ‘When a king dies, his power ends. When a prophet dies, his influence begins.’


I think of the heroes of my lifetime, leaders from Martin Luther King to Aung San Suu Kyi of Burma, who gave the hopeless hope; people like Bill Gates and Warren Buffett, who taught us that the best thing you can do with money is give it away in a noble cause; and the unsung heroes of our hospitals, schools and local communities who daily remind us that happiness lies in what we give to the world, not what we take from it. Some of these had power, others didn’t, but what made them great was influence, the way they inspired others and spoke to the better angels of their nature.


Not all of us have power. But we all have influence, whether we seek it or not. We make the people around us better or worse than they might otherwise have been. Worse if we infect them with our materialism or cynicism, better if we inspire them with what Wordsworth called ‘the best portion’ of a good life, our ‘little, nameless, unremembered acts / of kindness and of love’. That quiet leadership of influence seeks no power, but it changes lives. In tough times like now we need it more than ever.










The Fragility of Nature


27 September 2012


‘. . . as well as knowledge we need wisdom, and the better part of wisdom is knowing that we are guardians of a Universe we can easily endanger and which we still don’t fully understand.’


For Jews the festival season is well and truly on us. We’ve just celebrated the New Year and the Day of Atonement, and next week we have Sukkot, known in English as Tabernacles. It’s difficult to explain Sukkot in Britain, especially this year, because it’s a festival of prayer for rain, whereas here we’ve had all too much of it, including the floods still doing damage in York, Liverpool and Wales. But in the Holy Land, where the Bible is set, rain was and still is the scarcest resource, and without it there’s drought and famine.


So on Sukkot we take four kinds of things that need rain to grow: a palm branch, a citron and leaves from a willow and myrtle tree, and holding them we thank God for rain and pray for it in the Holy Land in the year to come – even if we happen to be living in the soggiest of climates. Sukkot is, if you like, a festival about the fragility of nature as a habitat hospitable to humankind.


The natural world is something science and religion both speak about in their very different ways. Science explains; religion celebrates. Science speaks, religion sings. Science is prose, religion is poetry, and we need them both.


Science continues to inspire us in the way it reveals the intricacy of nature and the power of the human mind. Rarely was this more so than earlier this year with the almost certain confirmation of the existence of the Higgs boson, which someone with a sense of humour called ‘the God particle’ on the grounds that it exists everywhere but it’s so hard to find.


But science can sometimes make us think we’re in control, which is why we need moments like Sukkot to restore our sense of humility. We’re so small in a Universe so vast, and our very existence depends on an extraordinarily delicate balance between too much and too little, whose symbol is rain. Too much and we have floods. Too little and we have drought.


So, as well as knowledge we need wisdom, and the better part of wisdom is knowing that we are guardians of a Universe we can easily endanger and which we still don’t fully understand. Perhaps it’s not crazy, once a year, to lift our eyes towards heaven, the way we do when we’re praying for rain, and remember how dependent we are on things beyond our control. The more scientific knowledge and power we have, the more humility we need.










Belief and Rituals


22 March 2013


‘Rituals are how civilisations preserve their memory, keeping faith with those who came before us and handing on their legacy to the future.’


When people talk about religion in Britain, they tend to speak about beliefs. Which, for Jews, is very odd. Yes, belief is important, but for us religion is fundamentally about rituals, the things we do together as an expression of collective memory and shared ideals. Ritual is the poetry of deed, the choreography of faith, and nowhere is this clearer than on Passover, Pesach, the festival we begin celebrating this Monday night.


On it we tell the story of the framing event of Jewish history, the Exodus from Egypt and the long walk from slavery to freedom. We tell it around the dinner table, usually in extended families, and we don’t just tell it: we taste it as well, eating matzah (unleavened bread) and maror (bitter herbs), to remind us of what it felt like to be oppressed, and we drink wine and sing songs to celebrate the fact that we’re here to tell the tale.


