Rights and Responsibility, I Cor. 6:12-20, Epiphany 2-B, 1/18/15

We Americans love our rights.  Our founding documents justify revolution based on the right to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”  The NRA makes defense of the right to bear arms a potent political force.  On the other end of the political spectrum we hear much about the right to affordable health care or a woman’s right to control her own body.  Nothing angers a conservative more than a limitation on property rights.  And liberals will go to the wall for an individual’s right to speak, believe, or publish whatever he wishes.  We may value different rights, but we all routinely defer to individual rights.

That love for freedom, that valuing of rights has made for a vibrant, creative society.  It has created a marketplace of ideas and innovation which is the envy of the world. But it has contributed to the United States having some of the highest rates of homelessness, infant mortality, and violence among industrialized countries.  When individual rights are supreme the bonds of community get frayed.  We struggle to find that balance which both honors rights and gives us a society worth living in.
We are not the first to wrestle with balancing freedom and the common good, rights and responsibility.  Paul is doing that in our second lesson.  Today’s text is part of a larger section in which he deals with the challenge which Christians face in determining how they will live when they are no longer terrified of God.  We do not know all of the specifics, but it appears that some in the Corinthian church are drunk on the  heady wine of freedom in Christ and are partying hard.  They seem to have reasoned something like this:  “As Christians we no longer have to meet all the nit-picky demands of the law in order to acceptable to God, therefore, we can do as we please.  It’s the spirit that’s important, not the body.  Do as you please, satisfy your appetites.  Just as long as you believe properly, you can do whatever you want with your body.” 
Paul sees this as a distortion of the gospel and tries to restore some balance between rights and responsibility in their thinking.  He makes three basic points:  In Christ you are free.  But not all things are good for your community.  As a follower of Jesus you are part of something bigger than yourself.  I want to look at each of these for a moment.
One wise commentator on this text warns preachers not to reduce it to moralistic scolding.  Whenever sex comes up, as it does in this lesson, the sermon can easily sound like mere finger pointing and exhortation to behave better.  It’s a warning worth heeding. There is a whole generation which is in the process of abandoning the church because it perceives it to be judgmental and obsessed with petty rules rather than genuinely concerned for the world.  So I want to be very clear:  In Jesus Christ we are freed from the belief that meeting a checklist is the way to be in a right relationship with god.  In Jesus Christ we are freed from the burden of wondering if we have done enough to merit God’s love.  In Jesus Christ we are freed from crippling guilt and shame for our past and invited to live as persons reborn.  In Jesus Christ we are freed from religion which more about rules than a loving relationship with God.  
Paul preached this message of freedom wherever he went; it is the basic assumption which underlies everything else he has to say:  “You are free, don’t get bogged down in legalism and petty rules.  The only thing you have to do,” says Paul, “is to love as God has loved you in Jesus.”

But that does not mean you do whatever you please.  Picking up on Paul’s proclamation of Christian freedom, his critics have argued,” All things are lawful for me.”  He replies, “But not all things are beneficial.”
When I was a young lad in my church’s Training Union I was taught that two things were sure to get you on God’s naughty list:  smoking and drinking—we didn’t even talk about sex but that would have been number three.  At some point I decided that I did not believe that anymore; I was free to make my own decisions on these weighty matters.  So flush with the exhilaration of my spiritual liberation I went to the 7-11 and purchased a package of Swisher Sweets, a cheap cigar consisting, I suspect, of scrapings from the tobacco warehouse floor stuffed in brown wrapping paper and dipped in sugar water.  I took my Swishers deep  into the woods near my house and lit one up.  Twenty minutes later, as I retched up my lunch I understood what Paul meant, “All things are lawful, but not all things are beneficial.
This is a flippant example of a crucial point; just because we can do something does not mean we should.  I am free to eat until I bust, but that is not in my best interests. I am free to spend my money of lottery tickets and Lamborghinis, but I can probably do more good in making other choices.  As Christians one of the questions we ask is,  “How do I act in a way that is good for both myself and for the broader community.”  We ask that question because we are part of something bigger than ourselves.  To be in Christ is to be bound to others who share our faith and also to those who share our planet.  

That is the crucial point which Paul is trying to make to the Corinthians, who have confused freedom with license.  “Yes you are free,” says Paul, “but only to a point.  You were bought with a price, God’s love has come to you in Jesus and now you belong to his body.  You are not simply an isolated individual, free to do whatever you choose; you are part of a community which both supports and needs you.”

The immediate issue which Paul confronts in this text is sexual immorality, but the application of his point is much bigger than that.  When we become part of the body of Christ how we use our whole self—our bodies, our money, our time—affects the health and wellbeing of the whole community.  So I have a responsibility to use my freedom well.
At times Christian freedom is bit paradoxical.  We are freed from petty moralism, but to be in Christ is to begin to think with new seriousness about how our decisions affect others.  I can do whatever I want, but I discover that what I want changes.  Martin Luther captures this paradox well when he writes, “A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none. A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.” 

Last Sunday I was in Louisiana visiting my father, my brother Brian, and his wife Cathy.  Due to some incredibly dysfunctional behavior in Cathy’s extended family Brian and she have taken on the responsibility of parenting a 2 ½ year old ball of fire named Timmy.  Their son is the age of my children; their days of intensive parenting could be over.  But the alternative was Timmy becoming a ward of the state, so they have taken up the challenge.  Timmy is as cute a child as you would ever want to see, but he spent the first years of life being horribly neglected.  Most toddlers are pretty self-centered, but Timmy is particularly so.  He has enjoyed the absolute freedom of being totally ignored and so he finds it nearly impossible to curb his desires.  It gets ugly when wants to get down from his chair before the meal is over, or keep playing on the iPad when its bedtime, or throw large wooden toys around the room because he likes to hear them crash.  Brian and Cathy constantly try to gently but firmly curb the freedom he assumes.
At some point I am pretty sure Timmy will figure out that being loved and cared for is worth the limits that being in a family puts on him.  He will realize that he is part of a household that is bigger than his desires.  He will discover the subtle truth that being part of a family is much more enjoyable and fulfilling that being free to follow every passing desire.
That is what the freedom of Christ is like.  It binds us into a community of care and then says do whatever you wish.  The great assertion of the gospel is that once we have glimpsed what it is to be loved and valued by God, we won’t need a lot of petty rules because we will want to use our freedom in building up those around us and working for the common good in our world.
