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1. Class Summary

In any artist’s illustration of Moses, he will invariably be depicted holding or lifting a great staff. And for
good reason: When G-d charges Moses with his mission to confront Pharaoh and free the Jews from
slavery G-d tells him explicitly, “Take your staff in your hand, for with it you shall perform wonders.”
Indeed, in Moses’ first interaction with both the Jews and with Pharaoh, to prove his authenticity, he
transforms his staff into a snake.

As this specific miracle—the transformation of the staff into a snake—is the initiation of Moses role as
leader and redeemer, it surely carries within it great significance. What is more, it encapsulates the
entire mission of Moses.

This class will explore the parallel lines between the interpretations of two great Jewish thinkers: Rabbi
Moshe Alshich (Safed, 1508 - 1593) and Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi (Russia, 1745-1812), the founder
of Chabad.

Both of their explanations teach us a powerful and relevant lesson about our own inner ‘snakes’ and
‘staffs.’

2. Sources MNPN
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1. Exodus
Chapter 4

1. Moses answered and said, "Behold they will not
believe me, and they will not heed my voice, but they
will say, 'The Lord has not appeared to you.'"

2. And the Lord said to him, "What is this in your hand?"
And he said, "A staff."

3. And He said, "Cast it to the ground," and he cast it to
the ground, and it became a serpent, and Moses fled
from before it.

4. And the Lord said to Moses, "Stretch forth your hand
and take hold of its tail." So Moses stretched forth his
hand and grasped it, and it became a staff in his hand.
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2. Exodus
Chapter 7

10. [Thereupon,] Moses and Aaron came to Pharaoh,
and they did so, as the Lord had commanded; Aaron
cast his staff before Pharaoh and before his servants,
and it became a serpent.

11. [Then,] Pharaoh too summoned the wise men and
the magicians, and the necromancers of Egypt also did
likewise with their magic.

12. Each one of them cast down his staff, and they
became serpents; but Aaron's staff swallowed their
staffs.
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3. Exodus
Chapter 7

15. Go to Pharaoh in the morning; behold, he is going
forth to the water, and you shall stand opposite him on
the bank of the Nile, and the staff that was turned into
a serpent you shall take in your hand.
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4. Ezekiel
Chapter 29

3. Speak and you shall say; So says the Lord G-d: Behold
I am upon you, O Pharaoh, king of Egypt, the great
serpent that lies down in the midst of its rivers, who
said, "My river is my own, and | made myself."
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5. Alshich

Parshat Vaeira
This [staff/serpent episode] is the parable describing
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the relationship between Moses and Pharaoh: Pharaoh
is ‘the great serpent who crouches in his own river,” and
when he is in the hand of Moses—who grew up in
Pharaohs own chamber—he is reduced to a staff...

But afterwards, when cast down, meaning Moses
separated from Pharaoh—and this was when ‘Moses
grew up and went out [of the palace] to his brethren’—
Moses’ influence in Egypt was weakened and silenced
and Pharaoh became a snake who attempted to kill
Moses for killing the Egyptian, and Moses had to flee
Pharaoh, [all the way] until Midian.

Nevertheless, when Moses sent forth his hand and
grabbed the snake, meaning he stood up and faced
Pharaoh fearlessly, Pharaoh reverted to become a
lifeless staff, harmless and powerless.
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6. Torah Or
Parshat Vaeira 57b

The purpose of miracles is to show the forces of pure
kelipa and sitra achra that indeed they, at every
moment, receive constant and interminable vitality
from holiness, and are not at all the independent and
separate existence that they imagine themselves to be.
Rather, they too are nullified absolutely to G-d. It’s only
that their vitality flows through so many curtains and
levels of intense and mighty contractions and
concealments that they gain the illusion of atheistic
independence, to the point that they claim: ‘The river is
mine [and | have made myself].’

Therefore with an immense revelation of G-dliness as it
is beyond and before any contraction, they become
completely nulled and voided. This is the idea of a
miracle. And this was demonstrated in the first miracle
as the staff was transformed into a snake.

Moses and Aharon showed Pharaoh how the staff
became the snake, meaning how from the light and
divine flow of energy, vitality and existence is given
even to the ‘serpent’ meaning the source of all kelipa.
This is only through the system of chains and gradations
of many contractions, to the point where the ‘staff’ is
morphed into the ‘snake.’ For through these, the G-dly
flow from ‘staff’ is concealed so much that it can even
create the level of the ‘great serpent that crouches in its
river and claims ‘the river is mine’ etc. as explained
above.
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After [showing how the ‘staff’ became the ‘snake’] they
showed Pharaoh how the snake is re-transformed to
become the staff, and how Aharon’s staff swallows the
Egyptian’s staffs. This means that it reverts back to its
original and natural submissiveness and dependence on
G-dly holiness.

This is how Moses and Aharon proved to Pharaoh and
Egypt that they do not truly exist outside of G-d, rather
at every instant they draw their lives from G-dliness,
and its only that He is a ‘G-d who hides Himself.’

The same holds true of all the miracles in Egypt: They
are only so that ‘Egypt will know that | am G-dV’
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7. Numbers
Chapter 21

8. The Lord said to Moses, “Make yourself a serpent
and put it on a pole, and let whoever is bitten look at it
and live.”

9. Moses made a copper snake and put it on a pole, and
whenever a snake bit a man, he would gaze upon the
copper snake and live.
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8. Mishnah Tractate Rosh Hashana
3:8

Similarly it says, “Make yourself a serpent and put it on
a pole, and let whoever is bitten look at it and live.”
(Numbers 21:8) Can a snake kill? Can a snake give life?

Rather, when Jews gaze above and subjugate their
hearts to their father in Heaven, they would be healed;
and if not, they would be afflicted.
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4. Questions and Exercises

1. Why does the Exodus story revolve around sticks bring transformed into snakes?
2. What are your three greatest fears in life?

3. What is your single greatest fear? How do you deal with it?

4. Do you think you should deal with these fears differently?

5. What is the significance of the fact that when Moses drops the stick it becomes a snake, and
when he fetches it, it reverts to a stick?

6. What does the snake represent? What does the staff represent? Why are they, at their core,
really one?

7. How should we deal with the various “Pharaohs” and “snakes” in our life?
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