
Vayeitzei 5779 
Rabbi Betsy Forester 

 
It is hard to talk about Leah. It’s one thing to be angry at her conniving 
father, Lavan, whom we feel no obligation to like. It’s another thing to want 
Yaacov to do better than sire children through her without ever loving her, 
when he extends such deep, passionate love to her sister. Leah bears son 
after son, naming them as reflections of her pain and yearning: Reuven- 
“the Lord has seen my affliction! Now my husband will love me!” Shimon- 
“The Lord heard that I was unloved and so gave me this son”, Levi- “This 
time my husband will cleave to me, for I have borne him three sons.” And 
then something miraculous happens: With the birth of her fourth son, Leah 
is in a different frame of mind. She names him Yehudah, meaning “This 
time I will praise the Lord.” Indeed, our talmudic sages agree that she has 
come to appreciate the gifts that  are hers, and her thanks are more 
heartfelt than any other person in the world.  
 
Today I want to bring that frame of mind to a subject I wish I did not feel the 
need to talk about: anti semitism. Two weeks ago, on Solidarity Shabbat, I 
asserted that hatred and the marginalization of those perceived to be 
different caused the Pittsburgh massacre. I did not want to make it about 
anti-Semitism, and I still hold by that. And yet, as I acknowledged then, 
there can be no doubt over the anti-semitic tropes that landed that 
particular hater inside of a synagogue--davka, a synagogue. We must now 
reckon with the fact that that most deadly act of anti-semitism ever to occur 
in the United States of America has happened. Eleven Jewish lives are 
now lost, hundreds more devastated, and a sacred house of Torah no 
longer is a place where Jews can gather. That happened specifically 
because Jews were doing what Jews are commanded to do over and over 
again in our Torah and our prophets: they were actively engaged in 
welcoming strangers.  
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Some of us carry, as a core element of our Jewish identity, a particular 
sensitivity about living in a world where anti semitism exists. I understand 
and respect where that comes from, and yet typically I do not carry that 
particular baggage with me, especially here in this country. However, as I 
continue to mull over how we must bend the arc of morality in this country 
toward goodness, it is clear to me that we must take responsibility for 
naming the hatred that infects our country. And, while I still believe the 
hatred is about fear of the “other,” especially when the other is not white, 
cisgendered, straight, and Christian, we cannot fight a concept called 
“hatred.” It is too large and undefined a category. Also, hatred is not always 
wrong. There are ideas, behaviors, and perhaps even people deserving of 
hatred. Even Jews are commanded to hate certain things and, sometimes, 
certain people. So we need to be more clear about what we are talking 
about. In order to fight the hatred that is changing the culture of this 
country, we must call it out as specifically as possible and deal directly with 
it at its various sources.  
 
I see this as an American issue for us to deal with, and one that demands a 
certain amount of intersectionality--which is something else of which 
generally I am not a fan, because mixing issues often deprives them of 
their integrity and fails to address problems with sufficient precision. Also, 
intersectionality has provoked a rejection of Jews, as happened recently 
regarding a Women’s March, and with a lesbian pride parade not long ago. 
But when facing what is happening in this country at this time, we need the 
mutual support of other marginalized communities in this country. We know 
this when we find on Robert Bowers’ social media statements like “it’s the 
filthy EVIL Jews bringing the filthy EVIL Muslims into the country!” After the 
Charlottesville march and rally in August of last year, Nathan Englander 
wrote in the NY Times, “The children who witness a day like that, and a 
president like this, will not forget the fear and disrespect tailored to the 
black child, the Muslim child, the Jewish child.”  Standing up in mutual 
support is morally proper at this moment, and we will all be stronger for our 
shared efforts to fight not only anti semitism but Islamophobia, 
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homophobia, transphobia, prejudice against immigrants, prejudice against 
people of color, against poor people, and the list goes on. Hatred needs to 
be rooted out, and we have a particular vested interest that brings us into 
common cuase other groups that, like us, become targets of hatred.  
 
