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Should one flee from threatening metaphors?

In Shemot 4:1-5, Mosheh contradicts G-d’s statement 7'2157'7 1vnwi (3:18) and predicts that the Jews will
dismiss him on the ground that his claim of having experienced Revelation is false.

In direct response, G-d orders Mosheh to throw his staff down. Mosheh obeys, and the staff turns into a
snake. Mosheh flees, only to be told to by Hashem to reach out and grab its tail. When Mosheh obeys, the snake
turns back into a staff. Why does Mosheh flee — did he think that G-d could not find any born-snakes, or means
other than snakes, to kill him with if necessary?

Shmot Rabbah puts this challenge in the mouth of a Roman matron:

A Roman matron said to Rabbi Yose:

My God is greater than your-G-d!
He said to her:

Why?
She said to him:

At the time that your divinity was revealed to Mosheh in the bush, Mosheh concealed his face;

But when Mosheh saw the snake, which is my god, immediately “Mosheh fled from before it”!
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The answer Rabbi Yose gives is that one can escape a snake by running away, whereas one cannot escape
Hashem anywhere. But even leaving aside Sefer Yonah, this merely begs or even intensifies the question: Why
should Mosheh flee from an imaginary god, and why would be not see the snake as an emissary of Hashem?

R. Menachem Rekanati cites the suggestion that Mosheh saw the snake as the product of dark forces
rather than as the representative of such forces. It’s not clear how this accounts for Hashem specifically
instructing Mosheh to throw the staff, but I can suggest the following: Hashem asks Mosheh “What is in your
hand?” When Mosheh replies “A staff”, Hashem immediately instructs him to throw it down, at which point it
reveals itself to in fact be a snake. Mosheh understand this as revealing that his own interactions with Divinity
have been tainted, so that he has in fact been using the powers of the Edenic Snake, and so he flees. Perhaps an
underlying point is to show Mosheh that his accusation that the Jews’ will not believe in him is to some degree a
projection of his own self-doubt.

Many other commentators, following a different approach cited in Shemot Rabbah, assume that the snake
symbolizes Mosheh’s sin in questioning the Jews’ capacity to believe in him. This sin nowadays in generally
described as “being w2 TwIN”, but the midrash calls if yan 1w and parallels it to the Snake’s claim that G-d

1
January 4, 2013 Parshat Shemot



The Center for Modern Torah Leadership

forbade humans to eat from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil so as to prevent them from equaling Him. |
think the primary literary driver of this reading is the desire for G-d’s instructions to educate Mosheh, and not
merely to provide him with tools for educating others, but the midrash formally connects it to the Torah’s writing
of nt nn as one word, ntn, which could be read as meezeh, meaning “from that (which is in your hand) (you will
be punished)”. Mosheh flees because he thinks that the snake will be an instrument of poetic justice. But again,
does he think that G-d cannot find other ways, or snakes, with wish to punish him?

Ramban meets the challenge directly.
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This establishes the truth of our teachers’” words (in Shemot Rabbah),
that the first (the staff becoming a snake) was a hint that he has spoken lashon hora about the Jews,
and the second (his hand becoming leprous) was to punish him for doing so,
and this is the explanation for “Mosheh fled from before it”,
that he was scared lest he be punished and bitten by the snake,
and indeed every human being distances himself from what might harm him even though he knows that if Hashem
wishes there is nought that can save one from His hands
In other words, even prophets do not always act in rational accordance with their theological beliefs.
This position troubles R. Zadok Hakohen MiLublin:
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It is difficult to say this about Mosheh Rabbeinu, peace be upon him, that his fleeing from the snake was in
accordance with the way of the world — if he thought that Hashem the Blessed was showing him a snake so as to
harm him, how would it help to flee from it?

I suspect R. Tzadok’s challenge is one of the motives for Keli Yakar’s reading. Keli Yakar argues that the
staff represents the Jewish people, who were firm and upright in the days of the Patriarchs, but became
soft/flexible during the Exile. Mosheh understood the metaphor, and sought to flee his mission out of fear that the
Jews were actually as irredeemable as the Snake. The question then is why a prophet would find it more plausible
that he could escape a mission than a punishment (Here the parallel to Yonah may be helpful).

My sense is that Ramban is fundamentally correct and necessary regardless of how one understands the
symbolism of the snake. Psychologically sound people do not allow themselves to be imprisoned by abstractions.
All the rationally compelling argument is the world for determinism will not convince us to act as if our choices are
predetermined, and all the arguments for materialism will not shake our sense of ourselves as inhering in a body
rather than consisting of a body. Perhaps the Torah records Mosheh’s flight to teach us that this is not only how it
is, but how it should be.

Shabbat shalom
Aryeh Klapper
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Genesis 4:1-5

Mosheh declared in response:
But they will not believe me
and they will not heed my voice
For they will say:

Hashem did not appear to you.

Hashem said to him:

nrn=What is this in your hand?
He said:

A staff.
He said:

Throw it toward the ground!
He threw it toward the ground;
it became a snake;
Mosheh fled from it.
Hashem said to Mosheh:

Send forth your hand

and grab on to its tail!
He sent forth his hand;
He gripped it;
it became a staff in his palm.

So that they will believe

that Hashem appeared to you

G-d of their fathers
G-d of Avraham.
G-d of Yitzchak,

and G-d of Yaakov.
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