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Joyce Fienberg 

Richard Gottfried 

Rose Mallinger 

Jerry Rabinowitz 

Cecil Rosenthal 

David Rosenthal 

Bernice Simon 

Sylvan Simon 

Daniel Stein 

Melvin Wax 

Irving Younger 

These are the 11 Jews murdered on Shabbat morning at the Tree of Life Synagogue 

in Pittsburgh on October 27th in the deadliest attack against Jews in American History. 

Lori Gilbert-Kaye   

Six months later, at the Chabad in Poway, California, during services marking the 

end of Passover, Lori was murdered by a white-supremacist.    

These events horrified us. Ever since August 2017, when neo-Nazis and white 

supremacists marched through Charlottesville, VA, carrying swastikas and other Nazi 

symbols and chanting “Jews will not replace us,” we have been awaken to the reality that 

anti-Semitism in not just a blip on our radar.    

We know that anti-Semitism has reached our own community too. While thankfully 

not to the same extreme, the rise of anti-Semitic rhetoric in our towns is frightening. We 

confronted swastikas in Westfield’s high school, a middle school and an elementary school, 

faced Anti-Semitic and hate filled graffiti spray-painted on the walls of Scotch Plains 

Fanwood High School, and anti-Semitic slurs were hurled towards Jews in Cranford.  
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Sadly, we are not alone in observing an uptick in anti-Semitism. The Anti-

Defamation League issues an annual audit of anti-Semitic incidents that take place across 

our country. In 2018 the ADL recorded 1,879 attacks against Jews and Jewish institutions 

across the country, the third-highest year on record since ADL started tracking such data in 

the 1970s.1  

Historian and Author, Deborah Lipstadt, defines anti-Semitism as “not the hatred of 

people who happen to be Jews,” but rather the “hatred of them because they are Jews.” This 

hatred can surface in a variety of ways, from the behavior of individuals to the policies of 

governments. And like other forms of prejudice, occurs, “independently of any action by 

Jews.”2 

Lipstadt writes “An accurate accounting of the uptick in anti-Semitic incidents is 

important because it does provide necessary empirical evidence. Nonetheless, numbers 

should not be what drives us. What should alarm us is that human beings continue to 

believe in a conspiracy that demonizes Jews and sees them as responsible for evil. 

Antisemites continue to give life to the particular brand of age-old hatred. They justify it 

and the acts committed in its name. The historical consequences of this nefarious passion 

have been so disastrous that to ignore its contemporary manifestations would be 

irresponsible.”3  

Notably, it is not only white-nationalists that are spewing anti-Semitic rhetoric. We 

also have seen a rise of anti-Semitic language and actions from the far Left.  Members of 

congress have used anti-Semitic tropes on Twitter, former leaders of the Women’s March 

have praised Louis Farrakhan who has blamed Jews for the slave trade, Jim Crow, and 

general black oppression, and just two weeks ago, a member of Trenton city council used 

the term “Jew Her Down.” While most of these incidents have not been violent, the rhetoric 

seems to be increasing. 

And where we see this rhetoric increasing most is on college campuses and it seems 

that the hatred stems from a problem with one country on earth – and it just happens to be 

the only Jewish-majority nation around. No other nation awakens their passion the way 

that Israel does. Only democratic Israel is constantly in their crosshairs. 

Before I go any further, let me clearly state that I do believe that one can be critical 

of Israel without being anti-Semitic. I am a proud Zionist and a lover of Israel but I grapple 

with some of Israel’s policies. Over the past five years, I have given sermons that criticized 

decisions that the Israeli Government has made. Like all countries, Israel is far from perfect, 

                                                           
1
 https://www.adl.org/news/press-releases/anti-semitic-incidents-remained-at-near-historic-levels-in-2018-

assaults 
2
 Lipstadt, Deborah. Antisemtism: Here and Now, Shocken Books, New York. p. 19 

3
 Ibid. X 

https://www.adl.org/news/press-releases/anti-semitic-incidents-remained-at-near-historic-levels-in-2018-assaults
https://www.adl.org/news/press-releases/anti-semitic-incidents-remained-at-near-historic-levels-in-2018-assaults
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and I believe it is our obligation as Reform Jews to not only support, travel, and give to the 

Jewish State but also to lovingly-criticize and push the country to be an Or L’Goyim, a light 

unto the nations.  

