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Timeless Tips Toward Improvement:
From Moses Maimonides to Benjamin Franklin ke
Rabbi Sammy Bergman- sbergman@torontotorah.com

Small Achievable Goals
1. Rabbi Avraham I, Kook (19t century Israel), Orot HaTeshuvah 13:6
DOPADT DIW 191 ,79YNN ROTWI INIITAW NOIMIT PO AR DD NAR N2 WIPNY 0210197 1PRIN PYIN POW LN DIRAWD
ROX .DONART NMINPWA T1T OV TIWET MR DR PIAY 2210 KDY TAVA W W17 KXY KD ,0PMIN 1PN MPNWN To0 10N DOWYHn
0°1272 2" ,RATPW 0°1272 79NN L0 0O%A0 AN NOWYRT WD L3N0 IR NN2NT, 77970 D0V R 12 95w pUvn
DIWN N HR PaR (P07 DR JPNT 7910 WK TV 3991 770 79° 721,720 aNpnw 2°7272 03 A0 2000° 3"'IRY LIPNa° 1 Navaw
MR NYAIN 12702 INAWIY NI TATAN ANIR DY NOIMNT INTYEN 127
When person desires, that all his inner senses and powers be sanctified at once, according to the same spiritual
ascension in his consciousness as it ascends, and that all practical defects be immediately rectified and made up
for in absolute correction, he will not find for himself any standing again, and he will be unable to strengthen his
desire to walk the path of true perfection. Rather the main thing that everything depends on is the elevation of
consciousness, the strengthening of the light of Torah, and the practical restoration will be close to it, first in the
areas in the future, and then in the things that the past leaves to be corrected, and then the circle will also expand
in things for which repair will be heavy, and so on it will continue to elevate until he merits to fix everything. But
he must not move for anything from his spiritual pace according to the spiritual level which his soul demands
from him.

2. Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe (20t century Israel), Alei Shur 2:2
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But we have another great interest in the small deeds: they do not arouse the power of rebellion! He who takes
upon himself some great thing that burdens him — in the days to come he will feel well the power of rebellion
which overcomes him. But a small act that does not burden the person at all, does not provoke it. And | have a
tangible example of this: After the Yom Kippur War, | flew to Egypt. When the plane reached Egypt, | saw that
it was very low, just a few meters above the ground. | thought there might be some engine failure, and | asked
what had happened to it. | was told that we are now in the area of the Egyptian radar, and it’s better that it should
not notice a Jewish plane, so he lowers the flight below the height of the radar, because the radar only notices a
plane flying above its height, and the plane flying below its height does not notice. And this is the example: the
power of rebellion also has a "radar", and he also notices only deeds that are above his height, and small deeds
that are below his height he does not notice.

Focusing on the Future

3. Rabbi Avraham I, Kook (19t century Israel), Orot HaTeshuvah 13:9
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The Foundation of Teshuva needs to be placed on correcting the future. Originally, a person shouldn’t focus too

much on the past, for if he moves immediately to the past, he will find many obstacles and his paths of restoration

and closeness to G-d will be difficult in front of him. However, if sincerely engages in fixing his behavior, it’s

guaranteed that he will have divine assistance in fixing the past.
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Shaking Up Our Environment

4. Rambam Laws of Repentance 2:4 tr. Simon Glazer
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Among the ways of repentance are, for the penitent to continue to cry out in tearful supplication before the Name,

to bestow alms according to his means, and to distance himself exceedingly from the thing wherein he sinned, to

have his identity changed, as if saying: "I am now another person, and not that person who perpetrated those

misdeeds", to completely change his conduct for the good and straight path, and to exile himself from his place

of residence, for exile atones iniquity, because it leads him to submissiveness and to be meek and humble-spirited:

Peer Supervision
5. Rabbeinu Yonah Gerondi (13% century Spain), Igeret HaTeshuvah
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A direct way for a person toward fearing G-d is to acquire one or many friends to talk to them always about the
fear of heaven, and if one of the members sins or is negligent in the mitzvah, his friend will reprimand and remind
about the path of mitzvot, and they will warn each other about tefillin, not to mention idle things in the synagogue,
especially when the chazzan repeats the prayer. And they will also remind each other to read the letter of Teshuva
each week, and they will ask each other what are the things from that letter of Teshuva? And if there are things
that he does not fulfill, his friends will hold his hands to observe everything from the above letter and it is a
method of success for Teshuva and good deeds and lovable to the heavens as it is said (Malachi 3) then those who
fear G-d will speak to each other...

