
During our first 

Coronavirus lockdown, 

there was one question I 

was asked more than any 

other: What about 

prayer? Just when we 

needed it the most, we 

found ourselves unable to 

participate in tefillah be-

tsibbur, public communal 

prayer. Our most sacred 

prayers, devarim she-bi-

kedushah, are 

communal. They require 

a minyan. There was an 

argument between 

Rambam and Ramban as 

to whether, originally and 

essentially, the command 

of prayer was directed to 

individuals or to the 

community as a whole. 

But there was no 

disagreement between 

them as to the 

importance and value of 

praying as part of a 

community. That is 

supremely how we, as 

Jews, come before God, 

not primarily as “I” but as 

“We.” How then were we 

to find spiritual strength 

without this communal 

dimension? My answer 

was, this is indeed a 

terrible privation. There 

is no point in minimizing 

the loss. As Yehuda ha-

Levi said in the Kuzari, 

individual prayer is like 

protecting yourself by 

building a wall around 

your house. Collective 

prayer is like joining with 

others to maintain the 

wall around the city. The 

wall around the city 

protects everyone, not 

just me. Besides which, 

when I pray for myself, I 

may pray selfishly, 

asking for something that may 

directly benefit me but might 

also be harmful for others. If I 

sell ice-cream, I want the sun 

to shine, but if I sell umbrellas, 

I want the rain to fall. Praying 

together, we seek, not private 

good but the common good. 

Communal prayer is not just 

an expression of community. It 

is also a builder of community. 

Hence the psychological cost of 

the pandemic lockdown. We 

are social, not solitary beings. 

We long, most of us, for 

company. And even the 

marvels of Zoom, Skype, 

YouTube, Facebook Live, 

WhatsApp and Facetime cannot 

compensate for the loss of the 

real thing: face-to-face 

encounter. But there was one 

gain to our praying in isolation. 

Tefillah be-tsibbur involves 

going at the speed of the 

congregation. It is hard to slow 

the pace so as to be able to 

meditate at length on any of 

the prayers themselves – their 

meaning, music, rhythm and 

structure. Prayer is essentially 

a kind of counterpoint between 

speaking and listening. But 

communal prayer often 

involves more speaking than 

listening. The lockdown meant 

that we could listen more to 

the poetry and passion of the 

prayers themselves. And 

prayer is about listening, not 

just speaking. 

In one of his essays in Beit 

Yaakov, Rabbi Yaakov Leiner, 

son of the Ishbitzer Rebbe 

(Rabbi Mordechai Leiner), 

makes a fascinating comment 

on a phrase in this week’s 

parsha, hasket u-shema 

Yisrael, “Be silent and listen, 

Israel. You have now become 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks on Parshat Ki Tavo 
the people of the Lord your 

God (Deut. 27:9). There is, 

he says, a fundamental 

difference between seeing 

and listening as to what 

they communicate. Seeing 

tells us about the surfaces, 

the externalities, of things. 

Listening tells us about 

internalities, depths (omek 

kol davar). His comments 

are echoed by one of the 

great 20th Century scholars 

of technologies of 

communication, Walter J 

Ong, who spoke about “the 

unique relationship of sound 

to interiority when sound is 

compared to the rest of the 

senses.” He adds, “This 

relationship is important 

because of the interiority of 

human consciousness and 

of human communication 

itself.” In other words, it is 

through sound, especially 

through speaking and 

listening, that we are 

present to one another as 

subjects rather than 

objects. By listening, we 

encounter the depth-

dimension of reality. When 

we listen, we are personally 

engaged far beyond the way 

we participate when we 

simply watch. Ong regards 

this as one of the special 

features of the Hebrew 

Bible. God creates the 

universe through words. He 

reveals Himself to His 

people in words. He makes 

a covenant with them in 

words. The last and 

culminating book of the 

Torah is Devarim, “words.” 

Ong notes that the Hebrew 

for “word,” davar, also 

means an event, a 

happening, something that 

generates momentum in 
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history. If the greatest thing God does is speak, then the 

greatest thing we can do is listen. 