What gives Passover its enduring power is that it’s a way of handing on our memory and identity across the generations. It begins with a series of questions asked by the youngest child, and I can still remember when I asked them all those years ago when I was four or five in the company of my grandparents.


It’s a bit of a shock to realise that now I’m the grandparent and the young people doing the asking are my grandchildren. But what continuity that represents, seeing in the course of my life five generations telling the same story, asking the same questions, singing the same songs, learning what freedom means and what losing it feels and tastes like.


That’s the power of ritual, simple deeds that we do as children because it’s fun, and as adults because we know that the battle for freedom and human dignity is never over and we must be prepared to fight for them in every age.


Rituals are how civilisations preserve their memory, keeping faith with those who came before us and handing on their legacy to the future. The most important thing my parents gave me, and the thing I most tried to give our children, was ideals to live by. Everything else was just gift-wrapping, briefly enjoyed then forgotten.


Beliefs inspire our children and eventually change the world when they’re translated into the songs we sing, the stories we tell and the rituals we perform. The proof is Passover, the story that has given Jews hope for more than 3,000 years.










Margaret Thatcher


17 April 2013


‘Sometimes leaders have to be strong at the cost of being divisive, because they see no other way of getting from here to there.’


As the funeral service for Margaret Thatcher takes place today, I will be thinking not of the public person but of the private one. I knew her when I was a child at school. She was my local MP, and when I had an essay to write about politics, I used to go and see her in her constituency office to hear what she had to say.


I remember once mentioning the words ‘proportional representation’ and she glared at me as if I had committed a car-dinal sin. ‘You’re not a liberal, are you?’ she said. And I had hurriedly to say that I wasn’t advocating it, just writing an essay about it.


Even then, back in 1963, she was being described as a parliamentary Boadicea, brandishing Hansard in one hand and a handbag in the other. Yet she was always willing to help a fifteen-year-old schoolboy whose political affiliation she didn’t know and who wouldn’t even have a vote for another six years.


In public, her leadership style was more like Moses than Aaron, more conviction and confrontation than compromise and conciliation. But we need both. Aaron was more loved than Moses. The sages said that when Aaron died, everyone mourned, but when Moses died, not everyone did. But without Moses, there would not have been a Jewish people. Sometimes leaders have to be strong at the cost of being divisive, because they see no other way of getting from here to there.


Years later, in 1997, I wrote a book about politicsFN00 to challenge the statement attributed to her that there is no such thing as society. I thought she’d never speak to me again, but she read it, and commended it to her friends, and stayed as warm as ever.


Which says a lot. She read. She loved ideas. She was intensely considerate to those with whom she worked. And even most of her critics didn’t doubt her integrity or courage, or the dignity she showed in her last difficult years. Such values matter in a free society, because politics is about conflict, and without civility it can quickly degenerate into abuse and the war of all against all.


Those who serve their country with dedication and distinction deserve respect in life. How much more so in death. And she did so serve, with all her heart. She loved Britain and fought for it. She loved responsibility and practised it. She loved freedom and lived for it. She was a fighter all her life. And now in death may her soul find peace.










The Danger of Power


5 July 2013


‘Politics is about power and who wields it, but liberty is about the moral limits of power, about self-restraint in imposing our views on others.’


My thoughts today are with the people of Egypt as they wait to see the results of their second revolution in two years: first, the overthrow of President Mubarak, and now the overthrow of President Morsi, elected just a year ago by democratic vote.


What the future will bring we cannot know. But surely we have just witnessed an extraordinarily deep truth about the nature of politics.


We owe our way of talking about politics to the ancient Greeks, in particular to the citizens of Athens some twenty-six centuries ago. It was they who coined the word democracy, and they who, under Solon, created its first incarnation.


It meant, as Abraham Lincoln put it, ‘government of the people, by the people, for the people’. Yet it was the citizens of Athens who, not many centuries later, saw it descend into tyranny. Along the way they sentenced one of their greatest thinkers, Socrates, to death for corrupting the young by teaching them to think for themselves. The road to freedom is long and hard and it always will be.


