Symbolism of the Serpent
Paragha Va'cira

! o Shomat - ch. 3

ASHEM said to Moses and Aaron, saying: ® “When Pharach speaks to
& » " L] . you’ sa ’
Provide a wonder for yourselves,’ you shall say to Aaron, ‘Take your staff and cast it doyﬂgf;.
before Pharaoh — it will become a snakel'™ SRR

10 Moses came with Aaron to Pharaoh and they-did 50, as HASHEM had commanded;: Aamn
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" cast down his staff before Pharaoh and before his servants, and it became a snake,

1! Pharaoh, too, summoned his wise men and sorcerers, and they, too — the necromancers of
Egypt — did so with their incantations. 2 Each one cast down his staff and they became

snakes; and the staff of Aaron swallowed their staffs. ™ The h 082S Sirom o
"~ , . eart rrrm
he did not heed them, as HASHEM had spoken. talf o of Phgr a‘?’f wasfmnga:u
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Moshe then performs the same sequence ot transformation
in the presence of Pharaoh. But the midrashim describe
seemingly unintelligible events surrounding this scene: when
Pharach denies knowledge of Hashem, he is shown the mateh
becoming a serpent. Instead of being duly impressed,‘i'le has his

. magicians do the same with their staffs. Then, cackling like a
hen with mirth, says the midrash, he calls in his wife who does
the same. And then he calls in Egyptian schoolchildren, four and
five years old, who all cast their staffs to the ground and

transform them into serpents! _

Pl Yy

23 Heand his advisors mockMoshe
and Aharon, saying that one who has produce to seil usually
takes that produce to a market where it is in short supply —you
have brought your produce to an overstocked market! Your
magic is commonplace here. Moshe cryptically replies that the
opposite is true: one who has top-quality produce takes ittp a
well-stocked market where the dwmaﬁts -
quality will stand out against all the inferior goods. Then
Aharon’s staff swallows u i
becoming a staff again —a double miracle. What does all this
mean?
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At a deeper level, speech ‘represents the connection
between higher and lower worlds. Speech is the mechanism

by Q;rhich an abstract idea which exists only in the higher

__dimension of thought can be brought down into the material

world: when I speak, I transform ideas into the physical
_ medium of sound, which is tangible enough for you to hear

“with -the physical tools of hearing Of course, you
immediately transform my words back into their abstract
state of ideas in your own mind. We have used the physical
medium of speech to transmit non-physical ideas; we have
connected the abstract with the material.
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~I!; tﬁe physical structure of the body, there is a

manifestation of this idea of connection which is inherent in

the power of speech. It-is no accident that the voice is
produced in the neck. Voice is the root of speech, the power

of connecting worlds; the neck is that part of the human
form which connects head and body, the higher and lower

'domains. The body always reflects its spiritual roots.



..  This parailel goes further. If we look more closely, we

“fote that the voice is produced in the throat, which is at the
gront of the neck. The deeper tradition states that the front of
a structure represents its positive power; the back represents
its lower, or fallen, aspect. The front of the body in ge

neral
represents positivity — the face is a feature of the front, not
the back. Human relationship is possible when people face
each other and difficult when they tum their backs. The
back is blind, impersonal, and it is the location of offensive
excretion. These things are all exquisitely specific features of
the human pattern.
Now we note that the front of the neck contains the
organ of voice production; the back of the neck is silent. In
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And Moses spake before the Lord, saying: “Behold, the children of

t haskened unto me, how then shall Pharaoh hear me
b e sed lipsT" How did Moses darc say this? Had

ho am of uncircumc: p 2
:ot the Holy Une already prornised him, when he said-that he was not -

eloquent, that He wwill be with his mouth™ (Exodus 4, 10:12)? Or did
the Hely One not keep His promise? Howgver,_lhere is here an inner
meaning. Moses was thea in the grade of “Voice,” and the rade of
| jtterance” was then in exile. Hence he said, * How shail Phargoh hear
T my ‘ultczance 13 in bondage to mim, [ being onl

woice, and lacking ‘utterance. " Thercfore God joined with him Aaron,
who was "u nce™ without voice.” When_Moses came, lh? Voice
appeared, but it was ug voice without speech.” This lasted until Israel
approac Mouni Sinai_to_receive lhe 10raf. en_t ¢ Yoice was
uniied wilh the Uticrance, and the word was spoken, as it says, “an_d
the spake a WOr us 20, 1). Then Moses was In
full ion of the Word, Voice and Word being united, That was
ike cavse of Moses’ complaint (v. 23), ihat he iacked the word save
at the time when it broke forth in complaiat and “God spake to

