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Yom Kippur 5782 

Antisemitism -  The Ongoing Hatred 

G’mar Chatima Tovah,  

 Two Jewish friends were once discussing the newspapers they read. One read a 

mainstream paper known for its balanced journalism. The other read a particular antisemitic rag. 

The other friend said what, Have you lost your mind? No of course not. I used to read the same 

papers as you. There I saw that Jews are persecuted and attacked. It was really depressing. So I 

switched to reading this particular newspaper. There I discovered that all Jews are well off, 

control the media and the banks, and nothing ever bad happens to them. To tell you the truth the 

news is much better here.  

 Antisemitism known as the world's oldest hatred has no end. Since we just said Ele Ezkra 

and we have seen a recent rise of antisemitism this year it is important for us to reflect on it. My 

personal experience with antisemitism is rare in my generation. I grew up in a small family 

because much of it was killed in the Shoah. This may be why I think about the Holocaust and 

antisemitism everyday.  I think about how antisemitism shaped my life, the life of my family and 

our existence as a people. I wonder how people can allow hatred of others to lead them to do 

horrific acts. Since just a few months ago Jews were literally attacked in European, American 

and Canadian streets our fears are real again.   

 In their book entitled “Why the Jews? Dennis Prager and Joseph Telushkin wrote,  

  Hatred of the Jew has been humanities greatest, no hatred has been as universal, 

..(or) as permanent… The Jews have been objects of hatred in pagan, religious, and secular 

societies. Fascists have accused them of being Communist, and Communist have branded them 

capitalists. Jews who live in non-Jewish societies have been accused of having duel loyalties, and 
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Jews who live in the Jewish state have been condemned as “racists.” Poor Jews have been 

bullied, and rich Jews are resented….  

 Antisemitism has played such a significant role in Jewish history that much of our social 

and religious history evolved as an antidote to it. We have been forced to adapt to our ever-

changing circumstances and always been aware of what is happening around us. Even the 

Talmud, fourteen hundred years ago advised, “When someone presents for conversion, we ask: 

Why do you wish to convert? Are you not aware that Jews are careworn, stressed, despised, 

harassed and persecuted? If the person responds, “I know…we accept the person at once.” 

 I recently heard Deborah Lipstadt, Holocaust Studies professor at Emory University say 

that antisemitism is a virus that never disappears, but sometimes it lies dormant. Under the right 

conditions it reawakens. Unfortunately, a number of those conditions have appeared recently. 

The internet has created an easy platform for people to disseminate false conspiracy theories that 

support antisemitism. Antisemitism also thrives in times of economic challenge and social 

upheaval, which the pandemic has caused.  

 Deborah Lipstadt explained that antisemitism is where the right and left meet. We all 

remember the violent neo- Nazi protest in 2017 in Charlotte, Virginia when demonstrators 

walked by a synagogue chanting “Jews will not replace us.” Of course, there was the horrific 

attack on The Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburgh in 2018. Both these incidents were 

perpetrated by right wing extremists. University campuses have seen relentless antisemitic 

bullying and incidents over the last number of years, across Canada and around the world. Much 

of that antisemitism today happens on campus and beyond in the name of liberal social justice. 

The worst part of all this is that it has met very little outcry. Many people accept antisemitism 

who would never accept other forms of bigotry and racisms. The Talmud teaches us that Shtika 
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Kehoda’a-  Silence is acquiescence. Deborah Lipstadt wrote, “There is a growing tendency 

among those who fight antisemitism to see it as a problem that exists only on the “other” side of 

the political spectrum… But they are willfully blind themselves to antisemitism in their midst.”   

 Things only seem to have become worse over the past few months. Zoom has given new 

opportunities for antisemites. Beth Israel was attacked the second shabbat we were on Zoom by 

neo -Nazis. Since then we needed serious online security. It was very disheartening for me as the 

rabbi who was dealing with a new pandemic, to face the added challenge of active antisemitism. 

I felt very disheartened that everyone else in the world was receiving support and sympathy for 

the challenges that they faced with Covid-19. But we had to deal with antisemitism that made 

and continues to make our jobs more difficult. Like other pandemics, Covid-19 has given 

antisemites a reason to blame Jews. Some even called it the Jew Flu. This is nothing new for us. 

The black plague and the pandemic a hundred years ago brought on horrible antisemitism.   

 The existence of Israel has given antisemites fuel for their hatred. When we have no 

political strength or freedom it is a cause for antisemitism and when we do it is also a cause for 

antisemitism. Historically some saw Israel and Zionism as a protection for us, such as Theodore 

Hertzl. Other thinkers opposed Zionism out of fear of rocking the boat and causing antisemitism.   

