
 1 

Listening Together 

Mishpatim 2009 
Yosie Levine 
 

Around the year 1530, King Henry VIII was busy searching for ways to end his 
marriage to Katherine of Aragon so that he could marry Anne Boleyn. It stood to reason 
that the Pope, who was incarcerated at the time, would be unlikely to budge from the 
Catholic party line forbidding divorce.  

It was made known to the king that the Jews prescribed a method of divorce as 
outlined in the Talmud. But the Jews had been expelled from England in the year 1290 
and there was no local Jewish community to speak of. So Henry sent word to Italy to 
have a copy of the Talmud brought to England. Perhaps it would offer a ready solution to 
his problem. By the time the books arrived, however, Henry had already broken with the 
Pope and had his marriage annulled by his new Archbishop.   
 The Bobmberg Talmud, the first shas ever to be printed in its entirety, eventually 
found its way to Westminster Abbey where it sat untouched for hundreds of years. The 
crown jewel of the Valmadonna Trust, many of you saw these books at Sotheby’s this 
past week.  
 While I haven’t been a rabbi that long, I must tell you that never before have so 
many people called me to tell me that I absolutely had to do something. With the possible 
exception of people calling to make sure that our new 86th St. Dunkin’ Donuts would be 
kosher, never before have I heard such a unanimous voice. “Rabbi Levine – you must see 
this exhibition.” Call after call, member after member. So I did. 
 On Wednesday Rachel and I ventured over to the East Side to view this 
spectacular collection of over 13,000 Jewish books and manuscripts. There were people 
there from every walk of Jewish life: groups of seniors and schoolchildren; Chassidish 
and secular; academics and laypeople. The entire gamut of Judaism was represented.  
 So let me ask you what may appear to be a mildly cynical question: Virtually any 
book that was on display at Sotheby’s this week is available any time in the reference 
libraries or rare book rooms of JTS or Yeshiva University. So why are thousands of Jews 
not flocking to those locations where they could see and touch and read the books rather 
than just peer at them through a glass case? Clearly the breadth of the collection makes it 
special, but why this unparalleled level of excitement?  
 
 The term נעשה ונשמע has been made famous by ל"חז  – taken to represent our 
unswerving willingness to accept the entire Torah even before we knew everything that 
was being asked of us. But I’d like to pause for a moment to re-examine these special two 
words. Because in point of fact, only one of these two words is really special. If you look 
at the text closely, you’ll notice that by the time we reach this phrase, the Jewish people 
have already twice said נעשה – we will do.  
 
 The only thing they now add at the end of our parsha is the word נשמע – we will 

listen. So what changed? Why the new commitment not just to act, but to listen as well? 
  
 I’d like to suggest that נשמע is less a commitment and more a desire. Allow me to 
explain.   
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 In the first instance, Moshe tells the Jewish people about the commandments that 
will be forthcoming and their mission to be a godly people.  

  שמות פרק יט 
  ויענו כל העם יחדו ויאמרו כל אשר דבר יקוק נעשה ) ח(

And the people answered together and they said, All that God asks we will do. 

 
The people respond with נעשה – they are willing on a macro level to faithfully 

accept their charge and their new responsibilities.  
 

In the next instance, it’s not the big picture message – but the micro-components: 
the individual laws and rules that Moshe relays to the people. 

  כד פרק שמות

 הדברים כל ויאמרו אחד קול העם כל ויען המשפטים כל ואת יקוק דברי כל את לעם ויספר משה ויבא) ג(
:נעשה יקוק דבר אשר  

And Moshe came and recounted to the people all the words of the Lord and all the 

statutes – and the people responded in a unified voice and said all that God asks we will 

do.  
 Again they say נעשה – this time to indicate that they will adhere to all the rules 
and laws we learned about in פרשת משפטים. So now their commitment to the Torah seems 
complete – the כלל and the פרט – the general and the specific have both been accounted 
for.  
 
 The third instance, though, is of a completely different nature.  

  כד פרק שמות

:ונשמע נעשה יקוק דבר אשר כל ויאמרו העם באזני ויקרא הברית ספר ויקח) ז(  
And Moshe took the Sefer Habris – the Book of the Covenant and he read it in the ears of 

the people. And the people said, “Everything Hashem has said – we will do – and we will 

listen.” 

 What happened here? What did Moshe read to them that evoked this new 
response? What is the ספר הברית? It never appears again in the Torah. What was Moshe 
reading to the people? 
 
 Rashi says you know what the Sefer Habris is? It’s בראשית עד מתן תורה – it’s the 
story of the Jewish people from the beginning of Genesis right up until the moment of 
Har Sinai.  
   
