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Introduction

According to its literary definition, the word “personality” means “the sum total of characteristics that distinguish one person from another.” 

Indeed, when one designates another as a “real personality,” the universal understanding of that designation is an appreciation of the person’s specific characteristics, his values and his morals.

Judaism demonstrates an especial appreciation for those who merit the development of their personalities to an ideal state.  These people are called “righteous ones,” and not only do they serve as a personal example that obligates each and every Jew to follow suit; they also bring about a purifying element that influences the entire world.

In the Talmud (Tractate Yoma 38b) it says:  “Rabbi Elazar said that the world was created even for one righteous person.”  The Talmud continues on the same page, saying:  “G-d saw that there were few righteous ones, so he planted [a few of] them in each generation.”  The explanation for this has its roots in the two spheres of influence that are inherent in the righteous person’s existence:  His purifying influence in the practical realm, and his purifying influence in the spiritual, metaphysical realm.

Throughout Jewish history there were righteous people of the highest degree, such as Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Moses, whose personalities were an inspiration to the entire Jewish people.  But their shining examples do not detract from the greatness of spirit that every Jew is capable of achieving.  And so the prophet said (Daniel 12:3):  “The wise [i.e. the righteous] will shine like the radiance of the firmament, and those who teach righteousness to the multitudes [i.e. each and every individual whose good deeds bring merit to the Jewish Nation] will shine like the stars, forever and ever.”  In other words, while the light of the righteous is compared to that of the firmament, those people who reach the level of “teaching righteousness to the multitudes” will shine as well, and their light is compared to the eternal light of the stars.  (Examples can be found in the Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Bava Batra 8b).

Who are those who can be defined as “righteous” or as “teaching righteousness to the multitudes”?  And why are these personalities considered the ideal in Jewish philosophy?

The answers to these questions can be found among the writings of the first Jewish thinkers, who explored the archetypical personality of the “righteous,” and the ways in which one can achieve that status.

The Way in Which the Ideal Personality in Judaism is Built

In Judaism’s sources, it is apparent that the Torah deals with outlining a path for life, such that anyone who strives for idealism in his personal development can shape his character traits and improve his deeds to the extent that he really will become an “ideal personality.”  In addition, the Torah emphasizes that, according to Judaism, a person cannot busy himself with academic studies and/or intellectual-spiritual development alone.  He has to be in contact with other people, and it is this reality that forces him to realize his spiritual potential in the practical realm.  It is this practical litmus test that will demonstrate whether or not he deserves to be considered an “ideal Jewish personality.”  And so it says in Ethics of the Fathers (4:6):  “One who learns in order to do will managed to learn and to teach, to keep and to perform.”

The foundation of this route through life is found in the examples of the three Forefathers – Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  Their dedication manifested itself in a total and complete connection and affinity toward others – whether dedication to humanity or to the carrying out of G-d’s will, which was also achieved through a burning dedication.  For example (Genesis 12:5-8), Abraham was willing to commit himself to faith in G-d to the extent that Nimrod, the King of Shinar, threw him into a fiery furnace for his convictions (see Midrash Rabbah – Genesis).  But on the other hand, Abraham’s tent was open to any and all passersby, and he would generously give his own food to those in need.  Even when he was sick and in pain, he literally ran to passersby in order to invite them into his home.  And he even prayed and beseeched G-d that He not destroy the wicked people of Sodom, who were “wicked and sinful toward G-d, exceedingly” (Genesis 13:13)

It would appear that the ideal Jewish personality could be built on the following three-pronged foundation:

1) Working to acquire both a broad and in-depth knowledge of the Torah;

2)  Expending the effort to perfect one’s deeds so that they have a positive influence on the world;

3) The will of G-d, which is the basis of this foundation and makes the connection between cerebral knowledge and practical actions, and directs those actions with an understanding of their inner significance.

The essence of this idea is put forth by the Sages (Ethics of the Fathers, 3:13):  “if the spirit of one’s fellows is pleased with him, the spirit of the Omnipresent is pleased with him; but if the spirit of one’s fellows is not pleased with him, the spirit of the Omnipresent is not pleased with him.”

This saying of the Sages highlights the interdependence of “the Spirit of the Omnipresent” and the “spirit of one’s fellows,” with the emphasis being on the power of man’s perfection of character to cause an interaction between the Creator and His creations.

We will now investigate the meaning of the words “pleased with him“, and precisely when this state of satisfaction occurs, whether that of G-d or that of mankind.

Regarding the commandment “And you shall love the L-rd your G-d” (Deuteronomy 6:5), the Talmud states:  “You shall cause the Name of Heaven to be loved, [through] learning Torah and Mishnah, and [executing] business transactions to the satisfaction of [your] fellow,” about which the prophet Isaiah comments:  “You are my servant, Israel, in whom I take glory” (Isaiah 49:3).  

In other words, the Talmud presents humanity with a challenge:  Man has the ability to elevate himself to the point that G-d glories in him.  How?

By studying and reviewing the practical aspects of Jewish law so that they become an integral part of one’s being, one develops a full and complete connection to them.  As a result, all of one’s deeds will be truly decent and honest, his internal and external selves will be one, and he will consistently do the right thing despite those who may disapprove of his behavior.  And because his motivations are pure and not selfish – because they find their source in G-d’s will – in the end, those who oppose him will eventually come to value and appreciate him.  This is the deeper meaning of “the spirit of his fellows is pleased with him and the spirit of the Omnipresent is pleased with him.”

This demonstrates that, according to Judaism, man’s greatness is measured by the yardstick of Torah law, and that this yardstick includes man’s decent, truthful behavior within society.

The Ideal Candidates

At first glance, it appears that very few people would be capable of perfecting their character to such an extent, for it requires intelligence and emotional strength, as well as strength of character.  However, surprising as it may seem, the Torah expects each and every Jew to regard this goal as achievable, and to strive for it.  This is demonstrated by the fact that the commandment “You shall love the L-rd your G-d”, in all its facets mentioned earlier, is an imperative that has been established in the daily prayers of every Jew.  

In addition, the Torah says, “…for in the image of G-d He made man“ (Genesis 9:6).  In other words, G-d ennobled man with His power and His strength – and man is responsible to realize that potential.

