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Rabbi Jaymee Alpert 

9.21.17. RH1:  Anti-Semitism in 2017 
 

Last year on the first day of Rosh Hashanah, I spoke about the BDS movement, and how Boycott 

Divestment and Sanctions was rampant on college campuses across the United States.  I spoke 

about how BDS and other anti-Israel, anti-Zionist groups and rhetoric were the new face of anti-

Semitism. 

 

Yes, these groups are still active and vocal, and yes, they still pose a big threat.  Yes, we must 

continue to teach young people about the importance and validity of the state of Israel, so that 

they will know how to answer back to BDS, SJP, and the other far-left groups who seek to 

delegitimize Israel by calling it an apartheid state.  

  

But wow, what a difference a year makes.  And not in a good way.  Today's anti-Semitism looks 

a lot like the anti-Semitism of Europe in the 1930s.  Today's anti-Semitism - that is, the anti-

Semitism we are experiencing right now in 2017, does not masquerade as pro-Palestinian or anti-

Zionist.  Today's anti-Semitism is right out in the open. It is far-right groups screaming "Blood 

and Soil," the Nazi chant "blut und boden"-  the belief that German land is bound, perhaps 

mystically, to German blood. Today's anti-Semitism includes white supremacist, neo-Nazi 

marches where the extreme right carry flags with swastikas and shout "Jews will not replace us."  

And let's get real, there is nothing 'neo' about these Nazis.  Today's Nazis, just like the ones in the 

1930s and 40s  carry flags bearing swastikas and march past synagogues shouting "Sieg Heil." 

What we witnessed in Charlottesville, Virginia on August 12th still haunts me.  And here's why - 

it doesn't feel real.  How could it be that in 2017 in the United States of America, there would be 

so much vitriol and hate?  How could it be that in 2017 in the United States of America, there 

would be such open expression of this type of hate?  What happened in Charlottesville doesn't 

feel real to me, because while I know intellectually that it could happen here in Westchester, I 

don't fully believe that it will happen here.  I am guessing I am not alone in that feeling of 

complacency. 

 

We live in a bubble and we think we are safe.  We believe that we are immune to the growing 

anti-Semitism in this country.  We hear about things happening in Montana, Virginia, Oregon, 

and we think to ourselves, perhaps a bit smugly, well that's not New York, that's not 

Westchester.  We think we are protected, living in the eighth largest Jewish community in the 

United States, and to some degree, we are.  But we can't allow ourselves to get too comfortable, 

as I fear we have.   

 

We must open our eyes to the reality around us, and we must not dismiss what is happening 

around our country as 'just talk' - 'mere words.'  The Holocaust did not begin with gas chambers.  

It began with talk, with hate speech, and hate rallies, in a democratic country, where Jews were 

fully assimilated citizens. 

 

Anti-Semitic incidents in the United States rose by one third between 2015 and 2016, and they 

surged by 86% in the first quarter of this year.   
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According to the Anti-defamation League, in the first quarter of 2017, preliminary reports of the 

541 anti-Semitic incidents included: 

 

380 harassment incidents, which is an increase of 127 percent over the same quarter in 2016 and 

155 vandalism incidents, including three cemetery desecrations, which is an increase of 36 

percent over the same quarter last year. 

 

The incidents were felt across the country, but continuing a consistent trend, the states with the 

highest number tend to be those with large Jewish populations. These include California, where 

there were 87 incidents in the first quarter of 2017, in Florida, where there were 41 in the first 

quarter of this year.  And here in New York, where there were 199 incidents in 2016 and 97 in 

the first quarter of this year. 

 

In addition, Identity Europa, a group founded last year that seeks to promote "white American 

culture," is embarking on a yearlong recruitment campaign on college campuses.  "Project 

Siege," as it is called, is an example of the recent rise in white supremacist activity on college 

campuses in this country.  

 

When I reflect on the march in Charlottesville, I think about the Nazi slogans, I think about the 

hate that was spewed not just at Jews but at people of color, at immigrants, at women. It is a 

scary world we are now living in, and we cannot, we must not close our eyes to the hatred that 

surrounds us, because we live in the bubble of Westchester.   

