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RH Eve: Where are you? Hinneni 

There is a strong connection between RH and the Creation Story. That is because we call 

today the birthday of the world.  Therefore, we think about the story of Adam and Eve. 

 This story contains God’s first question to humanity: After Adam ate the fatal 

fruit, God addressed him: Where are you? 

Adam didn’t have a good answer--- I was hiding from you because I was naked, he said. 

And the rest, quite literally, was history! 

 

Remember, Adam is part of all of us.  So let me ask you: do you have what to hide from 

God? Of course you do. Of course I do. We are all human. We shouldn’t be neurotic 

about that, but we shouldn’t be complacent, either.  That’s the whole point of RH—to 

make us just discontent enough to change for the better. 

 

If God were to ask you, what are you doing in that particular place, would you be 

ashamed, as Adam was? Adam’s first answer was the essence of irresponsibility. The 

woman you made… she gave me the fruit…That’s a Twinkie defense if ever I heard one! 

The Twinkies they fed me messed up my brain chemistry, so I’m not responsible for my 

immoral behavior…  

The Bible gives us this story, right at the dawn of human consciousness, so that we will 

learn the most fundamental lesson of responsibility. If your voice of conscience is 

protesting, maybe you should be listening to it… 

 

The next time God asked a question, it was to Cain. Again, it was a “where” question: 

Where is your brother, Abel.  Cain answered, Am I my brother’s keeper? 

This question isn’t just to Cain; it’s to you and me. That doesn’t mean we are all 

murderers. But the question isn’t limited to its original situation. Ask yourself that 

question next time you are called upon to go out of your comfort zone because another 

person is in distress. Do you ignore their need, because it’s not convenient at the 

moment? Because you think that they are like stray cats, and that if you are nice to them 

once they will become hangers-on in your neighborhood, or in your country? Because 

they are not your natural neighbors? Because they are suffering from mental illness?  

 

Or do you think they are not your brothers or sisters, and thus do not have standing to call 

upon your compassion? Judaism has ruled that option out for us. That’s the meaning of 

the Adam and Eve story.  If we have one common parent, even at the level of 

foundational legend, it means we are, indeed, a human family.  So the ill-smelling beggar 

is your kin. The alien in your gates, whose English is probably about as weak as was my 

great- grandparents’ when they first arrived—he’s your kin, too.  

 

Later in our tradition, when God called, people began to get it right. Abraham, Jacob, 

Moses, Joshua, Gideon, Samuel and the prophets—when God called them, they had the 

right answer. They said, “hinneni”—here I am. 

 

Let’s dive into that word a bit deeper: 

The word “poh” denotes a coordinate in space. Moses says that the covenant being re-

ratified in the plains of Moab is concluded  



Hinneni means more than just, “here”, rather than “somewhere else”. Hinneni is a 

compound of hinneh plus the first-person suffix. Behold! I am present!  

Now, all of us who are veterans of Hebrew schools, from back in the day, are familiar 

with the answer, hinneni, when the teacher took the roll.  That was a far cry from the 

existential encounter implied by hinneni.  Nonetheless, that’s the force of the word, 

underneath whatever dullness has been added to it by dreary routine. 

 

The existential force of hinneni--- let’s tease that out a bit. 

I am here. 

I am here. 

I am here in Your presence. 

I am here in Your presence, responding to Your call. 

 

1. Do you know who you are? In a moral sense: do you know what you would never do, 

because it goes against the core of what it means to be you?   

I fear that for more and more Americans, the moral core of shared humanity has eroded 

in the past few years. If today a fellow citizen can find some way to traverse the distance 

from the starting point, of feeling that the border is out of control, to the step of justifying 

tearing children from their parents’ arms and placing them in cages; then what will that 

person do tomorrow? What will he find that he is now capable to doing? 

To know who you are is to know what you may not do, and to know what you must do.  

 

2. Do you know where you are? Do you know the differing dynamics of being in one 

place versus another? Do you know what it feels like to be an Israeli in S’derot, knowing 

every single minute that a siren could go off and that there would be only seconds to 

reach a shelter?  

 There are other implications of this, too: 

 Hillel the Elder taught his disciples: Al tadun et chaverkha ad she’’amad’ta bim-

komo. But I see so many people doing just that, criticizing others without having stood in 

their place.  

 Many of us have had too much month at the end of our money.  But have you 

been in the place of having to choose between shelter and food? Between one of those 

and medicine? I know such people, because they come to the churches and synagogues 

needing handouts.  There are certainly some who need proper medication and who are 

asking for everything but. And yes, there are certainly some scam artists. But there are 

many people who are desperate, because what you and I take for granted is not there for 

them. Shall we judge them when we have never had to fight exhaustion and keep moving 

because a local police officer was enforcing an anti-vagrancy law against us?  

 

3. This is an extreme example of a universal challenge. We are in each other’s presence. 

That’s what it means to be a social creature. Our reality includes other people.  Now, 

what will do about that. 

Do you know with whom you are standing? 

Perhaps you are encountering a person in a menial socio-economic position. Perhaps you 

are being waited on by an out-of-work actor. Perhaps you are being waited on by a 

woman whose spouse was just laid off and who is trying to keep the family afloat. Do 



you know that their employers give them less than minimum wage, expecting them to 

make up the difference in tips?  

Do you think that the people collecting trash, or handling bodily waste in hospitals, are 

any different from us, at the level of neshamah? Judaism is not and never was ancient 

Hinduism.  Our priesthood is not a caste in the sense of Brahmins. The law is that even a 

Priest needs to endure the ritual pollution of handling a corpse, if he comes across a dead 

body in need of burial.  The Rabbis took that humane orientation a step further.  

Israelites, even those of questionable ancestry, could aspire to be great sages. In our own 

days, we have finally extended that revolution, so that women as well as men can be the 

spiritual leaders and teachers of the generation.  

So our tradition tells us: notice the person you are with.  See the image of God in them, 

even when they are not reflecting it well. Don’t see an “it”, a role, a mask. See a person, 

see a neshamah. Notice. Notice. 

 

4.I have asked, do you know with whom you stand.  So now the next question is, Do you 

know before whom you stand? 

 Our God is a demanding God.  That’s our understanding.  If you want your God 

to be only love, and no demands, you don’t know love, and you don’t know life, and you 

certainly don’t know God.  

 Why does our tradition go back, over and over, to the metaphors of Avinu and 

Malkenu? Because, while the first is personal and the second is majestic, both are 

standard-setting.  Our parents are our first arbiters of justice. The just rulers of our socity 

are supposed to be the next… they often fail in their task, as we shall explore in the 

sermon on the second day of RH, but the ideal is still there. 

 Standing before God, we are called upon to be some kind of person, and not just 

any kind of person. We are called upon to have respect for others, and indeed, to love 

them, as we would have them respect us and love us. We are called upon to exercise care 

for our near and dear ones, and even for those who are far, and for the common world we 

call home. 

 

The final nuance of Hinneni is that when we know where we are, existentially, including 

where we are with God, the archetypal “Thou”, then we know where we ought to be with 

each other.  We can be present for each other.  We can be a blessing to each other. 

 

As Glinda sings to Elphaba, in the show-stopper duet at the end of the musical “Wicked”, 

Like a comet pulled from orbit As it passes a sun 

Like a stream that meets a boulder Halfway through the wood 

Who can say if I've been changed for the better? 

But because I knew you 

I have been changed for good  

 

Let your encounter with God change you for good.  Then, let yourself be the one who 

changes your loved ones, your friends, your neighbors, your neighborhood, your country, 

your world—for good. 

Amen. 



RH #1.  Cannon to the Right of Them, Cannon to the Left of Them 

 Cannon to right of them, Cannon to left of them, Cannon in front of them    Volleyed and thundered; 

Stormed at with shot and shell, Boldly they rode and well, Into the jaws of Death, Into the mouth of hell 

Rode the six hundred. (Alfred Lord Tennyson, “Charge of the Light Brigade, Stanza III”) 

 

1. INTRODUCTION. I have begun with a quotation from Tennyson’s Charge of the 

Light Brigade to help you fix in your minds the image of cannon stationed both to the 

right of us and to the left of us. Those deadly weapons are the cannons of anti-Semitism. 

