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Late one evening, a burglar breaks into a house on the presumption that no one is home. 

He tiptoes through the living room, but then freezes in his tracks. Out of nowhere, he 

hears a voice proclaim: “God is watching you!” The burglar doesn’t know quite what do, 

so he starts to inch forward even more gingerly. “God is watching you,” the voice booms 

again. Now the burglar is starting to get a little nervous. He pulls out his flashlight and 

begins to shine it around the room – until, in a dark corner – he spots a bird cage. He 

looks a little more closely and notices a parrot perched comfortably in the center.  

“Was that you who said God is watching me?” the burglar asks incredulously. 

“Yes,” says the parrot. 

The burglar breathes a sigh of relief. “Say – what’s your name?”  

“Moses,” says the bird. 

“Moses? I’ve never heard of anyone naming their pet Moses. What kind of lunatic named 

their parrot Moses?” 

The parrot looks straight at the man and says, “The same lunatic who named their pit bull 

God.” 

 

Parshas Beshalach has been described as a very Jewish parshah because it contains so 

much complaining. Two of these episodes in which this grumbling figures so 

prominently appear to be exactly the same. We all know the famous one: the story of the 

Jewish people at a place called Marah. They’ve escaped the pursuing Egyptian armies by 

dint of the miracles at Yam Suf, but soon they people face a new challenge: 

 וילכו שלושת ימים במדבר ולא מצאו מים.

They journeyed for three days in the wilderness, but couldn’t find any water. The water at 

Marah is simply too bitter to drink.  

The people cry out to Moshe. Moshe davens to Hashem. Hashem performs a miracle and 

the Jewish people are saved.  

 

But then it happens again. Just a few days later, the people come to a place called 

Rephidim, and we get virtually the same story a second time.  

 ואין מים לשתות העם.

The people don’t have water to drink.  

The people cry out to Moshe. Moshe davens to Hashem. Hashem performs a miracle and 

the Jewish people are saved.  

 

I’m not disputing the facts. We have to envision an entire people traveling though a 

dessert. Surely there were issues around shortages of water. But if this narrative recurred 

a dozen times, would the Torah record every incident? What’s the Torah getting at by 

calling our attention to these two particular episodes?    

 

I’d like to suggest that in point of fact – as much as these two narratives appear identical 

– they actually represent polar opposite perspectives on how we view our world. If you 
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look at the text closely, you’ll notice that the story of Marah is a story about a group of 

people looking for a quick fix. There’s a pressing need and the crisis is immediate.  

 

In Rephidim, the opposite is true. Rav Yaakov Tzvi Mecklenberg, the author of  הכתב

 makes a fascinating linguistic observation. The Torah says והקבלה

 ואין מים לשתות העם.

The people had no water to drink. This infinitive form, he says, always connotes 

something ongoing. Like the word זכור – to remember. In the Torah, it doesn’t mean to 

remember something once – it means to remember it in a continuous way.  אין מים לשתות

 means they had no continuous – אין מים לשתית העם – as opposed to the gerund – העם

supply. In fact – there was plenty of water to drink. Their grievance was about tomorrow. 

Moshe – what will we do when our supply of water runs out? 

 

So the miraculous solution isn’t to create a pool of water or make impotable water 

drinkable as Moshe does at Marah. The people have an existing water supply; what they 

want is the certainty that their supply will sustain them well into the future. So Moshe 

strikes a rock that produces a seemingly endless flow of this most precious resource.  

 

Marah and Rephidim highlight two contrary philosophical personas. In the first incident, 

it’s the here-and-now types who raise their voices. The Torah tells us quite explicitly that 

they had traveled for three days with no water. A crisis was looming on day one, yet they 

remained silent. The crisis should have seemed even more immanent on day two, but 

they’re silent yet again. And even on day three, the Torah says they couldn’t drink the 

water because it was too bitter. How did they know? Presumably, they tried it! They 

weren’t willing to declare an emergency until it really was an emergency. These are 

people who live in the present and worry about the now. If the threat is immediate and 

perceptible, they’ll make their voices heard. Short of this, they remain silent. 

