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CROSSING THE SEA 
Parashat Beshalach – January 25, 2013 – Rabbi Joel Nickerson 

 
 
A couple of weeks ago, Rabbi Frimmer reminded us of the famous phrase uttered by 
Moses, “Let my people go.”  Ten times Moses lobbies Pharaoh and nine times he fails.  
Moses, the original Jewish political lobbyist, tried to act on the collective concerns of his 
people by approaching and addressing the government to demand action, and he failed 
– nine times.  ‘Why not just skip to the end?’, asked Rabbi Frimmer.  “Because,” she 
said, “advocacy and political change is messy. It doesn’t always work the first time 
around. It requires time and patience and strategy and faith.  It also might take a 
movement of people to carry the change across the goal-line.”1  
 
Advocacy is not easy, nor is it fail-proof.  It is messy and frustrating.  And last week, 
Rabbi Klein linked the concept of personal and collective responsibility to our role as 
parents – parents to more than our own children, but to the next generation; to our 
broken society.  But she also talked about the factors that prevent us from taking on the 
role of parent.  She said: 
 

Oh we do have our hands extended with the bread of love, but all around us, 
there are people in need of bread. Oh it is true that we may have conquered our 
own prejudice, pride and irrationality…but fear? We have a lot of fear. We’re 
afraid of the society we have just as some parents are afraid of their children. 
We’re afraid to stand up to it. We support free speech, but we’re afraid to speak 
freely because everyone and their cat has the ability to freely speak back, post 
comments, build websites, launch campaigns. We read op-eds, but rarely if ever 
write them. We have opinions which we are happy to share, but we don’t plant 
them as a point of origin and out of them build a movement.2 

 
The fear and apprehension that Rabbi Klein spoke of rises to the surface in this week’s 
parasha – the transformative passage in which the Israelites finally embark on the long 
and arduous journey from the slavery of Egypt through the wilderness of Sinai.  The 
portion includes the paradigmatic moment of redemption at the Red Sea, which we 
recite every day as part of the Mi Chamocha prayer.   
 
But the passage also highlights some of the challenges mentioned by both Rabbis 
Frimmer and Klein.  With the Red Sea blocking their passage ahead and Pharaoh and 
his horsemen breathing down their necks in hot pursuit, the Israelites cry out to Moses, 
who reassures them that God will protect them. God then responds rather impatiently to 
Moses, exclaiming, “Why do you cry out to me? Tell the Israelites to go forward!”3  
Rashi, one of the foremost Biblical commentators, offers two contradictory perspectives 
on God’s impatient response to Moses.   
 
																																																								
1 Rabbi Dara Frimmer, 1/11/13 
2 Rabbi Zoë Klein, 1/18/13 
3 Ex. 14:15 
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Why do you cry out to me? This teaches us that Moses was standing and 
praying. The Holy Blessed One said to him, “This is no time to lengthen your 
prayer, when Israel is in distress.”  
Another explanation…is [that it is as if God said], “The matter depends on Me 
and not on you, [Moses].”4 

 
Rashi is showing us two perspectives on the role one may play in bringing about 
redemption.  In the language of today, we could see it as a commentary on activism.  
Keep in mind, it’s not clear whether or not Rashi is showing bias about one perspective 
or the other. 
 
--------------------- 
Brief discussion 
The first explanation – ‘this is no time to lengthen your prayer when Israel is in distress!’ 
seems to suggest what? 

- In times of distress or challenge, we must act and not reflect for too long 
The second explanation offers a different view – ‘This is not your problem, Moses, this 
is my deal and I’ll take care of it, don’t question my ability.’  How does redemption come 
about according to this interpretation? 

- God will redeem, it’s beyond our control. 
 
I assume most of us find God’s response in Rashi’s first interpretation the most 
appropriate – ‘don’t just stand there, do something!’   
 
But when in our own lives do we respond to suffering with prayer or reflection?   
When do we respond with action, or inaction?   
And what leads you to respond the way you do? 
 
I suggest that we need a little bit of both of Rashi’s perspectives in our approach to 
bringing about change.  There is need for both reflection and prayer, of recognizing the 
limitations of our actions; but there is also a definite need to act; to say to ourselves and 
those around us, ‘don’t just stand there, do something!’ 
------------------------------- 
 
According to the Talmud, while Moses stood at the shores of the Red Sea, there was a 
struggle taking place between the various tribes of Israel.  Again, two opinions are 
offered: 
 

Rabbi Meir said: When the Israelites stood by the Red Sea, the tribes struggled 
with one another. This one said, “I will go first into the sea.” And this one said, “I 
will go first into the sea.” The tribe of Benjamin jumped and descended into the 
sea first.  
 
