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Meeting God Again For The First Time: Freedom
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Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

I had an eighth grade English teacher who was hard, but I dearly loved. Her name was Mrs. Kishpaugh. In fact her son, Chuck, just retired from the United Methodist ministry a few years ago. He concentrated his ministry in camping and retreat. He used to be one of the national staff persons for camping and retreat ministries with the General Board of Discipleship.
But Mrs. Kishpaugh took teaching this motley crew of eighth graders seriously. She would beat English into us. Not in a bad way. She was actually a fun teacher, but everyone who had her probably still knows their prepositions. She made us memorize them in alphabetical order. And we would have to recite them while she beat out a rhythm with her ruler.
About, above, across, after, against, along, among, around, at, before, behind, below, beneath, beside, between, beyond, by, down, during, except, for, from, in, in front of, inside, into, near, next, off, on, onto, out, over, past, to, toward, under, until, up, upon, unto, with, within, without.
There are a whole bunch I missed, but for the most part one remembers them. And if I know nothing else about English grammar, I can pick out a prepositional phrase. Why is that so important for our time together this morning? We are continuing our Lenten series on “Meeting God Again for the First Time,” using the book “The Shack” as a launch pad into some major themes of our faith. Today we will discover together the role freedom plays in our faith. And I am convinced to understand freedom, you have to know your prepositions.
As a reminder for those who have been following this series and to bring those who might be visiting us for the first time on board, The Shack is a book written by William Paul Young, which has caught the attention of many for its novel approach for imaging and working through the role of God in our lives.
It is premised upon a horrendous tragedy, the abduction and murder of Mackenzie (Mack) Philips’ little girl, Missy. After a few years since the incident, as he and his family try to put their lives back together, Mack gets a letter from God asking Mack to meet God at the shack where his daughter was murdered. The book is about this weekend get together with God – Papa, Jesus, and Sarayu. In this novel form, Young addresses some major themes in our faith journey. Already we have looked at revelation and our imaging of God. We have looked at the role of submission and forgiveness in our faith. Today we look at freedom.
I was in a conversation earlier this week with John Shaw, and we were talking about freedom. I casually, without saying so, quoted Janis Joplin from her song “Me & Bobby McGee,” which is always the first thing that comes to mind when I think about freedom. So, I said, “Freedom’s just another word for nothing left to lose.” John replied, “No, freedom is when you have everything to lose.” After we took time to explain ourselves we realized that we were both saying the same thing – without boundaries and structures we really cannot experience freedom. What we discovered is that freedom has so many connotations depending on the topic of discussion that it is wise to be clear on definition before one branches off into the finer nuances of debate. I would generally agree that to experience freedom in society we need rules. However, I think what we might find this morning is that when it comes to our relationship with God, just the opposite is true.
Now, again, we need to be clear about what we are talking about when we are talking about freedom in our faith. There are two major themes. The first is that of free will. Do we as human beings have free will? That is, in this scheme of God’s created order, do we have the capacity to make decisions that could change the God-intended outcome of our lives?
The way we normally hear or voice the debate is are we destined to be who we are in life? Has God so thoroughly set out and planned our lives that the end is known before our beginning? Our Reformed brothers and sisters, those who trace their theological lineage back to John Calvin, would say yes. We are predestined to be who we are. Therefore they could talk about the “elect” – those that have been predestined for salvation.
John Wesley, to whom Methodists trace their theological roots, was outrageously appalled at such a concept. The whole idea of Christ crucified and risen for our salvation would make no sense if we did not have the capacity to accept or deny God’s grace.
Now, I have to be honest with you. The passion with which this concept has been debated has never made much sense to me. John Calvin in his dogmatics, at least as I understand it, really didn’t give much time or space to the understanding of predestination except to lend in hyperbole to the concept of God the characteristics of omniscience and omnipotence. God is so all-knowing and all-powerful that for Calvin, to understand that God is not in absolute control of everything seemed ludicrous. That to me seems to be the crux of the debate for Calvin.
So, in God’s plan are we given such freedom that our choices can ultimately go against what God has planned? There is a curious conversation between Mack and God when Mack first gets to the shack that might help us frame our understanding freewill and predestination. Mack struggled whether he should go to the shack or not when he first got the mysterious invitation. Once there he asked God: (pg. 94)
“You knew I would come, didn’t you?”
Papa replied, “Of course I did”
“Then was I free not to come? Did I not have a choice in the matter?”
Papa asked, “Do you believe you are free to leave?”
Mack says, “I suppose I am. Am I?”
God says, “Of course you are! I’m not interested in prisoners. You’re free to walk out that door right now and go home to your empty house…. Just because I know you’re too curious to go, does that reduce your freedom to leave?”
