
After October 31: Freedom From,
and Freedom For

ELIZABETH EATON

First, my thanks to Dr. Mark Granquist for the invitation to contribute to Word
& World’s “Continuing Reformation” issue. I was surprised, honored, and

more than a little anxious about accepting his invitation because, by this time, I am
not sure I have anything new to add to the considerable scholarship devoted to the
Reformation. And it has been all Luther all the time since the beginning of the year.
Maybe it is time to move on to the Heidelberg Disputation and the Diet of Worms.
I am not a member of the academy, but I have been blessed to have been a part of
the Lutheran movement all my life and have seen the Lutheran expression of the
church catholic at work in many settings and circumstances. So, with some trepi-
dation, I offer these thoughts.

When I am out and about the church I often ask what is distinctly Lutheran
about our witness to the gospel. “Grace” is almost always the answer. Many other
Christian and religious traditions also claim grace is important, if not founda-
tional, to their self-understanding, so what does the Lutheran movement uniquely
say about grace? What did Martin Luther uncover and what relevance does it have
now?

In his preface to Romans (1546) Luther wrote, “Between grace and gift there
is this difference. Grace actually means God’s favor, or the good will which in him-
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As we think about the impact of the Lutheran Reformation for the centuries
ahead, Bishop Eaton urges us to think about the freedom we have in the gospel,
and where this freedom will push us as the church. Grace and freedom are our
gifts to a world in great need of them.



self he bears towards us, by which he is disposed to give us Christ and to pour into
us the Holy Spirit with his gifts. This is clear from (Romans) chapter 5, where St.
Paul speaks of the ‘grace and gift in Christ,’ etc. The gifts and the Spirit increase in
us every day, but they are not yet perfect since there remain in us the evil desires
and sins that war against the Spirit, as he says in Rom 7:5ff. and Gal 5:17, and the
conflict between the seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent, as foretold in
Gen 3:15. Nevertheless grace does so much that we are accounted completely righ-
teous before God. For his grace is not divided or parceled out, as are his gifts, but
takes us completely into favor for the sake of Christ our Intercessor and Mediator.
And because of this, the gifts are begun in us.”1 Luther is making the specific evan-
gelical point about grace, but even more fundamentally about God: grace is not
something that God does but grace is who God is; this gracious God is not an ab-
straction, but made known in the flesh-and-blood person Jesus, and grace is not
partial or incomplete.

This absolutely astounding claim that grace is given to us by God through the
death and resurrection of Jesus, is free, and has nothing to do with human agency
is something Lutherans, especially in the North American context, don’t quite be-
lieve. Philip Melanchthon wrote in the Apology to the Augsburg Confession (1531):
“Therefore, whenever we speak about justifying faith, we must understand that
these three elements belong together: the promise itself; the fact that the promise is
free; and the merits of Christ as the payment and atoning sacrifice. The promise is
received by faith; the word ‘free’ excludes our merits and means that the blessing is
only offered through mercy.”2 How can this be, or using the literal translation of
the Small Catechism’s question, “Was ist das?”—What IS this?

On the one hand I think many of our people have the nagging doubt that free
doesn’t really mean free. That is just not how the world works. Some might “disbe-
lieve for joy” (Luke 24:41). How is it possible that God’s good and gracious will is
to give this grace? How is it possible that God can love so completely? How can I be
so loved? This is a transactional world, after all—I do something for you so you will
do something for me. We either can or must do something to set the transaction in
motion. It is contrary to the way of the world that so much life should be given so
freely. Or somehow, we need to hedge our bets and supplement God’s action. This
is not new amongst the people of God. In Exod 16 the people of God find them-
selves in the wilderness wandering and hungry. Memories of the fleshpots of Egypt
had erased the bitter taste of slavery, oppression, and infanticide. God promised
bread to eat and God promised enough. Inevitably, some gathered more—adding
human agency to God’s gift (these were the there’s-no-such-thing-as-a-free-lunch
Israelites)—and some gathered less—unable to believe such complete love (these
were the Lutheran Israelites).

