


The Centrality of the Shema  Page 1 
 

S H E M A -  A N  I N T R O D U C T I O N  

Devarim Chapter 6 דברים פרשת ואתחנן פרק ו 
4) Hear O Israel, Hashem I our God Hashem 
is one. 
5) And you shall love Hashem your God with 
all your heart and all your soul and all your 
resourced. 
6) And these words that I am commanding 
you today shall be on your heart. 
7) And you should teach them to your 
children and say them when you sit in your 
house and when you go on your way, when 
you lay down and when you get up. 
8) And you shall bind them on your arm and 
they should be as totafos between your eyes. 
9) And you should write them on the door 
posts of your house and of your gates. 

ַמע( ד ָרֵאל שְׁ ֹקָוק ִישְׁ קֹ  ֱאֹלֵהינּו יְׁ  :ֶאָחד ָוקיְׁ
תָ ( ה  ָאַהבְׁ ֹקָוק ֵאת וְׁ ָך ֱאֹלֶהיָך יְׁ ָבבְׁ ָכל־לְׁ ָך בְׁ שְׁ ָכל־ַנפְׁ  ּובְׁ

ֹאֶדָך ָכל־מְׁ  :ּובְׁ
ָהיּו( ו ָבִרים וְׁ ָך ָאֹנִכי ֲאֶשר ָהֵאֶלה ַהדְׁ ַצּוְׁ ָבֶבָך ַהּיֹום מְׁ  :ַעל־לְׁ
ָתם( ז ִשַננְׁ ָבֶניָך וְׁ תָ  לְׁ ִדַברְׁ ָך ָבם וְׁ תְׁ ִשבְׁ ֵביֶתָך בְׁ ָך בְׁ תְׁ ֶלכְׁ  ּובְׁ

ָך ַבֶדֶרְך בְׁ ָשכְׁ קּוֶמָך ּובְׁ  :ּובְׁ
ָתם( ח ַשרְׁ אֹות ּוקְׁ ָהיּו ַעל־ָיֶדָך לְׁ ֹטָטֹפת וְׁ  :ֵעיֶניָך ֵבין לְׁ
ָתם( ט ַתבְׁ ֻזזֹות ּוכְׁ ָעֶריָך ֵביֶתָך ַעל־מְׁ  ס: ּוִבשְׁ

 

 

Rabbi Meir Zlotowitz, Shema Yisrael, Introduction, ArtScroll Mesorah 
Morning and night, the Jew shuts his eyes and proclaims the Shema - God is ours and He is 
One. Life's most meaningful moments are punctuated with the Shema:  when he dedicates 
his new day and surrenders to helpless sleep in the unknown night, when the Jew prepares 
to read the Torah on Sabbaths and festivals, at the climax of Yom Kippur, and at the 
culmination of life when his soul leaves its earthly host. In the mezuzah, the Shema 
sanctifies his home and in his tefillin it sanctifies his intellect and strength. And God Himself 
thanks Israel, as it were, for declaring His uniqueness by means of the Shema, as though He 
becomes fulfilled through us. 
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YAAKOV’S EMOTIONAL EXPRESSION 

The following text recounts the emotion reunion between Yaakov and Yosef who have not seen 
each other for 22 years. 

Bereishis Chapter 46 בראשית פרשת ויגש פרק מו 
And Yosef made ready his chariot, and went 
up to meet Israel his father, to Goshen, and 
presented himself unto him; and he fell on 
his neck, and wept on his neck excessively 

ֹסר( טכ תוֹ  יֹוֵסף ַוֶּיאְׁ ַכבְׁ ָרֵאל ַוַּיַעל ֶמרְׁ ַראת־ִישְׁ  ָאִביו ִלקְׁ
ָנה ךְׁ  ַעל־ַצָּואָריו ַוִּיֹפל ֵאָליו ַוֵּיָרא ֹגשְׁ עֹוד ַעל־ַצָּואָריו ַוֵּיבְׁ : 

 

Rashi’s Commentary י בראשית פרשת ויגש פרק מו"רש  
And he cried on his neck excessively: this 
means excessive weeping… Yosef increased 
his crying more than the norm but Yaakov 
did not fall upon Yosef’s neck nor did he kiss 
him, our rabbis say that he did not do so 
because he was reciting the shema. 
 

 לד איוב) וכן בכיה הרבות לשון - עוד צואריו על ויבך
 אבל הרגיל על יותר בבכי והוסיף הרבה כאן אף …( כג

 ואמרו, נשקו ולא יוסף צוארי על נפל לא יעקב
 :שמע את קורא שהיה רבותינו

 

 

 WHY DO YOU THINK 

YAAKOV HAD THIS REACTION 

TO SEEING HIS LONG LOST 

SON? 

