
One fact about this 

week’s parsha has long 

perplexed the 

commentators. After his 

wrestling match with the 

unnamed adversary, 

Jacob was told: “Your 

name shall no longer be 

Jacob, but Israel, for you 

have striven with beings 

Divine and human, and 

have prevailed” (Gen. 

32:29, JPS translation). 

Or “Your name will no 

longer be said to be 

Jacob, but Israel. You 

have become great (sar) 

before God and man. You 

have won.” (Aryeh 

Kaplan translation). This 

change of name takes 

place not once but twice. 

After the encounter with 

Esau, and the episode of 

Dina and Shechem, God 

told Jacob to go to Beth 

El. Then we read: “After 

Jacob returned from 

Paddan Aram, God 

appeared to him again 

and blessed him. God 

said to him, ‘Your name 

is Jacob, but you will no 

longer be called Jacob; 

your name will be Israel.’ 

So, He named him 

Israel” (Gen. 35:9-10). 

Note, first, that this is not 

an adjustment of an 

existing name by the 

change or addition of a 

letter, as when God 

changed Abram’s name 

to Abraham, or Sarai’s to 

Sarah. It is an entirely 

new name, as if to signal 

that what it represents is 

a complete change of 

character. Second, as we 

have seen, the name 

change happened not 

once but twice. Third – and 

this is the puzzle of puzzles – 

having said twice that his 

name will no longer be Jacob, 

the Torah continues to call him 

Jacob. God Himself does so. So 

do we, every time we pray to 

the God of Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob. How so, when the Torah 

twice tells us that his name will 

no longer be Jacob? Radak 

suggests that “your name will 

no longer be called Jacob” 

means, “your name will no 

longer only be called Jacob.” 

You will have another name as 

well. This is ingenious, but 

hardly the plain sense of the 

verse. Sforno says, “In the 

Messianic Age, your name will 

no longer be called Jacob.” 

This, too, is difficult. The future 

tense, as used in the Torah, 

means the near future, not the 

distant one, unless explicitly 

specified. 

This is just one mystery among 

many when it comes to Jacob’s 

character and his relationship 

with his brother Esau. So 

difficult is it to understand the 

stories about them that, to 

make sense of them, they have 

been overlaid in Jewish 

tradition with a thick layer of 

Midrash that makes Esau 

almost perfectly evil and Jacob 

almost perfectly righteous. 

There is a clear need for such 

Midrash, for educational 

purposes. Esau and Jacob, as 

portrayed in the Torah, are too 

nuanced and complex to be the 

subject of simple moral lessons 

for young minds. So Midrash 

gives us a world of black and 

white, as Maharatz Chajes 

explained. 

The biblical text itself, though, 

is far more subtle. It does not 
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state that Esau is bad and 

Jacob is good. Rather, it 

shows that they are two 

different kinds of human 

being. The contrast between 

them is like the one made 

by Nietzsche between the 

Greek figures of Apollo and 

Dionysus. Apollo represents 

reason, logic, order, self-

control; Dionysus stands for 

emotion, passion, nature, 

wildness and chaos. 

Apollonian cultures value 

restraint and modesty; 

Dionysian ones go for 

ostentation and excess. 

Jacob is Apollonian, Esau, 

Dionysiac. Or it may be that 

Esau represents the Hunter, 

considered a hero in many 

ancient cultures, but not so 

in the Torah, which 

represents the agrarian and 

pastoral ethic of farmers 

and shepherds. With the 

transition from hunter-

gatherer to farmer-and-

herdsman, the Hunter is no 

longer a hero and instead is 

seen as a figure of violence, 

especially when combined, 

as in the case of Esau, with 

a mercurial temperament. It 

is not so much that Esau is 

bad and Jacob good, but 

that Esau represents the 

world that was, while Jacob 

represents, if sometimes 

tentatively and fearfully, a 

new world about to be 

brought into being, whose 

spirituality would be 

radically different, new and 

challenging. 

The fact that Jacob and 

Esau were twins is 

fundamental. Their 

relationship is one of the 

classic cases of sibling 

rivalry. Key to 
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understanding their story is what Rene Girard called 

mimetic desire: the desire to have what someone else has, 

because they have it. Ultimately, this is the desire to be 

someone else. That is what the name Jacob signifies. It is 

the name he acquired because he was born holding on to 

his brother Esau’s heel. That was consistently his posture 

during the key events of his early life. He bought his 

brother’s birthright. He wore his brother’s clothes. At his 

mother’s request, he took his brother’s blessing. When 

asked by his father, “Who are you, my son?” He replied, “I 

am Esau, your firstborn.” Jacob was the man who wanted 

be Esau. Why so? Because Esau had one thing he did not 

have: his father’s love. “Isaac, who had a taste for wild 

game, loved Esau, but Rebecca loved Jacob.” 

