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We will make the assumption that Aaron left with all the magicians' staffs inside his
staff, and there is a midrash which supports this notion.



We can see that the midrash below stresses Pharaoh’s fright at the swallowing. So he
was affected by it, but in my interpretation he didn't understand the significance in his
context, it didn't accomplish what it could have, ie reminding him of Yosef, and of the
God of Yosef, and lead him to free the Jews. | think that this was the intent of those
who originally taught that which is recorded in our version of the Midrash, which
mentions that the rod was the same thickness after haivhg swallowed ther tanininm of
the magicians, but do snot mention any realization by Pharoah of the symbolic
significance of this (ie remining them all of Jospeh)..
https://lwww.sefaria.org/Shemot_Rabbah.9.7?lang=bi
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It was meant to remind the present Pharaoh and his court of the famous dream of the
previous dynasty's Pharaoh about cows swallowing other cows - a dream that had
saved Egypt through Joseph's interpretation - and in to rectify that which the Torah had
pointed out as "And a new king arose who didn't know Joseph... slavery".

QOI-NX ,VT-N7 WK ,0I¥N-7V ,WTN-17M D7l N.

The word is "knew" but of course he didn't;t know him personally once it was 200 years
later, the meaning isdidn't "remember" or even "didn't sufficiently take into account
Joseph's actions of benefit to Egpyt.

| am imaging a very elaborate court of the Pharaohs, with scribes and inscirbers and
magicians and mummifies and pyramid builders etc, and it would also have historians
and theologians and priests, and they would be standing around watching and listening
to this spectacle of the rod -to-tanin, and they would perhaps be the ones to tutor the
Pharaoh on the historical aspect. (Also, since the Egyptians had the Jews as slaves,
presumably they also knew the history of how the Jews arrived there or what transpired
in the first generations.)

Just as the previous dynasty's court had carefully documented Joseph's interpretation
and Egypt's salvation, so too would the present court have maintained these records,



making the parallel between the unchanged staff after swallowing and the unchanged
cows after eating unmistakable to any educated Egyptian.

Thus, the sign served a dual purpose: first reminding the present Pharaoh of his
predecessor's prophetic dream and Joseph's role in saving Egypt, and through this
historical reminder, reawakening awareness of Joseph's God, whom the previous
Pharaoh had acknowledged repeatedly (n'ji717% y*TIn "\NX ...nY19 DI7W DX NIY' D'PI7R
12 D'PI7R NN WK W' DT RXNIN ..NRT 7D XK NIX)

Thus the theological aspect (defeating the Egyptian gods, and rmeinidng of the God of
Joseph) and the historical aspect (the rod swallowing remining of the cows swallowing)
are both connected to the "not remembering Joseph" theme - as a result of
'remembering' the episode of Egyptian history relating to Joseph, inter alia the
present-day Pharaoh should also be reminded of the theological aspect, that the
Pharaoh at that time spoke of Joseph's God with great respect.
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Parshas Va'era:

Why Does God resort to Magic Tricks? Why a Serpent/reptile?

THE DEEPER MEANING OF THE SIGN OF THE STAFF TURNING INTO
A TANIN:

|: The Theological aspect: The gods of Egypt;
Il: The historical-memory aspect;

lll: God’s hints to readers of the chumash;
IV: Notes;

V: Sources.

I: THE Theological aspect (of the DEEPER MEANING OF THE SIGN
OF THE STAFF TURNING INTO A TANIN):

The gods of Egypt: See images below, on the left and the right of a human with head of crocodile, and in
the middle is a crocodile being worshipped as a god :



Since the Torah reveals to us in a few places God's wish to show the emptiness of the Egyptian gods
['lekol elokei mitzrayim e'eseh shfatim" etc] it is important to see how the events of our portion relates to
this, and specifically how the Nile, and the magic of the Pharaohs as part of the protection offered by their
Nile-associated 'gods', was used against them.

Wiki: Sobek .. was an ancient Egyptian deity ...associated with the Nile crocodile .. represented either in
its form or as a human with a crocodile head. Sobek was also associated with pharaonic power, fertility,
and military prowess, but served additionally as a protective deity with apotropaic qualities,(AR: Protective
magic powers) ...protection against the dangers presented by the Nile .. Sobek enjoyed a longstanding
presence in the ancient Egyptian pantheon, from the the Old Kingdom of Egypt (c. 2686—2181 BCE)
through the Roman period (c. 30 bce—350 ce). ... spell PT 317..praises the pharaoh as the living
incarnation of the crocodile god.."

