
What did Jacob add to the 

Jewish experience? What 

is it that we find in him 

that we do not find to the 

same measure in Abraham 

and Isaac? Why is it his 

name – Jacob/Israel – that 

we carry in our identity? 

How was it that all his 

children stayed within the 

faith? Is there something 

of him in our spiritual 

DNA? There are many 

answers. I explore one 

here, and another next 

week in Vayishlach. 

 

Jacob was the man whose 

deepest spiritual 

encounters happened 

when he was on a 

journey, alone and afraid 

at the dead of night, 

fleeing from one danger to 

another. In this week’s 

parsha, we see him fleeing 

from Esau and about to 

meet Laban, a man who 

would cause him great 

grief. In next week’s 

parsha we see him fleeing 

in the opposite direction, 

from Laban to Esau, a 

meeting that filled him 

with dread: he was “very 

afraid and distressed.” 

Jacob was supremely the 

lonely man of faith. 

 

Yet it is precisely at these 

moments of maximal fear 

that he had spiritual 

experiences that have no 

parallel in the lives of either 

Abraham or Isaac – nor 

even Moses. In this week’s 

parsha he has a vision of a 

ladder stretching from earth 

to heaven, with angels 

ascending and descending, 

at the end of which he 

declares: 

 

“Surely God is in this place 

and I did not know it…How 

awesome is this place! This 

is nothing other than the 

house of God, and this, the 

gate of heaven!” 

Gen. 28:16-17 

 

Next week, caught between 

his escape from Laban and 

his imminent encounter with 

Esau, he wrestles with a 

stranger – variously 

described as a man, an 

angel and God Himself – 

receives a new name, 

Israel, and says, naming the 

place of the encounter 

Peniel, “I have seen God 

face to face and my life was 

spared” (Gen. 32:31). 

 

This was no small moment 

in the history of faith. We 

normally assume that the 

Rabbi Sacks on Vayetzei 
great spiritual 

encounters happen in 

the desert, or a 

wilderness, or a 

mountain top, in an 

ashram, a monastery, a 

retreat, a place where 

the soul is at rest, the 

body calm and the mind 

in a state of expectation. 

But that is not Jacob, 

nor is it the only or even 

the primary Jewish 

encounter. We know 

what it is to encounter 

God in fear and 

trembling. Through 

much – thankfully not 

all, but much – of Jewish 

history, our ancestors 

found God in dark nights 

and dangerous places. It 

is no accident that Rabbi 

Joseph Soloveitchik 

called his most famous 

essay, The Lonely Man 

of Faith, nor that Adin 

Steinsaltz called one of 

his books about 

Judaism, The Strife of 

the Spirit. 

 

Sometimes it is when we 

feel most alone that we 

discover we are not 

alone. We can encounter 

God in the midst of fear 

or a sense of failure. I 

have done so at the very 
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Times 

Shabbat 12/3  

Candle Lighting 4:10pm 

Mincha 4:15pm 

Hashkama 8:00am 

Parsha Shiur 8:30am 

Main 9:00am 

Youth 9:00am 

Beit Midrash 9:15am 

Gemara Shiur 3:35pm 

Mincha     4:05pm 

Shabbat Ends 5:19pm 

Week of 12/4  

Sunday 

Mon/Thurs 

Tues/Wed/Fri 

7:30/8:30am 

6:35/7:45am 

6:45/7:45am  

Mincha                      4:15pm 

Latest Times for 
Shema/Shemoneh Esrei 

December 3 9:23/10:10am 

December 10 9:27/10:14am 

Next Shabbat     
Vayishlach           

Candle Lighting     4:10pm 

Mincha 4:15pm                 
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depths I cry to you, Lord” (Ps. 130:1). 

 

This is the heritage of Jacob who discovered that you 

can find God, not just when you are peacefully tending 

your sheep, or joining others in prayer at the Temple or 

in the synagogue, but also when you are in danger, far 

from home, with peril in front of you and fear behind. 

 

These two encounters, in this week’s parsha and the 

next, also provide us with powerful metaphors of the 

spiritual life. Sometimes we experience it as climbing a 

ladder, rung by rung. Each day, week, month or year, 

as we study and understand more, we come a little 

closer to heaven as we learn to stand above the fray, 

rise above our reactive emotions, and begin to sense 

the complexity of the human condition. That is faith as 

a ladder. 

