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The Torah tells us that Moses, after liberating the Jewish people, sent men with the explicit permission of the Almighty, to spy out the and of Canaan and that the spies brought back a forbidding and foreboding report. 

“And they brought out an evil report of the land which they had spied out to the Children of Israel, saying, the land through which we have passed to spy it out is a land that eats up its inhabitants; And all the people that we saw in it are men of great stature.”  

We are left in no doubt that, by bringing the report, the spies had committed a grievous and unpardonable offence.

But what offence had the spies, in fact, committed? What have they done which should which they should have refrained from doing? Or what had they omitted to do which they should have done? 

Had they not fulfilled to the letter the mission which they had undertaken? They had been commanded to spy out the land. Well, had they not, for 40 days, thoroughly spied out the land? They had been ordered to see what the land was like. Had they not faithfully done so and truthfully reported that it was a land flowing with milk and honey? They had been bidden to see the kind of people that dwelt upon it. Well, they had seen them and had stated, without exaggeration, that the people were strong. Did they dwell in open cities or in fortresses? To this the answer was: the cities were very great and fortified. 

What they had been ordered to do, then, they had surely done. Wherein, we may well wonder, lay the dread sin which brought down on their heads the awful punishment described in our Sedra?  “And the men who brought out the evil report died in a plague?” It is just, as it is right, that men who had, at the risk of their lives, carried out so dangerous a mission should be punished for speaking the truth? 

I will say jazan commentators have heroically grappled with this challenging problem and have offered various solutions, but we are still left groping.

Let us look more closely at the Storey.

What in fact, does the incident of the spies teach us? Several simple but profound truths.

Man, by his very nature, is dominated by fear, especially fear of physical force. He instinctively recoils from the terror of the mailed fist. Men will say and have, alas, often said, of a tyrant: We cannot fight him. Look at his stature! Look at his muscles! Look at his armour! He is too strong for us! And as a result they will submit to him and either worship him as a God or hate him as a demon. 

And the spies were no exception. They had seen Giants in the land and were understandably terrified. They were only human. They rightly argued: these are trained Warriors, armed soldiers. How can our miserable mob of only recently liberated slaves resist these Superman?

The situation was indescribable dramatic. Here was the stage set for a war of extermination between Giants on one hand and grasshoppers, as the spies described themselves, on the other. The outcome, to despise minds , was a foregone conclusion. How could Israel hope to win? 

But apparently they were young, or at least inexperienced. They did not know, as we do, that the struggle between giants and grasshoppers was already even then no new phenomenon. The fight was, and is, eternal. A long and unbroken chain of human history - not by any means exclusively of our own - testifies to this struggle.

Powerful nations like the Sumerians and the Akkadians, the Assyrians and Babylonians, the Persians, the Greeks and the Romans, the Vandals, and Goths and the Huns, were all giants in their days who had marched across the blood-drenched stage of history mercilessly crushing under-foot the small and helpless nations - the grasshoppers – around them.

Israel's appearance on the stage of history brought with it a new truth, a new philosophy, a new  Weltanschauung. Grasshoppers, by divine intervention, could defeat giants! To borrow a modern parallel from Joseph Swift's famous story, even the giant Gulliver could fall captive into the hands of the pygmies of Lilliput.

But the spies did not know this, though they should have done that they thought they should though they should have done. If they had ponded and weighed before reporting they would have realised that there was, in fact, no reason why the gras-shoppers should not be victorious. They would have seen that in so many cases the physically powerful giants are in reality very weak and unreliable. The Samsons often collapse for lack of moral stamina. In the realm of the spirit they are, in fact, little more than grasshoppers, dwarfs, pygmies. And conversely, just as often, the physically feeble grasshoppers are, in fact, exceedingly strong, formidable giants in the realm of the minds and of the spirit. The grasshoppers, as one might put it, have wings. 

Here in, then, is one clue to the real nature of the sin the spies committed. True, they had reported faithfully what they had seen. But that was not enough. While doing so they had lost sight of the truth that victory was not to the strong nor the race to the fleet-footed. Both victory and defeat are in the hands of Providence. And in so doing they had brought a whole nation to the brink of catastrophe. Yet they should have known better. True, their experience was limited. They had not heard the story of Gideon nor the story of David and Goliath, nor the story of the Maccabees.

These incidents came later and the spies could not be expected to have heard them. Yet even they could have drawn upon their own experience. They surely would have heard of Abraham who defeated the five Kings; Of Simon and Levi who destroyed a whole city and, far transcending all these, they themselves had witnessed the episode of the exodus and the miracle at the Red Sea, when the whole nation faced with the crushing might of the Egyptian legions, heard the words ringing out loud and clear; 

“The Lord will fight for you and you shall keep silent.”

