
As we have seen in both 

Vayetse and Vaera, 

leadership is marked by 

failure. It is the recovery 

that is the true measure 

of a leader. Leaders can 

fail for two kinds of 

reason. The first is 

external. The time may 

not be right. The 

conditions may be 

unfavorable. There may 

be no one on the other 

side to talk to. 

Machiavelli called this 

Fortuna: the power of 

bad luck that can defeat 

even the greatest 

individual. Sometimes, 

despite our best efforts, 

we fail. Such is life. The 

second kind of failure is 

internal. A leader can 

simply lack the courage 

to lead. Sometimes 

leaders have to oppose 

the crowd. They have to 

say no when everyone 

else is crying yes. That 

can be terrifying. Crowds 

have a will and 

momentum of their own. 

To say no could place 

your career, or even your 

life, at risk. That is when 

courage is needed, and 

not showing it can 

constitute a moral failure 

of the worst kind.  

The classic example is 

King Saul, who failed to 

carry out Samuel’s 

instructions in his battle 

against the Amalekites. 

Saul was told to spare no one 

and nothing. This is what 

happened: When Samuel 

reached him, Saul said, “The 

Lord bless you! I have carried 

out the Lord’s instructions.” 

But Samuel said, “What then is 

this bleating of sheep in my 

ears? What is this lowing of 

cattle that I hear?” Saul 

answered, “The soldiers 

brought them from the 

Amalekites; they spared the 

best of the sheep and cattle to 

sacrifice to the Lord your God, 

but we totally destroyed the 

rest.” “Enough!” Samuel said 

to Saul. “Let me tell you what 

the Lord said to me last night.” 

“Tell me,” Saul replied. Samuel 

said, “Although you may be 

small in your own eyes, are 

you not head of the tribes of 

Israel? The Lord anointed you 

King over Israel. And He sent 

you on a mission, saying, ‘Go 

and completely destroy those 

wicked people, the Amalekites; 

wage war against them until 

you have wiped them out.’ 

Why did you not obey the 

Lord? Why did you pounce on 

the plunder and do evil in the 

eyes of the Lord?” “But I did 

obey the Lord,” Saul said. “I 

went on the mission the Lord 

assigned me. I completely 

destroyed the Amalekites and 

brought back Agag their King. 

The soldiers took sheep and 

cattle from the plunder, the 

best of what was devoted to 

God, in order to sacrifice them 

to the Lord your God at 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks on Parshat Ki Tisa 
Gilgal.” (I Sam. 15:13–21) 

Saul makes excuses. The 

failure was not his; it was 

the fault of his soldiers. 

Besides which, he and they 

had the best intentions. The 

sheep and cattle were 

spared to offer as sacrifices. 

Saul did not kill King Agag 

but brought him back as a 

prisoner. Samuel is 

unmoved. He says, 

“Because you have rejected 

the word of the Lord, He 

has rejected you as 

King.” (I Sam. 15:23). Only 

then does Saul admit, “I 

have sinned.” (I Sam 

15:24) But by this point it is 

too late. He has proven 

himself unworthy to begin 

the lineage of kings of 

Israel. 

There is an apocryphal 

quote attributed to several 

politicians: “Of course I 

follow the party. After all, I 

am their leader.” There are 

leaders who follow instead 

of leading. Rabbi Yisrael 

Salanter compared them to 

a dog taking a walk with its 

owner. The dog runs on 

ahead but keeps turning 

around to see whether it is 

going in the right direction. 

The dog may think it is 

leading but actually it is 

following. That, on a plain 

reading of the text, was the 

fate of Aaron in this week’s 

parsha. Moses had been up 

the mountain for forty days. 

The people were afraid. Had 
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he died? Where was he? Without Moses they felt bereft. He 

was their point of contact with God. He performed the 

miracles, divided the Sea, gave them water to drink and 

food to eat. This is how the Torah describes what happened 

next: When the people saw that Moses was so long in 

coming down from the mountain, they gathered round 

Aaron and said, “Come, make us a god who will go before 

us. As for this man Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, 

we don’t know what has happened to him.” Aaron answered 

them, “Take off the gold earrings that your wives, your 

sons and your daughters are wearing, and bring them to 

me.” So all the people took off their earrings and brought 

them to Aaron. He took what they gave him and he 

fashioned it with a tool and made it into a molten Calf. Then 

they said, “This is your god, Israel, who brought you up out 

of Egypt.” (Ex. 32:1-4) 

