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Reflections of the Rav (vol. 1, 89-97) .17
The Jews are not known to be a gullible people; they are often inclined to be skeptical and
rebellious; they are not easily persuaded.... If man's thinking capacity constitutes his singularity,
how could God ask man to commit himself to precepts, the rationality of many of which eludes
him and of which some actually conflict with his reason? ... To ask man to act without reason is to
bid him to be less human, while God created man precisely to be different, to be human...

The major decisions of man's life are made spontaneously and suddenly, in response to an aboriginal
command from within, and are not necessarily dictated by external considerations or conditions, not
necessarily affected by pragmatic considerations. They derive from intuitive affirmations which suddenly light
up from within. Decisions of faith, of marriage, choice of profession, solutions to financial problems, acts of
military genius, and most pivotal resolutions in life are reached intuitively, without addressing any inquiries to the
intellect. We are suddenly struck by an incisive insight and with a sense of direction. Later on, the practical
intellect is called upon to justify the decision, to remove inconsistencies and to plan implementation... The ratzon
elyon, however, is intuitive, dynamic, aggressive, and passionate. It bursts forth with fervor and emotional



intensity. Its insights and higher affirmations are inspired with the breath of divinity with which every man
is endowed....

However, God gave man two retzonot, one of which is intelligible and the other unintelligible. These two are
often in conflict; they collide and clash and man must choose the one with which he identifies. Should man
be true to his inner light or should he respond to practical pro and con considerations? This is a dilemma which
confronts us daily. Motivated by the ratzon tachton, man lives in a utilitarian, pragmatic world. He does only
what will be to his practical benefit. But if man aspires to greatness, he must identify with the ratzon elyon,
which is not concerned with worldly success, progress, business profits, and similar considerations. Here,
ideals which at times seem impractical predominate. The ratzon elyon decides because it decides; it wills because
it wills. The mundane, drab, plodding ratzon tachton, however, will only take the safe path and ends in
mediocrity; it is guided by cold facts and will take no chances. It lacks elevating vision and the capacity to venture

forth boldly...

When God offered the Torah at Mt. Sinai, the Israelites did not ask for a sample, to witness a
demonstration, or to accept the Torah for a thirty-day trial period. This would have been the calculated,
practical thing to do. In fact, according to the Midrash, God first offered the Torah to other nations-Esau, Ammon,
Moab, and Ishmael-but they cautiously responded in pragmatic terms, weighing the value of the Torah in terms of
social, cultural, and economic utility.' The Jewish response was na'aseh venishma, which means "we have
decided to commit ourselves and, after that, to understand intellectually." The decision was a leap of faith
by the ratzon elyon, an intuitive sense of what was valid and imperative. The inner soul of man is capable of
such bold visions, to transcend mundane considerations in an heroic embrace of what is or must be. This

explains why chazal ascribed so much significance to the response.
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