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1 Kings 19:15-21 

    Then the Lord said to him, "Go, return on your way to the wilderness of Damascus; when you arrive, you shall anoint Hazael as king over Aram. [16] Also you shall anoint Jehu son of Nimshi as king over Israel; and you shall anoint Elisha son of Shaphat of Abel-meholah as prophet in your place. [17] Whoever escapes from the sword of Hazael, Jehu shall kill; and whoever escapes from the sword of Jehu, Elisha shall kill. [18] Yet I will leave seven thousand in Israel, all the knees that have not bowed to Baal, and every mouth that has not kissed him." 

    [19] So he set out from there, and found Elisha son of Shaphat, who was plowing. There were twelve yoke of oxen ahead of him, and he was with the twelfth. Elijah passed by him and threw his mantle over him. [20] He left the oxen, ran after Elijah, and said, "Let me kiss my father and my mother, and then I will follow you." Then Elijah said to him, "Go back again; for what have I done to you?" [21] He returned from following him, took the yoke of oxen, and slaughtered them; using the equipment from the oxen, he boiled their flesh, and gave it to the people, and they ate. Then he set out and followed Elijah, and became his servant. 

Galatians 5:1, 13-25 

    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. For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, "You shall love your neighbor as yourself." If, however, you bite and devour one another, take care that you are not consumed by one another. Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh. For what the flesh desires is opposed to the Spirit, and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you want. But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not subject to the law. Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these. I am warning you, as I warned you before: those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things.  And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit. 

Luke 9:51-62 

    When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face to go to Jerusalem. And he sent messengers ahead of him. On their way they entered a village of the Samaritans to make ready for him; but they did not receive him, because his face was set toward Jerusalem. When his disciples James and John saw it, they said, "Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down from heaven and consume them?" But he turned and rebuked them. Then they went on to another village. As they were going along the road, someone said to him, "I will follow you wherever you go." And Jesus said to him, "Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head." To another he said, "Follow me." But he said, "Lord, first let me go and bury my father." But Jesus said to him, "Let the dead bury their own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God." Another said, "I will follow you, Lord; but let me first say farewell to those at my home." Jesus said to him, "No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God." 
In(ter)dependence

“Clean up your room; put your dishes away; take out the garbage; do your homework.” Those of us who have ever lived in a family have probably said or heard those words more times than we can count, and we have longed for the day when we would need to need to hear or say them no more. As children, we get sick and tired of being told what to do, and we can’t wait for the day when we are free to do whatever we want whenever we want to do it. As parents, we also get sick and tired of telling our kids what to do, and, though we may well have mixed feelings as we look forward to the emptying of our family nest, there is certainly a part of us that looks forward to the accompanying freedom. In short, we all long to be free, independent, liberated. 

I wonder if that’s what it was like for God and the people of Israel. After God freed them from slavery in Egypt, he gave Moses only Ten Commandments in the desert, but by the time the people of Israel got to Jerusalem, that number had grown to 10,000. There were rules about what to eat, and what not to eat, rules about when to get up in the morning, and when to go to bed, rules about what kind of fabric to wear and how to cut one’s hair, rules to cover almost every conceivable situation that one might encounter. Israel’s response to any new situation or crisis was, you guessed it, to create a new set of rules. It got to the point where the only people who could even try to comply with all the rules were those who made it their full-time occupation, the Pharisees, the students and teachers of the law. It was their job to interpret the law for others and to follow it themselves, so that at least some people would be worthy in the sight of God and perhaps God would consider that enough to redeem the entire nation. 


But then, along came Jesus, bringing the good news that he alone was worthy in God’s sight, and that he fulfilled the law on our behalf, so that we could enjoy the freedom of a life lived in love, peace, and joy. As St. Paul traveled the Mediterranean world to spread this good news to Jews and Gentiles, they ate it up like teenagers devouring a pizza. They were free from all the demands and constraints of the law, they were free to live a life however they wanted to, because Jesus had removed the penalties for breaking the law. 


But the people soon became intoxicated with their new-found freedom, and they began to engage in outlandish behaviors, just to prove they were a free people. So Paul had to write many letters like the one we have to the Galatians, in which he calls the people back to their senses. He writes, “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. For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’” We are not simply freed from the law; we are freed for the purpose of loving one another. We are not completely independent, nor are we completely dependent; we are invited to a life of interdependence, in which we are guided by the law of love.

There are those, however, for whom this is not sufficient. They would rather live with the certainty that comes from having a clear set of rules and regulations to follow, so they turn the Bible back into a rule book, into a black and white set of one thousand and one ways to earn God’s favor. But God is not pleased by our adherence to some external code of conduct, God is pleased when our hearts and minds belong to him so fully that we do not need someone standing over us, telling us what is right and wrong, for we already know what is pleasing to him. As the prophet Jeremiah writes, a day will come when God will say, “’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.’” In this day, we will be guided not by a complete list of do’s and don’ts, nor by the wide-open saying, “if it feels good, do it.” We will instead be guided by the law of love, which seeks out what is good for our neighbor.


When we are children, we need strict rules and parents to teach us right from wrong. But as we grow older and are able to make more decisions for ourselves, we rejoice at the freedom from parental control. But true freedom is never absolute; it must always be conditioned by responsibility. As we live and move in an often crazy and confusing world, as we struggle to make good choices as free and responsible adults, we must remember that, in one very important sense, we will always be children. We are children of a God who wants for us the very best, who wants for us the most that life can offer. He gives this to us not by forcing us to obey a strict code of conduct, but by allowing us the freedom to grow into a responsible life of service to one another. He realizes that we will not always make the right decisions, that we will not always use our freedom well, but he grants us the grace to move on, to learn from our mistakes, to live in the newness of life that comes from being a freed and forgiven people. We never stop growing, we never stop learning what it means to allow the Spirit of life to guide and shape our lives in the paths of love and service to one another. 
This coming week, as we celebrate our nation’s Independence Day, let us also recommit our lives to the notion of interdependence. Let all of us, parents and children, singles and seniors, all of us look for ways to serve one another, not because we have to, but because we want to live in a land where love reigns supreme. Thanks be to God; amen.
