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HOLDING LAUGHTER HOSTAGE 
Reflections on Charlie Hebdo and Terror Attack at Kosher Butcher – Parashat Shmot 

January 9, 2015 / 5775 – Rabbi Joel Nickerson 

 
When’s the last time you laughed? 
My wife, Julia, asked me that question last night when we were discussing the terror at 
Charlie Hebdo and why such an attack has led people, such as Jon Stewart, to state, 
“we comedians didn’t go into comedy to be brave.”  I thought for a minute, trying to think 
of one of those deep belly-laugh moments or one of those chuckles you get when 
something just touches on being funny.  It had been recent, probably earlier in the day, 
but at the same time, I couldn’t name the exact situation.  She said, “Isn’t it interesting 
that it’s hard to pinpoint the last time we laughed, but we so badly want to remember 
that moment?”  She’s right.  There’s power in remembering when we last laughed.  
Laughter is empowering – it gives us the opportunity to shift perspective.  It’s healthy – it 
relieves stress, releases endorphins, and dissolves distressing emotions.  We crave 
those moments of laughter and we understand that those moments hold a special 
power.   
I think about the question, “What’s your favorite sound, or type of music?” and the cliché 
answer of ‘the sound of children laughing.’  We dismiss that answer as cheesy, but the 
truth is, there is something SO pure about children laughing, something so freeing and 
inspiring.  Their innocence, combined with their pure hearts, transforms a laugh into 
something profound; something almost messianic.  I led Shabbat for the preschool this 
morning, along with Cantor Coyot – part of my weekly Friday routine.  I was in the 
middle of telling a story about a prince who was turned into a frog and the only way he 
could break the spell was to celebrate Shabbat, when all of the sudden, a little girl burst 
out laughing – a loud laugh, a laugh of pure enjoyment.  And it made me laugh in the 
middle of telling the story.  Laughter can be infectious.  And as we know, there are 
entire professions devoted to eliciting laughter.  Many of our fellow Jews play prominent 
roles in those professions. 
But it’s hard to laugh when we think about the last few days.  First the attack on Charlie 
Hebdo and then the hostage situation at the kosher butcher today, which left four dead 
and five injured.  All together, 17 victims from these few days of tragedy.    And on top of 
all of this, the reinforcement in our Jewish minds that we just can’t get a break; that 
there are always Jewish victims of terror attacks. 
The terrorists know there is power in laughter.  They know that by killing laughter, they 
are weakening us, tearing us down, beating us into submission.  If they can silence our 
cartoonists, people who use satire to address the reality of the world, then perhaps they 
have won something. They know that with fear comes the death of creativity.  And all of 
this makes them feel stronger.  What IS the effect of killing laughter?  Just think about 
the difference between a person who can’t remember the last time they laughed 
because it was so long ago and the person who just keeled over with laughter the other 
day.  What kind of choices are these two people making in their lives?  Through what 
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lens are they choosing to see the world around them?  The impact of a life without 
laughter would be tremendous – devastatingly depressing. 
Laughter is not just about happiness – it is about feeling in control of yourself and the 
world around you.  It is about understanding your place and recognizing limitations and 
expectations.  The strength of the Jewish people has always been found in our 
resilience and in our ability to laugh. You can’t be a survivor if you can’t find your own 
power in the struggle.  If you sit in that struggle, you can never rise above it, you can 
never see over the horizon.  Laughter is one of those mechanisms that can help us rise 
up, to soar above.   
During the Kedusha prayer, the third prayer in the Amidah, we rise onto our tip toes 
three times as we recite the phrase, “kadosh, kadosh, kadosh, Adonai Tzvaot m’lo kol 
ha’aretz kavodo” – Holy, holy, holy, is Adonai. Lord of Hosts! God’s presence fills the 
whole earth.1  
We rise on our toes to mimic the angels, to raise ourselves up towards heaven.  There 
is a teaching that with each repetition of the word, ‘holy’, we climb ever-so-slightly 
higher towards the Divine.  The first level is achieved when we can separate from just 
focusing on the physical world around us.  The second level involves our ability to 
recognize our own distinct characteristics (very much tied into the meaning of the word 
kadosh in Hebrew).  And the third level is a recognition that you can be in the world, but 
not entirely of the world – that you are a part of God and that you, yourself, are holy.   
Our tradition finds holiness in the elevation of the self beyond the mundane.   
You’ve all probably used the phrase ‘to fall in love’.  What is the connection between 
love and falling?  It used to be my favorite hobby, by the way.  But you don’t fall in love.  
You rise in love.  The phrase ‘fall in love’ comes from the concept of the cardinal sin of 
man in Christian theology – passion is a sin, he who abstains is the holy one.  But Jews 
don’t abstain – the more the merrier (when you’re married, of course).   
Do you know how to say ‘to fall in love’ in Hebrew?  L’hit-ahev. It’s in a unique 
grammatical form called Hitpalel.  Here’s an example – ‘to write’ is li’chtov; ‘to 
correspond with another’ is l’hit’catev.  ‘To love’ is l’eh’hov but ‘to fall in love’ is L’hit-
ahev.  It is a language of mutuality, of interdependence, a language of give and take. In 
Hebrew, you don’t ‘fall in love’, you ‘rise in love’. 2   
Another example – the Hebrew word, Kadima.  It means ‘forward!’  And how do you say 
‘before’?  Kodem.  Notice, it’s the same word – Kadima and kodem – it’s the same root.  
You know why?  Built into our culture is the idea that there is no future without a tie to 
the past.   
Kadosh, Kadosh, kadosh – we rise and we lift ourselves up.   
Jason Stanley, a professor of philosophy at Yale, wrote in an op-ed the other day, 
“Satire is the ultimate method by which reason can address power. With the use of 
satire, even those without control of resources can, with merely the use of a pen, bring 

																																																								
1 Isaiah 6:3 
2 Teaching by Avraham Infeld 
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figures of authority down to earth.”3  As Jews, we have always played the role of 
‘minority’, of ‘dependent’, of ‘underdog’.  But we have been able to use satire and wit 
and humor and laughter to gain a sense of control that otherwise would not exist for our 
people.  It has been a key element in our survival.   
We cannot allow that element to be compromised, to be harmed, to be destroyed.  
Whether it’s serious political satire or jokes about a rabbi and a priest walking into a bar; 
whether it’s humor we agree with or humor we find crass and rude, we cannot let the 
power of laughter be compromised by those who wish to lead by fear and censorship.  
To win this war, we must rise up, we must create, we must laugh. 
 

																																																								
3 http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/01/08/a-postcard-from-
paris/?hp&action=click&pgtype=Homepage&module=c-column-top-span-region&region=c-column-top-span-
region&WT.nav=c-column-top-span-region 


