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STUDIES

From Honest Scouts to Sinister Spies
Ihe Slippery Slope of Moral Erosion



PARSHAH
OVERVIEW

Shelach

Moses sends twelve spies to
the land of Canaan. Forty days
later they return—carrying a
huge cluster of grapes, a
pomegranate, and a fig—to
report on a lush and bountiful
land. But ten of the spies warn
that the inhabitants of the land

are giants and warriors “more
powerful than us”; only Caleb

and Joshua insist that the land
can be conquered, as G-d has
commanded.

The people weep that they'd
rather return to Egypt. G-d
decrees that Israel’s entry into
the land shall be delayed forty
years, during which time that

entire generation will die out in
the desert. A group of
remorseful Jews storm the
mountain on the border of the
land and are routed by the
Amalekites and Canaanites.

The laws of the menachot
(meal, wine, and oil offerings)
are given, as well as the
mitzvah to consecrate a
portion of the dough (chalah)
to G-d when making bread.

A man violates the Shabbat by
gathering sticks, and he is put
to death.

G-d instructs us to place
fringes (tzitzit) on the four

corners of our garments so
that we should remember to
fulfill the mitzvot (Divine
commandments).




QUESTION FOR DISCUSSION

When a good person takes a bad turn after a
traumatic event, what do you think is really
happening beneath the surface? Is it usually a
moment of sudden collapse or the result of

smaller, unnoticed changes over time—and how
can we tell the difference?
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Numbers 13:3

And Moses sent them from the wilderness of
Paran at G-d's instruction. They were all men,
heads of the Children of Israel.
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Rashi, ad loc.

NIPRIY DWIR 92 ."DWIR 072"
200 DO TYY ANIRY .Y 1Y

"They were all men.” When the Torah employs the
word “men,” it denotes people of prestige. At that
point in time, the scouts were morally upright.




QUESTION

Why does the
Torah stress that
they were "men”?

ANSWER

The word “men” is used
here to show that they
were good people.
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Numbers 13:16
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These are the names of the men Moses sent to
scout the land, and Moses called Hosea the son of
Nun, Joshua.
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Rashi, ad loc.

“And Moses called Hosea . . . Joshua (VWIN')": He
prayed for him, "May G-d save you (*-qV'¥I' N)
from the counsel of the spies.”




—SdVeE

Hosea

—G-d saves

Joshua

Moshe changed Joshua’s name to pray
that G-d protects him from the spies.
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Numbers 13:26

And they went and came to Moses and to Aaron
and to all the congregation of the Children of Israel.




Rashi




TEXT 3B "9 A7 MR 109"

2 T NN N0 WORa?
Y 7YY I0°70

Rashi, ad loc.

“And they went and came.” Why does the Torah say, “And they
went"?

To compare their departure to their arrival. As they arrived with
wicked counsel, so did they depart with wicked counsel.







Three Stages of their moral decline

They started out fully kosher

Developed “counsel of the spies,” and Moses
prayed that Joshua be spared from it.

They developed a wicked counsel when
leaving and returned with the same mindset



QUESTION

If the spies started out as good men and
later became wicked, what happened in
between that caused Moses to pray?
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Genesis 42:9

And he said to them, "You are spies; you have
come to see the nakedness of the land.”




TEXT 5

Dr. Ursula M. Wilder,
“Why Spy: The
Pathologies of
Espionage,” Studies in
Intelligence, vol. 61,
no. 2, June 2017

People who commit espionage sustain double lives. . ..
[H]e or she initiates a clandestine second identity. From
that time on, a separation must be maintained between
the person’s secret “spy” identity, with its clandestine
activities, and the “non-spy” public self. The covert
activities inescapably exert a powerful influence on the

person'’s overt life. They necessitate ongoing efforts at
concealment, compartmentalization, and deception of
those not witting of the espionage, which includes almost
everyone in the spy’s life.
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Genesis 42:10-11

29R 1207 IR 721,018 KD DR 10N

17 X2 738 0°19 ,3173 708 UOR 012 3199 X
Rabtlal Lyl

10. And they said to him, “No, my master, your servants came
to buy food.

11. "We are all sons of one man; we are honest; your servants
are not spies.”
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Send forth men for yourself, and they shall
scout the land of Canaan.
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The meaning of scouting ... is to
Investigate and to search.
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G-d revealed to him that there would be no need for
spies to secretly identify the land’s vulnerabilities, for
the land would not be conquered by natural means.
Any attempt to capture the land by natural means
would fail due to the might of its inhabitants. Instead,
G-d intended to capture the land supernaturally. . . .

There was no need to send spies to uncover the land’s
vulnerabilities, for nothing could stop G-d from giving
the land to the Jews, no matter how they might enter.

G-d permitted Moses to send these men because He
knew the Jews did not believe in their hearts that it was
a land flowing with milk and honey. . .. Thus, He
permitted Moses to send scouts to see the goodness
of the land: not spies to see its nakedness.
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Rabbi Yeshayahu
Halevi Horowitz,
Shenei Luchot
Haberit, Torah
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The thought of submitting an evil report did not enter their minds
yet. At that time, they were pure and innocent of such thoughts.

