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March 29-June 7, 2020; Spring Quarter 2019–2020 

Orbund (server11.orbund.com) 

COURSE DESCRIPTION   
The contemporary American Jewish world since the late-20th/early-21st century has embraced the practice of 
Mussar across a variety of social and philosophical subsets of the population. This has been regarded by many 
as a return to the Mussar tradition as envisioned and implemented by Jewish leaders and communities in the 
10th/11th and 19th centuries C.E. But to what extent is the contemporary practice of Mussar anchored in 
historical Mussar tradition, and to what extent does it draw from surrounding contemporary culture, including 
modern and post-modern beliefs about the world and human life? In this course we will compare classic 
Mussar texts with contemporary mussar texts and invite discussion about the differences and similarities 
between them and what that might mean for the future and present in Mussar thought and practice. 

RELATIONSHIP TO THE CURRICULUM  
This course is an elective for students matriculated in either the Rabbinic Studies or School of Jewish Studies 
graduate tracks. 

RELEVANCE 
Mussar is a robustly engaging practice in Jewish life, and has been invited into the Messianic Jewish world’s 
practice through the efforts of leaders and communities in the community (i.e. the Riverton Mussar project 
founded by Rabbi Jason and Malka Forbes and their community, Beit HaShofar). Knowing more about its 
history and variety of applications can only deepen holistic engagement with it, as well as provide a case study 
on some of the ways Jewish tradition interacts with the wider world in its development over history. 

PREREQUISITE 
NONE 

TECHNICAL REQUIREMENTS  
Students must have a computer and Internet access. 

COURSE FORMAT  
Listening to lectures, asynchronous blog discussion, two Zoom video call class discussions, and two 
papers 
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REQUIREMENTS  
Listening to lectures, completing all assignments, participating in class discussion, reading materials, and 
completion of the final paper.  

REQUIRED TEXTS   

● Etkes, Immanuel. "Rabbi Israel Salanter and his Psychology of Mussar." Pages 206-244 in Jewish 
Spirituality from the Sixteenth Century Revival to the Present, Arthur Green, ed. New York: Herder & 
Herder, 1989. Reprint available here: http://media.mussarinstitute.org/SoM/welcome/Salanter.pdf 

● Heinze, Andrew R. "The Americanization of Mussar: Abraham Twerski's twelve steps." Judaism 48, 
no. 4 (1999): 450. PROVIDED BY INSTRUCTOR 

● Luzzatto, Moshe Hayyim. The Complete Mesillat Yesharim: Dialogue and Thematic Versions. Edited, 
translated and annotated by Abraham Shoshana. Cleveland: Ofeq Institute, 2007 (reprint 2010). 

● Morinis, Alan. Everyday Holiness: The Jewish Spiritual Path of Mussar. Trumpeter, 2008. 

● Levin, Menaḥem Mendel.Cheshbon Ha-nefesh. Dovid Landesman, ed. Feldheim Publishers, 1996. 

● Marcus, Greg. “What Is Mussar?” My Jewish Learning. Accessed December 29, 2019. 
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-musar-movement/  

RECOMMENDED READING  

● Luzzatto, Moses Hayyim, Ira F. Stone, and Mordecai Menahem Kaplan. Mesillat Yesharim: the Path of 
the Upright. Jewish Publication Society, 2011. 

● Morinis, Alan. With Heart in Mind: Mussar Teachings to Transform Your Life. Shambhala Publications, 
2014. 

● Bachya ibn Pekuda. Duties of the Heart. Retrievable here: 
https://www.sefaria.org/Duties_of_the_Heart?lang=bi 

ASSIGNMENT INSTRUCTIONS AND DEADLINES  
The final paper of the course is an 8 page, double-spaced, 12pt font (New Times Roman) comparative 
analysis between Morinis’s treatment of two particular character traits (middot) and those of either Mesillat 
Yesharim or Cheshbon HaNefesh. Students will articulate similarities and differences between contemporary 
and classic approaches to mussar in the context of this specific case study, drawing on course readings and 
class discussions in their analyses. The final paper is due to be uploaded to the Orbund course cite in the 
appropriate assignment location by Sunday, June 7th 2020, 11:59pm EST. 

