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Judaism, Zionism, and Anti-Semitism 

Oh My! 

Rosh Hashanah Morning 5782 

 

     Dear friends, allow me tonight to begin today with a confession.  

I’m not a fan of anti-Semitism.  Of course no one should be.  But there 

are those who clearly hate Jews.  As someone once quipped “an anti-

Semite is simply one who hates Jews more than you ought to,” and 

there are Jews who see an anti-Semite around every corner.  I am not 

naïve to acts of violence perpetuated against Jews or hate-filled 

messages scrawled across synagogues and other Jewish institutions.  

In the aftermath of the Pittsburgh massacre, how can any of us feel 

completely safe?  On the other hand, I still believe that we, as a Jewish 

community in America, live in perhaps the safest country we have ever 

lived in, with more protections and opportunities than any other time 

in Jewish history; so consequently, I have felt over the years that to 

speak often about antisemitism is to give an outsized dimension of 
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attention to a phenomenon that for most of us is thankfully mostly 

non-existent.  That was until this past summer. 

     Anti-Semitic acts and threats skyrocketed throughout the country.  

For a period of time, even in New York City, some Jews began to 

remove their kipot and hide their Stars of David.  Horrific acts of 

violence against Jews, in New York, LA, and Boston to name just a few, 

caught the attention of the world.  In fact, a sign of the times literally 

appeared in Times Square, with 3 huge banners cleverly responding to 

the nonchalance and indifference of so many who supposedly care 

passionately about human rights, but not so much for Jews.  Take a 

look at the screen behind me. 

Banner #1 

You didn’t like it when we didn’t defend ourselves. 

And you don’t like it when we do. 

Doesn’t leave much wiggle room. 

Banner #2 
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We’re just 75 years since the gas chambers. 

So no, a billboard calling out antisemitism isn’t an over-reaction. 

 

Banner #3 

3,500 years of antisemitism doesn’t make it right. 

 

     So how did we get here?  What can we learn from the history of 

anti-Semitism in America and why now?  What has changed and most 

importantly, how do we respond? 

     First, let me share a brief history of anti-Semitism in the land that 

promises “liberty and justice for all.”  

     If America’s original sin was slavery, then for Jews, America’s first 

sin was non-acceptance.  When 23 Jewish refugees from Recife, Brazil 

landed in New Amsterdam in 1654, the first group of Jews to seek 

asylum in this country were denied entry by the Dutch governor Peter 

Stuyvesant who wrote that if we were to allow Jews to enter, then we, 
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by golly, would have to admit Papists (Catholics) as well.  Only with 

pressure applied by the Dutch West India Company, which claimed 

several influential Jewish shareholders, was Stuyvesant overridden.  

     Then we had the case of Asher Levy, one of the first Jews in 

America who was denied the right to stand guard as others were, 

simply because he was a Jew.  Levy fought and eventually won his 

battle to be trusted equally, arguing that Jews must be able to share 

the burdens and obligations as full citizens in order to claim its full 

benefits. 

     Throughout the next 2 centuries, in almost every state, Jews had to 

fight for equal rights in governance, politics, professions, academia, 

businesses, and in the social fabric of the nation.  In the 1950’s in 

Miami and other places, it was not uncommon for Jews to be barred 

from certain hotels, clubs, and restaurants.  “No Dogs and No Jews 

Allowed.”  Quotas which only allowed a few select Jews into colleges 

and universities were not uncommon. 
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     Fast forward to today, with the help of social media, we now see the 

proliferation of white supremacist groups, neo-Nazis, and skinheads, 

and far-right extremists who spew their messages of hate on the world 

wide web, organize and collaborate as never before. 

     In recent years with the help of the past administration, many of 

these groups have felt emboldened and have come out from the 

shadows to unashamedly spout their venomous messages of hate.  As 

the demonization of others was normalized from the highest office in 

the land, as name calling and banal behavior came to be acceptable in 

once polite circles, as political correctness gave way to acceptable 

indecency, Charlottesville was born, where scores of hate-filled men 

and women shouted, “Jews will not replace us.”  Likewise, the January 

6 assault on the Capitol brought together a toxic brew of far right 

extremists including anti-Semities proudly wearing tee shirts with the 

words, “Camp Aushwitz,” and “6 million was not enough.” 

     But this past summer something else took center stage.  That which 

simmered under the radar, boiled over.   Physical attacks on Jews 
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grabbed the headlines, but something had changed.  Violence against 

Jews was now a result of left leaning zealots, where once Jews were 

labeled as white privileged capitalists in some circles, now Jews were 

seen by virtue of their support for Israel as those who oppress 

Palestinians, practice ethnic cleansing, and back apartheid.  The war 

with Hamas in Gaza opened up a new front for “legitimate criticism” 

of Israeli policies, but also gave license to haters of Israel to attack 

Jews around the world.  According to ADL statistics, there was a huge 

spike in anti-Semitic incidents during and after the war with Hamas.  

