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This week’s parsha discusses, primarily, the tragic episode of the
spies. The failure of the spies to see the good in the land and
their failure to trust in Hashem’s abilities to bring them into the
land, was a failure of epic proportion.

It is indeed hard to comprehend how they could have fallen out
of faith so quickly, considering they had just studied Torah for an
entire year at the foot of Mt. Sinai.

Although the theme of Shlach is the sin of the spies, we have two
paragraphs at the end of the parsha that seem to have nothing
to do with the storyline of the spies.

The Torah introduces the story of the “Mekosheish”, the wood
gatherer who knowingly violated the Shabbat to gather wood.
This sinner was promptly put to death according to Hashem’s
command.

After this episode, the Torah finishes with the commandment of
Tzitzit, that we must put strings on the corners of our garments,
as a reminder of Hashem above.

Why are these paragraphs linked together with the spies? If we
look at Rashi, we see that the chronology of these events is
totally out of place. Rashi tells us that the act of the Shabbat
desecrator took place on the second Shabbat that they left
Egypt, which begs the question why the Torah brings this story
now, more than one year after the episode took place.

The Ramban and others, differ with Rashi and claim that the
story of the wood gatherer took place after the sin of the spies
according to the sequence of events in the parsha. Tosafot in
Bava Basra 119 explains that Tzelafchad was the Shabbat
desecrator and his motive for breaking Shabbos was “I’shem
shamyaim”, for the sake of Heaven. Tzelafchad saw that the
people were despondent of ever entering the land of Israel.
Hashem told them that it would now take 40 years of wandering
in the desert! Tzelafchad was concerned that the people would
despair of keeping Hashem’s mitzvot, for what would be the
point of keeping them in a barren desert!?

To combat this, Tzelafchad knowingly desecrated Shabbat, in
order that he would be put to death, thereby sending the
message that Judaism is just as real and serious in the desert as
itis in the land of Israel.
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With this mindset, we can understand all of the teachings in the
parsha.

Hashem saw that the people were depressed and despondent
upon hearing that they will not be entering Israel for another 40
years. The rest of the parsha is meant to be an encouragement
to them that their children will merit to enter the land. This is
why the Torah gave them the mitzvah of the meal offerings, the
wine libations, and the mitzvah of challah, none of which would
come into effect until they entered the land. This was Hashem’s
way of telling them that they will reach their destination
eventually and therefore they should maintain a positive
outlook.

Tzelafchad then sent the people a message that even if they feel
despondent and they are not “in the mood” to observe the
Torah, they still have to adhere to it’s laws, for the laws are
binding wherever a Jew may find himself, whether in the land of
Israel or even in a desert. The consequences for not adhering to
them are dire!

Finally, Moshe gives us the mitzvah of tzitzit to teach us the
same message but in a more positive way. Wherever a Jew may
be in this world, even in a desert, remember the Torah,
remember the commandments and remember Hashem by
looking at your tzitzit!

The difference between Tzelafchad’s approach and Moshe’s is
that Tzelafchad’s was to instill fear of G-d, whereas Moshe’s was
to instill love of G-d. Both components are needed for a Jew to
reach his spiritual potential in life. However, we see from Moshe
that the way to inspire the Jewish people when they are down, is
not with the harshness of Tzelafchad, but rather with the
sweetness of Tzitzit. In times of pain and need, we need to turn
to Hashem with the faith of tzitzit.

Since October 7th, there has been a higher demand for tzitzit by
both religious and secular Jews the likes of which we have never
seen before. We see with our own eyes how the mitzvah of
Tzitzit has the power to bring the Jewish people closer to
Hashem through hope and prayer. May our performance of this
precious mitzvah bring us a life of security and prosperity in our
Holy Land and may the merit of our soldiers wearing tzitzit bring
them all home safely!
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