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Our    parashah    is   defined   by   a   dramatic   event,   one   that   transforms   the   desert   experience   from 

a   fleeting   stop   on   the   short   journey   from   Egypt   to   Israel   into   a   lengthy   period   that   spans   a 

generation.      The   lengthening   of   the   days   in   the   desert   indeed   ensures   that   those   who   left 

Egypt   will   not   enter   the   land.      But   perhaps   more   significantly,   the   desert   sojourn   is   not   just 

the   story   of   a   band   of   former   slaves   merging   their   tribal   identities   into   the   makings   of   a 

sovereign   people.      It   also   presents   as   the   story   of   a   changing   God:   one   who   initially   responds 

with   immediacy   and   emotion,   but   who   comes   to   anchor   the   human-divine   relationship   in   a 

fundamentally   different   way. 

 

A. From   a   personal   to   a   communal   mission 

The   story   of   the   spies   begins   with   a   group   of   individuals   who   go   to   scout   out   the   land   on 

God’s   command.  

  במדבר   יג,   א'­ג'

ישׁ ל   אִ֣ ן   לִבְנֵ֣י   יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ י   נֹתֵ֖ עַן   אֲשֶׁר־אֲנִ֥ רֶץ   כְּנַ֔ רוּ֙   אֶת־אֶ֣ ים   וְיָתֻ֙ ר:   שְׁלַח־לְ�֣   אֲנָשִׁ֗ ה   לֵּאמֹֽ ר   ה'   אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥  וַיְדַבֵּ֥

ם י   ה'   כֻּלָּ֣ ן   עַל־פִּ֣ ר   פָּארָ֖ ה   מִמִּדְבַּ֥ ם   מֹשֶׁ֛ ח   אֹתָ֥ ם:   וַיִּשְׁלַ֨ יא   בָהֶֽ ל   נָשִׂ֥ חוּ   כֹּ֖ ה   אֲבֹתָיו֙   תִּשְׁלָ֔ ד   לְמַטֵּ֤ ישׁ   אֶחָ֜  אֶחָד֩   אִ֨

מָּה. ל   הֵֽ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ י   בְנֵֽ ים   רָאשֵׁ֥  אֲנָשִׁ֔

BeMidbar   13:1-3 
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1 God   spoke   to   Moshe,   saying,    2 “Send   men   to   scout   the   land   of   Canaan,   which   I   am 

giving   to   the   Israelite   people;   send   one   man   from   each   of   their   ancestral   tribes,   each   one 

a   chieftain   among   them.”       3 So   Moshe,   by   the   Lord’s   command,   sent   them   out   from   the 

wilderness   of   Paran,   all   the   men   being   leaders   of   the   Israelites.  

The   men   that   Moshe   sends   on   this   mission   are   formally   described   as   the   leaders   of   the 

nation,   but   the   Torah’s   description   of   them   gives   off   an   air   of   parochial   individualism:   “send 

one   man   from   each   of   their   ancestral   tribes,   each   one   a   chieftain   among   them.”      They   have 

no   single   leader,   rather   “They   were    all    men,   the   heads   of   the   Israelites”   (v.   3).      It   is   therefore 

perhaps   not   surprising   that   the   entire   journey   is   described   in   the   singular,   as   the   response   to 

the   needs   of   a   single   person—Moshe:      “ Send   for   yourself ”   (v.   1).      And   the   story   in   fact 

continues:   “Moshe…   sent   them”   (v.   3).      The   spies   are   not   sent   off   with   any   formal 

ceremony   or   wishes   for   a   safe   journey.      The   spies’   departure   has   no   communal   dimension. 