The danger of democracy, said John Stuart Mill, is that it can lead to the tyranny of the majority and hence the oppression of minorities. A democratic vote does not in and of itself create a free society. For that you need other things as well: respect for minorities, justice and the impartial rule of law, a collective commitment to the common good and a delicate balance of rights and responsibilities.


My own view, which I don’t expect everyone to share, is that the single most important insight is the idea, contained in the first chapter of the Bible, and shared by all three Abrahamic monotheisms, that every human being, regardless of colour, culture, creed or class, is in the image of God. This means that one who is not in my image, whose faith or ethnicity are different from mine, is still in God’s image, and therefore possessed of inalienable rights.


Judaism, Christianity and Islam may not always have lived up to that ideal, but it remains our guiding light as we strive for justice, human dignity and the good society. Politics is about power and who wields it, but liberty is about the moral limits of power, about self-restraint in imposing our views on others. So, while we pray for freedom for the people of Egypt, let’s remember that freedom isn’t won by protests or even democratic elections, but by making space for the people not like us.










Free Speech


9 August 2013


‘Free speech does not mean speech that costs nothing. It means speech that respects the freedom and dignity of others. Forget this and free speech will prove to be very expensive indeed.’


One of the ongoing stories this summer has been the emergence of a worrying pattern of abuse through social networking sites. There was the intimidation of a Classics professor, and threats against women campaigning to have Jane Austen’s portrait on banknotes. Most worrying by far has been the link made between one site, based in Latvia, and the suicides of four children, two in Britain, two in Ireland. The reason many feel this site is dangerous is that it allows people to post hurtful and hateful comments anonymously. More than 60 million young people use the site, posting 30 million messages a day, so some are going to be vicious, and some recipients are going to be vulnerable.


All in all, it’s a new chapter in the world’s oldest story, the use of words as weapons by people seeking to inflict pain. New – because in the past most communications were face to face and set in some kind of social context, in which parents, teachers or friends were aware of what was going on and could intervene. There were the occasional anonymous letter writers; but at least the pain they caused was private, not public the way social networking messages often are. By allowing people facelessly to make threats or be offensive or spread false rumours, the new sites are offering the demons of our nature the maximum of temptation combined with the maximum of opportunity.


Greek myth told the story of Gyges’ ring which made whoever wore it invisible so he or she could get away with anything. The internet comes pretty close to being Gyges’ ring, allowing people to hide behind a mask of invisibility, and even the service providers can usually escape by relocating beyond the reach of regulation.


The technology is new, but the moral challenge is old. Judaism’s sages were eloquent on the dangers of what they called evil speech, by which they meant derogatory, demeaning or offensive words. They called this a cardinal sin and said that it destroys three people, the one who says it, the one he says it against and the one who listens in. Words injure; they hurt; they wound. And every new technology that allows us to share words more widely calls for a renewed insistence on the ethics of communication. Free speech does not mean speech that costs nothing. It means speech that respects the freedom and dignity of others. Forget this and free speech will prove to be very expensive indeed.










Faith


30 August 2013


‘You don’t need to be religious to be moral, but it makes a huge difference to be part of a community dedicated to being a blessing to others.’


This is the last Thought for the Day I’ll be giving in my role as Chief Rabbi. On Sunday I induct my successor, Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis, and before then I wanted to say thank you for the privilege of serving as a religious leader in a society where there’s genuine respect for other people’s religious beliefs or lack of them; that understands what I call the dignity of difference. And if you were to ask me what I have cherished most these past twenty-two years, it’s been the chance to see the difference faith makes to people’s lives.


I’ve seen it do its work in Jewish communities throughout the Commonwealth, moving people to visit the sick, give hospitality to the lonely and help to those in need. You don’t need to be religious to be moral, but it makes a huge difference to be part of a community dedicated to being a blessing to others.


