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Blood, Sweat and Tears

Parshat Shlach, a record of the tragic story 
of the spies, revolves around a concept that
has no counterpart in secular culture. As 
the concept does not exist, there is no word
in the vocabulary of the English language 
that encapsulates it. The concept is called 
hishtadlut in Hebrew, and although we shall
loosely translate it as "effort," bear in mind 
in the succeeding discussion that we are 
dealing with an entirely novel cultural 
concept.

One of the most difficult and confusing 
problems that every believer in Divine 
Providence must confront is the 
determination of the proper measure of 
hishtadlut or effort that must be applied to 
life situations.

The believer walks around with the firm 
conviction that all effort is futile in a sense. 
He is taught that "everything is in the hands

of God except for the fear of God" (Talmud, 
Brochot, 33b). Even the level of each 
person's income is set on Rosh Hashana till
the following Rosh Hashana (Talmud, Baba 
Batra, 10a).

The need to expend the effort to bring 
about the foreordained result is presented 
by the Torah as a curse:

Accursed is the ground because 
of you; through suffering shall 
you eat of it all the days of your 
life ... By the sweat of your brow 
shall you eat bread until you 
return to the ground from which 
you were taken. (Genesis 3:17-
19)

Man's bread comes from God in any case 
and does not grow out of his application of 
effort. It was man's sin that brought the 
curse of effort down on his head. While no 
one can escape this curse entirely as long 
as our present world endures, it is obvious 
that it would be the act of an idiot to 
voluntarily subject oneself to a curse more 
than is absolutely mandatory.

JUST SHORT OF MIRACULOUS

According to Rabbi Dessler, Rav Shmuel of 
Salant, one of the early luminaries of the 
Mussar Movement defined this minimum 
point of absolute necessity as the duty to 
live just short of miraculously. He made his 
living by purchasing lottery tickets. He 
would occasionally win modest sums which 
sufficed to provide him with his livelihood. 
His theory: this was a legitimate sort of 
effort permissible under the terms of the 
curse as it allowed the person observing his
life from the outside a choice: 1) the 
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observer (if he was a believer) could 
conclude that Rav Shmuel was living 
miraculously or 2) the obsever (if he wasn't 
a believer) could attribute Rav Shmuel's 
small periodic windfalls to luck or to chance.

But Rav Shmuel is hardly typical of the 
norm even for the greatest holy men, 
tzadikim. Universal Jewish custom has 
always been to engage in some sort of 
commercial enterprise no matter how 
modest. Thus the sage Hillel made his 
living as a wood chopper (Talmud Yuma 
35b), and we find rabbis in the Talmud who 
were shoemakers or blacksmiths etc.

Illustrative of the rabbinic attitude toward 
this entire issue of effort is the well known 
statement of Rav to Rabbi Kahana, "hire 
yourself out in the market to skin carcasses 
and never say 'I am a great talmudic 
scholar [so how can I engage in an activity 
that is so beneath my dignity]'" (Talmud 
Baba Basra 110a).

Of course, today the curse of Adam 
appears to have greatly expanded. Very 
religious people, whose lives are genuinely 
focused around their Divine service are 
working full time as businessmen or 
professionals so that they have only an 
hour or two available in their day to devote 
to the study of Torah and prayer. Does this 
make sense? What is the correct measure 
of effort? How can we go about solving this 
very complex question intelligently?

Careful analysis reveals that the amount of 
hishtadlut necessary varies according to the
measure of bitachon --one's trust in God, 
another Jewish idea that is very difficult to 
translate into secular vocabulary.

TRUST IN GOD

There is a famous story about Rabbi Yisroel
Salanter, the founder of the Mussar 
Movement. Rabbi Yisroel once delivered a 
lecture on the subject of bitachon in which 
he took the position that if you have "trust in
God" that he will give you ten thousand 
rubles He will surely give it to you. A plaster 
worker sitting in the audience heard the talk
and was inspired. He promptly quit his job, 
and began to spend his days in the study 
hall studying Torah while he waited for the 
money to just roll in. The money never 
materialized, and a few weeks later he had 
used up the family savings and had nothing
left in the house with which to feed his wife 
and children.

At this point, the plaster worker's wife, who 
had waited patiently till now, sent him back 
to Rav Yisroel to complain that the 
promised rubles had never arrived. Rav 
Yisroel told him that he happened to have 
five thousand rubles and offered to buy the 
anticipated ten thousand rubles for five 
thousand rubles cash on the table. The 
plaster worker jumped at the deal.

Rav Yisroel pointed out to him that he 
obviously did not have the requisite 
bitachon in God to ensure the delivery of 
the ten thousand rubles without effort. If he 
did, he would never trade ten thousand 
rubles for five. Without such bitachon, 
however, he could not get any money from 
God without putting in any effort. Rav 
Yisroel advised him to leave the study hall 
and go back to work.

While there is something intuitively pleasing
about Rav Yisroel's response, we have to 
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unravel the details of his thought to get a 
solid grip on the issue. What did it matter 
that in his heart the plaster worker did not 
have the requisite bitachon? After all, he 
innocently followed the advice of a great 
sage and spent his days in Divine service. 
Why didn't God deliver?

