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On the first of Shevat (thirty-
seven days before his pass-
ing), Moses begins his rep-
etition of the Torah to the 
assembled children of Israel, 
reviewing the events that 
occurred and the laws that 
were given in the course 
of their forty-year journey 
from Egypt to Sinai to the 
Promised Land, rebuking 
the people for their failings 
and iniquities, and enjoining 
them to keep the Torah and 
observe its commandments 
in the land that G-d is giving 
them as an eternal heritage, 
into which they shall cross 
after his death.

Moses recalls his appoint-
ment of judges and mag-
istrates to ease his burden 
of meting out justice to the 

people and teaching them 
the word of G-d; the jour-
ney from Sinai through 
the great and fearsome 
desert;  the sending of the 
spies and the people’s 
subsequent spurning of 
the Promised Land, so 
that G-d decreed that the 
entire generation of the 
Exodus would die out in 
the desert.  “Also against 
me,” says Moses, “was G-d 
angry for your sake, say-
ing: You, too, shall not go 
in there.”

Moses also recounts some 
more recent events: the 
refusal of the nations of 
Moab and Ammon to al-
low the Israelites to pass 
through their countries; 
the wars against the Emo-
rite kings Sichon and Og, 

and the settlement of 
their lands by the tribes of 
Reuben and Gad and part 
of the tribe of Manasseh; 
and Moses’ message to his 
successor, Joshua, who 
will  take the people into 
the Land and lead them 
in the battles for its con-
quest: “Fear them not, for 
the L-rd your G-d, He shall 
fight for you.”

Summary of  the parsha
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SHABBAT TABLE DISCUSSION
Devarim discussion question:
This week, we begin the last book of the Chumash, Sefer Devarim. This book is intensely powerful as it is composed in a large 
part by Moshe’s address to the Jewish people on the eve of their entrance to the land of Israel. At the same time, the structure 
of the book is at times unclear, with many laws from earlier sections of the Torah repeated and it is even called Mishneh Torah, 
a repetition of the Torah. 

Why do you think that is? What are the important messages for Moshe to share at this juncture?

Ramban, in his introduction to Devarim touches upon these questions. Take a look at his explanation and discuss what he views 
as the main point of the book and the significance of its structure and content. 



DEVARIM

1. Eleven 

2. Forty Years and 11 Months

3. It was too difficult for Moshe to 

judge and lead the whole nation on 

his own.

4. Because the Jewish people asked 

Moshe to send them.

5. Seir, Amon, and Moab

6. They are the descendants of Esauv 

and Lot who were promised the land 

by Hashem. 
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1. In this week‘s parsha Moshe begins to repeat all of what happened to bnei yisrael until now. Do you think 
you can remember like moshe? Take turns standing in front of a group of people, and have the group go 
around saying a single word, letter or number that the person standing must repeat. It may be easy in the 
beginning, but see who can remember the most.

2. As moshe recounts all that we have done, let us to remember the things we have gone through. Every per-
son should give a short recap of what they have been doing since the beginning of quarantine, and how it 
has affected them. Sometimes just speaking about our experiences is the best way to understand them.

PARSHA AC TIVIT Y

Parsha questions

PARSHA ANSWERS

Study the Parsha and quiz with your friends and family!
Devarim
1. How many Parshas are in the book of Devarim?
2. After how many years in the desert does Devarim take place?
3. Moshe retells the story of how he appointed judges from each tribe in the desert. What reason is given 
in the Parsha for why he appointed these judges?
4. Moshe retells the story of the spies who were sent into Israel. What reason is given in the Parsha for why 
spies were sent?
5. What three nations did Hashem tell the Jewish people not to attack in Canaan?
6. Why were they told not to attack them?



Dvar torah

In the last month of his life, Moses 
gathered the people. He instructed 
them about the laws they were to keep 
and reminded them of their history 
since the Exodus. That is the substance 
of the book of Devarim. Early in this 
process, he recalled the episode of the 
spies – the reason the people’s parents 
were denied the opportunity to enter 
the land. He wanted the next genera-
tion to learn the lesson of that episode 
and carry it with them always. They 
needed faith and courage. Perhaps 
that has always been part of what it 
means to be a Jew.

But the story of the spies as he tells it 
here is very different indeed from the 
version in Shelach Lecha (Num. 13-
14), which describes the events as they 
happened at the time, almost 39 years 
earlier. The discrepancies between the 
two accounts are glaring and numerous. 
Here I want to focus only on two.

