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Galatians 5:1,13-25: For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery. For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to one another. For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, "You shall love your neighbor as yourself." If, however, you bite and devour one another, take care that you are not consumed by one another. Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh. For what the flesh desires is opposed to the Spirit, and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you want. But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not subject to the law. Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these. I am warning you, as I warned you before: those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things. And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit. 

Here we are right in the middle of the United States, and Independence Day is just around the corner. We love that word, “independence,” and words like “liberty” and “freedom.” Our President justifies everything he does, no matter how poorly thought out, in the name of freedom. And so will the next President. Parties and policies may change, but it’ll all happen in the name of freedom. And when people with more than they need want to preserve an economic system that keeps them at the top of the heap, they call it a free market—as if people could separate what they do with their money from the rest of their lives and dreams.
We like the word, “freedom,” at All Saints too. I’ll bet that over half of us found our way here because in other churches we discovered it wasn’t safe to be too honest about who we really were or about the questions we had or about the people we loved. And then we showed up here with a friend or we wondered in out of curiosity, and if it was a good turnout that day we found all kinds of people—well-dressed and casual, buttoned-down and sporting strange piercings, black and white, married, single and partnered, people kneeling and crossing themselves and people just sitting back and taking it all in. In a group like that you knew you’d have to try really hard to look out of place, and maybe for the first time you could just be you. That’s not everybody’s experience here, but it’s not all that uncommon.
So we’re all in favor of Paul’s opening words today: “For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm therefore and do not submit again to the yoke of slavery.” We find ourselves cheering him on as he denounces the factions that want to impose their favorite regulations on everybody else. Sure, Paul says, you can keep kosher if you want to, but don’t make it a requirement for people who grew up differently. And don’t listen to people who tell you that you have to practice your piety just the way they do. We really find it easy to identify with Paul when he’s on this freedom kick. He sounds downright American, practically 21st century. For a moment we might even think he’s just like one of us here at All Saints.
But Paul’s not an American; he’s not modern or postmodern; he wouldn’t know what to make of us if he showed up here on a Sunday. He’s a man of his time trying to sort out what freedom in Christ really means. And sometimes he wrestles with images and concepts that sound strange to us. Just when he’s uttered these liberating words about freedom, he turns right around and starts painting this picture of a great battle between the Spirit and the flesh. And he comes off sounding like a killjoy.
“Watch out for those desires of the flesh,” he says. That doesn’t sound very fun. Do you ever run into people with the attitude that if it feels good it must be wrong? Or maybe you grew up feeling that way and still can’t shake that suspicion—there’s got to be something wrong with anything that feels too good. 

Around here of course we’d say that’s pretty unhealthy. Some of us have gone through all sorts of inner turmoil, and maybe a therapist or two, before we finally learned that we need to listen to our bodies and learn to be at home in them. And as followers of Christ we don’t just have to rely on the latest self-help book to learn that. After all, our faith pivots around this astonishing news that God actually became flesh to live among us. And one of the earliest arguments the first Christians had was with a group called the Gnostics. These were people who believed that bodies were just plain evil. No, the Church said, bodies are good, because Christ was at home in human flesh, and Christ lives among us now as his risen body. No wonder Archbishop William Temple once boasted that Christianity is “the most avowedly materialist of all the great religions.”

