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Cantor Wendi Fried 

  
When looking for inspiration and commentary on the parsha, I have several go to sources and 
one of them, I will admit that sometimes I go to, is Chabad.org….ok not exactly true…, I’m kind 
of a junky. There are several regular commentators that I like on the site. I don’t always agree 
with everything they write, but I find much of what they teach to be enriching and stimulating. In 
preparing for this, I figured I would just take a look and see what they had to offer. It was my 
understanding that Hazzan Joanna Dulkin, my dear friend, had enlightened you already a couple 
of years ago about beshalach and the songs we chant today. So, I have chosen to take another 
angle that several of the commentators thought worthwhile.   
 
We just learned about Miriam, one of the greatest leaders in our tradition and how, when she 
tasted the gift of freedom, she taught us all through her example how to thank and praise 
God…how to party…with song and dance! Miriam has always been an inspirational character 
for me…she was a source of sustenance, wisdom, and life to her people and she was beloved by 
God, as all the greats were, despite her imperfections.  
 
There were a million topics that I thought to share with you on this Shabbat Shira, but I thought 
that today I would take a page out of her playbook and expand on the shira part of today… on 
her teaching about how music plays a vital role in our prayer, in our ritual, in our culture, and in 
every emotion expressed, especially the extremes of heartbreak and joy! 
 
Not to be left out of the introduction to our rich musical tradition...It is said that the very last 
request God made of Moses was that he write God a song, that in his final hours, Moshe was 
commissioned by God to write and teach music.                                           
                               
Rabbi Kalmenson, says that “Devoted servant of God that he was, the last memory he left his 
beloved people of their dynamic leader and faithful shepherd was of him singing, not preaching, 
the word of God. His last words still singing in their ears, they watched him ascend Mount Nebo 
on his final mission, to return his holy soul to its Maker. 
 
The scene is powerful, the soundtrack moving, and the lesson profound. 
 
The Torah had thus far been thought of in many ways and as many things. God’s wisdom, His 
will, the marriage contract between Him and His people, the blueprint of existence, a manual for 
earthly life, secrets and prophecies of the world, a code of morality and ethics, and much, much, 
more.         
 
Never before, though, had it been seen or heard of as a song."  
 
So we have this beautiful, heart wrenching moment at the end of our Torah, parshat Ha’azinu, 
which redefined for all time how Torah was to be perceived: not as a sermon, but as a song. 
 
Why was it chanted? Because that is the best way to pass on the message, the most productive 
way to teach, your best chance at engraving a message onto someone’s heart… as a song.   
 
The Lubavitcher Rebbe, leader of the Chabad/Lubavitch movement said,     



 “We don't sing when we are frightened, despairing, sleepy, or after a heavy meal." (although I 
disagree slightly with the idea of not singing after a heavy meal as singing around the Shabbat 
table is a very rich tradition and often follows a heavy meal.)    
 
"We sing when we are pining after one whom we love, when we are yearning for better times, 
when we are celebrating an achievement or anticipating a revelation. 
 
We don't sing when we are complacent. We sing when we are striving for something, or when 
we have tasted joy and are climbing it to the heavens. 
 
Song is prayer, the endeavor to rise above the petty cares of life and cleave to one's source. Song 
is the quest for redemption."  
 
I would add that song inspires a wish for fulfillment, of betterment and contentment with ones 
deepest self. 
 
Obviously, God, in God’s infinite wisdom, knew that if we were to fall in love with the Torah, it 
would need to be imprinted on our hearts where the joy lives, where emotion lives, where love 
reigns. And thus we have the tradition of chanting and singing our sacred texts and prayers. 
 
** At this point I sang the Sermon in Song which I will share with you in a "Sermon in Song Part 
2" at some point in the future. The next iteration will also include excerpts about Debbie 
Friedman, Latin nusach, and Shlomo Carlebach and their influences on Jewish music. Stay 
tuned! *** 
 