But   things   change   when   the   spies   return:  

  במדבר      יג,   כ"ה   –   כ"ו

ל י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֛ ת   בְּנֵֽ ן    וְאֶל־כָּל־עֲדַ֧ ל־אַהֲרֹ֜ ה   וְאֶֽ ים   יֽוֹם:   וַיֵּלְכ֡וּ   וַיָּבֹאוּ֩   אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֨ ץ   אַרְבָּעִ֥ רֶץ   מִקֵּ֖ בוּ   מִתּ֣וּר   הָאָ֑  וַיָּשֻׁ֖

רֶץ י   הָאָֽ ה    וַיַּרְא֖וּם   אֶת־פְּרִ֥ עֵדָ֔ ם   דָּבָר֙    וְאֶת־כָּל־הָ֣ יבוּ   אֹתָ֤ שָׁה   וַיָּשִׁ֨ ן   קָדֵ֑ ר   פָּארָ֖  אֶל־מִדְבַּ֥
 

BeMidbar   13:25-26 
25 At   the   end   of   forty   days   they   returned   from   scouting   the   land.       26 They   went   straight   to 

Moses   and   Aaron   and    the   whole   community   of   Israel    at   Kadesh   in   the   wilderness   of 

Paran,   and   they   made   their   report   to   them   and    to   the   whole   community ,   as   they 

showed   them   the   fruit   of   the   land. 

The   spies   approach   the   entire   “community   of   Israel”   and   deliver   their   report   not   as   “one 

man   each,   one   man   each”   (v.   2)   nor   to   their   respective   tribes,   nor   just   to   Moshe,   but   as   a 

group   to   the   entire   nation,   to   the   entire   community   of   Israel. 

And   then   an   internal   argument   breaks   out   within   the   group:  
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 במדבר   יג,   ל'   ­   ל"ג

ים   אֲשֶׁר־עָל֤וּ אֲנָשִׁ֜ הּ:      וְהָ֨ ל   לָֽ י־יָכ֥וֹל   נוּכַ֖ הּ   כִּֽ שְׁנוּ   אֹתָ֔ אמֶר   עָ�᢬֤ה   נַעֲלֶה֙   וְיָרַ֣ ֹ֗ ה   וַיּ ם   אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֑ ב   אֶת־הָעָ֖  וַיַּהַ֧ס   כָּלֵ֛

רֶץ הּ   אֶ֣ הּ   לָת֣וּר   אֹתָ֗ רְנוּ   בָ֜ רֶץ   אֲשֶׁר֩   עָבַ֨ נּוּ:...   הָאָ֡ י־חָזָק֥   ה֖וּא   מִמֶּֽ ם   כִּֽ ל   לַעֲל֣וֹת   אֶל־הָעָ֑ א   נוּכַ֖ ֹ֥ מְר֔וּ   ל  עִמּוֹ֙   אָֽ

ים   בְּנֵ֥י   עֲנָ֖ק ינוּ   אֶת־הַנְּפִילִ֛ ם   רָאִ֗ י   מִדּֽוֹת:   וְשָׁ֣ ינוּ   בְתוֹכָ֖הּ   אַנְשֵׁ֥ ם   אֲשֶׁר־רָאִ֥ וא   וְכָל־הָעָ֛ יהָ֙   הִ֔ לֶת   יוֹשְׁבֶ֙  אֹכֶ֤

ם ינוּ   בְּעֵינֵיהֶֽ ן   הָיִ֖ ים   וְכֵ֥ חֲגָבִ֔ ינוּ֙   כַּֽ י   בְעֵינֵ֙ ים   וַנְּהִ֤  מִן־הַנְּפִלִ֑
 

BeMidbar   13:30-33 
30 Calev   hushed   the   people   before   Moshe   and   said,   “Let   us   by   all   means   go   up,   and   we 

shall   gain   possession   of   it,   for   we   shall   surely   overcome   it.”       31 But   the   men   who   had   gone 

up   with   him   said,   “We   cannot   attack   that   people,   for   it   is   stronger   than   we.”       32 Thus   they 

spread   slander   among   the   Israelites   about   the   land   they   had   scouted,   saying,   “The 

country   that   we   traversed   and   scouted   is   one   that   devours   its   settlers.      All   the   people   that 

we   saw   in   it   are   men   of   great   size;    33 we   saw   the   Nephilim   there—the   Anakites   are   part   of 

the   Nephilim—and   we   looked   like   grasshoppers   to   ourselves,   and   so   we   must   have 

looked   to   them.” 

