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AVOS 5:23 

 
BEN HAY HAY SAID, “PROPORTIONAL TO THE PAIN IS THE 

REWARD.” 

 

 
This is seems to say, the more pain, the better it is. However, we have a contrary principle: 

Torah is extremely enjoyable; learning Torah lishma is the ultimate enjoyment. Such a person is 
in the most beautiful and enjoyable world, the most fortunate human being. How do we reconcile 
these two views? (Maimonides already wrote to reconcile this in his introduction to Avos, 
chapter six of his Eight Chapters.)  

On this mishnah in Avos he writes as follows: 
 

In accord with the amount of pain one has from Torah, that 
determines one’s reward. And they said that what remains is the 
knowledge that one learns with a tremendous amount of effort and 
fear from his teacher. But enjoyable reading in relaxation, that 
learning does not last and there’s no benefit in it. An explanation on 
this is King Solomon’s words, “But (af) my wisdom stood by me,” 
“Wisdom that I learned in anger (af), aggressively” remained with 
King Solomon. And because of this they commanded to instill fear in 
students. 

 
The talmid should sense a certain fear; the rebbe is obligated to do this. And if the rebbe fails 

to do so, he fails at his role as a rebbe and fails to create the proper situation for learning. 
The mishnah doesn’t seem difficult: in the proportion to the emotional strain and expenditure 

of effort will be the gain from the learning. And Maimonides says that if one learns in this 
manner, his learning will be sustained; the wisdom will remain with him. Avos 6:4 depicts this in 
detail: 

 
Such is the way [of a life] of Torah: you shall eat bread with salt, 
and rationed water shall you drink; you shall sleep on the ground, 
your life will be one of privation, and in Torah shall you labor. If 
you do this, “Happy shall you be and it shall be good for you” 
(Psalms 128:2): “Happy shall you be” in this world, “and it shall be 
good for you” in the world to come. 
 

Maimonides writes in Hilchos Talmud Torah 4:5 as follows: 



 
A talmid should never be shy and even ask his question many times. 
And if the rebbe grows angry, the talmid should appease him. He 
should also not be ashamed because of his peers. Therefore, the wise 
men say, “One who is bashful cannot learn and one who is strict 
cannot teach.” Whereof are such things said? In instances when the 
disciples did not understand a subject because of its depth or because 
their mind is short; but if it appears to the master that they are 
indolent to study the words of the Torah, and sluggish in acquiring 
them, because of which they did not understand, he is obliged to 
rebuke them and shame them with words in order to make them 
energetic. And on this subject the sages said, "Throw fear into the 
disciples" (Ketubot, 103b). It is, therefore, unbecoming for a master 
to conduct himself light-headedly in the presence of the disciples, not 
to amuse himself in their presence, nor eat or drink with them, so 
that they will stand in awe before him and receive instructions from 
him quickly. 
 

A rebbe who does not maintain a relationship where he instills awe, has failed to create the 
proper manner for teaching Torah. Maimonides goes so far to state that learning done in a 
relaxed fashion is worthless. Why is this so? I can understand if he would say that relaxed 
learning does not lead to true understanding; it is not an in-depth kind of learning. According to 
this mishnah, to become a talmid chocham, one requires the ability to tolerate pain. In Europe 
they produced talmidei chochamim because they could tolerate pain. But America is a pampered 
mentality and it is difficult to produce talmidei chochamim. One must be capable of tolerating 
suffering to become a talmid chocham. One must know what it means to work on a svara and be 
bothered to apply oneself—no matter what—to studying and thinking so as to understand the 
svara. This attitude is difficult to create later life. A child must learn this when young. 

The problem with Maimonides is the contradiction between his explanation of the mishnah in 
Avos, and the 6th chapter (in his Eight Chapters) where he cites this mishnah in a totally 
different framework. In chapter 6 Maimonides asks, “Who is greater: one who naturally desires 
the good, or one who desires what’s evil, but controls himself?” The world feels that the greater 
person is the one who endures greater pain. A gentile philosopher was asked this question and 
that was his conclusion. [General opinion is] one who has no conflicts and naturally performs the 
good is not as great; it’s easy for him. But Maimonides says that the greater reward is earned by 
the one who has it easier; the one who naturally performs the good. He says the philosophers 
proved this and it must be true logically. This is because reward is not what God gives a person 
in place of something else. That is a childish idea: the more the child controls himself the more 
the parent rewards him. But the way God works is that reward is naturally deserved by the soul. 
If the soul is on a higher level, it naturally attains a greater state of being, and a greater state of 
being [itself] is the greater reward. Reward is not an external thing; it is intrinsic. A soul 
operating on a higher level naturally partakes of the good to a greater degree. The soul that loves 
wisdom is on a higher level. But the soul that despises wisdom and good, even though it forces 
itself to act properly, is not on the same high level as a soul naturally drawn to the good. 
Therefore, the soul that coerces itself to act properly cannot partake of the same good [as a soul 
naturally drawn to the good]. Thus, when a conflict exists, the attachment to the good cannot be 
as great; the relationship of the soul to the good is conflicted. Even though the side of the soul 
that desires the good is stronger—as we see that the person controls himself—nonetheless, there 
is conflict. Since God’s reward is unlike a parent’s reward and is based on the soul’s relationship 



to the good, the soul without conflict, by definition, is more related to the good. By necessity, 
one must say that this soul reaps a greater reward. 

