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Shelah
Seeing What Isn’t There

n Philadelphia there lives a gentle, gracious, grey-haired man, by
now in his late 90s, whom Elaine and I have had the pleasure of meet-
ing several times and who is one of the most lovely people we have
ever known. Many people have reason to be thankful to him, because
his work has transformed many lives, rescuing people from depression

s and other debilitating psychological states,

His name is Aaron T. Beck and he is the founder of one of the
most effective forms t;f_p;y—gotherapy yet devised: cognitive behay-
io@_d_rmpy.‘ He discovered it through his work at the depression
research clinic he founded in the University of Pennsylvania, He began

1 \ to detect a pattern among his patients. It had to do with the way they
Interpreted events. They did so in negative ways that were damaging to
their self-respect, and fatalistic. It was as ifthey had thought themselves

1. To be sure, not everyone is convinced of the effectiveness of CBT. Nor is cognitive
behavioural therapy necessari Y 2ppropriate, for example, for deep trauma. Neither
point, however, affects the argument of this essay.



Numbers

into a condition that ope of Beck’s most byill;
man, was later to cal] “learned helplessness.” Essentiall
ing themselves, “I am 4 failure, Nothing I try ¢

versucceeds. I am useless,
Things will never change.",;

They had these thoughts automatically. They were their default
reaction to anything that wen¢ wrong in their lives, But Bec}
if they became conscious of these thoughts, saw how
were, and developed different and more realistic thought patterns, they
could, in effect, cure themselves, 'This also turns out to be tevelatory

way oFunderstanding the key episode of Parashat Shelal, namely the
Story of the spies,

k found that
unjustified they

Recall what happened. Moses sent twelve men to spy out the
land. The men were leaders, princes of their tribes, people of distinction,
Yet ten of them came back with 5 demomlising report. ‘The land, they
said, is indeed good. It does flow with, milk and honey. But the people
are strong. ‘The cities are large and well fortified. Caleb trjeq to calm the
people. “We can do . But the ten said that it could not be do
people are stronger than we are, They are giants. We

And so the terrible event happened. The people lost heart, “if
ouly” they said, “we had died in Egypt.... Let us choose a leader and
80 back” (Num, 14:2-4). God became angry. Moses pleaded for mercy,
God relented, by insisted that none of that generation, with the sole
exceptions of the two dissenting spies, Calely and Joshua, would live to
enter the land, The people would stay in the wilderness for forty years,
and there they wouyld die. Their children would eventually inherit what
might have been theirs had they only had faith,

Essential to understanding this Passage is the fact th

ne. The
are grasshoppers,

at the report

of the ten spies was utterly unfounded. Only much fater, in the book of
Joshua, when oshua himself sent spies, did they learn from the woman
who sheltered them, Rahab, what actually happened w e inhgbit-

ants of the land heard that the Israclites were coming:

Tknow that the Lord has given you the land, and that dread of you
has fallen on us, and that all the inhabitants of the land melt in
fear before you.... Assoon as we heard it, our hearts melted , and
there was no cour; ge leftin any of us because of you. (Josh, 2:9-11)

204

ant disciples, Martin Selig-
¥ they kept tell-

k Shelah: Secing What Isn’t There

The spies were terrified of the Canaanites, and entirely failed to realise

that the Canaanites were terrified of them. Homw could thAev make such
a profound mistake? For this we turn to cognit%ve be‘l‘mvxoural th?m‘%)y,
and to some of the types of distorted thinking identified by Beck’s stu-
- D(:)“r’l:iif :;ll-](fbnothing thinking, Everything is either ?Iack o; whil:?,
good or bad, easy or impossible. That was The Spies verdict ?11 tlle 1}?05-
sibility of conquest. It couldn’t be done. 'I'he:"e wasno toum fors m)c u?ﬁ,
nuance, complexity. They could have said, “It w1ll.be dlﬂl(flﬂt, we ;w
need courage and skill, but with God’s help we will prevail.” But t ey
did not. Their thinking was a polarised either/or. N }

Another is negative Sfiltering. We discount the poslltlves as l&llpg
insignificant, and focus almost exclusively on the ncga'tn‘r?i_)jﬂ,le ane)s
bégan by noting the positives: "The land is golod. Look ﬂt-lt& ruit (13.2.71‘

‘Then came the “but”: the long string of negatives, drown.mg out the gooc
news and leaving an overwhelmingly negative im presslofn. -

