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Rabbi Sacks on Parshat Ki Tisa
Kol Nidre, the prayer said
at the beginning of Yom
Kippur, is an enigma
wrapped in a mystery,
perhaps the strangest
text ever to capture the
religious imagination.
First, it is not a prayer at
all. It is not even a
confession. It is a dry
legal formula for the
annulment of vows. It is
written in Aramaic. It
does not mention God. It
is not part of the service.
It does not require a
synagogue. And it was
disapproved of, or at
least questioned, by
generations of halachic
authorities. The first time
we hear of Kol Nidre, in
the eighth century, it is
already being opposed by
Rav Natronai Gaon, the
first of many Sages
throughout the centuries
who found it problematic.
In his view, one cannot
annul the vows of an
entire congregation this
way. Even if one could,
one should not, since it
may lead people to treat
vows lightly. Besides
which, there has already
been an annulment of
vows ten days earlier, on
the morning before Rosh
Hashanah. This is
mentioned explicitly in
the Talmud (Nedarim
23b). There is no
mention of an annulment
on Yom Kippur.
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particularly insistent in arguing
that the kind of annulment Kol
Nidre represents cannot be
retroactive. It cannot apply to
vows already taken. It can only
be a pre-emptive qualification
of vows in the future.
Accordingly, he insisted on
changing its wording, so that
Kol Nidre refers not to vows
from last year to this, but from
this year to next. However,
perhaps because of this, Kol
Nidre created hostility on the
part of non-Jews, who said it
showed that Jews did not feel
bound to honor their promises
since they vitiated them on the
holiest night of the year. In
vain it was repeatedly
emphasized that Kol Nidre
applies only to vows between
us and God, not those between
us and our fellow humans.
Throughout the Middle Ages,
and in some places until the
eighteenth century, in lawsuits
with non-Jews, Jews were
forced to take a special oath,
More Judaica, because of this
concern. So, there were
communal and halachic
reasons not to say Kol Nidre,
yet it survived all the doubts
and misgivings. It remains the
quintessential expression of
the awe and solemnity of the
day. Its undiminished power
defies all obvious explanations.
Somehow it seems to point to
something larger than itself,
whether in Jewish history or
the inner heartbeat of the
Jewish soul.

conversions, whether to
Christianity or Islam, that
occurred in several places in
the Middle Ages, most
notably Spain and Portugal
in the fourteenth and
fifteenth century. Jews
would be offered the choice:
convert or suffer
persecution. Sometimes it
was: convert or be expelled.
At times it was even:
convert or die. Some Jews
did convert. They were
known in Hebrew as anusim
(people who acted under
coercion). In Spanish they
were known as conversos,
or contemptuously as
marranos (swine). Many of
them remained Jews in
secret, and once a year on
the night of Yom Kippur
they would make their way
in secret to the synagogue
to seek release from the
vows they had taken to
adopt to another faith, on
the compelling grounds that
they had no other choice.
For them, coming to the
synagogue was like coming
home, the root meaning of
teshuvah.

