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Rabbi Sacks on Parshat Naso
Parshat Naso contains the
law of the Nazirite – the
individual who undertook
to observe special rules of
holiness and abstinence:
not to drink wine or other
intoxicants (including
anything made from
grapes), not to have his
hair cut, and not to defile
himself by contact with
the dead (Num. 6:1–21).
Such a state was usually
undertaken for a limited
period; the standard
length was thirty days.
There were exceptions,
most famously Samson
and Samuel who, because
of the miraculous nature
of their birth, were
consecrated before their
birth as Nazirites for life.
What the Torah does not
make clear, though, is
firstly why a person might
wish to undertake this
form of abstinence, and
secondly whether it
considers this choice to be
commendable, or merely
permissible. On the one
hand the Torah calls the
Nazirite “holy to
God” (Num. 6:8). On the
other, it requires him, at
the end of the period of
his vow, to bring a sin
offering (Num. 6:13–14).

in these patterns of behavior
at least some influence from
the non-Jewish environment.
The Chasidei Ashkenaz who
flourished during the time of
the Crusades lived among
self-mortifying Christians.
Their southern counterparts
may have been familiar with
Sufism, the mystical
movement in Islam. The
ambivalence of Jews towards
the life of self-denial may
therefore lie in the suspicion
that it entered Judaism from
the outside. There were
ascetic movements in the
first centuries of the
Common Era in both the
West (Greece) and the East
(Iran) that saw the physical
world as a place of
corruption and strife. They
were, in fact, dualists,
holding that the true God
was not the creator of the
universe. The physical world
Clearly the argument is not
was the work of a lesser, and
merely textual. It is substantive.
evil, deity. Therefore God –
It is about asceticism, the life of
the true God – is not to be
self-denial. Almost every
found in the physical world
religion knows the phenomenon
and its enjoyments but
of people who, in pursuit of
rather in disengagement
spiritual purity, withdraw from
from them.
the pleasures and temptations
of the world. They live in caves, The two best-known
movements to hold this view
retreats, hermitages,
were Gnosticism in the West
monasteries. The Qumran sect
and Manichaeism in the East.
known to us through the Dead
Sea Scrolls may have been such So at least some of the
This led to an ongoing
a movement. In the Middle Ages negative evaluation of the
disagreement between the there were Jews who adopted
Nazirite may have been
Rabbis in Mishnaic,
driven by a desire to
similar kinds of self-denial –
Talmudic, and medieval
discourage Jews from
among them the Chasidei
times. According to R.
imitating non-Jewish
Ashkenaz, the Pietists of
Elazar, and later to
practices. Judaism strongly
Northern Europe, as well as
Nahmanides, the Nazirite
believes that God is to be
many Jews in Islamic lands. In
is praiseworthy. He has
found in the midst of the
retrospect it is hard not to see
voluntarily undertaken a higher
level of holiness. The prophet
Amos (2:11) said, “I raised up
some of your sons for prophets,
and your young men for
Nazirites,” suggesting that the
Nazirite, like the prophet, is a
person especially close to God.
The reason he had to bring a sin
offering was that he was now
returning to ordinary life. His sin
lay in ceasing to be a Nazirite.
Eliezer HaKappar and Shmuel
held the opposite opinion. For
them the sin lay in becoming a
Nazirite in the first place and
thereby denying himself some of
the pleasures of the world God
created and declared good. R.
Eliezer added: “From this we
may infer that if one who denies
himself the enjoyment of wine is
called a sinner, all the more so
one who denies himself the
enjoyment of other pleasures of
life.”
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physical world that He created that is, in the first chapter of
Genesis, seven times pronounced “good.” It believes not in
renouncing pleasure but in sanctifying it.
What is much more puzzling is the position of Maimonides,
who holds both views, positive and negative, in the same
book, his law code the Mishneh Torah. In Hilchot Deot, he
adopts the negative position of R. Eliezer HaKappar: A person
may say: “Desire, honor, and the like are bad paths to follow
and remove a person from the world; therefore, I will
completely separate myself from them and go to the other
extreme.” As a result, he does not eat meat or drink wine or
take a wife or live in a decent house or wear decent clothing…
This too is bad, and it is forbidden to choose this way. Yet in
Hilchot Nezirut he rules in accordance with the positive
evaluation of R. Elazar: “Whoever vows to God [to become a
Nazirite] by way of holiness, does well and is praiseworthy…
Indeed Scripture considers him the equal of a prophet.” How
does any writer come to adopt contradictory positions in a
single book, let alone one as resolutely logical as Maimonides?
The answer lies in a remarkable insight of Maimonides into
the nature of the moral life as understood by Judaism. What
Maimonides saw is that there is not a single model of the
virtuous life. He identifies two, calling them respectively the
way of the saint (chassid) and the way of the sage
(chacham). The saint is a person of extremes. Maimonides
defines chessed as extreme behavior – good behavior, to be
sure, but conduct in excess of what strict justice requires. So,
for example, “If one avoids haughtiness to the utmost extent
and becomes exceedingly humble, he is termed a saint
[chassid].” The sage is a different kind of person altogether.
He or she follows the “golden mean,” the “middle way,” the
way of moderation and balance. He or she avoids the
extremes of cowardice on the one hand, recklessness on the
other, and thus acquires the virtue of courage. He or she
avoids miserliness in one direction, prodigality in the other,
and instead chooses the middle way of generosity. The sage
knows the twin dangers of too much and too little, excess and
deficiency. He or she weighs the conflicting pressures and
avoids the extremes.
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These are not just two types of person but two ways of
understanding the moral life itself. Is the aim of the moral life
to achieve personal perfection? Or is it to create gracious
relationships and a decent, just, compassionate society? The
intuitive answer of most people would be to say: both. What
makes Maimonides so acute a thinker is that he realizes that
you cannot have both – that they are in fact different
enterprises. A saint may give all his money away to the poor.
But what about the members of the saint’s own family? They
may suffer because of his extreme self-denial. A saint may
refuse to fight in battle. But what about the saint’s country
and its defense? A saint may forgive all crimes committed
against him. But what then about the rule of law, and
justice? Saints are supremely virtuous people, considered as
individuals. Yet you cannot build a society out of saints alone.
Indeed, saints are not really interested in society. They have
chosen a different, lonely, self-segregating path. I know no
moral philosopher who makes this point as clearly as
Maimonides – not Plato or Aristotle, not Descartes or Kant.
It was this deep insight that led Maimonides to his seemingly
contradictory evaluations of the Nazirite. The Nazirite has
chosen, at least for a period, to adopt a life of extreme selfdenial. He is a saint, a chassid. He has adopted the path of
personal perfection. That is noble, commendable, and
exemplary. That is why Maimonides calls him “praiseworthy”
and “the equal of a prophet.” But it is not the way of the sage
– and you need sages if you seek to perfect society. The sage
is not an extremist – because he or she realizes that there
are other people at stake. There are the members of one’s
own family as well as the others within one’s community.
There are colleagues at work. There is a country to defend
and a society to help build. The sage knows he or she cannot
leave all these commitments behind to pursue a life of
solitary virtue. In a strange way, saintliness is a form of selfindulgence. We are called on by God to live in the world, not
escape from it; in society not seclusion; to strive to create a
balance among the conflicting pressures on us, not to focus
on some while neglecting the others. Hence, while from a
personal perspective the Nazirite is a saint, from a societal
perspective he is, at least figuratively, a “sinner” who has to
bring an atonement offering.
Maimonides lived the life he preached. We know from his
writings that he longed for seclusion. There were years when
he worked day and night to write his Commentary to the
Mishnah, and later the Mishneh Torah. Yet he also recognized
his responsibilities to his family and to the community. In his
famous letter to his would-be translator Ibn Tibbon, he gives
an account of his typical day and week – in which he had to
carry a double burden as a world-renowned physician and an
internationally sought halachist and sage. He worked to
exhaustion. Maimonides was a sage who longed to be a saint,
but knew he could not be, if he was to honor his
responsibilities to his people. That is a profound and moving
judgement, and one that still has the power to inspire today.

