RESPONSIBILITY FOR

Why were the Jews so easily swayed by the spies from continuing on to Israel, to the point that
they were willing to stone Joshua and Caleb for disagreeing?

Bamidbar 14:11-12
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Hashem said to Mosheh:
How far will this nation anger me
and how far will they not believe in me
despite all the signs | have done in their midst
I will smite them with plague
and | will cut them off
and | will make you into a nation greater and stronger than they

Or Hachayyim notes that there are two descriptions of the behavior that kebeyakhol frustrates
G-d here — “angering” and “failure to believe” — and two terms for punishment as well. He
concludes that there were two very different groups of sinners. One “failed to believe”, in
other words were afraid that continuing on would lead to their destruction. The second
“angered G-d”, that is they knew that He could protect them and deliberately rejected His plan
anyway.

G-d asks Mosheh what it would take to convince the first group — has he not performed
spectacular miracles for them? Perhaps the Jews correctly understood that the age of
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supernatural intervention would end when they entered Israel, and so all G-d’s miracles
seemed to them a bait-and-switch. More deeply — miracles generally fail to create a sense of
security, as healthy, sane cultures “do not rely on miracles”.

As for the second group — | suggest, in the manner of Aviva Zornberg, that the Jews knew that
they had been coerced at Sinai. It’s not clear that they realized in advance that the Exodus
would lead them into a massive set of commitments, but once in the desert, sustained only by
supernatural food, the offer to covenant was one they could not refuse, whether or not a
mountain floated threateningly above them. They further knew that entry into Israel would
fulfill G-d’s unconditional prior commitments, so that once in Israel they would have the
obligations of the covenant without a compensatory relief from the stresses of ordinary
economic life. So they had a counternarrative to Mosheh'’s, one in which they were free to do
as they pleased, that was waiting for an opportunity to emerge.

G-d has no answer that can compel them; all He can do is perform more miracles. Accordingly.
He suggests wiping them all out and restarting from Mosheh. In the end, Mosheh successfully
argues against this, but G-d does insist that the current generation will not reach Israel. In
other words, Mosheh persuades G-d that the people’s failures are cultural rather than genetic.
For the next generation, life within Torah would be natural, rather than an artificial imposition.
It would not be distracting or energy-intensive, and so the Jews would find themselves looking
forward to the transition to mundane life.

Like all religious panaceas, this one at best achieves partial success. The next generation
reprises some parental sins, and their complaints about water — after G-d had sustained them
in the desert for 40 years! — lead to Mosheh’s involuntary retirement. But they do enter Israel.
It is worth reflecting on G-d’s preference for the second generation. They did not see the
Plagues, or the Reed Sea split — they did not stand at Sinai — and yet He prefers them. Perhaps
there is a sense in which overwhelming spiritual experiences lead to a certain form of
inauthenticity, in which those parts of one’s personality that are uncomfortable with Torah
commitments are suppressed rather than integrated, so that they emerge virulently at times of
great stress. Both the virtues and the vices of the conventionally religious are less interesting,
but perhaps even G-d — despite His creation of humanity — does not always prefer the
experience of interesting times.

Shabbat shalom

Aryeh Klapper
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