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I remember it well. A friend who was professor of dance at Oberlin college created a modern
dance piece some years ago in which she was the solo performer. She wore a white leotard with
flowing white scarves and skimmed across the stage, leaping and twirling, arms outstretched,
head back. But then her movements became more confined, more self-contained. She sank to the
floor, and appeared to be trying to pull up and away from invisible restraints that held her to the
earth.

Then she seemed to break free and was once again flying around the stage, but after a few leaps,
she kept looking back to the spot on the floor where she had earlier been tied down in some way.
She danced the tension between two, going back and forth between soaring leaps and tightly
controlled movements in a small space. Finally, she ended her dance kneeling on the spot on the
floor that was both a place she had chosen and one that confined her. Yet, as she knelt, her arms
reached upward and moved like wings.

My friend called her dance “Free and Bound”. The program notes indicated that she was
expressing the joys and challenges of being an artist and a wife and mother. She found her days
to be a pattern in which she moved back and forth between independence and the chosen confines
of relationship and family life. It was a creative tension that caused her many moments of joy
and also times of frustration and pain. Her dance was one which spoke to me, and many others,
in a deep and powerful way.

Freedom....as we approach a holiday which celebrates this quality as a national and political
concept, maybe we should ask ourselves what it means to us on a more personal and spiritual
level. How are we free? How are we bound? And what does Jesus teach us about the connection
between freedom and love?

Liberation is a biblical theme that runs throughout the Scriptures. God sees the suffering of the
enslaved people of Israel and breaks the chains holding them in Egypt, bringing them out of
bondage and into a new land. The prophets speak symbolically and poetically about the God who
loves those who are oppressed, the God who will liberate them from all that keeps them from
living a free and abundant life:

The passage we heard read from Isaiah this morning is an example of this liberating word.: The
spirit of the Lord has been given to me, for God has anointed me. [God] has sent me to bring
good news to the poor, to bind up hearts that are broken; to proclaim liberty to captives, freedom
to those in prison. (Isaiah 61:1-3)

And in Isaiah 58:6, God says, Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of wickedness,
to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke?

Jesus tells his followers, “you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free."(John 8:32),
and Paul reminds the Galatians: For freedom Christ has set us free; stand fast therefore, and do
not submit again to a yoke of slavery. (Galatians 5:1)



Paul writes often about freedom. He reminds the early Christians that Jesus came to show how
life should be lived, with joy and compassion, free from the addictions that frequently enslave us
to material goods or self-centered pursuits.

Paul also loves to consider the topsy turvy nature of freedom and servanthood. We are spiritually
free, but we are not to abuse our freedom in the selfish pursuit of power and control over others.
We should be both “free and bound,” free in spirit, but tied to others through service and
kindness:

Though I am free and belong to no man, says Paul, I make myself a servant to everyone, to win as
many as possible. (1 Corinthians 9:19) For you were called to freedom, brethren; only do not use
your freedom as an opportunity for evil, but through love be servants of one another. (Galations
5:13).

What a different image of freedom than what we see in the media today! We consider slick
advertisements in our newspapers and magazines about how to achieve “financial freedom,” a
concept of personal wealth that elevates selfishness to a virtue. We admire rugged individualism
as the American ideal, the guy in the movie who says and does what he wants and needs no one.

The superheroes in our American culture are loners who save the day and liberate a community in
distress. But in almost every case, violence must be used to defeat the enemy. American movie
heroes like Clint Eastwood, Arnold Schwarzenegger, and John Wayne are lonely figures who
save terrorized communities by their superior fighting skills. This is the model of redemptive
violence. There are only a few movies in American culture where the hero fits a different model,
the Christ-like model of nonviolent, sacrificial love. I can only think of three such movies: Cool
Hand Luke, To Kill A Mockingbird, and Witness, a movie filmed in an Amish community.
Please let me know if you can think of others!

What does it mean for our culture to place such a premium on good being achieved through
force? Can we truly be free as a society if our global stature is based on military strength or the
force of corporate power?

Jesus reminds us that real freedom is closely connected to love. The greatest commandment is to
love God with all one’s heart and soul and mind. And the second greatest commandment is like it:
love one’s neighbor as oneself.