Again, the question: Was ist das? What IS this? It means that humankind does
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not contribute, collaborate, or cooperate in its own salvation; rather, it simply
trusts God’s promise of grace. And grace is more than the gift of a good life, it is
more than reason and an empathetic spirit to live justly and well, it is more than
acceptance and relief from judgement. Grace changes us. All of these things result
from the gift of grace, but are not the gift. We should sing with joy the Passover
hymn, Dayenu, “It would have been enough,” enough that we have been liberated
from sin, death, and the devil, enough that we are completely known, and in spite
of this, completely loved, and enough that we are free.

Where things get sticky, though, is when it begins to dawn on us that this
God-initiated, human-action-excluded grace and forgiveness is for everyone.
God’s mercy is not simply for the marginalized, oppressed, and violated, but also
for the violator, the oppressor, and the privileged. When the latter are excluded,
grace becomes an ethical ideal or aspiration and assumes our capacity to pursue it,
and grace is a partial empowerment that demands the collaboration of human free
will to bring it to completion. But listen to the words of the Preacher, “Again I saw
all of the oppressions that are practiced under the sun. And behold, the tears of the
oppressed, and they had no one to comfort them! On the side of their oppressors
there was power and there was no one to comfort them.” All are in need of
grace—those who suffer from oppression, and the oppressors who don’t even real-
ize they are captive (Eccl 4:1). We are all, as Luther said on his death bed, beggars.
When we insist that God’s grace needs human merit, we are most captive to
ourselves.

My hope is that when Lutherans speak about grace they will be true to what
Luther and Melanchthon attempted to say as evangelicals: God, out of an abundant
“fatherly” parental love not only created all things, including humankind, good;
but also God sent Jesus as the embodiment of that very love to save humankind
from itself, enduring the worst that all of humankind could do against God’s em-
bodied mercy, even enduring the rejection, humiliation, and shame of the cross.
God raised Jesus as the demonstration and promise of God’s forgiving love; and
also sent the Holy Spirit to liberate proclamation of this life in Jesus for all, to cre-
ate faith, and to set free every human life and community in service of God’s own
love in the world. My hope is that Lutherans will make an uncompromising wit-
ness that “grace” is who God chooses to be for us and for our salvation and that,
despite our complete lack of merit or cooperation, God promises to enact this
good and gracious will fully and freely for the whole world.
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A colleague of mine once pointed out that Luther wrote far more about free-
dom than he did about reform or reformation. Liberation in Christ through faith
was the freedom that transformed Martin Luther. This freedom is what Luther
wrote about most frequently and most passionately. In The Freedom of a Christian
and in other works Luther makes the case that liberation in Christ is both a free-
dom from and a freedom for.

Freedom from is liberation from all spiritual bondage. We are set free from
being trapped in ourselves, consumed by ourselves, from the belief and terror that
we can and must save ourselves. That our self is the center of the universe. Life in
Christ is not an inward dwelling experience. We are free to get over ourselves. Free-
dom from is liberation from the law’s accusation and judgement. We are liberated
from terror and despair which are soul crushing. We are limited from the incessant
and impossible task of measuring up. Freedom from liberates us from estrange-
ment from God and God’s creatures. Caught in sin and standing before a God who
demands righteousness, when we believe that we are either responsible for or capa-
ble of effecting our own salvation, breeds resentment toward God and the objecti-
fication of others. Luther said it simply in his Small Catechism, “Jesus Christ…is
my lord…he has redeemed me…purchased and freed me from all sins, from death,
and from the power of the devil.”3

