
In Shoftim, Moses speaks 

about the great 

institutions of Judaism: 

courts, judges, officers, 

Kings, Priests, Levites 

and Prophets. In the case 

of the Prophet, Moses 

says in the name of God: 

I will raise up a Prophet 

for them from among 

their own people, like 

yourself: I will put My 

words in his mouth, and 

he will speak to them all 

that I command him. 

(Deut. 18:18) The phrase 

“a Prophet…like yourself” 

cannot be meant literally. 

In the quality and clarity 

of his communications 

with God, Moses was 

unique. He was unique in 

the miracles he 

performed. Most 

importantly, only he was 

authorized to proclaim 

Torah: he was Israel’s 

sole legislator. The King 

and Sanhedrin both had 

powers to make 

temporary enactments 

for the sake of social 

order. Prophets were 

given the authority to 

command specific, time-

bound acts. But no one 

could add to or subtract 

from the 613 

commandments given by 

God through Moses. 

This, therefore, is how 

Rambam explains our 

passage: Why is it said in 

the Torah: “I will raise up 

a Prophet for them from 

among their own people, 

like yourself” (Deut. 

18:18)? He will come not 

to establish a religion, 

but to command them to 

keep the words of the 

Torah, warning the people not 

to transgress them, as the last 

among them said: “Remember 

the Torah of Moses My 

servant” (Mal. 3:22). In other 

words, the Prophets who 

followed Moses, from Elijah to 

Malachi, were not 

revolutionaries. They did not 

intend to create something 

new but to restore something 

old. Their task was to recall 

people to the mission Moses 

taught them: to stay faithful to 

God, and to create a just and 

compassionate society. 

Eventually, during or after the 

Second Temple period, most of 

these institutions came to an 

end. There were no Kings 

because Israel had no 

sovereignty. There were no 

Priests because it had no 

Temple. But there were also no 

Prophets. How important was 

this? And what happened to 

prophecy? The Talmud gives 

two radically opposite opinions. 

The first: Rabbi Yochanan said: 

From the day that the Temple 

was destroyed, prophecy was 

taken from the Prophets and 

given to fools and children. We 

can’t be sure what Rabbi 

Yochanan meant. He may have 

meant that children and fools 

sometimes see what others 

don’t (as Hans Christian 

Anderson illustrated in the 

famous story of The Emperor’s 

New Clothes). He may, though, 

have meant the opposite, that 

prophecy deteriorated during 

the late Second Temple period. 

There were many false 

prophets, soothsayers, 

doomsayers, mystics, 

announcers of the apocalypse, 

and messianic movements, all 

confidently predicting the end 

of history and the birth of a 
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new order of things. There 

were religious sectarians. 

There were Essenes 

expecting the arrival of the 

Teacher of Righteousness. 

There were rebels against 

Rome who believed that 

their military hero would 

bring freedom, even the 

messianic age. It was a 

fevered, destructive time, 

and Rabbi Yochanan may 

have wanted to discredit, as 

far as possible, any 

dependence on supposedly 

divine certainty about the 

future. Prophecy is the 

chattering of children or the 

rambling of fools. 

However, the Talmud also 

cites a quite different 

opinion: Rabbi Avdimi from 

Haifa says: From the day 

that the Temple was 

destroyed prophecy was 

taken from the Prophets 

and given to the Sages…

Ameimar said: And a Sage 

is greater than a Prophet, 

as it is stated: “A Prophet 

has a heart of wisdom” (Ps. 

90:12). Who is compared to 

whom? You must say that 

the lesser is compared to 

the greater. (Since a 

Prophet must have a heart 

of wisdom, the Sage, who is 

wisdom personified, must 

be greater still). This is 

seriously interesting. The 

early Judges in Israel were 

Kohanim. When Moses 

blessed the people at the 

end of his life he said of the 

tribe of Levi, “They shall 

teach Your laws to Jacob 

and Your instructions to 

Israel” (Deut. 33:10). When 

Ezra taught Torah to the 

Israelites, he positioned 

Levites among the people to 
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explain what was being said. All this suggests that when the 

Sages – teachers and masters of Jewish law – traced their 

intellectual-spiritual lineage, they should have done so by 

seeing themselves as heirs of the Kohanim and Levi’im. But 

they did not do so. We see this from the famous Mishnah 

that opens Pirkei Avot: Moses received the Torah at Sinai 

and handed it onto Joshua, Joshua to the elders, and the 

elders to the Prophets, and the Prophets to the Men of the 

Great Assembly. 

