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FREE WILL, FREE CHOICE: DO WE HAVE IT?
Reflections from Biblical to Modern Times



The Quick But Not Easy

All is in the hands of heaven except the fear of heaven (Talmud Berakhot 33b)

All is in the hands of heaven, even the fear of heaven. (Mei ha-Shiloah --Mordecai Joseph Leiner of Izbica)

Rabi Akiva said, Everything is forseen by God, and permission is granted. (Avot 3:19)

See how the Fates their gifts allot/For A is happy--B is not/Yet B is worthy, I dare say/Of more prosperity than A! (W.S. Gilbert, The Mikado)



The Story of Joseph: Who Intended What?

His brothers went to him themselves, flung themselves before him, and said, “We are prepared to be your slaves.” But Joseph said to them, “Have no fear! Am I a substitute for God? Besides, although you intended me harm, God intended it for good, so as to bring about the present result—the survival of many people. (Genesis 50:18-20) 

When You chose, you made (Joseph’s brothers) love him, and when You chose, You made them hate him. 
-- Genesis Rabbah 84:18


The Hard Case: God Hardens Pharaoh’s Heart
The Lord said to Moses… I will harden Pharaoh’s heart and he will pursue them, that I may gain glory through Pharaoh and all his host; and the Egyptians shall know that I am the LORD. And they did so. (Exodus 14:1-4)

Maimonides Explains 
Were God to decree that an individual would be righteous or wicked or that there would be a quality which draws a person by his essential nature to any particular path [of behavior], way of thinking, attributes, or deeds, as imagined by many of the fools [who believe] in astrology - how could He command us through [the words of] the prophets: "Do this," "Do not do this," "Improve your behavior," or "Do not follow after your wickedness?" What place would there be for the entire Torah? According to which judgment or sense of justice would retribution be administered to the wicked or reward to the righteous? Shall the whole world's Judge not act justly! 
One must know that everything is done in accord with His will and, nevertheless, we are responsible for our deeds.
How is this [apparent contradiction] resolved? Just as the Creator desired that [the elements of] fire and wind rise upward and [those of] water and earth descend downward, that the heavenly spheres revolve in a circular orbit, and all the other creations of the world follow the nature which He desired for them, so too, He desired that man have free choice and be responsible for his deeds, without being pulled or forced. 
It is written in the Torah, "I will harden Pharaoh's heart." (Exodus 14:4) Since, he began to sin on his own initiative and caused hardships to the Israelites who dwelled in his land, as it is written, "Come, let us deal wisely with them," (Exodus 1:10), judgment obligated that he be prevented from repenting so that he would suffer retribution. Therefore, The Holy One, blessed be He, hardened his heart.
-- Maimonides, Laws of Repentance, Chapters 5 and 6


A “Modest” Solution
What I would call the "modest" solution contends that, had God not hardened Pharaoh's heart, and Pharaoh would have therefore released the Israelites due to the mounting pressure of the plagues, this would not have been a free choice on Pharaoh's part anyway, and would not have constituted repentance. Rather, the decision to release would then have been coerced [by the plagues]. Hence, the charge that God has "deprived" Pharaoh of free will is false, since Pharaoh is not now less free than if God had not intervened… Hardening is God's way of respecting Pharaoh's own prior choices, of helping him to follow in his previously freely chosen path while imposing upon him full responsibility for those hardened acts. He has the opportunity to act in accordance with his true self. -- David Shatz, "Freedom, Repentance, and Hardening of the Hearts: Albo vs. Maimonides," Faith and Philosophy (1997, 14:4).

Two Views of Gersonides (Levi ben Gershon,1288–1344)
Gersonides admits that a person’s habits, beliefs, and behavior are attributable to his temperament and upbringing. Yet, we are not just puppets! No matter how strong these causal factors may be, human beings have been divinely endowed with intellect, which has the power to guide the will in such a way that an individual can resist these natural forces and “go against” for example, the heavenly constellations. Our destiny is “up to us,” not the planet Saturn. This capacity to subvert the “heavenly decrees” is our freedom. To be sure, human behavior is generally predictable… but occasionally these predictions go wrong, and sometimes this is to be attributed not to the ignorance of the forecaster but the freedom of the agent.  
-- Seymour Feldman, translator and commentator,  Gersonides, Wars of the Lord.
Gersonides, in his Wars of the Lord (Part IV), discusses the question at length and arrives at a similar conclusion. This means that, for instance, God takes care, so to speak, that the species of spiders and flies are preserved but He does not ordain that a particular spider catches a particular fly. That happens purely by chance. Gersonides, unwilling to compromise in any way human free will, posits as a solution (The Wars of the Lord, iii. 6) that God does not know beforehand how a man will behave in particular circumstances. God knows beforehand all the choices open to a man but which of these he will follow depends entirely on his own free will. Gersonides' "solution" does provide for free will, but from the theological point of view it is surely odd to deny God's knowledge of the future in all its details.
These thinkers thus allow the recognition that there is a random element in nature. Only man, when he rises in moral stature and intelligence, becomes linked, as it were, to the divine and so comes under the divine care for him as an individual. -- Louis Jacobs, Companion to Jewish Religion
Buber: No Original Sin
…Scripture instructs man to walk in God’s way and in His footsteps. Man cannot by his own strength complete any way or any piece of the way, but he can enter on the path, he can take that first step and again and again that first step…This in not a mere act of faith; it is entering into the life that has to be lived on that day with all the active fullness of a created person. This activity is within man’s capacity: uncurtailed and not to be curtailed, the capacity is present through al the generations. God concedes the might to abridge this central property of decision to no primordial “fall,” however far-reaching in its effects for the intention of God the Creator is mightier than the sin of man. The Jew knows from his knowledge of creation and of creatureliness that there may be burdens inherited from prehistoric and historic times but that there is no overpowering original sin that can present the latecomer from deciding as freely as did Adam; as freely as Adam let God’s go, the latecomer can clasp it. We are dependent on grace; but we do not do God’s will when we take it upon ourselves to begin with grace instead of beginning with ourselves. Only our beginning, our having begun, poor as it is, leads us to grace. God made no tools for Himself; He needs none; He created for Himself a partner in the dialogue of time [Weltzeit-Geschpraech] and one who is capable of holding converse. 
--Martin Buber, “Two Foci of the Jewish Soul” (1932) in The Martin Buber Reader, p. 109f
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