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Parshat B’shalach
The Time for Encounter

Hannah Ruimy - Class of 2025

We often tell the story of the Exodus from Egypt as if it was a triumphant journey. But if we
look at it carefully, it was actually a rather painful deliverance.

Let’s imagine how the Hebrew people must be feeling, as they have not yet really become
one people. They suddenly must leave their homes, hastily pack their bags, and wake up the
babies. A race against time starts to cross the border before it’s too late.

I have personally always been confused by how the haggadot of Passover are illustrated.
The Exodus looks like it was a very well-organized experience, with very tidy and upright
columns of clouds, surrounded by camels, sheep walking in line, and little kids all happy and
perfectly prepared for the trip. However, in reality, the people are crying, and suffering from
this rapid, messy  departure.

Since the beginning of the parsha, the tone has been set. Hashem spares heartbroken
people by organizing an itinerary that will be adapted to their trauma, sparing them further
encounters with enemies .

Yet, the whole parsha is strewn with their pain and complaints.

A psychoanalyst would certainly have a lot to say about how difficult it is for them to express
their needs and feelings with serenity. They seem unable to put into words their ill-being,
because in their minds, liberation has not yet happened. It is their unconscious that makes
them cry and complain so much.

There are two key moments that really struck me in parshat B’shalach, and I’d like to explore
what links them. The first one is during the crossing of the Red Sea, and particularly its
ending with the “shirah,” the song of the Hebrew people which continues to accompany us
daily in prayer. The second one is the Manna, the divine food which will fall from the sky
during their entire journey in the desert (40 years !).

Firstly, we can notice that these events are essential in a new life of free men, and they both
occur in hostile environments,  the sea and the desert, respectively. How unsettling it must
have been, as a slave, to be taken away from a torturer, in order to be brought into these
terrifying and uncertain environments! Hashem certainly has a sharp sense of humor.

Let’s go back to the two moments I was mentioning earlier :

1. The Shirah

We must remind ourselves that this crossing of the Red Sea on dry ground represents a real
challenge. It is about transforming the deepest inner fears of the people into a reasoned and
structured fear of the Lord–from terror inspired by Pharaoh to fear of Heaven. And to that
end, the people must see, because at this moment, they need to see it to believe it.

I invite you all to observe together how subtle is the chiastic structure of the following
paragraph which is written right before the opening of the Red Sea. Here, Hashem is not
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only about to manifest His glory to the skeptical people, but also to make their torturer
disappear forever.

They must see (ר.א.ה) in order to stop being afraid .(י.ר.א) They won't be seeing their
torturers anymore (ר.א.ה) so that they may finally fear God positively (י.ר.א)

Let's take a close look at the text :

The reply of the people is spontaneous. Indeed it is a rare moment of grace inside the
desert.They sing a song, with Moshe as a choirmaster:

ָאז יִָׁשיר-מֶֹׁשה ּוְבנֵי יְִׂשָרֵאל ֶאת-ַהִּׁשיָרה ַהּזֹאת, ַליהוָ-ה, וַּיֹאְמרּו,   ֵלאמֹר: ָאִׁשיָרה ַליהוָ-ה ִּכי-ָגאֹה ָּגָאה

Then Moses and the Israelites sang this song to Hashem. They said:
I will sing to Hashem for He has triumphed gloriously (Exodus 15: 1)

They sing all together, in perfect harmony.

The Or HaChaim highlights the future tense used here : “ יִָׁשירָאז ” would more likely mean
“they will sing" than "they sang," in reference to the future inclusion of the Shirah in the
liturgy.

He also notices the use of the first person to emphasize this exceptional moment of perfect
unity, echoing the Mekhilta d’Rabbi Yishmael 15:2:

שראתה שפחה על הים מה שלא ראו ישעיה ויחזקאל

A maid-servant beheld at the Red Sea what was not beheld by Ezekiel and Ezekiel.
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Our Shirah is the only text in the Torah whose origins completely come from the human
mind, with its inspiration and power from God. The men and the women are the ones taking
over in order to write their part of the history in the Torah.

2. Food makes us free!

It seems that breaking free also means being liberated of our primary fears. (Hunger is one
of the primary needs of the human being in the pyramid of Maslow). The episode of the
Manna suddenly becomes a pretext to feed the Hebrew people with … trust!

