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In preparation for my sermon writing each year, I pull out my file of old sermons 
and read through them.  I have all sorts of different reactions to them – sometimes 
nostalgia, sometimes they make me smile, sometimes they surprise me, but never do 
they make me sad.  Until this year when I re-read a sermon I had written about 
antisemitism.  It made me sad because it sounded like my younger self really believed 
that anti-Semitism was something that had happened in the past, not in the present, and 
certainly not here in the United States of America.   

 
That was then.  This is now.  We are living in a ‘post-Pittsburgh’ world.  We here 

at TBT remember that Pittsburgh moment acutely.  Not only because of the horrific 
shooting of Jews at prayer, but because in reaction to that shooting, this very sanctuary 
was packed with a standing-room-only crowd of people of all faiths and colors who 
wanted to reach out to us and to our common God to say “No.”  This is unacceptable 
and this is intolerable.  We say no to hate, we say no to semi-automatic weapons, and 
we say no to anti-Semitism.   

 
How has it come to pass that we are targets once again?  How has it come to be 

that antisemitic acts have risen in this country 100-fold in just the past five years?  We 
need to know – not just for ourselves – but because a rise in anti-Semitism has always, 
always been an indicator of an increase in hatred and intolerance of all those who are in 
some way labeled as ‘other,’ as ‘different,’ as ‘strange.’   

 
Some of you in the younger generations may not be familiar with the phrase 

“Canary in the Coal Mine.”  Literally, the canary was used by miners to test for 
dangerous gases that might be in the mine.  The canary was always the first victim of 
any noxious gases that might be present, which alerted the miners that the tunnels were 
unsafe and to get out immediately.  Fortunately, especially for the canaries, this practice 
is now illegal.  But the phrase “Canary in the coal mine” has lived on as a metaphor.  
The Jewish people have often, throughout history, functioned as the canary in the coal 
mine.  As Warren Goldstein, the Chief Rabbi of South Africa, wrote in the Jerusalem 
Post:  “If the Jews in a particular society are, like the canaries, singing and thriving, then 
all is well. If not, that is an early warning of danger ahead. Sometimes, threats of danger 
to civilization are not noticed. The miners rely on their canaries, and the world ought to 
rely on the position of the Jews to assess the threat level to civilized society. 

 
My friends, the threat level to civilized society is “be on heightened alert.”  

We are saddened that security concerns have become a major focus for leaders of 
synagogues, day schools and Jewish Community Centers throughout North America in 
preparation for the Days of Awe in 2019 and beyond. I want to thank our own security 
committee, headed by our Administrator, Kim Romine and populated by caring and 
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concerned members of our own congregation who give of their time to keep us safe.  
They are committed and attentive to our safety, as are the Madison police who do a 
stellar job, thus enabling all of us to focus on needs of the spirit and on embracing our 
New Year celebration.  I know we are all grateful for their care and warmth. Finding the 
balance between caution and openness at the doorway of our congregation is a 
challenge that we will meet. 
 

And thus on this sacred day, I stand before you, not with simple answers, but 
with the determination to look this phenomenon in the eye and do something about it. In 
the year 2018, the Anti-Defamation League recorded 1,879 incidents of anti-Semitism in 
the United States. This marks a rise of 99% since 2015.  The crescendo is alarming.  
And the Jewish year of 5779, the one to which we are bidding farewell, also included 
the deadliest attack on Jews in the history of the United States:  the massacre of 11 
Jewish worshippers, and an additional two more injured, at the Tree of Life Synagogue 
in Pittsburgh. During our Yizkor service we will remember by name those murdered in 
Pittsburgh and Poway. We remain devastated by their deaths. And to think, the 
Pittsburgh attack was one of 39 reported physical assaults on Jewish individuals in 
2018, a 105% increase over 2017.  
 

What is happening? Our society is suffering from deep divisions and those 
fissures are sure to grow wider.  The language of our public discourse is increasingly 
combative, and all the streams of the internet are more offensive the deeper we go 
exploring.  
 

