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“A compelling portrait of the relationship between a student and a teacher,” this spiritual memoir
“raises important questions about the meaning of Judaism and the search for spirituality in this
world” (Los Angeles Times)Jewish by birth, though from a secular family, Alan Morinis explored
Hinduism and Buddhism as a young man. But in 1997, in the face of personal crisis, he turned to
his Jewish heritage for guidance. In his reading he happened upon a Jewish spiritual tradition
called Mussar. Gradually he realized that he had stumbled upon an insightful discipline for self-
development, complete with meditative, contemplative, and other well-developed transformative
practices designed to penetrate the deepest roots of the inner life.Eventually reaching the limits
of what he could learn on his own, he decided to seek out a Mussar teacher. This was not an
easy task, since almost the entire world of the Mussar tradition had been wiped out in the
Holocaust. In time, he found an accomplished master who stood in an unbroken line of
transmission of the Mussar tradition, and who lived in the center of a community of Orthodox
Jews on Long Island. This book tells the story of Morinis’s journey to meet his teacher and what
he learned from him, revealing the central teachings and practices that are the spiritual treasury
and legacy of Mussar.

How can a person be generous to the poor when his own bank account is almost empty?
Mussar, a thousand-year-old Jewish spiritual tradition, offers answers to this and many other
questions regarding the distance between religious ideals and everyday realities, as Alan
Morinis explains in Climbing Jacob's Ladder. Morinis, a Canadian baby boomer who grew up to
become a Rhodes Scholar, anthropologist, and film producer, discovered Mussar teachings at
the low point of his midlife crisis. After he made some high-flying business deals that crashed,
Morinis found reassurance in the Mussar idea that human life is holy and people can improve
themselves. And Mussar, a system of ethical discipline conceived by Orthodox Jews to help
them meet the demanding requirements of observant life, does seem perfectly designed for
readers seeking step-by-step instruction for building or rebuilding their spiritual lives. In Climbing
Jacob's Ladder Morinis tells the story of how he used Mussar to climb back up to holy life and
invites readers to come along on his ascent. --Michael Joseph Gross --This text refers to an
alternate kindle_edition edition.About the AuthorALAN MORINIS completed his doctorate at
Oxford University, which he attended on a Rhodes Scholarship. His research was published by
Oxford University Press as Pilgrimage in the Hindu Tradition. He has held posts at several
universities, been a founder and director of nonprofit organizations, and produced award-
winning feature films, documentaries, and television programs. He lives in Vancouver, B.C., with
his wife, Dr. Bev Spring, and their two daughters. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition
edition.From the Back Cover“Climbing Jacob’s Ladder is a gutsy, glowing account of one man’s



encounter with a potent spiritual practice and how it transformed his life. This is a precious book–
that rare combination of solid wisdom and good literature.”–Larry Dossey, M.D., author of
Healing Beyond the Body“Climbing Jacob’s Ladder is a compelling story of spiritual discovery
and initiation. In a field full of sentimentality, perfectionism, and spiritual ambition, this tale of
personal liberation focuses on no-nonsense lessons in rising out of meaninglessness and
spiritual fog.”–Thomas Moore, author of Care of the Soul and The Soul’s Religion“Alan Morinis,
in his spiritual journey, has struck a rich vein of Judaism. This offering feels like a heart-gift to
us.”–Ram Dass, author of Still Here“Alan Morinis has provided us with a fascinating, deeply
personal account of his journey back to Jewish spirituality through an encounter with the little-
known heritage of Mussar, the Jewish discipline of self-perfection. This is a beautifully written
and engaging book, a timely reminder that by changing ourselves we can begin to change the
world.”–Rabbi Dr. Jonathan Sacks, Chief Rabbi of Britain and the Commonwealth --This text
refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From the Inside FlapJewish by birth, though from a
secular family, Alan Morinis took a deep journey into Hinduism and Buddhism as a young man.
He received a doctorate for his study of Hindu pilgrimage, learned yoga in India with B. K. S.
Iyengar, and attended his first Buddhist meditation course in the Himalayas in 1974. But in 1997,
when his film career went off track and he reached for some spiritual oxygen, he felt inspired to
explore his Jewish heritage. In his reading he happened upon a Jewish tradition of spiritual
practice called Mussar. Gradually he realized he had stumbled on an insightful discipline for self-
development, complete with meditative, contemplative, and other well-developed transformative
practices designed to penetrate the deepest roots of the inner life.Eventually reaching the limits
of what he could learn on his own, he decided to seek out a Mussar teacher. That was not easily
achieved, since almost the entire world of the Mussar tradition had been wiped out in the
Holocaust. In time, he did find an accomplished master who stood in an unbroken line of
transmission of the Mussar tradition, and who lived at the center of a community of Orthodox
Jews on Long Island. This book tells the story of Morinis’s journey to meet his teacher and what
he learned from him, and reveals the central teachings and practices that are the spiritual
treasury and legacy of Mussar.Alan Morinis has written this book because the wisdom and
practices that helped him so much have not penetrated the world beyond the confines of
Orthodox Judaism, and may not be fully appreciated even there at this time. His hope is that
Jews and non-Jews alike will find in Mussar a time-tested path of spiritual practice that will help
them discover the hidden radiance within. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition
edition.From Publishers WeeklyThis moving account of a secular Jew's search for spirituality
begins with his explorations of Eastern religions in India and ends with his quest's eventual
culmination in Jewish tradition. Born and raised in Toronto, Morinis won a Rhodes Scholarship
and earned a Ph.D. in anthropology at Oxford. After teaching at different universities in
Vancouver, he became involved in filmmaking and abandoned academia. He was successful for
many years but his business finally failed. During his resulting depression, he turned to Judaism
for solace since his investigation of Eastern religions had proven fruitless. He learned about



Musar (ethics, morality), a little-known Jewish movement that emphasizes the study of
Judaism's ethical writings and their practical application. The need for a teacher to guide him
beyond his reading led him to a rabbi in Far Rockaway, N.Y. For the next three years, Morinis
traveled frequently between Vancouver and New York. What he learned is incorporated in this
well-written book which sets forth the teachings of Musar, often through parables told to Morinis
by his teacher. These homilies make a profound connection between belief and behavior. The
narrative also reveals the story of the author's life, including the impact of his studies on his
relationship with his physician wife and their two daughters. The achievement of personal growth
through spirituality is richly demonstrated by this touching account of the author's journey to
Judaism.Copyright 2002 Cahners Business Information, Inc.--This text refers to an alternate
kindle_edition edition.Review“Climbing Jacob’s Ladder is a gutsy, glowing account of one man’s
encounter with a potent spiritual practice and how it transformed his life. This is a precious book–
that rare combination of solid wisdom and good literature.”–Larry Dossey, M.D., author of
Healing Beyond the Body“Climbing Jacob’s Ladder is a compelling story of spiritual discovery
and initiation. In a field full of sentimentality, perfectionism, and spiritual ambition, this tale of
personal liberation focuses on no-nonsense lessons in rising out of meaninglessness and
spiritual fog.”–Thomas Moore, author of Care of the Soul and The Soul’s Religion“Alan Morinis,
in his spiritual journey, has struck a rich vein of Judaism. This offering feels like a heart-gift to
us.”–Ram Dass, author of Still Here“Alan Morinis has provided us with a fascinating, deeply
personal account of his journey back to Jewish spirituality through an encounter with the little-
known heritage of Mussar, the Jewish discipline of self-perfection. This is a beautifully written
and engaging book, a timely reminder that by changing ourselves we can begin to change the
world.”–Rabbi Dr. Jonathan Sacks, Chief Rabbi of Britain and the CommonwealthFrom the
Hardcover edition. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.Excerpt. © Reprinted
by permission. All rights reserved.chapter oneThe Gate of Starting OutIn a classic Jewish story,
a student tells his friend that he is going to study with a teacher. "What do you hope to learn?"
his friend asks him. "I want to see how he ties his shoes," he answers.The streets of New York
streamed with people, and the stairs to the subway were like a giant drain sucking up the wash
of a human rainstorm. I boarded a train at Penn Station on my way to my first meeting with Rabbi
Yechiel Yitzchok Perr at his yeshiva in the unlikely mecca of Far Rockaway, on Long Island. It
was a warm day in the early spring of 1999, and I had already traveled a long way.I had spent the
night with a friend in Manhattan, having arrived the day before after a five-hour flight from my
hometown of Vancouver, British Columbia. I had hugged my girls good-bye when they went off to
school in the morning, and my wife had driven me to the airport. Our farewells were subdued. I
could feel that my family was happy for me as I finally stepped out on this journey that had been
in the making for two years, and yet there was more than a touch of apprehension in the air as
well. None of us, including me, really knew where I was going or what I was about to find there.
Would I come back as the dad and husband they loved, or different in ways that might drive
wedges into our close relationships?It had been an even longer journey emotionally from the



