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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN

CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY
SERIES 3: 1 - TESHUVA, FREE WILL & GOD’S KNOWLEDGE

OU ISRAEL/BEIT KENESSET HANASI - FALL 2024

A] CONFUSION AND CULPABILITY - TESHUVA OF THE MIND

1.lhbpk ubtyja tyj kgcck iuvn,c //// 
ruphf ouhc hushu

One of the ‘al chets’ that we say on Yom Kippur is for ‘timhon leivav
1
’ - confusion of the mind.

2.) :c��c�k i«u ­v �n �, �cU i«u ·r�U �g �cU i«u ­g�D �J �C wv v́�f �F&hi"uahsruyat 'ckv oyut - h"ar2[vnvs,] z"gkc ( 
jf:jf ohrcs

The expression is from the Tochacha.  Rashi defines it as ‘blockage of the mind’ - confusion or stupefaction.

• Many of the commentators on the vidui understand that this ‘al chet’ is referring also to confusion in hashkafa and emuna - our

understanding of God and the manner in which He runs the world.

B] BELIEF IN DIVINE OMNISCIENCE - THE 10TH IKAR

3.t    uh �,«uH)f �z k &g ,«ur �,�h uh �,«ub«u+g ,J h �nU /eh �S &m uh �,«ub«u+g k &g ,«ur �,�h uh �,«uH)f �Z ,J h �n /,«ub«u+g&u ,«uH)f �z «uk J�h o �s �t �v h�b �C �n s �j ,t �u s �j ,t k�F
/// h �b«ubh �C v�m3j ,n�k v�m3j ,n /g �J �r

 c    r &n3t,B ,J «ug �J �r �C , �n tUv s�H �n uh �,«uH)f �z k &g ih �C )r �n uh �,«ub«u+g ,J o �s �t(sh:k uvhnrh) Q�b«u+g c«r k &g //// 

v   o ,vh �t �y+j h �p �F i �,«ut ih �b �S oh �C )r �n i ,vh �,«ub«u+g ,J oh �g �J �r �v k�F i�f �uu ////t�C &v o�k«ug�k e,k �j i ,v�k J�h �ue,k �j o ,v�k J�h k �t �r �G�h k�F ,J 
 r &n3t,B ,J Ut �y �j ,J h �P k &g ; &t t�C &v o�k«ug�k(tf:x vhgah) . ,r �t UJ �rh �h o�k«ug�k oh �eh �S &m o�K )F Q �N &g �uoh�H &j &v . ,r ,t r &n«uk �F k �J �n «uz . ,r ,t /

:t�C &v o�k«ug�k e,k �j o ,v�k J�h o�k«ug �v ,«uN )t h �sh �x+j i�f �u /t�C &v o�k«ug �v tUv �u
u/oh �n�k«ug h �n�k«ug�kU o�k«ug�k o �,t �Y &j �u o�g �J �r k ,s«D k &g ih �b«uS�b �u ih �s �c«ut �u oh �, �r �f�b t�K ,t t�C &v o�k«ug�k e,k �j i ,v�k ih �t ,J i �v UK �t �u  

 /oh�bh �N &vih �x«ur«ueh �P �t �v �uih �J �r«uP &v �u /oh �C &r �v h �th �y+j &nU /oh �s �r«uN &v /k �t«uD &v , &th �c �cU oh �, �N &v ,&H �j �, �C oh �r �p«uF &v �u /v �r«uT &C oh �r �p«uF &v �u /
h �f �p«uJ �u /o�h &n �J o �J�k t«K ,J rUC �M &v k &g v �nh �t h�kh �Y &nU /oh �r �x«uN &v �u /oh �e�h«uvh �F t�h �x ,v �r &p �C v �n �r s�h �C ,«ur�c+g v ,G«ug �v �u /rUC �m h �f �r &S �n

 /«u,�k �r�g Q �J«uN &v �u /g &r �v i«uJ�k h�k+g &cU /oh �n �S
 j////  /o �s �t �v h�b �C v �G+g &n &g �s«uh t �r«uC &v ih �t ,J r �n«ut �v[ �u] ////  /ih �x �r«ueh �P ,t oh �t �r �e�B &v i �v v �J«k �J 

d erp vcua, ,ufkv o"cnr

In the third chapter of Hilchot Teshuva, the Rambam explains that even those people who are ‘reshaim’ - meaning that

the ‘majority’ of their spiritual reality is negative - still have a place in Olam Haba.  However, some categories of people

do NOT have a place in Olam Haba
3
 due to the severity of their actions or beliefs.   These include a person who denies

that God knows the actions of every human being.

