Text: Luke 1-3,11-32

Perceived Dead Ends/Incomplete Stories

There is probably only one thing that I can be sure of here and that is that I’m adding one more bad sermon to the near infinite pile of bad sermons preached on the prodigal son.  That said, I want for a second to think about what made some of those previous sermons bad.  There are three main characters in the parable and most sermons get structured around one of those three – the Father, the younger son or the older son.

The first bad pile of sermons are the ones that focus on the younger son.  These sermons tend to put this guy up on a pedestal.  Here is your great example of repentance.  And then they try to whip the congregation into bouts of flagellation.  If we could only come to our senses in that far country we are all living in and prostrate ourselves before the Father.  But by elevating the younger son so high, these sermons these sermons strike a false note.  While we are all sinners and all need to repent, most of us are not ripping out our parent’s hearts, whoring and boozing it up to the extent of losing everything, and then doing the equivalent of begging in the streets.  When we focus on the facts of the younger son, we make heroes out of bad behavior.  The Father’s love is more than enough to welcome the younger son back, but a whole stack of bad sermons tried to make this one the hero.  And it’s a role that doesn’t quite fit.  The older son has a point, even if he comes off like a jerk.
The second pile of bad sermons, as if jumping off from that critique turned to that older son.  These sermons, if anything, tended to be worse in that they usually didn’t actually address a sin.  They were used to forward an agenda or make the listeners feel good about their own righteousness.  The early Christians allegorized the older son as the Jews.  Those hard hearted Jews just wouldn’t come to Jesus.  Thank goodness we were not like them was the unstated pat on the back.  In more modern times, I’ve listened to my share of sermons placing me as the hard hearted older son because I wouldn’t abandon stuffy old Christian morality, or I continued to affirm certain doctrines, or that I thought the faith needs some intellectual content or backbone and not just emotion.  You just need to be looser they told me, see the Father accepted the younger son and so should you – with the younger son representing anything from changing sexual mores to let’s all just get along and forget that we don’t agree on such “unimportant stuff” as baptizing babies.  Those sermons had a certain logic, until you actually stop to think that none of the “good people” that were put into the role of the younger son, which I as the bad older son didn’t accept, had ever repented.  The rejoicing of the Father was over repentance – not just that the younger son had returned.  The parable wouldn’t be as strong if the younger son showed up stoned with a floozy on his arm and telling his dad to accept him as he is.  And the older son’s refusal wouldn’t look as petty.
Those two piles of sermons eventually led to the biggest pile.  Let’s focus on the Father.  We can all agree that the Father is a nice guy.  They usually got titled something like Prodigal God.  These sermons would trot out how badly this Father was treated, and yet how far he went to bring his children back.  Splitting the estate.  Running to the youngest, begging the oldest.  This group of sermons would bring out all the greek words and cultural explanations – the estate is actually the life, the bios, the father literally gave his life, a patriarch never ran, the oldest had a duty to host the party and the Father was filling in and begging him to come.  These sermonic interpretations usually had the benefit of being mostly true.  They did a great job of displaying our heavenly Father’s love.  In Jesus Christ, as the evangelist John would record him saying, when you have seen me you have seen the Father.  Jesus left the perfection of heaven for the cross.  While we were lost in sin – squandering estates in far counties or thinking ourselves so righteous that we could follow everything God had every told us – Jesus came to us and embraced our very substance becoming incarnate.  And as Luke would tell us – he would set his face toward Jerusalem.  Jesus would run toward the cross for us.  The Father’s love is big enough to cover anything we might have done.
But what this batch of sermons usually missed, or glossed over, is what has been nagging at my mind this week, and hit me wrong the last few times I heard these sermons.  The Prodigal God’s love, the Father’s love in this parable is very specific.  It is not the lollypops and roses acceptance that our modern ears want to hear or that so many of these Father sermons wanted to proclaim.
Specific Grace

The Father’s love is offered to all – from the worst sinner to the most aloof Pharisee.  It is large enough for everyone, but it is on the Father’s terms.  I want to point out three specific ways this is the case.  1) your value of yourself and of other people is determined by what the Father sees and not what the village or your heart are telling you to see, 2) you can’t base your status on your work in any way and 3) and the celebration the fattened calf is inside the tent – no private celebration.