[The next idea is] a little philosophical and metaphysical, but not beyond our understanding. 
Man has two kinds of existence: an instinctual aspect, and the soul’s existence, when it partakes 
of the eternal world of ideas. Insofar as it partakes of that eternal world, its existence is more 
real; it partakes of true existence to a greater degree. Man’s physical and instinctual existence is 
akin to an animal’s existence, which is of the world of the temporal. But regarding existence 
insofar as the world of wisdom is concerned, that area is eternal; there is no change there. 
Inasmuch as the soul is attached to that world, it partakes of true existence to a greater degree. 
Therefore, if the soul is conflicted with regards to the eternal world of ideas, it cannot partake of 
the eternal to that degree. Conflict means a division of energies. This person has less energies 
attached to the good. It’s impossible [for this person] to attain the same attachment to reality and 
reward as one who is not conflicted. The true reward is the partaking of the existence. 
Maimonides explains this in Sanhedrin. The enjoyment is one that attends this type of existence. 
But the existence is the barometer. 

Emotionally, one feels that if he worked harder [controlled his desires for evil] he should 
receive the greater reward. But in this case, it is not true. [The soul that is not conflicted 
regarding the good and needs no self-control gains the greater reward, even though it applied less 
effort.] This idea of fairness [more pain, more gain] expressed here is childish and plays no role 
in philosophy and reality. While it is true that one person might have a disposition and nature 
that is more in line with reality and therefore receives greater reward, this is inconsequential to 
your reality. His reality is unrelated to yours. One who is concerned that another person is free 
from your specific limitations violates envying others. You have no right to dictate your reality. 
God gave you this reality and that is all that should concern a person. Why God gave another 
person a better reality is not a human affair. God created creatures greater than us, namely 
angels. It makes no sense to feel bad about this as well. Judaism demands us to accept our reality 
and not concern ourselves with others who have better fates. It is a waste of time. 

Returning to the 6th chapter, Maimonides says as follows: 
 

After investigation it comes out that the one with more desires is in 
fact greater than one with less desires. He has more pain when 
refraining from them. “One who is greater than his friend has a 
greater instinctual drive than his friend.” Even more they said, “The 
reward of one who controls himself is greater in proportion to the 
greatness of his pain, as it says, ‘In accordance with the pain is the 
reward.’” Even more, one should not say, “I don’t desire to sin 
(through eating pig, milk and meat, wearing shatnez or through 
illicit sexual relations), rather, one should admit his desire for these 
but [feel] ‘What can I do, as God prohibited them.’” 
 

According to a superficial understanding of these texts, it appears to contradict what we said 
earlier. But Maimonides says that’s not the case: 

 
They are both true and there is no contradiction. There are two 
kinds of evil. One kind is what the philosophers referred to: 
philosophical evil. In this matter, one with no desire is greater than 
one with the desire and controls himself. These are matters that all 
people are aware of: murder, stealing, cheating, damage, doing evil 
to someone, repaying evil for good and embarrassing one’s parents. 



One who desires these things but controls himself from acting out the 
desire is on a lower level than one who naturally does not have these 
desires. 
 

Yuma 67b states, “Had these not been written (commanded), they are fit to be written.” These 
are called mitzvos, philosophical perfections. Socrates studied philosophy and concluded that 
there are many things that are good, which in his mind it would be proper to call mitzvos, and 
Torah agrees. These are proper [to follow] even without God giving these to Moshe. Maimonides 
continues: 

 
But what the chochamim addressed regarding matters where one 
who must control himself is better and his reward is greater, these 
refer to matters that Torah taught us. Without Torah, we would 
not know that these matters are good. These refer to chukim. If it 
weren’t for the Torah’s laws, these would not be evil at all. Because 
of that, the chochamim said that one must allow his soul to love 
these matters. For if he prevents himself from loving them, that is 
an imperfection. The only thing that should stop a person from 
partaking of these prohibited chukim (pig, milk and meat, shatnez, 
etc.) is Torah. If one feels an emotional dislike to these things, that is 
an imperfection. 
 