A third is catastro hising, expecting disaster to strike, no matter N

L ird is calastrophis .E__._g_\_‘“.. =
what. That is what the people did when they said, V:/hy l‘S t]hwslmj
bringing us to this land only t:l let 1(.15 di()e by the sword? Our wives an

ildr i aken as plunder” (14:3).
i ejl; ;:L:tblf i:1njind-rcgciing. We assume we know what other people
are thinking, when usually we are completely wrong b_ecaluse wle are
jumping to conclusions about them based on our own fe.elmg.s, l?()t t 1eu4s.
That is what the spies did when they said, “We seemed like grasshoppmsf
in our own eyes, and so we seemed to them” (13:33). They had no:ngay c;
knowing how they appeared to the people of the. land, but t?ley‘attu u4te
to them, mistakenly, a sentiment based on their own sulvectlve fears.

A fifth is inability to di . You reject any eVJdéllce or argu-
ment that might contradict your negative thoughts. The sp.lcs he}ard the
counter-argument of Caleb but dismissed it. They had d.ccu:cd that .zmy
attempt to conquer the land would fail, and they were simply not open
to any other interpretation of the facts. _ . .

A sixth s emotional reasoning: letting your feellﬂwm&
careful deﬁberétion, dictate your thinking. A key exampie is Fhe inter-
pretation the spies placed on the fact that the cjties were fortlf;ed a;(c{l
very large” (13:28), or “with walls up to the sky” (Deut. 1:28). They di
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. ' ' Shelah: Seeing What Isn't There
Numbers . 4

The blue thread in the fzitzit, says the Talmud (Sota }’{;-l), is t[ljl‘(j
to remind us of the sea, the sky, and God's throne ofg[’o.ry. fclchchjl, l n
blue itself, was in the ancient world the mark ofroﬁhyﬂﬂms the !zttfztt:
itselfa form of cognitive behavioural therapy, snymg:. Do not‘vbu ..l‘ raid.
God is with you. And do not give way to your emotions, because you
are royalty: you are children of the King”

Hence the life-changing idea: Never [e - ar
your perceptions. You are not a grasshopper. Those wh.o <.7ppn?m[. :’ll))LLI ;lc ct
not giants. To see the world as it is, not as you are afraid it might be,
faith banish fear,

not stop to think that people who need high city walls to Pprotect them
are in fact fearfyl, Haq they stopped (o think, they might have realised
that the Canaanites were not confident, not giants, not invulnerable. But
they let their emations substitute for thought.

Aseventh s blame, We
for our predicament jnstead

accuse someone elge of being responsible

olaccepting respo, ="bilit¥-eu-rﬂelws. This
is what the people did in the wake of the spies’ report. “They grumbled
against Moses and Aaop” (Num., 14:1), as if to say, “Itis all your fault. If
only you had let yg stay in Egypt!” People who blame others have already
started down the roaq of “learned helplessness” They see themselvesg
as powerless to change, "They are the Passive victims of forces beyond
their control,

Applying cognitive behavioura] therapy to the story of the spjes
lets us see how that ancient event might be relevang tous, here, now, I¢
Isvery easy to fall jno these and other forms of cognitive distortion, and
the result can be depression and despair - dangerous states of mind that
need immediate medical or therapeutic attention.

What I find profoundly moving is the thetapy the Toral, itself
Prescribes. I haye pointed out elsewhere that the end of (he parasha —
the paragraph dealing with tzjr,i is connected (o the episode of the
spies by two keywords, ureitem, “you shall see” (13:18; 15:39), and the
verb latur (Num, 1332, 16, 17, 23, 32; 15:39). The key sentence is the one
that says aboyt the thread of bjye in the fzitzif, that “when you see it,
youwill remember al] the commandments of the Lorq and do them, and
not follow after your own heart and your own eyes” ([5:39).

Note the strange order of the parts of the body, Normally we
would expect it to pe the other way around: as Raghj says in his com-
mentary to the verse, “The ¢ye sees and the heart desires.” Figst we see,
then we feel, Byt in fact the Torah reyerses der, s anticj
ing the very Point cognitiy
often_our feelings distort 'ception. § fear — and
often what we think Wwesee is not there at i, Hence Roosevelt’ famous
words in his firgt inaugural addregg — Stunningly relevant ¢ the story

of the spies; “The only thing we have to fear is.... fear jtself _ nameless,
unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyses needed efforts to con.
vert retreat into advance.”

tnegative emotions distort

Life-Changing Idea 37

1 eptions. To see the world as it
Never let negative emotions distort your perceptions. 1o sec ”l‘(. world
Is, not as you are afraid it might be, let faith banish fear.

@
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