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Mussar and Tisha bi-Av

The memory of the destruction of the Temples transforms history into national myth. 
All nations have and need their national myths, though we are learning today in the 
United States that sometimes such national myths can be problematic. I would suggest 

that the Rabbis were sensitive to the problematic aspects of the Tisha bi-Av story when they 
supplied a radical theological understanding of the reason for the Second Temple’s demise: 
Sinat Hinam, baseless, unending hatred substituted for the usual political and diplomatic 
explanations of the tragedy. Instead of a national myth, the Rabbis bequeathed us a morality 
narrative that transforms Tisha bi-Av into a universal story whose importance has grown and 
grown and placed itself front and center before our eyes. While Tisha bi-Av helps us focus on 
Jewish suffering through the centuries, it just as much reminds us that suffering is the lot of 
many people throughout the ages. 

Mussar identifies the key to Sinat Hinam and provides a practice to reign in self-absorption 
and transform it into service of others. We might say that the rabbinic understanding of 
the causes of the destruction of the Temple is one of the earliest expressions of Mussar 
consciousness in the tradition. It is an expression that will surface time and again throughout 
our history whenever the practice of Judaism, halacha specifically, is misunderstood as 
the goal of Jewish life rather than one of the tools for achieving holiness – and holiness is 
understood  in the Book of Leviticus as “Love your neighbor as yourself.”

What then is Mussar? The word itself is best translated as “discipline.” Discipline in all the 
senses of the English word: a body of knowledge, a correction, and a practice. It already is 
present in the biblical literature, but emerges as a separate genre of Jewish literature in the 
Tenth Century with the publication of Bachya Ibn Pekuda’s Duties of the Heart. There are 
two important pieces of information that we learn from Bachya’s work. First, that it emerges 
in response to the development and centrality of codes of Jewish law that begin to appear 
around the same time. It is as if Bachya is saying that those who focus on the duties of the 
“guf,” the body, should not forget about the duties of the heart. This will be a major theme 
in the development of Mussar literature through the centuries. The second important piece 
of information to note is that Bachya is a mystic. While he lived before the publication of the 
Zohar and the formalization of what we call Kabbalah, he is deeply involved with the ideas 
and practices that will evolve into Kabbalah. Similarly, almost every great Mussar text will be 
written by a Kabbalist. It is the insistence that true mystical experience can be achieved only 
by a person whose middot (character) are perfected in order to supply the engine that drives 
Mussar.

Thus, Mussar emerges as a genre of Jewish literature first. It is only in the middle of the 
Nineteenth Century that it becomes a specific practice and, as a practice, a movement within 
Jewish communal life. At that time. Rabbi Israel Lipkin of Salant, a Lithuanian Torah scholar 
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known as Rabbi Israel Salanter, recognizes that changing 
behavior requires more than study. That no matter how much 
we study the parameters of good behavior, holy behavior, it 
is not our conscious minds that control our behavior. We are 
controlled by internal forces, and transforming these forces 
requires a program of behavioral discipline. More specifically, 
Salanter understands that our subconscious is ruled by what 
the Rabbis called our Yetzer ha-Ra (evil inclination) and that 
wresting control of our subconscious requires a practice 
that he develops. The practice consists of studying Mussar 
texts, to be sure, but, beyond that, to engaging in deep and 
passionate Cheshbon ha-Nefesh, an accounting of the soul, to 
identify those things that trigger our Yetzer ha-Ra response. 
Additionally, he instituted peer groups that would assist a 
person in avoiding self-delusion about their behavior, a va’ad. 
It is on the model of Rabbi Lipkin of Salant that contemporary 
Mussar groups are based.

UNPACKING THE LANGUAGE OF MUSSAR

However, the transition from pre-modern Mussar to 
contemporary Mussar requires that we unpack the language 
of both Mussar literature and practice to avoid being put 
off by the seemingly simplistic theological model they 
often present. For example, the term Yetzer ha-Ra, when 
translated as “the evil inclination,” often strikes contemporary 
Jews as too deterministic in its approach to the human 
psyche. However, if we go deeper into the meaning of the 

term, we discover that for the rabbis, the Yetzer ha-Ra was 
necessary for human survival. They teach that if it weren’t 
for the Yetzer ha-Ra, no one would marry, get a job, or 
establish a household. When we break that statement 
down, we understand that the Yetzer ha-Ra is the drive for 
self-preservation, without which we would perish. What 
makes the Yetzer “ra,” so to speak, is when self-preservation 
becomes self-absorption. The cause of this is fear. When we 
feel threatened, we erect a defensive wall around ourselves. 
It is this wall that blocks out others and causes what we know 
as “ra” behavior. Once we understand that this seemingly 
simplistic term actually reflects deep truth about the way we 
function, as true today as it was in prior centuries, we can 
use Rav Salanter’s methodology to achieve the same goal we 
share with him: seeking a life of holiness, that is, a life of love 
of neighbor as strong as our natural love of ourselves.

The contemporary expressions of Mussar that are available 
for those wishing to pursue this spiritual discipline include 
the Center for Contemporary Mussar, of which I am the 
Rosh Yeshiva. There is also the Mussar Institute, under the 
direction of Alan Morinis. The Institute for Jewish Spirituality 
also offers middah or mussar programs. There also is 
American Mussar, under the direction of Greg Marcus. Each 
of these leaders, myself included, also has authored books on 
the subject, and those interested are urged to check them out 
as well.


