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An introduction to middot
From one generation to the next, the praise for the perfection of God’s works and the blessings of His righteous teachings shall resound. Within these pages, a compendium of insights unfolds, delving into spiritual and practical educational values, drawn from the pure and sacred atmosphere that ascends to the heights through the light of the Torah and the enduring glory of its strength. This journey leads to the leadership of God’s chosen nation and its inheritance from the sacred fountains of triumph, guided by the righteous and chosen ones. Alongside the unveiling of Mussar Avinu authored by my revered father, may his memory be a blessing, the profound impact of these teachings on character refinement, both individual and communal, becomes clear. They converge to unify the Holy One, blessed be He, the Torah, and the people of Israel. For what nation is like ours, united and singular in our land? As we return to our ancestral home, the radiance of God’s holy presence flourishes, revealing His wondrous deeds and sanctifying His great Name. His strength and glory manifest, illuminating the Torah's splendor and revitalizing our connection in the city of our God and His holy mountain. From there, His light extends to every corner of our land, captivating the hearts of nations to the farthest reaches of the earth, a testament to His everlasting covenant of triumph.
Zvi Yehuda Kook, 28 Adar, Ki-Tissa

Towards middot

1. Refining middot by way of the intellect must precede refining them by means of emotions, for if one does not know what is good and what is bad, for how can one embrace the good and shun the bad in nature, considering our innate inclination to follow habitual patterns. 

2. Each virtuous middah carries inherent shortcomings. Our mission is to refine these middot, separating them from the impurities of their flaws, so that we may present them to the world in their purest essence.

Ahava (Love)

1. Love must be extended with a full heart to all.

2. The love for all of creation[footnoteRef:1] is what comes first, followed by love for all humanity, and then love for the people of Israel, which encompasses all, as Israel is tasked with the repair of all creation. These loves are all practical, requiring action to love, to do good and to bring them to a higher level. The pinnacle of love is love for God, characterized by an active devotion, unencumbered by material attachments, but rather a heart overflowing with pure love. This is the ultimate source of happiness.	Comment by Gr Lookjed: It is not clear to me what all the references in the footnote relate o. [1:  All creation – all Your works and all Your creations, as found in the prayers of Rosh HaShana and Yom Kippur; Master of all creatures, as in Yishtabah. Regarding the middot of the Jewish people, see Yevamot 79a; Deuteronomy Rabba 83. Regarding having mercy on all creations, see Beitza 32b. Regarding good creations, see Berakhot 43a.] 


3. It is impossible not to love God, and it is impossible that this sweet and inevitable love should but translate into active deeds. Lovingly engaging in all that leads to good, to the realization of God’s light, is a natural consequence of this affection. It is impossible not to love the Torah and mitzvot, which are intricately connected to God’s goodness. It is impossible not to love honesty and righteousness, which embody the divine order established by the benevolent Creator. Through these virtues, God is elevated and His uniqueness revealed, showcasing His beauty and love for all living beings beyond our imagination. And one cannot help but be filled with love for all creation, as each entity reflects God’s light and embodies His boundless lovingkindness, as expressed in Psalms (33:5): “The earth is full of the lovingkindness of the Lord.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Psalms 33:5.] 


4. The sacred flame of God’s love burns incessantly within the soul, warming the spirit and illuminating life with endless pleasures, indescribably delightful and sweet. Yet, the cruelty of life lies in humanity’s tendency to immerse itself in the darkness of existence, entangled in myriad schemes,[footnoteRef:3] forsaking the essence of life itself. This abandonment leaves one bereft,[footnoteRef:4] bent over, burdened by the weight of materialism, devoid of light and splendor. Such a state runs contrary to the soul’s nature and the essence of existence. However, the righteousness of the Most High will inevitably transcend its confines, and the sanctity of life will unveil pathways to a joyous existence, vibrant with every hue,[footnoteRef:5] following the resounding echoes of divine deeds.[footnoteRef:6] “No eye has seen a god beside You, Who acts for those who wait for Him” (Isa. 64:3).[footnoteRef:7] [3:  Kohelet 7:29. ]  [4:  See Mishna Sanhedrin 10:1. ]  [5:  See Shoftim 5:30.]  [6:  See Job 26:16; Psalms 145:12.]  [7:  Isa. 64:3.] 


