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TORAH SONG: THE SONG OF THE SEA
Geula Twersky
The Song of the Sea (Exodus 15:1–18), which celebrates 
Israel’s miraculous salvation at Yam Suf, has traditionally 
been interpreted as a song of thanksgiving. Focusing on the 
literary style and overall structure of the Song, can allow us to 
arrive at an understanding of its precise role. Why was Israel’s 
deliverance at Yam Suf singled out by the Torah for rhapsody, 
while other monumental events in Israel’s history such as God’s 
revelation at Sinai, and the dedication of the Tabernacle, to 
name a few, remained unsung?

Some propose that the Song of the Sea serves as a struc-
tural marker signaling climactic pause at the precise turning 
point of the story, the moment at which Israel transitioned 
from being a motley group of runaway slaves to a free nation. 
While the Song undoubtedly plays a pivotal role in the Exodus 
narrative, climactic pause alone doesn’t satisfactorily resolve 
the problem of the interruption of a predominantly prose 
text with a major poetic interlude. Others have assumed the 
Song to be a part of a lost Israelite epic poem which predated 
the written text. No fragments of lost Israelite epic poetry, 
however, have ever surfaced upon which to substantiate this 
dubious assumption. Furthermore, it has been convincingly 
argued that instances of correlation between biblical poetry 
and ancient Near Eastern epic poetry may be best attributed to 
the Israelite polemic against ancient Near Eastern polytheism, 
as opposed to the conjecture of a common source or influence. 

The chiasmus which unifies the Song equips it with form 
as well as function. The outer layer of the Song of the Sea 
celebrates God’s coronation and future enthronement, while 
its inner strata centers on the eradication of evil. The Song’s 
celebration of God’s vanquishing of evil is the theological 
underpinning of the Israelite monarchic idea.

Whereas ancient Near Eastern gods demonstrated their 
prowess through military triumph in a cosmic struggle, the 
biblical notion of monarchy is inexorably linked with rooting 
out evil. The core of the chiasmus of the Song features the 
arrogant rantings of Pharaoh, who is portrayed in terms that 
conjure images of the primordial sea-monster – evil incarnate.

Pharaoh’s struggle for self-deification leaves him eternally 
embalmed in a literary tomb at the heart of the Song of the Sea, 
the song of the God of Israel’s enthronement. Pharaoh’s defeat 
at Yam Suf is an eternal reminder of the possibility that good 
may yet triumph of over evil. The defeat of evil, momentary 
as it was, is the context for – indeed the climax of – God’s 
enthronement at Yam Suf. This triumph explains why Israel’s 
deliverance there was rhapsodized. The theme of the struggle 
between the forces of good and evil, which informs the book of 
Genesis from its opening chapters, culminates in the book of 
Exodus. Genesis opens with the story of creation and its tree of 
good and evil at the center of the Garden of Eden. The story of 
the struggle against evil continues its development in the flood 
story, the tower of Babel, and later again with the destruction 
of Sodom. The theme of the struggle against evil continues its 
development in the book of Exodus with Israel’s subjugation 
in Egypt, where it ultimately reaches its climax with God’s 
coronation in the Song of the Sea.

ONKELOS CORNER
Rabbi Jack Abramowitz

15. Hashem said to Moshe, “I have accepted your 
prayer. Speak with the children of Israel and they will 

travel. (Shemot 14:15)

The Torah says mah titzak elai, which Onkelos translates as 
kabelit tzelotach malel, as “I have accepted your prayer” as 

opposed to “Why do you cry out to Me?”

