
If you want to 

understand what a book 

is about, look carefully at 

how it ends. Genesis 

ends with three deeply 

significant scenes. First, 

Jacob blesses his 

grandsons, Ephraim and 

Manasheh. This is the 

blessing that Jewish 

parents use on Friday 

night to bless their sons. 

My predecessor Lord 

Jakobovits used to ask, 

why this blessing of all 

the blessings in the 

Torah? He gave a 

beautiful reply. He said, 

all the others are from 

fathers to sons – and 

between fathers and sons 

there can be tension. 

Jacob’s blessing of 

Ephraim and Manasheh is 

the only instance in the 

Torah of a grandparent 

blessing a grandchild. 

And between 

grandparents and 

grandchildren there is no 

tension, only pure love. 

Second, Jacob blesses his 

twelve sons. There is 

discernible tension here. 

His blessings to his eldest 

three sons, Reuven, 

Shimon, and Levi, read 

more like curses than 

blessings. Yet the fact is 

that he is blessing all 

twelve together in the 

same room at the same 

time. We have not seen 

this before. There is no 

record of Abraham 

blessing either Ishmael or 

Isaac. Isaac blesses Esau 

and Jacob separately. 

The mere fact that Jacob 

is able to gather his sons 

together is 

unprecedented, and 

important. In the next chapter 

– the first of Exodus – the 

Israelites are, for the first time, 

described as a people. It is 

hard to see how they could live 

together as a people if they 

could not live together as a 

family. Third, after the death of 

Jacob, the brothers asked 

Joseph to forgive them, which 

he does. He had also done so 

earlier. Evidently, the brothers 

harbor the suspicion that he 

was merely biding his time 

until their father died, as Esau 

at one point resolved to do. 

Sons do not take revenge 

within the family while the 

father is alive – that seems to 

have been the principle in 

those days. Joseph speaks 

directly to their fears and puts 

them at rest. “You intended to 

harm me but God intended it 

for good,” he says. 

The Torah is telling us an 

unexpected message here: the 

family is prior to all else, to the 

land, the nation, politics, 

economics, the pursuit of 

power and the accumulation of 

wealth. From an external point 

of view, the impressive story is 

that Joseph reached the 

heights of power in Egypt, the 

Egyptians themselves mourned 

the death of his father Jacob 

and accompanied the family on 

their way to bury him, so that 

the Canaanites, seeing the 

entourage said, “The Egyptians 

are holding a solemn ceremony 

of mourning” (Gen. 50:11). 

But that is externality. When 

we turn the page and begin the 

book of Exodus, we discover 

that the position of the 

Israelites in Egypt was very 

vulnerable indeed, and all the 

power Joseph had centralized 

in the hands of Pharaoh would 
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eventually be used against 

them. 

Genesis is not about power. 

It is about families. Because 

that is where life together 

begins. The Torah does not 

imply that there is anything 

easy about making and 

sustaining a family. The 

patriarchs and matriarchs – 

Sarah, Rebecca and Rachel 

especially – know the agony 

of infertility. They know 

what it is to wait in hope 

and wait again. Sibling 

rivalry is a repeated theme 

of the book. The Psalm tells 

us “how good and pleasant 

it is for brothers to dwell 

together.” It might have 

added, “and how rare.” 

Almost at the beginning of 

the human story, Cain kills 

Abel. There are tensions 

between Sarah and Hagar 

that lead to Hagar and 

Ishmael being sent away. 

There is rivalry between 

Jacob and Esau, and 

between Joseph and his 

brothers, in both cases 

coming close to murder. Yet 

there is no diminution of the 

significance of the family. 

To the contrary, it is the 

main vehicle of blessing. 

Children figure as central to 

God’s blessing no less than 

the gift of the land. It is as 

if the Torah were telling us, 

with great honesty, that 

yes, families are 

challenging. The 

relationship between 

husband and wife, and 

between parent and child, is 

rarely straightforward. But 

we have to work at it. There 

is no guarantee that we will 

always get it right. It is by 

no means clear that the 
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parents in Genesis always got it right. But this is our most 

human institution. The family is where love brings new life 

into the world. That in itself makes it the most spiritual of 

all institutions. It is also where we have our most important 

and lasting moral education. To quote Harvard political 

scientist, the late James Q. Wilson, the family is “an arena 

in which conflicts occur and must be managed.” People 

within the family “love and quarrel, share and sulk, please 

and disappoint.” Families, he says, “are the world in which 

we shape and manage our emotions.” 

