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The Sh’ma  
Page 64-68 (Mishkan T’filah) 
 

The name of God 
“YHVH, consisting of four Hebrew letters stemming from the Hebrew root “to 
be,” was revealed to Moses during his initial encounter with God at the burning 
bush. As that story indicates (Ex. 3-13), the name is to be understood as the 
condenstation of the phrase “Ehyeh-Asher-Ehyeh, often translated as “I Am that 
I Am,” “I Will Be what I Will Be,” “I am who I Am,” or even “I am Present.” … It 
indicates that God is the being of the world … the presence which cannot be 
influenced by magic … “(Reuven Hammer) 
 
The oneness of God 
We affirm the...oneness of God. Judaism’s great emphasis on harmony and 
equilibrium flows from the continuing affirmation of God’s oneness. Were there 
competing gods, competing sets of ultimate values all of which were authentic, 
multiple measures of right and wrong and good and evil, then the world would 
be, in its essence, a battleground. By insisting on the unity of God, the Jewish 
commitment to a universe and not a multiverse becomes possible and 
necessary. We understand that we may not always know the ultimate values or 
truths, but by rejecting the idea that there are ultimate values and truths of God 
that are in conflict, we create a model of unity and harmony. That model flows 
from the oneness of God. 
One of the many possible meanings of "the...oneness of God" is uniqueness or 
singularity. We are taught that the Torah speaks in human language, which is 
the only language we know. Thus there are many precedents in Jewish teachings 
for noting that God’s love is not precisely love as we know it, God’s holiness not 
exactly holiness as we know it, and so on. Yet our tradition teaches that, in the 
words of Leviticus 19:2, "You shall be holy as I am holy." God’s uniqueness does 
not imply that we cannot be "godly" in our deeds. 
God’s oneness is affirmed also in the Shema, the central statement of Jewish 
belief. The Christian idea of a "God in three persons" has never fit the Jewish 
understanding of God’s unity. Principles for Reform Judaism  
https://ccarnet.org/rabbis-speak/platforms/commentary-principles-reform-judaism/  

 
You must love the Lord your God (The God of Love) 
The following verses after the “Sh’ma Yisrael …” are commonly referred to as the 
V'ahavta according to the first word of the verse immediately following, which, 
like the Sh’ma, are taken from Deuteronomy Chapter 6. They contain the 
command to love God with all one's heart, soul, and might. The Talmud 
emphasises that you will, at some point, whether you choose to or not, and 
therefore uses "shall" - future tense - love God. 
 

https://ccarnet.org/rabbis-speak/platforms/commentary-principles-reform-judaism/
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Then verse 7 goes on to remind the community to remember all the 
commandments and to "teach them diligently to your children and speak of them 
when you sit down and when you walk, when you lie down and when you rise", 
to recite the words of God when retiring or rising; to bind those words "on thy 
arm and thy head" (classically orthodox tradition interprets as tefillin), and to 
"inscribe them on the door-posts of your house and on your gates" (referring to 
mezuzah). 
 
The V’ahavta is a mantra, an affirmation, a reminder of the guiding principles for 
our lives. The practice of chanting a little bit of Torah each day shall help us to 
focus on what is important in our lives.  
 
The demand of the first sentence of the first section of the Sh’ma seems to be 
absurd. Can anyone command love? How does one love God? In what ways? 
The early Sages found no answer except to assert that, of all possible motivations 
for worshipping God and doing His will, love was the highest and most desirable. 
Fear, awe, and respect may be part of the human attitude toward God, but love 
is the strongest motivation and the one that will endure even under the most 
difficult circumstances. How one achieves it is another question. (R Hammer) 
 
“The words of V'ahavta contain the order to love God (and some may ask how can 
you force someone to love), but the demand is made, as it were, only after it 
guaranties God loves us and after mentioning the precious gifts that the Divine 
has given us - in the morning we mention God's "gracing us with surpassing 
compassion" and in the evening we are more specific thanking God for the "Torah 
and Mitzvot, laws and precepts" given to us.”(Rabbi D Marx) 
 
Another explanation for the “love terminology” can be found within the context 
of vassal suzerain treaties of the ancient Semitic world. These treaties customarily 
use the term “love” to describe the obligations of the vassal to the king, which 
have significant similarities to Deuteronomy. In fact, the main point of the text is 
that the King shall be recognised as the only king, and that “love” in this context 
is a technical term for acceptance. (Marc Brettler)     
 
This will happen if you listen (The true judge) 
“The second section of Torah readings, DTN 11:13-21, repeats the demand to 
love God, to study these words and to teach them. It also contains ideas of 
reward and punishment that, while possibly problematic, are basic to Jewish 
belief. […] They are problematic in that in this days of scientific knowledge and 
greater understanding of the cause of rain or drought, it is difficult for us to 
believe literally that the presence or absence of rain is an indication of divine 
favour or disfavour. There is also the moral dimension to consider: Is it indeed 
true that rain ceases when there is disobedience to God…?” (R. Hammer) 
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The Rabbis of the Talmud gave a good example to underline this problem: 
If a man stole a measure of wheat and then sowed it in the ground, it is only 
right that it should not grow- but the world pursues its natural course. (bT Avoda 
Zara 54b) 
 
Nature seems totally oblivious to good and evil.  
The Tora underlines in this paragraph the understanding that Human beings 
depend on God for everything, by using easy to understand symbols and images, 
such as rain and drought (think about the situation in Israel, and how much water 
is an issue for the land). With our understanding of nature it is very easy to 
translate the concept of the bible into our days understanding of pollution of the 
environment and its long term consequences for all humans.  
 
