
 Why Abraham? That is 

the question that haunts 

us when we read the 

opening of this week’s 

parsha. Here is the key 

figure in the story of our 

faith, the father of our 

nation, the hero of 

monotheism, held holy 

not only by Jews but by 

Christians and Muslims 

also. Yet there seems to 

be nothing in the Torah’s 

description of his early 

life to give us a hint as to 

why he was singled out 

to be the person to whom 

God said, “I will make 

you into a great nation…

and all peoples on earth 

will be blessed through 

you.” This is surpassingly 

strange. The Torah 

leaves us in no doubt as 

to why God chose Noah: 

“Noah was a righteous 

man, blameless in his 

generations; Noah 

walked with God.” It also 

gives us a clear indication 

as to why God chose 

Moses. We see him as a 

young man, both in Egypt 

and Midian, intervening 

whenever he saw 

injustice, whoever 

perpetrated it and 

whoever it was 

perpetrated against. God 

told the prophet 

Jeremiah, “Before I 

formed you in the womb 

I knew you; before you 

were born I set you 

apart; I have appointed 

you as a Prophet to the 

nations.” These were 

obviously extraordinary 

people. There is no such 

intimation in the case of 

Abraham. So the Sages, 

commentators, and 

philosophers through the ages 

were forced to speculate, to fill 

in the glaring gap in the 

narrative, offering their own 

suggestions as to what made 

Abraham different. 

There are three primary 

explanations. The first is 

Abraham the Iconoclast, the 

breaker of idols. This is based 

on a speech by Moses’ 

successor, Joshua, towards the 

end of the book that bears his 

name. It is a passage given 

prominence in the Haggadah 

on Seder night: “Long ago your 

ancestors, including Terah the 

father of Abraham and Nahor, 

lived beyond the Euphrates 

River and worshipped other 

gods” (Josh. 24:2). Abraham’s 

father Terah was an idol 

worshipper. According to the 

Midrash, he made and sold 

idols. One day Abraham 

smashed all the idols and left, 

leaving the stick with which he 

did so in the hand of the 

biggest idol. When his father 

returned and queried who had 

broken his gods, Abraham 

blamed the biggest idol. “Are 

you making fun of me?” 

demanded his father. “Idols 

cannot do anything.” “In that 

case,” asked the young 

Abraham, “why do you worship 

them?” 

On this view, Abraham was the 

first person to challenge the 

idols of the age. There is 

something profound about this 

insight. Jews, believers or 

otherwise, have often been 

iconoclasts. Some of the most 

revolutionary thinkers – 

certainly in the modern age – 

have been Jews. They had the 

courage to challenge the 

received wisdom, think new 
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thoughts and see the world 

in unprecedented ways, 

from Einstein in physics to 

Freud in psychoanalysis to 

Schoenberg in music, to 

Marx in economics, and 

Amos Tversky and Daniel 

Kahneman in behavioral 

economics. It is as if, deep 

in our cultural intellectual 

DNA, we had internalized 

what the Sages said about 

Abraham ha-Ivri, “the 

Hebrew,” that it meant he 

was on one side and all the 

rest of the world on the 

other. 

The second view is set out 

by Maimonides in the 

Mishnah Torah: Abraham 

the Philosopher. In an age 

when people had lapsed 

from humanity’s original 

faith in one God into 

idolatry, one person stood 

against the trend, the 

young Abraham, still a 

child: “As soon as this 

mighty man was weaned he 

began to busy his mind…He 

wondered: How is it 

possible that this planet 

should continuously be in 

motion and have no mover?

…He had no teacher, no one 

to instruct him…until he 

attained the way of truth…

and knew that there is One 

God…When Abraham was 

forty years old he 

recognized his Creator.” 

According to this, Abraham 

was the first Aristotelian, 

the first metaphysician, the 

first person to think his way 

through to God as the force 

that moves the sun and all 

the stars. 

This is strange, given the 

fact that there is very little 
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philosophy in Tanach, with the exception of wisdom books 

like Proverbs, Kohelet and Job. Maimonides’ Abraham can 

sometimes look more like Maimonides than Abraham. Yet of 

all people, Friedrich Nietzsche, who did not like Judaism 

very much, wrote the following: Europe owes the Jews no 

small thanks for making people think more logically and for 

establishing cleanlier intellectual habits… Wherever Jews 

have won influence they have taught men to make finer 

distinctions, more rigorous inferences, and to write in a 

more luminous and cleanly fashion; their task was ever to 

bring a people “to listen to raison.” The explanation he gave 

is fascinating. He said that only in the arena of reason did 

Jews face a level playing-field. Everywhere else, they 

encountered race and class prejudice. “Nothing,” he wrote, 

“is more democratic than logic.” So Jews became logicians, 

and according to Maimonides, it began with Abraham. 

However, there is a third view, set out in the Midrash on the 

opening verse of our parsha: “The Lord said to Abram: 

Leave your land, your birthplace and your father’s house…” 

To what may this be compared? To a man who was 

travelling from place to place when he saw a palace in 

flames. He wondered, “Is it possible that the palace lacks 

an owner?” The owner of the palace looked out and said, “I 

am the owner of the palace.” So Abraham our father said, 

“Is it possible that the world lacks a ruler?” The Holy One, 

blessed be He, looked out and said to him, “I am the ruler, 

the Sovereign of the universe.” 

