Shelach

Parshat Shelach deals first and foremost with the sin of the spies.  The reading begins with God saying to Moshe, shelach lekhah anashim ve-yaturu et erets canan, send out messengers (meraglim) to explore the land of Canaan.  Moshe sends out meraglim and in the words of the Torah (13: 18-20), he commands these meraglim to report back on the nature of the land: Mah ha-aretz…ha-tovah he im ra-ah; ma- ha-arets ha-shemenah he im razah; what is this land?  Is it good or bad; is this land fat or lean?  Are the cities fortified or not?


The meraglim return and report (v. 30) that it's true that the land is flowing with milk and honey; yet, at the same time the people in the land are aggressive, and the cities are fortified.  For this report the meraglim were punished greatly.


Ramban asks the question:  How could these spies be punished for telling the truth?  After all, Moshe told them: “Tell us, are the cities fortified?”  These scouts told the truth.  The cities were fortified and the inhabitants were fierce.  


Ramban answers that these spies misunderstood the nature of their mission.  Their mission was not to offer a political commentary as to whether or not the Jewish people should invade the land; but rather, their purpose in going into the land of Israel was to tell Moshe a strategy, which cities should be invaded first, and how to attack those cities.  Moshe only wanted to know where to attack first.


This raises a troubling question, which we will not attempt to answer here.  Where exactly is the line between voicing a dissenting opinion on political matters and treason?  One way to look at the action of these spies is, even according to the Ramban's approach, that they were simply raising legitimate objections to Moshe’s plans.  However, the other side of the line is the Torah's point of view and that is that their objections were treasonous and blasphemous.  Somewhere, these meraglim crossed this fine line.

