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Oneg Shabbas explores drinking in the weekly Torah portion, along with timely essays on drinking in Jewish life.

The Bounty of Grapes

When Israel’s
Ministry of
Tourism  was
created in
1964, what
logo did they
choose to
represent their
ministry? A
scene

depicted in our
Torah portion
related to drinking! The scene | am describing is that of the tourists bringing
back a big bunch of grapes on a pole. And, as readers of this publication
understand, these grapes are meant to signal the bountifulness of the land,
as well as their ability to make a lot of wine, as well as good-tasting wine.

When Did They Visit?
It was no accident that these tourists found a big bunch of grapes, since, as
our Torah portion describes it, these scouts visited during "D'21y "2 !
the days of the first ripe grapes" (Num. 13:20).

As to when this was, Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki (1040-1105) (popularly known
as Rashi) wrote that it was (0'212v M122 0"7,/2:" 127N 7V M"'wN):

The days when the grapes were

ripening at its early stage of growth. D12
Thus, it was in the summer, perhaps late July-early August. To be in Israel at
this time of year also means it is pretty warm for these tourists. A fuller
description of this time of year is that of Rabbi Ovadia ben Jacob Sforno
(1470-1550) (popularly known as Sforno), who wrote (,2: 712Tn2 7V 111190
021V NIda ' ol n"):

The fruit for which the land is NNINPIY NNON 1N K71

famous had not even fully ripened 751 1"V DNIN7w2 0N

as yet as it was still early in the 1227 NN NLA DI7N

season. Even so, what they would D2 DNYOI NN'SN 7T

see would be enough to convince TWN'7 {7’90 INTN ININ2

them of the excellence of the land. N2101 yIND N2 7V

Bringing the Bounty

When these scouts come upon these grapes, they are seeking to
accomplish the task set out to them by Moshe of “yInn 190 DRN77H You
shall take from amongst the fruits of the land” (Num. 13:20), which they
clearly do (Num. 13:23):

They reached the wadi of Cluster, and

there they cut down a branch with a

single cluster of grapes and they

carried it on a pole with two, and |1 DA VIR NN

some pomegranates and figs. DIANNNTRI D1IANND
This would certainly seem to be a straightforward depiction as reflected in
the logo for the Israel Ministry of Tourism, albeit without the pomegranates
and figs. Yet, some rabbis perceived the bounty brought back by these
scouts as somehow even more impressive. Moreover, also take note that
the name of the ravine where they had reached is named after a cluster of
grapes, so it is quite the vinous reference.
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Talmudic Expansion of Fruit

It is quite curious that despite it seeming quite simply that this massive
cluster of grapes required a pole to be carried by two of the scouts, the
rabbis discuss the possibilities that there may have been a multiplicity of
poles and scouts, beginning with the second century sage, Rabbi Yehudah
(Sotah 34a):

Rabbi Yehudah says: "...Isn't it

understandable when it stated “on  nNaw vnwnn...

a pole”, do | not already know that VTiN N "0ina”

it was carried by two? What is the TIn7n nn ?0Duway

verse to be understood as teaching  — "DnIYa” N7

upon ‘with two’? With two poles." Jivin nea
It would seem that Rabbi Yehudah’s close reading of the verse in our
Torah portion yields that it should have been obvious that, if there was a
pole used to carry this bunch of grapes, then there should be no need to
describe it as having been carried by two of these scouts. In his reading,
this mention of two is describing that there was not merely one pole, but a
doubling of this pole used to transport these grapes. Ostensibly, that
would require four of these scouts to carry these poles.

uDER RN

However, a rabbi in the subsequent century expanded Rabbi Yehudah’s
description even further, adding poles to this carrying set-up (Sotah 34a):

Rabbi Yitzhak said: “Scales and , 100 7Ny 21 NN

scales of scales. How so? Eight of N, 70HOT VLI

the spies carried the cluster, one of 75w INW] NINY ?T¥D

them carried a pomegranate, and TONIL)IAN N1 TN

one carried a fig. Joshua and Caleb 2721 VYIN! .NINT N

did not carry anything.” D172 INW] N7
While | am not sure from which language this loanword of 11011V derives
(the closest | have found [so far] is that Middle Persian’s tardzu (if you
know whence this word derives, please let me know)), Rabbi Yitzhak is
describing a set-up where each of these poles is carried by four of these
tourists, which is quite the arrangement!

