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The Perspective of Rabbi Jonathan Sacks ob”m
15. R. Jonathan Sacks, Dignity of Difference, pp. 16-17

dangerous age. I believe that globalization is summoning the
world’s great faiths to a supreme challenge, one that we have been
able to avoid in the past but can do so no longer. Can we find, in
the human ‘thou’, a fragment of the Divine ‘Thou’? Can we
recognize God’s image in one who is not in my image? There are
times when God meets us in the face of a stranger. The global age
has turned our world into a society of strangers. That should not
be a threat to our identity but a call to a moral and spiritual
generosity more demanding than we had sometimes supposed it to
be. Can I, a Jew, recognize God’s image in one who is not in my

image: in a Hindu or Sikh or Christian or Muslim or an Eskimo
from Greenland speaking about a melting glacier? Can I do so
and feel not diminished but enlarged? What then becomes of my
faith, which until then had bound me to those who are like me,
and must now make space for those who are different and have
another way of interpreting the world?

16. R. Jonathan Sacks, Dignity of Difference, p. 92

Perhaps the most influential single phrase in Western civiliza-
tion is the verse in the first chapter of Genesis in which God says,
‘Let us make man in Our image and likeness’ (1: 26). What is
revolutionary in these words is not that a human being can be in
the image of God. That was an idea familiar to the ancient world.
Sumerian kings and Egyptian Pharaohs were precisely that: gods,
or representatives of the gods, in human form. What was new was
not that a human being can be in the image of God, but that every
human being is. From its inception, Judaism was a living protest
against hierarchical societies that give some, but not all, dignity,
power and freedom. Instead it insisted that if any individual is
sacred, then every individual is, because each of us is in the image
of God.

17. R. Jonathan Sacks, Dignity of Difference, p. 133

sovereignty of God. That is the significance of the most
revolutionary of all religious utterances, the declaration in the
first chapter of Genesis that not only kings and pharaohs but every
human being is God’s ‘image and likeness’. Though it would take
thousands of years for it to work its way into the culture of the
West, it is here that the idea is first given expression that would
become, in the American Declaration of Independence, the
famous statement: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all
men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator
with certain unalienable rights, that among these are Life, Liberty
and the pursuit of Happiness . .." The irony is that these truths are
anything but self-evident. They are the negation of a view, held
almost universally in the ancient world, given philosophical
expression by Plato and Aristotle, and maintained throughout the
Middle Ages, that people are not born equal. Some are born to be
rulers, others to be ruled.
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18. R. Jonathan Sacks, Not in God’s Name, p. 160

By making the human person ‘in his image’ God has given us
freedom: the freedom to do good, which also necessarily entails the
freedom to do evil. In the early chapters of Genesis we feel God’s
pain and disappointment as first Adam and Eve, then Cain, then the
generation of the Flood use their freedom to bring chaos to God’s
universe of order. Yet there is never a hint that God might create
Homo sapiens without freedom. The free God desires the free
worship of free human beings. The idea that God might create a
billion computers programmed to declare his praise is, in biblical
terms, absurd. Only a being with freedom is a true ‘Other’, and the
freedom and dignity of otherness is central to the divine project.

19. R. Jonathan Sacks, Not in God’s Name, pp. 202-204

Note also that the phrase ‘image of God’, as it appears in the Bible,
constitutes a paradox, almost a contradiction. It is axiomatic to the

Bible that God has no image. To suggest otherwise — to make or
worship an image of God - is the paradigm case of idolatry. When
Moses asks God who he is, his reply is: ‘I will be what I will be’ (Exod.
3:14). God transcends categorisation. Were he to have an image, he
would be like this, not that; here, not there; in this colour, creed or
code, not that. Judaism’s sages fully understood the implication:

For this reason man was created alone, to teach that
whoever destroys a single life is as if he destroyed a
complete universe...and for the sake of peace among
humanity, so that no one could say to another, ‘My father
is greater than yours’...and to proclaim the greatness of
the Holy One, blessed be He, for when a human being
makes many coins from one mould, they are all the same,
but the supreme King of kings makes every human being
in the same image, yet all are different.”
As God resists categorisation, so does humankind.
The Bible has a second surprise for us. The same phrase reappears,
eight chapters later, after the Flood as part of God’s covenant with
Noah:

Whoever sheds the blood of man,
by man shall his blood be shed;
for in the image of God

has God made man. (Gen. 9:6)

This sounds like a restatement of Genesis 1. In fact, though, it is the
opposite. Genesis 1 tells us that we are in God’s image. Genesis 9 tells
us that the other person is in God’s image. Genesis 1 speaks of the
pre-eminence of humankind (‘Fill the earth and master it’). Genesis
9 declares the prohibition against murder. Between the two lies
tragedy. Granted mastery over nature, human beings used that
power to attempt mastery over other human beings, and the result —
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from Cain to the Flood — was violence and murder. It still is. That is
why Genesis 9 is not a repetition but a reversal of Genesis 1.