Practical Study
6. Rabbi Avraham I. Kook (19" century Israel), Orot HaTeshuva 13:5
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The most original and good way of returning, which stems from the light of the Torah in the world, is the study
of the monetary portion of the law and all the laws [which govern relationships] between a person and his friend
included in our study of "Choshen Mishpat" with the clearest textual proficiency and all the straightest and most
extensive sharpness possible. It corrects all the obstacles of the heart in life, and places the divine justice on its
faithful foundation and takes the crush of doubt and embarrassment from the soul, in that it illuminates the path
of practical life with its clear light. However, the heart and mind must always be trained by the other sections of
the Torah, and especially by a strong and broad moral and theoretical influence, with the dew of the light of the
inner logics which is contained in the noble divine cognitions, so that the soul may be able to cling nicely to the
divine justice in the legal part of the Torah of life. Then this profession will come to her as oil in her bones for
exaltation and height.
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When the desire for absolute justice described in its noble form grows strong in the human soul, by purifying his
soul with good traits and good deeds, and a complete return from love, this supreme desire bursts and pierces all
the spiritual realms, and pushes itself all the way down to earth, and strongly demands its purpose: to make justice
run throughout the earth. And from this a very warm love for the study and analysis of the depths of the laws
between man and his neighbor, and the greatest subject in the Torah, which is monetary law, it expands,
sharpening and blending, and with it all the subjects of practical laws. And since the spiritual form of divine
justice is embodied in the practical life, it adds a power, and the soul is further strengthened, and its spiritual
enlightenment become clearer at an even higher level.

Definining Our Values and Tracking Progress
7. Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto (18" century Amsterdam), Mesilat Yesharim Chapter 3, tr. Rabbi
Yosef Sebag
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He who wants to watch over himself must investigate two matters. The first: that he contemplate what is the true
good for man to choose and what is the true evil for him to flee from. The second: on the actions which he does,
to determine if they are in the category of the good or the evil. This applies both to times when he is in the act of
doing and when not in the act of doing.
When in the act of doing: that he not do any act without first weighing it on the scales of this understanding.
Not in the act of doing: that he bring up before himself the remembrance of his deeds in general and weigh them,
likewise, in these scales to determine what they contain of evil in order to relinquish it and what of good, in order
to perpetuate it and strengthen himself in it. If he finds in them of the evil, he should then contemplate and
investigate, reasoning out a strategy to employ in order to turn away from that evil and cleanse himself of it.

8. Rabbi Berel Wein, Jewish History Blog, Ben Franklin...Jewish Ethicist?
https://www.jewishhistory.org/ben-franklin/

One of the strange quirks in history is that Rabbi Salanter and the followers of his Mussar Movement were strongly
influenced by Benjamin Franklin. Franklin’s personal life leaves much to be desired. However, his ideas were
extraordinary in many respects.

Inthe 1700s, Ben Franklin had published Poor Richard’s Almanac, which includes in it a great deal of philosophy.
In it he listed 13 famous character traits, which he said are the foundation of a good person and a good society.
Included on the list are such traits as thrift, honesty, silence, study, etc.

A Lithuanian Jew by the name of Menachem Mendel Lefin (also Menahem Mendel Levin — 1749-1826) had
traveled west and studied in the universities of Germany and France. There he read the writings of Benjamin
Franklin, and became greatly influenced by them. He wrote a book of Jewish ethics based on Franklin’s ideas,
almost quoting him verbatim but never mentioning his name. It was as though it was his book.

