Shabbat Shirah:
A Shabbat of Song and Special Halakhot

(prepared by Rabbi Tobias Divack Moss)
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Megillah 16b:11 NUGH-R LI PR

Rabbi Hanina bar Pappa said that Rabbi '3 W7 KDD 92 RI1IT 027 AR
‘Shella, a man of the v1ll?1ge‘ of Timarta, MW 59 RAAN 59 WK KW
interpreted a verse homiletically: All of

the songs in the Bible are written in the P27 720 9¥ IR MAnal 110
form of a half brick arranged upon a MR 23 ¥ A2
whole brick and a whole brick arranged
upon a half brick, i.e., each line of the
song is divided into a stitch of text,
referred to as a half brick, which is
separated by a blank space, referred to as a
whole brick, from the concluding stitch of
that line of text. The next line of the song
inverts the sequence.

Tractate Soferim 12:11 N79:29 QB0 NooN
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systems: Then. Saying. And his rider. TR PWOW MW AR ah 1207

Salvation. etc.
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Megillah 16b:12
This is the principle for all songs in the Bible iy
except for this song, referring to the list of g%qi%
Haman’s sons, and the song listing the kings of | e
Canaan who were defeated by Joshua. These two | N’hﬁbﬁ
songs are written in the form of a half brick e

. . N
arranged upon a half brick and a whole brick gl
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arranged upon a whole brick, i.e., one stitch of ey
text over another, and one blank space over NL‘" .‘ -
another. What is the reason that these two songs et
are written in this anomalous fashion? So that &
they should never rise from their downfall. Just ;‘;f‘

as a wall that 1s built in this manner will not stand,
so too, these individuals should have no resurgence.
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Shemot Rabbah 23:4

4: An explanation of: "Then Moshe sang", like that which is written in Mishlei (31:26)
"Her mouth is open with wisdom and the teachings of kindness on her tongue." From
the day that God created the world until Israel stood at the sea, we do not find a man
who uttered song to God, other than Israel. The first man, Adam, was created and did
not sing a song, Avraham was saved from the fiery furnace and the kings and didn't
sing a song. And so too Yitzchak was saved from the knife and didn't sing a song.
And Yaakov from the king and from Eisav, from the people of Shechem and didn't
sing a song. When Israel came to the sea and it was parted for them, immediately they
sang to God, as it says: Then sang Moses and the children of Israel.

Sotah 30b:11-15

Our Rabbis taught: On that day R. Akiba expounded: At the time the Israelites
ascended from the Red Sea, they desired to utter a Song; and how did they render the
song? Like an adult who reads the Hallel [for a congregation] and they respond after
him with the leading word.[According to this explanation] Moses said: 'l will sing
unto the Lord' and they responded, 'I will sing unto the Lord'; Moses said: 'For He
hath triumphed gloriously' and they responded, 'I will sing unto the Lord'. R. Eliezer
son of R. Jose the Galilean declares, Like a minor who reads the Hallel [for a
congregation], and they repeat after him all that he Says.15 [According to this
explanation] Moses said: 'T will sing unto the Lord' and they responded, 'T will sing
unto the Lord'; Moses said: 'For He hath triumphed gloriously' and they responded,
'For He hath triumphed gloriously'.

Feeding the Birds

(Sources taken from various articles by Rabbi Diana Miller, Jerry Friedman, Halacha Yomit)

Minhag: Some have the custom this Shabbat to place food, seeds, wheat kernels, and the like
in front of birds.

Rabbi Eliyahu Ki Tov, a 20th century rabbi, says that the birds receive their reward on
Shabbat Shirah for the songs which they utter to God every day, and when we joyously recite
our Song praising God for having taken us out of Egypt and saved us from the Egyptians, we
remember their songs. We borrowed their skill; therefore we “pay it back”by feeding birds on
this Shabbat.

A midrash states that the children of the Jewish nation fed seeds that grew from the trees
inside the Red Sea to birds and these birds then joined in Israel’s song of praise to Hashem.

An unnamed 18th century rabbi taught that birds sang at the Sea when the Israelites
crossed and we are therefore grateful to them. Thus, the purpose of feeding them is to
remember the joy of Shirat Hayam, the Song of the Sea.
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The Hasidic Rebbe, the Sfat Emet looks at a quote from Psalms, “Our soul has escaped like
a bird out of the hunter’s trap.” He teaches that in Egypt, the Israelite’s very desire was
imprisoned. He quotes again from the Psalms, “Release my soul from prison, so that [ may
give thanks to Your name.” We give thanks for Yitziat Mitzriam, coming out of Egypt,
escaping prison, with song. Like the singing bird who escapes the hunter’s trap, we escaped
from the Pharaoh and what did we do? Like birds, we sang.

A Midrash links feeding birds with their role in the biblical story of the double portion of
manna that miraculously appeared on Friday so that the Israelites would not have to gather
manna on Shabbat. A midrash tells us that two trouble-makers, Dathan and Aviram, put out
manna Friday evening so that the people would discover it on the morning of Shabbat and
Moses and God would be discredited. But the birds gobbled up all the manna before the
people awoke, preserving the miracle of the double portion of manna on Friday and its
absence on Shabbat and, thus, confirming the leadership of Moses.

Jerry Friedman’s naturalist perspective: I suspect that Israelites were feeding birds at this
time of the year long before the customs, halakhah, and midrashim of the rabbis emerged. I
believe the practice originated during the Israelites' journey through the desert, where they
would have witnessed a striking annual natural phenomenon. Each spring, 500 million birds
migrate up the rift valley in Africa, along the Red Sea, across the Sinai Peninsula, north
through the Arava and Jordan Valley, dispersing at last to summer homes throughout Asia
Minor and Europe. The Israelites would have witnessed flocks of raptors seeking the warm
morning updrafts to traverse the mountains, great flocks of storks and cranes darkening the
sky and creating a din with their beating wings. They would have seen the tiny vulnerable
songbirds, the warblers and finches with their beautiful colors and melodic songs.

...And a problem: The Prohibition to Feed Ownerless Animals on Shabbat

At first glance, it would seem as though this custom is halachically unacceptable, for one may
not feed any animal which one is not responsible to feed on Shabbat. It is thus prohibited for
one to feed wild birds or animals, which are not one’s responsibility to feed, on Shabbat.
Therefore, the Magen Avraham writes that this custom to feed birds wheat kernels on Shabbat
Shira is a mistake and should be abolished. The Mishnah Berura (Chapter 324, Subchapter
31) rules accordingly.

A Stringent Solution: One who nevertheless would like to observe this custom may do so by
leaving a plate of seeds on the windowsill or anywhere else before the onset of Shabbat and
birds will almost surely arrive on Shabbat morning to partake of these seeds. In this way,
there is no prohibition according to all opinions.

A Lenient Solution:

Nevertheless, Rav Ovadia Yosef writes in his Sefer Livyat Chen that many of the great
Acharonim question the words of the Magen Avraham and write that since this custom was
enacted as a Mitzvah, one may indeed follow this custom on Shabbat Shira.