I’ve seen faith help Holocaust survivors to survive and not be traumatised by their memories. I saw it help my late father survive four difficult operations in his eighties so that he, who had come to this country as a refugee, could be there to see his son inducted as a Chief Rabbi. It was the faith I learned from him that kept me going through some of the worst crises of my life.


Faith brought our people into being almost forty centuries ago when Abraham and Sarah heard God’s call to leave home and begin a journey that is not yet complete and won’t be, until we learn to make peace with one another, recognising that not just us but even our enemies are in the image of God.


Faith isn’t science. It’s not about how the world came into being but about why. I believe that God created the Universe and us in love and forgiveness, asking us to love and forgive others. And though that’s often very hard, I believe it still makes it more likely than if we think that the Universe just happened, that humanity is a mere accident of biology and that nothing is sacred.


And yes, sometimes it seems as if we have just enough religion to make us hate one another and not enough to make us love one another. But the answer to that is more faith, not less: faith in God who asks us to love others as He loves us. That’s faith’s destination, and there’s still a way to go.










Birdsong


11 March 2014


‘I think we miss something essential when we take Darwinian selection to be more than a law about biology and turn it into a metaphor for life itself.’


Amid the doom and gloom of yesterday’s news, one stray item caught my eye. It was headed: ‘Darwin wrong about birds and bees’, and it was about birdsong.


A century and a half ago Darwin argued that birdsong was all about sexual selection. It was males who did the singing, hoping to make female birds swoon at hearing the ornithological equivalent of Justin Bieber, giving the most tuneful males a better chance of handing on their genes to the next generation.


Well, it turns out to be not quite like that after all, because scientists have now discovered that female birds do almost as much singing as the males, and it has less to do with sexual selection than with simply saying: ‘I’m here.’


The reason the story caught my eye was that after stepping down as Chief Rabbi last summer I’ve gone back to my first love, which is teaching. I’ve just spent six weeks doing that in New York. Which meant that I missed the British rain, and instead found myself deep in the snow of the coldest New York winter in living memory.


Rarely has coming back felt more magical, to be greeted by the first auguries of spring: crocuses in the grass, blossoms on the trees, and, best of all, hearing the dawn chorus from my bedroom window. That was when I realised that what I’d missed was the birdsong, something you don’t hear in downtown New York above the hooting taxis, speeding cars and the sheer pace and pressure of life. And suddenly it felt like an epiphany, like all those psalms that speak of creation singing a song to the creator, and the wonderful closing line of the last psalm of all: ‘Let everything that breathes praise the Lord’ (Psalm 150:6).


I think we miss something essential when we take Darwinian selection to be more than a law about biology and turn it into a metaphor for life itself, as if all that matters is conflict and the struggle to survive, so that love and beauty and even birdsong are robbed of their innocence and reduced to genetic instincts and drives.


Wordsworth was surely right when he spoke about the power of nature’s beauty so to lift us ‘that neither evil tongues, / rash judgments, nor the sneers of selfish men . . . shall e’er prevail against us, or disturb / our cheerful faith, that all which we behold / is full of blessings’. Not all is wrong in a world where birds sing for the joy of being alive.










Shame and Guilt Cultures


4 November 2014


‘We need to make it easier for people to be honest and apologise, which means that we too must learn how to forgive.’


Yesterday the General Medical Council and the Nursing and Midwifery Council issued guidelines telling doctors and nurses to be honest with patients and apologise when mistakes are made. It’s the first time such guidance has been given.


What’s extraordinary is that such guidelines have to be given at all. Doctors and nurses are among the most caring, dedicated and altruistic people there are. And yes, we’ve become a very litigious society, but has it really got to the stage when even the best have to be told to be honest, and when in the wrong, to apologise?


Something significant but almost invisible has happened to the West this past half century and to understand it we have to turn to a great anthropologist: Ruth Benedict. It was she who taught the distinction between shame cultures like ancient Greece, and guilt cultures like Judaism and Christianity.


