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Leonard Felson defines Musar as a Jewish practice for self-improvement "which focuses 
on living a more conscientious life and heightening awareness of the world and one's 
responsibilities; in short, becoming more of a mensch." Another way to put it is that 
Musar aims to help us become more holy, and more whole.1

Pirke Avot 6:62

Greater is learning Torah than the priesthood and than royalty, for royalty is acquired by 
thirty stages, and the priesthood by twenty-four, but the Torah by forty-eight things: By 
study, Attentive listening, Proper speech, By an understanding heart, By an intelligent 
heart, By awe, By fear, By humility, By joy, By attending to the sages, By critical give 
and take with friends, By fine argumentation with disciples, By clear thinking, By study 
of Scripture, By study of mishnah, By a minimum of sleep, By a minimum of chatter, By 
a minimum of pleasure, By a minimum of frivolity, By a minimum of preoccupation with 
worldly matters, By being slow to anger, By generosity, By faith in the sages, By 
acceptance of suffering. [Learning of Torah is also acquired by one] Who recognizes his 
place, Who rejoices in his portion, Who makes a fence about his words, Who takes no 
credit for himself, Who is loved, Who loves God, Who loves [his fellow] creatures, Who 
loves righteous ways, Who loves reproof, Who loves uprightness, Who keeps himself far 
from honors, Who does not let his heart become swelled on account of his learning, Who 
does not delight in giving legal decisions, Who shares in the bearing of a burden with his 
colleague, Who judges with the scales weighted in his favor, Who leads him on to truth, 
Who leads him on to peace, Who composes himself at his study, Who asks and answers, 
Who listens [to others], and [himself] adds [to his knowledge], Who learns in order to 
teach, Who learns in order to practice, Who makes his teacher wiser, Who is exact in 
what he has learned, And who says a thing in the name of him who said it. Thus you have 
learned: everyone who says a thing in the name of him who said it, brings deliverance 
into the world, as it is said: “And Esther told the king in Mordecai’s name” (Esther 2:22).

 https://reformjudaism.org/musar-discussion-and-study-guide1

 c. Early 200 CE2
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Exodus 34:6-7

Adonai, Adonai, a God compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in 
kindness and faithfulness, extending kindness to the thousandth generation, forgiving 
iniquity, transgression, and sin—yet not remitting all punishment, but visiting the iniquity 
of parents upon children and children’s children, upon the third and fourth generations. 

Maimonides  Conception of God 3
by George Robinson4

At the heart of Maimonides‘ Guide for the Perplexed is his conception of God. When we say that 
“God is one” every day [in the Sh’ma prayer], what do we mean by that statement? For many 
Jewish philosophers, Maimonides chief among them, this is the central question of Jewish 
philosophy. He argues that God is a perfect unity, not admitting of any plurality. God does not 
have parts, either literally or figuratively–no arms or legs, no back or front, no end or beginning. 
(One of the alternate names for God in Jewish discourse is Ein Sof [Without End].)

That also means that, in Aristotelian terms, one cannot actually say “God is . . .” and proceed to 
enumerate God’s attributes. To describe the Eternal One in such a sentence is to admit of a 
division between subject and predicate, in other words, a plurality. (Maimonides writes in 
Chapter 50 of the Guide, “Those who believe that God is One and that He has many attributes 
declare the Unity with their lips and assume the plurality in their thoughts.”) Therefore, he 
concludes, one cannot discuss God in terms of positive attributes.

On the other hand, one can describe what God is not. God is not corporeal, does not occupy 
space, experiences neither generation nor corruption (in the Aristotelian sense of birth, decay, 
and death). For obvious reasons, Maimonides’ conception of the Supreme Being is usually 
characterized as “negative theology,” that is, defining by the accumulation of negatives. 
Maimonides writes, “All we understand is the fact that [God] exists, that [God] is a being to 
whom none of Adonai’s creatures is similar, who has nothing in common with them, who does 
not include plurality, who is never too feeble to produce other beings and whose relation to the 
universe is that of a steersman to a boat; and even this is not a real relation, a real simile, but 
serves only to convey to us the idea that God rules the universe, that it is [God] that gives it 
duration and preserves its necessary arrangement.”

