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St. John: "Repent!" 

Christianity is based in the call from Christ that we should repent – change our hearts 

and minds and go in a new direction in life.   Yet most of us recognize how difficult it is 

to change.  We are creatures of (bad!) habit.  We also tend to listen to those who say 

things that agree with our worldview rather than listening to people who challenge us in 

our thinking (see my blog Cultural Cognition: Why Talk Show Hosts Will Always Have 

an Audience).  We don‟t like to be proved wrong and often are not open to facts that 

would show us why we need to change our thinking or even show us a better way for 

doing things. 

So I found the NPR story, What Vietnam Taught Us About Breaking Bad Habits   by Alix 

Spiegel, to be interesting because it spoke about people, in this case soldiers in Vietnam, 

who largely shook a (very bad) habit – addiction to heroin.  The U.S. Government 

ordered a study to see what became of these addicted soldiers when they returned to the 

U.S.  The soldiers were kept in Nam until they dried out.  What the researchers 

discovered was that 95% of the returning soldiers who had been addicted to heroin did 

not return to heroin use once back in the U.S.  This was astounding because in the 

general population 90% of heroin addicts who are dried out return to using heroin.   For 

many years many people assumed the researchers just got the data wrong since the data 

didn‟t fit the assumptions of those dealing with addiction. 
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Basically in those days counselors assumed 

you need to change the motivation and goals of people to get them to change their 

behavior.  Such modification did have limited effects in changing behavior, or was 

effective in certain limited cases but not in others.  What researchers have come to 

realize from the studies of the soldiers who had become heroin addicts while serving in 

Vietnam, were dried out, and then returned to the US is that 

 

“People, when they perform a behavior a lot — especially in the same 

environment, same sort of physical setting — outsource the control of the 

behavior to the environment.” 

In other words environmental clues contribute to us maintaining habits, good or bad.  

Environmental clues help us drive a car for example.   We do the right things while 

driving without thinking about them, out of habit.  The environment of the car gives us 

clues that determine our behavior. 

And what the researchers have come to realize is 

that this “outsourcing” the control of our behavior to 

the environment contributes to people re-engaging 

in bad/addictive/unwanted behaviors when they are 

in the same environment.   Without thinking about 

it, we take clues from the environment and then 

engage in the same behavior we wanted to change.    

This “outsourcing” the control of behavior to the environment is similar to what 

geneticists have come to realize about genetic effects on behavior – there is 

also epigenetics, factors beyond genetics/biology which not only effect behavior but 

become heritable characteristics in our genetic makeup without changing our genes. 

In other words, our behavior is affected by many things which are in a complex 

relationship with us, some of these things are external to ourselves. 
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“We think of ourselves as controlling our behavior, willing our actions into 

being, but it‟s not that simple. 

It‟s as if over time, we leave parts of ourselves all around us, which in turn, 

come to shape who we are.” 

And, the good news in this is that if we make even small changes in our environment, we 

can help change our behaviors;  this is especially hopeful for those with “more socially 

accepted” addictions such as food or shopping.  The article mentions that even doing 

something as simple as switching eating ice cream with your left rather than right hand 

can cause you to reduce the amount you eat (not to mention most of us are totally 

clumsy with our non-dominant hand!).   By changing simple things in our lives, we 

might be able to overcome some of our sinful addictions to food, gambling, spending, 

the internet, pornography, etc.   Moving furniture or other external “clues” might help 

us in our struggles to overcome these passions. 

So there are simple helps that can lead to behavior 

changes, or to help us learn to control certain 

behaviors.  Note: our behaviors are shaped by many 

factors, and to this day we don‟t clearly understand 

all of their effects or the interrelationships.  So while 

changing environmental things can help lead to 

changed behavior, it isn‟t a magic cure-all for 

ridding ourselves of unwanted behaviors. 

The effort to change behavior, to exercise some control over our behavior was also the 

content of another USA article, Why We don‟t Really Have Free Will by evolutionist 

Jerry Coyne, to which I want to turn in the next blog. 

See also my blog, AH, HUMAN REASONING. 
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In the previous blog, Environmental Clues, Shaping Behavior and Free Will (1), we 

looked at some surprising discoveries in changing behavior that resulted from studies 

done on soldiers who had become addicted to heroin, were dried out and returned to 

http://www.usatoday.com/news/opinion/forum/story/2012-01-01/free-will-science-religion/52317624/1
http://frted.wordpress.com/2011/07/07/ah-human-reasoning/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/01/04/environmental-clues-shaping-behavior-and-free-will-2/
http://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/01/03/environmental-clues-shaping-behavior-and-free-will-1/


civilian life.  Incredibly 95% did not return to heroin addiction 

whereas in the general population, 90% of addicts who are dried out 

return to their addiction. 

