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I. “Walking in God's Ways”: The Obligation to Cultivate Our Character
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1. Sifre Devarim Parashat Ekev 49

“To walk in all God’s ways” (Deuteronomy 11:22). These are the ways of “the Lord, God, merciful and
gracious” (Exodus 34:6). Scripture says, “And it shall come to pass, that whosoever shall [be] call[ed] by the
name of the Lord shall be delivered” (Joel 3:5). How is it possible for a person to be called by the name of
the Lord?! Rather, as God is called merciful (Rachum), so should you be merciful; as the Blessed Holy One is
called gracious, so should you be gracious, as it is said, ““The Lord is gracious and full of compassion” (Psalm
145:8), and grants free gifts. As God is called righteous... so you too should be righteous. As God is called

merciful (Hasid)... so too should you be merciful...
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2. Babylonian Talmud Sotah 14a

R. Hama son of R. Hanina said: “What means the text, “You shall walk after the Lord your God’
(Deuteronomy 13:5)? Is it, then, possible for a human being to walk after the Shekhinah (divine presence); for
has it not been said, ‘For the Lord your God is a devouring fire’ (Deuteronomy 4:24)?! But the meaning is to
walk after the attributes of the Blessed Holy One. As God clothes the naked... so you, too, clothe the
naked. The Blessed Holy One visited the sick... so you, too, visit the sick. The Blessed Holy One
comforted mourners... so you, too, comfort the mourners. The Blessed Holy One buried the dead... so

you, too, bury the dead.”
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4. Rambam’s Sefer HaMitzvot, Positive Mitzvah #8

The 8th mitzvah is that we are commanded to emulate God, blessed be He, to the best of our ability.

The soutce of this commandment is God's statement (exalted be He), “And you shall walk in His paths.”
This commandment is repeated in the verse, “To walk in all his ways.” This is explained in the words of the
Sifre: “Just as God is called merciful, so too, you must be merciful. Just as God is called kind, so too, you
must be kind. Just as God is called righteous, so too, you must be righteous. Just as God is called pious, so

too, you must be pious.”
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This commandment is also repeated in the verse, “Walk after God your Lord.” This too is explained as
emulating the good deeds and fine attributes which are used to allegorically describe God (exalted be He),

Who is immeasurably exalted over everything.
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5. Rambam, Mishneh Torah, ‘Laws of Character Traits’ 1:6

[Our Sages]| taught [the following] explanation of this mitzvab:

Just as He is called “Gracious,” you shall be gracious;

Just as He is called “Merciful,” you shall be merciful;

Just as He is called “Holy,” you shall be holy;

In a similar manner, the prophets called God by other titles: “Slow to anger,” “Abundant in kindness,”
“Righteous,” “Just,” “Perfect,” “Almighty,” “Powerful,” and the like. [They did so] to inform us that these
are good and just paths. A person is obligated to accustom himself to these paths and [to try to] resemble

Him to the extent of his ability.
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6. Rambam, Mishneh Torah, ‘Laws of Mourning’ 14:1

It is a positive commandment of rabbinic origin to visit the sick, comfort mourners, prepare for a funeral,
prepare a bride, accompany guests, attend to all the needs of a burial, carry a corpse on one shoulders, walk
before the bier, mourn, dig a grave, and bury the dead, and also to bring joy to a bride and groom and help

them in all their needs. These are deeds of kindness that one carries out with his person that have no limit.
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Although all these witzvot are of rabbinic origin, they are included in the Scriptural commandment: “Love your
neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18). That charge implies that whatever you would like other people to do

for you, you should do for your comrade in the Torah and mitzvot.
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7. Rambam, Mishneh Torah, ‘Laws of Teshuvah’ 7:3

A person should not think that repentance is only necessary for those sins that involve a deed such as
promiscuity, robbery, or theft. Rather, just as a person is obligated to repent from these, similarly, he must
search after the evil character traits he has. He must repent from anger, hatred, envy, frivolity, the pursuit of
money and honor, the pursuit of gluttony, and the like. He must repent for all [of the above].

These sins are more difficult than those that involve a deed. If a person is attached to these, it is more
difficult for him to separate himself. In this context, Scripture exhorts: “May the wicked abandon his path

and the crooked man, his designs” (Isaiah 55:7).
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8. Rambam, Mishneh Torah, ‘Laws of Character Traits’ 1:7

How can one train himself to follow these temperaments to the extent that they become a permanent fixture
of his [personality]?

He should perform—repeat—and perform a third time—the acts which conform to the standards of the

middle road temperaments. He should do this constantly, until these acts are easy for him and do not present
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any difficulty. Then, these temperaments will become a fixed part of his personality.

Since the Creator is called by these terms and they make up the middle path which we are obligated to follow,
this path is called “the path of God.” This is [the heritage] which our Patriarch Abraham taught his
descendants, as Scripture states: “for I have known Him so that he will command his descendants... to keep
the path of God” (Genesis 18:19).

