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ANTI-ZIONISM IS ANTISEMITISM 

 

Every year, I get an email invitation to participate in a High Holyday phone 

call with the President of the United States.  Rabbis of all denominations join the 

call, which is not really a conversation but a New Year’s message from the 

President to the American Jewish community.  This has been going on for as long 

as I can remember, in both Republican and Democratic administrations.  It paused 

during the Trump years, and has been reinstated in the Biden Administration. 

This year the call was last Friday, between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.  

After wishing us a shanah tovah, the President thanked us for providing hope and 

inspiration to our communities.  Then he moved to his main message, which 

focused on fighting hatred.  He said: 

“I used to think that we could defeat hate.  But it can’t be defeated.  It 

smolders under rocks.  Something breaths oxygen under the rocks, and it emerges, 

like at Charlottesville.  Antisemitism was smoldering under rocks.  It got a burst of 

oxygen, and has emerged.  We have to remove the oxygen and tamp the rocks 

firmly back in place.”  

You know that Biden hesitated about running for the presidency.  We learned 

on this call that his final decision to run in 2018 was sealed by the events in 

Charlottesville.  There was more to the message, but he concluded with this: “At 

the High Holydays Jews say that fate hangs in the balance.  What happens next is 

in our hands.  Jews know better than anyone that silence is complicity.” 

I wish I had his speechwriter! 

The President’s focus on hatred, and his final line about silence as complicity, 

has given me my topic for this morning.  I’ve talked about it before.   2019 was the 

first time that I gave a High Holyday sermon focusing entirely on antisemitism.  I 

told you then that the rise in antisemitic activity had me worried but not terrified.  

Three years later, I’m happy to be able to say that I’m still not terrified, but I admit 

that I am even more worried.  Not about individual events, as awful as they are.  

What really got me worried was the insurrection of January 6.  This was nothing 

less than an attempt to overturn the legitimate results of a United States 

presidential election.  It was a loud warning that not everyone in our country thinks 

that democracy is the best system for us.  Well, we know that democracy has its 

flaws, but as Winston Churchill famously said “democracy is the worst form of 

Government except for all those other forms that have been tried.”   
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Democracy has certainly been the best form of government for the Jews.  We 

have succeeded and thrived here in America like nowhere else in the world, only 

possibly surpassed now by Jews in the State of Israel, which is of course also a 

democracy.  And actually, it is how Israel is treated that has me most worried about 

antisemitism in the United States today. 

Biden spoke to us about the antisemitism of the right.  But his Special Envoy 

to Monitor and Combat Antisemitism, Deborah Lipstadt, who was also on the call 

has said, “…When it comes to antisemitism, the right and the left…find common 

ground.”  

The far right and the far left despise each other, but they can agree to hate the 

Jews.  Jonathan Greenblatt, CEO of the Anti-Defamation League, says however, 

that while the end result looks similar, the right and left get to their antisemitism in 

a slightly different way.  According to Greenblatt, those on the far right say that 

“Jews are subhuman, illegitimate, don’t belong here, and are responsible for white 

genocide, so violence against them is okay.”  Those on the far left say, “The 

Jewish State is illegitimate, doesn’t belong and is responsible for a Palestinian 

genocide, so violence against Jews is okay.”   

But Greenblatt also sees another distinction, which affects how we should 

respond.  He says that right-wing antisemitism is like a category five hurricane; it 

can cause tremendous immediate damage, but you can see it coming and take steps 

to protect yourself.  Antisemitism on the left is like climate change; it comes on 

slowly, is easy to ignore for a long time, and then is so well-established that it’s 

much harder to fight.  For Greenblatt and for many other Jewish leaders, this is a 

more significant long-term threat.   

