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Author's Opening Remarks

The story comprises two parallel plots. The first reflects the acts of the ancient Biblical hero Joshua, the son of Nun; the second is devoted to the life of a certain part of contemporary Israeli society. The plots are linked both by the names of the main heroes and by some ideas that are equally typical of two distant epochs.  

The birth and death of Joshua, the son of Nun, is usually attributed to about the 14th-15th centuries BCE. The miracles, feats and conquests associated with his name are described in the Bible. They are given considerable attention in the Talmud and reflected in the religious literature of Christianity and Islam. The legends of Joshua have been a wonderful source of inspiration for all the arts from the past to the present day.

The contemporary plot utilizes material from the Israeli news sites "Walla! NEWS" and "Ynet." Perhaps some episodes of similarity between antiquity and modernity will cause reader's displeasure. Writers of literary works have a commendable habit of pointing out the fortuitous nature of coincidences. Lacking the prudence of his colleagues, the author of the present story declares emphatically that he has been avoiding fortuities of every kind.
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1. Joshua Steps onto the Stage of History
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Moses' contribution to the legendary history of the Jewish people is great. As there is no bowl with which to draw out the sea, so there is not enough ink and paper in the whole world to write down all the odes in praise of the rescuer of the people from Egyptian captivity. The chariot of Moses' acts was ruled by God from Heaven, and on earth the people's leader had valiant companions-in-arms. One of them - Joshua, the son of Nun - will be talked about in this story.

Joshua inscribed his heroic deeds in the annals of human memory. Beginning as Moses' best disciple and closest supporter, he steadily followed the same path as his mentor. Together they began the struggle for a place under the sun for the people chosen by God. At Moses' death, the mature Joshua led the Jewish fight and succeeded to a certain extent in conquering the God granted land.

Learned interpreters of the hero's acts will never cease to reproach him for his cruelty and intolerance. For example, they will explain Joshua's deeds by the savagery of ancient manners. But is that the point? After all, he acted according to the will of the Almighty! God's commandments are always just and moral, for they are His commandments. Should people, who have learned from God the difference between good and evil, judge the purity of the Creator's thoughts?

There are now in the land of Canaan God-fearing adherents of simple faith who do not doubt God's commandments and follow the way of Joshua. Such are a minority. However, the chosen of the chosen must be few! But the light of solidarity burns in the hearts of the majority around them and does not go out.

Today's followers of Joshua's acts live in settlements within the God-appointed boundaries. Surrounded by hostile strangers to be banished, they push the frontiers of the land by their courageous example, igniting the imagination of the common people who are not completely lost to the fulfillment of God's covenants.

Joshua's glorious successors swear to the people and to God to finish the work of their inspirer, who lived a long life of triumphs and disappointments. 

***
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It is known to the world that Moses led the people of Israel out of Egyptian captivity. But the leader did not accomplish his epochal mission alone. There were times when he was in a state of spiritual decline, and then he relied on his assistant Joshua, who strengthened his heart. Moses was a leader and teacher, Joshua was a commander and prophet. In those momentous times the nation needed a warrior genius more than anything else, and so God ignited in Joshua's soul a spark of warrior talent. 

Hundreds of thousands of people, most of them slaves, found themselves in freedom, both rejoicing in it and fearing it, and not knowing what to do with it. Joshua knew, for the Almighty had instructed him, but the trouble was, how could he manage the anarchic crowd of yesterday's slaves, who did not know the joy of free labor, who could not stand up for themselves and defeat the enemy? "Why do I love these people? - Joshua asked himself and easily found the answer, "First, they are ours, and second, if God has chosen these people, and He never makes mistakes, then it is my duty to lead them in His ways!" 

Joshua's main task is to conquer the land God has bequeathed. This requires fighting and winning. But those released from centuries of captivity are not accustomed to war and discipline. Valor and heroism are unknown to them. They hope for miracles, not for strength of spirit and body. They hardly use weapons, and there are few of them, and the ones they have are bad.

Joshua, however, had no doubt of success. As a practical man, he knew that warfare is fought not only by skill, but also by numbers. The tribes that had taken over the land of Canaan, though they had been skillful in battle, were few in number against the Jews. As a man of faith, he trusted in God's help. It must not be forgotten that everyone who comes from the land of slavery trusts in miracles, some more, some less. Combining earthly and heavenly advantages, and endowed with the charisma of an agitator, Joshua hoped to instill courage and firmness of faith in the timid hearts of his fellow tribesmen. Time will provide the little that is lacking: the skill of warfare comes from experience, and the tools of war are mere trophies.  

***
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Coming out of Egypt, weary from the rigors of the ordeal, numerous crowds followed Moses and Joshua through the desolate and dry land of Zin. The starved cattle howled and roared, the people were exhausted, the women wept, the men grumbled, and many old men and infants were left lying in the earth. At last people saw a place sheltered from evil winds, the valley of Rephaim. They sat down on the ground and stones, took a breath, and decided to camp. 

