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INTRODUCTION


If you grew up like I did—a Jewish kid in 1990s American suburbia—chances are you didn’t think much about antisemitism. We all knew about Jew hate, of course. But it was part of history, something that happened in the past tense. It was something that happened to them, to those older Jews, not to us.


As Jewish millennials, we enjoyed the luxury of historical and geographical distance from the realities of hate. We went to the Holocaust museum; we weren’t in the museum. We watched Schindler’s List; we weren’t in Schindler’s List. Jews could vote (obviously). We were taxed the same as our neighbors (of course). We expected access to jobs, to property ownership, and to professional schools. We thought of ourselves as equals.


My generation may have even happily believed that antisemitism was over: gone, done, a relic of a time long past. Yeah, we knew not to sing a Hebrew song in public and never to mention we were Jewish in front of a stranger. Now and then, we may even have heard rumblings about a swastika spray-painted on a synagogue, but it was quickly removed. Mostly, if you grew up like I did, watching Beverly Hills, 90210 and dialing into AOL, then you were on a pretty good vacation from antisemitism. You looked at it; it didn’t really look at you.


But then the new millennium came around, and antisemitism came thundering back. Between 2015 and 2018, the number of antisemitic incidents in the United States doubled, and that was only the beginning of the climb. As of the writing of this book, antisemitic incidents in the state where I live, New York, have increased by over 400 percent.1 In 2021, the Anti-Defamation League tabulated 2,717 antisemitic incidents throughout the United States, marking a 34 percent increase from 2020. This was the highest number on record since the ADL began tracking these incidents in 1979.2 And they are just the recorded ones. While Jews make up a minuscule percentage of the American population, we are the target of nearly 60 percent of religiously motivated hate crimes in this country.3


Twenty-first-century antisemitism is violent. In 2018, a shooter walked into the Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburgh and shot eleven Jews in cold blood, seriously wounding many others and traumatizing countless more. It was the deadliest antisemitic attack in American history. In 2019, a white supremacist walked into a Jewish house of worship in Poway, California, with an AR15 rifle and opened fire. That same year, an antisemite went into a rabbi’s home during a Chanukah party with a machete, stabbing Jews, only an hour away from where I live. In 2019, two religious fanatics who subscribed to Radical Hebrew Israelite ideology shot four people in a kosher supermarket in New Jersey. In 2021, a rabbi was stabbed nine times leaving a Jewish day school in Massachusetts. And in 2022, my rabbinic colleague narrowly escaped death after being held at gunpoint by a British Islamist extremist in his synagogue in Colleyville, Texas.


Antisemitism has changed dramatically since my millennial childhood. It’s transitioned from background to foreground. Today, Jewish Americans no longer have the ability to distance ourselves from this age-old hate. We may have grown up believing that the history of antisemitism had already been written, but now we’re living inside a new chapter. We’re not just looking at antisemitism now. Antisemitism is looking right back at us. What are we going to do?


The crushing reality is that millennials and Gen Zers are woefully unprepared to answer that question. Nearly half of millennials believe two or three million Jews were murdered in the Holocaust, when the real number is over six million, including one million children. An astounding 11 percent of millennials believe that Jews somehow caused the Holocaust.4 And nearly half of all millennials and Gen Zers cannot name a single concentration camp or ghetto—of which there were over forty thousand. Remember that man from the Capitol Riots who wore a hoodie with the word “Auschwitz” emblazoned on the front? He is more educated than many millennials when it comes to Jewish history: He can name a concentration camp. Many in my generation cannot.


With depressingly little education about Jewish history and only a morsel of the lived antisemitic experience of previous generations, how are we going to fight this hate? Especially because the antisemitism we can identify easily—the Nazi marches, the horrific shootings—is just the tip of the iceberg. So much of the hatred we encounter today is diffuse and confusing, messy and amorphous, coded and hidden. It’s all around us and yet it still feels hard to name. In this world of social media, cancel culture, virtue signaling, dog whistling, and political polarization, antisemitism somehow feels more slippery than ever.


Antisemitism is also hard to fight because it comes from every direction. It can emerge from leftist organizers and from white supremacists. From the halls of academia and from grassroots activists. From the world of high art and from the world of pop culture. From urban centers and from rural areas. It seems like it can come from just about anywhere.