All that changed in the great wrestling match between 

Jacob and the unknown stranger. Our Sages teach us that 

this stranger was an angel in disguise. After they fight, he 

tells Jacob that his name would now be Israel. The stated 

explanation of this name is: “for you have wrestled with 

God and with man and have prevailed.” It also resonates 

with two other senses. Sar means “prince, royalty.” Yashar 

means “upright.” Both of these are in sharp contrast with 

the name “Jacob,” one who “holds on to his brother’s heel.” 

How then are we to understand what, first the stranger, 

then God, said to Jacob? Not as a statement, but as a 

request, a challenge, an invitation. Read it not as, “You will 

no longer be called Jacob but Israel.” Instead read it as, 

“Let your name no longer be Jacob but Israel,” meaning, 

“Act in such a way that this is what people call you.” Be a 

prince. Be royalty. Be upright. Be yourself. Don’t long to be 

someone else. This would turn out to be a challenge not 

just then but many times in the Jewish future. Often, Jews 

have been content to be themselves. But from time to time, 

they have come into contact with a civilization whose 

intellectual, cultural and even spiritual sophistication was 

undeniable. It made them feel awkward, inferior, like a 

villager who comes to a city for the first time. Jews lapsed 

into the condition of Jacob. They wanted to be someone 

else. 

The first time we hear this is in the words of the Prophet 

Ezekiel: “You say, ‘We want to be like the nations, like the 

peoples of the world, who serve wood and stone.’ But what 

you have in mind will never happen” (Ez. 20:32). In 

Babylon, the people encountered an impressive empire 

whose military and economic success contrasted radically  

with their own condition of exile and defeat. Some wanted 

to stop being Jews and become someone else, anyone else. 

We hear it again in the days of the Greeks. Some Jews    

became Hellenized. We recognize that in the names of High 

Priests like Jason and Menelaus. The battle against this is 

the story of Chanukah. Something similar happened in the 

days of Rome. Josephus was one of those who went over 

to the other side, though he remained a defender of                        

Judaism. It happened again during the Enlightenment. 

Jews fell in love with European culture. With philosophers 

like Kant and Hegel, poets like Goethe and Schiller, and 

musicians like Mozart and Beethoven. Some were able to 

integrate this with faithfulness to Judaism as creed and 

deed – figures like Rabbis Samson Raphael Hirsch and          

Nehemiah Nobel. But some did not. They left the fold. They 

changed their names. They hid their identity. None of us is 

entitled to be critical of what they did. The combined                   

impact of intellectual challenge, social change, and                          

incendiary antisemitism, was immense. Yet this was a               

Jacob response, not an Israel one. 

It is happening today in large swathes of the Jewish world. 

Jews have overachieved. Judaism, with some notable                    

exceptions, has underachieved. There are Jews at or near 

the top of almost every field of human endeavor today, but 

all too many have either abandoned their religious heritage 

or are indifferent to it. For them, being Jewish is a slender 

ethnicity, too thin to be transmitted to the future, too              

hollow to inspire. We have waited so long for what we have 

today and have never had simultaneously before in all of 

Jewish history: independence and sovereignty in the state 

of Israel, freedom and equality in the diaspora. Almost 

everything that a hundred generations of our ancestors 

prayed for has been given to us. Will we really (in                                 

Lin-Manuel Miranda’s phrase) throw away our shot? Will we 

be Israel? Or will we show, to our shame, that we have not 

yet outlived the name of Jacob, the person who wanted to 

be someone else? Jacob was often fearful because he was 

not sure who he wanted to be, himself or his brother. That 

is why God said to him, “Let your name not be Jacob but 

Israel.” When you are afraid, and unsure of who you are, 

you are Jacob. When you are strong in yourself, as                    

yourself, you are Israel. 

The fact that the Torah and tradition still use the word          

Jacob, not just Israel, tells us that the problem has not 

disappeared. Jacob seems to have wrestled with this 

throughout his life, and we still do today. It takes courage 

to be different, a minority, countercultural. It’s easy to live 

for the moment like Esau, or to “be like the peoples of the 

world” as Ezekiel said. I believe the challenge issued by the 

angel still echoes today. Are we Jacob, embarrassed by 

who we are? Or are we Israel, with the courage to stand 

upright and walk tall in the path of faith? 
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MAZAL TOVS & COMMUNITY NEWS Rabbi Polakoff’s shabbos drasha through 5781                    

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. 

Mazal Tov to Sharon & Mark Twersky on the Bar Mitzvah 

of their grandson Ephraim son of Tamar & Evan 

Twersky.  

Mazal Tov to Bernadette & Allan Beyda on the birth of a 

granddaughter born to their children Jessica & David  

Beyda.  

Mazal Tov to Harriet Sherman Schimel and to David 

Schimel on the Bar Mitzvah of their grandson Nathan, son 

of Alison & Elliot Schimel.  

