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The answer is that in the first case, a person does not change out of
conviction, but rather because of society's pressure or to escape punishment.
Yet, if a person inwardly feels that he has done a wrong thing and wants to
change, then he is immediately forgiven no matter what his sin, and he is
turned from a person who is disgusting and distant from G-d to a person who
is beloved and close to G-d and to others. As the Rambam avers, quoting the
verse in Nitzavim, “Behold, I presented before you today life,” Mg the
choice is in our hands. We have the ability to perform any acts which are

humanly possible, good or bad.

The Rambam describes a custom about a person who in doing Teshuva,
changes his name; as if to say, I am a different person. I am no longer the
man who committed that sin. True, we each still have the same character
traits, but we can use these character traits for good or bad. As Rabbi
Chanina articulated to his disciples, “He who is born under the constellation
of the sun will be distinguished; he who is born under Mars will be a shedder
of blood.” Rav Ashi observed, “Either a surgeon, a thief, a Schochet (ritual
slaughterer), or a Mohel (ritual circumciser).” We can draw blood in different
ways — positively or negatively. As the verse in Proverbs sets forth,

“Educate a child according to his traits, and even when he is old, he will not
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turn astray from them.”

‘We should never feel that we do not have free will. We have. There are
many theories about why G-d has to canse bad things to happen to good
people. One of them is so free will canbe.maintained in the world.
Otherwise, all people would be good, since then nothing bad will ever happen
to them. They, therefore, would be stripped of their free will. Bad things,
according to this theory, have to happen to some good people so that the
doctrine of free can be maintained. This is a very cruel doctrine, and I
personally cannot go along with it, especially because it can be used to justify
doing nothing to ameliorate suffering. On the contrary, whenever we see
suffering, we have to ameliorate it. When we see people who are hurting, we
have to help them. We cannot say that to maintain the balance of free will,
we should do nothing. This is what the British said when they let millions of
Irish die, even though they bad food in their storehouses. They claimed that if
they would have released the food, the basic laws of economics, Malthus'

laws, would be disturbed.

‘We do not know how G-d balances free will, but we do know that every day

we are called upon to make moral decisions. Let us hope and pray that we
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will all make the right moral decisions, so that we will be worthy of having a
good, healthy, and prosperous New Year. On behalf of myself, my wife, my
family, and the United Orthodox Synagogues, I wish you all a life filled with
happiness and joy because we have all acted in a responsible way by

exercising our free will morally. Amen.
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We all know that the very basis of Judaism is free will. Without the concept
of free will, there can be no Judaism. How can we be held responsible for
anything if we do not have free will? What exactly is free will? For one
thing, free will does not mean that I cani be anything I want to be. Obviously,
ifTam 5°27, I had better give up the idea of being a NBA basketball player,
and if I cannot carry a tune, I had better give up the idea of being an opera
singer. For another, free will also does not mean that I can change my tastes
willy-nilly or my basic character willy-nilly. If I am an introvert, I cannot
become an extrovert, or if T am an extrovert, I cannot become an introvert.
‘We all have certain basic character traits. We can modify them a little bit, but
changing the grill on a Chevy does not make it a Ford, or changing a fender
on a Ford does not make it 2 Chevy. Everyone who has children knows they
will have virtually the same characteristics throughout their lifetimes as those
with which they were born. Free will also does not mean that from now on we
are going to eat vanilla ice cream, even though we like chocolate ice cream

better.

Free will has to do with making moral choices. We say that although you




image2.png
may be limited by where you are born and to whom you are bom and by the
1Q you were given and the other talents with which you were endowed, these
conditions in po way impinge o your ability to make moral decisions. You
can have an average IQ and still make correct moral decisions; you can be a
genius and make terrible moral decisions. We know this from Hitler’s
cabinet. Everyone in Hitler’s cabinet was a bonafide genius and a Ph.D.
except for one; yet, they were terribly evil people because they made bad
moral choices. In fact, in a recent study, it was pointed out that it is usually
ordinary people who do extraordinary things to help their fellow human
beings in times of crisis. The righteous gentiles who helped the Jews in
World War II were from all strata of society, and as we saw in Houston during
the recent flood, many people of the who helped others came from every level

of Houston society.

