Liberators or Colonialists? The 12 Spies

17 And Moses sent them to spy out the land of Canaan, and said: 'Go to the South,
and into the mountains; 18 and see the land, what it 1s; and the people that dwells
there, whether they are strong or weak, whether they are few or many; 19 and
whether the land they dwell in 1s good or bad; and the cities - whether in camps, or
i strongholds; 20 and the land - whether it 1s fat or lean, whether there 1s wood /
trees or not. And be of good courage, and bring of the fruit of the land.--Now the
tume was the time of the first-ripe grapes. 21 So they went up, and spied out the
land from the wilderness of Zin to Rehob, at the entrance to Hamath. 22 And they
went up to the South, and [he] came to Hebron; and Ahiman, Sheshai, and Talmai,
the children of Anak, were there.--Now Hebron was built seven years before
Zoan in Egypt.

25 And they returned from spying out the land at the end of forty days. 26 And
they went and came to Moses, and to Aaron, and to all the congregation of the
children of Israel, in the wilderness of Paran, to Kadesh; and brought back word to
them, and to all the congregation, and showed them the fruit of the land. 27 And
they told him, and said: "We came to the land you sent us, and surely it flows with
mulk and honey; and this is the fruit of it. 28 Howbeit the people that dwell in the
land are fierce, and the cities are fortified, and very great; and moreover we saw the
children of Anak there. 29 Amalek dwells in the South; and the Hittite, and the
Jebusite, and the Amorite, dwell in the mountains; and the Canaanite dwells by the
sea, and along by the side of the Jordan.
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of the land which they had spied out to the children of Israel, saying: "The

land, through which we have passed, 1s a land that eats up its inhabitants; and
all the people that we saw in it are men of great stature. 33 And there we saw
the Nephilim, the sons of Anak, who come of the Nephilim; and we were in

our own sight as grasshoppers, and so we were in their sight.” -0nery3
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the children of Israel; and the people mourned greatly.
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40 And they rose up early in the morning, and got them up to the top of the
mountain, saying: Lo, we are here, and will go up to the place which the
LORD has promised; for we have sinned.' 41 And Moses said: "Why do you
transgress the commandment of the LORD, seeing it shall not prosper? 42
Go not up, for the LORD is not among you; that you be not smitten down

before your enemies. 43 For there the Amalekite and the Canaanite are before YUNI-DN MDY2 D9y TR, DIRY MN? M-N2Y,mn?
you, and you shall fall by the sword; forasmuch as you are turned back from . MNHD 2PN IVN-NI ,NYnI MN-N>I12 1IN ;)
following the LORD, and the LORD will not be with you.' 44 But they =Ty, DN D122 ; NIND 02 2V YD) P70y T
presumed to go up to the top of the mountain; nevertheless the ark of the DD

covenant of the LORD, and Moses, departed not out of the camp. 45 Then
the Amalekite and the Canaanite, who dwelt in that hill-country, came down, CALEV BEN DOR
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The Talmud (tries to) fill in the gaps...

“Now Hebron was built seven years [before Zoan]” What does ‘was built’ mean? If
it means literally built, is it possible that 2 man constructs a house for his younger son
[Canaan] before his elder son [Mitzrayim]; As it is written: And the sons of Ham: Cush,
Mizrayim Put and Canaan? [1.e. Mitzrayim 1s older than Canaan. Zoan should be built
before Hebron)]

[The Gemara answers] Rather it means that it was seven times more productive than
Zoan. There is no worse stony ground i all the land of Israel than Hebron, and that is
why they bury the dead there; and there is none among all the countries superior to the
land of Egypt... and in the land of Egypt there is no place superior to

Zoan.. Nevertheless Hebron was seven times more productive than Zoan.

[The Gemara asks a new question] But was Hebron really stony ground; behold it is
written: And it came to pass at the end of forty years, that Absalom said to the king,
Please let me go [and pay my vow ... in Hebron]; and R. Iwya — another version 1s,
Rabbah b. Bar Hanan-said - He went to fetch lambs from Hebron; and there is also a
teaching: [The best] rams are from Moab and lambs from Hebron!

[in other words, if Hebron has lambs, how can you say its stony ground)]

[The Gemara answers] From that very fact [it is proved that the land was stony]; because

the sodl 1s thin it produces pastures and the cattle grow fat there.

[in other words, in conclusion — Hebron is stony and its more cultivated than Zoan]
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The Talmud (tries to) fill in the gaps...

And Caleb stilled [wa-yachas] the people concerning Moses Rabbah said, [It
means] that he won them over [hissithan] with words. When Joshua began to address
them, they said to him, "Would this person with the lopped-off head speak to us!'
[because he doesn’t have children] [Caleb] said [to himself], If T address them [in the
same strain as Joshua), they will answer me in like manner and silence me; so he said
to them, 'Is it this alone that Amram's son has done to us!' They thought that he was
speaking to censure Moses, so they were silent. Then he said to them, 'He brought us
out of Egypt, divided the Red Sea for us and fed us with manna. If he were to tell us,

Prepare ladders and ascend to heaven, should we not obey him! Let us go up at once
and possess it etc.'

