
Parshas Shemos 

We are all familiar with how Hashem instructed Moshe to throw down his stick and it became a 

snake. Then Hashem commands him to grab the snake by the tail. This year while being maavir 

sedrah, this caught my attention. For one thing, the fact that Hashem gives him specific 

instructions how to catch the snake is interesting, but more so, for someone who has caught a 

snake in the past, the tail is the worst possible place to grab a snake from. You will get bitten. You 

have to grab the head and prevent it from biting you! 

I was wondering if anyone would speak about this, and to my surprise – everyone discusses this! 

The Zohar has many deep secrets in this little event, and I will share with you a combination of a 

pshat of the Yaaros Devash and the He’emak Davar. The Yaaros Devash writes that the secrets in 

this parshah are so great that the Arizal said that he was decreed to die because he shared this 

secret, of the snake’s tail, with his talmidim! We have to tread carefully here! 

The Yaaros Devash in Drush Gimel asks a number of questions. He asks about the tail, and he also 

asks why did Moshe run away when the staff turned into a snake? Where was he running – 

Hashem had turned it into a snake! Also, the halachah is that if one is davening Shemonah Esray 

you may not stop although a snake is wrapped around your ankle, and certainly not when you 

are in the midst of a conversation with Hashem!  Moshe wasn’t afraid of anything – why was he 

running from a snake?  

The Yaaros Devash explains, according to a Medrash, on the pasuk ‘ על אילת השחרצח  למנ ’, that 

Klal Yisrael is compared to a specific animal called an ‘ayalah.’ This creature has a unique nature 

that it is unable to give birth due to the shape of its body, it’s too small. When it is in labor, 

Hashem sends a snake to bite it, and this causes the muscles to relax and it is able to give birth. 

This is a mashal for Klal Yisrael, that at times we need a yeshuah, redemption, but we are not 

able to achieve the merit for that, so Hashem sends a snake, or a ruler who decrees are very evil, 

like Haman, to bite us, and then we call out to Hashem and He redeems us. 

That was what this snake represented. Klal Yisrael needed to be redeemed but they didn’t have 

sufficient merit to be redeemed. So, Hashem made their situation much worse, after Moshe 

came the condition of the Jews deteriorated so much, that Moshe himself was forced to doubt 



the ways of Hashem, as it says in the end of the parshah, he asked, ‘ ה לעם הזה ולמה למה הרועת

ניתחזה של ,’ why have You been so bad to this nation and why did You send me? This is what was 

symbolized by Moshe running away – he simply was frightened that the Jews would not be able 

to withstand the test of it becoming so difficult and they would totally give up – throw in the 

towel. Him running away was part of the sign to Klal Yisrael of what was coming. 

Why did he grab the snake by the tail? Here we come to the pshat of the He’emak Davar who 

says an amazing thing. Hashem gave Moshe this sign to answer a question Moshe asked, a very 

good question. Moshe said, ‘They won’t believe me because they will say Hashem didn’t speak 

to you.’ What Moshe was really asking was, they won’t believe that I was the one chosen for this 

task of redeeming Klal Yisrael. Why me? I wasn’t raised as a Jew, I grew up in Pharaoh’s palace, 

and shortly after that, I left Mitzrayim and have been living in Midyan all these years. Aharon 

Hakohen has been in Mitzrayim all this time, and has been both the Gadol Hador leading the 

generation through the suffering of Mitzrayim, and was the prophet for them, as Rashi brings 

later in the parshah, as we learn from pesukim in Yechezkel. They would ask, what kind of sense 

does it make that the younger brother Moshe, who is not on the level of Aharon, has not been 

established as a navi, and hasn’t been amongst us all these years, would be chosen as the 

redeemer and leader of Klal Yisrael? 

That’s why Hashem commanded him to grab the snake by the tail – to demonstrate that the 

‘zanav’, the smallest one among you, will become the head – as when the snake transformed 

into a staff, what was the tail, was now the head of the staff grasped in the hands of Moshe 

Rabbeinu. The Netziv adds that we find many leaders of Klal Yisrael were the least likely choices, 

like Yiftach, Dovid Hamelech and others. 

