June 20, 2010                     Father’s Day                    Luke 15: 1-3, 11-32  
Prayer: Our heavenly Father, hear our prayer on this day set aside to honor our earthly fathers. Help these fathers in our midst to be more like you. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

The watermelon thief
          One of my favorite TV shows is Friday Night Lights. It’s a show about the insanity that surrounds high school football in Texas.


My family can’t believe I like it. They say, “You don’t like football and you get annoyed by high school students. Why would you like that show?”


But I like it because it makes me squirm. I actually get anxious about what is happening to the football players and coaches and cheerleaders and principals and boosters. The people in this little town of Dillon, Texas, can be so mean and spiteful and petty, and they make me care about the pain they cause each other.


One of the best characters is a shy young boy named Matt, who was the quarterback for the past couple of years. Matt graduated and had a scholarship offer to study art in a prestigious college, but he stayed home to take care of his grandmother who has dementia. 


His father spent 20 years in the Army, and hardly ever came home. So Matt was cared for by his grandmother. When he had the chance to get out of Dillon – which everyone wants – he chose, instead, to stay with her because she was the only one who never deserted him.


Two weeks ago on the show, Matt’s father stepped on a landmine in Iraq and was killed. And the whole show was how crazy-angry Matt got at his father. He told his buddies what he really wanted to say at the funeral was that his dad was a sorry man who joined the Army because it was the only way he knew to get out of Dillon and away from his responsibilities.


That’s one kind of dad – a very real kind that a lot of folks have. A dad who didn’t stay around.                                        

I was fortunate enough to have a dad who did stay around. In fact, he may have been the world’s most fun dad.  


When he was a young man, he hitchhiked to Myrtle Beach every summer to work at the Pavilion. He swept floors and did whatever he had to do so he could stay at the beach all summer.


No one who knew him was surprised when he joined the Army paratroopers as soon as he turned 18 – as World War II was winding down. He went in to tell his father, and all my granddad said was, “Boy, I hope you have good insurance.”


He was a great dad for daughters, because he told my sister and me we could be anything we wanted to be. He told us that while there was danger in the world, we couldn’t let it influence our lives. Living in fear, being afraid, was not an option.


When I was 14, some girls invited me to go to the beach the first week after school ended. I was a little nervous because they were a year older than me, and I only knew one of them well. I kind of wanted my dad to say I was too young to go, as most dads would have.


But my dad said, “Now you’re not afraid, are you, sister?”

So, naturally, I had to go to prove him wrong.


When it snowed, he’d take my brother and me out in the car, and inevitably we’d get stranded and have to hitchhike home. Or he’d pull us on a sled behind his Volkswagen beetle, sticking his head out the window and yelling, “Make sure you keep your feet on the bumper so you don’t slide under the car!”


He was something of a wild man.


We had a community pool, and every summer he would insist upon making one appearance early on, and performing a back flip off the diving board. Water would go up his nose, and he’d spend the rest of the summer complaining that we’d caused his sinus infection.


Later in the season, we would go to the beach with four other families. There would be 10 adults and 12 kids sharing a huge beach house. The other kids always wanted my dad to take them to the carnival, because on the way home, he’d stop by a farmer’s field and put them out to steal watermelons.


The boys would come running into the house with watermelons for supper. They’d be yelling, “Hewer made us do it! He drove the getaway car!”


The watermelon thing notwithstanding, my father taught me that people are basically decent, and that you can’t let fear of a few bad ones dictate how you live.

Two weeks ago, as we were leaving this service, a man approached me on the street. His name was Ken, and he had arrived in Greenville on a bus the night before – as so many of our guests do. He had been traveling for days, all the way from California. 


He was trying to locate a daughter in South Carolina, but he had lost her phone number somewhere around Albuquerque. Greenville was the only city in South Carolina he’d ever heard of, so he came here.


All he was asking was if he could use our return address to write to a relative in California to get her phone number. I said that would be fine, but that might take a week or more. Surely we could do better than that.


So we started talking and he mentioned that his daughter Jessica used Facebook. So we went up to my office, typed in Facebook and her name, and she popped right up. Ken saw her picture and started crying.


“That’s her!” he said. “That’s my Jess!”


We wrote a note on her Facebook page, asking her to call the church. We tried to find a shelter bed for Ken to spend the night, but we couldn’t get him in the Salvation Army or the Rescue Mission. So we gave him some blankets, and he slept outside. It rained that night, and one of our parishioners, Ronnie, came and got him and took him to his sleeping spot under a porch overhang.


The next day, I got in early, and Ken was waiting for me. We went to my office, and sure enough, there was a red message light on my phone. It was Jess in Rock Hill, all excited to know her dad was here. We called her back and gave her directions, and she and her two little boys drove to pick Ken up.

Ken wanted to pay us back by doing some work, so we let him pull some of that crabgrass out of the rose bed. Right before he left, he said, “You know, I’ve been around Christians all my life. But I’ve never seen Christianity in action the way it is here.”

