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The parsha of the spies is one of the most difficult in the Torah. In one short episode, an entire 

generation loses its chance to enter the Promised Land. And with your permission, I’d like to try 

to answer the three most pressing questions about this enigmatic episode: 

 

• First, how could a group of people who had born witness to all the miracles of the Exodus 

and Sinai so quickly have lost their faith? 

• Second, how do we make sense of Kalev’s reaction? The spies say we can’t do it; Kalev 

says yes, we can. It’s not a particularly compelling argument.  

• And finally, what do the spies mean when they start referring to themselves as 

grasshoppers?  

 

What I’d like to suggest is that in honor of Father’s Day, it’s helpful to think about the story of 

the spies as a coming of age story. And I want to share with you a suggestion of the משך חכמה 

that’s one of those paradigm-shifting explanations. Once you’ve seen it, it’s hard to put the genie 

back in the bottle. It’s hard to ever think the same away about the spies.  

 

His premise is this. Remember what’s just happened. Think back to last week’s parsha when we 

learned about Eldad and Medad – two נביאים who went about prophesying in the camp. What was 

their prophecy? משה מת ויהושע מכניס את ישראל לארץ – Moshe is going to die and Yehoshua will be 

the one to lead the Israelites into the Promised Land.  

 

And what was Moshe’s reaction? Yehoshua was incensed, but Moshe had no objection. And how 

else could Moshe’s lack of outrage been interpreted. He was implicitly confirming that their 

prophecy was true! 

 

Now we have a ready answer to our first question. The Meraglim lost faith because they had 

mistakenly attributed their past successes to Moshe. Without him, they reasoned, they would 

stand no chance of conquering the land. 

 

And this explains Kalev’s enigmatic words: כלב את העם אל משה ויהס . He silenced the people in 

reference to Moshe – he tried to disabuse them of their misconception. It’s not about him!  עלה

  .it’s about us! We’ll be the ones to enter the land – even if it’s under a new leader – נעלה

 

It’s a very compelling explanation of a very difficult chapter. But it leaves us with one new 

question: Why accept the mission in the first place?  

 

If these men were so sure they were doomed to failure without Moshe at the helm, why go 

through the motions of surveying the land at all?  

 

It’s here that I’d like to return to the fatherhood metaphor. 
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We don’t actually know the age of the spies. All we know is that they are adults. But practically, 

here we have a group of people venturing off on their own for the very first time. Until they were 

redeemed, they lived as slaves. And in their first 15 months of freedom, they’d been cared for 

like children. They had hardly a worry in the world. So while the spies are not biologically 

juvenile, they are developmentally adolescent.  

 

And so they embrace the adventure of spying the land with great anticipation. Not unlike 

teenagers – with or without their father figure, they have no reason to believe that they can’t 

conquer the world. Especially given their exalted status, it would be hard to imagine them 

exuding anything but confidence. Which would help explain why Moshe agreed to send them in 

the first place: Self-assured men visiting the Promised Land – what could go wrong?  

 

When Moshe gives them instructions to bring back produce, he says והתחזקתם ולקחתם מפרי הארץ – 

make yourselves strong. Stealing fruit during the harvest season in a foreign land is a dangerous 

prospect. And as we learned back in Bereishit, men charged with spying don’t fare well. But 

Moshe believes in them because they believe in themselves.  

 

So what does go wrong? How does this sense of confidence so rapidly dissipate? In the course of 

only 40 days, how does this band of courageous leaders so quickly devolve into a group of nay-

saying fear-mongers?  

 

What I’d like to suggest is that the spies suffered a trauma. According to the Midrash, they came 

upon a brush with death. On one telling of it, those giants to which the spies keep referring tried 

to kill them. Or more famously, wherever they went they saw funerals – an ארץ אוכלת יושביה.  

 

When they say ונהי בעינינו כחגבים – that we saw ourselves as grasshoppers – it’s the biblical idiom 

that most closely approximates an admission of having undergone a trauma. 

 

Whatever happened, they somehow felt very small, helpless, powerless – without agency: Like 

little insects unable to chart the course of their own destiny.  

 

There’s no sin in harboring such a feeling. But their fatal mistake was in the words they uttered 

next: וכן היינו בעיניהם – we were small in our eyes and so we were in the eyes of others.  

 

They projected their own insecurities onto everyone else. Objectively, they were great men from 

a powerful nation in pursuit of a grand destiny.  

 

And yet they allowed one failure – one dark moment – to color – not only their experience – but 

their entire worldview.  

 

The father figure – the voice of wisdom – would have offered a sense of perspective. 

Someone with more life experience could have reassured them that a trauma is momentary, not 

everlasting. He would have reminded them it such a moment can be channeled or even 

transformed. But so eager were they to individuate – so eager were they to venture off into a 

fatherless world – that a single setback proved insurmountable.  
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And of course their punishment represents an almost poetic justice: Because they failed to 

appreciate the fatherly voice in their lives, their children are condemned to enter the new land 

without their fathers.  

 

Maybe it’s at certain stages of life that we feel this most acutely. 

 

But we all suffer setbacks in life. 

• A relationship doesn’t turn out the way we hoped; 

• There’s financial stress; 

• Someone gets sick. 

 

And maybe in those difficult moments we really do see ourselves as small or powerless. But 

whether we go about living that way is a decision that’s up to us.  

 

Had the spies still felt attached to their father figure, they would have returned not with 

statements, but with questions.  

 

• Here are the obstacles; how will we overcome them? 

• Here’s what makes us nervous; what can you say to give us reassurance?  

 

Their failure was not so much a crisis of confidence as much as a crisis of detachment.  

Thinking they were on their own, they acted as though they were alone. Ironically, they had 

more father figures now than ever before: Moshe, Kalev, Yehoshua, Aharon…. But the moment 

had passed.  

 

This Father’s Day, let’s be reminded that we don’t have to go it alone. There are so many 

extraordinary people in our lives – people possessed of fatherly wisdom and paternal affection. 

Let’s commit to seeking them out and maybe – along the way – doing a little more fathering 

ourselves.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


