~ FREE WILLIT -

The Nature, Importance and Dynamics of Free Will

Some psychologists would have us believe that human behavior is on the same plane as
animals and that our freedom of will is but an illusion. They claim that our consciousness
of what we are doing causes us to think that we are choosing but that this is nothing more
than an illusion. Our choices are being made for us by our internal drives.

These psychologists may be in concert with those biologists who consider humans to be merely
another variety of animal, and according to this concept, it is virtually meaningless to speak
of spirituality. It is quite evident, however, that in practice we do not subscribe to this theory.
Our entire concept of human responsibility, with our elaborate system of positive and negative
sanctions, is based on the assumption that humans are not at the mercy of impulses and that
we indeed have the freedom to choose and determine much of our behavior. Human beings
are free creatures, and to take away our freedom is to rob us of our humanity. Humans are
free when we have the capacity to make a free choice. (Rabbi Abraham J. Twerski, MD, The
Spiritual Self, Hazelden Publishers, pp. 6-7.)

Two Morasha shiurim address free will. This first class discusses the nature,
importance and dynamics of free will. The second class seeks to understand how man
can have free will in light of God’s omniscience, omnipotence and Divine Providence,
as well as various qualifications to the principles of free will.

This class will address the following questions:
# Do we have free will, or are our actions pre-determined by scientific laws?
How do we exercise free will?
Why do we have free will?
What is the extent of our free will?
What is the “zone of personal growth™
What are the implications of the decisions that we make? How far-reaching are
the consequences of our decisions?
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Class outline

Introduction. Does it Matter What We Believe about Free Will?
Section 1. Do We Have Free Will?

Section II. Why Did God Give Man Free Will?

Section III. The Extent of Free Will

Section IV. The Zone of Personal Growth

Section V. The Dynamics of Exercising Free Will

Section VI. The Implications of Our Decisions
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INTRODUCTION. DOES IT MATTER WHAT WE BELIEVE
ABOUT FREE WILL?

The scientific theory of determinism posits that everything that takes place in the universe, including

the behavior of human beings, is predetermined by a set of rules — the laws of nature. According to this
theory, no human being is in control of his or her actions; we operate like any other organism in the world,
preprogrammed to react to every situation that arises.

Stephen Hawking, Physicist, University of Cambridge, England — Some prominent secular scientists and
philosophers believe man does not have free will.

The initial configuration of the universe may have been chosen by God, or it may itself have been determined
by the laws of science. In either case, it would seem that everything in the universe would then be
determined by evolution according to the laws of science, so it is difficult to see how we can be masters of
our fate.

What is the allure of the theory of determinism? It enables people to believe that they are not responsible for
their actions. If every move we make is simply the result of a predetermined set of rules, we certainly cannot
be faulted for any wrongdoing we may commit. The question of whether our actions are predetermined or
not may seem purely theoretical, but it actually has major ramifications for the way we conduct our lives, as
concluded in the scientific studies described below.

Now for questions from experimental philosophers:

1) In this deterministic universe, is it possible for a person to be fully morally responsible for his actions?

2) This year, as he has often done in the past, Mark makes plans to cheat on his taxes. Is he fully morally responsible
for his actions?

To a classic philosopher; these are just two versions of the same question about free will. But to the new breed of
philosophers, who test people’s responses to concepts like determinism, there are crucial differences, as Shaun Nichols
explains in the current issue of Science.

In one experiment, one group read a passage from Francis Crick, the molecular biologist, asserting that free will

is a quaint old notion no longer taken seriously by intellectuals, especially not psychologists and neuroscientists.
Afterward, when compared with a control group that read a different passage from Crick, not relating to free will, the
first group expressed more skepticism about free will — and promptly cut themselves some moral slack while taking a
math test ...

Asked to solve a series of arithmetic problems in a computerized quiz, they cheated by getting the answers through
a glitch in the computer that they'd been instructed not to exploit. The supposed glitch, of course, had been put there
as a temptation by the researchers, Kathleen Vohs of the University of Minnesota and Jonathan Schooler of the
University of California, Santa Barbara.

In a follow-up experiment, the psychologists gave another test in which people were promised $1 for every correct
answer; then they compiled their own scores. Just as Dr. Vohs and Dr. Schooler had feared, people were more likely to
cheat after exposure to arguments against free will. These people went home with more dishonestly-earned cash than
did the others.

This behavior in the lab, the researchers noted, concurs with studies in recent decades showing an increase in the
number of college students who admit to cheating. During this same period, other studies have shown a weakening in
the popular belief in free will (although it is still widely held).

"Doubting one's free will may undermine the sense of self as agent," Dr. Vohs and Dr. Schooler concluded. "Or,
perhaps, denying free will simply provides the ultimate excuse to behave as one likes."
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"Free will guides people's choices toward being more moral and better performers," Dr. Vohs said. "It's adaptive for
societies and individuals to hold a belief in free will, as it helps people adhere to cultural codes of conduct that portend
healthy, wealthy and happy life outcomes.” (Based on John Tierney, Do You Have Free Will? Yes, It’s the Only Choice,
New York Times, March 21, 2011)

Consequently, since the very belief or denial of free will greatly affects one’s attitude and behavior in life,
what is the Jewish position on free will?

SECTION I. DO WE HAVE FREE WILL?

The Torah clearly teaches that man does have free will, bechirah chofshit. In Judaism, the world operates both
individually and collectively under the direct guidance of God (hashgacha pratit and klalit), and the Divine
gift of free will is what empowers us with the opportunity to live proactively each day, enabling us to achieve
greatness in life and to assume responsibility for our actions, as well. God informs us that He places choices
before us, and it is up to us to make the correct decisions.

1. Devarim (Deuteronomy) 30:15-19 — Judaism teaches that man is given free will in order to
make thoughtful, consequential decisions.
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that you and your children may live.

MR W02 D02 DI TR2RM 12037 9% N
M ION

Although animals have the ability to make certain limited choices, this is a rudimentary form of free will that
does not compare to the freedom of choice with which mankind was endowed.

2. Ramban (Nachmanides), Bereishit 1:29 — Animals possess elementary free will to look for
food and the like.

For the living, mobile creatures have a certain 1oUa ISP DD W YN W YA 3on 1
quality that makes them similar to intelligent OIS W, oW Wi 5Yab 12 1T, D
beings, since they can choose what will benefit DT YR 1 I DI DR AR
them and nourish them, and they flee from pain

and death.

