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5780 – The Rise of Anti-Semitism 

 
Shana Tovah. 

 
When I was in high school and found Judaism, I used to walk the mile or so to shul on shabbat.  

This confounded my friends.  I had one Jewish friend who drove by me on Yom Kippur morning.  He pulled 
over and looked at me confused. He was still in pajamas and I was dressed for shul at like 7:45 in the 
morning. We started early.  He asked me where I was going. When I told him.  He looked a little guilty and 
said, man, uh, do you want a ride?” It was in this context that walking to shul became my own little 
rebellion against conformity.  I walked with a subtle pride.  Sometimes I convinced friends or family 
members to join me.  It was my time.  Except for one shabbat when I was walking home through the 
equivalent of the town square when another teenager screamed across the road. “hey, you stupid kyke, 
get out of here.” I was so stunned that I didn’t respond more than looking at him funny across the street.  
It never went more than that and I didn’t even tell anyone.  Not because I was afraid.  I didn’t tell anyone 
because I thought the other teenager was absurd.  When I went to college and took the Sociology of 
American Jewry, I learned that anti-Semitism was steadily declining over 50 years. When I think of my job 
as a rabbi, I see it as my mission to bring Joy to Judaism, to find ways to see our blessings as Divine, to be 
with people in their moments of grief.  Never in a million years did I think would take whole High Holy Day 
sermon to discuss the status of hatred against the Jewish people. 
 

That incident was just 20 years ago.  The class was 15 years ago.  Even 5 years ago I couldn’t imagine 
choosing anti-Semitism as a topic. I wish that were true today. In 2018, the ADL, the Anti-Defamation 
League, that same organization that I thought might be irrelevant, reported 105% increase in anti-Semitic 
acts from 2017 to 2018. On top of that 2018 included the terrible massacre at the Tree of Life Synagogue 
in Pittsburgh. 
 

And that doesn't even measure this year’s events, which include the terrible attack at the 
synagogue in California, which included an awful event of rocks, giant rocks being thrown at the face of 
an obviously Jewish person in Crown Heights. There have been synagogues defaced, and not as serious 
but certainly closer to home, our own Theodore Roosevelt Park in the very spot where we as a synagogue 
gather Friday nights over the summer to pray, there were swastikas painted on the walls and beams 
throughout the park. 
 

Ten years ago, I thought it was crazy that I would ever talk about anti-Semitism today.  And yet 
here I am 5780 and I am going to share some thoughts on the rise of anti-Semitism in the here and now.  
Today I want to share with you three kinds of anti-Semitism that I see growing in The United States. The 
first is the way anti-Zionism has become a “safe harbor” for people to express their hatred of Jews.  The 
second is the shocking move to the mainstream of white nationalism. And a third almost more insidious 
more subtle way in which anti-Semitic tropes, once considered taboo have returned in force. 
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Israel is a political nation/state, member of the United Nations, and political actor on a world stage.  
It is normal, sometimes even required to criticize Israel’s actions, policies, and legacies.  It is the right of 
every citizen of the world to criticize Israel.  Full stop, we as Jews have a special responsibility to protect 
this truth and even to hold Israel to a higher standard because Israel represents the Jewish people.  
 

Anti-Zionism, though, is more than criticism.  It is the fundamental ideology that the state of Israel 
should never have been formed.  It states that there can be no marriage of a “Jewish state” with a  
“democratic state”  Therefore there should not be a state of Israel.  It is the attempt to deny the truth of 
Israel as a major achievement for a minority persecuted the world over to find a safe haven in self-
determination.  Even more than that the movement to see Zionism as merely the last vestiges of western 
colonialism has attracted people who already have anti-Jewish thoughts and tendencies; the chief tool at 
the moment of anti-Zionism is the Boycott Divestment and Sanctions movement, also known as BDS. On 
its surface BDS sounds like the tool of a non-violent movement.  The tool of an ideology aimed at peace. 
But as a movement that’s not how it started nor how it has developed.  There is no doubt that the founders 
intended it to be a subtle way to use non-violent methods to end the state of Israel, and what's worse, it 
has become an umbrella, a safe haven for those true anti-Semites who didn't have a way in which to 
express themselves. A place for people to cloak their hatred of the Jewish people in the language of 
criticism of Israel.  Just this week:  
 
