
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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Freedom: The 
Basis for Living 
as a Child of 
God



2. FREEDOM IN 
THE TEACHINGS 

OF ST JOSEMARÍA

Awareness of Divine Filiation

Sanctification of Ordinary Work



2.1 Sources, Context and Historical Background



Sources for St Josemaría’s Understanding of Freedom



20th Century Context

• Totalitarianism

• National Socialism/Fascism

• Communism/Socialism

• Enlightenment

• Liberalism

• Understanding Church/State 
Relations

• Modernism

• Magisterium

Nuremberg Rally, Germany

Vladimir Lenin

Pp. Pius X & 
Leo XIII

Spanish Civil War

St Josemaria, Aftermath of the Spanish Civil War

The Enlightenment

Charles II



Obedience, 
Duty & 
Voluntarism



Moral 
Voluntarism

Freedom is achieved by willpower alone. Moral 
voluntarism is about doing something because it is 
your duty.

a) Positives?

b) Negatives?

c) Implications for action and for the interior life?

d) For educating children in freedom?



William of Ockham & Divine Command Theory

Which of the following statements is correct?

A. Something is good because God 
commands it.

or 

B. God commands it because it is good.

1. Reasons?

2. Consequences for living a moral life?

3. Consequences for forming children in 
freedom?



• William of Ockham (no link between human 
nature and moral goodness)

• Protestant Reformation (obedience, heresies, 
faith & reason, hierarchy, Magisterium, sola 
scriptura, sola fide)

• The Enlightenment (crisis of faith & reason)

• Modernism

• Clericalism

Voluntarism, Duty & Obedience
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Saint Josemaría on Obedience

God ‘does not want the forced service 
of slaves; he prefers to have children 
who are free’. (Friends of God, n. 33.)

• Optimistic about freedom

• Obedience is a fruit of freedom

• Active

• Based on love

• Passive submission of the will v the whole 

person acting, body, soul, reason, will & 

passions.

• Voluntary & Responsible



Freedom & Obedience

• God does not impose a blind obedience on us. 
He wants us to obey intelligently. Christ is Passing 
By, n. 17.

• We obey with our lips, our heart and our mind.
Furrow, n. 374.

• Do you want to obey fully? Well then, listen 
carefully so that you may understand the extent 
and the spirit of what is being pointed out to 
you; and if you do not understand something, 
ask. Furrow, n. 380.



Living a moral life that is animated by love, ‘gives to the 
Christian the spiritual freedom of the children of God. He no 

longer stands before God as a slave, in servile fear, or as a 
mercenary looking for wages, but as a son responding to the 

love of him who "first loved us" 

(CCC, n. 1828).



2.2 Key Notions in St Josemaría’s 
Understanding of Freedom

Freedom as a Gift: 
• The gift of self-mastery; we 

are able to choose our 
actions

Freedom as an Adventure:
• Choices can be made for 

good or evil; good giving 
glory to God and loving 
Him

Freedom & the Fomes
Peccati: 
• Freedom is wounded by sin 

& redeemed, allowing us to 
live with the freedom of 
God’s children



The reason for our being 
rational and free is vocation. 

(Paul VI, 20.4.1975)



Freedom is a Gift

How great a truth is this, which 
opens the way to freedom & 
gives it meaning throughout our 
lives. … the knowledge that we 
have come from the hands of 
God, that the Blessed Trinity 
looks upon us with predilection, 
that we are children of so 
wonderful a Father. … Do not 
forget: anyone who does not 
realise that he is a child of God 
is unaware of the deepest truth 
about himself. When he acts he 
lacks the dominion & self-
mastery we find in those who 
love Our Lord above all else. 

(Friends of God, n. 26.)



Freedom as an Adventure
“I like to speak of the adventure of freedom, because that is how your lives and mine unfold.” (FOG, n. 35)



The Adventure of Freedom

‘You can travel this path 
along the right or left, 
moving forward in a zig-
zag, going by foot or on 
horseback. There are a 
hundred thousand ways of 
travelling along this divine 
path.’

(Letter, 2.2.1945, n. 45)



God ‘does not want the 
forced service of slaves; 
he prefers to have 
children who are free’. 

(Friends of God, n. 33.)