The second paragraph of the Sh’ma asserts that reward and punishment, or better 
consequences to human action, do exist. While the first paragraph is about God’s 
existence, the second affirms that God is just and concerned.  
 
The rabbis, recognising the difficulty of asserting justice in light of experience, 
summed up this dilemma by stating: “It is not in our power to explain either the 
prosperity of the wicked or the suffering of the righteous.” (bT Shabbat 118b)  
It is a declaration of faith that there is a judge and there is judgement. Human 
actions do not go unnoticed. (Reuven Hammer) 
 
Paragraph Tzitzit (The God of Redemption) 
 
The third paragraph (Num 15:37-41) is mainly concerned with the command to 
make fringes on the corners of the garment. In biblical times these fringes were 
not worn on some special garment, as they are today, but were attached to the 
corners of everyday garb where they could easily be seen.  
Reuven Hammer explains that one cannot see God and in Judaism one is not even 
permitted to make a symbolic representation of God, but one can be made be 
aware of God’s concern and commandments. The fringes symbolise that we have 
a task in this world, to act according to God’s will, and by that become living 
symbols of God in this world.  
 
The end of the third paragraph, and by that also the peak of our statement of faith 
is the assertion that God will redeem us, as he did with our ancestors in Egypt. 
God is one, the only one; God rewards and punishes, and God redeems. 
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The meaning of the Shma by Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks 

It would be reasonable to assume that a language that contains the verb “to command” must 

also contain the verb “to obey.” The one implies the other, just as the concept of a question 

implies the possibility of an answer. We would, however, be wrong. There are 613 

commandments in the Torah, but there is no word in biblical Hebrew that means “to obey.” 

When Hebrew was revived as a language of everyday speech in the nineteenth century, a word, 

letsayet, had to be borrowed from Aramaic. Until then there was no Hebrew word for “to obey.” 

[…] What word does the Torah use as the appropriate response to a mitzvah? Shema. 

The root “sh-m-a” is a keyword in the book of Deuteronomy, where it occurs 92 times, usually 

in the sense of what God wants from us in response to the commandments. But the verb “sh-

m-a” means many things. Here are some of the meanings it has in Genesis: 

 “To hear,” as in “Abram heard that his relative [Lot] had been taken captive” (14:14). 

 “To listen, pay attention, heed,” as in “Because you listened to your wife and ate fruit 

from the tree” (3:17) and “Then Rachel said: ‘God has vindicated me; he has listened 

to my plea and given me a son’ ” (30:7). 

 “To understand,” as in “Come, let us go down and confuse their language so they will 

not understand each other” (11:7). This is how tradition understood the later phrase, 

“na’aseh v’nishma” (Exodus 24:7) to mean, “First we will do, then understand.” 

 “To be willing to obey,” as in the angel’s words to Abraham after the binding of Isaac: 

“Through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed, because you were willing 

to obey me” (22:18). Abraham was about to obey God’s command but at the last 

moment an angel said, “Stop.” 

 “To respond in deed, to do what someone else wants” as in “Do whatever Sarah tells 

you” (shema bekolah, 21:12). It is in this last sense that it comes closest in meaning to 

“obey.” 

The fact that sh-m-a means all these things suggests that in the Torah there is no concept of 

blind obedience. In general, a commander orders and a soldier obeys. A slave-owner orders 

and the slave obeys. There is no active thought process involved. The connection between the 

word of the commander and the deed of the commanded is one of action-and-reaction, 

stimulus-and-response. For practical purposes, the soldier or slave has no mind of his own. As 

Tennyson described the attitude of the soldiers before the Charge of the Light Brigade: “Ours 

not to reason why; ours but to do or die.” 

That is not how the Torah conceives the relationship between God and us. God, who created 

us in His image, giving us freedom and the power to think, wants us to understand His 

commands. […] 

I want you to create a different kind of society, says God through Moses, where slavery is more 

limited, where everyone is free one day a week, where the poor do not go hungry, and the 

powerless are not denied justice. 

Continue reading: http://www.jewishpress.com/judaism/halacha-hashkafa/the-meanings-of-

shema/2012/09/05/0/  
 
(Rabbi Adrian M Schell –  
Reuven Hammer: Entering Jewish Prayer Page 122 ff 
Source: Annette Böckler, Jüdischer Gottesdienst, Wesen und Struktur; https://en.wikipedia.org/  
Hoffman, My People’s Prayer Book – Volume1 Sh’ma and its blessings 
http://www.reformjudaism.org/shma-israel#sthash.HY1Vd3Px.dpuf ) 

http://www.jewishpress.com/judaism/halacha-hashkafa/the-meanings-of-shema/2012/09/05/0/
http://www.jewishpress.com/judaism/halacha-hashkafa/the-meanings-of-shema/2012/09/05/0/
https://en.wikipedia.org/

