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This weekend marked our nation’s 238th birthday.  Compared to many other nations in the world and the chronological history of humankind and creation, 238 years seem like a “blip” on the radar screen.  In its “brief” history of existence, we’ve honored and remembered those glorifying moments that we feel proud of, as a unified nation, but on the other hand, we also have our moments of divisiveness and disputes in which we couldn’t quite see things eye-to-eye.  It was bad enough that we even waged war against each other, with bloodshed upon millions of our fellow country citizens.  


Whether we find ourselves on the left or the right end of the spectrum, whether we’re pro-this or anti-that….somehow we as a nation, must strive  to find ways to collaborate and co-exist with one another by working through our differences with mutual respect and understanding, in the spirit of maintaining the peace and unity of the body.  Even as Abraham Lincoln once quoted Jesus’s teachings that “if a house is divided against itself, that house will certainly not stand. 



Independence Day is more than just a celebration with fireworks, the beach, and backyard BBQ (or to see who can chow down the most hot-dogs in 10 minutes), it is a time for us to pause and to reflect upon the true meaning of liberation and freedom, and subsequently at what costs?  

Ironically our text for this week taken from Paul’s letter to the Romans also addresses the theme of personal freedom and allegiance.  The freedom that the Apostle Paul talks about is the freedom of our conscience and purpose.  How we are still physically enslaved by the law of sin, even though we are spiritually liberated under the law of God?
  How can we live freely while under the consciousness of our sins, or can we? 

Ever since the days of Adam and Eve, evil has entered into our lives and we have violated the privilege and freedom that were once entrusted to us.  We’re in danger of falling through the slippery slope of our sins that not only alienate us from God but also de-construct the relationship that we’ve fostered with one another.  We’ve pledged allegiance to ourselves through our own pleasures rather than to God and to others.  We’ve put on our own spiritual spectacles that are often critical of the specks in our neighbors’ eyes, while failing to see the log in our own?
  We are certainly NOT free by any stretch of our imagination.  We’ve become captives of our own sinfulness and guilt of conscience.  

A few years ago, I had the opportunity to celebrate the 4th of July in the city where it all began – Philadelphia.  I thought it would be momentous and patriotic to be there in person to celebrate and to join in all the festivities at the birthplace of our nation’s independence.  I was actually surprised that many of the famous historic landmarks sucha s the Liberty Bell, the Constitution Museum and the Independence Hall remained opened on the holiday.  


As I listened in on the narration by the National Park Service rangers about this history and the significance of the signing of the Declaration of Independence, the famous words of the Declaration resonated in my mind…even though it has spanned 238 years and not many of those men whose name appeared on the document can relate to my own personal journey of being an American.  Nevertheless it was the foundation and the principle that was laid that enabled me to be who I am, as a citizen of this country.  I took it to heart when the founding fathers declared that “that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”  

Subsequently I did a little research on those who put their names on the dotted line under the Declaration of Independence on July 4th, 1776.  I was particularly curious of how their faith affiliation and religious upbringing might have had an influence upon their own political view in the independence movement of this new nation.  And this is what I learned….

	Episcopalian/Anglican
	32
	57.1%

	Congregationalist
	13
	23.2%

	Presbyterian
	12
	21.4%

	Quaker
	2
	3.6%

	Unitarian or Universalist
	2
	3.6%

	Catholic
	1
	1.8%

	TOTAL
	56
	100%



Interestingly ALL of them claimed some form of religious affiliation, even though some discreetly maintained their fundamental belief of the separation of Church and State.  

This included Thomas Jefferson, who was the chief author of the Declaration, even though he was baptized as an Episcopalian/Anglican.  Some historians even argued that he was an atheist altogether.  Nevertheless faith and government do intertwine and certainly have a profound impact upon each other back then, as it is even now.  

It seems ironic (and perhaps a bit of double-standard) that many of those who advocated for such personal freedom and liberation from the sovereign rule of the colonial states, were also owners of slaves whose basic human rights and freedom were denied.  

