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It is not a great time to be entering the job market, but that is exactly what our son Jonah, who has just completed his army service, has decided to do.  As parents we are trying to be as helpful as we can—making some contacts, reading his resume and cover letter, and, most importantly, being cheerleaders.  He keeps saying, “I have no experience, I have done nothing, who will want to hire me?”  We keep replying, “You are looking for an entry level position.  They will not be looking for a whole lot of experience.  They will be looking at who you are as well as your potential.  And when they do, they will find an outstanding young man who is both mature and responsible and who knows what it means to work hard.  Besides, you have had a pretty interesting life so far.”  Of course his response is, “You’re my parents…not exactly objective.”

Our rabbis taught us, “We see the world not as it is, but as we are.”  Each of our perceptions of what is out there is based on our self-perception.  I am not making this up; it comes from the Torah.  In fact, this week’s parasha, Shelach L’cha.  Right after the ten scouts tell the people that the Land of Promise is truly blessed, flowing with milk and honey just as God foretold, they share their self-assessment of their chance to conquer and occupy the Land of Canaan:

We cannot attack that people, for it is stronger than we…we looked like grasshoppers to ourselves, and so we must have looked to them. (Num. 13:31-33)

Upon hearing this, the people give up hope and faith, saying they want to go back to Egypt, to return to slavery.  In other words, the scouts’ lack of belief in themselves, their negative self-perception, leads to widespread pessimism among the people, ultimately resulting in their punishment to wander in the wilderness for forty years, never to inherit the land promised to our ancestors.

Now I am not sure what it is that leads people to have a positive self-image or a negative one.  Certainly our experiences play a part.  So does our environment.  The evaluations of parents, friends, and teachers remain with us, often for a lifetime.  Our successes and failures have an impact on what we can accomplish, even what we will attempt.  Good or bad fortune also influences our general sense of life.  And then there are those internal standards to which we hold ourselves accountable.  However, whatever the cause, of this I am certain—we become, at least in part, what we conceive ourselves to be.  The Torah is right on about this.

As we prepare to undertake any new venture, we can come away thinking that we are merely grasshoppers in our level of knowledge and learning, that while the opportunity appears fair and good, it is simply unattainable given the hurdles that have to be scaled.  Or, we can take on the spirit of Joshua and Caleb, who, right after that negative assessment try to rally the troops saying, “We can do this.  God is with us!”  

Even though there will be moments of doubt and uncertainty in any great challenges, we can accomplish formidable goals.  It all begins with how we see ourselves.  And so I ask you on this Shabbat:

MQW What is your self-image like these days?  Is it holding you back in any way?

P.S. Jonah has been offered four different job opportunities.  He is deciding on which one to tackle.

