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Sermon:  Luke 15: 11-32 (The loving father)
I’d like to share a story told by Phillip Yancey in his book, What’s So Amazing about Grace?   It’s about a young girl, who grew up on a cherry orchard just north of Traverse City, Michigan.  Like many young girls, she was having problems with her parents.  They hated her nose ring, her music, her manner of dress, and her friends.  She would get into it with her father, then retreat to her room.  When he knocked on her door to continue the “discussion,” she would shout, “I hate you.”
One day she decides to run away to Detroit.  There she hooks up with a man who buys her lunch, sets her up in a hotel, and teaches her how to earn a lot of money doing things her parents couldn’t even imagine.  Life was fun and good.  She gets a shock seeing her picture on a milk carton one day.  But knew she was safe from her parents -- she didn’t look anything like that now.

After a year she becomes sick and her boss turns mean.  He ditches her, and she keeps turning tricks, but the money barely supports her drug habit.  With no money she starts living on the street.  She is cold and hungry and alone.  And her mind takes her back to the cherry orchard that was once home.  She mutters to herself, “God, why did I ever leave.  My dog back home eats better than me.”  She starts to cry.

It takes her three attempts to leave a message on her parents’ answering machine – the first two times she hangs up without saying anything.  But the third time she says, “Dad, Mom, it’s me.  I was thinking about coming home.  I’ll be on the bus, getting to town around midnight.  If you’re not there, I’ll just stay on the bus.”

On the seven hour bus ride she thinks about what she’ll say.  “Dad, I’m sorry.  I was so wrong.  Dad, can you forgive me?”

The bus pulls into Traverse City, and the driver announces, “Fifteen minutes, folks.  That’s all the time we’ve got here.”  She looks at herself in her compact mirror, runs her hand over her hair, and looks at the tobacco stains on her fingertips.  She shrugs, wondering if her parents will be there.

She walks into the concrete-walls-and-plastic-chairs bus terminal in Traverse City, squinting in the bright fluorescent lighting.  There she sees a group of forty of her brothers and sisters and aunts and uncles and grandparents and great-grandparents.  All are wearing goofy party hats and blowing noise makers, with a huge computer generated banner taped on the wall saying, “Welcome home!”

Then she sees her father, rushing towards her.  Suddenly she feels his arms wrapped around her, hugging her.  She says, “Dad, I’m sorry . . .”  But her father says, “Hush, child.  Enough.  We’ve got this huge banquet at home for you.  Everyone here is coming.”  He breaks off his embrace, holds her by the shoulders, looks her in her eyes and, through his tears says, “I love you.”

And here Yancey wisely ends his version of Jesus’ parable.  Because we really don’t want to hear about her younger sister boycotting the party.  Angry about all the hoopla.  Remembering how much pain her sister had caused.  Pain and humiliation, when word got out that her sister wasn’t abducted, just turning tricks.
We really don’t want anything to spoil the celebration because there is something sacred about love and forgiveness and restoration.  We know, all of us, that we not only want this, but we need it.
It took me a while to understand about forgiveness.  That forgiveness doesn’t mean that you weren’t hurt by something.  You were.  That  forgiveness doesn’t mean that something wasn’t wrong.  It was.  I just means treating the other person as though they had never done what they did.  It may not be forgotten – that is out of your control – but it does mean that you never bring it up again.  Never.

Of all Jesus’ parables, this is my favorite.  If you want to understand my theology, my perspective and understanding of God, start here.  It is a story so beautiful, so poignant, that even in the retelling you realize that you are falling short.  It is the longest of Jesus’ parables, but still only 514 words in the NRSV.

This parable has been known as the parable of the prodigal son for a long, long time.  But most commentators conclude that this is far from the best title.  Because it’s not about the younger son, not even about the two sons.  It’s about the father, and his love for both his sons.  I will always think of it as the parable of the loving father.
Phillip Yancey introduced this chapter in his book with a story about C.S. Lewis.  Lewis wandered into a room during a British conference on comparative religions.  They were discussing what belief, if any, was unique to Christianity.  Without a second thought Lewis said, “Oh, that’s easy.  It’s grace.”

The participants had to agree.  The Buddhist eight-fold path, the Hindu doctrine of karma, the Jewish covenant, the Muslim code of law – each offers a way to earn approval.  Only Christianity makes God’s love unconditional.