 The topic for my High Holiday messages has been compulsory since last October, 

when a gunman murdered 11 worshipers at a synagogue in Pittsburg- the worst attack on 

our people in all of our 365-year history in North America. As we know, even: though 

unprecedented, the attack was not unique, because within half a year, another synagogue 

was targeted, Chabad of Poway, California. But that’s only half of the compulsory story 

of 5779.  The other half is the election of anti-Semites to the U.S. Congress—loud, brash, 

voices, not whispering their long-standing anti-Semitism over their martinis but putting it 

out there on social media. Their election, in its own way, points to an upsurge of anti-

Semitism from left and as well as right. 

 So I will tell you up front the theme of both today’s message and the message for 

Yom Kippur morning: We face anti-Semitism, from both Left and Right.  It has gotten 

dramatically worse in the last few years and it is growing worse right now. We can not 

face it if we do not acknowledge its pervasiveness. 

 

2. As a congregation, we are divided, some of us Red, some Purple, more of us Blue. 

Whichever color is your favorite, be assured: I am not your political enemy, no matter 

who you are. I am not speaking as a spokesman of either political Right or the Political 

Left. I am speaking as a Jew who knows the past and worries about the present and 

future. I’m calling on all of us to broaden our vision. 

I imagine that right now, whichever color you cherish, you are thinking that the 

other side’s sins are worse. I’m asking you to focus on this differently. If we remain stuck 

in the blame game to the point of being unable to see that things are getting worse from 

both corners of the political spectrum, we will ultimately go down together.  

 Most of you know the famous joke whose punch-line is “his brudder was woyse.” 

I want to tell you now that the “his brother was worse” defense is not a good knee-jerk 

reaction. As a practical guide to defending ourselves, we should stop playing that 

unhelpful game. Each brudder is woyse, in a different way. 

 

3. On YK, I will speak about the Anti-Semitism that comes from the Right wing of the 

political spectrum.  Today, I will speak about the Anti-Semitism that comes from the 

Left. Don’t read anything into this ordering; you have to begin somewhere.  

 The Left Wing emerged in a modern form as a result of the industrial revolution 

of the 19th century. The Left was, and remains, especially concerned about the workers, 

who struggled with poverty and harsh working conditions. There were many stripes of 

the Leftist spectrum, with trade unions as part of the picture, and socialists beyond them, 

and Communists at the far extreme. Many Jews were in all of these movements, of 

course, because we Jews were working class migrants from the shtetl to the big cities of 



Eastern Europe like Warsaw and Lodz, and the industrial magnet cities of America. The 

leftist movements did a lot of good for workers. Since Jews were among the beneficiaries 

of the labor movement, it is surprising to learn that there were anti-Semitic aspects to the 

parties of the Left. 

As distinct from being willing to benefit all workers, across ethnic lines, the 

antipathy to Judaism of key founding fathers of the movement is all to clear.  It goes back 

to Karl Marx, the founder of Communism. In his 1844 essay, “On the Jewish question”, 

Marx rephrased the medieval Christian charge against the concentration of the Jewish 

people in banking in 19th century language: “What is the worldly religion of the Jew? 

Huckstering. What is his worldly God? Money.… Money is the jealous god of Israel, 

in face of which no other god may exist. Money degrades all the gods of man – and 

turns them into commodities…. The bill of exchange is the real god of the Jew. His 

god is only an illusory bill of exchange…. The chimerical national ity of the Jew is 

the nationality of the merchant, of the man of money in general.”  

4. As we know, Marx did not live to see a Communist state emerge in his lifetime, but 

one did arise in Russia, in 1917. How did that work out for the Jews? 

Without getting too far into the details of the 70 years of Soviet Jewish history, we can 

state the bottom line: Despite its rhetoric, and empty laws against anti-Semitism on its 

books, the Soviet Union was always an incubator of anti-Jewish feelings. The Jew was 

never an authentic Russian. Quotas restricted Jewish entry into Russian universities; 

Jewish ancestry was a bar against securing a job in government or party hierarchy. After 

the Second World War, persecution of Jews ratcheted up. Only Stalin’s death in 1953 

prevented a planned purge of Jewish doctors. But Soviet anti-Semitism continued, 

merging with anti-Zionism. And this brings us to what we most need to consider today. 

5. There is a difference between the anti-Semitism of the Communist USSR and 

what we face today, but anti-Zionism is where they meet.  In Russia, despite the 1917 

revolution, the older anti-Jewish bigotry of that society continued in a new form. But 

what about the advanced western democracies, where capitalism and progressivism have 

managed, somehow, to co-exist? To answer this, we need to understand the movement 

known as the New Left. 

 The New Left, as it is called, emerged in the 1950’s and 1960’s as an attempt to 

rescue progressive ideals from their corruption at the hands of Stalin and subsequent 

dictators. In America, the New Left has been a diffuse collection, not a tightly organized 

political party. Some Democrats are in it; some are not. And of course, as was the case 

with 19th century Trade Unionism, it cared about issues dear to most Jews, such as Civil 

Rights, feminism, environmentalism, freedom of conscience.  



 To avoid misunderstanding, I want to reiterate that not only do I applaud all those 

things: Civil Rights, feminism, environmentalism, freedom of conscience, but I also 

believe that those concerns are vital Jewish concerns.  

 The issue that I want to help us see clearly, though, is that many of the same 

people who championed those causes, causes that we, as Jews, hold dear—many of those 

allies were and are also opponents of Israel as a Jewish State. They bought the anti-

Zionist narrative that Israel was merely an outpost of Western colonialism and 

imperialism. In that narrative, the existence of Israel is fundamentally wrong. It’s too late 

to return America to the Native Americans, but Israel as a state should go away. It’s not 

an issue of whether building a wall is a defensive necessity or an oppressive act. The state 

behind the wall is as illegitimate as the settlement beyond it. Pre-1967 Israel itself is too 

much Jewish territory. Not surprisingly, that’s what Hamas says, too. 

 I hope that we don’t see it that way! I worry that more and more of us have 

forgotten a core truth of our history. We Jews did not arrive in the Land of Israel the way 

that Europeans came to North America and South Africa. We came home. Israel is our 

nation’s birthplace. Israel is the country to which we have always yearned to return. This 

is the basic point of Zionism, and it is rejected in New Left discourse.  

6. So the New Left’s rejection of the basic legitimacy of Israel, the Jewish State, did 

not start in 1967. But the Six Day War created a dramatically new situation. The Arabs 

on the West Bank and Gaza, who had formerly been under Jordanian and Egyptian rule, 

were now under Israeli administration. This spurred the creation of their sense of 

Palestinian Nationalism. And that emerged as a cause for the New Left.  

7. Israel is a country that is under siege, and its closest enemies are Arabs. I would 

strenuously defend the overall decency of Israel’s response to this existential threat, one 

that no other country has been forced to confront.  But in that pressure chamber, Israel 

has taken steps that many of its own citizens and many Jews beyond its borders reject. So 

it is important for us to understand when criticism of Israel is fair, and when it is not. 

Consider these two questions: (1) when is criticism of Israel anti-Zionism? And, 

(2) When is anti-Zionism anti-Semitism? 

 To answer to these questions, we do well to employ the language of Anatoly 

Scharansky, the courageous Soviet Jewish activist and prisoner of conscience, and later, a 

minister in the Israeli government. What he said in 2005 is still valid: Criticism of Israel 

becomes anti-Zionism when it crosses the line of the Three “D”s.  



Demonization  Jews have been demonized for centuries as the embodiment of 

evil, whether in the theological form of a collective accusation of deicide or in the 

generalized depiction of Jews as money-grubbing Shylocks. Today we must take note 

when the Jewish state or its leaders are being demonized, with their actions being blown 

out of all rational proportion. For example, the comparisons of Israelis to Nazis and of the 

Palestinian refugee camps to Auschwitz …are clearly anti-Semitic. 

Double Standard It is anti-Semitic discrimination, for instance, when Israel is 

singled out for condemnation by the United Nations for perceived human rights abuses 

while proven obliterators of human rights on a massive scale — like China, Iran, Cuba, 

Saudi Arabia, Sudan and Syria, to name just a few — are not even mentioned.  

