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וברכותיהשמעקריאת
Shema and Its Blessings: Listening and Doing

1. Abraham Joshua Heschel, “On Prayer”

The malignity of our situation is increasing rapidly, the magnitude of evil is spreading furiously,
surpassing our ability to be shocked. The human soul is too limited to experience dismay in
proportion to what has happened in Auschwitz, in Hiroshima.

We do not know what to pray for. Should we not pray for the ability to be shocked at atrocities
committed by man, for the capacity to be dismayed at our inability to be dismayed?

Prayer should be an act of catharsis, of purgation of emotions, as well as a process of self-clarification, of
examining priorities, of elucidating responsibility. Prayer not verified by conduct is an act of desecration
and blasphemy. Do not take a word of prayer in vain. Our deeds must not be a refutation of our
prayers…

Prayer is meaningless unless it is subversive, unless it seeks to overthrow and to ruin the
pyramids of callousness, hatred, opportunism, falsehoods. The liturgical movement must become
a revolutionary movement, seeking to overthrow the forces that continue to destroy the promise,
the hope, the vision…

Dark is the world to me, for all its cities and stars. If not for my faith that God in His silence still listens
to a cry, who could stand such agony?

2. R. Yitzchak Aboab,Menorat ha-Maor (pg. 212, Mosad ha-Rav Kook ed.)

זהולפיכה:ד)תִזְמרֹ (ויקראמלשון �אמזמוריםהשיריםנקראולכןכיכתובמצאתי
שראוימהויניחהזמורותכליקוץבגפניםשהמזמרשכשםזמורותלומררוצהזמירות
שישוהעונותהמכשולותכלויקוצויסירוהתפלהקודםאומריםשאנוהזמירותכךלרטב

השם .לפניורצויהנשמעתשתהיהתפלתנווכשתבואהשםלפנילנו

I found it written that the songs [of the Psalms] are called mizmorim based on the language of the
Biblical verse You shall not prune (Lo Tizmor, Vayikra 25:4, referring to the prohibitions of
the Shemita year). And according to this, the word zemirot refers to z’morot (prunings). For just like
one who prunes vines has to trim all the branches (z’morot) and leave behind that which should
become wet. So too, the zemirot that we recite before tefila are meant to remove and cut off all the
stumbling blocks and sins that stand in the way of God. So that when our prayers reach God,
they will be heard and desired by God. 

3. R. Jeff Fox, Introduction to Pesukei d’Zimra (8)
https://roshyeshivatmaharat.org/2020/08/introduction-to-pesukei-dzimra-8-shaarei-ora
h-menorat-ha-maor/

One of the greatest challenges to prayer today is our inability to truly focus on one task at a time
(kavana). Even as I am writing this essay, I have ten other tabs open on my computer. Pruning
away extraneous thoughts, ideas, and tabs is not simple. For these mystics pesukei d’zimra offers us
a few moments of pruning every single day.

https://www.sefaria.org/Leviticus.25.4?lang=he-en&utm_source=roshyeshivatmaharat.org&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://roshyeshivatmaharat.org/2020/08/introduction-to-pesukei-dzimra-8-shaarei-orah-menorat-ha-maor/
https://roshyeshivatmaharat.org/2020/08/introduction-to-pesukei-dzimra-8-shaarei-orah-menorat-ha-maor/


Learning to be in the moment and not pulled by our phones, our email or our next appointment
is a life-long goal. This is true for counselors, teachers, parents and Rebbeim. We all know what it
is like to truly listened to. To have someone give you their complete attention even if for only a
few minutes. Practicing that skill with God helps us to be better listeners for our own friends,
students and children. Developing the ability to be truly present for another does not happen on
its own, it requires time and training. For the Sha’arei Orah and Menorat ha-Maor, pesukei d’zimra is a
daily practice that helps cultivate this essential spiritual life-skill.

4. Yotzer Or, Blessings Before Shema, Siddur

אֶת־הַכּלֹ:וּבוֹרֵאשָׁלוֹםעשֶֹׂהחֽשֶׁ�וּבוֹרֵאאוֹריוֹצֵרהָעוֹלָםמֶלֶֽ�אֱ�קינוּיקְוָקאַתָּהבָּרוּ�

Blessed are You, Hashem our God, King of the Universe, Former of light, Creator of darkness,
Maker of peace, Creator of all things.

