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The splitting of the sea has such an important place in Judaism. What is the text saying? How do we imagine it? Do the depictions of 
this moment conflict with the text? Can reading this text closely shape the way we imagine the events at the sea? 

  םיה2ִ֗אֱהָ .אַ֣לְמַ עסַּ֞יִּוַ
  לאֵ֔רָשְׂיִ הנֵ֣חֲמַ י֙נֵפְלִ ֙.לֵהֹהַ
  םהֶ֑ירֵחֲאַמֵ .לֶיֵּ֖וַ
  ן֙נָעָהֶֽ דוּמּ֤עַ עסַּ֞יִּוַ
  םהֶ֔ינֵפְּמִ
  ׃םהֶֽירֵחֲאַמֵ דמֹ֖עֲיַּֽוַ

The messenger of God that was going  
before the camp of Israel moved on  
and went behind them;  
the column of cloud moved  
ahead of them  
and stood behind them,  

So, what happened? Who or what is this messenger, or angel? 
Think of it as a forcefield, an energy-presence. It had been at the 
front of the people. But with the Egyptians in hot pursuit, this 
forcefield moves to the back. The column of cloud which leads 
them during the day (column of fire at night, 13:21) now also 
moves to the back. This movement is significant: protection. 

ֹביָּוַ   םיִרַ֗צְמִ הנֵ֣חֲמַ ׀ןיבֵּ֣ א֞
  לאֵ֔רָשְׂיִ הנֵ֣חֲמַ ן֙יבֵוּ
  .שֶׁחֹ֔הַוְ ן֙נָעָהֶֽ יהִ֤יְוַ
  הלָיְלָּ֑הַ־תאֶ ראֶיָּ֖וַ
  הזֶ֖־לאֶ הזֶ֛ ברַ֥קָ־אֹלוְ
  ׃הלָיְלָּֽהַ־לכׇּ

and came between the camp of Egypt  
and the camp of Israel.  
Here were the cloud and the darkness,  
and it lit up the night;  
this one did not come near this one 
all night.  

The cloud-pillar, which at night is a fire-pillar, lights up the night. 
It's a barrier between the Israelites and the Egyptians. Are the 
people in motion here? It doesn't seem so. They are stuck. Blocked 
by the sea, they have nowhere to go! But the Egyptians cannot 
overtake them because they are being protected by this forcefield. 
God is manifest in the fire. This goes on all night. That's important.   

  וֹ֮דיָ־תאֶ השֶׁ֣מֹ טיֵּ֨וַ
  ם֒יָּהַ־לעַ
  םיָּ֠הַ֠־תאֶ ׀ ׳ה .לֶוֹיּ֣וַ
  ה֙זָּעַ םידִ֤קָ חַוּר֨בְּ
  הלָיְלַּ֔הַ־לכׇּ
  הבָ֑רָחָלֶ םיָּ֖הַ־תאֶ םשֶׂיָּ֥וַ
  ׃םיִמָּֽהַ וּע֖קְבָּיִּוַ

Moshe stretched out his hand  
over the sea,  
and God caused the sea to go back  
with a fierce east wind 
all night,  
and made the sea into firm-ground;  
thus the waters split.  

God's exact words to Moses were lift up your staff but here, Moses 
stretches out his hand. Is there a difference? But note carefully: it 
is not Moses that is causing the sea to go back. It's God. Contrary 
to the depiction in the movie, the wind blows all night. The 
splitting of the sea is not a sudden event. Hours of fierce wind all 
night cause the waters to recede. The seabed is dry. Dry enough for 
them to walk on and not sink in. Or was it rock? 

  לאֵ֛רָשְׂיִ־ינֵֽבְ וּאבֹ֧יָּוַ
  השָׁ֑בָּיַּבַּ םיָּ֖הַ .וֹת֥בְּ
  המָ֔וֹח ם֙הֶלָ םיִמַּ֤הַוְ
 ׃םלָֽאֹמשְּׂמִוּ םנָ֖ימִימִֽ

The Children of Israel came through 
the midst of the sea upon the dry-land,  
the waters a wall for them  
on their right and on their left.  

