
WE WILL DO: BLIND OBEDIENCE?
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…”and they [the children of Israel] said, “Everything that G-d has spoken, we will do and we will obey.” (Shemot 24:7)

This famous declaration, naase venishma”, has become emblematic of the Jewish character and its relationship to the Divinity and the Divine Law. The meaning of this phrase is that Israel accepted the Torah before analyzing its contents or reflecting on its benefits to them. This reaction may appear at first impetuous and uncritical. In fact, the Talmud (Shabbat 88a-b) narrates that a Sadducee once taunted Rava by saying, “You are an impulsive people for you put your mouth before your ears.” Rava replied that Israel’s response was not the result of reckless and unthinking conduct but rather the result of trust in the Lawgiver. Israel had profound faith in the goodness of G-d and knew that nothing bad could come from Him. With deep psychological insight, Rava actually retorts that his interlocutor, the Sadducee who criticized Israel, was in fact projecting his own base character onto others, in this case G-d. It was he the Sadducee who would be capable of asking people to do something harmful or wicked and therefore he supposed that everyone should be mindful of everyone else. The Jewish people, on the other hand, endowed with a lofty and noble nature, did not have such suspicions of G-d and trusted Him completely.
The nature of trust is that it does not require proofs or evidence. It flows from within, from previous experience or from an optimistic view of the world. This trust that Israel placed in G-d stemmed both from their experiences with Him, as Savior in Egypt and doer of miracles throughout and from their own exalted character that saw people through their own prism of vision. They were noble and therefore they perceived others in the same light. This does not mean that they were wholly uncritical or unable to make moral judgments. It simply saw recognized all people as “innocent until proven guilty.” This a priori perception is one of the marks of a noble nature. When G-d heard what Israel said, He exclaimed, “Who revealed this secret to My children?”(ibid.) The “secret” is the ability to trust. Without trust, life becomes unpleasant and futile.  
The Midrash understood why other nations did not accept the Torah. Our Rabbis imagined that when they were presented with the Torah, they asked, “What’s in it?” and they considered whether their own lifestyle could be reconciled with the morality of the Torah. When they realized that it could not, they declined the offer. Their lifestyle, their preferences, their habits took precedence over the Torah. This reveals another dimension of the Jewish people: their ability to change and adjust their lifestyle to the values of the Torah, not the other way around. They did not demand that the Torah be changed to conform to their own ideas or desires. On the contrary, Israel was aware that it was their behavior that could be improved and thus they were open to the values of Torah. Israel was ready to learn, to develop. The reason they were prepared to accept the Torah was their own aspiration to become nobler and their humility towards their priorities and perceptions. 

In this Festival of Shavuot, in an age of critical thinking and ubiquitous suspicion of everything, it is good to recall these exalted qualities of the Jewish soul, its essential goodness coupled with a desire to learn and an admirable humility that allows them to change. “We will do and we will obey” should be the song of our lives.  
