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Is the Song of the Sea like the Sh'ma or Hallel? Is Reciting it an Intellectual or Emotional Experience?  
 לאעמשי ׳רד אתליכמ
 א:וט תומש

Mechilta deRabbi 
Yishmael, Exod. 15:1 

We are familiar with the first lines of the Song of the Sea. But let's pay close 
attention to the phrase ַרמֹאלֵ וּרמְאֹיּו -and they spoke, saying. What does that 
mean? Is this trying to emphasize that they spoke the Song, ie. recited it, in 
a peculiar way? If so, in what particular way did they recite the song? In 
our own religious experiences, we know that some texts are recited one way, 
and others in other ways. Some require one kind of setting or posture, and 
others, require different settings or postures. Take the Sh'ma for example. 
How does one recite the Sh'ma? Our custom is to close our eyes and place a 
hand over them as we recite it.  With this act, we are demonstrating our 
utmost concentration and intentionality as if a great truth is being revealed 
to us. After all, when we recite, Hear O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord 

is One, we are not simply making an arithmetic statement; we are declaring 
the moral foundation of the universe. The spiritual posture of the Sh'ma, 
therefore, is a posture of concentration, intellectual apprehension, 
meditation, and contemplation.    Contrast that with the Hallel. When we 
recite Hallel the setting is communal, we are luxuriating in the experience of 
communal singing. The music transports us. If it is effective, the rhythm 
will literally move us, and we will become one with it.  

  השֶׁמֹ רישִׁיָ זאָ

  לאֵרָשְׂיִ ינֵבְוּ

  ׳הלַ תאֹזּהַ הרָישִּׁהַ תאֶ

 רמֹאלֵ וּרמְאֹיּוַ

  – רמֹאלֵ וּרמְאֹיּוַ
  :רמֵוֹא היָמְחֶנְ יבִּרַ
  שׁדֶקֹּהַ חַוּר תרָשָׁ
  לאֵרָשְׂיִ לעַ
  ,הרָישִׁ וּרמְאָוְ
  םדָאָ ינֵבְכִּ
  .עמַשְׁ תאֶ ןיאִרְוֹק ןהֵשֶׁ
  :רמֵוֹא הבָיקִעֲ יבִּרַ
  שׁדֶקֹּהַ חַוּר
  ,לאֵרָשְׂיִ לעַ תרָשָׁ
  ,הרָישִׁ וּרמְאָוְ
  םדָאָ ינֵבְכִּ
 .ללֵּהַהַ תאֶ ןיאִרְוֹק ןהֵשֶׁ

Then sang Moshe  

and the children of Yisra᾽el  

this song to the Lord,  

and they spoke, saying... 

And they spoke, saying: 
R. Nehemia said: 
Descended the Holy Spirit 
on Israel 
and they recited the Song 
the way people  
recite the Sh'ma. 
R. Akiva said: 
The Holy Spirit  
descended on Israel 
and they recited the Song 
the way people  
recite the Hallel.  

     The Sh'ma is a mind experience and Hallel is a body experience. Or, to put it another way, the Sh'ma is an intellectual 
experience and the Hallel is an emotional experience. Or, to put it in yet another way, the Sh'ma is a left-brain (analytical and 
methodical) experience while the Hallel is a right-brain (creative or artistic) experience.     Now, let's examine the debate 
between R. Nehemia and R. Akiva. What are they arguing about? They are not splitting hairs on an arcane picayune detail of 
the text. They are arguing about the content and the experience of the Song of the Sea, and by extension, they are arguing 
about the way we are to perceive and interpret this event. Is this an event of revelatory content? R. Nehemia would argue 
that yes, it was. When the text says that they spoke the Song, to him it signifies that at that moment they experienced a 
profound revelatory event (the Holy Spirit descended on them) and the content of that revelatory event was akin to the content 
of the Sh'ma. At the end of the Song, when it says, דעֶוָ םלָעֹלְ |}מְיִ ׳ה -The Lord will reign forever that statement is a declaration 
that requires utmost intentionality and concentration.  For R. Akiva, the experience of singing the Song of the Sea was an 
experience of exaltation. Sure, it was a profound revelatory event (the Holy Spirit descended on them) but the reaction was an 
emotional reaction of unbridled song, the kind of spiritual and emotional rapture that one can only experience in communal 
singing.   Which brings us to this question: when we recite the Song of the Sea in our daily prayers, how should we recite it? 
As a revelatory declaration with important intellectual content, or an experience of exaltation, with rapture and joy? Should 
we recite it as R. Nehemia or as R. Akiva?  Both approaches have what to offer us.  