However, when people believe that Israel should not exist as a Jewish state; that the 

pure existence of Israel as Jewish homeland equates to racism, I would clearly say that this 

is anti-Semitism. That is why I believe the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions movement, 

BDS, is anti-Semitic because it is a campaign that rejects Israel’s right to exist as a Jewish 

state, and its most prominent goal is to undermine Israel’s existence through rampant 

misinformation.  

 Steven Pinker, a Harvard Anthropologist Professor writes about the BDS 

movement, “Are Israel’s policies really so atrocious, so beyond the pale of acceptable 

behavior of nation-states, that they call for unique symbolic statement that abrogates 

personal fairness and academic freedom? …. Why no boycotts against academics from 

China, India, Russia, or Pakistan, to take a few examples, which have also been embroiled in 

occupations and violent conflicts, and which, unlike Israel, face no existential threat to 

enemies with genocidal statements in their charters? In a world of repressive governments 

and ongoing conflicts, isn’t there something unsavory about singling the citizens of one of 

these countries for unique vilification and punishment?”4  

Anti-Semitic voices from both directions are spreading a political message once 

contained at the fringes of our society into a broad beat pulsing beneath the entire 

American political conversation. Rabbi Jonathan Sachs writes “The best way to understand 

Anti-Semitism is to see it as a virus. Viruses attack the human body, but the body itself has 

an immensely sophisticated defense, the human immune system. How, then, do viruses 

survive and flourish? By mutating. Anti-Semitism mutates, and in so doing defeats the 

immune systems set up by cultures to protect themselves against hatred.”5 

So what is the best antidote to this virus? How can we combat anti-Semitism from 

both the right and left in our own towns and in our broader world?    

First, we need to continue to build strong relationships across lines of faith and 

differences. Working with our interfaith partners has an important and unique role in 

alerting people to the problem of antisemitism, and helps build understanding of Jews and 

Judaism by promoting religious leadership on these issues. 

                                                           
4 Against Selective Demonization -  https://www.algemeiner.com/2016/02/26/harvards-steven-pinker-opposes-
israel-boycott-as-anthropologists-prepare-for-upcoming-boycott-vote/ 
5
 https://www.myjli.com/why/index.php/2016/11/18/future-tense-the-new-antisemitism-what-is-it-how-do-we-

deal-with-it/ 

https://www.algemeiner.com/2016/02/26/harvards-steven-pinker-opposes-israel-boycott-as-anthropologists-prepare-for-upcoming-boycott-vote/
https://www.algemeiner.com/2016/02/26/harvards-steven-pinker-opposes-israel-boycott-as-anthropologists-prepare-for-upcoming-boycott-vote/
https://www.myjli.com/why/index.php/2016/11/18/future-tense-the-new-antisemitism-what-is-it-how-do-we-deal-with-it/
https://www.myjli.com/why/index.php/2016/11/18/future-tense-the-new-antisemitism-what-is-it-how-do-we-deal-with-it/
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At Temple Emanu-El we should take pride in our interfaith partnerships. After the 

Tree of Life Synagogue shooting, many faith leaders reached out to our congregation to 

express their condolences and support. When we marched down East Broad Street in May 

for the “March for Love and Against Hate”– our interfaith brothers and sisters marched side 

by side with us. We need to continue to foster these relationships, we need to show up, and 

demonstrate our commitment to one another.  

Second, we need to continue to learn about the rise of anti-Semitism and develop 

strategies when we are confronted by it.  We have begun to do this and will continue to do 

so this year. Last Spring, Stand-with-Us, a non-profit organization that supports Israel and 

fights Antisemitism through education presented to our 10 – 12th grade families the 

history of the BDS movement and tools that our soon to be college students can use when 

confronted with anti-Semitism on campus.  We also gathered with our religious school 

parents to discuss how to talk to our children about anti-Semitism and strategies to partner 

with our schools and school board when we see hate in our local institutions.  