I believe the significance of this is deeper. The snake represented the difficult test of Klal Yisrael, 

and the test of Moshe Rabbeinu, as we see he ran from it. But what did he do next? He stretched 

out his hand and grabbed the snake by the tail, the most difficult part to hold, representing the 

hardest part of the nisayon – and he didn’t let go! יחזק בו ו  – He held on tight with his whole hand, 

and persevered. Of all the qualities of leadership, Hashem was demonstrating that this is the 

most important – that Moshe Rabbeinu, despite having the challenge of growing up in Pharaoh’s 

home, of having to run away to Midyan and spend most of his life away from the Jewish people, 



he tried his hardest and didn’t give up, and achieved the greatest levels possible. Moshe 

Rabbeinu was challenged again and again throughout his leadership, and this quality of not giving 

up, not letting go, and persevering was crucial. When Klal Yisrael would see this demonstrated, 

that Moshe Rabbeinu, despite being the ‘tail’ held on tight, and through this became the head of 

the staff, they would understand the answer to their question – why was Moshe chosen. 

I saw in sefer Reuven, he heard from a tzaddik, Rav Tuviah Viner, who was a talmid of the Chafetz 

Chaim, and repeated this story that he heard from the Chafetz Chaim himself. There was a little 

village near Vilna, where they had a shiur daily in the shul, and a Cantonist attended the shiur. 

The Cantonists were children who were taken at ten to serve in the Czar’s army for 25 years, far 

away from any Jewish community, and when they were finally released, they knew very little, 

and was very difficult for them to keep anything. This Cantonist however, would sit through the 

shiur although he didn’t understand anything. The children of the town would mock him and call 

him a ‘Yevani,’ because he had such a secular life. One day, during the shiur, they were discussing 

a sugya in Yevamos, and were referring to the ‘Yavam’ again and again. He thought they were 

saying ‘Yavan,’ and were mocking him. He couldn’t believe that they would do this to his face, 

and he was getting more and more upset as they continued to say the word ‘Yavan.’ Finally, he 

exploded, and said, ‘How can you mock me to my face! You think I chose to be a Cantonist! I wish 

I could have stayed and learned Torah – and you mock me! I can’t forgive this!’ The people were 

confused and then realized what he thought, so they tried to explain to him, they were saying 

‘Yavam,’ not ‘Yavan.’ But he was having none of this and couldn’t be consoled. Finally, an older 

person sat him down and explained, ‘There is a ‘endeh mem’ and an ‘endeh nun.’ Yavam is spelled 

with an ‘endeh mem,’ and ‘Yavan’, is spelled with an ‘endeh nun!’ The Cantonist replied, ‘I still 

don’t get it. I don’t know the Alef Beis at all!’ The man said, ‘Would you like me to teach you?’ 

The Cantonist readily accepted and began to learn. 

The Chafetz Chaim concluded, ‘I knew this man later on – he was referred to as the Gaon of 

Lipeshik!’ That is the power of perseverance! 

The Netziv goes on to explain what was the significance of the sign of Moshe putting his hand 

into his pocket and turning into a ‘metzorah.’ Working with his approach, this was coming to 

answer another question that Klal Yisrael had, why would the Redeemer of Klal Yisrael be living 



in Midyan all these years and not amongst them in Mitzrayim? The answer to this was to 

demonstrate the level of ‘nosei be’ol’ that Moshe Rabbeinu demonstrated.  

All leaders of Klal Yisrael are ‘nosei be’ol.’ I saw in the sefer הם אמלאאוצרותי  of Rav Turk, that he 

once went to Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach zatzal to ask a question. When he was done, Rav 

Shlomo Zalman asked to go with him in a cab to Mir Yeshiva to attend a Bar Mitzvah. He was very 

excited at this opportunity to spend private time with Rav Shlomo Zalman, and he told him in the 

car, ‘Rebbi, every time you have given me a brachah and advice – it has been mekuyam!’ Rav 

Shlomo Zalman waved his hand, to say – it’s nothing. He explained, ‘You think you have to be a 

big tzaddik or mekubal to give a brachah? No! Every single Yid has the power of brachah. We are 

the sons of Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov, who Hashem gave the power of brachos. The thing 

is, the brachah only works if you want the brachah to happen with all your heart. If you feel the 

need that the person has, so much so, as if it was your own need, and you desperately need this 

as well, then your brachah will be heard. I work on that very much, to feel the need of the people 

who come to me, but anyone can give a brachah!’ 

What was unique about Moshe Rabbeinu was that he gave up everything to be Nosei Bi’Ol. He 

had a life in Midyan, a family, parnassah, and in Mitzrayim he had been driven away, and been 

ratted out to the king by his own people! Yet, he was ready to give up everything and accept 

personal pain and difficulty to be able to help the Jews. That was the quality of a leader necessary. 

He put his hand into his pocket willingly to become stricken with tzara’as, for the sake of the 

Jews. This is what they saw and understood – that’s why he is being chosen, specifically because 

he wasn’t even in Mitzrayim, it wasn’t his problem, yet he returned to save them! 

 


