
5781 – Deuteronomy 3-7 - V’etchanan (And I pleaded) 
 

A Psychotherapist's Shema in Auschwitz1 
 

Shema Yisrael Hashem Elokeinu Hashem Echad ... Listen Israel, G-d is 
our L-rd, G-d is One.—DEUTERONOMY 6:4  

These words, a highlight of our daily prayers, express powerful pearls of 
faith. They have been whispered throughout the ages, in times of grave 
challenge, in dark hidden cellars, by those breathing their last breath, at 
an auto da fé (i.e., the burning of a heretic) in Spain or in a gas chamber 
in Nazi Germany.  
These are also words of hope and happiness, sung in joy while celebrating 
significant milestones.  
But I didn't expect to read these Hebrew words in a timeless best-selling 
classic, a book on psychology that has been touted by the Library of Con-
gress as one of the ten most influential books in America. 
 
Man's Search for Meaning by Viktor Frankl2 has sold more than twelve 
million copies worldwide. Frankl describes his experiences in the Nazi 
concentration camps. But more than his travails, he writes as a psycholo-
gist about what gave him the strength to survive.  
Frankl poignantly describes how prisoners who gave up on life and hope 
for a future were inevitably the first to die. They died less from lack of 
food than from lack of something to live for. By contrast, Frankl kept 
himself alive by thinking of his wife and dreaming of lecturing about 
how his experiences reinforced what was already a central part of his 
thesis before entering the camps—that the primary motivational force 
of every person is a search for meaning.  
A strong underlying thread is the strength, fortitude, and love that he 
drew from his faith.  
He writes: "G-d is not dead, not even ‘after Auschwitz.’ For belief in G-d is 
unconditional or it is not belief at all. If it is unconditional, it will stand 
and face the fact that six million died in the Nazi Holocaust; if it is not 

 
1 Chana Weisberg, Shabbat deLights, Vayikra/Bamidbar/Devarim, (Chabad.org), 

pp. 221-225. 
2 Viktor Emil Frankl (1905–1997) was an Austrian neurologist, psychiatrist, philos-

opher, author, and Holocaust survivor. He was the founder of logotherapy, a 
school of psychotherapy which describes a search for a life meaning as the cen-
tral human motivational force. Logotherapy is part of existential and humanistic 
psychology theories. Logotherapy was recognized as the third school of 
Viennese Psychotherapy. The first school by Sigmund Freud, and the second 
school by Alfred Adler. Frankl published 39 books. The autobiographical Man's 
Search for Meaning, a best-selling book, is based on his experiences in various 
Nazi concentration camps. 

unconditional then it will fall away if only a single innocent child has 
to die ..."  
Shortly after arriving at Auschwitz, Frankl was stripped of his most pre-
cious possession—a manuscript that was his life's work, which he had 
hidden in his coat pocket. Realizing that the odds of his survival were 
small, "no more than one in twenty-eight," he had what he describes as 
"perhaps his deepest experience in the concentration camps."  
"I had to undergo and overcome the loss of my mental child. And now it 
seemed as if nothing and no one would survive me; neither a physical nor a 
mental child of my own. So I found myself confronted with the question 
whether under such circumstances my life was ultimately void of meaning.  
"An answer to this question with which I was wrestling so passionately 
was already in store for me ... This was the case when I had to surrender 
my clothes and in turn inherited the worn-out rags of an inmate who had 
already been sent to the gas chamber ... Instead of the many pages of my 
manuscript, I found in a pocket of the newly acquired coat one single 
page torn out of a Hebrew prayer book, containing the most important 
Jewish prayer, ShemaYisrael.  
"How should I have interpreted such a "coincidence" other than as a chal-
lenge to live my thoughts instead of merely putting them on paper?"  
And then in the concluding sentence, Frankl again draws on this timeless 
proclamation of faith.  
"Our generation is realistic, for we have come to know man as he really is. 
After all, man is that being who invented the gas chambers of Auschwitz; 
however, he is also that being who entered those gas chambers upright 
with ... the Shema Yisrael on his lips." 
 
What is it about the Shema Yisrael prayer that has inspired so many 
through the most trying of times and has provided such meaning and 
purpose to help us survive even the most despairing circumstances?  
I think aside from its simple assertion of belief in a single, higher power 
and the deep mystical meaning hidden within the words of this special 
prayer, there are four key psychological elements that have made it our 
bedrock of faith:  
1) Relevance: Listen, Israel—A religion or way of life cannot start and end 

with theories; it must also address the humanness within us. The 
Shema does not begin in the realm of ideology, in the heavens, with a 
depersonalized statement of faith. It speaks by addressing each and 
every one of us. Listen, Israel, listen to this message, and make it a 
part of your being, because this is not speaking above you, not at 
you, but calling to you.  



