
Moses dispatches the scouts. The scouts tour the land and 
return after 40 days bearing samples of its fruit: grapes, figs, 
pomegranates. Then: 

They went and came before Moses, 
before Aaron, and before the entire 
community of the Children of Israel 
in the Wilderness of Paran, at 
Kadesh; they returned word to them 
and to the entire community, 
and let them see the fruit of the land. 
(13:26) 

 השֶׁמֹ לאֶ וּאבֹיָּוַ וּכלְיֵּוַ
 לכׇּ לאֶוְ ןרֹהֲאַ לאֶוְ
 לאֵרָשְׂיִ ינֵבְּ תדַעֲ
 ןרָאפָּ רבַּדְמִ לאֶ
 םתָאֹ וּבישִׁיָּוַ השָׁדֵקָ
 הדָעֵהָ לכׇּ תאֶוְ רבָדָּ
 ירִפְּ תאֶ םוּארְיַּוַ
 ץרֶאָהָ

Comment: Imagine the group of twelve scouts making 
their way to Moses, with their fruit.1 Surely, their 

reappearance before the camp would have 
elicited excitement and curiosity. The text 
continues (13:27):  

Was this in private? Out of earshot? Or was 
this a public spectacle like a press con-
ference, with people overhearing what was 

being said? 18th century Moroccan commentator Hayyim 
Ibn Attar (Or Hahayyim) says that it was a hybrid moment:   

  ,"וֹל" רמַוֹל קדֵּקְדִּ
The text is very specific in saying, that they spoke to 
"him." i.e. Moses. Why did the text specify "him"?  

 ...לבָאֲ ,וילָאֵ דוּחיִבְּ רוּבּדִּהַ םידִחֲיַמְ וּיהָשֶׁ
This means that they spoke to him directly in a single 
group as they were standing before him. But... 

 דבַלְ השֶׁמֹלְ היָהָ אֹל רמָאֲמַּהַ
this communication was not to Moses alone 

 ...םיעִמְוֹשּׁהַ הדָעֵהָ לכָלְ אלָּאֶ
rather it was in front of the entire community who was 
listening in... 

It was a private conversation, but everyone was listening in! 
As we watch this play out, we wonder: how are the people 
reacting? The scouts show off the fruit (13:27) and then 
they shift their tone abruptly:  

however, are the people that are settled 
in the land are powerful 
the cities are fortified,  
exceedingly large, 
and also, the descendants of Anak did 
we see there! (13:28) 

 םעָהָ זעַ יכִּ ספֶאֶ
 ץרֶאָבָּ בשֵׁיֹּהַ
 תוֹרצֻבְּ םירִעָהֶוְ
 דאֹמְ תaדֹגְּ
 קנָעֲהָ ידֵלִיְ םגַוְ
 .םשָׁ וּניאִרָ

 
1 The logo of Israel's Ministry of Tourism is nice but not 
helpful as commentary. In order for this text to make sense, 
either they were really big grapes, or this was a cluster of 
clusters. See photo.  
2 We call this story, the Story of the Spies, (meraglim) but 
nowhere in the story does the word meragel occur. We 
conflate it with the story in Joshua 2, and the story of 
Joseph's brothers coming to Egypt for food. When the 

And it just gets worse from then on.    Why didn't Moses 
preempt this? Why didn't he pull the scouts into a private 
"executive" session and get a preliminary report from them 
before going public? Does the CIA go public with 
important intelligence assessments, before going to the 
President? Does the Mossad deliver intelligence to the press 
before going to the Prime Minister? We could criticize 
Moses about the way he managed this event, but the 
criticism would be based on a faulty premise: that the 
mission of the scouts was a spying mission. On the 
contrary. It was not to "spy" out the land, but to "scout" 
the land.  The mission was to "look at it" and take it in. 

