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Abstract

In this book, Jonathan Sack€hief Rabbiof the United Hebrew Congregations of the
Commonwealth and member of the House of Lordsemd@s the relationship between Jews
and the world. He argues for active engagementIvimg listening. His book is an
intellectual and spiritual search for the answethi® question what the present-day place of
the Jews and Judaism is and should be in the gholo#dty. It is also a call to action.

Universalism vs. particularism

Jonathan Sacks argues that Jews have a special ipldthe global project of mankind”.
Their God is a universal God Who entered into aisp€ovenant with the Jewish people.
The first Covenant the Bible tells us about, isngetn God and all mankind, through Noah.
The second Covenant is between God and Abrahanc@rzkrns the Jews. Therefore, Jews
have a special role to play, namely to teach athdmity the dignity of difference. The first
book of the Bible begins with humanity and thenroas the focus on Abraham and his
descendants, to end with a vision of all of humaitknowledging the one God. In this
tension between the universal and the particulas for the Jews to aspire to a society of
Messianic dimensions. Sacks argues that Judaiarpasticular monotheism, since it does not
claim to be the sole path to salvation. All rights@eople, not just Jews, have a share in the
world to come, as the Talmudic Rabbis tell us. Réyg according to Judaism is that we are all
different and everyone is endowed with the posgittib pursue the course of one’s own life.
There is no need for uniformity but, rather, fortgaularity. Sacks states that this is also the
essence of the Bible which in Genesis starts Withdreation of the universe and mankind
(universalism) and slowly but surely moves towatts journey of Abraham and the course
of a people, namely the Jews and their fate (pdatism). Judaism is both particular and
universal and the world needs Jews to be both.

It is inherent to Judaism that it has several paldrist aspects and, as such, acts as a code of
difference at times when all are supposed to besdinge. Sacks emphasises that Jews should
not assimilate into the society in which they reslit rather should wear their identity with
pride. If Jews are not accepted for being diffei@tthough actively participating in society)
they will not be accepted at all. One of the cdrigaets is that Jews are to love “otherness”,
for they were strangers in the land of Egypt ahdhal other nations among whom they lived.
Jews’ unigue contribution relates to their surviaahidst empires and other nations: Jews
have a vocation as a nation to contribute; it &rtbontributions that count, not their number.

The two religions that sprang from Judaism candled universal monotheist as they aspire
for all mankind to embrace their faith. Judaisna iparticularist form of monotheism. Sacks
recalls the enormous impact of the call of Abralttarmove from urbanised Mesopotamia to
begin a journey: “2.2 billion Christians, 1.3 lli Muslims and 13 million Jews — more than
halve the 6 billion people alive today — claim gpal descent from Abraham.

Place of Jews in society

Throughout history, Jews have participated in thaeties in which they have lived while at
the same time insisting on the right to be différémthat respect, the Jewish people provide a
beautiful example of how a people can form pad sbciety without losing their identity. The
differences with the society in which Jews residgeuthem with other Jews around the world
who follow the same Judaic traditions and setawkl This ensures that Jews will remain one



people although widely dispersed. This also briggsat responsibility to all Jews: because
Jews are part of a greater Judaic society all fieetad by the behaviour of other Jews that
are also part of that society. In this respectJals have a responsibility to ensure that their
behaviour does not negatively impact the imagaudaidm as a society.

Conversation between traditional Jewish learningl aecademic scholarship
Judaism embraces the idea that there isn’t a single that all must follow. Even in the Bible
one can find passages where prophets and statedikerargue with the highest authority,
God. Sacks emphasises that this is essential toasincgand many Jews have forgotten this. He
finds that Judaic society is currently subject kieration between the world of traditional
Jewish learning and academic scholarship, whiamnisnpoverishment of a dialogue that has
much to offer to each side. Sacks calls for a rehe# the concept of conversation within
Judaism through ten principles that have always lteere but have been neglected over the
last couple of decades. The author believes thease Judaic society would follow these ten
principles, this should ensure an end to the digisess in Judaism, thus ensuring the
endurance of Judaism. These principles are:

1. God lives in language

2. By discovering the other, we discover ourselves

3. When words end, violence begins

4. Listening is a religious act

5. To hear, you have to listen

6. Without argument, there is no justice

7. Argument for the sake of truth and heaven

8. To reach truth you must listen to the other side

9. The dignity of dissent

10. Argument as a mode of conflict containment.

A nation and a religion

The author seeks to answer who Jews are and wiyngraoth a religious and an ethnic
view, Sacks explains the continued existence ofltveish people after thousands of years by
being faithful to their God and traditions. Esseltyi Judaism is a faith, but it also involves a
common fate. The latter is what binds nations togetthe former what binds followers of the
same religion. So, Jews share a religion and nadioth. Sacks calls upon Jews to define
themselves not as a people of either a religioa wation, but rather as a religion andation.

