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A Different “Shema” 

 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat Ki Tavo, 5774 

 

The “Confessional” at this time of year 

According to R. Yosef Dov Soloveitchik,1  ZaTzaL, Parashat Ki Tavo contains a second Kriyat 

Shema that helps us understand a key concept that is emphasized particularly at this time of year. As the 

Penetential season intensifies for Ashkenazim,2 who, in addition to blowing the Shofar after weekday 

Shacharit services and reciting Tehilla 27 since the first of Elul, shortly begin reciting Selichot in 

anticipation of the impending Yomim Noraim, the Days of Awe, we are required to engage in one of the 

most difficult aspects of repentance, namely confessing our sins, or Vidui.3 Naturally, if someone simply 

recites the words contained within the Selichot book or the Machzor4 without giving them much 

thought, in particular without personalizing them, the individual does not feel challenged or particularly 

guilty. But if we stop and think about what we are saying, not only does a meaningful Vidui require 

considerable forethought and deep soul-searching in order to be religiously significant, but even the 

specific language that we recite is at first glance difficult for us to understand:   

 

“Aval Anachnu VeAvoteinu Chatanu” (but we and our fathers have sinned) 

“Ashamnu, Bagadnu, Gazalnu…” (We have sinned, we have rebelled, we have stolen…)5 

“Sarnu MiMitzvotecha U’MiMishpatecha HaTovim” (We have turned away from Your 

good Commandments and Laws) 

“VeAdayin Lo Shavnu MeiTa’uteinu” (And still we have not repented from our errors) 

“Hirshanu U’Pashanu” (We have acted evilly and we have sinned) 

  

Communal confession is not unique to Selichot and the Aseret Yemai Teshuva (ten days of repentance)  

In fact, we essentially say the same thing three times a day during the week throughout the 

year. Not only do we pray in the plural to indicate that we care about  our own health, success and 

                                                           
1
 Avishai David, Darosh Darash Yosef: Discourses of R. Yosef Dov HaLevi Soloveitchik on the Weekly Parasha, Urim 

Publications, Jerusalem, 2011, p. 445. 
2
 The Sephardic tradition calls for the recitation of Selichot from the beginning of the month of Elul—see Shulchan 

Aruch, Orech Chayim 581:1. 
3
 In each Selichot service, the alphabetical “Ashamnu, Bagadnu, Gazalnu…” (We have sinned, we have rebelled, we 

have stolen…) formulaic confessional is recited three times.  
4
 On Yom HaKippurim, not only is the alphabetic confessional repeated at each service, but a very much expanded 

litany of sins, “Al Chet Shechatanu…” (For the sin that we have sinned…) is also invoked repeatedly. 
5
 An alphabetic list of synonyms for “sin” follow, allowing each of us to make whatever associations we wish with 

the words that appear. Chayei Adam Part II #143 takes each of the first letters of these words and associates 
withthe letter various sins that also being with the same letter in order to be better able to distinguish, clarify and 
understand what is being mentioned.  
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repatriation to Israel6 as well as that of the entire community, we also engage in confession in the plural, 

in effect throwing in our lot with everyone else when it comes to sinning and asking for forgiveness— 

 

Selach Lanu Avinu Ki Chatanu; Mechal Lanu Malkeinu Ki Pashanu, Ki Mochel VeSoleach 

Ata. Baruch Ata HaShem, Chanun HaMarbeh LiSloach. (Forgive us, our Father because 

we have sinned; Pardon us our King because we have transgressed, because You are a 

Pardoner and Forgiver. Blessed are You HaShem, Who is Compassionate and Who 

Forgives abundantly.)  

 

It is difficult enough for many to accept responsibility for their own shortcomings, but to do so for 

everyone else as well? Isn’t that just too tall an order? 

 

Ki Tavo’s “Kriyat Shema”  

According to Rabbi Soloveitchik, ZaTzaL, one of the earliest keys to understanding these 

expressions of unity and commonality in our confessionals, is contained in Parashat Ki Tavo, in what he 

refers to as the “second Kriyat Shema.” It is obvious that when a passage in the Tora contains the 

phrase, “Shema Yisrael” (listen/pay attention Israel), the implication is that this is something of which 

we should take particular note.7  The portion of the prayers typically known as “Kriyat Shema” (the 

reading of the Shema) occupies the central place of the liturgy leading up to the Shacharit Amida.  The 

verse based upon which this portion of our prayers is given its name, “Shema” appears in Devarim 6:4, 

an expression of our belief in and about HaShem: 

 

Hear, O Israel: the LORD our God, the LORD is One.  