 

This hatred - this extremism toward Jews, toward people of color, toward immigrants, is not 

new, but it is newly emboldened.  More than one person has commented that the KKK used to 

wear hoods to keep their identities secret.  Now they wear polo shirts and march in the open 

without fear of being discovered.   

 

Back in March, I joined 41 other rabbis from around the country in traveling to Montana for 24 

hours to offer support to a tiny Jewish community that had been the target of anti-Semitic hate 

crimes.  There, I learned about internet troll armies, Richard Spencer, and The Daily Stormer.  

People in this community were forced to close businesses, and to shut down email and social 

media accounts because of the hatred that Spencer and his extreme right followers churned out  

online and in person.  The rabbis who traveled to Montana were asked not to talk in specifics 

about where we were or why we were there, so that we would not cause undo publicity on an 

already hurting community. 

 

While I was there, I had the chance to talk with members of the Jewish community, who were 

shaken and scared, and also members of the broader population who were also shaken and 

scared, but who believed in the strength of community and who promised to continue to speak 

out against hate.  In fact, I noticed that several of the restaurants and shops on the Main street 

still had pictures of a Menorah up in the window - left over from Hanukkah as a sign of support 

for the Jewish people who had been targeted.  The community is coming to terms with what 

happened there, and they are starting to speak publicly about what they experienced.  In last 

week's Moment Magazine, Ellen Wexler wrote about Tanya Gersh, a Jewish real estate agent in 

Whitefish, Montana, who was a main target. 

https://www.adl.org/news/article/domestic-anti-semitism-selected-incidents-across-the-country-in-2016
https://www.adl.org/news/article/adl-audit-of-anti-semitic-incidents-breakdown-state-by-state-2015-2017
https://www.adl.org/news/article/adl-audit-of-anti-semitic-incidents-breakdown-state-by-state-2015-2017
http://la.adl.org/adl-audit-anti-semitic-incidents-on-the-rise-across-the-country-in-2016-anti-semitic-incidents-highest-in-california/
http://la.adl.org/adl-audit-anti-semitic-incidents-on-the-rise-across-the-country-in-2016-anti-semitic-incidents-highest-in-california/
http://newyork.adl.org/news/anti-semitic-incidents-surged-in-new-york-state-in-1st-quarter-of-2017-anti-semitic-vandalism-increased-by-50-percent-in-2016/
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"At last count, Tanya Gersh had received more than 700 threatening, hateful and anti-Semitic 

messages. Even now, one arrives every few days. That may sound like a lot, but it isn’t, she says. 

Not compared to before, when they came day and night. One Nazi wrote, “You have no idea 

what you are doing, six million are only the beginning.” Another threatened, “You are 

surprisingly easy to find on the internet. And in real life." 

 

Last December, Andrew Anglin, editor of The Daily Stormer,  an American neo-Nazi and white 

supremacist news and commentary website that considers itself a part of the alt-right movement, 

announced an armed march through Whitefish. Attached to his post was a photo of Auschwitz, 

decorated with swastikas and a yellow star, superimposed on images of Tanya Gersh and her 12-

year-old son, my friend and colleague Rabbi Francine Roston, and Ina Albert, cofounder of the 

human rights group, Love Lives Here.  As part of his post, Anglin wrote, “Montana has 

extremely liberal open carry laws, so my lawyer is telling me we can easily march through the 

center of the town carrying high-powered rifles."  Fortunately, the march did not happen.  Even 

so, you can imagine the fear and anguish of the people targeted as well as the general population 

of Whitefish. 

 

My trip to Whitefish last March, was meaningful, and what was happening in that community 

was awful and terrifying, but to be honest, even after traveling to Montana, I couldn't fully relate 

to it, because, well, it's Montana. 