It must be stressed that along with the collective obligation to follow G-d’s path and observe His commandments that is incumbent upon every Jew, each individual possesses G-d-given strengths, weaknesses and standards of living that are exclusively unique to him.  Therefore, each person must find his own, individual path through which he will be able to realize his latent capabilities.  

Rabbi Zusia Anapoli, one of the great Hassidic masters, used to say:  “When they ask me, (in the Heavenly tribunal) ‘Why didn’t you reach the spiritual level of Moses?’ I will have an answer – ‘Because I am not Moses.’  My main concern is that they will ask me ‘Why didn’t you realize the spiritual potential of Zusia?’  And I will have no answer to that question…”  

Thus the Sages describe differences between individuals in character, in lifestyle, in standards of living and worldviews:  “In the same way that [people’s] facial features differ, so do their opinions differ.”  It is these differences that enable people to deal with the natural tendency to imitate others.  Imitation, after all, is merely an external mimicry, one that is not activated by the internal reality of a person’s soul; therefore, it can create a dangerous illusion in that person’s patterns of thought.  The mimic who succeeds in his imitation of a spiritually elevated figure is deceiving himself, for he believes that it is he himself who has progressed in the development of his personality.  But the truth is that this illusion not only causes him to fail to reach an awareness of his internal realities; through it, he misses the entire purpose of his own creation as a human being.

The greatest of our Sages issued severe warnings regarding such imitations.  Rabbi Elimelech of Lizhensk, one of the great Hasidic masters, said:  “When a man imitates the actions of his friend, and they are not truly his, he eventually worships those actions and transgresses [the negative commandment of] ‘Do not turn to idols.’”  This striving for truth within a framework of honestly confronting one’s faults and limitations in order to achieve the maximum fulfillment of G-d’s will, forms the basis of the creation of an ideal personality. 

Indeed, Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzatto, (the “Ramchal”) in his work “The Path of the Just”, stresses the enormous difficulty inherent in the struggle to achieve this lofty goal, but, at the same time, offers encouragement to those who attempt to arrive at the truth by assuring them that their endeavors will bring them tremendous satisfaction and happiness:  “According to the extent that man conquers his [negative] inclinations and endeavors to maintain [that extent], so will he achieve it and be happy in it.”

The Path to Perfection, as Viewed by Judaism’s Philosophers

Researchers in Jewish philosophy point out a number of central methods that direct the process of self-perfection.

Rabbi Sa’adya Gaon, followed by the Rambam (Maimonides), sees man’s intellect as his greatest asset, as long as it is both actively and intellectually utilized in the service of G-d .

But when man’s intellect is exploited in order to gratify his base desires, it loses its value and is no better than that of a beast.  Moreover, such a person can even be considered worse than a beast, for the beast is adequately fulfilling its purpose while the human has forfeited the entire purpose of his life and no longer stands at the center of creation.

[It is important to note that there exists a significant ideological gap between Greek philosophy, which regarded man’s intellectual capabilities as a worldview in and of themselves, and the philosophy of Rabbi Sa’adya Gaon and those who followed him, who recognized the latter’s excessive admiration of man’s intellect as a way of excusing and/or permitting the most base behaviors.  As the Rambam wrote: “G-d wishes us to be loyal and pious, for if a man who is wise and intelligent pursues pleasures, he is not truly wise.”   This outlook caused the philosophers to reject on principle any kind of subservience to practical religion – since, according to them, man’s intellect surpasses any such notions.  Rabbi Yehudah HaLevy (Kuzari 1:1):  

It is therefore important to emphasize that, as much as Jewish philosophers appreciated man’s intellect, they still regarded it merely as a tool in the service of Torah learning and mitzvah observance.]

The Jewish ethicists, however, had a different viewpoint.  Their philosophy was that man’s greatest asset lies not only in his intellect, but primarily in his will.  When a person wills for something and strives for it, it is his will that motivates his intellect and directs his thoughts toward his goal.  The greatest gift that man possesses is the ability to subdue his wants and desires in favor of his yearning to connect with G-d’s will.

The Sages (Tractate Bava Basra 88b), interpret the verse in Numbers (21:27):  “Regarding this the rulers would say, Come to Heshbon,” as “Those who rule their inclinations will say, come and make a reckoning (heshbon in Hebrew) of the world…”

In other words, the Sages counseled man how to reach the level of a “ruler”, one who possess absolute self-control – by looking inside himself and examining each and every thought and action to determine whether or not they are appropriate vis-à-vis his life’s purpose, and whether or not they bring him closer to achieving that purpose.  Through this kind of deep introspection, man becomes the ruler of his desires, passions and urges, rather than their servant.

Rabbi Luzatto says (Path of the Just, Chapter Three):  “This [piece of absolutely] true advice could not have been said by [anyone] other than those who had already escaped from the hand of their [evil] inclinations and who ruled over [them].”

This opportunity that man possesses by virtue of his ability to make his own choices is that which elevates the value of the good that he accomplishes in this world, and  allows him to achieve mastery over his actions.  Furthermore, the Sages state (Midrash Rabbah, Genesis) that a person who chooses good over evil reaches a spiritual level even higher than that of the angels, for angels do not have the power of free choice.  And that is the reason that man is called “the choicest of the creation.”

The supplement to this approach is that of the Cabalists, who stressed the value of man’s free actions to the point that they position him as responsible for his entire environment due to the spiritual influence he exercises over the world’s existence.  This influence imposes a tremendous responsibility for the world’s destiny upon those who succeed in spiritually elevating themselves (Nefesh HaChaim 1:83).

A deeper analysis reveals that these approaches are not mutually exclusive.  Rather, the differences between them lay in the elements of man’s soul that they consider as being the most prominent.  But all of them agree that man’s positive choices depend on an integration of his intellect and his will to do good.

A person is only considered to be a “righteous one” when his/her actions and decisions are consistently made with self-control over the integration of his intellect and his will.  Very few people may possess this kind of consistency, but our Sages state that it is in the merit of these very few that the world continues to exist. 

There are indeed a number of places in the Talmud that mention the small number of “righteous ones” on the one hand, and their significance to the world’s existence, on the other.  For example, in Tractate Yoma (38) it says:  “Rabbi Elazar said:  The world was created even for one righteous person” and “The Holy One, Blessed be he, said that there are very few righteous ones.  Therefore, he planted just a few in each generation.”  

Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai said (Tractate Sukkah 45b:): “I have seen those who are striving to be spiritually elevated, but they are few and far between.” And in Tractate Shabbos (30b), the Sages note that the entire justification for the existence of mankind is its ability to assist the righteous ones, and that “the entire world was created simply in order to merit this.” 

The Freedom of Choice – The Foundation of a Righteous Person’s Life

From a superficial viewpoint it would seem that those few who, by dint of tremendous effort, reach the level of righteousness, do so as a result of their ability to maintain themselves within a strict, uncompromising framework to which they owe complete subservience.  It is viewed as a surrendering of one’s individuality – but nothing could be further than the truth!

The reality that surrounds us relentlessly repeats, “eat, drink and be merry” – and, quite often, the end of that saying as well, which is a verse from the book of Isaiah (Chapter 22), “for tomorrow we die.”  But when the masses recall the end of the verse, it does not stem from an awareness of the future and what it holds, as it says in Ethics of the Fathers:  “Prepare yourself in the vestibule (i.e., this world) so that you will [be able] to enter the banquet hall (i.e., the World to Come)” (Chapter Four).  On the contrary; it stems from a desire to run away from the threatening, gloomy future and to put it out of mind by investing all of life’s efforts in temporary, fashionable and fleeting “needs.”  This is the desire for comfort, the laziness and shallowness that allow people to sink into the present and surrender themselves to base pleasures, until death catches up with them…

But the Torah comes along and presents a radically different psychology.

Through it, the true goodness and pleasure of life are revealed, even in this ephemeral world.  “See, I have placed before you today the life and the good…(Deuteronomy 30:15)”

It is worthy to note that the Torah places the word “life”, which would appear to be the effect rather than the cause, before the word “good.”  Through this, the Torah wishes to teach us that while it is true that good deeds lead to life and evil ones to death, the reality is that a person merits goodness according to the way in which he leads his life.  If his life is one of truth and substance, he will experience that reality when he fulfills the Torah’s commandments here in this world, and not only by meriting eternal life in the World to Come.

In the same manner, if a man prefers to do evil, then death makes itself present from the outset, while he is still living in this world.  And that is why the Sages maintained that “wicked ones are considered dead [even] while they are alive” (Tractate Berachoth 18a).

The description of one who chooses good, whose actions are all in order to “love the L-rd your G-d and to go in His ways”, appears immediately in the continuation of the above verse:  “And you will live and multiply and the L-rd your G-d will bless you in the Land.”  It is regarding this that King Solomon wrote (Proverbs Chapter Three):  “It is a tree of life for those who hold fast to it.”  This kind of lifestyle is both positive and natural for each and every Jew.  And the more that a person accustoms himself to it, both mentally and actively, the more he will be aware of the natural, pleasant feeling that such a life grants him.

On the other hand, when a person chooses evil – in direct opposition to G-d’s will – the Torah emphasizes, “I told you today”, with “today” symbolizing the fact that the results are immediate, in the present.  “You will surely be lost” (ibid. 18); at the very moment of that evil choice, you are already poised at the brink of oblivion.

After one is aware of the Creator’s will and has acquired a personal yearning to fulfill it, how can he persist in making the right choices, in overcoming evil temptations?

The answer lies in the process of honestly developing one’s internal self, without compromises – a process that is known as working on the perfection of one’s character traits.

The Perfection of One’s Character Traits – The Foundation of Building One’s Personality

Character traits are an integral part of man’s soul.  They direct his approach to every aspect of life.  

Man’s entire connection to his Creator depends on his ability to properly mold his character.  The way in which he will keep the Torah’s commandments, what his behavior and attitude will be regarding those commandments that are between man and G-d, and even more so, those commandments that pertain to man and his fellow –all are contingent upon his development of character.  The true assessment of man’s character is in those opportunities and situations in which he has to react.  (For example, will he react calmly or with anger, responsibly or with thought, etc.)

Therefore, a man’s first and foremost responsibility is to come to a deep, objective awareness of his personality.  This is the cornerstone upon which he will build his life as a Jew.

The beginning of perfecting one’s character is the aforementioned awareness of self, a true desire to merge oneself with the truth, and self-examination of each and every thought and action that stems from this awareness and desire.

In order to start on the right foot, a person must not only clear himself of cheap imitations, as mentioned above; he must also cease to observe the Torah’s commandments in an automatic, perfunctory manner.  This refers to a performance of mitzvoth that has been reduced to mechanical, external actions which are not motivated by any true expression of the heart.  It refers to a person who has mastered the technical aspects of mitzvah observance, but has no sense of connection to their deeper significance.

The requirement to observe the commandments with an internal awareness and sense of yearning for G-d is one that is a demonstration of quality, of a real strive for truth and completeness.

If one is not meticulous regarding this requirement, and he observes the mitzvoth mechanically and offhandedly, then no change or development of his internal self can or will occur.  The entire process of conquering the desire for comfort and enjoyment, the way to overcome the obsession with one’s personal needs to the exclusion and neglect of other people and their hardships – a process that is fueled by G-dly truth – will never take place.  Externally, such a person will look like a Jew who observes the Torah’s commandments.  But as a result of the superficiality that characterizes that observance, there is a risk that he will become the type of person whom Maimonides refers to as “a rogue [who acts] with the permission of the Torah.”

One of the more famous examples of a “rogue with the permission of the Torah” – meaning, a person whose mitzvah observance was only skin-deep and he therefore did not perfect his character traits and remained wicked in his heart – was Doeg the Edomite (I Samuel, Chapter 21).  

This was a man who was learned, who possessed an extraordinary knowledge of Torah; yet he had many negative character traits that he did not expend effort in perfecting, to the extent that his cruelty caused the deaths of all the priests of Nob.

The Talmud (see Tractate Sanhedrin 93b; and Tosephoth to Tractate Kethuboth 104b) brings many other examples of famous, learned people whose Torah observance and study were merely external and who committed misdeeds because they neglected to perfect their character.  Consequently, they went down in history as wicked people who were punished in Purgatory for their sins.

