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Rabbi Sacks on Parshat Toldot
There is a strange passage
in the life of Isaac, ominous
in its fore- shadowing of
much of later Jewish
history. Like Abraham, Isaac
finds himself forced by
famine to go to Gerar, in
the land of the Philistines.
There, like Abraham, he
senses that his life may be
in danger because he is
married to a beautiful
woman. He fears that he
will be killed so that
Rebecca can be taken into
the harem of king
Avimelekh. The couple pass
themselves oﬀ as brother
and sister. The deception is
discovered, Avimelekh is
indignant, explanations are
made, and the moment
passes. Genesis 26 reads
almost like a replay of
Genesis 20, a generation
later. In both cases
Avimelekh promises the
patriarchs security. To
Abraham he said, “My land
is before you; live wherever
you like” (Gen. 20:15).
About Isaac, he commands,
“Anyone who molests this
man or his wife shall surely
be put to death” (Gen.
26:11). Yet in both cases,
there is a troubled
aftermath. In Genesis 21 we
read about an argument
that arose over a well that
Abraham had dug: “Then
Abraham complained to
Avimelekh about a well of
water that Avimelekh’s
servants had seized” (Gen.
21:25). The two men make

a treaty. Yet, as we now discover,
this was not sufficient to prevent
further difficulties in the days of
Isaac: Isaac planted crops in that
land and the same year reaped a
hundredfold, because the Lord
blessed him. The man became
rich, and his wealth continued to
grow until he became very
wealthy. He had so many flocks
and herds and servants that the
Philistines envied him. So, all the
wells that his father’s servants
had dug in the time of his father
Abraham, the Philistines stopped
up, filling them with earth.
Then Avimelekh said to Isaac,
“Move away from us; you have
become too powerful for us.” So,
Isaac moved away from there and
encamped in the Valley of Gerar
and settled there. Isaac reopened
the wells that had been dug in the
time of his father Abraham, which
the Philistines had stopped up
after Abraham died, and he gave
them the same names his father
had given them. Isaac’s servants
dug in the valley and discovered a
well of fresh water there. But the
herdsmen of Gerar quarreled with
Isaac’s herdsmen and said, “The
water is ours!” So, he named the
well Esek, because they disputed
with him. Then they dug another
well, but they quarreled over that
one also; so, he named it Sitnah.
He moved on from there and dug
another well, and no one
quarreled over it. He named it
Reĥovot, saying, “Now the Lord
has given us room and we will
flourish in the land.” (26:12–22)
There are three aspects of this
passage worthy of careful

