A Tale of A Tail: The Dolphins of the Red Sea
Rabbi Joe Rooks Rapport
When the children of Israel escaped from Egypt, they found the dolphins of the Red Sea waiting for them, chirping their happy dolphin chirping sounds and splashing the blue waters of the Red Sea with their flat tails.
Suddenly, the people heard the terrible sounds of Pharaoh's great army chasing them from Egypt-- "We're trapped!" They cried. But Moses raised his arm. And God zipped the Red Sea right down the middle!
The sight of the Red Sea split in half was amazing and confusing to the children of Israel. But can you imagine just how amazing and confusing this was for the fish of the Red Sea?
A Red Sea fish would be swimming along minding his or her own fish business when, suddenly, it would be swimming in midair--which is nowhere if you're a fish.
The dolphins tried chirping a warning to the fish: "Don't go there!" But the fish would ask, "What do you mean don't go there? Where is the there?" And the dolphins would answer, "There in the air!" And then the fish would say, "Huh? We don't see any air there." And by the time the conversation was over because the fish were already there--in the air--which is nowhere if you are a fish.
And fish in the air was not the only problem the dolphins had to face. The children of Israel left Egypt with some flocks of sheep and goats and a few cows. And on their way across the Red Sea, some of those flocks walked right through the walls of water and right into the bottom of the Red Sea--which is nowhere if you're a sheep or a goat or a cow!
So the dolphins would quickly swim down to the bottom of the Red Sea and shoo the sheep and goad the goats and carry the cows back into the air, which is somewhere if you're a cow or a sheep or a goat.
As if fish in the air and sheep in the sea were not enough to handle, the dolphins saw that the army of the Pharaoh was gaining on the children of Israel.
The dolphins tried to slow down the Pharaoh's army by flicking their tails through the walls of water and showering the wheels of the Pharaoh's war chariots so they stuck in the mud.
When the walls of water came crashing together, the children of Israel were happy because they were free at last. The fish of the Red Sea were happy because there was no air anywhere near there. The sheep and the goats and the cows were happy because there was no Red Sea anywhere near there. But most of all the dolphins of the Red Sea were happy because they could go back to doing what they liked best--chirping their dolphin sounds and splashing the blue waters of the Red Sea with their flat tails.*
Isn't that a great story? But, let me ask you, while I was reading it, did it occur to you to ask: "Is it true?" I didn't introduce it in any way. I didn't tell you it was from a book of children's Midrash by Rabbi Marc Gellman called, "Does God Have A Big Toe: Stories About Stories In The Bible." And yet somehow you figured out, from the way it was written and from the way it was read, that this was a story that was meant to be enjoyed and that the "truth" that lies within it would be the moral within the tale.
Here is a more traditional Midrash on the parting of the Red Sea:
(Midrash Rabbah, Exodus XXI:10)
And the Children of Israel went into the midst of the sea upon the dry ground (xiv,22). How is this possible? If they went "into the sea," then why does it say "upon the dry ground?" And if they went "upon the dry ground," then why does it say "into the midst of the sea?" This is to teach that the sea was divided only after Israel had stepped into it and the waters had reached their noses, only then did it become dry land. 
And so the Midrash explains:
When the Children of Israel came to the edge of the Red Sea and they saw the might of the Egyptian army charging down upon them, they cried out to the Lord to save them from destruction. As it is written, (Exodus 14:10)
As Pharaoh drew near, the Israelites caught sight of the Egyptians advancing upon them. Greatly frightened, the Israelites cried out to the Lord... Then the Lord said to Moses, "Why do you cry out to Me? Tell the Israelites to go forward. And you lift up your rod and hold out your arm over the sea and split it, so that the Israelites may march into the sea on dry ground."
First they must go forward and only then will you lift up your staff and part the sea.
Thus, it was a test of faith. And the Midrash continues, that as they stepped into the sea and the waters rose up around them they sang the song which we read in this week's portion, and in every service since, to remember this day:
Mi chamocha ba-eilim Adonai, Mi kamocha nedar bakodesh... At first we say mi Chamocha and then later mi Kamocha, which is to teach us that only when the waters had reached their nostrils and they could only gargle out the words mi Chamocha did the waters recede so that they might properly pronounce them, mi Kamocha.
Isn't that a great story? But, let me ask you, while I was reading it, did it occur to you to ask: "Is it true?" I didn't introduce it in any way. I didn't tell you it was from a book of Midrash which dates back to the Fifth Century almost 1500 years ago, in a time when such stories were the great sermons of their day. And yet somehow you figured out, from the way it was written and from the way it was read, that this was a story that was meant to be enjoyed and that the "truth" that lies within it would be the moral within the tale.
Why then do we read this week's portion, Shirat Hayam, the great Song of the Sea, one of the oldest and most ancient poems in our Biblical text and in all of literature, and then ask ourselves: "Now let's see, how did this really happen? Did the Red Sea really part? Can we prove that? And if we can't then this story is not real, the Bible is not true, there are no miracles, and therefore there is no God." How did we get there? How suddenly do we become so scientific?
No other tale of Biblical epic has drawn so many "scientific" theories as to how these events might have transpired. I have heard theories that ranged from tornadoes, to typhoons, from immense cyclical tidal shifts, to my favorite theory which posits a massive comet which struck the earth some days before (bringing the darkness which so frightened all of Egypt), crashing into the Mediterranean sea with a force that consumed the lost island of Atlantis, and creating a suction which drew back the waters through out that hemisphere like a bathtub drain run wild, thus receding from the Red Sea just long enough for the Israelites to pass and then returning in a great tidal wave which covered the Egyptians and drowning them horse, chariot and all.
Isn't that a great story? But, let me ask you, while I was reading it, did it occur to you to ask: "Is it true?" Excuse me, but if that is a "scientific theory" I'll stick to Midrash, thank you very much. The essential question of this tale, the message of Shirat Hayam has literally nothing to do with the great "did it happen debate." It is instead the lesson of Nachshon ben Aminidav, the midrashic hero who was first to step into the sea. And this was not the first "leap of faith" recorded in our sacred text. It was Abraham and Sarah who left home and kin and country to follow after a God they could not see, but could yet hear and sense and feel within their hearts. It was Isaac who faced death at his father's hands with the faith that God's mercy would prevail, and Rebecca who left home and family too, to follow after a messenger for a man she barely knew. It was Jacob who wrestled angels for a blessing he could earn, it was Joseph who first faced Pharaoh with a dream he knew could come true.
We are, in fact, a people of great faith -- not in the simple sense that we believe all these stories we have handed down, but in a deeper sense which is revealed in the waves of this week's text. We are a people who has forever taken steps to make prayers real. We have survived by Divine Providence perhaps, and yet we have learned to reach first for ourselves and to set forth upon the way. Just as this week's portion begins with the famous ode of God's victory at the Red Sea: "Az Yashir Moshe..." not and so Moses sang, but rather and so Moses shall sing... He lived then, and he sang these words, and yet it says so in the future for we shall sing this song for generations until today. In every generation we must take the first step toward making this world yet the world of our dreams. So it has always been, so may it be in our day, so may it be in the generations yet to come. Amen.
* [To read the whole story of "The Dolphins Of The Red Sea" and many others, see: Does God Have A Big Toe, by Rabbi Marc Gellman, New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 1989. Rabbi Gellman has a new book, God¹s Mailbox now in publication which looks even better than his first.]
