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or those who choose to live by the ethics of
agapé, or neighbor love, there are varieties of
freedom worth wanting.! According to Jesus,
the second great commandment is to “Love
your neighbor as yourself.”” What is the significance of
free will for the capacity to follow this commandment?
Given current doubts about the possibility of deliberate-
ly chosen, self-caused actions, what can reasonably be
affirmed about the choice to live according to the com-
mandment to love one’s neighbor? | offer here some re-
flections on the relationship between human freedom and
the conscious decision to abide by the Christian norm of
neighbor love. The goal is an understanding of personal

freedom suitable for relationships nurtured by agape.

R Prismatic Story

Sometimes a story, like a prism, may open to view the
beauty of nuances otherwise hidden. The brief letter of
Paul, the Apostle, to a fellow believer named Philemon
presents such a story. The letter is Paul's earnest appeal
for Philemon to take back into his home, and his good
graces, a runaway slave named Onesimus. Paul, who was
a prisoner in Rome at the time of writing the letter, had
somehow become acquainted with this fugitive slave. Ap-
parently, Onesimus had escaped his master’s house hun-
dreds of miles away in Colossae and found his way to
the capitol of the Empire. There he met Paul, became a
Christian, and cared for Paul during his imprisonment. So
beloved had Onesimus become to Paul that the Apostle
refers to him as “my son” and “my very heart.”

After customary words of greeting, Paul begins the let-
ter by commending Philemon for his “love and faith.”
Then, just before his appeal for Onesimus, Paul writes
this: “I could be bold and order you to do what you ought
to do, yet | appeal to you on the basis of love.” Paul indi-

cates that he would have been pleased to keep Onesimus
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by his side in order to continue benefiting from the help
he would have received. Then he adds, “But [ did not want
to do anything without your consent, so that any favor
you do will be spontaneous and not forced.”” A couple of
verses later, Paul becomes highly personal when he tells
Philemon, “...if you consider me a partner, welcome him
as you would welcome me.”®

The radical nature of Paul's appeal becomes most evi-
dent when he pleads for Philemon to take Onesimus back
“no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear
brother.” True, slaves in Roman times were generally
considered members of the household, and some were
even given major responsibilities for running the affairs of
the home. But nothing like the kind of relationship Paul
is prescribing would have been expected. The decision to
relate to a slave as one’s “dear brother” would have repre-
sented a drastic break with custom.

We have no way of knowing for certain how Philemon
received Paul’s plea. It seems likely that the appeal worked
because the letter was preserved and entered the canon of
Christian scripture, and because Onesimus is mentioned
in one other letter as “our faithful and dear brother, who is
one of you.”"” Whatever the historical outcome, the struc-
ture of Paul's appeal to Philemon provides some prismatic

light for our chosen topic.

Reflections on Neighbor Love and Freedom

What then does the story of Onesimus teach us about
the kind of love on which Paul asks Philemon to base his
treatment of a returned slave?"' And what has this story
to say about the kind of freedom worth wanting by those
who follow the way of Jesus—the way of agape? Of the
many that might be described, here are five essential fea-
tures of such freedom.

First, human decisions matter. The story tells a truth

about human volition and action that most people accept
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intuitively; the outcome of events often depends
decisively on the choices people make. Paul
knows that he made a choice, and he knows
it will make a difference. He could have kept
Onesimus with him in Rome. But he didn't.
He also knows that Philemon has a decision
to make. He will either accept Paul’s appeal
based on love, or he won't. Paul expresses his
full assurance that Philemon will do the loving
thing: “Confident of your obedience, | write to
you, knowing that you will do even more than
[ ask.” But Paul knows it could turn out other-
wise. Both Paul and Philemon have power over
alternative courses of action, or else the story is
senseless. Indeed, the intensity of Paul's appeal
is felt more strongly in the letter just because
of the element of uncertainty. Only when Phi-
lemon decides whether or not to accept Paul’s
appeal and act on that decision, will some of the
uncertainty be removed.

