Hukkat 2010 - Using our Words Carefully
Shabbat Shalom.  One of the things that is most amazing to me about reading and studying Torah is how no matter what I read, it almost always can find applicability to my own life.  What is true for me, is true for many others as well.  That being said, I’d like to share one story from my life most recently.  It has to do with my son Shiah, who just turned four.  Like many pre-school-aged children, and for that matter, many older children, teens, and young adults, Shiah absolutely HATES it when he doesn’t get what he wants - especially from me, his mother.  However, being only four years old, he doesn’t know how to pay me back when I don’t do what he wants.  He thinks if he says or does just the right thing, I’ll change my mind.  Quite often his technique is to attack me where it hurts most - my heart.  When I don’t do what he wants, he says, “Mommy you hate me.”  To this, I respond:   “Shiah, I love you.”  This elicits a response such as:  “No you don’t.  You don’t even like me.”  When I say another, “I love you,” he will get very serious.  Numerous times he has said:  “If you don’t do X, then I will never play with you again.”  When I respond with “That’s too bad, I guess we’ll never get to play again,” he starts to cry and fuss, until I reassure him that I only was saying that, of course we’ll play.  But, I say very sternly that he needs to be more careful with his words, because he is using his own words in a way that hurts himself.           
I share this story with you this morning, because in some ways, this story from my own life, echoes the story of the national life of our people, as we will read in Parashat Hukkat in just a few minutes.  In Hukkat, which is extremely event-filled, what with the death of Miriam, the death of Aaron, and Moses’ being told he will not be allowed to enter the land of Israel, towards the end there is a short but interesting story about yet another instance of Israelite unrest.  We read:
4. And they journeyed from Mount Hor by the way of the Red Sea, to go around the land of Edom; and the soul of the people was much discouraged because of the way.  5. And the people spoke against God, and against Moses, Why have you brought us out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? for there is no bread, nor is there any water; and our soul loathes this light bread.
6. And the Lord sent venomous serpents among the people, and they bit the people; and many people of Israel died.  7. Therefore the people came to Moses, and said, We have sinned, for we have spoken against the Lord, and against you; pray to the Lord, that he take away the serpents from us. And Moses prayed for the people.  8. And the Lord said to Moses, Make a venomous serpent, and set it upon a pole; and it shall come to pass, that everyone who is bitten, when he looks upon it, shall live.  9. And Moses made a serpent of bronze, and put it upon a pole, and it came to pass, that if a serpent had bitten any man, when he looked at the serpent of bronze, he lived.  
This story of the bronze or brass serpent is the last in the series of complaints and rebellions of the Israelites on their way from Egypt to the land of Canaan. According to Dr. Leah Himmelfarb of Bar Ilan University, in the book of Exodus the complaining rebels are not punished, whereas in the book of Numbers every story of dissatisfaction is associated with a disaster visited on the Israelites. The response to the complaint at hand is that "the Lord sent seraph serpents against the people. They bit the people and many of the Israelites died" (21:6). It seems such a strange punishment however, it behooves us to try and determine why the punishment for the Israelite’s complaint here took the form of seraph serpents.
Like most of the interesting passages in the Torah, and even some of the not so interesting passages, this one has elicited various responses from rabbinic commentators through the ages.  
According to Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch the attack of the seraph serpents is not a miracle sent by God to punish the Israelites.  Rather, paying close attention to the Hebrew wording, he notes that the word וַיְשַׁלַח does not mean to send, but rather “to set loose, not restrain.”  From this he writes:  "They had always been in the wilderness, but until then the Lord had restrained them by His will."  "Va-yeshalah et ha-nehashim ha-seraphim" does not mean that the Lord sent the serpents, rather that he set the serpents free and did not restrain them ... and the serpents of the wilderness did what was natural for them and "they bit the people."  That is, the miracle here, is not that they were suddenly bit by snakes, it’s that they weren’t up until this time ever attacked by snakes in the desert.