First: who proposed sending the spies? 
In Shelach, it was God who told Moses 
to do so. “The Lord said to Moses, 
‘Send men…” In our parsha, it was the 
people who requested it: “Then all of 
you came to me and said, ‘Let us send 
men…” Who was it: God or the peop-
le? This makes a massive difference to 
how we understand the episode.

Second: what was their mission? In our 
parsha, the people said, “Let us send 
men to spy out [veyachperu] the land 
for us” (Deut. 1:22). The twelve men 
“made for the hill country, came to the 
wadi Eshcol, and spied it out [vaye-
raglu]” (Deut. 1:24). In other words, 

our parsha uses the two Hebrew verbs, 
lachpor and leragel, that mean to spy.

But as I pointed out in my Covenant & 
Conversation for Shelach Lecha, the 
account there conspicuously does not 
mention spying. Instead, thirteen times, 
it uses the verb latur, which means to 
tour, explore, travel, inspect. Even in 
our parsha, when Moses is talking, 
not about the spies but about God, 
he says He “goes before you on your 
journeys—to seek out (latur) the place 
where you are to encamp” (Deut. 1:33).

According to Malbim, latur means to 
seek out what is good about a place. 
Lachpor and leragel mean to seek out 
what is weak, vulnerable, exposed, 
defenceless. Touring and spying are 
completely different activities, so why 
does the account in our parsha present 
what happened as a spying mission, 
which the account in Shelach emphati-
cally does not?

These two questions combine with a 
third, prompted by an extraordinary 
statement of Moses in our parsha. Ha-
ving said that the spies and the people 
were punished by not living to enter the 
promised land, he then says:

Because of you, the Lord was incensed 
with me also, and He said: you shall 
not enter it either. Joshua son of Nun, 
who attends you, he shall enter it. 
Strengthen him, because he will lead 
Israel to inherit it. (Deut. 1:37-38)

This is very strange indeed. It is not like 
Moses to blame others for what seems 
to be his own failing. Besides which, it 
contradicts the testimony of the Torah 
itself, which tells us that Moses and Aa-
ron were punished by not being permit-
ted to enter the land because of what 
happened at Kadesh when the people 
complained about the lack of water. 
What they did wrong is debated by 

the commentators. Was it that Moses hit 
the rock? Or that he lost his temper? Or 
some other reason? Whichever it was, 
that was when God said: “Because you 
did not trust in Me enough to honour 
Me as holy in the sight of the Israelites, 
you will not bring this community into 
the land I give them” (Num. 20:12). This 
was some 39 years after the episode 
of the spies.

As to the discrepancy between the two 
accounts of the spies, R. David Zvi Hoff-
man argued that the account in Shelach 
tells us what happened. The account in 
our parsha, a generation later, was me-
ant not to inform but to warn. Shelach 
is a historical narrative; our parsha is 
a sermon. These are different literary 
genres with different purposes.

As to Moses’ remark, “Because of you, 
the Lord was incensed with me,” Ram-
ban suggests that he was simply saying 
that like the spies and the people, 
he too was condemned to die in the 
wilderness. Alternatively, he was hinting 
that no one should be able to say that 
Moses avoided the fate of the genera-
tion he led.

However, Abarbanel offers a fascina-
ting alternative. Perhaps the reason 
Moses and Aaron were not permitted 
to enter the land was not because of 
the episode of water and the rock at 
Kadesh. That is intended to distract at-
tention from their real sins. Aaron’s real 
sin was the Golden Calf. Moses’ real sin 
was the episode of the spies. The hint 
that this was so is in Moses’ words here, 
“Because of you, the Lord was incensed 
with me also.”

How though could the episode of the 
spies have been Moses fault? It wasn’t 
he who proposed sending them. It was 
either God or the people. He did not 
go on the mission. He did not bring 
back a report. He did not demoralise 
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the people. Where then was Moses at 
fault? Why was God angry with him?

The answer lies in the first two questi-
ons: who proposed sending the spies? 
And why is there a difference in the 
verbs between here and Shelach?

Following Rashi, the two accounts, here 
and in Shelach, are not two different 
versions of the same event. They are 
the same version of the same event, 
but split in two, half told there, half 
here. It was the people who requested 
spies (as stated here). Moses took their 
request to God. God acceded to the 
request, but as a concession, not a com-
mand: “You may send,” not “You must 
send” (as stated in Shelach).

