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Let’s try an experiment. Finish these song lyrics, if you can:  

 

If you’re happy and you know it (clap your hands). 

 

You’ve got to accentuate the positive (eliminate the negative). 

 

Just whistle while you work (and cheerfully, together we can tidy up the place). 

 

Yeah, it might be all that you get (Yeah, I guess this might well be it). 

 

Sí se puede (Yes we can). 

 

Whether you are a fan of the 1944 Harold Arlen and Johnny Mercer song, The Seven Dwarfs, Ted Lasso—or 

a simple daily aspirational message in your inbox—there is little doubt that having a positive attitude is a 

key to success, to making progress and to just being happy in life. 

 

That’s not to say that we all can go through life whistling away our problems or having a perpetually 

sunny disposition, come what may. I think we all want to bop such people on the head for being so 

ingratiating. Neither, however, can we go through life as a misanthrope, fearing what lurks behind every 

corner and that any minute now the sky will be falling. 

 

Though either approach acknowledges that in the end, much in this life is out of our hands; the truth of 

the human condition is that we embody both extremes at some times in our lives and spend much of our 

days somewhere in between. The power to improve how we feel about the conditions of our lives is in our 

own hands, in how we perceive the world around us and how we speak about it. 

 

In this week’s Torah portion, Sh’lach, The Eternal demonstrates this for the Children of Israel. 

 

יש אֶחָ   יש אֶחָד֩ אִִ֨ ל אִָ֣ ֵ֑ רָא  י יִשְׁ ָ֣ נ  ן לִבְׁ ֵ֖ י נֹת  עַן אֲשֶר־אֲנִִ֥ נַַ֔ רֶץ כְׁ רוֻ֙ אֶת־אֶָ֣ יָת ֻ֙ ים וְׁ ךָ֣ אֲנָשִִׁ֗ לַח־לְׁ ישְׁ ל נָשִִ֥ חו כֵֹ֖ לַָ֔ ה אֲבֹתָיוֻ֙ תִשְׁ ֵּ֤ מַט  אד לְׁ  

ם׃   בָהֶֶֽ

 

When Moses sent them to scout the land of Canaan, he said to them: “Go up there into the Negeb and on 

into the hill country, 

ב׃  וא אִם־רֶָֽ ט הֵ֖ עִַ֥ ה הַמְׁ יהָ הֶחָזִָ֥ק הואֻ֙ הֲרָפֶַ֔ ב עָלֶַ֔ ָ֣ אֶת־הָעָםֻ֙ הַיֹש  וא וְׁ רֶץ מַה־הִֵ֑ ם אֶת־הָאֵָ֖ אִיתִֶ֥  ורְׁ

and see what kind of country it is. Are the people who dwell in it strong or weak, few or many? 

נָה הַבְׁ  ב בָה ַ֔ ָ֣ ים אֲשֶר־הואֻ֙ יוֹש  עָרִִׁ֗ ה הֶֶֽ ה ומָָ֣ וא אִם־רָעֵָ֑ ה הִֵ֖ הּ הֲטוֹבִָ֥ ב בַָ֔ ָ֣ רֶץ אֲשֶר־הואֻ֙ יֹש  ה הָאִָׁ֗ ים׃ ומָָ֣ צָרִֶֽ מִבְׁ ם בְׁ ים אִִ֥ חֲנִֵ֖ מֶַֽ  

Is the country in which they dwell good or bad? Are the towns they live in open or fortified? 

י הָאֵָ֑  רִָ֣ ם מִפְׁ תֵֶ֖ קַחְׁ ם ולְׁ תֶַ֔ חַזַקְׁ תְׁ הִִ֨ יִן וְׁ ץֻ֙ אִם־אַַ֔ הּ ע  ֶֽש־בִָ֥ ה הֲי  וא אִם־רָזִָׁ֗ ה הִ  נִָ֨ מ  רֶץ הַשְׁ אָָ֠ ה הָָ֠ י עֲ ומָָ֣ ִ֥ י בִכור  ֵ֖ מ  ים יְׁ יָמִַ֔ הִַ֨ ים׃ רֶץ וְׁ נָבִֶֽ  

Is the soil rich or poor? Is it wooded or not? And take pains to bring back some of the fruit of the land.” 

