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Does lashon hara distort vision, does distorted vision lead to lashon hara, or is it a vicious cycle? Last week we saw
examples of lashon hara distorting vision. The people are tired of eating manna and complain bitterly; Moses begins to
doubt his ability to continue leading the people; a boy tattles on two men prophesying in the camp; Miriam, with Aaron in
tow, speaks against Moses’ “Cushite wife” and challenges his position of authority. Negative speech, i.e., lashon hara,
born of fear, insecurity, lack of trust, and jealousy, creates a pernicious cycle of distorted vision — the distorted vision that
leads right back to the lashon hara in our parashah that ultimately changes the fate of the generation that Moses led out
of Egypt. The serpent who distorts Eve’s perception of HaShem and causes her to eat from the forbidden tree is the first
of many examples of distorted vision leading to lashon hara. In the narrative of the scouts, this distorted vision is fueled
by two little words: lecha (7> for yourself) and efes (0o% however/only/zero/nothing). Send for yourself shlach lecha (13:2)
implies that HaShem is giving Moses permission for something that is not actually necessary. This becomes obvious in
his retelling of the story in Parashat Devarim (Deuteronomy 1:22): “All of you approached me and you said, ‘let us send
men ahead of us so that they will search out the land for us ...”” Indeed, this fateful scouting mission is a symptom of the
people’s distorted vision, which no amount of positive input will be able to placate. Despite all the miracles they have
witnessed, the people are irrevocably consumed by fear and doubt. And ten of the twelve men sent out to inspect the
Promised Land confirm their feelings with the word efes, which completely negates their initial statement that the land is
indeed flowing with milk and honey, just as HaShem had promised. After showing them the land’s produce, carefully
selected for maximum effect, the scouts immediately present a litany of obstacles: huge, fortified cities inhabited by
exceedingly strong people. Beginning the list of inhabitants with Amalek is masterful rhetoric, something Midrash
Tanchuma Shelach 9 notices: “Such is the way of those who recount slander. They open with what is good and finish with
what is ill.” They silence Caleb by declaring it “a land that consumes its inhabitants. ... In our eyes, we seemed like
grasshoppers, and so we were in their eyes.” (13:27-33). Tractate Sotah 35a describes HaShem'’s purpose: “l intended it
for their good by causing many people to die there, ... so that the Canaanites would be preoccupied with mourning and
not inquire about them.’ ... When the Canaanites were having the mourners’ meal, they had it beneath cedar trees, and
when the scouts saw them they climbed up the trees and sat in them. From there, they heard the Canaanites saying, ‘We
see people who look like grasshoppers in the trees.”” The leaders try valiantly to offset the people’s distorted vision, but
HaShem makes it clear that it will be up to their freeborn offspring to settle Canaan, not now, but 40 years later, when
practice in the responsibilities of freedom may have broadened their horizons. It is noteworthy that the third paragraph of
our shema Yisrael prayer —the commandment of tzitzit — appears at the end of our parashah as an antidote to distorted
vision. In a masterful juxtaposition of healthy versus distorted vision, it is immediately prefaced by an enumeration of the
offerings the people are to bring when they arrive in the Promised Land, followed by the brief, tragic story of the man who
was stoned to death for gathering wood on Shabbat. Offerings are the assurance that return is always possible if one is
able to acknowledge shortcomings and make amends. The punishment of the man who desecrates Shabbat shows the
people the ultimate consequence of persisting in distorted vision. | think that the commandment of tzitzit also functions
as HaShem'’s rectifying what Moses points out as HaShem’s own distorted vision. When HaShem, justifiably angry at the
Israelites’ lack of trust, wants to destroy them and make a new people with Moses, Moses reminds HaShem of HaShem'’s
own self-description after the golden calf debacle. His cunning paraphrase of HaShem’s words in Exodus 34:6-7 is
prefaced by a plea for HaShem'’s strength to increase — a brilliant ploy that culminates in words we know well from the
Kol Nidre service: “Please forgive the iniquity of this nations in accordance with your abounding kindness, as You have
borne this people from Egypt until now.” And during the Yom Kippur services we emulate Moses’ chutzpah by repeating
HaShem’s answer: “salachti kidvarecha (| have forgiven, in accordance with your word.”). But mercy must be tempered
with justice or freedom will disintegrate into lawlessness, where vision is controlled by the powerful. The tzitzit are a
tangible, daily practice to remind us of our covenantal responsibilities. “This tzitzit will be for you. You must look at it and
recall all the commandments of HaShem, to perform then, and you will not seek after [the desires of] your hearts and
your eyes, after which you go astray.” (15:39) The root 70 (tur) implies seeking, exploring, spying — the same word used in
the narrative of the scouts. The word Torah, from the root 77 (instruct, show, aim) is not etymologically related, but a
relationship is definitely implied at the end of our parashah. The tzitzit show us the way out of the vicious cycle of
distorted vision and lashon hara. They redirect our seeking after what | like to call the false gods of our own desires -
those distorted visions fueled by fear, jealousy, and insecurity — toward seeking after the Torah’s wisdom. The Torah will
not make our imperfect world perfect, but it will teach us how to navigate it with clarity, courage, and dignity, and to help
make it as good as human beings can make it.

Shabbat shalom!



