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To THE EDITOR:

I believe that a point on rhetorical and pedagogical strategy resolves, in one

fell swoop, nearly all the questions Dr. Alan Jotkowitz poses to R. Jonathan

Sacks’ theology (“Universalism and Particularism in the Jewish Tradition:

The Radical Theology of Rabbi Jonathan Sacks” in Tradition, Fall 2011).
Dr. Jotkowitz raises four main difficulties:

1. R. Sacks claims that all religions are equally true, which is ditficult to
uphold within Orthodox Jewish tradition.

2. R. Sacks’ writings overly rely on Scripture, with explanations that
contradict rabbinic interpretations.

3. R. Sacks explicitly rejects pluralism within Judaism. If all religions
are equally true, why not all Jewish denominations?

4. R. Sacks opposes multiculturalism’s equality of culture but favors
equality of religions.

I submit that the key to understanding R. Sacks’ theology is recognizing
that he is a global religious figure who addresses multiple audiences. He
speaks not only internally, inspiring and instructing Jews, but also to the
broader public. To maximize his impact on listeners, he speaks differently
to different audiences. When speaking to Orthodox Jews, he invokes
Talmud, commentaries and codes. However, when addressing gentiles,
particularly Christians, he primarily utilizes common language — the
Hebrew Bible and philosophy — and avoids legal niceties that outsiders
to Orthodox Judaism would find foreign to theology.

When speaking to gentiles, he mentions the Noahide code but only
briefly (e.g. The Dignity of Difference, pp. 20, 54, 57). Of course, as an
Orthodox rabbi, he believes that all humanity is bound by it, including its
prohibition against idolatry, but his goals in this book are not furthered
by overemphasizing it. He is speaking to the nations of the world and
using Christian terms like “faith” (meaning religion, not specific beliefs)
and telling them that they can follow their own tribal paths to God (as
long as they fall within the boundaries of the Noahide covenant).

All of those religions contain some truth and, figuratively, God speaks
to all people. R. Sacks is not, to my reading, saying that every truth claim
of every religion is true or that every (or any) sacred religious text is
divinely revealed. He is merely saying that God cares about every human
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being and manifests Himself in their lives. When they feel God’s pres-
ence, they are genuinely experiencing a religious moment. And, perhaps,
even stronger and following the Rambam’s view in Mishne Torab ( Hillkhot
Melakbim 11:4), God providentially directs the founding and spreading
of those religions.

A book guiding gentiles in resolving differences among themselves is
not the place to assert the unique place of Judaism and its sacred texts. R.
Sacks is speaking to the vast majority of the world about the vast majority
of people and their relationships with God. He is telling them that all reli-
gions within the Noahide covenant that uphold universal values are equally
true, but those that contravene the Noahide covenant and universal values
are invalid. This is entirely consistent with the idea that within the Mosaic
covenant only one religion — Judaism — can be true. Pluralism is an aspect
of the Noahide covenant. Within the Mosaic covenant, however, “Ortho-
doxy is defined in terms of truth and authority, not interpretation and
option. This fact cannot be translated into pluralism.” (One People, p. 151)

And even within the Noahide covenant, beliefs that undermine uni-
versal values of community and family or that otherwise endanger society
are invalid. “There are indeed moral universals — the Hebrew Bible calls
them ‘the covenant with Noah’ and they form the basis of modern codes
of human rights. But they exist to create space for cultural and religious
difference...” (The Dignity of Difference, p. 20) Failing to recognize this,
and thereby risking society’s collapse, is multiculturalism’s fatal error.
“[L]iberalism in its modern guises, and still more in its postmodern one,
denies that there is such a thing as a shared moral code.” (The Home We
Build Together, p. 5)

While I already explained why, in certain books, R. Sacks portrays his
religious thought almost exclusively through Scripture, I’d like to address
an important example that Dr. Jotkowitz raises. Over many books, R. Sacks
develops a theology of the stranger. He returns again and again to this theme,
which he argues is essential to the Jewish outlook. Dr. Jotkowitz correctly
points out that “[t]he verses he quotes, according to the Oral Torah, refer
exclusively to a stranger who is a full convert to Judaism (ger tsedek) or at
the very least some[one]| who agrees to follow the seven Noahide laws
and live peacefully under Jewish sovereignty (ger toshav).” (p. 61)

