Hukat

This week we read two parshiot, Hukat and Balak.  There is one story that is often overlooked in these very exciting portions.  The story occurs in chapter 21: 4-11, when the Jewish people complain yet again to Moshe and say, "There is no bread or water, we would have been better off to die in Egypt."


God responds to the obstinacy of the Jews by sending snakes to bite and poison the Jews.  The people cry out for forgiveness.  God relents and He tells Moshe to build a snake and mount it on a stand, whoever looks at this copper snake will live and whoever does not look will die.


The question we are left with is: why does this copper snake work as a cure for the snake-bit Jews?  Is it possible to say that staring at a copper serpent can actually cure someone?  


Our rabbis take two major approaches towards explaining the purpose of this copper snake.  One approach is that of the Mishnah in Massekhet Rosh Hashanah, which declares that it is impossible to believe that the snake actually cures someone, rather when people look up high at the mounted snake they will be reminded that they should repent to God in heaven.  


This approach however neglects to say why God specifically ordered that a snake and not any other object be built.  Ramban explains that the purpose of the snake is to show the miraculous feats of God; i.e. that the Torah removes injury through the cause of the injury.  For we would have thought, argues Ramban, that people who are bitten by snakes would become even sicker when they see a model snake--So God declares, I shall cure you with the least likely method.

