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                           “We even argue about the Sh’ma”

Most of us know the saying that “for every two Jews there are three

opinions.”  What is it about us?  Why do we argue so much?  Why do we

love to tell the story of the two Jews who are rescued on an isolated island

and are found to have built three synagogues:  one for Sam, one for Dave

and the other one which neither will attend?

We Jews are a people of details.  Many of us don’t like the details, but it is

part of who we are as a people.  This is the point of the anecdote about

two kids who are friends.  Jake is Jewish, John is Christian.  John’s father

calls Jake’s father, all upset that Jake was making fun of Christmas.

Jake’s father is horrified and asks what his son had said.  John’s father

said “he started asking all these questions.  Is there a minimum height a

tree has to be?  Can it stand by a wall or does it have to be by a window?

Does it have to be real or is aluminum ok?

Jewish law, halakha, nitpicks about the smallest of details, from how long

we have to wait to eat dairy after eating meat to when pregnant women

can eat pork on Yom Kippur.  The foods we can eat on Passover even

depend on where our families grew up.  We are not a “one size fits all”

type of people.



Logic would demand that we ask the question:  can’t we just let some of

this stuff go?  The truth is that we can’t.  It is the people who sweat the

small stuff who make the difference in the world.  Just think about it.  If

you need a doctor, a lawyer or an accountant, don’t you want someone

who really understands all of the implications of every decision?

The same is true in sports, where fans cry out at “rookie mistakes,” as well

as almost any occupation one can think of.  It is part and parcel of the

traditional Jewish stress on excellence not to settle, but to excel.

That is why Judaism, as it is observed today by serious Reform,

Conservative and Orthodox Jews, is largely the end result of the Talmudic

process of pilpul.  Everything is turned over and over again until we

understand all of its implications.

OK, sometimes we just like to argue and be difficult.  However, if we are

arguing l’shaym Shamayim, for the sake of doing God’s will,” then we are

encouraged to let it all hang out.

The Talmud presents the classic case of Akhnai’s oven.  Simply put, the

rabbis had to determine if Akhnai’s oven was kosher or not.  The sages



declared that it was not, but Rabbi Eliezer disagreed.  He brought out

every conceivable argument, but could not sway his colleagues.

Finally, referring to halakha, (Jewish law), he declared “if the halakha is in

accordance with my view, let this carob tree prove it.”  The tree uprooted

itself from the ground and moved forty yards.  However, the sages

declared “no proof can be brought from a carob tree.”

Rabbi Eliezer continued “if the halakha is in accordance with my view, let

this stream of water prove it.”  The waters which had been running down-

stream suddenly reversed direction.  Still, the sages responded “no proof

can be brought from a stream of water.

Rabbi Eliezer was very determined.  He called out “If the halakha agrees

with me, let the walls of this school prove it!"   The walls began to tilt

inward, but the sage Rabbi Joshua chastised the walls, saying it was not

their place to interfere in a dispute over Jewish law.

Rabbi Eliezer now pulled out the heavy artillery and called out "If the

halakha agrees with me, let it be proved from heaven." A voice from the

heavens cried out “why do you argue with Rabbi Eliezer, with whom the

law always agrees?"

As impressive as that must have been, Rabbi Joshua stood up and quoted

last week’s Torah portion which said , “it is not in Heaven.”



Once Torah was given to us at Mt. Sinai, it is we, not God, who decide

what it means, according to the majority.  This Jewish interpretation

comes right from the Torah, in chapter 23 of the Book of Exodus.

The prophet Elijah was later asked what God did at that moment.  Elijah

replied “God laughed with joy, saying “my children have defeated Me;  my

children have defeated me!”

Many people would listen to this story and ask “who cares if the oven is

kosher?”  However, from a traditional Jewish perspective, the story

reflects God’s desire for us to use all of the intellectual gifts at our

disposal in order to maximize our potential.

So much of Judaism is focused on bettering ourselves, including the

observance of these High Holy Days.  Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur are

about much more than food and forgiveness.  These are the days when we

return to our default mode and refocus on our connection with God, with

Torah and with one another.  A tree without deep roots cannot endure

many storms.  We return to our roots to strengthen ourselves, so that we

can endure and prevail over life’s storms.

