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True Success  
Adapted from a Chumash Rashi shiur given by the Tolner Rebbe shlita, Shlach 5762 

  לע"נ האשה החשובה מרת חוה חיה שרה ע"ה בת הרב נטע אריה ז"ל ת.נ.צ.ב.ה.  
In parshas Shlach the Torah tells us about the terrible sin of the Meraglim, arguably the most serious sin 
in Klal Yisrael’s history. Although the sin of the Egel Hazahav was also a tremendous transgression, as the 
prohibition against Idolatry is considered one of the three most serious sins, nevertheless the punishment 
given as a result of the sin of the Meraglim, that the entire generation should die in the desert, as well as 
the eventual destruction of both Batei Mikdash, shows that in some way the sin of the Meraglim was even 
more serious than the sin of the Egel Hazahav. Through analyzing the Torah’s description of the events as 
they unfolded we will attempt to gain some clarity as to the nature of sin of the Meraglim and why the 
Torah viewed it with such severity.Q1  

Hashem did not Accept their Penitence 
In relating the events that followed after Klal Yisrael was told that they would no longer be entering Eretz 
Yisrael, the psukim say, ( מה-מבמדבר יד,  ) “  אשר המקום אל ועלינו הננו לאמר ההר ראש אל ויעלו בבקר וישכמו

 תנגפו ולא בקרבכם 'ה אין כי תעלו אל .תצלח לא והוא' ה פי את עברים אתם זה למה משה ויאמר .חטאנו כי 'ה אמר
 והכנעני העמלקי וירד .המחנה מקרב משו לא ומשה 'ה ברית וארון ההר ראש אל לעלות ויעפלו וכו' איביכם לפני

החרמה עד ויכתום ויכום ההוא בהר הישב , and they arose early in the morning and they ascended the 
mountain saying, we are ready to go up to the place that Hashem said, for we have sinned. And Moshe 
told them, why are you transgressing the word of Hashem? [What you are doing] It will not succeed. Do 
not go up because Hashem is not among you to prevent you from being beaten by your enemies… They 
defiantly went up to the mountain top and the Ark of the Covenant and Moshe did not move from the 
camp. And the Amalekites and the Canaanites who dwelled on that mountain went down and struck them 
and crushed them [pursuing] them until Charmah.”  

Rashi comments, “ מצרימה שוב לנו טוב הלא אמרנו אשר על - חטאנו כי , For we have sinned – by having said 
‘is it not better for us to return to Egypt?’” We see from Rashi’s comment that by that morning, Klal Yisrael 
had already confessed their sin and accepted upon themselves to change their ways in the future, which 
was a fulfillment of the two conditions required for repentance (רמב"ם הלכות תשובה ב, ב). Nevertheless they 
were still not allowed to enter Eretz Yisrael and were dealt a crushing blow at the hands of their enemies. 
As Klal Yisrael had repented, why in fact did Hashem not accept their penitence and allow them to proceed 
to Eretz Yisrael?Q2  

Rejecting Eretz Yisrael??? 
Additionally, Rashi’s explanation that their sin was the fact that they had said that it would be better to 
return to Mitzrayim is surprising. Why was this statement considered so severe that it played a more 
central role in their sin than the fact that they had rejected the Divine gift of Eretz Yisrael?Q3   

Two Approaches when Facing Challenges 
In order to answer our questions we will attempt to delve into an element of human nature that was at 
play during the sin of the Meraglim, and is also relevant in our times. There are generally two approaches 
that people take when they are confronted with the inevitable challenges that people are faced with 
during their lives. The first approach is that taken by people whose guiding principle in life is the quest for 
success. These people will view every challenge that they face as a potential obstacle to their succeeding 
in their life goals, and will therefore be motivated to invest energy to overcome those challenges by the 
vision of the success that they will eventually achieve if they overcome the challenge. In the event that 
they realize that there is little to no chance for them to achieve the desired end result, they will 
undoubtedly abandon the endeavor as they will feel that it is pointless for them to continue doing so. 

