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You Shall Choose Life 
Adapted from a shiur given by the Tolner Rebbe shlita, Nitzavim 5772 

ת.נ.צ.ב.ה. ז"ל בת הרב נטע אריה שרה ע"ה האשה החשובה מרת חוה חיה  נ"לע  
In parshas Nitzavim the possuk says, (דברים ל, יט) “  נתתי והמות החיים הארץ ואת השמים את היום בכם העדתי

וזרעך אתה תחיה למען בחיים ובחרת והקללה הברכה לפניך , I call upon the heaven and the earth as 
witnesses, that I have set before you [a choice of] life or death, blessing or curse. And you shall choose 
life so that you and your descendants will live.” Rashi comments, “  שתבחרו לכם מורה אני - בחיים ובחרת

 ועל לך ברור זה את לו ואומר היפה חלק על ומעמידו בנחלתי יפה חלק לך בחר לבנו האומר כאדם החיים בחלק
לך קח זה את לומר הטוב גורל על ידי הנחת גורלי תומיך אתה וכוסי חלקי מנת' ה )תהילים טז, ה( נאמר זה , Choose 

life – I instruct you to choose the portion of life, as one says to his son, choose a good portion of my 
inheritance, and he stands him on the good portion and tells him, choose this for yourself. And regarding 
this it says, “Hashem is my allotted portion and my cup, you guide my portion,” [meaning to say] that 
you placed my hand upon the good lot, telling me, take this for yourself.” 

The Desire to Live 
There are several questions that arise from this possuk and Rashi’s comments. Foremost, the desire to 
live and stay alive is undoubtedly the most powerful force in creation, as every living thing, no matter 
how simple, will do whatever it can to preserve its life. Why was it therefore necessary to command Klal 
Yisrael to choose life?Q1  

Choice 
The wording of the possuk must also be explained, as it is surprising that the Torah uses the word ‘ובחרת, 
you shall choose’, as ‘choosing’ refers to the act of selecting something out of a range of possible choices. 
For example, if one were to go shopping for a dining-room set and see a cholent-pot on display in the 
furniture store, the fact that they left the store with a dining-room set and not a cholent-pot would not 
be considered as having ‘chosen’, as the cholent-pot was not included in the range of possible options.  
As such, the fact that the Torah speaks about choosing between life and death is surprising, as no one 
in their right mind would consider death a viable option and it cannot therefore be considered a possible 
choice.Q2 

Additionally, why did Rashi find it necessary to cite a mashal as well as a possuk in Tehilim to support his 
explanation? The explanation of the possuk, that Hashem is commanding us to choose life, seems to be 
quite clear even without a parable, and on the contrary, one must attempt to understand how the 
parable applies and helps us improve our understanding of the possuk.Q3   

Your Descendants will Live 
Lastly, the conclusion of the possuk, “ וזרעך אתה תחיה למען , so that you and your descendants will live,” 
requires explanation as well, as the Torah applies to every Jew individually, and as this is the case, it 
should apply to the descendants in exactly the same way that it applies to their parents, meaning that 
the lives of the descendants should be contingent upon whether they choose to follow the Torah. How 
then can the Torah promise a person long life for his descendants as a reward for his having followed 
the Torah?Q4  

Not a Simple Matter 
There is a Midrash which makes a similar parable to Rashi’s on the words of our possuk, and says, ( ספרי

אראה  ) “  והיה ביניהם מיסב אוהבו והיה האורחים כל והזמין סעודה שעשה למלך משל אומר קרחה בן יהושע' ר

 אומר הוא וכן היפה המנה על והניחה ידו את אחז דיעה בו שאין שראה כיון דיעה בו היה ולא יפה מנה ליטול דומה
גורלי תומך אתה וכוסי חלקי מנת' ה (, הטז תהלים) , Rabi Yehoshua ben Karcha says, this is comparable to a 

king who made a banquet and invited many guests. His good friend was sitting amongst them, and he 
wanted to take a good portion but he lacked intelligence [and was incapable of determining which 
portion was the best]. When the king saw that he lacked intelligence he took his hand and placed it on 
the nicest portion, and so it says, ‘Hashem is my portion and my cup, you guide my portion’.”  
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We see from this Midrash that Chazal considered that having to make the choice between life and death 
as instructed by the possuk is not a simple matter at all, as the fact that in the context of these choices 
we are compared to someone who lacks intelligence implies that it is a choice that is above our 
comprehension level and requires Hashem’s guiding hand. 