Delegitimization While criticism of an Israeli policy may not be anti-Semitic, the 

denial of Israel’s right to exist is always anti-Semitic. If other peoples, including 21 Arab 

Muslim States… have the right to live securely in their homelands, then the Jewish 

people has that right as well, particularly given the sanction of the United Nations in 

setting up and recognizing the country at its founding. Questioning that legitimacy is pure 

anti-Semitism 

The important conclusion of this analysis is that not all criticism of what Israel 

does is anti-Zionism. Certainly, plenty of Israelis themselves are critical of what their 

government does. Concerned friends abroad also have a voice. But when criticism 

crosses the line and becomes anti-Zionism, it is then also anti-Semitism.  So: not all 

criticism of Israel is anti-Zionism. But all anti-Zionism is also anti-Semitism. 

8. Unfortunately, there are very many examples of this. I will touch upon only two, one in 

Great Britain and one here in America. 

The leader of the British Labour party, Jeremy Corbyn, has long been a cause for worry, 

even fear, on the part of our Jewish siblings living there. An MP since 1974, he became 

the leader of the Labour party opposition in 2015. That elevation meant that his 

allegations of Jewish participation in hated global capitalism and his rabid anti-Israel 

views went mainstream within the most important British party on the Left.  

Corbyn defended associates, Naz Shah and Ken Livingstone, who argued, 

respectively, that Israelis should be relocated to the United States to solve the Middle 

East crisis and that Hitler and Zionists were early and natural allies. He then responded to 

criticism by commissioning a civil rights lawyer, Shami Chakrabarti, to conduct an 

inquiry into alleged anti-Semitism within the Labour party. British Jews were dismayed 

by the report. The National Board of Jewish Deputies decried it as a white-wash. But 



Labour party supporters of Corbyn went on the offensive, dismissing all criticism as a 

right-wing attack on their party. Corbyn himself rewarded Chakrabarti with a peerage. 

 In 2018, the next act unfolded. The Labour Party was debating whether to adopt 

an internationally agreed-upon definition of anti-Semitism. Corbyn did not want to accept 

that, “Denying the Jewish people their right to self-determination, e.g., by claiming that 

the existence of a State of Israel is a racist endeavor” or that, “Drawing comparisons of 

contemporary Israeli policy to that of the Nazis” should be included in the definition of 

anti-Semitism. 

Even when, in July, 2018, all of the leading Jewish newspapers issued a joint 

statement of concern about Corbyn, he maintained his course. He often claims that he 

hasn’t an anti-Semitic bone in his body. Translation: it’s racist to deny Palestinian self-

determination. But it’s not racist to deny Jewish self-determination. That’s Corbynism. 

I’m focusing on Corbyn because, now that three successive Conservative party Prime 

Ministers have smashed on the rocks of Brexit, Corbyn is closer than ever to becoming 

the British Prime Minister.  That would be a very hard day for the Jews of that country.  

9.  Turning to the USA, there is unfortunately no shortage of disturbing news. In 2017, 

Jonathan Greenblatt, the CEO of the ADL, wrote that “Anti-Semitism is creeping into 

Progressive American politics”. I quote from the article he published in Time Magazine: 

“…Organizers of a gay pride parade in Chicago ejected three people carrying pride 

flags emblazoned with a Jewish Star of David. Subsequent bizarre statements 

attempting to rationalize their action, claiming that Zionism is “an inherently  

white supremacist ideology” only exacerbated the sense that the organizers were 

deaf to the concerns of the Jewish community and engaged in anti-Semitism… 

While this incident could be dismissed as one fringe group in one city, the fact is 

that it does represent a wider school of thought that is fueling a trend of creeping  

anti-Semitism among some segments of the political left…“Last summer, a plank 

in the platform of the Movement for Black Lives bizarrely accused Israel of 

genocide.” 

Greenblatt singled out Linda Sarsour, a leader of the women’s rights 

movement. He showed that she has lambasted Zionism as incompatible with 

feminism and advocates for the exclusion of pro-Israel Jews from activist groups. 

This bears a closer look, because Sarsour has held high influence in the 

2016 and current campaigns of one of the presidential contender. She is a 

Palestinian Muslim living in Brooklyn, and has been a political activist since shortly after 

http://www.haaretz.com/us-news/1.797845
https://chicagodykemarchcollective.org/2017/06/27/chicago-dyke-march-official-statement-on-2017-march-and-solidarity-with-palestine/
https://time.com/4803192/vladimir-putin-election-hacking-allegations-st-petersburg-forum/
http://www.timesofisrael.com/black-lives-matter-platform-author-defends-israel-genocide-claim/
http://www.timesofisrael.com/black-lives-matter-platform-author-defends-israel-genocide-claim/
https://time.com/4799958/linda-sarsour-cuny-commencement/
https://www.thenation.com/article/can-you-be-a-zionist-feminist-linda-sarsour-says-no/
https://www.thenation.com/article/can-you-be-a-zionist-feminist-linda-sarsour-says-no/


9/11. Here’s a very partial listing of her deeds that betray a level of hatred against Jews 

unworthy of people who have the ears of those who would be president: 

1. She is a supporter of the undeniably anti-Semitic Louis Farrakhan, speaking in his 

honor at a 2015 rally.  

2. She then victim-blamed Jews for complaining about her organization’s relationship 

with Farrakhan, painting them as part of a right-wing conspiracy. 

3. She vilified the most respected organization fighting anti-Semitism, the Anti-

Defamation League (ADL), leading it to be expelled from diversity training at Starbucks 

— while she used security from the Nation of Islam. 

4. She co-signed an article that accused Jews of waging “profound war on black people 

and people of color.” 

5. She erased the Jewish heritage of Jesus on multiple occasions — which contributes to 

Christian anti-Semitism 

Here’s a ray of light coming through the cloud: Sarsour’s conflation of feminism and 

anti-Zionism drew criticism from other feminist leaders. In November 2018, Teresa 

Shook, the founder of the annual Women’s march, called for Sarsour and her fellow co-

chairs to step down, accusing them of having "allowed anti-Semitism, anti-LBGTQIA 

sentiment and hateful, racist rhetoric to become a part of the platform by their refusal to 

separate themselves from groups that espouse these racist, hateful beliefs." 

This controversy is a good sign, actually, because it means that some people in the 

Progressive camp sense the bad fit between progressive ideals and anti-Semitism. A 

Progressive Jewish women’s group, Zioness, is active today to help a new feminist, pro-

Jewish narrative blossom in progressive spaces. 

10. I could actually go on much more. But you get the idea. Anti-Semitism is alive 

and well on the Left.  As we will see on Yom Kippur, it is equally alive and well on the 

Right. So by all means, look both ways before the cross the street.  

But don’t be paralyzed, either.  Neither Liberal nor Conservative America is given over 

to Anti-Semites.  But if we want to push them back from the mainstream, where they 

have been successfully infiltrating for the past number of years, to the margins of our 

political society, the time is now. As Rabbi Tarfon taught, 1900 years ago: Ours is not to 

complete the job, but we are not free to desist from it.  

https://twitter.com/lsarsour/status/761374379133599745
https://forward.com/opinion/399154/seriously-womens-march-farrakhan-is-ok-but-the-adl-is-treyf/
https://forward.com/opinion/399154/seriously-womens-march-farrakhan-is-ok-but-the-adl-is-treyf/
https://www.algemeiner.com/2018/11/21/in-apology-womens-march-leader-linda-sarsour-fails-to-mention-her-own-antisemitic-statements-or-farrakhan/
https://rewire.news/article/2019/01/18/attacks-on-the-womens-march-expose-race-and-class-bias-among-white-jews-and-progressives/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/LGBT


RH#2. A DISAPPOINTING ROAD TRIP FOR THE PROPHET NATHAN 

 

1. The question that I have wanted to consider with you today has been in the news, 

country after country, all year long. At first, I was prompted by news from Israel, but it 

seems that everywhere we turn, a different aspect of the same question keeps coming to 

the fore. That question is: Is the chief executive above the law? 

 The Jewish answer, I’m sure you know, is that God is the source of law, and the 

king, no less than the commoner, is subject to it. There are three classic formulations of 

this view, one in the legal code of the Chumash, and two in the narratives of the Prophets. 

