Staff
Meeting

Rabbi Yosef Benarroch,
SEC Jerusalem

One of the most visible
symbols in the Exodus
story is Moses staff. It is
used on numerous occa-
sions, at times changing
in miraculous ways to
prove a point, and at
other times as the object
that sets off the plagues.

At the onset of the first
plague of blood we are
told the following, "And
he (Aaron) lifted the staff
and struck with it the wa-
ters of the river before
Pharaoh and his people
and all the waters of the
river turned to

blood" (Shemot 7:20).
During the next plague
of frogs we are told the
following, "And Aaron
lifted his arms (with the
staff) over the waters of
Egypt and the frogs
emerged and covered all
of Egypt" (Shemot 8:2).
During the next plague
of lice we are once again
told the following, "And
Aaron lifted his arms
with his staff in hand and
struck the dust of the
earth and it became
lice" (Shemot 8:13). The
staff is also used to bring
on the plagues of halil
and locust. Today |
would like to explore the
symbolism of the staff.

Specifically | would like
to look at two different
places where the staff is

used. The first is in last
week's portion. After G- |
d reveals himself to
Moses and appoints
him as the leader and
redeemer of the Jewish
nation, Moses ques-
tions whether the Jew-
ish people will recog-
nize him as such. He
turns to G-d and asks
the following question,

"But behold they will not '

believe me nor will they
listen to my voice for
they will say the Lord
has not appeared to
you" (Shemot 4:1).

Moses fears are under-
standable. After all
Moses grew up in the
palace of Pharaoh, and
then after fleeing the pal-
ace lived in the wilder-
ness of Midian. He had
little to do with the peo-
ple in Egypt and his ap-
pearance would be
much like the new kid on
the block. By what merit,
he asked, would the na-
tion accept him or be-
lieve that G-d appeared
to him?

G-d answers Moses with
the following words,
"And the Lord said unto
him, what is that in your
hand, and he said, itis a
staff. And he (G-d) said,
cast it on the ground.
And he cast it on the
ground, and it became a
serpent; and Moses fled
from before it." (Shemot
42:3). This is the first
time that we are intro-
duced to Moses staff.
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The next time we hear
about it is when Moses
and Aaron appear before
Pharaoh. There too the
staff is used, this time to
prove to Pharaoh that G-
d has appointed Moses.
In that scene we are told
the following, "And G-d
spoke to Moses and to
Aaron, saying, when
Pharaoh speaks to you,
saying, show me a mira-
cle then you shall tell
Aaron, take your rod, and
cast it down before Phar-
aoh, and it shall turn into
a snake. And Moses and
Aaron went to Pharaoh,
and they did so, as G-d
had commanded, and
Aaron cast down his staff
before Pharaoh and be-
fore his servants, and it
turned into a snake.
Then Pharaoh also
called his wise men and
the sorcerers. They also,
the magicians of Egypt,
did in like manner with
their enchantments. Each
one of them cast down
his staff and they became
snakes. But Aaron's staff
swallowed up their staffs.
And the heart of Pharaoh
was hardened, and he did
not listen to them as G-d
had spoken." (Shemot
7:9-13).

Why is it that the staff
becomes such a focal
point in the two stories?
Why is it that the very
same sign that G-d uses
to prove a point to Moses
is used to prove a point
to Pharaoh? How are we
to understand the differ-
ent reactions of Moses

and Pharaoh in the two
stories?

Regarding the first story
Rashi explains that the
staff turning into a snake
came as a form of re-
buke to Moses. By
doubting the people
Moses was speaking
badly about them. Be-
cause the snake is a
symbol of improper
speech it came to re-
buke Moses for his
words about the nation.
It is for this reason, ex-
plains Rashi, that the
very next symbol is
Moses hand becoming
leprous. This too was a
sign of slander. But it
seems to me that Moses
reaction is quite under-
standable as | men-
tioned earlier.

of Lublin offers a fasci-
nating insight into these
guestions. Rabbi
Shapiro, who was re-
sponsible for instituting
the study of a daily page
of Talmud (Daf Yomi),
explains that the power
of the staff was in its
ability to change. When
Moses questioned
whether the Jewish peo-
ple would believe him
he was really asking
how a nation of down-
trodden slaves could
even begin to fathom a
life of freedom. How can
lowly slaves so quickly
become exalted
princes? The facts on
the ground simply didn't
make sense to him. It is
for this reason, explains
Rabbi Shapiro, that G-d
instructs Moses to throw

his staff to the ground. By
transforming from a staff
to a snake G-d was telling
Moses that just like the
staff can change in an in-
stant and become a snake
S0 too can the Jewish na-
tion in an instant change
from slaves to free men.
In a very visual way G-d
was telling Moses that he
could change the reality in
a moment.