There is also a difference, as I pointed out in my translation 

and commentary on the Siddur, between hearing and 

listening, often concealed by the fact that the Hebrew verb 

Shema means both. But they are very different. Hearing is 

passive, listening is active. Hearing needs no special 

concentration, but listening does. It involves attention, 

focus, and openness to the other. One of the greatest gifts 

we can be given is to meet someone who really listens to 

us. Sadly, it happens all too rarely. We are often so focused 

on what we are going to say next, that we don’t really listen 

in depth to what the other person is saying. And so it is 

with prayer. Someone once defined prayer as listening to 

God listening to us. 

There are some profound stories about listening in the 

Torah and Tanach. Take for instance the fraught episode in 

which Jacob takes his father’s blessing, intended for Esau. 

The story eliminates sight as a dimension: Isaac is old and 

cannot see. Yet he has persistent doubts as to whether the 

son in front of him is indeed Esau. He goes through the 

various senses. He tastes the food his son has brought. He 

smells his clothes. He touches his hands. He concludes: 

“The voice is the voice of Jacob, but the hands are the 

hands of Esau” (Gen. 27:22). How much anguish might 

have been spared had he followed the evidence of his 

hearing rather than his taste, smell and touch. 

The names of Jacob’s first three sons were all cries for 

attention on the part of their mother Leah. She called the 

first, Reuben, saying, “It is because the Lord has seen my 

misery. Surely my husband will love me now.” The second 

she called Simon, saying, “Because the Lord heard that I 

am not loved, He gave me this one too.” She called the 

third Levi, saying, “Now at last my husband will become 

attached to me, because I have borne him three sons.” Was 

Jacob listening to her cries? We don’t know. But the plain 

sense of the text is that he was not. And we know from 

Jacob’s deathbed blessings that his relationship with these 

three sons was fractured. 

Then there is the strange choice of Moses as the man 

selected to be the voice of God’s word to Israel for all time. 

Moses kept reminding God that he was not a man of words, 

he could not speak, he had “uncircumcised lips.” The Torah 

is surely telling us several things, but might one of them  

have been that, finding it hard to speak, Moses had learned 

to listen? Certainly, Moses heard God better than anyone in 

history. 

Then there was the drama on Mount Horeb where Elijah 

went after his spectacular victory over the prophets of 

Baal, having called down fire from heaven at Mount                     

Carmel. God showed him a powerful wind, an earthquake, 

and a fire, but God was in none of these things. Instead, 

He was in the kol demamah dakah, the “still, small voice” 

that I have argued means “a sound you can only hear if 

you are listening.” 

There are the stunningly beautiful lines of Psalm 19, that 

we say on Shabbat mornings that tell us that “the heavens 

declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of His 

hands,” despite the fact that “There is no speech, there are 

no words.” Creation sings a song to its Creator, which we 

might hear if we listen attentively enough. I was reminded 

of this throughout the pandemic, when there was little 

noise from traffic and none from airplanes overhead, and 

we could hear the birdsong and other sounds of nature 

more vividly than ever I remember. 

Listening is a primary theme of Moses’ speeches in                     

Devarim. The root sh-m-a appears no fewer than 92 times 

in the book, an astonishing number. That is what I hope 

we gained from this distressing time of isolation: the ability 

to slow down our prayers and listen to them, letting their 

poetry penetrate more deeply than at other times. Rabbi 

Yaakov Leiner, whose reflections on listening started us on 

this journey, said about the tragic month of Av that it is a 

time when it is hard to see the presence of God. We lost 

two Temples. It seemed to the nations of the world as if 

God had abandoned His people. But precisely when it is 

hard to see the Divine presence, we can focus on listening. 

I believe that listening is one of the greatest arts. It opens 

us to God, our fellow humans, and the beauties of nature. 

For me one of the gifts of this strange, difficult time has 

been the ability to slow down the prayers so that I am able 

to listen to them speaking to me. Praying is as much about 

listening as speaking. And faith itself is the ability to hear 

the music beneath the noise. 
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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.  

GNS CONNECTIONS AND BIKUR CHOLIM  

All bakers are invited to make round challahs for our              

elderly, ill and/or homebound GNS members to enhance 

their Rosh Hashanah. If interested, please contact             

rachelbrecher@icloud.com or drein@verizon.net. Thanks!  