The Nile was equated with life: when the Nile flooded, it brought prosperity and fertility to the life
surrounding it, but if the water level didn't rise enough there would be famine or if the water level rose too
much, people would lose their clay houses due to the flood. It was therefore important that the gods
controlled the river.

The two major gods involved in this process were Khnum and Hapi. Khnum, the ram-headed god of the
Nile, was considered to be the lord of the water and the one who brought life and fertility to the river banks
where plants and animals thrived. And since the water would bring forth clay after flooding, Khnum was
also thought to be creator of humans. ... The god Hapi was the one controlling the flooding of the Nile.,,,,,
the god Osiris ...associated with the flooding and receding of the Nile..... Crocodiles and hippos were
feared and therefore the Egyptians worshiped them so they would be protected from animal attacks and
evil in general.

Perverse-universe: mkm: Pharaoh must have been affected by the fact that Moses
was the leader who had been long-predicted to arise, and who had been cast onto the
Nile instead of into the Nile, had floated there safely, and then been rescued by none
other than Pharaoh's daughter, and raised as a prince inside Pharaoh's palace! This
itself was a great demonstration of:

1. the fact that God was indeed who sent him to Pharaoh.

2. the power of God to defeat human plans, even to use the plans of the schemers
against them.

All this is also an answer to Pharaoh's arrogant question: "Who is this God that | should
let his people go?"



It was also apparent to the Jewish Elders, who understood that Moses indeed was the
leader God had chosen for them.

So now we can imagine on the one hand the surface-level, Moses as an old man,
accompanied by an even older brother. He stutters. He supposedly represents the
Almighty God of Heaven and Earth, yet needs to beg Pharaoh to let his people do! And
he doesn;t seem to dare ask to free his people, only to let them go for three days of
worship!

On the other hand, at the deeper level, if Pharaoh opens his eyes wider to see that,
one could understand what power Moses should have been considered to represent, in
the eyes of Pharaoh and those in his court:

1. he was saved by the Nile itself, a baby floating on the Nile safe from its
much-feared crocodiles:

2. And now with his brother Aaron who turns his staff into a magic-crocodile which
then swallows all the other magic-crocodiles, and actually is swallowing the staffs
containing all the greatest magic of Egypt, all this in the presence of the Pharaoh
who may have been considered the reincarnation of the Nile god!

3. And then a little later Moses and Aaron confront Pharaoh when he is at the Nile
itself!l And God tells Moses to use his own staff which had turned into a snake at
the burning bush, and with Aaron and his staff which had swallowed all the
crocodile/magic staffs, to hit the Nile and turn its waters - and thereby also all the
waters of Egypt - into blood! The Nile whose water is a gift of the gods, the gift of
life, which was associated to various gods, has been turned to blood, death for all
of Egypt!

Conclusion: This makes clear what is stated several times in the Torah, that God was
showing the Egyptians the emptiness of their idolatry. And why it was necessary to use
'magic' to accomplish this, and specifically employing the Nile, and
reptiles(tanin/crocodiles).

Yosef attributed all to God, and the Pharaoh of his time echoed him in this, so it was all a great
sanctification of the name of God (kiddush hashem). Here, in 'reminding' the Egyptians of Yosef, it means
not only what he had done for all Egypt, but also the strong connection he had with God, constantly
referring to God in his presentation to Pharaoh, and thus reminding them of God, and enabling them to
understand what is unfolding via God's Will - and indeed this is a major theme in God's explanation for why
God is hardening Pharaoh's heart - to be able to do all the miracles/signs in order that all of Egypt should
know God.



ll: The Historical aspect (of the DEEPER MEANING OF THE SIGN OF
THE STAFF TURNING INTO A TANIN):

In Exodus 7 the Torah tells us that the magicians were able to turn their rods into taninim - this is the
Torah's way of communicating to us the message that the essential element of Moses's sign was the part
that the magicians could NOT do. In other words, the essence was NOT the transformation of a rod into a
tanin, it was the swallowing (7:12).

