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Reviewed by Tamar Ross

This is a delightful book. Hilel Goldberg
knows how to tell a story and tell it well. In
speaking about the Fire Within, he strives to
have us experience first hand the spirit,
atmosphere and world-view engendered by

the Musar movement as it was conceived
and developed by Rav Yisrael Salanter and
his disciples from the mid- 19th century until
the present day. With considerable passion
and literary flair, Goldberg recounts in
anecdotal fashion his own personal encoun-
ters with representatives of the three major
streams of Musar (Kelm, Slobodka, and

especially Novordock), as well as more
general lore of the movement and its
personalities, as this has been passed on
from rav to lalmid. The transmission of this
lore has created a dynamic of its own in the
self-perception of Musar adherents. In
following these anecdotes, the reader is
roused into an admiration for the remark-

able dedication, strength of character, and
single-mindedness Musar teaching was
able to evoke, setting standards that totally
expand our conceptions of the potential of
human spirituality and of the role that free
wil and discipline play in the process of
realizing it. This method of presentation,
provides concrete ilustration of the cardi-
nal principle that the lessons of Musar must
be transmitted first hand, via the living
tradition, rather than through literary heri-
tage and theoretical accounts. Often the
theory of Musar on its own, as expressed in
the written legacy of its leaders or their
disciples, creates an impression that is grim
and forbidding. But when viewed in the
flesh, the remarkable practitioners of Musar
embody a quality of purity that both awes
and warms the heart.

There is, however, a danger in writing
totally from within, and this is the loss of
the sense of proportion that can be derived
from a comparison to some outside mea-

sure. It is just this variety of saccharine-

sweet presentation that is the notoriously
common pitfall of works belonging to this
literary genre. Goldberg manages to over-
come this pitfall in general, by relating his
account of Musar to his avowedly personal
experience. The reader gets so swept up in
identification with Goldberg's own reac-
tions that such critical detachment appears
superfluous. This tactic is especially appro-
priate in the case of his subject matter, for

amongst other things it was precisely the
stance of non-commitment engendered by
intellectual detachment that Musar teachers
identified as the arch-enemy of "true"
understanding. Nevertheless, Goldberg's

indiscriminate praise sometimes has the
effect of blurring all the figures described

into one, and stripping them of any dis-
tinctiveness or individuality more intrinsic
or memorable than biographical detaiL.
Occasionally there is mention of the dissen-
sion that the Musar movement evoked, and
hint of the fact that bitter criticism of some
of its policies did arise within the very

circles from which the Musar leaders
came-namely, the Lithuanian Yeshivot.
Perhaps greater balance in presenting the
issues would have made for a more realistic
appraisal of the movement. Then again,
although the book does not purport to be a
scholarly work, I would have preferred to
see citations and sources for some of the
interesting biographical material brought.
This too would have had the effect of
creating clearer distinctions between the all
too usual atmosphere of hagiographic leg-
end and historical truth.

Some assessments certainly do appear
exaggerated and out of proportion. To speak
of Rav Yisrael's clumsily formulated arti-
cles in Tevunah (the Torah journal that he
founded) as indication that he was "ahead
of his time not just in innovative ideas for
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outreach, but in ideas per se" (p. 54-55), or
to describe Rav Yosef Yozel of Novor-
dock's book, Madregas HaAdam, as "a
monument to intellectual coherence and
comprehensiveness" that is "airtight in its
logic" and possessed of a "totality of vision
and richness of technique" (pp. 147-148) is
to apply superlatives that are totally inap-
propriate and thereby deflate credence of
those statements of achievement truly
deserved. Here I think the words of Rav
Simcha Zissel himself, founder of the Kelm
school of Musar, provide a more judicious
and accurate appraisal of the Musar contri-
bution. In comparing the stature of Jewish
pietists to that of spiritual giants of the

world such as Aristotle, Rav Simcha Zissel
admits that the latter no doubt had the edge
over our luminaries in terms of simple

intellectual prowess. Since-he adds-as
we all know, reason of necessity leads to
knowledge of God, this should have led
them to achieve the highest spiritual stature.
However, the fact that the ultimate aim of
their intellectual speculation was no more
than the achievement of personal fulfill-
ment rather than to fulfill the wil of God,
readily explains the superiority of the

Jewish capacity for religious dedication

(Hokhmah uMusar 2,303-304).
There are several interesting observa-

tions and insights raised in the course of
Goldberg's descriptions. One is the unusual
attention accorded to women by Rav
Yisrael Salanter, when he establishes that
unlike the case of Talmud Torah for its own
sake, the obligation to study Musar rests
equally on both sexes. Although on the
surface it would appear that he was hard-put
to do so (by his own admission: "With

female baalei Musar, we do not find the
same richness of oral tradition that we find
with males. . . their self-effacement could
be more complete" (p. 180), Goldberg
seems to be specially interested in reinforc-
ing this impression of total equality
between men and women by recounting any
known instances of outstanding female
representatives of the Musar way of life.
Perhaps he hopes by this emphasis to
endear the movement to a generation of
heightened feminist sensibilities.
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Another comment worth of note is
Goldberg's suggestion that the concept of
Da-at Torah (i.e., that a Torah scholar of
stature is more than merely an intellectually
talented student of Torah, but rather the
bearer of a Torah perspective which quali-
fies him to apply his knowledge to personal
and communal issues far beyond those
areas narrowly defined by halacha) was first
used in this sense by Rav Yisrael. A
discussion of the problematic ramifications
of this new conversion of the Talmid

Hakham into a Mitnaggdic version of the
Hassidic Zaddik, rather than Goldberg's

terse, noncommittal observation, would
have been welcome. Then again, the
account of Rav Yisrael's attitude to Rabbi
S.R. Hirsch's Torah im Derech Eretz pro-
gram for German Orthodoxy, striving to
integrate secular studies in the light of

Torah (unnecessary for the Jew raised on
exclusive study of Torah and Musar, but the
legitimate need of one already exposed to
the secular world) is seminal and deserving
of more elaborate development than the
brief statement that even those disciples
who addressed philosophical issues bore an
"emotional and introspective inflection. . .
which distinguished them from Torah im
Derech Eretz." In this connection, I espe-
cially enjoyed Goldberg's own personal

confession of hesitation in confronting the
teachings of Kelm, and the candor of his
suspicion that his was out of a fear that
perhaps here lay the version of Musar most
relevant of all in the present age "because it
speaks to impatience and spiritual uncer-
tainty, to conditions that reflect lack of

discipline or self-confidence" (p. 64).
In conclusion, it should be noted that

in a sense The Fire Within is a popular

digest and sequel to Goldberg's previous,

more scholarly work: Israel Salanter: Text,
Structure, Idea. Some of the shortcomings
raised regarding the sequel are addressed in

the earlier book, so that the two might be
regarded as complementary. But if one had
to choose between them, many may prefer
the subjective popular account reviewed

here as a more faithful portrayal of the
authentic spirit of Musar. And I suspect that
Goldberg would be the first to agree.


