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Introduction by Simon Sebag Montefiore

A GREAT SPEECH DOES NOT JUST CAPTURE THE TRUTH of its era; it can also capture the big lie. This wonderful collection of speeches contains uplifting hymns to democratic freedom that encapsulate the principles of decency and liberty that we cherish, good words that enlightened the world. But we can also read some of the most despicable speeches that darkened the horizons of the free world. It is the speeches by the monsters of history that are the real lessons.

Many of these speeches contain eternal truths, particularly a classic such as the Gettysburg Address, or less known orations by those such as Václav Havel, dissident and future Czech president, or Chaim Herzog, Israeli president. As a rule, simplicity of language marks superb speechmaking, as with Mohammed, Jesus or Martin Luther King, and it helps when the orator has written the words himself. But many reek of evil and folly; their lesson is that fine, philanthropic words can mask and distort as much as they reveal and enlighten. Some speeches are distinctly Orwellian. Some are simply untrue, some wicked and some we can simply judge better now with the tool of historical hindsight. Emperor Napoleon’s ‘farewell to the Old Guard’ is tear-jerking hokum, because he had never put his country before himself and his ambitions had layered the fields of Europe with the bodies of the young and innocent. Two speeches show bad men as superb political animals. In Lenin’s ‘all power to the Soviets’ speech in September 1917, it is hard to count the lies for he had no intention of giving power to the Soviets, the peasants or the workers; power was for himself and his party oligarchs. The disdain and cynicism are overwhelming. Adolf Hitler’s speeches reveal his virtuosity as a political agitator, national actor and speechwriter, but are riddled with cynical, brutal lies and camp, ludicrous posturing. Conversely, though Stalin’s views are despicably ruthless, the self-consciously ‘modest’ cobbler’s son delivers them with surprising plainness.

Then, of course, there are the poseurs, the deluded and the well-intentioned. Richard Nixon promised to prevent the very whitewash he was determined to accomplish. General Douglas MacArthur’s farewell is magnificent but reeks of vain delusion. When President Mikhail Gorbachev praised ‘freedom of choice’, he certainly did not mean his own people to receive so much of it that they threw him out – along with his beloved communism. Neville Chamberlain is even more the butt of the sad joke of hindsight in his ‘peace in our time’ speech; it is hard to imagine a greater error of judgement and a more pathetic delusion of achievement, expressed in simple words.

Many of these speeches thus reveal the character flaws and virtues of their orators, but each is also a window onto a great occasion in history. In the age of radio or television, most people would recall where they were when they heard George W. Bush’s speech on 9/11, Franklin Roosevelt’s after Pearl Harbor or Vyacheslav Molotov’s stammered reading of what were actually Stalin’s words after the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union. Speeches delivered spontaneously are even more powerful: Charles I’s address must have been unforgettable, but it reveals the stubborn arrogance and proud pathos of the doomed monarch. Lord Protector Cromwell’s dismissal of Parliament reveals both his furious will and sanctimonious conviction of divine providence. Yet, for me, the best speech is one that marks no great event but merely pinpoints with splendid language, moral rigour and righteous fury, the essence of all decent civilization, a theme that runs through so many of these speeches: Elie Wiesel’s millennium address on the ‘perils of indifference’. We should know ALL these speeches. But if the reader remembers just Wiesel’s thoughts on history and the private individual, this book will truly have succeeded.
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‘Blessed are the poor in spirit’

JESUS OF NAZARETH

From the Sermon on the Mount (St Matthew’s Gospel), 1st century AD


JESUS OF NAZARETH

Born c.4 BC or a little later in Bethlehem, Judaea (Palestine).

The Gospels record episodes from his adult life of preaching, healing, performing miracles, and challenging Jewish religious and political authority, as well as his travels through Galilee and beyond the Jewish world in Tyre and Sidon. On visiting Jerusalem some time between AD 26 and AD 30, where he was feted, he was condemned to death for blasphemy, and a sentence of crucifixion was imposed by the Roman prefect Pontius Pilate.

Died c. AD 26–30 in Palestine. In Christian belief, Jesus’ death was followed by his resurrection.



For many people, The sayings of Jesus as presented in the Sermon on the Mount constitute the essence of Christian teaching. Beyond the Christian faith itself, they have informed basic ethical principles about how human beings should treat one another, and certain passages – including the verses known as the ‘Beatitudes’ (Blessings) and the Lord’s Prayer – have often become ingrained at childhood. Some Christian thinkers and biblical scholars view the sermon as a collection of discrete sayings gathered by early Christian writers, rather than a speech delivered on a particular occasion.

In historical terms, Jesus was born in Roman-ruled Palestine, under a puppet Jewish regime, at the end of the 1st century BC or early in the 1st century AD. He grew up in Nazareth and became an itinerant preacher in North Palestine for three years, during which time he gathered many followers who were attracted by his interpretation of Jewish law and the miracles ascribed to him. His criticism of Jewish religious leaders and warnings of the imminence of God’s rule replacing human rule provoked opposition from the Jewish and Roman establishments, leading to his death by crucifixion.

The four Gospels (meaning ‘Good News’) of the New Testament recount Jesus’ life and teachings, and are credited to four of his disciples: Matthew (which contains the Sermon on the Mount), Mark, Luke and John. They portray Jesus as living a life without material security or family support, often mixing with the poor and society’s outcasts, and constantly teaching that he would be rejected by the authorities, persecuted, suffer and die in order to fulfil God’s purpose. The Gospel writers vary in details, but all claim that Jesus rose from the dead and appeared to them on the same day, in fulfilment of Jesus’ claim to be the Messiah, the ‘Son of God’.

