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European blood libels continue today
But now there is a solution that can lead to peace

The book of Leviticus as well as other parts of the Torah make it clear: Jews 
are strictly forbidden from eating the blood of animals. 

Therefore, it is peculiar that out of all the European-originated an-
ti-Jewish fables, the one that stuck and became the icon of Middle Age 
opposition to Judaism was the accusation that Jews consume blood – but 

not the blood of animals, but that of children.
The “fact” that Jews prepare Passover matzos using the blood of Christian 

children became common knowledge in many European mainstream communities 
throughout the middle-ages and into the 
modern era. It was later exported by Europeans 
to the world, such as in the 1840 French-or-
chestrated Damascus blood libels.

This was not the first time, nor the last, that 
European psychological warfare against the 
Jews was directed to aspects that are most of-
fensive to them.

When the Romans invaded Judea, destroyed 
the Jewish Temple and deported the Jews from 
their land, they renamed Judea after the Jews’ 
biblical arch rival – the Philistines (which at 
that time had already been long extinct). 

As Jews were forced into a life of refugees 
in Europe, a new fable emerged – that of the 
Wandering Jew living in humiliation as a 
punishment for his sins. The Wandering Jew 
was named Ahasuerus, seemingly after the 
Persian king who initially signed the edict to 
eradicate the Jews.

Young Theodor Herzl, who as a university 
student was a proud German nationalist, re-
signed from his fraternity when they adapted 
the messages of famed composer Richard Wag-
ner, who claimed that the Jews have corrupted 
Europe, and that self-annihilation is the only 
way that can redeem them from their curse – “the redemption of Ahasuerus: go-
ing under!” Wagner wrote. Paradoxically it was exactly this anti-Jewish rhetoric by 
Wagner which helped Herzl find a path toward the ideas of Zionism, which in turn 
served as the true redemption of the persecuted Jewish nation.

Similarly, the renaming of Judea to Palestine probably helped solidify a key tenet 
of Judaism 2.0: The yearning for the return to Zion (as opposed to just Judea) – and 
the blood libels pushed Jews further toward their Jewish identity and religion. 

Psychological warfare against the Jews continues today
A similar process is beginning to emerge today, as Judaism is faced with a new 

rapidly expanding form of attack.
Once again, the psychological warfare is directed toward the area of Judaism that 

is most offensive to the Jews. As Jewish religiosity and insularity dramatically reced-
ed over the last century, the core Jewish value of Tikun Olam has been taking an 
increasingly central role: Repairing the world, being a light unto the nations and 
protecting human rights. 

Not surprisingly, this is where the assault on Judaism is now taking place. In 
the last few months alone, the Jewish state has been accused of engaging in geno-
cide, ethnic cleanings, apartheid, war crimes, crimes against humanity and even 
committing a holocaust.

This is not just coming from a few “rotten apples.” It is coming from mainstream 
media outlets and credible organizations, such as the United Nations and Amnesty 
International.

As the organizing principle of the Jewish nation-religion has shifted from its 
religious aspect (Rabbinic Judaism – Judaism 2.0) to its national aspect (Zionism – 
Judaism 3.0), so has the currency of age-old opposition to Judaism. 

Just as it was pointless back then for a Jew to try to convince a European murdered 
at his doorstep that Jews do not use the blood of Christian children to prepare mat-
zos, it is pointless today to convince some Europeans and others who are infected 
with the cancerous Israel-bashing epidemic that the Jewish state does not engage 

in crimes against humanity.
Similarly, just like back then there was nothing the Jew could do to self-correct 

his “bad behavior” short of self-annihilation, there is nothing the Jewish state can 
do to alleviate the attacks against it: It cannot stop assaulting Palestinian women 
in roadblocks, because it does not assault them; it cannot stop the genocide of 
Palestinians, because it does not do that either. Once again, the attackers left no 
path for the Jews to appease them. The only available option of redemption once 
again, as Wagner put it, is “self-annihilation.”

Addressing the Conference of Presidents of 
Major Jewish Organizations, Defense Minister 
Benny Gantz said: “when Amnesty publishes their 
outrageous apartheid report, houses of prayers in 
California are targeted.” In Herzl’s time, during the 
early days of the antisemitism movement, it was 
“only” houses of worship and individual Jews that 
were being targeted. Soon, it was a well-organized 
onslaught on all of Judaism. This is precisely the 
trajectory of the Israel-bashing movement today.

Hasbara is futile – a radical solution needed
Herzl realized that hasbara (Israeli public rela-

tions), to use today’s term, is completely ineffec-
tive when faced with such dogmatic opposition. 
He mocked the formation of committees against 
antisemitism – the tool of hasbara/PR used at 
his time. He realized that you cannot convince 
people who have dogmatic thinking – hence, a 
radical solution was needed. That solution was the 
establishment of a Jewish state.

