
From time to time couples 
come to see me before 
their wedding. Sometimes 
they ask me whether I 
have any advice to give 
them as to how to make 
their marriage strong. In 
reply I give them a simple 
suggestion. It is almost 
magical in its effects. It will 
make their relationship 
strong and in other 
unexpected ways it will 
transform their lives. They 
have to commit 
themselves to the following 
ritual. Once a day, usually 
at the end of the day, they 
must each praise the other 
for something the other 
has done that day, no 
matter how small: an act, 
a word, a gesture that was 
kind or sensitive or 
generous or thoughtful. 
The praise must be focused 
on that one act, not 
generalized. It must be 
genuine: it must come 
from the heart. And the 
other must learn to accept 
the praise. That is all they 
have to do. It takes at 
most a minute or two. But 
it has to be done, not 
sometimes, but every day. 
I learned this in a most 
unexpected way. 

I have written before about 
the late Lena Rustin: one 
of the most remarkable 
people I have ever met. 
She was a speech therapist 
specializing in helping 
stammering children. She 
founded the Michael Palin 

Centre for Stammering in 
London, and she had a unique 
approach to her work. Most 
speech therapists focus on 
speaking and breathing 
techniques, and on the individual 
child (those she worked with 
were on average around five 
years old). Lena did more. She 
focused on relationships, and 
worked with parents, not just 
children. Her view was that to 
cure a stammer, she had to do 
more than help the child to 
speak fluently. She had to 
change the entire family 
environment. Families tend to 
create an equilibrium. If a child 
stammers, everyone in the 
family adjusts to it. Therefore, if 
the child is to lose its stammer, 
all the relationships within the 
family will have to be 
renegotiated. Not only must the 
child change. So must everyone 
else. But change at that basic 
level is hard. We tend to settle 
into patterns of behavior until 
they become comfortable like a 
well-worn armchair. How do you 
create an atmosphere within a 
family that encourages change 
and makes it unthreatening? The 
answer, Lena discovered, was 
praise. She told the families with 
which she was working that 
every day they must catch each 
member of the family doing 
something right, and say so, 
specifically, positively and 
sincerely. Every member of the 
family, but especially the 
parents, had to learn to give and 
receive praise. 

Watching her at work I began to 
realize that she was creating, 
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within each home, an 
atmosphere of mutual respect 
and continuous positive 
reinforcement. She believed 
that this would generate self-
confidence not just for the 
stammering child but for all 
members of the family. The 
result would be an 
environment in which people 
felt safe to change and to 
help others do so likewise. I 
filmed Lena’s work for a 
documentary I made for BBC 
television on the state of the 
family in Britain. I also 
interviewed some of the 
parents whose children she 
had worked with. When I 
asked them whether Lena had 
helped their child, not only 
did each of them say ‘Yes’ but 
they went on to say that she 
had helped save their 
marriage. This was 
extraordinary. She was, after 
all, not a marriage guidance 
counsellor but a speech 
therapist. Yet so powerful was 
this one simple ritual that it 
had massive beneficial side 
effects, one of which was to 
transform the relationship 
between husbands and wives. 

I mention this for two 
reasons, one obvious, the 
other less so. The obvious 
reason is that the sages were 
puzzled about the major 
theme of Tazria-Metzora, the 
skin disease known as 
tsaraat. Why, they wondered, 
should the Torah focus at 
such length on such a 
condition? It is, after all, not 
a book of medicine, but of 
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law, morality and spirituality. The answer they gave was that 
tsaraat was a punishment for lashon hara: evil, hateful or 
derogatory speech. They cited the case of Miriam who spoke 
negatively about her brother Moses and was struck by tsaraat 
for seven days (Num. 12). They also pointed to the incident 
when at the burning bush Moses spoke negatively about the 
Israelites and his hand was briefly affected by tsaraat (Ex. 4:1-

7). The sages spoke more dramatically about lashon hara than 
any other offence. They said that it was as bad as committing 
all three cardinal sins: idolatry, incest and murder. They said 
that it kills three people: the one who says it, the one he says it 
about and the one who listens to it. And in connection with 
Tazria-Metzora, they said that the punishment fitted the sin. 
One who speaks lashon hara creates dissension within the 
camp. Therefore, his punishment as a metsora (a person 
stricken with tsaraat) was to be temporarily banished from the 
camp. 

