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I can’t think of a better parashah to study during this year’s presidential campaign 

than this one. Shelach Lecha, after all, is all about image versus reality. It’s about 

spin; it’s about sound-bite-sized characterizations. Most of all, it’s about honesty 

and it’s about slander.  

The core of the parashah concerns the mission of the scouts. The scouts, who were 

sent to spy out the land, came back with a report. Ten signed on to it; two did not. 

These two—Joshua and Caleb—issued a “minority report.” The two reports 

differed in substance and in tone. What becomes clear when you look at them 

closely is that the reports seem to tell us as much, if not more, about their authors 

as about their subjects. The ten scouts make it clear, through the way they 

ostensibly talk about the Land, that they’re not ready to face the challenges of 

entering the land: in describing the inhabitants of the land, they say “they were like 

giants, and we were like grasshoppers.” As if they asked the local inhabitants what 

they thought of the Israelites! As if they had a clue whether, in the eyes of the local 

inhabitants, the Israelites looked more like grasshoppers than like elephants! 

Only in the minority report do you get a more reasonable, down-to-earth 

perspective. Only in the minority report is there more focus on getting the facts 

straight, than on unduly influencing the audience. 

Now, what does any of this have to do with the situation we find ourselves in 

today? Loads. 

Just the other day, I read that a blogger who had supported the candidacy of 

Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton has been circulating a claim that Michelle Obama, 

the wife of the presumptive Democratic nominee for President, gave an accusatory 
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speech in her church in which she used a racially charged term. Mrs. Obama has 

denied it, but the stain remains. 

This is, of course, not the only accusation of this kind that we’ve witnessed or that 

we can anticipate. A member of our congregation pointed out to me the other day 

that Mr. Obama has the unique distinction of being accused, simultaneously it 

seems, of being a Muslim and of being too close to his Christian pastor. And lest 

we imagine that the mud is only slung in one direction, let me remind you that, in 

the 2000 presidential campaign, Senator McCain was accused of fathering a Black 

child out of wedlock. Who knows what lies ahead? 

In these days of the viral media, such accusations can circumnavigate the globe in 

seconds, and they can do serious damage. Think of it: Because the Israelites 

listened to the calumny of the Ten Scouts, they were condemned to wander and to 

die off in the wilderness for 40 years. That’s a pretty harsh consequence. What lies 

ahead for us? 

Even when outright lies are not the concern, there is still a concern that the level of 

discourse, particularly during an election year, is alarmingly shallow. 

There is a mid-day television show called The View. I discovered it one day while 

working out at the gym. I grew up listening to Barbara Walters and Hugh Downs 

hosting the Today Show each and every weekday morning. This show didn’t seem 

that different, until I realized that Hugh Downs was missing and there was no other 

male on the set. 

Anyway, in the world we live in today, The View has become an important forum 

for each of the major party candidates. Michelle Obama recently co-hosted the 

show to present herself, to explain herself as being different from the overly feisty, 

outspoken image that had been out there. Cindy McCain, the wife of Senator John 

McCain, co-hosted The View in April to smooth over a campaign “kerfuffle.” It 

was discovered that recipes that had been “posted on the McCain campaign Web 

site as Mrs. McCain’s family’s favorites” had, in fact, been “copied word-for-word 

from ones by Rachael Ray and others.” (N.Y. Times, 6/19/08) Mrs. McCain told 

the show’s hosts that an intern had posted the recipes without permission and had 

been duly punished. 
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Why did each of these very busy women take the time to appear on The View? 

According to the New York Times, Mrs. Obama went on the show “to combat the 

notion that she is a little too authentic to be a first lady, while Mrs. McCain did it 

to undercut the image that she is too fake.” 

Where do we get our news? Fewer and fewer Americans are getting their news 

from newspapers, or from nightly television broadcasts. It’s been said that more 

young Americans get their news from The Daily Show than from any legitimate 

news program. And cable TV is filled with openly partisan programming that is 

hardly free from bias. 

Are my remarks today somehow a response to the recent and sudden death of Tim 

Russert, the host of Meet the Press? Perhaps. I really can’t say. But what is true is 

that when a voice like his is silenced, the shallowness, the emptiness, the 

vacuousness of much of what remains is glaring. Should we allow the irresponsible 

accusations, the bloviating, bickering, and opinionated blowhards to dominate our 

thinking during this election year? 

What can we do? What we can try to do is lend our support to higher journalistic 

standards. The traditional news outlets are garnering less and less market share by 

the day. The bad is crowding out the good. We should try, however we can, to 

support high quality journalism, news analysis and responsible commentary. We 

can speak out and respond when attempts are made to exploit us as pawns in a 

partisan struggle to win the hearts and minds of the American people. Most of us 

can and should retain our critical eyes and ears. We should listen—and question. 

And seek verification before jumping to conclusions. 

Speaking of Tim Russert, I read the other day that, in death, he was able to achieve 

what no living journalist has yet to accomplish this campaign season: he got 

Barack Obama and John McCain to sit together and talk, quietly. 

It was actually Mr. Russert’s son, Luke, who got the two presumptive nominees 

together. He requested that they sit next to each other at his father’s funeral. Then, 

in remarks he shared from the pulpit, he exhorted them and other politicians to 

“engage in spirited debate but [to] disavow the low tactics that distract Americans 

from the most important issues facing our country.” At the end of the service, the 

two candidates embraced. 
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I have no illusions. I don’t believe that this small step overcame the fierce partisan 

wrangling that lies beneath the surface. But I do hope that we don’t fall into the 

trap of becoming like our ancestors in the wilderness, listening to calumnies and 

mud-slinging rather than to accurate expressions of position and perspective. 