This is the critical line of the story. It demands our close attention. 
Is it literal or figurative? Poetry or prose? It has rhythm. There are 
ם .sounds in a verse of 11 words מ 11 לָ , נָם  which rhyme. That's - יָם ,
poetry.  Are the walls real or an optical illusion for them? Sometimes clouds 
can appear as mountains. Water can appear like walls. Or is this a metaphor? Are they in a protective bubble?  

  ם֙יִרַ֙צְמִ וּפ֤דְּרְיִּוַ
  םהֶ֔ירֵחֲאַ וּאבֹ֣יָּוַ
  העֹ֔רְפַּ סוּס֣ לכֹּ֚
  וישָׁ֑רָפָוּ וֹבּ֖כְרִ
 ׃םיָּֽהַ .וֹתּ֖־לאֶ

But the Egyptians pursued  
and came in after them,  
all of Pharaoh’s horses, 
his chariots and his riders,  
into the midst of the sea.  

After a whole night of wind. It's still dark. Walking onto the dry 
seabed, the Israelites and are in a protected zone: the fire-cloud 
pillar at their rear. It gives them protection as they march forward. 
The Egyptians come into the sea but is it dry or wet?  The text 
omits the word dry-land. Why? Because they are in shallow water.  

  רקֶבֹּ֔הַ תרֶמֹ֣שְׁאַבְּ י֙הִיְ וַֽ
  ׳ה֙ ףקֵ֤שְׁיַּוַ
  םיִרַ֔צְמִ הנֵ֣חֲמַ־לאֶ
  ן נָ֑עָוְ שׁאֵ֖ דוּמּ֥עַבְּ
  ׃םיִרָֽצְמִ הנֵ֥חֲמַ תאֵ֖ םהׇיָּ֕וַ

Now it was at the daybreak watch  
that God looked out  
against the camp of Egypt  

in the column of fire 
and cloud,  
and he panicked the 
camp of Egypt;  
 

Why is this detail important? Because they 
are heading in an easterly direction. The 
wind is at their backs. And what will happen 
at daybreak? Sunrise! Precisely when the Ra, 
Egyptian sun-god will appears, the God of 

Israel will looks out against the Egyptians! The Egyptians will be 
blinded by God, not Ra, they will panic and be overwhelmed. Note 
that ַםהׇיָּ֕ו -to panic is almost an anagram of ְםיִמַּ֤הַו -and the water. 

  ויתָ֔בֹכְּרְמַ ןפַ֣אֹ תאֵ֚ רסַיָּ֗וַ
  תדֻ֑בֵכְבִּ וּהגֵ֖הֲנַיְ וַֽ
ֹיּוַ   םיִרַ֗צְמִ רמֶא֣
  לאֵ֔רָשְׂיִ ינֵ֣פְּמִ ה֙סָוּנ֙אָ
 םהֶ֖לָ םחָ֥לְנִ ׳ה יכִּ֣
 ׃םיִרָֽצְמִבְּ

he loosened the wheels of his chariots 
and made them drive with heaviness.  
Egypt said:  
I must flee before Israel,  
for God battles for them  
against Egypt!  

Alt. The wheels got locked or stuck. Perhaps burned by the fire 
cloud. Horses that galloped a second ago are now still. Note the 
irony: up until now God has made Pharaoh's heart heavy. Now God 
has made Pharaoh's chariots heavy. Like Pharaoh, the chariots are 
not free. But the riders are. They speak freely with one voice: Let's 
get out of here! At this moment, they recognize God's power.  

ֹיּוַ   השֶׁ֔מֹ־לאֶ ׳ה֙ רמֶא֤
  םיָּ֑הַ־לעַ ֖}דְיָ־תאֶ הטֵ֥נְ
  םיִרַ֔צְמִ־לעַ ם֙יִמַּ֙הַ וּבשֻׁ֤יָוְ
  וֹבּ֖כְרִ־לעַ
 ׃וישָֽׁרָפָּ־לעַוְ

Then God said to Moshe:  
Stretch out your hand over the sea,  
and the waters shall return upon 
Egypt upon its chariots  
and upon its riders.  

Where is Moses at this point? Is he on the opposite shore? Or is he 
still in the midst of the sea on dry land? The text doesn't say. But 
we know he is in a protected zone, the fire-cloud pillar shields him 
from the Egyptians. What would have gone through Moses' mind at 
this moment? He has killed one Egyptian already. Now his act will  
cause the death of hundreds more. With water.    

