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Many of us have been following various stories about BDS on college campuses. Now in its 

tenth year, the campaign calls for boycotts, divestment and sanctions against Israel. One of the 

most recent episodes took place at Stanford just last week. A junior from Milwaukee named 

Molly Horwitz was eager to receive an endorsement from the Students of Color Coalition, an 

umbrella group that has helped aspiring leaders win seats in the student senate. In her 

application, Molly wrote extensively about her Jewish background.  

 

Her interview with the student coalition was going just fine, until the committee turned to her 

and asked:  “Given your Jewish identity, how would you vote on divestment?” When Molly 

explained that she opposed divestment, the interview ended abruptly and the coalition chose not 

to endorse her.  

 

Stanford officials are now investigating the incident, as well as charges that the Coalition which 

supports divestment, asked its endorsed candidates to sign a contract promising not to affiliate 

with Jewish groups on campus.  

 

And this, of course, is just but one example among hundreds of campuses on which the BDS 

movement has gained a foothold.  

 

The Parshiot we read just a few moments ago have something very important to say about this 

topic.  

 

We all know the story of the Metzorah. A man or a woman commits a moral crime by engaging 

in a sin like character assassination. And they’re struck by some kind of disease of the skin. 

Amazingly, their spiritual misstep generates a physical symptom. They consult the Kohen who 

makes the diagnosis. The wrongdoer is quarantined and condemned to a week of isolation 

outside the camp of Israel.  

 

We may not think of it in these terms, but BDS is really just another means by which to 

propagate slander and calumny against the Jewish state. How preposterous to single out the only 

state in the region dedicated to democracy and the rule of law and – the only country in the 

Middle East where terms like human rights and civil liberties have any meaning at all. Atrocities 

are being committed daily in Syria and Iraq. Those atrocities provoke no response while the BDS 

movement against Israel alone continues to thrive. 

 

We don’t quite have the authority or the wherewithal to quarantine every enemy of Israel. 

America’s a free country and – within limits – freedom of expression is sacrosanct.  

 

But the Torah’s response to the scourge of calumny is instructive nonetheless. Because when the 

Torah tells us to send the מצורע outside the camp, it has three goals in mind.  
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First, and most obviously, is prevention. For one to spread rumors or share gossip, one needs an 

audience. Removing a person altogether from his social context means that the chattering will 

stop. There’s simply no opportunity for him to go on doing damage once he’s been removed 

from the camp. 

 

The second goal is punitive. As Rashi puts it, the Metzora’s words had the effect of distancing 

people. So the punishment fits the crime and the wrongdoer is made to wallow for a week in his 

own loneliness. What you’ve heard about the friend you used to trust has made you re-evaluate 

his standing. The rumor going around about a certain member of the community gives you pause 

before you call him to chat. The gossip monger draws people apart; how fitting that he’s drawn 

apart from those very people. 

 

And finally, as the Ramban intimates, there’s a third objective here and that’s rehabilitation. 

Before the מצורע can re-enter the camp, he needs to undergo a process of purification. And part 

of that process requires him to take two birds. One is sacrificed and one is set free. Just like the 

two goats on Yom Kippur. One is offered up in the Temple, the second set free in Azazel. 

Because the Metzora is reminded that two paths stand before him: He can choose the road back 

to the service of the divine; or he can choose to fly off into the wilderness – untethered to the 

bonds of his people, alone in his impiety.  

 

One of the most flagrant and repugnant calumnies of our generation is being perpetrated right 

before our eyes. So what do we do? 

 

Of the three responses to slander in the Torah, punishment is off the table. We take it on faith 

that in the grand scheme of divine justice, the enemies of Israel will get their comeuppance. 

That’s not our job. 

 

But we can do our best to prevent the spread of future slander. And we can do our best to help 

open the eyes of those who are misguided.  

 

This past Tuesday, perhaps in anticipation of Yom Haatzmaut, the Tennessee General Assembly 

formally condemned the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) movement against Israel. 

Senate Joint Resolution 170, initially passed by the Tennessee Senate in a unanimous 30-0 vote, 

was approved by the Tennessee House of Representatives in an overwhelming 93-1 vote. 

 

The resolution declares that the BDS movement is “one of the main vehicles for spreading anti-

Semitism and advocating the elimination of the Jewish state.” BDS activities in Tennessee 

“undermine the Jewish people’s right to self-determination, which they are fulfilling in the State 

of Israel.” 

 

It goes on to say that the BDS movement and its agenda are “inherently antithetical and deeply 

damaging to the causes of peace, justice, equality, democracy and human rights for all the 

peoples in the Middle East.” 

 

This wasn’t a statement released by the ADL, but by the joint legislative bodies of the state of 

Tennessee.  
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With a little effort, it is possible to marshal the voices of good and speak out vociferously against 

those who conspire to cut us down. If they can do it in Tennessee, why not in every state in the 

Union? 

 

In all the pesukim we read today about the Metzora, the victim is conspicuously absent. The 

Torah tells us that the thief recompenses the person from whom he’s stolen. The damager pays a 

fine to the plaintiff. But what can the slanderer do to make amends? Yes, he should repent and 

seek forgiveness. But words cannot so easily be retracted. He can’t simply put the genie back in 

the bottle. The victim’s not part of the story because he can’t hope to undo the damage that’s 

been done. Instead – to counter the wrong that’s been perpetrated – it’s his job to live a life of 

honesty and integrity: to radiate the truths that will outshine the falsehoods that have been 

leveled against him. 

 

As lovers of Israel, we need to see ourselves as the objects of the opprobrium being spewed all 

around us. And we need to act.  

 

For every person involved actively in the BDS campaign, ten others are standing on the sidelines 

and just listening. Absent counter-arguments – absent the truth – impressionable young people 

all over the country will inevitably be moved by the hate-mongers and anti-Semites hiding 

behind the veil of political activism.  

 

The extreme and absurd formulations of our enemies should never compel us to respond with 

extreme or absurd formulations of our own. With respect and with dignity, it’s on us to share 

with those around us why we love Israel. It’s on us to know and to teach Jewish history and the 

miraculous story of the Jewish state. It’s on us to call out defamation when we see it and simply 

say: “I do not accept that narrative.”  

 

The price of silence is simply too high.  

 

As the Haftarah of Yom Haatzmaut predicts:  

 

 ַוֲאַמְרֶּתם ַּבּיֹום ַההּוא, הֹודּו לה' ִקְראּו ִבְׁשמֹו, הֹוִדיעּו ָבַעִּמים, ֲעִלי	ָתיו

There will come a time when among the nations of the world we’ll share the story of our 

salvation.  

 

Israel’s not perfect. No country ever was. But acknowledging Israel’s shortcomings should never 

stand in the way of our being her greatest champions. When enough of us speak the truth and 

speak it loudly enough, the truth will speak for itself.  


