
Our parsha takes us 

through a bewildering 

transition. Up until now, 

the book of Shemot has 

carried us along with the 

sweep and drama of the 

narrative: the Israelites’ 

enslavement, their hope 

for freedom, the plagues, 

Pharaoh’s obstinacy, their 

escape into the desert, 

the crossing of the Red 

Sea, the journey to 

Mount Sinai and the 

great covenant with God. 

Suddenly, we now find 

ourselves faced with a 

different kind of literature 

altogether: a law code 

covering a bewildering 

variety of topics, from 

responsibility for 

damages to protection of 

property, to laws of 

justice, to Shabbat and 

the festivals. Why here? 

Why not continue the 

story, leading up to the 

next great drama, the sin 

of the Golden Calf? Why 

interrupt the flow? And 

what does this have to do 

with leadership? The 

answer is this: great 

leaders, be they CEOs or 

simply parents, have the 

ability to connect a large 

vision with highly specific 

details. Without the 

vision, the details are 

merely tiresome. There is 

a well-known story of 

three workers who are 

employed cutting blocks 

of stone. When asked 

what they are doing, one 

says, “Cutting stone,” the 

second says, “Earning a 

living,” the third says, 

“Building a palace.” 

Those who have the 

larger picture take more 

pride in their labor and work 

harder and better. Great 

leaders communicate a vision. 

But they are also meticulous, 

even perfectionists, when it 

comes to the details. Thomas 

Edison famously said, “Genius 

is one percent inspiration, 

ninety-nine percent 

perspiration.” It is attention to 

detail that separates the great 

artists, poets, composers, 

filmmakers, politicians and 

heads of corporations from the 

merely average. Anyone who 

has read Walter Isaacson’s 

biography of the late Steve 

Jobs knows that he had an 

attention to detail bordering on 

the obsessive. He insisted, for 

example, that all Apple stores 

should have glass staircases. 

When he was told that there 

was no glass strong enough, 

he insisted that it be invented, 

which is what happened (he 

held the patent). 

The genius of the Torah was to 

apply this principle to society 

as a whole. The Israelites had 

come through a transformative 

series of events. Moses knew 

there had been nothing like it 

before. He also knew, from 

God, that none of it was 

accidental or incidental. The 

Israelites had experienced 

slavery to make them cherish 

freedom. They had suffered, so 

that they would know what it 

feels like to be on the wrong 

side of tyrannical power. At 

Mount Sinai, God, through 

Moses, had given them a 

mission statement: to become 

“a Kingdom of Priests and a 

holy nation,” under the 

sovereignty of God alone. They 

were to create a society built 
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on principles of justice, 

human dignity and respect 

for life. 

But neither historical events 

nor abstract ideals – not 

even the broad principles of 

the Ten Commandments – 

are sufficient to sustain a 

society in the long run. 

Hence the remarkable 

project of the Torah: to 

translate historical 

experience into detailed 

legislation, so that the 

Israelites would live what 

they had learned on a daily 

basis, weaving it into the 

very texture of their social 

life. In the parsha of 

Mishpatim, vision becomes 

detail, and narrative 

becomes law. So, for 

example: “If you buy a 

Hebrew servant, he is to 

serve you for six years. But 

in the seventh year, he shall 

go free, without paying 

anything” (Ex. 21:2-3). At a 

stroke, in this law, slavery 

is transformed from a 

condition of birth to a 

temporary circumstance – 

from who you are to what, 

for the time being, you do. 

Slavery, the bitter 

experience of the Israelites 

in Egypt, could not be 

abolished overnight. It was 

not abolished even in the 

United States until the 

1860s, and even then, not 

without a devastating civil 

war. But this opening law of 

our parsha is the start of 

that long journey. 

Likewise, the law that 

“Anyone who beats their 

male or female slave with a 

rod must be punished if the 

slave dies as a direct 
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result.” (Ex. 21:20) A slave is not mere property. They each 

have a right to life. Similarly, the law of Shabbat that 

states: “Six days do your work, but on the seventh day do 

not work, so that your ox and your donkey may rest, and 

so that the slave born in your household and the foreigner 

living among you may be refreshed.” (Ex. 23:12) One day 

in seven slaves were to breathe the air of freedom. All three 

laws prepared the way for the abolition of slavery, even 

though it would take more than three thousand years. 

