
Rosh Hashanah Day 5780: 
How We Respond to Antisemitism 

 
A few weeks ago, our beloved Rabbi Judith shared a Torah teaching with our 
community. Each week on Friday before Shabbat we send out what is, hopefully, 
an inspiring email called “Torah from Malibu”, and I hope you saw the one from 
Rabbi Judith that particular week.   
 
Personally, I was thrilled for two reasons. The first time I studied with Rabbi 
Judith was some 15 years ago, and I love continuing to learn from her. The second 
reason I was thrilled is because I finally understood something I had struggled to 
grasp before reading what it was that she wrote about: The importance of a 
particular topic, about which it is the custom in this community, I’ve been told, for 
the Rabbi’s sermon to touch on during the High Holidays: The subject of…shoes. 
 
It so happens that this year, in fact, I feel there is an urgent need to discuss…shoes. 
Why? I’ll get to that, but to do so I need to start at the very tip of the totally 
opposite end. I need to start with my kippa… 
 
You see, a few months ago after our Thursday morning Ethics class here at MJCS, 
some congregants and I were having a debate on what can Jews do to protect 
themselves in an age of rising antisemitism. I think this was in soon after the 
attacks on the synagogues in Pittsburgh and in Poway. 
 
The debate was about what to do… about what to do of course in addition to 
increasing security precautions, strengthening the veteran private security team, 
coordinating with regional and local police forces and other specific measures, 
including armed guards…  
 
One line of argument in the debate was to keep a low-profile, that is, to hide in 
plain sight, strive not to have our community institutions and gatherings too 
noticeable or advertised to the general public. “To be safe is to be invisible”, more 
or less. 
 



The other line of thinking was completely the other way around: “To be safe is to 
be overwhelmingly visible.” That is, we Jews should strive to appear ubiquitous, to 
publicly emphasize our many distinguished roles in the community, in the country, 
acknowledge our accomplishments and contributions to society…to see and be 
seen specifically as Jews - and the more the better. This approach was dramatically 
illustrated by the comment, “instead of taking our kippas off, now is the time to 
start wearing one around town.” 
 
I think that debate was really about two key questions that are on many people’s 
minds as we start this New Year: 

1) Why is antisemitism on the rise and seeming to come at us from every 
direction? 

2) How must we respond? 
 
There is much information on the first question, though no real answers. Deborah 
Lipstadt’s recent book - Antisemitism: Here and Now, is particularly helpful, I 
think, in identifying the different ‘kinds of anti-Semites’ that are out there, left, 
right and center. You can read her book, or Bari Weiss’ new book How to Fight 
Antisemitism to get a who’s-who of today’s anti-Semites and how they operate. 
 
Still…Describing what antisemitism is, where it’s found and how it manifests itself 
does not answer why it persists, nor why it is getting worse right now all over the 
world.  
 
We know we have done nothing to deserve this. We are frightened and frustrated. 
The plague of antisemitism just seems to reappear through history in new ways in 
new times, whether enabled by one hate cheerleader or some arch-villain, even as 
it stays the same old story… and this where the shoes come in: 
 
We find ourselves once again standing in the same shoes as our grandparents and 
our ancestors, threatened by a rising antisemitism that we couldn’t prevent and 
seem unable to stamp out. These shoes don’t seem to fit us: Since the 
establishment of Israel, we’ve gotten used to the idea of choosing our own 
shoes…that is, we live in an era, for the first time in 2,000 years, when the Jewish 
People expects to determine its own destiny and we have an army to defend 



ourselves if necessary. And here in America, we have grown accustomed to living 
almost without fear for the last one or two generations. And yet, our old nemesis 
antisemitism is raising its head once again: these old shoes don’t seem to fit us 
anymore. They’re certainly not our style. 
 
So what do we do now? How do we respond? 
In the same way that we started with the kippa before we got to the shoes, we need 
to start again with the head and how to think about this before we can get to our 
feet and the steps we need to take. 
 
One of the great Jewish thinkers of the 20th century was Joseph Soloveitchik. A 
well-known talk he gave in 1956, in honor of Israel’s Independence Day that year, 
dealt with the problem of suffering from a Jewish perspective. The experience of 
the Holocaust was still very real and very recent history, and the new Jewish State 
us was similarly very real and unfolding into a new future. 
 
Soloveitchik highlighted two different ways of living a life: The first way he calls 
the Brit Goral, the “Existence of Fate”, the second, the Brit Ye’ud, the “Existence 
of Destiny”. 
 
What is an Existence of Fate? A factual existence. The view that you are the 
product of a long chain of causes and effects, an accident devoid of significance, 
direction, and purpose, completely at the mercy of the environment’s forces into 
whose vortex you’ve been pushed unconsulted by God or anything else. You are 
an object, acted upon but not an actor yourself.  
 
