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We have a lot of phrases for it: stuck between a rock and a hard place, catch 22, damned if you 
do/damned if you don’t.  It’s when you gotta’ to do what you gotta’ do, or when you have to do 
the right thing, but you know it will cost you.  Life presents us with these situations from time to 
time and in our gospel today, we see Jesus respond to just this kind of scenario.  But as usual, He 
turns the situation back on his accusers.  Jesus shows the hypocrisy of those who criticize him.  
No matter what they see, they  choose to view it as wrong.  John lives as an ascetic, like a monk, 
and he is criticized for not being normal, like the rest of us.  Jesus spends time with all people, 
even those who love to party, and he is labeled a drunkard.  You can’t win.  And isn’t that the 
point.  Instead of being a people pleaser, we might do better to make the Maker happy.  And we 
know how this is done.  Jesus mentions it elsewhere in the gospel when he calls John the Baptist 
the greatest of all prophets. 
 
To be prophetic is to see the world as God sees it and to love Justice above all else.  What is 
justice to a prophet?  It is when all are treated equitably and receive the love of God through our 
interactions with each other.  It is when we all experience the Kingdom of God here and now.  So 
we wonder, particularly in this incredible year, and especially on this weekend of remembrance 
and celebration: are we all experiencing the Kingdom of God?  When we put on our prophet 
goggles, what do we see? 
 
On July 5, 1852, Frederick Douglas gave an address in Rochester New York, at a place called 
Corinthian Hall; the speech has come to be known as: What to the slave is the Fourth of July, 
where he pointed out the hypocrisy of celebrating the birth of a nation and all the ideals we claim 
to uphold while so many American slaves, and even those who had been freed, lived a life without 
liberty nor the ability to pursue happiness.  He mentions in the address the great distance 
between the enslaved Americans and the free Americans.  How does this great distance resemble 
Jesus’ behavior?  How is this Christ-like? Is it not more like those who criticize Jesus in today’s 
gospel?  Rather, Jesus demonstrates the importance of being close to all people - even those who 
live lives of debauchery.  And consider John the Baptist, who came down from the countryside 
to baptize people in the Jordan.  How can people of faith create a way of life which encourages 
greater distance between people at the expense of one for the sake of the other and say we are 
imitating Jesus? 
 
Rather, to imitate Jesus is to live by the words he ends the gospel with today: Come to me, all 
you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon 
you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  
Some 1800 years later, Emma Lazarus wrote a poem that found its way to the base of the Statue 
of Liberty, startlingly reminiscent of Jesus’ words.  The end of her poem, “The New Colossus” 
goes like this: "Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!" cries she/With silent lips./"Give me your 
tired, your poor,/Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,/The wretched refuse of your 
teeming shore./Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,/I lift my lamp beside the golden 
door!" 
 
This new colossus was to replace the model of the old.  Instead of a towering man projecting 
strength, this woman at the gate of a harbor was to welcome the weak, the lost, the lonely, so 
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they could find strength in our strength – so they could find a new home in our home.  Isn’t this 
what Jesus does as he fulfills the prophecy we read in Zechariah as one who is a glorious king 
riding humbly and triumphantly on a lowly donkey?  Are we not considered strong because we 
are able to care for the weak?  Are we not considered strong because we can spend time with 
the lost and lonely and remain hopeful and full of joy?  Are we not considered strong when we 
can make sacrifices, and give of ourselves and, receive so much more in the giving?  Or are we 
only considered strong when we can impose our will, smash, and take what we want?  What is 
true strength? 
 
I’m reminded here, of a great American film from 1955 The Night of the Hunter, starring Robert 
Mitchum and Shelley Winters.  Based on the novel of the same name and on true events from 
the 1930’s, Mitchum plays an itinerant preacher with Love and hate tattooed on his knuckles and 
everywhere he goes he shows his hands interlocked, explaining that life is all about a wrestling 
match between love and hate where one must always be the winner.  He is wandering about 
looking for a home where he believes someone he met in prison has stashed $10,000.  Using God 
and faith as a veneer, he worms his way through a West Virginia town looking for the home only 
to find the children guarded by the lady on the on the front porch with a rifle, played by Lillian 
Gish.  It’s meant to be a scene not unlike one struck by the Statue of Liberty: a woman showing 
strength, not by being an aggressor but in protecting.  She is not spouting about religion as 
Mitchum’s character, but in the film’s particular way, she is living into it.  She demonstrates a 
particular kind of the strength the male lead cannot.  Like the new Colossus in the harbor, she is 
strong because she protects the lost and lonely, the small and the weak. 
 
So often we are asked to conform to this world and live by its standards.  But Jesus calls us to 
follow him and live by God’s standards.  It can be difficult.  Like we read in the gospel today, it 
can set us up for a damned if you do, damned if you don’t situation.  But how we live is incredibly 
special, as followers of Christ.  We help the world see more clearly.  What people of faith have to 
offer this world is the ability to see that humanity isn’t perfect but it is good.  That we may fall 
down but we have the ability to get back up.  As people of faith we understand that the opposite 
of faith is not doubt but certainty.  We can be agile.  Instead of planting our feet or planting a flag 
or standing our ground, we can move and change and meet people where they are in order to 
bring them closer to God.  Because we know we are beloved children of God, we live to please 
our creator, not the world.  This is our strength. 
 
So on this Independence Day weekend we might wonder about what it is to truly be independent 
and strong – to stand on our own two feet.  Is it to dominate and control or to protect and to 
serve?  Is it to conform to the world’s standards or to the natural order created by God?  Certainly 
we want to be prosperous and happy.  Certainly we want to live life free and peacefully.  There 
is a way.  There is a path.  Jesus says come to me and I will give you rest.  Jesus says I am the way, 
the truth and the light. 
 