The second approach is the one taken by people who value the struggle itself for its own merit. They will 
continue to fight to overcome their challenges even in the event that they see no realistic chances of 
victory, because they view the struggle as being important, not just the end result.  
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'דארף ניט אויפטוהן, מ'דארף טוהןמ  
Rav Chaim Brisker would say that in matters regarding Avodas Hashem, “ מ'דארף ניט אויפטוהן, מ'דארף

 one does not need to achieve, one needs to do.” Similarly, his son the Brisker Rav told the members ,טוהן
of the Agudas Yisrael (עובדות והנהגות לבית בריסק ח"ב, קצא) that in their struggle against the Zionist movement’s 
attempts to uproot Jewish tradition, they should be careful not to set themselves specific goals, because 
by doing so, it could lead them to a situation where they would choose to work together with the Zionists 
in order to achieve those goals, and he believed that that it was forbidden to cooperate with people who 
subscribe to an ideology that is antithetical to Torah beliefs, and it was therefore necessary to oppose 
them on principle, no matter what the specific issue was. We see that essentially, Rav Chaim Brisker and 
his son were pushing the second approach - that one must appreciate the importance of the struggle as 
opposed to focusing only on success and victory.  

Chazal list a series of levels in spiritual development that a person should achieve, as itemized in the 
Gemarah, (:עבודה זרה כ) “  מביאה זריזות, זריזות לידי מביאה זהירות, זהירות לידי מביאה תורה: יאיר בן פנחס ר"א

וכו' נקיות לידי , Rabi Pinchos Ben Yair said, Torah brings a person to being careful, being careful brings a 
person to being alacritous, being alacritous, brings a person to being [spiritually] clean…” We see from 
this Gemarah that regardless of the spiritual level that a person has already achieved, he must constantly 
put in effort so that it will ‘bring him’ to the next level. This can only be achieved by constantly battling 
the Yetzer Harah, as Chazal say (.ברכות ה) “  יצר אדם ירגיז לעולם: לקיש בן שמעון רבי אמר חמא בר לוי רבי אמר

הרע יצר על טוב , Rabi Levi bar Chama said in the name of Rabi Shimon ben Lakish: one should always incite 
his Yetzer Tov over his Yetzer Harah,” which, as Rashi explains, means “  עם מלחמה שיעשה - טוב יצר ירגיז

הרע יצר , incite the Yetzer Tov – that he should do battle with the Yetzer Harah.” This instruction is further 
prefaced with the word ‘לעולם, always’ to emphasize that the need to battle with one’s Yetzer Harah is 
relevant to all people, no matter their age or the level in Avodas Hashem that they have reached.  

Success 
From these statements of Chazal we see that not only is it absolutely necessary to constantly fight the 
Yetzer, from the instruction to fight him ‘always’ we can deduce that the goal must be the fight itself, and 
as such this must redefine the standards of how one measures success. 

The term ‘מצליח, successful’ is used a total of seven times in the Torah, three of which are regarding Yosef 
Hatzaddik. The first two occurrences where we find that Yosef is referred to as being מצליח are after he 
was purchased by Potiphar the Egyptian minister. The psukim say, ( ג-בראשית לט, ב ) “  איש ויהי יוסף את 'ה ויהי

בידו מצליח 'ה עשה הוא אשר וכל אתו 'ה כי אדניו וירא .המצרי אדניו בבית ויהי מצליח , And Hashem was with 
Yosef and he was a man of success, and he was in the house of his Egyptian master. And his master saw 
that Hashem was with him and all that he did Hashem made successful.” It is noteworthy that while Yosef 
Hatzaddik was in Yaakov Avinu’s house, where he was a favored son, and merited to spend many hours 
learning from his father, the Torah does not describe him as successful, even though one would have 
thought that objectively speaking, this would be considered a greater success than being a head slave!  

