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Self Esteem and the Spies

Rabbi Dr. Abraham J. Twerski has 
published over sixty books. When someone
once asked him how he could possibly write
so many different books, he responded that
he hasn’t written sixty different books, he 
has written the same book in sixty different 
ways. The unifying topic of his works is the 
significance of self-esteem. This includes 
delineating the destructive effects of low 
self-esteem and strategies to strengthen it 
when it is low. The origin of his writings and 
emphasis on self-esteem, he writes, is 
sourced in this week’s Torah portion.

The central story is that of the spies that 
Moshe sent to survey the land. Ten of the 
spies return to report that the land has 
some benefits to it but that they are not 
confident in their ability to conquer the land.
The people respond by yearning to go back

to Egypt. Consequently, that generation 
was forced to wander in the desert for forty 
years and not enter the land of Israel. It is 
not entirely clear within the narrative to the 
spies did wrong. They were asked to scout 
the land and report back, and that is what 
they did. Several answers are suggested 
within the commentators. We will focus on 
the one that inspired the entirety of Rabbi 
Twerski’s writings.

The spies report that they observed the 
Nefilim, the children of giants. They 
disclosed to the nation their own feelings of 
inadequacy, saying “We were in our own 
eyes as grasshoppers” and then added 
“and so we were in their eyes” (Bemidbar 
13:33). What is unclear within the verse is 
how they knew what the Nefilim thought of 
them. One approach, taken by the Midrash 
(Bemidbar Rabbah 16), is to assume that 
they had no way of actually knowing what 
the others thought of them. Speaking from 
G-d’s perspective, the Midrash says, “That 
you think you look like grasshoppers, I can 
overlook that – but that they think you look 
like grasshoppers - how do you know what 
they think? Who says that they did not see 
you as angels?”

This, Rabbi Twerski argues, is exactly what 
low self-esteem does to our thinking: “The 
way you feel about yourself is how you 
think others perceive you.” Because they 
thought so lowly of themselves (“like 
grasshoppers”), they assumed that’s how 
everyone else perceived them as well. For 
feeling like a grasshopper, G-d says, you 
are wrong – but I can overlook that. But to 
assume that other people also see you as 
grasshoppers? To project your low self-
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image onto others and let that stunt your 
abilities and responsibilities? How do you 
know they think you are grasshoppers, 
maybe they think you are angels?

Yet, the conclusion of the Talmud (Sotah 
35a) is that the spies actually did hear the 
Nefilim call them grasshoppers. It was not a
projection of low self-esteem - it was reality.
The others did think lowly of them! If this is 
the case, the message shifts from not 
having your low self-image distort how you 
think others perceive you, to not letting 
what others think of you distort your own 
self-perception. Even if the Nefilim thought 
of them as grasshoppers, this should not 
have stopped them from having the trust in 
G-d and internal courage to proceed.

Both messages are essential. When we 
don’t know what people think of us, we 
should be careful not to mindread and 
project our own inadequacies onto what we 
think they are thinking. But even in cases 
where we do know that others may not 
think highly of us, if we are following the 
right path and proceeding towards the real 
or proverbial promised land, we should not 
let their low opinion of us derail us from our 
goals.

The Impossible Dream?

The Israeli government has a 
spy in France named Goldstein. 
They want to send him a 
message, so they call in another 
spy and say, "Go over to France 
and you'll find Goldstein living in 
an apartment at 16 Champs 
Elysee. To make sure there's no 
mix-up, when you meet him, say 
the secret password: 'The blue 
bird flies over the cloudy sky.'"

The spy flies to France and takes
a taxi to 16 Champs Elysee. He 
walks up the steps to the 
apartment building, looks at the 
mailboxes, and lo and behold – 
there are two Goldsteins!

So the spy flips a coin and tries 
the Goldstein on the first floor. 
An old man answers. The spy 
says nervously, " Umm ... the 
blue bird ... umm ... flies over the
cloudy sky!" The old man thinks 
for a moment and says, "Oh, you
want Goldstein the spy – he lives
upstairs!"

The Bread of Shame

This week's parsha features the famous 
story of the 12 spies – one from each tribe 
– who are sent into Israel. Their mission 
seems rather innocuous at first: Determine 
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a strategy for battling the Canaanites and 
settling 3 million men, women and children 
in the new land. The spies are sent 
(ostensibly) to survey practical matters like 
geography, opportunities for farming and 
commerce, the best access routes, etc.

