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I do not recall much from 42 years ago. As I get older, I have increasing difficulty 
remembering what I did the day before. One experience I vividly recall – 42 years ago 
this coming Shabbat – is my reading and chanting of parashat Shlach, my Bar Mitzvah 
parasha. I still feel the overwhelming nerves turning my stomach leading up to the 
reading. The pressure was on because my father was a community Ba’al Koreh and I 
was his first protégé. I had prepared well, and so was able to switch to auto-pilot mode 
which got me through those first few sections. Eventually my nerves calmed, and I was 
able to really take in the experience. There was a great sense of pride as I led services 
in front of my relatives, friends, and community. I remember the enormous relief and 
satisfaction when it was over and my mother, may her memory be for a blessing, rushed 
over to hug me and tell me what a wonderful job I had done. It remains a joyous 
memory of accomplishment etched deep in my heart. 
 
There’s a teaching that one can find their shoresh ha’neshama, the root of their soul, 
and their life’s mission within their Bar or Bat Mitzvah parasha. I do not know a source 
for this teaching, and my own sense is that it was conjured up by some well-intentioned 
rabbi who had to deliver a sermon on the occasion of a Bar or Bat Mitzvah. Regardless, 
it’s a nice teaching and provides an instructive lens through which to approach one’s 
Bar/Bat Mitzvah portion. 
 
In my case, it did not take long for me to encounter a lesson that resonated so intensely 
that it has become a life’s mission. Our parasha begins with the story of the spies as 
they are about to be dispatched by Moshe to survey the land of Israel. In his very first 
comment to Parashat Shlach, Rashi questions, as he does often, the juxtaposition 
between this episode and the preceding incident with Miriam that concludes the 
previous parasha: 
 

דִבְרָה   ל עִסְקֵי דִבָה, שֶׁ לָקְתָה עַׁ ת מִרְיָם? לְפִי שֶׁ גְלִים לְפָרָשַׁ ת מְרַׁ לָמָה נִסְמְכָה פָרָשַׁ
לָלוּ רָאוּ     וְלאֹ לָקְחוּ מוּסָרבְאָחִיהָ, וּרְשָעִים הַׁ

 
Why is the section of the spies juxtaposed to the section of Miriam? Because she 
was afflicted for speaking negatively about her brother [Moses], and these 
wicked people saw [what happened] and failed to take [the] Mussar [lesson]. 
 

The previous section describes the divine punishment Miriam received for speaking 
negatively about Moshe. The rabbis tell us that Miriam was critical of Moshe’s 
separating from his wife, Tziporah, to achieve a higher level of purity and so that he 
could be ever ready to receive prophecy. The sages tell us that Miriam’s intention was 



not to shame Moshe but to right a perceived wrong.1 Nevertheless, God expresses 
anger with the way she chose to accomplish her task. 
 
The spies, along with all Israel, saw what happened to Miriam because of her negative 
speech and failed to take a personal lesson from it. They did not “take the Mussar” from 
the incident and proceeded to speak negatively about the promised land of Israel. 
 
We have here an insight into the essence of Mussar; a lesson that personally resonates 
with me and has become my life’s work. The insight is that there are infinite lessons to 
be learned from our everyday lives and the situations we encounter. A Mussar approach 
to life directs us to be awake to these lessons and to apply them sensitively to our own 
life and circumstances. 
 
How should the spies have learned not to speak badly about a land from what they 
witnessed with Miriam? Miriam spoke negatively about a person with feelings and not 
an inanimate object. Moreover, she spoke badly about the leader of the Jewish people 
and risked undermining his authority. 
 
Yet this is what a Mussar-based life demands. The spies were required to identify the 
underlying wrongdoing in what Miriam had done and to then apply that lesson to their 
own circumstances. 
 
Rabbi Simcha Zissel Broide (1824-1898), the Alter of Kelm, was one of the primary 
students of Rabbi Yisrael Salanter. The following teaching from Pirkei Avot (4:1) 
informed much of his and his students’ approach to Mussar: 
 

ר )תהלים קיט( מִכָל   נֶׁאֱמַׁ לוֹמֵד מִכָל אָדָם, שֶׁ ן זוֹמָא אוֹמֵר, אֵיזֶׁהוּ חָכָם, הַׁ בֶׁ
יךָ שִיחָה לִי  לְתִי כִי עֵדְוֹתֶׁ י הִשְכַׁ מְדַׁ  מְלַׁ

 
Ben Zoma said: Who is wise? One who learns from every person, as it is 
said: “From all who taught me have I gained understanding” (Psalms 
119:99). 
 

The Alter of Kelm expands the simple understanding of this teaching and draws an 
entire approach to a Mussar-based life. He explains that the truly wise person is one 
who learns from every situation and every person. Not only things that fall within one’s 
present purview of interests. Not only the things that are immediately obvious. The 
Mishnah is directing us to be aware and attentive, and to learn from everything that 
happens around us – every occurrence and every circumstance. One’s world and 
everything one sees or experiences is now full of opportunity. Life becomes a virtual 
symphony of wisdom, the topics and lessons constantly changing.2  
 

 
1 See Rashi’s comments to Numbers 12:1-2. 
2 The original source of this teaching is from Chochma U’Mussar, Vol. 2, Section 113 and is expounded 
upon by Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe in Vol. 2 of his Alei Shur, pp. 192-197. 



It is not enough to witness something interesting and observe it only on an obvious, 
superficial level or to learn something from a purely detached place. It is not enough to 
learn something without it having any relevance to us personally – in our spiritual lives 
and in our growth. The directive is to discern a lesson from each of our experiences and 
to have what we learn affect us. Though this may seem like a demanding stance with 
which to live one’s life, it infuses life with constant newness, constant growth, and gives 
us a tool that can transform even the most challenging situation into a positive and 
valuable life lesson. Through consistent practice and effort, our hearts open so that we 
are constantly affected by the world around us, and we grow. Our classroom becomes 
life itself. 
 
For Focus: 
 

• What are the spiritual benefits of being a student of life – of learning from all 
people and from every situation? 

• What lesson did you learn today from something you witnessed, or from 
something someone said or did? How might you apply that lesson to your own 
life circumstances? 

 