But they had not learned the lesson.  Very true, the people who lived in the land were strong. This was an obvious fact which they had no right to hide and which Caleb himself did not and could not deny. But they send previously when they added: We are not able to go up for they are stronger mimmenu. Our sages say that using the dubious expression mimmenu, the suffix of which can mean “We” or “He,” they were guilty of blasphemy, because they intended the word to be taken as meaning than he implying that the giants were stronger than G-d himself. But even if we accept the ordinary meaning of the word and render “for they are stronger than we” their sin was still too great to be forgiven. By saying what they said they betrayed their lack of faith, of gratitude, and, perhaps worse, of confidence in themselves, in their people and their cause. 

They failed to understand something else; that a;though it may have been true but the men whom they had seen in Canaan were stronger than they were, on the spies, own testimony they were merely anshe middot, men of stature, outsize mortals, yet withal mortals . They were not baale middot, as the Israelites were, men endowed with fine and noble human qualities which would raise them far above the plane of brute beasts and place them on a par with the very angels. 

These men were of immense stature and the fruit of the land was equally enormous.  According to the Midrash they towered above the clouds.  The sages tell us, hyperbolically, that at the time of the spies’ visit one of the giants was enjoying the juice of a pomegranate and, having eaten the fruit, threw the peel away .  So large was the peel that it formed a sort of huge marquee which provided shelter from the sun’s scorching rays for all the twelve spies!

Formidable men!  Yet these giants were bereft of all that makes for moral stature – they lacked a passion for righteousness and justice, a love of leaning, culture and refinement.  They were what we call amme haaretz.  Caleb saw this and exclaimed, “do not fear the am haaretz, their shadow has departed from them.”

The Gemara explains that this shadow, this protection, was an allusion to the timely death of the righteous Job, whose piety, they say, had hitherto stood between the people and destruction.  For, just as in the case of Sodom and Gemorrah, so low had the people sunk in the moral code that in the whole nation there was no longer a single righteous man whose merit could save the country from its inevitable doom.  Job is the symbol of humility, piety, unflinching faith – the personification of the highest human virtues.  All these redeeming qualities had departed, leaving a corrupt, wicked and lawless social system unworthy of survival and, therefore, as Caleb realised, it followed naturally that in spite of their brute strength, Caleb could confidently assert that the conquest of the country was assured.

The spies failed to grasp the truth and misled a whole people, filling them with dismay and consternation.  Accordingly they were, indeed, guilty men.

They betrayed yet another serious weakness: a lack of confidence in the innate powers of Israel and especially in their own native capacity.  After all, they had, with their own ears, heard Israel proclaimed at Sinai am segulah while they themselves had been described as cullam anashim “all of them men.”  Yet when they measured themselves against the native giants, they quailed and exclaimed “We were in our eyes like grasshoppers!”  They felt small and insignificant.  No wonder when they were underestimating their own potentialities!  Only on this account, having forgotten their own worth, and ceased to be “men,” they appeared small in the eyes of their enemies.  It is a psychological truism that, as it does not do to underestimate our foes, so it does not do to underestimate ourselves.  By losing sight of this fact they nearly reduced a whole nation to despair and panic. Hence, on this score, too, they were guilty men.

In our long and checkered history, all the demons of Hades have repeatedly been let loose against us to destroy us and if, in spite of all, we have succeeded by divine miracle not only to survive but also to rise and start a new and creative life, both in our own land and in the lands of our dispersion, this can only be due to our inherited and transmitted moral and intellectual powers, to our Torah and the ways of life it teaches us.  The lesson of the spies for us is clearly that we need not fear anshe middot as long as we strive to become baale middot.  We need not fear the am haaretz if we endeavour by constant application and study to become talmide chachamim, am segulah.

And how richly rewarding was the labour our ancestors invested in this mitzvah.  It led to the dazzling splendour of our cultural history and our literary achievements of which no other nation in the world can boast.  Where shall we find a parallel to the great centres of learning which our genius established, first in Yavneh and Usha in Palestine, then at Sora and Pumbeditha in Baby long, at Cordova and Seville in Spain, at Mir, Vilna and Valozhin in Eastern Europe, and finally in the hundreds of yeshivot and schools and colleges and the two Hebrew Universities in modern Israel.

Love of learning is with us an article of faith.

On these principles have our people be nurtured and through them we have been saved from that fate of which the spies were so needlessly afraid and which has swallowed up those very Giants whose prototypes the spies had considered invincible.

And if today we wish to assure our preservation it is our inescapable duty more than ever before to dedicate ourselves to the cultivation of our spiritual treasures because they, and only they, will guarantee our continued existence. And not only this, but they will serve as a unifying cohesive force between Jew and Jew, between community and community, and, no less important, between the Golah and medinat Israel.

The challenge is ours. Maybe prove ourselves worthy champions! 
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