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 Greetings from Jerusalem, where the 2016 Bronfman 
Fellows have just begun their summer! Hannah Kapnik 
Ashar ’04 is Faculty and Community Educator at BYFI. She 
is also the Rabbinic Intern at Congregation Bonai Shalom in 
Boulder, Colorado. She has two daughters, Zivi and Ayala. 
Hannah was a fellow in 2004 and madricha in 2007 and 

2008. 

 

 

In the last passage in the Shma, there’s a line I find confusing. When we seek truth 
and realness, our hearts are extremely helpful, if not essential, guides.  Which is 
why I’m troubled by a verse instructing us to: 

 

"look at [your tzittzit] and recall all the mitzvot of the Lord, and do them, so that 
you do not follow your heart and your eyes in your lustful urge"  (Numbers 15:39). 

 

The idea that one might err by following after their eyes in lustful urge makes 
sense to me. But ‘following your heart’ is a key ingredient of self-actualization, 
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maybe the essence of spiritual practice, and certainly common advice at any 
graduation. 

This passage is traditionally read twice daily as part of the Shma, but originally 
appears at the end of our parsha, Shlach Lecha. When read in the context of the 
Shma, this potentially bothersome verse comes in isolation from the stories leading 
up to it, which, of course, cast a different light on it. 

ֹלְו םֶ֔כיֵניֵֽע יֵ֣רֲחַאְו ֙םֶכְבַבְל יֵ֤רֲחַא ּורֻ֜תָת־אֽ  "Do not follow your heart and eyes," or more 
precisely, “Don’t go tur-ing after your heart and eyes.” The word latur is not a 
terribly common word in the Torah, but it does come up several times in this 
week’s parsha. After traversing the desert, the Israelites are approaching the 
Promised Land. Twelve spies, one from each tribe, are sent by Moshe ahead of 
the Israelites latur et ha’aretz, to scout out, to tour the land and “see what kind of 
country it is. Are the people who dwell in it strong or weak, few or many? Is the 
country in which they dwell good or bad? Are the towns they live in open or 
fortified? Is the soil rich or poor? Is it wooded or not?” The travel-weary Israelites 
are standing on the remarkable threshold of arriving home, and the spies are 
sent latur, to assess, what lies ahead of them. 

And this is the spies’ report (Numbers 13:27-33, NRSV translation, modified): 

27 And they told him, “We came to the land to which you sent us; it does indeed 
flow with milk and honey, and this is its fruit. 28 Yet the people who live in the land 
are powerful, and the towns are fortified and very large; and besides, we saw the 
descendants of Anak (lit. Giant) there. 29 The Amalekites live in the land of the 
Negev; the Hittites, the Jebusites, and the Amorites live in the hill country; and the 
Canaanites live by the sea, and along the Jordan.” 

30 But Caleb [(one of the spies)] quieted the people before Moses, and said, “Let us 
go up at once and occupy it, for we are well able to overcome it.” 

 31 Then the men who had gone up with him said, “We are not able to go up against 
this people, for they are stronger than we.” 32 So they brought to the Israelites an 
unfavorable report of the land that they had spied out (taru), saying, “The land that 
we have gone through as spies (latur) is a land that devours its inhabitants; and all 
the people that we saw in it are of great size. 33 There we saw the Nephilim – the 
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Anakites come from the Nephilim; and in in our own eyes, we were as 
grasshoppers; that much more so in their eyes!” 

