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We Are at War!

Parshas Ki Seitzei begins with the words nnn7n7 xxn 7
— lamilchamah, with a pasach, meaning the war —
which sounds like it is speaking about a specific war.
Shouldn't it say lemilchamah, with a shva, which would
mean, “to a war”’?

The Ohr HaChaim famously explains that lamilchamah
is a remez to the well-known war, the war against the
yetzer hara.

The yetzer hara wages a tremendous war against us.
He tries to prevent us from learning well, davening
well, and doing mitzvos properly. This is not a war
fought with planes, guns, and ammunition. It's a very
quiet war, but an intense one. Quietly, the yetzer hara
leads us to do things that are not good, and we must
do battle against him.

How do we fight this war? There is a sefer called
Ohr Yisrael, which contains the letters of Rav Yisrael
Salanter. It's a wonderful sefer, and if someone wants
to gain a geshmakin life, he should learn it. Specifically,
learn michtav zayin, on Elul, and michtav yud. They
are beautiful letters, and you'll enjoy them immensely.

The purpose of learning mussar is to help you see what
you need to correct, to look at your life and see what
is happening with you: Are you learning well? Are you
davening well? Are you doing mitzvos properly? That's
what mussar is.

Rav Yisrael says in michtav yud that a person who
learns mussar is called alive: xp7'n "N 101NN TNI7. He
is alive because w1n 'n 73 — every living being feels.
A person who learns mussar feels, ‘I have to daven
better. | have to learn better. | have to say berachos
better. | have to improve in everything. | have to rise.”
That is mussar. He is alive.

A person who does not learn mussar goes through
life on autopilot: another day, another day, more days
and more days. Now it is Elul. My rebbi Rav Moshe
Aharon Stern said that we have to count the days of
Elul: “Today is the fourth day of Elul.” We have to count
every day and see whether each day was used well. We
also have to make changes and live a little differently.

In the beginning of Shaarei Teshuvah, Rabbeinu Yonah

gives a frightening mashal. The king's officers caught a
group of bandits and put them in prison. At some point,
they dug a tunnel beneath the prison and escaped —
except for one.

Why did he stay in prison? My rebbi, Rav Chaim Brim,
said in the name of the baalei mussar that he stayed
because the tunnel was uncomfortable. It was not
possible for the prisoners to dig a large tunnel, so
they dug a narrow one. It was dark and muddy, and a
little frightening. To escape, the prisoner would have
to crawl on his hands and knees, and he might bang
his head. But he only had to crawl for five minutes, and
then he would be free.

This prisoner gave up his entire chance to live as a free
man because it was a little difficult to crawl through
the dark tunnel. But those five minutes would gain him
his freedom. And yet he said, “No, | can't do it.”

The prison warden said, “You wretched man! The tunnel
was open before you. Why didn't you escape?”

Indeed, couldn’t he have endured a little discomfort to
gain freedom? He would have been able to marry, build
a home, and have children. Now he would remain in
prison his entire life!

It's crazy! But that's us. We're crazy.

We have to come to davening earlier. Yes, it's a little
hard to wake up earlier and arrive earlier. But then we
daven well, and we experience the 'n Ov3. If you come
late, okay, you still daven. But if you come early, you
experience pleasure. You can say every word.

At first, it is a little difficult, like crawling through the
tunnel. Waking up a little earlier, coming to davening
earlier, and saying the berachos slowly and properly is
hard, but after a while it becomes easy. It's only difficult
in the beginning.

Our entire life in this world is a tunnel. The message
of Shaarei Teshuvah is that it is a little difficult — and
then you are free. You will daven better, and you will
bentch better.

Bentching is a great segulah for parnassah. The well-
known Chinuch on the mitzvah of Bircas HaMazon
in Parshas Eikev says that we have a mesorah that
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anyone who is careful with Bircas HaMazon will have
parnassah b’chavod throughout his life. So bentch
properly and slowly; do not bentch quickly.

| once asked Rav Shach for a kabbalah. He said, “Bentch
from a siddur. That is a kabbalah.”

We should say everything from a siddur: Asher Yatzar,
berachos — everything. It's a little difficult to bentch
from a siddur and it takes another minute or two. But
the holy Chinuch, one of the Rishonim, says that if
you bentch properly, you are guaranteed an honorable
livelihood throughout your life. Incredible!

| once saw a remarkable story. A couple came to Rav
Chatzkel Levenstein, and the husband said, “Rebbe,
we do not have children.”

Rav Chatzkel told him to learn mussar for a few minutes
every day. He did so, and they had a child.

Someone then asked Rav Chatzkel, “Is this a new
segulah — learning mussar in order to have children?”

Rav Chatzkel explained that perhaps there had been
a gezeirah that this person would not have children.
But when he began learning mussar, he became a new
person. He became alive: X2 'n. Before, he had not
been alive. Now he was a different person, and the
decree had not been issued against this new person.

Lamilchamah — with a pasach — refers to our fight
against the yetzer hara. In this war, we need to exert
a bit of effort. But it does not have to be more than
a little effort. The Ohr Yisrael, in michtav zayin, says
to undertake a small kabbalah. Make one small
improvement or two.

If you want, learn Mishnayos. Learn one Mishnah a
day, know it, and review it. If you want to connect to
the Yamim Nora'im, | suggest that during these days
you learn the Mishnayos of Rosh Hashanah, Yoma,
and Sukkah. Mishnayos contain halachah, they contain
mussar; they have everything in them.

If you learn Gemara, learn the shakla vetarya well. The
rebbi Rav Nachum would say: Know the Gemara. Know
Rashi. Learn Rashi well and learn the Gemara well. Rav
Chaim Shmuelevitz would say: Learn mussar, learn
mussar, learn mussar.

In michtav yud of Ohr Yisrael, Rav Yisrael says that if
a person learns mussar, even a little, he will rise above
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his peers in his thoughts and in all his conduct.

We should make a kabbalah to learn mussar every
day. Learn for flve minutes a day, with a fixed daily
schedule. If you want, learn Ohr Yisrael. If you prefer a
different sefer, learn that. But learn it regularly, and you
will become a new person — truly alive. The difference
is unbelievable.

The word nnn7n7 conveys that we first have to
recognize that there is a war. People think that life
is good; everything is fine and going smoothly. But
there is a war taking place! Why do people come late
to davening? They know how important davening is.
Sure, there are always excuses. “I'm too tired. | went
to bed late.” But the real reason is because the yetzer
hara is waging a war, trying to make them come late
to davening.

You have to fight! Wage a little war. And 7007 xan
INIK 'Y10N.

The Maharsha (Makkos 10b) teaches that every thought,
word, and action creates a malach that will come to
your aid. The thought, “l want to learn better,” creates a
malach that will help you. If you think, “l want to daven
better,” that thought creates a malach that will help you.

Now itis Elul. Let us begin the war today: to learn better,
daven better, and do mitzvos better. We also have to
remember the principle from Avos: NN~ 1"wWJy X7 OK].
Whatever you are going to do, do it now.

Hashem should help us wage this war, and we should
all have yeshuos, children, shidduchim, good health,
parnassah b'shefa, and kol tuv sela. Thank you very
much, hatzlachah, hatzlachah, hatzlachah.

This week's
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