
Sometimes others know 

us better than we know 

ourselves. In the year 

2000, a British Jewish 

research institute came 

up with a proposal that 

Jews in Britain be 

redefined as an ethnic 

group and not as a 

religious community. It 

was a non-Jewish 

journalist, Andrew Marr, 

who stated what should 

have been obvious. He 

said: “All this is shallow 

water, and the further in 

you wade, the shallower 

it gets.” It is what he 

wrote next that I found 

inspirational: “The Jews 

have always had stories 

for the rest of us. They 

have had their Bible, one 

of the great imaginative 

works of the human 

spirit. They have been 

victim of the worst 

modernity can do, a 

mirror for Western 

madness. Above all they 

have had the story of 

their cultural and genetic 

survival from the Roman 

Empire to the 2000s, 

weaving and thriving 

amid uncomprehending, 

hostile European tribes.” 

The Jews have always 

had stories for the rest of 

us. I love that testimony. 

And indeed, from early 

on, storytelling has been 

central to the Jewish 

tradition. Every culture 

has its stories. (The late 

Elie Wiesel once said, 

“God created man 

because God loves 

stories”). Almost 

certainly, the tradition 

goes back to the days 

when our ancestors were 

hunter-gatherers telling stories 

around the campfire at night. 

We are the storytelling animal. 

But what is truly remarkable is 

the way in which, in this 

week’s parsha, on the brink of 

the Exodus, Moses three times 

tells the Israelites how they 

are to tell the story to their 

children in future generations. 

When your children ask you, 

‘What does this ceremony 

mean to you?’ then tell them, 

‘It is the Passover sacrifice to 

the Lord, who passed over the 

houses of the Israelites in 

Egypt and spared our homes 

when He struck down the 

Egyptians.’ (Ex. 12:26-27) On 

that day tell your child, ‘I do 

this because of what the Lord 

did for me when I came out of 

Egypt.’ (Ex. 13:8) “In days to 

come, when your child asks 

you, ‘What does this mean?’ 

say, ‘With a mighty hand the 

Lord brought us out of Egypt, 

out of the land of slavery. (Ex. 

13:14) The Israelites had not 

yet left Egypt, and yet already 

Moses was telling them how to 

tell the story. That is the 

extraordinary fact. Why so? 

Why this obsession with 

storytelling? 

The simplest answer is that we 

are the story we tell about 

ourselves. There is an intrinsic, 

perhaps necessary, link 

between narrative and identity. 

In the words of the thinker 

who did more than most to 

place this idea at the center of 

contemporary thought, 

Alasdair MacIntyre, “man is in 

his actions and practice, as 

well as in his fictions, 

essentially a story-telling 

animal.” We come to know who 

we are by discovering of which 
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story or stories we are a 

part. 

Jerome Bruner has 

persuasively argued that 

narrative is central to the 

construction of meaning, 

and meaning is what makes 

the human condition 

human. No computer needs 

to be persuaded of its 

purpose in life before it does 

what it is supposed to do. 

Genes need no motivational 

encouragement. No virus 

needs a coach. We do not 

have to enter their mindset 

to understand what they do 

and how they do it, because 

they do not have a mindset 

to enter. But humans do. 

We act in the present 

because of things we did or 

that happened to us in the 

past, and in order to realize 

a sought-for future. Even 

minimally to explain what 

we are doing is already to 

tell a story. Take three 

people eating salad in a 

restaurant, one because he 

needs to lose weight, the 

second because she’s a 

principled vegetarian, the 

third because of religious 

dietary laws. These are 

three outwardly similar 

acts, but they belong to 

different stories and they 

have different meanings for 

the people involved. 

Why though storytelling and 

the Exodus? One of the 

most powerful passages I 

have ever read on the 

nature of Jewish existence 

is contained in Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau’s Considerations 

on the Government of 

Poland (1772). This is an 

unlikely place to find insight 
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on the Jewish condition, but it is there. Rousseau is talking 

about the greatest of political leaders. First of these, he 

says, was Moses who “formed and executed the astonishing 

enterprise of instituting as a national body a swarm of 

wretched fugitives who had no arts, no weapons, no 

talents, no virtues, no courage, and who, since they had 

not an inch of territory of their own, were a troop of 

strangers upon the face of the earth.” 