brutal moment of awakening I had suffered two years before. Little by little my heart had healed,
helped along by the reading and learning I was doing in the classic texts of the Mussar tradition.
At first the dense and archaic philosophical language in these centuries-old books had been a
barrier to me, but in time I had developed ways to connect myself to their wisdom. When a writer
said "men," for example, I would think "people." When he talked about "sin," I would take this to
mean ignorant or mistaken actions that led to suffering. In this way, I had read and reread,
reinterpreted, and come up with images and metaphors that were meaningful to me while still
remaining true to the core of their insights. Although it was the brilliance of these insights that
had drawn me deeper into Mussar, I had now come to the point where I needed more than
books. The theory was great, but it appeared to me like still-life paintings of a distant land. I
needed to see how the wisdom of Mussar translated into the living qualities of someone who
walked its path, and I hoped to find that person in Rabbi Perr.On the flight and again on the train,
I nervously ran through all the preparations I had made. I knew I was guaranteed to be as much
of an "odd duck" in the regimented yeshiva environment as a Canada goose among penguins,
but still, I had tried to remember to bring all the special things I knew I would need. I had brought
a hat, because men in Orthodox communities wear hats--though I knew theirs would be black
and mine was sort of grayish, which made me wonder if, instead of helping me "blend in," it
would only point up just how much of an alien I was in their world. I had packed my prayer shawl,
my tallis, and borrowed tefillin, the little black leather boxes with thongs that observant men strap
on daily, which I had put on a grand total of twice in my life. I expected that the men would all
have beards, though I had decided not to grow one myself. Even if they were all bearded, I had
told myself, I wasn't on this journey to become one of them, certainly not before I had even set
foot among them. I was on my way to deepen my learning of Mussar, and when I remembered
that fact, a bright swell of happiness rolled through me. But bang behind it came a wave of hot
anxiety, as the reality of what I was doing actually hit home. I'd never even laid eyes on a yeshiva
in my life, and now I was on my way to meet the senior rabbi of one on his own turf.As the train
rocked me closer to that first meeting, I wondered what Rabbi Perr would be like. I had had only
that first cold-call conversation with him and then one other to set the date and time of my visit,
so I really had no clues to go on. Would he be warm and friendly or stand-offish and detached?
Joyous or austere? Approachable or remote? And I also wondered--and worried--how he would
welcome an outsider like me. Would he be the kind of person to judge me on my cleanshaven
cheeks and funny hat, or would he focus at a deeper level to see me as just another soul out on
God's road?By this time I had already come to see myself as a soul. That's one of the first things
any student of Mussar needs to understand and acknowledge, deeply and clearly. Each of us is
a soul. Mostly we have been told that we "have" a soul, but that's not the same thing. To have a
soul would indicate that we are primarily an ego or a personality that in some way "possesses" a
soul. It's an early step on the path of Mussar to unlearn that linguistic misconception and to
realize that our essence is the soul and that all aspects of ego and personality flow from that
essence. At its core the soul is pure, but habits, tendencies, and imbalances often obscure some



of that inner light. The Mussar discipline was devised to help us correct whatever shortcomings
may be preventing the light of our soul from shining through.At last the train pulled into the
Lawrence station, where I'd been told to get off, and I knew all my questions would be answered
soon enough. A short taxi ride through tree-lined suburban streets took me to the squat, red-
brick building that housed the yeshiva. For a moment I stood outside and stared at the
bunkerlike facade, hoping to make some connection between this ordinary, American-looking
place and the ancient world of Mussar I knew from books. As I stood there, all the nervousness
and uncertainty I had been feeling suddenly welled up into a tidal wave of anxiety that washed
over me and left me feeling drained and totally unprepared for this meeting. In that moment, like
a little kid being ushered toward his first day at a new school, I had the overwhelming urge
simply to turn and flee. Except, I reminded myself, no one was making me come here. I had
made the journey to the bottom of these stairs only because I really wanted to be here, maybe
even needed to be. And so, with hat on head and trepidation in hand, I walked up the steps and
pushed open the door to find myself in a long, narrow hallway teeming with boys in black
yarmulkes rushing, jostling, and yelling at one another.The door labeled office was right there, so
I quickly made for refuge and found myself in a tiny room with a woman sitting at a desk. I asked
for Rabbi Perr, and she wordlessly nodded over her shoulder toward another short hallway.
Students and bearded teachers in ties and dark suits popped in and out of the several offices
that opened onto the narrow passage. At the end I came to a door that stood partially ajar and
was marked with a plaque that read rosh yeshiva, "head of the yeshiva." My way was blocked by
a man leaning through the opening and talking to the person inside. Finally he left, and I poked
my head into the small room.Directly across from me sat a man whom I judged to be in his
sixties wearing a round-brimmed black hat that tilted backward when he raised his head to look
at me. His neck, collar, and the upper half of his shirt were hidden by a thick, wiry graying beard,
and as he rose to greet me the tails of his black frock coat fell to the backs of his knees. He
presented an imposing, even patriarchal figure, though his eyes, peering out between the brim of
his hat and the top of his beard, were large, dark, and warm.I introduced myself and he
responded enthusiastically "Welcome!"Slowly he crossed to me. Then, taking my hand in both of
his, those soft eyes gazing directly into mine, he asked, "May I give you a kiss?"A kiss! I had
thought that, in my anxiety, I'd rehearsed every possible greeting I might conceivably receive
from this man, but a kiss hadn't even crossed my mind. I must have given some sign of consent,
however, because he cupped my face in his hands and, through the rasp of his beard, I felt his
warm lips on my cheek. In that moment, relief coursed through my entire body.He ushered me to
a chair, then stuck his head out the door and nabbed a student whom he directed to get me a
cup of coffee and a bagel. Settling back into his own chair, he took a deep breath, and said, "So,
you are here."Rabbi Perr inquired about my trip, my family, and my well-being before beginning
to tell me something about himself and his yeshiva. He'd been born to an Orthodox family in
Queens, where his father, also a rabbi, had served a small congregation. Surprising to me, he
had attended a secular public kindergarten before starting the training in traditional Jewish