Moses.™ [“7mg k(965 2 $54% )
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What is resgonsible for the dumbness of the slave? The lac;

- of a basic experience, namely that of suﬁering or distress, whic
is perhaps the most central aspect of the human [-awareness.

fhe
<lave does not know suffering, lacking, as he does, the very ex-
istential nced-awareness which generates suffering. He is never
in distress because he has no human necds. The .needs ofa slave -
are, like his shriek, not human: the ctiology of his needs is exclu-
sively biological. The absence of suffering mitigates the sharp-
ness of pain. Former inmates of concentration camps
have told me that they had, with the passage of time, become

~ inused to any pain or torture, as if they had been totally anes-

thetized. They were dumb beings. They not only stopped
speaking, but ceased to emit coherent sounds, as well.

I

Even Moses, ‘the Zohar emphasizes, who heiped the le
M
and th le reached Mount Sinai.

uire the word until he e
g ou oses & existential awareness of need, he had -

not as yet discovered the logos of need which would, in tuen,
have endowed him with the charisma of speech. When the Al-
mighty-advised him that he had been chosen to be the redeemer
of the people, Moses argued and was reluctant to accept the
mission because the word was not, as yet, given to him; there-

fore, he was  p'nbY "y (slow of s_peech).‘

] .
fact, the deeper wisdom states that the front of the neck, or
throat, is identified with Moshe Rabbenu - after all, Moshe is
the voice of Torah; Hashem speaks through Moshe's. throat.
“The Divine Presence speaks from Moshe’s throat.” The
same sources state that Moshe's arch-enemy, Pharaoh, is%
represented by the back of the neck — he is the one who
strives for the opposite of that which Moshe Rabbenu wishes
fo achieve; Pharaoi’s goal is to keep the Divine voice out of
the world, to silence the voice of the spiritual. Moshe
Rabbenu’s task is to achieve connection, the ultimate -
connection of spiritual and physical worlds; Pharaoh’s work
{s To separate those worlds. Arch-enemies indeed. And the

letters of the word T8 “Pharaoh”, when:reversed, spell ¢ )

ﬂﬂvn_”ha’oref" , the back of the neck!

The text divides the process of redemption in three stages. First
it identifies bondage Wi e absence o word and mean-
ingful sound, with total silence. Then redemption begins with
finding sound while the word is still absent. Finally, with the
finding of both sound and word, redemption attains it full
realization. ‘

“Before Moses came there was not even a single sound. No com-

.plaint was lodged, no sigh, no cry uttered. Only an

agonizing un-human shrick would penetrate the weird silence
of the night. The slaves wege gloomy, voiceless and mute. The
women did not cry when their infants were snatched from their
arms; the men kept quiet when they were mercilessly tortured
by the slave drivers. Torture was taken for granted. They thought
this was the way it had to be, The pain did not precipitate suffer-
ing. They were unaware of any need.

When Moses came, the sound, or the voice, came into being
%\ KNS A0 RNK 9, Moses, by defending the helpless Jew, re-
stored sensitivity to thé dull slaves. Suddenly they realized that
all that pain, anguish, humiliation and cruelty, all the greed and
intolerance of man vis-a-vis his fellow man is evil, This realiza-
tion brought in its wake not only sharp pain but a sen -
fering as well. With suffering came loud protest the cry, the un-
uttered question, the wordless demand for justice and retribution.
In short, the dead silence of non-existence was gone; the voice

“of human existence was now heard.
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And it came to pass in the course of the many days that the king of
Egypt died and the children of Israel sighed by reason of the bondage
and they cried and their cry came up unto God . . &

LS Surely Moses had

protested; he had killed the tyraat, rebuked the wicked Jew, etc.
“;hat he lacked was the logical understanding of the teleology
of the

destiny of the slave-community. He did not believe that those
slaves would ever be liberat=d, Hence, while Moses, and with

im the whole community, had alrcady broken out_of their
t ad vet to find the word. Only at Sinai was the

ilence,
ogos, both as word and as knowledge, revealed to h )

mo- experience, as well as the firm faith in the

finally understood the covenanial past, beheld the 'vision of a
great future whose realization was dependent upon him.

im. He *
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Redemption, we have stated, is identical with communing, 14 : .
or with the revelation of the word, Le. the emergence of speech, What motivated the Halacha to link prayer with redemption?
When a people leaves a mute world w.d enters a world of sound, Apparently our Sages considered prayer and redemption to be
speech and song, it becomes a redeemed people, a free people. In structurally identical.