It seems that these descriptions by Rabbi Yehudah and Rabbi Yitzhak yield
quite the large cluster of grapes. Indeed, as one recent description has it
(Constanza Cordoni, "Rabbinic Readings of the Spies’ Episode (Numbers
13-14)", The Review of Rabbinic Judaism, vol. 28 (2025), 9.):

The grapes in the Bavli’s depiction are not simply large, they are

unnaturally large; so a question that occupies late antique sages and

those who organized their statements in the Babylonian midrash that

has come down to us is how two human beings could have carried the

gigantic cluster as Num. 13:23 seems to suggest. The cluster of grapes

must have been carried not by two men but on two poles, they

conjecture; or on even more poles, by eight people (B. Sot. 34a). Two

further spies would carry a fig and a pomegranate, while Joshua and

Caleb would not carry anything.
As Prof. Cordoni describes it, while the Biblical description provides the
sense to readers that this was such a large bunch of grapes that it required
a pole and two men to carry it, these Talmudic descriptions yield an even
larger and heavier bunch of grapes, which is all the more impressive.
Either way, this bunch of grapes clearly is quite impressive, demonstrating
the bounty of grapes, which, in turn, means this land is a great land for
wine-making.
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Describing Eight Carriers
While | am not sure from which language the loanword of 10110 derives
that Rabbi Yitzhak uses (the closest | have found [so far] is that Middle
Persian’s tardzu (if you know whence this word derives, please let me
know)), Rabbi Yitzhak is describing a set-up where each of these poles is
carried by four of these tourists; how does it work?

One description is provided by Rashi, who describes it as follows (7v '"vn
1107107 0101 1011V 7NN 21 NN DTN T77 NOID):

A burden, and a burden beneath a

burden, such that the ones below

assist the ones above. And with each D11'7VUN NN J'Vron

there were two poles. How so? Two  NIOIN Y I'N TNN ‘7011

poles would go side by side, and four n71)'27In NIVIN Y TN

people would carry them. And two J'NWI1 NVANI DT 78N

other poles — and four people — ONNN NI0IN "W DNIN

would carry them, and they would J'NI1 DTN 112 NVANI

be positioned diagonally beneath 1102782 DI DNIN

the two upper ones: one pole for one D1I'7VN 0¥ NNNN

end and one pole for the other end, TNNN UNIT7 TN VIN

and they would proceed in a 1IWN URTT7 TN 0INI

diagonal arrangement JI027N2 127101
Despite having read this description, | am struggling to picture exactly the
set-up on it (so, if you have a good way of describing them or, even better,
depicting them visually, | would greatly appreciate it). However, what is
clear is that Rashi sought to further describe the physical structuring of
this carrying apparatus needed to both carry and support this massive
cluster of grapes.

NNN 'INYNIEIRYN
DIMNNNY 'ivwn

While many post-Talmudic rabbis mentioned these expansive
enumerations of the poles needed to carry this cluster and the men
involved, including Rashi (01awa LINA INNYN"T ,2"2:3 12TNA 7V 1"'wN), not all
did.

Rabbinic Commentators Sticking with Two Carrying
Despite the above-mentioned views amongst Talmudic rabbis, as well as
Medieval commentators, there were still subsequent rabbinic
commentators that describe how the scouts carried back this cluster of
grapes as being simply two, including Rabbi Levi ben Gershon (1288-1344)
(popularly known as Ralbag), who wrote (12Tna ,nInn 7V Ni7nn 1IN 2"27N
D22 VINA ININY DT 2Dm):

