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Could You Pass the Manna, 
Please?

It happened when Pharaoh sent 
out the people that God did not 
lead them by way of the land of 
the Philistines, because it was 
near, for God said, "Perhaps the 
people will reconsider when they 
see a war, and they will return to 
Egypt." So God turned the 
people toward the way of the 
wilderness to the Sea of Reeds. 
The children of Israel were 
armed when they went up from 
the land of Egypt. (Exodus 
13,17-18)

The Hebrew word for 'armed' in the verse is
chamushim, which also means one part in 
five. The Midrash explains (see Rashi) that 
in truth only one part in five of the Jewish 
people, – 20% – were willing to follow 
Moses into the desert. The remaining 80% 

wanted to remain in Egypt, and they passed
away during the days of darkness.

What is more the Torah also informs in the 
passage quoted, that even the 20% that left
were shaky. God had to lead them out of 
Egypt on a circuitous route so that they 
wouldn't run back there at the first sign of 
threatening war.

WHAT HAPPENED TO 
JEWISH FAITH IN THE 
REDEMPTION?
But how does this make sense? Let's not 
forget, we are talking about people who 
clung stubbornly to their Judaism for 210 
years in the expectation of being redeemed.
They successfully resisted the great 
attractions offered by assimilation. They 
must have wanted to leave very badly. They
lived through the miracles of the ten 
plagues, [even the 80% that refused to 
leave lived through eight] and were fully 
aware of the power of God. Yet, when the 
great moment arrived, they either didn't 
want to leave, or were looking over their 
shoulder, ready to go back at the drop of a 
hat!

The answer, of course is simple. It's one 
thing to await the Messiah, and it is quite 
another to be willing to put your trust in him 
and follow him into the desert and an 
uncertain future. We human beings are very
security minded. We do not want to place 
ourselves in situations where our daily 
survival depends only on miracles. Our 
vision of the Messiah is that when he finally 
comes, we will all be rich and pampered 
and have fat bank accounts. That is what 

1



we call redemption. But are we waiting all 
this time to leave our comfortable homes 
and follow God into the desert? What kind 
of redemption is that?

HOW CAN YOU RELY ON 
MIRACLES?
But isn't this correct? Doesn't the Torah 
itself forbid the placing of oneself in 
situations of physical danger? One of the 
primary rules of Judaism is that we are 
forbidden to rely on miracles. The halachic 
authorities cite this rule widely to mandate 
the consultation of medical advice and 
treatment and strongly forbid the reliance 
on miraculous cures; they rule that 
generally, people must go to work in order 
to earn a living instead of sitting learning in 
yeshiva all day and waiting for God to 
provide. The golden rule in Judaism is that 
there is no contradiction between belief in 
God and the need to do Hishtadlus [literally 
'effort']. God directs the world by blessing 
our efforts with success; He does not 
replace the need to expend the effort. What
was wrong with the thinking of the Jews 
who elected to remain in Egypt till the 
situation clarified itself?

To gain insight into the issues raised by our 
question, let us attempt to define what we 
mean when we term something miraculous.
Our Parsha (Ch.17) provides a detailed 
description of the arrival of the Manna, 
which was to serve as Israel's staple diet for
the next forty years. Let us imagine that we 
were born shortly before or after the manna
began to fall. It was the first food that we 
became familiar with and it was our daily 
bread through the majority of our lives. 

Would we regard it as miraculous in any 
way, or would we look at it as, "Manna? 
Sure, that is Jewish food, that's all. Other 
people eat bread. We Jews eat manna."

THE TORAH OBLIGATES 
JEWS TO WORK
But the manna is quite remote. Let's turn to 
something much more prosaic. 
Maimonedes (Laws of Learning Torah Ch.3,
10) rules very emphatically that the Torah 
scholar should not live on charity but go to 
work to support himself and his family.

An essay on the Parsha is not really a 
suitable forum for an examination of the 
halacha regarding this issue of the 
obligation of the Talmud scholar to earn his 
own living. But as many people are familiar 
with this ruling of Maimonedes, and 
therefore legitimately question the 
widespread custom of today's Torah 
scholars to follow the very practice that 
Maimonedes forbids, and as the issues 
here are the very ones that lie at the heart 
of this essay, it is impossible to avoid 
discussing it.

A CAUTIONARY NOTE AT 
THE OUTSET
The following essay is to be regarded as a 
Hashkafa [philosphy] discussion. Whoever 
desires to obtain a practical halacha ruling 
or Psak regarding his own specific situation 
must always consult the recognized Torah 
authority who alone is authorized by Torah 
law to issue such rulings. No one can reach
the proper Torah ruling on any difficult issue
by reading an essay or looking it up in 
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some Torah book.