The shade was found, but there was no water. Everything seemed to have been searched, but there was no water. The Jews raised their voices: "Moses is the culprit of the misfortune, he is the one who took us away from our place, he must have planned to destroy the people! Alas, this murmuring is not a fiction. The rabble is prosaic and spiritless, ignorant and ungrateful. These qualities are revived in each new generation, and the lesson is not learned. 

The intervention of God has always saved the leader from the vengeance of his tribesmen. In saving Moses, God taught him how to use his staff to extract moisture from the rock. With trembling hands Moses grasped the staff and struck the rock with it, and water flowed abundantly. The people quenched their thirst, put cauldrons over the fire, and watered the cattle. The leader regained the trust of the people. A miracle is the best argument for the crowd. Joshua watched as the teacher was saved and probably thought, "I'll make a note of that." 

Valley of Rephaim turned out to be a good place to camp. The people rested, satiated themselves, erected tents, and remembered love. Joshua lived a little farther away, in a spacious tent. He could quietly study Torah or contemplate the imminent military campaign. He was unmarried, this stout man. Joshua was accompanied by two women, whose names history has not preserved for posterity. In Egypt, the wealthy Joshua built a separate house for each of the women. The harsh Rephaim was little conducive to tender caresses. The concubines lived in extremely modest huts, but still apart, as their sensitive host wanted.  

Not far from Rephaim dwelt a tribe of Amalekites. Amalek was the name of the king of the people. They were good warriors who knew how to fight, and the monarch equipped his army with the best Egyptian weapons. Joshua was aware of the inevitability of the clash and feared the enemy's military prowess, but he relied on his talent as an inspirer of hearts. There was no way around it, and need sharpens the mind.

The rumor spread that God was leading his chosen ones into the land of Canaan, and the peoples who lived there hated the future conquerors in advance. Among other tribes, the Amalekites were especially irreconcilable toward the Jews. We do not know exactly why it was them, although some of the experts claim that Amalek's hatred was inherited from the deceived Esau. This opinion is logical and quite plausible, but there is no actual confirmation of it yet.  

***
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"And Amalek came and fought with Israel at Rephaim," Scripture says. Moses appointed Joshua to manage the battle. At first glance, this decision seems perfectly natural, and no special justification is required to understand it. However, the shrewd minds of the talmudists discerned a serious reason for Moses to do so and not otherwise. And now we need to follow the course of the battle.

The site of the upcoming battle was bounded on both directions by cliffs. The narrow space between them was flanked on one side by brush-covered hills, while the opposite exit of the gorge looked out onto the desert, over whose sands and rocks the Israelites had come. Joshua thought that the confined nature of the battlefield was profitable for the strong and ruinous for the weak, and that the outcome of the battle could not be compromised or postponed until the next clash - either triumph or collapse. It was unacceptable to fulfill God's mission only halfway. "So much the better," Joshua said to himself, "the lack of choice will add courage. Outnumbering the enemy, we agree to the high price of victory!"

With the commanding skill God had instilled in him, Joshua arranged the squads of soldiers before the battle. Many archers climbed the cliffs and lurked behind rocks and in crevices. In the tall shrubbery on the hills, the warlord had placed a very solid reserve. On the desert side of the ravine was an ambush - a mounted detachment, alas, not a large one, for there were too few fighting horses in the army of the Jews. Down below, between the bases of the cliffs, Joshua stationed the infantry. One sword and one club for two men. One has a spear, the other has a shield in his hands, the feet are barefoot, the chests and backs are not shielded with armor, the heads are not covered with helmets.

On the eve of the battle, Moses called the elders together, and Joshua held a speech before the gathering. He pronounced all the inflaming words that were in his mind, and obliged the leaders of the people to instill courage and faith in wavering hearts: let the slave of yesterday accept the law of honor of a free man: if not victory, then death! Moses added that God would not leave His people to be torn apart by the enemy in their time of need. At this point Joshua felt a certain difficulty, for earthly courage and Heavenly help are two different things, and he did not fully understand which one was primary. He would have to figure it out in the future. Another sorrow languished in him. The barefoot infantry he had deployed at the bottom of the gorge was doomed to perish. Its role in the battle was sacrificial - by its weakness to lure the enemy and die. "Such is war," Joshua soothed himself, "it will take the souls of some for the lives of others."

Disregarding mortal danger, Joshua planned to assume a commanding position in the ranks of the infantry, manifesting a personal example of bravery, but Moses strongly resisted, rejecting ostentatious risk, and insisted on a pragmatic calculation: the life of the commander is the first condition for the success of the battle. Obeying the reasonable insistence, Joshua located the commander's post on a hillside far from the exit to the desert, from where the Amalekites were expected to appear. The commander surrounded himself with a detachment of guards and stationed loud-voiced heralds along the battlefield to announce orders.

Moses foresaw that the battle would be hard, and the Jews would not be able to do without the help of the Almighty. He intended to use his authority in the eyes of God and to ask Him to ease Israel's victory and to moderate the sacrifices of His chosen people as much as possible. Moses ascended the cliff to pray, and with him two co-religionists - his brother Aharon, who would later be anointed as High Priest, and whose role in history is well known, and with him the valiant Hur. If the genealogy of the latter still gives rise to disputes among Torah experts, his beneficences are indisputable. 

