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Chapter XXXVII: Shelach (Num. 13:1–15:41) 
 
Essay 8. The order of the Shema in the Torah and in prayer 
 

ל מַלְכוּת  וֹ? כְּדֵי שֶׁיְּקַבֵּל עָלָיו ע"וְהָיָה אִם־שָׁמֹעַ "לִ   "שְׁמַע"אָמַר רַבִּי יְהוֹשֻׁעַ בֶּן קָרְחָה לָמָּה קָדְמָה    רֵישׁ פֶּרֶק ב'  בְּרָכוֹת
  " וַיּאֹמֶר "נוֹהֵג בַּיּוֹם וּבַלַּיְלָה    "וְהָיָה אִם־שָׁמֹעַ "שֶׁ   ,"וַיּאֹמֶר"לְ   "וְהָיָה אִם־שָׁמֹעַ "וֹת,  ל מִצְ וֹשָׁמַיִם תְּחִלָּה, וְאַחַר כָּ˂ יְקַבֵּל עָלָיו ע

כִי קָאָמַר  רְצוּ דְּהָ י וְאִם תּאֹמַר תִיפּוֹק לֵיהּ דְּקָדְמָה בַּתּוֹרָה, וְתִ   לָמָּה קָדְמָה שָׁמַע וְכוּ'   וְהִקְשׁוּ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת  אֵינוֹ נוֹהֵג אֶלָּא בַּיּוֹם.
חָר בַּתּוֹרָה, וְאִם  וּקְדָּם וּמְאוּאֶלָּא וַדַּאי אֵין אָנוּ חוֹשְׁשִׁין לְזֶה מִשּׁוּם דְּאֵין מ  .מִפְּנֵי מַה קָדְמָה אַף לְפָרָשַׁת צִיצִית דְּקָדְמָה לְכֻלָּם

מְדַבֶּרֶת בְּלָ  פָּרָשַׁת "וְהָיָה אִם־שָׁמֹעַ" שֶׁהִיא  לְהַקְדִּים  יָחִיד   וְנִרְאֶה  שׁוֹן רַבִּים עכ"ל.כֵן הָיָה לוֹ  קְצָת דּוֹחֵק לְחַלֵּק בֵּין לָשׁוֹן 
 לָשׁוֹן יָחִיד. ב הַתּוֹרָה נֶאֶמְרָה בְּ וֹ לְלָשׁוֹן רַבִּים שֶׁהָרֵי ר

  
In tractate Berachot, the beginning of chapter 2: 

[The three paragraphs of the Shema prayer are not adjacent to one another 
in the Torah, nor are they recited in the order in which they appear.] Rabbi 
Yehoshua ben Korcha said: Why, does the [first portion of] Shema1 precede 
[the second portion of] VeHaya im Shamoa2? So that one will first accept upon 
himself the yoke of the kingdom of Heaven [i.e., the awareness of G-d], and only 
then accept upon himself the yoke of the commandments. [Why did the second 
portion of] VeHaya im Shamoa [precede the third portion of] VaYomer3? [Because 
the paragraph of] VeHaya im Shamoa is practiced both by day and by night, 
[while] VaYomer, [which discusses the commandment of tzitzit, ritual fringes], is 
only practiced during the day. 

- Mishnah Berachot 2:2; Berachot 13a 
The Tosafists asked:  

Why do we not give the reason [for why the first portion of Shema 
precedes the second portion of VeHaya im Shamoa] as “because it is written first 
in the Torah?” Because what the Tanna means to ask is why [the first portion 
of Shema] precedes even the [third] portion of tzitzit, which is the first of all the 
sections [of the Shema] to be written in the Torah [as it appears in Numbers, 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Deut. 6:4–9: “Hear, O Israel! The L-rd is our G-d; the L-rd is One!” 
2 Deut. 11:13–21: “If, then, you obey the commandments that I enjoin upon you this day, loving the L-rd, your 

G-d, and serving Him with all your heart and soul . . .” 
3 Num. 15:37–41: “The L-rd said to Moses as follows: Speak to the Israelite people and instruct them to make for 

themselves fringes on the corners of their garments . . . ” 
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where the other sections appear in Deuteronomy]? We must therefore say that we 
do not care  because there is no chronological order [literally, “early or late”] in 
the Torah. That being the case, we ought to have given precedence to VeHaya 
[im Shamoa], since it is written in the plural tense. 

- Tosafot on Berachot 14b 
It seems a bit forced to distinguish between singular tense and plural tense, since most of the 
Torah was said in the singular tense.  

