
The story of Nadav and 

Avihu, Aharon’s two 

eldest sons who died on 

the day the Sanctuary 

was dedicated, is one of 

the most tragic in the 

Torah. It is referred to on 

no less than four 

separate occasions. It 

turned a day that should 

have been a national 

celebration into one of 

deep grief. Aharon, 

bereaved, could not 

speak. A sense of 

mourning fell over the 

camp and the people. 

God had told Moshe that 

it was dangerous to have 

the Divine Presence 

within the camp (Ex. 

33:3), but even Moshe 

could not have guessed 

that something as serious 

as this could happen. 

What did Nadav and 

Avihu do wrong? 

An exceptionally broad 

range of interpretations 

have been given by the 

Sages. Some say that 

they aspired to lead the 

people and were 

impatiently waiting for 

Moshe and Aharon to die. 

Others say that their sin 

was that they never 

married, considering all 

women to be unworthy of 

them. Others attribute 

their sin to intoxication. 

Others again say that 

they did not seek 

guidance as to what they 

should do and what they 

were not permitted to do 

on this day. Yet another 

explanation is that they 

entered the Holy of 

Holies, which only the 

High Priest was permitted to 

do. 

The simplest explanation, 

though, is the one given 

explicitly in the text. They 

offered “strange fire that was 

not commanded.” Why should 

they have done such a thing? 

And why was it so serious an 

error? The explanation that 

makes most sense 

psychologically is that they 

were carried away by the mood 

of the moment. They acted in a 

kind of ecstasy. They were 

caught up by the sheer 

excitement of the inauguration 

of the first collective house of 

worship in the history of 

Avraham’s children. Their 

behavior was spontaneous. 

They wanted to do something 

extra, uncommanded, to 

express their religious fervor. 

What was wrong with that? 

Moshe had acted 

spontaneously when he broke 

the tablets after the sin of the 

Golden Calf. Centuries later, 

David would act spontaneously 

when he danced as the Ark 

was brought into Jerusalem. 

Neither of them was punished 

for their behavior, (although 

Michal did reprimand her 

husband David after his 

dance). But what made Nadav 

and Avihu deserve so severe a 

punishment? 

The difference was that Moshe 

was a Prophet. David was a 

King. But Nadav and Avihu 

were Priests. Prophets and 

Kings sometimes act 

spontaneously, because they 

both inhabit the world of time. 

To fulfil their functions, they 

need a sense of history. They 

develop an intuitive grasp of 

time. They understand the 
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mood of the moment, and 

what it calls for. For them, 

today is not yesterday, and 

tomorrow will be different 

again. That leads them, 

from time to time, to act 

spontaneously because that 

is what the moment 

requires. 

Moshe knew that only 

something as dramatic as 

shattering the tablets would 

bring the people to their 

senses and convey to them 

how grave was their sin. 

David knew that dancing 

alongside the Ark would 

express to the people a 

sense of the significance of 

what was happening, that 

Jerusalem was about to 

become not just the political 

capital but also the spiritual 

center of the nation. These 

acts of precisely judged 

spontaneity were essential 

in shaping the destiny of the 

people. But Priests have a 

different role altogether. 

They inhabit a world that is 

timeless, ahistorical, in 

which nothing significant 

changes. The daily, weekly 

and yearly sacrifices were 

always the same. Every 

element of the service of 

the Tabernacle was bound 

by its own detailed rules, 

and nothing of significance 

was left to the discretion of 

the Priest. The Priest was 

the guardian of order. It 

was his job to maintain 

boundaries, between sacred 

and secular, pure and 

impure, perfect and 

blemished, permitted and 

forbidden. His domain was 

that of the holy, the points 

at which the infinite and 

eternal enter the world of 
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the finite and mortal. As God tells Aharon in our parsha: 

“You must distinguish between the sacred and the profane, 

and between the unclean and the clean; and you must 

teach the Israelites all the laws which the Lord has 

imparted to them through Moshe.” The key verbs for the 

Kohen were lehavdil, to distinguish, and lehorot, to teach. 