There are obvious problems
with this hypothesis. Firstly,
Kol Nidre was in existence
several centuries before the
era of forced conversions.
So, historian Joseph S.
Bloch suggested that Kol
Nidre may have originated
in the much earlier Christian
persecution of Jews in
Several historians have argued Visigoth Spain, when in 613
that it acquired its pathos from Sisebur issued a decree that
all Jews should either
the phenomenon of forced
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convert or be expelled, anticipating the Spanish expulsion
of 1492. Even so, it is unlikely that conversos would have
taken the risk of being discovered practicing Judaism. Had
they done so during the centuries in which the Inquisition
was in force they would have risked torture, trial and death.
Moreover, the text of Kol Nidre makes no reference,
however oblique, to conversion, return, identity, or
atonement. It is simply an annulment of vows.
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The Sages understood the verse, “Then the Lord relented
from the evil He had spoken of doing to His people” (Ex.
32:14) to mean that God expressed regret for the vow He
had taken – a precondition for a vow to be annulled. Why
would God regret His determination to punish the people
for their sin? On this, another Midrash offers an equally
radical answer. The opening word of Psalm 61 is
la–menatzeach. When this word appears in Psalms it
usually means, “To the conductor, or choirmaster.”
So, the theories as they stand do not satisfy. However, it
However, the Sages interpreted it to mean, “To the Victor,”
may be that Kol Nidre has a different significance
meaning God, and added this stunning commentary: To
altogether, one that has its origin in a remarkable rabbinic
the Victor who sought to be defeated, as it is said (Isaiah
interpretation of this week’s parsha. The connection
57:16), “I will not accuse them forever, nor will I always be
between it and Yom Kippur is this: less than six weeks after
angry, for then they would faint away because of Me— the
the great revelation at Mount Sinai, the Israelites
very people I have created.” Do not read it thus, but, “I
committed what seemed to be the unforgivable sin of
will accuse in order to be defeated.” How so? Thus said the
making a Golden Calf. Moses prayed repeatedly for
Holy One, blessed be He, “When I win, I lose, and when I
forgiveness on their behalf and eventually secured it,
lose I gain. I defeated the generation of the Flood, but did
descending from Mount Sinai on the Tenth of Tishrei with a
I not lose thereby, for I destroyed My own creation, as it
new set of tablets to replace those he had smashed in
says (Gen. 7:23), “Every living thing on the face of the
anger at their sin. The tenth of Tishrei subsequently
earth was wiped out.” The same happened with the
became Yom Kippur, the day of atonement, in memory of
generation of the Tower of Babel and the people of Sodom.
that moment when the Israelites saw Moses with the new
But in the days of Moshe who defeated Me (by persuading
tablets and knew they had been forgiven.
Me to forgive the Israelites whom I had sworn to destroy),
I gained for I did not destroy Israel.
Moses’ prayers, as recorded in the Torah, are daring. But
the Midrash makes them more audacious still. The text
God wants His forgiveness to override His justice, because
introducing Moses’ prayer begins with the Hebrew words,
strict justice hurts humanity, and humanity is God’s
Vayechal Moshe (Ex. 32:11). Normally these are translated
creation and carries His image. That is why He regretted
as “Moses besought, implored, entreated, pleaded, or
His vow and allowed Moses to annul it. That is why Kol
attempted to pacify” God. However, the same verb is used
Nidre has the power it has. For it recalls the Israelites’
in the context of annulling or breaking a vow (Num. 30:3).
worst sin, the Golden Calf, and their forgiveness,
On this basis the Sages advanced a truly remarkable
completed when Moses descended the mountain with the
interpretation: [Vayechal Moshe means] “Moses absolved
new tablets on the 10th of Tishrei, the anniversary of which
God of His vow.” When the Israelites made the Golden Calf,
is Yom Kippur. The forgiveness was the result of Moses’
Moses sought to persuade God to forgive them, but God
daring prayer, understood by the Sages as an act of
said, “I have already taken an oath that Whoever sacrifices
annulment of vows. Hence Kol Nidre, a formula for the
to any god other than the Lord must be punished (Ex.
annulment of vows.
22:19). I cannot retract what I have said.” Moses replied,
“Lord of the universe, You have given me the power to
The power of Kol Nidre has less to do with forced
annul oaths, for You taught me that one who takes an oath conversions than with a recollection of the moment,
cannot break their word but a scholar can absolve them. I
described in our parsha, when Moses stood in prayer behereby absolve You of Your vow” (abridged from Exodus
fore God and achieved forgiveness for the people: the first
Rabbah 43:4).
time the whole people was forgiven despite the gravity of
their sin. During Musaf on Yom Kippur we describe in detail
According to the Sages the original act of Divine forgiveness
the second Yom Kippur: the service of the High Priest,
on which Yom Kippur is based came about through the
Aharon, as described in Vayikra 16. But on Kol Nidre we
annulment of a vow, when Moses annulled the vow of God.
recall the first Yom Kippur when Moses annulled the
Almighty’s vow, letting His compassion override His justice,
Great Neck Synagogue
the basis of all Divine forgiveness. I believe we must
26 Old Mill Road, Great Neck , NY 11023
always strive to fulfil our promises. If we fail to keep our
516-487-6100
word, eventually we lose our freedom. But given the choice
between justice and forgiveness, choose forgiveness. When
Rabbi Dale Polakoff, Rabbi
we forgive and are worthy of being forgiven, we are
Rabbi Ian Lichter, Assistant Rabbi
liberated from a past we regret, to build a better future.
Rabbi Yehoshua Lefkowitz, Intern Rabbi
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GNS BIKUR CHOLIM THANKS YOU