Freedom & the Fomes Peccati

When we breathe this air of 
freedom we see clearly that 
evil is an enslavement, not a 
liberation ... A person may 
show that he has acted 
according to his preferences, 
but he does not speak with the 
voice of true freedom ...  he 
has become the slave of his 
decision and he has decided 
for the worst, for the absence 
of God, where there is no 
freedom to be found. (Friends 
of God, n. 37)



2.3 Grace & Freedom

• Sanctifying Grace 
and the State of 
Freedom

• Actual Grace and 
the Exercise of 
Freedom

• From the Exercise of 
Freedom to the 
State of Freedom



Grace & Freedom

Grace is the help God gives us to respond 
to our vocation of becoming his adopted 
sons. … The divine initiative in the work of 
grace precedes, prepares, and elicits the free 
response of man. Grace responds to the 
deepest yearnings of human freedom, calls 
freedom to cooperate with it, and perfects 
freedom.

(CCC, n. 2021-2)



2.4 Divine Filiation and Freedom

• Responsibility

• Trusting God and Others



The Freedom of Children



Experiencing Divine Filiation

It is not enough to know 
theoretically that one is free; it 
is a reality that needs to be 
experienced and savoured. Yet 
this experience of freedom is 
only truly possible for one who 
has tasted ‘the goodness of the 
Lord,’ one whose core self-
concept or identity is God’s 
beloved child.   

(Conversations, no.53.)



Divine Filiation & Freedom

Living a moral life that is animated by 
love, ‘gives to the Christian the 
spiritual freedom of the children of 
God. He no longer stands before God 
as a slave, in servile fear, or as a 
mercenary looking for wages, but as a 
son responding to the love of him who 
"first loved us" 

(CCC, n. 1828).



Freedom & Divine Filiation

We Christians perceive with a particular 
clearness all the wealth of our divine 
filiation, when we realize that we are fully 
free because we are doing our Father's 
work, when our joy becomes constant 
because no one can take our hope away. It 
is then that we can admire at the same 
time all the great and beautiful things of 
this earth, can appreciate the richness and 
goodness of creation, and can love with all 
the strength and purity for which the 
human heart was made. 

(Christ is Passing By, n. 138.)



Awareness of our Christian 
Freedom Helps us Trust

Trust always in your 
God. He does not lose 

battles.

A child of God can 
freely do many things 
that might not seem 
‘reasonable’ from a 
human standpoint.



Responsibility: Fruit of the 
Awareness of Personal Freedom

Responsibility: Freedom taking 
itself into account.

Many great things 
depend - don't forget it 
- on whether you and I 
live our lives as God 

wants. 

(The Way, n. 755.)



Integrating
Reason, Will & the 
Sentiments in the 
Exercise of Freedom



The roots of freedom are 
in the spiritual faculties of 
the soul.

Although the sentiments 
are important, they are 
not a source of freedom.
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Feelings and Freedom

• Our feelings are not a source of freedom, 
but they profoundly influence how we 
exercise it.

• St Josemaría did not have a spiritualistic 
idea of the Christian life. We are made of 
body and soul. 

• Integrating the intellect, will and 
sentiments harmoniously.

• The sentiments are important, so they 
should not be repressed, however they 
should not take the place of the spiritual 
faculties of intellect and will.



May you be upright because you struggle, trying 
to reconcile the two brothers we have inside us: 
the intelligence with the grace of God, and 
sensuality. These brothers are inside us from 
birth and they accompany us throughout our 
lives. We should try to get the two to co-exist. 
Even through they may clash, try to get the 
superior brother, the intellect, to lead the 
inferior one, the senses, along with it. Our soul, 
by the dictate of faith and intelligence and with 
the help of God’s grace, aspires to better gifts, to 
paradise, to eternal happiness. So we lead the 
little brother, sensuality, there too, so that it 
may enjoy God in heaven.

(Meditation, June, 1972)



The Importance of the 
Sentiments

• Part of wholeheartedness, involving the whole person

• The reason and the will need to be helped to a 
certain degree by the energy of the passions. (Aquinas, 
ST I-II, q. 24, a. 3, c.)

• The perfection of the moral good consists in man’s 
being moved to the good not only by his will but also 
by his heart. (CCC, n. 1775)

• Antecedent 

• Consequent

• What about when I don’t feel like it?

