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When I was four years old, I said I wanted to be a pediatrician so my doctor could 
go on vacation because she was always there when I had to see her. For the next 
thirteen years, this memory was brought up time and again whenever someone 
asked, “what do you want to be when you grow up?” and I would answer “a 
pediatrician.” If my parents were nearby, the story would often be re-told, but even 
if they weren’t the idea had permeated. As an adult, I do not remember this, but I 
can still retell the story as if it is a concrete memory. This is what Dr. Elizabeth 
Loftus, a psychological scientist I once worked with at University of California Irvine, 
calls a “false memory”. Dr Loftus studies human memory - specifically how facts, 
ideas, suggestions, and other post-event information can modify our memories. 
This can be from something as minor as whether there was a stop or yield sign at 
the scene of an accident to wrongly identifying criminals in sentencing.  
 
This is why Moshe spends the time as the Jewish people prepare to enter Israel to 
retell the story of the journey, as we read:  
 

 ןֵּ֑דְַרּיַה רֶבֵ֖עְּב לֵ֔אָרְִׂשי־לָּכ־לֶא ֙הֶֹׁשמ רֶּ֤בִּד רֶׁ֨שֲא םיִ֗רָבְּדַה הֶּלֵ֣א
These are the words that Moses addressed to all Israel on the other 
side of the Jordan. (Devarim 1:1) 

 
Moshe is investing in creating a communal memory so that we do not develop false 
memories of our history. He’s getting us all on the same page, so to speak. As you 
may recall, the entire generation which left Egypt has died by now. All that is left of 
the beginning of the journey is the memory. And Moshe, being the amazing leader 
that he was, knew that leaving us all to what glimpses we had gleaned from our 
tribes as we wandered was probably incomplete. So rather than risk the false 
memories, he gathered us all to hear as one. 
 
Moshe begins his (very long) speech with a reproach and the story of the spies. To 
many readers and commentators, this feels like an odd place to begin. One might 
expect it to begin with the brit avot, the covenant with our fore-fathers, or the 
exodus from Egypt. One might even accept the sin of the golden calf if a reproach 
was truly the most important opening to this collective memory creation. But alas, 
that is not where we begin. We begin with the story of the spies, a story that begins 
in the same place - at the bank of the Jordan with the people ready to enter Israel. 
Moshe wanted the community to notice that there were standing on the same 
precipice as their ancestors had been 38 years prior. The Jewish community had 
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this opportunity once before, and it was through the fault of the spies that they were 
still on the “other side of the Jordan.” 
 
Despite all the jokes about the Jews being lost for 40 years, this moment is a 
reminder of what happened. That 38 years prior the community had been ready to 
enter the land but ultimately lacked the total faith necessary.   
This point gets made again at the end of our parsha: 
 

ֵּוִצ ַעּוׁ֣שֹוְהי־תְֶאו ֹמאֵל אוִ֖הַה תֵ֥עָּב יִתי֔ ֹֹארָה Kיֶ֣ניֵע ר֑  ֵ֙ינְׁשִל ֙םֶכיֵהOֱא ה הָׂ֜שָע רֶׁ֨שֲא־לָּכ ֩תֵא ת֗
  ׃הָּמָֽׁש רֵֹ֥בע הָּ֖תַא רֶׁ֥שֲא תֹו֔כָלְמַּמַה־לָכְל ֙ה הֶׂ֤שֲַעי־ֽןֵּכ הֶּלֵ֔אָה םיִ֣כָלְּמַה
Oֱ֖א ה יִּ֚כ םּו֑אָריְִּת אOֽס( ׃ֽםֶכָל םָ֥חְִלּנַה אּו֖ה םֶ֔כיֵה( 

I also charged Joshua at that time, saying, “You have seen with your 
own eyes all that the LORD your God has done to these two kings; so 
shall the LORD do to all the kingdoms into which you shall cross over. 
Do not fear them, for it is the LORD your God who will battle for you.” - 
Devarim 3:21-22 

 
 
Perhaps this is also the first enactment of the proverbial “those who do not learn 
from the past are doomed to repeat it in the future.” Before we enter the land of 
Israel, we must absolutely know that it is our destiny and we must make it happen 
despite the difficulties we may face. We must have clarity on why we’ve been in the 
desert, in both a physical and spiritual way, so that we can move forward as a 
unified community with a communal memory. 
 
Perhaps, the point of the spies is not to serve as a reproach, but rather to clear the 
air about why we’ve been in the desert for the past 38 years. If we listen carefully, 
we’ll know that it is not because anyone got lost or because we had poor 
leadership, one generation was punished for their sins and the next had to be ready 
to start anew. Moshe had to have the opportunity to cultivate our communal 
memory in order to ensure that for all the generations to follow we would not have 
to wonder if we had generated false memories of our journey. 
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