
One of the most 
profound disagreements 
in Judaism is the one 
between Moses 
Maimonides and Judah 
Halevi on the meaning of 
the first of the Ten 
Commandments. 
 
For Maimonides (1135-
1204), the first 
command is to believe in 
God, Creator of Heaven 
and Earth: The basic 
principle of all basic 
principles and the pillar 
of all sciences is to 
realise that there is a 
First Being who brought 
every existing thing into 
being. If it could be 
supposed that He did not 
exist, it would follow that 
nothing else could 
possibly exist. If however 
it were supposed that all 
other beings were      
non-existent, He alone 
would still exist . . . To 
acknowledge this truth is 
a positive command, as 
it is said: “I am the Lord 
your God”. Ex.20:2, Deut 
5:7, Yesodei ha-Torah 
1:1-5 
 
Judah Halevi (c. 1080-
c.1145) disagreed. The 
greatest of medieval 
Hebrew poets, Halevi 
also wrote one of 
Judaism’s philosophical 
masterpieces, The 
Kuzari. It is framed as a 
dialogue between a 
Rabbi and the King of the 
Khazars. Historically, the 

Khazars were a Turkish 
people who, between the 
seventh and eleventh 
centuries, ruled a 
considerable area between 
the Black Sea and the 
Caspian Sea, including 
southern Russia, northern 
Caucasus, eastern 
Ukraine, Western 
Kazakhstan, and 
northwestern Uzbekistan. 
 
Many Jewish traders and 
refugees lived there, and 
in 838 the Khazar King 
Bulan converted to 
Judaism, after supposedly 
holding a debate between 
representatives of the 
Jewish, Christian, and 
Muslim faiths. The Arabic 
writer Dimashqi writes that 
the Khazars, having 
encountered the Jewish 
faith, “found it better than 
their own and accepted it”. 
Khazaria thus became, 
spiritually as well as 
geographically, an 
independent third force 
between the Muslim 
Caliphate and the Christian 
Byzantine Empire. After 
their conversion, the 
Khazar people used Jewish 
personal names, spoke 
and wrote in Hebrew, were 
circumcised, had 
synagogues and Rabbis, 
studied the Torah and 
Talmud, and observed the 
Jewish festivals. 
 
The Kuzari is Judah 
Halevi’s philosophy of 
Judaism, cast in the form 

Rabbi Sacks on Vaetchanan 
of the imagined 
conversation between 
the King and a Rabbi 
that led to the King’s 
conversion. In it, Halevi 
draws a portrait that is 
diametrically opposed 
to what would later 
become Maimonides’ 
account. Judaism, for 
Halevi, is not 
Aristotelian but counter
-Aristotelian. The God 
of the prophets, says 
Halevi, is not the God 
of the philosophers. 
The key difference is 
that whereas the 
philosophers found God 
in metaphysics, the 
prophets found God in 
history. 
 
This is how Halevi’s 
Rabbi states his faith: 
I believe in the God of 
Abraham, Isaac and 
Israel, who led the 
children of Israel out of 
Egypt with signs and 
miracles; who fed them 
in the desert and gave 
them the land, after 
having brought them 
through the sea and 
the Jordan in a 
miraculous way. Kuzari 
I:11 
 
He goes on to 
emphasise that God’s 
opening words in the 
revelation at Mount 
Sinai were not, “I am 
the Lord your God, 
creator of heaven and 
earth” but “I am the 
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the terms and conditions of the covenant. The first 
verse of the Ten Commandments is a highly 
abridged form of [1] and [2]. “I am the Lord your 
God” is the preamble. “Who brought you out of 
Egypt, out of the land of slavery” is the historical 
review. The verses that follow are the stipulations, or 
as we would call them, the commands. Nachmanides 
and the Midrash are therefore correct in seeing the 
verse as an introduction, not a command. 
 
What is at stake in this difference of opinion between 
Maimonides on the one hand, Judah Halevi and 
Nachmanides on the other? At the heart of Judaism 
is a twofold understanding of the nature of God and 
His relationship to the universe. God is creator of the 
universe and the maker of the human person “in His 
image”. This aspect of God is universal. It is 
accessible to anyone, Jew or gentile. Aristotle arrived 
at it through logic and metaphysics. For him, God 
was the “prime mover” who set the universe into 
motion.  
 
Today, many people reach the same conclusion 
through science: the universe is too finely tuned for 
the emergence of life to have come into being 
through chance (this is sometimes called the 
anthropic principle). Some arrive at it not through 
logic or science but through a simple sense of awe 
and wonder (“Not how the world is, but that it is, is 
the mystical” said Wittgenstein). This aspect of God 
is called by the Torah, Elokim. 
 
There is, however, a quite different aspect of God 
which predominates throughout most of Tanach, the 
Hebrew Bible. This is God as He is involved in the 
fate of one family, one nation: the children of Israel. 
He intervenes in their history. He makes a highly 
specific covenant with them at Sinai – not at all like 
the general one He made with Noah and all 
humanity after the Flood. The Noahide covenant is 
simple and basic. The Sages said it involved a mere 
seven commands. The Sinai covenant, by contrast, 
is highly articulated, covering almost every 
conceivable aspect of life. This aspect of God is 
signalled by the use of the four-letter name for 
which we traditionally substitute (since the word 
itself is holy and could only be pronounced by the 
High Priest) the word Hashem (on the two aspects 
and names, see Kuzari IV:1-3; and Ramban to 
Exodus 3:13). 
 
