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The last few weeks of 2024 were peaceful for us here in America. I think that has a lot to do with the fact 

that, since Election Day, our collective consumption of toxic, anxiety-inducing infotainment has declined 

dramatically: According to industry reports, viewership is down 57 percent at MSNBC and 49 percent at 

CNN.1   

  

Even as Hamas and Houthi rockets, sadly, continued to rain down on Israeli cities, many Americans, 

exhausted with the news, turned off their TVs and turned to other things, like spending time with family, 

taking up hobbies, and going on vacation.  

  

But we were shocked out of our blissful ignorance on New Year’s Day, when we learned that an American 

military veteran had committed a horrific terrorist attack in New Orleans, killing at least 15 people, and a 

U.S. Army Green Beret blew up his Tesla Cybertruck in front of the Trump hotel in Vegas.   

  

It’s still unclear what the latter’s motive was2, but we know for sure that the New Orleans attacker, a 

Muslim-American from the Houston area, was inspired to commit mass murder by ISIS—of which he was, 

apparently, a card-carrying member.3   

  

Didn’t we defeat ISIS a while ago?4 I thought that’s what they told us back in 2019. As someone (I can’t 

remember who) commented sarcastically on social media the other day: “Didn’t anyone tell ISIS that the 

War on Terror is over?”   

  

See, that’s the American way: For us, when it’s over, it’s over; time to move on to something else. ISIS was 

so pre-Covid.  

  

But that’s not how the radical jihadists see it. They don’t work on the cable news cycle or four-year 

terms.  

  

The journalist Graeme Wood, who wrote an excellent book about ISIS called The Way of the Strangers, 

describes their outlook this way:  

  

When ISIS conquered the city of Mosul in 2014 and imposed Sharia law there, the jihadists “insisted that 

ISIS’s ascent was an event of world-historical import. Indeed, to call it world-historical would diminish it, 

because the entire cosmos was in play.   

  

“They suggested that ISIS was fulfilling prophecy; that it was resurrecting laws and a form of government 

dormant for more than a thousand years; and that it would continue to vanquish the enemies of Islam 

until Jesus himself returned as a Muslim warrior to slay the Anti-Christ. …  

  

“To all who joined it,” Wood explained, “it promised glory and virtue, and the honor of participating in 

nothing less than the grand finale of the universe itself.”5  

  

Sincerely curious to understand why people would buy into this worldview, Wood conducted extensive 

interviews with ISIS supporters around the world. They were happy and eager to talk with him because 

they saw it as a way to spread the word.  



  

He writes: “What worried me about the new overlords of Mosul was the mounting evidence that they—

and a growing society of supporters from distant corners of the planet—meant what they said. Instead of 

talking about imminent death but planning for long life, they talked about imminent death and sought it 

avidly. …  

  

“[D]iscussion of the longing for battlefield martyrdom intensified, and recruits rushed to emigrate to the 

worst war zone on the planet. …”  

  

Nothing could “conceal the uncomfortable fact,” Wood says, “that for immigrants to the Islamic state, the 

killing was a source of profound fulfillment.”6  

  

We heard evidence of the same bloodthirsty sentiment on October 7. Do you remember the Hamas 

terrorist who called his parents, using one of his victim’s cell phones, to brag about what he had done?   

  

Asking his parents to get on FaceTime so he could show them his murderous handiwork, the terrorist 

shouted with pride: “Look how many I killed with my own hands! Your son killed Jews! … Dad, ten with 

my own hands!”  

  

And his dad responded with praise: “Oh my son, God bless you!”7  

  

*****  

  

I told this story before in another sermon, but I want to tell it again because I think it illustrates the point 

so powerfully:   

  

In the Showtime drama Homeland, there’s a scene where Carrie, the CIA agent, comes face-to-face with 

Abu Nazir, the terrorist mastermind she’s been chasing. Carrie is feeling triumphant because she’s got 

Abu Nazir cornered.   

  

He recognizes this, too, but he’s unfazed by it, and he says something like: “You might have won this 

battle, but we will win the war because we will never give up. We will fight you for 3,000 years if that’s 

what it takes.”  

  

We should never believe it when politicians tell us that radical jihad has been defeated, because we are 

fighting an asymmetrical war with it:   

  

We are driven by political principles like freedom, security, and winning the cable ratings, and getting the 

headline that will benefit our leaders in the next election.  

   

By contrast, as Wood describes, ISIS and other jihadists are driven by a cosmic vision that they will pursue 

relentlessly. The prospect of death does not deter them; it energizes them.   

  

They’re playing the long game: News cycles, election cycles, the lives of countries, and the cycle of 

temporal ruling powers are all but specks on the backdrop of cosmic time in which they live and pursue 

their apocalyptic crusade.  

  

*****  



  

Our Torah portion this week, Vayigash, begins with another case of asymmetrical conflict—this one 

between Joseph and his brother Judah.  

  

Judah and the rest of his brothers had come to Egypt in search of food. Joseph, whom they had left for 

dead in the pit when he was 17 years old, is now the pharaoh’s top guy in charge of the food supply, so 

he’s the one the brothers have to ask for help.  

  

Joseph recognizes them immediately, but they don’t recognize him—and Joseph exploits this asymmetry 

to his advantage: He uses his position of strength to force the brothers to jump through all kinds of 

hoops to get the food they need.  

  

After all this emotional torture, Judah has reached his boiling point. So, he gets up in Joseph’s face and 

they have it out.  

  

The sages, in midrash, imagine that their hatred for each other is so intense that when they argue, it’s like 

they’re spitting nails at each other. That image is so vivid. I think about it every year when we get to this 

parashah—especially these days, when our public discourse is so anger- and hate-filled.  

  

Now that the late-December lull is over and we’ve been shocked out of our slumber, I’m worried we’ll be 

back to spitting nails at each other over politics, and New Orleans will become old news as Trump 

clickbait retakes center stage.  

  

As one of the ISIS members said to Graeme Wood:  

  

“What stands out to me, that others don’t seem to discuss much, is how the Islamic State, Osama [bin 

Laden], and others are operating as though they are reading from a script that was written 1,400 years 

ago. They not only follow these prophecies but plan ahead based on them.  

  

“One would therefore assume that the enemies of Islam would note this and prepare adequately, but 

[it’s] almost as if they feel that playing along would mean that they believe in the prophecies, too, and so 

they ignore them and go about things their own way. …  

  

“[The] enemies of the Muslims may be aware of what the Muslims are planning, but it won’t benefit them 

at all as they prefer either to keep their heads in the sand or to fight their imaginary war based upon 

rational freedom-loving democrats vs. irrational evil terrorist madmen. …  

  

Wood might be doing his best to inform the world about what the jihadists really want, the ISIS 

supporter told him, but “We know that those in charge will ignore [you]—and screw things up anyway.”8  

  

As we approach January 20 and those cable-viewership numbers go back up, will we start hating each 

other again and lose sight of the real existential threat that lurks in the shadows?  

  

I think ISIS is counting on it.  
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