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8) n'p1a munw (Rambam’s introduction to Pirkei Avos)

PHILOSOPHERS maintain that though the man of self-restraint performs moral
and praiseworthy deeds, yet he does them desiring and craving all the while for
immoral deeds, but, subduing his passions and actively fighting against a longing
to do those things to which his faculties, his desires, and his psychic disposition
excite him, succeeds, though with constant vexation and irritation, in acting
morally.

The saintly man, however, is guided in his actions by that to which his inclination
and disposition prompt him, in consequence of which he acts morally from innate
longing and desire.

Philosophers unanimously agree that the latter is superior to, and more perfect
than, the one who has to curb his passions, although they add that it is possible
for such a one to equal the saintly man in many regards. In general, however, he
must necessarily be ranked lower in the scale of virtue, because there lurks within
him the desire to do evil, and, though he does not do it, yet because his
inclinations are all in that direction, it denotes the presence of an immoral psychic
disposition...

When, however, we consult the Rabbis on this subject, it would seem that they
consider him who desires iniquity, and craves for it (but does not do it), more
praiseworthy and perfect than the one who feels no torment at refraining from
evil; and they even go so far as to maintain that the more praiseworthy and
perfect a man is, the greater is his desire to commit iniquity, and the more
irritation does he feel at having to desist from it. This they express by saying,
(Sukkah 52a) "Whosoever is greater than his neighbor has likewise greater evil
inclinations". Again, as if this were not sufficient, they even go so far as to say that
the reward of him who overcomes his evil inclination is commensurate with the
torture occasioned by his resistance, which thought they express by the words,
(Pirkei Avot 5:23) "According to the labor is the reward". Furthermore, they
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command that man should conquer his desires, but they forbid one to say, "I, by
my nature, do not desire to commit such and such a transgression, even though
the Law does not forbid it". Rabbi Simeon ben Gamaliel summed up this thought
in the words, "Man should not say, 'l do not want to eat meat together with milk;
| do not want to wear clothes made of a mixture of wool and linen; | do not want
to enter into an incestuous marriage', but he should say, 'l do indeed want to, yet

| must not, for my father in Heaven has forbidden it'".

At first blush, by a superficial comparison of the sayings of the philosophers and
the Rabbis, one might be inclined to say that they contradict one another. Such,
however, is not the case. Both are correct and, moreover, are not in disagreement
in the least, as the evils which the philosophers term such and of which they say
that he who has no longing for them is more to be praised than he who desires
them but conquers his passion are things which all people commonly agree are
evils, such as the shedding of blood, theft, robbery, fraud, injury to one who has
done no harm, ingratitude, contempt for parents, and the like. The prescriptions
against these are called commandments (mitzvoth), about which the Rabbis said,
(Yoma 67b:8) "If they had not already been written in the Law, it would be proper
to add them"... There is no doubt that a soul which has the desire for, and lusts
after, the above-mentioned misdeeds, is imperfect, that a noble soul has
absolutely no desire for any such crimes, and experiences no struggle in refraining
from them. When, however, the Rabbis maintain that he who overcomes his
desire has more merit and a greater reward (than he who has no temptation),
they say so only in reference to laws that are ceremonial prohibitions. This is quite
true, since, were it not for the Law, they would not at all be considered
transgressions. Therefore, the Rabbis say that man should permit his soul to
entertain the natural inclination for these things, but that the Law alone should
restrain him from them.
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