Our apparent inability to eliminate antisemitism, the seeming impossibility of 
uprooting or inoculating against it, might have us suppose that ours is an existence 
of fate. In this view, we let antisemitism define our identity. 
 
What is an Existence of Destiny on the other hand? An active existence. We 
confront the environment into which we’ve been cast, a unique being with value, 
freedom and capacity. True, we don’t choose to be born or to die, but in-between 
we live with the free will of the choices we make.   
We are the creator and innovator of our life.  



 
In this view, it is we define our own identity. We affirm that we have the ability to 
respond somehow to antisemitism, indeed the responsibility to do so.  
 
Judaism suggests our mission in this world is to turn fate into destiny, to make the 
passive fact of our lifetime and circumstances into an existence that is active and 
influential, an existence full of will, vision, and initiative. We aren’t here just to 
accept the world as it is, we are here as partners with God to improve it, perfect it.  
 
So, our response to antisemitism must be from an outlook of Brit Ye’ud, an 
Existence of Destiny, or more literally a “Covenant” of Destiny, determined by us, 
specifically as Jews and as a community of Jews. We must respond by being us, 
united together with purpose and direction, by choice, with values and integrity. 
 
In this coming year, we need to lace up these strange shoes we find ourselves 
wearing, and respond by taking specific steps towards creating the world, the 
destiny, we want to live in: 
 
Obviously, these are in addition to the ongoing and vigilant physical security force 
we must maintain. 
 
Our first step must be to not let antisemitism define us.  
 
According to a Pew report from 2017, 73% of American Jews and 65% of Israeli 
Jews say remembering the Holocaust is vital to their Jewish identity….This was 
the leading vote-getter, higher than any other thing that might define who we are as 
Jews…  
While remembering the holocaust is crucial, on so many levels, we cannot let the 
experience of the holocaust define who we are, to let it be the core of who we are. 
All the more so today – the rise of antisemitism cannot be our only, or primary 
connection to our self-understanding as Jews, or of our connection to the Jewish 
community, the Jewish People, to Israel. 
 
Now is the time to reconnect to our Jewish culture, to celebrate the great 
inheritance we have of a wisdom tradition, a language, culture, family, unique 



spiritual heritage and practice, to pride in who we are, values that have – and 
continue – to build a more just, righteous, and peaceful world. 
    
Second, as individuals and as a community we have to demand clear and definitive 
voices of leaders that denounce antisemitism, always. And not just antisemitism, 
but racism, bigotry, and hate for a group of “others” of any kind. This is critical in 
this coming election year. No equivocation for “good people on all sides” is 
acceptable, no catalyzing or enabling hatred to fester, whether hatred for Jews or 
anyone else in our society. Whatever your vision of what’s right for this country, 
demand leadership with the integrity to use means consistent with ends. This is 
necessary for the left just as it is for the right. 
 
Third, we need to up our community profile in tikkun-olam work, especially by 
defending people who are harmed by discrimination. This work is essential for our 
own souls, but also because objectification of, and hatred for, any one particular 
group fertilizes the ground for seeds of antisemitism. Misogyny breeds anti-
Semites, as does racial hatred, LGBTQ+ discrimination, and demonization of any 
other groups – whether immigrants or minorities. Those who are discriminated 
against often become more susceptible to an “us” vs. “them” mentality. We have to 
stand our ground. It may be a presumptuous task, but it’s ours nonetheless to strive 
to be ‘a light unto the nations’… 
 
Lastly, we must stand with other faith communities. We held an interfaith service 
here after the Pittsburgh synagogue attack, and some thriteen clergy leaders from 
Malibu attended.  We share core values with these communities, and we can 
strengthen the threads of community we already share with them into a weave of 
interactions, strategic and practical partnerships, and true face-to-face human 
relationships. Nothing demands ethics more strongly than the human face.  
 
As we begin this New Year of 5780, may we receive the blessing that Moses gave 
to Joshua, “chazak v’amatz” – “Be strong and of good courage.” Create your own 
destiny… a destiny of hope, a destiny of security, a destiny of truth, and ultimately, 
a destiny of peace:  
 



 ּורְמִאְו לֵבֵּת יֵבְׁשֹוי לָּכ לַעְו לֵאָרְׂשִי לָּכ לַעְו ּוניֵלָע םֹולָׁש הֶׂשֲעַי אּוה ויָמֹורְמִּב םֹולָׁש הֶׂשֹוע
 :ןֵמָא

Oseh shalom bimromav. Hu ya’aseh shalom aleinu v’al col yisrael, v’al col 
yopshvei tevel, amen 

May the One who causes peace to rein in the heavens, grant peace upon us, upon 
all Israel, and all the world… 

 
Cein Yehi Ratzon – May it be God’s Will.  
 
 
 