GNS HIGH SCHOOL SENIORS ONEG

GNS SHABBAT LUNCHEON

GNS YOUTH END OF YEAR BASH

GNS GRADUATION KIDDUSH

SUMMER LEARNING PROGRAMS

ANNOUNCEMENTS
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
IF YOU KNOW OF SOMEONE WHO IS MOVING INTO THE
GREAT NECK AREA PLEASE LET THE OFFICE KNOW.
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.
THANK YOU VERY MUCH
The Bikur Cholim of GNS is grateful for our amazing volunteers
who generously delivered challah/dessert to about fourteen ill/
homebound members of our shul for Shavuot. Thank you very
much Lida Esrail, Sara Feldschreiber, Rebbetzin Katie Lichter
and Rebbetzin Ellen Polakoff. If you would like to volunteer to
call, visit and/or deliver homemade or store bought challah/
dessert on behalf of Bikur Cholim, please contact Diane Rein
at drein@verizon.net. This is also a great opportunity for bar
and bat mitzvah chesed projects.

MAZAL TOVS & COMMUNITY NEWS
Mazal Tov to Benjamin Shor, son of Joseph & Deborah
Shor on his engagement to Nicole Dimaghi.
Mazal Tov to Joan & Henry Katz on the marriage of their
grandson Ethan Katz, son of Dina & Daniel Katz to Sara
Scheidlinger.
Mazal Tov to Anita & Hal Beretz and Rachel & Michael
Singer on the Bar Mitzvah of their grandson Benjamin, son
of Suzanne & Stuart Beretz.
Mazal Tov to Ed & Brenda Parver on the birth of a
grandson, born to their children Rebecca & Eli Gamss.
Mazal Tov to Dina & Jonathan Ohebshalom on the
engagement of their daughter Jackie to Meir Lesches of
Crown Heights.