They both teach people how they ought to behave, but they have very different approaches to wrongdoing. In shame cultures what matters is what other people think of you: the embarrassment, the ignominy, the loss of face. Whereas in guilt cultures it’s what the inner voice of conscience tells you. In shame cultures, we’re actors playing our part on the public stage. In guilt cultures, we’re engaged in inner conversation with the better angels of our nature.


The biggest difference is that in shame cultures, if we’re caught doing wrong, there’s a stain on our character that only time can erase. But guilt cultures make a sharp distinction between the doer and the deed, the sinner and the sin. That’s why guilt cultures focus on atonement and repentance, apology and forgiveness. The act was wrong, but on our character there’s no indelible stain.


In shame cultures, if you’ve done wrong, the first rule is, don’t be found out. If you are, then bluff your way through. Only admit when every other alternative has failed, because you’ll be disgraced for a very long time indeed.


Shame has a place in any moral system, but when it dominates all else, when all we have is trial by public exposure, then the more reluctant people will be to be honest, and the more suspicious we’ll become of people in public life, not just in medicine but in politics, the media, financial institutions, corporations, and let’s be honest, in religious organisations too.


We need to make it easier for people to be honest and apologise, which means that we too must learn how to forgive.










Taking Democracy for Granted


23 April 2015


‘Democracy is one of the great achievements of humankind and we should never take it for granted.’


Coming back to these shores having spent some weeks in America, it’s been fascinating to compare the general election campaign here with the presidential campaign just launched there.


There are some striking differences. For instance, in America one of the first things presidential candidates have been boasting about is how much money they’ve raised. Somehow, I can’t imagine candidates doing the same here, where we still feel, I think, that votes shouldn’t be something money can buy.


Then again, much of the talk in America is about the various segments of the electorate. Can candidate X win the Hispanic vote, or the evangelical vote, or the African American vote? Whereas here, it seems to me, we still think of voters as individuals who have views independent of their ethnicity or religion or lack of it. And those are attitudes worth valuing and protecting.


But despite the differences I find myself thinking more and more about what a difficult achievement democracy is and how much history had to be worked through and how pain endured before Britain and America arrived at it.


Just a quarter of a century ago, as the Berlin Wall fell, the Soviet Union imploded and the Cold War came to an end, people spoke as if democracy had won its final battle and would now spread throughout the world. Then almost immediately, we were faced with bloody ethnic war in the former Yugoslavia.


Just four years ago, with the Arab Spring, again it seemed as if democracy was about to spread throughout the Middle East. And instead, again there has been bloodshed and civil war.


There is nothing natural about democracy. It’s the legacy of two great ancient civilisations: Greece, that gave us the word ‘democracy’ itself, and the Judeo-Christian heritage, that said that we are all equally in the image and likeness of God and should therefore have an equal say in deciding our collective future.


Its first stirrings came in the seventeenth century after Europe had been ravaged by religious war. That was when Milton, Hobbes, Spinoza and Locke turned to the Hebrew Bible and there found the idea of the wrongness of ruling over others against their will. Full democracy still took time, but that’s where it began.


So, when people speak of an election campaign being boring, I say: three cheers for boredom, once you consider what the alternatives really are. Democracy is one of the great achievements of humankind and we should never take it for granted.










Religion’s Two Faces


23 November 2015


‘Terror committed in the name of God is a self-inflicted injury at the heart of faith itself.’


Yesterday I found myself deep in cognitive dissonance.


With memories of Paris and Mali still fresh in the mind, and with Brussels in lockdown fearing another terrorist outrage, we heard the Archbishop of Canterbury confess that even he had doubts about where God was. ‘Why is this happening?’ he found himself asking, ‘Where are You in all this?’


Yet at the same time, yesterday, one of the great moments of blessedness between faiths was taking place, here in Britain and in nineteen other countries across the world. It’s called Mitzvah Day, mitzvah being the Jewish word for a good deed, a gracious act. It began seven years ago in the Jewish community. The idea was that on one day a year we should all do an act of kindness to someone beyond our faith, that we should reach out in love across the boundaries that divide us.


