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Esteemed colleagues and honored guests, 

 

Shalom and greetings to each one of you. It is truly an honor to stand before you today as we 

gather to reflect upon the 75th anniversary of the International Declaration of Human Rights 

at this respected institution, Princeton University. 

 

Many of us gathered in Bali, Indonesia one year ago at the first G20 Religion Forum (R20). 

 

At the inaugural R20 International Summit of Religious Leaders, we discussed a number of 

vital topics among our diversities and emerged with a clear and profound statement, as 

envisioned by Pak Yahya Staquf and all the wise people from Nahdlatul Ulama and the Center 

for Shared Civilizational Values. 

 

We gathered in Bali to categorically affirm — and take concrete measures to ensure — that 

our respective religions function as a genuine source of solutions, rather than problems, in the 

21st century. 

 

I returned home to Buenos Aires inspired by the invaluable speeches I heard at the R20, but 

also by the humanity I met and experienced in Indonesia. A religious, pious, transcendental 

and at the same time simple way of bringing the Creator to daily life in the small details, as in 

the big assertions. 

 

Less than three weeks ago many of us gathered in Jakarta for the second R20 International 

Summit of Religious Authorities, to discuss “Religion’s Role in Addressing Middle East 

Violence and Threats to a Rules-based International Order.” 

 

After reflecting upon the weaponization of identity — including ethnic and religious identity 

— in conflicts raging in the Middle East, Europe and sub-Saharan Africa, we adopted the “R20 
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ISORA Analysis and Call to Action,” which our hosts have distributed to each of us and which 

I commend to your attention.   

 

And we are here again, gathered with old friends and new, to further advance our shared 

agenda. To spread the light of hope and inspiration — which we experience among ourselves 

— to our religious communities, societies, and nations.  

 

This is not just another meeting among countless meetings. It is essential to say “Hineni!” — 

We are here! In the midst of so much hate speech, polarization, death, horror, wars, and the 

widespread trampling of human dignity: We are here! Grasping onto an illusion? A utopian 

dream? No. This is not a question of delicate and rarified spiritual statements. At their best, 

religions are a concrete expression of the finest aspects of humanity.  This noble aspect of 

religion has nothing to do with the brutal violation of human rights that so often occurs in the 

name of our respective traditions. 

 

We are here to make our voices heard, amidst the bombs that seek to silence us. Because 

religions today can and should function in partnership with other civil society institutions and 

political organizations that strive to realize the vision of a more just and harmonious world 

order, founded upon respect for the equal rights and dignity of every human being.  

 

In the intricate tapestry of human existence, we are bound together by the shared values and 

aspirations that define our humankind. As a rabbi deeply rooted in the Jewish faith tradition, I 

am humbled to address the profound importance of foundational Jewish principles that served 

from their origins as ethical and spiritual beacons, helping to lay a foundation for the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights. 

 

While the concept of human rights — as articulated in contemporary terms — may not be 

explicitly laid out in our ancient holy scriptures, the underlying principles within our respective 

faith traditions resonate with the fundamental values upheld by the UDHR. 

 

Our sacred teachings within Judaism offer a rich wellspring of wisdom that advocates for the 

inherent dignity and worth of every individual, as in all our traditions. 

 

The Torah, our holy scripture, declares that every person is created in the image of the Divine, 

b’tzelem Elohim — imbuing each soul with a sanctity that transcends any earthly differences. 

This fundamental principle serves as a cornerstone, echoing the sentiment encapsulated in the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights: that “all human beings are born free and equal in 

dignity and rights.” 

 

In Sanhedrin Tractate (4:5), the Jewish sages explain why the Almighty decided to create 

humanity through a single person: “For the sake of peace among humankind, that one should 

not say to another, ‘My father was greater than your father.’” The sages added: “to proclaim 

the greatness of the Holy Blessed One; for humans stamp many coins with one seal and they 

are all like one another; but the King of kings, the Holy Blessed One, has stamped every human 

with the seal of the first man, yet not one of them is like another. Therefore, everyone must 

say, ‘For my sake was the world created.’” 

 

The world was created for the sake of every human being; for everyone without distinction; so 

that all may be free to live their lives, and realize their individual dreams and aspirations, with 

dignity.  
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The Universal Declaration of Human Rights was established in response to “barbarous acts 

which… outraged the conscience of mankind” during the Holocaust and the Second World 

War. The international community vowed to never again permit atrocities to occur, like those 

which destroyed so many lives in WWII. 

