
I confess to a thrill every 

time I read these words: 

Tell Aaron and his sons, 

‘This is how you are to 

bless the Israelites. Say 

to them: “May the Lord 

bless you and protect 

you. May the Lord make 

His face shine on you and 

be gracious to you. May 

the Lord turn His face 

toward you and grant you 

peace.”’ Let them put My 

name on the Israelites, 

and I will bless them. 

(Numbers 6:23-27) 

These are among the 

oldest continuously-used 

words of blessing ever. 

We recite them daily at 

the beginning of the 

morning service. Some 

say them last thing at 

night. We use them to 

bless our children on 

Friday nights. They are 

often used to bless the 

bride and groom at 

weddings. They are 

widely used by non-Jews 

also. Their simplicity, 

their cumulative three-

word, five-word, seven-

word structure, their 

ascending movement 

from protection to grace 

to peace, all make them 

a miniature gem of 

prayer whose radiance 

has not diminished in the 

more than three 

thousand years since 

their formulation. 

In previous years I have 

written about the meaning of 

the blessings. This time I ask 

three different questions: First, 

why Priests? Why not Prophets, 

Kings, Sages or saints? 

Second, why the unique form 

of the birkat ha-mitzvah, the 

blessing made by the Priests 

over the commandment to 

bless the people? The blessing 

is, “who has sanctified us with 

the sanctity of Aaron and 

commanded us to bless His 

people with love.” No other 

blessing over a command 

specifies that it be done with 

love. There is an argument in 

the Talmud as to whether 

commands must be performed 

with the proper intent, 

kavannah, or whether the deed 

itself is enough. But intent is 

different from motive. Intent 

merely means that I am 

performing the command 

because it is a command. I am 

acting consciously, knowingly, 

deliberately, in obedience to 

the Divine will. It has nothing 

to do with an emotion like love. 

Why does this command and 

no other require love? Third, 

why have human beings bless 

the people at all? It is God who 

blesses humanity and His 

people Israel. He needs no 

human intermediary. Our 

passage says just this: “Let 

them put My name on the 

Israelites, and I will bless 

them.” The blessings come not 

from the Priests but from God 

Himself. So why require the 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks on Parshat Naso 
Priests to “put His name” on 

the people? 

In answer to the first, Sefer 

ha-Hinnuch says simply that 

the Priests were the sacred 

group within the people. 

They ministered in the 

House of God. They spent 

their lives in Divine service. 

Their life’s work was sacred. 

So was their habitat. They 

were the guardians of 

holiness. They were 

therefore the obvious choice 

for the sacred rite of 

bringing down God’s 

blessings upon the people. 

Rabbi Aharon Walkin, in the 

preface to his Matsa 

Aharon, offered a more 

prosaic explanation. The 

Priests had no share in the 

land. Their sole income was 

from the mattenot kehunah, 

the gifts of the Priests, that 

was their due from the 

people as a whole. It 

followed that they had an 

interest in the people 

prospering, because then 

they, too, would prosper. 

They would bless the people 

with a full heart, seeking 

their good, because they 

would benefit thereby. 

Rabbi Avraham Gafni 

offered a third explanation. 

We read that on the 

consecration of the 

Tabernacle, “Aaron lifted his 

hands toward the people 

and blessed them” (Lev. 

9:22). Rashi says that the 

blessing he gave the people 

on that occasion was indeed 
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the priestly blessing as specified in our parsha. However, 

Ramban suggests that perhaps Aaron’s blessing was 

spontaneous, and because he showed such generosity of 

spirit, he was given by God the reward that it would be his 

descendants who would bless Israel in future. 

What then about the reference in the blessing to love? 

There are two different interpretations: that the reference is 

to the Priests, or that the reference is to God. The second 

reverses the word order of the blessing and reads it not as 

“who commanded us to bless His people with love,” but 

rather, “who in love commanded us to bless His people.” 

The blessing speaks of God’s love, not that of the Priests. 

Because God loves His people, He commands the Priests to 

bless them. The first reading, grammatically more plausible, 

is that it is the Priests who must love. This is the basis of 

the statement in the Zohar that “a Priest who does not love 

the people, or a Priest who is not loved by the people, may 

not bless.” We can only bless what we love. Recall how the 

blind and aged Isaac said to Esau, “Prepare me the tasty 

food that I love and bring it to me to eat, so that I may give 

you my blessing before I die” (Gen. 27:4). Whether it was 

the food that Isaac loved, or what it represented about 

Esau’s character – that he cared enough for his father to 

find him the food he liked – Isaac needed the presence of 

love to be able to make the blessing. 

