A Shema of Truth
Source Sheet by Larry Magarik

1. Rav Yitzhak Hutner, Pachad Vitzhak, Shaar Chodesh Aviv (Pesach), Maamar 43
(paraphrased):

The positive commandment of acceptance of the yoke of the heavenly kingdom is generally
understood as the recitation of the Shema, “Hear O Israel, Hashem is our God, Hashem alone.” But
why is this mitzvah, among all commandments, introduced by a call to “Hear”? The Sages (B. Kid.
22b) noted that the ear of an Israelite indentured servant who refuses to go free but prefers to
continue in slavery is pierced (Ex. 21:5-6), because the servant violates what the servant’s ear heard
at Sinai: Israelites are servants of God only, not of any other master. Yet this would be true of the
trespass of any other mitzvah heard at Sinai, none of the others of which are marked by the piercing
of the ear.

The answer is that, unlike other sensory organs, the ear only receives and does not
externalize. The nose inhales but also exhales; the hand feels but also touches; the mouth eats but
also speaks; even the eye perceives but also reveals. However, sound enters the ear, but the ear does
not emit. Similarly, the essence of service is listening to or obeying the master. Thus the mitzvah to
accept God’s rule, like the mitzvah to recognize God as one’s sole master, is uniquely connected to
the ear. Consequently, the recitation of the Shema is introduced by the command to hear, andisa
process of reception and acceptance.
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2. Second Paragraph of Shema (from Deut. Ch. 11)

Hebrew text:
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oxi _from Jeffrey H. Tigay, The JPS Toreh Commentary:

Deuteronomy 11:10 For the land that you are about to enter...is neot ke the land of Egypt
from which you have come. There ﬂnegraﬁnyonmweﬂhaﬁmﬂnewawmdbyyourm
labors, like a vegetable garden; bu¢ the land you are about ¢o...[possess, 8 land of hills and
vﬁm,w&hupi@smrmmemmw‘mwmlﬁsaMdwhichthelmrdyouand
looks afiter, on which the Lord your God always keeps [an] eye, firom year's beginning
year's end. "The dependence of the land on God for imigation is both an advantage and
i and the rabbis discussed whether verses 10-12 mean to praise the land or denigrate
it...as Rashbam observed, “This land is better than Egypt and all other lands to those who observe
God’soonnnands,bntworsemanallomerlmdstoﬂmsewhodonotobservetlwm."AsA.
Dillman put it: "The very land is suited to educating apious...peoplebecanseitmakesiheir
dependence on God obvious.” _Since litflo rain falls in Egypt, imrigation depends completely on
the annual flooding of the Nile...into a system of canals and reservoirs..." K, then, you obey the
commandments that I enjoin upon you this day, loving the Lord your God and serving Him
wiahaﬂyourheertamﬁsouﬂ,lwﬂngramﬂnemimﬂ'@ryonﬂamdinsmm,ﬂneearlyminmd
mem&e.Yaushaﬂgaﬂwwﬁnyommengimmdwimmdoﬂ—lwﬁﬂahopmﬁegrmfm
cﬁneﬁewsforhyomrcawe—andﬂmsyo\mshaﬂﬂeaﬁyomﬁlﬂ."Sinceﬂlelandoflsraeliswahered
byGod,rainfaﬂisoondiﬁonaluponobediemetoPﬁm....AsAbmvanelpmit "You will not
prosperinthatlandhyyomownstrengthandability, for the commandments are the sole method
ofculﬁvatingit....'l‘heamomﬂofrainﬁxllinagﬁculumlareasin...lmaelisnolessﬂ:anin
agrimﬂtmalconnniesinﬂletanpmzones.Thediﬁ'erenoeliesnotintheannnalamountofmin,
bminﬂ;emmberofminydaysandintheintmsityofrainpethourorperday.In...Israelﬂwenﬁm
anmalamonntfallsin40to60daysinamsonofseventoeightmonﬂ:s.lntanpmateclima@s
precipitation occurs on 180 days spread over 12 months.... Hence timing is all-important. In Israel,
the first showeres, known as the yoreh, fallintennittenﬂhyhOctobetandNovW.Theysoﬁen
ﬂmmﬂ,wﬁehishmdmedmdmckedﬁomﬂlemmm,mdpermitﬁrmmmbeginplowm

