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Spare the Rod…                                                                          
Shemot 5769/January 17, 2009                                                              

Rabbi Elie Weinstock 

 

What is our role in the huge drama unfolding in so many ways, on 

so many plains, involving so many people? Israel is forefront in our hearts 

and on our minds as we hope for the best possible outcome of the just 

actions on the IDF. The economy has been an ever-present headline and 

concern these days with much talk of bailouts, scandals, schemes, and 

stimulus packages. This coming Tuesday will be a historic day for our 

country, and all Americans, as we will witness the inauguration of our 44th 

president, the first African American elected to lead our great nation.  

What is our responsibility? What must we learn? What can we do? 

The answer is as simple as sparing the rod. 

Sefer Shemot, literally the book of names, begins with a list of 

names. Everyone has a name. Names identify us; they let people know who 

we are. I know of one congregation that has a special project for the Shabbat 

of Parshat Shemot. They set out name tags for all of their members. Each 

congregant picks up and wears their name tag that week. It is an attempt at 

getting people to know one another better and more intimately. It turns going 
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to shul into an experience in going to a place “where everybody knows your 

name.” 

Ancient societies thought that the name given to a person was 

somehow connected to their essence, and could even play a role in 

determining their fate. Jewish tradition agrees with this premise.  

 טוב או גורם לפעמים השם גורםצדיק כי לעולם יבדוק אדם בשמות לקרוא לבנו הראוי להיות 
  רע

A person should carefully investigate what name to call one’s child in the 
hopes of his becoming righteous since, at times, the name can lead to good 
or it may lead to bad. (Midrash Tanchuma Ha’azinu 7) 
 
There are several customs that influence the names we give our children and 

after whom we name them. Names are not to be taken lightly. 

Yes, everyone has a name – with one exception. God has no 

definitive name! God offers Moshe the mantle of leadership over the 

Israelites and to serve as God’s emissary to take them out of Egypt. After 

initial refusal and much hesitation, Moshe agrees, but he explains that in 

order to gain the confidence of the people, he must be able to tell them 

something about God. Moshe half challenges, half pleads with God: “When 

they ask me what is His name, what shall I say to them?” And God’s answer 

is “E-hyeh asher E-hyeh.” That’s all! God is not willing to give Himself a 

name – even at the price of torpedoing the whole mission of the exodus and 

confounding Moshe. What does this mean? The Ceil B. DeMille Ten 
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Commandments translation is “I am that I am,” but the real translation is “I 

will be what I will be.” You may think that there is no difference between 

“am” and “will,” but there absolutely is. “I am that I am” implies something 

static. “I will be what I will be” highlights God’s capability to be anything 

and everything. It is the dynamic nature of the divine. Hashem responds to 

Moshe’s query with a very powerful answer. The name doesn’t matter. What 

you do with it does. God’s “non-Name” reminds us that there are demands 

on us. We may grow comfortable with bestowing names in the hopes that 

the name-bearers live up to their namesakes, but it is even more important 

that we take the action to make it so.  We can not remain static, rather we 

must be dynamic and emulate God’s example. 

 Moshe, the reluctant redeemer, is the first to learn this lesson. After 

finally accepting his mission, he proceeds to take leave of his father-in-law.  

He makes sure to bring the matteh as proscribed by God. This staff or rod 

was to be the catalyst for the miracles he was to perform in Egypt. As Moshe 

departs, all of a sudden Hashem reiterates the mission, this time omitting 

mention of the rod:  

ָך ַוֲעִׂשיָתם ִלְפֵני  ֶאל מֶֹׁשה ְּבֶלְכְּתָך ָלׁשּוב ִמְצַרְיָמה ְרֵאה ָּכל ַהּמְֹפִתים ֲאֶׁשר ַׂשְמִּתי ְבָיֶד'הַוּיֹאֶמר 
  .ַפְרעֹה

God said to Moshe, “When you return to Egypt, keep in mind all of the 
wonders that I have placed in your hands to perform before Pharaoh. 
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The famous Spanish commentator, Rabbi Don Isaac Abarbanel, is struck by 

God’s remarks. Why doesn’t He mention the matteh? It is almost as if God 

is purposely avoiding mentioning the rod. Why? 

