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In this week’s parsha, parshas Vaeschanan , it is fitting that 
we explore the mitzvah of Krias Shema—a mitzvah we fulfill 
twice daily lovingly by reciting (Devarim 6, 4): ’ה  “שמע ישראל 

 The Midrash on this week’s parsha (D.R. 2, 35)  .אלקינו ה’ אחד”
teaches us that Yaakov Avinu instituted the mitzvah of Krias 
Shema to be recited by all future generations of Yisrael:  

“שמע ישראל, מהיכן זכו ישראל לקריאת שמע, משעה שנטה יעקב למיתה 

משתחווים  אתם  העולם  מן  נפטר  משאני  שמא  להן,  ואמר  השבטים  לכל  קרא 

לאלוה אחר, מנין שכך כתיב )בראשית מט-ב( הקבצו ושמעו בני יעקב וגו’, מהו 

ושמעו אל ישראל אביכם, אמר להן ֵאל ישראל אביכם הוא, אמרו לו שמע ישראל 

ה’ אלקינו ה’ אחד, והוא אומר בלחישה ברוך שם כבוד מלכותו לעולם ועד. אמר 

אותו הדבר שצויתנו  ישראל,  אבינו  שמע  אומרים עכשיו,  ישראל  ומה  לוי,  רבי 

נוהג בנו, ה’ אלקינו ה’ אחד”.

How did Yisrael merit the mitzvah of Krias Shema?  
When Yaakov was about to depart from this world, 
he gathered the shevatim together and said to them: 
“Perhaps when I pass from this world, you will worship 
another god.” . . . They replied:  ”שמע ישראל ה’ אלקינו ה’ אחד“.  
He replied in a whisper:  ”ועד לעולם  מלכותו  כבוד  שם    .“ברוך 
Rabbi Levi said:  And what do Yisrael recite now?  "Hear O 
Yisrael, our father!  We continue to practice that which you 
commanded us--Hashem is our G-d, Hashem is One.'"

In the Gemara (Pesachim 56a) our blessed sages provide 
us with a fascinating insight regarding this momentous 
gathering involving Yaakov Avinu and his holy sons:  

“ויקרא יעקב אל בניו ויאמר האספו ואגידה לכם, ביקש יעקב לגלות לבניו 

קץ הימין ונסתלקה ממנו שכינה, אמר שמא חס ושלום יש במטתי פסול, כאברהם 

ישראל  שמע  בניו,  לו  אמרו  עשו.  ממנו  שיצא  יצחק  ואבי  ישמעאל  ממנו  שיצא 

ה’ אלקינו ה’ אחד, אמרו כשם שאין בלבך אלא אחד כך אין בלבנו אלא אחד, 

באותה שעה פתח יעקב אבינו ואמר, ברוך שם כבוד מלכותו לעולם ועד.

“ברוך שם” הרי[  נעביד ]איך נעשה[, נאמרוהו ]אם נאמר  אמרי רבנן היכי 

לא אמרו משה רבינו ]בפרשת ואתחנן[, לא נאמרוהו ]הרי[ אמרו יעקב, התקינו 

שיהו אומרים אותו בחשאי. אמרי דבי רבי אמי, משל לבת מלך שהריחה ציקי 

קדירה ]מיני מתיקה[, אם תאמר ]שהיא רוצה אותם[ יש לה גנאי, לא תאמר יש 

לה צער, התחילו עבדיה להביא לה בחשאי”.

Yaakov wished to reveal to his sons secrets pertaining to 
the final geulah; however, divine inspiration was withheld 
from him; this led  him to suspect that one of his sons might 
be unworthy; they reassured him with the response  “שמע 

 communicating the fact that just as he --”ישראל ה’ אלקינו ה’ אחד
worshipped but one master, so, too, did they. To this, Yaakov 
Avinu replied “ברוך שם כבוד מלכותו לעולם ועד.” 

Then, the Rabbis questioned what we should do in actual 
practice—should we utter the words ברוך שם כבוד מלכותו לעולם“ 

 or not?  On the one hand, Moshe Rabeinu did not include ועד”
this phrase in the Torah; on the other hand, Yaakov Avinu did 
utter this proclamation.  The Rabbis instituted the practice 
of uttering these words silently.  An analogy is drawn to a 
princess who smells and craves some sweet delicacies.  If her 
craving is made public, she will be embarrassed; if she does 
not express her craving, she will suffer; therefore, her servants 
began bringing her the objects of her craving clandestinely.   

