Luke 15.1-3,11-32 – Lent 4C - SVLC – March 14, 2010
The prodigal son story is so rich and diverse, but ultimately it’s a story about life and forgiveness overcoming death and anger.

One question as we consider this story today is…Where do you fit best into this story at this point in your life?  Who are you?  The younger, wayward, reckless one who is lost?  Are you the older, jealous, always-doing-the-right-thing one?

Or maybe you identify best with the father?  Managing estates, supporting your family members for good and for ill, watching as your children make mistakes and then trying your best to welcome them back home…

It can be a very powerful and meaningful exercise, to plug ourselves into this story.  Maybe you’ve fit into the shoes of all three characters at different times of your life.  I know that’s true for me -- How some times I’ve wandered, felt totally lost, squandered my blessings, acted recklessly, selfishly, far from home.   Or how years later I’ve found myself to be more like the older son, I am in fact the oldest son.  Watching as others “get away with murder,” so to speak, and not just that but then watch resentfully as they receive a royal welcome when they decide to apologize.  Do you ever wonder if that younger son gave his brother a devilish wink as his father was embracing him?  That’s an older son thing to say, isn’t it?  But that’s the kind of thing that’s happened to me a time or two.    

These can be very interesting exercises, figuring out who we are in the story.  But we must be careful not to get too caught on which character we are.  Ultimately this is a story not about us, but about God.  Jesus tells it to illustrate God’s life-giving, for-giving love for us.  We must be especially careful, I think, about plugging ourselves into the role of the father in the story.  For example, how many parents have forgiven and welcomed their prodigal children home…[pause]…only to be stolen from again, taken advantage of again, having their hearts stomped on all over again.  There are so many people I know who are caught in this cycle of rescuing their children, forgiving their children, welcoming their children back, only to start the cycle of violence, addiction, dependence all over again.  You know I’m a parent, and I could be faced with the very same issue a dozen years from now.  Who knows what Heather and I would do?  [pause]  Maybe some of you are dealing with this?  We can’t judge, right?  Who knows?  [pause] But I wonder how many of us have this age old parable so imbedded into our psyches and we are too used to plugging ourselves into the story that we—with our very best intentions—try to be the father.  “Ughh, I don’t know what to do about my drug addicted, run-away son.  I know, I’ll read my bible.  Oh , there it says we should let him come home.”  I’m not sure ultimately that’s how we should use this story.  

Or to put it in a slightly different light:  How many battered women read this text and put themselves into the role of the father?  Faced with the decision to let their abusive husbands or boyfriends back, they figure (and they’re told), they should just forgive and let him come home.  And the cycle starts all over again.

These are complicated situations that don’t have easy answers.  If they did we wouldn’t have so many cases of abusive, broken relationships.  Both of these cases don’t make for life, and even lead to a certain death.  It needs to be said, that the Bible is not a manual on parenting or on marriage; it’s a holy book about God and God’s life-giving, for-giving love for us.  Before God we’re all broken.  We’re all abusive.  We’re all lost…and jealous…and bitter…and angry…and selfish…and separated.

But God longs for better for us.  God waits patiently and sometimes tearfully for us to “come to ourselves.”    That’s the turning point in the story, you know.  The prodigal son “comes to himself.”  Thank God for the love that’s been there all along for us.  God loves us from our first heartbeat to our last…and that just the beginning!  But we’ve got to “come to ourselves” during this Lenten season.  Somewhere along the way we all got separated, disintegrated, from the wholeness that God desires for us.  Parker Palmer writes about what he calls “the divided life”; he says we are all susceptible to this disintegration, even as we all seek wholeness.  
Do you ever think of yourself as a divided self?  We’re pulled in all these different directions, we’re running in circles, trying to make it in this culture, in this country, in this life.  But it can kill us, burn us out, drain us, rip us apart from our very own souls that are crying out for wholeness and truth.  Palmer talks about the soul as “wild animal,” and in order to see a wild animal, you’ve got to be still and wait for it to show up.  Lent is a time to be still and wait for our souls to show up.  We’ve all got them, but somewhere we got separated from them.  Somewhere we’ve all lost ourselves, our souls.  And in that loosing there is a potential death.  In that loosing there is anger.  Both sons were lost--one dead, the other angry.  But this is a story about what God has to say about that death and that anger:
God waits lovingly for us to come to ourselves and in so doing we return home.  And in so doing God comes running out to greet us.  Don’t try to be the father.  We’re all the children of the Father… 
And the father comes running out to greet us.  I once preached a sermon on this text entitled Crazy Messy God--a God who reaches out in uninhibited acceptance of each of us.  Radical Grace.  That’s only a love that God can give.  We can never match that father’s love.  This God who throws a party for us, despite us.  This God is watching for you to come home this day.  And this God is about to come running, wildly out to greet you this day.  This God sings and dances because you are alive now.  You have been found now.  Thanks be to God. 
