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Today is Shabbat Tekumah—the Shabbat of Restoration, a name that in past few 

years has arisen in Israel to refer to the Shabbat immediately before Yom 

HaAtzmaut, Israel Independence Day. And so I will share some words with you 

about Israel. 

But Shabbat Tekumah always occurs just after another Jewish special day, one that 

was also set aside only fifty-some years ago for commemoration, and that is Yom 

HaShoah. Yom HaShoah commemorates the losses our people suffered during the 

Shoah—i.e., “the Catastrophe,” which we generally refer to in English as “the 

Holocaust.” 

Shabbat Tekumah always stands, then, right in between those two newest days on 

the Jewish calendar. And so it’s a good day first to look back, and then to look 

forward. 

Every Yom HaShoah is painful, but looking back to this past one is especially 

difficult. As the Jerusalem Post noted this past week, Yom HaShoah used to be 

focused on remembering the past. Now, suddenly, holocaust remembrance is all 

about the future. 

This past Monday, on the same day that Yom HaShoah was to begin in Israel, a 

human rights conference opened in Geneva, Switzerland. 

Now, human rights is, as it should be, an incredibly important concern for Jews. 

We have led the world in preaching the universality of human rights. It was we, 

after all, who taught the world that every human being was created in God’s image. 

But there weren’t too many Jews inside the hall as the conference began. The 

reason is that the opening speaker was none other than Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, 
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the president of Iran. This man is one of the premier holocaust deniers in the world 

today, and he confirmed that with his remarks that day. 

 

After a few sentences of selective history of oppression and racism, without even 

hinting at the persecution that Jews have suffered throughout history, much less the 

contempt, the powerlessness and the widespread mass murders that we endured 

during the twentieth century, he turned his attention to the Security Council of the 

United Nations and accused it of “exploiting the holocaust”: “[U]nder the pretext” 

he said,—note the use of the word “pretext”—“of protecting the Jews, they 

[meaning the Security Council of the United Nations] made a nation homeless with 

military expeditions and invasion.” 

The original draft expresses his underlying belief more clearly: “They resorted to 

military aggression to make an entire nation homeless, on the pretext of Jewish 

sufferings and the ambiguous and dubious question of holocaust.” 

He went on to say: 

“They transferred various groups of people from America, Europe and other 

countries to this land. They established a completely racist government in the 

occupied Palestinian territories. And in fact, under the pretext [-- again, that word, 

“pretext”] of making up for damages resulting from racism in Europe, they 

established the most aggressive, racist country in another territory, i.e. Palestine.” 

Again, his original draft reads: “They sent migrants from Europe, the United States 

and from other parts of the world, in order to establish a totally racist government 

in the occupied Palestine and, in compensation for the dire consequences of racism 

in Europe, they helped bring to power the most cruel and repressive racists in 

Palestine. … The Security Council helped stabilize the Zionist regime and 

supported the Zionists in the past sixty years, giving them a free hand to continue 

their crimes.” 

Well, as they say, everyone is entitled to his opinion. But in his speech, 

Ahmadinejad went further than merely maligning the Security Council for creating 

Israel. He went on to accuse Western governments of being “committed to support 
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genocidal racists” (by which he means Jews) and accused them of seeking to 

“destroy a great culture that is thousands of years old.” 

Ultimately, he laid blame and lays blame squarely on the Jews: “Was attacking 

Iraq not orchestrated by the Zionists and their allies in the previous ruling 

government of America?” and he proceeded to blame “the Zionists” for 

manipulating international finance and world governments to the detriment of 

human beings all over the world. 

“Today,” he continued, “human society is facing a kind of racism which has an 

ugliness that has completely distorted the honour of mankind at the verge of the 

third millennium and it has made the global society shameful. The global Zionism 

is the complete symbol of racism [emphasis added] …. We should motivate the 

united governments to eliminate this clear racism.” 

As many of us know, there were no official U.S. representatives in the hall to hear 

those remarks, because our government had decided not to attend the conference. 

(So, too, had Canada and Israel and several other countries.) The representatives of 

many European countries were there, but when Ahmadinijad began to condemn 

Israel, their representatives walked out. That walking out was praised by some, but 

criticized by others. As some delegates left, the remaining delegates applauded the 

speaker. 