Moses, he says, “dared to make out of this wandering and 

servile troop a body politic, a free people, and while it 

wandered in the wilderness without so much as a stone on 

which to rest its head, gave it the lasting institution, proof 

against time, fortune and conquerors, which 5000 years 

have not been able to destroy or even to weaken.” This 

singular nation, he says, so often subjugated and scattered, 

“has nevertheless maintained itself down to our days, 

scattered among the other nations without ever merging 

with them.” Moses’ genius, he says, lay in the nature of the 

laws that kept Jews as a people apart. But that is only half 

the story. The other half lies in this week’s parsha, in the 

institution of storytelling as a fundamental religious duty, 

recalling and re-enacting the events of the Exodus every 

year, and in particular, making children central to the story. 

Noting that in three of the four storytelling passages (three 

in our parsha, the fourth in Va’etchanan) children are 

referred to as asking questions, the Sages held that the 

narrative of Seder night should be told in response to a 

question asked by a child wherever possible. If we are the 

story we tell about ourselves, then as long as we never lose 

the story, we will never lose our identity. 

This idea found expression some years ago in a fascinating 

encounter. Tibet has been governed by the Chinese since 

1950. During the 1959 uprising, the Dalai Lama, his life in 

danger, fled to Dharamsala in India where he and many of 

his followers have lived ever since. Realizing that their stay 

in exile might be prolonged, in 1992 he decided to ask 

Jews, whom he regarded as the world’s experts in 

maintaining identity in exile, for advice. What, he wanted to 

know, was the secret? The story of that week-long 

encounter has been told by Roger Kamenetz in his book, 

The Jew in the Lotus. One of the things they told him was 

the importance of memory and storytelling in keeping a 

people’s culture and identity alive. They spoke about Pesach 

and the Seder service in particular. So, in 1997 Rabbis and 

American dignitaries held a special Seder service in  

Washington DC with the Dalai Lama. He wrote this to the 

participants: “In our dialogue with Rabbis and Jewish 

scholars, the Tibetan people have learned about the                   

secrets of Jewish spiritual survival in exile: one secret is 

the Passover Seder. Through it for 2000 years, even in 

very difficult times, Jewish people remember their                           

liberation from slavery to freedom and this has brought 

you hope in times of difficulty. We are grateful to our            

Jewish brothers and sisters for adding to their celebration 

of freedom the thought of freedom for the Tibetan people.” 

Cultures are shaped by the range of stories to which they 

give rise. Some of these have a special role in shaping the 

self-understanding of those who tell them. We call them 

master-narratives. They are about large, ongoing groups of 

people: the tribe, the nation, the civilization. They hold the 

group together horizontally across space and vertically 

across time, giving it a shared identity handed on across 

the generations. None has been more powerful than the 

Exodus story, whose frame and context is set out in our 

parsha. It gave Jews the most tenacious identity ever held 

by a nation. In the eras of oppression, it gave hope of      

freedom. At times of exile, it promised return. It told two 

hundred generations of Jewish children who they were and 

of what story they were a part. It became the world’s     

master-narrative of liberty, adopted by an astonishing              

variety of groups, from Puritans in the 17th century to          

African-Americans in the 19th and to Tibetan Buddhists 

today. I believe that I am a character in our people’s story, 

with my own chapter to write, and so are we all. To be a 

Jew is to see yourself as part of that story, to make it live 

in our time, and to do your best to hand it on to those who 

will come after us. 

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  

Thursday 

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

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

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://zoom.us/j/95486730057?pwd=T2pUNFJJMXNMaUp0TkswQ2Q0OG9OUT09
https://zoom.us/j/95486730057?pwd=T2pUNFJJMXNMaUp0TkswQ2Q0OG9OUT09
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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 Bill & Farla Frumkin on the engagement of 

their son Joshua to Talia Sabag, daughter of Isaac & Adele 

Sabag of Oceanside.   

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. 

