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These are strange times. I’m not prone to exaggeration but there haven’t been many seasons when 
I’ve found it harder to know how to understand what’s happening around me, what to hope for and 
what to pray for. I want today to speak a little longer than usual and try to understand the story of 
where we’ve got to, and then to stand under Paul’s letter to the Romans to see how it reframes that 
story in a way that helps us perceive how to respond. 

 

The complexity of what we’re experiencing I believe comes down to this: rather than there being 
one story that we’re part of and within which we have a sense of where we’re going, in fact there are 
two stories, and those stories are overlapping and we’re not sure which story we’re in and whether 
those stories are in conflict or can somehow converge. 

 

The first story I’m going to call the Freedom story. It goes like this. Once upon a time we lived in a 
class-ridden and somewhat claustrophobic society, where higher education and its consequence, 
social mobility, were restricted to the few, and the main driver of social change was war. Most 
people fulfilled conventional social roles. Gender and race were regarded as almost insurmountable 
barriers to individual advancement and alternative imagination. But gradually, through a mixture 
of invisible and symbolic steps, the inhibitions of power, privilege and prejudice began to be 
dismantled and redistributed. The three key agents in this transformation were technology, 
globalisation and finance.  

 

In this Freedom story, technology is an elixir of liberation, with medicines and treatments that 
enable us to live longer, forms of transport that equip us to travel with greater speed and comfort, 
gadgets and implements that transform the labour of cooking, washing and cleaning, processes that 
revolutionise production lines and customer service, and, as a crescendo, a worldwide information 
exchange that enables everything to come to a little screen on your desk, on your lap, or in your 
pocket. Globalisation is a twofold unravelling of the constraints of time and space: on the one hand 
you can travel anywhere and when you get there the reassuring logos of your favourite burger bar 
will greet you on arrival; on the other hand everything in the world can travel to you, and so, 
without moving, you can receive the culture, language, cuisine and companionship of almost any 
country, so that you phone your local bank and a voice from Mumbai tells you ‘We value your call 
and we will be with you shortly’ (neither of which, incidentally, turn out to be true). Finance names 
the almost magical way that, by an apparently hidden hand, these remarkable advances in global 
culture and technology are paid for without any single individual, institution or government 
incurring unsustainable risk; centres of finance like the City and Wall Street generate a balance of 
probity and speculation that animates economic growth and underwrites a story in which diseases 
are eradicated, barriers flattened, and human possibility miraculously expanded.  

 

What does Christianity mean in this Freedom story? It’s a difficult choice, because if it uncritically 
accepts the story then it risks becoming simply a less sophisticated and more antiquated and this 
expendable version of that same story. Yet if it rejects the story it risks becoming a dog-in-the-
manger misery guts that represents yet another of the many aspects of tradition that need to be 
dismantled for the Freedom story to prevail. So instead its so-called liberal wing has tended to point 
out the casualties of the Freedom story (to which the answer has tended to be that those casualties 
simply need a larger dose of Freedom); while its so-called conservative wing has tended to highlight 
those things the Freedom story doesn’t satisfactorily address, notably sin and salvation. But the 
logic of the Freedom story is so expansive and undaunted that it somehow it assumes that through 
technology, globalisation and finance it will surely get to even those things someday. 



 

That Freedom story, which I believe it’s not unfair to describe as the prevailing story of the West in 
my lifetime, has in the 21st century been dealt two body blows from which some people are 
wondering if it will ever recover. The social aspect of the Freedom story, by which it is assumed the 
dismantling of all arbitrary barriers would unleash creativity, energy and peaceful co-flourishing, 
was symbolically disfigured on 9/11 2001, with the eruption onto the global stage of a ruthless, 
uncompromising, fanatical rejection of almost everything the Freedom story stood for. As George 
W. Bush himself said, ‘They hate our freedoms.’ Meanwhile seven years later in the 2008 global 
crash the economic aspect of the story was holed below the water line. Finance turned from a 
mechanism for promoting the public good to a venal indulgence that poisoned the public water. It 
turned out that if globalisation could spread blessings it could just as quickly disseminate viruses. 
And technology that had promised to unlock and empower suddenly seemed to be equally capable 
of impoverishing and marginalising, outsourcing and making redundant. 

 

And so to the second story that has always been there but has emerged increasingly in the last ten 
years, finding its most vivid expression in the dramatic electoral outcomes of 2016 known 
collectively as Trunxit or Bremp. I’m going to call that second story the Slavery story. The Slavery 
story is partly based on suspicion, exposure or rejection of the Freedom story for its arrogance, 
ignorance, and indifference. It goes like this. Once there were stable communities where people 
earned a decent living. They had a rhythm of life that might include church or pub or working men’s 
club or local football team or family living close by; they could expect to work in the same line of 
business all their life, buy and embellish their own home, and enjoy a few years of respectable 
retirement; they could rely on the health service when they needed it and on the benefits system if 
and when things got difficult; while free education meant that if their children did well they could 
get on and make a better life for themselves near or far.  

 

But one way or another the building-blocks of this stable life have been undermined, and its more 
modest freedoms taken away. You can’t afford a house and rents are impossibly high. The large 
industries have mostly gone, there’s no such thing as a job for life, and the work that’s available is 
fitful and short-term. The benefits system seems to have become about punishing and humiliating 
rather than supporting and understanding. There seem to be a lot of strangers and some of them 
seem to be taking advantage or displacing local energy while others seem connected to movements 
of violence and division. Health and education seem to be underfunded and not always able to offer 
the backbone of society in the way that’s long been assumed. And when some high-up person in 
London tells you things are flourishing and all is well you realise either they’re living in a different 
country or they’re the hidden beneficiary of all these nefarious developments and the truth is you’ve 
become their slave. 

 

This soil of profound economic and social inequality mixed with simmering distrust and anger is 
fertile for ideologies of hate that portray the Slavery story as all the fault of a malevolent force – 
whether that be the one per cent in the eyes of Occupy, or the metropolitan elite in the eyes of the 
populist press, or the Judaeo-Christian West in the eyes of Al-Qaeda, or almost anyone but 
themselves in the eyes of Isis. Some point out that global economics have simply replaced the 
colonial pattern of slavery with a geographical and racial hierarchy and domination structure no 
less oppressive for being a little more subtle. But beyond the pain of austerity, the struggles of 
economic stagnation, and the realities of global imbalances, the truth of the Slavery story is the way 
it identifies how the great liberating forces of technology, globalisation and high finance have 
paradoxically made slaves of us all. 

 

Again Christianity is conflicted in relation to the Slavery story. On the one hand there’s a sense of ‘I 
told you so’ when it becomes clear that the Freedom story is flawed and its benefits unevenly 
distributed. On the other hand the anger, division and hatred unleashed by the wilder reaches of the 
Slavery story, not least incidents of apparently purposeless terrorism, are troubling, and very few 
Christians are comfortable being identified with a worldview that seems only to be able to speak of 
loss and negativity.  

 

And so the answer to my question at the beginning about why the present time is so confusing is, I 
believe, that we are recognising the flaws in the Freedom Story but we are incapable of letting it go 



because so much of our identities, livelihoods, and assumptions are tied up with it; and meanwhile 
we accept that a great deal of the Slavery story is true but, once it gets beyond protest, its 
implications seem so lacking in hope and its extreme advocates are often so unappealing, if not 
horrifying. 

 

In chapter 6 of his letter to the Romans Paul tells his own version of the Freedom story and the 
Slavery story. If you’ve experienced the realities of South African apartheid or segregation in the 
American South, let alone the international sex trade, the language of slavery is brutal and 
alarming. But what Paul is saying is that the ideal of freedom from all constraint is a fantasy. We are 
all possessed by forces outside ourselves, and the real question is are we through denial or 
perversity going to let ourselves be possessed by the pernicious and ultimately deceitful powers that 
he calls sin or are we instead to discipline ourselves through obedience and thus allow ourselves to 
be owned by the truly liberating spirit of grace. In other words we’re all part of a story that’s bigger 
than us, like it or not. In Paul’s sense both the Freedom Story and the Slavery Story are false stories, 
because the Freedom story believes we will finally get beyond story and that left to ourselves we are 
capable of realising all our dreams, while the Slavery story says every story is really a conspiracy 
story and all the troubles of our life are essentially somebody else’s fault. 

 

So how are we to navigate these bewildering times? Well, I believe you’re sitting in the right place to 
address that question. You’re in church, you’re with others and you’re worshiping the God of grace, 
willingly seeking to make yourself what Paul calls ‘slaves to righteousness.’ And I want to finish with 
three things that are inherent in what we’re doing together right now that are profoundly 
countercultural and address the heart of our social confusion. 

 

The first is we’re subscribing to a story that’s going somewhere. Our society, for longstanding and 
understandable reasons, has become almost incapable of articulating a story that’s going anywhere 
in particular. The great Brexit debate was fundamentally a question of what we perceived to be 
Britain’s future place in the world, but neither side got anywhere near casting a vision of hope, 
inspiration or longing. Neither the Freedom story nor the Slavery story genuinely has such a vision; 
both are about identifying and overcoming obstacles rather than describing where we’re going. 
Christianity is fundamentally a story about where we’re going: into the company of God’s grace, in 
the harmony of the restored diverse creation, through the sacrificial mercy of God’s incarnate love. 
We’re here today to recall and proclaim that story. 

 

The second is that we believe embodying that story requires us to practise disciplines and foster 
habits that demonstrate and promote and display what that story means and implies and unveils. In 
worship we confess our sins and recognise our brokenness, we’re forgiven and rediscover God’s 
empowerment, we hear a story beyond our imagination and share a faith with people across time 
and space, we offer up our petitions and are made one body in Christ’s peace, we take our diverse 
gifts to the altar and receive back everything we need for our ministry, we give thanks for God’s 
goodness and are sent out to love and serve. In all these ways we realise it’s not just a set of ideas: it 
requires us to live and behave and love in certain ways if we are to be shaped according to God’s 
purpose. 

 

And the third is that we deeply, humbly and truly cherish the community in which we hear our story 
and are formed in God’s likeness. Church means giving up the fantasy that we can find fulfilment 
and righteousness alone. It means doing things at inconvenient times with eccentric people in 
sometimes clumsy ways out of humility that life is a team game and gratitude that there are others 
who put up with our fragility, folly and failure. It’s a recognition that on judgement day God will 
have nothing to say to us if we think we can come without the others. 

 

We live in confusing times. We exist amid competing, overlapping and compelling stories. But this 
is not a time to despair. We’re here together to remember a faithful story, cultivate hopeful habits, 
and practise loving community. We’re possessed by one who wants only good for us, who in Christ 
has shown us the cost and extent of that grace, and took on our slavery that we might find true 
freedom. Lift up your hearts: it is right to give God thanks and praise. 


