
I have written about the 

binding of Isaac many 

times in these studies, 

each time proposing an 

interpretation somewhat 

different from the ones 

given by the classic 

commentators. I do so 

for a simple reason. The 

Torah, and Tanach 

generally, regard child 

sacrifice as one of the 

worst of evils. Child 

sacrifice was widely 

practiced in the ancient 

world. In 2 Kings 3:26-

27, we read of how the 

Moabite king Mesha, in 

the course of war against 

Israel, Judah and Edom, 

sacrificed his eldest son 

to the god Chemosh. Had 

the point of the trial been 

Abraham’s willingness to 

sacrifice his son, then in 

terms of the value 

system of Tanach itself 

he would have proven 

himself no better than a 

pagan king. Besides this, 

the name Abram means 

“mighty father.” The 

change of name to 

Abraham was meant to 

signify “father of many 

nations.” God said that 

He chose Abram “so that 

he will instruct his 

children and his 

household after him to go 

in the way of the Lord,” 

meaning that Abraham 

was chosen to be a role 

model of fatherhood. A 

model father does not 

sacrifice his child. 

The classic interpretation 

given by most of the 

commentators is 

beautiful and moving. 

Abraham showed that he 

loved God more than he loved 

his own son. But for the 

reasons above, I prefer to 

continue to search for different 

interpretations. 

Unquestionably, there was a 

trial. It involved Isaac. It 

tested Abraham’s faith to the 

limit. But it was about 

something else. One of the 

most perplexing features of the 

Abraham story is the 

disconnect between God’s 

promises and the reality. 

Seven times, God promised 

Abraham the land. Yet when 

Sarah died, he owned not even 

a burial plot and had to buy 

one at an exorbitant price. 

At the very opening of the 

story (see parshat Lech Lecha), 

God called on him to leave his 

land, his birthplace and his 

father’s house, and promised 

him, “I will make you into a 

great nation, and I will bless 

you.” Without demur or 

hesitation, Abraham left, began 

the journey, and arrived in the 

land of Canaan. He came to 

Shechem and built an altar 

there. He moved on to Bet-El 

and built an altar there as well. 

Then almost immediately we 

read that “There was a famine 

in the land.” Abraham and his 

household were forced to go to 

Egypt. There, he found that his 

life was at risk. He asked Sarah 

to pretend to be his sister 

rather than his wife, thus 

putting her in a false position, 

(conduct which Ramban 

intensely criticized). Where, at 

that moment, was the Divine 

blessing? How was it that, 

leaving his land and following 

God’s call, Abraham found 

himself in a morally dangerous 

situation where he was forced 

to choose between asking his 
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wife to live a lie, and 

exposing himself to the 

probability, perhaps 

certainty, of his own death? 

A pattern is beginning to 

emerge. Abraham was 

learning that there is a long 

and winding road between 

promise and fulfilment. Not 

because God does not keep 

His word, but because 

Abraham and his 

descendants were charged 

with bringing something 

new into the world. A 

sacred society. A nation 

formed by covenant. An 

abandonment of idolatry. An 

austere code of conduct. A 

more intimate relationship 

with God than any people 

has ever known. It would 

become a nation of 

pioneers. And God was 

teaching Abraham from the 

very beginning that this 

demands extraordinary 

strengths of character, 

because nothing great and 

transformative happens 

overnight in the human 

world. You have to keep 

going, even if you are tired 

and lost, exhausted and 

despondent. God will bring 

about everything He 

promised. But not 

immediately. And not 

directly. God seeks change 

in the real world of 

everyday lives. And He 

seeks those who have the 

tenacity of faith to keep 

going despite all the 

setbacks. That is what the 

life of Abraham was about. 

Nowhere was this clearer 

than in relation to God’s 

promise of children. Four 

times, God spoke about this 
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to Abraham: [1] “I will make you into a great nation, and I 

will bless you.” (Gen. 12:2) [2] “I will make your offspring 

like the dust of the earth, so that if anyone could count the 

dust, then your offspring could be counted.” (Gen. 13:16) 

[3] “Look up at the sky and count the stars—if indeed you 

can count them.” Then He said to him, “So shall your 

offspring be.” (Gen. 15:5) [4] “No longer will you be called 

Abram; your name will be Abraham, for I have made you a 

father of many nations. I will make you very fruitful; I will 

make nations of you, and kings will come from you.” (Gen. 

