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Lawyer and Executive Director of the Equal Justice Initiative, Brian Stevenson tells a formative 
story of his youth.  He was a young boy, perhaps in Middle School.  While at a church function 
he met a boy who possessed a pronounced stutter.  Stevenson had never heard someone with a 
stutter speak.  So, when the boy began to talk, Stevenson did what many young people might 
when surprised and unsure of how to respond.  Brian laughed.  His mother, who was watching 
the interaction, immediately called him over to her.  “Brian,” she said, “don’t you ever do that 
again.”  And then she followed with, “Now, go over to that boy and say you are sorry.  Give him 
a hug.  And tell him you love him.” 
 
Stevenson relays what happened next.  In his awkward young teenage way, he offered an 
apology.  In an even more awkward way, he hugged the boy.  But as he said the words, “I love 
you,” he notes the most amazing response.  The boy with the stutter responded to Stevenson with 
perfect diction, “I love you too.” 
 
For freedom Christ has set us free.  The words of Paul in our second reading today ring out in 
this moment and wonderfully down through time.  For freedom Christ has set us free.  This is 
not, of course, an invitation for permissiveness and wild abandon.  Anything goes!  Indeed, Paul 
says as much: do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence. Rather, Paul’s 
insight goes to the very heart of what God in Christ is all about and what Brian Stevenson 
stumbled into that day years ago with the boy who stuttered:  Love.  
 
Indeed, Paul had been admonishing the early Christian community that lived in Galatia about 
what Christ means.  The community struggled with what to do with the issue of circumcision.  Is 
it necessary?  Is it not?  Who decides?  And how do you know it is of God?  All critical 
questions.  Yet, according to Paul, questions that ultimately miss the point.  While trying to 
distinguish what the practice of the early church would be, the community in Galatia did what 
communities have done down through time.  They developed cliques with similar ideas.  They 
ridiculed the other side.  They felt morally superior because of their position.  Yet, all of that 
posturing was just that:  posturing.  It didn’t recognize the larger reality at play in the 
community.  Namely, God’s unconditional love in Christ that was the bond for the community. 
The way that we often say it is, “Walk in love as Christ loved us.” 
 
Unfortunately, the language that Paul uses to distinguish the issue for the Galatians--flesh and 
spirit--has been misinterpreted down through time as the body is bad and the spirit is good. 
However, Paul is not saying this.  As Mark Douglas notes: 
 

Paul’s problem with the flesh is not that it desires but  
that its desires are disordered; it wants the wrong things  
or wants good things in the wrong way—usually too  



much or too little. Wanting sexual intimacy, it pursues fornication; wanting contact with 
the Divine, it pursues idols; wanting joy, it carouses. Connecting this point to Paul’s 
emphasis on freedom suggests that disordered  
desires enslave us to our passions and destroys community. 

 
 Indeed, for Paul, the harsh debates and infighting among the young Christians in Galatia were 
outward and visible signs of an ongoing enslavement.  They were not truly free, for they did not 
fully love.  
 
Thus, what stands at the heart of Paul’s argument is living in love that orders our actions and 
creates, sustains, and nurtures community.  In these verses from Galatians, Paul is saying 
unequivocally that freedom is for love.  Furthermore, the freedom that Christ gives is 
double-edged.  It is a freedom from various things that bind us and box us in from being the truer 
version of ourselves.  We talk about it as freedom from sin.  It also is a freedom for so many 
more things:  love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and 
self-control.  We are freed not only from various things.  We are freed to do specific things.  And 
at the heart of it all is love. 
 
Interestingly, Bryan Stevenson’s example is a specific case study of what happens when love is 
expressed and freedom is experienced.  Not only does Stevenson make amends, but in repairing 
the relationship by saying, “I love you,” he ultimately frees the boy with the stutter.  It may have 
been only for a split second, but it happened.  Stevenson’s words of acceptance elicit a response 
that finds the little boy with the stutter freed for a moment from what ails him.  
 
Which is the prototype for all of us.  And I suspect that we recognize this in our own lives. 
Those moments when we are freed from doubt or worry or shame or fear because of the gentle 
and accepting presence of another or the kind word of another or the action of the other that 
reconciles us.  We also know in that moment the feeling generated by being set free.  We want to 
do something that is good, right, healing in the way that we were healed.   Things like love, joy, 
peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  However, this 
experience does not happen out of the blue or in a vacuum.  It happens in community.  Yet, what 
shapes our gathering and distinguishes it from other gatherings is the understanding of what 
binds us.  It is not our race or age or sexua orientation or class or job status.  At the very heart of 
our gathering is the recognition that we have been loved.  Freed.  So that we might see those 
gathered with us as brothers and sisters of the Beloved as well.  And the shape of our life 
together is to live more fully into that love and the bear the fruits of such acceptance.  This 
dynamic happens everyday and in myriad of ways.  The little boy with the stutter is just one 
model.  We all have our own encounters with such grace.  Our work is to share it.  For freedom 
Christ has set us free. 
 
 