All of this confusion makes the national conversation about antisemitism feel unproductive at best. The discourse feels hyper political, overly academic, and just plain overwhelming. It can seem like you need to be an expert in Judaism, history, and geopolitics (whatever that is) in order to say one word about it. Like you don’t know enough, like you could be condemned at any moment for asking the wrong question, or even like standing up for the Jews is somehow dangerous.


But this book argues the opposite: No matter who you are or where you come from, you can talk about antisemitism. You can be a Jewish person who feels embarrassingly ill-informed about Judaism. You can be a Christian person who has never met a Jewish person before. You can be a Democrat or a Republican. You can have a PhD, a GED, or no degree at all. You can be urban, suburban, or rural. You can be from any race, religion, or gender, and you, too, can talk about antisemitism.


And you need to talk about antisemitism, urgently.


Rather than lament the state of things, I say: Fight it. Fix it. And to do that, we need to talk about antisemitism. We need to talk about it in our own way, in our own language, for our own time. And we need to do it now.


When white supremacists chant, “Jews will not replace us,” we need to understand where that hate comes from.5 When a state official in Texas instructs teachers to offer “an opposing point of view” of the Holocaust, we need to have a response.6 When the Jewish community erupts because a liberal newspaper prints something about “influential lobbyists and rabbis” using unseen power to persuade a member of Congress, we need to be aware of what’s lurking behind that trope.7 When we see Jews omitted from an ethnic studies curriculum, we need to feel empowered enough to at least ask why.8 The ugliness of antisemitism is back. Will you fight with me?


My approach to talking about antisemitism, and really to talking about almost anything, is best summed up by an ancient Jewish story.


Once, long ago, there was a girl who wanted to learn Talmud—an ancient, dense, complex Jewish text—from her father, who was a rabbi.


She asked her father, “How do you study Talmud?”


He answered, “Talmud is very difficult. It requires that you not only read and memorize, but also that you think.”


“Please, let me try!” she responded.


“Very well, my daughter. I will give you a lesson. Now, listen carefully. Two men working on a rooftop fell down the chimney. When they landed on the floor, one had a clean face, and one had a dirty face. Which one went to wash his face?”


The daughter puzzled to herself for a moment. The dirty one, of course. Everyone washes his face when it’s dirty, right? But then she had a second thought and said eagerly, “I know, father. The one with the clean face went to wash.”


Her father said, “And how do you know that is the answer?”


Confident now, the daughter replied, “Because he looked at the dirty face of his friend and thought that his must be dirty too, whereas the dirty one looked at the face of his friend and thought that his face must be clean.”


The father smiled at his daughter. “That is good thinking, my child,” he said. “But to study Talmud you must think a little harder than that.”


“Why, father?”


“Because,” said her father, “if two men fall down a chimney, how is it possible that only one of them would have a dirty face?”


The daughter’s face fell when she heard the reply, but her father consoled her. “You did very well. Always look for the question behind the question. That is how we study.”9


To study something hard, something serious, something as slippery as Jew hatred, we must think a little harder than we did before. We must challenge the premises we’ve been given. We must look for the question behind the question. We Need to Talk About Antisemitism aims to be an accessible guide to identifying and combating Jew hatred today. But it’s a guide that is intended to make you think.


You may agree with some of the ideas I propose in this book. You may disagree with others. It’s even possible that something I say (or something I don’t say) will upset you along the way, and if that happens, let me say in advance, I’m sorry. But disagreement is a good thing. Dialogue, discourse, and debate are at the heart of Judaism. You don’t have to agree with me; I don’t have to agree with you. It won’t all be resolved, and I love that.


Yes, antisemitism is challenging to talk about. But we can’t shrink from the task. Antisemitism is back. It’s the worst it’s been in my lifetime and probably in yours. As we millennials quickly become the adults in the room, our job now is to work together to fight it, even when it’s hard, because that’s what the moment calls for. If we do, I believe that, together, we can beat back this centuries-old hate.


9 















Rabbi Tarfon used to say: It is not for you to complete the work, but neither are you free to desist from it.



