
Mark Twain said it most 
pithily: 

When I was a boy of 
fourteen, my father was 
so ignorant I could hardly 
stand to have the old man 
around. But when I got to 
be twenty-one, I was 
astonished at how much 
the old man had learned in 
seven years. 

Whether Freud was right 
or wrong about the 
Oedipus complex, there is 
surely this much truth to 
it, that the power and pain 
of adolescence is that we 
seek to define ourselves 
as different, individuated, 
someone other than our 
parents. When we were 
young they were the 
sustaining presence in our 
lives, our security, our 
stability, the source that 
grounds us in this world. 

The first and deepest 
terror we have as very 
young children is 
separation anxiety: the 
absence of parents, 
especially of the mother. 
Young children will play 
happily so long as their 
mother or care-giver is 
within sight. Absent that, 
and there is panic. We are 
too young to venture into 
the world on our own. It is 
precisely the stable, 
predictable presence of 

parents in our early years 
that gives us a basic sense 
of trust in life. 

But then comes the time, as 
we approach adulthood, 
when we have to learn to 
make our own way in the 
world. Those are the years 
of searching and in some 
cases, rebellion. They are 
what make adolescence so 
fraught. The Hebrew word 
for youth – the root is n-a-r 
– has these connotations of 
‘awakening’ and ‘shaking.’ 
We begin to define 
ourselves by reference to 
our friends, our peer-group, 
rather than our family. 
Often there is tension 
between the generations. 

The literary theorist Harold 
Bloom wrote two fascinating 
books, The Anxiety of 
Influence and Maps of 
Misreading, in which, in 
Freudian style, he argued 
that strong poets make 
space for themselves by 
deliberately misinterpreting 
or misunderstanding their 
predecessors. Otherwise – if 
you were really in awe of 
the great poets that came 
before you – you would be 
stymied by a sense that 
everything that could be 
said has been said, and 
better than you could 
possibly do. Creating the 
space we need to be 
ourselves often involves an 

Rabbi Sacks on Lech Lecha 
adversarial relationship 
to those who came 
before us, and that 
includes our parents. 

One of the great 
discoveries that tends to 
come with age is that, 
having spent what 
seems like a lifetime of 
running away from our 
parents, we have 
become very much like 
them – and the further 
away we ran, the closer 
we became. Hence the 
truth in Mark Twain’s 
insight. It needs time 
and distance to see their 
wisdom, to see how 
much we owe our 
parents, and to 
acknowledge how much 
of them lives on in us. 

The way the Torah does 
this in relation to 
Abraham (or Abram as 
he was then called) is 
remarkable in its 
subtlety. Lech Lecha, 
and indeed Jewish 
history, begins with the 
words, “God said to 
Abraham, ‘Go from your 
land, your birthplace, 
and your father’s house 
to a land I will show 
you” (Gen. 12:1). This is 
the boldest beginning of 
any account of a life in 
the Hebrew Bible. It 
seems to come from 
nowhere. The Torah 
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at different stages in our moral growth. There is a 
surface narrative. But there is also, often, a deeper 
story that we only come to notice and understand when 
we have reached a certain level of maturity (I call this 
the concealed counter-narrative). Genesis 11-12 is a 
classic example. 

When we are young we hear the enchanting – indeed 
empowering – story of Abraham breaking his father’s 
idols, with its message that a child can sometimes be 
right and a parent wrong, especially when it comes to 
spirituality and faith. Only much later in life do we hear 
the far deeper truth – hidden in the guise of a simple 
genealogy at the end of the previous parsha – that 
Abraham was actually completing a journey his father 
began. 

There is a line in the book of Joshua – we read it as part 
of the Haggadah on Seder night – that says:  

In the past your ancestors lived beyond the Euphrates 
River, including Terach the father of Avraham and 
Nahor. They worshiped other gods. Joshua 24:2 

So there was idolatry in Abraham’s family background. 
But Genesis 11 says that it was Terach who took 
Abraham from Ur – not Abraham who took Terach – to 
go to the land of Canaan. There was no immediate and 
radical break between father and son. 

Indeed it is hard to imagine how it could have been 
otherwise. Avram – Abraham’s original name – means 
“mighty father”. Abraham himself was chosen “so that 
he may direct his children and his household after him 
to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right and 
just…” (Gen. 18:19) – that is, he was chosen to be a 
model parent. How could a child who rejected the way 
of his father become a father of children who would not 
reject his way in turn? It makes more sense to say that 
Terach already had doubts about idolatry and it was he 
who inspired Abraham to go further, spiritually and 
physically. Abraham continued a journey his father had 
begun, thereby helping Isaac and Jacob, his son and 
grandson, to chart their own ways of serving God – the 
same God but encountered in different ways. 

Which brings us back to Mark Twain. Often we begin by 
thinking how different we are from our parents. It takes 
time for us to appreciate how much they helped us 
become the people we are. Even when we thought we 
were running away, we were in fact continuing their 
journey. Much of what we are is because of what they 
were. 

gives us no portrait of Abraham’s childhood, his youth, 
his relationship with the other members of his family, 
how he came to marry Sarah, or the qualities of 
character that made God single him out to become the 
initiator of what ultimately turned out to be the greatest 
revolution in the religious history of humankind, what is 
called nowadays Abrahamic monotheism. 

