FREEDOM in Christ

July 4, 2010 – Webster, MA


Happy Independence Day for America! And on this 4th of July, let us all make our cross and thank God for the freedom and blessings and opportunities this country has given to so many people over the past 200 years! As the Statue of Liberty - the symbol of our country for so many immigrants, including many of our own parents and grandparents a few generations ago – as the Statue of Liberty states so eloquently, “Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breath free, the wretched refuse of your teeming shores. Send these, the homeless, the tempest-tost to me, for I lift my lamp beside the golden door!” We children of immigrants understand these words better than most, and should always thank God!!!
On this Independence Day, we recall the freedom that we as a country received, and which we in turn offered to so many people from around the world. Throughout its history, our country has often acted as a symbol of freedom and opportunity to others, and yet, a fundamental question we all should ask ourselves is this: “What have we done with our freedom? For what have we used our freedom? And ultimately, how do we understand true freedom?”
During my visit to Albania a month ago, my students and I had the opportunity to go on a two day pilgrimage with Metropolitan John of Korca. We walked 20 km from the Monastery of St. John the Forerunner in Voskopoja to the Monastery of Sts. Peter and Paul in Vithkuq. During one of the nights, as we sat around a campfire listening to the wise counsel of the bishop, one of my students began complaining about the seminary in America – how difficult life was in the dormitories, how bad the food was, how some of the professors had this or that problem, and so on. As one student began to complain, another chimed in his grievance and a third grumbled some other protest.

Metropolitan John silently listened to all the moaning and complaining for a few minutes, and then silenced everyone with a little story of what life was like to grow up under the most militant form of communism in the 20th century. He talked about the lack of material things, living under constant fear and threat, and lacking the most basic freedoms that we take totally for granted. He obviously understood and appreciated, much better than anyone sitting around the campfire, how precious freedom is.
Then he talked about the fall of communism, and his emigration from Albania to the streets of Italy and finally to America. He was amazed at all that he saw in the United States. Like many immigrants from communist lands, he couldn’t believe the excess that we all took for granted. But what made a deep impression on him was how, although Americans had so many material blessings and so many opportunities and freedom, they still complained so much.

When he studied at Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology, a school preparing men and women for service in the Church, he realized that even there, people complained – about the food, about the dorms, about the professors, about fellow classmates, about anything and everything. And he realized how we in America, like much of the West, take for granted our many freedoms and blessings, and instead of gratitude, have developed a society of complainers.

“This spirit of complaining seemed so normal here,” he described, “that if someone didn’t complain, then people look at you as if something is wrong with you!”
For someone who grew up under communism and suffered under the limitations of freedom, Metropolitan John saw life from a different perspective. And then for someone who came to faith during an extremely dangerous time, and was baptized in the basement of a priest, where both priest and catechumen risked imprisonment or even death for this act of faith, Metropolitan John understood well the incredible blessings of freedom!

He gently reprimanded my students who were complaining, and said, “Do you know what a privilege you have to study freely at a seminary? To go to one of the few schools in America that teach you Orthodox theology and help to prepare you to serve as priests of God?”

“Thanks God!” he repeated numerous times during that conversation, and I can tell you, that for the rest of our trip in Albania, my students didn’t forget that lesson. In fact, every time one of them wanted to complain about something, another student would say, “Thanks God! Remember the words of Metropolitan John!”

What a beautiful lesson for all of us to reflect upon on this “Day of Freedom” for America and all Americans. Our country gained its independence and freedom was offered to its people, and yet, how do we use or misuse the freedom we have? Do we use our freedom to constantly complain about our problems and find fault with what we don’t have? Do we use our freedom to simply indulge ourselves and our passions, and then complain when some self-indulgent desire remains unfulfilled?
Our Lord Jesus Christ proclaimed “Know the Truth and the Truth will set you free.” St. Paul explained to us the purpose of freedom when he reminded us that “we have been called to freedom, only do not use freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but use freedom to lovingly serve one another.”

We Christians must understand freedom as an opportunity to follow Christ and grow in His virtues. This is the ultimate and eternal purpose of freedom. Authentic freedom is NOT about indulging ourselves in our own passions and desires and pleasure!

Today’s epistle reading teaches us to use our freedom to” make love genuine, to hold fast to what is good, to love one another with mutual affection, to show respect and honor to one another, to be zealous and ardent in spirit, to rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, to persevere in prayer, and to show hospitality to strangers.”
When we complain and grumble about what we don’t have and about the problems of others, we misuse our God-given freedom. Yet when we live in gratitude for all things, and for life itself, and continually express thankfulness for each and every blessing that we have, then we have learned how to use our freedom!

May we all truly “Thank God” for our lives, for this country and its freedom, and for all the countless blessings we have!
Happy 4th of July!
