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It ’ s  Never Wrong to do a Mitzvah  
Shanah Tovah. 
 

Mark Twain once said, “You’re never wrong to do the right thing.” If Judaism were to interpret 
Twain’s important teaching, our tradition would say without any hesitation: “It’s never wrong to do 
a mitzvah.” But, [then, again] what is a mitzvah?  

Most of us would answer that the word mitzvah translates as doing a good deed.1 Most of us aren’t 
necessarily wrong! An English dictionary does define mitzvah as any good deed.  

I can remember as kid when I put dollar in the pushka box at shul, the Hebrew school teachers 
thanked me for doing a good deed, a mitzvah. But, did I? And, what specific mitzvah did I actually 
do? Many of us have had these moments when we received the praiseworthy comment, “We did a 
mitzvah,” after we performed some good act. Therefore, a mitzvah defined as good deed has become 
cemented in popular Jewish colloquialism.  

However, there is so much more to the meaning behind mitzvah. There is so much more to how 
we as Jews define it. And, especially how we, the Jewish people, live it.   

The simple translation of mitzvah is command or religious obligation. The Talmud and Moses 
Maimonides identify 613 commandments2 - 248 positive commandments (meaning - “do”) and 365 
negative commandments (meaning - “do not do”).  

A mitzvah is truly a spiritual and a mental mindset-3 it’s the foundation, it’s the essence, it’s the 
blueprint for Jewish living. Rabbi Maurice Lamm tells us, “A mitzvah is the irreducible, organic 
matter of the Jewish religion. God, the issuer of the mitzvah, is the mitzaveh, He who commands the 
Jewish people.”4 Baruch atah, Adonai Eloheinu, Melech Haolam, Asher kid’shanu b’mitzvotav v’tzivanu: 
“Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the universe, who sanctifies us with mitzvot, 
commanding us.”  

A mitzvah is more than just doing a good deed5; it’s about honoring and perfecting the 
covenantal relationship with God. The Chasidic masters teach us that performing a mitzvah keeps 
us the Jewish people in connection with God.6 The Jewish mystics tell us that when we perform a 
mitzvah, we are repairing the world one step at a time, which brings us into a harmonious and 
special relationship with Hashem.7 

When we put a dollar in the pushka box, we are certainly doing a good deed. But, Judaism 
reminds us that we are truly fulfilling our obligation to assist the poor – the mitzvah of tzedakah. 
When we visit a friend in the hospital, we are observing the commandment of bikur cholim. When we 
comfort the mourner, we are performing the mitzvah of nichum avalim. When we help the stranger 
among us, when we help a friend become self-sufficient, and when we donate not just our financial 
assets but our time and our commitment, we fulfill the mitzvah of gemilut hasadim – engaging in 
deeds of compassion.    

Mark Twain offers us incredible Jewish advice here. It’s never wrong to do a mitzvah. It’s never 
wrong to engage in deeds of compassion in any situation. And, it’s never wrong to do a mitzvah that 
kindles the Shabbos lights, sanctifies the fruit of the vine, or fulfilling the mitzvot of prayer that 
especially teaches us perspective, gratitude, and humility.  
                                                
1 R. Zushe Greenberg, “A Mitzvah is not Just a Good Deed,” http://www.solonchabad.com/templates/articlecco_cdo/aid/294114/jewish/A-
mitzvah-is-not-just-a-good-deed.htm accessed on 28 July 2017; cf. http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/9799/jewish/Maimonides-
Introduction-to-Sefer-Hamitzvot.htm  
2 Sefer Hamitzvot  
3 Special thanks to my rabbinic coach and mentor, Rabbi Steven Kaye, for his definition of mitzvah  
4 Maurice Lamm, Becoming a Jew (New York: Jonathan David, 1991), 300 
5 Ibid 
6 Greenberg 
7 Pri Etz Chaim  
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Our sacred duty to perform a mitzvah not only repairs the brokenness of our communities, it 
elevates our neshamas – our souls and our Judaism, and it certainly brings us closer to Hashem, as our 
Jewish mystics teach us.      

