
The episode of the spies 
was one of the most tragic 
in the entire Torah. Who 
sent them and to what 
end is not entirely clear. 
In this week’s parsha, the 
text says that it was God 
who told Moses to do so 
(Num. 13:1–2). In 
Deuteronomy (1:22), 
Moses says that it was the 
people who made the 
request. Either way, the 
result was disaster. An 
entire generation was 
deprived of the chance to 
enter the Promised Land. 
The entry itself was 
delayed by forty years. 
According to the Sages, it 
cast its shadow long into 
the future. Moses told the 
spies to go and see the 
land and bring back a 
report about it: Are the 
people many or few, 
strong or weak? What is 
the land itself like? Are the 
cities open or fortified? Is 
the soil fertile? They were 
also tasked with bringing 
back some of its fruit. The 
spies returned with a 
positive report about the 
land itself: “It is indeed 
flowing with milk and 
honey, and this is its fruit” 
There then followed one of 
the most famous ‘buts’ in 
Jewish history: “But – the 
people who live there are 
powerful, and the cities 
are fortified and very 
large. We even saw 
descendants of Anak [‘the 
giant’] there”  

(Num. 13:28). 

Sensing that their words were 
demoralizing the people, Caleb, 
one of the spies, interrupted 
with a message of reassurance: 
“We should go up and take 
possession of the land, for we 
can certainly do it.” However, 
the other spies insisted: “We 
cannot attack those people; 
they are stronger than we are…
All the people we saw there are 
of great size…We seemed like 
grasshoppers…” (Num. 13:30–
33). The next day, the people, 
persuaded that the challenge 
was completely beyond them, 
expressed regret that they had 
ever embarked on the Exodus 
and said, “Let us appoint a 
leader and go back to 
Egypt” (Num. 14:4). 

Thus far the narrative. However, 
it is monumentally difficult to 
understand. It was this that led 
the Lubavitcher Rebbe to give a 
radically revisionary 
interpretation of the episode. He 
asked the obvious question. 
How could ten of the spies come 
back with a defeatist report? 
They had seen with their own 
eyes how God had sent a series 
of plagues that brought Egypt, 
the strongest and longest-lived 
of all the empires of the ancient 
world, to its knees. They had 
seen the Egyptian army with its 
cutting-edge military 
technology, the horse-drawn 
chariot, drown in the sea while 
the Israelites passed through it 
on dry land. Egypt was far 
stronger than the Canaanites, 
Perizzites, Jebusites, and other 
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minor kingdoms that they 
would have to confront in 
conquering the land. Nor was 
this an ancient memory. It 
had happened not much 
more than a year before. 
What is more, they were 
entirely wrong about the 
people of the land. We 
discover this from the book 
of Joshua, in the passage 
read as the haftarah to 
Shelach Lecha. When Joshua 
sent spies to Jericho, the 
woman who sheltered them, 
Rahab, described for them 
what her people felt when 
they heard that that the 
Israelites were on their way: 
I know that the Lord has 
given this land to you. A 
great fear of you has fallen 
on us…We have heard how 
the Lord dried up the water 
of the Red Sea for you when 
you came out of Egypt…
When we heard of it, our 
hearts melted and 
everyone’s courage failed 
because of you, for the Lord 
your God is God in heaven 
above and on the earth 
below. (Josh. 2:9–11) 

The people of Jericho were 
not giants. They were as 
fearful of the Israelites as 
the Israelites were of them. 
Nor was this something that 
was disclosed only later. The 
Israelites of Moses’ day had 
already sung in the Song at 
the Sea: The peoples have 
heard; they tremble; Pangs 
have seized the inhabitants 
of Philistia. Now are the 
chiefs of Edom dismayed; 
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Trembling seizes the leaders of Moab; All the inhabitants of 
Canaan have melted away. Terror and dread fall upon them; 
Because of the greatness of Your arm, they are still as a 
stone. (Ex. 15:14–16) How was it that they forgot what, not 
long before, they knew? What is more, continued the Rebbe, 
the spies were not people plucked at random from among the 
population. The Torah states that they were “men who were 
heads of the People of Israel.” They were leaders. They were 
not people given lightly to fear. The questions are 
straightforward, but the answer the Rebbe gave was utterly 
unexpected. The spies were not afraid of failure, he said. They 
were afraid of success. Never had a people lived so close to 
God. 

If they entered the land, their lifestyle of camping around the 
Sanctuary, eating manna from heaven, living in continuous 
contact with the Shechinah would vanish. They would have to 
fight battles, maintain an army, create an economy, farm the 
land, worry about the weather and their crops, and all the 
other thousand distractions that come from living in the 
world. What would happen to their closeness to God? They 
would be preoccupied with mundane and material pursuits. 
Here they could spend their entire lives learning Torah, lit by 
the radiance of the Divine. There they would be one more 
nation in a world of nations with the same kind of economic, 
social, and political problems that every other nation has to 
deal with. They were afraid of success, and the subsequent 
change it would bring about. They wanted to spend their lives 
in the closest possible proximity to God. What they did not 
understand was that God seeks, in the Midrashic phrase, “a 
dwelling in the lower worlds.” One of the great differences 
between Judaism and other religions is that while others seek 
to lift people to heaven, Judaism seeks to bring heaven down 
to earth. 