NATURAL MECHANISM

Rav Dessler offers the following explanation
[see Michtav M'eliyahu Vol 1]. In truth if a 
person needs ten thousand rubles to 
support his family, these ten thousand 
rubles are placed for him in the natural 
world when he and his family are written in 
the book of life on Rosh Hashana. What is 
more, nature would automatically come up 
with a mechanism to deliver this money to 
him if not for the curse of Adam that 
requires the input of effort. For someone 
who believes that it would take a miracle to 
get the money to him without effort, the ten 
thousand rubles can only be delivered by 
the natural world if effort is applied. As the 
plaster worker clearly thought it would be 
miraculous for him to receive the rubles if 
he did not work for them, he was really 
waiting for a miracle. Consequently he 
could never receive the rubles by natural 
means. In the world of nature, 
unfortunately, there are no miraculous 
rubles.

Rav Yisroel could obtain the rubles without 
needing to go to work because he 
perceived clearly that nature had to supply 
him with the rubles he needed to live on by 
purely natural means. Just as he saw his 
life as not miraculous, the money he 
required to buy the food necessary to 

sustain his life could not be miraculous. The
need for effort was not integral to nature but
merely a curse and this curse was satisfied 
as long as the money materialized by some
natural means, be it a windfall, or a gift, or 
some valuable item he found on the street. 
The curse of effort was not necessarily 
translatable into hours of work. Bending to 
pick up a lost item was also an effort. 
Because in his mind there was no need for 
a miracle to deliver the rubles if one didn't 
go to work, the rubles would arrive at his 
doorstep naturally and in due course.

What is more, such was the clarity of Rav 
Yisroel's perception, that even if the rubles 
would not arrive when he needed them, he 
would not interpret their failure to 
materialize as an indication that they simply
weren't there. He would accept the failure 
of their timely arrival as a test of his 
bitachon. Their ultimate arrival was as 
secure as his life itself.

The need for hishtadlut is thus directly 
proportional to the degree of bitachon. It is 
forbidden to rely on miracles. Any device 
that appears miraculous in a person's eyes 
is automatically an improper hishtadlut. On 
the other hand, if a person views the need 
for all hishtadlut as inherently unnatural and
only a curse, than there is no need for effort
in the conventional sense, and only the 
reliance on openly miraculous unnatural 
events is forbidden. Whatever is allowed by
natural law will automatically happen, if it is 
supposed to happen, with the assistance of 
the tiniest possible application of human 
effort no matter how statistically unlikely 
such a result may be.
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The religious person of today is perfectly 
correct in working a full day at his 
profession to earn his livelihood. As in his 
eyes, making a living without having to work
for it is quite miraculous, his duty of 
hishtadlut embraces the full eight-hour 
working day. In earlier generations when 
people had more bitachon this level of 
hishtadlut was not mandatory and was 
therefore forbidden as a foolish waste of 
time and a violation of the commandment to
devote one's time to the study of Torah.

Armed with this background information, let 
us now turn our attention to the story of the 
spies.

LIVING WITHOUT EFFORT

The Jewish people in the desert had 
returned to the world as it was before the 
curse. They obtained all their earthly needs 
without hishtadlut. They ate the manna that 
fell at their door from heaven, they drank 
water from the well that followed them 
about, and they lived in the cloud of the 
Divine presence. However, this was not to 
be their fate forever. They were anticipating 
settling in Israel where the world would 
resume its natural course and they would 
be exposed to the need for hishtadlut. 
Looking at hishtadlut from the outside is 
possibly even more confusing than 
considering it from within. How much 
should one take on? When should one 
start?

Combining the information about the spy 
story given in the Book of Deuteronomy 
with what is set forth in Parshat Shlach, 
Nachmanides arrives at the following 
scenario: The Jewish people concluded that

as Israel was a land of hishtadlut and 
conquest was the route of entry into the 
land, the proper time to begin this hishtadlut
was right now. In the natural course of 
things, every invading army gathers 
intelligence as to the type of opposition it is 
likely to encounter and the type of terrain 
that lies ahead in order to work out the 
proper strategy of conquest. As they had 
determined that the time to rely on miracles 
had passed, and now they would have to 
apply effort under the terms of Adam's 
curse, the Jewish people requested of 
Moses that he send spies to determine the 
lie of the land. Moses found nothing 
objectionable in this request and he set 
about fulfilling it.

At this point God stepped in. God foresaw 
the potential pitfall of their chosen course. 
In His infinite wisdom, God perceived the 
approach of the people to the conquest as 
fraught with danger, and He hoped to 
forestall the negative consequences of the 
proposed mission in three ways:

1. In case the mission would evolve in 
the tragic way in which it did indeed 
evolve, the responsibility for the sin 
should be spread over the entire 
people so that they could all equally 
share the blame.

2. Those selected to carry out the 
mission should be people of the 
highest caliber, the best prepared to 
resist the temptation to which the 
spies ultimately succumbed.

3. The spies should enjoy the special 
Divine protection that devolves upon 
those engaged in carrying out a 
Divinely ordained mission.
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Moses also became alarmed upon 
witnessing God's reaction:

These are the names of the men 
whom Moses sent to spy out the 
land. Moses called Hoshea the 
son of Nun Joshua. (Numbers 
13:16)

The rabbi's remark on this name change 
with the following comment: "Moses 
expressed the following prayer for Joshua, 
'May God rescue you from the conspiracy 
of the spies.'" (Talmud, Sotah 35b)

CONSPIRACY OF THE SPIES

What was the great spiritual danger that 
was so foreseeable here? What was the 
"conspiracy of the spies"?

