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Welcome:  Welcome to the United Church of Strafford, Vermont, on this Fourth Sunday 

after Pentecost and Independence Day Sunday.   Welcome to those of you in the sanctuary and 

those online.   

Imagine traveling alone in the Outback of Australia and after a few weeks meeting 

someone who had strong connections to Strafford and knew it well.  Imagine how close you 

would feel because of that common bond, and yet if you had walked down the same aisle in 

Coburns you might barely have said a word to one another.   

Imagine a thousand years from now if two people from earth met on a distant planet, how 

close they would feel even if their nations back home were enemies.   

The Apostle Paul proclaimed, “For freedom Christ has set you free!” Among the things 

Jesus wants to free us to do are to see our oneness with the world around us and have compassion 

and show love to all people, to love them as if they are our very self.  This is essential to creating 

the realm of God on earth.  

So let us practice it again today, seeing our true oneness and extending our loving care to 

all, whether in person or on Zoom.  

 

Call to Worship:  President John Adams wrote, “We have no government, armed with 

power, capable of contending with human passions, unbridled by morality and religion. Avarice, 

ambition, revenge and licentiousness would break the strongest cords of our Constitution, as a 

whale goes through a net. Our Constitution was made only for a moral and religious people. It is 

wholly inadequate to the government of any other.”   

And Frederick Douglass in his speech, “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?” said, “A 

worship that can be conducted by persons who refuse to give shelter to the houseless, to give 

bread to the hungry, clothing to the naked, and who enjoin obedience to a law forbidding these 

acts of mercy is a curse, not a blessing to mankind.”  Today we see the kind of false morality and 

religion that Douglass condemned breaking the cords of America’s Constitution as Adams feared.   
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Yet the answer is not to abandon spiritual communities and the wisdom that they provide.  

As many have said, we will not solve the greatest challenges we face without a spiritual evolution 

to a consciousness that sees our oneness and fulfills the love of neighbor and all the earth as our 

self.   

So it is crucial that we find a way to serve what is arguably the greatest need we have as 

individuals and a society.  It is important that we gather to learn and grow and advocate for 

change, and also to find comfort and hope and the light that shines in the darkness.  We need the 

Spirit’s guidance in this, because the old form of the church clearly is not working for most 

people today.  

 Let us open wide to the Spirit that has evolved humanity over the millennia as we worship 

together.  

 

Children’s Time:   We had a tradition in my family every Fourth of July that the youngest 

person of ten years or older would read aloud the Declaration of Independence.  We would 

usually be swimming and having a picnic, and then one of the elders would call us together and 

say it was time.  They would look around for the reader, and since I was one of the youngest in 

my generation, that usually meant me.   

Everyone would listen and pay close attention, and then at the end they would sit in silence 

a few minutes because the words were so moving and beautiful, from “When in the course of 

human events…” all the way through to “with a firm reliance on the protection of divine 

Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred Honor.”  

Then we would start to talk about it, thinking about what it was like for those courageous people 

like Thomas Jefferson and John Adams and John Hancock to claim their freedom and fight for it 

against the most powerful empire in the world, and thinking about the country in our time and 

ways in which we need to keep living up to the revolutionary ideals of our nation’s founders.   

One of the things that is striking about the Declaration of Independence is its reliance on 

God and words that are religious, like divine Providence and sacred honor.  They knew they 

needed a higher power than their own to be free and democratic.  We are not going to read their 

words in church today, but we are going to hear the Apostle Paul’s Declaration of Independence 

of followers of Christ from the Jewish Law.  He cries out, “For freedom, Christ has set us free!”   
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Paul says this funny thing: “For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do 

not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to 

one another.”   

He is being clever saying use your freedom to be a slave, but he is right—the only way 

freedom works in a democratic group is if we all commit to care about and for each other.  If we 

use our freedom to be selfish, the whole country or church or family falls apart.   

There is something we can always do to connect to the higher power that helps us be free 

from selfishness so we can love... Let us pray together the Lord’s Prayer… 

 

Sermon:  What “Live Free” Means 

The scriptures today are full of indications of what it means to live free.  It may surprise 

some churches to learn this, but not one of the passages implies that living free means that we are 

free to own weapons capable of killing dozens of people in a matter of seconds.  Not one of them 

says that we are free to shut out or oppress vulnerable or hurting people or take their rights away.  

Not one of them allows that we are free to destroy God’s creation and the habitats and conditions 

that all living things need.  

The translation of Psalm 16 that we read this morning says  

“Those who bow down before the false gods 
of selfishness, greed and ambition 
create suffering and sorrow in this world. 
They sacrifice the blood of the earth 
to their own gain.” 

And yet, 

“Holy ones can still be found in the land 
upholding the law of love.  
They are springs of delight in a desert.” 

These are the people who say with the Psalmist,  

“O God, you are my chosen portion, 
I sacrifice all I have to your service. 
I place my life in your hands.” 

Bob Dylan sang, “You gotta serve somebody,” and we are free to choose whether to serve 

ourselves or serve God’s creation.  As God said to Moses, to choose anything less than God is 

death, whereas if we choose God’s sacred way, Psalm 16 says, 
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“You show me the path of life. 
In your presence there is fullness of joy; 
in your right hand are pleasures forevermore.” 