Now here’s what’s odd: for all his warnings about the desires of the flesh, and for all the hang-ups he may have had, Paul would have agreed—we do need to be at home in our bodies. Bodies are good. Bodies are occasions of joy and delight. In God’s coming reign, our very bodies will be taken up into God’s common life. And in another letter with Paul’s name attached he says: Don’t listen to people who say “do not handle, do not touch, do not taste” (Col. 2:21). Paul may have had a few hang-ups, but he wasn’t quite the killjoy that some people think he was.
So what does he mean here with these warnings about “the desires of the flesh”? It’s a little puzzling, but Paul seems to have had his own private dictionary. For him, “flesh” had a special meaning. It didn’t mean our bodies. The desires of our bodies might be just fine—depending on where they take us. But for Paul the desires of the flesh were always destructive. The desires of the flesh are the impulses that make us want to enjoy our lives at everybody else’s expense. They’re the impulses that try to separate us from one another and from our own selves. They make us blind to everything that gives our lives meaning and depth and connection.
Paul speaks of the works of the flesh in the plural, because they make our lives fall into fragments. But when he turns to the fruit of the Spirit, he uses the singular, because the Spirit unites and reconciles everything that falls apart. The works of the flesh break down our bodies; the fruit of the Spirit weaves our bodies into a joyful celebration of life together in Christ. The works of the flesh take away our freedom; the fruit of the Spirit gives our freedom meaning.
Each week we see more and more disheartening headlines about the divisions in the Anglican Communion. Only this week a the vestry of a church in New Hampshire voted to leave the Episcopal Church because they couldn’t recognize their Bishop’s faithfulness to his partner as a fruit of the Spirit. They might even quote today’s lesson against him. After all, they might say, since his partner is also a male, what could their relationship be but one more example of those works of the flesh—fornication, impurity, licentiousness?
It’s that kind of Bible-thumping that harms and insults the Body of Christ. And it gives Paul a bad name that he doesn’t deserve. It misses the main point of what Paul is trying to teach us. It’s not about check-lists—it’s about freedom to love one another in Christ. Pay attention to Paul’s words in this very lesson: “The whole law is summed up in a single commandment, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’ … The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things.” 
So here’s a Bishop whose relationship with his partner displays love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Those are definitely the fruit of the Spirit. But because of his partner’s plumbing, this New Hampshire vestry decided to go the way of “enmities, strife, … anger, quarrels, dissensions, [and] factions.” And those are just as definitely the works of the flesh.

It’s easy for me to say all this from this pulpit. After all, I’m pretty much preaching to the choir. But there’s a challenge in Paul’s words here that ought to make us stop and examine ourselves. It’s awfully easy for us to sit back and say, “It’s those Bible-thumpers’ fault that we’re seeing these divisions in our Communion.” But that’s just not true. What these Bible-thumpers notice sometimes better than we do is that we can let all this talk about freedom and diversity and welcome become an excuse to stop paying attention to where our lives and our loves and our relationships and our encounters are taking us. They see us as not very serious about the faith we stand up and profess every Sunday—and they could just be right about that.
Let me put it this way: I’m not asking for details about the people you love or about how many relationships you’ve had or about how long they’ve lasted or even about whether any of your encounters last long enough or run deep enough to count as relationships. And I’m not just talking about dating here. But once again, I am asking all of us to pay more attention to where our lives and our loves and our relationships and our encounters are taking us. Are they taking us into our private, insulated worlds, or are they taking us toward lives in community, filled with love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control? Are they breaking down our bodies or are they weaving our bodies into a joyful celebration of life together in Christ?
On one level the answer’s easy—most of us aren’t all that proud of our efforts to lead lives of faithfulness and integrity. But Paul wasn’t talking about success rates, and I’m not either. I’m talking about paying attention to where our lives are going. I’m talking about looking for the fruit of the Spirit in all kinds of relationships that might seem shocking to some. I’m talking about never being satisfied with the possessiveness and isolation and selfishness that we too often mistake for freedom. I’m talking about giving ourselves permission to long for the freedom that Christ brings for us to be in community.

Don’t be afraid to long for Christ’s freedom. Don’t sell yourself or your relationships short by settling for anything less than the fruit of the Spirit. Don’t worry about your welcome here if you’re not all that proud of where your life has taken you so far. Regardless of where you and I are today, Christ has already set us free. We don’t have to be slaves anymore. And we’ll never be driven away. Thanks be to God. Amen.
� William Temple, Nature, Man and God (London: Macmillan & Co. Ltd., 1934), p. 478.





