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Menuchat ha-Nefesh (Equanimity):  
Strengthening your Ability to Stay Balanced  
in a Chaotic World

When I began studying Mussar in 2005, it was in response to my own chaotic world. 
I had a 7-year-old son with autism, which, in addition to caring for the rest of 
my family and work demands, made it impossible for me to feel anywhere near 

balanced. 

But I was lucky enough to find out about Mussar and Rabbi Ira Stone, who founded the 
Center for Contemporary Mussar (CCM). Mussar was – and continues to be – a game-
changer for me, helping me to feel more grounded so that I can be more responsive to others 
in my life. 

This article will provide a brief introduction to Mussar as we study it at CCM. We will look 
at some basic Mussar concepts and experience Mussar practice through working with the 
middah (character trait) of menuchat ha-nefesh or equanimity.

WHAT IS MUSSAR?

Mussar, a word that translates as “discipline,” seeks to answer the question “What does it 
mean to be good?” Implicit in the word Mussar is the idea that being good is not simple. It 
requires a daily practice, a disciplined approach to living one’s life.

The study and practice of Mussar arose as the answer to a longstanding question in Judaism: 
How does one practice the central commandment of v’ahavta le-re’acha ka-mocha, loving 
one’s neighbor as oneself?  Before Mussar became a practice in the 1800s, there already 
were many rabbinic texts addressing this issue. One central work, Duties of the Heart, written 
by Rabbi Bachya Ibn Pekuda in 1080, focuses on the central dilemma that gave birth to 
Mussar: the primary focus of Jewish practice consists of the duties of the body, particularly 
to carrying out mitzvot and obeying halachah. However, this is not enough. The duties of the 
heart, of embodying compassion and love, also need to be emphasized. 

In the 1800s, Rabbi Israel Salanter formed yeshivot for the practice and study of Mussar.  
Salanter believed that, just as Jews study Torah, Talmud, and halachah, there should be 
equal emphasis on the study of how to practice lovingkindness. CCM’s study of Mussar is 
influenced by one of Salanter’s students, Rabbi Simcha Zissel, who posited that Torah is a 
garment that we are able to wear only when we “bear the burden of the other.”  
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CENTRAL MUSSAR CONCEPTS

CCM’s practice of Mussar focuses on the idea of yetzer, which 
is translated as one’s internal energy.  Our yetzer is constantly 
in a state of balance between meeting our own needs and 
serving the other. When we are acting to protect ourselves, 
our yetzer is in the position of Rah. When we make ourselves 
available to the other, our yetzer is in the position of Tov.  

At every moment, we have a choice. We can act in service to 
ourselves or we can act on behalf of the other. When we truly 
give to the other, when we are in a place of Tov, we get the 
opportunity to experience a sense of true joy. When we are in 
a place of Rah, our self-absorption, or fear, prevents us from 
seeing the other. 

But the choice between Rah and Tov is is not simple. We 
need to pay attention to our Rah, because some of our own 
needs are legitimate. For example, as the parent of a child 
with disabilities, I was overly focused on my son, but I was 
neglecting my own needs for self-care. It was only when I 
could get more help and be more compassionate with myself 
that I was able to be truly present for my family. Mussar 
teaches that, without sufficient Rah, you won’t pay attention 
to your legitimate needs and therefore you won’t be able to 
serve the the other. 

Rah can also be thought of as a kind of sleep. We get so 
absorbed in what we think is important, we don’t even try to 
wake up and see the other person. For example, a student in 
one of my Mussar classes always gave an apple to a homeless 
man she passed on her way to work. It made her felt great 
about herself. And then, one day, she really looked at this 
man and realized that this man had no teeth. 

It takes great discernment to be in a place of Tov. But when 
we are truly making room for the other, when we are in a 
place of Tov, we are doing nothing less than growing our soul. 
In the words of Salanter’s student, Rabbi Simcha Zissel, you 
grow your soul by bearing the burden of the other – by really 
seeing the other outside of your own agenda. 

THE MIDDAH OF MENUCHAT HA-NEFESH

Mussar is practiced through middot or character traits. CCM 
makes use of one of the seminal books of middot, Cheshbon 
ha-Nefesh (Accounting of the Soul), written in 1740 by Rabbi 
Menachem Mendel Lefin. The middot describe 13 character 
traits, including such qualities as humility, order, and silence. 
Each middah serves as a lens to learn about our own yetzer, 
to recognize our habits of being in Rah and to see how we 
might wake up to a place of Tov.

Here is how menuchat ha-nefesh, or equanimity, is defined in 
Cheshbon HaNefesh:
 Rise above events that are inconsequential –  
 both bad and good – for they are not worth  
 disturbing your equanimity

In his definition, Lefin gives us a step-by-step way to practice 
menuchat ha-nefesh. Equanimity is a valuable resource that 
we possess, allowing us to be of service to the other. But 
every day, there are things that can disturb our equanimity, 
things that distract us from being in the moment. These 
things can be both good and bad. We need to discern what 
these inconsequential things are, and rise above them.  

These days, there is a lot going on to distract us. Reading 
the newspaper is enough to make one feel hopeless and 
discouraged, to be in a state of Rah even when you need your 
equanimity to be there for the other. 

Conversely, it is also possible to be thrown off by something 
good, but inconsequential.  A number of years back, I had 
a meeting with one of my son’s therapists, and I was so 
elated by the news that when I got in my car to go home, my 
equanimity was not there. I wasn’t paying attention to my 
driving, and I inadvertently cut someone off.  

In order to practice menuchat hanefesh, or any other middah, 
we take time to think about our day and journal about a 
situation that challenged us. 

QUESTIONS FOR PRACTICE

Here are some journaling questions for the middah of 
menuchat hanefesh:

Rise above….
w What are the chaotic things that trigger you? 
w Think of a recent time you’ve been triggered. How did it  
    feel in your body? Did you notice physical signs of being off  
    balance?
w Who was the other and how did it affect him or her?

Events that are inconsequential…
w What are the inconsequential things that tend to throw you  
    off base these days?
w What is consequential in your life? What are the things that  
    truly deserve your focus?

Practicing Mussar is a continual process of recognizing when 
we are self-absorbed and strengthening our ability to see our 
other with love and compassion. It is a journey that can be 
transformative, helping us to see what truly matters in our 
lives. 


