Do you believe that God is the potter and you are the clay?  The refrain of one of my favorite contemporary hymns is, “Abba, Abba Father.  You are the potter; I am the clay, the work of your hands?”  A story is told about a traveler who boarded a train in New York City.  Immediately he found a porter and said, “I have a favor to ask of you.  I need to get off the train in Washington DC.  Riding on a train, however, always puts me to sleep.  And once I am asleep it is very difficult for me to wake up.  Sometimes I say things I don’t really mean.  Here is twenty dollars.  Please, no matter what I say, don’t be offended, just wake me up and put me off the train in Washington.”  The porter gladly agreed to the man’s request.

Hours later, however, the traveler awakened as the train pulled into Richmond, Virginia one hundred miles past his destination.  The man, as you can imagine, was furious.  He found the porter and angrily denounced him for his incompetence.  The conductor, who was standing nearby, witnessed the tongue lashing.  Once the traveler stormed off the train the conductor took the porter aside.  “What happened?” he asked.  “I’ve never seen anyone that angry!”  To which the porter replied, “If you think he was angry, you should have seen the man I put off the train in Washington.”

Travel mishaps, as we all know, are normal even for the experienced traveler.  It should not be surprising to learn that the English word “travel” comes from the French word meaning, “suffer.”  Yet despite the hassles of shopping and parking, overcrowded terminals and highways, dead batteries, money exchanges and strange foods, of pass porting and transporting, security checks, bad weather and lost luggage, long layovers, missed connections and language barriers, the benefits, for example, of arriving at one’s favorite vacation destination can make it all worthwhile.

In today’s gospel we are given some important travel tips.  Jesus instructed his disciples to leave behind their material belongings and travel light.  They were embarking on a missionary journey, not a travel excursion.  Neither creature comforts, nor even the necessities for survival, were to distract them from their mission, which was to proclaim by word and example the good news of God in Christ.  

Although the disciples were commissioned by Jesus to spread the Kingdom of God, in today’s gospel they were also instructed not to keep pushing it in the face of rejection.  The reality was that not everyone accepted our Lord’s message.  Jesus cautions the disciples that if they are not given a welcome, they are to leave that place and wipe off the dust from their feet.

One of the messages for you and me in this text is that there is freedom in knowing and accepting the fact that not everyone welcomes or accepts us. There is also freedom in realizing that we are not responsible for the happiness of others.  Although as Christians we are called to love, seek and serve Christ in all persons, we have the freedom to decide weather or not to accept the values and behaviors of others.  Freedom is something we should never ever take for granted.

The Fourth of July, which we celebrate today, is a reminder of independence and freedom.  Although we may understand the importance of political and religious freedoms, as Christians do we appreciate the gift of spiritual freedom?    

Spiritual freedom reminds us that Jesus has set us free to expect the unexpected from God.  Jesus has set us free to trust in God’s unconditional love.  Failure to do so may result in some unpleasant and unnecessary consequences.  In his famous work, ‘The Divine Comedy,” the poet Dante journeys to hell in order to discover what things are really like.  Among the many images of hell he discovers is the peculiar torture inflicted on those who try to look into the future, which is known only to the mind of God.  Dante reminds us that abandoning our trust in the Lord produces its own kind of hell.  I believe Dante is absolutely right.  For example, in my own life I have discovered that every time I try to go it alone by micro managing every detail of my life and the lives of others, I usually end up living in my own private hell.  As such, it is essential that our love for others be liberating, not possessive.  We must at all times give those we love the freedom to be themselves.”

The freedom to which Jesus calls us is not a mindless superficial optimism, nor is it an alternative to facing life’s problems.  Jesus charges us with the responsibility of daily decision making.  The freedom to which we are called as Christians is the freedom from mindless worry and anxiety over that which is beyond our control.  It is the freedom to offer up to God everything we are and everything we have.  It is the freedom which enables each of us to boldly proclaim. “God, you are the potter; I am the clay, the work of your hands.”  Amen. 