Freedom for means that in Christ we are set free to love and serve others.
Freedom is a relationship, not a new set of activities or the demands of a new law.
Many activists and pietists move immediately to a set of activities to define free-
dom, but Luther stayed with relationships. In Christ the faithful are new creatures
who are opened into newly reconciled and liberated relationships with God, with
other creatures, and even with oneself. Luther put it this way in the preface to
Romans, “Faith, however, is a divine work in us which changes us and makes us to
be born anew of God. It kills the old Adam and makes us altogether different peo-
ple, in heart and spirit and mind and powers; and it brings with it the Holy Spirit.
O, it is a living, busy, active mighty thing, this faith. It is impossible for it not to be
doing good works incessantly.…And this is the work which the Holy Spirit per-
forms in faith. Because of it, without compulsion, a person is ready to do good to
everyone, to serve everyone, to suffer everything, out of love and praise to God who
has shown them this grace.”4

There was a commonly held argument that freedom is the problem and that
human free will is what got us expelled from the garden and exiled into the world
of hurt we have experienced ever since. The argument goes that we have been given
free will, we misuse or abuse that gift, and in this freedom we make poor choices.
Our only hope is that we give up or somehow renounce this freedom and submit
ourselves to the rule of God. Only when we are captive to God’s will we find re-
demption. This argument assumes that we are free and that we can will ourselves
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into cooperating with God’s saving work. Once again it becomes about us and
about what we must do in order to be saved. Instead Luther makes the shift that we
start out as captive to sin and, through the death and resurrection of Jesus, we are
set free. The problem isn’t too much freedom, the problem is that we are not free.
So, when we confess in worship that “we are captive to sin and cannot free our-
selves”5 it should be with a sense of relief!

But maybe, just maybe, we are ambivalent about freedom. I remember an in-
cident in my last parish when I was momentarily paralyzed by freedom. When the
communion rail was latched shut for the communion liturgy the only way for the
pastor and assisting minister to exit the chancel was to walk through the sacristy.
From time immemorial the pastor and assisting minister reverenced the altar,
turned around and exited stage right. One Sunday, however, while the assisting
minister and I were facing the altar before exiting the chancel, an usher came for-
ward and unlatched and opened the communion rail. When we turned around the
way out was clear. But we were so stunned by this unexpected freedom that we
froze. Now that we are free, what do we do? As Dr. Timothy Wengert puts it,
“What am I going to do now that I don’t have to do anything?”6

OCTOBER 32ND

So, what about the next 500 years—though this assumes that our Lord will
not return in glory to bring history to its fulfillment in that time. What is the mis-
sion of the Lutheran movement within the church catholic and for the sake of the
world? I believe we still have something to offer. When Lutherans talk about grace
and freedom we presume that the world needs grace and that the world is not free.
We start from a position of helplessness and dependence. This is not an easy sell in
twenty-first-century America. It is heresy in a culture that has raised the autonomy
of the individual to the level of idolatry. Many of the “isms” that cause so much
suffering find their root in the human desire and belief that one can and should
justify oneself. And it is a zero-sum game. I must have more than you. I must be
more powerful than you. I must be more valuable than you. I must be superior to
you. My worth is measured against your lack of it. But this is all a lie.

The truth that sets us free is found in acknowledging our helplessness and
trusting God’s faithfulness. This precludes the assertion that any group of people is
superior to all others. It affirms the assertion that all people are precious in God’s
sight. Racial inequality continues to deform life in this country and the frightening
rise of overt claims of white supremacy present a real danger. But the fact is we are
all in this together. St. Paul writes, “For there is no distinction, since all have sinned
and fall short of the glory of God; they are now justified by his grace as a gift,
through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a sacri-

384

Eaton

5“Confession and Forgiveness, Setting One,” Evangelical Lutheran Worship (Minneapolis: Augsburg For-
tress, 2006) 95.

6Timothy Wengert, “Lutheran Day in Harrisburg,” 2014.



fice of atonement by his blood, effective through faith.…Then what becomes of
boasting? It is excluded” (Rom 3:23–25, 27). The doctrine of justification is a great
leveler.

