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In loving memory of Yehuda ben Yaakov HaCohen

“Moshe stretched out his hand over the sea, and God moved the sea with a strong east wind all the
night, and He turned the sea to dry land and the water split” (Shemot 14:21).
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1st Aliya (Kohen) – Shemot 13:17-14:8

After Pharaoh sends the Israelites out of Egypt,
God does not lead them on a straight path
through the land of the Pelishtim (Philistines)
towards Cana’an (later Israel), but rather towards
the Sea of Reeds. Moshe is carrying Yosef’s
bones, as Yosef had requested before his death
(see Bereishit 50:25). A pillar of cloud guides the
Israelites by day, and a pillar of fire lights up their
journey at night. God tells Moshe to turn back in
the direction of Egypt. God hardens the heart of
Pharaoh, who pursues the Israelites with his
armed chariots.

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 14:9-14

The Egyptians catch up with the Israelites, 
who are encamped by the Sea. Seeing the
approaching army, the people cry out in 
prayer, and also ask Moshe why they left Egypt 
only to die in the desert. Moshe tells them 
not to fear; they will experience God’s salvation.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 14:15-25

Moshe raises his staff; an easterly wind blows
and the Sea splits. The Israelites walk through
the dry channel, the water providing a wall on
either side of them. The Egyptians enter the Sea
but struggle to move forward.

Point to Consider: Why did God move the sea
with a “strong easterly wind”? (14:21) 

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 14:26-15:26

Moshe raises his staff; the Sea closes on the
Egyptians, drowning them. The Israelites see the
drowned Egyptians on the seashore. Together
with Moshe, they sing the Song at the Sea (Shirat
HaYam) which celebrates God’s miraculous
salvation. The nation travels on, experiencing
three days in the desert without water. They
come to a place called Marah, where the water 
is too bitter to drink. They complain to Moshe,
who is shown a tree by God. Moshe throws the
tree into the water, thus sweetening it.

Question: Which nations are referred to in the
Song at the Sea as being terrified by news of the
miracle? (15:15) Answer on bottom of page 6.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 15:27-16:10

The Israelites arrive in the Sin Desert and
complain to Moshe that they are hungry. God
tells Moshe that he will send down a daily portion
of ‘bread’ from the heavens. Moshe tells the
people they will also get meat in the evening.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 16:11-36

The heavenly bread – called ‘man’ (manna) – falls
between two layers of dew (Rashi). Each
household gets a daily portion sufficient for 
its members. Moshe tells them not to leave any
over until the next day. Some people ignore 
this warning; their manna becomes infested. 
A double portion falls on Friday. Moshe tells them
to use the excess for Shabbat and not to go out
to collect any manna on Shabbat. Again, some
ignore this instruction. Moshe tells Aharon to
preserve some manna in a container, as a
reminder to future generations.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 17:1-16

The Israelites travel to Refidim, but again do not
find water. God tells Moshe to strike a rock with
his staff; water emerges from the rock. Amalek
attacks the Israelites at Refidim. Yehoshua
(Joshua) leads the battle against them, whilst
Moshe, Aharon and Chur (Moshe’s nephew)
ascend a nearby hill. Whenever Moshe raises his
arms, Israel overcomes Amalek. Aharon and
Chur support Moshe’s tired arms. Yehoshua is
victorious.

Haftarah

Devorah was a prophetess and a judge. The
haftarah, from the Book of Judges, includes the
song that Devorah sang to celebrate the defeat
of the evil Ca'ananite general, Sisera. This defeat
was facilitated by the bravery of Yael, who
attacked and killed Sisera with a tent-peg.
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3In memory of Harav Yitzchak Yoel ben Shlomo Halevi

Miriam the Prophetess
by Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis 

It is perhaps one of the most
puzzling verses of the Torah:

After the miracle of the
parting of the Sea of Reeds,
we are told: “Miriam, the
Prophetess, the sister of

Aharon, took a drum in her hand; and all the
women went out after her with drums and with
dances” (Shemot 15:20).

Firstly, why is Miriam described as a prophetess?
There is no reference to her prophesying
anywhere in the Torah. 

Secondly, Miriam was the sister of Moshe, 
the greatest of all of our leaders. Why does the
Torah describe her here as the sister of Aharon
alone?

And thirdly, where did all the drums come from?

The Midrash describes the historical background
to our passage.  When Pharaoh issued his evil
decree to cast all baby boys into the waters of
the Nile, Amram and Yocheved separated. 
They felt it would be irresponsible for them to
bring another child into the world when there was
a 50% possibility that the child would perish.
Their daughter, Miriam, who was only a young girl
at the time, pleaded with her parents: “While
there is, indeed, a possibility for tragedy, with the
help of God we will surely overcome it”. With
prophetic insight, she predicted that the child
born to them would survive and be an inspiration
to his people. Moved by their daughter’s words,
Amram and Yocheved remarried and a year later
Moshe was born.

