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This has been the most eventful summer I can remember. At least from a rabbinic point of 
view. From the profoundly troubling vote for divestment from Israel by the Presbyterian Church 
(USA) to the horrific kidnapping and murder of the three Israeli students to the reprehensible 
lynching and burning alive of the Palestinian youth to the war in Gaza that lasted nearly two 
full months, I cannot recall a time when the news of Israel was as disturbing and angering and 
disillusioning – and captivating – as were these past months of June, July and August. It just all 
seemed relentless. And that's the view from over here. We can only imagine how difficult and 
trying these past months have been for both Israelis and Palestinians. Constant fear and 
devastation. An endless barrage of sirens and explosions. For us the summer is supposed to be 
a time of vacation. Literally, a time to vacate, to get away. But for those who live over there, 
there was no escaping. So let us say, first and foremost, thank God for quiet. I pray that it lasts.  

The other thing that was relentless were the articles, the Op-Eds, the unsolicited 
condemnations and defense arguments that took over social media. Not a day went by that I 
didn't read at least one or two "opinion" pieces, most of them intelligent, many of them 
vociferous, all of them with feeling. As much as I tried to shut it out, there was no getting away 
from the public struggle. And "struggle" it was. Between "Right" and "Left", neo-liberal and neo-
con, everyone had their insight, their "take" on what was really going on. And of course I had to 
read them all. And the ones I missed, my dear friends made sure to send me a copy. It was 
exhausting. This was the year that summer vacation was canceled.  

There was one article in particular however that has stayed with me. From Tablet magazine, it 
was an in-depth exploration into a well-known New York City synagogue where a lay leader, 
one of the most respected and prominent members of the congregation, felt compelled to resign 
from the synagogue because, as he put it, "It has become a community where I feel I have to 
check my Zionism at the door." Putting it into perspective, he said, "I jokingly told friends I was 
considered the right-winger because, well, I wanted Israel to exist." Not long after that reports 
started to circulate through the American rabbinic world that a highly regarded colleague of a 
Chicago-area synagogue announced his resignation from the congregation he has served for 
nearly two decades because, by his own admission, he felt his support for Palestinians had 
become too disruptive for the community.  

Of course, none of this is new. On the contrary, Jews leave shuls all the time because they 
don't like the rabbi's politics and rabbis resign or get fired for often the same reason. They still 
tell the 19th century story of the fist-fight Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise had with the president of the 
synagogue. On the bimah. In the middle of the service. There's a reason Rabbi Stephen Wise 
(no relation to Isaac Mayer Wise) wanted his congregation to be called the "Free Synagogue" – 
and it wasn't because of the dues structure.  

But what I found particularly insightful was a reflection made by the rabbi of that New York 
congregation. Basically her point was this: Come into a synagogue and say you hate God, you 
don't believe in God, you don't want to have anything to do with God, and people shrug. Or 
they smile. They might even say thank you. Especially if it's the rabbi making the comments. 



 

But that is not the case when it comes to Israel. When the subject of Israel comes up, so do 
people's backs. And this is not insignificant.  

Why, after all, do we care so much about Israel? What is it about Israel that always seems to 
get to us? 

 

For centuries Jewish life has been characterized by an ever-present voice in the back of our 
collective heads: Mah yomru ha-Goyyim? What will the Gentiles say? And it was a justified 
fear. Not that our enemies needed excuses to hate us, to oppress us, to attack us, but the 
contempt for the Jew was so deeply ingrained In Christian culture, the last thing we wanted to 
do was to give them a justification. We called it a shonda fur de Goyyim.  

No doubt there are many of us for whom this historical reality brings back memories of that 
perpetual paranoia. Some of us are old enough to remember when Herschel Grynszpan 
assassinated Ernst vom Rath, a German diplomat, because of the way the Germans were 
treating Jews under the Nazis. That was on November 7th, 1938. The next day virtually every 
synagogue and most of the Jewish owned shops in Germany were destroyed. That day came to 
be known as Kristallnacht. And if we didn't provide them with a specific incident, then they 
made one up. Like the Blood Libel, accusing us of killing Christian babies in order to use their 
blood to make matzah.  