Behold - according to the plain LWON 97 NN
reading of the verse, it would seem  INw1 DWW NN
that two of them carried the pole 12 Ny vINn

upon which the cluster of grapes 1N TANN 71DUN
was - one from the head of one and NNNI TAND NN
one at the head of the other, or IN'IUN UNIN N
perhaps it would have described 0INNY N1 NxY
that the pole was on two poles and niviNn Dwa NN
they carried four poles. But the "TININ "N 1ML

first explanation seems more JIERIN NI
appropriate according to the plain 197 NI N2
reading of the text. owoN

7"1 "MIa17 071N
79NN TN 7V

However, our sages, of blessed

memory, chose the side of sailing

and tall tales that they were scales 0710 I'nw NRTANI

and scales on scales. 10VNIVT IOTIVI
Indeed, this pushing back on this notion of all of these poles and men
needed to carry this one bunch of grapes certainly seems quite
fantastical and not particularly realistic. Indeed, perhaps the Talmudic
rabbis were simply pointing out how big these grape bunches could have
been, yet, that doesn’t reflect the reality as described in the our Torah
portion, according to Ralbag.

Bronze Medalists

With the first-ever kosher-certified spirits competition having
taken place this month, here are the bronze medalists (in
e 3 Hamlets Gin alphabetical order):

e 3 Hamlets Gin Hibiscus Ginger

e Catoctin Creek AppleJack

e Dead Drop Old Fashioned RTD

e Dray 25 Lavender Lime-flavored Vodka
e ElTequilefio Platinum Blanco Tequila

e KOVAL Single Barrel Bourbon

* New Riff Kosher Single Barrel Bourbon
¢ Rabbit Hole Heigold High Rye Double Malt Bourbon

e Tekiah Blanco Tequila

e Thresh & Winnow Straight Bourbon Finished in Brandy Casks

e Tip Top Proper Cocktails Old Fashioned g
e Tip Top Proper Cocktails Margarita

e Tip Top Proper Cocktails Bee's Knees

e Tip Top Proper Cocktails Mai Tai

¢ Weldon Mills Reserve Straight Bourbon Whiskey
e Weldon Mills Select Straight Bourbon Whiskey

KOSHER SPIRITS

AWARDS
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Another subsequent rabbi who thought that, according to the Biblical
text, it seems as if it were simply just two men carrying it, was Rabbi Isaac
Samuel Reggio (1784-1855), who wrote (,"2:1 7122 ,NINN 7V 1" 1IN
Dwa n"):
According to its straightforward
reading, it was carried by two men.

1K1 101WD 197
D'WIN

Compromise?
Does one have to describe the carrying as done by only eight or two
men? Apparently not, as Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin (1816-1893)
(popularly known as the Netziv) cleverly wrote (n"T ,2"3:2"™ 7272 1"¥)

02w VINA INNM):
According to how it's written, there

were two who carried it until all of the
men were gathered. From there, they
carried the bunch of grapes until the
wilderness of Paran. And then eight of
the men carried it, as it is in the Talmud
(Sotah 34a). And had the scriptural
verse not stated "two", | would have
considered that the explanation of "and
they carried it on a pole" as describing
each of them carrying it a little bit of
the way. From here, scripture describes
that the pole rested on the shoulder(s)
of two of them together.

DIWN NN LIvNwnd
INQj7N1 IWN TV ININYI
INW1 DYNI,0'WIRND 7D

727N TV 7IDWUNN NN

NIINY INY1 TN, IND
NLID] NNVNTD ,O0'WIN

M2 N7 NILL.(N,TT)
NI'NN NN "D1ea"
"0IN ININKY" WNIDT
Nw1 0NN TNN'7D —
>N DIYN TN NYN
DNIWT 2INDN W'D
QNN 7V VINN 1NN
TN

Conclusion
Ultimately, no matter how these scouts carried this bunch of grapes, they
certainly found it to be a surprisingly bountiful bunch and were clearly
very excited about these grapes. While grapes are certainly edible, grapes
were - and are - treasured for their wine-making possibilities. This is
certainly exciting to enter into our land to know that it will have such a
wondrous capacity for massive amounts of wine. Certainly, it is a fitting
land for the children of Israel, especially to visit to tour (and drink the

wine there). L’Chaimf
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