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This week we read from Parashat Noach.  It’s a wonderful invitation to focus on the 
establishment a new covenant between God and humanity; on the rainbow or the dove. Allow me 
to curiously decline. 
 
This year, this week, I’ve found myself dwelling on theme in our portion which is- to quote 
“Rav” Springsteen- “lost in the Flood.” This theme precedes the rainbow, the dove, even the 
Flood: humanity in a state of pervasive immorality. An evil so powerful that it required a nearly-
complete re-creation of the planet.  
 
Noah, our text says, was tzadik v’tamim b’dorotav, “righteous and blameless in his generation.” 
The Rabbis debate what that means, but I hope all of us would agree that finding the perfectness 
of Noah’s character in this day is age is a fool’s errand.  While we are not living among the 
wickedness of Noah’s world, we remain human beings. And if we read the Bible to gain wisdom 
into the nature of human beings, then we ought not pretend that our sinister sides are indeed “lost 
in the Flood.” 
 
Right now, we are struggling fiercely to respond to evil.  In Hebrew one simple word for evil is 
resha.  Resha the force within the human being that prompts us to cause pain in other people, 
sometimes in the form of words, other times through brute violence.  Resha is connected to 
hatred—sin’ah—as in a most treacherous prohibition, lo tisna et achicha bilvavecha, “do not 
hate your kinsman in your heart.” 
 
Speaking of resha or sin’ah in philosophical ways alone offers us little in addressing evil in our 
world.  We have to speak frankly and act pragmatically. 
 
Yesterday marked the anniversary of the massacre at the Tree of Life—Or L’Simcha 
Congregation in Pittsburgh.  It was the deadliest attack ever on the Jewish community in the 
United States, with 11 lives killed, during Shabbat morning worship, an act of pure evil.  We 
continue holding them in our hearts, along with their surviving loved ones who seek blessing 
from their memories.  We will lift up their names when we offer Kaddish Yatom. 
 
For many, many Americans, this was a fire alarm, a dreadful wake-up call—for Jews and non-
Jews alike—to the reality of American antisemitism.   
 
For some, particularly those with a history of antisemitism in their own family stories, including 
survivors and 2nd or 3rd generation survivors of the Holocaust, the attack upon the Tree of Life 
Congregation was no such wake-up call.  Many of us were already wide awake, sounding the 
sirens; often having our cries dismissed, downplayed, or outright denied.  I remember being 
shocked and horrified, but not surprised.   
 
It is my obligation to speak with honesty.  Based on all evidence regarding the prevalence and 
breed of group hatred in the United States, I believe we have little reason to think it will not 
happen again.  And again.  And again. In different spaces but reflecting the same, most vicious 
manifestation of resha, sin’ah, of evil based on group hatred. 
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Antisemitism is not only real, it is spreading – as we know viruses do – and at this moment we 
find ourselves in a society with a response that is insufficient, at best.  When acts of antisemitism 
make the news, I usually hear from someone, “will the congregation make a statement?”  Or 
“will you make a statement?”   
 
It’s understandable to expect this to be the primary response of the organized Jewish community.  
Make a statement.  Send it out to a listserv.  Post it on social media.  Preach it from a pulpit.  
Hold a one-off panel discussion. 
 
We know what this accomplishes because we have felt it.   
When we make statements, we feel the validation of our tears and dread. 
When we make statements, we sense that the cries of our grief and outrage are heard.   
We make statements because words are our impetuses of creation.  We utter our commitments to 
repair, verbalizing our will pursue peace and justice.  
 
Last week, a few people said to me, “are you going to respond to Kanye?” It’s a fair question. I 
asked it to myself. This is a hip-hop artist with a huge fan base—people worship him. And when 
he speaks out with hatred, it’s loud.  Our first inclination is to speak out, to name what “evil” 
sounds like in public, in forms of “hate speech,” vicious iterations lashon ha-ra, an evil tongue.   
 
I did not react to Kanya publicly. I did spend the last week reflecting on why.  This is something 
I’m still contemplating, and I’d like to share a few of my thoughts. (And I share this with the 
assumption that we all have many, many, often differing, perspectives). 
  
First: If we are serious about understanding and squelching antisemitism in the United 
States we have to understand that antisemitism evolves and takes many forms—often at 
once.  We learned this in the Spring in Levin-Moscovitz Lecture Series with Dr. Flora Cassen, 
an outstanding scholar on antisemitism.  She taught us brilliantly, and she used the term 
“antisemism(s),” intentionally plural, with a parenthetical “s.” We have to educate ourselves if 
we hope to educate others.  It seems to me that many, perhaps most of us, move full speed ahead 
with a futile definition of antisemitism, ossified by the fury that rightfully infuses the crisis. 
 
Second: Our internal strife is a serious threat to progress.  The Jewish community has a 
proclivity toward destructive inner-conflict.  This is nothing new, and the Durham-Chapel Hill 
Jewish community knows it well.   
 
The Rabbis identified sectarianism as a primary cause for the Destruction of the Temple. You’d 
think we’d have learned a thing or two over two thousand years. Just as our tragic past can unite 
us, it also adds layers of trauma—deep, intergeneration, and penetrating agony, which can deafen 
the mind and the heart.  
 
We experience this most clearly when it comes to Israel.  We cannot talk as a community about 
antisemitism without somehow addressing anti-Zionism.  In my view, it is a deleterious 
misconception that all expressions of anti-Zionism are absolutely antisemitic.  
 