other,;words, a mute life is identical with bondage; a speech-
endowed life is a free life. . -
-The slave lives in silence,? if such a meaningless existence may . The Halach : '
¢ y ! ; : a has viewed prayer and redempti two insep-
?; callled life. tl;[e has no message to deliver. In contrast with arable ideas. The Halacha reltj{uiies that mees?;fmo; r:;er (;nl'l::g)
e slave, the free man bears a message, has a good deal to be preceded, without a break, by the benediction of 8 93

¥

tell, and is'eager to convey his life story to anyone who cares which lai
*to Tisten. No wonder the Torah has, four times, emphasized the T proclaims God as the_lp!ede;mer of Israel.! -
duty of the father — a liberated slave — to tell his children, Outtoskr - Trasghte - & (fF + g

born into freedom, the story of his liberation.® Free man who is At the conclusion of Shemoneh Esrei we beseech Hashem, "My
cager to tell his story, is always surrounded by an audience God, guard my tongue from evil i i

will_ing_to listen to his story. The slave has’neither a story nor a % evil and my lips from speaking
curious audience. Moreover, he is not merely a speechless being,
but a mute being, devoid not only of the word, but of the mean-

deceitfully.” After we have used our mouths for communicating with
our Crfaator. we can fully appreciate the calamity inherent in
corrupting that same wondrous instrument by using it for lashon ~

ingful sound as well. A
ard.
o
IHASHEM spoke to Moses, saying, ? “Speak to the Children of Israel and let them tum back
2 and encamp before Pr-hahiroth, between Migdol and the sea, before Baal-zephon; you
When man uses his unique power of speech to unite the wotld in _ :
N . : .1 h - ol f ’\9‘- ,—A’_ﬁ)m REERYTR 1J‘ y i
service of Hashem, he realizes his potential as the pinnace o & ¥ 21
Creation. The Hebrew word for tongue, Tashon, is related to lash, the KT D™ D AT "3 130T DAY MK NPT M By Yran moa by
process of mixing solids and liquids together. The tongue takes the g:l;:“::’:;"“ DR DT DR JKY TR — Mw om0 T m
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spiritual inner essence of the soul and expresses it in the physical b wyIT YI_A0TIAT IR 130 3WR) IR Wi DR nga 3
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realm — thereby mixing spiritual and physical together. 5
e Jerrad Jefil 277 T3w mma ¥ baK .ahpa P Ao ow Yyonw ap amw
Utilizing the tonggfor. lashon hara, to degrade, to defile, to cause 53} FousS S TORY T3k 1 PIows Kam qme 55 Y ;
strife_and dissension, divests man of the very essence of his PTaR U T I Top AIT ALK S T UK KA .ﬂm, . "
distinction as a human being by corrupting his most exalted faculty. ~ DT"3n NEKN DPWA P NEEA P W3 (379 A M P nywa 1
The Yerushalmi says that there are three sins for which man is . oA A TR 93T A% AT YT HHD ,,mmg’x
punished in this world and the next — immorality, murder, and . :
idolatry — and lashon hara is equal to all three. These three sins
represent the destruction of man’s-p hysical, emotional, and spiritual
self. Lashon hara equals them all. For the totality of the human being
is destroyed by the corruption of his ultmate distinction, his speech.
v one afflicted with lashon hara defiles like a corpse. He is-
banished from society and mourns himself, for the essence of his -
being has been negated. ‘ w
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And far more shocking, Hashem’s response. Hashem Afterhis expulsion from the garden, Adam cannot go back.
appears in the garden and cailsto Adam “Where are you?” The Placed as guards outside the garden are Beings wielding swords.
Creator of the-Universe, Who sees all, knows all, asks “Where  “ The swords are unusual _ they flash blades ’
are you?” As if He ca‘xmot see Adam! When man attem;'ats to cordinually: “es lahav i cherev ha' mis' hapeches —the blade oﬁlileg
hide, to blur reahty 1{110 a crazy, fractured version of ifself,  fGfRing sword”. There are commentaries who explain this *
Hashem respondsinkind, allows mw 2y;  Symbolism: the turning sword is the lethal weapon of doubt.
measure for Ineasure exactly:You wish to escape M): notice, to Today one's reality appears thus and tomorrow Jifferent.
feel you are independent, hidden from My gaze? Where are. Always. And man cannot find the road back to the garden —
you?” Man is allowed to perceive falsely that he is alone —the the garden Keeps elading fiim, the road Keeps changing. Not
greatest pain ofall. _ Sﬁéﬁy is he confused about where he is, but the road back fo.
. glarity is in doubt too.

