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A sermon preached by the Reverend Stanley A. Dubowski on the Third Sunday in Lent, March 7, 2010

Year C:  Joshua 5:9-12;  Psalm 32;  2 Corinthians 5:6-21; Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32

Today we shift our Lenten focus from repentance to reconciliation.  And this morning we have reconciliation with a big helping of festivity and rejoicing!  

All of the readings today focus on both forgiveness and reconciliation but the Gospel portion does so emphatically.  The story known as “the return of the prodigal son” may just be one of the most well known Biblical stories although probably among the most misunderstood.  I wonder how many people who talk about various homecomings in terms of the return of the prodigal even know they’re referring to a Biblical account.
Before we go further, I want to spend a few minutes explaining the 1st century culture of the parable so you understand how this would have sounded to those listening to Jesus that morning – especially those who thought it wrong of Jesus to eat with sinners.  It’s important to really listen to the parable and not miss important bits because we think we know it.
If you noticed, we only meet the males of this affluent family in today’s Gospel portion.  We know that they’re well off because they have property, hired help, and slaves.   We meet them as the youngest son confronts the father with a demand to get his share of his inheritance now.  

There’s some historical research that has found that although it wasn’t common practice for a son to ask for his inheritance before his father died, it did happen on occasion.  For the most part, inheritance at the time worked this way:  Upon the death of the father, the eldest son – note son, not the eldest child –inherits 2/3 of the estate.  The missing mother in today’s Gospel, if she is still alive when her husband dies, is entitled to absolutely nothing.  Neither she nor any of the female children could inherit.  So, when the father dies, the eldest son gets 2/3 of the estate and the remaining 1/3 is divided up among the remaining sons.  In addition, the sons, starting with the eldest, become responsible for the care of their mother and any unmarried sisters – in a way, inheriting them as part of the estate.

Now, let’s go back to the parable.  Even though the youngest has asked for the inheritance before the father is dead, we’re told that the father gives both of sons their share of the inheritance then and there.  So that leaves the father penniless and in an interesting kind of non-status.  He’s almost committed a kind of social suicide which makes the father’s behavior both questionable and shocking.  Questionable because there is no sense that he’s attempted to counsel the youngest.  He just gives in to the demand and lets the youngest son go away.  And his decision is questionable because he now has no way to support himself.  He seems to have assumed that Number One Son will keep him.
OK, with his inherited money in hand, the youngest son leaves home, community, and country thus alienating himself not only from everyone.  However, things don’t go well for him at all.  It gets so bad that he winds up taking a job tending pigs – the most ritually unclean of all animals from a Jewish perspective.  He realizes that he is now envious of the food the pigs are getting.  Realizing that he would be better off as a servant in his father’s house he makes an about face and heads home.  

It isn’t clear if this literal turning around and the return trip home enabled the youngest son to see beyond his own needs and realize that he had seriously hurt his family and friends.  We don’t know because the father rushes out to greet this son and – before the son can say much let alone that he’s sorry – the father calls for a party.  The father sees the return of his youngest son as a kind of rebirth, a kind of resurrection of a dead son – and maybe it is.  Maybe the father’s love, compassion, forgiveness, and reconciliation will help the son to repent, grow, and change.

We know for sure that the younger son felt sorry for himself but we’re not sure if he felt some sorrow for what he’d done to the family and community.  A person can feel sorrow and remorse for what they’ve done because they suffer the consequences of their actions.  Yet that same person might not have any real understanding of or concern for the person or persons who were harmed.  We simply have no idea if there was any thought of repentance on the youngest son’s part.  
For the record, repentance is the acceptance of one’s responsibility to undo the wrong and to minister to the victim while feeling sorrow for the wrong that was done.  True repentance begins with the grief, with the regret that comes to the one who did wrong when that person realizes the hurt inflicted on another.  Repentance is about making amends.

Now, what about the eldest son?  I’m willing to bet that a lot of people feel bad for him.  There he is day-after-day, working hard.  However, when you get to really know him, you see that he is a stockpile of bitterness, anger, and deep-seated resentment.  We meet him on his way home from the fields, he hears music and realizes there’s a party going on in the house – but he doesn’t go in -- he calls one of the slaves to find out what’s happening first.  When finds out that his brother is back and Dad’s throwing a welcome home party for him – Number One Son becomes angry.  Then, for the second time today, Dad goes running out of the house to care for one of his sons. 

The eldest son is hurt, throws a tantrum, and refuses to join the party even though no one has done anything to him.  He takes his father’s act of forgiveness and acceptance of the of his younger brother’s return as a personal slap in the face.  We sense that he feels that he’s been wronged because Dad forgave his brother and throws a party for him.  It is now Number One Son who chooses alienation from the family and community by refusing to go in and join the celebration.  

Mark Twain described the elder son as a good man in the worst sense of the word.  He’s upstanding, hard working, respected by others, fit to inherit the estate – but he’s also a reservoir of resentment, bitterness, and anger.