(Deuteronomy 17:14-20; I Samuel 8:10-18; II Samuel 12:1-12).  Contact me after the 

holiday if you would like to get these citations again. For now, I will read the account of 

the confrontation of King David by the prophet Nathan. David had committed adultery 

with Bathsheba, and as part of the cover-up, he had her husband killed by underhanded 

means on the battlefield…(read II Samuel 12:1-12).  

 Let’s imagine a continuation to this narrative.  Nathan, having successfully 

chastised King David and then presided over the selection of Solomon, falls into a Rip-

Van-Winkle/ Honi The Circle-drawer charmed sleep, In 2019, he awakens to hear the 

voice of conscience: Nathan! Nathan!  Hineni.  Nathan, arise, proceed to Ben Gurion 

Airport, and secure flights to Hong Kong, to Indonesia, to Poland, to England and to 

Brazil. While en route, read up on the United States—you may need to go there in the 

near future.  

 

2. So Nathan boarded a sherut minivan, since donkeys are not allowed on Israel’s inter-

city highways. He obeyed the word of the Still Small Voice. Here is what he found: 

 

Brazil: Corruption upon Corruption.  The money-laundering scandal exposed in 

“Operation Car Wash” resulted in the downfall of the president and the election of a 

right-wing, populist challenger, Jair Bolsonaro. The judge, Sergio Moro, was at first 

widely hailed for his anti-corruption efforts. But after he contradicted his pledge to 

remain apolitical and accepted the post of Minister of Justice in the Bolsonaro 

administration, investigative journalists began to reexamine the story. He is accused of 

colluding with prosecutors, rather than maintaining correct judicial impartiality.  

 

In Hong Kong, there have been three months of demonstrations. The Chinese government 

has been particularly keen to end any signs of unrest coinciding with the 70th anniversary 

of their victory in the Chinese Civil War—today—and the demonstrators have been 

equally keen to keep up the pressure. Their demands have diversified, but essentially, 

they are worried about losing the unbiased protection of the law. In June, when these 

demonstrations began, they were opposing a proposed law that would facilitate 

extraditing suspected criminals who are Hong Kong citizens to Mainland China. Nathan 

learns that the basic issue is that Hong Kong has inherited a British-level of civil rights, 

higher than the protections of the individual in Mainland China. In 1997, when control of 

Hong Kong passed from Great Britain to China, the formula was “one country, two 

systems.” The protesters fear that their freedoms are being eroded. 

 



Djakarta: similar demonstrations. Here, the demonstrators are demanding that the 

government repeal a controversial new law passed last week. Along with the enactment 

of strict, Muslim-style laws criminalizing consensual sex between unmarried people, the 

new code also downgrades the country's anti-graft body, Corruption Eradication 

Commission. It will no longer be independent state body, but instead will operate under 

the government.  Critics allege that this change will weaken the defenses of the country 

against the rule of oligarchs. The country's anti-graft body has previously targeted high-

profile politicians and business people. A change to its status has led to fears that the 

country's elite want to take the country's wealth for themselves. Many protesters believe 

that the amendment to the penal code is part of a wider attempt to suppress criticism, 

especially from non-governmental organizations and environmentalists 

 

England: The newly-chosen but already embattled British Prime Minister, Boris Johnson, 

sought to close Parliament as part of his plan to force the exit of GB from the EU. After 

conflicting lower court rulings, Britain’s high court struck down Johnson’s act. Lady 

Brenda Hale, President of the Supreme Court, said Tuesday that the 11 justices had 

reached a unanimous decision that Johnson's move to send the lawmakers home before 

such a monumental change in the nation's trajectory was unlawful “because it had the 

effect of frustrating or preventing the ability of parliament to carry out its constitutional 

functions without reasonable justification”  

Johnson’s supporters decried the ruling as a “constitutional coup”, but are not provoking 

a further constitutional crisis by resisting the ruling. As Parliament reconvenes, he may 

be facing a vote of no-confidence. 

 

Poland: multiple scandals, but all growing from the common root of the disrespect 

for the rule of law. In August, Deputy Justice Minister Lukasz Piebiak resigned 

amidst accusations that he ran a smear campaign against judges who criticized the 

government. Despite the name of the ruling party, Law and Justice, its program 

faces EU probes over its efforts to give politicians more power over the judiciary. 

Piebiak is accused of overseeing efforts that included publishing fabricated and 

personal information about judges on social media. In other developments, Poland’s 

parliament speaker was forced to resign for having frequently taken family 

members on government jet flights. Just last Monday, the nation’s chief auditor was 

the subject of allegations that he let his house to a shady business. It is illegal in 

Poland to facilitate prostitution. 

 

https://en.antaranews.com/news/132928/revised-kpk-law-may-weaken-anti-graft-bodys-authority-vice-chairman
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/polands-chief-auditor-slammed-over-alleged-shady-contacts/2019/09/23/a499a716-ddef-11e9-be7f-4cc85017c36f_story.html


3. By this time, Nathan was becoming all too familiar with jet-lag, a malady unknown in 

his day.  Every time he woke from a brief, uncomfortable nap in a too-small airplane seat, 

he recited, barukh ata… ha-notein la-ya’ef koach. Then, he cheered up, because he 

remembered the words of the Gentile prophet, Balaam, about the uniqueness of Israel: 

‘am levadad yishkon, uva-goyim lo yitchashav: “a nation that dwells alone, not counting 

among the peoples.” Perhaps, he reasoned, the LORD has sent me on this globe-girdling 

journey so that I would truly appreciate the uniqueness of the Israelite people, living in 

harmony under God’s law, while the rest of the world writhes in its sinfulness. 

But then he heard the Still Small Voice again: Nathan! Nathan! Hineni. Nathan,  

return home to Jerusalem and speak to the Prime Minister. Say the words that I shall 

place in your mouth. 

When Nathan returned to Israel, he found much to ponder, particularly on the subject of 

the chief executive and the rule of law: 

After years of investigation, Israel’s attorney general, Avichai Mendelblit, charged 

Netanyahu in three separate corruption cases. Two have to do with Netanyahu buying 

himself positive press, and the third alleges that he received illegal gifts from a rich 

donor. The Israeli Police have numbered them Case 1000, Case 2000 and Case 4000. 

(Don’t worry about 3000, Nathan — that investigation was dropped.) 

Case 1000: Netanyahu is accused of accepting illegal gifts from Hollywood producer 

Arnon Milchan, including Cuban cigars and pink champagne. (Nathan wondered just 

what champagne was, but he reckoned it was a cousin of the drink that had made Noah 

so drunk, back in the day.) The gifts totaled about $200,000. In return, Netanyahu 

allegedly helped secure a U.S. visa for Milchan and supported a law that would give tax 

breaks to the billionaire if he moved back to Israel. 

Case 2000: Netanyahu is accused of advancing a law that would have hurt one newspaper 

in exchange for positive coverage from a rival paper. In Israel, the two leading papers are 

Yediot Acharonot and Israel Hayom. Yediot is generally anti-Netanyahu. Israel Hayom is 

almost always pro-Netanyahu — and it’s also free, thanks to funding from the American 

casino mogul Sheldon Adelson. 

https://www.jta.org/2018/02/22/israel/the-accusations-against-benjamin-netanyahu-what-you-need-to-know
https://www.jta.org/2019/03/01/israel/benjamin-netanyahus-corruption-scandals-explained


Case 2000 alleges that Netanyahu made this deal with Yediot’s publisher: Netanyahu 

would support a law banning free daily papers — that would hurt Israel Hayom. In 

return, Yediot would give Netanyahu positive coverage. 

Case 4000: Netanyahu is accused of supporting looser regulation of Israel’s telecom 

giant, Bezeq, in exchange for favorable coverage from a news website Bezeq owns called 

Walla.  

4. Much of this was bewildering to Nathan.  Newspapers? Communications through the 

void by means of invisible waves? The first struck him as some scribal invention. They 

were always trying to drum up business for themselves. The second was easier to believe, 

because Toleh ‘eretz ‘al b’limah-- God suspends the entire earth in the void, as Nathan 

knew from the poetry of ancient Job. But the gist of this news was clear: Israel had not 

yet lived up to the blessing of Balaam; it had not yet found its way to governing itself by 

means of truly God-fearing leaders. But then, searching his memory, Nathan seized upon 

a hopeful thought: 

 Lord, perhaps this Netanyahu is innocent, and perhaps he is being hounded by a 

vindictive press? In my day, King Saul, too, was scorned by those who were not 

themselves good candidates to be king, although he was head and shoulders above them? 