There are two laws that have to do with the Israelites’ 

experience of being an oppressed minority: “Do not 

mistreat or oppress a stranger, for you were strangers in 

Egypt.” (Ex. 22:21) and “Do not oppress a stranger; you 

yourselves know how it feels to be foreigners, because you 

were foreigners in Egypt. (Ex. 23:9) And there are laws that 

evoke other aspects of the people’s experience in Egypt, 

such as, “Do not take advantage of the widow or the 

fatherless. If you do and they cry out to me, I will certainly 

hear their cry” (Ex. 22:21-22). This recalls the episode at 

the beginning of the Exodus, “The Israelites groaned in 

their slavery and cried out, and their cry for help because of 

their slavery went up to God. God heard their groaning, and 

He remembered His covenant with Abraham, with Isaac and 

with Jacob. So, God looked on the Israelites and was 

concerned about them.” (Ex. 2:23-25) 

In a famous article written in the 1980s, Yale law professor 

Robert Cover wrote about “Nomos and Narrative.” By this 

he meant that beneath the laws of any given society is a 

nomos, that is, a vision of an ideal social order that the law 

is intended to create. And behind every nomos is a 

narrative, that is, a story about why the shapers and 

visionaries of that society or group came to have that 

specific vision of the ideal order they sought to build. 

Cover’s examples are largely taken from the Torah, and the 

truth is that his analysis sounds less like a description of 

law as such than a description of that unique phenomenon 

we know as Torah. The word “Torah” is untranslatable 

because it means several different things that only appear 

together in the book that bears that name. Torah means 

“law.” But it also means “teaching, instruction, guidance,” 

or more generally, “direction”. It is also the generic name 

for the five books, from Genesis to Deuteronomy, that 

comprise both narrative and law. 

In general, law and narrative are two distinct literary         

genres that have very little overlap. Most books of law do 

not contain narratives, and most narratives do not contain 

law. Besides which, as Cover himself notes, even if people 

in Britain or America today know the history behind a given 

law, there is no canonical text that brings the two together. 

In any case in most societies there are many different 

ways of telling the story. Besides which, most laws are      

enacted without a statement of why they came to be, what 

they were intended to achieve, and what historical                     

experience led to their enactment. 

So, the Torah is a unique combination of nomos and                         

narrative, history and law, the formative experiences of a 

nation and the way that nation sought to live its collective 

life so as never to forget the lessons it learned along the 

way. It brings together vision and detail in a way that has 

never been surpassed. 

That is how we must lead if we want people to come with 

us, giving of their best. There must be a vision to inspire 

us, telling us why we should do what we are asked to do. 

There must be a narrative: this is what happened, this is 

who we are, and this is why the vision is so important to 

us. Then there must be the law, the code, the fastidious 

attention to detail, that allow us to translate vision into 

reality and turn the pain of the past into the blessings of 

the future. That extraordinary combination, to be found in 

almost no other law code, is what gives Torah its enduring 

power. It is a model for all who seek to lead people to 

greatness. 
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COMMUNITY NEWS IF YOU KNOW OF SOMEONE WHO IS MOVING INTO THE  
GREAT NECK AREA PLEASE LET THE OFFICE KNOW. 

PLEASE NOTE NEW DROP OFF ADDRESS 

All Friday food donations for Hunger Initiative should be left 

in the coolers at 19 Crampton Avenue. Please make sure 

your food is nearly packaged and labeled. If you have any 

questions or need containers for donations please contact 

Cindy Hodkin at koshercookinggn@gmail.com or text at 

516.317.9632.  