Later that day, Eli Wiesel was prevented from addressing reporters at the 

conference. A mob of delegates shouted at him, calling him and his supporters, 

“Zio-Nazis,” and prevented him from speaking. (You can see that disturbing 

spectacle on YouTube at www.youtube.com/watch?v=zV3rw_QOD7U.) 

If there’s anyone who should have been at this conference, it is George Orwell. In 

his brilliant essay, “Politics and the English language,” and in his classic novel, 

1984, he described how pernicious it is to misuse words. At this conference, words 

like "genocide," and "war crimes," lost their meaning. Speakers were willing to 

distort—willfully or through ignorance—the meanings of “the dreadful vocabulary 

of hate for their own vicious political ends.” (The Jerusalem Post) 

What took place in Geneva was a farce. For a man leading a country that 

persecutes gay men—remember, at Columbia, Ahmadinejad stated that Iran 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=zV3rw_QOD7U
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doesn’t have any --, a country where trade unionists, ethnic minorities and 

journalists are not fully free,—for a man who has threatened, proudly and 

unapologetically, the destruction of Israel—for such a man to wrap himself in the 

mantle of human rights is, well, obscene. 

Unfortunately, the cause of human rights has been set back by this spectacle. 

But having said that, I have a question: Was it right, and was it wise, to boycott the 

conference? Was it right, and was it wise, to walk out? Isn’t it always better to be 

engaged with others, to join with other people, even those with whom we disagree, 

to discuss differences and attempt to resolve them? Isn’t that what we teach our 

children? 

I do think that there is a limit, and I do think that that limit was crossed on the first 

day of that conference in Geneva. I do think that when certain things are said, it is 

simply improper to remain in a room. It’s hard to say exactly when that point is 

reached. Is it when the truth is compromised? When a speaker distorts language so 

much that one is in the presence of true demagoguery? When there is a danger that 

one’s own presence is being exploited to support odious views? 

But should the United States have stayed away entirely? Would participation by 

the United States in a conference like this really have given more credibility to 

Ahmadinejad and to his racist views—or would it have allowed for the opportunity 

to rebut them? Is the only way to fight that kind of insidiousness to be not only out 

of the room but out of town? Mightn’t that diminish one’s influence over the 

outcome and the impact of the conference? 

This week’s parashah is filled with obscure, arcane practices. Year after year, 

preachers wring their hands: “What am I going to talk about?” It’s hard, generally, 

to find a connection with what’s going on in the world. But not this year. This year, 

there’s something in this week’s parashah that helps us understand what went on in 

Geneva. 

In the parashah we learn that sometimes a place—not just people, or vessels, but a 

place—can become contaminated. And when that happens, everyone in it becomes 

contaminated simply by being there. It’s almost as if a source of impurity is like a 
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virus that can be communicated merely by physical proximity. That has always 

seemed weird to me. 

And yet, this year, it’s a concept that makes sense to me. I would say that a human 

rights conference organized by people who are not committed to truth and fairness, 

who represent despotic regimes that self-righteously and hypocritically trumpet the 

cause of human rights, is contaminated. I would say that a human rights conference 

in which the keynote address on the first day is a speech filled with hateful rhetoric 

is contaminated. 

And what do we do to avoid contamination? As our parashah teaches us, we get 

ourselves out of there. But that still leaves open the question of just how far away 

we should go. 

Another aspect of the parashah also comes to mind. “Mitzorah”—the Biblical word 

for one who is leprous—is often read by the rabbis as a pun for Motzi-Shem-Rah: 

One who engages in malicious speech. Malicious speech, L’shon harah, we are 

told, harms three: the speaker, the listener and the one who is spoken about. 

This teaches us an important lesson that we know from everyday life. Sometimes 

it’s better not to hear. When someone starts talking maliciously, whether it’s about 

a person, an ethnic or religious group, or a nation, sometimes it’s better not to 

hear—certainly, not to listen. After all, there’s a rabbinical principle: shtikah 

k’hodaya damei: silence is akin to ascent. What are your options when you’re in a 

room with a vile speaker? Only if you get up and get out can you make the point 

that you don’t accept the words of the speaker. 

On the other hand, I’m glad I know what President Ahmadinejad said in that room. 

I’m grateful I know what epithets were shouted at Elie Wiesel. We need to know 

what people are saying to be able to confront the lies and the slander. 