learning that had led to his founding this yeshiva in 1969. Describing what he considered his role
in guiding the lives of his charges, he quoted Rabbi Israel Salanter, who had started the Mussar
movement in Eastern Europe in the nineteenth century: "Teaching children," he said, "is like
holding a bird. You have to hold firmly enough that they don't fly away, but not so tightly that you
crush them." Hearing that, I relaxed a little more, since I figured the dictum applied to me, too.As
we continued to talk, we were interrupted by a faint tapping at the door. A teenage boy warily
stuck his head into the office. He was tall, thin, awkward, with short-cropped red hair that
resolved into twirling earlocks that were tucked behind his ears."Come in, Reuven," Rabbi Perr
said, motioning him forward with his hand.Silently, the boy approached and timidly handed over
what appeared to be a couple of dollar bills.The rabbi thanked him with apparent enthusiasm,
looked at the bills for a moment, then handed them back. "Here, you take it. Enjoy it."The boy's
face flushed bright enough to raise the ... --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition
edition.Read more
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“Climbing Jacob’s Ladder contains a plethora of practices for those on a spiritual path:
meditations to develop concentration and a clear mind, reciting holy phrases, examining the
choices we make, practicing right speech, and removing the obstacles that obstruct the flow of
love.”—Spirituality & Practice“Climbing Jacob’s Ladder is a compelling portrait of the relationship
between a student and a teacher, and Morinis’s journey—as an assimilated Jew entering the
Orthodox world of yeshiva—raises important questions about the meaning of Judaism and the
search for spirituality in this world.”—Los Angeles Times“Clearly written and thought provoking,
this book is both an engaging memoir and an introduction to the little-known heritage of Mussar,
which teaches that by changing one’s self, one can change the world.”—The Canadian Jewish
News“A moving account. . . . The achievement of personal growth through spirituality is richly
demonstrated by this touching account of the author’s journey to Judaism.”—Publishers
Weekly“Alan Morinis, in his spiritual journey, has struck a rich vein of Judaism. This offering feels
like a heart-gift to us.”—Ram Dass, author of Still Here “Offers insightful treats for anyone who
follows a spiritual path.”—Daniel Goleman, author of Emotional Intelligence “Alan Morinis has
provided us with a fascinating, deeply personal account of his journey back to Jewish spirituality
through an encounter with the little-known heritage of Mussar, the Jewish discipline of self-
perfection. This is a beautifully written and engaging book, a timely reminder that by changing
ourselves we can begin to change the world.”—Rabbi Dr. Jonathan Sacks, Chief Rabbi of Britain
and the Commonwealth“This book is essential for every thinking person. Like Jethro of the Bible,
Alan Morinis found the secret of dignified human life in the teachings of Mussar after all other
searches were fruitless.We owe him a debt of gratitude for introducing some light in one of the
darkest moments in mankind’s history.”—Rabbi Dr. Abraham J. Twerski, MD, author of Angels
Don’t Leave Footprints“Morinis’s shimmering portrait of one of the masters of Mussar is religious
portraiture rarely paralleled. A delight for novice and expert alike.”—Rabbi Hillel Goldberg, author
of The Fire Within: The Living Heritage of the Mussar Movement“Climbing Jacob’s Ladder is a
gutsy, glowing account of one man’s encounter with a potent spiritual practice and how it
transformed his life.This is a precious book—that rare combination of solid wisdom and good
literature.”—Larry Dossey, MD, author of Healing Beyond the Body“A compelling story of
spiritual discovery and initiation. This tale of personal liberation focuses on no-nonsense lessons
in rising out of meaninglessness and spiritual fog.”—Thomas Moore, author of Care of
SoulABOUT THE BOOKJewish by birth, though from a secular family, Alan Morinis explored
Hinduism and Buddhism as a young man. But in 1997, in the face of personal crisis, he turned to
his Jewish heritage for guidance. In his reading he happened upon a Jewish spiritual tradition
called Mussar. Gradually he realized that he had stumbled upon an insightful discipline for self-
development, complete with meditative, contemplative, and other well-developed transformative
practices designed to penetrate the deepest roots of the inner life.Eventually reaching the limits
of what he could learn on his own, he decided to seek out a Mussar teacher. This was not an



easy task, since almost the entire world of the Mussar tradition had been wiped out in the
Holocaust. In time, he found an accomplished master who stood in an unbroken line of
transmission of the Mussar tradition, and who lived in the center of a community of Orthodox
Jews on Long Island. This book tells the story of Morinis’s journey to meet his teacher and what
he learned from him, revealing the central teachings and practices that are the spiritual treasury
and legacy of Mussar.To learn more about the author, Alan Morinis, go to .ALAN MORINIS
completed his doctorate at Oxford University, which he attended on a Rhodes Scholarship. A
producer of award-winning television and film, he has been a student of the Mussar tradition
since 1997, studying under Rabbi Yechiel Yitzchok Perr. Alan is the founder and director of the
Mussar Institute, an organization that promotes the study of Mussar through study groups,
courses, and public talks. He lives in Vancouver, British Columbia, with his wife and two
daughters.Sign up to learn more about our books and receive special offers from Shambhala
Publications.Or visit us online to sign up at .CLIMBING JACOB’S LADDEROne Man’s Journey
to Rediscover a Jewish Spiritual TraditionAlan MorinisTrumpeterBoston &
London2013Trumpeter BooksAn imprint of Shambhala Publications, Inc.Horticultural Hall300
Massachusetts AvenueBoston, Massachusetts 02115© 2002 by Alan MorinisCover photograph
by Bruce Osborn/amana images/Getty ImagesOriginal cover design by Kathleen DiGradoAll
rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic
or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval
system, without permission in writing from the publisher.Library of Congress Cataloging-in-
Publication DataMorinis, E. Alan.Climbing Jacob’s ladder: one man’s journey to rediscover a
Jewish spiritual tradition / Alan Morinis.—1st Shambhala ed.p. cm.1. Spiritual life—Judaism. 2.
Self-actualization(Psychology)—Religious aspects—Judaism. 3. Jewish ethics.4. Musar
movement. 5. Morinis, E. Alan—Religion. I. Title.BM723.M67 2007296.8′32—
dc222006102635To the women in my life,who have taught me
love:mother,sisters,wife,daughters.“Your deeds will bringyou near andyour deeds will putyou at a
distance.”—MISHNAH,EDUYOT 5:7CONTENTSAcknowledgmentsIntroductionCHAPTER ONE:
The Gate of Starting OutOpening the Gate: Meditations to Develop Concentration and a Clear
and Focused MindCHAPTER TWO: The Gate of the SoulOpening the Gate: Learning How to
Read a Spiritual TextCHAPTER THREE: The Gate of GrowingOpening the Gate: Reciting Holy
Phrases “with Lips Aflame”CHAPTER FOUR: The Gate of HolinessOpening the Gate: Using
Mental Images and Contemplation to Gain InsightCHAPTER FIVE: The Gate of Good and
EvilOpening the Gate: Developing Self-AwarenessCHAPTER SIX: The Gate of Fear of
GodOpening the Gate: Contemplation on Awe and the Grandeur of GodCHAPTER SEVEN: The
Gate of Trust in GodOpening the Gate: Exercises to Do in the World to Practice and Improve
Middot (Soul-Traits)CHAPTER EIGHT: The Gate of Working in the WorldOpening the Gate:
Practicing Right SpeechCHAPTER NINE: The Gate of the Duties of the HeartOpening the Gate:
Removing Obstacles That Obstruct the Flow of LoveCHAPTER TEN: The Gate of Deep
WithinConclusion: The Truth of Our StruggleE-mail Sign-UpACKNOWLEDGMENTSThis book