 

Now it happened to be the season of the first ripe grapes. 

א חֲמֶָֽ  ִֹ֥ ב ב לְׁ חֵֹ֖ ן עַד־רְׁ בַר־צִִ֥ רֶץ מִמִדְׁ רו אֶת־הָאֵָ֑ ָ֣ ו וַיָת  ַֽיַעֲלֵ֖ ת׃ וֶַֽ  



They went up and scouted the land, from the wilderness of Zin to Rehob, at Lebo-hamath. 

בַע שָ  וֹן שֵֶּ֤ רִׁ֗ חֶבְׁ י הָעֲנֵָ֑ק וְׁ ֵ֖ לִיד  י יְׁ מַַ֔ תַלְׁ י וְׁ שַָ֣ ם אֲחִימַןֻ֙ ש  שֵָּ֤ רוֹן֒ וְׁ א עַד־חֶבְׁ ָֹ֣ גֶב֮ וַיָב ו בַנֶֶּ֘ עַן מִצְׁ וַיַעֲלָ֣ י צִֹ֥ ֵ֖ נ  ה לִפְׁ תַָ֔ נְׁ יִם׃ נִיםֻ֙ נִבְׁ רֶָֽ  

They went up into the Negeb and came to Hebron, where lived Ahiman, Sheshai and Talmai, the Anakites. 

 

Now Hebron was founded seven years before Zoan of Egypt. 

וֹל עֲנָבִ  כֵּ֤ אֶשְׁ מוֹרָהֻ֙ וְׁ ם זְׁ ו מִשֵָּ֤ תִ֨ רְׁ ל וַיִכְׁ כִֹׁ֗ או עַד־נַָ֣חַל אֶשְׁ ים׃ וַיָבֹ  נִֶֽ א  ים ומִן־הַתְׁ ַֽיִם ומִן־הָרִמֹנִֵ֖ נֵָ֑ וֹט בִשְׁ הו בַמֵ֖ ִ֥ ד וַיִשָא  יםֻ֙ אֶחַָ֔  

They reached the wadi Eshcol, and there they cut down a branch with a single cluster of grapes—it had to 

be borne on a carrying frame by two of them—and some pomegranates and figs. 

ל׃ ֶֽ רָא  י יִשְׁ ִ֥ נ  ם בְׁ ו מִשֵָ֖ תִ֥ וֹל אֲשֶר־כָרְׁ כַ֔ אֶשְׁ וֹת הֶָֽ ל אֹדָ֣ וֹל עַַ֚ כֵ֑ א נַָ֣חַל אֶשְׁ וא קָרֵָ֖ וֹם הַהַ֔  לַמָקָ֣

That place was named the wadi Eshcol because of the cluster that the Israelites cut down there. 

וֹם׃  ים יֶֽ בָעִִ֥ ץ אַרְׁ ֵ֖ רֶץ מִק  ור הָאֵָ֑ בו מִתָ֣ ֵ֖  וַיָש 

At the end of forty days they returned from scouting the land. 

שָה וַ  ֵ֑ ן קָד  ר פָארֵָ֖ בִַ֥ ל אֶל־מִדְׁ ֵ֛ רָא  י־יִשְׁ ֶֽ נ  ת בְׁ ל־עֲדַַ֧ אֶל־כׇּ ן וְׁ ל־אַהֲרֹ  אֶֶֽ ה וְׁ או֩ אֶל־מֹשִֶ֨ כ֡ו וַיָבֹ֩ לְׁ יוַי  היָשִִ֨ דַָ֔ ע  ל־הָָ֣ אֶת־כׇּ ם דָבָרֻ֙ וְׁ בו אֹתֵָּ֤  

רֶץ׃  י הָאֶָֽ רִִ֥ ום אֶת־פְׁ אֵ֖  וַיַרְׁ

They went straight to Moses and Aaron and the whole Israelite community at Kadesh in the wilderness of 

Paran, and they made their report to them and to the whole community, as they showed them the fruit of 

the land. 