The ability to make moral decisions is the uniquely human expression of free will.
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3. Rabbi Akiva Tatz, Free Will — The Real You, Targum Press, pp. 16-17 — Animals cannot make
choices in the area of morality.

Of course there are many things outside the realm of morality which you can choose, but those choices
are purely technical: certainly you can choose a particular flavor of ice cream, for example, or which
socks you will wear today; but those choices are not uniquely human. Animals also choose options
like which food to eat and where to sleep; those areas have no inner meaning, they are mechanical
issues. Here we are talking about the unique free will of human beings, that faculty which makes

you unlike an animal. The area in which animals cannot make any choices is the area of morality. No
animal chooses between right and wrong; no animal battles to overcome its lower self and achieve a
more spiritual state by means of its moral ideals. That is exactly the area we mean when we talk of
human free will; the battleground of human free will is precisely the area of moral ordeals, the striving
for higher values against the pull of our lower selves.

When we hear news of a shark attack, we don't blame the shark. We know it’s just doing what comes
naturally. We don't suspect that the shark chose to attack out of evil intent and really could have called upon
its nobler instincts and spared its victim. But when a human being attacks, he is held responsible for his
actions. (Nechemia Coopersmith, Shmooze, Targum Press, p. 83.)

4. Rambam, Hilchot Teshuvah (Laws of Repentance) 5:1 — Man is unique among the entire
Creation in his ability to choose between good and evil.
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evil. This is what is written in the Torah, “And
now man is like one of us, knowing good and
evil” (Bereishit 3:22).
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in creation in the respect that through his
intelligence he can distinguish between good and
evil, and can choose to do either; and there is no
one who will prevent him from doing so.

Thus, the view that man’s choices in life are not in his own hands, but rather are the inevitable result of a
confluence of circumstances and laws of nature — and that man is therefore not responsible for his behavior —
is incorrect.

5. 1Ibid. 5:2 — Each person is free to decide his path in life.

Do not believe the thought expressed by foolish YU WY DIMINY T 93T TR AN NI SR
nations and many unwise Jews that when God PSP DTN 5 M 749w SR 33 05 N
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righteous or evil. This is not the case. Rather,
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each person has the capability to choose to
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become righteous like Moshe Rabbeinu (Moses ] ]

our Teacher) or evil like Yeravam, wise or foolish,
merciful or cruel... and similarly regarding any
other attribute.
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There is no one who will force him, nor has it LI 0 RO be I RO 1T 01 1D PN
been decreed upon him, nor is anyone pulling SO YT IOIYI RIT KON DT MW TANS
him to one of these paths. Rather the person FRPY 79T WNS

himself uses his own intelligence to choose the
path which he desires.

Only the choices of human beings are not dictated by the laws of nature — and that is because those choices
emanate from man’s Divine soul.

6. Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, Siftei Chaim, Emunah & Bechirah, Vol. I, p. 17 — Our Divine soul
is the source of our ability to make free will decisions.
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spiritual soul into the body of the physical IS NI 1193 DN 03 DN 5w DTN Ao

person. It is true that the powers of nature were
created by rules of cause and effect, but the soul
of the spiritual person, which is connected to
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spiritual soul, which is not compelled by the DN

person’s constitution.

KEY THEMES OF SECTION L.

7= The concept of free will is not universally embraced. Some scientists and philosophers have
asserted that man does not have free will and that all of his actions are predetermined by a set of
natural laws.

7= The Torah, however, teaches us that man does have free will. It is only natural phenomena that
follow the rules of cause and effect. Every human being is endowed with the ability to choose
between good and evil, because the human soul is not subject to the laws of nature. God does not
decide who will be righteous, nor who will be wicked.

SECTION II. WHY DID GOD GIVE MAN FREE WILL?

PART A. TO ESTABLISH AND ASSERT OUR UNIQUENESS AS HUMAN BEINGS

As we have mentioned, free will, bechirah, is a uniquely human attribute. No other life form possesses this
ability; the behavior of every species in the animal kingdom is a function of their physical impulses. Whereas
it is true, as the Ramban writes above, that animals do make elementary free-will decisions to enable them to
survive, only man has the ability to make moral or ethical decisions.
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1. Rabbi Abraham J. Twerski, MD, Twerski on Spirituality, Shaar Press, p. 267 — Free will sets
man apart from animals.

In general, animals are not free to make decisions, because they are at the mercy of their bodily
impulses. If an animal is hungry, it is driven to look for food and must do so. An animal cannot decide
not to eat when it is hungry. It is inconceivable that an animal will decide, “I am going to fast today.”
This is equally true of all other physical impulses which totally dominate an animal’s behavior. Man

is alone in being able to resist a bodily urge, and deny himself gratification of a strong desire if he
considers it to be inappropriate.

Some philosophers deny that man has freedom of choice, and contend that a person has a number of
impulses and ideas, some of which are in conflict, and that his behavior is determined by whichever
impulse or idea happens to be the strongest. They say that because man is aware of the struggle within
himself he has an illusion that he is making a choice, whereas the choice is really being made for him.
Judaism categorically rejects this concept which, by denying free will, essentially reduces man to an
animal level, with the only distinguishing feature being that man is conscious of the struggle between
the opposing forces within him. Freedom of choice is a fundamental axiom of Judaism. In fact,
Judaism teaches that although God is in control of everything in the universe, He has divested himself
of control over man’s decisions, and does not intervene in man’s moral or ethical choices.

PART B. TO ACTUALIZE OUR POTENTIAL

By exercising free will and choosing correctly, man brings the potential within him into practice. After all,
God doesn’t need us to “pass the test” and make the correct decision; He knows what is in our hearts and
whether we truly desire to do what is right. Yet, we know that God tests us throughout our lives. Why does
he do so? Because the very act of choosing causes a human being to achieve his potential.

1. Ramban, Bereishit 22:1 — God tests the righteous to turn their potential into action.
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one being tested. The One Who tests, however,
is commanding him in order to actualize his
potential so that he can receive reward for proper
actions, not merely for proper intentions. Know
that God tests the righteous (Tehillim 11:5) when
He knows that the righteous man will do His
will and He desires to give the man merits — that
is when He commands him to undergo a test.
However, He does not test the wicked, who will
not listen. All the tests in the Torah are for the
benefit of the one being tested.