Vestiges of this primal anxiety – I'm convinced it's somehow passed on in our Jewish DNA – 
still lurks deep within. Several months ago, when Los Angeles Clippers owner Donald Sterling 
was caught on tape uttering shameful racist attitudes, no doubt many of us wondered (if only 
to ourselves) whether or not he was a Jew. In the same way we secretly acknowledged a sense 
of shame when Bernie Madoff betrayed the trust of countless unsuspecting victims. And while 
we might no longer be realistically in danger when Jews do things that make us cringe through 
a seemingly reflexive guilt-by-association mindset, the very fact that we wonder "Is he a Jew?" 
tells us all we need to know about ourselves. 

Yet Israel is not just a case of a lot of Jews in one place. Israel is a state. A Jewish state. Not 
just a nation of Jews but a country established upon Jewish values. Israel not merely represents 
us. It reflects us. Because we are "Israel" too. That is our name. And on some level deep within 
we not only live in fear of what the Gentiles will say but also of what God will think. The 
counterbalance to Mah Yomru ha-Goyyim is, as my friend and our upcoming Scholar-In-
Residence Rabbi Jeff Salkin suggests, the Yiddish expression: paast nisht. It's simply not right. 
Jews don't do that.  

That's the way I felt when those Israelis took that Palestinian boy and burned him alive. And 
while I cannot blame Israel for the deaths of so many civilians in Gaza this past summer – that 
responsibility lies squarely on the shoulders of Hamas – I nevertheless feel great pain that so 
many innocents died at the hands of Jews. I do not feel shame for Israel defending itself. On 
the contrary I feel great pride that the Israeli army exerts more caution to protect those in 
harm's way than any other military, including that of this nation. But just as the ancient rabbis 
warned us against rejoicing over the deaths of the drowning Egyptians as we crossed the Red 
Sea, I am profoundly saddened when I hear cries of "Death to the Arabs" in the streets of 
Jerusalem or an utter lack of compassion for the plight of the Palestinians. 

Israel is at the very core of who we are and why we gather here this day. We care about Israel 
because it is an extension of us. But shame on us if we think Israel has carte blanche in the 
name of security. Settlements on the West Bank have no strategic purpose, and we are not 



 

entitled to do whatever we want because we are endangered. There are far too many instances 
of abuse at border checkpoints and patently unjust living conditions among Palestinians in the 
disputed territories. This should disturb us. Yet by the same token, shame on us if we fail to 
stand with Israel when it is attacked, no matter the quality or efficacy of the weapons of our 
enemies. Rockets still blow up. They kill and they spread terror. Shame on us if we do not feel 
the pain of Israelis when they are forced to live in constant fear. 

Alas, Israelis still live in constant fear. And we still feel an unease, even if secretly or 
subconsciously, as to what the Gentiles will say. And that may be the most compelling reason 
we Jews get so worked up over Israel. Because while it might seem that all is well with us, while 
it might appear that we are safe and secure, while it might feel that Auschwitz is ancient 
history, the events of this past summer have brought home a very potent if annoying truth: that 
we Jews are still treated as a people apart. And that is precisely why Israel is so important.  

 

Over the years I have endeavored to maintain a fairly even keel when it came to acts of anti-
Semitism. I have tried not to be reactionary, not to reflexively cry "Wolf" every time a 
synagogue was defaced or anti-Jewish sentiments were expressed. Nevertheless there can be 
little doubt that anti-Semitism is alive and well. Nor should this surprise us. Simply because 
the Nazis were destroyed and the world was shamed into feeling remorse for what had been 
perpetrated against our people, we would be foolish to assume that a nearly two-millennia 
tradition of vilification of the Jew, of treating us as "less than", would simply disappear with the 
death camps. The events of this past summer were a sobering reminder that we might not be as 
accepted as we think.  

