Sermon #3 – Rediscovering Our True Identity
True Humanity …. Is to Prioritize Relationship.
Introduction
Something sad and terrible happened in 2015 in the city Dieppe, France. A dad forgot his baby, Gael, (six months of age), inside the car all afternoon and the baby died of dehydration.  This engineer, 35 years old, was asked by the police to provide an explanation. He told them that he was too busy that day, running up and down, and was stressed because of professional requirements. This tragedy is one of the numerous illustrations of the society in which we live: The quest to make a living is a major threat to life. 
The meditation of today explores another core identity of humans: Prioritize relationships. What is the value God places on a relationship with him?  How can we rearrange our life priorities and put First first?
(Prayer) 
Part I: Relationship First  
The creation account testifies in favour of relationship first. The two institutions established in Eden, marriage and Sabbath, are perpetual monuments that exalt relationship. God created Adam as a perfect being, he placed him in a perfect setting, and gave him a perfect assignment. These are idyllic conditions… not completely so. When God considered Adam, He pondered these words, Genesis 2:18, “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him.” Man, as a social being, cannot be fulfilled and satisfied without quality relationships and rapports. How do we evaluate and assess the quality of a man’s life? Are we inclined to consider only achievements and possessions? Relationship is part of our core identity;  it cannot be neglected without consequence.
God found it suitable to crown his creation activity on planet earth by a day of rest. Let us have a fresh look at Genesis 2:2-3: “By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he rested from all his work. 3 Then God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done.” In the first six days, He created forms and filled the void and on the seventh He created rest. Ellen White wrote these words about the Sabbath: “God saw that a Sabbath was essential for man, even in Paradise. He needed to lay aside his own interests and pursuits for one day of the seven, that he might more fully contemplate the works of God and meditate upon His power and goodness” (Patriarchs and Prophets, p. 48). Interests and pursuits are laid aside so that attention, time and energy are dedicated for rapport with God and others. Every week we are reminded of the preeminence of relationship. 
At the heart of Jesus’ teaching, in the sermon on the mount, emphasis is also put on the necessity of prioritizing relationship. We read in Matthew 6:33, “But seek first his kingdom…” What is the meaning of this familiar text? There is a tendency among Christians to associate the kingdom firstly and sometimes exclusively with a place, a country or a city. This understanding has led many Christians to be attracted only by the values of the kingdom:  love, peace, justice; or by the quality of life the kingdom needs satisfied:  health and body restored, eternal life.  But  all are missing the essential. However, the kingdom is first of all, the establishment of the reign of a King. The kingdom has a King. The Gospels talk about « His Kingdom», « Kingdom of their Father», « Kingdom of God». The kingdom is not only a future manifestation but it is present and near.  How do we therefore seek the kingdom? It consists firstly of an encounter, a relationship, an affiliation with the King of the kingdom. For Jesus, this should be the top and permanent priority of the Christian’s life. Kingdom-seekers prioritize relationship with the King of the kingdom. This is what Jesus demonstrated during his earthly ministry. 
Several references are present in the Gospels about Jesus prioritizing a relationship with his Father. One insightful incident is the one that took place in Capernaum reported in Mark 1:35-36: “Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed. 36 Simon and his companions went to look for him, 37 and when they found him, they exclaimed: “Everyone is looking for you!”
This special time of Jesus with His father was taking place at the first hour of Sunday morning.  The previous day was the Sabbath, the day set apart for relationship between humans and the divine. After one full day of encounter, the first thing Jesus did when He woke up on Sunday was to seek again for this sweet fellowship. We can make two beautiful deductions: maintaining a relationship with God is not confined to the Sabbath and the point of saturation, if too much, is never reached. His job was not yet completed; everyone was looking for Him. Nevertheless, He chose to put First first. How do we value and invest in relationship with God in our daily life? Are we tempted to confine relationship with God to the Sabbath? The result of putting relationship first everyday is spelled out in Mark 1:39, “So he traveled throughout Galilee, preaching in their synagogues and driving out demons.” Relationship leads to an outflow of power. Weakness in spiritual life and ministry may be indicators of lack of relationship.
