Beshalach

The text describes the Jewish people leaving the land of Egypt as a proud people, as the text says: “va-chamushim alu benei yisrael.”  The Jewish people left the land of Egypt armed.  But if that is the case, how are we to explain what happens (14: 10), when the Jewish people saw the Egyptians running after them.  The text says, “ve-hinei mitzrayim nosea achareihem va-yiru meod.”  And behold when the Egyptians started chasing after the Jews they were very afraid.  And so the question is why these Jews were so afraid?  After all, they were sufficiently armed, they were a sizable amount of people, and they had God on their side?


The Ibn Ezra explains quite logically that this generation had learned their whole lives to endure all the insults which the Egyptians had inflicted upon them.  As a result their minds had become depressed and servile.


Consequently, the difficulty that their lives are highlighting is how tough it is to change one’s approach to the world, to view the world one way for your entire life, and then suddenly to have a different outlook.  This point of the Ibn Ezra then is the key to understanding the journeys of the Jewish people in the desert: It is their struggle to create a new way of looking at the world.

We are about to read the Haftorah which celebrates the victory of Deborah and Barak over Sisera.  This victory is told to us in two different genres.  First as a story told in prose, and then immediately as a poem chanted by Deborah.  The fact that this story is told twice demonstrates that the purpose of this poem is not merely to recite the facts for us.


In fact, battle poetry held a high place in the ancient world.  We see from the Iliad and the Odyssey that it was common to praise one’s victories in battle through a poem.

The point is that here the Tanakh takes a genre which was normally used for proclaiming the glory of man and his prowess as a warrior, and here completely reverses that self centered practice.  Here the protagonist is not a Herculean like man, but a spiritual woman, and here the true hero is not a multitude of Gods, but as the last pasuk tells us, the one and only God.

