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Confidence

It was perhaps the single greatest col-
lective failure of leadership in the 
Torah. Ten of the spies whom Moses 

had sent to spy out the land came back 
with a report calculated to demoralise the 
nation.

“We came to the land to which you sent us. 
It flows with milk and honey, and this is 
its fruit. However, the people who dwell in 
the land are strong, and the cities are forti-
fied and very large… We are not able to go 
up against the people, for they are stron-
ger than we are… The land, through which 
we have gone to spy it out, is a land that 
devours its inhabitants, and all the people 
that we saw in it are of great height… We 

seemed to ourselves like grasshoppers, and 
so we seemed to them.” (Num. 13:27-33)

This was nonsense, and they should have 
known it. They had left Egypt, the greatest 
empire of the ancient world, after a series 
of plagues that brought that great country 
to its knees. They had crossed the seemingly 
impenetrable barrier of the Red Sea. They 
had fought and defeated the Amalekites, a 
ferocious warrior nation. They had even 
sung, along with their fellow Israelites, a 
song at the sea that contained the words:

The peoples have heard; they tremble;

Pangs have seized the inhabitants of 
Philistia.

Now are the chiefs of Edom dismayed;

Trembling seizes the leaders of Moab;

All the inhabitants of Canaan have melted 
away. (Ex. 15:14-15)

They should have known that the people of 
the land were afraid of them, not the other 
way round. And so it was, as Rahab told the 
spies sent by Joshua forty years later:

I know that the Lord has given you the land, 
and that the fear of you has fallen upon us, 
and that all the inhabitants of the land melt 
away before you. For we have heard how 

לעילוי נשמות

פנחס בן יעקב אשר וגולדה בת ישראל דוד אייז ע״ה

עזריאל בן אריה לייב ומעניה בת יצחק שרטר ע״ה

Dedicated by  
Dr. Robert Sreter DDS., M.S.

Thoughts on the Weekly Parsha from 
RABBI LORD JONATHAN SACKS ZT"L

Former Chief Rabbi of the 
United Hebrew Congregations of the Commonwealth

  COVENANT & 
CONVERSATION  

May the learning of these Divrei Torah be לעילוי נשמת 

HaRav Ya'akov Zvi ben David Arieh zt"l 

מזל טוב
 לנהג המונית שלנו, אריה ומשפחתו 

על החתונה של בתו



OU ISRAEL CENTER         21

the Lord dried up the water of the Red Sea 
before you when you came out of Egypt, 
and what you did to the two Kings of the 
Amorites who were beyond the Jordan, 
to Sihon and Og, whom you devoted to 
destruction. And as soon as we heard it, 
our hearts melted, and there was no spirit 
left in any man because of you, for the Lord 
your God, He is God in the heavens above 
and on the earth beneath. (Joshua 2:9-11)

Only Joshua and Caleb among the twelve 
showed leadership. They told the people 
that the conquest of the land was emi-
nently achievable because God was with 
them. The people did not listen. But the two 
leaders received their reward. They alone 
of their generation lived to enter the land. 
More than that: their defiant statement of 
faith and their refusal to be afraid shines as 
brightly now as it did thirty-three centuries 
ago. They are eternal heroes of faith.

One of the fundamental tasks of any leader, 
from president to parent, is to give people 
a sense of confidence: in themselves, in 
the group of which they are a part, and in 
the mission itself. A leader must have faith 
in the people they lead, and inspire that 
faith in them. As Rosabeth Moss Kanter 
of the Harvard Business School writes in 
her book Confidence, “Leadership is not 
about the leader, it is about how he or she 
builds the confidence of everyone else.”1 
Confidence, by the way, is Latin for “having 
faith together.”

The truth is that in no small measure a 
law of self-fulfilling prophecy applies in 

1    Rosabeth  Moss  Kanter,  Confidence, 
Random House, 2005, 325.
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and why one in two Jews who have been 
brought up on this doctrine choose to 
marry out and discontinue the Jewish 
journey.2

Harvard economic historian David 
Landes, in his The Wealth and Poverty of 
Nations, explores the question of why some 
countries fail to grow economically while 
others succeed spectacularly. After more 
than 500 pages of close analysis, he reaches 
this conclusion:

In this world, the optimists have it, not 
because they are always right, but because 
they are positive. Even when wrong, they 
are positive, and that is the way of achieve-
ment, correction, improvement, and 
success. Educated, eyes-open optimism 
pays; pessimism can only offer the empty 
consolation of being right.3

I prefer the word “hope” to “optimism.” 
Optimism is the belief that things will get 
better; hope is the belief that together we 
can make things better. No Jew, knowing 
Jewish history, can be an optimist, but no 
Jew worthy of the name abandons hope. 
The most pessimistic of the Prophets, from 
Amos to Jeremiah, were still voices of hope. 
By their defeatism, the spies failed as lead-
ers and as Jews. To be a Jew is to be an agent 
of hope.

The most remarkable by far of all the com-
mentators on the episode of the spies was 

2  National Jewish Population Survey 
1990: A Portrait of Jewish Americans, Pew 
Research Center, October 1, 2013.
3  David Landes, The Wealth and Poverty 
of Nations, London, Little, Brown, 1998, 524.

the human arena. Those who say, “We 
cannot do it” are probably right, as are 
those who say, “We can.” If you lack con-
fidence you will lose. If you have it – solid, 
justified confidence based on preparation 
and past performance – you will win. Not 
always, but often enough to triumph over 
setbacks and failures. That, as mentioned 
in our study of parshat Beshallach, is what 
the story of Moses’ hands is about, during 
the battle against the Amalekites. When 
the Israelites look up, they win. When they 
look down they start to lose.

