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Grace and Peace to you this day in the name of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 
 
The Reformation gospel is about freedom: “If you continue in my word,” Jesus tells us, “you will know the 
truth, and the truth will make you free … and if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed.”  Sometimes, 
though, freedom is not all that we think it will be – and things that are free are not always all that worthwhile.  
Fellow clergy person and author Philip Gulley tells the following story: 
 
“Once a year,” Phil says, “my wife has a birthday.  It’s been that way as long as I’ve known her.  Every year it’s 
the same problem: what do you get the woman who has everything? 
 
“I decided one year to get her something she could really use.  Our iron was making funny noises on the steam 
setting, so I thought I would buy her a new iron.  I asked my sister her opinion.  She told me not to buy Joan an 
iron.  Not very romantic, she said.  I’m glad I listened to my sister,” Phil says.  “Irons aren’t very romantic.  It 
would be like giving someone a vacuum cleaner.  So, I bought her a wheelbarrow instead. 
 
“The week before my wife and our boys had been outside cleaning up the yard, picking up sticks and putting 
them in our old wheelbarrow.  The load was unbalanced, and the wheelbarrow kept tipping over.  So, I bought 
her one of those new wheelbarrows with two wheels in front.  I don’t mean to boast,” Phil says, “but that kind 
of thoughtful consideration has enabled our marriage to flourish. 
 
He goes on: “Whenever Joan works in the yard, she takes the boys with her.  She’s teaching them the difference 
between weeds and flowers.  They’re not in school yet, but they can already distinguish between wild 
bloodwort and shepherd’s purse.  Joan wants them to know these things before they’re turned loose to hoe the 
flower beds.  Though it isn’t an easy lesson to teach, it’s an important one to learn.  Otherwise, they’ll spend 
their lives confusing weeds for flowers and flowers for weeds. 
 
 “Buying my wife a new wheelbarrow,” Phil says, “raised the problem of what to do with the old one.  The tire 
had a slow leak.  Every time we used it, we had to pump up the tire.  If we used it more than an hour, we had to 
put more air in it.  It’s been like that all ten years we’ve owned it, a burden from day one.  So, after buying my 
wife a new wheelbarrow, I filled the tire of the old one, hosed it off, hung a ‘Free’ sign on it, and hauled it to the 
curb. 
 
“A man down the street spied it, shiny and red, glistening in the sun, tire full.  He wheeled it across the street to 
his yard, delighted with his unexpected find.  I drove by his house later that day.  He was pushing the 
wheelbarrow across his yard.  It was full of sticks; and the tire was now flat.  It tipped over and all the sticks fell 
out.  He began kicking the wheelbarrow.  I could hear him cuss and swear.  Ordinarily, he is a saintly man, but 
that wheelbarrow has tarnished many a halo. 
 
“This man has been living under a burden since the day he took up with that wheelbarrow.  One falling domino 
after another.  Because he didn’t pick up the sticks, he rolled over a limb while cutting the grass and broke his 
mower.  While he was shopping for a new one, the dandelions moved in and took over.  He ended up having to 
spray his entire yard.  I was going to offer my help, but by then he wasn’t speaking to me.  All this from a 
wheelbarrow marked Free.” 
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Phil Gulley draws the following insight from this story: “We take some things into our lives,” he says, “which 
have a veneer of blessing, and they exact a price we can scarcely imagine.  We confuse bane for blessing and 
blessing for bane.  I watch Joan teach our sons the difference between flower and weed.  I hope it will be primer 
for their later years, that those garden lessons will be their start in lives of wise discernment.  I hope they’ll 
learn that just because something’s sitting at the curb marked Free, doesn’t mean it really is. 
 
He concludes: “Jesus once taught about how the cares of the world can grind a plant down to nothing.  These 
‘cares’ are the things we bring into our lives with scarcely a thought.  They promise good and deliver ill – the 
material goods that enslave us, the relationships that crush our spirits, the careers that tax our souls.  Most of us 
have a flat-tired wheelbarrow haunting us in one way or another.  It helps to learn the difference between weeds 
and flowers, whether something should be left sitting at the curb or carried home with joy.” 
 
Theologian Frederick Buechner has some thoughts along much the same lines.  He once wrote:  

We have freedom to the degree that the master whom we obey grants it to us in return for our obedience.  
We do well to choose a master in terms of how much freedom we get for how much obedience. 
 
To obey the law of the land leaves us our constitutional freedom but not the freedom to follow our own 
consciences wherever they lead. 
 
To obey the dictates of our own consciences leaves us freedom from the sense of moral guilt but not the 
freedom to gratify our own strongest appetites. 
 
To obey our strongest appetites for drink, sex, power, revenge, or whatever leaves us the freedom of an 
animal to take what we want when we want it, but not the freedom of a human being to be human. 
 
The old prayer speaks of God “in whose service is perfect freedom.”  The paradox is not as opaque as it 
sounds.  It means that to obey Love himself, who above all else wishes us well, leaves us the freedom to be 
the best and gladdest that we have it in us to become.   
 
The only freedom Love denies us is the freedom to destroy ourselves in the end. 

 
The freedom of which Jesus speaks in the gospel obviously means something more than only free choice. It is 
something more than political freedom, or even the freedom to follow our own conscience.  It is spiritual 
freedom – and in this world, spiritual freedom means the most desirable way of being human.  In the world to 
come, it means the freedom from death – it is the freedom that leads into eternal life.  But in this world, the 
freedom Jesus offers is the way to be authentically ourselves – the way into human maturity. 
 
Reaching this freedom, as spiritualist Henry Nouwen noted, is a lifelong discipline.  There is so much around us 
that works against it.  The political, economic, social, and even religious powers of this world want to keep us in 
bondage so that we will obey their commands and be dependent on their rewards. 
 
But if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed.  That’s what Jesus tells us, and the truth Jesus seeks for 
us to know is this: we belong not to the world but to God.  Baptism marks us as children of God, not children of 
the world.  God is the master we are called to obey, not the structures or powers of this world.  Only in Christ 
will we find our true freedom.  By living lives in which we keep returning to this truth in word and deed, we 
continually grow into this freedom. 
 
So, Reformation is not simply an event that happened years ago.  It is a lifelong discipline – a continual re-
forming of ourselves in the person of Jesus. 


