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Anti-Semitism 2019 

 Two years ago, white supremacists dressed in nice khakis and white polo shirts marched 

in Charlottesville, Virginia holding tiki torches chanting racist and anti-Semitic slogans including 

repeatedly stating, “Jews will not replace us”.  In October of this past year a white supremacist in 

Pittsburgh posted on social media anti-immigrant sentiments blaming the Hebrew Immigrant Aid 

Society for pushing non-white immigrants to enter this country.  He then entered the Tree of Life 

synagogue and murdered eleven Jews worshipping on a Shabbat morning.  In April of this past 

year, a white supremacist posted on social media blaming Jews for the "meticulously planned 

genocide of the European race".  He then entered a synagogue in the San Diego area opening fire 

killing one Jewish woman and injuring others.  Recently, I had some congregants ask me what 

the white supremacists meant when they said, “Jews will not replace us” because we are less 

than two percent of the population.  If we are going to fight anti-Semitism, we must seek to have 

a realistic understanding of anti-Semitism in the world today. 

 To begin with, we need to start with a conceptual understanding of anti-Semitism.  Anti-

Semitism is more than just hatred of Jews; it is a pervasive belief system.  Just as any faith 

system has myths, ideology, folklore, and imagery, so too does anti-Semitism.  The central myth 

of anti-Semitism, that Jews are the eternal other, an inherently evil people seeking to destroy 

society in the shadows, has proven to be remarkably resilient because it can fit into so many 

other ideologies.  The white supremacists carrying tiki torches believe with complete faith in the 

myth that there is a global Jewish conspiracy to replace people of European descent with inferior 

races.  In their own mind, the alt-right are nationalists seeking to defend the white race while 
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Jews are globalists seeking to undermine the superior white race.  As a result of their beliefs in 

these false conspiratorial myths, the people who murder Jews have always believed that they 

were engaging in an act of self-defense to protect their way of life from Jews.  They don’t see 

themselves as terrorists, but as freedom fighters.  The biggest challenge in dealing with 

combating anti-Semitism is you can’t disprove the conspiratorial myths that lie at the heart of 

anti-Semitism.  Applying rational arguments to combat what is ultimately an irrational belief 

system that has persisted for millennia is not going to succeed. 

  In our history, it is possible to see the myths of anti-Semitism evolving into three 

different types of anti-Semitism.  The first and oldest is religious anti-Semitism.  A foundational 

myth of medieval Christianity was that Jews were responsible for the death of Jesus and were 

therefore eternally damned.  Medieval Christians believed that Jews made a deal with the devil 

and therefore engaged in all sorts of nefarious acts against Christians like the blood libel.   

The second type of anti-Semitism is racial in nature and arose with the dawn of 

nationalism.  One of the most notorious racial anti-Semitic tracts “The Protocols of the Elders of 

Zion” presents a myth that there is a global Jewish conspiracy designed to take over the world.  

This conspiracy theory motivated the Nazis and it motivates white supremacists today.  Racial 

anti-Semitism runs across the entire political spectrum.  At the same time the Nazis were 

destroying Europe’s Jews, in the Soviet Union Jews faced racial anti-Semitism as the myth of 

Jews being inherently greedy capitalists running the world motivated their hatred of Jews.   

The final type of anti-Semitism is political anti-Semitism that is primarily defined by 

hatred of Israel.  Defining political anti-Semitism is challenging because as with any nation, 

Israel engages in actions that are deserving of criticism.  Like other forms of anti-Semitism, 

political anti-Semitism is distinguished from reasonable forms of criticism because political anti-
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Semitism also relies on myth and ideology, not rational measured fact based criticism. Political 

anti-Semitism morphs the conspiratorial myths of other forms of anti-Semitism to posit that there 

is a global Zionist conspiracy where Israel has hypnotized the world to the evils Israel commits.  

Political anti-Semitism has adapted previous myths about Jews to fit this new ideology.  For 

example, in a previous military engagement between Hamas and Israel in Gaza, leaders in 

Hamas brought up the blood libel as an explanation for their belief that Jews desire to kill non-

Jewish children indicating that it is in Jewish nature to be bloodthirsty.  Political anti-Semitism 

has also seen significant numbers of people believe that the Mossad was behind 9/11 and the 

creation of ISIS.  We have seen others argue that people support Israel solely because of Jewish 

money or because Jews control the media.  As a result of the notion that international Jewry has 

primary allegiance to the state of Israel and its government, political anti-Semitism also leads 

people to question the loyalty of Jews as if our loyalty is more to world Jewry and Israel and its 

government than the countries that we live in.  Questioning Jewish loyalty is an anti-Semitic 

trope that has been used for centuries.   

A major challenge of political anti-Semitism is it often expresses its myths as an act of 

justice for oppressed Palestinians.  The desire for justice for the Palestinian people is admirable.  