Let us consider the spiritual downside of 
hishtadlut. The problem with the need for 
effort is that it is all too easy to confuse 
effort with control. For if the necessity of 
applying effort is congruent with the need to
go about accomplishing life tasks, then it is 
easy to assume that these life tasks to 
which effort must be applied come under 
human control. No doubt God has to supply
the initial input into the natural universe, but
then it is up to people themselves to bring 
this input down to earth through the power 
of their own efforts.

The alternative view seems quite absurd at 
first glance: Such a view would argue that 
although man has to expend the effort as 
though he were in control, he is supposed 
to believe throughout the entire duration of 
his application of effort that he is actually 
accomplishing nothing at all. His effort does
not move the natural universe by a single 

millimeter and it is God who is moving 
everything, even as man is pouring out his 
blood sweat and tears and exerting his 
utmost energy in applying his maximum 
effort.

If this view seems absurd to us, it is worth 
pointing out that it actually reflects perfectly 
our intuitive understanding of our spiritual 
actions. What do we actually accomplish 
when we observe the Sabbath, an activity 
that surely requires great effort? What do 
we accomplish by wearing tefillin or tzizit? 
In the view of most of us, absolutely 
nothing; we merely execute God's will. If 
any change occurs in the universe as a 
result, and we are told that indeed such 
activities have the power to bring about 
great changes, they are surely not caused 
by the application of our effort.

But if such is our view of our spiritual 
activities why is it so absurd to approach 
our physical activities in the same manner? 
Why should we be accomplishing more 
than merely carrying out God's will when 
we engage in physical activities?

In fact, a far stronger case could be made 
for the correctness of this position regarding
our physical endeavors than for our spiritual
acts! At least the necessity to perform our 
spiritual activities would exist regardless of 
Adam's sin, something that cannot be said 
for physical activities. If not for the curse of 
Adam, there would be no need of such 
activities at all.

We have finally stumbled upon "the 
conspiracy of the spies."
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OUT OF CONTROL

The spies found that the Jewish people had
no possibility of human control over the 
conquest under the rules of natural law. In 
their considered judgment, for the Jews to 
successfully conquer Israel would take a 
miracle. Miracles are by definition out of the
realm of hishtadlut. But the conquest of 
Israel clearly fell under the area of 
hishtadlut. Thus, they could only weep.

Joshua and Caleb were of a different 
persuasion. Effort did not automatically 
imply control. Human beings had to put in 
the effort only as a curse. The control 
always remained with God. The Jewish 
conquest of Israel was not beyond the 
realm of natural possibility; it was merely 
highly statistically unlikely. Statistically 
unlikely natural events such as natural 
disasters, disease, the low morale of enemy
troops could render the conquest naturally 
possible, but not miraculous. As long as 
man did not try to apply control along with 
his duty to apply his effort, it was perfectly 
possible to conquer Israel by means of 
human hishtadlut (with God's help).

Today we know just how right Joshua and 
Caleb really were for we have witnessed 
precisely such a conquest of the land of 
Israel in our lifetimes accomplished by 
purely natural means through the 
application of human effort. We are truly in 
the position to correct the conspiracy of the 
spies. All we have to do is open our eyes 
and we could certainly bring the 
redemption.

Of Spies and Men

The main episode which takes place in 
Parshat Shelach is the story of the men 
sent by Moshe to scout the land. Although 
these men are referred to in rabbinic 

literature as "spies,"1 the Torah never 

describes their mission in these terms.2 
Moshe appoints them to tour the land, and 
they are called, quite simply, men. Only 
later, in Moshe's retrospective speech 
describing these events, is the word 'spy' 
introduced.

And you came near me, all of 
you, and said, 'We will send men
before us, and they shall search 
us out the land, and bring us 
back word, the route by which 
we will ascend, and the cities to 
which we shall come. And I 
thought this was a good idea; 
and I took twelve men from 
among you, one from each tribe. 
And they turned and went up 
toward the mountain, and came 
to the valley of Eshkol, and 
spied it out. (Devarim 1:22-24)

The twelve appointed men did, in fact, act 
as spies, although this was not the original 
mission statement; perhaps this was part of
the problem. Their behavior warranted a 
change in name, a redefinition of their 
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mission after the fact. This stands in stark 
contrast with an earlier episode in the Torah
in which a group of men stand accused as 
spies, and deny it vehemently:

And Yosef recognized his 
brothers, but they did not 
recognize him. And Yosef 
remembered the dreams which 
he dreamed of them, and said to 
them, 'You are spies; to see the 
nakedness of the land you have 
come.' And they said to him, 'No,
my lord, your servants came to 
buy food. We are all one man's 
sons; we are honest men, your 
servants are no spies.' And he 
said to them, 'No, to see the 
nakedness of the land you have 
come.' And they said, 'Your 
servants are twelve brothers, the
sons of one man in the land of 
Canaan; and, behold, the 
youngest is this day with our 
father, and one is not.' And Yosef
said to them, 'That is what I 
spoke to you, saying, You are 
spies. This is how you shall be 
tested: By Paroh's life, you shall 
not leave here, unless your 
youngest brother comes here. 
Send one of you, and let him 
fetch your brother, and you shall 
be kept in prison, that your words
may be proven, whether there is 
any truth in you; or else by the 
life of Pharaoh surely you are 
spies.' And he put them all 
together under guard for three 
days. (Bereishit 42:8-17) 3

At first glance there is absolutely no 
connection between these two sections; in 
fact, they seem to be opposites. The "sin of 
the spies" deals with spies who are called 

men, and Yosef's accusation of the brothers
deals with men who are called spies! 
Nonetheless, appearances notwithstanding,
there may actually be a profound 
relationship between these sections. Let us 
carefully analyze the elements of each 
story: The first striking similarity or common
theme is the number of people involved. 
While it is true that Moshe sent twelve men,
only ten of them were spies. The remaining 
two, Calev and Yehoshua, had no part in 
the slanderous report or its tragic results. Of
Yaakov's twelve sons, only ten were 
accused of being spies: Binyamin was at 
home and Yosef was the unknown accuser. 
A more in-depth analysis of the sin of the 
spies will bring to light other common 
elements that go beyond this seemingly 
superficial numerical parallel, taking us to 
the very core of the issue.

