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îsh is not a will 
ambition,, he sent this woman 
away in order to become engaged 
to an heiress. However, since his 
new fiancee was not yet old 
enough to marry, Augustine quick
ly took another mistress. 

Years later when Augustine 
reflected back on these early years 
he described his will as enchained 
— caught in a chain which moved 
from desire to habit to necessity. 

How, he wondered, was it 
possible to break out o f this dif
ficult situation? He wanted to 
change but found he did not do 
so. He described his struggle by 
observing: 

"The new will was not yet 
strong enough to overcome-the 
old. So these two wills within me, 
one old, one new, were in con
flict and between them they tore 
my soul apart." 

Augustine described his conflict 
as a halfhearted attempt to change 
his way of life. In the "Confes
sions," he revealed the intimate 
details of his prayers at this time: 

"I had prayed, 'Give me chasti
ty and continence but not yet!' 
For I was afraid that you would 
answer my prayer at once and 
cure me too soon." 

Augustine recognized later that 
this prayer was only a wish which 
he did not want to turn into a 
clear act of will. He came to 
understand that: 

"No more was required than an 

act of will. But it must be a 
resolute and wholehearted act of 
the will, not some lame wish 
which I kept turning over and 
over in my mind." 

Many of us have faced a similar 
situation when we made New ' 
Year's resolutions or chose a par
ticular Lenten penance: Despite 
good intentions/ we didn't make a 
wholehearted act of the will to 
bring the wish into reality. 

Augustine concluded finally that 
he had to pray to God directly for 
help. One day he felt an inner 
voice prompt him: "Why do you 
try to stand on your own strength 
and fail? Cast yourself upon God 
and have no fear." 

At this moment, the young man 
finally asked God for help and 
discovered the power of his will. 
It was then, with the help he 
believed God gave him, that he 
made a wholehearted act of the 
will: He moved from wishing to 
willing a different course of 
action. 

This victory in one area of 
Augustine's life was repeated in 
many other areas until he became 
the priest, bishop and saint he 
was called to be. 

(Sister Allen teaches philosophy 
at Concordia University, Mon
treal, Quebec.) 
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them. For freedom distinguishes 
human beings from animals. 

The power to make free choices 
— to exercise the human will — 
is a precious and terrible power. ~ 
We can use it to fulfill ourselves 
or to destroy ourselves. Used 
rightly,, free choice is a share in 
God's own creativity. 

Jesus himself" was not a puppet * 
or a robot. He had to make 
deliberate, often difficult, choices. 
This is clear from the accounts of 
the temptation in the desert and 
the agony in the garden. 

Choices always involve tension. 
People are torn in two directions 
at once. That is why, even though 
will power opens up all sorts of 
exciting possibilities, its exercise is 
not always easy. 

There are people who feel that 
they can accomplish anything if 
they have enough will power. 
Often this leads to disillusion
ment, frustration, tragedy. 

St. Paul gave a classic descrip
tion of this universal problem. 
Speaking not in his own name but 
in that of all humanity, he wrote: 

"I cannot even understand my 

own actions. I do not do what I 
want to do but what I hate... The 
desire to do right is there but not 
the power. What happens is that I 
do, not the good I will to do, but 
the evil I do not intend... What a 
wretched man I am! Who can free 
me from this body under the 
power of death?... The law of the 
spirit, the spirit of life in Christ 
Jesus, has freed you from the law 
of sin and death" (Romans 
7,15-8,2) 

So there are pressures and in
fluences of all sorts that make it 
difficult to use freedom well. Can 
one escape the slavery which is 
the thief of freedom without 
God's help? The letter to the 
Philippians observes: 

"It is God who, in his good will 
toward you, begets in you any 
measure of desire or achieve
ment" (Philippians 2,13). God 
gave the gift of freedom; only 
God can empower its right use. 

(Father Castelot teaches at St. 
John's Seminary, Plymouth, 
Mich.) 
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What decisions did you make 
today? 

Have you made any decisions 
this year that affect your life at 
home, or your workday, or your 
future? 

Can you recall a decision made 
some years ago that still in
fluences you and those who are 
close to you? 

Decisions. They represent a 
most important human task. 

A philosopher might say that 
decision making is a sign that the 
human will is being exercised. A 
psychologist might examine pat
terns of personal decision mak
ing — thoughtless decisions or 
the refusal to make decisions — 
for evidence of the kind of per
sonality at work. 

But is discussion about the will 
reserved to the professional 
philosopher or to the 
psychologist? 

It seems that people common
ly speak of the will and its 
power. 

•For example, an exasperated 
parent can be heard to exclaim: 
"He is such a willful child!" 

•Or it is said of a certain 
leader: "She imposed her will." 

•Again, a committee chairman 
searching for agreement on a 
disputed point may ask: "What 
is the will of the group?" 

•Of course, this terminology 
has found its way into the prayer 
of Christians, who regularly ask 
that "your will be done." 

...for discussion 
1. What makes it hard to be a 

decision maker when it comes to 
matters related to your personal 
life? 

2. Can you think of a decision 
you have made that changed or 
altered your life? 

3. Do you think the human 
capacity to make decisions — to 
use free will — can be regarded 
as a gift from God? Why? 

4. Sister Prudence Allen 
distinguishes a wish from an act 
of the human will. What does 
she mean? Do you think there 
are times when wishing and will
ing become excellent partners? 

...for thought 

The will. We speak of it often. 
Because of the human will's 

power, people can extend their 
reach into the world around 
them. Through exercise of the 
will a person's intentions and 
decisions are put into action. 
And that means others too can 
be touched by our will. 

So this capacity to make deci
sions and put them into action is 
pretty awesome. It is a way in 
which a person makes connec
tions with the rest of the world. 
For better or for worse, it puts 
us into contact with others. 

The fact of the will, then, of
fers some food for thought: 

•It points us inward to ponder 
our capacity to make decisions 
and take action that will shape 
personal life. 

•It encourages us to con
template the ways our own deci
sions and action might] con
tribute to the life of the world 
and the people around us. 

•It offers a clue that life holds 
real meaning — that there may 
•well be -some things -worth 
deciding about, worth trying to 
fulfill. 

In other words, the human 
capacity to make decisions just 
might serve an important pur
pose. Could it be considered 
God-given, an endowment that 
can be used to build up hope in 
the human family? 
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