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In his glosses on his father’s sefer Nefesh Hachaim, 

R’ Yitzchak Volozhiner sees this idea expressed in 

a well-known Mishnah, which comments on the 

intriguing episode of the Copper Snake (Bamidbar 

21:4-9). As punishment for their complaints, a 

plague of harmful snakes invaded the Jews in the 

midbar (desert), causing many fatalities. After 

praying for their salvation, Moshe Rabbeinu was 

instructed by Hashem to fashion the likeness of a 

snake to be hoisted in full view of the people. 

Anyone bitten by the (real) snakes had only to look 

at this model serpent to be cured. The Mishnah in 

Rosh Hashanah (3:8) raises the obvious issue: 

ִ�זְמַ� ֶ�ִ�ְ�רָאֵל , אֶָ�א. א� נָחָ� מְחֶַ�ה, וְכִי נָחָ� מֵמִית
מִסְַ$ְ#לִי� ְ#לֵַ"י מַעְלָה !מְַ�עְְ�דִי� אֶת לִָ�� לַאֲבִיהֶ� 

� .הָי! נִ)�קִי�, וְאִ� לָאו, הָי! מִתְרְַ"אִי�, ֶ�ַ�ָ&מַיִ

“Can a (model) snake really cause either death or 

life? Rather, when Yisrael would look Heavenward 

and subjugate their hearts to their Father in Heaven,  

 

they would be healed; and if not, they would pine 

away.” 

THE POWER OF CONCENTRATION 

R’ Yitzchak explains the intent of the Mishnah 

along the lines of R’ Chaim’s great principle. The 

real purpose in looking toward the snake was to 

come to a realization – after contemplating its 

power – that, in fact, it was entirely powerless. 

People would recognize instead that the Sole Power 

is Hashem. By dedicating their hearts to the 

recognition of Hashem’s absolute power, they 

would be healed.  

R’ Chaim concludes that this idea is actually a 

wondrous “segulah” (especially effective option): 

to dwell on the Singular Power of the Almighty, in 

keeping with R’ Chanina’s application of the sacred 

words “ein od milvado”. Just as R’ Chanina was 

able to ward off and nullify any pernicious effects 

of the forces of kishuf by inculcating this verse into 

his psyche, so, too, any individual who concentrates 

fully on this idea will be saved from danger. By 

recognizing that Hashem is truly the only Power, all 

other harmful forces will be neutralized. 

This “segulah” was employed by the Brisker Rav 

when fleeing from the Nazis, ym”sh. The Brisker 

Rav sought to heed the Nefesh Hachaim’s 

exhortation to focus intently on the ein od milvado 

credo: the servant of Hashem has nothing to fear, as 

no person or force can cause harm if not so deigned 

by the Almighty. So long as this idea never left the 

Rav’s thoughts, he experienced no travail. 

“Only once,” the Brisker Rav reported, “did I break 

my concentration. At that precise moment, a 

German soldier materialized, seized me, and 

demanded to see my passport.  

“In light of this great danger,” the Rav continued, “I 

quickly summoned my powers of concentration and 

forced my thoughts back to the all-important ein od 

milvado principle. All at once, the soldier 

disappeared, as if into thin air...” (She’al Avicha 

V’yagedcha, vol. 3, p. 55).  


