IT’S HIS PARTY AND I’LL CRY IF I WANT TO!

Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32 
A HOMECOMING
How many here are the oldest child in your family? I see those hands! Yes, I'm an elder brother. You see, this man has two sons. The younger son is the famous one. You know his story from Luke 15--how he took his share of the inheritance and squandered it on "loose living" in a distant country. Just picture in your mind what "loose living" is! Well, that may say more about you than about the younger son.  In any case, when the famine came, the baby of the family ran out of money and had to slop pigs just to eat; so he decided he'd rather be a hired hand in his father's house than a pig-feeder in a far-off land.


Imagine my surprise when I came in from the fields after a long day of work and heard music and laughter and people dancing. It was the middle of the week, for heaven's sake! I called over a servant and said, "What's going on here?" 

"Your brother has come and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has got him back safe and sound." 


Boy, that ticked me off! I refused to go inside the house, so the Old Man came out to meet me in the back yard. "Listen!" I said to him, "For all these years I have been working like a slave for you--working my fingers to the bone--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 squandered your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!" (15:29-30). Of course, to be politically correct, in 2007 I would say, "How could you murder a weight-challenged calf and enjoy the scorched carcass of a voiceless victim?" I was scorched more than the weight-challenged calf!


Then the Old Man said, "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" (15:32).

FOUR FUNERALS AND A PARTY


"This brother of yours was dead . . . ." I witnessed three deaths--three funerals.1 Do you remember the 1994 movie, Four Weddings and a Funeral? Well, this story is about four funerals and a party! The first funeral was over the death of the Old Man. You see, when the younger son asked for his inheritance, he was saying that he regarded his father as good as dead. He was declaring his father and his relationship with his father as dead--gone, history. In agony I watched the Old Man commit suicide (figuratively, at least) and name the relationship "dead." When my brother counted the money and left home, that was, in essence, the funeral of his father.


The second death occurred in the far country when the baby came to himself (15:17). He came to himself. In other words, all alone in a far country and away from family and home, he realized he was nothing but a dead son. So in one sense, the second death --the death of the younger son--occurred in the far country when he came to himself and saw who he really was and really wasn't. 


But his funeral did not occur until he came home. You see, the younger son still was in the bookkeeping business. After he had counted and spent all of his inheritance, the baby boy kept trying to be a bookkeeper by working his way into the house as a hired servant. He proposed a business deal. Only when his father refused to accept him as a hired servant did the baby realize that he could not become alive again by negotiation, or transaction, or any other business deal. The son learned that resurrection is impossible until there has been a funeral--his own death. In the front yard he died to earning forgiveness or deserving forgiveness or negotiating forgiveness. That was funeral number two. 


The third funeral followed the death of the weight-challenged calf. As a matter of fact, the death of the calf and the funeral that the rest of the living call "The Party" is really what this story is all about. The death of the weight-challenged calf proclaimed that the party was what the Old Man’s house was all about. Because of the three funerals, the younger son, the father, and all of the household could have a party. "This brother of yours was dead."  The Old Man says that by admitting that they were dead, the son and the father could be resurrected to a new life, a full life, a meaningful life in the same house. But someone's missing.


I am. I am standing outside and wondering what's going on. It is the party that offends me. It’s his party but I’ll cry if I want to. Of course, let the younger son return home. Our religion has clear provisions for those who come back asking forgiveness, “but where does it say that such provisions include a banquet with music and dancing? Yes, let the boy return, but to bread and water, not fatted calf; in sackcloth, not a new robe; wearing ashes, not a new ring; shuffling around barefoot, not with new shoes; in tears, not in merriment; kneeling, not dancing!”2 


Let the wayward children come home, but let them crawl back on their hands and knees through the back door, not parading to a party through the front door! This is Lent, for goodness sake! What happened to, “You have to live with the consequences!”? What happened to, “You reap what you sow!”? What if all sinners were welcomed home this way? 


