


The Shema, read twice a day is, without 
doubt, the most well known section 
of our siddur. The Shema, though a 
mitzvah in its own right, is always read 
in the morning and evening immediately 
before standing before G-d to say the 
personal Amidah prayer. As noted by 
the Chief Rabbi, in his commentary to 
the new Singer’s Siddur, ‘The Shema 
contains no human requests, no praise, 
no plea. It is a set of biblical readings. It 
is less a prayer than a prelude to prayer. 
In prayer, we speak to G-d. In the Shema, 
G-d, through the Torah, speaks to us.’

The first section of the Shema represents 
our acceptance of the yoke of the 
kingship of heaven, our commitment 
to love and serve G-d; whilst the second 
section represents our acceptance 
of G-d’s commandments. The third 
section, not under discussion at present, 
contains the mitzvot of tying tzitzit to 
our garments and remembering the 
exodus from Egypt.   

Our sedra contains the second paragraph 
of the Shema. To better understand this 
second section of the Shema, I would 
like to compare it to the first section of 
the Shema.

 The first section of the Shema
(Devarim, chapter six)

Hear O Israel, G-d is our G-d, G-d is one. 
Thou shall love the Lord thy G-d with 
all thy heart, with all thy soul, and with 
all thy might. And these words, which 
I command thee this day, shall be upon 
thy heart…

The second section of the Shema
(Devarim, chapter eleven)

And it shall come to pass if 
you diligently hearken to 
My commandments which 
I command you today, to 
love the Lord your G-d and 
to serve Him with all your 
hearts and with all your 
souls; I will give the rain of 

your land in its due season, the early rain 
and the late rain….

These two sections would initially seem 
to be presenting us with the same 
message, to love G-d. However on closer 
analysis, there are several differences 
between the two sections, differences 
which point to the differing messages 
of each section. 

I shall mention a few of the differences 
between the sections, though, as you 
may notice, there are several more.  

l 	The first section simply instructs us 
pursue our relationship with G-d, to love 
G-d, without mention of any motivation. 
The second section, on the other hand, 
informs us of the benefits of performing 
the commandments, giving the promise 
of reward and threat of punishment. 

l 	Both sections ask us to love G-d with 
all our hearts and souls. The first section 
adds also that we should love G-d with 
all our might, an idea missing from the 
second section. 

l 	I n  t h e  s e c o n d  s e c t i o n ,  t h e 
commandment to love G-d is given in 
the plural, as opposed to the singular, 
employed by the first section.

This third difference between the 
two sections is unnoticeable from our 
modern English siddur translations, 
which do not differentiate between 
the second person singular and second 
person plural. The Hebrew language 
distinguishes between the second 
person singular and second person 
plural, just as Old English does in its 
use of ‘thee’ or ‘thou’ in the singular 
and ‘you’ and ‘your’ in the plural. The 

first section of the Shema speaks in 
second person singular, whilst the 
second section, found in our sedra, 
speaks in the second person plural. You 
will notice that in my translation of the 
two sections above, I have purposely 
used the old English forms of ‘thee’ and 
‘thou’ to point out this difference, which 
is clear in the original Hebrew text.

What do these differences tell us about 
the deeper message of each section? 

The first section, in particular the 
very first line of ‘Shema Yisrael’ is a 
declaration of faith, a statement of 
our mission to sanctify G-d’s name 
through everything we do. These are 
the last words uttered before sleep at 
night and ideally the last words said 
before leaving this world at death. This 
section is written in the singular since 
it is our personal declaration that we 
wish to bring G-d into our individual 
lives; into our emotional lives, through 
loving G-d, into our intellectual lives 
through Torah study and into our 
daily activities through the concrete 
performance of commandments such 
as tephilin, mezuzah.

The second section, as Rashi points 
out, is written in the plural since this 
section addresses the whole Jewish 
community rather than the individual. 
It tells of what will happen if, as a 
people, we choose to serve idols rather 
than place our relationship with G-d at 
the centre our lives. It is a declaration 
of the terms of the Jewish people’s 
relationship with G-d. 

This also explains why the first section 
makes no mention of reward or 
punishment. The first section addresses 
us as individuals who wish to do the 
right thing simply because it is indeed 

the right course of action; serving G-d 
out of a pure motivation. The second 
section is aimed at the community as a 
whole, in all situations. The Torah knows 
very well that humans cannot always 
maintain an ideal and occasionally 
need a carrot or stick to stay on the 
right path. 

The first section of the Shema describes 
the ideal to which we should strive; 
a total commitment to G-d, in our 

e m o t i o n a l  l i ve s ,  o u r 
intellectual lives and in 
our daily activities. There 
are indeed occasions such 
as on Yom Kippur or at 

certain times during our lives, both 
happy and sad, when it is easier to say 
‘Shema Yisrael’ with a whole heart and 
really feel a sense of G-d’s presence and 
the importance of our relationship with 
Him. One has to take those experiences 
and attempt to re-enter them when our 
faith is harder to sense or see. 
T h i s  f i r s t  s e c t i o n  i n c l u d e s  t h e 
requirement of the individual to love 
G-d, ‘with all your might’, a clause which 
the second section omits. The Gemara 
(Berachot 54a) explains that this phrase 
means ‘with every middah’, meaning 
every measure or rather with every 
eventuality that G-d puts your way. This 
is an attitude, a way of looking at your 
life, seeing every event that happens to 
you to be from G-d and part of a greater 
plan. An individual can do this by looking 
at their own personal experiences, so it 
is addressed to the individual alone; the 
community cannot declare the meaning 
of events. The meaning of events is a 
judgement for the individual to make, 
not a policy decision of the collective.
Next time you say the Shema, perhaps 
consider the message of the first 
section and then the message of the 
second section; the decision to bring 
spirituality into our individual lives, 
followed by the bringing of G-d into the 
life of the community.
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