The שוחט of the World 
This paradox can be explained according to a famous saying of the Baal Shem Tov ( ,בן פורת יוסף בסוף הספר

ממורישמעתי  ) in explanation of the Gemarah (.שבת עה) which says, “ צובע משום מיחייב מאי משום שוחט , one 
who slaughters [an animal on Shabbos], for what is he held accountable? For dying [the hide of the 
animal with the blood].” The Baal Shem Tov explains that on a deeper level the ‘שוחט’ that the Gemarah 
discusses is in fact a reference to the שוחט of the world, who is none other than the Yetzer Harah, and 
the Gemarah is therefore to be understood as telling us that one of the principal tactics used by the 
Yetzer Harah to make people sin is by ‘dying’ the sin into something that appears attractive to his victims, 
even going so far as making the biggest sins look like the biggest Mitzvos.  

One example where this can easily be seen is in the fact that many people consume copious amounts of 
unhealthy foods that they find very appealing, only to hear from their doctors that their dietary habits 
are actually making them very sick. What they consider ‘living it up’ is in fact killing them!  

In the Eyes of the Torah 
This can be further illustrated by a story related by Rav Gad’l Eisner, the Mashgiach of Yeshivas Chidushei 
Harim. In prewar Poland there was a wealthy businessman who was very unrefined in his personal 
behavior but who had a son who was a tremendous masmid and was considered one of the best 
Bochurim in Poland. The local Shadchan decided to suggest a match between the Bochur and a girl from 
a very choshuve family of Bnei-Torah. When the father of the girl asked about the boy’s father the 
Shadchan replied, “דער טאטע לעבט נישט, the father is not alive.” With סייעתא דשמיא the shidduch was 
closed, and the family of the Kallah arranged a יםתנא סעודת . Towards the beginning of the Seudah, one 
of the guests, who was slightly disheveled and had a coarse manner, sat down at the head table and 
began eating noisily from the cakes that had been laid out there. After the father of the Kallah asked 
him several times to go and sit somewhere else, he was shocked and dismayed when the ‘guest’ refused 
to leave the head table, with the explanation that he had every right to sit there, as he was none other 
than the Chosson’s father! The father of the Kallah turned white, called the Shadchan into a side room 
and demanded an explanation for why he had tricked him by telling him that the Chosson’s father was 
dead. The Shadchan thereupon justified his ‘white lie’ by saying, “!?דאס הייסט געלעבט, is that called 
living?!”  

Although the father of the Chosson considered his lifestyle to be the pinnacle of success, in the eyes of 
the Torah such a lifestyle would be considered the epitome of a wasted existence. The problem however 
lies in the fact that the person who is being tempted cannot see things for what they are, because the 
Yetzer Harah successfully ‘paints’ him a very distorted picture. 

Which Choice is Life? 
With this introduction we can begin to understand why the Torah needed to instruct us to choose life, 
and why such a choice would be considered a real choice. Although when this question is posed in theory 
it seems obvious that everyone would choose life, when one adds into the equation the machinations 
of the Yetzer Harah who makes Aveiros appear to be as appealing as Mitzvos, it becomes necessary to 
choose, as both options seem viable,A2 making it imperative therefore that a person invest concerted 
effort into examining the potential course of the action he is faced with, so that he not fall prey to the 
Yetzer Harah and choose death instead of life!A1   

Baalei Teshuvah 
The Sfas Emes (תרל"ט ד"ה בפסוק) writes that after Klal Yisrael had sinned with the Eigel Hazahav, Moshe 
Rabeinu made sure to help them correct their ways before his passing. He explains that this is the 
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meaning of the words “אתם נצבים היום, today you have been made to stand…,” that their being ‘made 
to stand’ is a reference to the fact that, as Chazal tell us, ( :ברכות לד במקום שבעלי תשובה עומדים אין “ (

 ”.in the place where penitents stand the totally righteous are unable to stand ,צדיקים גמורים יכולים לעמוד
He adds that when Moshe Rabeinu told them the words “אתם נצבים היום,” he said “אתם, you,” as 
opposed to “אנחנו, we,” in order to emphasize that they were Baalei Teshuvah, a level that he had not 
merited to reach, as he had not had a part in their sin.  

The Sfas Emes goes on to explain that Baalei Teshuvah are truly able to fulfil the Mitzvah of “ ובחרת

 as they have had intimate contact with sin, and as such they can make an informed decision ”,בחיים
based upon the choices laid out before them, the temptation offered by the Yetzer Harah on the one 
hand, which truly appears to be viable and is something that they are familiar with, and the choice of 
following Hashem’s will on the other hand. This situation cannot exist for Tzadikim Gemurim who have 
never tasted the taste of sin and are therefore not able to fulfill this commandment in its fullest sense, 
as they follow the advice of the Yetzer Hatov almost without a second thought, making the option of 
sinning and choosing death not a real option for them.  