Halacha regarding aspects of Torah law 
that are not fixed into clearly defined 
patterns by the Torah itself is always 
evolving. The background to our particular 
issue is provided by a passage of Talmud in
Brachot(35b):

Our rabbis taught, You shall 
harvest your grains, your wine 
and your oil. (Devarim 11:14) 
What does this verse come to 
teach us [i.e. why does the Torah
need to command us to harvest 
our crops? Wouldn't we do that 
on our own in any case?] 
Because it is written, This Book 
of Torah shall not depart from 
your mouth; rather you should 
contemplate it day and night 
(Joshua 1:8). One could think 
that we are obligated to interpret 
this rule literally, and it is indeed 
forbidden to harvest the crops – 
that is why the Torah instructs us
to harvest our grains etc. – to 
teach us that the proper way to 
implement the injunction of never
departing from the words of 
Torah is not to take it literally but 
rather to understand it as an 
injunction to go about our 
ordinary lives in the light of the 
guidance offered by the Torah's 
instructions/ This is the opinion 
of Rabbi Ishmael.

Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai 
protested: how is it possible that 
the Torah should instruct us to 
plow in the plowing season, plant
in planting season, harvest etc.? 
What will be with the Torah? 
Who is going to learn it? No, this 

verse must refer to a period 
when the Jews are not doing 
God's will, but when they are, 
they take the instruction never to 
depart from the words of Torah 
literally and their work is done by
others, as it is written, foreigners 
will stand and tend your flocks 
and the sons of the stranger will 
be your plowmen and your 
vineyard workers. (Isaiah 61:5)

Abaye said: many followed the 
advice of Rabbi Ishmael and 
were successful, and many 
followed the advice of Rabbi 
Shimon bar Yochai and were not 
successful. Raba told his 
students: I plead with you; 
please do not let me see you in 
the days of Nisan [the planting 
month] or in the days of Tishrei 
[the harvest month] so that the 
burden of providing for your 
families doesn't weigh you down 
the entire year. Raba bar Chana 
said in the name of Rabbi 
Yochanan who spoke for Rabbi 
Yehuda bar Ilai: look at the 
difference between the Torah of 
the earlier generations and our 
Torah! The earlier generations 
planted themselves in Torah and 
worked in their spare time, and 
yet achieved success in both 
their torah and their work. We 
plant ourselves in our work and 
learn Torah in our spare time and
are successful at neither 
enterprise.
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RABBI CHAIM OF 
VOLOZHIN'S 
EXPLANATION
Explains Rabbi Chaim of Voloz'hin in his 
great work Nefesh Hachaim (Gate 1, 8-9): 
the issue in dispute between Rabbi Ishmael
and Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai concerns the 
ideal state of the world and is not a dispute 
of how to conduct ourselves in the actual 
world of the present.

In the opinion of Rabbi Ishmael, God never 
intended the 'many', that is to say, the 
majority of the Jewish people to immerse 
themselves in full time Torah learning and 
therefore the world will never provide the 
economic resources to enable the multitude
of Israel to support themselves without 
working, even if the world were to attain its 
ideal state. Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai 
maintains that Jews were given the 
capacity to actualize such a world if we 
really wanted; God is willing to offer us the 
possibility. Our failure to do so is therefore 
to be understood as not completely doing 
God's will.

NEITHER POSITION IS 
BASED ON THE RELIANCE
ON MIRACLES
Both sages fully agree that as far as 
individuals are concerned, whoever is 
placed by Providence in a life situation that 
affords him the possibility of learning full 
time is not permitted to do anything else. 
They are also in full accord that the world 
as it is today does not offer the possibility 
for the majority of Jews to engage in full 

time Torah study. Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai 
was not advocating reliance on miracles 
which is contrary to Jewish law; he was 
referring to natural mechanisms. 'Reality' is 
flexible. The world doesn't have to be the 
way we find it presently.

Both positions recognize the inherent 
flexibility of what we term as 'reality.' Not 
only do they both agree that in the reality 
we have fashioned today through our own 
actions the multitude cannot be successful 
in pursuing a life devoted to pure Torah 
learning, they also both maintain that we 
could fashion a reality that permits a lot 
more devotion to Torah study than the 
amount that is feasible in the reality of 
today.

Abaye states the common position in 
halacha when he says that the 'many' must 
onduct themselves according to the 
teaching of Rabbi Ishmael in the world of 
today, and the 'few' must follow the lifestyle 
taught by Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai.

