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As much as the division of the Torah into Parshiot precedes Moses Maimonides by many years, the 
consolidation and unification of the system of parshiot has been attributed to Maimonides.  
 
Today, this system has been universally adopted. We, at TBI, as many other Conservative Synagogues, 
have adopted what is called the triennial system, which is based on the same concept of weekly 
parshiot. Furthermore, Maimonides halakhic decision incorporates the dictum that if a Torah scroll 
doesn’t follow the accepted division into Parshiot, that will render that scroll pasul (or non-Kosher-not 
fit to be used for ritual purposes).  
 
So, first, we find a practical reason for this division into Parshiot, and, second, a content related reason 
as well, although this last one is much more tenuous.  
 
The practical reason is the need for a system that will provide an effective way for us to read the Torah 
throughout the year in order for the beginning and the conclusion of the reading of the whole scroll to 
coincide with Simkhat Torah. 
 
The content related reason is much weaker because as much as it is true that a new Torah portion opens 
a new subject, not every new subject determines the beginning of a new parsha. As a matter of fact, 
most parshiot contain more than one subject.  
 
This week’s Torah portion is an excellent example of the contrast between different subjects. More than 
that, totally opposite moods. 
 
The parsha opens with a historic turn of events: BeShalakh, when Pharaoh let the people go! The 
pleading and the back and forth are over! The Israelites are free!  
 
This majestic moment is manifest by the Israelites leaving Egypt: “Thus the Lord delivered Israel that day 
from the Egyptians.” And this is marked by a climactic moment in the narrative: Shirat Hayiam – The 
Song of the Sea. This moment is such a central moment in the history of the Jewish people that these 
words, in order to highlight the distinctiveness and uniqueness of this moment, have been incorporated 
into our liturgy (both morning and evening services).  
 
The whole nation is singing and celebrating and dancing and praising God for the miraculous 
deliverance! No soul, absolutely no one is left out! There is no blaming, there is no criticism. There is 
sheer acceptance and celebration. There is inclusiveness. Together with the Song of the Sea, the biblical 
text records the Song of Myriam. Everyone is part of this celebration! No one is left out. No one is angry. 
No disgruntled members within this vast multitude! (This is the real miracle!) 
 
But the sense of awe and the celebration of the miracle don’t last too long. Only three days later, the 
exact opposite happens. Everything seems to fall apart. At the crossing of the sea, we all promised to be 
faithful to God and to act, to function as a unit. Only three days later, the complaints start. The 
complaints turn into a major issue. “If only we had died by the hand of the Lord in the land of Egypt…” 
(Exodus 16:3) 
 



What happened? In this same Parsha, right next to each other, we have the ‘high’ of the crossing of the 
Sea of Reeds and freedom and we have the ‘low’ of the Israelites bitterly complaining and claiming that 
it would have been better to die in the land of Egypt.  
 
How do we merge the ‘high’ and the ‘low’? 
 
There are no magic recipes. There are no magic formulas. Furthermore, there are those who will claim 
that we appreciate clarity because we experience darkness, that we appreciate joy because we 
experience sadness, that we appreciate togetherness because we have experienced loneliness. 
 
Since the beginning of this pandemic, we have been feeling an increasing sense of loneliness. We cannot 
spend time with each other in the same space. We have to be careful for our own health and the health 
of others. 
 
At the same time, we are aware, in spite of the pandemic, of how much TBI can still offer us. TBI is our 
center. TBI symbolizes the strong rooting of our Jewish values and practice. 
 
Speaking about ‘highs’ and ‘lows’ we want our TBI community to always bring to us positive and 
uplifting experiences. We want TBI to be an agent for the ‘highs’ in our lives. If and when that is not the 
case, let’s double our efforts to become a source of inspiration and join in, singing songs of joy and 
celebration! 
 
Shabbat Shalom and Happy Shabbat Shirah! 
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