2) Belonging: The Shema prayer is in plural ("our G-d" and not "my G-d"), 
spoken as a collective group, addressing us all as Israelites. Human be-
ings have a need to identify with one another. We gain strength from 
one another and fortitude from being a part of something greater 
than ourselves. More attractive than ideology is a sense of belonging 
to one extended family—despite barriers. That sense of community is 
one of our strongest assets.  

3) Personalization: G-d is our G-d. G-d is “ours.” G-d, Who is transcen-
dental and infinite, is also our personal G-d, Who is with us at every 
moment in time, holding us in times of celebration as well as times 
of despair. G-d is not just an objective ruler, creating and regulating 
the cosmos. He is "ours," near to us, subjectively understanding the 
deepest part of ourselves, more than we do.  

4) Individuality: As much as we need a sense of belonging and communi-
ty, we must not negate our individual differences. The Shema state-
ment ends with the words "G-d is one" (rather than G-d is "singular" or 
"alone"). One, the first of the numbers, teaches that G-d is present 
within the diversity of the world. While conformity stunts growth, 
the "oneness of G-d" should empower us to discover and cultivate the 
G-dly oneness and uniqueness within each of us. 

 
A basis of Frankl's theory is that forces beyond our control can take away 
everything we possess except one thing—our freedom to choose how we 
will respond to the situation.  
After describing the anguish of his experiences in Auschwitz, Frankl con-
cludes his personal memoir: "The crowning experience of all, for the 
homecoming man, is the wonderful feeling that after all he has suffered, 
there is nothing he need fear anymore—except his G-d."  
That can become our most empowering credo. 
 
1. Frankl poignantly describes how prisoners who gave up on life and hope 

for a future were inevitably the first to die. They died less from lack of 
food than from lack of something to live for.  
a. ִתְקָוה (tikvah)—to wait for with eager expectation, hope, cord. 

1) Joshua 2:15-18 
15So (Rehab) let (the spies) down by a rope through the window, 
for the house she lived in was part of the city wall. 16She said to 
them, "Go to the hills so the pursuers will not find you. Hide 
yourselves there three days until they return, and then go on 
your way." 17Now the men had said to her, "This oath you made 
us swear will not be binding on us 18unless, when we enter the 
land, you have tied this scarlet cord (tikvat) in the window 

through which you let us down, and unless you have brought 
your father and mother, your brothers and all your family into 
your house.  

2) Hatikva (“The Hope”)—the Israeli National Anthem  
As long as in the heart within, 
The Jewish soul yearns, 
And toward the eastern edges, onward, 
An eye gazes toward Zion.  
Our hope is not yet lost, 
The hope that is two-thousand years old, 
To be a free nation in our land, 
The Land of Zion and Jerusalem.  
a) Psalm 137:1-6 

1By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept when we remembered 
Zion ... 3for there our captors asked us for songs ... they said, 
"Sing us one of the songs of Zion!" 4How can we sing the songs 
of the LORD while in a foreign land? 5If I forget you, Jerusalem, 
may my right hand forget its skill. 6May my tongue cling to 
the roof of my mouth if I do not remember you, if I do not 
consider Jerusalem my highest joy.  

3) Hebrews 6:13-19 
13When God made his promise to Abraham, since there was no 
one greater for him to swear by, he swore by himself, 14saying, "I 
will surely bless you and give you many descendants." 15And so 
after waiting patiently, Abraham received what was promised. 
16People swear by someone greater than themselves, and the 
oath confirms what is said and puts an end to all argument. 
17Because God wanted to make the unchanging nature of his 
purpose very clear to the heirs of what was promised, he con-
firmed it with an oath. 18God did this so that, by two un-
changeable things (i.e., the promise and the oath) in which it is 
impossible for God to lie, we who have fled to take hold of the 
hope set before us may be greatly encouraged. 19We have this 
hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure ... 

 
2. For belief in G-d is unconditional or it is not belief at all. If it is uncondi-

tional, it will stand and face the fact that six million died in the Nazi 
Holocaust; if it is not unconditional then it will fall away if only a single 
innocent child has to die ..."  
a. Job 13:15-16 

15Though he slay me, yet will I hope in him; I will surely defend 
my ways to his face. 16Indeed, this will turn out for my deliverance, 
for no godless person would dare come before him! 



1) Psalm 23:4 
4Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I will fear no 
evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort 
me.  

2) Proverbs 14:32 
32When calamity comes, the wicked are brought down, but even 
in death the righteous seek refuge in God.  

3) Isaiah 12:2 
2Surely God is my salvation; I will trust and not be afraid. The 
LORD, the LORD himself, is my strength and my defense ; he 
has become my salvation."  

