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As a teenager, I joined the Boy Scouts.  I was part of an all-Jewish troop 
sponsored by a local synagogue:  Troop 584 in Melrose Park, PA, a suburb of 
Philadelphia.   
 
I liked being in the Boy Scouts.  Not long ago, I pulled my old uniform out of 
the closet. Here it is! I wore this uniform when I participated in a Boy Scout 
rite of passage, a three-week trip to the Philmont Scout Ranch in New Mexico: 
one-hundred-and-forty-thousand acres of wilderness, including several 
prominent peaks.1  
 
Once the bus left Philadelphia en route to Chicago, our first stop on the way to 
New Mexico, it became clear that, although 100% of the Scouts in my troop 
back home were Jewish, a miniscule percentage of Scouts in the group I was 
now a part of were.   
 
On our first Sunday morning together, our bus—part of a caravan of six or 
seven busses—stopped in front of a gigantic church in downtown Chicago.2  
The scoutmaster said, “Listen up! We’re going to make a stop here so 
everyone can go to church:  When you get out of the bus, I want all Protestant 
Scouts to enter the church and head up to the 3rd floor; Catholics, you should 
go up to the 5th floor.  Jewish Scouts, leave the bus and stand alongside the 
wall, until we can figure out what to do with you.”   
 
Dozens and dozens of Scouts poured out of our caravan and walked by us on 
their way into the church. We Jews were fewer than a minyan. After a while, 

                                                        
1 https://www.philmontscoutranch.org . 
 
2 This was probably the Fourth Presbyterian Church on Michigan Avenue in Chicago:   
http://www.fourthchurch.org/index.html . 
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one of the Scoutmasters came out and ushered us into a small chapel, and he 
encouraged us to have a service of our own.  I actually have a picture of myself 
standing in the front of the chapel—with, I should point out, an enormous 
crucifix behind me—going through the motions of leading a short pseudo-
service. (I think we took turns.) 
 
A couple of days later, we got to Philmont, and the hiking was terrific.  But 
that’s not what I want to tell you about.  On the last day of our trip, we had 
some free time at the base camp. Some of us hung around, playing pick-up 
football; others of us walked into the local town of Cimarron, New Mexico, 
population approximately 1,000— which basically consisted of a dusty main 
street straight out of a western—to buy some candy and postcards.  
 
The next morning, just before heading out, we lined up on the parade ground 
at the ranch for one final roll call. At that point, one of the Scoutmasters said 
that he had an announcement to make.  He called out the names of three 
Scouts to come forward and stand in front of the group.  Mine was one of 
those names. The other two were buddies of mine with whom I’d spent the 
previous day. Stepping forward, I was vaguely aware of the coincidence that 
all three of us had been part of that Jewish “mini-minyan” in that church in 
Chicago. What was this was about?  Were we about to get an award or 
something?  
 
At that point, without looking directly at us, the Scoutmaster announced to the 
group that the three of us had disobeyed a directive.  We had walked into the 
town of Cimarron without permission, and we were going to be punished.   
 
Now, that was strange to hear.  The previous day, I hadn’t had any sense that 
we had done anything wrong. We had actually run into plenty of other Scouts 
on the way to Cimarron and on the way back.  
 
But the Scoutmaster went on to say, “These three Scouts disobeyed.  In order 
to punish them, I give all of you permission to mock them all the way back to 
Philadelphia.”   
 
That was bizarre.  What did he mean by that?  He still wasn’t looking at us.  
And he had nothing to say to us.  He just dismissed everyone.  “Go back to your 
tents,” he said.   
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Sure enough, all the way back to Chicago, wherever we went on the train, 
Scouts would come up to us and say, “Mock, mock, mock.”  Other Scouts were 
actually worse.  They blocked us from using the restrooms so that the three of 
us had to walk all the way to the other end of the train, far from where the 
Scouts were sitting.  The three of us who had been singled out tended to stick 
together on the way home.   
 
I hadn’t given this episode a whole lot of thought until I started working on 
this sermon, so a few weeks ago, I called the other two guys—with whom I 
hadn’t been in touch for over 40 years.  One of them reminded me that there 
was a moment on the train when things began to get out of hand.  Some of the 
Scouts gathered around and began setting up a kangaroo court to “condemn” 
the three of us for our “offences.”  And not just the three of us, but two other 
Scouts who, coincidentally, had been part of that mini-minyan in Chicago.  It 
began looking like a creepy “Lord of the Flies” moment. Pretty much in the nick 
of time, a few of the more responsible Scoutmasters were alerted, and they 
intervened.  The demonic passion to ostracize and torment dissipated.  After 
that, I don’t remember feeling myself in danger, but certainly the sense of 
isolation, and the sheer inexplicable nature of the experience remained with 
me for a long time.  
 