4. hrhagv suxhvu rnta hn ,gsf tku 'ojhbzn ubhtu ost hbc hagn gsuh vkg,h tuva(ch:j ktezjh) . ,r �t �v , ,t wv c&z �gtkt '
 rnta unf(yh:ck uvhnrh) o �s �t h�b �C h �f �r &S k �F k &g ,«uj )e �p Wh,bh �g r ,J+t v�H�kh�k+g �v c &r �u v �m �g �v k«s �D rntu '(v:u ,hatrc) v �C &r h �F wv t �r &H &u

'. ,r �t �C o �s �t �v , &g �r rntu (f:jh ,hatrc) /v �C �r h �F v �r« n+g &u o«s �x , &e+g &zhrhagv suxhv vz kg vruh vzu 
ihrsvbx vban 'ekj �pk vnsev - o�cnr

Belief in God’s omniscience is enshrined in the 10th of the 13 Ikarim.

1. See Rav Aharon Lichtenstein’s analysis of timhon levav in Return and Renewal: Reflections on Teshuva and Spiritual Growth, p.154-158.  He states there: “In thinking of ‘the sin of

... tim’hon levav’, we may think along both tracks.  There is a sense in which one might assume that tim’hon levav itself, the skepticism which we noted earlier, is a sin.  But, I think,

at least for some, there is a sin of tim’hon levav which understands it as a very desirable and necessary part of introspection, with the sin being the failure to apply it intelligently and

adequately.”  Rav Lichtenstein goes on to suggest that the Charedi community, with all its admirable qualities, suffers from a ‘surfeit of certitude’ and a lack of proper self-criticism

and introspection.  Whereas the Modern Orthodox community, with all its admirable qualities, suffers from a surfeit of skepticism.  

2. Old French: estordison.  Modern French: étourdissement (dizziness).

3. This is different from the consequence of ‘karet’ which applies to a number of mitzvot in the Torah - eg avoda zara, Shabbat, chametz on Pesach.  The exact difference between karet

in Olam Haba and losing a chelek in Olam Haba is beyond the scope of this shiur.
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• The Rambam famously formulated 13 Principles of Jewish belief in the 12th Century. These were accepted by many subsequent

authorities4 as the definitive position of the Rambam’s (and Torah) dogma and many Jews connected to them through the scores of

piyutim5 composed to liturgize them.  The two most famous today are the ‘Ani Ma’amins’ standardly printed in the siddur, and the hymn

Yigdal.

5.'uhkg ojrku ucvtk ohchju 'ktrah kkfc xbfb uvhrv - vnka vbunt ovc ihnthu 'okf ,usuxhv vktc ostv vsuh ratfu
gcyv ,urcd,vu vut,v ,njn ,urcgv in vaga vn vag ukhptu /vujtvu vcvtv in ub,mek ub,men wv chja vn kfu

 otu /ktrah hgaupn tuvu ekj uk ahu 'uhrn hpk abgh tuv hrv - gurdvkeke,hin tmh hrv - ,usuxhv vktn suxh ostk 
 rnut tuv uhkgu /usctku utbak ohchju 'w,ughybc .muewu wxuruehptwu wihnw trebu 'regc rpfu kkfv(tf:yke ohkhv,)

wufu t·�b �G ,t w ¬v Wh­,t �b &G �nGt«u �k+v
(;uxc) �g ekj erpk ocnrv ,nsev6

When a person accepts all of these principles and believes them fully, he enters into the community of Israel and we are obligated to love him and

care for him in all the ways that God requires us to to act towards our fellow man, with love and fraternity.  No matter what sins he committed due to

desire or to his negative inclination overpowering him, he will be punished according to his rebellion, but he has a place [in the World to Come]; he is

one of the sinners of Israel.  But if a person denies7 one of these principles, he has left the community and rejected a fundamental.  He is called a

heretic, an ‘apikorus’ and one who ‘cuts in the plantings’, and we are required to reject and destroy him.  About him it is written (Tehillim 139:21)

“Do I not hate them, God, who hate You!?”

End of the Rambam’s Introduction to Perek Chelek

The Rambam’s Ikarim have enormous implications for the definition of who is and who is not a heretic, and indeed who
is a Jew!  According to the Rambam, rejection of any of the Ikarim excludes a person from Jewish society.

8

• As such, the stakes are high and it appears crucial that we get this right!

C] FREE WILL

C1] A BRIEF OUTLINE OF THE ISSUES

• Human beings feel intuitively that they have choices in many things and the ability to make free decisions between those choices9.

• However, what if that feeling is actually misleading and we only think that we have freedom to make those choices?  Indeed, there

are reasons to question whether we truly have free will, two of which are:

- The scientific challenge10 that we live in a causally determined material world where different events naturally lead to

pre-determined and predictable consequences.  There may be too many of these for us to predict accurately, giving us the

illusion of free choices.  But, in fact, all of our choices may be entirely determined by our sub-conscious which is itself a

determined outcome of our genetic nature and environmental nurture.

- The theological challenge that human free will is incompatible with Divine omniscience and omnipotence.  If God knows all

things, then our choices are also known and determined by that Divine knowledge.  And if God is all powerful, how is that He is

effectively subordinated to the contingencies of our choices11?

• Philosophically, there are, broadly speaking, a number of approaches:

- DETERMINISM: the position that there is no free choice and all things are determined.

