
Invitation to Judaism Class – Shema and Its Blessings 
Rabbi Steven Morgen, Congregation Beth Yeshurun 

First Paragraph of Shema – Deuteronomy Chapter 6 


 

As found in the prayerbook (added blessing line): 

 


is forever and ever. His Kingdom Blessed is the Glorious Name,  
 

Note: Psalm 72:18-19 
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Second Paragraph of Shema 
 

Deuteronomy 11:13-21 
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Third Paragraph of Shema 

Numbers 15:37-41 

 
 

 

Loving God – the First Paragraph – Deut. 6:4-9 

1. YHVH – the name revealed at Burning Bush. Root: to be. Ehyeh asher ehyeh. There is 

a God and there is only one God. Necessary and sufficient. First two Commandments. 

Essence of Jewish faith. (cf. Hillel, Akiba, Ben Azai about essence of Jewish practice.) 

Accepting Kingship of Heaven. (Included in verses of Kingship in Rosh Hashanah 

liturgy.) Cover our eyes as did Judah the Prince, Berakhot 13b, in order to concentrate. 

2. Barukh shem … (see Yoma 6:2) response to hearing God’s name. Not part of Torah, 

therefore not said out loud. The term used in Talmud for reciting Shemas is: “Pores al 

shema.” It was somehow liturgically called out, proclaimed. Perhaps with response from 

congregation.  

3. Love – how do you command it? Indicates that, of the different motives for obeying God, 

(fear, awe, respect, love) love is the ideal. Follow God’s law because you love the 

Creator. 

4. Heart = mind, evil and good inclinations, all the thoughts, feelings and impulses you 

have; soul = life, with your essence; might = material possessions, strength, actions. 

5. “these words” – Just the first two sentences: One God and Love God? The speech Moses 

was making at the time? The Ten Commandments (in chapter just before Shema in 

Deuteronomy)? The whole Torah? Could be any of these. Tradition puts just these 

paragraphs itself on doorposts, in tefillin, etc. 

6. Teach them – to next generation 

7. Study/recite them at all times – when sitting at home, or going out into the world 
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8. When you lie down and when you wake up – literally? (Shamai), or just in the evening 

and morning (Hillel) – we do BOTH 

9. Bind them as a sign on your hand, and as a symbol before your eyes: tefillin. On your 

“mind,” (before your eyes) and in your deeds (on your arm). Symbolic (Rashbam) or 

literally? We do BOTH.  

10. Inscribe them on the doorposts of your house, and on your gates: mezuzah. That way 

when you leave home (and go out in the world) you will be reminded to “take these 

words with you”, and when you come home, you will be reminded to live your life by 

them at home with your family. Mezuzah NOT supposed to be protective amulet (as 

some suggest – check your mezuzahs when trouble befalls you) – Maimonides. They are 

to be mnemonic devices to remind us of God’s Unity, God’s love for us, and our 

responsibilities to God and our fellow human beings. [Put on your doorposts after you 

are formally Jewish – and therefore commanded to do it.] 

Reward and Punishment – the Second Paragraph – Deut.11:13-21 

1. Emphasis is on following God’s laws, God’s guidance.  

2. Last part of paragraph very similar to first paragraph. Thus Shema = Pledge of Allegiance 

to God and his Commandments. Like a reenactment of the Sinai covenant. 

3. Does world really work the way the first part of paragraph says? Cf. Avodah Zarah 54b – 

stolen wheat when planted still sprouts because Olam noheg k’minhago. (the world 

behaves according to its rules) But our actions in polluting world may indeed affect the 

rain and weather patterns. Big picture is that our lives are dependent on God’s Creation. 

Can also see it as metaphor for reward and punishment generally – i.e. in the world to 

come. Thus there is a Judge (1st ¶) and there is Judgment (2nd ¶) (cf. Lev. Rab. 28:1) 

God of Redemption – the Third Paragraph – Num.15:37-41 

1. Tzitzit remind us to do God’s will and not stray after our hearts and eyes. How? 

Gematria for 613, other ideas, like string around a finger, blue thread – royal color (i.e. 

God) or color of Heaven. This is another mnemonic device to remind us that there is a 

God, and that God expects us to be good in God’s Created world.  

2. Last sentence refers to Redemption from Egypt. (Note: the Passover haggadah passage 

about Elazar ben Azaria [I never understood why we need to mention the Exodus at 

night] and answer of Ben Zoma refers to this ¶ not to performing the Haggadah at night. 
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