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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
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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] Shema' precede
[the second portion of] VeHaya im Shamoa®? 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] VaYomer*? [Because
the paragraph of| VeHaya im Shamoa is practiced both by day and by night,
[while] VaYomer, [which discusses the commandment of #zitzit, 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

I 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 . . . ”




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.
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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].* 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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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. 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”°—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.
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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.”” 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.

¢ Berachot 13a.

" Berachot 14b—15a.



