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Scripture Readings:   

Exodus 2:5-10 
The daughter of Pharaoh came down to bathe at the river, while her attendants walked beside the 
river. She saw the basket among the reeds and sent her maid to bring it. When she opened it, she 
saw the child. He was crying, and she took pity on him. ‘This must be one of the Hebrews’ 
children,’ she said. Then his sister said to Pharaoh’s daughter, ‘Shall I go and get you a nurse 
from the Hebrew women to nurse the child for you?’ Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, ‘Yes.’ So 
the girl went and called the child’s mother. Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, ‘Take this child and 
nurse it for me, and I will give you your wages.’ So the woman took the child and nursed it. 
When the child grew up, she brought him to Pharaoh’s daughter, and she took him as her son. 
She named him Moses, ‘because’, she said, ‘I drew him out of the water.’ 

Who is Jonathan Sacks? Here are four facts about him: 

He’s an orthodox rabbi. 

He was named Chief Rabbi of Great Britain in 1991. 

He was knighted in the Queen's Birthday Honours in 2005 "For services to the 

Community and to Inter-faith Relations."  He is now Rabbi Lord Sacks. 

And -- perhaps most impressive of all to me -- He was invited to the wedding of Prince 

William and Kate, as a representative for the Jewish community.  

Rabbi Lord Sacks has written several books, the most influential of which is The Dignity 

of Difference, written in 2002 and reprinted several times since then.  The sub-head of the 

book is "How to Avoid the Clash of Civilizations," something which I'm sure we'd all 

like to do.   

 

I'm going to read you some of his words that I found thought-provoking.  I’ve cobbled 

them together from the book and also from a radio interview. 
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He writes:  "In January 2002, I stood at Ground Zero. . .Standing beside me were 

representatives of the world's faiths. . . The Archbishop of Canterbury said a prayer.  So 

did a Muslim imam.  A Hindu guru from India recited a meditation and sprinkled rose 

petals on the site, together with holy water from the Ganges.  The Chief Rabbi of Israel 

read a reflection he had written for the occasion.  Another rabbi said kaddish, the 

traditional Jewish prayer for the dead.  It was a rare moment of togetherness in the face 

of mankind's awesome powers of destruction.  I found myself wondering at the contrast 

between the religious fervor of the hijackers and the no less intense longing for peace 

among the religious leaders who were there. . . We were looking at this wreckage, this 

sheer harm that hate can do and yet, at the same time, here we all were in friendship, 

fellowship, and shared prayer. And I just saw how clearly that those are the terms of the 

equation -- Do we go that way, or (do) we go this. . . ' 

 

"It seems to me that one of the things we most fear is the stranger. And at most times in 

human history, most people have lived among people who are pretty much the same as 

themselves. Today, (however) certainly in Europe and perhaps even in America, walk 

down the average Main Street and you will encounter in 10 minutes more 

anthropological diversity than an 18th-century traveler would have encountered in a 

lifetime.  So you really have this huge problem of diversity." 

 

"And you then go back and read the Bible and something hits you, which is. . .  the one 

command reiterated more than any other in the Torah — 36 times say the rabbis — is 

love the stranger for you were once strangers in the land of Egypt. Or to put it in a 

contemporary way, love the stranger because, to him, you're a stranger. This sense that 

we are enlarged by the people who are different from us — we are not threatened by 

them — this needs cultivating, can be cultivated, and would lead us to see the 21st 

century as full of blessing, not full of fear.” 

 

“The question is "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. . . Can I do so and feel not diminished but 

enlarged?" 

 

The answer to this question is in the sacred texts.  It's in the Bible.  For example, "the 

hero of the Book of Exodus is a young man called Moses and the villain of the Book of 

Exodus is somebody called Pharaoh. But it's Pharaoh's daughter who, at great risk to 
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herself, saves the life of this young baby who she knows immediately is a Hebrew baby, 

that she says so, and she knows her father has decreed that every male Hebrew child 

shall be killed. So at great risk to herself, she takes this child into her home and brings it 

up. So now we have the daughter of the biggest villain of the book who is responsible 

for the saving of the life of the hero. Now if that doesn't challenge our paradigms, I 

don't know what does." 