 

In the second episode, a different personality type emerges. This time around, the here-

and-now types are absent from the story. They have plenty of water to drink today – so 

they don’t have a care in the world. This time it’s the sleepless planners and the anxiety-

riddled worriers who step to the fore. Yes – they may be fine today. But that’s not 

satisfactory. They want to know that they’ll be ok tomorrow, too.  

 

In our world, we know both typologies: 

• The first is the spontaneous, spur-of-the-moment type who decides at the last 

minute to spend the weekend in Paris. She describes herself as happy-go-lucky 

and carefree. She feels unbounded by time or convention, but probably hasn’t 

thought too much about a life insurance policy or a retirement plan.   

• The second is the über-planner who won’t invest in a new alarm clock without 

first thoroughly researching the field. She prides herself on being eternally 

dependable and a paragon of preparedness. Her vacations and retirement are all 

neatly planned. She considers spontaneity overrated.  

 

The Torah assures us, however, that there is a third way. It’s possible to embrace a course 

that appreciates the strengths of both of these approaches. What’s so telling is that our 
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two stories bookend the centerpiece of our parsha: the narrative of the מן. Because it’s 

this narrative that points to the sweet spot to which these two personas should aspire.  

 

We often conceive of the story of the מן as an innocent lesson in faith. Collect only what 

you need for today and cultivate the requisite אמונה to believe that when you have nothing 

tomorrow, God will provide. But I think it’s actually a little more subtle than this. 

Because there are two concomitant messages that the מן preach.  

 

On the one hand, yes – you need to worry about what is immediate: focus on today and 

when tomorrow arrives, you’ll worry about it then. If you spend too much time preparing 

for the unknown needs of the future, it can be paralyzing and counter-productive. You’ll 

be so busy worrying about that which is beyond your control that you’ll fail to appreciate 

all that you have right now.   

 

On the other hand, every Friday – you’ll need to think about both today and tomorrow. 

And you’ll need to work doubly hard today to provide for the future. 

 

Whichever camp we fall into, or wherever along the continuum we’re comfortable, it’s 

not our place to judge those on the other side. In the Torah, both personalities appear. 

Noach spends 120 years planning for the flood. Avraham picks up and changes his life at 

the drop of a hat. At times Yaakov is impulsive; at times much more deliberate. Each 

type has something to teach us about the way we live, just as the מן has something to 

teach us about their integration.  

 

In honor of Tu B’Shvat, we’ve made today our Environmental Awareness Shabbat here 

at The Jewish Center. And the מן’s lesson of balancing these two typologies bears directly 

on today’s theme.   

 

While I hesitate to generalize, I think it’s safe to say that broadly speaking, the liberal 

Jewish world has made the environment a cause celebre, while the Orthodox community 

has taken a less of active stance. These lines are much less distinct in a place like the 

West Side of Manhattan, but the general rule still holds. To be honest, environmentalism 

is not our top priority. But that doesn’t mean it should be absent from our agenda.  

 

When environmentalism becomes too extreme, it runs the risk of turning into a Rephidim 

moment: Its proponents can become so taken by the preservation of the future that they 

neglect the present. But neither can we resort to the posture of mere armchair 

environmentalism. At the end of the week, we have to stop collecting exclusively for 

today’s needs; we’re charged with being conscious of tomorrow.  

 

God is indeed watching us. And we need to be watchful of him and his world. In this age 

– in this city – I don’t think I need to convince you of the importance of environmental 

consciousness and conscientiousness. But I do wish to remind you of today’s crucial 

message: The issues of our generation aren’t new. Like our ancestors before us, we’re 

tasked with finding the right balance between faith and activism – in finding a happy 

medium between apathy and anxiety. Our sacred and ongoing duty is to be ever-
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conscious of God’s world and sensitive to our duty to preserve it for tomorrow even as 

we celebrate and enjoy its bounty today.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


