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FATE OR FREEDOM? 
by Lester J. Start 

Undated 

Text: John 8:36 If the Son therefore shall make you free, you shall be free indeed. 

We hear a lot of talk about fatalism these days. More and more it seems to be accepted as the 
proper way of looking at life. From the fighting fronts we hear about the fatalistic philosophy of 
the armed forces and at home a pious fatalism is becoming more and more popular, the type of 
fatalism in which we sit back and fold our arms and say, “what is to be is to be”. Let us think for 
a. few minutes together this morning about this attitude of fatalism and try to determine if this is 
the proper attitude that we as Christians should take. 

The fatalistic attitude is so popular and widespread that it is not necessary to cite many 
illustrations. It is an attitude that believes the events of the world are arranged and worked out by 
some force which works out its plan regardless of what we try to do to prevent it. With this 
attitude people view events as the natural result of a force which cannot be predicted or 
controlled or opposed. When someone dies, for example, we say that his time had come, his 
number was up, or if we are more pious, we drone, “This is the will of God”, and we mean by 
this that there is nothing we can do or could have done to alter the situation. This attitude is 
expressed among the fighting men by the idea that if a bullet or a shell has your name on it, 
nothing you can do will help you avoid it; but if it hasn’t, there is no need to fear. There is a 
certain plan worked out for all of us; our efforts can in no way change that plan. We can only 
recognize this plan and say, “This is it” when we find its influences affecting our lives. 

Fatalism has always been a popular way of looking at life. We find it best expressed in history in 
the thought of the ancient Greeks. In the old Greek religion was a belief in a whole family of 
gods who varied in the respective powers and functions which they had. But even the greatest of 
these gods, Zeus, the father of them all was limited in his power. For behind all of these were the 
three fates, which were pictured as spinning and weaving the destinies of men on a great 
spinning wheel, fates which arranged the destinies even of the gods themselves. There was a 
grim necessity and limitation which these fates arranged and no power could avoid their plans. In 
the words of Homer, “No living man can send me to the shades before my time; no man of 
woman born, coward or brave, can shun his destiny.” This kind of fatalism has come down to us 
through all the centuries; we can trace its history through literature. Shakespeare says through 
Hamlet; “There’s a divinity which shapes our ends, rough-hew them as we will.” And again in 
Henry VI: “What fates impose, that men must needs abide; it boots not to resist both wind and 
tide.” In modern literature we find the fatalistic point of view well expressed in the novels of 
Thomas Hardy. In his books men are described as mere puppets in the hands of an inscrutable, 
disinterested fate, which twists men’s lives according to a pattern which in no way they can 
control. Men are mere pawns on a cosmic chessboard; they are moved about and sacrificed in the 
interests of a game which they can in no way understand. 

A certain type of fatalism, too, is found in religion. It is the result of the recognition of the 
sovereignty of God. If God is all-powerful, then He arranges all of the events in the life of man, 
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and nothing man can do can alter His Will. This type of theological fatalism is found in 
Calvinism, in the Presbyterian doctrine of predestination. In a sense, the doctrine of 
predestination supports the philosophy of fatalism. We must beware, however, of taking a 
theological doctrine as a guide in leading our religious lives. There is a clear distinction between 
theology and. religion as such, the same distinction which exists between theory and practice. 
Theology is essentially an attempt to explain the fact of religion on an intellectual basis, while 
religion is a way of life, a practical guide to living. A theology comes after the religious 
experience and can in no way be used as a guide to it, any wore than a poem describing love can 
be a practical guide to the actual experience. There is a wide distinction, then, between the theory 
of theology and the actual practice of religion. I can illustrate what I mean perhaps in this way. I 
know a college professor who thinks almost exclusively in terms of theory and when he tries to 
put theory into practice he often has disastrous results. For example, he has a riding horse of 
which he is very proud. He likes to curry him frequently to keep him looking well, but the old-
fashioned. method of currying did not impress him as being particularly effective. Putting his 
theoretical working mind to the problem he decided that a little hand vacuum cleaner would do 
the job much better; the results were what you might expect. When I visited him in the hospital 
where his broken leg was being repaired, he was still puzzled as to why the horse would object to 
the vacuum cleaner; all he could think of was that the machine would pick off the loose hairs 
much better than the brush. His theory blinded him to the problems of actual practice. This is all 
to show the danger of taking a theological doctrine as a practical guide in the religious life. This 
particular doctrine of predestination is made to show the sovereignty of God, but when we try to 
practice it, it becomes a fatalism that destroys its original intention. This does not mean to imply 
that the theological doctrine is not true, but when applied one must take into consideration the 
practical considerations which in this case is the problem of good and evil. There is a famous 
story which illustrates this point. There were two ministers once who differed strongly and 
vehemently on the theological doctrine of predestination. One Sunday they agreed to exchange 
pulpits. As each was traveling from his own churches to that of his neighbor, they happened to 
meet on the road. One of them shouted to the other, “My friend, you will have to admit now that 
it was foreordained that you preach at my church this morning”. The other stopped and said, “Do 
you really think that?” “Of course,” replied the other, “you could not do otherwise”. Whereupon 
the other turned around and went back to his own church. 

I have dwelt at length on this particular point because I want to try to show that this popular idea 
of fatalism today is contrary to the spirit of freedom which is the heart of Christianity, the spirit 
which is expressed in my text: “If the Son of God therefore shall make you free, you shall be free 
indeed.” By taking this point of view I do not want to appear to be contradicting a point of 
doctrine, but to show that a particular doctrine can lose its significance when applied to particular 
incidents, and change into something new. Thus a doctrine recognizing the sovereignty of God 
may in this way be twisted to support a fatalism in which the sovereignty of God is to all 
practical purposes swallowed up into a rule by an inscrutable fate. This is not the spirit of God 
which Jesus taught us. God is not some far-off ruler motivating us like puppets at the ends of 
strings; he is not a distant fate who ordains every moment of our lives. He is a Father close to us 
whose love and care and cower help us to live more abundantly. He is the power which works 
with those who love God to bring about what is good. He is the power. which Jesus taught us, the 
power to make men free from the grim bondage to necessity. Jesus brought to man a new spirit 
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of a free life in the kingdom of God. If we are to take his teachings seriously, we must see that he 
does indeed, as our text tells us, make men free. The history of the spread of Christianity shows 
that it was essentially a religion which gave men freedom from the terrible feeling that they were 
merely pawns in a cosmic chess game and showed them that they could be freed from bondage 
to sin and death through the God of love which Jesus taught. Throughout the New Testament we 
feel this spirit of the early Christians, this feeling of conviction that the message of Jesus is a 
redeeming gospel, saving them from the fears of grim necessity. This is the spirit of Paul when 
he says, “the law of the Spirit of life which is in Christ Jesus hath made me free from the law of 
sin and death”. “I have come” said Jesus, “To bring you life and more abundantly.” And again, 
“Ye shall know the truth and the truth shall make you free.” And the people oppressed with the 
idea of an exacting Judge as God, one who condemns but rarely saves, seized this new gospel of 
truth from the lips of Jesus and found a new freedom, a new life and a new hope. This spirit is at 
the heart of Christianity; the gospel is literally the ‘good news’ of a new hope and salvation. It 
would be a pity to lose this spirit in a revival of the old pagan notion that God is merely some 
Fate who rules without having any interest in the affairs of men. 

There is, however, a certain fatalism in life, which might be better described as a sense of 
limitation. We arrive at a fatalistic attitude in life when we come up against a situation which we 
cannot explain or understand. This is in a sense a recognition of our limitations. When something 
happens that is inexplicable we are likely to say, “It was bound to be”. When in spite of our 
efforts something occurs which we have been trying to oppose, we are likely to surrender and 
say, “It was so willed”. When we are faced with an ordeal that we cannot avoid, we are likely to 
say, “What is to be is to be” in an attempt to face the ordeal stoically with an implicit faith that it 
is all in God’s pattern. It is interesting to note that the fatalistic attitude is strongest in primitive 
peoples who can explain very little of what goes on in the world. As the mysteries of life begin to 
be uncovered through God’s progressive revelation in the increased knowledge of men, the strict 
fatalism breaks down and man begins to see the pattern of God at work in the universe and 
realizes that God works with those who love him to bring about what is good, that the religion 
Jesus taught us can make us free from the fears and the bondage to the inexplicable. Fate then 
ceases to be the ogre that it once was. That is why the return to a fatalistic attitude in times like 
these when man loses confidence in the goodness of man and the guidance of God is an 
unfortunate step backward. It is right and sensible to recognize a certain limitation in life, but we 
must recognize it as the measure of a growing and progressing mankind. We stand against Fate 
as children stand up against a door in their father’s house and make a notch on it from year to 
year to measure their growth. But when the child grows to be a man and becomes master of that 
house, ha may pull down that wall and build a new and bigger one. Fate does not stand against us 
as a wall that cannot be bridged. It is a name for unpenetrated causes. Every rough force of Fate 
which threatens to harm us can be converted by the help of God in man’s efforts into a 
wholesome and a constructive force. 

The danger of a complete fatalism in our conduct of life is just this: it robs us of any effort by the 
idea that there is no way in which we may improve our lot. If we exist in life and view all 
occurrences as the direct will of God, there is no reason for us to exert ourselves to do his Will to 
follow the teachings of Jesus in life. If it is the will of God that men fight and kill each other, 
why make efforts to build a basis of peace? If it is the will of God that men live according to hate 
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instead of love, why should we try to change them? It seems to me that when we reduce God to a 
fatalism as ordinarily understood and live as if he were a Fate instead of a God, we are finding a 
scapegoat which we make responsible for our own crimes and follies. We set down a necessity 
and a Fate which we consider invincible when we have no desire to strive against something 
which we should combat, or attempt to control. We can view the sea as a sinister force which 
Fate uses to destroy ship and sailor, but if we learn to swim, and build better ships, the wave that 
once destroyed will now support the ship and carry it onward. Dread diseases have decimated 
populations of the earth as the disease of war is doing today. And many would say that it was 
bound to be, that it was the will of God. But men with a hope for better things set about to 
combat disease, to destroy the plagues by draining swamps, developing vaccines and serums. 
The mysterious forces of steam and electricity once thought to be manifestations of the devil , 
the tools of a Fate who destroys, are being controlled and used to man’s benefit. Gradually 
throughout the years man has learned to tear asunder the bonds of necessity and limitation and 
found that what has been need not necessarily conform with what is to be. Man must continue to 
exercise this spirit or will to know more about God as He reveals himself in His creation. Then 
he will be able to see that this is no blind Fate which rules him but a loving God in whom he can 
find the truth which makes men free. 

Then, too, a complete fatalism robs us of our moral responsibility. If undesirable and 
catastrophic events are fated and cannot be avoided then we can have no responsibility to follow 
the teachings of Jesus and work to help our fellowmen. When a child is carelessly run down by a 
speeding automobile while he is on his way to school, we should do more than intone, “This is 
the will of God”. If this be the way it is fated, why do we make provisions to prevent such an 
occurrence from happening again? It seems to me that what we call Fate is often merely a 
projection of our own actions. What we call an arbitrary Fate is often actually the result of our 
own lives and thoughts and desires. We reap what we sow, even though we cannot look forward 
far enough to see the harvest. As a candle can send out its rays for a mile around so man sends 
out reaching radiating roots which may reach to the stars. That is why events in our lives are so 
easily thought caused by Fate; we cannot see the wide implications of our actions and see the 
causal connection between what we are and what we shall be. 

The chief reason however for objecting to a fatalistic philosophy of life is that it robs us of the 
comfort and strength which can be a source of power when we have faith in God. The knowledge 
of God which Jesus taught can free us from fear and weakness if we but have faith in God’s 
power. With this Faith we can say with Paul, “If God be with us, who can be against us?” But if 
we reduce God to a Fate we rob Him of His meaning as a loving and helpful Father. With God 
all things are possible, but not if we accept events as Fate and refuse to work with God to bring 
about that which is good. 

Fatalism, therefore, is an attitude which is opposed to the freedom and joy and hope which is the 
message of Jesus. As such, then, it should be avoided. When I say this it is with the realization 
that many seem to get a lot of comfort from a fatalistic attitude, but when carried to its logical 
conclusion, it is opposed to the spirit of Christianity. Once a young minister was telling his 
congregation that they need not fear eternal hell and damnation nor worry about original sin. 
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After the service one of the congregation visibly disturbed at what had been said protested, “If 
you take away original sin and hell from my religion, what have I left?” 

 