It behooves us to consider the following: (a) What prompted 
Yaakov Avinu to proclaim:  ”ברוך שם כבוד מלכותו לעולם ועד“ whereas 
Moshe Rabeinu, who gave us the Torah, sufficed with the 
utterance of ”שמע ישראל“, omitting ”ברוך שם“?  (b) Why did our 
blessed sages institute the recital of ”ברוך שם“ silently due to our 
shame?  What is the significance of the analogy to the princess?  
What is the source of our shame regarding the utterance of 
        ?necessitating that it be uttered silently ,“ברוך שם”

”שמע ישראל ה' אלקינו ה' אחד"

When We Recite Krias Shema We Accept upon Ourselves 
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The Point of “Shema Yisrael” Is to Do Everything 
L’shma Solely for the Sake of Hashem

We will begin to shed some light on the subject by 
combining the lessons of the Gemara and the Midrash cited 
above.  When we recite the first passuk of Krias Shema--שמע” 

 our focus should be to accept upon ourselves the—ישראל”
“yoke of heavenly sovereignty”—“ohl malchus shamayim”; 
we are proclaiming that we intend to act solely for the sake of 
Hashem, without any ulterior motives.  The shevatim conveyed 
this intent to their father, as chronicled in the Gemara: אמרו“ 

 לו בניו שמע ישראל ה’ אלקינו ה’ אחד, אמרו כשם שאין בלבך אלא אחד, כך אין

אחד”. אלא   Unanimously, they professed their loyalty to  בלבנו 
serve only Hashem and no other: ”אין בלבנו אלא אחד“.  

According to the Midrash, we are addressing Yaakov Avinu 
when we recite this passuk: שמע אבינו ישראל, אותו הדבר שציוויתנו“ 

 we profess that we are perpetuating—נוהג בנו, ה’ אלקינו ה’ אחד”
the devotion and commitment of our ancestors.  Thus, it is 
clear that when we utter these sacred words, we are accepting 
upon ourselves “ohl malchus shamayim” and the commitment 
to follow in the footsteps of the shevatim, who proclaimed to 
their father, Yaakov: ”כשם שאין בלבך אלא אחד, כך אין בלבנו אלא אחד“.  
In other words, we are expressing our commitment to act like 
Yaakov Avinu, dedicating all of our actions to: ”ה’ אלקינו ה’ אחד“; 
for, there is only One in our hearts.  

We can now comprehend why HKB”H commanded us to 
recite Krias Shema lovingly twice daily—in Shacharit and in 
Arvit.  Thus, we begin the day by accepting upon ourselves “ohl 
malchus shamayim”: ”ה’ אחד  declaring that there is—“ה’ אלקינו 
only One in our hearts, and that throughout the day, we will 
serve only Hashem.  Thereby, we fulfill the dictum of the Mishnah 
(Avos 2, 12): ”יהיו לשם שמים  let all your deeds be—“וכל מעשיך 
for the sake of Heaven.  In similar fashion, we conclude the 
day with the same commitment and declaration.  

We Cover Our Eyes when Reciting Krias Shema  
so that We Will Only See HKB”H

It is with great pleasure that we can now explain the 
rationale for the time-honored Jewish minhag to cover one’s 
eyes when reciting the passuk: ”ישראל  The source for  .“שמע 
this minhag is found in the Shulchan Aruch (O.C. 61, 5): נוהגין“ 

 ליתן ידיהם על פניהם בקריאת פסוק ראשון, כדי שלא יסתכל בדבר אחר שמונעו

 it is customary to place the hand over the face—מלכוין”
when reciting the first passuk, so as not to look at anything 
else that may prevent him from concentrating.  The Sha’arei 
Teshuvah adds (ibid. 3): ומה שכתב בשלחן ערוך על פניהם רצונו לומר“ 

 על העינים, וכן כתב בפרי עץ חיים )לרבינו האריז”ל שער הק”ש פ”ח( יסגור עיניו

הימנית”  when the Shulchan Aruch writes over their—בידו 
faces, it means over the eyes; and this is also what the Pri 
Eitz Chaim (attributed to the Arizal) writes; a person should 
occlude his eyes with his right hand.  