HUNGER INITIATIVE 

During these difficult times, we are providing food for         

numerous families in our community and nearby areas. If 

you cook in excess during the week, please freeze your    

extras, neatly wrap them and drop them off in the cooler 

on the porch at 91 Baker Hill road on Friday from 7 am -   

1 pm. PLEASE DO NOT DROP PERISHABLE FOOD OFF             

DURING THE WEEK. Canned goods, cereal, any grocery 

items, fruit and vegetables are also appreciated. If you 

would like to volunteer to make a deliveries and help                

collect food for these families, Please contact Cindy Hodkin 

at 516.317.9632 or at koshercookinggn@gmail.com.  

GREAT NECK KOSHER FOOD PANTRY 

There is a kosher food pantry in Great Neck (Steamboat 

Road) that is open for families in need that live in Nassau 

and Suffolk County. Please contact the pantry at (516)             

400-3026 for more information. 

GREAT NECK COMMUNITY CALENDAR                                                 

As you may know, we are fortunate to have a Great Neck 

Community Calendar where one can post their upcoming               

simcha or special event. It is suggested that when planning 

a simcha or event that you post it on the calendar in order 

to avoid unnecessary conflicts. To post your simcha, send 

your request to greatneckcalendar@gmail.com. If you post 

on the Community Calendar, do not assume that you are 

booked on the GNS calendar as well. You must reserve your 

date on the GNS calendar independently. 

GREAT NECK SYNAGOGUE BIKUR CHOLIM 

We invite you to sponsor Chanukah gifts ($18/each) that 

will be delivered to our ill/elderly members. We will be                              

delivering gifts to approximately 35 people. Gifts will be      

provided by Meorot in support of their organization. Please 

contact Diane Rein at drein@verizon.net if you are                               

interested in this chesed opportunity. Thank you!   

CHANUKAH (ZOOM) LUNCH AND LEARN 

Please join Rabbi Polakoff for a Chanukah (Zoom) Lunch 

and Learn on Monday, December 7th from 12:00 pm - 

1:00 pm. Bring your own lunch. Zoom link to be provided. 

We encourage you to sponsor the lecture in honor, in 

memory and/or for refuah shelaimah for a loved one at 

$18, $36, $72 or $180 levels. Rabbi Polakoff will read out 

the dedicated names at the lecture. RSVP to Mark Twersky 

at mtwersky@gns.org for sponsorship.   

Monday, 14 Kislev 

Drora Brody for Yosef Aharoni 

Adam Hutt for Paul Hutt 

Lili Weiss for Chana Krendel 

Martin Sokol for Sadie Sokol 

Anna Herz for Ida Tsirulik 

Michael Weiss for Margaret Weiss 

Alex Weiss for Margaret Weiss 

Tuesday, 15 Kislev 

Barry Maher for Faizollah Maher-Afarin 

Joseph Notovitz for Clara Notovitz 

Lev Dynkin for Rabbi Aryeh Leib Shifman 

Semyon Dynkin for Rabbi Aryeh Leib Shifman 

Wednesday, 16 Kislev 

Lillian Chubak for Malvina Graf 

Thursday, 17 Kislev 

Eliezer Noy for Ahron ben Yitzchak 

Risa Pulver for Bernie Shapiro 

Friday, 18 Kislev 

Pearl Ginsburg for Irving Helfman 

Sharyn Falkenstein for Irving Helfman 

Alan Steinberg for Irving Helfman 

Saturday, 19 Kislev 

Israel Rosenzweig for Jacob Bladow 

Steven Rosenzweig for Jacob Bladow 

Ellen Siegel for Mamie Bluestein 

Morris Nasser for Tova Djemal 

Sunday, 20 Kislev 

Rose Weiss for Kalman Fajg 

Rhonda Lipsky for Annette Forman 

Debbie Furst for Dora Kaminer 

Raymond Sandler for Abraham Sandler 

Monday, 21 Kislev 

Martin Brownstein for Samuel Brownstein 

Pearl Ginsburg for Isaiah Ginsburg 

GNS MEN’S CLUB EVENTS 

Sunday morning, December 6th at 10:00 am: Lecture with 

Barry Libin on his new book “The Vatican’s Vault.” 

Saturday night, December 12th at 7:45 pm: Chanukah 

Trivia Show with Digital Dov.  

GNS CONNECTIONS 

GNS Connections is a new initiative to reach out to           

members of our synagogue – many who usually attend 

services but are not able to during this COVID pandemic 

for health and safety reasons. If you are interested in         

volunteering to make phone calls once or twice a month to 

keep in touch with these members, please email the Chair 

of GNS Connections, Rachel Brecher at  

rachelbrecher@icloud.com. 

The following people donated to the  

Arrandale Senior Center Thanksgiving this year: 

Dassi & Eddy Bart in memory of                                                       

Roslyn & Israel Orenstein z”l 

Ruth & Milton Mitzner 

Iris Ambalo in memory of her parents                                           

Tamar & Meir Mashiach z”l 

Amnon Ambalo in memory of his dear friend                    

Rabbi Moshe Kwalbrun z”l 

Margery & Barry Libin in memory of Florence B. Mandell z”l 
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