Social media is a hot bed for hurling unbridled hate, fueling a climate of rage 
between friends, acquaintances and strangers that spirals out of control at a blistering 
speed. None of the sentiments being expressed are new, not at all.  Dislike of the 
unlike is as old as humankind. But in this moment of history, the haters are emboldened 
and brazenly express contempt for “the other” with the click of a button. They blog, they 
post offensive videos and they sell hate-branded t-shirts.  Just recently a rabbinic 
colleague of mine brought to my attention a website that was created by a white 
supremacist.  It contained a lengthy thread with hundreds of pictures of “what Jews look 
like.”  Scrolling through, my stomach knotted up upon seeing the faces of people I knew 
– the faces of friends and colleagues. The threat was feeling way too close to home.  
While I am happy to say that that particular site has been removed from the internet, the 
problem, we know, has not gone away.  
 

Perhaps the most troubling explanation of the simmering hateful ‘other’ing in our 
culture is that the moral guardrails of our democracy are down. We used to be tucked 
in.  We used to hesitate.  Now we push send and we offend.  Kids do it.  Grownups do 
it.  Our sports heroes do it.  Our elected officials do it. In today’s America, the 
intolerance of our elected leaders is widely tolerated.  These United States are 
disturbingly divided. But anti-Semitism is not a partisan phenomenon.  There is anti-
Semitism on the left and there is anti-Semitism on the right. On the left it is largely 
centered around increasing anti-Israel sentiment.  Not just criticism of Israeli policies, 
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but a specific challenge to Israel’s very right to exist. On the right, the intolerance comes 
from white supremicists and those who believe that Jews have overstepped our bounds.  

 
The historian Victor Tcherikover famously said there are few things in human 

history that have a history of 2000 years. Antisemitism is one of them. How is it possible 
that both of the following statements are true at exactly the same time:  the American 
Jewish Community is the most vibrant in the world.  We have privileges and 
opportunities and successes and political representation like no other time in American 
history….AND we are targets, we are fearful, anti-Semitism is on the rise and we are 
the victims of hatred, ridicule, and life-threatening violence. 

 
The renowned American-Jewish scholar of antisemitism, Dr. Deborah Lipstadt of 

Emory University in Atlanta, recently published a book called Antisemitism: Here and 
Now.  Lipstadt is most famous for her court case that she won against Holocaust denier 
David Irving – that was made into the movie “Denial.”  In her new book, Professor 
Lipstadt suggests that, unlike other “isms,” anti-Semitism has certain distinct elements 
not always evident.  She compares it to racist behavior and explains: The racist 
punches down.  He or she sees the black or brown person or the Muslim as “lesser 
than” and “dangerous to” their vision of a white Christian world.  The racist charges that 
“these people” will harm their gene pool, whatever they construe that to be. So, the 
racist punches down to prevent this assault from below. 

 
In contrast, the antisemite punches up. An antisemite considers “the Jews” to 

be a conniving, controlling force behind the obliteration of the white race. The Jews 
manipulate and direct and represent a world-wide, secretive and controlling force. That 
conspiracy theory is how the antisemite punches up. That is why the shooters in both 
Pittsburgh and San Diego shouted “you will not destroy the white race” as they killed 
Jews.  That is why those who deny Israel’s right to exist freely compare Israel’s policies 
to those of Hitler and the Nazis.   

 
CNN undertook a recent poll about the state of antisemitism in Europe.  What it 

discovered was startling.  Not 74 years since the Holocaust ended, a third of the 
respondents said they knew only a little or nothing at all about the Holocaust.  The poll, 
which surveyed more than 7,000 people across Austria, France, Germany, Britain, 
Hungary, Poland and Sweden, didn’t only discover ignorance. It exposed bigotry. 

 
Nearly a quarter of the respondents said Jews have too much influence in conflict 

and wars. More than a quarter believe that Jews have too much influence in business 
and finance. Nearly one in five believe that most antisemitism is a response to the 
behavior of Jews. Roughly a third say Jews use the Holocaust to advance their own 
goals. Just 54 percent say Israel has the right to exist as a Jewish state.  

 

How did Europe reach this pass?  In many ways, it never left it. Antisemitism has 
been a fact of European life for more than 2,000 years. Turns out that it was those years 
in which I was privileged to grow up that were the aberration.  In the wake of the 
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Holocaust, the citizens of the world were horrified by what the world had let happen.  
They tempered their voices.  They felt their guilt.  They quieted their hatreds.  Their 
children and grandchildren are less inhibited when it comes to the old prejudices. 