You may have heard a few months ago that the head of the Anti-Defamation League, Jonathan 
Greenblatt, caused quite a stir when declaring, that “Anti-Zionism is Antisemitism.”  
I’d agree that it’s important to see how antisemitism is spreading rapidly among anti-Zionist 
groups.  Indeed, many iterations of anti-Zionism propagate the hatred we know as antisemitism. 
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However – and logic matters here – it’s entirely possible for a Jew who loves Judaism and cares 
deeply about the Jewish people and our fate to oppose Zionism. Reform Jews, who have learned 
about the evolution of our own Movement’s public positions on a Jewish State should understand 
this distinction.  
 
I emphatically disagree with anti-Zionist positions. Personally, I find it hurtful.  I find opposition 
to Liberal Zionism damaging to the future of the Jewish people—and the future of a Democratic 
and Jewish State of Israel.  However, slapping the label of “antisemite” on all anti-Zionists is not 
only illogical, it’s counterproductive. It handcuffs us from getting anything done together.  And 
worse, it propagates ignorant, group-hatred among ourselves. I have to wonder, to be honest, if 
calling all anti-Zionist Jews “antisemites” is not, in some twisted way, yet another form of 
antisemitism.   
 
Third: the most impactful response ought to be a pragmatic one.  This is what I am searching 
for.  In the discipline of Community Organizing we teach, “the action is in the reaction.”  
Perhaps it’s similar to the backward-design tool that may be useful at times for educators. The 
action is in the reaction.   
 
What do we hope to accomplish? What are the most effective actions we can take?  Who are we 
targeting?  Is it educational—among our own community?  Is it external—a legislative solution, 
or something in our schools, public or private?   
 
Pragmatically, I’m not convinced that issuing a statement following every major incident is the 
most effective action. On a practical level, we’d be speaking about nothing else. Consider the last 
week or two alone: 

- Kanye with his ignorant lashon ha-rah, evil tongue.   
- Trump saying how American Jews better “get their act together…before it’s too 

late.” 
- Tuesday, Raleigh, right nextdoor: antisemitic flyers distributed throughout 

residential neighborhoods.  
- Monday, Brooklyn, NY: three Jewish Yeshiva students were violently attacked by 

yelling “Free Palestine.” 
- Every day on college campuses, incident upon incident. And no, I’m not referring 

to public critique of the State of Israel, but hate speech directed at Jews.  At us.  
Every day. 

 
To be clear, this does not mean we ought to be silent. I’m speaking to the problem with our 
primary response being one of verbalization, of statements; of powerful programs whose 
attendees are far removed from the subcultures that are breeding the most dangerous forms of 
this virus.   
 
In the “world as it is,” we live in echo chambers.  Yes, we have always had walls that divide us.  
However, the walls today are soundproofed.  This nation has sorted itself into silos of sameness.  
Yes, we must speak out and educate ourselves here.  This is basic to any movement.  Yet, as 
Montapert said, let’s not “confuse motion with progress.”   
 
What will yield progress?  
 
Finally, and pragmatically: At the forefront of my thinking in this moment is the role of 
interfaith partnerships.  I preached on Rosh HaShanah about Friendship.  We have to establish 
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strong, public, relationships—sacred, authentic, honest friendships between communities of 
conscience. We have to get to know other communities of faith—others have to get to know us.  
Interfaith coalitions among houses of worship – present us with a unique space, one of very few 
remaining, where we can come together and build relationships based on our shared values.  We 
are brimming with opportunities. 
 
For instance, we are a member of DurhamCAN, our IAF affiliate, through which we engage in 
Congregation-Based Community Organizing.  We have an opportunity to mix it up with people 
from 27 other houses of worship, learn about their stories, share our own pains and fears.  And 
then together, with actual people power, get stuff done! You’ll receive invitations in the coming 
weeks, in our weekly emails, about how to connect to DurhamCAN.   
 
Last weekend, a group of us joined our neighbors at St. Joseph AME, for our “Souls to the Polls” 
event.  We prayed together and caravanned to the polls.  Their Senior Pastor, my friend Rev. Jay 
Augustine and I are thinking together about how we can grow as communities—and address 
issues of racism and antisemitism, which haunt all of us, personally.  We’ve learned from our 
histories in this nation that if we want to get something done, the only way is together. 
 
Now, this does not map explicitly to the issue of antisemitism. It’s not a program that names it 
overtly, nor a direct reactive statement. It is not a immediate line to the results—it doesn’t 
instantly embed a curriculum in schools or strengthen hate crimes legislation.  However, if we 
are going to make headway in squelching antisemitism, we need friends: coalitions of common 
decency and shared vision.   
 
Pastor Jay has convinced me that the best metaphor for a “more perfect” America is not the 
“melting pot,” but… a stockpot of Gumbo (his New Orleans roots shine).  We need to break 
bread with others.  Pastor Jay and I talked this week about planning a public conversation here 
together on these issues in the coming days. 
 
I would not dare claim to know the solution to antisemitism, what Deborah Lipstadt calls the 
world’s “oldest hatred.” I just know that we are a community that has for thousands of years held 
fast to a book that puts forth the bold vision that all human beings are One.  That humanity is 
One; the vision that – as One – we are holy. 
It’s one thing to read it, and preach it.  It’s another thing, altogether, to pursue it. 
 
Eloheinu Veilohei Avoteinu v’Imoteinu, 
Our God and God of our ancestors, 
May we be blessed with the wisdom to discover a way to pursue it. 
Bless us with the humility to do so together, in friendship.   
And bless us with the courage to fulfill the words of Psalmist: 

 
Sor mei-rah v’asei tov. Bakeish shalom, v’rodfei-ah 
Shun what is evil, do what is good. Seek peace, and pursue it.  (Ps. 34:15)   Amen. 