The Torah guides us through areas that have been 

identified in the 20th century as the most important arenas 

of conflict. Freud saw the Oedipus complex – the desire to 

create space for yourself by removing your father – as one 

of the primary drivers of human emotion. Rene Girard saw 

sibling rivalry as a, perhaps the, source of human violence. 

I have argued that the story of the Binding of Isaac is 

directed precisely at the Oedipus complex. God does not 

want Abraham to kill Isaac. He wants him to relinquish 

ownership of Isaac. He wants to abolish one of the most 

widespread beliefs of the ancient world, known in Roman 

law as the principle of Patria potestas, that parents own 

their children. Once this has gone, and children become 

legal personalities in their own right, then much of the force 

of the Oedipus complex is removed. Children have space to 

be themselves. I have argued also that the story of Jacob’s 

wrestling match with the angel is directed against the 

source of sibling rivalry, namely mimetic desire, the desire 

to have what your brother has because he has it. Jacob 

becomes Israel when he ceases wanting to be Esau and 

instead stands tall as himself. So, Genesis is not a hymn to 

the virtue of families. It is a candid, honest, fully worked-

through account of what it is to confront some of the main 

problems within families, even the best. 

Genesis ends on these three important resolutions: first, 

that grandparents are part of the family and their blessing 

is important. Second, Jacob shows it is possible to bless all 

your children, even if you have a fractured relationship with 

some of them. Third, Joseph shows it is possible to forgive 

your siblings even if they have done you great harm. 

One of my most vivid memories from my early days as a 

student was listening to the BBC Reith Lectures in 1967. 

The Reith lectures are the BBC’s most prestigious broadcast 

series: the first to deliver them was Bertrand Russell in 

1948. In 1967 the lecturer was the Cambridge Professor of 

Anthropology, Edmund Leach. I had the privilege of                    

delivering these lectures in 1990. Leach called his lectures 

A Runaway World? and in his third lecture he delivered a 

sentence that made me sit up and take notice. “Far from 

being the basis of the good society, the family, with its 

narrow privacy and tawdry secrets, is the source of all our 

discontents.” It was an important sign that the family was 

about to be dethroned, in favor of sexual liberation and self

-expression. Rarely has so important an institution been 

abandoned so thoroughly and so lightly. In the decades 

that followed, in many parts of society, cohabitation                        

replaced marriage. Fewer people were getting married, 

they were getting married later, and more were getting 

divorced. At one point, 50% of marriages in America and 

Britain were ending in divorce. And 50% of children were 

being born outside marriage. The current figure for Britain 

is 42%. 

The consequences have been widespread and devastating. 

To take one example, the birth rate in Europe today is far 

below replacement rate. A fertility rate of 2.1 (the average 

number of children born per woman of the population) is 

necessary for a stable population. No country in Europe has 

that rate. In Spain, Italy, Portugal and Greece, it is down 

to 1.3. The overall average is 1.6. Europe is maintaining its 

population only by immigration on an unprecedented scale. 

This is the death of Europe as we knew it. Meanwhile in the 

United States, a significant part of the population is living 

in neighborhoods with few intact families, disadvantaged 

children, damaged neighborhoods, poor schools, few social 

facilities, and a desperate shortage of hope. This, for           

sections of America, is the end of the American dream. 

People who look to the state, politics and power, to deliver 

the good, the beautiful and the true – the Hellenistic                    

tradition – tend to regard the family and all it presupposes 

in terms of fidelity and responsibility as a distraction. But 

for people who understand not just the importance of               

politics but also its limitations and dangers, relationships 

between husband and wife, parent and child, grandparent 

and grandchildren, and siblings, are the most important 

basis of freedom. That is an insight that runs all the way 

through Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, 

summed up in his statement that “as long as family feeling 

was kept alive, the opponent of oppression was never 

alone.” 

James Q. Wilson put it beautifully: “We learn to cope with 

the people of this world because we learn to cope with the 

members of our family. Those who flee the family flee the 

world; bereft of the former’s affection, tutelage, and                   

challenges, they are unprepared for the latter’s tests, 

judgements, and demands.” That, surprisingly, is what 

Genesis is about. Not about the creation of the world, 

which occupies only one chapter, but about how to handle 

family conflict. As soon as Abraham’s descendants can              

create strong families, they can move from Genesis to       

Exodus and their birth as a nation. I believe that family is 

the birthplace of freedom. Caring for one another, we learn 

to care for the common good. 
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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 Pari & Henry Schwartz on the marriage of 

their son Darius to Guilliane Labate. 

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.  