And then there is yet a further level: imagine that we are watching the event unfold, we see Aaron;s rod
swallow the others, and then what...? The Torah doesn't tell us, we need to fill it in ourselves.

CLUES TO READING A DIVINE SIGN, which might help in interpreting other stories in the chumash:

THERE IS AN ABRUPT SHIFT IN THE NARRATIVE, EX 7:12 WHERE WE ARE NOT TOLD OF WHAT
HAPPENED IMMEDIATELY AFTERWARDS. | BELIEVE the chumash DELIBERATELY DENIED us INFORMATION
ABOUT THE SCENE IN THAT ROOM WHEN THE RODS WERE SWALLOWED, AND THE SUBSEQUENT EXIT OF MOSES
AND AHRON. NAMELY, | BELIEVE WE ARE MEANT TO IMAGINE THE SCENARIO AND THAT WAY DEDUCE WHAT
HAPPENED.

This missing element (see the story) is in itself a hint that we the reader need to think further, to imagine
what happened and then understand the significance of that.

In this case, it seems to me that the Torah story implies that Aaron's rod did NOT spit out the other rods,
instead when Aron's tanin turned back into a staff, he left with it, walking with it. Imagine: Aaron exits the
room carrying all of Egypt's precious idolatrous magic, their highest 'technology’, for which Egypt was
world famous at the time.! So now imagine the astonishment and consternation of the great magicians of
Egypt whose powerful magic staffs, Egypt's hi-tech wizardry-weaponry, were disappearing out the door
with the exit of the two elderly Jews. Given what we saw above regarding their idolatrous beliefs, imagine
what this accomplished in terms of reminding them all of "who is God"!

And now yet another step: Using our imagination of the scenario: when Aron's rod swallows the
magic-rods of the magicians, did Aaron's swell to a multiple of its size?

From the overall sense of the Torah's narrative of what happened, | assume that it looked as it did before
swallowing the other staffs. In other words my assumption is that as seen from the outside Aron's rod was
untransformed by the swallowing! [Otherwise perhaps the magicians would have demanded their staffs
back!]

Indeed the Mldrash describes Pharaoh'’s fear (see further below)

So if this is correct, then | surmise that THIS was the sign that God sent to Pharaoh - it was meant
to remind them of Pharaoh's dream of cows swallowing other cows - whether or not Aaron
then carried it all out with him, when his rod swallowed the rods of the magicians it
remained a regular-sized rod, as was the case with the skinny cows after swallowing the fat
ones!



So by telling us all the details of the story, but leaving out the last scene, what happens and what was said
- the Torah is highlighting - in this somewhat cryptic way - that the message to Pharaoh was encrypted in
this aspect, not in the fact of the rod-to-reptile transformation, nor even directly in the swallowing.

So now imagine the astonishment and consternation of the great magicians of Egypt whose powerful
magic staffs, Egypt's hi-tech wizardry-weaponry, were disappearing out the door with the exit of the two
elderly Jews, carried away by this elderly Jew Ahron out the door in his one stick!

But the message of this amazing event was not received.

And so, more such messages were designed - all meant to remind the Egyptians - especially Pharaoh - of
what they had done to the Jewish People, and hopefully to relent and let them go. But these signs - the
plagues - did not have the desired effect, until it was too late.

Insum: This divinely-enacted ‘magic act’ accomplished several purpose: it
was designed to

1. remind Pharaoh of Joseph;

2. remind Pharaoh "who God is"; reminding him of the God of Joseph who
Joseph mentioned and the Pharaoh of the time respected as a result!
3. show the emptiness of the Egyptians gods;

Ill: God’s hints to readers of the chumash:

Our part as active-reader: We can see that if this interpretation is correct, it reveals a method of the Torah
in conveying deep hints - the Torah provides certain details, and then the rest is left by the Torah for US
to fill in, given the larger context of the story back to Joseph's time. In a way, a hint that something is
deliberately left out for us to fill in.