Moreover, this Mandelblit is not God, to see into the heart! Maybe he is wrong? 

 But then Nathan reflected on the words of Moses: Ha-nistarot ladonay elohenu, 

vehaniglot lanu ul’vanenu ‘ad ‘olam—hidden things are indeed for the LORD to judge, 

but what comes to light is for us, and for our children, to judge, forever. So Nathan 

concluded that the will of the LORD must be for Netanyahu to face judgment and either 

be vindicated, as he asserts he will be, or be found guilty, and endure the appropriate 

punishment. So Nathan said to the LORD, Perchance Netanyahu has learned from my 

https://www.jta.org/2019/03/01/israel/benjamin-netanyahus-corruption-scandals-explained


confrontation with David? After I showed David that his sin had been discovered, he 

came down from his throne, abased himself in the dust, and confessed.  Then I told him 

that his repentance had spared his life, although he would see bitter consequences of his 

sin for the rest of his days. 

But God then explained to Nathan that Netanyahu had not, in fact, learned from the deeds 

of King David. It was in part to avoid facing prosecution for these charges that 

Netanyahu had called elections for early 2019. Then, when he failed to create a 

government, he called for a second round, which has just taken place. Netanyahu has also 

reportedly been mulling several laws that would either shelter a Prime Minister from 

prosecution and/or weaken the power of the courts vis a vis legislation passed by the 

Knesset.  

Nathan sadly concluded: LORD, when will you soften the hearts of your human children, 

so that they may keep your law and serve you both in love and in awe? When will that 

day come? Have not the children of Israel suffered enough from the children of Edom 

and the children of Ishmael? Why do they need to suffer from the sins of their own 

leaders? And Nathan prayed, in the words of the Psalm of Moses, Man of God: Oh God, 

match days of joy to the days of sorrow we have endured! Then will we know that Your 

favor is upon us. 

Nathan knew that it is hard to separate out one’s own emotions from the message one 

hears from God, but he though that he detected sadness in the Divine reply: While seed 

time and harvest endure, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night, I will never 

again curse the ground because of Man. But I have placed before you blessing and curse, 

life and death, good and evil.  It is for you to choose life, that you may live, you and your 

descendants. 



Now despondent, Nathan prayed for death, as did Elijah. But now the reply came tinged 

not with sadness, but with divine determination: 

 Arise, be strong and of good courage, for your work is not yet concluded! 

My friends: here ends my fantasy about Nathan’s Depressing Road Trip. But God’s 

words to Nathan are a charge to us all: 

Arise, be strong and of good courage, for your work is not yet concluded! 



KN, 5780: Jewish and Christian Forgiveness 

1. We Jews live as a minority in a non-Jewish society. This doesn’t only mean that other 

groups’ votes can have a greater electoral impact than our own, even if we were united. It 

also means that our society entertains certain default assumptions that disagree with our 

Jewish ones. We may not realize the sources of those assumptions, or even that they 

exist. But they are like rocks under the surface of the water in a creek.  The water’s flow 

is shaped by those invisible rocks.  

Part of the assimilation that saps the strength of the Jewish people is our adoption of the 

default assumptions of others. We then find ourselves behaving in ways that run against 

our own tradition. At that point, we either ignore the contradiction with our own religion, 

and lose that piece of who we are; or we try extra hard to square our religion with that of 

a contradictory system—always an unsatisfactory exercise. 

2. Since Kol Nidrei is a time when we, as Jews, are thinking very much about 

forgiveness, you can probably guess that the default assumptions I am going to highlight 

have to do with forgiveness.  And your guess would be correct. 

Every year at about this time, we see some stories about extraordinary acts of 

forgiveness—mothers who forgive the gang member murderers of their sons, and the 

like. I tend to be uncomfortable with the implication of those narratives. They set up 

“merely” righteous people as inadequate because they were not saintly. And Jews are not 

required to be saintly. They are required to strive to be righteous. 

The saint is self-abnegating, self-denying. The righteous person loves his neighbor as he 

loves himself.  Judaism recognizes that righteousness is a better platform for social 

harmony and human betterment. Replacing the gold standard of righteousness with the 

platinum standard of saintliness is actually not good for ethical living as a whole. 

3. To look at it more closely: the deeds that I call “heroic forgiveness” sound Christian, 

rather than Jewish. This is not because Christianity is more ethical than Judaism. It is 

because Christianity was born in an era that expected history to come to an end. Jesus 



thought that God would soon intervene and end the normal course of human affairs. So 

he taught that people need to adopt extraordinary postures. On the other hand, Judaism 

has learned to formulate ethics in the expectation that they have to work in the long run. 

You can give away all your assets, including the shirt on your back, if God is going to 

end history as we know it within the week. But if life goes on, you have made yourself a 

burden, not a continued source of betterment to others. Judaism expects life to go on. So 

far, we have been correct. 

I won’t take too much time teaching you Christianity. But I will show you two essential 

texts from that tradition—not to cast any disrespect upon it—but to highlight where 

Judaism differs.  

4. This attitude of heroic forgiveness is an emulation of Jesus. As depicted in the Gospel 

narratives about the Crucifixion, when Jesus is dying on the cross, he prays to God to 

forgive his murderers, for they knew not what they did. 

Now, one might say that only an extraordinary person, a godlike person, would offer such 

a prayer while being murdered. But the depiction of a supreme role model extending 

forgiveness in the most extreme of circumstances was not meant only to extol Jesus. It 

was also meant to challenge people to behave similarly. This we can tell from The 

Sermon on the Mount, attributed to Jesus. In that sermon, Jesus is quoted as offering the 

ideal prayer. Here is where we get to our kol nidre theme, forgiveness. The paradigmatic 

Christian prayer includes this petition: Forgive us our sins as we forgive our trespassers.  

Notice that the actors in this drama are the worshiper and God. The trespasser is marginal 

to that transaction. The prayer is silent about any responsibility on the trespasser to make 

things right. Of course, a Christian could reply that Christian love should make us want to 

avoid being the trespasser. I am not saying that the religion is indifferent to the pain we 

cause another.  But what you choose to make a foundational text counts. It shapes 

attitudes. And here, the attitude that is shaped is one in which are people all sinners, after 

repentance as well as before it; so what counts is not our repentance vis a vis our fellow, 

but our ability to forgive them, so that God will forgive us. 



I believe that this sets us up for those stories of heroic forgiveness. And I think this is not 

the best way to create an ethical standard for society. 

5. Now let’s look at the basic Jewish texts and stories about forgiveness. Again, we will 

look at one story and one law.  

The story is Jonah. The main action in the story is not that Jonah is swallowed up by a big 

fish and then spat out. That’s just a plot device. The point of the story is that God forgives 

the people of Nineveh.  Why does that happen? Because God is a forgiving God? Well, 

that’s part of the story. But the other part is that the people of Nineveh took seriously the 

message that they were headed on a path of self-destruction. They fasted, went out of 

their comfort zones, and most importantly, they put aside the violence that had become 

habitual.  

You can read Jonah in line with the biblical book of Ruth, as a statement that all people, 

Jews and Gentiles, are children of God, and that despite their theology, it is their behavior 

that counts most of all. After all, you can say I love you in any of thousands of languages, 

but the important thing is that when you say it you mean it, in whichever language you 

speak. God doesn’t need pagans to worship like monotheists, Jonah says. But God does 

expect us to treat each other gently. Violence against each other is where ecumenism 

ends.  

So the message of Jonah is that forgiveness is God’s lesson for all of us, and that the key 

to obtain forgiveness is not merely to pray to God for it, and not even to pray to God after 

having forgiven our non-repentant trespassers, but specifically, to change our behavior 

for the better. Put away the violence.  This is not only aggravated-assault type violence. 

When the violence is the garden-variety friction of saying and doing hurtful things to the 

people in your life, you put that away by recognizing it, feeling contrite about it, 

confessing it, and taking real steps to undo the damage. That includes apology, 

conciliation and restitution.  