Maimonides, the philosopher, emphasized the 
universal, metaphysical aspect of Judaism and the 
eternal, unchanging existence of God. Judah Halevi 
and Nachmanides, the one a poet, the other a 
mystic, were more sensitive to the particularistic and 
prophetic dimension of Judaism: the role of God in 
the historical drama of the covenant. Both are true 
and valid, but in this case, Halevi and Nachmanides 
are closer to the meaning of the biblical text. 

Lord your God “I am the Lord your God, who brought 
you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.” Kuzari 
I:25 
 
Halevi lived before Maimonides. Nachmanides (R. 
Mosheh ben Nachman, 1194-1270) lived after, but 
he too disagreed with Maimonides’ interpretation of 
the opening verse of the Ten Commandments. His 
objection is based on a passage in the Mechilta: “You 
shall have no other gods besides me.” Why is this 
said? Because it says, “I am the Lord your God.” To 
give a parable: A king of flesh and blood entered a 
province. His servants said to him, “Issue decrees for 
the people.” He, however, told them, “No. When 
they accept my sovereignty, I will issue decrees. For 
if they do not accept my sovereignty, how will they 
carry out my decrees?” 
 
According to Nachmanides the verse, “I am the Lord 
your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the 
land of slavery” is not a command, but a preliminary 
to the commands. It explains why the Israelites 
should be bound by the will of God. He had rescued 
them, liberated them, and brought them to safety. 
The first verse of the Decalogue is not a law but a 
statement of fact, a reason why the Israelites should 
accept God’s sovereignty. 
 
Thanks to a series of archeological discoveries in the 
twentieth century, we now know that Nachmanides 
was right. The biblical covenant has the same literary 
structure as ancient near eastern political treaties, of 
which the oldest known are the “Stele of the 
Vultures” (before 2500 BCE), recording the victory of 
Eannatum, king of Lagash, over the people of 
Umma, both in southern Mesopotamia, and the 
treaty of Naram-Sin, king of Kish and Akkad, with 
the people of Elam (c. 2280 BCE). Other, later 
treaties have also been discovered, involving Hittites, 
Arameans and Assyrians. One details a pact between 
the Hittite king Hattusilis III and the Pharaoh 
Rameses II, regarded by some scholars as the 
Pharaoh of the exodus. 
 
These treaties usually follow a six-part pattern, of 
which the first three elements were [1] the 
preamble, identifying the initiator of the treaty, [2] a 
historical review, summarising the past relationship 
between the parties, and [3] the stipulations, namely 
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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. 

 

 

Saturday, 16 Av 

Belkis Nasser for Selma Suveke 

Bonnie Diamond for Beatrice Brandeis 

Cheryl Sneag for Lawrence Sneag 

Morris Hodkin for Elizabeth Hodkin 

Henry Katz for Sonia Suskin 

Scott Danoff for Zita Danoff 

Sunday, 17 Av 

Ori Pagovich for Benjamin Pagovich 

Janet Kashani for Sarah bat Yacob 

Monday, 18 Av 

Tuesday, 19 Av 

Judith Traub for Rebecca Hechtkopf 

Wednesday, 20 Av 

Rivka Rosenberg for Sara Zaharon 

Judy Lillien for Isaac Lebovits 

Friday, 22 Av 

Mark Friedman for Mildred Friedman 

Carl Rosenberg for Bluma Muller 

 

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 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.  

GNS CHESED COLLECTION  

Throughout the month of August, please help us to collect 

and donate school supplies for Chai Lifeline. Drop off items 

at the Siegel & Shusterman homes. See flyer on page 4 for 

more details. 

 

GREAT NECK COMMUNITY CALENDAR                       

As you may know, we are fortunate to have a Great Neck 

Community Calendar where one can post their upcoming 

simcha or special event. It is suggested that when      

planning a simcha or event that you post it on the       

calendar in order to avoid unnecessary conflicts. To post 

your simcha, send your request to:                           

greatneckcalendar@gmail.com. If you post on the      

Community Calendar, do not assume that you are booked 

on the GNS calendar as well. You must reserve your date 

on the GNS calendar independently.  

GNS OBLIGATIONS 

Most of you have received your statement by email, which 

includes the new dues for 2022/23. We encourage you to 

take care of your obligations to avoid any issues with High 

Holiday seating. You can access your Shulcloud account to 

pay your bill directly via the link on the statement. 

Mazal Tov to Goldie & Howard Lorber on the upcoming 

marriage of their granddaughter Nechama Kaufman, 

daughter of Jill & Robert Kaufman to Alon Uralevich in 

Israel. 

Mazal Tov to Hindi & Ben Lunzer on the birth of a    

granddaughter, born to their children Ariella & David 

Dachoh.  

Mazal Tov to Rebecca Weisel and to Nate Weisel on the 

Bar Mitzvah of their son Mordy. 

Mazal Tov to Galit & Ziggy Zborowski on the engagement 

of their son Jeremy to Liana Shuster  daughter of   

Yolanda & Sam Shuster of Staten Island. 

THANK YOU 

GNS would like to thank The Sisterhood for their        

purchase of a digital projector. It was inaugurated during 

Tisha B’Av services this past weekend.    

 

SCOPE SPONSORSHIPS 

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.  If you are currently a SCOPE sponsor, 

then your sponsorship will continue unless you contact the   

synagogue office to discontinue it. 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! 


