
Story Number 53

SINAI TO KADESH BARNEA

Once the Tabernacle had been completed and set up, consecrated and

dedicated, and started to be used (especially for the Pessach ceremonies),

the people were ready to consider moving on towards Canaan. But Canaan

had to be conquered, so they had to be organised ready for war.

For this purpose they had arranged the camp, an arrangement that

would be used every time they camped anywhere along the route. The

Tabernacle was at the centre, and the Levites camped around it. Outside

the area of the Levites there were four groups – to the north, south, east

and west. Each group consisted of three of the twelve tribes (Joseph

counting as two, Ephraim and Manasseh), the members of each tribe

keeping together.

When they moved, these groups moved in a certain order, with the

Levites and the Tabernacle at a certain place in the middle.

It was the twenty-seventh of the second month (today called Iyyar)

when they finally moved on, in the direction of the Desert of Paran.

However, shortly after, the people started complaining about something

– we are not told what, but God was angry at the complaints, and sent a

fire which burned at the edge of the camp. The people cried to Moses who

prayed to God and the fire stopped, so they called the place Taberah

(which means burning), and continued moving till they came to a place

where they camped. Here there was again trouble.

It all began with the riff-raff that joined the Israelites when they left

Egypt, slaves who saw an opportunity to escape. They started to demand

meat to eat, and said that they remembered all the free fish meals that
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they used to eat in Egypt, with all the fancy tasty vegetables, and now all

that they could eat was the manna. Now the manna was itself extremely

tasty and the people could prepare it or cook it in all sorts of ways, but

these people were not satisfied, they wanted meat. The real tragedy was

that they influenced also the Israelites, who

Approximate route

started to make the same complaints, crying

to each other and regretting leaving Egypt

where they enjoyed the ‘free’ food. They did

not complain directly to Moses, but he

overheard them complaining, was very

angry, and so was God.

Moses then made a personal complaint to

God. ‘How can you expect me to cope

entirely on my own with such a people?

Where can I get meat from to feed all this

lot? If this is the way you are treating me,

better kill me so that I do not live to see it

all.’

God answered him. ‘First, take seventy

elders from among the people and bring

them to the Tabernacle. There I will take off

some of the spirit I have given you and put it on them, and they will help

you to manage the people. Second, tell the complainers that tomorrow you

will all have meat, and you will eat meat not one day, not five, ten or

twenty days but a whole month till it comes out of your nostrils and you

are sick of it, because you have rejected God and said “Why did we leave

Egypt?”’

Moses was a bit surprised. ‘Where can I get meat for all these? If cattle

and sheep are slaughtered in abundance, and all the fish in the sea are

collected, they will not be satisfied!’

‘Is God short of anything?’ came the reply.
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Moses assembled seventy elders as instructed, and they were given

some of Moses’s spirit, so that from then on they could help him.

Then came the other solution. God sent a strong wind that blew over

the quails, which fell around the camp, in an area of a day’s journey in

each direction, in heaps up to three feet high. This was just one year after

they had had the quails on the way to Sinai, and the birds were again

resting exhausted on their migration.

The people went mad, spent all day, all night and all the next day

collecting them and putting them in heaps outside the camp. The least that

anyone collected was ten ‘homers’. [Now a homer is ten ephahs, an ephah

is ten omers, an omer of manna was enough for one person to eat for a

whole day. The least that anyone collected was a thousand omers!]

The quails that came before they reached Sinai, when they were

genuinely hungry and had not yet had time to fully appreciate God, was

a blessing. But these quails were a curse, sent as a punishment for people

who had plenty of manna to eat, and did not appreciate all that God had

done for them taking them out of Egypt.

It seems that the quails were poisoned, or at least contained poison.

Anyway as soon as they began to eat them the people started to die, and

a large number of people had to be buried, so they called the place

Kibroth Hattaavah, meaning the graves of those who wanted too much.

Moving on from there they next encamped at a place called Hazeroth.

The trouble here was not from the people but from Miriam, who spoke to

Aaron criticising Moses. God heard the conversation and punished her

with a disease that meant that her skin all started peeling off. 1 Aaron

1. This is a skin disease, NOT leprosy which is a disease of the bones. A false
translation started due to confusion by an Arab doctor, John of Damascus, in the
Middle Ages.
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was shocked and asked Moses to pray for her. ‘Let her not become like

a baby who has died in his mother’s womb, where all his skin has fallen

off, and when he is born [it seems as if] half his flesh is eaten away.’

Moses cried out to God, but was told that she must be punished, she

must stay isolated outside the camp for a week. So the people waited for

seven days until she got better and came back in, and then moved on.

Something important happened at a mysterious place somewhere in the

region of modern Elat. It is described as being eleven days’ journey from

Horeb (Sinai) in the Aravah facing the Red Sea (Gulf of Akaba), near

Hazeroth and a number of other places 2 – but we are not told what

happened there.

Finally they got to the Desert of Paran, to a place called Kadesh

Barnea, which was on the southern border of Canaan. What happened

there is another story.

2. Deut. chapter 1: second half of verse 1 and all of verse 2.
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