***
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To the ears of the Jews came from the desert the menacing roar of trumpets. The gut of the untrained warriors turned cold with fear as they heard the sound of drums and the clatter of thousands of hooves. Here they are, the fearsome Amalekites, the bitter enemies of the Israelites! Straight columns. In the middle of the exemplary ranks the mounted men, armed with swords, shields, and pikes, swayed proudly in the saddles; on the flanks the giant camels carried on their backs archers and spear-bearers. Lats protected the bodies of fighters and animals.

With thunder and pomp the enemy invaded the gorge. Joshua issued a war cry. The archers began to shower the Amalekites with arrows. The enemy held the line, skillfully defending himself with shields and taking no casualties. The riders on the high camels sent arrows over the heads of their cavalry, wounding and killing the inexperienced Israelite infantrymen.

Joshua recognized the beginning of panic in the ranks of the infantry. The commander ordered a retreat. Thus he prevented his untrained soldiers from fleeing in disorder, and at the same time he began to execute the cunning plan he had conceived the day before. With victorious shouts the Amalekites began to push the infantry towards the hills and moved further and further into the gorge.

In the meantime, Moshe, seeing the unfavorable course of the battle, raised his hands to heaven and began to fervently ask God to intervene and prevent disaster. No doubt Moshe's prayer was answered, and the Israelites' arrows became more dangerous, and the slain enemies fell to the ground dead. It seems that the moderation of God's help spoke for the fact that He wished the Jews to rely more on their own strength, to gain experience, and to place less hope in the mercy of Heaven. It was as if God were hinting to the people that it was foolish to ask of Him what they could deliver for themselves.

It is not easy to stand for hours at prayer, and Moses was no longer young. He involuntarily lowered his numb hands, and immediately Amalek was emboldened and began to press the Israelites again. Moses looked impatiently at his companions, as if to say with a stern look, "It's time for you to start working. Then Aaron and Hur took Moses' hands from different sides, and lifted them up, and so held them until the end of the battle. Moses cried out to God again, and the Heavenly aid returned.

It was time for the sacrifice. Joshua ordered the archers on the rocks to slow down and save their arrows. Sensing the perceived weakness of the enemy, the Amalekites rushed forward, crushed and destroyed the doomed infantry of the Jews, but came close to the hills, where there was a reserve hidden behind the bushes, which had been inactive until now. The distance between the opposing sides was reduced to the distance of an arrow.

"Jews! Let us avenge the death of our brothers!" - roared the commander, and the heralds spread Joshua's order across the battlefield. Armed with bows, spears, swords and clubs, the reserve troops rushed to meet the arrogant Amalekites and with their unsophisticated weapons fiercely battered the horsemen, horses and camels. Thousands of arrows flew from the rocks into the enemy. At least one in a dozen carried death, and that was not a bad score. Moses realized the trap Joshua had set, and he rejoiced, and added to his fervent plea a word of thanksgiving to God, who had put the brilliant plan in the commander's head.

Amalek was frightened, and drew back. The orderly columns were mixed and broken, and the proud ranks turned to chaos. The horsemen turned their horses and camels toward the desert. Joshua did not hinder the retreat of the enemy, for in the ravine at the entrance to the gorge, where he had hidden the ambush, the cavalry waited for the order to engage.

The cavalry came out of the ravine and rushed at the retreating enemy, confusing him. Archers came down from the cliffs, reserve units joined them, and all together forced the enemy to flee into the desert. Excellent weapons and military skill were still on the side of the Amalekites, but their spirit was broken. And the inept, but encouraged by the near victory, the Jews were triumphed and were inspiredly killed the enemy warriors.

Moses informed Joshua of God's will to mercilessly destroy the worst haters of the Jews. Knowing no mercy, the heroes pursued, overtook and killed. The pagans usually mocked the wounded. The Jews did not imitate their enemies. They humanely took the lives of wounded Amalekites to stop the agony of bleeding enemies, for there was no one to heal them, and the Jews did not need slaves. The refugees of yesterday were not trained to handle camels, so the huge animals suffered the same fate as the wounded Amalekites. The horses and weapons became trophies and changed hosts.

Moses, at the word of God, built an altar as a sign of the victory at Rephaim and advised Joshua to write in the Book of Eternity the history of the glorious events. It is possible that Joshua followed Moses' advise, although we do not know with certainty whose hand entered into Scripture the story of the triumph of the victorious plan. We do know, however, that Joshua, the military commander, wrote the prophecy himself, depicting his further conquests, about which we shall speak in the future.  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2. The Rapture of Ecstasy
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At the end of the prayer, Joshua was the first to leave the gates of the synagogue. He wanted some solitude. The Shabbat morning service had filled his young soul with peace. During the weekdays his soul was in an anxious unrest, or was rushing to the heights or was entangled in the routine of everyday life. On Saturdays it was blissfully plunged into the still waters of serenity. They say you will find peace in yourself.

Joshua climbed to the top of the hill - the highest point in the settlement, and in the whole area - and was gazing around him with delight. Down below lay his native Beit Shem. In the distance could be seen the vastness of the land of Canaan.

