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Rabbi Daniel G. Zemel 

Temple Micah, Washington, DC 

3\14\2025 Erev Shabbat 

 

NOT NORMAL 

Dear Friends, 

I received an email this week whose subject line was: 

“We won’t act like this is normal.” 

There is simply too much to process. 

Last night at 6pm in this fun filled and packed sanctuary we celebrated Purim.  

After the young, boisterous crowd left, later in the evening, we had a further 

celebration.  This was among the most beautiful Purim gatherings in which I had 

ever participated.  The Megillah reading provided opportunity for thought and 

Rabbi Crawley provided the evening’s crescendo with a timely lesson offered by 

the words of the Scroll of Esther itself as she captured Mordecai’s words to Esther 

–“Mi Yodea? Im L’Ate k’zote hegitah“  “Who knows, perhaps you have arrived at 

this place just for this reason?” We were reminded last night that at this moment, 

we too are living in a time when so much is threatened.    

As Rabbi Crawley underscored, Mordecai’s words to Esther reminded her that she 

could not ignore what was happening and that she could do something—even 

one thing. 

We live in a moment when we are each called to do one more thing.  

So—two different news stories of the past week—one national news—one barely 

mentioned anywhere.  

Both real news.  

First the Mahmoud Khalil story-- 

Mahmoud Khalil is the Palestinian activist who recently completed his graduate 

studies at Columbia University. He had become a leader in the campus protests 
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against the war in Gaza, and served as a negotiator between administration 

officials and protesters who were demanding the university divest from Israel. 

There are reports—accurate—not accurate (?) that he was seen distribution 

HAMAS fliers on campus.  We know that the Columbia University protests became 

violent and intimidated Jewish students and the atmosphere was ugly. Khalil is a 

green card holder and is married to a US citizen. He was arrested last Saturday by 

ICE agents.  To date, Mr. Kahlil has not been charged with any crime and is now 

held in an ICE detention center in Louisiana.  His lawyer has spoken with him by 

phone but not been allowed to see him.    

The Trump administration has invoked a rarely used provision of immigration law 

to try to deport him. The charging document states that Secretary of State Rubio, 

“has reasonable ground to believe that your presence or activities in the United 

States would have potentially serious adverse foreign policy consequences for the 

United States”. 

The New York Times reported that the state department’s rationale is that 

American foreign policy to combat antisemitism around the world will be 

adversely affected by Khalil’s continued presence in the US.  

A New York Federal judge has put a temporary halt on Khalil’s deportation until 

his case can be fully heard.  This is the bare basics of the story. 

News Story #2—not widely reported— 

This one from Cincinnati- and reported by the Jewish Telegraph Agency: 

(Quote) 

“When Rabbi Ari Jun learned that faith leaders were invited to speak at a rally in 

Cincinnati against neo-Nazis and white supremacy, he quickly responded that he 

would be there. 
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As the former director of the local Jewish community relations council who 

recently took the helm of a progressive Reform synagogue, Jun has experience 

responding to antisemitism and a passion for social justice. 

But a week later, he was told he was off the docket. The reason: He is a Zionist. 

“Some of your values do not truly align with the values this protest is trying to 

represent,” Laini Smith, an organizer of the rally being held Sunday in the city’s 

Washington Park, told him via text message. 

Billie Pittman, another organizer with Queen City United, a progressive group, 

spelled things out even more clearly: ‘Rabbi Ari Jun is a well-known Zionist, and 

while this event is intended to oppose Nazis and white supremacy, allowing 

Zionists to participate undermines the original goal of the demonstration.’”  (END 

OF QUOTE) 

I could not make this up. 

If there is any group that knows something about Nazis and White –which used to 

be called Aryan Supremacists, one might think that Zionists might have something 

to contribute.   Not apparently in today’s fashionable leftist circles.  

Back to the Khalil story.   

Back to the NY Times: 

(QUOTE) 

“A few hours after news broke on Sunday of the arrest of Mr. Khalil…who has not 

been accused of having contact with Hamas…the Anti-Defamation 

League…released a statement applauding the “swift and severe consequences for 

those who provide material support to foreign terrorist organizations.” (NY Times, 

March 11) 
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Yes—the Anti Defamation League—our oldest Jewish organization that used to 

know how to combat antisemitism and used to be able to recognize antisemitism 

supported this arrest. 

Amy Spitalnick, executive director of the Jewish Council for Public Affairs made 

this observation: 

“Any Jew who thinks this is going to start and stop with a few Palestinian activists 

is fooling themselves. Our community should not be used as an excuse to upend 

democracy and the rule of law.” 

Spitalnik knows and understands history something the Anti-Defamation League 

either never learned or forgot. 

This administration is using combatting antisemitism as a fig-leaf cover for 

shutting down free speech when it is actually perpetuating antisemitism in so 

many ways that it is horrifying.  

 

We have to ask ourselves—why is it always the Jews. 

There is, of course more-- and it gets worse—now from the Israeli newspaper, 

Haaretz:  

QUOTE- 

“Tech billionaire Elon Musk, who serves as an advisor to U.S. President Donald 

Trump, shared a post on social media platform X on Thursday which said "Stalin, 

Mao, and Hitler didn't murder millions of people. Their public sector employees 

did." 

