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I read recently that in China, between 30m and 100m children are currently learning to play the 

piano or the violin. For those of you keeping score, that number is slightly higher than the 

number of musically-oriented children here in the United States. In some way, this statistic is 

surely a measure of the value placed on music by our respective societies.  

 

So perhaps we can use this Shabbat Shirah as an opportunity to consider the Jewish value of 

music and song.  

 

Part of what makes Parshat Beshalach so fascinating is that, for the first time, the Torah peels 

back the veil of naïve obedience that has thus far enshrouded the Jewish people. The initial 

scenes of בני ישראל leaving Egypt produce images only of compliance and conformity: 

 

• The Jewish people are tasked with Korban Pesach. They comply. 

• They’re asked to despoil the Egyptians of their gold and silver. They do as they’re told. 

• They’re commanded to march through a barren wasteland toward a destination unknown. 

They obey without reservation. 

 

It’s in our Parsha that a more nuanced picture of the Jewish personality begins to emerge.  

 

The trouble is that on the surface this long-awaited moment reveals a temperament that could be 

said to most closely approximate a kind of schizophrenia. We tend to paint the portrait of the 

wilderness generation in broad brushstrokes with the themes of ungratefulness, pettiness and 

grumbling figuring most prominently. But on close inspection, the Torah is communicating 

something much subtler. 

 

I’d like to argue that there’s a compelling pattern of self-contradiction and utter incongruity in 

the behavior of the Jewish people as we encounter them in the aftermath of the Exodus. Consider 

just a few brief examples. 

 

When בני ישראל turn around and notice the Egyptian armies in hot pursuit, listen to their reaction. 

They actually have two reactions (Exodus 14:10-11): 

  ַוּיִיְראּו ְמאֹד ַוּיְִצֲעקּו ְבנֵי יְִׂשָרֵאל ֶאל יְקָֹוק:

  ַוּיֹאְמרּו ֶאל מֶֹׁשה ַהִמְּבִלי ֵאין ְקָבִרים ְּבִמְצַריִם ְלַקְחָּתנּו ָלמּות ַּבִּמְדָּבר 

  

They scream out to Hashem and pray for salvation. And then they blame Moshe for taking them 

out of Egypt in the first place. Wouldn’t it have been better if we simply died in Egypt? 

 

Well do they have faith or don’t they? If they’re calling out to Hashem, they surely believe that 

He’ll intervene and save them. And yet if they’re people of faith, why accuse Moshe of leading 

them to a certain death?  



Consider a second example. 

At Yam Suf the Torah declares (14:31): 

  ַּביקָֹוק ּוְבמֶֹׁשה ַעְבּדֹו: ַוּיִיְראּו ָהָעם ֶאת יְקָֹוק ַוּיֲַאִמינּו 

The people feared God and believed in both Him and Moshe His servant. 

 

And yet three days later, when they arrive in Mara, there seems to be no faith at all (15:24):  

  ַוּיִ)נּו ָהָעם ַעל מֶֹׁשה ֵּלאמֹר ַמה ּנְִׁשֶּתה:

Moshe – what are we going to drink – as if God is incapable of providing for their most basic 

needs.  

  

And finally, when it comes to the מן, the Torah goes out of its way to tell us that the Children of 

Israel followed precisely the rules laid down to them by Moshe (16:17-18):  

  ַוּיֲַעׂשּו ֵכן ְּבנֵי יְִׂשָרֵאל ַוּיְִלְקטּו ַהַּמְרֶּבה ְוַהַּמְמִעיט:

 ַוּיָמֹּדּו ָבעֶֹמר ְו.א ֶהְעִּדיף ַהַּמְרֶּבה ְוַהַּמְמִעיט .א ֶהְחִסיר ִאיׁש ְלִפי ָאְכלֹו ָלָקטּו:

  

Exactly as Moshe had prescribed, each person collected as little or as much as he needed. Perfect 

execution.  

 

And yet in the next line, Moshe tells the people (16:19):  

 ַוּיֹאֶמר מֶֹׁשה ֲאֵלֶהם ִאיׁש ַאל יֹוֵתר ִמֶּמּנּו ַעד ּבֶֹקר:

Just make sure not to leave any מן over until the morning. 

And right away (16:20):  

  ה:ְו.א ָׁשְמעּו ֶאל מֶֹׁשה ַוּיֹוִתרּו ֲאנִָׁשים ִמֶּמּנּו ַעד ּבֶֹקר ַוּיָֻרם ּתֹוָלִעים ַוּיְִבַאׁש ַוּיְִקצֹף ֲעֵלֶהם מֹׁשֶ 

They stop listening. They do exactly what Moshe said not to do. 

The good little soldiers suddenly become noncompliant.   

  

I for one would prefer to believe that my ancestors were not suffering from the historic 

equivalent of multiple personality disorder. Although from a genetic perspective if they were 

suffering from psychosis it would help explain the behavior of some people I know. . . .  

