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Reading: from an article by Dennis Overbye entitled “Free Will: Now You Have It, Now You Don’t” (from The New York Times 1/2/07)

… Having just lived through another New Year’s Eve, many of you have just resolved to be better, wiser, stronger and richer in the coming months and years. After all, we’re free humans, not slaves, robots or animals doomed to repeat the same boring mistakes over and over again. As William James wrote in 1890, the whole “sting and excitement” of life comes from “our sense that in it things are really being decided from one moment to another, and that it is not the dull rattling off of a chain that was forged innumerable ages ago.” Get over it, Dr. James. Go get yourself fitted for a new chain-mail vest. A bevy of experiments in recent years suggest that the conscious mind is like a monkey riding a tiger of subconscious decisions and actions in progress, frantically making up stories about being in control.


… Mark Hallett, a researcher with the National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke, said, “Free will does exist, but it’s a perception, not a power or a driving force. People experience free will. They have the sense they are free.


[But] “The more you scrutinize it, the more you realize you don’t have it,” he said.


… In the 1970s, Benjamin Libet, a physiologist at the University of California, San Francisco, wired up the brains of volunteers to an electroencephalogram and told the volunteers to make random motions, like pressing a button or flicking a finger, while he noted the time on a clock.


Dr. Libet found that brain signals associated with these actions occurred half a second before the subject was conscious of deciding to make them.


The order of brain activities seemed to be perception of motion, and then decision, rather than the other way around.


In short, the conscious brain was only playing catch-up to what the unconscious brain was already doing. The decision to act was an illusion, the monkey making up a story about what the tiger had already done.

Reading: by Annie Dillard from “Living Like Weasels”  (Teaching a Stone to Talk p. 11)

A weasel is wild.  Who knows what he thinks?  He sleeps in his underground den, his tail draped over his nose.  Sometimes he lives in his den for two days without leaving.  Outside he stalks rabbits, mice, muskrats, and birds, killing more bodies than he can eat warm, and often dragging the carcasses home.  Obedient to instinct, he bites his prey at the neck, either splitting the jugular vein at the throat or crunching the brain at the base of the skull, and he does not let go.  One naturalist refused to kill a weasel who was socketed into his hand deeply as a rattlesnake.  The man could in no way pry the tiny weasel off, and he had to walk half a mile to water, the weasel dangling from his palm, and soak him of like a stubborn label.

...[And] once, a man shot an eagle out of the sky.  He examined the eagle and found the dry skull of a weasel fixed by the jaws to his throat.  The supposition is that the eagle had pounced on the weasel and the weasel swiveled and bit as instinct taught him, tooth to neck, and nearly won.  I would like to have seen that eagle from the air a few weeks or months before he was shot: was the whole weasel still attached to his feathered throat, a fur pendant?  Or did the eagle eat what he could reach, gutting the living weasel with his talons before his breast, bending his beak, cleaning the beautiful airborne bones?

I have been reading about weasels because I saw one last week.  I startled a weasel who startled me, and exchanged a long glance....  Our eyes locked, and someone threw away the key....
Reading: from the Taoist tradition, the writings of Chuang Tzu (from The Perennial Philosophy by Aldous Huxley, p.167)

Shun asked Ch’eng, saying, “Can one get Tao so as to have it for oneself?”


“Your very body,” replied Ch’eng, “is not your own.  How should Tao be?”


“If my body,” said Shun, “is not my own, pray whose is it?”


“It is the delegated image of God,” replied Ch’eng.  “Your life is not your own. It is the delegated adaptability of God… You move, but know not how.  You are at rest, but know not why.  You taste, but know not the cause.  These are the operations of God’s laws.  How then should you get Tao so as to have it for your own?”
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What will the future hold?  That seems to be the central question that presents itself to many of us at the beginning of a new year.  One year has been brought to an end.  Our lives have been enriched by twelve months worth of experiences, 365 days worth of accomplishments.  Countless events that a year ago were the substance of speculation, and existed only in the realm of possibility, actually took place and now rest in the safety of our memory, in lessons learned and insights gained.  Last year’s history provides the basis for what is yet to come.  Which leads again to the question, what will the future hold?