That is why the negative definition of 
Jewish identity that has so often prevailed 
in modern times (Jews are the people who 
are hated, Israel is the nation that is iso-
lated, to be Jewish is to refuse to grant Hitler 
a posthumous victory) is so misconceived, 
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the Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem 
Mendel Schneerson. He raised the obvious 
question. The Torah emphasises that the 
spies were all leaders, princes, heads of 
tribes. They knew that God was with them, 
and that with His help there was nothing 
they could not do. They knew that God 
would not have promised them a land they 
could not conquer. Why then did they come 
back with a negative report?

His answer turns the conventional under-
standing of the spies upside down. They 
were, he said, not afraid of defeat. They 
were afraid of victory. What they said to the 
people was one thing, but what led them to 
say it was another entirely.

What was their situation now, in the wilder-
ness? They lived in close and continuous 
proximity to God. They drank water from 
a rock. They ate manna from heaven. They 
were surrounded by the Clouds of Glory. 
Miracles accompanied them along the way.

What would be their situation in the land? 
They would have to fight wars, plough the 
land, plant seed, gather harvests, create 
and sustain an army, an economy and a 
welfare system. They would have to do 
what every other nation does: live in the 
real world of empirical space. What would 
become of their relationship with God? Yes, 
He would still be present in the rain that 
made crops grow, in the blessings of field 
and town, and in the Temple in Jerusalem 
that they would visit three times a year, 
but not visibly, intimately, miraculously, as 
He was in the desert. This is what the spies 
feared: not failure but success.

This, said the Rebbe, was a noble sin but still 
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a sin. God wants us to live in the real world 
of nations, economies and armies. God 
wants us, as He put it, to create “a dwelling 
place in the lower world.” He wants us to 
bring the Shechinah, the Divine Presence, 
into everyday life. It is easy to find God in 
total seclusion and escape from responsi-
bility. It is hard to find God in the office, in 
business, in farms and fields and factories 
and finance. But it is that hard challenge 
to which we are summoned: to create a 
space for God in the midst of this physical 
world that He created and seven times pro-
nounced good. That is what ten of the spies 
failed to understand, and it was a spiritual 
failure that condemned an entire genera-
tion to forty years of futile wandering.

The Rebbe’s words ring true today even 
more loudly than they did when he first 
spoke them. They are a profound state-
ment of the Jewish task. They are also a 
fine exposition of a concept that entered 
psychology only relatively recently – fear of 
success.4 We are all familiar with the idea 
of fear of failure. It is what keeps many of 
us from taking risks, preferring instead to 
stay within our comfort zone.

No less real, though, is fear of success. We 
want to succeed: so we tell ourselves and 
others. But often unconsciously we fear 

4  Sometimes called the “Jonah complex” 
after the Prophet. See Abraham Maslow, The 
Farther Reaches of Human Nature, 
Harmondsworth, Penguin Books, 1977, 35-
40.
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what success may bring: new responsibili-
ties, expectations on the part of others that 
we may find hard to fulfil, and so on. So we 
fail to become what we might have become 
had someone given us faith in ourselves.

The antidote to fear, both of failure and 
success, lies in the passage with which the 
parsha ends: the command of tzitzit (Num. 
15:38-41). We are commanded to place 
fringes on our garments, among them a 
thread of blue. Blue is the colour of the 
sky and of heaven. Blue is the colour we 
see when we look up (at least in Israel; in 
Britain, more often than not we see clouds). 
When we learn to look up, we overcome 
our fears. Leaders give people confidence 
by teaching them to look up. We are not 
grasshoppers unless we think we are. 

Questions (Around The Shabbat Table)

• How are tzitzit the antidote to the fears 
discussed in this study?

• Can you see the appeal of the lifestyle 
that the ten spies feared leaving 
behind?

• How can we bring the Shechinah into 
our everyday, practical lifestyle?
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are about to say are intense, we can’t just 
mumble through them. We need to cover 
our eyes so that we can have complete 
concentration, and not be distracted by 
anything going on around us. 

 Listen, fellow Jews - We call out -שמע ישראל
to the entire Jewish people, it’s not enough 
to just accept Hashem’s rule over us as 
individuals, we need to do so together as 
a people.

 .Hashem is the master over everything – ה'
He is היה, הוה, ויהיה – He is beyond time, He 
simultaneously exists in the past, present, 
and future. He embodies the middah of
.of mercy ,רחמים

 Not only does He embody – אלוקינו
the middah of רחמים, He concurrently 
exemplifies the middah of דין, of strict 
judgement, as well. Additionally, we 
specifically point to the fact that He is 
not just אלוקים, He is אלוקינו, our G-d. He 
watches over every single one of us, in a 
very personal, detailed way.

אחד  .Hashem is the One and Only – ה’ 
One should enunciate the letter ד long 
enough to focus on the magnitude of this 
statement. He rules over the entire world 
from one end to the other, the good and 
the bad, the world of nature, the world of 
politics, war and economy, medicine and 
current events….everything. 
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