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Pastoral Letter to  

Members of Liberal Judaism Constituent Communities on Tisha B’Av 5774  

and the 100th Anniversary of the Declaration of Britain’s Entry into the First World War 

 

Dear Member, 

As you read this pastoral letter Tisha B’Av will have commenced, coinciding this year with the 100th 

anniversary of Britain’s entry into the First World War. 

Commemorative events are taking place throughout the United Kingdom.  Norman Crane, the Chair 

of Edinburgh Liberal Jewish Community, will represent Liberal Judaism in the presence of His 

Royal Highness the Prince of Wales at Glasgow Cathedral; our own President (Rabbi Andrew 

Goldstein) will be at the Bevis Marks Synagogue to hear the first major address by the newly 

installed head of Britain’s Spanish & Portuguese Jewish Community (Sephardi Chief Rabbi Joseph 

Dwek), and I shall attend the Solemn Commemoration on the centenary of the outbreak of the First 

World War at Westminster Abbey.i 

Following the invasion of Belgium, Prime Minister Asquith issued an ultimatum that unless German 

troops had left Belgian soil by midnight on August 3rd Britain would defend Belgian sovereignty by a 

declaration of war. 

A young Winston Churchill remembered: ii 

“It was eleven o’clock at night – twelve by German time – when the ultimatum expired. The 

windows of the Admiralty were thrown wide open in the warm night air. Under the roof from 

which Nelson had received his orders were gathered a small group of admirals and captains 

and a cluster of clerks, pencils in hand, waiting. Along the Mall from the direction of the 

Palace the sound of an immense concourse singing ‘God save the King’ flouted in. On this 

deep wave there broke the chimes of Big Ben; and, as the first stroke of the hour boomed out, 

a rustle of movement swept across the room. The war telegram, which meant, “Commence 

hostilities against Germany”, was flashed to the ships and establishments under the White 

Ensign all over the world. I walked across the Horse Guards Parade to the Cabinet room and 

reported to the Prime Minister and the Ministers who were assembled there that the deed 

was done.”  

Tisha B’Av, on the other hand, marks a number of ‘deeds’ of tragedy in Jewish history.  The month 

of Av is described in the Talmud as the time when a number of disasters were supposed to have 

struck the Jewish people including the destruction of both Temples – the First by the Babylonians in 

586 BCE and the Second by the Romans in 70CE – and centuries later coinciding with the expulsion 
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of the Jews from Spain in 1492.  Thus the ninth (Tisha) of Av became a symbol for the persecutions 

and misfortunes of the Jews, a mood that was intensified during the Crusades. 

It is unclear exactly when Tisha B’Av became a statutory fast day of mourning, although the 

Babylonian Talmud (Ta’anit 30a) demands that a Jew observe the customs of a mourner (for a next 

of kin) including: abstention from food and drink, sitting on a low stool, suspension of an activity 

that might lead to material benefit, and a prohibition on the study of Torah which might lead to joy 

apart from particular sections including the Book of Lamentations. 

A further custom grew around Tisha B’Av, namely that one does not greet a person even if (s)he 

greets you first.  Perhaps the silence (an unusual attribute amongst a group of Jews!) enables a 

little introspection or reflection which can connect us with others in a different but meaningful way. 

A similar emotion may have been in the mind of King George V when at the end of the First World 

War he issued a proclamation asking that:  

“at the hour when the Armistice comes into force, the 11th hour of the 11th day of the 11th 

month, there may be for the brief space of two minutes a complete suspension of all our 

normal activities... so that in perfect stillness, the thoughts of everyone may be concentrated 

on reverent remembrance of the glorious dead.” 

Despite a number of public and private requests, you may have noticed that I have been 

uncharacteristically quiet during the recent flare up of tension and ultimately war between Hamas 

located in Gaza and the State of Israel. 

It is not for fear of my views being attacked.  I am used to being seen as a ‘war-mongerer’ by some, 

as a ‘wishy-washy liberal’ by others, as a ‘naive Palestinian lover’ by a number of my Jewish friends, 

as an ‘establishment Zionist’ by some of my friends who should know me better, and even as a 

‘self-hating Jew’ by those whom nobody probably ought count as their friends. 

It is not even because – although it is true – I am neither a soldier not a politician.  As a rabbi and a 

communal leader my responsibilities are in the areas of Jewish teaching and its ethics and 

community relations and their repercussions, and thus it is true that I can talk while knowing that 

the decision to send a young man or woman to war – or to fire a rocket – rests in the power of 

Prime Ministers, generals and others.  The military calculations and the political perspectives have 

been covered in depth in various media but, difficult though it can be in a moments of actual 

conflict, it is time to give expression to the religious aspect. 

