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A Comment on the Staff of Moshe 

 
[Ed: After publishing the previous issue (Purim 5780), where was published the article “The Staff of 

Moshe”, by Rabbi Sam Thurgood, I noticed an article elsewhere that dealt with much the same topic, 

“The Life and Death of Moses’ Staff”, by Yosef Lindell, published in The Lehrhaus 17/01/2019.1 I 
shared R’ Thurgood’s article with him and received the following comment.] 

 

 

I just read the article you kindly shared, and I found it very interesting. I was happy to see that its 
author and I engaged with many of the same sources. In particular, it was nice to see that we both 

noticed the divide between the midrashic approaches to the staff—which ascribe it great power—and 

that, for example, of R. Hirsch, who sees it as an ordinary stick. I have always found the Kli Yakar’s 
approach fascinating as well, and I’m glad to see that the author of the article you sent me discussed it 

as well. 

  
I also think it’s intriguing to consider the symbolic function of the staff. I did not really address it in 

the final version of my article, although in an earlier draft, I made a tentative suggestion. I’ll leave you 

with it: 

  
Whether the staff had a great deal of power or none at all, God still told Moses to use a staff and not 

some other object. I believe this choice was significant. The staff, scepter, or wand has been a sign of 

leadership, authority, and appointment since time immemorial. Staffs of this kind are well-attested 
to in Egyptian culture; Pharaoh is often depicted holding a ruler’s staff, sometimes with the head of a 

snake or other animal. Perhaps, then, the staff represents God’s authority, and its role in bringing the 

plagues symbolizes the conveyance of Egypt’s power to God; He usurped of the roles of Pharaoh and 
the Egyptian deities and became the new ruler. This is particularly evident when Aaron’s staff-turned-

snake swallowed the staffs-turned-snakes of the Egyptian magicians. And time and again, God told 

Moses that the plagues would show Egypt that He was really in control. 

  
Highlighting the staff as a symbol of rulership also brings the midrashic and rationalist perspectives 

closer to one another. Even if the staff was merely a pointer without power, in its symbolic role it still 

represents the scepter of God as it does in some midrashim. God commanded Moses to use a staff 
because it epitomizes the transfer of power and rulership from Egypt to God. And to make that point, 

nothing else would do. 

 

Yosef Lindell 

 

 

 

 
1 LINDELL, Y. 2019. The Life and Death of Moses’ Staff. The Lehrhaus. 17/01/2019.  
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