Following is a new article which can be used for a pesach issue- or as pesach reflections. Thank you for your consideration. If you have any questions please call me at 908-770-9072, or e-mail at rmrhine@gmail.com.

Kol Tuv,

M. Rhine

Perek Shira on Kriyas Yam Suf
Perek Shira is an insightful work attributed to the time of the Mishnah. The style is beautiful and inspirational, but very cryptic. The author assigns a verse to each of the chosen 85 entries. The style is most reminiscent of the cryptic commentaries such as that of the Vilna Gaon and the Rogetchover in which a simple reference source is given as a means of conveying a thought than paper and pen can capture. Through the link which Perek Shira provides between an animal and its verse, one should be able to gain insight into the lessons to be learned from the animal and into the verse which is attributed to it.

In the spirit of Pesach, I would like to share with you the statement of Perek Shira describing the song of Binei Yisroel at the edge of the Yam Suf, when the Geula was finally completed.

The Ox says, “I shall sing to Hashem for He is exalted above all exalted ones; He has thrown horse and rider into the sea.” (Shimos 15:1)

The verse chosen is a familiar one. It is the first verse of Oz Yoshir sung by the Binei Yisroel after Kriyas Yam Suf. The question we wish to explore is why is this song attributed to the Ox?

The Ox is mentioned numerous times in Tenach and Talmudic literature. It is a strong, powerful animal. In fact, the ox is listed by the Medrash (Shemos Rabboh 23:13) as one of the four exalted ones in creation.  Yet it is known to be an animal that allows itself to be harnessed into productive labor. Although, it is possible for an individual ox to get wild, and acquire a negative reputation for itself (The term “Muod” in Talmudic literature), as a general rule it is known as an obedient animal that accepts the yoke of its master upon itself. For example, in the words of Yeshaya Hanavie in his rebuke to Binei Yisroel (1:3) “An ox knows its master… Yisroel does not know; My nation does not give it thought.”
The ox represents “an exalted one” in creation. It is strong and powerful, yet it can be harnessed productively to do the will of its master. This, too, is the description of Yosef, who is associated with the ox, and is considered to have properly represented the ox’s message in creation by the way he lived his life.
The symbol of the tribe of Yosef was an ox, and that is the image that was crafted onto the flag of the tribe of Yosef (commentaries to Bamidbar 2:2). Indeed, when Moshe gives his blessing to the tribe of Yosef he refers to him “Like an ox, majesty is his. His horns shall be beautiful; with them he shall gore the nations.”

Why is Yosef compared to an ox? When we examine the life of Yosef we discover that much as the ox has enormous energy, and yet allows itself to be harnessed, so Yosef had much physical energy, yet he purposely accepted upon himself the yoke of morality, to do Hashem’s will.

The Medrash describes, for example, how the wife of Potifar made significant overtures to try to seduce Yosef. She changed her clothes regularly, offered him money, and pressured him enormously. The test which Hashem created for Yosef was so great that despite all of his refusals to her overtures, Hashem eventually orchestrated that Yosef and this woman should be alone in the house together. It was in that setting that Yosef truly shined and earned the name Yosef Hatzadik. When he withdrew from Potifar’s wife and disengaged himself from her trap, she asked him why. Yosef replied, “I am from those who see.” Yosef knew of another reality beyond the freedom of the moment. He accepted upon himself the yoke of Hashem’s Will. He did what human beings don’t normally do. He acted morally even in the face of the extreme test that Hashem had set for him.

Indeed, if a person ever says that he cannot be moral, and instead follows his urges without restraint, the Talmud advises him to take a lesson from Yosef. “Was there anyone more handsome than Yosef? Was there anyone more pressured to do the wrong thing than Yosef?” Yet, although he was distant from the emotional and moral support of his family, Yosef managed to pass the test, and act with self control to do the Will of Hashem. Yosef became the paradigm of one who has potential to be immoral and destructive, and instead channels his energy according to the Will of his Master. Yosef is the symbol of an ox who says, “I could be spiritually destructive, but I choose not to be” like a bull in a china shop. 

On the words of Hallel, “The sea saw and ran,” the Medrash asks, “What did the sea see that caused it to run and split?” The Medrash answers, “The sea saw the bones of Yosef.” 

The Medrash explains: Hashem said, “The sea must run before the one who ran from wrongdoing. Yosef fled from the wife of Potifar. So, too, the sea must split in his presence.”

The commentaries explain that the sea did not want to split because that would be going against its normal behavior. Hashem’s response was, “You are in the presence of Yosef, who did go against his physical nature and biological urges, to do My Will. Yosef channeled his energies, as an ox does, to do the Will of His Creator. In His merit, you must go against your nature and provide the miracle of salvation to the Jewish people.

Although Yosef is most closely associated to the image of the ox, the concept of harnessing one’s energies to serve Hashem is the essence of what the human being is all about. 
As Rav Matisyahu Salomon once observed, “What is the essential difference between a human being and an animal? That a human being can control himself- he can harness himself- and do what he doesn’t want to do.”
The author of Perek Shira chose to illustrate for us the essence of Kiriyas Yam Suf in a most colorful way. He states: “The ox says, ‘I shall sing to Hashem for He is exalted above all exalted ones.’” 

The question which the author of Perek Shira wishes to address is: What was it that triggered the miracle and brought about the final step of salvation? What was the merit by which Hashem insisted that the sea obey and provide the miracle?

The answer is, the merit of Yosef, in the quality that causes him to be compared to the ox. The ox- and Yosef- represent the ability to rise above the normal forecast of behavior, and instead harness oneself to Torah. It is this ability which we carry with us as a key message of Pesach, as we look forward to the Yom Tov of Kabbolas Hatorah.
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