God becomes angry. Moses pleads with Him to spare the 

people. He then descends the mountain, sees what has 

happened, smashes the Tablets of the Law he has brought 

down with him, burns the idol, grinds it to powder, mixes it 

with water and makes the Israelites drink it. Then he turns 

to Aaron his brother and asks, “What have you done?” “Do 

not be angry, my lord,” Aaron answered. “You know how 

these people are prone to evil. They said to me, ‘Make us a 

god who will go before us. As for this man Moses who 

brought us up out of Egypt, we don’t know what has 

happened to him.’ So I told them, ‘Whoever has any gold 

jewelry, take it off.’ Then they gave me the gold, and I 

threw it into the fire, and out came this Calf!” (Ex. 32:22-

24) Aaron blames the people. It was they who made the 

illegitimate request. He denies responsibility for making the 

Calf. It just happened. “I threw it into the fire, and out 

came this Calf!” This is the same kind of denial of 

responsibility we recall from the story of Adam and Eve. 

The man says, “It was the woman.” The woman says, “It 

was the serpent.” It happened. It wasn’t me. I was the 

victim not the perpetrator. In anyone such evasion is a 

moral failure; in a leader such as Saul the King of Israel and 

Aaron the High Priest, all the more so. The odd fact is that 

Aaron was not immediately punished. According to the 

Torah he was condemned for another sin altogether when, 

years later, he and Moses spoke angrily against the people 

complaining about lack of water: “Aaron will be gathered to 

his people. He will not enter the land I give the Israelites, 

because both of you rebelled against My command at the 

waters of Meribah” (Num. 20:24). 

It was only later still, in the last month of Moses’ life, that 

Moses told the people a fact that he had kept from them 

until that point: “I feared the anger and wrath of the Lord, 

for He was angry enough with you to destroy you. But 

again, the Lord listened to me. And the Lord was angry 

enough with Aaron to destroy him, but at that time I 

prayed for Aaron too.” (Deut. 9:19-20) God, according to 

Moses, was so angry with Aaron for the sin of the Golden 

Calf that He was about to kill him and would have done so 

had it not been for Moses’ prayer. 

It is easy to be critical of people who fail the leadership 

test when it involves opposing the crowd, defying the                   

consensus, blocking the path the majority are intent on 

taking. The truth is that it is hard to oppose the mob. They 

can ignore you, remove you, even assassinate you. When a 

crowd gets out of control there is no elegant solution. Even 

Moses was helpless in the face of the people’s demands 

during the later episode of the spies (Num. 14:5). Nor was 

it easy for Moses to restore order. He did so with the most 

dramatic of acts: smashing the Tablets and grinding the 

Calf to dust. He then asked for support and was given it by 

his fellow Levites. They took reprisals against the crowd, 

killing three thousand people that day. History judges          

Moses a hero but he might well have been seen by his       

contemporaries as a brutal autocrat. We, thanks to the 

Torah, know what passed between God and Moses at the 

time. The Israelites at the foot of the mountain knew       

nothing of how close they had come to being utterly               

destroyed. 

Tradition dealt kindly with Aaron. He is portrayed as a man 

of peace. Perhaps that is why he was made High Priest. 

There is more than one kind of leadership, and priesthood 

involves following rules, not taking stands and swaying 

crowds. The fact that Aaron was not a leader in the same 

mold as Moses does not mean that he was a failure. It 

means that he was made for a different kind of role. There 

are times when you need someone with the courage to 

stand against the crowd, others when you need a peace-

maker. Moses and Aaron were different types. Aaron failed 

when he was called on to be a Moses, but he became a 

great leader in his own right in a different capacity. And as 

two different leaders working together, Aaron and Moses 

complemented one another. No one person can do                    

everything. The truth is that when a crowd runs out of          

control, there is no easy answer. That is why the whole of 

Judaism is an extended seminar in individual and collective 

responsibility. Jews do not, or should not, form crowds. 

When they do, it may take a Moses to restore order. But it 

may take an Aaron, at other times, to maintain the peace. 
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MAZAL TOVS & COMMUNITY NEWS IF YOU KNOW OF SOMEONE WHO IS MOVING INTO THE  
GREAT NECK AREA PLEASE LET THE OFFICE KNOW. 