We can provide an explanation based on what the Noam 
Megadim writes in parshas Ha’azinu; he explains the allusion 
in the passuk (Yeshayah 64, 3): ”זולתך אלקים  ראתה  לא  —“עין 
no eye had ever seen a god, except for you.  Here are his 
sacred words: 

 “כי יש צדיק הנזהר מפניות, ועושה כל מעשיו בהתבודדות, למען ינצל מהרהורי

 שלא לשמה. ולפעמים שהוא מוכרח להיות בין הבריות בשעת תפלתו וכדומה, אזי

 דאג ידאג איך ינצל מפניות. וה’ ברחמיו רואה כשרון מחשבתו, ויושיע לו גם כשהוא

 ברבים, שיהיה בעיניו כאלו הוא באחד אין רואה. וזהו עין לא ראתה אלקים זולתך,

  הכוונה שה’ יעשה לצדיק, כאילו עין לא ראתה זולת אלקים גם כשהוא ברבים”.
There is the tzaddik who avoids distractions; he performs all 
of his deeds in solitude, to protect himself from thoughts that 
are not l’shma.  Occasionally, when he is compelled to be among 
other people, when he is praying and the like, he will surely 
take precautions to avoid distractions.  Hashem, in His mercy, 
sees his proper intent, and will help him, even when he is in 
public places; so that it will be as if he is alone and unseeing.  
This is the meaning of the passuk:  ”עין לא ראתה אלקים זולתך“.  In 
other words, Hashem will arrange for the tzaddik as if he only 
sees G-d, even when he is out in public.  

This enlightens us as to the time-honored Jewish minhag to 
cover one’s eyes while reciting Krias Shema.  Since the purpose 
of Krias Shema is to emulate Yaakov Avinu by serving Hashem 
l’shma, believing wholeheartedly: ”אחד ה’  אלקינו   there is—“ה’ 
only One in our hearts just as there was only One in his heart.  
Therefore, we cover our eyes to demonstrate that we are 
serving Hashem in the sense of: ”עין לא ראתה אלקים זולתך“.  

Rabeinu HaKadosh Opened with Krias Shema 
 because It Is a Segulah for Studying Torah L’shma

In this manner, we can explain very nicely why Rabeinu 
hakadosh began the very first Mishnah in Torah she’b’al peh 
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with the mitzvah of Krias Shema (Berachos 2a):  מאימתי קורין“ 

 from when may we recite the Shema in — את שמע בערבית”
the evening?  As the Ben Yehoyada (ibid.) explains, he did 
so, because he was a nitzotz—a spark from the neshamah—of 
Yaakov Avinu.  This is based on a teaching in Likutei HaShas 
(Avos 2, 1) attributed to the Arizal. 

The Megaleh Amukos on Vaeschanan  (83) adds that this 
is why Rabeinu hakadosh is known as Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi; 
because the term נשי”א is an acronym for נ’יצוץ ש’ל י’עקב א’בינו—a 
nitzotz of Yaakov Avinu.  Hence, Rabeinu hakadosh began 
Torah she’b’al peh with the mitzvah of Krias Shema, which 
was instituted by Yaakov Avinu prior to his passing away.  
This concludes his sacred remarks.  

Based on our current discussion, we can add another 
praiseworthy reason.  We have learned that the only way to 
overcome and defeat the yetzer hara is by learning Torah 
l’shma.  Additionally, we have learned in the Gemara (Ta’anis 
7a): משלי( שנאמר  חיים,  סם  לו  נעשית  תורתו  לשמה  בתורה  העוסק   “כל 

נעשית לשמה  שלא  בתורה  העוסק  וכל  בה...  למחזיקים  היא  חיים  עץ   ג-יח( 

 Anyone who studies Torah l’shma, his Torah—לו סם המות”
learning becomes an elixir of life for him, as it states 
(Mishlei 3, 18): “It is a tree of life for those who cling to it.” 
. . . But anyone who studies Torah not l’shma, it becomes a 
lethal poison for him.  