This phenomenon should not surprise anyone, for the Sages state that the greater a person is, the greater is his evil inclination (see Tractate Sukkah 52b).  In other words, Torah knowledge does not provide immunity in and of itself because as long as a person lives, he will have to grapple with his inner battles in order to achieve greatness.

This internal battle is the process of perfecting one’s character, and represents a central element in man’s spiritual elevation.

As mentioned earlier, the cornerstone of this process is a deep, unbiased self-awareness of one’s personality.  When one has a true desire to improve, the motivating force will come from within.  Once that happens, a certain part of his soul will be able to view the soul as a separate object.  This person will examine his actions, his words and even his innermost sensations with objectivity.  He will be capable of analyzing his impulses and motivations – and he will then be able to suggest to himself ways in which he can improve.

This kind of unbiased self-examination, through which man is expected to find the inner strength to rid himself of negative qualities, is obviously extremely difficult to achieve and may be compared to the Sages’ saying that “one who is bound cannot free himself from prison (Tractate Berachoth 5b)”.  

The inherent difficulty in this process is adequately demonstrated by the aforementioned examples of those who fell from the heights of spiritual greatness because they neglected to perfect their character.  On the other hand, it must be remembered that not only is character perfection a prerequisite for fulfilling the Torah’s commandments; it is a commandment in and of itself.

Following His Ways

Where are the commandment and the obligation to perfect one’s character recorded as such?

“What does the L-rd your G-d ask of you?…You shall follow in His ways.: (Deuteronomy Chapter 28).  Maimonides (Sefer HaMitzvoth §8) explains:  “G-d commanded us to emulate Him to the best of our abilities, as it says, ‘and you shall follow in His ways.’  This commandment is repeated, as it says ‘to go in all His ways.’ The explanation of this [verse] is (Tractate Sotah 14) ‘Just as the Holy One, Blessed be He is called gracious, so you shall be gracious; just as He is merciful, so you shall be merciful…’  This idea is repeated in different words, as it says “you shall go after G-d.’  The emulation of the blessed G-d’s actions and His glorious attributes, so to speak, is greater than anything else.”

In other words, in his explanation of the commandment to “follow in His ways”, Maimonides emphasizes that its true meaning is that we must endeavor to resemble the King in all our actions.

Superficially, it seems that the subject under discussion is merely a comparison of external actions.  If this is so, then how will these external behaviors bring about internal changes – the perfection of man’s soul?

The answer to this question can be understood from the aforementioned words of the Sages quoted by Maimonides.  There, the deeds and actions of G-d which man is intended to emulate are mentioned in detail.  The common denominator of all those actions is that they are altruistic; they wage a constant battle against man’s natural tendency towards selfishness.  And so, by constantly performing deeds that require one to ignore his own selfishness and egocentric comfort, a true, real change occurs in his soul.

This reality of an internal change that is achieved through consistent external actions is based on a psychological theory that is oft repeated by the Sages and is quoted a number of times in the Sefer HaChinuch:  “Know that man is activated by his own actions and his heart and his thoughts always [follow] after [whatever] actions he is occupied with, whether positive or negative…” (§20)

If that is the case, then when the actions under discussion are those of significance, they will leave their mark on the soul of the person who is performing them – despite their external nature.  Such actions have the potential to change a person’s character, or, at the very least, to increase that person’s capacity for self-control.

In the introduction of Judaism’s guidebook to character perfection – “Path of the Just”, written by one of the greatest Jewish philosophers, Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzatto – the author explains that he based his process of character perfection on the words of Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair.  There, the Mishnaic sage puts forth a progressive list of character traits in which one positive trait leads to another:  “Carefulness leads to alacrity; alacrity leads to cleanliness; cleanliness leads to asceticism…” and so on.  In other words, man’s character can be constantly elevated to higher and higher levels through consistent actions, to the extent that he reaches the peak, which is found in the continuation of the aforementioned Mishnah:  “Humility leads to fear of sin; fear of sin leads to holiness; and holiness leads to the spirit of G-d…”

This commandment to “follow in His ways” makes it easier to understand another challenge that would seem to be beyond our capabilities.  In Chapter 25 of Tanna d’bei Eliezer (“The Teachings that Came Forth from Rabbi Eliezer”), the Mishnaic sage states that man has a constant obligation to examine his deeds and to compare them to those of his forefathers:  “When will my actions reach [the level of] the actions of my fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob?”

One of the greatest Jewish ethicists, Rabbi Nathan Tzvi Finkel, asked:  “Do we have the right to even entertain such a thought?  Does this not constitute an insult to these angels of G-d, whose names are engraved on His Holy Throne, and who became part of the Heavenly Chariot?!  Yet we are asked to go even further, to compare ourselves to the Holy One, Blessed be He, in all His glory…”  (Tevunah Magazine, 1928)

This demonstrates that beyond the issue of positive external actions that, if carried out persistently, can cause an internal change in man’s character, there lies an additional potency in examining the works of G-d and drawing parallels to the actions of the Forefathers.  

In the chapter of the Bible that tells the creation of Man, it says:  “For in the image of G-d He made man” (Genesis 9:6), meaning that there lies a hidden, G-dly force within the soul of man.  This is mentioned in Psalms as well (8:6):  “You have made him slightly less than G-d,” meaning that G-d instilled a certain Heavenly force in man.   The human race was given a certain power of creation and creativity, and man can utilize this power within his own soul.  He has the ability to implement creative changes in his nature and character.

This ability is not the exclusive property of the select few.

Each and every person has the potential to elevate himself, to overcome his psychological blocks to various extents.  The proof is that the commandment of “you shall follow in His ways” was given to each and every member of the Jewish people.

It therefore follows that this commandment grants one both the power to act positively and the internal improvement that results from such actions.

And as mentioned above in the Mishnah quoted in “Path of the Just”, the practical means of character perfection is the gradual transition from one behavioral rank to another, more difficult one, step by step, until one reaches the height of perfection as viewed by the Torah.

The Middle Road

However, this foundation of a gradual path to complete character development set forth by the Mishnah, is built on man’s intellectual consciousness.  In other words, through an understanding of the value of alacrity, for example, man will train himself to behave with alacrity in all his endeavors.  As a consequence of this training, he will acquire the quality of alacrity as a character trait, from which he will go on to an understanding of the quality of carefulness, and so on.