Monday, 13 Adar I 

Roselin Wagner for Yehuda Leib Prebluda 

Joan Braun for Harry Schwartz 

Rabbi Shimon Wolf for Rabbi Ephraim Wolf 

Tuesday, 14 Adar I 

Mansour Farhadian for Ayub Farhadian 

Wednesday, 15 Adar I 

Ronald Braun for Muriel Braun 

Alan Prawer for Pinchas Prawer 

Thursday, 16 Adar I 

Phyllis Ringel for Minnie Gitter 

Ivan Kaufman for Morris Enoch Kaufman 

Hadassah Wachstock for Frieda Kessler 

Ellen Polakoff for Helene Pinsker 

Friday, 17 Adar I 

Stanley Dacher for Lena Dacher 

Gisele Katz for Jacob Gastwirth 

Myra Honig for Abraham Mathews 

Louise Kahn for Sarah Touch 

Saturday, 18 Adar I 

Sari Braunstein for Ben Dweck 

Jamie Katz for Ben Dweck 

Florin Silberstein for Samuel Sailor 

Monday, 20 Adar I 

Jeroen Bours for Eric Bours 

Meryl Friedman for Hyman Karten 

Annie Mendelson for Samuel Maultasch 

Roselin Wagner for Rose Wagner 

TIKVAH SCHOLARS PROGRAM 

The Tikvah Scholars Program is a summer program at Yale 

University for current 10th and 11th graders. More                            

information at https://tikvahfund.org/hs/tsp2022/home/.  

Mazal Tov to Ethan & Karen Ben-Sorek on the                                                         

engagement of their daughter Eliana Bina, to Avram (Avi) 

Young, son of Judge and Mrs. Young of Syracuse, NY. 

Mazal Tov as well to grandfather Rabbi Esor Ben-Sorek. 

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. 

GNS YOUTH EVENTS                                                                  

Saturday Night Feb. 19th - Girls Grades 1-4                                    

Mini Shabbaton, Decorate My Cake 7:45-9:30 pm, pizza 

included. Members/$20, Non-Members $25. 

Saturday Night Feb. 19th - Boys Grades 5-7 Mini                        

Shabbaton, Basketball Skills Competition, 8:30–10:30 pm, 

pizza included, prizes to win. $5 to enter.  

Saturday Night, Feb. 26th - Boys Grades 1-4 Mini                         

Shabbaton, Video Game Truck, 7:00-9:00 pm, pizza & 

movie included, $15/members, $20/non-members 

Friday Night, March 11th - Family Friday Night                              

See Flyer for all the details and registration. RSVP by Feb. 

25th online here or call the shul office.  

RAMAZ COMES TO GREAT NECK!                                                                              

Please join us for "Canceled: Teaching Tanach and History in 

the 21st Century" featuring Dr. Jon Jucovy (Ramaz Upper 

School Director of Humanities and History Department 

Chair) and Ms. Miriam Krupka (Ramaz Upper School Dean of 

Faculty and Judaic Studies Department Chair), moderated 

by Jonathan Cannon (Ramaz Head of School), on Tuesday, 

February 15 at 7:30 pm at the home of David and Diane 

Rein, 1 Cove Lane. All Ramaz current parents, alumni,               

parents of alumni, grandparents, and prospective families 

are invited. RSVP to Casey Talmas at talmasc@ramaz.org.  

CHAVERIM CENTER 

Chaverim Center has restarted meets every other       

Wednesday from 11:30 am - 1:30 pm. Listed below are 

the remaining dates and programs until Pesach. Please 

RSVP by TODAY at 12 pm.  

February 16th - Lunch & Movie 

March 2nd - NSHA students speak about their Chesed Trip 

to Kentucky 

March 23rd - Relaxation session with Robyn Blumner 

April 6th - Pesach talk with Speaker TBA 

THANK YOU 

The GNS Sisterhood would like to thank the Purim 

Mixerade committee for all their hard work putting 

together this event. We are thrilled that this event is sold 

out! And a special thank you to all our sponsors for 

supporting GNS and this event. 

Daniel & Marcie Aharon; Josh & Lital Amini; Albert &           

Ilana Amini; Moselle & Dani Berkowitz; Tannaz &  

Oren Dror; Meryl & Mark Friedman; Ariella & Shmuel 

Gilad; Dina & Natan Hammerman; Erica & Eliot 

Heisler; Michelle Louzoun & Ethan Heisler; Aliza & 

Aryeh Karkowsky; Jamie & Reuben Kerben; Vivian & 

Nikolas Kron; Judy & Richard Lilien; Benji & Shira 

Neren; Nina & Eran Noy; Diane & David Rein; 

Michelle & Joe Yehaskel; Davida & Marc Yehaskel; 

GNS Sisterhood 

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 email 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.  

BNEI AKIVA SHLUCHOT                                                                                    

Please welcome Liron and Shira to your homes for Shabbat 

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

https://tikvahfund.org/hs/tsp2022/home/
https://www.gns.org/open-donation-to-great-neck-synagogue/
https://www.gns.org/open-donation-to-great-neck-synagogue/
https://www.gns.org/events/family-friday-night/

