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Rabbi Wexler – Shelah Lekha 

 

It is human nature to notice our inadequacies and weaknesses over and above our talents and 

strengths. From a young age, we can remember thinking thoughts such as: “I wish I were smart 

like so and so. I wish I could run fast like so and so. I wish I were popular like so and so. I 

wish…” 

 

In this week’s Torah portion, Shelah Lekha, God instructs Moses to send a delegation of scouts, 

choosing one from each of the twelve tribes, to survey the Land of Israel. What kind of people 

are there? Are the cities fortified? Is the land good? What does it produce? 

 

The scouts embark on their mission and then return from their journey bearing fruits from Israel 

and with unanimous praise of the magnificent land. However, the tenor of the report then 

changes. The minority, Joshua and Caleb, report that the Israelites, with God’s help, would most 

certainly be able to conquer Canaan as they had been promised. But the remaining ten spies 

report that the inhabitants of Canaan are like giants, “and we looked like grasshoppers to 

ourselves, and so we must have looked to them.” (Numbers 13:33). 

 

In that moment of report, the Israelites believed the worst about themselves. They no longer saw 

themselves as the people who had been redeemed from Egypt, who had stood at Sinai and 

received God’s gift of the Torah, and who had been sustained by manna that fell from the 

heavens. Rather, they had become grasshoppers. Perhaps an even more appropriate image as they 

fell prey to their self-perceived insecurities and inadequacies. 

 

God was furious with the Israelites, and while His anger was abated by Moses, God still hands 

down the punishment that this generation of the desert will die for its sin of self-belittlement. 

Only its children will enter the land promised by God. 

 

There is a midrash is which the rabbis address the Israelites’ self-misperception with great 

sensitivity and kindness. They imagine God saying to the scouts: “You don’t know what you 

have just let your mouths utter. I am ready to put up with your saying, ‘We were in our own eyes 

as grasshoppers.’ But I do take offense at your asserting, ‘And so were we in their eyes.’ Could 

you possibly know how I made you appear in their eyes? How do you know but that in their eyes 

you were like angels?” 

 

The lesson of the midrash is this: we are human. We have imperfections and insecurities and yet 

we are special, we are loved, and we have the capacity to be seen by others as angels. Unlike the 

ten of the twelve spies, can we choose to focus on our strengths and all that we have rather than 

on our weaknesses and that which we lack? And finally, as Jews, but really as human beings, our 

challenge is to act with the dignity, strength, faith, and honor that God has bestowed upon us, 

God's precious angels. 

 

Shabbat Shalom. 


