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KEY KOSHI: 
HOW DO/MUST WE RESPOND TO THE RAGING WATERS B4 US AND PHARAOH PURSUING BEHIND? 

WHAT DO THE RESPONSES TO THE MOMENT AT THE SEA TEACH US ABOUT LIVING  SPIRITUALITY? 
 

P’SHAT—AWARENESS… The beginning of knowing about God is simply paying attention, being fully present where you are 

 
10] As Pharaoh drew near, the Israelites caught 
sight of the Egyptians advancing upon them. 
Greatly frightened, the Israelites cried out to the 
Lord. 11]And they said to Moses, “Was it for want 
of graves in Egypt that you brought us to die in the 
wilderness? What have you done to us, taking us 
out of Egypt? 12] Is this not the very thing we told 
you in Egypt, saying, ‘Let us be, and we will serve 
the Egyptians, for it is better for us to serve the 
Egyptians than to die in the wilderness’?” 13] But 
Moses said to the people, “Have no fear! Stand by, 
and witness the deliverance which the Lord will 
work for you today; for the Egyptians whom you 
see today you will never see again. 14] The Lord 
will battle for you; you hold your peace!” 
15] Then the Lord said to Moses, “Why do you cry 
out to Me? Tell the Israelites to go forward.  16] 
And you lift up your rod and hold out your arm 
over the sea and split it, so that the Israelites may 
march into the sea on dry ground. 17] And I will 
stiffen the hearts of the Egyptians so that they go in 
after them; and I will gain glory through Pharaoh 
and all his warriors, his chariots and his horsemen. 
18] Let the Egyptians know that I am Lord, when I 
gain glory through Pharaoh, his chariots, and his 
horsemen.” 
19] The angel of God, who had been going ahead of 
the Israelite army, now moved and followed 
behind them; and the pillar of cloud shifted from in 
front of them and took up a place behind them, 20] 
and it came between the army of the Egyptians and 
the army of Israel. Thus there was the cloud with 

ל אֶת־ 10 יב וַיִּשְׂאוּ֩ בְנֵֽי־יִשְׂרָאֵ֨ ה הִקְרִ֑ וּפַרְעֹ֖
ם  חֲרֵיהֶ֗ עַ אַֽ יִם ׀ נֹסֵ֣ ם וְהִנֵּ֥ה מִצְרַ֣ ינֵיהֶ֜ עֵֽ

ד וַיִּצְעֲק֥וּ בְ  ירְאוּ֙ מְאֹ֔ ל אֶל־וַיִּֽ נֵֽי־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖
ה:  י אֵין־ 11יְהוָֹֽ אמְרוּ֘ אֶל־מֹשֶׁה֒ הֲמִבְּלִ֤ ֹֽ וַיּ

ר  נוּ לָמ֣וּת בַּמִּדְבָּ֑ יִם לְקַחְתָּ֖ קְבָרִים֙ בְּמִצְרַ֔
יִם:  נוּ מִמִּצְרָֽ נוּ לְהֽוֹצִיאָ֖ יתָ לָּ֔ מַה־זּאֹת֙ עָשִׂ֣

י�  12 רְנוּ אֵלֶ֤ ר אֲשֶׁר֩ דִּבַּ֨ הֲלאֹ־זֶ֣ה הַדָּבָ֗
ל מִ  ר חֲדַ֥ יִם֙ לֵאמֹ֔ ה אֶת־בְמִצְרַ֨ נּוּ וְנַֽעַבְדָ֣ מֶּ֖

יִם  ד אֶת־מִצְרַ֔ נוּ֙ עֲבֹ֣ י ט֥וֹב לָ֨ יִם כִּ֣ מִצְרָ֑
ר:  נוּ בַּמִּדְבָּֽ ה אֶל־הָעָם֘  13מִמֻּתֵ֖ אמֶר מֹשֶׁ֣ ֹ֨ וַיּ

ת  תְיַצְּב֗וּ וּרְאוּ֙ אֶת־יְשׁוּעַ֣ אוּ֒ הִֽ אַל־תִּירָ֒
ר  י אֲשֶׁ֨ ם הַיּ֑וֹם כִּ֗ ה לָכֶ֖ יְהוָֹ֔ה אֲשֶׁר־יַֽעֲשֶׂ֥