Free will has come to include two aspects: free will of indifference
(indeterminism), and free will of self (determinjsm). Each has its adherents
with which to justify the irrevocability of free will. Those who consider that
we exercise free will independently of any and all determinism caused by
instinct, impulse, or passion, or rational and moral motives, either external or

internal, comprise the adherents of indeterminism. Followers of self
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determinism believe a person's decisions and behavior are determined by no
compulsion of external forces, but only by a person's own basic nature, or
self. This self can be identified with reason and reflection and a pursuit of the
good; e.g., therefore, ignorance, impulse, passion, and the stress of instincts
manifest constraints upon the true self's expression of volition and behavior.
This person is not forced by anything outside of himself to accept moral and

legal responsibility and to act as he does.
As we shall see, both aspects play a part in Judaism.

We all are called upon every day to make choices. True, some people are
mentally deficient and cannot make moral choices. Therefore, many states
now have made sure that the death penalty does not apply to mentally
impaired people. This ruling does not mean they should be set free to maim
others, but it does mean that they are incapable of making moral decisions.
Jewish law recognizes this, too. We recognize that a mentally impaired
person who is either mentally ill or has a low IQ cannot be judged as a fully

competent adult. This applies to minors also.

In the Torah portion, Nitzavim, we emphasize this concept of free will. We





image4.png
say, “You are standing today, all of you, before G-d, your G-d, the heads of
your tribes, your elders, your officers, all the men of Israel, your small
children, your women, your proselytes, from the hewers of wood until the
drawers of water, you pass into the covenant of Hashem, your G-d, which G-
d, your G-d seals with you today.” Everyone is responsible. The chﬂdren
must be taught so that they will assume responsibility. Everyone has free
will, and everyone who does not have an impaired mental condition can

choose to do good.

The Torah portion goes on to emphasize that this refers to those who are here
with us today, and those who are not here with us today; i.e., the human
condition will not change. We will always have free will. None of us can
ever alibi and say that we are the products of our environment or our genes,
and we cannot help who we are. 'We are not just the inevitable products of
our past. This seemed a difficult concept to understand until recently when,
with the advent of Quantum Theory, we know that the future is not
determined by the past wholly, that quantum leaps can be made which are not
explained by our past. Electrons can jump from one atom to another for no
reason. Theoretically, one of the planets from our solar system could leap

into another solar system. As David Weintraub, a not particularly religious
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physicist said, “It seems that an unseen hand is the force behind the

universe.” We are not just the products of nature or nurture.

1 am reminded of the story they tell about a boy who brought home a report
card to his father. The report card contained all F’s. As the boy handed the
report card to his father, he said, “Dad, is this report card the product of
nature or nurture?” It was neither. It was the product of a young man not
applying himself. It is true that perhaps he could not have gotten all A’s, but
he could have at least gotten a C or a D. We can change. We can be

different.

In Nitzavim, we also read, “See, I gave before you today the life and the good
and the death and the evil which I have commanded you today to love
Hashem, your G-d, to walk in His ways, to observe His commandments, His
decrees, and His ordinances, then you will have life and you will multiply,
and Hashem, the Lord your G-d, will bless you.” An inner strength will result
from living a religious life, which will allow us to overcome our problems.

We will be able to evaluate things correctly. We will be able to see what is
important, and what is not important. We will not be thrown for a loop when

we lose a few material things, because the most important things are the
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things of the spirit: the love that we have for your family, and the love that our
family has for us, “To love the Lord your G-, to listen to His voice, and to
cling to Him because He is your life, and the length of your days”. We will
be able to find fulfillment in life by studying Torah, by doing good deeds,
even if we are not a millionaire, and even if ailments and setbacks afflict us.
As long as we are able to reach out to others, to help them, and to attach

ourselves to G-d, we are going to have a successful life.

The Rambam, in his laws of Teshuva, states that certain sins are forgiven
immediately; certain sins wait until Yom Kippur to be forgiven; certain sins
are only forgiven with Yom Kippur and with punishments; others are not
forgiven completely until a person’s death. This seems very strange because
the Rambam, in another chapter of his book on Teshuva, submits, “Great is
Teshuva because it brings a man close to the Shechinah because it returns you
to the Lord your G-d.” Tt admonishes, “Last night you were disgusting and
far from G-d, but today you are beloved and close to Him.” How it is
possible that the Rambam should declare in one place that sins are not
immediately forgiven, and in another place expound you are not only forgiven

but also you become a lover and a confidante of G-d immediately?