This significant Divine insight earned Miriam the
title of prophetess. It took place while Aharon
was alive, but before Moshe was born. Hence,
the reference to her being “sister of Aharon”.

But what about the drums? 

The Midrash (Mechilta) explains that the Israelite
women brought them out of Egypt. In the midst
of their most fearful flight to freedom, they were
planning to celebrate upon their redemption!

In the late 1950s, Israel was hit by a prolonged,
serious drought. Many thousands of people
gathered in Kikar Shabbat in Jerusalem to pray
for rain. During the recitation of Tehillim (Psalms),
clouds unexpectedly appeared in the sky above
and, by the end of the event, rain fell. An elderly
Admor (Chassidic Rebbe), who had been
brought in a wheelchair, opened an umbrella
which was on his lap. Astonished onlookers
enquired, “How come are you the only person
here with an umbrella?” He replied, “We came to
daven for rain, so I brought my umbrella”.

This was the type of emunah (deep-rooted faith)
that the Israelite women had when they left
Egypt. Similarly, throughout history, Jewish
women have been an extraordinary source of
inspiration. 

I am delighted that on this Shabbat Neshama,
thanks to the talks being given by women in
communities right across the UK, many
thousands of people are benefitting from such
inspiration.



4In memory of Chaim ben Moshe Bentzion

The Happiest Places on Earth
by Rebbetzin Abi Kurzer, Assistant Rebbetzen Edgware United Synagogue,
Ma’ayan

If you have ever been on a
long car journey with young
children, even if it is a
journey to the most exciting
of destinations, you may
have experienced the
descent into complaining:
“it’s too hot”, “I’m hungry”,

“so-and-so is bothering me” and “are we nearly
there yet?!” 

In parashat Beshalach, the Israelites have just
been on the most miraculous journey – the ten
plagues, the splitting of the Sea which they
‘walked through’ on dry land and the final defeat
of the Egyptians and. And yet, by the end of the
parasha, the Torah describes their complaining:
“what are we going to eat and drink? Why did
you take us to the desert to die?” (Shemot 16:3;
17:3) Soon afterwards, they came to a place
called Marah, which had water, but which was
(seemingly) too bitter to drink. 

The Kotzker Rebbe (d. 1859) interprets this
passage with a remarkable insight. When the
Torah states that “they were not able to drink the
waters from Marah because they were bitter”
(ibid. ), it is not referring to the water as bitter but
to the people themselves! The water was not the
problem; rather, the people had become overly
critical, judgemental and disgruntled to the point
where, instead of tasting the sweetness in the
water, all they could taste was bitterness. 

At times it can be a real struggle to see the
positive and sweetness in our life experiences.
Happiness is not something that comes
automatically; usually it has to be worked on.
This past semester the most popular course at
Yale University was called ‘Psychology and the
Good Life’ and it taught students how to be
happy. The fact that happiness is something that
can be learned is taught in the Book of Proverbs

(Mishlei 21:9): “One who has a good eye will be
blessed” – having a positive attitude will enable
them to see the blessings in their lives.

The slogan for Disneyland is: “The happiest 
place on Earth”. Disneyland call each of its
60,000 employees “cast members”. From the
CEO to the people who clean the park when
everyone has gone home, all the employees are
reminded to think: “I project a positive image 
and energy. I am courteous and respectful to 
all guests including children. I go above and
beyond”. The message is that no matter what
their role in the park, everyone is responsible for
spreading smiles.

So too, in our shuls, communities and personal
lives, we can strive to spread smiles and project
positivity by looking at things with a good eye,
instead of being critical and complaining. 
In doing so, we demonstrate that we can rectify
the mistake of the Israelites who at times
complained bitterly. This will hopefully allow 
us to create shuls, communities and homes 
that are “the happiest places on Earth”.



5In memory of Harav Yisrael ben Harav Uriah

Lessons from the Miracles 
by Claudia Kitsberg, Head of Living & Learning and Governance 

The splitting of the Sea 
was the climatic miracle
performed by God during
the Exodus from Egypt. Its
background and execution
continue to influence our
daily lives, through the
teachings which Chazal 

(the Talmudic Rabbis) passed onto us. Let’s
consider some of these.

We read in last week’s sidrah that Pharaoh finally
sent the Jews out of Egypt (Shemot 12:31). They
were escorted into the wilderness accompanied
by the pillar of cloud and pillar of fire (ibid. 13:21).
The cloud was in honour of Aharon, renowned for
always making peace (see Talmud Sotah 11a).
He made people feel good about themselves 
and improved their self-esteem. Indeed the
Talmud says that showing another person the
white of one's teeth with a warm smile is an 
even greater act of kindness than giving them
milk, as a smile can turn around someone’s
whole day for the better (Ketubot 111b).