This leads us from the realm of story to the realm of law. Judaism inspires us to change 

for the better by means of its stories. But it also legislates the mandate to change for the 



better. The classic text is in the closing paragraph of the rabbinic tractate about Yom 

Kippur:  

“Yom Kippur brings atonement only for transgressions between people and God. 

Atonement for transgressions between one person and another can be gained only when 

the wrong has been righted and the offended person has been reconciled.”(M. Yoma 8:9) 

Only when the wrong has been righted--- these are very sobering words. Some wrongs 

can not be righted. And no human can be held to an expectation of forgiving a wrong that 

can not be righted.  

Do you remember the Simon Wiesenthal book, The Sunflower? The dying Nazi calls in 

the Jewish concentration camp prisoner and asks his forgiveness. But no person has the 

standing to forgive the violence done to a third party. I know what I would have thought, 

in Wiesenthal’s shoes, although self-preservation would have kept me from saying it: 

“I’m the wrong address. When you get to Hell, you Nazi, send a telegram to Heaven to 

ask your actual victims to forgive you… although I doubt if you will succeed in getting 

any messages out of there.”  

6. But the main teaching of the Mishnah about atonement for interpersonal sins is not in 

the extreme cases where forgiveness is not obtainable. The main teaching is in the daily 

realm of yourself and your spouse, your sibling, your child, your business associate, your 

client, your competitor, your neighbor—and yes, your fellow congregant.  

For these cases, by far the more common situations in life, righting the wrong is within 

reach. Sometimes, a sincere apology suffices. Why should that be so? Because part of the 

hurt is the sense that the one who wronged me negated my status as fellow human, as 

fellow child of God. How could he have treated anyone as he treated me, unless he 

thought, at some level, that he—his advantage, his feelings—were the only reality that 

counts? A sincere apology restores my faith that he recognizes the value in me. I am 

worthy of the self-lowering that the apology represents. 



Sometimes, an apology is not enough, and can not be enough. That is why restitution is 

part of the process. The Hebrew is very concise: It says, “until he conciliates his 

neighbor.” It does not say, “until he apologizes to his neighbor.” Leratzot, to conciliate, is 

from the verb “to want/ to find acceptable”. It really means that the offender has to do 

what it takes so that the victim is again willing to forgive, and does forgive.  That 

sometimes takes only words, but often it takes deeds.  

7. Having contrasted Judaism and Christianity, I want to say a word of reconciliation, too. 

After all, the man from Nazareth was one of us, and until the massive redirection of 

Christianity in the direction of Greco-Roman religious categories, he sounded a lot like 

Hillel and the other early Rabbis. So let’s go back to “Forgive us our trespasses as we 

forgive our trespassers”, and appreciate what it means, once we remember that it was said 

by a first-century Jew, not by the historically later phenomenon, the Christian. 

The Jewish insistence on getting the victim to be willing to forgive puts a lot of power 

into the hands of the victim.  Indeed, maybe it should be there, because the victim has had 

a lot of power taken away by the transgressor. But it’s there, in our system, and with 

every bit of added power comes added responsibility—that’s a basic teaching of Jewish 

ethics. So how will the victim use his power responsibly? 

It’s very important for the victim not to move the goalposts. Having received an apology, 

the victim might experience the thrill of schadenfreude. “Man, it feels good to have 

brought that mamzer down a peg! I think I’ll do it some more.”—the seductive inner 

voice is saying, the voice that wants to remain the victim to reap its benefits. Generation 

after generation, our teachers tell us to resist that temptation, and to grant the pardon that 

is sincerely being asked. The classic formulation is by Rabbi Moses Isserles, the 

Ashkenazic co-author of the standard code of Jewish Law, the Shulhan Arukh: “Let him 

not be cruel, but forgive the one who is asking his pardon.” 

Don’t be cruel. That’s powerful.  It is cruel to wallow in one’s victimhood in order to 

deny the sincerely apologetic one the forgiveness that he ought to have earned. Jews 

define the cruel as the children of the wicked Balaam, and the compassionate as the 



children of Abraham. Not being cruel is a fundamental part of our understanding of what 

it means to be Jewish. The person who ought to forgive and refuses to has betrayed his or 

her Jewish identity. 

This is where we can find common ground between the Jewish and the Christian view of 

forgiveness, where we can shake hands with our famous, eccentric Nazarene brother. He 

was the odd one at the family holiday table, the contrarian holding out views that often 

clashed with the rest of the family’s, but he was family, nonetheless.  What he is saying, 

when seen from a Jewish standpoint, is that when we are in the one-up position of being 

the person whose pardon is necessary before the other guy can gain atonement, we should 

remember that we, too, will need God’s atonement some day. When we show mercy, we 

are more the children that God, our common Parent, wants us to be.  

8. We can summarize all this in a few sentences: Forgiveness-- You’re going to need it 

some day. Remember that you have to earn it. But remember also that you’re going to be 

called on to extend it. When the party seeking it has made a good-faith effort to earn it, 

don’t be cruel. Be Jewish. 



YK, 5780: THE PLAGUE OF HATRED 

An image, to keep in mind, as we start our deliberations: Imagine a long, long plank, 

perfectly straight. But then it begins to warp. What happens to the ends? They cease 

being 180 degree apart, and begin to curl in towards each other.  That is what happens in 

society. The warping agent is hate. The anti-Semitism of the extreme Right and the anti-

Semitism of the extreme Left actually approach each other. 

1. We often hear the terms “right-wing” and “left-wing” to refer to conservative or 

ultra-conservative factions, respecting existing social hierarchies, on the one hand, and 

liberal or ultra-liberal ones pressing to level existing hierarchies, on the other. Where 

does the term come from? I quote an encyclopedia definition: “The terms "left" and 

"right" appeared during the French Revolution of 1789 when members of the National 

Assembly divided into supporters of the king to the president's right and supporters of the 

revolution to his left.” 

 On RH, I announced that the rise of anti-Semitism in our day, and its eruption in 

deadly violence against Jews in synagogues during the past year, make it imperative that 

we devote time over the holidays, when we are all gathered together, to analyze it and to 

contemplate our response. At that time, I analyzed the a/S that is characterized with left-

wing political positions. Today, as intended, I will analyze the a/S that comes from the 

right side of the spectrum. At the outset, I will repeat the framing statement I offered at 

Rosh Hashanah. I am not speaking as a spokesman of a party, left or right. I am not 

saying that there is no authentic Judaism that can be synthesized with the one or the 

other. I am saying—and I propose to help you understand—that both sides have harbored 

a/S elements, and that on both sides, those elements are newly emboldened. I will also 

state the action item at the very beginning: if you feel drawn to either party, left or right, 

and you are in dialogue with like-minded citizens, then I urge you to speak to those 

whom you see as political allies – in and beyond this room—to make them see the a/S of 

those who vote for the candidates you prefer, and to push your favored party away from 

its toleration of, or its tactical alliance with, anti-Semites. 

2. Since I have defined the parties of the right as those which prefer order and 

hierarchy to the alternatives, it is clear that the a/S of those parties stems from their view 

of Jews and Judaism as a subversion of the proper order of the world. 

 Before modern times, this hatred was expressed in line with the religious ordering 

of the world. In the Muslim sphere, people understood the world as divided into two 

parts: the dar al Islam where Muslims were in control and the dar ar harb, not yet under 

Muslim rule; Within the house of Islam, there could only be Muslims, with two main 

exceptions: Christians and Jews could be there with the status of dhimmi, protected 

minorities. The price of protection was a host of petty-apartheid-type disabilities meant to 
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demonstrate the inferiority of the Jew and the Christian, coupled with a discriminatory 

poll tax, the jizya. You had to pay for the privilege of not being Muslim in that world, and 

you could never lead your life on the basis of equality with a Muslim. That is why the 

Muslim world erupted in anti-Jewish violence, even far from the borders of Israel, in 

1948. For the Jew to claim the right to have an independent state in the midst of the dar 

al Islam was an unforgiveable challenge to the proper hierarchy of the world.  

 In the Christian world, the Jew was also a tolerated minority. The theory was 

different, but again, the bottom line was that the degraded condition of the Jew was a 

precondition for tolerating his presence. The right order of the world would be to accept 

the claim that Jesus was the Messiah. The Jew dissented from that, and so he earned his 

permanent marginalization. 

