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Grace and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

I’m Megan Torgerson, and I approve of this message.


Sorry – it’s that time of year where I wonder if you can make any public statement without it being politically charged.  I hardly want to turn on the television, because I know what will accost me.  Don’t worry: I’m very equal-opportunity and non-partisan with my distaste for campaign commercials .  They just make me so upset.  And honestly, I think they’re meant to.  Getting us mad gets our attention.  That candidate or special interest or political party that I don’t like can’t tell me what to do.  I’m no slave to special-interests.  This is a free country.  I can do what I want, and I’ll vote as I please.  That mentality is why these political ads are so effectively manipulative.  They feed into our sense of self-righteousness, catering to our self-centeredness.  Candidates work harder and harder to prove they’re good enough, and their opponent isn’t.  All along, the attacks get nastier and the real issues fall to the wayside.  

But we play the same game in our own lives, working harder and harder to prove to ourselves and others that we’re good enough.  It’s no surprise that politicians play that game, because we do it to ourselves every day.  We want to be noticed.  We want to be important.  We want to be right.  We work so hard at making sure that everyone thinks we’re good enough – when we’re probably mostly making other people annoyed.  So, take a second and consider: how’s all that work to be good enough working out for you?  While we’re trying to prove to everyone else that we’re good enough, constantly spinning our wheels to keep up the illusion, we become exhausted.  Disillusioned.  Cranky.  When all we do is fight to be good enough, we are reduced to the name-calling and finger-pointing of political attack ads.  

That constant me-against-you isn’t just reserved for politics – it’s the human condition.  It’s who we are as humans, and we are unable to do anything about it on our own.  We try to make ourselves look good enough, because we know how messed up we really are.  What does that constant posturing, that continual instance on what you deserve and how everyone else has got it all wrong, what does that get you?  It gets you the chance to do it all over again next election season, next year, the next day, the very next second.  Day after day, convincing yourself and everyone else that you’re good enough, and you deserve it, and you’re a free person who’s not a slave to anything or anyone, so they can’t tell you what to do.  Day after day, becoming more enslaved to the lie of good enough.  

That’s why the exchange in today’s gospel sounds so familiar.  The Jews responding to Jesus take the words right out of our mouth.  Jesus says, to them and to us, “if you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.”  And the people respond by saying, “We are descendants of Abraham and have never been slaves to anyone.  What do you mean by saying, ‘You will be made free’?”  Wait: they say they’ve never been slaves to anyone?  Clearly, they’ve forgotten the generations of slavery that the Hebrews suffered in Egypt.  They’ve forgotten the numerous conquering forces that dominated and enslaved Israel.  They’ve forgotten that at the very moment that they’re arguing this point with Jesus, they are living under the rule and control of Rome, to whom they are forced to pay tribute and tax.  They’ve never been slaves?  They’ve practically only ever been slaves to everyone and anything.  How could they pretend anything else?

But are we really so different?  We claim the same thing: I’ve never been a slave to anyone.  I’m a free person.  Nothing and no one can control me.  And then we spend our lives trying to prove it, slaving away to earn money and prestige and power and control and honor and accolades, making sure everyone sees that we’re really good enough.  Oh no, I’ve never been a slave to anyone – except my own insistence on being good enough.  I live in a free country.  I’m no slave – aside from my slavery to my ambitions, my wants, my fears, my self-centeredness, my anger, my sin.  

Jesus’ words condemn us: “Very truly, I tell you, everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin.”  How can you not watch the posturing, the anger, the pride of an election season and know that we are enslaved to our own sinfulness?  On our own, that’s all we’ll ever be, and in our hearts, we know it’s true.  On our own, we will never make ourselves into anything other than good enough – but we were made to be so much more.  God’s promise to us is something so much greater.  When we turn ourselves over to God, our false freedom becomes true liberations.  Jeremiah’s words are so hopeful, so enlivening.  God says, “I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. They shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the Lord; for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more.”  This is real freedom – not that we can struggle our way out of the quicksand of sin on our own, but that God has come to us and saved us once and for all.
Left to our own devices, we will only ever be good enough, and it will never be enough.  Through God, we are freed from being good enough.  We are freed from the constant work and effort of proving to ourselves and everyone else that we’re good enough.  When we abandon ourselves to God’s pure love and grace, we are made so much better than good enough.  We are freed from being good enough, from trying to nickel and dime our way into righteousness; we are freed for true joy, freed for work that means something to our neighbor, free for uncontained praise and reliance on God alone.  We can love and serve, not because we have to, but because we get to.  We are truly free, and able to love and serve with all our heart and mind.  That is real freedom: the freedom from proving ourselves good enough, and freedom for service to God and neighbor without the need to prove anything to anyone.
So give up.  Let it go.  Quit settling for good enough and let your whole worth, your whole self, rest in the mercy of our God.  When you bind yourself to God, you are free indeed.  We are disciples of Jesus Christ, whose word is truth, and the truth of his love, his service, and his sacrifice are what make us free indeed.  May you be freed from good enough, and freed for so much more.
