Parashat Beshalah - Shabbat-Shirah
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Shirat-Hayyam, The Shirah (Song) at the Sea, reaches its dramatic verve in its ringing phrase (Exodus
15:2b), ‘ze-Eli we-anwehu’ — “This is My G-d and I shall ‘nawe’ Him!” [This is] the G-d of my father,
and I shall endorse Him!” In the Mekhilta de-Rabbi Yishmael (Shirata ch. 3), Rabbinic Sages of the
third century CE offer different interpretations to the phrase ‘3R] *?% 71, the noun ’m3 and the

compound verb “1MINY’: ---
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Rabbi Yishmael interprets 7111 as %2 an adjective meaning ‘beautiful’. How can a person of flesh and

blood ‘beautify’ himself before his Maker? The answer is: by fulfilling Mitzvoth in beauty; by
worshipping G-d thru beautiful objects — a beautiful Lulaw, Sukkah, Zizith and Tefillin [ Phylacteries].

M) DI DN AR 1M 2 R R .50 RTR iR DINY RIK

Abba Shaul interprets ‘73’ as a verb meaning ‘to imitate’. Endeavor ‘to emulate’ G-d’s attributes — just
as He is compassionate and gracious, so you too ought to be the same.
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Rabbi Yosei Hagalili understands 113 — ‘glorified’ — as a human duty to proclaim and praise the glory of

G-d, Who created the world, to all the nations of the world."
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Rabbi Yosei of Damascus perceives a double meaning in the word ‘72" — An adjective [‘beautiful’]
and a noun [‘dwelling’]. Thus he explains the word to refer to the Mikdash. Two verses are employed
as support. (1) Psalmodic (Tehilim 79:6-7; ‘3nng 79¥’), rebuking the nations [‘goyyim’] that denied G-
d, oppressed Israel and destroyed the Mikdash. (2) Prophetic (Yeshayahu 33:20), envisioning a glorious
restoration of Zion and Yerushalim.
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Rabbi Akiva sees in ‘31381 a sublime and noble challenge to spread Judaism thrghout the world. In his
exuberant style — speckled with flaming romantic allusions — the Martyr Rabbi Akiva expresses his
fascination with the abiding love of G-d exhibited by Israel’s martyrdom. His tribute culminates with
his sincere vision of the nations yearning to join Israel. Ultimately, the burning love-affair between
Israel and G-d remains exclusive and monogamous. ‘My Lover is for me, and I am for Him’.
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The Sages see in the verb N-W-H [7-1-1] a double implication of escorting and and dwelling. G-d, so to
say, reveals his imminent presence, shechina, %3 to Israel, constantly, whether they follow His ways
or miss the mark.

Generally, ‘nawe’ has two meanings: As an adjective, it means ‘beautiful’; as a noun it means a
dwelling place. In the context of the Shirah, our Sages in the Mekhilta suggest the following meanings:
I will adore Him; adorn Him; cling to Him; emulate His ways; build for Him (G-d) a Mikdash, a
symbolic dwelling place. The Mikdash motif appears additionally twice in the Shirah (Ex. 15:13, 17).

In verse 17 the word Mikdash is emphatically accentuated to indicate that the Mikdash is not aimed to
enshrine G-d, whose glory and impact is all over, imminent and transcendental, but to express human
reverence and devotion to Him (Rashi). Thus the verse is an exquisite expression of religious ecstasy
and exuberance.

However, how can we mortals be expected to actually do all these to G-d? This notion is poetically
articulated in the Shabbat Nishmath Tefilah,

‘Were our mouths full of song as the sea / our lips full of praise as the extensive sky / our tongues
uttering melody as the streaming waves / our eyes illuminating as the sun and the moon / our hands
stretched out as the sky’s eagles / our legs swift as the wild gazelles / we could not sufficiently express
our gratitude to You!’

We can neither define God with our limited speech, nor enshrine Him within a confined place. True
worship is by a person's moral conduct; the real Mikdash must be built within a person’s heart.



