Parshat Nitzavim

September 8, 2018 28 Elul, 5778
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Rabbi Jonathan Sacks on Nitzavim
In the last days of his life
Moses renews the covenant
between God and Israel.
The entire book of Devarim
has been an account of the
covenant – how it came
about, what its terms and
conditions are, why it is the
core of Israel’s identity as
an am kadosh, a holy
people, and so on. Now
comes the moment of
renewal itself, a kind of
national referendum as it
were. Moses, however, is
careful not to limit his
words to those who are
actually present. About to
die, he wants to ensure that
no future generation can
say, “Moses made a
covenant with our ancestors
but not with us. We didn’t
give our consent. We are
not bound.” To preclude
this he says these words:
“It is not with you alone
that I am making this
sworn covenant, but with
whoever is standing here
with us today before the
Lord our God, and with
whoever is not here with us
today.” (Deut. 29:13-14)
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The covenant bound all Jews from
that day to this. As the Talmud
says: we are all mushba ve-omed
me-har Sinai, foresworn from
Sinai (Yoma 73b, Nedarim 8a). By
agreeing to be God’s people,
subject to God’s laws, our
ancestors obligated us. Hence one
of the most fundamental facts
about Judaism. Converts
excepted, we do not choose to be
Jews. We are born as Jews. We
become legal adults, subject to
the commands and responsible
for our actions, at the age of
twelve for girls, thirteen for boys.
But we are part of the covenant
from birth. A bat or bar mitzvah is
not a “confirmation.” It involves
no voluntary acceptance of Jewish
identity. That choice took place
more than three thousand years
ago when Moses said “It is not
with you alone that I am making
this sworn covenant, but with…
whoever is not here with us
today,” meaning all future
generations including us. But how
can this be so? Surely a
fundamental principle of Judaism
is that there is no obligation
without consent. How can we be
bound by an agreement to which
we were not parties? How can we
be subject to a covenant on the
basis of a decision taken long ago
and far away by our distant
ancestors?
The sages, after all, raised a
similar question about the
wilderness generation in the days
of Moses who were actually there
and did give their assent. The
Talmud suggests that they were

not entirely free to say No.
“The Holy One blessed be He
suspended the mountain over
them like a barrel and said: If
you say Yes, all will be well,
but if you say No, this will be
your burial-place” (Shabbat
88b). On this, R. Acha bar
Yaakov said: “This constitutes
a fundamental challenge to the
legitimacy of the covenant.”
The Talmud replies that even
though the agreement may
not have been entirely free at
the time, Jews asserted their
consent voluntarily in the days
of Ahasuerus, as suggested by
the book of Esther. This is not
the place to discuss this
particular passage, but the
essential point is clear. The
sages believed with great force
that an agreement must be
free to be binding. Yet we did
not agree to be Jews. We
were, most of us, born Jews.
We were not there in Moses’
day when the agreement was
made. We did not yet exist.
How then can we be bound by
the covenant?
This is not a small question. It
is the question on which all
others turn. How can Jewish
identity be passed on from
parent to child? If Jewish
identity were merely racial or
ethnic, we could understand it.
We inherit many things from
our parents – most obviously
our genes. But being Jewish is
not a genetic condition, it is a
set of religious obligations.
There is a halakhic principle,
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zakhin le-adam shelo be-fanav: “You can confer a benefit on
someone else without their knowledge or consent.” And though it
is doubtless a benefit to be a Jew, it is also in some sense a
liability, a restriction on our range of legitimate choices. Had we
not been Jewish, we could have worked on Shabbat, eaten nonkosher food, and so on. You can confer a benefit, but not a
liability, on someone without their consent. In short, this is the
question of questions of Jewish identity. How can we be bound
by Jewish law, without our choice, merely because our ancestors
agreed on our behalf?