It was a chilly February morning. The recent overnight rain had blackened the red and gray bricks of the sidewalks. The timid sun has already peeked out, but has yet to dry the wet foliage. "What deep, light air in our ancient mountains," Joshua thought, "so much better than the sea air, which is heavy and sticky. Can the air be deep? I don't know.  I was only trying to put into words my love for the land God gave me. An apt word refreshes the mind!"

The clouds whitened, shrank, and rose high, revealing the vividness of heavenly blue. A blue-gray color hung between heaven and earth. At the end of winter, the verdure on the hills is still faint. The slopes are speckled with patches of rounded boulders. Smaller stones from afar seem like dots, they are scattered along the roadsides, and they are used sometimes.

Far away, as far as the eye can see, the cubes of dwellings clustered in small flocks are visible. Newly grown, tiny yet, but strong kernels of loyalty to the Supreme Will, they are firmly nestled in the bequeathed land and year after year, mile after mile, doonam after doonam, house after house, they move northward, southward and eastward. Beit Shem is a veteran among the settlements, in his forties, twice as old as Joshua. The three thousand inhabitants are a mighty tree with deep roots, an indestructible trunk and a broad crown. The strong old oak tree helps the weak new shoots to survive in the midst of the enmity of strangers and the faithlessness of their own.

Joshua's gaze slid downward. Red-brown roofs. A rectangle of solar water heater visible on each. In these places, the sun sends a generous amount of heat to the earth, a small part of which the inhabitants use utilitarian, following the spirit of the current ideas of progress. In doing so, the settlers refute the mockers who make them look like obscurantists. On the other flank, the faith retrogrades hiss, saying that progress is a risky and ambiguous business. "However, to reject progress is as ridiculous as not recognizing gravity," thought Joshua.

The stone houses, though two-storied, do not seem too spacious to the families with many children living in them. The greenery in the courtyards and streets is carefully trimmed. Cleanliness and grace reign here everyday, and even more so on Saturday! Joshua looks down warmly at the yard of the nearest house. Two boys are perched on the edges of a board tied by chains to a crossbar, alternately flying up into the air and must be squealing with fear and delight. A girl in a smart Saturday dress is playing in the sandbox. A young woman holds an baby in her arms. The father of the family comes to the gate - he has returned from the synagogue from morning prayers.

Joshua looks at the idyll of the young family, and his thoughts involuntarily turn to himself. He is in his third decade and still a bachelor. He knows that his father and grandfather are silent, but do not approve of his protracted bachelorhood. There's nothing to say about his mother Hava and grandmother Reiza-Rivka - upset, whispering among themselves, making guesses. Besides, God said: "It is not good for the man to be by himself: I will make one like himself as a help to him". Joshua has a girl, and he loves her, but there's a snag in the way. And if he becomes like the townspeople who breathe the sticky sea air, then it is too early for him to get married, because he is a soldier in the army of defense of Canaan and at the same time a student in his father's yeshiva, and you can't grasp everything at once, even though he is young.

The practical side of what is to come does not bother him. He lives in Beit Shem with his father and mother. His family is not rich, but he will have his own house after marriage, and he will not know any need. One day Joshua asked the chief settler how it is that expensive two-story houses are available even to the poor. The bearded headman looked at youth with kind eyes, gently ruffled his hair and said, "God loves his people". Joshua was not offended by the evasive answer - he was not old enough to know important secrets. 

However, the Sabbath is not for fussy thoughts. Joshua looked into the distance again. How good! A little longer he will admire the blossoming country, then he will go down to his house, will sit down with a book in the courtyard, will habitually read the exploits of the past and dream of the valor of the future. "Here it is, the land granted to my people," pondered the youth, "but no, I see only a small fraction of it! I and my generation will be firm and courageous, and we will conquer what God has promised, and we will not spare those who stand in the way, and we will meet the Savior!" 

***
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Excited by the greatness of the real prospect, Joshua gave himself completely to the noble feeling of love for the bequeathed country, and therefore did not immediately hear the creaking of gravel on the path leading to the top of the hill. He looked back. His father and grandfather were coming up to him, smiling welcomingly. In the morning, the three of them sat side by side at the honorable east wall of the synagogue and sang a prayer together. The young thirst for action of the one, the mature consciousness of the absolute rightness of the other, and finally the wisdom of the patriarch filled the hearts of the three men. The mission of every generation is according to its nature.

Joshua adored his grandfather and highly honored his father. It was only an hour before he left the house of worship in a hurry to dream alone, but he missed them already.  Grandfather and father walked slowly. It was hard for the old man to be climbing. On weekdays he stayed, as a rule, in his apartment in the capital, busy writing books - the advanced years had added clarity and new ideas to his mind - and for the Sabbath the loving son sometimes brought his elderly father and mother to Beit Shem. The delighted Joshua rushed to meet them, took the old man by the hand, and the three of them climbed to the top of the hill and began to look down at their beloved land with the enthusiasm of hosts.