 In both societies, Jews sometimes rose to the top of what was allowed them, and 

in truth, they often lived better than the peasants, which is to say, the majority of people 

in those societies. But their rise always increased their vulnerability. Outbreaks of 

violence, small and large, punctuated the times of relative security. The long-term trend 

in pre-modern Europe was for the abasement of the Jew. They had been ejected from the 

Atlantic-facing countries and from much of Germany by the 1500’s. That is why the 

ancestors of most of us here today came from Poland, Ukraine and Lithuania. The bad 

times caught up with them there in the 1600’s. Prior to modern times, there was no place 

in the world where a Jew could be the equal of the member of the majority culture. 

3. Since the a/S of the right wing is connected with the maintenance of a hierarchy, 

with the Jew at a lower rung of the ladder than the members of the religious majority, it 

stands to reason that modern a/S would make its appearance between the late 18th and 

early 20th centuries, when that old, hierarchical world was shaken by the successive 

revolutions in politics and technology. And that is precisely the case: 

 We want to distinguish signal from noise. Everywhere we turn, there was a 

backdrop of disrespect for the Jew and his religion. It was less pronounced in America, 

more so in the more traditional states of the Old World, and most in the nearly medieval 

society of Tsarist Russia. But when that disrespect turned violent, we should understand 

why. Consider three episodes, one from the early 1800’s and two from the end: the “Hep-

Hep” riots in Germany, 1819, the pogroms in Tsarist Russia, 1881-1884 and the Dreyfus 

Affair in France, a decade later. 

 “Hep-Hep” was the 1819 parallel to “Jews will not replace us”, chanted in 

Charlottesville two summers ago. It may have been based on the rallying cry of German 

shepherds, although to some contemporaries, it echoed the Crusader battle-cry, 

hierosolyma est perdita, “Jerusalem is lost”. In either case, the Jew is the enemy, and 

Christian control of society is at stake. The riots were prompted by a conservative desire 

to roll back the Emancipation edicts that Napoleon had enacted during his control of 

Germany. In that respect, they were also like the KKK violence against African 

Americans, with the goal of putting them back into their subordinate place in White-

dominated Southern society.  



The riots began on 2 August 1819 in the Bavarian city of Würzburg, claiming 

several Jewish victims. The riots swept throughout Bavaria and beyond, to other cities 

along the Rhine, and as far north as Hamburg and Lübeck. The police often failed to 

protect Jews, sometimes arriving late or standing by idly during the mob violence. The 

instigators included upstanding citizens and university professors. 

 Still, these riots were small potatoes compared to the two waves of pogroms 

unleashed in Tsarist Russia, the first by Tsar Alexander III between 1881 and 1884 and 

the second by Tsar Nicholas II between 1903 and 1906. The trigger for the first of these 

state-organized attacks on Jews and their property was the assassination of Tsar 

Alexander II in 1881. One of the assassins had a Jewish connection, although that was a 

pretense rather than a real reason for the violence. Many people were dislocated by the 

effects of the Industrial Revolution, then reaching Russia, and being in debt to Jewish 

micro-lenders, they blamed the Jews for their economic woes. The second round, more 

widespread and bloodier still, resembled the first wave in that it involved the work of the 

Tsarist secret police against suspected revolutionaries. The first round claimed hundreds 

of victims, of murder, rape and assault, whereas there were many thousands of victims in 

the second round. 

 The pogroms highlighted the effectiveness of scapegoating the Jews. The Jew was 

a symbol of the revolutionary challenge to the Tsarist order. In fact, there were Jews 

among the revolutionaries, and there were non-Jews, as well, and most Jews were 

apolitical.  But in focusing on the Jews, the Tsarist forces were able to harness the 

virulent anti-Semitism of the populace and also channel popular frustration away from 

the government’s failures to improve the lives of its subjects.  

 The Dreyfus Affair claimed few victims, overtly, but had long-term consequences 

that were very harmful to Jews. To remind ourselves: Alfred Dreyfus was a Jewish 

artillery officer in the French army. He was unjustly accused and convicted of espionage. 

In fact, another officer, not Dreyfus, was guilty of selling military secrets to the Germans. 

After Dreyfus’ conviction and imprisonment, growing number of French progressives 

began to lobby for his retrial and exoneration. The right-wing forces of the day, loyal to 

king, church and army, wanted to see Dreyfus rot in Devil’s Island. Those reactionaries 

rejected the growing calls for a reversal of the miscarriage justice. Eventually, the people 

calling for the rehabilitation of Dreyfus succeeded, and Dreyfus was exonerated in 1906. 

He even came out of retirement to serve in the French artillery in World War I.  

The Dreyfus Affair was the backdrop for a tremendous spike in anti-Semitism in 

France. To be sure, there had already been anti-Jewish bigotry in France before the 

1890’s. For example, Edouard Drumont’s anti-Semitic book, La France Juive, was a 

best-seller when it came out in 1886. It ran through 140 printings. Drumont exemplified 

right-wing anti-Semitism, two generations before Hitler. Drumont argued that Jews were 

already guilty of being Christ-killers, that they compounded their crimes by foisting 

capitalism on the honest farmers and workers of France, and that they could never be a 

true part of French society because they were racially Semitic and not Gallic.  But the 

Dreyfus Affair amplified the reach of these anti-Semitic charges. Politicians embraced 

anti-Semitism in running for office. The right-wingers who opposed the French 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/W%C3%BCrzburg
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Separation of Church and State in 1905 gave added life to anti-Semitic bigotry, and the 

anti-Semitism of the Right wing became the law of the land in the Nazi-collaborating 

Vichy France, 1940-1944. 

4.  The Dreyfus Affair brings into focus another theme that is important for the anti-

Semitism we face from the right wing in America today: unlike the episodes in post-

Napoleonic Germany and Tsarist Russia, the anti-Semitism of France flourished in an 

advanced parliamentary democracy. Some people acted out their anti-Semitism in rioting, 

but others did so in voting.  

 That was true in Germany, as well. Germany became a modern, unified, 

industrialized state in the last third of the 19th century. Like all major political and social 

changes, this produced winners and losers. The losers were often Germans who were 

nostalgic for the older order, with church-dominated society, the primacy of local, village 

law rather than some abstract federal standard, and with the tone of society set by 

peasants and their noble landlords rather than merchants. They blamed the changes to 

their way of life on Jewish influence.  

 But if the people who supported the new anti-Semitic parties were nostalgic for 

the old order, they nonetheless had a new justification: racism. This is connected to the 

term itself: 

The man who coined the term “anti-Semitism” was an out-of-work German 

journalist, Wilhelm Marr. He believed that he had been fired because the Jews controlled 

the press. In 1873, he wrote a best-seller, Der Sieg des Judentums ueber das 

Germanentum, “the victory of Judaism over Germanism”. Marr incorporated a shallow 

but popular reading of Charles Darwin to say that the Jews are a race, scientifically 

considered. With Marr, so-called scientific racism became the thought of the right wing, 

as remains today. 

Marr entered the world of politics, creating the Anti-Semiten Liga in 1879.  Others 

followed him and had more success, but they shared the racist worldview: the Aryan is 

simple, the Semite, devious; the Aryan, healthy, the Semite, diseased; the Aryan, an 

honest laborer, the Semite, a manipulator and an exploitative manager; the Aryan is the 

truly creative spirit in philosophy, religion and science, whereas Semites are imitators and 

plagiarists.  Here we see the contents of Hitler’s thought, two generations before him. 

I will not take time here to speak about the connection of right-wing anti-

Semitism to Nazism. That should be fully known by all. The Holocaust was the bitter 

harvest of many strains of the weed of anti-Semitism, but most specifically, in its racism, 

Nazism is the ideology of the extremist, far-right. This should not have to be said, but I 

will take half a minute to register my outrage at the denial of Hitler’s true status that I 

heard, listening in horrified fascination to a right-wing Christian radio talk show. The 

commentator claimed that Hitler was a left-winger, by virtue of the word Socialist in 

“National Socialist German Workers’ Party”.  That’s like saying that Stalin was a 



republican, because he headed the USSR, which contains the word republics. I truly hope 

that no one here is so much immersed in today’s partisan politics as to believe that rot. 

