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Dr. Tamar Kedari

"O my dove, in the cranny of the rocks":  
Israel at the Red Sea and the Song of Songs
This week's reading begins with the exodus of the Israelites from Egypt.  While Pharaoh did indeed let the people go, it was not long before he had second thoughts about what he had done.  Seeing that the Israelites had headed towards the wilderness, he figured they were lost:  "They are astray in the land; the wilderness has closed in on them" (Ex. 14:3).  So he harnessed his chariots and set off in pursuit of the Israelites with a large military force.  The Egyptians caught up to the Israelites encamped on the shores of the Red Sea.

The Dove, the Hawk and the Snake
This dramatic moment is described homiletically in Song of Songs Rabbah (2.14.2):

O my dove, in the cranny of the rocks, hidden by the cliff, let me see your face, let me hear your voice; for your voice is sweet and your face is comely  (Song 2:14)…  It was taught in the school of R. Ishmael:  When Israel went forth from Egypt, what did they resemble?  A dove which was fleeing from a hawk and flew into the cleft of a rock, and found a serpent lurking there.  When it tried to get further in it could not, because the serpent was lurking there, and when it tried to turn back it could not because the hawk was hovering outside.  When then did the dove do?  It began to cry and beat its wings so that the owner of the cote should hear and come to its rescue.  This was the position of Israel by the Red Sea.  They could not go down into the sea, because it had not yet been divided before them.  They could not turn back, because Pharaoh had already drawn near.  What did they do?  "Greatly frightened, the Israelites cried out to the Lord" (Ex. 14:10); forthwith "the Lord delivered Israel that day" (Ex. 14:30).
This tannaitic homily describes a dove fleeing from a hawk.  The bird of prey circles in the sky, not letting the dove take flight and escape.  So the dove tries to hide, seeking shelter in the cranny of a rock, but there it encounters another danger – a threatening snake.  The dove seems to have no way out, with the hawk dominating the sky and the snake lying in wait on the ground.  The balance of power is greatly skewed:  two beasts of prey against one herbivorous bird.  At this moment we, as readers of the homily, are certain the die is cast:  the dove will either fall prey to the talons of the hawk or will meet its death in the mouth of the snake.  But then salvation comes from an unexpected quarter:  the dove cries out and flaps its wings, and the owner of the dovecote hears its cry and arrives.  Deliverance comes in the figure of a human being who can exert his awe over the animals.  The hawk and the snake discover to their surprise that the dove is not wild, but domesticated and with an owner who comes to its rescue, so that the danger disappears and the dove is saved.

The beauty of the Sages' homilies lies in the fresh new light they shed on well-known stories of the Bible.  This homily provides tangible illustration of the danger that befell the Israelites:  while running for their lives from the Egyptians
 and fleeing into the wilderness, they encounter a new, unexpected danger:  the Red Sea blocks their way.  The homilist focuses on these moments, presenting the situation as hopeless:  "the Egyptians gave chase to them …and overtook them encamped by the sea" (Ex. 14:9).  Danger lurks from all sides, both from the sea and from dry land.  The Israelites understand there is no way out.  They are seized by fear and cry out to the Lord.  The Egyptians are sure the Israelites will fall into their hands as easy prey, because "the wilderness has closed in on them" (Ex. 14:3), but deliverance comes from an unexpected direction:  "Greatly frightened, the Israelites cried out to the Lord…Thus the Lord delivered Israel that day from the Egyptians" (Ex. 14:10-30).  The Holy One, blessed be He, easily overcame the Egyptian army, its horses, chariots and horsemen.  The Egyptians' surprise stemmed not only from the Lord appearing beyond the borders of Egypt but also from His ability to provide an altogether unexpected avenue of deliverance:  splitting the Red Sea.  At that moment it became clear to the Egyptians that the Israelites were a special people.  When they cry out, the Lord hears and comes to their aid.  Just as human beings can clearly overcome animals, so too it becomes clear that a wide gulf separates the Holy One, blessed be He, from the Egyptians and the sea.  The Holy One, blessed be He, rules supreme over all His creatures and His works; hence, only from Him can complete deliverance of the Israelites come.
This homily deals not only with the story of the parting of the Red Sea but also with a theme of contemporary importance to the Tannaim.  Enemies besieged them from all sides, so that at times it seemed they had no way out.  The message of the homilist was that in times of hardship the people of Israel must remember that if they only cry out for help, the Holy One, blessed be He will hear them and come to their rescue.  Comparing Israel to a domesticated dove is not incidental.  The homilist seeks to emphasize that the strength of Israel lies not in their military capabilities.  In his opinion, the flight of the rebels to caves and rock crannies is doomed to failure.  He holds that true deliverance will come from the Lord:  "The Lord will battle for you; you hold your peace!" (Ex. 14:14); all that remains for Israel to do is pray and cry out to the Lord.
The Song of Songs as depicting historical events
The homily we have presented sheds light on the parting of the Red Sea by interpreting a verse from Song of Songs.  The homilist's source of inspiration seems to have been the image of a dove cooing among the crannies of a rock.  The words "let me hear your voice," represent the cry of the Israelites by the sea – "the Israelites cried out to the Lord."  But what drew the homilist to a verse precisely from Song of Songs?  Is there a connection between the verses of this book and the parting of the Red Sea?