Let's not forget that they all had their herds and animals that could be an emergency source
of food. But hunger is not the real reason for their complaint and fear. The real reason is the
lack of food, the anxiety of not having enough for tomorrow. They were still tied to their lives
in Egypt and all the instability that that entailed.

Indeed, we don't exactly know what their concern is:

The hunger? It is never mentioned in the text.
The quality of the food in the desert ?
Their fear of starving ? (Which is actually a psychic hunger )
Or is it their inability to ask for bread without whining?

ֶרץ נּו ְביַד־יְהֹוָ-֙ה ְּבֶא֣ ן מּוֵת֤ י־יִֵּת֨ ל ִמֽ י יְִׂשָרֵא֗ ם ְּבֵנ֣ ן ַּבִּמְדָּבֽר׃ וַּיֹאְמ֨רּו ֲאֵלֶה֜ ֹ֖ ה וְַעֽל־ַאֲהר ל ַעל־מֶֹׁש֥ ת ְּבנֵי־יְִׂשָרֵא֛ וַּיִּ֜לֹונּו ׇּכל־ֲעַד֧
ל ית ֶאת־ׇּכל־ַהָּקָה֥ ה ְלָהִמ֛ ר ַהֶּז֔ נּ֙ו ֶאל־ַהִּמְדָּב֣ ם אָֹת֙ ַבע ִּכֽי־הֹוֵצאֶת֤ ֹ֑ ֶחם ָלׂש נּו ֶל֖ ר ְּבׇאְכֵל֥ יר ַהָּבָׂש֔ נּ֙ו ַעל־ִס֣ יִם ְּבִׁשְבֵּת֙ ִמְצַר֔

ה ָּבָרָעֽב׃ ַהֶּז֖

(2) In the wilderness, the whole Israelite community grumbled against Moses and
Aaron.
(3) The Israelites said to them, “If only we had died by the hand of Hashem  in the land
of Egypt, when we sat by the fleshpots, when we ate our fill of bread! For you have
brought us out into this wilderness to starve this whole congregation to death.”
(Exodus 16: 2-3)

Which reality is described here in their complaint?
1. They are "in the desert" - the place mentioned is not precise at all, it is the situation

that terrorizes them, and not the place itself.
2. They are sitting next to the meat pots, but do they get to actually eat the meat ?
3. All the commentators address this expression "sitting next to the meat pots", which

excludes the action of eating the food.
3. They confirm that the particularity of Egypt was that you died from the hand of

Hashem Himself, you could really feel His presence at your side, whereas in the
desert, you feel like you could starve.

This idea is exactly what we can use as a starting point to think about what was really troubling
the people at this point. In fact, in Egypt, the Hebrew people were perfectly able to identify
Hashem's presence. Yes, you would die in Egypt, but you would die with Hashem by your side!
Now they fear that they are to be left all alone in the desert, vulnerable without Hashem’s palpable
presence.
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How does Hashem reassure them and give them the assurance they long for ?

Let's analyze the words offered:

יר י ַמְמִט֥ ה ִהנְנִ֨ אֶמר יְהֹוָ-֙ה ֶאל־מֶֹׁש֔ ֹ֤ �וַּי ּנּו ֲהיֵֵל֥ ַען ֲאנֶַּס֛ ם וְָלְֽקטּ֙ו ְּדַבר־֣יֹום ְּביֹו֔מֹו ְלַמ֧ א ָהָע֤ יִם וְיָָצ֨ ֶחם ִמן־ַהָּׁשָמ֑ ם ֶל֖ ָלֶכ֛
אֶמר מֶֹׁש֙ה ֹ֤ ר־יְִלְק֖טּו ֥יֹום ׀ יֹֽום׃ וַּי ל ֲאֶׁשֽ ה ַע֥ ה ִמְׁשנֶ֔ יאּו וְָהָי֣ ת ֲאֶׁשר־יִָב֑ ינּו ֵא֣ י וְֵהִכ֖ י ִאם־ֽ�א׃ וְָהיָ֙ה ַּבּ֣יֹום ַהִּׁשִּׁש֔ ְּבתֹוָרִת֖
-ה ָ֔ ֶקר ּוְרִאיֶת֙ם ֶאת־ְּכ֣בֹוד יְהֹו ֹ֗ יִם׃ ּוב ֶרץ ִמְצָרֽ ם ֵמֶא֥ יא ֶאְתֶכ֖ י יְהָֹו֛-ה הֹוִצ֥ ם ִּכ֧ ֶרב ִוֽיַדְעֶּת֕ ל ֶע֕ י יְִׂשָרֵא֑ ן ֶאֽל־ׇּכל־ְּבֵנ֖ ֹ֔ וְַאֲהר