It shouldn't surprise us when mobs in Germany and Holland chant slogans of "Deaths to the 
Jews" and "Slit Jews' Throats". It shouldn't surprise us when Jews in France are forced to take 
refuge in their synagogues because of hostile crowds outside. It shouldn't surprise us when 
markets in England remove all the kosher food from their stores out of fear that they 
themselves will be targets of hatred. It shouldn't surprise us when powerful voices close to the 
government in Venezuela call for violence against Jews or when the leader of Turkey demands 
that "his" Jews repudiate Israel. It shouldn't surprise us. We've seen this kind of stuff before. 
But it should concern us, especially when it all happens within days and weeks of each other.  

There's a joke I've referenced from time to time, apocryphally attributed to Mordecai Kaplan, 
that says the definition of an anti-Semite is someone who hates Jews "more than is absolutely 
necessary." The fact is, however, that that is spot on, for the events of this past summer have 
elicited reactions, and commentaries, and condemnations that have been, at least to my mind, 
"more than is absolutely necessary." 

It is outright bizarre when a Kentucky candidate for Senate puts up signs on people's lawns 
that read "With Jews We Lose" (never mind the fact that none of the candidates are Jewish). Or 
when the head of the United Nations' Human Rights Council blames Israel for the abuse 
Palestinian men inflict upon their wives. Or when South Africa announces that it is considering 
prosecuting its citizens who serve in the Israeli army. Or when the front page or the lead story 
of virtually every major media outlet runs with stories about Gaza while hardly a word is 
uttered about the thousands upon thousands who are being killed in Syria on a daily basis. 
Even for those of us who have been openly critical of the current Israeli government and its 
policies have to admit that the bias against Israel is reminiscent of Shakespeare's observation 
that, to paraphrase, "Methinks [they] doth protest too much." 



 

This was especially the case in Detroit this past June at the General Assembly of the 
Presbyterian Church (USA). Let us be clear: Presbyterians are not hateful. I genuinely believe 
that they mean well. But as they and many of the other mainstream liberal Protestant churches 
have fallen into, they have lost the forest for the trees. There can be little doubt that their 
extremely narrowly-passed decision to divest from companies that do business with Israel in 
the disputed territories is, notwithstanding their assertions to the contrary, part and parcel of 
the growing BDS movement. BDS – which stands for "boycott, divestment and sanctions" – is a 
worldwide strategy to isolate Israel. And I have absolutely no doubt that its roots lie squarely in 
the Palestinian national movement with Omar Barghouti as its "intellectual" leader. Their goal 
is not to financially impoverish Israel. They are too smart for that. In fact their goal is to drive a 
wedge between Israel and its allies, even between Israel and the American Jewish community. 
And I must admit, they have not been unsuccessful. But the worst part is that, intentionally or 
not, their actions are, at their core, rooted in anti-Semitism. Because what they voted for, and 
what BDS is based on, is a simple equation: "Let's blame the Jews". Any judgment that places 
the focus squarely on Israel while dismissing the culpability of Palestinians can be seen no 
other way.  

 

Why is it that Israel always seems to get held to a different standard? Why does the scrutiny 
always seem to fall so heavily on Israel and so little on Palestinians? Or as the philosopher Eric 
Hoffer wondered, Why is it that "things permitted to other nations are forbidden to Jews?" (He 
said that in 1968 in response to the world’s reaction to Israel’s victory in the Six-Day War.) Or, 
as Brendan O'Neill, editor of Britain's Spiked! magazine wrote this past summer, "Why are 
Western liberals always more offended by Israeli militarism than by any other kind of 
militarism? O'Neill concludes: 

"...rage with Israel...has become an outlet for the expression of a general feeling of fury 
and exhaustion with everything – with Western society, modernity, nationalism, 
militarism, humanity. Israel has been turned into a conduit for the expression of 
Western self-loathing, Western colonial guilt, Western self-doubt. It has been elevated 
into the most explicit expression of what are now considered to be the outdated 
Western values of militaristic self-preservation and progressive nationhood, and [Israel] 
is railed against and beaten down for embodying those values." 

How ironic that Israel was created because there was no place for the Jew in Western culture, 
so Jews chose to fulfill their ancestral dream and returned to their homeland, only to be reviled 
and rejected because they represented and embodied Western values.  

