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Imagine what it must have been like. Camping in the vast wilderness. You were born in the 
wilderness, to parents who had been slaves. All you’ve known your whole life was wandering; 
life as a nomad. And now, now you’re camped on the east bank of the Jordan river, in the 
wilderness of Paran. You know that this place you’ve been wandering towards - this “Promised 
Land” - lies somewhere on the other side of the river. But what does it look like? Who are the 
people living there? Does this land live up to its promise? Could it be possible that you’ve 
traveled all this way, only to face defeat and destruction?  
 
On the other side of the Jordan River, as you sit and wait for the scouts to return from their 
exploration of the land, you begin to wonder: is it a land full of promise or peril? The future 
you’ve been told about sounds wonderful, but it’s hard to keep the nagging uncertainty at bay. 
There is so much uncertainty ahead. What news of this land will the scouts bring when they 
return? 
 
After forty days of waiting, wondering what the future might hold, the scouts finally returned to 
the Israelites camped in the wilderness of Paran. Moses had sent twelve scouts to survey the 
land of Canaan, not too much further from their camp, to determine what lay ahead and whether 
or not it was, in fact, a “Promised Land.” At first, their report seemed to indicate a land of true 
promise and possibility: “We came to  the land you sent us to; it does indeed flow with milk and 
honey, and this is its fruit,” at which point they displayed a cluster of enormous grapes they had 
collected, so big it had to be carried on a frame by two men. But then, their report takes an 
abrupt turn: “However, the people who inhabit the country are powerful, and the cities are 
fortified and very large...” (Num. 13:27-29).  
 
Despite the bleak report coming from ten of the spies, Caleb and Joshua try to encourage the 
Israelites that the task ahead of them is not impossible. Caleb says to them, “Let us by all 
means go up, and we shall gain possession of it, ki yachol nuchal lah, for we shall surely 
overcome it” (Num. 13:30). But still the other ten scouts persist in their pessimism - they insist 
that the inhabitants of the land are stronger, giants even, that the country they scouted “devours 
its settlers,” and finally, that “we looked like grasshoppers to ourselves, and so we must have 
looked to them” (Num. 13:31-33). With that, the entire community gives in to despair and erupts 
into protest. They cry out that they would have rather died in Egypt than in the middle of the 
wilderness, they even implore Moses to bring them back to Egypt.  
 
Still, Joshua and Caleb persist in their assertion that the land is good and plentiful, that God is 
with them and will surely protect them as they make their way into Canaan. That it is indeed still 
a land full of promise. They don’t dispute that things might be challenging, but they are 
optimistic; hopeful and faithful, both in the abilities of their fellow Israelites and in their 
relationship with God. Theirs is a message of hope, despite the challenges that lay ahead. 
 



But the damage was already done. The Israelites, compelled by the report of the ten scouts, lost 
hope in forging a path forward -- we looked like grasshoppers to ourselves, and so we must 
have looked to them. Rather than uncertainty, the Israelites discover the danger in giving in to 
an even greater challenge: despair and hopelessness. The report of the scouts confirmed the 
Israelites’ worst fears: that the road ahead would be difficult and perilous. They went from doubt 
to a certainty in the danger that lay ahead. In giving in to the report of the ten scouts, they let go 
of one of the most sacred values in Judaism: hope. 
 
Rabbi Kenneth Weiss, of blessed memory, in writing about Parashat Sh’lach L’cha, which we 
read this week, explains, “How we see ourselves determines how we see others. If I am a 
grasshopper to myself, then others will appear as giants to me. Too often,” says Rabbi Weiss, 
“we encounter people who exhibit the ‘grasshopper syndrome’ -- a sense of low self-esteem and 
an [accompanying] belief in ‘the other’s’ exaggerated size and influence.”  There are moments 1

in all of our lives when we may have felt like grasshoppers to ourselves, felt less-than, or 
under-appreciated, perhaps we’ve even doubted our own self-worth, and in doing so, start to 
find it difficult to remain hopeful for what lies ahead. Rabbi Barton Lee explains it this way:  

When people view themselves as grasshoppers, they become passive, resigned to their 
lot. Without a grander vision of themselves, they cannot muster the energy to change the 
social evils in which they are mired...Struggles for freedom and justice, for improvement 
of society, and for national greatness are difficult. They cannot be won by people who 
view themselves as grasshoppers.  2

 
We are like grasshoppers to ourselves when we accept the brokenness in our world, giving in to 
despair rather than hope. 
 
We are like grasshoppers to ourselves when we resign ourselves to “the way things have 
always been,” and give up the fight for change. For racial justice. For equity. 
  
We are like grasshoppers to ourselves when we tell ourselves that we are incapable or 
unqualified or insufficient.  
 
We are like grasshoppers to ourselves when we live in fear of setting out on our own, going 
after a new job, or pursuing a new opportunity. 
 
We are like grasshoppers to ourselves when we hesitate to tell someone that we love them (or 
maybe no longer love them), out of fear for what might happen once we have spoken our truth. 
 
We are like grasshoppers when we repeat a narrative to ourselves that we are not good 
enough, not smart enough, not strong enough, not whatever enough.  
 

1 D’var Torah for Parashat Sh’lach L’cha in Voices of Torah from CCAR Press, p. 401. 
2 See https://reformjudaism.org/learning/torah-study/shlach-lcha/we-shall-surely-overcome-it  
 

https://reformjudaism.org/learning/torah-study/shlach-lcha/we-shall-surely-overcome-it


Returning to the the Israelites, this grasshopper mentality rendered that generation unfit to settle 
the Promised Land. As punishment, or perhaps in recognizing that they were so accustomed to 
the mindset of slavery that they could not fully embrace the possibility of freedom, God decrees 
that no one from that generation, with the exceptions of Caleb and Joshua, the only two who 
sought a path of optimism, would enter the Promised Land. 
 
We are each unique and precious. And despite moments - or sustained periods - of feeling like 
we may be small and insignificant, or powerless to change our circumstances or the world 
around us, we must heed the words of Caleb, ki yachol nuchal lah, for we shall surely overcome 
it. Caleb’s charge is stated in the first-person plural - we shall surely overcome it. This is a 
reminder that the bigger challenges in our lives require that we seek help and support to make it 
through. When we become frustrated by the challenges in our lives, we can repeat this phrase 
to ourselves - ki yachol nuchal lah, for we shall surely overcome it, together.  
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