— Adapted from The Complete Targum Onkelos
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THE BEIT HA-LEVI ON AMALEK AND EMUNAH
(FROM STRAUSS, SPINOZA & SINAI)
Rabbi Gil Student
In his homiletical writings on the Torah (Beit Ha-Levi 
Al Ha-Torah, Bo, s.v. ve-od taam la-zeh, p. 14a), Rabbi 
Soloveitchik distinguishes between belief and knowledge. 
He addresses the two different phrasings used in the Torah 
to describe the destruction of Amalek. According to Exodus 
(17:14), in Parshat Beshalach, God will “erase” Amalek, 
destroy or obliterate the nation. In contrast, Deuteronomy 
(25:19) says that Israel, rather than God, must destroy Amalek. 
Who is expected to destroy Amalek, God or Israel? In full 
homiletical mode, Rabbi Soloveitchik attempts to reconcile the 
texts by distinguishing between the impulses toward idolatry 
on the one hand and heresy on the other. Amalek represents 
the subconscious evil impulse, but only some impulses can 
be repelled through human effort. Israel is obligated to rid the 
holy land of idolatry, the impulse to worship objects, which 
reflects Israel’s obligation to destroy Amalek. Heresy, disbelief, 
functions differently than idolatry.

Man lacks the ability to vanquish disbelief. We cannot 
transmit faith to another, or cure him of his heresy. No amount 
of argumentation can bring another to faith, because every 
logical argument, every philosophical proof, can take a person 
only so far, at which point he needs faith. Additionally, Rabbi 
Soloveitchik distinguishes between knowledge and belief. 
We do not believe something that is proven – we know it. 
Belief lies in the gap after the limitations of knowledge. We 
are commanded to believe even (or especially) that which 
we cannot prove. Because belief, faith, by definition cannot 
be proven, we cannot convince someone else to believe. 
Therefore, this element of Amalek can only be obliterated by 
God, as described in Deuteronomy.

WHY DID MAIMONIDES LIVE IN EGYPT IF IT’S 
BIBLICALLY PROHIBITED?
Rabbi Alec Goldstein
14:13. for the Egyptians whom you have seen today, you 
shall never see again forever. – It is permitted to return to the 
land of Egypt for commerce or business or to conquer other 
lands. The only prohibition is to settle there. And one is not 
liable for lashes for violating this prohibition, because at the 
time he entered, it was permitted, and if he decides to dwell 

and settle there, he has not committed an action. And it seems 
to me that if a king of Israel conquers the land of Egypt with 
the consent of the court, then it is permitted [to live in Egypt], 
for the Torah only prohibited individuals from settling there, or 
to dwell there while in the hands of Gentiles, because its deeds 
are the most abhorrent of all nations, as it says, “As the ways of 
the land of Egypt [among whom you have dwelled, and as the 
ways of the land of Canaan whither I bring you, you shall not 
do; and you shall not go according to their statutes]” (Lev. 
18:3) (Melakhim 5:8).

Historically, Maimonides lived in Egypt from about 1168 until 
his death in around 1204. According to Rabbi Ishtori ha-Parhi, 
in his compendium Kaftor va-Ferach, chapter 5, Maimonides 
would sign his letters “Moses son of Maimon, who transgresses 
three commandments every single day,” a reference to the three 
times the prohibition is mentioned (Exod. 14:13, Deut. 17:16, 
Deut. 28:68). This begs the question of why he did so.

The Radvaz quotes a first answer that perhaps it is only 
forbidden to voyage on the exact route that the Jews took 
leaving Egypt; he rejects this answer. Then he suggests that 
going to Egypt for commerce is permissible; the only prohi-
bition is travelling to Egypt with the intent to settle there. The 
Radvaz also asks why Maimonides dwelled in Egypt long term, 
and he suggests Maimonides may have been forced to stay 
because of royal duress because he was physician to the king 
and his advisors. He uses this as an archetype for himself, since 
he opened a yeshiva there to teach and learn Torah.

Alternatively, Rav Hezekiah da Silva (1659-1698), in his 
Mayim Chaim, points out that elsewhere Maimonides writes 
that during the conquest of Sennacherib, all of the nations were 
relocated (Issurei Bi’ah 15:25), so the people who currently 
live in Egypt are not the biblical Egyptians (see Frankel’s Sefer 
Likkutim). Perhaps the prohibition is only when the biblical 
Egyptians live within their ancient borders.