4) Romans 8:38-39 
38For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels 
nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 
39neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will 
be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Messiah 
Yeshua our Lord.  

5) 2Timothy 1:12 
That is why I am suffering as I am. Yet this is no cause for 
shame, because I know whom I have believed, and am convinced 
that he is able to guard what I have entrusted to him until that 
day.  

b. “All affairs of this world are severe and evil, and wicked men prevail ...” 
(Tanya,3 part 1, ch. 6)  
No one who is even minimally acquainted with world history, and 
marginally aware of current events, is likely to take issue with this 
assertion by the chassidic master Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi. 
Its stark accuracy underlies one of the most disturbing questions 
in the annals of religious thought. Why should, and how could, the 
world be this way? The cruelty, violence and pain that permeate 
earthly life present no difficulty at all for atheists, nihilists or pa-
gans. Anyone else, however, must square such a world with a lov-
ing, merciful, just, all-wise Creator.4  

 
3 The Tanya is an early work of Hasidic philosophy, by Rabbi Shneur Zalman of 

Liadi, the founder of Chabad Hasidism, first published in 1796. Its formal title is 
Likkutei Amarim ("collection of statements"), but is more commonly known by 
its opening word, Tanya, which means "it was taught in a beraita (a tradition in 
Jewish teaching ‘outside’ of the Mishnah)". It is composed of five sections that 
define Hasidic mystical psychology and theology as a handbook for daily spir-
itual life in Jewish observance. 

4 https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/2094/jewish/The-Evolution-of-
Evil.htm 

This most distressing and demanding challenge to religious faith is 
constantly nurtured by a seemingly endless progression of individ-
ual suffering and horrendous historical upheavals. It is the subject 
of an entire book of scripture, Job; more recently, it has been as-
signed its own special title, “theodicy” (the vindication of divine 
goodness and providence in view of the existence of evil) reflecting 
its pivotal status in modern religious philosophy.  
For most of us, however, this classic quandary usually assumes a 
somewhat more prosaic form. Why do bad things happen to good 
people? Where was G-d during the Crusades, the Holocaust, the 
Hebron pogrom (the organized massacre of Jews in Russia), etc.? 
How could G-d allow the Black Plague to happen? How can G-d tol-
erate, much less sustain, the likes of Hitler or Stalin? 
There are no answers to these questions, and misguided at-
tempts at explaining them away invariably result in embarrassed 
retreats, waffling, and covering oneself with obvious platitudes 
regarding G-d’s inscrutability. The subject is simply beyond us, 
and the questions are best left alone.  
Chassidic teaching, however, does not leave them alone. Since the 
Torah is the foundation of all of existence, its inner facet, Chassid-
ism, has the power to reveal G-dly purpose and grace within 
life’s harshest realities. There are indeed no ultimate “answers.” 
Chassidism, however, does not offer answers, but rather insights 
that recast the questions in a broader, more sophisticated context, 
and that reveal layers of meaning in life’s long chain of seemingly 
random insults. 

 
3. "How should I have interpreted such a "coincidence" other than as a chal-

lenge to live my thoughts instead of merely putting them on paper?"  
a. Deuteronomy 6:4 

4Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. 5Love the LORD 
your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all 
your strength.  
 hear, listen to, obey (i.e., not just—(sha-ma) ָׁשַמע .f (sh’ma) ְׁשַמע (1

hear with your ears, but “hear” with your heart).  
2) Matthew 11:15 

15Whoever has ears, let them hear. 
 
4. ... there are four key psychological elements that have made (the Sh’ma) 

our bedrock of faith:  
1) Relevance: Listen, Israel—A religion or way of life cannot start and 

end with theories; it must also address the humanness within us. 
The Shema does not begin in the realm of ideology, in the heavens, 



with a depersonalized statement of faith. It speaks by addressing 
each and every one of us. Listen, Israel, listen to this message, and 
make it a part of your being, because this is not speaking above 
you, not at you, but calling to you.  
a) Acts 17:22-31 

22Paul then stood up in the meeting of the Areopagus and said: 
"People of Athens! I see that in every way you are very religious. 
23For as I walked around and looked carefully at your objects of 
worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: TO AN 
UNKNOWN GOD. So you are ignorant of the very thing you wor-
ship—and this is what I am going to proclaim to you. 24 "The God 
who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven 
and earth and does not live in temples built by human hands. 
25And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed any-
thing. Rather, he himself gives everyone life and breath and 
everything else. 26From one man he made all the nations, that 
they should inhabit the whole earth; and he marked out their 
appointed times in history and the boundaries of their lands. 
27God did this so that they would seek him and perhaps reach 
out for him and find him, though he is not far from any one of 
us. 28'For in him we live and move and have our being.' As 
some of your own poets have said, 'We are his offspring.' 

