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Rabbi Sacks on Acharei Mot-Kedoshim
Kedoshim contains the
two great love commands
of the Torah. The first is,
“Love your neighbour as
yourself. I am the
Lord” (Lev. 19:18). Rabbi
Akiva called this “the
great principle of the
Torah.” The second is no
less challenging: “The
stranger living among you
must be treated as your
native-born. Love him as
yourself, for you were
strangers in Egypt. I am
the Lord your God” (Lev.
19:34). These are
extraordinary commands.
Many civilizations contain
variants of the Golden
Rule: “Do unto others as
you would have them do
to you,” or in the
negative form attributed
to Hillel (sometimes
called the Silver Rule),
“What is hateful to you,
do not do to your
neighbor. That is the
whole Torah. The rest is
commentary; go and
learn.” But these are
rules of reciprocity, not
love. We observe them
because bad things will
happen to us if we don’t.
They are the basic ground
-rules of life in a group.
Love is something
altogether different and
more demanding. That
makes these two
commandments a
revolution in the moral
life. Judaism was the first
civilization to put love at
the heart of morality. As
Harry Redner puts it in
Ethical Life, “Morality is

the ethic of love. The initial and
most basic principle of morality
is clearly stated in the Torah:
Thou shalt love thy neighbor as
thyself.” He adds: “The biblical
“love of one’s neighbor” is a
very special form of love, a
unique development of the
Judaic religion and unlike any
to be encountered outside it.”

have no reason, at any rate
none that we can
understand. What have they
to do with the self-evidently
moral commands of the love
of neighbor and stranger? Is
the chapter simply an
assemblage of disconnected
commands, or is there a
single unifying strand to it?

Much has been written about
these commands. Who exactly
is meant by “your neighbor”?
Who by “the stranger”? And
what is it to love someone else
as oneself? I want to ask a
different question. Why is it
specifically here, in Kedoshim,
in a chapter dedicated to the
concept of holiness, that the
command appears? Nowhere
else in all Tanach are we
commanded to love our
neighbor. And only in one other
place (Deut. 10:19) are we
commanded to love the
stranger. (The Sages famously
said that the Torah commands
us thirty-six times to love the
stranger, but that is not quite
accurate. Thirty-four of those
commands have to do with not
oppressing or afflicting the
stranger and making sure that
he or she has the same legal
rights as the native born. These
are commands of justice rather
than love). And why does the
command to love your neighbor
as yourself appear in a chapter
containing such laws as, “Do
not mate different kinds of
animals. Do not plant your field
with two kinds of seed. Do not
wear clothing woven of two
kinds of material”? These are
chukim, decrees, usually
thought of as commands that