Monday, 5 Shevat 

Mitchell Siegel for Helen Siegel 

Carol Berlin for Joseph Simon 

Tuesday, 6 Shevat 

Ebrahim Gabbaizadeh for Ayuma bat Moshiach Gabbai 

Elliot Engelstein for Steven Engelstein 

Wednesday, 7 Shevat 

Arnold Breitbart for Lucy Breitbart 

Elyahou Mehdizadeh-Elyassoff for Iran Mehdizadeh 

Adeline Markowitz for Leon Perlman 

Thursday, 8 Shevat 

Sylvia Fisher for Esther Hirsh 

Kenneth Magida for Sidney Magida 

Friday, 9 Shevat 

Rita Silverman for Leon Silverman 

Saturday, 10 Shevat 

Michael Landsman for Phyllis Landsman 

Leslie Kahn for Lily Marcus 

Stephen Rabinowitz for Minnie Rabinowitz 

Sunday, 11 Shevat 

Herschel Flax for Alexander Flax 

Leslie Kahn for Max Kahn 

Jack Lemonik for Henry Lemonik 

Diane Seidle for Harriet Zuckerbrot 

Monday, 12 Shevat 

Steven Rosenzweig for Chedva Kandel 

Jaqueline Fischer for Else Salomon 

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.  

CHESED OPPORTUNITES 

This March, Ruben Prawer will be running in the Jerusalem  

marathon for Yachad. The work Yachad does for children with 

special needs is unparalleled and every dollar that is donated 

will be well spent by this amazing cause. Feel free to reach out 

with any questions about the marathon or to run yourself!        

(All donations are tax deductible.) Here’s the link to join:   

https://jerusalem.teamyachad.com/runner/Rprawer3/  

Commonpoint Queens is part of the Samuel Field in Little 

Neck. Pass It Forward works closely with them. There is an 

ongoing volunteer opportunity to help them deliver meals to 

needy households in Queens and Nassau county starting                 

January 19th. The program will be delivering over 500 meals 

daily. Commitment would be at least one day a week between 

the hours 9:00 am-12:00 pm. Anyone interested should sign 

up here.  

SAVE THE DATE - GNS VIRTUAL GALA  

Please join in honoring Rabbi Sholom and Aksana Jensen and 

with special thanks to Rabbi Jensen for his 30 years of                               

dedication and Service to the Great Neck Synagogue.   

In addition, there will be a tribute in honor of all of the front 

line workers, first responders, doctors, nurses and technicians 

who have so bravely faced the COVID 19 Pandemic. We look 

forward to your joining the GNS Virtual Gala on Saturday 

night, February 27, 2021, at 8:00 pm.  

CHAVERIM CENTER 

The next Chaverim will be Wed. Jan. 27th from 12:30-1:30.  

PESACH SCOPE DEADLINE AND SPONSORSHIP 

Please submit all SCOPE magazine articles, recipes, photos, 

ads, sponsorships and any other material by Mon., Jan. 25th 

to drein@verizon.net. Please share photos and captions of 

GNS Smachot (weddings, bar/bat mitzvahs, bris, etc.) that 

took place over the past few months during COVID-19 so we 

can make a collage for the Pesach issue. Thank you very much 

to our SCOPE sponsors (we have about 80!) for their strong 

support by sponsoring 3 issues (Rosh Hashanah, Chanukah 

and Pesach) for a total cost of $100 for the year. We strongly 

encourage others who are not currently SCOPE sponsors to 

have their names added. You can dedicate the sponsorship in 

honor or in memory of a loved one. Thank you! 

ISRAEL BONDS EVENT 

Discussion with Amar’e Stoudemire at 5:00 pm on Thurs. 

Jan. 28th. GNS members will need to pre-register here.  

You may purchase an Israel bond for yourself or for the shul.  

Contact Arnie Schweitzer for info at 516.726.2307 or  

arnie.schweitzer@israelbonds.com. 

GNS BIKUR CHOLIM – SPONSOR MISHLOACH MANOT 

VOLUNTEER TO MAKE DELIVERIES 

For Purim, the GNS Bikur Cholim Committee is planning to  

distribute Mishloach Manot to members of our shul that are ill 

or homebound. If you would like to volunteer to make                             

deliveries (could be used for high school chesed hours) or 

sponsor Mishloach Manot ($18/person and there are about 36 

recipients), please contact Diane Rein at drein@verizon.net. 

Thank you very much! 
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