\
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“_Th Vprimal, pristine world of Hashem’s Creation is clear

:;nd:pen_. We opacify and confuse it. The word for “doubt” is

of human origin; it is a result of the damage we do to our own

perception.
Doubt is truly brought into being by us, And we must fight .

our way towards certainty. As we develop our consciousness
in spiritual terms we can approach it. On Rosh Hashana and
Yom Kippur, when we struggle for ultimate clarity, we say
avadai shmo, kein tehillaso — Hashem’s name is ‘certainty’, so
be His praise”; the name we attach to Hashem, as it were, in our
struggle to see Him more clearly, is vadai, certainty. The word
for “certainty” too, is of human origin; our battle is to crystallize
perception, to make emes (truth) shine clearly.
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And Moses spoke to the children of Israel, but they
would not listen 1o him, because of the pressure of their
hard labour. Then God said to Moses: ‘Come, speak to
Pharaoh, King of Egypt, that he should send the children
of Israel out of his land.” And Moses replied, ‘Behold,
even the children of Israel would riot listen to me: so
how will Pharoah listen to me, with my hq_lring speech?"

EEY S
They would not listen to Moses. because of {hfir
suffering—Dbut surely there is no-one who does not rejoice
on hearing good news?_1f a son is born to you, or if your
master sets you free, do you not rejoice? Why then
woild ihe Israelites not listen to Moses? The reason was

'*ﬂzai they were unwilling to wrench themselves away from

idolatory.
- 33

Such incredible recalcitrance is explained by R. Dessler® as
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- being nourished from the very roots of Avodah Zarah, of idol-
worship. By this, he means the unwillingness in human nature to
pursue a inatter 1o its logical conclusion. It is th#t approach to a
problem that will only probe to a certain _depth: the search for
truth has not the passion and urgency that will drive it to the

uttermost_point_of” discovery. Perhaps the truth_is sometimes:

unpalatable; perhaps man prefers often’ to stop at a convenient
rest-house, a hali-way mark on the map, and refuse to look further.
In_this, Ties the cause of all the idolatries and false beliefs of
mankind: at some stage in the search for truth, men were
Contented to pitch their tents, to stifle their sense of wonder, of

curiosity, their sheer need to come to the source and cause ot
" existence, v : N

34 . ..
With this insight, we can turn back to the problematic texts

with which we began. On the words, ‘because of the pressure of
their hard labour,®® Seforno comments: ‘They could not settfe

their minds to contemplate.’ T t
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contemplate, must allow himself time and equanimity in which to
ponder and absorb his experiences. .For this deepening intro-
spection, Pharaoh did not give the Israelites time: this was the-
‘pressure’ that was laid on them. R. Moshe Chaim Luzzatto, in
his Mesillath Yesharim,* explains further. . He says that
Pharach's order that even heavier work should be laid om the
Israelites rose not only out of political fear of plots and revolts if
the slaves were given time to brood; but also gu ire to
kill in this slave-nation the very faculty of thought, of meditation
and spiritual activity, to kill it with the very pressure of their daily
labour. This design is compared to the craft of the BEvil One,
_ within us, who would, if he could, prevent.us from thought, from
taking to heart the moral lessons we feceive each day: in the
sheer flurry and chaos of routine living, he wonld leave us
peither time nor peace for this quiet meditation that is so

necessary for our wellbeing. He robs us of th it in

. which we could arrive at the truth, at the source and well-spring

of all experience. We became subme in the details [
plan is obscured: the part occupies us, at the expense of the
whole. .

35 This type of ‘pressure,” then, can now be reconciled with the
‘motive given in the Yalkut that we quoted—that the Israelites
found it difficult to_wrench themselves away from idolatry. The
result of the pressure of Pharaoh, the lack of time to take things
to heart, to consider seriously the full significance of experience,
was a lack of faith in Moses and his mission. At first, they did
“have faith—‘And the people befieved when they heard . . ."*. But
when Moses came again with-the promise of salvation, he was
greeted with a strange mixture of faith and cynicism. -
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*The serpent sald lo the woman, "You will not surely die; * for God knows that on the day .

you eat of It your eyes w:'{i be Opened and you will be like God, knowing good and bad.”