The Sages saw themselves as heirs to the Prophets. But in 

what sense? And how did they come to see themselves not 

just as heirs to, but as greater than the Prophets. What is 

more, the proof-text they cite means nothing of the kind. 

The verse in Psalm 90 says, “Teach us to number our days, 

that we may gain a heart of wisdom.” The Talmud is playing 

on the fact that two quite different words sound alike:  נבא

(we may gain) and נביא (a Prophet). In other words, only by 

suspending our critical faculties is the proof-text a proof. 

Something very strange is happening here. The Sages, who 

valued humility, who knew that prophecy had come to an 

end in the days of Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi five 

centuries before the destruction of the Second Temple, who 

believed that the most one could hear from heaven was a 

bat kol, a distant echo, are here saying that not only are 

they Prophets, but they are superior to Prophets. All this to 

teach us that the Sages took the ideals of the Prophets and 

turned them into practical programs. Here is one example. 

Remonstrating with the people, administering rebuke, was 

fundamental to the prophetic task. This is how Ezekiel 

understood the task: God said: “Son of man, I am sending 

you to the Israelites, to a rebellious nation that has rebelled 

against Me…Say to them, ‘This is what the Sovereign Lord 

says.’ And whether they listen or fail to listen—for they are 

a rebellious people—they will know that a Prophet has been 

among them. (Ez. 2:3-5) Ezekiel must take a public stand. 

Once he has done that, he has fulfilled his duty. The people 

will have been warned, and if they fail to listen, it will be 

their fault. 

The Sages had a completely different approach. First, they 

understood the task of remonstrating as belonging to 

everyone, not just Prophets. That is how they understood 

the verse, “You shall surely rebuke your neighbor so you 

will not share in his guilt” (Lev. 19:17). Second, they held 

that it should be done not once but up to a hundred times if  

necessary. In fact, you should keep reprimanding a         

wrongdoer until they hit you or curse you or scold you. All 

of this, though, applies only if there is a reasonable chance 

of making the situation better. If not, then we apply the 

rule: “Just as it is a mitzvah to say something that will be 

heeded, so it is a mitzvah not to say something that will 

not be heeded.” 

Note the difference between the two approaches. The 

Prophet takes a heroic stand but does not take                         

responsibility for whether the people listen or not. The 

Rabbis do not take a heroic stand. In fact, they                              

democratize the responsibility for rebuke so that it applies 

to everyone. But they are ultra-sensitive to whether it is 

effective or not. If there is a chance of changing someone 

for the better, then you must try a hundred times, but if 

there is no chance at all, better be silent. This is not only a 

wise approach; it is a highly effective one. Now consider 

peace. No finer visions of a world at peace have ever been 

given than by Israel’s Prophets. This is just one: The wolf 

will live with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with the 

goat, the calf and the lion and the yearling together; and a 

little child will lead them…They will neither harm nor                     

destroy on all My holy mountain, for the earth will be filled 

with the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the 

sea. (Isaiah 11:6-9) 

Now consider rabbinic teachings: “For the sake of peace, 

the poor of the heathens should not be prevented from 

gathering gleanings, forgotten sheaves, and corners of the 

field…Our masters taught: for the sake of peace, the poor 

of the heathens should be supported as we support the 

poor of Israel, the sick of the heathens should be visited as 

we visit the sick of Israel, and the dead of the heathens 

should be buried as we bury the dead of Israel.” Once 

again, the difference is glaring. What for the Prophets was 

a dazzling vision of a distant future was, for the Sages, a 

practical program of good community relations, a way of 

sustaining peaceful coexistence between the Jewish          

community and its Gentile neighbors. It was imaginative, 

gracious and workable.  