—Pirkei Avot 2:16














CHAPTER 1


WE NEED TO TALK ABOUT ANTISEMITISM
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“Can I even talk about antisemitism? I feel a little ridiculous.”
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Six months before the January 6 riots at the Capitol and a few days after the murder of George Floyd, I stood at the doorway of my new synagogue in downtown Manhattan. After a decade of study, service, and student debt, this was it: my dream job as senior rabbi of my very own congregation. Gold flats, fun skirt, black top, statement necklace. I was ready. And I stood there, breathless, as I stared at a crack in my synagogue’s glass door. Can anyone ever really recover from seeing their house of worship desecrated?


Later, I found out that the perpetrator had hit the door with a baseball bat, over and over and over again. Why had someone done this? Was it collateral destruction in the midst of Black Lives Matter protests, or was it an outright act of hate? Some combination of the two? I’ll never know.


As I looked at that broken glass door, I thought about the broken glass of the past. About the Jewish synagogues and storefronts throughout Europe that had infamously been destroyed because of antisemitism nearly a hundred years before. But I wasn’t in Europe, and it wasn’t 1938. It was Greenwich Village—the most liberal neighborhood in America’s most liberal city—in the year 2020. Yet still, somehow, I was living in a time when tweets claiming that #hitlerwasright were reposted seventeen thousand times, when Holocaust memes had become routine, and when elected officials made wild claims about the Jewish people. Staring at that broken glass, I was haunted by the past and devastated by the present. And I was angry—very angry.


That moment was not the first time I was shaken by antisemitism. But it was the moment when my determination to fight this enduring hate became fortified.


I had been preaching and teaching about antisemitism for about a decade since becoming a rabbi. I spoke about it from the bima during worship services. I discussed it with my colleagues and my teachers. I taught about it in classes.


At first it was hard. Some people—not everyone, but some people—dismissed my ideas, telling me antisemitism was over. Everything is good for the Jews now, I was told, wildly good. And they were partially right. Just look at the relative success of Jews in America. We have gained acceptance here like nowhere else. We have access to jobs, education, and housing that would have been unimaginable for our grandparents. In many ways, the Jewish American project is an unprecedented success.


At the same time, I noticed that the people giving me this feedback didn’t simply disagree with what I was saying about antisemitism. They were defensive. They seemed almost insulted by the suggestion that present-day Jews are like the Jews of the past, that antisemitism was still connected with us. Maybe they were unhappy at the implication that we were still those same Jews from the Eastern European shtetls—separate from others, tainted by that pesky hate. I got the sense that they really saw themselves as part of the mainstream, and the idea that we Jews, as a people, were somehow specific felt pretty uncomfortable.


Others accepted that antisemitism existed but thought it was odd for me to be talking about it. People explained to me over and over again that antisemitism wasn’t as bad as other problems, so why was I giving it so much attention? There are so many other maladies that were more urgent, I was told: climate change, racism, homophobia, xenophobia, misogyny.


I agreed that these were morally urgent topics. But I also noticed that it seemed acceptable to talk about these other problems without a concern about hierarchy or competing priorities. It didn’t matter if racism or climate change was “worse.” Of course I should speak about both of them, and in fact I did. Talking about each of these societal concerns was almost a requirement of the liberal rabbinate, and missing an opportunity to speak from the bima about them could even be cause for offense.


But when it came to antisemitism, I repeatedly heard that talking about it actually took away from other causes. Antisemitism is not the biggest problem in our culture. It isn’t the worst thing, so you shouldn’t take up space to talk about it, I was told. Why was antisemitism the one ism that was off-limits? I wondered.


The pushback didn’t stop me. In truth, I couldn’t stop talking about antisemitism even if I wanted to, because it was clear to me that it was migrating from the margins to the mainstream. I saw antisemitism surface on the political right: In 2021, a Republican member of Congress publicly asserted her belief that Jews were responsible for the wildfires in California, a recitation of an old trope that Jews control the weather.1 I saw antisemitism come up on the political left: In 2019, a progressive member of Congress highlighted the disdainful stereotype of Jewish greed, tweeting that “it’s all about the Benjamins” when it came to a Jewish organization.2 I watched as antisemitism popped up in the world of sports: In 2020, when an NFL player posted what he thought was a Hitler quotation, some of his colleagues defended him.3 Jew hate was on the move, creeping back into public view from every direction.


