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“It shall be that when you shall eat of the bread of 
the Land, you shall set aside a portion for God”  

(Bemidbar 15:19)

Please look regularly at the 
social media and websites 
of the US, Tribe and your 
community for ongoing updates 
relating to Coronavirus as well 
as educational programming 
and community support.

You do not need to sign 
into Facebook to access the 
US Facebook page. The US 
Coronavirus Helpline is on  
020 8343 5696.

May God bless us and the 
whole world.



1st Aliya (Kohen) – Bemidbar 13:1-20
God tells Moshe to send spies into Cana’an (later the Land of Israel), one from 
each tribe. The names of the spies are listed. One of them is Hoshea, whose 
name is changed by Moshe to Yehoshua (Joshua). Moshe instructs the spies to 
enter the Land from the south, look at its landscape and assess the strength of its 
inhabitants.

Point to Consider: Why did Moshe specifically instruct them to enter from the 
south? (see Rashi to 13:17)

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 13:21-14:7
The spies enter the Land. They travel to the valley of Eshkol, where they cut 
a vine with a cluster of grapes which they carry on poles, as well as figs and 
pomegranates. After 40 days in the Land, the spies return to share their report 
and show the people the fruit. Their report begins positively, but then warns of 
the powerful nations living in the Land and the strength of their fortified cities. 
Calev, one of the spies, tries to reassure the people that they will nevertheless 
conquer the Land. The other spies, except Yehoshua, contradict him, claiming 

Sidra Summary

Trust and 
Loyalty

This week’s sidra 
features a major event 
for the Israelites, who 
were on their way to 
the Promised Land. 

Twelve men, one from each tribe, 
were chosen to make a survey of 
the Land and bring back a report to 
Moshe (Moses) and the people.

One of the spies was Yehoshua 
(Joshua), who had already made 

a name for himself by leading 
the Israelites to victory over an 
Amalekite army who had attacked 
them soon after the Exodus had 
taken place.

The aforementioned spies were 
instructed to undertake several 
tasks whilst on their mission. 
They were to note how strong the 
local inhabitants were and how 
their cities were defended. They 
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that it is a land "that devours its inhabitants and that all 
the people are giants". The people cry all night in response 
to this report and announce that they would seek a new 
leader who would take them back to Egypt. Moshe and 
Aharon despair at the people’s reaction to the spies’ 
report. Yehoshua and Calev tear their clothes in a sign of 
mourning, and declare the Land to be “very, very good”.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 14:8-25
Yehoshua and Calev declare that God will ensure the 
Israelites’ conquest of the Land as long as they do not 
rebel against Him, but the people threaten to stone 
them to death. God laments the nation’s lack of faith and 
threatens to destroy them in a plague. Moshe pleads for 
forgiveness on their behalf, stressing that other nations 
may claim that it was beyond God’s power to bring Israel 
into the Land. God relents, but with a qualification – all 
those who angered Him will not enter the Land (see next 
aliya).

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 14:26-15:7
God decrees that men currently over the age of 20 will die in 
the desert over the next 40 years. The spies die in a plague, 
except Yehoshua and Calev. Moshe tells the nation about 
the 40-year decree and they mourn. A group of people then 
try to enter the Land, despite Moshe’s attempts to dissuade 
them. They are brutally massacred by the Amalekites and 
Cana’anites. God tells Moshe to instruct the nation that when 
they bring animal offerings, these should be accompanied by a 
meal offering (mincha) and a wine libation (nesech).

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 15:8-16
The mitzvah to bring a meal offering and a wine libation 
extends to all offerings and to all members of the nation.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 15:17-26
When making bread from grain grown in the Land of Israel, 
one has to take a tithe from the dough (challah). The Torah 
specifies the offerings that need to be brought if the whole 
nation accidentally worships idols (Rashi).

were also to check the conditions 
for successful local agriculture. 
The spies returned after 40 days 
and gave their report. They were 
positive in their opinion of the Land 
and described it as "flowing with 
milk and honey” (Bemidbar 13:27). 
They also brought back a cluster of 
grapes so large that it was borne 
on two poles by two people (as 
depicted on Palwin wine bottles), as 
well as other 'local' fruit (ibid v.23).

Nevertheless, there was a big 
“BUT” (ibid v.28). The spies reported 
that the cities were well-defended 
and that they saw there "the sons of 
Anak” ('Anak’ means giant). These 
and other comments cast a feeling 
of depression over the people and 
their spirits sank. 

