On Dreams and Responsibilities

and barbaric acts of violence against the innocent. Worst of all is the fear
- that these factors may come together in the form of weapons of mass
Chapte’}" 20 destruction — chemical, biological or nuclear - reaching the hands of
. groups who have no compunction against mass murder in the name of
God and the apocalypse. The Chinese curse — ‘May you live in interesting
times’ - seemns likely to ring true for the foreseeable future.
.- These problems are so vast, so interconnected and global, that they lie
beyond the reach of nation states, even superpowers like the United
States and the European Union, How then can you and I make a differ-
ence? Taken individually, we are no more than a grain of sand cn the sea
shore, a wave in the ocean, dust on the surface of infinity. Because we are
confronted with these problems daily on our television screens, we are
faced with constant cognitive dissonance. We want to help, but there is all
too litle any of us can do. Under such pressures, the mind turns inward,
seeking satisfaction within the self, or fulfilment within the narrow circle
of family or friends, or salvation within the closed community,
Thatinward turn is evident in almost all Western societies today. It takes
radically different forms — from consurnerism, to ‘spirituality’ and the
. exploration of the self, to aggressively antianodern forms of religious prac-
tice and belief. These phenonena could not be less alike yet they have one
- thing in common: they are an attempt to create safe space, a shelter from
¢ the world outside, a haven in a heartless world. In Christopher Lasch’s
poignant phrase, we seek ‘psychic survival in troubled times’.?
Ihave argued in this book for the opposite response. Now, of all times,
we should be holding out the hand of friendship to strangers, help to
those in need. Power entails responsibility, and the immense power gen-
erated by modern technology, medicine, instantaneous worldwide
communication and the global economy will call for responsibility on the
ame scale. We can make a difference, and ondywe can make a difference,
Without the unforced contributions of peopie of good will, politicians
are powetless and international resolutions so many well-meaning words
spent upon the air. '
At the heart of this book has been a metaphor, coined in a hilltop
lage in north Israel in the sixteenth century by a Jewish mystic, in the
ermath of one of the great human tragedies of the Middle Ages, the
nish Expulsion. Rabbi Isaac Luria framed a vision of hope in the
st of catastrophe. The divine light which initially flooded creation
€d too strong. There was a ‘breaking of the vessels’, as a result of
fragments of God’s light lay hidden under the rubble and wreck-
disaster. It is our task, he said, to ‘heal’ or ‘mend’ the world by
ing for those fragments and rescuing them, one by one. It was a
iMage, because it refused to accept the fractures of the world as
I&, but neither did it suppose that repair would be instantaneous,
dramatic.

On Dreams and
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Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the fotof
others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of:
hope, and crossing each other from a million different centres of:
energy and daring, those ripples build a current that can swee
down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance. S

(Robert Kennedy)}

The twenty-first century confronts humanity with challenges of a8
and scope that scem to defy solution. There are the environmental pro
lems: global warming, the erosion of the biosphere, the destruction
rain forests and the greatest extinction of species since civilization be;
There is the growing inequality between rich and poor: in SOme pa
the world, affluence beyond the dreams of previous generation
others, nations and entire regions wracked by poverty, illness, dr
homelessness, illiteracy and despair. Each day, 30,000 children
ventable diseases. One hundred and five million of the world
do not go to school. Forty million suffer from HIV/AIDS, Thre
million farmers are unable to trade fairly because of trade bar
the world lives in poverty. Americans spend more on .cosm
Europeans on ice-cream, than jt would cost to provide schooling
itation for the two billion people who currently go without bi
Then come the political problems: ethnic conflict,. ci
cessive waves of asylum-seckers, the proliferation ~of
international disorder. There is the danger posed by fail cl
rogue states, and the sheer ditficulty — after wars s
Afghanistan and Iraq — of building stable regimes, with
and respect for human rights, to take the place of faile
tyrannies. Meanwhile terror, inspired by groups such
become a global threat, undermining the security:of.
country after another, encouraging the spread of refi
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Like the people I have written about, and like Loren Eiseley's story of
the starfish, Lurianic kabbalah proposed a redemption of smail steps.
God does not ask us to save the world, entire and alone. On the contrary:;
the attempt to “force the end’ usually results in violence and disaster,
Instead, God asks us to do what we can, when we can, We mend the world
one life at a time, one act at a time, one day at a time. A single life, said
the rabbis, is like a universe.! Change a life, and you begin to change the
world. Every generous deed, each healing word, every embracing gesture >
brings redemption nearer. Each is a letter we write in the book of life, = %

