A Story of Homecoming

Luke 15:1-32


Very often when I prepare a sermon, I look at the passage and say to myself, “There is so much more here than one sermon’s worth of material.  So much more to say.”  That is certainly true of the passage that we are going to read today.  For one thing, it’s really long!  So, we are going to spend the whole month of September with the Prodigal Son, and see the different perspectives and challenges that are there for us in this one story.  Today, we are going to look at the story as a whole, in its full context (which includes two little parables told alongside it) because I want you to see where Jesus was coming from in telling the story.  It will be a sort of an aerial view, so you can see the whole picture.  Then, each week hereafter, we will home in on one of the characters and see what we can learn from each one’s experience.    


So, hang on for the ride. Listen for the reason why Jesus tells the story, and what the story is about.  

Luke 15:1-32


No doubt you have heard about the man who loved watching baseball on TV.  He was quite the couch potato, and when he went to the doctor, he was told in no uncertain terms that he needed to get more exercise.  So, he reluctantly stopped watching baseball on TV and started watching tennis instead.  


Americans are known for our interest in spectator sports.  Not just baseball, but football, soccer, golf, and yes, tennis too.  I can watch sports on TV without being terribly moved.  Until the Olympics come around, that is.  Watching the Olympics makes me want to get out and get moving.  Work out more.  Get myself back into shape.  It’s not that I have any illusions of being an Olympic athlete.  It’s just that when I see the dedication, and the skill of these athletes, and when I hear the stories of these otherwise ordinary people, I know I can do more than I’m doing.  There is something about watching these sporting events that draws me into the action in a way other sporting events don’t.  


Jesus’ parables have the same kind of magnetism.  There is a tendency in religious circles, for people to treat their faith as a kind of spectator sport.  To hear the music, rate the sermon, see how the kids are behaving.  Find something to critique over brunch.  But the parables draw the listener inside the story.  In the parables, you come face to face with yourself. And that, in the broadest sense, is why Jesus tells the story of the Prodigal Son.  To draw people into the action.  You see, there are a number of people who are sort of standing around at the fringes of his ministry, watching him, listening to him, pointing fingers at him, critiquing him.    You heard them right at the beginning of the passage:  “And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, ‘[Hmmff!] This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.  [What a loser!]’”


Jesus’ behavior is way out of line, at least according to the Pharisees.   The Pharisees have very clear boundaries between those who are living by God’s rules (themselves!) and those who are not.  The ones who are not keeping the law are labeled “the people of the land” – tax collectors, prostitutes, and ordinary people who do not have the time or the ability to keep up with all the rules that the Pharisees thought up.  In simple terms, the people of the land have spiritual cooties.  And the Pharisees keep their distance, so that they won’t catch anything.  The Pharisees won’t loan them money, won’t take their word in court, won’t eat with them, or have any kind of business dealings with them unless they absolutely can’t avoid it.  They most certainly will not let one of their children marry one of “those people.”


The problem with Jesus is that he is ignoring all the rules about who you should associate with.  The people in his crowd have tattoos and piercings galore.  Some of the tattoos are suggestive of hard prison time.  Pretty much all of the people have unsavory reputations.  


The Pharisees are baffled:  “Don’t you know that a rabbi is known by the company he keeps?  “You shouldn’t be partying with these people, Jesus; they will drag you down.” 


It is in response to this attitude, and this direct confrontation that Jesus tells three stories.  One, about a lost sheep, and a shepherd who risks it all to bring that sheep back into the fold.  Two, about a lost coin that a woman searches for desperately until she finds it.  And three, a story about a lost son who is welcomed home after wasting his father’s wealth.   


So, the three stories about lost things, are told in defense of his ministry. This is why I’m doing what I’m doing.  Those who are lost need to be found.  Those who are sick need a physician.  You can hear the strength of Jesus’ commitment to his ministry in the words that he places in the mouth of the father at the end of the story.  It comes at that great moment of reversal, when the rapscallion has come home, and the faithful son has begun to distance himself:  “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.” 


We had to celebrate.   The lost has been found.  


So the story tells why Jesus is doing what he is doing.  It also describes what he is doing. 
While Jesus defends himself with the Pharisees, he also describes the very nature of the gospel message.  At the core of the gospel is an invitation to both the Prodigal and to the elder brother: stop your wandering and stop your judging and come home.  Join the party.  There’s enough for everybody. Come home.  

If you only look at the Prodigal himself, you might think that the main themes of the story are rebellion, repentance and restoration.  That describes his experience.  But if you zoom out and look at the whole scene, there are some even bigger themes that describe the essence of the gospel and the nature of God’s kingdom:  Abundance, celebration, invitation, welcome.  Unconditional love.  Did you notice that there is no word of condemnation by the father toward either son?  Unconditional love.  Unconditional welcome.  


This is so unlike anything that we’ve experienced.  We live in a world of power politics and judgmental attitudes.  Where there are always haves against the have nots.  Where, if it sounds too good to be true, it’s not true.  


For instance, one afternoon, a wealthy lawyer was riding in the back of his limousine when he saw two impoverished pathetic looking men eating grass by the side of the road.  He ordered his driver to stop, and he got out to investigate the situation.  He asked the men, “Why are you eating grass?”


“We have no money to buy food,” the first man replied.  “The grass will provide nourishment and keep us and our families alive until we can get money to buy food.”


“In that case, you can come with me to my house,” the lawyer suggested.


“But sir, I have a wife and three kids with me.”


“Bring them with you!” replied the lawyer.


“But what about my friend?”


The lawyer turned to the other man and said, “You are invited to come as well.”


“But, sir,” said the friend, “I have a wife and six children!”


“Bring them along; there’s plenty for all of them!” answered the lawyer as he headed for his limo.  


They all climbed into the car, and once underway, one of the poor fellows said, “Sir, you are much too kind.  Thank you for taking all of us to your home.”


“Are you kidding?”  the lawyer replied.  “I’m just glad I found you when I did.  This is what we lawyers call a win-win situation.  You’re going to love my place.  The grass is almost a foot tall.”  (story file, 19.9.1)  


There’s always a catch, isn’t there?  

That’s the way of the world.  There is nothing in this world that prepares us for a gospel like Jesus is describing. 

Well, ok, maybe there’s one thing.   I want to tell you about a conversation that I had with a friend of mine whose name is John. John recently acquired a dog.  This dog was doing quite a bit of unauthorized chewing, and John’s future son-in-law asked him, “Why would anyone bother to keep a dog?”    John told me it took him a while to think up an answer to that question.  But when he did, here’s what he said:  “Unconditional love.”  That’s why someone would keep a dog.  


And that’s why someone would respond to Jesus’ ministry.  Unconditional love.  No condemnation.  


A place to call home.  


There is no stronger desire in the heart of any human being, than the simple desire to find a place to call home.  It is where we want to be, and we are restless anywhere else. The people of the land were spiritually homeless.  But when they heard Jesus speak, they heard the voice of the father calling them home.  And they followed him in droves.  


But the news is not all good.  Because of the same reasons, unconditional love, no condemnation, the Pharisees said, “If those people are coming to the party, I’m out of here.  It’s not home any more.”  


But what the story makes crystal clear is this.  The elder brother is not the boss.  It’s the father’s rules that stand.  Unconditional love, no condemnation, the welcome mat is out to everybody, the table is set, and the party has already started.  


So, are you coming in or staying outside?    
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