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Freedom's just another word for nothing left to lose.   

—from "Me and Bobby McGee," by Kris Kristofferson 

 

Ancient Witness:  Mark 10:17-18 

 

As he was setting out on a journey, a man ran up and knelt before him, and asked him, “Good 

Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  Jesus said to him, “Why do you call me good? 

No one is good but God alone.” 

 

To most people, denominations are becoming less and less relevant.  Vestiges of the past.  This certainly 

has been my experience, as I’ve moved from the Presbyterian Church to the United Church of Christ to 

the American Baptists back to the U.C.C.  Denominations often tell you very little about a congregation.  

They each have their strengths, as I have experienced first-hand.  It was Duke Ellington who said, 

“There are simply two kinds of music—good music and the other kind.”  The same can be said about 

religion.  There are lots of varieties and genres, but two kinds. 

 

In the Baptist tradition, there’s a wonderful term, “soul liberty,” coined by Roger Williams, one of its 

founders.  Early Baptists advocated freedom of conscience as essential for authentic religious expression 

and opposed coercion in matters of faith. 

 

So they championed the separation of church and state, and spoke against any favoritism or intrusion of 

the government when it comes to religious expression.  They advocated for the autonomy and freedom 

of each congregation to make its own witness and speak its own truth.  And so there is no hierarchy in 

the national and regional structures; it’s completely horizontal.  They were non-creedal, that is, there 

were no tests of faith.  Each individual was free to express him or herself.  And this was extended to the 

preacher, so they had the strong tradition of respect for the freedom of the pulpit.  There were all these 

levels of freedom in the Baptist tradition, a real strength! 

 

It can be said that Roger Williams and the Baptists who settled in Rhode Island in the 17th century were 

just carrying forward ideas that were planted in the 16th century by leaders of the Reformation. 

 

Martin Luther, standing firm in claiming his own right of conscience famously said, “Here I am.  I can 

do no other.”  John Calvin, as he established a community in Geneva.  John Knox helped form the 

Presbyterian Church, and they would say that “God alone is Lord of the conscience, and hath left it free 

from the doctrines and commandments of men.” 

 

There were the Separatists in England such as Robert Browne, who was arrested, imprisoned and exiled 

in Holland.  Henry Barrowe and John Greenwood were imprisoned and executed seven years later.  And 

John Robinson, whose Pilgrim congregation landed in Plymouth from Leyden, Holland.  He insisted that 

association and profession of faith be voluntary.  They would form the Congregational Church. 
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They all would sow these subversive seeds of liberty and freedom of the soul!  The best religious 

traditions do this.  They encourage innovation, creativity and authentic spiritual expression.  In his book, 

Why Christianity Must Change of Die, John Shelby Spong wrote, 

 

Our task is neither to literalize nor worship the words of yesterday’s theological consensus.  It is 

rather, to return to the experience that created these creedal words in the first place and then to 

seek to incorporate that experience in the words that we today can use, without compromising its 

truth or our integrity as citizens of this century.  

 

The best churches, regardless of the denomination, know this—that it is not simply about repeating 

“yesterday’s theological consensus”; it’s not about doctrines and creeds; it’s about experience.  It’s 

about getting in touch with that experience that every human being has. I was reminded recently of an 

old folktale: 

 

Once upon a time when the earth was new, the Creator decided that she wanted to play a game 

of hide-and-go-seek… 

 

It was about this same time that the Creator’s angels were having a meeting.  They were afraid 

that people might try to kidnap or monopolize God, and so they decided that she had to be 

hidden in a safe place, a place where all people would be able to find her if they searched, but 

where none could own her exclusively.  So they sent out angel scouts to find this perfect place… 

 

Meanwhile the Creator had already found her hiding place, the safest, fairest and warmest place 

to hide, and yet the most difficult to find:  inside each and every human heart. 

 

In our own way, we are looking, or at least longing, for an experience of being truly alive and touching 

God, or what is “God-like” in ourselves and in each other.  I once heard Andrew Greeley say that we all 

have God-experience.  A preacher’s job is not to impart a God experience but to help these experiences 

that we all have find their way to the surface of our awareness. Soul liberty is the conviction that each 

human being experiences the grace and wisdom of God at the depth of our being.  And when we hear 

stories of others we are reminded of our own knowing, our own experience. 

 

Now, the journey toward the Divine Image is not an easy one.  Entering into our own hearts is a quest 

fraught with fear, pain and frustration.  There is a part of us that does not want to seek God.  It can be a 

scary and risky business.  We think, “What happens if I should make a mistake?”  And others, who 

disagree, may ridicule us.  They may question our integrity or try to push us out.  But these are risks we 

must be willing to take. 

 

Faith is a pilgrimage, inside and out.  It’s an internal journey filled with challenges and changes that can 

lead us into conflict, into scary places, into struggles and solidarity with others. 

 

So why is soul liberty an important thing?  Let’s change the angle we are looking at it by asking:  What 

does a liberated soul look like?  Seriously, let’s think about this.  What does a truly free soul look like?  

And is soul liberty actually something that we can provide or ensure?  Doesn’t that sound kind of 

arrogant that we can provide freedom of the soul? 