יִם֙ הַיּ֔  ם אֶת־מִצְרַ֨ פוּ רְאִיתֶ֤ א תֹסִ֛ ֹ֥ וֹם ל
ם:  ם ע֖וֹד עַד־עוֹלָֽ ם  14לִרְאֹתָ֥ ה יִלָּחֵ֣ יְהוָֹ֖

חֲרִשֽׁוּן:   פ   [שלישי]  ם תַּֽ ם וְאַתֶּ֖ לָכֶ֑
י  15 ק אֵלָ֑ ה מַה־תִּצְעַ֖ אמֶר יְהוָֹה֙ אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ ֹ֤ וַיּ

עוּ:  ל וְיִסָּֽ ר אֶל־בְּנֵֽי־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ ה  16דַּבֵּ֥ וְאַתָּ֞
ה אֶת־יָֽ דְ֛� עַל־ ת־מַטְּ֗� וּנְטֵ֧ ם אֶֽ הַיָּ֖ם הָרֵ֣

ל בְּת֥וֹ� הַיָּ֖ם  אוּ בְנֵֽי־יִשְׂרָאֵ֛ הוּ וְיָבֹ֧ וּבְקָעֵ֑
ה:  ב  17בַּיַּבָּשָֽׁ י מְחַזֵּק֙ אֶת־לֵ֣ י הִנְנִ֤ אֲנִ֗ וַֽ

ה בְּפַרְעֹה֙  בְדָ֤ ם וְאִכָּֽ חֲרֵיהֶ֑ אוּ אַֽ יִם וְיָבֹ֖ מִצְרַ֔
יו:  רָשָֽׁ  דְע֥וּ  18וּבְכָל־חֵיל֔וֹ בְּרִכְבּ֖וֹ וּבְפָֽ וְיָֽ

ה  י יְהוָֹ֑ י־אֲנִ֣ יִם כִּֽ ה מִצְרַ֖ י בְּפַרְעֹ֔ בְדִ֣ בְּהִכָּֽ
יו:  רָשָֽׁ ים  19בְּרִכְבּ֖וֹ וּבְפָֽ אֱ�הִ֗ � הָֽ ע מַלְאַ֣ וַיִּסַּ֞

ל וַיֵּ֖לֶ�  חֲנֵ֣ה יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ הֹלֵ֙� לִפְנֵי֙ מַֽ הַֽ
ם  עָנָן֙ מִפְּנֵיהֶ֔ ע עַמּ֤וּד הֶֽ ם וַיִּסַּ֞ חֲרֵיהֶ֑ מֵאַֽ

ם:  חֲרֵיהֶֽ ד מֵאַֽ  יַּֽעֲמֹ֖ חֲנֵ֣ה  20וַֽ ין ׀ מַֽ א בֵּ֣ ֹ֞ וַיָּב
יִ  עָנָן֙ מִצְרַ֗ י הֶֽ ל וַיְהִ֤ חֲנֵ֣ה יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ ם וּבֵין֙ מַֽ

Shabbat B’Shallach 
Exodus 14:10-29 

 
 



the darkness, and it cast a spell upon the night, so 
that the one could not come near the other all 
through the night.  21] Then Moses held out his 
arm over the sea and the Lord drove back the sea 
with a strong east wind all that night, and turned 
the sea into dry ground. The waters were split, 22] 
and the Israelites went into the sea on dry ground, 
the waters forming a wall for them on their right 
and on their left. 23] The Egyptians came in pursuit 
after them into the sea, all of Pharaoh’s horses, 
chariots, and horsemen.  24] At the morning 
watch, the Lord looked down upon the Egyptian 
army from a pillar of fire and cloud, and threw the 
Egyptian army into panic. 25] He locked the 
wheels of their chariots so that they moved 
forward with difficulty. And the Egyptians said, 
“Let us flee from the Israelites, for the Lord is 
fighting for them against Egypt.” 
26] Then the Lord said to Moses, “Hold out your 
arm over the sea, that the waters may come back 
upon the Egyptians and upon their chariots and 
upon their horsemen.” 27] Moses held out his arm 
over the sea, and at daybreak the sea returned to its 
normal state, and the Egyptians fled at its 
approach. But the Lord hurled the Egyptians into 
the sea. 28] The waters turned back and covered 
the chariots and the horsemen—Pharaoh’s entire 
army that followed them into the sea; not one of 
them remained. 29] But the Israelites had marched 
through the sea on dry ground, the waters forming 
a wall for them on their right and on their left. 

