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The Perils of Option Paralysis: A modern Mussar perspective

I. Mussar: The Art of Minding the Gap

1. Mesillat Yesharim, Introduction 1-2

(1) The writer says: | have composed this work not
to teach people what they do not know but to
remind them of what they already know and which
is very familiar to them. For you will find in most of
my words only things which most people already
know and do not have any doubt about.

(2) But according to their familiarity and to the
extent that their truth is evident to all, so too is their
neglect very prevalent and forgetfulness of them
very great. Therefore, the benefit to be gleaned
from this book is not from a single reading, for it is
possible that the reader will learn little that he did
not already know. Rather the benefit derived [from
this book] comes from review and diligent study. For
[then] he will be reminded of these things which, by
nature, people tend to forget and he will put to
heart his duties which he hides from.

2. Maesillat Yesharim, Introduction 12-14

(12) Thus the true piety that is acceptable and cherished is
far from what our minds conceive to us. For it is obvious
"that which a person does not feel a responsibility to do,

does not occupy a place on his mind".

(13) Although the beginnings and foundations of [piety] are

already implanted in every upright person's heart,

nevertheless if he does not engage himself in their study, he
will encounter its branches but won't recognize them and he
will tread over them without perceiving that he is doing so.
(14) Observe that matters of piety and fear and love [of G-d],
and purity of heart are not things innately implanted in a
person whereby he would not need means to acquire them
such as sleep and wakefulness, hunger and satiation, and all
the other responses naturally implanted in our nature.
Rather, certainly it is necessary to employ means and

strategies to acquire them.

Il. Freedom: The Holy Grail of Western Thought
Michael Sandel, Justice: What's the Right Thing to Do
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Jonathan Haidt, The Righteous Mind: Why Good People are Divided by Politics and Religion
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Barry

Schwartz, https://www.ted.com/talks/barry_schwartz_the_paradox_of_choice?language=en

[ll. The Complex and Holy Jewish Grail: Obligation

3. Kiddushin 31a:12

Rav Yosef, who was blind, said: At first | would say: If someone
would tell me that the halakha is in accordance with the opinion of
Rabbi Yehuda, who says: A blind person is exempt from fulfilling
the mitzvot, | would make a festive day for the rabbis, as | am not
commanded and yet | perform the mitzvot. This means my reward
is very great. Now that | have heard that which Rabbi Hanina says:
Greater is one who is commanded to do a mitzva and performs it
than one who is not commanded to do a mitzva and performs i,
on the contrary: If someone would tell me that the halakha is not
in accordance with the opinion of Rabbi Yehuda, and a blind
person is obligated in mitzvot, | would make a festive day for the
rabbis.

4. Sifra, Kedoshim, Chapter 9 12

(12) 12) (Vayikra 20:26) "and | have set you apart from the
peoples to be Mine": If you are separate from the peoples,
you are Mine; if not, you are "Nevuchadnezzar's" and his
cohorts'. R. Elazar b. Azaryah says: Whence is it derived
that a man should not say: | do not desire to wear
sha'atnez; | do not desire to eat the flesh of a pig; | do not
desire to cohabit with ervah (illicit relations). | do desire it,
but what can | do? My Father in heaven has decreed
against itt — From "and | have set you apart from the
peoples to be unto Me." It is found, then, that he
separates from sin because he accepted upon himself the
Kingdom of heaven.

Questions:
- What are the values being expressed in the above sources?
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How are these values different from the Western values explored above?

-
- Are these sources definitive or ambivalent?
- How do they resonate with our Western acculturation?

IV. Infinite Responsibility

5. Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, p. 202-203

The ethical relation, the face to face, cuts across every relation one could call mystical....
The face in which the other- the absolutely other- presents himself does not negate the same, does
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not do violence to it...
This presentation [the face] is preeminently nonviolence, for instead of offending my freedom, it
calls it to responsibility and founds it.