I didn’t know what to do, so I just tried to keep learning and keep talking. Over time, I became more confident. My words became stronger, more aggressive, and more full of outrage. I shared my ideas with larger and larger audiences, I commented in the press, I published op-eds, and I raised my concerns with more and more colleagues.


The more I spoke out about antisemitism, the more people began reaching out to me. They were starting to see the same trends I was, and Jews, particularly those in my generation, started to text me, and DM me, and stop me in person to talk about antisemitism. They said things like:


I feel sort of uncomfortable being Jewish at school, do you have a minute to talk?


Um, can you explain why a leader of the Women’s March called Louis Farrakhan the GOAT? How am I supposed to wear my pink pussy hat now?! (facepalm emoji)


Trump says there are “fine people on both sides” at a white supremacist march?! I thought his family was Jewish? WTF?


Another shooting at a kosher marketplace. I am starting to be really afraid. Am I crazy?


Why are these nuts voluntarily wearing a yellow star? Disgusting.


Can I even talk about antisemitism? I feel a little ridiculous.


I responded to each message. I tried to validate, to reassure, to explain. I shared my own sense of outrage. But these are serious and complicated questions, and the answers take a lot longer than a simple text or even a phone call. So, in many ways, I’m writing this book to provide the answers that I couldn’t simply text back.


WHAT EVEN IS ANTISEMITISM?


If there is a consistent thread in all those calls, texts, and conversations, it’s that people are confused about antisemitism. I understand that. I am also confused about antisemitism! The reason is simple: Antisemitism is confusing. It’s far-reaching, ambiguous, ungraspable, and illogical. Defining it takes considerable work.


There’s even disagreement within the Jewish world. The International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance defines antisemitism as “a certain perception of Jews, which may be expressed as hatred toward Jews. Rhetorical and physical manifestations of antisemitism are directed toward Jewish or non-Jewish individuals and/or their property, toward Jewish community institutions and religious facilities.”4 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, the deeply respected leader who served as chief rabbi of the United Kingdom from 1991 until his death in 2020, offered a different definition. He famously taught that “antisemitism is not allowing Jews to exist collectively the way we allow others to exist collectively.”5


I’ll say it like this: Antisemitism is a conspiracy theory, the longest-held, farthest-reaching conspiracy theory in the world. Within this vast conspiracy theory rests a nucleus of boundaryless, nonsense lies. So, take a deep breath. I’m about to give you a list of some of the most destructive accusations that have been made against Jews throughout history. It’s a painful list, and it’s not easy to get through. I am torn about including it at all. I want to give these accusations as little room to breathe as possible. They are responsible for the murder of millions of my people over thousands of years—men, women, and children who never got to live their lives. But my goal in this book is to get you to talk about antisemitism. And if you’re going to talk about it, you need to know the basics. So I share them here, with a great deal of hesitation, so that together we can have a more informed conversation about the confusing web of antisemitism that you and I live inside of today. The core lies of antisemitism are as follows.


Antisemitism claims that Jews are obsessed with money, that we are greedy moneylenders, loan sharks, and bankers. It argues that we are rich, that our desire for wealth is insatiable, that we always want more, and that we work to ensure others have less. Antisemitism is a fiction about punching up to bring Jews down.


Antisemitism is the lie that Jews are a global cabal of elites who meet so that we can hypnotize the world and control the universe. In this canard, we wield invisible, outsize influence over government. We control the weather. We control the media and, of course, the banks. We are a state within a state. In these fake meetings, we plot political assassinations, plan class wars, and arrange societal unrest.


Antisemitism is the lie that Jews are bloodthirsty, criminal, and hungry for the flesh of non-Jews, particularly children. That each year we hunt a child and use its blood to make matzah or for some other ritual purpose. Antisemitism is the lie that we are diabolical and deviant, cruel and hyper-violent.


Antisemitism is the lie that Jews are God murderers. That we are the people who conspired to kill Jesus—that we are, in fact, conspiratorial in nature. That we function as a unit, using our cunning to control, hypnotize, and sometimes kill others. It argues that we are guilty of deicide and that everything that has happened to us since the crucifixion of Jesus is punishment for that betrayal.