What was the sin of the spies? If we 
carefully analyze their report and the 
punishment they were given subsequent to 
their report, we are able to discern several 
distinct stages. When they first return from 
their mission, they say:

They reported to him and said, 
"We arrived at the Land to which 
you sent us, and indeed it flows 
with milk and honey, and this is 
its fruit. But - the people that 
dwells in the Land is powerful, 
the cities are very greatly 
fortified, and we also saw there 
the offspring of the giant. 
(Bamidbar 13:27-28)

The physical attributes of the Land are 
described in glowing terms, while the 
inhabitants of the Land are described as 
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frightful; the implication is that military 
conquest is not feasible. Thus far, the spies 
do not denigrate or disparage the Land of 
Israel; they address the technical difficulty 
that conquest will present. It is this point 
that Calev challenges: he assures the 
people that their goal is attainable, that they
have the capabilities.

And Calev quieted the people 
before Moshe, and said, 'We will 
surely ascend, and possess it; 
for we are well able to overcome 
it.' (Bamidbar 13:30)

When the spies respond to Calev's 
challenge, they reiterate their previous point
and introduce a new argument, a second 
tier of doubt:

But the men who had ascended 
with him said, "We cannot 
ascend to that people for it is too 
strong for us!" They brought forth
to the Children of Israel an evil 
report on the Land that they had
spied out, saying, "The Land 
through which we have passed, 
to spy it out, is a land that 
devours its inhabitants! All the 
people that we saw in it were 
huge. (Bamidbar 13:30)

Now they attacked the land itself, and not 
only the inhabitants or the fortifications; 
they describe it as "a land that devours its 
inhabitants." The Torah prefaces their 
words with an editorial comment describing 
their response: "they brought forth an evil 
report." It is this "evil report," this second-
tier attack that elicits a response by the 

people.4 This second statement sets the 
chain reaction in motion. The people are 

demoralized, and the situation soon spirals 
out of control. They begin murmuring about 

returning to Egypt,5 or even staging a 

coup,6 before God puts an end to the revolt.

Significantly, when the spies' punishment is 
meted out, the Torah relates only to this 
second tier of criticism and not to their 
earlier remarks regarding the difficulty they 
would face in conquering the land. Only the 
slanderous words against the Land itself 
provoke God's ire.

But as for the men whom Moshe 
sent to tour the Land, and who 
returned and provoked the entire
assembly against him by 
spreading a slanderous report 
against the Land: The people 
who spread the slanderous evil 
report about the Land died in a 
plague before God. (Bamidbar 
14:36-37)

It seems that God is willing to "overlook" the
questioning of His (or Moshe's) ability to 
successfully complete the journey and 
conquer the Promised Land, but a direct 
attack on the Land itself is unforgivable.

The word used to describe the sin of the 

spies is dibbah, which implies slander.7 
This is not the first usage of this word; that 
dubious honor belongs to the episode of 
Yosef and his brothers. The starting point of
the enmity and the point at which the 
relationship between Yosef and his brothers
breaks down is the "evil, slanderous report" 
that Yosef brought to his father about his 
brothers:

These are the chronicles of 
Yaakov - Yosef, at the age of 

8



seventeen, was a shepherd with 
his brothers by the flock, but he 
was a youth with the sons of 
Bilhah and the sons of Zilpah, his
father's wives; and Yosef would 
bring evil reports about them to 
their father. (Bereishit 37:2)

With these words, the backdrop for the sale
of Yosef is painted. Despite the tension that 
had been percolating just below the surface
for some time, Ya'akov sends Yosef to seek
out his brothers, to bring back a report. 
Apparently Ya'akov was not opposed to 
Yosef's reporting; otherwise, sending him 
on this mission would have been absurd. 
On the other hand, given the eventual result
and long-term consequences, perhaps 
Yaakov was mistaken. Can we draw any 
conclusions, learn any lessons, regarding 
the mission with which Moshe charged the 
twelve men? Perhaps if we compare the 
consequences of Yosef's mission with that 
of the mission of the spies - each having 
caused years of wandering and exile - 
these two seemingly disparate episodes 
come into closer focus.

Yosef's proclivity for telling tales brings 
another connection between the two 
episodes to light - a connection that is 
alluded to by an anomaly in the verses 
describing the spies. When the names of 
the men sent by Moshe are enumerated, 
only one of the representatives of the tribes 
of Yosef is attributed in the normal way. 
When the "tourist" from Efraim is named, no
identification with Yosef is offered; when the
representative of Menashe is named he is 

described as being from the tribe of Yosef.8

Rashi explains9 that only the descendant of
Yosef who spoke slander - like Yosef 
himself - is identified with Yosef. Yehoshua 
was silent; he did not slander the Land of 
Israel with the other spies, and is therefore 
not identified as a descendant of Yosef: 
"From the tribe of Ephraim, Hoshea the son
of Nun," rather than "From the Tribe of 
Yosef, from the Tribe of Ephraim," as is the 
case with the representative of the Tribe of 
Menashe: "From the Tribe of Yosef, from 
the Tribe of Manashe, Gadi the son of 
Susi."

