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Book reveals 
greatness of 
Louis Jacobs 

Reason to Believe: 
The Controversial 
Life of Rabbi Louis 
Jacobs, published by 
Bloomsbury (£17.50) 

BY ZVI SOLOMONS 

THE week fol-
lowing the 
burial of the 
late lamented 
Rabbi Lord 

Sacks could not have 
proven a better one in 
which to publish the 
new biography of 
Rabbi Dr Louis 
Jacobs. 

The two rabbis had so 
m u c h in c o m m o n , 
despi te t he i r disagree-
m e n t s over t h e yea r s , 
notably their erudition, 
expert ise in philosophy 
and J e w i s h theology, 
and skill in put t ing dif-
ficult ideas into words. 

They remain the two 
bes t Eng l i sh - speak ing 
J e w i s h e d u c a t o r s one 
could ever have h e a r d 
speak, and t h e i r bibli-
ographies are fasc inat -
ing and h i g h l y d i s t i n -
guished. 

I served under Rabbi 
Sacks; I was brought up 

with Louis as my fami-
ly's rabbi. 

This new book by Dr 
Harry Freedman brings 
home aspec t s of Rabbi 
Jacobs' life and charac-
te r which few will have 
ga the red f rom his own 
au tob iography Helping 
with Inquiries. 

Interviews with fami-
ly and those concerned 
with the Jacobs Affair, 
c o l l e a g u e s , and above 
a l l e x t r a c t s f r o m t h e 
d i a r i e s and l e t t e r s of 
Louis and his wife Shula 
convey the i r del ight at 
h i s wor ldwide f a m e , 
speaker tours of Ameri-
ca and long d i s t i n -
guished career in great 
clarity. 

The s t o r y of t h e 
Jacobs Affair has been 
r e h e a r s e d m a n y t i m e s 
over, notably by the late 
Cha im B e r m a n t in h is 
book on A n g l o - J e w r y 
Troubled Eden as well as 
the autobiography. 

The centra l i ty of this 
event in his life is obvi-event in his life is obvi-
ous and c a n n o t be 
escaped. 

However pa r t i san the 
r e a d e r m a y be, one is 
l e f t here with the feel-
ing tha t the whole busi-
nes s was so re ly m i s -

managed on both sides. 
Dr Freedman provides 

detai ls which allow the 
Jacobs Affair to be se t 
in the context of Bri t ish 
Jewry in t h e l a te 1950s 
and early to mid 1960s — 
an era of smoky rooms 
in Woburn House and 
st iff , awkward commu-
nication. 

For e x a m p l e , in h i s 
own book Rabbi Jacobs 
glosses somewhat over 
t h e i n t e r v i e w he was 
summoned to by Dayan 
Abramsky in 1949, aged 
only 29; for the jobs of 
dayan of t h e B e t h Din 
and m i n i s t e r of Bron-
desbury Synagogue, to 
r e p l a c e Dayan S w i f t 
who was m o v i n g t o 
South Africa. 

Dr F r e e d m a n ' s 
a c c o u n t b e a u t i f u l l y a c c o u n t b e a u t i f u l l y 
conveys t h e b e m u s e -
m e n t of J a c o b s , a t an 
interview so secret tha t 
t h e i n t e r v i e w e e is 
unaware t h a t t h e y a re 
even being interviewed, 
l e t a lone for what pur -
pose! 

T h e book r e v e a l s a 
f a i r p i c t u r e , too , of 
Louis the in te rna t iona l 
s cho la r , h i s s p e a k i n g 
t o u r s of A m e r i c a , h i s 

a c a d e m i c c a r e e r in 
B r i t a i n of wh ich t h e 
o r d i n a r y " J e w in t h e 
Pew" wi l l have l i t t l e 
knowledge. 

Nor does i t shy away 
f r o m t h e s t r e n g t h , 
m a n y m i g h t say s t u b -
bornness , of t h e m a n ' s 
character which enabled 
him to stand f i rm in his 
academic and rel igious 
i d e a s a t a t i m e when 
those less s t rong migh t 
have r e t r a c t e d w h a t 
t h e y had a l r e a d y pub-
l i shed in b l a c k a n d 
white. 

