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Rabbi Sacks on Parshat Shoftim
Our parsha talks about
monarchy: “When you
enter the land that the
Lord your God is giving
you, and have taken
possession of it and
settled in it, and you say,
“I will set a king over me,
like all the surrounding
nations,” set over you a
king whom the Lord your
God chooses.” (Deut.
17:14-15). So it should
be relatively easy to
answer the question:
From a Jewish
perspective, is having a
king a good thing or a bad
thing? It turns out,
however, to be almost
unanswerable. On the one
hand, the parsha does
say, “set over you a king.”
This is a positive
command. Maimonides
counts it among the 613.
On the other hand, of no
other command anywhere
does it say that that it is
to be acted on when the
people say that they want
to be “like all the
surrounding nations.” The
Torah doesn’t tell us to be
like everyone else. The
word kadosh, “holy”,
means, roughly, to be set
apart, singular,
distinctive, unique. Jews
are supposed to have the
courage to be different, to
be in but not entirely of
the surrounding world.

Matters are made no clearer
when we turn to the famous
episode in which the Israelites
did actually ask for a king, in
the days of Samuel (1 Samuel
8). Samuel is upset. He thinks
the people are rejecting him.
Not so, says God, the people
are rejecting Me (1 Sam. 8:7).
Yet God does not command
Samuel to resist the request. To
the contrary, He says, in effect,
tell them what monarchy will
cost, what the people stand to
lose. Then, if they still want a
king, give them a king. So the
ambivalence remains. If having
a king is a good thing, why
does God say that it means that
the people are rejecting Him? If
it is a bad thing, why does God
tell Samuel to give the people
what they want even if it is not
what God would wish them to
want? Nor does the historical
record resolve the issue. There
were many bad kings in Jewish
history. Of many, perhaps
most, Tanakh says “He did evil
in the eyes of God.” But then
there were also good kings:
David who united the nation,
Solomon who built the Temple,
Hezekiah and Josiah who led
religious revivals. It would be
easy to say that, on the whole,
monarchy was a bad thing
because there were more bad
kings than good ones. But one
could equally argue that without
David and Solomon, Jewish
history would never have risen
to the heights.

Even within individual lives,
the picture is fraught with
ambivalence. David was a
military hero, a political
genius and a religious poet
without equal in history. But
this is also the man who
committed a grievous sin
with another man’s wife.
With Solomon the record is
even more checkered. He
was the man whose name
was synonymous with
wisdom, author of Song of
Songs, Proverbs and
Kohelet. At the same time,
he was the king who broke
all three of the Torah’s
caveats about monarchy,
mentioned in this week’s
parsha, namely he should
not have too many wives, or
too many horses, or too
much money (Deut. 17:1617). Solomon – as the
Talmud says – thought he
could break all the rules and
stay uncorrupted. Despite all
his wisdom, he was wrong.
Even stepping back and
seeing matters on the basis
of abstract principle, we
have as close as Judaism
comes to a contradiction. On
the one hand, “We have no
king but You,” as we say in
Avinu Malkeinu. On the other
hand, the closing sentence
of the book of Judges
(21:25) reads: “In those
days, there was no king in
Israel. Everyone did what
was right in his own eyes.”
In short: without monarchy,
anarchy.
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So, in answer to the question: Is having a king a good thing
or a bad one, the answer is an unequivocal yes-and-no. And
as we would expect, the great commentators run the entire
spectrum of interpretation. For Maimonides, having a king
was a good thing and a positive command. For Ibn Ezra it
was a permission, not an obligation. For Abarbanel it was a
concession to human weakness. For Rabbenu Bachya, it was
its own punishment. Why then is the Torah so ambivalent
about this central element of its political program?
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State of Israel and the restoration to the Jewish people of
the power of self-defense, itself a necessary condition of the
collective right to life.