PART C. TO EARN REWARD WITHOUT EMBARRASSMENT

Free will is a function of the struggle between the yetzer hara, the evil inclination, and the yetzer hatov, the
good inclination. This is a struggle that is unique to man. But why did God create man in a situation in
which his life is a constant struggle between good and evil?
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1. Ramchal, (Rabbi Chaim Moshe Luzzatto), Da’at Tevunot (The Understanding Heart), pp. 4-5
— To be able to accept goodness from God without embarrassment.

The intellect knows that God is the ultimate
good. By nature, anyone who is good desires to
do good for others. And God, may His Name

be blessed, wanted to create creatures in order

to bestow upon them good, because there is no
opportunity to bestow goodness if there is no one
to accept it.

However, in order for this bestowing of goodness
to be complete, God knew that those accepting
it would need to earn it through their own effort,
because then they become its rightful owners,
and they will not be embarrassed by accepting
this goodness, like one who accepts charity from
another. About this it is said, “One who eats
something that is not his own is embarrassed

to look directly at the face of his patron”
(Yerushalmi/Jerusalem Talmud, Orlah 1:3).
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2. Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, Siftei Chaim, Emunah & Bechirah, Vol. II, p. 57 — By exercising

free will, we earn reward through our own efforts.

We find, therefore, that one of the purposes of
free will is that a person will accept goodness
from God without any feeling of embarrassment.
Surely God could have created His world without
the necessity for man to exercise free choice or to
work and toil, but then man would feel ashamed
that he is receiving a reward as a handout and
not because he deserved it. By choosing between
good and evil, as well as toiling in Torah and
mitzvot, he will not feel that he is receiving a free
gift. Rather he is earning the goodness, just as a
worker is not embarrassed to accept payment for
his work, since he has earned [compensation]
through his workmanship. Similarly, through
exercising free will, a person will not be ashamed
when accepting his reward.
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One purpose of free will, then, is to create a situation in which man will be able to earn his eternal reward
by making the correct choices. In essence, free will is a gift that God has given us so that we can fulfill

our purpose in this world. Without the ability to choose evil, no amount of righteousness would have any
meaning, and consequently, man would not be able to earn reward. (For a further discussion of this topic,

see the Morasha class on Body and Soul.)
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PART D. TO IMPACT SPIRITUAL WORLDS

The Nefesh HaChaim (along with other works) explains that our universe is not just physical; it is also home
to vast spiritual worlds that are maintained or destroyed by our actions. When a human being acts correctly,
observing the Torah and its mitzvot, he creates untold ripples of positive spiritual energy throughout the
infinite array of spiritual worlds. Conversely, when he behaves incorrectly, he brings destruction upon these
spiritual worlds.

1. Rabbi Chaim Volozhiner, Nefesh HaChaim, Gate 1, Chapter 7 — The actions of a human being
affect infinite spiritual dimensions or “worlds.”

A person is called the spirit and living soul of M37°39 5w 0BT Y woIT NP3 DTN
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as all the movements of one’s physical limbs

are dictated by the living soul, according to its
inclinations and desires, so too all the movements
and behaviors of the spiritual forces, all the
worlds, and the orders of the Chariot — their
development and building or their destruction,
Heaven forbid — are rooted in the actions of man
in this world.

How can a human being affect all of these spheres? This capacity stems from the human ability to choose his
actions. All other creatures which do not possess free choice cannot have an effect on the spiritual spheres,
since their actions are no more than the effects of Divine decrees. Man, on the other hand, has the ability to
choose, and his actions can become the cause of ripple effects, making him responsible for the building or
destruction of countless spiritual spheres.

2. Ibid. — The purpose of free choice is to enable man to affect all the spiritual worlds.

It is for this reason that man alone was granted FINYIOEY VIS TPAAT VoW M 1125 15 AN
free will, so that he could bring himself and all D73 935 DN AN IN . PIDM WK T8 7PRD Mo
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to be ruined and destroyed, Heaven forbid, he
has the ability to rectify that which he ruined
and rebuild that which was destroyed, since he
is included in and in partnership with all of the
worlds.

This is what King David meant when he said,

“God is your shadow on your right side.” Just as NS WL T 2P T8 YA NI

the shadow of an object follows the motions of PN 5D P M NI 2T AN D 537 1o
that object and goes in the same direction it goes, WP NI 2123 I P2 197100 NP 13T N
so too, God, so to speak, directs the worlds in MY ION MPN 00 MY Mvsd 9anmn
accordance with the behavior of man below. 005 OINT

In light of this principle, we can understand that free will is an incredibly potent force. It allows man to affect
the universe in ways that no other living creature can.
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KEY THEMES OF SECTION II.

7~ Free will distinguishes man from the animal kingdom. No animal has the ability to make moral
decisions.

7~ Free will is a uniquely human attribute. Man has free will by virtue of the fact that he exists in
the middle of a perpetual struggle between moral alternatives, and his task in life is to make the
correct choices. God created man in this way so that he could earn eternal reward.

7> In addition, man’s free will serves another important purpose. Because man has the ability to
choose evil, when he does choose good, his actions create an untold impact on all the spiritual
worlds. God made the existence and upkeep of all the worlds dependent on man’s behavior. It is
only through free will that he can have such an enormous influence on the universe.

SECTION III. THE EXTENT OF FREE WILL

We have seen that the behavior of all other beings is strictly controlled and dictated by a set of predetermined
rules, whereas man’s actions are up to him. But to what extent does man have free will? Are all of man’s
decisions left completely in his hands? This question can be answered with the resolution of an apparent
contradiction between two Talmudic statements.

1. Talmud Bavli, Berachot 33b

Everything is in the Hands of Heaven except for DY ARY 1IN DY A 595
the fear of God.

2. Talmud Bavli, Bava Batra 144b

Everything is in the Hands of Heaven except DM DS I DY 0T 555
chills and fever.

The contradiction is self-evident. If everything is in the hands of Heaven except for one thing, which is it —
chills and fever, or the fear of God?