When we got home, … we moved on.  Two of us stayed in the Scouts for 
several years.  I don’t recall speaking with anyone about what had happened.  
And that was that.   
 

* * * * * 
 
In the words of Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, antisemitism, at its heart, is never 
actually about Jews. It’s about anti-Semites.  Antisemitism isn’t caused by 
Jewish values or beliefs or how Jews behave; it’s caused by what people 
project onto Jews; that is, what they imagine all Jews are really like, deep 
down inside. So, in a sense, a sermon about antisemitism really belongs in a 
hall filled with anti-Semites. 
 
But it makes sense to talk about how to respond to antisemitism, because it 
deeply impacts us, and especially now, because, as I think we all know, things 
have changed.   
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There always has been antisemitism in our country. I have on my desk a book 
called, Henry Ford and the Jews:  The Mass Production of Hate.  What could be 
more American than Henry Ford?  And yet, “for ninety-one straight issues 
beginning on May 22, 1920”—that’s almost 20 years—he published virulently 
anti-Semitic articles in his newspaper, the Dearborn Independent.   (Sarna, 
American Judaism: A History, p. 217) 
 
We shouldn’t imagine that it was only in Detroit.  Many of us have visited the 
Touro synagogue, the oldest synagogue in Rhode Island, built in 1759.  Have 
you ever wondered why the first synagogue in Boston, Ohabei Shalom, now in 
Brookline, was not built until 1842, over 80 years later?3 Jews may have been 
welcome in Rhode Island in colonial days; they didn’t feel so welcome then in 
Boston.  
 
Why was Beth Israel Hospital founded in Boston in 1916? Because not only 
could Jews not go to most medical schools—that was a given—but even if they 
could, Jewish doctors couldn’t get admitting privileges at most hospitals.  
 
But actually, it was even worse. 
 
Gershon Kekst was the chairperson of the Board at my alma mater, The Jewish 
Theological Seminary.  He grew up in Salem, where his parents were both 
Hebrew School teachers.  One day—it was in the late 1930s—his father had a 
heart attack. The ambulance came, and it took him to Salem hospital.  But he 
was turned away, because Jewish patients were not welcome there. So the 
ambulance took him to the closest hospital that took Jews. That was in 
Chelsea, twenty-some miles away. He never made it. As Gershon Kekst used to 
say, “My father died of antisemitism.”   
 
By the 1960s and 70s, of course, Jews were feeling more confident and for 
good reason. We began to be permitted to live in communities like Needham 
and Wellesley—places that had been pretty much off-limits to Jews 
previously. We could get admitted to Ivy League schools, and professional 
organizations, and even some country clubs. Boston, the city that Louis 
Brandeis had decried as anti-Semitic, became the home of Brandeis 

                                                        
3 See: https://www.ohabei.org/our-history-and-historic-sanctuary.html 

 . 
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University, which garnered gentile as well as Jewish support.  Things were 
looking up.  
 
During the next few decades, Jews steadily became more and more accepted 
in America, until, though a minority group, we began to be seen as just about 
as “white” as so-called “White Anglo-Saxon Protestants.” 
 
More recently though, we’ve begun to feel a shift.  Even before Charlottesville, 
we’ve begun to sense that anti-Semitic speech and activity has come out of the 
closet, out in the open for all of us to see.  
 
Deborah Lipstadt is a scholar at Emory University in Atlanta who has been 
studying antisemitism4 her entire life.  She says that it’s very hard to 
understand it.  Why? Because, she says, “it’s essentially irrational, delusional 
and absurd.”  It’s a conspiracy theory like many other pernicious conspiracy 
theories, but unlike other prejudices, antisemitism believes that “Jews are not 
an enemy but the ultimate enemy.” To the antisemite, whatever you fear the 
most, that’s what Jews are:  capitalists or revolutionary Marxists; clannish or 
cosmopolitan; pushy or passive; primitively religious or stridently secular, 
and so on.   
 
Antisemitism doesn’t always manifest itself the same way. In Jonathan Sacks’ 
words, it is like a mutating virus. During the early centuries of Christianity, it 
was a hatred grounded in a religious animus against the faith of Jews; during 
the Middle Ages, Jews were identified as surrogates for the devil; during the 
modern era, it took on a racist quality.   
 
