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Living in God’s amazing grace

Liturgical Day: The Fourth Sunday in Lent
Date: March 18, 2007
Sermon Title: What Would You Do?

What would you do? If you were the older brother, what would you do? If dad had
welcomed home that careless brother of yours, what would you do? If you had been
slaving away all those years while your brother partied away half of dad’s wealth, what

would you do? If he seemed to be getting off scott-free, what would you do?

Today’s Gospel lesson is The Parable of the Prodigal Son. 1t is a story that features
a dad and his two sons, but it is not a story about them. It is a story about you and me.
It is a story about the depth of God’s amazing grace. It is a story about new life being
wrought from the jaws of death. It is a story about excess, about extravagance, about
grace. It is a story about our response to God’s grace, and it leaves us with the

question: What would you do?

You know the story. The father has great wealth and two sons. Tradition would
have it that once the father’s life is over, the older son would inherit the lion’s share of
the estate — maybe 2/3 or so — and the younger son would inherit the rest. But in a fit of
impatience and self-indulgence, the younger son asks for his share early. The father,
loving the son, grants his request, and turns over the appropriate share of the estate.
The son quickly converts it to cash and runs off to a far country where he squanders it in
loose living. But it doesn't last: broke, starving, and desperate, he decides to return
home. Even living as a servant in his father’s household seems better than where he’s
ended up. Arriving home he receives two dramatically different responses. His father
welcomes him with open arms, even before he is able to complete his confession, but

his brother refuses to have anything to do with him whatsoever.

Every time I turn to this story, I learn something new. For instance: have you
noticed that this story doesn’t have an ending? We don’t know the end of this story.
Does the father’s forgiveness transform the younger son? Or does he end up thinking:
“Well, that turned out well. My dad sure is a soft touch. Maybe I'll lay low for a couple of
months and try and pull it off again.” Does the older son give up on his stubborn
resentment, and join his father’s joy? Or does he struggle with a lifetime of bitterness
about this younger brother who got away with so much? Does the father continue the
warm and gracious response the son received upon his return? Or does he call the son
into the office the next day and say: “Son, we are very glad that you are home. But now

that we've made that clear, about the wealth you squandered...” This morning’s skit
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ends with a question because we don't know how this story ends, and maybe that’s the point.

You see, the heart of this story is not in its ending. The heart of this story is in its middle — its very
middle. The middle, where we glimpse the power of this father’s love. The middle, where a wayward child is
welcomed home without question. The middle, where a bitter child is welcomed into the father’s grace. The

middle, where we get a glimpse of what it means to be the church.

God knows, the church needs these glimpses. Far too many times, over the course of history, the church
has been a source of division and suspicion and exclusion. Far too many times, over the course of history, the
church has drawn sharp lines of distinction between insiders and outsiders. Far too many times, over the
course of history, the church has been the last place where someone might expect to experience grace. How
many of us have friends who, as they say, “aren’t into organized religion?” The truth is: for many of them, it's
not because faith in Jesus Christ isn't compelling. It's because the church has behaved in some manner that

has turned them away from God.

Here in this parable, Jesus offers us an image that helps the church see what its mission is all about. It is
the image of that aged father, robe hiked up to his hips, arms outstretched in joy, an ear-to-ear grin spitting
his face, running across the field to embrace his long-lost son, who has now finally returned home. Before the
son is able to confess his sin; before he is able to offer to live in the household as a servant; before he is able
to admit that he has sinned both against God and against his father — before any of this could happen, the

father runs across the field, overcome with compassion and joy, and he welcomes his son home.

It is a glimpse of what God has meant the church to be all along. Just think, if the church were that
gracious. Just think, in all that we say and do as a community and as individuals, if we could offer that kind of

love and compassion — just think what kind of impact it could have on people’s lives.