The next time that the Torah uses the term ‘מצליח’ is in describing Yosef’s situation after he was 
imprisoned due to Potiphar’s wife’s false accusations. The possuk says, (בראשית לט, כג) “  הסהר בית שר אין

מצליח 'ה שהע הוא ואשר אתו 'ה באשר בידו מאומה כל את ראה , The minister of the jail saw nothing of what 
was in his [Yosef’s] hand as Hashem was with him and all that he did Hashem made successful.” At that 
point in his life, it would seem that Yosef had sunken to a new low, yet the Torah nevertheless describes 
him in that context specifically as being successful. It is clear that the Torah’s definition of ‘הצלחה’ differs 
from how the concept is popularly applied, and we must strive to understand its nuances in order to 
properly gauge our own progress and success.Q4  
 

 in Egypt איש מצליח
The Midrash (תנחומא נשא לב) asks why does the Torah refer to Yosef Hatzaddik in Egypt as being an ‘ איש

“ (שמואל ב יט, יט) ,It answers by citing the possuk .’איש צדיק‘ as opposed to an ’מצליח לךהמ לפני רדןהי וצלחו , 
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they crossed the river before the King,” and explains that the word ‘מצליח’ shares the same root as the 
words, ‘וצלחו, to cross’ meaning that the word ‘הצלחה’ can also be understood as crossing over, or 
breaking through an obstacle and continuing on one’s way. In this way we can understand that Yosef 
Hatzaddik was noted for the fact that he continued on in his Avodas Hashem and in his work, despite the 
extremely difficult circumstances that he was in.  

The Midrash adds that Yosef Hatzaddik was rewarded for his Avodah with the fact that the Korban of the 
Nasi of Ephraim which was brought during the inauguration of the Mishkan was offered on Shabbos by 
Divine decree, even though a Korban Yachid, the offering of an individual is not usually allowed to be 
offered on Shabbos. In other words, in reward for Yosef having overcome the obstacles in the way of his 
Avodas Hashem he merited that his descendant’s Korban would overcome the ‘obstacle’ i.e. the Halachah 
that prevents a Korban Yachid from being offered on Shabbos.  

According to this we can understand that for Yosef to attain the position of ‘head slave’ or ‘head prisoner’ 
would be considered a greater level of ‘הצלחה’ than becoming his father’s favored son, because the 
obstacles that he needed to overcome in order to even continue living and not fall into the depths of 
despair, let alone find favor in his master’s eyes and receive any sort of appointment were much greater 
than the challenges that he faced while living in the comfort of his father’s house, even with the difficulties 
between him and his brothers.A4   

With this we can also explain the implications of the use of the word הצלחה in our parshah, when Moshe 
Rabeinu warned Klal Yisrael not to attempt to go into Eretz Yisrael, saying “ תצלח לא והוא .” Although the 
original goal had been for Klal Yisrael to enter Eretz Yisrael, as Hashem had told Moshe at the prophecy 
of the burning bush, (שמות ג, ח) “ וכו' ורחבה טובה ארץ אל ההוא הארץ מן ולהעלתו מצרים מיד להצילו וארד , I will 
descend to rescue them from the Egyptians, and to bring them up to a good and broad land…,” after they 
had committed the sin of the Meraglim the plans changed, as the Midrash (מכילתא דרשב"י שמות יג, יז) says, 
“ בגופן מתישבת והתורה באר מי וישתו המן את ויאכלו שנה ארבעים למדבר מקיפן הריניאמר הקב"ה וכו'  , 
Hakadosh Boruch Hu said, I will make them circle the desert for forty years and they will eat the man and 
drink water from the well [of Miriam] and the Torah will settle inside of them.”  

Their new goal, post-Meraglim, was to spend the rest of their days learning and acquiring the Torah so 
that they would pass it on properly to their descendants, who would enter the land in their stead. As this 
had become their new directive, and the definition of הצלחה according to the Torah is overcoming 
obstacles to continue in one’s mission in Avodas Hashem, it would no longer be considered a success to 
enter Eretz Yisrael at that time, as they were no longer supposed to do so, and an accomplishment that is 
not related to fulfilling Hashem’s will cannot be considered a success. 

Easy Accomplishments 
Rashi teaches us that an important element of their sin was the fact that they had said that they wanted 
to return to Egypt. In order to appreciate the significance of this statement we must appreciate the 
historical frame of reference in which it was said.  

