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Parashat Va-etchanan 
 

The Watchword of Our Faith 
 

 You might have heard that Texas recently violated the U.S. Constitution. No, I 
don’t mean their requirement to hang the 10 Commandments in every single public 
school classroom.1 Nor am I talking about their attorney general’s recommendation that 
students use their newly-granted school prayer time to “begin with the Lord’s Prayer, 
as taught by Jesus Christ.”2 Rather, I’m referring their recent mandate that all public 
school students study selected tellings of Bible stories, including direct readings from 
the Gospels for children as young as 4th grade.3 
 I endorse the statement of the Central Conference of American Rabbis, the 
Reform rabbinic organization. The statement responds to the Texas Board of 
Education’s promotion of what it calls “the supposed Judeo-Christian foundations of 
our nation,” arguing that “the term ‘Judeo-Christian’ offensively subsumes Judaism as a 
subset of Christianity and obscures critical differences between the two religions.”4 
And, of course, the CCAR rightly points out that requiring students to study the Old 
and New Testament—and not any other religious text—is “a gross violation of the 
establishment clause of the First Amendment.”5  
 Now, I don’t just believe that this new rule tramples on people who don’t fit the 
so-called “Judeo-Christian” framework. I also think that Texas is pushing a distinctly 
Christian agenda. Even though the required texts include stories like Noah’s Ark and 
Daniel in the Lion’s Den, their presentation and, indeed, their purported significance 
are based on Christian readings of these texts and their meanings. 
 To illustrate this point, I’d like to ask a hypothetical question. I’m sharing, with 
permission, a thought experiment offered by Rabbi Lisa Greene of Glencoe’s North 
Shore Congregation Israel. Referring to the debacle in Texas, Rabbi Greene asked a 
group of Reform rabbis: “If you were going to require TaNaKh readings in a secular 
school setting” what texts would you choose?6 A number of my colleagues wisely 
suggested Torah texts that teach basic human goodness: Love the stranger, pursue 
justice, and so on.7 My own recommendations were the call of Abraham—which relates 
to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—and the Exodus narrative, which is core for Jews as 
well as Christians, particularly African American Christians. All of these were proposed 

 
1 https://legiscan.com/TX/bill/SB10/2025  
2 https://www.texasattorneygeneral.gov/news/releases/attorney-general-ken-paxton-encourages-texas-schools-begin-

legal-process-putting-prayer-back  
3 https://apnews.com/article/texas-curriculum-bible-board-vote-06530403ff91c10462382422003e109f  
4 https://www.ccarnet.org/central-conference-of-american-rabbis-statement-on-texas-public-school-bible-readings-

requirement/  
5 Ibid. 
6 Posted in a private Facebook group, shared here with permission. 
7 Ibid. 
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with a broad base of learners in mind, with values that cross many (though not all) 
cultures that flourish in America. 
 But if we wanted to offer a distinctly Jewish answer to this question—if we 
wanted to identify a core text or two that does the best job teaching about Jewish life or 
thought or belief—then I don’t think any of those would make the cut. Instead, I think 
we’d turn to this week’s Torah portion, Va-etchanan. 
 We’ve got some good contenders this week. 
 “The Eternal took you and brought you out of Egypt, that iron blast furnace, to 
be God’s people, as is now the case” (Deut. 4:20). 
 “Be sure to keep the commandments, decrees, and laws that the Eternal your 
God has enjoined upon you” (Deut. 6:17). 
 “Know this day and keep in mind that the Eternal alone is God in heaven above 
and on earth below; there is none else” (Deut. 4:39). 
 Indeed, we even have the Ten Commandments this week, though not the version 
Texas has enshrined in its public schools.8 
 But above them all, I think we might agree, is what our Reform forebears termed 
“the watchword of our faith.” Sh’ma Yisrael, Adonai Eloheinu, Adonai echad—“Hear, O 
Israel, the Eternal is our God, the Eternal is one” (Deut. 6:4). This declaration is so 
important to Judaism that one way to refer to Jews is “the people who say Sh’ma 
Yisrael.”9 As early as the 3rd century BCE, we see in the Greek translation of the Torah 
that the Shema is introduced with a near-verbatim repetition of Deuteronomy 4:45. 
Seeming to refer to the Shema itself, the translation adds: “and these [are] the 
ordinances, and the judgments, which the Lord commanded the children of Israel in the 
wilderness, when they had gone forth from the land of Egypt.”10 For more than 2,000 
years, this passage has been central to Jewish life and faith. 
 
