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How About Them Fruit?
Rabbi Drew Kaplan

In Moses’ retelling and contextualizing of the travels and travails of the
Israelites at the outset of the book of Deuteronomy in this week’s Torah
portion, we read of an interesting abbreviation of the story of the scouts
who returned with bountiful fruit (Numbers 13). In Moses’ retelling (Deut.
1:25):

They took some of the fruit of the yIxn 9N DTAIN7I

land in their hands and brought it 130N 121178 1T

down to us. And they gave us this N2i0 NNNIMT

report: “Itis a good land that The 17078 NN YIND

LORD, our God, is giving to us.” 1271m

Rather than specifying which fruits or even the most significant fruit of
them all, Moses characterizes them as simply fruit. As we read in parashas
Shelakh, the primary fruit was grapes, which was so bountiful, they
needed to be carried on a pole. Moreover, as discussed in this space for
that parashah, there are rabbinic midrashim that mention multiple poles
and/or a more complicated carrying apparatus needed in order to
transport this massive bunch of grapes (“The Bounty of Grapes”). As we
know, grapes are the foundational aspect of wine, the privileged beverage
of the Torah and our people.

Here, Moshe decided not only to not mention the grapes, specifically, but
also mentions that they took the fruit in their hands. Definitely not the
same description as carrying them on a pole, which seems to minimize
their size. It’s also pretty shocking, since they came back bringing the
bounty of the fruits of the land of pomegranates, figs, and massive
bunches of grapes, yet Moses downplays it. What’s particularly striking,
though, is the juxtaposition of saying it is a good land, yet bringing back
such small fruits. In Numbers 13, they had massive fruits and while Caleb
and Yehoshua provided positive reporting, the other ten provided
pessimistic reporting. So what is going on here?

Midrashic Approach

On this verse, Rabbi Shimon, a leading second-century sage commented
(Sifrei Devarim 23:1):

Rabbi Shimon said: “Shameful are these '12 D117V jlvnw 1"N
men who took in their hand: like a man ,0T2 1701 DY DTN
who would take in his hand an assarius's ~ 10/~2 7011w DTND
worth of figs or an assarius's worth of D11V N0O'N2 D'INN
grapes, thus they took in their hands.” 07217017

While an assarius does not mean much to you or me, it was the lowest
valued coin regularly issued during the Roman Empire, weighing about 177
g mg, so he is pointing out that Moses’
description of their handling of these fruits in a
way that seemed to downgrade their worth.
For Rabbi Shimon, he is not bothered by
Moshe contradicting the story as it was told in
the book of Numbers, but rather characterizing
the way in which these men handled these
fruits as being degrading and, thus, reflecting
back shamefully upon them (which is a bit of

foreshadowing, since
they spoke ill of their
chances of conquering
the land).

For Rabbi Shimon, it
seems to him that these
men were handling them
quite lightly. As there are
other fruits mentioned in
parashas Shelakh -
pomegranates and figs
(Num. 13:23) - maybe
Rabbi Shimon is seeking to point to the figs as being handled lightly like
little coins? This is certainly possible, since it would be hard to imagine
the pomegranates as being handled lightly like little coins. However,
perhaps there is yet another possibility: the handling of the individual
grapes as little coins(!). In this way, it can certainly seem to be
disrespectful to the bounty of the land.

An 18th Century Inquiry
Clearly, the aspect of this verse that stands out the most is the word “DT2a
(in their hands)” - why is this word used? Rabbi Hayyim ben Moshe ibn
Attar (1696-1743) (popularly known as the Ohr haHayyim) questioned (1IN
21 DT N7 T,N"2YN 0NAT 7V 0'NN):

Itis necessary to know 1) Why did the  nn'7 'N nuT17 1y
Torah have to add the words 071, "in IN7'1 INI7 XN
their hands?" It would have sufficed for 1y n'n N7w DT

the Torah to write that the spies T NN N7
brought with them some of the fruit,  'a,yINn M50 1278
etc. 2) Why did the Torah have to write: 1220 NN N7

21 AN AT ININ
N7 NN NN NTY
ININ 12 NTN
NI

"they brought us back word, and they
said?" It would have sufficed to write:
"they brought us back something
good."