Kalev (Caleb) ben Yefuneh, who 
was himself chosen to go as a spy, 
made a very brave move to support 
his friend Yehoshua and attempt to 
cool the situation down. The Torah 
tells us, "Vayahas Kalev et ha’am - 
And Kalev hushed the people” (ibid 
v.30). Furthermore, Kalev roused and 
encouraged the people declaring, 

"We can do it!"  Kalev's action was 
not just an act of bravery, but also 
a sign of his trust in God, as well as 
loyalty to his people and his great 
friend and colleague, Yehoshua.

The Hebrew word ‘Kalev’ has the 
same letters, but different vowels, 
as the word kelev - a dog. Dogs can 
be trained to help others and can 
be very loyal companions. They can 
be a source of comfort and care. 
Yehoshua's friend certainly had a 
name which suited him: loyal to and 
trusting in God and an important 
supporter of Yehoshua and others, 
helping and encouraging them in 
their lives. May we merit to do the 
same, whatever the situation.

Kalev's action was 
not just an act of 
bravery, but also 
a sign of his trust 
in God, as well as 
loyalty to his people 
and his great friend 
and colleague, 
Yehoshua.



In memory of Chaya Rachel bat Moshe Ben-tzion z"l

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 15:27-31
The offering brought if an individual accidentally worships 
idols is detailed, followed by the punishments for intentional 
idolatry and blasphemy. A man is found desecrating Shabbat 
in the desert. God instructs Moshe to put him to death. God 
tells Moshe to teach the nation about the mitzvah of tzitzit 
(this passage is the third paragraph of the Shema – see green 
siddur, p.70).

Haftarah
The haftarah relates that just before the Israelites enter the 
Land, Yehoshua sends two spies. They go to Jericho and 
are hidden by a lady called Rachav, but their hiding place is 
revealed and she helps them escape. Rachav asks them to 
promise that when the Land is conquered, she and her family 
will be spared; the spies agree. The spies bring a favourable 
report back to Yehoshua.

Places in the Parasha
Part 3: Hebron - Deep Inspiration

The ancient custom of 
visiting and davening at 
the graves of righteous 
men and women during 

times of trouble is well-documented 
in our traditional sources. Many 
United Synagogue members make 
a point of visiting the graves of 
their parents during the month of 
Elul and in particular on the eve 
of Rosh Hashanah or Yom Kippur. 
In a Talmudic discussion based 
on a verse in this week’s portion, 
Shelach, we find the earliest 
example of this practice.

Regarding the spies sent to 
reconnoitre the Promised Land, we 
read: 
“They went up in the south, and he 
came to Hebron” (Bemidbar 13:22).

The Sages (Talmud Sotah 34b) 
commented on the change from 
“they” to “he”, explaining that all 
the 12 spies journeyed in the south 
but only one actually travelled to 
the city of Hebron. They offer the 
explanation that it was Kalev (Caleb) 
who visited there. He went to pray 
at the tombs of the Patriarchs and 
Matriarchs in the Cave of Machpela, 
who are buried there. The Sages 

propose that Kalev prayed there for 
strength to resist the conspiracy 
of his comrades. There seems to 
be scriptural evidence that it was 
indeed Kalev, since we are told in 
the book of Yehoshua (Joshua) that 
his portion of Israel included the city 
of Hebron. Additionally, the Talmud 
indicates that thanks to his prayers 
at their graves he was indeed saved 
from the tragic fate of the other 
spies.

The city’s history has been 
inseparably linked with the Cave 
of Machpelah, which our Patriarch 
Avraham purchased as a family 
tomb (Bereishit ch.23). This was the 
first parcel of land owned by the 
Jewish people in their Promised 
Land. As recorded in Bereishit, the 
Patriarchs, Avraham, Yitzchak and 
Yaakov, and the Matriarchs, Sarah, 
Rivkah and Leah, were buried there. 
Their “presence” there has made 
Hebron a profoundly symbolic site 
for Judaism. King David began his 
reign in the city before transferring 
the capital to Jerusalem.

Hebron is situated 30 km south of 
Jerusalem. Nestled in the Judean 
Mountains, it lies 930 metres above 

sea level. It is the largest city in that 
area and today, the majority of its 
inhabitants are Arabs. The name 
of the city both in Hebrew and in 
Arabic is rooted in the word chaver, 
meaning friend. So it is a particular 
tragedy that it has a reputation for 
strife between Jews and Arabs, 
precisely where our common 
ancestor, Avraham, lies, resting 
deep in the earth.

