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When God Upsets the Balance

I. A Delicate Working Balance
1. Free Will

2. Prescience

3. Predestination
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The angel appointed over birth brings each potential soul before God and says:
‘Master of the universe, what will be with this drop [of life]? Will he be strong or weak? Will he
be wise or foolish? Will he be rich or poor?’
Will he be good or evil, however, is not asked...

Il. When the Balance is Upset
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And He said to Avram, “Know well that your offspring will be strangers in a land not theirs, and
they will be enslaved and oppressed four hundred years;
And | will also execute judgment on the nation they will serve, and in the end they will go free
with great wealth.
And you will go to your fathers in peace; You will be buried at a ripe old age.
And the fourth generation will return here, for the iniquity of the Amorites is will not be

complete until then.”
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And he said to him, “Go now look into the welfare of your brothers and the welfare of the
sheep and bring me back word.” And he sent him from the valley of Hebron and he reached

Shechem.
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FROM THE VALE OF HEBRON — But was not Hebron situated on a hill, as it is said “And they
went up into the South and they came unto Hebron”? But the meaning is that Jacob sent him
in consequence of profound (npy) thought of the righteous man who was buried in Hebron-
in order that there might be fulfilled that which was spoken to Avraham when the Covenant
was made ‘between the pieces” (cf. 15:13), “thy seed shall be a stranger, etc.

Do Yosef and his brothers have free will?

Do the Egyptians?

Could the exile in Egypt have been avoided?

Can any of the “players” be held responsible for their actions?

ll. Arriving at a Working Theory...
1. The canvas and the details; the big picture and the equally big picture
2. Mashiach as a paradigm: Destiny driven history; details “fungible;”

V. But What About Pharaoh?
A. The Problem
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And | know that the king of Egypt will not give you leave to go, except by a mighty hand. 20
And | will put forth My hand, and smite Egypt with all My wonders which | will do in the midst
thereof.
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And Hashem said unto Moshe: 'When you go back into Egypt, see that you do before Pharaoh
all the wonders which | have put in thy hand; but | will strengthen his heart, and he will not let

the people go.
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But | will harden Pharaoh’s heart, that | may multiply My signs and marvels in the land of Egypt.
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Then the LORD said to Moses, “Go to Pharaoh. For | have hardened his heart and the hearts of
his courtiers, in order that | may display these My signs among them
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B. Rabbinic Concern
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Rabbi Yochanan postulates: This phenomenon provides an opportunity for heretics, who will be
able to claim that Pharaoh did not have the opportunity to do teshuva.
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One could ask: If Hashem hardened his heart, what was his transgression, what was his sin?

C. Possible Approaches

1. Shmuel David Luzzatto (Shadal) Shmot 7:3

Know that all acts can be ascribed to God, for all are caused by Him-some through absolute
decree and some through man’s free choice which has been granted by Him...It can therefore
be said that [God], as the author of all, acts, hardened Pharaoh’s heart.
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Abravanel: Answer 1. Sins against man require punishment. Answer 2. Teshuva reserved for
Jews. Answer 3. Pharaoh’s condition an inevitable result of the plague process
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Sforno: Hardening to achieve true teshuva

D. A Revolutionary Approach: From Reish Lakish to the Rambam
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The rest of the story- The revolutionary view of Reish Lakish : Is Free Will an inalienable right?
Textual support: distinction between the first five and last five plagues.
Poignancy: connection to personal story of Reish Lakish.
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The Rambam’s codification of a startling point of view...