3. Tosefot, ibid. — Some events are Heavenly decrees. However, a person must always make an
effort to protect himself.

The source in Bava Batra is different than the jaigaRginatiatv Rl thl 595 KT R0 90T XD
concept of “Everything is in the Hands of Heaven 99933 T T DTN DWW MR 0900 DOST DY
except for the fear of Heaven,” because the latter [0t 18 DIMT] 20 1N TN I N TP BN
refers to a person’s atmbgtes, whether he is | 1 N3 53N (2230 AT) T 5 I3 A NN
strong or weak, poor or rich, tall or short, wise DTN 5Y FINGT FIYINGES

or dull, as is taught in Niddah 16b ... but here
[Bava Batra 144b] is dealing with events which
occur to a person.

Thus, the Talmud is actually discussing two distinct categories of Divine decrees. With regard to events that
will befall a person, everything is decreed in Heaven, and the only area in which a person can exert some
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control over his destiny is with regard to taking precautions to avoid chills and fevers. (For more information
on this aspect of Divine Providence, see the Morasha class on Hashgacha Pratit and the second Morasha class
on Free Will.)

However, with regard to the attributes of the person himself, there is a different rule. A person is powerless
to alter or affect almost everything about himself — his level of intelligence, his physical strength, his degree
of wealth, and so forth. The only thing that a person can change is his level of fear of Heaven. In practical
terms, this means choosing between right and wrong, and good and evil.

4. Rashi, Berachot, 33b — The range of man’s free will is in fact limited, but choosing between
good and evil is fully entrusted to man.

Everything that is placed on a person is decreed STIIN 10 R I3 TR T3 DTIRG O 83 5D
by God. For instance, [whether the person is] 3597, 135, n Do, YWY Y I8P
tall, short, poor, rich, smart, dull, light, or dark is DY T 5Y NI IPN YL DTS SN NI DY

all decreed by Heaven. But [whether a person is] NI, D037 3 10D T, DTN S 13 900 1 N

righteous or evil is not decreed by Heaven, but is DB AN 15 M

entrusted to the individuals choice. He has two
paths in front of him, and he needs to choose to
fear Heaven.

5. Talmud Bavli, Niddah 16b — Attributes such as intelligence, strength, height, and wealth are
from Heaven. Righteousness is dependent upon the person alone.

There is an angel called Lilah appointed [to FDW DWW 1905 1 Y i IN5m ImN
supervise| each pregnancy. He takes the fertilized 5L, YW 305 TN T4 355 FTHY
egg to God and says, “Master of the Universe, PWY WO IN DM LM N NI 2750 KA
what will become of this child — [will he be] 791N
strong or weak, wise or foolish, wealthy or poor?”

However, whether the child will become evil or UNT INPIT TS, TOND N - DT IN P 1N

righteous was not mentioned. As Rabbi Chanina
taught, “Everything is in the Hands of Heaven
except for the fear of Heaven, as is written, ‘And
now Yisroel, what is it that the Lord your God
asks from you? That you should fear the Lord
your God’ (Devarim 10:12).”
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How it is possible to assert that all human attributes are Divinely determined? Of course, a person’s physical
strength, height, and natural intelligence are inborn. But what about a person’s wealth, health, and other
such attributes? Simple observation clearly indicates that people who work hard and invest effort into
becoming wealthy, preserving their physical health, and the like are often successful, while those who do not
put effort into these goals often fail. How can it be said that a person’s financial status is entirely a result of
God’ decree?

The truth is, however, that one’s finances are decreed by God, with the important qualification that a person
still must work to achieve financial success. This concept will be discussed further in the second Morasha
class on Free Will.

There is another important issue to address. There are many human attributes; do some traits cause a person

to exhibit specific types of behavior? For example, some people seem to anger more easily while others
are more relaxed; some seem predisposed to indulge in particular vices. The Talmud indicates that all of
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a persons traits are dictated from Above. Does this not mean that God causes certain people to be more
naturally predisposed to positive or negative behavior — and, if so, is that not a contradiction to the principle

of free will?

6. Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe, Alei Shur Vol. II p. 38 — We exercise our free will by choosing how to

develop our attributes.

Basic free will is regarding how a person uses
his inborn traits. The Gemara (Shabbat 156A)
describes the impact of astrological phenomena
at the moment of birth on a person’s nature,
such as “A person who is born under Maadim
will be one who spills blood. Rav Ashi says: He
may be a doctor, a robber, a ritual slaughterer,
or a mohel (one who performs circumcision).” It
is impossible to uproot one’s character traits. A
person with a cold temperament cannot change
and become one with a hot temperament.
Similarly, it is impossible to uproot the tendency
for “bloodshed,” but it depends how one uses it.

Rav Ashi enumerates four possibilities how

one can express a tendency for “bloodshed”:

as a doctor, as a robber who may murder, as

a ritual slaughterer or as a mohel. All of them
“shed blood,” but the mohel does so for a great
mitzvah; the ritual slaughterer does not perform
a positive mitzvah, since there is no obligation
to eat meat, but when one wishes to eat meat it
is a mitzvah to slaughter; the doctor saves lives
by “spilling blood”; and only the robber uses this
tendency for evil.

These are the fateful choices with which a person
establishes his path in life by using his traits for
good or for evil. It is limited, since we do not
have the ability to change or uproot any traits
that are connected to our temperaments, but free
will is still vast, because there are many ways for
a person to use his inborn traits for good.

KEY THEMES OF SECTION III.
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7~ Free will is not a concept that applies to every aspect of a person’s life. In fact, most of a person’s
characteristics and life circumstances are Divinely decreed before his birth. What is up to us is the

choice between right and wrong, good and evil.

7 Not all human beings are created with the same inclinations, and some may be born with more of

a natural proclivity to certain forms of wrongdoing. However, no natural inclination is inherently
“good” or “bad.” Regardless of what type of actions or activities a person is predisposed to engage
in, he or she can use those inborn tendencies for good or for evil.

11
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SECTION IV. THE ZONE OF PERSONAL GROWTH

Is every step we take characterized by unlimited free choice? The truth is that there are many areas in which
we do not really have an unrestrained ability to choose right or wrong. The choices that lie before us are a
consequence of our parents, education, integration of societal values, and consequences of decisions that we
have already made.

1. Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler, Michtav M'Eliyahu, Vol. I., p. 113 — Analogy of exercising free will
compared to two armies fighting on a battlefield.

When two nations are engaged in warfare,
and the war is fought on the battlefield, all the
territory conquered by one particular army is
now under its control, and the enemy has no
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foothold there whatsoever. Similarly, the territory
of the second army comes totally under its
control. If one of the armies conquers further
ground and advances and takes over some of the
enemy’s territory, then subsequent battles will
resume with new battle lines. But territory which
has already been conquered will not be fought
over again, for it has already been occupied.
There is only one battleground, and this can
shift between the territories of the two warring
nations.

2. Ibid. — Consequential personal decisions are focused at zones of inner conflict.

The same is true of the nature of free choice.
Each person has a zone of free choice where his
conception of truth encounters his imagined
truth — which is really falsehood. However,

the majority of one’s actions occur where there

is absolutely no conflict between truth and
falsehood. Since a person has been educated to
act in many areas in accordance with the truth,
when he does so, he is not exercising his free will,
since he has no option to do otherwise. Similarly,
he might make incorrect decisions based on
falsehood and not realize that these are improper
actions. Since he is so accustomed to doing them,
they are now beyond the range of his free will.

Decisions of free choice are limited to the meeting
ground between the positive and negative forces
within an individual. For example, many people
might be negligent in speaking derogatorily about
others, only because they are accustomed to it
and are oblivious to its severity. The very same
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people however would never consider stealing or
murder, because their education has ingrained in
them not to do so, to the extent that they have no
inclination to do such things.

regard to every precept in the Torah.

The “point of free will” does not mean that a
person lacks the evil inclination to speak lashon
hara (harmful speech) and the like. Every
mitzvah and every transgression consists of
countless levels, and a person always has free
choice regarding all mitzvot and sins — just not
always on the same level.

For instance: I certainly do not have the ability
to desecrate the Shabbat by lighting a fire,
Heaven forbid. But I “desecrate the Shabbat in a
pure way,” because my speech on Shabbat is no
different than my speech on a weekday, and so
forth. In other words, I certainly have free will
regarding Shabbat as well, and so too with regard
to all mitzvot and transgressions.

The Lev Dovid relates that someone asked the
Rambam how he could say Viduy [the confession
for sins], when he had never performed any of
the sins mentioned there. The Rambam replied
that he violated everything that the viduy says
every day, and much more than that, and he
would even be punished for asking the question.
Now, I would never have posed this question

to the Rambam. Clearly, the person in this story
must have truly believed that he had never
committed these transgressions. The Rambam
revealed to him that he has a “point of free

choice” regarding every sin in the world, even if it

does not appear that way on the surface.

13
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There are many behaviors, good or bad, to which a person is predisposed to the extent that he cannot be
considered to have actually “chosen” them. This does not necessarily mean, however, that anyone is immune
to improper behavior. There are 613 mitzvot in the Torah, and every person must struggle in some way with
all of them. Each mitzvah encompasses many details and aspects and can be observed on many levels. Thus,
every mitzvah presents a challenge for every individual, regardless of his spiritual level.

3. Rabbi Reuven Leuchter, Ner Le’Elef — The zone of free will exists at different levels with
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Each person has certain choices regarding which he is subject to conflicting impulses, and it is in those areas
that the battle of free choice — the battle between good and evil — is truly waged. The area that is subject to
these choices is dynamic and constantly shifting in response to one’s previous choices.
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4. Michtav Me’Eliyahu ibid. - Momentum from positive and negative decisions.

The zone of free choice is dynamic. As a result of
a good decision, a person raises his moral level,
so that those areas which were previously the
battleground between his positive and negative
inclinations are now incorporated into the zone
of his good side and will no longer present a
conflict. This is the principle that “One mitzvah
leads to another mitzvah” (Pirkei Avot 4:2).
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The converse is also true. Bad decisions push
away the tendency to behave properly in that
battle zone and subsequently lead one to act
improperly without deliberation, since his good
side is no longer in control there. This is the
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principle that “One bad deed leads to another.”

While each individual’s struggle may be over a different decision, it is important to note that each person’s
struggle is qualitatively the same.

5. Ibid. — Regardless of a person’s level, his struggle to choose right over wrong, in his own
unique circumstances, is the same.

Sometimes a person becomes accustomed to
doing so much good that he is protected from the
evil inclination in that area, and his zone of free
choice is in more sublime areas. For instance, for
a person who was educated in the ways of Torah,
among righteous people, his zone of free choice
will not be with regard to committing an actual
sin or refraining from an actual mitzvah, but
rather with regard to a very subtle point in his
inner service of God and pure intent.

Sometimes a person is brought up in the
company of evildoers, rabble and thieves. He

will not have a choice at all regarding whether to
steal or desist. It is possible that his zone of free
choice will exist only when he is caught in the act
of stealing, and he has the opportunity to murder
someone. That is where the battle between his
inclinations will take place, for that is the truth
that his good inclination can discern at his level,
and he could ignore his evil inclination.

We see, then, that a person’s upbringing does

not change the actual struggle of free choice at
all, but only the point at which it takes place.
Everyone is created with the ability to discern the
truth that he can access at his level, and to
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cling to it and not ignore it, even in the face 12T ON 13 T3 WIDN PRI e S

of the temptations of spurious justifications. M99 195w I NPA AT DPH O 20

Regardless of whether his upbringing raised or D813 533 RIT T U WN TBRE 7950
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lowered his point of free choice, his ability to
recognize the knowable truth is identical in every
situation.

In fact, although a person who is accustomed to righteousness may not have to struggle with the same base
impulses that afflict an individual on a lower level, the righteous person’s struggle may be even more difficult.

6. Rabbi Reuven Leuchter, Ner Le’Elef — Because a righteous person has reached a higher
spiritual level, the choices he must make are all the more difficult.

Perhaps we can add: A wicked person has a a3 15 0 e :;?m'-b TON ION IN
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on an inner level, in a very fine way.

Therefore, since the Creator wants us to choose, Sy SRS M) BIIRY S8 YT AR D4R
the task of a righteous person is more difficult. Yo PRW FONWA 55 W, TR AP N DTS

In other words, the perception that he lacks free S AP SRS DN 1 KDY P N

choice is superficial and incorrect. Rather, his
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choice becomes even more difficult, because he
has elevated himself.