Monday, 15 Elul 

Victor Ancelson for Roza Ancelson 

Wednesday, 17 Elul 

Marilyn Freedman for Ivan Cohen 

Claire Behar for Bella Winston 

Thursday, 18 Elul 

Rabbi Dale Polakoff for Arline Rosenzweig 

Jerrald Weinstein for Estelle Sandler 

Sonia Movsas for Alec Serlin 

Rabbi Shimon Wolf for Elaine Wolf 

Friday, 19 Elul 

Blossom Kutcher for Miriam Chaney 

Leslie Kahn for Dennis Krawchuk 

Billy Liss-Levinson for Aaron Levinson 

Jonathan Muller for David Muller 

Amy Goldberg-Reiss for David Reifle 

Saturday, 20 Elul 

Rabbi Esor Ben-Sorek for Rahel Ben-Sorek 

Sharona Ben-Sorek for Rahel Ben-Sorek 

Liora Ben-Sorek for Rahel Ben-Sorek 

Ethan Ben-Sorek for Rahel Ben-Sorek 

Jason Mayer for Lena Mayer 

Joyce Dacher for Howard Wolfman 

Sunday, 21 Elul 

Steven Blumner for Chaim ben Naftali Mordechai 

Gisela Steigman for David Ehrlich 

Henry Katz for Louis Suskin 

Monday, 22 Elul 

Florence Spira for Birdie Samson 

Howard Silberstein for Max Silberstein 

MEN’S CLUB EVENT 

Sunday Fishing Trip: Aug. 29th from 7:45 am - 12:30 pm 

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

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

Mazal Tov to Debbie & Robert Hollander on the                          

engagement of their son Alex, to Kayla Mittman, daughter 

of Miriam & Steve Mittman, of Fairlawn, NJ. Mazal Tov to 

grandparents Shoshana & Martin Sokol.   

Mazal Tov to Erica & Eliot Heisler on the engagement of 

their daughter Amanda to Avi Gottlieb of Miami, Florida. 

Mazal Tov to grandparents Shoshana & Martin Sokol and 

Deena Heisler.  

Mazal Tov to Judy & Gerald Traub on the upcoming         

marriage of their grandson Leo Traub, son of Marla &        

Jeffrey Traub of West Hempstead, to Naomi Weinblatt of 

Forest Hills. 

Mazal Tov to Melissa & Baruch Pelcovitz on the Bar  

Mitzvah of their son Gavriel. 

Mazal Tov to Sharon & Robert Herman on the upcoming 

marriage of their daughter Allie to Michael Greenberg, 

son of Drs. Jean & Harly Greenberg. 

VOLUNTEERS NEEDED FOR YOM KIPPUR APPEAL                     

Volunteers needed to help with the Yom Kippur Appeal. 

Please contact Howard Wolf, Diane Rein, Dov Sassoon or 

Mark Twersky. 

SISTERHOOD ROSH HASHANA CARDS & NEWS 

Please join us this Monday, August 23rd at 7:30 pm for 

a sisterhood meeting and get together in the backyard of 

Judy Lillien. In case we have to move the meeting inside 

due to weather I ask that you mask up. The cookbook and 

boutique will be amongst the topics to be discussed. Bring 

a friend. Bring a new member.  

Sisterhood Rosh Hashana cards are available for purchase 

at 10 cards/$18. Available in shul office or by calling Judy 

Lillien at 516.487.6845 for pickup.  

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. 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.  

Canasta on Tuesday nights at 7 pm. Masks & Vaccination 

required. Contact Cynthia at cwiesenfeld@verizon.net.  

CHESED VOLUNTEERS NEEDED 

We need volunteers to deliver and help us distribute Rosh 

Hashanah food in a COVID friendly manner to the                        

Residents at Arrandale Senior Housing on Thursday,         

September 2nd at approximately 12 pm. The exact time 

will be determined. Please email Michele Berman at 

michberman@gmail.com if you can help us with this great 

mitzvah. Please let us now by Thursday, August 19th if you 

are able to deliver. Without your help, these residents will 

not be receiving Rosh Hashanah packages this year! 

Cindy, Michelle and Marla  

GNS YOUTH EVENTS 

Bikur Cholim Project: Sun. Aug. 29th, at 7:00 pm.           

Apple Cake Baking to deliver to a pre-assigned person on 

the Bikur Cholim List.  

Honey Bee Workshop: Sun. Sept. 5th, 10:15am-12:15pm 

in the GNS parking lot. Preschool through 5th grade, $15/

members. RSVP at michaelatlaspsyd@gmail.com by 9/1.  