The   Torah   presents   the   spies’   words   in   a   critical   light:      “Thus   they   spread   slander   among   the 

Israelites   about   the   land   they   had   scouted”   (BeMidbar   13:32).      Not   only   do   the   spies 

transform   into   a   unified   group   with   a   nearly   singular   identity,   but   from   the   moment   they 

return,   Israel   is   also   described   as   one   community.      They   are   no   longer   separate   tribes,   each 

with   its   own   leader,   but   rather   a   unified   group   with   a   single   voice:  

  שם   יד,   א'   –   ג'

יּאֹמְר֨וּ ן   ...   וַֽ ל־אַהֲרֹ֔ ה   וְעַֽ יְלָה   הַהֽוּא:   וַיִּ�귔֨נוּ֙   עַל־מֹשֶׁ֣ ם   בַּלַּ֥ ם   וַיִּבְכּ֥וּ   הָעָ֖  יִּתְּנ֖וּ   אֶת־קוֹלָ֑ ה    וַֽ עֵדָ֔  וַתִּשָּׂא֙    כָּל־הָ֣

ינוּ רֶב   נָשֵׁ֥ ל   בַּחֶ֔ רֶץ   הַזּאֹת֙   לִנְפֹּ֣ נוּ   אֶל־הָאָ֤ יא   אֹתָ֜ ה   ה'   מֵבִ֨ יִם   ...   וְלָמָ֣ רֶץ   מִצְרַ֔ תְנוּ֙   בְּאֶ֣ ה    לוּ־מַ֙ ם    כָּל־הָעֵדָ֗  אֲלֵהֶ֜

יְמָה. נוּ   שׁ֥וּב   מִצְרָֽ ז   הֲל֧וֹא   ט֦וֹב   לָ֖ נוּ   יִהְי֣וּ   לָבַ֑  וְטַפֵּ֖
 

BeMidbar   14:1-3 
1     The    whole   community    broke   into   loud   cries,   and   the   people   wept   that   night.       2 All   the 

Israelites   railed   against   Moses   and   Aaron.      “If   only   we   had   died   in   the   land   of   Egypt,” 

the   whole   community    shouted   at   them,   “or   if   only   we   might   die   in   this   wilderness! 
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3 Why   is   God   taking   us   to   that   land   to   fall   by   the   sword?      Our   wives   and   children   will   be 

carried   off!   It   would   be   better   for   us   to   go   back   to   Egypt!”  

Now,   the   entire   community,   which   no   longer   believes   that   the   project   of   entering   the   land   is 

feasible   or   realistic,   is   opposed   to   individuals   who   think   otherwise.      And   the   argument 

between   the   two   sides   reaches   a   turning   point:   the   dispute   is   no   longer   over   the   land,   its 

qualities   and   the   ability   of   the   community   of   Israel   to   conquer   it.      Rather   the   discussion   is 

over   God’s   power   to   bring   the   people   safely   into   the   land.   

 שם,   ה'   –   ט'

ה עַ   בִּן־נ֗וּן   וְכָלֵב֙   בֶּן־יְפֻנֶּ֔ ל:   וִיהוֹשֻׁ֣ ת   בְּנֵ֥י   יִשְׂרָאֵֽ ל   עֲדַ֖ י   כָּל־קְהַ֥ ם   לִפְנֵ֕ ן   עַל־פְּנֵיהֶ֑ ה   וְאַהֲרֹ֖ ל   מֹשֶׁ֛  וַיִּפֹּ֥

נוּ֙   ה' ץ   בָּ֙ ר…   אִם־חָפֵ֥ ל   לֵאמֹ֑ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ ת   בְּנֵֽ אמְר֔וּ   אֶל־כָּל־עֲדַ֥ ֹ֣ ם:   וַיּ רֶץ   קָרְע֖וּ   בִּגְדֵיהֶֽ ים   אֶת־הָאָ֑  מִן־הַתָּרִ֖

ם נוּ   אַל־תִּירָאֻֽ K   בה'   אַל־תִּמְרֹדוּ֒…   וה'   אִתָּ֖ נוּ...   אַ֣ את   וּנְתָנָ֖הּ   לָ֑ ֹ֔ רֶץ   הַזּ נוּ֙   אֶל־הָאָ֣ יא   אֹתָ֙  וְהֵבִ֤
 

BeMidbar   14:5-9 
5 Then   Moshe   and   Aharon   fell   on   their   faces   before   all   the   assembled   congregation   of   the 

Israelites.       6 And   Yehoshua   son   of   Nun   and   Calev   son   of   Yefunneh,   of   those   who   had 

scouted   the   land,   rent   their   clothes    7 and   exhorted   the   whole   Israelite   community:...       8 If 

God   is   pleased   with   us,   He   will   bring   us   into   that   land...   and   give   it   to   us;    9 only   you   must 

not   rebel   against   God…   but   God   is   with   us.      Have   no   fear   of   them!” 

