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This morning’s parable is one of the best known in the Bible.  While last week’s parable of the fig tree may have been a bit more difficult to comprehend, that is not the case today. Our challenge is to find something new in this familiar story.  We usually don’t have any trouble identifying with one character or another.  Today let us try to look at them with fresh eyes. The story of the prodigal son is part of a trilogy of three lost and found stories; the lost sheep, the lost coin and the lost son. Why do you think Jesus tells the Pharisees these three stories?  Beyond their common theme of lost and found, what deeper message does Jesus intend to convey?  Does Jesus tell them to teach the disciples about the nature of God, as so many parables do, or are they meant for another audience?

We know the prodigal parable well enough.  The “prodigal son”, the younger of the two, demands his inheritance from his father.  He as much says to his father, “Dad, you are dead to me, so give me what I deserve now so I can do with it whatever I please.”  Surprisingly, the father dutifully complies. The younger son leaves home and lives beyond his means, squandering everything he was so graciously given.  Soon, he realizes he can no longer live this way, feeding the pigs and hoping to eat the scraps that cling to the bottom of his bucket.  “He comes to himself,” the story says, and makes his way back home, not expecting to be welcomed back as a son, but as one of his father’s hired hands.  He thinks perhaps that in time, he can earn back his father’s trust and love.

While he is still far down the road leading to the family homestead, his father sees him and rushes to meet him.  The father not only welcomes his wayward son home, but rushes to receive him with open arms. He is exuberant and instructs his servants to kill the fatted calf and prepare a feast because this son whom he assumed was dead has come back to life. Meanwhile, the older son returns home to find the house in an uproar.  He is resentful and jealous wondering why his father offered to throw him a party. After all, he did everything right, unlike his little brother. To this the father replies, “Son you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours.  But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found.”

This story evokes many reactions.  Like the older son, we may feel it is unfair to treat this disobedient son so generously.  Like the father, you can imagine running to meet a child you thought you would never see again. I am not sure how many of us would throw a party for this child. A simple welcome home might be enough.  However, if we have ever been estranged from a loved one, we know that if just doesn’t feel right until we are reconciled. Too often we do not react as the father does. We worry that such exuberance will send the wrong message.  Perhaps the younger son will think there are no consequences for his impulsive and irresponsible behavior.  This story is not about fairness or rationale responses to life’s challenges.  It is about a God that receives us with open arms whenever we go astray, when we demand more than we deserve, when we squander our spiritual inheritance on sinful living.  God does not calculate an appropriate response.  God loves and adores us as the father did his son. 

The Scribes and Pharisees were complaining about the kind of people Jesus associates with.  Instead of mingling nicely with his social and class peers, Jesus spends his time with the kind of people most of us would usually avoid; sinners, tax collectors, adulterers and prostitute.  The Pharisees and scribes are more interested in making rules that separate and exclude. So, Jesus tells them three parables about being lost and being found.

Jesus came to turn the world upside down and inside out.  As we hear the parable of the lost sheep, it is hard to imagine acting like the shepherd who leaves the entire flock behind to search for the one sheep who has wandered off. We would never be like the woman who tears apart our whole house searching for one tenth of our wealth.  We may be sad to lose the money, but the feeling doesn’t linger. 

That is what amazes me about these stories.  Who would really spend that much time finding a lost coin or a lost sheep?  Who would really be that extravagant with their love?  That only happens in the Bible, right? Perhaps this is hard to imagine because I can’t envision anyone spending that much time or energy trying to find me.  Perhaps I am not alone in this.  I can imagine being estranged from my family. I can imagine behaving like one of the brothers in the prodigal story. I would worry that after screwing up my father would be angry and unwilling to receive me back into the family.  However, it is truly much harder to imagine a love so extravagant and so forgiving.  

Jesus was fighting against a culture that taught people you get what you deserve in life. If you get sick, God must be punishing you for your sinfulness. If you mess up, you must suffer the consequences.  If you don’t appreciate what you have, it will be taken away from you.  If you break the rules, you will be punished. After all, that is why we have rules, to keep things nice and orderly. For Jesus the most important thing was not order or rules but love; a love that was fearless, boundless and endless. He was more concerned with shaking up the status quo and breaking the rules for the sake of justice. The most important thing to Jesus was love that welcomes, love that accepts everyone as a beloved and cherished child of God.  We think we have to deserve or earn what we get; power, love or status. It is never that way with God.  