The hour’s journey from 
Jerusalem to the tombs of our 
ancestors is well worth the time. 
To see with your own eyes the 
historical roots of our people in the 
Land of Israel is a life-changing 
experience. Long ago, Kalev was 
saved after visiting there. Whether 
his prayers were answered or 
the inspiration he felt reinforced 
his resolve we will never know. 
Traditionally, wherever we find 
ourselves offering up prayers 
we try to face Jerusalem, which 
represents the messianic future we 
strive for. However, perhaps the 
way to attain our goal is through 
Hebron. By remembering the great 
people buried there we can become 
inspired to emulate their greatness.

by Rabbi Dov Kaplan, Tribe Israel Team



PART THREE – BROKEN 
POTS OF CLAY
Naples was the only 
northern Italian republic 

or duchy prepared to accept the 
Jews, such as Abarbanel, fleeing 
from the Spanish Inquisition.  
Abarbanel’s voyage from Valencia 
to Naples took over two months in 
terrible conditions.   A contemporary 
Genoese chronicler recorded, 
“one might have taken them for 
spectres, so emaciated were they, 
so cadaverous in their aspect, and 
with eyes so sunken they differed in 
nothing from the dead, except in the 
power of motion, which indeed they 
scarcely retained…”

The Neapolitan king, Ferrante, 
a kinsman of Spain’s Ferdinand, 
received them considerately and 
granted them land and resources to 
combat the plague which the exiles 
had brought in.  Abarbanel was 
quickly welcomed into his court and 
enjoyed the opportunity to engage in 
study and debate.

In Naples, Abarbanel wrote his 
commentary on Sefer Melachim (the 
book of Kings) and works on eternal 
justice, principles of faith and divine 
providence.

Tragically, this tranquillity was 
short-lived. Naples was claimed by 
the French and sought by the Spanish.  
When Ferrante died in January 1494, 
the French mounted an invasion.  
Ferrante’s son, Alfonso, hated by the 

nobles, abdicated in favour of his 
son, Ferrante II, and fled to Sicily, 
accompanied by Abarbanel.  In 
February, French troops attacked the 
Neapolitan Jewish community, selling 
many Jews into slavery and forcing 
others to convert.  All Abarbanel’s 
property and valuable manuscripts 
were plundered. In May, Spanish 
forces arrived, expelling the French.

Abarbanel’s original plans were 
to join his son Samuel in Ottoman 
(Muslim) Salonika.  He travelled to 
Corfu, which was under Venetian 
control, and found a community of 
numerous Spanish Jewish exiles, 
who had turned from religion and 
whom he described as “broken 
pots of clay”.  In Corfu he wrote 
commentaries on Sefer Yeshaya 
(the book of Isaiah).  In late 1495, he 
travelled to Monopoli, a Venetian port 
on the Adriatic, where he completed 
the commentary on Devarim he 
had begun in Portugal, and wrote 
reflective works, Korban Pesach (a 
commentary on exile and redemption) 
and Nachalat Avot, his notes on Pirkei 
Avot (Ethics of the Fathers).

The tone of these writings 
reflects his ageing and the tragedies 
Abarbanel witnessed: exiles and 
poverty, but, more troublingly, moral 
degeneracy amongst the dispersed 
Jews.  Perhaps now would be the 
turning point?  The impression was 
bolstered by an ongoing religious war 
between the Ottoman Empire and 

Christendom in which Venice was 
heavily embroiled and Monopoli a 
significant port.  Abarbanel set upon 
writing a trilogy of messianic works, 
a book on Creation and completed 
commentaries on the Nevi’im 
(Prophets).  

In 1503, he was invited to Venice, 
then a powerful state controlling 
much of the eastern Adriatic.  Until 
recently, it had been the gateway to 
the eastern spice trade.  This was 
now threatened by new Portuguese 
trade routes around Africa.  Abarbanel 
was invited to advise the Venetian 
Council of Ten and mediate with the 
Portuguese, whose new king, Manuel 
was close to Abarbanel’s original 
patrons in the Braganza faction.  
Unfortunately, the negotiations were 
unsuccessful, but Abarbanel’s integrity 
and endeavours were respected by 
the leaders of both sides.

The last five years of Abarbanel’s 
life were spent in frenetic writing.  He 
was settled and had time to work.  
His commentaries from Bereishit to 
Bemidbar were written in Venice 
and the experiences garnered in 
over sixty-six years of prestige and 
poverty, the rise and fall of Jewish 
fortunes, are reflected in his words, 
“I invested in it all my thought and all 
my knowledge.”

