
The book of Vayikra 

draws to a close by 

outlining the blessings 

that will follow if the 

people are faithful to 

their covenant with God. 

Then it describes the 

curses that will befall 

them if they are not. The 

general principle is clear. 

In biblical times, the fate 

of the nation mirrored 

the conduct of the nation. 

If people behaved well, 

the nation would prosper. 

If they behaved badly, 

eventually bad things 

would happen. That is 

what the Prophets knew. 

As Martin Luther King 

paraphrased it, “The arc 

of the moral universe is 

long, but it bends 

towards justice.” Not 

always immediately but 

ultimately, good is 

rewarded with good, bad 

with bad. Our parsha 

starkly sets out the terms 

of that equation: if you 

obey God, there will be 

rain in its season, the 

ground will yield its crops 

and the trees their fruit; 

there will be peace. The 

curses, though, are 

almost three times as 

long and much more 

dramatic in the language 

they use: “But if you will 

not listen to Me and carry 

out all these commands…

then I will do this to you: I will 

bring on you sudden terror, 

wasting diseases and fever 

that will destroy your sight and 

sap your strength…I will break 

your stubborn pride and make 

the sky above you like iron and 

the ground beneath you like 

bronze…I will send wild animals 

against you, and they will rob 

you of your children, destroy 

your cattle and make you so 

few in number that your roads 

will be deserted…Your land will 

be laid waste, and your cities 

will lie in ruins…As for those of 

you who are left, I will make 

their hearts so fearful in the 

lands of their enemies that the 

sound of a windblown leaf will 

put them to flight. They will 

run as though fleeing from the 

sword, and they will fall, even 

though no one is pursuing 

them.” (Lev. 26: 14-37) 

There is a savage eloquence 

here. The images are vivid. 

There is a pulsing rhythm to 

the verses, as if the harsh fate 

that would overtake the nation 

is inexorable, cumulative and 

accelerating. The effect is 

intensified by the repeated 

hammer blows: “If after all 

this…if you remain hostile…if in 

spite of these things…if in spite 

of this.” The word keri, key to 

the whole passage, is repeated 

seven times. It appears 

nowhere else in the whole of 

Tanach. Its meaning is 

uncertain. It may mean 
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rebelliousness, obstinacy, 

indifference, hard-

heartedness, reluctance or 

being-left-to-chance. But 

the basic principle is clear. 

If you act toward Me with 

keri, says God, I will turn 

that same attribute against 

you, and you will be 

devastated. It has long 

been a custom to read the 

tochachah, the curses, both 

here and in the parallel 

passage in Devarim 28, in a 

low voice in the synagogue, 

which has the effect of 

robbing them of their 

terrifying power if said out 

loud. But they are fearful 

enough however they are 

read. And both here and in 

Devarim, the section on 

curses is longer and far 

more graphic than the 

section on blessings. 

This seems to contradict a 

basic principle of Judaism, 

that God’s generosity to 

those who are faithful to 

Him vastly exceeds His 

punishment of those who 

are not. “The Lord, the 

Lord, the compassionate 

and gracious God, slow to 

anger, abounding in love 

and faithfulness, 

maintaining love to 

thousands…He punishes the 

children and their children 

for the sin of the parents to 

the third and fourth 

generation” (Ex. 34:6-7).  
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Rashi does the arithmetic: “It follows, therefore, that the 

measure of reward is greater than the measure of 

punishment by five hundred to one, for in respect of the 

measure of good it says: “maintaining love to 

thousands” (meaning at least two thousand generations), 

while punishment lasts for at most four generations. The 

whole idea contained in the 13 Attributes of Compassion is 

that God’s love and forgiveness are stronger than His 

justice and punishment. Why, therefore, are the curses in 

this week’s parsha so much longer and stronger than the 

blessings? 

The answer is that God loves and forgives, but with the 

proviso that, when we do wrong, we acknowledge the fact, 

express remorse, make restitution to those we have 

harmed, and repent. In the middle of the Thirteen 

Attributes of Mercy is the statement, “Yet He does not leave 

the guilty unpunished” (Ex. 34:7). God does not forgive the 

unrepentant sinner, because were He to do so, it would 

make the world a worse place, not a better one. More 

people would sin if there were no downside to doing so. The 

reason the curses are so dramatic is not because God seeks 

to punish, but the precise opposite. The Talmud tells us that 

God weeps when He allows disaster to strike His people: 

“Woe to Me, that due to their sins I destroyed My house, 

burned My Temple and exiled them [My children] among 

the nations of the world.” The curses were meant as a 

warning. They were intended to deter, scare, discourage. 

They are like a parent warning a young child not to play 

with electricity. The parent may deliberately intend to scare 

the child, but he or she does so out of love, not severity. 

The classic instance is the book of Jonah. God tells Jonah 

the Prophet to go to Nineveh and warn the people, “In forty 

days Nineveh will be destroyed.” He does so. The people 

take him seriously. They repent. God then relents from His 

threat to destroy the city. Jonah complains to God that He 

has made him look ridiculous. His prophecy has not come 

true. Jonah has failed to understand the difference between 

a prophecy and a prediction. If a prediction comes true, it 

has succeeded. If a prophecy comes true, it has failed. The 

Prophet tells the people what will happen if they fail to 

change. A prophecy is not a prediction but a warning. It 

describes a fearful future in order to persuade the people to 

avert it. That is what the tochachah is. 

