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As many of you know, I had Covid a few weeks ago.  I’m feeling MUCH better, but I still 

have a lingering cough, and am not quite up to singing like I’d want to be to lead services.  Even 
though we read Shirat Hayam, the Song at the Sea, this morning, and even though this Shabbat 
Shira, the “Shabbat of Song,” I’m not quite feeling it.  And I’m pretty sure that this is not a 
moment in our lives that feels like one of celebration.   
 Rather, the moment in the Torah speaking to me right now is right after the Song at the 
Sea.  After Moses, and then Miriam, sing, the people “traveled three days in the wilderness and 
found no water.  They came to Marah, but they could not drink the water of Marah because it 
was bitter” (Ex. 15:22-23).  They complain to Moses, who cries out to God, who shows Moses a 
piece of wood.  Moses throws it into the water and the water becomes sweet.   
 This is really the first experience the Israelites have of the true wilderness.  They’re not 
in Egypt anymore, the adrenaline of the miracles and the fear and being saved and celebrating 
has worn off, and now it’s real.  And they are really thirsty.  Egypt, for all its oppression, had 
abundant drinkable water from the Nile.  There’s a reason the wilderness is relatively 
uninhabited.   
 The Israelites are having their first three-day stretch after these miracles without 
experiencing God’s presence.  The three days without water are often understood as 
symbolically representing three days without Torah.  Famously, we read Torah on Mondays, 
Thursdays and Saturdays, never going three days without reading Torah, for this reason.   
 The reality is though that we of late have on occasion gone three days at Kol Rinah 
without reading Torah, because of Covid cancellations.  And many fewer people are hearing 
Torah read, whether on weekdays (where we’re not reading from a Sefer Torah), or on 
Shabbat.   
 The Israelites were experiencing a period of “spiritual aridity,” in the words of Aviva 
Zornberg (The Particulars of Rapture, p. 233).  It becomes a period of ennui, of boredom, she 
explains, “a diffuse restlessness, the wish for a desire.”   
 But, quoting psychologist Adam Phillips, she observes that “boredom offers an 
opportunity—to confront emptiness, and to take one’s time to find one’s desire.”   
 For the Israelites, they have escaped enslavement, but have not yet found a new way of 
living, a new purpose, or even a certain destination.  They don’t even have a desire yet for 
anything.  First a day passes.  Then a second day.  And then finally, on the third day, they begin 
to thirst, for water, for Torah, for God’s presence.   
 One way of thinking about the last almost two years is as a time in the wilderness.  We 
were living in a world where we knew the rules, with some measure of consistency.  So much 
changed with pandemic, and so much of synagogue life especially changed.  We entered a 
wilderness, and I think we’re still there.  At first, there could have been elements of being in 
that wilderness that were freeing, liberating.  I don’t know about you, but I’m beginning to be 
bored by this wilderness time, and to be thirsty for Torah, for the new thing, to emerge.  I feel 
like we’re in that third day, feeling thirsty.   
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 Just when we thought maybe we could start emerging ourselves from behind our masks, 
Omicron came along, and our wilderness trek continued, and we’re still thirsty.   
 Note, by the way, that Moses has no idea how respond to the Israelites’ thirst.  He’s had 
some experience leading them, but never through anything like this; at the burning bush, God 
told Moses in general how the negotiations with Pharaoh would go, but about this new 
situation, Moses has not been briefed.  When the Israelites complain about their thirst, Moses 
cries out to God.  God shows Moses a piece of wood.  God does not tell Moses what to do with 
it.  Perhaps Moses intuits that throwing this piece of wood into the water will sweeten the 
water.  Maybe he throws it in thinking how useless it is, but is surprised by its effect.  Maybe 
Moses, in a fit of vexation, throws the wood and it lands, completely by accident, in the water.  
The point is, Moses doesn’t know what will create what he and the Israelites need, and God 
gives only the barest of hints.   
 I can relate to that—no course in rabbinical school when I was there taught about how 
to rabbi during pandemics, about how to lead a congregation when so much of what we do 
cannot happen for two years.    

But I think the point of this short narrative in the Torah is (or can be) that the time in the 
“endless emptiness,” where there are no possibilities, can create and clarify our needs and 
desires and purpose.  The Israelites occasionally are inclined to replicate, or at least long for, 
what they had in Egypt, but really, the project is about building something new.  What emerges 
is not based on what was, but is based on a more authentic sense of what they need now, of 
what God intends for them now.   
 We weren’t in Egypt; we were not enslaved pre-Covid.  But for us too, there is this 
opportunity for new desires, new needs to emerge in this wilderness.   
 And in the moment when the Israelites finally experience the need, then God helps 
Moses sweeten the water, and a few verses later they arrive at Elim, a place where there were 
twelve springs of water and seventy palm trees.  But they had to be without water long enough 
to become thirsty.   
 We are starting to be spiritually thirsty, and I’m beginning to think I can see an oasis in 
our future.  It could be a mirage; but I think I can see the water, the Torah, just over the next 
hill.  Can you see it too?   
 Shabbat shalom.   