5. Love for all creation must dwell deeply within our hearts and souls, encompassing all people and nations. Our aspiration should be for their elevation and restoration, both spiritually and materially, so that our hatred is directed solely towards the evil and corruption in the world. Attaining the lofty spiritual level of “Praise the LORD; call on His name; proclaim His deeds among the peoples” (Ps. 105:1)[footnoteRef:8] requires a profound internal love that seeks the well-being of all nations, enhancing their possessions and affirming their lives. This attribute invites the spirit of the King Messiah to rest upon Israel.[footnoteRef:9] Wherever we encounter references to hatred,[footnoteRef:10] it is crucial to understand that it pertains only to evil, which continues to afflict many nations, as it did in ancient times, when its contamination was even more pervasive.[footnoteRef:11] Yet, we must recognize that the essence of life, the divine spark inherent in all humanity, endures despite the darkness, lifting everything upward. From this foundation of life, we should aspire to bring about a complete restoration in the world, fostering honesty, righteousness, glory, and splendor, thereby perfecting creation starting with humanity and its surroundings. With the spirit of God guiding us, the inner soul of the people of Israel will be propelled towards a life of action and spiritual fulfillment.  [8:  Sha’are HaKedusha I:5 One must love all creation, including the nations of the world. See Lev. Rabba 86: Tell the nations of the world of my Godliness.]  [9:  See Tikkunei Zohar 30.]  [10:  Shabbat 89a. ]  [11:  See Orot, HaMilhama 8; Orot Yisrael 2:1.] 


6. The attribute of love inherent in the souls of the righteous encompasses every element of creation, sparing nothing – not a single nation, nor a single language. Even Amalek, designated for destruction “under the heavens,”[footnoteRef:12] can, through purification, ascend to its lofty root[footnoteRef:13] above the heavens,[footnoteRef:14] so that all is part of the highest form of love.[footnoteRef:15] However, achieving this transcendence requires great strength and immense purity. [12:  Exod. 17:14; Deut. 25:19.]  [13:  See Orot Yisrael 1:200.]  [14:  See Ps. 108; Zohar, Genesis 219.]  [15:  That created all and attends to the needs of all.] 


7. In the presence of contradictions and limitations within love, whether stemming from nature or Torah, love undergoes purification until it ascends to the pinnacle of divine love. This divine love is the source of all creation and it sustains life perpetually.

8. While there are instances where the love that extends to encompass all of creation, embraces even evildoers, this does not diminish the abhorrence of evil; rather, it reinforces it. For surely evil is not embraced due to its wickedness but rather for its inherent goodness. Love affirms the omnipresence of goodness, and as the good is recognized and embraced, the aversion to the bad remains distinct and unwavering.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  See Tosafot Pesahim 113b s.v. she’ra’a] 


9. A corrupt individual deserves to be hated solely for their deficiencies; however, due to the divine image inherent within them, they warrant cherishing with love. It is essential to acknowledge that this intrinsic reality is truer to their essence than their flawed condition. 

10. Hence, when the Talmud permits “tearing open an ignoramus like a fish,” it specifies that it must be done “from its back,”[footnoteRef:17] avoiding the area where the divine light of God’s image resides within them. [17:  Pesahim 49a.] 


11. The cultivation of love for all creation requires meticulous attention and dedicated effort, far surpassing superficial scrutiny often found in initial assessments within both Torah teachings and customary moral instruction, which perceive apparent conflicts or disparities in this love, yet, in truth, it is meant to permeate every facet of the soul. Central to this love is the love for humanity itself, transcending differences in opinion, religion, belief, race, and climate. It is imperative to delve deep into the minds of various peoples and groups, understanding their character and qualities to establish a foundation for genuine human connection. Only through a soul enriched with love for all creation and humanity can the love for one’s own nation ascend to its noble and spiritually profound heights. Narrow-mindedness, which dismisses anything outside the borders of one’s own nation or even outside Israel as mere ugliness and impurity, represents a profound darkness that undermines the entire structure of spiritual goodness toward which every gentle soul aspires. 

12. It is imperative to wholeheartedly embrace love for humanity, with a special emphasis on cherishing the finest individuals among us – the wise, the courageous, the poets, the artists, and the industrious. We must recognize the good light emanating from those remarkable individuals who embody the pinnacle of human excellence, serving as conduits for the divine light that permeates our world. This is true whether or not they are consciously aware of their noble mission.

13. The profound love of God that pulsates within the hearts of the chosen few,[footnoteRef:18] the sincere and holy pious souls, is an unstoppable force akin to a refreshing breeze and a tempestuous storm all at once. Like mighty waves crashing upon the sea, the soul is stirred by the boundless delight of connecting with the Divine. This yearning for the sublime joy and serenity of cleaving to God amplifies and elevates all spiritual virtues, leading to the sanctification of the soul. Even those with only a faint connection to the radiant light of these holy souls are uplifted by its presence. All aspects of Torah, ethical teachings, commandments, deeds, and Talmudic wisdom serve to clear away obstacles along this path, allowing the eternal love to permeate and embrace every facet of life. From the diverse branches of this sacred love’s roots emerge all manner of virtuous qualities – private and public, personal and communal – culminating in the righteous judgment and upright governance of the world. [18:  Joel 3:5; Sanhedrin 95a.] 
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