6. Being and Being Taught: Levinas, Ethics, Education, Stephen Hancock
The Other that we meet in the face is vulnerable. We can do good or evil to the Other. We can decide
to fulfill or not to fulfill the Other’s needs. Thus with the Other breaking in on our alone-ness, this
eruption of the infinite into the finite totality of our being, suddenly what we do has meaning. On
one hand, welcoming the other is “the commencement of moral consciousness, which calls in
question my freedom.” ° We cannot do just what we like, as there are the needs of another to
consider. On the other hand, responsibility to the Other means my choices have meaning. Levinas
claims, “The presence of the Other, a privileged heteronomy, does not clash with freedom, but
invests it.” '°

7. Mesillat Yesharim 19:3 2107 DY N'7'on
(3) The first subdivision of the first division, namely, piety NPy NN [iYN12Y [IYRID 7700 ()
in deed between man and G-d, its matter is for a person 222 niynn 72 01 11y ,0ipRY DTN 1aY
to fulfill the mitzvot in all their fine details to the furthest DTXD T Din TV DAY D{HTRTD
extent of one's ability. Our sages, of blessed memory, NI Y 2D DIKPY DD DRI, NYAN
called these "the remnants of a mitzva". They said: "the NX D22YR DY 1Y (N7 NdI10) 1Kl
remnants of the mitzvot prevent divine punishment" D7¢1 NIYAD 1Y '9 7V X 12 MIYI90
(Sukkah 38a). For even though the body of a mitzvah is 727 DT NN ,INQIN T AT RY I DNAT
fulfilled without them and one has already discharged his N7X D7 'K D'T'O0D AX 71! [inR)

obligation, nevertheless, this is sufficient for the general -773 D2 LyN7 N71 DNN7YN2 NiADY

masses of the Jewish people. But those who are Pious
must only increase fulfillment in the mitzvot and not omit
any detail whatsoever of them.

8. Rabbi Ira Stone, Commentary to Mesillat Yesharim p. 195
Hasidut, love as expressed in deeds...
The first distinction, between mitzvot bein adam I'makom (mitzvot between a person and God) and
mitzvot bein adam v'havero (mitzvot between one person and another), requires little comment by
this time. These are better understood in a contemporary context as Interruptive mitzvot, those that
continually call us back to wakefulness of our responsibility for another, and instantiative mitzvot,
those that realize this responsibility in action.

9. Mesillat Yesharim 19:5

(5) Body: that one strives to help all men ‘NI07 DMWY 70N

however he can, and lighten the burden that is 272 721" NN2 DR 72 ITYY? 7IRYn Ny, qiaa (n)
upon them. As we learned: “bearing the yoke 7w XYl ("D NIAR) 111 NN ’INE,DDMYN DRYN
with one’s fellow” (Avot 6:6). If his fellow is 221" NN Li9123 772 NT'X D207 V'an DX| ,iNA0 DY
about to be struck by some bodily harm and ‘nivy7 T MY ,in'0n7 iX iNix Yy

he can prevent it or remove it, he should exert
himself to do so.

10. Rav Ira Stone, Commentary to Mesillat Yesharim, p. 197
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How is the abundance of good expressed? As we learned earlier, through
obligations to the body, belongings, and soul of the other. Addressing the body first, Ramchal quotes
the famous verse in chapter a of Pirke Avot, which is at heart of the Mussar of Rabbi Simcha Zissel of
Kelm, who was a primary student of Mussar's founder, Rabbi Israel Salanter. In his Hochma
Umussar, Rabbi Zissel defines “bearing a burden with one’s neighbor” (chapter 1- Paragraph 1) as
the functional equivalent of loving one’s neighbor as oneself. This means undertaking to provide for
everything and anything that another person accurately perceives to be his or her burden: lightening
person’s physical burden, protecting the person against oppression, or rising to defend the person

when he or she is threatened.

Questions:

- What are the common values being expressed in the above sources?

- How do they interact with the values expressed in section III?
- Do you want to be a Hassid?

V. Responsibility as Privilege

11. Pirkei Avot 6:11

Said Rabbi Hananiah ben Akashya: It pleased the Holy Blessed
One to grant merit to Israel, that is why He gave them Torah and
commandments in abundance, as it is said, “The Lord was
pleased for His righteousness, to make Torah great and glorious”
(Isaiah 42:21).

12. Exodus 20:14

You shall not covet your neighbor’s house: you
shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or male or
female slave, or ox or ass, or anything that is
your neighbor’s.