But what of all the anthropomorphic terms that we encounter in Jewish sacred texts? What of 
“Adonai’s rod and staff . . .” or the Creator who “reaches out a hand . . .”? There are thousands 
of passages like this in the Torah , in the Talmud, in Midrash, and in our liturgy. Maimonides’ 
response is that these are allegorical passages, designed to ease the transition of the Jewish 
people from idolatry to monotheism. Even the famous description of man’s creation b’tselem 
Elohim (in the image of God) is meant metaphorically. God created out of free will and we are 
granted the ability to reason and a free will of our own, but there is no “family resemblance.”

The way that we come to know God and the world is through a combination of revelation and 
reason. Prophecy, for example, is not merely a gift from God processed through the human 

 born 1135 in Cordoba Spain, died 1204 in Egypt. Maimonides is also known as the Rambam3

 https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/maimonides-conception-of-god/4
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imagination. According to Maimonides, prophecy also requires perfection of wisdom and 
morality as well as a developed imagination. And that gift from God is passed through the 
mediation of the Active Intellect (a “rational emanation” of the presence of the Almighty in the 
world), so reason must always play a part. 

Indeed, reason must play a role in the love of God, Maimonides holds. It is in large part through 
the intellect that we attain religious and spiritual goals. By the same token, he says, the sacred 
writings of Judaism are truthful and do not require us to accept anything that cannot be proven 
by reason. Where they appear otherwise, we are to read them as allegory. For this reason, 
study of Torah is one way of achieving greater knowledge of God, engaging the intellect in the 
search. Faith and reason are not enemies but, in Maimonides’ thought, essential to each other if 
we are to understand God.

Martin Buber5
By Daniel Septimus and Rabbi Rachel Sabath Beit-Halachmi  6

In “I and Thou,” Buber describes two kinds of relationships, the “I-It”, and the “I-Thou”. The I-It 
relationship is one based on detachment from others and involves a utilitarian approach, in 
which one uses another as an object. In contrast, in an I-Thou relationship, each person fully 
and equally turns toward the other with openness and ethical engagement. This kind of 
relationship is characterized by dialogue and by “total presentness.” In an I-Thou relationship, 
each participant is concerned for the other person. The honor of the other–and not just her 
usefulness–is of paramount importance.

The ethical response of the I-Thou relationship is central to Buber’s understanding of God. For 
Buber, God is the “Eternal Thou.” God is the only Thou which can never become an It. In other 
words, while relationships with other people will inevitably have utilitarian elements, in a genuine 
relationship with God, God cannot be used as a means towards an end.

In addition, according to Buber, our relationship with God serves as the foundation for our I-
Thou relationships with all others, and every I-Thou relationship–be it with a person or thing–
involves a meeting with God. God, in a sense, is the unifying context, the meeting place, for all 
meaningful human experience. According to Buber, one encounters God through one’s 
encounters with other human beings and the world. “Meet the world with the fullness of your 
being and you shall meet God.” When one encounters the world in this way, revelation occurs. 
“God speaks to man in the things and beings he sends him in life,” Buber wrote. “Man answers 
through his dealings with these things and beings.”

Buber’s understanding of the religious experience of the biblical writers also applied to his 
understanding of the works of the Hasidic masters. In many of the teachings Buber collected in 
his book, Tales of the Hasidim, God is portrayed as immanent–an immediate and felt presence. 
God can be found in every encounter, in each experience, and in every aspect of the world. 
Because of his focus on experiential existence, Buber is considered an existentialist thinker.

 born 1878 in Vienna, died1965 in Jerusalem 5

 https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/martin-buber/6
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The Book of Ecclesiastes chapter 17

The words of Koheleth, son of David, king in Jerusalem.

Utter futility!—said Koheleth— 
Utter futility! All is futile!