Thank you very much for the overwhelming and generous support of the following sponsors and
volunteers who helped make the Bikur Cholim Purim Mishloach Manot gift delivery a huge
success! We delivered gifts to 35 ill/elderly members of our shul to wish them a Chag Sameach.
Thank you to GNS Sisterhood (Vivian Kron and Judy Lillien) for their strong support and for
providing the beautiful gifts. Special thank you to Leah Reichlin for the beautiful original
illustration she created for the Bikur Cholim cards. Thank you also to Mark Twersky and Jimmy
Frisch for their assistance. Thank you very much to Rabbi Polakoff and Rabbi Lichter for their
guidance and strong support.
Purim Mishloach Manot Sponsors (ABC order):
Anonymous (2)
Sharona Abraham
Robin Adada
Liora Ben-Sorek
Robyn and Steven Blumner
Debbie and Hal Chadow
Donna and Joey Hecht
Erica and Eliot Heisler
Alisa and Michael Hoenig
Debbie and Robert Hollander
Dahlia and Mervin Klein
Sydelle and Robert Knepper
Ilana and Jonathan Kroll
Vivian and Nik Kron
Carole Lerman and Charles Libby
Judy and Richard Lillien in memory of their parents Bette & Llewelyn Lillian z”l and
Ellen & Herbert Lebovits z”l
Tina Machnikoff
Annie and Robert Mendelson
Ruth and Milt Mitzner
Brenda and Ed Parver
Diane and David Rein
Jessica and Evan Shusterman
Heather and Jerry Siegelman
Shoshana and Martin Sokol
Rachel and Chazzan Spinner
Rivka and Jordan Wolf
Vladimir Zyskind in honor of Jill Swartz

Volunteers who delivered the Mishloach Manot (ABC order):
Anonymous (3 people)
Sharona Abraham
Dahlia Abraham-Klein
Debbie Hollander
Cindy Ludwig
Rebbetzin Ellen Polakoff
Galit Reichlin
Leah Reichlin
Alexander Rein
Rachel Spinner
Jill Swartz

SHMURAH MATZAH ORDER FORMS

GNS SCHEDULE OF CLASSES

SCHEDULE OF CLASSES
Sunday
9:15 am: Midrash Class w/ Rabbi Polakoff (zoom)
Monday
8:00 pm: Insights to Parsha w/ Rabbi Lichter
(zoom)
8:45 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)

ANNOUNCEMENTS
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

MAZAL TOVS & COMMUNITY NEWS
Mazal Tov to Donna & Joseph Hecht on the birth of a
grandson, born to their children Josh & Rebecca Hecht.

IF YOU KNOW OF SOMEONE WHO IS MOVING INTO THE
GREAT NECK AREA PLEASE LET THE OFFICE KNOW.

SEFORIM AND SHAIMOT
Seforim/Shaimos will be picked up at your home in Great
Neck. All proceeds going to Tomchei Shabbos. Contact Rabbi
SISTERHOOD EVENT & WHATSAPP
Please join the Sisterhood event on March 9th at 7:00 pm Steve Moskowitz at Smoskowitz@saracademy.org
for a Pre-Pesach Cooking Demo with Aussie Gourmet chef, KIDDUSH SPONSORSHIPS
Naomi Nachman. You can pre order her book “Perfect for
We encourage our members to think about sponsoring the
Pesach” with the Sisterhood.
safe and socially distant Kiddush at the conclusion of
To join the Sisterhood WhatsApp, call Judy Lillien at
516.659.2848

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.