It is for this reason that Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi, the nitzotz 
of Yaakov Avinu, opened Torah she’b’al peh with the mitzvah 
of Krias Shema, which expresses our desire to emulate our 
forefather, Yaakov Avinu: ”אחד ה’  אלקינו   just as there is—“ה’ 
only One in your heart, so, too, there is only One in our  
heart.  By beginning Torah she’b’al peh with this mitzvah, 
Rabeinu hakadosh imbued all of Torah she’b’al peh with an 
enormous kedushah.  Whenever a Jew studies Torah she’b’al 
peh, he will merit connecting with its beginning, the mitzvah of 
Krias Shema, which is a segulah for studying Torah l’shma.  

  for Those Who Study Torah ”ברוך שם“
and Mitzvos Not L’shma

Continuing onward on this enlightening path, let us 
proceed to reveal Yaakov Avinu’s profound wisdom: באותה“ 

ועד” לעולם  מלכותו  כבוד  ברוך שם  ואמר,  אבינו  יעקב   at that—שעה פתח 
very moment, Yaakov Avinu began and announced: ברוך” 

 While it is true that Yaakov instituted  .שם כבוד מלכותו לעולם ועד“
the mitzvah of Krias Shema so that we would accept upon 
ourselves “ohl malchus shamayim,” to serve Hashem without 
any ulterior motives; nevertheless, we learn in the Gemara 
(Pesachim 50b): לעולם יעסוק אדם בתורה ומצוות אף על פי שלא לשמה“ 

 a person should always engage in the --שמתוך שלא לשמה בא לשמה”
study of Torah and the performance of mitzvos even though 
his actions are not purely motivated—not l’shma; because 
from these activities that are not purely motivated, he will 
eventually come to learn Torah and perform mitzvos for its 
own sake, with the purest of intentions—l’shma.  In Teshuos 
Chen (introduction), the author focuses on the Gemara’s use of 
the term ”לעולם“ (always).  When starting out in the service of 
Hashem, it is impossible to study Torah l’shma; it is necessary 
to study initially not l’shma on purpose, to eventually achieve 
the level of l’shma—“mitoch she’lo l’shma bah l’shma.”  

This enlightens us as to why Yaakov Avinu responded 
with the proclamation: ”ועד לעולם  מלכותו  כבוד  שם   He  .“ברוך 
perceived by means of his “ruach hakodesh” that all Jews 
were destined to fulfill his legacy, reciting Krias Shema every 
morning and every night.  Thus, they would demonstrate their 
intent to follow in his footsteps, to accept upon themselves 
“ohl malchus shamayim, serving the One and only G-d -- ’ה“ 

 without any distractions or ulterior motives.  At the -- אחד”
same time, however, he realized that they would not be 
capable of achieving this objective from the outset.  They 
would necessarily have to engage in much Torah-study and 
performance of mitzvos not l’shma until achieving the ideal of 
l’shma: ”שמתוך שלא לשמה בא לשמה“.  

This realization prompted him to proclaim: כבוד שם   “ברוך 

ועד” לעולם   As per the halachic ruling in the Shulchan  .מלכותו 
Aruch (O.C. 206, 6), when a person utters an unnecessary 
berachah by mistake, he should immediately say ברוך שם כבוד” 

ועד“ לעולם   so that the utterance of G-d’s name should ,מלכותו 
not have been in vain.  The source for this ruling is the Talmud 
Yerushalmi (Berachos 43b): צריך לומר ברוך שם כבוד מלכותו לעולם“ 

 This ruling can be understood  .ועד שלא להזכיר שם שמים לבטלה”
quite simply.  When the name of Heaven is uttered in vain, it 
taints His Kingship’s “kavod”; hence, it is necessary to request 
forgiveness of His Kingship’s “kavod.”  

Now, when we recite: ”שמע ישראל ה’ אלקינו ה’ אחד“, we do so 
with good intentions; we are not uttering G-d’s name in vain, 
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chas v’shalom.  On the contrary, we are expressing our earnest 
desire to accept upon ourselves “ohl malchus shamayim” and 
to serve Hashem with the purest of intentions.  Nevertheless, 
seeing as we have not achieved that lofty level, yet, it behooves 
us to request forgiveness from HKB”H in the form of: ברוך שם“ 

ועד” לעולם  מלכותו   For, it is analogous to having uttered  .כבוד 
G-d’s name in vain.  