And during these past few years, it has evolved in truly remarkable and 
disturbing ways.  During the 2016 election campaign, antisemites on social 
media began trolling Jewish journalists. They began placing triple parentheses 
around the surnames of journalists they suspected of being Jewish.  Certain 
journalists began receiving messages that they “should be gassed.” And 
images of their faces superimposed on those of prisoners at Auschwitz were 
posted.  (Randy Rosenthal, The Washington Post, review of Antisemitism: Here 
and Now) 
 

                                                        
4 Note that, although generally the word is spelled, “anti-Semitism,” Deborah Lipstadt deliberately spells it 
“antisemitism.”  Hence I spell it that way throughout.  See her explanation here: Deborah Lipstadt, 
Antisemitism: Here and Now, Schocken (2019), pp. 22-25. 
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As Deborah Lipstadt puts it, “reprehensible genies” were let “out of the bottle.”  
 
Jonathan Sacks writes that antisemitism becomes dangerous when three 
things happen:  “First, when it moves from the fringes of politics to a 
mainstream party and its leadership.  Second, when the party sees that its 
popularity with the general public is not harmed thereby. And three: when 
those who stand up and protest are vilified and abused for doing so.  All three 
factors, [he concluded] exist in Britain now.” 
 
The question is, do they exist in our country as well? 
 
Deborah Lipstadt began writing a book in 2015 called, Antisemitism: Here and 
Now.  That part was easy. It was finishing the book that was difficult for her, 
because every week or so, there was another incident or event that she felt 
she needed to respond to. Finally, last September, her editors said, “The book 
is going to print. We’ve got to have the final copy of your introduction!”  
“Fine,” she said, “I’ll send it to you. But I predict,” she told them, “that before 
this book comes out, something else is going to happen.  Just wait.” Six weeks 
later, too late to revise the introduction, came the attack in Pittsburgh. 
 
So what should we do?   
 
Here’s what Deborah Lipstadt says: 
 
First, we must respond to antisemitism; we mustn’t ignore it.  As the 
Torah teaches us, we must remember what the nation of Amalek tried to do to 
us. And the same goes for Amalek’s successors.  When anti-Semitic speech or 
behavior surfaces, we must call it out as such. If we don’t, we simply empower 
it to continue. 
 
That’s actually easier said than done. Some of us are too loyal to whatever 
side of the political spectrum we live on. We prefer, naturally, to focus our 
energies on uncovering antisemitism on the other side of the political 
spectrum.  
 
That’s a serious blunder.  Antisemitism has always been an equal-opportunity 
evil.  It has infiltrated the right, it has infiltrated the left.  
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Deborah Lipstadt points out that the danger of right wing antisemitism is that 
it tends to be more violent.  But left-wing antisemitism, on the other hand 
tends to infiltrate our culture in a more insidious way.  Those are 
generalizations.  The bottom line is that Jews are targets for those on both 
sides of the political spectrum. Why? Because there are blind spots on both 
sides of the political spectrum.  Wherever we locate ourselves, we have to be 
alert for inconsistency and hypocrisy.  
 
What that says to me is that, as has always been the case, we Jews have to be 
cautious. Our interests may not—make that, will not—necessarily line up 
neatly with those of any particular political party.   
 
After all, we might ask, how can any of us support a party whose leader winks 
at white supremacists? On the other hand, we might ask, how can any of us 
support a party that tolerates—and sometimes even seems to celebrate—
political leaders who express themselves with textbook examples of 
antisemitism? 
 
Sometimes, unfortunately, wherever on the political spectrum we choose to 
locate ourselves, it seems as though we Jews have a tendency to seize on 
antisemitism on the other side as a weapon to score points with our political 
opponents.  
  
In that regard, I have a practical suggestion to make:  Let’s try, as an exercise, 
to focus on antisemitism on our own side of the political spectrum.  That will 
help keep us honest.  
 
So the first lesson is clear: we should and must respond to antisemitism, 
especially when it’s close to home. 
 
The second lesson is that when antisemitism rears its ugly head in our lives 
and in our communities, we must react, but we shouldn’t over-react. We 
have to stop and think:  Even as others may be refusing to see antisemitism 
where it clearly is, are we seeing antisemitism where it is not? We must be 
reasonable, sensible, clear-thinking, intelligent, and strategic.   
 