Anti-semitism is not a religious issue. We are not morally corrupted by 
anti-semitism. It is, however, a Jewish People issue. It is about maintaining 
our security, keeping ourselves safe from harm, and putting ourselves out 
there proudly as Jews--because we have nothing to hide and so much 
good to do. I know some history, but anti semitism is difficult to explain. It 
exists outside the realm of religion itself, lurking in the moral abscesses of 
some civilized societies, rearing its ugly head when frightened or 
demoralized people feel the need to blame someone else for their 
problems, especially on an abstract or national level.  
 
And that is what is happening here. Growing and increasingly outspoken 
white supremacists fear that as white people in 21st century America, they 
are under attack and at risk of losing their security, viability, and power. 
They succumb to hateful rhetoric generated almost daily from the highest 
levels of government and they feel empowered and driven to take action. 
And then, with terrifying frequency, they do. 
 
This is not 1938 Germany, and I truly do not believe that we are on the 
verge of anything remotely like the Shoah, God forbid. But we are anxious, 
and we need to deal with our anxiety, because there are real concerns that 
must be addressed.  
 
The Anti-Defamation League has charted a 57% rise in anti-Semitic 
incidents in the United States in 2017 compared to the previous year. 
According to the FBI, hate crimes targeting Jews have escalated, with 938 
in 2017, up from 684 in 2016. Most of those crimes involve vandalism and 
damage to property. In fact, hate crimes against Jews are 
disproportionately non-violent. Muslims and people of color face far more 
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hate-driven physical assault. And now we are reeling from Pittsburgh and 
our vulnerability to physical attack is clear and real.  
 
We hear increasing reports of incendiary anti semitic language in public 
forums. Whatever happened in Baraboo is not unique. Fortunately, in that 
case, ambiguity over what the students actually intended has not allowed 
the possibility of real anti semitism and naziism to go unchecked. If that 
were the only such incident it would be different, but high school students 
right here in Madison also confront anti-semitic attitudes. And just this 
week, a high schooler in a Chicago suburb was arrested and charged after 
allegedly sending around a swastika electronically during a school 
assembly. And just yesterday in Baltimore, a man was escorted out of a 
theater after shouting “Heil Hitler, Heil Trump” during a performance of 
Fiddler on the Roof. 
 
In North America and Europe, right-wing extremists evoke medieval history 
to advance contemporary racism and nationalism. They wear Crusader 
costumes at rallies and use Crusader language like “Deus Vult”--”God wills 
it”--and dress the President of the United States in the armor of a knight in 
memes that they circulate. Regardless of our political affiliations, as Jews 
we cannot stand by and allow a U.S. president  to vilify Jewish 
philanthropist George Soros and other Jewish figures, claiming that they 
represent predatory global special interests. That is anti semitic code going 
back to the Protocols of the Elders of Zion at the turn of the last century, a 
forgery that claimed the Jews were plotting to destroy Christian civilization 
by controlling the global economy and the political left. When our President 
propagates the canard that Soros financed the Central American migrants 
caravan and says that people from the Middle East are among those who 
would seek refuge in our country, he combines Islamophobia with anti 
semitism. When political ads in this country portray Jews 
asmoney-grubbing, gleefully holding fistfulls of cash, we are all attacked. 
We cannot allow the tropes of prejudice, fear, marginalization, and blame to 
stand, not only because they are wrong, not only because they foster hate 
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and inspire violence, but also because they are not what this country is 
about.  
 
There is specific work to do to combat anti semitism along with the other 
particular hatreds and the problem of guns as well. It can feel daunting and 
frightening, but I do not recommend that we give in to fear. We can be 
serious, concerned, and activist while remaining proud and secure.  
We must be vigilant in naming and calling out hate using the language in 
which it is cloaked, because language matters. We must be clear and 
specific and courageous in confronting it. 
 
And we are. I am not afraid--not of anti semitism and not of the possibility 
that this country cannot resurface the values that have made it the best 
home for Jews outside of Israel, ever. We have a viable and flourishing life 
here. 
 
Like Leah, we can be grateful for our good fortune even in the face of great 
disappointment. I pray that we not lose sight of our power to do good and 
live well here. And I pray that we will hold fast to our resolve not to let hate 
conquer goodness in the United States of America.  
 
Ours is a tradition that brings light to the world. Soon we will celebrate the 
unique light we have to share when we celebrate Hanukkah. May we all 
know that light, may we love it, and may we shine it proudly. 
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