
Twenty-two years have 
passed since Jacob fled his 
brother, penniless and 
alone; twenty-two years 
have passed since Esau 
swore his revenge for what 
he saw as the theft of his 
blessing. Now the brothers 
are about to meet again. It 
is a fraught encounter. 
Once, Esau had sworn to 
kill Jacob. Will he do so 
now – or has time healed 
the wound? Jacob sends 
messengers to let his 
brother know he is coming. 
They return, saying that 
Esau is coming to meet 
Jacob with a force of four 
hundred men – a 
contingent so large it 
suggests to Jacob that 
Esau is intent on violence. 
Jacob’s response is 
immediate and intense: 
Then Jacob was greatly 
afraid and distressed (Gen. 
32:8) The fear is 
understandable, but his 
response contains an 
enigma. Why the 
duplication of verbs? What 
is the difference between 
fear and distress? To this a 
Midrash gives a profound 
answer: Rabbi Judah bar 
Ilai said: Are not fear and 
distress identical? The 
meaning, however, is that 
“he was afraid” that he 
might be killed; “he was 
distressed” that he might 
kill. For Jacob thought: If 
he prevails against me, will 
he not kill me; while if I 
prevail against him, will I 
not kill him? That is the 
meaning of “he was afraid” 

– lest he should be killed; “and 
distressed” – lest he should kill. 
The difference between being 
afraid and distressed, according 
to the Midrash, is that the first is 
a physical anxiety, the second a 
moral one. It is one thing to fear 
one’s own death, quite another 
to contemplate being the cause 
of someone else’s. Jacob’s 
emotion, then, was twofold, 
encompassing the physical and 
psychological, the moral and the 
material. 

However, this raises a further 
question. Self-defense is 
permitted in Jewish law. If Esau 
were to try to kill Jacob, Jacob 
would be justified in fighting 
back, if necessary at the cost of 
Esau’s life. Why then should this 
possibility raise moral qualms? 
This is the issue addressed by 
Rabbi Shabbetai Bass, author of 
the commentary on Rashi, Siftei 
Hakhamim: One might argue 
that Jacob should surely not be 
distressed about the possibility of 
killing Esau, for there is an 
explicit rule: “If someone comes 
to kill you, forestall it by killing 
him.” Nonetheless, Jacob did 
have qualms, fearing that in the 
course of the fight he might kill 
some of Esau’s men, who were 
not themselves intent on killing 
him but merely on fighting his 
men. And even though Esau’s 
men were pursuing Jacob’s men, 
and every person has the right to 
save the life of the pursued at 
the cost of the life of the 
pursuer, nonetheless there is a 
condition: “If the pursued could 
have been saved by maiming a 
limb of the pursuer, but instead 
the rescuer killed the pursuer, 
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the rescuer is liable to capital 
punishment on that account.” 
Hence Jacob feared that, in 
the confusion of battle, he 
might kill some of Esau’s men 
when he might have 
restrained them by merely 
inflicting injury on them. 

The principle at stake, 
according to the Siftei 
Hakhamim, is the minimum 
use of force. The rules of 
defense and self-defense are 
not an open-ended 
permission to kill. There are 
laws restricting what is 
nowadays called “collateral 
damage,” the killing of 
innocent civilians even if 
undertaken in the course of 
self-defense. Jacob was 
distressed at the possibility 
that in the heat of conflict he 
might kill some of the 
combatants when injury alone 
might have been all that was 
necessary to defend the lives 
of those – including himself – 
who were under attack. 

A similar idea is found in the 
Midrash’s interpretation of the 
opening sentence of Genesis 
15. Abraham had just fought 
a victorious war against the 
four kings, undertaken to 
rescue his nephew Lot, when 
God suddenly appeared to 
him and said: “Do not be 
afraid, Abram, I am your 
shield. Your reward will be 
very great’” (Gen 15:1). The 
verse implies that Abraham 
was afraid, but of what? He 
had just triumphed in the 
military encounter. The battle 
was over. There was no cause 
for anxiety. On this, the 
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Midrash comments: Another reason for Abram’s fear after 
killing the kings in battle was his sudden realization: “Perhaps I 
violated the divine commandment that the Holy One, blessed 
be He, commanded the children of Noah, ‘He who sheds the 
blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed.’ For how many 
people I killed in battle.” Or, as another Midrash puts it: 
Abraham was filled with misgiving, thinking to himself, ‘Maybe 
there was a righteous or God-fearing man among those troops 
which I slew.’ 