If such power over alternatives is entirely illu-
sory, if the end of the story was already deter-
mined from the beginning or if it depends on
chance or chaotic complexity, then, of course,
the story, at most, represents strange theater.
What if, through time travel, we could now
subject Paul, Philemon, and Onesimus to our
current neuro-diagnostic tools to find out what
the real causes of their decisions and actions
were? Would we discover that they only imag-

ined wrongly that they were responsible for
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their decisions? Would we be able to describe
what actually instigated what they thought were
their choices? Maybe. And perhaps there might
emerge some new, coherent way to rescue the
sense of our story and much of the rest of an
ethics of responsibility. But | will try to explain
why | have my doubts about what is sometimes
called compatibilism—the view that a determin-
istic account of human action is somehow com-
patible with moral responsibility.

A second feature of human freedom evident
in our story is that persons committed to neigh-
bor love can overrule, to some extent, their usu-
al inclinations. If this were not true, it would
make no sense to ask Philemon no longer to
treat Onesimus as a slave but as a brother. It
would also be nonsensical for Jesus to teach his
followers to “love your enemies and pray for
those who persecute you.””® And every hearer
or reader of the story of the Good Samaritan
should understand that the one who decided
to act as a “neighbor to the man who fell into
the hands of robbers” had many reasons to skip
the acts of mercy. The principle of agapé and
the stories to which it gives rise are filled with
examples of choosing to override strong incli-
nations or habits for the sake of neighbor love.

This does not mean, however, that human
freedom, of the sort worth wanting and wor-
thy of our belief, is exempt from all kinds of

influences, both internal and external to the one
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who decides. In the case of our prismatic story, Paul uses
his leadership role in the church and his special friend-
ship with Philemon to influence Philemon’s decision to
the fullest extent, short of coercion. Does such influence
mean that Philemon is less free in the morally relevant
sense? One way to reduce freedom of the will to absurdity
is to imagine that a free choice requires a fully conscious,
fully rational decision maker to be presented with equally
attractive alternatives, and that no concealed influences
be at work. But Philemon, like the rest of us, is the sum of
his emotions and his reasons, his beliefs and his doubts,
his culture and his faith, and innumerable other factors
that will affect his decision, including the influence of the
Apostle. The freedom needed for neighbor love could not
possibly be an abstract metaphysical concept, stripped of
connection with life’s experiences. The Christian scrip-
ture says, “We love because [God] first loved us.”'* So
freedom for neighbor love is centrally influenced for
Christian believers by their experience of God's love as
expressed in the ministry of Jesus. Such freedom is also
exercised within the formative influence of the commu-
nity of faith. The individualism of later “I-did-it-my-way”
culture is foreign to the founding faith of Christians who
could think of the church as the “body of Christ.”** Still,
if Philemon, under the power of neighbor love, choos-
es to take Onesimus back into his home as a “brother,”
he will always know that he could have done otherwise.
Whatever his decision, Philemon knows (and we know
with him) that he is responsible.

Third, human beings have a remarkable capacity to
imagine alternative futures and then select a desired one
in light of personal convictions and values. Paul could
imagine Onesimus staying with him in Rome, helping
him during his imprisonment, and perhaps traveling
with him later. But Paul could also visualize Onesimus
returning to the home of his surprised master and be-
ing accepted by a gracious Philemon. According to the
text, Paul even imagines being a houseguest of Philemon
again, and no doubt pictures Onesimus present “no lon-
ger as a slave, but as a dear brother.”

A person’s worst fears and best hopes, along with the
most ethically praiseworthy or blameworthy actions,
are enabled by this creative ability to envision alterna-
tive choices and their consequences. Persons typically
understand the sense of what is meant when the poet

writes:
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Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry | could not travel both
And be one traveler, long [ stood
And looked down one as far as | could

To where it bent in the undergrowth;
Then took the other...'s

The road ahead always bends, of course. The mind’s eye
can never foresee all that will come with the choice. And
the roads that diverge are never all the roads that could
have been imagined, if only the imagination were not
constrained by limitations imposed by temperament and
culture and countless other contingencies. Presumably,
Paul, for example, does not imagine that Onesimus will
be a new Spartacus leading a major slave uprising against
the Roman Republic.”” But Paul could imagine that the
realities of Christian faith would lead in the direction of
human equality: “There is neither slave nor free.. .for you
are all one in Christ Jesus.”"® A central element of religious
faith is its capacity to awaken the imagination to some
new alternative futures, while foreclosing others. One of
the most liberating features of faith, evidenced in the sto-
ry of Onesimus, is faith’s ability to open counter-cultural
alternatives to view and thus empower prophetic action.

