
It should have been a 

day of joy. The Israelites 

had completed the 

Mishkan, the Sanctuary. 

For seven days Moses 

had made preparations 

for its consecration. Now 

on the eighth day – the 

first of Nissan – one year 

to the day since the 

Israelites had received 

their first command two 

weeks prior to the 

Exodus (Ex. 40:2) – the 

service of the Sanctuary 

was about to begin (Lev. 

9:1 – 24). The Sages say 

that in Heaven it was the 

most joyous day since 

Creation (Megillah 10b). 

But tragedy struck. The 

two elder sons of Aaron 

“offered a strange fire 

that had not been 

commanded” (Lev. 10:1) 

and the fire from heaven 

that should have 

consumed the sacrifices 

consumed them as well. 

They died. Aaron’s joy 

turned to mourning. 

“Vayidom Aharon” 

meaning, “And Aaron was 

silent.” (Lev. 10:3) The 

man who had been 

Moses’ spokesman could 

not longer speak. Words 

turned to ash in his 

mouth. 

There is much in this 

episode that is hard to 

understand, much that 

has to do with the 

concept of holiness and 

the powerful energies it 

releases that, like nuclear 

power today, could be 

deadly dangerous if not 

properly used. But there is also 

a more human story about two 

approaches to leadership that 

still resonates with us today. 

First there is the story about 

Aaron. We read about how 

Moses told him to begin his 

role as High Priest. “Moses 

[then] said to Aaron, ‘Approach 

the altar, and prepare your sin 

offering and burnt offering, 

thus atoning for you and the 

people. Then prepare the 

people’s offering to atone for 

them, as God has 

commanded’” (Lev. 9:7). The 

Sages sensed a nuance in the 

words, “Approach the altar,” as 

if Aaron was standing at a 

distance from it, reluctant to 

come near. They said: “Initially 

Aaron was ashamed to come 

close. Moses said to him, ‘Do 

not be ashamed. This is what 

you have been chosen to do.’” 

Why was Aaron ashamed? 

Tradition gave two 

explanations, both brought by 

Nachmanides in his 

commentary to the Torah. The 

first is that Aaron was simply 

overwhelmed with trepidation 

at coming so close to the 

Divine Presence. The second is 

that Aaron, seeing the “horns” 

of the altar, was reminded of 

the Golden Calf, his great sin. 

How could he, who had played 

a key role in that terrible 

event, now take on the role of 

atoning for the people’s sins? 

That surely demanded an 

innocence he no longer had. 

Moses had to remind him that 

it was precisely to atone for 

sins that the altar had been 

made; and the fact that he had 

been chosen by God to be High 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks on Parshat Shmini 
Priest was an unequivocal 

sign that he had been 

forgiven. 

There is perhaps a third 

explanation, albeit less 

spiritual. Until now Aaron 

had been in all respects 

second to Moses. Yes, he 

had been at his side 

throughout, helping him 

speak and lead. But there is 

vast psychological 

difference between being 

second-in-command and 

being a leader in your own 

right. We probably all know 

examples of people who 

quite readily serve in an 

assisting capacity but who 

are terrified at the prospect 

of leading on their own. 

Whichever explanation is 

true – and perhaps they all 

are – Aaron was reticent at 

taking on his new role, and 

Moses had to give him 

confidence. “This is what 

you have been chosen to 

do.” 

The other story is the tragic 

one, of Aaron’s two sons, 

Nadav and Avihu, who 

“offered a strange fire, that 

had not been commanded.” 

The Sages offered several 

readings of this episode, all 

based on a close reading of 

the several places in the 

Torah where their death is 

referred to. Some said they 

had been drinking alcohol. 

Others said that they were 

arrogant, holding 

themselves up above the 

community; this was the 

reason they had never 

married. Some say that 

they were guilty of giving a 
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halachic ruling about the use of man-made fire, instead of 

asking their teacher Moses whether it was permitted 

(Eruvin 63a). Others say they were restless in the presence 

of Moses and Aaron. They said: when will these two old 

men die and we can lead the congregation? (Sanhedrin 

52a) However we read the episode, it seems clear that they 

were all too eager to exercise leadership. Carried away by 

their enthusiasm to play a part in the inauguration, they did 

something they had not been commanded to do. After all, 

had Moses not done something entirely on his own 

initiative, namely breaking the tablets when he came down 

the mountain and saw the Golden Calf? If he could act 

spontaneously, why not they? 

They forgot the difference between a Priest and a Prophet. 

As we have seen in previous Covenant & Conversations, a 

Prophet lives and acts in time – in this moment that is 

unlike any other. A Priest acts and lives in eternity, by 

following a set of rules that never change. Everything about 

“the holy,” the realm of the Priest, is precisely scripted in 

advance. The holy is the place where God, not man, 

decides. Nadav and Avihu failed fully to understand that 

there are different kinds of leadership and they are not 

interchangeable. What is appropriate to one may be 

radically inappropriate to another. A judge is not a 

politician. A King is not a Prime Minister. A religious leader 

is not a celebrity seeking popularity. Confuse these roles 

and not only will you fail, you will also damage the very 

office you were chosen to hold. 