What real value is there for a man 
In all the gains he makes beneath the sun?

One generation goes, another comes, 
But the earth remains the same forever.

The sun rises, and the sun sets— 
And glides back to where it rises.

Southward blowing, 
Turning northward, 
Ever turning blows the wind; 
On its rounds the wind returns.

All streams flow into the sea, 
Yet the sea is never full; 
To the place [from] which they flow 
The streams flow back again.

All such things are wearisome: 
No man can ever state them; 
The eye never has enough of seeing, 
Nor the ear enough of hearing.

Only that shall happen 
Which has happened, 
Only that occur 
Which has occurred; 
There is nothing new 
Beneath the sun!

Sometimes there is a phenomenon of which they say, “Look, this one is new!”—it occurred long 
since, in ages that went by before us.

The earlier ones are not remembered; so too those that will occur later will no more be 
remembered than those that will occur at the very end.

 dated between 450-180 BCE7
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I, Koheleth, was king in Jerusalem over Israel.

I set my mind to study and to probe with wisdom all that happens under the sun.—An unhappy 
business, that, which God gave men to be concerned with!

I observed all the happenings beneath the sun, and I found that all is futile and pursuit of wind:

A twisted thing that cannot be made straight, 
A lack that cannot be made good.

I said to myself: “Here I have grown richer and wiser than any that ruled before me over 
Jerusalem, and my mind has zealously absorbed wisdom and learning.”

And so I set my mind to appraise wisdom and to appraise madness and folly. And I learned—that 
this too was pursuit of wind:

For as wisdom grows, vexation grows; 
To increase learning is to increase heartache.

The Book of Ecclesiastes 11:1-12:8

Send your bread forth upon the waters; for after many days you will find it.

Distribute portions to seven or even to eight, for you cannot know what misfortune may occur on 
earth.

If the clouds are filled, they will pour down rain on the earth;

if a tree falls to the south or to the north, the tree will stay where it falls.

If one watches the wind, he will never sow; and if one observes the clouds, he will never reap.

Just as you do not know how the life breath passes into the limbs within the womb of the 
pregnant woman, so you cannot foresee the actions of God, who causes all things to happen.

Sow your seed in the morning, and don’t hold back your hand in the evening, since you don’t 
know which is going to succeed, the one or the other, or if both are equally good.

How sweet is the light, what a delight for the eyes to behold the sun!

Even if a man lives many years, let him enjoy himself in all of them, remembering how many the 
days of darkness are going to be. The only future is nothingness!

O youth, enjoy yourself while you are young! Let your heart lead you to enjoyment in the days 
of your youth. Follow the desires of your heart and the glances of your eyes—but know well that 
God will call you to account for all such things—
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and banish care from your mind, and pluck sorrow out of your flesh! For youth and black hair are 
fleeting.

So appreciate your vigor in the days of your youth, before those days of sorrow come and those 
years arrive of which you will say, “I have no pleasure in them”;

before sun and light and moon and stars grow dark, and the clouds come back again after the 
rain:

When the guards of the house become shaky, 
And the men of valor are bent, 
And the maids that grind, grown few, are idle, 
And the ladies that peer through the windows grow dim,

And the doors to the street are shut— 
With the noise of the hand mill growing fainter, 
And the song of the bird  
And all the strains of music dying down;

When one is afraid of heights 
And there is terror on the road.— 
For the almond tree may blossom, 
The grasshopper be burdened, 
And the caper bush may bud again;j

But man sets out for his eternal abode, 
With mourners all around in the street.—

Before the silver cord snaps 
And the golden bowl crashes, 
The jar is shattered at the spring, 
And the jug is smashed at the cistern

And the dust returns to the ground 
As it was, 
And the life breath returns to God 
Who bestowed it.

Utter futility—said Koheleth— 
All is futile!
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Rabbi Simcha Bunim of Peshischa8

Keep two pieces of paper in your pocket at all times. On one” “I am a speck of dust.” And on the 
other: “The world was created for me.”

