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Shelach in a Nutshell
Numbers 13:1–15:41

Moses sends twelve spies to the land of Canaan. 
Forty days later they return, carrying a huge cluster of 
grapes, a pomegranate and a fig, to report on a lush 
and bountiful land. But ten of the spies warn that the 
inhabitants of the land are giants and warriors “more 
powerful than we”; only Caleb and Joshua insist that the 
land can be conquered, as G‑d has commanded.

The people weep that they’d rather return to Egypt. G‑d 
decrees that Israel’s entry into the land shall be delayed 
forty years, during which time that entire generation will 
die out in the desert. A group of remorseful Jews storm 
the mountain on the border of the land, and are routed 
by the Amalekites and Canaanites.

The laws of the nesachim (meal, wine and oil offerings) 
are given, as well as the mitzvah to consecrate a portion 
of the dough (challah) to G‑d when making bread. A 

Forgiveness
And so our people were not al-
lowed to enter the holy land for 
forty years and the entire gener-
ation was lost because the spies 
were deceitful. And, a member of 
our tribe was put to death for gath-
ering sticks on the Sabbath. Some 
pretty severe punishments.

But were they?

Hashem has given us so very much, 
and He asks so little in return. And 
yet throughout our history we have 
failed to keep his commandments 
and his mitzvot. And let’s be honest 
about it, our punishments rarely 
are as severe as they could be.

There are many instances in the 
Torah where we are told that if we 
violate a particular mitzvah we will 
surely die. But rarely is that our 
fate.

We have a loving God. A forgiving 
God. A God who has even given us 
a particular day every year upon 
which we can atone for our sins 
and be forgiven. For that we should 
be forever thankful.

Yes, we complain a lot, but we also 
seek out solutions for the prob-
lems about which we complain, 
and that is one of the reasons we 
are such innovators in fields like 
science and medicine.

Maybe we aren’t so bad after all.
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man violates the Shabbat by gathering sticks, and is put to death. G‑d instructs to place fringes 
(tzitzit) on the four corners of our garments, so that we should remember to fulfill the mitzvot 
(divine commandments).

This week’s parshah, Shelach, includes the story of the twelve spies who were sent by Moses 
to scout out the land of Canaan before the Israelites arrival there. Sadly, ten of the spies issued 
a false report and, as a result, God delayed our ancestors' arrival in the promsed land by forty 
years, a period in which the entire generation, except Caleb and Joshua, the spies who told the 
truth, would die in the wilderness.

The parshah also includes the story of the Jew who willfully gathered sticks on the Sabbat, 
resulting in his being stoned to death for his indiscretion.

Here is an article from old.torah.org discussing the incident of the spies, and another one from 
myjewishlearning.org concerning the death of the stick gatherer.

A Professional Jockey
By Rabbi Naftali Reich

The bulk of this week's Torah portion is devoted 
to the tragic story of the spies who reconnoitered 
the land of Israel in preparation for the nation's 
entry into the Promised Land. The consequences of 
their damaging report were to be felt for the next 
40 years, during which the entire generation was 
punished, and restricted from entering the land. 
Only the youth together with the next generation 
were able to realize the nation's dream. 

The Torah portion concludes with three seemingly 
unconnected mitzvos that were given to the Jewish 
people. The first details the various rituals that 
were to accompany all guilt and sin offerings in the 
Bais Hamikdash. It was necessary to bring a flour 
offering and a wine libation with each sacrifice in 
order for it to be efficacious. Secondly, the Jewish 
people were instructed to tithe their dough each time they make bread, and to gift a portion 
of the dough to the kohain. Thirdly, they were instructed with the mitzvah of tzitzis, ensuring 
that the four corners of their clothes were adorned with the strings and knots that were to 
remind them of their Heavenly connection. 

What is the connection between these three seemingly disparate mitzvos, and why were 
they given to the Jewish people immediately following the sin of their heeding the spies' false 
reports concerning the Land of Israel? 



The commentaries explain that the spies 
were of towering spiritual greatness, 
but also struggled with a fundamental 
weakness — a fear of entering the land 
and having to trade an openly miraculous 
existence for a life governed by natural 
forces. 

In the wilderness, their every step was 
guided by an open manifestation of 
Hashem's protective "hand." They were 
led with a pillar of fire at night and a cloud 
of glory during the day. They ate manna 
from heaven; their clothing grew along with 
them, and the Divine intervention in their 
daily lives afforded them a unique and intimate connection with their Creator. They knew all 
this would drastically change upon their entry into the land, where they would transition into 
a material life, engaging the material elements. 

They were going to have to till the soil with the trust that the earth would yield forth its 
produce. They would have to leave their homes each festival to ascend to Jerusalem, trusting 
that no external enemy would seize the opportunity to capitalize on the country's vulnerable 
borders. 

