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Rosh Hashanah 5777, Day 1 
Danger to Our People  

Shana Tova. Perhaps you are familiar with the old joke about a woman who visits her aging 

father before the holidays. Sitting down on his living room couch, she notices a fervently anti-

Semitic newsletter on the coffee table. Alarmed, she calls her brother: “Get over here, the old 

man is really losing it.” Together they gently confront their father: “Dad, what’s this?”  He tells 

them: “When I am feeling down, I read the headlines and I feel better. Jews control everything. 

The Zionists are all powerful.” 

I have to admit, when I first heard this story years ago, I was amused. Today, I don’t find it 

funny at all.  Anti-Israel rhetoric and anti-Semitism have been gaining legitimacy in our country 

to a degree that I don’t remember in my lifetime. 

The Real Israel 

Let’s talk about Israel first--  

Israel is far from perfect, but it is the sole democracy in the Middle East and the US’s sole 

reliable ally there. The Jewish state is diverse. It is a place where the religious and civil rights of 

all its citizens-- Jews, Christians, Moslems and Druse--are equally protected, a country that time 

and again sends humanitarian aid to  other nations, including Islamic ones, after every 

earthquake, flood or natural disaster,.  Israel is aiding agricultural development throughout 

Africa. It offers medical treatment to those who make it to its borders. All this, while it is beset 

on all sides by enemies that are seeking its annihilation, implacable foes whose arsenals of 

rockets have grown ever stronger and more accurate.  Israelis want peace, and have made 

sacrifices of blood and land trying to achieve it. All this is a matter of public record.   

And yet, incredibly, these facts aren’t what is said about Israel. Again and again we hear that 

the Israeli/Palestinian problem is the sole source of instability in the Middle East and the failure 

to solve it is all Israel’s fault. Israel is depicted as a brutal apartheid state that commits war 

crimes, slaughters innocent civilians, and keeps Palestinians imprisoned under a brutal 

occupation—a vicious lie which continues to gain currency not only in Europe and the UN, but 

here at home. 

Mainstream church groups continue to pass resolutions calling for a boycott of Israeli goods 

and opposing US defense aid to Israel.  

More and more university campuses around the country are hotbeds of anti-Israel activity. 

Groups like Students for Justice in Palestine hold die-ins, forcing students on their way to class 

to step over bodies with red cloths, signifying bleeding Palestinians; they shout “Nazi” and 
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“fascist” at those who stand up for Israel, picket and heckle speakers including those from the 

Israeli left, speakers who only want to present a more balanced and nuanced view of Israel. 

Even worse, a lot of this anti-Israel activism is thinly disguised anti-Semitism.  

Anti-Semitism on Campus 

In an op-ed piece in yesterday’s New York Times Sunday Review, a Brown University student 

named Benjamin Gladstone wrote about his experiences as a liberal activist on campus. It is 

worth quoting at length: 

 Last semester, a group came to Providence to speak against admitting Syrian 

refugees to this country. As the president of the Brown Coalition for Syria, I jumped 

into action with my peers to stage a counterdemonstration. But I quickly found myself 

cut out of the planning for this event: other student groups were not willing to work 

with me because of my leadership roles in campus Jewish organizations  

Last summer, anti-Zionists at Brown circulated a petition against a lecture by the 

transgender rights advocate Janet Mock, because one of the sponsors was Hillel, even 

though the event was entirely unrelated to Israel or Zionism. Ms. Mock…ultimately 

canceled. Anti-Zionist students would rather have no one speak on these issues than 

allow a Jewish group to participate in that conversation. 

My fellow activists tend to dismiss the anti-Semitism that students like me experience 

regularly on campus. They don’t acknowledge the swastikas that I see carved into 

bathroom stalls, scrawled across walls or left on chalkboards. They don’t hear 

students accusing me of killing Jesus. They don’t notice professors glorifying anti-

Semitic figures such as Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt or the leadership of Hezbollah. 

Nor do they speak against the anti-Semitism in American culture. Even as they 

rightfully protest hate crimes against Muslim Americans and discrimination against 

black people, they wrongfully dismiss attacks on Jews (who are the most frequent 

targets of religiously motivated hate crimes in the United States). They don’t take 

issue with calls for the destruction of the world’s only Jewish state. 