Ultimately, Pharaoh changed his mind and
decided to chase the Jews, in order to bring
them back by force to Egypt. He mobilised his
officers and prepared horses and 600 of the 
best chariots, as well as precious gold, to go to
battle. Pharaoh was so eager to defeat the
Israelites that, unusually for a leader, he went at
the front, willing to risk his own life (Shemot 14:7-
10 with Rashi).

The Israelites were camping next to the Sea 
of Reeds. As the Egyptians drew close, 
worrying they had nowhere to go, the Israelites
complained to Moshe: “you took us out of Egypt
to die!” (ibid. 14:11). Moshe raised his hands 
in prayer and God said “Enough! Your prayers 
are answered! Now you need to act!” Nachshon
ben Aminidav, from the tribe of Yehudah, had 
the courage and belief to run in to the sea, until
the water reached up to his neck, at which point

the sea miraculously split (Talmud Sota 37a-b).
In reward for Nachshon’s heroism, he became
the leader of the tribe of Yehudah, from which 
the Davidic monarchy descended. 

After the Sea split, the nation sang ‘Az Yashir’ in
praise of God, which we recite in our shacharit
prayers. While joyously singing this song
responsively with Moshe, the nation attained a
high level of prophecy (Talmud Sota 30b). Millions
of Israelites sharing a prophetic experience was
a miracle in its own right.

The nation then spent the next three days by the
Sea, collecting the spoils which the Egyptians
had brought in their chariots. This earned
criticism from the Talmudic Sages, for it resulted
in neglecting to study Torah for three days.
Nowadays, we read from the Torah at shacharit
every Shabbat, Monday and Thursday morning,
to ensure that we do not neglect Torah for three
days (Midrash Mechilta). 

By reciting prayers such as ‘Az Yashir’ and
instituting these Torah readings, we continue to
keep the miraculous events of the splitting of the
Sea at the forefront of our minds.



6In memory of Chaya Rachel bat Moshe Ben-tzion

Tu Bishvat  
by Rebbetzen Lisa Levene, Belmont United Synagogue, Ma’ayan

Tu Bishvat (literally ‘the 15th
of the Hebrew month of
Shevat’) is the New Year for
the Trees (see Mishnah Rosh
Hashanah 2a). Although not
cited in the Torah, the day
carries festival status and
has a number of fascinating

customs, some of which have deep mystical
roots. One popular custom is to eat the fruits that
God so generously provides, especially fruits for
which Eretz Yisrael is praised in the Torah, namely
pomegranates, figs, dates, olives and grapes (see
Devarim 8:8). 

Tu Bishvat offers an opportunity for personal
growth. One interesting point to reflect upon is the
Torah’s comparison of a person to “a tree of the
field" (ibid. 20:19).

Comparing a person to a tree hints that, just as 
a tree needs four basic elements in order to
survive – soil, water, air, and fire (sun) – we also
require the same basic elements. For example,
soil is not merely the source from which
nourishment is absorbed; it also provides room
for the roots to grow. So, too, people require a
strong home base, where values and morals are
absorbed, and which provides a supportive
growth environment. In a society often rife with
negativity, we need a filter, a safe haven to return
to and refresh. A community can provide this –
the soil where we can be ourselves, make our
mistakes, and still be accepted, loved and
nourished.

The metaphor of a person being a tree goes
further. The Midrash Shmuel (a commentary to
Pirkei Avot 3:24) writes that tzadikim (righteous
people) are comparable to upside down trees.
The root of their souls, their core identify, is
attached to the heavens. Their ‘fruit’ – the
teachings and deeds that give their lives
meaning – are directed downwards, which in turn
causes other fruit-producing trees to grow.

Similarly, we should strive to go beyond our 
own growth in Torah and good deeds. We must
try to “produce fruits with seeds for new trees 
and new fruits”, exerting a positive influence 
upon our environment and in our relationships, 
so that others also produce ‘fruits’. 

Another aspect of Tu Bishvat is tzedakah (charity).
15 Shevat marks the renewal of the tithing 
cycle. These tithes are taken from crops that 
are grown in the Land of Israel and given to the
Kohanim (terumah), the Levi’im (ma’aser rishon)
and the poor (ma’aser ani). The obligation to give
these tithes reminds us that it is God who has
bestowed prosperity on us. We have been
entrusted as guardians and His rules dictate 
what we are allowed to keep and what we have 
to give away. 

It is also interesting to note the timing of 
Tu Bishvat, when most of the year’s rainfall has
already fallen in Israel and the trees are bare. 
But the sap has started to form, which will allow
the fruit eventually to blossom. This reminds us
that when things look bleak in our own lives, 
we need to remember that we are created
b’tzelem Elokim, in the image of God, even if 
it doesn't seem so obvious. Our unique neshama
(soul) is waiting to burst forth. Happier times may
well be ahead.

Answer:  Edom, Moab and Cana'an
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