I think that they are correct, and what makes this even more unsettling is that 

American Jews have long felt ideologically at home on the left.  Jews in America 

have been leaders in all the things that progressives believe in: workers’ rights; 

women’s rights; racial equality; the list goes on.  And yet more and more over the 

past decade-plus the progressive movement has turned on the Jews.  There is no 

way to say it gently: the Left harbors a deep well of antisemitism.  Progressives 

call it by a different name – anti-Zionism.  Some progressives may even believe 

that there actually is a difference.  Some of you may think that there is a difference 

between anti-Zionism and antisemitism.  But there isn’t, and the results - violence 

against Jews wherever we live – the results are exactly the same. 
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This isn’t just my idea.  Listen to the words of Lord Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, 

z”l, former Chief Rabbi of Great Britain, someone whose thoughts were highly 

respected and sought out by people of all faiths.  In a speech to the European 

Union he defined it this way:  

“Antisemitism means denying the right of Jews to exist collectively as Jews 

with the same rights as everyone else. It takes different forms in different ages. In 

the Middle Ages, Jews were hated because of their religion. In the nineteenth and 

early twentieth century they were hated because of their race. Today they are hated 

because of their nation state, the state of Israel. It takes different forms but it 

remains the same thing: the view that Jews have no right to exist as free and equal 

human beings.   

“The form [antisemitism] takes today is anti-Zionism. Of course, there is a 

difference between Zionism and Judaism, and between Jews and Israelis, but this 

difference does not exist for the new antisemites themselves. [emphasis mine] It 

was Jews not Israelis who were murdered in terrorist attacks in Toulouse, Paris, 

Brussels and Copenhagen.” 

And I would add that it’s Jews not Israelis who are beaten on the streets of 

Brooklyn, and Jews, not Israelis who are harassed and hounded and banned from 

organizations at some of the most prestigious universities in this country. 

Rabbi Sacks tells of talking to some British school children about 

antisemitism.  He explained to them that simply not liking Jews is not 

antisemitism; we all have people we don’t like.  And then they asked a question 

which I know we all have heard, and perhaps struggle with ourselves.  They asked 

him, “is criticizing Israel antisemitism?”  Here’s how he describes his response: “I 

asked them, ‘Which of you believes you have a right to criticize the British 

government?’  They all put up their hands. Then I asked, ‘Which of you believes 

that Britain has no right to exist?’ No one put up their hands. ‘Now you know the 

difference,’ I said, and they all did.” 

Of course you can criticize the Israeli government!  Israelis themselves 

criticize their government.  It’s something of a national sport.  Americans criticize 

our government.  The freedom to criticize your government is the sign of a healthy 

democracy.  It’s not something you can do in places like China or Russia.  Nor in 

Egypt or Iran.  Nor in Hamas controlled Gaza.  Nor in the Palestinian controlled 

West Bank.  
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Having said that, I find it interesting that when we Jews want to protest the 

double standard of behavior that the world uses regarding Israel, we seem to feel 

the need to qualify our protest by saying, “Of course, legitimate criticism is okay.”  

Why are we so defensive?  No one else feels the need to distinguish between 

legitimate criticism of the government of their country and calls for the elimination 

of their country.  Do you know why that is?  Because no one is calling for the 

elimination of any other country in the world!!!  Not Russia, which is killing 

civilians indiscriminately.  Not Syria, which has been massacring its own citizens 

for years. Not China or Iran or North Korea.  No matter how evil a country’s 

actions, the world says very little, and does even less.  Can it really be that the 

world’s incessant, pounding, vitriolic criticism of Israel is only that?  Criticism?  

Not a chance.  It is, as Rabbi Sachs said so well, only the most recent mutation of 

the virus of antisemitism.   

When my kids were little, they fought with each other all the time.  But if 

someone else at school bothered one of them, the other two came immediately to 

the rescue.  They didn’t say, “Well, she probably deserved it.”  We teach that Jews, 

wherever we live, are all part of the same family; American Jews, Russian Jews, 

Israeli Jews – any Jews.  I ask again, “Why are we so defensive about calling out 

antisemitism when it is couched as anti-Zionism?  Why do we feel the need to 

qualify our objection with, “but of course legitimate criticism is okay”?  Why are 

we apologetic about defending the right of the Jewish state to exist?   

Is it possible that even we have internalized some of the oft-repeated 

canards?  Could it be that, after repeatedly hearing Israel vilified as an evil 

oppressor, as an apartheid state, as a committer of genocide, could it be that we’ve 

started to actually, maybe subconsciously think that there might be some truth to 

those claims?  After all, if enough people say it… 

This is what happens when lies are repeated often enough and loudly enough, 

or when they are said in seemingly reasonable ways.  This is what happens when 

lies are redefined as alternate facts, alternate truths.  And this is what happens to us 