17:5-6) Four ascending promises: a great nation, as many 

as the dust of the earth, as the stars of the sky; not one 

nation but many nations. Abraham heard these promises 

and had faith in them: “Abram believed the Lord, and He 

reckoned it to him as righteousness” (Gen. 15:6). Then God 

gave Abraham some painful news. His son by Hagar, 

Ishmael, would not be his spiritual heir. God would bless 

him and make him a great nation, “But my covenant I will 

establish with Isaac, whom Sarah will bear to you by this 

time next year.” (Gen. 17:21). 

It is against this background of four promises of countless 

children, and a further promise that Abraham’s covenant 

would be continued by Isaac, that we must set the chilling 

words that open the trial: “Take your son, your only son, 

the son that you love – Isaac – and offer him up.” The trial 

was not to see whether Abraham had the courage to 

sacrifice his son. As we saw above, even pagans like Mesha 

king of Moab had that courage. It was widespread in the 

ancient world, and completely abhorrent to Judaism. The 

trial was not to see whether Abraham had the strength to 

give up something he loved. He had shown this time and 

time again. At the very beginning of his story he gave up 

his land, his birthplace and his father’s house, everything 

that was familiar to him, everything that spoke of home. In 

the previous chapter, he gave up his firstborn son Ishmael 

whom, it is clear, he also loved. Was there even the 

slightest doubt that he would give up Isaac, who was so 

clearly God’s miraculous gift, arriving when Sarah was 

already postmenopausal?  

The trial was to see whether Abraham could live with what 

seemed to be a clear contradiction between God’s word 

now, and God’s word on five previous occasions, promising 

him children and a covenant that would be continued by 

Isaac. The Rabbis knew that there were instances where 

two verses contradicted one another until a third verse  

came to resolve the contradiction. That was Abraham’s 

situation. He was faced with a contradiction, and there was 

as yet no further verse to resolve it. That was the test. 

Could Abraham live with uncertainty? He did just that. He 

prepared himself for the sacrifice. But he told no one else. 

When he and Isaac set off on the third day on their own, 

he told the two servants who had accompanied them, 

“Stay here with the donkey while I and the boy go over 

there. We will worship and then we will come back to you.” 

When Isaac asked, “Where is the lamb for the burnt           

offering?” Abraham replied, “God Himself will provide the 

lamb.” 

These statements are usually taken as diplomatic evasions. 

I believe, however, that Abraham meant exactly what he 

said. He was living the contradiction. He knew God had told 

him to sacrifice his son, but he also knew that God had told 

him that He would establish an everlasting covenant with 

his son. The trial of the binding of Isaac was not about  

sacrifice but about uncertainty. Until it was over, Abraham 

did not know what to believe, or how it would end. He           

believed that the God who promised him a son would not 

allow him to sacrifice that son. But he did not know how 

the contradiction between God’s promise and His command 

would resolve itself. 

The poet John Keats, in a letter to his brothers George and 

Thomas in 1817, sought to define what made Shakespeare 

so great compared to other writers. He possessed, he said, 

“Negative Capability – that is, when a man is capable of 

being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any                 

irritable reaching after fact and reason.” Shakespeare, in 

other words, was open to life in all its multiplicity and      

complexity, its conflicts and contradictions, while other, 

lesser writers sought to reduce it to a single philosophical 

frame. What Shakespeare was to literature, Abraham was 

to faith. I believe that Abraham taught us that faith is not 

certainty; it is the courage to live with uncertainty. He had 

negative capability. He knew the promises would come 

true; he could live with the uncertainty of not knowing how 

or when. 