 

Then there is faith as a wrestling match, as we struggle 

with our doubts and hesitations, above all with the fear 

(it’s called the “impostor syndrome”) that we are not as 

big as people think we are or as God wants us to be.[2] 

Out of such experiences we, like Jacob, can emerge 

limping. Yet it is out of such experiences that we too 

can discover that we have been wrestling with an angel 

who forces us to a strength we did not know we had. 

 

The great musicians have the power to take pain and 

turn it into beauty.[3] The spiritual experience is 

slightly different from the aesthetic one. What matters 

in spirituality is truth not beauty: existential truth as 

the almost-infinitesimal me meets the Infinite-Other 

and I find my place in the totality of things and a 

strength-not-my-own runs through me, lifting me to 

safety above the raging waters of the troubled soul. 

 

That is the gift of Jacob, and this is his life-changing 

idea: that out of the depths we can reach the heights. 

The deepest crises of our lives can turn out to be the 

moments when we encounter the deepest truths and 

acquire our greatest strengths. 

points when I felt most inadequate, overwhelmed, 

abandoned, looked down on by others, discarded and 

disdained. It was then that I felt the hand of God 

reaching out to save me the way a stranger did when I 

was on the point of drowning in an Italian sea on my 

honeymoon.[1] That is the gift of Jacob/Israel, the man 

who found God in the heart of darkness. 

 

Jacob was the first but not the last. Recall Moses in his 

moment of crisis, when he said the terrifying words, “If 

this is what You are going to do to me, please kill me 

now if I have found favour in Your sight, and let me not 

see my misery” (Num. 11:15). That is when God 

allowed Moses to see the effect of his spirit on seventy 

elders, one of the rare cases of a spiritual leader seeing 

the influence he has had on others in his lifetime. 

 

It is when Elijah was weary to the point of asking to die 

that God sent him the great revelation at Mount Horeb: 

the whirlwind, the fire, the earthquake and the still, 

small voice (1 Kings 19). There was a time when 

Jeremiah felt so low that he said: “Cursed be the day on 

which I was born, let not the day on which my mother 

gave birth to me be blessed … Why did I come out from 

the womb, to see toil, and sorrow, and to end my days 

in shame?” (Jer. 20:14, 18). It was after this that he 

had his most glorious hope-filled prophecies of the 

return of Israel from exile, and of God’s everlasting love 

for His people, a nation that would live as long as the 

sun, the moon and the stars (Jer. 31). 

 

Perhaps no one spoke more movingly about this 

condition than King David in his most agitated psalms. 

In psalm 69 he speaks as if he were drowning: 

 

Save me, O God, for the waters have come up to my 

neck. 

I sink in the miry depths, where there is no foothold.  

Ps. 69:2-3 

 

Then there is the line as famous to Christians as to 

Jews: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken 

me?” (Ps. 22:2). And the equally famous, “Out of the 





Sisterhood is proud to partner with the GNS "Let's Bake Someone's Day" project: before a holiday, 
people volunteer to bake and deliver their homemade goods to an ill/elderly GNS member (contact 
of person to be provided).  
If you would like to bake and deliver your cake from this event (or would like to bake a second cake 
--dry ingredients will be provided at no charge at the event—and deliver) please sign up in advance 
to let the event chairs know. We welcome everyone to participate in this chesed opportunity.  
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Below is a list of individuals and families who have contributed to the 2022 Eiruv Appeal   
 

Donations to the GN Eiruv Association can be made online at www.greatneckeiruv.org/donate or                 
a check can be mailed to GN Eiruv Association, PO Box 234243, Great Neck, NY 11023 
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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. 

GREAT NECK COMMUNITY CALENDAR                                                 

In order to avoid any conflicts, it is suggested that when 

planning a simcha or event that you send your request to 

both mtwersky@gns.org to book at GNS as well as to the 

community calendar at greatneckcalendar@gmail.com.  

in order to avoid unnecessary conflicts.  