However, the potential for their sin was established. After
committing a subtle sin, . .. they eventually committed a
complete sin.



ANSWER

They shifted from trust to strategy, and that small
mindset shift opened the door to a negative
outlook. Moses saw the danger early and prayed
that Joshua wouldn’t be drawn into it.



Three Stages of their moral decline

They started out fully kosher

Developed “counsel of the spies,” and Moses prayed that
Joshua be spared from it.

They developed a wicked counsel
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Maimonides, Mishneh
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The actions of an agent who deviates from the sender’s
instructions have no validity. Similarly, even the slightest error
on the part of the agent concerning land or movable property
nullifies any transaction made by the agent.



When the spies went off
mission, they broke their role
as Moses agents losing his
guidance and protection.



TEXT 12A Q7R 2 IMPWY aipn 922 110X
Jnin3

Sifrei, Numbers 30:1

Every known Torah source [related to agency]
states that agents are just like their sender.







TEXT 12B U ST MMV 12v2 1712727 031927 1390127 TR
Rabbi Shneur Zalman 1;’&‘” 1@?1 '—‘ij an‘? njn’bw VN ]D].?" jnjmj Dzzs
of Liadi, Likutei

Torah, Vayikra, p. 3b NN RIT 907 MIMOY 12 RITYD AR .02WRTT INing
Wnn nwnaT

Our sages of blessed memory said that concerning agency, our agent
is just like us. Accordingly, people who are deaf, mentally disabled, or
minors cannot act as proxies for healthy adults because they are
different from their senders. Only those who are just like their sender
are fit for agency.
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The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Likutei
Sichot 33, pp. 83-84
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Moses's key attribute was truth, as it is taught, “And truth,
that is Moses” (Midrash, Shemot Rabah 5:10). It is,
therefore, impossible to be an agent of Moses, to be “just
like him,” which means to be truly “like one’s sender,” if
one deviates even slightly from the attribute of truth.

This is [the inner reason for] why Moses only sent them
“to scout the land,” not “to spy on it.” For any agent to
succeed on a matter so critical as entering the land, the
power of the sender (Moses's power) had to be
manifested openly.

When the emissaries deviated from their mission by
considering themselves spies, the power of the sender
within them became null. Firstly, their agency was legally
nullified because they changed their mission—as any
agency would be if the agent changed a (primary)
condition of the mission. Secondly, they were intrinsically
disqualified from being Moses’s agents because they
weren't like Moses, whose attribute was the truth.




Moses embodied the truth,
so the scouts needed to do
the same, but they didn't
follow his instructions, so they
lost their connection to him.




Once someone start bending
the truth it's easy to keep lying,
this is exactly what happened
with the spies.
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Our sages of blessed memory said, “This is the way of the evil
inclination: today it suggests we do this, tomorrow it suggests we do
that, until it suggests we worship idols” (Talmud, Shabbat 105b).

Even if the first time we succumb, the thought of idol worship never
enters our minds because we are too pious for that, it is, nevertheless,
considered as if it did, since the first succumbing eventually leads to it.
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Our animal soul does not initially tempt us to do
something forbidden. It doesn’t come and say,
“Commit this sin.” It begins by cooling us off—
making us apathetic to matters of Divinity. It tells
us, “What you are doing is good because you are
preserving your health [rather than because it is
G-d’s will], etc. This is good; everyone should do
it.”

Afterward, it tells us, “The way of the world—the
customs by which the world conducts itself—is
good. Everyone follows these customs; why
shouldn’t you?” At this point, it no longer
distinguishes between the permitted and the
forbidden.
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Then it tells us, “Go worship alien gods,” meaning
a way of life that is utterly alien to us, something
that is entirely out of sync with our essence. We
see factually that it often happens that one is
suddenly astonished and wonders, “How did |
come to such a state? How did | fall so low, G-d
forbid, that even a forbidden act is permissible in
my mind? Who will see me? Who will alert me?”

Others never imagine and can't even conceive
that we fell so low; even we are amazed by our
terrible descent, G-d forbid.

All this is because of the incitement and
temptation of the evil inclination, which sways us
ever so slowly, until we reach a way of life that is
entirely alien to us, etc. It begins with permissible
desires. Excessive indulgence in permissible
behavior leads to forbidden behavior, G-d forbid.




This turning point itself wasn't
a sin, but it marked the start
of their slow slide and made
them vulnerable to the yetzer
hara (evil inclination).










KEY POINTS

1. Moral failings in good people are rarely sudden catastrophes. More often,
they are the culmination of “slow leaks"—gradual erosions.

2. The initial “puncture” is rarely an outright sin but rather a shift in
methodology or intention that subtly departs from what's true and holy.

3. When acting on behalf of a spiritual mentor, we benefit from their merit only
if we follow their instructions and embody their character and attributes as

well as we can.

4. The evil inclination rarely begins with temptations to overt wickedness.
Instead, it starts by blurring the lines between permitted and forbidden.

5. To prevent a “slow leak” from progressing, constant self-examination or
objective, third-party input is crucial. At every decision point or shift in
approach, we must put our underlying motivation under scrutiny.
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