Monday, 22 Shevat 

Arnie Flatow for Morris Flatow 

Diane Seidle for Louis Melnick 

Rita Silverman for Dora Pentol 

Perry Schneider for Samuel Schneider 

Tuesday, 23 Shevat 

Sheila Bachman for Max Bachman 

Halina Greenwald for David Greenwald 

Albert Safdieh for Irene Lipstein 

Philip Hanfling for Julius Schneider 

Wednesday, 24 Shevat 

Matthew Gartenhaus for Stanley Gartenhaus 

Thursday, 25 Shevat 

David Birnbaum for Andor Jack Birnbaum 

Moselle Berkowitz for Hannah Kerben 

Reuben Kerben for Hannah Kerben 

Joshua Olshin for Morris Olshin 

Carol Karbowitz for Johanna Schwarz 

Lynn Steinberg for Johanna Schwarz 

Friday, 26 Shevat 

Raphael Shaya for Tikvah Ambar 

Ruth Seif for Hadassa Dolinsky 

Diane Rein for Helene Marcia Fink 

Sharon Goldwyn for Abraham Kessler 

Saturday, 27 Shevat 

Sharon Herman for Joseph Adler 

Uri Rosin for Miriam Aldouby 

Jayne Rosenthal for Ron Altman 

Doreen Zobel for Sabina Geist 

Morris Seidman for Mala Seidman 

Sunday, 28 Shevat 

Frank Bachrach for Ludwig Bachrach 

Howard Lorber for Ronald Lorber 

Monday, 29 Shevat 

Ben Jampel for Henry Jampel 

Murray Rabinowitz for Lea Rabinowitz 

Stephen Rabinowitz for Lea Rabinowitz 

Jerrald Weinstein for Fanny Weinstein 

TIKVAH SCHOLARS PROGRAM 

The Tikvah Scholars Program is summer program at Yale 

University for current 10th and 11th graders from around 

the world. The program brings together Jewish teens who 

want to explore how Judaism informs and challenges            

Western thought, philosophy, and politics. Two sessions: 

6/27-7/7 and 7/25-8/4. More information at https://

tikvahfund.org/hs/tsp2022/home/.  

BNEI AKIVA SHLUCHOT                                                                                    

Please welcome Liron and Shira to your homes for Shabbat 

meals. The meal train link is: https://rb.gy/wlebp5 

GNS JOURNEY SERIES IS BACK! 

Morocco: May 9-18 

Poland: July 19-24 

See Chazzan Spinner for more info.  

JANUARY CHESED 

Throughout January until Feb. 10th, please drop off:  

a) men’s, women’s & children’s clothing in good condition 

and stain free to the Lillien home, 35 Margaret Court   

b) backpacks, small rolling cases and sealed toiletries to 

the Yehaskel home, 17 Old Pond Rd. or the Sturm 

home, 15 Robin Way 

All donations will go to beautifulmemoriesgemach.org. 

Please no drop offs during Yeshiva Break - Jan. 23-30.  

INVITATION FOR SHABBAT MEALS                                                                                                                                                        

GNS has several members that live alone and would     

warmly welcome an invitation for a Shabbat meal. If you 

are hosting Shabbat dinner or lunch and have room for 

another person to include, please contact Rabbi Polakoff at 

dpolakoff@gns.org or Rabbi Lichter at ilichter@gns.org who 

will provide you with the name and contact information of 

people you can invite. You may not know them, they may 

be from a different generation or they may daven in a           

different GNS minyan than you do, but we are all part of 

the same GNS family. Hachnasat Orchim - welcoming 

guests into your home - is a big mitzvah! 

SISTERHOOD NEWS 

Pre-order your 2022 National Mahjongg League Cards 

through the Sisterhood. For more information, please                  

contact Cynthia Wiesenfeld at cwiesenfeld@verizon.net. 

Deadline is January 24, 2022. 

PESACH SCOPE DEADLINE AND SPONSORSHIP 

Please submit all SCOPE magazine articles, recipes, photos, 

ads, sponsorships and any other material by Monday,              

February 7th 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. 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! 

CHANGE TO SHUL CLOUD 

In the coming weeks our shul will be making the transition 

from Chaverware and Chaverweb to Shul Cloud. The 

change will make it easier for everyone to access their  

records and pay bills through the new portal. As such, we 

can no longer accept payments through Chaverweb. If you 

want to make a payment you can either call the office or 

make a payment on our website https://www.gns.org/open

-donation-to-great-neck-synagogue/ and in the message 

box let us know what you are paying. We hope that in the 

future the process will be a much simpler and easier way 

to help with your synagogue obligations. 

INTERESTED VOLUNTEERS 

GNS is looking for volunteers interested in security training 

(i.e., awareness, recognizing suspicious activity, reducing 

threats) for a series of free classes at GNS for men and 

women of all ages. No background in security required.  

Contact the office (516-487-6100) or email jfrisch@gns.org. 
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