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Foreword

The Chief Rabbi, Dr Jonathan Sacks, is a powerful and moving writer, which is why he was the first choice of The Times when it came to selecting four regular contributors to the ‘Credo’ column which appears in the Saturday edition of the newspaper on the ‘Faith’ page. This book, a touching collection of columns derived but not reproduced from his ‘Credo’ contributions, is one result.

Few religious figures of such prominence are prepared to enter into the demanding relationship of being a regular columnist with the secular press but to our delight, Dr Sacks agreed to write monthly for us. Not only that, but he has never once complained about the cutting and amending that takes place to his articles during the sub-editing process. He did not even object on the occasion when, to make our life easier, he supplied two columns at once, and they were accidentally subbed down to one, losing most of the sense and meaning thereby. If only every freelance contributor were so understanding.

We need people like Dr Sacks in our newspaper, and not only because he never complains. Peter Stothard, editor of The Times, says:


I was always struck by the American analyses that one of the biggest gaps between newspaper readers and newspaper writers was the extent to which newspaper readers were more likely to be interested in religion than their writers were. As a newspaper we try to have a balance of writers to reflect the world we are writing for. But it is in the nature of people who write for newspapers that few of them will have religious beliefs. Therefore to some extent we have to do slightly more than we would otherwise to redress that balance.

One of the reasons for having the ‘Faith’ Page and the ‘Credo’ column is so we can use outside contributors to bring the balance of the paper in line with the balance of the readers.



Dr Sacks’ own experiences suggest that, although an establishment figure within and outside the Jewish community, he not infrequently finds himself up against his own establishment when seeking or encouraging change. Some of his columns reflect this. His personal meditations on the resulting experiences can be applied to circumstances we have all faced, whether as individuals or as belonging to an institution.

‘I never like to think of us as an establishment newspaper as that suggests we are with the establishment and against our readers,’ says Stothard:


The experience of The Times in the 1930s when it was an establishment noticeboard but not close to the instincts of the people leads to the conclusion that The Times is always best when it is with the people, joshing against the establishment rather than with the establishment, deceiving the people. My instinct is to draw more on the nineteenth-century populist Times than the establishment Times of the 1930s. Obviously we are a British institution. The Church of England is another such institution which we take a strong interest in. It has a lot of the same problems we have in terms of adaptation to the changing world. But our readers have a strong interest in it, which is why we give it strong coverage.



It is similar for Dr Sacks in his business, the business of faith. ‘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,’ he says.

It is when writing about his personal difficulties, though, that Dr Sacks is most moving. Figures at the head of institutions can easily become icons for some, while at the same time turning into easy targets for others, for the iconoclasts. Rarely can such occasions be isolated from their personal context, even if the individual concerned cannot at the time, for reasons of political and personal integrity, depict the full context which can shed light on events which appear otherwise inexplicable.

Dr Sacks has, during his time as Chief Rabbi, endured various struggles within his own community which have spilled over into the secular world. Here he writes obliquely of the background to one such conflict, a series of events that in fact provided the inspiration for this book. Badly affected by the death of his father, he went through one of the most difficult periods of his life. ‘I made mistakes, and being a public figure, I suffered for them. For two years I felt as if I were drowning,’ he says.

Many readers will surely identify with this. I was reminded of a particular trauma in my own past, to which I often apply the phrase: ‘I tried to drown my problems, but my problems learned to swim.’ Dr Sacks describes how he did indeed go swimming, got out of his depth and lost consciousness. A stranger rescued him, and placed him at the foot of his wife. He never discovered the stranger’s name but this brush with death has made every day, for him, a celebration, no matter what difficulties it may contain.

This book is about survival, and about faith that survival is possible. It is about human dignity and the possibility that happiness can be had by all, if only we can open our eyes and believe.

Ruth Gledhill
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To me, she has been a constant inspiration. I was once asked by an interviewer who the formative influences on my life were. I replied, ‘My late father, who was always prepared to lose a friend rather than compromise a principle, and my mother, who kept all the friends my father lost.’ By her example she taught me and my brothers what other, more overtly religious people sometimes forget: that having faith in God means having faith in other people, and that the measure of our righteousness lies in how many people we value, not in how many we condemn. Still active in her eighties, visiting the sick, doing acts of kindness and finding happiness in unexpected places, she has been, for me, a living role model for celebrating life by enhancing the lives of others, and this book is my way of saying ‘thank you’ to her.
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