Torah 
The Sfas Emes explains that ‘standing’ can be understood as a reference to the Avodah of Tefilah, as the 
Shemoneh Esrei is also called the ‘עמידה’, the ‘standing prayer.’ Limud Hatorah on the other hand is 
symbolized by walking, as the Torah is also referred to as ‘דרך, the way’. Moshe Rabeinu was the 
embodiment of the Avodah of Limud Torah, as his entire life was dedicated to learning and teaching the 
laws of the Torah. This is appropriate for a Tzadik Gamur, who has the strength to ‘walk’ along the way 
of Hashem, toiling to understand the many Halachos of the Torah, and keeping them unremittingly, as 
the Torah is essentially the rulebook that Hashem gave to his people – it is unbending and its dinim will 
never change. In this way it differs from Tefilah, as Limud Torah stems from great strength together with 
total compliance to unbendable laws – the Avodah of the totally righteous.  

Tefilah 
The Avodah of a Baal Teshuvah however must take him on a different path towards closeness to 
Hashem, as he must recognize the fact that he did not live his life according to the rules that the Torah 
dictated, and on the contrary, he may in fact be very far from them. His Avodah must be to recognize 
where he has strayed from the Torah, and choose to return to the correct way.   

A person who approaches Tefilah with self-nullification and a desire to change his ways, when he stands 
before Hashem to Daven becomes cognizant of the fact that he is truly powerless, and he comes to 
recognize how lacking his behavior is. At the same time by calling out to Hashem to help him, he 
proclaims his desire to change his ways.  

For this reason Tefilah is referred to as ‘עמידה’, because it symbolizes the person’s action of standing in 
front of Hashem with the knowledge of their status, and supplicating Hashem to help them, in the same 
way that a child stands before his father and asks for his help.  

 צלותא
The Aramaic word for Tefilah as used by Chazal is ‘צלותא’, as in (:ברכות ז) “בעידנא דמצלי ציבורא, at the 
time that the congregation prays. The word ‘מצלי’ is also used to mean to tilt or lean, as the Gemarah 
says, (:ברכות לד) “חזינא לאביי ורבא דמצלו אצלויי, we saw that Abaye and Rava would lean to one side [when 
they would bow down].”  The connection between these two words is understandable, as through 
prayer a person tilts himself in a new direction, proclaiming his choice to follow Hashem’s ways, and he 
thereby causes the attribute of Divine Judgment to ‘tilt’ in his favor, replacing retribution with mercy.  

The Day of Prayer 
This Avodah of ‘choosing’ life through deciding to follow Hashem’s will is something that a person must 
constantly engage in, but it is all the more applicable in the days approaching Rosh Hashanah, and even 
more so on Rosh Hashanah itself, which is referred to in the Seforim Hakedoshim ( ,אמרי אמת כי תבא תרס"ו
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 the day of prayer’, because it is a time when all of Klal Yisrael is ,יומא דצלותא‘ as (ע"פ זהר בהעלותך קמט.
united in the Avodah of Tefilah. It is on this day, the Day of Judgment, that we stand before Hashem and 
proclaim before the heavenly throne that we desire only to do His will, and through doing so Hashem 
accepts us as Baalei Teshuvah and judges us favorably. 

A Great Gift 
The Avodah of “ובחרת בחיים” which is intrinsically connected to the Avodas HaTefilah, is obviously also 
necessary all year, but especially on Rosh Hashanah, when through our Tefilah we work on becoming 
true Baalei Teshuvah and can recognize that the Yetzer Harah makes his offer of ‘Death’ into a real 
choice, and a difficult one at that. The fact that Hashem gave us the day of Rosh Hashanah as a day of 
Tefilah is a tremendous gift, as in doing so He is in essence showing us what is the ‘good portion’ for us 
to choose as our lot.  

We can now appreciate that when Rashi drew a parable to a father guiding his son’s hand to pick the 
good portion, it is coming to emphasizes the fact that Hashem does not only command us to choose, 
but He also helps us and enables us to make the right choice through the Avodah of Tefilah. A3  

You and Your Descendants 
The Chasam Sofer (חתם סופר במדבר ג, ד) explains that there are people who are granted another year of 
life on Rosh Hashanah only in the merit of the fact that they have children whom they must raise, and 
their children need them. It is understandable that it only through tremendous Divine mercy that a 
person who has no other merits in his favor will be granted such a reprieve.  

We can therefore explain that this is the emphasis of the possuk “ וזרעך אתהלמען תחיה  , so that you and 
your descendants may live.” Even if a person has reached such a lowly state that he has no merits of his 
own, if he engages in real Teshuvah and Davens to Hashem, asking him to help him improve his ways, 
then he will merit Divine mercy, even if it is not in his own זכות, but rather in that of his children who 
needs him as a parent.A4   

Through honest introspection and heartfelt prayer, may we all merit achieving true Teshuvah and 
choosing life, and thus all be written and sealed for a year of life and blessing, amen, KY”R.  
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