Part II: Setting Priorities Right
The Gospel of Luke tells two stories of individuals who decided to make relationship their top priority. We read first about two sisters, Martha and Mary, in Luke 10:38-42. Martha had a great sense of hospitality. She welcomed Jesus in her house and did everything to attend to his needs. However, Luke, use the words “distraction” to speak about Martha’s activities. Her courtesy and good manners were preventing her from experiencing something more essential. Luke 10: 39 tells us that Mary adopted a different posture, “And she had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to his teaching.” She received critics for her choice. But Jesus settled the dispute between the two sisters by these words:” But the Lord answered her, “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things, but one thing is necessary. Mary has chosen the good portion, which will not be taken away from her.” The word “necessary” is better translated in this context by “primary”. It is good to prepare food and take care of visitors but it is primary to cultivate relationship with the Lord. 
The second story is reported in Luke 19:1-10. Zacchaeus was a tax collector. His name indicates that he was of Jewish origin. A Jew who adopted this profession in those days was considered as a traitor and an irreligious person. He was despised by other Jews and excluded from the religious community. Tax collectors had a poor social life. However, Zacchaeus and the other tax collectors were ready to pay the price because they were driven by something else, the acquisition of wealth. It was a well remunerated job and at the same time it was easy to earn extras by taxing more than required. Many are still sacrificing relationship with God and others for the sake of possession.
For a long time, Zacchaeus convinced himself that his possessions could compensate for relationship. After a while, he felt that something was missing in his life and he wanted to see Jesus, at least from a distance. Fearing rejection and calumny, he did not dare make a way through the crowd. He climbed into the sycamore tree and hid behind the branches and leaves. When he heard Jesus expressing his wish to visit him in his house, he accepted to reconnect with his core identity as a social being. We read in Luke 19:6, “So he came down at once and welcomed him gladly.” The irreligious is now taking time to welcome the poor rabbi from Nazareth instead of using his precious time to make more money. Here we witness a reversal of priority. 
Both Mary and Zacchaeus confirmed a permanent reversal of priority. Mary, at a later stage, demonstrated that her attachment to and her love for Jesus was priceless. We read in John 12:3, “Then Mary took about a pint[a] of pure nard, an expensive perfume; she poured it on Jesus’ feet and wiped his feet with her hair. And the house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume.” Judas Iscariot estimated the perfume to be worthy of a year’s wages. She gave lavishly because for her relationship had precedence over possession.
Zacchaeus, the greediest man in Jericho, turned into the most generous inhabitant of the city. In Luke 19:8 we read, “But Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, “Look, Lord! Here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount.” This act of Zacchaeus was a way of honouring Jesus, his new friend. It also marked the restoration of a relationship with all those that he wronged previously. Jesus commended him for his change of priority by using these words, Luke 19:9, “Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of Abraham. 10 For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.” As long as Zacchaeus was relegating relationship with God and others to a secondary position, he was lost. The mission of Jesus is to lead people to put relationship first. This is key to salvation.
Conclusion
There is an innate desire in all humans to improve the quality of their lives. This is a legitimate aspiration. The problem lies with the strategy that the world is suggesting: hard work and acquire as much a possible. The prophet Haggai speaks about the limitations of this strategy in Haggai 1:6 “You have planted much, but harvested little. You eat, but never have enough. You drink, but never have your fill. You put on clothes, but are not warm. You earn wages, only to put them in a purse with holes in it." After one has filled belly, pockets, house and bank account, it is common that the feeling of emptiness continue to prevail. You feel lost and powerless. What else should one acquire?
We are reminded that humanity was created to prioritize relationship with God and others. The absence of this foundation cannot be compensated by hard work and possessions. Mary and Zacchaeus have tried to make a living by all possible means, destructive for both of them, but they only started to live when relationship became their priority. 
Let us choose today to live according to our core identity;  in relationship with God and others.
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