 

I started to have a similar feeling while watching the news coverage of the march in 

Charlottesville. I thought, well, it's Virginia. But then the new reality of anti-Semitism in 

America in 2017 sank in for me. It is happening all over our country. The people of 

Charlottesville did not want Nazis marching through their town any more than we would.  You 

may recall that hundreds of people came out to protest - including brave college students 

standing up to the hate of the extreme right.  Hundreds of people who live and work in 

Charlottesville stood up for their diverse and loving community.  They stood up for all human 

beings - Jews, people of color, LGBTQ people.  Heather Heyer gave her life while protesting 

bigotry.  Charlottesville could be Boston, or San Francisco, or New York. 

 

As these events were unfolding, my thoughts turned to the Jewish community of Charlottesville.  

How were they doing?  What were they doing?  After all, the Nazis marched right past the shul 

on Shabbat morning! 

 

There was an article that circulated shortly after the march, written by Congregation Beth El's 

vice president, Alan Zimmerman.  In it, Zimmerman describes what happened the day of the 

march, and his words still send shivers up my spine.  

 

He wrote, "On Saturday morning, I stood outside our synagogue with the armed security guard 

we hired after the police department refused to provide us with an officer during morning 

services.  

 

Forty congregants were inside. Here’s what I witnessed during that time. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neo-Nazism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_supremacy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_supremacy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alt-right
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For half an hour, three men dressed in fatigues and armed with semi-automatic rifles stood across 

the street from the temple. Had they tried to enter, I don’t know what I could have done to stop 

them, but I couldn’t take my eyes off them, either.  

 

Several times, parades of Nazis passed our building, shouting, “There's the synagogue!” 

followed by chants of “Sieg Heil” and other anti-Semitic language. Some carried flags with 

swastikas and other Nazi symbols. 

 

When services ended, my heart broke as I advised congregants that it would be safer to leave the 

temple through the back entrance rather than through the front, and to please go in groups. 

This is 2017 in the United States of America. 

 

Later that day, I arrived on the scene shortly after the car plowed into peaceful protesters. It was 

a horrific and bloody scene. 

 

Soon, we learned that Nazi websites had posted a call to burn our synagogue. I sat with one of 

our rabbis and wondered whether we should go back to the temple to protect the building. What 

could I do if I were there?  Fortunately, it was just talk – but we had already deemed such an 

attack within the realm of possibilities, taking the precautionary step of removing our Torahs, 

including a Holocaust scroll, from the premises. 

 

Again: This is in America in 2017.  

 

At the end of the day, we felt we had no choice but to cancel a Havdalah service at a 

congregant’s home. It had been announced on a public Facebook page, and we were fearful that 

Nazi elements might be aware of the event.  

 

And yet, in the midst of all that, other moments stand out for me, as well. 

John Aguilar, a 30-year Navy veteran, took it upon himself to stand watch over the synagogue 

through services Friday evening and Saturday, along with our armed guard. He just felt he 

should. 

 

We experienced wonderful turnout for services both Friday night and Saturday morning to 

observe Shabbat, including several non-Jews who said they came to show solidarity, though a 

number of congregants, particularly elderly ones, told me they were afraid to come to synagogue. 

At least a dozen complete strangers stopped by as we stood in front the synagogue Saturday to 

ask if we wanted them to stand with us. 

 

We will get back to normal. We have two b’nai mitzvah coming up, and soon, Rosh 

HaShanah and Yom Kippur will be upon us, too.”     

  

Can you imagine what it would feel like if we had to sneak out the back of KTI?  Can you 

imagine what it would feel like to empty the ark of its Torah scrolls?  To try to save what is holy 

in this space because of the very real fear that people who hate us because of our religion might 

burn it down?  Can you imagine what it would be like if we were gathered for services, as we are 

today, and Nazis were marching down King Street shouting Sieg Heil?! 

http://www.reformjudaism.org/shabbat
http://reformjudaism.org/jewish-holidays/rosh-hashanah
http://reformjudaism.org/jewish-holidays/rosh-hashanah
http://reformjudaism.org/jewish-holidays/yom-kippur-day-atonement
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We might not want to believe what is happening in Charlottesville, in Whitefish, in Texas, where 

according to Newsweek, one synagogue is holding services today in a secret location out of fear, 

and yes, even in New York, but it is happening.  And we must deal with the reality of anti-

Semitism in the United States in 2017.  