Some people feel that as Torah prohibited pig, one must abhor it. This is what the Rav would 
relegate to “homo-religiosis”; religious man. Maimonides says on the contrary, one is to allow 
his soul to enjoy [be attracted to] these matters: 

 
They never said, “One should not say, ‘I don’t want to murder, steal, 
or lie,’ rather say, ‘I do desire these, but what can I do, as God 
prohibited them.’” These philosophical matters are not where 
Chazal said that a person should desire them, but refrain because of 
God’s commands. The better person is one who naturally detests 
murder, stealing, etc. Chazal said one should say, “I desire it but 
can’t have it” only regarding pig, meat and milk, shatnez, etc. These 
and similar commands are what God referred to as chukim. Chazal 
said, “Of statutes that I commanded you in, you have no permission 
to be suspicious. And the idolaters retaliate against the Jews on 
these, and Satan antagonizes on them, such as the red heifer and the 
scapegoat.” 
It is clear from all that we said, which kind of sins that a person 
desires is greater than one without a desire, and which mitzvahs the 
opposite is true. And this is an astounding discovery. And their 
language shows the truth, as we have explained. 
 

 
Now, how do we understand our mishnah, “In proportion to the pain is the reward?” If one 

smells bacon and tells himself he dislikes it, when in fact he desires it, he renders Torah into a 
taboo system. For he says the bacon is evil, while Maimonides held that one should admit his 
desire for it. God never said that bacon is evil; He never said that pig is worse than cow. A taboo 
is a total distortion and with it, a person renders the halachic system into a taboo, and he is 
imperfecting himself. He’s taking the idea of perfection, which is where the mind is the guide, 
and instead he makes his emotions the guide. This distorts the perfection that should emerge 



from Torah’s mitzvahs. Taboo emotions are primitive and contrary to Torah. That is 
Maimonides’ language, “One should allow himself to love these things,” and “For without 
Torah, these matters would not be evil at all.” These things aren’t evil and therefore one should 
change his desires, but should allow himself to love these things. The gemara says regarding 
illicit sexual relations, “Even if Torah would not have commanded them, they are fit to be 
written.” But Maimonides includes these prohibitions in the other category: matters that are only 
evil due to God’s commands—a contradiction.  

But we answer this as follows. Regarding energies invested into prohibited sexuality, any 
philosopher will say that one who is preoccupied with sex is a low level individual. It is 
unnecessary for Torah to state this. This is what Yuma means. But regarding one’s innate 
tendencies, there is no such thing as perfection and imperfection. The drive for sex is natural. 
One should not say that he does not desire someone because she is his sister-in-law. That is not 
true because the sexual desire is not based on family status; sexual desire is gender-based 
(Berachos 57a). Therefore, a person is not responsible for feeling attracted to forbidden partners, 
as that is man’s instinctual nature. And there is no reason for one to suppress that desire [acting 
on the desire is the prohibition]. But regarding investing energies into the sexual, here one can 
perfect himself. Maimonides says, “Sinful thoughts do not occur except for one whose heart is 
turned away from wisdom.” A person engaged in learning naturally and is [then] not drawn by 
sexual desire, is greater than one who must control his desire. 

How does this apply to Torah study? Who is greater: one who naturally enjoys learning, or 
one who doesn’t but says, “What can I do, as God commanded me to study Torah?” One who 
naturally desires learning is of course greater. Learning is the greatest mitzvah (Moade Kattan 
9b). It is impossible to say that one who learns under coercion is greater than one who learns 
from a love of wisdom. And yet, Maimonides says precisely in learning “In proportion to the 
pain is the reward.” That is what he discussed about instilling fear in students on Avos 5:23, 
which, on the surface, contradicts what he says in the 6th chapter regarding the greater person 
being naturally drawn to Torah without conflict. 

To clarify the problem, here you have Maimonides—a rishon—who would seem to contradict 
himself in the fact that he is relegating “In proportion to the pain is the reward” to two opposite 
areas. But this statement must refer to only one. Maimonides sets up two groups: Group A are 
matters that one should naturally like, and group B are matters that one should naturally dislike. 
In the 6th chapter he says this statement applies to group B. But on the mishnah in Avos, he 
applies it to group A. 

There is a misconception about the 6th chapter. One thinks that when Maimonides elevates 
the person naturally drawn to the philosophical perfections, that he thereby degrades the other 
person who must coerce himself in these perfections. I suspect that Maimonides did not mean it 
in that way. 