R. Sacks is well aware of this and, in a text directed toward Jews that
Dr. Jotkowitz overlooks, explains his approach within the traditional frame-
work of Talmud and commentaries. In Covenant & Conversation: A Weekly
Reading of the Jewish Bible (Exodus, 179-186), R. Sacks quotes two passages
from Bava Metsin and from Ramban and Or Ha-Hayyim in his analysis of
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the moral obligation toward strangers. If I understand correctly, his main
basis for generalizing these commandments is that the Torah is com-
manding Jews how to properly treat strangers who live among them. In a
settled land of Israel, the only strangers who may live among us are con-
verts and gerei toshav. However, the lessons from these commandments
refer, at the very least in spirit, to the way any native population should
treat strangers living in its midst.

R. Sacks is only human and may be guilty of inconsistencies and
errors. However, I fail to see how Dr. Jotkowitz and Dr. Marc Shapiro,
whom Jotkowitz quotes, have successfully critiqued R. Sacks’ theology.

GIL STUDENT
Brooklyn, NY

ALAN JOTKOWITZ RESPONDS:

I want to thank Rabbi Student for his careful reading of my article, but I
fail to see how his contention that “recognition that he is a global reli-
gious figure who addresses multiple audiences” solves the difficulties that
I raised. Regardless of the audience addressed, the theology presented
needs to be consistent with Rabbinic thought in order to be considered
an authentic Orthodox Jewish perspective. I will now address each of the
four points in which R. Student summarized my article:

1. R. Student comments that Rabbi Sacks “is merely saying that God
cares about every human being and manifests Himself in their lives.”
I wholly agree with those sentiments, but maintain that Rabbi Sacks
is saying much more than that. R. Sacks writes, “As Jews we believe
that God has made a covenant with a singular people, but that does
not exclude the possibility of other peoples, cultures, and faiths find-
ing their own relationship with God within the shared frame of the
Noahide laws.”! Notwithstanding the eloquence of the statement,
most of the world’s religions do not faithfully follow the Noahide
laws. Many of the Eastern religions do not believe in traditional
monotheism and neither does Catholicism according to many
authorities. Furthermore, I maintain that it is none of my business what
other people believe and, instead of advocating a theology based on
the “dignity of difference,” would rather accept the position of the
Rav that, while maintaining mutual respect between religions, prefers
to limit theological discussion between faith communities.

! Jonathan Sacks, The Dignity of Difference (London: Continuum Press, 2003), 55.
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2. The fact that R. Sacks is speaking to Gentiles and that’s why he bases
his theology on biblical passages is irrelevant if his theology is not
grounded in Rabbinic teachings. As I pointed out in my article,
there are multiple possible readings of the Bible, and from an Ortho-
dox perspective theological readings must be consistent with tradi-
tional Rabbinic thought.

3. I am not sure how the fact that R. Sacks is speaking to a global audi-
ence explains why according to his theology of the “dignity of dif-
ference” Judaism should not welcome other denominations (which
according to my understanding R. Sacks is not willing to do) as long
as they abide by the Noahide laws.

4. Targued the inconsistency of R. Sacks’ thought in endorsing universal
moral principles but accepting the validity of other religions. As I
emphasized in my article, there are times that these two assumptions
are contradictory and his theology needs to address this difficulty.

I want to thank Rabbi Student for the respectful tone of his letter, which

is in the spirit of my original article. As I mention in the paper, I hold

Rabbi Sacks in the highest regard and feel that Tradition is the appropriate
forum for discussion and debate of these important issues.

ALAN JOTKOWITZ

Beer-Sheva, Israel

112




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings true
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (Color Management Off)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1000
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (DJS standard print-production joboptions; for use with Adobe Distiller v7.x; djs rev. 1.0)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [792.000 1224.000]
>> setpagedevice


