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As a rabbinic intern at Larchmont Temple, I learned a piece of sage wisdom that stayed with me 

for decades: be careful of superfluous terms like “meaningful” or “spiritual” when speaking. It 

was the advice from one of the finest intellects in the Reform Movement, Cantor Edward 

Graham z”l, in addition to being a cantor, he was also a professor of English at SUNY Maritime 

as well as the American Conference of Cantors’ representative for creating our Reform Jewish 

prayer books. For him, the word “meaningful” was shallow. It cried out for more explanation—is 

it relevant to our lives? Say how; is it inspiring—tell us what emotions it triggers and why; is it 

intellectually stimulating? Use it as part of an internal dialect… how does this idea make one 

grow or develop? 

I think about his pearl of wisdom when describing the cataclysmic event of this week’s parasha.  

The splitting of the Red Sea is the moment of redemption for the Israelites. It is the essence of a 

“meaningful” and “spiritual” encounter for us. Words of Shirat HaYam are on our lips every time 

we pray. Its epic poetry flows so easily and with such emotion as we chant “Mi Chamocha 

ba’alim Adoani—who is You God among all that is worshipper? Who is like You with awesome 

and splendor?”  

Why is it “meaningful” and “spiritual”? Using Cantor Graham’s definition: it is relevant because 

it makes us plant our feet solidly in the present to stand in awe and acknowledge that God IS 

present. It encouraged our ancestors to move forward as it inspires us to embrace the joy of 

God’s deliverance as a catalyst to reach a deeper understanding of God. It is stimulating for us to 

build on a transactional encounter that leads to redemption by transforming us into a people and 

granting us opportunities to recognize the viability of God in our lives.  

Az yashir Moshe u’venei Yisrael….  Then Moses and the children of Israel sang. [Exodus 15:1] 

Levi Yitzhak of Berditchev [d. 1809] say the need to sing this way: “The primary experience we 

have is joy. So why feel compelled to speak and sing when we are joyful? Because joy is felt 

only a short time but when we turn it into song or words, it expands!” Just as Cantor Graham 

challenged the young rabbi to use his words to expand and expound on a concept, Levi Yitzhak 

wrote that voices let the joy flow from the sound thus permitting joy to fill other parts of the 



world. Cantor Graham challenges the intellect to pour forth and it is given credence through 

others hearing the words; Levi Yitzhak wrote to the joy expanding beyond the self. 

Such sentiments are found in Kabbalistic interpretations of the creation motif. After the chaos 

and unformed-ness of the world was transformed into the earth and the heavens, Torah speaks of 

the heavenly firmament, called HaRakia. The broad expanse of the universe conveys calm and 

order. It is echoed in Psalm 118:5 as it is phrased this way: “In distress, I called on the LORD; 

the Lord answered me and brought me relief.” The word for distress used in the text also coveys 

a sense of “narrowness”—meitzeir; the word for “brought relief” is merchav—broad in width.  

The joy of the moment, the power of a sacred encounter, the glimpse of the divine revelation – 

these are awesome moments that make us aware and alive and connected. But note—they don’t 

have to make us conform to what others would do when faced with such a moment. Author Leo 

Strauss wrote: “genuine fidelity to a tradition is not the same as a literalist traditionalism, and is 

in fact, incompatible with it. It consists in preserving not simply the tradition, but the continuity 

of the tradition.” True moments of a sacred nature will compel us to feel and our response will be 

genuine if it is an authentic response from within! 

What does all this mean? As Cantor Graham taught—don’t be superfluous at moments of great 

awe; challenge yourself to aspire for great depth and awe. Like Levi Yitzhak, let this pour out 

from your being, just as the Israelites did when they sang on the shores of the Red Sea. Like Leo 

Strauss, give yourself the permission to create an authentic response to it all when you permit 

yourself to be….. 