The younger son, the one called the prodigal, could do nothing to earn back his father’s love because he had never lost it in the first place.  In fact, his father can’t wait to welcome him home. Anyone who has children understands this.  No matter what our children do we will always love them.  We may not always be thrilled with the way they behave.  We may not always agree with the decisions they make, but we never stop loving them. Like a parent’s love, Jesus’ love knows no bounds.  It makes no difference what you have done or what you may have failed to do.  Jesus excludes no one from his circle of love.  He risks everything to make this clear.

This is why gets Jesus into trouble.  He is not afraid to dismantle the boundaries that divide God’s people or make others angry to do the right thing. Jesus did not worry that spending time with tax collectors and prostitutes would ruin his reputation or that they might be a bad influence on him. On the contrary, he understood all too well that the right and just thing is to always treat people with the care and respect they deserve. 

I want to share a story from on our mission trip last summer to Boston.  We were at an art program one morning.  Two mornings a week, the church opened its social hall to anyone who might like to come in to create art. (and I use that term generously!)  It was a very welcoming and relaxed atmosphere.  There were no requirements to participate. I watched quietly as one student got drawn into a conversation with a man who was there that morning.  He was a bright young man, currently unemployed who found this circle of artists refreshing. He ranted and raved a bit about the state of affairs in the world, about religion and politics, but everyone let him go.  I watched this young person patiently interact with him, listening attentively, resisting the temptation to make an excuse to find her friends or do something else.  I could tell this was not easy for her.   But she stayed as long as he wanted to talk, saying with her patience that he was important, worthy of her time and God’s love. 

These encounters don’t happen very often if we surround ourselves with people who are just like us; strong, competent, and reasonably well-adjusted.  You know, I believe there are many times when we are much more like the man we met that morning, a lost sheep wandering in a wilderness where only Jesus was willing to find him.  Jesus showed up that day in the form of one unsuspecting teenager from Glastonbury, CT.  We all have those moments when we realize that we are the one who is lost, wandering off for one reason or another, wondering if anyone even notices we are gone.  

We are not whole until everyone has a place at the table, until everyone comes to the party, until every sheep is back in the fold.  There is no joy if someone is left off the guest list.  There is a passion and joy in these stories for wholeness and inclusion that the Pharisees and scribes simply don’t get.  They’re too busy worrying about whose supposed to be left out.  They don’t understand that when someone who was lost comes home, it is always reason to rejoice!

When the missing sheep is found, there is wholeness again.  When nine coins become ten, we throw a party.  When the father with the two sons loses one to greed and wild living and the other to jealousy and resentment he cannot celebrate until both are restored to him, until both are reconciled and back where they belong.  Wholeness and inclusion produce joy.  In a world that pays more attention to division and exclusion, that focuses on what makes us different instead of what we share in common, these are important stories.

Edward Beck says there’s a strange paradox about the Christian life. Often, it is more about being lost than found.  It’s more about feeling incomplete than whole.  It is more about feeling excluded than included.  Many of us live some portion of our lives in this wilderness place. That, perhaps, is why we need redemption.  We can get lost in the wilderness, even when we think we are part of a flock.  And we need someone out there willing to go looking for us.  We’re always in the process of trying to turn back, to find our way home again. And it is a struggle.

However, without the struggle, there would be no joy and today’s stories are all about joy.  Today Jesus invites us to let loose, to celebrate the true delight of reconciliation.  He tells us to disregard rules that keep people out and be more like the prodigal father; extravagantly, blissfully, welcoming.  Such joy has the power to change everything!  There’s a party goin’ on round here! Let us rejoice!  Amen

Prayer

God of outstretched arms

You welcome us to this place. 

You invite us to experience forgiveness,

Community, welcome

And an overwhelming sense of the love

That you pour out upon all your children.

May we feel that love in this time of worship,

May we share it with one another,

And may we leave this place committed

To sharing your love in our world.

We pray in the name of the one who loves us beyond all measure, 

Who taught us all to say together when we pray…our father
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