24th August 2014

Luke 15.1-3, 11-32

The death the other week of the move star and comedian Robin Williams was tragic. I remember his film Good Will hunting – it is one of my favourite films.  It is about a janitor (we would call him a caretaker) at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, where some of the best and brightest are trained. The irony of it all was that he was the smartest one there, a genius, but no one knew it. No one knew, that is, until he completed an extremely complex mathematical problem left as a challenge for students on a blackboard. The story behind the 1997 film, "Good Will Hunting," revolves around how this prodigious young man is discovered and discovers himself. The very title of the movie is a play on his name, Will Hunting, a prodigal prodigy hunting for where he belonged in this world.

Perhaps you’ve known someone like Will, a person who holds great potential but has squandered it in some fashion. Maybe you are a "Will Hunting." Sometimes the very word "potential" is a terrifying weight to place upon someone’s shoulders. Expectations are very high when the sky is the limit, you know. Many are those who have sought to run away from the message, which is as irritating as the voice announcing a letter in an email box: "You’ve got potential." A level results and GCSE’s results may have heightened or lowered young  people’s expectations. 

In my Dictionary, the words "prodigal, prodigious, and prodigy" follow one after the other. They all begin the same way, with a "prod," a drive, a push, a poke. However, where one is stirred in an extraordinary, exceptional direction, another is driven away from what’s good, toward wasting potential. A prodigal is someone who has squandered an inheritance, who has allowed wealth (be it money or talent) to just slip through the fingers. While the difference between a prodigy and a prodigal is like day and night, the distance between the two is minimal.

Fortunately for Will Hunting, he encountered a fatherly figure in Psychologist Sean McGuire, played by Robin Willimas, who helped him not to just discover his "potential" as a "prodigy," but to discover who he really was as a person. The most poignant scene in this movie for me, was when this young man finally shed the cloak of his own smart-allecky intelligence (which he had worn for protection), and was enfolded in the arms of Sean, the caring father he never had. The prodigal son was headed home.

Parenting is never easy. The relationship between any parent and their children is always complex. A salesman rings on the doorbell of a house.  The door is answered by a teenage boy smoking a cigarette, with a tin of beer in one hand and a copy of Playboy tucked under his arm.  The salesman says ‘Is your mother or father at home?’  The boy relied ‘what do you think?’

The parable of the Prodigal Son is about a son who goes off the rails, who rebels – who leaves home with his inheritance early and wastes it on wild living. 
Jesus' well-known parable in this passage from the Gospel of Luke is commonly called "The Prodigal Son," when it might better be named after "The Prodigal Father," if "prodigal" really means according to the Oxford dictionary ‘recklessly wasteful, lavish. Yes, the son wastes his inheritance on a good time in a distant land, but his father seems just as free and even wasteful in lavishing his wealth on a son who comes home not in sincere repentance but calculated self-interest. He was lost but is now found by the Father – but it is not an easy homecoming. "Welcome home" may sound all warm and fuzzy, but the return home may present all sorts of challenges.  

Let’s just talk about the younger son first.
Once, when members of the news media brought up to Prince Charles the prospect of his inheriting the throne of England, he stopped the conversation cold when he said, "Gentlemen, you are speaking about the death of my mother." 
The younger son in today's story exhibits no such sense of respect or even affection for his father. He wants his inheritance now – in other words he wishes his father was dead. One might imagine that he was always impetuous, as second sons often are when they follow a responsible, hard-working firstborn who stands to inherit the lion's share of the estate anyway. The scholars say that the older son would receive two-thirds of the estate, with the rest divided up between the other heirs, enough of an injustice perhaps to turn a boy's mind toward other pursuits than working for his big brother. If you don’t treat your kids fair and share you allow resentments to build. 
In fact, this younger brother isn't just impetuous – he comes across as a master manipulator who knows how "to play the old man like a fiddle". For example, we never quite feel confident that the younger son's repentance is "true"; his conversion is more stomach-driven than heart-felt. How do we welcome home those who may be desperate but not yet truly sorry?
He had wanted to do his own thing but now realises the error of his ways. So he says, "I will get up and go to my father". Is it a calculated act, or a deep repentance and an end of rebellion – the parable doesn’t make it clear. 

What is clear is that the older brother is resentful. The older, "faithful" brother comes home to the sounds of a surprise party that's definitely not in his honour. Scholars observe that the party itself is what angers the older brother, more than the shame brought to the family by the younger brother, more than the economic realities of splitting up the family farm: Fred Craddock writes, "It is that party which is so offensive. The older brother has a point: of course, let the penitent come home. Both Judaism and Christianity provide for the return of sinners, but to bread and water, not fatted calf; to sackcloth, not a new robe; to ashes, not jewellery; to kneeling, not dancing; to tears, not merriment" 

This is a story of sibling rivalry - the older brother's anger evoking "the child's first ethical statement, 'It's not fair'. Perhaps you’re an older child who has seen the younger ones getting away with so much more than you did? There were not extra steps between the younger son's return and his welcome home party, no heart-to-heart with the old man, no extra chores, no go-to-your-room-for-a-week-and-think-about-what-you-have-done, just a clean robe for his back, and a fine ring for his hand, and a pair of new sandals for his feet." It's just not fair, right? "What do you have to do to get a party around here?  Do you have to go off and squander your inheritance before you can come home to be embraced, and kissed, and assured that you belong?" 
Maybe there are there people who do not "deserve" forgiveness quite so easily? What about people whose behaviours have been destructive of others? How do we wrestle with the reality of reconciliation with them?
Are both sons lost to the father: one "to a life of recklessness," and the other "to a more serious fate, to a life of angry self-righteousness and unforgiveness that takes him so far away from his father that he might as well be feeding pigs in a far country. The parable challenges us to reflect on how our unforgiveness may block us receiving the love of God.
Let’s finally look at the Father

