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Deuteronomy 11:18-21, 26-29 

“Write These Words” 
I recently read a funny little story about something that happened at a church one Sunday in Advent.  

The children of the church were rehearsing for the annual Christmas pageant.  The toddlers were 

dressed as lambs, with wooly ears and caps.  The angels wandered aimlessly, wings drooping as they 

awaited their turn to enter the stage.  And the stars of the show, Mary and Joseph, were being arranged 

at the front, a scene that was made all the more perfect by a plastic baby doll that had played Jesus for 

decades.  As all of this was taking place, a little shepherd took notice and shouted out, “Wait a second, 

wait a second.  Do you mean to tell me we are going to do exactly the same story we did last?”  (Lillian 

Daniels, Feasting on the Word, Year A, Volume 1, page 410) 

Well, in today’s Old Testament passage we are told that these stories matter.  Not only should we 

rehearse them over and over again; we should take them into our hearts; bind them on our hands, and 

fix them as an emblem on our foreheads.  And, we’re told we need to teach these words to our children, 

passing the wisdom down from one generation to the next. 

So what are these words we are to take to heart?  They are none other than the Shema, "Hear, O Israel! 

The LORD our God, the LORD is one! You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all 

your soul, and with all your might" (Deuteronomy 6:4-5).  The Shema (named after the first word in the 

verse, shema, Hebrew for "hear") stands at the heart of Jewish faith. It is as familiar to the average Jew 

as the Lord's Prayer is to the average Christian.  And as many of us may know, these words sound 

familiar, because when asked what the most important commandment was, Jesus said: the Shema.  

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.” 

So this story from Deuteronomy, which we only hear on very rare occasions, is a very important 

reminder that these words are to be constantly in our line of vision because every day, in a hundred 

different ways, we decide whether God alone is Lord and whether we will love God with all our heart, 

and soul and might.  Will we worship God, or will we worship others gods, like the god of consumerism, 

or the god of get-ahead-at-all-costs, or the god of me-first.  And will we love God with all our heart and 

soul and might, or will we love other things more?  You get the gist.  Every day, in 100 different ways, we 

answer those questions. 

When Moses spoke these words to the Israelites, they were some of the last words he spoke to them.  

In this passage, he’s addressing a small number of people who had survived the exodus, but for the most 

part he’s talking to people that were born during the wilderness part of the exodus-which as you may 

know lasted 4o years.  So not everyone there knew what it was like to live as a slave in Egypt.  Some of 

them had no memory of that, which made them-well, let’s just say that it made them more susceptible 

to worshipping other gods.  So they needed the reminder of the Shema, because this isn’t the first time 

Moses had told the people to write the Shema on their hearts.  He told them 40 years prior to this, 

when they started the journey to the Promised Land, to keep God at the forefront of their lives.  He’d 



covered this terrain before in the books of Exodus, Numbers and Leviticus.  But Moses had been around 

long enough to know that people forget, and the temptation to love stuff other than God with our heart, 

soul and might is strong.  Moses knew that the people struggled to keep the Shema front and center.  

There were times they fell of the wagon, so to speak.  “So,” Moses said, “In order to prevent that from 

happening again, keep these words in a place you can’t avoid.  Put them in a place you’ll see, so you’ll 

never forget to keep the Shema.”   

Plus, Moses wasn’t going into the Promised Land with them.  Joshua would lead them once they crossed 

over.  So Moses wanted to give them one last reminder before they go.  Sort of like a parent reminds his 

or her child, “Don’t forget to talk to your teacher . . .” Or, “Don’t forget your lunch,” or “Don’t forget to 

call me,” before they head out the door, Moses reminds the people one last time, “You shall put these 

words of mine on your heart and soul.” 

To this day, many Jews keep the Shema front and center, just as Moses had instructed.  Very traditional 

Jews wear what is known as phylacteries, which is a small leather box worn on the forehead with bands 

then wrapped around ones’ arms and hands.  Others put a mezuzah on their front door post and put 

inside that a scroll with the Shema written on it.  I can remember staying at the King David Hotel in 

Jerusalem and there being a mezuzah at the doorpost of every hotel room.  Going out and coming in the 

commandment was there and visible for all to see and to live by.   

