
Two words we read 

towards the end of our 

parsha – na’aseh ve-

nishma, “We will do and 

we will hear” – are 

among the most famous 

in Judaism. They are 

what our ancestors said 

when they accepted the 

covenant at Sinai. They 

stand in the sharpest 

possible contrast to the 

complaints, sins, 

backslidings and 

rebellions that seem to 

mark so much of the 

Torah’s account of the 

wilderness years. There 

is a tradition in the 

Talmud that God had to 

suspend the mountain 

over the heads of the 

Israelites to persuade 

them to accept the 

Torah. But our verse 

seems to suggest the 

opposite, that the 

Israelites accepted the 

covenant voluntarily and 

enthusiastically: Then 

[Moses] took the Book of 

the Covenant and read it 

to the people. They 

responded, “We will do 

and hear [na’aseh ve-

nishma] everything the 

Lord has said.” (Ex. 24:7) 

On the basis of this, a 

counter tradition 

developed, that in saying 

these words, the 

assembled Israelites 

ascended to the level of 

the angels. Rabbi Simlai 

said, when the Israelites 

rushed to say “We will 

do” before saying “We 

will hear,” sixty myriads 

of ministering angels 

came down and fastened 

two crowns on each 

person in Israel, one as a 

reward for saying “We will do” 

and the other is a reward for 

saying “We will hear.” Rabbi 

Eliezer said, when the 

Israelites rushed to say “We 

will do” before saying “We will 

hear” a Divine voice went forth 

and said: Who has revealed to 

My children this secret which 

only the ministering angels 

make use of? 

What, though, do the words 

actually mean? Na’aseh is 

straightforward. It means, “We 

will do.” It is about action, 

behavior, deed. But readers of 

my work will know that the 

word nishma is anything but 

clear. It could mean “We will 

hear.” But it could also mean, 

“We will obey.” Or it could 

mean “We will understand.” 

These suggest that there is 

more than one way of 

interpreting na’aseh ve-

nishma. Here are some:  

[1] It means “We will do and 

then we will hear.” This is the 

view of the Talmud (Shabbat 

88a) and Rashi. The people 

expressed their total faith in 

God. They accepted the 

covenant even before they 

heard its terms. They said “we 

will do” before they knew what 

it was that God wanted them 

to do. This is a beautiful 

interpretation, but it depends 

on reading Exodus 24 out of 

sequence. According to a 

straightforward reading of the 

events in the order in which 

they occurred, first the 

Israelites agreed to the 

covenant (Ex. 19:8), then God 

revealed to them the Ten 

Commandments (Ex. 20), then 

Moses outlined many of the 

details of the law (Ex. 21-23), 

and only then did the Israelites 
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say na’aseh ve-nishma, by 

which time they had already 

heard much of the Torah. 

[2] “We will do [what we 

have already been 

commanded until now] and 

we will obey [all future 

commands].” This is the 

view of Rashbam. The 

Israelites’ statement thus 

looked both back and 

forward. The people 

understood that they were 

on a spiritual as well as a 

physical journey and they 

might not know all the 

details of the law at once. 

Nishma here means not “to 

hear” but “to hearken, to 

obey, to respond faithfully 

in deed.” 

[3] “We will obediently 

do” (Sforno). On this view 

the words na’aseh and 

nishma are a hendiadys, 

that is, a single idea 

expressed by two words. 

The Israelites were saying 

that they would do what 

God asked of them, not 

because they sought any 

benefit but simply because 

they sought to do His will. 

He had saved them from 

slavery, led and fed them 

through the wilderness, and 

they sought to express their 

complete loyalty to Him as 

their redeemer and 

lawgiver. 

[4] “We will do and we will 

understand” (Isaac Arama 

in Akeidat Yitzchak). The 

word shema can have the 

sense of “understanding” as 

in God’s statement about 

the Tower of Babel: “Let us, 

then, go down and confound 

their speech there, so that 

they shall not understand 
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[yishme’u] one another’s speech” (Gen. 11:7). According to 

this explanation, when the Israelites put ‘doing’ before 

‘understanding’, they were giving expression to a profound 

philosophical truth. There are certain things we only 

understand by doing. We only understand leadership by 

leading. We only understand authorship by writing. We only 

understand music by listening. Reading books about these 

things is not enough. So it is with faith. We only truly 

understand Judaism by living in accordance with its 

commands. You cannot comprehend a faith from the 

outside. Doing leads to understanding. 