ב זֶ֛ה  א־קָרַ֥ ֹֽ יְלָה וְל וְהַח֔שֶׁ� וַיָּ֖אֶר אֶת־הַלָּ֑
יְלָה: ה כָּל־הַלָּֽ ה אֶת־יָדוֹ֘  21אֶל־זֶ֖ ט מֹשֶׁ֣ וַיֵּ֨

ם בְּר֨וּחַ  יָּ֠ עַל־הַיָּם֒ וַיּ֣וֹלֶ� יְהוָֹ֣ה ׀ אֶת־הַ֠
יְלָה וַיָּ֥שֶׂם אֶת־הַיָּ֖ם  ים עַזָּה֙ כָּל־הַלַּ֔ קָדִ֤

יִם:  קְע֖וּ הַמָּֽ ה וַיִּבָּֽ רָבָ֑ אוּ בְנֵֽי־ 22לֶחָֽ וַיָּבֹ֧
יִם לָהֶם֙  ה וְהַמַּ֤ ל בְּת֥וֹ� הַיָּ֖ם בַּיַּבָּשָׁ֑ יִשְׂרָאֵ֛

ם:  ימִינָ֖ם וּמִשְּׂמאֹלָֽ ה מִֽ וַיִּרְדְּפ֤וּ 23חוֹמָ֔
ה  ל ס֣וּס פַּרְעֹ֔ ם כֹּ֚ חֲרֵיהֶ֔ אוּ אַֽ יִם֙ וַיָּבֹ֣ מִצְרַ֨

יו אֶל־תּ֖וֹ� הַיָּֽם:  רָשָׁ֑   24רִכְבּ֖וֹ וּפָֽ יְהִי֙ וַֽ
חֲנֵ֣ה  ף יְהוָֹה֙ אֶל־מַֽ קֶר וַיַּשְׁקֵ֤ רֶת הַבֹּ֔ בְּאַשְׁמֹ֣
חֲנֵ֥ה  ת מַֽ הָם אֵ֖ שׁ וְעָנָ֑ ן וַיָּ֕ יִם בְּעַמּ֥וּד אֵ֖ מִצְרַ֔

יִם:  יו  25מִצְרָֽ ן מַרְכְּבֹתָ֔ ת אֹפַ֣ סַר אֵ֚ וַיָּ֗
יִם אָנ֨וּסָה֙  אמֶר מִצְרַ֗ ֹ֣ ת וַיּ הוּ בִּכְבֵדֻ֑  יְנַֽהֲגֵ֖ וַֽ

י יְה ל כִּ֣ ם מִפְּנֵ֣י יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ ם לָהֶ֖ וָֹ֔ה נִלְחָ֥
יִם:   פ   [רביעי]  אמֶר יְהוָֹה֙  26בְּמִצְרָֽ ֹ֤ וַיּ

בוּ   דְ֖� עַל־הַיָּ֑ם וְיָשֻׁ֤ ה אֶת־יָֽ ה נְטֵ֥ אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔
יו:  רָשָֽׁ יִם עַל־רִכְבּ֖וֹ וְעַל־פָּֽ יִם֙ עַל־מִצְרַ֔ הַמַּ֨

ם  27 שָׁב הַיָּ֜ ם וַיָּ֨ ה אֶת־יָד֜וֹ עַל־הַיָּ֗ וַיֵּט֩ מֹשֶׁ֨
יתָ  קֶר֙ לְאֵ֣ ים לִפְנ֥וֹת בֹּ֨ יִם נָסִ֣ נ֔וֹ וּמִצְרַ֖