Bigotry extends to the ballot box. The German political party “Alternative für 
Deutschland” is led by a man who dismissed the Nazis as a mere “blip” in Germany’s 
otherwise glorious history.  It is now the country’s third-largest party. The National Front 
in France was founded by a man who called the gas chambers a “detail in the history of 
World War II.”  That party garnered 33.9 percent of the vote in the last presidential 
runoff elections. The Freedom Party in Austria, founded by ex-Nazis, is now part of the 
governing coalition. Then there is the rise of Law and Justice in Poland and Golden 
Dawn in Greece — developments cheered on by their countries’ Jew haters.  But the 
story of European antisemitism isn’t simply a case of the resurgence of the neo-fascist 
right.  

 Earlier this month, the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 
conducted a survey on antisemitism. They interviewed some 16,500 individuals across 
12 member states.  It claims to be “the biggest survey of Jewish people ever conducted 
worldwide.”  The findings have revealed that a large number of the physically violent 
acts committed against Jews in Europe have been perpetrated by radical Muslims. The 
findings are dispiriting but important because we can’t combat anti-Semitism by looking 
the other way.  We can’t pretend that it is only perpetrated by those we are comfortable 
denouncing.  Antisemitism is anti-Semitism and violence is violence.  Whether it comes 
from the political right or the political left or from radical Islam, we cannot look the other 
way.  According to the respondents to the survey who experienced some form of anti-
Semitic harassment in the past five years, 30 percent of the perpetrators were Muslim, 
21 percent were people espousing a left-wing view, and 13 percent expressed a right-
wing view. 
 
 Anti-Semitism isn’t just a brand of bigotry. It is a conspiracy theory in which Jews 
play the starring role in spreading evil in the world.  The Israeli writer Yossi Klein 
Halevi put it elegantly: “What anti-Semitism does is turn the Jews — the Jew — into the 
symbol of whatever a given civilization defines as its most loathsome qualities.” When 
you look through this dark lens, you can understand how, under Communism, the Jews 
were the capitalists. Under Nazism, the Jews were the race contaminators. And now for 
the anti-Zionist left, Israel is the last bastion of white, racist colonialism. 
 
 And so anti-Semitism is a virus that spreads across the political divide.  Maybe, 
in an ironic way, that gives us the seeds to reunifying the divisions amongst us.  We 
must combat anti-Semitism wherever we find it.  We must speak the truth about its ugly 
venom whenever we encounter it.  And the best way to combat anti-Semitism is to 
assure that Judaism flourishes.  We can’t afford to be unified only against those who are 
out to destroy us.  Let us rather unify around one another because we have a holy 
vision of what the world might look like.  That is not a conspiracy, but a theology of fixing 
a broken world.   
 



	 5	

 The Sages noted the repeated emphasis on the stranger in biblical law. 
According to Rabbi Eliezer, the Torah warns against the wronging of a ger in thirty-six 
places; others say, in forty-six places.  The Torah asks, why should you not hate the 
stranger? Because you once stood where they stand now. You know the heart of the 
stranger because you were once a stranger in the land of Egypt. 
 
 On several occasions the Torah specifies: “You shall have the same law for the 
stranger as for the native-born.”  Not only must the stranger not be wronged; he or she 
must be included in the positive welfare provisions of society. But the law goes beyond 
even this. The stranger must be loved.  “Love the stranger as yourself, for you were 
strangers in Egypt. I am the Lord your G-d.” 

 Above all, though this is a sermon about anti-Semitism, we must recognize that 
we cannot be against just one ‘ism’ to the exclusion of all others.  If we are going to fight 
prejudice, we must fight it across the board.  The Jew in the kippah, the Muslim woman 
in the hijab, the African American teen in a hoodie, all must feel as safe as anyone else.  
And if you see them harassed or mistreated, you must feel as outraged.  Because in the 
fight against evil, there are no bystanders.  The onlooker is not neutral. 

 We must be in this together.  Relentlessly.  With all our hearts, with all our souls 
and with all our might.  Rav Kook, the first chief rabbi of Israel once said, “I don’t speak 
because I have the power to speak; I speak because I don’t have the power to remain 
silent” 
 
 Let us all work toward a world where the synagogue door, the church door, the 
mosque door can be swung wide open on a beautiful autumn morning like today, and 
none shall make them afraid. 
 