3% A
This paradoxical mixture 35 a very common human
phenomenon. Solomon in his Proverbs' said: ‘As the heavens in
height and as the earth in depth, so the heart of kings is beyond
searching.” _ 2pn 1'% @b o powy? v o oo, The human
heart is capable of susiaining opposite extremes simultansously.
It can believe fully in God, and vet at some point the belizf can
receive a check: man wiil not accept the full consequences of his

belief, and thus he fails in the perfection of his faith. He belicves
.. .. and yet he does not belizve: he js full of doubts, conflicts,
ambiguitizs. Only through contemplation, the céncentrated tracing
of experitnice back through effect and cause lo the first Cause of
all, ¢an man atiain wholeness and unity within himself, It was
just this that Tsrael Jacked, and this lack that brought them to a
state of conflict and cbscurity, differemt only in degree from the

idolatry of other natiops. ) -
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become a people thatisholy by breaking out of the dimension of
impusity. And their leader, Moshe, must face the king of evil,
Pharaoh, inthe ultimate showdown. This isno cheap magiccontest,
no attempthuprovewhnsesmwyissﬁonger—&utis nat Torah.
‘Itisadialoguebetween goodand evil at thehighest level; good must
conquer evilatthat level, at the formation of the lewish people;and -
it is enshrined in a parsha (portion) in Torah.

i ;Pharach _denies knowledge of Hashem. Of course. Moshe
demonstrates: Pharaoh, what you are doing is misrepresenting
reality, you are transforming the mateh of the world intothe primal
nachash (serpent)! And Pharach’s response? That is our tisiness!
That is what Egypt is, that is what ve teach here! His wife does the
same, The children do the same, All of Egypt is intrinsically
dedicated to perverting the spiritual fruth info unholiness. You are
bringing produce to an overstocked market! No simple witty
remark, but a deep statement of Egypt's manifesto. And Moshe's -
reply? OF course I must bring my produce here; here is where the
experts should recognize quality! Here is the very place, the only
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*The business of evil is to dash the mafeh tc earth and cause

it to manifest as the machash. Our business is to hold it aloft and
reveal it as the makzh. It is not easy. Once the road has forked

. one may be genuinely lost, Fighting home may take all wehave.

But that moment of transformation of the self, that point 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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" others —good and holinesswill engulfevil eventually. And ofcourse
}’ it swallows them after revealing itself as amateh, nota serpent; fhat
is the poini: it is the reality of correct perception, of remaining true to
the saurceofﬁtewnﬂdtl'laiwﬂlcmmerﬂievidnushlsehoodof evil.
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- So our ordeals are confusing.Fhat is their essence. Qur task
is to develop the tenacity to hold onto the truth even when

tempted ko see it change. Our goal is to break th into ~

c!arit}r—thatis transcendence! And that is the meaning of “Ein
simcha Khataros ha'sfeikos — There is no happiness like the

resclution of doubts”. The greatest happiness is simply
knowing one's direction. Even if one has not yet started along;
the road; simply knowing which road to follow inlife is a great
elation. Torah is that direction, and one’s chielek, one’s personal
portion in Torah is that road. '
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Technology can destroy a man. The pattern of modern
living threatens the development of the personality.
Anything but depth! Be superficial!

The soul is choked.
It tries to protect itself. In the worst case: drugs:

involvement in illusory utopias; the delusion of spiritual
revelations — all with the aid of a corrupt technology. ©

<} One hundred blessings every day.*

“[t is a positive commandment of the Torah to bless
God after partaking of food. . . . And our Sages ordained
that we must say a blessing before we eat any food, and
then we may enjoy it.... And just as one recites blesﬁgs
over things of pleasure, so with mitzves: we recite 4
blessing first_and then perform the mitzvab. Besides
these, they ordained many blessings of praise and
requests, 0 we may remember our Creator constantly.
We therefore find that the blessings may be divided into
three categories: blessings when some benefit _is
obrained, blessings over the performance of mitzues, and

blessings of praise in order to constantly remember our

Creator and fear Him.
Every blessing is an opportunity_to meditate. Only,

“one shouldn’t Aing the blessing out of one’s mouth!"¢

L T A R L

i
On one side: human narure and its tendencies; on the
other: perfection. '
Which of us is alert to his natural tendencies? Who
feels that he isn’t perfect in keeping the mitzuor?
1 learn and try to fulfill. What more is required?
Contempiationi There is no spiritual growth without

it.

_ I.mmspection: Discriminating between tendencies.
Aiming for perfection. Feeling pfnimiyus!

5o The way to love God: contemplation!

Contemplation— bishon'nus, from the roct binak,
updcmtandi_ngLand doneh, building, One delves into
himself to understand and Puild bimself into a viable -
spiritual being. '

The prophets called for it: * ‘And now," says God of
Hosts, “pay attention to your ways!™® and Jsaizh
lamented, "The ox knows its master, and the donkey, its
owner's trough—but Israel does net know Me, My
pecple do not contemplate.”*

- Any -advance in self-perfection begins in contempla-
tion: quiet, everyday heart-searching. No, you don't
need Oriental disciplines to do it!
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