March 14, 2010

The Loving Father

Luke 15: 1-3, 11-32
          I thought it was interesting that the lectionary text for today was actually Luke 15:1-3, then skipping to verses 11-32.  It always seems a little strange to me when the lectionary skips around in a chapter, so, when I gave Caron my text to print in the bulletin, I just decided to cut straight to the chase and only include Luke 15:11-32.  As I wrestled with the text during the week, and when I finally sat down to start writing this sermon, I really began to look at why the editors of the Revised Common Lectionary would have included verses 1-3 in today’s reading.  It was then that it dawned on me that those first three verses give us the setting for the story.  They help us to hear the story in the context which the first hearers knew.  At that point, I decided to include verses 1-3, in spite of the fact that the bulletin did not include those verses.
          At the point in the gospel when Jesus shares this parable, he has developed quite a following.  He was drawing such crowds that the Pharisees and religious leaders were beginning to fear his rise to position and power, because they saw it as a direct threat to their own positions of power in Ancient Israel.  Luke said that among his followers, Jesus was beginning to attract a lot of women and men of doubtful reputation.  As a way of making their point about just how unhappy the religious establishment was about Jesus’ choice of friends the Pharisees were grumbling against him saying, “He takes in sinners and eats meals with them, treating them like old friends.”  Then Luke says that it was statements like that which precipitated this parable of Jesus.
          I guess you noticed from my sermon title that I think that we misplace the emphasis in this story.  Most of my life, I have heard this story called “The Prodigal Son” and the heading in the Message Bible, which I just read from, says, “The Story of the Lost Son”.  Oh, I get it.  I understand why we have called this the story of the Prodigal Son.  Most of us can relate far better to the Prodigal son in this story than to the father.  If we don’t see ourselves as prodigals, then we can certainly identify with the “Dutiful Son” from the story.  We have been good and faithful church members, doing what is expected of us, working for the kingdom, giving of our tithes and offerings, teaching in Sunday School or making sandwiches for the homeless.  We have been faithful disciples, but God gets so excited about those wayward ones who come to themselves and turn to God, while never acknowledging the hard work of those of us who have been faithful to the cause all along.  It just seems so unfair, as if life were fair!
          Alright, so Jesus decided to tell this story as a reaction to the Pharisees, who were grumbling about the company he was keeping.  There was a man who had two sons.  The younger asked for his inheritance, while his father was still alive.  Now talk about a brazen move on the son’s part.  The nerve of that kid to ask for his share of his father’s estate, while his father was still living.  That had to have caught the father off guard.  As shocked as we are by such unflappable nerve, the most amazing thing about that interaction is that this loving father would honor such a request.  You have to know that this was not customary.  First of all, it was customary for the older son to get everything, but not until after the father was dead.  Only benevolent fathers would see to it that younger sons received something.  That certainly was not necessary or customary.  That this father loved his son so much as to honor such an unbelievable request is truly amazing.  
          But we know the story, the younger son squanders his inheritance on what the Message calls, “undisciplined living”.  That seems like the height of understatement.  But we get the point when Luke says that he wasted everything he had.  No sooner had his money run out, than a famine fell on the land and he was in dire circumstances.  So much so, that he went to work slopping pigs.  Let’s just say that was not a career path chosen by many good, Jewish boys.  He would have gladly eaten the pig’s slop, but that was not even available to him.  
          It was only after he had sunk so low, that he could finally come to his senses and realize what he had reduced himself to.  It dawned on him that he would be better off as a farmhand working for his dad than to stay where he was, his father, at least saw to it that his workers were well fed.  On that long journey home, the son practiced the speech he would give to his father.  “Dad, I have sinned against God and before you; I don’t even deserve to be called your son.  Take me as a hired hand.  I will gladly work for you.”  
          I don’t know about you, but I wonder if that loving father had spent every day looking for his son to return.  Luke does not tell us that, but it almost seems that looking to the horizon for his son’s return was not something that was new.  This father loved his son so much and longed to have him back at home, where he belonged, that he might just sit or stand, watching and waiting for some part of everyday - waiting for his younger son.  Whether he was watching in anticipation of his son’s return or whether he just happened out at the right time to see his son coming toward him on the horizon, Luke tells us that the Father saw his son and recognized him, while he was still a long way off.  The father ran out to see his son, embraced him and kissed him, all this made the father’s heart pound within his chest.  As they embraced, the son started in on that rehearsed speech, but the Father was so happy to see his son, he wasn’t even listening.  He started calling out to his servants to bring this beloved son fresh clothes, the family ring, sandals for his feet and then ordered them to kill the fatted calf.  It was time for a party.  
          Now you know as well as I do, that the older brother was less than thrilled to see a party going on as he approached the house after working all day in the fields.  The nerve of someone throwing a party at his home and he had not even been informed or invited.  As he approached the house, he asked one of the servants what all the fuss was about.  When he learned that it was because his worthless, no good, brother had returned and his dad was throwing a party about it, he decided to just stay outside.  He certainly did not feel like celebrating that news.  And to add insult to injury, he had been the dutiful son, who had worked hard and done all that his dad had expected of him, but dear old dad had never so much as offered a goat for him to have a party with his friends.  
          When that loving father came out to see what was going on with his older son, he tried to talk some sense into him.  He said, “Son, you don’t understand.  You have been with me all along and everything that I have is yours, but this is just too good to pass up!  We have to celebrate the fact that your brother, who was as good as dead to us, is alive and well!  Your brother was lost, but now he is found.”  
          Can’t you see how we have missed the point of this story by focusing on the wayward son?  It is really about a loving father.  It is about a father’s extraordinary love for two very different sons.  Anyone who has ever observed parents and children knows that two children, even with the same parents, can be very different in the ways that look at life and in the ways that respond to the events in their lives.  This story of a father’s love for his sons is a beautiful illustration of the graciousness of our God, but more than that it is an attempt to refute the notion that God can and will choose to love only the lovely or lovable.  Remember, Jesus told this parable in response to the Pharisees’ accusations that he was befriending the wrong kind of people.  As though there is such a thing as the wrong kind of people.  Jesus came to love every person he met, and he did so unconditionally.  We are the ones who don’t get that.  We like to think that God loves us more than other people.  This parable of the Loving Father shows us without a doubt that God’s love is the same for wayward children as for loyal children.  It also illustrates that we don’t have to be far from home to be lost.  Even the older son was lost when it came to understanding his role in the family and his father’s reaction to the return of the younger brother.  
          So, what does this story have to do with our Lenten journey toward the cross?  This story shows us the motivation behind the loving sacrifice which God made through Jesus Christ on our behalf.  God loved us so much that he willingly sent his only Son to this earth, to become one of us.  Jesus tried to teach the people what God was really like, but when they could not understand through mere words, he willingly gave of himself on the cross.  Talk about a loving father!  God rejoices when any one of his children comes to himself or herself and recognizes Jesus as Lord and Savior.  The lost has been found.  As we make our way toward Easter, we can find assurance in knowing just how much our God loves us.
          And to our loving God, be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might, both now and forevermore.  Amen. 
