
The parsha of Bamidbar 

is generally read on the 

Shabbat before Shavuot, 

z’man matan torateinu, 

“the time of the giving of 

our law,” the revelation 

at Sinai. So the Sages, 

believing that nothing is 

coincidental, searched for 

some connection between 

the two. To find one is 

not easy. There is 

nothing in the parsha 

about the giving of the 

Torah. Instead, it is 

about a census of the 

Israelites. Nor is its 

setting helpful. We are 

told at the beginning that 

the events about to be 

described took place in 

“the wilderness of Sinai,” 

whereas when the Torah 

speaks about the great 

revelation, it talks about 

“Mount Sinai.” One is a 

general region, the other 

a specific mountain 

within that region. Nor 

are the Israelites at this 

stage walking towards 

Mount Sinai. To the 

contrary, they are 

preparing to leave. They 

are about to begin the 

second part of their 

journey, from Sinai to the 

Promised Land. 

The Sages did, 

nonetheless, make a 

connection, and it is a 

surprising one: “And God 

spoke to Moses in the 

Sinai 

Wilderness” (Numbers 

1:1). Why the Sinai 

Wilderness? From here 

the Sages taught that the 

Torah was given through 

three things: fire, water, 

and wilderness. How do 

we know it was given through 

fire? From Exodus 19:18: “And 

Mount Sinai was all in smoke 

as God had come down upon it 

in fire.” How do we know it was 

given through water? As it says 

in Judges 5:4, “The heavens 

dripped and the clouds dripped 

water [at Sinai].” How do we 

know it was given through 

wilderness? [As it says above,] 

“And God spoke to Moses in 

the Sinai Wilderness.” And why 

was the Torah given through 

these three things? Just as 

[fire, water, and wilderness] 

are free to all the inhabitants 

of the world, so too are the 

words of Torah free to them, 

as it says in Isaiah 55:1, “Oh, 

all who are thirsty, come for 

water…even if you have no 

money.” 

The Midrash takes three words 

associated with Sinai – fire 

(that was blazing on the 

mountain just before the 

revelation), water (based on a 

phrase in the Song of Deborah) 

and wilderness (as at the 

beginning of our parsha, and 

also in Exodus 19:1, 2), and it 

connects them by saying that 

“they are free to all the 

inhabitants of the world.” This 

is not the association most of 

us would make. Fire is 

associated with heat, warmth, 

energy. Water is associated 

with quenching thirst and 

making things grow. 

Wilderness is the space 

between: neither starting point 

nor destination, the place 

where you need signposts and 

a sense of direction. All three 

would therefore make good 

metaphors for the Torah. It 

warms. It energizes. It 

satisfies spiritual thirst. It gives 

direction. Yet that is not the 
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approach taken by the 

Sages. What mattered to 

them is that all three are 

free. 

Staying for a moment with 

the comparison of Torah 

and the wilderness, there 

were surely other significant 

analogies that might have 

been made. The wilderness 

is a place of silence where 

you can hear the voice of 

God. The wilderness is a 

place away from the 

distractions of towns and 

cities, fields and farms, 

where you can focus on the 

presence of God. The 

wilderness is a place where 

you realize how vulnerable 

you are: you feel like sheep 

in need of a shepherd. The 

wilderness is a place where 

it is easy to get lost, and 

you need some equivalent 

of a Google-maps-of-the-

soul. The wilderness is a 

place where you feel your 

isolation and you reach out 

to a force beyond you. Even 

the Hebrew name for 

wilderness, midbar, comes 

from the same root as 

“word” (davar) and “to 

speak” (d-b-r). Yet these 

were not the connections 

the Sages of the Midrash 

made. Why not? The Sages 

understood that something 

profound was born at Mount 

Sinai, and this has 

distinguished Jewish life 

ever since. It was the 

democratization of 

knowledge. Literacy and 

knowledge of the law was 

no longer to be confined to 

a priestly elite. For the first 

time in history everyone 

was to have access to 

knowledge, education and 
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literacy. “The law that Moses gave us is the possession of 

the assembly of Jacob” (Deut. 33:4) – the whole assembly, 

not a privileged group within it. 

