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In November of 1885, a group of leading rabbis convened in Pittsburgh to draft a position paper 
describing what they hoped would be a uniquely American form of Judaism.  The late 19th 
century, sometimes called the Gilded Age, was booming with optimism after the Civil War and 
Reconstruction.  The United States had soared to world’s most industrialized nation; waves of 
immigrants were arriving on America’s shores, including many Jewish immigrants from Eastern 
Europe.  There was a sense of confidence and idealism in the air, and these rabbis caught the bug 
as well!  Isaac Mayer Wise, the founder of American Reform Judaism and President of Hebrew 
Union College called the Pittsburgh Platform a “Declaration of Independence.”   In it, the 
reformers rejected ritual and ceremonial observances they deemed outdated or inconsistent with 
modern sensibilities.  Only Judaism’s “moral laws,” they argued, and those that “elevate and 
sanctify our lives” should be retained.  And in one particularly sweeping statement, they 
declared: 

We consider ourselves no longer a nation, but a religious community, and therefore expect 
neither a return to Palestine, nor a sacrificial worship under the sons of Aaron, nor the 
restoration of any of the laws concerning the Jewish state.1 

Pay close attention to the wording…We consider ourselves no longer a nation, but a religious 
community… 

What, in fact, is a nation?  One definition of nationhood is a polity: a group of citizens of a 
specific political state.  But another, equally meaningful definition of “nation” is the ethnic, 
cultural, historic, linguistic, and religious bonds shared by a certain people.  In that second sense, 
the Jewish people have always understood ourselves as a nation, no matter what countries, 
kingdoms, or commonwealths we have found ourselves in.  When God first spoke to Abraham in 
Genesis 12, God said: Va’e’escha l’goy gadol, I will make you a great nation.  Repeatedly the 
Torah refers to our ancestors as mamlacha, a kingdom; an am, a people; an eidah, an assembly; a 
kahal, a congregation…just to name a few.  Anyone who has sat around a campfire singing Hinei 
mah tov u’mah na’im shevet achim gam yachad, knows that this song doesn’t imply that we are 
literally “brothers” and sisters, but that we are connected in the larger sense of the Jewish family.  
Those 19th Century reformers wanted Judaism to conform more to Protestantism than the 
tribalism of the Torah.  Judaism was to be strictly a religion, just like any other denomination or 
house of worship you might encounter anywhere in this great nation.  The nationalistic or ethnic 
ethos of Judaism, they felt, compromised their ability to be unequivocally American.  The 
reaction to the Pittsburgh Platform was swift.  Just 10 weeks later, in January of 1886, another 
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group of Jewish leaders met in the board room of the Shearith Israel Synagogue, also known as 
the Spanish and Portuguese Synagogue, on New York’s Upper West Side.  They announced the 
creation of The Jewish Theological Seminary, “according to conservative Jewish principles.”  
The reformers had gone too far.  Their scope was too radical to be the religious home for all 
American Jews, which is what they aspired to be.  Not only the departure from ritual and 
tradition, but also the disavowal of Jewish peoplehood made it necessary for other forms of 
Judaism to emerge in this country. 

Fast-forward 133 years.  In this tumultuous week, another vicious attack on Jews took place; this 
time in a kosher market in Jersey City, the very same place that contains within its city limits, the 
Statue of Liberty, which my ancestors and many of yours gazed upon with hope and promise as 
they sailed into New York Harbor.  When I listened to the news reports of the attack I 
immediately recalled my visit to Paris in 2015, following the attack at the Hyperkasher, a kosher 
grocery store in Paris where four people were killed and nine injured by an attacker who pledged 
loyalty to the Islamic State.  When I arrived, along with other American Jewish leaders, the 
storefront was strewn with flowers and wreaths, and messages of hope.  The market itself was 
boarded up and wrapped in police tape.  Anti-Semitism is on the rise, and in increasingly violent, 
even deadly occurrences.   And not only is this happening in far-away places separated from us 
by oceans and continents, it is happening here, in this country, in communities where Jews have 
felt safe for generations. 

In this same week, the President of the United States signed an Executive Order, which among 
other things, codified the definition of Anti-Semitism of the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance, an organization that works with 42 countries, the UN, the European 
Union and others to increase Holocaust awareness and education, and fight modern forms of 
anti-Semitism and genocide.  Initially, to be perfectly honest, I was swept-up in a tizzy of 
discomfort from the press, from social media, from friends and family.  ‘The president is 
defining Jews as a nation,’ people said.  I received worried texts: ‘Isn’t this what the Nazis did 
when declaring Jews a foreign race?’  ‘What right does the government have to decide what Jews 
are or are not?’  ‘Don’t these declarations always end up badly for us?’  The Executive Order 
came from a President who, before a room-full of American Jewish Republicans, referred to 
Benjamin Netanyahu as “your prime minister;” who said that like him or not, that Jews will vote 
for him because they don’t want their money taken away from them; who acccused Jews who 
vote for Democrats of displaying “great disloyalty,” not to mention his other random tirades 
about groups he disdains.  All of this raised some red flags, and I was a red flag waiver myself!  
But then I sat down to read the actual Executive Order. 