UNDERSTANDING THE 
FLEXIBILITY OF REALITY
To fully understand this idea of a flexible 
reality raised by their discussion we must 
study the world of the desert generation in 
greater depth.

Rabbi Chaim of Voloz'hin explains: In the 
desert generation, God wanted all Jews to 
be fully immersed in pure Torah study to the
exclusion of all other pursuits. The Torah 
could only be given to the eaters of the 
manna. To absorb the new culture of Torah 
God had just given them successfully, the 
entire generation of Jews that accepted the 
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Torah had to be released from all other 
earthly concerns aside from Torah study. 
Thus the desert generation was 
emancipated from the concerns of food 
clothing and shelter; God provided 
everything ready made; there wasn't even a
need to shop for anything; the manna fell 
ready to eat, their clothes were dry cleaned 
by the clouds which also provided them 
with shelter.

THE MANNA WAS SENT 
TO SUPPORT TORAH 
STUDY
We look at the manna as miraculous food 
sent by God to stave off starvation; in 
actuality it was the particular needs of Torah
study that made this desert lifestyle 
mandatory. God sent the manna so that the
Jews could learn, not so that they could eat.

The issue in contention is whether the 
desert generation can serve as the proper 
model for ordinary reality. Rabbi Shimon 
bar Yochai felt that the conditions enjoyed 
by the desert generation reflect the ideal 
shape of ordinary reality. There is no 
difference between manna and regular 
food. God provides both. When there are 
no fields, He sends manna. When we have 
a country with vineyards, fields and 
orchards, he sends the same manna in the 
form of ordinary food. Jews are the same 
people in both periods with the same 
powers and the same duties and 
obligations. They should worry about 
learning Torah and serving God, and others
will tend to their fields and other physical 
requirements.

Rabbi Ishmael agrees that there is no 
distinction between food and manna. 
However he feels that the ideal state God 
intended to set up for the Jewish people in 
Israel cannot be modeled after the desert 
generation. God wants the Jewish people to
spend a small portion of their time on the 
affairs of this world.

HOW THE CHERUBIM 
PORTRAY THE IDEAL 
REALITY
They each derive their positions from the 
placement of the cherubim on the top of the
ark.

The Talmud (Baba Batra 99a) presents a 
dispute concerning how the two cherubim in
Solomon's Temple were oriented towards 
each other. One position maintains that 
they were oriented face-to-face, as it is 
written, the cherubim shall be with wings 
spread upward, sheltering the cover with 
their wings with their faces toward one 
another (Exodus 25:20). The other position 
maintains that this placement is only 
descriptive of the cherubim of the 
Tabernacle in the desert; the cherubim were
not face-to-face in the Temple, as it is 
written, The wings of these cherubim thus 
spread out over twenty cubits. They stood 
upon their feet facing the Temple. (2 
Chronicles 3:13)

Explains Rabbi Chaim: The Talmud (Yuma, 
54a) explains that the cherubim were 
endowed with the capacity to miraculously 
mirror the state of the relationship between 
God and Israel. One of the cherubim 
represents God and the other one stands 
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for Israel. Their orientation toward one 
another changes in line with the living 
dynamics of the relationship between God 
and Israel. The way they were oriented 
when the Temple was initiated is 
representative of the ideal state of this 
relationship.

Placing them face-to-face reflects Rabbi 
Shimon bar Yachai's position; the idea that 
God and Israel should always be fully 
absorbed in each other without devoting 
any serious attention to anything else. 
Positioning them in a way that they are 
looking away from each other slightly 
represents Rabbi Ishmael's position; the 
idea that the mass of the Jewish people has
to devote some of its attention to worldly 
affairs.

THE IDEAL REALITY AS 
PICTURED BY HALACHA
But even according to Rabbi Ishmael they 
were only slightly turned away from one 
another. Thus Maimonides (Laws of Torah 
1,12) speaks about working three hours a 
day. Even in Maimonides' time it was 
possible for the Torah scholar to support his
family by working three hours a day without 
relying on miracles. As Rabbi Yehuda bar 
Ilai pointed out, God designed a reality that 
would allow the average Jew to plant 
himself firmly in Torah study and manage to
earn his living in his spare time.

Rabbi Chaim explains that the only 
limitation that God placed on reality was the
one delineated by the original placement of 
the cherubim – slightly turned away from 
each other. Beyond what is implied by this 

point, reality is totally flexible. If Jews turn 
away from God, God turns away from the 
world and reality changes. Instead of 
needing to work three hours a day, now the 
Torah scholar will really have to work four. If
Jews turn further away, then the average 
Jew will have to work five. When the 
average Jew only learns in his spare time, 
reality changes so that his entire day will be
taken up with the needs of earning a living.