 

Since the end of the Holocaust, our mantra as a Jewish People has been "Never Again."  We 

must remember what happened in the 1930s and 40s so that we will not allow history to repeat 

itself! We are living a Never Again moment.  We need to be aware of what is happening today.  

We must burst our bubble and wake up to our reality.  We must speak up - silence is not an 

answer.  The words "never again" must be followed by action to make sure that another 

Holocaust does not happen.   

 

In the wake of Charlottesville, CNN interviewed a Holocaust survivor named Sonia, who said, 

"Silence is the first thing after hate that is dangerous.  Because if you are silent, it's approval of 

what's going on.  When I watched the news of what happened in Charlottesville, I said, 'Oh no, 

God, not again.  Please no, it can't be happening.' Because I know what hate did.  I know what 

you are capable of doing when you hate.  What do you want me to think?  That <it> cannot 

happen?  Yes it can happen...If I lived I said to myself I would never be silent.  And I'm not...The 

Nazis that I lived through, and the Nazis now, I don't think much has changed.  They have the 

same hatred.  Getting an opportunity, I think they could repeat what went on.  I'm worried for 

everyone's sake because there's this hate towards people.  And right now it's not only towards 

Jews, it's toward humanity.  We are a country of immigrants, okay?...Silence is not the answer.  

And hate is not the answer." 

 

Silence is not the answer.  Falsely believing that it couldn't happen here is not the answer.  Hate 

is not the answer. 

 

We need to come together as a community to hold fast to what is right - that there is no place for 

anti-Semitism here, there is no place for racism here, there is no place for homophobia here, 

there is no place for bigotry here.   

 

In this moment, in this new reality, we must be like the sound the shofar makes - a long tekiah - 

unwavering in its clarion call to wake us up, so that we may stand up for what is right.   

Yes, today's anti-Semitism feels a lot like 1930s Germany, BUT, we are not living in the 1930s 

in Germany.  We know our history, and we know that we must ensure that it will not be repeated 

in the 21st century in America.  America is different too.  Here are an example: 

A few days after the events in Charlottesville, Pastor Jim O'Hanlon of St. Paul's Lutheran 

Church, just up the street, reached out to me to ask how I was doing and how KTI was doing in 

the wake of the Nazi rally. Pastor Jim and I have been friends for years, and similarly, St. Paul's 

and KTI are community partners, so when he asked me what he and his church could do to help, 

I knew that he meant it sincerely.  That Sunday in church, Pastor Jim and his parishioners made a 

poster for us based on God's desire for us to love one another.  Written on the poster, are quotes 

from the Bible, including a passage from Psalm 133, "How good and how pleasant it is that 

people dwell together in peace."  - It might sound more familiar to you as "hine ma tov u'ma-

na'im shevet achim gam yachad."  
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We have been displaying the poster here at KTI, and it serves as a powerful reminder of what 

happens when love trumps hate - when neighbors actively support one another.   

Over the years, I have been asked why interfaith relations are so important.  Why do we spend so 

much time doing things with churches?  Don't we have enough to do just in the synagogue?  

While I have certainly been able to answer the questions in the past, it wasn't until Pastor Jim 

came to the synagogue to deliver the poster his parishioners made, that I fully understood why 

we need each other so much.  

 

When we are in relationship, we are not strangers.   

 

When help is needed, the relationship is already in place.  When we get to know each other as 

human beings, as children of the same God with a different belief system, then when times are 

really difficult, it isn't us and them, rather, it is simply us, together. 

 

We can accomplish more together than separately. 

 

As Jewish people, we don't want to return to shtetl - we live in the greater community and we 

want to be part of the greater community. 

