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Watchfulness 
Is The By-word

Parshat Shelach brings us back to the 
thorny question of when our actions 
can be considered performed unwit-

tingly (Bishgagah) and when they are 
to be reckoned as purposeful behaviors 
(Bemeizid). On the surface, the distinction 
appears clear. In practice, however, the dif-
ference between the two approaches is by 
no means obvious.

The Torah teaches us that if the nation sins 
unintentionally because the court ruled 
erroneously, then the court must bring a 
burnt-offering and a sin-offering as atone-
ment. Similarly, an individual who errs 
accidentally is to offer up a sin-offering. 
Paradoxically, one who sins brazenly, in 
defiance of Hashem, does not fall under 
the jurisdiction of the court and will be 
excised divinely from his people (Bemidbar 
15:24-31).

Why would a person who sinned unwit-
tingly be subject to atonement? Perhaps, 
we might better ask, what are the circum-
stances under which that kind of behavior 
occurs. Our commentators suggested, for 
example, that one brought up by non-Jews 
or believed that the Torah, qua Torah, was 

no longer relevant, fit into that category 
(Steinsaltz).

In truth, we are exposed to many dis-
tractions and ideologies in today’s free 
society. No wonder we can be fooled into 
thinking that our actions are in order, con-
forming to current notions of propriety 
that, in essence, contradict Torah values 
or Halachah. We rationalize, as did those 
who “went up to the mountain” to fight the 
enemy in the aftermath of the debacle of 
the spies. Their intentions were good, but 
they were at fault (ibid 14:40-45). 

Freudians will argue that we act uncon-
sciously; behaviorists will claim that we 
picked up bad habits. We are subject to 
peer pressures of which we are possibly 
unaware; we rationalize that what we do 
is within the purview of Jewish ethics. The 
Torah, nevertheless, is the guiding light. 
As the Ramchal writes so eloquently, we 
should excel in the trait of watchfulness.

The Torah narrative begins with unwitting 
sins and rounds up with the affair of the 
individual who audaciously collected wood 
on the Shabbat. It appears, then, that we 
bring the sin-offering for our “accidental” 
actions because our lack of watchfulness 
ultimately leads to willful and intentional 
misdeeds.  

Shabbat Shalom!
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