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Rabbi Jonathan Sacks on Parshat Re’eh
Moses, having set out the
prologue and preamble to
the covenant and its
broad guiding principles,
now turns to the details,
which occupy the greater
part of the book of
Devarim, from chapter 12
to chapter 26. But before
he begins with the
details, he states a
proposition that is the
most fundamental one in
the book, and one that
would be echoed
endlessly by Israel’s
Prophets: See, this day I
set before you blessing
and curse: blessing, if
you obey the
commandments of the
Lord your God that I
enjoin upon you this day;
and curse, if you do not
obey the commandments
of the Lord your God, but
turn away from the path
that I enjoin upon you
this day and follow other
gods, whom you have not
experienced. (Deut.
11:26-28)
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foundation of the nation.
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have to God and those we
owe our fellow humans –
are inseparable. Without a
belief in God we would
pursue our own interests,
and eventually those at the
social margins, with little
power and less wealth,
would lose. That is not the
kind of society Jews are
supposed to build. The good
society does not just
happen. Nor is it created by
the market or the state. It
is made from the moral
choices of each of us. That
is the basic message of
Deuteronomy: will we
choose the blessing or the
curse? As Moses says at the
end of the book: This day I
call the heavens and the
earth as witnesses against
you that I have set before
you life and death, blessings
and curses. Now choose life,
As you act, so shall you fare.
so that you and your
As I put it in my book Morality,
children may live. (30:15,
a free society is a moral
19)
achievement. The paradoxical
truth is that a society is strong The test of a society is not
military, political, economic
when it cares for the weak,
rich when it cares for the poor, or demographic. It is moral
and invulnerable when it takes and spiritual. That is what is
revolutionary about the
care of the vulnerable.
biblical message. But is it
Historically, the only ultimate
really so? Did not ancient
guarantor of this is a belief in
Egypt have the concept of
Someone greater than this
time and place, greater than all ma’at, order, balance,
time and place, who guides us harmony with the universe,
social stability, justice and
in the path of righteousness,
truth? Did not the Greeks
seeing all we do, urging us to
see the world as His work, and and Romans, Aristotle
especially, give a central
humans as His image, and
therefore to care for both. Bein place to virtue? Did not the
adam le-Makom and bein adam Stoics create an influential
moral system, set out in the
le-chavero – the duties we
defender. Other nations had
their gods, but none had a
covenant with any of them, let
alone with the Creator of
heaven and earth. And yes, as
we saw last week, there are
times when God acts out of
chessed, performing kindness
to us even though we do not
deserve it. But do not depend
on that. There are things Israel
must do in order to survive.
Therefore, warned Moses,
beware of any temptation to
act like the nations around
you, adopting their gods,
worship or practices. Their way
is not yours. If you behave like
them, you will perish like
them. To survive, let alone
thrive, stay true to your faith,
history and destiny, your
mission, calling and task as “a
Kingdom of Priests and a holy
nation.”
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writings of Seneca and Marcus Aurelius? What is different
about the way of Torah? Those ancient systems were
essentially ways of worshipping the state, which was given
cosmic significance in Pharaonic Egypt and heroic
significance in Greece and Rome. In Judaism we do not
serve the state; we serve God alone. The unique ethic of
the covenant, whose key text is the book of Devarim,
places on each of us an immense dual responsibility, both
individual and collective. I am responsible for what I do. But
I am also responsible for what you do. That is one meaning
of the command in Kedoshim: “You shall surely remonstrate
with your neighbor and not bear sin because of him.” As
Maimonides wrote in his Sefer ha-Mitzvot, “It is not right for
any of us to say, ‘I will not sin, and if someone else sins,
that is a matter between him and his God’. This is the
opposite of the Torah.” In other words, it is not the state,
the government, the army or the police that is the primary
guardian of the law, though these may be necessary (as
indicated at the beginning of next week’s parsha: “You shall
appoint magistrates and officials for your tribes”). It is each
of us and all of us together. That is what makes the ethic of
the covenant unique.