Many of my fellow activists also perpetuate anti-Semitism by dismissing Jews of color, 

especially the Mizrahi and Sephardi majority of Israel’s Jewish population, 

descendants of refugees from Southwest Asia and North Africa. Ignoring the 

expulsion of 850,000 Mizrahi and Sephardi Jews from Arab and Muslim countries 
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allows students to portray all Israelis as white and European and get away with 

making a “progressive” case for dismantling the Jewish state 

Even hummus has become politicized: Anti-Zionists at my school demanded 

that cafeterias stop serving hummus claiming that the product showed cultural 

appropriation even though Jews have been eating it since long before the rise of 

organized Zionism. 

In my experience, anti-Semites refuse to acknowledge Mizrahi and Sephardi Jews to 

minimize the history of oppression against Jews, and in doing so dismiss 

contemporary Jewish concerns.  

For example, non-Jewish students at Brown tell me that I cannot appreciate a history 

of marginalization because, as they see it, Jews have historically been a powerful 

group, the Holocaust being the only few years of exception. They play down the 

temporal and geographic scope of that history so that anti-Semitic oppression 

appears circumstantial rather than global and systemic. 

Anti-Semitism in Politics and Current Affairs 

Anti-Zionism and anti-Semitism aren’t limited to our college campuses. They have begun to 

infect our political life.  

Last summer in Philadelphia protesters burned Israeli flags outside the Democratic National 

Convention while inside, Palestinian flags could be seen waving in the hall. Israel haters James 

Zogby and Cornell West were appointed to the Platform Committee. Thank God their attempts 

to undercut the Democratic Party’s longstanding and unequivocal commitment to Israel were 

roundly defeated by the committee. Still, their presence at the table was ominous. 

And if that isn’t enough, there is a growing segment of the Republican party that advocates our 

country’s taking a more isolationist stance in the world and that includes disengaging from the 

Middle East,  They say that America’s substantial military aid to Israel is an expense the 

taxpayers can no longer afford. Our taxes are too high, our deficits too great. 

All of this has an impact. While there is overwhelming bipartisan support for Israel in Congress 

right now, it is hard to predict what the future will bring. 

Here is a striking statistic. Ten years ago, when the Pew survey asked millennials whether they 

sympathized more with Israel or the Palestinians, 69% sided with Israel and only 9% with the 

Palestinians. This year, the survey results were very different: 43 percent were more 

sympathetic to Israel, 37 percent sympathized more with the Palestinians. Think about that for 
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a minute: Less than half of millennials surveyed had more sympathy for Israel, while more than 

a quarter sided with the Palestinians. If that doesn’t worry you, it should. 

This brings me to the other thing that is making me very nervous right now: the shocking 

resurgence of racist, anti-Semitic, and neo-Nazi groups who feel more empowered than they 

have in years.  

These groups are collectively known as the “alt-right,” a perversely benign label for hate groups 

that traffic in murderous ideology. 

By fanning the flames of xenophobia and not acting immediately, forcefully, and repeatedly to 

disavow David Duke, some in the Republican Party have emboldened some of the worst haters 

in America. 

When the Republican campaign retweeted an anti-Semitic white supremacist’s message linking 

a Jewish star and a pile of money to their opponent, and the candidate’s son retweeted the 

words a man who had volunteered to testify on behalf of a Holocaust denier, Neo-Nazis, racists 

and anti-Semites read it as a signal that their time had come.  

And so, they have crawled out from under the rocks where they have been hiding and their 

support is growing. On Twitter, these groups have seen their followers increase from 35 

hundred to 25 thousand in the last six months 

These groups compiled and shared lists of journalists who they think are Jewish, tagging their 

names with three parentheses so that they can be more easily targeted with hate mail and 

death threats. 

When Jewish journalist named Julia Iofe wrote an unflattering piece about Melania Trump in 

GQ, she was deluged with images of hook-nosed Jews, dollar bills leading into an oven, and 

even more horrifying, her face digitally inserted into a photo image of a starving Auschwitz 

inmate. She received death threats by phone and email. 