Ultimately, this means that every person’s struggle to choose right over wrong, regardless of his spiritual level,
is equally precious to God.

7. Rabbi Yisroel Miller, What's Wrong with Being Happy, ArtScroll Publications, pp. 147- 148 —
Every person faces ongoing challenges; the goal is to persevere.

It is well known to historians that the American Revolution succeeded not because George Washington
knew how to win a battle — he didn’t — but because he knew how to lose. He was defeated again and
again, and the American Revolution is a story of one Colonial retreat after another. But Washington
did know how to retreat, how to hold his army together and keep his ragtag forces from disintegrating,
so that if an opportunity for victory ever arose he would be ready. He kept on failing and retreating for
five years, but he never gave up; and when his big chance finally came at the siege of Yorktown he was
prepared, and he won.

Anyone interested in his or her own life, anyone who has seriously tried to become a better person and
who has done battle with the yetzer hara, the inclination to do evil, knows that that the analogy is apt.
If we can only keep up the fight, even if it is only small-scale guerrilla warfare, then we are showing
God we are still here for Him...

The frustrated idealist thinks, “Okay, you tell me not to give up on my dreams, and I should not
abandon holy ideals even if I am completely divorced from them in practice. But what is all that
dreaming worth, when I compare it to the deeds of a tzaddik, a righteous Jew who truly lives the Torah
every day?”
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The Baal Shem Tov’s answer (taking the liberty of paraphrasing it in contemporary terms) is that if you
note the winning times in a marathon race, you will find that they are measured in hours: 3 hours and
10 minutes, 2 hours 50 minutes and so on. How can a marathon runner be proud of winning a race in
a couple of hours, when some Olympic races are over in a matter of minutes? The answer, of course,

is that a runner’s accomplishment is not judged only by his finish time; it is judged by his finish time
compared to the distance he has to cover, and any run over a longer track takes more time and is
judged accordingly.

In the same way, each person on earth has his own race to run. Some of us are given a short track,
others have a marathon, still others have strategically placed stones and potholes along the way. Each
person’s place in the Divine Plan is different from that of everyone else, and each of us has a unique
way of sanctifying God’s Name. You may feel far from Torah, with endless miles to run, but since the
greatest tzaddik does not have your exact situation, even he cannot create the same holiness that only
you can.

If you are “at the ends of the heavens,” [Dvarim 30:4] very far away but still trying to grab on, then
the Torah says, “misham, from there,” from your unique vantage point and hardship God will help you;
because no one else can demonstrate sanctity the way you do, when, with your uniquely individual
difficulties, you refuse to drop out of the race and you keep on going, no matter how far away the
finish line may be.

KEY THEMES OF SECTION IV.

7> Even within the realm of choosing between good and good and evil, there is a limit to the extent of
free will. There is a “zone of free will,” like the battleground where two armies wage war, and then
there are zones of good and bad behaviors, like the territory each side has already conquered or
vanquished, in which the person does not have free will but rather acts automatically, either as a
result of his upbringing or his past experiences.

7 Every mitzvah or transgression exists on many levels, and each person can choose between good
and evil on only one of those levels. He may automatically desist from more blatant forms of evil,
and may automatically stumble when the wrong choice is more subtle.

7 The more “good” choices a person makes, the higher on the spectrum of good behavior his zone
of free will moves. The converse is also true; bad decisions create negative momentum. Each
individual’s struggle to choose between good and bad is qualitatively the same as every other
person’s struggle; it just exists in a different area. In a sense, though, the struggle of the righteous
is even more difficult, because they must contend with a far more subtle degree of enticement.

SECTION V. THE DYNAMICS OF EXERCISING FREE WILL

What distinguishes our free-will decisions from the behaviors we choose out of ingrained habit? What is the
nature of the struggle in the zone of personal growth? It is the place where two drives — one to choose good
and the other to choose evil — meet and come in conflict.
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1.

As we have discussed, man is the creature created
for the purpose of being drawn close to God. He
is placed between perfection and deficiency, with
the power to earn perfection.

Man must earn this perfection, however, through
his own free will and desire. If he were compelled
to choose perfection, then he would not actually
be its master, and God’s purpose would not be
fulfilled. It was therefore necessary that man be
created with free will.

Man’s inclinations are therefore balanced between
good and evil, and he is not compelled toward
either of them. He has the power of choice, and
is able to choose either side, knowingly and
willingly, as well as to possess whichever one he
wishes. Man was therefore created with both a
yetzer tov and a yetzer hara. He has the power to
incline himself in whichever direction he desires.

FREE WILL 1

Ramchal, Derech Hashem (The Way of God), 1:3:1, p. 45, Translation by Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan,
Feldheim Publishers — We are here with the challenge of earning perfection.
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For a human being to have free choice, he must be in a position where he is not inexorably drawn after

either the yetzer hara or yetzer tov. However, as the following two sources indicate, this does not necessarily
mean that the influence of each yetzer is equal.

2.

Ben Azai taught: One should run to perform a
mitzvah and run away from a transgression.

The Mishnah teaches that a transgression pursues
a person and therefore he needs to run away from
it, and a mitzvah runs away from the person and
he needs to run after it. Why is this so?

Rav Chaim from Volozhin explains: Man was
created on the basis of free will. Free will requires
that the relative power of man’s positive and
negative inclinations be equal. If a mitzvah
would pursue an individual like a transgression,
everyone would prefer to do mitzvot, since a
person’s soul is closer to mitzvot. Consequently,
free will would be nullified.

If neither mitzvot nor transgressions would

17

Pirkei Avot (Ethics of Our Fathers) 4:2 — How should we respond to the opportunity to fulfill
a mitzvah or to the temptation to do a transgression?
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Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe, Alei Shur, Vol. II, p. 43 — Why should we run to perform a mitzvah and
run away from a transgression?
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pursue a person, the evil inclination would also 0519, AN DY 94T T T Y DN
have less power, since everyone would naturally ATy T TR My 1)5 IR WYS 1A
choose to do mitzvot. Therefore, God made it 3 FIPW TR FEY [0 TSR T

that transgressions pursue a person and mitzvot AN
. I
run away from him, to enable him to make

equally weighted decisions.