The article continues 

“In January, Musk said in a speech at a conference of the far-right Alternative for 

Germany party that there is "frankly too much of a focus on past guilt and we 
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need to move beyond that… "It's good to be proud of German culture, German 

values, and not to lose that in some sort of multiculturalism that dilutes 

everything," Musk said. 

Musk occasionally posts memes and jokes related to Nazis and the Holocaust. He 

recently mocked his critics in a series of jokes that included wordplay on the 

names of senior Nazi party officials."  

(END OF Ha-aretz QUOTE) 

We have a very full plate: 

Just to review: 

1. There are the ignoramuses of the Left who are unable to see the difference 

between a tiny, threatened people’s love of their ancient homeland and the 

Fascism posed by Elon Musk. 

2. There are the Jewish organizational coddlers of this administration who 

excuse Elon Musk’s Nazi salute and support  the canard of fighting 

antisemitism to shut down free speech thus endangering our democracy 

And there is the ongoing threat caused by this administration and its assault on 

universities, education, artistic expression, legal representation, medical science, 

diversity, expertise, public schools, civil servants, traditional alliances ---the list is 

simply too long. But we must include its shuttering of the department of 

Education and its entire office devoted to investigating and combatting 

antisemitism. 

Again— 

Combatting antisemitism is this administration’s canard to advance their goal of 

destroying America as a diverse multi-vocal society and along with it destroy the 

institutions that have been created to protect any and all minorities.  Combatting 

antisemitism is simply a tactic to eviscerate our idea of America as a “nation 

conceived in liberty and dedicated to the propositions” embodied in our 

https://www.haaretz.com/us-news/2025-01-26/ty-article/.premium/elon-musks-salute-too-far-for-the-adl-but-israels-far-right-thinks-hes-brilliant/00000194-a3dd-d9e8-a5f4-ebfd8f850000
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Declaration of Independence. All this to advance the goal of a white Christian 

nation. 

The tactics are not new.  

Hannah Arendt writes in The Origins of Totalitarianism: 

“Antisemitism was the ideological weapon for the destruction of the old order; it 

served to absolve the new movements of all responsibility for [the upheaval they 

were engendering]. Totalitarian leaders used antisemitism to shift blame away 

from their own destructive policies, ultimately framing Jews as the cause of the 

pain the people were experiencing as a result of their repressive [actions].” 

And the ADL falls for it. 

I would beg the leaders of the Cincinnati rally to read Hannah Arendt. They have 

been duped. 

I cannot tell you how often I return in my files and open up my Archibald 

MacLeish essay from July 3, 1976— and then turn to the biblical Book of Ezekiel. 

In this essay, MacLeish asks if Americans still believe in the cause of human 

liberty.  

QUOTE 

“(Is) no longer …such a hope “realistic'?  

If we think that, we had better give up thinking… 

(Because) it is … true that there is not a single police state of any ideology which 

does not confess by its Berlin Walls, its nets of concentration camps, its prison 

hospitals…, its censorship of books, it’s silencing of mouths, its suppression of 

minds, that it is afraid. And what it is most afraid of is precisely the ghost of 

Thomas Jefferson. Opposition … the police state can put down. Wars it can win 
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for a time… But the free man, the free mind, it cannot conquer, it can only 

imprison, only torture, only kill. 

(Macleish continues) 

So far, indeed, is Mr. Jefferson's revolution from being obsolete that it is now the 

one truly revolutionary force in the age we live in. And not despite the police 

states but because of them. When the K.G.B. is king, the only possible revolution 

is the revolution of mankind, the revolution of Sakharov, of Solzhenitsyn. 

(MacLeish then asks) 

Are we afraid to affirm our purpose … for fear of angering those who have a 

different purpose?...  have (we) forgotten what our own great purpose was? 

We are as great as our belief in human liberty—no greater. And our belief in 

human liberty is only ours when it is larger than ourselves: liberty, as Mr. Lincoln 

put it, “not alone to the people of this country but hope to the world.” We must 

become again his “last, best hope of earth” if we wish to be the great Republic 

which his love once saved. We’ know that. We must say so even now, even 

toward dark, without a voice to lead us, without a leader standing to come forth. 

We must say it for ourselves. No one else will say it for us.” 

Ezekiel Chapter 22 

“Her priests have done violence to My law, and have profaned My holy things; 

they have put no difference between the holy and the profane, neither have they 

taught difference between unclean and clean, they have hid their eyes from My 

Sabbaths, and I am profaned among them.  

Her princes … are like wolves attacking prey: to shed blood, and to destroy souls, 

so as to get dishonest gain.  

And her prophets have covered up for them with white plaster, seeing falsehood, 

and spewing lies … saying: Thus says Adonai our GOD, when Adonai has not 

spoken.  
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The leaders of the land have used oppression, and exercised robbery, and have 

wronged the poor and needy, and have oppressed the stranger unlawfully.  

(The prophet then laments) 

And I sought for a man among you, that should repair the breach, and stand in the 

gap before Me for the land … but I found none.”  

 

We are in a desperate time in this country.   

We cannot act as if any of this is Normal. 

I believe that our Shabbat gatherings are more important than ever.   

The Eternal light symbolizes our durability. 

Torah teaches us our purpose. 

We dare not forget who we are and what we believe. 

The time is now. 

We gain strength from each other. 

Shabbat Shalom! 

  

 

 

 

 

 