as individuals when we don’t have all the information; we are swayed by the 

continued hammering of falsities 

So let me say it again, and please, please: if you remember nothing else that I 

say this morning, please remember this:  Zion is one of the names Jews have 

always used for the land of Israel.  Zionism is the national movement of Jewish 

self-determination.  It says that the Jewish people should have a home in their 
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ancestral land.  Anti-Zionism, by definition, says that, alone among the people of 

the world, Jews do NOT have the right to a nation of their own.  Anti-Zionism is 

NOT unhappiness with Israeli policy.  It is unhappiness with Israel’s very 

existence.  It is a belief that Palestinians should own the land “from the river to the 

sea,” meaning from the Jordan to the Mediterranean, which of course is precisely 

where Israel is located.  So, no matter how you pretend otherwise, if you are an 

anti-Zionist, if you espouse a hatred of Zionism or Zionists you believe that the 

six-million Jews currently living in Israel between the river and the sea should just 

go away.  Six million Jews disappearing into thin air.  We’ve seen that movie 

before, and it does not end well.  Anti-Zionism, by definition, is antisemitism.  It 

does not matter how you try to spin it or finesse it. 

In May of 2021, the Times columnist Bret Stephens wrote the following:  

“In recent years it has become an article of faith on the progressive left that 

anti-Zionism is not anti-Semitism and that it’s slander to assume that someone who 

hates Israel also hates Jews.  Not everyone got the memo. 

“Not the people who, waving Palestinian flags and chanting ‘Death to 

Jews,’…assaulted Jewish diners at a Los Angeles …restaurant. … Not the people 

who brutally beat up a man wearing a yarmulke in Times Square. Not the people 

who drove through London slurring Jews and yelling, ‘Rape their daughters.’ Not 

the people who gathered outside a synagogue in Germany shouting slurs. Not the 

people who, at a protest in Brussels, chanted, ‘Jews, remember Khaybar. The army 

of Muhammad is returning.’” 

That was in 2021.  But there are much more recent examples.  How about 

Rashida Tlaib, the Michigan Democrat, a Palestinian American and the only 

member of Congress who publicly opposes Israel’s self-definition as a Jewish 

state.  She said only last week that there is no room in the progressive movement 

for supporters of Israel’s “apartheid” government’. 

How about what happened at Berkley last month?  Nine different student 

groups at Berkeley’s School of Law began the academic year by amending their 

bylaws to forbid themselves from ever inviting any speakers that support Israel or 

Zionism. And these are not groups that represent a small percentage of the student 

population. Among others they include Women of Berkeley Law, Asian Pacific 

American Law Students Association, and the Queer Caucus. The dean of the law 

school, Erwin Chemerinsky, who is a progressive Zionist, has pointed out that he 
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himself would be banned from speaking on campus under this standard, as would 

90% of his Jewish students. 

Bret Stephens says, “Progressives will have to come to their own reckoning 

about what to do about the burgeoning anti-Semitism in their midst. As for Jews, 

they should take the events less as an outrage than as an omen.” 

I am worried about the antisemitism on the left.  And I’m worried that we 

open-minded, liberal Jews are ourselves being influenced by the repeated slurs.  

But I have to tell you that what I’m most worried about is that our own kids are 

drinking the Kool-Aid.  It is our own kids and grandkids who swell the ranks of 

anti-Zionist groups like “If Not Now, When,” and “Jewish Voice for Peace.”  Why 

do they join? Because we’ve raised them to be progressive, to fight for the 

oppressed, which in and of itself is wonderful.  But somehow, we haven’t given 

them the tools to distinguish between actual oppressors and those who, like 

Israelis, would like nothing more than to be left alone to live in peace.  Who have 

repeatedly offered the  Palestinians their own state, and been answered with 

rockets. 

The problem is NOT that our kids identify with the plight of the Palestinians.  

I identify with the plight of the Palestinians.  I believe they have been terribly 

misled and mistreated by their own leaders.  They have lousy lives.  The problem 

is not that our kids identify with them.  It’s that they don’t also identify with the 

plight of Israelis.  How is it that Jews can feel empathy for everyone else but not 

for their own? Is it really possible that our kids don’t consider the Jews of Israel 

their own?  How bitterly ironic it would be that the rest of the world sees all Jews 

everywhere as one conspiratorial entity while we ourselves keep trying to make 

distinctions between Jews and Israelis. 