Fourth, this story of the return of Onesimus shows the
power of love’s persuasion as opposed to the methods of
coercion. Of course, from the perspective of lockstep de-
terminism there might be little or no ethically significant
difference between coercive force and choices the deci-
sion maker falsely imagines are her or his own. All would
be equally determined. But our story depicts a different
reality—a world in which choices made freely are identi-
fied as the way of neighbor love. Paul claims the authority
to command that Philemon accept his returning slave. But
Paul prefers to encourage Philemon to act voluntarily be-
cause of love. American gangster, Al Capone, purportedly
said, “You can get much further with a kind word and
a gun than you can with a kind word alone.””” However
true this may be in the ordinary world of people seeking
dominance, it is not true of the way of Jesus, who taught

his followers,

You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it
over them, and their high officials exercise author-

ity over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever



wants to become great among you must be your
servant, and whoever wants to be first must be
your slave—just as the Son of Man did not come
to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a

ransom for many.?

Such freedom is characterized by resistance to being
coerced and renunciation of using coercion as a means
of causing others to make what are taken to be good and
right choices. As the story of Philemon illustrates, the
way of neighbor love is that of persuasion, not the way of
coercion or manipulation.

Fifth, and finally, freedom for neighbor love requires
that the believers take responsibility for their decisions,
the actions based on those decisions, and the results of
those actions. Christian thinkers, such as H. Richard
Niebuhr, have described the capacity to respond to God’s
love and to take responsibility for one’s actions as essen-
tial to the ethics of Christian faith. Instead of posing the
central questions of ethics in terms of deontological duties
or teleological goals, Niebuhr suggests that “we consider
our life of response to action upon us with the question
in mind, To whom or what am | responsible and in what
community of interaction am | myself.”?' Whatever else
is said about the kind of freedom essential for Christian
ethics, it must be sufficient freedom to enable the per-
son to respond to the love of the Creator and to accept
responsibility for expressing that love to other persons.
Followers of Jesus affirm that they are gratefully respon-
sible for sharing the transformational love of God they
have received. Here we may benefit from quoting Philip

Clayton, who describes the

features of humanity that reflect the divine nature:
humanity’s moral nature, its rationality, self-con-
sciousness, responsibility to others and to the
earth—and its freedom. ... Freedom is the leitmotiv
of theological anthropology, the theory of person-
hood: we are free to worship God; we are free to
make rational and moral decisions; and we are free
to turn away from God, to alter the image that was

created within us.?

The Creator who made a universe suitable for and nur-
tured by agapé is the Guarantor of the freedom needed for
neighbor love. B
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Footnotes:

1. Readers of Daniel Dennett will recognize that | have adapted this phrase
from his Elbow Room: The Varieties of Free Will Worth Wanting (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1984 and 2015).

2. Matthew 22:39; all biblical quotations are from the New International
Version.

3. Philemon 10.

4. Philemon 12; the expression in Greek is éué omldyyve or “my bowels,”
a then-common reference to the seat of a person’s emotions.

5. Philemon 5.

6. Philemon 8-9; the Greek émutdooew is “to enjoin” or “to command”
instead of which Paul asks Philemon to act 81 tv dydmnv or “because of
love.”

7. Philemon 12, emphasis added.

8. Philemon 17.

9. Philemon 16.

10. Colossians 4:9.

11. My understanding of agapé (Greek éyémn) has been most influenced
by Anders Nygren, Agapé and Eros (Philadephia: The Westminster Press,
1953).

12. Philemon 21.

13. Matthew 5:44.

14. 1 John 4:19.

15. 1 Corinthians 12:27.

16. Robert Frost, “The Road Not Taken.”

17. Spartacus (111-71 BC) was a Thracian gladiator who was one of the
escaped slave leaders in the Third Servile War, a major slave revolt against
the Roman Republic.

18. Galatians 3:28.

19. The attribution of these oft-quoted lines to Al Capone is apparently an
erroneous bit of American folklore. Standup comedian, Irwin Corey, claims
to be the source. See http://www.myalcaponemuseum.com/id211.htm.
20. Matthew 20:25-28.

21. H. Richard Niebuhr, The Responsible Self: An Essay in Christian Moral
Philosophy (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 1999), 68.
22. Philip Clayton, God and Contemporary Science (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 1997), 37.