13. Ibn Ezra on Exodus 20:14:1

THOU SHALT NOT COVET. Many people are amazed at this
commandment. They ask, how is it possible for a person not to
covet in his heart all beautiful things that appear desirable to
him? | will now give you a parable. Note, a peasant of sound
mind who sees a beautiful princess will not entertain any
covetous thoughts about sleeping with her, for he knows that
this is an impossibility. This peasant will not think like the insane
who desire to sprout wings and fly to the sky, for it is impossible
to do so. Now just as a man does not desire to sleep with his
mother, although she be beautiful, because he has been trained
from his childhood to know that she is prohibited to him, so
must every intelligent person know that a person does not
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acquire a beautiful woman or money because of his intelligence
or wisdom, but only in accordance with what God has
apportioned to him. Indeed, Koheleth states, yet to a man that
hath not labored therein shall he leave it for his portion (Eccles.
2:21). Furthermore, our sages taught, children, life, and
sustenance are not dependent upon a person’s merits but upon
the stars. The intelligent person will therefore neither desire nor
covet. Once he knows that God has prohibited his neighbor’s
wife to him she will be more exalted in his eyes than the
princess is in the eyes of the peasant. He will therefore be happy
with his lot and will not allow his heart to covet and desire
anything which is not his. For he knows that that which God did
not want to give him, he cannot acquire by his own strength,
thoughts, or schemes. He will therefore trust in his creator, that
is, that his creator will sustain him and do what is right in His
sight.

14. Steven Greenberg, A Jewish Ritual of Same-Sex Union, 93-94
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The erusin is the decisive act of marriage. It is about the closing off of options. For some people, the
choice of marriage is an act of determined ferociousness, a killing off of a myriad of potential lives in
order to actually live one life. Erusin is the formal relinquishing of the infinite possibilities that loving
one person uniquely demands. This sort of commitment entails a reckoning with mortality and a
welcoming of finitude. Of course, a new—and in its own way infinite—territory is born by the
decision to love one person. The joy of this new world is at the center of the nisuin.

VI. Mussar: From Theory to Practice

15. Miktav M'Eliyahu (Trans. RA Carmel) p. 52
R. Eliyahu Dessler
Koln, England, Bnai Brak 1892-1953
The Behira-Point
When two armies are locked in battle, fighting takes place only at
the battlefront. Territory behind the lines of one army is under
that army's control and little or no resistance need be expected
there. A similar situation prevails in respect of territory behind the
lines of the other army. If one side gains a victory at the front and
pushes the enemy back, the position of the battlefront will have
changed. In fact, therefore, fighting takes place only at one
location, though potentially the line could be drawn anywhere in
territories of the two contending countries

The Moral Battlefront

The situation is very similar with regard to behira. Everyone has
free choice -- at the point where truth meets falsehood. In other
words behira takes place at that point where the truth as the
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person sees it confronts the illusion produced in him by the power
of falsehood. But the majority of a person's actions are
undertaken without any clash between truth and falsehood taking
place. Many of a person's actions may happen to coincide with
what is objectively right because he has been brought up that way
and it does not occur to him to do otherwise, and many bad and
false decisions may be taken simply because the person does not
realize that they are bad. In such cases no valid behira, or choice,
has been made. Free will is exercised and a valid behira made only
on the borderline between the forces of good and the forces of
evil within that person.

OBSERVANT JEWS AND BEHIRA

For example, many otherwise observant Jews are prone to speak
evil of others, thus transgressing the prohibition against lashon
ha-ra' without even realizing that it is a grave sin. Yet these same
people would not dream of transgressing the laws of Shabbat;
their yetzer ha-ra' does not even tempt them to do this or to miss
prayers or not to don tzitzit or tefillin, because they have been
brought up to do these things without question. |There is thus no
behira involved in any of these cases. Behira comes into play only
when one is tempted to go against the truth as one sees it, and the
forces on either side are more or less equally balanced. The point
at which this equilibrium is reached obviously varies with the
individual and depends on many factors, such as heredity,
environment, education, etc. But there is no human being who
does not have a "behira-point" somewhere along the scale.

FLUID FRONT

It must be realized that this behira-point does not remain static in
any given individual. With each good behira successfully carried
out, the person rises higher in spiritual

level: that is, things that were previously in the line of battle are
now in the area controlled by the yetzer ha-tov and actions done
in that area can be undertaken without struggle and without
behira. In this sense we can understand the saying that “one
mitzvah leads to another.' And “as soon as one has committed a
sin twice, it is no longer a sin for him”

Questions:
- What are your behira points?
- How would you like to move them?
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= What small actions might you take to integrate this class into your life?
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