Yet there's an obvious question: Since God 
had long ago promised to give the Jews the
Land of Israel, and it was God Who had so 
ably led them to this point (arranging the 
Ten Plagues and splitting the Sea) – what 
were the Jews worried about? Did they 
really need strategic military data to 
conquer the land? Of course not! So why 
didn't they just walk in confidently and let 
God handle all the details?

The answer is that God gives us a gift: the 
chance to be involved and partner in the 
process. It's what every human being longs 
for.

Imagine being the child of a billionaire, 
always getting handed everything on a 
silver platter. How would it feel? Great!

For awhile. But then you'd start to feel what 
the Sages call the "Bread of Shame." You'd 
feel unworthy and unfulfilled. You'd want to 
make your own contribution and earn the 
reward. Because human nature is such that
we need to roll up our sleeves and "do it 
ourselves."

Does "do it yourself" mean leaving God out 
of the picture? No! Judaism teaches that life
is a two-track system: Track One is human 
effort and involvement; Track Two is the will
of God. In order to succeed, we need both 
working in tandem. Because while we 
contribute to the process, the ultimate result

depends on God.

Here Go the Spies...

So the 12 spies are sent on their merry 
way. In Israel, God shows them 
encouraging signs that the land is indeed 
plentiful and rich: Clusters of grapes so 
enormous that eight men are needed to 
carry it (Numbers 13:23). God also makes 
sure the spies encounter heavily fortified 
Cananite cities – which in fact is a sign of 
Cananite weakness, since anyone who is 
truly powerful does not need to hide behind 
walls. (See Rashi on 13:19)

Additionally, God planned the death of a 
Cananite nobleman to coincide with the 
spies' visit, in order to busy the locals with 
funeral arrangements and mourning – as a 
way to divert their attention from the 
reconnaissance mission! Everything was 
perfectly orchestrated; nothing could 
possibly go wrong.

Yet somehow, things do go wrong. After 40 
days, the spies come back and recommend
against entering the land: "We can't 
succeed because everything is huge!" – a 
reference to the gigantic fruits. "The land 
devours its inhabitants!" – a reference to 
the funeral. "The people are too strong!" – a
reference to the heavily fortified walls. (See 
Numbers 13:31-33)

The Jews accept the report, and give up 
their dream of going into Israel. The 
consequence? If you don't want to enter the
land, says God, then you won't enter the 
land. All Israelites will die out over the next 
40 years in the desert, and only their 
children will enter the land.
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What Went Wrong?

The spies lost their anchor. They got so 
wrapped up in the pragmatics of conquering
the land, that they took God out of the 
equation – and never put Him back in! The 
original question they'd been assigned to 
answer – "How to conquer the land" – 
suddenly became a question of "should we 
or shouldn't we."

What caused this twist to occur?

God's presence was palpable in the desert: 
a rock provided a steady supply of water, 
Clouds of Glory kept enemies at bay, and a 
daily supply of manna fell from heaven. Yet 
these "open miracles" were to cease upon 
entry into Israel. Thus, the spies reasoned, 
God's guidance and protection would cease
as well.

From this skewed perspective, all the 
positive signs that God had shown them – 
the fruits, the funeral and the city walls – 
were turned into negatives. From a purely 
pragmatic perspective, their conclusion was
– not surprisingly – "This is not possible!"

Moses, the great leader, foresaw this 
danger. So before the spies departed on 
their mission, he changed the name of 
"Hoshea" to "Yehoshua" (Joshua). The 
name "Yehoshua" means "God will save." It
also begins with the letters of God's Name 
– Yud and Heh. This was Moses' attempt to
keep the spies focused on that crucial 
transcendent connection.

To some extent, Moses was successful; 
Joshua was one of two spies who protested
the negative report – and was rewarded 
with entry into the land.

Process of Self-Destruction

From the story of the spies, we can see 
how losing one's connection with God can 
trigger a tragic process of self-destruction.

Stage One of this process is losing 
confidence is one's ability to succeed. This 
is evident from the spies report: "We were 
like grasshoppers in our eyes, and so we 
were in their eyes" (Numbers 13:33). The 
spies, convinced they have no chance of 
success, saw themselves as grasshoppers 
– which the Canaanites reflected back in 
turn.