This is a twin commandment: to have compassion for one’s self while also showing compassion
to others. Real spiritual freedom begins with an acceptance of ourselves, being able to see our
own lives as good, with beauty, meaning and purpose. Only then are we asked to love others.
This is what keeps our self-love from becoming self-centered. We are free, yes, but we are
invited to tie ourselves to the lives of others. Free and bound.

Perhaps we should not be celebrating independence, this weekend, but interdependence. Ghandi
said, “I am a part and parcel of the whole, and I cannot find God apart from the rest of humanity.”

Jesus tells us to “Be compassionate, as your Creator is compassionate.” (Luke 6:36). And God’s
compassion extends to humans and all other life forms, everything that lives and breathes and
moves. So, our practice of compassion must be deep and wide. We are intimately connected to
everything and everyone in ways we can’t see and can hardly imagine. Matthew Fox says it this
way:



Two people who sit together in the same room are exchanging water vapor within thirty minutes.
That is interdependence. To take a deep breath is to breathe in some of the breath that Jesus
breathed on the cross.... This is interdependence. Every square mile of soil on our earth contains
particles from every other square mile of soil on our earth.....This is interdependence. (Matthew
Fox, Original Blessing, p.280)

We have to let go of our illusion of separateness. Independence is not really possible in the
biological world. And this is also true for other systems and institutions, whether they be
national, political, economic, or religious.

Loving God with our heart, soul, and mind, practicing compassion, understanding the connections
which bind us together, these things allow us to experience freedom of spirit. But the Bible also
warns us to be watchful of ways where we become chained to destructive thoughts or emotions.
Paul said, For you were called to freedom, brethren; only do not use your freedom as an
opportunity for evil, but through love be servants of one another. (Galations 5:13).We must look
hard at our own lives and examine the thoughts and practices that keep us from being whole or
healthy or kind.

Many of us long to be freed from our anger, addiction, greed, or depression. Others of us may do
great things, working for peace and justice in our professional lives, but not see the things we do
and say in our personal lives that defeat the very goals we seek.

Thomas Jefferson once wrote that “the art of happiness is the art of avoiding pain.” Yet all of
Jefferson's happiness at his Monticello home, his whole "art of avoiding pain," came at the cost of
inflicting pain on others - the pain of slavery. Slaves built Jefferson's home and rebuilt it. Slaves
cultivated his gardens and fields. Slaves cared for his grandchildren and served his friends.

This did not stop Jefferson from speaking out against slavery and writing about it in his only
book. He saw the evil in slavery, sought to prevent its spread into the western territories, and even
offered legislation for emancipation. But he was a paradox. The man who spent so much of his
life working for freedom allowed his own personal comfort to exist at the expense of slaves.

Before we are too critical of Jefferson, we might want to step back and look at the practices in our
own lives. How does our own pursuit of happiness affect the liberty of others? How are the
threads of our own lives tied to those we don’t know or see? I, for one, am often guilty of making
quick purchases without taking the time to investigate who made the product and under what
conditions. I like the convenience of my car and have seen the irony of driving several miles
across town to attend a meeting to discuss the problems of global warming. I sometimes find
myself buying cheap fruits and vegetables rather than paying a little more to get them from local
farmers or from organic sources.

Living in a way that recognizes our interdependence. Cultivating a consciousness of compassion.
Respecting the equality of others. These are easy phrases, but hard to put into practice, whether
in our national policies, economic institutions, or our own personal lives.

We all long to soar into the air with great flying leaps, unhindered by those we know or those we
don’t see, the ones who sometimes seem to keep us tied to the floor. They pull at our sleeves,
reminding us of their presence, making it hard for us to maintain our illusion of separateness.
Like the dancer, we find ourselves both repelled by them and drawn to them. They ask much of
us, yet we love them. We choose to accept the ties of relationship because we know that we can
still dance.



Biblical wisdom is often expressed as two opposing truths which somehow fit together in a
mysterious way. In order to save our lives, we must lose them. The first shall be last. She who
would be great must become least.

May we find a way to dance in the middle of opposites, living free in spirit, yet bound to one
another and to our fragile planet. We are knotted together, yet we are also dancers who can raise

our arms like wings.

AMEN.



