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Na’aseh v’nishmah… we will do and we will hear. Words from this week’s parasha 

[Exodus 24:7] mark the response of the Israelites to a series of laws that were handed 

down from Sinai. Amidst the awesomeness of Revelation of Torah and the dark descent 

of the Gold Calf incident, laws are revealed dealing with Sabbath, holidays, ethical 

treatment, etc. Why now? Why not keep the narrative going and tell the Golden Calf 

story rather than insert laws now?  

Part of the reason is the creative tension that Torah provides. There is a need to create a 

strong vision of why all this is being done; a rationale that is at the foundation of the 

covenantal bond being established not with individuals per se, but being cut with the 

community. Reason rather than blind obedience; otherwise, the Israelites will be 

shifting from servitude to Pharaoh to a different servitude that has them serving a new 

Master. Rabbi Jonathan Sack’s z”l wrote: “great leaders, be they CEOs or simply parents, 

have the ability to connect a large vision with highly specific details. Without the vision, 

the details are merely tiresome. There is a well-known story of three workers who are 

employed cutting blocks of stone. When asked what they are doing, one says, “Cutting 

stone,” the second says, “Earning a living,” the third says, “Building a palace.” Those 

who have the larger picture take more pride in their labor and work harder and better. 

Great leaders communicate a vision.”  

Thus, Na’aseh v’nishmah is the response to the vision. Mapped out in the 1st 

commandment of the Decalogue as the focal point of the bond; our connection to God 

could be rooted in God being a source of life/liberation/redemption/providence. Our 

adherence to that is marked in doing. Sure, the Talmud will tell us that in doing we will 

“hear” more about what God demands us as caretakers of the earth as well as God’s 

junior partners in the on-going work of creation [Shabbat 88a]. Sure, Halachic scholars 

like Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik will speak to us and challenge us to do more as those 

observances flex autonomy to grow closer to God. But for many of us, starting with the 

narrative then shifting to the revelation of laws is getting the answer to the question 

“why?” before it is even asked. Once the structure of purpose is revealed to us, knowing 



what to do yields to a different type of “why” question; one that is rooted more in the 

“how”.  

Yale law school Professor Robert Cover was a brilliant thinker until his death at the age 

of 42. He had a way of making his students and anyone who read his material truly 

think. He wrote a great article about the 1982 Supreme Court term called “Nomos and 

Narrative,” in which he states that beneath any law there is a nomos—a vision of how 

this law would help the society evolve—as well as a narrative– a story about why the 

shapers and visionaries of that society or group came to have that specific vision of the 

ideal order they sought to build. That is a great way to describe the way Torah unfolds 

before us. Cover’s examples are largely taken from the Torah, and the truth is that his 

analysis sounds less like a description of law as such than a description of that unique 

phenomenon we know as Torah. The word “Torah” is untranslatable because it means 

several different things that only appear together in the book that bears that name—

nomos and narrative. 

What does this mean for us? We should seek to uncover a vision to inspire us, telling us 

why we should do what we are asked to do. Then we must reclaim the narrative—this is 

what happened, this is who we are and this is why the vision is so important to us. That 

extraordinary combination is what should inspire us to live with meaning in our lives—

ethically, morally, ritually. This essence of law is the guiding factor to lead people to 

greatness. 

 