However, in granting permission, God 
made a specific provision. The people 
had asked for spies: “Let us send men 
ahead to spy out [veyachperu] the 
land for us.” God did not give Moses 
permission to send spies. He specifically 
used the verb latur, meaning, He gave 
permission for the men to tour the land, 
come back and testify that it is a good 
and fertile land, flowing with milk and 
honey.

The people did not need spies. As 
Moses said, throughout the wilderness 
years God has been going “ahead of 
you on your journey, in fire by night and 
in a cloud by day, to search out places 
for you to camp and to show you the 
way you should go” (Deut. 1:33). They 
did however need eyewitness testimony 
of the beauty and fruitfulness of the 
land to which they had been travelling 
and for which they would have to fight.

Moses, however, did not make this di-
stinction clear. He told the twelve men: 
“See what the land is like and whether 
the people who live there are strong 
or weak, few or many. What kind of 
land do they live in? Is it good or bad? 

What kind of towns do they live in? 
Are they unwalled or fortified?” This 
sounds dangerously like instructions for 
a spying mission.

When ten of the men came back with 
a demoralising report and the people 
panicked, at least part of the blame 
lay with Moses. The people had asked 
for spies. He should have made it clear 
that the men he was sending were not 
to act as spies.

How did Moses come to make such a 
mistake? Rashi suggests an answer. Our 
parsha says: “Then all of you came to 
me and said, ‘Let us send men ahead 
to spy out the land for us.” The English 
does not convey the sense of menace in 
the original. They came, says Rashi, “in 
a crowd,” without respect, protocol or 
order. They were a mob, and they were 
potentially dangerous. This mirrors the 
people’s behaviour at the beginning of 
the story of the Golden Calf: “When 
the people saw that Moses was so long 
in coming down from the mountain, they 
gathered against Aaron and said to 
him…”

Faced with an angry mob, a leader is 
not always in control of the situation. 
True leadership is impossible in the 
face of the madness of crowds. Moses’ 
mistake, if the analysis here is correct, 
was a very subtle one, the difference 
between a spying mission and a 
morale-boosting eyewitness account 
of the land. Even so, it must have been 
almost inevitable given the mood of the 
people.

That is what Moses meant when he 
said, “because of you the Lord was 
incensed with me too.” He meant that 
God was angry with me for not show-
ing stronger leadership, but it was you 
– or rather, your parents – who made 
that leadership impossible.

This suggests a fundamental, counter-
intuitive truth. There is a fine TED talk 
about leadership.[1] It takes less than 
3 minutes to watch, and it asks, “What 
makes a leader?” It answers: “The first 
follower.”

There is a famous saying of the Sages: 
“Make for yourself a teacher and 
acquire for yourself a friend.”[2] The 
order of the verbs seems wrong. You 
don’t make a teacher, you acquire one. 
You don’t acquire a friend, you make 
one. In fact, though, the statement is 
precisely right. You make a teacher 
by being willing to learn. You make a 
leader by being willing to follow. When 
people are unwilling to follow, even the 
greatest leader cannot lead. That is 
what happened to Aaron at the time of 
the Calf, and in a far more subtle way 
to Moses at the time of the spies.

That, I would argue, is one reason why 
Joshua was chosen to be Moses’ succes-
sor. There were other distinguished can-
didates, including Pinchas and Caleb. 
But Joshua, serving Moses throughout 
the wilderness years, was a role-model 
of what it is to be a follower. That, the 
Israelites needed to learn.

I believe that followership is the great 
neglected art. Followers and leaders 
form a partnership of mutual challenge 
and respect. To be a follower in Juda-
ism is not to be submissive, uncritical, 
blindly accepting. Questioning and 
arguing are a part of the relationship. 
Too often, though, we decry a lack of 
leadership when we are really suffe-
ring from a lack of followership.    
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Kabbalat Shabbat live from the Sanctuary
July 24th at 7:15PM

By Computer / Smartphone: https://zoom.us/j/7471651421  
By Phone: Dial 1 312 626 6799 ~ Meeting ID 747 165 1421

Enter Password: 366387

featuring
CANTOR RICKY KAMPF

Via Zoom

BACK BY POPULAR DEMAND!

Rabbi Yisroel Wende is giving 
a Zoom Class on Monday, 

July 27 at 8:30PM

Title:
Bar Kamtza - History 

and in Our Days. 
A New Vision on a Famous 

Tisha B’Av Story

This will be in the Baron 
Hirsch Zoom room. 