There is, however, a second possible explanation for Jacob’s 
fear – namely that the Midrash means what it says, no more, 
no less: Jacob was distressed at the possibility of being forced 
to kill even if it were entirely justified. What we are 
encountering here is the concept of a moral dilemma. This 
phrase is often used imprecisely, to mean a moral problem, a 
difficult ethical decision. But a dilemma is not simply a conflict. 
There are many moral conflicts. May we perform an abortion to 
save the life of the mother? Should we obey a parent when he 
or she asks us to do something forbidden in Jewish law? May 
we desecrate the Shabbat to extend the life of a terminally ill 
patient? These questions have answers. There is a right course 
of action and a wrong one. Two duties conflict and we have 
meta-halakhic principles to tell us which takes priority. There 
are some systems in which all moral conflicts are of this kind. 
There is always a decision procedure and thus a determinate 
answer to the question, “What should I do?” 

A dilemma, however, is a situation in which there is no right 
answer. It arises in cases of conflict between right and right, or 
between wrong and wrong – where, whatever we do, we are 
doing something that in other circumstances we ought not to 
do. The Talmud Yerushalmi (Terumot 8) describes one such 
case, where a fugitive from the Romans, Ulla bar Koshev, takes 
refuge in the town of Lod. The Romans surround the town, 
saying: Hand over the fugitive or we will kill you all. Rabbi 
Yehoshua ben Levi persuades the fugitive to give himself up. 
This is a complex case, much discussed in Jewish law, but it is 
one in which both alternatives are tragic. Rabbi Yehoshua ben 
Levi acts in accordance with halakha, but the prophet Eliyahu 
asks him: “Is this the way of the pious? Moral dilemmas are 
situations in which doing the right thing is not the end of the 
matter. The conflict may be  inherently tragic. Jacob, in this 
parsha, finds himself trapped in such a conflict: on the one 
hand, he ought not allow himself to be killed; on the other, he 
ought not kill someone else; but he must do one or the other. 
The fact that one principle (self-defense) overrides another (the 
prohibition against killing) does not mean that, faced with such 
a choice, he is without qualms, especially given the fact that 
Esau is his twin brother.  

Despite their differences, they grew up together. They were 
kin. This intensifies the dilemma yet more. Sometimes being 
moral means that one experiences distress at having to make 
such a choice. Doing the right thing may mean that one does 
not feel remorse or guilt, but one still feels regret or grief 
about the action that needs to be taken. 

A moral system which leaves room for the existence of                           
dilemmas is one that does not attempt to eliminate the                      
complexities of the moral life. In a conflict between two rights 
or two wrongs, there may be a proper way to act – the lesser 
of two evils, or the greater of two goods – but this does not 
cancel out all emotional pain. A righteous individual may 
sometimes be one who is capable of distress even while             
knowing that they have acted correctly. What the Midrash is 
telling us is that Judaism recognizes the existence of                             
dilemmas. Despite the intricacy of Jewish law and its                           
meta-halakhic principles for deciding which of two duties takes 
priority, we may still be faced with situations in which there is 
an ineliminable cause for distress. It was Jacob’s greatness 
that he was capable of moral anxiety even at the prospect of 
doing something entirely justified, namely defending his life at 
the cost of his brother’s. 

This characteristic – distress at violence and potential                                  
bloodshed even when undertaken in self-defense – has stayed 
with the Jewish people ever since. One of the most remarkable 
phenomena in modern history was the reaction of Israeli                   
soldiers after the Six Day War in 1967. In the weeks preceding 
the war, few Jews anywhere in the world were unaware that 
Israel and its people faced terrifying danger. Troops –                           
Egyptian, Syrian, Jordanian – were massing on all its borders. 
Israel was surrounded by enemies who had sworn to drive its 
people into the sea. And yet it won one of the most stunning 
military victories of all time. The sense of relief was                               
overwhelming, as was the exhilaration at the re-unification of 
Jerusalem and the fact that Jews could now pray (as they had 
been unable to do for nineteen years) at the Western Wall. 
Even the most secular Israelis admitted to feeling intense                
religious emotion at what they knew was a historic triumph. 

Yet, in the months after the war, as conversations took place 
throughout Israel, it became clear that the mood among those 
who had taken part in the war was anything but triumphal. It 
was somber, reflective, even anguished. That year, the Hebrew 
University in Jerusalem gave an honorary doctorate to Yitzhak 
Rabin, Chief of Staff during the war. During his speech of          
acceptance, he said: We find more and more a strange                      
phenomenon among our fighters. Their joy is incomplete, and 
more than a small portion of sorrow and shock prevails in their 
festivities, and there are those who abstain from celebration. 
The warriors in the front lines saw with their own eyes not only 
the glory of victory but the price of victory: their comrades 
who fell beside them bleeding, and I know that even the                    
terrible price which our enemies paid touched the hearts of 
many of our men. It may be that the Jewish people has never 
learned or accustomed itself to feel the triumph of conquest 
and victory, and therefore we receive it with mixed feelings. 

