
A brief thought for Shabbat  

By Rabbi Shaul Robinson 

 

I always find this week’s Parsha, Shelach, among the hardest in the Torah. Once the spies return with 

their negative report on the Land of Israel, the people were punished to wander in the desert for 40 

years. None of the males over the age of 20 would ever get to see Eretz Yisrael. 

 

This year, of course, the idea of dashed hopes, deferred dreams, bitter disappointments, seem especially 

real to us. But within a very complicated story, there is a fascinating and I think deeply relevant point to 

all of us. 

 

At the parsha class on Tuesday I pointed out how there seems to be two, almost separate stories that 

take place when the spies return to report on the land. 

 

Ask yourself the following question: How many ‘good’ spies were there? What were their names? Most 

probably you would answer - there were two - Kalev and Yehoshua. And of course you would be correct. 

 

But look carefully at the sequence of events: 

(Please get out a chumash, it will be MUCH easier) - but basically - Bamidbar 13:30 - after the spies tell 

the people that they have no chance of conquering the land, and it is inhabited by Amalakites and 

mighty warriors, we read: 

 

י־יָּ֥כֹול ִּֽ ּה כ  ְשנּו ֹאתָָּ֔ ה ַנֲעֶל֙ה ְויַָּרַ֣ לֹ֤ אֶמר עָּ ֹֹּ֗ ה ַוי ם ֶאל־ֹמֶשֶׁ֑ ָ֖ עָּ ב ֶאת־הָּ ֵ֛ ל  ּה׃ ַוַיַַּ֧הס כָּ ִּֽ ל לָּ נּוַכָ֖  

Caleb hushed the people before Moses and said, “Let us by all means go up, and we shall gain 

possession of it, for we shall surely overcome it.” 

But his words are not heeded - the people are scared, have been made deeply frightened, and so we 

read  

ּוא׃ ה ַההִּֽ ם ַבַלְ֥ילָּ ָ֖ עָּ ְב֥כּו הָּ ם ַוי  ֶׁ֑ ּו ֶאת־קֹולָּ ְתנָ֖ ַֽי  ה ַוִּֽ דָָּ֔ ע  ַ֣ ֙א כָּל־הָּ שָּ  ַות 

The whole community broke into loud cries, and the people wept that night. 

 

At that point (I am greatly summarizing) the people then demand to be taken back to Egypt - Why did 

you bring us to such danger, let us appoint a new leader. 

 



 

Only at that point does Yehoshua make an appearance: 

 

ם׃ יֶהִּֽ ְגד  ּו ב  ְרעָ֖ ֶרץ קָּ ֶׁ֑ אָּ ים ֶאת־הָּ ָ֖ ר  ן־ַהתָּ ה מ  ֙ב ֶבן־ְיֻפֶנָ֔ ל  ּון ְוכָּ ן־נֹּ֗ ַע ב  יהֹוֻשַ֣  ו 

And Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh, of those who had scouted the land, rent their 

clothes 

ֶרץ  ָ֖ אָּ ה הָּ ֥ ּה טֹובָּ ּור ֹאתָָּ֔ תַ֣ ּ֙ה לָּ ְרנּו בָּ ַבֹ֤ ר עָּ ֶרץ ֲאֶשֶׁ֨ אָֹּּ֗ ר הָּ אֹמֶׁ֑ ל ל  ָ֖ א  ְשרָּ י־י  ִּֽ ת ְבנ  ּו ֶאל־כָּל־ֲעַד֥ אְמרָ֔ ַֹ֣ ד׃ַוי ד ְמֹאִּֽ ְמֹא֥  

and exhorted the whole Israelite community: “The land that we traversed and scouted is an exceedingly 

good land. 

ב ּו ָ֖ לָּ ת חָּ ַב֥ וא זָּ ֵ֛ ֶרץ ֲאֶשר־ה  נּו ֶאֶ֕ ֶׁ֑ ָּ֖ה לָּ נָּ את ּוְנתָּ ָֹ֔ ֶרץ ַהז ַ֣ אָּ נּ֙ו ֶאל־הָּ ֙ יא ֹאתָּ ֹ֤ ב  ה ְוה  נּ֙ו ְיהוָָּ֔ ץ בָּ֙ ֥ פ  ם־חָּ ש׃א  ִּֽ ְדבָּ  

If the LORD is pleased with us, He will bring us into that land, a land that flows with milk and honey, and 

give it to us 

 

Matters come to ahead when the people threaten to stone them, and Hashem makes an appearance 

and utters a decree against the spies. 