  וֹד֜יָ־תאֶ השֶׁ֨מֹ ט֩יֵּוַ
  םיָּ֗הַ־לעַ
  ר֙קֶבֹּ֨ תוֹנ֥פְלִ םיָּ֜הַ בשׇׁיָּ֨וַ
  וֹנ֔תָיאֵ֣לְ
  וֹת֑ארָקְלִ םיסִ֣נָ םיִרַ֖צְמִוּ
  םיִרַ֖צְמִ־תאֶ ׳ה רעֵ֧נַיְוַ
 ׃םיָּֽהַ .וֹת֥בְּ

Moshe stretched out his hand  
over the sea,  
and the sea returned, at daybreak,  
to its original-place,  
as the Egyptians fled at its approach.  
And God shook the Egyptians  
in the midst of the sea.  

All of this is happening at sunrise. 
ןתָיאֵ  means permanence. The sea is 

going from its suspended state of 
retreat back to its permanent state. 
What must seem like a giant wave 

or a tsunami is coming right towards them. Rashi: God shook 
them the way person stirs a pot. Bringing the top to the bottom... 



  םיִמַּ֗הַ וּבשֻׁ֣יָּוַ
  ב֙כֶרֶ֙הָ־תאֶ וּסּ֤כַיְוַ
  םישִׁ֔רָפָּ֣הַ־תאֶוְ
  העֹ֔רְפַּ ליחֵ֣ ל֙כֹלְ
  םיָּ֑בַּ םהֶ֖ירֵחֲאַ םיאִ֥בָּהַ
ֹל   ׃דחָֽאֶ־דעַ םהֶ֖בָּ ראַ֥שְׁנִ־אֽ

The waters returned;  
they covered the chariots  
and the riders  
of all of Pharaoh’s army  
that had come after them into the sea,  
not even one of them remained.  

It's hard not to hear an echo of another water story, Noah and the 
Flood: ָּ׃םיִמָּֽהַ וּכּשֹׁ֖י וַ ץרֶאָ֔הָ־לעַ חַ֙וּר֙ םיה2ִ֥אֱ  and God caused a -  רבֵ֨עֲיַּוַ
wind to blow across the earth, and the waters subsided.(Gen. 8:1). 
There, the water subsides and the entire generation perishes. Here, 
the entire army of Pharaoh is submerged. It is a shocking and 
terrifying sight. ַוּבשֻׁ֣יָּו  and ַוכּשֹׁ֖יָּו  are very similar.  

  לאֵ֛רָשְׂיִ ינֵ֧בְוּ
  השָׁ֖בָּיַּבַ וּכ֥לְהָ
  םיָּ֑הַ .וֹת֣בְּ
  המָ֔חֹ ם֙הֶלָ םיִמַּ֤הַוְ
 ׃םלָֽאֹמשְּׂמִוּ םנָ֖ימִימִֽ

But the Children of Israel 
had gone upon dry-land,  
through the midst of the sea,  
the waters a wall for them  
on their right and on their left.  

This verse is a reprise of the earlier one above. 
Note the subtle differences: when they go in, 
they enter the sea, when they come out, they 
exit the dry land.  When they go in, the verb 

ואביו  precedes the noun לארשי ינב . When they 
go out, the noun לארשי ינב  precedes the verb 

וכלה . In other words, at the end of the ordeal, 
they emerge from the seabed as a nation. The 
effect of this lovely styling is to signal to the 
reader that we have reached the conclusion. 

 

  אוּה֛הַ םוֹיּ֥בַּ ׳ה עשַׁוֹיּ֨וַ
  םיִרָ֑צְמִ דיַּ֣מִ לאֵ֖רָשְׂיִ־תאֶ
  ל֙אֵרָשְׂיִ ארְ יַּ֤וַ
  םיִרַ֔צְמִ־תאֶ
  ׃םיָּֽהַ תפַ֥שְׂ־לעַ תמֵ֖

So God delivered Israel on that day  
from the hand of Egypt;  
Israel saw  
Egypt  
dead by the shore of the sea,  

Having just experienced a night of complete fear, the fear that the 
Egyptians would catch up to them, the fear of the water, the fear 
that they may not make it, they look back and see the dead 
Egyptians on the shore. We have to pause and wonder what they 
thought when they saw the Egyptians. Or were they too exhausted 
to feel anything? Here's the debatable proposition: a person is not 
the same after seeing hundreds of dead bodies. Even if they were 
your enemies. Did they just leave the bodies there? Were they 
really about to erupt in song? Or would they have stayed silent?  