THE CHANGING 
DEFINITION OF THE 
MIRACULOUS
Miracles are relative to the way we choose 
to define reality. The physical world was 
designed to naturally support Torah study. 
The amount of time that nature makes 
available to devote to this activity is totally 
dependant on our own desire. The manna 
is the true model of Jewish food even 
according to Rabbi Ishmael.

It is the responsibility of the Jewish people 
to preserve the knowledge of Torah. The 
Halachic authorities following Maimonides 
already pointed out that even Maimonides 
would agree that in the world of the present 
it is impossible to preserve Torah if we send
the Torah scholar out to work for his living. 
We have altered reality to the extent that 
working for a living takes too much of a 
person's time and attention. Even a brilliant 
person could not become a great Torah 
scholar in his spare time. Thus Rabbi Yosef 
Karo, the author of the Shulchan Aruch, the 
Code of Jewish Law that tells us how to 
conduct our lives as Jews, comments 
(Kesef Mishna, Laws of Torah study 3,10) 

6



that every Jewish community is obligated to
establish a kolel and support a group that 
devotes itself entirely to Torah study to 
ensure the preservation of Torah.

OUR OWN SITUATION
Turning to our own situation, our present 
historic era starts with the Holocaust. After 
the Holocaust, due to the mass murder of 
the religious Jews of Europe, strictly 
observant Jews constituted a bare 5-6% of 
the overall surviving Jewish population 
world wide, and Torah scholars 
considerably less than half a per cent.

I was privileged to spend part of my 
formative years learning in the Yeshiva of 
Lakewood established by the greatest 
surviving leader of the Jewish people Rabbi
Aaron Kotler of blessed memory, and I had 
the opportunity to serve his son, Rabbi 
Shner Kotler, of blessed memory, as his 
driver on several occasions. On one of 
these occasions he began to reminisce 
about the situation of Torah learning 
following the war and he illustrated it with 
the following story.

THE VERY LAST KEZOS
When he arrived in America in the forties, 
he was once on the East Side of New York. 
There was only one shop that sold Torah 
books in the entire city of New York at the 
time, and as he had a few minutes before 
his meeting he went in to browse. He 
noticed a book called the Kezos Hachoshen
on the shelves, one of the most basic 
reference works used by Torah scholars, 
and he took it down and started glancing 
through it. The owner noticed and strongly 

advised him to buy it. He told him they 
surely will never print any of these books 
any more, as how many people are there 
left in the world who could possibly require 
them?

The Torah authorities that survived the war 
were confronted with the imminent demise 
of serious Torah study. They decided that 
Israel was once again back in the desert. 
We had to receive the Torah anew and 
reabsorb it from scratch. But as God had 
already sent it down from Mt. Sinai, this 
time around "Mt. Sinai" was the Yeshiva 
and the Kollel, and "the desert" was 
America and Israel. The generation that 
must absorb the Torah is allowed to live on 
the manna. Reality is flexible and bends 
itself to accommodate Torah needs.

The grandchildren of those survivors are 
now in the yeshivas established then, and 
the Kezos Hachoshen has gone through 
many more printings. The imminent demise 
of Torah was successfully avoided. Reality 
stretched to accommodate the 
requirements of the full time Torah scholars 
for over fifty years. God came through with 
the manna. When the world is safe for 
Torah once again we will no doubt return to 
the situation described by Rabbi Ishmael. 
Now that we are once again 'many' with the
help of God, no doubt the many will have to
go out to work. It is a good sign when the 
world no longer supports full time Torah 
learning for the many. It shows that we as a
people have returned to normal and 
regained our strength.

7



Heavenly Bread

The road from Egypt to Mount Sinai was 
not an easy one. The difficulty was not only 
due to the nature of the terrain the Israelites
had to cross, or even the fact that their 
former masters pursued them in a 
murderous frenzy; the basic logistics of the 
care and feeding of such a large populace 
proved to be a formidable challenge. 
Having Divine logistical support proved 
quite advantageous, as they made their 
way under the protective cover of clouds of 
glory, the sea split miraculously at their 
approach, and their drinking water flowed 
from a rock.

While all of this help was, quite literally, a 
Godsend, there was one type of assistance 
that went beyond their physical needs, 
providing sustenance that was spiritually 
transformative as well: the manna. The 
manna fell every morning, six days a week, 
with a double portion on the sixth day; on 
the seventh day, no manna fell. The lesson 
of Shabbat was "hard wired" into the food 
they ate, giving their most basic physical 
sustenance religious significance.

