The Staff of Moshe: Prototype I_o‘f Man
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7 God spoke to Moses, saying, * “Takethe staff and you and Aaron ¥
assemble the community. Speak to* the cliff® in their presence,’ and it will
- give forth its water. You will thus bring forth water from the cliff, and allow
the community and their livestock to drink.”
9 Moses took the swaff from before God® as he had been instructed.
1 Moses and Aaron then assembled the congregation before the cliff.
“Listen now, you rebels!” shouted Moses. *‘Shall we produce water for you
from this cliff?”
1 with that, Moses raised his hand, and struck the cliff twice* with his
staff. A huge amount of water gushed out, and the community and their
animals were able to drink.
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S o . In the Chumash text itself we

find the staff in Moshe’s hand at the burning bush where it is

transformed into a serpent on being thrown to the ground. It

appears in Pharaoh’s court where it proves to be superioy, in

power to the staffs of the Egyptians. It begins the plagues and
splits the sea, and later brings forth water from the rock.

But there is much more. The midrashim say that the mateh
(staff) was made of a sapphire-like material, It was engraved

with Hashem’s name and also the initials of the ten plagues.
(We know that engraving always means that what is engraved
is of the essence of the object — not applied onto the object as is

writing but exg' ressed in the very medium of the object itself.).
Itbeganin the p_' ossession of Adam at the Creation of the world

and was passed down through:the g“’enerations to Avraham,
Yitzchak and Yaakov, and after the generation of the Egyptian
exodus, to the kings of Israel. It was held by Pharach after
Yosef's death and snatched from his palace by Yisro (Jethro)
who drove it into the ground outside his home in Midian where
no man could extract it until Moshe easily drew it forth —
indicating to Yisro his tremendous spiritual power. _

7 ‘Let us fry to perceive more deeply. Firstly, we notice a
. pervasive duality in the mateh. It is engraved with Hashem's
name, the name of all-encompassing kindness, butalso with the
plagues, manifestations of Hashem's strict punitive justice. It is
used to perform miracles of salvation and sustenance for the
Jewish people, but acts as the rod of retribution for the
Egyptians. It punishes evil, but is capable of becoming an
embodiment of evil.

3 1t is to serve Moshe as a sign to the Jewish
people proving Hashem'’s appearance to him to assure him that
they will believe him, but simultaneously chastises him for
having stated that they would not believe! Ip the hand it is a

manifestation of the Divine, stretching back to the Creation; cast

- to the earth it is a manifestation of that primal evil which also

originates at the beginning of time.

Let us go yet deeper. There is an idea that evil isnot created  g—

in the world; however it is certainly made possible. Changing
that possibili {fy is ice. If we do not pervert
the world, it remains good. If we deflect it from its natural state
we bring evil into being. There is,a mystical source which

’i‘ndicates that the higher worlds are created straight and that

#his finite, physical world represents a “bending” of that

* straightness. Once a “bend” has occurred, there is a danger.

When all is straight, no error can be made. When a bend
manifests, error has not become inevitable but it has become

decidedly possible. \

Q A mashal (allegory) will make this clear. If a person walks
alonga perfectly straight road he can never lose sight of his point
of origin — all that is required is to turn around and look back
and it will be clearly seen. But once the road forks, once the
traveller has turned onto a road which is at an angle to his

previous path, he can no longer see home. When he looks back

wrn o B e

he sees only a lonely fork in a lonely road. It becomes possible
to_forget where the origin is. And that is how the world is built.
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* The higher worlds are straight and the angelic inhabitants of
those worlds see reality plainly, undeniably, and of course are
not free to forget it. But we, inhabitants of the finite, see only
the finite as a point of origin. To see the spiritual one must be
_able to see around corners! One has to be able to see into a
dimension which is essentially invisible from here. The very fact
_of a finite Creation intrinsically hides the spiritual. Of course thatis

not bad — it provides the framework within which to exercise '

free will; one can look at the world and choose to see its
incredible beauty, its plan-and-purpose, its glow. That is the
correct utilization of the smokescreen of the world — to
penetréte it. But one can just as easily see it as skin-deep, finite
only, filled with random accident, and that is bad. Good and bad

lie only in the choice of perception.

