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‘Who is rich?’ asked the rabbi.  ‘Not one who has much but one who rejoices in what he has’.  So it is, writes Jonathan Sacks, that happiness is not always somewhere else but where we are.  Faith is linked to an acceptance and a gratitude for life as it is.  ‘Not how the world is, but that it is, is the mystical’ (Wittgenstein).

‘Celebrating Life’ is a testimony from Britain’s Chief Rabbi full of wisdom about how to live life and to find true happiness.  Faith ‘teaches us to see what exists, not merely what catches our attention’.  To the eye of faith it is the personal rather than the powerful, relationships rather than forces that are seen to prevail in the universe.  ‘The simplest definition of God I can give is the objective reality of the personal.’  He is a person before he is a power and as such desires to ‘turn his face towards us’.  To seek God in faith is the receipe for ‘having friends and a sense of importance in the scheme of things’, both of which give health and happiness.

Jonathan Sacks analyses the decay of Western society in terms of its loss of the sense of the divine and the supremacy of the personal.  Using the picture Wittgenstein once gave of a fly in a bottle banging its head against the glass in vain, Sacks believes the way out of the social crisis is when people remember to look up to God.

As a Jew he is well aware of the value of the communal aspect of religion and of how the breakdown of society destroys the key virtue of trust.  ‘Communities, where we get to know people and spend extended time in their company, are where altruism is born…where we…learn that we can depend on one another.  They are where trust is born.’  Whereas politics divides and commerce competes, the faith communities heal these effects by demonstrating relationships built on giving, respect and love.  It is the lack of respect that so concerns the Chief Rabbi, who warns that ‘a cynical society is one that has lost the capacity to admire’.

As a philosopher the author is clear that faith is not opposed to doubt so much as ‘shallow certainty’.  ‘Far from faith excluding questions, questions testify to faith – that the world is not random…life is not blind chance…Faith is..the strength to live with the questions.  It is not a sense of invulnerability.’  By the sharing of his own faith story and personal frailty the Chief Rabbi reinforces the wisdom he shares.  He is under no illusions that to live with faith in Britain today is to join a counter-culture.  ‘Faith is at its best when it becomes a counter-cultural force; when it has no power, only influence; no authority except what it earns’.  It shows through, under pressure.  ‘When the winds blow hardest, it is then that you need strong roots.’

‘Celebrating Life’ has a refreshing, down to earth critique of moral relativism.  Human happiness depends on holding desire in check and learning to say ‘No’.  ‘Reducing morality to private choice is as absurd as the idea that we can each invent our own treatments to cure disease and that the existence of doctors is a threat to our autonomy.’

There is an illuminating section on how the truth claims of the great religions could be  respected side by side.  ‘The opposite of a correct statement is a false statement.  But the opposite of a profound truth may well be another profound truth’ (Niels Bohr).  Those who live in a particular faith tradition develop a serenity that gives common ground.  ‘There is something unmistakable about people whose lives have been touched by the sense of mystery at the heart of the universe’.

As wise writing abounding in human sympathy ‘Celebrating Life’ is a highly enriching volume.