The Ibn Ezra10 points out a subtle but 
important difference between Yosef and the
spies: Yosef's reports to his father were 
accurate, factual accounts - disparaging, 

but true.11 Yosef's report painted his 
brothers in a very poor light, bringing his 
brothers' deficiencies to their father's 
attention, but Yosef did not manufacture the
content of the report. On the other hand, 
(according to the Ibn Ezra's reading) the 
Torah states clearly that the spies were 
telling lies, fabricating a "slanderous evil 
report."

Despite the subtle differences, the 
relationship between these two episodes 
seems to come to life, beyond the words 
themselves - "spies" and "slander," 
meraglim and dibbah. An additional 
connection may be found in the 
geographical description of the spies' 
journey:

They ascended in the Negev 
(i.e., the south) and (he) arrived 
at Hevron, where there were 
Ahiman, Sheshai, and Talmai, 
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the offspring of the giant. Hevron
had been built seven years 
before Zoan of Egypt. (Bamidbar
13:23)

There is a peculiarity in the text which is 
sometimes obscured by the translation: The
text indicates that the group, in plural, 
ascended from the south, while in the same
verse stating, in the singular form, that "he" 
came to Hevron. According to tradition, only
one of the men made his way to Hevron, 
the family home and burial ground of their 
ancestors: Calev.

And he arrived at Hevron: Calev 
alone went there and prostrated 
himself on the graves of the 
Patriarchs, offering prayer that 
he might be helped not to give 
way to the enticement of his 
colleagues and join them in their 
counsel; You may see that it was
Calev who went there, for so 
indeed it (Scripture) states, 
[Devarim1:36] "[Save Calev the 
son of Yefunneh, he shall see it] 
and unto him will I give the land 
upon which he walked!" and it is 
written, [Shoftim1:20] "And they 
gave Hevron to Calev." (Rashi, 
Bamidbar 13:22)

It is not surprising that upon visiting this 
old/new Land, one of the tourists wishes to 
see the place where his family had lived. 
This tradition alone may indicate the 
different purposes the various travelers saw
in their trip. One of the twelve men seeks 
out a connection to ancient family property 
and burial grounds; the others are far less 

emotionally connected. They act as spies.12

This particular excursion to Hevron has 
deeper meaning. The Torah states that they
ascended in the south; those familiar with 
the geography and topography of the land 
of Israel will know that Hevron is on a 
mountain. On the other hand, when Ya'akov
sent Yosef to seek his brothers, the Torah 
states that he was sent from the 'Valley of 
Hevron':

And he said to him, "Go now, 
look into the welfare of your 
brothers and the welfare of the 
flock, and bring me back word." 
So he sent him from the Valley 
(depth) of Hevron, and he arrived
at Shechem. (Bereishit 37:14)

Rashi explains:

FROM THE VALLEY OF 
HEVRON- But is not Hevron 
situated on a mountain, as it is 
said (Bamidbar 13:22) "They 
ascended in the south and he 
arrived at Hevron?" Why, then, 
does it state that Yaakov sent 
him from the emek, [the vale, the
deep part] of Hevron? But the 
meaning is that Yaakov sent him 
in consequence of the necessity 
of bringing into operation the 
profound thought of the righteous
man who was buried in Hevron 
in order that there might be 
fulfilled that which was spoken to
Avraham when the Covenant 
was made "between the parts" 
(Bereishit 15:13), "your 
descendents will be strangers, 
etc": (Rashi, Bereishit 37:14)

Here, Rashi teaches a profound lesson: 
The sale of Yosef, the exile of the tribes, the
slavery of the people, the glorious Exodus 
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and Revelation at Sinai were all part of a 
larger Divine plan. A covenant had been 
forged between God and Avraham; slavery 
was part of the deal, but so were liberation 
and a return to the Land. Now, Calev 
returns home, to the place where the exile 
had begun. As far as Calev is concerned, 
they have come full circle and it is time for 
this terrible exile to end. It seems significant
that the two renegade men, the two who 
refuse to be spies, Calev and Yehoshua, 
were from the tribes of Yehuda and Yosef 
respectively. These were the main 
protagonists in the sale of Yosef. After all, it 
was Yehuda who suggested they sell Yosef 

in the first place.13 Perhaps Calev was 
intent on going back to the place where it all
began, and perhaps that is what lay at the 
foundation of the alliance that was formed 
between these two great leaders.

The sojourn in Egypt was intertwined with a
prophecy of a Promised Land:

And he said to him, 'I am God 
who brought you out of Ur of the 
Chaldeans, to give you this Land
as an inheritance.' And he said, 
'Almighty God, how shall I know 
that I shall inherit it?' And He 
said to him, 'Bring me a three 
year old heifer, and a three year 
old female goat, and a three year
old ram, and a turtledove, and a 
young pigeon.' And he took to 
him all these, and divided them 
in the midst, and laid each half 
against the other; but he did not 
divide the birds. And when the 
eagle came down upon the 
carcasses, Avram drove them 
away. And when the sun was 
going down, a deep sleep fell 

upon Avram; and, lo, a fear of 
great darkness fell upon him. 
And He said to Avram, 'Know for 
a certainty that your descendents
will be strangers in a land that is 
not theirs, and shall serve them; 
and they shall afflict them four 
hundred years; And also that 
nation, whom they shall serve, 
will I judge; and afterward shall 
they come out with great wealth. 
And you shall go to your fathers 
in peace; you shall be buried in a
good old age. But in the fourth 
generation they shall come here 
again; for the iniquity of the 
Amorites is not yet full.' (Bereishit
15:7-16)

