
The scene at the Sea of Reeds is so complicated. As we read 

the verses just prior to the great miracle, it's very difficult to 

put together a picture of what happened. But here goes: 

Pharaoh had a change of heart and ordered the Egyptian army, 

with its horses, chariots, and soldiers, to pursue the Israelites.  

The Egyptians catch up to them as the Israelites are encamped 

near the Sea of Reeds. The Israelites see them and panic. They 

scream to God and then, they turn their anger onto Moses:  

Moses replies to them that God will save them: (Exod. 14:13-14) 

Moses turns to God, but God rebukes him:   (Exod. 14:15) 

It's at that point that God instructs Moses to stretch his hand 

out over the sea and split it so that the people can walk through 

it on dry land. Then the text tells us the following strange thing: 

It's confusing but let's try to figure it out.  Already at the 

beginning of the journey, we learn that God will escort the 

people to their destination with a fire-cloud pillar. 

The fire-cloud pillar becomes a prominent feature of Israel's 

desert journey. But note: it is always located at the front of the 

people, leading them. Not at the back. By day it is a pillar of 

cloud that leads and protects; by night it is a pillar of fire that 

lights up the night. But what happened just as the Egyptians 

                                                 
1And crucially, the verse ends with these words: But for all the 

Children of Israel, there was light in their settlements. 

caught up to the Israelites at the edge of the sea? According to 

the verses cited above (14:19-20), the fire-cloud pillar that was 

leading them, suddenly lifted up and moved to the back, 

guarding them from the rear. It served as a barrier between the 

Israelites and the Egyptians.  Now this is where it gets 

confusing: the verse says  ְוַיְהִי הֶעָנָן וְהַחֹשֶך there was cloud and 

darkness, and yet וַיָאֶר אֶת הַלָיְלָה the night was also lit up. What 

happened? A midrash tries to explain it.   

ין מַחֲנֵּה  וַיָבאֹ בֵּ

ין מַחֲנֵּה  מִצְרַיִם וּבֵּ

ל, וַיְהִי   הֶעָנָןיִשְרָאֵּ

 לָיְלָהוַיָאֶר אֶת הַ  וְהַחֹשֶךְ

And it (the pillar) came between 

the camp of Egypt and the camp of 

Israel.  

Here were the cloud and the 

darkness  

and it lit up the night. 

Midrash: (Mekhilta De-Rabbi Yishmael Vayehi Beshalah 5:5)  

ל, הֶעָנָן"  ", עַל יִשְרָאֵּ

 " עַל מִצְרָיִם. וְהַחֹשֶךְ"
The "cloud" was on Israel,  

while the "darkness" was on Egypt. 

Meaning: according to the midrash the fire-cloud pillar 

morphed into a type of cloud-dome over Israel, while Egypt 

was encapsulated in a dome of thick darkness. To imagine 

this, we have to think back to the plague of ְחֹשֶך-darkness.  The 

 darkness here at the Sea, and there in Egypt are the same-חֹשֶךְ

 .darkness. Thick, impenetrable, and palpable darkness-חֹשֶךְ

The midrash says this explicitly: 

 מַגִיד הַכָתוּב שֶכָל זְמַן

ל נְתוּנִין  שֶהָיוּ יִשְרָאֵּ

 נִיןבָאוֹרָה, הָיוּ מִצְרָיִם נְתוּ

לָה, שֶנֶאֱמַר: "לאֹ  בָאֲפֵּ

רָאוּ אִיש אֶת אָחִיו, וְלאֹ 

ת קָמוּ אִיש מִתַחְתָיו שְלֹשֶ 

 )שמות י,כג(יָמִים". 