And this year we are going to continue learning and equipping ourselves with much 

needed tools. We are becoming a Signature Synagogue with ADL and will have a delegation 

at the Never-Is-Now conference – ADL’s Annual Summit on Anti-Semitism and Hate. You 

can be a part of our delegation on November 21st to attend the Summit together to 

understand contemporary drivers and dynamics of anti-Semitism. In December, Amy 

Spitalnick, Executive Director of Integrity First for America, will share how her 

organization is fighting anti-Semitism through the court system and what we can do.  

Lastly, and most importantly, Anti-Semitism cannot become the sum total of our 

Jewish identity. We need to make a conscious shift from perennial victim, which affords the 

haters control over our destiny and instead, rejoice in our heritage and who we are. 

NYTimes columnist Bari Weiss writes, “Jews did not sustain their magnificent civilization 

because they were anti-anti-Semites. Our tradition was always renewed by people who 

made the choice in the face of tragedy that theirs would not be the end of the Jewish story, 

but the catalyst for writing a new chapter.”6 

Weiss continues, “The long arc of Jewish history makes it clear that the only way to 

fight is by waging an affirmative battle for who we are. By entering the fray for our values, 

for our ideas, for our ancestors, for our families, and for the generations that will come 

after us…. In these trying times, our best strategy is to build, without shame, a Judaism and 

a Jewish people and a Jewish state that are not only safe and resilient but also generative, 

                                                           
6
 https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/06/opinion/sunday/anti-semitism.html 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/06/opinion/sunday/anti-semitism.html
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humane, joyful and life-affirming. A Judaism capable of lighting a fire in every Jewish soul 

— and in the souls of everyone who throws in his or her lot with ours.”7 

That is what we have been doing here at Temple Emanu-El and that is what we will 

continue to do. After innocent Jews were murdered in Pittsburg last October, American 

Jewish Committee created the #ShowUpForShabbat initiative. Our community participated; 

we packed our sanctuary for a Shabbat Halellu service. We remembered those who were 

murdered and injured in the name of anti-Semitism but we also continued to do what we 

do… joyously sing and dance in the aisles of our sanctuary celebrating our Jewish tradition 

and community. We will do that the same, on the one year anniversary of the Pittsburgh 

shooting on October 24th.  

Each year our confirmands write “Belief Statements,” sharing with our Temple 

Community their own perspectives on their Jewish identity. This past year, one of our 

confirmands, Eli Cohen, addressed what he did after he was confronted with anti-Semitic 

phone calls. He shared, “Instead of cowering and being upset or afraid, I took action. I began 

to be proud of being Jewish and actually flaunting it... [Ever since those phone calls],  I have 

been outspoken about my Jewish identity. I joined Mitzvah Corps, Temple Emanu-El’s 

program that reaches out to communities in need and I have also become a member of 

BBYO. When Jews are not proud and strong as a community, that is when we can be 

targeted.”8 

There are many names for this holiday. One of them is Yom Teruah, the day of 

sounding [the shofar]. This past week we learned of a Shofar that is now on display as part 

of the exhibit “Auschwitz. Not Long Ago. Not Far Away” that is currently at the Museum of 

Jewish Heritage in Battery Park. This Shofar was given to Chaskel Tydor in 1945 for safe 

keeping. It is told that this shofar was blasted on Rosh Hashanah 1944 as Tydor aided other 

Jewish prisoners to find a quiet and safe place to pray.9 

Jack Kliger, the president of the Museum of Jewish Heritage remarks – “If there’s an 

artifact that symbolizes the Jewish soul, you’d be hard-pressed to find something more 

indicative than a shofar.”10 Even in the darkest hours of Jewish history – Jews continued to 

blast the Shofar. 

Today as we commemorate Yom Teruah – and sound the Shofar. The sound reminds 

us to remember our brothers and sisters murdered in the name of hate. The sound is a 

warning cry – an alarm waking us up to speak out about anti-Semitism in our communities. 

                                                           
7
 Ibid.  

8
 Thank you to Eli Cohen for sharing his Confirmation 5779 Belief Statement. Temple Emanu-El. 

9
 https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/21/arts/auschwitz-shofar.html 

10
 Ibid.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/21/arts/auschwitz-shofar.html
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But it also a sound of our tradition. One that has been practiced for thousands of years, a 

tradition that we are proud to be part of and celebrate.  

Tekiah!    

 