Now, at the cusp of the fulfillment of that 
Divine promise made to Avraham, hope is 
replaced by fear. How ironic that now they 
become fearful: the hard part was past, the 
slavery in Egypt had been endured, and 
now that the prophecy is to be fulfilled, the 
people break down. The catalyst that 
brought about their slavery was the sale of 
Yosef, which in turn was caused by the 
dibbah, the evil reports that Yosef shared 
with his father. The report which Yaakov 
had asked for - about the welfare of his 
sons and their flocks, was never answered. 
Instead Yaakov received a different answer,
one which took him years to understand: 
God's promise to Avraham had begun, the 
wheels had been set in motion, and the 
slavery would soon begin.

The sin of the spies was that they were 

spies.14 They approached the Promised 
Land with detachment, without the desire to
go back to their ancestral roots, without the 
sensitivity to their destiny that Calev 
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displayed when he traveled to Hevron. 
Their words cause calamity, fear, dread and
depression. They lied about the land and 
exhibited a profound lack of faith in God, in 
Moshe, in the Land of Israel, in Jewish 
history and Jewish destiny. Yehoshua and 
Calev were men; they retained their faith 
and fidelity. They understood that the sale 
of Yosef needed to be healed, and the 
highly symbolic return of Calev to Hevron 
indicates this understanding. They were 
careful of the words they used, careful that 
no dibbah, no slander, would pass their lips.
The time had arrived to go back home. 
Unfortunately, the other men ceased to 
behave as men; they became spies. And as
one painful chapter of Jewish history, 
brought on by slanderous speech, came to 
a close, a new painful chapter was opened 
- in much the same way.

1. The episode described in our present parsha is often 
referred to as the "sin of the spies." See Talmud Bavli 
Ta'anit 29a, Megilah 13a, Sotah 11b,34b, Bav Batra 
117b, 118b, Sanhedrin 109b among many other 
sources.

2. I heard this observation from my teacher, Rabbi Yosef 
Soloveitchik, in a lecture entitled "Het Miriam 
uMeraglim" (The Sin of Miriam and the Spies), 
delivered 06/04/75.

3. For an analysis of this section, see "Of Spies and 
Thieves" in my forthcoming volume, "Echoes of Eden" 
(Jerusalem: Gefen Publishers).

4. This refers to the masses who are now frightened.
5. See Bamidbar 14:3, "And why has God brought us to 

this land, to fall by the sword, that our wives and our 
children should be prey? Were it not better for us to 
return into Egypt?

6. See Bamidbar 14:10, "But all the congregation said to 
stone them with stones. And the glory of God appeared 
in the Tent of Meeting before all the people of Israel.

7. Mishlei 10:18: "He who hides hatred has lying lips, and 
he who utters a slander is a fool." Rashi, Bereishit 
37:2, writes: The word dibbah always means, in old 
French, [speaking slander]; whatever he could speak 
bad about them he told to his father. Dibbah has the 
same meaning as the verb of the same root in the Song
of Songs, 7:10: "making speak the lips of those that are 
asleep."

8. Compare this with Bamidbar 1:10, where the leaders of 
the respective tribes of both Efraim and Menashe are 
mentioned as sons of Yosef in one verse: "From the 
sons of Yosef: of Ephraim, Elishama the son of 
Ammihud; of Menashe, Gamaliel the son of Pedahzur."

9. This comment is not found in Rashi's commentary on 
the Torah, rather in his Sefer Hapardes, page 93.

10. Ibn Ezra, Bamidbar 13:32.
11. The text in Bereishit 37:2 says Yosef "brought" slander 

to his father.
12. The outwardly problematic behavior of Yehoshua has 

been discussed in my book Explorations (Jerusalem: 
Targum Publishers, 2000).

13. Bereishit 37:26-27.
14. Heard from Rabbi Yosef Soloveitchik; see footnote 2, 

above.

Beyond the Fringe

Our Torah portion ends with one of the 
great commands of Judaism - tsitsit, the 
fringes we wear on the corner of our 
garments as a perennial reminder of our 
identity as Jews and our obligation to keep 
the Torah's commands:

God spoke to Moses, telling him to speak to
the Israelites and instruct them to make for 
themselves fringes on the corners of their 
garments for all generations. Let them 
attach a cord of blue to the fringe at each 
corner. That shall be your fringe: look at it 
and recall all the commandments of the 
Lord and observe them, so that you do not 
stray after your heart and eyes which in the 
past have led you to immorality. You will 
thus remember and keep all my 
commandments and be holy to your God.
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So central is this command, that it became 
the third paragraph of the Shema, the 
supreme declaration of Jewish faith. I once 
heard the following commentary from my 
teacher, Rabbi Dr Nahum Rabinovitch.

He began by pointing out some of the 
strange features of the command. On the 
one hand the sages said that the command 
of tsitsit is equal to all the other commands 
together, as it is said: "Look at it and recall 
all the commandments of the Lord and 
observe them." It is thus of fundamental 
significance.