• Action & Motivation

• Being wholehearted doesn’t mean what we do will always 
be pleasurable (eg mortification, going out of our way for 
someone



Sentiments in the Spiritual Life

• ‘The same sentiments of Christ Jesus’ (Phil 2:5)

I don’t ask you to take away my feelings, Lord, 
because I can use them to serve you with: but I 
ask you to put them through the crucible. 
(Forge, n. 750)

• The Holy Spirit



The Sacred Humanity of Our Lord

Let us realize all the richness 
hidden in the words "the sacred 
heart of Jesus." 

(Christ is Passing By, n. 164.)



‘Heart’: Wholeheartedness: The Whole Person

St Josemaría uses it to refer to the whole person who 
loves.

When we speak of a person's heart, we refer not just to 
his sentiments, but to the whole person in his loving 
dealings with others. In order to help us understand 
divine things, Scripture uses the expression "heart" in 
its full human meaning, as the summary and source, 
expression and ultimate basis, of one's thoughts, 
words and actions. A man is worth what his heart is 
worth. … When holy Scripture refers to the heart, it 
does not refer to some fleeting sentiment of joy or 
tears. By heart it means the personality which directs 
its whole being, soul and body, to what it considers its 
good, as Jesus himself indicated: "For where your 
treasure is, there will your heart be also. (Christ is 
Passing By, n. 164.)



Human & Divine Love

"A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I 
will put within you; and I will take out of your 
flesh your heart of stone and give you a heart of 
flesh.”   God does not say: "In exchange for your 
own heart, I will give you a will of pure spirit." No, 
he gives us a heart, a human heart, like Christ's. I 
don't have one heart for loving God and another 
for loving people. I love Christ and the Father and 
the Holy Spirit and our Lady with the same heart 
with which I love my parents and my friends. I 
shall never tire of repeating this. We must be very 
human, for otherwise we cannot be divine. 

Human love, the love we experience on earth when 
it is really genuine, helps us to savour divine love. 

(Christ is Passing By, n. 165-6.)



• Voluntarism

• Intellectualism

• Sentimentalism



Freedom & Giving Love

Integrating the:

Physical 

Affective

Spiritual

1. What are some features of each type of love?

2. What happens if they are not integrated? How 
are they manifested and what kinds of problems 
can arise?

3. How could you help a young person learn to 
recognize and integrate these aspects of love?

4. How does this relate to personal freedom?



Freedom & 
Wholeheartedness: 
Vulnerability



Wholeheartedness: The Power of Vulnerability





Self-Giving (Giving our Hearts)

• The Lord knows full well that giving is a 
vital need for those in love, and he himself 
points out what he desires from us. He 
does not care for riches, nor for the fruits 
or the beasts of the earth, nor for the sea or 
the air, because they all belong to him. He 
wants something intimate, which we have 
to give him freely: "My son, give me your 
heart." Do you see? (Christ is Passing By, 
n. 35.)

• It is only when we give ourselves that we 
can offer other gifts to our Lord. (Christ is 
Passing By, n. 35.) 

• Love involves giving. We don’t fully find 
ourselves except through a sincere gift of 
self. Simon, son of John, do you love me?’ ‘Yes, Lord, you 

know that I love You’ (Jn 21:16)



Gaudium et Spes, 
n. 24.

‘Man, who is the only creature on 
earth which God willed for itself, 
cannot fully find himself except 
through a sincere gift of himself.’



Freedom, Love 
and Self-
Surrender
Man, who is the only creature 
on earth which God willed for 
itself, cannot fully find 
himself except through a 
sincere gift of himself.

(Gaudium et Spes, n. 24)

I cannot understand freedom 
without surrender, nor 
surrender without freedom: 
one reality underscores and 
affirms the other.

(Letter, 31.5.1954.)



Freedom, Faith & Daring

Freedom without Faith & Humility

If a man is not humble, he will try to make God his own, but 
not in the divine way which Christ made possible when he 
said: "Take, eat; this is my body." The proud man tries to 
confine the grandeur of God within human limits. Then 
reason, the cold, blind reason that is so different from the 
mind imbued with faith and even from the well-directed 
mind of someone capable of enjoying and loving things, 
becomes irrational in a person's attempt to reduce everything 
to his cramped human experience. Thus is superhuman truth 
impoverished, and man's heart develops a crust that makes it 
insensitive to the action of the Holy Spirit. Our limited 
intelligence would be completely at a loss then if the merciful 
power of God did not break down the barriers of our 
wretchedness. "A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I 
will put within you; and I will take out of your flesh your 
heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh." Only with God's 
help will the soul see again and be filled with joy on hearing 
the promises of sacred Scripture.