In Stage Two, we see the spies rattling off 
a litany of excuses and recriminations – and
even indicting Moses for taking them out of 
Egypt (Numbers 14:2)! To avoid great 
disappointment in themselves, they needed
to rationalize "reasons" for their failure.

In Stage Three, the spies "wake up" and 
realize the opportunity they've squandered. 
Unable to bear the great disappointment 
and failure, they "heroically" declare: "Now 
let's enter the land" (Numbers 14:40). They 
desperately want to recapture the lost 
opportunity. But Moses informs them it's too
late, the opportunity is gone, and any 
attempt to enter the land contrary to God's 
decree is certain to end in tragedy.

Stage Four is the final and most painful. 
The spies cannot bear living with failure for 
the rest of their lives. Death itself is a more 
comforting option. So they enter the land 
anyway only to be slaughtered by the 
natives (Numbers 14:45). Going down in a 
blaze of glory satisfies their egos ... but 
destroys their lives.
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The Crucial Connection

This dynamic can appear in our own lives 
as well.

Each of us has a "life vision" – what impact 
we maximally hope to make. The Torah 
teaches that when one's "vision" is driven 
by a connection with God, then the ability to
achieve transcends all boundaries. Since 
God can do anything, all success depends 
only on His will.

Without that connection, one's ability to 
achieve is defined by mortal limitations. It is
logical, therefore, to assume that many 
goals are not possible. Hence the 
expression, "I can't do it. It's impossible."

But it needn't be that way.

Not long ago, I was in an unusual 
circumstance which necessitated my 
travelling 16 miles on a Saturday. Since I 
don't drive on Shabbat, the only way to 
travel the 16 miles was by walking. It took 
five hours but I did it. There were certainly 
many points along the way where I thought 
to just stop and quit. My shins hurt. I 
wanted to lie down in the grass or find a 
taxi. The only thing that kept me going was 
the knowledge that I was doing a mitzvah. 
Otherwise, I am certain I would never have 
made it.

The Torah tells us that when Batya 
(Pharaoh's daughter) went down to the Nile
River and saw the baby Moses floating in 
the basket, "she stretched out her hand" 
(Exodus 2:5). The Talmud derives that 
although the basket was in the middle of 
the river, miraculously her arm grew long 
enough to reach it.

Says the Kotzker Rebbe: This teaches us 
that even if a situation seems hopeless, we 
need only to make our best honest effort, 
and if God wants us to succeed, He will go 
ahead and make a miracle.

Living in accordance with the will of God 
gives one the confidence to know that the 
more you are connected, the greater will be
your degree of transcendence. And then, 
anything is possible.

What the Future Holds

This theme is reflected in the Land of Israel 
today. A tiny country the size of New Jersey
is surrounded by 220 million Arabs, many 
who are still committed to Israel's 
destruction. Pragmatically, there is no 
reason to expect we could survive here ... 
unless God is part of the picture.

Our nation has seen that God can do 
anything. When the Israeli armed forces 
defeated Arab armies in a scant Six Days, 
we knew quite clearly that we'd exceeded 
our mortal limitations. As David Ben-Gurion 
said: "A Jew who does not believe in 
miracles is not a realist."

The incident of the spies took place on 
"Tisha B'Av," the ninth day of the Jewish 
month of Av. Hundreds of years later, the 
destruction of the First Temple was to occur
on Tisha B'Av. And 500 years after that, the 
Second Temple was destroyed on Tisha 
B'Av as well. Unfortunately, it is a recurring 
theme in Jewish history: We lose sight of 
our connection to God, forfeit that anchor, 
and descend into a mode of finger-pointing 
incriminations, excuses, and ultimately, 
national suicide.
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Today, do the Jewish people still believe in 
the possibility of our national dream? Or are
we subconsciously sabotaging ourselves in 
order to ease the possible disappointment 
of failure?

Time will tell whether we find our anchor, 
get on track, and succeed in building a 
national Jewish consciousness that can 
stand up against the forces which lure us 
away from our vision and dream.

