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There is an old joke:  who is an anti-Semite?  An anti-Semite is someone who hates Jews 

more than is absolutely necessary!  

  

There has been a lot of talk of late about antisemitism.  The subject has been in the air in 

recent days more than you and I can remember in our lifetime since the end of World War II.  

But antisemitism has become part of our daily discussion, part of the daily news cycle, and for us 

as Jews, part of a concern about who and what we are in this country that we love, called 

America, that we hold precious, and that nearly half of the Jews of the world choose to call 

home.   

 

I want to share some thoughts with you tonight, this Shabbat that precedes the holiday of 

Chanukah, in the hope that I can shed some light on what we are experiencing, invite you to 

think about the subject at hand in a way that you might not have considered before, and suggest 

some action that you and I should consider.  

 

*** 

When we think of Chanukah, we almost always recall the miracle of the oil lasting for 

eight  days.  It is a great story that we share, truly miraculous, but without any factual truth. 

Some events are true even if they never happened!  They are true because we believe them, and 

belief is more powerful in our lives than fact. Just look at what we have been experiencing in 

recent days in Washington and throughout our nation. We are experiencing two different 

narratives of belief, regardless of their factual basis.  

 

In truth, Chanukah is a story, a struggle between brothers, not dissimilar from the 

struggle of the brothers that begins with this week’s Torah portion, the sons of Jacob and Rachel 

and Leah, in their struggle with their younger sibling Joseph; brothers who fight over the 

meaning of their lives, their role in family, and the future of the world in which they live. 

Chanukah is about a battle between two world views, the worldview of the Assyrian Greeks vs. 

the worldview of the Jews.  The Assyrian Greeks represent a world view that celebrates power 

over truth, control and domination of a select body of rulers over the masses, and celebration of 

the body over the soul.  The Assyrian Greeks are, for our purposes, the progenitors of a world 

view that will be later inherited and carried out by the Romans, and subsequently by the Vatican, 

and what we today call American Christian Evangilism. And the Jews are, well, the Jews – a 

people on earth whose continuum is the longest of any people in western civilization, whose 

contribution to humanity far exceeds our numbers, and whose place in history has been and 

continues to be profound beyond description. 

   

In her book entitled Antisemitism here and now, author Deborah Lipstadt tells us the 

following:  “It is hard, if not impossible to explain something that is essentially irrational, 
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delusional, and absurd. That is the nature of all conspiracy theories, of which antisemitism is 

one. [And] To try to defeat an irrational supposition – especially when it is firmly held by its 

proponents  -- without rational explanation is virtually impossible.”
1
   

 

Antisemitism, by its nature, seeks to instill fear of the other into the hearts of those who 

live in a world of darkness, of control, of seeking to blame others for the circumstances of their 

own lives.  It is an evil disease, just like polio or smallpox. When out of control it destroys all 

who are in its way, without regard for the consequences and effect on humanity.  And anti-

Semites, are those who will do everything in their power to destroy those who they perceive to 

be responsible for the troubles that affect their lives and for any change that might threaten their 

mode of living.   

 

Just look at the tragic event that occurred recently in Jersey City.  Jersey City is a town in 

transformation.  In recent years Jersey City has begun to witness explosive growth of new 

buildings, a dramatic change in the nature of its citizenry, and significant economic development 

affecting a small but important part of its population.  Not all are happy about the rapid change in 

development in Jersey City.  But, in recent years there has also been a small but dramatic 

increase in its population, an increase represented by a distinct sect of Jews, known as Satmar 

Chasidim.  These Jews who descend from SatuMarie, a town in Hungary, have like all other 

ethnic, racial, or religious groups in our country, purchased homes in one neighborhood of Jersey 

City, homes that they can afford, and they have built a communal structure to support their 

community, including a kosher market, the same market where the recent tragedy occurred.  For 

anti-Semites, such an “invasion” into Jersey City was and is unacceptable and threatening, for it 

represents a world view that is perceived as dangerous and challenging. It should come as no 

surprise that such a change in environment was ripe for out an outbreak of anti-semitic, 

dangerous activity, and even murder.  But, when evil occurs, when darkness attempts to envelop 

and squelch light, there can be only one, strong response – which is, we will not cower in fear, 

we will not permit your evil to smother our goodness, and we will reach out to others of good 

will and good faith to join us in creating communities of goodness and kindness. I might add 

parenthetically, that one of the heroic acts, fighting against this vicious antisemitsm was the 

response of the worker at the market who saved lives even though his life was lost in doing so.  

