
Freedom in Christ

For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your freedom as an opportunity 

for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to one another. 

— Galatians 5:13

Recently I saw a video of an interaction between a store employee and a customer. The store 
had a policy that customers must wear facemasks. The customer did not wish to wear a 
facemask. When the employee told the customer he would have to wear a face mask or leave, 
the customer’s response was, “I’m not wearing a mask because I woke up this morning in a free 
country.”

There are many problems with the customer’s response. As I see it the root problem is his 
apparent definition of freedom as, “I can do what I want.” This definition of freedom comes 
with a correlated proposition, “You can’t tell me what to do.” These related ideas have been a 
source of much conflict everywhere from parent/child interactions to international relations. 
Taken to their extreme these two ideas erode the possibility of civil society.

As I have noted before, absurdity is the end result of defining freedom in this way. No matter 
how much a person is able to do whatever he or she wants, that person will eventually die 
whether or not he or she wants to. Similarly the assertion,  “You can’t tell me what to do,” can 
only be true in so far as the speaker has the upper hand in terms of physical, relational, or 
political power. 

The extreme result of this philosophical position is a non-societal, kill or be killed pattern of 
life. One must continuse to feed one’s desires in order to distract from the looming absurdity 
of death. Further, in order to feed these desires-in order to “do what I want”-one must 
overcome all opposition. This includes not being part of any team or community which might 
seek to limit my very willful freedom.

This question of the limits of freedom arises frequently in society, especially around issues of 
individual rights. For example, a woman lives in a small town with only one pharmacy. If that 
pharmacist asserts his right not to participate in the birth control industry, she has to travel 50 
to 100 miles to exercise her right to purchase birth control. How do we, as a secular society, 
mediate these conflicting rights? Or, a man in a store does not want to wear a mask. The larger 
society knows that if we all wear masks and reduce the rate of infection, we will more quickly 
gain control over the pandemic. Here we have an individual’s rights in opposition to a 
community’s rights. Who gets to decide and how?

By locating our freedom in the self-giving love of Christ, the New Testament provides a more 
functional definition of freedom. In The First Letter of Peter 2:16 we read, “”As servants of God, 
live as free people, yet do not use your freedom as a pretext for evil.” And in The Second Letter 
of Peter 2:19, we read about false prophets, “They promise them freedom, but they themselves 
are slaves of corruption; for people are slaves to whatever masters them.” 



In this understanding, freedom is freedom to serve. This is why St. Paul writes to the Galatians, 
“For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your freedom as an 
opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to one another” (Galatians 
5:13). We can serve the master or our own stubborn willfulness, or we can serve Christ as 
our master. If we serve Christ as our master, two very important realities arise. One, because 
of the Resurrection, the ability of death to make life absurd is taken away. Two, because our 
freedom is in Christ, our freedom is best experienced and expressed when we act in loving 
service just as Christ does. 

The customer in the store refusing to wear a mask probably has the momentary satisfaction of 
being defiant. That momentary satisfaaction is, however, fragile and temporary. Defiance is not a 
rewarding pattern of life. Ultimately it’s kill or be killed, which really isn’t freedom. So we 
exercise our freedom in Christ by wearing our masks and refraining from gathering in large 
groups, because it’s good for everyone. Acting for the good of everyone is what Christ does. It’s 
where our freedom lies.

Many Blessings,
Randall Warren, Rector