As strong as the drive for wrongdoing may be, the principle of bechirah chofshit, free will, reveals that a
human being is always capable of making the right decision and resisting temptation. People often have the
tendency to attribute their behavior — or their failure to change — to external factors. But as the following
Talmudic incident indicates, it is a fundamental principle of the Torah that the key to change always lies with
the person himself.

4. Talmud Bavli, Avodah Zarah 17a — In trying to overcome personal challenges, our first
inclination may be to rationalize or blame others for our situation.

There was not one prostitute that Elazar the son PPN T8 3 ROW ROTNT 13 K49 5P 1OY 10K
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they were together, she told him, “Elazar ben
Durdaya’s repentance will never be accepted.”

He went and sat between two high mountains
and hills and said, “Mountains and hills, pray for
me.” They said, “Before we pray for you, let us
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pray for ourselves ...”
He called to heaven and earth, “Pray for me.”
They said, “Before we pray for you, let us pray for

ourselves ... ” M1 023910 BN ... WARY Sy W POV owpan
He called out to stars and constellations and oY DWRID BNRY TV 12 1N .00 5V Wwpa
cried, “Pray for me.” They said, “Before we pray e WOBY OV WP

for you, let us pray for ourselves ... ”

He said, “My teshuvah (repentance) depends YN P2 P2 N I3 RON M5 9377 PN TN
only upon me ... ” He put his head between his N TN 515 113 TR 1w AR T 033
knees and cried until his soul departed. A voice L TNY 237 7193 .. N3 D9 P 1 XTI 12

called out from heaven and proclaimed, “Rabbi PN TS MO I B D s b D
Elazar the son of Durdaya is worthy of the World

to Come.” Rebbi (Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi) cried
[when he heard this story] and said, “Some
people achieve their reward after a long time, and
some achieve it in an instant.”

5. Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, Siftei Chaim, Vol. I, p. 9 — In the end, my success is wholly
dependent upon my decisions and initiatives.

When a person is dissatisfied with his spiritual 3T I XD 18T I WRWD ,DIRT SW WA
condition, it is the nature of a person to silence D3 93777 IR D5 MDD AR RS X
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his conscience and to blame the situation on
various circumstances. “If I only had a good
friend, a good study partner or a good neighbor, 1
would study better,” but truthfully these are only
excuses.

This is a very dangerous situation, since one loses
the impetus to change himself. For he thinks
that his spiritual condition is dependent upon
external circumstances which are beyond his
control. It is only self-delusive to think that his
aspirations can be achieved through external
sources. This is the way of the yetzer hara — to
soothe an individual into thinking that his
situation is not dependent upon himself, and
that he is personally incapable of changing the
situation.

However, the true solution is for the person to
recognize that, “The situation depends only upon
me [taking action],” and then all the excuses will
be proven to be false, and he will understand that
one cannot make such claims before God.

FREE WILL 1
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From where does a person obtain the strength of character to make the right choices? The key to exercising

one’ free will constructively lies in Torah study.

6. Pirkei Avot 6:2 — Freedom is through Torah study.

The only free person is one who is involved in
the study of Torah.
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This freedom refers to sovereignty over the yetzer hara and the baser human drives — the freedom to use one’s

free will in the proper way.

7. Talmud Bavli, Kiddushin 30b — Torah study brings the clarity and strength to overcome the

yetzer hara.

I have created the negative inclination, and I have
created the Torah as its antidote.
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Torah is the only means with which we can really overcome the yetzer hara.

8. Ramchal, Mesillat Yesharim, Ch. 5 — If God told us that the Torah is the antidote for the

yetzer hara, that means there is no other cure.

It is obvious that if the Creator made only this
cure for this ailment, there is no other possible
way for a person to be healed from it. Anyone

who thinks that he can heal himself in another
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way is simply mistaken, and he will ultimately
perceive his mistake when he dies while still
mired in transgression. For the evil inclination

is truly very strong within a person, and without
one’s knowledge it continually gains strength and
controls him. If a person attempts every ruse in
the world and does not take the medicine that
was made for it — which is the Torah, as I have
written — he will never know or perceive that his
sickness is strengthening until he dies sinning,
and his soul is lost.

To what can this be compared? To a sick person
who went to doctors, who diagnosed his illness
and told him to take a certain drug. But he,
ignorant of the medical field, ignored that drug
and instead took whatever medication he saw fit
to use. That sick person will certainly die, and so
it is in this matter.

There is no one who knows the sickness of the
yetzer hara and its latent power more than the
Creator, Who fashioned it, and He has told us
that its cure is the Torah. Who, then, can neglect
it and take something else and live? Certainly
the darkness of the material world will steadily
gain strength within that person, without his
realization, until he finds himself entrenched

in evil and so far removed from the truth that it
will not even occur to him to seek it. But if he
engages in Torah study and learns its ways and
commandments and counsel, he will ultimately
have a renewed desire to follow the correct path.
This is what our Sages have said: “[God says:] ‘If
only they would leave Me but still observe My
Torah, for the light within it would bring them
back to the good.”

KEY THEMES OF SECTION V.
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& Man was created to earn perfection by choosing between good and evil. In order to put the two in
a proper balance, it was necessary for the pull of evil to be stronger than the pull of good. If they

would be equal, every human being would always choose the good.

7~ It is important to recognize that we are the only ones who are responsible for our choices. Blaming

external factors for our failures will only diminish our impetus to change and grow.

#» The only means to defeat the yetzer hara is the Torah. By engaging in Torah study, a person can

free himself from transgression.
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SECTION VI. IMPLICATIONS OF OUR DECISIONS

The human ability to choose between right and wrong has massive consequences. Not only do our decisions
shape our personal journey through life, but through our choices, we are capable of bringing tremendous
good or evil to the world for all future generations!

1. Rabbi Dr. J. David Bleich, Jewish Bioethics, Hebrew Publishing Co., pp. 268-269 — Watson
and Crick were awarded the Nobel Prize for discovering DNA, yet advocated infanticide and
murder, respectively.

Let us redefine birth. Birth shall no longer be regarded as taking place at the moment of parturition but
as occurring seventy-two hours after emergence of the infant from the birth canal. Since the baby is
not yet “born,” in the event that it is found to be physically or mentally defective it could be destroyed
with impunity up to the moment of “birth.” This proposal was made in all earnestness by Dr. James
Watson, co-discoverer of the double-helix in DNA.

