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Parshat Beshalach
An Ode to Miriam
Naima Hirsch - Class of 2024

The phrase goes “behind every successful man is a woman.”

Even now, in 2021, as women take on more and more leadership roles both in the Jewish
world and beyond (just look at Vice President Kamala Harris), we constantly look to our most
holy texts to find reassurance for what we know to be true about ourselves as women and
leaders.

This week, the harrowing narrative of the Israelite slaves comes to a thrilling conclusion at
the Sea of Reeds. All known laws of nature are broken in yet another stunning display of
God’s might, and the Israelites reach freedom as their remaining oppressors are swept
under the tide. The former slaves have already witnessed the ten plagues, fled at the crack
of dawn, and now passed through a sea on dry land. What now? Where do we go from
here?

In this moment of tremendous victory, Moshe needs to ensure that the Israelites understand
the depth of the miracles that brought them to where they are. So he leads them in a song of
gratitude to God in his first act of post-Egypt leadership. Maybe if they started this new
chapter with praise and thanksgiving for their lives, the Israelites would be able to march
towards their destiny with confidence.

Crossing the Red Sea is a moment of transition not just for Moshe and the Israelites but for
Miriam as well. When we first meet Miriam in Parshat Shemot, we are not told her name.
She is referred to simply as “innx - his sister” (2:4) as she keeps an eye on Moshe’s basket
from the relative safety of shore. We are told that she watches “pnn - from afar” (2:4) to see
what will happen to the baby brother whom their mother can no longer hide from the
Egyptians and their decree.

As the older sister to two brothers, | cannot help but imagine myself in Miriam’s place among
the reeds, hoping against every logical fiber of her being for a second chance. What now? Is
there anywhere to go from here? So when Pharaoh’s daughter sees an Israelite baby in the
reeds and takes pity on him, of course Miriam risks her life to give her infant brother this
second chance. She leans into the relational epithet the text has assigned her; so far, she
has no identity outside of the crucial role she plays in saving Moshe.

Now, however, 15 chapters and eighty-odd years later, the baby brother Miriam watched
from afar no longer needs her protection or intervention. The desperate cry of the i that
Pharaoh’s daughter heard in 2:6 became a clarion call to Pharaoh himself. Miriam watches
as Moshe learns how to speak so that people will listen and tries to lead a nation that does
not yet know who they are. She follows him through qio o' — the Sea of Reeds, and she
listens for his whole song.
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And then she does something remarkable:

Then Miriam the prophetess, Aaron’s sister, took a QRN NX DX NINX NR2ID DN NNl
timbrel in her hand, and all the women went out D'9NA NXINN D'YINT7) [NYAI T2
after her in dance with timbrels. (Shemot 15:20) (2:1"0 NINY) NNt

Miriam picks up a timbrel - an ancient kind of tambourine - and all of the Israelite women
follow after her. They dance, and then Miriam starts singing again. My imagination cannot do
this scene justice: the Israelites have just finished singing, or perhaps there’s a lull in the
commotion, and everyone’s restless. Miriam’s timbrel comes out of nowhere - and she’s
tapping her feet in rhythm with her drum - and her voice is its own clarion call to celebration
as something within the women pushes them to join her.

The most obvious difference between Miriam’s two appearances is how the text addresses
her. Whereas in Chapter 2, she is a nameless sister, here she is n&21n nin - Miriam the
Prophetess. According to the French commentator Chizkuni, the term n&'2a here refers to
Miriam’s talent for expressing herself through words, which certainly seems fitting. While the
text refers to her as Aharon'’s sister, her status as a n&'21 is mentioned first to prove that she,
too, belongs as part of the Moshe Rabbenu-Aharon haKohen triad. Now she, too, is a leader.

While it is certainly empowering to read Miriam’s dancing as an amplification of Moshe’s
song on the women'’s side of the proverbial mechitzah, it is also an oversimplification of her
leadership. In the moments after qio0 o' nyp, Miriam stepped into a new role as a leader of
the Israelite people just as they became a people, as only someone who watched as her
baby brother was miraculously pulled from the qio of the Nile could. Miriam saw this moment
- this wonderful, tragic, victorious, harrowing moment. She heard the same questions Moshe
did - What now? Where do we go from here? and she rose to usher her people through it
with song, dance, and thanks to God.
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