Shelach Lecha 5764
To understand Parshat Shelach Lecha, we have to begin at the end. Shelach Lecha ends with “parshat tzitzit,” the commandment to make fringes on our four-cornered garments, which we recite twice a day as part of the text of the Shema. The Torah provides two dual purposes for the mitzvah: first, “to look at them and remember all the commandments of the LORD… and be holy to your God,” and second, “to do them, not to follow after your own heart and your own eyes, which you are inclined to go after wantonly (asher atem zonim achareihem).” One purpose of the commandment focuses on memory, the other on activity; one is mind-oriented, the other about the body. 
Let’s first examine the second reason, related to our activities. The verse employs the unusual word “zonim,” which the above translation (the King James) renders as “go after wantonly.” Traditionally, we think of zenut, the noun form of the word, as related to baseness, lasciviousness, something un-holy, following after the desires of the flesh. Thus we get terms like “zonah,” a harlot. But earlier in our parasha, we have a unique usage of the word zenut: When God decides that the children of Israel will spend 40 years in the desert, God says “u’veneichem nasu et zenuteichem,” “and your children will carry your zenut.” To what zenut is God referring here? It is not the kind of sexual licentiousness we normally think of as zenut, but rather, as seems plain from the text, an active opting out of the relationship that God offers. The people  have just constructed the Tabernacle; they move as one “by the word of God,” and still they not only lack faith, but they actively say, “Let’s go back to Egypt.” Even though God has established that God is willing to treat them as adults and enter into a partnership with them, they do not rise to the challenge, but fall in the face of fear and desire. 

This is “wantonness” not of the flesh, but of the heart. Our daily gaze at the tzitzit are to rouse us against not merely the lusts of our hearts and eyes, but the all-too-easy complacency and non-holiness to which we are apt to fall victim.

Similarly, the “zechira” or memory which is the other purpose of the tzitzit, finds its meaning from earlier in the parasha. If we look closely at the text, we find there are in fact two accounts of God’s internal decision-making in the face of the incident of the spies. They come back-to-back, the first in 14:11-25, and the second in 14:26-35. 

The first story is very similar to the incident of Israel’s other Big Sin, the Golden Calf: God complains to Moses, “How long will this people not believe in me, after all the signs and wonders I did for them? I’m going to wipe them out and start over with you.” Moses responds that this would be politically unwise, as all the nations of the world would think God wasn’t really all that powerful, and God relents from his threat. The second story, however, is very different. God here does not threaten to wipe out the people, and there is no mention of any ungratefulness for miracles. Rather, God says, “Okay, you asked for it—you want to die in the desert, so you’ll die in the desert.” In this version, God treats Israel rather more like an employees union; God just happens to represent all-powerful management. 

Why two stories about the same event with such different emphases? The first focuses on the unique experience of the generation in question, the Dor HaMidbar or Generation of the Desert, who saw the ten plagues, the splitting of the sea, the manna, and all of God’s other special effects and pyrotechnics. As witnesses to a unique moment in history, God expects them to have a unique ability to believe, and thus God is surprised and angry when they fall short. The second version of the story addresses the people as recipients of the Torah and worshippers at the Tabernacle, who have literally brought God to rest in the world. God’s expectation is not a quid pro quo in this case. God rather treats the people as covenantal partners who have failed to keep up their end of the bargain. Thus the first version, relating to miracles, can only apply to that generation, while the second version speaks even to us today. 

This brings us back to the notion of memory and the tzitzit. The movement from God’s thinking in the first rendition to God’s thinking in the second of these stories represents a realization on God’s part: that the direct experience of a miracle is not enough to ensure a human being’s devotion. Ultimately, the human being and a human community have to proactively enter into the relationship with God. The basis for that relationship, God realizes, is memory, the re-imagining of those original miracles, and the hope that springs from them. The generation of Moses lacked a mature faith, perhaps not in spite but because of their direct experience. They were not merely complacent, but actively rebellious at the moment of greatest opportunity for encountering the divine. This was their “zenut.”

As we take hold of the tzitzit, the words “asher atem zonim achareihem” and “l’maan tizcaru”, “not to follow after your own heart and your own eyes, which you are inclined to go after wantonly,” and “so that you will remember,” take on a new significance. The zenut which God says the children of the desert generation will carry is a zenut carried by all subsequent generations, including ours. It is the zenut of hubris, of haughtiness, and the fear of embracing God at the moments when God is most present. And the memory that we refer to, which is to impel us to the performance of the mitzvot, is the memory of re-imagined miracles, and of the possibility of redemption. 

Shabbat Shalom. 