יִם בְּת֥וֹ�  ר יְהוָֹ֛ה אֶת־מִצְרַ֖ לִקְרָאת֑וֹ וַיְנַעֵ֧
כֶב֙ 28הַיָּֽם:  יִם וַיְכַסּ֤וּ אֶת־הָרֶ֨ בוּ הַמַּ֗ וַיָּשֻׁ֣

ים  ה הַבָּאִ֥ יל פַּרְעֹ֔ ים לְכֹל֙ חֵ֣ רָשִׁ֔ וְאֶת־הַפָּ֣
ד: ם עַד־אֶחָֽ ר בָּהֶ֖ א־נִשְׁאַ֥ ֹֽ ם בַּיָּ֑ם ל חֲרֵיהֶ֖  אַֽ

ה בְּת֣וֹ� הַיָּ֑ם וּבְנֵ֧י יִשְׂרָאֵ֛  29 לְכ֥וּ בַיַּבָּשָׁ֖ ל הָֽ
ימִינָ֖ם  ה מִֽ יִם לָהֶם֙ חֹמָ֔ םוְהַמַּ֤  :וּמִשְּׂמאֹלָֽ

 

  



REMEZ—UN-SELF-AWARENESS…   
14:10-11 As Pharaoh drew near, the Children of Israel caught sight of the Egyptians coming after them,  

and in great fear the Children of Israel cried out to Adonai. And they said to Moses: …What have you done to us, taking us out of Egypt?! 
RASHI… “They cried out” That is, they adopted the craft of their ancestors: they prayed! 
ABRAVANEL…How is it possible that the Israelites simultaneously “cried out in prayer to the Lord,” and asked Moses  
sarcastically whether there weren’t enough graves in Egypt?...Understand—they did not cry in prayer, but in complaint. 
ZORNBERG…These questions interrogate the narrative of redemption:…The MAH tries to push the limits of the 
known…to insist on depths yet to be plumbed….When the Israelites challenge Moses, “What is this that you have done?” 
the effect is to move beyond the world of facile rationalizations, to become aware of incongruities…In this sense, the 
people’s challenge, ugly, ungrateful as it may be, …represents a necessary truthfulness, a way of opening up a new 
depth of dialogue with Moses and with God. 

14:13-14 Moses said to the people: Have no fear!  Stand by and witness the deliverance which the Lord will work for you today;                     
for the Egyptians you see today you shall never see again. The Lord will battle for you; you, hold your peace! 
IBN EZRA…It is surprising that a camp of 600,000 armed men were afraid of their pursuers and would not 
fight for their lives and those of their children.  The answer, of course, is that these Egyptians had been their 
masters.  The Exodus generation had learned from their youth to bear the yoke of Egyptian servitude… 
MEKHILTA… “the Lord will fight for you”—R’ Meir says: If even when you stand there silent, how much the 
more so [will YHVH do battle on your behalf] when you render God praise!  Rav says: “the Lord will fight for 
you and you will hold your peace!”  Shall YHVH perform miracles for you while you are standing here silent?   
The Israelites then said to Moses: Moses, our Teacher, what is there for us to do?  And he said to them:  
You should be exalting and glorifying the Name of God, uttering songs of praise…And at that moment, as 
the Israelites went forth into the Sea, they opened their mouths and sang out in [the] Song:  
“I will sing unto the Lord, for He has triumphed gloriously…”  [Exod 15:1] 

ZORNBERG…The nephew of HaEMEK DAVAR, R’ Baruch HaLevi Epstein, quotes his uncle’s opinion and disagrees.  
He notices RASHI’s comment on “the corridors of the Sea,” reading Rashi as the whole length of the corridor, urging 
praise…before the tension is resolved, before one has emerged from the undetermined, ominous passage…Both RAMBAN 
and SEFORNO are among the leading commentators who affirm that…the people sang while the Egyptians followed them 
into the Sea…In the course of traversing, fraught with tension,…singing breaks in as an unexpected response. 