On the other hand, it is not absolutely 
obligatory. It is possible to avoid the 
command of fringes altogether by never 
wearing a garment of four or more corners. 
Maimonides rules: "Even though one is not 
obligated to acquire a [four-cornered] robe 
and wrap oneself in it in order to [fulfil the 
command of] tsitsit, it is not fitting for a 
pious individual to exempt himself from this 
command" (Laws of Tsitsit, 3: 11). It is 
important and praiseworthy but not 
categorical. It is conditional: if you have 
such a garment, then you must put fringes 
on it. Why so? Surely it should be 
obligatory, in the way that tefillin 
(phylacteries) are.

There is another unusual phenomenon. In 
the course of time, the custom has evolved 
to fulfil the command in two quite different 
ways: the first, in the form of a tallit (robe, 
shawl) which is worn over our other clothes,
specifically while we pray; the second in the
form of an undergarment, worn beneath our
outer clothing throughout the day.

Not only do we keep the one command in 
two different ways. We also make different 
blessings over the two forms. Over the tallit,
we say: "who has sanctified us with His 
commandments, and commanded us to 
wrap ourselves in a fringed garment." Over 
the undergarment, we say, "who has 
sanctified us with His commandments, and 
commanded us concerning the precept of 
the fringed garment." Why is one command 
split into two in this way?

He gave this answer: there are two kinds of 
clothing. There are the clothes we wear to 
project an image. A king, a judge, a soldier, 
all wear clothing that conceals the individual
and instead proclaims a role, an office, a 
rank. As such, clothes, especially uniforms, 
can be misleading. A king dressed as a 
beggar will not (or would not, before 
television) be recognised as royalty. A 
beggar dressed as a king may find himself 
honoured. A policeman dressed as a 
policeman carries with him a certain 
authority, an aura of power, even though he
may feel nervous and insecure. Clothes 
disguise. They are like a mask. They hide 
the person beneath. Such are the clothes 
we wear in public when we want to create a
certain impression.

But there are other clothes we wear when 
we are alone, that may convey more 
powerfully than anything else the kind of 
person we really are: the artist in his studio,
the writer at his desk, the gardener tending 
the roses. They do not dress to create an 
impression. To the contrary: they dress as 
they do because of what they are, not 
because of what they wish to seem.
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The two kinds of tsitsit represent these 
different forms of dress. When we engage 
in prayer, we sense in our heart how 
unworthy we may be of the high demands 
God has made of us. We feel the need to 
come before God as something more than 
just ourselves. We wrap ourselves in the 
robe, the tallit, the great symbol of the 
Jewish people at prayer. We conceal our 
individuality - in the language of the 
blessing over the tallit, we "wrap ourselves 
in a fringed garment." It is as if we were 
saying to God: I may only be a beggar, but I
am wearing a royal robe, the robe of your 
people Israel who prayed to You throughout
the centuries, to whom You showed a 
special love and took as Your own. The tallit
hides the person we are and represents the
person we would like to be, because in 
prayer we ask God to judge us, not for what
we are, but for what we wish to be.

The deeper symbolism of tsitsit, however, is
that it represents the commandments as a 
whole ("look at it and recall all the 
commandments of the Lord") - and these 
becomes part of what and who we are only 
when we accept them without coercion, of 
our own free will. That is why the command 
of tsitsit is not categorical. We do not have 
to keep it. We are not obligated to buy a 
four-cornered garment. When we do so, it is
because we chose to do so. We obligate 
ourselves. That is why opting to wear tsitsit 
symbolises the free acceptance of all the 
duties of Jewish life.

This is the most inward, intimate, intensely 
personal aspect of faith whereby in our 
innermost soul we dedicate ourselves to 
God and His commands. There is nothing 

public about this. It is not for outer show. It 
is who we are when we are alone, not trying
to impress anyone, not wishing to seem 
what we are not. This is the command of 
tsitsit as undergarment, beneath, not on top
of, our clothing. Over this we make a 
different blessing. We do not talk about 
"wrapping ourselves in a fringed garment" - 
because this form of fringes is not for 
outward show. We are not trying to hide 
ourselves beneath a uniform. Instead, we 
are expressing our innermost commitment 
to God's word and call to us. Over this we 
say the blessing, "who has commanded us 
concerning the precept of tsitsit" because 
what matters is not the mask but the reality,
not what we wish to seem but what we 
really are.

In this striking way tsitsit represent the dual 
nature of Judaism. On the one hand it is a 
way of life that is public, communal, shared 
with others across the world and through 
the ages. We keep Shabbat, celebrate the 
festivals, observe the dietary laws and the 
laws of family purity in a way that has 
hardly varied for many centuries. That is the
public face of Judaism - the tallit we wear, 
the cloak woven out of the 613 threads, 
each a command.

But there is also our inner life as people of 
faith. There are things we can say to God 
that we can say to no one else. He knows 
our thoughts, hopes, fears, better than we 
know them ourselves. We speak to Him in 
the privacy of the soul, and He listens. That 
internal conversation - the opening of our 
heart to Him who brought us into existence 
in love - is not for public show. Like the 
fringed undergarment, it stays hidden. But it
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is no less real an aspect of Jewish 
spirituality. The two types of fringed 
garment represent the two dimensions of 
the life of faith - the outer persona and the 
inner person, the image we present to the 
world and the face we show only to God.