 

SCHEDULE OF CLASSES 

Sunday 

9:15 am: Midrash Class w/ Rabbi Polakoff (zoom) 

Monday 

8:00 pm: Insights to Parsha w/ Rabbi Lichter (zoom) 

9:00 pm: Aggadata on Gemara Sota (zoom) 

Tuesday 

7:00-7:30 pm: Parsha ‘n Pizza W/ Rabbi Lichter                                     

(grades 1-5 in the Gym)            Register your child HERE 

Wednesday 

9:00 pm: WNL Halacha Chabura w/ Rabbi Lichter (zoom) 

Thursday 

9:15 am: Women’s Chumash w/ Rabbi Polakoff (zoom) 

8:00 pm: Power Chumash w/ Rabbi Polakoff (zoom) 

 

https://zoom.us/j/98275197377?pwd=Q0cwejE2NWQ0bGtFU0cweTVCZzJ2QT09
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/289319120
https://zoom.us/j/95486730057?pwd=T2pUNFJJMXNMaUp0TkswQ2Q0OG9OUT09
https://forms.gle/x8VuNf1ZaVhFSu1p7
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/289319120
https://zoom.us/j/95486730057?pwd=T2pUNFJJMXNMaUp0TkswQ2Q0OG9OUT09
https://zoom.us/j/95486730057?pwd=T2pUNFJJMXNMaUp0TkswQ2Q0OG9OUT09


 

CHAVERIM CENTER & CHESED COLLECTION 



 

 

 

 

GNS YOUTH NEW PROGRAM 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/14ws5P0gqTVy5Twbi-HrbCURuTxDObctvrBO9P3Mc_BQ/viewform?edit_requested=true


 

SHED THE MEDS 



 

MEN’S CLUB EVENT 



 

YK APPEAL & KIDDUSH SPONSORSHIPS 



ANNOUNCEMENTS 

 
 

 
 

Y 
A 
H 
R 
Z 
E 
I 
T 
S 
 
 

MAZAL TOVS & COMMUNITY NEWS Rabbi Polakoff’s shabbos drasha through 5781                    

is dedicated in memory of DOVID BEN NISSAN v’LEAH                 

For other such opportunities please contact               

Howard Wolf 516-643-3344 

IF YOU KNOW OF SOMEONE WHO IS MOVING INTO THE  
GREAT NECK AREA PLEASE LET THE OFFICE KNOW. 

Mazal Tov to Rona Woldenberg & Reuben Askowitz on 

the birth of a granddaughter, Madeline Rose, born to 

their children Rachel Greenberg & Julian Haimovich.  

HUNGER INITIATIVE 

During these difficult times, we are providing food for         

numerous families in our community and nearby areas. If 

you cook in excess during the week, please freeze your  

extras, neatly wrap them and drop them off in the cooler 

on the porch at 91 Baker Hill road on Friday from 7 am -   

1 pm. PLEASE DO NOT DROP PERISHABLE FOOD OFF             

DURING THE WEEK. Canned goods, cereal, any grocery 

items, fruit and vegetables are also appreciated. If you 

would like to volunteer to make a deliveries and help                

collect food for these families, Please contact Cindy Hodkin 

at 516.317.9632 or at koshercookinggn@gmail.com.  

GREAT NECK KOSHER FOOD PANTRY 

There is a kosher food pantry in Great Neck (Steamboat 

Road) that is open for families in need that live in Nassau 

and Suffolk County. Please contact the pantry at (516)             

400-3026 for more information. 

To contact the clergy or office staff, please do so using the         

following information.  

Rabbi Polakoff: dpolakoff@gns.org/516.637.3674 

Rabbi Lichter: ilichter@gns.org/516.859.5123 

Chazzan Spinner: yspinner@gns.org/732.991.6606 

Mark Twersky: mtwersky@gns.org/516.527.9076 

Jim Frisch: jfrisch@gns.org/516.840.5202 

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. 

MEN’S CLUB EVENT 

Join the Men’s Club for a Drive-In Movie Night in the GNS 

Parking Lot on Sunday evening, November 22nd at 

6:30 pm. The featured film is “Indiana Jones.” The cost of 

the event is $25 per carload with 5 people maximum in 

one car. Snacks & drinks are included. Please RSVP by                  

November 1st to Mark Friedman via email at  

MFriedman1957@gmail.com or call 516.384.5491.  