 

We are here 75 years after the UN General Assembly adopted the UDHR, to reaffirm our 

commitment to defend the victims, the vulnerable, and all those who cannot yet live their rights 

in freedom.  

 

This was the purpose of the entire legal corpus of ethical commandments found in the Torah: 

compassion, justice, and care for others. 

 

The prophet Isaiah (1:17) proclaimed: “Learn to do good. Devote yourselves to justice. Aid the 

wronged. Uphold the rights of the orphan.  Defend the cause of the widow.” 

 

This is not a choice. It is a binding (legal) religious injunction. It is also an ethical declaration 

about the purpose for which — we Jews assume — God placed all of us here on earth.  

 

The very heart of the Jewish experience was born in two journeys away from the two 

greatest civilizations of the ancient world: Abraham’s from Mesopotamia, Moses’ and 

the Israelites’ from Pharaonic Egypt. The Torah is the world’s great protest against 

empires and imperialism. ... [their] most serious offense — for the prophets as well as 

the Mosaic books — was the use of power against the powerless: the widow, the orphan 

and, above all, the stranger (Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Loving the Stranger, 2008). 

 

To use contemporary terminology, the Torah took seriously the phenomenon of xenophobia, 

hatred of the stranger. Today this xenophobia has particular names: Islamophobia, or hatred of 

Islam and Muslims. Christophobia, or hated of Christianity and Christians. Hinduphobia, or 

hatred of Hinduism and Hindus. And anti-Semitism, or hatred of Judaism and Jews. An anti-

Semitism that now appears to have been reborn from its ashes, evoking the worst images of 

Europe in the 1930s. Only now it has been dispersed throughout the world without distinction.  

 

Our Holy Land has ceased to be holy. It is desecrated by terrorism, fundamentalisms, and 

extremisms that have co-opted the messages of our respective religions to advance their own 

causes, their own agendas, which are far from the mandate to love one’s neighbor. Instead, 

religions are placed in service to hatred of one’s fellow human beings; in order to destroy, for 

generations to come, all that men and women of goodwill seek to build in that region.  

 

The force of history and memory is strong enough, however, to form a counterweight to hate. 

Why is that? 

 

Because we Jews have stood where others stand now. We know the heart of the stranger 

because we were once strangers in the land of Egypt. We must fight the hatred in our hearts as 

we once fought the greatest ruler and the most powerful empire known to the ancient world.  

At the first R20 Summit in Bali, I learned from Mary Ann Glendon that those who drafted the 

UDHR sought to establish a broad consensus surrounding a flexible yet universal approach to 

human rights. Finally, after years of effort, they arrived at a common text. 

 

Universalism is not the absence of particularities. Rather, it constitutes a responsible 

acknowledgment and embrace of all particularities, as one — thereby healing and enriching 

this binary world, where differences would otherwise drag us into an unsustainable polarization 
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and conflict, wherein people believe that in order to enjoy one’s own rights, others must be 

cancelled… or annihilated. 

 

Considering what we are experiencing in this stormy world, where the earth is periodically 

watered with blood, and new generations are educated to accept war, poverty, and injustice: 

can we say that the UDHR has been successful? 

 

It is not possible for declarations, alone, to change our world. Rather, this requires the will, and 

hearts, millions of people, who, as reflected in the United Nations General Assembly on 

December 10th, 1948, decide to join in agreement, review their differences, and cooperate in 

pursuit of a better world for everyone. 

 

Today it is we, through our individual and combined voices, who must once again establish a 

shared space that enables us recover faith in a humanity afflicted by so much violence, by 

developing humane policies, education for peace, and equal opportunities for all. 

 

Rabbi Tarfon, a Talmudic sage, taught (Pirkei Avot 2:21): “Lo alecha hamlacha ligmor velo 

ata ben chorin lehibatel mimena.” It is not up to you to complete the task, but you are not free 

to desist from it. 

 

We will not desist from it at all. That is why we are here. To strengthen and reinforce each 

other, while we navigate the complex challenges that confront our world today. 

 

As we commemorate the 75th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, let 

us reaffirm our commitment to fostering a world where individuals of all faiths and cultures 

coexist harmoniously. May we look to our respective traditions as wellsprings of compassion, 

understanding, and love, that will enable humanity to establish a new shared consensus. 

 

In conclusion, let me recall the timeless words of Rabbi Hillel, who wisely asked, “If I am not 

for myself, who will be for me? But if I am only for myself, what am I?” In this shared journey 

toward a more just and compassionate world, let insist and converge in the pursuit of a common 

good. 

 

Thank you and may the blessings of peace and understanding be with us all. 

 