One who follows this path brings benefit and blessing to himself, as [the above verse continues|: “So that

God will bring about for Abraham all that He promised.”
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9. Mishnah Avot 3:15
All is foreseen, but freedom of choice is given. The world is judged in goodness, yet all is proportioned to

one's work.
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II. Between Halakhic Observance and Virtuous Behavior
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11. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, ‘Laws of Slaves’ 9:8

It is permitted to work a Canaanite slave with breaking labor. And even though this is the law, the pious
approach and the ways of wisdom [indicate] that a person should be merciful and chase righteousness and he
should not make the burden of his slave heavy and he shouldn’t cause him distress, and he should feed him
and give him to drink of any food or drink. The early sages would give the slave of any dish that they would
eat, and they would take care of the feeding of the animals and the slaves before their own meals. As it says,
“Like the eyes of a slave to the hand of their master, and the eyes of a maidservant are to her mistress” (Psalm
123:2), so he should not scorn him with his hand or with his words. The verse submitted them to service, not
to shame. And he should not yell or get excessively angry at him, rather he should speak with him calmly and
listen to his claims. And it is explained among the good ways of Job about which he praises himself, “If I
have denied justice to any of my servants, whether male or female, when they had a grievance against

me... Did not he who made me in the womb make them? Did not the same one form us both within our
mothers?” (Job 31:13-15). And cruelty and brazenness are only found among the non-Jews who worship
idols, but the progeny of Abraham our Father, that is Israel, whom God has bestowed the Good of the Torah
on them and commanded them with righteous and merciful laws and statutes on everything. And so God
commanded us to imitate His ways. So it says, “and his mercy is on all of his creations” (Psalm 145:9) and all
who have mercy receive mercy, as it says “and He will give you mercy, and He will have mercy on you and

increase you” (Deuteronomy 13:18).
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III. Because We Have to or Because We Want to?
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12. Rabbi Yakov Yehiel Weinberg, Responsa Seridei Eish 1:61

It seems to me that the purpose of mishloach manot is to increase peace and love and friendship, as the
Hatam Sofer wrote in OH 196. Note that even though with mfzvot in general, greater is the one who is
commanded and does [than the one who is not commanded and does] and we say “and commanded us” in
the blessings, nevertheless in the case of wishloah manot it is better that a person give from his own free will,
from a feeling of love for his fellow Jew, and if he gives only because of the commandment he is lessening the

aspect of love.

The law is the same regarding #zedakah—if a person gives from mercy or from love of the Jewish people, that

is better than giving because of commandment and coercion.

See what the Rambam said in his Eight Chapters about the debate of the philosophers over whether it is
better to do the good because one is commanded or out of an inner desire, and the Rambam’s resolution of
this question. And it is possible that this is also the reason we don’t make a blessing over honoring father and

mother.

This seems to me to be the way to resolve the doubt of the Aharonin about whether we force people to send
mishloah manot like we force them to give fedakah. Coerced mishloah manot is like nothing at all, but #zedakab is

different, because in the latter case there is a poor person searching for food to sate his hunger.
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13. Maimonides, Eight Chapters (Introduction to Avot, Chapter 6)
Concerning the difference between the saintly [or highly ethical] man and him who [subdues his passions and] has self-restraint

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. Solomon, also, entertained the same idea when he said, “The soul of the wicked desires evil”
(Proverbs 21:10), and, in regard to the saintly man's rejoicing in doing good, and the discontent expetienced
by him, who is not innately righteous, when required to act justly, he says, “It is bliss to the righteous to do
justice, but torment to the evil-doer” (Proverbs 21:15). This is manifestly an agreement between Scripture

and philosophy.

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

RRIARY=))

MECHON HADAR
9




Halakhah and Human Goodness — January 14th 2014
Rabbi Shai Held — www.mechonhadar.org/shaiheld

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, “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, “According to the labor is the reward.” Furthermore, they 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 Shimon ben Gamliel summed up this
thought in the words, “Man should not say, ‘I do not want to eat meat together with milk; I do not want to
wear clothes made of a mixture of wool and linen; I do not want to enter into an incestuous marriage,” but he

»>

should say, ‘I do indeed want to, yet I 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, about which the Rabbis said, “If they had not already
been written in the Law, it would be proper to add them.” Some of our later sages, who were infected with
the unsound principles of the Mutakallimun, called these rational laws. 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. Ponder over the wisdom of these men of blessed memory manifest in the examples
they adduce. They do not declare, “Man should not say, ‘I have no desire to kill, to steal and to lie, but I have

'7”

a desire for these things, yet what can I do, since my Father in heaven forbids it!”” The instances they cite are
all from the ceremonial law, such as partaking of meat and milk together, wearing clothes made of wool and

linen, and entering into consanguinuous marriages. These, and similar enactments are what God called “my
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statutes,” which, as the Rabbis say are “statutes which I (God) have enacted for thee, which you have no right
to subject to criticism, which the nations of the world attack and which Satan denounces, as for instance, the
statutes concerning the red heifer, the scapegoat, and so forth.” Those transgressions, however, which the

later sages called rational laws are termed commandments, as the Rabbis explained.

It is now evident from all that we have said, what the transgressions are for which, if a man have no desire at
all, he is on a higher plane than he who has a longing, but controls his passion for them; and it is also evident
what the transgressions are of which the opposite is true. It is an astonishing fact that these two classes of

expressions should be shown to be compatible with one another, but their content points to the truth of our

explanation.

This ends the discussion of the subject-matter of this chapter.
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