We can make a difference. It must have seemed absurd at the time 10"
think that the leader of a group of slaves, escaping to freedom across a
barren wilderness more than 3,000 years ago, could deliver a message:
that would eventually transform the moral landscape of the West. In'a’
later age, a handful of prophets kept the Jewish spirit alive at times: of
catastrophe and neardespair. An even smaller handful of survivor:
rebuilt Jewish life after the Holocaust, having come eyeball to eyehall
with the angel of death. There is not one movement, not one shift in th
world’s conscience, that did not begin with a few individuals daring to
think the notyet-thought, speak the courageous word, do the differen
deed. The word ‘impossible’ did not exist in their vocabulary. It shoul"
not exist in ours.

Long ago, in the desert, Moses assembled the people and told the
they were about to construct a sanctuary that would become the: visi
home of the divine presence in their midst. Then he made a strange
remark: :

When you take a census of the Israclites to determme. thelr
numbers, each one shall be counted by giving an atonenien
ing for his life. In this manner, they will not be stricker Whe
are counted. Everyone included in the census must’ gwe
shekel . .. (Ex. 30:12-13) :

Evidently, it was dangerous to count the Israelites. Why? No
nations take a census, they do so because they believe: that
strength in numbers. The Jewish people have never ft)_ﬁ'hd:.st._r
numbers. Moses told them that they were ‘among the smalle
nations’ (Deut. 7:7), They stll are. The American writer Milto

farb once remarked that the entire populaton of World_]e
than the statistical error in the Ghmese census. Ho'
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must be conscious that we can’t complete the task: we need someone else
to make the shekel whole. But neither is our contribution insignificant.
We contribute our half, confident that others will join us, perhaps
inspired by what we do. We can change the world, but we need partners,
and the best way of finding them is to lead by personal example. Virtue is
contagious. One good deed begets another. What is important is that we
begin. I remember how, as a new student, [ paid my first visit to the uni-
versity library. Two dons had arrived at the entrance at the same time.
One said to the other, ‘After you.” The other replied, ‘No, please, after
you.” It was wonderfully polite, and could have gone on for ever. When it
comes to suffering and injustice, however, we need not the ‘After youw’
school of leadership, but ‘After me’.

All too often in recent years, the face religion has presented to the world
has been unlovely: either strident and aggressive, or weak and vague.
Yeats' lines come to mind:

The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.”

There is no need for this. Neither strategy offers a road map to redemp-
tion. Neither is adequate to heaven’s call in our day. Against the

- fundamentalisms of hate, we must create a counterfundamentalism of

love — knowing, without hesitation or equivocation, that this is what God
wants us to do: to heal his fractured world.

‘This has been a religious book, a Jewish book, and I make no apologies
or either fact; but the truth is that each of us has a contribution to make,
hether we are religious or secular, Jewish, Christian or Muslim, whether
e represent the great non-Western traditions or more modern forms of
pirituality. All I have aspired to do in this book is to articulate one voice
1t the conversation, knowing that no human voice can express the total-
of wisdom, and there is none from which we cannot learn.