The case is the same with Israel-bashing today. 
The Israel-bashing ideology is by now too en-
trenched in mainstream society. Hence, rational 
arguments are of limited use. 

A radical approach is needed to deal with this 
rapidly-expanding existential threat: The change of global consciousness of what 
Judaism is. Once there is a broad recognition that Judaism has transformed into 
Zionism, then Israel-bashing becomes Jew-bashing, which alters the nature of the 
threat.

The secret-weapon of fighting Jew-hatred
Unlike in the past, there is an invaluable asset available today to the Jews and 

their friends (and there are a lot of them around the world: Arabs, Americans, Afri-
cans, Asians and even righteous Europeans). 

The bashers of the 21st century do not want to be perceived as Jew-haters. For the first 
time, hating Jews is no longer fashionable. Hence, by artificially separating Judaism 
from Zionism, the haters can achieve both of their objectives: Pursue with vigor their 
age-old opposition to Judaism (through Zionism), and maintain their modern-day 
claim that they love the Jews.

Israel-bashers must stay in Judaism 2.0. As long as Judaism’s organizing principle is 
perceived to be its religious aspect and not its national aspect, they can claim that they 
are pro-Jewish and anti-Zionist. Once it is broadly recognized that Judaism has trans-
formed and that its national aspect, Zionism, is now its organizing principle, one can 
only be an Israel-basher if he is okay with being a Jew-basher. Are Jews committing 
crimes against humanity (“again”)? Is Judaism an apartheid concept? (After all, non-
Jews do not have the same status in Jewish houses of worship as Jews do.)

Recognizing that we are in Judaism 3.0 would address existential threats to 
Judaism, but it would also provide Jewish clarity that would advance humanity, 
just as Herzl envisioned. The Israel-bashers would then have a choice: Come out 
and proclaim your opposition to Judaism openly, or abandon your ways and join 
those in the Middle East and around the world who are benefiting from Zionism 
and praying for the success of the Jewish state. ■

The writer is the author of newly the released book, Judaism 3.0 – Judaism’s transfor-
mation to Zionism. (Judaism-Zionism.com)
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Body and soul

One of the greatest puzzles 
of being human is the 
gap between the exalted 
and mundane parts of 
our own nature.

The contradiction has been ex-
pressed by writers and poets in every 
generation: we can dream and imagine 
and create, yet at the same time we are 
constantly in thrall to the demands of 
our bodies. Humans are split creatures, 
who in the midst of writing prayers or 
composing love poems or exploring 
the outer reaches of mathematics, still 
have to go to the bathroom.

The traditional Jewish response to 
this conundrum is not to deny the 
physical, but to elevate it. Since we 
share the need for food with other ani-
mals, we offer blessings before we eat to 
distinguish ourselves, and sanctify the 
physical act of eating. 

With all the wisdom and depth of this 
approach, however, there remains a res-
idue of paradox – how can we be both 
transcendent and shaped from dust?

This week the parasha highlights the 
contrast in remarkable ways. For it is 

Shabbat Hahodesh, the Shabbat that 
celebrates the beginning of the month 
of Nisan. Therefore we read about the 
first command of Passover.

Passover itself embodies the spir-
itual liberation of the physical self. 
Even more poignantly, the story of the 
liberation is paired with the regular 
Torah reading for the week, which may 
be the most insistently corporeal in the 
entire Torah – Tazria. At the same time 
that we contemplate God’s freeing the 
nation from Egypt and the promise 
of a new life, we are worrying about 
diagnosing a discolored spot that ap-
pears on the skin of a possibly diseased 
individual.

Understandably many find the 
Passover story inspiring and the details 
of ritual purity due to skin ailments un-
inspiring in the extreme. Yet there is 
in the combination of the two stories 
an important understanding about life 
that engages us to this day.

Freud famously said that “much has 
been gained if we succeed in turning 
your hysterical misery into common un-
happiness.” It wasn’t that Freud thought 

happiness was impossible, at least for a 
stretch, but that the conditions of life 
were such that happiness could never 
be a permanent condition of existing. 
There will always be difficulties, 
presented both by the external world 
and by one’s own psychodynamics, that 
will make perfect happiness a chimera.

A religious tradition – or any regi-
men for that matter – which promises 
certain bliss is certain to disappoint. 
It is based on the fraudulent assump-
tion that the natural state of human 
beings is unalloyed happiness. But we 
are creatures of struggle, the world a 
place of mixed blessings, and alongside 
joy is frustration, disappointment and 
death. This is not a pessimistic view of 
the world, but a clear-eyed one.

The naive might read the Passover 
story as though God was liberating the 
Jewish people to a perfect life. They 
had been slaves, and now miraculous 
freedom would make them forever hap-
py. We begin to suspect that is not the 
case when the Israelites complain on 
their own, lamenting the lack of meat, 
the conditions of the desert, the ab-

sence of Moses when up the mountain. 
Still, there remains a part of us that is 
rooting for the ideal.