has been aided by a divine spirit that was determined to see me be its agent, and for that
relentless help, guidance, and sustenance, I am deeply grateful. It has been a gift, and I bow to
the Giver.So many people gave so generously to help me become a vessel to bring forward my
learning in this ancient tradition. Above all, Rabbi Yechiel Yitzchok Perr, his wife Mrs. Shoshana
Perr, their extended family, the community around the Yeshiva of Far Rockaway, Rabbi Hillel
Goldberg, and Rabbi Daniel Nekritz opened their hearts and their homes to me, took me in, fed
me, and saw me for who I am, and even then they didn’t turn me away. Leonard Angel
introduced me to Mussar, though he didn’t mean to. The late Lama Geshey Dargey taught me a
key lesson of spiritual practice—do it now, when you don’t need it, so you’ll have it when you do.
Ruth Denison opened dharma doors that have never closed. Judy Kern helped immeasurably to
turn my sprawling vision into a book.Friends and kin served unfailingly to add pieces just when
they were needed, and were stewards to this book as well as teachers to me: Hal Brown, Ellen
Buchman, Peter Busby, Rabbi Rachel Cowan, Rabbi Nancy Flam, Cheri Forrester, Rabbi Tzvi
Freeman, Rabbi Hillel Goelman, Daniel Goleman, Rahel Halabe, Steve Jones, David Kaetz,
Shams Kairys, Michael Katz, Bonnie Klein, David Levine, Lorne Mallin, Sunanda Markus, Gabor
Mate, Rabbi David Mivasair, Marilyn Morinis, Judy Moscowitz, Mr. and the late Mrs. Victor
Pollack, Rochelle Rabinowicz, and William Irwin Thompson all made essential contributions.
The members of the board of the Seva Foundation in my days with that conspiracy of love were
the best fellow-travelers a pilgrim could ever hope for.I owe a special debt of appreciation and
gratitude to the group of people who first gathered with me to learn The Duties of the Heart,
whose open hearts were a doorway through which I discovered the deep reservoir of wisdom
that is the spiritual legacy of Mussar: Azima Buell, Fran Ritch, Barry Goodman, Anne Gorsuch,
Gloria Levi, Hal Siden, and Helen Waldstein.Parents’ love can never be repaid. May the
memories of Bessie Morinis (1910–2000) and David Morinis (1909–1993) be for a
blessing.Three women have shared the crucible of my life as this book was formed. The souls of
my wife, Bev Spring, and our daughters Julia and Leora Morinis are there in every word. Lavish
in their love, unstinting in their course corrections, a Godsend for their humor—companions,
gifts, angels.INTRODUCTION“The ear that hears the reproof of life will abide among the wise.”—
BOOK OF PROVERBSI have always known those large hazel eyes, and that off-center nose,
and I was comfortably familiar with the person whose presence radiated steadily through the
flesh of my face. But when my world suddenly came caving in around me, and darkness settled
over my life, all my easy assumptions fled. For months I churned in pain and chaos, feeling that
the blackness would reign forever. Gradually, though, I became aware that forgotten seeds that
had lain dormant, maybe for generations, had started to germinate in the freshly turned soil of
my life, and unknown roots had began to push up unexpected shoots through the darkness.
Even now, as I look back over my entire life from this place where it all makes some sense, I can
find few obvious signs that I would one day embark on a spiritual journey that would lead me
deep into the byways of the Jewish world. But that is just what happened when I set out to
reconstruct the pieces of my splintered life in a way that would be new and satisfying, and I took



the first steps on the pilgrimage whose tale I am about to tell.It was a business failure that
knocked me flat and, in the wonderfully twisted way that life sometimes works, gave birth to my
spiritual journey—back into history, across territories, and into worlds I hadn’t even known
existed. Pain and bitter turmoil propelled me to search, and what I found was Mussar—a little-
known treasury of wisdom to guide the life of the soul that Jewish saints and seekers have
accumulated in a thousand years of inquiry and experimentation. Through Mussar’s teachings
and practices, I have gained the insights that have transformed my life. My journey is far from
over, but what I’ve seen to this point has been so compelling that I want to pause on the road for
a moment to share some of what I’ve learned.First, though, let’s return to the places where those
quiescent seeds were secretly planted, and the roots of my search first began to stretch
themselves out within me.I was born in Toronto to an unremarkable Jewish family consisting of
my parents, two older sisters, and, for a time, even a dog. As the youngest child and the only
boy, I enjoyed a nicely favored position in the family, as my sisters never tire of reminding me. My
parents were both refugees from Europe who had arrived in Canada as children, sometime
around 1920, their own parents having fled places where it was very difficult to be a Jew long
before Hitler made it impossible.My father held a number of jobs, at one time selling paper cups,
at another representing a line of women’s undergarments. My mother was a housewife. Once
she married my father, she never worked another day outside the home. She also never drove a
car, but she never really needed to, both because my father loved to drive and because the
circle of her life never extended much beyond her family.From before my earliest memories, we
always lived in the same small house in a suburb where the streets were quiet enough for road
hockey and no one ever got into any big trouble. During the long, cold winters, we built snow
tunnels that suddenly collapsed when spring burst out one day, arriving on the backs of the
robins and the hordes of butterflies that don’t show up much in the city anymore.Ours was a
thoroughly Jewish home, although it was a Judaism defined more by gefilte fish and Milton Berle
than by the Torah and the Talmud. We wore our Jewishness proudly, if cautiously, since the
grievous lessons of history were still so fresh, but it was mostly a cultural and ethnic identity that
had almost nothing to do with religion or spirituality. I can’t remember my mother ever lighting the
traditional Friday-night Sabbath candles, and my father didn’t even own a tallis, the prayer shawl
that is the most basic of paraphernalia for a Jewish man’s religious observance. When I stood
beside him at his own brother’s funeral and the rabbi began reciting prayers, my father leaned
toward me and whispered, “None of this baloney for me when I go.” My parents, like many in
their generation, willingly shucked off what they considered the superstitions and meaningless
rituals of the Old Country in their quest for the progress, prosperity, and security that were finally
possible for them in the New World.Still, we were so Jewish. It was there in how we spoke, whom
we knew, in the food my mother cooked, in the tunes my father hummed, and in the ethical
standards that provided the lens through which other people were seen. My father was always
quick to let us know who was a shmo, a shmendrick, a shlemiel, or any of the many other terms
Yiddish provides to pinpoint ethical failings with technical precision. To call someone a mensch—



the ideal of human ethical perfection and uprightness—that was the highest praise he could
convey.Although not in the least observant, my parents seemed never to consider that their only
son might not have a bar mitzvah, and so, soon after my twelfth birthday, I was sent for lessons. It
was the same for all the boys in our Jewish neighborhood, and just like them, I submitted to
becoming a man by learning to give a zombie-like recitation of a few Hebrew prayers and a
passage of Torah, because we all had our eyes on the prize—a blowout party and more gifts
than any of us could imagine. I still associate the tangy smell of freshly oiled leather with the gift I
cherished most: a dazzling new pair of hockey gloves.I went to high school just down the block,
and although it was now the sixties and, on the news, we saw reports of cultural upheaval, only
the faintest aftershocks reached our insulated suburban world. Some of the boys confronted the
school administration over the ban they had imposed on sideburns; girls shortened their
hemlines a millimeter at a time. Marijuana was introduced. There were rumors of sexual
liberation.I floated through those years in a state I can only describe as benign alienation.
Nobody and nothing lit any fires under me, and I gave only as much to my schoolwork as was
needed to ensure that I would graduate and move on to university without a hitch.When that
happened, I was suddenly hanging on to my hat as the little boat in which I had been gently
drifting for so long got thrust headlong into a furious current. The force that swooped me up and
away like that was William Irwin Thompson, an Irish cultural historian from California via MIT who
taught a humanities course I took in my freshman year at York University. In his lectures,
Thompson fired out words and ideas like no one I had ever encountered. Word jazz, he called it,
and I came away from every one of his classes dizzy with discovery, my head whirling with ideas
and inspiration. It was an intellectual magic carpet ride, and the boundaries of my little world
were blasted wide open.That alone would have made me ripe for an introduction to things I’d call
spiritual, but the times they were a-changing, and while my course reading lists included Alan
Watts, Teilhard de Chardin, and other spiritual thinkers, books by Ram Dass and Gurdjieff were
being passed hand-to-hand among the students. I began to put together the outlines of the first
map I’d ever had of an inner life, plotting ideas from the books I was reading right alongside what
I was absorbing from sources all around me. Professor Thompson didn’t make a big deal about
it, but he also didn’t hide the fact that he practiced yoga and meditation. I began to take yoga
classes, too, though the stretches and bends didn’t come very easily.As an undergraduate, my
intellectual appetite became so voracious that I wanted to learn everything, and so I took
courses in science, philosophy, anthropology, art history—and even tried out for a modern
dance course, though sadly I failed the audition. When it came time to graduate, my eclectic
transcript divulged that I didn’t have enough courses in any single discipline to qualify as a
major. The university was very cooperative, though, and bent over backward to help me with this
problem, since I had just done them the honor of being selected as a Rhodes Scholar.Although
I’d applied for that scholarship, I was so certain I wouldn’t get it that when the phone call came,
no one could have been more surprised than I was. I had all the necessary qualifications—
grades, athletics, student government, social action—but my immigrant parents had so imbued



