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Happy Labor Day Weekend. 
 I hope, like me, some of you have the chance  
  to spend time with distant family.   
Labor Day weekend is one of the busiest travel weekends of the year. 
 Some 35.5 million Americans traveled for Labor Day last year, 
  and with gas prices still low the prediction  
   is expected to be ten percent higher this year.  
That's nearly 40 million people leaving  
  out of office message and filling up the gas tank  
  for a trip to into the city or out of the city  
   to the beach or the mountains  
    or what accounts for home to see the family.  
Those who don't need to travel far  
 are even more likely to gather at some point this weekend 
  with parents or grandparents, siblings or cousins,  
   or good, good friends in a backyard,  
    or the ballpark, or the community pool.  
     For us it was the New River and tubing, 
      And I have the bruises to prove it! 
 
So it seems more than a little bizarre that the gospel lesson for today 
 has Jesus saying distance yourself from family.  
And not just family but also that entertainment center,  
 game station, new sofa, fishing rod, or other gizmo 
   you've always dreamed of, 
   —any of the stuff that can get in the way  
    of a first and foremost relationship with him. 
 
Couple this with the prophet Jeremiah channeling God 
 saying we are clay in God's hand to be shaped at will 
  and our level of discomfort may go up even more. 
And while it was lovely to hear a whole letter from Paul read, 
 why on earth is Paul's pleading letter  
  to the master of a runaway slave thrown in to the mix? 
Can't we just go out to playground, 
 flip open the cooler, and grill a burger for heaven's sake? 
 
Most of us are in church in the first place 
 because of a relationship. 
For those who grew up in the church 
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 it was probably family members. 
  For the many who came as adults it may have been 
   a lover, a spouse, a pastor, or a friend. 
Chances are you have a story to tell 
 about someone whose faith influenced yours, 
  someone whose relationship with you 
   put flesh on the word "discipleship," 
    'til you began to wear that word yourself 
     and it become part of you. 
We all learn faith by being Christians together 
 in relationships that clothe us over time. 
  So how can Jesus be saying that to be true disciples 
   we need to let go of the closest relationships we know? 
 
 To make matters worse the version of the gospel text   
 in our pew bibles is even stronger that the one I just read. 
  The NRSV reads "Whoever comes to me and does not hate  
   father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters,…" 
The folks who gather to study the preaching texts on Tuesday mornings 
 all agreed that I shouldn't read that version.  
  Because for us the word hate carries sweeping emotional power. 
   And hate as we know it implies action; 
    you cannot hate impassively. 
But for the Jews who would have heard this speech the word 
 had a very different meaning.  
It meant "detach yourself from" or "turn away from or “let go of”."i 
 Clearly The Message which reads "let go of" 
  is the more accurate rendering of what Jesus probably said. 
 
He is calling would-be disciples to let go of 
 relationships that compete, 
  not to actively despise family or self. 
It would be very strange indeed if this one harsh speech 
 was actually intended to undo  
  all of Jesus' other teachings about 
   how we are to treat each other in life. It's not. 
    He’s not doing that. But he is saying that you need to 
     let go and let your relationship with him be first. 
 
If you're still squirming, though, it helps to notice the context.  
 Jesus is on the way to Jerusalem, and is getting close to the end. 
  Just before this speech he has been teaching 
   in the homes of hostile fundamentalists, the Pharisees, 
    and he knows they are plotting his death. 
Out on the road again he is suddenly surrounded by a crowd. 
 They pop up out of nowhere, the way a crowd can.  
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  Perhaps someone said "Oh look!  
   There's that teacher everyone is talking about"  
    and, bam, here they all come. 
These people are not disciples; they are gawkers. 
 Jesus is trying to tell them that he's not a band wagon 
  to be jumped on for a lark. 
No one sets out to build a water tower in his field 
 without first making sure he has the money to finish the job. 
  Even Kings give up the battle if they can't win. 
So don't set out to belong to me, says Jesus, 
 if you think you're going to be able  
  to belong to each other in the same old ways.ii 
   Coming along with me is going to change the way  
    you are with other people, and if it doesn't,  
     it's about as good as flavorless salt.  
 
Then come the words about the possessions.   
 I don't know about you but for me my relationships  
  are among my most treasured possessions.  
I like them to be "just so." It's important to me to be, and to be seen as,  
 a good wife, a good mother, a good pastor, a good friend. 
When my relationships go askew, as relationships do, 
 I want desperately to put everyone back in set places 
  that leave me feeling comfortable and "good" again. 
We all know that too often in life we try to "have" each other  
 in this way, as if people we care about can be managed like things. 
Here again Jesus says "No." 
 "If you want to follow me there is going to be a price to pay, 
  changes to be made that will require you to give up 
   predictability, comfort or manipulation in your relationships—for love. 
 
