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In this week’s parsha we have the famous incident of the 
spies. What did the spies do wrong? Most people will tell 
you that they spoke Lashon Hara about the land. Which is 
true, however, there was another aveira they transgressed 
as well. That is, they were “kofer” in Hashem by saying that 
Hashem wouldn’t be able to be victorious over the giants 
in the land. The verse says, “It is too strong for us.” Now, 
we know that the sin of being “kofer baShem” is worse 
than Lashon Hara, so how do we know that they were 
punished for saying Lashon Hara, maybe they were pun-
ished for saying heresy? The answer is, that the verse says 
it explicitly, “And all the men died who spoke badly about 
the land.” This is nice and all, but it begs the question, if 
the transgression of saying heresy is worse than Lashon 
Hara, why was the reason for their punishment Lashon 
Hara and not the fact that they said heresy? To answer 
this, says Reb Elya Baruch Finkel, let’s look at the Rambam. 
In truth, the source of why someone would speak heresy 
comes from one who speaks Lashon Hara. As the Ram-
bam says in Hilchos Tumas Tzara’as, “And it is the way of 
the wicked scoffers, that in the beginning they talk a lot 
about things of zero importance, then that leads them to 
disrespect the righteous ones, and from there, they start to 
degrade the words of the prophets, and with that they will 
come to speak heresy and be “kofer baShem.” And if you 
take a look in Tehillim in Chapter 12:3-5, you will see the 
same sequence. First in verse 3, the verse talks about peo-
ple talking about nothing important. Then in verse 4, the 
verse talks about Lashon Hara, and in verse 5 it talks about 
someone who denies Hashem altogether (Rachmana Let-
zlan). As well, this is exactly what the Gemara in Arachin 
is saying, “Whoever speaks Lashon Hara is as if he de-
nies Hashem’s existence.” This is because, one sin brings 
about the other. So too, this is what took place with the 
spies. They first started with Lashon Hara and eventually 
it brought them to heresy. And this is why the reason for 
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RABBI AVI GOLDSTEIN

RAV ELIYAHU DESSLER
Rav Eliyahu Eliezer Dessler was born in 

1892 in Gomel, Lithuania, to Rav Reuven 
Dov Dessler, a talmid of the Alter of Kelm 
and a very successful timber merchant. 
His mother, of whom he was orphaned of 
at a young age, was a granddaughter of 
Rav Yisrael Salanter, and his uncle was Rav 
Chaim Oizer Grodzinski. Although his father 
did do business, he was a noteworthy talmid 
chacham and a tremendous baal mussar.

He lived in Gomel until he was about 14. His father 
hired a Chabad Chassid to teach him, as Gomel had a 
very large Chabad presence. His father also hired tutors 
to teach him certain secular subjects like mathematics, 
and he also learned to speak a good English and Ger-
man. One day his father discovered that one of his tu-
tors had Haskalah books, and realizing that he can no 
longer protect his son from being influenced at home, 
his father sent the young R’ Eliyahu to Kelm to learn 
Torah, where he became one of the youngest talmidim.

In Kelm, he was assigned a house by which he would 
eat his meals. One time, he complained that the food 
was a bit bland. The woman who was hosting him was 
horrified that a yeshiva bochur would complain about 
food, and went to the Rosh Yeshiva (the Alter’s son 
at the time) and told him about it, saying that she did 
know what was going to be with such a boy. The Rosh 
Yeshiva prescribed that from that point on, while he re-
mains in Kelm, he should be fed oatmeal twice a day, 
assuring her that this would cure his appetite.