There are many other examples. The Sages achieved 

something extraordinary. Throughout the biblical era, the 

Israelites were constantly tempted by idolatry and foreign 

ways. The Prophets were often driven close to despair. 

During the rabbinic era, Jews became a people defined by 

religion, commandments, learning and prayer, sustained 

voluntarily and maintained tenaciously against all                           

pressures to convert to the majority faith. That is because 

the Rabbis did not focus on distant visions. They devised 

practical programs. These may have lacked drama, but 

they worked. The Sages, perhaps to their surprise, realized 

this: where the Prophets failed, they succeeded. I believe 

that institutions like prophecy survive when they are     

translated from utopian ideals into practical policies. The 

greatness of the Sages, still not fully appreciated by the 

world, is that guided by the visions of the Prophets, they 

gave us the instructions for how to get from here to there. 
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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. 

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! 

Monday, 1 Elul 

Viviane Breitbart for Chaoul Dabbah 

Morris Nasser for Jack Nasser 

Tuesday, 2 Elul 

Ellen Siegel for Mel Crair 

Marlene Rutkin for Ann Fishman 

Nechama Liss-Levinson for Gertrude Liss 

Pauline Levy for Lucille Parker 

Wednesday, 3 Elul 

Gisele Katz for Fay Gastwirth 

Adeline Markowitz for Marcia Perlman 

Sue Talansky for Ruth Stromer 

Thursday, 4 Elul 

Elana Flax for Morris Matzkin 

Cheryl Sneag for Morris Matzkin 

Anita Beretz for Ema Levi Reichenberg 

Friday, 5 Elul 

Jayne Rosenthal for Lorraine Altman 

Janet Kashani for Jacob ben Avraham 

Harriet Cooper for Jacob Rothstein 

Saturday, 6 Elul 

Marlene Rutkin for Morris Fishman 

Sadie Frank for Murray Frank 

Chava Shalmon for Esther Grinszpan 

Grace Oster for Michael Horowitz 

Sunday, 7 Elul 

Elly Engelstein for Renee Jeret 

Monday, 8 Elul 

Rita Gordonson for Dora Gershkowitz 

Stanley Lupkin for David Lupkin 

Hersel Rabanipour for Gohar Rabanipour 

Hadassah Wachstock for Judith Wachstock 

Harriet Cooper for Celeste Weber 

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 

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

BIKE4CHAI AND TOUR DE SIMCHA 

Yasher Koach to GNS members Laura Danoff, Rachel                      

Spinner, Jonathan Ambalo, Arik Hirschfeld, and Chazzan 

Yitzy Spinner, for riding in support of Chai Lifeline’s Camp 

Simcha. Together, they raised almost $40,000!  

Mazal Tov to Jeffrey & Cindy Liebmann on the                

engagement of their son Sam to Lily Weinberg, daughter 

of Judy & Marty Weinberg of Manhattan.  

Mazal Tov to Orly & Steven Kashan on their daughter 

Rachel earning her PhD in Clinical Health Psychology. 

Mazal Tov to Marilyn & Ira Rosenberg on the marriage of 

their granddaughter, Adina Chaya, daughter of Batya & 

Rephael Rosenberg to Moshe Feitman, son of Rabbi & 

Rebbitzen Yaakov Feitman.  

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.  

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. 

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.  

GREAT NECK COMMUNITY CALENDAR                                                 

It is suggested that when planning a simcha or event that 

you send your request to greatneckcalendar@gmail.com.  

in order to avoid unnecessary conflicts.  

CHAVERIM CENTER 

Chaverim will meet in the tent on Wednesday, Aug. 11 

from 11:30 - 1:30 with a discussion about our different 

food customs related to the Chagim. The final program for 

this session will be August 25th.  

SILVER                                                                                              

Thank you to Michelle Berman for volunteering to polish 

the silver in the Aron to beautify our Sifrei Torah before 

the Chagim.  

https://www.yign.org/track.php?id=013772f44df44762bede1ffd55995f57&color=868585&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.nsha.org%2Fsummer

