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Feeding the Birds on
Shabbos Shirah

Rabbi Moshe Boruch Kaufman, Machon Aleh Zayis

It is a widely accepted minhag to put out bread for the birds
on Shabbos Shirah. This minhag comes to the attention of
the Poskim (Magen Avrohom 324:7), as it is forbidden to feed
animals (excluding one’s own pets) on Shabbos, either out
of concern that one may trap them, or because of tirchah.
Although some do permit feeding the birds on Shabbos to
keep up the minhag (See Aruch Hashulchan
324:3), most Poskim (Mishna Berurah
324:31 and others) prohibit it; they advise
putting out the bread on Erev Shabbos. In
a similar vein, many Poskim take issue
with feeding the fish at tashlich on Rosh
Hashanah. (See Mateh Ephraim 596:5.
Kitzeh Hamateh (ad. loc.) however, does
defend the practice).

The source of this minhag and how it
developed is somewhat mysterious.

The best-known reason

for the minhag is
attributed to Rav Meir of Premishlan, or
even earlier to the Chozeh of Lublin and
Rav Menachem Mendel of Rimanov zt’]
(both talmidim of Rav Elimelech of Lizhensk), who explained it
this way:

When Moshe Rabbeinu told Bnei Yisrael not to go out on
Shabbos to collect the mann since there wouldn’t be any, Dosson
and Aviram decided to discredit Moshe Rabbeinu by sneaking
out mann on Friday night for collection on Shabbos. Their plan
was that when Bnei Yisrael came out Shabbos morning they
would see mann. But the birds foiled this nefarious plan by
eating up the mann, and we give the birds bread as a reward.

The Rimanover added that this is hinted at in the passuk as
well. Moshe Rabbeinu said 12 n’n” X9 naw, on Shabbos there
won’t be any, whereas when Dosson and Aviram went out to
look for their leavings it says 1xxn 91 — they didn’t find any.
1R¥n kY1 indicates that something had been there, but it wasn’t
any longer.

This explanation is difficult to understand. If Dosson and
Aviram didn’t trust Moshe Rabbeinu and even went out on
Shabbos to collect, it is hard to imagine that they trusted that
the mann would stay fresh. Also, assuming it was only the two
of them, how could two portions of mann fool Bnei Yisrael into
thinking that mann fell on Shabbos? Furthermore, according
to this explanation the minhag isn’t related to Shabbos Shirah
at all, but simply to Parshas Beshalach.

It seems that a simpler explanation, given by

Tosfos Shabbos, Aruch Hashulchan and others, is
that the birds sang shirah at krias Yam Suf. However, while we
do find the chirping of birds associated with singing, no source
is given in Chazal for their singing shirah to Hashem.

Perhaps we can suggest that at the bris bein habesarim the
birds were there, listening. At that point Klal Yisrael were
represented by the bird as the passuk says ana X2 719’20 nxi.
Hashem promised Avraham that in the end the nation that
would enslave his children would be punished, and Bnei Yisrael
would receive rechush godol. According to
most meforshim this refers to Krias Yam
Suf, as that is when the greatest rechush
was recovered. The birds witnessed that
Hashem is mnnvan 1w, and therefore
sang shirah.

A seemingly

unrelated  minhag
was to eat cooked wheat kernels on
Shabbos Shirah (see sefer Moadim L'Simcha
vol. 3). The Bach mentions the minhag
(O.C., siman 208), adding that a person
should eat this food only during his
seudah, as the brachah situation is unclear.
The Chasam Sofer reportedly attributed
this minhag to a zecher for the mann.
Others say that it hints at the fact that Bnei Yisrael emptied
out Mitzrayim, leaving it like 127 N2 PRW NTxN, a trap without
grain (bait) in it.

Yet others say that the minhag was a reminder to start
preparations for Pesach right after Parshas Beshalach. Itisunclear
if that means starting the preparation of wheat for baking matzos
or starting to rid the house of wheat, but it is possible that this
developed into giving the leftover wheat to the birds.

Rewarding animals seems to be a theme in
these parshiyos. The dogs are rewarded with
the treifah meat we reject because they didn’t bark in Mitzrayim
during Makkas Bechoros. The donkeys are rewarded with
kedushas peter rechem because they transported the rechush of
Bnei Yisrael. The birds are rewarded with bread because they
sang shirah or because they ate the illicit mann. Why didn’t the
frogs get a reward for entering the ovens (makkas tzefardei'a)?
Perhaps we can explain that choosing to be moser nefesh for
oneself is one thing, but to do it for others is another level. The
tzefardeia were doing retzon Hashem of course, and at a much
greater sacrifice, but the other three did something for us —
the dogs were silent for the sake of Bnei Yisrael, the donkeys
carried the load of Bnei Yisrael, and the birds sang for Bnei
Yisrael - so we owe them hakaras hatov.
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