It was this biblical silence that led to the midrashic 
tradition almost all of us learned as children, that 
Abraham broke the idols in his father’s house. This is 
Abraham the Revolutionary, the iconoclast, the man of 
new beginnings who overturned everything his father 
stood for. This is, if you like, Freud’s Abraham. 

Perhaps it is only as we grow older that we are able to 
go back and read the story again, and realise the 
significance of the passage at the end of the previous 
parsha. It says this: 

Terach took his son Avram, and his grandson Lot, son 
of Haran, and his daughter-in-law Sarai, his son 
Avram’s wife, and together they set out from Ur 
Kasdim to go to the land of Canaan. But when they 
arrived at Harran, they settled there. Gen. 11:31 

It turns out, in other words, that Abraham left his 
father’s house long after he had left his land and his 
birthplace. His birthplace was in Ur, in what is today 
southern Iraq, but he only separated from his father in 
Harran, in what is now northern Syria. Terach, 
Abraham’s father, accompanied him for the first half of 
his journey. He went with his son, at least part of the 
way. 

What actually happened? There are two possibilities. 
The first is that Abraham received his call in Ur. His 
father Terach then agreed to go with him, intending to 
accompany him to the land of Canaan, though he did 
not complete the journey, perhaps because of age. The 
second is that the call came to Abraham in Harran, in 
which case his father had already begun the journey on 
his own initiative by leaving Ur. Either way, the break 
between Abraham and his father was far less dramatic 
than we first thought. 

I have argued elsewhere that biblical narrative is far 
more subtle than we usually take it to be. It is 
deliberately written to be understood at different levels 
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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, 11 Cheshvan 

Evelyn Henis for Harry Noah 

Steven Blumner for Dov ben Chaim 

Josh Windsor for Leo Obstfeld 

Sunday, 12 Cheshvan 

Tricia Moslin for Nycha Solomon 

Sydelle Knepper for Rosalie Marin 

Roslyn Dicker for Miriam Gottlieb 

Monday, 13 Cheshvan 

Ron Malen for Yitzchak ben Avraham Noveck 

Eva Bachrach for Josef Grunfarb 

Abigail Epstein for H. Howard Ostrin 

David Benrimon for Jacob Benrimon 

Tuesday, 14 Cheshvan 

Adam Zalta for Lori Zalta 

Ellen Siegel for Shirley Crair 

Friday,  17 Cheshvan 

Perry Schneider for Sandra Schneider 

SAVE THE DATE 

Please save the date for the GNS 360 Shabbat Lunch on May 

13, 2023. We look forward to your participation! 

CHANUKAH SCOPE DEADLINE:                                        

ARTICLES, ADS and SPONSORS 

Please submit all SCOPE magazine articles, recipes, photos, 

ads, sponsorships and any other material by Monday, October 

31st 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 en-

courage 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! 

Mazal Tov to Erica & Eliot Heisler on the engagement of 

their son James Heisler to Nava Katz, daughter of     

Sharona & Tamir Katz of Monsey, NY. Mazal Tov also to  

grandparents Deena Heisler, Shoshana & Martin Sokol. 
 

Mazal Tov to Aliza & Aryeh Karkowsky on the Bar    

Mitzvah of their son Ryan. 
 

Mazal Tov to Ellen & Mitchell Siegel on the Bat Mitzvah 

of their granddaughter Bella Kalter, daughter of Danna &  

Gilad z”l Kalter. 

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 Diane Rein at drein@verizon.net 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 SCHEDULE OF CLASSES 
 
 

SUNDAYS 
 

Midrash Shiur - Rabbi Dale Polakoff 
9:15 am (Wolf Board Room) 

 
 

MONDAYS 
 

Scholars’ Kollel - Various Scholars 
8:30 – 10:00 am (Braun Youth Center) 

 
Talmud - Rabbi Dale Polakoff 

8:00 – 9:00 pm (contact the office for location) 
 
 

TUESDAYS 
 

Scholars’ Kollel - Various Scholars 
8:30 – 10:00 am (Braun Youth Center) 

 
 

WEDNESDAYS 
 

 Scholars’ Kollel - Various Scholars 
8:30 – 10:00 am (Braun Youth Center) 

 
 

WNL - Rabbi Dale Polakoff 
9:00 – 10:30 pm (contact the office for location) 

 
 

THURSDAYS 
 

 Scholars’ Kollel - Various Scholars 
8:30 – 10:00 am (Braun Youth Center) 

 
Women’s Chumash - Rabbi Dale Polakoff 

9:15 – 10:30 am (Wolf Board Room) 
 
 

FRIDAYS 
 

 Scholars’ Kollel - Various Scholars 
8:30 – 10:00 am (Braun Youth Center) 

 
 

SHABBAT 
 

Parsha Shiur 8:30 am (Goldwyn Sanctuary) 
 

Gemara Shiur (Beit Midrash before Mincha) 
 

UPCOMING EVENTS 

November 6 : Blood Drive 

November 9 : Chaverim 

November 13 : Sisterhood Boutique 

December 10 : Murder Mystery Night      

RAMAZ HIGH SCHOOL OPEN HOUSE 

Please join the Ramaz High School Open House, Prospective 

Parent Evening on Saturday Night, November 12, 2022 at 

7:30pm at 60 East 78th Street, New York NY 10075. 

Register at www.Ramaz.org/OpenHouse. Explore the Judaic and 

general studies classes, meet faculty and students, and discover 

what makes Ramaz special and different. 
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