Lewis Smedes tells the story of going one hot summer afternoon to visit at the Los Angeles Community
jail. He watches pimps bailing out their prostitutes, lawyers interceding for their clients, and drug dealers
arguing on behalf of their peddlers. He thought to himself that all of these people could only be labeled the
losers in society. During the afternoon he decided to go for a walk. On the way out of the door he met a tall
man wearing a dark suit and a clerical collar. He figured he must be a prison chaplain. They struck up a
conversation. As it turned out, the man was not a chaplain but an insurance salesman. He devoted one day a
week to visiting the men in the jail. He used his distinctive garb so that everybody would know what he was
doing. Smedes asked the man: “Aren’t most of the men you meet inside this jail hard-core losers?” The man
responded: “Maybe they are, but that’s not the way I divide people up. The only two categories of people I

really care about are the forgiven people and the unforgiven people.” '

' Quoted in Emphasis (March-April, 1992) by Clarke — edited by Robert J. Marshall
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That's the work of the church, isn't it: to be constantly sharing God’s gift of forgiveness? To be
constantly seeking to help people experience the grace of God that has drawn us here this morning. To be
running across the field, robe hiked up to our hips, arms outstretched in joy, ear-to-ear grins spitting our faces
as we embrace with compassion and joy those who are glimpsing grace for the very first time, or returning to

it after some time away.

That's what God calls the church to be. And that is what this is all about: this worship, this music, this
preaching, this feast of God that we celebrate here each Sunday. It is a welcome home party we throw every
Sunday on the off chance that some hungry, lonely, lost brother or sister has come home for a meal with their
family. That is why you and I have to be here. We are both guest and host. We are the ones welcomed home
by the father’s grace. And we are the ones charged with seeing that anyone who comes to this place now

receives the same welcome we ourselves have received.

This story is about the depths of God's love. This story is about new life being wrought from the jaws of
death. This story is about excess — about extravagance — about amazing grace. May God grant that this story

is about Saint Peter Lutheran Church and our witness in the world. It is what our Lord calls us to be.
Amen.

David J. Risendal, Pastor (March 18, 2007)
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English Text: "

! Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 2 And the Pharisees and
the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.” * So he told
them this parable: ™ “There was a man who had two sons. ** The younger of them said to his father,
‘Father, give me the share of the property that will belong to me.” So he divided his property between
them. * A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and traveled to a distant country, and
there he squandered his property in dissolute living. ** When he had spent everything, a severe famine
took place throughout that country, and he began to be in need. > So he went and hired himself out to
one of the citizens of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed the pigs. '* He would gladly have
filled himself with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no one gave him anything. *’ But when he
came to himself he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but
here I am dying of hunger! *® T will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have
sinned against heaven and before you; ** I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one
of your hired hands.” * ° So he set off and went to his father. But while he was still far off, his father
saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him. 2! Then
the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be
called your son.’”? But the father said to his slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out a robe—the best one—and put it
on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. * And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us
eat and celebrate; ** for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!” And
they began to celebrate. % “Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and approached the
house, he heard music and dancing. *® He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. % He
replied, ‘Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has got him back
safe and sound.” % Then he became angry and refused to go in. His father came out and began to plead
with him. ?° But he answered his father, ‘Listen! For all these years I have been working like a slave for
you, and I have never disobeyed your command; yet you have never given me even a young goat so
that I might celebrate with my friends. *° But when this son of yours came back, who has devoured your
property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!” 3! Then the father said to him, ‘Son, you are
always with me, and all that is mine is yours. **> But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this
brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found.”” "

Greek Text:

