“The Parable of the Loving Father”

Luke 15:1-2, 11-32
This morning I want to tell a story or re-tell a story.  It’s a story about a father’s love—a father whose love was so extravagant we still have difficulty understanding such love to this day. For you see, this story is not primarily the story of two sons. It’s not even primarily the story of the prodigal son. Nor is it primarily a story about running away from responsibility and spending your inheritance foolishly. It’s also not primarily a story about staying home and being righteous while looking after Mom and Dad. It’s not even primarily a story about repentance, teaching us how to turn our lives around when we find ourselves in the pig pens of life, even though we do hear a little bit about each of these things in our story.

This morning’s story is primarily a story about a father’s love. It is about a father who loves so extravagantly, who loves all his children so extraordinarily, that we really find it hard to understand and believe to this very day. Listen now to how the story begins: 
“I wish you were dead!” Isn’t that the implication of what this young boy says to his father? “I wish you were already dead, so I could get my inheritance.”

It must have broken the father’s heart. But he doesn’t chastise his son. He doesn’t turn his back on him. Instead, he gives the boy what he wants. You see, you can’t hold a boy back when he wants to run off and see what’s on the other side of the hill. You can’t hold on to a child when they want to see some far-off exotic country and experience all the glitter and gold in those fancy streets. You can’t keep them at home when they want to go into those dark palaces of pleasure to find out what life is all about. And this was a father who understood that. Not only does he understand, he makes it possible for the child to go. He divides all that he has, all that he’s worked for his whole life, his nest egg, the money he would depend on in his old age, and he gives it to his two sons. And then he says goodbye to his youngest.

He knew as he watched him head down the path toward the big city that he was probably seeing his son alive for the last time because he knew what was waiting out there. As he watched his son walking off with confidence in his step and bravado in his voice, he knew that his son would be bloodied. But he let him go. He gave the boy the gift of freedom. Most boys are not ready for freedom. And this one clearly was not. And when he lost all of the money that was buying him friendships, he began to hurt.
He found himself hungry and alone. And all he could do was take a job that would repulse any self-respecting Jew. For us, it would be like taking a job washing limousines for drug dealers in order to eat. We would hate it and curse ourselves for doing it. He found a job feeding pigs. Pigs are religiously unclean according to Levitical Law, but the boy was starving to death. He would have gladly eaten the pig slop, but no one offered even that.

When he finally hit rock bottom, he began to remember. And this is something that can happen to all of us when we find ourselves in the pits of life. We begin to remember another time and another place when life was better. He remembered that in his father’s house, everybody lived better than this. And somewhere in the midst of that remembering, he started to remember who he was. He was a beloved child of a father who loved him enough to set him free, to turn him loose. And while he could have stayed with the pigs and died—and a lot of sons and daughters do just that—something in his remembering fanned in him a yearning for home. And he got up and went home.
Now, he was rehearsing the whole way home, practicing what he was going to say, preparing his story to win himself a roof over his head and some food in his belly. He crawled back home, ready to beg his father to take him in, even as a slave.

Well, the father must have been looking for him. He must have gone out on his porch every day, looking down the path and up toward the road every single day, hoping to see that Greyhound bus dropping off his boy at his mailbox. The father must have been looking because the story says he saw him when he was way off in the distance. And what happened then is beyond our wildest dreams. There was running, and hugging, and kissing, and welcoming home. He swept that boy in his arms. And the boy started right in with his excuses and stories. “Father, I’m not worthy. Accept me as a slave. I, I, I...” 
“Stop … stop, my son!” The father didn’t even want to hear his apology. It didn’t matter. His boy, his son whom he assumed to be dead, was alive and safe and home.
“Fire up the barbecue, and kill the calf we’ve been fattening up for a great occasion, and be sure to season it just right. Give my boy a warm soothing bath, and get him something decent to wear. Bring him some comfortable shoes, and go by my room and get me my ring—the one I value so much—and put it on his finger. I don’t care what he has done. My boy is safe. My son has come home, and by golly, we’re going to celebrate.”
But the eldest son was not there. He was hard at work out in the fields, right where he always was this time of year. He was out there getting the crops in because somebody had to. If you don’t get the crops in, there won’t be anything to eat in the winter. That’s the reality of life. It was then, and it still is today. If somebody doesn’t go out there into the daily grind, then the family will eventually suffer. That’s the kind of man he was—a man who did his job, a man who never ran away from his responsibilities, a good and faithful man, a good and obedient son. He was a man who always did what was expected of him. 
And that day, as he was coming in for lunch, he heard music. With all the work left to be done, there was a party going on. People were dancing and singing. With crops rotting in the fields, someone was throwing a party!

Now how would you like to have been the servant whom he asked, “What’s going on?”

“Well, ah, your daddy’s throwing a party for that brother of yours. He’s come home.”

“What? He killed my calf? He gave that bum my clothes? The ring I assumed he was saving for me, it’s now on his finger? It’s not fair! And I’d rather rot in this field than go to his party.”
But that wise and loving father must have been looking out for his oldest son as well because he comes out searching for him too. And he pleads with his eldest son, “Come on in, son. Come to the party.” But this son has run away to a far-off city of his own. He never left the farm. He didn’t run away to a place on a map. He just walled himself off in the isolated city of a cold self-righteous heart.

“I wish you were all dead!” I think that is an accurate statement of the feeling in the eldest son’s heart. “I wish you were both dead! And I don’t want to be your son anymore, not if this is the way you treat me. And I’ll never call that son of yours my brother! He wasted our money and left me here to do all the work. He’s not my brother, and I don’t want to be your son, not if this is the way it works.”
But here is where the dad really earns his name as the loving father. Here is where he shows how extravagant and unbelievable his love truly is. Just as the younger son is not expected to crawl before the whole family begging for mercy, just as the younger son did not have to make apologies, this son is not asked to make apologies either. He isn’t chastised or scolded for the way he dishonored his father. The father simply reaches out and re-opens the closed door of their relationship.
Very lovingly he says, “Your brother—and he is your brother—has come home, and we’ve got so much to celebrate. Boy, don’t you know that everything I’ve got in this world is yours? Every bit of it. And you can have it anytime you want it. But your brother, whom we thought to be dead, is alive. He was lost, but now he’s come home.”

Brothers and sisters, there is a party going on, and it has been going on for a long time. Every day our father in heaven rejoices, as one by one his lost children come home. They’re coming home from the big city where they have been living self-destructive lives. And they’re coming home from the lonely city of a cold judgmental heart. And God doesn’t care what they have been doing or thinking when they come home. There is no need for begging or pleading or punishing. Our father just hugs them and welcomes them home.

But our father is still looking off in the distance, looking, searching, hoping that all of God’s children will come and join in the celebration.

How about you? Are you ready to come home?

Let us Pray:

O God, we hear the music. We smell the aroma of a great feast, and we see the dancing. Lift us out of our self-centered and self-righteous lives. Break down the walls of our cold hearts. Help us all to join the celebration. In the name of your son, Christ Jesus, Amen.
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