ANSWERS NOT QUESTIONS
The Land belongs to us

By Rabbi David Algaze

“Caleb silenced the people…and said, ‘We shall surely ascend and conquer it, for we can surely do it.’ But the men who had gone up with him said, ‘We cannot ascend towards that people for it is too strong for us’.” (Bamidbar 13:30-31)

Human history is full of tragedies and defeats both personal and national but no misfortune equals the calamity of Israel’s exile. For the major part of our history, we have languished in foreign lands, at the mercy of conquerors and persecutors, always dreaming of our return to the ancestral land. Even that yearning has been often dashed and demeaned and it has met with more heartbreak than joy. Our most meaningful commemoration is not the time of our independence but the season of our Destruction. One can find full houses of worship on Tish’a Be’Ab while a sparse audience celebrates the Independence Day. Why has this befallen us and why are we still in Exile?
The parasha of this week offers us, on the one hand an insight into the Jewish psyche and, on the other, what Hashem expects from us. The Spies return from their scouting expedition with a report that the enemy is too strong and that we cannot conquer him. Despair sets in the nation as weeping and lamentation sweep every tent.  The night of tears was—Tish’a Be’Ab! The debate that started that night rages until this very day. There are some, like the Spies, who ask, “How can we possibly win?” when in reality they are saying that the task is unachievable: “We cannot possibly win.”  They do not have questions; they have the answers. Their fear made them perceive their enemies as giants while seeing themselves as grasshoppers. This trepidation made them see even ordinary people as being of unusual height and this fed their fear even more. (Ohr Hachayim). Fear leads to more fear until we become paralyzed. 
Their false testimony that all the people in Canaan were huge and therefore impossible to overcome became their main argument. However, in this they were committing an egregious sin: they were ignoring and perhaps denying G-d’s power and intervention on their behalf. Caleb presented the rebuttal: “If Hashem loves us, He will surely bring us into this Land and give it to us…but do not rebel against G-d and do not be afraid of the inhabitants of the Land…” (ib.14:8) Their refusal to enter the Land stemmed from their lack of faith in G-d, because success in battle is not based on human resources or might, but rather in the will of G-d. Since G-d promised the Land to Israel, there is no doubt that, “we can ascend and conquer.” On the other hand, doubting our ability to inherit the land and conquer our enemies is actually a rebellion against G-d Himself. More precisely, it is a doubting of G-d’s power and control in the world. The Rabbis understood this phenomenon when they translated the words of the Spies thus, “We cannot ascend to that people for it is stronger than He (mimenu).”  G-d can accomplish things that are beyond the realm of nature and natural processes. He can do things that the human mind may not comprehend or predict. This is especially so regarding the Land of Israel, which He has promised many times to our ancestors to deliver it to us.

Rabenu Bachya says that fear of Man is a rebellion against G-d.  The Spies are the fathers of all who fear the enemy and guide their policies based on that concern. Their gravest sin is not only that they delayed the entrance to the Land by forty years; they sinned in that they bequeathed to later generations, including our own, the fear that the enemy is too strong for us, that it is even stronger than the Creator. This irrational concept is the fruit of fear, which clouds the mind of the wise and leads us to hallucinations and nightmares that bring terror into our minds. As Pres. Roosevelt said in his first inaugural speech, “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” Fear leads to more fear and debilitates us until we resign ourselves to accept everything and surrender to every oppressive force. That is why, we always need to overcome fear and march into life with heads high and resolute manner. 
The question is, if fear was the cause of their sin, why do the Rabbis find the description of their sin as being that of “despising the Land”? The Psalmist looks back on this event in the following words, “They despised the pleasant Land, they believed not in His word; they grumbled in their tents and hearkened not unto the voice of G-d.” (106:24-27) Rebellion against G-d, being swept by irrational fear are there but where is the “despising of the Land”?  One explanation may be that they did not love the land enough for, if they indeed cherished the Land,  they would have never been deterred from the conquest no matter what the risks. People who have a strong desire for something are capable of risking much and struggling against all odds. However, the “despising” has even a deeper connotation. 
The Land of Israel is not just a piece of real estate. Its function is not like any other piece of territory that one can replace with another. The Land of Israel, which was spared the Universal Flood (Zevachim 113 a)--belongs to a dimension unlike any other part of Earth and it serves as the land where the people of the Torah will realize its potential, both material and spiritual, to unimagined heights and fullness of blossom and blessing. (Rabbi Hirsch). Therefore, any policy that considers the Land as being dispensable—any rejection of the centrality of the Land in G-d’s plan for Israel is an unforgivable effrontery against G-d Himself. Thus, rejecting the Land is a rejection of G-d’s plan for the people and the Universe itself, for in the blossoming of Israel in its Land lies the salvation and the redemption of the entire world. Even G-d’s Name is intrinsically tied with the settling of the people of Israel in the land of Israel. As Moses tells G-d, “Your strength will show itself in all its greatness if Thou would forgive Israel and bring them into their land.” (Paraphrase of verse 17)

All the nations of the Earth look to see whether “the people of G-d” will finally inherit the Land and every delay and every contraction works against G-d’s desire to reveal His might to the world and prevents their enlightenment. Thus, as long as Israel is prevented from reaching its destiny, so will the world endure pain and suffering. Israel must stand firm in its belief in the power of G-d to bring them into their land and not succumb to the fear that is engendered by negative thinking and their lack of comprehension of what the land of Israel really represents. The Spies begin their report with the negative word, efes, which may be translated as “nothing matters.” Their negative attitude guided their perception and led them to reject G-d’s vision. The Spies’ negative thinking has bequeathed to later generations the spirit of fear and the sense of inferiority that characterizes many in our camps when it comes to the defense of Israel.
We ask many questions, “How can we expect to rule over so many Arabs?”, “How can we defy the will of the nations?” “How can we defy the United States?” “How can we endure the wrath of the UN or the lack of aid?” and so on.  There are many questions like these but in reality these are not questions; they are answers. We can answer questions but we cannot answer answers. The belief that this is not our land, that even G-d cannot help us in this situation, that we need the doles from others instead of relying in our strength—these are not objective realities; these are falsehoods begot by panic, anxiety and dread. To those who say, “We cannot ascend,” we must answer with the immortal words of Caleb, “We can surely do it…if Hashem wants He will bring us to the Land.” 
This weakness of heart, this feeble faith in G-d, has become the scourge of later generations including our own. The Psalmist in the continuation of the verse above already described this. “Then G-d lifted up His Hand against them to let them fall in the wilderness and to let their descendants fall among the nations and to scatter them in the lands…” (Ps. 106:27) The future loss of the Land and the dispersion among the nations was proclaimed at the same time as the punishment for that generation. Ramban says that if, in the future, the children fall back into the same state of blindness that allowed their fathers to waste their opportunity to enter the Land, then they too will not be permitted to remain in possession of the Land. Our Exile, our insecurity and all our tragedies all began on that day, Tish’a Be’Ab, when we refused to enter the Land. In this vein, Rabbi Kook writes, “The basis of the Exile and the lowliness of our nation stems from their failure in proclaiming the centrality of [the Land of] Israel, as the source of holiness and wisdom. We fail to correct the sin of the Spies who slandered the Land by not declaring to all humanity its glory and its brilliance, its honor and its holiness. May it be that we will be permitted to express even an infinitesimal part of the splendor of the splendid Land, and of the light of its Torah, the light of its wisdom and the Holy Spirit that hovers in its midst.” (Letters, 96)