Let’s be honest here, what he did was self-serving because he was really taking care of himself since the father distributed the whole estate when the youngest asked for his share and then left.   So he’s working for himself.
Faced with the oldest son’s anger, the father responds with love and compassion for the second time today.  We get a second look at his capacity for forgiveness and reconciliation.  He rushes out and tries to make his son understand that there is no lack of appreciation for his dedication, industry, and efforts.  Again, the father doesn’t rebuke or chastise bad behavior.  He simply tells his son that he values his dedication and commitment and explains that the younger brother’s return is an incredibly special occasion and therefore a reason for celebration.  
The point he makes is that there’s enough love to go around.  Life is about belonging.  And both of these children belong.  

We may identify with the younger son because we too get selfish, we sometimes run away and do it our way only to realize afterwards that not only have we made a mistake, we’ve caused hurt and pain too.  And, if we’re honest, we can see that there are times when we are like the elder son fussing and fuming; engaging in self-martyrdom by banishing ourselves to a place of self-serving duty, responsibility, and doing “the right thing.”  Just how often are we caught up in judgment and condemnation, in bitterness, anger, and resentment, all of which we desperately hold onto in the name of reality, in the name of fairness, and in the name of duty?  

The story touches most who hear it even if they don’t identify strongly with either child because on some level we find the music and dancing of the prodigal’s party outrageous.  In our minds and hearts, we really dislike all this forgiveness and mercy – except when we are on the receiving end because, from our personal perspective, we feel we’ve earned whatever forgiveness and mercy we receive.
  All of this mercy and freely given forgiveness that we see here seems to be way out of control.  This kid behaved badly and now he gets fancy clothes, a little bling, and a big party.  It just ain’t fair!
In reality, both of these kids are lost, both are dead in some way, and so is the parent.  The parent (who isn’t blameless or perfect) reaches out to both, forgiving and attempting to reconcile with both of them.  And there is music and dancing and feasting!  The whole village is there as the father welcomes back the child who was gone, who was dead.  This is an incredible act of grace especially when understood in terms of 1st century culture.

As I said, today we have forgiveness with festivity and rejoicing!  This Sunday is indeed a time to rejoice more than ever because we see forgiveness and reconciliation.  Reconciliation isn’t always possible but forgiveness is always possible even though forgiveness is not always easy.  Forgiveness happens when the wronged person acknowledges the offense, is justly angered at the offender’s actions, bears his or her own anger, and lets the offender go free.  That’s the point from the first reading when God says, “Today I have rolled away from you the disgrace of Egypt.” God tells the Chosen People that the horrible times in Egypt are over, the disgrace of their maltreatment is gone, they are to put the past behind them and let it go.  In essence, God tells them to forgive, they should not bear a grudge, they must avoid being bitter, the bad times are over, good times lie ahead.  Enjoy the moment even though in this case reconciliation with the Egyptians isn’t likely – there must be forgiveness in order to live and not die under the weight of bitterness and resentment.  

We are never told that the anger we feel when hurt should be ignored, denied, or forgotten.  Trying to do so will just allow the anger to surface in one way or another.  The anger that comes from being hurt must be dealt with responsibly, honestly, and in a decisive, conscious act of willpower.  The injured and justifiably angry person can vent these feelings of anger on the offender in retaliation by playing the role of accuser, judge, jury, and executioner; or the injured person can choose to accept the angry feelings, bear them, and find release.  The release of those feelings is true forgiveness.

Granting forgiveness requires dealing with our own hurts and resentments to reach the ultimate goal of reconciliation – of being reunited with those from whom we are separated.  On the flip side, seeking forgiveness requires our admission and acceptance of our role in hurting others.  
Martin Luther King, Jr. certainly had reason enough to put forgiveness at the bottom of his to-do list.  However, his understanding of the Gospel convinced him that he could not put forgiveness off until later.  King said, 

“Forgiveness is not an occasional art; it is a permanent attitude.” 

It makes no real difference whether or not we identify with either or both of the children in the parable because Jesus calls us to become like the parent.  The parent in the story reaches out with compassion to both of these very human and fallible children offering wholeness to both of them by offering forgiveness and an invitation to belong.  The parent doesn’t chastise or seek revenge but approaches both of them with love and compassion and forgives both of them – and then, initiates reconciliation by welcoming each one back into the family.

Today’s parable has no clean and clear ending because the parable is our story – the human story – an ongoing story.  Each and every one of us struggles to change so that we can avoid being self-centered and demanding our part of the inheritance now, and we can avoid being rigid and judgmental.

Jesus calls each and every one of us to be the pardoning parent who can forgive with the fullness of our being.  We are called to work at reconciliation – at repentance and forgiveness.  We are called to a ministry of reconciliation which is a gift from God started when God reconciled the world to Godself through the life of Jesus and God chose to not hold our trespasses, our offenses and hurts against us.  God has entrusted us with the good news that reconciliation begun in the life and work of the one we call The Christ is ours to have.   

So we have cause to celebrate and rejoice, because once we were dead because of our sin, we caused separation from God and neighbor; we were lost and have been found.

The process of reconciling begins with forgiveness and a willingness to let go and leave the past behind.  When will we start and how will we work at reconciliation?  
The door is open.

We are invited to be part of the celebration.  

We are invited to rejoice in our share of the blessings of God’s unbounded love given to each and every one of us.             

We are invited to gather around the table today.  

We are invited to join the ultimate feast of forgiveness – now!  
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