Antisemitism is the lie that Jews aggressively and intentionally spread disease. It’s the lie that we poison wells, withhold lifesaving vaccines, and accelerate plagues. The lie is that Jews, because we are inherently dirty and nefarious, spread contagious diseases and in some cases are the contagious disease itself.


Antisemitism is the lie that Jews are a problem, a racial problem that needs to be solved. That we are a threat to whiteness. That we use our satanic cleverness and our light skin to overthrow and replace white people. Antisemitism is also the lie that we are a threat to Blackness, that we’ve usurped Black identity or that Jews are trying to hold people of color down.


Antisemitism is more than the sum total of these lies. Antisemitism is an all-caps big lie. And this big lie has worked. It’s been repeated and published. It’s been supported by politicians and pop stars and academics and journalists. It’s been wielded, for centuries, in an attempt to discriminate, legislate, and ultimately exterminate the Jewish people.


Antisemitism is the kind of lie that makes you feel crazy because it makes no sense. You are a logical person. You want to use logic to understand the world. But antisemitism is the opposite of logic.


Witness the story of Hessy Levinsons Taft, who was born in Germany in 1934. As a baby in Europe, she was famous, her picture plastered on popular magazines and even postcards under the headline “The Perfect Aryan Baby.” She was the literal face of Nazi propaganda. And she is Jewish.


Hessy Levinsons Taft survived the Shoah, fled to Cuba, and eventually ended up in the United States, where she became a successful chemist, and where I am fortunate enough to have met her. The perfect Aryan baby is a Jew.6 Welcome to antisemitism: it does not make sense.7


Only antisemitism can explain that fascists called Jews communists while communists called Jews capitalists. Only this kind of totalizing “logic” can explain that Jews have been hated in pagan societies, in religious societies, and in secular societies. Only antisemitism explains why poor Jews are attacked and bullied but rich Jews are maligned and resented. Not that long ago, antisemitism made us mark ourselves to be identified. We had to wear a ring, a hat, or most infamously the yellow star sewn onto our clothes. But now, antisemitism is trying to force us to go unmarked: don’t wear that kippah on the streets; you could be attacked. Only antisemitism accounts for this lose-lose life.


Antisemitism is why Orthodox Jews are attacked for being too distinct, for clinging to their “tribal” roots, while liberal Jews are criticized for assimilating, for passing, for privilege. Jews are hated by white supremacists and yet sometimes accused of being white supremacists. For centuries, Jews were despised for being a nationless nation, a wandering people with no home. Now, Jewish nationhood is often portrayed as the source of all evil. We’ve been hated by the uneducated and by the highly educated. We’ve been hated in urban centers and in rural areas, hated by the elite but also called the elite.


Antisemitism is a collection of contradictions, but it doesn’t matter. Pick the major cultural problem and project it onto the Jews—that’s antisemitism.


What is antisemitism? It’s a conspiracy theory that thrives on the idea that human existence is too complicated for people to really understand, so instead it supplies a simple story with a coherent narrative, a clear villain (the Jews), and a clear victim (everyone else).


Why do people hate the Jews? It’s not because we are economically rich or poor, it’s not because we are religiously Orthodox or liberal, it’s not because we are racially white or non-white, it’s not because we are politically left or right. People hate the Jews because we are Jewish. That’s the definition of antisemitism.


HOW DO ANTISEMITES THINK?


If this conspiracy theory so obviously contradicts itself at every turn, then how do smart people become absorbed by it? Some of the most influential thinkers and leaders in history were antisemites. What were they thinking?


Well, antisemites often don’t think—they know. They know the Jews are a problem in one way or another. Antisemites know that the Jews are the undoing of Christianity, as they knew in antiquity, when the church insisted Jews stay indoors on Christian holidays. They know that Jews are responsible for economic troubles, as they knew in Spain in the 1400s, when Jews were forced into financial professions. Antisemites know that the Jews are secretly controlling politics, banking, and media, as they knew in the early 1900s in Russia when The Protocols of the Elders of Zion was first circulated. They know that the Jews are bloodthirsty criminals, as they knew in England during the blood libel of 1144. But this “knowledge” is not always publicly acceptable to state outright.