׃ּהָֽיְרִּפ־הֶזְו 27 אוִ֖ה  ׁש  ַ֛בְדּו בָ֥לָח  תַ֨בָז  םַגְ֠ו  ּונָּ֑תְחַלְׁש  רֶׁ֣שֲא  ץֶרָ֖אָה־לֶא  ּונאָּ֕ב  ֹּיַו  ּו֔רְמא֣ ֹ֙ול־ּורְּפַסְיַו   

׃םָֽׁש 28 ּוניִ֥אָר  קָ֖נֲעָֽה  יֵ֥דִלְי־םַגְו  דֹ֔אְמ  ֙תVֹדְּג  תֹו֤רֻצְּב  םיִ֗רָעֶֽהְו  ץֶרָ֑אָּב  בֵׁ֖שֹּיַה  םָ֔עָה  זַ֣ע־יִּֽכ  סֶפֶ֚א   

׃ןֵּֽדְרַּיַה 29 ֥דַי  לַ֖עְו  םָּ֔יַה־לַע  בֵׁ֣שֹי  ֙יִנֲעַנְּכַֽהְו  ר  ָ֔הָּב בֵׁ֣שֹוי  ֙יִרֹמֱאָֽהְו  יִ֤סּובְיַהְו  יִּתִחַֽהְ֠ו  בֶג ֶּ֑נַה  ץֶרֶ֣אְּב  בֵׁ֖שֹוי  קֵ֥לָמֲע   

׃ּהָֽל 30 לַ֖כּונ  לֹו֥כָי־יִּֽכ  ּהָ֔תֹא  ּונְׁשַ֣רָיְו  ֙הֶלֲעַנ  הVָ֤ע  ֹּיַו  רֶמא֗ הֶׁ֑שֹמ־לֶא  םָ֖עָה־תֶא  בֵ֛לָּכ  סַ֧הַּיַו   

׃ּוּנֶּֽמִמ 31 אּו֖ה  ֥קָזָח־יִּֽכ  םָ֑עָה־לֶא  תֹו  ֣לֲעַל לַ֖כּונ  ֹל  א֥ ּו֔רְמָֽא  ֹ֙וּמִע  ּו֤לָע־רֶׁשֲא  םיִׁ֜שָנֲאָ֨הְו   

תֶלֶ֤כֹא 32 ץֶרֶ֣א  ּהָ֗תֹא  רּו֣תָל  ּהָ֜ב  ּונְרַ֨בָע  ֩רֶׁשֲא  ץֶרָ֡אָה  רֹ֑מאֵל  לֵ֖אָרְׂשִי  יֵ֥נְּב־לֶא  ּהָ֔תֹא  ּו֣רָּת  רֶׁ֣שֲא  ֙ץֶרָ֙אָה  תַּ֤בִּד  ּואיִ֜צֹוּיַו   
׃תֹוּֽדִמ יֵׁ֥שְנַא ּהָ֖כֹותְב ּוניִ֥אָר־רֶׁשֲא םָ֛עָה־לָכְו אוִ֔ה ָ֙היֶ֙בְׁשֹוי  

׃םֶֽהיֵניֵעְּב 33 ּוניִ֖יָה  ןֵ֥כְו  םיִ֔בָגֲחַּֽכ  ּ֙וניֵ֙ניֵעְב  יִ֤הְּנַו  םיִ֑לִפְּנַה־ןִמ  קָ֖נֲע  יֵ֥נְּב  םיִ֛ליִפְּנַה־תֶא  ּוניִ֗אָר  םָׁ֣שְו   
  

The spies acknowledge that the land is flowing with milk and honey. This is, 
indeed, the glorious land we’ve been approaching all this time. And at the same 
time, they are paralyzed by fear. Their turing led them to forgo the Promised Land. 
Theirs was a touring and exploring that brought attention to the worst possible 
outcomes even in the face of the most destiny-fulfilling opportunity. 

Sometimes it is the way of our hearts to amplify our fear. We see an opportunity for 
greatness or wholeness and we trip over the place of “how small we are in our own 
eyes.” And so the Torah enjoins us: V'lo taturu acharei levavchem – “ do not follow 
your fear-prone heart in the way of the spies,” a reminder so important it merits 
being recited daily in the Shma. When you’re on the threshold of your next great 
thing, notice how much weight you’re giving to your what-if-ing mind (or heart). And 
know, or imagine, that if you go for it, there will likely be divine support to arrive in 
that Land of Milk and Honey. 

  

 

 

Continue the conversation. Send Hannah your thoughts: hannah@byfi.org 
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