* * *

When I was a child, celebrating New Year’s with my brothers, parents and grandparents in Germany, I was fascinated by some of the traditional customs that promised to either shape or shed light on the events of the year to come.  For instance on New Year’s we had trout for dinner.  In the course of preparing the fish, my grandmother carefully removed a few of its scales and gave a couple of them to me and each of my brothers.  She explained that if we put these scales in our wallets, our wallets would always have money in them.

On New Year’s Eve we also did Bleigießen – or lead-pouring.  We would melt some lead in a small pot and then, one after the other, with a tea-spoon, carefully take a few ounces of molten lead and pour it into a big bowl of cold water.  The lead would immediately harden into some kind off oddly shaped lump.  Each of us would then retrieve our piece of metal and decide what it looked like – maybe a ball, maybe a rocket, maybe an animal.  If it looked like a ball, that meant that good fortune would role your way in the year to come.  If it looked like a ship or a rocket, it meant you would have a journey into the unknown.  If it looked like a cow, it meant you would have good health.  A bottle meant happy times.  A ladder meant you would have a promotion.  A star meant good luck, and a spider meant your good luck was dangling dangerously on a silk string.

For a child, these New Year’s customs were a lot of fun.  But the older I got, the more I understood that my destiny is far less likely to be shaped by what odd objects I might put in my wallet or the shape of small pieces of lead. 

Moving in the direction of adulthood, I understood that my financial fate will more likely be determined by my own deeds – how much money I am able to earn, how much of it I choose to spend.  And whether or not I find happiness, friendship and success will depend on my own actions and attitudes.

I was raised in a good Unitarian Universalist household, and thus had learned about human freedom and responsibility.  A discerning intellect, a sound conscience, a desire to do good and resist evil, these are all the tools needed to live well.

* * *

And yet the older I get, the more I wonder.  How free are we really?  Do we really have the power to decide our destiny?

I can’t count the number of times I have attempted to turn around a new leaf on January first.  Year after year, I resolve to get more exercise, to eat healthier, to keep the house cleaner, to be a better parent and partner.  And every year, it seems, my good intentions last for a week, at best.  Then I am back to my old, familiar habits.

The older I get, the more truth there seems to be in the timeless wisdom:  a leopard can’t change its spots, a zebra can’t change its stripes.  

Perhaps we are not as free as we like to think.  Perhaps Mark Hallet is right. We sense we are free.  We experience free will. But the more we scrutinize it, the more we realize we don’t have it.

Science seems to be coming up with new studies every month that tell us how we are biologically shaped to be ourselves.  And how can we beat our biology?   Biology, neurology, psychology, and genetics, all offer sobering explanations for why we humans are the way we are, and act the way we do.

One reporter writes, 

“Everything from criminality to addictive disorders to sexual orientation is seen today less as a matter of choice than of genetic destiny. Even basic personality is looking more and more like a genetic legacy. Nearly every week there is a report of a new gene for one trait or another. Novelty seeking, religiosity, shyness, the tendency to divorce, and even happiness (or the lack of it) are among the traits that may result in part from a gene, according to new research.”  (“Politics of biology” by Wray

Herbert, U.S. News & World Report, 04/21/97)

Whether we believe in nature over nurture, or nurture over nature, what seems certain is that we are irrevocably shaped by our physiology and our history.  We are who we are, because of our ancestors and our environment, and because of how our history manifests itself concretely in our bodies and in our brains.

According to the hard facts of science, we are driven by forces we think we control, and yet which in fact control us.  Our limbs move more quickly and efficiently than we can consciously direct them.  We are driven by impulses and instincts we only vaguely apprehend, and then, after the fact, our conscious will acts as if this were the course of action we had chosen all along.

Einstein put it this way, he said, “as humans we can very well do what we want, but we cannot will what we want.”  We like to imagine ourselves as free agents whose actions are freely chosen.  But the truth of the matter seems to be that our deeds are driven by desires that lie much deeper than our conscious plans and motives.

