6th Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 7.4.10
Scripture:	Luke 10:1-12

The Bible doesn’t have much to say about freedom—and still less so about freedom as an end unto itself.  Freedom, according to the Bible, is for another purpose.  Freedom, according to the Bible, is the pivot point between two servitudes.  
This idea probably won’t factor into too many 4th of July celebrations today—which is fine, at first glance, since this isn’t a religious holiday.  The text whose authority we celebrate today isn’t the Bible, it’s the Declaration of Independence.
And yet even in the Declaration of Independence there’s an underlying assumption that freedom from tyranny doesn’t amount to each of us now able to do whatever we want whenever we want, or even to do whatever we want whenever we want so long as we don’t infringe on others’ right to do the same.  We may well know how the letter begins:  “When in the course of human events it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature's God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation.”  The letter then goes on to document these causes, these grievances against the tyranny of King George III.  We all know this, I imagine, or can remember it with a little reminding.  What catches my attention is how it ends.  A lesser known line: listen to it.  “And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of Divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred Honor.”  This is stunning language to me.  Is it to you?  This is the language of interdependence.  The independence declared in this letter is dependent on the interdependence of the writers and those on whose behalf they wrote.
Of course, the concept of interdependence isn’t a new one to me, nor I imagine is it to you.  What’s new to me is that it’s to be found here, at the roots of our country.  I’ve always heard it as a Christian ideal.  But here it is an American one as well.  And I have to say, I love the fact that I can come to live by this ideal as either an American or a Christian.  We can be animated by this calling to interdependence as both Americans and Christians.  
The culture wars have obfuscated this fact.  The culture warriors would have us believe that either this is a Christian nation or a secular nation, and that these mean mutually exclusive things.  But here it seems to me the call of Christ and the call of the Continental Congress dovetail in an elegant way.  Whether I participate in the common good as a Christian or as an American, what does it matter?  You judge a tree by its fruits, said that great philosopher in the American pragmatic tradition, Jesus Christ.
It’s a provocative thing that the gospel reading to have fallen on the 4th of July is one in which Jesus is disciplining the disciples—telling them how to be in order to be what they’re called to be.  It’s a provocative thing on the one hand to celebrate our independence as Americans and on the other hand to remember the discipline of following Christ.  These two things are so often taken to be mutually exclusive—as so many other things are, and falsely so.  How can one be under the discipline of another and also be free?  How can you model yourself after someone else and also be independent?  The answer is, you can’t, unless the one you’re modeling yourself after is Jesus; you can’t unless the one whose discipline you take on is Christ’s.  For Christ is modeled after God; Jesus is in the mode of God.  And God is one with whom we enter relationship only and truly as ourselves.  We cannot be looking to our left and to our right if our eyes are trained on the God in whom we live and move and have our being, and his Christ who shows us the way.  We cannot be concerned about what everyone else is doing and having and being if our attention is rapt by I-and-Thou.  Really, I’d say our freedom is contingent on living under God, our independence of oppressive political and personal ties is dependent upon our professed dependency on God.  
For we will model ourselves after someone, something.  We will find our being in imitation of someone, something.  Forgive me for having said this too many times now to keep count: we are essentially mimetic creatures.  Before we can do anything else in this life, we imitate.  Stripped of instincts that keep most other creatures alive, we humans can only imitate the humans we’re given in this life, and from the first.  If we’re blessed, if we’re lucky, we’ve got humans to imitate who are worthy of imitation—mothers who love and nurture, fathers who protect and give, siblings who make us laugh at least as often as they want to kill us, aunts and uncles and neighbors and friends who know what’s good for us and even provide it.  If we’re unlucky, we’ve got no one to imitate but people who are too busy ruining themselves to worry much about nurturing us.  But even in the best case scenario, imitating the people in our lives gives us life for only so long.  Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, they say.  Well, that’s true as far is it goes, says I.  But then imitation becomes irritating, threatening, violating; it becomes rivalrous, envious, even deadly.  Friendships end over this sort of thing—when one in the friendship can’t tolerate the “otherness” of the other, when one can’t tolerate the independence of the other.  Parenting even ends in a manner of speaking—when the children have become equal to, or greater than, the physical and psychological stature of the parents.  The children move out and become their own parents and then even become parents to their own children.    
The only one I can think of who has offered himself as a model without also needing to keep us down is Jesus (always the right answer when a preacher asks the question).  Jesus doesn’t demand that we be a similar but paler version of him.  Jesus doesn’t mean for us to resemble but not succeed him.  Remember, the first call he issues is this, “Follow me.”  And one of the last is this, “…The one who believes in me will also do the works that I do and, in fact, will do greater works than these.”  Our relationship with Jesus as our savior isn’t contingent on our being sinners.  Instead, Christ means us to imitate him as he imitates God, and moreover for us to excel at it—for our imitating his excellence doesn’t threaten his excellence but magnifies his excellence.  Our being sinners who imitate our savior wouldn’t threaten the importance of the savior but magnify the salvation offered and intended for the whole creation.  