Course Outline  

Week & Date Title of Lesson Required Reading 

Week 1 

March 29-April 2 

Introduction: 1st Zoom Meeting, review of 
syllabus, introductions to one another, and 
introductions to mussar broadly 

Marcus 

Week 2 

April 5-8 
Mesillat Yesharim 1 Mesillat Yesharim: Dialogue version (xi - 357) 

Pesach Break – April 9-16 – NO CLASSES 
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Week 3 
April 19-23 

Mesillat Yesharim 2 
Mesillat Yesharim: Thematic version (360-687) 

Week 4 
April 26-30 

Cheshbon HaNefesh Cheshbon HaNefesh 

Week 5 
May 3-7 

Everyday Holiness 1 Everyday Holiness (ix - 149) 

Week 6 
May 10-14 

Everyday Holiness 2 Everyday Holiness (150 - 297) 

Week 7 
May 17-21 

Psychosocial Context Etkes and Heinze 

Week 8 
May 24-28 

Conclusion: 2nd Zoom meeting, concluding 
discussion 

None: prep for final paper 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES  
After completing this course successfully, the student will be able to:  

1. Describe, compare, and contrast themes and practices from different eras of Mussar teaching 
2. Approach Mussar practice and texts with an eye towards both its anchoring in the ethics of God and 

its indebtedness to the wider world for guidance 

ASSESSMENTS   
Grades will be awarded according to the following criteria: Participation in class discussion (65%) and 
completion of the final paper (35%). 

GRADING SYSTEM  
Letter grades and grade point equivalents 

A 100-94  C+ 79.9-78 

A- 93.9-90  C 77.9-75 

B+ 89.9-87  C- 74.9-70 

B 86.9-83  F Below 69.9 

B- 82.9-80    

STRUCTURED WORK HOURS  
2 hours Class Zoom Meetings (1 hour each) 

20 hours Participation in asynchronous blog discussion 
8 hours final paper 
60 hours reading   

90 hours  Total structured hours  
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STANDARD MJTI ASSESSMENT RUBRICS   

ASSESSMENT CRITERIA FOR ASYNCHRONOUS ONLINE DISCUSSION 

Analytical 
Reflection Evidence/Support Interaction Writing Total 

30%  30%  30%  10%  100% 

Demonstrates a 
serious attempt to 
grapple with the 
Unit material. 

Analysis is 
reasonable and 
gives opportunity 
for interaction.  

Asks relevant 
questions. 

Supports discussion 
points with 
references to 
assigned readings, 
logical analysis, and 
examples. 

Gives citations (work, 
page number) for 
material quoted or 
paraphrased.  

Interacts with the instructor 
and other students. 

Discusses agreement or 
disagreement with 
classmates’ analytical 
reflections and provide 
explanation of logic; and/or 
respond to questions posed 
in classmates’ analytical 
reflections, and when 
appropriate, reference 
assigned readings, logical 
analysis, and examples.  

Writes in clear, 
concise, and 
grammatically 
acceptable 
terms.  

 

 

ASSESSMENT CRITERIA FOR ESSAYS 

 A (exemplary) B (adequate) C (passing) F (failed) 

Quality of thought Fresh or even 
original 

Mostly derivative 
or clichéd 

Fully derivative; 
clichéd 

No evident effort to 
understand 

Engagement with 
subject 

Deeply engaged Modestly engaged Superficially 
Engaged 

Disengaged  

Organization Well organized Somewhat choppy Poor Disorganized 

Mechanics of writing 
and documentation 

Nearly error-free Some errors or 
sloppiness 

Many errors 
and very sloppy 

Filled with errors 
and sloppiness 

Argument & support Well-argued and 
documented 

Reasonable clarity 
and support 

Roughly argued 
and poorly 
documented 

No clearly 
supported 
argument or 
support 

MJTI COURSE POLICIES  
1. Preparation: Each student is expected to be prepared for and to participate in the online class 

discussions. 
2. Dishonesty and plagiarism: Any form of dishonesty (copying from another student’s work or allowing 

your work to be copied) or plagiarism (passing off another's work as your own, not giving appropriate 
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credit to another’s ideas) will not be tolerated. Such misconduct will result in an automatic “F” grade for 
the class and a permanent notice placed in the student's academic record. If you are unsure whether an 
action is permissible or not, please check with the instructor. 