The Kohen made distinctions and taught the people to do 

likewise. 

The priestly vocation was to remind the people that there 

are limits. There is an order to the universe and we must 

respect it. Spontaneity has no place in the life of the Priest 

or the service of the Sanctuary. That is what Nadav and 

Avihu failed to honour. It might have seemed like a minor 

transgression but it was in fact a negation of everything the 

Tabernacle and the Priesthood stood for. There are limits. 

That is what the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of 

Eden is about. Why would God go to the trouble of creating 

two trees, the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge, from 

which human beings are forbidden to eat? Why tell the 

humans what the trees were and what their fruit could do? 

Why expose them to temptation? Who would not wish to 

have knowledge and eternal life if they could acquire them 

by merely eating a fruit? Why plant these trees in a garden 

where the humans could not but help see them? Why put 

Adam and Eve to a test they were unlikely to pass? To 

teach them, and us, that even in Eden, Utopia, Paradise, 

there are limits. There are certain things we can do, and 

would like to do, that we must not do. 

The classic example is the environment. As Jared Diamond 

has documented in his books, Guns, Germs and Steel, and 

Collapse, almost wherever human beings have set foot, 

they have left a trail of destruction in their wake. They have 

farmed lands to exhaustion and hunted animals to 

extinction. They have done so because they have not had, 

embedded in their minds and habits, the notion of limits. 

Hence the concept, key to environmental ethics, of 

sustainability, meaning limiting your exploitation of the 

Earth’s resources to the point where they can renew 

themselves. A failure to observe those limits causes human 

beings to be exiled from their own garden of Eden. 

We have been aware of threats to the environment and the 

dangers of climate change for a long time, certainly since 

the 1970s. Yet the measures humanity has taken to 

establish limits to consumption, pollution, the destruction of 

habitats and the like have, for the most part, been too little, 

too late. A 2019 BBC survey of moral attitudes in Britain 

showed that despite the fact that a majority of people felt 

responsibility for the future of the planet, this had not 

translated into action. 71 percent of people thought that it 

is acceptable to drive when it would be just as easy to 

walk. 65 percent of people thought it acceptable to use 

disposable cutlery and plates. In The True and Only                         

Heaven, Christopher Lasch argued that the scientific                     

revolution and the Enlightenment endowed us with the        

belief that there are no limits, that science and technology 

will solve every problem they create and the earth will      

continue indefinitely to yield its bounty. “Progressive                      

optimism rests, at bottom, on a denial of the natural limits 

on human power and freedom, and it cannot survive for 

very long in a world in which an awareness of those limits 

has become inescapable.” Forget limits and eventually we 

lose paradise. That is what the story of Adam and Eve 

warns. 

In a remarkable passage in his 1976 book on inflation, The 

Reigning Error, William Rees-Mogg waxed eloquent about 

the role of Jewish law in securing Jewish survival. It did so 

by containing the energies of the people – Jews are, he 

said, “a people of an electric energy, both of personality 

and of mind.” Nuclear energy, he says, is immensely                

powerful but at the same time needs to be contained. He 

then says this: In the same way, the energy of the Jewish 

people has been enclosed in a different type of container, 

the law. That has acted as a bottle inside which the                       

spiritual and intellectual energy could be held; only                     

because it could be held has it been possible to make use 

of it. It has not merely exploded or been dispersed; it has 

been harnessed as a continuous power…Contained energy 

can be a driving force over an indefinite period;                                           

uncontrolled energy is merely a big and usually destructive 

bang. In human nature only disciplined energy is effective. 

That was the role of the Kohen, and it is the continuing role 

of halachah. Both are expressions of limits: rules, laws and 

distinctions. Without limits, civilizations can be as thrilling 

and short-lived as fireworks. To survive they need to find a 

way of containing energy so that it lasts, undiminished. 

That was the Priest’s role and what Nadav and Avihu                     

betrayed by introducing spontaneity where it does not           

belong. As Rees-Mogg said, “uncontrolled energy is merely 

a big and usually destructive bang.” I believe that we need 

to recover a sense of limits because, in our uncontrolled 

search for ever greater affluence, we are endangering the 

future of the planet and betraying our responsibility to       

generations not yet born. There are such things as fruit we 

should not eat and fire we should not bring. 
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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. 