The patriarch Avram Yitzchak presented mankind with a revolutionary teaching about the meaning of human existence on earth and the global role of God's chosen people. Even the most prominent of the rabbis in the days of Avram-Itzhak's youth and maturity saw Kabbalah as a kind of elitist abstract science for a few people. But only the keen mind of Avram-Yitzchak recognized the simple reality of existence behind the supposed mysticism of Kabbalistic postulates. Words must be crowned with a deed that will be their realization. The theorist's thoughts lighted the way for the acts of the practitioners.

Tzvi, son of Avram-Yitzchak and father of Joshua, became that business man who applied the doctrine to life. He founded a yeshiva in Beit Shem and nurtured within its walls a cadre of adherents of the new doctrine. The students of the Yeshiva tirelessly were argued to the world the divine necessity of the conquest and development of the land of Canaan by the chosen people and took the first steps on the fateful path.

The new generation, to which young Joshua belongs, resolutely and steadfastly follows the path set forth by the fathers and grandfathers. The energy and fervor of youth are making undoubted progress, following the ancient books and the new doctrine, unmasking the hypocrisy of their adversaries for the sake of a high purpose. "From the desert and Levanon to the Perata River..." - exclaimed Tzvi. "To the Great Sea shall be our borders!" - Joshua echoed his father's words.

Grandfather, father, and son went downstairs and went into the house. The tired Avram Yitzchak lay down to rest. Tzvi sat down in the chair opposite, and a spiritual conversation began between them. Joshua, as he had intended, sat on a chaise longue in the courtyard and immersed himself in folios. Yes, he loved books, especially those that interpreted the Book as brevity as possible. "There is great value in the brevity of the Book," Joshua concluded, "for when there are few words, there is much meaning, hence future generations are given room to interpret and create. The lack of concreteness and vagueness of the primary source has for millennia helped experts to interpret it according to the call of time and place."

Joshua shared these thoughts with his father and grandfather. Tzvi listened to his son disapprovingly and told him to beware of blasphemy. The grandfather, on the other hand, was pleased. Avram Yitzchak patted his grandson on the cheek and praised him for the originality of the mind.

On that Sabbath day, Joshua wanted to read about Joshua's exploits. He asked burning questions and sought the book's answers. Why did Moses not lead the battle against Amalek himself, but entrusted this mission to the best of his companions-in-arm? 

It would seem that the matter is simple enough. First, Joshua came from the tribe of Ephraim, the most militant and most successful in armed struggle. Secondly, Moses foresaw that it will be Joshua who will have to take possession of the land and rebuild it, so a decisive battle with Amalek will serve him as invaluable experience in the battles to come.

Our yeshiva disciple was interested in another view. It disapproves of Moses' decision and at the same time explains the cause of the weakness of his hands during prayer. Allegedly, God thought that Moses should have led such a decisive battle on his own. But Moses gave the command to Joshua, and the latter did not do so very efficiently. Therefore, a displeased God took away the strength of Moses' arms, and the help of Aharon and Hur was needed.

The judgments of the experts as to the sources of the victory of the barefooted and untrained militia over the equipped and skillful army are extremely interesting. The talent of the commander? Heaven's help? The enthusiasm of the people? Or all together? If so, what was the force of each cause? The modern Joshua secretly and boldly thought himself the successor of his ancient forerunner of the same name, and therefore more readily was accepting the view of the extraordinary role of the military leader. 

Sitting in the chaise lounge, Joshua continued to ponder. Scripture says, "And Yoshua overcame Amalek and his people with the sword." God promised Moses to erase the memory of Amalek from under Heaven. However, as a result of the victory at Rephaim, the amalekites were not completely exterminated. The Jews destroyed up to half of the enemy soldiers, but the survivors remained enemies of the Israelites. A contradiction? Oh, no! The word of the Bible is canon, and we must not doubt, express uncertainty, or, God forbid, deny anything. Therefore, a deep interpretation is required, the ability to read between the lines, to see the hidden meaning, to discern the spirit behind the letter. Only then will we truly understand the Book, when we read it according to our needs.

The enmity did not die in Canaan, but was inherited from generation to generation. To this day, the sprouts of ancient hatred are still peeking out of the ground. 

"We are pointing at strangers, but even among the Jews you will find a soul with Amalek nesting in it!" thought Yoah bitterly. - Joshua thought bitterly. This fact wounded the heart of the young settler. Who are they, these Amalek-Jews? Enemies or lost lambs? "Enemies rather," said Joshua to himself; "the majority, as usual, is silent, or rather cowardly, but secretly well-meaning; but these are not silent; they raise their voices against us, and therefore against God, and we know how to deal with them!"
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3. The Spies
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With victory the Jews ended the battle with their worst enemy Amalek. The heroes buried the slain and began to heal the wounded. The camp at Rephaim was filled with festivities: the people feasted, roasted meat, and drank the wine that remained after their wanderings in the desert. The husbands, having recovered from the labors of war, made their way to their wives' tents. The children were frolicking - some by the fire, some in the field.

The boys, rejoicing, but secretly jealous of their heroic fathers' glory, started a game of war. To begin with, they competed in courage. Those who bravely jumped over the fire were to become soldiers of Joshua's army, those who were afraid of the flames were to join Amalek's army. The girls gathered flowers in the field and wreaths were placed on the heads of the soldiers who survived the battle and on the grave stones of the dead.  