So far, so clear. Don’t gossip (Lev. 19:16). Don’t slander. Don’t 
speak badly about people. Judaism has a rigorous and detailed 
ethics of speech because it believes that “Life and death are in 
the power of the tongue” (Prov. 18:21). Judaism is a religion of 
the ear more than the eye; of words rather than images. God 
created the natural world with words and we create or damage 
the social world with words. We do not say, “sticks and stones 
may break my bones but words will never harm me.” To the 
contrary, words can cause emotional injuries that are as painful 
as physical ones, perhaps more so. So Lena Rustin’s rule of 
praise is the opposite of lashon hara. It is lashon hatov: good, 
positive, encouraging speech. According to Maimonides, to 
speak in praise of people is part of the command to “love your 
neighbor as yourself.” That is straightforward. 

But at a deeper level, there is a reason why it is hard to cure 
people of lashon hara, and harder still to cure them of gossip in 
general. The American sociologist Samuel Heilman wrote an 
incisive book, Synagogue Life, about a Modern Orthodox 
congregation of which, for some years, he was a member. He 
devotes an entire lengthy chapter to synagogue gossip. Giving 
and receiving gossip, he says, is more or less constitutive of 
being part of the community. Not gossiping defines you as an 
outsider. Gossip, he says, is part of “a tight system of 
obligatory exchange.” The person who scorns gossip  

completely, declining to be either donor or recipient, at the 
very least “risks stigmatization” and at the worst “excludes 
himself from a central activity of collective life and sociability.” 
In short, gossip is the lifeblood of community. Now, not only 
Heilman but probably every adult member of the community 
knew full well that gossip is biblically forbidden and that              
negative speech, lashon hara, is among the gravest of all sins. 
They also knew the damage caused by someone who gives 
more gossip than he or she receives. They used the Yiddish 
word for such a person: a yenta. Yet despite this, argued         
Heilman, the shul was in no small measure a system for the 
creation and distribution of gossip.  

Synagogue Life was published 20 years before Oxford                      
anthropologist Robin Dunbar’s famous book, Grooming, Gossip 
and the Evolution of Language. Dunbar’s argument is that, in 
nature, groups are held together by devoting a considerable 
amount of time to building relationships and alliances. Non-

human primates do this by “grooming,” stroking and cleaning 
one another’s skin (hence the expression, “If you scratch my 
back, I’ll scratch yours”). But this is very time-consuming and 
puts a limit on the size of the group. Humans developed               
language as a more effective form of grooming. You can only 
stroke one animal or person at a time, but you can talk to     
several at a time. The specific form of language that bonds a 
group together, says Dunbar, is gossip – because this is the 
way members of the group can learn who to trust and who not 
to. So gossip is not one form of speech among others.                           
According to Dunbar, it is the most primal of all uses of 
speech. It is why humans developed language in the first 
place. Heilman’s account of synagogue life fits perfectly into 
this pattern. Gossip creates community, and community is 
impossible without gossip. 

If this is so, it explains why the prohibitions against gossip and 
lashon hara are so often honored in the breach, not the           
observance. So common is lashon hara that one of the giants 
of modern Jewry, R. Yisrael Meir ha-Cohen (the Chofetz 
Chaim) devoted much of his life to combatting it. Yet it                     
persists, as anyone who has ever been part of a human group 
knows from personal experience. You can know it is wrong, yet 
you and others do it anyway. This is why I found Lena Rustin’s 
work to have such profound spiritual implications. Her work 
had nothing to do with gossip, but without intending to she 
had discovered one of the most powerful antidotes to lashon 
hara ever invented. She taught people to develop the habit of 
speaking well of one another. She taught them to praise, daily, 
specifically and sincerely. Anyone who uses Lena’s technique 
for a prolonged period will be cured of lashon hara. It is the 
most effective antidote I know. 

What is more, her technique transforms relationships and 
saves marriages. It heals what lashon hara harms. Evil speech 
destroys relationships. Good speech mends them. This works 
not only in marriages and families, but also in communities, 
organizations and businesses. So: in any relationship that  
matters to you, deliver praise daily. Seeing and praising the 
good in people makes them better people, makes you a better 
person, and strengthens the bond between you. This really is a 
life-changing idea. 