Moshe,   Aharon,   and   two   of   the   spies   resist   the   lack   of   faith   in   God,   but   Israel’s   response   is, 

“the   whole   community   threatened   to   pelt   them   with   stones...”   (14:10). 

Only   when   the   argument   reaches   this   climax   does   God   intervene   directly:   “the   Presence   of 

God   appeared   in   the   Tent   of   Meeting   to   all   the   Israelites”   (v.   10).      The   description   of   the 

divine   reaction   reveals   how   God   interprets   what   has   happened:  

  שם,   י"א   –   י"ב

יתִי ר   עָשִׂ֖ אֹת֔וֹת   אֲשֶׁ֥ י   בְּכֹל֙   הָֽ ינוּ   בִ֔ נָה֙   לאֹ־יַאֲמִ֣ ם   הַזֶּ֑ה   וְעַד־אָ֙ נִי   הָעָ֣ נָה   יְנַאֲצֻ֖ ה   עַד־אָ֥ אמֶר   ה'   אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ ֹ֤  וַיּ

נּו תְ�֔   לְגוֹי־גָּ֥דוֹל   וְעָצ֖וּם   מִמֶּֽ עֱשֶׂה֙   אֹֽ נּוּ   וְאֶֽ בֶר   וְאוֹרִשֶׁ֑ נּוּ   בַדֶּ֖  בְּקִרְבּֽוֹ:   אַכֶּ֥
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BeMidbar   14:11-12 
11 And   God   said   to   Moses,   “How   long   will   this   people   spurn   Me,   and   how   long   will   they 

have   no   faith   in   Me   despite   all   the   signs   that   I   have   performed   in   their   midst?       12 I   will 

strike   them   with   pestilence   and   disown   them,   and   I   will   make   of   you   a   nation   far   more 

numerous   than   they!” 

Israel’s   reaction   is   taken   by   God   as   an   act   of   rebellion   against   Him,   as   a   lack   of   faith   in   the 

project   of   entering   the   land   as   presented   by   God.      God   is   furious;   the   rest   of   the   chapter 

depicts   Moshe’s   frantic   efforts   to   placate   and   persuade   God,   who   ultimately   agrees   to   forgive 

them.  

  שם,   י"ט   –   כ'

חְתִּי אמֶר   ה'   סָלַ֖ ֹ֣ נָּה:   וַיּ יִם   וְעַד־הֵֽ ה   מִמִּצְרַ֖ ם   הַזֶּ֔ אתָה֙   לָעָ֣ ר   נָשָׂ֨ �   וְכַאֲשֶׁ֤ דֶל   חַסְדֶּ֑ ם   הַזֶּ֖ה   כְּגֹ֣ א   לַעֲוֹ֛ן   הָעָ֥ ח־נָ֗  סְלַֽ

:�   כִּדְבָרֶֽ
 

BeMidbar   14:19-20 
19 Pardon,   I   pray,   the   iniquity   of   this   people   according   to   Your   great   kindness,   as   You 

have   forgiven   this   people   ever   since   Egypt.”       20 And   God   said,   “I   pardon,   as   you   have 

asked.  

 

B. From   personal   annihilation   to   communal   atonement 

Despite   God’s   apparent   forgiveness   of   the   Israelite   collective,   He   does   not   forgive   the 

individuals   who   did   not   have   faith   in   Him.      In   what   seems   like   a   moment   of   divine   rage   and 

pain,   God   determines   that   the   men   who   rebelled   against   him   will   not   have   any   part   in   the 

project   of   entering   the   land: 

 