- LIBERTARIANISM: the position that there is no determinism and free choice is absolute.  

- COMPATIBLISM: the position there is BOTH determinism AND free choice but somehow they can coexist.

• These issues are crucial in assessing moral responsibility.  If we are not truly free to choose, how can we be held responsible?  In the

ethical formula ascribed to Immanuel Kant - “ought implies can”12. 

4. Although not by all.  Some later poskim, in particular Rav Yosef Albo and the Abarbanel took issue with the Rambam’s formulation.

5. At least 94 medieval poems have the 13 Ikarim as their subject - Israel Davidson, Ozar ha-Shirah ve-ha-Piyyut, IV (New York 1933), 493

6. Hebrew translation of R’ Yitzchak Shilat uwba,v 'ohnust vkgn ',kha ,tmuv - vbank owcnrv ,unev 
7. This is probably the most important word in the paragraph. keke,n is also the word used in other Hebrew translations of the original Judeo-Arabic and implies that the principle has

been spoiled or ruined.  Perhaps ‘denial’ is a little strong, although I have seen English translations which say ‘doubt’, which certainly seems too weak.  The Rambam is not stating

that a person who merely questions the Ikarim is a heretic, rather one who rejects them.  Other popular translations include “breaks away” (Abelson - used in Rabbi Bleich’s ‘With

Perfect Faith’) and “gives up” (R. Twersky).                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

8. This raises the question of how such a principle would apply to non-observant Jews in today’s world. We will be’H look at this shortly in a subsequent shiur.

9. This point is made by R. Saadya Gaon in Emunot veDeot (IV:4, 187): “a human being feels conscious of his own ability either to speak or to remain silent”.

10. In fact, this challenge may have been dampened in the wake of quantum theory which shows that while most physical phenomena can be explained by scientific cause and effect,

there are phenomena that cannot be attributed to any scientific causation. Ironically, if taken to the ultimate extreme that effectively NOTHING can be truly determined because of

the inherent indeterminism at the quantum level, this also undermines the concept of real choice since the choice is not a free and logical response to the options but a somewhat

arbitrary outcome of quantum uncertainty.    

11. We will not address in this shiur the problem of free choice and Divine Omnipotence.   Rambam, R. Saadia Gaon, and many others (see Kuzari 5:20) respond that, although God is

all-powerful, one way of exercising power is to delegate that power to someone else. So too, God chose to delegate the power of choice to human beings in order to grant us free will.

This, in turn, was necessary in order to enable man to emulate God and truly own the consequences of his actions - reward or punishment. 

12. “The action to which the ‘ought’ applies must indeed be possible under natural conditions”,  Immanuel Kant. Critique of Pure Reason, A548/B576. p. 473.
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C2] THE RAMBAM’S POSITION - COMPATIBLISM?

6.t v�g �r Q ,r ,s�k «un �m &g ,«uY &v�k v�m �r o �t �u /«us�h �C ,UJ �r �v eh �S &m ,«uh �v�k �u v�c«uy Q ,r ,s�k «un �m &g ,«uY &v�k v�m �r o �t /v�bU,�b o �s �t k�f�k ,UJ �r
 v �r«uT &C cU,�F ,J tUv /«us�h �C ,UJ �r �v g �J �r ,«uh �v�k �u(cf:d ,hatrc) g �r�u c«uy , &g &s�k UB ,N �n s &j &t �F v�h �v o �s �t �v i �v///// /

 co �s �t �v k &g r�z«uD tUv QUr�C J«us �E &v ,J k �t �r �G�h h�b �C h �n�k�D c«r �u o�k«ug �v ,«uN )t h �J �P �y oh �r �n«ut ,J v,z r�c �S W �T �c &J+j &n �C r«c+g&h k &t
«ut o�f �j «ut o�g �c �r�h �F g �J �r «ut Ub �C &r v ,Jn �F eh �S &m ,«uh �v�k «uk hUt �r o �s �t k�F t�K ,t i�F r�c �S &v ih �t /g �J �r «ut eh �S &m ,«uh �v�k «u,�H �r �C ,&K �j �T �n

,«ug �S &v k�F r �t �J i�f �u &gUJ «ut h&kh �F «ut h �r�z �f &t «ut i �n+j &r «ut k�f �x
 d v,z r�c �s �utUv k«us�D r �E �g r &n3t,B ,J v�u �m �N &v �u v �r«uT &v sUN &g tUv �u (uy:k ohrcs) oh �H &j &v , ,t o«uH &v Wh,b �p�k h �T &,�b v �t �r ch �, �fU /(uf:th ohrcs)

o«uH &v o ,fh�b �p�k i �,« b h �f« b �t v �t �rih �C oh �c«uy ih �C v ,G«ug o �s �t �v h�b �C v �G+g &N �n ,«uG+g&k o �s �t �v .«P �j&H ,J k�f �u /o ,f �s,h �C ,UJ �r �v ,J r &n«uk �F /
 r &n3t,b i�h �b �g �v v,z h�b �P �nU /oh �g �r(uf:v ohrcs) o ,v�k v ,z o �c �c�k v�h �v �u i �T �h h �ni ,vh�k+g r�z«uD t«k �u o �s �t �v h�b �C v ,p«uF t �r«uC &v ih �t ,J r &n«uk �F /

