
The Gandhi Foundation Multifaith Celebration 2012 

By Martin Polden OBE, Patron of The Gandhi Foundation 

 

By way of introduction, I was fortunate to be among the first of the Gandhi Foundation 

trustees at the time of its creation in 1985. I shared that distinction with Surur Hoda, whose 

family are happily with us this evening, with the late Cecil Evans and Rex Ambler, together 

with Diana Schumacher and, of course, under the Presidency of Lord Richard Attenborough, 

and we should include dear Richard and his very special wife in our prayers in wishing them 

both a return to good health. Subsequently, Diana and I formed the Environmental Law 

Foundation charity, which through a network of practitioners, provides pro bono support and 

assistance to local communities concerned to protect their environment and that of the 

generations to come. 

That is the context in which I offer some thoughts with much of my involvements arising out 

of what I have absorbed through the teachings of Judaism, the first of the Abrahamic faiths. 

And within which there is much sharing and opportunity for bridge-making, rather than the 

setting up of differences. As part of that, I make no claim as to who started what within the 

tenets of the respective theologies.  

I do, however, take Genesis in the Old Testament as a good start, calling upon two important 

elements that appear early on in its deliberations. In chapter 1 verse 28, there is the injunction 

to ‘Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the sky and everything that moves on the 

Earth’, that, at least, is the English translation from the Hebrew and Aramaic in which the 

words first appeared. That, however, is to be  read in conjunction with chapter 2 verses 7-8, 

where Adam first appears, and who is expressed to be ‘planted’ in the Garden of Eden, with a 

duty to ‘cultivate and keep it’, i.e. serve it and conserve it. 

Throughout the Torah, there is the injunction to take account of cultivation and obey good 

husbandry. This has been interpreted in line with these two elements. Man’s duty to conserve 

the Earth is reflected in the absolute abhorrence of wasteful or needless destruction of the 

natural environment, while Man’s injunction to rule it contains also the need for respect of 

the Earth’s resources.  

Indeed, in February of each year, there is a special festival expressed as the New Year for 

Trees. The requirement is to plant new trees as well as look to and secure the trees around 

you. It is the festival of Tu B’ishvat and has a particular link with the carob tree which 

traditionally has provided food for the poor and for the animals they own. The Bible refers to 

the Tree of Life, establishing that part of nature as a living and rewarding entity, with the 

duty to protect. 

The establishing of the Jubilee Year, the seventh year, when fields lie fallow, allowing nature 

to breathe and restore itself. Even the introduction of the Sabbath, expressed as far back as 

the Ten Commandments brought down by Moses, has the importance for resting as much for 

the animal life and plant life as for mankind. For the Jews it is the Saturday, the Christian 



calendar Sunday and in Islam Friday, but all valuing that seventh day, expressed as being a 

time when all, with their oxen and the stranger use the time to restore their spirits and their 

energies. 

The great 12
th

-century Jewish philosopher Maimonides in his work Guide for the Perplexed 

expresses the importance of caution in how we use the Earth’s resources, and it is no accident 

that Fritz Schumacher, following his seminal treatise in Small is Beautiful then presented a 

further work under the title of Guide for the Perplexed.  

I could, perhaps, mention here that as part of my environmental work as a lawyer, I’ve had 

the pleasure of working with Israeli, Palestinian and Jordanian environmentalists on issues 

that concern the region and where each marks the other with respect and recognition of each 

as human beings, with the key of living together, as distinct from stereotypes.  

With the recognition that what we hold is to be there for the generations to come. The simple 

text is that we are trustees and not owners, that we have responsibilities as well as 

opportunities. That the Earth and all connected with it, as well as the Air and the Seas, that 

these are not in the ownership of man but under the suzerainty of God, emphasises the 

secondary role of Man, who exceeds that role at his peril and which, sad to say, has become 

overly apparent in the experience of global warming and the excessive use and dependency 

upon the Earth’s irreplaceable natural resources.  

As described in a recent issue of ‘The Gandhi Way’, during his time in South Africa, Gandhi 

gained much warm and helpful support and friendship from the Jewish community there. As 

such, he would have become familiar with Jewish festivals and themes, and we can only 

surmise at what influence this might have had upon his later life and teachings. 

As a final thought: in our daily discourse, we all use images that offer an immediate 

resonance. It is no accident, therefore, that the Prophet Isaiah in his celebrated plea for peace 

used imagery that reflected the commonality of Man’s relationship with nature: 

‘And he shall judge among the nations, and shall rebuke many people: and they shall beat 

their swords into ploughshares, and their spears into pruning hooks: nation shall not lift up 

sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more’ (chapter 2, verse 4). 

‘Ploughshares’ and ‘pruning hooks’ were readily recognisable within his society. The truth is, 

we all rely upon recognition of the familiar. 