זֶה־פִרְׁ  וא וְׁ ש הִֵ֖ בֵַ֛ ב ודְׁ ת חָלִָ֥ ם זָבִַ֨ גַָ֠ נו וְָׁ֠ תֵָ֑ לַחְׁ ר שְׁ רֶץ אֲשֶָ֣ אנו אֶל־הָאֵָ֖ ו בָָּ֕ רַ֔ אמְׁ ָֹ֣ רו־לוֹֻ֙ וַי סַפְׁ יֶָֽהּ׃ וַיְׁ  

This is what they told him: “We came to the land you sent us to; it does indeed flow with milk and honey, 

and this is its fruit. 

ינו שֶָֽ  עֲנֵָ֖ק רָאִִ֥ י הֶָֽ ִ֥ לִד  גַם־יְׁ ד וְׁ אַֹ֔ דֹלֹתֻ֙ מְׁ וֹת גְׁ רֵּ֤ צ  ים בְׁ עָרִִׁ֗ הֶֶֽ רֶץ וְׁ ב בָאֵָ֑ ֵ֖ ם הַיֹש  ז הָעַָ֔ י־עַָ֣ פֶס כִֶֽ ם׃אֶַ֚  

However, the people who inhabit the country are powerful, and the cities are fortified and very large; 

moreover, we saw the Anakites there. 

ב עַ  ָ֣ נַעֲנִיֻ֙ יוֹש  כְׁ הֶַֽ ר וְׁ ב בָהַָ֔ ָ֣ אֱמֹרִיֻ֙ יוֹש  הֶָֽ י וְׁ בוסִֵּ֤ הַיְׁ י וְׁ חִתִָ֠ הֶַֽ רֶץ הַנֵֶַֽ֑גֶב וְָׁ֠ אֶָ֣ ב בְׁ ֵ֖ ק יוֹש  ִ֥ ן׃ עֲמָל  ֶֽ ד  ל יִַ֥ד הַיַרְׁ עֵַ֖ ם וְׁ ל־הַיַָ֔  

Amalekites dwell in the Negeb region; Hittites, Jebusites and Amorites inhabit the hill country; and 

Canaanites dwell by the Sea and along the Jordan.” 

הּ׃ ל לֶָֽ וֹל נוכֵַ֖ י־יָכִ֥ הּ כִֶֽ נו אֹתַָ֔ שְׁ יָרַָ֣ ה נַעֲלֶהֻ֙ וְׁ אמֶר עָלֵֹּ֤ ִֹׁ֗ ה וַי ם אֶל־מֹשֵֶ֑ ב אֶת־הָעֵָ֖ ֵ֛  וַיַַ֧הַס כָל 

Caleb hushed the people before Moses and said, “Let us by all means go up, and we shall gain possession 

of it, for we shall surely overcome it.” 

 

“Ki yachol nuchal na.” “Surely we can do it,” says Caleb. 

 

But the other men who had gone up with him said, “We cannot attack that people, for it is stronger than 

we.” Thus they spread calumnies among the Israelites about the land they had scouted, saying, “The 

country that we traversed and scouted is one that devours its settlers. All the people that we saw in it are 

of great size; we saw the Nephilim there—the Anakites are part of the Nephilim—and we looked like 

grasshoppers to ourselves, and so we must have looked to them.” 

 

Normally, the act of doing something gives one the confidence to repeat it. That’s the “can do” spirit that 

comes with practice and experience. We’re encouraged when we realize we are capable of something and 

we want to do it more. It’s the doing of something that makes the difference. That’s why so much of 

Jewish tradition surrounds fulfilling commandments, mitzvot. It’s what we do that makes us who we are. 

We are defined by our acts. 

 

Sometimes, though, it’s how we do things that reflects our truest selves and our impact on the world. It is 

enough to let the car on the corner to your right to pass in front of you at the stop sign—this is the law. 

To send them along with a friendly wave, while a seemingly small touch, elevates the act.  



 

In our tradition, it is enough to do a mitzvah, such as, say, placing a box containing certain scriptural 

passages on one’s doorpost. We do, however, aim to beautify the act, Hiddur Mitzvah, by selecting a 

lovely mezuzah to adorn the entryways to our homes or offices. 

 

So, too, it is with our attitudes. Sí se puede. Yes we can. Ki yachol nuchal na. Thus, we come to understand 

Psalm 100:2: 

 

דו אֶת נָנָה-עִבְׁ פָנָיו בִרְׁ חָה בֹאו לְׁ שִמְׁ ה׳ בְׁ . Ivdu et Adonai b’simcha, bo’u l’fanav bir’nana 

Serve God with happiness, come before Him with joy. 