A child of God can freely do many things that might not seem 
‘reasonable’ from a human standpoint.



Freedom and Love

The perfection of love consists of 2 visible qualities: capacity for sacrifice and 
respect for freedom, and 2 invisible ones: rectitude of intention and interior 
freedom. We could call this the ‘body and soul’ of love.

1. How do these qualities of love relate to human freedom? How are they 
manifested?

a) Capacity for Sacrifice (p32): How much are you willing to sacrifice 
yourself for the other’s happiness?

b) Respect for Freedom (p33): Do you respect other’s freedom or do 
you manage things by imposing your own will?

c) Intention (p35): What is your real motivation in surrendering 
yourself?

d) Interior Freedom (p36): Do you surrender freely or do you sense 
an internal pressure?

2.   Significance of humble self-esteem, self-sufficiency, and dependence for 
living these qualities in a relationship?



In your life, there are two things that do not fit together: your head & your heart.

Your intelligence - enlightened by faith - shows you the way clearly. It can also point out the difference between 
following that way heroically or stupidly. Above all, it places before you the divine greatness & beauty of the 
undertakings the Trinity leaves in our hands.

Your feelings, on the other hand, become attached to everything you despise, even while you consider it despicable. It 
seems as if a thousand trifles were awaiting the least opportunity, & as soon as your poor will is weakened, through 
physical tiredness or lack of supernatural outlook, those little things pile up & excite your imagination, until they form a 
mountain that oppresses & discourages you. Things such as the rough edges of your work, your resistance to obedience; 
the lack of proper means; the will-o’-the-wisp attractions of an easy life; greater or smaller repugnant temptations; bouts 
of over-sentimentality; tiredness; the bitter taste of spiritual mediocrity… And sometimes also fear; fear because you 
know God wants you to be a saint, & you are not a saint.

Allow me to talk to you bluntly. You have more than enough “reasons” to turn back, & you lack the resolution to 
correspond to the grace that He grants you, since He has called you to be another Christ, ipse Christus! - Christ himself. 
You have forgotten the Lord’s admonition to the Apostle: “My grace is enough for you!”, which is confirmation that, if 
you want to, you can. (Furrow, 166)



Character 
Building

Don't say: 'That's the way I'm made... it's my character'. It's your lack of 
character: Be a man. (The Way, n. 4.)

Physical collapse. You are worn out. Rest. Stop that exterior activity. 
Consult a doctor. Obey, and don't worry. You will soon return to your 
normal life and, if you are faithful, to new intensity in your apostolate. 
(The Way, n. 706.)



So you couldn't care less? Don't try to 
fool yourself. This very moment, if I were 
to ask you about certain people and 
undertakings in which for God's love you 
put your soul, I know that you would 
answer me eagerly, with the interest of 
one speaking of what is his own.

It's not true that you don't care. It's just 
that you're not tireless, and that you 
need more time for yourself: time that 
will also be for your activities since, after 
all, you are the instrument. 

The Way, n. 723.



Human Virtues

Human virtues are firm attitudes, stable 
dispositions, habitual perfections of intellect & 
will that govern our actions, order our passions, 
& guide our conduct according to reason & faith. 
They make possible ease, self-mastery, & joy in 
leading a morally good life. the virtuous man is 
he who freely practices the good. 
The moral virtues are acquired by human effort. 
They are the fruit and seed of morally good acts; 
they dispose all the powers of the human being for 
communion with divine love. CCC, 1804.

It is not easy for man, wounded by sin, to 
maintain moral balance. Christ's gift of salvation 
offers us the grace necessary to persevere in the 
pursuit of the virtues. Everyone should always 
ask for this grace of light & strength, frequent the 
sacraments, cooperate with the Holy Spirit, & 
follow his calls to love what is good & shun evil 
(CCC, nn. 810-11).

Human virtues acquired by education, by 

deliberate acts & by a perseverance ever-renewed 

in repeated efforts are purified & elevated by 

divine grace. With God's help, they forge 

character & give facility in the practice of the 

good. the virtuous man is happy to practice them.



What does it mean to do 
something for love?



The most supernatural reason for 
dedication and Love is this: because I 

want to, because I want, because there 
is nothing in the world that can 

separate me from the love of Christ. 
(Letter, 30.4.1946.)


