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Shabbat Table Sparks
Igniting Torah Learning at the Sabbath Table
By Rabbi Mordecai Griffin

ערב שבת Erev Shabbat

Bamidbar 13:1-15:41

Shelach in a Nutshell

Moses sends twelve spies to the land of Canaan. After forty days later they return to give their report. The land was
indeed blessed as evidenced by the huge cluster of grapes, pomegranates and a figs they carried back. However, ten of
the spies warn that the inhabitants of the land are giants and that the cities were very heavily fortified. They even siad
that the land itself “devoured” it inhabitants.  Only Caleb and Joshua insist that the land with G-d’s help, could be
conquered; they need only trust HaShem.

The people ignored Joshua and Caleb. They weep that night and decided that they would rather return to Egypt and,
by inference, to idolatry. G-d decrees that Israel’s entry into the Land shall be delayed forty years, during which time
that entire generation will die out in the desert. Awakened, too late, to their sin, the people try to take the land anyway
but are routed by the Amalekites and Canaanites.

Additional laws pertaining to menachot (meal, wine and oil offerings) are given, as well as the mitzvah to separate a
challah when making bread. A man is found breaking the Sabbath by gathering sticks. HaShem orders that he should
be put to death. The commandment to place tzitzit on the four corners of our garments is given in order that we
should remember to observe all of the mitzvot.

1.) And he arrived at Hebron 13:22….The singular implies that only one of the spies went to Hebron. Rashi to
Sotah 34b sates that this was Caleb who went to daven at eh grave site of the Patriarchs in Machpelah for
“strength” to endure the conspiracy of the 10 spies. However, Joshua did not go a) Because Moshe had already
prayed for him and b) because the Artscroll Chumash states “Whenever Joshua contemplated the name Moses
had given him, his faith was strengthened”.

2.) The Chumash says, “The spies spread out among the people and spread malicious lies about the Land,
something they had not dared to do in the presence of Moses and Aaron, Caleb and Joshua” Rabbi Munk says,
“They did not present their cowardly report in public, but went from tent to tent, discouraging the people and
demoralizing them (Rambam to Devarim 1:25).

3.) Their protection [lit. Their shadow] has left them 14:9….In Jewish thought a shadow is a good thing. It protects one
from harm and provides comfort. As a result, the Torah uses the word tzilam (shadow) to mean protection.
Moreover, to stand in one’s “shadow” implies that one must be close tot he subject (Psalm 91). With this in
mind, how can we interpret Colossian 2:17? In what way are the mitzvot a “shadow” or “shade” to us?



4.) But the entire assempby said to pelt them with stones. 14:10…The Chumash
mentions that even the Sanhedrin believed the report of the spies. Moses, Aaron,
Caleb and Joshua, the tribe of Levi stood alone. Roughly 2.9 million voices
against a bit more than 22,000. For all intents and purposes, the Jewish people
were unanimous in their conviction that Moses was not the Redeemer and the
plan to enter the Land was wrong. In the end, the majority was wrong.

One of the common rebuttals of the anti missionaries is that “All of Judaism and all of the Rabbis
rejected Yeshua as the Messiah”. The implication is that since is has been a majority, then they must
be right! Based on our story, in what way is this concept flawed? What are other examples in
Scripture in which we find that “majority” of the people on the wrong side? Do the “majority
decisions” have a good track record, based on scriptural examples? Is it or is it not true that
HaShem (and Truth itself) frequently just has a “remnant”?

5.) In the wilderness, life was good and easy. Everything was provided. Bread, water, food, clothing,
danger was driven away, clod by day, warm fire at night and we even walked on the Cloud. No work,
no trouble and lots of time for Torah study. It was like the Olam Haba. Yet, HaShem wanted us to go
tot he Land where we would have to work the fields, engage in commerce and busy ourselves with
mundane life. Our prayer and study time would suffer. Part of the sin of the spies was the reluctance
to leave this “monastery like” life. What does this teach us about our mission? Does HaShem want
us to be Monks? What does it meant to “elevate the mundane” and how can we best accomplish
this task”? How can we truly be in the world but not of the world?

6.) The people learned to late to trust HaShem. After the edict of 40 years was passed down they
decided to go and take the Land despite Moshe’s warning that they would fail. The Ark stayed in the
Tabernacle but they went anyway. How was this also an act of arrogant defiance? What does it
teach us about “Today if you hear His voice, harden not your heart”?

7.) After the man was killed for violating the Sabbath, HaShem gave us the mitzvah of tzitzit. What is
the purpose of tzitzit? What does this teach us about the importance of Sabbath observance? Why is
the statement about redemption from Egypt connected to remembering the Torah?
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