But can a person work on fixing those negative character traits that he discovers within himself?

Take, for example, a person who has a tendency to anger, who reacts in an extremely sharp manner.  How can he restrain himself to the point that he will become calm and patient?  

Maimonides states:  “The straight path is the intermediate path [to be found] in each and every [one of] man’s opinions, and that is the opinion that is equidistant from  both extremes” (Shemoneh Prakim, Introduction to Ethics of the Fathers).

By the word “opinion”, Maimonides is referring to behavior patterns that are driven by logic.  Although, very often, there is some emotional component accompanying that intellectual consciousness, in which case man’s understanding offers technical assistance at best and does not determine the final outcome of what his behavior will be.  Maimonides maintains that by examining the characteristics of every such behavior, one can discern that in fact, each one has an extreme.  And that extreme is undesirable; man must take the middle road.

This fundamental idea of “the middle road” was an accepted one amongst the philosophers.  But Maimonides found its source in the words of the Sages.  In Psalms (50:23), it says:  “One who orders [his] way, I will show him the salvation of G-d.”  The Sages explained that the word “orders” means that when a person’s way of life is thought out and planned, and he examines each character trait to see what its extreme is – and he takes pains to distance himself from that extreme – then that person merits that “I will show him the salvation of G-d”, or, in other words, closeness to G-d.

And that is what Maimonides was referring to when he said, “The earliest Sages instructed that man must always have his opinions in order, and he must evaluate and direct them toward the middle road…” (ibid.)

One who reads these words superficially might receive the impression that the moderacy advocated here is really some sort of compromise, of mediocrity, a way of life that is accepted by society as being comfortable.

But, truth be told, that is not what the Sages meant.  Choosing the middle road is something that requires a great deal of psychological exertion, which restrains man’s natural tendency to give into emotional impulses that are extreme, one-sided, and are not controlled by logic.  For the midpoint of man’s spiritual character is not merely a technical point that one finds somewhere in the center of his soul.

And so Aristotle wrote (quoted in Amudei HaMachshavah HaYisraelit, Rabbi Aurbach):  “It is difficult to pin down the midpoint in everything.  Similarly, not everyone can find the exact point in the middle of a circle; rather, only those who have acquired mathematical knowledge are capable of doing so.  In the ethical realm as well, it is easy for anyone to come to anger, or to spend extravagantly for the sake of display[ing] [his wealth].  But not everyone is capable of doing so regarding his fellow man as far as how much, when, and how.  Therefore, it is true that [such a person] is rare and that it is not easy, but in the end he will be praised and considered pleasant.”

This, in essence, is the “estimation” to which the Sages were referring.  An examination of each and every action and reaction; its timing; and the proper way of executing it.  

Therefore, after a person has acquainted himself with his predispositions and characteristics, he must implement a regimen with the purpose of reaching the middle road, until these habits become natural for him.

The strategy of such a regimen is as follows:  When a person has identified a specific extreme tendency within himself, he must, for a certain period of time, maintain the behavior that is the extreme opposite of that tendency.  In this manner, he will slowly but surely progress in the ideal direction, and he will reach the middle road, which will remain a constant.  For example:  Someone who is predisposed to extreme emotional reactions in situations involving surprise or change, should begin to accustom himself to a restrained, cold mode of behavior while monitoring each and every word and mannerism.  After a while, he will be able to allow himself to again react spontaneously, because he will have adjusted to exercising self-control, and his reactions will no longer be frantic and hysterical.

However, even after one sees that he has succeeded in reaching the ideal, middle road of a certain characteristic, he still needs to exercise self-control and supervision.  Because as long as man lives on this earth, he is subject to the desires and impulses that his emotions generate in response to his physical needs.  Therefore, he must always be wary that his intellect not surrender control.  

And that is what Maimonides states regarding the greatest of all prophets, Moses, who was punished after he scolded the Children of Israel at the “Waters of Strife” (see Numbers Chapter 20).  Maimonides explains that when Moses said, “Listen now, O rebels,” he deviated from the middle road and turned from patience to irascibility:  “And such a thing from a man such as him constituted a certain desecration of G-d’s Name.  For [he was one whom] everyone learned from his speech and his manner, for they wished [through that] to merit contentment in this world and the next, and how could they see irascibility in him?”  And he concludes:  “If man were always to weigh his actions and direct them towards their median, he would reach the highest level that a person is capable [of reaching]; and through that he would draw near to G-d…” (ibid.)

The Pinnacle of Perfection According to Maimonides

Man’s purpose in life is to achieve closeness to G-d:  “And as for me, G-d’s nearness is my good” (Psalms 73:28).  

Mentioned above are the means by which this end can be achieved, with the chief among them being man’s desire to reach total intellectual control of his behavior patterns.

Maimonides mentions another central aspect, which, in his opinion, is the principal factor in achieving this Divine closeness.  That aspect is a “perception of God”, meaning a deep, internal, spiritual force that causes man’s soul to connect to G-d’s will through a tremendous, constant yearning.

Aside from the intellectual effort that man himself expends, this perception is a Heavenly gift that comes in various gradations, which are dependent on each person’s individual level of spirituality.

Maimonides specifies those gradations or stages that lead man to a closeness with G-d, and labels the barriers that prevent man from establishing a connection with G-d as “partitions.”  

The expression “partitions” refers to man’s intellectual capability, his spiritual characteristics and his behavior patterns.  The higher a man’s intellectul level, the more that his character traits are pure and perfected and his actions proper, so those “partitions” that divide him from his Creator are diminished, to the point that he could actually achieve a level of prophecy.  

As proof, Maimonides quotes a verse from Isaiah (59:2):  “Your iniquities have separated between you and your G-d.”  

That prophetic perception of G-d does not remain constant.  When man regresses in his quest for perfection, there is a parallel “short circuit” in the reception of that prophetic force.  That is what happened to Elisha the Prophet (see II Kings); he became angry and, as a result, he lost the ability to prophesy until he asked that a musician be brought to him in order to restore his emotional equilibrium.  The Sages teach that even the prophetic ability of the Forefather Jacob left him at the time that he was worried about his son Joseph (as seen in the commentary of Rashi in Genesis).  