Rav Dessler sat and learned in Kelm, and finished 
Shas a few times. In 1920, he got married to the 
daughter of the Mashgiach, Rav Nachum Velvel. His 
uncle, Rav Chaim Oizer Grodzinski, offered him a po-
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their punishment was 
Lashon Hara. Now, 
we have showed you 
that Lashon Hara 
brings one to heresy, 
but why? What’s is 
the reason for that? 
The connection, as 
explained in the Ra-
beinu Yonah, is that 
in order for one to 
speak Lashon Hara, 
he needs to have an 
“Ayin Ra’ah”, literally, 
a bad eye. Meaning, 
that he has a negative 
twist on everything. 
Therefore, someone 
who has this bad 
character trait, will 
also see the bad in ev-
erything that comes 
his way, even things 
Hashem does. Let us 
work together to see 
the good in every-
thing, and IY”H with 
this, we can hope to 
speak more positively 
about everyone else, 
and bring Moshiach 
speedily in our days 
soon. 
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sition of Dayan in his Beis Din in Vilna, but 
he refused, instead joining his father’s busi-
ness. He worked two to three hours a day and 
spent the rest of the day learning.

However, the Bolshevik Revolution arrived 
and his father’s business was taken away. 
Feeling that the Russians were going to win 
World War I, his father had converted all of 
his money to Russian Rubles, which became 
worthless after the Revolution. He took to 
carrying around two suitcases of these rubles 
around with him, reminding himself and oth-
ers how much money is really worth. One day 
you can be a millionaire, and then the next day 
you just have two heavy suitcases of worth-
less paper.

His father’s health began failing and he fell 
in debt. He tried other businesses but they 
did not work out. He accompanied his father 
to England for medical treatment, and settled 
in London, while his family remained in main-
land Europe. Three years later, in 1931, he 
was finally able to bring over his family. Rav 
Dessler began to teach Torah, and became 
Rav of a few small shuls. 

He refused to send his son to public school 
(against the law at the time), instead he hired 
a private tutor for him. When he turned 13, 
Rav Dessler sent him to Telz in Europe to 
learn, and his wife and daughter decided to 
go back to Kelm to visit family. World War 
II arrived and there was no traveling back to 
England. Somehow, his son made it to Ameri-
ca, while his wife and daughter were shipped 
out to Australia. For the next seven years, Rav 
Dessler did not see his family.

In 1940, Rav Dessler left London because 
of the bombing, moving to the countryside. 
He received a letter from a Dayan in Gates-
head, Rav David Dryan, who wanted to start 
a Kollel for refugees and was looking for a 
Rosh Kollel. The letter was sent to 22 other 
Rabbonim, 20 of them did not bother to reply, 
while 2 replied but declined, so Rav Dessler 
got the job. 

He did not want to abandon his talmidim 
in London, so while he was in Gateshead for 
most of the week, he would return to London 
once a week and would write them letters. He 
later commented that he felt that he lived on 
a train most of the time. His Kollel was very 
successful, and he amassed more talmidim. 
He opened up a girl’s seminary, and started to 
really influence people. He was an extraordi-
nary speaker, was phenomenally disciplined, 
and thought terrifically deep. 

His focus on discipline can be illustrated in 

the following story. At one point during the 
war, he received a letter that clearly contained 
pictures from his family in Australia. To the 
surprise of a talmid who was near him, Rav 
Dessler took the letter and put it down on the 
table. To the surprised talmid, he explained 
that he was going to wait a quarter of an hour 
before opening the letter, just to work on his 
self-discipline.

In 1946 he was finally reunited with his wife 
and daughter, while he did not see his son, 
who had since gotten married, until the next 
year when he was able to travel to America. 
His son later opened up the Hebrew Acade-
my of Cleveland, while his daughter married 
a Chassidishe Rosh Yeshiva and respected 
talmid chacham, Rav Geldzeiler. 

In 1947, the Ponevezher Rav approached 
him, trying to convince him to become the 
Mashgiach in the Ponevezh Yeshiva in Bnei 
Brak. Reluctant to leave England, he decided 
to come try it out for a short while. After a few 
months, he found that in Eretz Yisrael he was 
able to think much clearer and deeper. He 
returned to Gateshead to make sure that his 
Kollel was in order and properly taken care of, 
and then permanently relocated to Bnei Brak.

