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Early on in my rabbinate, my mother and I would have the same conversation. She 

would remind me that since the High Holidays were approaching, I should buy a new 

suit for Yontif. I would chuckle because, in my mind, these were non-sequiturs. I wore a 

white robe on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, what difference did it make whether the 

suit was new or old underneath? It mattered to her—in her mind the newness of the year 

called for a new suit, especially if no one saw it. In her opinion, she wanted me to know 

that I was starting the year off fresh… with a new suit and of course, new shoes! Her 

optimism let me see the spiritual awareness of my sense of self. If I was casting of sin 

and transgression as well as seeking a fresh new inscription in the Book Of Life, then I 

should FEEL it with every aspect of my sense of self.  

This ran contrary to this week’s parasha. Moses sent 12 spies into the land of Canaan 

and 10 of them came back with a fearful report of fortified cities and giants living in the 

land. For the former slaves, fear and trepidation were crippling. They cried out: “if we 

look like grasshoppers to ourselves, so we must have appeared to them.”  Rabbi 

Menachem Mendel of Kotzk sees the first clause of their anxiety as acceptable—yes, 

one’s insecurities and anxieties are real; they should not be dismissed. But he saw the 

second clause as the true sin of the spies—they were caught up in how they were 

perceived by others. That sense of being judged poorly by another is a transgression in 

the Rebbe’s eyes.  

The Kotzker Rebbe believed that when sent on a holy mission, one should not be 

worried about how they look or how they are perceived by another. Instead, one should 

pay attention to the purpose of the mission—what is it that one is looking for and 

seeking to accomplish? That is the true function of a spiritual journey. And the spies let 

fear of another’s judgment derail the sanctity of their journey. Former First Lady, 

Eleanor Roosevelt, said it this way: “No one can make you feel inferior without your 

consent.” 

The response to this was embodied by Joshua and Caleb who returned with a different 

perspective. Carrying a large cluster of grapes on a wooden frame, they saw the bounty 



of the land. They looked beyond the hurdles and obstacles as they embraced the sense of 

Divine Providence—how God would care for them as was promised. That sense of 

optimism and seeing beyond to remember the sanctity of the goal were true virtues to be 

embraced. This was embodied in the 20th century as Civil Rights activists ran into 

defeats and obstacles early on in the quest for equality and justice. Their motto was 

recorded as this: “keep your eyes on the prize”—forget the obstacles in front of you or 

the defeat just experienced, find a way to transcend them to see the nobility of the goal. 

It was an important motto--- truth is, it was one that should have been said by Joshua 

and Caleb to the Israelites in wake of the other spies’ failure to see the hopefulness that 

awaits them in the Promised Land. 

For my mother, that was the message of the new suit! It was the image of the cluster of 

grapes woven into the fabric of the suit. It was a whispered message as I ascended the 

bema in a garment that no one else knew was new and optimistic. It was my mother’s 

gentle encouragement to keep my eyes on the spiritual prize of the season. No one could 

take away my self-esteem, that was only on me—and so was the opposite: only I can 

embody a positive sense of self as I move forward throughout the worship and the year 

ahead.  

My mother was quite wise!! 