Spanish as the conversos, and derogatively as marranos,
“swine”). The question “Why stay Jewish?” was real. The
answers given were different at different times. Ezekiel’s answer
was blunt: “As I live, declares the Lord God, surely with a
mighty hand and an outstretched arm and with wrath poured
out I will be king over you.” In other words, Jews might try to
escape their destiny but they will fail. Even against their will
they would be known as Jews. That, tragically, is what happened
during the two great ages of assimilation, fifteenth century
Spain and nineteenth and early twentieth century Europe. In
both cases, racial antisemitism persisted, and Jews continued to
In my book Radical Then, Radical Now (published in America as A be persecuted.
Letter in the Scroll) I pointed out how fascinating it is to trace
exactly when and where this question was asked. Despite the
The sages answered the question mystically. They said, even the
fact that everything else depends on it, it was not asked often.
souls of Jews not yet born were present at Sinai and ratified the
For the most part, Jews did not ask the question, ‘Why be
covenant (Exodus Rabbah 28:6). Every Jew, in other words, did
Jewish?’ The answer was obvious. My parents are Jewish. My
give his or her consent in the days of Moses even though they
grandparents were Jewish. So I am Jewish. Identity is something had not yet been born. Demystifying this, perhaps the sages
most people in most ages take for granted. It did, however,
meant that in his or her innermost heart even the most
become an issue during the Babylonian exile. The prophet Ezekiel assimilated Jew knew that he or she was still a Jew. That seems
says, “What is in your mind shall never happen—the thought,
to have been the case with figures like Heinrich Heine and
‘Let us be like the nations, like the tribes of the countries, and
Benjamin Disraeli, who lived as Christians but often wrote and
worship wood and stone.’” (Ez. 20:32). This is the first reference thought as Jews. The fifteenth century Spanish commentators
to Jews actively seeking to abandon their identity. It happened
found this answer problematic. As Arama said, we are each of us
again in rabbinic times. We know that in the second century BCE both body and soul. How then is it sufficient to say that our soul
there were Jews who Hellenised, seeking to become Greek rather was present at Sinai? How can the soul obligate the body? Of
than Jewish. There were others who, under Roman rule, sought
course the soul agrees to the covenant. Spiritually, to be a Jew
to become Roman. Some even underwent an operation known as is a privilege, and you can confer a privilege on someone
epispasm to reverse the effects of circumcision (in Hebrew they
without their consent. But for the body, the covenant is a
were known as meshukhim) to hide the fact that they were Jews. burden. It involves all sorts of restrictions on physical
pleasures. Therefore if the souls of future generations were
The third time was in Spain in the fifteenth century. That is
present but not their bodies, this would not constitute consent.
where we find two Bible commentators, R. Isaac Arama and R.
Isaac Abarbanel, raising precisely the question we have raised
Radical Then, Radical Now is my answer to this question. But
about how the covenant can bind Jews today. The reason they
perhaps there is a simpler one. Not every obligation that binds
ask it while earlier commentators did not was that in their time – us is one to which we have freely given our assent. There are
between 1391 and 1492 – there was immense pressure on
obligations that come with birth. The classic example is a crown
Spanish Jews to convert to Christianity, and as many as a third
prince. To be the heir to a throne involves a set of duties and a
may have done so (they were known in Hebrew as the anusim, in life of service to others. It is possible to neglect these duties. In
extreme circumstances it is even possible for a monarch to
abdicate. But no one chooses to be heir to a throne. That is a
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The hopes of a hundred generations of our ancestors rest on our
willingness to do so. Deep in our collective memory the words of
Moses continue to resonate. “It is not with you alone that I am
making this sworn covenant, but with...whoever is not here with
us today.” We are part of that story. We can live it. We can
abandon it. But it is a choice we cannot avoid and it has
immense consequences. The future of the covenant rests with
us.

PASS IT FORWARD—ROSH HASHANA

GNS 11TH ANNUAL ROSH HASHANA
PASS IT FORWARD HUNGER INITIATIVE
WEDNESDAY SEPTEMBER 5th, 2018
BRING THE SWEETNESS OF ROSH HASHANA TO THOSE IN NEED!
Now in its 11th year, the PASS IT FORWARD program of the GNS Hunger
Initiative provides food to families for Yom Tov. Last year, volunteers packed and
delivered over 1000 meals to needy individuals, families and kosher food
pantries.

HERE’S HOW YOU CAN HELP!
Donate Food: If you have a kosher kitchen (separate meat and dairy utensils
and kosher certification on all processed foods), make extra food (soup, main, side
or dessert) and pack it in containers serving 4-8 (no bags please!)
Brownie mixes, aluminum pans & plastic containers available at 11 Margaret Court
and 9 Myrtle Drive. Special request for matzah balls!! If you are making food,
please email us at yomtovchickens@gmail.com.

Deliver food to GNS COAT ROOM LOBBY
on WEDNESDAY SEPTEMBER 5th between 11:00 am – 1:00 pm
Donate $$: Purchase a special meal for a $20 contribution at one of the kosher
food markets in town, where there are signs at the cash registers. Meals will be
delivered on your behalf. Or make a donation to the GNS Hunger Initiative.

