
Freedom in the Teachings 
of St Josemaría
‘It is not enough to know theoretically that one is free; it is a reality that needs to be 
experienced and savoured.’ Conversations, 53.
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‘God created us 
without us: but 

he did not will to 
save us without 

us’. 

(St Augustine, Sermon 169)

Fra Angelico, The Conversion of Saint Augustine, 1430.



1. What is Freedom?

https://www.clickandboat.com/en/boat-rental/manfredonia/sailboat/bavaria-36-35z8p



What is Freedom?

Freedom is the power to act or not to act, 
and so to perform deliberate acts of one's 

own. Freedom attains perfection in its 
acts when directed toward God, the 

sovereign Good. 

(CCC, n. 1744)

https://www.clickandboat.com/en/boat-rental/manfredonia/sailboat/bavaria-36-35z8p



Freedom 
is not a 

Goal

https://kappanonline.org/goal-setting-practices-support-learning-culture-nordengren/



We all want to live happily; in the 

whole human race there is no one 

who does not assent to this 

proposition. 

(St. Augustine, De moribus eccl. 1, 3, 4) Source: Nick Youngson CC BY-SA 3.0 
Alpha Stock Images



Classical Notion of Happiness (Eudaimonia) Contemporary Notion of Happiness



The psychiatrist Viktor Frankl who 
survived the Nazi concentration 
camps, on the quest for happiness:

Again and again, one is commanded 
and ordered to 'be happy.' But 
happiness cannot be pursued; it must 
ensue. One must have a reason to 'be 
happy.' Once the reason is found, 
however, one becomes happy 
automatically. 

(V. Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning)



Freedom & Purpose



Man is … characterized by his "search for 
meaning" rather than his "search for himself." 
The more he forgets himself - giving himself to a 
cause or another person - the more human he is. 
And the more he is immersed and absorbed in 
something or someone other than himself the 
more he really becomes himself. 

Being human always points, and is directed, to 
something or someone, other than oneself--be it 
a meaning to fulfil or another human being to 
encounter. The more one forgets himself--by 
giving himself to a cause to serve or another 
person to love--the more human he is and the 
more he actualizes himself. What is called self-
actualization is not an attainable aim at all, for 
the simple reason that the more one would 
strive for it, the more he would miss it. In other 
words, self-actualization is possible only as a 
side-effect of self-transcendence.

(Viktor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning)



Viktor Frankl

Man is originally 
characterized by his 
"search for meaning" 

rather than his "search for 
himself." The more he 

forgets himself—giving 
himself to a cause or 

another person—the more 
human he is. And the more 

he is immersed and 
absorbed in something or 

someone other than 
himself the more he really 

becomes himself.



More Viktor Frankl …

“Life is never made unbearable by 
circumstances, but only by lack of meaning 
and purpose.” 

Ever more people today have the means to 
live, but no meaning to live for. 

Sunday neurosis, that kind of depression 
which afflicts people who become aware of 
the lack of content in their lives when the 
rush of the busy week is over and the void 
within themselves becomes manifest.” 



Freedom and Purpose

God willed that man 
should be left in the 
hand of his own 
counsel, so that he 
might of his own 
accord seek his creator 
and freely attain his 
full and blessed 
perfection by cleaving 
to him. 

(CCC, n. 1743). 

https://coloradodermatologyinstitute.com/sun-tips-for-colorado/



Right? Wrong? Purpose?: 
Relativism & Subjectivism

There is no objective moral right or wrong. 

Subjectivism: Ethical beliefs are matters of opinion. No one’s beliefs are 
more or less valuable than anyone else’s.

Cultural Relativism: Ethical beliefs are cultural beliefs. No culture’s moral 
beliefs & practices are better or worse than those of any other culture.



The Natural Law

• Universal

• Unchanging

• Written in our hearts



Natural Law & 
Conscience

Man has in his heart a law 
inscribed by God.... His 
conscience is man's most secret 
core and his sanctuary. There he 
is alone with God whose voice 
echoes in his depths.



God



Better Off Without Him?

‘Some people think they are free if 
they can avoid God; they fail to see 
that they remain existentially 
orphaned, helpless, homeless. 
They cease being pilgrims and 
become drifters, flitting around 
themselves and never getting 
anywhere.’ 

Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium, n. 170. 

https://www.shutterstock.com/image-vector/character-manuel-running-inside-spinning-wheel-1237315057


God: The Ten Commandments



The Ten Commandments

“The truth is, of course, that the curtness of the Ten 
Commandments is an evidence, not of the gloom 
and narrowness of a religion, but, on the contrary, 
of its liberality and humanity. It is shorter to state 
the things forbidden than the things permitted: 
precisely because most things are permitted, and 
only a few things are forbidden.” 

G. K. Chesterton









The Magisterium

If we still find the instructions 
difficult to understand, we consult 
an expert who can explain them to 
us.



‘God alone satisfies’.
(St Thomas Aquinas)

‘You have made us for 
Yourself, and our heart 
is restless until it rests 

in You.’ 
(St Augustine)

‘Love fulfils freedom, it 
redeems it. Love 

enables freedom to 
discover its origin and 

goal in God’s Love.’  
(The Father, Letter, 9.1.18, n. 4.)



Are We Really Free?

Determinism 
For determinists, freedom is an illusion.

Natural conditions outside our control
cause
Inner body and brain states
which cause
Mental and physical actions

Soft Determinism (Compatibilism)
The action is determined (it couldn’t not happen), but when the 
causes are internal to the person acting, the action should be 
considered free.

Consequences?