It was such a beautiful idea that first the Hindu community, and then Christians and Muslims, and eventually all the faiths, joined in, bringing food to the needy, clothes and shelter to the homeless, company to the elderly and those living alone and toys for children in hospitals. Churches, synagogues and mosques all took part, showing that goodness can be contagious, and that faith can bring us together if we let it move us to heal some of the fractures of our much-injured world.


How do you reconcile these two faces of religion? There is, I think, a profound message here. God as He is in heaven is beyond change. But God as He is on Earth – what we call in Judaism the Shekhinah, the Divine presence – depends on what we do in His name.


If we serve God in love and acts of kindness, especially to strangers, especially when it’s hard, then God’s name is sanctified and we feel His presence among us, opening our hearts to one another, lifting us on the wings of grace. But if we use God’s name to justify violence against the innocent, murdering those God Himself has endowed with His image, then His name is desecrated, and His presence exiled from the world. When that happens, even the most religious find themselves asking: ‘Where is God in all this?’


Terror committed in the name of God is a self-inflicted injury at the heart of faith itself. Only when the world’s faiths declare this and act on it will we bring the Divine presence back into the shared spaces of our interconnected lives.










The Good Society


19 February 2016


‘. . . the good society is one where we all have the chance to flourish because we are all equally children of God.’


Tomorrow is the United Nations World Day of Social Justice, which is interesting, because one of the great thinkers of the twentieth century, Friedrich Hayek, thought there was no such thing as social justice. He called it a mirage, a will-o’-the-wisp, a vacuous concept, a hollow incantation, a mark of sloppy thinking and intellectual dishonesty. He thought there was justice for individuals, the kind you get from laws and courts, but for society as a whole, no.
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Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks’ voice was unmistakably one in the tradition of the greatest
teachers among the Jewish people. With his incomparable store of leaming and with
his innate sense of the power of the story he defined, often with a stark urgency and
conviction, the moral challenges and the choices our society faced. His voice spanned
the sacred and the secular; bridging generations, transcending all barriers of culture and
religion, and resonating far beyond the borders of our nation

He and T were exact contemporaries, born in the year of the foundation of the State of
Tsrael and, over many years, T had come to value his wise counsel immensely as a trusted
guide, an inspired teacher and a true and steadfast friend. Many have been the occasions
since his untimely and sad passing in November 2020 when I have wanted to seek his
perspective, knowing he would have offered unfailing wisdom, profound sanity and
moral insight which, in a confused and confusing world, are all too rare.

As an avid reader and follower of his work, T am therefore delighted to see the
publication of these broadcasts, articles, speeches and lectures by Rabbi Sacks
Although this volume represents a mere fragment of his contributions during his
lifetime, it demonstrates, once again, Rabbi Sacks’ unique capacity for interpreting the
present and predicting the future through a profound understanding of the past. Rich in
learning and rooted in humiliy, this collection includes the lightness of touch, inclusive
approach and elegant wit that Rabbi Sacks was so renowned for.

Yet it is also charged with an underlying passion and determination. As Rabbi Sacks
once stated, “to bring the world that is  little closer to the world that ought to be.” Itis
this constant striving for the common good that has ensured the timeless nature of his
teachings and perspectives. That is why they remain important and relevant to the
ongoing discussions about how we live our lives as individuals, as communities, as a
nation and as a community of nations.

Tn 2013, as he completed his time as Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregations
of the Commonwealth, I described Rabbi Sacks, deliberately misquoting Isaiah, as “a
light unto this Nation.” Horw true then: how more so now. In the years he was given to
us, how brightly that light bumed, how many lives were brightened, how many dark
places illuminated. My sincere wish s that through his writings and the work of The
Rabbi Sacks Legacy Trust, Rabbi Sacks’ voice of wisdom and hope will continue to
illuminate, inform and inspire our world for generations to come.

—-—/—\_/
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