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Synopsis 
 
Positive   Judaism   lives   at   the   intersection   of   Positive   Psychology   and   Judaism.   This   article   is   the 

first   effort   to   articulate   the   connection   between   Jewish   practice,   thought,   and   philosophy;   and, 

the   science   of   human   achievement   and   character   strengths.   Drawing   on   Torah,   Talmud,   Mussar, 

prayer,   ritual,   and   ancient   and   modern   commentary,   the   author   shows   that   the   core   tenets   of 

Positive   Psychology   and   Jewish   living   are   not   only   perfect   compliments,   but   will   lead   enrich   the 

lives   of   the   people   we   serve   and   strengthen   our   communities.  

 
I.   Introduction 

 

In   2018,   Positive   Psychology   will   celebrate   its   30-year   anniversary   as   an   academic   and   scientific 

field.   As   the   President   of   the   American   Psychology   Association   in   1988,   Dr.   Martin   Seligman  
2

challenged   his   colleagues   to   shift   their   primary   focus   from   treating   mental   illness   with 

psychotherapy   and   psychopharmacology   to   a   focus   on   optimal   living   and   well-being.   He   called 

this   new   direction,   Positive   Psychology,   and   suggested   three   main   pathways   into   the   positive: 

positive   emotions,   positive   character   traits,   and   positive   institutions. 

 

I   was   first   introduced   to   Positive   Psychology   in   2006   during   my   Doctor   of   Ministry   studies   at 

HUC   and   have   been   following   it   closely   ever   since.   Much   of   the   research   is   conducted   at   the 

Positive   Psychology   Center    at   the   University   of   Pennsylvania   under   the   direction   of   Seligman 
3

and   at   the   VIA   Institute    directed   by   Dr.   Neal   Mayerson.    Some   universities   now   offer   MA.   and 
4 5

Ph.D   programs   in   Positive   Psychology   and   one   of   the   most   popular   course   for   undergraduate 

students   at   Harvard   is   called   “Positive   Psychology   1504,”    taught   by   Tal   Ben-Shahar,   a   leading 
6

voice   in   the   Positive   Psychology   movement   today. 
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For   30   years,   the   field   of   Positive   Psychology   has   conducted   longitudinal   studies   on   human 
behavior,   achievement,   and   character   strengths.   Today,   the   tenets   of   Positive   Psychology   are 
the   heartbeat   of   professional   coaching,   leadership,   behavior   modification,   and   self-help.   The 
popularity   in   human   development   on   resilience,   optimism,   well-being   and   happiness,   all   stem 
from   the   field   of   Positive   Psychology.  7

 
There   is   much   that   Jewish   professionals   should   know   about   the   field   of   Positive   Psychology   as   it 
deals   primarily   with   research   and   findings   related   to   well-being,   happiness,   and   the   proven 
factors   that   lead   people   to   living   lives   of   meaning.   Since   clergy   and   educators   have   the 
well-being   of   the   individuals   and   communities   we   serve   at   the   center   of   our   work,   a   knowledge 
of   this   field   is   critical.  
 
My   belief   is   that   Judaism   and   Positive   Psychology   make   the   perfect   shidduch.   Both   are   focused 
on   living   a   life   of   meaning   and   achieving   higher   levels   of   well-being.   I   use   a   set   framework   called 
the   VIA   Classification   of   Strengths   (below)   as   the   basis   for   the   core   traits   and   values   of   Positive 
Judaism.   I   have   paired   each   virtue   and   strength   in   the   VIA   Classification   with   their 
corresponding   Jewish   values,   biblical   teachings,   and   Jewish   practices   to   present   the   VIA 
Classification   of   Strengths      from   a   Jewish   context.  
 
My   theory   is   that   when   clergy   and   educators   let   these   values   guide   their   work   with   individuals 
and   communities,   the   impact   on   people   will   be   increased   positive   emotion,   improved 
relationships   and   accelerated   personal   achievement.   People   will   not   only   be   more   confident, 
optimistic,   open   to   diversity,   and   able   to   learn   lessons   from   hardship,   but   they   will   also 
experience   their   work   as   a   calling,   act   and   think   with   purpose,   contribute   and   help,   appreciate 
family   and   friends,   and   act   generously.    As   as   result,   our   communities   will   become   more   vibrant 8

and   engaging   -   full   of   thriving   people   seeking   to   grow   themselves,   their   families,   and   our 
communities   from   the   place   of   Jewish   values.  
 
This   is   not   the   first   time   a   code   of   virtues   (10/613   Commandments,   Shulchan   Aruch,   Mishneh 
Torah,   Mapah,   etc.)   has   attempted   to   enhance   Jewish   living,   but   it   is   the   first   time   that 
psychometric   research   and   the   science   of   human   flourishing   has   been   brought   together    b’dibur 
echad ,   in   one   breath.  
 

II.   Positive   Psychology 

7   The   three   most   popular   classification   systems   for   measuring   virtues   and   characteristics   include:   Gallup’s 
Themes   of   Talent    www.strengthsfinder.com    developed   by   Donald   Clifton   and   associates;   The   VIA 
Classification   of   Virtues   and   Strenghts    www.viacharacter.org    developed   by   Martin   Seligman   and   Neal 
Mayerson   and   associates;   and   The   Search   Institute’s   40   Developmental   Assets    www.search institute.org 
headed   by   Peter   Benson.   Positive   Judaism   applies   the   VIA   Classification   of   Virtues   and   Strengths   due   to 
the   synergy   for   both   individual,   family,   and   communal   application.   Of   special   note,   the   authors   of   the 
VIA-IS   are   Jewish.  
8   Tal   Ben-Shahar:   Choose   the   Life   You   Want:   The   Mindful   Way   to   Happiness   (New   York:   The   Experiment, 
2012) 
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