Th i s , " of c o u r s e , 
spilled oyer into his pul-
pit at the New London. 
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I r e m e m b e r on one 
o c c a s i o n a t a k iddush 
given for one of his three 
re t i rements , Louis say-
ing q u i e t l y to me: "I 
only ever wanted to be 
Rabbi of the New Lon-
don Synagogue", char-
ac te r i s t ica l ly toning i t 
down when s p e a k i n g 
aloud to the assembled 
community, 

"I only ever wanted to 
be a rabbi." 

One could h e a r t h e 
e c h o e s of t h e J a c o b s 
Affa i r , perhaps , in h is 
voice again: "I only ever 
w a n t e d to be Rabbi of 
the New West End Syna-
gogue." 

T h e rabbin ic d ic tum 
holds t h a t the shy can-
not learn Torah. Howev-
er, t h i s is pe rhaps a 
p a r a d o x in Louis 
Jacobs, a painful ly shy 
man, despite his steely 
r e so lve in t h a t g r e a t 
a c a d e m i c and J e w i s h 
"quest" as he called it. 

Of course , Dr Freed-
man, a former .director 
of M a s o r t i in t h e UK, 
has provided us with a 
fond por t ra i t of a friend; 
none the les s he has no t 
sh ied away f rom some 
uncomfor table aspects, 
p a r t i c u l a r l y t h e 

e x t r e m e r e l u c t a n c e of 
Louis to found a move-
men t despite his f ierce 
defence of i t in the face 
of a t t a c k s f r o m o t h e r 
d i r e c t i o n s w i t h i n 
Judaism. 

He ch ron i c l e s L o u i s 
f inal ly le t t ing go of his 
p u l p i t a t t h e t h i r d 
a t t e m p t with accuracy, 
d e t a i l and love, and 
w i t h o u t t h e hag io -
graph ica l t endency we 
see in s o m e r a b b i n i c 
biographies. 

One wonde r s what 
o t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n 
regard ing his re lat ions 
wi th t h e Chief Rabbi 's 
office, the Beth Din, and 
other rabbis not includ-
ed in the book may well 
s t i l l exist , which could 
poss ib ly shed l i gh t on 

this most interest ing of 
lives. 

One s u s p e c t s t h a t , 
given the high sensitivi-
t y of our O r t h o d o x 
authorit ies to any men-
tion of his name, any of 
tha t which still remains 
will l i e bu r i ed in t h e 
a rch ives for a n o t h e r 
b iographer to dig up a 
century hence. 

One a s p e c t of Rabb i 
Jacobs which will sur -
prise those u n f a m i l i a r 
with his story is tha t he 
was the expert wi tness 
whom t h e Chabad 
L u b a v i t c h m o v e m e n t 
credit with saving their 
library. 

Dr Freedman chroni-
cles this episode, having 
clearly read through all 
t h e 1986 New York 
Supreme Court case in 
great detail. 

To this day Lubavitch 
chass id im h o n o u r h im 
for his evidence, despite 
his theology. 

The b i o g r a p h y also 
reminds us t h a t Rabbi 
Jacobs was much cher-
ished in h i s f o rma t ive 
y e a r s in t h e cha red i 
communi ty which nur-
tu red his To rah learn-
ing, as an ilui (genius) 
and par t icular ly by the 
great Rabbi Dessler who 
r e c r u i t e d h i m as t h e 
youngest member of t h e 
f i r s t - e v e r kol le l a t 
Gateshead in the 1940s. 

L o u i s used to g e t 
many l e t t e r s from s tu -
dents a t yeshiva. ask ing 
a b s t r u s e poin ts of law 
on difficult passages in 
the Talmud. 

One, he once informed 
me, wrote asking a seri-
ous question, but at the 
s a m e t ime r e q u e s t i n g 
t h a t he not respond by 
breaking Shabbat. 

Louis'was hur t . Being 
p ious , he would neve r 
cons ide r doing such a 
thing, at any time. Rea-
son to Believe chronicles 
this aspect of his life. 

The book opens and 
pretty much closes with 

pretty much closes with 
the acco lade accorded 
Louis in 2006 by a poll of 
newspaper readers, t he 
g r e a t e s t ever B r i t i s h 
Jew, which made Rabbi 
Jacobs feel a "bit daft". 

We too perhaps should 
feel the i rony t h a t t h e 
name of a great scholar 
is today absent from the 
ins t i tu t ions which nur-
tured the f i rs t flowering 
of his prodigious ta lent . 
• Zvi Solomons is Rabbi of 
JCoB, the Jewish Community 
of Berkshire 
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