Rabbi Israel Salanter read his book and was very impressed by it. He subsequently published it in Kovno using
his own funds. The book was republished by his followers a number of times. As late as the 1930s it was still
being published by the Slobodka Yeshiva.

9. Benjamin Franklin, The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin pg. 83- 85
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/148/148-h/148-h.htm

It was about this time | conceiv'd the bold and arduous project of arriving at moral perfection. | wish'd to live
without committing any fault at any time; | would conquer all that either natural inclination, custom, or company
might lead me into. As | knew, or thought | knew, what was right and wrong, I did not see why | might not always
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do the one and avoid the other. But | soon found | had undertaken a task of more difficulty than | had imagined.
While my care was employ'd in guarding against one fault, I was often surprised by another; habit took the
advantage of inattention; inclination was sometimes too strong for reason. | concluded, at length, that the mere
speculative conviction that it was our interest to be completely virtuous, was not sufficient to prevent our slipping;
and that the contrary habits must be broken, and good ones acquired and established, before we can have any
dependence on a steady, uniform rectitude of conduct. For this purpose | therefore contrived the following
method.

In the various enumerations of the moral virtues | had met with in my reading, | found the catalogue more or less
numerous, as different writers included more or fewer ideas under the same name. Temperance, for example, was
by some confined to eating and drinking, while by others it was extended to mean the moderating every other
pleasure, appetite, inclination, or passion, bodily or mental, even to our avarice and ambition. | propos'd to myself,
for the sake of clearness, to use rather more names, with fewer ideas annex'd to each, than a few names with more
ideas; and | included under thirteen names of virtues all that at that time occurr'd to me as necessary or desirable,
and annexed to each a short precept, which fully express'd the extent | gave to its meaning.

These names of virtues, with their precepts, were:
1. TEMPERANCE.
Eat not to dullness; drink not to elevation.

2. SILENCE.
Speak not but what may benefit others or yourself; avoid trifling conversation.

3. ORDER.
Let all your things have their places; let each part of your business have its time.

4. RESOLUTION.
Resolve to perform what you ought; perform without fail what you resolve.

5. FRUGALITY.
Make no expense but to do good to others or yourself; i.e., waste nothing.

6. INDUSTRY.
Lose no time; be always employ'd in something useful; cut off all unnecessary actions.

7. SINCERITY.
Use no hurtful deceit; think innocently and justly, and, if you speak, speak accordingly.

8. JUSTICE.
Wrong none by doing injuries, or omitting the benefits that are your duty.

9. MODERATION.
Avoid extreams; forbear resenting injuries so much as you think they deserve.

10. CLEANLINESS.
Tolerate no uncleanliness in body, cloaths, or habitation.

11. TRANQUILLITY.
Be not disturbed at trifles, or at accidents common or unavoidable.

12. CHASTITY.
Rarely use venery but for health or offspring, never to dulness, weakness, or the injury of your own or
another's peace or reputation.



13. HUMILITY.
Imitate...

My intention being to acquire the habitude of all these virtues, I judg'd it would be well not to distract my attention
by attempting the whole at once, but to fix it on one of them at a time; and, when | should be master of that, then
to proceed to another, and so on, till I should have gone thro' the thirteen; and, as the previous acquisition of some
might facilitate the acquisition of certain others, | arrang'd them with that view, as they stand above...

I made a little book, in which I allotted a page for each of the virtues. | rul'd each page with red ink, so as to
have seven columns, one for each day of the week, marking each column with a letter for the day. I cross'd these
columns with thirteen red lines, marking the beginning of each line with the first letter of one of the virtues, on
which line, and in its proper column, I might mark, by a little black spot, every fault | found upon examination to
have been committed respecting that virtue upon that day.

Form of the pages.

TEMPERANCE.

EAT NOT TO DULNESS;
DRINK NOT TO ELEVATION.
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