Although Shabbat was first introduced in 
the early verses of Bereishit, we have no 
evidence that the Divine perspective on 
creation to which Shabbat bears witness – 

that God created the universe in six days 
and rested on the seventh by ceasing to 
create – had somehow trickled down to 
human awareness or practice. Before they 
left Egypt, did the Jews know about the 
Sabbath day?

There is a rabbinic teaching (Sh'mot 
Rabbah 1:28) that the Israelite slaves were 
granted a weekly day of rest in Egypt. On 
the advice of an Egyptian prince named 
Moshe, Pharaoh instituted a six-day 
workweek for the empire's slaves, as a 
means of increasing their productivity. It is 
altogether possible that no one, Egyptian or
Israelite, suspected that this day of rest had
religious significance, not to mention 
religious origins or motivation: Pharaoh 
would most certainly not have acquiesced 
to Moshe's suggestion had he known that 
he was granting a religious freedom.

But what of the slaves themselves? Did 
they see their day of rest from the toils and 
tribulations of slavery in physical/social 
terms, or as a religious/spiritual necessity? 
Once freed, did they conclude that their 
new society had no need for a day of rest 
because they were no longer physical 
laborers? Their new reality was so 
completely different to the reality they had 
known in Egypt: Their food fell from 
heaven, and the "work" they had to do to 
access the manna only vaguely resembled 
standard agriculture. They "harvested" 
fresh produce each day without the back-
breaking tilling and sowing, planting, 
pruning, and myriad other laborious tasks 
that every farmer knows so well. In fact, 
their food did not even grow from the 
ground; it came down from heaven. In a 
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sense, there was something almost "Eden –
like" about their existence. Was there a 
need for a day of rest in this idyllic 
existence, they might well have wondered?

The manna gave a clear and resounding 
answer: Yes, even in the desert, protected 
and sustained by miracles, there is 
Shabbat. Apparently the Shabbat 
experience in the desert was designed to 
be very different from the Shabbat they had
known in the dark days of slavery. In Egypt,
the most important element of the seventh 
day had been the cessation of labor; the 
spiritual and theological experience of 
emulating God and giving testament to His 
act of Creation was arguably eclipsed by 
the sheer relief from excruciating physical 
labor.

In the desert, when they are free almost 
entirely of physical constraints, God comes 
into focus. The manna is the ultimate 
teaching aid: The first lesson is that all food 
ultimately comes from God. Consider the 
slave mentality: They had, for hundreds of 
years, been building great edifices for the 
Egyptian empire. Despite the misery of their
lives, they were able to see the tangible 
results of their labor, and to draw a direct 
correlation between effort and result. 
Though they did not benefit from their 
accomplishments, they were able to 
measure their progress and perhaps even 
take pride in what they had built. But the 
slave can feel alienated from God; slaves 
do not sense a partnership with the 
Almighty. On the other hand, the farmer, 
whose livelihood is dependent upon the 
cooperation of "nature," is acutely aware of 
each and every one of the problems that 

can destroy a crop. The farmer has a far 
more organic sense of partnership with 
God, and a far more natural need to pray, to
communicate with his or her "senior 
partner."

In the desert, the Israelites were not 
farmers; they had no need to do work of 
any kind – and yet, they "harvested" the 
manna. Their sustenance would still be the 
result of a sort of partnership with God, and 
the method through which their physical 
needs were met served as both a respite 
from the years of servitude and an 
introduction to the new reality that awaited 
them in the Promised Land. The desert 
experience allowed them to internalize the 
concept of a partnership with God, and to 
prepare themselves for the reality that 
awaited them in the Land of Israel – a 
reality that combines physical and spiritual 
sustenance; a reality which taught them to 
look heavenward for sustenance.

Through the manna, they learned the most 
basic lessons: God created the universe 
and everything in it in six days and rested 
on the seventh. He alone is the source of all
sustenance, both physical and spiritual, and
on Shabbat, when we give testament to 
God as Creator and Sustainer of the 
universe, we recharge not only our physical
strength, but our spiritual resources as well.
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Music, Language of the Soul

For the first time since their departure from 
Egypt the Israelites do something together. 
They sing. "Then sang Moses and the 
children of Israel." Rashi, explaining the 
view of R. Nehemiah in the Talmud (Sotah 
30b) that they spontaneously sang the song
together, says that the holy spirit rested on 
them and miraculously the same words 
came into their minds at the same time. In 
recollection of that moment, tradition has 
named this week Shabbat Shirah, the 
Sabbath of Song. What is the place of song
in Judaism?