5. Isaiah 45:7

ר אאוֹר֙יוֹצֵ֥ שֶׁ�וּבוֹרֵ֣ ֹ֔ הח עוּב֣וֹרֵאשָׁל֖וֹםעשֶֹׂ֥ ירָ֑ האֲנִ֥ היהְוָֹ֖ כׇל־אֵֽלֶּה׃ עשֶֹׂ֥
I form the light, and create darkness: I make peace, and create evil: I, Hashem, do all these
things.

6. Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 12b

וּבוֹרֵאאוֹר״יוֹצֵרלֵימָא:חשֶֹׁ�״.וּבוֹרֵאאוֹר״יוֹצֵראוֹשַׁעְיאָ:רַבִּיאָמַריעֲַקבֹרַבִּיאָמַרמְבָרֵ�?מַאי
כְּתִיבאֶלָּאכְּדִכְתִיב?!אָמְרִינןַקָאמִירָע״,וּבוֹרֵאשָׁלוֹם״עשֶֹׂהמֵעַתָּהאֶלָּאקָאָמְרִינןַ.כְּדִכְתִיבנוֹגהַּ״!
כְּדֵירָבָא:אָמַראֶלָּאמְעַלְּיאָ!לִישָּׁנאָ״נוֹגהַּ״,לֵימָאנמֵָיהָכָאמְעַלְּיאָ,לִישָּׁנאָ״הַכּלֹ״וְקָרֵינןַ״רַע״

בַּיּוֹם.לַילְָהוּמִדַּתבַּלַּילְָהיוֹםמִדַּתלְהַזכְִּיר
What is the beracha? R. Yaakov said in the name of R. Yoshia, “Yotzer or u’vorei choshech –
God creates light and fashioned darkness.” Let him say, “[God] Who creates light and fashions
brightness (noga)”? We say the blessing as the verse is written in the Bible. But if so, do we say, “I
make peace and fashion evil” as it is written [in the Bible]? Rather, it is written “[creator of] evil”
and we euphemistically say “[creator of] everything?” Here, too, let us euphemistically say
brightness (noga) instead of darkness. Rather, Rava said: (The reason we recite: “Who creates
darkness”) is in order to mention the attribute of day at night and the attribute of night during
the day.

7. Maharal, Netiv Ha-Avodah 7, Netivot Olam

והלילההלילהאתמחייבהיוםכיביום,לילהומדתבלילהיוםמדתלהזכירצריךולפיכך
יוםביחדששניהםעדלזהזהמשלימיםששניהםכיוןזהבלאזהואיןהיוםאתמחייב
דברחציעלהש”ישבחהיהעצמו,בפניהלילהאועצמובפניהיוםמזכירהיהואםאחד,
הש”יכימורהוזהאחד,הואוהיוםהלילהכיועודדבר.חציעלהש”יאתלשבחראויואין
אחד.הואאותםבראאשר

And therefore we must mention “the aspect of day at night and the aspect of night at day,” for
the day demands that the night comes and the night demands that the day comes, and neither
one can exist without the other for both of them complete the other until both of them are one
day. And if you were to mention the day without the night or the night without the day, it would



be an inappropriate half-praise of God. And also, because the night and the day are one – and
this teaches us the God, who created them both, is One.

8. R. Jeff Fox, Introduction to Shema and Its Berachot (2)

https://roshyeshivatmaharat.org/2020/10/introduction-to-shema-and-its-berachot-2-fou
ndational-texts-2-bavli-11a/

Built into the structure of these blessings is a religious desire to show that God can be found
both in the day and the night. God is present both in our moments of great joy as well as deep
sorrow… A central message of prayer in general, and this section in particular, is to learn to see
the light in the darkness and to always be aware of the darkness in the light.