Saturday, 9 Kislev 

Jerrald Weinstein for Lillian Greenberg 

Jeffrey Liebmann for Robert Liebmann 

Sunday, 10 Kislev 

Hadassah Wachstock for David Wachstock  

Sharyn Falkenstein for Yetta Helfman 

Pearl Ginsberg for Yetta Helfman 

Sharon Goldwyn for Harry Gordon 

Howard Lorber for Hannah Lorber 

Ronald Silverman for Gail Silverman 

Monday, 11 Kislev 

Steven Swartz for Norma Gelfond 

Lisa Adler for Norma Gelfond 

Joyce Swartz for Norma Gelfond 

Ronald Swartz for Norma Gelfond 

Ralene Adler for Rosalie Ripa 

Judith Soleimani for Bela Hajdu 

Trudy Jettelson for Sarah Levisch 

Joseph Notovitz for Jack Notovitz 

Tuesday, 12 Kislev 

Richard Lillien for Bette Lillien 

Wednesday, 13 Kislev 

Steven Blumner for Naftali Mordechai ben Chaim 

George Zobel for Georgina Zobel 

Robert Glaser for Jack Glaser 

Thursday, 14 Kislev 

Martin Sokol for Sadie Sokol 

Drora Brody for Yosef Aharoni 

Michael Weiss for Margaret Weiss 

Alex Weiss for Margaret Weiss 

Lili Weiss for Chana Krendel 

Anna Herz for Ida Tsirulik 

Adam Hutt for Paul Hutt 

Friday,  15 Kislev 

Joseph Notovitz for Clara Notovitz 

Lev Dynkin for Rabbi Aryeh Leib Shifman 

 

SAVE THE DATE 

Please save the date for the GNS 360 Shabbat Lunch on 

May 13, 2023. We look forward to your participation! 

MEAL TRAIN 

We’ve put together a list with the hopes of being able to 

unite as a shul and community and help each other during 

the different times in our lives that we need a little       

support, for good and bad. Grab some friends and cook    

or send a meal. It’s moments like this where a small act   

of chesed can really make others feel part of a community.  

To join the group contact marcyaharon@aol.com. 

 

 

 

Mazal Tov to Sara and Andrew Feldschreiber on the Bat 

Mitzvah of their daughter Lea. Mazal Tov to  

grandparents Myra Honig and Murray Honig. 
 

Mazal Tov to Laura & Scott Danoff on the birth of a baby 

girl, born to their children Emily & Moshe Zaghi. She is 

also welcomed by big sisters Aura and Yaelle Zaghi.  

Carol Berlin and family would like to thank Rabbi Polakoff and 

the Great Neck Synagogue community for the  outpouring of support 

following the passing of her father, Ludwig Bravmann, z”l. 

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. 

UPCOMING EVENTS 

 

December 7: Chaverim 

December 7: Sisterhood Cooking Class 

December 10: Murder Mystery Night   

December 17: Chanukah Bash 

December 18: Lights On with the LiSTEAM Group 

December 21: Chaverim 

BACK BY POPULAR DEMAND!  

CHANUKAH LUNCH & LEARN AT KENSINGTON GATE 

A Chanukah Lunch and Learn with Rabbi Polakoff will be 

held on Monday, December 12th from 12pm-1pm hosted 

by Joan and Henry Katz, One Kensington Gate, Apt. PH19. 

Sponsorships are available in honor or in memory of   

someone for $36, $72 or $100. RSVP is required - please 

contact Joan Katz at joan.katz@gmail.com or               

(516) 482-7781 or Diane Rein at drein@verizon.net or                 

(516) 487-1296. 

GNS BIKUR CHOLIM AND GNS CONNECTIONS:     

SPONSOR CHANUKAH GIFTS/VOLUNTEER TO MAKE        

DELIVERIES  

For Chanukah, the GNS Bikur Cholim and GNS Connections 

are planning to distribute beautiful Chanukah packages 

from Meorot to members of our shul that could benefit 

from our outreach. If you would like to volunteer to make 

deliveries (could be used for high school chesed hours) or 

sponsor Chanukah packages ($18/package and there are 

about 50 recipients), please contact Diane Rein 

at drein@verizon.net. For sponsorship payment, please 

either venmo to @vivian-kron or mail check payable to 

GNS Sisterhood to Vivian Kron, 26 Wooleys Lane, Great 

Neck, NY 11023 or mail check payable to GNS Sisterhood 

to Great Neck Synagogue, 26 Old Mill Road, Great Neck, 

NY 11023. Delivery times are flexible during the week of 

December 12th. Thank you very much!  
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