The symbol of this was the revelation at Mount Sinai, the 

only time in history when God revealed Himself not only to 

a Prophet but to an entire people, who three times signalled 

their consent to the commands and the covenant. In the 

penultimate command that Moses gave to the people, 

known as Hakhel, he gave the following instruction: “At the 

end of every seven years, in the Sabbatical year, during the 

Festival of Tabernacles, when all Israel comes to appear 

before the Lord your God at the place He will choose, you 

shall read this law before them in their hearing. Assemble 

the people—men, women and children, and the foreigners 

residing in your towns—so they can listen and learn to fear 

the Lord your God and follow carefully all the words of this 

law. Their children, who do not know this law, must hear it 

and learn to fear the Lord your God as long as you live in 

the land you are crossing the Jordan to possess.” (Deut. 

31:10-13) 

Again, the whole people, not an elite or subset within it. 

This is echoed in the famous verse from Isaiah 54:13, “And 

all your children shall be learned of the Lord and great shall 

be the peace of your children.” This was and remains the 

unique feature of the Torah as the written constitution of 

the Jewish people as a nation under the sovereignty of God. 

Everyone is expected not merely to keep the law but to 

know it. Jews became a nation of constitutional lawyers. 

There were two further key moments in the history of this 

development. The first was when Ezra and Nehemiah 

gathered the people, after the Babylonian exile, to the 

Water Gate in Jerusalem, on Rosh Hashanah, and read the 

Torah to them, placing Levites throughout the crowd to 

explain to people what was being said and what it meant, a 

defining moment in Jewish history that took the form not of 

a battle but of a massive adult education program (Neh. 8). 

Ezra and Nehemiah realized that the most significant battles 

in ensuring the Jewish future were cultural, not military. 

This was one of the most transformative insights in history. 

The second was the extraordinary creation, in the first 

century, of the world’s first system of universal compulsory 

education. Here is how the Talmud describes the process, 

culminating in the work of Joshua ben Gamla, a High Priest 

in the last days of the Second Temple: Truly the name of  

that man is to be blessed, namely Joshua ben Gamla, for 

but for him the Torah would have been forgotten from     

Israel. For at first if a child had a father, his father taught 

him, and if he had no father he did not learn at all…They 

therefore ordained that teachers should be appointed in 

each prefecture, and that boys should enter school at the 

age of sixteen or seventeen. [They did so] but if the        

teacher punished them they used to rebel and leave the 

school. Eventually, Joshua b. Gamla came and ordained 

that teachers of young children should be appointed in 

each district and each town, and that children should enter 

school at the age of six or seven. Universal compulsory 

education did not exist in England – at that time the 

world’s leading imperial power – until 1870, a difference of 

18 centuries. At roughly the same time as Joshua ben 

Gamla, in the first century C.E., Josephus could write: 

Should any one of our nation be asked about our laws, he 

will repeat them as readily as his own name. The result of 

our thorough education in our laws from the very dawn of 

intelligence is that they are, as it were, engraved on our 

souls. 

We now understand the connection the Sages made          

between the wilderness and the giving of the Torah: it was 

open to everyone, and it was free. Neither lack of money 

nor of aristocratic birth could stop you from learning Torah 

and acquiring distinction in a community in which                              

scholarship was considered the highest achievement. With 

three crowns was Israel crowned: the crown of Torah, the 

crown of Priesthood and the crown of Kingship. The crown 

of Priesthood was conferred on Aaron…The crown of                        

kingship was conferred on David…But the crown of Torah is 

for all Israel…Whoever desires it, let them come and take 

it. 

I believe that this is one of Judaism’s most profound ideas: 

whatever you seek to create in the world, start with                   

education. If you want to create a just and compassionate 

society, start with education. If you want to create a                     

society of equal dignity, ensure that education is free and 

equal to all. That is the message the Sages took from the 

fact that we read Bamidbar before Shavuot, the festival 

that recalls that when God gave our ancestors the Torah, 

He gave it to all of them equally. 



 

GRADUATION KIDDUSH, MEOROT LECTURE & FLOWERS & CANASTA 

https://www.gns.org/events/congregational-kiddush-2021/
https://www.meorotgn.org/donate


 

UPDATED YOUTH PROGRAMMING 



 

GNS YOUTH UPCOMING PROGRAMS 



 

SHAVUOT SCHEDULE 

SUNDAY NIGHT                  

EREV SHAVUOT 

Candle Lighting: 7:48 pm 

Mincha: 7:50 pm 

Kiddush: After 8:54 pm 

Leil Shavuot @ YIGN: 

11:30 pm 

 

MONDAY - SHAVUOT I 

Shacharit:  

