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          Jesus challenges us, this Independence Day weekend, to wonder about how free we are. Despite the national freedoms that we celebrate, He reminds us that we are often bound by commitments and dysfunctions that keep us from responding to Him. Do we have the freedom and daring to reach for the good yoke that He holds out to us?
          We’re not going to like it very much, especially on this Independence Day weekend. But Jesus has a question for us. Jesus has crowded His way into this busy weekend to ask us, “Are you free?”


It’s just the kind of thing we should expect from Jesus. Here we are celebrating our nation’s independence, claimed and won more than two centuries ago. Words like “freedom” and “liberty” have punctuated our surroundings (and this week’s advertising circulars) along with red, white and blue flags and curlicues. Isn’t it just like Jesus to rain on our Fourth of July parade with words like, “Yes, but … are you free?”


Jesus doesn’t actually ask this question in so many words. But it’s the question that pervades this chapter where He has been repeatedly surprised by people’s evident lack of freedom to respond to who He is and what He is teaching. Early in chapter 11, He has seen that even John the Baptist is confused about whether Jesus is “the one.”1 Jesus has complained of those who look at Him and think He spends too much time “eating and drinking” — partying — and apparently can’t take Him seriously.2 He has even chided the people of the city in which He has settled, Capernaum, for its lack of response to the works He has done there.3 “Are you any different?” He might ask us. “Are you free — to respond to what I am offering?”


Are we free to respond to Jesus? That’s an interesting way to inquire about our freedom. When we talk about freedom, we tend to think of the hard-won freedoms that we cherish under our Constitution. We stand on those freedoms — of religion, speech and assembly; of the press and from unreasonable search and seizure and from cruel and unusual punishment. All of these, and more, have been tested and elaborated upon and celebrated over the course of our nation’s history. But Jesus seems to be talking about something else when He turns to us and asks, “Are you free?”


We aren’t always free to respond, you know. We get busy. Our calendars get so full of activities and appointments and “to-be-done” lists that we cannot find an open slot for a savior. Jesus experienced that, in His time. “I’ll follow you; I’m almost ready,” one man said, “except give me a few days while I bury my father.”4 We decide that it’s time to redo our kitchen, or move to the country, or build our dream house, and in the flurry of activity, there is little freedom to respond to God.


We aren’t free to respond when we’re in the grip of addiction, whether it be to substances, or pornography, or work, or shopping. Our addictive behaviors blur our focus, sap our self-esteem and redirect energies that could have opened us toward Christ. We aren’t free to respond when our financial situation has reached the crisis point. Whether it’s due to our own poor choices or reversals outside our control, debt enslaves us.


Other conditions interfere with our freedom in less tangible ways. Fraying social safety nets and the increased burden of taxes and health-care costs have us working harder for smaller rewards. The increasing stratification of society imposes burdens not just on the poor, but also on the wealthy. We might well respond to Jesus’ question with impatience: “We’re doing the best we can to free ourselves up for you but, Christ, it’s hard!”


And Jesus would likely respond in His inscrutable way, “Exactly. You’ve hit the nail on the head.” When we press Him to explain this further, He might say, “You’re still trusting in your wisdom and your intelligence to free you. What foolishness that is. I am your freedom!”


An old hymn has us sing, “Make me a captive, Lord, and then I shall be free.”5 How can this be? Can captivity be a precondition for freedom? For those of us who assume freedom means wide-open spaces and unbounded self-determination, this hymn is incomprehensible. 


It may be helpful, though, to remember that even our nation’s founders knew that “freedom” and “liberty” involved some indissoluble fetters. In 1776, when the patriots signed the Declaration of Independence, they were binding themselves to a long-standing fight. The earnest declaration that the time had come for the colonies’ independence did not make independence a reality. Indeed, the Revolutionary War did not conclude until 1783, seven long years after that first Independence Day. Freedom is costly. In the final words of the Declaration of Independence, the signers name that cost, pledging “our lives, our fortunes and our sacred honor” toward that goal. “Make me a captive to the fight for freedom,” they might have sung, “and then (if I live through it) I shall be free.”


Nor does the independence toward which our founders bound themselves release those who follow into an unfettered future. The Declaration describes a nation of men (today we would include “women”), all “created equal,” whose right to “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” would be secured by a government that exercises “just powers.” Without debating the proper reach of government and its role in protecting the most vulnerable, it is clear that such a nation cannot offer to each of its citizens absolute freedom to do what they please. Justice requires that our liberties be limited to the extent necessary to guard one another’s rights. We are bound together by law and proximity, even in a free society.