 

 

 

Gur Aryeh - Maharal גור אריה בראשית פרשת ויגש פרק מו 
You should realize that the idea of shema 

that you are reading, and with this you can 
explain that which Yosef did not recite 
shema, because when Yaakov came and saw 
Yosef his son ruling, he had in his heart love 
and fear of God, how His traits are good and 
whole, and how He repays good to those 
who fear Him.  
And this is the trait of the pious ones when 
good occurs to them they come closer to God 

because of the good He did for them. And 
this is the shema in which we mention the 
Oneness of God’s kingship, and His love. And 

 ובזה קורא שהיה שמע קריאת ענין לדעת יש אמנם
 לפי, שמע קריאת יוסף קורא היה שלא מה יתורץ

 בלבו בא, מלך בנו יוסף את וראה יעקב בא שכאשר
 טובות הם מדותיו איך ה"הקב של ויראתו אהבתו

 מדת וזהו. ליראיו טוב שכר ומשלם, ושלימות
 ה"הקב אל מתדבקים טוב להם יקרה אשר החסידים

 שמע קריאת וזהו. עמהם שעשה והאמת הטובות על
 ואהבתו( ד, ו דברים) שמים מלכות ייחוד נזכר שבו

 בא כאשר שמע קריאת לקרות היה וראוי(. ה שם שם)
, בעבורו לו היה אשר הגדול הצער אחר יוסף אליו

 אשר ה"הקב את אוהב היה, מלך אותו ראה ועתה
 נכון וזהו, ויראתו ואהבתו מלכותו וקבל, זה לו עושה
 למבין
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it is fitting to recite shema when Yosef came 
after the great pain that he suffered for him, 
and now that he saw him as a king, he loved 
God who did this for him, and he accepted 
the kingship of God  with love and fear, and 
this is correct for one who understands. 
 
 

ABC’S OF JUDAISM  

Gemara Succah 42a תלמוד בבלי מסכת סוכה דף מב עמוד א 
It was taught, a child…who knows how to 
speak, his father teaches him the phrase, 
“The Torah that Moshe commanded us is the 
heritage of the Congregation of Yaakov” and 
the first verse of the Shema. 

צוה לנו ]יודע לדבר אביו לומדו תורה ... ר קטן"ת
 .ש"וק[ משה מורשה קהלת יעקב

 

 

 WHY DO YOU THINK THE SHEMA IS THE FIRST THING 

WE TEACH CHILDREN? 

 

 WHY DO YOU THINK WE 

SAY SHEMA WITH CHILDREN RIGHT 

BEFORE THEY GO TO SLEEP? 

 

 

 

 

 

IN THE DARK 

Rabbi Tzadok Hacohen צדיקת הצדיק ד 
The first mitzvah that a person is obligated 
in when he becomes Bar Mitzvah is reading 
the Shema in the evening [when it is dark] … 
[This teaches that] at first, when one is in a 

ג שנה "מצוה ראשונה שנתחייב האדם כשנעשה בן י
דברישא חשוכא צריך ... הוא קריאת שמע של ערבית 

קבלת עול מלכות שמים אף מתוך החושך והסכלות 
ואז סופו לקיימה בעושר ונהורא . והעדר המעשים

 .ורהדיממא השגה הבר
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state of darkness a person must accept God’s 
kingship, even in the darkness and 
childishness and without [seeing God’s] 
actions. Then eventually he will come to 
fulfill it from a wealth of clear 
understanding, which is like the light of day. 

 

 

 RAV TZADDOK SUGGESTS THAT IF YOU 

CAN SAY SHEMA AT “NIGHT” YOU WILL BE 

ABLE TO SAY IT DURING THE “DAY”  

 WHY DO YOU THINK WE START WITH THE 

BIGGER CHALLENGE? 

 

 

IN DARKER TIMES 

Rabbi Avraham Danzig, Chochmat Adam 
151:12 

 יב:קנו חכמת אדם

The order of confession on the deathbed 
is…he should say “Shema Yisrael…” and 
“Blessed is the Name of His glorious kingdom 
for all eternity.” 

ברוך ' ויאמר שמע ישראל וגו... סדר וידוי שכיב מרע
 .שם כבוד מלכותו לעולם ועד

 

  

 WHY DO YOU THINK SHEMA AND CONFESSION ARE 

THE TWO THINGS JEWS SAY ON THEIR DEATHBED? 