9. Yotzer Or, Blessings Before Shema, Siddur

נוּ.נעְִימוֹתבָּרוּ�לְאֵל לֶ�יתִֵּֽ לְבַדּוֹהוּאכִּיישְַׁמִֽיעוּ.ותְִשְׁבָּחוֹתיאֹמֵֽרוּזְמִרוֹתוקְַיּםָחַיאֵללְמֶֽ
עַמִלְחָמוֹת.בַּֽעַלחֲדָשׁוֹת.עוֹשֶׂהגְּבוּרוֹת.פּוֹעֵל יחַצְדָקוֹת.זוֹרֵֽ רְפוּאוֹת.בּוֹרֵאישְׁוּעוֹת.מַצְמִֽ
חַדֵּשׁהַנּפְִלָאוֹת:אֲדוֹןתְהִלּוֹת.נוֹרָא כָּאָמוּרבְרֵאשִׁית:מַעֲשֵׂהתָּמִידבְּכָל־יוֹםבְּטוּבוֹהַמְ֒

נוּונְזְִכֶּהתָּאִירעַל־צִיּוֹןחָדָשׁאוֹרחַסְדּֽוֹ:לְעוֹלָםכִּיגְּדלִֹיםאוֹרִיםלְעשֵֹׂה לְאוֹרוֹ:מְהֵרָהכֻלָּֽ
אוֹרוֹת:יוֹצֵריקְוקָאַתָּהבָּרוּ� הַמְּ֒

To the Blessed Almighty, they offer pleasant melodies; to the King, the Almighty, [Who is] living
and enduring, they utter hymns and make praises heard. For He alone is the Performer of mighty
deeds, Maker of new things; Master of battles, Sower of acts of righteousness, Causer of
deliverance to sprout forth; Creator of cures. Awesome in praise, Master of wonders, He renews
in His goodness, each day, continuously, the work of creation, as it is said: “[Give thanks to Him]
Who makes the great luminaries,” for His kindness is everlasting.” Shine a new light upon Zion,
and may we all soon be privileged to [enjoy] its brightness. Blessed are You, Hashem, Former of
the luminaries.

10. R. Ezra Bick, Birkot Kriat Shema – Yotzer Or: Renewal of Creation

Thus, one might claim, the Sages based this blessing on the "changing of the guard" of light and
darkness, rather than on the light itself, because the renewal of nature every day is experientially
more moving and more impressive, and hence more able to elicit a deep response… There is a
difference between the existence of nature, static and immutable since creation, and the dynamic,
ever-changing picture of nature that we experience when we awake in the morning, and that
difference is the immediacy of God's presence. The blessing is not about creation per se, but
about God's presence within creation, a presence we face daily. It is not God the Creator, but
God the King, the Ruler, who "rolls" the darkness away and who raises up the sun and shines it
upon us every day, always… When you recite the Shema, when you declare His majesty, it is not
an affirmation of metaphysical truth, but a response to being in His majestic presence. The
dynamism of nature reflects God's power, or His goodness (be-tuvo), or His presence, before us –
and that is the experience which will lead to kabbalat ol malkhut shamayim (accepting the yoke of
heaven) in a few minutes.

11. Ahava Rabba, Blessings Before Shema, Siddur

אֲבוֹתֵיֽנוּבַּעֲבוּרמַלְכֵּנֽוּאָבִיֽנוּעָלֵיֽנוּ:חָמַלְֽתָּוִיתֵרָהגדְוֹלָהחֶמְלָהאֱ�קינוּיקְוָקאֲהַבְתָּנֽוּרַבָּהאַהֲבָה
חוּ דֵםבְ�שֶׁבָּטְ֒ לַמְּ֒ דֵנֽוּ:תְּחָנֵּנֽוּכֵּןחַיּיִםחֻקֵּיוַתְּ֒ רַחֵםהָרַחֲמָןהָאָבאָבִיֽנוּוּתְלַמְּ֒ בְּלִבֵּנֽוּוְתֵןעָלֵיֽנוּרַחֵםהַמְ֒
עַוּלְהַשְׂכִּיללְהָבִין ֹֽ לַמֵּדלִלְמדֹלִשְׁמ בְּאַהֲבָה:תּוֹרָתֶֽ�תַלְמוּדאֶת־כָּל־דִּבְרֵיוּלְקַיּםֵוְלַעֲשׂוֹתלִשְׁמרֹוּלְ֒

https://roshyeshivatmaharat.org/2020/10/introduction-to-shema-and-its-berachot-2-foundational-texts-2-bavli-11a/
https://roshyeshivatmaharat.org/2020/10/introduction-to-shema-and-its-berachot-2-foundational-texts-2-bavli-11a/