In Ponevezh, which then had about 200 
talmidim, he had a platform to say shmuez-
zen that were unlike anyone else’s in their 
originality and content. He spoke three times 
a week, focusing primarily on hashkafah (To-
rah outlook), specifically regarding human na-
ture. In his very first shmuezz, he quoted Rav 
Tzadok, and people were flabbergasted, hav-
ing never heard anything like it before. There 
were plenty of people who were very upset 
about his new style, while many other talmi-
dim felt that he had changed their lives and 
opened up their eyes. 

He became well known for mapping out 
and explaining all of the basic tenets of Jew-
ish faith, and created a way to translate and 
convert Torah from Kabbalah and Chassi-
dus to a more Litvish language, retaining the 
meaning but making it more understandable. 
His Shmuezzen and letters were later put to-
gether by his talmidim after his death into a 
sefer, called Michtav Me’eliyahu, which quick-
ly became a go-to sefer for elaboration of any 
hashkafic topic. He taught and influenced 
many great people, including Rav Chaim 
Friedlander, Rav Aryeh Kaplan, Rav Yisso-
chor Meir, and Rav Moshe Shapiro. In 1953, 
he passed away, and his Yahrtzeit is the 24th 
of Teves. 
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במדבר י״ד, ט
אַךְ בַּיהֹוָה אַל־
 תִּמְרֹדֹוּ וְאַתֶּם

 אַל־תִּירְאוּ ֶאֶת־עַם
ֶרֶץ כִּי ַלַחְמֵנוּ  הָאָ

 הֵם סָר צִלָּם
 מֵעֲלֵיֶהֶם ַוַיהֹוָה

ּתִָּאִנוּ אַל־תִּירָאֻם׃ 
 רש"י: כי לחמנו

:הם. נֹאֹכְלֵם כַּלֶֶּחֶם
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TORAS RISHONIM RABBI YOSEF CHAIM PINKUS

In this week’s Torah portion, the commandment to wear 
tzitzis is introduced. Let’s focus on two basic questions. The 
first, why does the commandment appear in this particular 
Torah portion? And second: what is the actual purpose of 
tzitzis? The Akeidah has a remarkable explanation of the 
foundation and reasoning behind the mitzva of tzitzis that 
gives us a great base to answer both.

The Akeidah frames it this way. Hashem gave humanity 
the defining characteristic of da’as—intelligence. It is our 
intelligence that elevates us above all of creation. We are not 
the strongest, we don’t have the most developed muscles or the 
sharpest teeth, and yet through nothing more than coordinated 
thought and communication, humans find themselves on top 
of the food chain. This shows us a deep truth. Nature, by itself, 
has unrestrained capacities. It sends forth forces and activities 
indiscriminately, without examination between good and evil, 
between beneficial and detrimental. Within humanity, we 
share those same natural impulses. They can push us in any 
direction. But the gift of intelligence limits them and uses them 
within a proper framework. It is only via our brains, that we 
can control these impulses and advance ourselves beyond the 
restraints of nature. 

At Har Sinai, on the cusp of giving the Torah, Hashem tells 
Moshe ”And you shall set bounds for the people” (Shemos 
19:12). Akeidah understands this as reflecting a theme of 
the Torah. As the ultimate gift to our intelligence, Torah 
superpowers us. Torah is our ladder that brings the upper 
realms down and the lower realms up (as illustrated by 
Yaakov’s dream). It speaks to our humanity, to our intelligence, 
and gives us the framework to grapple with the wildness in 
the world— and therefore in us, to define it, clarify it, and “to 
do what is straight and good.”