I’m guessing that most of us don’t have a mezuzah nailed to our front door, but we have other things we 

keep or wear to remind us of something important.  The popular WWJD, “What Would Jesus Do” 

jewelry comes to mind.  This is a reminder to stop and remember.  A cross necklace is a reminder.  But 

we wear other, non-religious reminders of things we want to remember.  The rubber bracelets people 

wear for certain causes come to mind, as do the various colored ribbons people pin on their shirts or 

affix to their car bumper.  I’ve also heard it said that most tattoos people get are a reminder or 

symbolism of something important.   

But even with all of these reminders we can forget, and with the exception of the tattoos, we can take 

them off, and like the Israelites we fall off the wagon and stumble and worship other gods, like the god 

of consumerism, or the god of get-ahead-at-all-costs, or the god of me-first 

Garrison Keillor tells a funny story about a time when he first received permission to take his date in the 

family car, alone!  He discovered (upon parking) that his mother had taped Bible verses at key places 

throughout the car (such as behind the visor or in the purse drawer), one of which read: "The wages of 

sin is death"!  

And so, we forget.  We succumb to other gods.  We love other stuff before we love God.  But is it any 

wonder?  It’s a part of our nature to forget.  Heck, the first two words most babies learn to speak 

consistently are “no” and “mine.” You might say that a lot of us go through the rest of our lives saying 

these two words over and over. “No” and “mine.” But the Bible calls us to say “yes” and “yours,” or at 

least “ours.” From the very beginning, from as far back as Moses, biblical religion calls us out of 

ourselves into something bigger, broader, more beautiful.  "Hear, O Israel! The LORD our God, the LORD 

is one! You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 

might."    (“For the Love of God”, John Buchanan, November 5, 2006) 

So how do we love God with our heart and soul and might? 



Well, loving God with all our heart and soul and might is a sensual, tactile and physical thing. We do it by 

filling backpacks with food, or prepping meals at Food Outreach, or schlepping electronics at Go Sunday, 

or digging a community garden, or cooking a meal or washing the dishes for someone who needs an 

extra hand. You do it staying with it, past weariness, until the job is done: rocking the baby, changing the 

diaper, reading the story when you can barely keep your eyes open. You love God with all your heart 

and soul and might when you care for your aging parent, brother, or sister, when you stay late to finish 

the job, the surgery, the case, the deal, when you go over it one more time to get it right. You love God 

with all your heart and soul and might when you do what God has called you to do, what God has gifted 

you to do, with everything in you.  (“For the Love of God”, John Buchanan, November 5, 2006) 

That’s how we love God with our heart and soul and might. 

And Moses promises us that when we do this our reward in this life will be great; we will be blessed.  

Does this mean that everything will always go as planned?  No, it doesn’t.  We need to be careful not to 

oversimplify the passage; most of us know that bad things can happen to good people.  But, I do think 

there is a level of sanity and safety and serenity to be gained from aligning our lives with God, and not 

just because it’s good for me or makes me feel better, but because it makes my neighbor feel better, 

too. 

For you see, and I know you know this but we all need the reminder, our actions, individual or 

corporate, matter.  Each of us through the decisions we make day in and day out make society stronger 

and better or weaker and crueler.  We get to choose whether we will hear and follow the Shema and 

keep it in our line of vision, or whether we’ll side step it and worship other gods withour  hearts and 

souls and might. 

Fred Craddock, a well-known preacher and teacher, once said: We think giving our all to the Lord is like 

taking a $1,000 bill and laying it on the table—here’s my life Lord, I’m giving it all! But the reality for 

most of us is that God sends us to the bank and has us cash in that $1,000 bill for a big sack of quarters. 

Most of us go through life putting in .25 cents here and .50 cents here.  In other words, in a hundred 

different ways, every day, most of them small, we decide whether God alone is Lord and whether we 

will love God with all our heart, and soul and might.  Will we worship God, or will we worship other 

gods.  And will we love God with all our heart and soul and might, or will we love other things more?  

Every day, in different ways, we answer those questions.  And sometimes we get it right, and sometimes 

we don’t. 

Which is why Moses knew we would need the reminder.   

You shall put these words of mine in your heart and soul, and you shall bind them as sign on your hand, 

and fix them as an emblem on your forehead.  Teach them to oyur children, talking about them when 

you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise.  Write them on the 

doorposts of your house and on your gates, so that your days and the days of your children may be 

multiplied in the land that the Lord swore to your ancestors to give them, as long as the heavens are 

above the earth. 

Amen. 

 



 