Is the conscious mind indeed “like a monkey riding a tiger of subconscious decisions… frantically making up stories about being in control”? 

* * *

As humans we do seem to be awfully conflicted creatures.  We are driven by competing desires and dreams, at times noble impulses, at times selfish greed.  Torn between lofty ideals and deepest instinct, torn between hope and fear, between love and hate.  Yearning for a clarity of purpose, yet often confused and uncertain.

Animals seem different.  Guided as they are by the unwavering voice of instinct.  Driven by the singular desire to survive.  

This is what Annie Dillard imagines when she sees a wild weasel.  She sees beauty and simplicity in a creature who lives obedient to instinct.

The weasel’s every act is guided by a natural law it can’t possibly understand, and yet which it perfectly embodies.

* * *

The Taoist teaches us to be mindful of the all-embracing universal law, which we can only vaguely apprehend and yet within which we all exist.  

Can we grasp this law?  Can we have it for ourselves?  Can we use it for our own purposes?

Of course, we cannot, the master tells us.  “Your very body is not your own. How should the Tao be?...   You move, but know not how.  You are at rest, but know not why.  You taste, but know not the cause.  These are operations of God’s laws.”  They are manifestations of a universal order, a divine scheme.

The Taoist says we should not try to bend God according to our will, but instead learn to live our lives according to God’s will.  We should strive to perfectly embody it.

* * *

Let me share with you the final paragraphs of Annie Dillard’s essay.  She writes:  

“I would like to learn, or remember, how to live.... I don’t think I can learn from a wild animal how to live in particular - shall I suck warm blood, hold my tail high, walk with my footprints precisely over the print of my hands? - but I might learn something of mindlessness, something of the purity of living in the physical senses and the dignity of living without bias or motive.  The weasel lives in necessity and we live in choice, hating necessity and dying at the last ignobly in its talons.  I would like to live as I should, as the weasel lives as he should.  And I suspect that for me the way is like the weasel’s: open to time and death painlessly, noticing everything, remembering nothing, choosing the given with a fierce and pointed will...

We could, you know.  We can live any way we want.  People take vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience - even vows of silence - by choice.  The thing is to stalk your calling in a certain skilled and supple way, to locate the most tender and live spot and plug into that pulse.  This is yielding, not fighting.  A weasel doesn’t “attack” anything; a weasel lives as he’s meant to, yielding at every moment to the perfect freedom of single necessity.

I think it would be well, and proper, and obedient, and pure, to grasp your one necessity and not let it go, to dangle from it limp wherever it takes you.  Then even death, where you’re going no matter how you live, cannot you part.  Seize it and let it seize you up aloft even, till [...] your very bones unhinge and scatter, loosened over fields, over fields and woods, lightly thoughtless, from any height at all, from as high as eagles.”

* * *

What does it mean to be free?  What does it mean to decide our destiny?

Our lives are guided by many forces.  Our minds are filled with a cacophony of voices each of them seeking to coax us in a different direction.  If free will means having the power to ignore them all, to turn our backs on everything that makes us who we are, then there is no free will.  Then free will is an illusion.  As unlikely as finding a leopard who can choose to have stripes, or a zebra who is voluntarily spotted.

Deciding our destiny does not mean letting the monkey within us climb down off the tiger, and walk wherever he chooses.  True freedom means embracing both the monkey and tiger.  Understanding them.  Befriending them.

It is not a matter of fighting, but of yielding.

This is the choice we have.  We can choose freely to be mindful of our deepest being.  We can choose freely to listen to our deepest calling.  We can choose to find that most tender and live spot within us – the source of our deepest passion and of our highest ideals – and plug into it.  We can choose to grasp it and never let go – our one necessity – we can choose to follow wherever it leads us.

We are more than the sum of our parts.  We are more than our history.  We are more than our biology.  Freedom lies in understanding and embracing our wholeness, our holiness, and yielding to its transcending truth.

May we have the wisdom to discern our deepest truth,

and the courage to choose the future it offers.

Amen.
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