me with the notion that prizes of this sort were intended for “them,” never us, that I simply
assumed I was not the sort of person Cecil Rhodes had had in mind when he established the
award in his name. In addition, having gone my entire four undergraduate years without a single
visit to the barber, my hair now reached my shoulders, which in 1971 was neither common nor
generally accepted. As I approached the final interview, where I would face a committee made
up of partners in major law firms, senior professors, and famous politicians, and chaired by the
Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Ontario, I was so convinced the sacrifice would be in vain
that I couldn’t bring myself to cut my hair.If Professor Thompson had knocked down the mental
partitions erected by my limited upbringing, Oxford leveled the ground for rebuilding. The
barrage of ideas kept up, and now I had the added challenge of making my own way at this
crossroads of the world. Having spent my entire life within a few miles of the place where I was
born, I now found myself sitting in lectures and at dinner parties with students from every corner
of the globe.Studying anthropology at Oxford was half an exercise in learning and half simple
veneration. British social anthropology had been born in those hallowed halls, where its founders
were beatified with busts that encircled the small library at the Institute of Social Anthropology.
One had already been installed for the last remaining grand old man, Sir Edward Evans-Pritchard
—“E-P,” as he was universally known. E-P could be seen from time to time ambling about
assisted by a willowy young woman dressed all in white, but I assiduously avoided him. Who
knew what frightening and demolishing fire this Titan breathed? Then, one night, as I worked
late in the library, he walked in. There was only one other student there with me, and E-P glared
at us for a moment from under his bushy gray eyebrows and above the top rim of his half-
glasses before snarling, “What are you two doing in here trying to learn all these things I’m trying
to forget?” Having lobbed that challenge at us like a stun-grenade, he then turned and
disappeared.At the time, I had no idea what he meant, or even if he were serious. Now, however,
having myself abandoned the study of anthropology, I can understand his question, and
sympathize with the plight of all social and cultural anthropologists, whose job it is to stand
dispassionately on the sidelines while everyone around plunges head-first into the maelstrom of
life. Standing aside to observe and analyze like that is alienating, and it can desiccate the soul.I
had gone to Oxford with a girlfriend from Toronto whom I loved too much to leave behind. Bev
and I had met as freshmen at York and instantly fallen in love. She gave me her copy of The Little
Prince and I reciprocated with Huxley’s The Doors of Perception. We shared the joy of learning
and the excitement of the late sixties, and when the opportunity came to live in Oxford, all
expenses paid, there wasn’t much to discuss.Bev spent her time in Oxford riding her bicycle
through the medieval lanes, baking bread, and reading. In reality she didn’t have too much time
on her hands because the terms at Oxford are only eight weeks long, followed by a six-week
break, except in the summer when the break is sixteen weeks. We spent every “vac” traveling in
England or Europe, and once venturing as far as Morocco.We both studied yoga in the local
gym, but while I continued to labor at loosening up stiff joints, Bev, naturally flexible, became a
star pupil. In no time, she was biking around to teach classes of her own.We got married in the



summer between our two years at Oxford. Rhodes Scholars are not permitted to be married
during their first year of residence, and so, when I had finished that first year and we were finally
allowed to wed, the lifting of that restriction made it feel necessary to get on with what, until then,
had been forbidden, and so we tied the knot.My Oxford program required that I choose one of
only three geographic areas to specialize in: peoples of the Nile Valley, the Ebook Library, or
India. The simple fact that I had no real interest in tribal peoples pointed me to India, which, of
course, suited me just fine. My interest in yoga and spirituality had already brought India clearly
onto my radar screen. Now I did extra courses related to Indian society and culture, and Bev and
I started learning Hindi.As soon as we arrived in England, we bought a VW van, which I
converted into a camper by cutting down and installing English antiques, including a drop-leaf
table and an armoire. We traveled in the van between terms, and when my two years of study at
Oxford were up, we set off overland to India. I had in mind that maybe I’d find a Ph.D. subject
there. Then too, maybe we’d find a guru, or at least some deep and resonant teaching or
practice. At the time, anything seemed possible, even driving through Iran, Afghanistan, and
Pakistan, which we did without incident.As it turned out, no sooner had we arrived in India than
we fell into working with the World Health Organization, which was engaged in a global effort to
eradicate smallpox, a disease that had ravaged India from the beginning of time. For two years
we alternated stints of smallpox work with time spent seeking out the spiritual teaching we were
looking for. We visited gurus and ashrams and spent time with Mother Teresa in the years before
she was famous. We made pilgrimages to sacred shrines and sat by the banks of holy rivers. We
hung out in temples and read Hindu and Buddhist scriptures. We continued to learn yoga, now
from our teacher’s teacher, B. K. S. Iyengar, and did silent Buddhist meditation retreats. Every
day was an adventure. We knew that our work with the smallpox program was making a small
but valuable contribution to the welfare of the world, and, at the same time, we were nourishing
and nurturing our own inner growth.We left India in 1976 and returned to Toronto. I got a job as a
teaching assistant back at York University while Bev, who had been inspired by the smallpox
program, applied to medical school, despite being a senior citizen at age twenty-six. By the end
of that first year home, she had won her acceptance, and so we moved to Hamilton, Ontario.
Once we had found an apartment and Bev settled into her studies, I returned to India to do
research for my doctoral dissertation.In our earlier travels in India we had been enthralled by its
colorful and widespread tradition of pilgrimage, and I decided to make that my doctoral subject.
It was a radical choice, because anthropologists normally study people as they live in their
communities, which meant that pilgrimage, which pulls people out of their ordinary lives, had
been little studied at that time. I traveled to various Hindu pilgrimage centers, where I mixed with
saints and seekers, probing and trying to understand the devotion that moved millions of pious
pilgrims to take to the road every year. It was academic research, but in truth, what kept luring
me to India in the seventies, as it did so many of my generation, was the hope of tapping into
that country’s spiritual current in order to find meaning and direction in my own life. I was drawn
to study pilgrims because, in my heart, I was a pilgrim too. What could I learn from these people



who for centuries had prayed with their feet as they sought out the remote refuges of their gods?
From my freshman year at York, through my time at Oxford, and on into India, I had been
nurturing the seeds of a spiritual life, and I shared the pilgrims’ hunger to grow and to blossom
spiritually. I was inspired by their quest, and had never found anything in the Western religions
that might even begin to satisfy my own inner needs.After eight solid months of travel and
research, I rejoined Bev in Hamilton, bought a new electric typewriter, and set about writing my
thesis. But instead of the idyllic intellectual retreat I’d envisioned, this turned out to be the worst
stretch of time we have ever faced as a couple. From the moment we met until I went to India on
my own, every aspect of our lives had been lived in tandem. But during the last year our paths
had diverged for the first time, and we were no longer sharing the same reality. One of the
hardest adjustments we (really I) had to make was to the reversal of our relative status. Until then
I had been El Primo, the Rhodes Scholar and Oxford doctoral candidate, while Bev had been my
pleasant wife. Now, she was a physician-to-be, and that gave her primacy, especially since we
were living on her turf. In that year after I rejoined Bev, people who met me for the first time were
often surprised to learn that she and I had different last names, to which I would respond that I
had decided to keep my own name. It didn’t seem all that much of a joke to me.We struggled to
change and adapt to keep from going under, and our love proved strong enough to see us
through the storm. I finished my dissertation, and in 1980 received my doctorate from Oxford,
just as Bev finished her final exams and was about to enter her internship year. We both needed
a fresh start, and we agreed that Vancouver might be just the place for that. I got a job teaching
anthropology at Simon Fraser University, and Bev was accepted as an intern at a downtown
Vancouver hospital.In the years that followed, we gradually put down roots and made a home for
ourselves. Bev set up a general practice, and I continued to teach. Three years later, the first of
our daughters was born—our blonde Julia, followed in another three years by dark-haired
Leora.I taught at four universities during those years, but somehow none of them could quite
measure up to my Oxford experience. I found myself growing increasingly disgruntled with the
onerous burdens that academics in North America are expected to bear—administrative duties,
committee work, and the huge volume of grading that goes hand-in-hand with large
undergraduate classes. My first love was research, and I was still managing to write and publish
quite a bit, but I was also beginning to feel the frustration of the anthropologist’s position, which
is so firmly rooted on the sidelines of life.Friends we had made through the smallpox program in
India had reconvened in North America to form a service organization called the Seva
Foundation, and we joined the board. Even while still in India, one of the other board members
had been an entrepreneur—buying up bales of homespun cotton for resale in America—and
now he had stepped up the level of his financial activities to become a venture capitalist. At one
point he formed a Canadian gold-mining company, and he needed a trustworthy Canadian to sit
on the board of directors. Despite the fact that I knew less than nothing about finance and
corporations, it seemed like an adventure, and I couldn’t see much risk, so, sure, I said.In only a
matter of months my life had taken another sharp turn. By day I was still an anthropologist,



