
The coronavirus pandemic 

raised a series of deep 

moral and political issues. 

How far should 

governments go in seeking 

to prevent its spread? To 

what extent should it 

restrict people’s 

movements at the cost of 

violating their civil 

liberties? How far should it 

go in imposing a 

clampdown of businesses 

at the cost of driving many 

of them bankrupt, 

rendering swathes of the 

population unemployed, 

building up a mountain of 

debt for the future and 

plunging the economy into 

the worst recession since 

the 1930s? These are just 

a few of the many heart-

breaking dilemmas that the 

pandemic forced on 

governments and on us. 

Strikingly, almost every 

country adopted the same 

measures: social 

distancing and lockdown 

until the incidence of new 

cases had reached its peak 

(Sweden was the most 

conspicuous exception). 

Nations didn’t count the 

cost. Virtually 

unanimously, they placed 

the saving of life above all 

other considerations. The 

economy may suffer, but 

life is infinitely precious 

and saving it takes 

precedence over all else. 

This was a momentous 

victory for the value first 

articulated in the Torah in 

the Noahide covenant: “He 

who sheds the blood of 

man, by man shall his 

blood be shed, for in the 

image of God He created 

man” (Gen. 9:6). This was 

the first declaration of the 

principle that human life is 

sacred. As the Sages put 

it, “Every life is like a universe. 

Save a life and it is as if you 

have saved a universe.” 

In the ancient world, economic 

considerations took precedence 

over life. Great building projects 

like the Tower of Babel and the 

Egyptian pyramids involved huge 

loss of life. Even in the 20th 

century, lives were sacrificed to 

economic ideology: between six 

and nine million under Stalin, 

and between 35 and 45 million 

under Chinese communism. The 

fact that virtually all nations, in 

the face of the pandemic, chose 

life was a significant victory for 

the Torah’s ethic of the sanctity 

of life. That said, the former 

Supreme Court judge Jonathan 

Sumption wrote a challenging 

article in which he argued that 

the world, or at least Britain, had 

got it wrong. It was overreacting. 

The cure may be worse than the 

disease. The lockdown amounted 

to subjecting the population to 

house arrest, causing great 

distress and giving the police 

unprecedented and dangerous 

powers. It represented “an 

interference with our lives and 

our personal autonomy that is 

intolerable in a free society.” The 

economic impact would be 

devastating. “If all this is the 

price of saving human life, we 

have to ask whether it is worth 

paying.” There are, he said, no 

absolute values in public policy. 

As proof he cited the fact that we 

allow cars, despite knowing that 

they are potentially lethal 

weapons, and that every year 

thousands of people will be killed 

or maimed by them. In public 

policy there are always multiple, 

conflicting considerations. There 

are no non-negotiable absolutes, 

not even the sanctity of life. 

It was a powerful and 

challenging piece. Are we wrong 

to think that life is indeed 

sacred? Might we be placing too 
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high a value on life, imposing 

a huge economic burden on 

future generations? I am 

going to suggest, oddly 

enough, that there is a direct 

connection between this 

argument and the story of 

Pinchas. It is far from 

obvious, but it is 

fundamental. It lies in the 

difference – philosophical and 

halachic – between moral and 

political decisions. Recall the 

Pinchas story. The Israelites, 

having been saved by God 

from Bilam’s curses, fell 

headlong into the trap he 

then set for them. They 

began consorting with 

Moabite women and were 

soon worshipping their gods. 

God’s anger burned. He 

ordered the death of the 

people’s leaders. A plague 

raged; 24,000 died. A leading 

Israelite, Zimri, brought a 

Midianite woman, Cozbi, and 

cohabited with her in full view 

of Moses and the people. It 

was the most brazen of acts. 

Pinchas took a spear and 

drove it through them both. 

They died, and the plague 

stopped. Was Pinchas a hero 

or a murderer? On the one 

hand, he saved countless 

lives: no more people died 

because of the plague. On the 

other hand, he could not have 

been certain of that in 

advance. To any onlooker, he 

might have seemed simply a 

man of violence, caught up in 

the lawlessness of the 

moment. The parsha of Balak 

ends with this terrible 

ambiguity unresolved. Only in 

our parsha do we hear the 

answer. God says: “Pinchas, 

son of Eleazar, son of Aaron 

the Priest, has turned back 

My anger from the Israelites 

by being zealous among them 

on My behalf, so that I did not 

wipe out the Israelite people 
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in My zeal. Therefore say: I am making with him My covenant 

of peace.” (Num. 25:11-12) God declared Pinchas a hero. He 

had saved the Israelites from destruction, showed the zeal that 

counterbalanced the people’s faithlessness, and as a reward, 

God made a personal covenant with him. Pinchas did a good 

deed. 