HAR TORAH GOLF CLASSIC
Enjoy a day of great golf, delicious and plentiful food and terrific
GNS SHABBAT LUNCHEON & YOUTH BASH
prizes on June 19th at North Shore Country Club. For more
Join us on this Shabbat June 15th for a communal luncheon to information, please contact Marc Yehaskel at
hear Judge Ruchie Freier speak. Judge Freier is the first
myehaskel@gmail.com or 646.623.5421.
Chassidic woman to elected to public office in NY. The cost of
PARLOR MEETING FOR SOROKA MEDICAL CENTER IN
the luncheon is $40/person; $25/teen; $15/child and $136/
family maximum. This Shabbat is also the Annual End of Year ISRAEL
Please join us on Thursday evening, June 27th at 7:00 pm for
Youth Bash for grades 1-8. Pick up at GNS at 4:00 pm.
a Pastoral Counseling Initiative Parlor Meeting with special guest
GRADUATION KIDDUSH
speaker, Professor Jochanan Peiser, Deputy Director General of
The Great Neck Synagogue Congregational and Graduation
Soroka Medical Center.
Kiddush will be on Shabbat June 22nd. Celebrate all your
This event will take place at the home of David and Diane Rein, 1
smachot with us from births, bnei mitzvah, graduations,
Cove Lane. Sushi and wine will be served. Kindly RSVP to Amanda
weddings and anniversaries. You can also commemorate a loved Heisler at aheisle1@binghamton.edu.
one’s yahrtzeit. Cost is $100/family.
Saturday, 12 Sivan
PUAH BENEFIT BBQ
Judith Weinstein for Beatrice Eichenhorn
Join us on Sunday June 23rd from 6-10 pm for a PUAH Benefit
Tom Furst for Harry Furst
BBQ with Judd Memphis Kitchen at the home of Michal and
Gitty Louzoun for Anna Malek
Brian Natanov, 47 Deepdale Drive. PUAH is devoted to helping
Howard Silberstein for Libie Silberstein
the greater Jewish community fulfill their dreams of building a
Sunday, 13 Sivan
healthy family. Experts in the World of Jewish Fertility: devoted
Gloria Faizakoff for Philip Cohen
to providing counseling, advocacy, halachic and medical
Zachary Dicker for Samuel Dicker
expertise, supervision, research and education worldwide. We
Celia Lemonik for Albert Dorner
hope to see you there! You can RSVP and/or make a donation
Mark Friedman for Irwin Friedman
using this link: http://bit.do/great-neck-puah-benefit-bbq. For
Tzipporah Gruber for William Mandell
questions or to help sponsor the event call (718) 702-7491.
Elena Berkowitz for Frida Segev
15th ANNIVERSARY YEAR ROSH HASHANAH SCOPE
Sonia Movsas for Leah Serlin
DEADLINE AND SPONSORSHIP
Monday, 14 Sivan
We are celebrating our 15th year of publishing SCOPE magazine
Ilana Kroll for Stefa Hasson
(45 issues!). Please submit all SCOPE magazine articles,
Tuesday, 15 Sivan
recipes, photos, ads, sponsorships and any other material by
Mark Lubin for Robert Lubin
th
July 15 to Diane Rein at drein@verizon.net.
Wednesday, 16 Sivan
Feel free to include an anniversary message. Thank you very
Phil Hanfling for Esther Hanfling
much to our SCOPE sponsors (we have about 70!) for their
Phil Hanfling for Feivul Hanfling
strong support this past year by sponsoring 3 issues (Rosh
Thursday, 17 Sivan
Hashanah, Chanukah and Pesach) for a total cost of $100 for
Rona Mittleman for Michael Haber
the year. If you would like to continue to be a SCOPE sponsor,
Edmund Kessler for Lillie Kessler
then it is not necessary to contact the shul. If you no longer
Ronald Braun for Leo Kloper
would like to be a SCOPE sponsor please contact Mark Twersky
Pamela Toledano for Harold Kovar
by Monday, July 15th to remove your name from the list. We
Paul Brody for Sarah Weinstein
hope others who are not currently SCOPE sponsors will request
Friday, 18 Sivan
to have their names added. You can dedicate the sponsorship in
Rebekah
Simhaee
for Avinoam ben Chaim
honor or in memory of a loved one. Thank you so much!
Steven Kashan for Monavar Kashan
MEN’S CLUB EVENT
Meier Stein for Zvi Mordechai Stein
Sunday, September 8 at 1:00 pm we are selling tickets for
Judith Weinstein for Joseph Weisman
the NY Jets vs Buffalo Bills, including bus transport: $140 per
Claire Behar for Lionel Winston
seat and $120 for MC members.
Robert Zausmer for Morris Zausmer
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