 

OHEL SHABBATON & MOTHER/DAUGHTER KIDDUSH 



 

SHMURAH MATZAH & CHAVERIM  

PASSOVER SHMURAH MATZAH 

 

 GREAT NECK SYNAGOGUE is again pleased to serve its membership with the sale of                                     
Hand Baked SHMURAH MATZAH (Tiferes Matzah) 

 

Pick-up for Matzah will be on Monday, April 15, 2019 between 7:00 pm & 8:30 pm 

 

All orders must be prepaid  
 

Please make checks payable to GREAT NECK SYNAGOGUE 

All orders must be received before April 10th, or while supplies last. Please order early. 
—————————————————————————————————————————————— 

Order Form 

 

Name_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Address_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Telephone (Home) __________________________ (Bus.)____________________________________________ 

 

Email_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

          _____lb. Shmurah Matzah @ $20.00 per lb.________ 

We have a limited amount of whole wheat matzah at $24 per lb. 
 

                       Total Cost __________ 

 

Check must be included with order. 
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MAZAL TOVS & COMMUNITY NEWS Rabbi Polakoff’s shabbos drasha through 5779                    
is dedicated in memory of DOVID BEN NISSAN v’LEAH                 

For other such opportunities please contact               

Howard Wolf 516-643-3344 

OFFICE HOURS FOR RABBI POLAKOFF 

Tuesdays 10:00-12:00; Thursdays 1:00-3:00. He can           
always be reached via cell 516.637.3674/dpolakoff@gns.org.  

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

Mazal Tov to Hindi & Ben Lunzer on the engagement of their 
daughter Ariella to David Dachoh of Miami Beach.  

Mazal Tov to Myra Honig and Murray Honig on the upcoming 
wedding of their son Kalman to Debbie Nehmad, daughter of 
Irene & Eddie Nehmad.  

Mazal Tov to Carol & Chuck Berlin on the engagement of their 
daughter Alyssa to Joe Boris, son of Shirley & Adam Boris of 
Hewlett NY.  

Mazal Tov to Dina & Jonathan Ohebshalom and to Shoshana 
& Martin Sokol on being honored at the North Shore Hebrew 
Academy Dinner this week.  

Mazal Tov to Regina & Joseph Gil on the Bar Mitzvah of their 
grandson Jacob Theodore Gil, son of Debbie Perlman &           
Gideon Gil.  

Mazal Tov to Sonia Movsas on the marriage of her                        
granddaughter Leah Gita Movsas to Uriel Shmuel in Ashkelon, 
Israel.  

OHEL XTREME CHALLENGE CLASSIC 

On Sunday May 19, Tami Secunda-Kramer will be participating 
with a team of women from Great Neck, Team IMOVE & SWEAT, 
in the OHEL Xtreme Challenge at Camp  Kaylie. She will be           
challenging her body & testing her limits in support of children 
and adults with disabilities, foster children, children in OHEL's 3 
domestic violence shelters, and the elderly. Please donate to her 
page and help the Great Neck team be the highest fundraising 
team! Thank you! http://www.oheloxc.org/gntrainertami.  

MEN’S CLUB EVENT 

Sun. May 5th at 9:30 am: Annual Rabbinic Dialogue, hosted 
this year at Great Neck Synagogue, featuring Rabbis Polakoff, 
Lerner, Stecker and Feldmans.  

NORTH SHORE MIKVAH ASSOCIATION EVENT                   
Please mark your calendars and save the date! Annual North 
Shore Mikvah Association event will take place Tuesday evening, 
May 14th at 7:15 pm in the Great Neck Synagogue ballroom.  

ISRAEL BONDS EVENT 

Great Neck Synagogue Men’s Club and Young Israel of Great 
Neck together with Israel Bonds invite you on Tuesday, May 
21st at 8:00 pm with guest speaker Charley Harari. 

HASHKAMA MINYAN KIDDUSH                                                             
Hashkama Kiddush is sponsored by the Hashkama Minyan and 
Amy Fox Griffel in honor of Marty’s return to the Minyan.  