In our parsha, Akeidah applies this fundamental 
understanding to explain tzitzis. Hashem commanded us: 
“You shall make for yourself tzitzis on the corners of your 
garments.” The Akeidah compares the mitzvah of tzitzis to 
Shir HaShirim 2:9, which describes Hashem as the “one who 
peers [at us] through the lattice”. Similarly, tzitzis is not a bold, 
in-your-face reminder of the divine. It’s subtle. It peers out from 
underneath your clothing, catching the eye for just a moment, 
spiritually pointing toward something. Those somethings are 
the following:

The first is the intellect itself. The blue hue of the techeles 
reflects the color of the Kissei Hakavod. As the Gemara in 
Menachos puts it: “its color is like the sea, the sea’s color is 
like the heavens, and the heavens’ color reflects the Throne of 
Glory”. This is a description of the ladder of Torah — starting 
in our world, in the lower realm, and then step by step, via 
intellectual middama milsa l’milsa — drawing one thing from 
another — ascending toward an understanding of what is on 

high. That is the power of the intellect. That is what connects 
us humans in the mortal plane to Hashem’s divine infinitude.

The second idea tzitzis references os the proper form of 
human action. This too draws from the techeles. Blue occupies 
a unique visual middle ground. Unlike white, which scatters 
and diffuses vision, or black, which concentrates it sharply, 
blue draws the gaze in a gentle way. It pleasingly lands in the 
middle of both extremes without belonging to either, 
and because of that it sustains the eye’s gaze. 
Garments, and their coloring, in Torah thought are often a 
metaphor for character traits — as in Koheles 9:8, “Let your 
garments always be white.” When one has a garment — a 
character trait — one is instructed to affix “blue” to it— ie to 
affix the pleasing, balanced, median nature to whatever trait 
you are cultivating. And the fact that the techeles is only one of 
the threads is itself intentional — to liken it to the straight and 
narrow line that cannot be divided. The mean exists at a single 
precise point. Deviation can occur in countless directions. 
Those who find the line are few; those who miss it are many.

What emerges from the Akeidah’s framework is a twofold 
understanding of tzitzis as a recognition of the power of 
intelligence as a G-d-given gift, and as a mandate pointing 
toward how we are supposed to use that gift. The obligation 
of “ur’isem oso “— to see them — is part and parcel of the 
commandment, because it is meant to be the “peering 
through the lattice”-like active reminder. When you look 
down, the tzitzis flash a reminder that you have been given 
intelligence to connect to the Divine through the ladder of 
Torah, and remind you to use those G-d given skills to balance 
your character traits, to live harmoniously within the spiritual 
boundaries that temper the unrestrained capacity of nature. 

This explains much. It explains why we are so careful to 
wear tzitzis even though our garments are no longer four-
cornered, as we intentionally create such garments to preserve 
this daily reminder. But more to the point, it explains why this 
commandment was given precisely here, immediately on the 
heels of the episode of the spies.

The entire saga of the spies is nature overtaking the intellect. 
From an objective standpoint, the calculus was obvious. G-d 
said it’s a land flowing with milk and honey. Why didn’t they 
simply trust that and go? Why, as it says in Devarim, did they 
convince and cajole Moshe to send spies in the first place? Per 
this, their flaw is clear. Their intelligence was not tempering 
their human instincts. They acted in an excessive manner, 
driven by unrestrained anxiety… and they were punished for it.

And then, following the saga, Hashem commands us to 
wear tzitzis, as a tangible, daily reminder going forward 
of how one should be orienting oneself— how the intellect 
should function as the guiding light, tempering the base hu-
man instincts that had led them into exactly this situation. 

The Akeidah: THE HIDDEN SECRETS OF TZITZIS



How does this scene

connect to the Parsha?
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That Calev drew his 
sword against the oth-
er spies. He told them to 

take some fruit back, and if 
you don’t, either kill me or I will 

kill you. (Medrash Rabba)

That the 
stones of 

Eretz Yisra-
el are heavier 

than the stones out-
side of Eretz Yisrael. (Me-
drash Rabba). As well, 
The Gemara in Kesubos 
with the understanding 
of Tosafos, explains that 
Rabi Chanina would pick 
up stones on his way to 
Eretz Yisrael to know if 
he had reached Eretz Yis-
rael.

That the Generation 
after the spies were not 

allowed to taste or even 
see the fruits of the land. 

If they did, they would die. (Me-
drash Tanchuma)
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