:o ,v�k rUx �n kF &v t�K ,t v�g �r «ut v�c«uy ,«uG+g&k
 swQ�F v ,G+g &T k &t �u Q�F v �G+gw oh �th �c�B &v h �s�h k &g Ub�k v,U &m �n v�h �v Q &th �v ////  g �J �r «ut eh �S &m ,«uh �v�k o �s �t �v k &g r�z«uD v�h �v k �t �v UK �t

zUz�k r �J �p ,t h �t ,J r�c �s�k «u,«ut Q«J �n �T «uT �s&k«uT «ut uh�k�g r&z �d�b r�c �F «u,�h �r �C ,&K �j �T �n tUv �u ?wo ,f+g �J �r h �r+j &t Uf�k �T k &t �u o,fh�f �r &S Uch �yh �vw
t«k . ,r �t �v k�F y �p«J+v /eh �S &M&k r�f �G o�K &J �n «ut g �J �r �v i �n g �r �p�b y�P �J �n v,zh �t �u ih �S v,z h �t �cU V�K)F v �r«uT &v k�f�k v�h �v o«ue �N v &nU !UB ,N �n

?!y�P �J �n v ,G+g&h
v erp vcua, ,ufkv o"cnr

At this stage, the Rambam has posited a strong argument for free will, based primarily on two platforms:

(i) verses in Tanach that assert free will and even suggest that God is ‘limited’ (or limits Himself) by human choices.

(ii) The irrelevance of Torah, mitzvot
13

 and Divine justice if humans have no way to exercise meaningful moral choices.  

7. rntba 'ohna ,trhn .uj - ohna hshc kfv :tbhbj hcr rntu(ch:h ohrcs) h �́F Q·�N �g �n k­�t«J Wh º,v«k3t wv́ v µ�n k º�t �r �G �h Æv �T &g �u
v �t �r �h Â�kGo �t/

:dk ,ufrc

This argument for freewill is also supported by explicit statements of Chazal - that human choices to fear God or not is
outside the reach of Heaven.

14
 

8. //////// vbu,b ,uarvu hupm kfv
 uy vban d erp ,uct ,fxn vban

However, the compatibility of  Divine Omniscience and free will is assumed in Pirkei Avot - ‘all is foreseen yet free will

is given’ . No explanation is given as to how these apparently contradictory ideas work in tandem.

9.tUv �J g &s�h o �t `g &s�h t«k «ut 'g �J �r «ut eh �S &m v,Z ,J g &s�h :v,h �v�H ,J o ,s«e v,h �v�H ,J v &n k�F &g �s«uh tUv QUr�C J«us �E &v t«uk+v&u r &nt«T t ,N ,J
g &S /«uh �r�C k &g r�c �S &v g &s�h t«k h �r+v 'g �J �r v,h �v�H ,J r �J �p �t �u eh �S &m v,h �v�H ,J g &s�H ,J r &nt«T o �t �u 'eh �S &m v,h �v�h t«K ,J r �J �p �t h �t 'eh �S &m v,h �v�h

 "o�h-h�B �n 'v�c �j �rU `V �S �n '. ,r ,t �n v�F )r+t" «uz v�k �t �J , &cUJ �T ,Jy'th cuht)Qh �r�m k�c+t `V�C oh�hUk �T oh �n �r oh �r �r+v&u oh�k«us �D oh �r �eh �g v �N &f �u '(
v�g �s �C &g �s«uh Ubh �t tUv QUr�C J«us �E &v ,J v �r«uT &v h �s«ux�h ,«uF�k �v �n h�b �J e ,r �p �C Ub �r &t�C r�c �F /r �n«ut h �b+t ,J v,z r�c �s �C ih �c �v�kU g &sh�k v �T &t
k &g v,z r�c �S dh �¬ &v�k v�kUf�h o �s �t�K ,J «uT �g &S ih �t �u `s �j ,t «uT �g &s �u «un �J Q &r�C �,�h tUv t�k �t 'o�h&b �J o �T �g &s �u i ,v �J o �s �t h�b �c �F UB ,N �n .Uj th �v �J

