A Story of Homecoming:  The Elder Son

Luke 15:25-32


A mother passing by her daughter’s bedroom was astonished to see the bed nicely made, and the room neat and tidy.  Then she saw an envelope propped up prominently on the center of the bed.  It was simply addressed:  “Mom.”


Feeling a dire premonition, she opened the envelope and read the letter with trembling hands:

Dear Mom,

It is with great regret and sorrow that I’m writing you.  I had to elope with my new boyfriend because I wanted to avoid a scene with Dad and you.  I’ve been finding real passion with Ahmed and he is so nice—even with all his piercings, tattoos, beard, and his motorcycle clothes.  But it’s not only the passion, mom;  I’m pregnant and Ahmed said that we will be very happy.  He already owns a trailer in the woods and has a stack of firewood for the whole winter.  He wants to have many more children with me and that’s now one of my dreams too.


Ahmed taught me that marijuana doesn’t really hurt anyone and we’ll be growing it for us and trading it with his friends for all the cocaine and ecstasy we want.  In the meantime, we’ll pray that science will find a cure for AIDS so Ahmed can get better; he sure deserves it!!


Don’t worry, Mom, I’m 15 years old now and I know how to take care of myself.  Someday I’m sure we’ll be back to visit so you can get to know your grandchildren.

Your daughter,

Judith

PS Mom, none of the above is true.  I’m over at the neighbor’s house.  I just wanted to remind you that there are worse things in life than my report card that’s in my center desk drawer.  I love you!  Call when it is safe for me to come home.  (internet)


What makes this story work is that it links with the way we are accustomed to looking at life:  by comparing and contrasting.  Winners are compared over against losers. There’s good, better, best. (And bad, worse, worst!) Judith is a pretty good kid, when you compared her behavior with the behavior of others.  And that’s how people tend to view things. We give awards to those who are the best at sports and acting and music and spelling and science and journalism (Sun a.m.: should we add, humility?).  On Friday at the San Gennaro Festival, they had a contest to see who could eat the most cannolis in 6 minutes.  The winner ate 16.5.  You may remember from watching the Olympics recently, that the difference between a gold medal and no medal can be milliseconds or hundredths of a point.  Yet one person becomes world famous and another recedes into obscurity.  And sometimes the judges get it wrong!  

Because comparing and contrasting is such a big part of our life, people learn to judge their significance or value on how well they stack up against someone else. 


What we learn from the story of the elder son is this:  our significance comes not from seeing where we are relative to other people; our significance comes from understanding where we are in relation to God.

God does not look at things the way people do.  God is able to love everybody with the same kind of love, and when God looks at sin, it pretty much all looks the same.  


A lonely woman posted a message with an on-line dating service to find some companionship.  She received this reply:  “I would love to meet you but I have to tell you that I am eight feet tall, covered in matted fur with large fangs and slobbering lips.  If you still want to meet me then I’ll be under the clock in the market square at six o’clock next Saturday.”  


The woman immediately answered:  “I would be interested in meeting you, but will you please wear a red carnation and carry a rolled-up copy of the newspaper so that I will recognize you?”  (story file, 19.4.7)   


In God’s view, we are not as different from each other as we sometimes think:  sin is sin.  And we all have it. We’ve all done it.  It’s just that some of us are better at not getting caught. 


The younger son in our story is clearly a reprobate.  He sinned so blatantly that no one could miss it.  What he did was wrong;  everybody could see that, and he knew it too.  But the elder son’s sins are not as easy to spot. He is, by comparison to his younger brother, a good, faithful, obedient son.  He is careful with his money, and seems to manage his life well.  Instead of running off on wild adventures, he remains at home with his nose to the grindstone.  

If there ever was a model son, this was it.    At least on the outside, where people could see what he was doing.  He was really good at avoiding visible sin.  But if you take a close look at what this young man says, I think you will see evidence that like his rebel brother, he, too, has gone off into the “distant country.”  It’s just that his journey was more a journey of the heart than it is a geographical one.   