teaching courses and writing about India and the life of the spirit, but by night I had become a
financier. The company was traded publicly and the stock kept going up. People who knew
people sent me checks in the mail. The amount of money flowing around was intoxicating, and it
seemed all I had to do was scoop it up and redirect it to where we wanted it to go.It appeared
that I had been handed an extraordinary opportunity. If I worked hard and smart, I saw, I could
make enough money in a short time to give up the university with all its balls and chains, and
spend all my time reading, writing, and pursuing a life of the spirit.At that time, Vancouver was
the main capital market for mining ventures, and I could well have continued in that field,
especially since I’d been on the board of a market high-flier. But I didn’t feel any affinity to mining,
and, in fact, was opposed to pillaging the earth for profit. So I began to wonder about other
ventures that might allow me to fulfill my get-rich-find-God scheme while leaving my hands
cleaner than they would be if I stayed in the world of mining. I made a switch, and none too soon,
because the mining company went on to develop a gold mine in Colorado that turned out to be a
gigantic environmental disaster.It had been only four years since I completed my doctoral thesis
on sacred journeys, and now I was preoccupied with finding an industrial field in which
speculation and big payoffs were the norm. One soon showed up when I met a group of
filmmakers who were looking for financing (as I now know filmmakers always are). I jumped at
the chance, made myself president of the company (money doing the talking), and hatched a
plan to expand the venture. The group I was with had been making high-end documentaries,
and I grasped immediately that there was no money to be made in that field. I decided we should
diversify into feature films, corporate multimedia, and animation, and within a couple of years our
first feature, called The Outside Chance of Maximilian Glick, won the audience award at the
Toronto Film Festival and was released to pretty good box-office. We’d also made a film starring
Martin Sheen, and we’d produced a series of Care Bear cartoons.I stuck to my plan and took the
company public on the Toronto Stock Exchange. But soon after that, my inexperience caught up
with me, and things began to get sticky. We weren’t making enough money to interest the
stockbrokers. Also, we hadn’t penetrated that segment of the business where the risk is lowest
and the returns to be skimmed are the highest, which is distribution. I didn’t know enough about
the industry to have realized that, and in any case it was production that really interested me.
What had drawn me to filmmaking in the first place was the opportunity to actually produce a
cultural product, which seemed to me much more satisfying than what I’d had to do in the hands-
off role of anthropologist.So our stock drifted lower. I was getting 7 A.M. phone calls at home
from brokers asking why I wasn’t supporting the stock. I, in turn, looked to my partners to deliver
the successful productions we needed, but somehow they hadn’t transformed themselves and
were still the same documentary-minded producers they had been when we hooked up. They
certainly gave no signs of being capable of performing the magic that would convert the dreams
I had sold to the marketplace into reality. In the end, the company was taken over by a Los
Angeles distribution company that could make better use of the public listing than I had.I wasn’t
at all deflated by that outcome. Round One over, I said to myself. And I jumped right back into



the ring and started my own film company, this time with no partners.Life by this time had
become all go-go and get-get, work and money having incrementally elbowed aside the
spirituality and social action I had once believed to be so central to my life. My Buddhist
meditation and yoga practices had slowly eroded until they finally disappeared entirely. Spiritual
practice is no different from any other kind of daily exercise—skip one day, then find an excuse
to skip another, and another, and finally your spiritual StairMaster is just gathering dust in a dark
corner of your soul where the light never shines. Remnants of my old ideals remained, of course,
especially in my own mind; in reality, however, the playing field of my daily life had come to be
dominated by aspects of my character—ambition, vanity, ego—that had somehow remained
completely untouched by the spiritual practice I had done so far. In and of themselves, these are
not necessarily the forces of evil, but I hadn’t yet done the work that would teach me how to
control and guide them for the good.Happily set up in my own company, I pursued my dream of
making it rich. My former shareholders had inadvertently paid for my education in the industry,
and now that I actually knew something about film production, my new company prospered. Our
first feature film, called Harmony Cats, was nominated for twelve Genies, the Oscars of Canada,
and was released theatrically in the U.S. before being sold to the HBO and Showtime networks.
Eye Level, a TV miniseries we made, won a Silver Award at the New York Film Festival, while a
Holocaust documentary called Prisoner 88 won a Gold Plaque at the Chicago Film Festival.Not
only were my films winning awards, they were making money too, though not a lot. It was enough
success to fuel my appetite for bigger things, but if the company were to grow, I would need
more capital, and so I took in a well-heeled partner. Successes continued to roll my way, but I
had my eye on still bigger game. More ambitious projects meant higher risk, and I embraced
those risks as unavoidable. But then some disasters loomed in connection with a couple of large
projects, and I became desperate to protect both my partner’s investment and my own ego. By
that time I had so lost my inner bearings that I recklessly tried to cover up the problems. The
pressure I had brought upon myself was intense, and it led me to tell different stories to different
people, foolishly hoping that “things would work out” before anyone discovered the truth. But, of
course, in the end, I simply couldn’t juggle fast enough, and with painful inevitability, one ball
after another fell crashing to the ground. The company collapsed in a splattering of bile between
my partner and myself and was soon wound up and out of business.It could have been just
another business failure, nothing so unusual in this fast-paced and risky world, but this fiasco
nearly shattered me. Day after day, I was consumed by blackness. I spent hours immobilized on
the couch, compulsively going over the details of my own actions. I had painted false pictures,
made promises I should have known I couldn’t keep, given people unrealistic projections,
betrayed trust. Day after day, I cried with remorse. Bev and I had been married for twenty-four
years by this time, through many ups and downs, and she would stand by me again. What sent
me into a downward spiral was my own shock at realizing just how far I had strayed from what I’d
always believed to be my true values, the sturdy, principled foundation upon which I had thought
my life was based. What had happened to the favored son raised in that stable and ethical