/ 
 

The Shema concludes with the theological assertion Adonai echad, which we 
usually translate as “the Eternal is one.” There are several ways of understanding this, 
including as a succinct restatement of the assertion we saw earlier that “there is none 
else” but God (Deut. 4:39). This interpretation is the core of Judaism’s monotheism, the 
belief that there is one supernatural power—not myriad as in polytheism, not three as 
in some understandings of the Trinity, not two as in dualism, and not zero as in 
atheism. (I might add that you can be Jewish without agreeing with this theology, but 
that’s for a different sermon.)  

 
8 https://legiscan.com/TX/text/SB10/2025  
9 In Shomer Yisrael. 
10 καὶ ταῦτα τὰ δικαιώματα καὶ τὰ κρίματα, ὅσα ἐνετείλατο Κύριος τοῖς υἱοῖς ᾿Ισραὴλ ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ, ἐξελθόντων 

αὐτῶν ἐκ γῆς Αἰγύπτου. Compare to Deut. 4:45: ταῦτα τὰ μαρτύρια καὶ τὰ δικαιώματα καὶ τὰ κρίματα, ὅσα ἐλάλησε 

Μωυσῆς τοῖς υἱοῖς ᾿Ισραήλ, ἐξελθόντων αὐτῶν ἐκ γῆς Αἰγύπτου. (Septuagint and translation of Sir Lancelot Charles 

Lee Brenton (1807-1862).) 
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In addition to monotheism as the bedrock principle of traditional Jewish faith, 
the notion of God’s oneness might also refer to God’s incomparability (Deuteronomy 
Rabbah 2:31) or even the mystical teaching that “God is not only the basis of reality, 
God is the only reality.”11 If there is a theological declaration, a Jewish catechism to nail 
to a wall, it would be this, in all its many meanings and interpretations: “the Eternal is 
one.” 

But the Shema says more. It also asserts Adonai Eloheinu, that the Eternal is our 
God. The word “Adonai” is how we read the four-letter name of God that Jewish 
tradition warns us not to pronounce aloud. This phrase, then, identifies the unique and 
singular Being, yod-hey-vav-hey, as fulfilling the role of “our God.” Whose God? Jews’ 
God—and all others who would acknowledge the Eternal as the Creator.12 

We might be tempted to think of others as our God, be they alternative deities 
like Baal or Zeus or modern objects of worship such as money or power. The Orthodox 
Jewish philosopher Michael Wyschogrod (1928-2015) underscored the importance of the 
name of God here. He wrote in 2004, “[The phrase] ‘only [Adonai] is God’ asserts that 
the one specific person described in the Bible is God.”13 That is, Judaism would teach 
that we can best know God—our God—through the stories of God told in the Bible. In 
contrast, he writes, “When the proper name of God recedes into the background, we 
move into the realm of first causes and unmoved movers, the God of pure reason rather 
than the covenant partner of Israel.”14 The Shema, in other words, offers as our God the 
Eternal particularly—and not an abstracted and depersonalized concept of a force 
beyond our understanding. Other Jewish theological texts can help us understand what 
this means, but the Shema keeps it short: “the Eternal is our God.” 