  לאֵ֜רָשְׂיִ ארְיַּ֨וַ
  הלָ֗דֹגְּהַ דיָּ֣הַ־תאֶ
  םיִרַ֔צְמִבְּ ׳ה֙ השָׂ֤עָ רשֶׁ֨אֲ
  ׳ה־תאֶ םעָ֖הָ וּא֥רְייִּֽוַ
  ׳הב וּ֙נימִ֙אֲיַּֽוַ
 ׃וֹדּֽבְעַ השֶׁ֖מֹבְוּ

and Israel saw  
the great hand  
that God had wrought against Egypt.  
The people held God in awe;  
they trusted in God  
and in Moshe his servant. 

This is the final verse of the story. Having been delivered from 
slavery, they are now free. Having been saved from death, they are 
now fully alive, while their enemies lay dead. They saw the great 
hand, that is, the great hand of God's justice. Their reaction is awe 
of God. The awe that defined Abraham at the Akedah and Moses at 
the Burning Bush, now defines them. And they trust in God and 
Moses. But it doesn't take long for those feelings to dissipate. A 
few days without food or water will be enough to raise their doubts 
about Moses and also about God. This becomes a defining theme.  

The Song at the Sea is a great example of a  
text we are very familiar with, like the 
Shema, the Akedah, or the Ten Command-
ments, but one that we tend not to study very 

closely since we think we know it because we 
are constantly reciting it liturgically. But look 
at it closely: The Story (Exod. 14) and the 
Song (Exod. 15) have many different 

elements.  The following chart lists some key 
contrasts between the two of them:

 
THE STORY:  EXODUS 14 THE SONG: EXODUS 15 
The Egyptians give chase to 
retrieve the Israelites and re-
enslave them. (14:5)  

The Egyptians are in hot 
pursuit of the Israelites to kill 
and despoil them. (15:9) 

Israelites complain bitterly 
and fear their death. (14:11-12) 

No complaints or interactions 
of any kind. 

The Pillar of Fire/Cloud has a 
central protective role.  

Pillar of Fire/Cloud has no role 
or appearance. 

Moses acts as God's agent. Moses has no direct role. 
The sea splits because Moses 
stretched his hand over it and 
God caused a wind to blow 
all night. (14:21)(no anthropomorphism) 

Moses does not stretch out his 
hands over the sea. The sea 
splits as a result of a blast of 
God's nostrils (15:8)(anthropomorphism). 

The sea covers the Egyptians 
because Moses stretches his 
hand over it (14:27) 

The sea covers the Egyptians 
because God blows with his 
breath. (15:10) 

The Egyptians die as a result 
of the sea returning to its 
normal state. (14:28) 

The Egyptians die because God 
actively hurled them into the 
sea and drowned them.  (15:4) 

The events happen at night 
and culminate at daybreak. 

No references to time of day 
are listed.  

Narrow lens: Egypt, the sea 
and the wilderness. 

Wide lens: Moab, Edom, 
Philistia, Canaan and others.  

Main theme: God saves 
Israel. Israel walks through 
the sea on dry land. 

Main theme: God is a man of 
war. Who is like God, God will 
reign forever. 

Ending: sight of the Egyptian 
dead, Israel's awe. and faith.  

The ending: God will reign 
forever.  

Reaction: Collective silence. Reaction: Collective song. 
What do we make of all of these 
differences? The Song focusses on 
the God of Israel; the Story focusses 
on the People of Israel. The Song 
expresses emotion. The Story 
cultivates imagination. The Song 
conveys God as Mighty Power. The 
Story conveys God as Benevolent 
Protector. The Song is an ancient layer of Israelite belief. The Story is a 
much more nuanced recollection of the events.  Shabbat Shalom!  

This Parasha Sheet is sponsored by Barbara Parkoff and family in honor of the special birthday of Stephen Parkoff. Mazal Tov! 