The Jeremiah passage, which feels like a threat 
 to the way things  are in our lives, 
  can also be an inspiring reminder 
   that when our lives become distorted by wrong relationships, 
    by attachments to destructive goals or empty stuff, 
     God can and will re-make us. 
If you've ever seen a potter slam a lump of clay onto a wheel 
 then lift it and form it with powerful hands, 
  you know the clay remains the same clay as before, 
   but it's shape is transformed until it becomes useful,  
    even beautiful in the potters hands.  
God wants to form the people for the use that God intends, 
 for covenant love that gives life to them and all concerned, 
  to Israel itself and to those who will look at Israel and  
   behold a true community as God intends human communities to be. 
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Once we understand God's intentions,  
 Paul's letter to Philemon finally fits.  
 It is a personal letter Paul wrote to a friend, Philemon,  
  when Paul returned Philemon's slave, Onesimus. 
   The letter comes back with him. 
    Although we can't be certain, in all likelihood Onesimus had run away. 
The name Onesimus in Greek means "useful," 
 and Paul plays on the word. 
He implies that when Philemon tried to "use" Onesimus in the past 
 he was useless, but if he will love Onesimus as a brother in Christ 
  he will be useful again. 
 
Beloved, things change when we give up trying to use each other 
 or make each other in our own image. 
"Here he is," writes Paul, "I am returning him to you 
 even though he has become like a child to me, 
  and I ask you to receive him as you would me, 
   no longer as a slave, but as a brother in Christ." 
You cannot have it the way it was, says Paul, 
 a relationship based on power and set rules. 
  You can only have a new relationship, 
   that begins and ends in Christ's love. 
 
For many of us our cross is the messy way we try to mold or manage 
 Our closest relationships, our mothering or fathering, our marriage     
  or our friendships, 
   rather than trusting God to bring new life. 
 
Roberta Bondi is a professor of ancient church history. 
 best known for her books on the early church mothers and fathers  
  of the Egyptian desert in the fourth century. 
Bondi was a very successful teacher 
 and a sought-after speaker and retreat leader. 
But she was also someone who suffered for most of her life 
 from crushing depression, brought on at least in part 
  by a family who criticized her at every turn. 
   And church didn’t help because she           
    had a very oppressive understanding of the resurrection     
     and what Jesus’ cross meant. 
  
She grew up thinking the only way  
 to be a "good" person was to sacrifice  
   what she might want for the benefit of others. 
And that's what she did, again and again and again, 
 throughout her childhood, through a first failed marriage, 
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  and as a mother, vying constantly to earn her family's love. 
Being driven can have real benefits, 
 and Bondi did achieve professionally just about everything that one can. 
  She also found a second, much happier marriage. 
But on the tenth anniversary of the second marriage 
 as she was preparing for a party that night 
  her depression reached it's deepest point. 
Let's let her tell the story: 
Here I was, preparing for the celebration with a heavy heart. 
 Since [my daughter] had moved the previous summer 
  into a broken-down house in a dangerous part of town, 
   I had worried about her.  
    I had had a frantic phone call from her that morning. 
As I struggled with the vacuum cleaner  
 and thought about my family,  my inability  
  to keep either of my children safe and happy, 
   I found myself pressed down by the weight, 
    not only of my failure as a mother, but of all my failures… 
Finally, in a despair new even for me…I cried out to God, 
 "I have failed in everything you have given me to do. 
  I have tried so hard to be a good mother… 
   but the harder I try the more I worry. 
    I give up. I can try no longer. I absolutely give up." 
Emptied at last of everything, I finally felt nothing. 
 I simply sank like a dead body into darkness. 
 
How long she sat in that state, Bondi doesn't know. 
 But suddenly she woke up with the words from an Easter liturgy 
   running through her head:  
   "The joy of the Resurrection renews the whole world." 
 She began to repeat those words to herself,  
  and her whole body, she writes, filled with a fierce joy. 
   She felt and heard God speak words within her: 
"How could you have ever thought your goodness 
 your very right to existence depends upon your pleasing 
  even a person as important as your own child? 
Do you not remember that I am the one, the only one 
 who gives life, the only one who loves you without limit, 
  and I will never withhold love from you?"iii 
 
From that time on writes Bondi, she began to live like a person  
 who knows that God keeps her and all those she loves— 
  her daughter, her son, her husband, her students— 
   in a covenant to which she, blessedly, has no access. 
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Beloved, belonging to God sets us free 
 to belong to each other and ourselves in new and joyful ways. AMEN.  
   
 
 
 
 
 

i This interpretation of the Semitic understanding of "hate" as being near to "detachment" comes from 
Fred Craddock, et al, Preaching Through the Christian Year, (1994), p. 401. 
ii This view is expressed in Cousar et al, Texts For Preaching (1994) p. 504. 
iii Roberta Bondi, Memories of God, Reflections on a Theological Life, Abington, Nashville, (1995), pp. 
168-171 

                                            


