
Friday (Maximus the Confessor) 
The one who throws off self-love, the mother of the passions, will very 
easily with God’s help put aside the others, such as anger, grief and so on. 
Do not compare yourself to people who are weaker, but rather reach out to 
the commandment of love. For by comparing yourself to these you fall into 
the pit of conceit; in reaching out for the latter you advance in the heights of 
humility. The blameworthy passion of love engrosses the mind in material 
things. The praiseworthy passion of love binds it to divine things. For 
generally where the mind devotes its time, it also turns its desire and love. 
 

Scripture (Psalm 119:104-109,111-114) 
From your precepts I learn wisdom, so I hate all deceptive ways. Your word 
is a lamp for my feet, a light on my path. Accept, Lord, the tribute from my 
mouth and teach me your judgements. Your instructions are my eternal 
heritage, they are the joy of my heart. I devote myself to obeying your 
statutes, their reward is eternal. I hate a divided heart, I love your Law. You 
are my refuge and shield, I put my hope in your word. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
martben1@btinternet.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PS A group of us meet each week to share our insights / confusions / hopes 
and joys of the Gospel. If you would like to see the detailed notes of the 
meeting, go to http://www.sthelenscrosby.org.uk/ and click on 'Prayer'. 
Notes are under 'Thinking outside the pew'.  
 

 The questions: 
What does 'free will' tell us about God? (and why did he give us so much?) 
What does 'free will' tell us about us? 
Is Jesus saying natural human passions are wrong ? 
Shouldn't he have set his plans out as ideals, rather than strict rules? 

 

6th Week of Ordinary Time 

What do you ask: 'What if I break God's rules?' or 'What if I keep them?' 
In revealing that God gave us freedom to choose, (Ecclesiasticus 15:15-20), we learn that 

God is a God of love: if we were coerced by threats or fear into obeying him, or if we had 

freedom so long as we did as he liked, then he would not be the infinitely loving God we 

know him to be and we would not be free to love him. 

Our free will also tells us what we are: he did not create us as his playthings. We were 

created in his image and likeness, to be 'sharers in the divine nature' as the Catechism 

puts it. Put simply, what God seems to have had in mind for us was that we should 

become like him!  

It is clear from looking at the world around us, and by looking at our stumbling, 

imperfect selves, that we are not like God at this point, so we have to mature into our 

fulfilled nature, to grow into his likeness. This we do by living according to his rules, so 

that we grow to act and be like him. Ecclesiasticus is clear that we have to choose 'life', 

but we can choose to settle for something far less by ignoring the Law (sin), and so 

separating ourselves from God, the source of life, (leading to death). 

Jesus was often accused of breaking God's Law, (e.g not washing before eating, healing 

on the Sabbath), but he makes abundantly clear that he has not come to do away with the 

Law: he has come to complete it, (Matthew 5:17-37), i.e. show us how to live it fully and 

so to be able to fully mature as humans made in God's image. Assuming there were some 

Pharisees in the crowd of people listening to the Sermon on the Mount, they must have 

been outraged to hear that people had to be more virtuous than them to get into the 

Kingdom which Jesus was establishing. They were, after all,the experts in the Law and 

were looked up to by people for how religious they were. Unfortunately, they were experts 

on external rituals; they could tell you exactly what you could and could not do. 

Jesus uses the formula 'you have heard it said...but now I tell you...' to show that he was 

establishing a new way of implementing the Law. Rather than forbidding actions 

(murder, adultery, divorce and failing to fulfil solemn oaths), Jesus forbade the 

intentions, which lay at the heart of these actions - anger, lust, treating women as 

inferior by 'dismissing' them, and being evasive with the truth when not bound by an 

oath. It is important to remember that Jesus is talking about what lies at the heart of our 

actions, so he is not saying it is wrong to be angry, to be attracted to another person or to 

have any other human instincts: it is if we nurture them and allow them to take hold.  

Remembering that he is talking to people who have made a choice to follow him, i.e to 

live in the new Kingdom, these rules make sense. All of these examples are destructive or 

demeaning to other people. Since God's nature is to love all people, and Jesus is showing 

how to be sharers in that nature, these rules are taking us further into the relationship. 