It was precisely this mes-
sage that G-d wanted to
teach Pharaoh in the sec-
ond episode. Pharaoh felt
smug in his position. He
was not interested in
hearing that a foreign G-d
could defeat him. The
very first time Moses ap-
pears before Pharaoh we
are told the following,
"And Moses and Aaron
came to Pharaoh and
said, this is what the God
of Israel says, let my peo-
ple go so that they may
hold a feast to me in the
wilderness.And Pharaoh
said, who is G-d that |
should listen to his voice
to let the Israelites go? |
do not know G-d, and
moreover | will not let the
Israelites go." (Shemot
5:1-2). Pharaoh arrogantly
felt that he was in control,
and what's more he did
not see the situation
changing. The Jewish
people were his slaves
and the status quo would
remain the same until he
decided a change was in
order.

It is for this reason that G-
d instructs Moses to tell
Aaron to throw his staff to
the ground so that it would

once again turn into a
snake. It would be a mes-
sage to Pharaoh that
things could change in an
instant. The same mes-
sage that G-d taught
Moses was now being
taught to Pharaoh. The
message that G-d controls
everything and so he can
change any situation at a
moment would resonate
loud and clear with the
symbol of a staff turning
into a snake.

But it is here that Moses
and Pharaoh part ways. It
may be that the symbol-
ism of the staff was to
teach both Pharaoh and
Moses how quickly things
can change when G-d is
in control, but Moses and
Pharaoh's reactions are
very different. Once
Moses sees the remark-
able sight he "fled from
before it". In humility he
understands exactly what
G-d is saying. He realizes
that indeed G-d can change
anything in a moment.

Not so Pharaoh. Even
when he sees a wooden
inanimate staff turning into
a snake he does not be-
lieve. He immediately
calls for his magicians to
do the same. Because he
does not get the mes-
sage, G-d allows the ma-
gicians to duplicate the
feat. Their staffs also turn
into snakes only to allow
the final blow to Pharaoh's
ego. Before his very eyes
he sees the snake of
Aaron swallow the snakes
of his magicians. G-d's
message to Pharaoh was
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It is customary to light a me-
morial candle in the evening
and donate tzedakah. Fam-
ily members are encour-
aged to attend services in
honor of their loved ones.

Shabbat / 1 Shevat
Mozly bat Haviva*

Sunday / 2 Shevat
Aziza bat Salha
Yosef ben Ezra

Shlomo ben Binyamin
Abdullah ben Sion Zekaria

Tuesday / 4 Shevat
Rachel bat Meir

Thursday / 6 Shevat
Maurice ben Yaacov Jonah*

Friday / 7 Shevat
Shmoel ben Shaul*

Shabbat / 8 Shevat
Ezra Sion ben David
Eliyahoo Faraj ben Abra-
ham Shalom
Rivka bat Toba

Yahrzeit names with aster-
isks are missing contact
phone numbers and ad-

dresses for family members.

To update the database,
please call the office at
310.474.0559.
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Children’s Siddurim

A Sponsorship Opportunity
In Honor of a Child in Your Life

As you know, Kahal has a beautiful
children's program, including T'filah
and Kiddush, every Shabbat. To sup-
port this program, we have ordered a
limited number of siddurim specifi-
cally for the children to use. These
are child friendly books with large font
and pictures; those of you with kids in
Talmud Torah or who have partici-
pated in the program (in the small
shul upstairs) have probably seen
older copies. We are making new
siddurim available for dedication in
the name of your children and grand-
children on a first come, first serve
basis at $26 per dedication. It would
be a wonderful surprise for your
child/grandchild! Please contact Molly
Jalali with your dedication information
as soon as possible to reserve your
siddur at molly@kahaljoseph.org.

Learn the weekly Torah portion at KJ! Explore
the secrets, paradoxes, and mysteries of the section of Torah

read on Shabbat and deepen the meaning of every day.

Familiarize yourself with the knowledge handed down from our

forefathers beginning with Avraham.
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loud and clear, he was saying to
Pharaoh, "Open your eyes and
realize | am in control and if you
do not release the people then just
like the staff changed and swal-
lowed your magicians snakes so
too the Jewish people will change
from slaves to free men and swal-
low your nation". But in the end
Pharaoh is arrogantly stubborn
and he refuses to listen even
when the miracle makes things
abundantly clear.

What we see is two parallel stories
where two men are put to a similar
test. One emerges better for it, the
other as stubborn as ever. Moses
because of his humility was able
to accept G-d's message, pharaoh
because of his arrogance re-
mained steadfast in his evil ways

| believe that the message relates
to all of us. We too must realize
that nothing is ever written in
stone. Change is always possible.
Like the staff we too can always
change hopefully for the better.
This can only be done when we
adopt the humble ways of Moses
as opposed to the arrogant ways
of Pharaoh.

Wishing you all a
Shabbat Shalom

0/0.40 $ 02*0/0

0/0.40* 0,/0
6 "<<9<

6,1)05 02*0/0
2%/ %.4 %3,.4
6 "$ 9<