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.  

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. 

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. 

Monday, 23 Nissan 

Yve Fouladi for Georgette Fruhling 

Helen Ishofsky for Rabbi Shimon Hershkowitz 

Iraj Kashani for David Kashani 

Edward Wydra for Jack Wydra 

Tuesday, 24 Nissan 

Kathy Flatow for Olga David 

Amy Reiss for Anna Goldberg 

Sigalit Katz for Helen Hartman 

Joan Katz for Anne Rezak 

Jacob Toledano for Ester Toledano 

Wednesday, 25 Nissan 

David Bronheim for Sol Bronheim 

Scott Danoff for Stuart Danoff 

David Werber for Joseph Drezner 

Martin Weber for Joseph Drezner 

Thursday, 26 Nissan 

Asher Davoudpour for Mahjabin Davoudpour 

Sadie Frank for Henny Ekstein 

Philip Hanfling for Roslyn Hanfling 

Ellen Allen for Sheldon Schaffer 

Friday, 27 Nissan 

Lev Dynkin for Berl Dynkin 

Semyon Dynkin for Berl Dynkin 

Stanley Fischer for Hedwig Fischer 

Halina Greenwald for Yechiel Geller 

Betty Crane for Simon Hochman 

Karen Spitalnick for Jonas Steigman 

Saturday, 28 Nissan 

Anne Lupkin for Sol Fischler 

Hedva Kessler for Mike Majus 

Aaron Seligson for Sylvia Seligson 

Sunday, 29 Nissan 

Deena Heisler for Donald Heisler 

Eliot Heisler for Donald Heisler 

Monday, 30 Nissan 

Alan Levy for Charlotte Levy 

David Smooha for Eliahu Smooha 

Mazal Tov to Susan & Jimmy Frisch on the engagement 

of their granddaughter Chloe, daughter of Lara & Gregory 

Rhine, to Elan Zashin, son of Lisa &  Andrew Zashin of 

Zichron Yaakov.  

YOM HA’ATZMAUT 

Please join us for our Yom HaZikaron commemoration and 

Yom Ha’atzmaut celebration next Wednesday evening, 

April 14th. The program begins with Mincha at 7:20 pm 

and will include a Seudah in honor of Yom Ha’atzmaut to 

be held in the gym with registration HERE. The speaker for 

the program this year will be Rav Binny Freedman, who 

will join us virtually from Israel. Rav Binny is Rosh Yeshiva 

of Yeshivat Orayta in Israel, a Company Commander in the 

IDF reserves.  

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  

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.  

MEN’S CLUB BLOOD DRIVE THANKS YOU                                    

Thank you to everyone who generously participated in the 

GNS Men’s Club Blood Drive this past Sunday, collectively 

donating 50 units of blood to those in medical need.  

NOMINATING COMMITTEE 

The nominating committee for the GNS Board of Trustees 

has been formed. If you have any suggestions for whom 

you would like to see nominated please contact any of the 

following: Erran Kagan, Chair, Seth Silberstein, Rona       

Mittleman, Danielle Danoff, Harvey Ishofsky, Dina                   

Hamerman and Jonathan Mael. 

YOM HASHOAH PROGRAM 

Join us on Wednesday evening, April 7th at 8:00 pm 

for a virtual Yom HaShoah Program featuring Holocaust                       

survivor, Mrs. Bronia Brandman. She will share her                      

wartime experiences as a young child in Auschwitz. Her 

raison d’etre is to tell her harrowing story. Join HERE.  

MEN’S CLUB ANNUAL RABBINIC DIALOGUE  

Join us Sunday, April 18th at 10:00 am for a virtual 

rabbinic dialogue together with Temple Israel Men’s Club 

and Temple Beth-El’s Brotherhood. Please register at 

https://bit.ly/2PCctNO and a zoom link will be sent with 

your registration. 
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