SCHEDULE OF CLASSES 

Sunday 

9:15 am: Midrash Class w/ Rabbi Polakoff (zoom) 

Monday 

8:00 pm: Insights to Parsha w/ Rabbi Lichter (zoom) 

9:00 pm: Aggadata on Gemara Sota (zoom) 

Tuesday 

7:00-7:30 pm: Parsha ‘n Pizza W/ Rabbi Lichter                                        

(grades 1-5 in the Gym)            Register your child HERE 

Wednesday 

9:00 pm: WNL Halacha Chabura w/ Rabbi Lichter (zoom) 

Thursday 

9:15 am: Women’s Chumash w/ Rabbi Polakoff (zoom) 

8:00 pm: Power Chumash w/ Rabbi Polakoff (zoom) 

Monday, 13 Tevet 

Nathaniel Weisel for Jennifer Kaplan 

Milton Mitzner for Gitl Mitzner 

Tuesday, 14 Tevet 

Rebecca Weisel for Valerie Gallin 

Helen Ishofsky for Willie Herskovits 

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 

Robin Marder for Philip Rutkin 

Murray Weiss for Harry Weiss 

William Wolff for Bernard Wolff 

Wednesday, 15 Tevet 

Leon Fuks for Emanuel Fuks 

Mansour Farhadian for Nasser Kewmehr 

Jerome Lippman for Max Lippman 

Kenneth Magida for Jacob Magida 

Ellen Polakoff for Casper Pinsker 

Goldie Lorber for Ethel Winter 

Thursday, 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 

Friday, 17 Tevet 

Perry Schneider for Ann Colton 

Norman Fisher for Molly Fisher 

Cheryl Sperber for Isaac Forst 

Ester Noy for Rachel Nir 

Grace Oster for Joseph Oster 

Saturday, 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 

Sunday, 19 Tevet 

Harvey Ishofsky for Morris Ishofsky 

Judy Hoffman for Frances Karbowitz 

Stephen Karbowitz for Frances Karbowitz 

Bijan Niknam for Yitzchak ben Mordechai 

Monday, 20 Tevet 

Grace Oster for Freda Horowitz 

Katie Lichter for Kevin Leifer 

Erica Leifer for Kevin Leifer 

Sara Leifer for Kevin Leifer 

Vivian Kron for Salim Mahlab 

Carol Kaufman for Deborah Morgenstern 

Fred Pomerantz for Mina Pomerantz 

Nathaniel Weisel for Estelle Sechster 

To contact the clergy or office staff, please do so using the 

following information.  

Rabbi Polakoff: dpolakoff@gns.org/516.637.3674 

Rabbi Lichter: ilichter@gns.org/516.859.5123 

Chazzan Spinner: yspinner@gns.org/732.991.6606 

Mark Twersky: mtwersky@gns.org/516.527.9076 

Jim Frisch: jfrisch@gns.org/516.840.5202 

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 1-2x month to keep in 

touch with these members, please email the Chair of GNS 

Connections, Rachel Brecher at rachelbrecher@icloud.com. 

SISTERHOOD MAH JONGG CARDS                                                     

Mah Jongg Cards are available at $9/card or $10/large 

print. Forms are due by Jan. 25th. Please make check out to 

GNS Sisterhood.   

KIDDUSH SPONSORSHIPS 

We encourage our members to think about sponsoring the 

safe and socially distant Kiddush at the conclusion of    

davening or the Kiddush Bags to go. It may be sponsored 

in memory or in honor of someone. Please email 

mtwersky@gns.org for more details.  

YAHRTZEIT SHIUR                                                                                  

There will be a special shiur given by Rabbi Lichter in 

memory of Katie Lichter’s father, Kevin Leifer, Kalman ben 

Chaim z”l to commemorate his first yahrtzeit, on Sunday 

evening, Jan. 3rd at 7:30 pm. Please join via zoom here.   

Marty Hoffman and family appreciate the support of the          

clergy, staff, and community of the Great Neck                 

Synagogue following the passing of Harold Hoffman 

z”l. 

https://zoom.us/j/98275197377?pwd=Q0cwejE2NWQ0bGtFU0cweTVCZzJ2QT09
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/289319120
https://zoom.us/j/95486730057?pwd=T2pUNFJJMXNMaUp0TkswQ2Q0OG9OUT09
https://forms.gle/x8VuNf1ZaVhFSu1p7
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/289319120
https://zoom.us/j/95486730057?pwd=T2pUNFJJMXNMaUp0TkswQ2Q0OG9OUT09
https://zoom.us/j/95486730057?pwd=T2pUNFJJMXNMaUp0TkswQ2Q0OG9OUT09
mailto:rachelbrecher@icloud.com
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/289319120