Certainly a lot has happened over the past 238 years and the course of history has found itself in correcting itself of such injustice to some degree.  Some, however, feel that this is still an on-going struggle that we face in our society and in this country today.  Will we ever fully come to realize that “ALL people are created equal” by God.  I presume only time will dictate the course of history.
 
In his letter to the early church in Rome, Apostle Paul was addressing a slightly different kind of freedom – our spiritual freedom.  The source of our ultimate spiritual freedom only comes through Christ’s act of redemption and atonement of our sins.  We were ALL created equal in God’s eyes, yet we have ALL fallen short of God’s grace.  We do not live a sin-less and guilt-free life but rather, we are enslaved by our own sins and conscience.  We are in need of a Savior and a Liberator. 

Our freedom in Christ does not mean that we can do whatever we want.  It does not grant us permission to go out and perpetrate more sins within the eyes and the law of God.  All of us are still being held accountable and subjected to the law and the sovereignty of God.  

By the grace of God, God has granted us the freedom to exercise our own free-will, while under God’s vigilance over us.  Through Christ, God liberates us from the bondage of our sins and offers us hope for the future.  As we read in our Gospel lesson earlier, Jesus said, “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon me, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”


Perhaps addressing before a group of peasants, Jesus used this analogy of a yoke, which is a heavy wooden harness that fits over the shoulder of an oxen or a horse.  The animal would than pull another piece of equipment in order to perform some of the agricultural duties.  Jesus was saying that a person may be carrying heavy burdens of sins and guilt in our lives….sins that weigh us down and alienate us from God and from our neighbors.  Only Christ himself can alleviate us from such burdens of sins and guilt.  True freedom can only come at the expense and surrendering of our allegiance in Christ!!  


Independence Day carries different meaning to different people.  To one of my long-time friends, this day bears great significance personally as it marks a new beginning and a chance to start all over from scratch – a clean slate so to speak.  You see, about 9 years ago, my friend got himself into trouble with the law that eventually landed him in jail for almost a year.  For the past 7 years, Independence Day serves an important reminder and milestone in his life – a NEW life that is.  During his time while he was in prison, he rediscovered his once-lost relationship with Christ.  He re-dedicated his life to God and vowed to be a new person when he got out.  After all he’s still young, only in his early 30’s.  He still got a whole life ahead of him.


My friend is not ashamed of his personal sinful past.  In fact, he’s very much opened in sharing about the transformation that Christ has brought to him, as part of his testimony.  This was what he shared on his Facebook page the other day on July 4th.  

“7 years ago yesterday I was coming out of jail for 240+ days and facing a lot more time but was a new man-  I celebrated freedom that Jesus grants to us all by his amazing Love and can't thank him for all I've been through and how much he has brought me through -  And granted me a son- that has given me such a new sense of Love and gratitude towards Jesus.  Thank you Lord for a caring family that always stood by my side when I didn't deserve them to-   True freedom comes from you and you alone!!! I will boast in my weaknesses - for his power is made perfect in weakness - and his grace will always be sufficient.  Thanks be to you Jesus.  

In a moment, we will once again come before this table of grace and redemption.  This is NOT a table for the righteous, but rather a table for sinners who are in need of God’s forgiveness, grace and acceptance.  

Every time we are gathered around this table, 
there is CONFESSION  to be made.  God is listening!  
There is FREEDOM to be embraced.  God is liberating!  
There is GRACE to be extended.  God is offering with opened arms!  This is where God’s peace, reconciliation and healing take place, right before our eyes and planted in our hearts.  

May we be reminded that every time we partake these elements, we rejoice in the freedom that can only be found in Christ.  This freedom did NOT come without a price.  Christ has paid for us ALL.  By God’s grace, we are liberated of our heavy burdens in our hearts.  God has offered us this cup of salvation and this bread of life so that we are sustained and nourished both physically and spiritually.  

 “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 servants to one another.  For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, "You shall love your neighbor as yourself." 

Friends, God has offered us such freedom so we may live out the purpose that God has intended for us.  God commissions us to share this joy and freedom with others around us and not just to keep it for ourselves.  

Thanks be to God for this gift of freedom that can only be found in Christ, in the name of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.    
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