\ To straighten what is bent. That is our task. Not to be
deceived by a bend in the road. The name of the Jewish people
v (Israel) spells Y 2w the straight one of Hashem! And the
other classical name by which we are called is W (Yeshurun)
which spells 2w straight to the “y” the letter which indicates the
fiftieth level, the level of transcendence. In fact, the word which .
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Now let us return to the mateh. Themystical source we referred

to earlier explains that the word mateh, g staff, is from the root
meaning tobend noy or to fend ina particular direction, or tostretch
out from the source (Noteh shamayim ve’yosed aretz — He extends

the Heavens and founds the earth). Infact, a staffis really a branch,
that which branches, bends, away from the trunk. That iswhy the

word mateh in Hebrew means a staff and also a tribe — the twelve
tribes are each a branch of their father Yaakov;

3

So_the mateh, somehow, stands at the junction between

heaven and earth. It is located at the point where the straight *
_bends. Jt is in fact an agent of Creation, poised to reveal the
straight bright line of Hashem's presence in the world — it is
the immediate agent of miracles; when it appears, the world
obeys. But it is ever ready to manifest as the reflection of all evil.
Its natural place is in the human hand, the hand of Adam at the
time of Creation, the hand of Avraham, Yitzchak, Yaakov,
Yosef, Moshe Rabbeinu. In these hands it is pure sagghire—clear
mastery of the world. But cast to the earth, or in deeper terms:
brought low, close to dark physicality, it becomes pure terror.
And its correction? Pick it up by the tail: treat it as if it were a ot
mateh; relate to it while yet dumb with terror as it should have

been held all along, then, and only then, after it has been thus

conquered does it reveal its true identity, its sanctity.
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In dggadic writings we are told that the unborn child is
taught the whole Torah in the womb. An angel teaches him all
the mysteries of Creation and all that he will ever need to know
in order to reach perfection, his own chelek {portion) in Torah.

A lamp is lit above his head, and by its light he sees from one

end of the world to the other.
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! ThenAaron died through mpw) nove, death by a kiss of

soul became united with

t fthe Divine Presence]. The

Talmud describes this as the most exaited form of death,

_likening it to pulling a hair from milk, meaning that the soul
lea e witl resistance. R’ Tzaddok HaKohen A«

axplains that to the extent that people sin in life and estab-
b

atween their souls and the pleasures of this

wi es difficult for them to part from physical
life, For those who become totally attached to physicality,

Hor Mountain. # Divest Aaron of his vestments and place them on
Eleazar. Aaron will then be gathered up

18
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bed prepared and a candle lit.
he went up; to stretch out his arms,
and he did so. Immediately,

promised to him: as Aaron your brother
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2 “{You Moses) take Aaron and his son Eleazar, and bring them up

his son
(to his ancestors] and die there.”

According to Rashi [quoting the Sifrei after the exchange of garments Moses
'y He entered and saw a

old Aaron to enter the cave where he would be buried.

Moses then told him to go up onto the bed, and
and he did so; to close his mouth and eyes,
Moses desired the same death, and this was then
died (Deuteronomy 32:50).
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the Sages liken death to pulling embedded thistles from

sheep’s wool. But for those of the stature of Moses and

Asron, whose soulg remained gs pure as when_they first
arrived on earth, there is no effort, no regret, and no gatn
when the soulls reunited with its Godly soyrce. .
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6 God sent® poisonous snakes against the people, and when they began
biting the people, a number of Israelites died. ’ The people came 1o Moses®
and said, “We have sinned by speaking against God and you. Pray to God,
and have Him take the snakes away from us.”

When Moses prayed for the people, * God said to Moses, “Make your-
self {the image of] a venomous snake, and place it on 2 banner. Everyone
who is bitten shall look at it and live.”*

9 Moses made a copper snake® and placed it on a high pole. Whenever a
snake bit a man, he would gaze at the copper snake and live.