There is an inner connection between 
music and the spirit. When language 
aspires to the transcendent and the soul 
longs to break free of the gravitational pull 
of the earth, it modulates into song. Music, 
said Arnold Bennett is "a language which 
the soul alone understands but which the 
soul can never translate." It is, in Richter's 
words "the poetry of the air." Tolstoy called 
it "the shorthand of emotion." Goethe said, 
"Religious worship cannot do without music.
It is one of the foremost means to work 
upon man with an effect of marvel." Words 
are the language of the mind. Music is the 
language of the soul.

So when we seek to express or evoke 

emotion we turn to melody. Deborah sang 
after Israel's victory over the forces of 
Siserah (Judges 5). Hannah sang when she
had a child (1 Sam. 2). When Saul was 
depressed, David would play for him and 
his spirit would be restored (1 Sam. 16). 
David himself was known as the "sweet 
singer of Israel" (2 Sam. 23:1). Elisha called
for a harpist to play so that the prophetic 
spirit could rest upon him (2 Kings 3:15). 
The Levites sang in the Temple. Every day, 
in Judaism, we preface our morning prayers
with Pesukei de-Zimra, the 'Verses of Song'
with their magnificent crescendo, Psalm 
150, in which instruments and the human 
voice combine to sing God's praises.

Mystics go further and speak of the song of 
the universe, what Pythagoras called 'the 
music of the spheres'. This is what Psalm 
19 means when it says, 'The heavens 
declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim
the work of His hands ... There is no 
speech, there are no words, where their 
voice is not heard. Their music(1) carries 
throughout the earth, their words to the end 
of the world.' Beneath the silence, audible 
only to the inner ear, creation sings to its 
Creator.

So, when we pray, we do not read: we sing.
When we engage with sacred texts, we do 
not recite: we chant. Every text and every 
time has, in Judaism, its own specific 
melody. There are different tunes for 
shacharit, mincha and maariv, the morning, 
afternoon and evening prayers. There are 
different melodies and moods for the 
prayers for a weekday, Shabbat, the three 
pilgrimage festivals, Pesach, Shavuot and 
Sukkot (which have much musically in 
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common but also tunes distinctive to each), 
and for the High Holy Days, Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur.

There are different tunes for different texts. 
There is one kind of cantillation for Torah, 
another for the haftorah from the prophetic 
books, and yet another for Ketuvim, the 
Writings, especially the five Megillot. There 
is a particular chant for studying the texts of
the written Torah, for studying Mishnah and 
Gemarah. So by music alone we can tell 
what kind of day it is and what kind of text is
being used. There is a map of holy words 
and it is written in melodies and songs.

Music has extraordinary power to evoke 
emotion. The Kol Nidrei prayer with which 
Yom Kippur begins is not really a prayer at 
all. It is a dry legal formula for the 
annulment of vows. There can be little 
doubt that it is its ancient, haunting melody 
that has given it its hold over the Jewish 
imagination. It is hard to hear those notes 
and not feel that you are in the presence of 
God on the Day of Judgment, standing in 
the company of Jews of all places and 
times as they pleaded with heaven for 
forgiveness. It is the holy of holies of the 
Jewish soul. (Lehavdil, Beethoven came 
close to it in the opening notes of the sixth 
movement of the C Sharp Minor Quartet op.
131, his most sublime and spiritual work).

Nor can you sit on Tisha B'av reading 
Eichah, the book of Lamentations, with its 
own unique cantillation, and not feel the 
tears of Jews through the ages as they 
suffered for their faith and wept as they 
remembered what they had lost, the pain as
fresh as it was the day the Temple was 

destroyed. Words without music are like a 
body without a soul.

Each year for the past ten years I have 
been privileged to be part of a mission of 
song (together with the Shabbaton Choir 
and singers Rabbi Lionel Rosenfeld and 
Chazanim Shimon Craimer and Jonny 
Turgel) to Israel to sing to victims of terror, 
as well as to people in hospitals, community
centres and food kitchens. We sing for and 
with the injured, the bereaved, the sick and 
the broken hearted. We dance with people 
in wheelchairs. One boy who had lost half 
of his family, as well as being blinded, in a 
suicide bombing, sang a duet with the 
youngest member of the choir, reducing the
nurses and his fellow patients to tears. 
Such moments are epiphanies, redeeming 
a fragment of humanity and hope from the 
random cruelties of fate.