The answer goes deep.
Almost every ethical system
ever devised has sought to
reduce the moral life to a
single principle or
perspective. Some connect
it to reason, others to
emotion, yet others to
consequences: do whatever
creates the greatest
happiness for the greatest
number. Judaism is
different. It is more complex
and subtle. It contains not
one perspective but three.
There is the prophetic
understanding of morality,
the priestly perspective and
the wisdom point of view.
Prophetic morality looks at
the quality of relationships
within a society, between us
and God and between us
and our fellow humans. Here
are some of the key texts
that define this morality.
God says about Abraham,
“For I have chosen him, so
that he will direct his
children and his household
after him to keep the way of
the Lord by doing what is
right [tzedakah] and just
[mishpat].” God tells Hosea,
“I will betroth you to Me in
righteousness [tzedek] and
justice [mishpat], in
kindness [chessed] and
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compassion [rachamim].” He tells Jeremiah, “I am the Lord,
who exercises kindness [chessed], justice [mishpat] and
righteousness [tzedakah] on earth, for in these I delight,
declares the Lord.” Those are the key prophetic words:
righteousness, justice, kindness and compassion – not love.
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Until now, holiness has been seen as a special attribute of
the Priest. But there was a hint at the Giving of the Torah
that it concerned not just the children of Aaron but the
people as a whole: “You shall be to Me a Kingdom of Priests
and a holy nation” (Ex. 19:6). Our chapter now spells this
out for the first time. “The Lord said to Moses, “Speak to
When the Prophets talk about love it is about God’s love for
the entire assembly of Israel and say to them: Be holy
Israel and the love we should show for God. With only three
because I, the Lord your God, am holy” (Lev. 19:1-2). This
exceptions, they do not speak about love in a moral context,
tells us that the ethic of holiness applies not just to Priests
that is, vis-à-vis our relationships with one another. The
but to the entire nation. We, too, must, to be distinctive,
exceptions are Amos’ remark, “Hate evil, love good;
set apart, held to a higher standard. What in practice does
maintain justice in the courts” (Amos 5:15); Micah’s famous
this mean? A decisive clue is provided by another key word
statement, “Act justly, love mercy and walk humbly with
used throughout Tanach in relation to the Kohen, namely
your God” (Mic. 6:8) and Zechariah’s “Therefore love truth
the verb b-d-l: to divide, set apart, separate, distinguish.
and peace” (Zech. 8:19). Note that all three are about
That is what a Priest does. His task is “to distinguish
loving abstractions – good, mercy and truth. They are not
between the sacred and the secular” (Lev. 10:10), and “to
about people. The prophetic voice is about how people
distinguish between the unclean and the clean” (Lev.
conduct themselves in society. Are they faithful to God and
11:47). This is what God does for His people: “You shall be
to one another? Are they acting honestly, justly, and with
holy to Me, for I the Lord am holy, and I have distinguished
due concern for the vulnerable in society? Do the political
you [va-avdil] from other peoples to be Mine.” (Lev.
and religious leaders have integrity? Does society have the
20:26).
high morale that comes from people feeling that it treats its
citizens well and calls forth the best in them? A moral
There is one other place in which b-d-l is a key word,
society will succeed; an immoral or amoral one will fail. That namely the story of creation in Genesis 1, where it occurs
is the key prophetic insight. The Prophets did not make the
five times. God separates light and dark, day and night,
demand that people love one another. That was beyond
upper and lower waters. For three days God demarcates
their remit. Society requires justice, not love.
different domains, then for the next three days He places in
each its appropriate objects or life-forms. God fashions
The wisdom voice in Torah and Tanach looks at character
order out of the tohu va-vohu of chaos. As His last act of
and consequence. If you live virtuously, then by and large
creation, He makes man after His “image and likeness.”
things will go well for you. A good example is Psalm 1. The
This was clearly an act of love. “Beloved is man,” said Rabbi
person occupied with Torah will be “like a tree planted by
Akiva, “because he was created in [God’s] image.” Genesis
streams of water, which yields its fruit in season and whose
1 defines the priestly moral imagination. Unlike the Prophet,
leaf does not wither—whatever they do prospers.” That is
the Priest is not looking at society. He is not, like the
the wisdom voice. Those who do well, fare well. They find
wisdom figure, looking for happiness. He is looking at
happiness (ashrei). Good people love God, family, friends
creation as the work of God. He knows that everything has
and virtue. But the wisdom literature does not speak of
its place: sacred and profane, permitted and forbidden. It is
loving your neighbor or the stranger. The moral vision of the
his task to make these distinctions and teach them to
Priest that makes him different from the Prophet and Sage
others. He knows that different life forms have their own
lies in the key word kadosh, “holy.” Someone or something
niche in the environment. That is why the ethic of holiness
that is holy is set apart, distinctive, different. The Priests
includes rules like: Don’t mate with different kinds of
were set apart from the rest of the nation. They had no
animals, don’t plant a field with different kinds of seed, and
share in the land. They did not work as laborers in the field.
don’t wear clothing woven of two kinds of material.
Their sphere was the Tabernacle or Temple. They lived at
the epicentre of the Divine Presence. As God’s ministers
Above all the ethic of holiness tells us that every human
they had to keep themselves pure and avoid any form of
being is made in the image and likeness of God. God made
defilement. They were holy.
each of us in love. Therefore, if we seek to imitate God –
“Be holy because I, the Lord your God, am holy” – we too
must love humanity, and not in the abstract but in the
concrete form of the neighbor and the stranger. The ethic of
Great Neck Synagogue
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UPCOMING EVENTS