 

So let’s ask, what is the greatest threat to soul liberty?  Often in history, it is the church itself, insisting 

upon conformity and enforcing doctrine.  And so, not having official creeds is part of it.  Ensuring free 

expression from the pulpit is part of it.   
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But the greatest threat to soul liberty is us! 

 

I want to shift gears now to the Buddhist tradition to show you what I mean.  The Buddha has the 

famous Four Noble Truths that you have, no doubt, heard.  They are: 

1. All life is suffering; life is full of suffering. 

2. The root of all suffering is desire or attachments. 

3. There is release from this suffering. 

4. The liberation from suffering is the dropping of desire or attachments. 

(One way to think of attachments are those things that we think that we need for our happiness.) 

 

One of the greatest of human attachments is the desire for approval.  Anthony de Melo wrote that it’s 

like we a drugged when we are little with praise and approval.  We get it and say, “Hey that feels pretty 

good.  I need some more.”  Further, we’re taught that we need it for our happiness.  That’s the message.  

Now, this might be an important, even necessary thing to raise a child, but some things have an 

expiration date.  And this drive, from spiritual perspective, is kind of like crack.  We need to break the 

addiction.  We need to strive, as someone I know says, for “emotional sobriety.”  Wean ourselves from 

the addictive emotional rollercoaster.  So we need to unlearn some things as we grow spiritually.  Maybe 

this unlearning is “to become a child,” as Jesus put it, “to enter the realm of heaven.” 

 

So in the Dhammapada, the Buddha says, 

 

Just as a solid rock is not shaken by the storm, even so, the wise are not affected by praise or 

blame. 

 

I find this remarkably similar to Jesus’ attitude, who was immune from blame.  And when he received 

praise, he said, “Why do you call me good?  Stop it!”  He resisted veneration and being worshiped.   

 

“Hey Jesus, loved your Sermon on the Mount.  I’d give it a 10!  But that parable—too confusing.  And 

that loving one’s enemy will definitely cause a decrease in our followers.”  Do you think that he’d be 

affected by that?  No!  Would that have changed what he said?  No, he was interested in expressing his 

experience of the Divine Reality and in facilitating and encounter of his listeners and this Reality.  He 

didn’t really care if they liked it or not, or if they agreed with him or not.  He wanted people to search 

and seek the truth within themselves—that terrifying, unsettling, revolutionary, mind-blowing, life-

changing, life-giving truth. 

 

Anthony de Melo wrote, 

 

There’s only one reason why you’re not experiencing what in India we call anand—bliss, bliss.  

There’s only one reason why you’re not experiencing bliss at this present moment, and it’s 

because you’re thinking or focusing on what you don’t have.  Otherwise you would be 

experiencing bliss.  You’re focusing on what you don’t have.  But, right now you have everything 

you need to be in bliss. 

 

So the point is, you don’t need praise, approval, admiration.  You already have what you need.  In fact, 

those things are a distraction. 

 

De Melo talks about an event that changed his whole life.  He was in Calcutta, a very dirty city with 

terrible air pollution.  And there are these rickshaw drivers.  Now the life expectancy of a rickshaw 

driver in Calcutta was about 8 years.  Many developed tuberculosis from the strenuous work in the 

streets and air.  And it’s so desperate that many of them would also sell their own skeletons before they 
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died, so their families can have a little extra income.  So after they died, the collectors would whisk the 

body away.  De Melo encountered a rickshaw driver named Rinsia, who was in about his eighth year, so 

near the end.  And he had sold his skeleton.  Deteriorating and desperate by any measure.  And of course 

he was concerned for his family and children, but, says de Melo, he was filled with this radiant 

happiness.  And de Melo concluded that he was in the presence of a true mystic, and he said to himself, 

“I want whatever this guy has!” 

 

And I like how de Melo defines true spirituality: not to be dependent upon any person or thing for one’s 

happiness.  It is realizing you already have what you need. 

 

Jesus saw his disciples were suffering, filled with anxiety.  And he told them, “Look at the birds of the 

air; they don’t sow or reap.  Consider the lilies of the field; they don’t toil or spin.”  Drop you need for 

these things.  Do not be anxious about your food and clothing, and realize that no matter what happens, 

you already have what you need. 

 

In my own life, I have tried to move toward my own soul freedom.  I’ve faced my share of blame, 

opposition and rejection, and felt the allure of praise, success and approval.  This gets even more intense 

when one’s salary and livelihood is involved.  And you deserve a minister, a spiritual leader, who will 

be unaffected by your praise or blame!  Personally, I have a long way to go.  But this is my hope for me 

and for you:  not to be tethered or controlled by praise or blame, to be unaffected by it, to have the 

freedom to follow one’s path with integrity, confidence and deep peace. 

 

Now don’t get me wrong.  This is not about being above instruction or criticism.  It’s about the intense 

emotions that come along for the ride.  It is not about being cold or unfeeling—just free.  The courage to 

be free is the way to spiritual awareness.  Freedom is both the path and the goal. 

 

So I’ll end with a great line by Marty Babcock.  He said, “Jesus promised only three things.  That one 

would be absurdly happy, utter fearless and always in trouble.”   

 

Friends, this is what a free soul looks like.   

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 

manuscript version.) 