As a cover, antisemitic accusations throughout history have been coupled with arguments that suggest the problem wasn’t the Jews per se, just the things the Jews did. If we would only stop doing those things, we could live in peace. I call this If only the Jews would . . . type of thinking.


The Enlightenment philosopher Immanuel Kant wrote that “the euthanasia of Judaism can only be achieved by means of a pure, moral religion, and the abandonment of all of its old regulations.”8 His idea was to take the Judaism out of the Jew. It’s a fancy way of saying, If only the Jews would stop being Jewish, we could accept them.


A medieval leader of the church, well before Kant, shared a similar idea: “As to certain ridiculous matters that call for no discussion—such as their scruples in regards to meat, their observance of the sabbath days, their vain boasting about circumcision, and the hypocrisy connected with fasting and the feasts of the new moon… is it not ridiculous to boast of mutilation of flesh as a sign of chosen people, as though on account of this they were particularly loved by God?”9 If only the Jews would stop keeping kosher, stop observing Shabbat, stop ritual circumcision, stop celebrating Jewish holidays, stop being Jewish, we could accept them.


The French revolutionary Count Clermont-Tonnerre wrote this: “Jews as individuals deserved everything, Jews as a nation, nothing.”10 If only the Jews would stop being a Jewish people, we could accept them.


Antisemites know that their delusional ideas are true, but the antisemite sometimes hides his hate from others, and maybe even from himself, with this clever formulation. If you think this If only the Jews would… thinking is over, I’m not too sure.


Amidst mounting accusations of antisemitism, it was reported that a professor at the City University of New York recently withheld a letter of recommendation until the student “clarified” his position on Israel.11 If only the Jews would disavow the Jewish State, we could accept them.


When I pitched this book to editors, one told me I shouldn’t write it because it “centered Jews.” It is a book about antisemitism. Who else should it be centering? If I were to follow that advice, it would mean that no Jewish stories could or should be told unless Jews served as supporting players to a larger narrative. If only Jews would stop talking (about antisemitism), we could accept them.


How do antisemites think? They don’t think—they know. They know that if only the Jews would act one way or another, then the Jews would become tolerable. They know that Jew hatred is not a prejudice at all; it is the fault of the Jews. They know that if only the Jews would not be Jewish, we would not be hated.


If only the Jews would…? When I look at the outrageous and lengthy history of antisemitism, one thing is clear: the Jews won’t.


The Jews are still here and, God willing, we are not going anywhere. We will not sit silently on the sidelines of civil society while physical hate crimes and emotional bias against us skyrocket. We will not relinquish our customs, our culture, our community, or our voice. We will foreground our Jewish identity. We will take up space. We will have the audacity to claim our identity in cultural settings that ask us to diminish it. We will tell our stories, teach our history, mourn our traumas, and celebrate our very existence. We will sing our songs, eat our food, and speak our languages. We will fight for justice for people of all backgrounds. We will try to repair a broken world. We will continue to be a people. We will pray together, rejoice together, cry together, and laugh together. And through it all, hopefully with you, we will fight this hate that we call antisemitism together.12 Antisemites might believe they know the truth about Jews, but the Jews know the truth that we will never stop being Jewish.


HOW DOES ANTISEMITISM SURVIVE?


Antisemitism casually traverses continents, ideologies, class lines, and any other societal demarcation. How has it lasted for so long and in so many places among so many people? How does it survive? Here are three theories.


The first theory is that antisemitism maintains its appeal by latching on to the highest values of any given society.13 In the medieval period, where religious ideas were most valued, Jews were hated for our religion. We were called religious traitors, heretics, and Christ killers. We were targeted as religious perverts and deviants. The accusations against us, like the blood libel—the lie that we use the blood of Christian children for ritual purposes—were all about our devilish religious behaviors because religion was the highest cultural authority of the time.