I thanked him, but said frankly, I’d been embarrassed that we couldn’t get him into a shelter for the night. 

Ah, that didn’t bother him, he said. 


“You know what impressed me most?” he said. “That you took me up to your office to contact Jess on the computer.”


I was kind of astounded, because I didn’t think that was a big deal. 

But he said, “Oh, no. I expected you to leave me downstairs and tell me you’d look into it. But to take me to your office showed you trusted me, that you believed me.”


What a simple thing. I was able to help this dad connect with his daughter, because my dad taught me not to fear people.   

In Judaism and Christianity, the image of God as Father is pervasive. For those of us with good fathers, it’s a good image, a positive image. It makes sense to have a heavenly father who loves us in the way our watermelon-stealing fathers do here on earth.


For those of us with bad fathers, the image of God as Father can be an obstacle to belief, or at least an obstacle to belief in a loving God. 


If you are a man whose father disappeared, do you see God as distant and uncaring? 

If you are a woman who has been abused by a father, do you see God as cruel and tyrannical?


When things have gone so terribly wrong in our human relationships, the parental metaphor can do more harm than good.


In our Scripture passage for today, we’re going to look at the Bible’s best depiction of God as earthly father. It’s in chapter 15 of the gospel of Luke. Chapter 15 consists entirely of this three-part parable.  

And it starts this way. Luke 15: 1-3.

       
15Now all the tax-collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 2And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, ‘This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.’ 

3 So he told them this parable: 

 This introduction tells us what Jesus is up to. He is talking about a God who is besotted about finding his lost children. He’s telling the grumbling scribes and Pharisees that God seeks to save everyone, not just the so-called religious people who are following the law.



His gospel is wide open to tax collectors and sinners.


In the first section of the parable, Jesus tells of a shepherd with 100 sheep. He loses one and leaves the 99 to go out and search for him.


Then he invites his friends to rejoice over the finding of the single lost sheep.


 The second part concerns a woman who has 10 coins. She loses one, and turns her house upside down to find it.


When she does, she invites her friends and neighbors to rejoice over the finding of the single lost coin. In each story, there is seeking, there is finding, and there is rejoicing. 

And then he tells the third part of the parable. 

Luke 15: 11-32.

11 Then Jesus* said, ‘There was a man who had two sons. 12The 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. 13A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and travelled to a distant country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute living. 14When he had spent everything, a severe famine took place throughout that country, and he began to be in need. 15So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed the pigs. 16He would gladly have filled himself with* the pods that the pigs were eating; and no one gave him anything. 17But 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! 18I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; 19I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired hands.’ ” 20So 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. 21Then the son said to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.”* 22But 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. 23And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; 24for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!” And they began to celebrate. 

25 ‘Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and approached the house, he heard music and dancing. 26He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. 27He replied, “Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has got him back safe and sound.” 28Then he became angry and refused to go in. His father came out and began to plead with him. 29But 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. 30But when this son of yours came back, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!” 31Then the father* said to him, “Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 32But 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.” ’ 

You may have heard this passage referred to as the Parable of the Prodigal Son. Our pew Bible calls it the Parable of the Prodigal and His Brother, which more correctly recognizes the importance of both brothers. 


But I think the best scholarship calls it the Parable of the Forgiving Father. For truly, that’s where the emphasis should be.


Now you can read and preach this story in hundreds and thousands of ways, picking out a different detail each time. But all I want us to look at today is the picture of this father.


For this father is truly a father worthy of Father’s Day.


Dignified patriarchs in ancient Israel did not run. That would be uncouth. It would be buffoonish.


But that is exactly what this father does when confronted with the son who’s already made a fool of him by taking his inheritance and running off.


“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.”


 The father is so eager to welcome and forgive his son that he seems to hardly hear his apology. “He was lost and is found!” That’s the theme Luke is trying to convey. 


We serve a father-God who will run and bend and render himself buffoonish, if only to save us. We serve a father-God who will sacrifice himself, if only to save us.                       

The parable ends with the dutiful son complaining over the unfair treatment of his younger brother. And of course, the treatment is unfair, just as life is.


But the father remains the same. The father remains the same.

“Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours.”


 He loves the older brother. His inheritance will be shared with the older brother. 

But the one thing he will not do for the older brother is to banish the younger brother.


“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.”


Two weeks ago we talked about Jesus’ first sermon in his hometown synagogue in Nazareth. His neighbors got so mad at his sermon about people they’d like to banish that they tried to kill him. This is the same theme, different example.


The older brother does not like it one bit that his father loves his no-account brother. The good scribes and Pharisees do not like it one bit that their heavenly father loves tax collectors and sinners.  

And we can fill in the blank about whom we don’t want our father to love.              

But the truth is, we don’t get to decide. Our God can love anyone he chooses, reach anyone he chooses, save anyone he chooses. 

We don’t all get the same quality in earthly fathers. 


But we all get the exact same heavenly father. One who will sacrifice anything for us.


Oh, wait a minute. He already did.


Amen.