in Agril o early May, right before the final burst of growth of the grain and are crucial for its
matumion.Ifﬂleearlyorlamm‘:ometoosoonoraredelayed,ﬂziscanmdulyleng&enor




the first showers, known as the yoreh, fall intermittently in October and November. They soften
the soil, which is hardened and cracked from the summer, and permit farmers to begin plowing
and sowing. The rain increases from December through February, with about seventy percent of
the year’s rain normally falling in these months. The final showers, or malkosh ("late rain"), come
in April or early May, right before the final burst of growth of the grain and are crucial for its
maturation, If the early or late rains come too soon or are delayed, this can unduly lengthen or
shorten the growing season and stunt the growth of the grain, impede the harvest, or causg it to
rot.” Take care not to be lured away to serve other gods and bow to them. For the Lord's
anger will flare up against you, and He will shut up the skies so that there will be ne rain
and the ground will not yield its produce; and you will soon perish from the good land that
the Lord._is assigning to you. "When the Israelites...settled in Canaan, some must have reasoned
that the Canaanites gods were responsible for the land's fertility, since the Canasmites had
successfully practiced agriculture before the Israelites arrived. One of the most celebrated episodes
in the struggle against this temptation came in the days of Ahab, when YHVH first withheld rain
and finally granted it when Elijah confronted the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel. In this way
He showed that only He, and not Baal, controls the rain..." Therefore impress these My words
upon your very heart: bind them as a sign on your hand and let them serve as a symbol on
your forehead, and teach them to your children reciting them when you stay at home and
when your are away, when you lie down and when you get up; and inscribe them on the
doorposts of your house and on your gates — to the end that you and your children may
endure, in the land that the Lord swore to your fathers to assign to them, as long as there is
a heaven over the earth. "That is, forever. The sky and other heavenly bodies symbolize
longevity and permanence.”
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3. Baruch Spinoza, On the Improvement of the Understanding

By Geod I understand Being absolutely infinite, that is to say, substance eonsisting of
infinite attributes, each one of which expresses eternal aund infinite essence. (Spinoza,
Ethics, Pt. L Def. VI, p. 41) Hence it follows with the greatest clearness, firstly, that God is
one, that is to say...in Nature there is but one substance, and it is absolutely infinite...(Pt.
L, Prop. XIV, p. 51) God is the immanent and not the transient cause of all things. (Pt. L,
Prop. XVIIL, p. 59)...[T}f we have a knowledge of God equal to that which we have of a
triangle, all doubt is removed. (On the Improvement of the Understanding, p.27)

...JA]Jll things which come to pass, come {0 pass according to the eternal order and fixed
laws of Nature....The chief good..is the knowledge of the union existing between the
mind and the whole of Nature.(Spinoza, On the Improvement of the Understanding, p. 6).

..[W]e cannot understand anything of Nature without at the same time increasing our
knowledge of ...God. (p.31)

Whatever is, is in God, and nothing can either be or be conceived without God. (Ethics,
Pt. I Prop. XV, p. 52)

All ideas, in so far as they are related to God, are true....Falsity consists in the privation of
knowledge...inadequate...mutilated and confused ideas...(Pt. I, Prop. 3CXII and XXXV,
pp. 106-7)

There is no single thing in Nature which more profitable to [humanity] than a [person]
who lives according to the guidance of reason. (Pt. IV., Prop. XXXV, Corollary 1, p. 212)




4. Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan, Judaism as a Civilization (1936)

A religion is as much a progressive unlearning of false ideas concerning God as it is the
learning of the true ideas concerning God.

5. William Shakespeare, Hamlet I11:3:103

‘Words without thoughts never to heaven go.

6. Rabbi Ismar Schorsch, JTSA Weekly Torah Commentary, Lekh Lekah, (10/19/02)

The advantage of the non-literalist approach is that the text of our prayers need not be revised
in every generation. The inherent pliability of language allows for continuity in form. What changes
is the content or meaning we ascribe to the words. In either case, the operative principle is to pray
with integrity. Or as we remind ourselves each morning before we start praying, ‘We should always
revere God in private as in public, acknowledging the truth and speaking the truth in our hearts.’