The historical Jesus has been variously viewed among non-Christians as a moral reformer, political revolutionary, Palestinian peasant, and charismatic rabbi. To Christians he might be all these things, but above all he was a prophet with a unique relationship with God, evidenced at his divine birth, whose death and resurrection delivered salvation to mankind.

The Christian movement quickly spread throughout the Mediterranean and was savagely suppressed in the 1st century AD by the Roman emperors Claudius and Nero. By the end of the century Jewish authorities in Palestine had adopted policies aimed at sharply differentiating Christians from Jews. But a world religion had been born, one that would underpin the development of Western society and culture.

MATTHEW 5, VERSES 3–11 (‘The Beatitudes’)

Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are they that mourn: for they shall be comforted.

Blessed are the meek: for they shall inherit the earth.

Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness: for they shall be filled.

Blessed are the merciful: for they shall obtain mercy.

Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God.

Blessed are the peacemakers: for they shall be called the children of God.

Blessed are they which are persecuted for righteousness’ sake: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are ye, when men shall revile you, and persecute you, and shall say all manner of evil against you falsely, for my sake.

MATTHEW 6, VERSES 9–13 (‘The Lord’s Prayer’)

After this manner therefore pray ye:

Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name.

Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread.

And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.

And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil:

For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever. Amen.
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‘Turn then your face towards the Sacred Mosque’

THE PROPHET MOHAMMED

From the Surah al-Baqarah (Qu’ran), 7th century AD


THE PROPHET MOHAMMED

Born in 570, in Mecca, western Arabia. Orphaned at a young age, Mohammed was brought up by his grandfather and uncle.

At 25 he married a wealthy widow, Khadijah, and became a merchant in her business. In 610 Mohammed reported a vision of the Angel Gabriel who transmitted to him the first of many divine revelations, which he began to disseminate, attracting followers as well as opponents. In 619, the ‘year of sorrows’, his wife and uncle died, and his revelations reached their most intense phase. He escaped persecution, going north to Medina in 622 and establishing a loyal following there; subsequent years saw violent clashes with the Meccan nonbelievers. In 629 he undertook the first Haj (pilgrimage) to Mecca, but after a truce with Mecca broke down he led his forces to capture the city in 630.

Died 632 in Medina. Around 650, the third caliph, Uthman, ordered the creation of an authoritative Qu’ran.



For Muslims, The Qu’ran (or Koran) contains the words of Allah (God) as revealed to the Prophet Mohammed early in the 7th century AD. They were written down in a canonical version some years after Mohammed’s death, producing an Arabic text that has since not varied. The Qu’ran, together with the hadith (the life and teachings of Mohammed), form the twin pillars of Islam. As such, they have been hugely influential in structuring Muslim societies and the lives of individual believers, from the unification of the Arab tribes in the 7th century to the present day.

Among the revelations is God’s instruction concerning the qiblah, the direction in which Mohammed and his followers should pray, and which accounts for the practice of Muslims facing towards Mecca when at prayer. The Qu’ran is divided into surahs (verse-sections), and this passage occurs in the Surah al-Baqarah (‘The Cow’), Verse 2 (144–50).

The historical background to the passage relates to the year 622, when Mohammed and his followers fled the hostility of the unconverted Meccans to establish themselves in the northern city of Medina, a relocation known to Muslims as the hegira (or hijra). Medina also contained other religious groups – Jews, Nazarenes and Christians – who all offered their prayers towards Jerusalem, a city central to their beliefs. There were also worshippers in Medina who would turn towards the Ka’aba (literally ‘cube’), an ancient religious shrine and site of pilgrimage in Mecca. Mohammed at first offered his prayers towards Jerusalem; but he felt drawn towards offering his prayers towards the Ka’aba, the house that his ancestors and the prophets Abraham and Ishmael had rebuilt many centuries before, but which now housed idols. He was troubled by this impulse until Allah directed him to do so. The Ka’aba is now at the centre of Mecca’s mosque complex.

As the verses suggest, Islam is not an entirely separate belief system from the Judeo-Christian tradition. It embraces much from those faiths, and Mohammed referred to himself as the ‘seal of the prophets’, the last of a long line including Moses and Jesus. Abraham represented a supreme example of godly humility because he had submitted to the will of God in offering to sacrifice his son to Him. And ‘Islam’ itself means ‘submission to the will of God’.

INDEED WE SEE THE TURNING OF YOUR FACE TO HEAVEN, so We shall surely turn you to a qiblah [prayer direction] which you shall like; turn then your face towards the Sacred Mosque, and wherever you are, turn your face towards it, and those who have been given the Book [Scriptures, i.e. Jews and Christians] most surely know that it is the truth from their Lord; and Allah is not at all heedless of what they do.

And even if you bring to those who have been given the Book every sign they would not follow your qiblah, nor can you be a follower of their qiblah, neither are they the followers of each other’s qiblah, and if you follow their desires after the knowledge that has come to you, then you shall most surely be among the unjust.

Those whom We have given the Book recognize him as they recognize their sons, and a party of them most surely conceal the truth while they know (it).

The truth is from your Lord, therefore you should not be of the doubters.

And every one has a direction to which he should turn, therefore hasten to (do) good works; wherever you are, Allah will bring you all together; surely Allah has power over all things.

And from whatsoever place you come forth, turn your face towards the Sacred Mosque; and surely it is the very truth from your Lord, and Allah is not at all heedless of what you do.

And from whatsoever place you come forth, turn your face towards the Sacred Mosque; and wherever you are turn your faces towards it, so that people shall have no accusation against you, except such of them as are unjust; so do not fear them, and fear Me, that I may complete My favour on you and that you may walk on the right course.
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