Introduction to the Old Testament: Essay 1

What is the meaning and significance of the Shema?
 “The Shema” is the name given to Deuteronomy 6:4-9 because the first word, “hear”, is the Hebrew word “shema”. It is a passage quoted by Jesus to be the first and greatest commandment
. 

This essay will begin by looking at the meaning of the passage. I will examine what the Author’s intended meaning in the text, but also how it has been interpreted by others, particularly by J. Tigay and C.J.H Wright. I will then go on to look at actual significance and perceived importance to various groups of people; Israelites of the time, Jews of the 2nd temple period and Christians. 

The first problem we have in interpreting the text comes in the verse four. The Hebrew for this verse does not contain the word “is” and it is up to the translator to put this in. In most phrases like this, it is obvious from the context where “is” should go, but in this case, it is ambiguous. There are four possible renderings of the verse depending on where the verb “is” is inserted:

1. The Lord is Our God, the Lord is One.

2. The Lord Our God, the Lord is One.

3. The Lord Our God is One Lord.

4. The Lord is Our God, the Lord alone.

Tigay, a Jewish commentator, favours the 4th translation. He bases this on Zechariah 14:9, which says “And the LORD shall be king over all the earth: in that day shall there be one LORD, and his name one.” 
 This verse implies that there will be a day when the Lord will be everybody’s Lord, the Lord alone. Tigay writes that the word “one” used here means ‘alone’ in the same sense that Deuteronomy does. 

Wright, a Christian commentator disagrees on the grounds that the Hebrew word used here is ‘ehad’, which never means “alone” anywhere else in the Old Testament. Furthermore, the word ‘lebadad’ was available for the Author if He wanted to mean “alone”.
 Wright rules out options 1 and 4 anyway, because, as he quotes Moberly, the phrase ”our God” is not used to mean “is our God” anywhere else in Deuteronomy. This leaves us to chose from options 2 and 3. This disagreement probably has nothing to do with religious differences, but more just down to choice over a difficult problem.

It is important to point out at this stage that the phrase “The Lord is our God” only appears once (discounting our current passage of study) in the Hebrew Bible, and that is in 2 Chronicles 13:10. In this case, the words are the same as those used in Deuteronomy 6, implying that if the Author wanted to say “The Lord is Our God”, He could well have used those words. 

Wright favours option 2, “The Lord our God, The Lord is One” as it fits in best with Zechariah 14:9.
 Tigay and Wright agree that this means some kind of oneness.
 It could mean that the Lord is unique, or that He is not part of a multitude of gods (which would be the same as option 2). Wright adds the idea that God is unchangeable, that He is not “two-minded.”  It is entirely possible that the verse could mean all three, but Wright’s last idea seems a bit of a stretch.

One important word in the verse is the word “our”. The Lord isn’t somebody else’s God, He is the God of the Isrealites. If we look at Joshua 1:9 and 1 Chronicles 28:20, we see the importance of this. Moses instructs Joshua “Be strong and of a good courage; be not afraid, neither be thou dismayed: for the LORD thy God is with thee” (AV) And Joshua does well. On the other hand, David instructs Solomon “Be strong and of good courage, and do it: fear not, nor be dismayed: for the LORD God, even my God, will be with thee” (AV). The same words are used in order to draw the reader’s attention to difference
, that is God is not Solomon’s God, but He is Joshua’s.
 After completing the temple Solomon starts to go down a slippery slope that leads to the splitting of the kingdom. It is therefore very important to the Israelites that the Lord is their God.

Verse 5 is the response to verse 4, it means to Love God with everything.
 As Tigay and Wright point out, this is not a passive love, but an active love. 
 With all your “heart”, “soul” and “might” simply means with everything. As we can see from the quotation of this verse in the gospels, the heart was seen to be the centre of thought (thus the word mind was added).
 The soul is the centre of emotions, wants and desires.
 The meaning of  “With all your might” is obvious, to go for it all guns blazing, not holding back. This phrase means then, ‘with all that you are as much as you can.’

In verse six, to take to heart means to take into your thoughts, possibly to memorize. The question that arises here is ‘which words are to be taken to heart?’ Is this just the words of Deuteronomy 6:6-9? Is it just verse 6? I would agree with Tigay that this means the whole of Deuteronomy. 
 Moses describes the words as the ones that he charges the Israelites “this day”. Deuteronomy as a whole is the speech given on that particular day, so it would follow that he meant the whole speech. Deuteronomy 4:1 would also support this view as verse 6 shows many similarities to this. This view, however, raises a few difficulties when it comes to the practicalities of the next few verses and it would appear that many Jews have interpreted this just to be Deuteronomy 6:4-9 and 11:13-21. 