Ostensibly, this question is easily answered.  It is well-known that Song of Songs has been interpreted as an allegory for the relations between Israel and G-d.  Therefore, the dove is the beloved, the people of Israel, while the lover is the Holy One, blessed be He.  The answer to our question, however, turns out to be more complicated.  Song of Songs Rabbah (1.2.1) presents a fundamental difference of opinion regarding the interpretive approach to be taken to Song of Songs:

Oh, give me of the kisses of your mouth (Song 1:2) – Where was it said?  R. Hanina b. Pappa said:  It was said by the Red Sea, as it is written, "To a mare in Pharaoh's chariots" (Song 1:9)… R. Johanan said:  It was said at Sinai, as it is written, "Oh, give me of the kisses of your mouth" (Song 1:2).  R. Meir said:  It was said in the Tent of Meeting.  He bases his view on this verse:  "Awake, O north wind, come, O south wind!" (Song 4:16)… The Rabbis say it was said in the Temple, and prove it also from this verse, "Awake, O north wind."
The Sages ask, "Where was it said?" meaning in what context was the Song of Songs said, or what event does it describe?  Four basic views are presented:  at the parting of the Red Sea, at the Theophany on Mount Sinai, when the Divine Presence descended on the Tent of Meeting, and when the Divine Presence descended on Solomon's Temple.
The importance of this debate has been discussed by Prof. Saul Lieberman.  He does not view it as concerning the local interpretation of a specific verse.  The Sages held that all the verses of this poem should be read according to a single method, each person endeavoring to interpret the book consistently according to his method.
  In Lieberman's view, the four positions represent four approaches in principle, which existed as early as the time of the Tannaim.  He presents additional homilies indicating that the argument that "it was said at the Red Sea" was the approach advocated by the Tanna R. Eliezer, and that the position that "it was said at Sinai" was taken by R. Akiva.

The Song of Songs and the Parting of the Red Sea
Now we can understand that the parable of the dove, which interprets the verse from Song of Songs as relating to the parting of the Red Sea, is actually taking a stand in the debate presented above, for this homily fits with the approach that says "it was said at the Red Sea."  What does choosing this exegetical approach signify, and what does it say about the Song?

At the parting of the Red Sea the Israelites experienced direct revelation of the Holy One, blessed be He.  Beholding G-d was such an overpowering experience that the Sages declared that "a maidservant saw at the sea what Isaiah and Ezekiel and all the prophets never saw";  "A newborn between his mother's legs, and an infant suckling at his mother's breast…even embryos in utero" beheld the Diving Presence.
  At these moments of elation they sang a song of praise.  According to the approach that "it was said at the Red Sea," the Israelites sang at that time not only the Song on the Sea but also the Song of Songs.  Thus the verses of Song of Songs acquire a dimension of sanctity and are presented as words of prophecy, expressing the experience of witnessing the Lord face to face.  The Song of Songs adds to the parting of the Red Sea the quality of an encounter long awaited between a pair of lovers.  As for the homily with which we began our analysis, the Song of Songs gives added depth to the relations between Israel and the Holy One, blessed be He:  not only the relations of a dove and its owner, which contain a measure of concern and suzerainty, but also the relations of beloved and lover between whom is great closeness and affection.
Translated by Rachel Rowen
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