Much of Torah is about things not conventionally seen as 
religious at all: labor relations, agriculture, welfare provisions, 
loans and debts, land ownership, and so on. It is not difficult 
to have an intense religious experience in the desert, or in a 
monastic retreat, or in an ashram. Most religions have holy 
places and holy people who live far removed from the 
stresses and strains of everyday life. About this there is  

nothing unusual at all. But that is not the Jewish project, the 
Jewish mission. God wanted the Israelites to create a model 
society where human beings were not treated as slaves, 
where rulers were not worshipped as demigods, where            
human dignity was respected, where law was impartially            
administered to rich and poor alike, where no one was                  
destitute, no one was abandoned to isolation, no one was 
above the law, and no realm of life was a morality-free zone. 
That requires a society, and a society needs a land. It                  
requires an economy, an army, fields and flocks, labor and 
enterprise. All these, in Judaism, become ways of bringing 
the Shechinah into the shared spaces of our collective life. 

The spies did not doubt that Israel could win its battles with 
the inhabitants of the land. Their concern was not physical 
but spiritual. They did not want to leave the wilderness. They 
did not want to become just another nation among the           
nations of the earth. They did not want to lose their unique 
relationship with God in the reverberating silence of the                  
desert, far removed from civilization and its discontents. This 
was the mistake of deeply religious men – but it was a                 
mistake. Clearly this is not the plain sense of the narrative, 
but we should not dismiss it on that account. It is, as it were, 
a psychoanalytical reading of the unconscious mindset of the 
spies. They did not want to let go of the intimacy and                        
innocence of the time-out-of-time and place-out-of-place that 
was the experience of the wilderness. Ultimately the spies 
feared freedom and its responsibilities. 

But Torah is about the responsibilities of freedom. Judaism is 
not a religion of monastic retreat from the world. It is a               
religion of engagement with the world. God chose Israel to 
make His presence visible in the world. Therefore, Israel 
must live in the world. The Jewish people were not without 
their desert-dwellers and ascetics. The Talmud speaks of R. 
Shimon b. Yochai living for thirteen years in a cave. When he 
emerged, he could not bear to see people engaged in such 
earthly pursuits as ploughing a field (Shabbat 33b). He held 
that engagement with the world was fundamentally                          
incompatible with the heights of spirituality (Brachot 35b). 
But the mainstream held otherwise. It maintained that 
“Torah study without an occupation will in the end fail and 
lead to sin” (Mishnah Avot 2:2). Maimonides speaks of people 
who live as hermits in the desert to escape the corruptions of 
society. But these were the exceptions, not the rule. It is not 
the destiny of Israel to live outside time and space as the 
world’s recluses. Far from being the supreme height of faith, 
such a fear of freedom and its responsibilities is, according to 
the Lubavitcher Rebbe, the sin of the spies. 

They did not want to contaminate Judaism by bringing it into 
contact with the real world. They sought the eternal                             
dependency of God’s protection and the endless embrace of 
His all-encompassing love. There is something noble about 
this desire, but also something profoundly irresponsible. The 
spies demoralized the people and provoked the anger of God. 
The Jewish project – the Torah as the constitution of the     
Jewish nation under the sovereignty of God – is about                          
building a society in the land of Israel that so honors human 
dignity and freedom that it will one day lead the world to say, 
“Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding                             
people” (Deut. 4:6). The Jewish task is not to fear the real 
world but to enter and transform it, healing some of its 
wounds and bringing to places often shrouded in darkness 
fragments of Divine light. 
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MAZAL TOVS & COMMUNITY NEWS Rabbi Polakoff’s shabbos drasha through 5779                    
is dedicated in memory of DOVID BEN NISSAN v’LEAH                 

For other such opportunities please contact               

Howard Wolf 516-643-3344 

IF YOU KNOW OF SOMEONE WHO IS MOVING INTO THE  
GREAT NECK AREA PLEASE LET THE OFFICE KNOW. 

Mazal Tov to Beth & Gary Orbach on the upcoming                     
marriage of their daughter Naomi to Michael Bouaziz. 

Mazal Tov to Lori & Ira Rosenfeld on the birth of a                     
granddaughter, Golda Rose, born to their children Dena & 
Daniel Fromm. 

Mazal Tov to Roselin Wagner on the birth of a great                
grandson. 

Mazal Tov to Brian & Rebekah Edelman on the birth of a 
son. Mazal Tov also to grandparents Steven & Ramesh             
Edelman. 

Mazal Tov to Ilene & Gary Knobel on the engagement of 
their son Laurence to Robyn Herman of Queens.  

