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“It shall be tzitzit for you, that you may see it and 
remember all of God’s mitzvot and perform them”  

(Bemidbar 15:39)
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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

A Lesson in 
Objectivity

On the face of it, the 
twelve men sent on a 
reconnaissance mission 
to explore the Land 
of Israel before the 
Jewish people entered 

could have been successful in their 
endeavour. Moshe gives them a 
set of directives to complete and 
questions to answer, all of which 
are stated explicitly in the first few 
verses of the parasha.

Their ultimate failure became 
known as the chet hameraglim, the 
sin of the spies. Spycraft relies on 

two distinct components.  Firstly, the 
spy needs to carry out their mission 
covertly as per the explicit directions 
of their handler.  Secondly, they need 
to report back the results objectively 
and accurately during the debriefing.  
The meraglim were mostly successful 
on the first count but it was in the 
second category that ten of the spies 
stumbled so tragically.

Nechama Leibowitz (1905-1997), 
in her Torah commentary, Studies in 
Bemidbar, notes that the meraglim 
started off their report with a clear 
and objective response to Moshe's 
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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).

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

request for information: “We came 
to the land you sent us to, and it is 
indeed flowing with milk and honey, 
and this is its fruit" (Bemidbar 13:27). 

Had they left it at that, their 
mission would have been a 
resounding success.  Continuing 
with the word “efes” (but) led the 
spies away from objectivity, with 
disastrous results.

Rabbi Yitzchak Arama (1420-1494), 
in his philosophical work, Akeidat 
Yitzchak, compares their behaviour 

to a man asking a messenger to 
report back on a Tallit he wishes to 
purchase, with the result being that 
the agent falls into the same trap as 
the spies and subjectively reports 
that the garment is ‘too expensive’. 
He was asked about the Tallit itself, 
not about the price!

The importance of objectivity 
cannot be overstated when it relates 
to the failure of the spies' mission.  
The Talmudic Sages tell us that these 
were great men.  According to an 

enigmatic statement of the Arizal 
(Rabbi Yitzchak Luria, 1534-1572) 
they were on an even higher spiritual 
plane than the entire Land of Israel.  
The Torah itself refers to them as 
‘leaders’ (ibid. v.3).

 Where they also went wrong, 
according to the Lubavitcher 
Rebbe (Rabbi Menachem Mendel 
Schneerson, 1902-1994, Likkutei 
Sichot 33.80), is that they 
misunderstood the original brief.  
God told Moshe to, “Send men to 
scout the land of Canaan, which I am 
giving to the Israelites” (ibid. v.2).  
The Torah says that they were told to 
scout (latur) the land as 'tourists', not 
spies. In fact, the word meragel (spy) 
is not even mentioned in this week’s 
parasha. Only in Moshe’s recounting 
of the story do we understand that 
they saw themselves as spies (see 
Devarim 1:24).

Let us take note of the events 
described in our parasha.  They 
remind us that even the greatest 
of people can make very human 
mistakes.



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.

In memory of Yehuda ben Yaakov HaCohen z”l

We have seen thus 
far that cooking helps 
us to appreciate the 
ingredients which make 
up our food as gifts from 

God, and also symbolises the need to 
follow the rules of the Torah to attain 
perfection.  

But this is not the end of the 
spirituality to be found in cooking. 
There is another theme which 
we can introduce into this simple 
domestic activity: a three-layered 
notion of care. 

The most obvious care element we 
can find in cooking is the preparation 
of food for others.  

God Himself frequently brought 
our sustenance into His world plan. 
The Garden of Eden had fruit trees, 
and God rained manna down from 
heaven to nourish our ancestors 
when we wandered in the Sinai 
desert after the Exodus. 

When we prepare food for 
others, we are emulating God. 
The anticipation we feel when we 
prepare food, ensuring that a dish is 
cooked to perfection and presented 
in an attractive way, gives us an 
insight into the love that God feels 
for us as He prompts the earth to 

offer us its bounty.  
There is a second element of care 

which cooking enables us to express: 
care for ourselves.  

With the right mindset, self-care 
can also be a way of serving God. 
This is illustrated by a beautiful 
anecdote about Hillel, a famous early 
Talmudic scholar. The Midrash (early 
rabbinic teachings, Vayikra Rabbah 
34:3) narrates that Hillel compared 
washing himself with washing the 
statue of a king, since a person is 
made in the image of God (Bereishit 
1:27). When we respect our own 
bodies, we also respect God. 

The same is true of our cooking. 
We can cook with a sense of respect 
for our bodies as sacred expressions 
of God in this world. By cooking in a 
way that sustains and strengthens 

the body, we show our love and awe 
for God Himself. 

There is a third aspect to care 
through cooking: as well as caring for 
others and caring for ourselves, our 
cooking can actually link heaven and 
earth and make a special space in 
our world for God to join us.  

