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Reading: Luke 14: 1-24; 15: 1-32

Prayer. May the words of my mouth, the meditatiohsur hearts, and the actions of our lives
be acceptable in your sight, O God, our strengtham redeemer. Amen.

It's one of our favourite Bible stories, often nefal to as “The Parable of the Prodigal Son”.
Each of us brings to it our own vantage point, Weetve identify with the elder or the younger
child or the parent. Wednesday’s morning Bibled$tgroup has been discussing each of the
coming Sunday’s readings. The group is having slorey discussions. Connie and | joined
them for lunch this past Wednesday as | wantect&w tvhat direction they had gone with
today’s story. It turned out that all but one lné group members were the eldest in their
families. Discussion ranged from birth order tbdritance laws in ancient times, to where are
the daughters and mother in the story. There alesabout feasts and who is righteous vs. who
is self-righteous. Someone cleverly compared lthereson’s response that the homecoming
treatment wasn't fair, to the story of the laboarerthe vineyard who got hired on for the last
hour or two but were still paid a full day’s wagjeel the others who had worked all day long.
Sometimes God'’s response does not seem verylfairtoo gracious or too generous.

As | was working on the theme for today, | was wighat first that | would be preaching this
next week when there would be our congregationa&timg to choose the new minister with
lunch after church. We could have our own kindeaist or “party”. But then | realized that this
could turn into one of those bulletin bloopetdlext week’s topic: The Prodigal Son. Come to
vote on our new minister!’'So, perhaps it is a better topic for today, evemgfn there won’t be
a feast afterwards....

What struck me as | read some of the commentanié$ackground material on today’s reading,
is that we have a “party problem” here. Firstigfae shouldn’t even be having parties in Lent.

It's a time of deep reflection and repentance. ¥W¥as the church thinking of by assigning this

reading for the middle of Lent? So it is a probl@mus.

The party is a problem for thy@unger son in that he feels he doesn’t deserve it afterrat he’s
done. He just wanted to quietly slip back home laecbme a hired hand, earn a decent wage
and get a good meal. Now there’s all this fuss.

And there is certainly a “party problem” for tbigler son, who doesn’t believe for one minute
that his younger brother deserves it, especiatigeshe, as the faithful son, has never even been
offered one small party to have with his friendsd now there’s a “party problem” for the
father. The party has gained him the lost son but costhis faithful son.

This party is a problem too for tkemmunity, for any Jewish son who has disgraced his father
by taking his inheritance before his father hasl diken squandering the family inheritance and



losing his wealth to the Gentiles, is to be cutfadfn the community in a ritual callegetsatsah.
This father has it all wrong, welcoming him backld@nhrowing a party. Should they attend or
not?

And this party is certainly a problem for ttlevout religious leaders who are listening to Jesus
tell this story!

I’'m indebted mostly to William Willimon and BarbaBrown Taylor for some of the insights in
this sermon. Willimon says that none of us begesdge father’'s welcoming back of the
wayward son. What wao have a problem with is theay he does it.“We want the father to be
gracious, but not overly so. Homecomings for pgat are fine, when dressed in sackcloth and
ashes, not in patent leather pumps or a tux. Quastjon is that of the older brother, ‘Is it fitgn
to throw a party for a prodigal?”

“What we want is, ‘Yes, Howard, glad that you’reckdhome. Now let's do away with that left
earring and let’s have a bit more responsibilityt ofiyou. Go in, [see your mother], have a
good, balanced meal and then let’s talk about fimg your application to law school.(Pulpit
Resource, Vol. 23, No. 1)

Instead the wayward son gets the royal treatmebg, ring and a giant party to which the whole
community is invited. What in heaven’s name isudagetting at in telling this story? What kind
of Saviour is he turning out to be after all? \Wettght he came to raise our ethical standards,
and tell people to straighten up and be more resplen Instead the accusation lodged by the
grumbling Pharisees is that Jesus is hanging aupartying with the wrong crowd. He is eating
and drinking with tax collectors and sinners.