So where do we draw the line? When and how do we know whether we’re crossing 

a line between being the voice of truth and reason in a sea of mendacity and 

intolerance—and being exploited, manipulated, co-opted, … i.e., contaminated? 

I don’t know the answer to that—but I’m glad that those representatives who did 

make it to Geneva left the hall when they did. That felt comforting and supportive. 



 

6 
 

Why is it that the creation of Israel, which as we know was pursued with such 

noble goals, has been met by such bitter hostility, such lies and distortions? 

I’m reminded of a curious ambivalence that surrounded the creation of Israel. On 

the one hand, Theodor Herzl’s dream was to create a state like all other states. The 

Jews were to be taken from their abnormal state into a normal state. They would 

become a people like all other peoples. Nihyeh k’khol hagoyim: We will become 

like all other nations. On the other hand, there was a desire that Israel should 

become a paragon of virtue, an Or La-Goyim, a “Light unto the Nations.” 

It seems as if the world doesn’t really want us to be either. They don’t want us to 

carry on a normal existence, and they certainly don’t want to take lessons from us 

on morality. But that shouldn’t stop us from trying to help Israel be both: both a 

normal nation state where people are free to grow up and live, and carry on their 

lives—and also a paragon of virtue. It’s one of the paradoxes that we have to live 

with, one of the curious challenges of being a Jewish state in the world. It can and 

should strive for normalcy, but also remain morally superior to the lowest common 

denominator of its enemies. 

Let me conclude by clarifying one point: The challenge that is posed by the 

contamination of the international human rights agenda by enemies of Israel is not 

something we can or should ever walk away from. 

We should continue to support the liberation of oppressed people all over the 

world, wherever they live. We may feel that we need to choose: to fight for human 

rights or to support Israel. After all, so many human rights proponents are anti-

Israel! That’s false. 

In the 1930s, Britain issued a White Paper that severely limited Jewish 

immigration to Palestine. In the 1930’s England also became the enemy of 

Germany, which was bent on wiping out the Jewish People. Jews in Palestine were 

torn: they wanted to fight the White Paper—which meant fighting England—but 

they also wanted to support England in the war with the Nazis. David Ben-Gurion 

declared: "We shall fight the White Paper as if there were no war; we shall fight 

the war as if there were no White Paper." 



 

7 
 

So too, we today should say, “Let’s fight for human rights, even if many use the 

cause of human rights to unfairly target Israel. Let the chips fall where they may. 

And let’s support Israel, even if that may strain our relationships with other human 

rights advocates. We can—and we should—do both. 

Even if we must, sometimes, “leave the room,” as it were, we shouldn’t ever think 

that what goes on in places like that conference in Geneva doesn’t concern us. It 

does. As Elie Wiesel has said, “There may be times when we are powerless to 

prevent injustice, but there must never be a time when we fail to protest.” 

In that regard, let me draw your attention to a program that is due to take place 

tomorrow evening at the Andover Newton Theological Seminary in Newton. The 

Honorable Irwin Cotler, the former Canadian Minister of Justice, and David 

Harris, the executive director of the American Jewish Committee, will tell us about 

the Geneva conference and where we should go from here. 

I had the privilege of taking a course in Human Rights at Harvard Law School 

many years ago that was co-taught by Irwin Cotler and Alan Dershowitz. It was 

one of the most stimulating and inspiring courses I took in law school. At the time, 

Irwin Cotler was a law professor in Canada. He’s a brilliant, articulate and tireless 

advocate for human rights—and also an equally tireless and passionate advocate 

for Israel and the Jewish people. There shouldn’t be a need for a conjunction there! 

All advocates for human rights should support Israel’s right to exist—but sadly, as 

we have seen, that isn’t the case. 

If you’ve never had the opportunity to hear Irwin Cotler, I strongly urge you to go, 

for two reasons. First, it will be interesting. Second, this is important. We shouldn’t 

just commiserate. We should organize and strategize and try to figure out how, on 

the one hand, to promote the furtherance of human rights, and on the other hand, 

resist the malicious anti-Semitism that seems to swirl around such initiatives. 

It’s trite by now, but as true as ever: If I am not for myself, who will be for me? If I 

am only for myself, what am I? And if not now, when? 

Shabbat shalom. 