If the religious voice has one thing to say above all others it is that each
us counts. I am notoriously bad at names. I see familiar people and
get what they are called. So one line in the book of Psalms always
nspires in me a certain awe. It says of God that *he counts the number of
tars and calls them each by name’ {Ps. 147:4). To call someone or
thing by a name is to endow it with significance for what it uniquely
d knows whe we are. The god of the Greek philosophers knew things
eral, but not in particular: classes but not individuals, types but not
ons. The dazzling assertion at the heart of the Hebrew Bible is that
‘turns his face toward us’ (Num. 6:26), knowing, loving and
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challenging each of us in our singularity. None of us is replaceable, sub-
stitutable, dispensable. There are deeds we can do that can be done by no
one else. That vision is not unique to Judaism —and even if it were, I hope
it can be shared by everyone, for no more powerful assertion has ever
been made of the dignity of the individual and the potential majesty of a
human life. There are some six billion people alive on earth as T write,
but no power on earth can rob each one of us of our categorical value in
the eyes of God. u
In the Bible, when God revealed himself to Abraham, Jaceb and -
Moses, hre began simply by calling them by name. Their response — at
once the most primal and profound - was simply to say hineni, ‘Here I
am.’ Life is God’s question. We are his answer. It may be a good answer og’
a bad one, but it is the only answer there is. God does not need to know,-
or be assured by us, that he is God. He needs to know that we hear hi's:
call, that we are ready to rise to his challenge, and that we are willing o
take into our own hands the responsibility with which he has entrusted
us, empowered and given strength by that very trust itself, 8
This is a religious vision but you do not have to be religious to shar,
There is a hassidic story about a disciple who once asked his teache
‘Rabbi, do you believe that God created everything for a purpose?’ ‘Tdo
the rabbi replied. ‘In that case, rabbi, why did God create atileists?:’__'i_‘h
rabbi paused and smiled. ‘God created atheists to remind us reve
accept the existence of evil. Sometimes we who have faith have 00 1
faith. We accept the evils of this world as the will of God. They are ot th
will of God, which is why God created atheists to cure us of this _ill'u__s_l
The religion in which T believe is a counterintuitive, mq;_ailir}i_@zv
tionary force. In the last chapter of his eloquent book, The Rebel, Alk
Camus wrote: B

Rebellion indefatigably confronts evil, from which: i[_r.i.i__c_a_l_r_i on
derive a new impetus. Man can master, in himself, evc_ery_thiﬁ thi
should be mastered. He should rectify in creation everythin
can be rectified. And after he has done so, children will
unjustly even in a perfect society. Even by his greatest-effo
can only propose to diminish, arithmetically, the su_ff_‘ermgf of
world. But the injustice and the suffering of the world
and, no matter how limited they are, they will not:cease
outrage . . . Confronted with this evil, confronted with de
from the very depths of his soul cries out for justice

Those words might almost be a summary of.this_b_qo
ence. What Camus saw as a revolt against God in the n
Judaism sees as a rebellion against the worst insti_{u';i:s’_()f
name of God himself. His is the voice that never cea
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world-that-is is not yet the world-that-ought-to-be, Faith is the question. Our
deeds are the only adequate answer.

And what of those who are not religious, who question whether there
is justice and a Judge? Blaise Pascal (1623-62), one of the most brilliant
winds of the seventeenth century, had already invented probability
theory before turning, at the age of 30, to religious pursuits. He is best
known for the so-called ‘Pascal's Wager”’ in which he brought together his
two loves, the mathematical calculation of risk and the life of faith.’
Either God exists, he argued, or he does not. If we live irreligiously and
then discover, when we die, that we were wrong, we face endless torment
in hell. If we live religiously, then if God exists we will face an eternity of
bliss when we die, and if he does not, we will merely cease to be, The low-
risk strategy is to live religiously, for at least this spares us from the worst
possible outcome.

I'admire Pascal. His Pensées are one of the classics of religious litera-
ture, and of course his Wager is more positive and subtle than I have
made it seem. But if T were to attempt my own wager, I would make it far
more modest. I would say to the unbeliever: either God exists or he does
not. If he does, we will be rewarded for the good we do. If he does not, we
will still be rewarded, for there is no greater reward than the knowledge
that you have healed some of the pain of this deeply fissured world, miti-
gated some of its injustice, cured even a fraction of its ills.

