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Free will is defined as “the power of making free choices that are unconstrained by external circumstances…such as fate or divine will” (American Heritage Dictionary).   In plain English we might say that free will is simply our ability to choose for ourselves how we will act or what we will say.  


The doctrine of free will, that each of acts according to personal choice and that our fate is not predetermined, is a religious and philosophical tenant that undergirds all of Jewish thought.  

So it is with difficulty that we try to make sense of the passages in this week’s Torah portion that speak of God “hardening Pharaoh’s heart.”  


“Adonai said to Moses, ‘See I place you in the role of God to Pharaoh, with your brother Aaron….  You shall repeat all that I command you, and your brother Aaron shall speak to Pharaoh to let the Israelites depart from his land.  But I will harden Pharaoh’s heart….’” (Exodus 7:1-3)  Even before the great confrontation with Pharaoh begins we are told that God will harden Pharaoh’s heart.  We are forced to ask:  What happened to Pharaoh’s free will?  If God predetermines that Pharaoh’s heart will be hardened, where is Pharaoh’s freedom of choice?

Ten times Moses asks Pharaoh to free the Israelite slaves and each time Pharaoh refuses.  A plague follows each refusal. Only after the tenth plague, the death of the Egyptian first born, does Pharaoh relent and even then he changes his mind and chases after the Israelites as they leave Egypt. 

 A careful reading of the story of the ten plagues reveals that the first five times Pharaoh is asked to free the Israelites the text reads, “Pharaoh’s heart was hardened.”  This is understood to mean that Pharaoh was exercising his free will in choosing to be obstinate and refusing to free the slaves. 

The next five times Pharaoh is asked to free the slaves the text reads, “God hardened Pharaoh’s heart.”  Maimonides, in the 12th century, responded to this story by saying that initially Pharaoh sinned of his own free will, but that the repetition of his sin robbed him of his free will.    

Erich Fromm in the 20th century has written, “Pharaoh’s heart hardens because he keeps on doing evil.  It hardens to a point where no more change or repentance is possible….The longer he refuses to choose the right, the harder his heart becomes…until there is no longer any freedom of choice left him.”  (See Etz Hayim, Torah and Commentary, The Rabbinical Assembly.) 

The very fact that we do possess free will creates the possibility that we might forfeit our ability to exercise it through repeated wrongful action.  It is a harsh realization that we could behave in such a way that no repentance would be possible.  

I see this story of Pharaoh as one of the Torah’s many cautionary tales.  By showing us the consequences of sin and wrongful action the Torah is trying to direct us in the right way to act.  The message of this story is that we might choose to ‘harden our heart’ but if we do so repeatedly we will find that our heart is permanently hardened, our free will surrendered and our humanity diminished.  