Why then does the blessing for this mitzvah and no other 

specify that it must be done with love? Because in every 

other case it is the agent who performs the ma’aseh 

mitzvah, the act that constitutes the command. Uniquely in 

the case of the priestly blessings, the Priest is merely a 

machshir mitzvah – an enabler, not a doer. The doer is God 

Himself: “Let them place My name on the children of Israel 

and I will bless them.” The Kohanim are merely channels 

through which God’s blessings flow. This means that they 

must be selfless while uttering the blessings. We let God 

into the world and ourselves to the degree that we forget 

ourselves and focus on others. That is what love is. We see 

this in the passage in which Jacob, having fallen in love with 

Rachel, agrees to Laban’s terms: seven years of work. We 

read: “So Jacob served seven years to get Rachel, but they 

seemed like only a few days to him because of his love for 

her” (Gen. 29:20). The commentators ask the obvious 

question: precisely because he was so much in love, the 

seven years should have felt like a century. The answer is 

equally obvious: he was thinking of her, not him. There was  

nothing selfish in his love. He was focused on her                    

presence, not his impatient desire. 

There is, though, perhaps an alternative explanation for all 

these things. As I explained in Covenant and Conversation 

Acharei Mot – Kedoshim, the ethic of character. The key 

text of the holiness ethic is Leviticus 19: “Be holy for I, the 

Lord your God, am holy.” It is this chapter that teaches the 

two great commands of interpersonal love, of the neighbor 

and the stranger. The ethic of holiness, taught by the 

Priests, is the ethic of love. This surely is the basis of                   

Hillel’s statement, “Be like the disciples of Aaron, loving 

peace, pursuing peace, loving people and bringing them 

close to Torah.” That ethic belongs to the specific vision of 

the Priest, set out in Genesis 1, which sees the world as 

God’s work and the human person as God’s image. Our 

very existence, and the existence of the universe, are the 

result of God’s love. By blessing the people, the Priests 

showed them what love of one’s fellow is. Here is                           

Rambam’s definition of what it is to ‘love your neighbor as 

yourself”: “One should speak in praise of his neighbor, and 

be considerate of his money, even as he is considerate of 

his own money, or desires to preserve his own honor.” 

Blessing the people showed that you sought their good – 

and seeking their good is what loving them means. 

Thus, the Kohanim set an example to the people by this 

public display of love – or what we would call today “the 

common good.” They thus encouraged a society in which 

each sought the welfare of all – and such a society is 

blessed, because the bonds between its members are 

strong, and because people put the interests of the nation 

as a whole before their own private advantage. Such a    

society is blessed by God, whereas a selfish society is not, 

and cannot, be blessed by God. No selfish society has            

survived for long. 

Hence our answers to the questions: why the Kohanim? 

Because their ethic emphasized love – of neighbor and 

stranger – and we need love before we can bless. Love is 

mentioned in the blessing over the commandment,                        

because love is how blessings enter the world. And why 

have human beings bestow the blessing, instead of God 

doing so Himself? Because the Kohanim were to be role 

models of what it is for humans to care for the welfare of 

others. I believe that Birkat Kohanim contains a vital               

message for us today: A society whose members seek one 

another’s welfare is holy and blessed.    
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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.  

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. 

Wednesday, 8 Sivan 

Roselin Wagner for Anna Seider 

Jerrald Weinstein for Abraham Weinstein 

Thursday, 9 Sivan 

Serge Fischler for Hanny Fischler 

Carol Karbowitz for Jacob Katzwer 

Lynn Steinberg for Jacob Katzwer 

Heather Siegelman for Eric Levi 

Friday, 10 Sivan 

Idida Kaplan for Ahuva Abramovsky 

Tina Machnikoff for Morris Steinberg 

Sunday, 12 Sivan 

Jerrald Weinstein for Beatrice Eichenhon 

Tom Furst for Harry Furst 

Gitty Louzoun for Anna Malek 

Howard Silberstein for Libie Silberstein 

Monday, 13 Sivan 

Gloria Faizakoff for Philip Cohen 

Zachary Dicker for Samuel Dicker 

Celia Lemonik for Albert Dorner 

Mark Friedman for Irwin Friedman 

Tzipporah Gruber for William Mandell 

Elena Berkowitz for Frida Segev 

Sonia Movsas for Leah Serlin 

Tuesday, 14 Sivan 

Linda Glaser for David Glaser 

Robert Glaser for David Glaser 

Ilana Kroll for Stefa Hasson 

Wednesday, 15 Sivan 

Mark Lubin for Robert Lubin 

SEFORIM AND SHAIMOT 

Shaimos will be picked up at your home in Great Neck.     

Contact Rabbi 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.  

SISTERHOOD EVENTS & NEWS 

Join the Sisterhood for their first in-person event on         

Monday evening, June 14th at 7:45 pm for Paint Night 

with local artist Betty Cole. Register HERE.   

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.   

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.  

MEN’S CLUB EVENT 

Join the Men’s Club on Sunday, May 23rd at 10:30 am 

virtually with Ori Pagovich on “Financial Planning for                    

Today: What you don’t know can cost you!” Join HERE.  
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