Yancey calls grace the last best word.  As a writer he is a lover of words, but he finds that words tend to spoil over time, like old meat.  Charity, for example.  The KJV has, “And now abideth faith, hope, and charity, these three; but the greatest of these is charity.”  But today some treat charity like a dirty word – “I don’t want your charity.”  But Yancey sees the glory of grace pervading our language.  We say grace before meals, we are grateful for kindness, gratified by good news, congratulated when successful, gracious in hosting friends.  We leave a gratuity for good service, we offer service ‘gratis,’ we may enjoy a ‘grace period’ in paying bills.  In musical scores there are sometimes grace notes, which are themselves gratuitous, but add a flourish to the music.

When I was in seminary, one of my final exams contained this question:  “Imagine that you are explaining the idea of ‘sin’ and ‘grace’ to a non-theologian with a limited attention span.  What could you say about the ideas in three double-spaced typed pages or less?”

I wrote, “Let me start with a story, told by Jesus.  A man had two sons . . .”  And I continued with the parable.  I explained that both the prodigal son and the elder son sinned.  The prodigal by disrespecting his father by telling him that all he wanted was his money and he wanted it now.  He also sinned by his self-indulgences, squandering the money from his father.  The elder son also disrespected his father, by ignoring his plea to join the celebration for his brother’s return.  And by his judgmental attitude and action toward his brother.

Grace, well that is the father’s undeserved forgiveness, grace is the memory that the prodigal son had of his father’s love, grace is the thought that he could return to this father and never be hungry, grace is the prodigal son’s will to return home in humility and penitence.  Without all this grace, the son could not have enjoyed his father’s love.

The spirit of grace also pervades the scene with the elder brother.  The father does not coerce the older son to join the celebration.  Not because he couldn’t, and not because he didn’t care if his elder son embraced the return of his younger brother.  But because the father knew that his gift of grace must be accepted, in order for it to transform and to delight.  Grace is a lot like love.

Our lectionary differs from that of the RC and Lutheran churches regarding the introduction of this parable.  The other lectionaries begin with Luke 15:1-3 as an introduction:  “Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him.  And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, ‘This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.’  So he told them this parable.”  The RC and Lutheran lectionaries jump to the parable of the prodigal son, and this puts the parable in context.  There are three parables which follow this introduction – that of the Good Shepherd seeking the one lost sheep of a hundred, the woman who lost one silver coin of ten, and that of the prodigal son.
All three parables justify Jesus’ attention to the lost – the tax collectors and sinners -- but the story of the prodigal son also charges the Pharisees and scribes as being like the elder son.  Judgmental and incapable of receiving God’s grace.

Now it’s Lent, so it would be the perfect time for me to tell you to consider all those times you have been like the prodigal son.  And even more, like the elder son.  Maybe throwing in some examples of how some of you might well be failing.  Relax, I’m not going there.  Because I’d have to give a couple of examples of my own life, and that would be downright embarrassing.  So you are off the hook.  You too, Paulette.
Let’s look at it differently.  Let’s think about how we, as St. Paul’s, might be like the loving father.  How do we demonstrate God’s grace to those outside the church?  How do we, individually and as a parish, welcome those who challenge our opinion of acceptable behavior?  Conservatives have their view of unacceptable behavior; progressives have theirs.  This is a challenge for all of us, but for grace to be true, it must be unconditional.
Jesus did not turn a blind eye towards sin.  If you have any doubt, spend a little time this Lent with the sermon on the mount.  It’s in Matthew; you can find it.  But his condemnation was mostly directed toward the scribes and Pharisees – when they were hypocritical and judgmental.  So we must always be on guard against these two.
The lesson from Jesus’ parable is that God loves us like a father or mother loves a wayward son or daughter.  Or a judgmental one.  The sons and daughters don’t have to live up to some standard to merit their parents’ love.  They are loved simply because they are their children; no actions can change that.  All God asks is that we accept his love, his gift of grace.  Letting him feed us with the bread of life; letting us drink of his living water; letting us rejoice in his kingdom.
Let us keep an eye out for those who seem homesick.  Let us reach out to those boycotting the festivities.  May our party be boisterous, Lent or no Lent, and let us welcome all to the celebration!
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