Rather than justifying his actions by saying thaisjust doing it in order to redeem them, Jesus
tells them a whole bunch of stories about God &$ &toparties where the wealthy and important
leaders are turned away while the outcasts andtsést welcomed in, and about celebrating
whenever the lost have been found.

| think we need to understand the context in wiiebus was telling these parables. In today’'s
world we think nothing of what the younger son didlow many young adult children left their
parents overseas and came here to the “New Warlgéarch of adventure or success or a new
life? Some succeeded and some didn’'t. One goeg f@ra home to grow up, right? Everyone
talks so much these days about “finding themselaes’the individual’s needs often take
precedence over the family or communal needs, tigmin Jesus’ day.

In Jesus’ day, most of his listeners would havenbyeeal farmers who understood that their land
was their livelihood. They received it in trusbrn their ancestors and they held it in trust for
their children. Land claims and transfers wereediorthe midst of the community who held the
public witness and memory. You count on your nleaylrs to help you remove your crop, just
as they count on you to help build their barns.u Yoite each other to your parties, and your
children marry your neighbour’s children to strdregt the bonds of kinship and clan. One’s
standing in the community was of utmost importance.



The role of the patriarch in Jesus’ day was to Uptiee family and ancestral honour. And so it
was unbecoming of patriarchs to run in public oever leave their place at the head of the table
when entertaining guests. Patriarchs told thaldan what to do and certainly did not plead
with them. And to transfer land during one’s lifie¢ was a disgrace. It was to happen only
upon one’s death. And so here we “obviously” hawtory of a very weak patriarch who in the
end has two rebellious sons he’s unable to control.

While the one wayward son deserves to be punishédat off from the community, the father
watches daily and when he sees him returning he tauget to him before the community does,
and to save him from being cut off. He throws gyptaster than the community can plan their
ritual to ostrasize him. The feast restores th&l§és honour in the village as well as restores
the son.

Barbara Brown Taylor says that this is a REUNIOdlhshot a REPENTANCE story as most of
us have thought. It is about the high cost of RRCQLIATION. It is about learning that our
own individual self-worth and identity, our own sgghteousness does not matter nearly so
much as learning to overcome our divisions andtiggether in peace.

This parent is willing to sacrifice his own honaonrorder to keep the family and the community
together. Not only does he not behave as the ygmatiriarch with the younger son, but he also
does not behave like the typical patriarch withdlder son either. When the older son learns of
the party and decides to sulk and refuses to [gihe too attacks the family honour. His
behaviour is a terrible insult to his father inft@f all the guests. But instead of staying at th
head of the table and proceeding with the partyoss, the father leaves and goes out to the older
son, just as he had gone out to the younger soetimgeboth of them were they were.

This father really is a genius in the end. He gilieth adult children what they need, not what
they want. One needs to be welcomed back in agyfaifhe other needs reassurance of his
own place in the family. “Son, you are always witk. Everything I've got is yours.” He does
not let the younger off the hook by simply beingi@d hand. He must act responsibly now as a
member of the family. And the other one doesntthge own party, but he does get

everything... alas, including his brother! This ftlalso offers a way for the community to be
reunited and save face with one another. All thesd do is come to the party, and let go of
their own self-righteousness, and be glad thalastehas been found and reunited in love.

The word “prodigal” as an adjective meafrecklessly wasteful or extravagant or lavish”
Jesus shows us th@bd, the Divine Parent, is the most prodigal of alllavishly extravagant
when it comes to us as familydoing anything to reconcile us to God’s own selfl each other.
Some days we are the self-indulgent ones and dthexr we are the self-righteous ones. And
depending on which way we are feeling, some day®<Gaxtions will seem like “annoying
grace” to us, and other days they will convey “am@zrace.”

My prayer is that some day we’ll be more than aleild and instead we’ll become prodigal
divine parents, not worrying what the neighbourl tliink or our co-workers, but willingly,
extravagantly, lavishing love and grace in ourtreteships, and going to great lengths to be
instruments of peace and reconciliation in our fe®j communities and our world.



The party is on! You know who God has invited. f@mpose Jesus leaves the story open-ended.
We have to finish it. Will we dare to go insidaebrshoulders with the other guests who have
now become family? Will we dare to be nourishedbgh an extravagant love, letting go of all
our “shoulds” and “oughts” and just receiving aradtping in gratitude as God intends?

If so, what difference will that make in our dalilying?

The party problem has a solution.
Lavish prodigal parenting is the answer.
I's up to us now.

Amen.