 

 

In their new book, The Power of Bad, John Tierney and Roy 

Baumeister argue on the basis of substantial scientific             

evidence, that bad has far more impact on us than good. 

We pay more attention to bad news than good news. Bad 

health makes more difference to us than good health.                 

Criticism affects us more than praise. A bad reputation is 

easier to acquire and harder to lose than a good one. 

Humans are designed – “hardwired” – to take notice of and 

rapidly react to threat. Failing to notice a lion is more             

dangerous than failing to notice a ripened fruit on a tree. 

Recognizing the kindness of a friend is good and virtuous, 

but not as significant as ignoring the animosity of an                   

enemy. One traitor can betray an entire nation. It follows 

that the stick is a more powerful motivator than the carrot. 

Fear of the curse is more likely to affect behavior than            

desire for the blessing. Threat of punishment is more                   

effective than promise of reward. Tierney and Baumeister 

document this over a wide range of cases from education 

to crime rates. Where there is a clear threat of punishment 

for bad behavior, people behave better. 

Judaism is a religion of love and forgiveness. But it is also 

a religion of justice. The punishments in the Torah are 

there not because God loves to punish, but because He 

wants us to act well. Imagine a country that had laws but 

no punishments. Would people keep the law? No. Everyone 

would choose to be a free-rider, taking advantage of the 

efforts of others without contributing oneself. Without       

punishment, there is no effective law, and without law 

there is no society. The more powerfully one can present 

the bad, the more likely people are to choose the good. 

That is why the tochachah is so powerful, dramatic and 

fear-inducing. The fear of bad is the most powerful                      

motivator of good. 

I believe that being warned of the bad helps us to choose 

the good. Too often we make the wrong choices because 

we don’t think of the consequences. That’s how global 

warming happened. That’s how financial crashes happen. 

That’s how societies lose their solidarity. Too often, people 

think of today, not the day after tomorrow. The Torah, 

painting in the most graphic detail what can happen to a 

nation when it loses its moral and spiritual bearings, is 

speaking to us in every generation, saying: Beware. Take 

note. Don’t function on autopilot. Once a society begins to 

fall apart, it is already too late. Avoid the bad. Choose the 

good. Think long and choose the road that leads to                 

blessings. 

 



 

GNS ANNUAL MEETING 

The Great Neck Synagogue 

Annual Meeting and Election of Officers 

will take place this Thursday, May 6  

following Maariv at 8:30 pm 

 

Join us as we 

 Induct New Members 

 Elect New Officers 

 Pay Tribute to Departed Members 

 Jack Shaw Service Award 

 Committee Reports 

 Vote on Rabbi Polakoff Contract * 

 *The contract is available for viewing in the office during business 

hours. Please contact Mark Twersky. 



 

ISRAEL BONDS EVENT 

https://events.r20.constantcontact.com/register/eventReg?oeidk=a07eht49mmybd005bef&oseq=&c=&ch=


 

MEOROT FLOWERS & SISTERHOOD CANASTA 

https://www.meorotgn.org/donate


 

GNS YOUTH GROUPS 



 

GNS YOUTH TEFILLAH TOGETHER & SEUDAH SHLISHIT 
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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. 

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.  

GREAT NECK KOSHER FOOD PANTRY 

There is a kosher food pantry in Great Neck (Steamboat 

Road) that can be reached at (516) 400-3026. 

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, 21 Iyar 

Helen Bayme for Maurice Asher 

Sheila Bachman for Allan Bachman 

Tuesday, 22 Iyar 

Ebrahim Gabbaizadeh for Yoseph Gabbaizadeh 

Esther Noy for Abraham Nir 

Vladimir Zyskind for Chaim Zyskind 

Wednesday, 23 Iyar 

Jacqueline Fischer for Manfred Salomon 

Ebrahim Gabbaizadeh for Auma bat Elazar Gabbaizadeh 

Anida Rosman for Marvin Rosmann 

Paul Wein for Melvin Wein 

Thursday, 24 Iyar 

Drora Cassel for Bezalel Bezalel 

Morris Nasser for Helena Olga Farha 

Philip Hanfling for Isaac Lazar 

Judith Lillien for Ellen Lebovits 

Friday, 25 Iyar 

Karen Wydra for Deborah Geller 

Violet Rabanipour for Nerya Shaban 

Irvin Spira for Lilly Spira 

Sunday, 27 Iyar 

Kenneth Magida for Emma Greenberg 

Vicky Maher for Lila Rothman  

Roselin Wagner for Joseph Wagner 

Sharon Mazur for Irene Wald 

Mazal Tov to Farla & William Frumkin on the birth of a 

granddaughter, born to their children, Geena & Ronn 

Blitzer.  

Mazal Tov to Carol & Jeffrey Kaufman on the birth of a 

granddaughter, born to their children Amalia & Zach  

Mandel.  

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.  

ANNUAL MEETING  

The Great Neck Synagogue Annual Meeting and Election of 

Officers will take place this Thursday, May 6 following 

Maariv at 8:30 pm. 

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! 

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.  

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.  
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