These mixed feelings were born thousands of years earlier, 
when Jacob, father of the Jewish people, experienced not only 
the physical fear of defeat but the moral distress of victory. 
Only those who are capable of feeling both, can defend their 
bodies without endangering their souls. 
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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. 

BAR AND BAT MITZVAH PROJECT WITH THE JDC 

If you are interested in a bar or bat mitzvah project with the JDC, 
the leading Jewish humanitarian organization, then consider My 
JDC Mitzvah Project. For more information, please contact Sophia 
Rein at reins@ramaz.org. 

Mazal Tov to Rachel & Yacov Brecher on the birth of a 
baby girl. Mazal Tov to the grandparents Magda & Sam 
Yehaskel and Wendy & Chaim Brecher.  

Mazal Tov to Daniel Kroll (NSHA HS) on winning the             
Presidency at Yale Model Congress. 

Mazal Tov to Katie & Rabbi Ian Lichter on the Bat                  
Mitzvah of their daughter Yonina.  

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. Thank you! 

GNS YOUTH EVENTS 

Youth Bash on Shabbat, Dec. 14th for grades 1-7. Pick up at 
GNS at 4:00 pm. 
Youth Event on Sunday, Dec. 15th for pre-school - 1st grade 
from 10:00-11:30 am.  

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. 

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. Thank you! 

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.  

SISTERHOOD CHALLAH BAKE 

Join the Sisterhood on Wed., Dec. 11th at 7:00 pm for a      
Challah Bake led by Mindy Leventhal. The cost is $20/person 
and $26/person if a not a Sisterhood member. RSVP is required 
to Ilana Kroll at 917.653.5224 or email at irs5five@gmail.com.  

HOLOCAUST WALL                                                                                     
We have identified 30 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          
community by participating in the Candles for Meorot campaign. 
Purchase of gift boxes of wax or oil candles are available, as 
well as, Sponsorships of Learning at Meorot. To contribute visit: 
https://www.meorotgn.org/donate. Thank you very much! 

Saturday, 16 Kislev 

Lillian Chubak for Malvina Graf 
Sunday, 17 Kislev 

Eliezer Noy for Ahron ben Yitzchak 

Risa Pulver for Bernie Shapiro 

Monday, 18 Kislev 

Pearl Ginsburg for Irving Helfman 

Sharyn Falkenstein for Irving Helfman 

Gedale Horowitz for Abraham Horowitz 

Rita Silverman for Harris Schwartz 

Tuesday, 19 Kislev 

Israel Rosenzweig for Jacob Bladow 

Steven Rosenzweig for Jacob Bladow 

Ellen Siegel for Mamie Bluestein 

Morris Nasser for Tova Djemal 
Wednesday, 20 Kislev 

Rose Weiss for Kalman Fajg 

Rhonda Lipsky for Annette Forman 

Debbie Furst for Dora Kaminer 
Raymond Sandler for Abraham Sandler 

Thursday, 21 Kislev 

Martin Brownstein for Samuel Brownstein 

Pearl Ginsburg for Isaiah Ginsburg 

Friday, 22 Kislev 

Mahin Aryeh for Morad Aryeh 

Lloyd Bayme for Rachel Bayme 

Hillel Milun for Reuben Milun 

Fred Pomerantz for David Pomerantz 
Irvin Spira for Abraham Spira 

NEFESH B’NEFESH                                                                                             
Join Nefesh B’Nefesh and Real estate attorney, Debbie Rosen 
Solow, who will walk you through the ins, outs and pitfalls of    
renting or purchasing a home in Israel: lease agreements, hidden 
costs and fees, financing and transferring funds, and differences 
between the US and Israel. Sunday, December 15th from 
10am-11:30am @ Hilton New York JFK Airport. Please                  
register in advance at WWW.NBN.ORG.IL/FALL2019 

NSHA PTA BOOK FAIR                                                                       
We invite you to come and shop at the annual NSHA PTA Book 
Fair taking place in the Cherry Lane gym on Sunday December 
15th from 11am-4pm and Monday evening December 16th 
from 6-8pm. There will be a huge selection of books from        
toddler through adult! Free arts and crafts projects and food for 
sale on Sunday. 

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! 
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