This becomes clear while he is on his way in from a hard day’s work in the field and becomes aware that a party is in full swing at home.  Even the hint of celebration makes him suspicious.  What’s going on?  How come I don’t know about this?  What’s it about?  And when he finds out that his brother has come home, and the father has killed the fatted calf, then all the darkness lurking in his heart comes boiling to the surface.  He is resentful, enraged, unforgiving, full of pride in himself, slanderous toward his brother, with no sense at all of compassion or love.  And no sense of gratitude either. He has had all his father’s possessions to enjoy and use, to say nothing of simply being with his father, yet he sees his life as a heavy burden, a life of servitude and duty, nothing more.  All these years I’ve been working like a slave—for nothing.  And this good-for-nothing returns and dad throws a party!  

The elder son is both startled and angry.  You see, he thought that all his years of avoiding the worst sins would win him bonus points with Dad.  But as long as he continues to compare himself with his younger brother, he misses the whole point of what it means to be a child in his parents’ house.  Though he has never left home, he is a lost soul.  

 Remember, this story is not about the family.  It’s about God and the people of God.  It is aimed at the Pharisees—those who appear to be good upstanding citizens in the kingdom of God.  On another occasion, Jesus said this to the Pharisees:  “Isaiah prophesied rightly about you hypocrites, as it is written, ‘This people honors me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.’”  (Mark 7:6)  The Pharisees made a show of being righteous, but like the elder son, they were off in the distant country, in their hearts.  

The elder son reminds me of the Old Testament Prophet Jonah.  Remember him?  He’s the one who refused to go and preach to the Ninevites (until God gently asked him a second time).  And the reason he didn’t want to go (he said this himself toward the end of that story) was because God is kind and forgiving.  He would have been happy to go and preach to the Ninevites, if only he could count on God bringing down fire and brimstone on them.  That would be fair.  Just.  Right.  And it would feel good.  But he didn’t want to go, because if he went and preached and the Ninevites repented (which they did), God would forgive them and let them off the hook (which God did).  

In the same way, I think the elder son would have been happy enough to see his brother come home, if only his father would give him what he deserved.   And the same with the Pharisees:  they would have been glad enough to see the tax collectors and the prostitutes burn in hell. 

The father in our story has a different agenda, though.  The father wants both children to join the party.  And like I said two weeks ago, the father’s rules stand.  That means that the elder son has a decision to make.  

The picture that sticks in my mind is the moment when the elder son arrives home.  The party is in full swing, rather loud and boisterous.  The father has come out the front door to beg his elder son to come and join the party.  This is a moment of epiphany.  Suddenly it becomes clear that the father and his firstborn are of different minds.  The son had thought that his own good behavior made a difference between him and his brother.  He thought that his goodness gave him an “in” with his father.  But his so-called-goodness was only skin deep.  Now the elder son has a choice to make, just like his little brother had to make.  Is he going to repent of his rebellious attitude and come home, or not?  

In some respects the transformation of the elder son is a tougher nut to crack than that of the younger son.  Because everybody knew that the young son was in the wrong, including himself.  But the elder son believed that he was in the right.  He was righteous.  He was good.  He was in.  

He was wrong!  He was a lost soul, even though he had never left home.  

The same thing was true for the Pharisees.  Along with the elder brother, they were standing outside the door, refusing to join the party.  

And the same thing is true for many people today.  There are many lost souls who have never left the father’s house.  They have never gone far astray, but they haven’t come home, either.  

There was a well-known evangelist who was speaking to a huge crowd of people.  As evangelists tend to do, he ended his service with an invitation to become a follower of Jesus.   He encouraged people to witness to the person sitting next to them.  A little boy turned to the man seated next to him, and said, “Sir, do you know Jesus as your Savior?”  

The man was a little annoyed at the boy’s audacity.  “I don’t suppose you realize this, young fellow, but I am a tenured professor at the theological seminary.”

The boy looked sad for a moment and then with a look of hope on his face, he said, “The evangelist said that God can save even the worst sinner.  He can probably even save YOU from whatever that was you did.”  (parables, etc., 22.11.4)  

And he can save you, too.  Whether yours is the blatant sin of the younger brother or the subtle sin of the elder brother, the door is open. It’s your choice to come in and join the party, or stay outside.  
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