However, this desire for justice crosses the line into anti-Semitism when it applies a standard to 

Jews and Israel that is not applied to other peoples or nations.  Nobody questions the rights of 

other ethnic communities to have their own state, yet for many it is okay to be an anti-Zionist 

and to say that Jewish people wanting their own state is racist.  As Susan Rice, a former national 

security advisor to President Obama once said, “No country is immune to criticism, nor should it 

be.  But when that criticism takes the form of singling out just one country, unfairly, bitterly, and 

relentlessly, over and over and over, that’s just wrong-and we all know it.”  One of the great 
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tragedies of modern anti-Semitism is that seventy one years after the creation of the state of 

Israel, we still have to defend the very notion that Israel has a right to exist. 

Sadly anti-Semitism in these various forms continues to persist as a major issue 

internationally.   An Anti-Defamation League survey of international anti-Semitism in 2014 

highlighted high levels of anti-Semitism in many countries around the world especially in 

Eastern Europe and the Middle East.  The ADL survey also showed that the United States has 

fairly low levels of anti-Semitism with only nine percent of Americans having anti-Semitic 

beliefs.  This level of anti-Semitism is down significantly from before World War II when an 

overwhelming majority of Americans held anti-Semitic beliefs.  A recent Pew survey showed 

that Jews are even the most liked religious group in the United States.  The high profile anti-

Semitic acts of this past year are frightening because they targeted Jews for being Jews, but I 

would argue that we should not let those incidents deter us from the reality that today’s 

American Jews are living the safest existence of any Jewish community in history. While we will 

do what we can to fight the small minority of hateful people who wish to do us harm, I am 

constantly reminded of how positive the overwhelming majority of Americans feels towards the 

Jewish community. 

Despite the warm feelings that the overwhelming majority of Americans feel towards us, 

as our review of the history of anti-Semitism and the events of the past year illustrate, we cannot 

be naïve: anti-Semitism is alive and well in America and in our world and thanks to the 

persistent nature of anti-Semitism, Jews are often the victims of hateful people.  While we are the 

most liked religious group in this country, FBI hate crime statistics also illustrate that we are the 

most targeted religious community.  We should feel safe in this country and especially in this 

synagogue, but we must remain vigilant because a small minority of people who hold anti-
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Semitic beliefs will always want to do us harm.  In the past year we have initiated several steps 

to make our congregation safer that you can read about in your high holy days handout.   

While we must do whatever we can to protect ourselves from anti-Semites who desire to 

hurt us, I believe there are ways we can be proactive in the fight anti-Semitism.  First and 

foremost, I believe we must be unafraid to call out anti-Semitism even if it is coming from 

someone who we consider an ally.  We should also call out people who use classic anti-Semitic 

tropes, even if they are not intending to offend.  Recently a council woman in Trenton, New 

Jersey used the term “Jew her down” to refer to tough negotiating.  This term derives from anti-

Semitic stereotypes about Jews and money and its usage is unacceptable.  Likewise, using the 

term “hypnotize” to refer to Jewish actions or questioning Jewish loyalty for whatever reason is 

unacceptable simply because of the way such language hearkens back to anti-Semitic 

conspiratorial myths.  In a world where anti-Semitism is a serious threat, we must demand that 

people choose their words carefully.   

Another act you can do to combat anti-Semitism is to support Israel.  I don’t mean you 

need to support Israel’s government or every act that Israel engages in.  We should welcome 

measured, reasonable criticism of Israel.  What I mean when I say we should support Israel is 

that we should support the notion that we as Jews, as an ethno-religious community, have a right 

to our own state just as Greeks or Chinese or Syrians or Kurdish people have a right to their own 

state.  We should defend Israel against anyone who seeks to delegitimize its very existence 

through the use of anti-Semitic ideologies.     

The most important action we can take to combat anti-Semitism is to oppose all forms of 

hate.  The Torah teaches us “you shall not hate your fellow person in your heart”, but instead 

“love your fellow person as yourself”.  Hating another person violates a prohibition while one 
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who loves another person performs a positive commandment.  Not only is hatred of others a 

violation of our Jewish ideals, it is a violation of our American ideals and our notion that all 

people are created equally.  Look at the tremendous response we received from our non-Jewish 

neighbors after Pittsburgh and Poway.  Our congregation was filled to capacity with people 

supporting us.  When an anti-Semite attacks Jews, he is attacking all Americans and our 

neighbors recognized that and came out to support us.  And we also recognize that when any 

other group experiences a hate based attack it is also an attack on us.  After the massacre of 

Muslims in New Zealand, there were so many people at the mosque supporting our Muslim 

friends in their time of need.  If we want to combat anti-Semitism, we must make it unacceptable 

to say hateful things about any other person.   In recognition of the disturbing events of this past 

year, our shofar blower, Dr. Jeffrey Cossin has chosen to use a different shofar than usual.  The 

shofar he will be using this year has a higher pitched, louder and shriller sound.   The hope is this 

different sounding shofar will serve as an alarm and a call to action for us to stir us to repair the 

world all around us.  As we enter the New Year and move forward from the anti-Semitic hate 

crimes of the past year, let us embrace the message of our Torah and our American ideals and 

oppose hate in all its forms for only in a world where all hate is fully extinguished will the 

persistent evil of anti-Semitism be defeated. 
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