Shelach (Numbers 13:1 – 15:47)
torah portion                                                         

This week’s portion focuses on the story of the spies who are sent by Moses to check out the land of Israel. They return with a negative report – it’s a land that eats its inhabitants. It cannot be conquered. A land of giants…… While the women, as usual, stand strong and insist on entering Israel nevertheless, the men are terrified. In spite of the miracles they have witnessed, they are unwilling to put their trust in God and refuse to enter. God responds that they are welcome to spend another 40 years in the desert until they all die out. Only their children will inherit the land. This is not a punishment, merely a granting of that which they requested – that they should not have to enter the land of Israel. Very rarely does God punish. He just leads us in a way that we have chosen.

The portion talks of other bits and bobs, but the spies story is the main event. 

davar torah

At the end of this portion we find the commandment not to follow our heart and eyes. The Rabbis explain that ‘eyes’ mean physical desires and ‘heart’ means heresy – philosophies that lead us away from God.

It’s interesting to note that Torah looks at ideas of atheism as being rooted in the heart of a human being and not the head. My teacher, Rabbi Weinberg of blessed memory, used to illustrate this very clearly. If he ever met someone who claimed to be an atheist, he would say how excited he was to meet him. An atheist, he would explain, is someone who has examined all the evidence for and against God’s existence and come to a reasoned conclusion that God doesn’t exist. He was eager to hear the evidence and the person’s reasoning. 

Ten times out of ten, this ‘atheist’ would now take a step back from his bold position and say that well maybe he wasn’t an atheist, but an agnostic. Rabbi Weinberg would respond that he was disappointed, but this was not a very decent second best. An agnostic is someone who has examined the evidence for and against God’s existence and come to the conclusion that it is inconclusive. Rabbi Weinberg was still eager to hear his reasoning on the topic. Ten times out of ten, once again, this ‘agnostic’ would say that actually he hadn’t really thought about it and perhaps he was just ignorant on the topic.  

Much as people like to point out the human desire, even need, for something beyond this world to believe in, they don’t always appreciate there is another desire that is as strong, if not stronger, to believe in nothing. No God means that ‘responsibilities’, ‘values’, ‘morals’ are all things of personal preference, not absolutes. If there is no God, then ultimately, I can do what I feel like doing. If I want to be gay, no one can tell me I am wrong. If I want to get into a relationship outside of my marriage, no one can tell me I am wrong either. Atheism is the ultimate freedom. 

And so, the heart is behind atheism, not the mind. Clearly this is so as it is impossible to disprove God’s existence, so atheism can never be anything other than a form of faith. The Torah tells us not to follow our desires; to consider facts and evidence and come to reasoned conclusions. When we allow our desires to run our lives, anything and everything is possible and there is no depth to which human beings cannot sink.