Staying with this interpretation, we may be able to hear a 

further and important implication. If you look carefully at 

Exodus chapters 19 and 24 you will see that the Israelites 

accepted the covenant three times. But the three verses in 

which these acceptances took place are significantly 

different: The people all responded together, “We will do 

[na’aseh] everything the Lord has said.” (Ex. 19:8) When 

Moses went and told the people all the Lord’s words and 

laws, they responded with one voice, “Everything the Lord 

has said we will do [na’aseh].” (Ex. 24:3) Then [Moses] 

took the Book of the Covenant and read it to the people. 

They responded, “We will do and hear [na’aseh ve-nishma] 

everything the Lord has said.” (Ex. 24:7) 

Only the third of these contains the phrase na’aseh ve-

nishma. And only the third lacks a statement about the 

people’s unanimity. The other two are emphatic in saying 

that the people were as one: the people “responded 

together” and “responded with one voice.” Are these 

differences connected? It is possible that they are. At the 

level of na’aseh, the Jewish deed, we are one. To be sure, 

there are differences between Ashkenazim and Sefardim. In 

every generation there are disagreements between leading 

poskim, halachic authorities. That is true in every legal 

system. Poor is the Supreme Court that leaves no space for 

dissenting opinions. Yet these differences are minor in 

comparison with the area of agreement on the 

fundamentals of halachah. 

This is what historically united the Jewish people. Judaism 

is a legal system. It is a code of behaviour. It is a 

community of deed. That is where we require consensus. 

Hence, when it came to doing – na’aseh – the Israelites 

spoke “together” and “with one voice.” Despite the 

differences between Hillel and Shammai, Abaye and Rava, 

Rambam and Rosh, R. Yosef Karo and R. Moshe Isserles,  

we are bound together by the choreography of the Jewish 

deed. At the level of nishma, understanding, however, we 

are not called on to be one. Judaism has had its rationalists 

and its mystics, its philosophers and poets, scholars whose 

minds were firmly fixed on earth and saints whose souls 

soared to heaven. The Rabbis said that at Sinai, everyone 

received the revelation in his or her own way: “And all the 

people saw” (Ex. 20:15): the sounds of sounds and the 

flames of flames. How many sounds were there and how 

many flames were there? Each heard according to their 

own level of understanding what they were experiencing”, 

and this is what it means when it says (Ps. 29:4) “the voice 

of the Lord in power, the voice of the Lord in majesty. 

What unites Jews, or should do, is action, not reflection. 

We do the same deeds but we understand them differently. 

There is agreement on the na’aseh but not the nishma. 

That is what Maimonides meant when he wrote in his    

Commentary to the Mishnah, that “When there is a                        

disagreement between the Sages and it does not concern 

an action, but only the establishment of an opinion 

(sevarah), it is not appropriate to make a halachic ruling in 

favor of one of the sides.” This does not mean that Judaism 

does not have strong beliefs. It does. The simplest                         

formulation – according to R. Shimon ben Zemach Duran 

and Joseph Albo, and in the twentieth century, Franz 

Rosenzweig – consists of three fundamental beliefs: in           

creation, revelation and redemption. Maimonides’ 13                     

principles elaborate this basic structure. And as I have 

shown in my Introduction to the Siddur, these three beliefs 

form the pattern of Jewish prayer. 

Creation means seeing the universe as God’s work.                        

Revelation means seeing Torah as God’s word. Redemption 

means seeing history as God’s deed and God’s call. But 

within these broad parameters, we must each find our own 

understanding, guided by the Sages of the past, instructed 

by our teachers in the present, and finding our own route 

to the Divine presence. Judaism is a matter of creed as 

well as deed. But we should allow people great leeway in 

how they understand the faith of our ancestors. Heresy-

hunting is not our happiest activity. One of the great                 

ironies of Jewish history is that no one did more than             

Maimonides himself to elevate creed to the level of                            

halachically normative dogma, and he became the first 

victim of this doctrine. In his lifetime, he was accused of 

heresy, and after his death his books were burned. These 

were shameful episodes. “We will do and we will                                

understand,” means: we will do in the same way; we will 

understand in our own way. I believe that action unites us, 

leaving us space to find our own way to faith.   
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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.  

KIDDUSH SPONSORSHIPS 

We encourage our members to think about sponsoring the 

safe and socially distant Kiddush at the conclusion of 

davening or the Kiddush Bags to go. It may be sponsored 

in memory or in honor of someone. Please email 

mtwersky@gns.org for more details.  

SAVE THE DATE - GNS VIRTUAL GALA  

Please join in honoring Rabbi Sholom and Aksana Jensen 

and with special thanks to Rabbi Jensen for his 30 years of                               

dedication and Service to the Great Neck Synagogue.   

