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The Sin of Comparing Trees

Exploring inner world of the enigmatic “wood-gatherer”

By Rabbi Yosef Y. Jacobson
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1. Class Description:

The Torah Portion of Shelach relates the greatest tragedy of the Jewish Exodus.

When the Jews had left Egypt, the original plan had been to make a brief stop at Sinai to
pick up the Torah, and then make a beeline straight to Israel, the legendary “land of milk and
honey.” What had actually happened was that immediately after receiving the Torah the Jews
worshipped the Golden Calf, leading to an intense four-month repentance program, and the
necessity to ‘bring G-d back home’ by the erecting the Tabernacle, which took nearly an entire
year. Now, a year-and-a -half after the Exodus, the nation is camped on the border of the
Promised Land, finally about to conclude its longer-than-expected journey.

But disaster occurs. Twelve spies are sent to spy out the land, and return to discourage
and convince the people that their mission is hopeless. The nation wails and begs to return to
Egypt. G-d decrees that the entire generation must die in the desert over the course of forty
years, and only their children will enter the land. This dramatically changes the course of
history, and the character and structure of the Torah.

And after all these cataclysmic events, the Parsha ends with a mysterious, isolated, and
seemingly insignificant account of one man’s sin: The ‘Wood-Gatherer’, the “Mekoshesh
Eitzim.”

This class will demonstrate how these stories are not randomly juxtaposed, but rather
relate the history of an ideological revolution and the counter-revolution it inspired.
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2. Sources:

1. Numbers
Chapter 15, Verses 32-36

32. When the children of Israel were in the desert,
they found a man gathering wood (mekoshesh
eitzim) on the Sabbath day.

33. Those who found him gathering wood
presented him before Moses and Aaron and
before the entire congregation.

34. They put him under guard, since it was not
specified what was to be done to him

35. The Lord said to Moses, The man shall be put
to death; the entire congregation shall pelt him

with stones outside the camp

36. So the entire congregation took him outside
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the camp, and they pelted him to death with (YN NN
stones, as the Lord had commanded Moses.
2. Babylonian Talmud 733 Tnvn .2

Shabbos 96b-97a

Our Rabbis taught: The ‘wood-gatherer’
(mekoshesh) was Tzelofchad. And thus it is said
(Numbers 15:32): “And while the children of Israel
were in the wilderness, they found a man
gathering wood, etc.”; and elsewhere it is said
(Numbers 27:3): “Our father died in the wilderness;”
just as there [it refers to] Tzelofchad, so too here
Tzelofchad is meant. This is R. Akiva's view.

R. Yehudah b. Basayra said to him, 'Akiva! In either
case you will have to give an account for your
words: If you are right, the Torah shielded his
identity and you revealed it; and if not, you cast a
stigma upon a righteous man!'

Then of which [sinners] was Tzelofchad? — Of
those who 'presumed [to go up to the top of the
mountain] (Numbers 14:44).'
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3. Babylonian Talmud
Shabbos 96b

Rav Yehudah said in the name of Shmuel: [The
offence of] the gatherer [of sticks] was that he
carried [them] four cubits over public ground.

In a Baraisa it was taught: He cut [the branches]
off [the tree].

R. Acha b. Yacov said: He tied [them] together.
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4. Rabenu Bechaya
Numbers 15:32

Rabenu Bechaya asks why the word ‘mekoshesh’ is
used, it should have said the more common word
‘melaket’, ‘gatherer’?’ Therefore he explains that
‘mekoshesh’ is actually a conjuction of two words,
‘meko shesh’, which means ‘separating the six,’
referring to the six supernal extremes, the six
supernal attributes.

Similarly when it is written, “Moses tarried,”
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boshesh, it is a conjuction of ‘ba’oo shesh’, six NI XY
hours arrived, yet Moses did not come.

5. Zohar 9t .5
Shelach, 157a N, 91 NYY

R. Chiya said: It is written, “They found a man
gathering trees on the Sabbath day." What are the
trees doing here, and who is the man?

The man is Tzelafchad and he was inquiring about
the trees [the Tree of Knowledge and the Tree of
Life] which one is greater than the other, and he
was not cautious for the glory of his Master, he
exchanged one Shabbos [of the Tree of
Knowledge] for another Shabbos [of the Tree of
Life].

This is what it is written that Ixun2a "in his own sin
he died," "in the sin of vuv” [I X0N1], in the sin of
six [the six faculties] did he die.
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6. Likutei Torah
Shelach, 43a

The sin of the ‘Mekoshesh’ was that he uprooted
something from its natural place of growth,
meaning he caused it to feel itself as an
independent and separate existence, no longer
dependant and nullified to its Divine source that is
creating it etc.

On Shabbos, the Tree of Knowledge unites with
the Tree of Life and existence becomes nullified in
its Divine source... Therefore one who uproots
something from this source is liable for desecrating
Shabbos...
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3. Questions and Exercises

1. What are the five interpretations for "mekoshesh-eitzim?" There are three from the

Talmud, one from Zohar, and one from Rabanu Bechaya.

2. Can you explain how all five interpretations represent one underlying theme?

3. The spies sinned with one mistaken ideology; the wood-gatherer with its polar opposite.

Do you think you are more guilty of the "sin of the spies" or of "the sin of the wood-gatherer"?

4, Do you have an inner spiritual core beyond your entanglement with the duties of life?

5. What do you do on Shabbos to connect to your "Tree of Life"?
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