The overcoming of addictions certainly is a concern of any people 

who also believe in free will.  Slavery to anything is considered 

wrong.  Efforts to change behavior or to help people gain control 

over their behaviors have been a concern of medical science for 

some time.  Evolutionary scientist Jerry Coyne recently wrote a USA 

 TODAY article,  Why We don‟t Really Have Free Will, in which he 

deal with issues of behavioral changes in the form of New Year‟s 

resolutions. 

Coyne is a respected evolutionist who has written extensively in defense of the truth of 

evolution.   I have appreciated some of his writings in this regard and learned from him 

the strength of the evolutionary evidence.   Where I disagree with Coyne is in his 

aggressive commitment to atheistic materialism.  For Coyne there is nothing beyond 

biology, no soul, no free will, and really there can be no self.  Consciousness and 

conscience are all illusions of biological functions according to Coyne.  I want to quote 

extensively from his article and offer some comments on them. 

While Coyne dismisses free will as an illusion 

created by chemical and biological functions in cells, 

he would, I think, welcome the news from the study 

mentioned in the previous blog – he still recognizes 

that there are things like good and bad behavior 

even while denying free will or any religious 

morality.  Coyne says discussions on free will are 

still important because they determine how we 

should treat miscreants and criminals. 

But we should continue to mete out punishments because those are 

environmental factors that can influence the brains of not only the criminal 

himself, but of other people as well. Seeing someone put in jail, or being put in 

jail yourself, can change you in a way that makes it less likely you‟ll behave 

badly in the future. Even without free will then, we can still use punishment to 

deter bad behavior, protect society from criminals, and figure out better ways 

to rehabilitate them. What is not justified is revenge or retribution — the idea of 
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punishing criminals for making the “wrong choice.” And we should continue to 

reward good behavior, for that changes brains in a way that promotes more 

good behavior.  There‟s not much downside to abandoning the notion of free 

will. It‟s impossible, anyway, …” 

 

So while Coyne denies free will, he does believe that 

there are things like learned behavior, which can be 

changed.  Though, according to Coyne, we cannot 

freely choose to change our behavior, apparently 

some kind of behavioral conditioning can take place 

to modify behavior.  Though I‟ve not kept up with 

this issue, it does seem to me that behavioral conditioning is not the theory in vogue in 

the behavioral sciences these days. 

Coyne‟s comments though also cause me to wonder what Coyne exactly believes.  For if 

it is true that there is no free will or no conscience (he has to deny these things because 

he is completely committed to materialism and thus cannot acknowledge the existence 

of non-material “forces” that can act on materialistic things), one has to wonder who or 

what exactly learns the behavior and changes it?  The cells?  The DNA?   The proteins?  

The laws of physics?  If there is no conscience, if there is no real self, if there is no real 

consciousness apart from the cells and their chemical/biological functions, who or what 

exactly can learn to change behavior?   There would be further questions of why bother 

since everything is materialistically driven anyway?  Perhaps Coyne believes that cells 

and DNA are programmed to survive and thus have gained the need for social 

interactions as part of their survival techniques.   But I would wonder whether any of 

that has been proven beyond a reasonable doubt by science or remains in the realm of 

Coyne‟s beliefs?  James Le Fanu raised such questions about the claims of scientific 

materialism in his book,Why Us?: How Science Rediscovered the Mystery of Ourselves. 

Additionally, I would have to ask whether “learning” is not also an immaterial force that 

acts upon the material cells.  Cells may learn – change chemical processes, but what 

then is information?   By Coyne‟s thinking one would logically abandon ideas about 

“learning” and just say the cells become reprogrammed.   For me, this is an inadequate 

description of what humans are and how our brains operate. 

Coyne writes: 
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The debate about free will, long the purview of philosophers 

alone, has been given new life by scientists, especially 

neuroscientists studying how the brain works. And what 

they‟re finding supports the idea that free will is a complete 

illusion. 

The issue of whether we have of free will is not an arcane 

academic debate about philosophy, but a critical question 

whose answer affects us in many ways: how we assign 

moral responsibility, how we punish criminals, how we feel 

about our religion, and, most important, how we see 

ourselves — as autonomous or automatons. 