In the Enlightenment period, reason, rational thought, and science became the greatest cultural authorities. So science was used to target Jews, painting us as a different, inferior race. These “scientific” ideas would persist into the twentieth century with the rise of eugenics and Nazi race science. The term antisemitism was coined for this reason. It was introduced into the mainstream by German journalist Wilhelm Marr in his 1879 pamphlet The Victory of Judaism over Germandom, which drew on early evolutionary theory to argue that Jews were a distinct racial category. Universities throughout Europe offered research and scholarship backing this idea, aiming to prove scientifically the racial inferiority of the Jews. According to the authoritative category of “science,” discrimination against Jews was acceptable and even necessary: Jews were morally, intellectually, and physically inferior to our gentile counterparts.14


Since the late twentieth century, the highest authority in Western liberal democracies has been the concept of human rights. So the Jewish State is labeled as the single most heinous violator of precisely that. Israel is publicly accused of the worst moral crimes: racism, apartheid, ethnic cleansing, crimes against humanity, and even, most grotesquely, genocide.15 It’s not that Israel doesn’t commit wrongs—it certainly does—but there is only one worldview that can explain why, as one writer puts it, “Israel has become a totem for everything sinister about the West, from colonialism to white supremacy to police brutality.”16


The Jewish people were once framed as religious heretics, once cast as racial contaminants, and now considered moral miscreants. How does antisemitism survive? Theory one holds that it persists by attaching itself to the highest authority of a society and framing the Jews as a people who transgress that specific authority.


When it comes to the second theory, those of us who have lived through a pandemic have an advantage in understanding it. It argues that antisemitism is a contagious virus that anyone can catch: the most educated to the least educated, the most right-wing and the most left-wing, the most religious and the most secular. The virus transcends geographies, historical periods, economic classes, racial lines, ethnic identities, genders, and any other sort of social categorization method we tend to use. It can infect individuals, institutions, and governments. Maybe you are carrying a bit of this virus and you don’t even realize it.


Sometimes the symptoms of antisemitism are obvious: the vile rhetoric, the hateful symbols, the outright hostility toward Jews. But sometimes someone can carry the virus for months or even years before you notice the signs. Maybe you overhear your neighbor mentioning that vaccine mandates are akin to the rise of Nazi Germany. Maybe a friend you usually agree with politically suddenly starts posting vitriolic anti-Israel content. Or maybe your coworker or classmate casually uses a phrase like “Jew you down” or mentions that someone “looked Jewish”—and not in a good way. You thought they were immune—they all seemed like such good people—but now you see there is no such thing as immunity when it comes to antisemitism.


The way antisemitism the virus persists is clever. It can lay dormant for quite some time, but it is never extinguished. Instead, it mutates to find new ways to evade our defenses. Antisemitism the virus is not interested in offering a logical articulation of how the world works. It’s about growing the infection. And in fact, antisemitism has successfully mutated in many different directions in present day. Maybe that’s how it persists. Its goal is simply to survive and spread.


The third theory—and the one I’ll be most reliant on in this book—is that antisemitism survives when we avoid talking about it. It’s not that talking about antisemitism is enough to end it; it isn’t. But when we avoid talking about it, we allow it to continue and even grow.


When eleven Jews were murdered in cold blood in a synagogue in Pittsburgh, we talked about it for at least a week. When a global pop star posted repugnant antisemitic rhetoric, we talked about it for about three days. But what about every moment in between?


We don’t talk about the near daily attacks on Hasidic Jews in Brooklyn. We don’t talk about what it’s like for a Jewish teenager to exist on a college campus today. We don’t talk about the uncomfortable conversation around Jews and race. We don’t talk about the everyday slights that Jewish people encounter in the workplace and in the media. We don’t talk about how living in a largely Christian country affects Jews. And we certainly don’t talk about the Holocaust and what it really means to Jews today.


Why don’t we talk about antisemitism? There are a number of reasons. Sometimes we don’t talk about it because we simply can’t. We don’t know the first thing about Jews, Jewish history, or the history of Jew hate. After all, many Americans have never met a Jewish person. Jews make up less than 0.2 percent of the global population and around 2 percent of the American population. There are only about fifteen million Jews left in the entire world, less than eight million of whom live in the United States. The Jews are a statistical anomaly, a rounding error, a tiny minority in a country of minorities. And yet we are the victims of nearly 60 percent of religiously motivated hate crimes in this country.17 We can’t afford ignorance. Even if you have never met a Jewish person, it’s time to start learning about and talking about antisemitism.