SHABBAT LUNCH FOR PREVIOUSLY MARRIED SINGLES             
AGES 35-50 YEAR OLDS 

There is an upcoming Shabbat lunch for previously married men 
and women ages 35 to 50 years old that will take place in Great 
Neck. If you or anyone you know may be interested in                              
attending, please be in touch with Rabbi Polakoff at 
dpolakoff@gns.org or Rabbi Lichter at ilichter@gns.org so they 
can give your information to the event organizers. 

ARE YOU MAKING SCHLISSEL CHALLAH AFTER PESACH? 

If you are and would like to deliver one or more of your              
delicious homemade challahs to an ill or homebound member of 
our shul for Bikur Cholim, please email Diane Rein at  
drein@verizon.net or text her at (516) 522-1262 to get their 
contact information. It will really lift their spirits for Shabbat! 
Thank you very much! 

Saturday, 1 Nisan 

Steven Blumner for Chaya bat Chaim 

Henry Katz for Erna Katz 
Edwin Rosman for Flora Rosman 

Myles Mittleman for Annie Tischler 
Rabbi Shimon Wolf for Arnold Wolf 

Mark Abraham for Sara bat Rivka & Yosef Hakohen 

Sunday, 2 Nisan 

Payman Rabiei for Junjan bat Mashala 

Monday, 3 Nisan 

Steven Blumner for Faige Tova bat Chaim 

Ken Magida for Rachel Bilsky 

Charlene Milun for Israel Israelite 

Sharon Goldwyn for Frances Kessler 
Tuesday, 4 Nisan 

Joseph Farajian for Mrs. Farajian 

Ebrahim Gabbaizadeh for Sarah Gabbaizadeh 

Ebrahim Gabbaizadeh for Yehuda Gabbaizadeh 

Mark Gersten for Richard B. Gersten 

Pia Shlomo for David Spilke 

Wednesday, 5 Nisan 

Farid Adhami for Kian Adhami 
Michele Wolf for Ruth Berman 

Jacqcues Fouladi for Azam Fouladi 
Sam Fouladi for Azam Fouladi 

Jeff Kaufman for Martin Kaufman 

Yonni Mrejen for Jacob Mrejen 

Karen Shakin for Jacob Mrejen 

Roselin Wagner for Miriam Seider 
Lorraine Domnitch for Sidney Spiesel 

Howard Wolf for Julius Wolf 
Thursday, 6 Nisan 

Alina Dynkin for Reuven Chernyavsky 

Pearl Ginsburg for David Ginsburg 

Sharyn Falkenstein for David Ginsburg 

Deena Heisler for Rae Heisler 
Eliot Heisler for Rae Heisler 

Gedale Horowitz for Florence Horowitz 

Friday, 7 Nisan 

Lisa Adler for Seymour Zeff 
Joyce Swartz for Seymour Zeff 
Ronald Swartz for Seymour Zeff 
Steven Swartz for Seymour Zeff 

KENSINGTON GATE SHAVUOT LUNCH AND LEARN 

Back by popular demand, please join Rabbi Polakoff for a           
Shavuot Lunch and Learn at the home of Roselin Wagner, One 
Kensington Gate, Apt. 203 on Monday, June 3rd at noon. 
Dairy lunch will be served. We encourage you to sponsor the 
lunch in honor, in memory and/or for refuah shelaimah for a 
loved one at $36, $72 or $180 levels. Rabbi Polakoff will read 
out the dedicated names at the luncheon. RSVP to  

mtwersky@gns.org is required to attend and for sponsorship.   

ANNUAL KASHER-IN 

Monday evening, April 15th form 7:45-9:30 pm. Items should 
be cleaned and not used for 24 hours. Silver should be polished.  

YOM HASHOAH COMMEMORATION 

Wednesday, May 1st at 8:00 pm, featuring special guest                    
speaker Ruth Mermelstein in an interactive presentation.   

SHABBAT FOOD DROP 

Please do not leave food at 91 Baker Hill Rd. except on Friday 
before 2 pm. After this date, please do not leave anything on   
the porch until Pesach is over. Out of respect for our recipients, 
donate only food which is of the quality and freshness you would 
serve your family. This is not a collection site for items you want 
to rid yourself of. Please help us to fulfill this mitzvah in a             
respectful manner.  
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