Relevant Lessons From the 
Spies

Very often we experience what we believe 
to be the punitive hand of God, but the 
Almighty is our Heavenly Father Who 
created us and loves us with infinite 
paternal devotion and Whose mercy and 
compassion always encompass us. His 
punishments are not afflictions, but 
corrections. This teaching is blatantly 
obvious in this parashah. The people are 
guilty of an act of perfidy. They spurn God's 
magnificent gift, Eretz Yisrael, the Holy 
Land. They demand that scouts be sent on 
a reconnaissance mission, which, in and of 
itself, betrays a hidden agenda. As 
anticipated, the spies return with a most 
disheartening, blasphemous report. They 
inject fear into the hearts of the people, a 

fear that results in a call for a return to 
Egypt.

The Almighty God, Who knows the 
machinations of the hearts of men, foresaw 
the future and protected His people, even in
their time of disgrace. He allowed these ill-
intentioned spies to scout out the entire 
land in a mere 40 days - an impossible feat 
for those times. God gave the spies good 
speed so that the punishment might be 
minimized, since for each day that they 
spied out the land, the nation had to spend 
a corresponding year in the desert. The 40 
days of scouting became 40 years of 
wandering. During this time, the nation was 
reborn and made atonement for the sins of 
the spies; herein lies profound lessons for 
us to remember.

When difficult and challenging days come 
upon us, and we find ourselves wandering 
in our own "desert," we should recognize 
that this experience is a call from God ... a 
challenge to grow and realize our higher 
purpose, our life mission.

Our mother, Rebbetzin Esther Jungreis, has
often advised people struggling with life's 
many tests not to ask "Why?" "Whys" have 
no answers and leave people bitter, angry, 
and cynical. "But," she would advise, "do 
ask 'why' in the holy tongue, for Hebrew is 
God's language and every word is 
definitive. The Hebrew word for 'why,' 
madua, is the contraction of two words: 
mah dei'ah - what is the wisdom; that is, 
what can we learn from this?"

There is yet one more Hebrew word that 
means "why," and that is "lamah." That 
word, too, is the contraction of two words, 
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"le mah - to what end." That is, what is the 
higher purpose of this challenge? Thus, the 
Hebrew "why" transforms a question that 
can leave one cynical and bitter into an 
inspiring, self-motivating quest.

The second lesson that we can learn from 
this 40-day journey of the scouts is that 
even as God wanted to minimize the 
punishment of the nation and allowed 
scouts to travel the length and breadth of 
the land in a mere 40 days, similarly, we too
should make it easy for those who wronged
us or departed from the path of Torah to 
make amends, re-enter, and become part of
our families and the greater Jewish 
community.

IT ALL DEPENDS ON HOW WE SEE IT

Through the sins of the spies, we gain a 
glimpse of the complexity of human nature. 
We become painfully aware that if the mind 
is twisted and the heart is crooked, then no 
matter how many miracles God performs, 
no matter how much kindness He extends, 
His actions will be misinterpreted and 
maligned, for a man sees and hears only 
that which he wants to see and hear. Thus 
we find that when the spies entered the 
Land of Israel, God made a miracle on their
behalf and arranged that just on that day, 
Job, the righteous citizen of the land, 
should die. Job was respected and revered;
therefore, his death signaled a national day 
of mourning. Everyone attended his funeral,
and this great outpouring of people 
permitted the spies to go undetected. No 
one paid attention to them, no one 
hampered their movements, and they were 
able to return safely to their camp.

However, instead of being grateful for this 
miracle, instead of recognizing God's 
protective care, the spies had the chutzpah 
to pervert God's kindness and gave a 
slanderous report: "The Land ... is a land 
that devours its inhabitants!" [1] "People are
dying all day - there are constant funerals," 
they declared.

This jaundiced response to God's 
benevolence reinforces the sad reality that 
even open miracles are of no avail if people
have hidden agendas. Commentators 
discuss what motivated the spies to be so 
fearful of entering Eretz Yisrael, but 
whatever their rationale, it perverted their 
judgment. They will see only that which 
they want to see and hear only that which 
they want to hear.

The reality of this painful portrait of human 
nature should prompt all of us to self-
scrutiny. Before making a decision, let us 
ask, Am I looking at the situation truthfully 
or do I have a hidden agenda? Am I 
motivated by personal bias or by truth?

THE POWER OF PRAYER AND THE 
POWER OF A NAME

What was the power of Joshua and Caleb? 
How did they resist the evil counsel of the 
spies? How did they remain immune to the 
pressure?

