A major concern of Jewish ethical literature is the character formation of the individual through the development of certain key moral virtues and the dispelling of certain harmful moral vices. Put another way, it aims at creating a ba’al middot. How does the sifrut ha‑musar attempt to do this and what might the final product, i.e., such a person, be like?
-   by Rabbi Ariel Stone


The Talmud describes three spheres of Jewish ethical life: the personal, the religious, and the social.
 A Jewish ba’al middot (an ethical person; literally, “master of ethics”) is someone who stays aware of the ethical impact of her every individual word and deed in those three directions, i.e. the impact on God, on the self, and on others. A ba’al middot also keeps in mind that, at bottom, the ethical virtues “are all yir’at shamayim (“reverence”) and derekh eretz (“decency”).”
  This requires of musar instruction a two-fold approach: the reader must be made aware of all the faults he has to correct, and simultaneously he must be empowered to believe that he can succeed in correcting them. The creation of a ba’al middot is nothing more or less than the realization of the ideal Jew, who not only does God’s will by fulfilling the halakhah but who, constantly mindful of its ethical essence, keeps in one pocket the reminder, “I am but dust and ashes”, and in the other, “the world was created for my sake”, and seeks to balance herself between them at every moment. 


The authors of the musar literature encourage readers to become ba’alei middot in several ways: the form of the literature itself engages the reader in ways that pull one from mere passive reading. The style of R. Yehiel b’R. Yekutiel’s Ma’alot haMiddot, for example, is very much in the form of a running conversation. Each new concept is introduced with the phrase “my sons, listen to me” or words to that effect; the text includes dire warnings, sometimes in the form of lurid stories, that must have riveted the reader’s attention in a pre-modern culture which, as the scholar Yosef Dan describes it, saw its major entertainment in religious homilies and derashot.
 

There was a wicked man who desired his neighbor’s wife, who was beautiful and intelligent. He spoke with her once or twice, but she avoided him, since she was a married woman. Once, on Erev Shabbat, her husband went somewhere. This wicked man broke into her house on the night of Shabbat, raped her and then murdered her to keep her from screaming and giving him away. He robbed the house and left. Thus he transgressed “remember the Shabbat”, “do not murder”, “do not commit adultery”, and “do not covet”. The next day, neighbors came and saw the house. They entered and found the woman murdered. Who could have done this? They asked. No one but the neighbor. They called him and spoke to him, and he denied it, even entering the beit knesset  and swearing it, thus transgressing “do not swear falsely”. What did he do? He hired witnesses to lie for him, that they should testify that another neighbor was at fault, and transgressed “do not be a false witness”. The matter was investigated and it was discovered that he was guilty. He feared that they would kill him, so he fled to [the sphere of] idolatry and became an apostate, denying the God of Israel, and worshipping false gods, and transgressed “I am your God” and “let there be no other gods”. He had parents and he left them, transgressing “honor your parents”. Thus he transgressed all ten of the Aseret HaDibrot. What caused all this? It is all because he desired that which is forbidden. This teaches you that a mitzvah leads to a mitzvah, a transgression leads to a transgression.


The style of the presentation draws the reader into the classic format of Jewish study between teacher and student, and offers prescriptions for putting the ethical teachings into effect. Further, the language used is less precise grammatically, for example, than it is true to real life. For one who is reading about – and working one – the vice of pride and the overcoming of it, this quality is the most significant of all the middot. And Orkhot Zaddikim declares it to be such; never mind that each positive quality described in the book is similarly presented as superlatively important – as is the importance of overcoming its opposite, which is presented directly afterward. “The superlative concentrates the attention of the aspiring ba’al Musar on one trait, while the reversal precipitates positive awareness of how to cope with failure to master that trait.”
 Finally, recognizing the fact that in human life one veers between these opposites all the time, the author of Orkhot Zaddikim “usually formulates negative superlatives in such a way that they include a methodological twist.

By telling its readers that ‘nothing in the world closes the gates of repentance like flattery’, for example, Orkhot Zaddikim not only characterizes flattery as thed worst trait, but also states that the method, or way, to repentance is to overcome flattery.


R. Israel Salantar, the founder of the early modern period’s European Jewish musar movement, developed a method which is similar but different: “the impact of Rabbi Israel’s negative superlatives is not in encouraging the reader to find a way out of, say, his ‘sickness’,” 

but in compelling him to confront it starkly, unflinchingly, even to wallow in it….Rabbi Israel does not shrink from dark, absolute, negative superlatives because he snatches the reader from the clutches of despair through his new superlatives – methods of behavior and personality change.
 

The writers of Jewish musar literature recognized the potential for what Martin Buber called the dialogue between a reader and a text.
 Out of this dialogue neither the text (our understanding of it), nor the reader, emerge unchanged. While this might be defined as a psychological move on the part of the author, this idea of the text as having an active voice which influences and changes the reader also further develops the anthropomorphization of the text in mystical allegories which compare Torah to a veiled woman, and the reader to the lover who seeks her deeper truths.


What does a ba’al middot look like? According to Orkhot Zaddikim, someone who can follow the idea of middle way, and not be too pious or too wicked, since either of these positions is arrogant. Someone who studies and enjoys it but does not take pride in it, who prays in deeds as well as in words, who acts for social justice anonymously when possible but understands the importance of role modeling as well. Who considers the balance between keva and kavvanah and the ethical potential of the balance between them, with each word before the mouth opens, and with each act before committing to it. Louis Jacobs describes the effort to find the ethical balance between extremes as an essential part of the struggle of the modern Western reader to encounter Torah. The modern reader “knows that God did say ‘love thy neighbor as thyself’

…he recognizes the capacity for distinguishing between the eternal and the ephemeral to be itself the result of Torah teaching. It is the Torah (Jewish traditional teaching about the faith) which has taught him, both directly and by moulding the Jewish character, to regard the verses quoted above as the voice of the living God and the verses concerning the extermination of the Canaanites, for one example, to be inapplicable. And this power to discern and its cultivation are themselves part of the Torah. The search for Torah is Torah!”
 

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 Rabbi 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 the medieval philosopher and halakhist 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 equally the different 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 the modern Jewish thinker 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.
 


Being an ethical person is of ultimate importance since it perfects the Image of God within the individual. It is also the ultimate act of personal responsibility, since no one – not even God – can do it for one. It is, finally, the ultimate act of prayer: to be the change we would see in the world.
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