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Shema
DEUTERONOMY 6:4-9

4 Hear, Israel: With these words, Moses was not merely addressing Israel,
but also declaring the essence and faith of the people. He made

two declarations: The Lord is our God, and the Lord is one.

5 Based on the fundamental declaration, the following commands are
derived: You shall love the Lord your God with all the desire of your
heart, and your heart shall not disagree with this, and with all your soul, to
the point of giving up your life for His sake, and with all your might. You are
commanded to love God at all times and in all places, and you shall increase
the extent of this love as much as possible.

6 These matters that | command you today shall be upon your heart by
remembering them constantly.

7 You shall inculcate them in your children, and you shall speak of
them and review them while you are sitting in your house, and while you
are walking on the way, in every place that you may be, and while you are
lying down, and while you are rising, so that you will remember them.

8 You shall bind them as a sign on your arm by making square

black boxes, inside which these words shall be written. This refers to the
phylacteries bound on the arm, the binding of which symbolizes one’s
connection to God. And they shall be for ornaments, which function as an
emblem or a symbol, between your eyes, centered in between the eyes
above the forehead. This refers to the phylacteries bound on the head.

9 You shall write them on the doorposts of your private house, and on
your gates of the cities.
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The first passage of the Shema (“You shall love the Lord”)

From the (soon to be published) siddur of Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz:

We are commanded to make sure that our belief in God, which we proclaimed
in the verse “Hear Israel,” should not remain a merely abstract idea. Rather, it
should have actual, real world consequences: we should cleave to God in our

emotions, speech and deeds.

“You shall love”: The verse expresses the complete dedication of one’s
heart, through three ascending levels of love: “with all your heart” expresses
the giving of one’s whole heart and will to God — “with both of your
inclinations,” in the phrase of the Sages, i.e., not only part of your soul should
share in the love, but your entire heart, without reservation or hesitation; “with
all your soul” — it must be a love that incorporates one’s whole life, all the way
to a readiness to hand over his very soul; “and with all your might

[me’odekhal” — one’s love of God must go beyond all fixed limits and



boundaries. Each person is obligated to give even that which he cherishes
very much [me’od], those things which are harder for him to relinquish than

his own heart and life.

“You shall speak of them”: One must speak about the Torah in general, and
in particular matters of faith and the service of God, at all times and situations
in which he finds himself: while walking on the way or when at home; in the
morning and evening. In addition to the personal obligation to become
knowledgeable in this regard, one must pass down his understanding of these

ideas to the next generation, in a clear, coherent manner.

“And you shall bind them etc.”: One’s bond to the words of the Torah and
holiness must be given practical expression, by means of the phylacteries of
the arm and head, and the mezuza on the entrances to our homes. These
actions symbolize our connection to all aspects of holiness, both in relation to

one’s private life and in its dissemination in the public sphere.
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The Hasidic masters raised the difficulty of how one can proceed to the passage of
“You shall love the Lord” straight after “Hear, Israel.” For the phrase “the Lord is one”
indicates that all existence is nullified by the Divine, and one who recites it is trying

to attain such a state of cleaving and self-negation — which does not allow for any



independent emotion — that he becomes one with God. By contrast, Love, albeit a

IlI'lI

powerful emotion, necessarily stems from the existence of a separate from a
sense of distance between oneself and the Holy One, blessed be He. The answer is
that the transition from “Hear” to “You shall love” is attained through the statement
“Blessed be the name of His glorious kingdom forever and ever,” in which we
recognize the existence of the limited world in which we live. We want to be at a
level of abnegation and intermingling [“hitkalelut”’] with the Endless One [“Ein Sof”],
but we are not at that level just yet. Thus, the phrase “Blessed be the name of His
glorious kingdom forever and ever” is a reminder of our current state, after which we

reach a stage of longing, which is expressed in the command “You shall love the

Lord.”



