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One of the great storges of Fewish History is zh
that which tells that when the hordes of
Crusaders reached a little town (Xanten) near
the Rhine river on the evening of June 27,1096,
the Jews of that %Xplace were partaking of their
Sabbath mzax evening meal together. The

arrival of the crusaders meant, of course,
certain death for them as for all Jews who

were swept up in their bloody path. So the

meal was discontinued. But they did not leave
the hall until the saintly R. Moses Ha-Cohen

had first said Grace, enlarging the PYAYEXR
regular text with prayers appropriate to the
awful moment. And then, uniike custom, the

grace was concluded with the wods: Shema Yisroel
etc. Thereupon they all went to the synagggue
meeting both death and martyrdom.

This is but one of legions of incidents where

the true and brawe of our people in the wmmERr%k
moment of de&#th girded themselves with dignity
and strength by simply concentrating mind and

soul on the Shema and its enormous statement

of the nature and meaning of God.

But it is not alone in time of martyrdom and deaf
or in the unusaal circumstance that the Shema hac

been significant in Jewish life.
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fince our earliest days it has been the core
of our being, the essence of our faith. In
its words our people have been able to find the
suﬁmation of every acceptible philesophy and
the enlargements of other doctrines and ideas
our teachers found first in the Shema. Aside
from intellectual acceptance, the Shemébqgiﬁiﬁed
It is the first of prayers taught to be lisped
by the little child and it literally
accompanies the Jeow from the cradle to the
grave.

Rut the familiar oft-times becomes less precisus
And so cmmmonplece Xxxthaxfkxx are the accents
of tlke Shema to us that px® perhaps the full
depth and brilliance of its meaning may become

vague,

And we should ask ourselves : "hy is it that out
of the entire Riblical literature this one
littee verse and its following paragraphs has
become not alone the watchword of Judaism but,
in the opinion of most relggious thinkers and
students of religions of the world, one of the
most powerful intellectual ideas in civiliegation

The origins of the Shema go far back in the
history of our people when wandering in the
desert they first dimly perceived the unity of
life and purpose governing all things. . Thus
vas born an idea which was one day to be the
fuix cornerstone of Judaism. But tho seers and

prophets affirmed the truth of the “hema, it was




. the rabbis who trought the fhema into the fo«
of* pupular attention because, I think, they
recognized the threefold source of its

‘meaning.
—— The Rabbis recognized the source of strength

in_the Shema that lies in its philosophical
‘ﬁgtﬁfﬁf%% Stressing the unity of God , a uniaq
and unwersal concept was , in its day, unlike
any other expression of faith. We take

the idea for granted. But in %Xhe ancient worl
and perhpps even today the concept is
révolutionary. It is not merely a matter of
rejection of many gods, of paganism, of the
deification of persons. Mpore important the
Shema rejects the spiritual power of any
person or thing or natural force. Origianally
Ixxgpp the framers of the shema opppsed the
greatest kingdoms on earth: the star cults of
Bnrbylonia, the animal worship of ¥gypt,

the nature worship of Greece, the emperor
worship of Rome as well as stone, tree and
serpent ;s&ig%ens=ifgi33{isfzgf ozgfzvgzgtpen
religions. It rédgquires a special kind of
spiritual sensitivity to understand that as
complex as life ?ZS;Z to our senses, there is
but one power in the world which tho invisi 1
unifies everything. Effect of that kind of
faitﬁ on man is enormous: its liberates man
from slavery to nature and dependance upon

material things alone.
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Secondly, the rabbis recognized the Shema as a
source of strength because they understood that
such a view of Ixfexamdxwx God and the world
has a spiritual meaning and infuses life with

ok ot T b
an ‘enduring value.

Tt is too easy to say merely that our faith is
monotheism-- a belief in one God. Judaism is
more than that: it is an ethical momothemsmn,

both God and man bound by moral and ethical

principles. The prophet deHmad'a kind of worship

emancipated from all organized relijgion, and all
forms of ritual when he said in the sprit of the

shema :"The Lord of Hosts is exalted thru justice

righteousnes=s and the Holy God is sanctified
thru righteousness."

The ethical imperative of a God bound Himself
by all laws of ethiecs, imposes upon us a

faith that insists that every act of godd or of
evil has its eternal consequences. Yes there are
conflicts in ife; y#t in the Jewish view the
universég%}:%%E marvelously harmonized and it
lies within the power of man to overcome XX&k
evil and to make the victory of goodness

sure and certain. God has no eternal opponent.
There is nox $%¥=r Satan to embody the evil of
this world. But adonoi Echod, God is one.

|
W And finallly, then, the rabbis reasoned that
strength lay within the Shema and its view
becasue theypurpeses=of=ftife=as=== gsaw the

Shema as the representation of a relationshinp



between God and man in partnership telke
pursuing attainable goals.
They said that whenvever a man recites the
Shema what he is really saying is that he
" accep s the yoke of the kingdom of heaven."
In our terms this means thzt to confess God's
unity means nothing if we do not confess also
our own. To deckre faith in God means nothing
if we do not also recognize our job: our purpo
to build a kingdom, a Sted+ unified as God is
one. To labor for a unity of man, a unity

of human history and a unity of purpose.

Last week, ironically, at the Passover season,
celebrating the freedom of our people from the
bondage of Egypt, I fogﬂg 2X%i%_ fﬁgnﬁgefg%rst
time thinking about, and prayéng/for Freedom
in the sgﬁggqofngafhggjigﬁ&l But I éould only
think and be grateful and pray for myself.

And our kind, The newspaper reported the retort
of a church officer wﬁgf?g}ned away negro
worshippers with the statment: White men built
this church and white men will worshp khere.
Who built that church I do not really know.
That is whose hands built it. But I know that
gx® ultimately God buklt that church and this
synagouge and this world and our humanity.
This world is one, this people is one.

These are some of the reason, I think, the rabbi
raised the Shema to be the confession of our

essential faith, to be repeated by every Jew

twice daily, on S,baaths ang festivals, at the



culmination of the Day of #tonement, and in the
last hour of life to assert the essential
principle of existence:an absolue unity of God
AOf méﬁﬁ?ﬁ% and of &1t ok thought and purpose.

Who can but find himself stronger in the face
of darkness xkaxx if our Shema be on the heart
and mind.

The Zohar alternatingly mystical and rational
says:"When men imprgy er declare the Unity of
the Holy Name in love and reverence, the walls
of earth's darkness are gXfxcleft in twain and
the face of the Heavenly King is revealed
lighting up the universe. " So map it be as

we pray together.A en.