But there are other more subtle ways that the claim to particularity apart
from God’s grace shows up. There is a human tendency toward exclusivity. As W.S.
Gilbert wrote in The Gondoliers, “If everyone is somebody, then no one’s any-
body.” Our identity as a people, quite apart from the gift from God, results in
“peoplehood,” and “peoplehood leads us to trust in that more than the liberating
promise of God.” We are not so different. In our case “peoplehood” is
Lutheranism. We are descendants of the Great Reformer and have never been
slaves to anyone! And, at least in the American context, we have more narrowly de-
fined Lutheran “peoplehood’ as European descent. When we do this we trust more
deeply in who we are than in whose we are. In our boasting, we miss the promise.

Thesis three in the “Study of the 38 Theses” from the conference “Confession
for the Third Millennium: Black Lutheran Experiences” states, “We assert that
God’s justification of sinners through Jesus Christ occurs without regard to race,
gender, or nationality.”7 The Lutheran movement does have a word of hope and
liberation to speak to the world. And yet a recent Pew study revealed that the Evan-
gelical Lutheran Church in America is the whitest denomination in the United
States.8 Just as the question about whether or not one had to be Jewish in order to
be Christian was settled in the first century, can October 32nd and beyond be the
time when we are clear that one does not have to become Norwegian (or any other
Central or Northern European ethnic group) in order for one to be Lutheran.

The freedom that comes from God’s grace opens so many possibilities for the
Lutheran movement on October 32nd and beyond. In its 2014 resource “Luther
and Contemporary Inter-Religious Relations,” the ELCA’s Consultative Panel on
Lutheran-Jewish Relations states: “A very basic principle for Luther is that God
adopts people solely out of God’s generosity, without any prerequisites. Humans
are in no position to control or limit this generosity. Faith, for Luther, is primarily
a matter of trust—trusting God’s promises. The benefit of faith is not that it makes
a person eligible for grace; the value of faith is that it celebrates and receives the
benefits of God’s generosity. Faith acknowledges what God has done, is already do-
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ing, and will do. What too often happens, however, is that ‘justification by grace
through faith’ gets understood to mean that a human must first have faith in Jesus,
and then God will do the saving. This view (‘you must first have faith’) then pro-
duces a boundary that separates Christians from non-Christians in a way that lim-
its God’s generosity. To say that we do not know the limits of God’s generosity is
also to say that we do not know how far the good effects of God’s generosity ex-
tend. In other words, with regard both to other Christians and to non-Christians,
the mysteries of God’s judgement and salvation ultimately remain beyond our
knowing.”9 God’s grace has set us free to deepen and extend ecumenical and inter-
religious relationships.

The freedom that comes from God’s grace also propels Lutherans into the
public square. God has redeemed us through the death and resurrection of Christ
and we are now free to serve the neighbor. Not only is this good news for us but it is
also good news for our neighbors. We cannot use another as a means to an end. We
don’t perpetrate good works on unsuspecting neighbors in order to make our-
selves acceptable to God. In God’s economy people cannot be used as merit-gener-
ating projects for us to achieve righteousness. Luther lays it out quite clearly in The
Freedom of a Christian: “A Christian is lord of all, completely free of everything. A
Christian is a servant, completely attentive to the needs of all.”10 We do not live
only to ourselves. On October 32nd and beyond it is my prayer that the Lutheran
movement will spill out into the streets in joyful service to the world God so loves.

People, including our people, need to hear about this good news of grace and
freedom. St. Paul writes, “But how are they to call on one in whom they have not
believed? And how are they to believe in one of whom they have never heard? And
how are they to hear without someone to proclaim him? And how are they to pro-
claim him unless they are sent?” (Rom 10:14–15). The gospel word produces faith.
We need to hear it willingly, preach it faithfully and well, and spend all of our lives
being catechized. I am not always convinced that we are immersed in Scripture and
acquainted with the Confessions. It is in Scripture and the Confessions that we
hear of God’s grace and freedom. October 32nd is the most auspicious date to in-
augurate another Saxon Visitation.

ELIZABETH EATON is the Presiding Bishop of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America.
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