household in Toronto? Where was the yoga student, the meditator, the pilgrim striving so
sincerely to live life up to his limits?I was ashamed of myself, and, when I probed a little deeper, I
was angry. How could I have been so stupid?Near the end of Bev’s and my first long stay in
India, we paid a visit to the Tibetan settlement at Dharamsala, where the Dalai Lama had set up
his center-in-exile, and took a course in Buddhist meditation. Sitting on the floor in that little
Tibetan library, I heard many things from the teacher, most of them organized into long lists I
could never quite remember—the thirteen attributes of something, the eight steps of something
else. But one thing he said did stick with me: “Do spiritual practice now,” he said, wagging a
finger at us, “so that you’ll have it when you need it.” I was about twenty-five years old when I
heard that lesson, and close to fifty when it came back to haunt me in my misery.As a young
seeker, I had been drawn to the light of Eastern religions, but even in those years there was
always something in me that didn’t quite fit, some hidden threshold I couldn’t quite cross. Many
of my friends took swami names or shaved their heads or donned robes, but I never did, I think
because really deep down, I knew that just wasn’t me. Despite those years at Oxford and all
those months of Buddhist meditation and Hindu pilgrimages, when life whipped me around and
stripped me bare and made me look myself right in the eye, I was still the little Jewish kid from
the suburbs of Toronto.My parents had escaped poverty and oppression in Europe to walk
picket lines and earn a decent living in a new world. They were good people who, as far as I
could tell, never perceived a trace of God anywhere in life. As a consequence, my sisters and I
had been raised as secular, left-wing, activist Jews, with only a nod to religion and none at all to
overt spirituality. But despite all that, when my soul cried out from the dark pit into which I had
cast myself, and I began to clear away the cobwebs that had grown so thick over the spiritual
pursuits of my youth, it was to the Jewish tradition that I turned. I had no real idea what I was
looking for, or even where to look; I just hoped I’d be lucky (or blessed) enough to recognize it
when I found it.When our daughters were born, Bev and I had determined to raise them with a
Jewish identity, and that decision had brought us into contact with practicing Jews. Now, when I
started to reach out for Jewish wisdom, one of these friends lent me a book on Jewish spirituality
that discussed every aspect of Jewish thought and practice from pre-biblical times to the
present. I started reading it right from the beginning, and it was all interesting enough, though not
exactly life-transforming. I’d had some intuition that the marvels of the Chassidic masters or the
esoteric wisdom of the Kabbalah might set off sparks in me, but after reading those chapters I
just kept going.Then one evening I came to a chapter on the Mussar movement, founded in the
mid-nineteenth century by a Lithuanian rabbi named Israel Salanter. One phrase in particular
jumped out at me: “As long as one lives a life of calmness and tranquility in the service of God, it
is clear that he is remote from true service . . .” What kind of spiritual teaching was this, whose
ultimate goal was not serenity and inner peace? This was wisdom of a kind I’d never before
encountered, and I wanted to know more about it.As I continued my reading, a new (and very
old) world opened up before me. I learned that Mussar is a path of spiritual practice that had
developed within the Orthodox Jewish tradition over the last thousand years. It tells us that at our



core we are all holy, and it shows us ways to change those qualities within us that obstruct the
light of our holiness from shining through. It assures us that we are not condemned to live forever
with every aspect of the personality we happen to have right now, but that we can make the
changes that will set free the radiance of our inner light. And it provides a tool-bag of personal,
introspective, and transformative practices that will lead us, step by step, along the path of
purification and change.This was the perfect message for me to receive at that despondent
moment. Despite what I considered my “fall,” I had never lost the sense that deep inside me, as
in all of us, there was a still, deep pool of goodness. And what plagued me most about the things
in me that had steered me so wrong was the realization that they were aspects of my character I
simply hadn’t done anything to deal with up to that point.From the very beginning of my readings
about Mussar, I became aware that the discipline filled in a missing piece of a puzzle for me. The
Jewish tradition has been exceptionally precise at describing the ideal qualities to which we
ought to aspire in our lives, but many of us who were exposed to Jewish practice in the late
twentieth century felt like we were left largely to our own devices in finding the path that would
lead us to those ideals. “Honor your parents.” Okay, but what about my anger? “Be generous.”
But my hand doesn’t open easily. Mussar is just that methodical path of individual transformative
practice that can carry us from where we find ourselves today toward the ideal we seek. I had
never encountered or even imagined that this sort of discipline had been developed within the
stand-up/sit-down/recite-responsively religion I had seen in synagogue, though it was just such
a path of practices and change I had sought and found in yoga and Buddhist meditation.Mussar
is not a discipline intended to be practiced in isolation, nor on the proverbial mountaintop. Yes,
the practitioner is urged to separate him- or herself from the world, but only for periods of
contemplative retreat. More value is actually placed on cultivating the inner resources that will
allow us to carry on right in the midst of the bustling marketplace, but with the kind of strength
and insight that will render us impervious to the powerful temptations society inevitably sends
our way.The main path of Mussar runs directly through everyday life, and that is where we are
directed to look for our spiritual lessons—in how we treat our children, our neighbors, and
ourselves. And because the work Mussar guides us to do is focused on features of our own
personality, its practice has a place in every context. Dealing with the supermarket clerk or
visiting with our family or even sitting down at our desk are all times when we might get by on
habit and give ourselves over to negative impulses. But Mussar encourages us to see these
moments as opportunities to sharpen our awareness and notch up the beauty and purity of our
actions. In that way, everything we do in life becomes a part of the soul-work that will help to
make us complete, or, some would say, whole, or—taking into account the divine dimension
Mussar insists upon—even holy. But the Hebrew word mussar is now almost always translated
into English as “ethics.” And, at its simplest, the practice is indeed to lead an ethical life, which is
exactly what I saw I had lost and needed to recover.As I read, I learned more and more about the
various strands of Mussar that had evolved through the centuries, and I grew to love what I had
found. The characters of the Mussar world began to take on form and density until I felt myself



being joined to those old men seeking truth and holiness in Spain or Lithuania in their distant
time. I loved their dream of perfecting the world. I relished their holy heroics. It was balm to my
sore heart, sustenance for my soul.And yet there were problems. Mussar was conceived and is
still put to use primarily to help Orthodox Jews abide by the demanding requirements of their
observant way of life. While traditionally the study of Torah was restricted to men, the Mussar
teachers insisted emphatically that Mussar’s path of self-improvement was open to men and
women equally. Whatever your gender, Jewish law says to give charity, for example—but what if
you are miserly? Mussar can help. Jewish law says to love and care for your children, but what if
you are almost always impatient with them? There are Mussar teachings and practices to help
you overcome that, too. Mussar’s job in the Orthodox world is to help people surmount whatever
personal obstacles may be hindering them from living up to the traditional guidelines Judaism
sets out as the path to a righteous life. Did this mean that if I wanted to study and practice
Mussar I would also have to take on the full rigors of Orthodoxy? Or, could I—a Jew but not
nearly so strictly observant in that way—nevertheless learn and profit from its teachings? Could
Mussar, in effect, be of value in the modern, secular world? Even Rabbi Avraham Yoffen, one of
the few Old World Mussar teachers to escape the Holocaust, had questioned that possibility.
“How difficult it is to seize upon the ways of The Duties of the Heart or The Path of the Just,” he
wrote, referring to two of the great texts of the Mussar tradition, “where the greatest responsibility
placed on a person is to undertake an internal reckoning, how hard it is to seize upon this way
when the noise of New York obscures the sun itself.”As I sat alone in my study, reading the
classic Mussar texts, these and an infinite number of other questions piled up in my mind, with
no way of being resolved. And so it eventually began to dawn on me that I was reaching the
limits of what I could learn on my own. I needed a teacher to guide me, but how and where would
I find one? There was no listing for Mussar Teachers in my copy of the Yellow Pages, and even a
search through the various course offerings in college-level Jewish Studies programs, at Jewish
spiritual retreat centers, and at summer learning programs yielded no answers to my dilemma.
Friends and colleagues more knowledgeable than I was hadn’t even heard of Mussar, or, if they
had, they thought it was a practice that might have long since died out. Finally, having exhausted
all my leads, I began to think they could be right. Dozens of Mussar teachers and thousands of
its students had, after all, been devoured in the flames of the Holocaust.Then a friend brought
me a book he had found on a visit to New York. It was a small volume called Novarodok, by Meir
Levin, which recorded some of the teachings and history of one of the branches that had
emerged in the Mussar movement in the late nineteenth century. Printed at the front were two
letters from rabbis attesting to the authenticity and significance of the book. Both letters had
been reproduced just as they were received, complete with letterheads. The telephone numbers
on the letterheads were tiny but still legible, and I decided to phone the authors of these
approbations.The first rabbi received me cordially but didn’t seem to understand what I was
after. He suggested I take courses at a seminary for people coming to the observant life for the
first time. That wasn’t what I was looking for, and so I went on to call the writer of the second



