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Know Thine Maalos 

Parashas Shelach 
 

Harav Hagaon Elimelech Reznik Shlita 
 
In Rav Wolbe’s sefer Alei Shur (page 169), he quotes a famous teaching of his rebbi, Rav 
Yerucham, who said, “Oy to a person who doesn’t recognize his chesronos – but oy 
vavoy to a person who doesn’t recognize his maalos.” 
 
A person who doesn’t recognize his weaknesses doesn’t know what to be careful with 
and what potential pitfalls to be vigilant about. But a person who doesn’t recognize the 
strengths Hakadosh Baruch Hu gave him doesn’t have the tools to succeed in his 
ruchniyus and avodas Hashem and fulfill his tafkid in this world. 
 
Both of these points are evident in the cheit hameraglim. Rashi asks, why is the story of 
the meraglim juxtaposed with the story of Miriam? He answers: Miriam was punished 
because of lashon hara, yet these reshaim saw and did not take mussar. 
 
What mussar should they have taken? 
 
When they saw that Miriam, one of the greatest people in Klal Yisrael, was not above 
stumbling in lashon hara, they should have realized that a human is a mere mortal, and no 
matter how big the person, they can still fall. You can be a nasi in Klal Yisrael, and it’s 
not going to help you. You can still stumble in the grave aveirah of lashon hara, with 
terrible consequences. 
 
That was the mussar the meraglim didn’t take. They didn’t realize that even they, great as 
they were, were vulnerable to stumbling. 
 
Someone who witnesses the disgrace of a sotah is enjoined to become a nazir. Why? 
Because he saw what can happen to a person, where taavah can lead a person, and a 
person who takes mussar from what he sees should realize that if this could happen to the 
sotah, it could happen to him as well. Since he, too, has the potential to stumble, he has to 
make a protective barrier for himself by eschewing wine. 
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Often, we hear of people who got into trouble in various areas, whether in financial 
dealings, or internet use, or other areas. The typical reaction to such news is to try to find 
reasons why this happened: Oh, there were other things going on in his life, he wasn’t 
happy because of this or that, and so on. By trying to blame the person’s downfall on 
external reasons, we turn it into a story that has no connection to us. 
 
Chazal advise us to react differently. When you see such a thing, take mussar for 
yourself. If it could happen to them, it could happen to you. Anyone can fall. Take it 
seriously, and make a geder for yourself. That will save you from experiencing the same 
nisyonos and having the same downfall. 
 
The meraglim did not recognize their chesronos; they did not acknowledge the inherent 
weakness of a human being. 
 
It is said about Rav Yisrael Salanter that he would not stay alone in a room or a shul 
where there was a tzedakah box. He would not put himself in a situation of yichud with 
tzedakah money, to ensure that he would not take the money when no one was looking. 
To us, this sounds far-fetched. But Rav Yisrael, who recognized the frailties of human 
beings, knew that every person has weaknesses, and no one is above stumbling. 
 
The Alshich notes that Kalev and Yehoshua, who did not participate in the cheit 
hameraglim, really had more reason than the other meraglim to stumble. Kalev was 
descended from Yehuda, who brought Yosef’s bloodstained kesones passim to Yaakov as 
evidence that Yosef had been devoured by wild animals. Distorting the truth was in 
Kalev’s genes. Yehoshua was descended from Yosef, who denigrated his brothers to 
Yaakov. 
 
If Kalev and Yehoshua were predisposed to stumbling in lashon hara, how did they 
manage to avoid participating in the cheit? Based on what we’ve said above, we can 
answer that it was precisely because they recognized this weakness in themselves that 
they were able to distance themselves from the cheit. They knew they had this chisaron – 
so they took steps to guard themselves against stumbling. 
 
Chazal teach that in a place where baalei teshuvah stand, tzaddikim gemurim can’t stand. 
The Maharal explains that this refers to a baal teshuvah and a tzaddik who are equal in 
their spiritual level. Why is the baal teshuvah superior? Because he already fell, so he 
knows where to guard himself so that he shouldn’t fall again. The tzaddik gamur, on the 
other hand, doesn’t possess that awareness of his own chesronos. 
 
