Sunday Sermon. July 4, 2010.  Sixth Sunday of Pentecost.


 2 Kings 5:1-14,  Psalm 30: Galatians 6:1-16, Luke 10:1-11, 16-20
                             The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle.

Freedom.

There’s an old African American Spiritual hymn that says: “O Freedom, O Freedom, O freedom over me.  And before I be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave, and go home to my Lord and be free.”










On this, the fourth of July, Independence Day, we, here in America, pride ourselves on our Independence and on our freedom. During the first Gulf war when soldiers were leaving for Saudi Arabia, there were people protesting the war and one of the bystanders said that those who were protesting ought to be locked up and the key thrown away, they were not patriots. An elderly veteran turned to the bystander and said, “Those soldiers are going to fight a dictator. They are symbols of the freedom of those people to protest and don’t forget it. We are in a free country.”




   Freedom to choose to fight; freedom to choose to protest war; freedom of speech; are part and parcel of our American culture. Freedom itself is built into the story of faith as outlined in our Judaeo-Christian Bible. Adam and Eve were told not to eat of the fruit of the tree of Life otherwise there would be fatal consequences. They also had the freedom to make the choice to eat of the tree of Life. They choose to do so and they experienced the consequences.








In the book of Deuteronomy God spoke to the people of Israel through Moses and told them, This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live. Here again, God’s chosen people were given the freedom to choose life or not choose it. The sad reality is that, more often that not, humanity has sought an easier softer way than that outlined for us in scripture. We prefer listening to ourselves than to God. Perhaps Freud was right when he said: “Most people do not really want freedom, because freedom involves responsibility, and most people are frightened of responsibility.” 









It is one thing to be come a free nation. It is a totally different concept to become 
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Free within oneself. Many of us are tied to what some call “sin” or “character defects;” others term it “addiction” or some other label. The idea is this, we find our enjoyment in things that, more often than not, come back to bit us. We begin to think we are free to do what we want, to be who we want to be when the reality is that we are often driven by internal distorted thinking, anger, resentments, jealousy, hatred, envy, etc. To become free is to examine our motives for what we do. 





In today’s first reading we read about Naaman, a commander of the army of king of Aram. He is trusted by the king to the point where the king ignores the fact that Naaman has leprosy. Fortunately the king’s wife has a servant girl, a Jew, who suggested that Naaman go to Israel to visit one of the prophets. The king wrote him a letter of introduction. After some misunderstandings with the King of Israel, Naaman visited the prophet Elisha whom he expected to come before him, call on his God, wave a wand or do something like that. Instead, Elisha sent a messenger to tell him to go wash seven times in the river Jordan. Naaman was angry and stated that the rivers in Damascus were as good as the Jordan and began to return home. Fortunately his servants convinced him to calm down, think about his choices with the result he bathed in the Jordan and was healed.










Naaman’s freedom came when he ceased being angry with Elisha; when he got over his expectations that he should be treated like a king, and did what was asked of him.  St. Paul in his letter to the Galatians also takes up the theme of freedom. He tells them if anyone is detected in a transgression you who have received the Holy Spirit should restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness.  For Paul, the fruits of the Holy Spirit are Love, Peace, Patience, Kindness, Goodness, Faithfulness, Gentleness, and Self-control. In a sense Paul is rewriting what Isaiah would call the gifts of the Spirit, which he named as Wisdom, Understanding, Right Judgment, Courage, Knowledge, Reverence, Wonder & Awe. Whatever we wish to name them, these gifts are the result of conscious contact with God and, with this conscious contact, comes inner peace and freedom to make healthy choices in how we choose to respond to the world around us.



Paul goes on to say: Let us not grow weary in doing what is right for we will reap 
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at harvest time, if we do not give up. This is repeated by the British biologist and teacher, Thomas Henry Huxley who wrote: “The only freedom I care about is the freedom to do right; the freedom to do wrong I am ready to part with on the cheapest terms to anyone who will take it of me.”








     
Jesus acknowledges that people have the right to refuse the message of the kingdom of God. He tells the disciples: Whenever you enter a town and they do not welcome you, go out into its streets and say, “Even the dust of your town that clings to our feet we wipe off in protest against you.  In order to be free to continue to preach the good news, the disciples need not carry the baggage of the refusal of one town or another to accept their preaching. In other words, if they refuse to listen, don’t let it bother you, don’t let it become a burden, wipe it off and go on to the next town.


Jesus does not become bogged down by who does or does not accept his preaching. He simply offers it and lets it go like the farmer sowing seed. Some fell on the path, some of rocks, some among weeds and most of it in the field where it produced 10, 50 and 100fold.










Unfortunately we, the Episcopal church, and many other denominations, have become almost paralyzed with the numbers game; which church has the most in attendance per Sunday; at Christmas, and Easter, etc. Numbers was not Jesus’ focus. Jesus was well aware that he was sending his disciples out like lambs among the wolves. He was well aware of their limitations but he was free to turn them loose to preach the Good News.


                






Jesus does not want us to become a slave to anything. He simply wants us to be among those who are called to spread the Good News. He acknowledges that; The harvest is great and the laborers are few. And he goes on to say  therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest. Jesus is not worried that the harvest is great and the laborers are few. He simply acknowledges the reality and then sends out those who are willing to go. He also sends them out with the freedom of not worrying about how they are to take care of themselves. Carry no purse, no bag, no sandals.  

In 1946 the first cell phone call was made from a car in St Louis. In 1979 the first 
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cellular network was launched in Japan. Today we can’t leave home without our cell phones. We have practically become slaves to them. And yet, because of them so many people in India, and other third world countries have gained an incredible financial and social freedom. Because of the advances in technology the Good News can be and is being preached by email, cell phone, smart phone, etc from any part of the world. 
No wonder Jesus said, greater things than these shall you do.





The disciples returned from their first tour of preaching delighted with themselves and excited saying that even the demons submit to us. Jesus quickly brought them back to reality. While telling them that he had given them power to tread on snakes and scorpions and over all the power of the enemy, he assured them nothing will hurt you, and then made his point; nevertheless, do not rejoice at this, that the spirits submit to you, but rejoice that our names are written in heaven. 






Here again, Jesus is not concerned with power. It is a gift from God to be used for the good of others. Jesus’ concern is to set the disciples free to be used as agents of God’s gifts and talents within them. If we think we are gifted we can become harnessed by our gift and limit its usefulness. If we acknowledged our giftedness as a gift from God and permit ourselves to be used then we become free of the gift and it is then free to flow through us.











John Steinbeck in his book East of Eden said; “And this I believe: that the free, exploring mind of the individual human is the most valuable thing in all the world. And this I would fight for: the freedom of the mind to take any direction it wishes, undirected. And this I must fight against: any idea, religion, or government which limits or destroys the individual.”










Jesus wants us to have this same freedom. He does not want us to be harnessed by dogma, by man made rules and regulations that, while they may be necessary, can also become a yoke around ones neck.








Our greatest freedom is to become the person we were created to become. It is not a destination but a journey within ourselves, a journey to become whole, a journey in which we do not gather but rather in which we discard negativity, discord, ambition. It is 
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a journey in which in order to live we continue and constantly die to ourselves so that we may live life to the fullest. It is when we let go of freedom itself we are truly free to be in the presence of that power we call God. No wonder St. Augustine said: “You have made us for yourself O Lord, and our hearts are restless till they rest in you.” Amen.   