Not only were synagogues defaced and defiled, but bottles were 

thrown at Jews eating sushi in LA; a young Jewish man was punched, 

kicked, and pepper-sprayed in Times Square; and a Rabbi was stabbed 

multiple times in Boston.  With this new wave of anti-Semitism 

masquerading as anti-Zionism, Jew haters now hit upon a double 

jackpot.  As David Suissa, editor-in-chief of the Jewish Journal wrote, 

“they can now squeeze the Jewish brand from two sides, both of which 

reinforce anti-Semitic tropes.  On one side, Jew haters characterize 

Jews as the ultimate example of ‘white privilege’.  And on the other 
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they’re linking Jews with the Jewish State of Israel, which they malign 

as a conniving, colonialist, oppressive entity that steals land… This is 

not the blunt and blatant KKK type of Jew hatred.  This is sneakier and 

more insidious.  It hides behind noble causes and can ambush you at 

any time.  It can come from popular social media influencers, 

intersectional activist groups, college professors, ethnic studies 

programs, and even representatives in Congress.” 

     For many in the Jewish world this new phenomenon of equating 

anti-Israel as anti-Jewish was an unpleasant surprise.  Jews who were 

barely aware of their ethnic / religious heritage or how their Jewish 

identity was in any way tied to Israeli policies, were now targets of 

anti-Semitic slurs, propaganda, and violence.  In other words, 

American Jews who once proudly were named in 2014 by a Pew survey 

as the most popular religious group in America, were now reviled 

because they dared to support Israel ‘s right to exist as a Jewish and 

democratic state.  Ever since, Jews who have little knowledge of Israel, 

have never visited there, care little for Israel’s existence, were by 
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association with the Jewish state, now culpable for the actions of the 

Israeli government.  Jews who are non-citizens of Israel, who do not 

vote in Israeli elections, were now targets  

     Now to be sure as Jews who love and support Israel such as myself, 

there is ample room to be critical of Israeli actions and policies, just as 

Israeli citizens are.  In fact, if you love something, you want only the 

best for it and in this case to exemplify the best of Jewish and 

humanitarian, ethical and moral values as enshrined in her own 

Declaration of Independence.  In an imperfect democracy, like our own 

here in the United States, it is incumbent upon all of us to speak out 

and stand up for justice, equality, self-determination, and co-

existence, especially for those who are minorities.  But to do so also 

requires knowledge, education, and an appreciation for nuance, 

especially when trying to make sense of such a complex and 

challenging topic as the Arab-Israeli conflict. 

     But when does legitimate, fair and balanced criticism of Israeli 

actions and policies cross the line and morph into anti-Semitism?  I 
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would suggest that when one denies Israel’s right to exist, when one 

holds Israel to an unfair standard of behavior that is not applied to any 

other nation in the world, when one refuses to understand both sides 

of the conflict, then I believe anti-Zionism is the same as anti-

Semitism.  When one is asked to check your Zionism at the door in 

order to participate in and support liberal causes such as BLM or 

Concern for the Environment, or the rights of the LGBTQ community, 

then the line between legitimate criticism of Israel and anti-Semitism 

has been blurred. 

     So what’s a Jew to do? 

     It has been said that the price of freedom is eternal vigilance.  I 

would say the price of tolerance and acceptance is on-going 

education.  Surely there have been and sadly there will always be a 

small percentage of the population who will hate without cause, in 

Hebrew known as Sinat Chinam, baseless hatred.  With regards to 

these, we must remain ever vigilant to be on guard to protect our 

rights and shine a bright light on their nefarious and odious messages 
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of hate, especially as they proliferate on social media.  But for the vast 

majority, who are not hateful by nature, educate, educate, and 

educate, some more regarding respect for diversity and appreciation 

of others who are different from you.  The ADL and the Southern 

Poverty Law center are two marquis organization who do a great job 

in combating not only anti-Semitism, but all forms of racism and hate. 

     Secondly, those who support liberal causes, must refuse to allow 

other supporters of liberal causes to silence our support for Israel as 

the legitimate homeland of the Jewish people.  In such forums, it is 

obligatory to let other “woke” activists know that supporting other 

people’s rights while not protesting anti-Semitism is not okay, 

including unfair and unbalanced attacks on Israel.  In other words, you 

can’t be for Black Lives Matter, against Asian hate, and for LGBTQ 

rights, and give anti-Semitism a pass.  So called “woke” politics 

requires an appreciation for complexity and nuance, whereby Israel is 

not seen as sinister and always to blame or that every Palestinian is a 
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terrorist in the making or that Palestinians are simply blameless 

victims. 