 

We have loving, supportive Christian neighbors who care about us and who value us as friends 

and community partners - these relationships are important to foster during times of calm and 

security so they will be strong and healthy during times of disruption.  Didn't we see exactly that 

in Charlottesville among the peaceful protesters?  Didn't we see exactly that the following week 

in Boston, when 40,000 people showed up to protest another white supremacist/Nazi march? 

So yes, it is different today in America than it was in the 30s in Germany.  And here are a few 

more differences:   while it is true that members of the KKK were brazen enough to march 

through Charlottesville without wearing hoods, it is also true that several white supremacists 

have been fired from their jobs because of their abhorrent beliefs. 

 

Last week, the House and Senate passed a joint resolution calling on the administration to 

denounce acts of racist extremism more forcefully and to do more to combat such acts.  Congress 

passed this resolution, rejecting white nationalists, white supremacists, the Ku Klux Klan, neo-

Nazis, and other hate groups, unanimously. Moreover, it calls on the administration to "speak out 

against hate groups that espouse racism, extremism, xenophobia, anti-Semitism, and white 

supremacy."  The bill was signed a few days ago. 

 

Closer to home, here in Port Chester/Rye Brook, we have remarkably attentive police.  Unlike 

the synagogue in Charlottesville, we are fortunate, we are blessed, to have a police force that 

cares about us, and that pays attentions to us.  The Port Chester police department does not only 

help provide security on the High Holidays, they regularly drive around our property to make 

sure we are safe, and after the march in Charlottesville, they increased their rounds.   

Perhaps most importantly, we live in a world where Israel is a reality.  We have a homeland that 

will take us in if we want to make aliyah and if we should need to make aliyah.  After 2000 

years, Israel is not only a spiritual dream, but an actual, physical reality.  Israel is strong and 

Israel makes us strong.  When we think about Israelis, we think about tough, resilient soldiers 

defending our land and keeping our people safe. We think about brilliant scientists making 
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ground-breaking discoveries.  We think about cutting edge development in the high-tech sector, 

making the world smarter. We think about fellow-Jews who make us proud.  

 

This is why it is so important for us to strengthen our relationship with Israel now.  We must 

visit, support, and learn about Israel. We must teach young people to love Israel, to travel to 

Israel, to understand that they are blessed to live in a time when Israel is-real.  Israel makes us 

confidently and proudly Jewish all of the time, but especially during difficult times.  This is the 

time to cultivate your personal relationship with Israel, and together as a community, we must 

continue to nurture our relationship with Israel.  

 

Finally, we must realize that we are blessed to be part of a synagogue community.  KTI is 

family.  We turn to family during difficult times.  We garner strength and resilience when we 

come together with people we love, when we raise our voices together, and when we support one 

another.  We don't want to return to the shtetl, but neither do we want to lose our identity and 

unique legacy as Jewish people.  We need each other. 

 

Make KTI a real home for yourself and for your loved ones this year.  Make the Jewish 

community a priority - whether it's attending services, Mah-Jongg night, a class, the Mitzvah 

Day in March, make KTI home. If you don't see something on the calendar, talk to me, talk to 

someone on the board, and let's work together to make this community even more vibrant. 

On Rosh Hashanah, we sound the shofar 100 times each day.  The shevarim sound is three 

wailing cries, while the teruah is 9 staccato blasts that sound like someone is sobbing and trying 

to catch his breath.  Weep for the state of our country - cry for the brokenness, for the hatred that 

is too often and too loudly expressed.  But let us not get stuck on crying for too long.   

Our job - our purpose is to be the tekiah - the loud clear sound of standing up and taking 

responsibility for our world.  We must acknowledge the brokenness, and then we must repair it.  

We become the tekiah by building relationships based on understanding and respect with people 

from other faith traditions.  We become the tekiah when we strengthen our commitment to and 

support for Israel.  We become the tekiah by being proud members of the Jewish community.  

We become the tekiah when we say and mean Never Again, not only for us - the Jewish People, 

but for all who are oppressed. 

 

In this new year of 5778, let us become the tekiah. 

Rise - Blow Tekiah 

 