  שם,   כ"א   –   כ"ג

יתִי י   אֲשֶׁר־עָשִׂ֥ תֹתַ֔ ים   אֶת־כְּבֹדִי֙   וְאֶת־אֹ֣ ים   הָרֹאִ֤ י   כָל־הָאֲנָשִׁ֗ רֶץ:   כִּ֣ א   ה'   אֶת־כָּל־הָאָֽ נִי   וְיִמָּלֵ֥ ם   חַי־אָ֑  וְאוּלָ֖

 
5 

 



 
The   Story   of   a   Developing   Community      –   Sivan   5777 

Avital   Hochstein   –   www.hadar.org 

א   יִרְאֽוּהָ: ֹ֥ י   ל ם   וְכָל־מְנַאֲצַ֖ עְתִּי   לַאֲבֹתָ֑ ר   נִשְׁבַּ֖ רֶץ   אֲשֶׁ֥ ר   ..אִם־יִרְאוּ֙   אֶת־הָאָ֔ יִם   וּבַמִּדְבָּ֑  בְמִצְרַ֖
 

BeMidbar   14:21-3 
21 Nevertheless,   as   I   live   and   as   God’s   Presence   fills   the   whole   world,    22 none   of   the   men 

who   have   seen   My   Presence   and   the   signs   that   I   have   performed   in   Egypt   and   in   the 

wilderness...    23 shall   see   the   land   that   I   promised   on   oath   to   their   fathers;   none   of   those 

who   spurn   Me   shall   see   it.  

This   reaction   is   portrayed   as   personal—those   who   rejected   God   will   not   see   the   land:  

 

 שם,   כ"ו   –   כ"ט

ם   ... זֶּה   יִפְּל֨וּ   פִגְרֵיכֶ֜ ר   הַ֠ את   ...בַּמִּדְבָּ֣ ֹ֔ רָעָה֙   הַזּ ה   הָֽ י   לָעֵדָ֤ ר:   עַד־מָתַ֗ ן   לֵאמֹֽ ל־אַהֲרֹ֖ ה   וְאֶֽ ר   ה'   אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥  וַיְדַבֵּ֣

י ם   עָלָֽ ינֹתֶ֖ ר   הֲלִֽ  אֲשֶׁ֥

 
BeMidbar   14:26-29 
26 God   spoke   further   to   Moshe   and   Aharon,    27 “How   much   longer   shall   that   wicked 

community   keep   muttering   against   Me?...      In   this   very   wilderness   shall   your   carcasses 

drop…   you   who   have   muttered   against   Me. 

The   story   leaves   the   community   of   Israel   not   only   in   a   state   of   mourning,   knowing   that   they 

will   not   enter   the   land,   but   also   with   the   knowledge   that   their   God   is   one   who   gets   insulted, 

who   rages   and   punishes.      In   other   words,   Israel   at   this   moment   exists   in   the   shadow   of   a 

threat   that   an   entire   generation   might   be   wiped   out   because   of   their   God’s   rage.      The   people 

are   under   a   heavy   cloud:      Divine   rage   could   consume   an   entire   generation   on   account   of   a 

mistake,   an   inappropriate   lack   of   faith   or   a   mistaken   assessment   of   facts   that   God   finds 

insulting.      Maybe   this   is   precisely   why   it   cannot   be   the   end   of   the   story:      Just   as,   after   the 

flood,   God   promises   not   to   bring   another   flood   upon   the   earth,   the   laws   that   immediately 

follow   the   story   of   the   spies   represent   a   shift   in   the   relationship   between   God   and   the 

community   of   Israel. 

First,   the    parashah    ends   with   a   series   of   laws   that   begin   with   the   phrase   “When   you   come   into 
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the   land   where   you   shall   dwell”—a   kind   of   promise   that   God’s   anger   and   punishment   are 

ephemeral.      There   will   indeed   be   a   generation   of   Israel   that   will   see   the   land.      Second, 

another   law   opens   up   a   future   pathway   for   grappling   with   communal   sin,   an   alternative   to 

wiping   out   an   entire   generation:  

  שם   טו,   כ"ב   –   כ"ו

ר   צִוָּ֧ה   ה'   אֲלֵיכֶ֖ם ה:   אֵת֩   כָּל־אֲשֶׁ֨ ר   ה'   אֶל־מֹשֶֽׁ לֶּה   אֲשֶׁר־דִּבֶּ֥ ת   כָּל־הַמִּצְוֹ֖ת   הָאֵ֑ א   תַעֲשׂ֔וּ   אֵ֥ ֹ֣ י   תִשְׁגּ֔וּ   וְל  וְכִ֣

