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There’s a beautiful tradition to feed the birds on or before Shabbat Shirah. It’s a minhag that 

dates back hundreds of years. For a few moments I’d like to think about the meaning and 

significance of this practice.  

 

The question, of course, is why we do it?  

 

And two popular explanations generally predominate the discourse. 

 

The first is that as the Jewish people sang אז ישיר at ים סוף the birds joined them. They played a 

special part in the celebration of our salvation thousands of years ago and so we include them as 

we observe the Shabbat of song every year.  

 

Alternatively, we feed the birds as a gesture of appreciation. According to Midrashic tradition, 

Moshe’s enemies ventured out on Friday night and deposited מן in the wilderness. Moshe had 

assured the people that they would have to collect a double portion on Friday because no מן 

would fall on Shabbat. The trouble-makers were trying to create the impression that Moshe had 

lied. Before anyone could awake to the misimpression that the מן fell on Shabbat, the birds came 

along and consumed it. To thank them for preserving Moshe’s reputation, we feed the birds on 

this Shabbat when we learn about the מן.  

 

But with your permission, this morning I’d like to share with you a lesser known third possibility 

proffered by the Chatam Sofer. As the Torah tells us, a special jug of מן was intended to be 

preserved for all time – למשמרת לדורותכם. It would serve as a tangible icon that signified faith. 

Here was the keepsake from the moment in our history when the Jewish people cast their lot with 

the Almighty. In its absence, the Chatam Sofer writes, we symbolically re-enact the narrative of 

faith. The birds represent the Jewish people. Without knowing what to expect, they find their 

sustenance waiting for them just like our ancestors.  

 

And the reason I prefer this explanation is because faith is actually the leitmotif of our Parsha.  

 

Think of the five narratives the comprise בשלח. 

• The Jews flee the Egyptians and are saved at the red sea: בה' ובמשה עבדו ויאמינו . 

• At Marah there’s no water, the people are saved and the narrative ends with a promise:  

- ָּכל-- ֻחָּקיו- ָתיו, ְוָׁשַמְרָּת ָּכלָׁשמֹוַע ִּתְׁשַמע ְלקֹול יְהָוה ֱא&ֶהי%, ְוַהּיָָׁשר ְּבֵעינָיו ַּתֲעֶׂשה, ְוַהֲאזַנְָּת ְלִמְצו ֹ-כו ַוּיֹאֶמר ִאם

ִּכי ֲאנִי יְהָוה, רְֹפֶא�ָאִׂשים ָעֶלי%, -ַׂשְמִּתי ְבִמְצַריִם, &א-ַהַּמֲחָלה ֲאֶׁשר  

As long as you heed the voice of Hashem, He promise that all the ills he visited upon 

Egypt he will never visit upon us.  

• The מן is the paradigmatic test of faith: א-ְלַמַען ֲאנֶַּסּנּו ֲהיֵֵל. ְּבתֹוָרִתי ִאם& . 

• The story of thirst at Rephidim was likewise a theological trial: היש ה' בקרבנו אם אין. 
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• And finally the story of Amalek: ויהי ידיו אמנוה. As long as Moshe raised his hands – as 

long as the Israelites looked heavenward for their salvation – they prevailed against their 

enemy. 

 

These days it seems we’re perfectly comfortable talking about hope; we’re much less 

comfortable talking about faith. But once a year, Parshat Beshalach invites us – maybe even 

compels us – to open up this conversation. And if feeding the birds helps remind us to do so, all 

the better.  

 

So allow me to share with you three observations – three sub-topics that I think we should be 

discussing.  

 

First, it’s important to remember that faith was never the be-all and end-all of our religion. 2017 

actually marks the 500
th

 anniversary of the year in which Martin Luther nailed to the door of a 

chapel in Wittenberg the 95 theses that sparked the Reformation. For his followers, it was all 

about grace alone through faith alone.  

 

This was never our model. When Hashem tells Moshe, מה תצעק אלי, Rashi writes:   

 למדנו שהי' משה עומד ומתפלל אמר לו הקב"ה לא עת עתה להאריך בתפלה שישראל נתונין בצרה

Yes, there’s a time for prayer, but there’s also a time for action.  

 

As the Midrash famously tell us,  

אמר רבי יהודה בר' אלעאי: כשעמדו ישראל על הים, היו השבטים מדיינים אלה עם אלה, זה אומר: אני יורד תחלה,  
 וזה אומר: אני יורד תחלה. קפץ נחשון לתוך גלי הים 

When Israel was at the sea, the tribes began quarrelling with one another.  This one said, “I’ll go 

first;” the other said, “I’ll go first.” Meanwhile, Nachshon leapt into the waves of the sea.  

 

There has to be a healthy balance between Emunah on the one hand and human initiative on the 

other. 

 

There’s a well-known story about a young woman brings home her fiancé to meet her parents. 

After dinner, her mother suggests that her father talk privately with the young man.  