Support for this wonderful notion can be found in the 
writings of one of the Rishonim.  The mentor of the Ramban, 
Rabeinu Yehudah the son of Rabbi Yakar, provides us with 
a tremendous chiddush in his sefer “Peirush HaTefilos 
V’HaBerachos.”  He writes that the teaching in the Talmud 
Yerushalmi that one should say ”שם  after uttering a “ברוך 
blessing in vain is learned from Yaakov Avinu.  Recall that 
Yaakov Avinu suspected that the shevatim were lacking in 
some way spiritually; that provoked their response of שמע“ 

 uttering the name of G-d in vain.  Therefore, he—ישראל”
immediately proclaimed: ”ברוך שם“ on their behalf.  

This is seemingly perplexing.  While it is true that Yaakov 
uttered “שם  for having caused the shevatim to utter ”ברוך 
G-d’s name in vain, how does this apply to us?  We fulfill 
the mitzvah of Krias Shema daily, in Shacharis and Arvis, 
as ordained by the Torah.  So, why do we utter “שם  as ”ברוך 
Yaakov Avinu did?  Based on what we have learned, we have 
a wonderful explanation.  We also utter “ברוך שם” as a request 
for forgiveness from HKB”H for not having yet achieved the 
level of serving Hashem as reflected by the words: ’ה’ אלקינו ה“ 

 that there is only One in our hearts.  This is truly akin—אחד”
to uttering the name of Heaven in vain.  Notwithstanding, we 
are certainly obligated to observe the mitzvah of reciting שמע“ 

 expressing our heartfelt desire to ultimately serve—ישראל”
Hashem l’shma.  

Shame Obliges Us to Utter “ברוך שם” Quietly

Following this glorious path, let us proceed to explain why 
Moshe Rabeinu mentions in Torah she’b’chsav only the passuk 
(Devarim 6, 4): ”אחד ה’  אלקינו  ה’  ישראל   and chooses to—“שמע 
omit: ”ברוך שם כבוד מלכותו לעולם ועד“.  After all, HKB”H gave us 
all the “taryag mitzvos” in the Torah, so that we would fulfill 
them in the fullest most perfect sense of the word—“l’shem 
shamayim.”  This fact is expressed in the Gemara (Nedarim 
62a) with the elucidation of the passuk (Devarim 30, 20): 

 “לאהבה את ה’ אלקיך לשמוע בקולו ולדבקה בו, שלא יאמר אדם אקרא שיקראוני

 חכם, אשנה שיקראוני רבי, אשנן שאהיה זקן ואשב בישיבה, אלא למד מאהבה

 ,The passuk says: “To love Hashem your G-d  וסוף הכבוד לבוא”.
to listen to His voice and to cleave to Him.”  This teaches us 
that a person should not say: “I will read scripture so that 
people will call me a sage.”  “I will study Mishnah, so that 
they will call me a Rabbi.”  “I will study Talmud, so that I 
will be treated as an elder and will be appointed to sit in 
the yeshivah.”  Rather, study out of love, and the “kavod,” 
will eventually come.  Thus, the passuk is imploring us to 
serve Hashem l’shma, without any ulterior motives.  

Accordingly, seeing as the purpose of the mitzvah of 
Krias Shema is for us to accept upon ourselves “ohl malchus 
shamayim,” observing all the precepts of the Torah solely for 
the sake of Hashem; it was not feasible for Moshe to include 
the passuk: ”מלכותו כבוד  שם    .immediately afterwards—“ברוך 
For, that would have implied that it is impossible to fulfill the 
mitzvah of Krias Shema from the very start as it was intended.  
Clearly, HKB”H gave us the Torah with the intent and desire 
that Yisrael would fulfill the mitzvah of Krias Shema in the 
fullest and most perfect sense.  

Yaakov Avinu, on the other hand, instituted the saying 
of Krias Shema by Yisrael well before the Torah was given 
to them on Har Sinai.  That institution constituted a form 
of Torah she’b’al peh, passed down orally by Yaakov to his 
children, the shevatim.  Precisely for this reason, it is not 
mentioned in Torah she’b’chsav; it is only mentioned in the 
Midrash, which is part of Torah she’b’al peh.  Therefore, when 
Yaakov instituted the recitation of Krias Shema, knowing full-
well that initially Yisrael would not be able to serve Hashem 
solely for the sake of Hashem, he instituted the additional 
utterance of: ”ברוך שם כבוד מלכותו לעולם ועד“.  As explained, this 
latter utterance makes amends for what appears to be the 
utterance of G-d’s name in vain.  