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

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

ISRAEL BONDS EVENT
Israel Bonds NJ & NY Young Investors Society invites you
to a special event on Wednesday, May 5th at 7:30 pm
via zoom. The event is entitled “A Jewish Giant: Playing in
the NFL with Geoff Schwartz.” A new Israel bond
investment is required to attend this event. Register HERE.
ANNUAL MEETING - SAVE THE DATE
The membership is invited to the Great neck Synagogue
Annual Meeting on Thursday evening, May 6th.
GNS BIKUR CHOLIM AND GNS CONNECTIONS–
SPONSOR SHAVUOT FLOWERS/VOLUNTEER TO MAKE
DELIVERIES
For Shavuot, the GNS Bikur Cholim and GNS Connections
Committees are planning to distribute beautiful orchids
(purchased to support Meorot Programming) to members
of our shul that could benefit from our outreach. If you
would like to volunteer to make deliveries (could be used
for high school chesed hours) or sponsor orchids ($18/
person and there are about 50 recipients), please contact
Diane Rein at drein@verizon.net or Rachel Brecher
at rachelbrecher@icloud.com. Thank you very much!
CHAVERWEB
Chaverweb is the most convenient place to view your
account status, pay your bills and manage your online
profile. Accessible at gns.org with your account password.
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.
KIDDUSH SPONSORSHIPS
We encourage our members to continue thinking about
sponsoring the safe and socially distant Kiddush at the
conclusion of davening or the Kiddush Bags to go. Kiddush
may be sponsored in honor of in memory of a loved one.
Please email mtwersky@gns.org for more details.
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.

MAZAL TOVS & COMMUNITY NEWS
Mazal Tov to Davida & Marc Yehaskel on the Bar Mitzvah
of their son Shmuel. Mazal Tov to grandparents Sam &
Magda Yehaskel as well.
Mazal Tov to Rachel & Michael Bohnen on the birth of
their son, Tyler David. Mazal Tov as well to grandparents
Rhonda & Jack Lipsky.
Mazal Tov to Beth & Marc Gottlieb on the birth of a
granddaughter, Michaela Edie, born to their children
Rebecca & Brian Gottlieb.
Mazal Tov to Cindy & Jeff Liebmann on the birth of a
granddaughter, Rose Dory, born to their children Alanna &
Zachary Liebmann.
Mazal Tov to Addie & Avram Markowitz on the birth of a
granddaughter, born to their children Marsi & Daniel
Markowitz.
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 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.
SEFORIM AND SHAIMOT
Seforim/Shaimos will be picked up at your home in Great
Neck. All proceeds going to Tomchei Shabbos. Contact Rabbi
Steve Moskowitz at Smoskowitz@saracademy.org
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Tuesday, 8 Iyar
Helene Bayme for Steven Asher
Nathaniel Weisel for Andrea Braswell
Wednesday, 9 Iyar
Tammy Jampel for Amnon Abramov
Annie Mendelson for Stella Ronca
Eric Shakin for William Shakin
Thursday, 10 Iyar
Perry Schneider for Rose Schneider
Friday, 11 Iyar
Mark Bunim for Louis A. Bunim
Arlette Shaya for Odette Dayan
Herschel Flax for Issy Pasvolsky
Osnass Shein for Isaac Shein
Helene Peyser for Paula Stadtmauer
Joseph Sokol for Rabbi Joseph Warren
Deborah Hollander for Rabbi Joseph Warren
Saturday, 12 Iyar
Joseph Gil for Akiva Gil
Carol Karbowitz for Elizabeth Katzwer
Lynn Steinberg for Elizabeth Katzwer
Sunday, 13 Iyar
Abigail Epstein for Ruth Ostrin

