
The scene that brings the 
book of Genesis to a 
close is intensely 
significant. Joseph’s 
brothers were terrified 
that, after the death of 
their father Jacob, Joseph 
would take revenge 
against them for selling 
him into slavery. Years 
before, he had told them 
that he forgave them: 
“Now, do not worry or 
feel guilty because you 
sold me. Look: God has 
sent me ahead of you to 
save lives” (Gen. 45:5). 
Evidently, though, they 
only half-believed him. 
Their fear was based on 
the fact that, as is clear 
from the earlier story of 
Esau, sons were not 
allowed to take revenge 
against their brothers in 
the lifetime of their 
father. Esau had said, 
“The days of mourning 
for my father will be here 
soon. I will then be able 
to kill my brother 
Jacob” (Gen. 27:41). 
That is what the brothers 
now feared: that Joseph 
had not really forgiven 
them but was simply 
waiting until Jacob died. 

That is why, after Jacob’s 
death, the brothers sent word 
to Joseph saying, “Your father 
left these instructions before 
he died: ‘This is what you are 
to say to Joseph: I ask you to 
forgive your brothers the sins 
and the wrongs they 
committed in treating you so 
badly.’ Now please forgive the 
sins of the servants of the God 
of your father” (Gen. 50:16). 
So, Joseph had to tell them 
again that he forgave them: 
“Don’t be afraid,” said Joseph. 
“Am I in place of God? You 
intended to harm me, but God 
intended it for good, to 
accomplish what is now being 
done, the saving of many 
lives.” (Gen. 50:19–20) 

The episode is moving in itself, 
but it also resolves one of the 
central questions of the book 
of Genesis – sibling rivalry: 
Cain and Abel, Isaac and 
Ishmael, Jacob and Esau, 
Joseph and his brothers. Can 
brothers live peaceably with 
one another? This question is 
fundamental to the biblical 
drama of redemption, for if 
brothers cannot live together, 
how can nations? And if 
nations cannot live together, 
how can the human world 
survive? Only now, with the 
reconciliation of Joseph and his 
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brothers, can the story 
move on to the birth of 
Israel as a nation, passing 
from slavery to freedom. 

These words of Joseph, 
though, tell us something 
more. I have previously 
argued that the entire 
drama Joseph put the 
brothers through when they 
came to buy food in Egypt – 
accusing them of being 
spies, and so on – was to 
test whether they had done 
teshuvah. Did they realise 
the wrong they had done in 
selling Joseph and had they 
really changed as a result? 
At the height of the drama, 
as soon as Judah said he 
would stay as a slave so 
that his brother Benjamin 
could go free, Joseph 
revealed his true identity to 
them and forgave them. 
Judah, who had proposed 
selling Joseph as a slave, 
had completely changed. He 
had done teshuvah. He was 
now a different person. 

Yet something more is 
revealed in this last 
conversation between 
Joseph and his brothers. It 
concerns the most 
paradoxical of all rabbinic 
statements about teshuvah. 
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ARTSCROLL   268 

HERTZ  180 

 

HAFTORAH 

ARTSCROLL   1145 

HERTZ  191 

Times 

Candle Lighting 4:28 pm 

Mincha 4:30 pm 

Hashkama 8:00 am 

Youth Minyan 8:30 am 

Parsha Shiur 8:30 am 

Main 9:00 am 

Beit Midrash 9:15 am 

Gemara Shiur 3:50 pm 

Mincha 4:20 pm 

Shabbat Ends 5:37 pm 

R’ Reisman Video 
Shiur 

7:30 pm 

Sun. Jan. 12 

Teen Minyan 

Mon. & Thurs.  
Tue., Wed. & Fri.  
Mincha 

7:30/8:30 am 

9:30 am 

6:35/7:45 am 

 6:45/7:45 am 

4:35 pm 

Latest Times for 
Shema/Shemoneh Esrei 

Jan. 11 9:40/10:28 am 

Jan. 18 9:40/10:28 am 

Next Shabbat                                           
Shemot 

Candle Lighting 4:35 pm 

Mincha 4:35 pm                 

Bima Flowers are sponsored by Josh Windsor & Norma Bilbool                 

to celebrate the tenth anniversary                                                     

of Jonathan Windsor’s bar mitzvah  

Kiddush is provided by Great Neck Synagogue                                        

Seudah Shlishit is sponsored by                                                         

Lillian & Gary Chubak                                                                     

in memory of his father Benjamin Chubak z”l                                                       
and by Marlene & Bruce Rutkin 

 In memory of their husband and father Philip Rutkin z”l 
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It was said by one of the great baalei teshuvah, penitents, 
of the Talmud:  the third-century sage known as Reish 
Lakish. Originally a highway robber, he was persuaded by 
Rabbi Yochanan to give up his lawless ways and join him in 
the house of study. Reish Lakish repented and became 
Rabbi Yochanan’s disciple and colleague (and also his 
brother-in-law: he married Yochanan’s sister). Perhaps 
speaking from his own experience, he said: Great is 
repentance, because through it deliberate sins are 
accounted as though they were merits, as it is said, “When 
the wicked man turns from his wickedness and does what is 
lawful and right, he shall live thereby” (Ezekiel 33:19). This 
statement is almost unintelligible. How can we change the 
past? How can deliberate sins be transformed into their 
opposite – into merits, good deeds? 