A 30-year-old Republican Jewish blogger named Bethany Mandel who writes regularly for 

conservative publications was attacked so viciously by the alt-right for writing a piece critical of 

her party’s nominee that she wrote that she felt compelled to buy a 22 caliber revolver to 

protect her young children. 

What is so frightening about these hate groups isn’t that they are strong or powerful. Thank 

God they are not. But if there is one thing the history of our people has taught us, we ignore 

them at our peril.  

 



 

5 

 

In democracies across Europe, far right parties with anti-Semitic elements are resurgent. I 

always said that can’t happen here. I still want to believe that. 

Since I have been talking a bit about politics, I want to be absolutely clear.  I don’t think either 

party or their nominees are anti-Israel or anti-Semitic. But there are things that this year’s 

political campaigns have revealed that should be of concern to all of us. 

What We Must Do 

The real question is how we can respond to these threats to the Jewish people and the Jewish 

state. I think there are a number of things we must do. 

The first we can do right here today. We can pray with fervor and passion. Prayer is not just a 

means of seeking God’s protection. It is a way to focus our spiritual energy. Three times every 

weekday before the prayer for Jerusalem in the Amidah we say: Lemalshinim al tehay tikvah:  

May the hope of those who defame us be dashed, may all wickedness be instantly frustrated. 

Root out, subdue, break and humble the arrogant.  Those words and many that we say today 

should move us to action. 

We must immunize our own children and grandchildren against the anti-Israel distortions and 

lies they will hear when they go to college, teaching them to be proud knowledgeable Jews who 

will support Israel and work against hatred they will encounter. 

We have to share with them why Israel is important to us. Reminding them of what happened 

to our people in the Holocaust, how the survivors went to Israel to build new lives and a new 

state where they would finally be safe, telling them about the rescue of Soviet Jewry and 

Ethiopian Jewry and everything else that Israel has done to rescue our people is essential. 

Let them know about all the good that Israel does in the world. And, how instead of committing 

war crimes,  the Israeli army goes further than any other army in the world to avoid civilian 

casualties in the face of an enemy that uses schools as bases for its tunnels and hospitals as 

launching sites for its rockets.  

Encourage them to go to Israel on Birthright and USY pilgrimage, and bring them there with us 

so they will see with their own eyes what an extraordinary miracle Israel is. 

We have to not only prepare our kids to answer the lies they will be told in college, but also to 

transform them into passionate advocates for Israel. This March, in conjunction with the Jewish 

Community Relations Council and an organization called Stand With Israel, we will host a 

program right here in this sanctuary for high school students to teach them how to best to 

answer lies with facts.  Come, bring your kid, and ask them to bring their friends. So much 

depends on it. 
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In addition to preparing our kids, we must all become more politically active. Whether you are a 

Democrat or a Republican, we have a shared agenda—to demand that our leaders do battle 

against those whose seek to destroy our state and our people.  We must tell them, again and 

again, that we expect them to support Israel—and to immediate and forcefully denounce every 

form of racism, anti-Semitism and intolerance. 

I hope you will join me and a growing number of others from a congregation in Washington DC 

this March at AIPAC’s annual policy conference as we join together with tens of thousands of 

other Israel activists to educate ourselves and lobby the administration and Congress on behalf 

of the Jewish state. 

We also must demand of our leaders that they take seriously and investigate every anti-Semitic 

organization and every threat these organizations make, that they do everything that they can, 

within the limits of our Constitution, to discredit and destroy the alt-right and its despicable 

minions of haters. 

But let me be clear. Our worst enemy right now isn’t those who are anti-Israel or those who 

hate Jews. Our worst enemy is our own indifference and complacency. If we don’t stand up 

against the gathering forces of racism, anti-Semitism and anti-Zionism in our country, if we 

ignore their potential and minimize their threat, we will share in some of the responsibility for 

what happens. 

But if we do act, we can contribute to bringing to fulfillment of the words we said today:  

Uvechen tain Kavod, Therefore bestow honor on your people, praise to those who revere you, 

hope to those who seek you, joy to your land, and gladness to your city. May evil be silenced 

and wickedness disappear like smoke. 

And may this come speedily and in our day, Amen. 


