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Humanity’s Chronic Illness 
 
Moments before Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. made his iconic “I Have a Dream” speech in front of the Lincoln 
Memorial in 1963, a rabbi addressed the crowd.  This rabbi began with the words “I speak to you as an 
American Jew.” He was Joachim Prinz, a refugee from Nazi Germany who had come to the United States in 
1937. Rabbi Prinz went on to address the gathered masses: 
 
“When I was the rabbi of the Jewish community in Berlin under the Hitler regime, I learned many things. The 
most important thing that I learned under those tragic circumstances was that bigotry and hatred are not the 
most urgent problem. The most urgent, the most disgraceful, the most shameful and the most tragic problem is 
silence. A great people which had created a great civilization had become a nation of silent onlookers. They 
remained silent in the face of hate, in the face of brutality and in the face of mass murder. America must not 
become a nation of onlookers. America must not remain silent.” 
 
Rabbi Prinz’s comments were in the context of the Civil Rights Movement, and he saw in that particularly 
American struggle the connection with the particularly Jewish struggle that defined his own experience. On this 
Kol Nidre eve, as we alternate between vocal and instrumental music, the spoken word… and silence… let us 
consider the price of failing to learn the lessons of history. 
 
Hatred and violence are as old as humanity.  From our beginnings we have been unable or unwilling naturally to 
accept responsibility for ourselves, let alone for each other. In Genesis 4 we read of the first instance of 
homicide, fratricide: 

 
יָת ֚קֹול ה ָעִׂש֑ אֶמר ֶמ֣ ֹ֖ ִכי׃ ַוּי י ָאֹנֽ ר ָאִח֖ ְעִּתי ֲהֹׁשֵמ֥ א ָיַד֔ ֹ֣ אֶמ֙ר ל ֹ֙ י� ַוּי ֶבל ָאִח֑ י ֶה֣ ִין ֵא֖ אֶמר ְיהָו֙ה ֶאל־ַק֔ ֹ֤  ַוּי

ה׃ ֲאָדָמֽ י ִמן־ָהֽ ים ֵאַל֖ י� ֹצֲעִק֥ י ָאִח֔  ְּדֵמ֣
The Eternal said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?” And he said, “I do not know. Am I my brother’s 
keeper?” Then God said, “What have you done? Hark, your brother’s bloods cries out to Me from the ground! 
 
Cain’s response to God was to try to wash his hands of the stain he had created. People have been doing the 
same ever since, making excuses, feigning ignorance, turning a blind eye to the horrific results of human hatred. 
I cite the Torah text not because it is necessarily historically accurate, but because it is the oldest Jewish story. 
We have built a civilization across continents and centuries on the ideals of these texts, that place humanity at 
the end of the Creation story and that lay bare our human imperfections.  As Abel’s bloods cry out from the 
ground, our history cries out to us not to remain silent in the face of inhumanity. 
 
Humanity’s chronic illness is, of course, anti-Semitism, a disease for which there is no cure. The hatred of Jews 
and the violence that comes from that worldview is with us still.  And I imagine it always will be, so long as 
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there are Jews. Volumes have been written about its sources and ideology.  Suffice it for me to say on Kol Nidre 
that there are always people looking for easy explanations because they don’t want or can’t understand complex 
answers. They want to feel better about themselves by demeaning others, and Jews are an eternally easy target. 
No matter how much we learn about it, we cannot explain away anti-Semitism. And we cannot ignore it. 
 
But we can define it for some clarity. The Anti-Defamation League defines anti-Semitism as “The belief or 
behavior hostile toward Jews just because they are Jewish. It may take the form of religious teachings that 
proclaim the inferiority of Jews, for instance, or political efforts to isolate, oppress, or otherwise injure them. It 
may also include prejudiced or stereotyped views about Jews.”  Not everything or everyone is anti-Semitic, and 
we need clarity for our concerns to be taken seriously.  We need to know what it is so that we can call it out in 
schools, in workplaces, in policies and conversations private and public.  The definition is important, for if 
we’re always offended, no one will believe us.  We will be the people who shrei wolf.  As we read in the 
Babylonian Talmud (Sanhedrin 89b) - “This is the punishment of the liar, that even if he speaks the truth, others 
do not listen to him.” Know what anti-Semitism is and know what it is not. 
 
Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, former Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregations of the Commonwealth, 
explains that  “Anti-Semitism is a virus that survives by mutating. In the Middle Ages, Jews were hated because 
of their religion. In the 19th and 20th centuries they were hated because of their race. Today they are hated 
because of their nation state, Israel. Anti-Zionism is the new anti-Semitism.” 
 
Natan Sharansky, former Soviet dissident and prisoner of conscience, later a member of the Israeli Knesset and 
chair of the Executive of the Jewish Agency, describes his 3-D rule to determine legitimate and illegitimate 
criticism of Israel to help distinguish between what is anti-Semitic and what is not. Sharansky teaches that 
illegitimate criticism seeks to  d emonize Israel,  d elegitimize Israel, or hold Israel to a  d ouble standard. 
 
We are alive in an extraordinary time, with a sovereign Jewish state and little to no state-sanctioned 
anti-Semitism in places where there are significant populations of Jews. I call it extraordinary on purpose - we 
are living in an exceptional time.  Anti-Semitic acts that are on the rise are not being carried out by the state, 
even if they are encouraged or ignored by people in positions of civil authority.  We cannot take this for granted, 
as there is no guarantee that the relatively comfortable status quo is permanent.  If we remain silent, we can be 
certain that it will not.  Yet if we are too sensitive and decry everything as an existential threat, we encourage 
others to ignore our more serious concerns. 
 
