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Ty Compare Tosefot Yom Tov on Mishna Eiruvin 2:5, note 13.
2. Compare Bava Kamma 6a et seriatim.

3. Compare Isaiah 40:27.
4.

. Lit. “all life that speaks,” a reference to the medieval definition of the superiority of
human life over other animals because the human speaks.
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My friends: -

I thought' that ny first words surely would more than suffice to

awaken your heart to strengthen this learning, the study of Mussar. Mus-

.ar is not like any other study. There is no other study that is required
of all people. Women are exempt from study of Torah. There is plenty
of room to exempt destitute people and those who are preoccup1ed by
desperate circumstances, God forbid. Each person, 2 according to his own

.ituation, may have his obligation to study Torah reduced. Bach one is
({ilferent.? The more comfortable conditions are for a person, the greater
the obligation [to study Torah] grows.

Not so this [Mussar] study. This studyis required of everyorg ; nc;
one is excused.? For there is a battle hanging over all intelligent beings:
{his iss the battle with the [evil] urge and its [warped] strategies; human
Jesire’ and its [consequent] deeds which capture him in their traps, $O
{hat he will never recover (God forbid). For in an instant, & person will

.in without limit if there is no check to his spirit. He will carry out every

vvil and depraved pro]ect in broad daylight. Oy! What will we do on t'he
day of remembrance® [of being held accountable] when God will bm;g
I his judgment on all the living, on the work of man and his schemes?

With what can we strengthen ourselves to stand up to this tre-
mendous battle, if not with the study of Mussar to refine our thought

1 .¢., instinct.

«  Compare Isaiah 10:3.
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90971 N4 Iggeret HaMussar: The Letter on Mussar*

he human being is free in his imagination but fettered by
his reason.! His imagination leads him, undisciplined, on the path his
heart desires. He acts without fear of the inevitable future, when God
will hold him accountable? for all his activities, and he will be chastised
with harsh judgments. No one else will be held accountable in his stead.
He alone will bear the fruit of his sin. The one who commits the sin is
the one who is punished. It is a bitter fate. Let the person not say: This
is my affliction and I will bear it.?

The misfortunes of the world cause pain but are enormously
outstripped by the punishment for sins. The person’s soul will feel utter
revulsion. Each day of suffering will be experienced like a year. Woe to
~  our imagination, this evil enemy.* He is the product of our hands. We
have the power to distance him by giving an attentive ear to reason, to be
. intelligent about recognizing this truth, to calculate the reward of a sin
against its loss.’ What can we do? The imagination is a constantly flow-
 ing river, and reason will be inundated unless we guide it in a boat — the
sentiments of the soul and the tempestuousness of the spirit.’
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*  Iggeret HaMussar (The Letter on Mussar) was first printed as a.n a.ppendix
1858 edition of R. Moses Cordoveros sixteenth-century kabbalistic Mussar
Tomer Devora, published by R. Salanter in Koenigsberg, the year after he a
from Kovno. This is the first piece written by R. Salanter for publication, in

i i i uireme -—
he presents his rationale for the study of Mussar as an important req g rencmre R
punishment, for it will exceed his capacity to bear it.

4. Compare Esther 7:6.

i le, punishment. See Avot 2:1.

6, Le, fear of God and of punishment.

every person. . o
.. One who lives according to his imagination is unbridled and instinctive, wh
one who lives according to the dictates of reason exercises restraint and re
boundaries.
2. Compare Isaiah 27:1.
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43. Le,, saying words which demean another.
44. The image is borrowed from the preparation of the incense, in which the priesily
preparer would grind the ingredients into the finest powder.
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The highest and primary aspect of using the Torah’s remedies for
the sicknesses of the urge is to study, with vigor and penetrating analysis,
the laws of the sin itself — its halakha in all its detail. For we see with our
own eyes many sins from which a person naturally refrains, even when
under duress, while the very same person will commit more severe sins.
For example, the greater part — the vast majority — of our fellow Jews
will not eat without first ritually washing their hands, God forbid, even
when they are hungry and feeling great discomfort. Yet when it comes
to the much more serious sin of evil speech,*® they will casually trans-
gress, even without much appetite for it.

