Netvort Parshas Shelach 5770:
A Few Good Men
By Rabbi Joshua (incognitively known as The Hoffer) Hoffman

When Moshe prepares the team that is to search out the land, he chooses twelve heads of tribes, who are described by the Torah (Bamidbar, 13:3) as “anashim – men” - which Rashi, citing the Midrash Tanchuma, explains to be an expression of importance indicating that they were all 'kesheirim,' or righteous, honorable people at that time.  Even though most of them later spoke against the Holy Land, at the time they were chosen for the mission they were all good. However, several verses later (Bamidbar, 13:26), Rashi comments that from the very beginning of the mission they had bad intentions in mind. How, then, could Rashi have said earlier that at the time they were chosen they were all 'kesheirim'?? I once heard Rabbi Yehoshua Heshel Eichenstein, the Zititchover Rebbe in Chicago, explain that the Talmud in Kiddushin teaches us a principle that God does not hold a Jew liable for his evil thoughts, unless they are thoughts of idolatry.  In terms of their actions, then, the spies were kesheirim at the time they were chosen for their mission, even though, in their thoughts, they were planning to turn the people against the land. Rabbi Tzvi Yehudah Kook, in his Peamim, a collection of talks on the weekly Torah reading, offers a different explanation, which must be seen in the wider context of his explanation of the sin of the spies, and how it ties in to the rest of the parsha in order to be appreciated. 

Rabbi Moshe Tzvi Neriah, in his Ner LaMaor, mentions that Rav Avraham Yitzchak Kook, who was Rav Tzvi Yehudah's father, and the first Ashkenazi chief rabbi of Eretz Yisroel, once delivered a talk in the Churba synagogue, in the old city of Jerusalem, on parshas Shelach. He said that, in actuality, every parsha of the Torah has some connection to Eretz Yisroel, but parshas Shelach is completely dedicated to the land. Unfortunately, Rav Neriah does not provide us with the entire talk, and thus does not show us how Rav Kook demonstrated his observation. Rav Tzvi Yehudah, however, in his talk, while not making specific reference to his father, does show how every aspect of the parsha is  permeated with a principle that lies at the basis of the crucial importance of Eretz  Yisroel for the Jewish people. That principle is the collective character of the Jewish people as a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. To achieve holiness, it is necessary to bring spirituality into every aspect of one's daily life and work, and this can only be done in Eretz Yisroel. The spies were righteous, says Rav Tzvi Yehudah, on an individual level, but not when it came to their relationship with the nation as a whole. By dissuading the people from entering the land and living a holy life there, they were compromising its historic mission and attempting to change its collective character.   

Seeing the sin of the spies in this light, the rest of parshas Shelach all fits into place.  After Moshe prays for them, God tells him, "I have forgiven in accordance with your words" (Bamidbar,14:20). This verse is actually said by the chazzan and repeated by the congregation on the night of Yom Kippur after Kol Nidrei. Rav Tzvi Yehudah explains that on Yom Kippur, not only does each individual seek forgiveness from God, but the nation as a whole does, also. The forgiveness granted after the sin of the spies was directed towards the collective nature of the sin that the people committed, and so it is this verse which the congregation recites as Yom Kippur begins. Both Rav Avraham Yitzchak Kook, in his Oros haTehuvah, and Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, in his "Al Hateshuvah," dealt at length with this concept of the collective repentance of the nation.   The other verse recited that evening, which also comes from parshas Shelach - "and it shall be forgiven them, for it was unintentional"  (Bamidbar, 15:25) relates to a case in which the Sanhedrin issues an erroneous ruling in regard to the laws of idolatry, and, as a result, the people commit an act of idolatry by mistake. The mitzvos of the meal offerings and the wine libations brought together with animal sacrifices, as mentioned immediately after the section on the spies, relate to products of human interaction with the land, and according to one opinion in the Talmud, were not operative until the nation entered the land, with the exception of those offerings and libations brought together with the daily sacrifice, which was brought in the wilderness.   The mitzvah of separating challah also relates to the productive work on the land that is done by the people after they entered the land. 

The Torah then tells us of the sin of the man who gathered wood on Shabbos. Rav Tzvi Yehudah explains that the determination of how details fit into the wider picture must be determined by the masters of the oral Torah. They decided that even though, in gathering pieces of wood together, one is not effecting a change in the material itself, he is still violating an 'av melacha,' one of the thirty-nine forbidden types of labor. On the other hand, the mitzvah of tzitzis involves tying disparate strings toothier into a garment, and it is considered as being equivalent to all the mitzvos of the Torah, just as the mitzvah of Shabbos. Both of these mitzvos,  says Rav Tzvi Yehudah, are appropriately mentioned in parshas Shelach, given its emphasis on the importance of Eretz Yisroel for the Jewish nation, and whose settlement by the nation is equivalent to all of the mitzvos of the Torah.  Although Rav Tzvi Yehudah does not spell this out, we may add that the collective nature of all the mitzvos of the Torah, forming one unified whole, thus coalesces with he unifying nature of Eretz Yisroel, where, according to the Zohar in parshas Emor, the Jewish people become a unified entity, reflecting the unity of God, for whom they act as representatives on earth.

 Archives are available at  http://www.yucs.org/heights/torah/bysubject/
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