) "h �j�u 'o �s �t �v h�b &t �r�h-t«k h �F" r �n3t,B ,J 't �r«uC &v , &T �n+t t«m �n�k �u dh �¬ &v�k o �s �t�C &j«uF ih �t �J o �J �fU /«uh �r�Cf'dk ,una&j«uF ih �t Q�F--(
) "h �f �r �S o,fh�f �r &s t«k �u 'o ,fh �,«uc �J �j &n h &,«uc �J �j &n t«k h �F" r �n«ut th �c�B &v ,J tUv :t �r«uC&K ,J «uT �g &S t«m �n�k �u dh �¬ &v�k o �s �t�Cj'vb uvhgah/(

o �s �t �v v �G+g &N ,J 'e �p �x t«k �C g &s�b k�c+t /o ,vh �G+g &nU oh �tUr �C &v k�F tUv QUr�C J«us �E &v g &s�h Q &th �v g &sh�k &j«uF Ub�C ih �t 'tUv i�F ,J i�uh �f �u
g &s�b s�c�k �C , �S &v ,&k�C &e h�b �P �n t«k �u /Q�F ,«uG+g&k t«K ,J t«k �u Q�F ,«uG+g&k t«k uh�k�g r�z«ud t«k �u '«uf �J«un tUv QUr�C J«us �E &v ih �t �u `o �s �t �v s&h �C
c«uy o �t 'uh �G+g &n h �p �F uh �G+g &n k�F k &g o �s �t �v , ,t ih �b �S ,J v �tUc�B &C r �n3t,b v,z h�b �P �nU /v �n �f �j &v h �r �c �S �n ,«urUr �C ,«uh �t �r �C t�k �t 'v,z r�c �S

«uC ih�hUk �T v �tUc�B &v h �r �c �S k�F ,J 'r �eh �g �v v,z �u /g �r o �t �u
v vfkv v erp vcua, ,ufkv o"cnr

In Hilchot Teshuva the Rambam deals with the moral question of free will vs Divine Omniscience
15

 as follows: (i) the

resolution to the problem cannot be understood by us; (ii) this is because our assumptions as to God’s Knowledge are all

wrong. Since God has no separate knowledge of something outside of Himself but rather this Knowledge is an expression
of His Essence, it remains ultimately unknowable.  

13. This point is also made by R. Saadia Gaon (Emunot veDeot IV:4, 187): “If God were to exercise force upon his servant, there would be no sense to his command”. 

14. The Rambam does not cite this statement in Hilchot Teshuva but does bring it in his teshuvot.

15. The moral challenge is: If God knows what I am about to do, how can I have free choice to do it?  And if I have no freedom of choice, how can I be held accountable for my actions?

Note that there is also a significant philosophical dilemma: (i) If God’s knowledge is separate from Him, this offends the notion of God’s Unity.  How can we even speak positively

about God knowing anything independent of His Essence.  (ii) On the other hand, if God’s knowledge of the world is part of His Essence, that knowledge must be changing as the

world changes.  Thus there are ongoing modifications (and by implication imperfections) in the Essence of God. (iii) But if God does NOT have full knowledge of the universe, that is

certainly an imperfection!  The Rambam addresses this in Hilchot Yesodei HaTorah 2:10.
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• What we can know (as with all aspects of Negative Theology) is what God’s Knowledge is NOT!  It is NOT a specific knowledge of an

action before it happens (God’s Knowledge is in any event beyond time) and thus the philosophical problem is also reduced.

• Although this compatiblism16 may appear ‘convenient’ for Maimonides, it is consistent with his general position that positive

knowledge of God is never possible.  Not only can we not know everything about God, essentially we cannot know anything about Him.

• However, this picture of God’s knowledge is complicated by another statement in the Mishne Torah that God knows all things through

knowing Himself17!

10.«ug �n �J�k i,z«t�C t«k �u «ur �n �t�k v ,P &C &j«uF ih �t - v,z r�c �s �u  /s �j ,t k«F &v - V �n �m &g v�g �S &v tUv �u ' &gUs�H &v tUv �u ' &g �s«uH &v tUv  :r �n«ut �,t�m �n�b ////
t�k �t 'o �,«ut oh �g �s«uh Ub �t ,J ,«un �F 'oh �tUr �C &v , &n+j �n o�g �s«uh �u oh �tUr �C &v rh �F &n Ubh �t Q�Fh �p�k //// /«uh �r�C k &g '«urh �F &v�k o �s �t �v c�k �C t«k �u

/«uk «u,�H �u+v &C Q �n �x�b k«F &v ,J - k«F &v g &s�h '«un �m &g &g �s«uh tUv �J h�b �P �n Q�Fh �p�k `o�g �s�h «un �m &g , &n+j �n
 h vfkv c erp vru,v hsuxh ,ufkv o"cnr

God’s knowledge is of Himself, and since all existence is subsumed within his own Reality, that knowledge of Himself

constitutes complete knowledge of everything.

• The Rambam seems to18 resolve the philosophical and moral problem by showing that there is no contradiction between free will and

something meaningless to us (ie God’s knowledge).  However, to many people, such an answer will not be satisfactory.