לְעוֹלָםנבֵוֹשׁוְ�אאֶת־שְׁמֶֽ�:וּלְירְִאָהלְאַהֲבָהלְבָבֵנֽוּוְיחֵַדבְּמִצְוֹתֶיֽ�לִבֵּנֽוּוְדַבֵּקבְּתוֹרָתֶֽ�עֵינֵיֽנוּוְהָאֵר
�בְשֵׁםכִּיוָעֶד חָהנגִָיֽלָהבָּטָחְֽנוּוְהַנּוֹרָאהַגָּדוֹלקָדְשְׁ֒ כַּנפְוֹתמֵאַרְבַּעלְשָׁלוֹםוַהֲבִיאֵנֽוּבִּישׁוּעָתֶֽ�:וְנשְִׂמְ֒

מִיּוּתוְתוֹלִיכֵנֽוּהָאָרֶֽץ וְקֵרַבְתָּנֽוּוְלָשׁוֹן.מִכָּל־עַםבָחַרְֽתָּוּבָנֽוּאָתָּֽהישְׁוּעוֹתפּוֹעֵלאֵלכִּילְאַרְצֵנֽוּ:קוֹמְ֒
:בְּאַהֲבָהישְִׂרָאֵלבְּעַמּוֹהַבּוֹחֵריקְוָקאַתָּהבָּרוּ�בְּאַהֲבָה:וּלְיחֶַדְ�לְ�לְהוֹדוֹתבֶּאֱמֶתסֶלָֽההַגָּדוֹללְשִׁמְ�

[With] unbounded love You have loved us Hashem, our God; [With] great and abundant pity
have You pitied us. Our Father, our King! for the sake of our forefathers who trusted in You,
and whom You taught statutes of life, so too, be gracious to us and teach us. Our Father,
merciful Father, Who acts with compassion have compassion on us and put into our hearts to
comprehend, and to be intellectually creative, to listen, to learn, and to teach, to preserve, to
practice, and to fulfill all the words of instruction in Your Torah with love. And enlighten our
eyes in Your Torah, and cause our hearts to hold fast to Your commandments, and unify our
hearts to love and fear Your Name; and may we never be put to shame, for in Your holy, great,
and awesome Name— have we trusted; may we exult and rejoice in Your deliverance. And bring
us to peace from the four corners of the earth and lead us upright to our land. Because, You are
the Almighty, Who performs acts of deliverance, and You have chosen us from among all
peoples and tongues, and You have brought us close to Your great Name, forever in truth; that
we may give thanks to You, and proclaim Your Oneness, with love. Blessed are You, Hashem,
Who chooses His people Yisrael with love.

12. Chiddushei ha-Ramban, Berachot 11b

הןטעונותכולןהמצותשכלשמע.לקריאתהיאהמצוהברכתעולםשאהבתידועהדבר
שאמרנו ]ברכותהתורה…וזהובקריאתוכןבמגלהוכןבהללוכןלעשייתן.עוברברכה

תורהשנוןדברכתרבה.באהבהנפטרשכברלברךא”צשקראאחר[בהשכיםיא:
היא…

The matter is known that Ahavat Olam is a blessing on the mitzvah of the Shema. For
all mitzvot require a blessing before they are done. And so too is the case with Megilla and Torah
reading…And this is what we said (Berachot 11b): If you rose early and recited [Shema and
its blessings], you no longer need to recite birkot ha-Torah (the blessings over learning
Torah) because you have fulfilled your obligation [of birkot ha-Torah] with Ahava Rabba. Because
it is considered a blessing on [intense] Torah learning.