 To the laws and the precepts the Jewish people say נעשה – we’ll do them. But for 
the first time, the Jewish people add a new dimension to their inchoate relationship with 
Hashem. For in our commitment to be a special people in this world with rules and laws 
that separate us and keep us apart – there is a concomitant feeling of alone-ness. So while 
we agree to act, we insist on נשמע as well.  
 

We usually translate נעשה ונשמע as we will do and we will listen. But I would 
translate it a little differently. It means, we will do – but we also need to listen. We don’t 
want to be lone actors in this world. We want to listen. We want to hear the stories of 
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Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov. We want to know the story of the Jewish people. We 
want to feel connected to something that transcends our individual identities.  
  
 Sometimes being Jewish can be very lonely. Ask our brothers and sisters living in 
Venezuela or France what they’re feeling these days. Think of how we feel when we see 
Israel being picked on or bullied.  
 And even on an individual level: 

� You’re at a business lunch where you’re the one who’s not quiet eating the 
same meal as everyone else at the table. 

� You’re the only person saying Kaddish at a minyan. 
� You’re at an airport or in an airplane and it’s time to daven. 
 
There are a million things we do – and a million life circumstances – that leave us 

feeling just a tinge – or sometimes much more than a tinge – of loneliness. 
 

I think part of the attraction at Sotheby’s this week was the opportunity to feel a 
living, breathing connection to our past – to something much larger than any of us. The 
Valmadonna Trust offered its viewers a wonderful moment – a chance to zoom out and 
feel part of a much larger mesorah. The volumes in the collection quietly whispered to us. 
They told us a story – our story – a thousand years of Jewish history. Standing in that 
room amidst all the books – you could be the only one in the room – and there would be 
no way to feel alone.  
 

Every one of those books is a ספר הברית – a book of our covenant. We love those 
volumes because they are our mesorah – our תורה שבעל פה. They give us comfort because 
they tell us that our lives don’t begin and end with נעשה. It’s not just about our acts. 
Those are crucial. We need to daven and we need to give tzeddakah and we need to learn 
Torah and perform acts of חסד and respect our parents and all the other actions demanded 
by the Torah. But if those acts leaving us feeling lonely, we take solace in the knowledge 
that there’s also a second component to our covenant with Hashem – and that’s the notion 
of נשמע. And just as we are heartened by our connection to those who came before us, 
future generations will hopefully be heartened by us. 

 
There are many ways to confront our challenge of loneliness. One of them is to 

feel this special connection to our past. But the Valmadonna Trust is here today and gone 
tomorrow. I actually have a few empty bookshelves in my office and put in a bid to buy 
the collection, but my offer was just around $42 million short.   

But beyond connecting with our past, I would argue that connecting to our present 
is an even more lasting way to feel less alone.  

 
 Over Presidents’ Day weekend, several dozen members of The Jewish Center 
spent Shabbos together in Woodcliff Lake, New Jersey. It was an extraordinary weekend 
on many levels. But what made it so great wasn’t just the exceptional food or the 
beautiful davening or the lovely hotel. It was the people. More to the point – it was the 
chance to connect with the outstanding members of this shul – the chance we are too 
often too quick to pass over.  
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It was a slower pace, a smaller group, a cozier atmosphere. When Shabbos ended, 
there was no sprint for the exit. It was the opposite. Everyone crowded around the 
chazzan and sang along as he led us in a beautiful havdalah. People didn’t sit with just the 
people they knew – they broke out of their molds and befriended new people. For those 
of you who were there, I hope you’ll share your experience with those around you. And 
for those of you who missed it, talk to Arthur Degen right after davening and sign up for 
next year.  
 Either way, you don’t have to wait until next Presidents Day to replicate just a 
small piece of what we accomplished last Shabbos. Because right here in this room are 
people with whom you can create outstanding connections. Pretend for a moment that 
you don’t have anywhere else to run to after davening. Slow it down for a moment. 
Introduce yourself to a new face. Welcome someone you don’t know. I guarantee you 
you’ll be rewarded in spades. 
 

Even as we consider our need to slow down, I’d like to take this opportunity to 
remind you about a group that I hope will not. Every year at this time, The Jewish Center 
holds an open appeal on behalf of Hatzolah – an organization that provides an invaluable 
service to our community. 

Hatzolah volunteers represent the finest models of נעשה ונשמע. They get up and 
they act, but their services don’t end there. There’s a נשמע component as well – both 
literally and figuratively. For because of their presence, every one of us knows that we 
are never alone. Our friends at Hatzolah are just a phone call away.  

 
The medrash says that upon saying the words נעשה ונשמע anyone among the 

Jewish people at Har Sinai in need of a refuah was summarily healed. In the merit of our 
supporting this wonderful cause, may we, too, merit the good health and the good fortune 
to never need to call upon them.  
 
 It’s my pleasure at this time to ask our very own Eddie Lowenthal to share a few 
words.  
 
 