ה   לִשְׁגָגָה֒   וְעָשׂ֣וּ ם   מֵעֵינֵ֣י   הָעֵדָה֘   נֶעֶשְׂתָ֣ ה   אִ֣ ם:   וְהָיָ֗ לְאָה   לְדֹרֹתֵיכֶֽ ר   צִוָּ֧ה   ה'   וָהָ֖ ה   מִן־הַיּ֞וֹם   אֲשֶׁ֨  בְּיַד־מֹשֶׁ֑

ת: ד   לְחַטָּֽ ים   אֶחָ֖ ט   וּשְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ חַ֙   לה'   וּמִנְחָת֥וֹ   וְנִסְכּ֖וֹ   כַּמִּשְׁפָּ֑ יחַ   נִיחֹ֨ ה   לְרֵ֤ ד   לְעֹלָ֜ ר   בֶּן־בָּקָר֩   אֶחָ֨ ה   פַּ֣  כָל־הָעֵדָ֡

ל. ח   לְכָל־עֲדַת֙   בְּנֵ֣י   יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ ם…   וְנִסְלַ֗ ח   לָהֶ֑ ל   וְנִסְלַ֣ ת   בְּנֵ֥י   יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ ל־כָּל־עֲדַ֛ ן   עַֽ ר   הַכֹּהֵ֗  וְכִפֶּ֣

 
BeMidbar   15:22-26 
22 If   you   unwittingly   fail   to   observe   any   one   of   the   commandments   that   God   has   declared 

to   Moshe    23 —anything   that   the   Lord   has   enjoined   upon   you   through   Moshe—from   the 

day   that   the   Lord   gave   the   commandment   and   on   through   the   ages:       24 If   this   was   done 

unwittingly,   through   the   inadvertence   of   the   community,   the   whole   community   shall 

present   one   bull   of   the   herd   as   a   burnt   offering   of   pleasing   odor   to   God,   with   its   proper 

meal   offering   and   libation,   and   one   he-goat   as   a   sin   offering.       25 The   priest   shall   make 

expiation   for   the   whole   Israelite   community   and   they   shall   be   forgiven...   The   whole 

Israelite   community   and   the   stranger   residing   among   them   shall   be   forgiven.... 

This   last   verse   echoes   Moshe’s   request   for   forgiveness   from   God   after   the   sin   of   the   spies, 

but   there   are   several   significant   differences.      First,   this   is   no   one-time   response   to   an 

outstanding   leader   of   the   stature   of   Moshe,   rather   an   established   protocol   that   can   be   put 

into   play   by   any   priest   in   any   generation,   and   perhaps,   by   extension,   by   any   communal 

leader.      Second,   alongside   the   awareness   that   the   people   of   Israel   may   sin   in   its   entirety   sits 

the   recognition   of   the   possibility   of   forgiveness   that   can   follow   in   this   sin’s   wake.      And   this 

forgiveness   need   not   be   conditional   on   the   death   of   the   generation   of   sinners. 
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C. Summary 

The   description   of   the   sin   of   the   spies   and   their   punishment   is   juxtaposed   with   a   series   of 

laws.      This   juxtaposition   is   evidence   of   two   processes   that   the   sin   of   the   spies   both   enhances 

and   clarifies.      First,   we   have   here   another   significant   step   in   the   transformation   of   the 

Israelites   from   a   collection   of   individuals   into   a   community,   the   community   of   Israel. 

Second,   the   relationship   between   the   community   of   Israel   and   God   is   reorganized,   and   this 

reorganization   is   geared   specifically   towards   moments   of   crisis   and   lack   of   trust.      Through 

this   reorganization,   the   qualities   of   the   parties   themselves   change.      We   see   that   the   sin   of   the 

spies   is   also   a   milestone   not   only   in   the   unfolding   character   of   the   Jewish   people,   but   also   in 

God’s   willingness   to   grant   them   the   tools   to   find   atonement   for   the   future   sins   both   He   and 

they   know   they   will   commit. 
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