There are many ways in which 
we can uphold the Torah through our 
cooking. We refrain from cooking 
on Shabbat, and we do not cook 
with chametz on or for Pesach. We 
check that our fruit and vegetables 
are free of insects and worms. We 
do not mix meat and milk, and we 
do not use non-kosher ingredients. 
Even the taste of anything forbidden 
may not be present in our cookers 
and utensils. Once the food is made, 
we do not eat it at a time when 
eating is forbidden, and we say 
blessings of thanksgiving before and 
after eating. 

All these simple gestures of 
love for God bring holiness into our 
homes. In such places, God delights 
to bring His divine radiance. He joins 
us there as our neighbour and friend, 
and our kitchens become miniature 
Temples, shrines to the love between 
God and His people. 

By cooking in a way 
that sustains and 
strengthens the 
body, we show our 
love and awe for 
God Himself.

What’s Cooking? Part 3  
Cookery and Care
by Rabbi David Lister, Edgware United Synagogue



In memory of israel Shmuel ben Yirmaya Yehoshuah z”l

Given the dominance 
of the Greeks over the 
Middle East during the 
Second Temple era, it is 
not surprising that the 

Mishna refers to Greeks on a number 
of occasions.

In Tractate Middot, which deals 
with the dimensions and structure of 
the Beit Hamikdash (Temple), there 
are two references to damage caused 
by the Greeks when they entered the 
Temple, as recalled in the Al HaNisim 
prayer said on Chanukah.

In one Mishna (1:6), we are told 
that on the northern side of the 
Temple courtyard, there was a large 
structure called the Hall of the Fire, 
in which there were four side-
chambers, one of which was where 
the Hasmoneans hid away the stones 
from the altar, which had been defiled 
by the Greek kings when they entered 
the Temple.

A second Mishna (2:3) describes 
the Soreg; a latticed wall, ten 
hand-breadths high, which set the 
Temple apart from the rest of the 
Temple Mount. The Grecian Kings 
had made thirteen breaches in this 
wall, which were repaired when the 
Maccabees prevailed. A decree was 
made requiring any Jew passing one 
of these areas to prostrate himself in 
thanksgiving for the deliverance from 
the Greeks.

A Mishna in Tractate Gittin (8:5) 
invalidates a Get which is dated by 

reference to the years of a king who 
no longer has jurisdiction over the 
area in which the Get is written.  
One example given is a Get written 
according to the years of the Greek 
king.

In truth, the references to the 
‘Greek kings’ in these Mishnayot are 
not directly related to Greek kings 
living in the geographical area of 
Greece as we know it today.

As noted in our first article on 
Alexandria, after the death of 
Alexander the Great in 323 BCE, his 
empire was split up between different 
Macedonian generals who had served 
under him. In our articles about 
Alexandria, we mentioned one of 
these, the Ptolemaic Kingdom, which 
was based in Egypt.

The largest of the kingdoms was 
founded by Seleusus I Nicanor and it 
controlled most of Asia Minor, Syria, 
Mesopotamia, the Levant and parts of 
Persia (Iran).

It was the great-great-great-

grandson of Seleusus I, Antiochus 
IV Epiphanes (c.215 BCE - 164 BCE), 
who persecuted the Jews of Judea 
and Samaria and caused the rebellion 
of the Maccabees. Thus, the ‘Greek 
kings’ referred to in our Mishnayot 
were based in ancient Syria, far from 
Greece itself.

For most of the later years of the 
Seleucid Kingdom, its capital city was 
Antioch (today Antakya), a city now 
in Turkey on the River Orontes, close 
to the Mediterranean and not far 
from the border with Syria. Antioch 
had a large Jewish population in the 
Second Temple-Mishnaic era and the 
Jerusalem Talmud relates how Rabbis 
Eliezer, Yehoshua and Akiva went on 
a mission to collect funds from the 
Jews of Antioch for the beleaguered 
Jews of Israel, after the destruction of 
the Temple. They received generous 
donations from their coreligionists. 
Antioch was also reputed to have 
been a centre of Hellenic Judaism in 
the late Second Temple era.

Foreign Places in the Mishna  

by David Frei, US Director of External and Legal Services  
and Registrar of the London Beth Din

Part Twenty Four: 
Greece

The Parthenon, Athens, Greece



In memory of Yaacov ben Shmuel z”l

This short chapter 
records the tragic death 
of King Shaul (Saul) and 
his sons. The Israelites 
suffer a disastrous 

defeat in battle at the hands of the 
Philistines. Knowing that he will 
be captured and humiliated by the 
enemy, Shaul chooses to fall upon 
his own sword. 

