
There are moments when 

Divine Providence 

touches you on the 

shoulder and makes you 

see a certain truth with 

blazing clarity. Let me 

share with you such a 

moment that happened 

to me this morning. For 

technical reasons, I have 

to write my essays for 

the Covenant & 

Conversation series many 

weeks in advance. I had 

come to Matot-Masei and 

had decided to write 

about the cities of refuge, 

but I wasn’t sure which 

aspect to focus on. 

Suddenly, 

overwhelmingly, I felt an 

instinct to write about 

one very unusual law. 

The cities were set aside 

for the protection of 

those found guilty of 

manslaughter, that is, of 

killing someone 

accidentally without 

malice aforethought. 

Because of the then 

universal practice of 

blood vengeance, that 

protection was necessary. 

The purpose of the cities 

was to make sure that 

someone judged innocent 

of murder was safe from 

being killed. As Shoftim 

puts it: “And he shall flee 

to one of these cities and 

live” (Deut. 19:5). This 

apparently simple 

concept was given a 

remarkable interpretation 

by the Talmud: The 

Sages taught: If a 

student was exiled, his 

teacher was exiled with 

him, as it is said: “(And 

he shall flee to one of 

these cities) and live,” meaning 

do the things for him that will 

enable him to live. 

As Rambam explains: “Life 

without study is like death for 

scholars who seek wisdom.” In 

Judaism, study is life itself, and 

study without a teacher is 

impossible. Teachers give us 

more than knowledge; they 

give us life. Note that this is 

not an aggadic passage, a 

moralizing text not meant to 

be taken literally. It is a 

halachic ruling, codified as 

such. Teachers are like parents 

only more so. Parents give us 

physical life; teachers give us 

spiritual life. Physical life is 

mortal, transient. Spiritual life 

is eternal. Therefore, we owe 

our teacher our life in its 

deepest sense. 

I had just written the text 

above when the phone went. It 

was my brother in Jerusalem 

to tell me that my teacher, 

Rabbi Nachum Eliezer 

Rabinovitch, zecher tzaddik 

livracha, had just died. Only 

rarely in this “world of 

concealment” do we feel the 

touch of Providence, but this 

was unmistakable. For me, and 

I suspect everyone who had 

the privilege of studying with 

him, he was the greatest 

teacher of our generation. He 

was a master posek, as those 

who have read his Responsa 

will know. He knew the entire 

rabbinic literature, Bavli, 

Yerushalmi, Midrash Halachah 

and Aggadah, biblical 

commentaries, philosophy, 

codes and responsa. His 

creativity, halachic and 

aggadic, knew no bounds. He 

was a master of almost every 

secular discipline, especially 

Rabbi Sacks on Parshat Matot-Massei 
the sciences. He had been a 

Professor of Mathematics at 

the University of Toronto 

and had written a book 

about probability and 

statistical inference. His 

supreme passion was the 

Rambam in all his guises, 

particularly the Mishneh 

Torah, to which he devoted 

some fifty years of his life to 

writing the multi-volume 

commentary Yad Peshutah. 

By the time I came to study 

with the Rav, I had already 

studied at Cambridge and 

Oxford with some of the 

greatest intellects of the 

time, among them Sir Roger 

Scruton and Sir Bernard 

Williams. Rabbi Rabinovitch 

was more demanding than 

either of them. Only when I 

became his student did I 

learn the true meaning of 

intellectual rigor, shetihyu 

amelim ba-Torah, “laboring” 

in the Torah. To survive his 

scrutiny, you had to do 

three things: first to read 

everything ever written on 

the subject; second to 

analyze it with complete 

lucidity, searching for omek 

ha-peshat, the deep plain 

sense; and third, to think 

independently and critically. 

I remember writing an 

essay for him in which I 

quoted one of the most 

famous of nineteenth 

century Talmudic scholars. 

He read what I had written, 

then turned to me and said, 

“But you didn’t criticize 

what he wrote!” He thought 

that in this case the scholar 

had not given the correct 

interpretation, and I should 

have seen and said this. For 

him, intellectual honesty 
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and independence of mind were inseparable from the quest 

for truth which is what Talmud Torah must always be. 

Some of the most important lessons I learned from him 

were almost accidental. I remember on one occasion his car 

was being serviced, so I had the privilege of driving him 

home. It was a hot day, and at a busy junction in 

Hampstead, my car broke down and would not start up 

again. Unfazed, Rabbi Rabinovitch said to me, “Let’s use the 

time to learn Torah.” He then proceeded to give me a shiur 

on Rambam’s Hilchot Shemittah ve-Yovel. Around us, cars 

were hooting their horns. We were holding up traffic and a 

considerable queue had developed. The Rav remained 

completely calm, came to the end of his exposition, turned 

to me and said, “Now turn the key.” I turned the key, the 

car started, and we went on our way. 

On another occasion, I told him about my problem getting 

to sleep. I had become an insomniac. He said to me, 

enthusiastically, “Could you teach me how to do that?” He 

quoted the Rambam who ruled that one acquires most of 

one’s wisdom at night, based on the Talmudic statement 

that the night was created for study. He and the late Rabbi 

Aharon Lichtenstein zt”l were the Gedolei ha-Dor, the 

leaders and role models of their generation. They were very 

different, one scientific, the other artistic, one direct, the 

other oblique, one bold, the other cautious, but they were 

giants, intellectually, morally and spiritually. Happy the 

generation that is blessed by people like these. 