C3] THE RAVAD’S RESPONSE - SOFT DETERMINISM19

11.ovhsh vagnu ohturcv kf v"cev gsh lthv gshk jf ubc iht tuv ifa iuhfuihta ohnfjv dvbn rcjnv vz dvb tk t"t /
rcsv jhbvk uk vhv cuyu /vbuntk urhzjvu thauec rcsv jhbvu ,uhaue ,uktac kjv tuvu unhkavk gsh tku rcsc khj,n ost
vz kg ,jmb vcua, ihta p"gtu !vz kg ockc ruvrv tch ,jt vga hkutu 'epxc o,gs jhbhu ock rrugh tku ohnhn,v ,unhn,c
u,rhzd thv u,ghsha ohrnut ubhhv w,h trucv ,rhzdc ohuk, u,garu ostv ,esm uhv ot :rnutu vcua, ,me uk lunxk tuv cuy

 unmg ostv shc vrxnu ushn vkannv uz rhxv trucva uhafgu /stn vae vktav ubk v,hvuvrhzd u,ghsh iht,ghshf thv kct 
tkt ,ukznv jfc trucv urxn kusdu iye ostv vren kfa gush rcsvu /vz ka uhfrs uhvh vn rjt jfn ohgsuha ohbhbdymtv
ot - uhgdru kznv jf gsuh trucvu /gr ut cuy u,uhvk ostc iu,bv jfv tuvu 'kznv ,j,n ,tmk uehzjn u,uhvk kfav uc i,ba

 /vrhzd vbht vghshv uzu /tk ot ushn vzk uthmuvk kfac jf ahvua ubbht vz kfu /
 v vfkv v erp vcua, ,ufkv swctrv ,dav

The Ravad is deeply unhappy with the Rambam’s answer, which he understands will be seen by many people as evading
the question. The Rambam has ultimately given a philosophical answer which deals more with the philosophical

question.  The real moral question remains - is God really forcing me to do what I actually think I am choosing.  The

Ravad’s answer is that God is certainly not decreeing or causing the specific actions of Man and does not have

determinate knowledge of Man’s choices.  Man’s actions are circumscribed by the limitations imposed by mazal which
direct a person’s life in significant ways.  God has total knowledge of the forces of mazal.  Man has the intellect to be

able to break out of this mazal, each person according to the extent of his or her intellectual strength.  Since God also

knows the exact parameters of that strength, this, together with his perfect knowledge of the mazal, gives God all the
parameters needed to know what choices will be made without causing them.

• This is often called ‘soft determinism’ - God knows us so well that he can predict with total accuracy what will happen to us and what

we will choose.20  Nevertheless, that Knowledge in no way coerces me to make the choice.  God is not the CAUSE of my decision.

16. Although most traditional commentators understand Maimonides’ position to be compatibilist, based on his apparently clear position in the Mishne Torah, some modern

philosophers have argued for an esoteric reading of Maimonides which indicates that he was in fact a staunch determinist, believing there to be no real free will.  This position was

proposed by Alexander Altmann and Shlomo Pines, based principally on their reading of the Guide 2:48.  That passage reads as follows: 

‘This is the notion to which I wished to draw attention in this chapter. For inasmuch as the deity is, as has been established, he who arouses a particular volition in the irrational

animal, and who has necessitated this particular free choice in the rational animal and who has made the natural things pursue their course - chance being but an excess of what is

natural, as has been made clear, and its largest part partakes of nature, free choice and volition - it follows necessarily from all this that it may be said with regard to what proceeds

necessarily from these causes that God has commanded that something should be done in such and such a way or that he has said: "Let it be thus”’.  Alexander Altmann, The

Religion of the Thinkers: Free Will and Predestination in Saadia, Bahya and Maimonides," in S. D. Goitein, ed., Religion in a Religious Age (Cambridge, MA: Association for Jewish

Studies, 1974) 25-51.  For a broader analysis see also Maimonides on Freedom of the Will and Moral Responsibility, Moshe Sokol, The Harvard Theological Review  Jan 1998, Vol.

91, No. 1 (Jan., 1998), pp. 25-39.  Sokol appeals to a theory of ‘second-order’ will whereby freedom is defined as when one’s first-order choices (practical actions) are in line with

one’s second order deeper wishes.  In this sense Paro was indeed ‘free’ when he let the Bnei Yisrael leave Egypt.  Even though God was ‘hardening his heart’ this actually upheld his

deeper freedom.  Paro’s second order, deeper, wish was NOT to let the people go.  The pain and anxiety of his experience during the plagues effectively forced his hand and triggered

his first-order decision to allow them to go.  God simply realigned his first and second order will, restoring his freedom. 

17. This raises the question of whether Maimonides could in fact subscribe to a panentheistic position whereby the entire universe exists ‘within’ God yet God transcends it.   

18. See below as to why the Rambam’s resolution may still be philosophically problematic. 

19. I purposely did not entitle this ‘The Ravad’s Position’ since, as we will see, his actual substantive position may be identical to the Rambam’s.  However, he is unhappy with the

cadence of the Rambam’s answer and thus feels he needs to respond to it, albeit (in his own words) ineffectively.   