Wednesday, 17 Cheshvan 

Perry Schneider for Sandra Schneider 

Thursday, 18 Cheshvan 

Osnass Shein for Simchat Charchat 

Tina Machnikoff for Florence Steinberg 

Joyce Swartz for Geraldine Zeff 

Lisa Adler for Geraldine Zeff 

Ron Swartz for Geraldine Zeff 

Steven Swartz for Geraldine Zeff 

Friday, 19 Cheshvan 

Anne Lupkin for Mary Fischler 

Eli Moradi for Khalil Ghadamian Moradi 

Jack Lemonik for Irving Lemonik 

Hillel Milun for Nancy Milun 

David Smooha for Edward Nisan 

Susan Aboaf for Edward Nisan 

Debbie Feith for Edward Nisan 

Irene Marcus for David Wineman 

Saturday, 20 Cheshvan 

Stanley Dacher for Samuel Dacher 

Victor Ancelson for Lviu Galateanu 

Morris Seidman for Kalma Seidman 

Jerrald Weinstein for George Weinstein 

Sunday, 21 Cheshvan 

Marla Lemonik for Sue Finkelstein 

Paul Brody for Ruth Schaeffer 

Monday, 22 Cheshvan 

Hal Chadow for Morris Chadow 

GNS & SISTERHOOD CHESED TOY DRIVE 

The November Chanukah Chesed Toy Drive is collecting 

toys for OHEL. Items may be dropped off at either the 

Mael home at 3 Tulip Lane or the Kron home at 26 

Wooleys Lane at the front door throughout the month of 

November.  

CHAVERIM CENTER 

Chaverim is starting again virtually with programming in 

conjunction with North Shore Hebrew Academy. Please 

email gnschaverim@gmail.com for more information.  

ELECTION                                                                                                  

We encourage our membership to vote this week. Please 

also note that our member Gary Knoble is running for New 

York State Supreme Court Judge in Tuesday’s election.  

UJA THANKSGIVING MITZVAH PROJECT                              

Wednesday, November 11th 

Although Thanksgiving may look different this year, we still 

want to make sure everyone can celebrate the holiday. You 

and your children can help us by creating a package filled 

with Thanksgiving foods and cleaning supplies and delivering 

it to one of our local partners. You'll bring joy and a real 

Thanksgiving dinner to Long Islanders in need. Please          

register HERE by Wednesday, November 4, 2020, to access 

the recommended list of items and drop-off locations. 

GREAT NECK SYNAGOGUE BIKUR CHOLIM 

We invite you to sponsor Chanukah gifts ($18/each) that 

will be delivered to our ill/elderly members. We will be                              

delivering gifts to approximately 35 people. Gifts will be      

provided by Meorot in support of their organization. Please 

contact Diane Rein at drein@verizon.net if you are                               

interested in this chesed opportunity. Thank you!   

CHANUKAH (ZOOM) LUNCH AND LEARN 

Please join Rabbi Polakoff for a Chanukah (Zoom) Lunch 

and Learn on Monday, December 7th from 12:00 pm - 

1:00 pm. Bring your own lunch. Zoom link to be provided. 

We encourage you to sponsor the lecture in honor, in 

memory and/or for refuah shelaimah for a loved one at 

$18, $36, $72 or $180 levels. Rabbi Polakoff will read out 

the dedicated names at the lecture. RSVP to Mark Twersky 

at mtwersky@gns.org for sponsorship.   

https://www.ujafedny.org/event/view/families-helping-families?j=31288592&sfmc_sub=1581513833&l=2463213_HTML&u=433622695&mid=113902&jb=0&utm_medium=ET_email&utm_campaign=October-16-2020_21_LI_E_515255_s1_201016&utm_source=21_LI_E_515255_s1_201016
mailto:drein@verizon.net
mailto:mtwersky@gns.org