Only Moses, the greatest of all prophets, reached that perfection in Divine closeness; consequently, it was he who merited to transmit the Torah from the mouth of G-d to the Jewish people, and he who merited eternal prophecy – to the extent that the Sages describe G-d’s Presence emerging from his mouth (Zohar).  Thus Moses requested a level of Divine closeness that surpasses prophecy.  The Torah (Exodus 33:18) writes that Moses asked, “Show me now Your glory,” meaning that Moses asked to be granted Divine clarity.  To which G-d answered, “No human being can see My face and live.”  Maimonides explains that even if a person has reached the pinnacle of human perfection, as long as he is contained within a physical body and he sees the abstract through a physical means, he will not be able to attain a full understanding of G-d in all its clarity.

A whole, perfect, person, therefore, is one who has reached the maximum potential of his intellect, character and behavior.  As a result, he maintains a constant thirst to be close to G-d, to the extent that he merits a revelation of G-d’s will through prophecy.

For the benefit of those who wish to attain closeness to G-d, Maimonides records a famous parable about those who wish to enter the King’s palace (Guide to the Perplexed, Vol. III Chapter 51).  “But one whose thoughts are focused on G-d’s omnipotence, [who] turns himself entirely over to G-d and closes his thoughts to everything else…and [when he] contemplates the world he sees everything as bearing testimony to G-d’s existence…they are the ones who will enter the King’s palace, and this is the level [attained by] the prophets… “  Maimonides continues by saying that when man’s thoughts are centered on one subject, that is to say G-d, then that thought represents the uppermost, eternal layer of man’s soul:  “…who turns himself entirely over to G-d and closes his thoughts to everything else…and the connection between himself and G-d is strengthened, and that [is referring to] the intellect…” 

In his book Amudai haMachshavah HaYisraelit, Rabbi Aurbach explains that according to the opinion of Maimonides, the process of intellectual awareness is the process of receiving the ongoing gift of intellect from G-d.  In that way, the human psyche serves as a bridge between G-d and man.

Behavioral Patterns

Although the intellect is a very central factor in the measure of human greatness, one’s way of life and daily behavioral patterns cannot be ignored.

The verse “and you shall follow in His ways” was quoted at the beginning of this thesis.  This is the positive commandment to follow G-d’s ways by striving for decency and truth.  This, as well, is the purpose of acquiring knowledge of G-d, as the Sages said:  “One who speaks well and acts well“, which is the realization of the desire to emulate G-d.

Maimonides, too, in his emphasis on the value of the intellect and knowledge of G-d as one of the highest virtues, emphasizes as well the practical realization as a decisive value in determining man’s level of perfection.

In Maimonides’ Guide to the Perplexed (Part III, 7:1), after he quotes the verse, “Let not the wise man glorify himself with his wisdom, and let not the strong man glorify himself with this strength, let not the rich man glorify himself with his wealth…For only with this may one glorify himself – contemplating and knowing Me…” (Jeremiah 9:22-23), he writes:  “Perfection in one’s possessions, health or characteristics, is not a perfection that is worth glorifying in or pursuing.  The [kind of] perfection that is worth glorifying in and pursuing is the knowledge of G-d, which is the true wisdom…Rather, [Jeremiah] said that one should not glorify in anything other than Divine perception, the knowledge of G-d and His ways, meaning His deeds, because they are worthy of being known and of emulating.  And they are kindness, justice and righteousness in the land.”  In other words, Maimonides is underscoring the fact that the meaning of the Prophet’s words “contemplating and knowing Me” is not only the knowledge of G-d but the publicizing of that knowledge by following in His ways:  Kindness, justice and righteousness.

Maimonides especially emphasizes the value of realizing G-d’s will for people to  do good and behave righteously with one another, as it says in the end of that same verse in Jeremiah:  “…’for in this is My desire’ – the word of G-d.”

Nonetheless, the inherent difficulty in demanding the perfection of good from man is that he is locked in an eternal battle with his evil inclination – his selfishness (as mentioned above).  And the Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzatto (Ramchal) in “The Way of G-d” (Vol. I, Chapter 2) writes that, consequently, man is incapable of attaining a perfect unification with good.  But those few who achieve a total bond with the Creator will not only elevate themselves through the fact that they have succeeded in realizing to perfection theCreator’s purpose in creating them; they have a tremendous influence on the entire world.  And as Ramchal writes in “Path of the Just” (Chapter 1):  “He elevates himself and the world itself is elevated with him, because he is a great source of elevation for all of the creations, for they [can] serve a man who is complete and holy in His holiness…”

Rabbi Moshe Cordovero (“Ramak”), one of the great Cabbalists, describes such an elevated Jew, who follows in G-d’s ways, from a deep, internal perspective (see Tomer Devora, Chapter 2).

He bases his description on the verses in the prophecy of Micah (7:18):  “Who is  G-d like You, Who pardons iniquity and overlooks transgression for the remnant of His heritage?”  This prophecy parallels the thirteen attributes of G-d that are listed in the Torah.

Writes Rabbi Cordovero:  “Man should emulate his Master (imitatio Dei); then, he will assume an upper image and likeness.  For if that emulation is merely physical in nature but does not translate to [man’s] actions, he is betraying his innate divinity.  Such a man is labeled as one whose ‘appearance is pleasant but his actions are ugly.’  Therefore it is appropriate that one emulate the actions of the ‘Primal Crown’, namely  the Thirteen Attributes of Divine Mercy.”

Thus also writes the Seforno, one of the great Italian sages, in his commentary on the Torah (Genesis 22:1):  “Man should actively realize the potential that lies in his soul, [which is] in the image and likeness [of G-d.]“  In other words, since G-d gave man a soul – a part of G-d Himself, so to speak – man has an obligation to realize his G-dly potential, not only through intellectual expression but, even more importantly, through his actions.

Rabbi Cordovero (ibid.) continues by explaining that, since the terms describing G-d are “merciful, compassionate,” etc., they provide a description of man’s soul, as well.  And if G-d reveals Himself, so to speak, through these attributes, so man – who represents the image of G-d in this world – is revealed in his true essence through these attributes.  And when a man is indeed discovered to be as such, he is revealing G-dliness in the world.  

