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Several years ago, I read a novel by Philip Roth, entitled “The Plot Against America.”  Perhaps you read it as well – it enjoyed quite a buzz, for a time, especially in the Jewish community.  I guess you could say it was a kind of “what-if” novel.  What would it have looked like in 1940’s America if renowned anti-Semite, Charles Lindbergh, had run against Franklin Roosevelt and won?  What if the President of America was sympathetic to the racist ideology of the Third Reich and refused to enter the war against the Axis?  What if the courts and police and federal bureaucracy were guided by hatred, fear and suspicion of Jews in the execution of the laws of the land?  And what if there were congressional hearings into the Jewish “Plot Against America,” making clear the threat this alien minority posed to American life, liberty and values?
Philip Roth, when asked in an interview where he got such an idea from, told the interviewer it was based on an actual effort by some wealthy, right-wing businessmen to nominate Lindbergh to run against Roosevelt in 1940, a project which thankfully never came to fruition.  
More than this, he said, it was based on his own growing up experience in Newark, New Jersey at a time when anti-Semitism was an accepted fact of American life, a day in which being publicly identified as a Jew might have meant being denied a job, restricted from certain hotels and clubs, or getting beaten up on the streets of Newark, a not infrequent occurrence, as Roth attests.
Yes, this was a very different day, a different time, a different reality for American Jews.  Those of you who came of age in those days, you know what it was like.  I have heard from my own father stories of acing a job interview until the prospective employer asked if he was Jewish at which point the conversation came to a grinding halt; stories of how, in the dark days of the Depression, flat-bed trucks would go through the streets of the Jewish neighborhood, picking up young Jewish men to fight Nazi-sympathizing gangs in one of Toronto’s public parks.  Yes, it was a different day.  And, if you lived through it, you know exactly what I mean.  You know how precarious it felt to be a Jew in this country.


No wonder this generation of American Jews often chose to do what they could to disguise their Jewish identity, Anglicizing their names, contouring their noses, abandoning distinctive Jewish patterns of dress, food and speech.  All they wanted was to fit in, to be accepted.  All they wanted was to belong.

Those of us a little – or a lot -- younger can only imagine what it was like then.  Today, anti-Semitism is, thankfully, but an echo of what it once was.  Yes, there are still Jew-hating yahoos on the fringes of American society.  Yes, there are isolated bigots like Mel Gibson or John Galliano but they have paid a steep price for their hate-filled rants.  And yes, every poll that is taken of people’s attitudes toward American Jews still turns up a significant minority  -- usually around 20-25% -- with negative stereotypes about us.  

But today, as never before, Jews occupy positions of prominence, power and importance in virtually every area of American life.  Jews consistently rate at the top of the lists of those white Christian Americans would most gladly work with, live next to, welcome as prospective spouses for their own sons and daughters.  This is not a perfect world, to be sure, but I would suggest there has never been a time or place in history where it has been so easy to be Jewish, where there are so few avenues barred to us, where we are accepted – and expect to be accepted! – fully and completely by the non-Jewish world around us.
Still, because we are heirs to a long history of hatred, oppression and persecution, we American Jews find it hard to completely relax even here.  And, precisely because we know the bitter pain of exclusion and persecution we are – at our best -- acutely sensitive to hatred and suspicion when directed against others in our midst.

That’s why so many Jewish voices were raised to defend the rights of Muslim-Americans to build an Islamic center in Lower Manhattan, when so many railed against it.  

That’s why so many Jewish voices were raised when individual states, counties and municipalities attempt to create legislation that singles out Muslim-Americans for abuse.  
That’s why so many Jewish voices were raised when innocent Muslim-Americans were attacked on the street as “terrorists” or their mosques set afire.  
After all, we know it once was us being singled out for abuse, we who were told we were not, could never be “real Americans.” 
Ultimately that is why so many of us are so outraged by the hearings initiated by Peter King, congressman from Long Island, on "The Extent of Radicalization in the American Muslim Community” -- hearings that began yesterday.
Now I am not here this evening as a political pundit or analyst.  There are others who know much more than I on the complicated subjected of domestic terrorism, others who can speak with greater expertise on the political conundrum it represents.  No, I am a rabbi and we are here in this sanctuary on Shabbat.  So I won’t comment on the motivations that might be behind the congressman’s efforts.  And I won’t speak about the complexities of Al Queda’s attempts to radicalize elements among our American youth.  
I will say that, as a rabbi, as a Jew, I find disturbing Mr. King’s decision to stigmatize one group of Americans, reinforcing the notion in some people’s minds that Muslims have allegiances elsewhere, that they cannot be trusted.  I find disturbing Mr. King’s complete disregard of the whole range of non-Muslim terrorism in this country, from Timothy McVey, the bomber of the Murrah Bldg. in Oklahoma City to James von Brunn, the elderly white supremacist who killed a guard at the Holocaust Museum almost two years ago, to Jared Loughner, the disturbed young man who recently shot up a political rally in Tucson, killing 6 and wounding 14, including Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords.  I find disturbing Mr. King’s singling out of one group and one group only when the threat of domestic terrorism clearly comes from so many different places and groups in this country.
Understand -- I am not against a Homeland Security Hearing to investigate domestic terrorism.  That makes sense.  This country, like every country, needs to be vigilant about violent enemies in our midst from whatever walk of life they come.  But hearings that focus on one group, one subset of Americans to the exclusion of all others, as if they were the only threat to our country is, I believe, very dangerous.  And we Jews, of all people, know why it’s dangerous.  Because we have been the ones singled out in the past.  We have been the ones whose loyalties were questioned.  We have been the ones who were regarded with suspicion.  We have been the ones who were told “you don’t belong here.”
Mr. King, it seems to me, in the very way he has constructed his hearings, is sending a message to all Americans that we are wise to distrust Muslims, that they bear watching and can never be trusted to be good and loyal Americans like us.  At the same time, he is sending a message to Muslim-Americans that says:  we don’t trust you, we don’t accept you, we think you don’t belong here.
Now, I am not accusing Mr. King of McCarthyism as some have.  I do not know the man and cannot judge what prejudices he may or may not harbor.  I do believe that he is playing on the understandable fears so many of us have of domestic terrorism, creating a media circus that can only cause a rift between Muslim-Americans and the rest of us.  By restricting his investigations to Muslim-Americans, he does enormous harm to the Muslim community here in America – the vast majority of whom simply wish to live in peace – and enormous harm to our American way of inclusion, tolerance and mutual respect.
My friends, the festival of Pesach will soon be upon us.  What Pesach teaches us is that we were once slaves in Egypt and therefore we have a special responsibility to fight slavery wherever and whenever we see it.  In just the same way, we remember not so very long ago here in America being accused of being disloyal, of being fundamentally un-American.  That’s why we have to speak out when others are subjected to the same abuse, the same prejudice.   We’ve been there.  We know what it’s like to be attacked and persecuted and excluded because we are different.  That’s why I believe we have to speak out today when that attack is turned on other Americans.  In the end, I believe it is our special Jewish responsibility to speak out loud and clear against Mr. King’s hearings which I believe constitute the real “plot against America.”  
AMEN
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