 
 
Beautifying God in the World: A Single Word and its Multiple Meanings 

 וּהוֵנְאַוְ ילִאֵ הזֶ

  – וּהוֵנְאַוְ
  :רמֵוֹא לאעֵמָשְׁיִ יבִּרַ
  םדָוָ רשָׂבָלְ רשָׁפְאֶ יכִוְ
  ?וֹנוֹקלְ תוֹונְהַלְ
  אלָּאֶ
  וֹל הוֶנְאַ
  :תוֹוצְמִּבַּ
  ,האֶנָ בלָוּל וינָפָלְ השֶׂעֱאֶ
  ,האָנָ הכָּסֻ
  ,האָנָ תיצִיצִ
 .האָנָ הלָּפִתְּ

This is my God and I will enshrine Him 

ve'anvehu - I will enshrine Him 
R. Yishmael said:  
Is it possible for a human being 
le-hanvot - to enshrine one's Creator?  
Rather, (read the word ve'anvehu as)  
anveh lo-I shall beautify myself to Him 
with mitzvoth —  
I will make a beautiful lulav before Him 
I will construct a beautiful sukkah,  
I will weave beautiful tzitzith,  
I will chant beautiful prayers.  

This is a classic form of midrash in which a difficult Hebrew 
word can be parsed in so many different ways. It can be re-
vocalized, split into two words, it can be punned with similar 
sounding words, etc. The difficult word here is ְוּהוֵנְאַו -ve'anvehu. 
The root of this word is ה.ו.נ.  - n.v.h. which can mean both to 

dwell and to adorn. This is what gives this line of poetry a lot of 
texture because it suggests simultaneously that I want to glorify 

God and I want to give God a home.  And the Rabbis are 
divided on this. How does one glorify God? How does one 
enable God to abide or to dwell among us? R. Yishmael veers to 
the adornment sense of the word. A person doesn't adorn God 
but adorns the self before God. How? With beauty. 

 
 



To R. Yishmael, religion summons an aesthetic impulse. Rituals and ritual objects are things of beauty. Just as a beautiful 
home enhances one's life and sparks joy, a beautiful religious environment glorifies God's presence and enhances the 
religious experience. He lists here things that are connected to the holiday of Sukkot but it could apply equally to Pesach: 
have a beautiful seder plate, a beautiful matzah plate, a beautiful haggadah, etc. Build a beautiful synagogue, adorn the 
scrolls with fine silver, sing lush melodies with gorgeous harmonies. All of these things, enhance the spiritual experience.   

  :רמֵוֹא לוּאשָׁ אבָּאַ
 .וֹל המֶדָּאֶ
  ,ןוּנּחַוְ םוּחרַ אוּה המָ
  .ןוּנּחַוְ םוּחרַ התָּאַ ףאַ

Abba Shaul said: 
I will liken myself to Him. 

Just as He is merciful and gracious, 
so too, should you be merciful and gracious.  

To Abba Shaul you make God beautiful in the world by 
behaving like God. Be a beautiful person; that way you will 
reflect a beautiful God. Adorn yourself with godly attributes 
and you will be beautifying God's presence in the world.  

  :רמֵוֹא ילִילִגָּהַ הסֵוֹי יבִּרַ
  וֹחבְּשַׁוְ וּנּיֶּנַ
  ה"בקהלְ
  !םלָוֹעהָ תוֹמּאֻ לכָּ ינֵפְבִּ

R. Yosei HaGlili said: 
Nayyenu-Beautify and offer praise 
to the Holy One blessed be He 
before all the nations of the world!  

There is a public dimension to the beautification of God. What 
significance does private aesthetics have? What good is having a 
private collection of gorgeous ritual objects? While the motives may 
be altruistic, the result can be potentially self-indulgent.  

  :רמֵוֹא תיקִסְמַרְדֻּ ןבֶּ הסֵוֹי יבִּרַ
  וינָפָלְ השֶׂעֱאֶ
 האֶנָ שׁדָּקְמִ תיבֵּ

R. Yosei ben Drumaskit said: 
I will make for Him 
a beautiful na'eh temple.  

YBD is the ultimate Chair of the Building Committee! What he is 
saying is that one ought to channel the impulse to glorify God by 
constructing a beautiful Temple. The Temple in Jerusalem did that.   

  :רמֵוֹא הבָיקִעֲ יבִּרַ
 ויתָוֹאנְבְּ רבֵּדַאֲ
  רמַאָשֶׁ ימִלְּשֶׁ ויחָבָשְׁבִוּ
  םלָוֹעהָ היָהָוְ
 .םלָוֹעהָ תוֹמּאֻ לכָּ ינֵפְבִּ

R. Akiva said: 
I will speak of the beauty and the praise 
of the One who spoke  

and the world came into being,  
before all the nations of the world. 

It's interesting how R. Akiva takes the approach of speech. 
Adorning God in the world is a conversation; it requires 
interpretation and discourse. God spoke and brought the world 
into being; we then should speak to the nations of the world to 
enhance God's presence. And interpret Torah too.  

  :םירִמְוֹא םימִכָחֲוַ
  וּנּוֶּלַאֲ
  וֹמּעִ אֹבאָשֶׁ דעַ
 .וֹשׁדָּקְמִ תיבֵלְ

And the Sages said: 
alavenu-I will accompany Him 
until I will enter with Him 
to His holy Temple.  

Here the Sages give the most radical re-vocalization and punning on anvehu - 
they are asking us to read it as alavenu. That summons an image of an 
abiding relationship. God and Israel walking together, or the individual 
taking it upon himself to escort God through the world, towards the Temple.  