"Hoav 8& a0OTW EYYLTOVTEC TTRVTEC OL TEAWVAL KXL Ol RUXPTWAOL XKOVELV XOTOD. ? KXl
dLeydyyuvTov ol Te dXPLOKLOL KXL OL YPXMMXTELG AEYOVTEG OTL 00TOC XUXPTWAOLC
TIPOCOEXETAL KXl TLVECOLEL XVOTOLC. ° ElTTeV 8€ TTpOC XOTOVC TAV TTRPXBOARY TXOTNV AEYWV -
" &vBpwTrog TIC €lXeV dU0 LLOVC. '? kXL ELTTEV O VEWTEPOC KUTWV TW TTRTPL: TTRTEP, HAC HOL
TO ETMREANOV HéEPOC TAC 0VTLXC. O S SLEINEV XUTOLC TOV Blov. ° koL MET’ 00 TTOANXC AMEPKC
CUVAYXYWYV TTRVTX O VEWTEPOG LLOG KTTEDAUNTEV ELG XWPAV HXKPXV KXL EKEL DLETKOPTTLOEV
THV oVolay x0ToD TWV ROWTWC. * SXTTAVATKVTOC 8& XOTOD TTRVTX EYEVETO ALMOC LOXL P&
KXTX TAV XWPXV EKELVNY, KKl xOTOC NPEXTO LOTEPELTOXL. ' KXl TTOPELOELC EKOAAAON EVL TWV
TTOATWV TAC XWPKC EKELVNC, KXL ETTEUPEV RUTOV €LC TOUC &ypolC x0T Bdokely xoipouc, '
KXL ETTEOVOUEL XOPTXODAVAL EK TWV KEPRTLWV WV ROOLOV 0L XO1poL, KXL OVDELG €DLOOL XUTW).
7 €l EXLTOV OE ENBWV Edn - TTOCOL HioBLoL TOD TTRTPAC HOL TTEPLOTEVOVTRL XPTWYV, EYW OE
ALY WdE ATTOMULUAL. '® AVROTXC TTOPEDTOUXL TTPOC TOV TTXTEPXK MOV KXL €LY XOTU -
TIRTEP, AUXPTOV €LC TOV 0UPARVOV KXL EVWITILOV GOU, ° 00KETL ELUL &ELOC KANBAVXL LLGC TOoU -
TTOLlNoOV HE WC Eva TWV ULEBLwY oou. 2 kal dvaxoT& ANBeV TTpOC TOV TTXTEPX EXLTOD. ETL
O€ x0TOD MXKPXV KTTEXOVTOG ELOEV XUTOV O TTXTNP XVUTOD KXL ECTIAXYXVIOON KXL dpoX WV
ETTETTETEV ETTL TOV TPEAXNAOV XOTOD KX KXTEPIANTEV KXOTOV. 2! ELTTEV 8& O LIOC KRVTW - TTXTEP,
AUXPTOV ELC TOV 0UPARVOV KXKL EVWITILOV GOV, ODKETL ELML &ELOC KANOAVXL LLOC Tou. # €ltrev d&

" A list of Bible lessons for the coming weeks is available at www.elca.org/dcm/worship/church_year/lectionary.html.
" St. Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32, New Revised Standard Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the

Churches of Christ in the United States of America).
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0 TTXTAP TIPOC TOUG dOVAOUE XUTOD - TXXVD EEEVEYKXTE OTOANV TNV TIPWTNV KXL EVOVOXTE
a0OTOV, KXL DOTE SAKTOALOV €lC THV XELp&X xOTOD KXL OTTOSAMKTX €LC TOUC TTOdXC, 2 Kol
bépeTe TOV UOOXOV TOV OLTELTOV, BOOKTE, KXL paydvVTEC eDPpavOW ey, ** 6TL 0dTOC O LLOC
HOUL VEKPOC AV KX &AVETNOEV, AV RTTOAWAWC KXl €VPEBN. KAl APExVTO eVPpxiveaBat. ® Av d¢
0 LLOC XVUTOD O TTPECTPUTEPOG EV XYPW) - KXKL WG EPXOMEVOG RYYLOEV TH OLKLX, NKOLTEV
oUHPWVIXE KXL XOpWV, 2° KKL TTPOTKXAETKUEVOC, EVX TV TTXLOWV ETTUVORVETO TL &V €ln
TOTX. # 0 8€ €lmev aOTW OTL O XSENPOC TOU RKEL, KXL EBVUTEV O TIRTAP TOU TOV MOTXOV TOV
OLTEVTOV, OTL UYLXLVOVTE XOTOV XTTEAXBEV. 22 Wpylodn & kol 0Ok AOENeV €LOENBELY, O &
TTXTRP XOTOD EEEABWV TTRPEKEAEL XOTOV. 2 O BE &TTOKPLOELC €lTTEV TW TTXTPL KVTOD - 1dOD
TOOXOTX €T SOLVAEDW TOL KXL OVDETTOTE EVTOAAV 0OU TTXpAABOV, KXL EUOL OVBETTOTE EDWKXC
EpLpov v HETX TWOV PIAwV pov eOdpavOw - *° dTe d& 6 LLOC oov 00TOC O KXTRPXYUWV TOUL
TOV Blov pHeT& TTopvidv fABeV, EBLOXC KXVTW TOV OLTELTOV HOOXOV. 2! O &€ €ltrev XOTW) -
TEKVOV, OU TTRVTOTE MET’ EMOD €1, KXl TTRAVTX TX EURX OX EOTLV - 2 eDBpaRVOAVAL € KL
XXPAVAL EBEL, OTL O XOEAPOC oL 00TOC VEKPOG fV KXL ECNOEV, KXL XTTOAWAWG KXL EVPEDN. Iv

