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A verse from this week’s parashah, Behar, is famously inscribed on the Liberty Bell in Philadelphia: 

“Proclaim Liberty throughout all the Land, unto all the inhabitants thereof.” (Lev. 25:10)  

  

These words from the Hebrew Bible, engraved as they are on one of America’s most prominent and 

sacred symbols, have thus come to be seen as an ancient expression of the core value underlying 

American—and Western—democracy: freedom.  

  

It’s apropos, then, that this, of all biblical statements, is read this week, of all weeks: the week that 

Ebrahim Raisi, the president of Iran, was killed in a helicopter crash.  

  

Raisi was a fierce opponent of the West and everything it stands for. So, while our tradition teaches 

us not to celebrate the death of anyone, even an enemy, it seems reasonable to say that Jews 

around the world reading the words, “Proclaim Liberty throughout the Land” is a poetic epitaph for 

Raisi, one of Israel’s most ardent foes.  

  

Indeed, it was Raisi’s government that sponsored Hamas’s terrorist attacks against Israel on October 

7, and it was Raisi’s government that launched more than 300 missiles and drones against Israel just 

a few weeks ago.  

  

Still, we shouldn’t overstate his role. The president of Iran doesn’t really make decisions of such 

importance. Those calls are made by his boss, the Supreme Leader of Iran, Ayatollah Ali Khameini. 

The president’s job is just to carry out the ayatollah’s orders.   

  

True, Iran’s president is elected by the voters, but no candidate is even allowed to run unless the 

ayatollah gives his blessing first. See, as Supreme Leader, it’s Khameini’s job to ensure that all 

candidates for office are sufficiently loyal to the principles of the 1979 Islamic Revolution.  

  

And one of those core principles is zealous opposition to the West and all it stands for—America 

and Israel, most acutely.  

  

I remember back in the 1980s, we used to talk about the Cold War as a battle of East versus West; 

and on the surface, our conflict with Revolutionary Iran might seem like just another permutation of 

that. But, in fact, it’s quite different.   

  

The American-Soviet Cold War was a battle of political ideologies: capitalist democracy versus 

communist dictatorship-of-the-proletariat. But from Revolutionary Iran’s perspective, its conflict with 

the West is not a political one; it’s a cosmic one. It’s critical that we understand this.  

  

*******  

  



A little history. (I recently learned this by reading a very interesting book about modern Iranian 

history, recommended to me by one of our board members, called All the Shah’s Men, by Steven 

Kinzer.)  

  

In 1901, the hapless and besieged shah of Iran, in an attempt to deal with rampant unemployment, 

poverty, and bankruptcy plaguing his kingdom, made a deal with the devil: He sold to a wealthy 

British financier, for a meager sum, the exclusive rights to “obtain, exploit, develop, render suitable 

for trade, carry away and sell [Iran’s] natural gas [and] petroleum…for a term of sixty years.”1 As 

Kinzer put it, the shah’s decision to do this “shaped all of subsequent Iranian history.”2  

  

Through the first decades of the 20th century, the Iranian people were essentially guests in their own 

country, as the dominant colonial powers of the era, Britain and Russia, exerted total control over 

the nation’s resources, reduced its rulers to puppets, and treated its land like a chessboard in their 

international struggle for power.  

  

Not surprisingly, this caused the Iranian people to resent the foreigners for taking over their country 

and to vigorously oppose the shah for allowing it to happen.   

  

This gave rise to an opposition movement that promised to banish colonial influence from Iran and 

restore the nation’s glory. The leader of this movement was named Reza Khan, and in 1925 he 

overthrew the ruling dynasty and took the throne as Reza Shah Pahlavi.  

  

According to Kinzer, Reza Shah implemented his policies swiftly and brutally.   

  

As a secular nationalist, he wanted to see Iran thrive economically and regain the place it held under 

the Persian Empire as the pinnacle of civilization. So, he pushed against the power of conservative 

Islamic clerics in Iran, for example, by banning women from wearing veils, requiring men to “wear 

billed caps that would prevent them from touching the floor with their foreheads during 

prayer,”3 and massacring pro-Islamic protestors in a mosque to silence their dissent.   

  

Not surprisingly, this led these religious leaders to oppose Reza fiercely; and in time, their 

opposition would culminate in the Islamic Revolution of 1979.  

  

*******  

  

The leader of the Revolution, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, condemned the Pahlavi dynasty’s 

embrace of secularism and Western cosmopolitanism as a cancer that was eating away at the soul of 

Iran.  

