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What Jokes Will Be Told About Us? 

 

An altercation took place at a royal reception at Buckingham Palace, between the 
Jewish philanthropist Sir Moses Montefiore, and an unfriendly Russian Grand Duke. 
Shocked that a Jew should have been invited to such a gathering, the Grand Duke slyly 
said, “Sir Montefiore, I have just returned from Japan. And I learned that in Japan, there 
are neither Jews nor pigs.” “This is indeed quite interesting,” Sir Montefiore calmly 
responded to the Duke. “Now, suppose you and I were to go to Japan, Japan would 
then have one of each!” 

Or how about this one: A Jew in Russia fell into a lake, and, not knowing how to swim, 
he frantically screamed “Help, save me!” But his calls were totally ignored by all present, 
including a number of soldiers standing nearby. In desperation, the Jew then yelled out, 
“Down with the czar!” At that moment, the soldiers ran and pulled the Jew out of the 
water, so they could drag him off to prison. 

Dark humor. Humor that’s funny but not really funny. Humor that inspires us to laugh at 
ourselves, to cry for ourselves and to fear for ourselves.  For us Jews, humor is an 
antidote to antisemitism.  We use humor to distract us from our fears. And humor 
strengthens us in two ways. First, it diminishes and belittles the bigots, like Colonel Klink 
in Hogan’s Heroes and Mel Brook’s hilarious Springtime For Hitler.  And second, humor 
reminds us that the myths told about us are ridiculous and even clownish.  
 
Emory scholar of antisemitism Dr. Deborah Lipstadt, who will speak here at Temple 
Sinai this coming spring, tells this joke: Two Jews were sitting on one of the few park 
benches in Berlin permitted to Jews. One was reading the Jewish communal paper the 
Berliner Gemeindeblatt, and the other was reading the virulently antisemitic Nazi 
publication Der Stürmer. “Why on earth are you reading Der Sturmer?” the 
Gemeindeblatt reader asked his friend. His friend replied, “When I read a Jewish paper, 
I read about our woes and terrible fate. When I read Der Stürmer, I read how we Jews 
control the banks, world media, international governments, and how powerful we are. I 
much prefer that.” 
 
I’ve been thinking about such jokes this past year, as incidents of antisemitism have 
grown more frequent and violent. Our history is replete with hatred directed at us, all the 
way back to Haman and Egypt. But we’d always believed that America and Israel had 
lifted us above all that. But what if it hasn’t.  What if the trajectory of Jewish security isn’t 
a straight line?  What jokes might be written about the antisemitism of our age?   
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About the old antisemitic memes resurrected by elected officials and influential public 
commentators.  About politicians who wink and nod and toss out dog whistles to White 
Nationalists. About the swastikas, and the accusations Jewish students and faculty face 
on college campuses all over this country. About the Pittsburgh shooter who shouted All 
Jews must die.  About the regular attacks on ultra-Orthodox Jews in Brooklyn. What 
jokes will be written about this?  About us?  
 
Our prayer book tells us that Rosh Hashanah is HaYom Harat Olam, the day the world 
is born anew.  The song of our freedom on the great shofar. And yet, Rosh Hashanah’s 
imagery also grounds us in the darker realities of Jewish life.That’s why tradition 
commanded us to hear the Torah’s account of our forefather Abraham, and how he 
nearly slit his son’s throat.  A reminder of the blind faith that can lead to blind violence, 
as if the recent mass shootings haven’t been reminder enough. No, our wise Jewish 
faith is no fairy tale. 
 
And think of the sounds of the shofar coming in a moment.  The whole tikiyah blasts will 
sandwich the broken, staccato sounds of shevarim and teruah. It really is a metaphor 
for Jewish life. Whole and broken. Glorious blessings, punctuated by pain and 
uncertainty. Egyptian slavery and Hanukah’s rededication of the Holy Temple.  The 
Holocaust and Israel’s rebirth. 1967 and the Munich Olympics massacre.  The American 
Jewish renaissance we enjoy. And Charlottsville, Pittsburgh and Poway. Broken and 
whole. Joy, security and fear.  And so not without reason, we Jews tend to be extra-
sensitive to any criticism or slur against us, because no one can predict where they will 
lead.   
 
OK one more Jewish joke: What's the difference between a Jewish pessimist and a 
Jewish optimist? The pessimist says, "It can't possibly get any worse than this." The 
optimist says, "Of course it can!"  Still I think we have to remember that as bad as it can 
seem, it’s still pretty good, especially compared to generations past. This is still OUR 
United States of America; and we American Jews know a security and liberty 
unmatched in our history. And we are also blessed to live in the era of Jewish 
sovereignty and strength thanks to the State of Israel.  
 
