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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.
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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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