
The deception has taken 
place. Joseph has been 
sold into slavery. His 
brothers dipped his coat 
in blood. They bring it 
back to their father, 
saying: “Look what we 
have found. Do you 
recognize it? Is this your 
son’s robe or not?” Jacob 
recognizes it and replies, 
“It is my son’s robe. A 
wild beast has devoured 
him. Joseph has been 
torn to pieces.” We then 
read: Jacob rent his 
clothes, put on sackcloth, 
and mourned his son for 
a long time. His sons and 
daughters tried to 
comfort him, but he 
refused to be comforted. 
He said, “I will go down 
to the grave mourning for 
my son.” (Gen. 37:34–
35) 

There are laws in 
Judaism about the limits 
of grief – shiva, 
sheloshim, a year. There 
is no such thing as a 
bereavement for which 
grief is endless. The 
Talmud says that God 
admonishes one who 
weeps beyond the 
appointed time, “You are 
not more compassionate 
than I.” And yet Jacob 
refuses to be comforted. 
A Midrash gives a 
remarkable explanation. 
“One can be comforted 
for one who is dead, but 
not for one who is still 

living,” it says. In other words, 
Jacob refused to be comforted 
because he had not yet given 
up hope that Joseph was still 
alive. That, tragically, is the 
fate of those who have lost 
members of their family (the 
parents of soldiers missing in 
action, for example), but have 
as yet no proof that they are 
dead. They cannot go through 
the normal stages of mourning 
because they cannot abandon 
the possibility that the missing 
person is still capable of being 
rescued. Their continuing 
anguish is a form of loyalty; to 
give up, to mourn, to be 
reconciled to loss is a kind of 
betrayal. In such cases, grief 
lacks closure. To refuse to be 
comforted is to refuse to give 
up hope. 

Yet on what basis did Jacob 
continue to hope? Surely, he 
had recognized Joseph’s blood-

stained coat – he said 
explicitly, “A wild beast has 
devoured him. Joseph has 
been torn to pieces.” Do these 
words not mean that he had 
accepted that Joseph was 
dead? The late David Daube 
made a suggestion that I find 
convincing. The words the sons 
say to Jacob – haker na, 
literally “identify please” – 
have a quasi-legal connotation. 
Daube relates this passage to 
another, with which it has 
close linguistic parallels: If a 
man gives a donkey, an ox, a 
sheep or any other animal to 
his neighbor for safekeeping 
and it dies or is injured or is 
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taken away while no one is 
looking, the issue between 
them will be settled by the 
taking of an oath before the 
Lord that the neighbor did 
not lay hands on the other 
person’s property…If it [the 
animal] was torn to pieces 
by a wild animal, he shall 
bring the remains as 
evidence and he will not be 
required to pay for the torn 
animal. (Exodus 22:10–13) 

The issue at stake is the 
extent of responsibility 
borne by a guardian 
(shomer). If the animal is 
lost through negligence, the 
guardian is at fault and 
must make good the loss. If 
there is no negligence, 
merely force majeure, an 
unavoidable, unforeseeable 
accident, the guardian is 
exempt from blame. One 
such case is where the loss 
has been caused by a wild 
animal. The wording in the 
law – tarof yitaref, “torn to 
pieces” – exactly parallels 
Jacob’s judgment in the 
case of Joseph: tarof toraf 
Yosef, “Joseph has been 
torn to pieces.” We know 
that some such law existed 
prior to the giving of the 
Torah. Jacob himself says to 
Laban, whose flocks and 
herds had been placed in 
his charge, “I did not bring 
you animals torn by wild 
beasts; I bore the loss 
myself” (Gen. 31:39). This 
implies that guardians even 
then were exempt from 
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responsibility for the damage caused by wild animals. We 
also know that an elder brother carried a similar 
responsibility for the fate of a younger brother placed in his 
charge, as, for example, when the two were alone together. 
That is the significance of Cain’s denial when confronted by 
God as to the fate of Abel: “Am I my brother’s guardian 
[shomer]?” (Gen. 4:9). 