20. By comparison, imagine offering a toddler a choice of candy or cabbage.  You could predict with almost 100% certainty which they would choose, even though the child retains full

personal freedom of choice.  You would have prior-knowledge of the actual choice, without determining that choice.  In the case of God’s infinite knowledge, this becomes 100%

accurate.
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• But does it answer the question!?  God’s knowledge must be absolutely true.  Thus, if God has perfect knowledge (even without

causation) that I will do x, then there can be no other possible outcome.  So while the Ravad does try to deal with causal determinism,

there still remains a logical or theological determinism which limits my real ability to chose. 

• And, even according to the Rambam, although I cannot understand God’s knowledge and thus there may well be no causal link

between God and to my choices, nevertheless doesn’t the mere truth of God’s knowledge effectively preclude my freedom of choice?

Even if we cannot make affirmative statements about God can’t we at least say that ‘God’s knowledge is true’.  The answer may be that

God’s truth also exists in a way that we cannot comprehend. But, if so, what intellectual connection to God do we actually have?

C4] RAV SAADYA GAON’S POSITION - COMPATIBLISM BASED ON REVERSE CAUSATION

• Rav Saadya Gaon argues21 argues that the normal direction of causation is misleading us.  We normally assume that determinism

means God knows what we will do and this knowledge effectively causes us to act in that way.  Rather, Rav Saadya argues that since

God is beyond time our ‘future’ decision to act in a certain way was indeed free and that choice is what God knows ‘in advance’.

12.ghsuvk u,buf wvbu,b ,uarvu hupm kfvw rntaf hnb ishs tb,s rnut hbtu ///// k"z ohnfj ovu !ohnfjv dvbn dvba rnut hbtu
oga /vrhjcv ,t r,ux ubht hupm kfva ;ta rnuku rhgvk tb,v ,gs htsu tkt /////// uaurhpc o"cnrv hrcsfu /ohh,nt ovhbaa

///// /vbu,b ,uarv hf /ostv shc vrhjcv vz kf
ostv vauga vhhagv yhcnu vpumf thv h"av ,ghsha hpk thaue utk trehgns c,f ktuna arsncugsuha rnuk lhha ihtu //// 

/inzv eujc ubhta rujhtu vnhse iht lrc,h uhbpk hf /vagha jrfun f"tu ostv vagh sh,ga vnc,f ubhbaunkt o"rva c,fu 
/lrc,h uhbpk sh,g ihtu vuuvc shn, thv u,ghsha unmgc smv vzc tuva ub,ghshn u,ghsh ukhscvc unmg o"cnrv ,gs uvza
vzc ,uhrcv shca epxv kct /,jrfn vbhtu vuuvc hshn, u,ghsh if /,jrfn vbht vuuvv ,ghsh ubhfrgca unfu vuuv kfv kct
u,ghsh ihta o"cnrv ahrav ifku /ubhfrgc sh,g tuva vn ;t vuuvc shn, u,ghsh vhv, lht rhhmk ohkufh ubt ihta hpk

s"fg sh,gc yhcn tk /uhbpk hukd kfv hf rcg iuakc hupm kfv ib,s hnb ubhhvu /vzc ac,ab tkau /ub,ghshf
 uy vban d erp ,uct ,fxncuy ouh ,upxu,

Tosafot Yom Tov (17C, Poland) also suggests in the name of the Medrash Shmuel that this may also be the meaning of

the Rambam - ie that God’s Knowledge, as His Essence, is beyond time.  Thus the entire notion of determinism is
irrelevant in a dimension in which the act itself is all of past, present and future!

22

C5] THE RALBAG’S POSITION - GOD KNOWS ALL THAT IS KNOWABLE

• A controversial position is proposed by the Ralbag who presents 8 arguments23 to show that God knows all things in general terms,

rather than the particulars.   According to the Ralbag, God's knowledge is of all those things which are real in that they are determined

by laws of nature, but not those things which are ephemeral and contingent on choices24.  For the Ralbag, for God to have knowledge of

human choices would in fact be an IMPERFECTION since these choices lack a certain hard reality.  

13. .... in claiming that God does not know particulars, no imperfection in him results, only perfection, for His knowledge concerns

superior things, not these trivial matters.

Milchamot Hashem III: 2, 97

• Ralbag is NOT saying that particulars are not important enough for God to know but we lowly humans do know particulars.  He is

arguing that particulars, by definition, are too trivial to be known in any way, even by us!25 

• A similar position26 argues that God’s omniscience means that he has total knowledge of all things which are knowable. Future

contingent choices simply do not exist as facts and are not knowable. 

21. Emunot VeDeot IV:4. 

22. A similar approach is presented by R. Avraham ibn Daud (Ravad I, 12C Spain) in Emuna Ramah

23. Milchamot Hashem III:2 and III:4.  Such arguments include that particulars are not know conceptually but through sense perception and this is irrelevant to God. Also, that

particulars are known only in their specific relation to time and God is beyond time. This position proved so controversial that some commentators suggested that the sefer should

be called Milchamot Neged Hashem!  Most philosophers of his time, including many of his own students, rejected this position as being too Aristotelian and inconsistent with

explicit statements in Tanach and traditional rabbinic sources. See for instance Or Hashem 2:1, Akeidat Yitzchak 19, Shu’t Rivash 45.