14:15 Then the Lord said to Moses: Why do you cry out to Me?  Tell the Children of Israel to go forward… 
RASHI… This verse teaches that Moses was standing and praying.  But the Holy One cried out to him, 
saying: “Now is not the time to prolong prayer, for Israel is in distress.  Do something!” 
MEKHILTA… “Speak to the Children of Israel” could be understood as the alternate to “Why are you crying out to Me?”  
In other words, it is to the Children of Israel to whom you must speak!  The verse then implies that the Children of 
Israel would only be ready to enter the Sea after Moses had spoken with them, words of encouragement or rebuke.  
OR HaCHAYIM…It is difficult to understand in what direction the Israelites were expected to march, with 
the pursuer at their rear and the Sea before them.  IF the command was meant to follow after the Sea divided, 
the verse order should have read: “As for you, lift up your staff and hold it out over the sea and divide it.” Only after 
should the command be given, “Tell the Children of Israel to go forward!”   

“…Tell the Children of Israel to go forward.” 
RASHI…They have only to march forward, for the sea does not stand in their way. 
TALMUD…R’ Meir stated:  When the Israelites stood on the brink of the sea, the tribes contended with one 
another.  One said: “I will go down into that sea first!”  The other replied, “No, I will go down first!”  While 
they stood and argued, the tribe of Benjamin took the plunge and went down first.  For this reason, Benjamin 
was granted the privilege of playing host to the Divine Presence, the Sanctuary built in its territory. 
R’ Judah countered: It did not happen this way.  One tribe said: “I will not go first!”  The others countered: 
“Neither shall we!”  While they were arguing with one another Nachshon ben Aminadav of the tribe of Judah 
plunged into the waves.  For this reason, Judah was granted dominion over Israel, as it is stated: “Judah became 
His sanctuary, Israel His dominion.” (Psalms 114:2)  [Sotah 36b.] 

MEKHILTA…R’ Joshua stated: God said to Moses: “The Israelites have only to march forward!”  We must understand this to mean  
that the Children of Israel usually follow Moses, as sheep do a shepherd.  But at the Sea, God told Moses to rely upon Israel’s  
faith…In virtue of their act, the Sea would divide, with Moses walking behind them. 



D’RASH—READING BETWEEN THE WORDS…  
 Rabbi NORMAN COHEN… 
 One moment Moses is telling his followers that they are about to witness God’s 

redemptive power, and the next he appears to be crying out to God when the Divine has 
not acted…The Rabbis in the Midrash say that one person, Nachshon ben Aminadav, was 
brave enough to jump into the Sea…When Moses sees that Nachshon is drowning, he 
cries out to God to save him.  It is then God finally responds to Moses, “Moses, 
Nachshon—the whole people—are drowning in the Sea, and you stand here praying?  Do 
something!”  Moses responds, “But what can I do?” 

 Moses, who is every leader, every person, doubts that he has the power to ensure his 
people’s deliverance.  But what he doesn’t understand is even more critical: The Israelites 
will not be saved if they merely stand idly by and wait for God to act.  There is no such 
thing as passive redemption! 

 Therefore, God continues commanding him, “Raise your rod and extend your hand over 
the Sea. [14:16]  Moses has to raise his rod—the symbol not only of God’s Presence, but 
also of Moses’ own ability…And lest the people believe that he can only perform miracles 
using the staff of God, God gives him the double command, “and extend your hand over 
the Sea.”  Only then will the Sea split. Moses’ hand channels, or even becomes, God’s own 
Hand…When we act in the world, we act in God’s stead, and, in those moments, we fulfill 
our divine potential.   [Moses and the Journey to Leadership, Jewish Lights, pgs 45-48] 
 