We now have cause to rejoice; for, we can better appreciate 
Chazal’s uncertainty regarding the utterance of ”שם   .“ברוך 
They questioned whether they should say it, as Yaakov did—
to atone for uttering Hashem’s name in vain; or should they 
omit it, as Moshe did—implying that we should strive to be 
on the level of those who do everything “l’shem shamayim.”  
They resolved on a compromise: ”״ התקינו שיהו אומרים אותו בחשאי.  
By uttering it silently, they were conveying the message that 
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ideally, we would like to fulfill this mitzvah in the spirit that it 
was given at Har Sinai—serving Hashem only l’shma; however, 
since that is not plausible, because we are not on that high a 
level, we are compelled to utter it, albeit quietly.  

This then is the significance of the analogy to the king’s 
daughter.  She smelled the sweet delicacies and yearned for 
them.  If she publicized her yearning, she would be ashamed; if 
she remained silent, she would  suffer.  Therefore, her servants 
brought her the delicacies clandestinely.  The moral lesson 
is that on the one hand, we long to say: ”ברוך שם כבוד מלכותו“, 
because we know that we are spiritually lacking; we are not 
able to serve Hashem purely l’shma, without distractions or 
ulterior motives.  On the other hand, this admission of our 
shortcoming is embarrassing.  It would be preferable if we 
could observe the precepts of the Torah l’shma.  Then, there 
would be no need to utter: ”מלכותו כבוד  שם   ,Therefore  .“ברוך 
they instituted that it be said silently.  

Elisha ben Avuyah Became a Heretic because  
His Milah Was Performed without Proper Intent

At this time, it gives me great pleasure to share with our 
esteemed, royal audience an idea I presented recently at my 
grandson’s “brit” in Switzerland.  There is a Jewish minhag to 
recite Krias Shema next to the newborn infant’s bed the night 
before the “brit.”  In Eretz Yisrael, it is customary for the father 
of the child to recite the passuk before the “brit”: שמע ישראל“ 

 Similarly, our Sephardi brethren customarily  .ה’ אלקינו ה’ אחד”
recite this passuk before the “brit,” even in “chutz la’aretz.”  

To begin with, let us refer to the Gemara (Chagigah 15a) 
related to Elisha ben Avuyah, Rabbi Meir’s Rav.  He was one 
of the four sages who entered the “pardes”; as a result of 
the experience, he became a heretic.  Tosafot (ibid.), citing 
the Talmud Yerushalmi (Chagigah 9b), write that Elisha 
ben Avuyah himself reported to Rabbi Meir the incident 
underlying his heresy.  When his father, Avuyah, entered him 
into the covenant of Avraham Avinu, he did not do so “l’shem 
shamayim.”  Here is the Gemara’s account of the incident: 

Avuyah, my father, was among the important personages 
of Yerushalayim.  On the day, he came to circumcise me, he 
summoned all of the esteemed members of Yerushalayim 
society and sat them down in one house; while Rabbi Eliezer 

and Rabbi Yehoshua sat somewhere else.  After eating and 
drinking, they sang and danced.  Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi 
Yehoshua said, “While they are doing their thing, we will 
do ours.”  They sat down and began to occupy themselves 
with words of Torah.  Fire descended from the heavens and 
surrounded them.  

Avuyah, my father, said to them, “Gentlemen, have 
you come to burn down my house?”  They replied to him, 
“Chas v’chalilah; rather we were sitting and reviewing 
words of Torah—from Torah to Nevi’im, from Nevi’im to 
Ketuvim—the words were as joyful as when they were 
given at Sinai.  Didn’t He give them accompanied by fire?”  
He (Avuyah) said, “Since the power of the Torah is so great, 
if my son survives, I will dedicate him to the Torah.”  Since 
his intentions were not for the sake of Heaven, my Torah-
study did not endure.   

Thus, we see from this incident just how critical it is for 
a father to take care to perform the mitzvah of “milah” with 
pure thoughts and intentions—“l’shem shamayim.”  