And that is the point. Happiness can never be obtained by being
pursued. Like the coming of the Messiah in Jewish tradition, it is one of

. those things that only comes when you are not thinking aboutit, It comes

from a life well fived, in pursuit of the good for its own sake. There is
something deep within us that leads us to feel implicated in the fate of
others. Is this sympathy, empathy, benevolence, cormpassion, conscience,
duty, enlightened selfinterest, the impartial spectator, what sociobio-

logists call reciprocal altruism or what I call the covenant of human

lidarity? I don’t know, but it is close to the heart of what we are, of what
is to be human. Neither pleasure nor desire, success nor fame, wezalth
nor power, can remotely rival it as a source of satisfaction or self-respect.
Many people have said it. ‘Everyone can be great’, said Martin Luther
Kinig, ‘because everyone can serve.” ‘Only a life lived for others is a life
worthwhile’, said Albert Einstein. ‘He who wishes to secure the good of

ers has already secured his own’, said Confucius. And Edmund Burke:
obody made a greater mistake than he who did nothing because he
uld do only a little.” And perhaps most beautifully, Isaiah, in words that
5 have read for almost 2,000 years on the “Sabbath of Consolation’
r the day we mourn the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem:
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Even youths grow tired and weary,

and young men stumble and fall;

but those who hope in the Lord

will renew their strength.,

They will soar on wings like eagles;

they will run and not grow weary,

they will walk and not be faint. (Is. 40:30-1)

The paradox of altruism is that the hope we give others returns to us
undiminished and enlarged. Perhaps faith is only created in the doing,
happiness in the giving, and meaning in the courage to take risks for the’
sake of an ideal. All I know is that the greatest achievement in life is ta!
have been, for one other person, even for one moment, an agent of’
hope, :

The greatest danger facing Western societies today is the sense of power:
lessness, of a world running out of control, of problems too great to solv
and hatreds too deep to cure, This is what Robert Kennedy alluded to _]US
before he uttered the words that stand at the head of this chapter '
spoke about ‘the danger of futility; the belief there is nothing one maiio
one woman can do against the enormous array of the world’s ills”%!
politics of despair is the worst kind there is. The sense of powerles_;sne_s__
all too easily manipulated by those hungry for power. Fear can be quic
tirned into anger, rage, violence, terror, xenophobia and’ paranma
one direction, or capitulation and cowardice, defeatism and appe
ment in the other. When Franklin D. Roosevelt said, ‘“The only thi
have to fear is fear itself’, he was uttering a truth that has not yet I
salience in the twenty-first century. e

The only antidote to fear is responsibility: the refusal to clie
there is nothing we can do, the decision never to take refug_g.m ik
others, making them the scapegoats for our frustrati()ns_'a_nd }
easy to complain: to say it is someone else’s fault. Co_ur}_lgé
moment we decide not to complain but instead to ma
protest against the evils of the world by doing good, however
ethic of responsibility yields individuals of astonishing resilie
able to survive any setback and face any future withouit fe: :
fourteen years I have carried with me, in my diary, the words
Roosevelt (Theodore), which have given me strength indarl

It is not the critic who counts,
Not the man who points out how the strong man sem)
Or where the doer of deeds could actually have_ don
The credit belongs to the man who is actually in: th
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Whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood,

Who strives valiangy,

Who errs and comes short again and again —

Because there is no effort without error and shortcomings -

But who does actually strive to do the deed,

Who knows great enthusiasm, great devotion,

Who spends himself in a worthy cause,

Who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement
And who, at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly —
So that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls
Who know neither victory nor defeat.”

To know that God empowers us to take risks, forgives our failings, lifts us
when we fall, and believes in us more than we helieve in ourselves — that
is one way, the best I know, to write, in the record of our days, a story
worth leaving as our legacy to those who come after us, of whose future
we are the guardians.

Every good act, every healing gesture, lights a candle of hope in a dark
world. What would humanity be after the Holocaust were it not for the
memory of those courageous few who saved lives, hid children, rescued
those they could? There were times when the gift of a crust of bread -
even a smile — gave a prisoner the will to live. A single message of support
can tell threatened populations that they are not alone. One act of hos-
pitality can redeem a lonely life on the brink of despair. A word of praise
can give strength to someone losing the will to carry on. We never know,

-at the time, the ripple of consequences set in motion by the slightest act
“of kindness.

‘A Tittle light’, said the Jewish mystics, ‘drives away much darkness.’

