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I am going to share with you what is the most frustrating of human experiences.  Have you ever been so close, just inches away from achieving your goal, and then you blew it?  You needed a hundred and you only got a 99.5.  You could have trained that one extra day, or did the extra nice thing, or perhaps kept your mouth shut, and you would have landed the prize, but you blew it.  You tried too hard, or you didn’t try hard enough.  You pushed too hard, or you didn’t push hard enough.  What you craved was right in front of you, right there for you to pluck out of the air—to reach out and grab the brass ring, but you took your eye off the prize for just a moment.  You waited too long or you didn’t wait quite long enough.  You blew it.  The bases are loaded and your team is behind, and it is the bottom of the ninth, and the count is three and two, and the tying run is on third and the winning run is on second base, and the pitch, a perfect fast ball comes right down the middle and you watch it fly past you, and then you swing the bat and by the time you finish the swing, the game is already long over and everybody is headed for the dugout and you are left alone standing in the batter’s box—and you blew it.  That is life.  That is what the Israelites experience in the desert.

The Israelites are right there.  They are in the wilderness of Paran.  Cross the next hill, and they will find themselves in the Negev, tantalizingly close to the land of Canaan.  But God tells Moses, “Let’s get prepared.  Send out spies to travel the land.”  So Moses assembles 12 men, princes representing each of the tribes of Israel.  He gives them specific instructions, “Report back to us what you find.  Is the food good?  What is the land like?  Most important, what are the people who dwell there, the Canaanites, what are they like?”  So the men set out in stealth to see what they can find.

40 days later the man return back to the desert.  They come bearing a huge cluster of luscious grapes.  And each of the 12 princes describes the same phenomenon with one voice.  “We came to the land you sent us to.  It flows with milk and honey.  This is its fruit.  However, the people who inhabit the country are powerful.  The cities are fortified and formidable.  And the people are huge, they are like giants.”  Everyone agrees with this report.  They have seen the same thing.  But even though they've each borne witness to the same land and the same people, they cannot come to a consensus to understand what their eyes have seen.

You see, my friends, in a spiritual way, seeing does not come from the eyes.  Instead, it comes from the heart.  Seeing in a spiritual way is the heart’s knowing more than what the senses have perceived.  And our differences are based not on the senses' perception, but instead on the soul's pre-disposition.  Ten of the princes; Shammua, Shaphat, Igal, Palti, Gaddiel, Gaddi, Ammiel, Sethur, Nahbi, and Geuel saw with their own eyes the beauty of the land of Israel.  They tasted its milk and honey.  But they were frightened.  In their own eyes, they were but tiny grasshoppers in the face of these whom they perceived to be giants.  Joshua and Caleb also saw the beauty of the land of Israel, and they too tasted its milk and honey.  They too knew that the Canaanites were taller and bigger than the Israelites.  But they were not frightened.  They knew that they could conquer this land.  They knew that God did not be redeem them from Egypt, unloose the fetters of their slavery, vanquish Pharaoh, share with them His Torah, sustain them in the wilderness, and then bring them into the Promised Land in order for them to die at the hands of the Canaanites.  They had seen too much for their hearts to become constricted by fear and their spirits subdued by trepidation.  And so the people had a choice.  They could choose to be like the 10, the princes of fear and trepidation.  Or they could choose to be like the two; and be princes of hope and strength.  It was as simple as that.  Do you surrender to your fears, or do you trust your hopes?  Do you let your fear overcome your faith?  That is one of the crucial questions posed by the Torah.

We each have two parts within us.  We have within us the part that hopes and envisions a future that is better and more secure and more filled with promise.  And we have within us that part of us that is beset by fear and anxiety, and fears the struggle more than it embraces the reward.

The story does not end happily for the Israelites.  Some are overcome by their fears.  They forget that God has sustained them.  As they beat themselves into a frenzy, they cry out, “Would that we might die here in the desert.  Let us go back to Egypt.”  Moses and Aaron are dismayed.  Joshua rises up and tells his people, “This land is a good land!  God has promised it to us!  Do not rebel!  Have no fear, God is with us.  Have no fear!”  And when the people hear Joshua's exhortations, they turn on him and on Moses and Aaron, and they start to pelt them with stones.  The people are frightened, and they have lost all hope.  And they are not alone.  God, too, is frightened.  “How long will this people spurn me, and how long will they have no faith in me despite all the signs that I have performed in their midst?”  And as God prepares to strike them down, Moses intervenes and appeals to God.  He reminds God of his forgiving power, and how he turned from his wrath at Sinai and forgave the Israelites for their sin of the golden calf.

But God's forgiveness is not without consequence.  He tells the Israelites to prepare to turn back into the wilderness away from Israel.  It is too late for these people.  He will sustain them in the desert.  But they have neither the fortitude nor the faith nor the vision to be able to conquer the Promised Land.  “Not one of you shall enter the land which I swore to you, except for Caleb and Joshua . . . in this very wilderness you will die and be finished!”

This was more than the people could bear.  They set out on their own, without God's direction, Moses’ guidance, or the Ark of the Covenant to provide them with strength.  Defiantly, they marched up over the hill into Canaan where they were met by the Amalekites and the Canaanites, and they were struck down.

Frankly, I feel sorry for my brothers and sisters.  It is so hard to get it right.  It is so hard to put aside our fears and to calm our anxieties.  And it is so frustrating to almost be there, and to lose at the last moment.  Three strikes and you're out.  I wish it weren't that way.  But I did not make up the rules.  We Jews know what it is like to strike out, to reach for the brass ring and miss it.  We Jews are always the generation of the desert.  But I don't think we are alone.  I believe that all people who strive for spiritual wholeness on their spiritual journeys really never quite get there.  Or if we get there, we only linger there for an incalculable moment, and then we find ourselves back in the desert marching to the Promised Land.

So my friends, here are three spiritual lessons I have learned from Shlach Lecha.

1. Spiritually, we can’t make the journey on our own.  If God is not at the head of our march, we will not get there.  The Canaanites and the Amalekites will cut us down.  They are waiting for us.  We mistakenly believe that the spiritual journey depends upon us.  Are we in the right place, the right time, the right head and the right heart?  If we can align ourselves just right, we might could be able to turn on the spigot the spiritual meaning and purchase the rights to a spirit filled life.  So we foray out on our own looking to manufacture the route to the Promised Land.  It is true.  Nobody develops a spiritual life without the essential parts of themselves being in proper alignment.  But, in many ways, the opposite is also true.  If we are to get there, we have to devolve our egos and our consciousness and our self hood, and link ourselves to the power of God.  God takes us over the hills by His banner, and not by our design.

2. We don’t just arrive into a land of milk and honey.  If we want to enjoy the milk, we have to learn to cultivate the cattle and the goats and the sheep.  Milk does not come from the land, but it does come from people who know how to take care of their land, to tend to their animals, and to live responsibly.  The same is true for the honey.  To make honey, we have to be gentle with the bees.  Milk and honey are nice and sweet.  And nice and sweet only comes to us when we are willing and able to work the land.  Too often, we search out shortcuts.  We want our lives to be nice and sweet, but we do not want to get our hands dirty on the cow’s udders, or enter the beehive slowly and carefully.  Slow it down.  Be patient.  Goodness will come in ways that we do not understand and in ways we cannot anticipate.  But it will come.

3. Finally, the last lesson is, “Don’t be afraid.”

Shabbat Shalom
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