Association with life and hope in spite of persexuaind genocide

Sacks thinks Jews have lost their way and “neegktover the classic terms of the Jewish
story”. Because of the many tragic things that hasppened to Jews over the past 4,000
years (Exodus of Egypt, persecution by Herodotias, Grusades and the Holocaust) Jews
often have a negative self image of Judaism, whédonates in the often used phrase to
identify the Jews as a “people who dwells alonefuese rather than a blessing in the opinion
of Sacks. Jews are not alone in the world and, avere cannot survive as a people who
dwells alone in this world. Instead of associatthgmselves with tragedy and death, Jews
should associate themselves with life and hopenodigh Jews have faced persecution and
genocide many times over the course of their hysttrey are still here, which in itself
provides a story of the resilience of life and hopace Jews let go of the association with
hope and life and substitute it for an image afédy and death, this will turn out to be a self-
fulfilling prophecy heralding the final decline tife Jewish people.



Anti-Semitism

Throughout history, Jews have faced many formsntf@emitism. The author describes the

fourth mutations of anti-Semitism, which he conssd® be a virus. Jews are facing a new
form of anti-Semitism today, directed against Jassa nation with their own state in their

own land. This new form of anti-Semitism is not aednat Jews as individuals, but rather

targets Jews as being part of a Jewish nation. oo to Sacks, Jews must ensure that they
do not stand alone in fighting this new form of ig@gmitism, since Jews represent only

0.02% of humankind, a figure so small that it hagrblikened to an error in the Chinese

census. Jews should instead try to fight anti-Semitogether with allies. Sacks emphasises
that Jews are not the only people in the world fdue prejudice and hate. Therefore, Jews
must stand together with these other peoples ierdai these other people to stand with them

Reading the Bible differently

In his Biblical interpretations, a central placeréserved for the story of the burning thorn
bush (Exodus$hemdt3:14). Sacks’s reading of the expression God wgseh Moses asked
the name of God is different from traditional Chea translations: “Ehyeh asher ehyah [3

X 2w X 71°:7K]" means: “l will be what | will be”. This contrastwith “I am who | am” as
the words are often rendered. Sacks sees in Geddation to Moses an indication of His
evolving nature, a reference to the future tenseidHunknowable beforehand. Even though
God keeps His promises, reflecting His faithfulnes$s is not predictable: He awaits us in the
future. This is exactly what Judaism is about adicwy to Sacks. Hence the title of his book.
In essence, Judaism is a religion of what will cdmee, a religion that promises the world a
better future. And although at times it may seeat tb fight for a better future is like fighting
a losing battle, it is always better to fight saclosing battle than to submit to a cynical world
that tells you that all things are as they are mothing can be changed. Judaism refuses to
accept this cynical view and provides a vision opd for Jews and the rest of mankind alike
which encourages people to pursue a vision of @bkitture. Judaism is the only civilisation
whose golden age is the future and whose best tianes not yet come to pass.

Tragedy vs. life and hope

Sacks compares the contributions of Judaism toctimgribution of Ancient Greece to the
world. According to Sacks, the contribution of Aewi Greece to the world has been the
concept of tragedy, which involves a golden age lika in the past and a fate that cannot be
changed no matter how hard you try. By way of astirJudaism provided the world with a
conception of the world of life and hope. This Bsbindicated by the Book of Job which,
although resembling a tragic (Greek) story, isaict fa book of hope. Job refuses to loose faith
in God no matter the atrocities he must endure vécel versa God refuses to loose faith in
Job. Judaism is the principled defeat of tragedyy@name of hope. Jews never accepted that
tragedy (war, diseases, injustice, poverty) is temitinto the structure of the universe, but
instead tells us that one can be what one warni&.td@his message needs to be shared with
the rest of humanity and therefore Jews shouldteetfiveir current inward inclination and
reach out to the rest of the world and tell the&ssage.

Israel and a Jewish society — social covenantesias contract

Jonathan Sacks indicates that although Israel lasmged to establish a Jewish state, it hasn’t
succeeded (yet) in establishing a Jewish societyatdgues that in order to establish a Jewish
society, Israel should take notice of the covendinis argued that the essence of the
relationship of the Jews with God lies in the camn Under the concept of thsocial
contract which was invented by Thomas Hobbes in th& t@ntury, the people transfer
certain freedoms to the state in order for the [getiplive a safer life in comparison with the



natural state. God’s covenant with the people @ elswhich was established through Moses
at Mount Sinai was no such contract, but rathesbdished a relationship between the Jews
and God. In this respect, the Jewish God is nobwwrwhelming sovereign but rather a

constitutional sovereign who has been chosen byp#uple. In the opinion of Sacks, the

social contractcreates a state, whereas sloeial covenantreates a society. Sacks points out
that the true heroes in the Bible are not kingsotbrer statesmen, but the prophets who
represent the voice of conscience and emphasisanpertance of society. Jews were a

society for many thousands of years before theyteradly established the state of Israel.

Therefore, Judaism places the covenant over thigamdrand the society over the state. The
state is merely a necessary evil that is requmesktablish a good functioning society.

Sacks’ other writings

What Sacks sees as the kernel of the Jewish faithbest be summarised by quoting from
another of Sacks’ many writings, higtters to the Next Generation - Reflections omYo
Kippur: “Judaism sets the bar high. It's a demanding]lehging religion, but that is its
greatness. If | were to define what it is to beea,Jl would say it is to be an ambassador for
God.” Also from the same booklet: “The keyword uddism isShemawhich simply means

“Listen”.

The book here summarised is based on Sacks’ Fliamse lectures published Tine Jewish
Chroniclefrom December 2007 until April 2008.
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