 

"So what are your plans?" he asks his prospective son in law.  

 

“Torah is the most important thing in the world and my plan is to study in kollel.”  

 

“That’s beautiful,” the man says. “But how will you earn a living?” 

 

“Hashem will provide.” 

 

“And how will you support your family?” 

 

“Hashem will provide.” 

 

“What about paying the rent? Food? Clothing? Tuition?” 
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“Hashem will provide.” 

 

After their conversation, the man returns to his wife. “So how did it go?” she asks.  

 

“Well, the bad news is, he has no job and no prospects; but the good news is that he thinks I'm 

God." 

 

We don’t advocate blind faith. The kind of faith we espouse is open-eyed and contributory. We 

believe that Hashem will do His part; but that never absolves us for a moment from our 

obligation to do ours.  

 

Second: We have to remember that faith isn’t static. It’s organic and fluid. It’s easy to say, “I 

already belong to a community of believers so I’ve moved past grappling with these issues.” But 

that’s not how faith works. It’s a life-long journey of belief and disbelief; certainty and 

skepticism; conviction and doubt. The Israelites were perpetually riding the theological waves of 

the moment. Sometimes it was very easy to believe; sometimes it was less so. The goal isn’t to 

cultivate a certain amount of faith and then check the box. The goal is to engage in the 

conversation.  

 

Finally, I want to close with one last point. It’s worth noticing that the first time the Torah tells 

us about the Jewish people believing, it’s not just about belief in Hashem.  

 ויאמינו בה' ובמשה עבדו
Without trust in a leadership structure, all the Emunah in the world isn’t going perpetuate 

Judaism for very long. When we talk about Jewish faith it’s not just about trust in God; it’s about 

trust in the חכמים. 

 

It’s not because some group of men got together and said, “Trust us.” It’s because the Torah 

established a system of moral and religious leadership.  

 

ִּפי -ַהּׁשֵֹפט, ֲאֶׁשר יְִהיֶה ַּבּיִָמים ָהֵהם; ְוָדַרְׁשָּת ְוִהּגִידּו ְל%, ֵאת ְּדַבר ַהִּמְׁשָּפט.  י ְוָעִׂשיָת, ַעל-ַהּכֲֹהנִים ַהְלִוּיִם, ְוֶאל- ט ּוָבאָת, ֶאל
ִּפי ַהּתֹוָרה ֲאֶׁשר -ר יְהָוה; ְוָׁשַמְרָּת ַלֲעׂשֹות, ְּככֹל ֲאֶׁשר יֹורּו%.  יא ַעלַהָּמקֹום ַההּוא, ֲאֶׁשר יְִבחַ -ַהָּדָבר ֲאֶׁשר יַּגִידּו ְל%, ִמן

יִָמין ּוְׂשמֹאל--יִַּגידּו ְל%- ַהָּדָבר ֲאֶׁשר-ַּתֲעֶׂשה:  &א ָתסּור, ִמן-- יֹאְמרּו ְל%-ַהִּמְׁשָּפט ֲאֶׁשר-יֹורּו%, ְוַעל  

When there’s a question of significance, you’ll approach the respective leaders of your 

contemporary generation. They’ll deliberate and provide you the best answers they can.   

 

And I have to confess that for a rabbi this is an almost-impossible topic to raise because it 

smacks of self-promotion. So please understand that I’m not for a moment suggesting that the 

notion of אמונת חכמים has application to my rabbinate. But I am suggesting that our community is 

not without sages.  

 

Part of being Jewish means quibbling about what qualifies a person to be a source of wisdom. 

From moment one, even Moshe Rabbeinu was beset by detractors and non-believers. And so it 

was in every generation. Rabbi Jacob Joshua Falk, the author of the Pnei Yehoshua, was 

unquestionably the greatest rabbinic talent of the 18
th

 century. But he could barely hold down his 
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rabbinic post. When he rendered an unpopular legal decision during his tenure in Berlin, he was 

forced to resign and leave town in search of a new position. Every leader faces these challenges.  

 

But the better part of humility demands that sometimes our own autonomy gives way to 

something larger than ourselves. That’s not to say we have no voice or that we should act as 

automatons. But if we fail to invest our leaders with a sense of authority, then we devolve into 

what the prophets called איש הישר בעיניו יעשה – a system in which each person makes his or her 

own moral and religious choices. Without אמונת חכמים, the Judaism we’ve preserved for 

thousands of years is doomed to suffer the fate of all those sectarian groups that have risen, fallen 

– and ultimately disappeared – over the course of our history.  

 

This is part of Orthodox Judaism’s counter-cultural revolution. In an age when personal 

autonomy has become a sacred cow, we continue to worship at the altar of faith. We cannot say 

with certainty that the trust we place in our sages will yield the highest gains or the greatest 

short-term successes. But it’s not our mandate to be certain; it’s our mandate to be faithful.  

 

 

 

 

 


