
Torah Thoughts Va’etchanan 
 
5779: 

The first paragraph of the Shema, recited twice daily by Jews around the world for the 
last 2000 years, comes from this week’s parasha, Va’ethanan. The Shema constantly reminds us 
that our relationship with God is based on love – “You shall love the Lord your God with all 
your heart, with all your soul, with all your being” – and that our love should lead us to then 
follow the mitzvot. 

Yet it is counterintuitive that love would motivate us to follow all of God’s 
commandments. We may show honor to our parents, help the sick and lift up the fallen out of 
love of God and other people, but would we refrain from observing negative commands like ‘Do 
not steal’ or refrain from eating non-kosher food because of love? The early rabbis were attuned 
to this problem, and in Pirkei Avot they teach that we should serve God not like a servant who 
expects reward, but rather like one who serves unconditionally, and that the fear of God 
determines our actions. They insist that both love and fear are needed to follow God’s will, 
because we observe positive mitzvot out of love, but will only observe negative mitzvot out of 
fear of punishment. 

Conceptualizing our relationship with God as loving is meaningful to modern people. It is 
a feel-good kind of religion, and we need that. But we should not so readily abandon the idea of 
the God of judgment who, like a loving yet strict parent, expects much of us and is ready to 
punish when it is warranted. Since none of us would claim that we never fail, there is a 
theological necessity for us to be reminded that our moral lapses are noticed, and that we will 
suffer for them one way or another. Even those who cannot believe in direct punishment by God 
can still find the God of conscience to be a useful construct. As we now look ahead to the 
Yamim Nora’im, the Days of Awe, we should keep in mind the images of the God whom we 
both love and fear. 
 