And finally, we come to the beginning, to what I consider the Shema’s most 
important part: Sh’ma Yisrael, “Hear, O Israel.” Now, in its original context, these words 
were not so special. In fact, the previous verse started with another way to say the same 
thing: אֵל מַעְתָׁ יִשְרָׁ  You shall hear [or, perhaps, obey], O Israel” (Deut. 6:3). And the“ ,וְשָׁ
exact phrase אֵל  appears four other times in Deuteronomy (5:1, 9:1, 20:3, and שְמַע יִשְרָׁ
27:9). It really just means “pay attention” or “know,” the same way רְאֵה, “see,” is also 
used throughout the Torah, especially in Deuteronomy.15  

But in the context of being the Shema, these two words become supremely 
important. “Hear, O Israel” has a speaker and a listener. In the context of Deuteronomy, 

 
11 “The theology of Shneur Zalman of Liadi, the Alter Rebbe of Lubavitch Chasidism (1745-1813, known also as 

Ba‘al Hatanya—'author of The Tanya,’ the masterwork of Chabad Chasidism) maintains that nothing exists but God. 

This “acosmism” denies the reality of the cosmos. God is not only the basis of reality, God is the only reality; God is 

all there is. … In such a radical monism, the Sh’ma, the declaration of God’s unity, means effectively that nothing 

exists besides God” (Commentary by Lawrence Kushner and Nehemia Polen, My People’s Prayer Book: Volume 1, 

The Sh’ma and Its Blessings (1997), p. 87, 93-94). 
12 See Rashi’s commentary to Deut. 6:4: “Adonai is ‘our God’ now but not the God of the other nations. God is 

destined to be ‘One Adonai,’ as it is said, For then I shall change the nations to speak a clear language so that they 

may all call out in the name of Adonai (Zephaniah 3:9), and as it is said, On that day Adonai will be One and God’s 

name will be One (Zechariah 14:9). 
13 Abraham’s Promise: Judaism and Jewish-Christian Relations (2004), p. 40. 
14 Ibid. 
15 See, for example. Deut. 1:8, 1:21, 4:5, 11:26, 30:15. 
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the speaker is Moses and the listener is the People of Israel on the border of the 
Promised Land. In the context of prayer, the speaker is God and the listener is us, the 
very people who recite these words.16 Whether as a Biblical text or a verbal practice, the 
Shema is not merely a statement of faith. It acknowledges our personhood and 
establishes a relationship between us as the One it would ask us to accept as God. The 
phrase “Hear, O Israel” makes the Shema not a universal declaration of monotheism 
that others, such as Christians or Muslims, might adopt for themselves—we have other 
texts for that—but rather a deeply, intrinsically, and uniquely Jewish expression that 
embeds us in our textual and devotional history and literally calls us to participate in 
our own day and in our own way in the ever-evolving practices of our people. 
 
/ 
 
 So the hypothetical question of key Jewish texts inappropriately posted in public 
schools helps us see what’s truly core to our tradition. If someone suggested hanging 
the Shema in a public school, I would be mortified. The Shema is for Jews; it expresses 
in six short words our most core commitments. It sits alongside the 10 Commandments 
in this week’s parashah as a bedrock principle of Jewish faith; and, like the 10 
Commandments, it invites ongoing consideration, interpretation, and engagement. 
 Rabbi Gunther Plaut (1912-2012), the editor of our Torah commentary, wrote in 
its introduction, “God is not the author of the text, the people are; but God’s voice may 

be heard through theirs if we listen with open minds.”17 As we embrace the Shema this 
week and every week, let us endeavor to hear that which is most noble and true in our 
tradition and in our own hearts. 

 
16 See P’sikta D’Rav Kahana 12: “Rabbi Levi said: The Holy One appeared to them as though God were a statue 

with faces on every side. A thousand people might be looking at the statue, but it would appear to be looking at each 

one of them. So, too, when the Holy One spoke, each and every person in Israel could say, ‘The Divine word is 

addressing me.’ Note that Scripture does not say, ‘I am the Eternal your God,’ [in the plural] but ‘I am the Eternal thy 

God’ (Exod. 20:2), [in the singular]. 
17 The Torah: A Modern Commentary, Revised Edition, p. xxxviii, emphasis mine. 


