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How can the Parsha help us grow this week? 

Devarim – understanding different perspectives  

In this week‟s Parsha of Devarim, Moshe begins his farewell speech to the Jewish people. He summarises 

the history of Bnei Yisrael and their various experiences that they had while wandering in the desert. One 

of the key events that Moshe discusses is the infamous case of the meraglim (spies)
1
. These spies gave a 

negative report of the land, causing Bnei Yisrael to lose faith and ultimately to be punished with 40 years of 

wandering in the desert until the current generation died out. 

Six weeks ago we read Parshat Sh‟lach which contained the same story in „real time‟. A comparison of 

Moshe‟s summary of the incident in our Parsha with the narrative in Parshat Sh‟lach reveals a number of 

glaring discrepancies, including the following: 

 Whose initiative was it? In Parshat Sh‟lach, Hashem instructs Moshe to send the spies. In Parshat 

Devarim, Moshe reports that Bnei Yisrael approached him to make the request. 

 Who was sent? In Parshat Sh‟lach, the spies were described as „princes‟ – the leaders of the tribes. In 

Parshat Devarim, Moshe describes the spies as „men‟, just ordinary people. 

 What was the mission? In Parshat Sh‟lach the mission was described as „Vayatur‟ – to scout out the 

land. The word „Vayatur‟ shares the same root as „tayar‟ - the Hebrew word for tourist. In Parshat 

Devarim, the mission is described as „V‟yach‟pru‟ which shares the same root as „lachpor‟ – the 

Hebrew word meaning „to dig‟. This implies that the men were searching intensively for evidence or 

„spying‟.  

 What was Moshe’s role? In Parshat Sh‟lach, Moshe gives detailed instructions to the meraglim, about 

what information to look for and how to report back. The account in Parshat Devarim does not include 

Moshe providing any instructions at all. 

 How did the story end? In Parshat Sh‟lach, the story ends with the meraglim providing a negative 

report about the land which causes Bnei Yisrael to lose all hope of successfully conquering the land. In 

Parshat Devarim, Moshe does not mention the meraglim‟s negative report. The meraglim are recorded 

as simply bringing back samples of fruit and reporting that the land is good. However, Bnei Yisrael‟s 

response is described as follows: “but you [Bnei Yisrael] did not want to go up, and you rebelled 

against the word of Hashem your G-d”.
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These vast discrepancies almost suggest that we are looking at two different incidents! Yet, chazal teach 

us clearly that both narratives are referring to the same event. How can we account for these differences?
3
 

Many commentators
4
 reconcile the two accounts and explain that they are in fact both correct. However, 

some details are included in one account but excluded from the other account and we need to read both 

versions to obtain the full picture. Even regarding details which appear to be contradictory, such as who 

initiated the mission, Hashem or Bnei Yisrael, the two versions can be reconciled. The commentators 

explain that Bnei Yisrael made the original request, and then Hashem subsequently responded with his 

command to Moshe.  
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 Devarim 1:22-40. 
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 Devarim 1:25-26. 
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 The following analysis is inspired by a shiur from Rav Chanoch Waxman of Yeshivat Har Etzion: 

http://139.162.248.205:8080/en/i-am-lord-heals-you-shemot-1526-spy-stories-and-heroic-measures. 
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 See for example the commentaries of Rashi, the Ramban and the Ibn Ezra. 

http://139.162.248.205:8080/en/i-am-lord-heals-you-shemot-1526-spy-stories-and-heroic-measures


The above approach can explain away the differences in the two version of the story. However, even if we 

can reconcile all of the differences, we are still left with the question of why the Torah contains two versions 

of the story that are so different?  

Perhaps the two accounts represent the different perspectives of Bnei Yisrael and Moshe. 

In Parshat Sh‟lach, the story is told from Moshe‟s perspective (which would be closer to Hashem‟s 

perspective). Bnei Yisrael have just received the Torah and are supposed to be on their way towards the 

Holy Land. However, things are not looking good. Bnei Yisrael start to complain about the difficult journey 

and the lack of meat
5
. Hashem wants to turn things around. He instructs Moshe to choose princes of the 

tribes – men of stature who would be able to influence the people. They would (hopefully) tour out the land 

in accordance with Moshe‟s instructions and come back with a glowing report, thus inspiring Bnei Yisrael to 

march into the Land with emunah and optimism. However, the princes bring back a negative report and 

they influence Bnei Yisrael in the opposite way from what Hashem and Moshe were hoping for. 