Instead, Judaism is an argument for the limitation,
secularization and transformation of power. Limitation:
Israel’s kings were the only rulers in the ancient world
without the power to legislate. For us, the laws that matter
come from God, not from human beings. To be sure, in
Jewish law, kings may issue temporary regulations for the
The simplest answer was given by the outsider who saw most better ordering of society, but so may rabbis, courts, or local
councils (the shiva tuvei ha-ir). Secularization: in Judaism,
clearly that the Hebrew Bible was the world’s first tutorial in
kings were not high priests and high priests were not kings.
freedom: Lord Acton. He is the man who wrote: “Thus the
example of the Hebrew nation laid down the parallel lines on Jews were the first people to create a “separation of
powers,” a doctrine normally attributed to Montesquieu in
which all freedom has been won…the principle that all
political authorities must be tested and reformed according to the eighteenth century. When some of the Hasmonean rulers
sought to combine the two offices, the Talmud records the
a code which was not made by man.” But he is also the
objection of the sages: “Let the royal crown be sufficient for
originator of the classic statement: “All power tends to
you; leave the priestly crown to the descendants of Aaron.”
corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.” Almost
Transformation: fundamental to Judaism is the idea of
without exception, history has been about what Hobbes
servant leadership. There is a wonderful statement of it in
described as “a general inclination of all mankind: a
our parsha. The king must have his own sefer Torah, “and
perpetual and restless desire of power after power, that
he shall read from it all the days of his life…not considering
ceaseth only in death.” Power is dangerous. It corrupts. It
himself superior to his kinsfolk, or straying from the
also diminishes. If I have power over you, then I stand as a
commandments to the right or to the left” (Deut. 17:19-20).
limit to your freedom. I can force you to do what you don’t
Humility is the essence of royalty, because to lead is to
want to do. Or as the Athenians said to the Melians: The
serve.
strong do what they want, and the weak suffer what they
must.
Failure to remember this caused what, in retrospect, can be
The Torah is a sustained exploration of the question: to what seen as the single most disastrous political decision in
extent can a society be organized not on the basis of power? Jewish history. After the death of Solomon, the people came
to Rehoboam, his son, asking him to lighten the load that
Individuals are different. Michelangelo, Shakespeare and
Rembrandt needed no power to achieve creative genius. But Solomon’s projects had imposed on the people. The king
asked his father’s advisers what he should do. They told him
can a society? We all have desires. Those desires conflict.
to accede to their request: “If today you will be a servant to
Conflict eventually leads to violence. The result is the world
before the flood, when God regretted that He had made man these people and serve them and give them a favorable
on earth. Hence there is a need for a central power to ensure answer, they will always be your servants’(1 Kings 12:7).
Note the threefold appearance of the word ‘serve’ in this
the rule of law and the defense of the realm. Judaism is not
verse. Rehoboam ignored their advice. The kingdom split
an argument for powerlessness. The briefest glance at two
thousand years of Jewish history in the Diaspora tells us that and the nation never fully recovered. The radical nature of
this transformation can be seen by recalling the two great
there is nothing dignified in powerlessness, and after the
architectural symbols of the world’s first empires: the
Holocaust it is unthinkable. Daily we should thank God, and
Mesoptamians built ziggurats, the Egyptians built pyramids.
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In contemporary terms, Jim Collins in his book From Good to
Great tells us on the basis of extensive research that the
great organizations are those with what he calls ‘Level 5
leaders,’ people who are personally modest but fiercely
ambitious for the team. They seek, not their own success,
but the success of those they lead. This is counterintuitive.
We think of leaders as people hungry for power. Many are.
But power corrupts. That is why most political careers end in
failure. Even Solomon’s wisdom could not save him from
temptation. Hence the life-changing idea: To lead is to
serve. The greater your success, the harder you have to
work to remember that you are there to serve others; they
are not there to serve you.

GNS CHESED & CHAVERIM

SISTERHOOD ROSH HASHANA CARDS & GNS TRIPS

Sisterhood is selling beautiful Rosh Hashanah cards
designed by Celia Lemonik
Cost is $18 for 10 cards or $2.50 each

PASS IT FORWARD

GNS 12TH ANNUAL ROSH HASHANA
PASS IT FORWARD HUNGER INITIATIVE

THURSDAY SEPTEMBER 26th, 2019
BRING THE SWEETNESS OF ROSH HASHANA TO THOSE IN NEED!
Now in its 12th 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 and 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 yomtovchicken@gmail.com.

Deliver food to GNS COAT ROOM LOBBY
THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 26th between 10:00 am–11:00 am

Donate $$: Purchase a holiday 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:
(a) Packers for THURSDAY SEPT 26th from 10:00 am - 2:00 pm
(b) Drivers for about 25 different routes from 2:00 pm - 3:00 pm
Please meet in the GNS Coat Room 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: 516.317.9632.

Do A Mitzvah... Make Life Meaningful… Rosh HaShana is coming…

MEN’S CLUB EVENT—JETS GAME

MEN’S CLUB EVENT— FISHING TRIP

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

MAZAL TOVS & COMMUNITY NEWS
Mazal Tov to Chazzan Yitzy & Rachel Spinner on the Bar
Mitzvah of their son Gavi.

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

Mazal Tov to Shirley & Omid Rahmani on the Bar Mitzvah of
their son Sam.

CHAVERIM CENTER
Please join us for Chaverim this Wednesday, Sept. 4th from
11:30-2:00. We will be making soup and cards for Pass it
Forward.

Mazal Tov to Abby & Seth Weiss on the birth of a daughter,
Margot Ayelet. Mazal Tov as well to grandparents Aviva &
Robert Zausmer.