And there is great cause for concern, even if we are not personally impacted by anti-Semitism in our daily lives. 
Just because one is not personally affected by anti-Semitism does not mean that he or she is free and clear. In 
Vayikra Rabbah, a commentary on the Book of Leviticus, we read that "’Israel are like scattered sheep’ - why 
are Israel likened to sheep? Just as sheep, when hurt on the head or some other body part, all of its body parts 
feel it, so it is with the Jewish people.  When one of them sins, everyone feels it. Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai 
taught a parable: Several people were on a boat. One of them took a drill and started drilling underneath his 
seat, allowing the water to pour in. The others said to him: ‘What are you doing?’ He replied: ‘What do you 
care? I am only drilling under my own seat, not under yours.’  The other passengers said to him: ‘But the water 
will rise and flood us all!” 
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We are all in the same boat. On Yom Kippur, especially, we are aware of communal responsibility, as we 
confess our sins in unison and in public.  Were God to ask us today “Where is your brother Abel?” we cannot 
answer “I do not know, am I my brother’s keeper?” Our answer must be the opposite - my sister is here beside 
me, or halfway around the world, and I am her keeper, as she is mine. 
 
Rabbi Prinz’s 1963 speech to the March on Washington explicitly connected his Jewish experience with 
anti-Semitism to his universal approach to human rights.  He understood that the systematic dehumanization 
that drove him from Europe to America was unique in many ways but that the basic human failure to recognize 
the humanity in every other person was at the root of the problem. 
 
I do not have the answer to the question of why there is anti-Semitism, and I imagine you don’t either. Why do 
Jews have to explain why people hate us? Ask the anti-Semites to explain themselves. We have enough to do. 
Anti-Semitism is not a problem that was created by Jews, and it cannot be solved by Jews. Indeed 
Anti-Semitism is not a Jewish problem. It is a human problem that impacts Jews. 
 
I propose that there are three things we Jewish people can do about anti-Semitism without having to explain 
ourselves or alter our worldview to appease those who despise us. 
 
First, we must call out all bigotry, everywhere we see it.  Anti-Semites rarely hate only Jews, so a good 
predictor of whether someone hates Jews is how we feels about others are different.  Too many ignore 
intolerance and bigotry because the guilty parties are our friends.  That is when we must speak out the loudest. 
For every anti-Semite who says “Some of my best friends are Jewish” there is a Jewish person who can say 
“Some of my best friends are anti-Semites.”  When we excuse or justify bigotry against others because we agree 
with the sentiments, well, the problem is not with our companion alone.  When we are bigoted we must 
recognize it and stop.  Nor is there any excuse for justifying intolerance because we agree with any of the 
speaker’s other ideas.  “I’ve never heard him say anything about Jews.”  Of course you haven’t. I’d imagine his 
black friends have never heard him say anything racist, either.  Those passengers on the boat with the person 
drilling under his own seat teach us something important - those with access to the people doing the drilling 
have the best chance to stop the disaster and plug the hole. If you’re fortunate enough to have access to minds 
that can be changed, help to change them. Call out bigotry. 
 
Second, we must build diverse coalitions with people who are not Jewish. Anti-Semitism is not a problem of the 
left, right or center. It’s a problem for all. The extremes rely on each other to excuse their own anti-Semitism 
and intolerance. The far right points to the far left and vice versa to distract from their own wrongdoing. If we 
absent ourselves from dialogue and relationships with others we will lose our opportunity to be a light unto the 
nations. We may never convince anti-Semites that they are wrong, but we can be ambassadors of our tradition to 
others so that they can speak out against hatred on our behalf.  We need to be everywhere, talking with and 
listening to everyone. I am of the opinion that our salvation will not come from the extremes, but from the 
middle.  The people from whom the world expects the least can change the world the most, because the middle 
is where the majority of humanity exists, and the middle has the shortest distance to travel to find common 
ground. 
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Third, be proud to be Jewish. Do not hide being Jewish out of fear that someone is anti-Semitic. The world is a 
beautiful place made better when people are true to themselves.  Need a reason to express your Judaism 
proudly? You’re Jewish. Embrace it. Define it. Let your Judaism guide you through life in the deep embrace of 
thousands of years of wisdom and struggle. There is no need to postpone it or deny it. Judaism is yours. Yours 
to define, yours to question, yours to celebrate. 
 
As Jews we must always watch the rearview mirror and the side mirrors as we progress through life. But we 
keep moving. Anti-Semitism is a chronic problem and we cannot allow our world to be defined by it.  We are 
on the road, moving ahead, unaware of what is before us. By calling out bigotry, building diverse coalitions, and 
proudly being Jewish we will take the proper route no matter what confronts us. 
 
The worst thing we can do is to remain silent, for silence signals assent. Heaven forbid we keep silent when our 
brothers’ and sisters’ bloods cry out to us from the earth, cry out to us from our past, and cry out to us from our 
undetermined future. God and history are begging us to answer the question first posed to Cain. “Where are 
your brothers and sisters?” We cannot answer God and history with a question, and we cannot answer God and 
history with silence. We are each other’s keepers, and we must speak up and act up if we are to be worthy of the 
tradition that is our covenant. 
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