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Petah Tikvah

Why Ladders?  A New Look at Rashi

Upon their return from surveying the land of Canaan, the spies had a grave report to present to the Israelites, which explained why they would not be able to conquer the land:  "The people who inhabit the country are powerful, and the cities are fortified and very large; moreover, we saw the Anakites there" (Num. 13:28).
Attempting to persuade the people that it was otherwise and that the mission could be achieved, Caleb son of Jephunneh addressed the people as follows:  "Caleb hushed the people before Moses and said, 'Let us by all means go up, and we shall gain possession of it, for we shall surely overcome it [Heb. yakhol nukhal lah]'"(Num. 13:30).  On first reading we might think that Caleb sought to say to the people that, contrary to the words of the spies, he was exhorting them, "Come, let us go up to the land of Canaan, for it is within our power to conquer it"—it, feminine lah, meaning the land of Canaan ["land" is feminine in Hebrew]. Nahmanides explained this passage somewhat differently:

"Caleb hushed…" means that he silenced them and said, "let us go up, etc., for we surely shall overcome her," meaning:  true, the people there are strong, but we shall prove stronger than they and their fortified cities ["city" is feminine in Hebrew]; that is why he said lah.
In the light of the simple reading of this verse and Nahmanides' interpretation, Rashi's commentary on the words, "come let us go up," is difficult to understand: 
"Come let us go up – even if it were in heaven, and he [Moses] were to say:  Make ladders and go up there [we would do so]; for we shall succeed at whatever he says."  If Rashi is interpreting "Let us by all means go up" as meaning to heaven, then "for we shall surely overcome it [Heb. yakhol nukhal lah ] cannot be referring to the land of Canaan or a fortified city. Second, why did Rashi write afillu ba-shamayim rather than afillu la-shamayim? For "to go up" should take the preposition lamed rather than bet. Moreover, if Rashi is using this as a metaphor for an impossible situation or describing a miraculous occurrence, what need was there for the people to make ladders?
  Rashi scholars throughout the generations have been hard put to find a satisfactory explanation.
It is well-known that Rashi's commentary on the Torah was the first Hebrew book to be printed.  In one of the early printed editions of Rashi, pre-1480 Rome,
 the following text appears:  "Come let us go up – even if their cities are fortified to the heavens, and he tells us to make ladders and go up there, we will succeed at whatever he tells us."
This Rashi text fully suits what the spies said, as recounted in Deuteronomy (1:28):  "What kind of place are we going to?  Our kinsmen have taken the heart out of us, saying, 'We saw there a people stronger and taller than we, large cities with walls sky-high (betzurot ba-shamayim), and even Anakites.'"  It also is in line with Rashi's comment there:  "Scripture speaks in exaggerated terms."  Rashi explains that the spies were exaggerating in describing the cities as being fortified sky-high; therefore Caleb's reassuring words in Numbers, according to Rashi, mean:  "Even if it seems to you that their fortified cities are so great they reach the sky, nevertheless we shall succeed in capturing them using the ladders that Moses will command us to make.  For we shall surely overcome it"—'it' being Canaan or a particular walled city.The restoration of the missing words, including la-shamayim in place of ba-shamayim, make the entire comment understandable.

Rashi's words as they appear in the Rome edition clarify a passage in his commentary which has perplexed readers for many years.

� Jacob, in his dream, found the ladder already standing in place.


� The first printed edition may well have been the one printed in Rome in 1470, and not the Reggio di Calabria edition from 1475, which is known as the "first printed edition."


� Editor's note: The printed version of Rashi seems to have been influenced by Deut. 30:12, "It is not in the heavens, that you should say, 'Who among us can go up to the heavens'…"


� I wish to thank Dr. Aharon Mondschein for reading this article and making numerous important suggestions.
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