The text is telling us that while Israel 

was experiencing light, the Egyptians 

were experiencing darkness, as it is 

said (earlier during the plague of 

darkness) no one could see his 

brother, and no one could arise 

from his spot, for three days.1 
(Exod. 10:23) 

Egypt, in other words, is experiencing a 'mini-plague' of ְחֹשֶך-

darkness at the Sea, while Israel has light provided by the 

miraculous fire-cloud that is now functioning like a protective 

dome over their heads. The midrash continues: 

א לֶעָתִיד ן אַתְ מוֹצֵּ  וְכֵּ

ר?  לָבאֹ, מַהוּ אוֹמֵּ

 קוּמִי אוֹרִי! 

 כִי בָא אוֹרֵךְ, 

  עָלַיִךְ זָרָח. ה׳וּכְבוֹד 

כִי הִנֵה מִפְנֵּי מָה? 

ץ,  רֶׁ ה אֶׁ ךְ יְכַסֶׁ הַחֹשֶׁ

ל לְאֻמִים,   וַעֲרָפֶׁ

, ה׳וְעָלַיִךְ יִזְרַח 

ה   .וּכְבוֹדוֹ עָלַיִךְ יֵרָאֶׁ

And this is what you will find in the 

future. What does the prophet (Isaiah) 

say? (Isaiah 60:1-2) Arise, shine, for 

your light has dawned; The 

Presence of the LORD has shone 

upon you! And why (is that going to 

happen?) Because behold!  

Darkness shall cover the earth,  

Was it for lack of graves in Egypt that 

you have taken us out to die in the 

wilderness? What, now, have you 

done to us, bringing us out of Egypt? 
(Exod. 14:11) 

ין קְבָרִים  הֲמִבְלִי אֵּ

וּת בְמִצְרַיִם לְקַחְתָנוּ לָמ

 יתָ מַה זאֹת עָשִ ? בַמִדְבָר

 ?יִםמִצְרָ לָנוּ לְהוֹצִיאָנוּ מִ 
 )שמות יד:יא(

Do not be afraid! Stand fast and see  

God's deliverance which he will 

work for you today, for as you see 

Egypt today, you will never see it 

again for the ages! God will do 

battle for you, and you—be still! 

אוּ אַל תִירָאוּ הִתְיַצְבוּ וּרְ 

ה אֲשֶר יַעֲשֶ  ׳אֶת יְשוּעַת ה

תֶם לָכֶם הַיוֹם כִי אֲשֶר רְאִי

וּ אֶת מִצְרַיִם הַיוֹם לאֹ תֹסִפ

 ׳לִרְאֹתָם עוֹד עַד עוֹלָם. ה

ם לָכֶם וְאַתֶם תַחֲרִ   שוּן.יִלָחֵּ

Why do you cry out to me?  

Speak to the Children of Israel,  

and let-them-march-forward! 

לָי   ?מַה תִצְעַק אֵּ

ל  ר אֶל בְנֵּי יִשְרָאֵּ דַבֵּ

 !וְיִסָעוּ

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, 

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. 

ךְ וַיִסַע מַלְאַךְ הָאֱלֹהִים הַ  הֹלֵּ

ל  לֶךְ וַיֵּ לִפְנֵּי מַחֲנֵּה יִשְרָאֵּ

יהֶם אַחֲרֵּ עָנָן הֶ וַיִסַע עַמוּד  מֵּ

ימִפְנֵּיהֶם וַיַעֲמֹד  אַחֲרֵּ . הֶםמֵּ

יןוַיָבאֹ  יןם מַחֲנֵּה מִצְרַיִ  בֵּ  וּבֵּ

ל  נָן וַיְהִי הֶעָ מַחֲנֵּה יִשְרָאֵּ

 לָהר אֶת הַלָיְ וַיָאֶ  וְהַחֹשֶךְ

ל  וְלאֹ קָרַב זֶה אֶל זֶה כׇּ

 (כ-)שמות יד:יט הַלָיְלָה.
(Exod. 14:19-20) 

Now God was going before them, by day 

as a column of cloud, to lead them the 

way, by night as a column of fire, to give 

light to them, to [be able to] go by day 

and by night. 
(Exod. 13:21) 

ךְ  ׳וַה  לִפְנֵּיהֶםהֹלֵּ

יוֹמָם בְעַמוּד עָנָן 

לָה הַדֶרֶךְ וְלַיְ  לַנְחֹתָם

ש לְהָאִיר  בְעַמוּד אֵּ

לָהֶם לָלֶכֶת יוֹמָם 

 )שמות יג:כא(וָלָיְלָה. 
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And thick murkiness will cover the 

peoples;  

But upon you the LORD will shine,  

And His Presence be seen over you.  