 

"The Bible is saying to us the whole time, don't think that God is as simple as you are. 

He's in places you would never expect him to be. . .When Moses at the burning bush 

says to God, "Who are you?" God says to him three words: "Hayah asher hayah." And 

those words are mistranslated in English as "I am that which I am." But in Hebrew, it 

means "I will be who or how or where I will be," meaning don't think you can predict 

me. I am a God who is going to surprise you. One of the ways God surprises us is by 

letting a Jew or a Christian discover the trace of God's presence in a Buddhist monk or a 

Sikh tradition of hospitality or the graciousness of Hindu life.  Don't think we can 

confine God into our categories. God is bigger than religion." 

 

"I think God is setting us a big challenge, a really big challenge. We are living so close to 

(strangers, to) difference, with such powers of destruction, that he's really giving us 

very little choice. You know, to quote that great line from W.H. Auden, ‘We must love 

one another or die.’ And that is, I think, where we are at the beginning of the 21st 

century." 

 

Me talking here – Before going further with Rabbi Sacks’ words, let’s personalize this a 

little.  Let’s think for a moment of those that people like us may think of as “other.”  

Undocumented immigrants.  Gun lovers.  Gun haters.  In this age of divisive politics, 

the other side – Democrats.  Republicans.  Drug addicts.  Prisoners.  The homeless.  The 

one percenters.  Protestors.  Muslims.  Mormons.  Conservative talk show hosts.  Liberal 

bloviators.  We all have them -- the people who are not like us, who disagree with us, 

whom we disparage.  Can we find the face of God in the “other?”   

 

Back to Rabbi Sacks:  “We have come face to face with the stranger, and it makes all the 

difference whether we find this threatening or enlarging.  Every scriptural canon has 

within it texts which, read literally, can be taken to endorse narrow particularism, 

suspicion of strangers, and intolerance toward those who believe differently than we 

do.  Each also has within it sources that emphasize kinship with the stranger, empathy 

with the outsider, the courage that leads people to extend a hand across boundaries of 
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estrangement or hostility.  The choice is ours.  Will the generous texts of our tradition 

serve as interpretive keys to the rest. or will the abrasive passages determine our ideas 

of what we are and what we are called to do?  No tradition is free from the constant 

need to reinterpret, to apply eternal truths to an ever-changing world, to listen to what 

God's word requires of me, here, now.”  

 

“I believe that we are being summoned by God to see in the human other a trace of the 

divine Other.  The test -- so lamentably failed by the great powers of the 20th century -- 

is to see the divine presence in the face of the stranger; to heed the cry of those who are 

disempowered in this age of unprecedented powers; who are hungry and poor and 

ignorant and uneducated, whose human potential is being denied the chance to be 

expressed.  That is the faith of Abraham and Sarah, from whom the great faiths, 

Judaism, Christianity and Islam trace their spiritual or actual ancestry.  We are not gods, 

but we are summoned by God -- to do God's work of love and justice and compassion 

and peace.”  

 

 

Listen one more time to the question posed by Rabbi Sacks at the beginning, as he stood 

looking at the devastation at Ground Zero: 

"We were looking at this wreckage, this sheer harm that hate can do and yet, at the 

same time, here we all were in friendship, fellowship, and shared prayer. And I just saw 

how clearly that those are the terms of the equation -- Do we go that way, or (do) we go 

this. . . " 

 

Chief Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks   

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Here’s a link to the radio interview, on On Being with Krista Tippett: 

 

http://www.onbeing.org/program/dignity-difference/feature/room-lord-jonathan-

sacks/1222 