Now we see that the main safeguard against this sin is simply to
make the habit (of refraining) second nature in the person. Thus, even
if a person makes a strong effort to go in the ways of Mussar, to wear
himself out guarding against speaking evil, with all his senses and ideas
properly attuned to this goal, even so, aslong as he has not changed his
nature and his habituation so that he has no natural desire to speak evil,
he will more easily violate the law of evil speech than he would eat with-
out ritually washing his hands, God forbid. The matter is the same in all
manner of transgressions; it is all according to the person, the timing,
and the locale. For not all locales are the same in this respect; rather they
vary in different matters. Bach locale has different transgressions that are
easily and naturally avoided, as it is against their nature. This is also well
known: changing one’s nature results from a great deal of training and
habituation. Therefore, the essential foundation and the right pillar to
prepare himself to keep from sins and to do mitzvot is only alot of learn-
ing of the halakha that relates to this sin or this mitzva, especially with
close attention to the finest details,* for such learning establishes a strong
impression in the soul and renders the sin naturally distant from him.

Similarly, in our locales, praise God, the prohibitions against [eat-
ing] carcasses, improperly slaughtered animals, and the like [i.e., non-
kosher foods] are deeply rooted in the Jewish soul, to the point that no
one needs to force his nature and appetite to distance himself from them,
for they are repulsive to him. It would not occur, God forbid, to any
seller of kosher meat to fail to consult alocal rabbinic authority** when

45. Heb. “moreh tzedek.”
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even if he does not uphold these laws at first, for desire is great, and
his is very far from official habits),* it has the power to slowly make a
eep impression in the soul, to the point where questions of prohibited
- and permitted foods will be the same in his eyes as questions concern-
ng financial matters.

So it is even if a person stumbles — God save us — in a sin which
he masses do not commit regularly, such as adultery and the like — as
hey, of blessed memory, said: Only a minority [commits] sexual trans-
ressions®! — but his evil urge so overwhelmed him that it became as if
it were permitted, God save us. The main remedy (aside from contem-
~ plation of reverence and Mussar from the aggadot and midrashim of
ur Sages, of blessed memory, and the relevant Mussar books) is the

46. Exodus 22:30, referring, per the Sages, to improperly slaughtered meat.

47. Deuteronomy 14:21, referring, per the Sages, to unslaughtered carcasses.

48. Leviticus 19:13.

49. See Mishna Yoma 8:9. For interpersonal sins, one must appease the wronged party.
50. A veiled reference to the corruption of the Tsarist state.

51. See Bava Batra 165a.
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Nor can truth be built simply by the desire of a person to seek
ledge of truth, bringing into its chamber whatever his reason has
t him. This idea is stated fully in a verse in Scripture (Prov. 2: 4):“If
eek it as you do silver...” (this applies to Torah as indicated in the
ning of these verses, “My son...” .” [Prov. 2:1], and as explained in
t [Shimoni] adloc.). When seekmg silver, a person’s desire alone is
nough; only if he has prepared himself properly [will he succeed].
ame applies to the seeking of the Torah —and even more so — for
seeking silver, the basis is divine aid, whereas with respect to Torah,
asis is human preparation (by himself or others); only then will
ine light also shine on him.

“For the Torah is not in the heavens” (Deut. 30:12); rather, the
yrah is given over to human beings. However, it is not held captivity by
i.e., to act with it as they see fit; rather, as one who uses stralghtfor—
reason16 to devise causes that naturally lead to the desired effect.'”

iis constitutes knowledge of the truth.

In general, there are two fundamental principles in the search
¢ the true Torah: natural ability and purity of thought. Ability means
prehensive mastery of basic premises and additional insight through
jong and keen reason to build composites that are strong as cast i iron,'®

\d after much analysis of all sides of the argument to clarify the truth.
Purity — this is what scientists call “scientific knowledge”19 nd
Mussar sages call the stripping away of physicality,** meaning that
ntellect stands alone and is not combined? with other human psy-
ic drives. Otherwise, the tendencies of the psychic drives are screens
parating him from recognizing the truth. For, even though straight
dgment helps [in recognizing the truth], tendencies distort [judg-
t, leading it] to proceed along crooked paths.”

"2WR) 020 737 Kon Km0t 97 TR DX 77702 K227
3D "33 O°pI0B; n‘znm: nyYiah] by "XP?) 1022 -uw-;:n ox (‘3
727 DT YOOI YT PR 9020 NYRpAD (mipna mp’?’: XN
VNG DWRI2 03 12 .INWRaY 0o niaoan 3 Rew ok pY
niaon 0% A7 p’vx MY X7 0 7922 *3 NRY N
¥ wby FA3 03 TPY I IR (@R OX Ly ox) mx't;
DOXN X7 TIw3 XD 19X .0 v::b RIN3 TN X7 0w N )
niPyawE Niavd oopnY A Ny ’7:7:: P 03003 A3 mm'? :
AR N nwipa’ 55::1 DRI DY RO ::nom'? nvbvm
X*3 — N’ — Inawnna mem 2yawa n’7:>~1 .n’7 niTio®
niaak sm > ‘7:127: 073 20 NinTRa2 -;'mm MNP
11:'7 07787 b: by 277 TV XY LPEN ORID NIPIN Nia3N
D°YT2 1720 DW2 DURINT I27 WK X — 00 N
793 ";DVJ‘: MY 00 DPRYT MUEBNT owa Jovma
N3 nb3r 3 DRI WX NIUDIT NI W oy in3977 ve
WX KD D120 1’:‘7 372 u”rv-::n o°30% 797 NIMWDIT Ning
mbpbw 172 792‘7 ARRYR MWIT AP W YT DpY o)
27 "N z:w'vm 027 NP2 bxm TR DX — NYT TR