‘And when light is joined to light, mine to yours and yours to others, the
dance of flames, each so small, yet together so intricately beauntful,
"beg1ns to show that hope is not an illusion. Evil, injustice, oppression,

ruelty do not have the final word. Perhaps it is true that ‘from the

crooked timber of humanity no straight thing was ever made’, But do we

need to be straight to point upward? Do we need to be perfect to be
od? AlL T can say is what I feel: that the people I have met who have lit
ndles in other people’s lives have given me the strength to carry on. I
onfess: I have never had a crisis of faith in God, but there were times
en I came close to losing faith in humanity. Tt was the sheer decency —
hat Yiddish calls menschlichkeit — of ordinary people who restored it.
Ty generous or gentle or courageous deed begets others, inspires
15, Initiates a transformation. A single act, performed for its own sake
t of love, gives us - wrote Maimonides — a share in the world to come.'®
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I have spent much of my life thinking about life, observing people,
reading books, searching for teachers and exemplars, trying to distin-
guish between what ultimately matters and what merely seems to matter
at the time. I make no claims to wisdom, but this I have learned:

¢ that each of us is here for a purpose;
° that discerning that purpose takes time and honesty, knowledge of
ourselves and knowledge of the world, but it is there to be discovered,
Each of us has a unique constellation of gifts, an unreplicated radius
of influence, and within that radius, be it as small as a family or as
large as a state, we can be a transformative presence; :
e that where what we want to do meets what needs lo be done, that is where-__i- :
God wants us to be;
® that even the siallest good deed can change someone’s life;
e that it is not the honours we receive that matter, but the honour we
give;
@ that what counts is not how much wealth we make but how much of‘
what we have, we share;
¢ that those who spend at least part of their lives in service of others dr
the most fulfilled and happiest people I know; :
* that there is no greater gift we can give our children than to let the_
see s sacrifice something for the sake of an ideal; :
° that religions reach their highest levels when they stop worrym
about other people’s souls and care, instead, for the needs 0[ th
bodies; :
* that no religion that persecutes others is worthy of respect nor
that condemns others, entitled to admiration;
¢ that we honour the world God created and called good by searehi
for and praising the good in others and the world; :
¢ thaf nothing is gained by less-than-ethical conduct. We ma :
the short term but we will lose in the long, and it is the lon
counfs; :
¢ that moral health is no less important to the quality of a hfe th an ph
ical health;
¢ thata word of praise can give meaning to someone’s hfe,
¢ that, putting others down, we diminish ourselves; hftmg othe
ourselves;
* that the world is a book in which our life is a chapter and th
is whether others, reading it, will be inspired; '
* that each day is a question asked by God to us; - :. :
» that each situation in which we find ourselves did not h:
dent: we are here, now, in this place, among these peo
circumstances, so that we can do the act or say. Lhe WO
one of the fractures of the world,;
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that few are the days when we cannot make some difference to the
lives of others;

that virtue does not have to be conspicuous to win respect;

that the best do good without thonght of reward, understanding that
to help othersisa privilege even more than it is an opportunity;

that cynicism diminishes those who practise it;

that self-interest is simply uninteresting;

that it is not the most wealthy or powerful or successful or selfi Hmpor-
tant who make the greatest difference or engender the greatest love;
that pain and loneliness are forms of energy that can be transformed
if we turn them outward, using them to recognize and redeem
someone else’s pain or loneliness;

that the people who are most missed are those who brought hope into
our lives;

that the ability to give to others is itself a gift;

that we can make a difference, and it is only by making a difference
that we redeem a life, lifting it from mere existence aned endowing it
with glory;

that those who gwe to others are the closest we come to meeting the
divine presence in this short life on earth;

that the best way of receiving a blessing is to be a blessing;

and that if we listen carefully enough ~ and listening is an art that
requires long training and much humility — we will hear the voice of
God in the human heart telling us that there is work to do and that he
needs us.

‘Good represents the reality of which God is the dream’, wrote Iris
‘Murdoch."! “In dreams begin responsibilities’, wrote W. B. Yeats.'
Judaism is the guardian of an ancient but still compelling dream. To heal
where others harm, mend where others destroy, to redeem evil by
-turnmg its negative energies to good: these are the mark of the ethics of
I'CSpOI’lSIbll!EY, born in the radical faith that God calls on us to exercise
ur freedom by becoming his partners in the work of creation. That
eems to me a life-affirming vision: the courage (o take the risk of respon-
blhty becoming co-authors with God of the world that ought to be.
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