Avodah Zarah 20b:10-119

From here Rabbi Pineḥas ben Ya’ir would say: Torah study leads to care in the performance of 
mitzvot. Care in the performance of mitzvot leads to diligence in their observance. Diligence 
leads to cleanliness of the soul. Cleanliness of the soul leads to abstention from all evil. 
Abstention from evil leads to purity and the elimination of all base desires. Purity leads to piety. 
Piety leads to humility. Humility leads to fear of sin. Fear of sin leads to holiness. Holiness leads 
to the Divine Spirit…

Haamek Davar  on Numbers 12:3:110

The man, Moshe [was] most humble. The meaning of humble is that Moshe paid no attention 
to his honor or pains. This was not because he felt lowly and did not realize that such a lack of 
respect and pain was not worthy of him. Rather, it was because he conducted himself without 
concern for honor.

Sukkah 49b:811

And this is what Rabbi Elazar said: What is the meaning of that which is written: “It has 
been told you, O man, what is good, and what God requires of you; only to do justly, and to 
love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8)? “To do justly”; this is justice. 
“To love mercy”; this is acts of kindness. “To walk humbly with your God”; this is referring 
to taking the indigent dead out for burial and accompanying a poor bride to her wedding 
canopy, both of which must be performed without fanfare…

Tractate Derekh Eretz Zuta 5:412

The adornment of [knowledge of] Torah is wisdom, the adornment of wisdom is humility, the 
adornment of humility is fear [of God], the adornment of the fear [of God] is the performance of 
meritorious deeds, the adornment of the performance of meritorious deeds is modesty.

 b. 1765, d. 18278

 c. 500 CE9

 published 1879 in Vilna10

 c. 500 CE11

 c. 500 CE12
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Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 38a13

Our masters taught: Adam was created on the eve of Sabbath, [the last of all created beings]. 
Why? So that if human’s opinion of himself should become overweening, they would be 
reminded that the gnat preceded them in the order of creation. 

Leviticus Rabbah 1:514

Rabbi Akiva used to teach in the name of Rabbi Simeon ben Azzai: Go two or three seats lower 
than what you believe to be your seat until you are told, “Come up,” rather than sit above [your 
seat] and be told to “get down.” It is better to be told, “come up, come up!” than to be told, “get 
down, get down!” This too, is what Hillel used to say: “My abasement of self in my exaltation, 
my exaltation of self is my abasement.” And the proof? “He that exalts himself is [made to] sit 
lower, he that abases himself is [raised so that he may be] seen. (Psalm 113: 5-8) You find that 
when the Holy One, Blessed be God revealed God’s self to Moses from the midst of the thorn 
bush. Moses hid his face from God. Because of this, the Holy One said to him, “Come now, 
therefore, and I will send thee unto Pharaoh.” (Exodus 3:10)

Pirke Avot 4:21

A proverb says, “Be a head among foxes and not a tail among lions.” However, Rabbi Matia ben 
Heresh said, “Be a tail among lions and not a head among foxes.”

Genesis Rabbah 16:315

Rabbi Joshua of Sikhnin said in the name of Rabbi Levi: The other rivers asked the Euphrates, 
“Why is your sounds not very audible?” The Euphrates replied, “I have no need for loud sound; 
my deeds make me known. When a man plants a sapling at my side, it matures in thirty days; 
when he sows vegetables at my side, it is full grown in three days.” The other rivers asked the 
Tigris, “Why is your sound so audible?” The Tigris replied, “I wish my sound were heard yet 
more clearly, so that people would be aware of me.” Then they asked fruit bearing trees, “Why is 
your sound not very audible?” They replied, “We do not need to make a loud sound, since the 
fruits we bear testify for us.” Then they asked the trees that do not bear fruit, “Why is your sound 
so audible?” They replied, “We wish our sound were heard yet more clearly, so that people 
would be aware of us. “