The Spy with a Different Spirit

Of the twelve spies sent to explore the land 
of Israel, only Yehoshua and Calev 
remained loyal to the instructions that 
Moshe gave them. The remaining ten fell 
prey to their lack of trust in God and thereby
slandered the land, causing the nation to 
cry in despair. The Chofetz Chaim asks a 
number of questions arise with regard to 

Calev’s role in this incident.1 Firstly he 
quotes the verse which tells us that Moshe 
added the letter ‘yud’ to Hoshea’s name to 

make him Yehoshua.2 Chazal explain that 
Moshe prayed, “Hashem, save him from the

plan of the spies.”3 Why did he not pray for 

Calev as well?4 Furthermore, Chazal teach 
us that whilst they were in the land of Israel,
Calev went to Chevron to pray at the 
graves of the Forefathers to protect him 
from joining the other spies in their evil 

plan.5 Why didn’t Yehoshua also go to 
Chevron to pray? Finally, the Chofetz 
Chaim notes God’s praise of Calev; “My 

servant Calev since he had a different 

spirit and he followed after me.”6 Why did 
God single out Calev for this praise and not 
Yehoshua. And on a simpler level, what 
does it mean that Calev had a ‘different 
spirit’?

The Chofetz Chaim begins his answer to 
these questions by first explaining that 
there are two different approaches in 
serving God when a person is facing the 
danger of being spiritually harmed by 
sinners. One way is that he can openly 
resist them and show that he does not 
agree with their actions. The other is that he
can remain quiet during their sins and even 
perhaps pretend to agree with them, but 
when they come to publicize their beliefs, 
he can then show his true beliefs and 
oppose them.

There is an advantage and disadvantage to
both approaches. The first approach has 
the risk that since the person openly 
opposes the sinners, he is in physical 
danger of being harmed by them. However, 
it has the advantage that it is very unlikely 
that he will be negatively influenced 
spiritually since he is openly resisting them. 
The second approach has the advantage 
that the sinners will not harm him since they
believe he is on their side, yet the risk is 
that he will be slowly influenced by them as 
he is pretending to actually share their 
beliefs.

The Chofetz Chaim continues that Moshe 
prophetically knew that Yehoshua fit into the
first group – he would openly oppose the 
spies. Moshe also knew that Calev was in 
the second group – his way was to hide his 
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true beliefs so that the spies would think he 
was on their side. In this way they would 
allow him to speak to the people in their 
mistaken belief that he would support their 
cause; this is in fact what took place. With 
this explanation the Chofetz Chaim 
answers all his questions:

He asked why Moshe only prayed for 
Yehoshua and not Calev. He answers that 
Moshe’s prayer was for the physical 
welfare of his student, not his spiritual well-
being. Yehoshua’s approach was to openly 
oppose sinners, accordingly Moshe did not 
need to pray that Yehoshua be spiritually 
protected only that the spies not physically 
harm him. In contrast Moshe knew that 
Calev would hide his true beliefs and 
therefore would not be in danger of being 

harmed by the spies.7 However, when the 
spies reached the land Calev quickly 
realized the nefarious plans of the spies. He
then decided to take the second approach 
of hiding his true intentions. Yet he 
recognized the spiritual risk that he would 
be influenced by the spies to follow in their 
ways. Therefore, he felt the need for 
Heavenly assistance and went to Chevron 
to pray that he would remain steadfast in 
his Bitachon. Yehoshua, in contrast, was in 
no such need of extra assistance because 
he was openly resisting the spies’ 
arguments.

The final question was why only Calev was 
praised as having a ‘different spirit’. The 
Chofetz Chaim explains based on Rashi 
that it means that Calev had two ‘spirits’ 
which means two ways of behaving, one in 
his speech and one in his heart. Because 
he spoke as if he agreed with the spies, 

they allowed him to speak to the people 
because they thought he would support 
their arguments. Instead, he was able to 
finally show his true ‘spirit’, his firm trust in 
God and Moshe as his Prophet. God 
singles out Calev for this unique praise 
because it was not applicable to Moshe – 
he showed greatness in his own approach 
of opposing the spies, but here God was 
emphasizing Calev’s special ability to 
remain strong whilst pretending to be on the
side of the spies.

We have seen how Calev and Yehoshua 
epitomized two different ways of surviving 
in the midst of evildoers. This applies in our 
own lives; whilst the people around us may 
not have nefarious motives, nonetheless 
their behavior may not fit in with the Torah 
approach. It is often difficult to adopt the 
method of Yehoshua in these times without 
causing undue friction. Therefore, it may be
impractical to openly oppose them and 
therefore one must follow Calev and silently
keep steadfast in his beliefs. One lesson we
learn from Calev is the need for Heavenly 
assistance, and that the way to attain this is
through sincere prayer. If a person prays 
with the recognition that he needs Divine 
assistance to help then he can indeed 
emulate Calev.

1. Shemiras Halashon, Chelek 2, Ch.19.
2. Bamidbar, 13:16.
3. Bamidbar Rabbah, 18.
4. One could ask further that Moshe should have prayed 

for all the spies. See Gur Aryeh and Ayelet Hashachar, 
Bamidbar, 13:16.

5. Quoted by Rashi, Bamidbar, 13:22.
6. Bamidbar, 14:24.
7. One could ask, according to this explanation of the 

Chofetz Chaim, why Moshe did not pray for Calev to be 
spiritually protected from the plan of the spies. It is 
possible to answer that the Chofetz Chaim holds that 
one cannot pray for another person not to sin because 
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the decision to sin is based on one’s free will and 
prayers cannot change someone’s free will. This issue 
is discussed by many authorities; see Chazon Ish, end 
of Orach Chaim; Ben Yehoyada, Sotah 34b.
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