It has become almost a modern badge of honor to condemn Israel. Prominent 
academics, organizational leaders and others are clear: There should be no Jewish 
state between the river and the sea. They spread the lie that Jews have no historical 
connection to Jerusalem and the Holy Temple when Jews have lived in the Holy Land 
since Abraham. And how is it not bigoted to insist on Palestinian nationalism, which by 
the way I support, to but deny the Jewish right to a state?  How is it not anti-Semitism to 
condemn Israel for a unique cultural identity, but to ignore all the other nations—
Pakistan, India, Saudi Arabia, the Far Eastern countries and more—that retain cultural 
or religious identities and preferential immigration laws?  And by the way, where else in 
the Middle East do women, gays, lesbians, transgender people, Christians live with the 
freedom and security they enjoy in Israel?   
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When so-called progressive activists in women’s and LGBT rights organizations tell 
Jews they are welcome only so long as they keep their Zionism in the closet, tell me, 
who are the true bigots? And please name for me the other democracies in the region, 
after Israel held two elections in the last six months. The Arab block is now the third 
largest in the Knesset, which is amazing. No, we will support and defend Israel because 
the State of Israel has saved, and continues to save, Jewish lives, and because Israel is 
a progressive, moral cause.  
 
And we don’t support Israel because Israel is perfect. Much like its older democratic 
cousin the United States, Israel is still working things out. The US and Israel share 
many things.  Among them, we both struggle to make our aspirations real.  For Israel, 
it’s the moral stain of the Occupation, inequality, religious oppression. But my God, in 
just 71 years, surrounded by monstrous, murderous enemies, look at what Israel has 
achieved? And when Jewish lives are left to the whims of leaders who couldn’t care less 
about us, we know how the story ends. No, we will make sure Israel remains secure, 
thank you.   
 
But our most effective response to the antisemitic bigots is right here, in this sanctuary.  
It’s all of you. After everything that Abraham and Sarah, Moses and Miriam, Jeremiah 
and Esther, Herzl and Ben Gurion and Golda Meir sacrificed and built---I bet that today, 
they’re all celebrating Rosh Hashanah up in the yeshiva shel ma’aleh, that temple in the 
heavens above, looking down at us now, proud and grateful for us, as we take up their 
sacred calling, as we affirm Judaism’s holiness and grandeur, forging the newest sacred 
link in our people’s mystical, transformative covenant with Adonai the God of Israel.   
 
Everyone, take a deep breath and breathe in the spiritual power of this makom kodesh, 
this sanctuary lit up by God’s grace, because you are here, because you are celebrating 
our grand tradition and the promise of the new year.  Here, in your temple, every day, 
every Shabbat and every holy day, we nourish and grow Jewish souls. And we sustain 
each other in a community that affirms and values YOU for who YOU are, for where 
YOU are on YOUR Jewish journey. Teaching our children. Joining your voice and your 
tzedakah, in the grand mission of ensuring that ours will not be the last generation.  
This colorful, beautiful, vital Temple Sinai community that beckons you—to learn with 
us, sing with us, celebrate with us, go deeper into your Judaism with us, heal the world 
with us. It is to remember that we possess a heritage of brilliant Jewish teachings that 
have guided our world toward greater enlightenment, a greater commitment to 
pluralism, more compassion, more justice and a greater understanding of the sanctity of 
human life. This is our mission here at YOUR Temple Sinai.   
 
Immediately after the Shabbat morning massacre at Tree of Life Synagogue in 
Pittsburgh, my phone rang. It was Dr. Isma Chaudhry, president of the Islamic Center of 
Long Island.  She was horrified and filled with sorrow. She asked, “Michael, does 
Temple Sinai need help with security? Sadly,” she said, “we’ve developed some 
expertise and we will come to help protect you if you need us.”  We didn’t need them for 
security, but many of our ISLI friends did come for our community service that Shabbat. 
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The Reverend Victor Lewis of the Friendship Baptist Church called with the same offer.  
He said, “My rabbi, I know that if we ever needed you, our friends at Temple Sinai would 
stand with us.  We want you to know we will do the same for you.” 
Sometimes our fears blind us to the blessings right in front of us.  We are not alone.  We 
have friends. We sometimes forget that.  And when all of us across lines of color and 
race, religion and sexual orientation and gender—stand together, affirming the right of 
each of us to live with security and freedom, and when we protect each other when 
threatened, then together we can take on the bigots and anti-Semites.   
 
And so, now we move in our service to the sound of the shofar, concluding with the 
tikiyah gedolah, the final long blast that will carry us to a vision of a better year, as the 
scripture commands, letaken olam b’malchut Shadai---together building a world worthy 
of God’s name. No matter the hovering dark clouds, we will build a strong future. A 
proud, active and safe Jewish community.  A kinder, more compassionate America 
secure for all of God’s children.  Amen.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