In these words of Coyne, I think he overstates the case of what has actually been proven 

by science and then conflates these overstatements with what are merely his beliefs.   

Human behavior is shaped by a multitude of factors, many of which we still do not 

understand, and certainly we don‟t understand how all of these factors interrelate with 

and impact each other in shaping human behavior.  That was obvious in the NPR piece 

about the heroin addicted GIs in Vietnam. 

Genetic determinism has not been proven as the only factor affecting 

human behavior.  And it is quite possible as in the case of 

epigenetics, that environmental factors might magnify or mitigate 

the purely genetic effects.  Whatever our genes may be programmed 

to do, if the environmental situation is not proper, the genes will not 

have that exact effect on our behavior.  And the fact that memories 

are somehow biologically stored in the human brain is no proof at all that free will does 

not exist, but only shows that that human thought processes take place in the physical 

brain:  the mind and the brain are linked in some mysterious way.  Coyne has not shown 

how tiny cells or the proteins of DNA can have a conscious awareness of being part of a 

greater being (the human) in order to control its behavior.  Nor do we have the 

understanding of how all the brain cells work together to create “thought.”  The whole 

process of the human brain is far more complex than Coyne admits in his article, and 

not fully understood by scientists to this day. 

Additionally, our brains are not limited by memories or genetic determinants for human 

minds have shown the capacity for creativity – for bringing new ideas and products into 



existence that never before existed,  and for combining information in new ways whose 

combinations and solutions were at one time were thought impossible,  as has happened 

in the history of math and physics.  The human mind has shown an ingenious ability to 

think more and more abstractly through history.   This is not simply the product of 

learned past experiences.  The neural cells are in fact creating new ideas.  This wouldn‟t 

seem possible based purely on Coyne‟s claims. 

 

(See my blog series commenting on the writings of James La Fanu,  The Genetic Side of 

Being Human.) 

Next:  Free Will and Biology (1) 
 

 

Free Will and Biology (1) 
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  In the previous blog, Environmental Clues, Shaping Behavior and Free Will (2), we 

began considering a USA TODAY article  Why We don‟t Really Have Free Will written 

by respected evolutionary scientist Jerry Coyne.   Coyne is also ardently committed to 

materialistic atheism which leads to his denial of a soul, of free will or of any non-

materialist force which might act upon material creation.   All human behavior for him 

results from chemical and biological forces – the laws of physics. 

 

Coyne believes that neuroscience has now proven that free will is but an 

illusion.  My question is whether what Coyne claims is proven science is 

rather merely his own beliefs – his philosophy, or ideology,  which colors 

his science.  For it seems to me all that neuroscience can establish is that 

mental processes have some basis in biological/chemical processes.  Since free will 

is immaterial, how can science whose thinking is limited to materialism, prove or 

disprove it at all? 

 

We are after all carbon based beings.  Our minds, selves and souls have no real existence 

apart from our bodies – that is the very way we were created.  So, yes, at some point all 

mental and spiritual activities will show some physical signs in our brains or in our 

nervous system.   When we think, our brains are physically functioning.  The same is 

true when we make a choice.  What neuroscience can see is the activity of the brain 
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already shaped by experience, and indeed the brain physically goes into action before we 

begin to act.  This does not and in fact cannot disprove free will. 

Coyne writes: 

The first is simple: we are biological creatures, collections of molecules that 

must obey the laws of physics. All the success of science rests on the regularity of 

those laws, which determine the behavior of every molecule in the universe. 

Those molecules, of course, also make up your brain — the organ that does the 

“choosing.” And the neurons and molecules in your brain are the product of both 

your genes and your environment, an environment including the other people 

we deal with. Memories, for example, are nothing more than structural and 

chemical changes in your brain cells. Everything that you think, say, or do, 

must come down to molecules and physics. 

 

True “free will,” then, would require us to somehow step outside of our brain‟s 

structure and modify how it works. Science hasn‟t shown any way we can do 

this because “we” are simply constructs of our brain. We can‟t impose a 

nebulous “will” on the inputs to our brain that can affect its output of decisions 

and actions, any more than a programmed computer can somehow reach inside 

itself and change its program. 

 

I really don‟t have much trouble with Coyne‟s description of us as 

biological beings.  That is a fact of both Christianity and science.  

