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Shema Israel – Hear O Israel 

Deuteronomy 6:1-4 represents one of the key texts from across the whole of the Hebrew Bible.  It is 

an invitation, a command from God to place the self under the authority and guidance of the divine 

torah/teaching.  Combined with other significant texts – Deuteronomy 11:13-21 and Numbers 15:37-

41 it became a daily prayer of commitment, faith and dedication recited in the morning and the 

evening…when you lie down and when you rise.  It bookended what took place throughout the whole 

of the life of the believer: God is and God is one.  No other is God.  The text forms a part of the final 

words of Moses prior to Israel entering into the Promised Land.  Hear O Israel, says Moses.  Take 

heed.  Put this into your heart.  Live life around this overwhelming reality: God is. 

 

Love God with all your heart? 

Over the centuries Jewish theologians have tried to pin down what loving God with all your heart 

might mean in practical terms.  In the ancient world people understood the human heart to have two 

inclinations – one to do good, the other to do evil.  It is not enough to love God with our good 

inclinations.  The faithful believer most strive to bring the darker side of the self to love God. This is 

where we need to include all your soul and with all your might.  Moses is reminding the Hebrew people 

that a faith that comes easily is most likely a faith that is not deep, a faith that will not transform life 

into conformity with Reign of God.  It is easy to play to our strengths but faith urges us into areas we 

prefer not to venture.  To take those kind of personal risks requires an ever-present God, a single life-

giving source of energy, wisdom and life for everything we do, think and say.   

 

Even today the seriousness of this obligation to live under a single God is seen by the literal obeying 

of the other part of the command…bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them as a frontlet on your 

forehead and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.  The Shema was written 

down and placed into leather pouches worn around the forehead and arms of the believers.  It is a way 

of hearing God reminding them – Don’t forget me!  Think of me always!  Wherever you are, there am 

I alongside of you – live and respond accordingly! 

Remember God’s Torah – Keep the Torah of God 

Ever keen to remain obedient to their covenant with God made at Mt Sinai, it was important for the 

Jews to understand everything God had revealed to them.  Hence the problem:  some texts spoke of 

remembering what God had commanded while others demanded they keep God’s Torah.  How, they 

wondered, could God demand both of these?    

The scholars of the Torah came to understand the necessity of both of these.  By remembering the day 

of the giving of the Law to Moses the people will be remembering what happened:  God spoke directly 

to his people Israel.  These are not some archaic rules dug up from some distant temple.  They represent 

an appearance of God among his chosen people.  God on earth.  That is what is to be remembered – 
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the kind of God the Father of Jesus Christ has revealed himself to be.  A God who guides, feeds, waters, 

frees from slavery, protects and settles those who follow his ways into the kind of life imagined by the 

metaphor a land of milk and honey.  Obeying the Law will only become possible when believers 

remember they are dealing with the “heart” of God, the inner divine will for creation.  That day cannot 

be recreated, we cannot go back to Sinai and book another face-to-face meeting with God.  What we 

can do is achieve that same personal intimacy through keeping the commandments. 

Guard the Torah was another way some scholars understood this difference.  The Rabbis still speak 

of the idea of putting a fence around the Law.  By that they mean the believer needs to add a great deal 

many more things into their way of living than what is found in the Law itself.  The Pharisees did this 

by adding bits and pieces to the purity laws, for example but they ended up turning these additions to 

the divine law.  Their intentions were good for they understood the human weakness and had observed 

how it is all too easy to avoid breaking God’s Law and yet at the same time to sin against God and to 

be living far from God.  Their sin arises from not being willing to live humbly under the dominion of 

God, especially when that requires “dying” that someone else may find life.   

 

Don’t just profess faith – demonstrate faith 

Mark’s Jesus demonstrated his willingness to live in obedience to his Father by accepting his death on 

the cross as a consequence of what he was doing and saying in God’s Name.  He could have lived if 

he had only modified some of the things he was saying and the way he was carrying out his Father’s 

will.  That would make great sense and we would have many more years of his teaching, preaching 

and witnessing to guide us through today’s dark world.  God First was the message shaping his life 

and while that ended up costing him dearly it was also the way leading to the resurrection on Easter 

morning.  With God First, everything else takes on a different hue. 

 

Jesus goes on to slip in a further way of defining faithful discipleship – love your neighbour as you 

love yourself.  It is simply not possible to have a genuine love for God if there are people in our lives 

for whom we have no love – that is a statement worth pondering at length!   This is not the same as not 

hating others.  It has that positive command – love your neighbour.  To deafen our ears to the cries of 

the unloved neighbour anywhere in our world is to call into question our professed love of God.  But 

Jesus did not simply command this, he went on to demonstrate it by giving his life that sinners could 

have transformed lives and sins forgiven.  That is the bar for which we now strive. 

 

You are not far from the Kingdom 

In our narrative today Jesus praises the scribe for what he has said but it is not an absolute praise.  He 

is not far from the goal of living his life under God’s sovereign rule but there is still a great deal of 

work to be done.  For Mark this is a significant observation.  It is Jesus who judges humanity for our 

response to the divine calling.  We do not judge Jesus – we do not set the parameters for faith, for 

discipleship.  We do not set the faith-bar determining what we will do and believe we do not have to 

be doing.  It is not our task to decide who to love, how to love and when to love.  Jesus judges us, so 

that just when we think we are doing enough he reminds us how we are still not far from the kingdom.   

Our work is ever only just begun. 

The Gospel challenge:  What do we (individual and parish) need to be doing for our 

unloved neighbours so that our professions of faith in God become transforming 

challenges to the wider world?  1st:  who are the unloved neighbours? 