 

But is there an alternative? Is there some way to understand these texts without confining 

ourselves to the conclusion that the Jewish people acted so unreasonably and so irrationally?  

 

In the course of a broader argument, the Ramban (14:10) makes a comment that I believe can 

transform not only our understanding of פרשת בשלח, but really the entire 40-year wilderness 

narrative. The Ramban observes that we read the text too uncritically – too broadly.  

 

When the Torah tells us וילונו העם – that the people complained – are we really to believe that 

entire nation – that hundreds of thousands of people – spoke with one unified voice?  

 

When the Torah writes ולא שמעו אל משה – that the people didn’t listen – are we to understand that 

there was a national insurrection?  

 

Of course not.  

 



In each of these cases, the Torah is describing the response of a group or a faction. None of the 

cases I mention is in fact self-contradictory, but rather represents the respective responses of 

different groups from among the populace.  

 

Beholding the raucous hoof beats of a surging military force, the Torah simply records the 

differing reactions of the Jewish people. While some called out in faithful prayer, others reflected 

on their certain demise. 

 

For those moved by the miraculous, the splitting of the Red Sea generated enduring faith. For 

others, yesterday’s salvation said nothing about today’s crisis. Why should it surprise us when 

those of little faith grumble about bitter water?   

 

And when it comes to the miracle of the מן, it almost goes without saying that there were those 

who respected the rules and followed them precisely.  And then there were those who played fast 

and loose with those same rules, choosing instead to test the boundaries that had been set before 

them.  

 

The Jewish nation, argues the Ramban, is no monochromatic entity, but rather a patchwork of 

individuals and groups themselves struggling to form their own identities.   

 

Perhaps the Torah even hints to the multiple dimensions of the national Jewish persona when it 

tells us in the second line of our Parsha (13:18): 

  ַוֲחֻמִׁשים ָעלּו ְבנֵי יְִׂשָרֵאל ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמְצָריִם:

When the Jewish people left Egypt they were חמושים. Maybe it means they were armed; maybe it 

means they were fully prepared for their journey. Either way, it’s quite an odd formulation. 

Maybe it’s meant to remind us of the first time a group of חמשים is mentioned in the Torah. It’s 

when Avraham says to God about the inhabitants of Sodom (Gen. 18:24): 

  אּוַלי יֵׁש ֲחִמִּׁשים ַצִּדיִקם ְּבתֹו3 ָהִעיר 

Perhaps there are yet fifty righteous people within the city. Sodom may have a communal 

identity, but surely there are smaller groups within that community that must be judged on a 

different basis.  

 

Because, as the Ramban writes, we have to recognize – as Avraham did – that in any community, 

subdivisions will invariably emerge. Seldom does a nation speak with one undivided voice.  

 

It’s against this backdrop that I want to reflect for a moment on שבת שירה. For while any nation is 

surely composed of a multiplicity of expressions and sentiments, there is one medium capable of 

transcending even the most staggering barriers of language or culture. And that of course is song.  

 

How telling that the Song of the Sea is sung not in the plural, but in the first person singular.  

 

 .I will sing out to God – אשירה לה'

  .He was my salvation – ויהי לי לישועה

  .This is my God – זה קלי ואנוהו

 



For all the factionalism, for all the multiple personalities, for all the varying degrees of faith and 

obeisance among the Jewish people, there was one area in which they could come together to 

form one unified voice.  

 

As R. Nechemia says, (Sotah 30b) it was the Song at the Sea that brought together every member 

of the nation in harmonious song.  

 

Perhaps a good sociologist can explain why this is so. But for some reason our culture has by and 

large relegated song to the province of children. Kindergarteners spend an ordinate amount of 

time learning songs and singing them – and it’s a process that gives them so much joy. Whether 

in China or here at home, it’s children who are busy playing musical instruments. We adults sing 

too little.  

 

Shabbat Shirah occurs only once a year, but our mission of creating a venue for the members of 

our community to join together in singing our Tefillah is an ongoing one.  And the presence of 

our choir this morning is not meant as a substitute for communal singing, but rather as a means 

by which to strengthen and enhance our communal voice.  

 

As Arnold Bennett once wrote, music is “a language which the soul alone understands but which 

the soul can never translate.” 

 

Every Friday night and every Shabbos morning, we have before us the capacity to give voice to a 

part of our being that may have no other outlet in our lives. Both at home around our Shabbos 

tables and here in Shul, we have the opportunity to connect deeply with Hashem and with other 

people in a way that cannot be replicated in either the written or the spoken word. Whether or not 

we are musically gifted, we would do well to recognize that the melodies of our Tefillah are 

themselves a gift – one we should accept not only with open hearts and open ears, but the 

openness to sing. 

 

 

 

  