Isaiah presents a beautiful image. The world is dark, but Israel 

will have light because God will shine His light on Israel. This 

is one of Isaiah's great messages of comfort, to a demoralized 

people after the destruction of the First Temple and their exile 

to Babylonia.2 The rabbis in this midrash are, for one brief 

shining moment, taking us out of Egypt and bringing us to a 

future in which darkness will cover the whole earth3 and Israel 

will have light. The message: the miracle at the Sea will occur 

again for Israel. They had light then, when Egypt was in 

darkness, and they will have light in the future, when the whole 

world is in darkness and moral turpitude. The midrash goes on: 

 וְלאֹ עוֹד, 

 אֶלָא כָל מִי שֶהוּא נָתוּן

לָה רוֹאֶה כָל מִי  בָאֲפֵּ

 .בָאוֹרָה שֶהוּא נָתוּן

And not only that,  

but anyone who is encapsulated in 

darkness can see anyone who is 

encapsulated in light.  

What does that mean? Even though the Egyptians are 

encapsulated in darkness, they were still able to see ahead of 

them that the Israelites had light.  The best analogy for this 

would be a power outage in which one side of the street has no 

electricity and the other side does. On one side of the street 

there is total darkness, and total frustration and anger! While 

on the other side, everybody is going on normally and having 

a good time. And of course, it's not hard to see how this 

statement applies to life: Someone who is located in their own 

darkness can only see another person's radiance. Someone in 

pain, can only see another person's joy. Someone who is 

depressed can only see another person's cheerfulness. Some-

one who is lonely sees other people surrounded by family and 

friends. The envy is palpable. Here, the Egyptians see that 

Israel has light and they envy them. The midrash goes on: 

 שֶהָיוּ מִצְרָיִם שְרוּיִים

לָה רוֹאִים אֶת  בָאֲפֵּ

ל, שֶהָיוּ נְתוּנִי ן יִשְרָאֵּ

אוֹכְלִים בָאוֹרָה, 

חִים  . וְשוֹתִים וּשְמֵּ

For the Egyptians were encapsulated 

in darkness and they saw Israel, that 

it was encapsulated in light and they 

were eating and drinking and joyful! 

Which is absolutely stunning! This is how the rabbis interpret 

this moment. Just a minute ago they were complaining bitterly 

to Moses, and now, according to the rabbis, they are having a 

feast! They are basking in God's light and protection! And the 

Egyptians are jealous of them! And then what happens?  

צִין וְהָיוּ מְזָרְקִין בָהֶן בְחִ 

 . וּבְאַבְנֵּי בָלִיסְטְרָיוֹת

They shoot arrows at them (the 

Israelites) and launch rock-missiles 

(ballistrayot). 

                                                 
2 We read this as the Haftarah for Ki Tavo, the Sixth Haftara of 

Consolation after Tisha B'av.  
3Meaning: Evil. Falsehood. Malevolence. Moral Repugnance. Hatred. 

Injustice. Bigotry. How about this example: an International Court in 

the Hague prosecuting Israel for genocide at the behest of the those who 

would like to commit genocide against Israel!  

The Egyptians act 

out the jealousy and 

engage in violence. 

This is such a 

profound reading. 

Jealousy is the root 

of violence. 

A Ballistra was 
an ancient 
missile 
weapon that 
launched either 
bolts or stones 
at a distant 
target. 

 

 ן,וּמַלְאָךְ וְעָנָן מְקַבְלִי
 

But the angel and the cloud 'receives' 

(ie. protects) them (from the missiles).  