The consequences of failing to live by them seem to be dire, with Jesus' talk of the fires 

of hell. Since the actual word Matthew uses is Gehenna, the furnace outside the city used 

for burning plague victims, we do not have to take the language literally - although 

plenty of good Christians do. Jesus emphasis is to contrast life with God, or life 

separated from God, (which is my working definition of hell). The advice to cut off 

anything which causes you to sin (to be separated from God) is a powerful description of 

how much is on offer, (life with God) and the fact that we have to make a decisive 

choice: settle for the ordinary and limited or choose to be unlimited.  Martin Bennett  



Monday (Thomas Merton) 
Freedom does not consist in an equal balance between good and evil 
choices, but in the perfect love and acceptance of what is really good, and 
the perfect hatred and rejection of what is evil. All true freedom comes to us 
as a supernatural gift of God, as a participation in his own essential 
freedom by the love he infuses into our souls. It can only be found in 
perfect union and submission to the will of God. If our will travels with his, it 
will reach the same end, rest in the same peace, and be filled with the 
same infinite happiness that is his. Therefore, the simplest definition of 
freedom is this: it means the ability to do the will of God. 
 

Scripture (Ecclesiasticus) 
If you wish, you can keep the commandments; to behave faithfully is within 
your power. He has set fire and water before you; put out your hand to which 
ever you prefer. Man has life and death before him; whichever a man likes 
better will be given him. For vast is the wisdom of the Lord; he is almighty 
and all-seeing. His eyes are on those who fear him, he notes every action of 
man. He has never commanded anyone to be godless, he has given no one 
permission to sin. 
 

Tuesday (St. Augustine) 
Our free will avails for nothing except sin, if we do not know the way of 
truth; and even if we know our duty and proper aim, unless we take delight 
in it and feel a proper love for it, we neither do our duty nor live rightly. It is 
in order that such a course may engage our affections that God’s love is 
shed abroad in our hearts. The letter of the law, which teaches us not to 
commit sin, kills if the life-giving Spirit be absent. The Law causes sin to be 
known rather than shunned. In the Old Testament, the finger of God worked 
on tablets of stone; in the New Testament it was on our hearts. 
 

Scripture (1 Cor. 12:31 – 13:3) 
Set your mind on the higher gifts. And now I am going to put before you the 
best way of all. Though I command languages both human and angelic – if I 
speak without love, I am no more than a gong booming or a cymbal clashing. 
And though I have the power of prophecy, to penetrate all mysteries and 
knowledge, and though I have the faith necessary to move mountains – if I 
am without love I am nothing. If I should give away to the poor all that I 
possess, and even give up my body to be burned – if I am without love, it will 
do me no good whatever. 
 

 

 

 

Wednesday (Catechism of the Church, Part 3, chapter 1) 
By free will one shapes one's own life. Human freedom is a force for growth 
and maturity in truth and goodness; it attains its perfection when directed 
toward God. As long as freedom has not bound itself definitively to its 
ultimate good which is God, there is the possibility of choosing between 
good and evil, and thus of growing in perfection or of failing and sinning. 
The more one does what is good, the freer one becomes. There is no true 
freedom except in the service of what is good and just. The choice to 
disobey and do evil is an abuse of freedom and leads to "the slavery of 
sin." By the working of grace the Holy Spirit educates us in spiritual 
freedom in order to make us free collaborators in his work in the Church 
and in the world. 
Scripture (Ephesians 4:1-4,15-16) 
I urge you to lead a life worthy of the vocation to which you were called. With 
humility and gentleness, and with patience, support each other in love. Take 
every care to preserve the unity of the Spirit by the peace that binds you 
together. There is one Body, one Spirit, just as one hope is the goal of your 
calling by God. If we live by the truth and in love, we shall grow completely 
into Christ, who is the head by whom the whole Body is fitted and joined 
together, every joint adding its own strength, for each individual part to work 
according to its own function. So the body grows until it has built itself up in 
love. 
Thursday (Metropolitan Anthony of Sourozh) 
Seeking God is an act of boldness, unless it is an act of complete  
humility. Encountering God is always a crisis, and the Greek word  
crisis means judgment. The necessary moral and spiritual condition for 
prayer is explained by Simon the New Theologian, who tells us that if we 
want to pray with a free heart, we must make our peace with our God, our 
conscience, our neighbour and even the things about us. That is to say that 
the condition of a life of prayer is a life in accordance with the gospel; a life 
which makes the commandments and the counsels given us by the 
gospels second nature. 
Scripture (Matthew 5:23-24, 27-28,33-34,37) 
If your righteousness does not surpass that of the scribes and Pharisees, 
you will never get into the Kingdom of Heaven. You have heard how it was 
said ‘You shall not kill’; but I say this to you, anyone who is angry with a 
brother will answer before the court.  If you are bringing your offering to the 
altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave 
your offering there before the altar, go and be reconciled with your brother 
first, and then come back and present your offering. Again, you have heard 
how it was said, ‘you must not break your oath,’, but I say to you do  not 



swear at all. All you need say is “Yes” if you mean yes, “No” if you mean no.
  