letter, Rabbi Yechiel Yitzchok Perr, who, I could see from the letterhead, was the head of a
yeshiva in Far Rockaway, on Long Island in New York. Our conversation was brief. He asked few
questions and seemed totally unsuspicious of my uninvited approach. Twice in the course of my
explaining the search that had brought me to call him, he said, “That’s so inspiring!” And I felt
that he meant it. I asked if I could come to meet him; then, having never had the slightest
exposure either to Orthodox Judaism or to a yeshiva, and with virtually no idea of what I was
getting myself into, I cautiously suggested that I might come for a very brief visit sometime soon
and, if that worked out, return another time. He agreed, and I still remember how elated I felt.It is
my good fortune that both my wife and my children love me enough to have supported me on
this journey. I know they sometimes thought I was going off the deep end. My children took to
teasing me, calling me “Chassy,” as in Chassidic, that almost cult-like branch of devotional
Judaism. To me, this was an indication that they didn’t want me to turn into someone who was
unrecognizable to them. And even Rabbi Perr at one point cautioned me not to “go faster than
your wife.” But my family also knew how deep was the pit into which I had fallen, and as time
went on they appreciated the fact that Mussar was genuinely providing me with a set of
handholds I could use to pull myself out. It is also a testimony to Mussar that my study and
practice haven’t taken me away from them but have, on the contrary, brought more love and
understanding into our household.In this book, I hope to pass along some of the lessons and
practices I have learned in the course of my conversations with Rabbi Perr. In the three years
since my initial visit, I have spent many hours with him, sometimes staying at the yeshiva for up
to a month at a time. But for our purposes I have taken the liberty of turning each chapter into a
specific “conversation” with the intent of clarifying or imparting a particular Mussar lesson or
practice. In no way does this distort or change what he told or taught me, but I hope it will allow
you, the reader, to share in my journey without having to travel the many byways, dead ends, and
wrong roads I took along the way. My lessons certainly aren’t finished—perhaps they never will
be—but what I have learned so far has provided me with just the set of wise signposts I have
needed in my life, and my intent here is to illuminate those signposts insofar as I am able, so that
others can see them as well.The classic texts of the Mussar tradition often name their chapters
“gates,” conveying the idea that each one will swing open to a new subject, as a gate does to the
next field. I like this image, and so I have adopted the term “gate” to name my chapters as well. In
so doing, I also intend to pay honor to the tradition of Mussar teaching and learning. And,
because Mussar is all about practice and growth, at the end of each chapter I have included an
exercise or practical method from the Mussar tradition that you can apply in your own daily life. I
have called these sections “Opening the Gate.”The biblical story of the Patriarch Jacob tells of
his traveling out into the desert, where he lay his head on a rock and had a dream. In his dream
he saw a ladder with its base planted firmly in the earth and its top reaching into heaven. Angels
were ascending and descending the ladder. This appears to me as a good image for the spiritual
life. Our feet touch the earth because we are undeniably human and should have no illusions
that our spirituality will separate us from all the beauty and suffering our humanity brings. But,



without negating for an instant the realities of our humanness, each of us is also endowed with
the gift of spirit, so that we can climb the ladder of the soul to reach its heavenly heights.“How
holy is this place,” says Jacob. “The Lord is here and I didn’t realize. This is surely the gate of
heaven.”Jacob wasn’t referring to some special faraway place or an exalted shrine when he
recognized that he was standing at the gate of heaven. It’s right here, he said, in this totally
unremarkable place, now that I realize it. When consciousness awakens to the realization that
life is a journey of the soul, and embraces life just as it is, right here, then we discover that, right
now, we ourselves are standing at the foot of Jacob’s ladder. The steps are there before us,
waiting to be climbed.This explains why seekers on Mussar’s way are called the b’nei aliyah,
which means “members of the fellowship of the ascent.” This fellowship has no membership
cards. There is no website. Entrance is based solely on one criterion: that you make the effort to
rise up. The tales of the journey left for us by those who have gone before show us the way, and
provide us with a map and also techniques to help us make the climb of our lives. At the top is a
life of holiness, and Mussar teaches that it is possible for us to reach that pinnacle.
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Joanne F, “when I jump into something like this, I like to read additional material - .... I have
recently begun to study Mussar within a group setting at my synagogue. In general, when I jump
into something like this, I like to read additional material - material not a part of the course
curriculum. Alan Morinis is considered to be a "mussar maven" and it was great to read about his
life and what led him to this study. I would recommend this to anyone looking to understand how
the Mussar can play an important role in one's life. I've been in this group for about 4 months
now, and my life has changed....for the better.”

FireFly, “Easy, captivating read. If you're planning on reading Mussar books, I'd suggest reading
this one first, cause it mentions reading the other books, but suggests how to go about doing so.I
think Mussar & Kabbalah are similar, but not the same (if you happen to be studying or are
thinking of studying Kabbalah).  Both worth studying.”

A Pleased Reader, “A stunningly vivid verbal portrait. Written in the style of Tuesdays with Morrie
- middle-aged Jewish guy, plodding through life's ethical dilemmas, connects with older, wiser
Jewish man and learns much about himself and the world around him - Climbing Jacob's Ladder
is an exceptionally well-crafted book. The guru figure of this book, though, is not a self-styled
professor, saddled with a debilitating, terminal illness. Rather, he is, Rabbi Yechiel Perr, dean of
an Orthodox Yeshiva, who is steeped in an age old ethics-based tradition, known as Mussar.The
book's author, Alan Morinis, is effective on numerous planes. For one, he makes the somewhat
arcane theoretical underpinnings of Mussar accessible to a larger audience: You don't just have
a soul; you are a soul. Second, Morinis breathes new life into some of the perhaps stultified
practices of Mussar. An example here is when he presents Heshbon Hanefesh/moral inventory
in a manner that subtly deviates from the more statistics-based, quantitative approach
introduced by its original author and heads toward a more descriptive, qualitative approach - one
that empowers readers to move beyond simply identifying moral lapses to understanding their
causes and finding solutions.An intriguing question that winds its way through the book is
whether Mussar, as a discipline originally devised to help observant Jews adhere to the
strictures of Orthodoxy, can be adapted for use by those who wish to remain part of broader
society, even as they crave a more ethical, spiritual life. Morinis, on more than one occasion,
poses this question to Rabbi Perr, and his mentor typically responds in oblique fashion.
Whether or not we are to call Morinis' book and the endeavors it has spawned Mussar, his work
has inspired (and moved to action) a wide array of people, many of whom are clearly not
Orthodox.For those who personally know Rabbi Perr, this book holds an additional attraction.
Morinis paints a stunningly vivid verbal portrait - one that seems to capture a great deal of the
venerated dean's aura, from his imposing physical presence to the complex and seemingly
contradictory facets of his personality. As someone who had studied in Rabbi Perr's Yeshiva for



a number of years, I will often refer to the images presented by Morinis, and experience a
tingling sense of the dean's, or (as we refer to him) the Rosh Yeshiva's presence - one that tides
me over, in between our all too infrequent phone conversations.”

B. Teitell, “An inspirational bood. It is amazing to see one's man journey to find holiness and how
he is currently helping others. After reading this book you will feel ihpired to respect others and
help yourself develop soul traits to happiness.Easy reading also.”

Dorothy, “Illuminating. This book and it's interesting content is easy to read and fascinating to
follow this mans journey. If interested in learning about Mussar this a good place to start. The
book arrived in excellent condition and in a timely fashion.”

Roger Eaton, “How to Find Your Soul. In a world where spiritual materialism is rampant, it is
refreshing to find the real thing. _Climbing Jacob's Ladder_ by Alan Morinis is an up close and
personal introduction to Mussar, a little known, nearly obliterated form of Jewish Wisdom which
aims in the most practical way to help anyone find his soul and then to cut through the clutter to
balance and strengthen that soul by various techniques. There is no quick fix here, but what this
book has to say jibes with as much as I have learned. Spirituality is largely a matter of practice.
God helps those who work on their technique!”

Mary K. Moos, “Love it. The book is inspiring as well as easy to read. It explains complicated
concepts of the Mussar in an understandable and compelling manner. I just purchased it as a
gift! Read it and pass it on.”

Paul, “An example to emulate. Paths that cross as we do in our search to become better human
beings with wisdom passed through ages from what envisioned men and women as Prof.
Moreinis here conveys”

Richard I, “Five Stars. great read”

The book by Rose Publishing has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 57 people have provided feedback.
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