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 Sunday of Ordinary Time B “How do you define freedom?” 

Fr. Frank Schuster 

 

My friends, what is your definition of freedom? Think about it. I mention this 

because freedom can be described in two ways: freedom to do something and freedom 

from something. At an outdoor Mass at Campobasso last year, Pope Francis had 

interesting things to say about Christian freedom. He said, “This is the freedom that God 

has given us and we must not lose it: the freedom to adore God, to serve God and to serve 

him even in our brothers and sisters. This is the freedom that, by the grace of God, we 

experience in the Christian community, when we put ourselves at each other’s service, 

without jealousy, without taking sides, without chatter… Serving one another. Then the 

Lord frees us from ambition and rivalry… from distrust and sadness.” You can see the 

dialectic in Pope Francis’ take on freedom, freedom to and freedom from.   

 

This is very similar to Pope Benedict’s understanding of Christian Freedom. As I 

have shared with you before, on the eve of world youth day in Cologne Germany, 

towards the beginning of his papacy, Pope Benedict shared during a radio interview that 

Christianity is not a burdensome set of rules, a long list of “do’s and don’ts”; but rather a 

personal experience of God’s love. Pope Benedict said, “I would like to show them how 

beautiful it is to be Christian because the widespread idea which continues to exist is that 

Christianity is composed of laws and bans which one has to keep and, hence, is 

something toilsome and burdensome –that one is freer without such a burden.”  For Pope 

Benedict, Christianity is about freedom, real freedom. But I suppose this depends on how 

you define freedom because our culture has a completely different take as we all know.  

 

I share this because we see this dialectic in the Gospel today. The Pharisees and 

scribes catch some of Jesus’ disciples eating a meal with unwashed hands. There were 

other rituals to be observed as well, like the purification of cups and jugs and kettles, etc.  

The Pharisees and scribes are quick to point out that Jesus’ disciples were in violation of 

one of the items on their long list of don’ts. And that list was long. They managed to 

stretch the Ten Commandments into six hundred and thirteen commandments. It was a 

religious duty in their eyes to wash their hands before eating. Not doing so was 

considered in their view to be highly offensive to God.  

 

Now, all of us can understand the health benefit of washing our hands before we 

eat. Making this a spiritual requirement for salvation, however, was ridiculous. Gathering 

the people together, Jesus said to them, “Hear me, all of you, and understand, nothing that 

enters one from outside can defile that person; but the things that come out from within 

are what defile. From within people, from their hearts, come evil thoughts, unchastity, 

theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, licentiousness, envy, blasphemy, arrogance, 

and folly. All these evils come from within and they defile.” 

 

The point Jesus is trying to make is this: the matter of personal hygiene is a matter 

of common sense, not religious obligation. Failure can lead to physical illness, but this is 

nothing compared to what can happen to us with a spiritual illness that comes about 

through a misguided understanding of personal freedom.   



 

2 

 

 

And so, Jesus wants us to consider what can happen when we let our hearts run 

wild with evil thoughts, unchastity, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, 

licentiousness, envy, blasphemy, arrogance, and folly. When we become enslaved to 

these passions, our self esteem can be eventually decimated, and our lives torn apart. 

These vices for example can lead to the loss of our job, the loss of our friends, the loss of 

our marriage, the loss of our family, the loss of our sanity, the loss of freedom to 

addiction and we can even end up losing our very soul, a considerable worse outcome 

than food poisoning due to unwashed hands. 

  

Look, the world in which we live wants us to define our sense of freedom in a 

way that empties our bank accounts, fills our closets with junk, and gets us addicted to 

every sort of product, drug, or lifestyle imaginable. Not all of it is good for our souls. The 

motivation to stay healthy in the spirit life isn’t grounded on a long list of “do’s and 

don’ts”. The motivation to stay healthy in the Spirit life is a personal relationship with the 

Lord of life who does not want God’s people to suffer and die in the chains of sin and 

death, but rather to experience real freedom, to be liberated and healed of all that ails us 

so to grow closer to the image and likeness God originally planned for us.  

 

Because the Lord knows what is best for our souls, instead of fretting about a list 

of “don’ts”, the Church rejoices enthusiastically over our list of “do’s”. If you reached an 

unhappy place in your personal life, see how much more satisfying and liberating life can 

be by choosing to practice the fruits of the Holy Spirit. They invite us to be more loving 

and joyful, more patient and kind, to be good and generous, gentle, faithful, and modest, 

exercising better self-control, and living more chaste and pure lives. Far from being a 

message of enslavement, these virtues are about spiritual liberation experienced by those 

who truly live in Christ in good times and in bad. These virtues help us to experience 

spiritual joy and fulfillment no matter what life throws at us.  

 

These virtues reflect the spiritual freedom of those who, in the words of the book 

of James today, are “doers of the word and not hearers only.” But, then again, it all 

depends on how you define freedom. Is it freedom to or freedom from or both? As we all 

know, it is the “what” that matters. And no matter what our answer to that is, the good 

news is God offers us authentic freedom through Christ our Lord. Amen.   