Ahmed Shaheed who is the Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, is an independent 
expert appointed by the UN Human Rights Council. His report states 
“The Special Rapporteur takes note of numerous reports of an increase in many countries of what is 
sometimes called ‘left-wing’ anti-Semitism, in which individuals claiming to hold anti-racist and anti-
imperialist views employ anti-Semitic narratives or tropes in the course of expressing anger at policies 
or practices of the Government of Israel.”  
 
That report from the UN, who are notoriously absent on the subject of anti-Semitism while shouting with 
a loud voice about every Israeli failing, discusses the state of anti-Semitism in the world.  In America, The 
BDS movement has wormed its way into almost every progressive gathering throughout the country.  
People marching for LGBT rights are told they can’t hold a sign that bears the Jewish star.  Speakers begin 
their talks by first establishing their credentials as anti-Israel.  I had a student in LA. She is now in college 
and she just published a blog post in which she calls herself a self-described progressive, but her 
progressive friends don’t believe or don’t want to hear her concerns about anti-Semitism.  I believe it is 
because BDS has made it unfashionable to stand up to anti-Semitism in her circles. The rise and comfort 
that anti-Semitism has found in these circles is deeply troubling.  But that's not the only place where 
hatred grows.  
 

Ten years ago, the idea of Charleston was absurd. The idea that Nazis would march and gain 
national attention was absurd. I'm not talking about people who called themselves white nationalists. I'm  
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talking about people who called themselves Nazis, who got up and marched and said, "They shall not 
replace us." The “they” referring to us. 
 

Rather than be something that is hidden in the shadows, White nationalist groups have worked 
tirelessly to make a home for themselves in the mainstream.  Worse even then the ideology is that in 
Pittsburgh, in Poway, California, those people who believe that we Jews don't deserve to live, they are 
finding ways to pick up guns, to enter places of worship and fire indiscriminately at elderly, at children, at 
families.  Just a few weeks ago they caught a man. Thank God our law enforcement found this man, in a 
pickup truck on the way to a JCC filled with various weapons and ammunition, with the expressed purpose 
of killing as many Jews as possible.  White nationalism, white supremacy, Nazism, is unfortunately on the 
rise again.   

 
And there is a third kind of anti-Semitism that it seems to me is on the rise. This is the way anti-

Semitic tropes are used in political discourse and the way in which the Jewish people are used as a political 
football in order to gain cover.   
  

When a certain senate candidate in Alabama was accused of being anti-Semitic, his wife defended 
him and said, "But our lawyer is a Jew." So often when leaders are accused of “not being” – “of being” 
anti-Semitic, we hear things like, "Oh no, we want the Jews. We love the Jews. They're so good with 
money. They have so much power and influence, we love the Jews." Deborah Lipstadt points out that 
philo-Semitism can often be anti-Semitism in disguise. It basically says, “Yeah Jews run the world, have 
lots of money, and are dirty rotten liars.  That’s great.  If you want to succeed you have to get one of those 
Jews.”  
 

Further, For the entire existence of the state of Israel, the Israel America relationship has been a 
bipartisan. Almost universally accepted fact of the way in which American foreign policy works, and for 
the first time in our country, we see each side trying to weaponize support for Israel. Trying to say that 
they are the ones who are the true supporters in the right way. In this way they take the Jewish people 
and drive a wedge between them and make our voices cancel each other out! 
 

We say this thing about our holidays, "They tried to kill us. They failed. Let's eat." It's a sort of 
morose internal joke amongst the Jewish people, but there is a fact before that. "We succeeded. The ruling 
party blamed us, then They tried to kill us. They failed. Let's eat."  