Dr. Himmelfarb writes that a second explanation for the punishment is one along the lines of "measure for measure". Since we read in the Torah:  “The people spoke against G-d and against Moses, 'Why did you make us leave Egypt to die in the wilderness?'" (Num. 21:5). Since they suggested that they might die in the wilderness, the Lord actually repaid their lack of faith and the people indeed died in the wilderness from being attacked by serpents.  In other words, the people brought their own punishment upon themselves through the words of their complaint. 
It is this interpretation that made me think of my son Shiah, who by saying he wouldn’t play with me, brought a punishment on himself, since all he really wanted was to do exactly that.  This explanation makes a lot of sense to me, in simple, practical terms.  
However, there is always both the p’shat, the simple meaning of the text, and the d’rash, the rabbinic explanations of the text.  One of these is very fascinating.  It connects the seraph serpents here with the story of the primordial serpent in the Garden of Eden.
Dr. Himmelfarb writes:  “Life in the Garden of Eden resembled the life of the Israelites in the wilderness. In both places those involved were under close supervision of the Lord who cared for their every want; nevertheless, in both cases, human beings sinned by disobeying G-d. But whereas in the story of the Garden of Eden the serpent led Eve astray by his words, in the wilderness the serpent punished the Israelites for speaking against the Lord and against Moses. Adam and Eve were tempted into eating because the serpent enticed them, whereas the Israelites were struck by the serpents due to their gluttony for food. [Thus in the Midrash we read:]
Since the serpent was the first to speak evil and was cursed, and they [the generation of the desert] did not learn from him, the Holy One, blessed be He, said: Let the serpent, who was the first to speak evil, come and exact the punishment from those who spoke evil.
This is, in the language of modern biblical scholarship, an inter-textual reference.  I am currently reading a fascinating book entitled:  Subversive Sequels in the Bible by Judy Klitsner, which talks exactly about how one story takes the imagery of another, only to reshape it and change its meaning, just as in this story of the serpents.     
Finally, Dr. Himmelfarb notes another interpretation for the nature of the punishment which has to do with the way a serpent bites. In various sources the serpent is described as killing with its tongue, as in Job, "the tongue of the viper kills him" (20:16). As explained in the Encylopedia Mikrait:  “The impression made by the motion of the serpent's forked tongue led to the view that he kills his victim with his tongue... Therefore it is said of the wicked planning to murder that "they sharpen their tongues like serpents" (Ps. 140:4). The idea is clear, as ibn Ezra comments on ha-seraphim: "Figuratively they loose their tongue to bite; thus they were sent against them" (on Num. 21:6). The complainers in the desert sinned with their tongues, so, measure for measure, they were struck by the same instrument.
It is a rabbinic, much more theological explanation for what my parents called “Giving an opening.”  That is, the Israelites, with their words, by saying that Moses and God brought them to the desert to die, created an opening for themselves in which they might actually die.  
Shiah says “You don’t like me Mommy.  I won’t play with you,” and if I in response don’t play with him, he really thinks I don’t like him.  Or as I recently said when on vacation, looking at the tremendous poverty in the countries we visited, “Oh my goodness we have way too much food compared to these people,” only to come home to a house with no electricity in which all of the food in both refrigerators was bad.  It is giving an opening, midah k’neged midah, measure for measure.
Where then does this leave us?  Is it enough to say:  “Be careful what you say.  Don’t give an opening.  Don’t complain.”?  No.
The Torah never leaves us with negatives.  The Torah is an Etz Chayim, A Tree of Life, and like a tree, it is always reaching up to higher heights, to inspire us.  So too with this story.  Just as the serpent was the agent of the Israelite’s punishment, it became the instrument of their salvation.  They looked at the brass serpent and were healed.  Why?  Because looking at the serpent reminded them how every single day they had been surrounded by serpents and yet God protected them.  This in turn led to a faith which was stronger and in turn healed and protected them.  So too with us.  Each of us is surrounded by serpents of our own making, words that we say that can come back to bite us, complaints we make when we should simply be grateful for the numerous good things in our life.  We do not have a brass snake in our sanctuary to remind us to be grateful for all the good in our lives.  Just as our words are invisible, so too is the snake standing before us, urging us to remember all the good in our lives.  May each of us strive to learn the lesson, before the snake reaches us out and bites us once again.
