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On this Fourth of July weekend, I think we should take note of the fact that no government official read this sermon over to help him decide whether to give me permission to preach it to you. There was also no policeman standing at the church door this morning writing down your names. Not all Christians everywhere in the world enjoy such freedom.

We enjoy that freedom because our government is founded in part upon the idea that we should have it, and because people have been willing to die to defend it. Let us be properly grateful for the freedom we have, and also dedicate ourselves to doing what we can to share that same freedom with others.

I looked at today's lessons and asked, "What could any government possibly find threatening about what these lessons teach?" The Epistle makes it very clear that if you are going to be a Christian, your first loyalty cannot be to any other human being or to any human system or government. A Christian's first loyalty is to Christ himself.

St. Paul argues that the main reason our first loyalty is to Christ is quite practical -- Christ is the reason we are alive. He teaches in this passage the most deeply mystical reality about Christian baptism. When we are baptized we die, quite literally. We don't stop breathing, but we do die the death we fear -- the death that is the fair punishment for disobeying God -- the death that means we are lost and cast away from God's holy presence forever.

In our baptisms we die, and St. Paul says we die the same death Jesus died on the cross. He died to show us we don't need to be afraid of death -- and the devil's greatest weapon over us is to make us fear death. We die with Jesus, we also live with Jesus. He shares his resurrection with us just as he shares his death with us.

Our eternal life does not begin when we die. Eternal life begins when we are baptized. We share the eternal life of Jesus from that point on. He is not going to die any more. We are not going to die any more. Of course, unless he comes back, we still'Imust go through the sting of physical death.

But we can face that death with complete confidence, because we know it cannot separate us from the love of Christ. And we know that physical death is the end of one chapter and the beginning of another -- in the end we shall be resurrected in bodies just as Jesus was, and we will be together in heaven with him.

St. Paul is by no means anti-government -- it is he who tells us that "the powers that be are ordained of God." And St. Paul taught that while he lived under the domination of an empire which not only outlawed the Christian religion, but went so far as to cut St. Paul's head off for practicing it. He knew his real citizenship was in heaven -- no government, whether good or evil, has any ultimate claim on us or power over us.

Jesus had more negative things to say about the leaders of the Jewish religion than he did about the Roman government under which he lived. He called King Herod a fox, to be sure, and he was less respectful toward Pontius Pilate than at least Pilate himself thought he should be. But Jesus concerned himself more with the problems which are in the hearts of everyone -- whether public officials or anything else.

Today's Gospel is taken from the Sermon on the Mount. The scribes and the Pharisees were the most holier-than-thou people in Judaism, and yet Jesus says that if you want to go to heaven, your righteousness has to exceed the righteousness of the scribes and the Pharisees -- an arresting, and, seemingly, impossible requirement.

Jesus says that the Pharisees and people like them -- and there are people like them always -- can think they are so moral only because they hold themselves to a low standard. They think that if they have just not literally broken one of God's laws they have kept it. Jesus says that if you have even thought about breaking a law, you are guilty of having broken it.

Pharisee and scribe-types think they are good. But by the standard Jesus lays down, nobody can say he is good. The way your righteousness will exceed theirs is if you know you need forgiveness from God. The path to true righteousness lies in knowing you are not righteous.

At the end of the Gospel Jesus argues in favor of Christian solidarity and group identity. One can see that a government could perceive a threat to its own power if they know that Christians put their identification with the church ahead of their political attachments. Jesus' emphasis is on reconciliation between and among Christians -- an idea which is built into the Prayer Book's requirement that a person who receives communion be in love and charity with his neighbors.

If we have a grievance against someone -- or if we know that someone has a grievance against us, we should try to get the problem worked out as soon as possible before the rift can do real damage and before it becomes too late. We should not want to die unreconciled to other people. We should not want to hold grudges beyond the point where it becomes impossible to get rid of them.

This country in which we live gives us the freedom to apply all these Scriptural teachings to our lives. Let us not waste the opportunity. 

The Collect: Lord of all power and might, who art the author and giver of all good things; Graft in our hearts the love of thy Name, increase in us true religion, nourish us with all goodness, and of thy great mercy keep us in the same; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

The Epistle: Romans 6: 19-23

The Gospel: St. Mark 8: 1-9