Donate Time: We need packers on Wednesday Sept. 5th from 1:00-3:00pm
and drivers for about 25 different routes, from 3:00-4:00pm, meeting at GNS
Coat Lobby. To VOLUNTEER, email Michelle Berman michberman@gmail.com.

Leadership Opportunities: If you would like to join our Leadership Team,
host a cooking event, improve our presence on social media, coordinate a project,
email Cindy Hodkin koshercookinggn@gmail.com or text her at 516.317.9632.
Do A Mitzvah...Make Life Meaningful…Rosh HaShana is coming…
Pass it Forward is looking for someone to host a matzo ball cooking event.
We can provide you with large cooking pots and recipes...
If you are interested in hosting, contact Marla Lemonik at Marla.lemonik@gmail.com
or Cindy Hodkin at Koshercookinggn@gmail.com for details!!

SISTERHOOD ROSH HASHANA CARDS & CANASTA LESSONS

SLICHOT & ROSH HASHANA SCHEDULE

Wed. Sept. 5th
Shacharit: 6:30/7:45 am
Slichot: 7:15 am (only one Slichot minyan)

Thurs. Sept. 13th
Shacharit: 6:00/7:45 am
Slichot: 7:00 am (only one Slichot minyan)

Thurs. Sept. 6th
Shacharit: 6:20/7:45 am
Slichot: 7:15 am (only one Slichot minyan)

Fri. Sept. 14th
Shacharit: 6:20/7:45 am
Slichot: 7:00 am (only one Slichot minyan)

Fri. Sept. 7th
Shacharit: 6:30/7:45 am
Slichot: 7:15 am (only one Slichot minyan)

Sun. Sept. 16th
Shacharit: 7:05/8:30 am
Slichot: 7:45 am (only one Slichot minyan)

Sun. Sept. 9th - Erev Rosh Hashana
Slichot: 7:30 am (one Slichot minyan)
Shacharit: 6:50/8:30 am

Mon. Sept. 17th
Shacharit: 6:00/7:45 am
Slichot: 7:00 am (only one Slichot minyan)

(1st minyan moved up to end in time for Slichot)

Wed. Sept. 12th - Tzom Gedaliah
Shacharit: 6:00/7:45 am
Slichot: 7:00 am (only one Slichot minyan)

Tues. Sept. 18th - Erev Yom Kippur
Shacharit w/ Slichot: 6:30/7:45 am

ROSH HASHANA - TZOM GEDALIAH SCHEDULE
Sunday Night Sept. 9th - Erev Rosh Hashana
Candle Lighting: 6:55 pm
Mincha: 6:55 pm
Mon. Sept. 10th - Rosh Hashana I
Shacharit: 8:00 am
Tashlich should be said today
Mincha: 6:55 pm
Candle Lighting & Prep. for 2nd Day: 7:53 pm
Tues. Sept. 11th - Rosh Hashana II
Shacharit: 8:00 am
Mincha: 6:55 pm
Yom Tov Ends: 8:00 pm
Wed. Sept. 12th - Tzom Gedaliah
Fast Begins: 5:09 am
Shacharit: 6:00/7:45 am
Slichot: 7:00 am (only one Slichot minyan)
Mincha: 6:25 pm
Fast Ends: 7:43 pm

GNS YOUTH

MEN’S CLUB JETS GAME

ANNOUNCEMENTS
Rabbi Polakoff’s shabbos drasha through 5778
is dedicated in memory of PINCHAS BEN YOSEPH
For other such opportunities please contact
Howard Wolf 516-643-3344

COMMUNITY NEWS

IF YOU KNOW OF SOMEONE WHO IS MOVING INTO THE
GREAT NECK AREA PLEASE LET THE OFFICE KNOW.

Mazal Tov to Debbie Wang on the marriage of her
daughter Keren to Adam Stolz, son of the Honorable Robert Stolz & Marlene Nadel. Mazal Tov as well to
grandparents Gloria & Leon Miller.

RABBI POLAKOFF
Office Hours are cancelled for the summer and will resume
in the fall. He can be reached on his cell 516.637.3674.

Mazal Tov to Marcelle Fischler and Serge Fischler on
the birth of their granddaughter born to their children
Jeremy & Ilanit Fischler.

HASHKAMA MINYAN KIDDUSH
Hashkama Minyan Kiddush is sponsored by Ruth & Milt
Mitzner in memory of his father Alexander Zusha ben
Yehuda Leib.