The Oy Vavoy 
All this relates to the first part of Rav Yerucham’s teaching: Oy to a person who doesn’t 
recognize his chesronos. 
 
The second part – oy vavoy to a person who doesn’t recognize his maalos – is evident in 
the way the meraglim reported their experiences in Eretz Yisrael:  ְוָׁשם ָרִאינּו ֶאת ַהּנְִפיִלים ְּבנֵי
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 In the presence of the giants we felt like“ .ֲענָק ִמן ַהּנְִפִלים ַוּנְִהי ְבֵעינֵינּו ַּכֲחגִָבים ְוֵכן ָהיִינּו ְּבֵעינֵיֶהם
insects,” they said. “And that’s how we appeared to them.” 
 
Both parts of this statement were problematic. The fact that they saw themselves as 
insects shows that they had no faith in themselves and their ability to carry out the 
mission that Hakadosh Baruch Hu had entrusted them with. They felt that there was no 
way they, and the rest of Klal Yisrael, could go ahead and capture Eretz Yisrael. “We’re 
not people,” they said. “We’re insects.” They lost their chashivus in their own eyes. 
 
The result of their poor self-image, as the Sfas Emes explains, was that indeed, the people 
in Eretz Yisrael viewed them as being worthless. The way a person sees himself is the 
way other people see him. 
 
But the main problem was that they didn’t value themselves and their own worth enough 
to believe that Hakadosh Baruch Hu would give them the ability to enter Eretz Yisrael 
and conquer it. They didn’t recognize their own maalos. 
 
Rav Tzadok (Tzidkas Hatzaddik 154) states: 
 

 .כך להאמין בעצמו אחר כך צריך בהשם יתברך להאמין אדם כשם שצריך
 
Just as a person has to believe in Hakadosh Baruch Hu, so, too, must he subsequently 
believe in himself. A person has to believe that he is connected to Hashem, that Hashem 
has given him the ability to succeed. 
 
Along with recognizing his chesronos and negative inclinations, a person also has to take 
note of his own maalos and know that Hakadosh Baruch Hu equipped him with the tools 
to withstand all of his nisyonos and fulfill all of the mitzvos. 
 
Sometimes, a person might sit back and say, “It doesn’t make sense that I should be able 
to finish a masechta, or that I should never miss a seder, or that I should be kovei’a ittim 
when I come home and I’m tired, or that I should completely fulfill the obligations of 
tzedakah and maaser kesafim.” But Hakadosh Baruch Hu gave us the kochos to 
accomplish  everything we need to do and to keep growing and shteiging. 
 
As for the second half of the passuk – ְוֵכן ָהיִינּו ְּבֵעינֵיֶהם – the Kotzker Rebbe noted that this 
statement was one of the main problems with what the meraglim said. The meraglim 
were concerned that the giants in Eretz Yisrael looked upon them as insects and didn’t 
respect or fear them at all. What did they care what the giants thought? asks the Kotzker. 
What difference does it make? 
 
If a person lives his life according to what other people think of him and how much he’s 
respected by others, then he’s a complete failure. There’s no way he’ll succeed in life or 
recognize his own maalos and chesronos if he’s busy measuring himself against other 
people’s opinions of him. Everything he does will be fake, purely a function of what 
people are going to say and think. 
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Why does the length of my Shemoneh Esrei have to depend on how long the person next 
to me davens? Why is the length of my seder influenced by the fellow next to me? I have 
my own she’ifos and my own retzonos in avodas Hashem, irrespective of the people 
around me. 
 
We should all be zocheh to implement Rav Yerucham’s teaching in our lives by 
recognizing our chesronos, and, more importantly, our maalos. At the same time, let us 
believe in ourselves and the phenomenal tools and talents that Hakadosh Baruch Hu gave 
each and every one of us in order that we should be able to grow and succeed in our 
tafkid in life. 
 