Halachah, however, dramatically circumscribes his act in 

multiple ways. First, it rules that if Zimri had turned and killed 

Pinchas in self-defense, he would be declared innocent in a 

court of law. Second, it rules that if Pinchas had killed Zimri 

and Cozbi just before or after they were engaged in 

cohabitation, he would have been guilty of murder. Third, had 

Pinchas consulted a Bet Din and asked whether he was 

permitted to do what he was proposing to do, the answer would 

have been, No. This is one of the rare cases where we say 

Halachah ve-ein morin kein: “It is the law, but we do not make 

it known.” And there are many other conditions and 

reservations. The Torah resolves the ambiguity but halachah 

reinstates it. Legally speaking, Pinchas was on very thin ice. 

We can only understand this by way of a fundamental 

distinction between moral decisions and political decisions. 

Moral decisions are answers to the question, “What should I 

do?” Usually, they are based on rules that may not be 

transgressed whatever the consequences. In Judaism, moral 

decisions are the province of halachah. 

Political decisions are answers to the question, “What should we 

do?” where the “we” means the nation as a whole. They tend to 

involve several conflicting considerations, and there is rarely a 

clear-cut solution. Usually, the decision will be based on an 

evaluation of the likely consequences. In Judaism this sphere is 

known as mishpat melech (the legal domain of the king), or 

hilchot medinah (public policy regulations).[8] Whereas 

halachah is timeless, public policy tends to be time-bound and 

situational (“a time to kill and a time to heal, a time to tear 

down and a time to build”). 

Were we in Pinchas’ position, asking, “Should I kill Zimri and 

Cozbi?” the moral answer is an unequivocal ‘No’. They may 

deserve to die; the whole nation may be eyewitnesses to their 

sin; but you cannot execute a death sentence without a duly 

constituted court of law, a trial, evidence and a judicial verdict. 

Killing without due process is murder. That is why the Talmud 

rules Halachah ve-ein morin kein: if Pinchas had asked a Bet 

Din whether he were permitted to act as he intended, he would 

be told, No. Halachah is based on non-negotiable moral 

principle, and halachically you cannot commit murder even to 

save lives. But Pinchas was not acting on moral principle. He 

was making a political decision. There were thousands dying.  

The political leader, Moses, was in a highly compromised           

position. How could he condemn others for consorting with 

Midianite women when he himself had a Midianite wife? 

Pinchas saw that there was no one leading. The danger was 

immense. God’s anger, already intense, was about to explode. 

So he acted – not on moral principle but on political                                

calculation, relying not on halachah but on what would later be 

known as mishpat melech. Better take two lives immediately, 

that would have been eventually sentenced to death by the 

court, to save thousands now. And he was right, as God later 

made clear. 

Now we can see exactly what was ambiguous about Pinchas’ 

act. He was a private individual. The question he would                

normally have asked was, “What shall I do?”, to which the 

answer is a moral one. But he acted as if he were a political 

leader asking, “What shall we do?” and deciding, based on 

consequences, that this would save many lives. Essentially, he 

acted as if he were Moses. He saved the day and the people. 

But imagine what would happen anywhere if an ordinary         

member of the public usurped the role of Head of State. Had 

God not endorsed Pinchas’ action, he would have had a very 

difficult time. The difference between moral and political                 

decisions becomes very clear when it comes to decisions of life 

and death. The moral rule is: saving life takes precedence over 

all other mitzvot except three: incest, idolatry and murder. If a 

group is surrounded by gangsters who say, “Hand over one of 

you, or we will kill you all,” they must all be prepared to die 

rather than hand over one. Life is sacred and must not be    

sacrificed, whatever the consequences. That is morality; that is 

halachah. 

However, a king of Israel was permitted, with the consent of 

the Sanhedrin, to wage a (non-defensive) war, even though 

many would die as a result. He was permitted to execute a non

-judicial death sentence against individuals on public policy 

grounds (le-takken ha-olam kefi mah she-ha-sha’ah 

tzerichah). In politics, as opposed to morality, the sanctity of 

life is a high value but not the only one. What matters are  

consequences. A ruler or government must act in the long-

term interests of the people. That is why, though some will die 

as a result, governments are now gradually easing the                             

lockdown provisions once the rate of infection falls, to relieve 

distress, ease the economic burden, and restore suspended 

civil liberties. 

We have moral duties as individuals, and we make political 

decisions as nations. The two are different. That is what the 

story of Pinchas is about. It also explains the tension in                

governments during the pandemic. We have a moral commit-

ment to the sanctity of life, but we also have a political               

commitment, not just to life but also to “liberty and the pursuit 

of happiness.” What was beautiful about the global response to 

Covid-19 was that virtually every nation in the world put moral 

considerations ahead of political ones until the danger began to 

recede. I believe that there are moral and political decisions 

and they are different. But there is a great danger that the two 

may drift apart. Politics then becomes amoral, and eventually 

corrupt. That is why the institution of prophecy was born. 

Prophets hold politicians accountable to morality. When kings 

act for the long-term welfare of the nation, they are not                    

criticized. When they act for their own benefit, they are.                      

Likewise when they undermine the people’s moral and spiritual 

integrity. Salvation by zealot – the Pinchas case – is no                         

solution. Politics must be as moral as possible if a nation is to 

flourish in the long run. 
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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. 

