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WHEN PERCEPTION
BECOMES REALITY

How should one assess

oneself ? Do we look at ourselves
introspectively or try to
formulate an objective appraisal
by looking through what we
suppose to be the eyes of
another? The answer to this
question may be found in the
episode of the scouts, found in
Parashat Shelach.

The scouts were ‘all
distinguished men; heads of the
children of Israel were they’1 - the
most honourable of leaders. The
obvious question is therefore:
How, if they were indeed so very
distinguished and honourable,
did they go so wrong in their
mission of scouting out the land?
How did they speak so badly of
the Promised Land?
It may be suggested that their
error was that they speculated as
to how others observed them
rather than focusing inwards, on
the completion of the
reconnaissance mission with

which they had been charged.
This becomes apparent in a
strange verse when the scouts
describe the great size of the
Canaanites, saying, ‘We were like
grasshoppers in our eyes, and so
we were in their eyes.’2 Their
insecurity seems to lie in their
self-assessment through what
they perceive to be the eyes of
the Canaanites. Since they see
themselves as but puny insects,
much smaller and weaker than
the inhabitants of Canaan, they
presume that this is the way the
locals perceive them too.
Consequently, they allow this
perception to transform their
reality. Perhaps this
self-generated timidity, which
clouds the accuracy of their
judgement, is the cause of
their negative review of the
land.
When beginning any venture,
the attitude with which one
approaches the task can frame
its execution. When competing

in a sport, for example, a team
will have lost the game from the
outset if the members do not
believe they can beat the
opposition. Their self-esteem
defines their attitude and this
impacts the direction of the
game. The same is true of the
biblical scouts. From the very
beginning, they convince
themselves that they are
incapable of fulfilling their
mission. In psychology this
phenomenon is referred to as
imposter syndrome, which is a
collection of feelings of
inadequacy and a persistent fear
of not being able to succeed.
Many explain the fear displayed
by the scouts as a lack of faith in
God. As a corollary, though, or
perhaps at its source, the fear
reflects a lack of self-esteem, the
scouts’ lack of faith in
themselves. From this vantage
point the scouts doubt
themselves with regard to other
people, saying, ‘We cannot ascend

to that people for it is too strong
for us.’3 And they mistake God’s
promised ‘land of milk and
honey’4 for ‘a land that devours
its inhabitants’.5 Thus the Torah’s
peculiar wording shows the
pervading lack of self-esteem
among the scouts. And since they
see themselves as worthless (‘We
were like grasshoppers in our
eyes’), they, in turn, become
worthless in the eyes of the
inhabitants of the land (‘and so
we were in their eyes’).
Later in the Book of Numbers,
Moses declares, ‘You shall
appear clean before God and the
Israelites.’6 The Talmud explains
this verse to mean that not only
should one have a clear
conscience, but one should also
act in a way that does not elicit
suspicion from an ordinary
observer.7 One might conclude
therefore that the perceptions of
others should dictate how you
act. The key here, however, is
balance. If you only worry about
the way in which you are
perceived by others, and you only
act in accordance with that
perception, you are not being
true to yourself.
With regard to the generation
whose parents and grandparents
knew only slavery, where they
were constantly being assessed
and downtrodden by their
masters, it makes sense that they
deem themselves unfit to enter
the Land of Israel. This
generation therefore has to die
out entirely before their
descendants can become the
masters of their own destiny.

When people try to guess what
others think of them and act
based upon that imagined
perception, they become slaves to
an unfortunate fate. In contrast,
however, if we can free ourselves
of the weight of worrying about
how others perceive us, and allow
our inner selves to master our
own course, then, and only then,
we will be able to forge our own
destiny.
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שבת שלום

Parasha Fact:

The blue thread of the tzitzit
mentioned in the parasha must
be coloured using the dye of
the 'chilazon', a creature whose
exact identity was lost over the
generations in exile. With our
return to Israel in the modern
era, we have identified this
creature as the Murex
Trunculus and Israel has now
revived the once thriving
ancient dying industry.
Next week in Korach:

Korach is in search of power. As is
natural, he seeks a weakness he can
exploit. He searches for a crack in
the leadership into which he can step
and wreak havoc. He elects to
criticise Moses - who is famous for
his humility - for taking on too
much power. The one attribute of
Moses that he decides to highlight is
the one at which Moses most excels.
Is this not a flawed strategy?