Along comes Tazria, with granularly 
described blights and an almost clini-
cal approach to illness. The joining of 
Tazria with Shabbat Hahodesh is the To-
rah’s way of announcing to us: You see, 
you are never free from the everyday 
mishaps and pains of life. You cannot 
escape the constraints of having a 
body by elevating your soul. This is the 
reality with which we all live.

You do not leave Egypt for Eden; you 
leave Egypt to live a life of meaning and 
purpose, which includes suffering and 
pain, both of the body and spirit.

Yet we treat the pains of this world 
as best we can, creating ever more 
meaning and love, and believe that ulti-
mately there is the promise of goodness, 
of liberation and of a time when the an-
guish of this world will be no more.  ■

The writer is Max Webb Senior Rabbi of 
Sinai Temple in Los Angeles and the author 
of David the Divided Heart. On Twitter: 
@rabbiwolpe.

Life and death 
The power of speech

Parashat Tazria deals extensively with tzara’at 
(a progressive skin disease that can take on 
many forms). When the Temple stood, a 
person afflicted with tzara’at would come to 
the priest, who would determine if the af-

fliction was pure or impure. If it was determined to be 
impure, the afflicted person would remain outside the 
camp until enough time passed for him to be pure. 

The Talmud reveals that the affliction of tzara’at we 
learn about in our parasha came as punishment for 
speaking lashon hara (slander or libel) about another 
person:

“Reish Lakish says: What is that which is written: 
‘This shall be the law of the leper (metzora)?” This means 
that this shall be the law of a defamer (motzi shem ra).’” 
(Arachin 15b.)

This saying of Reish Lakish connects with the words 
of Chazal, who added a different layer to our ordinary 
understanding of tzara’at. While in the ancient world, 
tzara’at was a known disease, according to our sages, it was 
not a natural phenomenon or bodily impurity, but rather 
it appeared as punishment for speaking ill of others. 

The Talmud continues to explain that someone who 
slanders is punished with tzara’at because he separates 
people, therefore he should be separated from people.

The Ba’al Shem Tov reveals another layer in the re-
lationship between the sin – lashon hara, and the 
punishment – tzara’at. 

Those who guard their tongue show that they are 
good to the core. However, those who speak maliciously 
about others reveal that there is evil inside them. That 
evil is so strong that it causes them to let it out in the 
form of speaking badly of others. There are those who 
are physically sick and those who are spiritually sick. 
One who speaks badly of others reveals that the soul is 
ill. It is so full of evil that it leaks out. 

Those who see shortcomings in others are actually 
seeing the shortcomings in themselves, but since 
they cannot admit it, they seemingly identify them 
in someone else. Based on this, it is clear that one who 
speaks badly of someone else is revealing one’s own evil. 
Therefore, this inner flaw manifests itself as a physical 
affliction – tzara’at.

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (rabbi of Frankfurt 
and one of the greatest Jewish thinkers of his gener-
ation, 1808-1888) explained the sin and punishment 
in a different way. The skin is where the person comes 
in contact with the outside world. Whoever has a 
problematic and faulty encounter with the outside 
world– instead of seeing the good, keeps focusing 
on the bad – becomes afflicted with tzara’at, rot that 
spreads through the body. 

What kind of repair does the Torah suggest for 

someone who sinned in lashon hara? How can a person 
be cured of tzara’at?

“If a man has... on the skin of his flesh, and it forms 
a lesion of tzara’at on the skin of his flesh, he shall be 
brought to Aaron the priest... The priest shall look at 
the lesion... the priest shall quarantine the [person 
with the] lesion... the priest shall pronounce him 
clean… The priest shall pronounce him unclean...” 
(Leviticus 13, 2-8)

The kohen is the one who diagnoses tzara’at and is 
the only one who can cure it. Usually, when someone 
suffers from an illness, it is a doctor who cures it. The 
fact that tzara’at was both diagnosed and treated by a 
kohen teaches us that it was a somatic/spiritual illness. 
It manifested itself physically in the body, but it was a 
spiritual person who treated it.

The kohanim, the sons of Aaron, who loved peace 
and pursued peace, were noted for using the power of 
speech positively. 

Therefore, a person who used his power of speech 
detrimentally by speaking badly of others is forced 
to meet the kohen in order to learn from him what 
is allowed and what is forbidden in speech, what is 
constructive and what is destructive, and from that to 
learn to use the power of speech in a positive and con-
structive manner.  ■

The writer is rabbi of the Western Wall and Holy Sites.
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AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL secretary-general Agnes Callamard 
announces the organization’s 211-page report, ‘Israel’s Apartheid 
Against Palestinians: Cruel System of Domination and Crime 
Against Humanity,’ in east Jerusalem, February 1. (Ronen Zvulun/Reuters)