AT THE WORST TIMES 

Gemara Brachos 61b ב :תלמוד בבלי מסכת ברכות דף סא 
When Rabbi Akiva was taken to the place of 
his execution, it was the hour for reciting the 
Krias Shema. As his executioners pierced his 
flesh with iron combs, he accepted upon 
himself  the yoke of the kingdom of heaven. 
His disciples asked, 'Rabbi, are you reciting 
the Shema even under such circumstances?' 
He replied: 'All my life I have been pained by 
the verse in this prayer, "And you shall love 
the Lord your God with ... all your soul," 

 קריאת זמן להריגה עקיבא רבי את שהוציאו בשעה
, ברזל של במסרקות בשרו את סורקים והיו, היה שמע
: תלמידיו לו אמרו. שמים מלכות עול עליו מקבל והיה
 על מצטער הייתי ימי כל: להם אמר? כאן עד, רבינו
: אמרתי, נשמתך את נוטל אפילו - נפשך בכל זה פסוק
 לא לידי שבא ועכשיו, ואקיימנו לידי יבא מתי

. באחד נשמתו שיצתה עד באחד מאריך היה? אקיימנו
 שיצאה עקיבא רבי אשריך: ואמרה קול בת יצתה

 ברוך הקדוש לפני השרת מלאכי אמרו. באחד נשמתך
! 'וגו ממתים' ה ידך הממתים? שכרה וזו תורה זו: הוא

: ואמרה קול בת יצתה. בחיים חלקם: להם אמר -
 הבא העולם לחיי מזומן שאתה עקיבא רבי אשריך
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which means you must love him even if he 
takes your soul. I would say to myself, 
"When will you have the opportunity to 
serve God in this way?" Today, now that I 
have the opportunity, should I not utilize it?' 
He lengthened the word ehad (one) [the last 
word of the first verse] until his soul left his 
body. An echo from heaven declared, 'How 
fortunate you are, Rabbi Akiva, that your 
soul left your body as you recited ehad.'" 

 

 WHY DO YOU THINK THE HEAVENLY VOICE 

ANNOUNCED RABBI AKIVA’S SUCCESS?  

 

Elie Weisel: Jewish. Literary and Moral Perspectives 

  
 

 WHAT IS THE “NEW SIGNIFICANCE” OF 

THE SHEMA AT THIS MOMENT FOR ELIE 

WEISEL?  

 

Eliezer "Elie" Wiesel KBE born September 30, 
1928) is a Romanian-born Jewish professor and political activist. He is the author of 57 
books, including Night, a work based on his experiences as a prisoner in the Auschwitz, 

Buna, and Buchenwald concentration camps.  
 
When Wiesel was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1986, 
the Norwegian Nobel Committee called him a "messenger to 
mankind," stating that through his struggle to come to terms 
with "his own personal experience of total humiliation and 
of the utter contempt for humanity shown in Hitler's death 
camps", as well as his "practical work in the cause of peace", 
Wiesel had delivered a powerful message "of peace, 
atonement and human dignity" to humanity. 
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IDENTIFYING AS JEWS 

Rabbi Mordechai Kamenetzky, Parshat Terumah, www.torah.org 
During World War II many young Jewish children were 
harbored by a myriad of monasteries throughout 
Europe. At the end of the war, the Vaad Hatzalah sent 
representatives to the monasteries to try and reclaim 
the orphaned children to their heritage. Many of the 
children who found refuge did so at a young age and 
they had but a few recollections of their birthright.  
 
When Rabbi Eliezer Silver, who was the Rabbi of 
Cincinnati, Ohio and a very influential member of the 
Vaad, came to a particular hermitage in the Alsace-
Lorraine region of France, he was met with hostility. 
"You can be sure, Rabbi, if we had Jews here we would 
surely hand them back to you immediately!" exclaimed 
the monk in charge. "However, unfortunately for you, 
we have no Jewish children here."  
 
Rabbi Silver was given a list of refugees and was told that they were all Germans. The monk 
continued, "The Schwartzes are German Schwartzes, the Schindlers are German Schindlers 
and the Schwimmers are German Schwimmers." Rabbi Silver had been told that there were 
definitely close to ten Jewish children in that hermitage and was not convinced. He asked if 
he could say a few words to the children as they went to sleep. The monk agreed. Rabbi 
Silver returned later that evening with two aides, and as the children were lying in their 
beds about to go to sleep, they entered the large dorm room.  
 
He walked into the room and in the sing-song that is so familiar to hundreds of thousands of 
Jewish children across the globe he began to sing, "Shema Yisrael Ado..." Unexpectedly – in 
mid sentence – he stopped. Suddenly from six beds in the room the ending to that most 
powerful verse resounded almost in unison. "Hashem Echad!"  
 
He turned to the priest. "These are our children. We will take them now!" The children were 
redeemed, placed in Jewish homes, and raised as leaders of our community. 
 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

 We are commanded to say the shema night and day. 
 It is the fundamental prayer that we teach to children first 
 The shema is said in dark moments, moments of intense emotion and at the final 

moments of life. 
 Shema is a resounding identification of Jews. 
 This prayer is central to our belief and Jewish identity. 