What does it take for someone to throw a party for all of us eldest children? I think you can sympathize with me! In church we hear about the poor, the hungry, the dispossessed, those who have suffered injustice. We hear about guests and new members. Well what about us? What about those of us who serve so faithfully on teams and boards and groups? What about those of us who pay the bills and see that the church and the home keep on going? Why do these wandering children receive all the attention around her? Do we need to drop everything and be irresponsible before someone notices what we do around here? 3


A party! Can you believe it? He's not my brother. I never call him that. He's not my father!  I never call him that. That boy calls him "Father!" but I don't! I start out: "Listen to me!" What must I do to get a little attention around here? When can I have my friends over for a scorched goat?

A PRODIGAL FATHER

You know, this is not a story about your son who is in trouble with the law. This is not about your unmarried daughter who is pregnant. This story is not about opening your empty nest to a child who is out of work. These are important relationships but they come later and are not the main point of this story. The story begins, "There was a man who had two sons." It's the story of a loving father who throws a party. It's a story about God--a God of wide mercy. It's the story of a God whose goodness is greater than our badness, whose power to forgive is greater than our ability to sin.


You have probably called it the story of the prodigal son. Do you know what makes him a prodigal?  "Prodigal" does not mean "wandering from home."  Verse 13 tells us, "He squandered his life." The word “prodigal” means "one who is foolishly extravagant: a spendthrift, a squanderer." You assume that the younger son is the only prodigal in this family. He's not! The father is also a prodigal. The father squanders his life, squanders his money, and squanders his love on his two sons. One comes back. One is thinking about it. Yet the father continues to squander his love away on those who don't deserve it and know that they don't deserve it, and on those who, the father says, don't deserve it but think that they do.


Eldest children like you and I want our father to love us because we think we deserve to be loved because we have stayed home and have always done the right thing. We expect our father to love and forgive our younger brother or sister in spite of what he/she has done, but we want our father to love us more for what we have done. God--our Father/Mother--however, loves both of us equally no matter what we have or have not done, and that goes against our religion. We can’t stand that kind of love and so we stand outside with arms folded and refuse to join the party.4 It’s his party and we’ll cry if we want to. 


"There was a man who had two sons." The father says that he has lost both of his sons: the younger one to a life of recklessness and the older to a life of self-righteous anger. The eldest may have physically stayed home but he is spiritually and emotionally so far away from his father that he might as well be feeding pigs in a far country.
This Prodigal Father not only goes outside to one boy but to both. This Father runs out the front door to greet his younger son and also walks out the back door and invites the eldest child to the party. This is the child who lives by the rules, who never calls anyone Father or Brother, and who has not yet realized he has to die before he can live. We have witnessed three funerals and are waiting for a fourth funeral—the elder’s death to rules and rights. We are waiting for every eldest child to say “My Father, My Mother, My Brother, My Sister.


This father is a strange man and represents a strange God. Before he returned to the party, the last thing this father says to all of us elder children standing with arms folded in the backyard: "Why can't you see it? Child you are always with me and all that is mine is yours. And the only reason you're not enjoying it is because you refuse to be dead to your dumb rules about how it should be enjoyed. Quit your complaining, forget about your stupid bookkeeping life, come inside, and put on a funny hat." 


I don't know if I will go in my Father’s house! How about you? Would you go to that kind of party? Would you? Will you?

1 Thanks for the inspiration from Robert Farrar Capon, The Parables of Grace, 1988, pages 136-144.

2 Fred Craddock, Luke, 1990, page 188

3 Barbara Brown Taylor, Lectionary Homiletics, March 26, 1992, page 38.

4 Taylor, page 38

PLAY: The Other Prodigal Son (Crosspoint 60210)
Robert E. Albritton, Ph.D.

Vienna Baptist Church

Vienna, Virginia

March 18, 2007

Fourth Sunday in Lent

Page 


