The New Face of Anti-Semitism?

Chanukah, 5764 (2003)
In the time of the Second Temple, the wicked King of the Greeks, Antiochus, arose and issued evil decrees against the Jewish people.  

As one great rabbi describes it:  “Gazru gezeirot al Yisrael, u-vatlu datam ha-kedushah ve-lo henichu datam laasok be-torah u-vemitzvot u-pashtu yadam be-mamonam u-venoteihem, he decreed harsh laws, outlawed their religion, did not allow them to perform the mitzvoth of the Torah, confiscated their money and abused their daughters.”  (Arukh Ha-Shulchan, sec. 670.) 

Chanukah is a holiday that teaches us how to respond to the evil of anti-Semitism.  

Today, we live in a world where anti-Semitism is on the rise.  As many different people are pointing out, it is now politically correct to be anti-Semitic.  
The lessons of Chanukah can teach us how to defeat the current, very scary rise of anti-Semitism.

Warsaw, 1942, Chanukah:  Rabbi Kalonymous Shapiro, the Piazecner rebbe, had been forcibly moved to the Warsaw ghetto.  The Jewish people were facing the greatest anti-Semites in the history of the world.  Everyday thousands of Jews were being killed by anti-Semites.  He too, turned to the holiday of Chanukah for inspiration.

This is what he wrote then:

On Chanukah we say three times a day the prayer of al hanisim.  This prayer begins, amdah malkhut yavan harashah…lehashkicham toratekhah u-lehaviram le-al chukei retsonekhah, the wicked Antiochus tried to make us forget the teachings of our Torah and prevent us from following God’s laws.”

Explains the Piazecner, Antiochus did this through tzarot ve-yisurim, by inflicting great pain upon our people.  Aval Yisrael yadu az shetachlit kol yisurei haguf…hu lehashkicham toratekhah u-lehaviram me-al chukei retzonekhah, but Israel understood that the purpose of all of the afflictions was to force us to leave behind our Torah.

The Jews were being persecuted heavily by Antiochus, in different ways.  For example, Josephus tells us how they were forced to bring sacrifices to idols  The Jews at the time could have understood that these persecutions were part of the political agenda of Antiochus.  He needed to subjugate the people so that his own political agenda could be advanced.  
Instead, the Jewish people, under Matityahu’s leadership understood that these persecutions were not simply political they were aimed at the very essence of our religion.  The persecutions had the goal of stamping out the light of Judaism entirely.
When Matityahu was brought to make a sacrifice to the Greek gods, he understood that the agenda was not to turn him into a Greek citizen, but to wipe out essence of Judais.  When the chashmonaim were attacked on Shabbat, they understood that goal was not to put down a rebellion, but to wipe out any attachment to Shabbat; to eradicate any belief in the promises of Hashem.

The Piazecner continues, “hi haitah ikar tsaratam.” The matter that distressed the chashmonaim most was not the physical attacks upon the people, but the recognition of what was behind their attacks.  Behind the attacks was the motivation of wiping out the soul of Judaism.

Only when we know our enemy, can we defeat them.  When the Chashmonaim recognized their enemy, they were able to gain strength by recommitting themselves to God and Judaism, and through this commitment gain the nourishment and support to defeat the Greeks.

 This is what the Piazecner counseled his community in 1942.  Recognize what the Nazis are about.   They are attacking us physically, but they are really about destroying us spiritually.  Their goal is to wipe out the teachings of Judaism.  Their goal is to darken the light.
This is what today’s anti-Semitism is all about.  It’s not about Sharon’s visit to the Temple Mount, it’s not about The Fence, and it’s not about the policies of the Sharon government.  Ultimately, it is about an attempt to destroy us spiritually; to defeat the soul of Judaism.

Look at what the enemy wants.  A key principle of Palestinian claims is that they want ownership of the Temple Mount. They already have full access, why do they need ownership?  They want to say our claims are true and divine; your promises and beliefs are false.  

