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Jeremiah 18:1-11; Philemon vv. 1-21, Psalm 139:1-5, 12-17 and Luke 14:25-33
If I had to name just one valuable lesson the Bible tries to teach, it would be this: if you and I expect to find any happiness, peacefulness or contentment in life, then we must be in a right relationship with God, our neighbor and ourselves.  Each of today’s Scripture readings helps illustrate this fact.
In the first lesson, we hear a conversation taking place between God and the prophet Jeremiah.  God is explaining to Jeremiah that if the people of Judah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem want to be in right relationship with God, then they must choose to live righteous and fruitful lives.  Living with evil and corrupt behavior just will not do it!  Such behavior only leads to unpleasant and unnecessary consequences.  Yet with this being said, it is God’s will to not intervene and exert Divine control over the peoples’ behavior.  In the end, the choice is theirs to make, on the manner in which they live and the kind of relationship they wish to develop with God.
In the second lesson, St. Paul is writing a letter to Philemon, a Christian who happens to be a slave holder.  We hear St. Paul encouraging Philemon to graciously receive the courier who is bringing this letter, a man named Onesimus, who just so happens to be a slave who earlier ran away from Philemon.  (We can only imagine the angst in the air as Philemon and Onesimus come face to face once again as the letter is passed from one hand to the other.)  St. Paul urges Philemon to accept Onesimus, to welcome him back – not as a slave, but as a brother, a friend, an equal.  To put himself in right relationship with this man.  And if he does so, not only will it benefit his life, but it also will benefit the life of the church as a model of the transforming power of reconciling love.
Today’s Psalm offers a beautiful portrayal of an intimate and loving relationship between God and the writer of the Psalm.  God has known and loved the Psalmist even before he or she was conceived.  We hear of God’s love extending into every corner, every aspect, every cell and molecule of the Psalmist’s being.  And the Psalmist has come to know this fact, revels in it and offers unbridled devotion and affection in return.  The intimacy of such a shared right relationship is life-giving, it is sustaining, it is empowering, it is ever-lasting.  And it is not limited just to the Psalmist, but we too are capable of such a right relationship with God.
Finally, in the Gospel lesson from St. Luke, we hear Jesus teaching his followers on what it takes to be disciples in right relationship with God.  It takes removing any and all obstacles that may stand between us and our undivided devotion to God.  If other people are demanding our complete devotion, then that is not right and we are to move away from them.  If earthly things such as money, possessions, power or prestige attempt to commandeer our devotion, we are to push them aside as well.  We are to accept no distractions, let nothing stand in our way.  We are to give ourselves entirely to the love of God.  To do anything less is simply make-believe and does not represent a serious and meaningful attempt at being in a right relationship.
Each of these lessons teaches some insight on the incredibly challenging task of trying to live in a right relationship.  It is an aspect of living as old as life itself – one that requires constant attention and practice, yet one so fluid no one can ever assume they have it mastered.
Being in right relationship is hard work.  It requires time on our part – time being present to the other party and time being patient with the process.  It calls for unselfishness and thoughtfulness – a willingness to suppress our wants and desires for the needs of others.  Being in right relationship demands honesty and strength – having the courage to tell the truth – to others, as well as to admit it to ourselves – no matter how much it hurts.  It involves an ability to offer praise, as well as take criticism.  It obliges us to be open, to freely communicate, to willingly listen, to have a receptive mind and embrace the possibility of change.  None of which comes easily for most of us.
So why should we fuss with it?  What’s the point in making the effort?  Certainly, we live in a culture that tends to preach a gospel of self-sufficiency – where one’s happiness and success is measured supposedly by his or her own ability to be independent, to provide for oneself, to make one’s own decisions without any help or influence from others.  But this is a false gospel that leads to an impotent life of isolation, selfishness, fearfulness and resentment.  
As we take time this weekend to celebrate Labor Day and the blessing of work to fulfill not only ourselves, but to benefit the larger community, let us not be deceived to believe that the good things in life come only from our individual efforts.  The challenge for you and me is to reject the false gospel of self-sufficiency and embrace the life-giving lesson of living in right relationship with others.
Living in right relationship is the means by which we become whole, as well as become holy.  Being in right relationship with God puts us in accord; it puts us in harmony with the Spirit of God which permeates all of creation.  It makes us a vital and creative instrument of God’s love in the world.  Being in right relationship with our neighbor allows us to see and serve the Divine presence of Christ in all human beings, striving for peace and justice in every corner of the community.  And being in right relationship with ourselves permits our true self to emerge – that part of our being created in the image and likeness of God.  And as our true self emerges, our false self – that selfish, shadowy aspect of our character – shrivels and shrinks into oblivion.
The Bible encourages us to pursue a life in right relationship because it allows us to reach the fullest potential God intends – both for ourselves and for others, as we continue to journey forward as beloved children of God.
