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One  a.f  thc`  greg,t  stories   of  Uewish  History  is  ±k,
that,  whic+,  tells   tha.t  wheri  the  hordes   of
Crusader`c`,  reached   a  little   town  (Xanten)   near
+,he   Rhine   riv.er  on  the   ev.ening   of   June   27,1096,
the  Jews  of  that,  *place  were  partaking  of  their
Sa,bbath  mg.H±   ev.ening  m€`al   together.   'Jt]e
arriv.al  of  the  crusa,ders  mea.nt,   of  course,
certain  death  for  them  as  f or  a].1  Jews  v\Iho
were  swept  up  in  their  bloody  path.   So  the
meal  viJas   discontinued.   But  they   did   r}ot   leave
the  hall  ur}.til  the   saint].y  R.   Moses  Ha-Cohen
had   first  sai(i   Grace,   enla.Tgir}g  t,he   prH¥arE
regular  text  with  prayers  appropriat,e  t,o   t,he
awful  moment.   And   then,   unlike   cuLqtom,   the

grace  was  concluded  with  the   weds:   Sheina.   Yisroe].
etc.   Thereupon  they  a.11  went  to   the   synagggue
meeting  both  death  a.nd   martyrdom.

This  is   but  one   of  legions  of  incidents  where
the   t,rue  and   bra®e     of   our   people  in  the   .®mEm±
momen-t   of  dedrth  girded   themselves  with   dignit,y
a,nd   s`trength  by  simply  concentrating  mind  antl
soul  on  the   Shema  ar]d   its   enormous     sta.t,ement
of  the   na.ture   and   meaning  of  God.

But   it,   is  not   alone  in  tilne  of  marl;yrdom  and   deal
or   in  the  un.usE8].   c±rcumst,ance   that   t,he   Shema  has
been  significant  in  Jewish  life.
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{qi.nee   ou}.   ear]iest   day`q   it-,   ha.s   been  t,he   cot.e
o.f  .our  being,   the   es`qence  of   our  fait,h.   Ill
ii.-,s   i,'`,lords   our  peoT]1e  have   been  a,ble  to  find   i.I-ie

EI

-    Lc¥3ummation   of   every   accept,i.ble   philosophy   and

t,}ie   enlargeme}its   of   ot}`]er   doct,rimes  a.nd   i.deas
our   t,eachers   found   .first   ir]   the  fthema..   Asi.de
fl'Om  ±ntellectua,1  acceptance,   the  shemaJcrfui##vet]
It  is  the  first  of  prayers  taught  to  be  lisped
by  the  little  child    and   it  lit,erally
accompanies  t,he   Jew  .from  the   cradle   to  the
gra\J'e .

But  t,he   f a,mi]iar  oft-times  becomes  less  precious
And   so   cmmmonplBce  ±Ex*kgxfhHx   are   t,he   accents
of   t,h]    Shema  to  us   that,  PXEE  perhaps  the   full
t]epth  a.nd   brilliance  of   its  meaning  rna.y   become
V a 8u a .

And   we  shou].ci   ask  ourselves   :   "hy   is  it   tha,t  out
of  the   ent,ire  Biblica].  Iiteratur.e  this  one
litt±e  verse  and   its  follov,ling  paragraphs  has
become  not   alone   the  watchword   of   Judaism    but,
in  the   op.inion  of  most  re].ggious   thinkers  and
students  of  religions  of   I,he  world,     one  of  the
most  po.f/erful  intellectual  ic]ea.s   in  civ.ili8aticm

TIT.e   cirigins   o.f   t,}le   Tlhema   go   fa.r  ba.ck   in  the
his!t,ory   of  ou.r   people  when  ``'andering  in   t,he
desert  i,hey  first  dimly  perceived  the  ur].i.t,y  of
life  and   pi.u.pose  governing  all  t,hings.   .   Thus
\.1,ia,s   borli   a.n   iciaa,  `h.ihich  was   one   day   to   be   the

#"±±   col.}i.erstone   of   .Tuclai.sin.      13ut   tho   seers   a,nfJ

prophets  a,ffirmed   the   truth   of  the   fhema,   it  w'as



• the  rabbis  who  t`rought  the   fherna   into   the  fot
of'  pupular  att,ention  because,   I  thin¥,   they
recognized   the   t,hreefold   source  of   ii:s

I meaning .