A few weeks ago, shortly after the school year began, a swastika was 
discovered in one of the boys’ bathrooms at Needham High.  The 
administration, I’m happy to say, reacted swiftly.  Parents got a letter from the 
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principal decrying what had happened.  But there’s more: even before writing 
to the parents, the principal pulled out of class the two leaders of the recently 
founded Jewish Students Union to tell them what had happened. With his 
encouragement, they and several other Jewish kids stood up in front of their 
peers and spoke to each of the classes at the high school about what it felt like 
to them to have swastikas at school.  They put up a poster in a display case 
front of the library. They sparked discussions, and they got moral support 
from the school administration, from their peers, from parents and the wider 
school community.  
 
A few days later, I’m sorry to say, more swastikas were discovered.  
 
At that point, I met with those two heads of the JSU at the high school.  They 
are our own Adam Wener and Jacob Hamermesh.  (By the way, I want to 
acknowledge their presence here today. They were given the honor of opening 
and closing the ark a few minutes ago, in recognition of their important role in 
responding to this incident.) We discussed Deborah Lipstadt’s advice about 
being strategic and trying not to overreact.  We talked about a story she 
tellsm, about what happened at Emory once, when swastikas were discovered 
on the walls of the Jewish fraternity right after Yom Kippur. Not just the Jews 
on campus, but the university’s student organization condemned the 
vandalism and called on “everyone to wear blue the following day in support 
of Emory’s Jewish community and the rights of all people to live freely and 
safely.”  The next day, that’s what happened. “The [Emory] campus was awash 
in blue.” Not just the Jewish students, but everybody—“undergraduates, 
graduate students, professors, administrators and secretaries were all 
wearing blue.”  
 
When Adam and Jacob heard that story, wheels began to turn in their heads, 
and they decided to make something similar happen at Needham High. Thanks 
to their leadership, and that of their fellow students, this past Wednesday, 
75% of the school, and every one of the teachers, wore blue to school.    
 
I know that all of us admire Adam and Jacob and all of the students who 
played a role in responding to this. We can be proud that about a dozen of 
those who did so are members of our congregation.  And some of the key skills 
that some of our young people are drawing on they learned right here at 
Temple Aliyah, as participants in TACOS and/or TEF (our Teen Engagement 
Fellowship).  I’d like to give a shout-out to our amazing Youth Director at the 
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time, Kayla Reisman, and our entire terrific Youth team, for giving our kids 
the preparation that they have made such good use of.   
 
After my buddies and I returned from that summer in New Mexico, what did 
we do to protest antisemitism in the Boy Scouts?  Nothing.  It didn’t occur to 
us, even for a minute, to do that. So I am grateful that we are raising a new 
generation of wonderful Jewish young people who are not just accepting 
things the way they are, but are stepping up and doing what they can to 
strengthen Jewish safety, security and solidarity.  
 
One important last lesson about antisemitism from Deborah Lipstadt:  Let’s 
not make antisemitism the essence of Judaism, or the essence of our 
Jewish lives.  
 
Deborah Lipstadt once had a conversation with a highly-respected Jewish 
communal leader. He was sharing with her his pride that he had taught his 
kids to be intolerant of antisemitism. But he was also sharing with her his 
regret that, other than that, he hadn’t really given them a Jewish education. 
 
Deborah Lipstadt, who certainly appreciates the value of studying and fighting 
antisemitism, felt very sad about this.  As she put it, this person’s kids were 
taught about Jews as objects, not as subjects. These kids were taught that the 
key is what is done to Jews; not what Jews do.  This kind of message, she 
argues, grants control to our oppressors over our destiny. 
 
It is vital not to let this “longest hatred” become the linchpin of our Jewish 
identity.  Judaism is much more than fighting against hatred—even hatred 
against Jews. 
 
We are the people who sanctify time; we are the people who stick up for the 
stranger. We are the people whose Torah champions Jewish observance and 
holidays, and study and justice and righteousness and truth and 
lovingkindness and the pursuit of peace.  Those values—not antisemitism—
are at the core of who and what we are.   
 
We didn’t survive as a people just to survive. We survived in order to continue 
to be who we were meant to be; to live out our lives as Jews and, God willing, 
to transmit our precious legacy to our children, our grandchildren, and to all 
who come after us.     
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In Deborah Lipstadt’s words, let’s “balance the ‘oy’ of antisemitism with the 
‘joy’ of being Jewish.  Let’s be strong and of good courage. Let’s never stop 
fighting the good fight, even as [we] rejoice in who we are.” 
 
L’Shanah Tovah Tikateivu, may all of us be inscribed in the book of life, 
sustenance and vitality.  Amen.  
 