MEN’S CLUB
HUNGER INITIATIVE
Thursday, March 11th at 7:30 pm: Pre-Pesach Virtual Wine
During these difficult times, we are providing food for
Tasting with Dr. Arnold Breitbart
numerous families in our community and nearby areas. If
THANK YOU VERY MUCH
you cook in excess during the week, please freeze your
Thank you very much to Rabbi Polakoff for hosting a
extras, neatly wrap them and drop them off in the cooler on
wonderful Zoom Purim Lunch and Learn. We are grateful
the porch at 91 Baker Hill road on Friday from 7 am - 1 pm.
for our generous sponsors of this event:
PLEASE DO NOT DROP PERISHABLE FOOD OFF
Milt and Ruth Mitzner in memory of Milt’s three siblings: DURING THE WEEK. Canned goods, cereal, any grocery
items, fruit and vegetables are also appreciated. If you
Chana Rochel bat Alexander Zusha – Anne Shapiro
would like to volunteer to make a deliveries and help
Moshe Dovid ben Alexander Zusha – Morris Mitzner
collect food for these families, Please contact Cindy Hodkin
Pinya bat Alexander Zusha – Pearl Ducker
at 516.317.9632 or at koshercookinggn@gmail.com.
David and Diane Rein in memory of her mother Helene
M. Fink z”l on the occasion of her 16th yahrzeit.

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.
PASS IT FORWARD
Pass it forward is preparing for its Pesach program and is
facing the largest communal need it has seen in its 14
years. In light of the Pandemic, we are unable to accept
food donations, which makes it more important for you to
donate money this year. We have been helping families on
a weekly basis, and the communal need is growing. Many
young families are living week to week. It is absolutely
heartbreaking.
We did not do our annual Rosh Hashana drive this year,
despite the fact that we delivered Rosh Hashana
packages. Please consider making a donation to support
Pass it Forward. The work we do is critical to our
Community. Please make your donation through the Shul
and Note that it is for Pass it Forward.
Cindy, Nechama, Michelle and Marla
CHESED OPPORTUNITY
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. Please
help donate to this amazing cause. Link to join:
https://jerusalem.teamyachad.com/runner/Rprawer3/
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Monday, 17 Adar
Stanley Dacher for Lena Dacher
Gisele Katz for Jacob Gastwirth
Jessica Shusterman for Harry Laufer
Myra Honig for Abraham Mathews
Louise Kahn for Sarah Tuch
Steven Zuckerman for Howard Zuckerman
Tuesday, 18 Adar
Jamie Katz for Ben Dweck
Sari Braunstein for Ben Dweck
Florin Silberstein for Samuel Sailor
Wednesday, 19 Adar
Brenda Parver for Sol Altman
Thursday, 20 Adar
Jeroen Bours for Eric Bours
Meryl Friedman for Hyman Karten
Annie Mendelson for Samuel Maultasch
Roselin Wagner for Rose Wagner
Friday, 21 Adar
Norma Bilbool for Rose Bilbool
Jerrald Weinstein for Edward Eichenhon
Tricia Moslin for Estelle Solomon
Saturday, 22 Adar
Perry Schneider for Phillip Schneider
Sunday, 23 Adar
Gary Chubak for Ida Chubak
Edward Goodman for Harvey Goodman
Elaine Miller for Ethel Grant
Cindy Hodkin for Bernard Korman
Raphael Shaya for David Shaya
Gideon Yudelowitz for Harold Yudelowitz
Vladimir Zyskind for Shifra Zyskind
Monday, 24 Adar
Cindy Ludwig for Alvin Gelber
Myles Mittleman for Sophie Mittleman
Edwin Rosman for Pearl Pfefferman
Rabbi Esor Ben-Sorek for Shimon Winer