Libertarianism

Political Libertarianism & Abortion

https://www.reddit.com/r/Libertarian/comments/ca42pm/the_libertarian_solution_to_the_abortion_debate/

Libertarians affirm that all our 
actions are free, totally
unmotivated, uncaused 
behaviour. 

This view ignores habits, organic 
impulses, natural preferences, 
etc.

Consequences?



Moderate Indeterminism & Limitations 
to Freedom

• In reality, freedom lies between the extremes of determinism 
and libertarianism. 

• Human freedom is not absolute. Because we are finite, 
corporeo-spiritual beings, our freedom has limits and 
boundaries. This doesn’t mean our freedom is defective or 
incomplete. Only God has absolute freedom.

• Human beings are genuinely free, but there are influences and 
limitations on our decisions and behaviour. 

• Human beings are not only physical bodies. The spiritual soul, 
with its faculties of intellect and will, can be influenced by 
motives, but not always determined. Our actions can be caused 
from within. We decide, we make things happen.

• The question is not whether exterior motives attract and 
influence, they certainly do, but whether motives necessitate a 
particular response. Freedom of choice does not mean a lack of 
influences – it means those influences do not force me. 

• Examples of limitations to human freedom?

“You cannot grow a beard in a moment of 
passion.” 

(G.K. Chesterton)



Levels of Freedom



Fundamental or Internal Freedom

• Self-possession, being master of one's self, of the 
expression of one’s intimacy or inner life, and of one’s 
actions. 

• No external factor (torture, imprisonment, or 
brainwashing) can destroy this deepest level of freedom. 

• We cannot remove fundamental freedom without 
annihilating the person himself. 

• It is not freedom from conditions, but it is freedom to 
take a stand toward the conditions. Our greatest 
freedom is the freedom to choose our attitude. 

We who lived in concentration camps can remember the men who walked through the huts comforting others, giving away their 
last piece of bread. They may have been few in number, but they offer sufficient proof that everything can be taken from a man 
but one thing: the last of the human freedoms -- to choose one's attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one's own
way. (Viktor Frankl)



Psychological 
Freedom:Freedom of Choice

• Freedom of Specification: a decision to 
do this or that (the red pill or the blue 
pill)

• Freedom of Exercise: a decision to do or 
not do (to choose a pill or decide not to 
choose a pill). I don’t have to choose a 
pill at all.



Moral Freedom

• The development of fundamental freedom in time. It consists in living one's life, writing 
one's own biography. It has to do with the project of living one's life and shaping one's own 
identity. It has to do with realizing one’s ideals through a lived life. It is expressed when a 
person says, "I want to be myself, "I want to fulfil myself."

• This level of freedom can be personally achieved or lost. It is the fruit of good choices.

The good man, although he is a slave, is free; but the bad man, even if he reigns, is a slave, 
and a slave not of just one man but, what is far more grievous, of as many masters as he has 

vices. (St Augustine, The City of God, 4, 3)

Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our 
response. In our response lies our growth and our freedom. (Viktor Frankl, Man’s Search for 

Meaning)



Political/Social Freedom



Freedom & 
Commitment

I could never conceive or tolerate any Utopia which 
did not leave to me the liberty for which I chiefly 

care, the liberty to bind myself. 
(G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy)

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiFmODpuZjnAhVv7HMBHTi3A6oQjRx6BAgBEAQ&url=https://www.integro.com.au/commitment-five-behaviors-of-a-cohesive-team/&psig=AOvVaw29ASjT1cVpPDCW4Azm0bHG&ust=1579824824439829


Free Choice: Mind, Will & Feelings

Powers of the Soul that play a role in 
free human acts:

• Vegetative Powers

• Nutrition, Reproduction, Growth

• Sense Powers

• Sense Knowledge (Senses)

• Sense Appetite (Passions)

• Rational Powers

• Intellectual Knowledge (Reason)

• Intellectual Appetite (Will)

‘Where there is knowledge there is appetite.’



Intellect & Free Will

The Intellect:

• Knows things (essences)

• Knows self (incl. goals, 
spiritual soul, etc)

• Assesses the fitness of things 
for the person

• Knows concept of goodness –
can compare things, judge & 
choose

The Will:

• is the ‘intellectual appetite’

• seeks Goodness

• Consents to intellect

• Commands action



Freedom & the Will
The Will Seeks Goodness



Freedom & the Passions
The human person is ordered to 

beatitude by his deliberate acts: the 

passions or feelings he experiences 

can dispose him to it & contribute 

to it (CCC, n. 1762).The passions insofar as they are movements of the sensible 

appetite are neither good nor bad in themselves. They are good 

when they contribute to a good action and they are evil in the 

opposite case. They can be taken up into the virtues or perverted 

by the vices (CCCC, n. 371).

The perfection of moral good 

consists in man’s being moved to 

the good not only by his will but 

also by his ‘heart’ (CCC, n. 1775).
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Freedom & 
Responsibility

‘Most modern freedom is at root 
fear. It is not so much that we are 
too bold to endure rules; it is rather 
that we are too timid to endure 
responsibilities.’
(G.K. Chesterton, What's Wrong with the World)



‘For the first time in my 
life I saw the truth as it 

is set into song by so 
many poets, proclaimed 

as the final wisdom by so 
many thinkers. The truth 

– that Love is the 
ultimate and highest goal 
to which man can aspire. 

Then I grasped the 
meaning of the greatest 

secret that human poetry 
and human thought and 

belief have to impart: The 
salvation of man is 

through love and in love.’ 
(V. Frankl, Man’s Search 

for Meaning)



Authority & Freedom