First, you’ll have to take my word for it, but culturally this Father completely abased himself.  The younger son – by asking for the estate – wished the father dead to his face.  And instead of disowning and beating the ungrateful child – the Father grants the wish.  We don’t think much of it, but the younger son then cashes in the land.  This is a culture that thought the people belonged to the land – peasants - and not the land to the people.  The Mosaic Law even had clauses that every 50 years the land reverted to the rightful owner.  The son brought shame by abandoning the land and his family, and the father brought more shame by not acting like an authoritarian father and stopping it.  This same Father ran to the wayward son and gave him back everything.  Scandalous behavior.  The village would have rather stoned the son.  This father begs his older son.  Again, a patriarch doesn’t ask.  At every turn – in the eyes of the village around – this Father brings shame upon himself.

Our heavenly Father sent his son out of the glory of heaven and into the body.  And Jesus received the mocking and beatings of the political and religious authorities – the high status people in the world’s eyes.  They mocked him, and put thorns on his head and nailed him to the cross.  No greater shame.  And this Father looks on that and sees the highest and the noblest and the best.  And then the first witness to the resurrection was Mary Magdalene, in an age that women’s testimony wasn’t admitted.  He sends out fishermen and a half crazy zealot who used to kill his followers – and he sends them out to proclaim, to preach.  Not wisdom or authority, just preaching.  The weak and the foolish and the shamed – that is where this Father sees value.  If what others see determines your status or value – you don’t get into the celebration.  The Father’s celebration is for those who see as He does.  And what Our Father sees in us is a holy people, a chosen nation, a treasured possession.  Our value is not determined by those around us – they don’t have that much power.  In this Father’s house, value is given by the Father alone.  And he sees sons and daughters, brothers and sisters – not slaves.
Your status is not determined by your work or thoughts.  Both sons have a problem here – at least initially.  The younger son determines that he will go and ask his Father to be one of his servants.  And I know this is dangerous, usually when a preacher says look at the original words it’s a good signal that he’s making it up, but the word used is misthios.  There are three words in the parable for slave or servant – doulos, paidos and misthios.  The doulos is a slave slave, but can be a very high status as they might carry on important and skilled work.  The paidos is low status slave and interestingly the word also means child – so when Jesus says enter the Kingdom as a child – he says paidos, no status.  And misthios – what the younger son uses - literally means least, but the larger context it means a free-man day laborer.  The younger son wants to maintain his freedom, but work for his dad.  Treat me as a day laborer.  Leave me the dignity of being free.  But when he gets to his Father – that request is gone.  The Father won’t let him make it.  He calls for the robe and the ring and some sandals.  If you are back – you are back as my son.  The older son also claims to that he has slaved – doulos – for his Father.  He’s done everything, and never received even a goat.  And the Father’s answer is child…son, it is necessary to rejoice because your brother lives.  If you are coming into the celebration you are not a slave, but a son or daughter.  And this one who was lost is your brother.   
Both sons wanted in some way to have their own party.  They wanted to do everything themselves by their work.  In the Father’s house, your work doesn’t get you brownie points.  You have to accept the robe and ring and sandals.  Everything of the Father’s is yours, but it is yours as a son or daughter.  You inherit it.  That is our invitation from the Father.  If you are in the celebration – it is by grace. 

And if you are in the celebration – it happens at the Father’s house.  There is no side celebration with just your friends.  You don’t get to go hang out in a far country away from your family.  You don’t get your own goat and hang out just with your own friends.  The fattened calf – the end times banquet is at a specific place.  A place full of paidos – low status children.  A place full of sinners who have returned.  A place full of people who take their status from what the Father sees, and not village around.  The place of the Father’s choosing and providing.
And that is where Jesus leaves us.  You have the invitation.  He pursues everyone with that radical abasement of himself on the cross.  He leaves us with a party going on, singing and dancing and the fattened calf.  Salvation has been won.  It is yours.  The property has been divided.  You already have inherited it through the Spirit.  But do you come into the tent?  Do you see brothers and sisters, like the Father, or do you insist on seeing the shame of the world.  Do we accept that in here, in the Father’s house, we all find ways to get along, we are all paidos – little low status children?  …But Children that have a wonderful inheritance.  That is where Jesus leaves us to this day – do you enter the Father’s house on those terms?   Amen.