attention. The first is the
intimation it gives us of what
will later be the turning point
of the fate of the Israelites in
Egypt. Avimelekh says, “you
have become too powerful for
us.” Centuries later, Pharaoh
says, at the beginning of the
book of Exodus, “Behold, the
people of the children of Israel
are greater in number and
power than we are. Come on,
let us deal wisely with them,
lest they multiply and it come
to pass, when there befall any
war, that they join also with
our enemies and fight against
us, and so get them up out of
the land” (1:9–10). The same
word, atzum, “powerful,”
appears in both cases. Our
passage signals the birth of
one of the deadliest of human
phenomena, antisemitism.
Antisemitism is in some
respects unique. It is, in
Robert Wistrich’s phrase, the
world’s longest hatred. No
other prejudice has lasted so
long, mutated so persistently,
attracted such demonic myths,
or had such devastating
eﬀects. But in other respects,
it is not unique, and we must
try to understand it as best we
can.
One of the best books about
antisemitism, is in fact not
about antisemitism at all, but
about similar phenomena in
other contexts, Amy Chua’s
World on Fire. Her thesis is
that any conspicuously
successful minority will attract
envy that may deepen into
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hate and provoke violence. All three conditions are essential. The
hated group must be conspicuous, for otherwise it would not be
singled out. It must be successful, for otherwise it would not be
envied. And it must be a minority, for otherwise it would not be
attacked. All three conditions were present in the case of Isaac. He
was conspicuous: he was not a Philistine, he was different from the
local population as an outsider, a stranger, someone with a
diﬀerent faith. He was successful: his crops had succeeded a
hundredfold, his flocks and herds were large, and the people
envied him. And he was a minority: a single family in the midst of
the local population. All the ingredients were present for the
distillation of hostility and hate.
There is more. Another profound insight into the conditions that
give rise to antisemitism was given by Hannah Arendt in her book
The Origins of Totalitarianism (the section has been published
separately as Anti-Semitism). Hostility to Jews becomes
dangerous, she argued, not when Jews are strong, but when they
are weak. This is deeply paradoxical because, on the face of it, the
opposite is true. A single thread runs from the Philistines’ reaction
to Isaac and Pharaoh’s to the Israelites, to the myth concocted in
the late nineteenth century, known as The Protocols of the Elders
of Zion. It says that Jews are powerful, too powerful. They control
resources. They are a threat. They must be removed. Yet, says
Arendt, antisemitism did not become dangerous until they had lost
the power they had once had: When Hitler came to power, the
German banks were already almost Judenrein (and it was here that
Jews had held key positions for more than a hundred years) and
German Jewry as a whole, after a long steady growth in social
status and numbers, was declining so rapidly that statisticians
predicted its disappearance in a few decades.
The same was true in France: The Dreyfus affair exploded not
under the Second Empire, when French Jewry was at the height of
its prosperity and influence, but under the Third Republic when
Jews had all but vanished from important positions. Antisemitism
is a complex, protean phenomenon because antisemites must be
able to hold together two beliefs that seem to contradict one
another: Jews are so powerful that they should be feared, and at
the same time so powerless that they can be attacked without
fear. It would seem that no one could be so irrational as to believe
both of these things simultaneously. But emotions are not rational,
despite the fact that they are often rationalized, for there is a
world of difference between rationality and rationalization (the
attempt to give rational justification for irrational beliefs). So, for
example, in the twenty-first century we can find that (a) Western
media are almost universally hostile to Israel, and (b) otherwise
intelligent people claim that the media are controlled by Jews who
support Israel: the same inner contradiction of perceived
powerlessness and ascribed power. Arendt summarizes her thesis
in a single, telling phrase which links her analysis to that of Amy
Chua. What gives rise to antisemitism is, she says, the
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phenomenon of “wealth without power.” That was precisely the
position of Isaac among the Philistines.
There is a second aspect of our passage that has had
reverberations through the centuries: the self-destructive nature
of hate. The Philistines did not ask Isaac to share his water with
them. They did not ask him to teach them how he had
discovered a source of water that they – residents of the place –
had not. They did not even simply ask him to move on. They
“stopped up” the wells, “filling them with earth.” This act harmed
them more than it harmed Isaac. It robbed them of a resource
that would, in any case, have become theirs, once the famine had
ended and Isaac had returned home. More than hate destroys the
hated, it destroys the hater. In this case too, Isaac and the Philistines were a portent of what would eventually happen to the
Israelites in Egypt. By the time of the plague of locusts, we read:
Pharaoh’s officials said to him, “How long will this man be a snare
to us? Let the people go, so that they may worship the Lord their
God. Do you not yet realize that Egypt is ruined?” (Exodus 10:7)
In eﬀect they said to Pharaoh: you may think you are harming the
Israelites. In fact, you are harming us.
Both love and hate, said Rabbi Shimon bar Yocĥai, “upset the
natural order”. They are irrational. They make us do things we
would not do otherwise. In today’s Middle East, as so often
before, those intent on destroying their enemies end by doing
great harm to their own interests, their own people. Third, Isaac’s
response remains the correct one today. Defeated once, he tries
again. He digs another well; this too yields opposition. So, he
moves on and tries again, and eventually finds peace. How fitting
it is that the town that today carries the name Isaac gave the site
of this third well, is the home of the Weizmann Institute of
Science, the Faculty of Agriculture of the Hebrew University, and
the Kaplan hospital, allied to the Medical School of the Hebrew
University. Israel Belkind, one of the founders of the settlement in
1890, called it Reĥovot precisely because of the verse in our
parsha: “He named it Reĥovot, saying, Now the Lord has given us
room and we will flourish in the land.”
Isaac is the least original of the three patriarchs. His life lacks the
drama of Abraham or the struggles of Jacob. We see in this
passage that Isaac himself did not strive to be original. The text is
unusually emphatic on the point: Isaac “reopened the wells that
had been dug in the time of his father Abraham, which the
Philistines had stopped up after Abraham died, and he gave them
the same names his father had given them.” Normally we strive to
individuate ourselves by differentiating ourselves from our
parents. We do things differently, or even if we don’t, we give
them diﬀerent names. Isaac was not like this. He was content to
be a link in the chain of generations, faithful to what his father
had started. Isaac represents the faith of persistence, the courage
of continuity. He was the first Jewish child, and he represents the
single greatest challenge of being a Jewish child: to continue the
journey our ancestors began, rather than drifting from it, thereby
bringing the journey to an end before it has reached its
destination. And Isaac, because of that faith, was able to achieve
the most elusive of goals, namely peace – because he never gave
up. When one effort failed, he began again. So, it is with all great
achievements: one part originality, nine parts persistence.
I find it moving that Isaac, who underwent so many trials, from
the binding when he was young, to the rivalry between his sons
when he was old and blind, carries a name that means, “He will
laugh.” Perhaps the name – given to him by God Himself before
Isaac was born – means what the Psalm means when it says,
“Those who sow in tears will reap with joy” (Ps. 126:5). Faith
means the courage to persist through all the setbacks, all the
grief, never giving up, never accepting defeat. For at the end,
despite the opposition, the envy and the hate, lie the broad
spaces, Reĥovot, and the laughter, Isaac: the serenity of the
destination after the storms along the way.