Forty years after Klal Yisrael had left Egypt the Meraglim that were sent by Yehoshua to reconnoiter 
Yericho were told by Rochov, (יהושע ב, ט) “ מפניכם הארץ ישבי כל נמגו וכי עלינו אימתכם נפלה , The fear of you 
has fallen upon us, and the [hearts of the] inhabitants of the land have melted before you.” If that was 
the level of fear that Klal Yisrael inspired in the neighboring nations as a result of the destruction that had 
been wrought upon Mitzrayim to save them forty years earlier, we can only imagine the feelings of the 
Egyptians themselves at the time when the Meraglim proposed to go back to Mitzrayim which was only a 
short while since their nation had been decimated. If Klal Yisrael would have returned to Egypt at that 
point they would have returned as victors, as the Egyptians would have trembled before them. The fact 
that they opted for this option rather than entering Eretz Yisrael and fighting the mighty inhabitants of 
the land reflected on their desire for easy accomplishments, and their lack of understanding of the 
importance of hard work and the inherent value of a struggle.A3  
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Still Misguided 
The fact that they attempted to enter Eretz Yisrael even after Hashem had told them that they were no 
longer supposed to do so showed that even though they had realized at that point the folly of running 
after easy successes, and were now willing to work hard to conquer the land, they had still not realized 
that the root of their problem was that they needed to value the struggle to do Hashem’s will as important 
in and of itself, as opposed to the need to reach impressive accomplishments, even spiritual ones, such as 
entering Eretz Yisrael. Moshe Rabeinu tried to warn them that this was not the Torah’s definition of 
success, and as such their repentance was not complete and they would not succeed. A2 Unfortunately 
they still did not heed Moshe’s lesson and fell at the hands of the enemies.  

The reason why the sin of the Meraglim was treated in a way that seems to be even more serious that the 
sin of the Egel is because of the serious spiritual danger that it poses and its insidious nature. During the 
sin of the Egel Hazahav, while it was extremely serious, it was clear to all that a sin had been committed, 
as Avodah Zarah is very strictly forbidden in the Torah, and one who transgresses it has effectively 
removed himself from Klal Yisrael. Similarly, an individual person who is involved in Avodah Zarah, c”v, is 
clearly aware of the fact that he is committing a sin and it is therefore possible for him to abandon his 
idolatrous ways, do Teshuvah and return to his people. During the sin of the Meraglim however, those 
involved were considered by everyone to be upstanding and righteous individuals, and it was not clear 
that a sin was being committed.  

A person who does not have correct priorities and lives his life in the pursuit of personal accomplishments 
brings his treif outlook into his Yiddishkeit, tainting his Torah and Mitzvos with improper intentions that 
can cause him to unwittingly transgress terrible sins during the course of his efforts to attaining his goals. 
This is what happened to the Yidden when they heard the negative report of the Meraglim, as they said 
“ מצרימה שוב לנו טוב הלא , is it not better for us to return to Egypt,” and this shows that their focus was 
on what outcome would be better for them, as opposed to focusing on what Hashem wanted from them 
at that point. 

Illuim 
In our generation we unfortunately often lose sight of this approach and motivate ourselves with the 
promises of success, whether they be physical or spiritual. As a result we forget that the very struggle to 
do Hashem’s will is what should be the vision of our success. We often praise the ‘Illuim - geniuses’ who, 
with their gifted minds, manage to effortlessly memorize large amounts of material and forget to notice 
the average students who struggle and invest tremendous amounts of effort in attaining even a basic 
fluency in the sugyos learned in the Yeshivos. This approach is not the Torah way and we must strive to 
distance ourselves from it.  

We must remember the saying of the Chofetz Chaim, who explained the wording of the Hadran prayer 
that is said after the completion of a Mesechta, “אנו עמלים ומקבלים שכר, הם עמלים ואינם מקבלים שכר, we 
[those who learn Torah] Toil and receive reward, and they [those who are idle from Torah] toil and do not 
receive reward.” He explained that even though it often appears that those who do not toil in Torah 
receive reward in the form of comfort and wealth, the prayer is actually emphasizing the fact that the 
Lomdei Torah receive reward for the toil itself, whereas the others only receive reward if they are 
successful in their dealings. 

Through strengthening our appreciation of the value of the struggle itself, and undertaking to toil in Torah 
for the sake of the toil, may we merit the Divine blessing of, ( ג ,תהילים א ) “ יצליח יעשה אשר וכל , and in all 
that he does he will succeed,” amen, KY”R. 
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