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The Practice of Musar
Geoffrey Claussen (bio)

Six years ago, in t he pages of  t his journal, Rabbi Ira St one proposed t hat
Musar should be “t he aggadah” of  t he Conservat ive movement . An
aggadah, as he defined it , is t he narrat ive t hat  support s Jewish pract ice.

The Practice of Musar.
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The Conservat ive movement , he wrot e, has “a dist inct ive halakhah, t hat
is, a dist inct ive approach t o Jewish law and pract ice,” but  does not  have a
well-art iculat ed aggadah, a st ory as t o why halakhah is compelling. We
can best  f ind our st oryline, according t o St one, in t he Musar t radit ion—
t he t radit ion of  Jewish reflect ion on good moral charact er and how t o
provide discipline (musar) for dest ruct ive human impulses—especially as
expressed by t he ninet eent h-cent ury East ern European Musar
movement . The compelling narrat ive o ered by t he Musar movement , in
St one’s int erpret at ion, is t hat  human beings are t orn bet ween t heir evil
inclinat ions and t heir good inclinat ions, and t hat  Jewish law can help t o
direct  us t oward t hat  which is et hically good.

The essence of  St one’s proposal is t hat  t he Conservat ive movement
should o er narrat ives t hat  explain t he purpose of  Torah in forcefully
et hical t erms. In t his sense, his proposal is cont inuous wit h t he way t hat
rabbinic leaders of  t he Conservat ive movement  have o en spoken.
Consider, for inst ance, Solomon Schecht er’s focus on imit at ing God’s
goodness in all walks of  life, Mordecai Kaplan’s vision of  religion providing
“et hical purpose and meaning,” or Louis Finkelst ein’s hope for Judaism t o
serve as a moral beacon for humanit y.  Reflect ing t he modern Jewish
insist ence t hat  Judaism should be charact erized by it s drive t oward
et hical excellence, t he Conservat ive movement  has hist orically
encouraged underst anding t he whole of  Jewish pract ice as f illed wit h
et hical meaning, and members of  Conservat ive congregat ions commonly
t hink of  Judaism as primarily direct ing [End Page 3] t hem t o be morally
good people.  St one cont inues t his admirable t rend, t hough o ering his
own innovat ions: he shows t he et hical power of  t radit ional aggadic
language in his int erpret at ion of  t erms such as olam ha-ba (“t he World t o
Come”), and he urges t he Conservat ive movement  t o describe it s
overarching narrat ive wit h t he word “Musar” and t o t ake up t he legacy of
t he ninet eent h-cent ury Musar movement .

St one is right  t hat  t he Musar movement  can o er us profound
narrat ives (aggadot) t hat  depict  moral sensit ivit y as t he epit ome of
service t o God. The Musar movement  saw it self  as recapt uring t he
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ancient  and medieval Jewish focus on moral virt ue, and it  sought  t o
popularize t he et hically orient ed aggadot found in classical rabbinic
lit erat ure as well as in t he lat er Musar lit erat ure aut hored by diverse
rabbis including Bah�ya ibn Pakuda, Maimonides, Nah�manides, Yonah
Gerondi, Asher ben Yeh�iel, Moshe Cordovero, and Moshe H�ayyim
Luzzat t o. Drawing on t hese sources, t he Musar movement  spoke of  t he
wayward human heart  and t he bat t le bet ween t he evil inclinat ion and
good inclinat ion, as St one not es; it  also o ered a compelling, t eleological
vision of  how we are called t o realize our t rue purpose by “walking in
God’s ways” (i.e., by imit at ing God’s qualit ies)—above all, by loving God’s
creat ures.

Admit t edly, however, similar narrat ives can be found t hroughout  t he
hist ory of  Jewish t hought  wit hout  looking t o t he Musar movement , and
ot her compelling narrat ives t hat  support  a moral life can be drawn from
ot her Jewish sources. Moreover, some of t he part icular t heological
narrat ives of  t he Musar movement  may be problemat ic for Conservat ive
Judaism, which cannot  rest  easily wit h t he Musar movement ’s
t radit ionalist  underst andings of  t he revelat ion of  Torah or God’s role in
human su ering; nor will it  easily embrace fanat ical t endencies in Musar
which, as Rabbi Jeremy Kalmanofsky put  it , somet imes depict  “every
et hical lapse as a fat al st ab wound.”  And St one, my t eacher who
int roduced me t o t he st udy of  Musar, has himself  point ed t o t he o -
put t ing nat ure of  aspect s of  Musar t heology, and he has sought  t o
ground his vision of  Musar in an alt ernat ive t heological language t hat
draws on t he t hought  of  Emmanuel Levinas.  If  we are seeking aggadot
t hat  inspire us t oward moral excellence, t he t radit ion of  Musar and t he
movement  t hat  championed t hat  t radit ion are import ant  resources, but
it  is hardly essent ial t hat  we...
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