We have the bizarre and frankly terrifying situation of young Jews joining and 

supporting organizations whose solution to the Israeli/Palestinian conflict is the 

elimination of the Jewish state.  We have too many members of the next generation 

of our people supporting organizations and politicians who criticize Israel for 

defending herself against thousands of missiles launched at her civilian population, 

or worse, say that Israeli citizens – Jews, Muslims and Christians – somehow 

deserve it because of their government’s policy.  

I know I have painted a bleak picture this morning.  Unfortunately, I agree 

with Joe Biden that we will never eliminate hate.  But the good news is that we can 

fight it.  We already recognize and call out the antisemitism on the right, and are 
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working to push it back under the rocks from which it has crawled.  Now we need 

to push back firmly and repeatedly on the antisemitism on the left, the antisemitism 

couched as “only” anti-Zionism. 

How?  First, every one of us has to stop being apologetic about Israel.  No 

other country has its very right to exist challenged on any grounds, let alone based 

on government policies.  There are many nuances to the Israel-Palestine conflict, 

but it’s odd that Jews seem to be the only ones who can see them.  We have to 

worry less about trying to explain the nuances to people who refuse to listen, and 

worry more about ourselves and our people.  As a Jew I am proud that we are often 

the first to defend the oppressed.  I am proud that we have stood with the LGBTQ+ 

community, the African American community, the Muslim community and the 

Asian community.  We will continue to do that.  And let’s also remember to stand 

up for the Jewish community, which includes Jews who live in Israel.  Stop being 

apologetic about Israel. 

Second, educate yourselves. Don’t passively or subconsciously absorb the false 

assumptions that are rapidly becoming axiomatic truths about the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict.  Dig in and learn about what is happening.  It may be that in 

the end you will disagree with me about some things, but it will be from a place of 

knowledge, not alternate truths.  I’m hoping to hold some regular discussions about 

this on Sunday mornings.  But don’t wait for me.  Start learning. 

Third, help us instill in our kids and grandkids love for the land of Israel, for 

the people of Israel, for the country of Israel as a miraculous fulfillment of a two-

thousand-year-old dream of Jewish self-determination, of Jewish equality with all 

the peoples of the earth.   

You can instill love by going to Israel yourself, or by taking family trips to 

Israel, whether for the first or the fifteenth time.  You can do it by sending your 

kids and grandkids on Birthright.  Being there is by far the best way to help them 

see, and frankly, to help ourselves see Israel not as a villain in the news, but as a 

real place, with real people, who want to live their lives.  A trip to Israel does not 

have to be like visiting Disneyworld; it can include confronting difficulties and 

contradictions.  There are problems there, and there is even more to love.  We have 

an adult-only trip going next November, and I’ve been asked to do a family trip in 

February of 2025.  We can put other things together sooner if there is a desire.  Or 

you can go on your own.  Just go.  We combat the falsehoods by letting ourselves 

and our kids see the truth in person.   
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You can help our kids and grandkids love Israel by discussing the news with 

them, and helping them understand why countries are not just permitted, but 

expected to defend themselves and their citizens.   

You can help them love Israel by teaching them how to respond constructively 

when people or places we love do things we don’t like.   

You can help them love Israel by teaching them that Zionism is not a dirty 

word; that it is in fact the expression of the Jewish desire to, like other people, have 

a homeland.  

You can help them love Israel by teaching them how to identify antisemitism 

when it is masquerading as “merely” anti-Zionism.   

And you help them love Israel by teaching them that the conflict between 

Israelis and Palestinians, as difficult and as violent as it sometimes is, does not 

change the truth that Jews and Palestinians both deserve a place to live, and that 

the success of one cannot be at the expense of the other. 

You all know Rabbi Hillel’s famous axiom which begins, “If I am not for 

myself, who will be for me?  And if I am only for myself, what am I?”  We liberal 

American Jews take very seriously the second part of that phrase.  We do, as we 

should, take care of others.  Tikkun Olam is at the core of our beliefs.  Now I want 

us to take the first part of Hillel’s saying just as seriously.  “If I am not for myself, 

who will be?”  Joe Biden was right - silence is complicity. Jews have to speak out 

on behalf of other Jews, wherever they live.  We have to loudly and proudly 

proclaim our support and our love for the people, the land and the Jewish state of 

Israel.  And, as Rabbi Hillel concluded, “If not now, when?” 