When God created the earth and brought humans into existence, 

however and whenever that may have occurred, humans were 

made with physical bodies which do follow the laws of physics, 

biology, chemistry and nature.  Even for those of us who admit to 

the existence of the mind and soul and self would have to admit that at the moment that 

humans were created as part of the physical world, any non-material activity (thought, 

emotion, choice, memories, learning, etc) of the human will have some corresponding 

physical/physiological activity which can be studied by science.  So when we think, 



decide, choose, pray, hear God, whatever, there will be something happening to our 

physical brains and bodies.  We are created as one human being.  We are not dualists.  

Our spiritual selves co-exist with our physical selves, and when our physical selves cease 

to exist, our spiritual self departs this earth.  Thus Coyne‟s assertions about our 

biological selves pose no threat to ideas about a soul or about free will. 

 

Coyne further declares that “True „free will,‟ then, would 

require us to somehow step outside of our brain‟s structure 

and modify how it works.”   I am not sure why he believes that 

free will requires us to step outside of our brains for he offers 

no explanation for that claim.   It seems based in some 

dualistic assumption of his that mind and brain cannot be 

related or that self and brain cannot be related.   Since God 

created us body, soul and spirit, we live as an integrated whole 

being.  The soul/self and body are in-personed in an 

individual.    The exercise of free will thus requires us to use our physical brains to make 

decisions and choose behavior.  (In the Scriptural description of Sheol – the place of the 

dead – the dead cannot praise God or do anything.  Why?  Because these dead are 

separated from their bodies – they exist but without the body aren‟t able to do anything. 

 See Psalm 6:5).    In choosing to do anything we rely on memories which are 

mysteriously recorded in the electronics and chemistry of the brain.   And also 

mysteriously we have not only our own memories and learning, but we have instincts 

recorded within our brains – the memories of distant ancestors also which have become 

part of us.  These things are more mysteriously recorded somehow in our DNA and then 

brought to life in each being of our species. 

Coyne declares science can‟t show anyway that “we” can get outside of our brain 

structures.  I would say of course not because science by definition is limited to studying 

and understanding physical realities.  Thought, emotion, memories, creativity, 

information, wisdom all have non-materials manifestations and so cannot be studied by 

science.  All science can do is study the physical brain but how exactly an old memory 

exists in the brain is not known even though we can through neuroscience see it coming 

to life through neural activity. 

 



Further, I ask, how exactly does creative thought come into existence – we 

create something new, a new sound or technology that never before existed 

and yet we can imagine it and create it.  These are not things recorded in 

our brains, but our brains being used by us to create new ideas, images, and 

things. 

In imagination, emotion, creativity, wisdom, knowledge, inventiveness, we 

see the human brain doing things far beyond simply calling on memories recorded in 

chemical or neural activities.   In this way it appears to me that Coyne ignores a great 

deal of what the brain can do in order to prop up his materialist ideology. 

Free Will and Biology (2) 

Posted on January 9, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

 In the previous blog, Free Will and Biology (1), we continued looking at 

the claims of  Professor Jerry Coyne in his  USA TODAY article  Why We 

don‟t Really Have Free Will.   Coyne is not only an evolutionary scientist 

but also ardently committed to materialistic atheism which leads to his 

denial of a soul, of free will or of any non-materialist force which might act 

upon material creation.   All human behavior for him results from 

chemical and biological forces – the laws of physics.  Jerry Coyne: 

 

“And that‟s what neurobiology is telling us: Our brains are simply meat 

computers that, like real computers, are programmed by our genes and 

experiences to convert an array of inputs into a predetermined output. Recent 

experiments involving brain scans show that when a subject “decides” to push a 

button on the left or right side of a computer, the choice can be predicted by 

brain activity at least seven seconds before the subject is consciously aware of 

having made it. (These studies use crude imaging techniques based on blood 

flow, and I suspect that future understanding of the brain will allow us to 

predict many of our decisions far earlier than seven seconds in advance.) 