CHANUKAH SCOPE DEADLINE, NEW FEATURE &
SPONSORSHIP
Please submit all SCOPE magazine articles, recipes, photos,
ads, sponsorships and any other material by October 15th
to Diane Rein at drein@verizon.net. We would also like to
include a new feature in SCOPE magazine – Letters to the
Editor (maximum 150 words per letter) - to express short
responses and/or corrections to previously published
articles. Thank you very much to our SCOPE sponsors (we
have about 80!) for their strong support by sponsoring 3
issues (Rosh Hashanah, Chanukah and Pesach) for a total
cost of $100 for the year. We strongly encourage others
who are not currently SCOPE sponsors to have their names
added. You can dedicate the sponsorship in honor or in
memory of a loved one. Thank you so much!

PASS IT FORWARD
PIF is looking for DRIVERS to pick up food in Great Neck &
Little Neck from restaurants & caterers on Wed. Sept 5th
at 11:30 am. This is vital for our food deliveries later that
day! DRIVERS also needed to DELIVER food packages to
those in need, Wed Sept 5th, leaving GNS between 3:00
-4:00 pm. Please contact Michelle Berman at
michberman@gmail.com.
YOUTH NEWS
A) Mandatory meeting for parents of youth seeking a
position in the youth department. Can attend one of two
dates: Thurs. 9/6, 8-9 pm or Wed. 9/12, 8-9 pm.
B) Youth Events for Sept. 9th - Erev Rosh Hashana from
12:30-2:30 pm for grades pre-school thru 5th grade.
MIKVAH HOURS FOR MEN FOR YOM TOV
The North Shore Mikvah will be open for men only on Erev
Rosh Hoshana, Sept 9th, and Erev Yom Kippur, Sept
18th, from 5AM-3PM. Men must bring their own towels.
Cost is $36. Sponsorships are available: Platinum $500,
Gold $250, Silver $180, Sponsor $100. Please contact for
more info: Jenny Katz at jenniferfrank2@gmail.com or
Zehava Atlas at zehavaatlas18@gmail.com.
SISTERHOOD NEWS
Rosh Hashana cards are now available for purchase at $18
for a pack of 10, designed by Celia Lemonik, contact Judy
Lillien at syny98@gmail.com.
Canasta lessons are being offered for $36 for three
evenings in October: 9th, 23rd, & 30th. Given by Ellen
Domnitch. Sign up be emailing farlafrumkin@gmail.com.
Anyone interested in receiving Sisterhood updates should
email farlafrumkin@gmail.com or to be included in the
Sisterhood WhatsApp, please text her at 516.641.5153.
MEN’S CLUB
Sun. October 14th: Jets Game @ Met Life Stadium.
Tickets are $50 for MC members and $70 for non-MC
members. Purchase tickets with Jack Lipsky 516. 384.1482
or GNS office 516.487.6100.
UPCOMING EVENTS
AT GREAT NECK SYNAGOGUE
Sept. 9: Youth Events
Sept. 15: Youth Shabbat & Speaker: Sivan Rahav Meir

FREE HOYER PATIENT MEDICAL LIFT
One of our members has a brand new Hoyer Patient Medical
Lift that she would like to give away because it is no longer
needed. If you are interested in picking it up, please contact
Sharon Ahdut at sharonsa18@yahoo.com to make
arrangements for it. Thank you so much.
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Saturday, 28 Elul
Ron Malen for Schmuel ben Pesachya
Elizabeth Soleimani for Edward Soleimani
Sunday, 29 Elul
Susan Mayer for Frieda Abramson
Zachary Dicker for Mintza Dicker
Edward Parver for Harry Parver
Monday, 1 Tishrei
Charles Berger for Ellen Berger
Anne Gold Rebecca Feinstein
Abraham Glasman for Arthur Glasman
Chava Shalmon for Abraham Grinszpan
Bijan Niknam for Avraham Rouholla Niknam
Robert Spitalnick for Reuven Spitalnick
Robert Spitalnick for Sora Spitalnick
Tuesday, 2 Tishrei
Vicki Maher for Herschel Brzezinski
Wednesday, 3 Tishrei
Leon Fuks for Sarah Fuks
Hillel Milun for Lynne Milun
Charlene Milun for Lynne Milun
Jack Wachstock for Lazar Wachstock
Thursday, 4 Tishrei
Elizabeth Lieberman for Sarah Fox
Sharon Goldwyn for Jennie Goldwyn
William Helmreich for Sarah Helmreich
Judith Weinstein for Raoul Klugman
Milton Mitzner for Sam Mitzner
Howard Wolf for Herman Wolf