Regarding the verse “You shall follow in His ways, and all the nations of the Land will see that the Name of G-d is called upon you,” the Sages quote the verse from Joel (3:5):  “Anyone who calls in the Name of G-d will escape” – this is the revelation of the Creator in His creations.

In other words, what is special about the commandment of “you shall follow in His ways” is that, while a certain spark in man’s soul is awakened through the performance of any other commandment of a private nature, this commandment affects every element of man’s soul.  “Just as he…so should you” means, that not only are we commanded to show mercy; rather, we have an obligation that our entire souls should be merciful.   We must not only perform acts of kindness, we must be kind; not only must we demonstrate holiness, we must be holy, with every fiber of our souls.  (Mitzvah VaLev, Rabbi A. Bar-Shaul, p. 183).

The Ramak adds (Tomer Devorah, Chapter 2) that the Jew who espouses these thirteen attributes causes each and every Jew to immediately become to him as an actual brother.  “Therefore, he should not wish for his fellow’s disgrace or sorrow; [rather] he should be pained at his sorrow and rejoice in his happiness, as though he himself were experiencing that same sorrow or that same joy.”

For a description of the person who has reached the level of emulating the Creator in His holiness, it would behoove us to quote the words of the Mesilas Yesharim (Chapter 26).  As mentioned above, the Mesilas Yesharim is based on a Mishnaic text that details the gradual, stage-by-stage process through which man must pass until he achieves the ultimate closeness to G-d.  One of the more elevated stages of the process is the level of purity, through which man can attain the level of holiness:

“A pure person [only] engages in those physical actions that are absolutely necessary, and he has no intentions in performing them other than that he must…but he has not yet reached [the level of] holiness, for if he could do without [those actions] he would prefer it.  However, a holy person who is totally bound to G-d…is considered as if he is walking with G-d in the world of eternal life, while he is living in this world.  Such a person is considered to be like the Tabernacle, like the Temple and the sacrifices.  He does not run away from physical temptations, because he is in no way beholden to his physical needs.  He is entirely free, and his food and drink are like a sacrifice.”

Accordingly, even when the actions of a person who has achieved an amalgamation with holiness seem to be merely physical or material, they are really being performed out of a total, spiritual yearning, one that parallels the sacrifice and slaughter of the elevation-offerings on the altar, which were burned completely with nothing left over for the priests’ consumption.

Such were the forefathers of the Jewish nation.  They purified their thoughts and deeds to such an extent that each and every limb of their physical being drew its strength from the pure source of G-d’s will, with not a trace of interference from the evil inclination.  Thus the Midrash says on the verse “Abraham stretched out his hand” (Genesis 22), that because G-d’s will was that Isaac should live, Abraham’s hand became paralyzed and he could not raise the knife.

And so writes Maimonides in “Guide to the Perplexed” (Vol. III, Chapter 51), regarding the actions of the forefathers:  “The ultimate intention [of their actions] throughout their lives was to create a nation that would know G-d and revere Him.  That is why they merited such an elevated level [of spirituality]; because that preoccupation was a tremendous [Divine] service…”  This indicates that indeed there are only a select few who persisted in striving for the ultimate connection to G-d throughout their entire lives; they pursued the Divine truth relentlessly.  This was achieved by the purification of their thoughts, and by constantly improving their actions to the extent that even when they performed physical actions, their thoughts were always attuned to the will of G-d.  And this is the “tremendous service”, as Maimonides said, that the forefathers accomplished.

The Conduct of a Servant of G-d – According to the Kuzari

In his work The Kuzari, the great philosopher and poet Rabbi Yehudah HaLevi expounds upon a detailed description of the ideal personality in Judaism (§3).

Beyond the consistent perfection of one’s character, the principle advantage that the elevated personality possesses is the awareness of G-d’s unwavering Providence.  Thus Rabbi HaLevi describes (ibid. Section 11):  “That there is an eye that sees him and watches over him and does good for him…so he will always see himself as though the Divine Presence accompanies him and the angels affix themselves to him.  Although at first, [he will only see it] in potential; but as he strengthens himself in piety etc., the angels will actually affix themselves to him and he will see them face-to-face.  And this is the level that is just below the level of prophecy…”

Rabbi HaLevi continues by describing how the pious person is put to the test in many aspects of life, the chief of which is the test of his reaction to the calamities that befall him despite his constant efforts to carry out all that is demanded of him to perfection.  His deep awareness, which he has established and nurtured throughout the years, senses the deliberate, exacting Hand of Providence that man’s intellect cannot fathom.  In the merit of this genuine, fundamental consciousness, he has the ability to reach the conclusion that “the Rock (i.e., G-d) – perfect is His work,” in the same way that various figures of greatness have proved – such as Nachum Ish Gamzo, who earned that sobriquet as a result of his famous saying, “Gam zo l’tovah” – this, too, is for the best.

It is through this visualization of the Divine light that is present in every situation, that the elevated person attains a life of patience and serenity. 

Therefore, one of the ideas that Rabbi HaLevi emphasizes in his description of the ideal personality, is that he does not engage in either self-affliction or depression.  Sometimes it seems as though the righteous regard this world as a yoke that has been forced upon man, against his will, or as something to be disgusted by and withdraw from.  However, the truth is to the contrary; such people view the world as a place for growth, for good, for kindness.  They love the world and want to live in it for as long as possible.  

As a result of this awareness of the value of life in this world, the true servant of G-d will be happy with his life, and will attempt to utilize and fill every minute of it with the performance of G-d’s will and acts of lovingkindness towards His creations. “The goodness that G-d showers upon him and which G-d considers as kindness, as He said:  ‘I shall fill the number of your days’ (Exodus 23:27), and ‘so that your days shall be lengthened’ (Deuteronomy 25:15

Since this kind of pious personality has an inner sense of happiness and satisfaction that results from his close relationship with G-d, his physical needs are minimal.  The fulfillment of his basic needs is enough for him.  Most of the luxuries on the market were manufactured with the goal of keeping customers happy and satisfied; such a person, however, already has a feeling of contentment and satisfaction.

The same thing goes for his relationship with society.

The isolation that is often the fate of the servant of G-d does not have its roots in an attitude of aversion toward the world at large.  Rather, it is a means that allows for a total focus on elevated ideas, which the demands of society may keep him from.

