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Pentecost 9C 

2 Kings 5:1-14
Galatians 6:(1-6), 7-16
Luke 10:1-11, 16-20
Free in the Spirit

Today the national birthday comes round again, and we celebrate our freedom from an old tyranny. Today we are free to shoot off fireworks that can blow away a body part. We are free to drill for oil in the Gulf of Mexico, and we are free to possess firearms of every description and take them to political rallies. But we are also free to select our leaders by vote, to speak out publically on any decent subject, and free to come here this morning and worship as we choose.

We are free to be like Naaman –  a king of incredible wealth and power. But he had a disease that all his wealth and power could not cure. He needed God’s help to be healed. Barbara Brown Taylor sees a similarity between Naaman and our nation--so powerful, so mighty, and yet so in need of health. In a sermon on this story, she writes, “You may never hear it again on a Fourth of July weekend, but maybe the next time you are saying your prayers for this great, shaky nation of ours, you will remember that great, leprous man Naaman, whose wealth and power turned out to be useless to him in his search for health, and who was ready to trade it all in when God surprised him with a cheap cure that made him truly free” (Home by Another Way). Perhaps we too might consider how to listen more to the “little ones” in the midst of our own society and be restored to health -- and a new kind of freedom.
The Apostle Paul was concerned with freedom, too.  In the fifth and sixth chapters of his letter to the Galatians, Paul writes about two kinds of freedom.  He says there is freedom of the body and freedom of the spirit.  Another way to put it might be to say that there is freedom from restraint and freedom for responsibility. You may recall in last week’s reading the long lists. The first list was works of the flesh: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, to name just a few. We are free to do those things.

But Paul also says that Christ has set our spirits free from bondage to the world of the senses and offers a list of the fruits of this freedom that includes love, joy, peace, patience.   And what is the secret of this freedom?  Paul writes, "Through love be servants of one another.  For the whole law is fulfilled in one word, 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself."  In Christ, we are freed from the bondage of sin.  We are freed for love.  The freedom to which Christ calls us is not just personal liberty but social responsibility.  We are freed from bondage to our appetites and impulses and freed for the only thing worthy of our whole selves: loving God and loving neighbor.  Martin Luther put it this way:  "A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none.  A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all."  

In today’s reading, Paul talks again about the consequences of how we cope with freedom. 

you reap whatever you sow. If you sow to your own flesh, you will reap corruption from the flesh; but if you sow to the Spirit, you will reap eternal life from the Spirit.

Day by day, the news tells us that people want more than anything to be free.  Free to determine the course of their own lives.  Free to earn a living with dignity.  Free to choose their leaders and to influence policy.  Free to come and go as they please.  Free to decide where they will live. Freedom to live life in peace, raise a family, follow their dreams.

We know that we Americans enjoy the greatest degree of civil freedom of any people on earth.  Paul might say that our bodies are truly free.  And yet, if I asked each one of you, "Do you feel free?" some of you, perhaps many of you, would say no. 

Yes, we are free to come and go as we please, and those civil liberties are precious.  But really and truly, many of us still feel locked up by those things holding us.  If you had a wish, what would you most like to be free from?  Your parents?  Your job?  Your past?  Your  responsibilities?  Your partner?  Your debts?  Your illness?  No matter how free the Constitution of the United States says we are, our citizenship cannot guarantee us happiness.  We have every opportunity under the law of the land to satisfy our deepest longings, but all too often, our spirits remain unfulfilled.  Even if we are free in the body, our spirits may still be in chains.

The truth is, Freedom from restraint is only half freedom.  To be fulfilled in the depths of our souls, we have to discover a freedom that is for something besides our personal happiness.  Paul says that freedom of the flesh is not the same as spiritual freedom.  The flesh desires freedom from restraint, but if we allow the flesh--our physical nature--to fulfill its every desire, then liberty becomes license.  We discover that what we have is not what we want at all.  That pretty well describes the experience of those who use their freedom to abuse their bodies with drugs and alcohol. There are many who feel that their constitutional freedoms include throwing their litter on the ground wherever they happen to be.  There are millions who believe that freedom consists of not caring what happens to anybody else.  And are these people who are free in the flesh happy, fulfilled people?  I doubt it. 
A church youth group went to the zoo in Fort Worth, Texas.  One of the buildings was full of beautiful tropical birds.  The hallway where visitors walked was kept in darkness, while many of the birds were in lighted glass cases.  The viewers could see the birds, but the birds could not see the people.  All along one side of the building was a space that looked like a tropical rain forest, with a miniature waterfall, pool, trees, and every kind of lush green plant.  In this beautiful jungle scene there were several small, brightly colored birds, some red and others green, flying back and forth.  They flew up to the trees and out to a rocky ledge.  Here there was no barrier keeping the birds in, and visitors could reach in as easily as the birds could fly out.  The young people wondered, "Why don't the birds fly out?"  The answer was that these birds are afraid of darkness, so they would never fly out of their light into the darkness of the hallway.  Are those birds free but really choosing an imprisonment out of fear?

Just as the birds could fly out of the case because there is no glass, so we can choose to do whatever we like, even violate the standards of our Christian calling.  But just as the birds in the zoo remained in the light because they preferred that environment, so the love of God makes us hunger and thirst for the light of God's righteousness. The choice for the birds was clearly motivated by fear, it's perhaps healthy for us to also have a little fear of the dark. Putting it positively, when we know the freedom of loving God and neighbor, we have no wish to stray into the darkness.
Jesus appointed seventy people and sent out in pairs as advance teams, and told them to travel light. In the same way he calls us to leave behind our heavy self-involvement and travel light, in freedom.  It isn't easy to leave behind all the ties that we use to define ourselves, hurts and pains, and scars from the past—the things that do little for us but keep us chained to a seemingly comfortable chair.  But Christ calls us to new freedom, an unimaginable freedom, if we dare.
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