The main question then that I ask on this Jewish New Year [5778] is: if it’s never wrong to do a 
mitzvah, then what is keeping us back from fulfilling our sacred obligations to do them? [For 
example:] “I’ll just send her a text. I don’t want to bother her while she is in the hospital.” “I’ll try to 
make the shiva minyan, but I really wasn’t that close with the one who passed away or I would feel 
too uncomfortable going by myself.” “I’ll volunteer at the soup kitchen next month; I’m just too 
busy this week.” 

What holds us back from visiting a loved one in the hospital or comforting the mourner when we 
make a shiva call? What holds us back from helping a stranger or helping a friend become self-
sufficient? What prevents us from fulfilling our sacred obligation to the mitzvot? Inconvenience? 
Are we too bothered? Or, perhaps we don’t know what to do during life cycle moments.   

If we’re never wrong to do the right thing, then, what is keeping us back from doing the next 
right thing? In Judaism, the next right thing always is doing a mitzvah, as the midrash teaches us, “If 
a mitzvah comes your way, do not delay.”8 Therefore, in 5778, if we have the opportunity to do 
something that God commands us to do – such as a mitzvah that brings comfort and strength to a 
friend or support to a stranger – let us remember that our opportunity to act on these mitzvot is 
never the wrong thing.9 It’s always the right thing because we get to bring compassion to our loved 
ones and to our communities, we get to elevate our neshamas and our Judaism, and we get closer to 
God.    

It is certainly part of the human condition to make the wrong choice when we have the 
opportunity to do the right thing. After all, this is a core Rosh Hashanah theme. But, part of this 
conversation and the introspection of Rosh Hashanah is wondering why we made that wrong choice 
after all. Or, why didn’t we perform that specific mitzvah when we had the opportunity? A brief 
story about Basketball Legend Wilt Chamberlain’s free throws may help us answer these questions.  

 Wilt Chamberlain once scored one hundred points in game. Chamberlain also shot an impressive 
87.5 percent from the foul line. But, he was one the worst free throw shooters in the history of 
professional basketball.  

But, in the game where he scored one hundred points, Chamberlain shot free throws correctly. 
He held the ball between his knees and flicked the ball toward the basket from a slight crouch. I 
sincerely apologize to all the bubbies here with us tonight. I absolutely mean no disrespect here. But, 
the name of this style of shooting free throws between the knees and flicking the ball toward the 
basket is called a granny shot.  

Chamberlain listened to fellow player Rick Barry who perfected this alternative shooting style. 
Barry knew that shooting underhand was a better way to make a foul shot; he is one of the greatest 
foul shooters of all time, averaging 95 percent throughout his career. In one season, he only missed 
nine shots from the foul line!   

 Wouldn’t it have been advantageous for Chamberlain and all players to shoot free throws like a 
bubbie? Nope. Chamberlain reverted the following season.    

Why are thousands of players shooting free throws incorrectly - giving away free points, potential 
wins, and possible championships because they won’t shoot like Betty White or Grandma 
Moses?      

                                                
8 Mekhilta, Bo 
9 Lamm, 300  
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Chamberlain’s explanation sadly sums it up perfectly for us: “I felt silly, like a sissy, shooting 
underhand. I knew I was wrong. I know some of the best shooters in history shot that way. Even 
now, the best one in the NBA, Rick Barry, shoots underhand. I just couldn’t do it.”  

One of the most dominate centers in the NBA, Shaquille O’Neal, retired with horrendous 
numbers at the foul line. Shaq even coined a term, “Hack-a-Shaq,” so that teams would intentionally 
foul him and make him shoot free throws to gain back ball possession. Would Shaq shoot 
underhand? Shaq said, “Forget it. I’d rather shoot zero percent than shoot underhand.” 

Basketball is a sport; it’s fun to play and it’s fun to watch. That’s it. Wilt Chamberlain and 
Shaquille O’Neal made a great living playing professional basketball. However, their decision to 
reject a shooting style had nothing to do with science or reason. Wilt and Shaq refused to shoot free 
throws like a grandmother – despite it being the right way – because they couldn’t imagine how 
other players would mock them in the locker room or on ESPN.  

