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Shema Yisrael (Sheh-MA  Yis-rah-EL)

Adonai eloheinu (Ah-do-NAI  Eh-lo-HEY-noo)

Adonai ehad (Ah-do-NAI  Eh-KHAD)

So begins the Shema, the most central prayer in Judaism.  

The word Shema, the first word of the prayer, is a command to 

hear or listen.  “Hear, Oh Israel! The LORD is our God, the LORD

alone! Therefore, you shall love the LORD, your God, with all 

your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength.”  The 

Shema prayer is found in Deuteronomy 6:4-5 which we heard in 

our first reading today.  Moses spoke these words to the Israelites

after he had given them the Ten Commandments along with all 

God’s statutes and decrees.  

In today’s Gospel, when the scribe asked, “which 

commandment in the law is the greatest?”, Jesus draws his 

answer from this prayer, the Shema.

When we hear a reference to “the Law” in Jewish culture, it

generally refers to the first five books of Scripture, the Torah, or 

as we know them, the Pentateuch.  There were a lot of laws in 

those five books, traditionally 613.  The scribe was asking Jesus 

which of these 613 commandments was the most important.  We 

might have expect Jesus to have quoted the first of all the 

commandments from the Decalogue, the Ten Commandments: “I 

am the Lord your God… You shall have no other gods before 

me”, the prohibition against idolatry.  But instead Jesus quotes the

Shema from Deuteronomy.  

The Shema is basically a summary of the first three 
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commandments in the Decalogue, which are all about the love of 

God.  But instead of the negative commands in the Decalogue, 

“you shall not…”, the Shema states the commands in the positive,

“you shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart.”  

In his answer, Jesus adds to the Shema a quotation from 

Leviticus 19:18 that summarizes the remaining seven 

commandments of the Decalogue which are about love of 

neighbor, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  Again this is

a positive command instead of a negative.  So Jesus’ answer to 

the scribe was meant to remind the Jews of the positive essence 

of the Ten Commandments, love of God and love of neighbor.

To develop a deeper understanding of Jesus’ answer, it is 

important to know the significance of the Shema.  The Shema is 

somewhat of a creed for the Jews and they would frequently 

recite it throughout the day, especially in the morning, at noon and

in the evening.  You could say the Shema is to a Jew, like the Our

Father is to a Christian.  Indeed, in the 1st century, Christians 

would recite the Our Father three times a day, also in the 

morning, at noon and in the evening.  So when Jesus turns to this

central prayer of the Jewish people to give answer to the scribe, 

he is not simply summarizing the Ten Commandments, he is 

invoking something of great cultural significance that carries with 

it numerous memories and feelings.
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When Jesus quotes the Shema, those listening would 

certainly remember the long history of the Israelites and their 

relationship with God and all the events that defined who they 

were.  How God freed them from bondage, established a 

covenant with them and led them to the promised land.  It would 

also remind them of all the miseries that befell them when they 

turned their backs on God and followed other false gods.  When 

the Jews forgot the commands of the Shema, they experienced 

exile, persecution even the destruction of the temple.  

You might see some parallels with our society today.  Our 

culture has also turned its back on God, faith and religion, 

resulting in the decay of the moral values.  It has rejected the 

Christian values which were instilled in western civilization, values

which have been handed down to us since the time of Moses.  As

a result many Christians throughout the world are experiencing 

persecution, exile and even the destruction of churches.  Many of 

the difficulties our own country is experiencing are because much 

of our society today has forgotten the importance of these two 

greatest commandments, love of God and love of neighbor.  

It is painfully obvious that we are in the midst of a time of 

division, unrest and mistrust.  Just listen to the news.  There are 

many proposed social changes that are contrary to Christian 

values.  Unfortunately when the Church expresses its concern, it 

is accused of being out of touch with the modern world, that it is 

on the wrong side of history, or that it is irrelevant and that it will 

be “canceled”.  
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We are experiencing an assault on Christianity and 

particularly on Catholics because our society is ignoring the 

“greatest commandments in the law”.  Our society, in general, 

does not love God anymore nor does it love neighbor.  Instead, it 

is in love with power, popularity, possessions, self interest and 

self indulgence.  As a result we are seeing a rejection of Christian 

values and a rise in persecution of people of faith.

The moral decay we are experiencing is just the symptom. 

The root cause is that society has forgotten the Shema, to love 

the Lord our God with our whole heart, soul and strength.  For 

modern society God is irrelevant.  How can we change this?

 I think there is a good clue in Deuteronomy.  Today’s first 

reading concludes with, “Take to heart these words which I enjoin

on you today”.  But this is followed by stronger words not included

in today’s reading, “Drill them into your children.  Speak of them 

at home and abroad, whether you are busy or at rest”.

There are two approaches described here, firmly teaching 

our children to love God, and always proclaiming that God is Lord 

of all and that everyone should love him above all things.  One 

approach addresses the future through our children, the other 

addresses the immediate symptoms.  Both approaches are crucial.

As Catholic Christians, we are called to respond to the 

assault on our values and to promote the values Jesus taught us. 

Pope Francis has said: “An authentic faith . . . always involves a 

deep desire to change the world, to transmit values, to leave this 

earth somehow better than we found it”.
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Some of the ways we can practically do this are to engage 

in educating others about moral issues, and choosing leaders 

who support the values on which this country was founded, just to

name a couple.

But we must not overlook the importance of teaching our 

children to love God with their whole heart, soul and strength.

We may be facing a turning point in our history, either the 

Church and Jesus teachings will remain a cornerstone in our 

society or they will become irrelevant.  We must stand resolute to 

defend the teachings of Jesus and his Church.  To do that we 

must first know and understand those teachings.  It means we 

must form our consciences according to our faith.

We can, and should, address the symptoms we are 

experiencing in today’s society, the loss of respect for life, the 

redefinition of marriage, and the lack of love for our neighbor 

especially if they differ from us in social stature, beliefs, or life 

style.  

But if we are to truly turn things around we must also instill 

in our children a real love of God.  Parents cannot abdicate their 

responsibility to teach children to a corrupt society.  It is not an 

easy task and requires much sacrifice.  Love of God and respect 

for his decrees and statutes, articulated by his Church, can only 

come from those who embrace the commands of the Shema and 

Jesus’ words, “You shall love the Lord, your God, with all your 

heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind, and You shall 

love your neighbor as yourself.”  
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Jesus pointed out to the scribe when he responded with 

understanding, that he was not from from the kingdom of God.  

Modern society, because it does not understand, is unfortunately 

very far from the kingdom of God.

Society needs to listen to the message of Christ now more 

than ever.  Our society needs to “shema”.

 


