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Have you noticed that we Christians keep time differently from the secular calendar? On the Christian calendar, today is the last Sunday of the year. Next Sunday we begin a new year. The purpose of the Christian year --- Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Easter, Pentecost --- is to help us enter into the life of Jesus, to keep time with Jesus, beginning with his birth. 

We follow these calendar seasons because, as Christians, our primary loyalty is to Jesus, not the culture. So our year begins with Advent as we anticipate Jesus’ birth, then we move through the events of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, and the beginning of the church at Pentecost. Today marks the end of a year, and we conclude on a note of high thanks for the rule of Christ, the reign of Christ, in our lives. 

If this is the last day of the Christian year, it seems that we ought to have an end-of-year exam. What did we learn this year? What new insight have we gained about Jesus and our response to him? What is the most important thing for us to remember about Jesus? What behaviors and actions will we take to follow Jesus, to continue his ministry? 

Jesus’ entire life was about compassion --- relieving suffering, correcting injustice. He began his ministry, according to Luke 4, saying that the Spirit of the Lord was upon him, anointing him to preach good news to the poor, bring release to the captives, sight to the blind, freedom for the oppressed, and to proclaim the Jubilee year-the year of justice. 

If I may risk condensing Jesus’ mission into a few words, I would say that everything Jesus did could be boiled down to two things --- loving people and freeing them. That’s how the Book of Revelation describes what Jesus did --- he loved us and freed us. On this last day of the church year, this Reign of Christ Sunday, it seems appropriate to reflect on what the reign of Christ accomplishes for all of us. Today we celebrate a great gift: Christ loves us and frees us. If we could ever grasp this reality, we would not only be new people; but we would do nothing less than change the world. What if we could all say with Martin Luther King, Jr., “Free at last, free at last. Thank God almighty, I’m free at last!” 

The entire Bible is about freedom--- freeing the Hebrews from slavery in Egypt, freeing people from idolatry, freeing people from disease, from addictive behavior --- freeing people from sin: whatever separates us from God and each other. You could say that God is always in the business of trying to free people. And the way God frees us is by loving us. Jesus’ entire ministry was a mission of freedom: He freed people from bondage to illness and infirmity, and from bondage to destructive behavior. In Jesus’ ministry, God continues the work of freeing people from any kind of slavery-external or internal. 

Sometimes this freeing of people may seem like a dramatic rescue operation --- like rescuing people from a burning building - or opening the gate for people who are behind bars. If we all got the death penalty for all our mistakes and sins, and then we got released from death (as Marcus Carter did this week when the Governor commuted his sentence to life imprisonment), we would be on the way to a freedom party. We would probably shout like the Psalmist: God has saved me from the Pit! God has freed me from the power of sin and death! 

But what we may not realize is that all of us, in one way or another, live in a social system that binds us. For some, the bondage may be addiction to drugs, alcohol, or some other compulsive behavior. If we are “control freaks,” we can be in bondage to our fierce need to control everything and everyone around us. For others of us, we may be addicted to a consumer/materialistic culture. One person jokingly said to me one day, “My mother’s religion is shopping.” 

We can never be free as long as we are captured by the cultural system around us - the “domination system,” as Walter Wink describes it. This is the materialistic, consumer culture where violence is not merely tolerated, but sold as entertainment on TV and in movies. It is this culture that pulls us into the vortex of its control the same way that a fly is lured into the web of a hungry spider.  

And the consumer culture is now in high gear. Buy, buy, buy. Many of us would say, “Well, I don’t need anything for Christmas.” But we go buy anyway. Giving is good. But when our giving is covered with a compulsive robot quality, it can easily look like addiction. And don’t we have to admit that the excessive money we spend could be used in better ways-especially to support those who need it most? 

If you haven’t yet gone on your holiday buying spree (or spending binge), plan to come next Sunday after worship for our Alternative Christmas Market and Children’s Shop, where adults and kids can make purchases with the money going to help the “least of these,” the disadvantaged. With a little effort, with a turn to our faith for guidance, we can gain some freedom from the consumer culture that so easily traps us and binds us. Gordon Cosby has suggested that we all need a 12-step group similar to Alcoholics Anonymous to help us admit that we are powerless and in need of a Higher Power to guide us out of this bondage to the culture. 

Hear these words from the Book of Revelation: “To him who loves us and freed us….to him be glory and dominion forever.” These words sound like a doxology --- a song of praise. These words come from someone who has found the freedom that Jesus came to bring. “To him who loves us and freed us…” This person has been freed from whatever bound them. And the freedom came through a relationship of love and acceptance. Once we are secure in that love, then we gain the strength and courage to cross the boundaries and to launch out in freedom 

It was W.H. Auden who wrote that our goal is to “teach the free person how to praise.” When we are loved and freed, then we know whom to thank. Then we know that praise to God is our natural response. It wells up from within us --- as an act of spontaneous freedom. 

When we get freed from fear, addiction, pain, and sin, we are given new life! One definition of salvation is the movement from a tight, constricted place to a free, open space. This is what Jesus offers to all of us --- he loves us and frees us to be fully who we are created to be. This is the gift God offers to all of us in Jesus. And when we are loved and freed, then we want others to know this love and freedom. We want to be a channel of love and freedom for others. 

Deep in our hearts, on our best days, I believe we want to be like Jesus. We sing the old hymn, “Lord, I want to be like Jesus, in a my heart.” To be like Jesus is to “love them and free them.” To those of us who are parents, aren’t we trying to say to our children, in hundreds of ways, “I love you and I want to free you.” We are offering the stability of love, a base of support and encouragement, from which our children move out to use the gifts and skills they have. We offer our children roots and wings. Love them and free them. The goal of all committed covenant relationships - with spouse, partner, or friend-is to love the other and free them. 

And isn’t our mission as a church similar? We gather here to find the strength to love and the courage to free those we love. So, a Sunday school teacher is in the business of loving and freeing. A supportive deacon is in the business of loving and freeing. One person told me years ago, “Mel, your job as our pastor is to love us and free us.” (Alice Tumblin) 

This directive may give us another meaning for our motto: “Every member a minister.” Your ministry and my ministry is this: to love us and free us. A church committee member or Church Council member may be setting up structures and procedures. For what purpose? To help us love each other and free each other. We come to worship to claim the love of God that frees us to live the abundant life. Our mission groups are designed for us to respond to God’s love by working for freedom - to bring freedom from violence, poverty, discrimination, from oppression in any form. 

“To him who loved us and frees us….” I’ve reported to you before the words of a friend of mine who returned to his church after a sabbatical leave. They asked him, What did you learn? This was his answer: “I learned how much God loves me.” At first blush we might think, “Well, of course, you already knew that. So what else did you learn?” But back up and think about it. If you discover or re-discover God’s love, and if you allow God’s love to infuse every corner of your life, that can bring radical changes for good - for yourself, your friends, your family, and the wider community. 

If we all can take it in how much God loves us, then we will be so free that we’ll be dancing in the street. And-we will be finding new energy to follow Jesus by relieving suffering and alleviating poverty, and fighting injustice wherever we see it. 

When we really “get it,” then these words from Revelation will sound not only like a doxology; these words will also become (with a slight addition) a job description for a Christian: 

“To him who loves us and freed us from our sins, [and made us to be ministers who love and free], to him be glory and dominion forever and ever.” Amen. So may it be. 
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