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 The Soul of
the Shema

The Shema, like other texts that a 
Jew is obligated to recite, exists 
on two planes. On the one hand 

it is a standardized text that we are obli-
gated to verbalize twice daily. However, it 
is much more than a codified formulation; 
its specific words and language encapsu-
late ideas. Therefore, we must ask, what 
is the telos of the Shema and what reli-
gious experience does it capture? In other 
words, what is the essence of the mitzvah 
that the Torah itself commands?

Perhaps the key to answering this 
query can be found in the birchot Kriat 
Shema (the blessings that precede and fol-
low the Shema).

Rabbi Chaim Soloveitchik held that the 
Birchot Kriat Shema are integrally nec-
essary for the fulfillment of the mitzvah. 
For this reason he held that it is prefera-
ble to pray without a minyan and recite 
the Brachot of Shema along with the Kriat 
Shema itself, rather than daven with a 
minyan that davens before or after the 
proper time Kriat Shema should be recited. 
(Nefesh HaRav, p.114). Embedded in these 
blessings is found the true meaning of the 
Shema. 

In this context, Rabbi Joseph B. 

Soloveitchik zt”l noted that the most com-
plex bracha in our prayers is the opening 
bracha of birchot Kriat Shema, from two 
perspectives; its wording and conceptual 
meaning. (Al HaTefila, Grodner, p.77)

These are the words of the bracha: 
Blessed are you Hashem...who forms light 
and creates darkness, makes peace and 
creates all.” First question: Why mention 
darkness if this is the blessing recited in 
the morning? And secondly, why mention 
‘peace’ and ‘creates all’ in this context?

The text of this blessing, says the Tal-
mud (Berachot 11a), is based on a verse 
in Yeshayahu (45:7).There it says [I am the 
one] who forms light and creates darkness, 
who makes peace and creates ra, evil.” The 
Sages emended the last word from ra (evil) 
to hakol (all) in order to teach that from a 
perspective of the Divine where ‘totality’ is 
the reality, evil vanishes.

The opening blessing teaches that we 
bless God not only for the ‘light’ but also for 
the ‘darkness.” We have faith that kol, all, 
emanates from God. There is no division. 
There is only yichud Hashem, oneness of 
God and God is the source of all existence 
and reality.

This bracha directly relates to the char-
acter of the Shema and the kavanah we are 
to garner when reciting the Shema. Shema 
is not a prayer. It is a declaration of faith. 
In the language of the Sages it is procla-
mation of our belief in yichud Hashem 
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and accepting upon oneself “ol malchut 
shamayim”, “the responsibilities of the 
heavenly King.”1 (Mesorat HaRav Siddur, 
p. 108, p.111)

Supplication vs. Testimony
The Rav contrasted prayer (i.e.reciting 

the Amidah) and reciting the Shema. Recit-
ing the Shema does not demand the state 
of consciousness required for prayer. The 
notion of an encounter with the Divine 
Presence is not the objective here. Instead, 
the intention required for the Shema 
expresses itself in the form of declaration, 
a profession of faith (ibid. p. 111).

Rabbi Norman Lamm, a close student 
of the Rav, who wrote an entire volume 
on the Shema points out that the Shema’s 
motif of religious commitment is graphi-
cally symbolized in the text of the Torah 
scroll itself. Scribal tradition prescribes 
that the last of the three Hebrew letters 
of the word shema, the ayin, be written 
large. Similarly, the dalet, the last letter of 
the last word, echad, is also enlarged. Two 
reasons have been offered for these pecu-
liarities, and both reinforce the notion that 
the Shema is an expression of a pledge or 

1  The Mishna (Berachot 13a) notes in the 
name of Rav Yehoshua ben Karcha that the 
first portion of Shema precedes the second 
so that “one should first accept the yoke 
of Heaven’s sovereignty (ol malchut sha-
mayim) and afterward accept the yoke of 
mitzvot.

testimony.
The famed Rabbi David Abudraham 

(14th century) in his classic commentary 
on prayer explains that the two letters, 
ayin and dalet, read together, spell ed, 
the Hebrew word for witness. Reciting 
the Shema is an act of testifying our faith 
before God, before our fellow humans, and 
before ourselves.

The second reason offered for enlarg-
ing the ayin and dalet is complementary 
to the first. Not only must we testify to 
our faith, but we must also guard against 
betraying it, even inadvertently.

Thus the letter ayin is given prominence 
in order to distinguish it from an alef, 
which would spell a homonym of Shema, 
sounding similar but meaning something 
quite different: שמא, “maybe” or “perhaps.” 
Similarly, if we were to mistake the dalet 
for its look-alike letter, resh, we might read 
the word of the verse as acher, meaning 
“other, another,” implying another god, 
an idol. The enlarged ayin and dalet cau-
tion us to leave our doubts and hesitations 
behind. (The Shema, Lamm, pp. 16-17)2. 

2  The Talmud (Berachot 14b) presents 
the scenario of one reciting Shema with-
out wearing Tefillin and posits that such 
a person is compared to giving false testi-
mony. Another example where the Sages 
expound on the Shema in a context of giving 
testimony. 
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