We don’t play in the NBA. And, Moses Maimonides doesn’t address free throw shooting styles 
listed in the 613 commandments. But, there is certainly a Jewish lesson to be made here. 

Wilt and Shaq didn’t do the right thing because they didn’t want to look like fools. Now, when we 
start coming up with fifteen reasons or justifications in our head as to why we can’t perform a 
mitzvah (we are too busy, there is too much traffic, how well do we really know the person, we will 
do it tomorrow, we will just call) – even though we have no doubt it’s the right thing do – we start 
to look like Wilt and Shaq.  

And, we know deep down inside our neshamas, our souls, by not doing the right thing – the 
mitzvah – we are embarrassing ourselves and we are embarrassing our tradition. Rabbi Moses 
Isserles, the author of the medieval compendium of Jewish law – the Mapah, once wrote, “A person 
should not feel embarrassed by others who mock him in his service of God.” But, in this case, we 
are embarrassing ourselves when we come up with justifications for not doing the right thing.  

We’ve all been down this road before. We may have passed on volunteering at a soup kitchen 
because we didn’t want to disappoint our friends if we didn’t show up at latest social scene. We 
contemplated giving money to the person on the corner, with a sign, asking for help. We put the few 
dollars back in our wallets, questioning the intentions of the person in need.  

However, if our Judaism is to be something more than a vague heritage, our Judaism must be a 
living tradition that actually guides and impacts our lives.10 There is a famous line from the Talmud 
that teaches us, Kol Yisrael areivim zeh bazeh. “All Jews are responsible for one another.”11 We may 
have heard this Talmudic verse from a social action program or a fundraising campaign in order to 
motivate Jewish communal engagement. After all, Judaism does stress communal responsibility.  

Yet, this verse doesn’t really speak to contemporary social action programs nor fundraising. It’s 
much deeper. Our great sages from the Talmud apply this concept of responsibility to a religious 
and spiritual interpretation.12 For the sages, this verse means that Kol Yisrael areivim zeh bazeh, “All 
Jews are responsible for one another,” is to say that every Jew is responsible for every other Jew’s 
fulfillment of the commandments.13  

The message here is that we certainly don’t walk around with a notepad, keeping tabs on our 
family and friends on their mitzvot performance. It’s the opposite. Our sages value the 
commandments as the glue that holds the Jewish people together. As Rabbi Mark Washofsky 
explains, when we committed ourselves to the mitzvot at Mt. Sinai, naaseh v’nishmah, “All that God 
has said we will faithfully do,14” all Jews joined together in the understanding that we are responding 

                                                
10 Special thanks to my mentor and my sage, Rabbi Stephen Einstein 
11 BT Sh’vout 39a  
12 See Mark Washofsky, Jewish Living (New York, URJ Press, 2010), 277ff  
13 Ibid  
14 Ex. 19:6  
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to God’s invitation to perform the mitzvot.15 Responsibility does require that we hold ourselves 
accountable for the quality of Jewish religious and spiritual life at the community level. And, 
responsibility also demands that we hold ourselves accountable for the quality of Jewish religious 
and spiritual life at our own level.16  

 Rosh Hashanah is also called, Yom Ha-Din, the day we stand in spiritual judgment. During Elul 
and these intense holy days, we reflect, we evaluate, we look into the mirror and determine if we 
have failed ourselves, our families, our friends, and our communities because of our choices.17 

We recite al cheit shechatanu l’fanecha ratzon, “For our transgressions, Our God, we ask forgiveness 
for the way that we have wronged You by our choices.” Did we fail our loved ones because we were 
“too busy” or “too distracted?” Did we prioritize our own pleasures above our responsibilities? Did 
we come up with too many justifications in our head for not doing the right thing?  