 
דָּרְשִׁינַן.  —חָר בַּתּוֹרָה מִכָּל מָקוֹם הֵיכָא דְּאִיכָּא לְמִדְרַשׁוּקְדָּם וּמְאוּוְחוּץ מִדַּרְכָּם נִרְאֶה לוֹמַר דְּאַף עַל גַּב דְּקַיְימָא לַן אֵין מ

) אִיתָא רַב מְשִׁי יְדֵיהּ, דְּהָתָם בִּגְמָרָא (דַּף י"ד ה נִכְתְּבָה בַּתּוֹרָה "וַיּאֹמֶר" קוֹדֵם לִשְׁאַר הַפָּרָשִׁיּוֹת,וְהָכִי נָמֵי יֵשׁ לָתֵת טַעַם לָמָּ 
ן קָרְחָה סְבִירָא לֵיהּ, דְּאָמַר עוֹל וְתָּרֵיץ, רַב כְּרַבִּי יְהוֹשֻׁעַ בֵּ   ?וְכוּ'  וּמְצַלֵּי. וְהֵיכִי עָבֵיד הָכִי   לִּיןיוּקְרָא קְרִיאַת שְׁמַע, וְאַנַּח תְּפִ 

לַעֲשִׂיָּיה מִי   , לְהַקְדִּים קְרִיאָה לִקְרִיאָה, קְרִיאָהקׇרְחָהרַבִּי יְהוֹשֻׁעַ בֵּן  אֵימַר דְּאָמַר .מַלְכוּת שָׁמַיִם תְּחִלָּה וְאַחַר כָּ˂ עוֹל  מִצְוֹת
כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ    לִּין וְהוּזְקַק לִקְרוֹתיהַשָּׁלִיחַ קִלְקֵל שֶׁאֵיחַר לְהָבִיא לוֹ תְּפִ   רֵשׁ רַשִׁ"ייוּפֵ   .לוּחָא הוּא דְּעַוֵּיתיוּמַסֵּיק דִּשְׁ   שָׁמְעַתְּ לֵיהּ?

 ר זְמַן קְרִיאַת שָׁמַע וְכוּ' עכ"ל.וֹיַעֲב
 
Apart from their way, it seems to say that even though we hold that there is no 

chronological order in the Torah, nevertheless, anywhere that there is [a possibility] to 
expound [something], we expound [it rather than explain that there is only a teaching that could 
also have been derived in a different manner].4 Thus too we can give a reason why the Torah 
recites VaYomer before the other sections, for there in the Gemara (page 14b), it is brought: 

Rav washed his hands, recited Shema, donned tefillin, and prayed. How 
could he do that [i.e., say the Shema before putting on tefillin]? . . .  

Rav holds in accordance with the opinion of Rabbi Yehoshua ben 
Korcha, who said [that the acceptance of] the yoke of the kingdom of Heaven 
[takes precedence and should] come first, followed by the acceptance of the yoke 
of the commandments. [Therefore, Rav first recited Shema, and only then donned 
tefillin.]  

[The Gemara challenges:] Say that Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korcha said to 
give precedence to recitation [of the portion concerning the acceptance of the 
yoke of the kingdom of Heaven over] recitation [of other portions. But] did you 
hear him [say the halacha gives precedence to] recitation over performance [of 
a mitzvah]? . . .  

The conclusion is that the messenger was at fault. 
- Berachot 14b 

Rashi explained that the messenger erred in that he was late to bring [Rav’s] tefillin, and 
[Rav] was compelled to recite the Shema before donning tefillin, in order that he not miss the 
time for reciting the Shema. 
 

 
4 Cf. Pesachim 24b, 77b. 
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וְאֶפְשָׁר דְּמִשּׁוּם    .ה קוֹדֶמֶת לִקְרִיאָה שֶׁהַמַּעֲשֶׂה גָּדוֹל מִן הַתַּלְמוּדילִּין קוֹדְמִין לִקְרִיאַת שְׁמַע מִשּׁוּם דַּעֲשִׂיָּ יהָכָא שֶׁהַתְּפִ מַשְׁמָע מֵ 
ה קוֹדֶמֶת, אָמְנָם בִּקְרִיאָה אֵינָהּ יקָדְמָה בַּתּוֹרָה "וַיּאֹמֶר" שֶׁכֻּלָּהּ מְדַבֶּרֶת בַּעֲשִׂיַּית צִיצִית כְּדֵי לְגַלּוֹת לָנוּ סְבַרָא זוֹ שֶׁהָעֲשִׂיָּ הָכִי 

שְׁמַע    פָּסוּק רִאשׁוֹן כִּדְאָמְרִינַן  קָּר קְרִיאַת שְׁמַע הוּאלִּין קוֹדְמִין לִקְרִיאַת שְׁמַע, וְעִ יוּמֵעַתָּה שֶׁהַתְּפִ   .קוֹדֶמֶת מִפְּנֵי טְעָמִים אֲחֵרִים
ב הַפּוֹסְקִים, הָיָה לָנוּ לְהַקְדִּים פָּרָשַׁת  וֹאוֹ פָּרָשָׁה רִאשׁוֹנָה לְדַעַת ר  יִשְׂרָאֵל וְכוּ' זוֹ קְרִיאַת שְׁמַע שֶׁל ר' יְהוּדָה הַנָּשִׂיא וְכוּ',