That’s the point as far as I am concerned. It’s not that we don’t have the free will to make good and bad choices that may very well change what God plans for us. It’s that we are so well known that God knows the choices we will make. And that might be more disconcerting than not having free will.
There is actually a third option that I am particularly fond of, and that is God as the great improviser. Or more specifically, that God is the great creating and recreating force that we claim God to be. We actually have the capacity, the free will, to make decisions that alter the plan of God. But like in any loving relationship, God takes our choices and works at creating a new plan that leads us to God’s ultimate purposes.
There is another kind of freedom that underpins our theological understanding as Christians – freedom from the law.
We read in 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. For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’
“You were called to freedom, brothers and sisters.” So why is it that if we have been called to experience such freedom, that when we go to church, when we practice religion we feel so constrained – we feel anything but free? Young addresses this in The Shack, which in summary sounds something like this: it is the difference between practicing your religion and living out your faith. Religion needs rules, needs boundaries, because religion needs to exercise control. Religion is a human institution that is imprisoned by its own need to survive and thrive. No matter how lofty its goals or altruistic its purpose, it needs to create a system which controls behavior. Therefore it develops rules, rules which control behavior for the common good.
Now you might be thinking that is not a horrible thing. Rules are good. They keep us safe, secure, and free – at least from anarchy. I would have to agree with you. Rules are a good thing. But they are not the best thing. The best thing is a loving relationship. That is what Paul is getting at when he writes to the Galatians. He tells them that they are free, at least when it comes to having to follow all the rules of religion, because Christ has provided something better – relationship. When you love others as much as you love yourself, throw the rulebook out.
Young makes two statements in his book, The Shack, about this very thing. The first, when Mack is still trying to make sense out of what is happening to him and talking with God, Papa says, “Mackenzie, the Truth shall set you free, and the Truth has a name…[referring to Jesus]…And freedom is a process that happens inside a relationship with him.” (pg. 95)
Later in the book Mack has this delightful dialogue with Sarayu who represents the Holy Spirit:
Mack asks, “Are you saying I don’t have to follow rules?”
“Yes” replies Sarayu, “In Jesus you are not under any law. All things are lawful.”
“You can’t be serious! You’re messing with me again.”
“Mackenzie, those who are afraid of freedom are those who cannot trust us to live in them. Trying to keep the law is actually a declaration of independence, a way of keeping control.”
“Is that why we like the law so much – to give us some control?” asked Mack.
“It is much worse than that,” resumed Sarayu. “It grants you the power to judge others and feel superior to them. You judge. Enforcing rules, especially in its more subtle expressions like responsibility and expectation, is a vain attempt to create certainty out of uncertainty. And contrary to what you might think, I have a great fondness for uncertainty. Rules cannot bring freedom; they only have the power to accuse.”
Now I know those are some pretty radical statements and some pretty heavy, mental lifting for the short time we have this morning. What is funny is that what I just quoted comes from the chapter called “Verbs and Other Freedoms.” But I want to go back to what I said at the beginning of the sermon. That if we really want to understand freedom as it relates to our faith, then we need to know our prepositions.
Often when we think of freedom, we think of it with the preposition “from.” “Freedom from.” When summer comes and school lets out, we experience “freedom from” the demands of school. When we finally get old enough we get to move out on our own and we can experience “freedom from” the scrutiny and craziness of our parents. Of course we also get to experience “freedom from” someone cooking for us; “freedom from” someone doing our laundry; “freedom from” someone buying our clothes and food, and all of a sudden “freedom from” doesn’t feel so free. But mostly, when we think of freedom, we think of it as freedom from something that constrains or subjugates us. On the Fourth of July we celebrate America’s freedom from British domination. 
There is no doubt that freedom includes freedom from. But there is more to it. There is another preposition we need to bring in. Perhaps more important than “freedom from” something is “freedom for” something.
It’s the freedom to be able to do things we haven’t been able to do in the past. The freedom of summer vacation isn’t just the freedom from school. It’s also the freedom for lots of things: the freedom for going to camp, the freedom for getting enough sleep, the freedom for going on vacation, the freedom for doing some fun reading, etc.
We celebrate the Fourth of July not simply because we freed ourselves from England, but for the freedom to openly express opinions without recrimination; “freedom for” voting for the candidate of your choice; freedom for making your country a better place for all.
Freedom from is only a minor part of the story. When you experience freedom for, then you begin to experience real freedom. And the whole point of being free from is so that we might be free for relationship. Relationship that does not need to control; relationship that does not lay on expectations; relationship that does not require anything less than the other freely joining into the relationship. We are freed for loving the way that God loves us: openly, profusely, graciously, with a heart that wants for others as much as we want for ourselves. For that we need no rules to obey. We are free. Thanks be to God.
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