Really, to "marvel" at it, and to assess it in 
terms of the people living there, whether 
they were strong or weak, whether they 
were few or populous. Whether it was good 

or bad, whether the cities were encampments or fortified. 
Whether it was "fat" or "skinny" and whether it was 
forested or bare (13:18-20). The scouts were set up to 
deliver a positive report, otherwise, why would they be sent 
in the first place? The people who were chosen were leaders 
of their tribes. That means that they were political 
representatives, able to withstand the rigors of going on 
a long trek, to be sure. But they were not chosen because 
they were good spies. Despite how the later tradition 
frames this story, they were not "spies".2 Rather they were 
leaders; political representatives. They have a political 
purpose: to prepare the people, build their morale, muster 
their courage and excitement, for the project of conquest 
and settlement. They are supposed to be the ones who will 
inspire them in the great task ahead: the realization of the 
promise given to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. These are not 
the venerable tribal princes who present wagons, vessels 
and sacrificial animals to the sanctuary. These are the new, 
vigorous leaders! Israel 2.0! The Next Generation! The 
ones who will harness the spiritual energy of the people and 
lead them in the realization of God's covenant. Only in the 
land will they be able to fulfill God's laws and become a 
kingdom of priests and a holy nation in the way that God 
intended. Only in the land will they, as 
descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, 
enable the families of the earth to be blessed 
through them. This was not a reconnaissance 
mission to create a battle plan. It was not a spy mission for 
strategic purposes. It was a political mission to build on an 

brothers appear before Joseph, who they don't recognize, he 
accuses them of being spies (Gen. 32:9):  

םילִגְּרַמְ  םהֶלֵאֲ  רמֶאֹיַּו  םהֶלָ  םלַחָ  רשֶׁאֲ  תוֹמ6חֲהַ  תאֵ  ףסֵוֹי  רֹכּזְיִַּו 
. םתֶאבָּ ץרֶאָהָ  תַורְעֶ  תאֶ  תוֹארְלִ  םתֶּאַ   

And Joseph was reminded of the dreams that he had 
dreamt of them. He said to them: You are spies! [It is] 
to see the nakedness of the land that you have come!  

 

  .Now they recounted to him וֹל וּרפְּסַיְוַ
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idea. It was a spiritual mission designed to generate 
excitement and morale, and to get the people to focus on 
coming home and building their new land. Most 
importantly, it was a mission to validate what had been 
stated about the land: that it flowed with milk and honey, 
meaning, that it was filled with economic and spiritual 
potential.  We can compare the mission of the scouts to 
buying a house. Today, when we buy a house, we look at 
photos of it online. If we like what we see, we arrange to see 
it in person. If that visit is successful, it will confirm what we 
felt about it when we saw it in photos, and we will "fall in love 
with it", i.e. we will develop excitement and desire to purchase 
it and live in it.  The buyer's visit is not a reconnaissance 
mission, as much as it is an opportunity to validate our initial 
emotional response to the house that we had in our 
imagination. Similarly, the only "picture" that Moses and the 
people had about the Land of Canaan was that their ancestors 
were born and tended their flocks in it.  They knew that God 
had promised it to them, as the descendants of Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob. They had heard that it flowed with milk and honey. 
They had a mental image of the land, passed down to them 
through the generations of their sojourn in Egypt. The dispatch 
of the scouts would have been a festive moment, and their 
return would have no doubt, been received with festivity. And 
even the grapes, pomegranates and figs would have served a 
theatrical purpose, to raise everyone's excitement, and to get 
them to fall in love with the land. Moses had no reason to 
suspect that this would end up as a catastrophe. But that's what 
happened.   So what motivated the scouts to deliver a 
negative report? Was it personal animus toward Moses? Was 
it lack of faith? Demagoguery? This is a great subject for 
discussion. The bottom line is though that they succeeded in 
undermining the project without providing a compelling 
alternative. The people immediately pick up on this and 
become agitated, aggravated and unruly. At that moment, 
Calev tried to calm things down: 

Now Calev hushed the people before 
Moses and said: 
Let us go up, yes, up, and possess it,  
for we can prevail,  
yes, prevail against it! (13:30) 

 םעָהָ תאֶ בלֵכָּ סהַיַּוַ
 רמֶאֹיּוַ השֶׁמֹ לאֶ
 וּנשְׁרַיָוְ הלֶעֲנַ ה;עָ
 לכַוּנ לוֹכיָ יכִּ הּתָאֹ
 .הּלָ

Too little. Too late.  
The Talmud has a fascinating midrash on this moment.  

