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Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, who achieved rock star status through his best-selling 

books, frequent television appearances, and global speaking tours, died last Saturday at 
the age of 72. He served as Chief Rabbi for the Orthodox Jewish tradition within  Great 
Britain from 1991 to 2013, but his influence spread far beyond Judaism — and indeed, 
beyond religion. He relentlessly pursued a moral vision of human dignity, political 
equality, and — perhaps surprisingly for an Orthodox rabbi — religious parity. 

In 2002, Sacks published a book titled The Dignity of Difference, which conveyed 
a universalist message. Sacks wrote, “God has spoken to [hu]mankind in many 
languages: through Judaism to Jews, Christianity to Christians, Islam to Muslims… No 
one creed has a monopoly on spiritual truth; no one civilisation encompasses all the 
spiritual, ethical and artistic expressions of [hu]mankind.” 

Religion in its various forms, Sacks insisted, must confront the many ways in 
which the world of human striving falls short of treating everyone with equal dignity. 
Citing Judaism as a case in point, he once said that Judaism “is not a way of 
understanding or accepting or being reconciled to the world. To the contrary, it is a 
protest against the world that is, in the name of the world that ought to be.” 

This sense of mission defines religion’s role. Sacks once told a story — he loved to 
tell stories — about three men who spent their lives quarrying rocks. When asked what 
they were doing, one replied, “Breaking rocks.” The second said, “Earning a living.” The 
third said, “Building a cathedral.” 

The reason those of us at All Souls have spent the past five years building a 
cathedral — or renovating and renewing our sanctuary, as the case may be — is not 
because we wanted to build something or because tradespeople needed to earn a living. 
Rather, it’s to provide a point of assembly for our protest against the world that is, in the 
name of the world that ought to be. It’s a place from which to cast a moral vision of 
equal freedom and equal dignity for everyone. 

Today is the 201st anniversary of the founding of All Souls. On this Sunday each 
year, we acknowledge those faithful pilgrims of the spirit who have gone before us in 
generations past. We also acknowledge those faithful pilgrims among us who have been 
laboring tirelessly — some for half a century — to ensure that our capacity as a 
congregation is equal to the scope of our mission. We owe them a profound debt of 
gratitude. Our lives are better as individuals and our ministry is more vibrant as a 
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congregation because of what they have done — because of what you have done, and we 
have done. 

I’m accustomed to saying that the beautifully-renovated sanctuary that now 
stands on Lexington Avenue at 80th Street is our fourth sanctuary building in two 
centuries, which it is. Over the past eight months, however, we have unexpectedly 
needed to build a fifth: a virtual sanctuary that now provides us with an experience of 
connection and inspiration during this time of necessary exile. Set in the context of our 
long history as a congregation, this period of exile will be relatively brief, though the 
resurgence of the coronavirus will probably extend it. As adversities go, ministering to 
one another in a virtual sanctuary is one of the lesser hardships in life, especially when 
we know what awaits when the exile is over. 

While the location of our sanctuary has changed a number of times since 1819, 
along with many other things in our city and nation, some things have remained the 
same. All Souls was founded as an open-minded revolt against a culture dominated by 
closed-minded religious orthodoxy. The founding members of this congregation insisted 
that the residue of ancient revelation had to be overlaid with knowledge gained from 
human reason and our experience of the natural world. 

During the 17th and 18th centuries in Europe, a burst of creativity known as the 
Enlightenment transformed the way we think about ourselves and our world. 
Enlightenment thinkers rejected the ultimate authority of the Bible and church dogma. 
They believed the universe could be understood through the use of reason, truth could 
be arrived at through experiment and observation, and experience provides the basis of 
human understanding.  

Not surprisingly, the secular attitudes of the Enlightenment were denounced by 
many leaders of Christian churches. From the 1720’s to the 1740’s, first in England then 
in the New World, a sweeping revival movement known as The Great Awakening called 
people to turn back from the pursuit of knowledge based on human reason. This 
movement stemmed the tide of Enlightenment thought in the American colonies, but 
not completely and not for long. More repentance was soon needed.  

During the first half of the 19th century, another vast and powerful religious 
revival, called the Second Great Awakening, spread westward from New England to 
Kentucky. By the 1820’s, this movement, also known as the evangelical movement, had 
become one of the most dynamic and important cultural forces in American life. Then as 
now, evangelicals insist that scripture trumps science, and revelation trumps reason, 
when it comes to what we most truly know. Then as now, the members and friends of All 
Souls disagree. 