24. Ralbag makes the point that if God knew all the possible choices we could make and then we eventually chose one, that choice would change the parameters of God’s knowledge

which would become dependant on human actions, a position which Ralbag rejects as “utterly absurd” (Milchamot Hashem, III: 2, 94).  And if God always knew which contingency

we would chose, this effectively removes the freedom of the choice, as discussed above. 

25. This may seem strange to our modern understanding of knowledge which does accept true knowledge of particulars.  But Ralbag follows a strictly Aristotelian understanding of

knowledge whereby the particulars are simply data which are perceived by the senses and then abstracted by the mind to produce a conceptual knowledge of the items.  In this

sense, the particulars are not ‘known’ as true knowledge can only be abstract and general.     

26. Some philosophers want to read this position into Rashi’s wording in Sota 2a s.v. ini.  However, Rashi does not say this clearly and such a reading is denied by many commentators -

see Be'er Sheva, Chochmat Shlomo, and Hagahot HaBach ad loc.
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14. .... the fact that God does not have knowledge of which possible outcomes will be realized does not imply any defect in God

(may He be blessed).  For perfect knowledge of something is the knowledge of what that thing is in reality. ...  Hence God

knows these things in the best manner possible, for He knows them insofar as they are ordered in a determinate and certain

way, and He knows in addition that these events are contingent27, insofar as they fall in the domain of human choice.  

Milchamot Hashem III: 4, 118

• To argue the God knows that which is unknowable is similar to arguing that God can create a table which is not a table.  Even if one

argues that God transcends human logic and therefore COULD ‘create a table which is not a table’ the incoherence (at least to our

minds) of such a statement effective tells nothing other than we do not know anything about God (which is the Rambam’s position!)

C6] R’ CHISDAI CRESCAS - SECOND-ORDER DETERMINISM

• R. Chisdai Crescas28 understands that our free will is superficial. We indeed chose to act based on our deeper will, but we do not

chose that deeper will.  Rather this is determined by one’s genetic nature and nurture and ultimately by God. 

• As such, our seemingly contingent choices remain “possible in themselves yet necessary in terms of their causes”29.  God’s

knowledge does not prevent a contingency from remaining logically possible, but makes it causally inevitable.

• Performance of mitzvot will help to create an environment which will determine the nature of our deeper selves.

• Accordign to this view, reward and punishment are not given in response to our actions but are the natural consequence of our

actions, just as gaining weight is a ‘punishment’ for overeating30.  Furthermore, even if a person’s action is causally determined, R.

Crescas understands that he can still perform it with simcha and love of God, which gives rise to the ‘reward’.  However, an act which is

entirely compelled (and not simply caused) cannot be performed with joy.  So an act could still be ‘free’ (enough) even if it were the

result of a causal chain.  

15. In the final analysis then, we seem to be faced with a stark choice according to Gersonides and Crescas.  The former allows us

to hold onto human freedom at the expense of traditional understandings of divine omniscience; the latter allows us the

traditional view of divine omniscience but has ultimately done away with human freedom. .... Rabbi Akiva’s statement, that

‘everything is foreseen, but free choice is granted’, suddenly seems rather less secure.  One or other of the clauses might be

true.  But neither Crescas nor Gersonides manages to hold onto both of them unequivocally.    

Prof. Daniel Rynhold, An Introduction to Medieval Jewish Philosophy (2009), p. 173
31

C7] THE IZHBITZER AND RAV TZADOK HACOHEN - EXTREME DETERMINISM

• Certain strands of Chasidic thought adopt an even harder version of determinism, arguing that, in fact, everything is God.  This

includes our actions - for good deeds or bad - which are entirely determined by God in that they are an expression of the Divine Will.

•  Logic may dictate that we have free will, but there is a still higher truth accessible to us that defies logic. The ultimate truth is that

there is God and only God.

• In this system, true teshuva lies in understanding that one’s actions against halacha were, ultimately, also determined by God and to

believe with certainty that you are entirely nothing and that everything is God.32  

27. The Ralbag understands that God knows the vast number of different contingencies of all casual connection and also which of these are more and less likely given the scientific and

astrological determinants.  But the ultimate choice remains with the person, who may make the 1 in a million call against all the odds. This is choice is, according to the Ralbag,

unknowable, even to God.

28. Or Hashem II: V.

29. Or Hashem II: V, 3, 480.

30. See https://etzion.org.il/en/philosophy/issues-jewish-thought/issues-mussar-and-faith/free-will-2 by R. Asaf Bednarsh for a broader analysis of R. Crescas’s proofs.

31. Dr. Rynhold’s chapter on Divine Omniscience (Chap 6, 155-179) provides more analysis and suggested further reading on the issues raised in this shiur.  His book is excellent and

highly recommended reading. 

32. See Rabbi Bednarsh ibid for a fuller analysis of this Chasidic position.
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