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Every day, we are confronted with countless choices. 
 
I can choose whether or not to let that person merge into my lane. I can choose to hold 
the door open a little longer for someone slowly making their way toward the entrance. I 
can choose whether or not to give money to the person standing on the street corner. I 
can choose to sleep in, even if it means skipping my morning workout. I can choose to 
eat that extra serving of dessert. I can choose whether or not to respond to someone's 
anti-Israel post on social media. 
 
At first glance, these choices seem unrelated. But they all have one thing in common: 
they ask a simple question. Which version of myself will I choose to be today? 
 
Judaism teaches that these everyday decisions are guided by two powerful inner 
forces: the yetzer hatov, the inclination that draws us toward our highest selves, and the 
yetzer hara, often translated as the “evil inclination.” 
 
To be honest, the yetzer hara gets a bad rap. I suspect it is the word “evil” that trips us 
up. There is nothing inherently evil about sleeping a little later, eating an extra donut, or 
deciding not to hold the door open. In fact, the rabbis teach something surprising. Rabbi 
Nahman, in the name of Rabbi Samuel, interprets the words from Creation, “And 
behold, it was very good,” as referring to the yetzer hara. He goes on to explain that 
without it, no one would build a house, get married, have children, or engage in 
business (Bereishit Rabbah 9:7). 
 
Our desires, ambitions, and instincts are not the enemy. They are part of what makes 
us human. 
 
The challenge is that these same drives can also pull us away from becoming the 
person we aspire to be. 
 
Alan Morinis captures this beautifully when he writes, “The yetzer ha’ra will do 
everything in its power to subvert your higher self and to influence you to indulge your 
desires.” 
 
That insight reframes the conversation. The struggle is rarely between good and evil. 
More often, it is between my lower self and my higher self. Between what is easy and 
what is life-giving. Between what I want in this moment and who I ultimately want to 
become. 
 



The yetzer hara whispers, “Go ahead and eat the extra dessert. It’s delicious.” It just 
neglects to mention your cholesterol. It tells you to walk past the person asking for help 
because it’s easier than making eye contact. It encourages you to stay quiet when you 
witness an injustice because speaking up is uncomfortable. 
 
None of those choices makes us evil. 
 
But each one nudges us, however slightly, away from becoming our most thoughtful, 
compassionate, disciplined, and courageous selves. 
 
It is precisely these kinds of choices that Moses places before the Israelites in Parashat 
Re’eh: “See, this day I set before you blessing and curse” (Deuteronomy 11:26). Notice 
the word today. Blessing and curse are not reserved for life’s monumental decisions. 
They are found in the ordinary choices we make every single day. 
 
Several weeks from now, on Yom Kippur, we will hear Moses return to this theme with 
even greater urgency: “I have set before you life and death, blessing and curse. 
Therefore choose life” (Deuteronomy 30:19). 
 
I’ve always found that verse a little amusing. God presents us with a choice and then 
immediately gives us the answer. 
 
Choose life. 
 
Perhaps that’s because God knows that left to our own devices, we don’t usually 
choose between good and evil. We choose between what is comfortable and what 
helps us become our highest selves. 
 
If choosing life feels overwhelming, Mussar offers us a place to begin: with a single 
middah. Consider chesed, lovingkindness. Practice extending a little more kindness 
toward yourself and toward the people around you. Eat that healthy snack. Hold the 
door open. Let the other driver merge. Offer a kind word instead of a sharp one. Give 
what you can. Speak up when your voice can make a difference. 
 
Rabbi Yeshayahu Segal Horowitz, the author of Shnei Luchot HaBrit, taught, “A day 
should not pass without acts of lovingkindness, whether with one’s body, one's money, 
or one's soul.” Every day should include an act of chesed. Not because any single act 
will transform the world, but because each one shapes the person we are becoming. 
 
As we prepare for the High Holy Days, perhaps choosing life means paying closer 
attention to the ordinary decisions that quietly shape our character. One act of chesed 
at a time. One choice at a time. Over time, those small choices become habits, those 
habits become character, and that character becomes a life of blessing. 
 
In the end, blessing isn’t only something God gives us. 
 



It is also something we cultivate, one choice at a time. 
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