¥    1.'he  Rabbis  recogni.7,ed   the  source  of  strength

in  the   Shema  that  lies  in  its  phi.Iosophical--,-
Stressing  t,he  ljnity   of   God   ,   a  uniq

antl  unryersal  cc`r]cept  was   ,   in  its   day,   unlike
ariy  other  expression  of  fa.ith.     We  ta,ke
the   idea  for  granted.   But  in  Ehe  ancient  v`torl
and   per}ipps  even  today  the   concept   is
r§v-olutionary.     It  is  not  merely  a  matter  of
rejection  of  many  gods,   of  paganism,   of  the
deification  o.f  per.sons.   More   importan.t,   the
Shema,  rejects  the   spiritual  poi'`/er  of  any
person  or  thing  or  na:tural  force.   Origianally
±±xEpp  the  framers  of   the  shema   opppsed   the
greatest  kingdoms  on  earth:   the   sta.r  cult„s  of
Br`bylonia,   the  animal  worship  of   .Egypt,
the  nature  worship  of  Greece,  the   emperor
wo].`ship   of  Rome  as  well  as   stone,   tree  and
serpent  =€
religions .
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spiritual  sensitivit.y  to  understa.nd  that  a,s
complex  as  life RE  to  our  senses,  there  is
but  one   power  in  the  world  which  tho  invisi  1
unifies  everything.  Effect  of  that  kind  of
faith  on  man  is  er].ormous:   its  liberates  man
from  slavery   to  nature  and  dependence  upon
material  things  alone.



• .``t  -.

¢Second]y,   t,he  rabbis  rer}ognized   the   Shemrq  as  a
sour6e  of  str€Jng`th    beca.use   t,hey  understood  that
stich   a   view   of  ±±£gExamckxavx     God   a`nd   the   world

°ultat;;;;eifes[rF=itt:::.u::an±ng  and  infuses  life  wi th

It  is   too  easy  to  say  merely  that  our  faith  i,q
mor}otheism--a  belief  i.n  one   God.   Judaism  .is
more  than  that:   it   is   ar].  ethical  momot,.heinsm,
both   God   a,ntl   man  bound   by   mo

p±.inciples.   The  prophet

ra.1  and   ethical
a  kind   of  worship

einanci.pated   from  all  organized  religion,  a.nd   all
forms  of  ritual  when  he   saic]  in  the  sprit  of   the
shema.:''q]he   Lord   Qf   Host.f5   is   exalted   thru     justice
¥±gh±€etigneF§s   and   the   Holy   God   is   sanctified
thru  righteousness. "

The  et,hical  imperative  of  a   God  bound   Himself
by   a.11   I.aws   of  ethics,   imposes  upon  us   a,
-faith  that  insists  that  ever.y  a,ct  of  good  or  of

evil  has  its  et,erna,1  consequences.   Yes  there  are
conflicts nife
tjniv-ers±   is^O

;   ydst   in  tl].e   Jewish  view   the
JE  rna.rvelously harmonized  and   it

]ies  wit,him  the   powe:r  of  man  to   overcome  x±E±
evil     and   to  make  the   victor.y  of  goodness
sure  and   certain.   God   has  no  eternal  opponent.
There   is   no±  E±Em  Sata,n  to  embody  the   evil  of
this  ®orld.   But   adon.oi  Echod,   God   is   one.

¢:And  fi.nallly,  then,  the  rabbis  reasoned  that
strength  lay  wit,him  the  Shema  and   its  view
becasue  theypa±rFes€s=©£=±±£e=as===     saw   the
Shema  as  the  representation  of  a  rela,tionshiD



between  God  and  rna.n  ir]  partnership  tH#
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  mearLs  thg.t  to  confess   God's
unity  means  nothing  i.f  we  do  not   confess  also

our   o-wn.   To  dec±nre  faith   in  God   means  nothing
if  we  do  not  also  recogn

to  build   a  kingdom,  a
ize  our   job:   our.   purpo

unif led   as  God   is
one.   Io  labor  for    a  unity  of    man,   a  unity

of  human  histol.y  and   a  unity  of  purpose.

Last  week,   ironically,   at  the  Passover  season,
celebrating  the   freedom  of  our  people   from  the

:;:::ife;#=T¥;#uito¥¥EL!§g::#f:£:¥:;€§±::t
think  and  be  grateful  and  pl.ay  for  myself .
And   our  kind ,   The   new
of  a  church  officer  w:on:a#:n::

reported  the  retol.t
away  negro

worshippers  with  the   statHBnt:   White  men  built
this  church  and  whi+,e  men  will  worshp  khere.
1tho  built  that  church  I  do  not  really  know.
That  is  whose  hands  built  it.   But  I  know   that
ft±E  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{ibalaths  and   .festivals,   at  the



culmination  of  the   Day  of  E±onement,   and  in  the
la,st  hour  of  life  to  assert  the  essential

A;#iifed
of  existennce:an  absolue    unity   of   God
and  OfLtrc  thought  and  purpose.

i+Tho   carl  but  find   himself  stl`or]ger  in  the  f ace
o.f  darkness  ±iraHx  i.f  our  Shema  be  on  the  heart
and   mind.
The.   Zohar  alternatingly  mystical  and  ra.tional
says:''When  men  imprayer  declare  the  Unity   of
the  Holy  Name  in  love  and  reverence,   the  walls
of  ear.th's  darkness  are  E±£Hcleft  in  twain  and
the  face  of  the  Heavenly  King  is  revealed
lighting  up  the  universe.   "   So  rna,gr  it  be  as
we   pray   t,ogether.A-'-en.