In common with my rabbinic colleagues I have delivered sermons – in my case to a number of our 

constituents, both small and large, both in London and outside – and consulted with the Liberal 

Judaism Chairman, Lucian Hudson, and our Board of National Officers,  but in truth the reason I 

have been silent is because, like so many, I am conflicted.  My friends and family in Israel tell me 

they are scared and will support their Government in ‘ending the threat of rockets’ but any decent 
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human being is anguished by the death, destruction and humiliation inflicted on the Palestinians by 

Israeli armoury.  In these circumstances it is hardly surprising that an estimated 90% of the Israeli 

population support its Government’s actions or that Hamas receives heroic press from Palestinians 

and others.  Fear breeds hate and ignorance nurtures extremism. 

That dilemma is added to by the outbreak of raw anti-Semitism which has been evident in France.  

Whilst Britain has seen a substantial increase in acts of anti-Semitic vandalism, which is not to be 

confused (even if some would like it to be) with anti-Israel sentiment and ignorant, uneducated 

moments of stupidity (remember the social media commentator who could not distinguish between 

Gaza and the footballer, Gazza), the crisis in Gaza has reminded us that there are parts of Europe 

where ‘anti-Semitism remains a light sleeper’. 

Be all that as it may, are there Liberal Jewish values that we can – and need – to uphold as the 

tragedy continues to unfold before our eyes? I would suggest six, the first two of which are drawn 

from my essay ‘Zionism: the case for fair-mindedness on all sides’iii. 

1. Liberal Judaism believes that: No people should live under occupation and no country’s right to 

exist should be constantly challenged.  The cycle of violence will not cease until Hamas and 

others realise that the State of Israel is here to stay and the Government of Israel in turn 

accepts that, in collaboration with the Palestinian Authority, its wielding of ‘occupation powers’ 

needs to end. 

2. Liberal Judaism promotes the idea that: There are two narratives, one Jewish Israeli and the 

other Palestinian/Arab, and, whilst they may differ in ‘fact’ and interpretation of events, each 

story must be acknowledged in a just and lasting resolution. 

3. Liberal Judaism affirms the principle of reason and reasonableness.  As Liberal Judaism 

arrives at its values and practices by the assessment of evidence, by rational debate and 

democracy, and with compassion and common sense so it seeks to discuss the 

Israel/Palestine issue in similar vein. 

4. Liberal Judaism seeks to conduct itself with the humility that it may be wrong and the 

gentleness which may turn enemies into friends, and it commends these as its modus 

operandi. 

5. If we are to expect of Israelis and Palestinians that they will negotiate a settlement, how much 

the more so do we need to learn how to recognise that our Liberal Jewish group or synagogue, 

never mind the Movement as a whole, contains rabbis and members with whom we 

fundamentally disagree and whose views we find abhorrent but with whom we have to learn to 

share a shul and build a community. 

6. Liberal Judaism remains proud of the role it plays in modern society and is, therefore, 

committed to extending and strengthening its dialogue with the Muslim, Palestinian and Arab 
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communities at this time to demonstrate that, whatever the tensions away from these shores, 

we will work with communities of all faiths and none to reinforce the liberal, democratic values 

of Britain.  (Indeed we shall engage with those who do not share this vision of Britain, no matter 

from which quarter of society they are drawn, in the hope that we can persuade others of these 

values and overcome hate, discrimination and illiberalism). 

Liberal Jews will not turn away from the path of moderation, and from an idealism which believes in 

the goodness of humanity and its ability to resolve its challenges in a constructive manner.  

I shall conclude with the piece that speaks to me most from our siddur.  It was written by my own 

teacher and the voice of Liberal Judaism in the second half of the twentieth century, Rabbi John 

Rayneriv: 

It is not enough to pray for peace.  We have to work for it: to challenge those who foster conflict 

and refute their propaganda; to ascertain and make known the truth, both when it confirms and 

when it runs counter to conventional views; to denounce injustice, not only when it is committed 

against us but also when it is committed against others; to defend human rights, not only our 

own but also theirs; to insist that peace requires sacrifice – of pride, or wealth, or territory; to 

practise and promote the way of moderation, compromise and reconciliation; and to build 

bridges of respect and understanding, trust and friendship, across the chasms that divide 

humanity. 

 

As ever, 

 

 

 

 

Rabbi Danny Rich 

 

 
                                    
i  For a collection of international Jewish and Christian sermons delivered during the First World War, see 

www.religionandwar.org 
ii  BEST, GEOFFREY, Churchill: A Study of Greatness (2002), p50. 
iii  RICH, DANNY, The case for fair-mindedness on all sides in Lucian Hudson (ed), Zionism: a Jewish 

Communal Response (London: The Board of Deputies, 2010) pp 23-29 
iv  RAYNER, JOHN, Siddur Lev Chadash (London: Liberal Judaism, 1995) p293 