It is hard to convey what having a teacher like Rabbi 

Rabinovitch meant. He knew, for example, that I had to 

learn fast because I was coming to the rabbinate late, after 

a career in academic philosophy. What he did was very 

bold. He explained to me that the fastest and best way of 

learning anything is to teach it. So the day I entered Jews’ 

College as a student, I also entered it as a lecturer. How 

many people would have had that idea and taken that risk? 

He also understood how lonely it could be if you lived by the 

principles of intellectual integrity and independence. Early 

on, he said to me, “Don’t be surprised if only six people in 

the world understand what you are trying to do.” When I 

asked him whether I should accept the position of Chief 

Rabbi, he said, in his laconic way: “Why not? After all, 

maybe you can teach some Torah.” 

He himself, in his early thirties, had been offered the job of 

Chief Rabbi of Johannesburg, but turned it down on the  

grounds that he refused to live in an apartheid state. He 

told me how he was visited in Toronto by Rabbi Louis            

Rabinowitz who had held the Johannesburg position until 

then. Looking at the Rav’s modest home and thinking of his 

more palatial accommodation in South Africa, he said, “You 

turned down that for this?” But the Rav would never                           

compromise his integrity and never cared for material 

things. 

In the end, he found great happiness in the 37 years he 

served as head of Yeshivat Birkat Moshe in Maale Adumim. 

The yeshiva had been founded six years earlier by Rabbi 

Haim Sabato and Yitzhak Sheilat. It is said that when Rabbi 

Sabato heard the Rav give a shiur, he immediately asked 

him to become the Rosh Yeshiva. It is hard to describe the 

pride with which he spoke to me about his students, all of 

whom served in the Israel Defense Force. Likewise, it is 

hard to describe the awe in which his students held him. 

Not everyone in the Jewish world knew his greatness, but 

everyone who studied with him did. 

I believe that Judaism made an extraordinarily wise               

decision when it made teachers its heroes and lifelong      

education its passion. We don’t worship power or wealth. 

These things have their place, but not at the top of the 

hierarchy of values. Power forces us. Wealth induces us. 

But teachers develop us. They open us to the wisdom of 

the ages, helping us to see the world more clearly, think 

more deeply, argue more cogently and decide more wisely. 

“Let the reverence for your teacher be like the reverence 

for Heaven,” said the Sages. In other words: if you want to 

come close to Heaven, don’t search for kings, priests, 

saints or even prophets. They may be great, but a fine 

teacher helps you to become great, and that is a different 

thing altogether. I was blessed by having one of the                

greatest teachers of our generation. The best advice I can 

give anyone is: find a teacher, then make yourself a            

disciple. 
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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. 

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, 25 Tammuz 

Marc Gottlieb for Rachel Gottlieb 

Marc Gottlieb for Shlomo Schwartzman 

Tuesday, 26 Tammuz 

Janet Kashani for Abraham ben Elyahoo 

Robert Mendelson for Walter Mendelson 

Amy Goldberg-Reiss for Florence Reifle 

Phyllis Jadidian for Hyman Shapiro 

Yafa Farhadian for Shokrollah ben Avraham HaKohen 

Isaac Kohannim for Shokrollah ben Avraham HaKohen 

Wednesday, 27 Tammuz 

Eliot Heisler for Sharon Heisler 

Martin Sokol for Sharon Heisler 

Deborah Hollander for Sharon Heisler 

Amanda Heisler for Sharon Heisler 

James Heisler for Sharon Heisler 

Joseph Sokol for Sharon Heisler 

Nathaniel Weisel for Morimer Weisel 

Thursday, 28 Tammuz 

Ada Berkowitz for Israel Hass 

Alisa Hoenig for Augusta Olen 

Mansour Farhadian for Morad Sohayegh 

Friday, 29 Tammuz 

Adam Zalta for Maurice Zalta 

Saturday, 1 Av 

Alan Greenwald for Marvin Greenwald 

Lynne Greenwald for Marvin Greenwald 

Mark Greenwald for Marvin Greenwald 

Elaine Greenwald for Marvin Greenwald 

Marcelle Greenwald for Marvin Greenwald 

Ivan Seidle for Hymie Seidle 

Sunday, 2 Av 

Michael Moslin for Seymour Moslin 

Osnass Shein for Joseph Shein 

Monday, 3 Av 

Mansour Farhadian for Joseph Farhadian 

Susan Mandlebaum for Tillie Mandlebaum 

Phyllis Safdieh for Bella Shampan 

Michael Weiss for Ignatz Weiss 

Alex Weiss for Ignatz Weiss 

Mazal Tov to Debbie Wang on the marriage of her                  

daughter Shira to Samuel Lahoz. Mazal Tov as well to 

grandparents Gloria & Leon Miller.  

SEFORIM AND SHAIMOT 

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

Contact Rabbi Moskowitz at Smoskowitz@saracademy.org  

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).  

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. 

Sunday Fishing Trip: Aug. 29th from 7:00 am - 12:30 pm 

Cost is $65/MC members; $75/non-MC members. Book 

your spot with Mark Friedman at gnsmensclub@gmail.com.  

VOLUNTEERS WANTED 

Volunteers are needed to polish the silver in the Aron               

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

SUMMER SERIES LECTURE 

Join us on Tuesday evening, July 20th at 7:00 pm for a 

lecture by Sandra Rapoport on “Yiftach’s Vow: Did Yiftach 

Sacrifice His Daughter?” To sponsor the lecture, please 

contact Mark Twersky.  

SHABBAT MORNING PARSHA SHIUR 

The Shabbat Morning Parsha Shiur is being sponsored this 

week by Hal & Debbie Chadow in memory of Bonnie 

Mamiye z”l, Tzivia bat Aharon HaLevi.  
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