We now understand a series of nuances in the encounter 
between Jacob and his sons upon their return without 
Joseph. Normally they would be held responsible for their 
younger brother’s disappearance. To avoid this, as in the 
case of later biblical law, they “bring the remains as 
evidence.” If those remains show signs of an attack by a 
wild animal, they must – by virtue of the law then operative 
– be held innocent. Their request to Jacob, haker na, must 
be construed as a legal request, meaning, “Examine the 
evidence.” Jacob has no alternative but to do so, and by 
virtue of what he has seen, to acquit them. A judge, 
however, may be forced to acquit someone accused of a 
crime because the evidence is insufficient to justify a 
conviction, while still retaining lingering private doubts. So, 
Jacob was forced to find his sons innocent, without 
necessarily trusting what they said. In fact, Jacob did not 
believe it, and his refusal to be comforted shows that he 
was unconvinced. He continued to hope that Joseph was 
still alive. That hope was eventually justified: Joseph was 
still alive, and father and son were ultimately reunited. 

The refusal to be comforted sounded more than once in 
Jewish history. The prophet Jeremiah heard it in a later 
age: This is what the Lord says: “A voice is heard in 
Ramah, mourning and great weeping, Rachel weeping for 
her children, refusing to be comforted because her children 
are no more.” This is what the Lord says: “Restrain your 
voice from weeping, and your eyes from tears, for your 
work will be rewarded,” says the Lord. “They will return 
from the land of the enemy. So, there is hope for your 
future,” declares the Lord, “Your children will return to their 
own land.” (Jeremiah 31:15–17) Why was Jeremiah sure 
that Jews would return? Because they refused to be 
comforted – meaning, they refused to give up hope. So, it 
was during the Babylonian exile, as articulated in one of the 
most paradigmatic expressions of the refusal to be 
comforted: By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept, as we 
remembered Zion…How can we sing the songs of the Lord 
in a strange land? If I forget you, O Jerusalem, May my  

right hand forget [its skill], May my tongue cling to the roof 
of my mouth, If I do not remember you, If I do not                  
consider  Jerusalem above my highest joy. (Psalms 137:1–
6) 

It is said that Napoleon, passing a synagogue on the fast 
day of Tisha B’Av, heard the sounds of lamentation. “What 
are the Jews crying for?” he asked one of his officers. “For 
Jerusalem,” the soldier replied. “How long ago did they lose 
it?” “More than 1,700 hundred years.” “A people who can 
mourn for Jerusalem so long, will one day have it restored 
to them,” the Emperor is reputed to have replied. 

Jews are the people who refused to be comforted because 
they never gave up hope. Jacob did eventually see Joseph 
again. Rachel’s children did return to the land. Jerusalem is 
once again the Jewish home. All the evidence may suggest 
otherwise: it may seem to signify irretrievable loss, a             
decree of history that cannot be overturned, a fate that 
must be accepted. Jews never believed the evidence                      
because they had something else to set against it – a faith, 
a trust, an unbreakable hope that proved stronger than 
historical inevitability. It is not too much to say that Jewish 
survival was sustained in that hope. And that hope came 
from a simple – or perhaps not so simple – phrase in the 
life of Jacob. He refused to be comforted. And so – while 
we live in a world still scarred by violence, poverty and 
injustice – must we. 

Today Dec. 16th  
is Last Day to Order 



 

CHAVERIM, GNS CHESED & HOLOCAUST PICTURE 

This is the picture of the Holocaust Wall. We have already identified the pictures 
that are outlined in black but still need your help to identify all the pictures.              

Please call the office to identify the photo. Thank you! 
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MAZAL TOVS & COMMUNITY NEWS 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 

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.  

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

Mazal Tov to Dina & Jonathan Ohebshalom on the         
wedding of their daughter Jackie to Meir Lesches.  

Mazal Tov to Adeline & Avraham Markowitz on the                     
wedding of their son Daniel to Marsi Shapiro, daughter of 
Leslie & Harvey Shapiro.  

Mazal Tov to Judy & Richard Lillien on the birth of a                       
grandson, born to their children, Andrew Lillien & Rebecca 
Levitan of Baltimore.  

Mazal Tov to Susan & Bruce Decter on the birth of a                
granddaughter, born to their children Emma & Jack                         
Strulowitz. Mazal Tov as well to grandparents Anita & Hal 
Beretz.  

Mazal Tov to Anita & Hal Beretz and Rachel & Michael 
Singer on the engagement of their grandson Eliot, son of 
Suzanne & Stuart Beretz to Rebecca Rothschild of 
Riverdale.  

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 
ilichter@gns.org for more information. Thank you! 

TOUR DE SIMCHA AND BIKE4CHAI                                                  
Are you interested in joining a ride of a lifetime? 