In Parshat Devarim, the story is told from Bnei Yisrael‟s perspective and reflects their agenda. They are 

nervous about entering the land without taking the usual precautions. They therefore request that spies be 

sent in to the land to provide military intelligence. From their perspective, they are only concerned about 

conquering the land and military victory. Therefore, details such as whether the spies are princes, and 

Moshe‟s request for information about how the good the land is, are irrelevant to the people. That is why 

these details are excluded from the story. Finally, the narrative describes the rebellion of Bnei Yisrael and 

their lack of faith in Hashem. The negative report by the meraglim is almost irrelevant from this perspective.  

Though both versions of the story are the truth, they represent a different angle or perspective. The details 

that are highlighted by the two accounts of the story vary depending on whose focus the Torah takes. This 

teaches us that we can glean a vastly different picture of the „truth‟ depending on whose perspective we 

take. 

Some important lessons emerge from this analysis. 

The importance of tolerance: Though our own way of approaching an issue might be absolutely true, it is 

not the only legitimate way of looking at a situation. Since we usually tolerate ourselves and see our own 

perspective more easily, we must be careful not to look down on other people for holding different views or 

behaving differently to us. Their approach might be equally true from their perspective. We can never fully 

know another person‟s circumstances and see the world through their eyes.   

As the old saying goes: "Before you criticize someone, you should walk a mile in their shoes. That way 

when you criticize them, you are a mile away from them and you have their shoes!”
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Learning from other people: We can learn something from everyone. Sine everyone has a different 

perspective, they may be able to shed some light on an issue that we were not able to see by ourselves. As 

we learn in Pirkei Avot: “Who is wise? One who learns from everyone”
7
. When someone is talking to us we 

need to listen carefully to what they are saying, even if we think that we already know what they are telling 

us. They may have a fresh approach or a new insight that we have not yet considered.  

Let‟s try something this week: 

1. When we don‟t see eye to eye with someone, try to remember that everyone has their own 
perspective.  

2. Take more care to give our full attention to someone who is speaking to us, even when we think we 
already know what they are going to say. We may be surprised at their fresh insights and 
contrasting perspective. 

Shabbat Shalom,  

Rabbi Ledder. 

***   ***   ***   ***   ***   *** 
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 See Chapter 11 of sefer Bamidbar (Parshat Beha’alotcha) which precedes the incident of the meraglim. 
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 Jack Handey, comedian. 
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 Pirkei Avot 4:1. 



About Darchai Noam 

The pasuk in Mishlei (3:17) describes the Torah as follows: “Its ways are ways of pleasantness 

(Darchai Noam) and all its paths are peace”. The Torah is our guidebook for life. It is packed full of 

good advice as to how we should live our lives. 

The aim of the Darchai Noam weekly email is to examine an idea from the weekly parashah relating 

to good middot (character traits). It will focus particularly on treating each other with respect and how 

to interact with each other in a more peaceful and pleasant manner. It will also suggest some practical 

tips for implementing these ideas in our daily lives. 

By learning together each week, and making an effort to regularly put the ideas into practice, with 

Hashem‟s help we can all gradually improve our character traits and our observance of „v‟ahavta 

l‟re‟echa kamocha‟ – loving one‟s fellow as oneself. 

If you know someone who might enjoy receiving this email please feel free to pass it on to them or 

email me their details so I can add them to the subscription list. 

You are welcome to use the content of this email in any way that will help to spread the learning of 

Torah. However please attribute credit appropriately.  

Many of the ideas that I use in Darchai Noam are based on ideas that I read or heard from various 

sources. Where possible I try to quote the source. However in some cases I cannot recall the source. 

For that I apologise. If I do discuss an idea that I heard from somewhere else, any errors are purely 

my own. 

How to subscribe or unsubscribe 

If you would like to subscribe or unsubscribe to Darchai Noam, please send an email to 

darchai.noam@gmail.com with the word „subscribe‟ or „unsubscribe‟ in the subject. 
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