Luke 8.26-39  Pentecost 4C - SVLC -- June 20, 2010 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from the LJC.  Amen.
What a great invitation from Jesus for Father’s Day.  “Return to your home,” Jesus says to the man he’s just healed, to the man who says he’s ready to follow Jesus anywhere. “Return to your home,” Jesus says, “and declare [there] how much God has done for you.”  You know, so much of Jesus’ ministry, he spends calling people away from their home (next couple weeks), but here on Father’s Day, a text lands in our laps, where Jesus tells us all, not to up leave it all behind, but to return home.  [pause]  A good father returns to his home, to his family, to his community, to himself, the best of himself -- because presence is everything, just being there.  He doesn’t up and leave it all behind forever, even for what seems a great cause, like following Jesus.  What a great invitation this Father’s Day for us all: “Return to your home, and declare how much God has done.”
There are lots of different kinds of fathers out there.  And Father’s Day is a time to be honest about our dads as we think on them (and to pray for those for whom Father’s Day is a difficult day).  I’ve never really talked about my father in this congregation.  Some of you have met him, when he’s visited us.  Many of you know that he’s a pastor in Houston, he’s been at the same church since 1982!  He was part of the formation of a new church in the 1970s, a group of students and professors, in St. Louis, MO, that understood “the Gospel to be at stake,” walked off the seminary campus.  This was the climactic move that he was part of after he had watched and experienced the German Lutheran church body of his birth, “chained up” to use an image from our text today, “chained up” to how they interpreted Scripture, “chained up” to who they let interpret Scripture, “chained up” to how and who was welcome at the Communion rail.  God is bigger than that, Dad would say, freeing us to stretch out our arms even wider, to ordain women, to welcome everyone at the communion rail.  It was an exciting time, but a terribly difficult and painful time.  

Anyway, my dad was a bit of a radical in his time, and continues to be, even while his ministry and his commitments to the church institution are very strong.  For dad, it’s always about “the Gospel, and whether or not the Gospel is at stake.”  So people coming and going from churches -- just kind of drifting as they bind themselves (not to the Gospel) but to a person or an issue or a group of people that think the same way, didn’t make/doesn’t make a whole lot of sense to him…

…which brings me to what I really wanted to tell you about my dad, this Father’s Day.  You know, my father isn’t a perfect man; he’s made many mistakes, just like the rest of us.  But I am able to say that he never left us, my brothers and my mom.  But it’s more than that.  His “not leaving us” wasn’t just some sort of default position, some kind of passive resignation or fall back plan.  What I really want to tell you about my dad is that he has always been passionately committed to the spiritual practice of “staying.”  He’s never named “sticking around” per say, as a spiritual practice, but that’s what I see:  Dad “sticks around,” or “returns to his home” (to cite the text once again).  Dad “stays” with intention and passion and meaning and prayer.  “Yes, by the help of God,” he says, “I will stay.” 

One time we were on a vacation in Colorado, and we were sitting together on a deck that overlooked a beautiful Rocky Mountain panorama.  My dad has always loved the mountains, and it was just a couple years ago.  And as we gazed out, we could see a few scattered, isolated mountain cabins poking out of the pine forests, great distances apart from one another.  
And as Dad was admiring them, as one does in vacation mode, I ask him, “What do you think, Dad, could you see yourself retiring and going to live in a place like that?”  And I would have guessed, in the relaxing mood of moment, knowing how much my Dad loves the idea of a mountain cabin and a wood-burning fire, that his answer would have been something like, “Are you kidding? I’d love it (if I could afford it).”  But instead, I remember, Dad took a different road: without even dreaming about an alternative, he plainly shook his head and calmly said, “No, my place is with the people, and it always will be.” [pause] 
It was as if someone had cast out of him those demons that whisper to each of us constantly, “The world is a mean, nasty place and you need to just get out, and protect yourself and your own family.  Get a cabin with your favorite people, in the middle of nowhere, and just take care of yourselves.”  Dad was free of those demons, in that moment.
Jesus invites us down a different road today, a familiar road.  “Return to your home, and declare how much God has done for you, among your own people.  [pause] Your place is among the people.”

At the end of that vacation, and at the end of all his vacations, my dad returns home, to the city, to the people, to the community, to the family -- and that is the center of his ministry -- with the people -- that’s where he makes his declaration of “how much God has done”…not as a default or because there’s nothing else to do or because he’s trapped, but because that is where he is called to be…that is where he’s set free to be. [pause]  

Brothers and sister in Christ, Jesus cast out our demons this day.  All those voices that lure us and beguile us and frighten us and seduce us.  Jesus casts out our fears and insecurities, our desires to want to just leave it all behind and never return.  We are tempted with “escape” in all kinds of ways -- for some that means going to live in the mountains, for others it means self-medication.  [pause]  But Jesus casts out those demons today through holy words, through holy water, through holy wheat, through holy wine.  Jesus frees us to respond like my dad, “No, our place is with the people,” we say.  “All the people,” Paul reminds, “Jews and Greeks, slaves and free, male and female -- we are all one under Christ”
So we will go back into our culture, back to our homes and places of work and say, “Because Christ has freed me from fear that seems to have a demonic grasp on the rest of this culture, we’re going to live differently.” 

One more father and son story, only this one is not mine:  A true story goes…a pastor invested a sizable amount of money for his son, for a graduation gift.  The graduation gift came with a letter from the father to his son.  “Son,” the pastor writes, “I was doing some reading in Money Magazine where it said this would be a smart thing to do.  The article said, you should hold onto this money, it will grow, one day I hope it’s a nice nest egg for your retirement or for a house or for a family.  Congratulations.  Great job.  I love you.  -Dad”  
A week later the pastor got a letter from his son, “Dad, thank you for the gift.  You always taught us to follow Jesus.  I was doing some reading the other day too:  in an article in the Gospel of Matthew, where Jesus said this would be a smart thing to do:  not to save up for ourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume.  [pause] I am taking the money you have given me, and I am investing it in treasures in heaven.  I’m going to go live with and support an orphanage in Mexico, where children are forgotten, food is short and diseases are many.  Congratulations.  Great job.  I love you.  -Sam”     [pause]
“Returning home” and proclaiming how much God has done for you can have many different meanings.  But it has to mean, “stay.”  Your place is with the people.  Our place, as doers of Christ’s commands, is with the people.  So we return home now, where/whatever that means, we go back to the people, we go back to those in need, and we proclaim the GOSPEL -- how much God has done.
Stay with those with whom God stays.  For God always stays.  AMEN.