  

Khomeini railed against what he called “Westoxification” (“Gharbzadegi,” in Farsi)4—meaning 

“fascination with and dependence upon the West to the detriment of traditional, historical, and 

cultural ties to Islam and Islamic world … [caused by] moral laxity, social injustice, secularism, 

devaluation of religion, and obsession with money.”5  

  



But this was more than a political critique. For Khomeini, Westoxification offered a spiritual, 

providential explanation for the impoverished and disempowered state of the Muslim world. In 

other words, God was punishing the Muslim world for turning its back on Islam.  

  

To Khomeini and his fellow revolutionaries, nothing testified to this truth more starkly than the 

successful existence of the State of Israel.  

  

According to Islamic law, Muslim land must be ruled by Muslims. Because Islam recognizes Jews and 

Christians as “people of the book,” they are permitted to live there as second-class citizens, a status 

called “dhimmi”—above pagans but beneath Muslims in the social hierarchy. This is the divinely 

ordained cosmic order; and as long as Jews accept it and defer to Muslim rule, all is right with the 

world.  

  

But, as the scholar Emanuel Sivan explains, “whenever the Jews…moved upward on the 

socioeconomic ladder, due to their early and enthusiastic embracing of European culture, this would 

be considered as infringing on the ‘natural’ status hierarchy where, as [dhimmis], they were 

supposed to be at the lower levels. …Their worldly success would be accounted for by their 

treacherous deviousness. …”6  

  

The fact that the Jews, who are supposed to be subordinate to Muslims, not only rule a sovereign 

state of their own on what Khomeini regarded as Muslim land, but also that Israel has flourished and 

repeatedly defeated Muslim armies in battle, indicated that Westoxification had turned the world on 

its head.  

  

So, we might say that, in the same way doctors treat cancers of the body, Khomeini believed that the 

cancer plaguing the soul of Iran—Westoxification—had to be destroyed with aggressive treatment, 

and that the tumor—the State of Israel—had to be cut out of the Muslim world.  

  

Immediately, the Khomeini regime began the chemotherapy, so to speak, to eradicate 

Westoxification7:  

  

• February 1979—The Family Protection Law is reversed, lifting the restriction on 

polygamy and giving men full rights in divorce and custody. The marriage age for girls 

is lowered to nine.  

• March 1979—Women are banned from serving as judges. Beaches and sports events 

are segregated by sex.  

• June 1980—Ayatollah Khomeini declares the “administrative revolution,” requiring 

women to wear Islamic uniform in all government offices. Universities are shut down to 

undergo “cultural revolution.”  

• September 1982—Universities reopen. All public schools are segregated by gender.  

• 1983—The Islamic penal code is implemented. Under the law, women who do not 

abide by the Islamic dress code must receive 74 lashes, and those who commit adultery 

must be stoned to death.  

  

More recently, in 2022–23, the Raisi government violently suppressed mass anti-hijab protests by 

Iranian women.  



  

Meanwhile, to excise the Israeli tumor, the Iranian regime has long funded, trained, and backed 

terrorist organizations like Hizbollah and Hamas.   

  

These are core principles of the Islamic Republic of Iran—but they are not political principles per se: 

Though they may be pursued by political means, they are of ultimate cosmic significance to those 

who believe in them.  

  

That’s why they will stop at nothing to achieve their goals.  

  

********  

  

If any of you have seen the show Homeland on Showtime, you might remember a very powerful 

scene where Carrie, the CIA agent, comes face-to-face with Abu Nazir, the terrorist mastermind she’s 

been chasing down.   

  

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 to this effect: “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.”  

  

This profound statement points to why this particular war between East and West is fundamentally 

asymmetric.  

  

It’s not because Israel and America are wealthy and militarily strong—and the jihadists are not.   

  

It’s because Israel and America are democracies built on the core principle of liberty, while Iran and 

Hamas are totalitarian dictatorships built on the principle that liberty is an existential threat to the 

divine order.  

  

Our principles are political; theirs are cosmic.  

  

Our political principles lead us to show concern for innocent human life and pressure our leaders to 

cease fire when the operation becomes too costly, too bloody, too long. And our leaders must listen 

or risk losing their jobs in the next election.  

  

By contrast, their cosmic principles make them eager to sacrifice as much innocent human life as it 

takes—for 3,000 years if need to be—to cleanse the world of its disease and reclaim it for God. And 

if the citizens object, it doesn’t really matter because their leaders don’t allow real elections.  

  

Those who are cheering on Hamas and advocating anti-Zionism as a social-justice cause need to 

realize just who is benefiting from their protests.   

  

The West aiding the cause of the Revolution? Ayatollah Khomeini would be smiling at his good 

fortune.  



  

If we don’t wake up to what’s at stake, it’s not only Israel that will suffer. The crack in the Liberty Bell 

might foretell the fate of the entire Western world.    
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