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If ever there was a book engaging profoundly with the big picture of our day this is it. The Chief Rabbi provides a compelling analysis of the way the world is and an upbeat assessment of the future role of the world’s religions in bringing it to its senses. Almost every page engages, so that it is a slow read, requiring space for reflection, rewarding the reader with a sense of seeing what had to that day been obscure come into vivid focus.

The world is in crisis. Globalisation has made for such interconnection that systems with a universal claim are inevitably put into conflict, as on 11 September 2001. Our global economy lacks any associated vision of the way the world should be heading. Electronic communications allow the instant transfer of immense quantities of money across the world with the minimum of moral consideration apart from the seeking of immediate gain. The taking of moral responsibility always links to a degree of trust. With face to face relationships minimised in the conduct of the world’s economic affairs, the moral sense of connection between act and consequence is being lost, as in the transferring of jobs from one country to another overnight. There is something of a depersonalisation of life, loss of values and widespread anxiety.

In this crisis there is a resurgence of religion that has confounded the sceptics. In part this reflects the search for stability in a fast changing world and for the affirmation of human dignity that religion affords. This resurgence seems also to be demonstrating that in the end homo sapiens is a creature actually more concerned with the question of meaning than with the maximising of goods or power through economic or political means.

The universal faiths have always provided meaning and purpose for their adherents, but are increasingly driven by globalisation to make sense of non-adherents. They present rival claims about the essentials of the human condition that fuel the clash of civilisations in a global society. 

Each system has traditions that are on the one hand generous to the outsider and on the other hand abrasive. It is in the renewal and deepening of the former that hope for a common global vision can be found. Where religions can capture afresh God’s affirmation of difference and the call to honour those who are different, people can be enlarged rather than diminished by encounter with those outside their own faith tradition.

In the most radical section Sacks raises questions for which his own orthodox Jewish community recently censored him and which will make many Christians feel uneasy. Could it be that God has spoken though Judaism to Jews, Christianity to Christians and so on? He asks. Is not God greater than any religion and only partially comprehended by any one faith? In a powerful analogy Jonathan Sacks compares the current threat of fundamentalism to the religious diversity he suggests is God-given to the current ecological threat to biodiversity. Just as in nature the proper object of wonder is not a quintessential leaf but any one of the 250,000 different species, so the idea of a quintessential religion is to be rejected since one can only actually engage in wonder through engaging with one of the variety. This can, in the Rabbi’s book, be squared with the absolute claim of revealed religions, although this section is difficult to grasp.

In the crisis facing the world the stand off between religions has to melt into genuine conversation so that their adherents can see their vision of what can be for humanity enlarged by encounter with those of a different standpoint. This book is going to catalyse a good amount of such conversation.
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