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A Mitzvah to Choose

lka, | am so glad to see you!”
“That’s so nice, Tammy. What’s doing?”
“l can’t wait to tell you what someone just
did to me. It is not so complimentary;
however, it really does not say anything
too bad about the person. | don’t think
that it is loshon hora. Even if it is, | am sure
that it is permissible to talk about this per-
son, because she is not such a big tsadekes
anyway. Besides, the story is 100% true.
How can it possibly be loshon hora?”

Malka begins to get nervous. She has a
feeling that Tammy is wrong. Loshon hora
is still loshon hora, even if it is true. This
story may be loshon hora, or it may not.
Should she take the chance? She begins to
reason. If someone put a piece of meat in
front of her and told her that it might not
be kosher, would she eat it? If someone
put a drink in front of her and said that it
might contain poison, would she drink it?
Of course not! No one with seichel (com-
mon sense) takes chances like that. Loshon
hora is no different. The Torah forbids
speaking or hearing loshon hora. There-
fore, how can she take a chance?

“Tammy, | don’t think that you should
tell me what happened. It may be loshon
hora, which is a very serious aveyra (sin).
It is not worthwhile to take such a
chance. You have a yetzer hora (evil de-
sire) to say loshon hora. However it is a
big mitzvah to overcome that yetzer
hora.”

“Really? Which mitzvah is it? Is it in the
Torah? Is it one of the 613?”

“Yes it is, according to Rabbeinu Yona,
exercising your free will to refrain from
bad is a positive mitzvah. He cites the
source as a verse in this week’s parasha.”
“Fascinating.”

“The verse states, ‘And you shall choose
life’ (Devarim 30:19). Rabbeinu Yona
explains that each time that a person is
confronted with something that is forbid-
den, or even doubtfully permissible, if he
refrains from it, he fulfills a positive
commandment. “Choose life.” Exercise
your free will to stay away from bad.
You get a mitzvah.”

“l have another question for you, Malka.
Why does the verse say, ‘choose life?” It
could just say, ‘choose good,” or ‘choose
the mitzvah.™*

“That is an excellent question Tammy.
The answer is part of the Maariv prayer —
“For they are our life, and they lengthen
our days.” What is our life? The Torah. A
life without Torah is not a life for a Jew.
The Torah gives us everything we need in
life — both in this world and the next.
Therefore, when we choose the right path,
the path of Torah, we are choosing life.”
“Wonderful. You are so inspiring,
Malka.”

“Thank you Tammy. Thank you for giv-
ing me the opportunity to do a mitzvah,
and to choose lifel”
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Next week is Rosh Hashanah. The books
of life and death are open. Everyone is
judged and his fate is written down. What
can we do? Can we tip the scales in our
favor? Yes. The choice is ours. We can
choose life. We can use our free will to
stay away from aveyros. We accomplish
two things. We avoid an aveyra, and we
get a mitzvah. That is a double zechus
(merit) for us. That can really tip the
scales. Write yourself in the book of life,

L kinderlach. Choose life.

The Road Back

ow we are really lost. It is pitch
black and there are no road signs. We lost
our map, and there is not a living soul
here to ask for directions. What shall we
do?”
“First of all, let’s not panic. There is a
way to deal with every problem. Let us
open up the Chumash.”
“What? The Chumash? We are in a life
and death situation! What are you doing
reading the Chumash?”
“Listen to what it says in this week’s
parasha. The Jewish people will be dis-
persed among all of the nations. If you
are at the very ends of heaven, from
there, Hashem will gather you in.”
“That is wonderful. | hope that we are
alive to experience it. In the meantime,
what do we do now?”
“You shall return and listen to the voice
of Hashem and perform all of His com-
mandments.”
“l am ready to do teshuva. Maybe that
will save us.”
“Our situation is a parable to the Chu-
mash. Do you remember how we cried
so bitterly on Tisha B’Av? We cried over
the long, bitter golus (exile) and the lack
of direction. We are all wandering
around in a spiritual darkness with no
one to guide our way. What can we do?
We are lost ... spiritually lost.”
“l am going to start crying again. Really,
what can we do?”
“The answer is also in the parasha. ‘For
this commandment (of teshuva) is not
hidden from you, and it is not far away.
It is not in heaven ... nor is it across the
sea ... Rather the matter is very near to
you — in your mouth and in your heart —
to perform it (Devarim 30:11-14). Don’t
you see that there is nothing that can
prevent us from doing teshuva?”
“I'm still not convinced.”
“The Malbim explains that an animal will
never do anything to harm itself. Why then,
does a human being, who has intelligence,
do sins which will surely harm him?”
“Excellent question.”
“Because our hearts are stopped up. The
healthy heart will always guide the per-
son in the proper direction. Our hearts
are covered with layers of spiritual grime,
preventing our true feelings from shining
forth. Teshuva is removing the layers cov-
ering our hearts. Even in this deep, dark

golus we need no guide other than our
hearts to return to Hashem.”

“Hashem, please save us! | will do my
beat to listen to my heart and keep Your
mitzvos!”

A car slowly approaches from the dis-
tance. The two men flag down the car.
Inside is a search team. As the two men
board the car, they radio to headquarters
that the lost men have been found. The
man in the back seat is sobbing uncontrol-
lably, his heart breaking.

“Thank you Hashem. Thank you for eve-
rything.”

Ve

kIach. Take the opportunity.
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How many times has Hashem saved us?
From illness, from poverty, and from dan-
ger. Why does he place us in a dangerous
situation, then save us? One of the reasons
is that He wants us to recognize that He is
the One Who saved us. And He wants us
to thank Him. The best way to thank Him
is by doing teshuva. When we keep His
mitzvos, it gives Him pleasure. It is also
good for us, because we become closer to
Him. Now is the time for teshuva, Rinder-
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. Choose Life

And choose life in order that you and
your offspring will live.” (Devarim 30:19).
“Why does the Torah need to write this?”
asks Rav Moshe Feinstein. The previous
verse (30:15) already stated that doing
good brings life, and evil brings death.
However, there is a deeper point here.
The way that we choose to fulfill the
mitzvos can bring life. Do we perform
mitzvos begrudgingly, out of a feeling of
obligation? Are our mitzvos a “lifeless”
routine? If so, they will not have a posi-
tive influence on our offspring and stu-
dents. They will sense that the fulfilling
the mitzvos of the Torah is a big burden,
and find excuses to throw off the yoke.

antrast this with one who does mitz-
vos with great simcha (happiness). He
learns Torah with tremendous joy. He
puts “life” into his mitzvos because they
are his life’s pleasure. All other fleeting
delights pale in comparison. This person
will merit true life — great happiness in
this world, and eternity in the world to
come. And his children will see it, feel it,
and follow in his footsteps.
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Just a few days until Rosh Hashanah, the
beginning of the month of Tishrei. Tishrei
has more mitzvos than any other month!
Shofar, sukkah, lulav, simchas yom tov are
just a few. The Ramban counts thirteen
mitzvos d’oraysa (from the Torah) in the
month of Tishrei. What a wonderful op-
portunity to be happy! Each mitzvah
brings us happiness. Thirteen mitzvos are
enough to make us ecstatic. Be happy,

\kmderlach. Enjoy life. )
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