Back to the right wingers of the parliamentary democracy that was Germany in 

the late 1800’s. Their biggest electoral success was in 1893, when anti-Semitic candidates 

won 17 seats in the national parliament—admittedly, not a lot, in a chamber of 197 seats. 

But its true influence was in its embrace by the much larger Conservative party. In the 

run-up to the 1893 election, the Conservative party adopted the following planks in its 

party platform: “We combat the widely obtruding and decomposing Jewish influence on 

our popular life. We demand a Christian authority for the Christian people and Christian 

teachers for Christian pupils.” This could be David Duke speaking at an American rally. 

5. The question that may be forming in your minds, at about now, is this: is this history 

relevant? Or is America different? You could try to make a case that it is different. 

Consider, for example, the U.S. attorney for the Western District of Virginia, Thomas 

Cullen, a solid Republican from a politically active family. He is the federal prosecutor 

who successfully secured the conviction of James Fields, Jr., the man who drove his car 

into a crowd of people protesting the Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville two years 

ago. “Cullen is on a mission to use the federal judiciary to strike a blow against mounting 

white nationalist violence.” (WP, 8/11/19, “A Matter of Conviction”). So It is unfair to 

say that Republican means only White-Supremacist, because Cullen and the many people 

in his camp are against that. This is a far cry from the travesties of justice in the Dreyfus 

case of the trials of the perpetrators of pogroms, or for that matter, in the inaction of the 

state courts, and the relatively minor convictions secured in federal courts, for the 

murders of Chaney, Goodman and Schwerner, when Mississippi burned in 1964.  

But just like the Left wing, the Right wing is a coalition. At its extremes, the old demons 

of right-wing anti-Semitism are gathering strength. Half a century ago, we thought that 

mobilizing against Hitler would have killed them, but they never went away and now 

they are stronger than before. The most contemporary nuances of our American divisions 

are helping them to grow stronger. 

 The Pittsburg shooter, Robert Bowers, committed his mass murder when and 

where he did because the synagogue was celebrating the work of HIAS. Hatred of Jew as 

the friend of the non-White, non-Nordic immigrant merged with hatred of the Jew as 

Christ-killer, hatred of the Jew as representative of the post-traditional economy, and 

hatred of the Jew as racial alien.  

 Few in number, overall, the right-wing anti-Semites nonetheless take advantage of 

opportunities presented in our age of social media to urge each other on.  Bowers posted 

his screed against Jews on “Gab”. This site is known for hosting neo-Nazi users banned 

from other sites. An investigative reporter for the London Jewish Chronicle, Ben Welch, 

set up an account on Gab under an alias, and reported that he was quickly "presented with 

a steady stream of Holocaust denial, anti-Semitic tropes and conspiracy theories — as 

well as those venerating Adolf Hitler."   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holocaust_denial


 I fear that the following features of the ugly past are specifically present in 

today’s mix of right-wing anti-Semitism: 

* Echoing the oldest strains of religious anti-Judaism, the right-wing Christian 

community is divided. Some are pro-Israel, but others are opposed. When I spoke to 

Pastor Vic Stirsky, at a Regent University salute to Israel in which he and I shared the 

podium, he specifically confirmed my fears on this. 

* Echoing the tsarist pogroms: We have seen similar scapegoating of Jews in America 

during times of economic downturn, when populist politicians tell crowds that their 

troubles are the work of Jewish bankers. 

* Echoing the rhetoric of the right wing attacks on Dreyfus: attacks on prominent Jewish 

liberal philanthropists often go beyond political disagreement and draw upon the tropes 

of the malevolent international Jewish banker. 

* Echoing the time when anti-Semites became part of the 19th century German political 

mainstream, racists in America feel that their time to become part of the mainstream is 

better now than at any time since 1945.  In their own evaluation of the aftermath of the 

Charlottesville violence, they said that equal condemnation of them and of their 

opponents is a victory for them.  

* Echoing the charge that Jews had too much influence in 19th century Germany— let’s 

not kids ourselves: who is the implied war-monger in the so-called War on Christmas? 

How close to classic anti-semitism does it get when a political leader whips up a crowd’s 

sentiments by saying that he will always wish them Merry Christmas, never the 

politically-correct Season’s Greetings? 

There are too many echoes to ignore—and too much at stake to remain silent. 

So what are we to do? Confront a/S, where we see it, whether Right or Left.  Don’t get 

drawn into the game of denying a/S on your preferred side of the spectrum, because you 

can point it out on the other side.  We need to win this struggle. And we can only win this 

if we recognize it for what it is—as Deborah Lipstadt, the preeminent historian of 

Holocaust denial, has stated: what is different today is that we’re seeing a perfect storm, 

in that usually it comes from either the right or the left politically. Today we’re seeing it 

from the political right and the political left, and we are seeing it particularly—not only, 

but particularly—in Europe from Islamist extremists, or jihadists. 

We yearn for peace. But peace in this context is not the temporary peace of appeasement. 

It is the peace that follows the successful shouldering of the burden.  For that 

shouldering, what we need is strength. 

As we say in our Torah service prayer: May the LORD grant strength to His people—

May the LORD bless his people with peace.” 



Eleh Ezkerah 5780—An American Martyrology 

Rabbi Jonathan Perlman, Eileh Ezkerah for Pittsburgh 

 

These things do I recall and my heart is grieved! 

How the arrogant have devoured our people! 

Who would believe that in our day there would be no intervention 

For the eleven slaughtered from our holy community? 

That Shabbat morning was like every Shabbat 

The twenty early-risers from the three shuls 

Came to read Parshat Vayera from the Torah 

And they did not know nor could they see in the reflection of God’s mystery, 

That the portion would reveal what would happen to them. 

And they read: 

Abraham rose early and brought his servant lads 

And his only son who he loved 

They went to Mount Moriah together 

His son Isaac by his side and two lads behind 

They walked three days in silence. 

They went in hushed voices for nothing occurred to them. 

Finally they arrived at Moriah 

And there God tested Abraham 

And Abraham let the youths rest at the bottom of the hill. 

God said to Abraham: Ascend to me on the hill and I will test you there. 



And they saw: 

And Abraham rose 

He ascended the mountain of God, the hill of Moriah 

And a cloud covered the mountain and God called to him saying: 

Thus will you say to the house of Jacob and thus will you tell the House of Israel: 

You will be holy for I am holy 

And everyone who wishes to enter my covenant and visit my Sanctuary 

That time when the many will come to sanctify my Holy Name in public. 

And the living God they will call 

And unto the Sanctity of Life and of Love that is implanted in every heart 

And then the group returned, Abraham leading, 

And they walked separately to their homes 

And they were silent all of them in reaction to the frightful vision their eyes saw. 

And thus they heard from behind the Veil of Mystery: 

And if you ask in your bitterness, “This is Torah and this is its reward?” 

My answer is known: 

It has been decreed… 

Don’t dwell too much on what separates You from Me 

What occurred in our  Holy Sanctuary that day 

As the enemy came to tread upon our holy space 

His wielding sword to break apart our memories from that place 

The sanctified recalled a few that remained— 

Among some their faces turned to one another before “Kaddish D’Rabbanan” 



Among some their faces turned toward the door to welcome new faces 

Among some they quickly assisted their friends in finding 

Their place in the siddur 

Among some those engaged in Torah study 

And among some who were in the kitchen preparing the next meal. 

 

And to the eleven, God spoke in a whisper 

“The time has arrived to sanctify My Name in public…” 

“And I know you did not ask for this.” Even so, they would be remembered 

And looked upon as personally bound to the Altar as one united. 

 

For in the future their children and congregations would remember 

That we are Sanctifiers of Life who come to live. 

We buried our bodies 

And upon them we wept 

And even so, this did not break us. 

Nonetheless we were steadfast in our place 

And we continued to stand. 

And so, our Father our King, act for the sake of those who were slaughtered for your holy 

name. 

And act for the babies and children and for all the people of your faither. 

Remember us, our King, for we keep You in mind. 

Help us, our King, for we prayed to You. 

Save us, our Creator, for our eyes are upon you. 



As long as this breath is within us 

We ponder the world you created for us 

And evening and morning, each and every day, 

We gather and we cry out as one: 

Shema Yisrael Adonai Elohenu Adonai Echad. 