Joshua prayed a heartfelt prayer, thanking God for granting victory to the nation and glory to him, the commander. He left the tent where he had been studying the word of God. He wanted to look at the clear night sky. The stars were showering their rays on the earth, celebrating with him and congratulating him. Joshua thought for a moment that he had equaled Moses in greatness, but immediately dismissed the flattering but empty thought.  He looked into his soul and read the words inscribed by faith - seek true pleasure only in common success.

The thought of pleasure lighted up a corner of the warlord's heart that had been plunged into darkness, and he justly reproached himself for emotionlessness. Glory may be immortal and bliss may be perishable, but still! The labor of war is over, the time for the labor of the heart has come. Has he no other pleasant place than the tent where he learns the word of God? And the tents, where impatience and wish lurk behind the thin walls woven of branches? Joshua joyfully directed his feet in the right direction. He had not one but two havens of love, but the night had just begun!

Refreshed and invigorated, Joshua returned to his tent at dawn. The impressions of the night before were somewhat ambivalent. His flesh was full, but his soul was hungry. He needed another woman, but what could be done, if the fated time and the great mission had conspired with each other to steal Joshua's great feeling, and only fragments of passion were comforting him. And the future prepared for the prophet and warrior severe trials, the reward for which will be glory after death and love in life.  

From afar, Joshua saw his comrades in the study of the Book are waiting for their mentor at the entrance to the tent. It was the hour of prayer and the time of study was approaching. 

***
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Let us not dwell on the sad fact of history - the making of a golden idol by impatient Jews. Let us pass on to another ambivalent event that made a storm in the pages of Holy Scripture. This case is ambiguous, because, on the one hand, it badly characterized the ancient Israelites, and on the other hand, it served as a stepping stone for Joshua, on which he ascended, decisively proving his devotion to God and understanding of His plan.

So, in fulfillment of the Supreme will to conquer the country for the chosen people, Moses, by God's advise, precedes the coming onslaught with a thorough reconnaissance of the future homeland of the Jews. He appoints one man from each of the twelve Israelite tribes to make a careful exploration of the expanse of Canaan. Two of them will be named: Joshua went from the tribe of Ephraim, and Caleb went from the tribe of Judah.

Moses told the scouts, first, to investigate the land - whether it was fertile, what trees grew on it, whether the crops are great, and second, to study the people of the land, its cities, fortresses and camps.

If the second part of the task was of applied military importance for future battles, the meaning of finding out the fertility of the land was not limited to pure utilitarianism. Indeed, would God give an unfertile land to his chosen one? Certainly not! However, what was obvious to Caleb, Joshua, and Moses was by no means certain to hundreds of thousands of recent slaves. In other words, the spies were expected to praise the new homeland, break the skepticism of the common people, and convince them of the good intentions of God and Moses. Alas, this did not happen, and what did happen forced God to use the punitive means of education. It seems that it was important for God and Moses to rely on the rabble as a guarantor. Perhaps this speaks in favor of the antiquity of the origins of democracy.

***
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The spies were studying the land and the people closely - acting on Moses' word. They reached a certain flourishing valley. They saw: luxurious grapes, marvelous pomegranate trees, magnificent fig trees. In order to demonstrate to Moses and the people the fertility of the land, Caleb took with him some pomegranates and figs, and Joshua ordered to cut the largest grape branch. So heavy was the juice-filled cluster that it required the strength of two men to carry it on a pole. Since in the language of the sons of Israel a cluster of grapes is called "Eshcol," the Israelites named the place "Eshcol Valley."

Forty days the spies wandered through the land of Canaan and finally returned to the camp of the Jews and appeared before Moses and the community. And at this point in our narrative we must break the number twelve into two unequal parts: two and ten. The two are Joshua and Caleb; the ten are their co-comrades.

The ten returnees spread a cloth of white silk on the grass and carefully laid out the spoils - proof of the fertility of the land they had explored. Pomegranates, figs, olives, onions, garlic, ears of barley and wheat, and so on and so forth. In the middle of the white cloth was scarlet a huge bunch of grapes.

The beholders of the splendor were filled with the spirit of joy, anticipating the rapturous story. One of the ten addressed Moses, "We have come to the land to which you sent us, and indeed it flows with milk and honey; and behold its fruits!" He pointed with a broad gesture of his hand to the marvelous picture of abundance. The Israelites greeted the delightful speech with shouts of rejoicing, and some prepared to embrace and kiss him. Moses stopped them, seeing another spy stepped forward and prepared to speak the word.

"But the people who live in that land are very strong," the second messenger opened his mouth, "and the fortified cities are very large, and we have seen giants there..." Here Caleb did not keep silent and interrupted the cowardly speech, and began to calm the people: "We will certainly enter this land and take possession of it, because we can defeat..." But the others of the ten did not let him finish, and cried out in unison, "We cannot go against those people, for they are stronger than we are!" They say that a coward is not cowardly to the end - he is not afraid of dishonor!

