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Déjà Vu All Over Again 
On the 7th day of Passover, we read much of Parshat Beshalah, finishing just after the Jews sing 

the Song of the Sea, the praise they offered after God led them through Yam Suf, the Reed Sea, 

on dry land. When we read Beshalach during the year, the haftarah tells the story of Devorah and 

Barak, culminating in the song they sang when God helped them defeat Sisera.  

 

We might have expected the same haftarah on this occasion, since we read the same Torah 

selection. That we choose a different song of thanksgiving, the one David sings when God has 

saved him from all his enemies, suggests we are meant to experience the Song of the Sea 

differently on Passover than during the year.  

 

The Song: A First Look 
David’s Song is too long to work through verse by verse; as we did when we saw this on Parshat 

Haazinu, we will work with the groups we find connected by theme: 

 

Verses 2-3—David declares God to be his protection, using metaphors for constancy of 

protection such as Hashem being his rock; 4-7: David mentions God responding to his calls for 

assistance, and then saving him from various threats, including death; it is that responsiveness 

that fuels his praise. 8-16: David says that God comes down to save him, turning the world 

upside down in fearsome ways, such as darkness, high waves, fire, and lightning. 17-20: David 

speaks of God saving him from stronger enemies and from other disasters; at the end of verse 20, 

he ascribes it to God being happy with him. 21-24—David speaks of his positive actions that led 

to his deserving, or at least meriting, God’s salvation. 25-28— Speak of how God repays good 

and evil, on a personal and national level. 29-30: David calls God his light, by which he can 

chase a whole battalion. 31-49: David discusses God’s power in general, returning to how God 

helps him defeat and destroy his enemies. 50-51: Closing, because of all of this, David must 

thank God. 

 

It’s About Defeating His Enemies 
The Song is written all as one unit in the traditional text, which suggests that it has one theme, 

but we have just seen many subsidiary themes. For example, while the last 22 verses before the 

coda speak about David defeating his enemies, the first half of the Song speaks of God as the 

Savior in various situations.  

 

What brings them together, I believe, is that David did not experience open miracles. He was 

forced to flee some enemies (such as Saul), battle others (such as Goliath and the Amaleki 

tribes), and build alliances with surrounding nations, all without any direct and open Divine 

intervention. 



 

At the Song of the Sea, the salvation could only be understood as coming from God. In contrast, 

when David speaks of God saving him, he is demonstrating his own faith and interpretation. 

Others witnessing the same events might have ascribed his victories to other causes. To take one 

striking example: on one occasion Saul was in hot pursuit of David, apparently about to catch 

him, when he got news that the Philistines had invaded Israel. When Saul turns away to fulfill his 

duites as king, is that God saving David, or chance?  

 

David recognized this aspect of his praise, since verse 27 says im ikeish titaphal, with a stubborn 

man you should act stubbornly, a verse Megillah 13b reads as allowing us to act deviously with 

cheaters. In such situations, David is teaching us, we must do our part, and then hope our efforts 

will be aided by God. 

 

This explains the two halves of the Song. As David extrapolates from his victories over his 

enemies, as he recognizes God’s role in those events, he turns to wonder and remember that he, 

too, contributed to the salvation he is celebrating.  

 

Connection to Yam Suf 
The Talmud specifically identifies this as the reading for the seventh day of Passover. Several 

Midrashim make the connection more explicit, suggesting a tradition that these words are 

intimately linked to that long-ago event. Mechilta de Rabi Yishmael on Beshalah portrays the 

Jews as spending the night before the Splitting of the Sea eating and drinking in full view of the 

Egyptians. They, perhaps frustrated at the Jews’ calm, would shoot arrows at them, but the pillar 

of cloud protected the Jews. The Midrash cites verse 3 of our haftarah, God is my rock and my 

fortress, as support for this reconstruction of events. 

 

Avot deRabi Natan 1; 34 notes that verse 10 is one of ten times Scripture refers to God 

descending into the world, and identifies it as God’s appearance at the Sea. Midrash Tehillim 18 

reads verse 16 (and the waterways were seen) as meaning that at the Splitting, all the waters in 

the world split, not just Yam Suf. 

 

On other occasions, we’ve noted that the Exodus became a paradigm for all future redemptions 

from immediate threat (so, for example, the Midrash says that the sound God used to scare the 

Arameans from Shomron—in the haftarah for Metsora-- was leftover from the plague of hail in 

Egypt). In a similar way, these Midrashim seem to see Yam Suf as a model as well; when David 

celebrates his personal salvation, the Midrash is certain his words must apply back to Yam Suf. 

 

This might explain the different haftarot for the two readings of the Song of the Sea. When we 

read Beshalah during the course of the year, our focus is on the Exodus as an event that 

stimulates belief, for Jews and the world. In that context, the Splitting of the Sea should have 

absolutely established people’s willingness to accept the Jewish view of God and the world. The 

perfect example is Yitro, whose story comes immediately after Beshalah. Devorah’s Song 

appropriately echoed those themes. 

 

On Passover, though, we are re-experiencing the Exodus in different contexts as well. For us, the 

Splitting was also a stage of the redemption, where the Jews finally were freed of worry about 



being chased and reconquered. David’s Song captures that theme. The haftarah thus helps us 

focus our reading of the Torah, and experience of the holiday, on our need to struggle with 

opposing forces and our hope that God will aid us in overcoming them, producing—we hope, 

and quickly in our days—a world perfected in the Kingdom of God.  

 

Shabbat Shalom and Chag Sameach  

 


