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1. Shabbat Shalom 

  

2. It would be easy to say that the mission of the spies sent by Moses was doomed from 

the start. Rather than seeing this expedition as one of secret agents, it comes off more 

like the American involvement in Somalia in 1993. They went in with great fanfare, in 

front of the lights of the news media and after a horrific attack by the insurgents, the 

story of which became the movie “Black Hawk Down” and the senseless deaths of 

American soldiers, our military left the country with their tails between their legs. We 

entered the country expecting everyone to cheer our troops, and we left when we 

realized that we were being considered invaders. It would be ten years until Americans 

would go back to Somalia and then, it was a smaller more covert operation. 

 

3. Rather than sending spies, Moses, in our parsha, sends dignitaries from each of the 

tribes, politicians if you will, to come back and tell everyone about what the land has to 

offer. The names of the spies are given right off the top. They are outed long before 

they ever leave on their mission. They then report back to their tribes without filtering 

the data they collected with Moses. How could Moses convince the people that they 

could defeat the Canaanites if the “spies” were telling the people they can’t? The seeds 

of doubt are planted long before Moses is able to spin the information. 

 



4. We get the idea, when the spies return, that what they are doing is protecting their own 

interests. They don’t really want to commit their tribal resources on this project. They 

admitted they were in a beautiful land and that it was fertile, flowing with milk and 

honey. But it was not so beautiful that it was worth conquering. The fighting would be 

hard and they just preferred to stay in the desert where it was safe and they didn’t have 

to fight for their right to live.  

 

5. But the real deal breaker for them was the kind of enemy they would have to face. They 

saw soldiers there that appeared to be giants, and they compared themselves to 

grasshoppers in comparison. They were convinced that the enemy saw them as just a 

mere nuisance to be brushed away as one brushes away an insect. There was no way to 

fight an enemy so big and so powerful. The war of conquest would be a lost cause. The 

problem here is that they had no real evidence that the Canaanites saw them as 

grasshoppers. The spies may have felt that way, but there was no indication that the 

people of the land thought about them as grasshoppers.  

 

6. One of the things we learn from the Haphtarah for today is that the two spies that 

Joshua sends discover that the people of Jericho were terrified that the Israelites were 

coming to attack. Maybe the Israelites saw themselves as small insects but the enemy 

saw them as a consuming swarm of locusts and they had no idea how to stop the 

Israelites if they attacked. The fact is that the insecurity of the 10 spies in our Parsha 

defeated them long before they even entered the land. They would be defeated 



because they had no idea how to win the battle. They had no courage, they had no 

confidence and they had no faith.  

 

7. There is a lesson here for all of us. There are some times that we convince ourselves 

that the possibility of change in our lives is hopeless. We are doomed to live our lives in 

the same old dead end job. We will never have the ability to visit the exotic places we 

once dreamed of visiting because we have too many responsibilities. There are so many 

people in the world who worry more about what the neighbors might say, what others 

may think of them, how embarrassed they would feel if they failed in public. It is better 

to lay low, not to make waves and keep a low profile. Maybe nobody will notice that you 

are sitting out the chance to do something different.  

 

8. Rabbi Menachim Mendle of Kotz, known as the Hasidic Kotzker Rebbe, taught that the 

spies had done something sinful with their report. “Granted they might have felt like 

grasshoppers in their own eyes,” he said, “but who cares what the Canaanites thought 

of them? What difference does it make what other people think of you?” These spies 

were apparently all about keeping up appearances were very risk adverse. They were, in 

fact, their own worst enemy. 

 

9. Doesn’t this sound like politicians today? They are more concerned with what opinion 

polls say about them, how the public perceives their actions and they do very little that 

could be controversial. It is not the mistake of Rep. Eric Cantor who lost his primary this 

week. He was never afraid to take on difficult issues. Rather he forgot that he needed to 



serve the people in his district. But for so many other representatives in politics, the 

worst that can happen is to have a primary challenger who cites your own record as too 

controversial; too cutting edge and the people deserve someone who will keep the 

community safe and their money safe. They are so afraid of being on the wrong side of 

an issue that often they just don’t show up to vote so they can’t be blamed no matter 

how the votes ultimately turns out.  