The Greeks were fascinated by structures. Virtually all the
terms we use today – democracy, aristocracy, oligarchy,
tyranny – are Greek in origin. The message of Sefer
Devarim is, yes, create structures – courts, judges,
officers, priests, kings – but what really matters is how
each of you behaves. Are you faithful to our collective
mission in such a way that “All the peoples on earth will
see that you are called by the name of the Lord, and they
will be in awe of you” (Deut. 28:10)? A free society is
made less by structures than by personal responsibility for
the moral-spiritual order.
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I believe Moses was right when he taught us otherwise:
that the great choice is between the blessing and the
curse, between following the voice of God or the seductive
call of instinct and desire. Freedom is sustained only when
a nation becomes a moral community. And any moral
community achieves a greatness far beyond its numbers,
as we lift others and they lift us.

This was once fully understood by the key figures
associated with the emergence (in their different ways) of
the free societies of England and America. In England
Locke distinguished between liberty, the freedom to do
what you may, and license, the freedom to do what you
want. Alexis de Tocqueville, in Democracy in America,
wrote that “Liberty cannot be established without morality,
nor morality without faith.” In his Farewell Address, George
Washington wrote, “Of all the dispositions and habits which
lead to political prosperity, religion, and morality are
indispensable supports.” Why so? What is the connection
We see this in a phrase that is central to American politics
between morality and freedom? The answer was given by
and does not exist at all in British politics: “We, the people.” Edmund Burke: “Men are qualified for civil liberty in exact
These are the opening words of the preamble to the
proportion to their disposition to put moral chains upon
American constitution. Britain is not ruled by “We, the
their own appetites…Society cannot exist, unless a
people.” It is ruled by Her Majesty the Queen whose loyal
controlling power upon will and appetite be placed
subjects we are. The difference is that Britain is not a
somewhere; and the less of it there is within, the more
covenant society whereas America is: its earliest key texts, there must be without. It is ordained in the eternal
the Mayflower Compact of 1620 and John Winthrop’s
constitution of things, that men of intemperate minds
address on board the Arbella in 1630, were both covenants, cannot be free. Their passions forge their fetters.” In other
built on the Deuteronomy model. Covenant means we
words, the less law enforcement depends on surveillance or
cannot delegate moral responsibility away to either the
the police, and the more on internalized habits of lawmarket or the state. We – each of us, separately and
abidingness, the freer the society. That is why Moses, and
together – make or break society.
later Ezra, and later still the rabbis, put so much emphasis
on learning the law so that it became natural to keep the
Stoicism is an ethic of endurance, and it has some kinship
law.
with Judaism’s wisdom literature. Aristotle’s ethic is about
virtue, and much of what he has to say is of permanent
What is sad is that this entire constellation of beliefs – the
value. Rambam had enormous respect for it. But embedded biblical foundations of a free society – has been almost
in his outlook was a hierarchical mindset. His portrait of the completely lost to the liberal democracies of the West.
“great-souled man” is of a person of aristocratic bearing,
Today it is assumed that morality is a private affair. It has
independent wealth and high social status. Aristotle would
nothing to do with the fate of the nation. Even the concept
not have understood Abraham Lincoln’s statement about a
of a nation has become questionable in a global age.
new nation, “dedicated to the proposition that all men are
National cultures are now multi-cultures. Elites no longer
created equal.”
belong “somewhere”; they are at home “anywhere.” A
nation’s strength is now measured by the size and growth
of its economy. The West has reverted to the Hellenistic
Great Neck Synagogue
idea that freedom has to do with structures – nowadays,
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ANNOUNCEMENTS
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.