The spies were afraid that the nation was not up to the task. So they portrayed the land in 
material terms, amplifying the daunting challenge of engaging the material hurdles that lay 
ahead. They wanted to remain in the secure spiritual incubator that surrounded them in the 
wilderness. The nation paid dearly for not standing up to the tough challenges of life. 

In truth, our essential life's challenge is just that: to be engaged in a material world and to 
harness it to the physical, while not fearing constant failure. There is always the opportunity 
of a sin offering with which to repair ourselves when we have erred. We are instructed to 
reengage the most physical and material elements, wine and food, symbolized by the rituals 
accompanying the sacrifices, and sublimate them to the service of the Divine. 

We are instructed to make proper use 
of our clothing, symbolized by the laws 
of tzitzis, that portray material success 
and represent the image of status and 
beauty. Our clothes protect us from the 
elements. Yet we understand that their 
deeper purpose is to connect the dots and 
recognize that all the gifts and bounty in 
life flow from the Divine source. We are 
not to fear failure for even if we slip, we 
can always return home. 

A student of the saintly Yesod Ha'avodah 



complained bitterly to his teacher, "Rebbe, I keep slipping and succumbing to temptation 
and desire. It all seems so futile, I don't have the strength or courage to rise above my life's 
challenges." 

The Yesod Ha'avodah responded, "I once saw a professional jockey riding his magnificent 
stallion. I asked him, "Does the horse ever throw you off?" " Of course," he replied, "even the 
most experienced horse rider is going to be thrown." 

"So what do you do when the horse throws you?" I asked him. "I jump back on as fast as I 
can!" he responded. "If not, the horse will run away and I'll be left with nothing." 

The message of the portion is clear. Like the spies of the wilderness, we are all sent to the 
wilderness represented by the material world, where we are to spy out the presence of G‑d 
amidst the distractions, temptations and moral pitfalls of our material environment. Our job 
is to stay on cue with our mission and seek out our Creator in creation, by overcoming the 
challenges that confront us. The stakes are extremely high. Success guarantees our entry into 
the Promised Land. Aborting our mission, on the other hand, may force us to take a long, 
circuitous route home. 

May we take a lesson from the failure of the long‑ago spies and arm ourselves with the 
necessary spiritual tools to achieve our goals. 

Sticks And Stoned
The person who gathered wood on Shabbat in Parashat Sh'lach violated 
the atmosphere of tranquility essential to the Sabbath.

By Rabbi Avraham Fischer 

After the tragic incident of the scouts 
(Meraglim), as a consequence of 
which the generation of the Exodus 
is sentenced to live out the rest of its 
existence in the wilderness, we learn of 
the Mekoshesh, the one who collected 
wood on the Shabbot day:

And the Children of Israel were in the 
desert, and they found a man who 
collected wood on the Shabbat day. 
And those who found him collecting 
wood bought him [close] to Moshe 
and to Aharon and to all the congre-
gation. And they placed him in the 
jail, because it was not explained 
what should be done to him.” (Numbers 15:32-34)

Rashi, quoting the Talmud (Sanhedrin 41a), says that the Mekoshesh was warned by 



witnesses, yet he ignored them and continued collecting wood. Although it was known that 
a Shabbat desecrator is sentenced to death, thus far the manner of execution had not been 
taught. Hashem instructs them to stone him, and the sentence is carried out.

Many details of this incident are shrouded in mystery. When did this occur? Rashi, based on 
the Sifri, says that it was during the second Shabbat in the wilderness. Ramban (Nachmanides) 
claims, according to the simple meaning of the text, it happened after the incident of the 
scouts.

Who was the Mekoshesh? Rabbi Akiva identifies him as Tzelofechad (Rashi, B’midbar 27:3). 
Rabbi Yehudah ben Betera insists that we are not meant to know who he is.

What was his sin? The Talmud (Shabbat 96b) quotes a three‑way dispute regarding the precise 
melakha (category of work) that he violated: 1) plucking, which is a sub‑category of harvesting; 
2) heaping, a sub‑category of making sheaves; 3) carrying four‑cubits’ distance in a public 
domain.

What were his intentions? A straightforward reading suggests that his wood‑collecting was an 
act of rebellion against Shabbat. But some midrashim (including the Targum Yonatan) insist 
that the Mekoshesh acted l’shem shamayim (for the sake of heaven), in noble self‑sacrifice, to 
show the Jewish people that the Shabbat must be observed.

The unfortunate Mekoshesh is a man who is defined and identified by his sin, because that 
is all we know about him with certainty. Perhaps an insight into this incident can be found by 
comparing it with others; this is not the first time that the sanctity of the Shabbat has been 
disrupted by an act of collecting.