The truth is that in no place does the Executive Order designate Jews as a nation.  In no place 
does it seek to define what Jews are or are not.  Rather, the order is narrowly written to expand 
the scope of Title VI of the Civil Rights Act, which prohibits discrimination on the basis of race, 
color, and national origin in programs and activities receiving federal financial assistance.  Title 
VI, as it was originally written, did not include religious groups in its protections.  To my 
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surprise, it was  actually the Obama Administration, specifically Tom Perez the current chair of 
the DNC who was at the time Assistant Attorney General who expanded the Title VI protections 
to include American Jews!2  The Obama version also included protections of Muslims and Sikhs, 
as well as Jews (which I wish this one would have retained).  I don’t say this to take away from 
the symbolic importance of the recent Executive Order.  The most volatile landscape of anti-
Semitism nowadays, even more so now than during the Obama presidency, is college and 
university campuses, many of which are recipients of federal funding.  Increasing numbers of 
Jewish students report being harassed, and feel unsafe—even discriminated against, particularly 
when expressing views about Israel or Zionism.  Death threats, menacing mobs, outrageous 
resolutions, and forceful disruptions of Jewish or Israel-related speakers or events are more and 
more routinely reported.  You might remember the students who were refused letters of 
recommendation for study abroad programs by two different professors at the University of 
Michigan because they wanted to study in Israel.   There is open hostility to Israel in Middle East 
Studies programs at universities all across the country, which obsessively promote boycotts, 
divestment, and sanctions against Israel.  Meanwhile, the Middle East Studies Association never 
boycotted3 Saddam’s Iraq, Qaddafi’s Libya; there has never been a boycott of the Syrian regime, 
which slaughtered far more people over the past four years than those killed during 100 years of 
Arab-Israeli infighting; MESA does not urge boycotts of Iran, the world’s foremost sponsor of 
terrorism, not to mention its call for the eradication of a member of the United Nations; there is 
total silence from the Middle East Studies Association about Turkish oppression of the Kurds, or 
Saudi Arabia’s violence against political opponents, journalists, and women.  But if a student in a 
Middle East Studies class reveals that he or she is Jewish or a Zionist, that student will likely be 
the subject of relentless torment and unfair treatment by professors and students alike.  There’s 
the case of Adela Cojab, who is suing New York University for allowing extreme anti-Semitism 
to fester on campus, where Jewish students have been physically assaulted and intimidated for 
their views on Israel.  According to the Anti-Defamation League, the Executive Order “will help 
the government determine what constitutes anti-Semitism and clarify when an anti-Israel 
incident crosses the line from protected free expression in to harassing, unlawful, or 
discriminatory conduct…”4  With an 86% increase in anti-Semitic incidents on college and 
university campuses from 2016 to 2018, I find this to be a welcome tool in protecting Jewish 
students from intimidation and harassment, and punishing those who perpetrate it.  I understand 
the concerns of people who feel that the Executive Order could be deployed to stifle free speech 
and debate.  Certainly the college campus should be a place of open exchange of ideas, where 
students are pushed out of their comfort zones to consider new and challenging perspectives.  
But intellectual debate reaches its limit when people who express different opinions are 
threatened or made to feel unsafe.  That kind of intimidation has no place in thoughtful, scholarly 
discourse. 
                                                           
2https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/crt/legacy/2011/05/04/090810_AAG_Perez_Letter_to_Ed_OCR_Title
%20VI_and_Religiously_Identifiable_Groups.pdf 
3 https://www.the-american-interest.com/2015/09/18/the-politicization-of-middle-east-studies/ 
4 https://www.adl.org/news/press-releases/adl-welcomes-executive-order-combating-anti-semitism 
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In parashat Vayishlach, in one of the most famous scenes5 in the entire Torah, Jacob has a 
wrestling match with a mysterious figure, an “Ish” a man, a force who struggles with Jacob all 
night long, vayiga b’chaf y’reicho, he wrenched Jacob’s hip out of its socket!  And Jacob said to 
his opponent, hagida na sh’mecha…What is your name?  Who are you?  To which the ish 
responds, lamah zeh tish’al lishmi, Why do you want to know my name?!  The great 19th century 
Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin, known as the Netziv wonders in his commentary on the 
parasha6 why indeed Jacob wants to know the name of the ish.  To which he responds, what 
Jacob is really asking is Mah kocho?  Mah pe’ulato?  He doesn’t actually want to know his 
name, he wants to know the source of his power; what gives his opponent his strength.  Because 
once he knows his strength and his power, then Jacob will know how to defend himself against 
him.  It’s like when my kid gets sick, I want to know do they have strep, do they have 
bronchitis…when I know what the pe’ulah is, when I know what’s going on, then I know what 
kind of anti-biotic, what kind of prescription I need to get to fight it.  We know what animates 
anti-Semitism today; we understand, perhaps better than ever, the sickness of those who hate the 
Jewish people, and the Jewish state.  I believe that this Executive Order is one of the 
prescriptions that will be very helpful in fighting back against that hatred.  Even though I have 
tremendous reservations and significant disagreements with ‘the one who wrote the prescription,’ 
I am nevertheless grateful for it, and I believe it is important; even necessary in fighting the 
scourge of the disease called anti-Semitism. 

In memory of…  

40 year old Jersey City Police Detective Joseph Seals, who left behind a wife and five children; 

49 year old Douglas Miguel Rodriguez, who is survived by a wife and an 11 year old daughter; 

31 year old Leah Mindel Ferencz, who is survived by her husband and 3 children, ages 11, 7 and 
4; 

And 24 year old rabbinical student Moshe Deutch 

…the most recent victims of violence, irrational hatred and anti-Semitism, may we learn to use 
all the tools available to us to apprehend the perpetrators and purveyors of hate, and may their 
memories be a blessing to their families, to the Jewish people, and to all people who yearn for an 
end to bigotry and evil in the world. 

And let us say…Amen. 

                                                           
5 Genesis 32:25-30 
6 Ha’Emek Davar on Parashat Vayishlach 