29"Therefore since we are God's offspring, we should not 
think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone—an im-
age made by human design and skill. 30In the past God over-
looked such ignorance, but now he commands all people every-
where to repent. 31For he has set a day when he will judge the 
world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has given 
proof of this to everyone by raising him from the dead."  

2) Belonging: The Shema prayer is in plural ("our G-d" and not "my G-
d"), spoken as a collective group, addressing us all as Israelites. 
Human beings have a need to identify with one another. We gain 
strength from one another and fortitude from being a part of 
something greater than ourselves. More attractive than ideology is 
a sense of belonging to one extended family—despite barriers. That 
sense of community is one of our strongest assets.  
a) Ephesians 2:11-16 

11Therefore, remember that ... 12at that time you (Gentiles) were 
separate from Messiah, excluded from citizenship in Israel and 
foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and 
without God in the world. 13But now in Messiah Yeshua you 
who once were far away have been brought near by the blood of 
Messiah. 14For he himself is our peace, who has made the two 

groups one and has destroyed the barrier (i.e., the mechitza), 
the dividing wall of hostility ... 16and in one body to reconcile 
both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to 
death their hostility.  
1] The mechitza was the “barrier” on the Temple mount that 

separated the Court of the Gentiles from the Court of Israel.  
b. Matthew 28:19 

19Therefore go and make disciples of all nations ...  
1] Yeshua, the Jewish Messiah is telling his Jewish disciples to 

“make disciples of all nations” (i.e., of all Gentiles)—he is 
NOT telling Gentile Christians to make “converts” among 
Jews.  

2] Exodus 19:5-6 
5Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of 
all nations you will be my treasured possession. Although the 
whole earth is mine, 6you will be for me a kingdom of priests 
and a holy nation.' These are the words you are to speak to 
the Israelites."  

3) Personalization: G-d is our G-d. G-d is “ours.” G-d, Who is transcen-
dental and infinite, is also our personal G-d, Who is with us at every 
moment in time, holding us in times of celebration as well as 
times of despair. G-d is not just an objective ruler, creating and 
regulating the cosmos. He is "ours," near to us, subjectively under-
standing the deepest part of ourselves, more than we do.  
a) Psalm 139:1-18 

1For the director of music. Of David. A psalm. You have searched 
me, LORD, and you know me. 2You know when I sit and when I 
rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar. 3You discern my go-
ing out and my lying down; you are familiar with all my ways. 
4Before a word is on my tongue you, LORD, know it completely. 
5You hem me in behind and before, and you lay your hand upon 
me. 6Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, too lofty for me to 
attain. 7Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from 
your presence? 8If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make 
my bed in the depths, you are there. 9If I rise on the wings of the 
dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, 10even there your hand 
will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast. 11If I say, "Sure-
ly the darkness will hide me and the light become night around 
me," 12even the darkness will not be dark to you; the night will 
shine like the day, for darkness is as light to you. 13For you creat-
ed my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother's 
womb. 14I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully 



made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well. 15My frame 
was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place, 
when I was woven together in the depths of the earth. 16Your eyes 
saw my unformed body; all the days ordained for me were written 
in your book before one of them came to be. 17How precious to 
me are your thoughts, God! How vast is the sum of them! 18Were I 
to count them, they would outnumber the grains of sand—when I 
awake, I am still with you.  

4) Individuality: As much as we need a sense of belonging and commu-
nity, we must not negate our individual differences. The Shema 
statement ends with the words "G-d is one" (rather than G-d is "sin-
gular" or "alone"). One, the first of the numbers, teaches that G-d is 
present within the diversity of the world. While conformity stunts 
growth, the "oneness of G-d" should empower us to discover and 
cultivate the G-dly oneness and uniqueness within each of us.  
a) Romans 12:3-8 

3For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not 
think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think 
of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the faith 
God has distributed to each of you. 4For just as each of us has 
one body with many members, and these members do not all 
have the same function, 5so in Messiah we, though many, 
form one body, and each member belongs to all the others. 6We 
have different gifts, according to the grace given to each of us. If 
your gift is prophesying, then prophesy in accordance with your 
faith; 7if it is serving, then serve; if it is teaching, then teach; 8if it 
is to encourage, then give encouragement; if it is giving, then 
give generously; if it is to lead, do it diligently; if it is to show 
mercy, do it cheerfully.  

b) 1Corinthians 12:12-13 
12Just as a body, though one, has many parts, but all its many 
parts form one body, so it is with Messiah. 13For we were all 
(immersed) by one Spirit so as to form one body—whether Jews 
or Gentiles, slave or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to 
drink. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