The quotation from Ezekiel does not prove the point. If 
anything, it does the opposite. The prophet is speaking 
about a person who, having undergone teshuvah, now does 
good instead of evil – and it is because of his good deeds, 
not his earlier evil ones, that “he shall live.” The verse says 
that good deeds can overcome a previous history of 
wrongdoing. It does not say that they can turn bad into 
good, deliberate sins into merits. Reish Lakish’s statement 
is intelligible only in the light of Joseph’s words to his 
brothers after the death of their father: “You intended to 
harm me, but God intended it for good.” The brothers had 
committed a deliberate sin by selling Joseph into slavery. 
They had then done teshuvah. The result, says Joseph, is 
that – through divine providence (“God intended it”) – their 
action is now reckoned “for good.” Not only is this the 
source of Reish Lakish’s principle; it also enables us to 
understand what it means. Any act we perform has multiple 
consequences, some good, some bad. When we intend evil, 
the bad consequences are attributed to us because they are 
what we sought to achieve. The good consequences are 
not: they are mere unintended outcomes. 

Thus, in the case of Joseph, many positive things happened 
once he had been brought to Egypt. Eventually he became 
second-in-command of Egypt, overseer of its economy, and 
the man who saved the country from ruin during the years 
of famine. None of these consequences could be attributed 
to his brothers, even though they would not have happened 
had the brothers not done as they did. The reason is that 
the brothers neither foresaw nor intended this set of 
outcomes. They meant to sell Joseph as a slave, and that is  

what they did. However, once the brothers had undergone 
complete repentance, their original intent was cancelled 
out. It was now possible to see the good, as well as the 
bad, consequences of their act – and to attribute the                    
former to them. Paraphrasing Shakespeare’s Mark Antony, 
the good they did would live after them; the bad was                        
interred with the past (Julius Caesar, act III, scene 2.). 
That is how, through repentance, deliberate sins can be 
accounted as merits, or as Joseph put it: “You intended to 
harm me, but God intended it for good.” This is a hugely 
significant idea, for it means that by a change of heart we 
can redeem the past. 

This still sounds paradoxical. Surely time is asymmetrical. 
We can change the future but not the past. We can choose 
what is yet to be, but, in the words of the sages, “What has 
been, has been,” and we cannot alter it. We now see, 
through Joseph’s and Reish Lakish’s words, a revolutionary 
idea. There are two concepts of the past. The first is what                     
happened. That is something we cannot change. The                    
second is the significance, the meaning, of what happened. 
That is something we can change. 

The great truth about the role of time in our lives is that 
we live life forwards, but we understand it only looking 
back. Consider an autobiography. Reading the story of a 
life, we see how a deprived childhood led to the woman of 
iron ambition, or how the early loss of a parent drove the 
man who spent his later years pursuing fame in search of 
the love he had lost. It might have been otherwise. The 
deprived childhood or the loss of a parent might have led 
to a life dominated by a sense of defeat and inadequacy. 
What we become depends on our choices, and we are often 
free to choose this way or that. But what we become 
shapes the story of our life, and only in hindsight, looking 
back, do we see the past in context, as part of a tale 
whose end we now know. If life is like a narrative, then 
later events change the significance of earlier ones. That is 
what the story of Joseph and his brothers is telling us,   
according to Reish Lakish. 

Joseph was saying to his brothers: by your repentance, 
you have written a new chapter in the story of which you 
are a part. The harm you intended to do me ultimately led 
to good. So long as you stayed the people prepared to sell 
a brother into slavery, none of that good could be                          
attributed to you, but now you have transformed yourself 
through teshuvah, you have transformed the story of your 
life as well. By your change of heart you have earned the 
right to be included in a narrative whose ultimate outcome 
was benign. We cannot change the past, but we can 
change the story people tell about the past. But that only 
happens when we ourselves change. We can only change 
the world if we can change ourselves. That is why the book 
of Genesis ends with the story of Joseph and his brothers. 
It tells on an individual level the story that the book of  
Exodus tells on a national level. Israel is charged with the 
task of transforming the moral   vision of mankind, but it 
can only do so if individual Jews, of whom the forerunners 
were Jacob’s children, are capable of changing themselves. 
Teshuvah is the ultimate assertion of freedom. Time then 
becomes an arena of change in which the future redeems 
the past and a new concept is born – the idea we call hope. 