iv

St. Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32, The Greek New Testament, Aland, Kurt, Black, Matthew, Martini, Carlo M., Metzger, Bruce M., and
Wikgren, Allen, (© 1983, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft Stuttgart).
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Skit:

AFTER THE PRODIGAL SON RETURNS (EDITED)
Luke 15:25-32

CHARACTERS:

James: Young man in his twenties. He is dressed in work clothes.

Father: Older man in his late forties or early fifties. He is dressed casually, but not in work clothes.
SCENE: The front steps of the house. There could be laughter and music in the background as James takes his
place center stage. As he begins to speak, the laugher and music fade.

James: Do you believe this? (He looks back toward the house and then back to the audience.) My little brother
leaves with his part of the inheritance, he's gone for months, and then he returns, broken and penniless. (He
looks at the house and then back at the audience once again.) And what does my dad do when this good-for-
nothing bum returns? Does he punish him? Heck no! He throws a party for that worthless piece of trash. I
don't believe it. (He sits down with his head hung low.)

Dad: James. (Entering, the son does not answer.) James. (The son looks up and the father sits, putting his
arm around him.) James, what's wrong? (James jumps up and moves away from the father.)

James: What's wrong? You've got to be kidding.

Dad: I don't know what you mean. What's wrong?

James: You really don't know, do you?

Dad: No, I really don't.

James: What in God's name were you thinking of?

Dad: (He stands.) James, I don't know what this is all about. I've been so busy with the party.
James: That's part of it.

Dad: I'm sorry, but I was so happy that your brother came home.

James: And that's the worst part.

Dad: The worst part is that your brother came home?

James: No, the worst part is that you welcomed him as though he'd just been away for a few days.
Dad: Well, he was away.

James: Away for months. Wasting your money. Wasting his life.

Dad: But he’s my son, your brother.

James: He was your son. He was my brother. But no more.

Dad: He is still my son.

James: No, my younger brother is dead. I'm the only son you've got left.

Dad: That's not true.

James: That's the way it has to be if you want me to stick around here.

Dad: But you are both my sons. Don't you understand?

James: All T understand is that this . . . this so-called son of yours wasted everything. And now he is playing
on your sympathy.

Dad: I love your brother and I love you. I'm happy he is back, and I'm happy that you never left.
James: You may love him, but you certainly don't love or respect me.

Dad: Why do you say that?

James: Think about it. I've faithfully served you for years now. I did everything you told me to do. I never
questioned you. And never once did you throw a party for me. Never once did you tell me to invite my friends
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over for a party. But when this so-called son of yours took your money, spent it on loose women and drink,
and came home penniless, you treated him like the conquering hero.

Dad: James, I'm sorry. This has more to do with you and me, than it does with your brother.

James: What do you mean?

Dad: I didn't tell you to have a party, James, because I thought you knew that everything here is yours. This

land and this house are yours. The money I have is your money. It’s all here for you to use. I thought you
knew. I'm sorry.

James: (He points toward the house.) But he gets away with murder. He isn't punished for what he’s done.
It's not right!

Dad: When your brother left, I lost his love. I never quit loving him or loving you. Your brother has lost part of
his life, something he'll never be able to get back. Is there any punishment I can place upon him that would
be worse than that?

James: But you seem to be rewarding him, and in a way, punishing me.

Dad: James, you and I had something that your brother lost and will never be able to get back. We were
never apart. And unless you leave, I promise we'll never be apart. Come and celebrate. Celebrate the fact that
your brother is home and also celebrate that we've never been apart.

James: Whatever. Go back in. I'll think about it.

Dad: Okay. (He starts to leave and then turns back.) James, no matter what you think, I love you. (He walks
off stage.)

James: (He turns to the audience.) What should I do? (And then, looking directly at the audience.) What
would you do? (He walks off in a different direction.)