He then goes on to provide an answer:

The reason Moses phrased it thus was
to remind us that there were two
categories of spies: The first category
of spies were the evil ones, the ten who
brought back a negative report. The
second category consisted of
Yehoshua and Calev. Moses referred to
both their reports in what he said.
Concerning the negative report
brought back by the ten spies, he said:
"they took from the fruit of the land in
their hands and brought us back word."
Moses did not want to repeat the
negative comments made by these ten
{continued on next page}
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spies in order not to arouse the 0MaTN Ny
attribute of Justice. He made certain V7 N7W DWIN
that we would appreciate that he IMN 120w 7V TN
referred to the ten spies by saying: DN )2V NI
"they took in their hands, etc." We have ,JATwnw

been taught in Sotah 34a that eight MwY 7V Wi
spies between them carried one cluster NIN NIN D770
of grapes, one of them took afiganda "o,0TIN{7'1 NN
tenth one took a pomegranate. Joshua  7"1DININT'7V

and Calev, on the other hand, did not 'n (.T"7 NVID)
take anything, as explained in the ,7DUN 1701 0'70N
Talmud. Moses alluded to this by 'NI,NINN 701 TNN
speaking separately of the spies who 72N ;1IN 70)
brought back fruit with them. He 1701 N7 2701 VI
added: 72T 1IN 12w, "they brought qINND 0172
back word to us, i.e. whatever word NINIL7"TDNN2Ta
they brought back." It is also possible  nNM 7T77TW NN
to interpret this exegetically by N7 072 N7
comparing the use of the word 12Tin NIwyn DNy
Numbers 13:26 and the use of the same M5n 0T INJ77Y
word here. Just as the ten spies were IININ 12 L,PIND

described there as having brought back oia,2'wnw nn a1
the negative report, so Moses used the nIY M |IT7 TWON

word 12T here to hint that he was qINNN 12N 11T
speaking of the same people. Itis true 2M>TN7w Nw1O1
that we have a rule that similar- (1">2"12TN2)
sounding words may be used AT DNIN 2
exegetically out of context only if there  |TDTN 'R DANI
is a historic tradition for their having ON N7N DI DM
been understood in this way; the rabbis 1270 N73§7 12
did permit the historically unsupported  niI7a7 N1 xx1D2
use of such exegesis if the objective is DAINDN 'OYO
merely to establish the plain meaning  7"7T12M127 121VTIN
of the verse. In our situation MDA NI77 170w
application of the niw N is quite VIYO NIl LI NIY
unobjectionable. Concerning the 1IN DD7INYT
report brought back by Joshua and YWIN' ™21 ,0"NN
Calev Moses said: "they said the land is IMNN'1 NN 2701
good." One could also understand N7'921,YINN NIV
Moses' words: "the land is good" as 7937 11D1 DVO W
referring to all of the spies without L NNY e
exception; however, according to our NaT WMl 0a
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One final approach to this verse is that of Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch
(1808-1888), who wrote (N210 NN N"T ;"IN DN2T ,NMINN 7V v 1"wn
N1 YINN):
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spies in order not to 12T INNY NwN
arouse the approach N110 INNN'I D'NIND
Moses made a DM2TN NIYAWNY YIND
distinction between M 13M2771,170 7V ™
the two categories ,'A7 0'7NNN MaT 77N
of spies. [aial[G]NaliVa)

Subjective Sizing?

They all agreed about the  Uber die Vortrefflichkeit des
excellence of the land and Landes waren sie ja alle

had proof of it in the form einverstanden und hatten ja
of the fruits they had auch den Beweis in den
brought with them. mitgebrachten Friichten in
Everything else was only Handen. Alles andere war ja
the subjective impression  nur der subjektive Eindruck,
that the gigantic den die riesige Erscheinung
appearance of the der Bewohner auf die
inhabitants had madeon  KleinmUtigen gemacht

the faint-hearted. If the hatte. Ware das Volk von
people had been filled dem rechten Geist erfullt
with the right spirit, they ~ gewesen, so hatten sie nur
would only have taken the jenen Bericht von der
report of the excellence of Vortrefflichkeit des Bodens
the soil from the scouts' aus der Erzahlung der

story, and everything else  Kundschafter entnommen,
would have left them alles andere hatte sie
untouched. unberlhrt gelassen.

For Rabbi Hirsch, perhaps this was a subjective perspective; not that the
fruits were actually that small, but it subjectively seemed that way, just as
the inhabitants of the land seemed to be so subjectively huge and
undefeatable. The fruit, especially the grapes, impressed upon the people
the massiveness of the challenge ahead of them. Perhaps, however, what
Moses is doing is recasting this story to say to the people just as the fruits
were not that crazily massive, nor are the inhabitants of the land - it was a
ridiculous report by those ten scouts. Just as the fruits were smaller-
sized, so, too, are the inhabitants of the land and the challenge they pose
to the Israelites.

Conclusion

While it seems striking that Moshe refers to the bunch of grapes, as well
as other fruits brought back by the scouts in the book of Numbers as
simply fruits brought back in their hands, perhaps it was meant to paint
the ten spies in a bad light, to diminish them. Alternatively, it could have
been a subjective perspective on their sizing. Whatever the case may be,
it is certainly an intriguing diminishment of the central fruit brought back
by the scouts that provides us wine.

L’chaim¥
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