
First Day of Shavuot 
Torah reading: Exodus 19:1-20:23 (Etz Hayim page 436) 

Maftir: Numbers 28:26-31 (Etz Hayim page 932) 
Haftarah: Ezekiel 1:1-28, 3:12 (Etz Hayim page 1321) 

  
Second Day of Shavuot 

Torah reading: Deuteronomy 14:22-16:17 (Etz Hayim page 1074) 

Maftir: Numbers 28:26-31 (Etz Hayim page 932) 
Haftarah: Habakuk 2:20-3:19 (Etz Hayim page 1326) 

  

  

From the Rabbi’s Desk @ Hillcrest Jewish Center 

Rabbi Manes Kogan 
  

Shavuot 

  
One of verses in the Torah, which is very much related to the holiday of 

Shavuot is the well-known verse describing the unconditional commitment of 
the people Israel to God and His Torah: 

  
"Everything that Hashem has said, we will do and we will obey!" (Exodus 24:7) 

  

The Hebrew word “Na’aseh” is usually translated as “we will do,” while the 
word “Nishmah” is usually translated as “we will hearken” or “we will obey.” 

  
And so we read in Sifrei Devarim, Parashat Zot habracha: 

  
When He who is everywhere revealed Himself to give the Torah to Israel, He 

revealed Himself not only to Israel but to all the other nations as well. At first 
God went to the children of Esau. He asked them: Will you accept the Torah? 

They said right to His face: What is written in it? He said: "You shall not 
murder." They replied: Master of the universe, this goes against our grain. 

Our father, whose "hands are the hands of Esau" (Genesis 27:22), led us to 
rely only on the sword, because his father told him, "By thy sword shall you 

live" (Genesis 27:40). We cannot accept the Torah. Then He went to the 
children of Ammon and Moab, and asked them: Will you accept the Torah? 

They said right to His face: What is written in it? He said: "You shall not commit 

adultery." They replied: Master of the universe, our very origin is in adultery, 
for Scripture says, "Thus, Lot's two daughters conceived from their father" 

(Genesis 19:36). We cannot accept the Torah. Then He went to the children 
of Ishmael. He asked them: Will you accept the Torah? They said right to His 

face: What is written in it? He said: "You shall not steal." They replied: Master 
of the universe, it is our very nature to live off only what is stolen and what is 

got by assault. Of our forebear Ishmael, it is written, "And he shall be a wild 
ass of a man: his hand shall be against every man, and every man's hand 

against him" (Genesis 16:12). We cannot accept the Torah. There was not a 



single nation among the nations to whom God did not go, speak, and, as it 
were, knock on its door, asking whether it would be willing to accept the Torah. 

At long last He came to Israel. They said, "We will do and we will hearken! 
(Exodus 24:7). 

  
And so we read, 

  
“When Israel hastened to say, ‘We will do,’ before saying, ‘We will hearken,’ 

a divine voice went forth and exclaimed: Who has disclosed to My children this 
secret, which only the ministering angels make use of? For they are told: 

‘Bless Hashem, O you His angels, you mighty ones, who do His word, listening 
to the voice of His word!’ (Psalms 103:20)- First they are described as ‘doing,’ 

and then as ‘listening [obeying]’" (Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 88a). 
  

According to this last Talmudic story, the angels were amazed to find out that 

the Children of Israel knew their heavenly secret. And what was that secret? 
The intuitive knowledge that action should play a key role in our lives! 

  
It is under the light of the above stories that I would like to suggest a slightly 

different translation of the words Na’aseh Ve’nishmah. I suggest that we 
understand them as “we will do and we will commit ourselves to do!” 

  
While this translation still prioritizes action, it also ascribes verbal commitment 

a leading role. 
  

According to Rabbi Tzevi Teitelbaum, the other nations did not completely 
reject the Torah. They just said, “We are not sure we can keep the Torah,” or 

“Maybe we can try!” If we follow this approach we see that their lack of 
commitment did not satisfy God, who kept searching until he found the 

response he wanted: Not “we will try”, but “We will do it!” Not “we are not 

sure,” but “You can count on us!” 

  

This is the heavenly secret; this is the angels’ way: readiness to do God’s will 
and readiness to commit themselves to action! 

  
Verbal commitment –“Na’aseh Ve’nishmah,” - “we will do and we will commit 

ourselves to do,” is certainly one level below tangible action, but it is much 
more than: “I will try” or “I am not sure”! 

  
Verbalizing our intention to live more meaningful lives is a big and important 

step. 
  

When our forefather Jacob asked his son Joseph to bury him in Eretz Israel, 
he forced him to make a verbal commitment, “to promise” him, that he will 

do that! 



  
Jacob believed in his son, but he wanted to help him to keep his commitment 

even in adverse and difficult circumstances! 
  

The story of Ruth, which we read on Shavuot, is also a story of commitment: 

  

“And Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law, Go, return each of you to her 
mother’s house; the Lord deal kindly with you, as you have dealt with the 

dead, and with me. The Lord grant you that you may find rest, each of you in 
the house of her husband. Then she kissed them; and they lifted up their 

voice, and wept. And they said to her, No, we will return with you to your 
people. And Naomi said, Turn back, my daughters; why will you go with me? 

[…] And they lifted up their voice, and wept again; and Orpah kissed her 
mother-in-law; but Ruth held fast to her. And she said, Behold, your sister-

in-law is gone back to her people, and to her gods; go back you after your 

sister-in-law. And Ruth said, Do not entreat me to leave you, or to keep from 
following you; for wherever you go, I will go; and where you lodge, I will 

lodge; your people shall be my people, and your God my God; Where you die, 
will I die, and there will I be buried; the Lord do so to me, and more also, if 

even death parts me from you… (Rut 1:8-11, 14-17).” 

  

Ruth became part of the Jewish people because she was able to verbalize a 
commitment. She didn’t say: “I will try my best” or “Maybe” or “I am not 

sure.” 

  

Ruth was able to utter these powerful words, this heavenly secret: “for 
wherever you go, I will go; and where you lodge, I will lodge; your people 

shall be my people, and your God my God; Where you die, will I die, and there 
will I be buried; the Lord do so to me, and more also, if even death parts me 

from you.” 

  
It is all about commitment! If each of us here today would be able to commit 

ourselves to a life of Torah and Goodness, with God’s help we will succeed in 
our effort! 

  
Chag Sameach! 
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