We stated that one who desires bacon and refrains is greater than the person without that 
desire. The denied desire is a barometer of one’s perfection. If refraining is difficult, it conveys 
that this person is on the right level as he did not distort his mind through creating a taboo. But 
our mishnah says, “In proportion to the pain is the reward.” It should say, “If there is pain there 
is reward.” “In proportion” suggests that with greater pain, one has greater reward than one with 
lesser pain. It doesn’t make sense. Even in Maimonides’ view, we must say that man’s perfection 
is in his capacity to control his passions and commit himself to perfection. This is the meaning of 
“In proportion to the pain is the reward.” All Maimonides is saying is that one should not distort 
his nature in these areas. But that’s only the negative; there’s also a positive gain: in proportion 



to one’s ability to commit himself to controlling his desires, that is how great the gain is. The 
ability to withstand pain is a mark of greatness. Despite this greatness, the greater soul is the one 
who is not in conflict and is naturally attracted to the good. But one who makes a taboo of bacon 
expresses no greatness, as he does not control the desire, but actually denies the desire by 
creating a taboo: a false distaste towards the desire. 

 
 

Of statutes that I commanded you in, you have no permission to be 
suspicious. And the idolaters retaliate against the Jews on these, and 
Satan antagonizes on them. 
 

This means that even though one does not understand a certain chok, and the desire attracts 
the person, and Torah demands one to express greatness through controlling his desire, if one 
creates a taboo for the prohibited object, he never experiences self-control. For in such a case his 
desire is inactive due to the taboo. Man’s greatness is in remaining firm in his attachment to 
truth, despite the strength of his instincts. That is the story of Joseph the tzaddik. 

Maimonides says you can see Chazal’s greatness in that they did not say, “Don’t say I don’t 
desire murder, but say that I do, but I can’t murder because God prohibited it.” Had they said so, 
it would imply that man’s greatness is in his suffering: an alien and primitive idea. Chazal were 
very careful in the category they chose: pig, milk and meat, shatnez, etc. It is impossible for a 
human being to always be attracted to the good. And if one lacks the ability to control his 
instincts, he cannot attain perfection. Maimonides speaks philosophically and categorically: there 
is no question that insofar as the soul is operating in a way that it enjoys every moment, that is 
the soul operating par excellence. But in the varying instances of life it is impossible that his 
emotions won’t attract him, even in areas where the soul is to be involved for its own sake. 
Otherwise, if man could always avoid temptation, we would look down on Joseph the tzaddik 
[for having experienced an emotional conflict]. On the contrary, he had to conquer his active 
instincts that were pulling at him. Joseph was not on a low level. 

Man cannot do without the ability to conquer his desires. One cannot perfect himself without 
this ability. But when we speak of perfection per se, in abstract, there is no question about it: the 
highest functioning soul is without conflict. But in terms of man’s perfection on a practical level, 
there is no perfection without self-control, even in the areas where the soul is naturally supposed 
to enjoy and benefit, like Torah study. 

Why then does Maimonides apply “In proportion to the pain is the reward” to the greatest area 
of Torah study? One who conquers his instincts demonstrates the most powerful force in man, 
which is responsible for his greatness. And this doesn’t contradict the idea of man’s greatness 
being freely involved in wisdom. 

Maimonides teaches that Ben Hay Hay’s principle of “In proportion to the pain is the reward” 
means that self-control is the perfection of man. The greatest benefit is in the greatest area: Torah 
study. Thus, when one is lazy in learning, which is human nature, here is where self-control has 
the greatest reward. 

Why is there no benefit when one learns in a relaxed state? This is because the purpose of 
Torah study is that Torah becomes part of the person and this is only through learning with 
aggressiveness. All the wisdom that King Solomon gained was because he wasn’t lazy in Torah 
study. He forced himself towards wisdom when he wanted to be lazy. The purpose and ultimate 
fulfillment of conquering one’s drives is realized in Torah study. 

 



Anyone who is greater than his friend has greater instinctual desires 
than him. 
 

When Abaye was not learning, he would have fallen prey to a desire. The greatness of the 
man was that he had all this energy and invested it in learning. That’s a man’s greatness. But 
when he is not learning, he is in danger like everyone else. 

To become a lamdan [a proficient Torah student] one must have the ability to withstand pain. 
The ultimate purpose of the soul is the enjoyment of wisdom. But to get there you must have the 
ability to conquer your drives. Ben Hay Hay meant that conquering one’s drives is the primary 
requirement to becoming a lamdan. One might think that self-control is good for refraining from 
sin. But Ben Hay Hay meant to teach that conquering one’s drives is the human ability required 
to make one into a great Torah scholar. It is indispensable. 

There are two types of learning in a relaxed state. Learning in a relaxed state will give you 
ideas. But such learning won’t make you a chocham. Once a person perfects himself, he will 
enjoy the learning; there will be a high energy level and he will enjoy it. But learning must 
always be an energetic phenomenon. Relaxed learning means that energy is lacking. Even in 
enjoyable learning there is an intensity. At first when starting to learn in early youth, one is lazy. 
That is why Maimonides talks in terms of “throwing fear into students.” But later in life when 
one enjoys learning, one need not force himself. But that type of learning is a different type: an 
energetic learning. There is a difference between relaxed learning which won’t create a lamdan, 
and enjoyable learning. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


