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     The 9th Commandment ("Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor's wife") is like the 10th, in that it counteracts 
disordered desire: in the 10th toward material possessions, in the 9th toward others as sexual objects (with a 
"possessive" [craving] desire versus an "oblative" [sacrificial] desire). Custody of the eyes, to thwart wrongful 
desire, was a first and necessary step to custody of the body, according to Jesus (Mt 5:27f), because playing 
with fire burns houses down. In the area of sexual desires and stirrings this can be quite a challenge, especially 
when living in a provocative environment, and when bad habits have been developed, which seem impossible 
of escaping (like a "vice" or "quicksand"). Today everyone who is not vigilant is liable to get caught up in in-
ternet porn and associated behaviors, sometimes not grasping what it's really all about until they feel trapped, 
enslaved, failing time and again, when they try to quit (like stopping cigarettes or drugs). At this point, some 
begin to despair. They ask: Is free will just an illusion? Is mortal sin possible (it requires full knowledge, full 
consent, grave matter, but who ever really knows what they're really consenting to, until it's too late)?  

     Much of life is like Oliver Twist, led into thievery to respond to the thievery of the social order around 
him. We fight fire with fire. Or, we start off on a wrong path, and keep digging ourselves in deeper, with more 
of the same, until like the Prodigal Son (Lk 15:11-31), we at last come to our senses. If afflicted with love of 
gain (the root of all evil), we show the same pattern. In the words of St Peter, "The sow wallows in the mire; 
the dog returns to its vomit." Pathetic! (Cfr Prov 26:11, 2Pet 2:22.) 

     Lent started with a call to repentance (metanoiēte), as if we could have done otherwise and as if we might 
yet do otherwise. But is that so? What if free will is simply an illusion? Sam Harris, prominent atheist, widely 
read today on university campuses (following a long line of philosophical determinists, and with a freshly 
minted PhD in Neuroscience, UCLA) claimed in his book Free Will [2012] that there is no such thing as 
"free will," no "agency." What "we" do, he says, is simply what "occurs" in us as the inevitable end result of 
everything since the Big Bang, our DNA, and so on. The causality is all bottom up. It is wrong ever to say "I 
could have done otherwise"; we have no "choice" at all; we are only more or less "lucky" (a combination of 
determinism and chance); we never "choose and then do"; at most we "like" or "dislike" what is going on (and 
call it "free will" if we like it). Harris says a major benefit in denying free will altogether, is that instead of be-
ing "punitive," we can be "compassionate" toward socially disadvantageous misbehavior. 

     I wonder if Jesus would agree with him? When Jesus (Jn 8:7) said, "Let him who is without sin cast the 
first stone," and no one did, he seemed to show us that everyone is caught (or caught up) in sin, willy nilly. 
And when he said, "Neither do I condemn thee," he showed God as compassionate and understanding toward 
our universal predicament. But when he said, "Go and sin no more," he seemed to be disagreeing with Harris, 
implying that a "firm purpose of amendment" was possible, and that "choosing and then doing" was not an 
illusion. 

     Well, how much "will power" do we have? Maybe less than we think. On the one hand, the book of Wis-
dom says, "You have it within you to obey the commandments, if you wish to do so" (Wisdom 15:15). God 
tells the Hebrews on the way into the Promised Land, "Today I set before you life and death, good and evil; 
choose life, then, that you may live" (Dt 30:15ff). The prophets are sent by God to tell the people their sins (Is 
58:2) in the hopes they will convert: "I wish not the death of a sinner, says the Lord, but rather that he be con-
verted from his wicked way and live" (Ez 33:11). At the heart of John the Baptist's and Jesus' ministries is the 
call to "repent, for the kingdom of God is at hand" (Mk 1, Mt 3-4, Lk 3-4). Jesus was criticized for hanging 
out with sinners, but he told his critics that regardless of their past, they converted upon hearing the call to re-
pentance, and his critics should do so too (Mt 21:32). 

     On the other hand we hear things like: "The good I will, I do not do; and the evil I do not will, that I 
do" (Rm 7). "Don't say: Tomorrow I will do such and such; say: Tomorrow, if the Lord wills, I will do such 
and such" (James 4:13-15). "It is God that begets in you both the willing and the doing" (Phil 2:13). "Apart 
from me you can do nothing" (Jn 15:5); but "My grace is sufficient for thee (2 Cor 12:9); "With God all things 
are possible" (Lk 1:37 [Gabriel]; Mt 19:26 [marriage]; Mk 9:23 [healing a son]; Mk 10:27 [rich entering heav-
en]; Mk 14:36 [accepting cross]); even, "I live no longer now, not I, but Christ lives in me" (Gal 2:20). Yet, 
"Let him who thinks he stands, take heed, lest he fall (1Cor 10:12). 