This is an enigmatic Midrash. It is far from obvious what it 

means. In my book A Letter in the Scroll (published in 

Britain as Radical Then, Radical Now) I argued that 

Abraham was struck by the contradiction between the order 

of the universe – the palace – and the disorder of humanity 

– the flames. How, in a world created by a good God, could 

there be so much evil? If someone takes the trouble to 

build a palace, do they leave it to the flames? If someone 

takes the trouble to create a universe, does He leave it to 

be disfigured by His own creations? On this reading, what 

moved Abraham was not philosophical harmony but moral 

discord. For Abraham, faith began in cognitive dissonance. 

There is only one way of resolving this dissonance: by 

protesting evil and fighting it. 

 

 

That is the poignant meaning of the Midrash when it says 

that the owner of the palace looked out and said, “I am the 

owner of the palace.” It is as if God were saying to                     

Abraham: I need you to help Me to put out the flames. 

How could that possibly be so? God is all-powerful. Human 

beings are all too powerless. How could God be saying to 

Abraham, I need you to help Me put out the flames? 

The answer is that evil exists because God gave humans 

the gift of freedom. Without freedom, we would not                    

disobey God’s laws. But at the same time, we would be no 

more than robots, programmed to do whatever our Creator 

designed us to do. Freedom and its misuse are the theme 

of Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, and the generation of the 

Flood. Why did God not intervene? Why did He not stop the 

first humans eating the forbidden fruit, or prevent Cain 

from killing Abel? Why did the owner of the palace not put 

out the flames? 

Because, by giving us freedom, He bound Himself from 

intervening in the human situation. If He stopped us every 

time we were about to do wrong, we would have no                        

freedom. We would never mature, never learn from our 

errors, never become God’s image. We exist as free agents 

only because of God’s tzimtzum, His self-limitation. That is 

why, within the terms with which He created humankind, 

He cannot put out the flames of human evil. 

He needs our help. That is why He chose Abraham.              

Abraham was the first person in recorded history to protest 

the injustice of the world in the name of God, rather than 

accept it in the name of God. Abraham was the man who 

said: “Shall the Judge of all the earth not do justly?” Where 

Noah accepted, Abraham did not. Abraham is the man of 

whom God said, “I have chosen him, so that he will direct 

his children and his household after him to keep the way of 

the Lord by doing what is right and just.” Abraham was the 

father of a nation, a faith, a civilization, marked throughout 

the ages by what Albert Einstein called “an almost fanatical 

love of justice.” I believe that Abraham is the father of 

faith, not as acceptance but as protest – protest at the 

flames that threaten the palace, the evil that threatens 

God’s gracious world. We fight those flames by acts of    

justice and compassion that deny evil its victory and bring 

the world that is a little closer to the world that ought to 

be. 
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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. 

CHAVERWEB 

Chaverweb is the most convenient place to view your             

account status, pay your bills and manage your online             

profile. Accessible at gns.org with your account password.  

Mazal Tov to Susan & David Sedgh on the marriage of 

their son Jacob to Adrienne Shaouli, daughter of John & 

Susan Shaouli in Los Angeles.  

Mazal Tov to Ruvane & Stephanie Vilinksy on the birth 

of a granddaughter, Chloe Simone, born to their children 

Talia & Robert Kessel. 

Mazal Tov to Lauren Hyman on the birth of a                     

granddaughter, Ayala Yosefa Yocheved, born to her         

children Rebecca & Jonathan Katz.  

Mazal Tov to Lisa & Alan Adler on the engagement of 

their son Robert to Jackie Federbush, daughter of            

Debbie & Joel Federbush. Mazal Tov as well to                

grandmother Joyce Swartz.  

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. 

SHALOM TASK FORCE                                                                      

Shalom Task Force hotline is 888-883-2323, and is                      

available to help anyone who is feeling fearful of physical or 

emotional harm or abuse. It is free and completely                        

confidential.  

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.  

Maurice Setton & Family would like to thank Rabbis  

Polakoff and Lichter and the entire community for their 

outpouring of support following the passing of their dear 

mother Alice Setton z”l.  

Michael Moslin & Family would like to thank Rabbis 

Polakoff and Lichter and the entire community for their 

outpouring of support following the passing of his dear 

brother Murray Moslin z”l.  

Monday, 8 Cheshvan 

Laurie Mermelstein for Carl Berlin 

Leo Mindick for Hyman Rubinstein 

Harold Domnitch for Alice Smoklow 

Wednesday, 10 Cheshvan 

Sharon Janovich for Joseph Janovich 

Mark Kalter for Harold Kalter 

Albert Miller for Israel Miller 

Stephen Rabinowitz for Abraham Rabinowitz 

Shulamit Soleimani for Aharon Shraga 

Thursday, 11 Cheshvan 

Steven Blumner for Dov ben Chaim 

Charles Mandlebaum for Jack Mandelbaum 

Evelyn Henis for Harry Noah 

Josh Windsor for Leo Obstfeld 

Friday, 12 Cheshvan 

Roslyn Dicker for Miriam Gottlieb 

Sydelle Knepper for Rosalie Marin 

Tricia Moslin for Nycha Solomon 

Saturday, 13 Cheshvan 

David Benrimon for Jacob Benrimon 

Eva Bachrach for Josef Grunfarb 

Elana Jochimek for Susan Jochimek 

Ron Malen for Yitzchak ben Avraham Noveck 

Abigail Epstein for Howard Ostrin 

Sunday, 14 Cheshvan 

Ellen Siegel for Shirley Crair 

Adam Zalta for Lori Zalta 

SHARSHERET EVENT 

Join a Sharsheret exercise call this Tuesday, October 27th at 

7:00 pm. Registration fee of $18. Register at 

link.sharsheret.org/pulse. For more information, contact 

Talia Goldwyn at taliagoldwyn@gmail.com or Heidi                     

Zuckerman at heidizuck1@gmail.com.  

link.sharsheret.org/pulse

