
   
 

 
 

October 23, 2020 – 5 Heshvan, 5781 – Parashat Noach 

Dear TBE Family and Friends, 

As our Torah portion for this Shabbat uncannily intuited, this has been a week of weathering storms and 
of finding places of comfort and shelter.  With the rhetoric of hostility and hate ramping up nationally as 
we approach the most divisive presidential election in modern times, it is perhaps unsurprising that 
even our own generally calm and sheltered hamlet has been buffeted by the winds of hate.   

Earlier this week, as I shared with the congregation in the immediate aftermath of the incident, 
antisemitic graffiti was spray-painted on a sign posted in front of a Jewish-owned place of business just 
down the road from our synagogue.  The aim of this hate crime was clearly twofold: first, to attack the 
message of tolerance conveyed by the sign (which, ironically, expressed the business owner’s 
identification with those experiencing bias or subjugation); and second, to intimidate Ithaca's Jewish 
community, whom the vandal associated with the sign's support for the downtrodden. 

In this latter assumption, the perpetrator was not mistaken.  Ours is a community that has long 
championed – and continues to champion – the rights of those who may lack the platform to advocate 
on their own behalf or who feel disempowered and unsupported in doing so. The American Jewish 
community's voice, in some parts of the country, has sometimes been a da’at yahid (a solitary opinion) 
amidst a chorus of opinions unsympathetic to minorities, opnions held by people not imbued with the 
same sensitivity to the rights of the downtrodden that our tradition demands of us because we were 
once "strangers in the land of Egypt." 

But if we have, at other junctures and in other venues, felt ourselves alone when we confronted the 
voices of hate and bigotry, whether on our behalf or on behalf of others, that was clearly not the case 
here in Ithaca this week.  Since the incident, I have received on our community’s behalf a barrage of 
emails from public officials, clergy of every denomination and private citizens outraged that such an act 
could transpire in their community. 

If, in other lands, our people have at times felt ourselves to be, like Noah, tossing about amidst a 
turbulent sea with no safe harbor in sight, we, today, here in Tompkins County, know ourselves to be 
traveling in a flotilla of like-minded souls who are devoted to one another’s wellbeing and to the 
presentation of a unified front in vigorous opposition to antisemitism and all forms of racism. 

As I shared with you earlier in this week a photo documenting the defacement of a sign for peace with 
words of hate, so I want to share with you now a contrasting image, a sign that appeared on our porch – 
equally unbidden – just a day or two after the original incident, bearing the following message: "We 
stand with you for love and freedom, Your friends at the First Baptist Church." 
 



   
 

 
 

I would like to build on this message of hope for the future by noting that this Shabbat, Shabbat Noach, 
we will be celebrating the first bar mitzvah ceremony since the start of the pandemic as Shai Fuller is  

called to the Torah to represent the community as one now fully capable of representing its 
membership.  We congratulate the entire Fuller family on this wonderful simcha that is a source of joy 
and inspiration for us all and hope that many of you will join us for the service on this special Zoom link. 

Finally, in this final week before the registration for absentee ballots ends in New York and the polls 
open for early, in-person voting, I would like to make a plea that every eligible person reading this 
message make a concerted effort to exercise their franchise as our country struggles to find its collective 
voice for the coming four years – may it be a period of unity, peace and healing. 

Shabbat shalom, 

Rabbi Rachel Safman 

 