3. Incompletes: Incompletes will only be granted when the instructor and Academic Dean agree that 
significant extenuating circumstances have prevented a student from finishing the course work by the 
stipulated due date. Extenuating circumstances are major, unplanned, unanticipated, and unavoidable 
disruptions in one’s life or work. To request an incomplete, fill out the form “Request for Grade 
Incomplete” on the MJTI Webpage  (http://www.mjti.org/forms).  The form will be automatically be 
sent to the Registrar who will request permission from the Instructor and then the Academic Dean for 
final approval. If the Incomplete grade is granted, the completed course work is due to the instructor 
within 8 weeks of the final assignment of that quarter. If the work is not completed within this time, the 
instructor, based on the amount and quality of the work that has been completed, determines whether a 
reduced grade or a grade of F is warranted. Further extensions of time, justified by extreme 
circumstances, are granted only by the Academic Dean. 

4. Leave of Absence/Withdrawal: MJTI programs are designed to permit students to pursue their studies 
while managing the many responsibilities they have as adult professionals. MJTI will consider a leave of 
absence for a student who is experiencing hardships that make effective progress in her/his academic 
program unusually difficult. Students who, due to unforeseen and serious circumstances (including 
personal, family emergency, medical, and military service) are unable to take or complete a course during 
the academic year may submit a Request for a Leave of Absence status to the MJTI Registrar’s office. 
Such status is granted at the sole discretion of the Academic Dean.  
 
Students desiring to drop or withdraw from courses after registering may do so by submitting a Change 
of Course Status form to the Registrar. If the course is dropped before the quarter begins, the only 
financial penalty charged is a $30.00 drop/withdrawal fee. If the change is requested after the quarter 
begins, the student will be refunded according to the refund policy stated on page 28 of the current 
catalog. Non-attendance does not constitute official withdrawal. A student who begins a course and does 
not officially withdraw will receive the grade earned for the entire course, which will usually be a failing 
grade. MJTI does not accept unofficial withdrawal from a class. A student who officially withdraws from 
a class will receive a W on their transcript.  

5. Extensions:  Extensions of the due date for the final assignments are not permitted. Students who do 
qualify for an Incomplete should submit as much work as possible by the due date so that the instructor 
has time to grade all work in time to meet the instructor’s deadline for submitting grades to the MJTI 
office.  At the instructor’s discretion, work may be accepted later than the due date, with a deduction of 
grade for each late day. 

6. Change of Student Status: A student who has registered to take a course for credit may switch to the 
status of auditor up to, and including, the last day of the fourth week of class by submitting a Change of 
Status request form to the Registrar (http://www.mjti.org/forms). The tuition differential will only be 
refunded if the request form is received by the end of the fourth week of the course. 

7. Discussion privacy: The course discussion is accessible only to those registered for the class through 
Orbund. To ensure a positive forum for course interaction, students are asked to refrain from excerpting 
lessons or thread discussions from the course in any format. This will enable the cultivation of a safe and 
honest forum for dialogue. 

8. Instructors and Email: Regardless of the course format, instructors shall be available during the course 
week for private contact from students via email.  Instructors are required to respond within 24 hours of 
receipt (Sunday – Thursday) of student inquiries made via email. These guidelines apply both to email 
from students and to student questions asked of the instructor in asynchronous discussion.   

9. Questions: If you have any questions regarding assignments, feel free to e-mail them to the instructor at 
benehrenfeld@gmail.com.  


