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My dear people 
 
Are you really a free person? Most of us would find this a difficult question to 
answer. There is a niggling doubt about ourselves and others. In fact, freedom is not 
something we want to think about too deeply just in case it reveals too much. But God 
created us to be free people and Lent is a time when we are meant to examine how 
genuine our freedom is. 
 
In this letter for Lent, I will try to reflect with you on some aspects that will help you 
to become a freer person and hopefully show how you can help others to become freer 
as well. 
 
What it means to be free 
According to popular believe slavery is something that does not exist anymore. But 
there are forms of slavery that many people experience. We can be enslaved by 
alcohol, drugs, sex, a bad relationship, a financial problem or a political situation. Any 
situation that deliberately limits personal freedom is a form of slavery, and any honest 
person will recognise it. 
 
Often, forms of slavery spill over into other people’s lives and limits their freedom 
too. Life is full of many sad examples of the family or friends of an alcoholic or drug 
addict who find themselves affected by their conduct. At the root of this slavery are 
sinful desires, which spill over into daily life. 
 
Freedom is often seen as the ability to do what you like but this is far from the truth 
for real freedom has the power to choose, to choose responsibly and not destroy 
another person’s freedom. 
 
The power to choose 
From infancy we exercise power to choose; in the foods we prefer , the people we like 
and so on. As we grow older we see that this in one of the most important powers we 
have. This power has to be developed in us so that we don’t just drift but make 
conscious choices of our own. Jesus said: “If anyone wants to be a follower of mine 
let him renounce himself and take up his cross and follow me. For anyone who wants 
to save his life will lose it: But anyone who loses his life for my sake will find it. 
What then will a man gain if he wins the whole world and ruins his life?” (Mt 16:24-
26). Clearly Our Lord is showing us that we have the power to choose and make good 
or bad choices. 
 
Choosing responsibly 
Obviously Our Lord wants us to make good choices, to choose responsibly. How do 
we do this? He gives the answer in several parts of the Bible. In St John’s Gospel He 
says: “Anyone who loves me will heed what I say; then my Father will love him, and 
we will come to him and make Our dwelling with him; but he who does not love me 



does not heed what I say.” (Jn 14:23-24). We choose responsibly when we choose to 
live by what Jesus says. This does not mean an occasional good act but a way of 
living according to the whole gospel message. Its consequences are enormous. If we 
do choose wisely in daily life and live by the gospel then God Himself will live within 
us. If we choose not to then we will be reduced to living in loneliness of our personal 
selfishness. Power to choose is not something to play with for the consequences mean 
life or death for us; God or nothingness; heaven or hell. 
 
Recognising the freedom of others 
Another aspect of the power to choose is that we do not live solitary lives for we live 
with other people and are social beings who belong to a family, to a professional 
community, an economic community, a political community and so on. 
 
Personal freedom must be experienced in such a way that we recognise the freedom of 
others and do not limit it or take it away from them. This needs constant care and 
vigilance because personal selfishness can easily find excuses for depriving others of 
their just freedoms. Elaborate justifications can then be built up to excuse these 
actions but at root they are selfish and sinful and a contradiction of the gospel. 
 
How to develop freedom 

• To develop real freedom is a constant battle. The forces within and without 
that want to limit freedom are constantly present. We never reach a stage 
where we can say we are completely free. The watchword is constant 
vigilance. 

• At the heart of this vigilance is honesty. If we are honest with ourselves then 
we can see how subtle or grosser forms of slavery attack freedom. What helps 
is daily examination of conscience, an old Christian custom that helps us to 
stand honestly before God everyday. Prayer is another aid to freedom because 
in simple, honest prayer the Holy Spirit is able to “lead us into all truth” (Jn 
16:13) and this truth will make us free. 

 
It is in the sacraments that we find the most powerful infusion of grace that 
strengthens us to choose wisely. Here we find the strength we need to avoid 
the many occasions of sin that come our way. 

• Real Christian freedom is not only something between God and us. An 
essential feature of the true Christian is to help others to become freer. In 
family life it means educating all to exercise their freedom with due regard for 
the freedom of others. In political life it means doing all in our power so that 
there is genuine political freedom. If it is not there, we must courageously 
fight for this and continue to do so in present-day South Africa. In economic 
life it means not enslaving other people by the demands of personal greed. 
 

Freedom is what makes us ultimately human 
Denying it makes us partners of the evil 

 
Lent gives time for reflection and prayer on how you use the precious gift of God – 
freedom. It carries with it great responsibility in regard to yourself and others. My 
prayer for each one of you is that you listen to Our Lord and become a freer person 
and help others to do the same. 
 



(Signed) + STEPHEN NAIDOO 
Archbishop of Cape Town 


