
This week we read the 
Tochecha, the terrifying 
curses warning of what 
would happen to Israel if 
it betrayed its Divine 
mission. We read a 
prophecy of history gone 
wrong. If Israel loses its 
way spiritually, say the 
curses, it will lose 
physically, economically, 
and politically also. The 
nation will experience 
defeat and disaster. It 
will forfeit its freedom 
and its land. The people 
will go into exile and 
suffer persecution. 
Customarily we read this 
passage in the 
synagogue sotto voce, in 
an undertone, so fearful 
is it. It is hard to imagine 
any nation undergoing 
such catastrophe and 
living to tell the tale. Yet 
the passage does not end 
there. In an abrupt 
change of key, we then 
hear one of the great 
consolations in the Bible: 
Yet in spite of this, when 
they are in the land of 
their enemies, I will not 
cast them away…I will for 
their sakes remember the 
covenant of their 
ancestors, whom I 
brought forth out of 
Egypt in the sight of the 
heathen, that I might be 
their God: I am the Lord. 
(Lev. 26:44–45) This is a 
turning point in the 
history of the human 
spirit. It is the birth of 
hope: not hope as a 
dream, a wish, a desire, 
but as the very shape of 
history itself, “the arc of 

the moral universe,” as Martin 
Luther King put it. God is just. 
He may punish. He may hide 
His face. But He will not break 
His word. He will fulfil His 
promise. He will redeem His 
children. He will bring them 
home. 

Hope is one of the very 
greatest Jewish contributions 
to Western civilization, so 
much so that I have called 
Judaism “the voice of hope in 
the conversation of 
humankind.” In the ancient 
world, there were tragic 
cultures in which people 
believed that the gods were at 
best indifferent to our 
existence, at worst actively 
malevolent. The best humans 
can do is avoid their attention 
or appease their wrath. In the 
end, though, it is all in vain. 
We are destined to see our 
dreams wrecked on the rocks 
of reality. The great tragedians 
were Greek. Judaism produced 
no Sophocles or Aeschylus, no 
Oedipus or Antigone. Biblical 
Hebrew did not even contain a 
word that meant “tragedy” in 
the Greek sense. Modern 
Hebrew had to borrow the 
word: hence, tragedia. 

Then there are secular 
cultures, like that of the 
contemporary West in which 
the very existence of the 
universe, of human life and 
consciousness, is seen as the 
result of a series of 
meaningless accidents 
intended by no one and with 
no redeeming purpose. All we 
know for certain is that we are 
born, we live, we will die, and 
it will be as if we had never 
been. Hope is not unknown in 
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such cultures, but it is what 
Aristotle defined as “a 
waking dream,” a private 
wish that things might be 
otherwise. As seen through 
the eyes of ancient Greece 
or contemporary science, 
there is nothing in the 
texture of reality or the 
direction of history to justify 
belief that the human 
condition could be other and 
better than it is. Judaism is 
not without an expression of 
this mood. We find it in the 
opening chapters of the 
book of Ecclesiastes. For its 
author, time is cyclical. 
What has been, will be. 
History is a set of eternal 
recurrences. Nothing ever 
really changes: What has 
been will be again, What 
has been done will be done 
again; There is nothing new 
under the sun. (Eccl. 1:9) 
Ecclesiastes, though, is a 
rare voice within Tanach. 
For the most part, the 
Hebrew Bible expresses a 
quite different view: that 
there can be change in the 
affairs of humankind. We 
are summoned to the long 
journey at whose end is 
redemption and the 
Messianic Age. Judaism is 
the principled rejection of 
tragedy in the name of 
hope. 

The sociologist Peter Berger 
calls hope a “signal of 
transcendence,” a point at 
which something beyond 
penetrates into the human 
situation. There is nothing 
inevitable or even rational 
about hope. It cannot be 
inferred from any facts 
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about the past or present. Those with a tragic sense of life 
hold that hope is an illusion, a childish fantasy, and that a 
mature response to our place in the universe is to accept its 
fundamental meaninglessness and cultivate the stoic virtue 
of acceptance. Judaism insists otherwise: that the reality 
that underlies the universe is not deaf to our prayers, blind 
to our aspirations, indifferent to our existence. We are not 
wrong to strive to perfect the world, refusing to accept the 
inevitability of suffering and injustice. We hear this note at 
key points in the Torah. It occurs twice at the end of 
Genesis when first Jacob then Joseph assure the other 
members of the covenantal family that their stay in Egypt 
will not be endless. God will honor His promise and bring 
them back to the Promised Land. We hear it again, 
magnificently, as Moses tells the people that even after the 
worst suffering that can befall a nation, Israel will not be 
lost or rejected: Then the Lord your God will restore your 
fortunes and have compassion on you and gather you again 
from all the nations where He scattered you. Even if you 
have been banished to the most distant land under the 
heavens, from there the Lord your God will gather you and 
bring you back. (Deut. 30:3–4) 

