A ba’al middot is, it might be said, someone who practices ethical mindfulness. It is someone who understands and remains mindful that “no deed is considered worthy unless it contains pure reverence

….ki yirat hashem hi hamakhazeket kol hamidot. [it] is like the thread which we run through the holes of pearls and then we tie a knot at its end so that it will firmly hold all the pearls. There is no doubt that if the knot should tear, all of the pearls will fall. Such is the reverence of Heaven. It strengthens all of the qualities and if you will undo the knot of reverence, then all your good qualities will depart from you….”


A ba’al middot for Nakhman of Bratslav, and thus for one branch of the Hasidic development of ethical literature, is someone who understands that one’s whole life is a journey toward the final product one will be at the end, as a reflection of God’s image,
 and that the crux of the matter lies in how one takes each step of the journey. This demands patience, resignation with one’s perception of only a partial understanding and of a reality in flux, and an abiding awareness that God is in the details, in every last little detail – present and reflected through every blade of grass and every human being. The end and the means must justify each other – if they cannot, there is something wrong with the means or the end as they are envisioned. One must be able to recognize God’s presence, and the expression of ethics, in both.


For Maimonides, a ba’al middot is one who achieves wisdom. Yes, there is room for one who is not wise – not due of lack of study but to lack of native ability – to practice musar. But Rambam placed ethical perfection a step below intellectual perfection, and a system which exalts learning as the presence of God will value ethical behavior with wisdom above simple ethical behavior. Thus we see it in the sefirotic system of the Zohar, which places wisdom above, and as the culmination of, the balancing of all the “lower” attributes of human nature – judgment and mercy, compassion and endurance and understanding, all come before it and all must be within it.



For the Talmud, a ba’al middot is one who refrains from believing that what is right for oneself must necessarily be right for others. As Hillel taught it: “do not do to another that which one finds hateful to oneself.” And the author of Orkhot Zaddikim in a similar vein warns us against arrogance: “the behavior of others is not dependent upon your thoughts.”
 A ba’al middot is one who does not presume to know what relationship another human being has with God, or judge its quality.

A pious Jew is not one who worries about his fellow man's soul and his own stomach; a pious Jew worries about his own soul and his fellow man's stomach.
 

A ba’al middot is one who sees the interconnectedness of all life, in all its diversity, as a religious imperative. Saadya Gaon taught musar as an anti-monistic ethic: despite the multiplicity of created things, God is One and thus, all that we are in our individual and general complexity is also, essentially, One. Behavior that proceeds from it, in line with it, would therefore be that which respects diversity as respecting equal aspects of God.
 This sense that musar is an expression of the stance one takes when one realizes “before whom one stands” leads to the idea that a ba’al middot would be, as Louis Jacobs suggests, one who understands yirat shamayim in terms of Rudolf Otto’s description of “the numinous”: “fear, or better, awe, in the presence of the mysterious and the unfathomable and the fascination which religious men of every age and clime have found in the adoration they freely offer to the object of their worship.”

Spiritual life is superior to physical life. But the physical life of another is an obligation of my spiritual life.


This statement of Salantar’s seems to be at the heart of the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas. Levinas describes God as appearing “to human consciousness (and especially in Jewish experience) “clothed” in values; and…whatever the ultimate experience of the Divine and its ultimate religious and philosophical meaning might be, these cannot be separated from penultimate experiences and meanings. They cannot but include the values through which the Divine shines forth. Religious experience, at least for the Talmud, can only be primarily a moral experience.”
 

To hear a voice speaking to you is ipso facto to accept obligation toward the one speaking. Intelligibility does not begin in self-certainty, in the coincidence with oneself from which one can give oneself time and a provisional morality, try everything, and let oneself be tempted by everything. Intelligibility is a fidelity to the true; it is incorruptible and prior to any human enterprise; it protects this enterprise like the cloud which, according to the Talmud, covered the Israelites in the desert. Consciousness is the urgency of a destination leading to the other person and not an eternal return to self. But the ‘we will do’ does not exclude the ‘we will hear’. Prior fidelity is not a naivete….[it] is an innocence without naivete, an uprightness without stupidity, an absolute uprightness which is also absolute self-criticism, read in the eyes of  the one who is the goal of my uprightness and whose look calls me into question. It is a movement toward the other which does not come back to its point of origin the way diversion comes back, incapable as it is of transcendence – a movement beyond anxiety and stronger than death.

A ba’al middot is one who recognizes that in order to perfect the world, one must begin by perfecting oneself. More, such a one realizes that, by virtue of our creation in God’s image and with that potential, we already have the knowledge of how to behave; “it is not in heaven”. Or, as Luzzato says in his introduction to Mesillat Yesharim, there’s nothing in this book that you don’t already know. The hardest thing of all to learn is that which you already know. 


The work of ethical perfection of the soul can be compared to creating the most significant of all works of art. The human being is created in the image of God, and thus of infinite value – yet we are not created complete. And the work of completing ourselves demands regular attention to every little detail.

Great art is not simply the product of momentary inspiration. The apprentice artist who wishes to create a masterpiece of his or her own cannot rest content with a dazzled gaze at the masterpieces of the past. An apprentice must proceed to study the techniques…the use of color, the subtlety of shade, the employment of lines and shapes….study must be supplemented with constant practice. For the apprentice artist, neither talent nor skill, nor study, nor practice are sufficient in and of themselves.


A ba’al middot is one who sets out on the path of actualizing one’s inherent Image of God aware that life-long humility, expressed by patience, is required. I return to the story told by Nahman of Bratslav mentioned above, of a servant charged by his king with bringing him the portrait of a king that no one had ever seen; it took the servant the rest of his life to succeed in that mission, and to bring the king a portrait of the king. Since in Jewish parables the king is always a reference to God, who is the king that no one has ever seen but the image of God carried by the servant, literally carried by him, since the soul is an image of God. Interestingly, God cannot fetch the image; the servant who carries it must bring it to God. And the image can only be brought to God on the last day of the servant’s life, since the portrait each of us brings to God is incomplete until our last day. Each day we work on it; each day we bring potential to actualization, we make choices, we are affected by the impact of others’ choices upon us.
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