ינּו׃ ינּו ָעֵלֽ י ַתִּל֖ ה ִּכ֥ -ה וְַנְ֣חנּו ָמ֔ ם ַעל־יְהָֹו֑ ְּבׇׁשְמ֥עֹו ֶאת־ְּתֻלּנֵֹתיֶכ֖

And  Hashem said to Moses, “I will rain down bread for you from the sky, and the
people shall go out and gather each day that day’s portion—that I may thus test
them, to see whether they will follow My instructions or not.
So, Moses and Aaron said to all the Israelites, “By evening you shall know it was
Hashem who brought you out from the land of Egypt.
and in the morning, you shall behold the Presence of Hashem, because [God] has
heard your grumblings against Hashem . For who are we that you should grumble
against us?
(Exodus 16: 4-7)

Note that this heavenly food doesn't have a name. Also, what is it made of ? It is only called
“ השמיםמןלחם ” - bread from Heaven. Perhaps the most important word is "Heaven.”

Also note that we might have expected some reassurance from God that the people will in
fact be fed. There is no such guarantee, however, that they will have enough to eat always.
Instead:

- In the evening, (by eating this meat) you will know that it is to Me that you owe your status
as free men.
(verse  6)

- In the morning (by eating this bread) you will be able to see Me, to see My presence in this
food.
(verse 7)

And at which moment will they be fed ? The text doesn't say anything about that.

The main point is, yes, to feed them, but more importantly, to fill them with affection, to make
them know and see “the presence of Hashem inside this food” says the text. It is then not a
surprise to read a mention of a cloud column.

ה ֶּבָעָנֽן׃ ה נְִרָא֖ ר וְִהּנֵ֙ה ְּכ֣בֹוד יְהֹ-וָ֔ ל וַּיְִפ֖נּו ֶאל־ַהִּמְדָּב֑ ת ְּבֵנֽי־יְִׂשָרֵא֔ ר ַאֲהרֹ֙ן ֶאל־ׇּכל־ֲעַד֣ י ְּכַדֵּב֤ וַיְִה֗

And as Aaron spoke to the whole Israelite community, they turned toward the
wilderness, and there, in a cloud, appeared the Presence of Hashem. (Exodus 16:10)

The Manna will be their food inside the desert because the soil is not fertile. This task is
typically human, requiring planting, harvesting and preparing flour. But now this whole
process is being taken over by Hashem Himself. It's a real turn of events, where Hashem
becomes a new kind of farmer from Heaven.
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—

To conclude, we have on the one hand a perfect song, created by human minds, which
becomes worthy of being included in the Torah (a creation of God), and on the other hand,
we have bread from Heaven, sent by God, which is usually made by men.

Each partner is moving from its place to reach the other. God and human beings both make
a move towards the other. They encroach on each other's ground, in a positive and
productive way. In reality, B’shalach is the story of a reciprocal encounter between Hashem
and His people, b’nei yisrael.

It is complicated, but it is sweet. As Jeremiah reminds us :

ֶרץ ֥�א ְזרּוָעֽה׃ ר ְּבֶא֖ ֲחַר֙י ַּבִּמְדָּב֔ � ַאֽ יִ� ֶלְכֵּת֤ ת ְּכלּו�ָת֑ יִ� ַאֲהַב֖ ֶסד נְעּוַר֔ ְרִּתי ָל֙� ֶח֣ ָזַכ֤

Thus said the LORD : I accounted to your favor, the devotion of your youth, your love as a
bride— How you followed Me in the wilderness, in a land not sown. (Jeremiah 2:2)
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