Leonard Fine, one of the most articulate and prophetic voices of our age who died last month, 
tells the story about a group of Zionist Jews living in Poland around the turn of the 19th 
century. Once a month they would gather to talk about what life would be like once they got 
their act together and made their way to the Land of Israel. But as Fine points out, they were 
sophisticated Jews. Meaning: they had a Gentile friend. So one time they invited their friend to 
join them at their monthly gathering. Near the end of the evening their friend says, "You know, 
I so admire you Jews. In fact, with the exception of one thing, you are the most impressive 
people I know." Of course, that begged the question: "Nu? What, pray tell, is the one 
exception?" "Well," he says, "you Jews think you are morally superior to everyone else." 
Somewhat taken aback, one of the Jews asks, "And how is it that you think we think we are 
morally superior?" "Because," he replies, "you don't hunt." "Of course we don't hunt," one of the 



 

Jews responds. "Because you won't let us own guns. But I will tell you this. We will show you. 
Because when we get to the land of Israel we will own guns. But we will still not hunt." 

This is what I think. Western ideals are deeply rooted in the religious values of the nobility of 
suffering and the virtue of powerlessness. "The meek shall inherit the earth." We love the 
underdog, the Rebel Alliance of Star Wars. By contrast, we love to hate the Evil Empire, those 
who have power. And this is at the core of the ideology of anti-Semitism, where the Jew is 
presented as the one with power. We are the ones who conspired with the Romans to kill 
Jesus. Yet the history of the relationship between the Jew and the anti-Semite was exactly the 
opposite. We were the disempowered. We were the ones marginalized and ostracized. But the 
trope of being Christ-killers, which morphed into economic conspiracies to rule the world, 
followed us wherever we went. And then, after suffering six million illustrations of 
powerlessness, the State of Israel was created. Yet the creation of a Jewish state where Jews 
finally had power – ironically – ultimately substantiated the two-thousand year anti-Semitic 
narrative of the Jew. Namely, the State of Israel is the anti-Semite's dream-come-true: a place 
where Jews really do have power.  

And this takes us back to Fine's story. Even Fine himself wonders if we are capable of owning 
guns and not becoming hunters? And while I share his concern that power can corrupt, I am 
troubled when anyone places such a burden upon a Jewish state that they are unwilling to 
place on any other nation. Even if we, as Jews, hold ourselves to a higher standard, that does 
not mean that we should be judged by a standard that is applied only to Jews.  

There can be little doubt that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict has raised questions of profound 
concern. That Jews can misuse guns is merely a reflection of our being human beings. Anyone 
who thinks Israelis can do no wrong is . . . wrong. But no one knows this truth better than 
Israelis. Indeed, that Israelis consciously and with deep conviction struggle with both the 
blessings and dangers of power is a testament to their Jewish souls. And this gives me hope. 

You see the greatest power we have is not in guns but in being free to choose. That, after all, is 
why Israel was created. Irony of ironies – the very reason a Jewish state was sought was so that 
Jews would no longer have to worry what others would say.  

Have you noticed that people aren’t talking so much about Israel these days? The articles have 
disappeared. My Facebook page has returned to the insidious but pleasant distractions of 
stupid pictures of celebrities and pithy life-lessons. And it almost seems, just a few weeks later, 
as if the moral crisis of Gaza never happened. Was the conflict that unimportant? Or is it 
because it’s not on the front pages anymore? And if that is so, then what does that tell us about 
us? Perhaps we care more about what others say than we would like to admit?  

I am a Zionist. I believe that Jews have the right to self-determination in our ancestral 
homeland. And, no doubt, there will be times when our self-determining will result in our 
choosing poorly just as there will be times when we choose wisely. And the successes and 
failures of Israeli leadership notwithstanding, I believe that Israel will continue to be guided by 
Judaic values of compassion and justice, and that reality is the source of my hope and the 
foundation of my love for Israel. 

In the end, the only voice to which we should hearken is the still, small one. We are a people 
who cares what God thinks. This is what makes us Jews. And this is what makes Israel a Jewish 
state. And this is why I love Israel. Because it is a place where the struggle with conscience is 
its most important conflict. And I have absolute faith that, when all is said and done, it will 
prevail. 