We can see from the above example how what seems to be a random choice of miraculous 'sign' is actually
carefully scripted by God to convey an important message - but one which will be understood only by
those who open themselves up to the acceptance that God is indeed sending a message. And if one is
open in that way, and thinks deeply into what is occuring, one might be rewarded with an insight which can
assist in planning one's life and actions to better fit the divinely-preferred path (resulting in spiritual
growth, a sense that the events in one's life are meaningful, and avoidance of unecessary suffering).

Also: Note that the phrase "asher lo yada et yosef' - A pharaoh arose who did not know/remember Yosef -
which was inscrutable at first, in the beginning of the story, can now be seen as a key to interpreting this sign.
(Well-crafted movies use this technique: something happens or a person appears, and seems irrelevant or
just a small detail, but later is revealed to be the key to what happened.) So this can be a clue to how to
interpret other chumash accounts.

Trying to find significance in seemingly-random or obscure events, 'signs’ & catastrophes



And perhaps the above ideas can then guide us for our own lives as well, perhaps only on a national level,
perhaps also on an individual level. As we saw above, God reminds the Egyptians, but subtly at first, then
sends warnings, the plagues, then disaster = plague of the first born, and when even that is not enough,
the men drown in the sea (yam suf)[like they drowned the Jewish boys in the Nile].

God's actions in this world follow some divine rational strategy not fully understood by humans, however
Tradition teaches that they can be better understand when seen how the event ties in to the pattern of
history, and the moral/ethical/spiritual behavior of those involved - and the stories in the Torah are a guide
to how this unfolded in specific historical situations.

The more one is attuned to this regarding events affecting oneself individually or collectively as a society -
or nation, or humanity as a whole - presumably the better one can navigate through life. However, to gain
an appropriate understanding one must go below the surface to a deeper level, and see the significance of
the events, or their consequences, not just the event itself.

We saw how the rod-to-tanin story fits very well into the chain of events when one understands the
reasons underlying.... and now we'll apply this type of reasoning in another example.

IV: Notes:

Re Pharaoh’s dream of the skinny cows eating the fat ones: Genesis 41:21 adds a vital element not told
before in the Chumash'’s telling of the dream itself - Pharaoh adds that he could not tell that the skinny
cows had eaten the fat ones, ie they remained skinny. And this detail and its implication helps us
understand why he was so frightened upon awakening. | believe that the chumash makes sure to tell us
this detail in this manner, ie not as part of the dream but as part of what Pharaoh perceived in the dream,
in order to stress that Pharaoh was aware of it, not that just perhaps the reader knows it by benefitting
from God’s telling of the dream when the Torah was written, and so that we can infer from his disturbed
state in the morning that it was the significance of this added element which disturbed him.

We can infer that this is a very crucial element of the dream - it was about cows and wheat, and about
plenty and lack, and two periods of 7, but an essential element was conveyed by this aspect, and in 41:31
Yosef explains its meaning. To the dreamer who was so shaken by the dream, and who understood that it
was a prophetic message to him, it was immediately apparent that this was indeed the intended meaning.

This would be the way that this period would be remembered - that there was such terrible lack that the
great years of abundance preceding it would not even be felt. We know even nowadays thousands of
years later how meticulous records were kept then, and even rendered in pictorial form, and so it is
reasonable to suppose that within the court of the pharaoh this cataclysmic period and the miraculous
deliverance from its effects would have been known even a few hundred years later, especially as there
were long-term consequences to the reorganization of the country instituted by Joseph during that period.

Note: God had already instructed M”R to tell Pharaoh about the makat bechorot and
why it would happen, so Pharaoh already knew that God operates according to MkM,
and this was also meant to help him understand that there would be a deeper meaning
to the tannin trick he was about to see. But God leaves it up to humans to make the



effort to interpret and understand, and this Pharaoh was blinded by his arrogance and
didn’t see past the surface level, in stark contrast to the Pharaoh at the time of Yosef.