But the key text is here at the end of the curses of 
Leviticus. This is where God promises that even if Israel 
sins, it may suffer, but it will never die, and it will never 
have reason to truly despair. It may experience exile, but 
eventually it will return. Israel may betray the covenant but 
God never will. This is one of the most fateful of all biblical 
assertions. It tells us that no fate is so bleak as to murder 
hope itself. No defeat is final, no exile endless, no tragedy 
the story’s last word. Subsequent to Moses, all the prophets 
delivered this message, each in his own way. Hosea told the 
people that though they may act like a faithless wife, God 
remains a loving husband. Amos assured them that God 
would rebuild even the most devastated ruins. Jeremiah 
bought a field in Anatot to assure the people that they 
would return from Babylon. Isaiah became the poet 
laureate of hope in visions of a world at peace that have 
never been surpassed. 

Of all the prophecies of hope inspired by Leviticus 26, none 
is as haunting as the vision in which Ezekiel saw the people 
of the covenant as a valley of dry bones, but heard God 
promise to bring us “back to the land of Israel.’” (Ezek. 
37:11–14) No text in all of literature is so evocative of the 
fate of the Jewish people after the Holocaust, before the 
rebirth in 1948 of the State of Israel. Almost prophetically, 
Naftali Herz Imber alluded to this text in his words for the 
song that eventually became Israel’s national anthem. He 
wrote: od lo avda tikvatenu, “our hope is not yet lost.” Not 
by accident is Israel’s anthem called HaTikva, “The Hope.” 
Where does hope come from? Berger sees it as a                          
constitutive part of our humanity: Human existence is                  
always oriented towards the future. Man exists by                             
constantly extending his being into the future, both in his 
consciousness and in his activity… An essential dimension 
of this “futurity” of man is hope. It is through hope that 
men overcome the difficulties of any given here and now. 
And it is through hope that men find meaning in the face of 
extreme suffering. 

Only hope empowers us to take risks, engage in long-term 
projects, marry and have children, and refuse to capitulate 
in the face of despair: There seems to be a death-refusing 
hope at the very core of our humanitas. While empirical 
reason indicates that this hope is an illusion, there is            
something in us that, however shamefacedly in an age of 
triumphant rationality, goes on saying “no!” and even says 
“no!” to the ever so plausible explanations of empirical   
reason. In a world where man is surrounded by death on 
all sides, he continues to be a being who says “no!” to 
death – and through this “no!” is brought to faith in                      
another world, the reality of which would validate his hope 
as something other than illusion. 

I am less sure than Berger that hope is universal. It 
emerged as part of the spiritual landscape of Western                
civilization through a quite specific set of beliefs: that God 
exists, that He cares about us, that He has made a                               
covenant with humanity and a further covenant with the 
people He chose to be a living example of faith. That                  
covenant transforms our understanding of history. God has 
given His word, and He will never break it, however much 
we may break our side of the promise. Without these                   
beliefs, we would have no reason to hope at all. History as 
conceived in this parsha is not utopian. Faith does not blind 
us to the apparent randomness of circumstance, the              
cruelty of fortune, or the seeming injustices of fate. No one 
reading Leviticus 26 can be an optimist. Yet no one                       
sensitive to its message can abandon hope. Without this, 
Jews and Judaism would not have survived. Without belief 
in the covenant and its insistence, “Yet in spite of this,” 
there might have been no Jewish people after the                             
destruction of one or other of the Temples, or the                           
Holocaust itself. It is not too much to say that Jews kept 
hope alive, and hope kept the Jewish people alive. 
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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. 

THANK YOU 

Tami Secunda Kramer would like to thank all those who                         
contributed their support for the OHEL race. The Great Neck 
team raised over $35,000 for OHEL.  

Mazal Tov to Lauren & Joseph Soleimani on the birth of a 
daughter. Mazal Tov to grandparents Judith & Abe                       
Soleimani.  

Mazal Tov to Sammy & Soraya Cohan on the birth of a 
grandson born to their children Shiva & Eddie Cohan.  