All Souls was founded in 1819 in the wake of a widely-disseminated sermon by 
Unitarian minister William Ellery Channing, who argued that the Bible had to be 
interpreted in light of reason and that Jesus was a great prophet and teacher, but not the 
son of God. The only document more widely circulated in the pre-Civil War era than 
Channing’s sermon was a pamphlet published in January of 1776 by Thomas Paine, who 
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also championed Enlightenment thinking. The pamphlet, titled “Common Sense,” 
advocated independence from Great Britain for the 13 American Colonies. Opponents of 
independence immediately denounced Paine and his wildly-popular pamphlet, warning 
that without the monarchy, America would “degenerate into democracy.” 

In December of 1776, in an effort to bolster the courage of the fledgling 
revolution, Paine published the first in a series of pamphlets titled “The Crisis,” which 
began: “These are the times that try men's souls. The summer soldier and the sunshine 
patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands by 
it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman. Tyranny, like hell, is not easily 
conquered; yet we have this consolation with us, that the harder the conflict, the more 
glorious the triumph. What we obtain too cheap, we esteem too lightly: it is dearness 
only that gives every thing its value.” 

In the centuries since, America’s monarchical basis of political power has indeed 
become a democracy, albeit a fractious one. The power of one has become the power of 
many. Now as then, however, we struggle against those who remain committed to 
monarchy — to the power of one, whether the imperialist rule of an overseas King or the 
anti-democratic tirades of the current occupant of the White House. But the United 
States of America is no longer subject to the British crown, nor is it any longer a White 
Christian nation. It’s a pluralist democracy, made up of and ultimately governed by a 
diversity of individuals. 

The early members and friends of our congregation began to reflect this diversity. 
The novelist Catharine Maria Sedgwick, an active member of the fledgling congregation 
and a leading literary voice in the first half of the 19th century, described the polyglot 
character of the early congregation: “strangers from inland and outland, English 
radicals and [Irish] daughters of Erin, Germans and Hollanders, philosophic gentiles 
and unbelieving Jews… In this, our association, there is at least one of every sort.” 

If that was true in microcosm for our congregation two centuries ago, it’s true in 
macrocosm for our nation today. Because of the political power wielded by opponents of 
equal freedom and equal dignity, however, these are indeed the times that try our souls. 
This is no time for summer soldiers and sunshine patriots, who shrink from service 
because the going has gotten hard. Tyranny in any place and in any form — whether 
based on gender identity, race, religion, financial wealth, or political power — is not 
easily conquered. 

In Rabbi Sacks’ book The Dignity of Difference, which is subtitled, “How to Avoid 
the Collapse of Civilization,” he writes: 

 
Economic superpowers, seemingly invincible in their time, have a 
relatively short life-span: Venice in the sixteenth century, the Netherlands 
in the seventeenth, France in the eighteenth, Britain in the nineteenth and 
the United States in the twentieth. The great religions, by contrast, survive. 
Islam is 1,500 years old, Christianity 2,000 and Judaism 4,000… They 
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remind us that civilizations survive not by strength but by how they 
respond to the weak; not by wealth but by the care they show for the poor; 
not by power but by their concern for the powerless. The ironic yet utterly 
humane lesson of history is that what renders a culture invulnerable is the 
compassion it shows to the vulnerable. The ultimate value we should be 
concerned to maximize is human dignity — the dignity of all human 
beings, equally, as children of the creative, redeeming God. 
 
In these trying times, our role as a religious community is to be the conscience of 

our nation. We bear witness to our nation’s moral aspirations and pass judgment upon 
our nation’s moral failures. We protest against the world that is, in the name of the 
world that ought to be. 

The early Christian writer St. Jerome once described conscience as an eagle. I 
imagine the eagle soaring high above the public square. From that vantage point, an 
eagle sees the big picture — ends more than means, overall purposes more than specific 
plans. The role of the religious community is to ensure that we’re headed in the right 
direction as a nation and that we’re all moving together.  

From my perspective, as we celebrate our 201st anniversary as a congregation, All 
Souls is well-equipped for this lofty purpose. We have demonstrated our ability to 
confront difficult challenges with courage and perseverance. We know what it takes to 
survive and even thrive as a congregation, and we know what it will take for our nation 
to survive and even thrive. On the long journey toward equal freedom and equal dignity 
for everyone, we are prophets of possibility. 

 


