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Parshas B’shalach

The Song of the Sea (Az Yashir) is for all generations. 
When we sing this song, it affects us just as it affected the Jews originally.

The Song of the Sea

By Rabbi Chaim Zev Citron
The Mechiltah (a primarily halachic Midrash on the book of Shmos) lists ten songs: The first was sung by the Jews in Egypt on the night of Pesach. It is referenced in the Book of Yeshiyahu: “There shall be singing as on a night when a festival was hallowed” (31:24). The second is at the crossing of the Red Sea. The third is the song the Jews sang over the well in the desert. The fourth is the song Moshe sang before he died (Ha’azinu). The fifth was the song Yehoshua sang when he stopped the sun in the sky. The sixth was the song of the prophetess Devorah. The seventh is the song sung by David (Psalm 18). The eighth is the song that Shlomo sang at the dedication of the Holy Temple (Psalm 30). (Although the Psalm begins, “A song for the dedication of the House, a psalm of David,” the Mechiltah attributes it to Shlomo. David’s name is invoked because David dedicated his life to the building of the Temple.) The ninth song was sung by King Yehoshofat during the battle of Israel against Moav and Ammon. The tenth song will be sung in the Messianic age: “Sing to G-d a new song.”
There is a fascinating digression in the Mechiltah when it discusses the eighth song in which the building of the Beis Hamikdosh is credited to David because of his dedication to it. Similarly, says the Mechiltah, Moshe dedicated his life for three things for which reason they are called by his name.
The Torah is referred to as Moshe’s Torah: “Remember the Torah of my servant Moshe” (Malachi 3:22). But surely the Torah is G-d’s Torah, not Moshe’s! However, since Moshe gave his life for Torah, it is called by his name.

The Jewish people are referred to as Moshe’s people, “Go down, for your people have sinned.” But surely the Jews are G-d’s people, as the Torah says, “They are Your people and Your inheritance.” But because Moshe risked his life for the Jewish people as we see when he defended the Jew being beaten by an Egyptian, they are called his people.
Justice is also attributed to Moshe as the Torah says, “You shall appoint judges and magistrates.”  But justice belongs to G-d! However, since Moshe gave his life for justice, justice is attributed to him. The Mechiltah gives two examples: one when he stopped a Jew from striking his fellow and the other when he defended Yisro’s daughters when the shepherds harassed them.
I would point out that in the examples the Mechiltah cites about Moshe, we see something about the paradoxical nature of the righteous individual. Moshe did not care about himself, he was dedicated to Torah, Israel, and justice to the point that he gave of himself totally and in some cases was literally willing to give his life. Because he wants absolutely no credit, he is in fact given all of the credit: Moshe’s Torah, Moshe’s people, and Moshe’s righteousness. The person who in his own mind is nothing, the person who selflessly dedicates himself to something beyond himself, is truly great, is truly something.
This reminds me of one of the most basic teachings of the Alter Rebbe: the goal of a righteous person is to nullify his own self to G-d. It is, in a manner of speaking, to become as nothing. Yet this kind of person is actually the greatest. Because he is so truly selfless, he becomes so truly great.
There is a Midrash Rabba, however, that seems to contradict the Mechiltah. The Midrash states: “From the day the Holy One created the world, we find no person who sang to G-d until the Jewish people sang the Song of the Sea.”

Adam was created; he did not sing. Avraham was saved from the furnace; he did not sing. Yitzchok was saved from the sword of the Akeida; he did not sing. Yaakov was saved from the angel, from Esav, from the men of Shechem, and he did not sing. But when the sea was split for the Jews, they sang before the Holy One. Said Hashem, “I was waiting for this.” The Midrash says that the word Az – then – connotes joy as the Psalm says, “Then our mouths will be filled with laughter.”
According to the Midrash Rabba, the Song of the Sea was the first song, not the song on the eve of Pesach as the Mechiltah says. Furthermore, as the commentaries point out, there were songs even before then. According to one opinion Adam did, in fact, sing to G-d; “A song for the day of Sabbath” (Psalm 92) is attributed to Adam.
The Sfas Emes answers that the Midrash does not state there were no songs before the Song of the Sea. Rather, it states that we do not find a song. There were songs before, but this is the first that we find, i.e., that the Torah clearly attributes a song to someone: “Then Moshe and the children of Israel sang this song to G-d.”

Before that time there were indeed songs, but they were sung for a particular time and place. This song is for all generations. When we sing this song, it affects us just as it affected the Jews originally.

I would add to this: The Chazal (Sages) tell us that there were thousands of prophets. However, only a small number of prophecies were written down. Many prophecies were important for a particular person or time. They were not preserved. Only the prophecies that are for all times were written down.

There is also a well-known teaching of the Arizal on the passage in the book of Esther, “These days are remembered and observed.”  When we “remember” Purim or any Torah holiday, it becomes “observed” by us, i.e., we re-experience and relive the precisely same experience as the original. We are going out of Egypt, or we are saved from Haman’s planned destruction. Similarly, we might add that when we sing the Song of the Sea we are reliving that event.
The most important aspect of our daily prayer is to be inspired with the love of  G-d. When in the Sh’ma we say, “And you shall love Hashem, your G-d,” we should mean it.

Therefore we start our prayers with “Psukei D’Zimra,” a collection of inspiring Psalms and other biblical citations. The P’sukei D’Zimra concludes with the Song of the Sea, Az Yashir.

We should read the P’sukei D’Zimra and Az Yashir with concentration, wirh inspiration, and with joy. The holy words have within them a built-in inspiration. We need only to make the effort, to read them properly. Az Yashir – then we will sing in joy to Hashem.