   

The additional Kriyat Shema in Parashat Ki Tavo, to which the Rav refers, is found in Devarim 

27:9, and its focus, rather than on God exclusively, is on the Jewish people vis-à-vis HaShem— 

                                                           
6
 “Refaeinu HaShem VeNeirofai” (Heal us, HaShem and let us be healed); “Barech Aleinu Et HaShana HaZot” (Bless 

for us this year); “VeKabtzeinu Yachad MeiArba Kanfot HaAretz” (and gather us together from the four corners of 
the earth). 
7
 Other instances where the phrase “Shema Yisrael” appears are:  

Devarim 5:1 
And Moses called unto all Israel, and said unto them: Hear, O Israel, the statutes and the ordinances 
which I speak in your ears this day, that ye may learn them, and observe to do them.  
Ibid. 9:1 (2-3) 
Hear, O Israel: thou art to pass over the Jordan this day, to go in to dispossess nations greater and 
mightier than thyself, cities great and fortified up to heaven, (a people great and tall, the sons of the 
Anakim, whom thou knowest, and of whom thou hast heard say: 'Who can stand before the sons of 
Anak?' Know therefore this day, that the LORD thy God is He who Goeth over before thee as a Devouring 
Fire; He will Destroy them, and He will Bring them down before thee; so shalt thou drive them out, and 
make them to perish quickly, as the LORD hath Spoken unto thee.)   
Ibid. 20:3 (4) 
and shall say unto them: 'Hear, O Israel, ye draw nigh this day unto battle against your enemies; let not 
your heart faint; fear not, nor be alarmed, neither be ye affrighted at them; (for the LORD your God is He 
that Goeth with you, to Fight for you against your enemies, to Save you.')   
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…Keep silence, and hear, O Israel; this day thou art become a people unto the LORD thy God.  

 

Other differences between the two “Kriyat Shema’s” 

In addition to the different subject matter in these two verses, i.e., God on the one hand, and 

the Jewish people on the other, Rabbi Soloveitchik draws our attention to another fundamental 

difference between these two Shema’s.  From the verses that follow Devarim 6:4, the Tora is clearly 

addressing the individual: 

 

Devarim 6:5-9 

And thou8 shalt love the LORD thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy 

might. And these words, which I command thee this day, shall be upon thy heart; and thou 

shalt teach them diligently unto thy children, and shalt talk of them when thou sittest in thy 

house, and when thou walkest by the way, and when thou liest down, and when thou risest up. 

And thou shalt bind them for a sign upon thy hand, and they shall be for frontlets between 

thine eyes. And thou shalt write them upon the door-posts of thy house, and upon thy gates.   

 

In contrast, R. Soloveitchik points out that Devarim 27 is talking about the collective, the entire Jewish 

people as a corporate entity, as one whole.  

 

…Keep silence, and hear, O Israel; this day thou art become a people unto the LORD thy 

God. 

 

The innovative idea that is developed and referenced not only in Parashat Ki Tavo, but in several of the 

latter Parashiot of Sefer Devarim, is that with the Jews about to enter the land of Israel, they are from 

this point forward, required to look upon themselves in a new way, a perspective that continues to 

apply to this very day and beyond. In the past, virtue, merit and guilt were determined by what 

individuals did, and the group would not be punished for something that only a portion of them 

perpetrated. If only some people worshipped the Golden Calf, everyone else could be forgiven. If the 

Korach rebellion involved a certain circle of Jews, the others would not suffer consequences for the sins 

of the few.  And as for the sin of the spies which led to a forty year delay before  the entire people was 

allowed to enter the land of Israel, it was only because everyone, with the exception of the tribe of Levi,  

cried in their tents following the report of the Meraglim— 

 

BaMidbar 14:1 

And all the congregation lifted up their voice, and cried; and the people wept that night.  

  

leading to a  Divine Decree affecting the entire generation of the Exodus.  