We succeeded in America. We have to be careful of how they blame us now. 
 

So, what's my job as a Rabbi? To bring you to shul to depress you, to tell you that everything is 
terrible.?  No, it's not. In fact, we Jews still have probably the safest possible existence we have ever had 
in the history of the Jewish people here in America. We have unbelievable access to every aspect of secular  
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life. We are represented in every stage, and every place of government. Almost every major university has 
a whole Jewish studies department.  
 

When 50 years ago there were quotas saying how many Jews you would let into your university. 
Now those places have Jewish people majoring in Jewish studies.  And yet, anti-Semitism is clearly on the 
rise, under BDS, under white nationalism, and as this insidious desire to use us as a shield, as a way in 
which to support their own political means. 
 

So I suggest three things we might do. 
 

The first is to stay vigilant, to not let that comfort, that joy, that safety we feel, blind us from the 
things happening around us. Document. Pay attention. Be suspect, suspicious. And support the 
organizations like the Anti-Defamation League that see it as their job to pay attention. 
 

The second, and this is hard. We have to call out anti-Semitism where we see it. What's hard about 
this is the way in which I think we need to do it to be effective. It is easy to call the anti-Semitism of those 
we don't agree with. We should do it, it's important, but if we want our voices heard, we really have to 
call out the anti-Semitism of those we agree with. Our political leaders, our community leaders. When 
they use anti-Semitic tropes.  When they are the people that we did or would vote for, that's when our 
voice has to be the loudest. 

  
And third, and this is the third that's not like the other. Anti-Semitism is not the only form of hate 

on the rise. Our country seems to be more divided every year. Each group however defiant seems to be 
building up its walls. It seems to be pushing out the other. I’d be willing to bet without much urging every 
one of you could add to the list a group, or set of individuals who are somehow being vilified, stereotyped, 
or hated in our current climate.  

 
If we want to get at the root of anti-Semitism then we need to get to know our neighbors. Look for 

the people in your life, especially the ones that you might not actually interact with. The ones you look 
over; and get to know their story. Find out what they worry about.  See if you can help them where you 
can. Do this both for a practical and for ideological reasons.  Practically, because where does anti-Semitism 
really grow?  In spaces where there are no Jews.  When that person goes to their space, with their group, 
with their people, with their culture, whatever it might be, with their friends, and someone says, "Can you 
believe those Jews running Hollywood? Can you believe we have to let them do this?" The other person 
would say, "Hey, the Jews aren’t bad. They're not like that. We shouldn't say those things." 
 

It also means that when we are in our own spaces and someone says something that isn't meant 
meanly, but embraces a stereotype, we have to say, "Hey, we can't say those things."  But even more than  
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that is the ideological reason, there is a thing we do when we close ranks. When we say we are for us, and 
only us.  Which is we forget the divinity of the other. 
 

If you happen to attend an event or see a large group of people, there is a blessing to say.  It states 
“Baruch Atah Adonai, Eloheinu melech ha’olam, m’shaneh habriyot. Praised are you God ruler or all that 
is who has made many different kinds of beings.”  We have a whole bracha to say God made this world 
great by making us different. Diversity is the lens by which you find God’s work.  
 

On the sixth day of creation, God looked at man and woman and said, "We are created in God's 
image." If we really want to fight anti-Semitism, we have to make that statement of the Torah of God on 
high of the creator of all.  We have to make it the way we live our lives.  We have to look at the person 
who is different from us and see the image of God looking back.  When we can do that, that is when the 
hatred will decrease, when unity will increase, when our ability to look out for the welfare of the other 
will fill us up rather than scare us away. 

 
This Rosh Hashanah I hope we can: 
 
Stay vigilant. 
 
Call out the leaders that we agree with, 
 
And I hope we can look at the face of the other and see God looking back at us. 
 
Shana Tovah. 
 
 
 


