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Hunting Season’s in Full Swing – and We’re the Game

“These (aforementioned) are the names of the men that Moshe sent to spy the land. And Moshe called Hosheia, the son of Nun, Yehoshua” (Numbers 13:16).

And Moshe called Hosheia, the son of Nun, Yehoshua – (Moshe) prayed on his behalf, “G-d should deliver you from the scheme of the (other) spies (Rashi).

“And they (i.e., the spies) went up to the South, and he went to Hebron (Numbers 13:22).

And he went to Hebron – Calev alone went there. He went to prostrate himself in prayer at the Forefathers’ gravesite that he should not be persuaded by his colleagues’, to be with them in their scheme (Rashi).


This week’s parsha relates the unfortunate events that ultimately climaxed with the decimation of most of the Jews who left Egypt. Twelve spies, incorporating a representative from each of the Tribes, were sent to survey the land of Israel. Ten of those spies, under the influence of a subjective attitude from the start, returned with a report that swayed the people from its aspirations to conquer the land. 

While remaining true to the facts of the land’s superiority, the ten spies concluded with an observation that, “Alas, the inhabitants of the land are fierce and its cities are fortified…We cannot go up against the nation for it is stronger than (G-d)!” (1). They succeeded in discouraging the nation against trusting in G-d to follow Moshe into Israel, and it wept bitterly that night.

G-d did not allow the people’s senseless crying to go without consequence. He decreed that the adult population would die in the wilderness, while the descendants would wallow there for thirty-eight years before being allowed entry into the Promised Land. That fateful night, the Ninth of the Jewish month of Av, became established as a “night of crying” for generations to come. Among the many calamities that occurred on that calendar day were the destructions of both Temples in Yerushalayim and the expulsion of Jews from Spain in 1492.

There were two spies, however, that did not participate in dissuading the people. One was Moshe’s closest disciple, Yehoshua, from the tribe of Ephraim, and the other was the tribe of Yehuda’s representative, Calev. These two did not share their colleagues’ evil predisposition, and were not affected by their invectives.

Nevertheless, before the spies departed on their ill-fated mission, Moshe, sensing the ominous nature of the group, offered a special prayer on his disciple’s behalf. Calev, as well, after entering into the land, took leave of the group to travel to Hebron, burial site of the Forefathers, to pray that he too not be won over to the dark side. 

Why, though, did these pure and untainted personalities require special attention? They remained fully committed to G-d and trusting of His capabilities, and knew that He could overwhelm any threatening army. What were those extra prayers for?

We tend to think that the more righteous the person, the less need there is for protection against temptation. The wisest of all men, King Shlomo, tells us otherwise. “The wise man is fearful and avoids evil, while the fool steps out of bounds yet remains confident” (2). The righteous realize the importance of their spiritual endeavors and are constantly vigilant to prevent even the slightest mishaps. The foolish, on the other hand, think that there’s nothing to it and take hazardous risks (3).

This is analogous to a rich man and poor man. The rich man, who has amassed much wealth and owns many expensive items, knows that he is vulnerable and maintains a security system to protect his possessions. The poor man, however, who hardly has a penny to his name, finds no need for such safety measures.

“Do not trust in yourself until the day you pass on” (4), Hillel said, for one never knows how or why he might succumb to temptation. This was the lesson Moshe and Calev had in mind when they prayed for a spiritually harmless mission. While they certainly felt confident in a safe return, neither Calev nor Moshe, on Yehoshua’s behalf, was willing to take a chance. The Evil Inclination is sly and cunning, and his methods have rewarded him with a highly successful track record.

When the Evil Inclination attempts to entrap his game, he knows better than to approach it head-on. Rather, he lures the person with small steps at a time until the person is conquered. “One who tears his clothing in fit of rage,” charges the Talmud, “is considered as though he worshiped an idol. Why? Because such is the craft of the Evil Inclination – today he says do this, the next day he says do that, until he requests that the person serves idols and the person acquiesces” (5).

Without a doubt, Yehoshua and Calev would not have been immediately drawn into their colleagues’ scheme. It was possible, however, that, given the time, the other spies could have succeeded in eroding Yehoshua’s and Calev’s faith in G-d. To prevent such a calamity, Moshe and Calev prayed for G-d’s assistance.

In a similar vein, the Sages enacted various measures by which to distance us from violating G-d’s commandments. These decrees run the gamut of Jewish law, from the laws of Shabbos and Kashrus to the separation of the sexes, and everything in between. With these barriers in place, the Evil Inclination has his work cut out for him before he can tempt someone with a Torah violation.

Rabbi Moshe C. Luzzato, in his magnum opus, The Path of the Just, counsels analysis of our actions to determine where those seemingly neutral tendencies are leading us (6). As the Sages said, “Who is wise? One who perceives the consequences of his actions” (7).       

------------------------

(1) See Numbers 13:28,31, and Nachmanides v.27. (2) Mishley 14:16. (3) Rabbi Reuvein Melamed in his Meilitz Yosher, vol. 3, pg.39. (4) Pirkei Avos 2:5. (5) Shabbos 105b. (6) Ibid., chapter 2. (7)Talmud Tamid 32a.
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