                                                           
8
 Although the English language does not distinguish between the singular and plural second person pronoun, 

Hebrew clearly does. Consequently, “VeAhavta” (and you [sing.] will love) is different from “VeAhavtem” (and you 
[plu.] will love). The verbs throughout these verses contain singular second person pronouns. 
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The change in emphasis is also reflected in the new Covenant between God and Israel at Arvei Moav, 

the introduction of the concept of Arvut (mutual, collective responsibility) 

But at the point that the people transition from a group of tribes travelling in the desert, into a 

nation that will live in its own homeland, when they are expected to become a caring and concerned 

society rather than a collection of individuals out for only their own, personal best interest, the new 

covenant that they enter into with God on the Plains of Moav, not only includes, but also surpasses, 

their commitments made at Sinai.9 

                                                           
9
 The Talmud in Sota is the primary source for the concept of the Areivut of the Jewish people.  

Sota 37a-b (Soncino translation and notes with some of my own emendations) 
 THEY TURNED THEIR FACES TOWARDS MOUNT GERIZIM AND OPENED WITH THE BLESSING etc. Our 

Rabbis taught: There was a benediction in general and a benediction in particular, likewise a curse In 

general and a curse in particular.  

(The general blessing or curse was in connection with Devarim 27:26, [Cursed be he that 

confirmeth not the words of this law to do them. And all the people shall say: Amen.']; the idea 

that for each statement in Chapter 27 there was a blessing and a curse is based upon v. 12-13 

['These shall stand upon mount Gerizim to bless the people, when ye are passed over the Jordan: 

Simeon, and Levi, and Judah, and Issachar, and Joseph, and Benjamin; and these shall stand upon 

mount Ebal for the curse: Reuben, Gad, and Asher, and Zebulun, Dan, and Naphtali];  and the fact 

that specific blessings and  curses for the actions specified in that chapter is based upon e.g., v. 

15-16  [Cursed be the man that maketh a graven or molten image, an abomination unto the 

LORD, the work of the hands of the craftsman, and setteth it up in secret. And all the people shall 

answer and say: Amen. Cursed be he that dishonoreth his father or his mother. And all the people 

shall say: Amen.]    

[Scripture states]: to 1) learn, to 2) teach, to 3) observe and to 4) do; 

[Devarim 5:1 “And Moses called unto all Israel, and said unto them: Hear, O Israel, the statutes 

and the ordinances which I speak in your ears this day, that ye may learn them, and observe to do 

them. . 

Ibid.  11:19 ‘And ye shall teach them to your children, talking of them, when thou sittest in thy 

house, and when thou walkest by the way, and when thou liest down, and when thou risest up.’ 

 consequently there are four [duties associated with each commandment]. Twice four are eight  

(there is a general Beracha and Kellala for each of the Mitzvot 4x2=8) 

 and twice eight are sixteen. 

(there is a specific Beracha and Kellala for each of the Mitzvot 8x2=16) 

 It was similar at Sinai and the plains of Moab; 

(Just as at Grizim and Eival, this arrangement was entered into, the exact same arrangement was 

entered into earlier at Sinai, as well as at Arvot Moav16x3=48) 

 as it is said: (Devarim 28:69) ‘These are the words of the covenant which the Lord commanded Moses 

etc.’' 

 (A reference to Sinai.) 

  and it is written: (Ibid. 29:8) ‘Keep therefore the words of this covenant etc.’  

 (A reference to Arvot Moav.) 

Hence there were forty-eight covenants in connection with each commandment. R. Shimon excludes [the 

occasion of] Mount Gerizim and Mount Ebal and includes that of the Tent of Meeting in the wilderness. 

http://halakhah.com/sotah/sotah_37.html#37a_19
http://halakhah.com/sotah/sotah_37.html#37a_19
http://halakhah.com/sotah/sotah_37.html#37a_19
http://halakhah.com/sotah/sotah_37.html#37a_19
http://halakhah.com/sotah/sotah_37.html#37a_19
http://halakhah.com/sotah/sotah_37.html#37a_19
http://halakhah.com/sotah/sotah_37.html#37a_19
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Consider a famous verse from next week’s Parasha, Netzavim together with RaShI’s commentary: 

 

 Devarim 29:28 

The secret things “belong to”/are the responsibility of  the LORD our God; but the things 

that are revealed belong unto us and to our children forever, that we may do all the 

words of this law.  