Could we have really found that time to visit a loved one in the hospital or made that shiva call? 
Did we neglect these opportunities to perform a mitzvah because we didn’t want to be 
inconvenienced or bothered? Rather, we sent that text that said, “Thinking of you.” And, if we can 
all agree that breaking up with someone via text is awful, can we also suggest that sending a “Get 
well” or “Thinking of you” text is the same? Text messages will never substitute human 
interaction.18 There is a reason why our tradition champions human relationships.   

Maybe, we didn’t perform a mitzvah because it was too uncomfortable. Our tradition recognizes 
that most of us are uncomfortable going to a house of mourning because we don’t know what to say 
to the mourner. So, how do we fulfill this important mitzvah? Kohelet 7:2 teaches us, “It is better to 
go to a house mourning than to a house of feasting; for that is the end of every man, and a living 
one should take it to heart.” That’s why our wise sages teach us not to say anything to the mourner; 
it’s about how our genuine presence makes an eloquent statement.19 Or as the Talmud reminds us, 
“The greatest reward is bestowed upon all who know how to be silent in a house a mourning.”  

It’s about showing up at the hospital. It’s about being there for a friend who lost a loved one. It’s 
about supporting a stranger in the community who is down on his luck. Hineni. Here I am. This is 
how we prefect the mitzvah of gemilut hasadim – engaging in deeds of compassion.  

This is how a mitzvah maintains and repairs our relationships and our communities. Then, when 
can it ever be wrong to show up at a hospital or a house of mourning? It’s not. As Mark Twain 
would say, “It’s always the right thing to do a mitzvah.”   

Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur require us to reflect on the past year: our strengths, our 
shortcomings, what worked well, and where we missed the mark. But, the mitzvot we perform can 
be our guide to get us back on the path for the New Year, to begin anew.  

How can we aim higher? Doing what our tradition requires of us: doing the mitzvot: assisting the 
poor through tzedakah. We can perform this mitzvah not just through financial donations, but 
through something easier and incredibly meaningful. We can keep bottled water or granola bars in 
our cars. When we see the person holding the sign at the intersection – we don’t question intentions, 
we provide nourishment, as our tradition requires of us.    

In this New Year, we put our justifications in our head and texts messages aside. We rise above. 
We visit a loved one at a hospital, bikur cholim, and we comfort the mourner, nichum avalim. And, 
when our community needs us, we are ready to serve, engaging in deeds of compassion, gemilut 
hasadim.  

                                                
15 Ibid.  
16 Ibid  
17 Again, special thanks to Rabbi Einstein  
18 Special thanks to my mum, Donna Berman  
19 Cf. Rabbi Einstein 
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One of the greatest honors as a Rabbi at Temple Solel is blessing our b’nei mitzvah students. 
Traditionally, we recite the priestly blessing to our students – a blessing that has been in our tradition 
for centuries. I also take this special moment to charge the students, using the words from Rabbi 
Samson Raphael Hirsch, a 19th century German Rabbi who is also considered the father Modern 
Orthodox Judaism. His words beautifully capture the significance to our commitment to the mitzvot, 
to engaging in deeds of compassion, gemilut hasadim, to inclusivity, and to creating a better world for 
all of God’s creation.     

“Be a Jew, a true Jew; strive for the ideal of the real Jew, the fulfillment of the Torah in justice 
and loving-kindness. Seek to command the respect because of your Jewishness, not in spite of it. 
Understand your own Jewishness, and spread its true meaning among your non-Jewish brethren, 
through your words, and even more, through your way of life. Again, I would say, practice 
righteousness and loving-kindness, as the Torah teaches you; be fair in action, truthful in speech, 
bear love in your heart for your non-Jewish brethren, as the Torah teaches you; feed their hungry, 
clothe their naked, comfort their suffering, heal their sick, counsel the misguided, assist them by 
word and deed. In short, display the entire noble breadth of your Judaism.”20     

How could doing these things ever be wrong? It’s not. It’s never wrong to do a mitzvah.  
    
      
  

 
   

                                                
20 See R. Hirsch, The Nineteen Letters about Judaism (translated by Karin Paritzky), (New York: Feldheim Publishers), 205ff. 

 