 

But here the story continues to confound. Because there are actually TWO punishments, in two 

seperate speeches of Hashem. In the first, all the spies who participated in the mission are to dies, with 

only one exception: 

֙ב בֶ  ל  ּון ְוכָּ ן־נֹּ֗ ַע ב  יהֹוֻשַ֣ ם׃ו  יֶהִּֽ ְגד  ּו ב  ְרעָ֖ ֶרץ קָּ ֶׁ֑ אָּ ים ֶאת־הָּ ָ֖ ר  ן־ַהתָּ ה מ  ן־ְיֻפֶנָ֔  

And Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh, of those who had scouted the land, rent their 

clothes 

ּה֙  ְרנּו בָּ ַבֹ֤ ר עָּ ֶרץ ֲאֶשֶׁ֨ אָֹּּ֗ ר הָּ אֹמֶׁ֑ ל ל  ָ֖ א  ְשרָּ י־י  ִּֽ ת ְבנ  ּו ֶאל־כָּל־ֲעַד֥ אְמרָ֔ ַֹ֣ ד׃ַוי ד ְמֹאִּֽ ֶרץ ְמֹא֥ ָ֖ אָּ ה הָּ ֥ ּה טֹובָּ ּור ֹאתָָּ֔ תַ֣   לָּ

and exhorted the whole Israelite community: “The land that we traversed and scouted is an exceedingly 

good land. 

נּו ֶאֶ֕  ֶׁ֑ ָּ֖ה לָּ נָּ את ּוְנתָּ ָֹ֔ ֶרץ ַהז ַ֣ אָּ נּ֙ו ֶאל־הָּ ֙ יא ֹאתָּ ֹ֤ ב  ה ְוה  נּ֙ו ְיהוָָּ֔ ץ בָּ֙ ֥ פ  ם־חָּ ש׃א  ִּֽ ב ּוְדבָּ ָ֖ לָּ ת חָּ ַב֥ וא זָּ ֵ֛ ֶרץ ֲאֶשר־ה   

If the LORD is pleased with us, He will bring us into that land, a land that flows with milk and honey, and 

give it to us; 

 

In the second, the decree is issued against all the people of the males over 20 that they will not enter 

the land. This time, exempted from the decree are both Kalev AND Yeshoshua.  

 



What is going on here? 

I am currently reading a very nice book about embracing change and staying positive in challenging 

times (I wish!) called “Plato’s Lemonade Stand” by Tom Morris (a sort of Philosopher / Corporate Guru). 

He makes an interesting distinction between Emotion and Attitude. Emotions happen to us. We are 

aware of them (usually)  - sometimes in a very palpable way. You can’t help feeling them - they are 

natural reactions to the world around us. 

 

Attitudes however are different. They are almost certainly influenced by emotions over time. We aren’t 

often aware of them, but they affect the way we look at the world and react to it. 

 

Judaism does not hold us to account for feeling passing emotions - because they are natural. The spies 

tried to frighten the people - and they succeeded. THAT is a terrible sin - and for that they were 

punished. 

At the moment of emotion, Kalev stepped in and tried to give a counter emotion: Confidence. “We are 

able to do this:” Notice he didn't mention G-d, or give a convincing argument - he tried to model a 

different emotion- courage. 

 

For the real sin of the spies - frightening the people, causing them to weep all that night, the spies are 

punished, Kalev is exempt. Yehsoshua is not mentioned - he was one of the spies, and even though 

silent, presumably judged together with them. 

 

On the other hand, the people then allow the emotion of fear to be concretized into an overwhelming 

sense of hopelessness. The fear becomes the reality. The reality becomes the basis for decision making: 

“We are going to die: Let us go back to Egypt.” That is the attitude that Yehsoshua and Kalev try to 

change - by reasoning - With Hashem on our side, why should we fear?”. And for that they are both 

rewarded by getting to enter the land. 

But by that point Hashem has seen enough. The people are not punished for being frightened. Why 

should they be, they cant help being scared. It is an emotion. But they are punished instead for their 

attitudes -  for turning that fear into an attitude of defeatism, that nothing will save them, that all 

prospects, all arguments to the contrary are to be dismissed. That, at that moment, is irredeemable. 

There will be , for them, no coming back from that. 

 

Friends, we can’t choose how we feel much of the time. When we read scary things, we will be scared. 

But that doesnt mean to say we have to be people who live in fear. Or people who assume the default 

situation of the world will be that scary things will always happen. 

 



I remember talking to a friend once who happened to have lost a lot of money in what turned out to be 

a ponzi scheme. “I was lining up to buy Challah when I got the call’, he told me. “By the time I got to the 

front of the line, I decided I wasn’t going to let this ruin my life”. That’s the difference between emotion 

and attitude.  

Things happen to us, we can’t help how they make us feel. But we can - and must - control the way we 

look at the world, the way we plan for the future. 

 “The greatest part of our happiness depends on our dispositions, not our circumstances.” wrote Martha 

Washington. It’s a lesson the Children of Israel learned too late. Let us not make the same mistake! 

 

Shabbat Shalom! 