Since the Holocaust and Israel’s birth most Jews understand the importance of Israel as a beacon 

of freedom for the Jewish people and our best defense against antisemitism. If people are going 

to hate us if we are strong or weak, it is better to be able to defend ourselves than not. 

 Some say I am not antisemitic. I am just anti- Israel. In response I have to say that our 

entire religious existence and all of our holidays connect to the land of Israel. Even the Torah is 

seen through the Rabbinic prism of God, the people of Israel, and the land of Israel. Rashi in 

11th century France asked in his first commentary on the Torah why it begins with the creation 
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story when it is a book about Mitzvot? The answer that Rashi gives, is so that the Jews are able 

to say that God who created the world has the right to give us the little slice of the land of Israel. 

To deny a Jewish connection to Israel is to deny the Jewish people and religion itself. The late 

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel who was a well-known peace activist and social justice advocate 

summed it up best when he explained Israel’s need to exist as a moral correction to thousands of 

years of antisemitism. He stated: 

 We are tired of expulsions, and pogroms; we have had enough of extermination camps.  

We are tired of apologizing for our existence. If I should go to Poland or Germany, every stone, 

every tree would remind me of constant, hatred, murder, or children killed, of mothers burned 

alive. When I go to Israel every stone and every tree is a reminder of hard labor and glory, of 

prophets and psalmists, of loyalty and holiness. The Jews go to Israel not only for physical 

security for themselves and their children; they go to Israel for renewal….  

 There are others who say I am not antisemitic or anti- Israel. I am just opposed to Israel’s 

policies. Yet such people and organizations, which include some churches here in Canada and 

beyond, often single out Israel’s policies and no others. I am not suggesting that the criticism of a 

particular policy or politician in Israel is itself antisemitic. In fact as a thriving democracy that 

happens all the time in Israel. But people who abuse that fact are antisemitic. And people who 

suggest that boycotting Israel, known today as BDS is not antisemitic, should know that BDS is 

not a new movement in response to a recent situation. Deborah Lipstadt wrote: 

 Boycotts against Israel go back decades, to the pre-state Jewish community in Palestine, 

international supporters of the Zionist movement, and Jews in general. In 1945, before the 

United Nations vote on the partition of Palestine, before the establishment of the Jewish state, the 

Arab League prohibited its members from doing any business with “Zionist/Jews,” and with 
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companies that did business with Zionists. Eventually they expanded the boycott to encompass 

“anything Jewish.”  In the 1950 the Saudi Arabian government established a boycott of all 

business through the world that were owned by Jews, did business with Jews or employed Jews.”   

 Dr. Lipstadt points out that BDS even today often conflates Israel with people who have 

Israeli citizenship or are Jewish. She cited a case about 5 years ago when the singer Matisyahu 

was barred from performing at a Spanish Reggae festival ironically dedicated to peace, equality, 

and human rights. He is not Israeli. But because Matisyahu is Jewish and refused to publicly 

criticize Israel his concert was canceled. No other performers were asked to denounce a country 

that they actually came from no matter how atrocious the actions of those countries may be.  

 I have previously spoken about the importance of Jewish memory. The study of our past 

is not academic. It is personal. We study the past in order to inform our present-day decisions 

and teach our children. This is just as true for our incredible blessings as a people as it is about 

our suffering. The need to study our past goes as far back as the Torah. In the book of 

Deuteronomy, Moses states in his final speech to the Jewish people, “Remember what Amalek 

did to you on your journey, after you left Egypt—how, … he surprised you on the march, when 

you were famished and weary, and cut down all the stragglers in your rear.”  

 Moses Maimonides wrote about this passage, “It is a commandment to perpetually 

remember Amalek’s wicked deeds and their ambush.. By tradition we have learned that 

“remember.”… “do not forget” – is in one’s heart.” We need to remember and act on the 

memory today. We must do what we can to recall the memories of the victims of antisemitism 

and diminish the scourge of this oldest hatred.   

 Ruth Wisse of Harvard University wrote that antisemitism’s “ongoing vitality shows no 

effective antidote has yet been discovered.” But Judaism insists that we dream of a better future. 
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In the Talmud it teaches that, “some of Haman’s descendants studied Torah in B’nei Brak, and 

some of Sisera’s descendants taught children Torah in Jerusalem.... Who are they? They are 

Shemaya and Avtalyon, the teachers of Hillel the Elder.” These were some of the greatest 

enemies of the Jewish people in our history. Yet according to Rabbinic tradition their 

descendants became some of the most important rabbis. There is always reason for hope that 

even the virus of antisemitism can be kept in check and we will know a day of no hatred and 

more peace in this world. 

G’mar Chatima Tovah 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