Y% Ackseroll - Crvemash

8. Even people who had been bitten were cured when they
looked at Moses’ copper serpent.

The Sages said (Rosh Hashanah 29a), “Does a serpent
cause death or life? Rather, when they iooked upward and
subjected their hearts to their Father in Heaven they were
healed, but if not, they died” (Rashi). God could have healed

a3

Beenrdbas - A

2%
25 [srael thus took all these cities. They [later|* settled in Cheshbon® and
all its tributary towns, all the Amorite cities.

26 Cheshbon was the capital of Sichon king of the. Amorites. He had
fought against the first king of Moab® and taken all his land as far as the
Arnon.

27 The minstrels® therefore say:

Come to Cheshbon®!
Let Sichon’s city be built and established™!
28 For a fire has come out of Cheshbon;
a flame from Sichon’s capital,
And it has consumed Ar* of Moab,
the masters*® of the Arngn’s altars
2 Woe is to you, Moab;
you are destroyed, nation of Kemosh.*
Your® sons have become refugees,
your daughters are captives
To Sichon, king of the Amorites.
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Reckon the loss that a mitzvah entails, against its reward, and
the benefit derived from an averah, a sin, against the loss it
brings.

The fisst obstacle that the evil inclination throws in the path of a
person on his way to_perform a mitzvah is the thought of what it has to cost.

“Think of the time, the effort, the money, How could you!”
Rabbi Judah haNasi’s answer is: \&q_gannnggnLtb_gmb_s_gx:ying mitz-
voth does involve an initial cost. But weigh this against the gain beyond price,

the infinite reward that will surely come.

'Zﬁ When_tempted by a-transgression, on the other hand, you have an

_initial gain. This, too, cannot be denied. There is an immediate pleasure.
People use the expression, “ugly-as sin.” Sin is ugly, but only after the act.
Before it is done, it is quite attractive and tempting. If it were not, people
would not sin. True, says Rabbi fudah haNasi, it tempts you; it offers you
some immediate benefit, some ready profit. But weigh the momentary gaia
against the infinite loss, the irreparable harm that it brings.

30 To control the verzer hara, the evil inclination, this is the key: make
_a heshbon, a reckoning of what you ain and what you lose by eve thing,
good or bad, that you do. For a mitzvah the cost, ‘the loss is temporary; the
reward is everlasting. For an averah, a transgression, the pleasure and fhe
gain are transient; the harm, though it may not come at once, is devastating
and permanent. ’ ' .

In any system of accounting, what is important is the final figure in
e last column. Of what avail is it to-show a rofit in_the beginnin l:')ut
to have a deficit in red ink at the end? A series of pleasures is a perishing
series. Good times leave pothing in their wake except a feeling of emptiness.
The experience of many pleasures amounts to pothing of permanent value.
Transgressions end with loss; that spells their_true significance. On the other

hand, mitzvoth end with gain; this is their reality'T Make a _heshbo, ou
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* What is the meaning of the verses “Therefore the rulers say,” etc.? .,
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“The rulers” - These are the rulers over their yetzer [(evil) inclination].
“Cometo Cheshbon (pawn)” —[They say,] “Come and make the supreme reckoning
" [‘pawn’ also means ‘reckoning’]: the loss incurred by a mitzoah against its profit
and the profit gained by a sin against its loss.” ‘
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“Be built and established” — If you do this, you will be “built” in this world and
“established” in the world to come. ’ .

34

Note the term, “reckoning of the world.” You might think the: Sages
were referring to international affairs, the state of the world economy or the
balance of power. Of course, all of these conditions affect us. But in the
last analysis, is this the “world” that really counts? Are these the conditions
that will determine our ultimate destiny?