Look at where the enemy attacks.  The enemy attacks Synagogues and Day Schools; not in Israel but in the Diaspora.  The enemy is trying to prevent us from going to worship, to learn, and to teach the values of Judaism. 
Look at how the enemy characterizes us.  The enemy equates deeply pious, religious Jews with fundamental, radical Islam.  This is the unspoken premise of a newly proposed law in France that would prohibit Jewish students from wearing their kippot in French public schools. 
In an effort to limit the growth of radicalism in the schools, the law would prohibit Muslims from wearing their headscarves and Jews from wearing their kippot to school.  There is a problem with radical Muslim in France.  It makes sense to be concerned about it.  There have been violent attacks in France by Muslims against Jews. But why equate the two?  Why prohibit Jews from wearing Kippot?  The only violence in France associated with kippot has been when Jews have been attacked because they wore kippot.

This law is about something else.  It’s about attacking the religion of Jews by declaring that Judaism is a religion of radical terrorists.  It is a dangerous religion which must be stopped before it can spread throughout the schools.    
Let’s remember how it all started in Nazi Germany.  It started with laws, like the Nuremberg laws.  It started with government sponsored laws to protect society at large.  This law in France is not about protecting the French from radical Islam, it is about the destruction of the soul of Judaism.

The fundamental teaching of the holiday of Chanukah is recognizing what your enemy wants.  The Greeks goal was not to destroy us physically, as much as it was to destroy us spiritually.  The same holds true for our enemies today.  Their main goal is not physical, but spiritual.  It is to wipe the teachings of Judaism off the map.

This explains why the miracle associated with Chanukah is not a physical miracle, but a spiritual miracle.  For example, on Pesach, God split the sea for us.  It was a physical miracle, which resulted in the destruction of the Egyptian army.  

On Chanukah, the miracle pales in comparison.  God merely allowed the candle in the Temple to burn a little bit longer.  In the world of miracles, it seems a little puny.

The miracle fits the needed response.  When we are attacked spiritually, the best response is a spiritual one.  The best way to defeat the Greeks was to continue to light the Menorah in the Temple.  

In today’s world, the same message holds true. The best way to defeat the enemy of today is to continue to spread the light of Judaism.  It is our job to light the candles at the window or doorpost where they are most visible.  Don’t light the candles too high, in order to make sure that people can see them.

We have to respond to the anti-Semitism today by first realizing that the attack is a spiritual attack.  When we realize that we can formulate a spiritual response.  Respond by strengthening our commitment to Judaism; respond by continuing to spread the light of Judaism throughout the world.  
On December 2, 1993, in Billings, Montana, a brick was thrown through 5-year-old Isaac Schnitzer’s bedroom window. The brick and shards of glass were strewn all over the child’s bed. The reason? A menorah and other symbols of Jewish faith were stenciled on the glass as part of the family’s Hanukkah celebration. 

Another mother in Billings, Margaret McDonald phoned her pastor, and asked what he thought of having Sunday school children make paper cut-out menorahs for their own windows. He got on the phone with his clergy colleagues around town, and the following week menorahs appeared in the windows of hundreds of Christian homes. By the end of the week at least six thousand homes were decorated with menorahs. 

A sporting goods store got involved by displaying “Not in our town! No hate. No violence. Peace on earth” on its large billboard. Someone shot at it. Townpeople organized a vigil outside the synagogue during Sabbath services. That same night bricks and bullets shattered windows at Central Catholic High school, where an electric marquee read “Happy Hanukkah to our Jewish Friends.” The cat of a family with a menorah was killed with an arrow. Windows were broken at a United Methodist Church because of its menorah display. The car and house windows of six non-Jewish families were shattered. A note that said “Jew lover” was left on a car. (Adapted from an article by Jo Clare Hartsig and Walter Win, on the internet.)
During the Passover holiday the following spring, 250 Christians joined their Jewish brothers and sisters in a traditional Seder meal. The anti-Semitic incidents have not stopped, but the community is much stronger.

In the face of anti-Semitism, continuing to light our Menorah might not stop the anti-Semitism, but it will make us stronger.  The oil of the Menorah will be fuel for our strength.