Genesis 1 is about the self, Genesis 9 about the human Other. One
who is not in my image is nonetheless in God’s image — that is the
basis of God’s covenant with Noah, a universal requirement of all
cultures if they are to honour God who gave us life. Terror, the killing
of the innocent and the sacrifice of human life in pursuit of political
ends are not mere crimes. They are sacrilege. Those who murder
God’s image in God’s name commit a double sacrilege.

20. R. Jonathan Sacks, Dignity of Difference, pp. 59-60
God cares about the stranger, and so must we. Abraham invites three

strangers into his tent and discovers that they are angels. Jacob
wrestles with an unnamed adversary alone at night and thereafter
says, ‘I have seen God face to face’. Welcoming the stranger, said
the sages, is even greater than ‘receiving the divine presence’. The
Book of Ruth, which tells the prehistory of David, Israel’s greatest
king, reaches its climax when Ruth says to Boaz (her ‘redeemer’),
‘Why have I found favour in your eyes such that you recognize
me, though I am a stranger’ (2: 10). The human other is a trace of

the Divine. As an ancient Jewish teaching puts it: "When a human
being makes many coins in the same mint, they all come out the
same. God makes every person in the same image — His image -
and each is different.”'® The challenge to the religious imagination
is to see God’s image in one who is not in our image. That is the
converse of tribalism. But it is also something other than
universalism. It takes difference seriously. The prophet Malachi
says to the Israelites, ‘From furthest east to furthest west my name
is great among the nations, says the Lord of Hosts, but you
profane it ...” (1: 10). The God of Israel is larger than the specific
practices of Israel. Traces of his presence can be found throughout
the world. We do not have to share a creed or code to be partners
in the covenant of mankind. The prophets of Israel wrestle with
an idea still counterintuitive to the Platonic mind: that moral and
spiritual dignity extend far beyond the boundaries of any one
civilization. They belong to the other, the outsider, the stranger,
the one who does not fit our system, race or creed.
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21. R. Jonathan Sacks, Morality: Restoring the Common Good in Divided Times, p. 84

A key figure i helping it further on its path to ascendancy was
Immanuel Kant. Kant placed supreme emphasis on the human power of
reason, and on the capacity of the mind to construct the world, not as it is in
itself, but as it is perceived by us. He interiorized reality. The best way of
understanding his writings on morality is to think of them as a translation of
Lutheranmism into the language of secularity.

The biblical idea that we are each in the image and likeness of God
became, 1in Kant’s translation, the principle: treat other human beings as
ends, not means. Luther’s Pauline insistence on faith, not works, became
Kant’s assertion that nothing is unconditionally good except a good will.
Morality for Kant, like faith for Luther, lives within the mind or soul. It is
not what we do but what we intend and why that matters. Finally, and
crucially, for Kant as for Luther, authority lies not in external institutions
but m the inner life of the individual. Doing good because someone else—
God or society—so commanded constitutes hereronomy, a law made by
someone other than me, and does not constitute moral behavior. Morality
requires artonomy, meaning that I have legislated 1t for myself.

22. R. Jonathan Sacks, Dignity of Difference, p. 200

I have argued that if we are to find an idea equal to the
challenge of our time it must come from within the great religious
traditions themselves. I have tried to articulate one possible form
of that idea. It is that the one God, creator of diversity, commands
us to honour his creation by respecting diversity. God, the maker
of all, has set his image on the person as such, prior to and
independently of our varied cultures and civilizations, thus
conferring on human life a dignity and sanctity that transcends
our differences. That is the burden of his covenant with Noah and
thus with all mankind. It is the moral basis of our shared
humanity, and thus ultimately of universal human rights. That is
why the later covenant with Abraham and his children does not
exclude other paths to salvation. The righteous of all nations -
those who honour God and his covenant with mankind — have a
share in the world to come. Until the great faiths not merely
tolerate but find positive value in the diversity of the human
condition, we will have wars, and their cost in human lives will
continue to rise.
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23. R. Jonathan Sacks, Dignity of Difference, p. 201-202

The test of faith is whether I can make space for difference.
Can I recognize God’s image in someone who is not in my image,
whose language, faith, ideals, are different from mine? If I cannot,
then I have made God in my image instead of allowing him to
remake me in his. Can Jews, Muslims, Hindus, Sikhs, Confucians,
Orthodox, Catholics and Protestants make space for one another
in the Middle East, India, Sri Lanka, Chechnya, Kosovo and the
dozens of other places in which different ethnic and religious
groups exist in close proximity? Can we create a paradigm shift
through which we come to recognize that we are enlarged, not
diminished, by difference, just as we are enlarged, not diminished,
by the 6,000 languages that exist today, each with its unique
sensibilities, art forms and literary expressions? This is not the
cosmopolitanism of those who belong nowhere, but the deep
human understanding that passes between people who, knowing

how important their attachments are to them, understand how
deeply someone else’s different attachments matter to them also.
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