Prior to their departure, Moses blessed 
Joshua and prayed that he might be 
protected from the counsel of the spies. In 
his prayer, Moses changed the name of 
Joshua, who had formerly been known as 
Hoshea, to Yehoshua, meaning, "May God 
save you." Our Sages teach us that this 
change of name shielded Joshua from the 
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poisonous influence of the other spies.

There is an amazing Midrash[2] that tells us
that the yud that Moses added to Joshua's 
name came from our Matriarch Sarah. That 
little letter yud complained before God's 
Throne, "Why was I removed from the 
name of that holy woman?"

At first glance, this may appear to be a 
strange Midrash. After all, do yuds talk? 
And again, why was there a need to take 
the yud from Mother Sarah's name? 
Certainly Moses could have given Joshua a
new yud? And if a change of name could be
so powerful, why didn't Moses change the 
names of all the spies? Let us address all 
these questions.

Everything that God created speaks on its 
own level, even if we do not understand it. 
And this is even more valid in regard to the 
Hebrew aleph-beis. The letters of the aleph-
beis are alive and have profound 
dimensions. As a matter of fact, it was with 
the aleph-beis that God created the world. 
As for the yud having its roots in Mother 
Sarah's name, there too lies a basic 
principle of Judaism. We are a nation that is
sustained by zechus avos - the merit of our 
ancestors. Our wisdom and our vision are 
gifts bequeathed to us by our Patriarchs 
and Matriarchs. It was specifically the yud 
of Sarah Imeinu's name that had the power 
to endow Joshua with the understanding 
and foresight to guide the nation to its 
destiny.

Sarah was the first to discern the brutal, 
savage character of Ishmael, who would 
shoot his arrows and kill for sport. It was 
Sarah who told Abraham to send Ishmael 

and his mother Hagar away, for she 
recognized that it would be disastrous for 
Ishmael to inherit the land with Isaac. Thus,
Moses prayed that Joshua might be guided 
by the wisdom of Sarah and would lead the 
people to their ultimate calling, establishing 
the Kingdom of God in the Land of Israel, 
where righteousness and truth would 
prevail and evil would be banished. In such 
a society, there is no room for terror and 
brutality - the murderous acts of Ishmael.

Caleb, on the other hand, was saved by the
power of prayer. As soon as they entered 
the land, Caleb departed from the group 
and made his way to Hebron, the city where
our Patriarchs and Matriarchs are buried, 
so that he might pray at their gravesite. 
Those prayers protected him, infused his 
heart with faith, and enabled him to resist 
the conspiracy of his comrades.

The eminent Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetsky, 
zt"l, explained that Caleb did not require a 
change of name, for he was married to 
Miriam, the righteous prophetess, and if a 
man is married to an eishes chayil (woman 
of valor) that, in and of itself, affords 
protection.

As to why Moses did not change the names
of all the other spies: Blessings work only 
for those who desire and appreciate them. 
In vain does one bless someone or change 
his/her name if he/she chooses to spurn 
and defile that blessing and that name. 
Sadly, these spies all had their 
preconceived bias: They were determined 
to reject the Land even before seeing it. 
Blessings are potent when we truly desire 
them, appreciate them, and act upon them.
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HOW DO YOU SEE YOURSELF?

When the spies gave their report to the 
nation, they related that there were giants in
the land of Canaan, and they felt like 
grasshoppers next to them.[3] Herein is to 
be found the roots of the demoralization of 
these scouts.

How is it possible for members of a nation 
that stood at Sinai, that heard the voice of 
God, to view themselves as grasshoppers?

Time and again, our parents related to us 
how, even in the brutal, dehumanizing 
darkness of Hitler's concentration camps, 
Jews of faith never forgot their calling and 
thanked God every day for the gift of the 
Torah. No matter how many epithets the 
Nazis hurled at them, they stood proud and 
strong with Shema Yisrael on their lips.

We live in a generation in which people are 
lacking Jewish pride. Even as the spies of 
old, many of us see ourselves Jewishly as 
grasshoppers, unaware of the Divine spark 
in our souls and the gift of Torah that is our 
rightful legacy.

How do you view yourself as a Jew ... and 
how do your children view themselves?

1. Num. 13:32.
2. Tractate Sanhedrin 107a.
3. Num. 13:33.
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