Beethoven wrote over the manuscript of the
third movement of his A Minor Quartet the 
words Neue Kraft fuhlend, "Feeling new 
strength." That is what you sense in those 
hospital wards. You understand what King 
David meant when he sang to God the 
words: "You turned my grief into dance; you
removed my sackcloth and clothed me with 
joy, that my heart may sing to You and not 
be silent." You feel the strength of the 
human spirit no terror can destroy.

In his book, Musicophilia, the neurologist 
and writer Oliver Sacks (no relative, alas) 
tells the poignant story of Clive Wearing, an
eminent musicologist who was struck by a 
devastating brain infection. The result was 
acute amnesia. He was unable to 
remember anything for more than a few 
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seconds. As his wife Deborah put it, 'It was 
as if every waking moment was the first 
waking moment.'

Unable to thread experiences together, he 
was caught in an endless present that had 
no connection with anything that had gone 
before. One day his wife found him holding 
a chocolate in one hand and repeatedly 
covering and uncovering it with the other 
hand, saying each time, 'Look, it's new.' 'It's 
the same chocolate', she said. 'No', he 
replied, 'look. It's changed.' He had no past 
at all. In a moment of awareness he said 
about himself, 'I haven't heard anything, 
seen anything, touched anything, smelled 
anything. It's like being dead.'

Two things broke through his isolation. One 
was his love for his wife. The other was 
music. He could still sing, play the organ 
and conduct a choir with all his old skill and 
verve. What was it about music, Sacks 
asked, that enabled him, while playing or 
conducting, to overcome his amnesia? He 
suggests that when we 'remember' a 
melody, we recall one note at a time, yet 
each note relates to the whole. He quotes 
the philosopher of music, Victor 
Zuckerkandl, who wrote, 'Hearing a melody 
is hearing, having heard, and being about 
to hear, all at once. Every melody declares 
to us that the past can be there without 
being remembered, the future without being
foreknown.' Music is a form of sensed 
continuity that can sometimes break 
through the most overpowering 
disconnections in our experience of time.

Faith is more like music than like science. 
Science analyzes, music integrates. And as

music connects note to note, so faith 
connects episode to episode, life to life, age
to age in a timeless melody that breaks into
time. God is the composer and librettist. We
are each called on to be voices in the choir, 
singers of God's song. Faith teaches us to 
hear the music beneath the noise.

So music is a signal of transcendence. The 
philosopher and musician Roger Scruton 
writes that it is "an encounter with the pure 
subject, released from the world of objects, 
and moving in obedience to the laws of 
freedom alone." He quotes Rilke: "Words 
still go softly out towards the unsayable / 
And music, always new, from palpitating 
stones / builds in useless space its godly 
home." The history of the Jewish spirit is 
written in its songs. The words do not 
change, but each generation needs its own 
melodies.

Our generation needs new songs so that 
we too can sing joyously to God as our 
ancestors did at that moment of 
transfiguration when they crossed the Red 
Sea and emerged, the other side, free at 
last. When the soul sings, the spirit soars.

1. Kavam, literally "their line," possibly meaning the 
reverberating string of a musical instrument. 
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Why Did the Sea Split?

Psalms, 114, 1-3: “In Yisrael’s 
leaving of Egypt, the house of 
Yaakov from a people of foreign 
tongue; Yehuda sanctified Him, 
Yisrael His ruler. The sea saw 
and escaped…”
Rashi, Psalms, 114:2, Dh: 
Hayta Yehuda: “…This verse is 
homiletically explained in 
Agadda, ‘Yehuda sanctified Him’,
in that Nachshon jumped into the
sea and said ‘I will go in first’…”
Bereishit Rabbah, 87:8: Dh: 
And he went outside: “Rebbe 
Shimon Ish Katron says, ‘in the 
merit of Yosef’s bones, the sea 
split for Yisrael, as it says, ‘The 
sea saw and fled’ – in the merit 
of, ‘and he left his clothing in her 
hand and escaped.”

King David in Psalms alludes to the events 
of the Splitting of the Sea – he refers to 
Yehuda sanctifying God, and then exclaims 
that the sea saw and then split – it does not
tell us what exactly the sea saw. The 
Midrash teaches that what the sea ‘saw’ 
was the Aron that contained the body of 
Yosef that the Jewish people brought with 
them out of Egypt. The Midrash explains 
that in the merit of Yosef’s action of fleeing 
from Potiphar’s wife, the sea in turn ‘fled’ 
and split.