The real contrast here, though, is the difference between 

Aaron and his two sons. They were, it seems, opposites. 

Aaron was over-cautious and had to be persuaded by Moses 

even to begin. Nadav and Avihu were not cautious enough. 

So keen were they to put their own stamp on the role of 

priesthood that their impetuosity was their downfall. These 

are, perennially, the two challenges leaders must 

overcome. The first is the reluctance to lead. Why me? Why 

should I get involved? Why should I undertake the 

responsibility and all that comes with it – the high levels of 

stress, the sheer volume of work, and the never-ending 

criticisms leaders always have to face? Besides which, there 

are other people better qualified and more suited than I 

am. 

Even the greatest were reluctant to lead. Moses at the 

Burning Bush found reason after reason to show that he 

was not the man for the job. Isaiah and Jeremiah both felt  

inadequate. Summoned to lead, Jonah ran away. The        

challenge really is daunting. But when you feel as if you 

are being called to a task, if you know that the mission is 

necessary and important, then there is nothing you can do 

but say, Hineni, “Here I am.” (Ex. 3:4) In the words of a 

famous book title, you have to “feel the fear and do it           

anyway.” 

The other challenge is the polar opposite. There are some 

people who see themselves as rightful leaders. They are 

convinced that they can do it better than anyone else. We 

recall the famous remark of Israel’s first President, Chaim 

Weizmann, that he was head of a nation of a million          

presidents. 

From a distance it seems so easy. Isn’t it obvious that the 

leader should do X, not Y? Homo sapiens contains many 

back seat drivers who know better than those whose hands 

are on the steering wheel. Put them in a position of                             

leadership and they can do great damage. Never having 

sat in the driver’s seat, they have no idea of how many 

considerations have to be taken into account, how many 

voices of opposition have to be overcome, how difficult it is 

at one and the same time to cope with the pressures of 

events while not losing sight of long-term ideals and                     

objectives. The late John F. Kennedy said that the worst 

shock on being elected President was that “when we got to 

the White House we discovered that things were as bad as 

we’d been saying they were.” Nothing prepares you for the 

pressures of leadership when the stakes are high. 

Overenthusiastic, overconfident leaders can do great harm. 

Before they became leaders they understood events 

through their own perspective. What they did not                    

understand is that leadership involves relating to many 

perspectives, many interest groups and points of view. 

That does not mean that you try to satisfy everyone. Those 

who do so end up satisfying no one. But you have to                     

consult and persuade. Sometimes you need to honor               

precedent and the traditions of a particular institution. You 

have to know exactly when to behave as your predecessors 

did, and when not to. All this calls for considered                      

judgement, not wild enthusiasm in the heat of the                       

moment. 

Nadav and Avihu were surely great people. The trouble was 

that they believed they were great people. They were not 

like their father Aaron, who had to be persuaded to come 

close to the altar because of his sense of inadequacy. The 

one thing Nadav and Avihu lacked was a sense of their own 

inadequacy. To do anything great we have to be aware of 

these two temptations. One is the fear of greatness: who 

am I? The other is being convinced of your greatness: Who 

are they? I can do it better. We can do great things if (a) 

the task matters more than the person, (b) we are willing 

to do our best without thinking ourselves superior to                   

others, and (c) we are willing to take advice, the thing 

Nadav and Avihu failed to do. People do not become                    

leaders because they are great. They become great                          

because they are willing to serve as leaders. It does not 

matter that we think ourselves inadequate. Moses did. So 

did Aaron. What matters is the willingness, when challenge 

calls, to say, Hineni, “Here I am.” 
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THANK YOU 

 
THANK YOU VERY MUCH FROM  

GNS BIKUR CHOLIM, GNS CONNECTIONS AND GNS YOUTH DEPARTMENT! 

 

Thank you very much for the overwhelming and generous support of the following sponsors 

(listed in alphabetical order) for their inspiring financial support and volunteers (listed in     

alphabetical order) who baked dozens of hamantaschen cookies and/or delivered beautiful 

Kandi King mishloach manot to the ill, homebound and elderly members of Great Neck  

Synagogue for Purim to wish them a Chag Sameach and let them know our shul is thinking 

of them and continues to be connected to them. There were approximately 60 recipients 

who felt the outpouring of love and good wishes from our shul! Special thank you to GNS 

Sisterhood (Vivian Kron and Judy Lillien) and Men's Club (Mark Friedman) for their strong 

support, and Leah Reichlin for the beautiful original illustration she created for the cards. 