Even if you are Jewish, you may not feel like you know enough about antisemitism to talk about it. You may feel ambivalent about Judaism and a little bit embarrassed about how little you know. You may have never studied Judaism as an adult. You may have lived a safe, relaxed life, and talk of antisemitism makes you feel like an imposter. How can you claim to be a victim of antisemitism when, overall, America has been so good to you? Let this book help you reflect on the Jewish past and what you want for the Jewish future. If you are Jewish, this legacy of hate is yours to own and to fight.


Ignorance and ambivalence aren’t the only reasons we avoid talking about antisemitism. Sometimes it’s because Jew hate is plain old scary. Neo-Nazis and white supremacists work to terrorize us both online and offline. Nazi marches are real. Pro-white, anti-Jewish fliers pinned on community bulletin boards and pasted to telephone poles are real. The letters I’ve received in the mail, the comments I read online, the dollar signs spray-painted on my friends’ synagogues are real. Neo-Nazis vandalize our synagogues and cemeteries, intimidate us online, and murder us in our sacred spaces. Sometimes we avoid talking about antisemitism because we fear for our own safety.


But sometimes we don’t talk about antisemitism for an entirely different reason: because we don’t want to rock the boat. Some people in our own communities actually seem sort of comfortable with antisemitism, or at least pretty comfortable minimizing it. I’m talking here about my own community: the political left. And I’m going to be calling that community out throughout this book. I’m a child of the left and a leader in the liberal Jewish world. I live in a left-leaning city and work in one of its most wonderfully liberal neighborhoods. I love the liberal world, hold liberal ideals, and generally support liberal policies. So when I see antisemitism tolerated from within that coalition, it is both personally painful and painfully obvious, and I feel particularly compelled to call it out. Not because antisemitism on the left is equivalent to the violence committed by white supremacists, but because it needs to be named and shamed wherever it exists, even when it’s hard to do so. Sometimes we avoid talking about antisemitism because it comes from our neighbors, friends, colleagues, and schools. Sometimes we avoid talking about antisemitism because it’s way too close to home.


And sometimes we don’t talk about antisemitism because antisemitism is working. Maybe a small part of you believes its lies. If somewhere in your mind you imagine Jews as powerful, rich, white, running Hollywood, influencing the media, or controlling the political landscape, then a part of you likely believes that Jews exist at the top of our cultural pyramid. Why, in that case, would Jews even need help? Don’t they already have everything? Aren’t they the ones in power? Sometimes we don’t talk about antisemitism because antisemitism has a way of getting in your head and closing down conversation. That’s why we need to open up dialogue, look within, and consider our own biases.


Antisemitism thrives when we look away from it. So we need to gather the courage to stare it down. We need to talk about antisemitism urgently because mostly, we don’t. And we need to do it now.


As a congregational rabbi for more than a decade, I’ve had a front-row seat to the anxiety, fear, and confusion around antisemitism. That experience of observing and listening was the seed that grew into this book. Each chapter begins with a message I’ve received from a congregant, a friend, or a colleague that sparked a conversation about how antisemitism has wormed its way into our lives. These messages helped me identify the pain points in understanding antisemitism, revealing how real people are trying, and sometimes struggling, to talk about it.


There are many excellent books detailing the history of antisemitism.18 This isn’t one of them. While I do draw on history for context, this book focuses on the way antisemitism looks today: stories from my own life, stories from my congregants’ lives, and stories I see in the world. We see antisemitism in the way we understand the relationship between Judaism and Christianity, in the way we talk about the Holocaust, about race, and about Israel. We see it in our private lives and in our public discourse. This book is my attempt to reflect the reality I see on the ground.


Chasing antisemitism is a frustrating, Whac-A-Mole type of expedition. It’s always on the move, popping up in some new uncomfortable form. But I’m tired of having these conversations in hushed tones in private rooms. We need to bring antisemitism out of the darkness and expose it for the insidious disease it is. We need to change the public discourse about Jew hate. That won’t always be easy. But as we say in the rabbinate, comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable. It’s past time to confront today’s antisemitism in America. So let’s start talking.
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