This is all theological, which means we’ve departed the national holiday and resumed our conversation-as-usual in the church.  But it’s useful to know that there’s anthropological truth in the idea that freedom and discipline go hand-in-hand.  There’s an anthropological reality that our founding fathers seemed aware of, even if we’ve largely forgotten it today—that, though without freedom discipline becomes tyranny, without discipline freedom becomes chaos.  Happy for us who are to have it both ways today—a national holiday remembered in church—this is a truth that Jesus seems to have known as a truth in the heart of the Living God Jesus meant to reveal.  For twice Jesus explained, “…whenever you enter a town and its people 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.”  The first time was to the twelve disciples, when he said, “Wherever they do not welcome you, as you are leaving that town shake the dust off your feet as a testimony against them.”  The second time was to the seventy others, when he said the same and added this, “Tell the people, ‘Yet know this: the kingdom of God has come near.’”  This advice was in contrast to what the disciples might have expected, remembering as they likely would have the story of the prophet Elijah entering a town where the people rejected Yahweh in favor of Baalzebul.  Facing this, Elijah prayed that fire might rain down from heaven and consume the town.  And so it did.  And so the disciples seem to have assumed for themselves this same power, for when they came upon a village in Samaria that didn’t receive Jesus, they asked him, “Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down from heaven and consume them?”  Jesus rebuked them, and then repeated his instructions to the seventy others, perhaps this time with even more fervor.  The people must be free to choose the discipline of discipleship.  And if they don’t choose to accept it—this way of life that is the way of forgiveness, mercy, justice, peace—then it won’t be necessary that God rain fire on them, on us.  The natural consequences of chaos—sadly—will suffice.  
It’s funny to me now that I’m thinking of it, that the people who most boldly proselytize freedom are people you could well imagine holding a Bible in one hand and an American flag in the other.  Yet, even these rarely recognize that freedom isn’t an end itself.  Freedom isn’t itself good.  Freedom frees us up for something.  So the question then becomes, for what have I been freed?  To what purpose will you put your freedom?  Freedom demands of us something.  So the question then becomes, what will we, in our freedom, now serve?  To what cause will each of us, in our freedom, submit as a servant, as a slave?  
This is uncomfortable language—perhaps especially for us as Americans.  Our history of slavery might be what puts us on edge with this sort of talk.  But more than that, I think the recent cultural assumption of entitlement has us chafe against the idea that we might be servants, slaves.  But we’re foolish to think we can serve no master but ourselves.  We’re foolish to think we can be free, full stop.  Unencumbered, unclaimed, unconcerned by anything outside ourselves, unaffected by anything we ourselves have not freely chosen: we’re foolish to think this is not only possible but would be good.    
It’s a weird hope that has many of us headed for the mall.   For what better place is there to find and express our freedom?  In a culture defined by its free market, what better place is there to live out our freedom than the marketplace?  This is bitterly ironic, of course, because while we think our individuality can find expression in the individually-determined combination of how we dress, what we drive, how we decorate our apartments or houses, the music we listen to and the movies we watch and the websites we consult and the videos we check out or even post on YouTube, all these things have prior to our partaking been dictated to us by the consumer culture in which we live and move and have our being.  Consumers!  We’re even commonly called “consumers.”  We used to be subjects—subjects in a kingdom.  Then we were citizens in a democracy.  Now we’re consumers in a marketplace.  And as such, before we buy, we’ve been sold—yet so subtly we hardly even notice.  And in this we claim to be free.  Plunging ourselves into debt, we all the while fancy ourselves free.  We’ve become servants to the market, of course, but we fancy ourselves free.  We’ve become slaves to our creditors, slaves to banks, but we fancy ourselves free.  As I said before, the Bible doesn’t have much to say about freedom, but when it does it’s quite often about financial matters.  Someone becomes free when he’s been redeemed, when someone else has bought him out of financial bondage; a person become free when she’s been redeemed, when someone else has bought her out of debt.  This redeemer, then, becomes the new master; and you could only hope your new master might be merciful, magnanimous, full of grace.   
But, you know, we’re not so far off in believing our freedom can be found in consumption.  We’re only wrong in what we urge to consume.  Eating the body of Christ, drinking Christ’s blood, is about as bizarre a thing as you could expect to find so commonly done.  The reason we do this is to take Christ in as our animating spirit and to take Christ on as our redeeming master.  It’s a discipline by which we become free in order that we might serve the Lord for the sake of the gospel and that we might serve one another for the sake of the common good.  Today, whether we do this one to another as Americans or as children of God, we have twice the reason to rejoice.
Thanks be to God.   
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