Thank you also to Mark Twersky and Jimmy Frisch for their assistance. Thank you very 

much to Rabbi Polakoff and Rabbi Lichter for their guidance and strong support. 
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Anonymous (1); Jayne Altman & Joe Rosenthal; Liora Ben-Sorek; Hal & Debbie Chadow;                     

Daniel & Shoshana Flax: Great Neck Synagogue Men's Club: Phil & Devorah Hanfling;                                   

Eliot & Erica Heisler; Michael & Alisa Hoenig; Robert & Debbie Hollander;                                         

Robert & Sydelle Knepper; Edmund & Hedva Kessler; Mervin & Dahlia Klein;                                   
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Jill Swartz; Rivka Wolf; Michelle Yehaskel 
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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, 18 Adar II 

Sari Braunstein for Ben Dweck 

Jamie Katz for Ben Dweck 

Florin Silberstein for Samuel Sailor 

Tuesday, 19 Adar II 

Brenda Parver for Sol Altman 

Wednesday, 20 Adar II 

Jeroen Bours for Eric Bours 

Meryl Friedman for Hyman Karten 

Annie Mendelson for Samuel Maultasch 

Roselin Wagner for Rose Wagner 

Thursday, 21 Adar II 

Norma Bilbool for Rose Bilbool 

Jerrald Weinstein for Edward Eichenhon 

Tricia Moslin for Estelle Solomon 

Friday, 22 Adar II 

Perry Schneider for Philip Schneider 

Saturday, 23 Adar II 

Gary Chubak for Ida Chubka 

Edward Goodman for Harvey Goodman 

Elaine Miller for Ethel Grant 

Cindy Hodkin for Bernard Korman 

Raphael Shaya for David Shaya 

Gideon Yudelowitz for Harold Yudelowitz 

Vladimir Zyskind for Shifra Zyskind 

Sunday, 24 Adar II 

Cindy Ludwig for Alvin Gelber 

Myles Mittleman for Sophie Mittleman 

Edwin Rosman for Pearl Pfefferman 

Rabbi Esor Ben-Sorek for Shimon Winer 

Monday, 25 Adar II 

Paul Brody for Rose Goldsmith 

Hal Chadow for Diane Chadow 

Hal Chadow for Minnie Chadow 

Irene Dicker for Dora Mermelstein 

Erran Kagan for Shlomo Kagan 

Isaac Kohannim for Avraham HaKohen 

Jack Lipsky for Corinne Lipsky 

Raphael Shaya for Victoria Shaya 

Mark Twersky for David Twersky 

SISTERHOOD 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. 

Looking forward to all the delicious recipes from our great 

cooks. For information or submissions, contact Judy Lillien 

at syny98@gmail.com or Cynthia Wiesenfeld at                               

cwiesenfeld@verizon.net.  

Mazal Tov to Sharon Goldwyn and David Birnbaum on 

the birth of a granddaughter, Nessa Louisa, born to their 

children, Jordanna & Aryeh Amsel in Jerusalem.  

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.  

March 23rd - Relaxation session with Robyn Blumner 

April 6th - Pesach talk with Speaker TBA 

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 

SEFORIM GEMACH                                                                              

Seforim Gemach of Queens has reopened and we are           

restocking. If you have used seforim that are good shape 

and would like to put them to good use please contact                  

Rabbi Steve Moskowitz at smoskowitz@saracademy.org  

or by cell/text at 516-220-7177. We will come to your home 

to pickup. We do not take shaimot. All proceeds from             

seforim go to Tomchei Shabbos of Queens.   

GNS 360 

Join friends and neighbors, meet new people and be a part 

of a wonderful Shabbat afternoon with the warmth and       

hospitality of our GNS community. Register online here to 

be a guest or host for Shabbat lunch on May 7th.  

THANK YOU                                                                                      

Thank you to the generous participants at Sunday’s Men’s 

Club Blood Drive who donated 52 units of blood to those in 

medical need. Special appreciation to our volunteer                    

helpers: Brayden Kohler, Bryce Kohler and Abby Rutta.  

THANK YOU FOR PURIM CANDY BAGS                                         

We would like to thank the following sponsors of our youth 

Purim candy bags. Your generosity is much appreciated: 

Michael Aryeh; Marla & Micah Lemonik; Michele & Steven 

Leybovich; Daniella & Jonathan Muller; Liz & Jared Ort in 

memory of Liz’s mother Helen Suss; Diane & David Rein. 

SHMURAH MATZAH FOR SALE 

GNS is once again offering its membership the opportunity 

to purchase Shmurah Matzah at $33/lb. Please click here 

to reserve and pay online. There is limited supply and pick 

up will be Thursday, April 7th from 9 am to 5 pm in the 

lobby.  

The family of the late Harold Griffel z"l would like to thank 

Rabbi Polakoff, Cindy Hodkin, Annie Mendelson, Sharon 

Goldwyn the Shiva Chesed committee and all those who             

contributed to meals along with their kindness and support 

after our recent loss.  

SUNDAY BREAKFAST 

Sunday Breakfast is sponsored by Hal & Debbie Chadow 

in memory of his mother Diane, Dina Devorah bat                     

Avraham Michel z”l and his grandmother Minnie, Masa bat 

Manalev z”l.  
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