Tour de Simcha - July 14th, 2020 

Bike4Chai - August 12-13th, 2020 

For more info: Chazan Spinner at YSpinner@gns.org. 
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. Thank 
you very much! 

BIKUR CHOLIM SPONSORS NEEDED FOR MEOROT                
CHANUKAH CANDLES 

The Bikur Cholim of GNS would like sponsors to cover the cost 
of Chanukah candles that can be distributed to our ill/
homebound shul members to lift their spirits for the holiday. 
The candles will be purchased from the Meorot Drive that 
helps  support the Jewish Special Education Program in our 
community. 10 sets of candles cost $180 – and we need about 
30 sets of candles to distribute. Please email Diane Rein 
at drein@verizon.net if you would like to be a sponsor. Thank 
you very much! 

CHAVERIM CENTER                                                                                
Please join us on Wednesday, December 18th from for our 
annual Chanukah party and White Elephant Gift Exchange. 
Chaverim is looking for someone who plays the keyboard to 
volunteer about an hour (12-1) on Wed.  Dec. 18th for the 
Chanukah Party. 

HASHKAMA MINYAN KIDDUSH                                                   
Hashkama Minyan Kiddush is sponsored by Sean & Dylan  
Sedaghatpour in memory of their grandfather Dr. Habib          
Sedaghatpour. 

Saturday, 23 Kislev 

Harriet Sherman Schimel for Sherry Grodofsky 

Karen Wydra for Evelyn Stein 

Edward Weiss for Joseph Weiss 
Peter Weiss for Joseph Weiss 
Zinat Yacobi for Michal Yacobi 

Sunday, 24 Kislev 

Michal Malen for Emanuel Hoschander 
Susan Goldman for Maila Ring 

Farangiss Sedaghatpour for Habibolah Sedaghatpour 
Monday, 25 Kislev 

Ebrahim Gabbaizadeh for Yehudit Chaya bat Rav Shlomo 

Mark Abraham for Sara Malka bat Sara 

Tuesday, 26 Kislev 

Hyman Katz for Sally Katz 
Lili Sedaghatpour for Shimon Mirakhor 

Mahin Aryeh for Marilyn Schwadron 

Eliezer Noy for Yosef Zargayan 

Wednesday, 27 Kislev 

David Rein for Howard Rein 

Thursday, 28 Kislev 

Jeffrey Pittell for Robert Pittell 
Donna Schwechter for Myer Tulkoff 

Friday, 29 Kislev 

Helaine Helmreich for Harry Gewirtz 
Gary Orbach for Mark Orbach 

Cheryl Silverman for Mark Orbach 

GNS DECEMBER CHESED                                                         
Please drop off all new or gently used Purim costumes at the 
Kroll home, 15 Old Pond Rd. throughout the month of                               
December. Costumes will be distributed to families in need 
through the organization Dafna’s Heart in Israel.  

SISTERHOOD CHALLAH BAKE THANKS YOU 

The Sisterhood Challah Baking this week was a great success 
with 49 women and 21 children baking challah together under 
the inspirational leadership of Mindy Leventhal who explained 
the meaning behind each ingredient, led us in Tehillim and 
demonstrated braiding techniques. Thank you to Mindy and to 
the organizers Ilana Kroll, Vivian Kron & Judy Lillien – and to 
Ellen Polakoff, Robyn Blumner, Cynthia Weisenfeld and our 
other helpers. Thank you also to our Gold, Silver and Bronze 
sponsors – Robyn Blumner, Tannaz Dror, Ruth Goykadosh, 
Debbie Hollander, Ilana Kroll, Judy Lillien, Tina Machnikoff, Liz 
Ort, Diane Rein, Rebecca Weisel and Udi Winokur. A portion of 
the evenings proceeds will go to Meorot of NSHA, a special 
education after school Judaic studies program. 

SUPPORT GREAT NECK EIRUV 

Our yearly fundraising for the Great Neck Eiruv will be in          
January. We depend on your generosity to maintain our  Eiruv. 
Due to the increased expenses we are suggesting a minimum 
donation this year of $200. We have not raised this                               
suggested minimum for over 25 years. If you are able, a larger 
donation would be GREATLY appreciated. If you would like to 
make your fully tax deductible charitable donation before year 
end, you may do so by either: 
A. Mailing a check to the G N Eiruv Association, P.O. Box 
234243, Great Neck, NY 11023 

B. Donating online at: http://greatneckeiruv.org/donate 

Thank you in advance for your help in maintaining our          
community Eiruv. 
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