 

CHAVERIM & 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 Debbie & Hal Chadow on the engagement 
of their son Daniel Rabizadeh to Rachel Fortinsky, 
daughter of Gila & Jerry Fortinsky of Scarsdale. 

Mazal Tov to Daniella & Jonathan Muller on the Bar 
Mitzvah of their son Benjamin. Mazal Tov as well to 
grandmother Tina Machnikoff.  

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. 

GNS DECEMBER CHESED—LAST CALL!                                                        
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.  

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. 

SHAARE ZEDEK NYC HALF MARATHON                                            
Please join Team Shaare Zedek as a runner in the NYC Half 
Marathon for Shaare Zedek Medical Center to support the 
Emergency Room expansion. The NYC Half Marathon will 
take place Sunday, March 15, 2020. For further info please 
contact Sharon Goldwyn at sgoldwyn@acsz.org. 

Tuesday, January 7th, 2020 - Asara B’Tevet                              
Fast of 10th of Tevet 

Fast Begins: 6:07 am; Shacharit: 6:30/7:45 am 

Mincha: 4:20 pm; Fast Ends: 5:21 pm 

GNS TRIP TO CENTRAL EUROPE                                                                   
Reserve your spot with Great Neck Synagogue for July 14-

21, 2020, touring Budapest, Bratislava, Vienna & Prague 
with Chazzan Yitzy Spinner and Historian Rabbi David             
Abrahamovitz, while spending Shabbat in Vienna. For more 
information, email yspinner@gns.org.  

Saturday, 14 Tevet 
Helen Ishofsky for Willie Herkovits 

Judy Blatter for Raymonde Katz 

Henry Katz for Raymonde Katz 

Michael Katz for Raymonde Katz 

Sadie Frank for Meyer Leshkowitz 

Marlene Rutkin for Philip Rutkin 

Bruce Rutkin for Philip Rutkin 

Murray Weiss for Harry Weiss 
William Wolff for Bernard Wolff 

Sunday, 15 Tevet 
Margalit Soleimani for Moshe Ben Nechamia 

Leon Fuks for Emanuel Fuks 

Masour Farhadian for Nasser Kewmehr 
Ken Magida for Jacob Magida 

Ellen Polakoff for Casper Pinsker 
Goldie Lorber for Ethel Winter 

Monday, 16 Tevet 
Gary Chubak for Benjamin Chubak 

Dorothy Reiser for Theodore Cohen 

Ron Malen for Eli Malen 

Henry Schwartz for Max Schwartz 

Mitchell Siegel for Morris Turner 
Tuesday, 17 Tevet 

Perry Schneider for Ann Colton 

Norman Fisher for Molly Fisher 
Cheryl Sperber for Isaac Forst 

Grace Oster for Joseph Abraham Oster 
Wednesday, 18 Tevet 

Mahin Aryeh for Malka Aryeh 

Susan Sedgh for Nosrat Heravi 
Michelle Berman for Naomi Kahn 

Leslie Kahn for Naomi Kahn 

Trudy Jettelson for Lena Sirota 

Thursday, 19 Tevet 
Harvey Ishofsky for Morris Ishofsky 

Judy Hoffman for Frances Karbowitz 

Stephen Karbowitz for Frances Karbowitz 
Bijan Niknam for Yitzchak Mordechai 

Friday, 20 Tevet 
Grace Oster for Freda Horowitz 
Vivian Kron for Salim Mahlab 

Fred Pomerantz for Mina Pomerantz 

Nate Weisel for Estelle Sechster 

HASHKAMA MINYAN KIDDUSH                                                  
Hashkama Minyan Kiddush is sponsored by Ralene &          
Andrew Adler on the first yahrzeit of his mother                      
Gola Adler z”l.  

CHAVERIM CENTER                                                                       
Join us Wednesday, January 8th from 11:30-2:00 for         
Chaverim featuring a day of games and book groups.          

GNS FRIDAY NIGHTS KIDDUSH                                                         
There will be a small Kiddush provided monthly at GNS on 
Friday nights for 1/2 hour after davening with Divrei Torah 
and Zemirot. We welcome your participation.  

SISTERHOOD EVENT                                                                      
Join the Sisterhood at SoulCycle in Roslyn on Thursday, 
February 6th at 7:15 pm. Sign up by Jan. 25th at                    
gns.org/events/soul-cycle-event/. Non riders are welcome 
to sponsor.  

SUNDAY BREAKFAST                                                              
Sunday Breakfast is sponsored by Ellen & Rabbi Dale 
Polakoff in memory of her father Casper Pinsker z”l.  