  יַּית הַמִצְוֹת קוֹדֶמֶת לַקְּרִיאָה. ז שֶׁעֲשִׂ וֹ ל מִצְוֹת כְּדֵי לִרְמוֹ"וְהָיָה אִם־שָׁמֹעַ" שֶׁיֵּשׁ בָּהּ ע
 
The meaning from here, that tefillin precedes the recitation of the Shema, because 

action precedes the recitation, is because acting on a mitzvah is greater than studying about 
the mitzvah.5 It is possible that because of this, VaYomer preceded in the Torah, that all of it 
speaks about the performance of the mitzvah of tzitzit, in order to reveal to us this opinion 
that action comes first, however in the recitation of the Shema it does not come first because 
of other reasons, as noted above. Now that we understand that the mitzvah of laying tefillin 
precedes the recitation of the Shema, and the main part of the recitation of the Shema is either 
the first verse—as it is said, “The Sages taught [in a Baraita: The single verse,] ‘Hear, Israel, 
the L-rd is our G-d, the Lord is One, this is Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi’s recitation of Shema”6—or 
the first section, according to most authorities, we should advance the second section VeHaya 
im Shamoa, which has within it the yoke of the commandments, over that of the third section, 
in order to hint that performance of the commandments precedes the recitation of the 
commandments. 

 
ל מַלְכוּת שָׁמַיִם תְּחִלָּה, וְהוֹאִיל שֶׁאִי אֶפְשָׁר לְקַבֵּל וֹוְזֶהוּ לָמָּה קָדְמָה "שְׁמַע" לְ"וְהָיָה אִם־שָׁמֹעַ". וְתָּרֵיץ כְּדֵי שֶׁיְּקַבֵּל עָלָיו ע

אִם כֵּן   .ל מַלְכוּת שָׁמַיִם שְׁלֵימָה וְכוּ'וֹהָרוֹצֶה שֶׁיְּקַבֵּל עָלָיו ע  לִּין כִּדְאָמְרִינַן הָתָם בִּגְמָרָאיל מַלְכוּת שָׁמַיִם שְׁלֵימָה בְּלאֹ תְּפִ וֹע
  לִּין קוֹדְמִין מִשּׁוּם דְּעֲשִׂיַּיה קוֹדֶמֶת, ידֶם מִטַּעַם שֶׁיֵּשׁ בָּהּ קַבָּלַת מַלְכוּת שָׁמַיִם, מַשְׁמָע נָמֵי שֶׁהַתְּפִ וֹכְּשֶׁאָנוּ אוֹמְרִים פָּרָשַׁת שְׁמַע ק

לִּין קוֹדֵם, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי בַּתּוֹרָה קָדְמָה "שְׁמַע" לְ"וְהָיָה אִם־שָׁמֹעַ" לְגַלּוֹת לָנוּ הַסְבַרָא  ישֶׁהֲרֵי הַקַּבָּלָה אֵינָהּ שְׁלֵימָה בְּלאֹ תְּפִ 
  .לִּיןימֶת לִקְרִיאָה, וְעוֹד שֶׁהַטַּלִּית קוֹדֵם לַתְּפִ שֶׁהַעֲשִׂיַּיה קוֹדֶ  לְהוֹרוֹת, אֲבָל פָּרָשַׁת צִיצִית קָדְמָה דִּקְרִיאָה קוֹדֶמֶת לִקְרִיאָה

 
This is why Shema precedes VeHaya im Shamoa. The solution is in order that he will 

accept the yoke of the kingdom of Heaven upon himself first, and since it’s impossible to 
accept the complete yoke of the kingdom of Heaven without tefillin, as it says there in the 
Gemara: “And Rabbi Yochanan said: One who seeks to accept upon himself the complete 
yoke of the kingdom of Heaven should relieve himself, wash his hands, lay tefillin, recite Shema, 
and pray, and that is [acceptance of] the complete kingdom of Heaven.”7 If so, when we say the 
section of Shema first, for the reason that it includes acceptance of the kingdom of Heaven, 
it also has the meaning that the tefillin have priority because acting on a mitzvah takes 
priority. After all, the acceptance is not complete without tefillin first, and because of this, in 
the Torah, Shema precedes VeHaya im Shamoa to reveal to us the explanation that recitation 
[of the portion concerning the acceptance of the yoke of the kingdom of Heaven over] precedes 
recitation [of other portions, but the section of tzitzit precedes, to show that action precedes 
reciting, and also that the prayer shawl, which includes the tzitzit, precedes tefillin.  

* * * 

 
5 Kiddushin 40b. This is the opinion of Rabbi Tarfon. Rabbi Akiva has the opposite view, that study is greater 

than action. The majority agreed that study is greater, but only because it leads to action. 
6 Berachot 13a. 
7 Berachot 14b–15a. 