Monday, 18 Tammuz 

Marc Gottlieb for Herman Gottlieb 

Morris Nasser for Rafael Nasser 

Tuesday, 19 Tammuz 

Dorothy Reiser for Mitsu Cohen 

Asher Pirouzian for Ayoub Pirouzian 

Susan Goldman for Oscar Ring 

Wednesday, 20 Tammuz 

Michele Wolf for Mitchell Berman 

Rose Weiss for Sabina Fajg 

Charlene Milun for Sarah Israelite 

Murray Honig for Joan Scheiner 

Thursday, 21 Tammuz 

Steven Blumner for Malka bat Yehiel 

Stevn Blumner for Lillian Blumner 

Marc Gottlieb for Fanny Gottlieb 

Richard Lillien for Llewellyn Lillien 

Ira Rosenberg for Gloria Rosenberg 

Devorah Wang for Fay Saltzman 

Friday, 22 Tammuz 

Arlette Shaya for Vita Dayan 

Saturday, 23 Tammuz 

Lauren Hyman for Murray Cohen 

Pauline Levy for Carrie Joseph 

Lorraine Domnitch for Rosalind Mordkofksy 

Sunday, 24 Tammuz 

Sharon Twersky for Hannah Leff 

Norman Rutta for Abraham Rutta 

Monday, 25 Tammuz 

Marc Gottlieb for Rachel Gottlieb 

Marc Gottlieb for Shlomo Schwartzman 

Mazal Tov to Jeffrey & Cindy Liebmann on the                            

engagement of their son Craig to Brittany Bober,                   

daughter of Stewart & Shery Bober of Manhattan and 

West Hartford, CT.  

Mazal Tov to Joyce & Stanley Dacher on the engagement 

of their grandson Joshua Roth, son of Karen & Steven 

Roth, to Ariella Levisohn daughter of Jon Levisohn & 

Emily Beck, of Newton, Ma.  

Mazal Tov to Mindy & Michael Leventhal on the marriage 

of their daughter Mahlia to Harry Kramer of Englewood, 

NJ.  

SISTERHOOD EVENTS & 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.  

GNS CHESED COLLECTION 

Throughout the months of June & July, please help us to 

collect and donate shoes, eyeglasses/sunglasses and cell 

phones to various important charities. Drop off items at 

either the Blumner or Ambalo home (address on flyer).  

ROSH HASHANAH SCOPE DEADLINE & SPONSORSHIP 

Please submit all SCOPE magazine articles, recipes,          

photos, ads, sponsorships and any other material by today      

Monday, June 28th to Diane Rein at drein@verizon.net. 

Thank you very much to our SCOPE sponsors (we have 

about 80!) for their strong support by sponsoring 3 issues 

(Rosh Hashanah, Chanukah and Pesach) for a total cost of 

$100 for the year.  If you are currently a SCOPE sponsor, 

then your sponsorship will continue unless you contact the 

synagogue office to discontinue it. We strongly encourage 

others who are not currently SCOPE sponsors to have their 

names added. You can dedicate the sponsorship in honor 

or in memory of a loved one. Thank you so much! 

MEN’S CLUB EVENTS 

Defensive Driving Course: Tues. & Wed., July 6-7 at 

GNS, from 7:00-10:00 pm. The cost of the course is $36/

person. There are 5 spots left and one must register and 

pre-pay. Contact Mark Friedman at 516.384.5491.  

Sunday Morning Breakfast & Lecture: July 11th at 10 am. 

Come hear Brigadier General Amir Avivi live from Israel 

speak about Israel’s Defense & Security. 

CHLOE HEISLER’S BAT MITZVAH CHESED PROJECT 

Chloe has chosen to support Our Way, an organization             

dedicated to including a deaf or hard of hearing person in a 

full spectrum of Jewish life and has produced many                        

pamphlets in ASL with Shabbat and Yom Tov brachot, tefillot 

as well as hosting many classes, lectures and Shabbatons. 

Chloe's goal is to raise money to help with future events, 

materials and opportunities at Our way. Please consider by 

either going to www.yachad.org/bat-mitzvah/chloe or         

mailing a check directly to: Yachad c/o Ilana Feder 11 

Broadway, 13th Floor New York, NY 10004. Please contact 

Erica Zucker Heisler with any questions 917-686-9925 

or ezh624@aol.com. Thank you.  

CHAVERIM CENTER 

Chaverim is set for this Wednesday, June 30th from 

11:30-1:30 in the Youth Lounge. Must be vaccinated and 

RSVP by end of today (Monday) if you want lunch. Our 

speaker will be Helen Beegel, a New York Certified Clinical 

Social Worker with over 20 years experience. She has 

worked with both children and adults. She will be talking 

about alleviating anxiety and depression during these  

challenging times by presenting case studies as well as 

answering your questions.  
VOLUNTEERS WANTED 

Volunteers are needed to polish the silver in the Aron               

Kodesh. Please call Mark in the Shul office 516-487-6100. 

http://www.yachad.org/bat-mitzvah/chloe
mailto:ezh624@aol.com