8:00/9:00/9:15 am 

Kiddush Class: 12:00 pm 

Mincha: 7:50 pm 

Candle Lighting &  

Preparation for 2nd Day  

after: 8:57 pm 

TUESDAY - SHAVUOT II 

Yizkor & Megillat Ruth  

Shacharit:  

8:00/8:45/9:15 am 

Mincha: 7:30 pm 

Neilat HaChag: 7:45 pm 

Yom Tov Ends: 8:58 pm 



 

GNS YOUTH TEFILLAH TOGETHER & SEUDAH SHLISHIT 



ANNOUNCEMENTS 

 

 
 
 

Y 
A 
H 
R 
Z 
E 
I 
T 
S 
 
 
 

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. 

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 7am-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.  

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. 

Robert Katz & Family would like to thank Rabbi Polakoff, 

Rabbi Lichter and the entire community for their outpouring of 

support following the passing of his beloved mother, Magda 

Katz z”l.  

Tuesday, 29 Iyar 

Seymour Cooper for Isaac Cooper 

Ebrahim Gabbaizadeh for Tala bat Yoseph Gabbaizadeh 

Michal Rosenzweig for Simcha Khazzam 

Jack Lipsky for Rose Mayer 

Ellie Werber for Rosa Preis 

Jerrald Weinstein for Mae Rubin 

Abraham Soleimani for Yasher Soleimani 

Moussa Soleimani for Yasher Soleimani 

Wednesday, 1 Sivan 

Regina Gil for Israel Keller 

Ellen Allen for Eleanor Schaffer 

Thursday, 2 Sivan 

Lauren Hyman for Joseph Hyman 

Friday, 3 Sivan 

Adam Hutt for Frances Hutt 

Cindy Ludwig for Bertha Siegal 

Saturday, 4 Sivan 

Trudy Jettelson for Jules Jettelson 

Alan Levy for Cheryl Levy 

Karen Wydra for Henry Stein-Wallach 

Goldie Lorber for Nathan Winter 

Sunday, 5 Sivan 

Osnass Shein for Isaac Charchat 

Marc Gottlieb for Bernhard Gottlieb 

Edward Mazur for Rose Mazur 

Robert Spitalnick for Oscar Spitalnick 

David Werber for Millie Werber 

Martin Werber for Millie Werber 

Monday, 6 Sivan 

Rita Gordonson for Lewis C. Gordonson 

Carol Karbowitz for Leah Katzwer 

Lynn Steinberg for Leah Katzwer 

Roselin Wagner for Fannie Tamofsky 

Mazal Tov to Lillian & Gary Chubak on the birth of a 

granddaughter born to their children Jenny & Etan       

Slomovic. 

Mazal Tov to Stephanie & Ruvane Vilinsky on the                   

marriage of their daughter Alexandra to Joshua Kamali.   

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 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! 

SISTERHOOD NEWS 

The Sisterhood is working on a new cookbook which we 

intend to gift to newly engaged couples, new members, 

and will also be for sale. We welcome all contributions. If 

there is some history involved in the recipe, we would love 

to have a small blurb or who the recipe came from            

included. For those of us that are visual cooks, if possible, 

please send us a photo of the finished product. We are 

planning on sections with specialty recipes, such as gluten 

free, sugar free, vegan, etc. Looking forward to all the    

delicious recipes from our great cooks. For information or 

submissions, contact Judy Lillien at syny@gmail.com or 

Cynthia Wiesenfeld at cwiesenfeld@verizon.net.  

Open to all Sisterhood Members, Canasta on Tuesday 

nights at 7 pm. Masks & Vaccination required. For more 

information, contact Cynthia at cwiesenfeld@verizon.net.  

CHAVERIM CENTER 

Chaverim Center is restarting in person on Wednesday 

May 26th outside in the tent of the GNS parking lot from 

2:00-3:00 pm.   

Renee Schwartz & Family would like to thank Rabbi Polakoff 

and the entire community for their outpouring of support                             

following the passing of her beloved mother, Miriam Wieder z”l.  

GNS GRADUATION & CONGREGATIONAL KIDDUSH 

Celebrate your simcha or honor the memory of a loved one 

at Great Neck Synagogue’s Graduation and Congregational 

Kiddush taking place on Shabbat, June 5th. Please click 

HERE to participate or email mtwersky@gns.org to provide 

information. Cost is $100 per family.  
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