But the men that went up with him said: We will not be able etc. R.
Hanina b. Papa said: A grievous statement did they make at that moment.
For they are stronger than us — read not than Us [mémensn] but than He;
[mimend]. As it were even the master of the house cannot remove his

furniture from there
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A Land without a People for a People without a Land?

The fear of the explorers can be interpreted yet another way. Perhaps the explorers had moral qualms. They may have

asked themselves whether they had the right to conquer what had been so magnificently built by others.

(Emanuel Levinas)

Hebron was founded seven years before Zoan: The Talmudists know very
well that the priority of Palestine does not come to it from its pre-Israelite
past. Hebron was not really founded seven years before Egypt, but it received
culture according to a different order. In the land of Israel, founding [being
built] must have a new meaning:...Its superiority is not of the same order as
that of the great Eastern civilizations. Hebron was not founded before Zoan
but it was seven times more cultivated. Consequently, the poorest, the
rockiest, the most wretched area of Israel’s land, reserved for graves (and, as
if by chance, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are buried there) is the most
cultivated, the richest in spiritual potentials, richer than the land which had

greater real antiquity and greater visible splendour [Egypt]....

The first answer to the explorers question is the following. The children of
Israel will go into an already inhabited country, but in this country, the tombs
of the ancestors Abraham, Isaac and Jacob are to be found. Despite the rocks,
despite the vast quantity of sand, this country holds more possibilities than
Zoan, which is located in the midst of Egypt, in this midst of civilization; its

calls upon those who are capable of realizing these potentials.

“The Arabs may possess rights of residence, but
they do not possess rights of collective ownership
over the Land of Israel; The Arabs of the Land of
Israel are a small part of the larger Arab nation,
and Palestine is but a small holding within the
vast Arab world. The Jewish people have no other
place that can serve as a platform for national
independence. Arab nationalist aspirations can be
fulfilled beyond the borders of Palestine; All
Zionist policy depends on the "meticulous
protection of the civil, political, and the national
rights of the Arabs living in the Land of Israel.”
(David Ben Gurion)
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Are we really more moral than others?

THE SPIES RESPOND: [we aren’t necessarily more moral] Aren’t some rights conferred through
moral superiority?....the invocation of rights due to the moral superiority of Israel is improper.
In the first place, is this superiority evident? Does Hebron evoke only the moral grandeur of
Israel? Is Abraham the only memory we have of Hebron? ...in our text someone asks ‘is Hebron
really so poor? Isn't it written [that Absalom went to Hebron?]...Why this discussion then? [if
in the end the Gemara’s conclusion remains the same]|

Because it destroys the argumentation of a moment ago. Earlier we had said ‘We, the Israelites,
have a right to his land because we have the Bible. The objection consists in reminding us of
the very teaching of this Bible and of the deeds it relates? People of the Book? Nothing but sons
who honor their fathers? Children who obey their moral principles? What about Absalom? The
example is wonderful well chosen. Bad lots are not lacking in the Bible; but isn't Absalom in a
certain sense the counterpart of Ham, the founder of the land of Canaan? Remember what Ham
did. He made fun of his father’s nakedness. And Absalom? Here a euphemism is in order, even
in the presence of intellectuals: he cohabited with all his father’s concubines on the roof of the
royal palace. So much for the superiority of Judaism! Which obviously gives it the right to
conquer a country! One can understand the explorers; one can understand the revolt of the
pure. They asked themselves dear Rabbi: By what right are we going into this land? What

moral advantage do we have over the inhabitants settled in this country?.
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The Society we will build will be different

Then Calev calmed the people about Moses: Where does this
idea of a ladder and of heaven which are missing in the biblical text
come from?..is he simply following the cult of personality,
defending Moses’ policies come what may?...If Moses brought us
out of Egypt, split the sea, and fed us manna, do you think, then,
that under his leadership we are going to conquer a country the
way one conquers a colony? Do you that we will appropriate a plot
of land for ourselves so that we can use and abuse it?..We are
going toward this land in order to experience celestial life. “we are
going into this land to ascend to heaven” we will not possess the

land as it is usually possessed; we will found a just community in
this land.

You will say that everyone can imagine that he is founding a just
society and that he is sacralising the earth, and will that encourage
conquerors and colonialists? But here one must answer: to accept

the Torah is to accept the norms of a universal justice. The first

teaching of Judaism is the following: a moral teaching exists and
certain things are more just than others. A society in which man is
not exploited, a society in which men are equal, a society such as
the first founders of kibbutzes wanted it - because they too built
ladders to ascent to heaven despite the repugnance most of them
felt for heaven - is the very contestation of moral relativism. What
we call the Torah provides norms for human justice. And it is in the
name of this universal justice and not in the name of some national

justice or other than the Israelites lay claim to the land of Israel.