When he died in November 1508, 
the leaders of the Venetian Republic 
joined those of the Jewish community 
in paying respects. 

Rabbi Don Isaac Abarbanel
Rabbi, Diplomat & Refugee 1437-1508
by Rabbi Jeremy Lawrence, Finchley United Synagogue

In memory of Yehuda ben Yaakov HaCohen z"l

Principal Source: Don Isaac Abarbanel, Statesman & Philosopher by Benzion Netanyahu. Revised edition published by Cornell University 
Press, 1998.



The story of the blood libel, the 
accusation that Jews kill Christian 
children for ritual purposes, is well 
known. During the Middle Ages 
these accusations often resulted 
in pogroms and violence against 
Jewish communities. However, it 
is not commonly known that this 
continued into modern times, even 
into the twentieth century. 

We often associate blood libels 
with antiquated medieval communi-
ties. In fact, the earliest mention of 
a ritual murder accusation appears 
in the writings of Josephus, from 
the first century CE. An Alexandrian 
anti-Semite, Apion, claimed that 
Jews would annually kidnap and 
murder a Greek. With the rise of 
Christianity, and in particular certain 
clerics, this claim became far more 
widespread. It evolved to include a 
child victim and became connected 
to the baking of matzot for the 
festival of Pesach.

The first medieval ritual murder 
accusation took place in England, in 
Norwich in 1144. This was followed 
by several similar cases, including 
Gloucester (1168), Bury St Edmunds 
(1181), Bristol (1183), Winchester 
(1192) and most infamous of all, 
Lincoln (1255). These resulted in 
violent attacks against the small 
Jewish communities, evidence of 
which was recently brought to light 
by the discovery of 17 skeletons 
in a medieval well in Norwich. 
Investigations suggested that these 
were most likely Jewish victims 
of persecution in the 12th or 13th 
centuries. Chaucer’s “The Prioress’s 
Tale”, one of the 24 stories of his 

Canterbury Tales (written in the late 
fourteenth century), immortalised 
this ritual murder accusation in 
medieval English consciousness.  

Blood libels took place in Europe 
too. The earliest recorded ritual 
murder accusation outside England 
was in Blois, France in 1171. The 
entire Jewish community was con-
demned to death and 32 people, in-
cluding 17 women, were killed after 
refusing the alternative - conversion 
to Christianity. Rabbeinu Tam (Rabbi 
Yaakov ben Meir, 1100-1171, grand-
son of the famous medieval scholar, 
Rashi) declared the day of the mass 
execution to be a fast day.

It was only in the thirteenth 
century that the accusation of ritual 
murder was further developed, 
by Cardinal Odo of Chateauroux, 
France, to include the allegation 
that Jews consume the blood of 
their victim. This calumny spread 
quickly, sparking incidents through-
out Europe. For example, in 1235, 
five children were killed in Fulda, 

Germany. The Jews were blamed 
and 34 Jews were subsequently 
killed by Crusaders. From then on, 
the ritual murder accusation took 
the form of a blood libel. 

Despite repeated attempts 
by practising Jews and Jewish 
converts to Christianity to defend 
our religion from these unfounded 
allegations, they continued to 
spread throughout Europe during 
the thirteenth century in particular. 
Sometimes, when Christian children 
disappeared, they were turned into 
martyrs. In some instances, they 
were even canonised by the Church 
as saints, such as Little St Hugh of 
Lincoln, who disappeared without 
trace in 1255. The Church of Eng-
land formally apologised in 1955 for 
the false accusation that the Jews 
had murdered Hugh, placing an ex-
planatory plaque next to his shrine 
in Lincoln Cathedral. It was only 
in 1965 that the Vatican stripped 
Simon of Trent (the victim of the 
most famous ritual murder case in 
Italy) of his status as a martyr. 

Throughout history there have 
been hundreds of ritual murder 
cases against Jews – mostly 
followed by arrests, violence and 
often massacre. Unfortunately, 
they are not limited to the medieval 
era. For instance, between 1887 
and 1891 there were 22 cases in 
Europe. This series of articles will 
look at some of these modern blood 
libels and their impact on Jewish 
communities: the Tiszaeszlar Affair 
of 1882-1883 (Hungary), the Beilis 
Affair of 1911-1913 (Kiev) and that 
of 1928, in Massena, New York.

Throughout history 
there have been 
hundreds of ritual 
murder cases 
against Jews – 
mostly followed 
by arrests, 
violence and often 
massacre. 

BLOOD LIBELS   
Part 1: Introduction 

by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator






