
 

 

 

What is freedom? 
Brendan Abernathy 
 
Tonight I finished reading the Old Man and the Sea by Ernest Hemingway. It’s a fitting 
book for July 4th weekend.  
 
For those of you that don’t know the tale, there is an old man who sleeps on newspapers, 
fantasizes about “the great Dimaggio” and hasn’t caught a fish in 84 days. For each day 
prior, the old man has maintained the strategy of all fishermen in his village, navigating 
the stream but no further. Today, he goes beyond the stream and hooks into the 
grandest fish Cuba could fable.  
 
The fight with the fish is narrated by the old man convincing himself he’s not crazy – 
half coaching himself and half coaxing the marlin to a noble end.  
 
I feel like this sometimes too I think. Like I’ve done this stupid thing going out beyond 
the current and I’ve hooked into this big, wise, noble fish – who is far too great for me to 
reel in and far too regal for me to kill. I’m unworthy, and he’s dragging me out to the 
open ocean as I hold on for the ride.  
 
In the end, the old man cuts his hands, battles death, and remorsefully hauls in a marlin 
larger than his poorman’s skiff. He sails searching for the lights of Havanna, as sharks 
ravage his noble brother, the fish. 
 
What Santiago el Campeon returns with is not the trophy marlin that he dreamed of. 
He returns with a skeleton of the fight he endured, and open wounds to remind him it is 
no dream at all, but reality.  
 
He returns completely humbled, not even prideful enough to revel in his praise. But –  
I’d like to think he returns free. 
 
And that’s the funny thing about freedom. It’s not always easy and fun like the freedom 
we think of as kids. Freedom seems to be not an accepted lifestyle, but a daily choice to 
go out beyond the current and reel in the big marlin, even if it means ripping our hands 
to shreds. 
 
Our founding fathers understood this concept, I think. After all, we were really already 
free in terms of lifestyle. It’s not like Britain was despotic. But that wasn’t enough, 
because societal freedom is never enough. We desire a deeper freedom, a freedom we 
can’t quite put our fingers on, an indescribable freedom that is impossible to wrangle.  
 
But we feel it in those brief momentitos. Sitting in a sunset field, singing under starlight, 
and ripping our backs from fishing line para maybe, just maybe score the big marlin. I’m 
really thankful George Washington and the gang took the boat out past the stream, and 
while America may not be a perfect marlin, it’s our marlin.  


