RAARY.

MECHON HADAR

PardesioT1o

Institute of Jewish Studies

&

Why Don’t People Ever Seem to Change
(And How We Could)

Rabbi Shai Held - held@hadar.org

Pardes - September 6, 2017

I “That’s Just Who I am”
Rambam, Hilkhot De’ot (Laws of Character Development), 1:1-2
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Rambam, Hilkhot De’ot 1:1

Each and every person possesses many character traits. Each trait is very different and distant from the
others. One type of person is wrathful; he is constantly angry. [In contrast,] there is the calm individual
who is never moved to anger, or, if at all, he will be slightly angry, [perhaps once| during a period of
several years. There is the prideful person and the one who is exceptionally humble. There is the person
ruled by his appetites - he will never be satisfied from pursuing his desires, and [conversely,] the very
pure of heart, who does not desire even the little that the body needs. There is the greedy person, who
cannot be satisfied with all the money in the world, as [Ecclesiastes 5:9] states: "A lover of money never

has his fill of money." [In contrast,] there is the person who puts a check on himself; he is satisfied with
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even a little, which is not enough for his needs, and he does not bother to pursue and attain what he
lacks. There is [the miser,] who torments himself with hunger, gathering [his possessions| close to
himself. Whenever he spends a penny of his own, he does so with great pain. [Conversely,] there is [the
spendthrift,] who consciously wastes his entire fortune. All other traits follow the same pattern [of
contrast]. For example: the overly elated and the depressed; the stingy and the freehanded; the cruel and

the softhearted; the coward and the rash, and the like.
b
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Rambam, Hilkhot De’ot 1:2

Between each trait and the [contrasting] trait at the other extreme, there are intermediate points, each

distant from the other. With regard to all the traits: a person has some from the beginning of his

conception, in accordance with his bodily nature. Some are appropriate to a person's nature and will

therefore] be acquired more easily than other traits. Some traits he does not have from birth. He may

have learned them from others, or turned to them on his own. This mav have come as a result of his

own thoughts, or because he heard that this was a proper trait for him, which he ought to attain.

[herefore,] he accustomed himself to it until it became a part of himself.

II The Fixed, Immutable “T”

Deuteronomy 5:5
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I stood between the Lord and you at that time to convey the Lord’s words to you, for you were afraid of

the fire and did not go up the mountain.
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IIT Freedom is a Project

Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, On Repentance, pp. 142-144

The assumption that man is free, that he has been endowed with the spiritual courage to make choices
and with the power to determine the fate of his religious and moral life—this assumption cannot rely on
the idea of belief by itself; it also depends on &nowledge, on a feeling of being wholly charged by the
tension present in this God-given factor of free choice. Free will should implant in man a sense of
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responsibility... That is the meaning of Maimonides’ “to know”: a continuous awareness of maximal
responsibility by man without even a moment’s inattentiveness!... It is a positive commandment to be
conscious of the existence of free choice which makes man responsible for his actions... One is
forbidden to take one’s mind off the principle of free choice, for it was not given to man only from

without or by tradition; it is also something in the nature of self-discovery and must always remain part

of the self—the knowledge that man can create worlds and destroy them.

Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe, Ale: Shur, vol. 1, pp. 155-156
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Let us examine ourselves. How often do we make use of our freedom (“power of choice”)? Personal
disposition, education, habit, and interests maintain almost absolute rule over us from childhood to old
age. Itis even possible for a person to go through her entire life without ever making use of her

freedom!
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If we really examine ourselves, we’ll see that we use our freedom only on rare occasions. “Freedom is
given”—and yet in practice, personal disposition, education, habit, and interests carry the day, whether

in large, fateful decisions or in small, day-to-day ones. And where is freedom?>...

It is clear from this that freedom is not at all part of humanity’s daily spiritual bread. It is, rather, one of
the noble virtues which one must labor to attain. It is not lesser than love, and fear, and cleaving to
God, acquiring which clearly demands great effort. We can acquire freedom, and therefore we wzust

acquire it.

IV Going in Deep
R. Shalom Noach Berzovsky, Netzvot Shalom, Teshuvah, #9
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The task of a person, to suggest a parable, is like that of a person who is building an elaborate house on

a foundation of rubble. If he doesn’t want to invest money and effort to dig deep and solid
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foundations, the building will not have a strong base and therefore cracks will keep appearing in the
walls. Each time the person will have to spend a lot of money all over again in order to strengthen the
building, and yet nevertheless this will have no real utility, because more fissures will appear, and the

house will always be in danger of collapse.

There is only one path before him, and that is to have the courage to destroy the whole structure of the
house and to dig deep and strong foundations. On top of those foundations, he can build and establish

a strong building.

The same applies is the realm of feshuvah. Each year a person introduces repairs and improvements in
his spiritual home, but nevertheless since the whole thing isn’t built on strong foundations, new cracks
and fissures appear year after year, and his spiritual structure always threatens to collapse. Only when he
arrives at a state in which he has courage and understands that all of these minor repairs will not solve
the problem of his life until he digs deep foundations and first roots out the root that yields gall and

wormwood [meaning: the root of all evil|—then he can build a structure that endures forever.

This is the thought process with which a Jew must approach feshuvah, to the point that the One who
knows all secrets can testify on his behalf that this year he really wants to dig strong foundations for his
spiritual home, foundations able to withstand life’s trials—and the foundation will not be rickety, and

the building will not collapse.
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