The newspapers are always filled with the “very latest mews”; yet
over the years their contents remain so very similar, reporting on a world
that has little to do with us in our local, day-to-day lives.

hat, then, is truly “our” world, in which you and T mu: make our

_private reckoning? It is the realm of personal morality that affects you and

those about you. In this world, where you alone “rule” and judge, you must

_make a_heshbon; reckon the gains and losses from a mirzvah and from an

averah (a transgression), and then decide how you will act, what you will
do. ’

And do not consider it trivial, insignificant—this private accounting
in a personal world. The tensions of muclear threats may leave your world
untouched, but in the far-reaching vision of our, Sages, your virtuous deed
or your foul misdeed may profoundly affect this whole world of ours: “Since
.an individual is judged according to the majority of his deeds, and the world |
is judged according to the majority of its deeds, a man should ever regard
himself and the world as half virtuous (pure, jnnocent) and hal i ’
“Therefore, if be does one mitzvah, how blessed is he that he has made virtue,
innocence prevail in the scales of justice for himself and for the enti
If, however, he. commits one transgression, woe to him that he has made
guilt prevail in the scales of justice for himself and for thie entire world.”%®

In the succinct words of the Zohar, “Ever should a man see himself as if the‘*

fate of the gntire world depends on hin;.”*‘o Your deed can be the “deciding
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When a per: ies, his or her soul goes to a place known
as the World of Souls. There, freed from the body, it grows to

the extent that the person developed it during his or her

lifetime. It dévelogs according to how much Torah was learned

.and_how _many commandments of the Torah (mitzvof) were
observed while it was with the bodv.

Resurrection speaks to the exact precision of God’s reward to

people. ing in spi

ever we create spiritually, during our physical sojourn on earth,
i ed it

a deve
while alive. This occurs when our souls rejoin our bodies
during the time of resurrection and afterwards.
This concept invests tremendous, e.temal meaning into our
every act. Whatever we do remains with us forever because of
the everlasting nature of positive spiritual behavior.
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it. For the evil inclination literally blinds his eyes and he
becomes as one who walks in the darkness, where there are
stumbling blocks before him which his eyes do not see. As
our Sages of blessed memory said (Bava Metzia 83b),
** Youlaid down darkness and it was pight’ (Psalms 104:20).
This _refers to this world which is similar to night.” How
wondrous is this truthful commentary to him who con-
centrates upon understanding it. For the darkness of night
can cause two_types rrors_in relation to a man’'s eye:

et g e .

it may either cover his eve so_that he does not see what is 4

before him at all, or it may deceive him sd that a pillar
_appears to him as a man, or a man as a pillar. In like manner,

the earthiness and materialism _of this world is the darkness

of night to the mind’s eve and causes a man to err in two

ways. First it does not permit him to see the stumbling

hlocks in the ways of the world, so that the fools walk

securely, fall, and are lost without having experienced any
prior fear, As Scripture states (Proverbs 4:19), “The path of
the wicked is like pitch darkness; they do not know upon
~what they stumble,” and (Proverbs 22:3), “The wise man sees

a

34' . The second error, which is even worse than

the first, stems from the distortion of their sight, so that they

see_evil as though it were goodness jt nd good as if it
were evil, and, because of this, strengthen themselves in

clinging to their evil ways. For.it is.not enough that thc-:il
lack the ability to see the truth, the ¢vil staring them in the

face, but they also see fit to find powerful subétantiations and
empirical evidence supporting their evil theories and false

Yo -

To what is this analogous? To a garden-maze, a type of

_ garden common among the ruling class, which is planted
for the sake of amusement. The plants there are arranged
in walls between_which are found many_confusing and
interlacing paths, all similar to. one another, the purpose

whole being to challenge one to reach a portico in

their midst. Some of the paths are straight ones which lead
directly to_the portico, but some cause one to stray, and
to_wander from it. The walker between the paths_has no

way of seeing_or knowing whether he is on the true or the
false path; for they are all similar, presenting no difference

whatsoever to the observing eye. He will not reach his goal
unless he has perfect familiarity and visual acquaintance
with the paths through his having traversed them and
reached the portico.

35

i creation is ever destroyed. What-_ .