Psalm 16 was probably written shortly after the period when Babylon had destroyed the 

temple in Jerusalem and scorched much of their earth and carried much of the population into 

exile.  Afterward, they were free from bondage, but like us, not free from environmental damage 

and bitter social division.  The Psalmist found the way to live that is freeing no matter what the 

circumstances, and brings joy and creates lives that become springs in a parched desert.   

That same liberating spiritual choice is open to us today and can free us to be springs of 

living water.   

One spring can transform a patch of desert into an oasis, and enough springs transform the 

whole desert into a fertile and abundant land.  This is what happened in the American Revolution 

and the Civil Rights movement, and it can happen again in our time.  It is part of what “live free” 

can mean, if we understand what kind of freedom we are choosing. 

The Gospel passage can deepen our understanding of true freedom, but it takes some time 

to discern its wisdom.  Jesus often spoke in something like Zen koans, dense teachings that 

appear to make no sense or seem to contradict other core teachings, designed to help us break 

through to a new level of consciousness.   

The first half of the passage tells a story to show what living free does not mean for 

followers of Christ.  Remember that Jews considered Samaritans enemies. James and John 

wanted to call down fire from heaven to obliterate a Samaritan village that was not welcoming to 

this ragtag band of Jews.  Jesus rebuked them for it.  Our freedom does not extend to violence 

against those who oppose us. 

Then we get into the koans.  Someone says that they want to follow Jesus and he talks 

about foxes having holes and birds having nests but he is homeless.  Another wants to bury his 

father before following Jesus, but Jesus says, “Let the dead bury their own dead; but as for you, 

go and proclaim the realm of God.”  And then someone wants to say goodbye to his family and 

Jesus is again harsh, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the realm of 

God.” 

Jesus cannot possibly be so cold-hearted.  He wept at the grave of Lazarus.  He is not 

giving the community brutal rules, he is trying to shock them into the freedom to be 
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unconditionally compassionate and loving, a freedom that comes from detachment to material 

things, placing the spiritual realm first above all else in life.  

Once long ago two Buddhist monks were walking through the countryside.  They came to 

a fast flowing river and found a young woman crying on the bank.  One of the monks asked her 

what was wrong.  The other monk was outraged because they were strictly forbidden to have any 

contact with women.  The woman explained that her mother was sick in a village across the river, 

but she was afraid of the strong current.  So the first monk picked her up and carried her across.  

Then he put her down and the two monks continued on their way. 

The second monk was steaming mad, and finally he could contain himself no longer.  

“You know it is against our rules to touch a woman.  You have broken your holy vows!” 

The first monk replied, “Brother, I left that young woman on the bank of the river.  Are 

you still carrying her?” 

The underlying message of the strange sayings in today’s gospel passage is that Jesus 

wants us to be free to pick up a burden out of compassion and love and free to put it back down 

again and continue our journey wherever the Spirit leads next. 

Paul describes freedom brilliantly in his passionate appeal to the Galatians to reject those 

rivals to Paul who told them they had to obey the whole Jewish law in order to follow the Way of 

Christ: 

“For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a 

yoke of slavery…. For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your 

freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to one another.”  

The freedom Paul calls us to choose is the freedom from anything that would hold back 

our love, and anything that would block us from following the lead of the Spirit, freedom 

especially from our egos with their attachment to material things and their ambition and fearful 

self-concern. 

To focus on the ego will end badly for both the material and spiritual life of a person, 

whereas turning from the ego to the Spirit will free us to do as well as we can in both material and 

spiritual realms.   
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Mahatma Gandhi was a shy and fearful little boy until a wise old woman taught him to say 

the name of the Hindu god of courage as his mantra throughout the day, and especially when he 

felt fearful.  It freed him to reduce his ego enough to follow the Spirit and free his nation.   

Fannie Lou Hamer was a poor cotton plantation worker, but she found the freedom to risk 

losing the little she owned and her livelihood and to suffer jail and beatings so that she could 

become a leading Civil Rights organizer in Mississippi in the early 1960s, and later a national 

hero.   

We live in an age when we could be blocked by fear or despair from following the Spirit.  

Inner voices tell us the world is hopeless, the oppressors are too powerful, love’s opposition is too 

fierce. 

Our Fulfilling Our Vision committee is considering recommending a path to our 

congregation that could end in our taking a bold public stand and making a commitment to fight 

oppression and discrimination wherever we see them, especially against people because of their 

sexual orientation, gender identity or ethnicity.   

For the freedom to do this work, Christ wants to set us free.  For the freedom to fulfill all 

our individual callings, and to experience fulloness of love and joy, Christ wants to set us free. 

So on this Independence Day, let us examine our hearts to see if anything is blocking us 

from hearing the Spirit’s call and saying with the Psalm, “O God, you are my chosen portion, I 

sacrifice all I have to your service.  I place my life in your hands.” 

Let us pray together in silence… 

 

Haiku by Herbert A. Goertz: 

Fireflies at night 

Dancing galaxies of light— 

The joy of being. 

 

 