All of which brings us to the well-known and often-told story of Rabbi

Schwartz arriving for services at his new synagogue.  As the time arrives

to recite Sh’ma Yisrael, he asks the congregation to rise.  Following the



service, several people inform him that it is the synagogue tradition to sit

for the Sh’ma.

The rabbi apologizes and, at the next service, he asks the congregation to

be seated for the Sh’ma.  Following the service, several other people

inform him that it is the synagogue tradition to stand for the Sh’ma.

The rabbi is befuddled.  Not knowing what to do, he goes to visit Rabbi

Cohen, the Rabbi Emeritus in his retirement home.  Rabbi Schwartz

describes the situation to Rabbi Cohen;  “these say that the tradition is to

stand and these say that the tradition is to sit.  And now, all they do is fight

over whether to stand or to sit.”

“Ah,” replies old Rabbi Cohen.  “The fighting, that is the tradition!”

The truth is that while traditional Jews generally sit for the Sh’ma, it

became Reform Jewish tradition to stand. Der Wissenschaft des

Judentums,  the early 19th century society for the scientific study of

Judaism, demonstrated that, in ancient days, Jews stood for the Sh’ma.

However, the rise of Christianity and then Islam led to many changes in

Jewish observance, including the traditional custom of sitting while

reciting the Sh’ma .



Nowadays, the Sh’ma is a sort of Jewish “Pledge of Allegiance.”  When I

grew up, my rabbi called it “the watchword of our faith.”  I prefer to

introduce it, in our Torah service, as ”the one teaching of Torah upon

which all the rest are based.”  It makes sense to honor a core principle

like the Sh’ma or the “Pledge of Allegiance,” by standing while reciting it.

The truth is, as Rabbi Yoel Kahn of San Francisco once wrote “for most

Reform Jews, standing for the Sh’ma is a core muscle, spiritual memory

and practice which they are . . . extremely reluctant to change.”

An elderly German woman in another congregation stands for the Sh’ma

because so many Jews said the Sh’ma as they went to the gas chambers.

We all come up with our own reasons.  One of the unique beauties of

Judaism is “Eilu v’eilu div’ray Elohim Khayyim,” differing opinions can all

be the word of the living God.  The key is that our makhloket, our

controversy, must be for the sake of Heaven, rather than for our own

personal emotional or other benefit.

We see this in the original debate over sitting or standing for the Shema.

In the Talmud (Berkhot 10b) The Disciples of Hillel and The Disciples of

Shammai debate the question, based upon a well-known verse which

follows the first line of the Sh’ma:  “and you shall speak them when you sit



in your house, when you walk on your way, when you lie down and when

you rise up.”  (full story at http://www.schechter.edu/AskTheRabbi.aspx?ID=354)

The Disciples of Shammai taught that “when you lie down and when you

rise up” means that, in the morning, one should recite the Sh’ma standing

up and in the evening, one should recite it lying down.  The Disciples of

Hillel taught that these words mean that the Sh’ma must be recited both in

the evening and in the morning.

Jewish law, halakha, follows the position of The Disciples of Hillel.  In

addition, the words “when you walk on your way” are interpreted to mean

that every person should recite the Sh’ma  in whatever posture they are in

when the time arrives to say it.  In other words, one should not “rise, sit or

lay down for the Sh’ma.”  Rather, one should maintain one’s previous

position.

Ultimately, does it really matter?  To our sages, who viewed the entire

Torah as the word of God, yes, it was critical to work one’s hardest to try

to get as close as possible to God’s deepest message for us.

The rest of us may have different motivations, yet we understand the

relationship between learning and wisdom, between understanding and

accomplishment.

http://www.schechter.edu/AskTheRabbi.aspx?ID=354)


We have all heard that when we stop growing, we begin to die.  Judaism

and all of its glorious arguments and debates are intended to keep us

growing closer to our potential, closer to God.

The second century sage Shimon ben Azzai taught that “the greatest

principle of the Torah was expressed in the verse “when God created

humanity, God created us in the image of God.”  Since we are all created

in God’s image, the closer we come to knowing God, the more we come to

knowing ourselves.

Ultimately, what matters more than whether we stand or sit for the Sh’ma

is that we go through the process of figuring it out.  What matters most is

that we always put forth the effort to maximize our potential as Jews and

as people.  What matters is that we make the most possible out of the

blessing of life which we have been granted.  That is why we question;

that is why we succeed!  AMEN