The meaning of verse 7 is obvious, but it raises a problem of how literal to take it. One view is that they are totally literal. The words (in full) are recited every time when one lies down and when one gets up. This has been an interpretation of orthodox Jews since second temple times and has led to the interpreting of “these words” as a shorter passage than might otherwise have been taken. 
 It also seems to ignore the second section of the verse.

A second view is that the verse is a set of merisms taken to mean ‘everywhere and at all times’. 
 This would allow ‘these words’ to mean the whole of Deuteronomy, as different bits of the book could be quoted at different times. It does, however, lead to the problem (to which the selection of specific texts may have been a response to) that it is not specified how much is to be read and how often. Should the words be recited constantly? Probably not, but then how much is enough? This question is very similar to the question faced by Christians about prayer – how much prayer is enough? I think the answer is “the more the better”, with no fixed limit or minimum as long as some is done.

Verse 8 can also be interpreted in a few ways, literally and metaphorically. Orthodox Jews attach the passages of scripture taken to be meant by “these words” to the body at times of prayer, rather than all the time. 
 The text mentions nothing about times of prayer. The metaphorical meaning would just take the text to mean “remember them”, but this does not seem satisfactory. The text seems to me to ask for portions of Deuteronomy to be worn in the suggested places. Those on the hand would be a sign to the wearer and those on the head a sign to others.

Verse 9 seems to be taken by Tigay to be more likely to be literal simply because it is more practical. 
 I would say that if this verse is practical, so must verse 8 be as the verses would not fit together otherwise. Again in this verse the question of “which words?” arises, with the same answers as above. Tigay tells us that the gates mentioned in the verse are the gates of the city, rather than of individual houses, as houses did not have gates. The gates of the city were where all important business went on and was a place where people regularly passed through. Some kings even held court in the gates. To display the words in the gates, then, would mean that they were available for everybody to see. 

Moving on from meaning to significance, what was the significance to the Israelites of the time? As we see from Deuteronomy 6:2-3, if Israel kept “these words”, they would live long, multiply greatly and ‘it’ would go well with them. If however, as we see from Deuteronomy 6:10-15, they did not keep “these words”, things would not go well. This means that the words should have been very significant to the Israelites and great care taken to carry them out.

But how significantly were they actually carried out? Tigay tells us that the practice of reciting the Shema was probably a second temple idea. 
 He also tell us that whilst the idea of wearing the scriptures and inscribing them on doors and gates was around in second temple times, it may not have been earlier. 
 

Looking at the book of Judges, it would seem that these practices were not carried out. Judges 2:10-12 seems to suggest that Moses’ words were not passed on effectively to the children. The story of Micah in Judges 17 suggests that the law was not commonly known. Verse 13 shows us that Micah was obviously trying to please the Lord, but verse 5 shows him making an idol, against the Ten Commandments. If Deuteronomy 6:4-9 were being properly carried out, wouldn’t he have know that this was sin? 

King Josiah also supports this idea. In 2 Kings 22:11, he tears his clothes in shock and sorrow at hearing the words of the Torah. If it’s words were on all the doors and gates, he would have been a bit more familiar with the law, and would not have been so shocked by it’s reading.

To the Israelites of the time then, the Shema was very significant, but it was not taken as significant. Its lack of observance was probably a major contributing fact to their turning away from God.

As we have seen earlier, the Jews of the second temple and even until today have taken a very literal interpretation of the Shema. It was a very significant part of their daily worship, being recited morning and evening. The words of the shema and other passages were worn in capsules called Tefflin, and in a similar fashion they were put in boxes called Meuzots, which were attached to doors and gates.
 The shema obviously had a lot of influence and was very significant to second temple Jews (and those later).

What, then is the significance to Christians? Many Christians take the view than this is part of the ceremonial law that Jesus fulfilled on the cross, and therefore no longer needs to be carried out. It is still, however an important principle that talking about God’s word, reciting it and displaying it is helpful. To give a few examples, my fiancée sticks various passages of scripture on little pink heart shaped post-it notes to her bedroom walls. DICCU sells clothing with a particular passage from the book of acts printed on the back. These are all similar practices which may or may not have their origin in Deuteronomy 6:4-9, but they are still not exactly what the text instructs. 

The shema seems to have been significant to Christians as a principal and idea, rather than a rule, but perhaps we might not have seen such heresies creeping into the church so easily, had it been carried out more literally.
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