MEN’S CLUB EVENT - MY ISRAEL HOME

GNS CHALLAH BAKE

UPCOMING EVENTS & CHESED COLLECTION

REGISTRATION DEADLINE
DECEMBER 15TH

THANKSGIVING CHESSED

This year for Thanksgiving
You can really give thanks and be giving!
Buy a Thanksgiving Dinner for a
resident at Arrandale Senior Housing
and make your parents proud of you.
$18 can sponsor a dinner
in honor of/in memory of your parents
Name:________________________________________________
Phone #: _____________________________________________
Email: _______________________________________________
Meals purchased in memory/ in honor of:____________________
_____________________________________________________
Amount enclosed:

_________________
________________________________
We are also looking for a limited number of volunteers (ALL AGES)
to help serve the dinner, clean up, play music, sing & talk to the residents

I would like to volunteer on Thursday, Nov. 28th
Food Server:_______________

11:30 am - 2:00 pm

Other Talent:____________________

Volunteer Names & Kids’ Ages: _________________________________
Co-Sponsored by: GNS Hunger Initiative, Sisterhood & Women’s Tefila
For more info: email lisslev@verizon.net or text 516-770-3572
Please return to: GNS 26 Old Mill Road

Great Neck, NY 11023

GNS ANNUAL DINNER - DEC. 7TH 2019
Message about the Great Neck Synagogue
Annual Dinner
We are looking forward to honoring
Harold & Lorraine Domnitch and Erica Zucker Heisler
& Eliot Heisler at the upcoming GNS Annual Dinner,
which is now less than two weeks away!
In addition to our very special honorees, this year
we are featuring wonderful music by Yitzy Spinner.
We also plan to have a special whisky bar, tequila
bar and signature cocktail drinks in honor of the
Domnitchs and Heislers.
We encourage you to donate or sponsor raffle prizes
and to purchase raffle tickets so you can have the
chance to win amazing prizes! Please send in your
ad or listing as soon as possible to be included in the
Scroll of Honor booklet. To sign up and buy raffles
go to: www.gns.org/dinner
You don’t want to miss this unforgettable evening of
tribute, great music and delicious food and drink to
celebrate our extraordinary two couples. This year
we will have assigned table seating and if you would
like to make your own table of 16 people or advise
those friends you would like to sit with then please
email Mark Twersky at mtwersky@gns.org by noon
on Monday, December 2nd so we can try to
accommodate your requests.
We look forward to a fun and successful GNS
Dinner! Thank you for your support!

ANNOUNCEMENTS
Rabbi Polakoff’s shabbos drasha through 5780
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 516.637.3674/dpolakoff@gns.org.
WOMEN’S TEFILA
Women’s Tefila is sponsored by the Brisman Family in
honor of the Bat Mitzvah of their daughter Zoe.
MEN’S CLUB EVENT - MY ISRAEL HOME
Considering Buying a Home in Israel? Top 10 Things to
Know. Join us tonight Monday Nov. 25th at 8:00 pm at
Great Neck Synagogue for a panel presentation led by
Gedaliah Borvick of "My Israel Home". For more
information, please contact gborvick@myisraelhome.com.

MAZAL TOVS & COMMUNITY NEWS
Mazal Tov to Jonathan Brisman and Stacey Brisman on
the Bat Mitzvah of their daughter Zoe.
NORTH SHORE MIKVAH HOURS
The Mikvah hours for November will be 5:30 - 10:30 pm.
GREAT NECK EVENT FOR UNMARRIED 30’s & 40’s
On Saturday evening, December 21st at 8:00pm there
will be an event in Great Neck for unmarried people in their
30’s and 40’s to meet each other. If you are interested in
attending or know someone who is interested, please
contact Rabbi Lichter at ilichter@gns.org for more
information.
HOLOCAUST WALL
We have identified 20 out of the 78 pictures and are still
asking people who donated pictures for the Holocaust Wall
to call the office and identify their photo. Thank you!

