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This week’s Parasha, Vaethanan, is arguably one of the richest and most beautifully written portions in the book of Deuteronomy.  The Parasha begins with Moses’ begging God to be allowed to enter the Promised Land and God’s stern refusal to consider Moses’ plea.  Moses then addresses the people with a long speech urging them to heed the voice of God and to be deceived by the temptation of idol worship.  Moses then recounts the giving of the Ten Commandments of which a slightly different version is included in the Parasha.  Following the recalling of the experience at Sinai, Moses urges the people to learn the laws and mitzvoth, to teach them to their children and to fear God. It is in this section that we find the Shma Yisrael and the mitzvah to love God.   The portion concludes with instructions not to intermarry with the Canaanites when the people settle the land.  Moses tells the people that God has chosen them not because they are many or because they are superior.  God has chosen because of His love for us.  Because God loves us we should learn, teach, and perform His commandments.

A reoccurring theme of the portion is the idea that God stands alone.  There is no other, only God.  For instance, in chapter 4:35, Moses says, “You have been shown to know that the Lord alone is God, there is none beside Him.”   

אתה הראת לדעת כי ה הוא האלקים אין עוד מלבדו

Not surprisingly this verse shows up in the Siddur as the lead verse we say on Simchat Torah when we take the Sifrei Torah out of the ark.  A few verses later we read this verse:

וידעת היום והשבת אל לבבך כי ה הוא האלקים בשמים ממעל ועל הארץ מתחת אין עוד
"Know therefore this day and keep in mind that the Lord alone is God in heaven above and on earth below; there is no other." (Dvarim/ Deuteronomy 4:39)
You may recall that this verse concludes the first paragraph of the Aleinu.  These verses and the prayers emphasize the uniqueness of the people Israel and uniqueness of our belief in God.  There may be other gods, but we believe in only one.  Moses tirelessly warns the people not to worship other gods because there is no other but God.  Thus the plain meaning of Adonai Ehad in the Shma is “God Alone.”   Adonai is our god and He stands alone.  We worship Him and Him alone.   

The final words of the first paragraph of Aleinu- ein od- literally mean "no other" or "nothing else", or "nothing but this.” Again, when you look at the verse in its Biblical context, Moshe is warning the people not to make the theological mistake of assigning the different parts of nature- heaven and earth- to different gods or lesser powers than the One who is the Source of all realms. The mystical stream of Jewish thought has interpreted ein od- "no other"- more radically: there is nothing else but God. Heaven, earth, animals, plants, seas, stars, people.  It's all God, all connected, all ultimately One. The goal of religious practice is to learn to perceive this unity in a world of infinite diversity and complexity, and to let those experiences transform us into more compassionate, connected, less ego-bound beings. 

You might object that this week’s portion is not at all about the unity of the cosmos:  it's about how the Jewish people have a unique mission and obligations. To which I would reply: of course Judaism is a unique spiritual path, and it's uniquely suited for Jews because of our shared history and spiritual inheritance, but the deepest experiences of Judaism also open one up to the awareness of connection and surrender to . . . well. . . there's no other way to put it except: ein od. We delve deep into a particular tradition in order to see the interconnection of all things, just as we delve deep into a language in order to understand poetry and song. 

We can't write a love poem, which is a universal thing, without using a particular language. Similarly, the mystical understanding of our Parasha and the Shma teaches us that if we want to understand, through deep experience, that God is One, there is no other, then we must delve deep into our specific practices of mitzvah, study, and community, which pry us from solipsism and open up the heart to connection and love. Our verse says: know and take to heart, that is, know in your intellect but let your heart be changed when you feel deeply that what we call God is right here, filling the cosmos, there is no other.  
I believe there are ethical ramifications to this mystical reading of the oneness of God.  If the universe is the face of God, as some mystical masters teach, then everything in the universe has a dimension of holiness to it.  Thus, this means that even the most evil person, who has committed horrendous acts of violence and murder is still created in the image of God.  We still must treat him as a person with a Neshama, with a soul, deserving our respect, who needs to be held accountable for his or her actions.  The mystical view that there is nothing, but God, will prevent us from believing that some people are so beyond the pale, that we can do whatever we want to them.  The mystical view then prevents us from demonizing those who may be filled with demons.
In addition, the mystical view that there is nothing, but God, teaches us a reverence for all of God’s creations.  I would think this view would engender in us a new respect and love for God’s creations: the flora and fauna, the sea and its creatures, the air and all that it contains.  By believing that there is nothing but God, we will see that all of nature is interconnected deserving our respect because it too is a manifestation of God’s holiness.   

We are living in a time of painful and bitter divisions within many different societies:  in the United States between Trumpers and anti-Trumpers, between rationalists and conspiracy theorists, between truth and falsehood. In Israel between ultra-orthodox and secularists, between Jews and Palestinians, between protecting minorities and the power of the majority, between the rule of law and rule by might.  It is so tempting to demonize those whom we think only care about power and wielding it.  It is so tempting to demonize the conspiracy mongers and promoters of falsehoods.  It so tempting to write off people whom we think are totally other, out of their minds.  
Our Parasha comes to teach us “Ein Od Milvado,” there is nothing but God Alone.  No matter how different we are from each other, no matter how divided communities have become, the Torah teaches us that we are connected and that we all have the potential to strive for holiness. During these times, especially, we need to heed Moses’ charge.  
It is a custom to close our eyes when we say the Shma.  The reason for that is to help us concentrate that there is nothing but God.  With our eyes open all we see is difference.  With our eyes open it is easy for us to believe that we are all different and there is little that we share in common.  By closing our eyes, we are asked to contemplate that God is one, that there is nothing but God and that God’s entire universe is holy.  

May God give us the insight to understand that we are all connected: there is nothing but God.   Shabbat Shalom.   
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