A GoFundMe program has been set up to assist his family.  I would encourage any of us to 

contribute. If you would like the link to the GoFundMe program, be in touch with me and I will 

send it to you.  By doing so we let his family know that despite their loss, we care about them, 

we honor his courage, and we will not allow hate to become the common of our day.  When we 

recite Kaddish tonight we will include the name of Douglas Rodriguez, one of the righteous 

gentiles of the world.   (I add here the link to the GoFundMe program.  Please consider being 

generous:  https://www.gofundme.com/f/douglas-rodriguez-victim-of-the-jc-shooting) 

 

      

*** 

A second thought for us to consider.  The Sages of our tradition established that when the 

Chanukah menorah is lit, it should be lit in a public place. In the front window or glass door of a 

house, in the public square.  It is to be both a symbol of our way of life as well as a statement of 

our belief in religious freedom and freedom from tyranny. Our friends from Chabad have 

                                                 
1
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certainly taken this to extreme and they light huge menorahs in very public and open places.  

Temple Emanu-El will light its menorah in the front of our building. Rabbi Prosnit will lead this 

ceremony, and I trust that the menorah will be lit each day during the holiday here in our 

building so that people can see it from within and from outside. 

    

There is a profound message here for us to consider.  With the rise of antisemitism, are 

we beginning to let antisemitism define us? Are we starting to hide our menorahs from public 

view?  I don’t mean the actual menorah but the ways in which we as Jews bring light to a 

darkened world.  Temple Emanu-El and so many other synagogues proudly perform acts of 

loving kindness to others, tikkun olam activities that touch the hearts of strangers, and so much 

more.  Will the fear of antisemitism turn us inward and away from the acts of tsedek that are the 

hallmark of the Jewish people, you and me?  Will our fears from antisemitism turn us away from 

the mandates of our faith that have guided us throughout the centuries and encourage us to be 

lights unto the nations?  The message for us to consider is this:  we cannot allow fear and 

antisemitism to define us.  To do so will not only diminish us but give encouragement to those 

who relish in getting us to cower.   

 

*** 

At the recent URJ Biennial in Chicago, we were privileged to hear Deborah Lipstadt.  

She told us that Jews need to balance the joys and the oys of life.  How right she is.  

Antisemitism is not going away.  Not now, not ever. Like a disease it cannot be eradicated; it can 

only be contained.  We have a choice:  we can live in fear of its rise and react with fear to its 

spread; or, we can confront it head on.  We can keep our doors open and let light shine in. When 

a swastika is spray-painted or drawn in our schools or on Jewish buildings, we can demand that 

perpetrators are found and appropriately punished. We can insist that these symbols of hate are 

not Jewish problems; they are community problems, and we can join together with friends of 

good will to ensure that such antisemitic behavior is limited and rebuffed by all caring and kind 

citizens and friends.  ‘Not in my town, not in our town’ – that should be our message.  

  

And, the joy should be that we celebrate who we are.  Let’s be sure that we not allow 

antisemitism to be the drummer to which we march.  Our faith is a proud one, a rich one, and one 

that should inspire us all.  Jewish faith and tradition represent a world view, a narrative of the 

Jewish people and its encounter with the Divine.  It does not celebrate power of one people over 

another, nor does it suggest that domination and fear should guide us.  To the contrary, our faith 

demands of us that we never see ourselves as victims, that we promote the best of humankind to 

a humanity waiting for a better world.  

 

Our story is one in which we have encountered antisemitism and Jew hatred wherever we 

lived. Despite attempts to eradicate the Jewish People from the face of the earth, we continue to 

survive and thrive. Undoubtedly, in dark times, the actions of anti-Semites, of people of hate, 

will cause us concern and worry.  But let us not cower in fear. Rather, let us respond with 

strength that our faith and our People’s story demand that we bring light to all places darkened 

by hate, that we care not only about the Jewish People, but all people who are oppressed and 

threatened. Let us continue to open our doors and welcome the stranger, the needy, and the less 

fortunate.  Let us be the antidote to hate and antisemitism, by our actions, our convictions, and 

the we live our lives as Jews.   
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Lipstadt went on to tell us “that the greatest threat to the Jewish people is not 

antisemitism.”  The greatest threat to us is apathy and ignorance. I urge all of us as we prepare 

for our holiday of Chanukah to be inspired by the lights of our tradition, to kindle anew a thirst 

for Jewish learning, and to discover within us the joy of our faith, with a commitment to 

celebrate it each and every day.   

 

*** 

 

(Since the date of Rabbi Miller sharing these remarks, we have witnessed additional 

attacks on our people, in New York City and especially in Monsey.  We have also seen the 

murder of Christians in their house of worship in Settlement Texas.  We mourn the loss of all 

people of faith taken by the bloody hand of hate and join with all people of good will in calling 

for the full support of law enforcement and government to do all their power to limit and end 

such wonton killing)   