There are a number of ways of 
understanding Shaul’s decision 
to take his own life. Radak (Rabbi 
David Kimchi, 1160–1235) explains 
that Shaul knew he was destined to 
die that day, as he had received this 
prophecy (Chapter 28). He wanted to 
avoid a disgraceful death in which 
he would be mocked by the enemy. 
Another approach, mentioned by 
Yehuda Kiel (1916-2011) in his Da’at 
Mikra commentary on Tanach, is that 
Shaul had already suffered a serious 
injury at the hands of the enemy 
archers1. Having been severely 
weakened, he knew that he had no 
chance of defending himself and 
chose instead to end his life with 
dignity. 

The Midrash criticises Shaul 
for choosing this end, stating that, 
following the fateful prophecy 
in Chapter 28, “Shaul took him 
(Shmuel) by his word and despaired 
of praying”, yet “had he prayed to 
God, the decree would have been 
annulled”2. Perhaps this was more 

1 This is based on an alternative understanding of the word “vayachel” as “injured”, instead of the traditional reading of it as “terrified” (1 Shmuel 
31:3).
2 Midrash Devarim Rabba, Parashat Va’etchanan.

of a self-fulfilling prophecy and 
could have been prevented.

When the Philistines discover 
Shaul’s body, they decapitate him 
and hang up his remains, together 
with the bodies of his sons, for all 
to see. Under cover of darkness, 
the men of Yavesh-Gilad rescue the 
remains of Shaul and his sons and 
give them an honourable burial. This 
is no coincidence: Yavesh-Gilad was 
the city besieged by Nachash of 
Amon at the start of Shaul’s reign. In 
his first ever military victory, Shaul 
rescued them, solidifying his rule as 
king (I Shmuel ch.11). This was the 
highpoint of Shaul’s reign, although 
it was quickly forgotten. The people 
of Yavesh-Gilad however did not 
forget his kindness and show their 
gratitude to him now.

The Philistines are mentioned 
eight times in this short chapter 
(only 13 verses), four times in the 
first two verses alone. The emphasis 
on the Philistines highlights Shaul’s 
failure as a king. The Israelites 
asked for a king to attain military 
victories over their enemies, the 

Philistines in particular. However, 
the Philistines are now more 
dominant and spread out throughout 
the land. In fact, after the battle, 
we are told that the Israelites “on 
the other side of the valley and 
on the other side of the Jordan… 
abandoned their cities and fled”, 
allowing the Philistines to settle 
there (ibid. 31:7). The situation is 
worse now than it was when Shaul 
was anointed king. 

Despite this serious indictment, 
we cannot ignore Shaul’s bravery. 
Armed with the knowledge that 
he and his sons were about to 
meet their deaths, we would have 
understood if he had fled and 
avoided battle altogether. Yet, 
along with his sons, he bravely 
faces battle at the head of his 
army and pays the ultimate price in 
defence of his people. He does not 
abandon his people in their hour 
of need. Despite his many failures, 
at his tragic end we must also 
remember his merits.

This concludes the first Book of 
Shmuel.

Sefer Shmuel  (the Book of Samuel)

Chapter 31: Death of a King
by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator and 
Participant in the Chief Rabbi’s Ma’ayan Programme

He does not abandon his people in their 
hour of need. Despite his many failures, 
at his tragic end we must also remember 
his merits.
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The Fear of Success 
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   If I was to mention the Exodus from 
Egypt, you might envisage the 
splitting of the sea. And if I say Adam 
and Eve, you probably just imagined 
an apple tree. The twelve spies? It is 
not such an obvious one, but perhaps 
you thought of giants and massive 
clusters of grapes.   
   In this week’s parasha, twelve 
spies are sent to scout out the Land 
of Israel and report back to the 
Jewish people. For some reason, ten  

of them come back and lie about the 
land, delivering a negative report, 
whilst the other two tell the truth. 
But why would they lie?  
   These ten spies were not just a 
random group of people. They were 
“men who were heads of the people 
of Israel” (Bemidbar 13:3). They were 
the leaders. 
   Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks zt”l 
explains why they lied: “The spies 
were not afraid of failure; they were 
afraid of success” (Studies in 
Spirituality, p.194). Before the spies 
were sent, the situation of the 
Jewish people was pretty good. They 
ate Manna from heaven, drank water 
from a miraculous well, were 

surrounded by the Clouds of Glory 
and were in constant contact with 
God. However, when they entered 
the land, they would have to fight 
battles, create an economy, farm the 
land and worry about there being 
enough rain. They would have to face 
reality. 
   Now we can understand why they 
were reluctant to tell the truth. These 
ten spies wanted to be close to God 
in the comfort of the desert, rather 
than building up a land. However, 
they misunderstood the task. It 
wasn’t about being comfortable with 
the status quo, it was about breaking 
boundaries and creating new 
opportunities in the Land of Israel. 
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