     Similarly, we must push back on the notion that all Jews 

everywhere are responsible for what Israel does, and that violence 

against random Jews as a reaction to what is happening 7,000 miles 

away is never acceptable. 

     Third, I believe every Jew, especially living in the shadow of the 

Holocaust, must never forget what it means to be powerless and 

homeless.  It is a betrayal to the 6 million to allow ourselves to become 

refugees ever again.  Bottom line, the rise of the modern state of Israel 

is one of the greatest success stories of the 20th Century, despite its 

inadequacies, and for sure some its disappointments and frustrations, 

Israel has contributed more for the betterment of humankind in the 

past 70 plus years, than perhaps any other nation per capita in the 

world.  In almost every sphere of endeavor from high tech and biotech 

to agriculture and defense, and so much more, Israel has given Jews 

everywhere reason to be proud and to stand tall.  The start-up nation 
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has become a model for the world to emulate.  Indeed, Israel has 

numerous pressing issues in need of repair, not the least of which is 

ending the occupation, but overall as the only living, breathing 

democracy in a sea of dictatorships, I believe to be a proud Zionist is 

one of the ingredients in battling anti-Semitism. 

     Fourth, I urge all of us become educated about all aspects of Israel, 

the good, the bad, and the ugly.  If we are by association, rightly or 

wrongly, going to be held accountable for how Israel chooses to 

behave, especially with regard to the conflict, then we should 

understand it as best as we can.  We should understand it enough so 

that we can make an informed and educated decision about where we 

stand on the issues.  Additionally, we must uphold the right to 

unconditionally love and support Israel; while being able to 

responsibly criticize her actions and policies at the same time.  The two 

are not mutually exclusive.  We must also refuse to “abandon ship” 

when Israel does not live up to the best of what we hope she could be, 
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but rather roll up our sleeves and work even harder to help Israel live 

with peace and security in a just and democratic Jewish state. 

     Finally, I offer some actionable suggestions on how to combat anti-

Semitism and support Zionism. 

1.  Participate in ARZA, CKT’s connection to Israel by coming to 

hear speakers, attend programs and Israeli movies, and 

participate in our Yom Ha’atzmaut celebration. 

2. Visit Israel, again and again.  Come join me on one of two trips 

that I am leading this summer!  Details are on our website. 

3. Stay on top of the news in Israel and read opinion pieces 

representing a broad spectrum of views.  Get apps on your 

phone and tablet such as the Times of Israel and the Jerusalem 

Post. 

4. Sign up to receive emails from I.R.A.C. and Anat Hoffman 

regarding issues of religious pluralism, protection of minority 

rights and other social issues. 
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5. Support organizations in Israel that reflect your views and 

ideological approach such as ZOA, J-Street, Hadassah, 

StandWithUs, the IMPJ, the Israel Movement for Progressive 

Judaism. 

     On this Rosh Hashanah morning, as we hearken yet again to the 

piercing cry of the shofar, may our consciences be stirred and our 

hearts awakened as we consider the tortured history of our people.  

We have been forced time and again to sip from the cup of sorrows, a 

toxic brew of demonic hate, denial of our very existence, and a refusal 

to accept our legitimate return to our ancient homeland, in Israel.  And 

let us recognize that while this is known as the “oldest hatred,” it is 

always new as it is refreshed by anti-Semites in each generation, only 

dressed up in different clothes. 

     But this too is true.  We are a people who refuse to succumb, refuse 

to despair, refuse to give up or give in.   

     We prevail time and again because we stubbornly hold fast to our 

faith, even as our hearts and our gaze are turned yearningly and 
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admiringly towards Zion.  I believe with all my heart that our Judaism 

and our Zionism will ultimately triumph over anti-Semitism. 

     I conclude with a poem from our Selichot liturgy: 

To be a Jew in the twenty-first century 

Is to be offered a gift.  If you refuse,  

Wishing to be invisible, you choose 

Death of the spirit, the stone insanity. 

Accepting, take full life.  Full agonies: 

Your evening deep in labyrinthine blood  

Of those who resist, fall, and resist; and God 

Reduced to a hostage among hostages. 

 

The gift is torment.  Not alone the still  

Torture, isolation; or torture of the flesh. 

That may come also.  But the accepting wish,  

The whole and fertile spirit as guarantee 

For every human freedom, suffering to be free,  

Daring always to live for the impossible. 
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     May the impossible soon become possible, B’mhayra B’yameinu 

swiftly in our days and let us say Amen. 

 