The people were confused, for not all the Amalekites had been killed, and there were many other enemies. Who should they listen to? Will there be war, death, and blood again?

Then an act of great shame took place, which will forever remain an indelible stain in the history of the Israelites. Seeing that the community was hesitant to accept their version, the ten fearful, hapless spies used slander, an old tried and tested remedy. They spread a bad rumor about the country they were surveying: "This land through which we went is a land causing destruction to those living in it; and all the people we saw there are men of more than common size;

and we seemed to ourselves no more than insects, and so we seemed to them." And to make it more convincing, they whispered in the ears of the disturbed tribesmen that Joshua and Caleb had no children of their own, and therefore they could not understand man's legitimate fear for his family, or, perhaps worse, that they themselves were deprived of happiness, and therefore were filled with envy, and wished evil on us, the happy ones.

It is easy to believe what the heart desires and the mind can grasp. The speeches of the ten added a link to the endless chain of ever-living demagoguery. And all the congregation raised a cry, and the people wept, "And all the children of Israel, crying out against Moses and Aaron, said, If only we had come to our death in the land of Egypt, or even in this waste land! Why is the Lord taking us into this land to come to our death by the sword? Our wives and our little ones will get into strange hands: would it not be better for us to go back to Egypt?"

Hearing these cowardly words, Moses and Aaron went down on their faces before the meeting of the people. And Йошуа, and Caleb, the two of those who had been to see the land, giving signs of grief, said to all the children of Israel: "This land which we went through to see is a very good land. And if the Lord has delight in us, he will take us into this land and give it to us, a land flowing with milk and honey. Only, do not go against the Lord or go in fear of the people of the land, for they will be our food; their strength has been taken from them and the Lord is with us: have no fear of them."

It was a belated cry. Perhaps, not through fault of their own, but the common people did not understand from where to expect happiness: whether their own strength will grow tremendously, or whether the guarantee of God's help will take effect, if they do not anger Him. Yes, the Almighty was doing saving miracles, but the losses were also enormous. Think of the death of the infantrymen in the war with Amalek! Joshua and Caleb could neither cajole nor persuade the people. And the rabble cried out, "They were to be stoned!"  

Moses saw a gloomy picture - a dozen slanderers and hundreds of thousands who believed the conspiracy. He thought bitterly that his people had to bear an eternal and unforgivable sin. 

***
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Even God has His own hell - the love He has for the chosen tribe. So God said to Moses, "How long will these people have no respect for me? How long will they be without faith, in the face of all the signs I have done among them? I will send disease on them for their destruction, and take away their heritage, and I will make of you a nation greater and stronger than they!"

Moses anticipated God's wrath and feared extreme measures. But God's great favor to make him the progenitor of a new nation was unexpected. Moses, seeking only the common good, as he understood it, must have resolutely stifled the sprouts of vanity in his heart, and when he answered God, he did not mention the flattering offer, as if it had never been made at all. Today, sadly turning the pages of the annals of the painful history of the Jewish people, some will doubt the rightness of Moses' selfless choice.

Excited by the instructive sound of his words, Moses dared to advise God, saying, "If He destroys all the Jews in anger, the nations of the earth will say that God is not all-powerful, since He could not fulfill His oath and could not bring the chosen people into the promised land, and in order that this should not happen, it is necessary to forgive the people generously.

The value of good advise is not inferior to the value of devoted love. Perhaps, realizing this, God listened to Moses' opinion and did not take immediate harsh steps, but did not leave the Jews' unreasonableness unpunished. The appointed sentence was categorical and compromising at the same time. He sent the Israelites whom He had led out of slavery into the desert for forty years, according to the number of days of the ill-fated mission of the spies. All the Jews will die in the sands, but their children He will bring into the Holy Land. Only two of the present generation will God make an exception - Joshua and Caleb. God has decided that Moses must prepare a successor - it will be Joshua.  

What happened to the ten spies who spread bad rumors about the land of Canaan? The Scripture says that they died of pestilence before God. In other words, they were punished immediately without experiencing the agony of forty years of exile. 

Moses went out to the people and reported God's verdict. And the people remained very sad and recognized that they had stained themselves with sin.  
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4. Visiting the Founder
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A wonderful tradition has developed among the God-fearing (namely, the best!) inhabitants of modern Canaan. To celebrate the Sabbath, related families gather together, under one roof, at one table. For example, adult children come to visit their elderly parents and, of course, they bring their little ones with them, in order to please the old and the young. And a week later, guests and hosts will switch roles.

On Friday morning, the streets are lined with good-looking men, women and children of different ages. Huge bags, suitcases and boxes are loaded into the belly of buses. These capacious containers are designed for the immaculately preserved delivery of ironed and neatly folded pants and dresses, impressive "hamburg" hats and sable straimels, as well as traditional culinary wonders. Of course, the Sabbath for the Jew is first and foremost a celebration of spirit, but like any holiday, it should be marked by the finest of clothing and the finest of foods. Though, as some honorable routineers believe, the desire to dress up and gluttony, which has appeared in the circles of orthodox Jews, is a recent phenomenon, which has penetrated into the minds of the younger generation, and is the result of the pernicious action of foreign influences. But what can be done? "New ears for new music!" - say the sages.