BIKE4CHAI                                                                                                                                    
On August 14 and 15, Gavi and Chazzan Yitzy Spinner will         
participate in Bike 4 Chai, a 180 mile cycling challenge to 
raise funds for Chai Lifeline in honor of Gavi’s upcoming Bar 
Mitzvah. The finish line will be Camp Simcha, a summer 
camp for children with cancer and other life-threatening              
illnesses. Please donate to their pages to help support this 
amazing organization. Thank you!  
https://www.bike4chai.com/spinner and  

https://www.bike4chai.com/yitzyspinner 

15th
 ANNIVERSARY YEAR ROSH HASHANAH SCOPE        

DEADLINE AND SPONSORSHIP 

We are celebrating our 15th
 year of publishing SCOPE   

magazine (45 issues!). Please submit all SCOPE magazine 
articles, recipes, photos, ads, sponsorships and any other 
material by July 15th to Diane Rein at drein@verizon.net.    
Feel free to include an anniversary message. Thank you 
very much to our SCOPE sponsors for their strong support 
this past year by sponsoring 3 issues for a total cost of 
$100 for the year. If you would like to continue to be a 
SCOPE sponsor, then it is not necessary to contact the 
shul. If you no longer would like to be a SCOPE sponsor 
please contact Mark Twersky by Monday, July 15th to           
remove your name from the list. We hope others who are 
not currently SCOPE sponsors will request to have their 
names added. You can dedicate the sponsorship in honor 
or in memory of a loved one. Thank you so much! 

PARLOR MEETING FOR SOROKA MEDICAL CENTER IN 
ISRAEL 

Please join us on Thurs. evening, June 27th at 7:00 pm 
for a Pastoral Counseling Initiative Parlor Meeting with  
special guest speaker, Professor Jochanan Peiser, Deputy 
Director General of Soroka Medical Center. This event will 
take place at the home of David and Diane Rein, 1 Cove 
Lane. Sushi and wine will be served. RSVP to Amanda 
Heisler at aheisle1@binghamton.edu. 

BIKUR CHOLIM 

If you would like to volunteer to call, visit and/or deliver 
homemade or store bought challah/dessert on              
behalf of Bikur Cholim, please contact Diane Rein 
at drein@verizon.net. This is also a great opportunity for 
bar and bat mitzvah chesed projects. 

MEN’S CLUB EVENTS                                                                                
Sunday, June 30th at 10:00 am: Lecture by Elder Care                      
Attorneys, Elizabeth Forspan and Jay Klear entitled 
“Planning for the Sandwich Generation: From Medicaid 
Planning for your parents to Estate and Tax Planning for 
you and your children.” 

Sunday, September 8th at 1:00 pm: Tickets for the NY 
Jets vs Buffalo Bills: $110 per seat and $90 for MC 
members.  

Saturday, 26 Sivan 

Steven Blumner for Chaya Sara bat Yehuda 

Steven Blumner for Chaim ben Simcha Dovid 

Steven Blumner for Chune ben Simcha Dovid 

Steven Blumner for Dov ben Simcha Dovid 

Steven Blumner for Tzvi ben Simcha Dovid 

Steven Blumner for Simcha Dovid ben Yitzhak 

Barry Maher for Javaher Maher-Afarin 

Sunday, 27 Sivan 

Robert Ebrahimian for Amin Ebrahimian 

Farzam Kahanian for Danial Kashanian 

Annie Mendelson for Annie Maultasch 

Mindy Leventhal for Charlotte Scheinkman 

Gerald Traub for Mollie Traub 

Monday, 28 Sivan 

Jerry Gil for Esther Gil 
Joseph Gil for Esther Gil 

Betty Crane for Chuma Hochman 

Benjamin Lunzer for Shoshana Lunzer 
Herschel Flax for Joshua Pasvolsky 

Mary Flax for Joshua Pasvolsky 

Tuesday, 29 Sivan 

Myles Mittleman for Philip Mittleman 

Farngiss Sedaghatpour for Vahid Sedaghatpour 
Ilene Schulman for Phyllis Weinberg 

Paul Weinberg for Phyllis Weinberg 

Wednesday, 30 Sivan 

Albert Benak for Jacob Benak 

Stephen Rabinowitz for Abraham Getreu 

Harriet Nathel for Daniel Nathel 
Richard Reiser for Freida Reiser 

Thursday, 1 Tammuz 

Adina Abraham for David ben Nissan Priov 

Sonia Weiss for Haim Klein 

George Zobel Alex Zobel 
Friday, 2 Tammuz 

Jacques Aboaf for Albert J. Aboaf 
Lev Dynkin for Zalman Dynkin 

Halina Greenwald for Psachje Salperter 

SIGN UP FOR A MEAL TRAIN 

These “Meal Baby” invitations are emailed out to a general 
list and individuals sign up to be responsible for a meal. 
The meal can be prepared at home or provided by a store 
with acceptable hashgacha within our community. If you 
want to check that your name is on the list, please contact 
katielichter@gmail.com. 

CHAVERIM CENTER 

Our next Chaverim Center will be Wednesday July 10th 
from 11:30-2:00. Program: TBA.  
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