GETTING WHAT WE DESERVE 

Luke 15: 1-3, 11b-32          3-14-10

When it comes to Jesus' parables, I like to ask:

What bothers you about this story?

So, when it comes to the parable we call the Prodigal Son:

What bothers you about this story?

When I consider this story, I am reminded that something about it bothers me.  I am bothered by what Fred Craddock at Candler School of Theology calls the OFFENCE OF GRACE.

The offence of grace?  Yes!  Everything about the way life seems to work - even the values we live and swear by - works against the main point of this parable.

If I did not realize it before our son came along, I certainly do now!  A child needs limits.  A child must come to learn that he or she will suffer the consequences of his or her actions.  Destructive or irresponsible behavior must be punished to the end that it will NOT be repeated. The only way for a child to learn to be responsible for toys is to have to pick them up before going to do something else.  The only way for a child to 

appreciate a home is to finish the chores we give him. The only way for her to be a true part of the family is to share in the housework and yard work as she grows older.

I may resent my Dad for some things he did or said as I was growing up, but I am glad we were taught the importance of doing our share, working hard, finishing a job, and telling the truth. I KNOW when I have failed in any of these ways only BECAUSE my Mom and Dad insisted that these would be the standards in our family.

We all know that these values are important and we strive to make them a part of our living and a part of our family life. We really do believe the old adage "As the twig is bent, so grows the tree."

But then there's this story of a wayward son who makes every conceivable bad choice.  Rather arbitrarily one day he ups and asks his father for his share of the worth of the family farm.  Then, he takes off to a distant country.  The separation was bad enough. But to ask as he did for his share of the inheritance, this young man was saying, in effect, that his father was dead.  The boy left home with what would've been his only AFTER the death of his father.

He runs far away from home and family. He falls in with the wrong crowd and soon his money is all gone.  To make matters worse, the place he runs off to is then hit by a famine.  Times are tough for everyone, and perhaps hardest on a young stranger with no friends, no job, no contacts, no support, who has squandered his money.  It's sad to find out your friends are gone when the good times run out.

Worst of all, this young man takes work feeding pigs.  We assume he is Jewish and such work would've made him unclean according to his religion.  Yet, the slop he feeds to the pigs begins to look tasty.  It's sad what looks good when you lose your way and lose your self.

To top it all off, when the young man does have a flash of insight - when he "came to himself" - he quickly fades into a rather calculated rehearsal of what he might say to win his father's heart and win back a place in his father's household: I have sinned against God and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son  ... I have sinned against God and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.

Apparently, this young man had lived for so long among lies and filth and poverty and desperation, he sees repentance as another way of conning his way into yet another heart.

Up to this point, this story seems to go pretty much according to script - a script that has been played countless times.  How many young folks have wasted their talents?  How many of us have wasted opportunities that knocked on our doors?  How many broken dreams and bad choices litter the landscape of our city streets?

Would this young man find his way back into his father's home through a long penance and trial period?  Would he beg forgiveness from his older brother and promise always to respect and obey him, especially after the old man was gone?  OR would the father send him packing back out the door as he most certainly deserved?

These seem to be the only options for the story, but the parable turns in another direction.  That direction is what bothers me.

Not only does the father forgive his young son, he runs out to meet him before he can grovel, before he can beg, before he can lay out his heavy lines of repentance.  The son tries to say what he has planned and rehearsed, but the father is too busy arranging the party, giving orders for the celebration.  The old man apparently is not very interested just yet in what his son has to say.

Party?  Celebration?  Already he calls for the ring - a signet ring - to mark the boy as a member of the family; and for a robe to mark the boy's place as an heir of the father's wealth. Why, it's as though the boy never left!  What kind of way is this for the father to act?  Doesn't he realize the son needs to learn a lesson from his mistakes?  Doesn't he know the boy must EARN his way back into the family's good graces?

Yes, I find the father's extravagant grace offensive.  It violates my sense of fairness and just deserts.  It gives the younger son just what he wants.  It lets him get away with murder.  And I resent it.  I resent him ... and thereby I know my place in the story.  I am the older brother!

I find myself identifying with this character when he says, in Clarence Jerdan's down-home version of the parable, "You mean you killed my 4-H calf!  MY calf, that I been raising to win that blue ribbon!  You killed MY calf and fed it to HIM and the hired hands!?"

I have never got in any serious trouble. I always kept my nose clean.  I did not take some of the risks I saw other youth take.  I carry in my heart a false sense of security about myself and my loved ones - that anything bad will happen to someone else.  I recognize also a false pride in myself - as if I can take credit for the good things that have come my way.  I am the older brother.

I get especially harsh when it comes to judging my peers. When a colleague gets into trouble, my first thought is to wonder why he could not have stayed clean ... like me.  "A pastor just doesn't do that!" I think and sometimes say, "Such persons cannot be allowed to stay in the ordained ministry."   We older sons can be pretty tough.  Rules are important.  We consider ourselves realistic ... practical ... the ones who keep everything under control and running smoothly.  We are perfect candidates for the Investigative Committee and Judicial Council!

The only problem with this (or maybe the great thing about this!) is that we are out of the party at the end of the parable! We older brothers are left standing outside in the field, with a shovel in our hands (naturally!), resenting the music and the dancing and the celebration.  We cannot understand why all this is happening.  We can't understand why our father would be so soft.  We can't understand how our brother could've had the gall to come home.  We would've stayed out there in that distant country 

forever ... with too much pride and too much stubbornness to ever come home.  We don't even like parties!

And that's our problem.  Deep down, we know we've never been able to 

earn enough, do enough, work hard enough, build enough, or be good enough to prove ourselves worthy of our father or of God.  We are so busy winning approval, we cannot fathom that our heavenly Father loves us more because He made us than because we've made the grade. Such grace just blows our mind!  Such love seems beyond us! Such forgiveness seems too good to be true!

In the end, we are all standing out in the yard, mulling over all this in our heart and soul while the party carries on inside.

We've all been invited.  Will we accept?


AMEN