The originator of the science of the modern development of the land of Canaan (it is the word "development" that should be used, for the word "conquest" is politically incorrect, and replacing one word with another is not too great a concession to hypocrisy) Avram-Yitzchak is celebrating this Shabbat with his dearest guest - his son Tzvi. Together with the wife Reisa-Rivka, he stands at the gates of his home in the heart of the capital of Canaan.  The elderly couple is gazing at the road, where Tzvi's car is about to appear from around the corner.

Avram Yitzchak is faithful to the old reliable notions of unpretentiousness, and his clothes are simple and even somewhat shabby, but immaculately clean. His black silk capote is tied with a wide sash, the kind worn by rabbis; on his head he wears a shtreiml, his round-rimmed glasses are unpretentious, and his beard, thinned over the years, is carefully combed. Reisa-Rivka's hair, as it should be, is neatly hidden, but not under that emphasized simple shavis, which she wears on weekdays, but under the dressy one, intended for Saturdays and holidays. Her dress and jacket are remarkable only for their exemplary modesty. Conservatism is the youth of old men, for it returns their spirits to their best years.

The guests had arrived! Tzvi got out of the car first, walked around, opened the door on the other side and gallantly extended the hand to wife. Hava emerged from the belly of the automobile interior. Father and son symbolically kissed. Mother-in-law and daughter-in-law embraced each other, ending with a ringing kisses. Hava apologized for her son's absence: Joshua was busy, and today it was his turn to keep the night vigil over the Scriptures. Reisa-Rivka, though she was missing her grandson, accepted the explanation with understanding, for she was aware of the initiative of the yeshiva's disciples, who had established the order of the study vigils - Torah must be studied twenty-four hours a day, every day, and intermissions were excluded.

It was a few hours before the Sabbath. The women settled down in the sitting room to discuss important matters, the men went to the synagogue. Avram Yitzchak took his personal seat and sat his son next to him. Tzvi was acquainted with many of the parishioners, they knew and honored him, shook his hand respectfully, asked him about life in Beit Shem and about studies in the yeshiva: each of them had his son in mind. Tzvi would answer kindly, and yet there was a note of superiority in his voice that sometimes came through, that of a proud settler over the pampered people of the capital.

After the prayers, father and son returned home for the Sabbath meal. The candles are already lit. On the festive tablecloth is an oblong wicker with a white challah intended for Tzvi and Hava. The elderly Avram Yitzchak and Reisa-Rivka, who are mindful of their diet, will enjoy the less tasty and less beautiful wholemeal challah. The host pronounced the appropriate blessings.

The swarthy-faced helper, who had come from faraway lands to earn money, set the table with simple traditional dishes - warm stuffed fish, parts of which were picturesquely placed on a special plate, hot broth, slices of chicken folded in a separate bowl, a dish of carrots cooked with raisins.

The eating of stuffed fish is sanctified by custom and is the cornerstone of the Sabbath meal. In spite of the different qualities of the various parts of the dish, it is certitude that there is an exemplary harmony of tastes between the guests and the hosts. Reisa-Rivka likes the piece closest to the tail. Avram Yitzchak loves fish head, but, forced by the doctor's recommendation to limit his fat intake, he allows himself only half of the tasty portion. The part of the fish head that contains the brain gives him a special pleasure. As he sucks out the brain, he involuntarily squeezes his eyes shut. Tzvi and Hava eagerly eat the middle pieces.

Catching the Hostess's approving smile, the assistant sighed in relief and hurriedly retired to the kitchen. At the end of the evening she will serve the sweets that she has made according to the recipes of her land, but from local products and under the supervision of Reisa-Rivka, so that there will be no possibility of non-compliance with kashrut. After the meal she will clean the dishes and will be released. There is no danger to her of violating the laws of the Sabbath.  

To complete the picture, let us add that not four, but six people were seated at the table. Avram-Itzhak observed the old custom of inviting two or three poor Jews, who had no means to celebrate the Sabbath according to all the canons, to the meal. The poor will not only fill their stomachs, but more importantly, they will sip spirituality in a home where every word and action is subordinate to it. Avram Yitzchak believed that the essence of beneficence was to give people exactly what he thought they should want!

This time Avram-Yitzhak had a married couple visiting him - people who were poorly educated and had a casual income. The man and the woman diligently followed the hosts in performing the necessary procedures, listened to the table talk with an important look, remained respectfully silent and ate with appetite. We do not know what they talked about among themselves when they left the hospitable house, or what feelings burned in their hearts. 

***
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The meal was over. Reiza-Rivka and Hava remained at the table and began to eat sweets made according to the recipes of distant countries. As they sipped their tea, they began in earnest to deal with the multifaceted family topics, the most important of which was Joshua's protracted bachelorhood. After apologizing, Avram Yitzchak and Tzvi moved to the host's study for a spiritual Shabbat conversation.

It is well known that men, deep down, do not place too high a value on the significance and depth of the issues that their wives raise in conversations among themselves, yet husbands tend to be indulgent when their stomachs are full. Women, of
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