Rabbi Yehudah said to him: That’s not what happened. Rather, this tribe said. 
“I’m not going into the sea first.” And another tribe said, “I’m not going into the 

																																																								
4 Rashi on Exodus 14:15 
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sea first.” Nachshon the son of Amminadav (tribe of Judah) jumped and 
descended into the sea first.5 

 
Again, we are offered two views on ‘jumping in’; ‘taking the plunge’; moving forward into 
the unknown.  Leaving aside the ambivalence of the tribes in the second example, we 
are presented with two positive examples of activism – in the first, it’s the entire 
community jumping in together, moving as a group to address the unknown; in the 
second, it’s the power of one individual to shape the difference between returning to 
slavery or an entire people attaining freedom.   
 
It’s time for us as a community, and each of us individually, to think about how we’re 
going to be a part of the move from oppression and apathy to freedom and passion.   
 
Today marks the two year anniversary of the start of the revolution in Egypt.  As a force, 
the people of Egypt rose up and said, ‘we will go first into the sea!’.  And as I read a few 
hours ago, at least 9 have been killed and hundreds wounded as Egyptians took to the 
streets around the country to rekindle their struggle against the policies and tyranny of 
their leader.  Their Red Sea is treacherous.   
 
And this week, Israel held elections and the party that came in second behind 
Netanyahu’s Likud party was Yesh Atid, founded by Yair Lapid a year ago – a man with 
no political past, but a television personality who used his visibility and charisma to bring 
about a major shock to the political make-up of the Knesset.   
 

A year ago, when Mr. Lapid decided to quit television and enter politics, he set 
himself the mission of representing the country’s struggling middle class, a long-
neglected constituency.  As the author of a widely read column in the weekend 
supplement of the newspaper Yediot Aharonot, he wrote a column under a title 
that became his catchphrase: “Where’s the money?”  
He wrote: “This is the big question asked by Israel’s middle class, the same 
sector on whose behalf I am going into politics. Where’s the money? Why is it 
that the productive sector, which pays taxes, fulfills its obligations, performs 
reserve duty and carries the entire country on its back, doesn’t see the money?”  
Mr. Lapid harnessed the frustration of hundreds of thousands of Israelis who took 
to the streets in the social-justice protests of the summer of 2011. When he 
founded Yesh Atid (There Is a Future) the next spring, he adopted and 
sharpened the popular demands for a more equal sharing of the burden, 
meaning an end to automatic military exemptions for thousands of ultra-Orthodox 
students who opt for full-time Torah study, as well as demands for better public 
education and an end to rising taxes that choke the middle class.6  

 
And here at Isaiah, we are more and more conscious of the need to support and 
continue a history of active involvement in bringing about change beyond the walls of 
																																																								
5 Babylonian Talmud Sotah 36b-37a 
6 http://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/23/world/middleeast/yair-lapid-guides-yesh-atid-party-to-success-in-israeli-
elections.html?_r=0 
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our synagogue.  There is now an Advocacy Committee – ten individuals committed to 
creating a process by which Isaiah can be a politically active synagogue while 
maintaining three important criteria - a high level of education around whatever issue is 
being discussed; a strong commitment to Reform Jewish tradition and values; and a 
sensitivity to diverse opinions within our community so that we continue to balance the 
values of a warm kehillah with a strong powerful voice of advocacy. 
For example, if we, as a synagogue, want to take a position on an issue such as 
reproductive rights or marriage equality, we want to ensure a process of learning and 
community involvement in developing such a position. 
 
There are a multitude of issues that present themselves as ‘Red Seas’ – seemingly 
unsurpassable forces.  Together, may we pray, reflect, and then act to walk through 
these seas to dry land.  
 
As the poet Adrienne Rich wrote: 
 
What would it mean to live  
in a city whose people were changing  
each other's despair into hope? --  
You yourself must change it. --  
what would it feel like to know  
your country was changing? --  
You yourself must change it. --  
Though your life felt arduous  
new and unmapped and strange  
what would it mean to stand on the first  
page of the end of despair?7 

																																																								
7 “Dreams Before Waking” 