V: Sources:

We can see that the midrash below stresses Pharaoh’s fright at the swallowing. So he
was affected by it, but in my interpretation he didn;t understand the significance in his
context, it didn;t do what it could have, remind him of Yosef, and of the God of Yosef,
and lead him to free the Jews.

| think that this was the intent of those who originally taught that which is recorded in
our version of the Midrash:

https://www.sefaria.org/Shemot Rabbah.9.77?lang=bi
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Note: A staff is also called a ness, and M"R created the serpent on a ness to heal (a
medical sign to this day); so 0a 3ina 01 is a sort of play on words, at several levels, if it
applies to the next idea, ie: 1. a staff inside a staff; 2. as a miracle; and 3. a miracle
within a miracle; 4. Miraculous staffs inside a miraculous staff, as a miracle.

http://priority-1.org/wp-content/uploads/20240417002428385.pdf
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altogether, since it didn't prove anything?" Pharaoh only got scared after Aaron's staff swallowed
all of the staffs of the Egyptian advisors. One answer suggested, is that Moshe told Pharaoh

that Aaron's staff might eat him up. This answer cannot be correct because Hashem told Moshe
that he must show honor to Pharaoh by speaking respectfully to Pharaoh as befits a king 18,


https://www.sefaria.org/Shemot_Rabbah.9.7?lang=bi
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say that Moshe was telling Pharaoh that their snake will eat up the SNake at Priaroaitis TEying
on for protection against all enemies, However, Pharoah still claimed that Moshe has not proven
that their snake had any superpowers or that a superpower sent them to Pharoah.

Now Hashem uses our arch-enemy Bilaam to prove that Pharoah is wrong. Bilaam
thought that Moshe was just a big wizard actually thought he was helping Pharoah to d.efeat
Moshe 2%. He said that in the realm of nature we find that big fish eat smaller fish and big snakes
eat smaller snakes. Thus, what Aaron’s snake did was something natural, If you, Moshe, want
to prove that your snake has superpowers and that you were sent by a Superpower, yf}u have to
do something that is not natural. Therefore, let your snake spit out all the snakes that it
swallowed and all of us will grab the tail of our respective snakes and then turn them back into
staffs again. Aaron should do the same. Next, all of us including Aaron will throw down our
respective staffs and let them remain as staffs. Now if Aaron’s staff will eat up our staffs, it will
have done something that is not natural and it will prove that Aaron's staff possesses
supernatural powers and that you were sent by a supernatural power to Pharoah. Moshe
agreed to this challenge and Aaron’s snake spit out all the snakes of the advisors and
everybody did as Bilaam stipulated and this time Aaron's staff ate up all of the other staffs.
Pharoah then became frightened and thought to himself, “what if Moshe should command
.Aaron's staff to eat up my throne or even worse, to eat my throne with me on it?"

Psukim: The slavery of the Jewish People in Egypt begins with a new Pharaoh. The necessary prelude to
the Egyptian enslavement of the Jews was their denial of what Yosef did for Egypt:

Ex: 1:8 "Now there arose a new king over Egypt, who knew not Joseph". “Vayakam melech chadash asher
lo yadah et yosef”

- in other words the Egyptians didn't have gratitude (‘hakarat hatov') for the nation which had saved all
Egypt from starvation, and their civilization from collapse due to famine, and instead made it powerful as
a source of grain for neighboring countries. So Pharaoh has forgotten why there were Jews in his
kingdom, and instead of gratitude has enslaved them. We'll see that this early statement at the beginning
of the story is a deep clue to what follows.

And then: Ex: 5: 1-2: And afterward Moses and Aaron came, and said unto Pharaoh: 'Thus saith the LORD,
the God of Israel: Let My people go, that they may hold a feast unto Me in the wilderness. And Pharaoh
said: 'Who is the LORD, that | should hearken unto His voice to let Israel go? | know not the LORD, and
moreover | will not let Israel go.

Clearly this Pharaoh had also forgotten God, acknowledged many times by both Yosef and the Pharaoh of
his time, in their exchange as recorded in Gen 41: 16, 25, 28, 32, 38, 39.

Via these passages the Torah is clueing us in to the problem, and therefore to a key to part of the solution:
this Pharaoh needs to be ‘reminded' of what he has conveniently forgotten, by divinely-instituted events.
We'll see how knowing that what follows is meant to remind Pharaoh of Joseph, and of God, is a key to

understanding the strange rod-to-tanin magic act - and we'll see how this ‘'magic act' accomplished both
of these goals!



The rest of this page is NOT NEEDED

After the three signs to the Jewish People, God tells MR to go to Pharaoh again
and do the tannin trick. See the articles on My website:
https://sites.google.com/nyu.edu/biblethemes/vaera-plagues .