Accordingly, it seems that the splitting of the
sea was in Yosef’s merit. However, the 

Gemara1 cited by Rashi, when discussing 
the first part of the same verse in Tehillim, 
says that Yehuda’s sanctification refers to 
when Nachson son of Amminadav of 
Yehuda was the first person to walk into the
raging sea until the water reached up to his 
nose, and then split, seemingly in his merit. 
The obvious problem here is that based on 
the homiletical interpretations of the Sages, 
it seems like the very same verse is 
alluding to totally separate reasons for the 
splitting of the sea – how do we understand
this? It appears that both deeds were 
necessary to cause the sea to split, but why
is this?

The first stage in approaching this question 
is to explain why these two actions in 
particular merited the miracle of the splitting
of the sea. With regard to Yosef, one 
possible approach is that, when faced with 
the test with Potiphar’s wife, Yosef rose 
above his nature by resisting his natural 
human desires in a super-natural way and 
ran out of the room. In this merit, the sea 
went against its nature and ‘fled’ from itself 
so to speak, by splitting. A similar approach 
can be applied to Nachson – he went 
against the natural way of acting by walking
straight into a raging sea until it reached the
point where he could no longer breath. So 
again, by rising above the natural mode of 
behavior, he merited that the sea act in an 
‘unnatural’ manner and split.

However, the question remains as to why 
both deeds seem to have been required? In
order to answer this question, it is 
instructive to delve a little deeper into the 
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unique roles of Yosef and Yehuda and this 
will enable to help us understand the 
significant of each of their actions that 
merited the Splitting of the Sea. King David 
in another place in Pslams enumerates two 
aspects of serving God: “Sur meirah v’aseh 

tov” 2; “leave evil and do good”. On an 
individual level, ‘leaving evil’ refers to 
avoiding sinning and overcoming one’s 
negative traits, whilst on a more public level
it refers to fighting evil in the world. ‘Doing 
good’ refers to performing positive actions 
and developing one’s positive traits, whilst 
on a more public level it refers to bringing 
about increased recognition of God in the 
world.

The Shem Mishmuel3 explains that Yosef 
represented the aspect of leaving evil. He 
guarded himself from immorality, refusing to
even look at the Egyptian women who 
came to see him, and most significantly, 
when he overcame the test of Potiphar’s 
wife. He also acted to remove evil from 
others, by forcing the Egyptians to do 
circumcision, and in that way removing 
some of the negative inclination for 
immorality. Yehuda on the other hand, 
represents the aspect of doing good; He did
positive actions, such as when he took 
responsibility for his action with Tamar, and 
he was sent to Egypt to set up study halls 
to pave the way for the Jewish nation to be 
able to learn Torah.

In a similar vein, we know that that two 
Messiahs will redeem the Jewish nation, 
one from Yosef and one from Yehuda – they
will be known as Moshiach ben Yosef and 
Moshiach ben David – David himself was a 

descendant of Yehuda. The Shem 

Mishmuel4 writes that Moshiach ben Yosef 
will achieve the ‘sur merah’ aspect by 
defeating the enemies of the nation. In that 
way, he will pave the way for Moshiach ben 
David to complete the role of doing good by
bringing about the ingathering of the exiles 
and rebuilding the Temple.

Based on this understanding, it seems that 
two aspects of breaking nature were 
necessary to invoke enough merit to cause 
the sea to go against its nature – breaking 
nature in the realm of leaving evil and 
breaking nature in the realm of doing good: 
Yosef broke nature through leaving evil 
when he overcame his natural desires and 
ran away from Potiphar’s wife. Yehuda 
broke nature through doing good when he 
overcame his natural desire to remain 
safely on dry land, and walked up to his 
nose, in the raging waters.

The two acts of ‘supernatural’ strength 
combined to provide enough merit for the 
sea to act in a supernatural fashion and 

split.5 We also know that based on the 
concept of Maaseh Avos Simun L’Banim 
(the deeds of the fathers are a sign for the 
children), the great actions of Yosef and 
Yehuda continue to have a positive effect 
on us – Yosef gave us the power to resist 
our negative inclination in difficult 
challenges, and Yehuda in taking 
responsibility and acting boldly even when it
seems futile. May each of us merit, on our 
own level, to emulate Yosef and Yehuda in 
doing good and leaving evil.

1. Sotah, 37. 
2. Psalms, 34:15. 
3. Shem MiShmuel, Vayigash, 5675. 
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4. Shem MiShmuel Vayeishev; 5677. 
5. It could be added that the sea itself manifested 

‘behavior’ reminiscent of both sur merah and aseh tov –
aseh tov in allowing the Jewish people to go through, 
and sur merah in closing on the Egyptians and thereby 
destroying evil. 
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