5 Viewpoints

through the eyes of 5 biblical characters

With which character do you most identify in this story of the spies? At
a meal with family/friends, read aloud Num. 13:1-14:45 and invite your
table guests to place themselves in the story. Let each present a viewpoint

through the eyes of a biblical character. For example:

perspective, what would you see?

Cale b = He was sent as one of the spies but he

‘goes against the crowd’ and speaks up in support of
Moses. Do you consider him to be courageous? Have
you ever met a ‘Caleb’ in a situation in your own life?

JOSh Ua « We know him to be on Moses’ side,

but why is he so silent at the time of the spies’ report-
ing? We don’t hear him speaking out like Caleb. And
what is the significance of his name change in 13:167?

M OSGS « How would you assess Moses’ lead-

ership in this situation? Would you have acted differ-
ently? How would you sum up the challenge he faced?
Have you ever been tried in a similar way?

M I I'I a m « We can’t help but wonder how her

conflict with Moses, immediately before the story of the
spies (ch.12), impacts upon the rebellion in chapter 13.
But why is Miriam not mentioned in this story?

GOd « After the rebellious events in Num.12, by
the time we come to chapter 13 God is already in a bad
mood! If you were to survey the scene from the divine
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hy reflect on Torah?

“Sounding the depths of the mystery which is
the church, this sacred council remembers the
spiritual ties which link the people of the new
covenant to the stock of Abraham.”
- Nostra Aetate, 4

‘Torah’ refers to the first five books of the
bible. These books form part of the sacred
story of the Jewish people and, since Chris-
tianity grew out of Judaism, they are foun-
dational to our sacred story also. Without the
Torah, the New Testament would be like a
plant deprived of its roots; it would dry up
and wither.

What is the theme common to both Testa-
ments? It is a love story; a story of salvation;
a story of a loving God who forms a people
and draws that people ever more closely. A
love for Torah is a love for one’s faith family.
If you desire that your children understand
their background, their ancestry, their roots,
would you tell them about their grandparents
alone, or would you want them to know their
great-great-grandparents too? The Torah
draws us deeply into the story of our spiritual
ancestors. It gives us a sense of their gifts and
weaknesses, their opportunities and obstacles,
their growth points and setbacks. It teaches us
that their story is our story too. By journey-
ing through the Torah we journey deep into
the heart of God. With the Jewish people, we
learn what it means to live and worship as
God’s people.
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Torah Portion

From the Jewish calendar
of Torah readings:

Numbers 13:1 - 15:41

Our focus for discussion here

is the story of the spies (Num:
13:1-14:45). Having drawn near to
the Promised Land, twelve of the
Israelites are sent on a recon-
naissance mission to ‘check out’
the land ahead and report back
to Moses. A disastrous conflict
follows involving Moses and his
supporters, their opponents, and
God. We are left with a question
as to what could have caused
such a breakdown in order and
leadership among the Israelites,
so close to their destiny?

Sources: The assistance of Jack
Driscoll and his lecture notes is
gratefully acknowledged. Other works
consulted: Fox, The Five Books of
Moses (NY, 1995); Leibowitz, Studies

in Bamidbar (Jerusalem, 1994); Rashi:

Commentary on the Torah. Vol 4
Bamidbar (NY: Mesorah, 2001)..

asting Torah

We begin with two translations of God’s
command to Moses to send the spies:

‘Shelach lecha anashim...’

‘Send men...” (13:1; NRSV)

‘Send for yourself men...” (13:1; Fox)

The Fox translation captures the subtle nuance
of the original Hebrew text: ‘Send for yourself,’
or ‘Send for you,’ or ‘Send if you please.” Do
you think this sublte addition makes a difference
to the story?

ouching Torah

It certainly made a difference for the Jewish
Sages who have pondered this text over the
centuries. They argue that the ‘you/yourself” in-
dicates that it was Moses and the Israelites who
insisted on sending out spies and that God went
along with their plan. (This is certainly how the
story is remembered in Deut. 1:20-2:1.) After
all, reasoned the Sages, why would there be a
need to send out spies in the first place? God
had already assured his people that they would
be led to a land of milk and honey. Isn’t God’s
promise enough?

Thus they concluded that the Israelites
showed a lack of trust in Divine Providence.
Nonetheless, out of respect for their free will,
God worked with and through the designs of his
people.

eeper into Torah

Whatis the sin of the spies? What causes God to re-
buke them so strongly? Where do they go wrong?
After all, aren’t they simply reporting back?

‘We are not able to go up against the popu-
lation, for it is stronger than we! (13:31).” In
Hebrew the latter part of this sentence can be
read as ‘stronger than we,’ but it can also be read
as ‘stronger than him.” The plain meaning would
suggest ‘we,’ but in their prayerful play with the
text, the ancient Jewish storytellers developed
an interpretation by translating it as ‘than Him,’
meaning that the foreign population is ‘stronger
than our God.” Thus the distrust and rebellion of
the people is conveyed.

Their rebellion becomes clear in the very next
sentence: ‘So they gave out a (false) report of
the land that they had scouted to the Children of
Israel (13:32).” Until now, the spies have been
reporting back to their leader Moses. But at this
point they spread rumors among the commu-
nity, undermining confidence and inciting fear!
Note how they liken their own people to ‘grass-
hoppers’ (13:33). What is it like to be called a
‘grasshopper’?! Note, too, how the contradic-
tions in their story suggest a lack of truthfulness.
E.g., if the land ‘devours its inhabitants’ how
could all its people be ‘of great stature’?

oing lorah

What we see on the edge of the Promised Land
is a failure of nerve. Do you agree? Can you un-
derstand the people losing morale/courage when
they are so close to arriving at their destiny?

Faith & Life

‘Fake it till you make it!" my partner
and | used to say to each other
when we were starting up a small
business. That is, speak and

act with total confidence in your
embryonic venture and success
will follow (presuming of course
that you have a quality product/
service to offer and your business
practices are sound!)

Sometimes | think my faith
journey benefits from the same
advice. Inwardly at times | feel like
a doubting Thomas. Assailed by
life’s challenges my confidence is
shaken. Even so, every Sunday
at Mass | have the gall to declare
with my fellow parishioners “We
believe in God...” In faith | trust
that we will make it, all the way to
eternal life!



