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Today’s Gospel parable of the prodigal Son is an account of the abuse of human freedom. The younger son wants his father’s money – so that he can spend it as he pleases. He wishes to be free of the restraints and social obligations of his parental home – so that he can live as he pleases. He goes off to a foreign land, where with no ties, he can behave as he pleases. 

To his dismay, his new-found freedom turns sour, once the cash has run out. Funds are exhausted, the parties are over, his fair weather friends have disappeared. Having abused his freedom, he is alone, and very unfree indeed. He is forced to feed the pigs on a stranger’s farm. He longs to eat even the forbidden pig slops to fill his belly. “A hungry man is not a free man.” (Adlai Stevenson 1952)


Free will is a gift of God, which He never takes back from us. We abuse our free will, when we choose lesser, inferior goods in opposition to the Creator’s loving will for us. That is sin.


Are the saints in heaven free to sin, to go against God’s will? 

No. 

Is there then less freedom in heaven than there is on earth?  

No, because the freedom to sin is an illusory freedom. The freedom to do evil is the path of separation from God and from others, towards the eternal isolation. It is the path to slavery – slavery to one’s own disordered passions and lusts, slavery to guilt and to the devil. 

Evil always works against unity. It separates men from each other and from God. Evil destroys one’s future potential, and turns art into ugliness and banality. Evil perverts the truth with half truths and subtle slanders. The freedom to do evil is no freedom.

 
Modern culture misinterprets freedom in a very reductionist and individualistic manner, simply as “the freedom to do what I want.”  An extreme example of this is the atheist Sartre. He understood freedom as simple choice in the act of naked self-assertion: I want to do this so I will, I don't want to, so I won't.  In the end this seemed meaningless to him: “I am condemned to be free.” (Being and Nothingness). For him, the final choice was whether or not to commit suicide.

The wisdom of the ancients understood that freedom is a deeper reality. It is based upon the four transcendental qualities of metaphysics: the One, the Good, the True and the Beautiful, which find their perfection in God alone.

The true freedoms are the freedom to do what is good for oneself and for others; the freedom to create what is beautiful; the freedom to speak what is true; the freedom to love and to build up unity. We can call this moral freedom the “freedom for excellence,” as opposed to a “brute freedom of indifference.” (Servais Pinckaers OP)

John Milton described this as the distinction between true freedom and mere licence: “None can love freedom heartily, but good men; the rest love, not freedom, but licence.” (The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates 1649)

The poet Hartley Coleridge expressed it thus:

“But what is freedom? Rightly understood,

A universal licence to be good.”   
One can illustrate the difference between these rival forms of freedom if we use the allegory of a piano. Imagine that you are given a piano. You are free to do what you like with the piano. It is yours. You can play any note on it. You can jump up and down on the keys to make a terrible din. You can smash it up, throw it out of the bedroom window, or use it for firewood. That is your free choice. You are free. That is “brute freedom.”

Alternatively, suppose that you decide to use the piano for the purpose for which it was made. You start having piano lessons and learn the rudiments of musical theory. With discipline, you practice scales and arpeggios, simpler and then more difficult pieces. 

This takes several years of hard work and practice. Gradually you develop a new freedom and skill. You can sight read Beethoven and Mozart. You can entertain friends at the keyboard. You can join a music group, or play the organ in your local Church in praise of God. You have developed this freedom for excellence, which enables you to bring beauty into the world, to spread happiness and make new friendships.

Moral freedom is like this. It takes discipline and hard work to grow in the virtues. It takes many years. By dint of developing this freedom, the person grows in stature as a human being and in the image of God. 

Since the French Revolution (1789) broke upon the world, "Liberté, égalité, fraternité!" has been a powerful cry in many lands. The people cried for freedom from the oppression of the Ancien Régime, but the result was terrible bloodshed, dictatorship and the Terror. “O Freedom, what liberties are taken in thy name!”   

As the French soon realised, freedom requires a degree of order. King Charles I of England had seen his people torn asunder by civil war, in pursuit of new freedoms, when in 1649 he declared from the scaffold: “For the people . . their liberty and freedom consists in having the government of those laws, by which their life and goods may be most their own.” Without just laws, no one is free.

However, for anarchists and communists, freedom became the freedom to destroy the past in order to build their Utopia:  “The lust for destruction is also a creative urge.” (Bakunin)

The Bolshevik revolution perverted the natural human urge to freedom, and set loose diabolical forces which destroyed much that was good, as described by the Russian poet Alexander Blok d.1921):

“Comrade, Grip your gun like a man,  

Let’s shoot our bullets at Holy Rus’!

At her “good old traditions”

Her peasant huts,

Her big fat backside!

Freedom, freedom! Down with the Cross!”

America grew up proudly as the “land of the free.” As Roosevelt addressed Congress in 1941:  “We look forward to a world founded upon four essential human freedoms. The first is freedom of speech and expression – everywhere in the world. The second is freedom of every person to worship God in his own way – everywhere in the world. The third is freedom from want – everywhere in the world. The fourth is freedom from fear – everywhere in the world.” 

Communism is now discredited, but Roosevelt’s words also raise a question. Can anyone use the freedom of speech to propagate Nazism, race hatred, anti-Semitism, or to circulate child pornography? Plainly, freedom cannot be unfettered. There have to be boundaries. The question is not whether to censor, but what to censor.

Christian freedom is freedom in the truth, not freedom from the truth. The right to freedom implies the corresponding duty to use our freedom responsibly, the duty to seek the truth, and the duty to ensure the proper freedom of others. 
Freedom is a gift, but it is also a task. 

Christian freedom is firstly a liberation from sin and evil. Reconciliation with the Father – as the prodigal Son discovered - brings freedom to live in grace and to share God's life. “Freedom from” leads on to “freedom for” the good, the true and the beautiful - the love of God and the service of others. “O God,  . . . . whose service is perfect freedom.” (Book of Common Prayer)

Pope John Paul II underlines this essential  bond between freedom and truth: “Human freedom finds its authentic and complete fulfilment precisely in the acceptance of that [moral] law [given by God]… . God’s law does not reduce, much less abolish, human freedom; rather, it protects and promotes that freedom.” (Veritatis Splendor 35)

The natural moral Law of God is the wisdom of the Creator: “[God’s] Law must be considered an expression of divine wisdom: by submitting to the law, freedom submits to the truth of creation.”  (VS 41)

"Genuine freedom is an outstanding manifestation of the divine image in man. For God willed to leave man 'in the power of his own counsel' (Sir. 15:14), so that he would seek his creator of his own accord and would freely arrive at full and blessed perfection by cleaving to God." (VS 34)

When truth is no longer acknowledged, freedom is in peril. Our democracy exalts ever new false freedoms and becomes increasingly oppressive.

 “Human freedom and God’s law meet and are called to intersect, in the sense of man’s free obedience to God, and of God’s completely gratuitous benevolence towards man.” (VS 41)

Jesus put it more simply: "You will know the truth, and the truth shall set you free". "If the Son shall make you free, you shall be free indeed."  However, “the truth which makes men free is for the most part the truth which men prefer not to hear.” (Agar) As Kafka wrote, many people think: “It is often better to be in chains than to be free.” For them, true freedom is too great a responsibility.