Ludwig Gumplowitz, a professor of law at the University of
Gratz, warned Herzl that he was pursuing a mirage. He
advised him to return to literature ‘you are endowed with a
political naivete such as one can pardon only in poets’
Gumplowicz wrote to Herzl in 1899 ‘you want to found a
state without bloodshed? Where have you ever seen such a
thing? Without force or cunning? Just like that, open and
honest - by easy instalments?’ Herzl's answer was of
course, yes. In his last book Altneuland, he drew a rosy
picture of the Jewish commonwealth, Herzl contemplated a
New Society outside the accepted framework of the
national state. He envisaged an open, scientifically designed
society, based on cooperative forms of association. (Amos

Elon, The Israelis: Fathers and Sons)
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The rights of the natives are absolute

But the men who had gone with him said ‘we will not be able

to’ The right of the native population to live is stronger than the

moral right of the universal God. Even the Boss cannot retrieve

the tools entrusted to them, as long as the tools correspond to
their needs, there would be no right on earth that could deprive
them of them; one cannot take away from them the land on which
they live, even if they are immoral, violent, and unworthy and
even if this land were meant for a better destiny. Even an

absolutely moral people would have no right to conquest.

Musa Alami was a Cambridge University Graduate who had
formerly served as personal secretary to the British High
Commissioner and was now assistant attorney eternal for the
British Mandatory Government in Palestine. At his first
meeting with Alami, Ben Gurion stressed the economic
benefits that would accrue to local Arabs if they worked with
the Zionists. But Alami was not impressed. Chaim Weitzman
had made the same case to Emir Faisal in 1919 that the Arabs
could benefit from the coming Zionist enterprise. As Ben
Gurion reported the exchange. "Musa Alami told me that he
would prefer the land to remain poor and desolate even for
another hundred years, until the Arabs themselves were

capable of developing it and making it flower”

In response Ben Gurion demonstrated a keen ability to
empathize with the Arabs. He later talked about seeing
Zionism ‘through Arab eyes, and said about Alami 1 felt that
as a patriotic Arab he had every right to this view’ (David

Makovsky and Dennis Ross, Be Strong and of Good Courage)
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So what’s the answer?

They not only commit themselves to justice but also apply it rigorously to themselves. Already they are potentially exiled. The
date of their exile is fixed before that of their conquest. They do not know that their crisis is the source of their right, for there is
no right that cannot be revoked. Only those who are always ready to accept the consequences of their actions and to
accept exile when they are no longer worthy of a homeland have the right to enter this homeland. You see, this country is
extraordinary. It is like heaven. It is a country which vomits up its inhabitants when they are not just. There is no other country

like it; the resolution to accept a country under such conditions confers a right to that country... (Levinas)
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18 In that day the LORD made a covenant with Abram, saying: 'Unto thy seed have I
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Additional Sources

Stanford University psychologist Carol Dweck has written a fascinating book, Mindset, on why some people fulfil their potential, while
others do not. Her interest, she says, was aroused when she observed the behaviour of 10-year-old children when given puzzles to solve.
Some, when the puzzles became difficult, thrived. They relished the challenge, even when it proved too hard for them. Others became
anxious. When the puzzles became hard, they were easily discouraged. ...Some see their abilities as given and unalterable. We just are
gifted or ordinary, and there is not much we can do about it. She calls this the “fixed” mindset. Others believe that we grow through our
efforts. When they fail they don’t define this as failure but as a learning experience. She calls this the “growth” mindset. Those with a fixed
mindset tend to avoid difficult challenges because they fear failure. They think it will expose them as inadequate. So they are reluctant to
take risks. They play it safe. People with the growth mindset react differently. “They don't just seek challenge, they thrive on it. The bigger
the challenge, the more they stretch.” When do people with the fixed mindset thrive? “When things are safely within their grasp. If things

get too challenging . .. they lose interest.”

The fixed mindset lives with the constant fear of failure. The growth mindset doesn't think in terms of failing at all. Apply this logic to the
spies and we see something fascinating...They were people with reputations to guard. They were princes, leaders, men of renown. If
Dweck is right, people laden with expectations tend to be risk-averse. They do not want to be seen to fail. That may be why they came back
and said, in effect: We cannot win against the Canaanites. Therefore we should not even try. There were two exceptions, Caleb and Joshua.
Caleb came from the tribe of Judah, and Judah, we learn in the book of Bereishit, was the first baal teshuvah...Judah is the clearest example
in Bereishit of someone who takes adversity as a learning experience rather than as failure. In Dweck’s terminology, he had a growth
mindset. Evidently he handed on this trait to his descendants, Caleb among them. As for Joshua, the text tells us, specifically in the story of
the spies, that Moses had changed his name...Anyone who has experienced a name-change has been inducted into a growth mindset.
People with the growth mindset do not fear failure. They relish challenges. They know that if they fail, they will try again until they
succeed. It cannot be coincidence that the two people among the spies who had the growth mindset were also the two who were unafraid

of the risks and trials of conquering the land. Nor can it be accidental that the ten others, all of whom carried the ij? CALEV BEN DOR
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expectations (as leaders, princes, men of high rank) were reluctant to do so. (Jonathan Sacks)