“You may be ‘free,’” Jesus says to us Americans on this Independence Day weekend. “But I’m here to make you free.” And we notice, suddenly, that He is holding something. It comes into focus. It’s a yoke! “Take this yoke upon you,” he says. “This yoke is good;6 you’ll see. Wear it, and you will find rest!” 


Some of you may not be familiar with a “yoke.” It is an implement used in farming, when animals (rather than tractors) are the source of the power. A yoke consists of a bar or frame made (usually) of wood, with two U-shaped pieces that encircle the necks of draft animals, such as oxen or horses, who will then work together. A yoke can be heavy. Once it is in place, those who are yoked are bound to move in step with one another, and woe to the stronger one if there is inequality!


“Take my yoke upon you,” Jesus says, holding it out to us. “This yoke is kind, and my burden is light.”


The wise and intelligent ones among us will never reach for it. The wise know too much about this Jesus to fall for such a ploy. “This Jesus is the one who told us to take up the cross,”7 they might comment. “There’s nothing light about His yoke.” The intelligent know enough about the Bible to realize there’s something deeper going on with this reference to a yoke. Perhaps they remember the words we hear each Christmas: “For the yoke of their burden, and the bar across their shoulders, the rod of their oppressor, you have broken.”8 The intelligent, hearing these words anew amid the patriotism of this season, will want to think this through. “What yoke is Jesus replacing with His?” Soon they’ll begin wondering, “Could Jesus be challenging the yoke of endless war in the Middle East? of millions of Americans who lack health care? of a system in which top corporate CEOs earn 179 times the average salary of their workers?”9 The intelligent will worry about the political and economic fallout of reaching for Jesus’ yoke. 


So who will reach for it? Only the infants, the innocents, the simple. “I thank you, Father,” Jesus said, “because You have hidden these things from the wise and the intelligent and have revealed them to infants.” Jesus isn’t referring here only to children, though you can imagine a child reaching for that yoke, exploring its curves, wondering how heavy it is and what it’s like to walk, yoked to this friend Jesus. Jesus is beginning to discover that only those who come to Him with wonder and simplicity, like children, have sufficient freedom to receive what He has to offer. 


“Come to Me,” He says to them, and His invitation is for us as well. “Discover the freedom of resting in My love and My teachings. You will find rest for your souls.”


With the patriots, we know that freedom demands the commitment of our lives, our fortunes and our sacred honor. “Those who lose their life for my sake will find it,” Jesus said.10 And so, reaching for that yoke and forsaking all others that would hold us back from it, we sing with the saints, “Make me a captive, Lord, and then I shall be free.”
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Invocation: Creator and Ruler of humankind: While songs of our nation's birth ring in our hearts, remind us to celebrate above all the oneness of the race You have created and the openness of the church You have loved. And help us, who are Your church in this place, to be truly open to all Your children and to pray for the coming of the day when all shall be one in Him who has broken down all the walls that now divide us, even Jesus Christ, the Lord of both church and world. Amen.
Pastoral Prayer: God of liberty, we rejoice in the blessed abundance You have bestowed on our cherished land. We praise You for the freedom of religious expression which allows us to gather the way we have today. We praise You for the freedom to say what we think without fear of the governing authorities. We praise You for the freedom to come and go as we please. We praise You for the benefits of education made available to all. We praise You for the freedom to dream our own dreams and to strive to make them come true. We praise You for the gift of living in a land untorn by war. We rejoice in the bounty of this fruitful land, which provides us with plentiful food and beautiful places to rest and play. In freedom we are strong, yet freedom is a fragile thing. Help us protect our freedoms through the exercise of personal and civic responsibility. Sting our conscience every time we say to ourselves, "Let someone else do it; it's their problem; I don't care." Give us as citizens the brains to realize that poverty and violence anywhere weakens the nation everywhere, just as illness in one part of a body weakens the whole. Help us choose leaders who will do what is necessary for the well-being of the nation, who will not simply promise to grant our selfish wishes in exchange for re-election. Help the citizens of this land to achieve consensus on our most pressing issues, so that united we can help our elected leaders lead with clarity, consistency and decisiveness. As people who have been freed forever through the blood of Jesus Christ, help us defeat in ourselves the impulse to slavishly submit to the tyranny of self-interest and greed. Help us, whom You are preparing for eternity, to take the long-range view of what would be best for all, not merely what is expedient for those who presently enjoy political and economic advantage. Inspire us to be advocates for people whose voices cannot be heard in the public debate, that all Your people may have a share in honor and prosperity and hope. We pray for those who are sick in mind, body, or spirit asking that You intercede in their lives. …. In Jesus' name. Amen.
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