Rabbi SHLOMO RISKIN …  
The essential message of the drama of the Egyptian experience was to demonstrate 
the supreme power of the God of Israel—the universal God, over and above the 
Pharaoh or the Nile, that the Israelites believe in God and His promises…But as of 
this moment Israel had yet to understand that belief as a Jew expects not only faith in 
God but faith in self…For God is not satisfied with Moses’ lesson to Israel:  
“Stand by…God will wage battle for you…” 
And the Lord responds: “Why do you cry out to Me?  Tell Israel to get moving!” 
I would submit that the Bible is imparting a critical lesson to Israel, providing a 
dramatic transformation of faith…If indeed the Israelites are to be God’s partners, 
they dare not stand silently by and wait.  Much to the contrary, Israel must begin the 
process, and act.  Biblical faith means to do what has to be done in the physical, 
spiritual and ethical realms.  Only after we have done whatever we can do have we the 
right to rely on God…We learn the lesson at the brink of the Sea: we must believe in 
God, but we must also believe in ourselves.  God works through human action in the 
process of redemption.  [Torah Lights, Vol II, pgs 97-99] 
 

 
  



SOD—The SELF of the UNIVERSE… God’s “I am” has the psycho-theological force not of dissolving individual selves but of 

reminding us that we were never individual selves in the first place…Our selfhood endures by virtue of its participation in some greater Self, 
  

Rabbi PATRICIA KARLIN-NEUMANN…On one hand, Nachshon 
was fearless in his willingness to sanctify God’s Name.  The Rabbis agree 
that Nachshon was the first to get wet.  What they disagree about is how.  
As we see in Bamidbar Rabbah, Nachshon not only entered the waters 
first, but, according to the Midrash on Psalms, pelted his brothers with 
stones  to ensure that they would not beat him into the sea.  In contrast, in 
the Mekhilta, with a terrified crowd looking behind at the Egyptians, amid 
the jostling, Nachshon jumps up in fear, falling into the waves, shouting: 
“Save me, O God, for the waters have come even unto my soul!” (Ps 69:2)   
Whether as the hapless victim or the eager leader, Nachshon’s entry into 
the water changes Jewish history.  Whether his faith is expressed by 
bravado or by cries of terror, Nachshon becomes a leader.  He braves the 
waters and is acknowledged by his community for so doing….As a woman 
rabbi, I find in Nachshon a leader for our time---a time when it is possible 
to enter the waters of change with both surprise and faith,  when a link to 
the past must be accompanied by an eye toward the future…For Nachshon 
is not only a prince from the tribe of Judah, he is also the grandfather of 
Bo-az, who, with Ruth, continues the line of David….Nachshon reminds 
us that leadership can come from many quarters, and that a commitment to 
continuity and redemption is found by looking forward as well as looking 
back. 
 
Rabbi STEVEN NATHAN…The traditional understanding here is that 
we need to take action before God will help us…It is up to us to change 
our lives, and to change the world, with God’s help.  However, my 
colleague, Rabbi Michael Cohen once suggested that perhaps Nachshon 
didn’t jump into the Sea intentionally.  Perhaps he was pushed, or simply 
fell in by accident.  In this case his fame was due to a fluke, or pure “dumb 
luck.”  Nachshon then becomes a reluctant hero put on a pedestal for 
something he never intended to do.   
I have always looked at Nachshon as the model of a true religious activist.  
He wasn’t going to sit around and wait for God…He knew he needed to 
take responsibility…and to take action.  But if he was pushed in, this 



interpretation goes out the window, and Nachshon becomes a poor zhlub 
who happened to be in the right place at the right time.  Not unlike Woody 
Allen’s Zelig or Groome’s Forrest Gump, God just looked and said, 
‘Whadya know!  It’s Nachshon?” 
 
We can see ourselves in these different Nachshons.  We all have the 
potential to be the one who leaps, but, hesitant to make the move, we 
might well be the one who gets pushed.  We want to be that fearless 
idealist ready to jump into unknown waters at any moment.  But we often 
find ourselves in situations where our choices are not so clear cut, 
…and we aren’t at all sure about taking the plunge. 
So, we go through life caught between two Nachshons…Truth is,  
most of the time, we are somewhere in between.  We are testing the  
waters with our toes, then going in to our knees, and up and up, until the 
water is at our neck.  We just have to hope that our Sea will split… 
It is at those moments that we need to rely…on the power of the Divine 
within each of us to give us the strength and the faith to continue our 
journey certain that we will not drown. 
  