Midah kneged Midah ("MkM") ie divinely-crafted karma:

The Torah and oral Tradition provide a guide to help us interpret events. God as presented by the Torah
clearly is "the Director of history, and the Standard of morality", and these two are deeply related in that
God acts in history with retribution for moral infringement. According to Jewish Tradition, God's reaction
to human behavior - God's action in this world - follows the algorithm of "midah kneged midah" [MkM] =
divinely-instituted Karmic reaction.

God reveals to Moses to tell Pharaoh at first, that the key to understanding the plagues is MkM, "if you do
not send out my firstborn - Israel - | will kill all your firstborn".

We can see that for the perspicacious reader of the Torabh, its inclusion of this statement about forgetting
Yosef, is meant as a hint to the reader - as it was to Pharaoh - that there is a connection between events.
And also, much of what followed - eg the 10 plagues soon afterwards - was meant to remind the
Egyptians of what they had 'forgotten’. So this statement is therefore a hint to us who read the story, how
to understand what the protagonists were meant to understand by what they saw and experienced. And
perhaps this can then guide us for our own lives as well, perhaps only on a national level, perhaps also on an
individual level. As we saw above, God reminds the Egyptians, but subtly at first, then sends warnings, the
plagues, then disaster = plague of the first born, and when even that is not enough, the men drown in the
sea (yam suf)[like they drowned the Jewish boys in the Nile].

Similarly, as | explained in the previous parsha (last week's explanation), the three signs which Moses was
told by God to perform had direct significance in his own life, as both ‘punishment' and warning for the
future - the choice of blood, snake and leprosy were not at all random, they were a form of MkM, and this
itself was secret message and sign to the elders before whom the signs were performed.

However God does not reveal to Moses the meanings of the signs, and does not tell Pharaoh the MkM
aspect for each plague (which are presented in my other post), and not even to the reader of the Torah
accounts, or even in openly-available teachings. So MkM, and thematic connections between events in the
Torah narratives, is subtle. So imagine how much more difficult it is for us to see it in our own situations,
this is a real challenge!

NOT NEEDED
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STAT 1Urns inw & Jnane

The Torah ™ states that the first sign that Moshe used to prove to Pharaoh that Hashem

Who is a superpower, and the creator of the whole world, sent him to Pharaoh, was that Aaron
threw down his staff and it turned into a snake. Seeing this feat, the Egyptian wizards also threw
down their staffs which also turned into snakes. Next, the Torah tells us that Aaron's snakes
swallowed up the snakes of the Egyptian wizards. At this site, Pharaoh got angry at Moshe and
told him that he didn't prove anything because Egypt is full of wizards that can also do the same
thing 5. Pharaoh then took two 5-year-old boys out of their school and they also turned their
sticks into snakes. Then he called his wife and even she turned her staff into a snake 18,
Therefore, Pharaoh claimed that Moshe was just another wizard ¥, The fact that Aaron's snake
ate the other snakes just proves that he is a bigger wizard. It doesn't prove that the snake had
any supernatural powers or that Moshe and Aaron were sent {0 Pharaoh by a supernatural
power. The question arises: “Why did Hashem want the staif of Aaron 1o be turned into a snake
altogether, since it didn't prove anything?" Pharach only got scared after Aaron's staff swallowed
all of the staffs of the Egyptian advisors. One answer suggested, is that Moshe told Pharaoh

 that Aaron's staff might eat him up. This answer cannot be correct because Hashem told Moshe
that he must show honor to Pharaoh by speaking respectfully to Pharaoh as befits a king *®.
Even when Moshe told Pharach that after the last plague, the death of the firstborn children,
Pharaoh’s servants would come to him and tell him to leave Egypt with all of the Jews. Still he
couldn't say "His Royal Highness will come with an entourage as befits a great king". He had to
leave out Pharach altogether because it would have been disrespectful to Pharach even just to
mention that he would have to take such an action. How much more disrespectful to Pharaoh is
it to mention that their snake will kill him. Thus, we still have the guestion why did Hashem want
Aaron's staff to turn into a snake.,

To answer this question we first have to review Egyptian polytheism,
their worshio of more than one ‘god’ or ‘goddess’. They worshiped the Nile &
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