The pious servant of G-d does not need to be surrounded by a great number of people.  The continuous awareness of G-d’s Presence spawns a constant feeling of humility.  Thus, his leaving society should be interpreted as nothing more than a technique that will assist him in concentrating quietly on his yearning to come close to G-d.  He doesn’t need more than a small circle of friends whose spiritual goals are similar to his, or a group of students who wish to be close to him.  Accordingly, if he were to be surrounded by friends or students within this framework of isolation, and their questions will be the catalyst for a re-establishment of these concepts, then he will rejoice in such company.  Therefore, there is no possibility of withdrawal from society.

“The G-dly Torah did not subjugate us to self-affliction. “   If so, it is obvious that the roots of any attempt at self-flagellation are extraneous of the Torah’s commandments, and man cannot achieve perfection through them.

It is only the Torah’s commandments that have the ability to lead man to the ultimate purpose of his existence:  The development of a harmonious, balanced personality in which every emotional tendency is expressed and entirely satisfied through the performance of G-d’s commandments.

(In Chapter 51, Rabbi HaLevi explains that the details of the commandments are in total consonance with man’s strengths and capabilities.)

Maimonides (Shemoneh Perakim) expresses the same idea:  That despite man’s tendency to believe the contrary, fasting and self-affliction are not the proper way to serve G-d.  The reason for this is that it results in a lack of psychological balance, and might cause a person to exhaust his emotional capabilities or to react violently, G-d forbid.

As far as the masses are concerned, the forces of love and happiness have not been developed purely or properly; therefore, they lead people to debauchery, which in turn leads them away from G-d and from the realization of their purpose as human beings.  This is in essence the reason that most people expect an elevated, holy personality to be somber and grave, and to engage in various modes of self-affliction.

But because of his awareness of self and of his eternal obligation to refine his character, the lofty servant of G-d has the ability to utilize those forces in order to draw even closer to the Creator.  And so says the Kuzari:

“Your subjugation of self on a fast day is no closer to G-d than your rejoicing on the Sabbath and holidays, if your happiness is well-intentioned and full-hearted…when you rejoice in the commandment itself because you love the commandments, and when you will recognize the benefit that G-d has given you through them…it is as though you came to His abode, invited to His table, and you thank him in your heart and outwardly.  And if your happiness brings you to sing and dance – that is a connection and service to G-d…“

The Ruler

A broad look at the characteristics and conduct of the elevated personality, leads to the conclusion that such a personality can be called a “ruler.”

The pious person, who knows his destination in life, knows that its realization is dependent on his ability to exercise exacting control over his psyche and emotions.  He will restrain his desires, although he will fulfill them to the extent that he has to in order to live – and no more.  He will develop his character until he reaches the maximum refinement of which he is capable.  His thought processes will be free of delusions that indicate detachment and emotional imbalance; therefore, matters of philosophy that are based on logic and imagination will be accepted by him only after a detailed examination.

The devout person’s self-control extends to his physical actions as well.  His body will react with an alacrity that will express a joy and satisfaction in life, as the body and the soul will function in total harmony.

The most elevated expression of the pious person’s self-control will be through his performance of the Torah’s commandments, the mitzvoth.

He will perform the mitzvoth with a sense of emotional excitement.

When the time for prayer arrives – a time that will prove the extent to which his service of G-d is genuine – he will pray with a total emotional identification with the words of the prayers.  Unlike most other people who, once they have said the words of the prayers over and over again, the prayers become “like the song of the parrot and the mockingbird” (Kuzari), the devout person regards his prayers as “both the seed and the fruit of [his] time” (ibid.); throughout the day, his soul pines for those precious moments of prayer.

There is a time that is even greater than that of prayer.  And that is Shabbat.  An elevated person will have Shabbat in mind all week long, because the entire goal of the Sabbath is closeness with G-d.  The practical limitations of the day assist one in attaining closeness to G-d.

And so the life of such a man flows, both daily – in his thirst for prayer, and weekly – his Sabbath observance, and is a conduit for spiritual progress and a yearning “to behold the sweetness of G-d and to contemplate in His Sanctuary” (Psalms 27:4).

Conclusion

In conclusion, it would seem that the ideal personality according to the Torah is one who lives with G-d’s will with every fiber of his being, to the extent that he achieves a connection with G-d that borders on prophecy.  Such a personality is not merely comprised of abstract philosophies on spiritual matters; rather, he has attained a unification of body and soul through the study of Torah and the performance of its commandments with love.

As the Kuzari says (§3:23):  “There is no [other] way to draw close to G-d other than through His commandments…”

That is how Abraham, the father of the Jewish nation, is described:  “For I have loved him, because he commands his children and his household after him…doing charity and justice…” (Genesis 18:19)

Abraham’s greatness lay in the fact that he achieved a knowledge of G-d to the extent that he merited a total closeness from G-d (as it says before the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, “Shall I conceal from Abraham what I do?” (ibid. 17)

Yet, simultaneously, Abraham’s greatness was the performance of charity and justice, in his relationship with people and the influence that his justice and kindness had on the whole world, through his dissemination of belief in G-d and the tremendous trials and tests that he endured in order to carry out G-d’s commands.

Consequently, Abraham merited being the father of the Jewish nation, the first of the three forefathers, whose path their future descendants would follow.

It is this that is asked of every Jew.  G-d’s voice calls to him affectionately, saying, “You are children to the L-rd your G-d” (Deuteronomy 14:1).

Each and every Jew who wishes to feel that he is one of G-d’s children can acquire the spiritual yearning to be a “ben aliyah,” one who wishes to elevate himself.

And when he is diligent in the study of Torah and the observance of its commandments, he will e able to purify himself from the thorns of selfishness and falsehood, until he will possess a limitless desire to become close to G-d through prayer, happiness and everlasting love, which are the yardstick that measure the greatness of his soul and his level of spiritual elevation.

As the saintly poet, Rabbi Yehudah HaLevi, wrote:

“My thoughts will awaken me with Your Name and will put Your kindnesses before me

Give me understanding of the soul that is bound to me – for it is wondrous in my eyes

My heart saw You and believed in You as though it were at Sinai

I sought you in my visions and Your glory permeated me.

My forebodings woke me from my sleep to bless 

Your glorious Name, O G-d.”
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