 Abarbanel answers that Moshe had a natural fear of returning to 

Egypt. He didn’t leave on very good terms. He was reluctant to take the job 

as savior of the Jewish people, and he found comfort in having a special or 

magic rod at his side. It was a guarantee, a security blanket. So, when he left 

to do his duty, he held on to it tightly. At this point, God had a final 

reminder. The rod has no intrinsic value. It is merely a tool. When it comes 

to the miracles, samti b’yadecha, I have given you the ability to do it 

yourself. Don’t allow the rod to be a crutch. You have the ability. Lose the 

matteh.  

The matteh was a useful aide in building Moshe’s confidence, but it 

was not meant to be permanent. There comes a time to ride a bike without 

the training wheels, and there is a time to move beyond our comfort zones 

and preconceived notions and embrace a more dynamic approach to getting 

things done. Moshe needed reinforcement from God to trust his own abilities 

and remember that he could accomplish much more than he thought. Moshe 

would get the job done – not the matteh. This idea is echoed in Jewish law as 

well. The Shulchan Aruch has a rule regarding the Shemone Esrei prayer. 
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One is not allowed to lean on an amud, a stand or lectern, during the prayer. 

Barring a physical condition that makes it impossible, we must stand 

independently on our own two feet while we offer this thrice-daily prayer. It 

is an essential reminder that, in the most important of times, we need to 

stand up by ourselves and can accomplish our goals on our own. It may be 

easier to lean, but we cannot let this become too much of a habit. As Rabbi 

Dr. Norman Lamm once put it, “We spend our time in search of magic 

wands, when there is magic in our hands.” We have the power. Each of us 

has a matteh or two or three in our lives. It is ok to have a crutch or to ask 

for help. It is alright to have regular limits or boundaries. To ensure 

continued progress and growth, however, we must be willing to spare the 

rod and emulate the Ehyeh asher Ehyeh name of God, by embracing a 

dynamic – and not static – approach to life’s challenges. A few examples: 

1. Our children’s education. It goes without saying that this 

community values Jewish education. The studies all show how a significant 

Jewish education increases the likelihood of Jewish affiliation, identity, and 

observance. It is truly a matteh Elokim, a tool in accomplishing God’s will. 

But school alone is still no guarantee that our children will grow up the way 

we want. We must not leave the education only to the educators. We must 

realize that our children’s development is b’yadeinu, in our hands. We must 
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support our schools and hold them accountable to do the best they can, but 

we must also educate our children in homes imbued with Jewish spirit. It can 

be zemirot (Shabbat songs), or Birkat Ha-mazon (Grace after Meals) out 

loud, or Jewish discussions or a dvar Torah at the meal. These are the types 

of things that are familiar and can already often be found in our community. 

Jewish education alone might work, but it is b’yadeinu, in our hands, to take 

the dynamic Ehyeh asher Ehyeh steps to mold our children into the Jews we 

want them to be. 

2. Support for Israel. This would seem a no-brainer to a 

community that is strongly pro-Israel , but American support of Israel 

requires action on our parts. Thank God, we live in a time when President 

Bush has said, “The alliance between our governments is unbreakable, yet 

the source of our friendship runs deeper than any treaty. It is grounded in the 

shared spirit of our people, the bonds of the Book, the ties of the soul.” We 

are grateful for such support and all that President Bush has done for Israel 

these last eight years. We are also hopeful that his relationship will serve as 

a model for President-elect Obama, who has made strongly pro-Israel 

comments of his own. Recently, both houses of Congress passed resolutions 

in support of Israel’s activities against Hamas in Gaza. One would expect 

this to be obvious to any thinking person or rational government, but, sadly, 
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this is not true around the world. The House resolution passed 390-5, with 

22 representatives voting present and 16 not voting. Not bad, but we cannot 

take this for granted. An AIPAC action e-mail encouraged people to thank 

their representatives. I must admit, living in New York, where the 

Congressional delegation has always been supportive of Israel, I was 

tempted to delete the e-mail. But then I thought again. Every action counts. 