  

RaShI 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
(VaYikra 1:1 ‘And the LORD called unto Moses, and spoke unto him out of the tent of meeting, 

saying:’ ) 

 …Consequently there is not a single precept written in the Torah in connection with which forty-eight 

covenants were not made. R. Shimon b. Yehuda of Kefar Acco said in the name of R. Shimon: There is not 

a single precept written in the Torah in connection with which forty-eight times six hundred and three 

thousand, five hundred and fifty covenants were not made. 

(Although this is the number mentioned at the beginning of BaMidbar [1:46; 2:32], a different 

number appears later in BaMidbar 26:51 ‘These are they that were numbered of the children of 

Israel, six hundred thousand and a thousand and seven hundred and thirty.’ : Since these are the 

people who will inherit land in Israel and the tribe of Levi would not, their numbering is separate, 

and appears in Ibid. 62: ‘And they that were numbered of them were twenty and three thousand, 

every male from a month old and upward; for they were not numbered among the children of 

Israel, because there was no inheritance given them among the children of Israel.’  The grand 

total then becomes 601,730 + 23,000 = 624,730, an increase of 21,180. The fact that Sota 37b 

uses 603,550 suggests that the Arvut concept began at Sinai rather than at a later point. On the 

other hand, perhaps the number 603,550 is a symbolic number like 613 Mitzvot according to 

Makot 23b. Making such an assumption also would account for other imprecisions such as the 

status of Geirim, women, those who were under 20, those who subsequently died in the interim, 

etc. If the concept of Arvut is to apply to the Jewish people as a whole, restricting it to only those 

men who were 20 at the time of the Exodus appares to be too limited.) 

Rabbi said: According to the reasoning of R. Shimon b. Yehuda  of Kefar Acco who said in the name of R. 

Shimon that there is not a single precept written in the Torah in connection with which forty-eight times 

six hundred and three thousand, five hundred and fifty covenants (28,970,400) were not made, 

(In other words, each Jew is a guarantor for each other Jew regarding the 48 covenants that each 

Jew is considered to have taken upon himself.) 

 it follows that for each Israelite there are six hundred and three thousand, five hundred and fifty 

commandments. 

(Each Jew should be responsible for the Arvut, in addition to the covenants, of each other Jew, 

which already numbers 28,970,400, resulting in the number 17,485,084,920,000!) 

 What is the issue between them? — R. Mesharsheya said: The point between them is that of personal 

responsibility  

(for the covenants of others)   

and responsibility for others  

(for not only the covenants of others, but also the Arvut of others).  
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…but the public transgressions are the responsibility of us and our descendants to 

destroy the evil from our midst. And if we do not enact judgment re transgressors, then 

the entire group will be punished…When they accepted upon themselves the 

oath/covenant on the mountains Grizim and Eival, they became guarantors for one 

another.  

  

 The concept of Arvut defines us all as part of the same people. If someone sins, we all bear 

responsibility— and that is why we confess in the plural—“Ashamnu, Bagadnu…” But its implications go 

far beyond the issue of accountability for sins and transgressions. If someone is in need, we should all 

feel that need as if it is our own and rise to that individual’s assistance. If someone is ill, we are all 

expected to be concerned and try to help the individual and his family. The concepts of Kiddush HaShem 

and Chillul HaShem, even when they stem from actions of a single Jew or a specific group, once the 

Jewish people become HaShem’s “Nation”, such actions become positive and negative reflections on all 

Jews, rather than only specific individuals. 

 

Love of the members of the Jewish people, as well as those closest to us, as a direct extension of Arvut 

But it is not only for negative things that the Tora tells us that we are intertwined with one 

another. Because of the idea of Arvut, the Mitzva of Ahavat Yisrael, (loving one’s fellow Jews) devolves 

on everyone, even those who might practice differently, believe differently, participate in a different 

culture from you or me. When someone has a Simcha, reaches an important milestone, achieves 

something notable, not only should he wish to share the information as well as the occasion with as 

many as possible, but each of us should treat that Simcha as if it were our own, because in a sense, it is.  