GIRLS NIGHT OUT EVENT
Join for a great night together on Wednesday evening,
August 11th at 8:30 pm at the Berkowitz residence,
outdoors, at 160 West Shore Rd. in Kings Point. Please
RSVP to mtwersky@gns.org.
SUMMER LECTURE
Join us in person on Tuesday evening, August 17th at
8:00 pm to hear Rabbi Dr. Ed Reichman speak on
“Pondering Pre-Modern(a) Pandemics in Jewish History.”
Sponsorships are available at $180. Please contact
mtwersky@gns.org. This is open to entire community.
MEN’S CLUB EVENTS
Sunday Breakfast: Aug. 22nd at 10:00 am with Rabbi
Evan Hoffman speaking on the topic of “The Weekly
Parasha as the Gateway to the Study of Jewish History.”
Sunday Fishing Trip: Aug. 29th from 7:45 am - 12:30 pm
Cost is $65/MC members; $75/non-MC members. Book

MAZAL TOVS & COMMUNITY NEWS
Mazal Tov to Kimberly & Jason Mayer on the Bar Mitzvah
of their son Aidan. Mazal Tov as well to grandparents, our
member Susan Mayer and to Myrna & Harvey Green.
Mazal Tov to Jennifer & Yonni Mrejen on the Bar Mitzvah
of their son Jacob.
NSHA/NSHAHS SUMMER OUTING AND SOIRÉE AT
FRESH MEADOW COUNTRY CLUB
MONDAY, AUGUST 16, 2021
North Shore Hebrew Academy invites all to its 17th
Annual Summer Outing and Soirée honoring our recently
retired Executive Director and GNS member Arnie Flatow.
Enjoy the magnificent Fresh Meadow Country Club including
its 18 hole Colt & Alison designed golf course and tennis
tournaments and clinics on Har Tru courts. Our Bbq’s all day
and evening dinner are catered by the acclaimed Wandering
Que. Spend the day with friends and family with all proceeds
benefitting the North Shore Hebrew Academy. Register and
view the full schedule and sponsorship opportunities at
www.nsha.org/summer. For more information contact Laura
Cohen, Executive Director at (516) 487-8687, Option 2.

VOLUNTEERS WANTED
Volunteers are needed to polish the silver in the Aron
Kodesh. Please call Mark in the Shul office 516-487-6100.
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.
GNS CONNECTIONS AND BIKUR CHOLIM - ROSH
HASHANAH HOMEMADE CHALLAH (OR BAKED
GOODS) DELIVERY
All bakers are invited to make round challahs (or other
baked goods) for our elderly, ill and/or homebound GNS
members to enhance their Rosh Hashanah. There are
approximately 45 recipients. Volunteers for delivery are
also needed. If you are interested in this wonderful chesed
opportunity, please contact Rachel Brecher (GNS
Connections) at rachelbrecher@icloud.com or Diane Rein
(GNS Bikur Cholim) at drein@verizon.net. Thank you!
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.
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Monday, 24 Av
Andrew Adler for Bernard Adler
Mahin Aryeh for Yahya Aryeh
Jason Mayer for Max Mayer
Henry Schwartz for Ruth Schwartz
Tuesday, 25 Av
Cindy Ludwig for Mary Gelber
Wednesday, 26 Av
Sharon Goldwyn for Irene Cohen
Meryl Friedman for Lloyd Karten
Jerrald Weinstein for Lewis Sachs
Rivka Rosenberg for Jacob Zaharon
Thursday, 27 Av
Vicki Maher for Pola Brzezinski
Semyon Dynkin for David Dynkin
Lev Dynkin for David Dynkin
Rabbi Esor Ben-Sorek for Yakov Winer
Magda Yehaskel for Edith Wohl
Friday, 28 Av
Joseph Farajian for Mr. Farajian
Mel Fox for Bernard Fox
Norman Fisher for Saul Hirsh
Ben Jampel for Jeffrey Jampel
Michal Rosenzweig for Haim Soffer
Jerrald Weinstein for Isaac Jacob Weinstein
Saturday, 29 Av
Jerrald Weinstein for Bernhard Kloogman
Sunday, 30 Av
Miriam Oshry for Arye Bernstein
Ruth Seif for Zelig Dolinsky
Lillian Chubak for Edmund Graf
Gitty Louzoun for Albert Louzoun
Tina Machnikoff for Sophie Machnikoff
Carl Rosenberg for Henry Rosenberg
Joyce Dacher for Jacob Wolfman
Monday, 1 Elul
Viviane Breitbart for Chaoul Dabbah
Morris Nasser for Jack Nasser

