Az Yashir and the Ten Commandments

Many have the custom of standing while the Ten Commandments and the Az Yashir (Song of the Sea) are read from the Torah.  The reason for this custom is that these two passages of the Torah represent the essence of Judaism.

The Ten Commandments is fundamentally a legalistic formulation.  It represents an intellectual and rational approach to God.  It represents Jewish theology and Jewish morality.

The Ten Commandments state: “Do not make for yourself an image of God;”  “Do not take God's name in vain.”  These commandments are placing limits on how can we express our thoughts about God.  Do not dare to try and artistically depict God!  The Torah prohibits it.  In fact many commentators understand the prohibition against taking God's name to mean that one is not even permitted to directly discuss God.  The Torah prohibits us to even mention God's name.  In short, the Ten Commandments are an attempt to curtail us from thinking freely and creatively about God.    

Instead, what we are obligated to do is follow the strict laws of the Torah.  The other major part of the Ten Commandments, with the exception of Shabbat, is an expression of religious morality.  It forbids aggression against one's neighbor and commands us to respect the traditional roles of society.

With the Ten Commandments, the Torah commands us to follow the laws and mores of society.  Don't break out creatively.  Don't experiment with society; and especially don't experiment with God.  Live your life by the rule of law within the strict boundaries of society.

Az Yashir, on the other hand is an entirely different approach to God and to the world.  Az Yashir is poetry…beauty…mysticism.  The song the Jews sang after crossing the sea that God miraculously split is an expression of Israel’s deep faith in God.  It’s the verbal result of the people's first hand encounter with God's miracles. The Jewish people sing, "This is my God and I will glorify Him.”

Since Az Yashir represents a deep poetic, expression of love, like all love it can just barely be contained by the rules of society.  The Jewish people shout out, “My strength and song is God.”   The contrast is extraordinary.  The Ten Commandments teach: don't directly discuss God.  Az Yashir declares, “God is a Man of war, His name is Hashem.”  The Ten Commandments say, don't physically depict God.  Az Yashir retorts, “Your Right hand is awesome in power, your right hand, O God, crushes the foe.”

The Ten Commandments represents the strict legal and theological definitions of Judaism.  Az Yashir, on the other hand represents the Jew as an artist, the Jew who throws strict legalisms and theology to the wind and pours out his deep love of God.
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