“Decisions” made like that aren‟t conscious ones. And if our choices are 

unconscious, with some determined well before the moment we think we‟ve 

made them, then we don‟t have free will in any meaningful sense.” 
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Here is where Coyne makes a very odd claim: while he states 

unflinchingly and absolutely that humans have no free will, he says 

that our brains are programmed by our genes.   Now programming 

certainly requires some intention and forethought.  So do our genes 

have a free will that we do not?   If our brains are merely meat 

computers and if the computer analogy really satisfactorily can detail 

the workings of the brain, then we have to admit that programming requires intention – 

a knowledge of what results we want to occur.  It would require a decision what is the 

intended result and how to get the human to function in that way.   So then there is free 

will apparently, but for Coyne it exists in our genes?   Coyne himself says the genes 

program the brain for a “predetermined output.”   But a predetermined output would 

seem to imply intentionality and some knowledge of the future, something is deciding 

where things are headed and ought to be headed.  This seems to fly in the face of Coyne‟s 

commitment to the random basis of natural selection.    Things aren‟t randomly 

happening in humans according to Coyne, but are happening based on some 

predetermined plan.  Sounds like something believers in God would assert or that might 

be claimed by those who accept the anthropic principle. 

 

I would offer as a counter to Coyne‟s claim that there is no free will the 

following situation:  a driver coming to a stop sign.  Indeed the driver may 

be merely responding to “programmed” stimuli and so brings the car to a 

stop (and there are here decisions that must be made about the stopping). 

 But even if the driver is “conditioned” to stop, there is no exact stimuli to 

tell the driver when to go.  The driver has to analyze the situation 

and think about what to do and when to go.  The stop sign may give the 

driver a law to obey, but the driver has to decide when to proceed ahead. 

 Indeed this will cause various part of the brain to come into function – there will be 

physiological processes taking place as thought occurs, but then the driver makes a 

decision as to when to go.  This all may take place in a split second; the brain begins to 

put the body in motion for action before the driver is even fully consciously aware of the 

decision.  Nevertheless a real decision is made and the non-material force of the driver‟s 

evaluation of the situation and then choosing what to do acts in conjunction with the 

driver‟s entire physiological reaction.   These are not incompatible forces as 

Coyne believes, but rather the only way a human being can function. 

Coyne‟s references to neurobiological experiments „prove‟ (to him, based on his belief 

system) that there is no free will. 



“Decisions” made like that aren‟t conscious ones. And if our choices are 

unconscious, with some determined well before the moment we think we‟ve 

made them, then we don‟t have free will in any meaningful sense. 

 

But to me, all his experiments show is the biological nature of being 

human.  Yes our thought processes, our imaginations and our free will 

have a biological element to them that can be measured.  I would expect 

there to be neurobiological processes on the move before I did anything 

– otherwise my thoughts or actions would occur my brain chemistry began and that 

makes no sense whatsoever.  “I” have no existence apart from my body and so the two 

have to operate in sync and in order.   A message can‟t arrive before it is sent.  That 

seems like science to me. 

Coyne proffers: 

There‟s not much downside to abandoning the notion of free will. It‟s impossible, 

anyway, to act as though we don‟t have it: you‟ll pretend to choose your New 

Year‟s resolutions, and the laws of physics will determine whether you keep 

them. And there are two upsides. The first is realizing the great wonder and 

mystery of our evolved brains, and contemplating the notion that things like 

consciousness, free choice, and even the idea of “me” are but convincing illusions 

fashioned by natural selection. Further, by losing free will we gain empathy, for 

we realize that in the end all of us, whether Bernie Madoffs or Nelson Mandelas, 

are victims of circumstance — of the genes we‟re bequeathed and the 

environments we encounter. With that under our belts, we can go about 

building a kinder world. 

There‟s no downside to Coyne giving up free will, he doesn‟t believe in it to begin with.  

So he imposes his own belief system on his conclusions, and certainly his conclusions 

seem to go far beyond what the science proves. 

His “upside” – realizing there is no me or no free will or no consciousness – again is 

simply a reaffirmation of his belief system.  He doesn‟t believe in any of these things, 

and yes we would have to call that a belief.  He hasn‟t proven anything.  He is trying to 

lead the reader to follow his line of reasoning and his belief system without having 

proven any of the claims he made.  Hardly the scientific method and very disappointing 

for a person who wants to believe that materialism is all there is. 



And he imagines his belief system will result in a kinder world with more 

empathetic people.   I would call it imagination rather than belief because 

there is even less proof that the kinder world will result from abandoning 

ideas of self or free will or consciousness or conscience.   Humans are 

humans.  We have the genetic makeup we have and to use Coyne‟s own 

thinking – any empathy we have is the result of millions of years of 

evolution and therefore cannot be changed by abandoning ideas of self or 

free will.  The lack of empathy is in our genes – that should also be a claim of Jerry 

Coyne.  But apparently he is permitted a fantasy about humanity that leaves his own 

evolutionary claims behind. 

 