Supporting Israel financially, going to rallies, and contacting Washington are 

all necessary. Not doing so means to embrace the “I-am” and not the “I will 

be” approach and to continue to hold on to the matteh that America is pro-

Israel, so no action is necessary. Keeping America pro-Israel remains 

b’yadeinu.  

3. Response to difficult times. We are living in extraordinarily 

difficult times. Everyone is affected by the economic climate in one way or 

another. It is natural to support each other in every way that we can. It is a 

time to be compassionate and proactive in helping individuals find jobs, get 

loans, and find some level of stability in these turbulent times. That is why 

our community will gather next Sunday evening to learn how to respond to 

the economic crisis from our leaders, business experts, and communal 

professionals.  Times of crisis, though, are also an opportunity to go beyond 

the ordinary and practical. We should talk strategy, but we should also talk 
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to our Creator. Specifically, times of distress serve as effective opportunities 

for spiritual growth.  The Talmud (Bava Batra 10a) tells of how 

Turnusrufus, the Roman general, challenged Rabbi Akiva, “If God loves the 

poor, why does he not support them?” Rabbi Akiva, in his typical upbeat, 

glass is half-full style, responded, “If not for this, we would not have an 

opportunity [for charity] to save us from the punishment Gehinnom.” Now, 

charity is especially important in times of economic challenge, but it is 

impossible to pin the entire economic crisis on getting us to give tzedakah. 

Seeking a religious response, though, is not beyond the realm of possibility. 

In fact, it is not a bad idea.  

We can learn this idea from the brave soldiers in the IDF, who have 

been heroically defending Israel, especially the south of the country, these 

last three weeks. As in any battle, military tactics and proper planning are 

essential, and the IDF and the Homefront Command have been resolute in 

making the campaign more successful than the Lebanon War of 2006. At the 

same time, however, inspirational stories abound of how soldiers prepared to 

fight with their weapons and with their faith. One reserve chaplain shared an 

account highlighting this important Jewish response in challenging times. He 

described his time with the Golani brigade. He wrote of his big – yet 

pleasant - surprise as tzitzit were being distributed. Every last pair was taken 
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by soldiers – religious and non-religious alike. There was one young fighter 

whose face fell when he heard that there were no tzitzit left. He was totally 

bereft, until one of the officers who wasn’t going out to battle took off his 

own tzitzit and gave it to him, saying, “Take it, achi (in the Golani you can’t 

say something without achi), you need it now more than I do.” The chaplain 

described how the Deputy Commander gathered his men to read aloud a 

prayer before going out to battle. “Repeat after me,” he ordered, and a whole 

regiment of hundreds of soldiers yelled out, “Ana Hashem hoshia na! Ana 

Hashem hatzlicha na – God, please save us! God grant us success!” 

Incredible. 

There is a saying that there are no atheists in a foxhole. I would 

respond that this account is not about that expression. It describes the 

classical Jewish response in times of distress. We plan, strategize, and do all 

that we possibly can to make it through tough times. Community gatherings 

to discuss the economic crisis and the military planning of generals are how 

we can weather recessions and win wars. As Jews, we must also look 

beyond the ordinary. We recognize that we have the chance to reconnect 

with God in challenging times in a deeper way than usual.  

There is a lot going on in the world. Taking responsibility at home 

for our children’s Jewish education, doing the little things to ensure that 
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Israel continues to get the support she needs, and using difficult times as a 

springboard to turn to God are three examples. Going beyond our usual 

limits and rising higher than our expectations must encourage us to take a 

more dynamic approach to any challenge we encounter. Throw away the 

rod. We can accomplish great things, and we will be, please God, all that we 

need to be. 

 