Rabbi Huna differed: The preceding explanations do not give the real reason. The fact is that, 
because fruit bearing trees are heavy with their fruit, the sound they make is not very audible; 
while trees that bear no fruit are lightly laden, and so the sounds they make are very audible. 

 c. 500 CE13

 5th-7th century CE14

 c. 450 CE15
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Pirkei Avot 4:1

Ben Zoma said: Who is wise? One who learns from every person, as it is said: “From all who 
taught me have I gained understanding” (Psalms 119:99). Who is mighty? One who subdues 
their [evil] inclination, as it is said: “One that is slow to anger is better than the mighty; and one 
that rules their spirit than those that takes a city” (Proverbs 16:32). Who is rich? One who 
rejoices in one’s lot, as it is said: “You shall enjoy the fruit of your labors, you shall be happy and 
you shall prosper” (Psalms 128:2) “You shall be happy” in this world, “and you shall prosper” in 
the world to come. Who is honored? One who honors fellow human beings as it is said: “For I 
honor those that honor Me, but those who spurn Me shall be dishonored” (I Samuel 2:30).

For the Perplexed of the Generation 4:916

Were the existence of gratitude and recognition of the good lacking from existence, the spirit of 
man would be left without sparkle or shine. Therefore it is impossible for existence not to 
include this perfection, because it is only manifest when free will is engaged in benefiting the 
creation.

Pesach Haggadah, Magid, Dayenu17

How many degrees of good did the Place [of all bestow] upon us! If God had taken us out of 
Egypt and not made judgements on them; [it would have been] enough for us. If God had made 
judgments on them and had not made [them] on their gods; [it would have been] enough for us. 
If God had made [them] on their gods and had not killed their firstborn; [it would have been] 
enough for us. If God had killed their firstborn and had not given us their money; [it would have 
been] enough for us. If God had given us their money and had not split the Sea for us; [it would 
have been] enough for us…

Deuteronomy 8:1-918

 Avraham Yitzchak Hacohen Kook 1865-193516

 First independant Haggadah published about 1000CE17

 6th-7th Century BCE18
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You shall faithfully observe all the Instruction that I enjoin upon you today, that you may thrive 
and increase and be able to possess the land that the Eternal promised on oath to your fathers. 
Remember the long way that your God, the Eternal One, has made you travel in the wilderness 
these past forty years, in order to test you by hardships to learn what was in your hearts: whether 
you would keep the divine commandments or not. [God] subjected you to the hardship of hunger 
and then gave you manna to eat, which neither you nor your ancestors had ever known…

Motzi

Blessed is the Eternal, Sovereign of the Universe, who brings forth bread from the earth. 

Birkat Hamazon, Birkat Hamazon, Blessing on the Land 5

For all this, O Eternal our God, we thank and bless you, blessed be your name by the mouth of 
all living continually and forever, even as it is written, And you shall eat and be satisfied, and you 
shalt bless the Eternal your God for the good land which God has given you. Blessed are You, O 
Eternal, for the land and for the food.

Birkat Hamazon, Birkat Hamazon, Blessing on the Food 1

Blessed are You, O Eternal our God, Sovereign of the universe, who feeds the whole world with 
your goodness, with grace, with lovingkindness and tender mercy; you give food to all flesh, for 
your lovingkindness endures forever. Through your great goodness food has never failed us: O 
may it not fail us forever and ever for your great name's sake, since you nourish and sustain all 
beings and do good unto all, and provide food for all your creatures whom you have created. 
Blessed are You, O Eternal, who gives food unto all.

Birkat Hamazon, Birkat Hamazon, Hatov Vehametiv 13

O fear the Eternal, you, his holy ones; for there is no want to them that fear him. Young lions do 
lack and suffer hunger: but they that seek the Eternal shall not want any good. O give thanks unto 
the Eternal, for God is good: for God’s lovingkindness endures forever. You open your hand, and 
satisfy every living thing with favor. Blessed is the one that trusts in the Eternal, and whose trust 
the Eternal is. I have been young and now I am old; yet have I not seen the righteous forsaken, 
nor their seed begging for bread…
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