SISTERHOOD MEETING & ROSH HASHANAH CARDS
Please join us on Wednesday, September 4th at 8:00 pm
for our Sisterhood monthly planning meeting. It will be held at
the home of Judy Lillien, 35 Margaret Court. Everyone is
welcome and encouraged to attend!
Sisterhood is selling beautiful Rosh Hashanah cards designed
by Celia Lemonik – they cost $18 for 10 cards or $2.50 each.
For more information, contact Judy Lillien at (516) 487-6845.
MEN’S CLUB EVENTS
This Sunday, September 8th at 1:00 pm: NY Jets vs
Buffalo Bills: Tickets: $110/seat and $90/MC members.
Sunday, September 22nd at 9:30 am: Fishing Trip at
Inspiration Wharf in Port Washington. Cost is $65 for MC
members which includes brunch and equipment. $80 for non
MC members and $60 for children under age of 12.
PASS IT FORWARD FOR ROSH HASHANAH
If you would like to organize or host a cooking/baking event
such as a bake-a-thon, kugel-a-thon, brisket olympics, matzah
ball party, etc., please contact Marla Lemonik at
marla.lemonik@gmail.com. The food you cook/bake will be
donated to GNS Pass It Forward for needy families to uplift
their spirits for the holiday. Great fun for adults, and potential
chesed project for bar/bat mitzvahs.
If you know local individuals/families in need, GNS Pass It
Forward will deliver Rosh Hashanah food to them to enhance
their holiday. All referrals will be kept strictly confidential.
Contact Cindy Hodkin at koshercookinggn@gmail.com.
FREEZER SPACE NEEDED
Freezer space is needed to store food for needy families for
Rosh Hashanah for GNS Pass It Forward. Please contact Cindy
Hodkin at koshercookinggn@gmail.com. Thank you!
KENSINGTON GATE ROSH HASHANA LUNCH AND LEARN
Back by popular demand, please join Rabbi Polakoff for a Rosh
Hashanah Lunch and Learn at the home of Rita Gordonson,
One Kensington Gate, Apt. PH25 on Monday, September
16th 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.
BIKUR CHOLIM OPPORTUNITTIES
We invite you to sponsor Rosh Hashanah flowers ($18/each)
that will be delivered to our ill/elderly members and/or
sponsor CD players ($18/each) for a special CD that will be
delivered as part of a bat mitzvah chesed project. We will be
delivering flowers and CD’s to approximately 30 people. We
also invite you to deliver homemade or store bought challah/
baked goods on Friday, September 27th to enhance their
Rosh Hashanah. Please contact Diane Rein at
drein@verizon.net if you are interested in any or all of these
chesed opportunities. Thank you!

Mazal Tov to Jessica & Anton Feingold on the Bat Mitzvah
of their daughter Ella.
Mazal Tov to Lori & Ira Rosenfeld on the Bar Mitzvah of their
grandson Shaya Rosenfeld, son of David Rosenfeld and
Elisheva Rosenfeld.
ZOA LONG ISLAND EVENT
ZOA Long Island presents A Herzl Society Event on ANTISEMITISM IN CONGRESS, what you need to know and how
we can fight it! Guest Speaker is Dan Pollak, the ZOA Director of
Government Relations. Thursday, September 5 at 7:00 pm
at the home of Dr. Leon & Donna Schwechter. Please RSVP
to dperetz@zoa.org if you wish to attend.
AMIT GREATER LI GALA
The AMIT Greater LI Gala honoring Rita Gordonson will take
place on Tuesday, September 25 at 6:30 pm at the
Sephardic Temple in Cedarhurst, NY. For more information, or
to register online, go to www.amitchildren.org/longislandgala or
contact Robbie Fried at 212.792.5691.
HOURS FOR NORTH SHORE MIKVAH
The North Shore Mikvah hours for the month of September will
be from 7:00 pm - 10:30 pm.
SYNAGOGUE DUES AND HIGH HOLIDAY SEATS
Reminder to send all dues and requests to GNS office.
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Saturday, 7 Elul
Elly Engelstein for Renee Jeret
Sunday, 8 Elul
Rita Gordonson for Dora Gershkowitz
Stanley Lupkin for David Lupkin
Hersel Rabanipour for Gohar Rabinipour
Jacob Wachstock for Judith Wachstock
Harriet Cooper for Celeste Weber
Monday, 9 Elul
Ilene Schuman for Jack Herschkowitz
Judith Edelstein for Rabbi Daniel Lewin
Arthur Kirsch for Tessie Zuckerman
Tuesday, 10 Elul
Evelyn Henis for Marshall Henis
Anita Beretz for Joseph Levi
Avraham Markowitz for Bernard Markowitz
Rabbi Dale Polakoff for Gail Polakoff
Sharyn Falkenstein for Philip Steinberg
Alan Steinberg for Philip Steinberg
Wednesday, 11 Elul
Gloria Faizakoff for Rose Cohen
Felix Glaubach for Ethel Glaubach
Larry Horn for Irene Horn
Thursday, 12 Elul
Jeffrey Freedman for Ettie Freedman
Ellen Siegel for Anna Givner
Sharon Goldwyn for Solomon Goldwyn
Elaine Miller for Harry Grant
Friday, 13 Elul
Leslie Kahn for Fanny Eisman
Serge Fischler for Abraham Fischler
Ebrahim Gabbaizadeh for Tova Gabbaizadeh
Gary Knobel for Paul Knobel
Meredith Bachrach for Maureen Shapiro

