A Story of Homecoming:  The Prodigal Father

This story has been called the Gospel in miniature.  In other words, this story, very briefly tells us what it’s all about.  Why Jesus came, what God is doing in Jesus’ ministry, and how people are responding.  The story is called the Prodigal son.  But it is aimed at the Pharisees, who are reflected in the elder son.  Because of this, some of the newer versions of the Bible call this story The Prodigal and his brother.  But neither son is the main character in the story.  The story is about the father.  As we read it for the fourth time this month, I want to ask you to watch and listen for what the story says about the father in this story.  What he does, what he feels, what his character traits are.  Because this is what God is like.  

Luke 15:11-32


A small town prosecutor called his first witness to the stand in a trial.  She looked like a sweet grandmother type of elderly woman.  The lawyer approached her and asked, “Ma’am, do you know who I am?”


She answered, “Oh, yes, I do know you.  I’ve known you since your were a young boy.  And honestly, you’ve been a considerable disappointment.  You lie, you cheat, you manipulate, and you talk about people behind their backs.  You think that you are a real big shot, but you are just a loud-mouthed brat who does not have the brains of a cocker spaniel.  Oh, yes, I know you.”


The prosecutor was stunned and was not sure what to say.  In a panic, the prosecutor pointed across the room and inquired, “Ma’am, do you know the defense attorney?”


She again answered the man, “I most certainly do, young man.  I’ve known him even longer than I’ve known you.  I baby-sat for him on many occasions.  He, too, has been a bitter disappointment to me.  He’s lazy, cruel, and he has a drinking problem.  The man has never had a normal relationship with anyone.  He has one of the sleaziest law practices in the entire state.  And besides that he has cheated on his wife with at least three different women.  I most certainly do know him”


At that point the judge banged his gavel and called the two lawyers up to the bench.  The judge said very carefully, “If either of you asks that woman if she knows me, I’m going to charge you with contempt of court.”  (story file, 18.4.3)  


This brash woman reminds me of how many people view God. God knows everything about me.  And God is just waiting for the chance to expose my worst behaviors and attitudes, if not here and now then certainly when I stand before God at the pearly gates.  God is a cosmic policeman lurking about at every turn in the road, waiting for me to step on the gas just a little too much. God is critical, punitive, aloof and somewhat stuffy.  


Your perspective about God greatly influences how you live, individually and as a family of faith.  If your God is critical and punitive, you will approach God with fear and trepidation, or keep God at arms’ length.  You’ll try to hide from God.  And when you look at other people, you will look with that same sense of judgment and criticism that you think God has.  You will look for failings and flaws in yourself and other people.  When a whole church holds that kind of perspective, it becomes like a flock of Pharisees, pretending to be righteous themselves, and looking down their noses at everyone else. 


The Good News is that this is not the kind of God that Jesus shows us in his ministry.  Nor is it the kind of God that he shows us in this story called the Prodigal Son.  


Jesus shows us a God who is welcoming, compassionate, forgiving, generous.  A God who throws a party for each person who comes home.  


This is the same picture of God that we see in Isaiah 49:15-16: The prophet says, “Can a woman forget her nursing child, or show no compassion for the child of her womb?  Even these may forget, yet I will not forget you.  See, I have inscribed you on the palms of my hands. . .”

And again in Matthew 23:37-38 Jesus says, “How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings . . . .”


Our God is a God of compassion and welcome.  Nurture and caring. Our God is not a control freak.  Like the father in our story, God will let you have your freedom. You can go away or you can stay.  But God’s desire is to be with you.  In fact, God waits and watches with eager anticipation until the day that you come home where you belong.  Waits to shower you with abundant love.  Prodigal love.  


Do you know what the word “prodigal” means?  I used to think it meant “bad behavior” or “rebellious” or something like that, hence the “prodigal son.”  Here’s the dictionary definition: prodigal means “rashly or wastefully extravagant”  -- and it means “Giving or given in abundance; lavish or profuse.”  You can see why the younger son was called prodigal—he was rashly and wastefully extravagant.  But if you look at that second definition – giving or given in abundance; lavish or profuse, this is the father in the story; he is generous.  He gives without reservation.  And remember, the father represents God.  Our God is lavish, giving in abundance.  Depending on your perspective, you might even say that the father was wasteful or rash in giving his young son such freedom and especially in giving him the money to throw down a rat hole.  If you were prone to be cynical about such things, you might even say that God was wasteful with love and forgiveness, and even wasteful with Jesus’ life and death.  Why waste such love on a world full of people who are just going to take it for granted anyway, or ignore it or reject it?


Yet God does not count it a waste.  If just one rebel will return from the far country.  If just one elder son will repent and come join the party, it will all be worth it.  And if you can accept this prodigal love, if you can absorb it and take it in, I guarantee you will not consider it a waste either.  Because your life will change.  Your life will take on meaning and even joy.  


And if you embrace God’s prodigal love, you will grow into true spiritual maturity. 


Neither the younger son nor the elder son represent spiritual maturity.  They both represent an entry point into the kingdom of God.  No matter where we come from, we all come in the same door:  through Jesus Christ.  Our calling as Christian disciples is to grow up into Christ.  To take on his ministry and his character qualities.


Have you noticed that as people grow older, they usually begin to resemble their parents more and more?  Whether they want to or not!  It’s a physiological reality of life.  One day you look in the mirror and see your mother looking back at you.  Or your father.  


Other than plastic surgery, there’s really nothing that you can do to avoid becoming physically like the people who gave you birth.  It just happens.  But that’s not the case in our spiritual lives.  It’s not going to just happen automatically.  We have to be intentional about choosing the ways of Jesus.  Daily, weekly, continually.  As we open our lives to God, we more and more reflect God’s character, which is like the character of the father in this story.  We become welcoming, forgiving, nurturing, generous, and celebrative.  


As we prepare to build a home for Morning Star,  We need to be clear with ourselves and others that we are not building a cathedral or a museum or a monument to ourselves.  Not a place to hide from the world.  We are building a place of welcome.  A home where each person will know without a doubt that he or she is loved and cared for.


Your mission, if you choose to accept it, is to build this place.  And to embody  God’s welcome.  
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