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     Today we continue our reflection on free will. Moral Theology makes a distinction  between an "act of 
man" and a "human act." An "act of man" is something like blood  circulation or sleepwalking (automatic 
stuff, the kind that some say is the whole story). But a "human act" is a "deliberate, voluntary act"; that is, 
"moral" or "immoral," involving some degree of "moral agency" and "moral responsibility." By "voluntary" 
we mean with some "knowledge (of the end) and consent (to it)." That is, one does something "for a rea-
son" (your purpose): you do something "on purpose," with at least some sense of whether it is "right" or 
"wrong" (that is, conforming to, or diverging from, your ultimate purpose in life: God, in heaven, forever). 
Besides that there is "consent," which may be reduced or even eliminated through a combination of one or 
more factors, such as ignorance, force, fear, passions, pathology. Some would say the combination of inner 
and outer material forces accounts for 100% of the situation; nothing spiritual enters into it. There is no 
such thing as a "human act." 

     To be sure, the early Church saw as heresy "apokatastasis": the idea that, if God is love, and Christ, 
lifted up, "draws all men to himself" (Jn 12) and "loses nothing" (Jn 4:39, cfr Lk 15, the 99 + 1 = 100), he 
could never allow hell; therefore, eventually, everyone will be in heaven, no matter what. The Church re-
sponded by teaching that God created us with free will, and respects our decision; we get what we want; 
we're not robots; if heaven is automatic (even against our will), then we can't truly say "No," or for that 
matter, "Yes," to God; therefore, we must logically allow that "hell," a state of everlasting existence apart 
from God and against God, is a possibility implicit in the idea of free will and self-determination. On the 
other hand, why anyone would want that is called "the mystery of iniquity." The Church has never declared 
any human to be in hell, but many to be in    heaven (canonized saints). Tongue in cheek, we could imagine 
everyone ending up in heaven; it's just that those who absolutely don't want to be there feel like "hell" (like 
being stuck at a party you can't stand). 

     Around 400 AD a British monk named Pelagius preached in Rome. He had a very high estimate of hu-
man freedom and the rugged individual. We are sovereign, he said; always fully morally responsible for 
accepting or rejecting the gospel, or of living according to the example and teachings of Christ. As a conse-
quence, Pelagius was also a strong rigorist, with a punitive streak: be perfect; one strike and you're out; no 
excuses. His contemporary St Augustine looked back on his own struggles, especially with chastity (he had 
found himself praying, "Lord, give me chastity ... but not just yet"). He responded by explaining original 
sin. We are born, he said, infected by a sinful world; we can't exist except in context; by the time we can 
think and choose, our intellect is darkened and our will is weakened; even after we are baptized, and the 
"guilt" (culpa) of original sin is removed, we still have "concupiscence" (disorder in our desires) as a sort of 
ongoing temptational force, ready to help us backslide at any time; we need ongoing help and growth in 
virtuous habit, the sacraments, and support of the community of faith; we need to be patient and encourag-
ing toward one another; forgive 70 x 7; it can take a long time for things to click, for spiritual maturity. 
Thus, the practice developed of more frequent confession and forgiveness, even when materially grave sins 
were involved: a beautiful sign of mercy and understanding from God and the Church. (Today, some would 
say our DNA is the equivalent of "concupiscence," driving toward selfish-uninhibited behavior, and that the 
great religions form a sort of supplementary DNA to temper it.) 

Nevertheless, we humans can get ourselves into terrible pickles, and really scandalize one another. 
Martin Luther (16th century) became very pessimistic. He argued that the image of God in us was com-
pletely destroyed by original sin, and that human nature as such is totally corrupt; even after justification 
through faith in Christ, he said, we're merely a pile of cow dung covered with snow ("forensic justifica-
tion"). This was going too far; the "image" of God, said the Council of Trent, remains intact within us, 
though weakened; and when we are "justified" by God's grace, we are "re-generated"; it's not that God is 
just looking the other way, but that he is empowering us from within to become a new creation, capable 
even of observing the commandments ("intrinsic justification"). During the next few centuries a debate 
raged about grace and human freedom. The Church ended up    teaching that God's grace is "sufficient" for 
us to perform salutary acts, even an act of    repentance of mortal sin; but his grace becomes "efficacious" 
only with our "co-operation" (itself a grace from God). 