In other words, the cloud literally functions like an ancient Iron 

Dome system which protects Israel from the missiles fired 

from the Egyptian camp. How do we know this? Because 

elsewhere, God has promised that He will shield Israel: 

 אַל תִירָא אַבְרָם!שֶנֶאֱמַר: 

 לָךְ,  אָנֹכִי מָגֵן

  שְכָרְךָ הַרְבֵה מְאֹד!
 א(:)בראשית טו

As it is said, Do not be afraid 

Abram! I am a shield for 

you,  

your reward is great!  (Gen. 

15:1) 
 

God's promise to Abram, is an eternal promise to Abram's 

descendants. And we have another text, this time attributed to 

David: 

ן יִשְעִ  מָגִנִי רֶׁ , יוְקֶׁ

 מִשְגַבִי וּמְנוּסִי,

 מֹשִעִי! 

 תֹשִעֵנִי.  חָמָסמֵ 
 ג(:)שמואל ב כב

(O God, the rock wherein I take 

shelter:) 

My shield, my mighty champion,  

my fortress and refuge! 

My savior, You who rescue me from 

violence!4  
(2 Sam. 22:3) 

God's promise to David is an eternal promise to the people of 

Israel. And a third verse from the Psalms5 in which God's 

promise of divine protection applies to all who seek God.   

 הוּא לְכֹל הַחֹסִים בוֹ. מָגֵן
 שמואל ב כב:לא( ;)תהילים יח:לא

He is a shield to all who 

seek refuge in Him. (Ps. 18:31 

but also 2 Sam. 22:31) 

Explanation and Comment: The rabbis are perplexed by the 

scene at the Sea just as we are. And yet they read it with great 

literary and spiritual insight. They explain the text very plainly: 

the fire-cloud moved from the front of Israel to the back and 

encapsulated Israel as an Iron-Dome like protection. The 

Egyptians, on the other hand were encapsulated in a dome of 

darkness. From within their own darkness, they could see 

Israel's light. That made them jealous and angry, so they 

attacked Israel, but God's Iron-Dome light-cloud protected 

them. The divine protection that was promised by God to 

Abraham, that was experienced personally by David, and is 

4 The Hebrew word for violence is HAMAS. The subtext of this 

interpretation is clear. 
5 It is also found in that same chapter in 2 Samuel 22. It is standard 

practice in rabbinic midrash to cite one verse from the Torah, one verse 

from the Prophets and one verse from the Writings. It's just that here, 

the texts in 2 Samuel 22 and Psalm 18 are virtually identical.  

 



available to everyone who seeks refuge in God, was what 

protected them. On the one hand, we read the biblical account 

of the Exodus and the splitting of the Sea with a feeling of awe 

and terror. But when we listen to the rabbinic midrash we get 

a message of divine comfort and protection. The rabbis lived 

in an era of terrifying human cruelty. They would have seen 

Roman bolt-throwers, javelins, spears, and arrows. They 

understood fear and vulnerability. They offered this 

interpretation as a verbal Iron-Dome to their own power-

lessness in the face of such brute might. We can draw our 

parallels to the war in Gaza. What motivates Hamas? A 

ruthless hatred of Jews rooted in a profound envy. They live in 

darkness and see Israel's light. They want to destroy is every-

thing that they are not: a thriving democracy, a technological 

powerhouse, a place of joy.  Hamas celebrates death. Israel 

celebrates life. The great symbol of Hamas emerging from this 

war is the terror tunnel. Darkness. Last week thousands of 

Israelis planted trees in broad daylight, in honor of Tu B'shvat, 

celebrating hope and exulting in life.   

Today is Day 113. May the Shield of Abraham and David, 

and the Shield of all those who seek God's shelter, protect 

Israel. May the hostages and the soldiers of the IDF return 

home soon to the loving embrace of their families!
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ל חַי!                  שַבָת שָלוֹם!   עַם יִשְרָאֵּ

Shabbat Shalom!        Am Yisrael Hay!  

 