 

Returning to the M’raglim, those princes of the people who report back to Moses collectively seem to 

affirm that the land is indeed good, flowing with milk and honey. Ten of them, however, are concerned 

about the inhabitants of the land, their cities, their perceived strength and even their size. “In our eyes, we 

seemed like grasshoppers and so we must have seemed to them.” 

 

Nobody has asked about this—it is merely an assumption based in fear and doubt. What follows is 

nothing short of a disaster. Confronted with conflicting reports, the Children of Israel panic turn on Moses 

and Aaron. They wail. “If only we would die in the wilderness. If only we had died in Egypt! Let us head 

back there.” 

 

What is happening? Why would they want to return to the place of their captivity and degradation? 

 

Though Moses appeals to The Eternal to have compassion, “Adonai, Adonai, El rachum v’chanun, erech 

apayim v’rav hesed v’emet”; “My Lord, My God, merciful and compassionate and endlessly kind,” The 

Eternal has had enough. The people are not ready, God determines; they will wander the wilderness for 40 

years until the generation that knew Egypt passes from the earth, save for the two scouts, Caleb and 

Joshua, who encouraged the people that they could do it. 

 

Tradition teaches that this wandering for 40 years is the price our ancestors paid for insulting the land, for 

giving a bad report. But the truth is they praise the land. They bring back proof of its goodness, the 

massive grapes and milk and honey. The bad report is about their own fears, their negativity. Why do they 

wish to return to the place of their enslavement? Because mentally, spiritually, they were still slaves. They 

were in the narrow-minded Mitzrayim mindset. It wasn’t a negative report, it was a negative mindset. 

 

Many of you know our fellow congregant Mickey Feher and his company, Purpose and Company. He just 

coauthored a book I encourage you to read called The Power of Mindset Change: Why Mindset Matters 

Most. 

 

The generation of Israelites that came out of Egypt, who incessantly kvetched about food, water, the lack 

of decent bagels and how lousy the Mets were doing, weren’t ready. They were free, but they were still 

slaves—slaves to fear, to negativity and to the past. 

 

They couldn’t envision overcoming the obstacles to fulfill their destiny, to venture forth boldly into the 

future. They are so afraid of change, of their own success, they’d rather the whole community wither away 

than take action and seize their fate.  

 

https://www.amazon.com/Power-Mindset-Change-Matters-Most/dp/B0C62DGCN9
https://www.amazon.com/Power-Mindset-Change-Matters-Most/dp/B0C62DGCN9


But we know this. How many of us would rather stick with what we know, with what we’ve always done? 

It’s easier. We can rewatch what’s in our Netflix cue, or we can go out and do that thing we have been 

avoiding for the last several weeks, months or years. Yes, we can—or, perhaps, next year—or in 40 years. 

 

Is it better to stay in the wilderness, wandering, stuck in the past for fear of our future? Beyond our fear of 

change getting the best of us, we sometimes do worse. Sometimes, we attack the agents of change trying 

to help us march forward into the future. The children of Israel did so, setting upon Moses and Aaron. 

 

How many of us have attacked people trying to help us get out of a rut, change a behavior or maybe even 

some aspect of communal practice? Maybe it’s to stop eating that thing that we know isn’t good for us, 

but maybe it’s how we constantly kvetch, or how we blame others or undermine those who only want to 

help us. 

The term “flame-wars” was coined to describe how people interacted on electronic discussion boards, 

escalating critical, mostly negative comments toward one another. Anyone with access to the Internet 

knows that our behavior on Facebook, YouTube and Twitter hasn’t improved. Sherry Turkle, PhD, a 

psychologist and professor at MIT, conducted hundreds of interviews over 15 years and found that “we 

allow ourselves behaviors online we never would in person." 

But it is clear now that those behaviors are now permissible and common in our society. The acerbic, 

acrimonious way people engage with one another is less dialogue than diatribe. We don’t want to hear or 

discuss with those with whom we disagree but rather destroy them. 