CANDLES FOR MEOROT — CHANUKAH CAMPAIGN
Please support Judaic Studies Special Education within our
RAFFLE PRIZES FOR GNS ANNUAL DINNER NEEDED
community by participating in the Candles for Meorot
If you would like to sponsor or partially sponsor two special campaign. Purchase of gift boxes of wax or oil candles are
grand prizes for the upcoming annual dinner or if you
available, as well as, Sponsorships of Learning at Meorot.
would like to donate a raffle prize, please contact raffle
To contribute visit: https://www.meorotgn.org/donate.
chairs Dina & Natan Hamerman at
TOUR DE SIMCHA AND BIKE4CHAI
(dinahamerman@gmail.com), Michal & Steven Rosenzeig
Are you interested in joining a ride of a lifetime?
(szweig2001@yahoo.com) or Ilana & Aaron Wallenstein
Tour de Simcha - July 14th, 2020
(awall27@aol.com). Thank you!
Bike4Chai - August 12-13th, 2020
For more info: Chazan Spinner at YSpinner@gns.org.
SISTERHOOD CHALLAH BAKE
Join the Sisterhood on Wed., Dec. 11th at 6:30 pm for a BAR AND BAT MITZVAH PROJECT WITH THE JDC
Challah Bake led by Mindy Leventhal. The cost is $20/
If you are interested in a bar or bat mitzvah project with the
person and $26/person if a not a Sisterhood member.
JDC, the leading Jewish humanitarian organization, then
RSVP is required to Ilana Kroll at 917.653.5224 or via
consider My JDC Mitzvah Project. For more information,
email at irs5five@gmail.com.
please contact Sophia Rein at reins@ramaz.org.
KENSINGTON GATE CHANUKAH LUNCH AND LEARN
Back by popular demand, please join Rabbi Polakoff for a
Chanukah Lunch and Learn at the home of Joan & Henry
Katz, One Kensington Gate, Apt. PH19 on Monday,
December 16th at noon. Dairy lunch will be served. We
encourage you to sponsor the lunch in honor, in memory,
and/or for refuah sheleimah for a love done at $36, $72, or
$180 levels. Rabbi Polakoff will read out the dedicated
names at the luncheon. RSVP to Mark Twersky at
mtwersky@gns.org is required to attend and for
sponsorship.
CHALLAH DELIVERY FOR GNS BIKUR CHOLIM
Many people bake Challah for the refuah sheleimah of the
cholim in our community and we invite you to deliver
homemade (or store bought) challah or baked goods on
Friday, December 20th to enhance the upcoming holiday of
Chanukah for the ill and homebound GNS members. Please
contact Diane Rein at drein@verizon.net to participate.
GNS YOUTH SATURDAY NIGHT PROGRAMMING
6:00-8:00 pm: Boys & Girls Soccer for Grades 1-5
Soccer with Coach Chris, Game Room, Movies, Pizza (for
purchase).
8:30-10:30 pm: Middle School & High School
Basketball (open gym); Fortnight games; Movies; Big
Games on TV; Game Room; Pizza (for purchase).
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Saturday, 2 Kislev
Cindy Ludwig for Florence Gelber
Michal Malen for Rhoda Hoschander
Arthur Kirsch for Ruth Kirsch
Carol Karobowitz for Leopold Schwartz
Lynn Steinberg for Leopold Schwartz
Sunday, 3 Kislev
Anthony Berkowitz for Barney Berkowitz
Cindy Ludwig for Frank Gelber
Evelyn Henis for A. Richard Henis
Reuben Kerben for Lawrence Kerben
Moselle Berkowitz for Lawrence Kerben
Maxine Nasser for Jay Nasser
Monday, 4 Kislev
Michal Rosenzweig for Claire Khazzan
Tuesday, 5 Kislev
Norma Bilbool for Shimon Bilbool
Lili Weiss for David Buch
Benjamin Lunzer for Julius Peter Lunzer
Wednesday, 6 Kislev
Roya Shavolian for Elyahu Amirian
Asher Davoudpour for Aharon Dovid Davoudpour
Joseph Esrail for Saied Esrail
Evelyn Henis for Albert Noah
Elliot Diamond for Molly Diamond Shalm
Friday, 8 Kislev
Michael Hoenig for Dr. Edward Hoenig
Abraham Krieger for Nathan Krieger
Magda Yehaskel for Mendel Wohl