... England’s eminent biologist and Nobel prize laureate, Dr. Francis Crick has already advanced
beyond this point in advocating compulsory death for all at the age of eighty as part of a “new ethical
system based on modern science.”

2. Professor Peter Singer, Professor of Bioethics, University Center for Human Values, Princeton
University — Professor Singer supports killing “defective” infants.

Very often, it is not wrong at all to kill a child once it has left the womb ... Simply killing an infant is
never equivalent to killing a person ... Killing a defective infant is not morally equivalent to killing a
person ... Sometimes it is not wrong at all.

3. The Mensch of Malden Mills, www.cbsnews.com, February 11, 2009 — Extraordinary business
ethics.

The fire that broke out at Malden Mills in the winter of 1995 was the largest fire Massachusetts had
seen for a century. Malden Mills was one of the few large employers in a town that was already in
desperate straits. “The only thing that went through my mind was, how can I possibly recreate it,” says
owner Aaron Feuerstein, the third generation of his family to run the mill. “I was proud of the family
business and I wanted to keep that alive, and I wanted that to survive. But I also felt the responsibility
for all my employees, to take care of them, to give them jobs.”

Feuerstein decided to rebuild right there in Lawrence — not to move down South or overseas as much
of the industry had done in search of cheap labor. He also made another shocking decision. For the
next 60 days, all employees would be paid their full salaries.

“I think it was a wise business decision, but that isn't why I did it. I did it because it was the right
thing to do,” says Feuerstein. Some might have said the proper business decision was to take the $300
million in insurance and retire. “And what would I do with it? Eat more? Buy another suit? Retire and
die?” asks Feuerstein. “No, that did not enter my mind.”

He kept his promises. Workers picked up their checks for months. In all, he paid out $25 million and

became known as the Mensch of Malden Mills — a businessman who seemed to care more about his
workers than about his net worth. For guidance he turns to the Torah, the book of Jewish law ...
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Before wielding the potent force known as choice, a person should be aware of the vast scope and magnitude
of the effects of each of his choices, great or small.

4. Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler, Michtav M'Eliyahu, Vol. I, p. 115 — Our decisions impact the entire
world and all future generations.

Each decision that one makes impacts on all 555 1381 553 DR TN, DN Y SPHa 5
situations in every day of his life, whether to .25 ONY A5 DN, 1270 ONT DY DX,
a small or great extent, whether beneficial or SR 5T, 13 TP TP RINI KON 12 57 KD

detrimental. And one’s decisions af.fe.ct not DPIMT D TY T RB
only oneself. For example, the decisions one
makes regarding his children’s education have

repercussions for all future generations.

Each person influences his environment. ST TP DT DUV 103D BY S0 DTN 59
Therefore, the impact of one’s decisions affects MDY, AT T30 55 5 o, 1aan 53 5y oy
his environment as well as his generation, even TVF3 55,78 T B3 M0 7Y DPMaD
2300 WK 51,1510 05w 53 own ey
WINPT MM NN 0910 5y v DY
851,730 PN 90w STR a0 omwiTe
el fyatsniielvSeilalai iy bumbly

the entire world, for all future generations. In
short, each decision makes an impact on the
entire world. Each person is responsible for the
consequences of his decisions. How astounding
is the greatness of the reward for a good decision
and the tremendous responsibility for a bad
decision!

KEY THEMES OF SECTION VI.

7> The human capacity for free will is an awesome power.
7 Humans have the ability to reach the depths of wickedness or to display extraordinary

righteousness. This potential stems from free will. Every decision that a person makes has the
potential to affect himself, his children, and his surroundings — even for generations.
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CLASS SUMMARY:

DO WE HAVE FREE WILL, OR ARE OUR ACTIONS PRE-DETERMINED BY SCIENTIFIC LAWS?

Contrary to the assertion of determinism, Judaism teaches that we do, indeed, have free will. Our choices
are not predetermined by the rules of nature; rather, every time a human being chooses between right and
wrong, he does so of his own accord.

WHY DO WE HAVE FREE WILL?

Free will is the feature that distinguishes human beings from animals. It is only through the exercise of our
free will that we can achieve our potential.

Free will is the tool that God has given us to earn our eternal reward. God created us in order to bestow
good upon us, and he placed us in a world that is full of tests and trials, so that we could earn that good.
We earn reward by making the right choices, and obviously, we can earn reward only if our choices are not
predetermined. Furthermore, free will enables us to be partners with God, as it were, in creation. Man’s free
will gives him the ability to exert untold influences on countless spiritual worlds.

WHAT IS THE EXTENT OF OUR FREE WILL?

We have free will only with regard to choosing between right and wrong. We cannot alter any other aspects
of our lives — our intelligence, physical strength, financial wherewithal, and so forth. All of those things are
Divinely ordained and controlled. But God gave us the power to affect our spiritual standing, to determine

whether we will be righteous or wicked.

WHAT IS THE “ZONE OF PERSONAL GROWTH”?

Even in the context of choosing between good and evil, not all of a person’s decisions can truly be considered
free. Often, a person’s upbringing or habits will dictate his choices, whether for right or wrong. The “zone

of personal growth” refers to the areas in which a person’s drives for good and evil are balanced so that the
person is truly free to choose between the two. Where these two conflicting impulses come into play, that is
where the battle between right and wrong is truly fought, and that is where the person makes the decisions
that go on to define him in the future.

HOW DO WE EXERCISE FREE WILL?

In our situation, the pull of evil is stronger than the pull of good; we must exercise free will by running from
the temptations that seek to overtake us while pursuing the virtuous deeds that appear to be running away
from us. In order to properly exercise one’s free will, one must keep in mind that it is his own power of
choice, and not any external factors, that is the catalyst for his actions. Furthermore, we must remember that
victory over the yetzer hara comes only through Torah study.

WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS OF THE CHOICES THAT WE MAKE? HOW FAR-REACHING ARE
THE CONSEQUENCES OF OUR DECISIONS?

The power of a human being’s choices is vast. A person can choose to bring tremendous good or horrific evil
into the world. A person’s choices affect not only the person himself, but also everyone around him, as well
as his future generations.
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