13. Responsa of the Rashba, Volume 1, Siman 319

עצמןובפניברכותואומרשחוזרמסתבראומיהויצא...ברכותיהבלאשמעקריאתהקורא
יצא. שכברשמעקריאתבלא

יברךהיאךשתאמרכדישל ק”שלאו ברכותנתקנוקריאתהלפנישברכותפיעלואף
פיעלאףשמע…ולפיכךאתלקראוצונוקדשנואשרמברךאינוהקריאה…שהריעלשלא
עצמן. בפניברכותוקוראהואוחוזרלא יצא.ידי ברכותקריאהידישיצא

14.Birkot Kriat Shema - Yotzer Or: Renewal of Creation
Birkot Kriat Shema - Yotzer Or: Renewal of Creation

https://www.sefaria.org/Berakhot.11b?lang=he-en&utm_source=roshyeshivatmaharat.org&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.sefaria.org/Berakhot.11b?lang=he-en&utm_source=roshyeshivatmaharat.org&utm_medium=sefaria_linker


One who recites the Shema without its attendant blessings has fulfilled their obligation because
“the blessings do not stand in the way [of the Shema]”… Nevertheless, it makes sense that [after
having recited the Shema without blessings] you should go back and say the blessings by
themselves, without the Shema that you have already fulfilled.

And even though these blessings have been established before the reading of the Shema, they are
not blessings of the Shema, such that you might ask how can you recite these blessings without
saying the Shema…For behold we do not say a blessing “that we have been made holy and
commanded to read the Shema.” And therefore, even though you may have fulfilled your
obligation to read [the Shema] you have not fulfilled the obligation to recite the blessings. And
you must go back and recite the blessings on their own.

14. R. Ezra Bick, Ahava Rabba: Love through Torah

Ahava Rabba: Love through
Torah
God is king over nature, as expressed in natural law, and God is king over Israel, as expressed in
Torah law. Once again, however, this is not referring to some historical fact – the giving of the
Torah at Sinai four thousand years ago – nor to the mitzvah to learn Torah, but to the ongoing
dynamic experience of God's presence and relationship with us in the Torah. In other words, it
refers to the relationship of chosenness and love with God, a relationship that we experience
"every day always" through the experience of Torah. The relationship with Torah is the love of
God, experienced daily… This explains the fact that the blessing does not dwell on the giving of
the Torah, but on our obligation and willingness to learn Torah…

Understanding this, we should immediately be struck by how close this blessing is woven into the
fabric of the shema. The shema opens with the declaration of the kingdom of God and follows
directly with the command to "love God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your
might."  That is followed by the commands of learning Torah and placing the words of Torah as
signs on our bodies and doors. The blessing is based exactly on these elements. God is king, and
we are chosen to be His people. We are commanded to love Him, and He expresses His love for
us eternally. The Torah is to be with us at all times, and we are given the Torah by God and yearn
to learn and fulfill it. The blessing is the Divine parallel to the human commands of the shema.

15. Shema, Siddur

אֶחָד:יקְוָקאֱ�קינוּיקְוָקישְִׂרָאֵלשְׁמַע

Listen, Israel: Hashem is our God, Hashem is One.

16. Sforno on Deuteronomy 6:4:1

זה:והבןהתבונןישראלשמע

Shema Yisrael, listen Israel with your mind open.

17. R. Avi Weiss, Holistic Prayer, p.101



The more appropriate translation of the word Shema is “listen” rather than “hear.” There is a
great difference between the two. “Hear” is superficial; the words do not penetrate. “Listen”
means to integrate, to take in, to ingest the words being said. A husband and wife, for example,
often hear each other but do not listen to each other. In the Shema, we pray that Israel “listen,”
not just “hear,” as the Oneness of God is declared.

18. Ruth Messinger, Va’Etchanan

https://ajws.org/dvar-tzedek/vaetchanan-5773/

Parashat Va’etchanan includes the words of the Sh’ma—a prayer so important, that many Jews
recite it twice a day. Our sages are explicit that when we recite the Sh’ma, we must do so with
focus, with clarity, and with unity of heart and mind.

The essence of the Sh’ma—the imperative to really listen, to pay attention to injustice, and to
mend the brokenness in our world—grounds my life with purpose. The difference between
hearing and listening is paying attention, finding and living that elusive element of real
connection to the “stranger”—or the other.