Notwithstanding, this is difficult to comprehend.  It seems 
inconceivable that Elisha eventually became a heretic, because 
of his father’s insincere act—devoting his son to a life of Torah 
with improper motives.  After all, we learned above (Pesachim 
50b): לעולם יעסוק אדם בתורה ומצוות אף על פי שלא לשמה, שמתוך שלא“ 

לשמה” בא   learning Torah and performing mitzvos not—לשמה 
l’shma, ultimately leads one to do them l’shma.  

The Basis and Start of Any Act  
Should Be Performed Ideally

It appears that we can explain this matter by invoking a 
fundamental principle regarding the service of Hashem.  Once, 
the esteemed Admor, Rabbi Aharon of Belz, zy”a, happened to 
be at a Bar Mitzvah celebration that was also attended by the 
esteemed Rabbi of Tchebin, ztz”l.  The Bar Mitzvah boy was 
honored with leading the Birkat HaMazon.  When it came time 
to drink from the cup of wine of Birkat HaMazon, the guests 
saw Rabbi Aharon, zy”a, whispering to the Bar Mitzvah boy 
that he should consume the entire cup of wine; he should not 
suffice with a mere majority of the cup.  This surprised the 
Gaon of Tchebin, seeing as according to halachah, consuming 
a majority of the cup is all that is required.  
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Rabbi Aharon, zy”a, immediately sensed his colleague’s 
bewilderment.  So, he turned to him and explained.  We are 
all familiar with the Pnei Yehoshua’s question (Shabbas 21b) 
regarding the miracle of Chanukah.  They only had enough 
pure olive oil to kindle the menorah for one day; nevertheless, 
it kindled the menorah miraculously for an entire eight days.  
Now, according to the halachah: ”בצבור הותרה   they—“טומאה 
were permitted to use impure oil for the kindling.  So, why 
did HKB”H perform this miracle for Yisrael?  After all, we 
have a fundamental principle that HKB”H does not perform 
miracles in vain.    

The answer is simple.  At that time, the Heichal had to be 
consecrated anew, after it had been defiled by the Greeks.  
Therefore, the kindling of the menorah necessitated a state 
of “taharah”—purity.  Similarly, this cup of Birkat HaMazon 
represented the inauguration of this Bar Mitzvah boy into 
a life of mitzvos.  As such, he should consume the entire 
cup, fulfilling the mitzvah in the most ideal way possible—
“mehadrin min hamehadrin”; he should not get accustomed 
to settling for anything less.  

It is now possible to comprehend the abject failure of Elisha 
ben Avuyah.  Yes, it is permissible to study Torah and perform 
mitzvos even not l’shma; since the acts performed not l’shma 
ultimately lead to acts performed l’shma.  However, when a 
father enters his son into the covenant of Avraham Avinu--

which is the very foundation of the life dedicated to Torah and 
mitzvos that is to follow—without a doubt, he should do so 
in the most ideal way possible—“l’shem shamayim,” without 
any ulterior motives.  Seeing as Avuyah did not do so, his son 
was doomed to become a heretic.  

We can now rejoice for we have illuminated the matter of 
the Jewish minhag to recite Krias Shema prior to performing 
the mitzvah of Brit Milah.  Brit Milah is the very first mitzvah 
performed on behalf of the newborn boy.  As explained above, 
the first, the inaugural event, should be performed as ideally 
as possible—l’shma without any ulterior motives.  Elisha ben 
Avuyah was living proof of the failure to do so and the dire 
consequences of this failure; his heresy led him to believe in 
two domains rather than just one.    

It is precisely for this reason that we recite the passuk: שמע“ 

  .before fulfilling the mitzvah of Brit Milah—ישראל ה’ אלקינו ה’ אחד”
We wish to demonstrate through the ideal performance of this 
mitzvah that it is our sincere desire to follow in the footsteps 
of Yaakov Avinu.  Just as there was only One in his heart; so, 
too, there is only One in our hearts.  Furthermore, it is our goal 
to dedicate our lives and do everything solely for the sake of 
Hashem.  By starting off his life on the right foot, so to speak, 
the circumcised infant will merit serving Hashem throughout 
his entire life l’shma, without any ulterior motives!  

To receive the mamarim by email: mamarim@shvileipinchas.com

Donated by Family Madeb for the Refuah Shelimah of Lea bat Virgini


