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Five years ago, the neurologist and author Oliver Sacks wrote a piece in the New Yorker called 

The Abyss. In it, he described the tragic case of Clive Wearing, an eminent musicologist and 

conductor who was struck by a devastating brain infection that resulted in amnesia. He found 

himself unable to hold a memory or a thought for more than a few seconds. No one moment in 

time related meaningfully to any other moment in time. It was as if his entire life became an 

endless present with no past or future.  

 

The only area of his life to defy this pattern was the realm of music. When it came to playing or 

conducting, Wearing was every bit as capable as he had been before losing his memory. The 

question Sacks attempts to answer is why? What are the virtues of music that made it 

unsusceptible to the scientific villains that had robbed a man of virtually every other cognitive 

faculty? 

 

Today is Shabbas Shirah and we’re blessed to be celebrating this special day with a morning 

devoted to moving melodies and inspired harmonies. But today is really just emblematic of a 

much broader tradition: A tradition of using music and song as the wings on which our tefillos 

are carried heavenward.  

 

Of course we understand intuitively that music helps stir the soul and rouse the spirit. We 

recognize that a melody often has the power to express emotions that may not be so easily 

expressed in words alone. We appreciate music for a quality that transcends the cognitive and 

enters the realm of the heart. 

 

But this morning I’d like to propose that within the context of prayer specifically music does 

something else for us as well.  

Though it’s Moshe’s song at the sea that gets the most press in our parsha, there’s a second song 

that follows immediately on the heels of the first. Responsible for its arrangement is Miriam 

(15:20):  

  :ובמחלת בתפים אחריה הנשים כל ותצאן בידה התף את אהרן אחות הנביאה מרים ותקח

  

Drum in hand, Miriam leads the women in song.  

 

The question is why.  

As many of the commentators suggest, Miriam’s song is a replay of Moshe’s. Rather than repeat 

the lyrics in their entirety, the Torah uses an ellipsis (15:21). 

  אה סוס ורכבו רמה בים: ותען להם מרים שירו ליקוק כי גאה ג

 

Miriam’s words are but an echo of Moshe’s.   

 

So how do we explain it? 
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If a group of people, in this case Moshe and a cast of men, have so adequately expressed the 

national sentiment, why is this not sufficient? Why is it necessary for Miriam to lead the women 

in the singing of the very same song? It’s true that they add instrumentation and dance, but the 

question remains: What compels them to repeat the song of the sea? 

 

I’d like to suggest two reasons. 

 

First, you’ll notice in the Chazzan’s repetition of Shmonei Esrei there’s a special paragraph 

called מודים דרבנן. While the Chazzan is reciting Modim, the congregation concurrently recites 

this parallel tefillah. 

 

As Rav Soloveitchik once explained, when it comes to saying thank you – there’s no 

outsourcing. We’re obligated to do it on our own.  

 

It’s neither appropriate nor dignified to move forward as the beneficiary of so much largesse 

without pausing to acknowledge how appreciative we are of what we’ve received. 

 

This is why it’s not sufficient for Miriam to allow her brother to sing Hashem’s praise on her 

behalf. She needs to say thank you herself. Her words are indispensable.   

 

But there’s a second reason as well: Failure to express thanks to God – or to anyone to whom we 

owe a debt of gratitude for that matter – constitutes a violation of the prescribed order and 

orientation of our relationship. To let another pray on our behalf when we are equally capable of 

doing so would be to forgo one of prayer’s most important components.    

 

But what Miriam does here is really characteristic of the entire Tefillah enterprise. As the gemara 

in berachos (32a) tells us: 

  . יתפלל כך ואחר הוא ברוך הקדוש של שבחו אדם יסדר לעולם: שמלאי רבי דרש

 

A person must first express his thanks to the Almighty – only then can he go ahead and daven 

 Which is in fact why our davening starts with pesukei d’zimra – songs of praise and .שמונה עשרה

thanksgiving to Hashem.  

 

What both Moshe and Miriam appreciate and help us understand is that, beyond the words we 

use, the form in which we express our thanks can help us create a context for the entire process. 

For it’s not just thanks qua thanks that we’re after. The project of prayer is much more 

ambitious. We’re interested not only in the past, but the present and future as well. To put it 

differently, if prayer is a pathway to ordering our priorities, songful prayer is a doubly effective 

means of doing so.  

 

Listen to Sack’s conclusion:  

 

“The momentum of the music carried Clive from bar to bar. Within the structure of the piece, he 

was held, as if the staves were tramlines and there was only one way to go. He knew exactly 

where he was because in every phrase there is context implied, by rhythm, key, melody. It was 
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marvelous to be free. When the music stopped Clive fell through to the lost place. But for those 

moments he was playing he seemed normal. . . .  

 

“A piece of music is not a mere sequence of notes but a tightly organized organic whole. Every 

bar, every phrase arises organically from what preceded it and points to what will follow. 

Dynamism is built into the nature of melody.  

 

“No one remembers, word for word, all that was said in any lecture, or played in any piece. But 

if you understood it once, you now own new networks of knowledge, about each theme and how 

it changes and relates to others. Thus, no one could remember Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony 

entire, from a single hearing. But neither could one ever hear again those first four notes as just 

four notes! Once but a tiny scrap of sound; it is now a Known Thing—a locus in the web of all 

the other things we know, whose meanings and significances depend on one another.” 

 

For us, prayer can often seem like an abyss. Philosophically, a yawning chasm separates our 

finite human world from the infinite being we call Hashem. And psychologically, our feelings 

are often a tangled web of fragmented emotions – bits of sadness or longing intertwined with 

contentment and joy; loneliness or guilt intermingled with belonging and equanimity. Prayer 

isn’t just difficult; it’s messy.  

 

As Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks put it in connection to Wearing’s case: “Music is a form of 

sensed continuity that can sometimes break through the most overpowering disconnections in our 

experience of time.”  

 

The sublime construction of song transports us into an ordered world. Perhaps it’s no 

coincidence that the word harmony means not only a musical complement to melody, but 

congruity, order and coherence. Every note not only tells its own story, but the story of both its 

antecedent and its successor.   

 

This is the second dimension of songful prayer. Song not only elevates prayer in heart, soul and 

spirit. It endows our words and our many complex selves with a sense of order and wholeness.  

 

Both individually and as a community, we have so much to daven for: So many blessings for 

which we must be thankful, and so many aspirations as of yet unfulfilled.  

 

As we sing and daven together – both today and always – let us allow ourselves not only to be 

moved, but to take great solace in the opportunity afforded us by song: The opportunity to locate 

ourselves and our dreams on a great continuum of past, present and future: a continuum strung 

together by the poetry of the soul.    