This profound understanding of the essence of the ¥37 ¥ was
revealed to Yaakov by the Angel of Esav when the two wrestled at
the Yabok river crossing. After_overpowering the Angel, Yaakov
asked him, “spw K3 T, Please tell me your name.” He rep]iec'i,
“mub oxwn m g, Why do you ask for my name?” (Bereishis

32:30), By asking for his name, Yaakov was actually asking him to

lain hi rno). The ‘name’ of an entity defines its
essence. This we learn from the fact that Adam’s greatness expressed
itself in his ability to give names to all living creatures, thereby
defining their essence. This, then, gives us an understanding of the

Angel’s reply, ” * The Angel of Esav

_was not posing a question, but rather giving a r ly. “My strength

lies in the fact that people do not pause to examine me more closely to
know my name, my essence, for if they would, it would dispel the
__mt_xsion that | present.” Thus the Angel of Esav truly answered

Yaakov's question as to his ‘name.’

33

R’ Abba said: The yetzer hara can be compared to a
decrepit [man who posed as a] robber sitting at a
crossroads and ordering whoever passed by to surren-
der his possessions, until a shrewd person walked by
and saw that he was too feeble to rob anyone and beat
him (Bereishis Rabbah 22:6).

39 ‘

Another possible understanding of the Angel’s reply to Yaakoy ig
that in_truth he has no pame, for a name denotes a tangible reality,

There is none by the yetzer hara since the y37 1y does not exist ag

the reality that he presents, he is in fact nameless. Hence, i1y 134
mu Sxwn, Why do you ask for my name for I have none.

¢

Lﬂ He who occupies a commanding

_position in the portico, however, sees all of the paths before
him and can_discriminate between the true and the_false
ones. He is in a position to warn those who walk upon them
and to tell them, “This s the path: take it!” He who is

willing to believe him will reach the designated spot; but
he who is not willing to believe him, but would rather trust
to his eyes, will certainly remain lost and fail to reach it.

-~

Y

So too in relation to the idea under-discussion. He who has
not yet achieved dominion over his evil inclination is in the
midst of the paths and cannot distinguish between them.
But those who_rule their evil inclination, those who_have

" reached the portico, who have already left the paths and

who clearly see all of the ways before their_eyes —they can

advise him who is willing to listen, and it is to them that we
must trust.

And what _is the advice that they give us?* ‘Let us enter
into an accounting.’ Let us come and compute the world’s
account.” For they have already experienced, and seen, and
learned that this alone is the true path by which a man may
reach the good that he seeks, and that there is none beside
this.

Bidhos Husmr- Re Shomdaing, L3 -3
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! When the Canaanite® king of Arad,” who lived in the Negev,” heard [FALD)

0 - S

that the Israelites were traveling along the Atharim® Highway, he attacked
them and took some captives. 2 The Israelites® made a vow to God, and
said, “If You give this nation into our* hand, we will render their cities
taboo.””’

3 God heard Israel’s voice, and He allowed them to defeat the Canaan-
ites. [The Israclites! declared them and their cities taboo. The place was
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MM). elp aga nst'. this nation,” and they prevailed : T2 omem Thn Bab nann qeb Sxawe moth owmea axa bMn,
s “ - @\‘ _ R "fmk - JIINR uH 2pab upey 53 113 nrat wmawmn b2 113 penay,
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2 % 13 Sxwr M — Israel took a vow to Hashem. Rashi explains their vow R : e A j = :
as a promise to dedicate the spoils of the battle to Hashem [for the Tabernacle].‘

therefore named Taboo (Charmah)* .
L ARwil-  dhiradh -

. s\ « 330 39 — Who dwelled in the south. The south was the
i habitat of Amalek (13:29), but the Torah identifies this king

as a Canaanite, The Midrash explains that the attacker was

Indeed an Amalekite, but he wanted to prevent the Jews
.- from Identifying his le in their, prayers for God's assis-

Jance, s0 Ee or&erﬁ H;s soldiers to use the Canaanite

-:anguage. Confused because the enemy wore the uniform

5“‘ i’\l?:g I\:elngg— R -‘-\"} R
The business of evil is to dash the mateh to earth and cause

_it to manifest as the nachgsh, Qur business is to hold it aloft and

reveal it as the mateh. It js ng / the roa
_one may be genuinely lost. Fightinghome may take all we have. .

But that moment of transformation of the self. that paint of
snapping out of a terrifying ordeal into the transcendent clarity

of victory is what life is about. And that is why we are here.
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