16. Here, again, is R. Salanter’s dialectic guidance. Humans cannot attain perfect 1y
tionality and objective knowledge of the Torah. God accepts that fact. This is tl
implication of giving the Torah to humans. They will mix in some of their subjectiv n
needs and distortions. However, God requires humans to try to neutralize the bis
and reduce its distorting effects to a minimum.

17. B.g, correct understanding. There’s a reasonable relationship between your conclig
sions and the material in the text. The student of Torah must carefully analyze how )
one thing leads to the next and determine that this is a reasonable conclusion, (it
incidence or superficial resemblance is not adequate. Correct meaning is established

by rational analysxs and straight, commonsense deduction and analogy.
18. Lit. “a solid mirror.”

 the self-serving egocentric bias which is embodied in the self so that undistorted
 reason can grasp the Torah’s true meaning.
i Le., intermixed and distorted.

Hitherto, R. Salanter has presented Mussar learning and character refinement as
ancillary activities, and in Letter 6 he stressed that learning Torah itselfis the priority
 activity. Here R. Salanter is saying that without Mussar and character refinement,
all the Torah that one studies will become distorted, because straight judgment is
. twisted by bias. Mussar and self-improvement are thus prerequisites for true under-
- standing of Torah.

19. “Hakara mada’it’; R. Salanter was apparently aware of the scientific method sl
was familiar with texts and sources that spoke of it. Its superiority lay in the fa
that the empirical method stripped out human subjective needs and distortiss
and established the truth objectively.

20. “Hitpashtut hagashmiyut,’ meaning, the stripping away of all instincts and drives
that come with embodiment. To R. Salanter, this means removing or neutmlmu;; '
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the distance, to the ultimate goal. Ifitis a just outcome, then reason will
judge it so from the beginning and uphold it. Yet human emotions - this
is their foolish way>® — see the near term; whatever pleases the senses
they bring closer to themselves, even when it will be bitter at the end,
when all the human’s actions, whether good or evil, will be brought to
judgment by God.>* This is why straight*® reason decides to observe all
of God’s decrees® and is the yetzer tov, while the emotions draw into
their net what is immediately pleasant, even when it goes against God.
This is the yetzer hara.

When a person is in the mode of repressing his character traits
and psychological drives, repressed by his reason, he is called one who
serves God with his yetzer tov, that is, his reason. And when he subli-
mates his character traits and psychological drives, to the point that they
only desire what God asks of them,* he is called one who serves God
with his yetzer hara, that is, the psychological drives whose essence is
disposed toward evil, which the person sublimated, sweetening their
bitterness and changing them to good. This is “with both your urges,
the good urge and the evil urge” — through repression and sublimation
(as mentioned).

In his youth, a person’s primary efforts should be in the mode of
sublimation, to the point where his psychological drives are drawn only
to righteousness and uprightness; then he will be joyful, as Scripture
says (Eccl. 11:9): “Rejoice, young man, in your childhood...and follow
the ways of your heart and your eyes’ delight” This means using the
psychological drives, which are predisposed to look at the short term.
'This is what they, of blessed memory, said: “Up to this point, these are
the words of the evil urge” That is, a person’s concern in his youthful
state should be to see to it that his traits are sublimated and his actions
in accordance with the psychological drives, called the evil urge. From
that point forward is the age of adulthood, when the primary concern
{s to follow the spirit of reason, which sees the long term, to repress his
psychological drives, and to know that God will bring him to judgment
for all of this. These are the words of the good urge, the rational mode.

32. Compare Song of Songs 2:3.
33. Compare Psalms 49:14.

34. See Ecclesiastes 11:9.

35. Le., undistorted.

36. Compare Deuteronomy 8:3.
37. Compare Micah 6:8.

Therefore, those who continue aspiring — those who, even into
adulthood and old age, have the vigor to sublimate character traits and

266 267