In addition, there will be a tribute in honor of all of the 

front line workers, first responders, doctors, nurses and 

technicians who have so bravely faced the COVID 19       

Pandemic. We look forward to your joining the GNS Virtual 

Gala on Saturday night, February 27, 2021, at 8:00 pm.  

CHAVERIM CENTER 

The next Chaverim will be Wed. February 10th from 

12:00-1:00. Please join here.  

GNS BIKUR CHOLIM – SPONSOR MISHLOACH MANOT 

VOLUNTEER TO MAKE DELIVERIES 

For Purim, the GNS Bikur Cholim Committee is planning to  

distribute Mishloach Manot to members of our shul that are 

ill or homebound. If you would like to volunteer to make                             

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

sponsor Mishloach Manot ($18/person and there are about 

36 recipients), please contact Diane Rein at  

drein@verizon.net. Thank you very much! 

SISTERHOOD LECTURE 

Join us for an off the record conversation with Betty               

Ehrenberg, executive director for World Jewish Congress - 

United States and North America. Thursday evening,        

February 11th at 7:30 pm. Join here to access zoom.  

Monday, 26 Shevat 

Raphael Shaya for Tikvah Ambar 

Ruth Seif for Hadassa Dolinsky 

Diane Rein for Helene M. Fink 

Sharon Goldwyn for Abraham Kessler 

Tuesday, 27 Shevat 

Sharon Herman for Joseph Adler 

Uri Rosin for Miriam Aldouby 

Jayne Rosenthal for Ron Altman 

Doreen Zobel for Sabina Geist 

Morris Seidman for Mala Seidman 

Wednesday, 28 Shevat 

Frank Bachrach for Ludwig Bachrach 

Howard Lorber for Ronald Lorber 

Thursday, 29 Shevat 

Ben Jampel for Henry Jampel 

Murray Rabinowitz for Lea Rabinowitz 

Stephen Rabinowitz for Lea Rabinowitz 

Jerrald Weinstein for Fanny Weisman 

Friday, 30 Shevat 

Kenneth Magida for Abraham Bilsky 

Victor Ancelson for Carolina Galateanu 

George Schuman for Bernard Schuman 

Saturday, 1 Adar 

Ronald Braun for Emil Braun 

Paul Brody for David Brody 

Paul Brody for Rabbi Avraham Brown 

Ada Berkowitz for Aliza Hess 

Lili Weiss for Zeev Krendel 

Hindi Lunzer for Ruchel Mermelstein 

Joyce Dacher for Marvin Wolfman 

Sunday, 2 Adar 

Michele Wolf for Philip Berman 

Harry Lumerman for Todrys Lumerman 

Monday, 3 Adar 

Milton Mitzner for Pearl Drucker 

Leon Schwechter for Israel Schwechter 

SISTERHOOD PURIM CARDS                                                           

Purim Cards are once again available at 10 cards/$18 or 

$3/each. Check must be made to GNS sisterhood. Cards 

will be available in the shul office or contact Judy Lillien for 

pick up only at 516.659.2848. We have a limited supply so 

please buy as soon as possible as not to be left out.  

PURIM (ZOOM) LUNCH AND LEARN 

Please join Rabbi Polakoff for a Purim (Zoom) Lunch and 

Learn on Monday, February 22nd from 12:00 - 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.   

CHESED OPPORTUNITY 

This March, Ruben Prawer will be running in the Jerusalem  

marathon for Yachad. Please help donate to this amazing 

cause. (Donations are tax deductible.) Link to join: https://

jerusalem.teamyachad.com/runner/Rprawer3/  

MEOROT LECTURE 

Wednesday evening, February 10th at 8:30 pm for a   

parenting lecture featuring Dr. Dina Kalnicki and Kathy Gold 

- ”Recharging our Parenting Toolkit.” Join here on zoom.  

Mazal Tov to Susan & Jimmy Frisch on the Bar Mitzvah 

of their grandson James, son of Jenny & David Tawil of 

Deal, NJ. 

Mazal Tov to Debbie Wang on the birth of a                                           

granddaughter, Maya Sigalit, born to her children Laila & 

Jonny Etzion. 

Mazal Tov to Donna & Leon Schwechter on the birth of a 

grandson, born to their children Serena & Ben Kalish. 

Ilene Schuman & Family would like to thank Rabbis Polakoff 

& Lichter, Sharon Goldwyn, Erica Heisler, Diane Rein and the 

entire community for their outpouring of support following the 

passing of her beloved father, Paul Weinberg z”l.  
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