 

10. This is not leadership. This is covering your rear end. It is easier to be against something 

rather than to be for something. The spies were against the war of conquest rather than 

planning how it could be successful. We need to understand that nothing is impossible if 

we take the time to think about our options, plan for eventualities and give the plan our 

best effort. Even if we fail, we can learn from the mistakes and reset our resources to try 

again. Israel, the “Start Up Nation” got its reputation not because they never fail, but 

because they get up and try again something different after every failure. Silicon Valley 

in California is really the valley of failed ideas. The greatest legends in the tech world 

built their reputations on rising again after failure.  

 

11. Compare this to the VA hospitals where they were so afraid of failure that they filed 

false reports about how well they were doing. Rather than address the problems they 

were so afraid of what the boss might say that they just kept saying that everything was 

great when, in reality, it was rotten at its core. The essence of the General Motors 

scandal is the same thing. Low level managers knew that the switch was faulty but they 

just covered it up so they would not get in trouble. 



 

12. Leadership means not being afraid of falling. Leadership means we seek to learn after 

every fall. Leadership means not being concerned with what others may think of you. 

You first have to believe in yourself and the others will catch up later on. Leadership is 

doing what is controversial today, what is risky today and being prepared to wait 

however long it may take for success to come. What do we care if others think poorly of 

us? They told Bill Gates that nobody would buy a desktop computer. Who would have 

thought that people would buy bottled water when water came from the tap for free?  

 

13. Think about how we are so fussy about what we will wear each day when in many cases 

people will never notice what we are wearing. We spend great deals of time grooming 

ourselves and very few people really notice. Before I had this goatee I used to wear a full 

beard. I had contemplated changing my look for a long time and finally, one day, I just 

cut it off and left the goatee. I never said a word to the congregation that I had done it. 

At minyan the next morning, only one person, a wise and humble friend noticed my new 

look. I told him to be quiet and see how long it would take the others to notice. It was 

over a week before someone else suddenly exclaimed I had shaved my beard and then 

everyone knew it. The Gabbi, who worked with me every day was embarrassed that he 

had never looked at me enough to see the change.  

 

14. I remember a story about a sailor who stood for inspection before being allowed to go 

ashore on leave. The inspecting officer looked at the sailor and said, “Sailor, you need a 

haircut before you can go ashore.” The sailor ran below deck but the ships barber was 



already gone for the day. Desperately he got in line for inspection again. As the 

inspecting officer came by again, the sailor said, “Are my shoes shined enough now sir?” 

The officer looked at the shoes and cleared the sailor for shore leave.  

 

15. Certainly we need to listen to advice and criticism when it is constructive and given in a 

loving manner. There are people in this world who care about us and who are interested 

in our success. We do need to listen to their advice and consider it carefully. But we 

can’t live our lives as a popularity contest. There will be time we are a favorite and times 

others may not like us. Even those who care for us can be wrong. Sometimes our 

parents and our spouse are too timid to see the potential and the prospects we have in 

front of us. We have to ultimately decide if the advice we are receiving is false, if it is 

true but the risk is worth it or if we had better listen and learn from the experience of 

others. In the end, we have to live with ourselves, not with others. There is no joy in life 

if all we can think about is what could have been, should have or would have been if we 

had decided differently. 

 

16. That is the only question that really matters. We should not care about what other 

people think of us. We should not consider what other people might do if they were in 

our shoes. We have to be able to make our own decisions, do what we think is the right 

thing so we can take the credit when it all turns out well and we also must admit our 

mistakes when we meet with failure.  

 



17. Ten spies played it safe and condemned the people to die in the wilderness for their lack 

of faith. Only two of the original twelve would be blessed with the merit of entering the 

Promised Land and living there. So too, in our lives, if we wish to merit living in the 

Promised Land, we need to have the courage and the conviction to do what is good and 

right – and then live in the contentment that, win or lose, we gave it our best shot. 

 

18. May God bless us with the wisdom and courage to give each day our best effort and 

may we thank God each day for the lessons we learn and the ability to grow ever wiser 

and stronger as we say … Amen and Shabbat Shalom 


