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The date was July 2, 1776.  Debate among members of the Continental Congress had been intense, but now it was over.  Pennsylvania voted affirmatively.  Delegates from New York abstained.  Delaware cast a positive vote.  The South Carolinians decided to go along.  Then it was certain.  Independence for the thirteen colonies in North America was affirmed in principle. A few minor revisions were made in the document of declaration.  Finally, on the evening of July 4, 1776, the Declaration of Independence was adopted.  


The first public reading of those revolutionary concepts came four days later from the balcony of Independence Hall in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania:  “We hold these truths to be self-evident,--that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” Emphasis on freedom has been a part of this nation from that day until the present.  Today, two hundred and thirty-four years later, the United States of America is still known as “the land of the free.” 
FREE TO SERVE

In Eugene Peterson’s The Message translation, we hear as Paul writes in Galatians 5:1: Christ has set us free to live a free life. So take your stand! Never again let anyone put a harness of slavery on you. What God has done in Christ is to set us free.


The dramatic exodus from Egypt by the Israelites is the foundational image for the way our God offers freedom. The Israelites were under a new king who did not know Joseph (Exodus 1:8) and they did not do anything to force their release from bondage. God did.


Moses and Aaron go to the Pharaoh and say, “Thus says Yahweh, the God of Israel, ‘Let my people go, so that they may celebrate a festival to me in the wilderness’” (Exodus 5:1). As we citizens celebrate our independence today, we hear this word about freedom as liberation from whatever enslaves us. And we Baptists are big on freedom from what enslaves us!


What we Americans often miss, however, is that the biblical image of freedom is not only freedom from slavery, but also freedom to something else. In other words, being free does not mean being free to do anything we wish as autonomous, independent selves. The Lord sets us free to use our gifts for a higher purpose. The Israelites who were liberated from Egypt in the Exodus were not free to do whatever they pleased. As Moses and Aaron tell the Pharaoh, they are called to be free to serve and follow Yahweh rather than Pharaoh. As Bob Dylan sang years ago “You’re going to have to serve somebody; you’re going to have to serve somebody.  It may be the devil, or it may be the Lord, but you’re going to have to serve somebody.”


Paul in Galatians 5 points out what we have freedom from. Eugene Peterson’s translation provides a lively rendition: It is obvious what kind of life develops out of trying to get your own way all the time: repetitive, loveless, cheap sex; a stinking accumulation of mental and emotional garbage; frenzied and joyless grabs for happiness; trinket gods; magic-show religion; paranoid loneliness; cutthroat competition; all-consuming-yet-never-satisfied wants; a brutal temper; an impotence to love or be loved; divided homes and divided lives; small-minded and lopsided pursuits; the vicious habit of depersonalizing everyone into a rival; uncontrolled and uncontrollable addictions; ugly parodies of community. I could go on (5:19-21a). Such are the consequences of a life free to serve only self. 

Then Paul names some fruit of the Spirit which will grow out of our lives when we realize we are free to serve God and not self: But what happens when we live God’s way? God brings gifts into our lives, much the same way that fruit appears in an orchard—things like affection for others, exuberance about life, serenity. We develop a willingness to stick with things, a sense of compassion in the heart, and a conviction that a basic holiness permeates things and people. We find ourselves involved in loyal commitments, not needing to force our way in life, able to marshal and direct our energies wisely (5:22-23).


You and I are going to have to serve somebody even though we are free. As Paul reminds us, Christ has set us free to live a free life. So take your stand!
FREE TO WORSHIP


Not only are we free to serve, but we are also free to worship. Religious freedom means that every individual is free to worship God or not to worship God according to the dictates of conscience. Only when persons are genuinely free not to worship God are other persons really free to worship God.  While we seek to proclaim our allegiance to Jesus Christ, we also seek to protect other people's freedom to reject Jesus Christ.  Even God gives each person the right not to love God.  We can do no less than God does.


You probably know that the first persons to journey from England to our shores came for religious liberty.  The surprising part of this history is that these Christians came for religious liberty for themselves but were not willing to grant religious liberty for persons of other beliefs in this country. Even though they came to America because of religious persecution back in England, the Congregationalists did what most minorities do when they are free. They came here and established their own faith community as the majority and excluded those who did not agree with them. The minority in England became the majority in America, and they forgot what it was like to be denied religious freedom. Roger Williams fled this persecution in New England and founded the First Baptist Church in Providence, Rhode Island.

Baptists fight for the separation of church and state and also fight for religious liberty. Here in Virginia we have are proud of our state’s influence in religious liberty. Our own John Leland of Orange, Virginia (also one of the homes of another famous pastor--Ben Wagener) influenced James Madison and others to include religious liberty in the Bill of Rights. Virginia Baptists have been strong voices in the decisions to provide freedom of religion in our nation. 


During the early days of the space program many of the NASA scientists were entertained at the White House.  President John F. Kennedy commented to that impressive group, “Never has so much brain power dined in the White House since Thomas Jefferson ate here alone.” That political giant to whom President Kennedy paid tribute wrote for his tombstone a statement of his major accomplishments. If you have visited Jefferson’s grave in Monticello, you have probably read his own words: “Here was buried Thomas Jefferson, author of the Declaration of Independence, of the Statute of Virginia for Religious Freedom, and father of the University of Virginia.”  Such was the importance of religious freedom in the mind of this political genius.


On May 16, 1920, George W. Truett, pastor of the First Baptist Church of Dallas, Texas, preached a powerful sermon from the steps of the U. S. Capitol. In a few minutes we will move to the fellowship hall and read together some of Truett’s sermon. Ninety years ago Truett built upon the words of the Virginian John Leland and proclaimed that Baptists do not believe in religious toleration. He said, “Toleration implies that someone falsely claims the right to tolerate. Toleration is a concession, while liberty is a right.”


Baptists do not profess religious toleration because “toleration” assumes that we are right and everyone else is wrong. “Religious freedom” means that Baptists will fight for your right to believe what you think is right for you and, more importantly, we will fight for your right to believe in nothing but yourself. That’s religious liberty and a hallmark for being Baptist. Baptists believe not only in freedom from government influence but also freedom for all to worship (or not worship) as they wish.

It’s easy to proclaim my freedom for myself. We gather for worship on the celebration of our nation’s Independence Day and proclaim a religious belief: Christ has set us free to live a free life. So take your stand! Let’s take our stand that we are free to serve God and that others are free to worship or not to worship the Christ we adore.  
COMMUNION
HYMN: Christ Our Liberty 

LITANY FOR RELIGIOUS LIBERTY
Baptists have never been party to oppression of conscience.

Our contention is not for more toleration, but for absolute liberty.

There is a wide difference between toleration and liberty. 

Toleration implies that someone falsely claims the right to tolerate.

Toleration is a concession, while liberty is a right.

Toleration is a matter of expediency, while liberty is a matter of principle.

Toleration is a gift from people, while liberty is a gift from God.

It is the consistent and insistent contention of our Baptist people, always and everywhere, that religion must be forever voluntary and uncoerced.

And that is not the prerogative of any power, whether civil or ecclesiastical, to compel anyone to conform to any religious creed of worship.

God wants free worshipers and no other kind.

(Excerpts from “Baptists and Religious Liberty” delivered by George W. Truett on the steps of the United States Capitol building, May 16, 1920.) 