The first such violation occurred in Egypt. Shemot Rabbah (1:32) teaches that 
when Moshe lived in the palace, he observed that the Hebrew slaves had no 

opportunity for rest. Without one day of rest per week, he argued, 
Pharaoh’s slaves would die. Pharaoh was persuaded, and Moshe 

instituted Shabbat as their day of rest. But later, when 
Moshe the prophet of Hashem approaches Pharaoh and 

argues for the slaves’ release, Pharaoh retaliates 
by removing the slaves’ allotment of straw 

while maintaining the quota of bricks they 
must produce:

“You shall no more (lo tosifun) give 
the people straw to make the bricks as 
yesterday and the day before, they will 
go and collect (v’kosheshu) straw for 
themselves” (Exodus 5:7).

An additional midrash (Shemot Rabbah 5:22) 
explains that the Hebrew slaves had in their 

possession various scrolls, relating the incidents of the book of Bereishit, 
which they would enjoy reading during their rest every Shabbat. They 

knew from these scrolls that Hashem would redeem them. Pharaoh, therefore, decreed the 
collecting of straw so that they would have no rest, and thus not be able to think of redemption.



Hirsch notes that lo tosifun is spelled as if it said lo te’asfun, “do not assemble,” because the 
purpose of the decree was to disperse the slaves, to prevent any assembly in which such ideas 
as devotion to Hashem, redemption or human dignity could be discussed. Originally, Pharaoh 
understood that, as a day off, Shabbat would protect his investment. After all, even on their 
day off, slaves retain the self‑image of slaves. But the Hebrew slaves had a glorious historical 
memory, an unshakable connection to Hashem, which they recalled on Shabbat, in repose and 
stability.

The spiritual rejuvenation of Shabbat is a potent, subversive power against tyrants. Pharaoh, 
like many dictators throughout history, feared Shabbat. He knew that the key to undermining 
its effect upon the human spirit was to keep the slaves moving and to prevent them from 
assembling, so he decreed that every slave become a “mekoshesh.”

The second incident involving Shabbat and collecting was in the Wilderness of Sin (Exodus 
16), when Hashem provides the Children of Israel with manna. They must collect (L‑K‑T  is the 
verb‑root used here, because Mekoshesh is appropriate only for collecting items that grow 
from the ground) the manna for six days, gathering a double portion on Friday. They must 
refrain from doing so on Shabbat, because no manna will fall then. Despite this, some of the 
people go out to collect manna, but they cannot find any. Hashem’s response is to chide them 
for their disobedience, and also to encourage them:

See that Hashem has given you the Shabbat; therefore, He gives you on Friday provision 
for two days. Let each man remain in his place; let no man leave his place on the seventh 
day.” (Exodus 16:29)

Once again, we are taught that Shabbat is incompatible with collecting, not only in order to 
provide physical rest, but in order to create the atmosphere of tranquility needed to engender 
the full expression of Shabbat’s spirituality.

What happened to the 
mekoshesh? Was he unable 
to live up to the challenge of 
freedom when he found himself 
in the wilderness? Did the decree 
against his generation leave him 
with a feeling of restlessness? 
Did he regress to a pattern of 
behavior set by Pharaoh? Or did 
he resort to this behavior l’shem 
shamayim?

We may never know. All we 
do know is that the spiritual 
treasures of Shabbat are 
discovered in the stability and 
repose it creates, and that 
those treasures are the keys to 
redemption.



In Memoriam
Elaine Rosenfeld, who served for many years as Secretary for our shul, recently passed away.  
Here is the obituary for Elaine.  May her memory be for a blessing.

Elaine Rose Bovitch Rosenfield

May 24, 2021

ELAINE ROSE BOVITCH ROSENFIELD: On Monday, May 24, 2021. Beloved former spouse of the 
late David P. Rosenfield. Beloved mother of Mindy (Peter) Goodman, Stuart (Nancy) Rosenfield 
and Elyse G. (Mark Sweitzer) Rosenfield. Grandmother of Matthew and Steven Rosenfield and 
Ari Goodman. Also survived by her feline children, Morrie and Lady. Elaine was a graduate 
of Peabody High School. Early in her career, she worked as a real estate agent with Florence 
Real Estate Agency. She was president of the AZO Women's Auxillary. Later, she owned and 
operated The Advertising Works for approximately twenty‑five years. She was a loyal member 
of the Mount Lebanon Rotary. She was instrumental in organizing Art in the Park, which 
originally was held at the Mount Lebanon High School parking lot. She was a compassionate 
animal activist. Services and Interment Private. A celebration of her life will be announced at 
a later date. Contributions may be made to Humane Animal Rescue, 1101 Western Avenue, 
Pittsburgh, PA 15233 or an animal cause of donor's choice.


