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The Blinding Quality of Love

“You all came near to me and said, ‘Let us send men before us to inspect the land…’ The matter was favorable in my eyes, and I took from you twelve men, one from each tribe. They turned and ascended the mountain…and spied it…They returned with a report, saying, ‘The land that the L-rd, our G-d is giving us is good.’ (However,) you did not want to go up and you rebelled against the word of the L-rd, your G-d. (The spies) melted our hearts, saying, ‘(It is a) nation greater and more superior than you, (its) great cities are fortified to the heavens’ ” (Deut. 1:22-28).    


W

e are all well aware of the severity of slanderous speech and its possible effects, especially on our relationships with others and their standing in the community. In this week’s parsha, Moshe rebukes the nation for its participation in just such an offence. 

Moshe reviews with the people the events described earlier in Parshas Shelach, how twelve spies were sent to survey the Land of Israel. Upon their return they committed the terrible sin of disparaging the land through a misinterpretation of the facts, and when they successfully discouraged the people from pursuing its conquest, the nation was condemned to a forty-year sojourn in the wilderness. What lesson can we learn from them to prevent our own temptations for such imprudent behavior?

The Torah relates that while the spies were in Canaan (Israel), they witnessed a phenomenon – “It is a land that devours its inhabitants” (1). Rashi explains that wherever they went, the populace was preoccupied with the needs of the dead. Yet, the spies interpreted this, not as a phenomenon, but as an indication that the land was very difficult to master, with only the strongest among its dwellers surviving.


The Talmud, however, deciphers this unusual occurrence of widespread death in Canaan as a Providential hampering with nature, specifically designed to prevent harm from befalling the spies (2). Had there been a tranquil state of affairs in the land while the spies were infiltrating it, the spies would have been noticed immediately. The army would have been promptly dispatched, bringing the spies’ mission to an abrupt end.


Truthfully, the spies should have realized on their own that the Canaanites’ deaths were unusual. Frankly speaking, the nature of people is such that when death becomes common, as during a plague, they lose their extreme emotional sensitivity toward death, aside perhaps from that of their own relatives (3). That the Canaanites were so absorbed with their dead that they failed to notice twelve illegal aliens snooping around should have clearly signaled to the spies that those deaths were abnormal.


Instead, however, the spies chose to grossly misinterpret the state of affairs and overlook G-d’s profound intervention on their behalf, bringing about the demise of their generation. 

Indeed, they were afforded the opportunity of analyzing the entire length and breadth of Canaan, successfully fulfilling their mission, yet still managed to underestimate G-d’s ability to conquer the land. 

In stark contrast, the spies sent later under the leadership of Yehoshua (4) were immediately detected and, unable to continue the reconnaissance, accomplished almost nothing of what they set out to do. Narrowly escaping capture and sure death, they nevertheless returned with a confident report. What was the difference between the two groups?

The answer can be found in the words of Rashi in his commentary to original narration of the spies, where it says, “And they returned from spying the land…and they went and they came before Moshe” (5). After already saying that the spies returned, why does the Torah reiterate, “they went and they came”?

Rashi explains that just as they returned from their mission with evil designs, so did they go with ruinous intentions.

However, we must not interpret this to mean that they were then wicked people. After all, G-d had originally called them, “Anashim,” or, upstanding individuals. Rather, Rashi is revealing to us that they went with a predisposition toward returning with a malicious report. This bias prevented them from seeing the obvious kindnesses that G-d was executing for them. 

Yehoshua’s spies, on the other hand, went on their mission with an impartial attitude. As such, they were able to see the Hand of G-d in all they did, and remain confident in His ability to help the Jews conquer their enemies.

One of the main reasons why we are apt to speak evil gossip about others is because we tend to have a predisposition toward viewing their actions in a negative way. Suppose, however, we ridded ourselves of that leaning and approached our interpersonal relationships with an attitude of impartiality. If we did so, we might just judge our friends favorably to begin with, leaving nothing bad to be said. 

Even better still, the Torah says, “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev.19:18). Love has the unique capability of raising our esteem for that person which practically blinds us from seeing any wrongdoing on his or her part, as with one’s parent or child. 

Instilling in ourselves a sense of love for those around us will promote a positive disposition to find only the good in their actions, keeping us at a safe distance from even evil thoughts concerning them.

The destruction of the Temple in Yerushalayim, which we mournfully commemorate this coming week, was prompted by our inappropriate behavior toward one another. “Why was the Second Temple destroyed?” asks the Talmud. “Because there was unwarranted hatred among the people” (6). The timeliness, now before the Ninth of Av, of the parsha’s lesson to view others favorably is highly conspicuous indeed.  
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(1) Numbers 13:32. (2) Sotah, 35a. (3) Birkas Peretz to Parshas Shelach, written by Rabbi Yaakov Kanievsky, d. 1986. (4) See Yehoshua 2:1-24. (5) Numbers 13:25-26. (6) Yoma 9b.
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