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4.5 When the Prophet Enters the War-room — pt 3 — Moshe’s Staff!
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Rabbi Moshe Shulman, Torah in Motion

Furthermore, the miracle would not have been any greater had it
occurred through speech rather than by striking, for, as far as the
rock is concerned, both are equally miraculous.
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Our teacher Rabbi Moses (at the end of Chapter 4 of Eight Chapters)
explained the matter as follows: Moses our teacher, peace be upon
him, sinned by inclining toward anger when he said, "Listen now,
you rebels!" God was exacting with him because a man of Moses'
stature displayed anger before the congregation of Israel in a
situation where anger was not appropriate. ..
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He has added vanity to vanities. For Scripture states, "You rebelled
against My word" (Deuteronomy 32:51), meaning that they
transgressed His command; and it also says, "You did not believe in
Me" (Numbers 20:12), meaning that they failed to trust in Him.
Their punishment, therefore, was not on account of Moses' anger.
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The explanation that comes closest to the truth among those that
have been offered, and one that provides a good answer to those
who ask this question, is that of Rabbenu Chananel. He writes that
Moses' sin lay in his words: "Shall we bring forth water for you
from this rock?" (Numbers 20:10). Instead, they should have said,
"The LORD will bring forth water for you," just as they had
previously said, "When the LORD gives you meat to eat in the
evening..." (Exodus 16:8). Likewise, in all miracles they should
make known that it is the LORD who performs wonders on the
people's behalf. Perhaps the people came to think that Moses and
Aaron, through their own wisdom or power, had brought water forth
from the rock. This is the meaning of the verse: "You did not
sanctify Me" (Deuteronomy 32:51).
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"Say to Aaron": Because the Nile protected Moses when he was
cast into it, it was therefore not struck through Moses' hand, neither

for the plague of blood nor for the plague of frogs. Instead, it was
struck through Aaron's hand. (Shemot Rabbah)
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"Say to Aaron": The dust did not deserve to be struck by Moses
because it had protected him when he killed the Egyptian and buried

him in the sand. Therefore, it was struck through Aaron's hand.
(Shemot Rabbah):
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The staff is called "the staff of God" because of the miraculous

sign that was performed with it. The "staff of God" is Moses' staff,

and it is also Aaron's staff, because it was in Aaron's hand when the
miraculous signs were performed with it.
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"To sanctify Me'": Had you spoken to the rock and it had brought
forth water, I would have been sanctified before the eyes of the
congregation. They would have said: "If this rock, which neither
speaks nor hears, and has no need for sustenance, nevertheless
fulfills the word of God, then surely we, who do speak and hear and
depend upon Him for our sustenance, ought all the more so to obey
His word."
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These explanatlons are not convincing. Since God commanded
"Take the staff," this implies that he was to strike with it. Had God's
intention been that Moses merely speak, why was the staff placed in
his hand? Likewise, concerning the plagues of Egypt, God said,
"Take in your hand the staff that was turned into a serpent" (Exodus
7:15), and there it was clearly intended to strike with it...
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"And it came to pass, when all the men of war had finished
dying..." "Then the LORD spoke to me..." From the time the
spies were sent until this point, this section never uses the
expression ""the LORD spoke"; instead, it says "The Lord said."
This teaches that throughout the thirty-eight years during which
Israel was under God's rebuke, Moses did not receive direct
communication from God in the affectionate manner denoted by
dibbur—that is, face-to-face and with clarity and composure of
mind. This teaches that the Divine Presence rests upon the prophets
only for the sake of Israel. (Mekhilta, Exodus 12)
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"You shall speak to the rock... The Holy One, blessed be He, did not
command Moses to take the staff in order to strike the rock, as He
had done at Rephidim, where it is written, "You shall strike the
rock, and water will come out of it." Rather, He commanded him to
take the staff only to demonstrate Israel's stubborn rebelliousness, as
it is written concerning Aaron's staff: "It shall be kept as a sign for
the rebellious ones." Instead, Moses was to speak to the rock, and it
would give forth its water. Thus, you shall bring forth water for
them through your speaking to the rock.
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"The staff from before the LORD" refers to the staff of God, the one
that was kept before the Testimony (the Ark of the Covenant).
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The people of Israel did not believe in Moses because of the signs
that he performed. For one who believes on the basis of miraculous
signs always harbors some doubt, since a sign might be produced
through magic or sorcery. Rather, all the signs that Moses
performed in the wilderness were done only because they were
needed, not to prove his prophecy. It was necessary to drown the
Egyptians, so he split the sea and they were submerged within it.
We needed food, so he brought down the manna. They were thirsty,
so he split the rock and water came forth for them. The congregation
of Korah denied his authority, so the earth swallowed them. The
same applies to all the other miracles. Then on what basis did they
believe in him? The Revelation at Sinai. Our own eyes saw, and not
those of another; our own ears heard, and not those of another. We
witnessed the fire, the thunderous voices, and the flaming torches.
Moses approached the thick darkness, and the Voice spoke to him
while we heard: "Moses, Moses! Go tell them such-and-such." Thus
Scripture says: "Face to face the LORD spoke with you"
(Deuteronomy 5:4), and it also says: "Not with our fathers did the
LORD make this covenant, but with us" (Deuteronomy 5:3). From
where do we know that the revelation at Mount Sinai alone
constitutes conclusive proof that Moses' prophecy is true, leaving no
room for doubt? As it is stated: "Behold, I come to you in a thick
cloud, so that the people may hear when I speak with you, and they
may also believe in you forever" (Exodus 19:9). This implies that
before this event they did not possess a faith in Moses that would
endure forever, but only a belief that still left room for uncertainty
and suspicion.
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