February 27, 2011		Freedom to Serve			Matthew 6:24-34


“No one can serve two masters.”  So teaches Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount.  

As contemporary Americans, we first think that we are free from all masters.  Freedom is a virtue upon which we build our society.  We think of our nation as one of the freest places on earth.  When citizens fail at our notions of a free civilized society, the most severe penalty most receive is the loss of freedom—imprisonment.  And a prized and honored role in our society is that of a service man or women who puts his or her life on the line to protect that freedom.

Such notions did not exist in Jesus’ day and in his society.  The Romans were their political masters and influenced all areas of their lives.  And in the day and age of Jesus, slavery was an accepted practice.  There were masters and there were slaves.  Fortunately, we have rid our modern American society of any notion that slavery is an acceptable practice.

So we look to the application that Jesus used to illustrate this teaching that no one can serve two masters.  He talks about money and material possessions.  We can relate to that.  We understand that money and possessions are necessary parts of stewardship—providing for ourselves and our families the best life possible.  We understand that stewardship requires us to keep money and possessions in a proper perspective—tools that help make life possible but not to be elevated to the status of masters ruling our lives.  We don’t make money and possessions the be all and end all.

And most of us do keep that perspective and balance in our lives when it comes to money and possessions.  But we are aware that there are other areas of our lives and we can allow them to rise to the level of master.  How many of you have ordered your lives around the fact that you have Redskins tickets or even that the Redskins’ game was on TV?  I know that I have done that around the Nationals schedule.  How many of you have put off personal devotion because you simply have to have time to watch NCIS?  These may sound trivial, but they illustrate that there are more areas than just money and possessions that can rise to the level of master in our lives.  We must consciously and continually seek perspective and balance.

But Jesus is teaching more in this sermon.  Jesus is challenging us to go deeper in this sermon.  Jesus is teaching that there is a master to which we should submit.  There is a master that we should follow.  He is not teaching that we should have no masters in our lives—as Americans first think when we speak of freedom—but that we carefully chose our master.  He uses money and possessions as his teaching foil:  don’t let this become your master, but “strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness.”

This is a particularly Christian understanding of freedom.  We are not called to live free of all masters but to understand that we keep all the potential masters in perspective and balance so that we can chose, freely chose, to serve God and God’s kingdom.  People who love and serve God are who we were created to be.  That is the lesson in the creations stories in Genesis and that is what Jesus is proclaiming here.  Jesus is saying, “Don’t lose sight of that,” and that lesson rings true today.

As members of Memorial, what can we do, each of us, to make this body of Christ true to the call to love and serve Christ as our master?  As members of Memorial, what can we do, each of us, to say that in our lives the most important thing is that we strive for the kingdom of God and God’s righteousness?

This does not negate our political freedom.  We should celebrate that and cherish that.  This does not negate our moral freedom to choose to live responsible lives.  We should always do so.  But it does tell us that those choices spring from a more basic freedom that we have voluntarily surrendered:  a freedom to surrender ourselves and our lives in order to be the people God created us to be, a people who love and serve God’s kingdom.

We have many ways in which to do that.  This year, “Memorial Can Do!” is our theme, reminding us that we work together as the body of Christ and that there is a role for each of us within the body.  We choose that.  Take a few moments a listen about some possibilities for making this a reality in your life.

(Dan Stout shares about opportunities within the church.)



(This sermon is based on the writing of Reinhard Hutter (Duke Divinity School) quoted in Pulpit Resources, January-March 2011, page 39f.)