  .םירִבָדְבִּ ןתָיסִּהִשֶׁ :הבָּרַ רמַאָ ,״השֶׁמֹ לאֶ םעָהָ תאֶ בלֵכָּ סהַיַּוַ״
  .ילִ ןימִסְחָוְ אתָלְּימִ יבִּ ירִמְאָ — אנָיעֵתַּשְׁמִ יאִ :רמַאָ

Caleb said to himself: If I speak they will also say 
something about me and stop me from speaking. In other 
words, he is thinking: How am I going to get control of the 
situation? How am I going to get them to listen to me? 
They're about to turn on Moses, so let me say something 
about Moses that sounds like I'm with them. 

 ?םרָמְעַ ןבֶּ וּנלָ השָׂעָ דבַלְבִּ וֹז יכִוְ :ןהֶלָ רמַאָ
 .וּקיתִּשְׁיאִ ,יעֵתַּשְׁמִ אקָ הּיתֵוּנגְבִּ ירִבְסָ

He began to speak and said to them: And is this the only 
thing that the son of Amram, Moses, has done to us? 

 
3 This sounds so much like Dayyenu in the Haggadah. This is 
probably the kernel of that song, but here, all of these 

They thought that he wanted to relate something to the 
discredit of Moses, and they were silent. Having gotten 
their attention, he now tries to convince them of Moses' 
greatness. A classic "bait and switch."  

 .ןמָּהַ תאֶ וּנלָיכִאֱהֶוְ ,םיָּהַ תאֶ וּנלָ ערַקָוְ ,םיִרַצְמִּמִ וּנאָיצִוֹה :וּהלְ רמַאֲ
He then said to them: He took us out of Egypt, and split 
the sea for us, and fed us the manna.3 

  ?וֹל עמַשְׁנִ אֹל ״עַיקִרָלָ וּלעֲוַ תוֹמלָּוּס וּשׂעֲ״ רמַאֹי םאִ
 .״׳וֹגוְ הּתָאֹ וּנשְׁרַיָוְ הלֶעֲנַ ה;עָ״

If he says to us: Build ladders and climb to the heavens, 
should we not listen to him? “We should go up at once,” 
even to the heavens, “and possess it” (Num. 13:30).  
Paraphrase and Comment: Moses has done amazing things 
for us! Haven't we had enough proof of his leadership and 
the miracles that he is able to perform on our behalf? 
Haven't we been convinced by the exodus and the splitting 
of the sea and the miracle of the manna, that he is reliable 
as a leader? We can do amazing things under his leadership! 
If he tells us to do the impossible, we can do it with him! If 
he tells us to jump, we should ask, "How high?"   Calev's 
argument is great rhetoric, but lousy politics. In this rendering, 
Calev fails to "read the room." He fails to acknowledge that in 
all of the miraculous experiences he lists, in each and every 
one of them, there is a counter-story. Before the exodus, the 
Israelites lived in great fear, witnessing terror and destruction.  
At the sea they were being chased by the Egyptians and 
thought they were going to die. The manna only came after 
they complained of starvation. In other words, while he 
correctly presented those events as miracles, they came only 
after terrifying experiences. Calev's task at this moment was 
to articulate and identify the great terrors that they have 
endured up until now and to remind them that God was with 
them. That God has not abandoned them and will never 
abandon them. That we have had challenges in the past and 
with God's help, we will get through the challenges ahead of 
us. He did not do that, and thus, the people turned on him. In 
contrast, here is how a great leader challenged his people at a 
decisive moment in their history: We have before us an ordeal 
of the most grievous kind. We have before us many, many 
long months of struggle and of suffering. You ask, what is 
our policy? I can say: It is to wage war, by sea, land and air, 
with all our might and with all the strength that God can give 
us; to wage war against a monstrous tyranny, never 
surpassed in the dark, lamentable catalogue of human 
crime. That is our policy. You ask, what is our aim? I can 
answer in one word: It is victory, victory at all costs, victory 
in spite of all terror, victory, however long and hard the road 
may be; for without victory, there is no survival.     Sir 
Winston Churchill, z'l. 
 

miracles are attributed to Moses! In the Haggadah they are 
attributed to God.  
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