Fathers in the ancient world were remote and distant from their sons" Here Jesus describes a father who could not wait to see his child, who runs for him, unable to bear the slowness of the normal progression, the son's ordinary pace. 
The inference is that God is like the father in the parable, giving his son freedom to do his own thing, but watching every day, to see whether he’s coming back. And when he sees his son on the road, rushes out to meet him, full of joy and welcome. He doesn’t even wait for his son to say sorry, he organises a party.
Barbara Bradford Taylor says the father "does not love either of his sons according to what they deserve. Both are selfish in their own ways. He just loves them, more because of who he is than because of who they are." Sooner or later, even those of us "faithful ones," if that's indeed how we imagine ourselves, end up on that doorstep, too, struggling with our own self-righteousness: "It is up to each one of us to decide whether we will stand outside, like the eldest son, all alone being right, or give up our rights and go inside and take our place at a table full of reckless and righteous saints and scoundrels, brothers and sisters united only by our relationship to one loving father, who refuses to give us the love we deserve but cannot be prevented from giving us the love we need" (Taylor's sermon, "The Prodigal Father," is in The Preaching Life).  

The younger son makes himself an alien – leaving his home and his own country, and becoming a stranger in a strange land, but the older brother, ironically, makes himself an alien in his own home, remaining outside and refusing to be restored to his brother.

Or perhaps we might think of the experience of being dead and then restored to life; the son, the father says, "was dead and has come to life," but he's not the only one. The father, too, is restored to life, as parents in all ages are when their children come home. The prodigal, wasteful-in-love, father, "rejected and helpless in love with his child," experiences a kind of resurrection in his son's return. 
One of my holiday reads was a book called ‘Journeying Out’ by Ann Morisey – which looks at a new approach to Christian Mission. In one chapter she reflect on the vocation f age and evidence that suggests that older people have a special capacity to shape positively the lives of the next but one generation through the  power of personal stories to shape lives and values and the powerful stories she remembers about her relatives.

She writes off a woman called Gwen, a key volunteer at a churches run winter night shelter for the homeless.  And how her granddaughter was bemused by all the homeless men who knew her by name when she went out shopping. In a café when Gwen and her granddaughter entered, his face lit up and he shouted a fulsome hello to Gwen, which she happily returned, calling him by name.  As she sat with her granddaughter the granddaughter ventured to ask how she knew all these alcoholics and mad men. Gwen told her about the winter night shelter and the hospitality the churches offered and how she helped out there. She went on to say that Bill who had welcomed her in the café would sit and do the Times crossword in twenty minutes and then offer to help with the washing up. Pete, who they had met in the street, had been a soldier in the Falklands and how he always helped to put the camp beds away and swept the hall for her. 
Ann Morisey comments that this was an example given to a young person of how the church could be relevant and committed to its neighbourhood. But this would only be superficial. The example her Gran gave her of being alongside those whom others disparage and her commitment to have a go despite the cynicism of others would have an impact on that young woman for the rest of her life. It would inform the decisions she would make from now on. Her decisions would be less likely to be governed by her own comfort and self-interest or to be shaped by the self-centred mores of the wider society. Her choices, consciously or unconsciously, would be closer to those that serve the kingdom of God. 
She also mentions her Aunt Carrie who provided her with a wider perspective of life. She could subtly rebuke her without causing offence – quite an art with volatile teenagers. 

She laughingly suggested that I had ‘promises like piecrust’ as I repeated again and again a rash promise to paint a cupboard for her. It took me ten days to ponder what the expression meant, and when I had realised, I found myself having to agree with her. To counteract my inclination to accuse others of some injustice or blame others for their inadequacies, she would sigh, ‘ah well, the man who is perfect is yet to be born and his mother is dead’. With hindsight this was a kind of Advent longing. Aunt Carrie also promoted the first stirrings of compassion within me. When the media pilloried someone, or when I joined in the hue and cry that someone was a no-mark – the liverpudlian equivalent of calling someone a wastrel – she would add the coda – ‘he’s some mother’s son’.
It was Aunt Carrie and her stories of simple pleasures in the midst of hardships, of providing strangers with a bed for a few nights as they struggled to get their wits together during wartime pressures, that provide me with stories and corrections that somehow could never be provided from parents or friends. Like Good Will Hunting – we can realise our potential when we experience love and the influence of a good person. 
This parable gives a shocking story of lavish compassionate love – an allegory of the kingdom of God and the heavenly father’s love for us. Jan Strutt who sadly died this week – loved this parable. It spoke to her about a Heavenly Father who lavished love on us – who would run out to meet us even when we were dragging our feet on the way home – grace would come even before repentance.
If the word Prodigal means recklessly wasteful, lavish, then there was the prodigal son who wasted his inheritance, but there was a prodigal father who was prodigal in abundance in his love to all. Parents, mothers and fathers, are often prodigal. And Jesus suggests that this is God’s response to us which should make us reflect on how prodigal we should be to others.

Perhaps the most compelling image is that of being lost, and then found. The religious authorities complain about the company Jesus keeps (tax collectors, prostitues, sinners)). In the church today, who are the ones we try to keep out? Or who are the ones we don’t make much effort to welcome in?

May we rejoice when those who are lost are found, those who are dead become alive.

Amen.

� Thanks to Peter Haynes - http://rockhay.tripod.com/sermons/2001/01-03-25.htm