19. Shema, Siddur

�אֱ�קי�יקְוָקאֵתוְאָהַבְתָּ בָבְ֒ �בְּכָל֯־לְ֯ בָרִיםוְהָיוּוּבְכָל־מְאדֶֹֽ�:וּבְכָל־נפְַשְׁ֒ נכִֹיאֲשֶׁר֯הָאֵלֶּֽההַדְּ֒ �אָ֯ מְצַוְּ֒
בָבֶֽ�:הַיּוֹם �בָּםוְדִבַּרְתָּלְבָנֶיֽ�וְשִׁנּנַתְָּםעַל֯־לְ֯ �בְּבֵיתֶֽ�בְּשִׁבְתְּ֒ �בַדֶּרֶֽ�וּבְלֶכְתְּ֒ וּבְקוּמֶֽ�:וּבְשָׁכְבְּ֒

דֶֽ�לְאוֹתוּקְשַׁרְתָּם י�:בֵּיתֶֽ�עַל־מְזזֻוֹתוּכְתַבְתָּםעֵינֶיֽ�:בֵּיןלְטטָֹפתֹוְהָיוּעַל֯־יָ֯ וּבִשְׁעָרֶֽ

עַוְהָיהָ ֹֽ עוּאִם־שָׁמ נכִֹיאֲשֶׁר֯אֶל־מִצְוֹתַיתִּשְׁמְ֒ וּלְעָבְדוֹאֱ�קיכֶםאֶת־יקְוָקלְאַהֲבָההַיּוֹםאֶתְכֶםמְצַוֶּהאָ֯
בַבְכֶם כֶם:בְּכָל֯־לְ֯ וּבְכָל־נפְַשְׁ֒

And you shall love Hashem your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your
might. And these words which I command you today, shall be upon your heart. And you shall
teach them diligently to your children. And you shall discuss them when you sit in your house,
and when you travel on the road, and when you lie down and when you rise. And you shall bind
them for a sign upon your hand, and they shall be for totafot (bands) between your eyes. And you
shall write them upon the doorposts of your house and upon your gateways.

And it will be— if you vigilantly obey My commandments which I command you this day, to
love Hashem your God, and serve Him with your entire hearts and with your entire souls…

20. Sifrei Deuteronomy 33

אתואהבתשנאמרלפינאמר,למהאומררבילבבך,עלהיוםמצוךאנכיאשרהאלההדבריםוהיו
אשרהאלההדבריםוהיולומרתלמודהמקוםאתאוהביםכיצדיודעאינילבבך,בכלאלהיךה'

והיהשאמרמיאתמכיראתהכךשמתוךלבךעלהאלההדבריםתןלבבך,עלהיוםמצוךאנכי
בדרכיו.ומדבקהעולם

"And these things that I command you this day shall be upon your heart:" Rebbi said: Why is it
said? From "And you shall love Hashem your G-d with all your heart," I do not know how to
love the Holy One Blessed be He; it is, therefore written "And these things that I command you
this day shall be upon your heart." For in this way you come to recognize the Holy One Blessed
be He and to cleave to His ways.

21. R. Avi Weiss, Holistic Prayer, p.20

https://ajws.org/dvar-tzedek/vaetchanan-5773/


בַבְכֶםוּלְעָבְדוֹ בְּכָל֯־לְ֯ – le-ovdo bekhol levavkhem (Deuteronomy 11:13). Le is the prefix “to.” Ovdo
is associated with avoda, work. And while le-ovdo is commonly viewed as a compound of la-avod
Oto, “to serve Him,” it can also mean la’avod Ito, “to work with Him.” This does not undercut the
standard translation of le-ovdo bekhol levavkhem – “to serve Him with all your heart.” Rather, it
indicates that if prayer is deeply sincere, serving God can be transformed into a prayerful
commitment to work with Him (la-avod Oto meshes with la-avod Ito). We do this in prayer by
committing ourselves wholeheartedly (bekhol levavkhem) to establishing a world that follows “the
way of the Lord, by doing what is just and right” (Genesis 18:19).