In last week’s Torah portion Beha’alotcha, some people begin complaining on the edge of the camp, and 

as a result a deadly fire breaks out. But like fire, negativity spreads easily and the destruction it brings soon 

comes to the center of the camp. Complaints about diet and returning to Egypt undermine Moses’s 

authority. These people are so fearful of the future that they return in their minds to the past. Despite the 

harshness of slavery, they return to it in their minds because what they know is more comfortable than 

what lies ahead. Faith in the future, in fulfillment of their redemption and their purpose is not possible 

because of the negativity lurking in their minds. 

It’s sinister of those scouts giving the report with a negative attitude. That’s how they sap the community 

of its confidence and undermine its leaders. They don’t have the community’s interests at heart, but rather 

their own. We know this, because in just a couple weeks this very phenomenon builds to a crescendo with 

the logical rise of Korach, a cousin of Moses who challenges his leadership and divides the Israelites for his 

own nefarious purposes. But in this week’s portion, in the rising action, or inaction, as it were, we see 

where the ancient flame war has led. Nobody is happy. 

Why is it so hard to change our mindset and overcome the negativity standing in the way of our being 

happy, healthy and fulfilling our destiny? 

 

It’s because we aren’t alone in it. Mindsets and attitudes are infectious. When we speak from a place of 

fear and suspicion, it doesn’t just affect us—negativity spreads like a virus. It makes a community weak, 

frail and afraid to take decisive action at the very moment it matters most. Rather than staking a claim to a 

vision for the future, the Israelites falter in their faith not just in God but in themselves. 

“When the negative voices in our community start to make noise, it pulls us away from our purpose and 

each other. … Pretty soon people start believing what’s the loudest rather than searching for what’s 

possible,” says Paula Jensen, a community development strategist. 

Communal purpose and responsibility fall apart when individuals seize on a community’s fear for their 

own purposes and anchor it to the motionless past. Will we follow their bad example, or will we take the 

opposite tack and follow Caleb and Joshua?  

 



I’m reminded of growing up in my hometown of Deerfield, Illinois, which once was the headquarters of the 

baking company Sara Lee Corporation. When the wind was blowing in just the right way, the entire town 

smelled like pound cake. And when it shifted just a little, we got the village sanitation plant instead. The 

slight shift of the wind, or our minds, is the difference between what smells so sweet or what smells so 

bad. 

 

We humans are sensitive to one another’s experiences and emotions. Empathy is so very powerful because 

we don’t just relate to someone else’s experiences, we share their emotional responses as well. 

 

It’s why when we watch cute videos of babies or puppies we swoon and click “like.” It’s why political rallies, 

pep talks and even Divrei Torah are so effective. It’s why we love Ted Lasso and why Joshua’s impassioned 

speech foretells his rise and assumption of Moses’s role—because his relentless positivity makes him a 

natural leader while the other scouts, all princes of their tribes, are named yet soon forgotten. 

 

Like him, our words have power, as well, beyond our deeds. The Hasidic master Rebbe Nachman of 

Breslov, citing Psalm 100 that we are to serve Adonai with simcha or joy, taught Mitzvah Gedolah Lihiyot 

B’simcha—that it is a great mitzvah to be happy. And, therefore, if we should find ourselves unhappy, it is 

our responsibility to seek out things that bring us joy and do them. Thus, we can become happy and, in 

doing that alone, serve God. It seems simple enough, but I think we all realize that it can be harder than it 

seems. 

 

The song says: “If you’re happy and you know it, clap your hands,” not just “if you’re happy.” It takes some 

self-awareness and reflection to do that children’s song right. So, do we use our energies to wallow in the 

past and in our misery, or do we use it to move forward into that promised land? 

 

Do we maximize our personal and communal potential; or do we stay in the midbar, sticking our heads in 

the proverbial sand, hoping God alone will deliver us—or that it would be better to turn tail and run, long 

for the past in good old Egypt? 

 

It seems to me the faith The Eternal demands from us isn’t just in letting time pass but in seizing what 

time we have and doing what we can to make the most of it. Ki yachol nochal na. If each of us does it, we 

will spread our positive attitude like pound cake. 

 

Surely, we can do it. It’s in our hands. So, if you’re happy and you know it…  

 

Shabbat Shalom. 
 