 

Six Ways to Beautify God 
R. Yishmael Beautiful ritual objects.  Six different interpretations are offered here. Six answers to the question of 

how to enhance and glorify God's presence in the world. It's interesting to 
note how each one of these interpretations highlights the different 
proclivities people have in expressing their religious devotion. To some it is 
through aesthetics, to others, behavior. Some are prayerful. Others want to 
build beautiful structures. To some it is about a constant conversation, and 
to others it is through relationship. A text like this validates all of these 
approaches. On the other hand, it invites us to weigh in: how should we 
glorify God's presence in the world?  

Abba Shaul Be a beautiful person.  

R. Yosei HaGlili Praise God in the world.  

R. Yosei ben 
Drumaskit 

Make a beautiful Temple.  

R. Akiva Say beautiful things. 

The Sages Be in a beautiful relationship. 

 
Three Days in the Desert Without Water: A Debate and a Metaphor 

 אֹלוְ רבָּדְמִּבַּ םימִיָ תשֶׁ}שְׁ וּכלְיֵּוַ
 :רמֵוֹא עַשֻׁוֹהיְ יבִּרַ – םיִמָ וּאצְמָ
 אֹלהֲוַ :רמֵוֹא רזֶעֶילִאֱ יבִּרַ .וֹעוּמשְׁכִּ
 אהָ...?וּיהָ לאֵרָשְׂיִ ילֵגְרַ תחַתַּ םיִמַּהַ
 ?"םיִמָ וּאצְמָ אֹלוְ" רמַוֹל דמֹלְתִּ המַ
 םיִמַ :םירִמְוֹא םירִחֵאֲ .ןעָגְּיַלְ ידֵכְּ
 וּמלְשָׁ ,םירִזָגְּהַ ןיבֵּ לאֵרָשְׂיִ וּלטְנָּשֶׁ
 דמֹלְתִּ המַ אהָ .העָשָׁ הּתָוֹאבְּ ןהֶמֵ
 ףאַשֶׁ ?"םיִמָ וּאצְמָ אֹלוְ" רמַוֹל
 ישֵׁרְוֹדּ .םיִמַ וּאצְמָ אֹל םהֶילֵכְבִּ
 ,"םיִמַ וּאצְמָ אֹלוְ" :וּרמְאָ תוֹמוּשׁרְ
 יפִלְ ... םיִמַּלַ וּלשְׁמְנִּשֶׁ הרָוֹת ירֵבְדִּ
 ,םימִיָ תשֶׁ}שְׁ הרָוֹת ירֵבְדִּמִ וּשׁרְפָּשֶׁ
 םהֶלָ וּניקִתְהִ |כָלְוּ .וּדרְמָ |כָלְ
 ןירִוֹק וּיהְיִּשֶׁ ,םינִקֵזְּהַוְ םיאִיבִנְּהַ
 אהָ .ישִׁימִחֲבַוּ ינִשֵּׁבַּ ,תבָּשַּׁבַּ הרָוֹתּבַּ
 ןיקִיסִפְמַוּ ,תבָּשַּׁבַּ ןירִוֹק ?דצַיכֵ
 ,ינִשֵּׁבַּ ןירִוֹקוְ ,תבָּשַּׁבַּ דחָאֶבְּ
 ןירִוֹקוְ ,יעִיבִרְבָוּ ישִׁילִשְּׁבַּ ןיקִיסִפְמַוּ
 .תבָּשַׁ ברֶעֶבְּ ןיקִיסִפְמַוּ ,ישִׁימִחֲבַּ

And they went three days in the desert, and they did 

not find water (Exod. 15:22). R. Yehoshua said: 
Literally. R. Eliezer said: Wasn't there water 
beneath their feet? What does they did not find water 

teach us? That their faith was being tested. Others 
said: The water that they took with them (from 
water sources) between the clefts of rock (at the Sea 
of Reeds) ran out for them. So what does they did not 

find water teach us? That even in their vessels they 
could not find water.  The Expounders of Metaphors 
said: They did not find words of Torah, which are 
compared to water...Because they separated from 
words of Torah for three days, they rebelled — 
wherefore the prophets and the elders instituted that 
they read in the Torah on Sabbath, Monday, and 
Thursday. How so? They read on Sabbath and 
pause on Sunday; they read on Monday and pause 
on Tuesday and Wednesday; they read on Thursday 
and pause on Friday (so that they do not go three 
consecutive days without reading Torah.) 

Comment: Have you ever wondered why 
we have a weekly rhythm of Torah 
readings? So that we shouldn't go three 
days without Torah. This hearkens back 
to the time frame immediately following 
the miracle at the Sea, when the Israelites 
first complained to Moses about their 
lack of water. R. Yehoshua does not see 
this beyond its plain sense: they were 
thirsty, therefore they complained. R. 
Eliezer: They were being tested and 
failed. Others say, they ran out of water 
which means, they were not completely 
unprepared, but they were also not 
resourceful enough to know how to find 
new sources of water. But all this is a 
metaphor. Just like you can't go three 
days without water, we can't go three 
days without Torah!  
Hag Sameah! Gut Yontiv! חמש גח!          