The recent Siyum HaShaS illustrated this lesson powerfully. Many of the people who participated in the 

celebrations did not actually complete the study themselves. But because others did, they shared, 

supported and felt a part of a major achievement of others. 

 

If the idea of Arvut applies to the entire Jewish people regardless of geographic location, 

denomination, social standing, age, gender, etc., it certainly must be the case with respect to our 

families, communities and neighborhoods.  We should make sure that no one who wishes to connect 

socially with us is left out in the cold. No one should feel excluded, ignored, overlooked. Because they in 

fact are us.  This is not a call to become busybodies and intrude ourselves into people’s private lives, 

particularly if they are interested in maintaining their privacy.  But once we learn of or even imagine 

another’s needs and challenges, we should be there, just as we would want them to be there for 

ourselves. This is not simply a matter of etiquette or civility; it is our self-definition, Imposed upon us by 

God Himself.  

 

Two postscripts:  

  

I 
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 Recently I received in the mail a book entitled, Legacy: A Genetic History of the Jewish People by 

Harry Ostrer. In the cover letter from Dr. Edward Burns, Executive Dean of the Albert Einstein College of 

Medicine, the following comment appears: 

 

…there is now irrefutable genetic evidence that indeed Kol Yisrael Areivim Zeh LaZeh. All 

Jews are related as a people. The new genetics is demonstrating that most Jews share 

genetic links. Any two Ashkenazi Jews whose great grandparents lived in Central and 

Eastern Europe before the war share enough genes to qualify as fourth and fifth cousins. 

Any two Iranian Jews whose forebears lived in Iran from the time of Cyrus the Great to 

the fall of the Shah share enough genes to qualify as third cousins. The links don’t stop 

with each group. Rather, they cross most Jewish groups so any Ashkenazi and Iranian 

Jewish duo is more likely to share genes with each other than they are with their non-

Jewish neighbors. Jews have characterized themselves as a people, but with these 

genetic links, they are more like an extended family…10 

 

The powerful biological basis for Areivut also comes across in many of the segments of the PBS 

series of programs entitled “Finding your Roots”, hosted by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. Acute 

genealogical studies of various personalities includes genetic analysis of the individual’s 

ancestors, and the stories behind those who have Jewish origins again make clear the innate 

Arvut within the Jewish people.  

 

II 

 

 In the September 2012 issue of Commentary, Jack Wertheimer, the JTS professor of American 

Jewish History published “First New York’s Jews, Then America’s?”, in which he discusses implications of 

the findings of a study of the Jews of New York, sponsored by the city’s UJA-Federation. The author feels 

that a number of assumptions about the Jewish community, at least in New York, have been shown to 

be mistaken, according to the findings of the study. With respect to charitable giving, he writes,  

 

Fragmentation is undermining not only empathy among Jews, but also social solidarity. 

This is especially evident in patterns of Jewish giving. Though 70 percent of Jewish 

households in New York claim to contribute to non-sectarian causes, only 58 percent 

gave to any Jewish cause, and a paltry 24 percent reported that they made a gift to UJA-

Federation…Among the wealthiest (those with incomes of more than $250,000 a year) a 

quarter report making no gifts to Jewish causes whatsoever. Among those earning 

between $150,000 and $250,000, the figure rises to 29 percent. These numbers are 

even more skewed when we consider patterns among Jews under the age of 50: 40 

percent of non-Orthodox Jews in this demographic report they had not given a dime to 

any Jewish cause since the previous year. The much lauded “miracle of Jewish giving” 

                                                           
10

 In the next paragraph, Dr. Burns strongly advocates genetic testing due to the dangers that result from countless 
generations of  Jewish inbreeding.  
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pronounced by Fortune magazine in the 1960’s to describe robust contributions by Jews 

to care for their own has now been rechanneled into ever larger sums of Jewish money 

flowing to nonsectarian causes and away from Jewish needs.  

 

So while on the one hand, biological advances are making clear the interconnection among Jews, 

changing cultural and social patterns that have resulted in increasing polarization within the Jewish 

community, has led to Jews hardly acting as family with respect to Jewish causes and the Jewish needy. 

It would seem to me that Jews who are made aware of and internalize the concept of Arvut, per force 

have to reconsider their patterns of giving Tzedaka as well as reaching out to Jews in need.  

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

  