SHED THE MEDS 

On Sunday June 2, from 10:30-1:30, the Great Neck Water  
Pollution Control District invites residents to SHED the MEDS.     
Residents can drop off pharmaceutical waste at the district’s 
drive-thru at 236 East Shore Rd. Contact us at info@GNPCD.net.  

MEN’S CLUB EVENTS 

A) Archery Event: Sun. June 2nd from 6:00-7:30 pm at 
Queens Archery. Cost Is $36/person; $30/MC member.              
Limited to ages 13 years and older. Reserve you spot by            
calling the GNS office or Hilly Milun 516.504.0320. 

B) Defensive Driving Course: Wed. & Thurs. June 5th-6th 
at 7:00 pm. The cost is $35/person; $30 if MC member. 
Please call the GNS office to sign up.  

BAKING CHALLAH AND/OR DESSERTS FOR SHAVUOT? 

If you are and would like to deliver one or more of your                           
delicious homemade challahs/desserts 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 the                      
holiday! Thank you very much! 

SIGN UP FOR A MEAL TRAIN 

Many of you are familiar with the meals that are prepared and 
delivered to families in our community after a new born baby 
arrives. These “Meal Baby” invitations are emailed out to a       
general list and individuals sign up to be responsible for a meal. 
The meal can be prepared at home or provided by a store with 
acceptable hashgacha within our community. Although this is 
usually done for a new baby, it is sometimes also done to assist 
a family during a time of illness. If you want to check that your 
name is on the list, please contact katielichter@gmail.com. 

GNS SHABBAT LUNCHEON 

Join us on Shabbat June 15th for a communal luncheon to 
hear Judge Ruchie Freier speak. Judge Freier is the first              
Chassidic woman to  elected to public office in NY. The cost of 
the luncheon is $40/person; $25/teen; $15/child and $136/
family maximum.  

GNS ANNUAL MEMBERSHIP MEETING 

Join us Wednesday evening, May 29th at 8:30 pm as we 
induct new members, elect new officers, pay tribute to                              
departed members and show gratitude to our Jack Shaw                    
Service Awardees - Steve Zuckerman & Farla Frumkin.  

KENSINGTON GATE SHAVUOT LUNCH AND LEARN 

Back by popular demand, please join Rabbi Polakoff for a           
Shavuot Lunch and Learn at the home of Roslyn & Zachary 
Dicker, One Kensington Gate, Apt. 326 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.   

MUSSAF SERIES WITH CHAZZAN SPINNER 

Learn proper Nusach Ha’Tefillah for Shabbat with Chazzan 
Spinner to enable you to lead the davening with proper form 
and concentration. Next class is Tuesday evening, May 
28th at 8:30 pm. 

GRADUATION KIDDUSH 

The Great Neck Synagogue Congregational and Graduation 
Kiddush will be on Shabbat June 22nd. Celebrate all your 
smachot with us from births, bnei mitzvah, graduations,         
weddings and anniversaries. You can also commemorate a 
loved one’s yahrtzeit. Cost is $100/family.  

MTJ RECEPTION 

Please join the Great Neck community for a reception in support 
of Mesivtha Tifereth Jerusalem on Tuesday May 28th at the 
home of Same & Magda Yehaskel, 23 Old Mill Rd. at 8:00 pm. 
Rabbi Reuven Feinsten will speak at the reception.  

Saturday, 27 Iyar 
Ken Magida for Emma Greenberg 

Vicki Maher for Lila Rothman 

Roselin Wagner for Joseph Wagner 
Sharon Mazur for Irene Wald 

Monday, 29 Iyar 
Seymour Cooper for Isaac Cooper 

Ebrahim Gabbaizadeh for Tala bat Yoseph 

Joseph Hyman for Carolyn Hyman 

Michal Rosenzweig for Simcha Khazzam 

Jack Lipsky for Rose Mayer 
Ellie Werber for Rosa Preis 

Jerrald Weinstein for Mae Rubin 

Abraham Soleimani for Lalezar Soleimani 
Moussa Soeleimani for Lalezar Soleimani 

Tuesday, 1 Sivan 

Regina Gil for Israel Keller 
Fran Gil for Israel Keller 
Wednesday, 2 Sivan 

Rita Litvin for Tsilya Marianovsky 

Thursday, 3 Sivan 

Adam Hutt for Frances Hutt 
Cindy Ludwig for Bertha Siegal 

Friday, 4 Sivan 

Trudy Jettelson for Jules Jettelson 

Alan Levy for Cheryl Levy 

Karen Wydra for Henry Stein-Wallach 

Goldie Lorber for Nathan Winter 
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